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The Presence of the Prophet: General Introduction

Rachida Chih, David Jordan and Stefan Reichmuth

Attachment to the Prophet Muhammad is shared by all the various individu-
als, groups and communities that define themselves as Muslims, whether
Sunni, Shiq, Ibadi or others, whether attached to the letter or to the spirit of
Islam, whether they are proponents of Islamic reform or secular Muslims. As
a focus for personal emulation and normative precedence and as a source of
hope for salvation and of cultural identity and socio — political empowerment,
the Prophet of Islam continues his presence among the Muslim believers.

In his function as messenger of both divine mercy and wrath and as inter-
cessor on behalf of his community in the present and in an eschatological
future, the Prophet of Islam stands out as a necessary intermediary between
God’s transcendence and the human realm. The belief in Muhammad’s inter-
mediacy engendered a constant tension between the superhuman and human
aspects of his person and message, which increased with the growing historical
distance from him. The engagement with this tension ushered in the develop-
ment of prophetology, and in diverse and sometimes contested forms of devo-
tion to the Prophet. These have aimed to revivify his memory and his tradition,
to directly or indirectly identify with him, and to look for encounters with him
in blessings, dreams and visions.

The objective of this series is not another historical study of the life of the
Prophet and of the origins of Islam. It rather approaches the significance of his
image for his community with its diverse group affiliations and identities, in
the course of history. What have been the foundations of the Muslims’ attach-
ment to the Prophet, and the modalities of his presence within their religious
endeavours? What has been the role of his figure and memory in the construc-
tion of their identities and expectations?

1 Academic Research and the Prophet

In its quest of the “Historical Muhammad”, academic research has largely pur-
sued the aim of comprehending and reconstructing his historical personality
as closely as possible, in the context of the beginnings of Islam, with all the
tools of philological and historical criticism available for an assessment of
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the extant sources.! Since the nineteenth century this has led a considerable
number of scholars, including some Muslims, to write full biographies of the
Prophet, with tendencies that clearly reflect their own world views and their
academic formation in the context of their times. The classification applied by
Arthur Jeffery to this literature already in 1926,2 with its distinction between
“pathological lives”, “political and economic lives”, “advanced criticism’,
“mythology”, “eschatological lives”, “apologetic lives”, and “mysticism”, would
seem to have retained its usefulness even today.

The image of the Prophet as it was established in Muslim religious and
historical tradition had, despite many critical objections, remained for a long
time at the centre of historical reconstruction and dominated both positive
and more critical accounts of the “Life of the Prophet”. But in recent decades
this image has been questioned and overshadowed by other research attempts.
These locate the origins of Islam and the emergence and development of
the Qurian in the context of the multireligious culture of the Middle East in
late antiquity, and try to break fresh critical ground in the methodological
approach toward these early developments. The resulting revision of the basic
framework of both the textual genesis and collection of the Qur’an, of the his-
tory of the early religious community from which Islam finally emerged, and
of the life and role of the Prophet himself, puts great stress on the apocalyptic
and eschatological dimensions of the early message. It assumes a redaction
process of the Qur'an which lasted until the end of the seventh century.3 In this
new tableau of the emergence of Islam, the role of the Prophet appears more
or less reduced to that of a shadowy military leader of an apocalyptic move-
ment, which took on a specific religious shape only by its interactions with the
different religious communities in the conquered regions of the Middle East.

1 For a highly useful collection of articles representing this field, Motzki, ed., The Biography
of Muhammad; for a recent critical overview of the historiographical approaches to the
Prophet, Shoemaker, “Les vies de Muhammad”.

2 Jeffery, “The Quest for the historical Muhammad”; used again extensively by Shoemaker in
his critical overview of the biographical literature on the Prophet, “Les vies de Muhammad”
212—26.

3 The monumental collection Le Coran des Historiens (3 vols. including a critical commentary
of the Quranic suras) edited recently by Muhammad Ali Amir-Moezzi and Guillaume Dye
(2019) can be regarded as a collective product of this approach, which finds its recent pro-
grammatic expression in the general introduction written by Amir-Moezzi and Dye (21-37)
and in Stephen J. Shoemaker’s chapter “Les vies de Muhammad” (183—245). The beginnings of
this approach can be identified with the works of John Wansbrough, Quranic Studies (1977),
and The Sectarian Milieu (1978), with Patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism (1977), and
with Patricia Crone’s subsequent publications.
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Another approach to the Qur'an has been followed by Angelika Neuwirth,
who remains by and large attached to the chronological framework of its tex-
tual development as established in the Islamic scholarly tradition and further
developed by Theodor Noldeke in the nineteenth century. But she also explic-
itly attempts to disentangle the analysis of the Quran from its connection
with the received Prophetic vita.* Looking at the Quranic text as product of
an interaction between the Prophet and his audience, she attempts to recon-
struct the emergence of the Islamic community in the mirror of its chief docu-
ment. The text itself conveys a prophetology which for her can be followed
in its development. Its beginning can be read as transcendent addresses to a
human individual, and it leads towards the affirmation of universal authority
for a messenger who unites and supersedes all the previous channels of divine
communication with mankind in his own person and in his script.> Despite her
strong opposition against “revisionist” assumptions and their chronology, one
gains the impression that, in her works on the Qur’an, too, the Prophet seems
to lose his agency and to merge with both text and community (“Gemeinde”).
She thus can be found in some vicinity to Fred Donner with his attempt at a
reconstruction of an early “Believers’ movement” which shaped the beginnings
of Islam before and after the the Prophet’ death.5

A comprehensive exploration of the biography of the Prophet of Islam and
of the development of his image in the Arabic biographical and pious liter-
ature attached to his person was undertaken by Tilman Nagel (2008, 2010).”
His works stand in clear opposition to the historical devaluation of the Arabic
sources for the life of the Prophet and for the beginnings of Islam in contem-
porary research, which is strongly criticised by him.8 According to Nagel a clear
difference in character can be observed between the early sira and maghazt
works and the reports about the Prophet enshrined in the fadith literature,
which to him represents a later stage in the de — historicising of his image. He
therefore proceeds to develop his own critical approach to the Arabic source
materials and their relation to the Qur’an. His image of the entanglement of
religious and political factors in the life of the Prophet remains highly critical
of both his personality and of that of his companions. In this respect Nagel’s
work can be seen as a continuation from older biographical accounts like those

4 See Neuwirth, Der Koran als Text der Spdtantike, 107-122; 333—339; 407—413; Der Koran 2/1,
441t it is telling that, in the first mentioned book, neither “Prophet” nor “Muhammad” figure
in the index, cf. 841, 845.

See especially Neuwirth, Der Koran 2/1, 441f.

Fred Donner, Muhammad and the Believers; see esp. Ch. 2, 44-89.

Nagel, Mohammed. Leben und Legende; Allahs Liebling; Mohammed. Zwanzig Kapitel.

Nagel, Mohammed. Leben und Legende, 35—43.
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of Sprenger, Buhl, and others. His critique also includes the Muslims’ dogmatic
and ahistorical attitude to their Prophet as it developed since the Umayyad
period, which he sees as still at work in the current political and ideological
uses of his image.

The Muslims’ pious attachment to their Prophet, on the other hand, has cer-
tainly received some attention by Islamicists and anthropologists, especially
since the beginnings of the twentieth century. The pioneering overviews of
Max Horten (1916, 1917-18) and Tor Andrae (1918) have retained much of their
value.® They already presented a panorama of early and medieval doctrines,
traditions and beliefs concerning the exemplary figure of the Prophet with its
strong supernatural touches in learned as well as popular culture within both
Sunni and Sh11 Islam. This broad perspective was only further developed and
augmented in the 1980s by Annemarie Schimmel (1981, 1985) with a close view
on Sufi culture and poetry in different languages well into the modern period.1°
Recent works with a more comprehensive approach like Brockopp (2010) and
Fitzpatrick and Walker (2014) also take the Muslims’ attachment to the Prophet
into account.! But it has to be stated that this perspective has remained mar-
ginal, in Islamology and even more so in the sociology of religions in general,
and it was only rarely that scholars attempted to understand the nature of the
bonds which have attached the Muslims to their Prophet until the present.

2 Research on the Muslims’ Attachment to the Prophet: Objectives
and Approaches

The increased attachment of the Muslims to the Prophet in recent times has
certainly reinforced and deepened the existing fractures within Islam, and also
the tensions and conflicts with non — Muslims, which have gained in intensity
whenever the Prophet and his image are at stake. Under these circumstances,
a major task for further research on the Prophet of Islam and on the continu-
ous presence of his figure among the Muslims seems to lie in an exploration
of the rich and varied historical and contemporary patterns of attachment to
him, which have contributed to the formation of the Muslim individual and to
the development of Islamic culture and politics. The three collective volumes

9 Horten, Die religiése Gedankenwelt der gebildeten Muslime; Horten, Die religiose Gedan-
kenwelt des Volkes; Andrae, Die Person Muhammads.

10 Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger; in German: Und Muhammad ist Sein
Prophet.

11 Brokopp, ed., Cambridge Companion; Fitzpatrick and Walker, eds., Muhammad in History,
Thought, and Culture.
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which are presented here, the product of a joint French-German research proj-
ect, are dedicated to this task.!> They focus on the early modern as well as the
modern period, which are taken here to cover the time spans between 1450—
1850 and 1850 to the present, respectively.!® Taken together, both periods were
a time of expansion but also decentring of Islam and of the Muslim world.
With view to the longue durée of certain doctrines and attitudes connected
with the Prophet, it was necessary sometimes to direct our attention also to
earlier periods (especially in Volume 1).

In addition to the study of the normative dimensions of Islam pursued by
philological and juridical research, and of the political history of the Muslim
world, the three volumes deal with the social and cultural dynamics of living
Islam, with a view to the fact that religious norms and practices themselves, far
from being fixed and defined once and for all, are at the heart of social action
and in constant flux and adaptation. Masses and elites equally participate in
this process of social interaction leading to the construction and redefinition
of societal and religious norms. The Muslims’ relations to the Prophet have yet
to find their place in the history of mentalities and representations, and in the
history of the Muslim world in general.

Rather than following the simplistic distinction between “popular Islam”
and “scholarly Islam” which haslong dominated research on Muslim societies,#
veneration and piety connected with the Prophet should be seen on a con-
tinuum which includes different social and cultural formations, at times pro-
ducing a “Prophetic culture” of considerable social cohesion, shared between
masses and elites. Equally, it would be fruitless to look for a homogenised fig-
ure of the Prophet Muhammad agreed upon by the whole of the Muslim com-
munity. His image was often determined by Sufi concepts and activities but
also by religious milieus which were in opposition to Sufism.

Our task, then, is rather to account for the plurality of representations of the
Prophet, which evolved in the course of Muslim history along with sometimes
fierce debates and polemics. This is why we have chosen to gather specialists
from different disciplines and methodologies around a threefold thematic
focus on doctrinal and aesthetic representations, power relations, and devotional

12 “The Presence of the Prophet: Muhammad in the Mirror of his Community in Early
Modern and Modern Islam’, joint ANR-DFG project (2017-2020); see also its website
https://prophet.hypotheses.org.

13 This periodisation follows the use of the Enzyklopddie der Neuzeit, Friedrich Jéger ed.,
published 20052012, extended since 2017, and its English edition, Encyclopedia of Early
Modern History Online, Graeme Dumphy ed., then Andrew Colin Gow, since 2016.

14 For two influential representatives of this approach, see Geertz, Islam Observed; Gellner,
Muslim Society.
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practice and experience. The interdisciplinary dialogue on these themes will
hopefully contribute to a clarification of the Muslims’ relation to their Prophet,
and of the modalities of his presence among them in the past as well as in the
contemporary world.

This presence of the Prophet, described by Tilman Nagel (2008) as “spiri-
tual presence and universal ideological authority”, includes eschatological
beliefs about him which connect the beginnings of Islam (and for some also
the origin of the whole created world) with the present time and the end of
days.’> Eschatology is meant here to include not only future expectations of
the end of times, but, in a sense already well established for Christianity, a
certain fulfilment unfolding already in the present, sometimes called “realised”
or “inaugurated eschatology”!6 Regarded by some as the first created being in
the world, as “Muhammadan Light” or “Muhammadan Reality”, the Prophet is
even imagined as encompassing and reflecting the whole cosmos.'” By impli-
cation, he can assume the role of mediator, intercessor and addressee for the
inner life of the believer in pious practice and mysticism. These eschatological
beliefs, too, confer an important position to the descendants of the Prophet
(al-sada al-ashraf) as reputed trustees of his sacred rank and heritage, and as
“living links” to him (Morimoto).!® An auratic mediation between the histori-
cal distance of the Prophet and the presence of his words is evoked by the
transmitted Prophetical sayings, which speak to the believer, provide edifica-
tion and admonition, and demand obedience to his orders along with those
of the Qur’an.’® They suggest blessing and even victory in this world for those
who keep hold of the Prophetic sunna (“Vergegenwirtigung heilswichtiger
Aussagen”)?? and the moral and legal authority derived from his tradition has
obvious political implications. The immediate encounter with the words and
deeds of the Prophet can nourish the above-mentioned eschatological beliefs,
but it can equally be experienced and maintained in strict distance from them.

15  “Spirituelle Gegenwirtigkeit wie auch ideologische Allzustindigkeit Mohammeds”, Nagel,
Allahs Liebling, ng.

16  Cullmann, Heil als Geschichte; Kuhn, Enderwartung und gegenwdrtiges Heil; Filoramo
et al. “Eschatologie”.

17 Rubin, “Pre-Existence and Light”.

18 Morimoto, Sayyids and Sharifs.

19  For this notion of an “aura” created by the interplay of distance and closeness in the expe-
rience of a sacred or aesthetic object, which was brought up by Walter Benjamin, see his
Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit [ The Work of Art in the
Age of its Technological Reproducibility]; Rochlitz, Disenchantment of Art; Spangenberg,
“Aura”; Beil, Herberichs, Sand], eds., Aura und Auratisierung.

20  Scholler, Mohammed, 74, quoting Nagel.
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A point of departure for our project was the intensification of Prophet-
centred patterns of piety in different cultural fields since the fourteenth cen-
tury, which can be observed in virtually all regions of the Muslim world. This
development increased with the emergence of the large Muslim empires of the
Ottomans, Safavids and Mughals and of a number of other Muslim regional
states.?! In a period of intense religious and socio-political struggles, escha-
tological expectations gained in fervour among Muslims, Christians and Jews
on both sides of the Mediterranean, in larger parts of the Middle East and in
Central and South Asia.?2 Patterns of this piety had already emerged in the
preceding centuries, and henceforth the Prophetic model increasingly moved
among Muslims into the core of personal and collective efforts to strengthen
the individual and to renew and expand Islamic culture and politics.

In general terms, piety can be understood as a personal and often affec-
tive commitment and effort to realise certain religious ideas, values and
instructions in individual and collective life through a specific way of living.
It includes both the living practice itself and its reflection and propagation.23
The three volumes aim to highlight the Muslim attachment to the Prophet
and the attempts at his representation in quite diverse individual and collec-
tive ways of living, based on both affective and intellectual bonds, within and
beyond the Muslim world. This broad concept of a “Prophetic piety” includes
both religious practice and doctrinal and institutional settings. It also extends
to literary genres like prayer, praise poetry, juridical and Sufi treatises, to litera-
ture and the arts, and also to the political sphere.24 For all its manifold forms
and expressions, attachment to the Prophet can be found mainly in the three
key modes of imitation, identification, and interaction, which may serve as a
taxonomy for the categorisation of Prophetic piety.

Throughout history, Muslims have emphasised the salience of imitating the
Prophet Muhammad as an “excellent model” (uswa hasana, Quran 23:21) for
personal behaviour as well as for public action, by accepting his message and
following his Sunna. The focus later shifted to his acceptance as the best of
human beings, to the duty to love him and to acquire as many traits as possible
of his noble character. The above-mentioned concept of the “Muhammadan

21 For an overview see Reichmuth, “Aspects of Prophetic Piety”; for the Safavid and Mughal
empires, Moin, Millennial Sovereign.

22 See Subrahmanyam, “Du Tage au Gange au XVI¢ siécle”.

23 Hamm, “Frommigkeit als Gegenstand theologiegeschichtlicher Forschung’, 466. For a
general discussion about the ambiguity of the term piety and the difficulty of defining it
in a Christian context, see Fassbinder, “Frommigkeit”. For an influential study on modern
Muslim female piety, see Saba Mahmoud, Politics of Piety.

24  Reichmuth, “Aspects of Prophetic Piety”, 129f.
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Light” as the first creation (found already with al-Tustari, d. 283/896) reflected
a cosmological turn in the view of the Prophet which developed among Sunnis
through close exchange with Shi‘ thought. The shift towards a more personal
orientation vis-a-vis the Prophet, which found its most articulate expression in
the twelfth century with al-Qadi ‘Iyad (d. 544/1149) and his Kitab al-shifa’, was
to deepen over the following centuries. It can be observed that even those crit-
ics of Sufism who fiercely struggled against Muhammad’s cosmic and super-
human idealisation came to share an increasingly “Prophetocentric” worldview
with their adversaries. Their strong emphasis on the human character of the
Prophet, whose biography and tradition reach a paradigmatic role for nearly
all aspects of daily human life, can today be observed among Sufis, Islamists,
and in the discourse of the global da‘wa alike. With this “Sunnatisation of
lifeworlds”,2% imitation of the Prophet has become important in the construc-
tion of modern Muslim individual and collective identities worldwide.

Building on this imitation, the Prophet and also his family (ak! al-bayt)
became central figures of identification and pride and a source of authority
among Muslim individuals and communities. Whether religious scholars and
jurists, Sunni or Shif religious leaders, Sufis, reformists, and even rulers, they
all directly or indirectly identified as heirs of the Prophet and in this way derive
legitimacy as his rightful successors as well as transmitters and trustees of his
heritage. This often involved the claim to a calling as a “renewer” (mujaddid) of
the Sunna and of the Muslim community, and also of an authentic representa-
tion of the Prophet himself. The identification with the person of the Prophet
also remains strong in the secular political movements of the twentieth cen-
tury, and even in Muslim accounts of his life which show their — sometimes
rather critical — engagement with Orientalist scholarship.26

Claimants of Prophetic authority often undergirded their cause through
the ownership and use of Prophetic relics and vestiges (hair, teeth, footprints,
mantles, swords, banners), ignoring the strong reformist critique against such
uses. The bodily visualisation of these items functions as a powerful tool in
order to create an aura of protection and blessing for the owner and the audi-
ence through their immediate and physical presence. A direct identification
with the Prophet, and “living links” to him are also offered by his descendants
(al-sada al-ashraf’), who, as mentioned above, have often enjoyed a special
social and religious status as bearers of his outward and inward perfection,

25  See for this Malik in Malik and Hinnells, eds., Sufism in the West, 3.

26  Like those of Muhammad Haikal (d. 1956), Hayat Muhammad, and Hisham Djait (b. 1935),
al-Wahy wa-l-Qur'an wa-l-nubuwwa; Tarikhiyyat al-da‘wa. On Djait and his views on the
Prophet and the Qur’an see Sinai, “Hisham Djait”.
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moral purity, and blessing. From the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, the
number of claimants to Prophetic descendance and their impact on social
and political life increased tremendously across various societal spheres in the
Islamic world, henceforward strongly shaping Muslim society and culture as
they could enhance Islamic legitimacy through a sanctified genealogical link
to the Prophet.

Many Muslim individuals and communities, finally, show a desire for inter-
action and communication with the Prophet in prayers, dreams and visions and
also in recitations of his sayings or of poetry in his praise, which seems to have
increased during the early modern period. Dreams and visions continue to have
a special role in Islam as the only part left of prophecy (mubashshirat), and as
a crucial element of personal religious experiences evoking the Prophet’s pres-
ence (according to widespread theological conviction the Prophet is believed
to remain alive in his grave)2” and even allowing for union with him. Literary
reports about such encounters abound throughout history, and they are still
searched for, transmitted and discussed today in pious circles of both Sufi
and Salafi orientation. Believers secure personal access to relics, vestiges, and
historic places connected with his life, surround themselves with calligraphic
representations of his names and his reported personal appearance (hilya),
and constantly say the benediction upon him (al-salat ‘ala an-nabr) when-
ever his name is mentioned. Hope and prayer for his intercession (shafa@a) at
Judgement Day and his approachability for calls for help (tawassul, istighatha)
in everyday life became dominant, though often contested, theological issues.
Poems in praise of the Prophet (madih or na‘t) were since the later middle ages
conceived as precious gifts to him, connected with the hope to be rewarded
with his intercession for author, performers and audience alike.

The artful recitation of poetry in praise of the Prophet, performed especially
on his birthday (mawlid), thus became a powerful means of bringing about
an encounter with him. The auratic character (on which see above) of the
ensemble of discursive and sonic performances can evoke profound sensa-
tions, like the feeling of being moved to his tomb in Medina.?8 The aforemen-
tioned transmission and recitation of the Prophet’s sayings appears to convey
a similar auratic impression to Sufis, non-Sufis and anti-Sufis alike; an impres-
sion that does not seem to be diminished by its “technological reproducibility”,
quite in contrast to what Walter Benjamin would describe for the fate of art in
modern society.2?

27  Meier, “Auferstehung Muhammads”.
28 Eisenlohr, Sounding Islam.
29 Benjamin, Kunstwerk; Rochlitz, Disenchantment.
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3 Thematic Overview of the Three Volumes of This Series

The first volume of the series focuses on the figure of the Prophet as presented
and discussed in Islamic knowledge and doctrine, which was constructed and
progressively established in the formative age of Islam, and further re-read and
re-appropriated in early modern and modern times. As mentioned above, the
reconstruction of these formative doctrinal elements and their impact required
a good number of thematic recourses to earlier Islamic times. Doctrinal devel-
opments are viewed in this volume in interaction with the different modes
of aesthetic representation of the Prophet in literature and the arts. Here, as
in the field of doctrine, the focus is on the tension between the divine and
human realms, connected in the person and message of the Prophet, and their
mediation in different forms of textual and aesthetic representation. The com-
plementary focus joining doctrinal, literary and artistic perspectives has only
rarely been attempted until now. It promises to provide fresh insights into the
interplay of knowledge and culture in Muslim communities, both in their his-
torical and contemporary dimensions.

The theme of the second volume is the role played by the heritage and model
of the Prophet Muhammad as a successful and divinely guided war leader and
statesman, which inspired many Muslim communities of different times and
regions in their manifold and often opposing political projects. This included
the foundation and running of imamates, sultanates and rural and tribal fed-
erations, right down to the modern nation states and to secular political move-
ments. Special attention is given to the descendants of the Prophet and their
leading roles in various societal spheres, and their emergence as political lead-
ers and founders of states in different parts of the Muslim world, especially in
the early modern period.

The volume equally highlights another important dimension of the Pro-
phetic model. That is his significance for the self-empowerment of Muslim
individuals and communities in their resistance against foreign powers, and
even against their own governments. Reference to his model and life served
to justify an opposition that often included the elaboration of radical political
ideologies and of militant action. It has also frequently come up in communal
struggles, and in the attempted founding of Islamic states by militant Islamic
movements in recent times. The image of the Prophet thus appears as a mirror
of the conflictual forces within contemporary Muslim societies, and of their
strained relationships with the non-Muslim world.

The third volume, by interlacing historical and anthropological approaches,
explores the different practices of piety and devotion connected with the
Prophet, whether as individual activities or as group expression. Its focus is
on festivals and celebrations, especially those of the Birthday of the Prophet
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(mawlid al-nabi) in different countries, religious and social milieus. The vol-
ume also discusses the debates around these celebrations and other forms of
veneration of the Prophet and his descendants, which have gained in vigour
over the last century and have created a novel Muslim debate over the ways
of thinking of the Prophet and of connecting with him, in contexts which are
strikingly different from those of the medieval polemics.

The volume also highlights the impact of the Prophetic model on individual
and collective identity formation among Muslims. The focus will be particu-
larly on Western Europe, and on the role of the Prophet for Muslim religios-
ity in European secular societies. Other forms of Muslim attachment to the
Prophet will also be discussed. They include the devotion to his reputed bodily
traces and relics, which survives until today in many parts of the Muslim world,
the articulation of his presence in reported dreams and visions, and the reli-
gious and emotional framework connected with benedictions for him and
with poetry and chanting in his praise.
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The Prophet between Doctrine, Literature and Arts:
Introduction to Volume 1

Denis Gril, Stefan Reichmuth and Dilek Sarmis

The Muslims’ relationship with the Prophet Muhammad, as reflected in their
daily lives, in devotional practice, in scholarly, legal and political activities
and in literary and artistic expression, largely derives from a rich doctrinal and
cultural heritage that was shaped over the centuries by diverse societal and
regional contexts. Approaching this relationship therefore requires taking
full account of the plurality of, and sometimes competition between, differ-
ent representations of the Prophetic figure, and of the changing modalities of
Prophetic piety over the course of Islamic history.

The first volume in the series is devoted to the figure of the Prophet as it was
established and transformed since the beginnings of Islam, then throughout
the Middle Ages and in modern times, up to the turn of the twentieth century.
This volume aims to show that doctrinal representations of the Prophet are
inseparable from those prevailing in literature, music and the visual arts, and
that both doctrinal and aesthetic images of him have existed in a state of con-
stant interaction. Along with the general focus of the French-German project
on the Prophet in the mirror of his community in the early modern and mod-
ern periods (see the General Introduction above), this volume also discusses
earlier doctrinal, spiritual and literary developments that retained their impor-
tance in the development of the image of the Prophet and for Muslim piety in
later times. The studies largely go back to two conferences held by the project
in 2017, with some additional contributions which were specially requested.!
With its combined attention paid to doctrinal, literary and artistic expres-
sions, the volume will hopefully shed new light on the interactions between
the different cultural spheres in Muslim societies, and it will confirm — if need
be — the artificial nature of any division between learned and popular religious
orientation and practice.

1 Between God and Man: The Representations of the Prophet in the Construction of Islamic
Knowledge; Paris, 5-6 July 2017, https://prophet.hypotheses.org/workshop-paris-july-2017;
Between God and Man: Representations of the Prophet in Literature, Arts, and Media;
Bochum, 9—10 November 2017, https://prophet.hypotheses.org/between-god-and-man-repre
sentations-of-the-prophet-in-literature-arts-and-media.
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Without even attempting to be exhaustive, this first volume seeks to under-
line the diversity of the scholarly, literary and artistic forms of representation
of the Prophet in various temporal and cultural contexts and in different parts
of the Muslim world, with a clear preponderance of Arabic and Turkic litera-
tures. Some of the contributions concern a specific time and place, while oth-
ers highlight the maturation of doctrines and the adaptation of topics and
genres to novel requirements in a diachronic perspective. The volume thus
includes a wide range of representations of the Prophet, from the Qur’an and
the early maghaziliterature to literary samples and devotional and calligraphic
artefacts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, combining in-depth case
studies with overview articles. By juxtaposing the development of Sufi orienta-
tions towards the Prophet with the place given to him, along with ‘Ali b. Abi
Talib in Twelver and Isma‘ili Shi‘ism, and with the very specific views of the
Muslim philosophers on prophethood, this book seeks to open up perspectives
on the cross-connections between multiple attitudes towards the figure of the
Prophet. The literary and artistic expressions of veneration and love for the
Prophet which have been gathered here, might likewise offer a promising field
for further comparative research on the actualisation of his presence in dif-
ferent cultural, medial and linguistic settings in the course of Muslim history.

The volume’s five sections begin with a focus on the representations of
the Prophet in Qurian, hadith and sira/maghazi literature and their cultural
embedding in Muslim societies (Part 1). This is followed by a closer look at
the developments leading towards a theology of veneration of the Prophet in
Sunni Islam (Part 2). The images and functions of the Prophet in ShiT doc-
trine and in Islamic philosophy are then presented in a comparative perspec-
tive (Part 3). The two concluding sections discuss the poetic exaltation of the
Prophet across different Islamic literatures (Part 4), and the strikingly common
characteristics of his aesthetic representation in literary, scriptural and picto-
rial imagery (Part 5).

This structural and thematic approach made it impossible to bring all the
contributions into a strictly diachronic arrangement, which would show an
undeniable progression and deepening of scholarly and devotional prophetol-
ogy and an increasing personal attachment to his person. Nevertheless, within
each section, a certain chronological order has been observed to illustrate such
a development as closely as possible. Along with its thematic perspectives,
the book thus documents an observable historical process, albeit one that
appears to have been far from continuous. There was no shortage of reactions
to manifestations of devotion deemed excessive over the centuries; reactions
which, however, have followed their own Prophet-centred agenda and have
only belatedly reversed a pious trend that had been largely driven by Sufism
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over centuries. In many respects such anti-Sufi prophetologies can be seen as
belonging to the same trend towards a Prophet-centred piety that they oth-
erwise detested. It is in the second volume, devoted more specifically to the
early modern and contemporary periods, that these controversies are more
fully discussed.?

In general terms, this first volume attempts to reflect some of the early
developments of Islamic prophetology and devotion and their fanning out
into different fields of doctrinal, literary and artistic expression. With the
Qurian and the early maghazi literature as points of departure, the underly-
ing historiographical framework first touches the period between the eleventh
and thirteenth centuries. It can be considered as formative both for the emer-
gence of a prophetological doctrine encompassing elements of figh, kalam and
Sufism, and for a turn in Sufism itself which attempted to explore and imitate
the “inner states” (ahwal) of the Prophet for its journey towards God. This is
also the period when the concept of the “Reality” (hagiga) of the Prophet as
a metaphysical and cosmogonic principle gained its strength and maturity.3
Quite significantly, the celebrations of the Prophet’s birthday (mawlid al-nabr)
were also established during that period, first by the Fatimid rulers of Egypt in
the eleventh century and then, in a different way, by Sunni rulers.# Such an
interplay between the different Sunni and Shi1 doctrinal and devotional tradi-
tions also made itself felt in prophetological thought in later times with the
adaption of Sunni theosophical ideas by Shii theologians and philosophers.

The next focus is on the period between the thirteenth and sixteenth cen-
turies, with its flourishing culture of hadith transmission and scholarship, its
unprecedented abundance of literary expressions of Prophetic praise and
devotion, and the emergence and flourishing of pictorial representations of
the Prophet.® A time which equally saw the transformation of the Khasa’is
al-nabi literature from a legal to a devotional literary genre.

The last period covered by this volume includes studies related to authors
and devotional and artistic developments from the seventeenth to the nine-
teenth (and in one case twentieth) century, with a focus on the Ottoman
realm and on Morocco. Veritable cultures of Prophetic piety can be identi-
fied for both Ottoman and Moroccan societies during these times, which

2 Heirs of the Prophet: Authority and Power in Early Modern and Contemporary Islam, edited by
Rachida Chih, David Jordan, and Stefan Reichmuth.

See for this in particular Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau des saints, 134—50.

Kaptein, Muhammad's Birthday Festival; Holmes Katz, Birth of the Prophet Muhammad.

See for this e.g. Knysh, Sufism: a New History, 36—44, 106ff.

Hazan, Le prophéte Muhammad; Khalidi, Images of Muhammad; Gruber, The Praise-
worthy One.
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are documented here by Sufi writings, by the literary genre of the Ottoman
mi‘raciye, in the pious and artistic uses of the hilye (i.e. the description of the
Prophet’s appearance and character) in Ottoman lands, and in Moroccan cal-
ligraphic art.” Scholarship on the Biography (sira) of the Prophet can be found
taking on an encyclopaedic outlook, reacting, so it seems, to increasing criti-
cism of the Muslim pious traditions and practices. At the same time, devotion
to the Prophet seems to have become a remarkable catalyst for both literary
and artistic activities in this period.

The rather selective thematic profile of our volume can only provide some
explorative perspectives on a general chronological framework for the history
of Islamic prophetology and Prophetic piety. Such a framework remains to be
fully worked out; for the first Islamic centuries as well as for the early modern
and modern periods until the present.

1 Part 1. Images of the Prophet in Qur’an, hadith, and sira/maghazi,
and Their Cultural Embedding

The first part of the book opens with studies on the image of the Prophet as
presented in the Quran and in other early foundational texts of Islam and
of Islamic historiography, which highlight the tension between the ordinary
human nature of the Prophet, and his universal mission and authority over the
destiny of mankind. At the same time, it attempts to trace the embedding of
this image and the negotiation and transmission of the Prophetic tradition in
Muslim cultural life in different historical contexts.

While the usefulness of the Quran as a source for a historical biography
of Muhammad has been questioned, it nevertheless has much to say about
the Prophet, sometimes touching on highly personal matters. Without going
into the current controversies about the beginnings of the Qur'anic text and its
early development, we can nevertheless note that the Qur’an, in its final form
as a textus receptus, seems to contain, both explicitly and allusively, many of
the themes that are discussed in the three volumes of our series. As Denis Gril
shows in The Prophet in the Qurian: An attempt at synthesis, the mentioned ten-
sion between the human nature of the Prophet and the superhuman aspects of
his mission pervades the whole book. His Lord sometimes treats him severely,
reminding him of his powerlessness and of his election. It is because he is a
humble servant of God that he has been distinguished to receive the revela-
tion and to be taken away to see “some of Our signs” (Q 17:1) and has become

7 This could certainly be further documented for other regions like Central and South Asia.
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“a beautiful model” (Q 33:21) for his followers. The Qur’an establishes a certain
form of identification between the Prophet and the other prophets, a mirror
effect which in the tradition will turn into an outspoken superiority, particu-
larly with regard to the mi7aj. On the other hand, the text very clearly enjoins
believers to devote full obedience and profound veneration to the Prophet. It
therefore forms the basis for much of what our research seeks to bring out in
the writings, practices and experiences of Muslims.

If the Quran emphasises above all the mercy of the Prophet, it neverthe-
less sometimes also shows him as a leader and combatant in an uninterrupted
chain of military expeditions, a role in which he is found in the sira through-
out the Medina period. Adrien de Jarmy argues that the emergence and devel-
opment of the maghazi literature describing the battles of the Prophet and
his successors enhanced this representation as a war leader. He observes that
this coincided with the transition period between the Umayyad and Abbasid
regimes, which saw increased pressure on the borders of the empire (Dating
the Emergence of the Warrior-Prophet Character in the Maghazi Literature
(Second/Eighth — Fourth/Tenth Century). In this context of a revived jihad
against external enemies, the refocusing of the Islamic narrative on the figure
of the Prophet as a fighter in defence of his community and a guarantor of its
cohesion, the nascent maghazi and sira literature became part of a general
trend that can also be identified in early jurisprudence.

The transmission of Prophetic Traditions remained of major importance
for Muslim scholarship and religious life long after the establishment of the
canonical collections of hadith. The dynamics of this persisting institutional
as well as extra-institutional transmission after these collections has remained
a rather neglected theme in Islamology.? Caterina Bori offers an illustration of
this open-ended process in Hadith culture and Ibn Taymiyya’s controversial leg-
acy in fifteenth century Damascus: Ibn Nasir al-din al-Dimashqi and his al-Radd
al-wafir. She recalls the whole “culture of hadith” that can be observed since the
Ayyubid period in Damascus, and that created a community of hadith transmit-
ters and scholars who by their isnad links strove to remain in a lasting connec-
tion with the Prophet. As in the case of Nasir al-Din al-Dimashqi (d. 842/1438),
director at the Madrasa Ashrafiyya, a leading institution for the teaching of
hadith in Damascus, and his defence of Ibn Taymiyya, this community was

8 See for this e.g., Davidson, “Carrying on the Tradition”. With view to the persistent search
for sound Prophetic Traditions outside the canonical collections, and to the controversial
discussion of canonised hadith material that has been going on until the present, one could
even argue that the canonisation of hadith itself was never fully concluded.
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also seen as maintaining its attachment even to more controversial members.
Nasir al-Din, contemporary and friend of Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449),
resolutely defended the mawlid celebrations against Ibn Taymiyya'’s fierce criti-
cism. At the same time, he could afford to accept the legitimacy of the latter’s
honorific title of shaykh al-islam, for his valuable contributions to the scholarly
and devotional activities of this group of hadith transmitters. As a basis for
personal and collective links to the Prophet, hadith could thus play an inte-
grative and conciliatory role within the religious milieu of fifteenth century
Damascus.

The sira fulfils a similar but broader function, by telling of the exemplary
and incomparable life of the founder of Islam, attempting to satisfy a scholarly
as well as a more general readership. It is also a conciliatory role that Catherine
Mayeur-Jaouen brings out for the sira written by the Shaykh Nar al-Din
al-Halab1 (d. 1044/1635) at the beginning of the seventeenth century (“There is
matter for Thought”. The episode of the Night Journey and the Celestial Ascension
in the Sira halabiyya). Tributary of the earlier siras, in particular those of Ibn
Sayyid al-Nas (d. 734/1334) and al-Salihi (d. 942/1536), Halabi draws on many
other sources. He reworks a rich Mamluk heritage in order to recast it in his
own version. The section on the night journey and the heavenly ascension
illustrates how the author, a lawyer, theologian and Sufi, seeks to reconcile the
different versions of the story, to give a satisfying explanation to its controver-
sial elements and to bring out its spiritual dimensions. From a certain point of
view, “the Sira halabiyya portrays the author as much as the Prophet.” But it is
no less true that al-Halabi quite successfully responded to the expectations of
his audience. The sira and, through it, the Prophetic figure serve as a mirror for
the believers; and the superiority of the Prophet, evident in the story of isra@
and mi‘raj, radiates upon his entire community.

2 Part 2. Towards a Theology of Devotion to the Prophet in
Sunni Islam

The emergence and standardisation of a fully-fledged Islamic prophetology
can be regarded as a major theological change in Sunni Islam, that is attested
for the sixth/twelfth century. It went along with a gradual shift from doctrinal
to devotional orientation vis-a-vis the image of the Prophet. The history of Sufi
teaching and practice already shows this increasing focus on the Prophet and
his example since the fourth-fifth/tenth-eleventh centuries, a development
that in later times led to the emergence of a Sufi trend that attempted to cul-
tivate an education for a spiritual life in the presence of the Prophet himself.
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Ruggero Vimercati-Sanseverino analyses al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s classical book
al-Shifa’ bi-ta‘rif huquq al-Mustafa and its comprehensive prophetological
synthesis (Theology of veneration of the Prophet Muhammad: Knowledge and
love in the Shifa’ of al-Qadi Tyad (d. 544/1149)). The author, Qadi of Sabta/Ceuta
under the late Almoravids, marshals for this several disciplines: hadith, sira,
dal@’il al-nubuwwa, jurisprudence (figh) and theology (kalam). By demon-
strating the high rank of the Prophet and his status as God’s elect among the
creatures, he reminds the believers that, according to hadith, the love of the
Prophet is a condition of faith and thus becomes a religious duty. Although
only God knows the true value (gadr) of His messenger, Qadi ‘Iyad explains
to the Muslims how to find in the Qur’an and hadith sufficient reasons for the
veneration and love of the Prophet, by referring to his virtues and his excellent
character, to his miracles as well as to his promised intercession at the day of
judgement. The Shifa’ thus reinforces the Sunni idea of a community of believ-
ers united in the love of the Prophet for attaining happiness in both worlds.
Unquestionably, the book has contributed greatly to the rise of a prophetic
piety whose modes of diffusion and expression are discussed in this volume.

In his “Special Features of the Prophet” (Khas&’is nabawiya): From Jurispru-
dence to Devotion, Michele Petrone outlines the evolution of a literary genre
that was extracted from the religious source texts. It elaborated and discussed
the legal privileges (khasa’is) granted to the Prophet to the exclusion of the
rest of mankind. This genre was first cultivated in particular by Shafi1 jurists
interested in a clarification of the legal implications of these khasa’is. It later
came under the influence of other categories of writings on the Prophet, such
as the Sharaf al-Mustafa of Khargushi (d. 406/1015-6) and the Shifa’, and other
writings which emphasised the superiority of the Prophet over the rest of man-
kind. The three works of Suyuti (d. gu/1505) reflect the different stages and
indeed a turning point of this shift from the juridical to the devotional domain,
finally focusing on the Prophet’s centrality in the whole cosmos and on his
spiritual role for mankind. The Sufi influence on the genre, also expressed in
poetical contributions like those of ‘A’isha al-Ba‘tniyya (d. 922/1517), further
expanded during the Ottoman period, when it came to provide materials for
prayer books like those of Ibn ‘Azztim of Kairouan (d. 959/1552).

Which place does the reference to the Prophet occupy among the early
spiritual masters of Islam? Based on the biographical material collected in the
Hilyat al-awliya’ of Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1037), Pierre Lory states
that, for the early representatives of the movement of renunciation (zuhd) in
the first two Islamic centuries, the love of God seems to be exclusive, the Quran
shows the way to Him, and the sunna serves to attain an inner conformity to
the teaching of the Prophet. (Modéle prophétique et modéle de sainteté dans le
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soufisme ancien: quelques exemples). Sufism would later deepen the concept
of walaya and to develop it into a “friendship with God". Lory identifies a hagi-
ographic vision of walaya as sainthood and sacred heritage, which includes
the Companions of the Prophet, the first ascetics and the early Sufi masters.
A turning point is marked by the assimilation of the Sufi tradition of Baghdad
to that of Khurasan, as testified by the Luma“ of Sarraj (d. 378/988). Emphasis
was now increasingly placed on the imitation (ittiba“) of the Prophet and the
internalised observance of the prophetic model, including his legal prescripts,
his manners (@dab) and virtues (akhlaq), his spiritual states (afiwal), and his
insight into the higher realities (haqa’iq). But this did not go as far as in later
Sufism, and the early orientation towards the One God Himself was vigorously
maintained.

The focus of Sufi instruction on the Prophet gained unprecedented force
in the twelfth/eighteenth century in the book of the Fasi scholar Ahmad b.
al-Mubarak al-Lamati (d. 1156/1743) on the teachings of his illiterate mas-
ter ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Dabbagh (d. 1132/1719). This is discussed by Jean-Jacques
Thibon (Léducation par ‘la lumiére de la foi du Prophéte’ selon le shaykh
Abd al-Aziz al-Dabbagh (m. 1132/1719) dapreés le Kitab al-Ibriz de Ahmad b.
al-Mubarak (m. 156/1743). Noting, like Pierre Lory, that there is little reference
to the Prophet in ancient and classical Sufism, he also mentions the growing
institutional expression of the master-disciple relationship along the model of
the Prophet and his companions from the twelfth/thirteenth century onwards.
He observes that, in al-Lamati’s book, the old centrality of the Sufi master gives
way to a direction of the disciple towards a spiritual education leading to the
living and transforming presence of the Prophet himself. Spiritual education
according to this author and his Sufi master was to be based on the capac-
ity of the disciple to form a direct link to the Prophet. Al-Dabbagh, the illiter-
ate saint claiming Khadir, the itinerant prophet, as his master is quoted with
often highly original guidance and advice, and for his own continuing relation-
ship with the Prophet. From this experience he derived a peculiar concept of
Sufi training (tarbiya), supposed to lead the disciple via the master into the
immediate presence of the Prophet, who would then occupy his entire mind
and horizon. The influence of this book came to be widely felt in the Muslim
world. It testifies to a culmination of Prophet-centred mystical doctrine and
piety that can be documented for different parts of the Sunni world between
the seventeenth and the early nineteenth centuries.®

9 For this see, among others, Meier, “Mystic Path”; and his Tasliya in sufischen Zusammenhdn-
gen; also Radtke, “Sufism in the Eighteenth Century”; Reichmuth, “Quest for Sufi Transmis-
sions”; Chih, Sufism in Ottoman Egypt, 84—92.
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3 Part 3. The Prophet in Shi‘i Doctrine and in Islamic Philosophy

In the first two sections, the figure of the Prophet, in its various aspects, is con-
sidered from the point of view of the foundational texts and of some of the
disciplines of knowledge that directly spring from their interpretation (such
as figh and kalam), and with respect to his growing centrality in Sunni devo-
tional life and in Sufi thought and practice. The third section turns to other
doctrinal configurations in Twelver Shi‘ism, Isma‘lism, and philosophy, which
combined strands of cosmological thought with a salvation history based on
reputed hidden knowledge of the Prophet and his descendants (in the case of
Shi‘ism) or with a general framework of a universal ethical and political order
for mankind (in the case of the philosophers).

Whereas in Sunnism a cosmic and esoteric reality of the Prophet took sev-
eral centuries to be commonly accepted, this dimension appears in Shi‘ism
from the very beginning as the foundation of the doctrine of the imamate and
the walaya (to be roughly translated in the Shi context as “friendship” and
“trusteeship”), and its necessary connection with prophethood. The founding
narrative of Shi‘ism closely linked the Prophet to his family and descendants,
especially to ‘Ali and the Imams as trustees of the hidden meaning of the rev-
elation. For all their historical differences, Twelver Shi‘ism and Isma‘ilism con-
tinued to share this relational structure of the doctrine of the Imamate.

Philosophy maintained a special position towards the Prophet and towards
Islamic knowledge and doctrine as a whole, as it had to adapt its doctrines,
which were derived from Greek and Hellenistic sources, to the Islamic tradi-
tion. It may be said that the result was a figure of the Prophetic law-giver and
ruler that appeared more functional than personal.

If Sunnism, and Sufism in particular, acknowledge a particular closeness of
‘Ali b. Abi Talib to the Prophet and accept his excellence in virtue and knowl-
edge, this cannot be compared to his place in Shi‘ite doctrine as Muhammad'’s
closest ally and friend (wali) and his designated trustee and inheritor (was).
His status as “God’s Friend” (wali Allah) is made explicit even in the Shi‘ite pro-
fession of faith, and Shi veneration for ‘Ali and his descendants, the imams,
came to outweigh the respect paid to the Prophet himself. The way in which
the relationship between the Prophet and ‘Al is expressed in Twelver Shi‘ism
follows to some extent its history and its general intellectual development,
as Mathieu Terrier shows in his chapter, The Prophet Muhammad in Imami
Shiism: Between History and Metaphysics. The life of the Prophet is inextrica-
bly connected with that of ‘Ali and his family and descendants, with whom
he shares his primordial and luminous reality, and his central role in a salva-
tion history of suffering. But Shi‘ism does not neglect the figure of the Prophet,
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whose life prefigured the historical fate of ‘Alj, his sons and the other Imams:
he predicted their death and died of poison himself. As the founding principle
of revelation, he is also connected with them on the metaphysical level, where
the imams are regarded as the actualisation of the Prophetic original potenti-
alities. His veneration thus remains inextricably linked to that of the Imam:s.
Despite its similarity to Imamism, the doctrinal vision of the Isma‘ili authors
concerning revelation and prophethood, which is described in the overview
presented by Daniel de Smet (The Prophet Muhammad and his Heir ‘Ali: their
historical, metahistorical and cosmological roles in Isma‘lt Shi‘ism), appears
first and foremost to be shaped by the concept of a sacred and cyclical his-
tory. Some of them tended to equate the “Five” (i.e., Muhammad, ‘Ali, Fatima,
Hasan and Husayn) with cosmic principles structuring the universe. Fatimid
ideologues, bent on maintaining the hierarchical precedence of the Prophet,
regarded his relationship to ‘Ali in analogy to that between male and female,
reflecting “pen” (galam) and “table” (lawh) of the original creation. Later Nizari
authors placed the authority of ‘Ali over that of the Prophet. Their doctrine
also found expression in a triad consisting of ‘Ali, Muhammad and Salman.
‘Alf’s esoteric knowledge represented divine authority for them, and he took
clear precedence over Muhammad, with Salman serving as the “Proof” (hujja)
of the Imams. Nizar authors expected a future unveiling of the Imam’s quasi-
divine reality and finally the abolition of the Law. Among the Tayyibites, closer
to the Fatimid stock, a certain balance was maintained between the Prophet,
his Trustee, and the Imams, between their human nature (rasut) and their
veiled reality in the divine sphere of the universal intellect (termed here lahut).
The concerns of the Muslim philosophers with respect to the Prophet are
summarised by Meryem Sebti in her La dimension éthique et politique de la
révélation prophétique chez les falasifa. It was not the historical or sacred fig-
ure of the Prophet which interested them, but rather the question of what it
means in philosophical terms to have among men the bearer of a law of divine
origin. Al-Kindi saw the Prophet Muhammad as an embodied perfection of
intellectual and rhetorical ability, as bringer of a Law that ensured a virtuous
life for mankind. Farab1 also considered the ethical and above all the political
dimension of the revealed Law. For Avicenna the preservation of the “Virtuous
City” depended more explicitly on revelation, and on prophecy as the perfec-
tion of the human soul in its theoretical and practical dimensions. The efforts
of the philosophers to bring philosophy and religion into harmony found their
culmination with Averroes. Perhaps more than his predecessors, he insisted
on the need to maintain the teachings of religion for success in this world and
for salvation in the other, as well as for the preservation of the community. The
Prophet’s mission was to bring otherwise unattainable knowledge and laws to
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mankind. For Averroes and for his philosophical predecessors, the role of the
Prophet and of religion itself thus seems to have been above all of a practical,
ethical and political nature.

4 Part 4. The Splendour of Words: Exaltation of the Prophet in
Islamic Literatures

The image of the Prophet that was conveyed by the foundational texts of
Islam as well as by theology, jurisprudence, Sufism and philosophy, deeply
permeated the Muslims’ general orientation and beliefs. It shaped sensitiv-
ity, heightened hope, nurtured reverence and aroused love for a Prophet who
was perceived as close to the believers and to their community at large. The
increase in Prophetic piety that can be observed since the sixth-seventh/
twelfth-thirteenth centuries is all the more evident in poetry, belles-lettres and
in the arts, as they affected both intellectual and aesthetic sensibilities. The art
of letter writing, long elaborated by the chanceries of the Muslim states, came
to be used to address even the Prophet himself. The narrative of the Prophet’s
Ascension (mi‘rdj), in turn, particularly inspired poets as well as miniaturists.
The stylistic wealth and diversity of the poetry in praise of the Prophet, which
was taking root in a multitude of different languages, shows the extent to which
he had moved to the centre of poetical imagination and virtuosity. This poetry
also became a cherished object of musical performance in the art of sama“.
The devotional use of the epistolary genre for addressing the Prophet, which
enjoyed particular popularity in al-Andalus and in the Maghreb, is described by
Nelly Amri in her article on the famous scholar, adib and statesman Lisan al-Din
b. al-Khatib (1 have commissioned her to fly to you on the wings of my ardent
desire’ Letter to the Prophet written by Lisan al-Din b. al-Khatib (d. 776/1375) on
behalf of the Nasrid ruler of Granada). For the Andalusians and North Africans,
letters addressed to the Prophet were a means of expressing their longing for
the distant holy cities and their love for the Prophet, and of asking him for
his help and intercession, as pilgrims otherwise do during their ziyara to his
tomb. Ibn al-Khatib brought this literary genre to perfection in letters written
on behalf of a ruler of Granada, whose realm was increasingly threatened by
his Christian neighbours. The request for divine assistance through the media-
tion of the Prophet was ever more urgent. Recalling the Medinese roots of the
Nagrid dynasty (tracing itself back to the Ansar) also serves to enhance their
legitimacy. Apart from this political context, the letter conveys a widely shared
“Prophetic culture” centred around the holy cities, the life and mission of the
Prophet, his virtues and his primordial reality, his support in this world and his
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intercession in the other. It also includes a more personal imagination of an
interior ziyara as a journey of the heart.

Brigitte Foulon adds a study of three further poems in praise of the Prophet
written by Ibn al-Khatib during his stay in Morocco (Les poémes déloge du
Prophéte de Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib). She recalls that, after the life of the
Prophet, eulogies were rather addressed to members of his Family by poets
of Shi‘ite tendency. It was not until the sixth/twelfth centuries, particularly in
Andalusia, that poems in praise of the Prophet came to be written again. In the
following century, the Burda of Busiri (d. around 695/1296) marked the blos-
soming of this literary genre. Its links to the commemoration of the mawlid
gave rise to a derivative branch of its own, the mawlidiyyat, in which Ibn
al-Khatib also distinguished himself, like many poets of his time in Andalusia
and Morocco. In the Marinid kingdom, these manifestations of the veneration
of the Prophet went along with the growing importance of his descendants,
the ashraf or shurafa’ in the social and political sphere. In these poems the
whole art of the panegyrist consists in reorienting the themes of the classic
qasida towards the thwarted but sublimated desire to meet the Prophet, finally
culminating in his praise and in a plea for his help.

The literature of the stories of the night journey and the celestial ascension
of the Prophet, inspired by allusions in the Qur’an and by the longer narratives
attested in hadith and sira, constitutes one of the most eloquent testimonies
to the cross-cultural veneration of the Prophet.!® Marc Toutant demonstrates
this in his article on the mi7gj in Timurid court literature (Timurid Accounts
of Ascension (mi‘raj) in Tiirki. One Prophet, Two Models). The choice of Eastern
Turkish, and of the Uyghur alphabet in the case of the first text, illustrates
the importance attached by the Timurids to their Genghisid origins. The first
text, which is abundantly illustrated, closely renders the traditional story with
its first-person narrative, and ends with a vivid description of Paradise and
Hell, with obvious moral intentions that tie in with the political program of
Shahrikh (1405-1447). The five mi‘rajiyya poems of Mir ‘Ali Shir Nawa’1 (1441
1501), court poet and chief adviser of the next Timurid ruler Husayn Bayqara
(1469-1501) in Herat, pursue an entirely different line. Inspired by the major
Persian poets Sana’1 (d. n31) and Nizami Ganjawi (d. early seventh/thirteenth
century), the author describes the miaj as a mystical journey of love (safar-i
‘ishq) through the cosmos with its heavens and planets, leading to the vision of
God and ending in a “non-place” beyond existence, where all duality has van-
ished. The dissemination of these two different, but by no means contradictory,

10  Cf Gruber and Colby, eds., The Prophet’s Ascension.
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types of narrative went far beyond the Timurid court, and both seem to have
met the expectations of much wider audiences.

Alexandre Papas tracks the remarkable continuity of the Ottoman mi‘raciyye
in verse or prose from the fifteenth century until the final period of the
Ottoman Empire (Mi‘raciyye: The Ascension of the Prophet in Ottoman litera-
ture from the fifteenth to the twentieth century). These texts are characterised
by a relative simplicity of style, which served their didactic scope. The authors,
most of them connected with or influenced by Sufism, presented the miraj as
a spiritual ascent. Over and again, they return to the questions raised by the
Prophet’s ascension: did it take place in a dream or awake, in body or in spirit?
What was the nature of this encounter and exchange with God? The age-old
debates about the reality of the celestial ascension had not been brought to a
close and could be re-opened with any new intellectual turn: consequently, the
figure of the Prophet remained a contested heritage. The Ottoman mi‘racname
or mi‘raciyye, often including praise (na‘t) and descriptions of the Prophet
(hilye), did not cease until the end of the Empire to contribute to the renewal
of Ottoman literature, exalting the Prophet with poetic musicality, convey-
ing a feeling of celestial harmony and of beatific joy that makes one think of
a Mevlevi sema“. In the last phase during and after the Tanzimat, apologetic
interests came increasingly to the fore.

Mohamed Thami El Harrak’s overview article brings us to contemporary
Morocco, heir to a long tradition of religious poetry, song and music, where
the Prophet constitutes the axial topic (Présence du Prophéte dans lart du
panégyrique (madih) et de laudition spirituelle (sama‘). Approche thématique).
These poems are recited or sung in mosques, zawiyas, mausoleums or pri-
vate houses, and during important public or private events. They accompany
Muslim life from the cradle to the grave. The repertoire goes back to various
periods and regions, from the Near East as well as from al-Andalus and the
Maghreb, including classical poetry, Andalusian muwashshah and zajal, and
Moroccan dialectal poetry (malhiin). The typology of themes — which often go
together in a poem — distinguishes mawlidiyyat (narrating birth and childhood
of the Prophet); shama’iliyyat (evoking his outer appearance and inner quali-
ties); tasliyat (prayers on the Prophet); mujizat (on his miracles); hjaziyyat
(expressing the longing for the visit of his tomb in Medina), and istishfa‘iyyat
(asking for his intercession). The author furthermore divides the poems into
more popular madih (praise) for larger audiences on the one hand, and into Sufi
sama‘ on the other. Sama“is restricted to Sufi circles and much more allusive
and exuberant in its language of bacchic (khamriyya) or erotic (ghazal) poetry.
The poetic and musical performance evokes and celebrates the beauty ( jamal)
of the Prophet and expresses and invites joy ( farak) and love (mahabba) for
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his person. This interplay of esthetical perception and religious emotional-
ity might serve as an exemplary case for the cultural embedding of Prophetic
praise, with obvious parallels in other Muslim regions and literatures.

5 Part 5. The Prophet in the Mirror of Verbal, Scriptural and Pictorial
Imagery: Aesthetics and Devotional Uses

Together with its rich poetic imagery, the representation of the Prophet also
came to involve visual elements, whether in the form of figurative illustra-
tions enhancing his memory and majesty, of calligraphic compositions evok-
ing his name and description, or in the display of acknowledged relics like his
mantle, sandals or footprints which served to conjure his symbolic presence.l!
Such visual displays also involved his assimilation to ritual practices that were
accepted as Islamic but, at the same time, included patterns that were clearly
inherited from earlier religious traditions. Calligraphy and book art also served
to enhance the aesthetic effect of texts dedicated to the memory and glory of
the Prophet, and the beauty of letters, words and texts might appear as his own
beautiful reality, reflected by the heart and hand of the calligrapher. Textual
descriptions, calligraphic compositions and painted images were thus merging
in the figure of the Prophet, as visual or textual icons in the service of devo-
tional imagination. This interplay of verbal, pictorial and calligraphic iconog-
raphy can be found as far back as the thirteenth century, when depictions of
the Prophet are first attested. The tendency moves from his naturalist depic-
tion to veiling and to further spiritualisation and abstraction, and finally to a
notable preponderance of calligraphic and verbal icons and abstract forms and
symbols representing Muhammad.!? Devotional aesthetics may endow them
with the aura of sacred objects, which radiate their blessing and sacralise their
surrounding space as well as their owners and visitors.

The reality and image of the Prophet according to the theologian and poet Abd
al-Ghant al-Nabulusi (d. 143/1731), by Samuela Pagani, leads us to a leading Sufi
figure of Ottoman Syria in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. ‘Abd
al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (d. 1143/1731), representative of the school of Akbarian
Sufism and imbued with the mystical poetry of Ibn al-Farid (d. 632/1235),
was a highly prominent Damascene scholar and spiritual master and, at the

11 See the overview in Gruber, The Praiseworthy One, 302f.

12 See the introduction to Gruber, Praiseworthy One, 3—33 for an overview of this long-term
development. She also notes that the veiling of the face of the Prophet began only with
the Safawids in the sixteenth century (p. 20).



28 GRIL, REICHMUTH AND SARMIS

same time, one of the most productive poets of his time. Both his Sufi teach-
ing and his poetic oeuvre have the luminous “Muhammadan Reality” (hagiga
muhammadiyya) as their main axis, which can be experienced in dreams or
visions in a waking state, linked to the intermediary sphere between the spiri-
tual and material worlds (barzakh), where divine and higher realities take on
visible forms. In such visions the Prophet can be perceived in an authentic way,
either in his physical appearance as described in adith (the so-called hilya), or
in purely symbolic and imaginary forms. This is where poetry with its rhetori-
cal figures (badi‘) and images comes in to exalt the “Muhammadan Reality” in
the language of love and passion. For Nabulusi, the interior immersion in the
presence of the Prophet justifies all forms of devotion and can manifest itself
even in Christian imagery, as attested in his own poems. Pagani draws remark-
able parallels between his theory of a spiritual and symbolic Muhammadan
imagery and the Christian theology of iconic images, as developed in Arabic
already by Abui Qurra (d. 830), bishop of Harran, in an Islamic context.!3 She
also refers for this to ‘Abd al-GhanT’s substantial intellectual exchange with
one of the leading Christian Orthodox bishops and theologians of his time in
the Levant.

Christiane Gruber reconstructs a ritual practice involving glass bottles filled
with devotional objects and ornaments, among them a calligraphic descrip-
tion of the Prophet, which survive in the Palace Library at Topkap: and else-
where and which in some cases can be dated to the early nineteenth century
(The Prophet as a Sacred Spring: Late Ottoman Hilye Bottles). The gilded hilye
panels which were included together with poetic texts represent a highly pop-
ular calligraphic icon of the Prophet, based on a famous hadith of ‘Ali who
describes his appearance and character. In one of the samples, a miniature
Qur’an is included instead. The bottles, whose scrapped gold dust remains
were collected and used for curative procedures, can be related to a whole set
of practices consisting in impregnating or even absorbing materia prophetica
in order to benefit from its blessing and its prophylactic and healing effects.
In Istanbul, the water used to wash his relics like the footprints of the Prophet
and his cloak was equally collected and distributed for such uses. Gruber fur-
thermore draws a parallel to the Christian Orthodox icon bottles and to the
veneration of sacred fountains (Greek hagiasma, Turkish ayazma) in Istanbul
itself, in which Muslims also participate. This shows the common anchoring
of such practices in local culture. The bottles also prove that devotion to the

13 Onthe impact of Christian iconography on the imagery of the Prophet in Ilkhanid paint-
ing in the fourteenth century, Gruber, Praiseworthy One, 92ff, 105ff, 120.
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Prophet touched all classes of society, from the Palace of Topkapi to the popu-
lar districts of Istanbul.

Along similar lines, Thomas Heinzelmann analyses three life stories and
eulogies of the Prophet that were among the most widely read texts in the
Ottoman Empire (Visualising the Prophet — Rhetorical and graphic aspects of
three Ottoman-Turkish poems (Siileyman Celebi’s Vesilet en-Necat, Yaztctogle's
Risale-i Muhammediyye, and Hakan?’s Hilye). Composed in the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, they were widely copied and distributed, consecrated as
pious foundations, and read but also viewed to admire theirlayout and beautiful
calligraphy, which was deemed to be worthy of the beauty of the Prophet. Some
unique abstract illustrations symbolising the Prophet and his Companions are
also attested. The three books were written by authors of diverse backgrounds,
all of them, however, representatives of an Ottoman spiritual book culture cen-
tred on the figure of the Prophet. The Risale-i Muhammediyye was the object
of particular veneration. The original, kept at the author’s mausoleum in
Gelibolu (Gallipoli), was constantly copied. One of these copyists, the famous
Sufi scholar Isma’1l Haqqi (m. 1137/1725), was also keen to reproduce, from the
original, the drawing of the “Banner of Praise” ({iwa’ al-hamd), an eschatologi-
cal symbol of the Prophet’s intercession. The manuscripts show that, over the
centuries, such images were touched and kissed, and thus used for a physical
contact with the Prophet, which was sought for blessing and salvation, testify-
ing to the use of such abstract images as devotional icons.

As indicated above, calligraphy itself could also serve as a medium for iden-
tification with the Prophet and for an immersion in his message. The fusion of
mystical experience and calligraphic expressivity is brought out for al-Qandisi
(d. 1278/1861), a Sufi herbalist and calligrapher who lived and died in Fes, by
Francesco Chiabotti and Hiba Abid (The World of al-Qandiisi (d. 1278/1867).
Prophetology and Calligraphy in Morocco ( first half of the nineteenth century).
Attracted from his Algerian home zawiya to Fes by the presence of its founder,
Moulay Idris, Qandiisi earned his life as a drug-seller. He remained dedicated
to his ecstatic and visionary experience and to his calligraphic activities that
uniquely show the impact of his contemplations. His case is also important
for his personal reflections on the all-compassing “Muhammadan Reality”,
which shaped his personal experience as well as his struggles with the cal-
ligraphic form of the letters. His efforts led to the development of a unique
and quite spectacular calligraphic style which is now highly appreciated in the
Maghreb. Qandiisi saw himself in hidden but close contact with the Prophet
and even considered the name Muhammad as the Supreme Name of God.
The calligraphic and codicological analysis of his works shows how the design
and tracing of the letters, especially for the name Muhammad, combined
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the expressive potentials of the Maghribi script with the inventiveness of the
visionary, where the wonders of the eye and the devotion to the Prophet would
feed off each other.

6 Concluding Remarks

Reading the studies in this volume will show how much their themes and find-
ings intertwine and converge, despite their different sources, disciplines and
historical and regional contexts. The “theology of veneration’, elaborated by
the Qadi ‘Iyad, enhanced a reverential attitude of love towards the Prophet,
which was interpreted by a great scholar like Ibn al-Khatib with great brilliance
as an heir to the long Andalusian tradition of epistolary eloquence and poetic
refinement. Much later, the poetry and metaphysics of the Muhammadan
Reality were expressed in a similar language of love passion. The narratives of
the mawlid and mi‘raj transmitted by traditionalists, such as Ibn Nasir al-Din,
and arranged and argued later in the Sira halabiyya, fed into the register of
the Moroccan singers, just as they inspired the imagination of Timurid and
Ottoman poets. Spiritual fulfilment could be expressed in the mirgj model (as
in the poems of Nawa’1), in musical performances celebrating the beauty of the
Prophet, and in QanduasT's visionary calligraphy.

As already stated at the beginning, a recurring theme of the volume is the
interplay between the human and the divine aspects of the Prophetic Reality.
The Qur’an constantly recalls the human nature (bashariyya) of the Prophet
while alluding to the pristine light which he embodies, and his closeness to
God. It thus sacralises his presence. This double face of the Prophetic person,
one immediately perceptible, the other more veiled, is encountered at several
levels. Ancient Sufism distinguishes between the external and internal aspects
of the sunna, complementary but inseparable in the imitation of the Prophet.
The distinction between the exterior and the interior (gahir/batin) dimen-
sions runs through many contributions. It can be traced as much to these two
divine names as to the attitudes toward the Prophet himself, and it might also
be reflected in the literary genres and their attunement to their popular or
initiated audiences, as in the case of the Timurid miaj texts. Personal pre-
dilections of the respective authors also played their role here, as in the case
of Ibn al-Khatib’s letters to the Prophet or of Halabi’s Sira. From this point
of view, Shi‘ism, in its ancient spiritual version, and Ismailism occupy a place
apart from but consistent with this foundation of Muslim spirituality: the
external and internal faces of reality veil and complement each other. In the
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case of Shi‘ism, Muhammad as Prophet was largely identified with the exoteric
aspects of the revelation, whereas ‘Ali b. Abi Talib and the Imams became the
guardians of its esoteric dimension. In Sunni spirituality, mediation passes, if
not exclusively, at least mainly through the Prophet. But the role of the Shi‘s as
forerunners of pious emotional and ritual practice related to the Prophet, as in
the case of the mawlid celebrations, still remains a matter for further research.

Esoteric vision cannot be separated from more essential functions of the
Prophet, such as his intercession at judgement day for all believers. It may be
expressed in terms reserved for an elite but nevertheless concerns the whole
community when an Ismafli author like Mw’ayyad al-Din al-Shirazi compares
the relationship between the Prophet and ‘Ali to that of a male-female couple
and their position vis-a-vis the believers as that of father and mother. The set
of stories that have nourished the Sira literature, especially those of the bat-
tles and warlike expeditions, aims at uniting the community in the face of the
trials that it has to face. The mirgj narratives highlight the superiority of the
Prophet over all his peers and magnify his sublime rank above them. Explicitly
or implicitly they also affirm the primacy of the Muhammadan community
over the earlier ones. The evolution of the khasa’s literature also goes into this
direction. In a more subtle way, the author of the Sira halabiyya also intended
to unite the community around its Prophet, by discussing and harmonising
narrative variants and diversities of interpretation. The Qadi ‘Iyad, in promot-
ing “the veneration of the value of the Prophet” pursued a comparable goal
which, judging by the success of his Shifa’, was largely achieved. Strangely
enough, this integrative function of the Prophet for the Muslim community
is not much reflected in the sources themselves; with the notable exception
of the philosophers ( falasifa), who show themselves to be strongly interested
in the ethical and political role of the Prophets as lawgivers for the “Virtuous
City”, and of the Prophet Muhammad for the Muslim polity.

As indicated above, a major starting point for our collective research was
the observation of a general increase of Prophetic piety since the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries, which strongly gained in momentum in the early modern
period and still persists in different and sometimes diverging forms to this day.
This went along with a growing personal and collective focus on the metahis-
torical reality of the Prophet, which has emerged before in esoteric teaching. In
early Sufism up to the eleventh and even the twelfth century, the exclusive love
of God blurred the love of the Prophet, which was only later advocated as the
major way to God. This trend seems to be undeniable, even if it still requires
closer periodisation and contextual embedding. The role of the Kitab al-Shifa
as a watershed in this respect becomes clearer now, and its contribution to the
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emergence of a Prophetic model of spirituality in Sunni Islam, which coin-
cided with the diffusion of the writings of Ghazali, in the West as elsewhere,
should obviously be re-evaluated.

In the blossoming of a “Prophetic culture” in which scholarly literature,
Sufism, poetry, arts and devotional practices were intertwined, the period
between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries was crucial, and it was to
have a strong impact on the next centuries. The later Ottoman and Moroccan
cases, which are discussed in this volume, show a further intensification of the
individual commitment to the Prophet in mystical, literary and artistic activi-
ties. The studies suggest that personal identification with the Prophet could
sometimes go far. At the same time, an expansion and diversification of the
devotional patterns of Prophetic piety can be documented, and its expressions
clearly increased in fervour. The tendency towards a symbolic and abstract
allusion to the Prophet, which evokes his presence and blessing in pictorial
as well as in expressive calligraphic forms, has already been highlighted for
Ottoman art since the seventeenth century;# it is further confirmed in this
volume and can also be extended to Morocco. Even if not discussed here, oral
as well as written poetry in praise of the Prophet also greatly increased in a
growing number of languages in the early modern period,'> a process that con-
tinues to the present day and which will be further addressed in Volume Three.

This volume does not deal with the reactions and polemics against the Sufi
doctrines of the Muhammadan Reality, and against the devotional practices
that went along with them.!® These criticisms, which have gained in public
acceptance and political virulence in the course of the twentieth century, will
be further discussed in the other volumes (especially in Volume Two). In the
face of Salafi/Wahhabi “elephants in the room” in so many Muslim states and
societies, and also in research on contemporary Islam, the studies gathered
here will hopefully help the reader to overcome the prevailing backward-
looking tunnel vision dominated by a search for Salafi and “reformist” prede-
cessors of the present state of Muslim culture.!” It should have become clear by
now that religious and political trends, even “liberal” or “secular” ones, which
crystallised since the late nineteenth century in Muslim social and political
life, owed as much to the growth of Prophet-centred pious trends as to the

14  Gruber, The Praiseworthy one, 269—303.

15  Many samples and quotations from such poetry in different languages can be found in
Schimmel, Und Muhammad ist Sein Prophet; Sperl and Shackle (eds.), Qasida Poetry in
Islamic Asia & Africa.

16 See for this e.g. Lewis, Balance of Truth; Knysh, Ibn Arabt.

17  For a fierce critique of the prevailing focus on Wahhabism in the historiography of
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Islamic scholarship, see Dallal, Islam without Europe.
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active contributions of both Sufis and their adversaries.!® The responses of this
Prophetic piety to the transformations of the Muslim lifeworlds and polities
in early modern and modern times remain a topical and indeed urgent matter
for further inquiry.!® In any case, the interplay between doctrine, literature and
arts, that has been the topic of this volume, clearly shows that Muslim individ-
uals and communities all over the world have continued to reflect and define
their own identity in the mirror of the Prophet and his established biography,
and in the beauty and grandeur of his celestial experience.

Bibliography

(The bibliography only covers the titles indicated in the footnotes. For closer biblio-
graphical reference to the different themes, see the contributions to this volume.)

Chih, R. Sufism in Ottoman Egypt: Circulation, Renewal and Authority in the Seventeenth
and Eighteenth Centuries, Abingdon, Routledge, 2019.

Chih, R., Mayeur-Jaouen, C. and Seesemann, R., eds. Sufism, Literary Production, and
Printing in the Nineteenth Century, Wiirzburg, Ergon, 2015.

Chodkiewicz, M. Le Sceau des saints. Prophétie et sainteté dans la doctrine d'Ibn Arabi,
Paris, Gallimard, 2012.

Dallal, A. S. Islam without Europe: Traditions of Reform in Eighteenth-Century Islamic
Thought, Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina Press, 2018.

Davidson, G. “Carrying on the Tradition. An Intellectual and Social History of Post-
Canonical Hadith Transmission”, PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2014.

Gruber, C. The Praiseworthy One: The Prophet Muhammad in Islamic Texts and Images,
London and Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2018.

Gruber, C. and Colby, F., eds. The Prophet’s Ascension: Cross-Cultural Encounters with
the Islamic Mi‘raj Tales, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2010.

Hazan, O. and Lavoie, ]. ]. Le prophéte Muhammad: Entre le mot et l'image, Montreal,
Fides, 1997.

Holmes Katz, M. The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad: Devotional Piety in Sunni Islam,
London and New York, Routledge, 2007.

Kaptein, N. Muhammad's Birthday Festival, Leiden, Brill, 1993.

18  For a succinct critical overview of the state of the art in this field of research and public
opinion, see Mayeur-Jaouen, “A la poursuite de la réforme”.

19  See e.g. the volume by Chih, Mayeur-Jaouen, and Seesemann (eds.), Sufism, Literary
Production, and Printing in the Nineteenth Century.



34 GRIL, REICHMUTH AND SARMIS

Khalidi, T. Images of Muhammad: The Evolution of Portrayals of the Prophet in Islam
across the Centuries, New York, Doubleday, 2009.

Knysh, A. Ibn Arabi in the later Islamic Tradition: The Making of a Polemical Image in
Islam, Albany, State University of New York Press, 1999.

Knysh, A. Sufism: A New History of Islamic Mysticism, Princeton and Oxford, Princeton
University Press, 2017.

Lewis, G. L. The Balance of Truth by Katib Chelebi. Translated with an Introduction and
Notes, London, Allen and Unwin, 1957.

Mayeur-Jaouen, C. “A la poursuite de la réforme’. Renouveaux et débat historio-
graphiques de l'histoire religieuse et intellectuelle de I'islam, XVe-XXI¢ siecle’,
Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 73, 2 (2018), 317—358, https://www.cairn.info/
revue-annales-2018-2-page-317.htm.

Meier, F. “The Mystic Path’, in B. Lewis, ed. The World of Islam: Faith, People, Culture,
London, Thames and Hudson, 1976, 117-128.

Meier, F. Bemerkungen zur Mohammedverehrung, Teil 2. Die tasliya in sufischen Zusam-
menhdngen, ed. B. Radtke, Leiden, Brill, 2005.

Radtke, B. “Sufism in the 18th century: An attempt at a Provisional Appraisal’, Die Welt
des Islams, 36,3 (1996), 326—364.

Reichmuth, S. “The Quest for Sufi Transmissions as Links to the Prophet: Murtada
al-Zabidi (d. 1791) and his Encyclopedic Collections of Sufi salasil’, in I. Weinrich, ed.
Performing Religion: Actors, contexts, and texts. Case studies on Islam, Orient Institut
Beirut, Ergon Verlag, Wiirzburg 2016, 75-99.

Schimmel, A. Und Muhammad ist Sein Prophet. Die Verehrung des Propheten in der
islamischen Frommigkeit, Diederichs, Koln, 1981 (English: And Muhammad Is His
Messenger: The Veneration of the Prophet in Islamic Piety, North Carolina Press,
Chapel Hill, 1985).

Sperl, S. and Shackle, C., eds. Qasida Poetry in Islamic Asia and Africa, 2 vols. Leiden,
Brill, 1996.


https://www.cairn.info/revue-annales-2018-2-page-317.htm
https://www.cairn.info/revue-annales-2018-2-page-317.htm

PART 1

Images of the Prophet in Qur’an, Hadith, and
Sira/Maghazi, and their Cultural Embedding






1
The Prophet in the Qur’an

An Attempt at a Synthesis

Denis Gril

“Only the proclamation is incumbent upon the Messenger.” (Q 5:99)! This
verse relieves the Prophet of all responsibility in the reception of the message.
However, in this restrictive form it could lead one to imagine that his mission,
above all, was to perform this transmission. But the Qur’an assigned many
other functions to the Prophet. He was the first to receive the divine Word, and
was constantly called upon to recite it.2 The presence of the Prophet in the
Qur’an also manifests itself in other ways; above all in the stories of prophets
that are addressed to him personally, or in allusions to his own history and that
of his people and his opponents, in Mecca or in Medina.

Muhammad is merely a man, and at the same time he is God’s elect:
“Glory be to my Lord! Am I aught but a human being, a messenger?” (Q 17:94)
Although his humanity is affirmed, and all possibility of confusing it with
divinity is swept away, there is no shortage, in the Qur’an, of allusions to the
exceptional graces that God offers him. Along with the numerous missions
that he is charged with, the praise of him in the Qur’an explains the venera-
tion accorded to the Prophet, both during his life and through subsequent cen-
turies. The sunna, and particularly the hadiths in which the Prophet speaks
of his own election, have also contributed to a nurturing of love and respect
for his person; a study such as the present one should complement this. The
Quran’s discourse explicitly concerning the Prophet is already very dense; in
addition, we will have to examine and interrogate the parts that relate to him
implicitly. This will allow us to provide a picture of the relationships between
Muhammad and the other prophets.

We will look at the Quran as a whole, as it has been received by believ-
ers from the moment it took shape as a book, and we will sometimes take

1 This chapter is a condensed version of one that will appear in a forthcoming collection of
articles, ‘Ecrits sur le Prophéte’. We have removed a number of citations and references to
similar Quranic verses. The translations of these verses are taken from Hossein Nasr ed. The
Study Quran.

2 334 verses or phrases begin with the imperative: ‘Say! (qul).
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into account its division into Medinese or Meccan Suras or verses insofar as
this makes sense for our purposes. Our approach is analytical and thematic,
attempting to provide an account of all that the Qur’an says about the Prophet.
This study was undertaken in the framework of a collective project of research
into the ways in which Muslims have seen the Prophet in his human and meta-
historical reality, from the origins of Islam to the present day. The current con-
tribution asks: how did the Qur’an, the first witness of the prophetic presence
and its representation, inform these ways of seeing?

In our thematic presentation we move from the explicit towards the implicit.
We begin with the Quran’s insistence on the Prophet’s humanity, in order to
observe how the Revelation takes charge of his person, that it might assume
diverse functions (going well beyond the transmission of the message): for his
people, for his community and for all of humanity. The gift of election that God
gives him, in his closeness to God and to his Word, then determines the forms
of his presence in the community of prophets and in his own community.

1 An Ordinary Man?

11 A Man Like Any Other

In the Qur’an it is said to the Prophet that “Surely thou wilt die, and surely they
will die” (Q 39:30). Like all the other prophets, he must eat and go to market to
obtain food (Q 25:7 and 20). The Qur'an reminds him of his imperfections and
limitations: before receiving the Revelation he was unaware of it, and he must
fear God’s punishment if he contravenes His commandments (Q 6:15). He has
no understanding of the course of events, and cannot do either good or harm
to himself (Q 7:188), or to anyone else (Q 73:21). Given the task of announcing
the Final Hour, he doesn’t know its timing any better than anyone else does,
and would be unable to hasten its advent (Q 6:58). Sometimes he experiences
doubts (Q 10:94); he is not immune to the criticism and challenges that are
aimed at him. In fact, his humanity and the weaknesses inherent in it play an
essential role in his prophetic mission.

1.2 A Human Being and an Envoy

The affirmation of his humanity goes with a parallel affirmation of his mis-
sion: “Say, ‘I am only a human being like you. It is revealed unto me that your
God is one God. So whosoever hopes for the meeting with his Lord, let him
perform righteous deeds and make no one a Partner unto his Lord in wor-
ship.” (Q 18:110). This verse simultaneously affirms the Prophet’s humanity and
reminds believers of what is required of them. In order to take on his function
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and serve as an example to humanity, the Prophet must be part of humanity.
The combined insistence on the fact that the Prophet and prophets in gen-
eral were men like any others, and on their prophetic missions, also answers
a possible objection: why did God chose such a man to exercise this supreme
authority? When challenged to produce miracles, the Prophet is obliged to
reply: “Glory be to my Lord! Am I aught but a human being, a Messenger? And
nothing hindered men from believing when guidance went unto them, save
that they said, ‘Has God sent a human being as a Messenger?’ Say, ‘Were there
angels walking about upon the earth in peace, We would have sent down upon
them an angel from Heaven as a Messenger.’ Say, ‘God suffices as a Witness
between you and me. Verily, of His servants He is Aware, Seeing.” (Q 17:93—96).
The prophetic mission springs from God’s election and from divine science.

13 Does the Prophet Sin?

The Qur’an does not affirm that the Prophet is without sin; in the Medinese
context it only promises him protection for the accomplishment of his mis-
sion: “O Messenger! Convey that which has been sent down unto thee from
thy Lord, and if thou dost not, thou wilt not have conveyed His message. And
God will protect thee (ya‘simuka) from mankind ...” (Q 5:67). Weakness is part
of the human condition, and the Prophet, like all men, must ask God’s forgive-
ness for his weaknesses: “Know then that there is no god but God, and ask
forgiveness for thy sin and for the believing men and the believing women ...”
(Q 4719). It is true that the Sura al-Fath (Victory) offers him absolution from all
sin: “Truly We have granted thee a manifest victory. That God may forgive thee
thy sins that went before and that which is to come, and complete His Blessing
upon thee with a mighty help.” (Q 48: 1—4). However, this promise does not
contradict the mention of actions that the Prophet is reproached for — on the
contrary. God warns him against those in Mecca who would seek to distract
him from his strict fidelity to the Revelation (Q 17:74—75). In the Prophet’s case,
his failings are often providential; for example, bearing witness to his meek-
ness and revealing the truth about the ‘hypocrites’ who did not take part in the
Tabuk expedition: “God pardon thee! Why didst thou grant them leave before
it became clear to thee who spoke the truth and who the liars were?” (Q 9: 43)
If the Prophet was sheltered from Satan’s suggestions, the Qur’an would not
request that he ask for protection: “And should a temptation from Satan pro-
voke thee, seek refuge in God. Truly He is Hearing, Knowing.” (Q 7:200). He is
taught a prayer for protection, one that believers then appropriate for their
own uses: “And say, ‘My lord! I seek refuge in Thee from the incitements of the
Satans. And I seek refuge in Thee, my Lord, lest they should be present with

me.” (Q 23:97-98).
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2 The Training of a Prophet

The Prophet is exemplary because he is the elect, but also because of what
he learns from the Quran. Like a benevolent but intransigent teacher, the
Quran trains its disciple; it commands and forbids, exhorts and admonishes,
counsels and consoles. One cannot train others without first having oneself
been trained.

2.1 Following the Revelation

The Prophet will only be followed if he follows the Revelation himself: “... Say,
‘T only follow that which is revealed unto me from my Lord ..."” (Q 7:203). He
must adhere firmly to its tenets (Q 43:43) and keep himself from following
the inclinations of his own soul, or any other opinion not founded upon the
Revelation (hawa, pl. ahwa’). In the Meccan Suras the Qurian insists that he
avoid all compromise with polytheists; in the Medinise Suras he is told not to
follow the ideas of the People of the Book (Q 6:56—57 and 5:48).

2.2 The Demands of the Revelation

The Prophet, once trained by the Quran, must observe a certain decorum
towards the Revelation. Even if most of the stories recounted in the Quran
are familiar from earlier books and traditions, he must cleave to what has been
revealed, without reference to the People of the Book, as, for example, he is
told regarding the Companions of the Cave (Q 18:22—23). Despite his desire
to receive the Revelation, he must not try to hasten it (Q 75:16-19). In order to
receive and transmit it, he must be completely taken over by God and renounce
all individual effort. The Abasa (He Frowned) Sura reproaches him with hav-
ing turned away from one of his companions, who was poor and blind, in order
to speak with a rich Qurayshite whom he wanted to convince. The nobility of
his motives is insufficient to justify such an attitude (Q 8o:1—12). He is shown
a path that always leads to poverty, the renunciation of his freedom of choice,
and conformity to Divine command.

2.3 The Prophet is Taken under His Lord’s Wing

Called to follow the Revelation, the Prophet receives instructions that can be
general or specific, positive or negative. Each believer can also receive these,
though they concern the Prophet primarily, and make of him a being whose
entire life is directed and controlled by his Lord: “Say, ‘I have only been com-
manded to worship God, and to not ascribe partners unto Him. Unto Him do
I call and onto Him is my return.” (Q 13:36). Outwardly and inwardly his orienta-
tion must follow Abraham’s model as restorer of the primordial and immutable
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religion: “Set thy face to religion, as a hanif, in the primordial nature from God
upon which He originated mankind — there is no altering the creation of God.
That is the upright religion, but most of mankind know not.” (Q 30:30). This is
a request for the instigation of ritual prayer (for example, Q 17:78-82), and for
aritual re-orientation in the direction of the Ka‘ba (Q 2:144), and comes from a
discourse addressed first and specifically to the Prophet.

The night prayer (giyam al-layl) is among the obligations imposed on the
Prophet. The first verses of the al-Muzzammil (The Enwrapped One) Sura
address him thus: “O thou enwrapped! Stand vigil at night, save a little, half
of it, or add to it; and recite the Qur’an at a measured pace. Truly We shall
soon cast upon thee a weighty Word. Truly the vigil of the night is firmest in
tread and most upright for speech. For truly by day you have lengthy affairs.
So remember the Name of thy Lord and devote thyself to Him with complete
devotion — Lord of the East and the West, there is no God but He, so take Him
as a guardian (wakil). (Q 73:1-10).

The final verse of this Sura, which was evidently inserted during the
Medinese period, calls on the elite among believers to practice such a prayer in
the way that the Prophet did. The Qur’an teaches him to adore God, as he will
himself teach his companions.

Often, and only in Meccan Suras, the call to adore and glorify God comes
after an order to be patient and endure troubles. Patience (sabr), combined
with confidence in God (tawakkul), is among the cardinal virtues of the proph-
ets. The Quran inculcates these in the Prophet in the form of imperatives — “Be
patient!”, “Trust in God” — the way a master addresses a disciple to shape his
character and show him the path he must follow. In the same way, Muhammad
receives orders: “So be steadfast, as thou hast been commanded — and those
who turn in repentance along with you — and be not rebellious.” (Q 11:112). The
fact of holding oneself upright, or of rectitude (istigama), conforming perfectly
to God'’s orders, brings together all of the virtues to which the Prophet, and the
believers who follow him on this path of perfection, must lay claim.

2.4 Amendments to the Prophet’s Character

Even though the Qur’an praises the Prophet for the happy predispositions of
his character (khulug), he must nevertheless persevere in the acquisition of
what Muslim tradition calls the “noble virtues” (makarim al-akhlaq). The nec-
essary amendments to his character concern his relationships with God and
with humankind, and relate particularly to his transmission of the message:
“Call unto the way of thy Lord with wisdom and goodly exhortation. And dis-
pute with them in the most virtuous manner ...” (Q 16:125). This divine training
of the Prophet is even more evident when it applies to his relationship with his
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Companions. Even when they unreservedly recognise his authority, he must,
especially in difficult situations, still take into account their weakness. In this
respect, the Prophet is simply modelling his own behaviour on that of God
towards humanity; this is the absolute foundation of Qur’anic ethics: “Then [it
was] by a Mercy from God that you were gentle with them. Hadst thou been
severe [and] hard-hearted they would have scattered from about thee. So par-
don them, ask for forgiveness for them and consult them in affairs. And when
thou art resolved, trust in God, truly God loves those who trust.” (Q 3:159).

2.5 The Prophet Reprimanded

The Prophetic mission demands unfailing engagement. But the Prophet is not
immune to doubt: “So if thou art in doubt concerning that which We have sent
down unto thee, ask those who recite the Book before thee. The truth has cer-
tainly come unto thee from thy Lord. So be thou not among the doubters. And
be not among those who deny the signs of God, lest thou shouldst be among
the losers” (Q 10:94—95). This is a powerful warning, perhaps intended to
purify the messenger’s soul. If so, how do we understand this next admonition,
which is even more radical, concerning, as it does, faith in the one God? “And
let them not turn thee from the signs of God after they have been sent down
unto thee. But call to thy Lord and not among those who ascribe partners unto
God. And call not upon another god along with God. There is no god but He ....”
(Q 28:87-88). One may, along with some commentators, read such verses as
being addressed to the Prophet as the first recipient of a discourse ultimately
intended for all of humanity. Or one may see in this a more personal teaching,
a purification in the Prophet of all internal orientation towards anything other
than God.

We can also ask why, in the sequence of orders and interdictions in Sirat
al-Isra’ (Q 17:23—39), some are addressed to the Prophet and others to a “thou”
that designates all of humankind. The warnings addressed in the second per-
son imply that the Prophet’s own behaviour and character have already been
perfected by Revelation: “And let not thine hand be shackled to thy neck; nor
let it be entirely open, lest thou shouldst sit condemned, destitute. Truly thy
Lord outspreads and straightens provision for whomsoever He will. Verily of
His servants He is aware, seeing.” (Q 17:29—30). The practice of virtues such as
generosity must remain measured, without the vanity of attempting to rival
divine qualities. In the search for science, as in the external attitude, humil-
ity always remains the primary quality for the servant: “And pursue not that
whereof you have no knowledge. Truly hearing, and sight, and the heart — all of
these will be called to account. And walk not exultantly upon the earth; surely
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thou shalt not penetrate the earth, nor reach the mountains in height. The evil
of all this is loathsome unto thy Lord.” (Q 17:36—38).

2.6 Renunciation

Although the Qur'an provides the Prophet with all sorts of virtues, it also takes
away any hope for him of guiding humanity, despite the fact that this is the
sum of the message that has been confided to him. Muhammad experiences
the painful and paradoxical proof of this when God refuses to send him the
miraculous signs that his people challenge him to produce: that water should
spring from the ground, the sky should fall, God and the angels appear, a palace
should be decorated, that he should be elevated to the heavens and bring back
a book (Q 17:90-93), and many more. The Qur’an’s response to this is invari-
ably: what good are external signs (ayat), if humanity does not believe in the
signs/verses of the Book, and if they don’t recognise that God has sent them a
messenger? God alone can open the eyes of faith and bring belief in His signs,
whether these consist of miracles or of the Revelation itself. The Prophet would
nevertheless like to receive one or more miraculous signs, like those sent to the
prophets whose stories are told in the Qur’an, but he is told that this did not
prevent those prophets, like him, from being called imposters. In the verse on
the nocturnal journey (isr@’), nothing about the miraculous events is attrib-
uted to the Prophet: “Glory be to Him who carried His servant by night from
the Sacred Mosque to the Furthest Mosque, whose precincts We have blessed,
that We might show him some of Our signs. Truly He is the Hearer, the Seer”
(Q17:1). The Prophet is not only stripped of all agency, but also of any initiative
in the perception of the signs; it is really God who has heard and seen.

2.7 The Prophet Must Avoid Standing between God and Humankind

This paradox becomes more extreme when the Prophet is tasked with a mis-
sion that appears impossible: how can he call people to God if God has not
opened their hearts to faith? In the Meccan Suras, the Qur’an reproaches the
Prophet with having so despaired that his life itself is endangered: “Yet perhaps
thou wouldst destroy thyself with grief for their sake, should they believe not
in this account.” (Q 18:6). The Prophet must admit that God’s command and his
own wisdom do not necessarily agree: “Had God willed, He will have gathered
them all to guidance — so be not among the ignorant.” (Q 6:35). Here again the
warning is a severe one, and even though the Prophet has been sent to guide
humankind, it is made explicit to him: “Surely thou dost not guide whomsoever
thou lovest, but God guides whomsoever He will ...” (Q 28:56). Any guidance
comes only from God’s grace — and the Prophet is again challenged: “And had

”
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thy Lord willed, all those who are on earth would have believed all together.
Wouldst thou compel men till they become believers?” (Q 10:99). Through the
Revelation and the trials and accusations he must face, the Prophet is ordered,
directed, corrected, exhorted, deprived, and even erased; there are no conces-
sions, he is moulded and trained by an absolute exigency. This process is aim-
ing to make him the inwardly perfect servant of God, as much as it is preparing
him to take on the various functions relating to the mission of a Prophet (rnabi)
and a messenger (rasil).

3 The Missions of the Prophet

3.1 Warning, and Announcing the Good News (nadhir, bashir)

According to tradition, one of the very first revelations directed the Prophet
was thus: “O thou who art covered, arise and warn ( fa-andhir)!” (Q 74:1-2).
The earliest Suras revealed in Mecca often appear as warnings: the end of the
world, the imminence of Judgement Day, short evocations of peoples who
were punished for rebelling. It is said of the Prophet, as he faces his people’s
denial: “Thou art only a warner (nadhir).” (Q 11:12) In pre-Islamic Arabia, the
nadhir was the one who warned his tribe of imminent danger. This term is
quickly paired with bashir, the one who announces good news — in the tribal
context, the person who announces a victory over another tribe, or the arrival
of a caravan, or who goes to meet the caravan (Q 12:96, about Jacob). These
two terms are often associated, in either order, and doubles such as mundhir
and mubashshir occur frequently too. The very numerous occurrences in the
Qur’an of words derived from the roots N-DH-R and B-SH-R, in their respective
meanings of warning and good news, would merit a study in themselves. They
are almost always used about the Prophet, who, like other prophets, has the
double function of warner and announcer of good news; God, the angels and
the Quran also perform these functions. The fact that these tasks have been
delegated to the Prophet makes him the interpreter of divine justice and mercy.

3.2 Prophet and Messenger (nabi, rasul)

What shades of meaning, what differences exist between these two terms des-
ignating the person whom God has chosen among men to receive and transmit
his Word? The act of receiving is more closely related to prophecy (nubuwwa)
and to the transmission of the prophetic mission (risala), which is the trans-
mission of a message (risala). The Prophet is called al-nabi, or addressed by this
term, in his relationships with his family members, his Companions, and with
people in general, whereas al-rasi! often pre-supposes an interaction based on



THE PROPHET IN THE QUR’I_\N 45

an authority associated with that of God. One frequently finds it alongside the
name of God in the expression “God and His messenger” (Allah wa rasuluhu),
which is not the case for nabi. In any case, the transmission of the message is
the work of the rasul: “O Messenger! Convey that which has been sent down
unto thee from thy Lord.” (Q 5:67). In his mission to transmit, the Prophet passes
on the entirety of the Word that has “descended” into his heart via Gabriel and
according to a process described in the al-Shu‘ara’ (The Poets) Sura: “And truly
it is a revelation of the Lord of the worlds, brought down by the Trustworthy
Spirit, upon thine heart — that thou mayest be among the warners — in a clear
Arabic tongue. It is indeed in the scriptures of those of old.” (Q 26:192—196). The
oral nature of the Prophet’s passing on of what he has received is underlined
by the repetition of the imperatives: “Say!” (qul), “Recite!” (igra’) in the first rev-
elation (according to tradition) (Q 96:1and 3), or of utlu “Recite!”, which mostly
introduces the accounts of the holy story (Q 5:27 etc.).

The fact that the Messenger’s role is that of simple transmission does not
mean that while playing it he does not perform, at least occasionally, some
mediation between the Enunciator of the Word and those for whom it is des-
tined. The questions that are asked of the Prophet, and the responses that are
revealed to him, make this process a locus of interaction between the divine
and the human. “They question thee about the Hour, when it will set in. Say,
‘Knowledge thereof lies only with my Lord. None save He shall manifest it at
its proper time. Heavy shall it weigh upon the heavens and the earth. It shall
not come upon but suddenly’ They question thee as if you knew it well. Say,
‘Knowledge thereof lies only with God, but most of mankind knows not.”
(Q 7:187). In the Medinese Suras, especially Bagara (The Cow), the Prophet is
interrogated on the subject of the Law,3 to such an extent that a verse occurs
to put the brakes on this inclination towards questions about the details of
the Law, with which the children of Israel are reproached: (Q 2:67—71 and 108):
“O you who believe! Ask not about things which, if they were disclosed to
you, would trouble you. And if you ask about them when the Qur’an is being
sent down, they will be disclosed to you. God has pardoned this and God is
Forgiving, Clement.” (Q 5:101).

Although the Revelation defines itself as a clear (bayan) expression, the Book
and the verses being qualified as “enlightening” (mubin, bayyinat, mubayyinat),
the Prophet is also given the task of making it more explicit: “... And We
have sent down the Reminder (al-dhikr) unto thee that thou mightest clarify

3 Q 2189, 215, 217, 219, 220, 222; 5:4; 8:1. The expression yastaftina-ka, ‘they ask you your opinion
on ... introduces responses to questions on the Law, on orphans, and on inheritance in the
absence of direct heirs (kalala); Q 4127 and 176. From this we get the term fatwa.
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(li-tubayyina) for mankind that which has been sent down unto them, that
haply they may reflect.” (Q 16:44). This clarification can be understood as an
explanation of a particular verse, or else as the exemplary nature of a life that
conforms to the Revelation; the Prophetic bayan thus prolonging the transmis-
sion of the message.

3.3 Calling on God

“Say, ‘This is my way, I call unto God with clear sight — I, and those who follow
me. Glory be to God! And I am not among those who ascribe partners unto
God.” (Q 12:108). Unlike prophecy and the prophetic mission, which come
about only through divine election, the call unto God (al-da‘wa ila llah) is
something that those who follow the Prophet’s path can take on. However, the
phrase on transcendence that concludes this verse suggests that, even when
given to humanity, this function remains in the power of God alone. This is
why the Prophet is named “one who calls unto God by His Leave” (Q 33:46).
This asking for leave (idhn) guarantees that the call will be made in the name,
and the sight, of God. The Prophet is entrusted with a message and sent back
to mankind.

3.4 Reminding, Purifying, Teaching

The Revelation is a call and a reminder. The Qur’an calls itself dhikr: memory,
mention, invocation, recall and reminder. In the Maryam Sura, the Prophet
is told: “Mention (udhkur) in the Book Mary ...”, and similarly for Abraham,
Moses, Ishmael and Enoch (Idris) (Q 19:16, 41, 51, 54 and 56). This could also
be translated as: “Remember ...” because the dhikr is at once an interior act
and an enunciation. In its factitive form the verb dhakkara takes the mean-
ing “reminding”. While the Prophet is told of the limits of his humanity, he
also receives an order to remind people who resist the Revelation of what they
have forgotten — their ultimate fate: “We know best that which they say. Thine
is not to compel them. So remind, by means of the Qur’an, those who fear My
Threat.” (Q 50: 45).

The Prophet’s role with regard to believers is not limited to transmitting the
Word. The impact of his recitation transforms them inwardly, and they learn
the letter of the text and its meaning at the same time, as well as how to put
it into practice: what the Quran calls “wisdom” (al-hikma): “Even as we have
sent among you a Messenger from among you, who recites Our signs to you
and purifies you, and teaches you the Book and Wisdom, and teaches you what
you knew not.” (Q 2:151). In the case of compulsory charitable giving, purifica-
tion on the material level, as well as the spiritual, is obtainable through the
Prophet: “Take thou a charitable offering from their wealth, cleansing them
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and purifying them thereby (tutahhiru-hum wa tuzakki-him bi-ha), and bless
them. Truly thy blessings are a comfort for them.” (Q 9:103).

4 Revelation and Authority

It is the reception and transmission of the divine message that confer upon the
Prophet the authority to found a new religion and community. This author-
ity is also affirmed in the Qur’an’s replies to the Prophet’s adversaries who, in
Mecca, had rejected belief in an afterlife, and accused him of being possessed
by a djinn, of being a magician, poet or diviner; in Medina they contested his
status as the Elect or refused the new order that he founded.

41 Belief in God and in His Prophet; Obedience to God and His Envoy
In the creed, the claim of divine unity takes the form of a negation, while the
recognition of the Prophet’s mission is completely affirmative: “There is no god
but God, Muhammad is the Messenger of God”. In the Qur’an, faith in God and
in the Prophet is expressed positively: “So believe in God and His Messenger
and the light We have sent down. God is aware of whatsoever you do.” (Q 64:8).
Faith in the Revelation and in the Prophet’s mission must be expressed though
obedience to the Quran’s commandments, in which the authority of God and
that of the Prophet are sometimes united and sometimes distinguished from
one another. In the verses on obedience (all Medinese), the Prophet is always
designated by the term rasul, that is, as a transmitter but also as a law-maker.
Obedience to God and His Messenger is a pledge that brings bliss to all peo-
ple of God: “Whosoever obeys God and the Messenger, they are with those
whom God has blessed, the prophets, the truthful ones, the witnesses, and the
righteous. What beautiful companions they are.” (Q 4:69). When the Prophet
recites the Quran or speaks in God’s name, it is one single word that one must
hear, and a single authority being exercised: “O you who believe! Obey God and
His Messenger, and turn not away from him, even as you hear. And be not like
those who say, “We hear”, though they hear not.” (Q 8:20-21). It is especially
important for believers to recognise this unity of authority when the Prophet
makes a judgement. The al-Nur (Light) Sura emphasises this obligation at
length, and questions the faith of any who do not submit to it. ‘We believe
in God and in the Messenger, and we obey. Then a group of them turn away
thereafter, and believers they are not. And when they are called to God and His
Messenger, that He/he may judge between them, behold, a group of them turn
away. But if the right is theirs, they come unto Him submissively. Is there a dis-
ease in their hearts? Or do they doubt, or fear that God and His Messenger will
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deal unjustly with them? Nay, but it is they who are the wrongdoers. The only
words of the believers when they are called unto God and His Messenger, that
he may judge between them, will be to say, ‘We hear and we obey.” And it is they
who shall prosper. Whosoever obeys God and His Messenger, and who fears
God and reverences Him, it is they who shall triumph.” (Q 24, 47-52). The rep-
etition of the sequence: “... God and His Messenger, that He/he may judge ...”
with the pronoun agreement in the singular, is particularly notable, underlin-
ing that the Prophet’s authority is identical with that of God. Obedience to this
authority must not proceed from external constraints, but from inner faith and
a fear of God.

This way of affirming that the authority of the Prophet is none other than
God’s also amounts to a reminder that it confers no personal power on the
Prophet, as would be the case with guidance. With one hand, God invests the
Prophet with power, with the other he removes it and maintains him in a state
of servitude: “Whosoever obeys the Messenger obeys God, and as for those
who turn away, We have not sent thee as their keeper.” (Q 4:80).

However, other passages confer upon the Prophet an authority of his own,
held jointly with God. After a legal interdiction on wine and gambling, the fol-
lowing is said: “Obey God and obey the Messenger, and be wary. But if you
turn away, then know that only the clear proclamation is incumbent upon Our
Messenger.” (Q 5:92). The distinction made between God'’s authority and that
of the Prophet allows the transmission of these words to his followers, to “those
in authority among you” (ulit l-amr minkum), scholars or community leaders:
“O you who believe! Obey God and obey the Messenger and those in authority
among you. And if you differ among yourselves concerning any matter, refer
it to God and the Messenger, if you believe in God and the Last Day. That is a
better, and fairer, dénouement (ahsanu ta’wilan).* (Q 4:59). Subsequently one
observes that God’s authority and that of the Prophet, having been separated,
are re-united. Those who oppose the Envoy are warned as follows: “O you who
believe! Obey God and obey the Messenger and let not your deeds be in vain.”
(Q 47: 33). The same distinction and relationship is established between the
authority of the Revelation and that of the Prophet: “And when it is said unto
them, ‘Come unto that which God has sent down, and unto the Messenger”,
they say, ‘Sufficient for us is that which we have found our fathers practis-
ing’ What! Even if their fathers knew naught and were not rightly guided ...”
(Q 5:104).

The Prophet’s authority comes from the Revelation, and from divine inspi-
ration when he is meting out justice: “Verily We have sent down unto thee

4 Inthe Quran, Ta'wil means interpretation (Q 3:7), but its literal significance is “to make some-
thing reach its end’, thus the translation as a “dénouement’.
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the Book in truth, that thou mightest judge between men according to what
God has shown thee. So be not an advocate for those who betray their trust.”
(Q 4105). If the Prophet’s decision is based on divine inspiration, then to
accept it without disputing it is an act of faith: “But no, by thy Lord, they will
not believe until they have made thee the judge between them in their dis-
putes, and find no resistance in their souls to what thou hast decreed, and sur-
render with full submission.” (Q 4:65). The Revelation is the foundation of the
Prophet’s own authority, and makes him a source of the Law: “Whatsoever the
Messenger [may] give you, take it; and whatsoever he forbids to you, forgo, and
reverence God. Truly God is severe in retribution.” (Q 59:7).

4.2 Prophecy and Combat

Even if the Prophet is not explicitly called God’s lieutenant on earth, as was
the warrior prophet David (cf. Q 38: 26 and 2:251), he nevertheless performs
a comparable function. At a certain point, he must constrain those who do
not recognise that it is his role to submit to the order that he is charged with
establishing. In the Meccan context, the Prophet’s fight is based on this discus-
sion: “And had We willed, We have sent a warner to every town. So obey not
the disbelievers, but strive against them by means of it with a great striving
(wa jahid-hum bihi jihadan kabiran)” (Q 25:51-52); “by means of it” refers to the
Qur’an. Up to the end of the Medinese period, the term jihad keeps its general
sense of a conflict that is not necessarily armed. The Prophet is not involved in
a physical battle with “hypocrites” when it is said of them: “O Prophet! Strive
against (jahid) the disbelievers and the hypocrites, and be harsh with them ...”
(Q 9:73). And when the context is one of war, the Prophet is called to combat
personally, an order that he must pass on to believers: “So fight (gatil) in the
way of God. Thou art accountable only for thyself, and urge on the believers. It
may be that God will restrain the might of the disbelievers ...” (Q 4:84).

4.3 Authority Contested

Before the time of battles, during the entire Meccan period, the Qur’an con-
stantly defends its own authority and that of the Prophet, responding to any
attacks that call into question the divine nature of his inspiration. Members
of the Prophet’s tribe say he is a diviner or reader of oracles (k@hin), or that he
is possessed by a djinn (majnun). Because of the beauty of the Suras’ rhythms
they call him a poet (sha‘r), an ambiguous status more feared than respected.
Even worse, people say he’s a magician (sahir), or has been bewitched. By chal-
lenging these accusations, the Qur’an confirms that he is under divine inspira-
tion, since God is undertaking his defence and that of the Revelation. This is

5 Tabari, Jami‘al-bayan, X1X, 15.
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also the case when the Prophet is accused of lying or forgery, or of drawing his
inspiration from the myths of the Ancients (asatir al-awwalin). The Quran’s
reply affirms its revealed nature as proceeding from divine mystery: “And the
disbelievers say, ‘They spoke fables of those of old, which he has written down,
and they are recited to him morning and evening’ Say, ‘He has sent it down
Who knows the secret in the heavens and on the earth. Truly He is Forgiving,
Merciful.” (Q 25:4-6).

The Qur’an also defends the Messenger’s integrity, and that of its own com-
plete transmission by affirming that if he were to attribute to God words that
were not His Word, he would deserve immediate death (Q. 69:44—47). To those
who ask him to produce a different Quran, or to change what he has reported,
he must reply: “Say, ‘It is not for me to alter it of my own accord. I follow only
that which is revealed unto me. Truly I fear, should I disobey my Lord, the pun-
ishment of a tremendous day’ Say, ‘Had God willed, I would not have recited
it unto you; nor would He have made it known to you. Indeed, I tarried among
you for a lifetime before it. Do you not understand?” (Q 10:15-16). The Qur’an
consistently argues in the Prophet’s favour, affirming that neither he nor his
people have knowledge of what is Written: “There are among the accounts of
the Unseen that We reveal unto thee. Thou knewest not of them, neither thou
nor thy people, beforehand.” (Q 11:49). The Qur’an affirms that the expression
“the unlettered Prophet” means that he could neither read nor write, nor did
he know of the Writings or of any other thing: “And thou didst not recite before
this any Book; nor didst thou write it with thy right hand, for then those who
make false claims would have doubted.” (Q 29:48).

The Quran’s repeated allusions to the attacks on the Prophet, and its varied
refutations of these, whether based on argument or on authority (affirming the
reality of the Revelation), all aim to reinforce the truthfulness of the Prophet
and the fidelity of his transmission.

In the Medinese Suras, it is not his inspiration that is contested, but his
authority inside or outside of the Medina community, where “Hypocrites”
(al-mundafigian) make up an internal opposition that weakens it. In most verses,
this is portrayed as opposition to both God and His Messenger; sometimes it
concerns only the Prophet. In either case, opposition to the Prophet is seen to
lead to a bad end, and the divine authority vested in him is confirmed.

5 Model or Mediator

For believers, true faith does not merely mean obedience and recognition of
an authority. The Qur’an calls on them to follow a path towards God, in the
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footsteps of the Messenger. By doing this, they are obeying God’s will: “Truly
this is a reminder; so let him who will, take a way unto his Lord. And you do
not will but that God wills. Truly God is Knowing, Wise.” (Q 76:29—30). To what
extent does the Prophet intervene in the journey believers make towards God?

5.1 Following the Prophet

The Prophet is the first to be called to follow the Revelation: “Follow that which
has been revealed unto thee from thy Lord ...” (Q 6:106), and believers must fol-
low him to benefit from God’s guidance: “So believe in God and His Messenger,
the unlettered Prophet, who believes in God and His Words, and follow him,
that haply you may be guided.” (Q 7:158).

As the above-cited verse Q 12:108 enjoins him, the Prophet must call upon
people to follow him. Conformity to the Prophetic path brings with it an inter-
nal discernment and prepares one to succeed the Prophet in the call to God.
The Prophet transmits what he has received from his Lord to those who fol-
low him, and this places him at the heart of the relationship between God
and those who adore Him. Adoration begins as obedience, becoming grati-
tude (Q 2:172) and then love, in imitation of the Prophet. Indeed, the believer
would not know how to lay claim to God’s love unless he had first followed the
Prophet along the path that leads to Him: “Say, 'If you love God, follow me, and
God will love you and forgive you your sins” (Q 3:31).

5.2 The Model

Believing in the Messenger, obeying and following him, imitating him ... this
means taking him as an interior and exterior model. Unlike the sunna, which
teaches imitation of the Prophet in all things, the Quran underlines interior
emulation: “Indeed you have in the Messenger of God a beautiful example
(uswa hasana) for those who hope for God and the Last Day, and remember
God much.” (Q 33:21). This beautiful example is based on the essential orienta-
tion towards God, and the pure adoration, of the fanifs. The Qur’an highlights
the identity of the Abrahamic and Muhammadan models: “There is indeed
a beautiful example for you in Abraham and those with him, when they said
to their people, “Truly we are quit of you and all that you worship apart from
God ...” “You have a beautiful example in them for whosoever hopes for God
and the Last Day ..."” (Q 60:4, 6). After an account of Abraham’s rejection of the
astral lights in order to turn towards God alone, and a reference to the lineage
of the prophets, the Prophet is told: “They are those whom God has guided, so
follow their guidance ( fa-bi-huda-humu qtadih).” (Q 6:90). By modelling him-
self on the Prophet, the believer follows a path that guides him towards the
tawhid, an affirmation and realisation of divine unity at the deepest level of his
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being. This explains the increasing importance of the Prophet’s mediation in
spiritual realisation. The prayers upon the Prophet composed by Sufi masters
will become the interpretations of this interior model.

6 The Sacredness of the Prophet

Those who received the Quran from the Prophet’s own mouth, as the Word
of God descended on his heart, could not but feel that they were in the pres-
ence of a being who was charged with the divine presence. Reminders of his
ordinary humanity have, as we have seen, coexisted with affirmations of his
function; further signs of his election could only increase his companions’ con-
viction that he was a sacred being. The Qur’an sometimes praises them for
respecting his person, and sometimes warns them against treating him in too
familiar a fashion. Thus, it sets in place an attitude of veneration that has not
lessened over the centuries.

In the Qur’an this respect is a pre-condition for faith. It is their behaviour
towards the Prophet that distinguishes true believers from the ‘hypocrites”
“Only there are believers who believe in God and His Messenger and who,
when they are with him in a collective affair, go not forth until asking his leave.
Truly those who ask thy leave, it is they who believe in God and His Messenger
(...) Do not deem the Messenger’s calling among you to be like your calling to
one another. Indeed, God knows among you who steals away under shelter.
So let those who contradict his command be wary, lest a trial befall them or a
painful punishment befall them.” (Q 24:62—63).

None of the believers, not even his wives, ever calls the Prophet by his name;
instead, they refer to his function: “O Prophet of God!”; “O Messenger of God!”
The al-Hujurat (The Chambers) Sura, which refers to the chambers of his wives,
with whom he passes successive nights, mentions several rules of decorum
whose observation, or otherwise, makes a difference to one’s posthumous exis-
tence. These verses place the Prophet at the heart of the relationship between
God and humanity, and, as a criterion of faith, people’s attitude to him is a
determinant: “O you who believe! Advance not before God and His Messenger,
and fear God. Truly God is Hearing, Knowing. O you who believe! Do not raise
your voice above the voice of the Prophet, nor address him in the manner
that you address one another, lest your deeds come to naught, while you are
unaware. Truly those who lower their voices before the Messenger of God, they
are the ones whose hearts God has tested for reverence (tagwa). Theirs shall
be forgiveness and a great reward. Truly those who call thee from behind the
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apartments, most of them understand not. Had they been patient until thou
camest out unto them, it would have been better for them.” (Q 49:1-5).

Believers must never give way to the least familiarity in the Prophet’s pres-
ence, nor seek to become intimate with him, even just to observe what he eats.
The simplicity of his way of life must not blind his followers to the sacredness
of his person. This also applies to attitudes to the Prophet’s wives. They are
the “Mothers of believers” (Q 33:6) because of the respect that is due them,
and because it is forbidden to marry them. The al-Ahzab (The Parties) Sura
speaks in a single verse of the lack of discretion shown by several Companions
when the Prophet married Zaynab and of the obligation for believers to speak
to the Prophet’s wives from behind a veil, in order to preserve them from any
indiscretion. The Qur’an emphasises the importance of this rule ‘in the sight
of God’, because this is not about social convention, but about faith: “... And
when you ask anything of his wives, ask them from behind a veil. That is purer
for your hearts and their hearts. And you should never affront the Messenger,
nor marry his wives after him. Truly that would be an enormity in the sight of
God.” (Q 33:53).

Verses from this Sura stress the exceptional character of the Prophet’s per-
son. He is human, but must not be treated like other men. In Medina these
marks of respect (and therefore of faith) consolidate the community around
the Prophet: “Truly We have sent thee as witness, as a bearer of glad tidings,
and as a Warner, that you may believe in God and His Messenger, and support
him and honour him, and that you may glorify Him morning and evening”
(Q 48:8—9). We shall come back to the question of the ambiguity of the final
pronoun, even if it does unequivocally refer to God.

7 The Intercessor: The Eschatological Figure of the Prophet

7.1 Asking for Forgiveness

The Prophet is commanded to ask forgiveness for believers; this is a very clear
manifestation of his function as mediator. Not only does he transmit God’s
message to humanity and help people to receive and apply it, he also prepares
them for their future lives and their encounters with God. As a human being,
he must — as we have seen — ask forgiveness for himself and his brothers and
sisters in faith (Q 47:19). His intercession is particularly important for those
who repent: “... If, when they had wronged themselves, they had but come to
thee and sought forgiveness of God, and the Messenger had sought forgiveness
for them, they would surely have found God Relenting, Merciful.” (Q 4:64). In



54 GRIL

the same way, he asks forgiveness for believers who request permission to leave
him (cf. Q 24:62), for believers who make a pact with him (cf. Q 60:12) and
for some Bedouins who, of their own accord, bring him the obligatory alms:
“And among the Bedouin are those who believe in God and the Last Day, and
regard that which they spend as nearness unto God and the blessings of the
Messenger (qurubat ‘inda llah wa salawat al-rasul). Behold! It shall surely be
nearness for them. God will cause them to enter into His Mercy. Truly God is
Forgiving, Merciful” (Q 9:99). Through his words of peace and salvation the
Prophet is a sort of guarantor of God’s mercy and reconciliation with His ser-
vants: ‘When those who believe in Our signs come to thee, say, ‘Peace upon
you! Your Lord has prescribed Mercy for Himself, that whosoever among you
does evil in ignorance and thereafter repents and make amends, He is truly
Forgiving, Merciful.” (Q 6:54).

And hypocrites, on the contrary, turn away when they are called for the
Prophet to ask forgiveness on their behalf (Q 63:5-6). The Prophet’s presence
in itself protects from punishment in this world, while his requests for forgive-
ness do so in the next, as it is said of his people: “But God will not punish them
while thou art among them. And God will not punish them while they seek
forgiveness.” (Q 8:33).

Do these verses relate only to the Prophet’s time on earth? Undoubtedly
some have understood them in this way, but for others the Prophet is still as
present among believers as the Revelation itself. Visiting his tomb in Medina
has come to be considered, on the basis of traditions and anecdotes, a guaran-
tee of his intercession.

7.2 The Witness

The prolongation of the Prophet’s presence within his community and in the
afterlife is also expressed in his function as a witness in this world and the
next. He is called “witness” (shahid) in Q 48:8, and more often described as
shahid, a term that brings together the active and passive participles, because
he is a witness who is also being witnessed by God. In addition, he bears wit-
ness, and this draws the witnessing of those for whom he does so. After him,
his community becomes the bearer of a responsibility towards humanity: “...
That the Messenger may be a witness for you, and that you may be witnesses
for mankind ...” (Q 22:78).

In the al-Bagara Sura the community’s witnessing precedes or accompanies
that of the Prophet: “Thus did We make you a middle community (wasatan),
that you may be witnesses for mankind and that the Messenger may be a wit-
ness for you.” (Q 2:143). This verse and the one before it underline the mirroring
effect that exists in this double witnessing.
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All prophets perform this witnessing function for their communities, and its
principle is divine, since “God is witness over all things.” (Q 4, 33). The Prophet
also does so in the beyond, for all prophets and for all of humanity: “How will it
be when We bring forth a witness from every community, and We bring thee as
a witness against these? On that Day those who disbelieved and disobeyed the
Messenger will wish that they were level with the earth, and they will conceal
no account from God.” (Q 4:41—42). The Prophet may bear witness in favour or
against, but mercy embraces everything.

7.3 The Merciful Prophet

In response to the hypocrites’ accusations that he listens to any and all of those
who address him, the Qur'an praises the Prophet’s solicitude for his commu-
nity, and warns them of the eschatological consequences of attacking his hon-
our: “And among them are those who torment the Prophet and say, “He is an
ear” Say, ‘An ear that is good for you. He believes in God and has faith in his
believers, and he is a Mercy to those among you who believe. And those who
torment the Messenger of God, theirs shall be a painful punishment.” (Q 9:61).

In the same Sura, the Prophet is described as having two divine qualities:
mercy and compassion: “A Messenger has indeed come unto you from among
your own. Troubled is he by what you suffer, solicitous of you, kind (ra’if) and
merciful (rahim) unto the believers.” (Q 9:128).

The mercy that is incarnate in the Prophet is not reserved exclusively for
believers. In the Sura al-Anbiya’ (The Prophets), after the mention of the graces
or qualities of each prophet, it is said to the Prophet: “And We sent thee not,
save as a Mercy unto the worlds (al-‘alamin).” (Q 21:107). Commentators differ
as to how universal al-‘@lamin is meant to be; it can also signify “all of human-
ity”. However, reading other verses leaves no doubt as to the universality of the
Prophetic mission.

7.4 Sent to All of Humanity

The universality of the Prophetic mission is affirmed in the Meccan Suras:
“Blessed is He Who sent down the Criterion (al-furgan) upon His servant that
he may be a Warner unto the worlds.” (Q 25:1); or, “And We sent thee not, save as
a bearer of glad tidings and a Warner to mankind entire (illa kaffatan li-l-nas).
But most of mankind know not.” (Q 34:28). Although this second phrase sug-
gests that humanity will not recognise his mission, the Prophet must neverthe-
less address it in its entirety: “Say, ‘O mankind! Truly I am the Messenger of
God unto you all — Him to Whom belongs Sovereignty over the heavens and
the earth. There is no god but He. He gives life and causes death. So believe in
God and His Messenger, the unlettered Prophet, who believes in God and His
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Words; and follow him, that haply you may be guided.” (Q 7:158). To believe in
the Prophet and follow him means encompassing within a single faith all of
the Revelation and all those who have received it and who are identified with
God’s words.

Because not every person on earth will recognise the Prophet’s mission, God
makes himself its witness: “He is Who sent His Messenger with guidance and
the Religion of Truth to make it prevail over all [of the] religion. And God suf-
fices as a Witness.’ (Q 48:28).

8 God’s Elect

81 His Servant (‘abduhu)

An ordinary human being and God’s messenger: the Qur'an constantly recalls
the Prophet’s status as God’s elect alongside his complete dependence on his
Lord. This is especially true when he is termed “servant” (‘abd) — as well as
referring to a slave, this can mean one who adores, or one who has nothing
(not even liberty), and who acts only on his master’s orders. It is because he
is stripped of all individuality and is a servant that the Prophet is worthy to
receive the graces of God, and becomes a model. What is ordinary joins with
what is exceptional, and vice versa. The reason he is God’s elect is because
he is God’s servant, and the inverse is also true. The first of the consecutive
Suras al-Isra’ (The Nocturnal Voyage) and al-Kahf (The Cavern) begins with
supreme elevation, and the second with the descent of the Book: “Glory be to
Him Who carried His servant by night.” (Q 17:1). This verse begins by affirm-
ing divine transcendence, for God is above all human elevation, no mat-
ter how high it may reach; the following Sura begins with praise, listing the
qualities that proclaim the Revelation, as incarnated by Muhammad, who is
“ceaselessly praised”: “Praise be to Him Who sent down the Book unto His ser-
vant ..."” (Q 18:). Although the Prophet is once referred to as “the servant of
God” (Q 72—19), this is an annexation of the servant to the divine self (‘abdu-hu:
His servant) and it marks his elect status. In relation to his people he is called
“your companion”: “Your companion has neither strayed nor erred.” (Q 53:2),
and when he is alone with God he is called “His servant”: “Then He revealed to
His servant what He revealed.” (Q 53:10).

8.2 The Markers of Elect Status

Before even receiving the gift of Revelation, Muhammad possessed a “magnifi-
cent character” (khuluq ‘agim) that predisposed him to receive it as a gracious
gift: “Nun. By the pen and that which they inscribe, thou art not, by the blessing
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of thy Lord, possessed. Truly thine shall be a reward unceasing. And truly thou
art of an exalted character” (Q 68:1—4). By assimilating the divine word, the
Prophet never stops magnifying his initial gift; this work shapes his character
to the extent that his wife, ‘A’isha, witness of his private life, replies to those
who ask her about the Prophet’s character, “His character was the Qur’an.”¢ The
epithet “magnificent’, a divine name and a qualifier of the Qur'an, makes the
Prophet the mirror of divine attributes.

The al-Ahzab (The Parties) Sura contains a few allusions to the specific
excellence of the Prophet. Within his community he maintains a superlative
closeness to believers: “The Prophet is closer to the believers than they are to
themselves, and his wives are their mothers ...” (Q 33:6). Legally, this proxim-
ity makes him the heir of anyone who dies with none, and the guarantor of
those who cannot pay their debts; his wives cannot remarry when he is gone,
for their marriage to the Prophet has given them a sacred status. However, the
verse is also referring to a proximity on a much more intimate, inner level.

»”

In the Prophet the absence of a male heir, which for Arabs in particular was
seen as a failing, is turned into a supreme privilege: “Muhammad is not the
father of any man among you; rather, he is the Messenger of God and the Seal
of the prophets. And God is Knower of all things.” (Q 33:40). This is a double
election, because the seal (khatam) authenticates and concludes (khatim)
prophecy.” We will not examine here the many meanings of this expression; it
suffices to say that it confers upon the Prophet and his community an impor-
tant and unique place in the economy of prophecy and salvation.

The verse that establishes the prayer upon the Prophet confirms this elec-
tion by inscribing it in ritual practice and the devotional relationship: “Truly
God and His angels invoke blessings upon the Prophet. O you who believe!
Invoke blessings upon him, and greetings of peace!” (Q 33:56). “Truly God
and His angels invoke blessings ...” The verbal form situates this prayer, and
its object the Prophet, in an intemporal present. By responding to this divine
injunction, the believer himself enters into the presence of God, the angels
and the Prophet in a ritual timeframe that is beyond mundane time.

The first verses of the al-Fath (Opening, Victory, Conquest) Sura proclaim
the divine grace and support of God, as much in the context of His Revelation®
as in the spiritual and eschatological fields: “Truly We have granted thee a

6 Among the different versions of this tradition, see Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, v1, 54, 91, 111. For
other versions, see Wensinck, Concordance, 11, 74.

7 For more on the origins of this expression, and the developments that sprang from it, refer to
Sangaré, Le scellement de la prophétie.

8 The Hudaybiyya episode and subsequent events.
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manifest victory, that God may forgive thee thy sins that went before and that
which are to come, and complete His Blessing upon thee, and guide thee upon
a straight path; and that God may help thee with a mighty help.” (Q 48:1-3).

These markers of his elect status are signified or announced to the Prophet,
but it may also happen that he is called upon to proclaim them himself, in
order to affirm a quality, or his function, or his place in the prophetic cycle,
especially in the Abrahamic lineage: “Say, ‘Truly my Lord has guided me unto a
straight path, an upright religion, the creed of Abraham, a fanif, and he was not
of the idolaters.’ Say, ‘Truly my prayer and my sacrifice, my living and my dying
are for God, Lord of the worlds. He has no Partner. This I am commanded, and
I am the first of those who submit.” (Q 6,161-163) What primacy is this? Are we
dealing with a mere expression of excellence?

8.3 Beyond Election, the Prophet’s Reality

To avoid all possible confusion between the divine and the human, the Qur’an
emphasises the Prophet’s humanity and that of the other prophets, while also
evoking their elect status and the specific graces with which they are blessed.
But what about their human nature, and the Prophet’s in particular? Jesus calls
himself the “servant of God” (Q 19:30), but, because of the nature of his con-
ception, is also the Word and the Spirit of God (Q 4:171). In the Prophet’s case,
itis his luminous nature that is explicitly or allusively at stake. “Light” (nir) has
become one of his names. After having been designated Seal of the Prophets,
he is called upon as follows: “O Prophet! Truly We have sent thee as a witness,
as bearer of glad tidings, and as a Warner, as one who calls unto God by His
Leave, and as a luminous lamp (sir@jan muniran).” (Q 33:45—46).

This last qualifier brings together two types of light: self-generated solar
light (symbolised by the lamp), and the reflected light of the moon, called
“light” (Q 25:61; 71:16). Whether the lamp symbolises divine light or that of the
Revelation (the Qur’an is also called a light), the Prophet is identified with this
light and also projects it upon others. This similarity between the Revelation
and the luminous nature of the Prophet appears in another context, too: the
call to the People of the Book to recognise his mission.

O People of the Book! Our Messenger has come unto you, making clear
to you much of what you once hid of the Book, and pardoning much.
There has come unto you, from God, a light and a clear Book, whereby
God guides whosoever seeks His Contentment unto the way of peace,
and brings them out of darkness into light, by His Leave, and guides them
unto a straight path.

Q 5:15-16
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The first verse brings together the Book and the light, while keeping them
distinct from one another, because here the light clearly designates the
Prophet. In the second verse, the light is associated with guidance — first that
of God, and then that of the Prophet, since one could not say of God that he
“brings them out of darkness into light, by His Leave”. The second guidance is
the Prophet’s, and his illuminating function is clearly affirmed here.

What was to become the doctrine of “Muhammadan Light”, along with its
later developments, surfaces here in the Verse of Light, and in the commentar-
ies of the first exegetes: “God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The par-
able of His Light is a niche, wherein is a lamp. The lamp is in a glass. The glass
is as a shining star kindled from a blessed olive tree, neither of the East nor the
West. Its oil would well-nigh shine forth, even if no fire has touched it. Light
upon light. God guides unto His Light whomsoever He will, and God sets forth
parables for mankind, and God is Knower of all things.” (Q 24:35).

According to Tabari, Kab al-Ahbar, upon being questioned by Ibn ‘Abbas
on the beginning of this verse, replied: “The symbol of his light is that of
Muhammad; he is like a niche ... the lamp is his heart, and the glass his chest ...
“Its oil would well-nigh shine forth”: not much more would be required for
Muhammad to appear as a prophet, even if he had not yet spoken.”

The explanation of this verse given by Mugatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767) is at
once physical and symbolic. The symbol is that of the light of Muhammad. The
niche represents the loins of his father, ‘Abdallah, where this light was depos-
ited, and the glass is Muhammad’s body. The blessed olive tree is Abraham,
from which Muhammad has been “lit’, for he is one of Abraham’s descendants.
Like Abraham, he is neither oriental (praying to the east, like Christians), nor
occidental like the Jews [sic], but oriented towards the Kaba. Muhammad
might well have prophesied before receiving the Revelation, “even if no fire
would have touched him” if he hadn’t received the Revelation: this is a Prophet
born among a prophet’s descendants.!”

Although another Companion, Ubayy b. Ka‘b, interprets this symbol in a
more general sense, as representing the heart of the believer, its identification
with the luminous interior reality of the Prophet attests to the ancient nature of
this concept. The interpretation of “even if no fire has touched it” as a reference
to a predisposition to prophecy even before the Revelation supports what we
have already revealed on the subject of the Prophet’s “magnificent character”.

The luminous reality of the Prophet, whether clearly expressed or deduced
through interpretation, can be linked to another aspect of his person that is

9 Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, xv111, 105-6.
10 Tafsir Mugatil b. Sulayman, 111, 199—200.
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either suggested or deduced from context. The Prophet is not only announced
in the Writings (Q 7:157), his coming is requested by Abraham: “Our Lord, raise
up in their midst a messenger from among them, who will recite Thy signs
to them, and will teach them the Book and Wisdom, and purify them. Truly
Thou art the Mighty, the Wise” (Q 2:129). It is also predicted by Jesus: “And
when Jesus son of Mary said, ‘O Children of Israel! Truly I am the Messenger of
God unto you, confirming that which came before me in the Torah and bearing
glad tidings of a Messenger to come after me whose name is Ahmad.” (Q 61:6).
Prediction does not in itself imply a preceding existence, except, perhaps, in
God’s science. But in one hadith, the Prophet refers to the two above-cited
verses in order to affirm his luminous reality as a principle:

I was God’s servant, and indeed the Seal of the prophets, when Adam
was still lying in the clay.!! I will tell you of the announcement of this: the
invocation of my father, Abraham, the good news announced by Jesus to
his people, and the vision of my mother, who saw a light shining from her
and illuminating Syria, for the mothers of prophets have such visions.1?

The Prophet is mentioned before his predecessors in more than one Qur’anic
passage, as in: “Verily, We have revealed unto thee, as We revealed unto
Noah and the prophets after him, and as We revealed unto Abraham and
Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the Tribes, and Jesus and Job and Jonah and
Aaron and Solomon, and unto David We gave the Psalms; and messengers
We have recounted unto thee before, and messengers We have not recounted
unto thee; and unto Moses God spoke directly.” (Q 4:163—164). The place of the
Prophet seems even more significant when it is located just after the above-
cited verse on the proximity of believers: “And when We made with the proph-
ets their covenant, and with thee, and with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus
the son of Mary; We made with them a solemn covenant.” (Q 33:7). Regarding
this verse, Tabarl reports the commentary by Qatada: “It has been mentioned
to us that the Prophet of God — grace and peace be upon him - said: ‘I am the
first of the prophets to have been created and the last to have been sent.”’3
Mujahid said simply: “In the loins of Adam ( fi zahr Adam)’* which seems

11 This sentence’s two propositions are simple noun phrases, which accentuates their
intemporal character.

12 Ibn Hanbal, Musnad, 1v, 127, after (according to) al-‘Irbad b. Sariya. Another version of the
hadith follows, in which the Prophet’s mother sees this light as she is in labour.

13 Tabarl, Jami‘al-bayan, xx1, 79. Qatada (d. around17/735) was a disciple of Hasan al-Basr1
and Ibn Sirin in Basra.

14  Ibid. Mujahid, disciple of Ibn ‘Abbas in Mecca, died during the early years of the second
century of the hijra (between 100 and 104/718).
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to allude to the primordial pact (Q 7: 172). Muqatil comments along the same
lines: “The first in the pact, and the last in the sending,” and continues with an
explicit mention of this pact.}> There is also a similar interpretation of these
verses of the al-Shu‘ara’ (The Poets) Sura: “And trust in the Mighty, the Merciful,
Who sees thee when thou standest, and thy movement within those who pros-
trate.” (Q 26:217—-220). The translation follows an interpretation attributed to
Ibn ‘Abbas: “... that is to say within the loins of thy fathers: Adam, Noah and
Abraham, until God brought him out as a prophet.”6

The first generations of Muslims thus drew on the Qur’an to ask themselves
about the nature and reality of the Prophet. Is not the Prophet called “true’,
or “truth” (hagq), a polysemic term sometimes used to refer to God, but more
often indicating the Revelation, as in this verse: “How shall God guide a people
who have disbelieved, having borne witness that the Messenger is truth, and
the clear proofs having come to them? And God guides no wrongdoing peo-
ple” (Q 3:86).

In more than one verse the pronouns can apply grammatically to either God
or the Prophet. This voluntary ambiguity may have several meanings, accord-
ing to context. It can be a way of saying that what is vested in the Prophet
is none other than God’s authority: “O you who believe! Obey God and His
Messenger, and turn not away from him, even as you hear. And be not like
those who say, ‘We hear’, though they hear not.” (Q 8:20-21). To turn away from
the Prophet is to turn away from God; to hear his words as those of an ordinary
man is to fail to understand that God’s will is expressed through him.

A little further on we find: “O you who believe! Respond to God and the
Messenger when he calls you unto that which will give you life. And know that
God comes between a man and his heart, and that unto Him shall you be gath-
ered.” (Q 8:24). Responding to the Prophet’s call as one that comes from God
will give new life to one’s heart. To be separated from one’s heart brings about
a loss of awareness of God and of the afterlife, where ultimate human destiny
is decided. The presence of the Prophet revives the heart. He is the vector of
divine mercy and light: “O you who believe! Reverence God and believe in His
Messenger; He will give you a twofold portion of His Mercy, make a light for
you by which you may walk, and forgive you — and God is Forgiving, Merciful.”

(Q 57:28).

8.4 The Locus of Divine Presence
In another case of grammatical ambiguity, this discourse is addressed first
to the Prophet, and then to believers. When the solemn pact was made at

15  Mugqatil, Tafsir, 111 475.
16 Qurtubi, al-Jami’, X111 144.
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Hudaybiyya, the support and veneration due to the Prophet became adoration
of God. The description of the sealing of the pact, during which the Prophet,
holding his hand uppermost, takes the hand of the person who is engaging
him, confirms the theophanic dimension of this moment:

Truly those who pledge allegiance unto thee pledge allegiance only
unto God. The Hand of God is over their hands. And whosoever reneges,
reneges only to his detriment. And whosoever fulfils what he has pledged
unto God, He will grant him a great reward.

Q 4810

The inward effect of this pact is described: “God was content with the believers
when they pledged allegiance unto thee beneath the tree. He knew what was
in their hearts and sent down Inner Peace (sakina) upon them and rewarded
them with a victory nigh and abundant spoils ...” (Q 48:18-19). Through the
divine presence that is then vested in him, the Prophet communicates a
beatific state to his adepts, along with divine satisfaction and a victory that
recalls the one announced to the Prophet at the beginning of the Sura, which,
as we have seen, may have an interior or an exterior meaning. The same is true
of this promise to believers.

During the battle of Badr, the Prophet threw a handful of gravel towards his
enemies; this brought about their defeat. In the Qur’an, it is the intervention of
God, rather than the thaumaturgical nature of the gesture, that is emphasised:

You did not slay them, but God slew them, and thou threwest not when
thou threwest, but God threw, that He might try the believers with a
beautiful trial from Him. Truly God is Hearing, Knowing.

Q8ay

The believers fought; the Prophet made a symbolic gesture that could properly
be qualified as theurgical. “When thou threwest” attributes the gesture to the
Prophet; “but God threw” reveals that his being was erased, and he became
the locus of a divine act. This is the interpretation of this verse made by spiri-
tual masters.

9 The Prophet and the Revelation

Everything about the Prophet that seems to go beyond the ordinary human
condition is due to his status and function as God’s envoy. On one occasion
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he is called: “A Messenger from God (rasilun min Allah) reciting scriptures
purified wherein are books upright.” (98, 2—3) How to understand this phrase,
rasulun min Allah? Elsewhere, the Prophet is said to come “from you” or “from
yourselves”; this signifies his fully human nature and exact equivalence to
those to whom he has been sent. Does the exceptional nature of this expres-
sion have to do with the recitation of the Revelation in its superior phase?”
Only God and his angels could bear witness to such a recitation: “But God
Himself bears witness to what He has sent down unto thee — He sent it down
with His Knowledge — and the angels bear witness. And God suffices as a wit-
ness.” (Q 4:166).

9.1 The Reception of the Word

Several verses evoke the trying nature of the Revelation, as though the Prophet’s
inner being was obliged to get used to receiving “a weighty word” (Q 73:5)
which is hard for him. “Ta-Ha We did not send down the Qur’an unto thee that
thou shouldst be distressed.” (Q 20:2). It is because the Qur’an is a heavy Word
that its memorisation and recitation are said to have been facilitated by God
(Q 5417, 22, 32, 40; 73:20). The Prophet’s tongue, in the sense of the organ and
of the language, was the instrument of this facilitation: “We have only made
this easy upon thy tongue that thou mayest give glad tidings unto the reverent
thereby, and that thereby thou mayest warn a contentious people.” (Q 19:97).

9.2 Between the Qur'an and the Prophet

God has vested in both the Prophet and the Qur’an the same function, one of
announcement and of warning. This is expressed in these verses underlining
the close linguistic relationship between the Qur’an and the Prophet: “A Book
whose signs have been expounded as an Arabic Qur’an for a people who know,
as a bringer of glad tidings, and as a Warner. But most of them have turned
away, such that they hear not.” (Q 41:3—4). Both are reminders (dhikr), and the
ambiguity of the pronouns in the following verses suggests a certain shared
identity between the messenger and the message:

And We have not taught him poetry; nor would it benefit him. It [or “he”]
is but a reminder and a clear Qur’an, to warn Whomsoever is Alive, and
so that the Word may come for the disbelievers.

Q 36:69—70

17 Qurtubi, al-Jami‘, XX, 142-3.
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God has certainly sent down unto you a reminder: a Messenger reciting
unto you the clear signs of God to bring those who believe and perform
righteous deeds out of darkness into light.

Q 6510-11

The Qur’an and the Prophet both bring Truth (kaqq), and both are called by
that name. The ambiguity is all the more significant here because it occurs in
one of only four verses where the name of Muhammad is used:

And those who believe and perform righteous deeds, and believe in what
has been sent down unto Muhammad — and it/he is the truth from their
Lord — he has absolved them of their evil deeds and set their state aright.

Q47:2

9.3 The One Who is Intimate with God

While the Quran is presented as the word of God, spoken to his Prophet, this
prophet does not, like some, find himself in a dialogue with God. However,
the word is addressed to him most directly in what is traditionally accepted
as the first revelation: “Recite in the name of thy Lord!” (Q 96:1). The way he
is addressed and exhorted to complete his mission: “O thou who art covered!”
(Q 7411), or to rise and pray at night: “O thou enwrapped!” (Q 73:1), is understood
as divine familiarity towards him.!8 In the context of the difficult beginnings of
his predication, the al-duha (Morning Brightness) Sura appears as consoling
words addressed to a sorely tried friend whom one attempts to comfort:

By the morning brightness, and by the night when still, thy Lord has not
forsaken thee; nor does He despise [thee]. And the hereafter shall be bet-
ter for thee than this life. And surely thy Lord shall give unto thee, and
thou shall be content. Did He not find thee an orphan and shelter, find
thee astray and guide, and find thee in need and enrich? So as for the
orphan, maltreat not. And for the one who requests, repel not. And as for
the blessing of the Lord, proclaim!

Qo31-11

In the Meccan Suras, we have already noted the numerous occurrences of the
imperative “be patient!”, often used in a conclusion and followed by a call to
give oneself over to adoration. The interrogative “and what has made thee
aware of what ... is?”, used on the subject of the realities of the next world, and

18 Qurtubi, al-Jami X1x, 33.
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a single time to refer to a spiritual event, the so-called Night of Destiny (laylat
al-gadr, Q 97:3), can be read as a reminder of an experience whose secret is
shared by the locutor and the interlocutor: “Hast thou seen...?” or “Hast thou
not seen...?” In any case these interpellations give the text a familiar and per-
sonal tone, like the questions that introduce accounts of the Prophet:!® “Hast
thou heard tell of...?” While the hadith and the sira often cite the role of Gabriel
in the transmission of the Revelation, this is mentioned infrequently in the
Qur’an, which gives the opposite impression — that the Prophet immediately
retransmits the divine Word as soon as he receives the order, “Say!” This imper-
ative gives one an impression of proximity between the Envoy and his Lord.
This oath on the Prophet’s life, inserted into the story of Lot, is even more sur-
prising: “By thy life, they wandered confused in their drunkenness.” (Q 15:72).
To swear by the life of the Prophet implies that the story of Sodom is to some
extent a warning for his tribe, the Qurayshites. Commentators underline the
fact that the Prophet is the only human being in whose name the Almighty
has sworn.2? In the Medinese Suras, he is mostly referred to by his function as
Prophet (ya ayyuha [-nabi), in contexts that are often linked to combat or to his
conjugal life, rather than to his function as Messenger ( ya ayyuha l-rasil). Such
solemn vocative forms as the call to obey the Prophet consecrate him in his
functions as legislator and leader of the community. At the same time and in
the same Suras, especially al-Ahzab, the Prophet’s soul is stripped bare, and in
the reproachful tone of the verse on the delicate question of Zaynab's repudia-
tion by Zayd, and her subsequent remarriage to the Prophet, one can also see
the intimate bond that unites him and his Lord:

When thou saidst unto him whom God has blessed and whom thou hast
blessed, “Retain your wife for yourself and reverence God” thou wast hid-
ing in thyself that which God was to disclose; and thou didst fear from
people, though God has more right to be feared by thee ...

Q3337

In the al-Tahrim Sura (The Forbidding, 66) the Prophet is reproached for being
too kind to his wives, and then receives the grandiose support of God, Gabriel,
the believers, and all the angels. From this emerges an image of a person whose
private life?! is part of a universal and sacred story. Contradictory models of

19 And, once, an eschatological tone, Q 88:1.

20 Tabari, Jami‘ al-bayan, X1v, 30.

21 For more on the conjugal events that tradition relates to the revelation of this Sura, see
Gril, “Le Prophéte en famille” 41-3.
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women, unworthy (the wives of Noah and of Lot) and perfect (Pharaoh’s wife,
Mary), appear at the end of the Sura, presented for all of humanity as para-
digms of either impiety or faith.

9.4 Revelation and Sacred Story

By referring to such intimate aspects of the Prophet’s life as his emotions and
his relationships with his wives, the Qur’an presents a man whose entire self
is identified with the Revelation. When, throughout the Suras, it alludes to dif-
ferent episodes in his life, it is putting in place the first reference points of a
sacred history that will be completed by the hadith, amplified and coordinated
by the sira, and repeated in the big universal histories of Tabari and those who
followed him. These references are just evoking events allusively, in ways that
would often be difficult to grasp without exegesis. To examine them all would
take too much space, although in the context of this study it would have been
interesting to have done so, in order to observe how these diverse elements
contribute successive details that cast light on aspects of the Prophetic figure.

Whereas the Sira gives details of the important episodes and military cam-
paigns of the Medinese period, the Qur’an uses these events to speak of signifi-
cant moments in the relationship between God and His Prophet. The account
of the hijra is a single verse reminding believers of the divine aid associated
with the Prophet’s function. References to the Prophet taking refuge in the cav-
ern show him with full confidence in the Lord and reassuring his Companion,
thanks to the divine presence (sakina) and the angels that have descended
upon him, and to the promise that God’s Word will triumph (Q 9:40). Here, as
elsewhere, one discovers the image of a being whose will and destiny invari-
ably follow God’s design.

Whether it is referring to major events or apparently minor facts, by touch-
ing on these specific details the Qur’an actualises the presence of the Prophet,
inscribing recollection of him alongside that of the other prophets whose
sacred history he founds anew and brings to a perfect end.

10 The Prophet and the Prophets

To what extent does the Quran’s discourse on the other prophets cast light
on the way in which it, and Muslims, picture the Prophet? We know how
important accounts of the prophets are in the Qur’an, especially in the Meccan
Suras. They are often related to the Prophet as examples, encouragements or
consolations, as reminders of the trials that confronted his predecessors and of
the promise of divine salvation. Is the Prophet just one among many prophets,
or do these numerous prophets meld together into a single unique model that
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the Prophet represents par excellence, as could be understood from the insis-
tent repetitions in certain accounts? Couldn’'t we also postulate that the rela-
tionships (often more implicit than explicit) between what is said of some of
the prophets and what is said of the Prophet himself contribute to an enriched
image of him without, for all that, erasing the specific characteristics of his
predecessors as put forward in the Qur'an? Let us above all remember what the
Qur’anic prophets teach us about the Prophet.

101 The Community of Prophets

The Qur’an demands faith from all messengers and prophets. On the one hand
it announces: “We make no distinction among any of them.” (cf. Q 2:136), and
on the other: “Those are the messengers. We have favoured some above others”
(Q 2:253). To be a prophet is to belong to the same single class in the hierarchy
of beings, but this does not exclude the possibility of specific gifts of grace. On
the subject of the battle of Uhud, during which the Prophet’s life was endan-
gered, the Qur’an recalls that he, like all prophets, is mortal: “Muhammad is
naught but a Messenger; messengers have passed before him. So if he dies or
is slain, will you turn back on your heels?” (Q 3:144). Faced with those who
deny him, the Prophet owes it to himself simply to remember that he is but
one envoy in the lineage of those who preceded him, and no more: “Say, ‘I am
not an innovation among the messengers (bid‘an min al-rusul), and I know
not what will be done with me or with you. I only follow that which has been
revealed unto me, and I am naught but a clear Warner” (Q 46:9).

Unlike other people, whom God did not want to see constituting a single
community,?? God’s envoys belong to a unique community united by one mis-
sion and a common election (cf. Q 23:51-52). The Prophet starts with himself
when he proclaims his membership of this prophetic community, on whose
principles his own community is founded:

Say, “We believe in God and what has been sent down upon us, and in
what was sent down upon Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes
(al-asbat), and in what Moses, Jesus, and the prophets were given from
their Lord. We make no distinction among any of them, and unto Him
we submit (wa nahnu lahu muslimiin).” Whosoever seeks a religion other
than submission (al-islam), it shall not be accepted of him, and in the
Hereafter he shall be among the losers.
Q 3:84-85

22 Q5:48;11118;16:93; 42:8; 43:33. On the division of what had originally been a single human
community, Q 2:213; 10:19.
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In this community of those whom God has chosen to receive his Word, the
last of the prophets occupies the first place in an order that has already been
seen in the account of the pact between God and the Prophets (cf. Q 33:7),
although there it is in the context of a comparison. In the al-Nisa’ (Women)
Sura the list of prophets begins with Noah and goes on at length to include
even all those of whom the Quran doesn't explicitly speak: “Verily We have
revealed unto thee, as We revealed unto Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and
Jacob and the Tribes, and Jesus and Job and Jonah and Aaron and Solomon,
and unto David We gave the Psalms, and messengers We have recounted unto
thee before, and messengers We have not recounted unto thee; and unto Moses
God spoke directly” (Q 4:163-164). Beyond these enumerations of prophets in
the Qur’an there are those used to punish the people when they had rebelled
against God and the Messenger; here the Meccan Suras frequently rehearse
their history: Noah; Had, prophet of ‘Ad; Salih, prophet of Thamud; Lot,
and Shu‘ayb, prophet of Madyan. The confrontation between Pharaoh and
Moses is sometimes included along with these five. It appears evident that
these accounts are used in direct support of the Prophet, who was faced with
Qurashi opposition. The advent of the Arab Prophet inserts the prophets of the
Arabian Peninsula into universal sacred history.

10.2 A Common Destiny

Should we read these frequent lists of prophets as an account of the assimi-
lation of these biblical and Arab figures with the Prophet himself, or see the
earlier prophets rather as auxiliaries to his prophecy, or as phases in the com-
pletion of the prophetic cycle? What is certain is that the Qur’an multiplies the
similarities between the Prophet and the other prophets in the accomplish-
ment of their missions. The parallel is very clearly highlighted in the same
Sura: “Is aught incumbent upon the Messenger save the clear proclamation?”
(Q16:35), and, on the subject of the Prophet: “Then if they turn away — only the
clear proclamation is incumbent upon thee” (Q 16:82). The same formulations
are often employed about the five prophets cited above, in order to accentu-
ate the archetypical and repetitive nature of their histories. For example, they
utter the same affirmation in defence of the disinterested nature of their mis-
sions: “And I ask not of any of you any reward for it; my reward lies only with
the Lord of the worlds.” (Q 26, 109, 127, 145, 164, 180). For his part, the Prophet
receives an order to follow the model of his predecessors, especially that of
their disinterest: “They are those whom God has guided, so follow their guid-
ance. Say, ‘I ask not of you any reward for it. It is naught but a reminder for the
worlds’” (Q 6:90).
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All of the prophets undergo the same trials at the hands of their opponents,
who accuse them of lying. If we set to one side the poetry that is characteristic
of the Prophet’s milieu, elsewhere we find the same attacks, though they are
less systematic (except in the case of accusation that Moses, too, is a magi-
cian). All of them have been victims of their peoples’ derision: “Messengers
have surely been mocked before thee. Then those who scoffed at them were
beset by that which they used to mock.” (Q 6:10).

If opposition to the prophets is expressed among their adversaries in the
same ways, believers, too, adhere to prophetic messages in ways that resemble
each other. Their faith must make them follow the messengers without fail
(ittaba‘a). Unquestionably, the Quran aims to unify a certain conception of
prophecy, involving critics and trials and the rapid teaching of its content to the
Prophet: “And We sent no Messenger before thee, save that We revealed unto
him, ‘Verily, there is no god but I; so worship Me!” (Q 21:25). On the one hand,
the Qur’an shapes earlier prophecies to its own mould, and on the other it calls
on the Prophet to model himself on his predecessors, especially as concerns
a fundamental and constantly recalled virtue: “So be patient, as the resolute
among the messengers were patient.” (Q 46:35). The relationship between the
Prophet and the other prophets creates a mirror effect, at least as regards their
functions in this world — for in the next world, as we have seen, the Prophet is
distinguished from his peers by his function as a witness.

10.3  Muhammad in the Mirror of the Prophets
The fact that a model (of prophecy repeating itself through history and real-
ising itself in the Prophet’s mission) was set up is not enough to explain the
growth and development of prophetic accounts during the Meccan period,
and the relative reduction in their numbers during the Medinese period, when
new challenges appeared and new responses thus became necessary. The rep-
etition and pregnant nature of these accounts are the results of the need for
them to pass from one person’s memory to another’s. Often the Suras that are
made up in part of the history of one or several other prophets begin and end
with an address to the Prophet, as in the case of the Yusuf(Joseph) Sura. In the
TaHa Sura, devoted mostly to Moses, the account ends with this address to the
Prophet: “Thus do We narrate unto thee some of the accounts of those who
have come before. And We have given thee a Reminder from Our Presence.
Whosoever turns away from it, verily he shall bear it as a burden on the Day of
Resurrection.” (Q 20:99-100).

The verb translated as “to narrate’, gassa, also has the concrete meaning of
cutting or of cutting again, and of following someone’s footsteps (cf. Q 18:64).
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From this verb the term gasas, account/narration, is derived; this is also the
name of a Sura whose first section is devoted to the story of Moses (Q 28:25).
Also derived from gqassa is gissa, pl. gisas, meaning story or history, espe-
cially that of a prophet. In the Qur’an, Anba’, the plural of naba’ — the fact of
announcing — designates the announcement of events from the past as well
as those that belong to the future (Q 78:2). Thus the account aims to recall, to
restore a memory that is conserved by those whom the Qur’an calls the “People
of Memory” (ahl al-dhikr); these are generally identified with the People of the
Book (Q 16:43 and 21:7), but they are received by the Prophet, who is underlin-
ing the direct nature of the reception, with the words: “on Our behalf” (min
ladun-na). In the second verse of this Sura, this reminder and the memories it
evokes are the path of salvation, and to refuse it leads to the opposite path. Thus
the Prophet receives a memory of the past, one that primarily concerns him as
a prophet. Every account first finds its echo in the Prophet, before becoming
the concern his entire community, to whom he transmits it. Once the message
is passed on, the fate of each person, and of humanity, hinges upon it.

Adopting this perspective on the foundation of memories to explore all of
the Qur’an’s histories of prophets is beyond the scope of the present chapter.
The few examples that follow may reveal one or other of the bonds constructed,
explicitly or not, between a prophet and the Prophet, thus casting light on one
of the facets of his reality. But this does not imply some sort of absorption of all
previous prophetic models, erasing their individual traits. Instead, one should
understand these histories as an invitation to follow the path of “those who
were before thee”, addressed to the Prophet and to all believers.

The command made to the Prophet to ask forgiveness for his sins (Q 4:106;
40:55; 47:19) puts him in a similar situation to that in which his ancestor Adam,
the first sinner, found himself. In another verse, Noah is reproached by his peo-
ple because he is followed only by the humble (Q. 11:27), which recalls the begin-
ning of the Abasa (He Frowned) Sura, mentioned above (Q 10:1-10), or else the
order to the Prophet to be patient in the fellowship of his poor companions
rather than turning to the conceited rich in the hope of winning them over to
Islam (Q 18, 28). In the Qur’an, Abraham is represented as the one who freed
himself and those close to him from all forms of idolatry with no concession.
He and the Prophet are both called a “fine model” (uswa hasana) “... for those
who hope for God and the Last Day” (Q 33:21). The repetition of this expression
aims to demonstrate the extent to which the Prophet is part of the Abrahamic
heritage, especially in the restoration of the pure cult of the sole God, and the
tradition of the hanif. Abraham himself also presages the hijra when he says:
“Truly I am fleeing unto my Lord” (Q29:26). Facing the Qurayshites in Mecca,
Abraham incarnates the restoration of a forgotten tradition; facing the People
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of the Book in Medina he justifies the foundation of something new, based on
new principles — something that the Prophet will claim for himself: “Abraham
was neither Jew nor Christian, but rather was a hanif, a submitter, and he was
not one of the idolaters” (Q 3:67-68). We could also cite the passage from the
al-Bagara (The Cow) Sura, in which the purification of the House of God, the
foundation of the sacred territory, the building of the Ka‘ba, and the institution
of the pilgrimage with the participation of Ishmael, are all Abrahamic tradi-
tions (Q 2:124—141). In this long extract, which precedes and justifies the reori-
entation of ritual towards the sacred Temple, Abraham is not confused with
the Prophet, but comforts him in his [the Prophet’s] position as founder and
renewer of a tradition, in opposition to Jews and Christians, from whom he
distances himself, while maintaining their integration within a certain vision
of monotheism. From this point of view, Abraham plays an essential role in
the image that the Qur'an presents of the Prophet. Equally fundamental in a
different way is the figure of Moses, appearing at the two critical moments of
his mission: facing Pharaoh and with the Children of Israel. The relationship
between Moses and Muhammad needs to be developed in detail and over a
long period, for Moses is by far the most frequently cited person in the Qur’an,
followed by Pharaoh. The similarities between oppression by the Qurayshites
and that exercised by Pharaoh is clearly suggested in a single Meccan Sura.
First it is said of the people of the Prophet: “And they were about to incite thee
from the land, in order to expel thee therefrom, whereupon they would not
have tarried after thee.” (Q 17:76), and then, about the Children of Israel faced
with Pharaoh: “And he desired to incite them from the land; so We drowned
him and those with him all together” (Q 17:103). The difficulties that Moses had
with his own People act as a warning to believers to avoid behaving in the same
way towards the Prophet; for example, by asking him endless questions: “Or
do you wish to question your messenger as Moses was questioned aforetime?
Whosoever exchanges belief for disbelief has gone astray from the right way.”
(Q 2:108). These examples make Moses a model and precursor for the Prophet,
demonstrating resistance to oppression and showing how difficult the conduct
of a community can be.

In this way, a prophet’s history can present a model of actions to avoid imi-
tating; it still communicates to the Prophet an experience of the prophetic
mission that to a certain extent reflects his own experience. The repeated
reminders to be patient and endure the denial and opposition of his own peo-
ple relate to his task and mission among all peoples. From this point of view,
the story of Jonas appears at the same time as a counter-model and a sort of
illustration of God’s divine solicitude for, and election of, those he chooses to
send to humankind:
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So be patient with thy Lord’s Judgment and be not like the companion of
the fish, who cried out while choking with anguish. Had he not had the
blessing from his Lord he would surely have been cast upon the barren
shore still blameworthy. But his Lord chose him and made him among
the righteous.

Q 68:48-50

The Jesus of the Maryam Sura, written during the Meccan period, presents
himself from birth as the precursor of the Prophet: “He said, ‘Truly I am the ser-
vant of God. He has given me the Book and made me a prophet. He has blessed
me wheresoever I may be, and has enjoined upon me prayer and almsgiving
so long as I live’” (Q 19:30—31). It is also announced that he represents mercy
(Q 19:21), while the Medinese Suras emphasise the specificity of the Speech
and Word of God (Q 3:45; 4171). Seen in this light, only a sort of identification
of the Prophet’s reality with the Qur'an itself, or with the Spirit — in that it pro-
ceeds from God’s order — could allow the Qur’anic Jesus to appear as the hid-
den face of the Prophet. However, the parallel between the Disciples of Jesus
and the Prophet’s companions is clearly affirmed:

O you who believe! Be helpers of God, just as Jesus son of Mary said to the
apostles, ‘Who are my helpers unto God? The apostles replied, ‘We are
thy helpers unto God (ansar Allah).

Q 6114

1 The Prophet and His Community

As amember and witness of the community of prophets, Muhammad appears
in the Qur’an surrounded by this, his own community. As we have seen regard-
ing the other prophets, here we can also discover the ways in which the people
around the Prophet participate in and prolong his presence in the world.

1.1 “Those Who Are with Thee”

Among the Prophet’s companions, only Zayd is named: his freed slave and
beloved adopted son, whose filiation was abrogated — this meant that the
remarriage of Zayd’s first wife to the Prophet became legal (Q 33:4-5 and
37). Still in the al-Ahzab Sura, after the mention of the Prophet’s wives, the
purification of the people of the Prophet’s house (ah! al-bayt) is announced
(Q 33:33). The angels who announced to Abraham’s wife that their posterity
would be blessed used the same term (Q 11: 73). The Prophet’s family circle is
thus sacralised by the Revelation and by his Abrahamic antecedents. Earlier, in
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a Meccan Sura, the Prophet feels entitled to expect that his community should
love his relations: “Say, ‘I ask not of you any reward for it, save affection among
kinsfolk.” (Q 42:23).228 However, none of those who were close to the Prophet
are, in the Quran, described as sharing greater intimacy with him and with
God than his companion during the hijra, Aba Bakr: “If you help him not, yet
God has already helped him. Remember when those who disbelieve expelled
him, the second of two. Yea, the two were in the cave, when he said to his com-
panion, ‘Grieve not; truly God is with us. Then God sent down His Presence
(sakina) upon him, and supported him with hosts you see not. And He made
the word of those who disbelieve to be the lowliest, and the Word of God is the
highest. And God is Mighty, Wise.” (Q 9:40). This verse places the Prophet at the
central point in an axis that elevates those who are high and sends down those
who are low, and God’s salvation flows along this axis. In these circumstances
the proximity of the Prophet’s second-in-command, Abu Bakr, makes him the
first witness. The hijra, or journey from Mecca to Medina, is in preparation for
combat along God’s path, “so that the word of God might be the most high”, as
defined by the Prophet.?* During this combat the first community is forged,
both witnessing and acting as a vector for divine salvation: “He it is Who sup-
ports thee with His Help, and with the believers” (Q 8:62). These are the people
who are prepared to follow the Prophet whatever the circumstances, on whom
he can count absolutely: “O Prophet! God suffices for thee and those believers
who follow thee”. (Q 8:64). The Prophet has followed the Revelation and the
example of earlier prophets; his Companions, in their turn, have followed him,
and they are called the “Followers” (al-tabiun) and then the “Followers of the
Followers”. This expression echoes a Prophetic tradition relating to the excel-
lence of the first three generations, due to the fact that they followed, which
guarantees their conformity and the truth of their transmission.

In this context, the Companions are described in the same way and com-
pared — to their advantage — with the lukewarm rear-guard: “But the Messenger
and those who believe with him strive with their wealth and with their selves.
And it is they who shall have good things, and it is they who shall prosper.”
(Q 9:88). To believe with the Prophet is to be part of a community whose final
realisation will take place in the next world.

Those who seek to follow the Prophet’s spiritual path towards his Lord are
also mentioned, specifically as regards the prayer of vigil, which indicates

23 Ibn ‘Abbas understands this relationship as that which ties the Prophet to different
Qurayshi clans. Later, ‘Ali b. al-Husayn (Zayn al-‘abidin) identifies the relationship with
the Ahl al-bayt; Tabani, Jami‘ al-bayan, XxXv, 15-17.

24  Bukhar, Sahih, ‘ilm 45 n® 123, jihad 15 n° 2810.
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a deep spiritual engagement: “Truly thy Lord knoweth that thou dost stand
vigil well-nigh two-thirds of the night, or a half of it, or a third of it, as do a
group of those who are with thee ...” (Q 73:20). The final verse of the al-Fath
(The Opening, or Victory) Sura describes those who, following the Prophet’s
example, have fully embodied the models of Moses and Christ, as included
in the Muhammadan mission. In this respect, it is not only the privileged
Companions who can be with the Prophet, since their models precede them
and are universal:

Muhammad is the Messenger of God. Those who are with him are harsh
against the disbelievers, merciful to one another. You see them bowing,
prostrating, seeking bounty from God and contentment; the mark upon
their faces is from the effect of prostration. That is their likeness in the
Torah. And their likeness in the Gospel is a sapling that puts forth its
shoot and strengthens it, such that is grows stout and rises firmly upon
its stalk, impressing the sowers, that through them He may enrage the
disbelievers. God has promised forgiveness and a great reward to those
among them who believe and perform righteous deeds.

Q 48:29

This path to holiness demands a rectitude resembling that of the Prophet and
his close Companions in Mecca:

So be steadfast, as thou hast been commanded and [as are] those who
turn in repentance along with you ...

Q2

1.2 Being with God and the Envoy

Being with the Prophet; believing with him; returning to God with him: these
are all so many ways of being with God. The requisite combat and sacrifice
demand a total engagement. Those who, for various reasons, find themselves
incapable of undertaking this are exempted “If they are sincere toward God
and his Messenger” (Q 9:01), for this requires an act of faith, of fidelity to an
inner promise or deposit that the believer must protect scrupulously in order
not to betray it, as the general meaning of this verse makes clear: “O you who
believe! Betray not God and the Messenger, and betray not your trusts know-
ingly”. (Q 8:27).25 In the context of the Medinese foundation, the slightest

25 For more on the various interpretations of this verse, see Tabari, Jami‘al-bayan, 1X, 145-7
and Qurtubi, al-Jami’, v11, 394-5.
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weakness or preference for this life over the next could be an act of betrayal
both of self and of community, as, for example, occurred with the scattering of
the Muslims at the battle of Uhud: “When you were climbing, casting a glance
to no one, while the Messenger was calling you from your rear” (Q 3:153). In
this difficult context, the believers found themselves called upon to choose:
“Say, ‘If your fathers, your children, your brothers, your spouses, your tribe, the
wealth you have acquired, the commerce whose stagnation you fear, and dwell-
ings you find pleasing, are more beloved to you than God, and His Messenger,
and striving in His way, then wait till God comes with His command” (Q 9:24).

From this perspective, combat is merely a trial of the sincerity of the engage-
ment that ties each believer to God and to he whose love is inseparable from
God’s. The Hudaybiyya episode, recounted in the al-Fath Sura, subjected the
Companions to another test — this time obliging them, despite themselves,
to refrain from battle. Those who are totally engaged with the Prophet obtain
God’s satisfaction, and inner peace (sakina) descends upon them (cf. 48, 18).
Then this inner peace, which was divine presence and power in the Arch of
Alliance, descended anew on the Prophet and the believers (Q 48:26), and
refreshed them during the battle of Hunayn, when the Muslims had previously
vacillated for a moment (Q 9:26).

Thus the Quran presents the formation of the Muslim community as
the descent of divine support upon the Prophet and the Companions at the
intense and privileged moments that establish an exemplary history. These
Companions will constitute the foundation and the model for a spiritual
elite whose bonds of love and inner engagement attach them to the Prophet.
Whereas Jesus is followed by disciples who take a path of monasticism, “to seek
God’s Contentment” (Q 57:27), and their successors cannot themselves follow
the same path, Muslim believers are called to seek this divine gift through faith
in their Prophet (Q 57:28).

1.3 “And Know That the Messenger of God Is among You ...”

Although the Prophet consolidated the earliest foundation of Islam alongside
a privileged core of totally engaged followers, his community, as we have seen,
extends in principle, and in the next world, to all of humanity. As God’s envoy
he is situated between He who sent him and those to whom he is sent. As a
human being, he is also himself a member of this community: “God certainly
favoured the believers when He sent them a Messenger from among them-
selves ...” (Q 3:164). The insistence in several verses on the fact that the Prophet
is one of them (“from yourselves or from your own souls” in Q 9:128) and is
sent among them, allows one to believe that his presence in the heart of his
community is not necessarily limited to the duration of his earthly life. When
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the believer hears this: “And know that the Messenger of God is among you ...”
(Q 49:7), how will he react? The Quran also addresses believers thus: “How
can you disbelieve, while God’s signs are recited unto you and His Messenger
is among you?” (Q 3:101). It is likely that some members of the community are
not open to perceiving the Prophet’s presence inside themselves. Yet the prayer
“upon” the Prophet, a prolonging of an act of grace by God and the angels,
aims to permanently reproduce this act, and to hail him as one would a liv-
ing being, with no temporal limits: “Truly God and His angels invoke blessings
upon the Prophet. O you who believe! Invoke blessing upon him, and greet-
ings of peace!” (Q 33:56). The ritualisation of this practice, especially in the last
phase of the ritual prayer, but also in many other circumstances, cannot but be
understood as a desire to interiorise the presence of the Prophet.

Existing between God and his own community, by his presence the Prophet
actualises the effects of the divine Attributes, particularly mercy. As he is the
ideal mediator, even his mere presence brings one closer to God: “When My
servants ask thee about Me, truly I am near. I answer the call of the caller when
he calls Me. So let them respond to Me and believe in Me, that they may be led
aright”. (Q 2:186).

United as they were by shared battles and trials, the Medina community
was also brought together by the institution of rites, as is expressed after the
order is given to the Prophet to exact obligatory and purifying alms. God’s
gaze upon the believers who perform rites or good works for Him also passes
through the Prophet’s eyes and those of the community: “Say, ‘Perform your
deeds. God will see your deeds, as will the Messenger and the believers ...""
(Q 9:105). God is essentially the only Protector (wali) of believers, but once this
protection (walaya) returns to God it is diffused via the Prophet over all the
community of believers, and ensures its cohesion: “Your protector is only God,
and His Messenger, and those who believe, who perform the prayer and give
alms while bowing down. And whosoever takes as his protector God, and His
Messenger, and those who believe — the party of God, they are the victorious

ones!” (Q 5:55-56).

12 Conclusion

We have attempted, in this brief overview, to discern the person of the Prophet
by examining and re-ordering material that is dispersed throughout the text
of the Quran, but still it escapes us. His person escapes us in his interiority,
even if, for the sake of exemplarity, some of his soul’s movements are revealed
to us; his exteriority is just as remote from us. We learn nothing of his physical
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appearance, his style of clothing, those who surround him (friends or enemies,
family and wives), apart from a few barely sketched glimpses. He is described to
us mostly through a network of relationships that reflect back upon his person:
his relationships with his Lord, his Companions, his community, mankind, and
the community of prophets. Our investigation has been constrained by our
initial choice to restrict ourselves to Qur’anic verses in which the Prophet is
mentioned or addressed. We have strayed from these constraints only where
similarities and comparisons with other prophets seemed likely to cast light on
the figure of the Prophet himself. By passing from the explicit to the implicit
we could have extended and deepened our research. Our examination of the
Prophet’s relationship with his community, for example, could have consid-
ered such verses as: “You are the best community brought forth unto mankind,
enjoining right, forbidding wrong, and believing in God ...” (Q 3:110), and thus
established an underlying link with the excellence of the Prophet, which is
here also suggested without being made explicit. Doubtless it was preferable to
avoid setting out in this way, in order to preserve the clear and explicit (bayan)
nature of the Quran’s text. Here and there we have used hadith to indicate
how a meaning that was virtually present was to be developed by the sunna.
The Qur’an remains silent about many of the characteristics and actions of
the Prophet that have been transmitted by tradition and celebrated by pious
Muslims, such as the miracles attributed to him by the sira, which the Qur’an
refuses to recognise as signs of his mission. One would be obliged to delve to
an equal extent into the fadith and the sira to grasp how believers perceive
and experience the reality of the Prophet. But how can one define the limits
of the corpus in question? Such research should permit one to compare two
types of texts whose style and perspective are different, although they resonate
with each other. Quite apart from any questions of faith, the Qur’an’s discourse
presents the Prophet in a manner that is familiar but distant, as if seen from
above — whereas the sunna offers a more horizontal discourse, that of a human
being speaking to other human beings, even when the Prophet evokes aspects
of himself that surpass ordinary humanity.

To conclude, we could ask ourselves what the results of this preliminary
enquiry have been: do we have a better understanding of what a prophet is,
and of who the Prophet is? Perhaps the Qur'an leaves the question open for the
Prophet himself to answer when it says to him: “Truly the One who ordained
the Qur’an for thee shall surely bring thee back to the place of return. Say, My
lord knows best those who bring guidance, and those who are in manifest
error”” (Q 28:85). What is this “place of return” that the Qur’an announces?
Will it be the place in which the mystery of human destiny is unveiled - since,
as the Quran demonstrates, for the Prophet it was always a mystery that was
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there to be questioned? Prophecy is a bridge between divine transcendence
and human immanence. How does one grasp it? The manifold ways in which
believers experience the presence of the Prophet are more accessible for us.
How and to what extent do they anchor these in the Qur’anic text? This is what
the present study has sought to demonstrate and sometimes to suggest.
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Dating the Emergence of the Warrior-Prophet

in Maghazi Literature
Second/Eighth to the Fourth/Tenth Century

Adrien de Jarmy

1 Contextualising Early Maghazi Literature

11 “Prepare to Fight with All Your Might!”

These words, spoken in the first person, and emphasising the narrative ten-
sion before battle, were used by Muhammad to galvanise the Muslims as they
prepared to face the Quraysh in Badr (2/624), according to the account in the
Kitab al-maghazi by al-Waqidi (d. 207/823).! In maghazi texts, the famous bat-
tles, such as Badr, Uhud (3/625), al-Khandaq (5/627),2 and al-Fath (8/629—30)3
are the highlights of the Prophet’s mission. He is represented as a valiant war-
rior, whose role as intercessor between earth and heaven is decisive in bring-
ing the Believers (mu’minin) to victory. The earliest sources we have on the
life of Muhammad are the maghazi, but they are far from being a consistent
literary genre because they encompass a mix of different types of texts: lists of
martyrs, poetry, Quranic explanations, anecdotes resembling those found in
the Bible, and of course accounts of military expeditions. The principal char-
acteristic of this literature is the omnipresence of subjects related to war: its
rules, the eagerness in combat against the infidels, the distribution of spoils,
stereotypes about the peoples who were conquered (mainly the People of the
Book). Maghazi literature began to take shape at the end of the Umayyad era,
in the first decades of the second/eighth century: the conquests were receding
into memory and the need to write down the key features of historic Islamic
military successes arose. The end of the conquests had opened up space for
a reflexive discourse on the past and origins of Islam, within the close rela-
tionship between Umayyad power and the first scholars to shape its memory.#

Wagqidi, The Kitab al-maghazi, 100.
The Battle of the Trench.
The conquest of Mecca.
Borrut, Entre mémoire et pouvoir. Lespace syrien sous les derniers Omeyyades et les premiers
Abbassides.
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During the same period, the end of the Umayyad state was brought about by a
succession of military crises on the borders of the Empire.? Since the Prophet
emerged as a literary character in this historiographical context, it'’s no surprise
that some of the earliest representations of the Prophet Muhammad depict
him as a warrior.%

It is now clear that this historiography was born during the reign of the
caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 65/685-86/705), through knowledge gathered by ‘Urwa
b. al-Zubayr (d. 94/712—13).” However, for this era it is difficult to evaluate
which form of transmission is more important, oral or written. Throughout
the second/eighth century, scholars debated the value of writing, either
because — for them — the authority of oral transmission was paramount, or
because the Qur'an was considered to be the only valid corpus recorded in
writing. This could explain their reluctance, until the end of the Umayyad
era, to write down Prophetic traditions.® So how can we date the emergence
of the character of the Warrior-Prophet in maghazi literature, if the histori-
ography seems so hazy? Gregor Schoeler submitted an interesting model to
overcome this problem: in denying ‘Urwa b. al-Zubayr’s authorship of a Kitab
al-maghazi, he stated that scholars of the time still favoured oral transmission.
The texts they did write were far from being structured works (syngrammata)
intended to be publicly read, as we expect later productions to be; instead,
they wrote down notes, which served as reminders (hypomnémata). During
Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri’s (d. 124/742) lifetime, and through the course of his work,
an important transition occurred.® According to one of his students, Malik b.
Anas, he had disliked the idea of writing traditions down.!? But another of his
students, Ma‘mar b. Rashid (d. 153/770), reported that one of al-Zuhri’s com-
panions, Salih b. Kaysan (d. after 140/757-8), had stated that al-Zuhri encour-
aged followers to put Prophetic traditions in writing, leading Gregor Schoeler
to deduce that the scholar had changed his mind towards the end of his life,

5 Blankinship, The End of the Jihad State.

6 We insist on the relationship between representations of Muhammad as a warrior and
the birth of a military historiography, because representations of Muhammad might have
emerged differently had they been based on other material. See, for instance, the inscrip-
tions of the Dome of the Rock, Tillier, “Abd al-Malik, Muhammad et le Jugement dernier”.

7 Horovitz, The Earliest Biographies of the Prophet and Their Authors, is the first study
in which this theory was clearly expressed; it was confirmed more recently by Gregor
Schoeler and Andreas Gorke, see Schoeler et al., Die dltesten Berichte iiber das Leben
Muhammads.

Cook, “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam”
Schoeler, “al-Zuhri et la consignation par écrit des traditions”, 52—56.
10 Schoeler, “al-Zuhri et la consignation par écrit des traditions”, 43—45.
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under the impetus of a general change in attitudes to the written word and the
benefits it could provide.

The two decades around the transition from the Umayyad to the Abbasid
dynasty were crucial, marking a step change in Islamic tradition, and in per-
ceptions of the character of Muhammad. Two of Ibn Shihab al-Zuhrt’s stu-
dents, Ma‘mar b. Rashid and his famous contemporary, the scholar Ibn Ishaq
(d. 150/767), are well-known: the first for having composed a Kitab al-maghazi,
and the second for the sira.!! The fact that these works encouraged their own
(sometimes altered) re-transmission in later recensions (riwayat), through
which they have come down to us,!? proves both that they existed as written
productions and that they were successful as authoritative works. Ma‘mar b.
Rashid’s Kitab al-Maghazi was the basis of the Musannaf by his student ‘Abd
al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 211/826),!2 and the sira was presented in the work of
Ibn Hisham, (d. 213/828 or 218/833), who was born in Basra but appears to have
lived most of his life in Egypt.1* On the basis of the terminus post quem of their
dates of death, and putting aside very complex and sometimes fragile meth-
ods such as the isnad-cum-matn,'® logically we can conclude that both works
give us a representation of the Prophet that dates from the earliest days of the
mihna, which started in 217/833. However, each of these two works has been
transmitted to us by very different means: Ibn Hisham’s sira is taken from a
recension by al-Bakka’1 of Kuifa (d. 183/799), whereas ‘Abd al-Razzaq’s work was
composed directly from the teachings of his master Ma‘mar, who established
himself in San@’ after the fall of the Umayyad state. Although we know very
little of Ibn Hisham’s life,!6 the time elapsed between the date of Ibn Ishaq’s
death (150/767) and his own (c. 213/828) makes it very unlikely that the two

11 Itisnot clear whether Ibn Ishaq called his own work the Sira or if this was the title given
it by Ibn Hisham (d. 218/833), who composed the summary. For two different points of
view on the subject, see Hinds, “Maghazi and Sira in early Islamic scholarship” 57-66, and
Jarrar, Die Prophetenbiographie im islamischen Spanien.

12 The work is known to us from the summary by Ibn Hisham. There are other well-known
recensions, such as the work by Salama b. al-Fadl al-Abrash of Ray (d. after 190/805-6),
which survived in the Ta’rikh by al-Tabari (d. 310/923), and Yanus b. Bukayr of Kafa
(d.199/815). For a list of recensions of the Sira, see the introduction of Guillaume, The Life
of Muhammad.

13 Rashid, The Expeditions. See also ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. al-San‘ani, a/-Musannaf, and index.

14  Our work rests on three editions of the text: al-Sira, ed. Ferdinand Wiistenfeld; Das Leben
Muhammads, ed. Mustafa al-Saqqa et al; and al-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. ‘Umar ‘Abd al-
Salam Tadmuri.

15  Motzki, “Dating Muslim traditions”, and “The Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. al-San‘ani as
a source of authentic ahadith of the first century A.H.”

16 See Hinds, “al-Maghaz1” and Ravens, “Sira”.
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ever met, or, in any case, that they could have had a close relationship such as
existed between Ma‘mar and ‘Abd al-Razzagq.

The purposes of these different recensions are also quite distinct: Ibn
Hisham’s text is the result of a rearranged summary, and he specifies that he
left a great deal of his source to one side. The whole work is built on a chrono-
logical account of Muhammad’s life, in an approach similar to that adopted
in al-Wagqidr’s Kitab al-maghazi. ‘Abd al-Razzaq, on the other hand, chose to
include his teacher’s Kitab al-maghdzi in his own collection of hadith: this
project took him in another direction. Ignoring much of the chronology, and
depriving the text of dating, he was content to transmit the raw bulk of tradi-
tions according to his teacher. Certain features of his work, such as his direct
relationship with his master, the fact that Ma‘mar lived at the Umayyad court
before leaving for San, and the archaic framework of the text, make it more
plausible that ‘Abd al-Razzaq'’s Kitab al-maghazi reflects Ma‘mar’s vision, and
thus presents something of the state of historiography in the last decade of the
Umayyad dynasty.

Untangling the facts behind the composition of Ibn Hisham’s Sira is a much
more difficult process. The text is comprised of many different segments, and
Ibn Ishaq was known to have found caliphal patrons in the new Abbasid capi-
tal of Baghdad, while Ma‘mar left for Yemen. Historiography was an activity
that had been sponsored by the court since the early Umayyad era,!” mean-
ing that while these stories may have been circulated orally between schol-
ars, some of them also spread in the form of written texts and, thanks to state
patronage, were recognised as part of the canonical account. All of this makes
it more likely that literary representations of the sira gained authority between
the first decade of the Abbasid dynasty and the composition of Ibn Hisham’s
Sira. This offers a context, and solid ground on which to base an argument that
the emergence of a Warrior-Prophet character in the maghdazi literature was a
dynamic and non-linear process.

The first half of the third/ninth century saw the appearance of many well-
known texts, such as the Kitab al-maghazt by al-Wagqidi (d. 207/823), trans-
mitted through the recension by Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845), who also wrote the
Tabagat.'® During the same period, Ibn Abi Shayba (d. 235/849) included a
Kitab al-maghazi in his Musannaf,'® a practice that was also followed, among
people compiling collections of hadith, by al-Bukhari (d. 256/870) in his

17 Schoeler, Charakter und Authentie der muslimischen Uberlieferung iiber das Leben
Mohammeds, 46; Nicolet Boekhoff-van der Voort, “Umayyad Court” 659—663.

18 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-kubra.

19  Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf.
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famous Sahih. In these texts Prophetic traditions became much more com-
plex, and accounts of supranatural events such as the miracles of the Prophet
became frequent. This form of devotion towards Muhammad is best reflected
in Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabagat, and in certain chapters of a much later work: al-Tabar1’s
(310/923) Ta’rikh,?° which offers lists and descriptions of Prophetic relics, war-
related or not. We also argue that unlike Ma‘mar’s Kitab al-maghazi, the kutub
al-jihad and siyar that emerged in the first half of the third/ninth century,
and were included in re-collections of sadith — made up for the most part of
Prophetic traditions — were inspired by the revival of jihad at that time, and by
its formalisation in famous treatises on the subject.

The representation of a Warrior-Prophet — and of Muhammad in general —
only gradually begins to stand out in the historiography. In this study we will
demonstrate general tendencies, highlighting the historical background that
supported the development of this character of the Warrior-Prophet in
maghazi literature. To do this, we have avoided asanid-centred methodologies
and favoured a more comparative approach, examining similarities and differ-
ences between the texts recounting traditions, that is to say the mutin. To eval-
uate the presence of the Prophet in the sources, we applied both quantitative
and qualitative analysis. First, we will build our argument on statistics relating
to traditions mentioning Muhammad, in samples taken from re-collections of
hadith. In this way we will confirm various important stages in the evolution
of this character between the last decades of the Umayyad era and the first
century of the Abbasid. We will then address the issue of the chronology of
Muhammad'’s expeditions, showing that the way chroniclers chose to order
these shaped the military memories of the origins of Islam that were current in
the first half of the third/ninth century. Finally, we will examine the subject of
the Prophet’s relics of war as they appear in later texts: their presence in these
indicates a growing devotion to the character of the Warrior-Prophet during
the second half of the third/ninth century and up until the work of al-Tabari.

2 The Warrior-Prophet: A Subject That Gradually Gained Importance
in Historiography

As we suggested above, Ma‘mar b. Rashid’s Kitab al-maghazi, collected in
the Musannaf of his direct student ‘Abd al-Razzaq, may reflect the state of
historiography before the collapse of the Umayyad dynasty. Compared to
later sources, this Kitab al-maghazi is a very brief text, comprising only 147

20 Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 119.
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traditions in total.?! At that time, historiography was far from encompassing
the huge number of traditions that Abbasid scholars would later collect. The
number of the traditions in this Kitab al-maghazi that mention Muhammad is,
however, comparatively high. The Prophet is present in o1 traditions, and in 27
of the 31 chapters (bab) of the text. He is thus mentioned in 61.9% of the tradi-
tions, and in 73% of the chapters.22 Muhammad occupies almost two-thirds of
this entire text dedicated to the military history of the origins of Islam, mak-
ing it possible that Ma‘mar’s work reflects a historiographical stage that had
already made progress in this direction, through a process that was initiated
by his master, Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri (and perhaps others).22 Thus the earliest
literary representations of Muhammad emerged in a war literature, express-
ing nostalgia for the great victories of the past, such as Badr or the conquest
of Mecca, which is already called a/-Fath in Ma‘mar’s Kitab.?* In The End of the
Jihad State,?> Khalid Yahya Blankinship proposed that the Umayyad Caliphate
based its expansion on the doctrine of jihad; this brought about the Empire’s
fall because imperial power lived beyond its means during the reign of Hisham
b. ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 105/724-125/743) and ended up consuming itself. In cases
where the theory of a centralised jihad as early as this has been debated,?6 his-
torians such as Michael Bonner have agreed on the momentum of this collapse
during the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik’s son, during which al-Zuhri and Ma‘mar b.
Rashid had a teacher-student relationship, and caliphal armies suffered a
number of setbacks. In fact, the second siege of Constantinople preceded this
period, occurring in 98/717—-99/718, after which the Byzantines retaliated by
attacking Syria. In the west, the Battle of Tours held back Umayyad armies in
13/732. At the same time, a number of revolts arose in the border regions of
the newly conquered Empire: the Khazars killed the Arab governor of Armenia
in 107/726, Transoxiana rose violently between 109/728 and 111/730, and the
Berbers revolted in North Africa in 122/740-124/742. The Umayyad Empire,

21 In “The Kitab al-maghazi of ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. Hammam al-San‘ant”, Nicolet Boekhoff-
van der Voort estimated a higher number of traditions in the book. However, as Sean W.
Anthony noted in the introduction to Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, a number of
these are actually commentaries by ‘Abd al-Razzaq on the traditions collected by his
master.

22 See the chart in the appendix at the end of this chapter.

23 On this matter, we would have liked to read Nicolet Boekhoff-van der Voort’s disserta-
tion Between History and Legend. But, according to worldcat.org, only four universities
in Europe have copies of the dissertation, mainly in the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom, so it was unavailable for our purposes.

24 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 94.

25  Blankinship, The End of the Jihad State.

26 Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History.
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hitherto victorious, faced its first major defeats and the tremendous momen-
tum of their expeditions, which had begun in the previous century, slowed to a
halt.27 At this time, Muslim scholars living in the entourage of caliphal power,
such as al-Zuhri, and Ma‘mar after him, were collecting military traditions
dating from the beginnings of Islam. The correlation between the emergence
of a widespread Islamic military historiography in the form of written works
(syngrammata) and the collapse of the Umayyad dynasty underlines the role a
Warrior-Prophet could play for them as a historiographical hero.

Anyone looking for epic narratives and battles in the likes of Ibn Hisham'’s
Sira and al-WaqidT1's Kitab al-maghazi would, however, be truly disappointed.
There is nothing of the sort in Ma‘mar’s text, in which we find only the raw
skeleton of military traditions; this demonstrates that maghazi literature was,
at this point, still in its early stages. Furthermore, the story doesn’t end with the
death of Muhammad, since more than a third of the work is dedicated to sub-
jects such as the reign of Abai Bakr and his expeditions,?8 ‘Umar’s expeditions,?®
anecdotes concerning expeditions carried out by ‘Ali and Mu‘awiya,?° and to
an account of the battle of al-Qadisiyya (14/636).3! Building on these facts, we
would like to suggest two closely related hypotheses: although Muhammad was
already the main character of Ma‘mar’s Kitab, statistics confirm that maghazt
literature wasn't entirely associated with Muhammad’s own biography until
a much later date, maybe not until al-Wagqidi’s Kitab al-maghazi. In addition,
Muhammad could have existed as merely one character among many others
until the point at which he acquired complete authority in this literature, dur-
ing the first half of the third/ninth century. Coming back to the chart, only
551% of the traditions in the Kitab al-maghazi that makes up part of Ibn Abi
Shayba’s Musannaf mention Muhammad. In the case of this text, determining
a chronology is much more difficult than in that of Ma‘mar’s Kitab al-maghazi,
because the origins of Abi Shayba’s sources are more numerous and wide-
ranging, and the text covers more ground. In Ibn Abi Shayba’s work, the abso-
lute number of traditions quoting Muhammad is much larger: over 319 from a
total of 579, and such quotations occur in all 47 chapters, highlighting the evo-
lution in historiography after Ma‘mar’s smaller Kitab. In the Kitab al-maghazt
within Ibn Abi Shayba’s Musannaf, Prophetic traditions occur throughout the
text. Nevertheless, a significant part of the work is dedicated to various other

27 Hoyland, “Retrenchment and revolt”, 170—206.

28  Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 192—215.

29  Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 252—261.

30 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 216—237. See also the dispute between ‘Ali and
al-‘Abbas, 241-251.

31 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 266—271.
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topics: the conversion of many Companions,3? the reign of Abui Bakr and the
Ridda,®3 the reigns of ‘Umar,3* ‘Uthman35 and ‘Al1.36 It seems that, at a time
when Ibn Hisham and al-Wagqidi structured their texts entirely around the fig-
ure of the Prophet in a process that would lead to the canonisation of these
texts in the Islamic tradition, Ibn Abi Shayba was still continuing to transmit
a different version of Islamic historiography, closer to the trend that was in
fashion in the final decades of the Umayyad era. It's possible that Ibn Ishaq
also continued to follow this trend, as, according to Ibn al-Nadim (d. 384/995 or
387/998), he may also have transmitted traditions concerning the expeditions
of the Successors and Umayyad conquests.3” Ibn Hisham may have decided
to put these to one side, in order to restrict himself to writing mostly about
Prophetic traditions.

Besides the well-known sources that we have quoted here, during the first
Abbasid century many other scholars were attracted to Islamic military histo-
riography, such as Aba Ma‘shar Najih b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sindi (d. 170/786),
‘Abd al-Malik b. Muhammad b. Abi Bakr (d. 176/792), ‘Ali b. Mujahid
(d.182/798), Yahya b. Sa‘id al-Umaw1 (d. 194/809), al-Walid b. Muslim al-Umaw1
(d. 195/810), and ‘Abd Allah b. Wahb (d. 197/812). If scholarly works of Islamic
military historiography were scarce and underdeveloped during the first half
of the second/eighth century, the Abbasid era was blessed with the opposite
phenomenon, seeing a huge development in maghazi literature. This era was
also marked by the formative period of the doctrine of jihad and its rules,38
as danger arose on the borders of the Empire, putting pressure on the com-
munity of Muslims and Dar al-Islam. The Umayyad conquest offensive ended
with their dynasty, and war under the Abbasids evolved; they adopted a more
defensive approach, concentrated on the border ‘hot spots’ located on the mar-
gins of the territory. Michael Bonner has shown that this period was marked by
a revival in the Empire of the ideology of jihad, in connection with the emer-
gence of the notion of borders (thugir) in Islam during the first century of the
Abbasid caliphate, motivated by pro-Umayyad revolts and conflict with the
Byzantine Empire.3 As soon as the Abbasid dynasty came to power in 132/750,
Syria, the Jazira, and the region of Wasit in Iraq rose up under the influence

32 Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 37580-37604....
33 Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 38039—38052.
34  Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 38053—38071.
35  Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 38072—38089.
36  Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 38090—38097.
37 Ibn al-Nadim, The Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim, 200.

38 Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History.

39 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and Holy War, 43-135.
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of pro-Umayyad governors who rejected the new rulers.*? Between 133/750
and 137/755, the Byzantine emperor Constantine v took advantage of this
moment of weakness to attack the border in northern Syria and the fortresses
of Malatya, Shimshat, and al-Massisa, which were deep in Anatolian territory.#!
Byzantine attacks on the border resumed in 168—70/785-86 and the Muslim
defensive system was jeopardised and threatened to collapse. The border was
then extensively reorganised under the reign of Haran al-Rashid (763-809),
who established a line of fortresses from al-Massisa*? to Malatya, as well as an
army ( jund) specially assigned to this region. The Arab-Byzantine border then
became known as al-Awasim,* a province in its own right and a buffer zone
against the enemy. Between 130/750 and the first decades of the third/ninth
century, the Byzantine threat therefore weighed heavily on the Dar al-Islam.

Surely, the evolution of Islamic military historiography and the concomi-
tant increase in the production of maghazi texts can be related to the revival
of jihad ideology during the period leading up to the third/ninth century.
This revival must also have played a role in the increase in the number and
importance of Prophetic traditions in such texts. Statistics drawn from Ibn
Ab1 Shayba's Kitab al-maghdazi indicate that at the time of its composition this
process was on-going. However, the absolute number of traditions mentioning
Muhammad grew significantly, as witnessed by his presence in every chapter
of Ibn Abi Shayba’s text. What’s more, during the same period al-Waqidi chose
to include only the Medina years of Muhammad’s life in his Kitab al-maghazt.
Al-Bukhari, who died in 256/870, travelled from a very young age in order to
collect the Prophetic traditions that he included in his Sahif. He chose to write
a Kitab al-maghazi centred almost exclusively on the Prophet’s life and tradi-
tions relating to it, including over 402 prophetic traditions (out of a total of
488), 88,3% of the traditions cited. In the case of this text, 87 of the 9o chap-
ters (96.6%) mention Muhammad. In their works, these scholars completed
the association between maghazi literature and the biography of Muhammad,
represented as a Warrior-Prophet.

Thus, the representation of Muhammad as a Warrior-Prophet very gradu-
ally and progressively became important in the historiography presented in
the maghazi. This phenomenon had its roots deep in the evolution of the
military context that existed between the end of the Umayyad era and the

40  Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and Holy War, 45.

41 Bonner, Aristocratic Violence and Holy War, 5051, quoted the following sources: “al-Tabari,
111, 121; al-Baladhuri, Futuh, 186, 199; Azdin, 142; Ya‘quibj, 11, 435; Khalifa, 626. For Christian
sources: Pseudo-Dionysos, 55—65; Michel the Syrian, 11, 518, and Theophanes, 427, 429"

42 Mopsuestia.

43  Meaning the defence or the protection.
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first Abbasid century, and it influenced a rearrangement of the chronology of
Muhammad’s expeditions.

3 The Chronology of the Prophet’s Expeditions: A Teleological
Construction in Sources from the Third/Ninth Century

Several researchers have dedicated important studies to the chronology of
Muhammad’s expeditions. As early as 1957, J. M. B. Jones published an exten-
sive survey, comparing the dates given by al-Waqid1 in his Kitab al-maghazt
with data from other sources, particularly the Sira.#** Uri Rubin, from the other
side of the historiographical spectrum, tackled the subject differently in an
epilogue to The Eye of the Beholder, assessing numerical patterns that emerged
from the chronology, a similar process to that found in the Jewish biblical
tradition.*> Assuming that the chronology of Muhammad’s expeditions could
only be understood as it echoed past Jewish theology, he left behind the histor-
ical context in which these texts were produced and based his study solely on
literary representations. Letting go of all historical positivism, the influence of
John Wansbrough was here very clear, and as he stated that Muslim chronology
could only be grasped through its relationship with a past referent, his work
led to epistemological relativism.*¢ Without denying the theological project
that supported the construction of the chronology of Muhammad’s expedi-
tions, we shall insist here on a related but distinct purpose: teleology.

Looking at the chronology in the kutub al-maghazi of Ma‘mar b. Rashid and
Ibn Abi Shayba, one can't help but notice how incomplete it is, and how little it
corresponds to the order established by Ibn Hisham — or possibly by Ibn Ishaq
before him — and by al-Wagqidi. Thus, Ma‘mar b. Rashid’s text begins with the

44  Jones, “The Chronology of the Maghaz?". For a more complete survey of other studies on
the chronology of Muhammad’s life, see Conrad, “Theophanes and the Arabic Historical
Tradition” 16—20. We owe this reference to Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder, 189.

45  UriRubin, The Eye of the Beholder, 189—214.

46  Epistemological relativism is a scientific position that prioritises the relationships
between different known facts and stipulates that an experience has meaning only in its
relationship with a preceding experience that echoes it. The value of something known
is understandable only through these relationships, which also determine its function,
regardless of whether what is known is considered to be true or false. Grammar seems
to us to be a good analogy: we separate a word’s function from its meaning, with its func-
tion being much more volatile. The accusation of epistemological relativism was first
laid against the historian of the sciences, Thomas Samuel Kuhn. See Lakhoff G. et al,,
Metaphors we Live By.
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excavation of the well of Zamzam by ‘Abd al-Muttalib,*” then makes a jump
through time to the expedition of Hudaybiyya (6/628).48 Then the story flashes
back to the battle of Badr (2/624) and continues in chronological order until
the expedition of Hunayn (8/630),* before opening an ellipsis concerning the
Believers who emigrated to Abyssinia, an episode dating from the Prophet’s life
in Mecca.?? The story then resumes, and there is another parenthetical return
to the past with an account of the battle of al-Khandaq (5/627).5!

The framework of Ibn Abi Shayba’s Kitab al-maghdzi is more consistent.
Nevertheless, in the last chapter of this book (bab), after having narrated the
reigns of the Prophet’s Successors, the compiler flashes back to the first oath
of ‘Aqaba.52 However, on the contrary, in the texts of Ibn Ishaq and al-Wagqidi
temporality and chronology are structural elements. The order of the main
expeditions is strictly the same, with differences existing only among accounts
of minor expeditions. The chronological organisation of the narrative served a
teleological purpose: to underline the stages in which Islam, and its protagonist
Muhammad, achieved victory. Perhaps this history of origins, focused on the
Prophet, met the new Abbasid dynasty’s need for legitimisation, as did their
kinship with Muhammad through his uncle al-‘Abbas, a claim that was widely
circulated at the beginning of their reign.53 Even in the early fourth/tenth cen-
tury, the affiliation between Abbasid power and the Prophet’s history made
sense in al-TabarT's Ta’rikh, a narrative that starts from the Creation and early
days of biblical history and extends to the year 293/905-6. It is possible that a
universal history was already in the making with Ibn Ishaq'’s text. According to
Ibn al-Nadim, Ibn Ishaq also wrote a Kitab al-mubtada’5* It is difficult to know
if this was part of the Sira or constituted a separate manuscript. However, dur-
ing the Abbasid era, universal history became the subject of greater attention
as more scholars thought about the implications of including Muhammad’s
life in a broader, biblical scheme.

A number of elements related to dating confirm that chronology had a tele-
ological purpose. In the most well-known sources written during the Abbasid

47  Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 2—25.

48  Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 26—49.

49 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 50-111.

50 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 112-129.

51 Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions, 160-165.

52 Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf, 38098-38105.

53  Crone and Hinds, God’s Caliph. Although their theory was understandably received with
much controversy, their repeated references to Rasi/ Allah in the Abbasid caliphal title in
letters and poetry at least underlined their desire to link their ideology more closely with
Muhammad’s authority.

54  Ibid.
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period, the dates of the expeditions are always given. John Wansbrough has
pointed out this feature in the texts of Ibn Ishag-Ibn Hisham and al-Waqidi
in The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation History.
Wansbrough saw this as proof of a gradual transition to a normative and legal
literature that is based on the dating of the first events, and follows a logic that
is useful for jurisprudence.>®

However, the dates of the expeditions are much rarer, or absent, in the kutub
al-maghazi which are integrated into the musannafat of ‘Abd al-Razzaq and
Ibn Abi Shayba. One could argue that these two men were traditionalists above
all, and that their goal was to compile normative traditions and integrate them
into the great compilations of hadith, thus shaping the sunna. One could also
say that at the beginning of the fourth/tenth century the work of Ibn Hisham,
al-Waqidi and al-Tabari, although it diverged in other ways, was like that of his-
torians, whose role is crucial for the dating of events, but — at first sight — had a
very minor influence on the formalisation of the sunna. Without fully rejecting
this argument, it can be noted that the work of Ma‘mar b. Rashid, whose work
was transmitted in ‘Abd al-Razzaq’'s Musannaf, did resemble that of Ibn Ishagq,
who (unlike him, and working barely a decade later, at the start of Abbasid
reign) did transmit the dates of the expeditions. In addition, al-Bukhari, a
famous traditionist, adopted the classic chronology for the expeditions in his
Kitab al-maghazi, integrated within the Sahih, whose writing dates at the latest
from the years preceding his death in 256/870. This great traditionist places at
the beginning of his book the expedition of al-‘Ushayra (2/623),56 one of the
first expeditions of the Prophet in the main texts of maghazt, before continu-
ing the story with the battle of Badr5? and subsequent major military events,
until the Prophet’s death.58 It is difficult to know whether al-Bukhari adopted
the chronological model established in the first decades of the Abbasid era.
However, the fact that this model is included in the largest compilation of
Sunni Adadith shows that it acquired authority in the Muslim world in his time.

55  “[...] in the maghaziliterature proper an explicit and meticulous chronology is not merely
attested but becomes its organising principle. It is thus that each episode is introduced:
‘and that was [so many] months after the Hijra (‘ala ra’s ... ashur min muhajarat rasul
allah).”; “A further, and equally significant, impulse is evident: a concern to fix the dates
of first occurrences (awa’il), e.g. the first battle standard (liwa) bestowed by Muhammad
(Wagqidi, 9: to Hamza), the first shot fired in the cause of Islam (Waqidi, 10: to Sa‘d).
Solicitude for ‘origins’ eventually produced a genre of Arabic literature whose raison détre
was not so much historical as juridical”, in Wansbrough, The Sectarian Milieu, 30, 31.

56  Sahih al-Bukhari, 59, 28s.

57  Sahih al-Bukhart, 59, 286-362.

58  Sahih al-Bukhart, 59, 741-745.
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In the writings of Ma‘mar b. Rashid, ‘Abd al-Razzaq, and Ibn Abi Shayba,
the presence of numerous temporal ellipses and the frequent absence of dates
for the events recounted indicate that chronology was not yet a major con-
cern. Unlike the Sira, whose title® reflects an insistence on the chronological
sequence, and therefore on the biography of the character, there is no ‘life path’
in these texts, but rather an accumulation of traditions relating to expeditions
that took place during the beginnings of Islam, and within which the Prophet
plays an increasingly important role. It is only in later texts that the Prophet
becomes the sole subject of the maghazi and that his life story is structured
chronologically. Contrary to what Wansbrough argued, here chronology has a
true narrative purpose and does not serve only as a transition from narrative
to normative texts.

4 Prophetic Relics of War

This complete focus on the character of Muhammad in maghazi literature dur-
ing the first half of the third/ninth century led to the development of devo-
tional traditions, and a focus on a series of relics that personified the qualities
of the Warrior-Prophet. Let us consider some traditions that appear late in
the formalisation of Muhammad'’s biography: short chapters dedicated to
the description of his possessions, organised in the form of lists and gener-
ally accompanied by comments from the writers of traditions. We shall focus
more specifically on weapons and mounts, traditions that shaped the image of
Muhammad in the sources. The descriptions of the Prophet’s weapons confirm
not only his image as a warrior — despite there being very little actual single
combat in the narration of traditions — but also the royal features of this char-
acter, similar in appearance to the caliphs. If parts of the Prophet’s armoury
were already mentioned occasionally in older sources, the first appearance (to
our knowledge) of this type of chapter occurs in Ibn Sa‘d’s Tabagat al-kubra,
and this was followed in the next century by al-Tabari, who explicitly quotes
his predecessor in the asanid. The appearance of these chapters in the biogra-
phy of the Prophet can therefore be situated at the time of the writing of the
Tabagqat: the first decades of the third/ninth century. Indeed, Ibn Sa‘d dedicates
one chapter to Muhammad'’s swords,%° another to his coats of mail,5! one to

59  Literally, “the way”, also meaning “the [written] life” of a character, the protagonist’s life
becoming a model for the Muslim community.

6o  IbnSa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 417—-419.

61 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 419—420.
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his shields,52 and one to his bows and spears.3 Al-Tabari copied this structure
exactly, but nevertheless tended to group and to synthesise the various asanid.5*

The majority of the Prophet’s weapons have their own individual names:
the three swords drawn from the armoury of the Bana Qaynuqa — one of the
three Jewish tribes of Yathrib — are called Qala%,5% Battar,%6 and al-Hatf.5" The two
swords taken with the booty from the sanctuary of al-Son are al-Mikhdam,58
and Rasub,%® and there is also al-Adhb,’®© which was used in the battle of
Badr. The Banii Qaynuqga armory also housed three bows, named al-Rawha,”
al-Bayda’,"* and al-Safra’,”® and three coats of mail: al-Sa‘diyya,* Fidda,” and
Dhat al-Fudul.”® This nominal census of the Prophet’s weapons had several
functions: first, for memory, because the name personalised the object by
underlining the exceptional singularity of its manufacture, or its deadly aim.”
In addition, the very fact of naming the object made of it something literally
extraordinary. In synthesising the asanid collected from the work of Ibn Sa‘d,
al-Tabari generally presented the objects in groups of two or three in his chap-
ters. We can suspect that this choice wasn’t random, instead emanating from
stylistic processes and aiming to provide a mnemonic device rather than a
repository of historical precision. The second function of this presentation is
linked to the reliquary potential, and possible magical and supernatural prop-
erties, of these weapons.

In a paper devoted to the Prophet’s relics, Tayeb El-Hibri showed that there
was a turning point in the development of historiography around them dur-
ing the first decades of the third/ninth century, encouraged by the growing
interest of the Abbasid caliphs, who relied on their kinship with Muhammad
to establish their legitimacy.”® Tayeb El-Hibri devoted a passage to the famous

62 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 420.

63  IbnSa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 421.

64  al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-muliik, 1786-1788.
65  ‘Taken by force.

66  ‘Very sharp.

67  ‘The death’.

68  ‘Sharp.
69  ‘Piercing.
70  ‘Sharp’

71 Aplace 6okm from Medina.

72 ‘The white’.

73 ‘The yellow'

74  Aplace near to Medina, famous for the quality of its metallurgy.

75  ‘Silver.

76  Called this because it was very large.

77  For atranslation of these names, see al-Tabarl, The History of al-Tabart, Volume IX.
78 El-Hibri, “The Abbasids and the Relics of the Prophet”, 62—96.
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sword Dhu al-Faqgar,” obtained in spoils at the battle of Badr.8° This sword,
commonly represented with two pointed tips, was already mentioned in the
Sira, although Alfred Guillaume considers the passage in which this mention
occurs to be an addition by Ibn Hisham, which would confirm that this type of
tradition was not integrated into the biography of the Prophet until a very late
date.8! Dhui al-Fagar is also known for its magical properties. In the account
given by al-Tabari, the Prophet entrusts it to ‘All during the battle of Uhud, and
the sword puts ‘Ali into a warlike trance, giving him superhuman strength on
the battlefield.82 After Muhammad’s death, ‘All inherited the sword, and it is
said he will brandish it during the Last Judgement. In an article published in
Encyclopaedia Iranica, the scholar Jean Calmard underlined the importance
of Dhui al-Fagar in medieval Shia literature, the magic sword being one of the
regalia of ‘Ali, another sign of his legitimacy as successor of the Prophet.83 The
support that populations originating from Fars provided for the Abbasid revo-
lution, as well as the vagueness maintained in reports of their support for the
Alids, might have contributed to the development of this figure in the literature
of the maghazi. Generally speaking, Dhui al-Fagar is therefore a sign of author-
ity, a symbol of the political heritage, and the conquests, of Muhammad.

The anecdote of the magical shield, which is less familiar to historians,
reminds those who know it that the Prophet is placed under the best aus-
pices. In this short chapter, where only one tradition is reported by ‘Attab b.
Ziyad — ‘Abd Allah b. Mubarak — ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Yazid b. Jabir - Makhdl, the
Messenger of God expresses his hatred of the ram’s head (ras kabsh) depicted
on one of the shields taken in spoils. One night, when no one is watching, Allah
makes the figure to which the Prophet had objected disappear.8* The miracle
reminds us that Muhammad is indeed the chosen one and favourite of God,
and that He also acts according to His good will. The story also contributes
to the mystery surrounding the Prophet’s weapons and relics, underlining the
supernatural that assists him in his every need.

Finally, we can note that some of these lists are dedicated to the mounts of
the Prophet: his racehorses, mules and camels.® The presentation of his entire
prestigious stable brings the Prophet closer to the way in which caliphs are rep-
resented, and tends to distance him from the figure of a more ascetic Prophet.

79 A famous sword with its point divided into two parts.

80  El-Hibri, “The Abbasids and the Relics of the Prophet”, 82-83.
81  Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad, 756.

82  al-Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-muliik, 1402.

83 Calmard, “Dhu al-Fagar’.

84 Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 420, and al-Tabari, 1787-1788.

85  Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, 1, 421-425, and al-Tabari, 1782-1786.
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But to understand the importance of this type of addition in the biography of
the Prophet, we need to return to a broadly comparative approach. Not sur-
prisingly, the first books dealing with the art of war and jikad in Islam already
included chapters that dealt with fighting on horseback and the importance
of mounts. Above all, the noble (aristocratic and/or brave) fighter is associated
with his mount, which distinguishes him socially from the infantrymen, in a
common stereotype that was already to be found in pre-Islamic poetry such as
the Ayyam al-Arab.86 This association is found in a number of chapters in ‘Abd
al-Razzaq al-San‘ant’s Kitab al-jihad and in Ibn Abi Shayba’s Kitab al-siyar.8
What is more interesting is that this type of war literature relating to
Muhammad emerged between the very end of the second/eighth and the
beginning of third/ninth century, when Abu Yasuf (d. 182/797-98) wrote his
Kitab al-siyar, the first normative work of its kind, dealing with the rules and
stereotypes of war according to new Islamic standards. ‘Abd al-Razzaq and Ibn
Abi Shayba followed this trend in their respective musannafat, which confirm
the integration of chapters of this type in major compilations, based on hadith,
between 210/820 and 230/840. As we have seen, this period corresponds to one
of the high points in the struggle between the Abbasids and the Byzantine
Empire, between the caliphate of Haran al-Rashid (r. 786-809) and that of
al-Mu‘tasim (r. 833-842). The great al-Awasim border defence policy launched
by Hariin al-Rashid confirmed that the army, and the rules of war, were at the
centre of his state’s concerns, reflecting the evolution of the geopolitical con-
text. Although the figure of the Warrior-Prophet was already central in the Sira,
at this point Muhammad’s authority began to spill over from the realm of nar-
ration and to support a normative approach to the rules of war in the various
kutub al-jihad and the kutub al-siyar of the following century. This may explain
why such chapters as these did not appear until a comparatively late date. It is
not certain that the study of asanid could allow us more precisely to establish
the relationship between books of the rules of war and this type of chapter in
the texts of Ibn Sa‘d and al-Tabarl. On the contrary, transmitters of the vari-
ous asanid only rarely met, even if this point deserves further study. However,
the parallel emergence of these chapters in the biography of the Prophet in
the kutub al-jihad and the kutub al-siyar, as well as the geopolitical context
surrounding this historiography, make it likely that these traditions spread
among traditionists during the reign of Hartn al-Rashid. Finally, we can note
the presence of traditions relating to the weapons and mounts of the Prophet

86  ‘The Days of the Arabs’.
87  See, for instance, ‘Abd al-Razzaq, al-Musannaf, 9313—9325, and Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab
al-Musannaf, 33109—33126.
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in al-Tabar1’s Ta’rikh, written at the beginning of the fourth/tenth century. By
explicitly taking up traditions from the Tabagat, al-Tabari participated in the
establishment of important topoi: that is to say, of canonical representations
of the Warrior-Prophet. The continuity of these traditions over more than a
century shows that these stories had gained authority in the Islamic tradition.

5 Conclusion: The Warrior-Prophet in Historiography: A Character
Competing with the Sahaba?

The diachronic perspective is an important approach to the study of the birth
of historiography in the first three centuries of Islam. The many years that
elapsed between the time of the first expeditions and their narration certainly
favoured the rewriting of history. Within the scope of this military history, the
character of a Warrior-Prophet emerged only gradually. Recovering the differ-
ent stages, and the chronology, of the appearance of this figure in historiogra-
phy is a difficult undertaking, and we can only sketch the main trends of this
process. However, taking the kutub al-maghazi into consideration, but also the
kutub al-jihad and the kutub al-siyar that are included in the musannafat by
‘Abd al-Razzaq and Ibn Abi Shayba, opened up new perspectives and allowed
us to go back further in time. The comparison with classical sources shows
that the story was not completely centred around the figure of the Prophet
until a very late era, suggesting that there was a time when Muhammad was
only one character among many, and it was only afterwards that the story of
his life and his expeditions became exclusive in historiography. This approach
also encouraged us to touch on other topics. In his famous study on the for-
mation of Islamic law and jurisprudence in the first centuries of the hijra,
Joseph Schacht postulated a much-debated phenomenon, that of competi-
tion for authority among the great figures of Islam.8® According to him, the
various schools of law that were still taking shape until the third/ninth cen-
tury led jurists and traditionists to refer first to the authority and hadith of the
Companions (Sahaba) — even if this made it necessary to manufacture them to
order — and then to those of the Prophet. Very gradually, and passing through
different stages, the authority of the Prophet became dominant and exclusive,
a key element of the sunna. Putting aside the question of the authenticity of
the traditions in question, statistics indicate that in the realm of historiogra-
phy there may have been rivalries among the great figures of the beginnings of
Islam. To ignore this phenomenon could lead to a risk of denying all tensions

88  Schacht, The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence.
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in the construction of an Islamic military historiography, which would result
in a very problematic understanding of the dynamics around the evolution of

Muhammad'’s authority in the Islamic tradition.®® To pursue a comparative
approach would lead to a better understanding of the role of maghazi texts in
the development of the sunna.

Appendix

TABLE 2.1

Percentages of traditions mentioning Muhammad (including various asanid)
in the kutub al-maghazi or hadith collections

Collection Number of Number of Numberof Numberof Percentage Percentage
and traditions traditions  chapters chapters of traditions of chapters
traditionist in the mentioning (bab)in  mentioning mentioning mentioning
whole text Muhammad the text Muhammad Muhammad Muhammad
(kitab) in the text inthetext inthetext (atleast
once)
Musannaf 147 91 31 27 61.9% 73%
of ‘Abd
al-Razzaq
Musannaf 579 319 47 47 55.1% 100%
of Ibn Abl
Shayba
Sahih of 488 402 90 87 88.3% 96.6%
al-Bukhart
Bibliography
Primary Sources

Bukhari, al-Sahih, 4 vols. Beirut, ‘Alam al-kutub, 1982.
Ibn Abi Shayba, al-Kitab al-Musannaf f-l-ahadith wa-l-athar, ed. H. b. ‘A. al-Jum‘a and
M. b. L. al-Luhaydan, 16 vols, Riyadh, Maktabat al-Rushd, 2004.

89 On the issue of authority in the Islamic tradition, see Brockopp, “Theorizing Charismatic
Authority in Early Islamic Law”.



EMERGENCE OF THE WARRIOR-PROPHET 97

Ibn al-Nadim, The Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim: A Tenth-century Survey of Muslim culture. ed.
B. Dodge, vol. 1, New York, London, Columbia University Press, 1970.

Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al-nabawiyya, in ed. F. Wiistenfeld: Das Leben Muhammads, 2 vols.
Gottingen, Dieterischen Buchhandlung, 1858-1860.

Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. M. al-Saqqa, L. al-Abyari, ‘A. H.Salabi and M.
al-Babi al-Halabi, Cairo, 1955.

Ibn Hisham, al-Sira al-nabawiyya, ed. ‘U. ‘A. S. Tadmuri, 3 vols, Beirut, Dar al-Kitab
al-‘Arabi, 1987.

Ibn Sa‘d, Tabagat al-Kubra, ed. ‘A. M. “Umar, 11 vols. Cairo, Maktabat al-Khanj, 2oo1.

Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions. An Early Biography of Muhammad by Ma‘mar Ibn
Rashid according to the recension of Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani, ed. S. W. Anthony,
New York, London, New York University Press, 2014.

San‘ani, ‘A. al-R. b. al-, al-Musannaf, ed. H. R. al-A'zami, 12 vols., Beirut, al-Majlis al-‘ilmi,
1972.

Tabari, Ta’rikh al-rusul wa-l-mulitk, ed. M. J. de Goeje et al, 15 vols., Leiden, Brill,
1879-1901.

Tabari, The History of al-Tabari. Volume IX: The Last Years of the Prophet, ed.
I. L. Poonawala, Albany, State University of New York Press, 1990.

Wagqidi, The Kitab al-maghazi, ed. M. Jones, London, Oxford University Press, 1966.

Secondary Literature

Anthony, S. W. Introduction to: Ma‘mar b. Rashid, The Expeditions: An Early Biography
of Muhammad by Ma‘mar Ibn Rashid according to the recension of Abd al-Razzagq
al-San‘ant, New York, London, New York University press, 2014, xv—xxiv.

Blankinship, K. Y. The End of the Jihad State. The Reign of Hisham Ibn Abd al-Malik and
the Collapse of the Umayyads, Albany, State University of New York Press, 1994.

Boekhoff-van der Voort, N. “The Kitab al-maghazi of ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. Hammam
al-San‘ant: Searching for Earlier Source-Material’, in N. Boekhoff-Van der Voort,
K. Versteegh, and J. Wagemakers, eds., The Transmission and Dynamics of The Textual
Sources of Islam, Essays in Honour of Harald Motzki, Leiden, Brill, 2011, 27—47.

Boekhoff-van der Voort, N. “Between History and Legend: The Biography of the Prophet
Muhammad by Ibn Shihab al-Zuhri”, PhD diss. Radboud University, 2012.

Boekhoff-van der Voort, N. “Umayyad Court’, in F. Coeli and A. H. Walker, eds,,
Muhammad in History, Thought and Culture: An Encyclopaedia of the Prophet of God,
Santa Barbara, ABc-cL10, Vol. 2, 2014, 659—663.

Bonner, M. Aristocratic Violence and Holy War: Studies in the Jihad and the Arab-
Byzantine Frontier, New Haven, American Oriental Society, 1996.

Bonner, M. Jihad in Islamic History: Doctrines and Practice, Princeton and Oxford,
Princeton University Press, 2006.



98 DE JARMY

Borrut, A. Entre mémoire et pouvoir. Lespace syrien sous les derniers Omeyyades et les
premiers Abbassides, Leiden, Brill, 2010.

Brockopp, J. “Theorizing Charismatic Authority in Early Islamic Law”, Comparative
Islamic Studies, 1/2 (2005), 129-158.

Calmard, J. “Du’l-Faqar”, Encyclopaedia Iranica Online, http://www.iranicaonline.org/
articles/dul-fagar.

Conrad, L. I. “Theophanes and the Arabic Historical Tradition: Some Indications of
Intercultural Transmission”, Byzantinische Forschungen, 15 (1990), 16—20.

Cook, M. “The Opponents of the Writing of Tradition in Early Islam’, Arabica 44/4
(1997), 437-550.

Crone, P. and Hinds, M. God's Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam,
London, Cambridge University Press, 1986.

El-Hibri, T. “The Abbasids and the Relics of the Prophet’, Journal of Abbasid Studies, 4
(2017), 62—96.

Guillaume, A. The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of Ishaq’s Sirat Rasul Allah, Oxford,
Karachi, Oxford University Press, 1955.

Hoyland, R. G. “Retrenchment and revolt (715-750)", in In God’s Path: The Arab Con-
quest and the Creation of an Islamic Empire, New York, Oxford University Press, 2015,
170—206.

Hinds, M. “Maghazi and Sira in early Islamic scholarship”, in La vie du Prophéte
Mahomet, colloque de Strasbourg, 23—24 octobre 1980, Paris, Presses Universitaires
de France, 1983, 57-66.

Hinds, M. “al-Maghaz1", in P. J. Bearman, T. Bianquis, C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel and
W. P. Heinrichs, eds. Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, Brill, 1986, 1161-1164.

Jarrar, M. Die Prophetenbiographie im islamischen Spanien: Ein Beitrag zur
Uberlieferungs- und Redaktionsgeschichte, Frankfurt, Bern, New York, Paris, Publica-
tions Universitaires Européennes, 1989.

Jones, J. M. B. “The Chronology of the Maghazi: A Textual Survey”, Bulletin of the School
of Oriental and African Studies 2/19 (1957), 245—280.

Lakhoff G. et al. Metaphors we Live By, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1980.

Motzki, H. “Dating Muslim Traditions: A Survey”, Arabica 2/52 (2005), 204—253.

Motzki, H. “The Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq b. al-San‘ani as a source of authentic
ahadith of the first century A.H.", Journal of Near Eastern Studies 50/1 (1991), 1—-21.

Raven, W. “Sira” in C. E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W. P. Heinrichs, and G. Lecomte, eds.
Encyclopaedia of Islam, Leiden, Brill, 1997, vol. 9, 660-663.

Schacht, J. The Origins of Muhammadan Jurisprudence, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1967.

Rubin, U. The Eye of the Beholder: The Life of Muhammad as Viewed by the Early Muslims,
Studies in Late Antiquity and Early Islam, Princeton, The Darwin Press, 1995.

Schoeler, G. “al-Zuhri et la consignation par écrit des traditions”, in Ecrire et transmettre

dans les débuts de ['Islam, Paris, Presses Universitaires de France, 2002, 52—56.


http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dul-faqar
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/dul-faqar

EMERGENCE OF THE WARRIOR-PROPHET 99

Schoeler, G. Charakter und Authentie der muslimischen Uberlieferung iiber das Leben
Mohammeds, Berlin and New York, Walter de Gruyter, 1996.

Schoeler, G., and Gorke, A. Die dltesten Berichte iiber das Leben Muhammads: Das
Korpus ‘Urwa ibn az-Zubair, Princeton, Darwin Press, 2008.

Tillier, M. “Abd al-Malik, Muhammad et le Jugement dernier: le dome du Rocher
comme expression d'une orthodoxie islamique’, in Les vivants et les morts dans
les sociétés médiévales. Actes du XLVIII® Congrés de la SHMESP, Jérusalem, 2018,
341-65.

Wansbrough, J. The Sectarian Milieu: Content and Composition of Islamic Salvation

History, London, Oxford University Press, 1978.



3

Hadith Culture and Ibn Taymiyya’s Controversial

Legacy in Early Fifteenth Century Damascus
Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimashqi and His al-Radd Al-Wafir (d. 842/1438)

Caterina Bori

1 Hadith and Devotion towards the Prophet in Post-canonical Times

In post-canonical times, fadith transmission became a pervasive social and
cultural phenomenon, the mechanics of which have recently started to attract
the attention of scholars. Despite the fact that, from the eleventh century
onwards, the growing authority of the written canon challenged the function
of the isnad and the indispensability of the oral transmission, such transmis-
sion did not die, rather it deeply changed opening the way to new modes and
literary genres that expressed the concerns and aims of post-canonical trans-
mission. Supported by a powerful ideology that justified transmission as a
unique mark bestowed by God upon the Muslim community, transmitting the
Prophet’s words transformed into a pervasive expression of piety and devo-
tion; an effective way of bringing oneself close to Muhammad and through
him to God; as such “the Prophet’s words” became a most precious social and
cultural capital worth of special investment and accumulation.! From this
perspective, ‘uluw (elevation in the isnad), that is proximity to Muhammad
in the chain of transmission, became the quality most eagerly sought after by
scholars and transmitters. ‘Uliw allowed not only transmitters but also their
auditors to move spiritually near to the Prophet. Such proximity was a source
of spiritual benefit as well as social prestige.2

This process was already well on its way in Ayyubid times and was to blos-
som in the so called “middle period”. Between the thirteenth and fifteenth
centuries, Damascus and Cairo hosted some of the most outstanding Aadith
experts of all times. Ibn Salah al-Shahrazari (d. 1245/643) and al-Nawawi
(d. 676/1277), al-Dhahabi (d. 748/1348) and al-Mizzi (d. 742/1341), Ibn Hajar

1 See Dickinson, “Ibn al-Salah al-Shahraziri and the Isnad”, and now also Davidson, Carrying
on the Tradition. The expression “post-canonical Hadith culture” is from Davidson’s work.

2 On “elevation’, Dickinson, “Ibn al-Salah al-Shahraziri and the Isnad”; Witkam, “High and
Low”"; Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, 1-77.
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al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449), these scholars defined the boundaries of the field
and the protocols of transmission, produced commentaries, dictionaries and
works of hadith criticism, some of which were destined to remain standard
reference for the times to come.?

The high regard in which scholars as al-Nawawi and Ibn Salah were held, and
the foundation in Damascus in 1233 of the Dar al-Hadith al-Ashrafiyya — the
school where both al-Nawaw1 and Ibn Salah taught — also point to this state of
affairs. The Ayyubid ruler al-Ashraf Muisa (d. 635/1237) erected this prestigious
madrasa dedicated to the study of hadith within the city walls, near to his own
residence. By his decision, the madrasa housed a sandal (na?) of the Prophet
which al-Ashraf had been bequeathed a few years before. The relic became
an object of veneration, which attracted visits and devotional display; at least
one case of hadith -reading by the sandal itself is recorded by the sources.*
Clearly, hadith and the charismatic relic provided believers a special connec-
tion to the Prophet. The idea that the prophet’s agency could be activated at
the advantage of his community by means of hadith recitation is also wit-
nessed by the chronicles of the period which attest to an increasing ritual use
of the Sahihayn in particular. Readings of Bukhari’s Sahih are recorded in col-
lective prayers for rain (istisqa’), in times of danger or even to celebrate a happy
event, like the birth of a boy to the Sultan.5 Other than this, recent literature
has shown that communal kadith readings and the transmission in public or
private spaces was a massive phenomenon of the period. Invested by the tre-
mendous religious authority and charisma of the Prophet, practices of hadith
transmission itself became increasingly ritualised.® In sum, fadith boosted,
hadith was everywhere. Symptomatic of this situation was the steady growth
in construction of schools dedicated to the study of hadith (dar al-hadith) in
Damascus between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries.”

3 Beyond the already mentioned works of Dickinson and Davidson, see Brown in The Canon-
ization of al-Buhari and Muslim; Lucas, Constructive Critics.

4 Dickinson, “Ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazari and the Isnad’, 481-84; Heller, Islamic Piety in Medieval
Syria; al-Dawudi, Tabagat al-mufassirin, ii: 276; mentioned by Hirschler, The Written Word in
the Medieval Arabic Lands, 53, 78 fn. 39.

5 For instance, al-Birzali (d. 738/1339), al-Mugqtafi ‘ala kitab al-rawdatayn, al-ma‘raf bi-ta’rikh
al-Birzali, ii: 424 and 4: 354. Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373), al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, xiii: 32; al-Jazari
(d. 738/1337-1338), Ta’rikh hawadith al-zaman, i: 44.

6 On the ritual use of the Sahihayn, Brown, Canonization, 338—49 and Davidson, Carrying on
the Tradition, 117-23. On the phenomenon of kadith reading in public spaces, see especially
the corpus assembled by Leder, Sawwas, and al-Sagarji, Mujam al-sama‘at al-dimashqiyya;
Leder, “Spoken Word and Written Text”.

7 See al-Nu‘aymi (d. 927/1521), al-Daris fi ta’rikh al-madaris, i: 15-9o.
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2 Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimashqi (d. 842/1438)

Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimashqi (d. 842/1438) was a prominent Shafi1 hadith
specialist who, towards the end of his life, was appointed shaykh at the pres-
tigious Dar al-Hadith al-Ashrafiyya, the same school just mentioned above.
The longest biography we have of him is that of al-Sakhawi (d. go2/1497) who
describes him as a learned gentleman, a polite and friendly person, of strong
forbearance, certainly the most authoritative transmitter and expert in the
field of Prophetic traditions of the time in Damascus. He was in fact known as
hafiz al-sham.®

“He undertook the task of spreading hadith — writes Sakhaw1 — so that peo-
ple benefitted from him; he transmitted a lot in his town, in Aleppo and other
places. He even transmitted with our shaykh (i.e. Ibn Hajar) in Damascus ...".%
al-Sakhaw1 is especially keen to stress the bond of reciprocal esteem between
him and his own mentor, the towering ShafiT Chief Judge, historian and hadith
specialist Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 8452/1449).1° This gives us a measure of
the respect that Ibn Nagir al-Din enjoyed among the leading Aadith scholars of
the day. Next to this, the image of Ibn Nasir al-Din that his biographies deliver
is also that of a scholar who cultivated a genuine interest in people’s religious
needs. Two aspects that well converge in his writings.

The name of Ibn Nasir al-Din passed to posterity because of a bitter con-
frontation he had with a Hanafi-Mataridi colleague, ‘Ala* al-Din al-Bukhari
(d. 842/1438), in the year 835/1432.! The latter had arrived in Damascus in
832/1429-30 and written a stern pamphlet titled Muljimat al-mujassima (The
Bridle for the Corporealists), where he exposed the opinions that according to
him had led Ibn Taymiyya to unbelief.> We do not possess details on the actual
contents of the quarrel between Ibn Nasir al-Din and ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Bukhari,
but we are told that ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Bukhari’s not only declared Ibn Taymiyya to
be an unbeliever, but also uttered that whoever acknowledged to Ibn Taymiyya
(d. 728/1328) the title of shaykh al-islam was an unbeliever as well. Following
this, Ibn Nasir al-Din responded with a broad collection of evidence, gather-
ing instances of 85 scholars from all schools of law having actually applied to
Ibn Taymiyya this honorific (i.e. shaykh al-islam). The point being that such
a great number of people certainly could not all be considered unbelievers.

Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami", viii: 103—-106.
Sakhawi, Daw’, viii:103.

10  Sakhawi, ibid. and al-Jawahir wa-l-durar, i:181 and ii: 595.

11 Cf. Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-ghumr, viii: 258-59. Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami", viii: 104
and ix: 292—293.

12 Bukhari, Muljimat al-mujassima.
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This writing is titled: al-Radd al-wafir ‘ala man za‘ama anna man samma Ibn
Taymiyya shaykh al-islam kafir (“The Ample Refutation of the person who claims
that whoever calls Ibn Taymiyya shaykh al-islam is an Unbeliever”).!® Judging
from its certificates of auditions and transmission, its tagariz (statements of
endorsements) and other materials appended to its various manuscripts, al-
Radd al-wafir enjoyed considerable success, especially among Hanbalis and
Shafi‘is. It was read in Damascus, Aleppo, Homs and Cairo, and it circulated at
least up to the nineteenth century. We possess a license of transmission (jaza)
by the well-known Hanbali Syrian jurist al-Hijjawi (d. 968/1560), whereas
the Egyptian Hanbali Mar ibn Yisuf al-Karmi (d. 1033/1624) put together
an abridged calque of al-Radd entitled al-Shahada al-zakiyya fi [-thana’ ‘ala
Ibn Taymiyya. The book was also copied in Mecca as late as 1285/1869 at
the request of Siddiq Hasan Khan (d. 1307/1899) from a copy written by the
Hanbali mufti Ibn Humayd al-Amiri (d. 1295/1878).1 Throughout the centuries
and up to modern times, al-Radd al-wafir has been commonly understood as a
defence of Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn Nasir al-Din viewed as one of Ibn Taymiyya's
followers.!> And yet between these two scholars there’s a whole untold story
of divergences revolving around issues of prophetic devotion. In what follows,
I shall try and recount this story which cannot be properly understood if we
do not take seriously into account the intense hadith culture of the period of
which Ibn Nasir al-Din was part.

3 Divergences

A somewhat prolific mawlid author, in his massive sira-oriented work titled
Jami‘ al-athar ft mawlid wa-siyar al-mukhtar, Ibn Nasir al-Din shows highly
sympathetic attitudes towards mawlid celebrations as well as a firm belief
in the benefits deriving from visiting the Prophet’s grave.'® Celebrating the
Prophet’s birth — he writes at the beginning of Jami‘al-athar — is “a good inno-
vation” (bid‘a hasana), for mawlid festivals are commendable and joyful mani-
festations of love for Muhammad as much as a way of showing thankfulness
to God for having bestowed upon humanity the grace of His Messenger. Jami‘

13 Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Radd al-wafir.

14  Ibn Nagir al-Din, al-Radd al-wafir, 139-195. Mar‘1 b. Yusuf, al-Shahada al-zakiyya.

15  Mar1 ibn Yasuf al-KarmT's al-Shahada al-zakiyya is itself an early testimony of such an
understanding. Khayr al-Din al-Alsi (d. 1317/1899), Jal@ al-‘aynayn, 68, lists Ibn Nasir
al-Din among Ibn Taymiyya's followers. Among modern scholars, e.g. Geoffroy, Le sou-
fisme en Egypte et en Syrie; Gril, “De la hirga A 1a tariqa’, 67; El-Tobgui, Ibn Taymiyya, 354.

16 For Ibn Nasir al-Din on mawlid, see Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, 96-97.
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al-athar itself was inspired by mawlid. It is a huge sira-like work which was
meant to foster feelings of salvific love towards the Prophet.!”

As for the Prophet’s grave, Ibn Nasir al-Din makes it clear that copious hadith
converge on pointing to the Prophet’s burial place as a charismatic space of
conjunction between his person and believers, a place where believers are sum-
moned with the promise of intercession and eternal salvation. Accordingly, in
a great number of traditions the Prophet voices requests to believers to visit
his grave and promises intercession for those who will visit him.!® Despite the
defective nature of many of these fadith, according to Ibn Nasir al-Din, such
traditions can nonetheless be abided by because of their exhortative character
towards acquiring merit (thawab). In this regard, Ibn Nasir al-Din writes:

In what we have presented, there is awakening of one’s desire (targib)
for the excellence of ziyara which the community performs for religion
as its distinctive sign. In fact, visiting the grave of the Prophet — the best
of prayers and peace be upon Him - is one the sunna of the people of
Islam, it is an agreed upon deed which draws close to God (qurba mujma‘
‘alayhd), a desirable and recommendable meritorious action (fadila
muragqgab fiha manditb ilayha). Its hadith are met with approval and con-
sensus even if in some of their chains there is contention (magal). Nobody
discusses them by what rejects them, but the forsaken [makhdhil]. And
nobody discredits them with the charge of fabrication, but the doubtful
ignorant [murtab jahiul]. We seek refuge in God from abandonment, mis-
ery and deprivation (hirman).1®

The point made here by Ibn Nagir al-Din deserves some attention. In a short
work in defence of a special prayer supposedly prescribed by the Prophet
(al-Tarjih li-salat al-tasbih) Ibn Nasir al-Din more thoroughly illustrates the
principle he mentions above. Weak hadith in matters of targhib and tarhib
(exhorting people to the pleasures of Paradise and frightening them with the
prospect of Hell punishment), hadith reporting edifying stories and parables
(al-qisas wa-l-amthal) and those conveying admonishments (mawa’iz) or relat-
ing the meritorious values of certain actions ( fad@’il al-a‘mal) can be transmit-
ted, and if they can be transmitted they can also be acted upon; many scholars
have done it before and this is the opinion of the majority; it is in fact the

17 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Jami‘al-athar, i: 63—68.
18 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Jami al-athar, viii: 101144, especially 129-141.
19 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Jami', viii, 141.
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rule he applies here.20 In fact, Ibn Nasir did embrace a majoritarian position
according to which devotional practices generating merit were given priority
to issues of weaknesses in transmission.?! And yet, at least the polemical voice
of one notorious Hanball of the previous century disagreed on this point. The
forsaken and doubtful ignorant who rejects the ziyara traditions and charges
them with fabrication Ibn Nasir al-Din alludes to is certainly Taqi al-Din
Ahmad ibn Taymiyya, although his name is not explicitly mentioned in this
passage. The allusion to his unpopular yet well-known position against travel-
ling with the purpose of visiting the graves of pious men, the Prophet in primis,
is unmistakably there.

Ibn Taymiyya’s elaborations on ziyara have been described and discussed
in detail by Niels Henrik Olesen and more recently Christopher Taylor, but
there is at least one point which deserves further attention because it lays at
the foundation of Ibn Taymiyya’s refusal to acknowledge the implications of
those very same ‘prophetic’ traditions to which Ibn Nasgir al-Din was deeply
attached.?? As seen, for Ibn Nasir al-Din the traditions recommending ziyara
belonged to the realm of exhortation and dissuasion (targhib/tarhib) which
did not require soundness to produce effective meaning. On this point, Ibn
Taymiyya articulated his own peculiar view:

The words of Ahmad — Whenever a tradition deals with the licit and pro-
hibited, we are strict with its chains, and whenever it deals with exhortation
and dissuasion, we are lax with them — also apply to what the scholars
think about acting upon a weak hadith regarding the virtues of action.
The intended meaning of these words is not the establishment of legal
recommendation (istihbab) by means of a hadith that cannot be used as
authoritative evidence (la yuhtajju bihi). In fact, legal recommendation
is an institution based on the revealed normativity (Aukm shar?) that is
established exclusively by a proof which originates from it (dalil shar).
Whoever relates about God that He loves an action on the basis of a proof
which does not conform to such normativity has legislated regarding reli-
gion what God did not give permission for.23

20  Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Tarjih li-hadith salat al-tasbih, 36. The work is discussed by Katz, The
Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, 96-100.

21 See Brown, “Even If It’s Not True It’s True”, 12f. on Ibn Nasir al-Din.

22 Olesen, Culte des saints et pélerinages chez Ibn Taymiyya (661/1263—728/1328) and Taylor, In
the Vicinity of the Righteous, 169—218.

23 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu'fatawa, xviii: 65.
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In sum, for Ibn Taymiyya istihbab and targhib/tarhib are not to be conflated.
Targhib encourages towards actions that generate reward and tarhib dissuades
from deeds that generate punishment; but the legal status of actions is oth-
erwise established by a text (nass) or consensus (§ma°), he writes a few lines
below the passage just quoted above. Ibn Taymiyya exemplifies his position
with a metaphor:

The person wishes that reward or is afraid of that punishment, and its
various types, like the man who knows that trading will bring [him]
profit, but is then told that it will bring [him] great profit. If he believes in
this, it will be beneficial to him, if not, it will bring him no harm.2+

Thus, targhib and tarhib are about actions that are beneficial if performed,
and yet unharmful if left unperformed, but their legal qualification (istikbab,
karaha, ijab or tahrim) is established by other means. Accordingly, in the realm
of persuasion and dissuasion, weak fadith — as long as they are not fabricated —
can be transmitted and acted upon, but cannot be used to establish whether
an action is legally recommendable or not.25

Now, contrary to what is usually ascribed to him, Ibn Taymiyya qualified
zlyara, or better a certain type of ziyara, precisely as a legally recommended
action (mustahabba).?6 But, in view of what we have just seen, some of the
beliefs and practices more commonly associated with ziyara in his time, like
the request for intercession, had for him no foundation because they were
based on hadith that Ibn Taymiyya deemed weak, or fabricated.?” To put it
otherwise, those very fadith that were so meaningful to Ibn Nagir al-Din had
no import in defining the legal qualification of the action for Ibn Taymiyya.
And yet, according to Ibn Taymiyya, ziyara is a legally recommended action
(mustahabba) providing that it is carried out in compliance with his idea of
the religious normativity (zéyara shar‘iyya). That is, a visit in which the visitor
salutes the dead and performs a supplicatory prayer (du'@’) for him/her — as
the Prophet used to do for the martyrs of Uhud - or a visit in which the visitor
is reminded of the Hereafter and contemplates the imminence of death, but
not a visit which has at its centre the fulfilment of one’s needs or requests, lest
graves and cemeteries be transformed into places of worship (ziyara bid‘iyya).?8

24  Ibn Taymiyya, Majma‘ fatawa, xviii: 66.

25  Ibn Taymiyya, Majma‘ fatawa, xviii, 65-68. Brown, “Even If It's Not True It’s True”, 25-27.

26 Ibn Taymiyya, Majmu fatawa, xxvii, 242, 330—331, 376, 377—381, 415—416 et passim. Taylor,
Vicinity, 191-192.

27  Ibn Taymiyya, Majma‘ fatawad, xxvii, 29—34, 3536, 119.

28 Ibn Taymiyya, Majma‘ fatawa, xxvii, 30—32, 70-71, 72; 322, 376—77.
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The importance of this point cannot be underestimated for it carries with it a
dramatic difference of visions between somebody like Ibn Nasir al-Din and so
many of his peers, and the fourteenth century Hanbali scholar.

In drawing a distinct boundary between the dead and the living, in relo-
cating the purpose of ziyara from invocations for one’s own benefit to invo-
cations for the dead only, in re-orienting man’s requests and needs to God’s
mercy rather than to those who, because they had left this life, were already
close to God, Ibn Taymiyya was perceived and accused of robbing the Prophet
of his auspicious power of mediation. Ibn Nasir al-Din, who showed a marked
concern for the religiosity of ordinary people, must have felt that if the Prophet
was somehow divested of his unique capacity of mediator, then believers too
were deprived of the many possibilities engendered by such mediation: the
possibility of accessing God’s blessings, of being agents of their own salvation,
cultivating feelings of love and closeness to Muhammad, the possibilities —
finally — of hope and relief.

In short, on the desirability, usefulness and legitimacy of mawlid celebra-
tion as well as the meaningfulness of visiting the Prophets’ grave, Ibn Nasir
al-Din was clearly and deeply at odds with Ibn Taymiyya, and yet this did not
hamper him from composing a text like al-Radd al-wafir in which he supported
the idea that Ibn Taymiyya deserved the honorary title of shaykh al-islam and
branded as a foolish and extravagant absurdity the proclamation of unbelief
for all those who did so.

How could this be? It was again the legacy of the Prophet that allowed Ibn
Nasir al-Din to rescue Ibn Taymiyya despite his disagreement on the points

illustrated above. In order to see how this happened we need to move back to
al-Radd al-wafir.

4 The Transmission of the Prophet’s Legacy as a way of Rehabilitating
Ibn Taymiyya

Al-Radd al-wafir can be thematically divided in three sections: an introduction,
the body of the evidence and a final corpus of endorsements (tagariz) that in
time were annexed to the text, and thus became part and parcel of it.

A point of the introduction which is useful to recall here is Ibn Nasir al-Din’s
definition of the expression shaykh al-islam. After illustrating a range of pos-
sible meanings, Ibn Nasir al-Din declares that a shaykh al-islam is a scholar
of outstanding knowledge of Qur'an, sunna and related branches and, at the
same time, a strikingly humble and modest individual. It is not only a scholarly
pedigree that is required to be entitled to this honorific, but also a rigorously
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upright way of being. The individual who fulfils these requisites is a shaykh
al-islam, and every generation had its own share of them. Ibn Nasir al-Din does
provide a brief list of names arranged by periods and places and when he gets
to the generation of his teachers’ teachers, he praises a small group of Shafis
and Hanbalis for whom the appellation is well-known and verified (mashhira
wa-muhaqqaqa). Ibn Taymiyya's name is among them.?® On the whole, the
definition, of the term offered by Ibn Nasir al-Din is quite generic and it serves
the purpose of demonstrating that the title was applicable to Ibn Taymiyya.

In fact, the evidence Ibn Nagir al-Din provides in order to uphold his stand-
point consists in listing 85 personalities from the fourteenth century or the
beginning of the fifteenth century (mostly scholars) presented in alphabetical
order, who applied the honorific to Ibn Taymiyya.2? He does that by presenting
excerpts from biographical notices (tarajim) of Ibn Taymiyya written by these
people and in which the Hanbali theologian and jurisprudent is always pre-
sented as shaykh al-islam,®' by quoting lines of poetry in which Ibn Taymiyya
is praised or addressed with that title,32 and by reporting pieces of jazat or
records of auditions (tabagat al-sama’) in which Ibn Taymiyya’s name, with
his honorifics, appears in different roles: as the certifying teacher (musmi‘)
who granted the hearing certificate, among the listeners present at an audition
(al-sami‘tn), or as one of the readers (bi-giraat ... gari’).33

Sometimes Ibn Taymiyya’s comment on the transmission of a specific hadith
is quoted.34 In other examples it is his own transmissions which are recalled,3%
sometimes together with their takhrij.36 In all instances, Ibn Taymiyya’s name
always appears as accompanied by the title of shaykh al-islam. Clearly, Ibn
Nasgir al-Din, who was committed to the transmission of hadith, had access
to this documentary material which he reproduces in excerpts. Thanks to a
recent corpus of growing research, we know that by the time Ibn Nasir al-Din
was writing, audition records (sama@t) and licenses of transmission (jjazat)

29  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 22—24.

30 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 26-136.

31 Some instances Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, ... 53, 54, 68, 70, 73, 78, 82, 8485, 89, 91, 96, 97, 99,
100, 104, 110, 115, 127.

32 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, ... 9o, 91,126 ...

33 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 28, 28—29, 32, 38—39, 40—41, 42, 46, 48, 62, 81, 98, 101, 102, 113, 116, 118,
120, 129—30.

34 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 108.

35 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 111, 112.

36 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 38, 44, 105.



HADITH CULTURE AND IBN TAYMIYYA’S LEGACY 109

had become the most widespread way for validating Aadith transmission.3
Al-Radd al-wafir is yet another piece of evidence confirming this picture.

Here is one example of a typical audition record quoted by Ibn Nasir al-Din
and bearing Ibn Taymiyya as one of its actors:

I [i.e. Ibn Nasir al-Din] also found an audition certificate of the juz’ of
Hasan ibn ‘Arafa written by the previously mentioned Amin [al-Din]
al-Wanli. It read as follows (saratu-ha): ‘The whole of this juz) that is
the hadith of Hasan ibn ‘Arafa al-‘Abd1 was heard under the direction
of twenty-two teachers [among these] the Imam ... shaykh al-islam ...
Taql al-Din ... Ibn Taymiyya al-Harrani. Then he mentioned the rest of
the auditing session (tabagat al-sama‘) and the auditors (al-samiin),
and said: this session (tabaga) was written by Muhammad b. Ibrahim b.
Muhammad b. Ahmad b. Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Wani and his brother
Ahmad in the fourth year.38

There is a great deal of information we learn from this short passage. First, the
Juz’ of Hasan ibn ‘Arafa (d. 257/870-71) is the collection of hadith where Ibn
Taymiyya’s name appears most frequently as a transmitter in al-Radd al-wafir.3%
As a matter of fact, other sources confirm that Ibn Taymiyya was among the
local transmitters of this collection, and also that he transmitted its hadith
samples with elevated chains (‘awali), which in turn were selected and trans-
mitted by al-Dhahabi. The manuscript of this ‘awali selection from Ibn ‘Arafa,
today edited, preserves its audition register bearing the names of two hundred
people.#0 It was — it seems — a selection whose transmission sessions were
rather well attended.

Furthermore, the name of Amin al-Din al-Wani (d. 735/1334) appears as that
of the katib of the audition record translated above. He was a Hanafl promi-
nent muwadhdhin and a hadith transmitter who was in some way associated
with Ibn Taymiyya. In fact, he was the person who put together the chains

37  See Davidson, Carrying on the tradition, 79-191; Gorke-Hirschler, Manuscript Notes as
Documentary Sources; Leder’s many articles on the subject as well as his Mujam al-sama‘at
al-dimashqiyya; Gardiner, Esotericism in a manuscript culture, 124-135; Salah al-Din al-
Munajjid, “Iljazat al-sama“ fi I-makhtaitat al-qadima”. More bibliography in Gacek, The
Arabic Manuscript Tradition, 216-19.

38  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 38-39.

39 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 28, 38-39, 40—41, 62, 98, 113, 116, 120.

40 al-Ahadith al-‘awali min Juz’ Hasan ibn Arafa al-Abdi riwayat shaykh al-islam al-hafiz Ibn
Taymiyya intiqa’ al-imam al-hafiz Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi, 31-49. For al-DhahabT’s state-
ment: “I have studied with him the section of Ibn ‘Arafa more than once”, see Bori, “A new
source for the biography of Ibn Tyamiyya’, 347.
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of transmission of his forty hadiths, which amounted to a mashyakha for Ibn
Taymiyya. Specifically, this mashyakha presented forty of Ibn Taymiyya's most
distinguished chains together with the text of the hadith. Mashyakhas in this
format were quite widespread. They conveniently allowed for the composition
and transmission of somebody’s best chains in a quick and handy way, and
similarly allowed a swift transmission and reception of such materials.*!

Ibn Taymiyya’s forty hadith appear more than once in al-Radd al-wafir. We
learn when and where they were read, and by whom, and the collection thus
acquires a life previously unknown. Moreover, being the object of a mashy-
akha also meant for a transmitter — Ibn Taymiyya in this case — to be at the
centre of considerable respect. Apart from al-Wani, also a certain Ibn al-Fakhr
al-Dimashqi (d. 732/1332) was said to have collected “for the shaykh Taqi al-Din
a selection of his elevated transmissions”.#2 All this conveys a profile of Ibn
Taymiyya as an appreciated hadith transmitter.

The auditing records and licenses transcribed by Ibn Nasir al-Din are many
and detailed.*® They tell us where, when, what, to whom and from whom
Ibn Taymiyya audited or transmitted a certain work. The transmissions of Ibn
Taymiyya which appear most frequently in al-Radd al-wdfir are the follow-
ing: The Juz’ of Ibn Arafa and the mashyakha just mentioned above, Muslim’s
Sahih,** the Six Books and Ahmad’s Musnad,*s a selection (rmuntaqa) of one
hundred traditions from al-BuharT’s Sahih including the latter’s thulathiyyat
(chains of three transmitters). Apart from a variety of elevated isnads,*6 some
lesser-known collections are also mentioned.4” On the whole, these samaat
attest to Ibn Taymiyya’s participation in the local culture of hadith transmis-
sion, especially with respect to the transmission of elevated isnads such as the
thulathiyyat of Bukhari just mentioned above, the so called Ghaylaniyyat and
the elevated chains of the Musnad of al-Harith b. Abi Usama (d. 282/895—96).#8
The Ghaylaniyyat being a popular collection of traditions with chains of four

41 For a definition of mashyakha, see a al-Kattani (d. 1962), Fihris al-faharis, i, 67-68, ii, 624.
Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, 192—208 discusses the proliferation and functions of
this specifically hadith-related literary genre.

42 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 105.

43 See note 32.

44  Ibn Nagir al-Din, Radd, 29, 101 where Ibn Taymiyya is one of the seven shaykhs who con-
ducted the final reading (khatam) of Muslim’s Sahih.

45  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 101.

46 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 111, 112.

47 For instance, Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 42, 46, 81, 102, 130.

48 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Radd, 48, 130.
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links, of which Ibn Taymiyya produced his own selection. The Sessions where
he transmitted them were very well attended.*®

Ibn Nasir al-Din thus discloses a hidden world of auditing meetings that
depict Ibn Taymiyya as involved in the local transmission of hadith. In so
doing, Ibn Nasir al-Din shows that Ibn Taymiyya was a committed transmit-
ter. It is worth noting that his many biographical accounts, while emphasising
his outstanding knowledge of fadith, do not usually mention such ordinary
transmissions, preferring the more sensational aspects of his life. In al-Radd
al-wafir, on the other hand, Ibn Taymiyya steps out of the extra-ordinary aura
that is typical for his biographies and becomes part of an urban texture of
hadith transmission, together with the devotional, moral and social import
that derive from it.

Put otherwise, The Ample Refutation promotes a normalisation of Ibn
Taymiyya; on one hand by passing over the contentious legal and theological
issues that distinguished his thought and life, on the other hand by bringing
in his participation in the culture of hadith transmission that was so intense
at his time. By elaborating the specific contents attached to the honorific title
of a shaykh al-islam, Tbn Nasir al-Din demonstrates that Ibn Taymiyya, among
others in his time, morally and intellectually met the standards for such an
award, and thus indicated that it was nonsense to charge him with kufr.

5 Conclusion

Ibn Nasir al-Din was a voice of that grand and invaluable enterprise which was
the transmission of the Prophet’s legacy in the later middle period. He con-
tributed to the rich set of ideas that scholars had been building since the fifth/
eleventh century with the aim of reconceptualising the need for transmission
in a time in which hadith had been collected, written down, and sifted; a time
in which some collections had reached the status of authoritative references
and had become unsurpassable models of authenticity.

In the opening pages of Iftitah al-qart li-Sahih al-Bukhari, a short apology
of the Sahihayn, perhaps meant as the introduction to a commentary on
al-Buhart’s Sahih which is no longer extant, Ibn Nasir al-Din emphatically
describes hadith transmitters as “The lovers of the Messenger of God, the

49  Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, 268—269. Al-Dhahabi also relates that Ibn Taymiyya
transmitted the Ghaylaniyyat; see Bori, “A new source for the biography of Ibn Taymiyya’,
337f. (Arabic text).
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chevaliers of religion, protectors of Islam, custodians of the Law”,3? a conclu-
sion he reaches after unfolding a cascade of traditions where the mission of
“the people of hadith” is invested with a variety of highly symbolic meanings.5!
He qualifies hadith scholars as the “Successors of the Prophet” (khulafa’ rasul
allah), God’s “Substitutes” (abdal) on earth, and His “friends” (awliya’ li-llah);
and as those who will divert affliction (al-bala’) from the community with their
search for hadith (bi-riklat ashab al-hadith). They are the group (firga najiya)
that will be saved on the Last Day among the 73 (doctrinal) groups, and the
guardians (hurras) of the earth.52 In short, the transmission of the Prophet’s
legacy is invested with a dense set of symbolic promises — guidance, protection
and salvation — that make it an indispensable task.

Despite his divergence with Ibn Taymiyya on some of the latter’s most typical
battlefields, mawlid and ziyara in particular, Ibn Nasir al-Din somehow reha-
bilitated the controversial Hanbali scholar. Most importantly, he rescued all
those who acknowledged that Ibn Taymiyya deserved the honorific of shaykh
al-islam. He did this both by avoiding delving into any controversial Taymiyyan
issues and by reporting materials that shed light on Ibn Taymiyya’s commit-
ment and participation in the local culture of hadith transmission. Ibn Nasir
al-Din was a respected and rather mainstream voice of the post-canonical
hadith culture of the time, and yet his ability to eschew polarities and embrace
a strategy of accommodation is an interesting episode in the history of Ibn
Taymiyya’s legacy. His standing by his vociferous Hanbali colleague, as well as
the texture of his work as a whole, cannot be understood without taking his
scholarly and devotional commitment to the Prophets’ legacy into account.
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“There Is Matter for Thought”

The Episode of the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension in the Sira
halabiyya, at the Beginning of the Seventeenth Century

Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen

All this, they argued, had to have been part of a single artistic vision
that worked its way through the epic’s many themes and episodes....
Where some people see chaos and incoherence, others will find
sense and symmetry and wholeness....

I talked about ring composition, that remarkable narrative tech-
nique that weaves the present and the past together, that allows
the account of a specific episode in a character’s life to expand to
encompass his entire life.

DANIEL MENDELSOHN, An Odyssey: a Father, a Son, and an Epic,
Alfred A. Knopf, 2017, p. 72.

1 Introduction: A Conciliatory Sira and a Weapon

Egyptian shaykh ‘Ali b. Ibrahim al-Halabi' was over 6o years old when he
accepted shaykh al-Bakri’s request to write the biography of the Prophet. He
completed his Sira in 1043/1633, undoubtedly aware it would be his last work.
He died soon after on 29 sha‘ban 1044/February 17, 1635. Insan al-‘uyun fi sirat
al-amin al-ma’mun was a decisive work and yet was presented modestly as an
imperfect compendium of two main sources from the Mamluk era.

The first source was the ‘Uyin al-athar fi [-funin wa-l-shama’il wa-l-siyar by
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas (d. 734/1334). Actually, Halabi wrote a gloss of it instead of
a compendium. He used Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s Sira as the main framework for

1 See Muhibbi, Khulasat al-athar fi a’yan al-qarn al-hadi ‘ashar, 111, 122—24.
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his own, much longer narrative.2 Though Halabi chose a chronological over a
thematic structure and honours Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s vast knowledge in terms
of hadiths and chains of transmission, he does not adopt the latter’s tone and
spirit. As demonstrated by Tilman Nagel, Ibn Sayyid al-Nas rehabilitated the
oldest sources, Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham and al-Waqidji, carefully expunging the
hadiths he deemed too weak.2 None of this, nor Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham, nor
al-Waqidi preoccupied Halabi. As he explains in his introduction, the scholar-
ship of his predecessors allowed him to forgo the chains of hadith transmis-
sions and write a more accessible text, where even weak or forged hadith had a
role to play — without necessarily being validated. In writing his own sira at the
beginning of the fourteenth century, three centuries before Halabi, Ibn Sayyid
al-Nas had already expressed the desire to write a simpler Sira, one that did
away with repetitions. Halab1's version, infinitely more complex, was written
for a variety of readerships and addressed a multitude of issues that were the
battle lines of his day.

The second main source of the Sira halabiyya, the Subul al-huda wa-l-rashad
fsirat khayr al-‘ibad by al-Shami al-Salihi (d. 1536) was written a century ear-
lier and was known as al-Sira al-shamiyya. Halabi used it for what it was, an
immense encyclopedia of hadiths grouped by theme. Here too, he avoided a
thematic construction in order to maintain the focus on the meaning he con-
ferred onto his own Sira. Despite his apparent deference to his two predeces-
sors, Halabi did not always take the trouble to verify the details in their texts,*
because his own vision of the Night Voyage led him to use other authors he
considered more pertinent than Ibn Sayyid al-Nas and al-Shami. Halabi rallied
his vast Sufi culture in his final work. Having studied under a number of mas-
ters, he had, in his youth, been the disciple of shaykh Muhammad al-Bakr1 (d.
1586), the shaykh of the Bakriyya family and father to shaykh Abu 1-Mawahib
(d. 1628), the same person who had commissioned HalabT’s Sira.> Halabi

2 The edition 1356/1937 ‘Uyiun al-athar — published in Cairo and quoted by F. Rosenthal in his
article in the Encyclopédie de lislam, 2nd edition — was deemed faulty by the critical edition
that appeared in both Beirut-Damascus and Medina around 1997, which we consulted. There
is also a 1966 edition from Beirut of the ‘Uyin al-athar, which Tilman Nagel used in Allahs
Liebling.

3 Ibn Sayyid al-Nas also used lost or obscure sources such as Miisa b. ‘Ugba, Ibn ‘Nidh, Aba
‘Aruba, Abu Bishr al-Dawlabi. See Nagel, Allahs Liebling, 218—229.

4 For example, on the question of the opening of the Prophet’s chest, Halabi writes, “I saw that
he [al-Shami] had gathered this in a part titled ‘The light of the moon in what has been writ-
ten during the opening of the chest’ (Nur al-badr fi-ma ja'a fi shaqq al-sadr), but I went no
further. And God is most knowledgeable”, 1, 518.

5 On the Bakrl, see Mughazy and Sabra (eds.), Manaqib al-Sada al-Bakriya. Sabra, Adam,
“Household Sufism in Sixteenth-Century Egypt: The Rise of al-Sada al-Bakriya” 101-118.



THE NIGHT JOURNEY AND ASCENSION IN THE STRA HALABIYYA 117

was thus tied to Cairo’s Turkish-Ottoman aristocracy: his courses at Al-Azhar
brought together “the virtuous (al-fudala’) and the noble of spirit (al-nubala’)
[... for ...] he was respected by both the elite and the masses.” 6

Halab1 had also been the disciple of the Egyptian ShafiT mufti, Shams
al-Din al-Ramli (d. 1596), which placed him within the great Shafi1, Ash‘ari,
and Shadhili traditions of Egypt during the Mamluk era.” The combination of
figh, hadith, and Sufism that characterised the works of Egyptian scholars at
the end of the Mamluk era and the beginning of the Ottoman era — a com-
bination whose coherence has been deftly demonstrated by Eric Geoffroy® —
is the foundation of Halab1'’s Sira.® Halab1 often quotes the Egyptian authors
from the fifteenth century,!? especially Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 1449), whose
Fath al-bari, commentary of Bukhart's Sahih, is used but whose title is never
cited. Another constantly mentioned source are Suyuti’s (d. 1505) two books:
al-Khasa’is al-kubra and al-Khasa’is al-sughra. Though the Sahihs by Bukhari
and Muslim, the Musnad by Ahmad Ibn Hanbal, and sometimes the work of
al-Shafi1 (“our Imam”), appear in these discussions, it is through the compila-
tions of Ibn Hajar and Suytti that Halabi offers a new reading of the hadiths.
To a lesser extent, he cites the Imta‘ by the historian Maqrizi (d. 1442)"* and
al-Mawahib al-laduniyya by al-Qastallani (d. 1517). Halabi also mentions Sufi
authors from the beginning of the Ottoman era, such as al-Sha‘rani (d. 1565),
notably concerning angelology. It is partially through al-Sha‘rani that he also
used Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). Finally, despite the prevalence of Egyptian authors,
Halabi, along with Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, readily quotes two works by Moroccan
authors of Andalusian origins in the twelfth century: the famous Skifa’ by Qadi

6 See Muhibbi, Khulasat al-athar fi a‘yan al-qarn al-hadr ‘ashar, 111, 122—124. Translation by
Pascale Pinel-Cahagne, Le merveilleux dans la biographie de Muhammad (sira) due a Nur
al-Din al-Halabi. Choix dépisodes, 71.

7 On Ramli, see Khulasat al-athar fi a‘yan al-qarn al-hadi ‘ashar, 111, 342—43. Shams al-Ramli
was the son of Shihab al-Din al-Ramli (d. 957/1550), disciple of Zakariyya al-Ansari (d.
1520).

8 Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Egypte et en Syrie sous les derniers Mamelouks et les premiers
Ottomans.

9 The majority of HalabT’s work deals with devotion to the Prophet with a commentary
on the forty hadiths of Nawawi (d. 1277), another on the Burda by Busir (d. 1294), and
a third on al-Shama‘ il al-nabawiyya, by Tirmidhi (d. 279/892). See Hajji Khalifa (1609—
1657), Kashf al-zunun ‘an asma’ al-kutub wa-l-funin, 1, 180. Brockelmann, Geschichte der
Arabischen Litteratur 11, 307 and Supplement, 11, 418.

10  Halabi generally references with either the name of the author or the title of the work,
very rarely both. Often, quotes are indicated with simply “it has been said” or “in a ver-
sion”, which does not situate them at all.

11 Magqrizi, Imta‘ al-asma‘bi-ma li-l-nabt min al-ahwal wa-l-amwal wa-l-hafada wa-l-mata".
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‘Iyad (d. 1149) and the Rawd al-unuf fi sharh al-sira al-nabawiyya li-Ibn Hisham,
by al-Suhayli (d. 1185).

In sum, aside from his main sources — one “chronological” (‘Uyun al-athar)
and the other “thematic” (al-Sira al-shamiyya), Halabi did not use the Siras
to write and certainly not to shape his arguments. He very rarely quotes Ibn
Ishaq (sometimes mentioning his name, sometimes merely the title, al-Sira
al-hishamiyya) and when he does, it is generally by referencing Ibn Sayyid
al-Nas. Halab1 did not necessarily equate old and biographical Siras with truth
and thus, he was less interested in the oldest sources (Waqidi, Tabari, or Ibn
Sa‘d), preferring the more recent Ibn Sayyid al-Nas. When opinions diverge
or interpretative crossroads appear, Halabi reverts to debates between hadith
specialists of the Mamluk era or uses a Quranic tafsir, that of Tustari (d. 896),
the Kashshaf by Zamakhshari (d. 1144), Baydawi (d. 1286), al-Jalal al-Mahalli
(d. 1460), first author of Tafsir al-Jalalayn — all are quoted by Halabi;'2 whereas
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas cited the tafsir by ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San‘ani (d. 827) and that
of Yahya Ibn Sallam.!® Halabi also draws on the extensive history of the proph-
ets by Ibn Kathir, in al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya. After presenting contradictory ver-
sions of an episode, he often concludes by quoting verses from the Ta%yya by
Taj al-Din al-Subki (d. 1370) and from the Hamziyya by Busiri (d. 1294) because
the dense and elegant style of devotional poetry helps Halabi discuss the
meaning of the miraculous episodes of the Life of the Prophet.

Grounded mainly in the Mamluk era, Halab1 grappled with many Islamic
debates at the beginning of the seventeenth century. There was something
new: his Sira was written for an educated readership and thus needed to be
deliberately and carefully constructed. Shaykh al-Bakri most certainly com-
missioned the work in response to the ideas of the Qadizadeli. The group of
Qadizadeli were hostile to Sufism and their ideas were defended in Istanbul
by the Sultan Murad 1v.} This work was also a chance to present to an elite
a unification of the Islamic sciences: Quranic sciences, Arabic philology, figh,
Sufism, hadith, and adab, in the name of a Sufi synthesis oriented towards

12 The chronological order of the works cited by Halabi, which I have listed here for more
clarity, was of no importance to Halabl. Though he took great care to order the sequences
and events of Muhammad’s experiences, he was not interested in dating his sources.
Works were given equal standing regardless of their dates of publication, with the most
recent often considered the most interesting as they offered the most information. Age
was never linked to authenticity.

13 Uyuanal-athar, 1, 250-51.

14  The sultan knew of Halabi thanks to a short treatise from 1630 on the reconstructions of
the Kaba, translated into Ottoman Turkish and sent by the Governor Mehmed Pasha. See
Mayeur-Jaouen, “La Sira halabiyya (1633)".
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the Prophet that transcended and subsumed them. In 1633, Halabi was con-
vinced that only such a synthesis could convince the Ottoman honnéte homme,
imbued with Sufism but also taken with rationality and logic, and who had
perhaps started to criticise the legendary series of hagiographies and the over-
flow of hadiths, pointing out the contradictions and impossibilities. Perhaps
the reader had gone so far as to doubt the miracles of the Prophet when re-
reading Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) who categorically refused the possibility that
the fully conscious Prophet could physically see God with his own eyes. The
Sira halabiyya, on the contrary, depicts Muhammad, as described by Tilman
Nagel, as “an always intervening intermediary of knowledge necessary to our
salvation”!>

Halabi was fighting on several battlefronts to win over readers with diverse
positions. To convince fastidious traditionalists who would potentially point
out the dubious nature of different hadiths, he began undermining their
arguments in his introduction: Halabi acknowledges that the authenticity of
hadiths is important in legal matters, however, the Sira required greater flex-
ibility. He thus justified the fact that he did away with the chains of transmis-
sion of the hadiths that his predecessors had scrupulously quoted. Halabi
strengthened his position by explaining he was merely accommodating
a period that was unfortunately less scholarly that that of his predecessors.
His goal was to simplify the reading of the Sira for the Ottoman elite and for
scholars (but not necessarily the ulama) who needed to be convinced of the
exceptional nature of the Prophet and his House and of the reality — or at least
the plausibility — of the Prophet’s miracles. Halabi thus never hides the suspi-
cious or forged nature of a particular hadith or isnad; instead, he replaces it
with a plausible and trustworthy version of the events. The Sira must make
sense. The Sira halabiyya skillfully handles the divergent and sometimes con-
flicting versions of the same event — without ever pretending to offer a defini-
tive answer. It offers a synthesis that is acceptable to the rational mind of the
faithful. Halab1’s Sira reconciles rather than summarises. It does not aim for
a single unique truth, but rather, it focuses on opening the Muslim mind to a
field of possibilities and plausibilities that take into account all at once a firm
demand for rationality and logic (in terms of a chronological succession or the
non-simultaneity of events), a thirst for history (situating events in a plausible
narrative arc), and the recognition that supernatural and miraculous elements
must be compatible with logic and reason in order to convince the more deter-
mined esprits forts.

15 Nagel, Allahs Liebling, 230.
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Halabi was wary of fantastical tales and allusions. His account of the Night
Journey and the Heavenly Ascension did however take into account (without
ever citing it) a text that he had commented on elsewhere, al-Ibtihaj fi [-kalam
‘ala l-isra’ wa-[-mi‘raj by the Egyptian shaykh Najm al-Din al-Ghayti (d. 1576),
the most widespread Miraj narrative of the beginning of the seventeenth
century.'® Ghaytl's Miraj was so short and allusive that multiple interpreta-
tions and glosses were more than justified. It had also been commented by
Ahmad al-Qalyubi (d. 1659), an Egyptian shaykh who was Halabi’s contempo-
rary, in a text that was further studied a century later by the famous shaykh
al-Dardir (d. 1786).17 Far from being written to convince a hesitant readership,
Qalyabi’s commentary was addressed to devout, faithful Sufis.!® The same
would later hold true for Dardir’'s commentary. When Qalyiibi commented on
the Ka‘ba’s roof splitting open, he began with the declaration that everything
“would be extraordinary” during this miraculous night.!® Halabi, on the con-
trary, proclaimed that the kharg al-‘da could not be excessively used, and not
without some sort of analysis.

The Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension are so well known that
Halabi did not bother to narrate or comment on everything. Instead, he quickly
mentions certain passages, such as the visions of the damned, that occupied
a central place in al-Ghaytr's work. What did matter to Halabi was the gen-
eral meaning of the events, situating the Prophet among other prophets, plac-
ing his Community within other communities, and convincing his readers of
the reality of the Night Journey, the Heavenly Ascension, and ultimately the
Beatific Vision.

We will be studying the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension in the
Sira halabiyya; comparing Halabi’'s method and narrative with his known mod-
els (Ibn Sayyid al-Nas and al-Shami), as well as with al-QalyubT’s commentary
of al-Ghaytl’s Miraj. Such a comparative reading allows us to measure on the

16 According to Muhibbj, in an unfinished commentary of the Shama’il, Halabi “clearly
explained what can be found in the Mi‘rgj by shaykh Najm al-Din", see Muhibbi, Khulasat
al-athar fi a‘yan al-qarn al-hadi ‘ashar, 111, 122—124. Halabi was responding to ‘Abd al-Ra*af
al-Munaw1 (d. 1622) who, in 1591, had written two commentaries on the Shama’il. See
Chouiref, Soufisme et hadith dans IEgypte ottomane. Abd al-Ra’if al-Munawi (m. 1031/
1622), 100.

17 Qalyabi quoted the Qadi ‘Tyad and Ibn Kathir — as did Halabi, Ibn Hajar, and Suyati, but
he wrote for a different public and with different goals. Shaykh al-Dardir (d. 1786) added
nothing conclusive. The work was published (with no mention of al-Qalytbi) with the
title Hashiyat Abt l-barakat Sidi Ahmad al-Dardir ‘ala gissat al-Mi‘raj li-l-Ghayti. In this
article, the 1289 H. edition was used and cited as Hashiya.

18 Hashiya, 2.

19  Hashiya, 3.
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one hand the differences in the writing of the Sira between the Mamluk era
and the seventeenth century, and on the other, the differences in writing a key
episode of the Sira at a single moment in time - the first half of the seven-
teenth century. The analysis will offer us a glimpse of Halab1’s intentions in the
writing of his Sira and the particular image he offers of the Prophet.

11 A Method

The Sira halabiyya follows the “chronological” Sira by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, whose
citations are introduced by the mention gala and completed, when needed, by
hadiths collated by al-Shami and others. Though Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s text was
his main model (al-as!, in his words), HalabT’s version is considerably longer.
The published version of the ‘Uyan al-athar devoted fifteen short pages to the
Night Journey whereas that of the Insan al-‘uyan runs to 72 pages.?® Halabi
often intervenes in the account (agulu) to offer a generally conciliatory conclu-
sion between several contradictory hypotheses.

In the episode of the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension, Halabi
takes certain liberties when quoting Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s text: he dismantles the
narrative framework and reorganises the elements in a completely different
manner. Ibn Sayyid al-Nas followed the sequence of events very loosely and
juxtaposed, with numerous repetitions, the most authentic fadiths possible.
Inspired by Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham, he reveals very little of himself in the text,
despite occasionally stating his positions. His concision stands in contrast with
Halabr’s project. The latter pays scant attention to Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisham and
constructs his narrative in a literary, scholarly, sophisticated, and highly per-
sonal fashion. Halabj, in contrast to his predecessors, is much more attached to
a logical chronology in his narrative. Taking into account the various debates,
he avoids abrupt conclusions and we can often find statements such as “This
is what he has said, giving matter for thought and God is the wisest” (hadha
kalamuhu fa-l-yuta’ammal, wa-Llahu a‘lam). HalabT's writings are highly organ-
ised and he generally saves the author with whom he agrees for the end. For
Halabi, the last to speak (or more precisely, whom he has speak) is the wis-
est. However, he does not impose his opinions without having first discussed
contrary opinions, going so far as rendering them such that both alternatives
are possible together. When a conciliation between the various versions ( jam'
bayna l-riwayat) is impossible, he at least highlights the contradictions in the
sources and the texts in order to better appeal to the reader’s intelligence and
guide him towards the conclusion.

20  The ‘Uyan al-athar had two volumes and the Insan al-‘uyiin three. See al-Nas, ‘Uyin al-
athar 1, 241-56 and Halabi, Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 514-86.
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To explore his method, let us take a closer look at two examples. The first is
the scene where God opens the Prophet’s chest. Halabi begins with Umm Hani
bint Abi Talib’s testimony of the Prophet’s mysterious absence in the night and
of his mysterious return. Muhammad had fallen asleep at her home in Mecca
and yet, at dawn, he tells her that he had slept that night in the sanctuary (al-
masjid al-haram). As another text states, “in the Hijr", Halabi attempts to ren-
der possible these multiple locations. Three angels arrive while the Prophet
is resting in the sanctuary in Mecca, lying between his uncle Hamza and his
cousin Ja‘far b. Abi Talib. Transported to Zamzam, his chest (al-sadr) or stom-
ach (al-batn) is opened and his heart (galb) is purified. Gabriel asks Mika'1l to
bring a vessel (¢ist) of Zamzam water to purify Muhammad’s heart, which he
extracts, washes three times of whatever impurities (adha) it still contained.
Halabi interrupts his narrative to point out difficulties. First, the Prophet has
had his chest opened perhaps three times:?! the first when Muhammad was a
child with his wet-nurse, the second was when he was ten, the third was during
the prophetic mission. It is possible that the opening had been repeated, but —
Halabi emphasises — the extraction of the blood clot only took place the first
time and the later stain is different from the clot removed in his childhood.?2

Once this logical and chronological (for Halabi, the two go hand in hand)
confusion resolved, he examines the meaning of the events. After having
brought three vessels of water from the Zamzam, Mika’1l brings a vessel “full
of wisdom and faith” and pours in into the Prophet’s chest. Halabi compares
this version to that of the purification of the Prophet’s heart when he was
with his nurse. God stamped him with the Seal of the Prophet, but there are
three divergent versions concerning the location of the seal: his heart, his
chest, or between his shoulders.?3 The Qadi ‘Iyad refutes the possibility that
the Prophet’s chest was once again opened during the night of the isra’; for
him, it was a unique event. Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani suggests that “the versions
can coincide” (al-riwayat tawaradat), all the more so in that he sees a different
wisdom (hikma) each time. In the end, Halabi concludes with, “I say” (aqulu).
He suggests that Qadi ‘Iyad’s refusal of the shaqgq’s repetition only pertains to
the clearly unique moment when the angel extracted the black clot from the
Prophet’s heart.24

21 The Hashiya goes so far as suggesting four openings of the Prophet’s chest: the fourth
in order to receive the revelation and that of the Night Journey would then be the fifth,
Hashiya, 4.

22 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 517.

23 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 517.

24  Should a distinction be made between the Prophet’s heart being washed and his chest
being opened? They took place at the same time, offers Halabi, even if certain versions
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A second example of the method used in the Sira halabiyya is the loca-
tion of each prophet in the various heavens during the Heavenly Ascension.
Halabi points out the various versions and offers an ingenious solution, cer-
tain prophets descended from their own heaven to welcome the Prophet dur-
ing his ascent, whereas others rose from theirs to meet the Prophet during
his descent. Ibn Hajar, however, refuses this conciliation ({a yara al-jam‘) by
choosing the most authentic version (asahh al-riwayat). Halabi counters by
stating, ‘I believe that this is to be taken into consideration” (wa-‘indi fihi nazar
zahir), “for conciliation is preferable to affirming a contradiction, especially
between the most authentic (al-asahh) and the authentic (al-sahih), even if
the authentic is unique (shadhdh), for we do not give precedence to the asahh
over the sahih, unless conciliation excuses it. There is matter for thought”.
What is to be gleaned from all these versions is that each of the prophets who
met Muhammad had his own heaven, “here is a wisdom (hikma) that would
take too long to discuss in detail”.25

Thus, by considering both the hadiths and the readings of his illustrious pre-
decessors, all of whom had become “primary sources” of sorts, Halabi offers
up a synthesis of the multiple versions that acknowledges then minimises the
contradictions, adds details and rivers of scholarship, suggests without over-
burdening theological or mystical points, and imposes no simplified ideology —
but rather, admits several narrative possibilities.

1.2 The Reality of the Night Journey: Affirming the Dogma and
Dispensing Proof

The fluidity of the narrative allows Halabi to focus on what matters most. His
primary goal is to convince his readership that the Night Journey did indeed
take place. Where Ibn Sayyid al-Nas attacks in medias res with the hadith of
Umm Hani bint Abi Talib woken by the Prophet and where al-Ghayti begins
with the Prophet sleeping in Ka‘ba between his uncle and his cousin, Halabi
prefigures his account of the Night Journey with a preamble on the reality of
the miracle, supported by the Quran (Sura 17 al-Isra’ and Sura 53 al-Najm).
In Halabi'’s chapter on the Night Journey, the Qur’an is cited more frequently
than usual in the Sira halabiyya, proving the polemical nature of such a sub-
ject in Egypt and the Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the seventeenth
century. Halabi affirms that there are no disagreements concerning the isra’,
since it is narrated in the Qur'an and that thirty Companions, men and women,

abbreviate the narrative by only mentioning one of the two events. The batn designates
the chest (sadr), Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 517.
25 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 561.
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recounted the episode. The isra’is established fact.26 Halabi goes on to say that
the ulamas also agree on the fact that the isr@ took place after the Prophet’s
mission, when he was in a corporal and conscious state.?? This is the leitmotif
that is found at the end of his account of the Night Journey and the Heavenly
Ascension.

Asis often the case in his writings, once a general affirmation is stated, waves
of contradictions and possibilities immediately unfurl. How many israiat were
there? How many took place corporeally versus spiritually? Perhaps there were
several night journeys?28 Sha‘rani (d. 1565) suggests that there were 34 isra‘t,
of which only one was undertaken corporeally. By organising his citations,
Halabi suggests that many isra’ were possible as long as they did not impugn
on the dogma he deems supported by the Qur’an: the isra’ - at least one — did
indeed take place in body and mind.

Halabi then accumulates proof that corroborates or explains the Qurianic
text. As with his contemporaries, for whom Halabi wrote, the inhabitants of
Mecca were sceptical about the Prophet’s return. Not only did the Qurayshi
pagans question the Prophet’s story, but some of the first Muslims apostatised
due to the story’s improbability. Only Abu Bakr believed and thus became the
Truthful One (al-Siddiq).2° Ibn Sayyid al-Nas mentions the Qurayshites’s incre-
dulity at the beginning of his text,30 but Halabi moves this element to after nar-
rating the Night Journey and before discussing the Heavenly Ascension. This
renders the Qurayshites’ questions about Jerusalem more comprehensible;
however, by placing the administration of proof here, he also introduces a hia-
tus between the two events and the two stories (the isra’and the mi‘raj). Halabi,
like the majority of Sufi commentators, attempted to unify the two episodes.
He suggests that Muhammad made the Night Journey to Jerusalem so that the
Meccans could question him with full knowledge of the facts.3! Why though
would the Meccans be satisfied with questioning Muhammad only about his
Night Journey and not also wish to know more about his Heavenly Ascension?
Perhaps, says Halabi, it was because they had elements of information about
Jerusalem and the means to verify them; which was not the case for the seven
heavens. Therefore, once the first story was authenticated, the second became

26  Not everyone agreed on this. Certain scholars argued that several verses of the Quran
state that Muhammad is merely an annunciator who warns and announces. See Gilliot,
who summarised Noldeke in “Coran 17, Isr@’, 1 dans la recherche occidentale’, 2—3.

27  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 514.

28 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 514.

29 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 532.

30 Uyun al-athar, 241-43.

31 Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 534.



THE NIGHT JOURNEY AND ASCENSION IN THE STRA HALABIYYA 125

plausible. This clever interpretation, suggested by Qastallani in his al-Mawahib
al-laduniyya, implicitly suggests the hiatus.

To test the Prophet, the Quraysh who knew Jerusalem well questioned him
about the Temple, which Muhammad had never visited. Overwhelmed by their
questions, the Prophet had a revelation (tajallr) in which God showed him the
Temple so he could describe it in detail. Still sceptical, the Quraysh asked him
for a sign (aya, or an ‘allama in Halab?’s gloss).32 Muhammad declared he had
met up with a specific caravan in a wadi, where the Buraq had frightened a she-
camel who then ran off. The Prophet had guided the Bedouins until they found
her.33 The caravan arrived in Mecca soon after and confirmed Muhammad’s
tale, eliciting a range of emotions from the Quraysh (“He’s a magician!”). Halabi
quotes the Qur’an, al-Isra’, 60: “We did not make the sight which We showed
you except as a trial for the people” (wa-ma jaalna al-ru’ya al-lati araynaka
illa fitnatan li-l-nas), and comments: “this indicates that the vision (ru’ya) of
the isra’ is truly a vision seen with his own eyes, if the vision of the isra” had
been a dream, we would not have denied it"3* Halabi highlights the differ-
ence between the different versions and nevertheless, he continues to try to
render them plausible and compatible.3> He concludes that the accounts are
not contradictory.

Later, more proof appears with the testimony — which neither Ibn Sayyid
al-Nas nor al-Ghayti/Qalyabi mention — of Aba Sufyan questioning Qaysar
(Caesar, Byzantine emperor) about the Night Journey: “Muhammad says he
travelled”, states Abu Sufyan, “from our holy land — Mecca — to your temple —
Jerusalem — and back in one night when even our fastest camels need two
months for the round-trip journey”. Caesar answers that indeed, a door of the
Temple had remained open that night and that, in the morning, the Rock with
Buraq’s imprint and marks had been found. The ancient sciences, remembers
Caesar, announced that a prophet would ascend into the heavens from the
Temple: this was a sign (a@ya).36 The Heavenly Ascension thus belongs to a very
ancient history in which the previous monotheist religions (here, Christianity)
announced Islam.

At the end of this chapter, after the Heavenly Ascension, Halabi again dis-
cusses Muhammad’s return home.37 He takes advantage of the opportunity to

32 Uyun al-athar, 1, 243.

33 Insanal-‘wyun, 1, 535.

34  Insanal-‘uyun, 1, 537.

35  Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 536.

36 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 523.

37  He quotes the passages from the Qur’an that were revealed during the descent from
the heavens to earth: al-Safat, 164; al-Zakhruf, 45, and perhaps the last two verses of the
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offer more proof from the Quran concerning the isra’ and the miraj in body
and mind: “who made his servant travel’, says al-Isr@’, 1; the servant is present
in body and soul as we can see in “Have you seen the one who forbids a servant
when he prays?” (al-Alag, 9-10), as well as in “... And when the slave of Allah
stood up in prayer to Him ...” (al-Jinn, 19). If the isr@’ had been nothing but a
dream, the Qur’an would have specified: “by his servant’s soul (bi-ruh ‘abdihi)’.
Furthermore, a steed such as the Buraq is not mounted by spirits but by bod-
ies. More proof from the Qur’an, “The sight (al-basar) did not swerve, nor did it
transgress its limit” (Najm, 17). Halabi does however admit that this may have
been an allusion to the vision of the heart.

13 The Importance of Time and Chronology, of Space and Cosmogony
To anchor his narrative even more firmly within an irrefutable reality, Halabi
dedicates long explanations to dates and places, tangible proof of veracity and
also one of the main sources of contradictions in the hadiths. Halabi carries out
a meticulous study of possible chronological sequencing and spatial arrange-
ments (how can a single event have taken place at two different moments and/
or in two different places). Paying close attention to his narration and the order
of his text, he attempts to do away with contradictions and extraneous state-
ments. His efforts for harmony in his search for the credible also results in a
temporal sacrality and a sacred cosmogony, in this other time and this other
world where prophets can bend time and space.

Constantly concerned with chronology and temporal sequences, Halabi
starts with dates. When did the bodily Night Journey take place? He uses
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s3® propositions and adds others: was it the night of 17 or
27 Rabi1* 1?7 Of 27 Ramadan or the 27 Rabi‘ 11? In Shawwal or in Dhu I-hijja? The
17 Rajab, as believed by al-Hafiz al-Gani al-Maqdisi (d. 1203), whose opinions
were accepted by the majority to commemorate the event (wa-‘alayhi ‘amala
[-nas)? Sha‘rani argues that all the isra’ took place the same night, one, two, or
three years before the Hijra. Was it before the journey to al-Ta'if (as written by
Ibn Ishaq), or after? “There is clearly matter for thought” (wa-fihi nagar zahir)3®
and disagreement over this point, notes Halabi. The same holds true for the
day of the isra’. Did the Night Journey take place Friday, Saturday, or Monday?
Ibn Dihya (d. 1235) favours Monday because that is the day the Prophet was

al-Baqara Sura. Halabi reminds us that the Sura was revealed at the Distance of two bows
(Qab al-gawsayn), 1, 577.

38 ‘Uyun al-athar, ed. 1997, 249-51.

39  Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 515.
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born, the day of his mission, the day of the Hijra, and finally of his death “and’,
concludes Halabi, “there is matter for thought” ( fa-l-yuta’ammal).4°

As for the length of the Night Journey, it cannot be evaluated by earthly
time. Halabl quotes the Ta%yya by Subki who has the Prophet say, “I returned
and everything had taken place in the space of a single moment”. As is often the
case with Halabi, Sufi poetry offers the ultimate answer, one that opens onto
another interpretation of the world — far from the legal arguments rooted in
the science of the hadith or the rational arguments to which he is so attentive.
With his characteristic discretion, Halabi reminds the reader that God length-
ens short lapses of time and “bends” long stretches for the saints of his commu-
nity and that many stories discuss this bending of time (tayy al-zaman), which
is all at once a mysterious period of time, the absence of a specific length of
time, and a temporal layering.

Just like time, places must also be organised rationally; however celestial
geography is infuriating and difficult to understand, given the contradiction of
the various versions and the awkward repetition of episodes. One of HalabT's
goals is to establish an organised topography, linked to Earth and the very real
places that were familiar to his Ottoman readers: Mecca and its surroundings,
Jerusalem, the Nile, Euphrates. Halabi considers the complex cosmogony of
the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension, between Heaven and Hell. For
example, one version (cited by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas*!) describes Adam seated
between the door of Hell and that of Heaven, both guarded by lions, as he
passes judgement over the souls of faithful (destined for Heaven) and those of
pagans (destined for Hell). The same description exists in al-Ghayti’s text but
Qalyubi does not ask the same questions as Halabi: why do both doors exist
in the first heaven when the Fire is on the seventh level of Earth and Heaven
above the seventh heaven? Halab1 offers ingenious solutions.*?

Every stage elaborates a complex system to match up Heaven and Earth,
the tangible world and the imaginal one. The Heavenly Ascension starts with
the Ladder that the souls of the sons of Adam must climb after their death. In
a passage from the Mawahib cited by Halabi, Qastallani talks about the Door
to Heaven, called “the Angels’ ladder” that is said to stand facing the temple of
Jerusalem and which can be used to climb directly to Heaven. According to Ibn
Kathir, this Ladder suggests that the Heavenly Ascension did not include the
Buragq, contrary to BusirT's suggestion.*3 Qalyubi deferred to Suyuti and stated

40  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 515.

41 Uyun al-athar, 1, 248.
42 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 550.
43 Insan al-‘uyiun, 1, 549.
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that the Buraq remained attached to the door of the Temple of Jerusalem and
the Prophet rode it again only to return to Mecca. This also seems to be Halabi'’s
opinion.

According to Ibn Hajar, each heaven has a house (bayt ma‘mar), and in the
“heaven of the dunya’, an image (hayyal) of the Ka‘ba can be found. The dif-
ferent “homes” are linked between each other in a topography that combines
Heaven and Earth: the Kaba to Mecca, the Temple of Jerusalem, the heavenly
bayt ma‘mur.**

At the end of the Heavenly Ascension, Gabriel leads Muhammad to the Lote
tree in the seventh heaven, from which spring all the celestial rivers. Contrary
to other Siras authors, and despite barely evoking Zamzam, Halabi discusses
these rivers at length. This singular passage, one of the virtuoso pieces in
Halabr’s text, was deemed important enough to be specifically cited by Shaykh
al-Dardir in his commentary.*> Dedicated to rendering heavenly geography
clear and stable, Halabi starts by citing Ibn Sayyid al-Nas: at the foot of the Lote
tree of the furthest limit four rivers spring forth, two “internal” rivers (batin) —
hidden when they arrive in Heaven states Halabi in a gloss — and two “external”
ones (gahir) — visible when flowing through Paradise. The two “external” rivers
are the Nile and the Euphrates, which cut across Paradise while the two “inter-
nal” rivers, the Sayhan and the Jayhan do not. Halabi digs deeper (the name of
the rivers, their source, on Earth or in Heaven, visible or hidden). The Sayhan
and Jayhan, in one version, do not start at the foot of the Lote tree and the riv-
ers designated as “the internal rivers” were likely al-Salsabil and al-Kawthar,
as stated by Mugqatil (d. 767). The Sira shamiyya follows this logic and quotes
Qurtubi who suggests that the Sayhan and Jayhan were only branches of the
Nile and the Euphrates. Halabi has reservations* because Muhammad had
seen the Nile and the Euphrates in the first heaven,*” as well as their source.
This, however, contradicts what is said elsewhere, that the Prophet saw at the
foot of the Lote tree of the furthest limit four rivers, including the Nile and the
Euphrates. It is possible, offers Halabi, that the source (manba‘) begins under
the Lote tree of the furthest limit, when their point of departure (‘unsur) can
be found lower in the heaven of dunya, and therefore after their route through
Heaven and before they flowed onto the world.

44  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 534.

45  Hashiya.

46 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 562.

47  Insanal-‘uyun, 1, 562. The Nile in Egypt and the Euphrates along the banks of Kifa, speci-
fies Halabi, who mentions a hadith quoted by Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1201) in al- Tlal al-mutandhiya
fil-ahadith al-wahiya, according to which not a day goes by that water does not flow from
Heaven into the Euphrates.
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It is also said that the source (‘ayn), al-Salsabil, can be found at the Lote tree
of the furthest limit. From there flow two rivers, the Kawthar and the River
of mercy (nahr al-rahma). Both batin rivers could thus flow from the roots of
the Lote tree of the furthest limit but not from the same place as the Nile and
the Euphrates. Is the Kawthar a branch (gism) of Salsabil? This goes against
Mugatil who suggested it was an accompanying but not secondary river, a con-
sort (gasim) of sorts. If the Sayhan and the Jayhan rivers flowed from the same
spot, then there would be six rivers flowing from the Lote tree of the furthest
limit. This possibility would allow al-Qurtubi’s interpretation to be included
(all rivers in Paradise flow from the foot of the Lote tree), if we accept that the
Sayhan and the Jayhan are derived from the Nile and the Euphrates. It would
also include TabaranT’s text that describes four rivers by their contents: water
(the Sayhan), milk (the Jayhan), wine (the Euphrates), and pure honey (the
Nile), the last point was confirmed by Kab b. al-Ahbar. Ibn Abi Jamra*® sug-
gests that if these heavenly rivers flow from the Lote tree of the furthest limit,
this would then mean that the tree is planted in Heaven. As for their names,
Qadi Iyad explains that Sayhiin refers to Sayhan and Jayhiin to Jayhan, which
Ibn Kathir contradicts — as does Nawawi1 — with a list of four distinct rivers
(Sayhtn, Sayhan, Jayhtin and Jayhan).* Halabi points out that Kawthar is
issued from the Salsabil source, at the foot of the Lote tree of the furthest limit,
which is not contradictory with its previous existence as a Heavenly river.

This long, rather overwhelming passage about the rivers of Heaven could be
taken as a useless digression, as can be found in a work of adab. Here, however,
nothing is left to chance. It is important to Halabi to establish a framework
in which he can place the account of the Heavenly Ascension, a framework
that corresponds to and explains the realities of the Middle East of his time. In
this version of the Night Journey, the importance of Moses and Joseph — two
prophets who travelled through Egypt — correlate and support the significance
of the Nile. Halabi was Egyptian after all.

14 The Prophet, Blessed among All Prophets

Within this temporal and geographic framework, which organises and links
the earth below with the heavens above, Halabi establishes one of the major
themes of the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension: the ties between the
Prophet and the prophets who precede him and his superiority over them. The
role of the Prophet, already and always present, in the past history of proph-
ets and of humanity, within the alliance between God and men, explains how

48 A Sufi of Andalusian origin who died in Cairo in 1300.
49  Insanal-‘uyiun, 1, 564.
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and why the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension make sense in the his-
tory of redemption, in the alliance between God and men, in the future of the
Muslim community.

The Prophet knows the prophets and they recognise him. When the Prophet
prays in Jerusalem before the other prophets, Gabriel informs Muhammad of
their identity. According to Halabi, these presentations do not contradict the
fact that Muhammad already knew and recognised most of them. How is it then
that later during the Heavenly Ascension, Gabriel had to, once again, present
these same prophets to Muhammad?3° Halabi believes, as does Ibn Kathir,
that the two events are not contradictory. Perhaps the prophets in heaven
do not have the same form or appearance (suwar) as they did in Jerusalem
because the barzakh is the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal). The vision of the
prophets in heaven would be a vision of their spirits, arwah (except Jesus and
Idris, who rose to heaven body and soul), whereas in Jerusalem, Muhammad
would have seen their terrestrial bodies, ajsad, resuscitated for the occasion.5!

Halabi examines the specificities (khasais) of the Prophet. Did other
prophets have their chests opened, as al-Shami’s believes, or was it only
Muhammad?52 “I respond” (ujibu) answers Halabi before going back to the
origins, discussing the Arch of the Bani Isra’1l that God brought down to earth
with Adam, which was handed down from prophet to prophet until Moses
placed inside the Torabh, his staff, Aaron’s turban, the fragments of the Tablets,
and the golden vessel of Paradise that had been used to wash the heart of the
prophets. This is the proof that the washing of his heart was not unique to the
Prophet Muhammad, but rather was shared (there was musharaka) with cer-
tain prophets. Halabi contradicts Suyuti’s khasa’is here (the latter onsiders the
opening of the Prophet’s chest to be one of his specificities), aligning himself
with al-Shami’s.53

As for the Buraq, Halabi wonders if the pre-Muhammadan prophets had
already ridden it, as believed by Bayhaqi (d. 1066) and Sha‘rani. For Nasa’1
(d. 915), only the prophets preceding Jesus had ridden it but none between
Jesus and Muhammad. Halabi suggests that this ishtirak (the sharing of char-
acteristics between the Prophet and other prophets) is proven by the kadith on
the Buraq:>* “and [the Prophet] tied it at the gate of the mosque, using the ring

50  Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 526. The same conciliation as in Qalytbi’s Hashiya.

51 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 527.

52 Qalyubi wonders the same thing in his commentary of the Miraj by al-Ghayti: Hashiya,
1289 H., 4.

53  Concerning this particular point, he states he ignored al-Shami’s opinions and the conclu-
sions are his. Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 518.

54 Uyun al-athar, 241.



THE NIGHT JOURNEY AND ASCENSION IN THE STRA HALABIYYA 131

by which the prophets tied it before him”. However, Suyiti says in the Khasa’s
sughra that only the Prophet had ever ridden the Buraq. Halab1 offers an inge-
nious hypothesis: perhaps Suyuti was simply saying that Muhammad was the
only one to have ridden the Buraq saddled and harnessed.>®

Halabi isless interested in establishing the singularities of Muhammad com-
pared to all other prophets than in studying his relationship to the other proph-
ets in Jerusalem. Halabi examines a fadith quoted by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas: “God
has resuscitated for me (nushira li) a group of prophets, including Abraham,
Moses, and Jesus”,56 and the Prophet prays at the head of them all. Halabi adds
that “the wisdom of this precision is clear’, Abraham personifies Hanifism,
Moses Judaism, Jesus Christianity. It is important to establish the heritage of
Islam and its supremacy over the preceding monotheisms — this is one of the
key lessons of the Night Journey to Jerusalem.5? The life of the prophets beyond
the grave is detailed: Jesus was not resurrected as he was not dead. Halabi takes
the opportunity to underline the strength of the link between body (ajsad)
and spirit (arwah), since the prophets are in the barzakh, a form of existence
that resembles our earthly lives (the dunya).5® This bit of information or this
reminder, inserted in a flood of scholarly debates, is characteristic of Halabi’s
tendency to mention important theological elements, as if in passing.

Another clue from the Night Journey is the sun standing still for the Prophet,
this is backed up by a verse of Subki’s Ta%iyya. Halabi offers a wealth of details
to answer whether or not the sun stood still only for the Prophet. Did it also
refrain from setting for David, as suggested by a (weak) hadith? For Solomon?
And for Yasha’ b. Nan b. Yasuf al-Siddiq (Joshua), the son of Moses’ sister?
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas declares that this miracle only took place for Joshua and
Muhammad,>® but Halabi recopies a story from Ara’is al-Majalis by al-Tha‘Tlabi
(d. 1035): the story of the Israelites attacking and massacring the Canaanite
giants in Jericho.® He goes back to the forty-year Exodus of the Israelites in the
desert®! and proceeds to tie it into the al-Ma’ida Sura (Cor. v, 23—28). According

55  Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 520.

56 Uyun al-athar, 1, 241.

57  “The entirety of the narrative must be considered as an initiation into prophetic func-
tions,” writes Schrieke, “Die Himmelsreise Muhammeds”, 21. Halabi does not mention
Idris and Elijah, whose ascensions are discussed by QushayrT; he simplifies the prophetic
landscape. See Bowering, “From the word of God to the Vision of God”, 208.

58  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 524.

59  ‘Uyun al-athar, 244.

60  Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 538-539.

61  Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 539-540.
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to Halabi, the legend told by Tha‘lab, just like the narrative of the Exodus in
DamirT’s (d. 1405) Hayat al-hayawan, is merely an explanation of Sura 5.52

Always careful to link the texts to his readership’s direct experience, he
opens up other possibilities by quoting al-Uns al-jalil by Mujir al-Din al-‘Ulaymi
(1456—1522) — Halabi’s source for anything in relation to Palestine — that offers
details on Jericho.62 Halab1 also seizes the opportunity to retell the episodes of
the Mosaic saga, which is the backdrop for the Night Journey and the Heavenly
Ascension. Moses was getting ready to walk to the Holy Land with the bones
of the Prophet Joseph, because he did not want them to be left in Egypt, and
planned on burying them in the Holy Land in accordance with Joseph’s final
wishes. Moses had promised the Bana Isra’1l to leave when the moon rose but
asked God to delay its appearance (and thus the setting of the sun) in order to
find Joseph’s bones, buried in an unmarked grave.64 This Mosaic precedent
furthers the underlying dialogue between the Quran and the Sira, between
the stories of the prophets and the story of the Prophet, between Moses and
Muhammad.

Moses appears again in the sixth heaven during the Heavenly Ascension.
Halabi quotes Ibn Sayyid al-Nas: Moses cries when he learns that a young man
sent after him (Muhammad) will usher into Paradise more members of his
community than will enter the members of Moses’ community.®® This explicit
competition is one of the recurrent themes of HalabT’s narrative, which retells
that of Suyuti. The comparison of the eschatological roles of the Prophet and
Moses refers to the al-Ma’ida Sura.%

Muhammad meets another “Egyptian” prophet, Joseph, in the third heaven.
Once again, the comparison between the two is to the advantage of the
Prophet. Had Joseph received half the beauty of “people”? Or rather, with his
mother, the third of the beauty of the world? Or two thirds or even nine tenths
as stated by Wahb b. Munabbih? For Halabi, it is clear that the mention of “peo-
ple” necessarily excludes the Prophet, whose beauty cannot ever be fractioned
as indicated by the author of the Burda (Busiri): “for the essence of the beauty
in him cannot be divided”. The poet Ibn al-Munir (d. 1153) states however that
Joseph had received the same amount of beauty as the Prophet, a point of view

62  Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 539-540.

63  This is al-Uns aljalil li-taritkh al-Quds wa-l-Khalil, see Little, “Mujir al-Din al-‘Ulaymi’s
Vision of Jerusalem in the Ninth/Fifteenth Century” 237—247.

64  According to al-Uns al-jalil, a goo-year old woman shows Moses where to find Joseph’s
grave in the middle of the Nile. As the Nile flows over the grave, it spreads its baraka,
irrigating all of Egypt. Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 542.

65 Uyun al-athar, 1, 248.

66 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 558.
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adopted by the commentator of Subki’s Ta%iyya. It is also stated that Joseph
inherited the beauty of Isaac, who had received his from his mother Sarah,
who in turn had inherited her beauty from Eve. Joseph, as beautiful as an angel,
looked like Adam the day God created him and had inherited half or a third
of his beauty. The final conclusion places Muhammad in the lead: according
to the al-Khasa@’is al-sughra by Suyuti, the Prophet had received all the beauty
of the world, whereas Joseph had only received half. Halabi concludes with a
hadith, God had never sent a prophet (nabi) who was not beautiful and gifted
with a beautiful voice, but our Prophet had the most beautiful face and the
most beautiful voice.57

The Heavenly Ascension recapitulates all the prophets and their recog-
nition of Muhammad. At each of the heavens they visit, Gabriel presents
Muhammad to the prophet who lives there and confirms that Muhammad
had been invested with a prophetic mission. The variations (which prophet
lives in which heaven) do not detract from a rather stable cosmogony — that
of Ibn Sayyid al-Nas and adopted by al-Ghayti/al-Qalyubi. At the first heaven,
Muhammad meets Adam who judges the souls of his descendants, the faithful
are sent to the heaven of ‘Illiyin whereas the infidels are sent to Sijjin (a valley
in Hell). In the second heaven, Muhammad meets Jesus and John the Baptist.
Halabi quotes the hadiths that are favorable to Yahya. In the Kashshaf,%® while
the Companions discuss the comparative merits of the prophets, Muhammad
speaks up to highlight those of Yahya. He will be the one to slit death’s throat —
death in the shape of a ram — on Resurrection Day.

Joseph is in the third heaven and in the fourth dwells Idris who recognises in
Muhammad a “pious son”. Idris, descendant of Seth, who was the first of Adam’s
descendants to be sent, is the ancestor of Noah according to some. However,
Idris was neither Noah’s grandfather nor one of the Prophet’s ancestors, Halabi
quickly amends. Idris was raised to the heavens, perhaps from Egypt as stated
in the Quran (Maryam, 57).6% Back on earth, Idris called all creatures to God in
72 different languages, taught them the sciences, and was the first astrologer.
Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240) underlines the fact that no passage of the Qur’an supports
the hypothesis of Idris’s mission as an emissary. Noah was the first prophet
(nabi) to have received a message (risala) from God; before him, each prophet
lived according to the law of his Lord.”®

67  Insan al-‘wyun, 1, 555.

68  Halabl often quotes the tafsir by al-Zamakhshari (d. 1144).
69  Halabl is quoting Ibn Sayyid al-Nas: ‘Uyan al-athar, 246.
70 Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 556.
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In the fifth heaven, Aaron is surrounded by the Banua Isra'll.” The sixth
heaven is home to Moses; Halabi describes his thick hair, his anger, his ani-
mal gait. The seventh heaven is that of Abraham, sitting facing the doors of
Paradise.

As with his prophetology, Halab’s angelology — often inspired by that of
Sha‘rani - carefully examines hierarchy and precedence: Did the Prophet ride
the Buraq behind Gabriel, or did Gabriel simply guide the steed? And what of
the role of Mika’1l? Here, Halabi deploys the Shifa’ by Qadi ‘Iyad, the Sahih by
Ibn Hibban (d. 965), and the Sharaf,”? readings that result in several hypothe-
ses. Perhaps Gabriel had at times ridden and at times guided the Burag, stand-
ing to its right. Perhaps Mika’1l had also taken the reins of the Prophet’s steed
but to its left. Halabi finally quotes the opinion of Damiri: Gabriel did not ride
the Buragq, because this is one of the particularities of the Prophet (or of cer-
tain prophets).”

2 The Buragq, the Rock and the Houris: Discretion on the
Enchantment

As usual, Halabi is more interested in the relationship between the Buraq
and the Prophet than in the Buraq itself. Faced with sceptics and oppo-
nents, Halabi concentrates on proving the truth of the Night Journey and the
Heavenly Ascension, searching for it in a sort of rational plausibility supported
by the Qur’an and the Sunna. He therefore talks little of the legendary and fan-
tastic aspects that generally accompany accounts of the Night Journey. When
discussing the legendary Buraq, Halabi prefers to deal with the subject as a
scholarly lexicographer (the Buraq is thus named because of its radiance or its
speed, the name of its coat states that it is black and white, with a black that
is close to red) and discusses the way the animal flies, lands, its gait. Quoting
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, he describes an incredibly rapid animal that is between a
donkey and a mule in size. Between earth and sky, the Buraq places its hooves
at the farthest boundary of its gaze.” It bucked when the Prophet approached
and was admonished by Gabriel.”> Halabi continues half-heartedly, because of
his sanad da‘f, by quoting the description of the Buraq by Tha‘labi (d. 1038):

71 Insan al-‘wyun, 1, 557.

72 This is certainly a reference to Sa‘d ‘Abd al-Malik al-Khargusht's work, Sharaf al-Mustafa
(or Uyun al-hikayat fi sirat Sayyid al-bariyya).

73 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 521.

74 Uyun al-athar, 245.

75  Uyan al-athar, 244. Insan al-‘uytn, 1, 519-521.
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its ears like those of an elephant, its snout like that of a camel, its elephant-like
chest, its eagle wings, its horse hooves, and camel tail. Another description
gives the creature a human face, a horse’s body, and bull hooves. “And we must
reconcile these versions to appreciate the truth (wa-yuhtaj ila l-jam‘ bayna
hadhihi l-riwayat ‘ala taqdir al-sihha) concludes Halabi prudently.”® Unlike
Qalyubi, he does not discuss the ten animals that entered Heaven?” and offers
no details concerning the Buraq’s saddle and halter.”® Halab1 does not dwell
on a fantastical Buraq, offering up instead a Buraq that remains miraculous
while playing only a minor role.

The same holds true for the Rock. When the Prophet arrives in Jerusalem
and attaches the Buraq to a ring, Gabriel uses his fingers to make a hole for
him in the Rock (al-sakhra).” Maqriz1's Imta‘, quoted by Halabi, mentions that
people continue to place their hands on the imprint.8° The Rock is said to come
from Heaven, near the palm tree under which Asiya and Maryam bint ‘Umran
organise banquets until Resurrection Day, according to a hadith that Halabi
mentions was rejected by al-Dhahabi (d. 1348): “its isnad is obscure and it is a
proven lie”. Abui Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 1148), the legal scholar, in his commen-
tary of the Muwatta’, clearly affirms that the Rock of Jerusalem is one of God’s
miracles because it stands in the middle of the Masjid al-agsa, with, on one
side, the imprint of the Prophet’s foot when he climbed onto the Buraq, and
on the other side, the marks of the angel’s fingers.8! However, Suyuti (d. 1505),
when asked if Muhammad’s footprint in the stone had been attested in the
hadith, answered negatively.82 In sum, without directly denying the miracles
dear to the faithful devotees, Halabi leaves ample room for criticism of the
devotions that dominated Islam during his lifetime.

Halabl also refrains from encouraging an abusively emotive vision of
Heaven. There is even a legendary element, present in other Siras, that Halabi
passes over: Gabriel’s invitation to visit the Houris. The description of the Lote
tree of the furthest limit remains sober, as does that of Heaven. Though he does
state that Muhammad enters Heaven with its pearl domes and soil of musk,3
its pomegranates and birds. Despite being absent from Ibn Sayyid al-Nas'’s ver-
sion, Halabi adds the pomegranates to explain the fruits in Heaven: according

76 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 521.

77  Hashiya, 8.

78  Hashiya, 7.

79 Uyuan al-athar, 1, 248. Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 522.

8o Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 522.

81 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 523—24.

82 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 524.

83 Ibn Sayyid al-Nas stops here, Uyan al-athar, 1, 247.
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to a hadith, they are the same fruits found on earth, but in Heaven they are per-
fectly sweet and ripe. Ibn ‘Arabi explains that the fruit of Paradise, neither cut
nor forbidden, are eaten without being picked. This does not mean that once
cut, another fruit grows in its place, as some have believed, but rather that the
essence (al-‘ayn) of what the servant eats is indeed the essence of what Halabi
sees “and this is matter for thought”.834

During his journey, the Prophet, guided by Gabriel, passed by a threaten-
ing djinn who calls out to him in vain. For Qalyiibj, this is an opportunity for
Gabriel to teach the Prophet apotropaic formulas, which he then explains
in detail. Such is not the case for Halab1.85 The episode of the hairdresser of
the Pharaoh’s daughter (Muhammad smells the fragrance emanating from
her tomb) occurs soon after. Halabl sums it up in only five words whereas
al-Qalyubi recounts the event with a multitude of legends.8¢ Perhaps Halabi
is showing restraint for tales that neither the Quran nor any hadith support.
Or perhaps, the legend of a Jewish or Christian mother martyred with her chil-
dren because of her faith (an allusion to the Maccabees developed by Syriac
hagiography) was not conducive to establishing the superiority of the Prophet
and of the Muslim community — one of the main goals of the Night Journey.8”

Halabi thus limits the fantasy that grounds an entire genre of Egyptian lit-
erature in the seventeenth century.®® Halabi remains focused on the goal of
the Night Journey: glorifying the Prophet and his community.

2.1 The Prophet and his Community: The Damned, the fitra and
Eschatological Roles

Halablnarrates the Prophet’s encounters and visions after Muhammad prays in

Jerusalem and right before the Heavenly Ascension. His choice is theologically

motivated. Strengthened for his mission through his prayers before the other

prophets, the Prophet is thus ready to face the temptations of the dunya, the

devil, the Christian and Jewish missionaries trying to convert his community,

84  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 561.

85  Insan al-‘wyun, 1, 543. Hashiya, 9. Qalyubi underlines that the formulae protect from all
ills coming from the sky (trials and ordeal — al-bala’ - descend to punish rebels that have
provoked the anger of God) and from all earthly evils: snakes, scorpions, temptations dur-
ing the day and night, (fitan al-layl wa-l-nahar), in other words all attachment to earthly
things — wealth, children, spouse, pleasures — anything that distances us from God.

86  On the hairdresser of the Pharaoh’s daughter, al-Qalytbi develops the legends of the ten
newborns who spoke from their cradle. Some of these legends (Jirjis in his hermitage, the
martyr of young converts) come from Syriac Christian legends.

87 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 544.

88 Such fantasy went at least as far back as the Mamluk era, see Thomas Herzog, “Mamluk
(Popular) Culture. The State of Research (2012)".
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and to face the punishment awaiting sinners. Having these episodes take place
in Jerusalem also corresponds to a cosmological analysis: since Hell is under
the seventh layer of the Earth, how could it appear in Heaven? In the gissa by
al-Ghayt1 adopted by al-Qalyubi, the text is very similar, but the order of epi-
sodes is markedly different. The Prophet meets the damned and the tempters
(the Jew, the Christian, the dunya, Iblis, the old lady) on the road to Jerusalem
before and not after his prayer before the other prophets.

After the Prophet has already embarked on his Heavenly Ascension, there
is another vision of the damned enduring unbearable punishment.3? Halabi
is determined to reconcile the descriptions of the damned that the Prophet
met in Jerusalem — thus on earth during the Night Journey — with these new
descriptions seen in the first heaven of the Heavenly Ascension. An ulterior
repetition occurs when Muhammad once again sees the damned condemned
for their aspersions and gossip on his way down after the Heavenly Ascension.
Halabi is keenly aware of the awkwardness of these repetitions and suggests
the very frequency of this particular sin explains the recurrences.?® Unusually
laconic, Halabi does not comment on these successive visions, nor does he give
in to his customary examinations of contradicting hadiths.9

Al-Ghayti/al-Qalyuibi enumerates the damned before the “Jewish mission-
ary” (da al-yahud) and the “Christian missionary” (da? al-nasara) call out to
the Prophet. The Prophet is then tempted by a beautiful woman (the dunya),
then by Iblis, and after an old lady (the other face of the dunya) calls out to
him. Halabi modifies the encounters, changing their order. He starts with the
calls from the Jew and the Christian and follows them by the damned, then
the dunya as a beautiful woman, then as the old lady, saving Iblis for later.92
Halabi is clearly concerned with coherence as he organises his Divine Comedy
differently.

In the Night Journey, Halabi is looking for that which makes sense in the
history of salvation within the Muslim community. After seeing the damned
and undertaking the Heavenly Ascension, the Prophet must choose, depend-
ing on the versions reported by Halabi, between milk and honey, between wine
and milk,%® or between three jugs of wine, milk, and water.94 Each time, the
Prophet chooses milk, the drink of the fitra — in other terms, explains Halabi,
of Islam. Wine, states Gabriel, will be forbidden to the community, after having

89  Insan al-‘wyun, 1, 551-552.

9o  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 571.

91 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 543-544.

92 Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 544—546.

93  This is the only version quoted by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, ‘Uyan al-athar, 1, 241 and 245.
94  Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 547.
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first been allowed. There is debate around where these different choices took
place: in Jerusalem or in Heaven? Halabi deems that both possibilities are
plausible because nothing is an obstacle (la mani‘) to this repetition before
the Prophet leaves Jerusalem and after, right before the Heavenly Journey.%5
Neither is there a contradiction (wa-la ta‘arud) in the possibility that the
receptacles contained different liquids.®®

Having harmonised and arranged the fairly confusing accounts of what hap-
pened in the hereafter, choosing to make no commentary on the situation of
the damned, Halabi can dwell longer than al-Ghayti or Ibn Sayyid al-Nas on the
eschatology revealed during the Heavenly Ascension. One of the differences
between the Sira halabiyya and other Siras is that the Prophet is informed of
the situation of people in Heaven and Hell. He smells the musk and hears the
gentle music from Heaven before being attacked by the putrid stench and the
cacophony from Hell. Only then does the text mention Muhammad'’s encoun-
ter with Iblis, without any further details.9”

Halab1 then indulges in a short theological excursus. He refutes the
Mu‘tazilites who believe that God did not create Heaven or Hell and that He
will not create them before Judgement Day because God cannot create these
two places before their inhabitants are created. Halabi argues that, on the one
hand, “the virtuous man struggles for a created reward (thawab makhliqg) and
to avoid a created punishment (‘iqab makhlig)” and that on the other hand,
God did not include Heaven and Hell in al-Zumar, 68 (“and here are those who
will be in Heaven and those who live on earth will be struck with lightning,
except for those chosen by Allah”). The stroke of lightning, in other words
death, concerns only those with a spirit (rih).%8

Laconic concerning the fate of the damned and their spectacular punish-
ments, with barely a word about Iblis, Halabi is loquacious concerning Heaven
and the place therein for the Muslim community. There are 120 clans (saff’) in
Heaven, 8o of which belong to “this community” (hadhihi [-umma) and only
40 to the other “communities”. Each community will have certain members
in Heaven and others in Hell, except for “this community” (the Muslim com-
munity), which will be in Heaven in its entirety. This statement contradicts
Muhammad’s vision during the Night Journey, when he sees sinners from his

95  Qalyubi, in the same vein as Ibn Kathir and Ibn Hajar, believes that the choice between
two recipients was repeated on other occasions.

96 Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 547.

97  Insan al-‘uyiin, 1, 546.

98  Insan al-‘wyin, 1, 573.
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Community in Hell. Halabi eludes the contradiction by suggesting in his text
the hierarchy of resurrected believers.

In the seventh heaven, the Home (al-bayt al-ma‘mir) — the heavenly image
of the Kaba - is peopled with a horde of angels, the number ranging from
70,000 to 70 times 70,000.99 After, there is a discussion of limbo for infants.
Halab1 quotes Suhayli, who in turn had quoted a hadith used by Bukhari in
the Kitab al-jan@’iz, the children of the faithful or the infidels who die in their
infancy were seen by the Prophet in the seventh heaven and are under the
protection of Abraham.

The Prophet also sees his community split into two equal parts (shatrayn),
one in white, the other in grey. He enters into the bayt ma‘mir exclusively
with those dressed in white. Halabi comments that both parts cannot be
equal because that would mean that the number of sinners in his commu-
nity is equal to the number of faithful. The gatekeeper of the seventh heaven,
Abraham, predicts the Community will grow as they are rooted in the good
soil of Heaven, made of la hawla wa-la quwwata illa bi-Llah or, in a variation, of
subhana Llahu wa-l-hamdu li-Llah wa-la ilaha illa Llah wa-Allahu akbar.1°0

Atthe end of the Heavenly Ascension, Gabriel stays behind and Muhammad,
in a cloud, rises to the Throne in a light where he hears the sound of pens
(sarif al-aglam), and then climbs onto the Rafraf to rise towards the Vision
(al-rw’ya) and hearing the Word that is addressed to him (al-khitab). Ibn Sayyid
al-Nas barely talks of the realities of Heaven and skims the difficult subject of
the vision.!! In contrast, Halabi places eschatological realities at the heart of
his narrative (even if, due to fear of anthropomorphism, he does not depict
God sitting on the Throne). These realities allow for the introduction of the
Prophet’s ineffable approach to God. Muhammad goes through 70,000 veils
before hearing the voice of Abai Bakr, “Stop, your Lord is praying”. This passage
is commented further in the text when the discussion focuses on al-Ahzab,
(Q 33:43) and in the comparison with Moses. For Halabi, an angel, using Abt
Bakr’svoice, had called out to Muhammad to warn him of the divine presence.102

While Muhammad ponders the message, a voice calls out, “Approach, Oh
pinnacle of all creation, approach Oh Ahmad, approach Oh Muhammad”. As
said in the Sura Najm, 8—9: “Then he approached and hung above suspended
until he was two bows’ length away, or (even) nearer” (thumma danawa-tadalla
fa-kana qaba qawsayn aw adna). Halabi immediately quotes the Khasa’ls

99  Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 558-559. ‘Uyin al-athar, 246.
100 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 559-560.

101 Uyanal-athar, 1, 247.

102 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 566.
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sughra by Suyutl, the Prophet is also singular due to the isr@’, to the fact that he
was the only one to have travelled the seven heavens all the way to a distance
of two bows’ length (gab al-qawsayn), and of all the prophets and angels, he
is the one who has stood closest to God. This suggests that the Prophet is the
acting subject of “approached” (dana) and “hung above suspended” (tadalla).
A different author has God approaching Muhammad. Ibn Hajar, quoting
al-Bayhaqj, relates a hadith that supports this interpretation. Halabi explains
that the meaning of the approach by God is similar to the meaning of the sta-
tion of descent (magam al-tanazzul) among the mystics (ahl al-haqa’iq), when
God descends to talk to his servants with their own words, out of kindness and
concern for them. To avoid any accusation of anthropomorphism,!°3 Halabi
specifies that for the mystics, these expressions are realities (hagiga), whereas
for Him, they are a metaphor (majaz). Halabi also discusses an author who
designates Gabriel as the subject of dana (“approached”) and Muhammad
the subject of tadalla (“hung above suspended”). Still another designates
the Rafraf as the subject of tadalla and Muhammad the subject of dana: the
Rafraf - cushion of light — was suspended so that Muhammad could sit.1%4

God placed his hand between the Prophet’s shoulders (Halabi specifies that
the phrase is not literal) and gave him the knowledge of the firsts and the lasts.
Though Muhammad must keep silent (kitman) about certain sciences, God
allows him to teach others (tabligh) in order to instruct humans, djinns, and
angels. God asks Muhammad what Gabriel would like: to help Muhammad'’s
community on the Sirat, the Bridge over Hell on Judgement Day. God grants
Gabriel his wish, but only, he stipulates to Muhammad, “for those who love
you and accompany you”1%> An undifferentiated salvation is thus not extended
to the entire community; we have here a gradation in the intercession, one
that Halabi carefully defines. “Those that accompany you” are “those that obey
Muhammad in his religion and practice the sunna’. The salvation of Muslims
who do not practice their religion cannot be as dazzling as that of the devout
who respect the law. Perhaps even, salvation is not guaranteed, as indicated by
the display of the damned.

2.2 Establishing Prayer and the Beatific Vision
According to one version, upon seeing God, Muhammad falls down in pros-
trate adoration, and God “reveals to him what he reveals” (a paraphrase of the

103 Van Ess, “Le Mi7aj et la vision de Dieu’, 33.
104 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 566.
105 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 567.
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Sura al-Najm, Q 53:10)!% — including the fifty daily prayers. After his celestial
meeting, the Prophet goes back down to find Gabriel at the Lote tree of the fur-
thest limit, then on to Abraham, and then to Moses. The last sends Muhammad
back up to request fewer prayers because he had experienced something sim-
ilar with the Banu Isr2'1l.197 Halabl summarises the trips the Prophet makes
between Moses and God, and opens a debate about whether there had been
a rescission, how, why, and was it valid for the Prophet or for his community.1°8
He continues with a number of hadiths concerning other instructions given
during the Heavenly Ascension (ablutions, zakat, loans).

At the end of the passage of his Sira on the Night Journey and the Heavenly
Ascension, Halabi returns to the institution of prayer.!%® On the morning of
the night of the Mi‘raj, Gabriel teaches Muhammad the prayer: it was the salat
al-zuhr, thus named because it was the first to “appear” or because it is per-
formed when the sun is at its zenith.!'° Halabi embarks on a legal discussion
(he quotes “our imam al-Shafi7”), concerning the gibla: the Kaba, Jerusalem, or
even the Ka‘ba placed between the Prophet and Jerusalem, during his prayer.
There is also a discussion about Muhammad'’s exact location when he prayed —
at which of the Kaba’s doors;!! about the definition of a day and the moment
of prayers as defined by al- Shafii."2 While Ibn Sayyid al-Nas dedicates a third
of the ‘Uyun al-athar (five out of fifteen printed pages) to the five prayers
and their times,''® Halabi allots less than one tenth of his Sira.!'* Contrary
to his predecessor, he is most interested in the correspondence between the
five moments of prayer and the different prophets (Adam, David and Ishagq,
Solomon and ‘Uzayr, Jacob or Jesus, Jonah).115

After having reached the summit of the Heavenly Ascension, it is time to
summarise, thanks to the six lines of the Hamaziyya, what the Sira had just
explained in detail over the previous fifty pages, from “the folding of the earth”
for the Prophet during his journey on the Buraqg’s back to how he achieved a

106 This is also a quote by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 567. ‘Uyan al-athar, 1, 246.
Halab1 gives a list of Qur’anic revelations that had occurred: the al-Bagara Sura, the verses
of the al-Duha Sura, and the verse al-Ahzab, Q 33:43.

107 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 568. Halabi quotes BaydawT’s tafsir, then Suyuti’s gloss.

108 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 569.

109 Uyuan al-athar, 251-56.

110 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 579.

111 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 580-81

112 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 582.

113 Uyan al-athar, 251-56.

114 Six pages out of 72, Insan al-‘uyan, 1, 580-86.

115 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 580-86.
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degree of perfect contentment that knows neither penury nor excess.!*6 Halabi
returns to why Moses wept upon meeting the Prophet. “I state,” he concludes,
that this meeting between Muhammad and Moses demonstrates “the pre-
eminence of our Prophet and the pre-eminence of his community, in that
he is the best of the prophets and his community the best of the communi-
ties” (izhar fadilat nabiyyina wa-fadilat ummatihi, bi-annahu afdal al-anbiya’
wa-ummatihi bi-annaha afdal al-umam).\7 Ultimately, for Halabi, this is the
meaning of the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension, along with the
requirement to pray, establishing a religion above all others that had come
before, and the Prophet above all other prophets.

Of all the realities of the Hereafter the Prophet experienced, the Beatific
Vision remains the most enigmatic and debated. According to Halabi, Ibn
Sayyid al-Nas states that there is ikAtilaf, but the majority of ulama agree that
the Prophet saw God with his own eyes.!!® This explains the admittedly ques-
tionable hadith (mudtarab al-isnad wa-l-matn), ‘I saw my Lord in the most
beautiful form” (ra‘aytu rabbi fi ahsani sura). A mystic would have said that
God, when examining the hearts of men, did not find one that pined for him
as much as Muhammad’s heart — this is why he rewarded him with the Miraj,
with sight and speech. ‘A’isha, followed by the Companions and the ulama,
denied the vision, deeming it a frightful lie. However, according to al-Darimi
(d. 869), the majority of Companions, and many traditionalists and theologians,
approve of the reality of the vision — as stated by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas in a single
line, “he saw Him, and no one but Him, with his eyes and fully conscious, not
metaphorically”. ‘A’isha refutes the possibility of the ru’ya, using the verse from
the al-An‘am, 103 Sura: “eyes cannot grasp him” (la tudrikuhu al-absar). Masruq
apparently replied with this verse, “he had already seen Him during a differ-
ent descent” (al-Najm, 13). However, does the pronoun-object (“he saw him”)
designate God or Gabriel? Did the Prophet see God two different times?"® The
repetition of the vision would correspond to the Distance of the two bows and
to the Lote tree of the furthest limit, suggests Suyuti in al-Khasa’is al-sughra,
which concludes by stating that Muhammad was the only prophet to see God
(twice) but shares with Moses the honour of having been spoken to by God.!2°

116 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 570.

117 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 570.

118 Halabi reworks his source: Ibn Sayyid al-Nas gives more importance to the ikhtilaf Uyan
al-athar, 250—-251.

119 On this interpretation of the al-Najm Sura between anthropomorphists and transcendan-
talists, see Van Ess, “Le Miraj et la vision de Dieu” 39.

120 Insanal-‘uyin, 1, 574. On this parallel between Muhammad who saw God twice and Moses
who was called by God twice, see Van Ess, “Le Mir4j et la vision de Dieu” 38.
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‘Nisha affirms having questioned the Prophet, “Have you seen the Lord?”.
To which Muhammad is said to have replied, “I saw Gabriel.” Ibn Sayyid al-Nas
mentions that a Companion, Aba Darr, also questioned the Prophet who is
said to have replied, “I saw a light"12! Halab1 explains that the light prevented
Muhammad from seeing God because God is not light, rather he uses it as a
veil (hijab), as written by Muslim. In al-Nur, 35 (“God is the light of the heavens
and earth”), we are to understand that God is the “possessor of light” (dhu nur).
Qadi ‘Iyad refutes the idea that light is the essence of God (datuhu), for light is
an accident (arad).122

How then should we approach ‘Aisha’s fierce rejection of what so many
Sufi authors agree upon? Ibn Sayyid al-Nas suggests that Muhammad saw God
with his heart ( firad) and not with his own eyes. God then created a vision or
a view (bagsar) in the Prophet’s heart. Halabi opts for this elegant solution to
save the idea of a conscious vision and to refute ‘A’isha’s Qur’anic argument in
An‘am, 103: “grasped” (idrak) is not “vision” (ru’ya). When asked about ‘A’isha’s
rejection of Muhammad’s vision of God, Imam Ahmad Ibn Hanbal focuses on
the hadith, ‘1 saw my Lord”. What the Prophet said trumps anything ‘A’isha
may have recounted. However, for Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) (very rarely quoted
by Halabi), Imam Ahmad designates here a dream vision (ru’yat al-manam);
an authentic vision, yet it was not seen with his bodily eyes and in a state of
consciousness. According to Ibn Taymiyya, pretending that the vision was a
corporal vision is a fantasy, and the People of Sunna all agree that none can see
God with their eyes here on earth. None of the major hadiths (mashhir) on the
Night Journey indicates that Muhammad saw God — or if so, they are hadiths
from a forged isnad. Sahith Muslim says, “Know that none among you can ever
see our Lord before you die and that it was refused to Moses when he asked for
it"123 These arguments, which couldn'’t be easily dismissed, are clearly more
important to Halabi than the biased testimony of ‘A’isha.

How to conclude? Al-Qurtubi left the question in suspense (wagqf), because
there is no clear proof (dalil gati‘), and the contradictory arguments of both
sides (al-farigan) are often subjects to comment (gabila li-l-ta’wil). A decisive
argument would be needed if belief in a physical vision was part of the tenets
(mu‘tagadat),'** whereas the vision is one of the things that must simply be
believed such as the resurrection and the coming together of humans on

121 Uyuan al-athar, 250, quoted by Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 574.
122 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 574.
123 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 575.
124 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 575.
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Judgement Day (ka-l-hashr wa-l-nashr).\?> Suyutl’s Khasa’is sughra places the
vision of God among the greatest of the Prophet’s khasa’is, in accordance with
Najm, 18 (la-gad ra’a min ayati rabbihi al-kubra, “He saw certain of God’s most
important signs”). Ibn Dihya (1150-1235) already considered the vision and
proximity to God as part of the Prophet’s attributes and Nawaw1 (1233-1277)
concluded that the most plausible explanation was that Muhammad had seen
God with his own eyes. As for his dream vision, Suyutl includes it among the
Prophet’s khasa@’is, an opinion corroborated by Nawawl who adhered to the
Qadi Iyad.126

The Beatific Vision the day of Resurrection will belong in principle to all
creatures, humans and djinns, men and women, faithful and infidels, angels
and others. There is however a disagreement (ikhtilaf), notes Halabi, on the
“vision by women” (rw’yat al-nisa@’) of Paradise. Perhaps they will not see God
because they will remain in their tents; or perhaps they would only see him on
feast days, as compared to the men who would see him every Friday, and the
chosen (al-khawass) who would see him every day, morning and evening,.

The dissociation between isra@’ and mi‘raj, and the fact that the al-Isrg’ Sura
does not mention the miaj are problematic — a situation that Halabi is not
the first to try to resolve. According to Suhayli, quoted by Ibn Sayyid al-Nas,!27
then by Halabi, the isra’ took place corporally and the Mi‘raj spiritually. This
is why the Prophet told the Qurayshites only about the isra’ and not about
the mi‘rgj. Halabi penned a lengthy discussion:1?® according to him, rather
than two distinct events, there are two distinct accounts because the Prophet’s
account of the mi‘raj did not take place at the same time as that of the isra’.
If Muhammad first talked about the Night Journey, it was a pedagogical strat-
egy of progression since the Heavenly Ascension was a greater miracle and the
Prophet wanted the Quraysh to evolve in their faith. Only when they believed
in the Night Journey did the Prophet inform them of the Heavenly Ascension.

Contrary to what al-Dimyati (d. 1305-1306) suggested!'?® (that the miraj
took place during Ramadan and the isra’in Rabi‘ 1), the two events took place
the same night, affirms Halabi, who backs up his statement with the title used
by Bukhari in his Sahih: “How prayer was imposed on the night of the isra”.
As the five daily prayers were imposed during the mi7aj,'3° there is only one

125 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 576.

126 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 576.

127  Uyun al-athar, 242—244.

128 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 578.

129 Al-Hafiz ‘Abd al Mu’'min al-Dumyati (d. 705/1305-1306), who was one of the shaykhs of
Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, wrote al-Mukhtasar fi strati Sayyid khayr al-bashar.

130 Insan al-‘uyin, 1, 578.
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event. Halabi mentions other authors who argue that the isra’took place twice,
once in dream and once awake; or starting in Mecca and not Jerusalem, and in
full daylight.!®! Re-examining Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, who in turn quotes Bukhari,
Halabi returns to the hadith’s brief account of the Heavenly Ascension — with
no mention of the Journey to Jerusalem, “the roof of my home opened, while
I was in Mecca, Gabriel descended ... and holding my hand, flew up into the
heavens”.132 Halabi ingeniously renders the different versions compatible.

He does however disqualify other hypotheses. It is strange to say that the
conscious mi‘rdj was repeated. Why would the gatekeepers of each heaven ask
each time whether or not Muhammad had already received his mission? Why
would Muhammad reiterate his questions to Gabriel? And finally, how could
God repeat the obligation to pray? As for pretending that the dream miraj
prepared for the conscious ascension was simply the result of contradicting
versions (mansha’ ikhtilaf al-riwayat). Halabi is thus conscious of the risks of
forcefully reconciling texts that are simply juxtaposed with no explanations.
This must be avoided, and a path must be chosen. Following the example of Ibn
Kathir, Halabi concludes, the Prophet accomplishes a single isra@’ in mind and
body (but perhaps with the eyes of his heart, adds Halabi) and fully conscious.!33
Halabi does not ever return to this debate nor to this final affirmation. This is
his final answer to the main theme announced at the very start of his narrative.

3 Conclusion

The Sira halabiyya is as much a portrait of its author as it is of the Prophet.
We can only agree with the words of al-Muhibbi (1651-1699) on Halab1 several
decades after his death, “He was a mountain of knowledge, a bottomless ocean
of intelligence, a remarkable scholar, he embodied all sorts of excellence. He
spent most of his life proposing and furthering useful knowledge and thus
acquired an unrivalled prestige.... He dove deep in his studies thanks to a sharp
understanding and strong ideas, he carefully examined the fatwas, and linked
knowledge to action (im wa-‘amal). He was a serious man who applied him-
self to the ijtihad.'34

131 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 578.

132 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 579. Uyun al-athar, 247.

133 Insan al-‘uyun, 1, 579. On Ibn Kathir and the Miraj, see Van Ess, “Le Miraj et la vision de
Dieu” 0.

134 See Muhibbi, Khuldsat al-athar fi a‘yan al-qarn al-hadr ‘ashar, 122—124. Our quote is based
on Pinel-Cahagne’s translation, 71.



146 MAYEUR-JAOUEN

Asnoted by Tarif Khalidi, al-Sira al-halabiyya was an immediate bestseller.135
A century later, the Syrian Sufi ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi (1641-1731) had already
identified Halab1 as the “author of the famous Sira”136 It was first published as
an Ottoman Turkish translation by Balaq in 1833, two years before the bench-
mark Arabic edition of A Thousand and One Nights, and more than a century
before the first edition of Ibn Sayyid al-Nas’s Sira. It would take another thirty
years for the original Arabic text of the Sira halabiyya to be published in Cairo
in 1863 and twelve more before a definitive edition was published by Biilaq in
1292/1875, thanks to a proofreader from Biilaq, the Azhar Sufi Shaykh Ibrahim
‘Abd al-Ghaffar al-Disaqi (d. 1883). The work’s three volumes displayed in their
margins Al-Sira al-nabawiyya wa-l-athar al-muhammadiyya, written by a con-
temporary, the Shafi‘t mufti from Mecca, Sayyid Ahmad Zayni Dahlan (d. 1886).
In a decidedly Sufi and anti-Wahhabi vein, Dahlan declared he had relied on
the commentaries of Shif@’, on the Mawahib by al-Qastallani and their com-
mentary by Zurqani (d. 1710), and also on the most trustworthy siyar (asahh al-
kutub al-muallafa fi hadha [-sha’n): those of Ibn Sayyid al-Nas and Ibn Hisham,
the Sira shamiyya and the Sira halabiyya.'3” This goes to show that the Sira
halabiyya, which summarised the three previous Siras quoted by Dahlan, was
the pinnacle of what could be written on the subject for a Sufi scholar at the
end of the nineteenth century. The same holds true for Orientalists.!3® In 2009,
Palestinian historian Tarif Khalidi, born in 1938 in Jerusalem to an illustrious
family, deemed the Sira halabiyya was still the most consulted. His opinion
is not factually supported, but it is a reflection of the cultivated Muslim aris-
tocracy in which he grew up. Recent editions attest to the fact that the Sira
halabiyya is still — or is once again — being used to defend the Prophet. However,
it has become too long, too complex, and also too Sufi. The twentieth century
witnessed the decline of its reputation.

135 Khalidi, Images of Muhammad, 238—240.

136 ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi, al-Tuhfa al-nabulusiyya fi l-rihla al-tarabulusiyya, in Die
Reise des Abd al-Ghani an-Nabulust durch den Libanon, and [illegal?] reprint Maktabat
al-thaqafa al-diniyya, 79-81. There is also another edition: ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulusi,
al-Sulh bayna l-ikhwan fi hukm ibahat al-dukhan, 9g9—100. I would like to thank Samuela
Pagani for this reference.

137 Ahmad Zayni Dahlan, in the margins of Insan al-‘uyin, Bilagq, ed. 1875.

138  Certain scholars seem to have not read any further than the fascinating episodes of the
beginning of the life of the Prophet, his birth, and his childhood. Their analysis of the
Sira halabiyya, a book of adab (Schéller, Mohammed, 86—87) or the compilation of leg-
ends (Pinel-Cahagne, Le merveilleux dans la biographie de Muhammad (sira) due a Nur
al-Din al-Halabt. Choix dépisodes) is thus affected, whereas HalabT's study of the Night
Journey, for example, is very different. Tilman Nagel has a more balanced analysis of the
Sira halabiyya.
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Far from being a Sira infatuated with fantastical events as it has sometimes
been described, the Sira by Halabi is a work of the highest calibre, which, as
stated Tarif Khalidi, focuses on conciliation using techniques to critique the
hadiths without ever being enslaved by them. This form of rationality and
logic prevails when organising material, but it never excludes the possibility
of a miracle — or perhaps by concentrating on the miracles that count, those
of the Prophet. Theology, criticism of the hadiths, Sufism and figh, the holy
story was placed in perspective in a highly personal quest for coherence. The
desire to reconcile divergent versions of the same event led Halab1 to display
extreme ingenuity, but never to the point of dissimulating the oppositions and
impasses when they occurred. At such moments, he chose to delve ever further
rather than dismiss or attenuate differences. There is nothing peremptory in
Halabi, as opposed to Ibn Kathir before him and Nabhani after him, who in
1894 hammered home what we are supposed to think, believe, and say about
the Night Journey and the Heavenly Ascension.!3® When Halabi discusses
divergent opinions of certain authors, his progressive layout unveils the lean-
ings of his heart, a heart that does not forget rational order, strives for harmony,
and still takes into account contradictory debates. He goes so far as to quote
Ibn Taymiyya — who was the most obvious opponent of the prophetic miracle.

With Halabi, we are far from the concise narration of Ibn Sayyid al-Nas, far
from the accumulation of hadiths by al-Shami, the concise and lively story-
line of the Miraj by al-Ghayt], or its pious commentary by Qalytabi. “It’s as
if Muhammad’s Sira was integrated into the Quran as matter for the most
advanced exegesis” (Tarif Khalidi). It is not because it is more recent, with the
advantage of a vaster sedimentation of material over time, that Halabi’s Sira is
more developed than its predecessors. It is because its author made personal
choices that he had long weighed amidst the ocean of texts and knowledge
at his disposal in order to offer his fellow Muslims an orientation within the
tradition. There is nothing left to chance in the Sira halabiyya, which was a
commissioned work and perhaps even a work destined to be wielded on the
battle lines of his day.

By discretely skipping over certain legends and avoiding the useless and
the superfluous, Halabi stands out from his predecessors (Ibn Sayyid al-Nas,
al-Shami) and a portion of his contemporaries (Qalyubi). His singularity is fur-
ther underlined through a historicising format that is attentive to the logical
coherence and the chronological succession of events, through his reflection
on the providential inscription of the Prophet in the ancient history of proph-
ecies, and finally through his insistence on the meaning of the Night Journey

139 Yasuf al-Nabhani, Al-Anwar al-muhammadiyya min al-Mawahib al-laduniyya, 332 sq.



148 MAYEUR-JAOUEN

and the Heavenly Ascension. When his contemporary al-Qalyubi stated sim-
ply that “all these things must be believed” (wa-kullu hadhihi al-umar yajibu
al-tman biha) because they flow from the divine power,#? Halabi sought to
offer rational proof, and appeal to his readership’s intelligence, all the while
rendering tangible and proximate the realities of Heaven that are mysteriously
linked to those here on earth. By putting aside the fantastical elements and
discretely distilling a vision inspired by Sufi authors, he studies numerous —
often contradictory — versions that suggest a multitude of possible figures of
the Prophet. He ignored none. Yet, the figure of the Prophet as seen by Halabi
emerges. His Prophet is not a fabulous, triumphant hero who climbs onto the
fantastical Buraq and goes from heaven to heaven, surrounded by angels, like in
the Persian or Ottoman miniatures of his time. Instead, we meet “this extraor-
dinary man”, unique in his beauty and humility, who is woken in the middle of
the night to experience the ineffable, which must be told nevertheless. Proof
needed to be found of this incredible experience, unique moments that made
Moses cry and left Gabriel at the Lote tree of the furthest limit. For Halabi, the
Prophet did truly undertake, at least once, the Night Journey and the Heavenly
Ascension in mind and body. Night Journey and Heavenly Ascension culminate
in the Vision of God, also real, where Muhammad approaches God because he
wished for it more deeply than anyone else (it is the only moment in the nar-
rative where Muhammad is fully an actor of his own story). Recognised as the
Prophet among prophets in Jerusalem, Muhammad travels through the seven
heavens and learns the sciences revealed by God; he becomes the initiator of
daily prayers and the eschatological intercessor for his community.

For Halabi, the goal of this chapter was to prove the reality of the Night
Journey and the Heavenly Ascension by Muhammad, in body and mind, as
well as the reality of the Beatific Vision with his eyes — perhaps the eyes of his
heart. There are no authoritative arguments, but he offers the possibility of a
miracle. As an exegete of the Sira, Halabj, like the Prophet before him, leads his
readers where he chose to guide them: closer to God.
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Theology of Veneration of the Prophet Muhammad

Knowledge and love in the Shifa of al-Qadr’ ‘Iyad (d. 544/149) between
hadith, philosophy and spirituality

Ruggero Vimercati Sanseverino

1 Rethinking the Scope of Sunni Prophetological Discourse

It suffices for the intelligent reader to realise that we did not collect all
that is in our book for those who deny the prophethood of our Prophet,
or for those who slander on his miracles, so that we would need to engage
in proofs [...], but we wrote it for the people of the Prophet’s community
who respond to his call and believe in his prophethood, in order to affirm
their love for him (ta’kidan li-mahabbatihim lahu) and that their deeds
may increase and their faith be reinforced.!

The Moroccan Maliki scholar Abu al-Fadl ‘Tyad al-Yahsubi? (d. 544/1149), com-
monly called al-Qadr Iyad, explains in this way the purpose of his treatise
al-Shif@’ bi-ta‘rif huquq al-Mustafa (“The healing through the recognition of
the rights of the chosen Prophet”), which can rightly be considered the major
reference text of Sunni prophetology and one of the most widely read and
diffused works in the history of Islamic literature. Despite this explicit indi-
cation of the author, studying the Shifa’ with regard to its purpose to induce
the love for the Prophet in the Muslim community has not yet attracted any
attention in academic research on this important work. As astonishing as this
might seem, it is, in fact, understandable when bearing in mind the back-
ground from which the general theme of the Shifa’ - that is, the veneration of
the Prophet — has been considered. Just to give a few examples, even for such
a sensitive observer like the Neo-Thomist historian of Muslim theology Louis
Gardet, the veneration of the Prophet has its basis in the dichotomy between

1 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 150. Translations are by the author. There are a variety of non-academic transla-
tions into major Western languages, for example in English with the Arabic text by Hibah,
Ash-Shifa.

2 See in particular Serrano, “Iyad” and as primary sources, ‘Iyad, Ta7if and Maqqari, Azhar
al-riyad.
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popular and learned Islam, and is clearly a phenomenon related to the first.
More recently, Tilman Nagel opts for an Islamicised version of the “priest fraud”
theory (“Priesterbetrugstheorie”) and argues the other way around, namely
that the veneration of the Prophet was constructed by the ulama’ in order
to enforce Islamic norms on the Muslim community: The Muhammadglauben
(“belief in Muhammad”) and its implied veneration of the Prophet serves in
fact the “self-reassurance” (Selbstvergewisserung) of the Muslim masses.* Both
theses, which underly a large proportion of academic writing about Muslim
attitudes towards the Prophet, have the idea in common that the venera-
tion of the Prophet, and the belief in his pre-eminence, serve to fulfil, in one
way or another, the needs of the uneducated and uncritical Muslim masses;
hence, they do not represent a genuinely theological or intellectual theme of
Islamic thought.5

It is not surprising, then, that against this background, the veneration of
the Prophet has, with notable exceptions,® not attracted much interest in aca-
demic research until recent political events made evident the mobilising force

3 Gardet, Théologie musulmane, 201. He equally speaks of a Muslim “hyperdulia cult” (226—27)
and argues that “the absolute pre-excellence of the Prophet upon any creature does not enter
the usual perspective of kalam” (206). I would argue that this thesis can be traced back to the
influence of protestant biblical studies and its theory of the “biographical process” on early
orientalism, as exemplified by Josef Horovitz's “The Growth of the Mohammed Legend” of
1920. See also Van Ess, Miraj, 27—28 who credits early Islam with having been less affected
with a subsequently constructed exaltation of its founder than early Christianity, but at the
same time closes his study with the remark that “it was resolutely decided to exalt him, but
the events of his life had already anticipated this exaltation” (Miraj, 56).

4 Nagel, Allahs Liebling. Tilman Nagel, for whom the Shifa’ establishes “Muhammad as the
source of Muslims’ production of meaning and existential determination” (Allahs Liebling,
22), devotes a whole chapter to the Shifa’ in his study, under the title “The dogmatisation of
the prophetic vita” (135-98), albeit without discussing its central notions and concepts, and
from his particular, sometimes polemical perspective.

5 One could add that this sociological preconception, founded on the dichotomy between
learned and popular Muslims, is more or less consciously associated with a historical one
according to which the veneration of the Prophet does not belong to the “original Islam’,
the latter being sharply distinguished from Islam as constructed by Muslim traditions. It is
interesting to note, however, how this conception of “original Islam” does represent numer-
ous similarities with the Neo-Salafist concept of “the Islam of the origins”.

6 Besides the pioneering work of Tor Andrae of 1918, notably not a scholar of Islamic studies
in the first place but a theologian and a historian of religions, it is above all the specialists of
Sufism who have been interested in this theme. See in particular Schimmel, Und Muhammad
(1981), Chodkiewicz, “Modéle prophétique” (1994); Gril, “Corps du Prophéte” (2006); Katz,
Birth of the prophet (2007) and Addas, Maison du Prophéte (2015).
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of the reference to the Prophet,” in this way pushing academia to acknowledge
the necessity of obtaining a deeper understanding of Muslims’ relationship
to their Prophet.8 What applies to the theme of veneration of the Prophet is
even more true for the notion of love (mahabba) as the evident core of an
attitude of veneration for the Prophet, despite its being ever-present in Islamic
literatures and cultures. Far from representing merely a moral or sentimental
device for the masses, love for the Prophet is the notion through which Islamic
sources, beginning with the Qur'an and the hadith,® qualify the relationship of
the Muslim community to its founding figure and the normative character of
its commitment and reconnection to him.1°

As the Shifa’ illustrates, the concept of mahabbat al-nabi is part of a highly
sophisticated scholarly discourse which traverses various Islamic disciplines
and traditions. So besides being a genuinely theological issue, the veneration
of the Prophet constitutes also a topos which relies heavily on the fadith tradi-
tion, on philosophical thought and on Muslim spirituality. With about 1800
narrations, the Shifa’ draws heavily on the corpus of Prophetic Tradition and
adopts in many ways the views of traditionalist scholarship which became
prominent amongst “reformed” Maliki scholars of this period.!! But although
the Shifa’ is sometimes referred to as a work of hadith or sira, it is far more
than a simple thematic or biographical anthology in the framework of that

7 In the first place, the Danish caricature affair of 2005 and the jihadist justification of ter-
rorist activities through the figure of the Prophet, beginning with al-Qa‘ida and leading to
181S. See Vimercati Sanseverino, Combat Prophetology.

8 Since Annemarie Schimmel’s groundbreaking Und Muhammad ist Sein Prophet (1981,
English translation 1985), there has been a flourishing of monographs presenting histori-
cal outlines of the Muslim view of the Prophet for a wider readership, beginning with
Scholler, Mohammed (2008); Khalidi, Images of Muhammad (2009); Safi, Memories of
Muhammad (2010); Brown, Muhammad (2om); Ali, Lives of Muhammad (2014). See also
Gorke, “Introduction’, 2015.

9 In Q 9:24, probably addressed to “those Muslims who remained in Mecca after the migra-
tion” (Study Quran, 511), love for the Prophet Muhammad, here in the sense of giving pref-
erence to him, appears as a mark which distinguishes his most loyal followers: “Say: ‘If
your fathers, your children, your brothers, your spouses, your tribe, your wealth you have
acquired, commerce whose stagnation you fear, and dwellings you find pleasing are more
beloved to you than God and His Messenger (ahabba ilaykum min Allah wa rasilihi), and
striving in His way, then wait till God comes with His command’ [...]". Examples from the
hadith are certainly more numerous, the most famous being the tradition found, amongst
others, in Bukhari, Sahih, kitab al-tman, bab hubb al-rasil min al-timan, N° 14, “Nobody has
faith until he loves me more than his father, his child and the whole of mankind”. See also
in particular Gril, “Attitude des Compagnons”.

10  For the paradigmatic significance of the reconnection to the Prophet, see Graham,
“Traditionalism”.

11 See Fierro, “Proto-Malikis”.
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literature. Its thematic and argumentative structure appears to be determined
by a sophisticated theological reasoning,!? partly influenced by philosophical
thought and by notions from Islamic spirituality.

The text of the Shifa’ is organised in four larger parts (agsam) which cover
both doctrinal and practical aspects of Islamic prophetology. The first part is
concerned with the status and rank of the Prophet Muhammad and includes
sections on Qur’anic evidence, on his miracles, on his virtuous and physical
appearance or his announcement in previous religious scriptures. This part
is informed by various genres of prophetological discourse and literature and
is primarily exegetical, although it also includes elements from philosophi-
cal ethics and purely prophetological considerations inspired by tasawwuf
or kalam. The second part is dedicated to the “rights of the Prophet” and
expounds how Muslims should behave towards their Prophet, and which atti-
tude they should adopt. This part in fact develops practical consequences of
the pre-eminence of the Prophet and elaborates on the implementation of
its meaning for Muslims. It represents the most unique and original part of
the Shif@’, as it draws on such varied discourses and genres as kalam, figh and
tasawwuf. In particular, one has to note a very long part on the theme of love
for the Prophet, probably pioneering in Islamic literature. Part three deals with
the prophetic reality of Muhammad and its theological articulation in terms
of what must be affirmed about the Prophet, what is impossible to affirm and
what can be possibly affirmed with regard to him. This part represents a clas-
sical kalam approach to prophetology, but with a particular focus on the cru-
cial question of the relationship between the human nature and the prophetic
authority of Muhammad.!® The theme of the Prophet’s impeccability and
infallibility is treated in detail, including for example the issue of the so-called
“Satanic Verses”* The last and fourth part discusses the violation of the rights
of the Prophet and is concerned with the normative regulations concerning
blasphemy. Hence, it deals with the collective implementation of the rights
of the Prophet and their social and political aspects, and addresses more spe-
cifically the duties of an Islamic government. Unlike the other chapters, it is
characterised by a purely figh approach. But again, with regard to this topic,

12 Interestingly, the “secret” (sirr) of the work, as the author himself explains in the intro-
duction (Shif@’, 16), is to be found in the third part which develops the classical kalam
theme of nubuwwat (prophetology) and discusses in particular the complex relationship
between the human nature of Muhammad and his prophetic authority.

13 See Vimercati Sanseverino, ,Wer dem Gesandten gehorcht, 63—-38.

14  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 294—299. For this issue, see the study by Ahmad, Before Orthodoxy.
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the Shifa’is recognised as one of the reference works, with a particularly severe
stance against blasphemy.15

This concise overview shows how the Shifa’ draws on multiple types of lit-
erature and discourse about the Prophet Muhammad in order to present a
coherent, comprehensive and systematic prophetological work.!6 But al-Qad1
‘Iyad does not contend himself to merely collect and compile these elements.
He uses these in a new way, developing a new approach to prophetology, and
therefore, besides synthesising what was before him, he at the same time
marks a new phase of prophetological writing. Whereas previous literature
was chiefly concerned with either the significance or the content of the pro-
phetic teaching and mission, the Shifa’ focuses on the person of the Prophet
and its meaning for religious life.'” In this way, the author endeavors to offer,
in the context of dramatic political and religious upheavals,'® an answer to the
following interrogation: how should Muslims, individually and collectively,
relate to their Prophet, and what meaning does this relationship have? In other
words: what kind of relationship should Muslims have to their Prophet?

As a synthesis and culmination of a discursive tradition concerning the
Prophet Muhammad in Sunni Islam, the Shifa’represents alandmark in the his-
tory and literature of “Prophetic piety”® or “‘Muhammadan spirituality”?° and
prophetology. It has been extensively referred to in academic research, mainly

15  On this topic see Wagner, “Non-Muslims who insult”, and Nagel, “Tabuisierung”. Kattani
(Madkhal, 188-193) collected statements of scholars who refrained from reading this part
in public for “fear for the laymen (khawfan ‘ala al-‘amma)’.

16 Shawwat, Alim al-maghrib, 17-54, offers a list of sources from various disciplines used
by al-Qadi ‘Iyad based on analysis of the Ghunya, the Shif@’, his commentary on Muslim’s
hadith compilation and his hadith handbook.

17  This is evident for the hadith literature as well as for the sira and the dal@’il al-nubuwwa
literature. As for the shama’il literature, which is indeed concerned with the description
of the person of Muhammad, it does not offer any theological elaboration on the soterio-
logical, eschatological or spiritual significance of the prophetic person. This step is under-
taken in the Shifa’, as will be shown later.

18  Inthe present study, we will not dwell upon the historical circumstances which motivated
or influenced the redaction of the Shifa’. Besides the already existing studies (see below),
a further study on this important question, considering in particular al-Qadi ‘Tyad’s proj-
ect of a revival of Sunni identity against the politico-religious developments of his time,
is currently in preparation.

19  We owe this helpful expression to Stefan Reichmuth; see Reichmuth, “Prophetic Piety”.
The Shifa’ certainly needs to be considered as participating in the profusion of propheto-
logical writing in al-Andalus in the fourth-seventh/tenth-thirteenth centuries. On this last
phenomenon, see Jarrar, Prophetenbiographie and Fierro, “Kitab al-anwar”.

20  This expression is used by Tilman Nagel to describe the transition from “Sunni piety” to a
spirituality characterised by its strong reference to the Muhammadan personality in the
sixth/twelfth century. According to Nagel, this evolution explains how the inviolability of
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by historians of al-Andalus who are interested in the religious-political context
of the Islamic West during the Almohad period and who have insisted on the
polemical scope of the Shifa’?! as well as by historians of Muslim thought and
literature who have referred to the Shifa’ as an important source for the his-
tory of representations of the Prophet.22 However, a systematic and in-depth
study of its theological concepts and argumentation or of the use of sources
and discursive traditions, remains a desideratum. While not pretending to fill
this gap in an exhaustive manner, this study focuses on two core themes of the
Shifa’ which have not been analysed so far. On the one hand, this is the ques-
tion of man’s knowledge of the Prophet’s status, dignity and reality, and of the
conditions and sources of this knowledge. On the other hand, corresponding
to the purpose of the work according to its author, it is the theme of love for
the Prophet, its meaning and its normative character. As the study will show,
both themes are in fact interconnected, and the argument of the Shifa’, as well
as the issue of the veneration of the Prophet in general, cannot be understood
without considering them in relation to each other. Besides the fact that these
two themes constitute the nodal points of the work’s argumentative structure,
their originality and their impact?? alone justify an analysis of the Shifa”’s doc-
trinal content for the history of Islamic ideas. Considering the way al-Qadi
‘Iyad, as a major representative of both hadith and theology in the Maghreb
of the sixth/twelfth century,?* uses various Islamic genres and discourses, this
study analyses how the author develops his argumentation in order to demon-
strate the pre-eminent status of the Prophet and to argue the duty for Muslims
to adopt an attitude of love and veneration for him.

the Person of Muhammad began to be dogmatised, see Nagel, “Tabuisierung’, 482, and
Wagner, “Problem of Non-Muslims”, 531f.

21 See Fierro, “El tratado” and Iruela, Veneracion.

22 In particular Andrae, Person Muhammeds; Schimmel, Und Muhammad; Nagel, Allahs
Liebling; Khalidi, Images of Muhammad.

23 There is yet no specific study about the reception of the Shifa’ and of its themes, but even
then, it can be safely assumed that the incredible success of the work is due, among other
things, to his elaborating on the knowledge of the Prophet’s status and on love for him.
For the popularity and the diffusion of the Shifa’, Kattani, al-Madkhal ila kitab al-Shif@
offers useful indications.

24 See in particular Turabi, juhuduhu fi ilm al-hadith; Shawwat Alim al-maghrib;
Al-‘Abdallah, juhuduhu al-kalamiyya; Serrano, “Diffusion de l'ash‘arisme”; Vimercati
Sanseverino, “Transmission, ethos”.
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2 Knowledge of the Prophet’s Pre-eminence

It is clearly apparent for anyone who has any practice of science ( ilm) or
has the slightest degree of understanding ( faim) that God exalted the
dignity of our Prophet (tazim Allah gadr nabiyyina), and that He singled
him out with countless virtues, beautiful character traits and illustrious
deeds, and that He acclaimed his exalted dignity with what the words
and pens cannot express.2>

At first sight, this introductory remark, which al-Qadi ‘Iyad places at the begin-
ning of the first part of the Shifa’, does not represent anything unusual. The
theme expressed in this passage constitutes a common topos in Islamic lit-
erature dealing with Muhammadan prophecy. In fact, the issue of the latter’s
authenticity, role and status is commonly approached in terms of the Prophet’s
pre-eminence, expressed through notions like “nobleness” (sharaf) or “favour”
(fadl). The pre-eminence of the Prophet Muhammad is presented as evidence
of the authenticity of his prophetic mission and of the revelation he claimed
to have received. It is the pre-eminence of the Prophet, his superiority towards
the other prophets, his function as a seal of prophethood, but also his physi-
cal, moral and spiritual excellence, which give evidence of his claims to be a
messenger from God. Furthermore, the discourse of pre-eminence is meant to
demonstrate that Muhammadan prophethood constitutes the apogee of the
history of salvation. Showing that Muhammad is the creature most beloved
and esteemed by God aims to prove the superiority of the Prophet’s religion
over the other religions.

According to previous research, the early prophetological treatises artic-
ulating this conception were designed to respond to the contestation of
Muhammad’s prophetic status from other religions.?6 However, this interpre-
tation has since been considerably nuanced by Mareike Kortner in her study of
the Dala’il al-nubuwwa literature. She shows that these works were not merely
polemical, i.e., intending to convince or defeat a theological opponent, but
that it was constitutive for the formation of a distinct Sunni identity.2” Now

25  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 19.

26  “Muhammad’s claim to prophecy triggered a Jewish and Christian attack on his pro-
phetic qualifications, which forced the Muslims to establish a system of vindication of
Muhammad’s prophecy. The existence of this system obliged the Christians to respond
with ‘the negative signs of true religion,’ their own version of the ‘signs of prophecy, this
response in its turn influenced later Muslim depiction of Muhammad and of early Islamic
history” (Stroumsa, “Signs of Prophecy”, 101-14).

27 Koertner, Clear Signs.
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al-Qadi ‘Iyad integrated the various prophetological genres and discourses,
even those originally developed in an apologetical context, into a mainly intra-
Muslim one. As indicated in the passage quoted above, and as will become
clear when analysing the topics and the argumentative structure of the Shif@’,
he based his elaboration of the theme of Muhammad’s pre-eminence on three
interrelated postulates. The first was that the reality of Muhammad’s status is
wholly determined by God’s will and work, the second, that God accorded to
Muhammad the most eminent status amongst His creatures, and the third,
that, in its divine determination, the reality of this status is beyond human
comprehension and expression. The theme of Muhammad’s pre-eminence
no longer serves to argue and to demonstrate the authenticity and superiority
of his prophetic claim against non-Muslims, but to disclose the soteriological
meaning of Muhammad’s prophetic status to those who believe in him and
follow him. Thus, from this perspective, the pre-eminence of the Prophet is not
merely the sign of his veracity, but of his unique relationship to God.

2.1 The Notion of Qadr and the Issue of the Prophet’s Status

Al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s new approach is visible in his use of a distinctive term in order
to address the theme of the Prophet’s pre-eminence. The notions of gadr
al-nabi (“the status, worth and dignity of the Prophet”) and of ‘azim qadrihi
(“the immense and exalted reality of his dignity”) refer to the Quranic term
gadr?® as used in Q 65:3, “God gave to every thing its measure (gadr)”, and in Q
39:67, “And they did not give God the measure/value (qadr) which is truly His".29
While the first reference identifies the gadr as the particular and divinely
determined reality of a thing, the second reference relates the gadr to the qual-
ity of man’s relationship to God. Without stating it explicitly, the term gadr
applied to the Prophet suggests an analogy between the failure to recognise
God’s status as omnipotent Creator, and the negligence towards the Prophet’s
eminent status and dignity.

The use of the term gadr for Muhammad’s status can equally be traced
back to a hadith that al-Qadi ‘Iyad mentions in the chapter relating narrations
which attest to the Prophet’s eminence: “It is narrated from Aba Muhammad
al-Makki, Aba al-Layth al-Sarmaqandi and others that Adam said when he
disobeyed God: ‘My God, by the right (bi-haqq) of Muhammad, forgive me

28  In his extensive commentary of the Shif@’, the Egyptian scholar Shihab al-Din al-Khafajt
(d.1069/1659) explains this notion as follows: “The gadr of a thing is its measure (migdar)
and its nobleness (sharaf) and rang (rutba); it means the magnification (ta‘zim), as in
God’s word ‘and they do not give God the measure that is His’ (Q 39:67), i.e. they did not
magnify God the magnification which is truly His” (Nasim, 1, 92).

29  ‘Iyad, Shifa’,19.
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my fault! [...] and in another version: “God asked Adam: How do you know
Muhammad?” and Adam answered: “When You created me, I raised my head
to Your throne and I saw inscribed on it ‘There is no divinity except God,
Muhammad is His messenger’ and I understood that there is nobody whose
status is greater in Your sight (a‘zam qadran ‘indaka) than he whose name You
associated to Yours [...]"3° The semantic field of the term gadr shows how it
allows al-Qadi ‘Iyad to treat the soteriological significance of Muhammad'’s
prophethood and its reality as determined by God, as well as to emphasise the
practical and normative meaning of the Prophet’s pre-eminence. In this way,
the recognition of the Prophet’s gadr becomes constitutive for Islamic faith
and is shown to determine the quality of a Muslim’s relationship to the person
of the Prophet.

If the aim of the first part of the Shifa’ consists in the knowledge of the
Prophet’s gadr, the question arises how his gadr can be known? This is indeed
theologically important, since it determines how the relation between revealed
and human knowledge on the Prophet can be conceived. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad
answers this question through the structure of this part. Its title “The exalta-
tion (tazim) of the Chosen Prophet’s dignity with God the Most High through
word (gawlan) and deed ( filan)"3! expresses the idea that the Prophet’s status
is exalted and thus not comparable to the status of any other creature, but
also that this exaltation is caused and carried out by God Himself.32 In other
words, the exalted status of the Muhammadan person is rooted in nothing
other than God’s creative action and grace. The titles of the four chapters of
this part further indicate explicitly that the Prophet’s gadr is made known and
disclosed by God. In order to be apprehended and known by mankind, the
exalted and immense reality of the Prophet’s status needs to be made manifest
through God’s manifestation (ighar), in order to become intelligible for human
understanding.

30  ‘lyad, Shif@’, n2. The earliest source for this hadith is al-Hakim al-Nisaburi, (m. 405/1014)
al-Mustadrak ‘ala al-Sahthayn, kitab al-tafsir, N° 3042. For the various sources of this
hadith and the controversy it gave rise, see Ibn al-‘Alawi, Mafahim, 129. As we will see
later, this understanding of the term of gadr is further confirmed by al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s use
of the term of haqq/huqiyq (rights), which is also mentioned in this sadith, but for which
he probably was inspired by al-Muhasib1’s work on Sufism, al-Ri‘aya li-huquq Allah (The
observance of the rights of God).

31 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 19. See also, 16, where the author explains how he has structured the Shifa’.

32 Al-Khafaji explains that “the magnifications of God indicate the nearness (qurb) of the
Prophet to Him and that who loves Him, has to make [the Prophet] his utmost concern as
if the Prophet was always with God” (Nasim, 1, 92).
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This way of presenting the evidence of the Prophet’s status is consistent with
the Ash‘ari conception of prophecy as a divine gift.3® However, al-Qadi ‘Iyad in
fact thinks through the Ash‘ari approach to prophethood to its end, and at the
same time establishes in this way the theological basis of the Prophet’s pre-
eminence as well as of the practice of his veneration. Considering prophecy
as a divine gift, and thus as the result of God’s work of grace and not of man’s
moral or intellectual excellence, has precise consequences for the possibility of
prophetological knowledge: if the reality of prophethood has a supra-human
cause and reason, it cannot be explained in purely human or naturalistic terms,
and therefore it is necessarily beyond human understanding. This entails the
incapacity of the human mind to grasp the reality of the Prophet’s status on its
own. Mankind is in need of a divine communication as the only effective and
truthful source for the knowledge of the reality of Muhammad’s gadr.

This conception of the reality of prophethood in general, and of Muhammad’s
prophetic dignity in particular, is further buttressed by the use of the adjective
‘agim in order to qualify the gadr and the manzila of the Prophet Muhammad.3*
Firstly, because ‘azim is considered to be one of God’s 99 “most beautiful
names”.3% Secondly, because it is equally an attribute of the Qurian, that is, the
divine word.36 And thirdly, because ‘azim is associated in the Qur'an with the
inner nature, the khulug, of the Prophet Muhammad.3” The concept of ‘azim
then, denoting the idea of immensity and applied theologically to the incom-
mensurability between the transcendent and the contingent, symbolises a
commonality between God, the revelation and the Prophet.38 It is what they
have in common, so to speak, even if the “Creator’s essence, names, acts and
attributes” have nothing in common with those of created beings except for the

33  See Gardet, Théologie Musulmane, 179-80; Rahman, Prophecy, 96.

34  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 19, 21, and in particular 145 of the chapter “Concerning the God’s ennobling
him with names from His own beautiful names and His qualifying him with His own
attributes” where the author explains that “the meaning of ‘azim is attributed to the one
whose affair is elevated above everything else and God says ‘You are truly of an exalted
character (khuluq ‘azim; Q 68:4)”.

35  See for example Q 2:225 and Gimaret, Noms divins, 208-10. According to Gimaret, “that
which no intelligence can grasp is the al-Azim al-mutlaq, God” (209).

36  See Q 15:87. The Study Quran, 652, translates “And We have indeed given thee the seven
oft-repeated, and the Mighty Quran (al-Quran al-‘azim)’".

37  Q 68:4. The hadith tradition confirms the characterisation of Muhammad’s prophetic
personality with the Qur’anic revelation, for example in the hadith ‘His character was
the Quran’ (Muslim, al-Sahih, Kitab salat al-musafirin, bab jam* salat al-layl, N° 746.). See
especially Gril, “Corps du Prophete”.

38  On this point, see also the considerations by Gril concerning “Uhomme révélé” in
“Révelation et inspiration’, 755.
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correspondence of appellation (min jihat muwafaqat al-lafz al-lafz)"3° It seems
that it is this “correspondence” which al-Qadi ‘Iyad wants to stress by using the
term ‘agim in this context. And in fact, he uses it very often in various forms,
the most frequent variation being the factitive form tazim, “God’s rendering
the Prophet ‘azim”.#0 The idea that God bestows certain effects or meanings of
a divine attribute to the Prophet evidently has important consequences for the
significance of the Muhammadan person for the community of the believers.
It seems as if the author of the Shifa’ insinuates that the believer has to con-
sider the Prophet’s significance for his salvation in an analogous manner to the
significance of his faith in the Qur’an and in God.*

If the reality of Muhammad’s prophetic dignity, and consequently the scope
and nature of his pre-eminence, are not graspable by the human mind, the
question remains: how can mankind obtain knowledge of them? In the fol-
lowing passage, the author of the Shifa’ answers this question by distinguish-
ing between the two categories of sources for the knowledge of the Prophet’s
pre-eminence: “Amongst [the favours that God bestowed on the Prophet] are
those which God enunciates explicitly (sarraha) in His book [...] and those
which He made manifest (abraza) to the eyes”4? Considering the chapters of
the first part, it appears that the divine word corresponds to the revelation
of the Quran, and that divine action is represented by the creation*? of the
Prophet’s miracles (mujizat), character traits (mahasin khulugan) and appear-
ances (khalgan), these three latter categories corresponding to evidence which
is empirically perceivable. The third chapter on “What is mentioned in sound
and well-known reports (sahih al-akhbar wa-mashhuriha)” equally belongs to
this category,** in the sense that the hadiths are understood to be textual testi-
monies of the sunna which, according to the Sunni tradition to which al-Qadi

39  ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 148. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad quotes here the Sufi and theologian Muhammad b. Masa
Abu Bakr al-Wasitl (d. ca. 320/923) who was a follower of Junayd al-Baghdadi and special-
ised in this theme. See Silvers, Soaring Minaret.

40  This expression actually figures in the title of the first part, see ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 19. There is also
along chapter in al-Bayhaqr's (d. 458/1066) famous hadith compilation Shu‘ab al-iman, 11,
193—234, with the title ta%im al-nabi, constituting “the fifteenth branch of faith”.

41 This goes even so far that al-Qadi ‘Iyad deemed it necessary to add a subchapter about the
incomparability between creator and Creator, even if no Muslim scholar would rank any
being next to God, nor to God’s word, see ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 148—49.

42 ‘Iyad, Shifa’p. 19.

43  Al-Qadi ‘Iyad uses the terms izghar (making manifest) for miracles and takmil (making
perfect) for the Prophet’s characters and appearance. In both cases, God is the sole agent.

44 ‘lyad, Shif@, 107-49.



164 VIMERCATI SANSEVERINO

‘Iyad counted himself, has the status of revelation (wahy)*> and therefore is the
result of divine agency.*6 At the same time, these reports belong to “empirical”
evidence in the sense that they claim to be based on visual or auditive testimo-
nies. The same holds for the topics of the two other chapters, i.e., the Prophet’s
miracles and his personality, since these are manifested in history and know-
able as historically transmitted reports (akhbar).*”

It is clear that the perspective on which these considerations are grounded
presupposes a theological and occasionalist conception of history. This is not
surprising, since such a conception is inherent to the hadith tradition and to
the dynamics of its transmission. As Abdallah Laroui points out, the hadith
constitutes a form of historical writing and conveys a theological conception
of history, with “specific understandings of continuity, time, event, finality,
etc.”48 In this way, “history appears as a perfect unity, where the origin and
the end, the promise and the accomplishment coincide”.#® Hence, “the origin
and the end of history are known, the sense of each event is already given,
the historical account is, in its whole, merely a metaphor that the chronicler
registers and the theologian interprets”5? So even if the author does not use
the term “history”, it is clear that these three chapters, dealing with evidence
“which He made manifest to the eyes’, concern evidence from history if the
latter is defined in theological terms as salvation history or as the working of
God in human history. As al-Qadi ‘Iyad is never tired to repeat, the events and
qualities mentioned in these chapters are created by God and have their origin
in His acts.

To resume this significant point, the structure of the first part shows how
the Shifa’ argues that the two sources for knowledge of the Prophet’s reality are
revelation and salvation history, corresponding respectively to God’s word and

45 However, it seems that the Qur'an and the sunna belong to two different categories, the
first being in reality a purely scriptural revelation the scriptural form of which is part of
the divine revelation itself, whereas the sunna is revelation through God’s inspiration of
the Prophet’s words, acts and consents, so not scriptural in the strict sense. This would
explain why the third chapter does not belong to the category of evidence from the divine
word, but to the category of evidence from divine acts.

46 For al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s elaboration on this point, see Vimercati Sanseverino, “Transmission,
ethos”.

47  Al-Khafaji interprets this passage in very similar sense, but includes the hadith qudst to
the first category, see Nasim, 1, 114-15.

48 Islam et Histoire, 38, see also Nagel, “Vernichtung der Geschichte®.

49 Laroui, Islam et Histoire, 94.

50  Laroui, Islam et Histoire, 94—95. On the role of hadith for the origin of historical writing,
see Khalidi, Historical thought, 17-83.
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to His acts. As a consequence, the thematical and argumentative structure of
the first part of the Shifa’ represents the following scheme:

TABLE 5.1  Sources for the knowledge of the Prophet’s reality in the first part of the Shifa’

Part 1: God making manifest the Prophet’s pre-eminence ...

— through word (gawlan) - ch. 1: Qurianic evidence } revelation
— and act (filan) — ch. 2: evidence from the Prophet’s salvation
appearance and character traits history

— ch. 3: evidence from testimonies
regarding his pre-eminence
— ch. 4: evidence from his miracles

2.2 God’s Word and Revelation

Looking now more closely at the first chapter, “Regarding God’s praise of him
(the Prophet) and His making manifest the Prophet’s exalted status with Him
(izharihi ‘agim qadrihi ladayhi)”' the word igharihi requires special atten-
tion. Expressing the idea that it is God who makes the eminent dignity of the
Prophet evident and manifest, it can be considered the hermeneutical key of
the Qur’anic exegesis that al-Qadi ‘Iyad develops in the Shifa’. In fact, he is not
the first who expounds the idea that God reveals in the Quran the eminent
dignity of the Prophet Muhammad. For example, in Kharkashi's (d. 406/1015)
Sharaf al-Mustafa there is a whole section about “The nobleness of the Prophet
according to the Quran”.52 And Aba Nu‘aym al-Isbahani (d. 430/1039) begins
his Dal@’il al-nubuwwa with a chapter titled “What God revealed in his book
about the Prophet’s precedence ( fadlihi)”, that is, the favour bestowed on him
by God.53 This idea has also been expressed in other genres. ShafiT speaks in
his famous Risala about “God’s clarification of the station in which He put His
Emissary” in order to argue the soteriological and therefore normative mean-
ing of the prophetic Sunna.>* Further, the idea that the Quran unveils the

51 ‘Tyad, Shifa’, 21.

52 Kharkushi, Sharaf al-Mustafa, 1v, 93—-190.

53  Aba Nu‘aym al-Isbahani, Dal@’il al-nubuwwa, 39—56.

54  Lowry, Epistle on legal theory, 27, 63. This important work is an example illustrating how
prophetological themes elaborated in the Shifa’ are in fact already present in various
Islamic discourses: “God has rescued us from demise through [the Prophet Muhammad]
and placed us in ‘the best community brought forth for the people’ (Q 3:110), adherents
of His religion, the religion of which He approved and for which He elected His angels
and those of His creatures whom He graced. No act of grace has touched us — whether
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Prophet’s reality reminds one of Sahl al-Tustar1’s Sufi exegesis of the prophetic
light,5% which al-Qadi ‘Iyad cites at some places in the Shifa’.56

What distinguished al-Qadi1 ‘Iyad is that he makes this idea, namely that
the Quran expounds the Prophet’s exalted status, the very foundation of his
prophetology in both its doctrinal and practical dimensions. Accordingly, the
purpose of revelation and meaning of God’s speaking to mankind is not limited
to the proclamation of divine attributes and commands, but equally includes
the disclosure of the Prophet’s status (gadr), and of his “rights” (hugiiq). As
the Qurian presents itself as guidance (Auda),5” this means that for al-Qadi
‘Iyad this prophetological knowledge is part of divine guidance and therefore
belongs to those essential issues that humanity needs to know for the attain-
ment of salvation. In other words, the knowledge of the Prophet’s exalted sta-
tus is part of the Quranic message and therefore of God’s ultimate message
to mankind.

The Quranic evidence that al-Qadi ‘Iyad presents about Muhammad’s
exalted status is manifold. It concerns the event of revelation as an act of
divine communication itself, as well as the content of this communication
and its linguistic form and style. Regarding the first aspect, the event of revela-
tion, al-Qadi ‘Iyad treats it mostly in the chapter on the Qur’anic miracle ({jaz
al-Qur'an) which we will discuss below when treating the chapter on miracles.
In this first chapter, though, the focus is largely on how God addresses Himself
to the Prophet and how He speaks about him. So, we are told how the Qur’an
does in fact involve God’s praise (al-thana’) of the Prophet Muhammad. When
God qualifies him as the instrument of His mercy (rahma)%8 and favour, when
He names him “light” and “a lamp spreading light”,3° etc. He does so in order
to unveil the exalted dignity and the pre-eminence of the Prophet. In the third

outwardly or inwardly, and through which we attain benefit in religion and this world or
have averted from us what is evil in one or both of them — of which Muhammad was not
the cause, the leader to its blessing, the guide to its proper route, the one who protects us
from perdition [...]” (Lowry, Epistle on Legal Theory, 9).

55 Bowering, Mystical Vision, 149-153, and Keeler, Tafsir, xxx—xxxiii. The influence of
al-TustarT’s exegesis on the Shifa’ has already been noted by Béwering, Mystical Vision, 37,
65—66, 157-158, 160-161.

56  See for example Shifa’, 23. Tustarl is also quoted regularly in other contexts, for example
with regard to the spiritual meaning of the ittiba“ (Shif@’, 226, 230, 232). According to his
son (Tarif; 42), he even received an isnad of Tustari’s sayings through Aba ‘Alf al-Sadaft
(d. 514/120), one of his most important teachers in hadith (see Shawwat, Alim al-Maghrib,
76—78; Turabi, Juhuduhu fi ilm al- hadith, 126-132).

57  See for example Q 2:2.

58 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 22.

59  ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 23.
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sub-chapter, for example, “What God'’s speech (kAitab) to him contains of ten-
der treatment (mulatafa) and benevolence (mabarra)”,° the author makes use
of classical exegetical resources in order to bring out the singular delicacy of
God’s dealing with the Prophet, even when rebuking him.

Considering the various themes of the first chapter, including Qurianic
oaths,5! the allusions to the Prophet’s role as a witness of mankind,%? to his
rank amongst the prophets,®? or to his divine protection and the protection
from divine punishment through him,54 there appears a vision of the Qur’an
which presents it as an intimate dialogue between God and His most beloved
creature. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad visibly seeks to make evident the intimacy that char-
acterises the relationship between God and his Prophet as it appears in the
Qur’anic text. For the author of the Shifa’, this shows the Prophet’s nearness to
God, expressed in a privileged and unique relationship that characterises him
in an exclusive way so that no other creature enjoys a comparable relationship
with Him.

This opens a distinctive prophetological hermeneutics of the Qur’anic text
which had not been developed systematically.%> He invites the reader to read
the Qur’an along this line and argues that, in this way, the Qur’an becomes the
principal source of knowledge of the Prophet’s reality. As his usual fashion,
the author insists that this has quite practical implications for the reader: “It is
incumbent upon every Muslim who struggles against his lower soul and whose
character is restrained by the bridles of sacred law that he educates himself
through the education of the Quran (adab al-Quran) in all his words, acts,
endeavours and engagements, because it is the archetype of truthful insights
and the garden of worldly and religious education”.66

60  Iyad, Shifa’, 29-31.

61  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 31-36.

62 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 26—29.

63 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 37-39.

64 ‘TIyad, Shifa’, 39—40.

65  As already mentioned, it is obvious that al-Qadi ‘Iyad took up certain chapters from the
Dal@il al-nubuwwa literature, in particular from al-Isbahani, Dal@’il al-nubuwwa, 3948,
which shows strong similarities with the Shifa@’ in this respect, and the chapter on “The
nobleness of the Prophet in the Quran” of Kharkuashi, Sharaf al-Mustafa 1v, p. 93-179,
which develops both aspects mentioned above through the description of the Prophet’s
singularity, and God’s oaths on him (1v, p. 180-185). However, on these themes, the Shifa’
appears to be much more elaborate than previous works.

66  Iyad, Shifa’, 29-30.
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2.3 God’s Acts and Salvation History
Turning now to the second category of evidence for the Prophet’s pre-
eminence, i.e. the signs “which God made manifest (abraza) to the eyes”,57 the
question of how God’s acts on the Prophet, as manifested in salvation history,
are to be considered as sources of prophetological knowledge, is most obvious
in the case of the prophetic miracles (al-mujizat).6® Al-Qadi ‘Iyad devotes a
very long chapter of Part 1 to this topic, with the title “Concerning the mira-
cles which God made appear through his [i.e. the Prophet’s] hands, and the
singularities and favours through which He honoured him”.6% As explained by
Daniel Gimaret, in Ash‘ari theology, the “miracle has the purpose of attesting
the veracity (sidg) of the one in whom it is manifested””® so that miracles are
considered to be proofs of the authenticity of prophecy. However, the proba-
tive force of miracles has been put into question by philosophers and theolo-
gians alike.”? Al-Qadi ‘Iyad apparently sticks to the usual Ash‘ari concept as
a doctrinal position. In the introductory section dealing with the meaning of
prophecy, revelation and miracle, he explains that “the miracle along with the
challenge [to the deniers of Muhammad’s prophecy] (tahaddr) takes the place
of God’s statement “my servant has said the truth, so be obedient to him, follow
him and attest to his veracity in what he says”.2

At the same time, the author seems to admit the relativity of the probative
force of miracles when he states:

What we have presented of the Prophet’s beautiful qualities, of testimo-
nies of his state, the truthfulness of his sayings [...] has been enough for
more than one for his submission (islamihi) and faith in him. We have
narrated from Tirmidhi and Ibn Qani‘ and others through their lines of
transmission, that ‘Abdallah Ibn Salam? (d. 43/663), when he entered

67  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 19.

68  Al-Qadi ‘Iyad elaborates a precise definition of this term as “that what a creature is
incapable of performing’, either “because of God’s act disabling them (tajzuhum ‘anhu
fil li-llah)" or because “its being beyond human capacities (kharij ‘an qudratihim)’
(Shifa’, 153)-

69 ‘Tyad, Shifa’, 150—224.

70 Gimaret, Ash‘ari, 461—462.

71 See Gardet, Théologie musulmane, 197—201. Ibn Rushd and even scholars like Ibn Taymiyya
criticised the theologians’ claim that Muhammad’s miracles prove his prophethood.
Even Ghazali differed on this point from early Ash‘aris. On “Prophetical Miracles and the
Unchanging Nature of God’s Habit” in Ghazali’s thought and its reception, see Griffel,
Philosophical Theology, 194—201.

72 ‘lyad, Shifa’, 152.

73 A known Rabbi of Medina who converted to Islam.



DOCTRINE AND LOVE IN THE SHIFA’ OF AL-QADI ‘IYAD 169

Medina, reported that “I came to him in order to see him and when his
face appeared clearly to me, I knew that his face cannot be the face of
aliar.”

A little further on, al-Qadi ‘Iyad cites an interpretation of a passage from the
Quranic light verse: “Its oil would almost glow forth, though no fire touched
it” (Q 24:35). He states that “this is a parable set by God for His Prophet mean-
ing that his sole sight (manzaruhu) would indicate his prophethood without
the Quran having been recited by him, as Ibn Rawaha (d. 8/629)7° declaimed:
‘Even if he had not possessed clear signs, his mere sight had proclaimed the
message”.’® Rather than the miracles in themselves, it is God’s working of
grace on the personality of Muhammad which constitutes the most manifest
evidence of his prophetic dignity.””

In light of the fact that, as stated before, the Shifa’ was written for Muslims,
it becomes clear that the chapter on miracles has no apologetical or polemi-
cal purpose, but an edificatory one. Miracles are integrated into the discourse
about the Prophet Muhammad’s pre-eminence. The probative value of the mir-
acles is not the real subject here. The function of the miraculous powers that
God granted to His Prophet is to unveil the latter’s eminence, his ‘agim qadr.
From this perspective, miracles are essentially palpable signs of the Prophet’s
nearness to God and of the privileged relationship the Prophet enjoys with the
Creator of mankind.”®

74  ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 150.

75 A Companion from Medina and secretary of the Prophet, known for his poetry.

76  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 151

77 It is interesting that al-Qadi Tyad did not refer to Ghazali’s doctrine. As Frank Griffel
explains, “in his autobiography, for instance, al-Ghazali says that the experience (tajriba)
of the positive effects of a prophet’s work on one’s soul generates necessary knowledge
(ilm darart) of his prophecy. In this case, the judgment of experience is established by
the repeated concomitance between performing the Prophet’s ritual prescriptions and
the positive effects this practice has on one’s soul. That resulting judgment, namely, that
Muhammad can effectively heal the soul through his revelation, establishes certainty
about prophecy (yagin bi-l-nubuwwa) and results in belief that equals the power of
knowledge (al-tman al-qawr al-ilmi)” (Philosophical Theology, 208).

78  Itis possible that the author of the Shifa’ in fact develops here the idea already present in
Isbahant’s “Evidences of prophecy” that miracles indicate the Prophet’s status and posi-
tion with God: “God almighty supported Muhammad with what he had not supported
any one of the two worlds, and He distinguished him with what surpassed the boundaries
of the miracles of the prophets and the stations of the saints for the signs of prophecy are
in accordance with his [i.e. the prophet’s] station and position with God. There is no sign
(aya) and no indicator (‘alama) more exceptional and more marvellous than the signs
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While the various sub-chapters treat the different categories of prophetic
miracles which can be found in previous Dal@’il al-nubuwwa works, the ijaz
al-Qur'an™ is presented as the most significant miracle and thus the most evi-
dent indication of the Prophet’s pre-eminence.8? But unlike in the first chap-
ter, it is not the content of the Quran which is taken here as evidence of the
Prophet’s pre-eminence, but the very fact of its revelation to him. The {jaz
applies principally to the Quran’s language, composition and content,®! but
also to the impact that the Qur'an continues to exercise on both those who
contest it and those who believe in it. Whereas the first are faced with the
impossibility of profaning it and continue to be affected by perplexity when
listening to it,%2 the believers continue to experience the “sweetness of its
recitation” without ever getting annoyed by it.82 In the argumentative frame-
work of the Shifa’, the miraculous character of the Quran and its singularity
amongst revealed scriptures is evidence for the pre-eminence of its receiver
and transmitter, that is the Prophet Muhammad. An interesting aspect of this
argument is the continuing actuality of this miracle which is stressed by the
author,3* as it indicates that the miraculous character of the Qur’an remains a
source for prophetological knowledge even after the Prophet’s death. It is, so to
say, evidence that never ceases to speak of the Prophet’s pre-eminence to the
believers, in any time and place.

In the third chapter on evidence from the hadith, the topics treated are the
Prophet’s election, his night journey and ascension (al-isra’ wa al-mi‘raj), his

of Muhammad, and that is the eloquent Quran [...]” (Isbahani, Dala’i, 134, translated by
Kortner, Clear Signs, 213).

79  Itispossible that he based himself on Bagillan’s (d. 403/1013) famous I'jaz al-Qurian trea-
tise. However, even if there is a preponderance of the rhetorical aspect of the (jaz, al-Qad1
‘Iyad refers to the various aforementioned conceptions of it (see Kermani, Asthetische
Erleben, 247).

80  Onthe ijaz al-Qurian as evidence of the authenticity of Muhammad’s mission, see Gardet,
Théologie musulmane, 218—21.

81  ‘Iyad, Shifa’, distinguishes two aspects of this topic, the unveiling of unknown things
(al-mughayyabat) (162), and the information about past events and scriptures etc. (1621f.).

82 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 164ff.

83  ‘Iyad, Shifa’,166-67. In the following pages, other examples of the (jaz are discussed, such
as the facility to learn the Qur’an by heart, the unparalleled force of its argumentation etc.

84  He speaks for example of the fact that the Qur'an “constitutes a sign which subsists and
never ceases to be as long as this world subsists, in virtue of the guarantee of God’s pres-
ervation” (Shifa’, 166). Of course, there is nothing unusual in mentioning this aspect,
but it acquires a new significance within the prophetological framework of the Shifa’, as
explained in the remark that follows.
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eschatological pre-eminence,® his superiority vis-a-vis the other prophets,
and the favours attached to his names, in particular through their relation to
God’s attributes.86 The section dedicated to the night journey and ascension
occupies the most space.8” It has an evident interreligious significance for,
amongst other things, Muhammad’s night journey involves the demonstra-
tion of his role as leader and chief of the prophets in Jerusalem. Moreover, the
author discusses at length the controversial questions of whether the Prophet
undertook the ascension with his body and in the state of wakefulness,®® both
of which affirmed, taking thereby a markedly traditionalist stance within the
theological discussions. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad equally dedicates a whole sub-chapter
to Muhammad’s vision (ru’ya) of God,?? to their conversation (mundgjat)®° and
to his extreme rapprochement (al-dunuww) to Him.® While mentioning, in his
usual fashion, the different opinions on these issues, the author of the Shifa
himself argues that reason and scripture establish that the Prophet saw his
Lord, that he conversed with Him without any intermediary, and that he was
in proximity to God as no other creature before or after him:

In truth, the extreme rapprochement (dunuww) has no limit and the rap-
prochement of the Prophet to his Lord and his proximity to Him is a clear
elucidation of his exalted status and of the ennoblement of his rang, as
well as of the shining [on him] of the lights of knowledge of God and
of the vision of the secrets of His incommensurability and power; from
God this [rapprochement] means benevolence, intimacy, generosity and
honouring [...].%2

In last analysis, the Prophet’s vision of God marks his singular status amongst
mankind, since this favour has not been accorded to anyone before him: “Of
every sign that prophets have received, our Prophet has received its equivalent

85  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 128—39. This topic, which is beyond our scope here, has a major importance
for the argument of the Shifa’.

86  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 144—48.

87  Al-Qadi ‘Iyad engages in a lengthy discussion about the variant narrations of this event.
For a study of the sources of the narration and their reception, see Colby, Narrating
Muhammad's Night Journey.

88  Shif@’,120—22.

89  Shifd@’,122—26. On this issue in particular, see Van Ess, “Mi‘raj".

90 ‘TIyad, Shifa’, 126.

91 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 127—28.

92  ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 127.
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and he is distinguished amongst them through the favour of the direct vision
[of God]".93

Considering the place conceded to both themes, revelation and ascension
appear, amongst the evidence accessible through testimonies in history, as the
most valuable signs allowing knowledge of the Prophet Muhammad'’s gadr.
It seems that, for the author of the Skif@’, the descent of God’s word and the
ascension to His proximity make God’s work on the Muhammadan personality
visible in the most manifest and effective manner.%4

3 Love for the Prophet

Besides the exegetical and theological elaboration of a prophetology based on
the notion of gadr, the second particularity of the Shifa’ consists in the expo-
sition of the meaning of the Prophet’s eminence for the religious life of the
believers through the notion of haqq/huqguq figuring in the title of the book.
The eminent status of the Muhammad’s prophetic personality requires the
adoption of a certain attitude and behaviour towards him. In other words,
it requires the fulfilment of the duties defined by the “rights (fugiiq) of the
Prophet” such as faith (iman) in him, obedience (ta‘) to him, taking him as
orientation (ittiba‘), veneration and respect (tawgir) of the sacred character
(hurma) of his person, praying for him, visiting his grave, and respecting people
associated with him, such as the members of his family and his descendants.

Amongst these rights, the hagq which demands love for him (mahabba)
represents one of the core elements of the Shifa’. As we have seen, the author
indicated that the strengthening of the Muslim community’s love for the
Prophet Muhammad constituted the principal purpose of writing the Shifa’. It
is therefore not surprising that the chapter on love represents perhaps the most
elaborated one among those dealing with the Prophet’s rights. Concerned with
the substantial driving force and the fulfilment of the believer’s relationship
to the Prophet, it is situated in the middle of the book and thematically binds
together the different parts while representing their topical climax. Indeed,
al-Qadi ‘Iyad himself emphasises the pivotal significance of love by arguing
that the fulfilment of the other rights results from it:

93  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 124. The statement is attributed by the author to Ahmad Ibn Hanbal.
94  Inboth cases, one can indeed speak of a “transfiguration” of the prophetic personality, see

Gril, “Corps du Prophete”, 49, who speaks of “consummation” and Van Ess, “Mi‘raj”, 29—30,
who prefers to speak of “glorification”.
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Know that whoever loves anything, gives preference to it and prefers to
conform to it; otherwise he is not sincere in his love and is just pretend-
ing. He who is sincere in his love for the Prophet, its sign (‘alama) will
appear on him. The first sign consists in his taking [the Prophet] as a
model, applying his Sunna, following him in his words and acts, comply-
ing with his orders and shunning the things he prohibited, observing his
way of behaviour (adab) in hardship and relief, in adversity and prosper-
ity. The witness of this is God’s word: “Say: If you love God follow me and
God will love you” (Q 3:31).95

3.1 The Prophet’s “Rights” (huquq al-nabt) and the Love That Is Due
to Him

Despite the very obvious originality of the concept of hugiq al-nabi, there is
no discussion in research about this notion or about this part of the Shifa’.96
Al-Qadi ‘Tyad himself does not offer any explication; he simply develops what
these hugquq are and what they imply for the religious life of Muslims. However,
the relevance of the theme is rhetorically justified in the introduction through
the demand of an unknown person to write a compilation including the defini-
tion of what the Prophet Muhammad “is entitled to (ma yajibu lahu) as regards
respect (tawqir) and honouring (ikram)".97 Furthermore, in the hadith already
mentioned in which Adam supplicates God after the expulsion from paradise,
the notion of hagqg Muhammad is already present. Although here it does not
explicitly refer to the relationship of the believers to the Prophet, but is rather
to be understood in the sense of the Prophet’s “reality” and the singular con-
sideration that God has for him. In any case, the narration shows the relation
between the concept of gadr, which is more directly alluded to in the hadith,
and the concept of hugig: Both ensue from the consideration that God has for
the Prophet Muhammad. The use of the term £aqq in the sense of “right” is fur-
ther supported by its use in the hadith literature.98 Probably even more signifi-
cant is the fact that al-Qadi ‘Iyad quotes a passage from the Qur’anic exegesis

95  Shifa’, 235.

96 In Vimercati Sanseverino, ,Wer dem Gesandten gehorcht®, 70-73, a few aspects of this
notion with regard to the theme of the Prophet Muhammad as God’s mercy have been
discussed.

97  ‘lyad, Shifa’,13.

98  For example, in the Sunan of Tirmidhi, one can find sub-chapters on haqq al-walidayn
(“the right of the parents”) and on haqq al-jiwar (“the right of the neighbour”) in the
Abwab al-birr wa al-sila (25).
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of the Sufi and hadith scholar Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021) with
the expression “the negligence of his [the Prophet’s] right (ikmal haqqihi)".9®

As Anver Emon explains, the term haqq (pl. huguig) has a complex meaning
in Islamic thought: “Among the definitions advanced by premodern lexicogra-
phers, one is that the term fagq refers to something incumbent upon one to do
(haqq ‘alayya an af‘ala dhalik). [ ...] The term hagqq signifies both an obligation
on one person and a claim of right on another.”00 As for the “rights of God” and
the “rights of individuals”, these “constitute a legal heuristic that jurists used
to ensure that the shari'a as a rule of law system upholds and, when neces-
sary, balances both society’s needs (i.e. the social good) and private interests.”°!
However, the legal meaning of hugiiq is probably less significant for al-Qadi
‘Iyad’s notion of the Prophet’s rights, even if the last chapter of the Shifa’ and
the issue of blasphemy seems to have some relevance to the relation between
the private and public dimensions of socioreligious taboos. The Augiq al-nabi
rather remind of al-Muhasib's (d. 243/857) concept of huqiig Allah which he
expounded in his famous treatise al-Ri‘aya li-huquq Allah (“The observance
of the rights of God”). The text was widely read in the circles frequented by
al-Qadi ‘Iyad'%? and constituted, next to al-Ghazalt’s Jhya’, the major reference
of spiritual practice in the Maghreb of the sixth/twelfth century.!93 The origi-
nality of the work resides in the fact that al-Muhasibi establishes the concept
of the hugiiq of God as a key concept of Islamic spirituality:

What concerns the question of the rights (hugiq) of God, know that this
is an enormously important matter which is neglected by most men of
our time. For God has taken His prophets and saints into custody because
of this matter, as they respected His covenant and obeyed His commands.
[...] So God has ordered His servants to respect and fulfil every right
(haqq) He imposed on them, whether it concerns themselves or their fel-
low human beings. [...] God has made the respect of these rights the key
for blessing in this and in the other world [...], so all creatures are bound

99  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 242.

100 Emon, “Huqaq Allah".

101 Emon, “Huqaq Allah’, 327.

102 The author of the Shifa’ has studied the work of Muhasibi with the Andalusian Sufi
Muhammad Ibn Khamis Aba ‘Abdallah al-Safi, amongst others, as he mentions in
his intellectual auto-biography, remarking that “I used to sit with him very often” (al-
Ghunya, 92).

103 See Vimercati Sanseverino, Fés et sainteté, 535-537. According to Casewit (Mytics of
Andalus, 32), the Ri@ya was introduced in al-Andalus by the theologian and poet Ahmad
al-1lbiri (d. 429/1037). See also Vizcaino, Obras de zuhd, 427.
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to know the rights of God, with all their requirements, moments, pur-
poses, duties and their order.104

By putting the notion of hugiq at the centre of religious life, Muhasibi identi-
fies it as a core issue of prophetic missions and of the history of salvation. The
diagnosis that these rights were neglected by his contemporaries led Muhasibi
to write a book on this theme. Moreover, the passage shows clearly how he
transposes this notion into the domain of spiritual practice and thus makes
evident the correlation between spirituality and normativity. Al-Qad1 ‘Iyad’s
use of the term of huguq and its application to the Prophet!©5 is to be under-
stood in the same line. It implies that the rights of the Prophet belong to those
duties which God asks His servants to fulfil and which have been neglected by
the contemporary Muslim community.

This sheds some light on the somewhat unexpected idea that love for the
Prophet constitutes a “right”. The implicit analogy between love for God and
for the Prophet is certainly voluntary. It is based on the idea that man’s rela-
tionship to God cannot be considered independently from his relation to the
Prophet; the quality of the first is conditioned by the quality of the latter. This
is so, because God has established the Prophet as the intermediary and media-
tor between mankind and Himself,1%¢ a fact which, according to al-Qadi ‘Tyad’s
line of argumentation, is demonstrated by the eminence that God accorded to
the Prophet Muhammad.

Al-Qadi ‘Iyad corroborates his elaboration on the normative character of
the love for the Prophet Muhammad with scriptural evidence that is usually
related to the theme. Of course, the theme of love for the Prophet as such is not

104 Mubhasibi, al-Ri‘Gya, 37-38. It should be noted that for Muhasibi, these rights are not lim-
ited to the accomplishment of ritual or legal norms, but include spiritual attitudes such
as sincerity, confidence and awareness.

105 However, al-Qadi ‘Tyad is not the first author to have made this transposition, even if he
is the one who developed it in a systematic manner as the key notion of the normative
aspect of his prophetology. In the sub-chapter “On his affection for his community and
compassion for it”, which is part of the chapter on “Love for the Prophet” of his Shu%ab
al-iman, Bayhaq1 quotes his source Abti ‘Abdallah al-Husayn al-Halimi (d. 403/1012): “If
the reasonable person reflects on the benefits that God conferred on His servants through
the Prophet in this world, and what He conferred to them through his favour of his inter-
cession in the other world, he knows that there is no right, after the rights of God, more
incumbent (la@ hagga awjab) than the right of the Prophet” (Shu‘ab al-iman, 11, 165). See
also Bayhaqi, Shu‘ab al-iman, 11, 193.

106 Al-Qadi ‘Iyad explicitly uses this theologically strong expression of intermediary
(al-wasita), notably in order to explain the meaning of Muhammad’s human nature and
of the inner reality of his prophetic authority, see Shifa’, 277.
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new. It forms the topic of sub-chapters in various hadith compilations, such
as Muslim'’s Sahih.1%7 In this context, love for the Prophet appears to be a sign
of the quality of one’s faith, or the condition for its plenitude.!%8 In the Shifa’,
al-Qadi ‘Iyad quotes these hadiths in the same sense, most importantly the
hadith “None of you has faith until he loves me more than his child, his father
and the whole of mankind”, and in another version “None of you has faith until
he loves me more than his own soul [or: than himself]"!10% What is new in
al-Qadi ‘Iyad presentation is that love for the Prophet is not simply related to
faith, but that it is specified as an attitude that is due to the Prophet in virtue
of his eminence, in analogy to the rights of God the fulfilment of which rep-
resents the core of Islamic spirituality. This argument becomes more explicit
in al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s considerations on the meaning and source of love for the
Prophet Muhammad.

3.2 Meaning and Source of Love for the Prophet (mahabbat al-nabt)

Similar to the concept of huquq al-nabt, al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s elaboration of the
theme of love for the Prophet, appears to be a creative adaptation of the theme
of love for God, besides being the first of its kind in doctrinal sophistication
and depth. By the time and within the milieu of al-Qadi ‘Iyad, Ghazali’s elabo-
ration of the theme in his J4ya’ constituted the primary doctrinal reference.10
In fact, it appears very clearly that the author of the Shifa’ drew inspiration in

107 Cf Muslim, Sahih, Kitab al-iman, chapter 16 “Concerning the obligation of love for the
Messenger of God”.

108  See below.

109 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 232. Both versions can be found in Bukhari, Sahih, kitab al-iman, bab hubb
al-rasul min al-iman, N° 15 and kitab al-ayman wa al-nudhur, bab kayfa kanat yamin
al-nabi, N° 6257. Al-Qadi ‘Tyad gives his own isnad for the first version with a slight varia-
tion in the order between “father (walid)” and “child (walad)” corresponding to the version
of Muslim, Sahih, kitab al-iman, bab wujiib mahabbat al-rasil, N° 70. In his commentary
of Muslim’s Sahih, al-Qadi ‘Iyad offers an interesting explanation of the two Aadith men-
tioned in this sub-chapter: “The categories of love are three: love due to reverence and
exaltation as love for the father, love due to mercy and affection as love for the child,
and love due to benefaction (istihsan) and alikeness (rmushakala) as love between people.
And the Prophet reunites all these in himself. [...] And from what we said it ensues that
faith does not become complete without realising (tahqiq) the elevated dignity (gadr)
and rank of the Prophet above every father and child as well as above every benefactor.
Whoever is not convinced of this and believes something else is not a believer (laysa
bi-mwmin)” (Ikmal al-Mu‘allim, 1, 280-81).

110 His important teacher Abui Bakr Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) is, among the contemporaries
of Ghazali, “the most important source of information about al-Ghazalr’s life and his
teachings” (Griffel, Philosophical Theology, 62). On the role of Ibn al-‘Arabi for the evolu-
tion of theological thinking in the Islamic West, see Serrano, Diffusion.
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several ways from the magnus opus of the great Persian theologian and Sufi.
Similar to Muslim philosophers inspired by Neo-Platonism, Ghazali argues
that the knowledge of an object or a person increases love for it.!"! This eluci-
dates very well the argumentative connection between the first and the second
part of the Shifa’ in view of its overall purpose: the knowledge of the Prophet’s
gadr expounded in the first part leads the reader to increase his love for him.

Al-Qadi ‘Iyad first defines love in a chapter on God’s love for the Prophet
Muhammad as it is expressed in the latter’s specific designation habib Allah
(“the beloved of God”) mentioned in a hadith:'2

The root (as!) of love is the inclination towards what is in harmony
with the lover (al-mayl ila ma yuwafiqg al-muhibb).'® As for God’s love
for a creature, it means enabling him to attain felicity, protecting him,
guiding him to success, providing him with the means to draw closer to
Him, and bestowing His grace upon him, and finally to take away the veil
from his heart so that he perceives Him (yarahu) with his heart and gazes
(yangura ilayhi) towards Him with his inner sight (basira), until he is as
[God] said in the hadith [qudsi] ‘and when I love him, I am his hearing
through which he hears, his sight through which he sees, and his tongue
through which he speaks [...]"114

If applied to God’s supreme object of love, which according to al-Qadi ‘Iyad is
the Prophet Muhammad, the fadith shows how to love the Prophet means to
love the one whose whole being is animated and transcended by God’s love.
The chapter on love for the Prophet deals more specifically with mankind’s
love for the Prophet Muhammad. Here al-Qadi ‘Iyad devotes a complete sub-
chapter to the “meaning (mana) of love for the Prophet”15 Again, Ghazali’s

111 Ghazali, Thy@’, 1v, 392. “It is not possible to imagine the existence of love except after
perception and knowledge; hence, the human being loves only what he knows”. See also
Abrahamov, Divine Love, 70.

112 ‘lyad, Shifa’, 130-133: “[...] am I not the beloved of God, without any pride?”. There is no
full isnad given by al-Qadi ‘Iyad, but the hadith is to be found amongst others in the Sunan
of Tirmidhi, Kitab al-manaqib, bab fi fadl al-nabi, N° 3616.

113 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 132. It is possible to translate also “the inclination towards what corresponds
to the lover”.

114  Shif@’,132. The hadith is transmitted by al-Bukhari, Sahih, kitab al-raqa’iq, bab al-tawadu’,
N° 6137. Al-Ghazali also cites it in his section on “God’s love for the servant” and discusses
it atlength in order to develop the concept of qurb or nearness to God through the assim-
ilation of divine attributes as expressed in the prophetic “noble characters” (makarim
al-akhlaq), Ihya’, 1v, 431—33, and also 405.

115  Shif@’, 238-39.
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elaboration of the meaning and sources of love for God seems to have informed
the argumentative basis of the Shifa’. For Ghazali, love is the supreme spiritual
station to which all the other spiritual stations aim and thus it is the climax of
man’s relationship to God. His intention is to prove that only God is worthy of
love and that every kind of love has its real origin in love for God.!'¢ He enu-
merates five causes (asbab) of love in general, and corresponding causes of
the love for God in particular.'” Al-Qadi ‘Tyad does not transpose all of these
five causes to the Prophet, but chooses three of them and adapts them, since
the five causes of love for God are based on the relationship between Creator
and created. The author of the Shifa’ bases his elaboration on an albeit anthro-
pologically orientated version of the definition of love mentioned above:
“The inclination of the human being towards what is in harmony with him
(al-mayl ila ma yuwafiq al-insan)"1® He distinguishes three forms of the “har-
mony” (muwafaqa) which engender love and correspond to the three reasons
or sources of man’s love for something or somebody: 1) harmony consisting of
the pleasure felt through the “perception (idrak) of beautiful forms (al-suwar
al-jamila)” through the senses, 2) or of the pleasure felt through “perception of
noble interior meanings (ma‘ant batina sharifa) through the intellect and the
heart’, or 3) of the benevolence and the favour that it represents to him, for
“the souls are fashioned in a way that they love the one who acts beautifully
towards them (man ahsana ilayha)"*® According to al-Qadi ‘Iyad, the Prophet
Muhammad combines the three meanings/reasons of love in the most accom-
plished manner through 1) the beauty of his exterior appearance, 2) the perfec-
tion of his inner character, and 3) his favours and bounties on his community.120
The author of the Shifa’ concludes that the Prophet is the worthiest creature of
being truly beloved.12!

In this way, al-Qadi ‘Iyad is able to argue that love for the Prophet Muhammad
is not something which needs to be imposed from the exterior, but that it is
anthropologically rooted. A sound knowledge of the Prophet’s eminence will
naturally engender love for him in the human being, because the inclination
for beauty is natural for humans. Ghazali’s definition of beauty, as “existence
of all possible perfections in an object means its being in an utmost degree of

116  Al-Ghazali, Thya@’, 1v, 398.

117 Al-Ghazali, Thy@’, 1v, 392—397. See also Abrahamov, Divine Love, 45-51.

118  Shif@’, 238. See al-Ghazali’s definition of love: “Love is the expression for the natural incli-
nation for a thing which produces pleasure’, Thya’, 1v, 392.

119 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 238.

120 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 238.

121 ‘lyad, Shif@’, 238—39.
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beauty”,1?2 is influenced by Platonic and Stoic philosophy. It is certainly help-
ful to grasp this argument: if love is related to beauty and the pleasure pro-
duced by its perception, beauty is in reality an expression of perfection, so that
love is ultimately engendered by perfection. In this sense, the perfection of
the prophetic person is the reason for the pleasure that the perception of his
beauty engenders in the one who has knowledge of it. For Ghazali, the quality
of being free from defects and vices necessitates love, which explains man’s
love for prophets and righteous people and finds its perfection only in God.123
Considering this argument, the connection in the Shifa’ between Part 11 on
the Prophet’s rights (Augig), and Part 111 on his infallibility (isma) becomes
clear: the fact of knowing that the Prophet is free from defects necessitates and
increases love for him. While this quality finds its perfection in an absolute
sense only in God as expounded by Ghazali,'?* in the domain of creation, it
finds its perfection in the Prophet only.125 This line of thought shows how the
theme of love to the Prophet is directly related to the consideration of the pro-
phetic appearance and virtues expounded in Part 1.

3.3 The Prophetic Appearance and the Perception of His Beautiful Forms
The second chapter of Part 1, “On God’s perfecting [the Prophet’s] physical
and interior qualities and His singularly unifying all religious and worldly
favours in him"!26 is explicitly addressed to the “lover of this noble Prophet
and seeker of the details of the beauty of his exalted status”!2” The various sub-
chapters consist mainly of thematically arranged hadiths and draw the image
of a human being endowed by God with the realisation of perfection in every
aspect of its existence. This perfection, however, not only has an anthropologi-
cal significance as it establishes the Prophet as a human ideal worthy of emula-
tion. It equally conveys a prophetological meaning related to divine revelation.
If the descriptions of “the beauty of his physical constitution"?8 reproduce
late-antique Arabian aesthetic ideals,!?9 they also convey the transfiguration
of the Muhammadan being by the revelation of the divine word. His personality

122 Ghazali, Ihya’, 1v, 396. See also Abrahamov, Divine Love, 49.

123 Abrahamov, Divine Love, 56.

124 Al-mustahiqq li--mahabba huwa Allah wahduhu, “He who is worthy of love is God alone”
(Ghazaly, Ihya’, 1v, 398).

125 See also Bayhaqi who writes in his Shuab al-iman “he [the Prophet Muhammad] is the
most worthy of love (huwa ahaqqu bi-l-mahabba)”, Shu‘ab al-iman, 11, 133.

126  ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 44.

127 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 44.

128 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 46—48.

129 See especially the summary that al-Qadi ‘Iyad gives of the various detailed descriptions of
his physical appearance, Shif@’, 46—47.
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becomes a mirror of divine severity and awfulness (jalal), and, at the same
time, of His gentleness and beauty ( jamal).!3°

The testimonies of those contemporaries who had an intimate relationship
with the Prophet, such as ‘Al b. Abi Talib, are particularly expressive: “Whoever
saw him, he spontaneously had a reverential awe of him, and whoever mixed
and got acquainted with him, loved him”!3! and “I have never witnessed his
peer, either before or after him”132 Aba Hurayra is reported to have said: “I saw
none better and more beautiful (afsan) than the Messenger of God. It was as
if the sun was running in his face, and when he laughed, he radiated and his
gleam reflected on the wall”!33 His hygienical and ritual “purity”,'3* manifested
for example through the unique perfume that his body exhaled and through
the innate conformity to the Abrahamic model of bodily hygiene, reflects the
immaculateness of humanity’s primordial nature (al-fitra) which Islam claims
to restore. As with the motive of physical beauty and harmony, al-Qadi ‘Iyad
insists on the singularity of Muhammad’s personality:

God favoured him with traits and attributes found in no one else, and then
perfected them with the purity of revealed religion (nazafat al-shar), and
with the ten qualities of primordial nature (khisal al-fitra al-‘ashr).135

His superior intelligence and wisdom,!3¢ and its manifestation through “the
force of his senses” and his eloquence,!3” shows how God'’s grace was fully
manifested in the personality of the Prophet Muhammad. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad illus-
trates this by quoting, among others, the known transmitter of hadith and of
biblical material, Wahb Ibn al-Munabbih (d. 110/728 or 114/732):

130 Both notions, classically used to categorise the divine names, are regularly employed by
al-Qadi ‘Iyad with regard to the Prophet Muhammad, for example Shif@’, 44 where he
evokes the “qualities of gentleness/beauty and perfection’, and Shif@’, 45 where it is ques-
tion of the Prophet’s “qualities of perfection and severity/awfulness”. See also Gril on “De
la crainte révérentielle a 'amour” in “Attitude des Compagnons”, 33—37.

131 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 48.

132 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 48.

133 ‘lyad, Shifa’ 48.

134 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 4851

135 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 48. The latter are not mentioned in detail, which shows that the author pre-
sumes that the reader knows the relevant hadiths. The same applies for the other descrip-
tions of the Prophet’s appearance which he only summarises.

136 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 51-52.

137 ‘lyad, Shif@’, 53—60.
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I have read seventy-one religious scriptures and they unanimously stated
that compared to the intellect (al-‘ag!) of the Prophet, God has not allot-
ted to mankind, from the beginning of this world to its end, but a grain of
sand from the world’s sands.!38

The theme of noble ascendance,'3® treated in the consecutive sub-chapter,
connects the Prophet Muhammad with the universal history of salvation and
the community of prophets, sages and civilising heroes, and demonstrates the
conclusiveness of his message.14?

However, by presenting a detailed description of the Muhammadan per-
son, the Shifa’ does not, in fact, introduce a wholly new theme, nor does this
reflect an innovative conception of prophetology. In her groundbreaking study
on the veneration of the Prophet in Islamic piety, Annemarie Schimmel has
referred explicitly to the concept of the Prophet’s beauty, both “physical”*! and
“spiritual”#2 as an ongoing theme and preoccupation in Islamic thought, espe-
cially with hadith scholars and Sufis. The specific conception of the Prophet’s
body, to which the considerations of his physical beauty and perfect consti-
tution are obviously related, can in fact be found well before the Shifa’. The
particular significance of the Prophet’s body in Islamic sources has been elu-
cidated by Denis Gril, who explains: “The body of the prophets, and of the
Prophet in particular, therefore reveals qualities and virtues that transcend
ordinary humanity, just as their lives are identified with the mission in which
they are invested”143

This is further explained by him as follows:

Thaumaturgical property of the prophetic body [...] goes hand in hand
with the eschatological hope that attaches itself to it [...]. It is normal
for a body through which the [divine] Word flows to be penetrated by its
power of regeneration and healing. However, the attention given first by

138 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 51.

139 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 60-61.

140 See Rubin, Eye of the Beholder, 7.

141 On “The Prophet’s physical beauty”, see Schimmel, And Muhammad, 33—45. Schimmel
refers herself directly to al-Qadi ‘Iyad whom she qualifies falsely as “noted enemy of the
Sufis” (33), repeating thereby a view that is based on a remark by al-Sha‘rani (d. 973/1565)
the origin of which “must be understood as a mix-up of historical facts, anecdotes and
overly interpretative assumptions, chiefly motivated by concerns not related to ‘Iyad’s
work, biography or legacy” (Eggen, “A book burner” 106).

142 On “The Prophet’s spiritual beauty”, see Schimmel, And Muhammad, 45-55. See also
Andrae, Person Muhammeds, 199—228.

143  Gril, “Corps du Prophete’, 37-57.
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the Companions and then by subsequent generations of Muslims to the
physical aspect of the Prophet and his character is also explained by the
idea that each of his traits may have meaning, in accordance with the laws
of physiognomy, and that the impression of harmony and balance that
emerges from his person reflects his physical and spiritual perfection.!#4

Luca Patrizi shows how a comparative perspective from the history of religions
allows to understand the iconographic function of the descriptions of the pro-
phetic person:

In Islam, writing takes the place of iconography, and as long as the Qur'an
is the word of God made book, Qur’anic writing takes the place that the
icon in particular, and the image of Christ in general, has in Christianity.
In place of images, moreover, there is the use of the physical descrip-
tion of the Prophet Muhammad, taken from the reports made by his
companions.5

The shama’il thus compensate the physical disappearance of the Prophet and
allow post-prophetic generations of Muslims to experience a visual encounter
with the Muhammadan personality.

What is particular to the Shif@’, is the fact that this discourse on the pro-
phetic person is integrated into a systematic elaboration of the meaning of
these descriptions for the religious life of Muslims, in particular in its nor-
mative dimension as it is expressed through the concept of hugiig and more
specifically in its relation to love for the Prophet.!6 Al-Qadi ‘Iyad inserts the
sham@’il genre of hadith literature into an argumentative framework based
on the relation between the perception of beautiful forms and love for the
Prophet. He speaks explicitly of the impact that these descriptions have on
people’s “hearts”#7 and, while treating the “qualities of perfection’, he begs
God “to illuminate my heart and yours and to increase my love and your love
for this noble Prophet”!® For the author of the Shifa’, the elucidation of the

144  Gril, “Corps du Prophete’, 45.

145 Patrizi, “Impronte, ritratti’, 92. On this theme see also the recent thesis by Hiba Abid,
Dala’il al-Khayrat, 278-97.

146 Comparing Tirmidhi’'s Shama’il and the Shif@’, Tor Andrae remarks that al-Qadi ‘Iyad has
“overcome the ritualistic exteriority” of the first and succeeded in expounding the “ethical
value” of these descriptions, see Person Mohammeds, 204—5.

147 Shif@’, 45.

148  Shif@’, 46. Examples such as these could be multiplied. It is striking that the author seems
to aim specifically the “heart (galb)” of the reader, and less his reason (‘agl). Even if he
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Prophet’s physical appearance and of his personality clearly has a theological
and a spiritual function. It is expected to have an impact on the religious life of
the Muslim community in its fulfilment of the Prophet’s rights.

3.4 The Prophet’s “Beautiful Character” and the Perception of His “Noble
Meanings” and of His Benevolence

The same can be said of the second source of love for the Prophet, which is
identified by al-Qadi ‘Iyad as “the perception of noble interior meanings”, by
which he means the Prophet’s virtues and his character or khulug.1*° The rea-
son for this lies, according to the author, in the fact that “the human being is
naturally inclined towards being very fond of [saintly people, scholars and vir-
tuously acting people] to the extent that certain people are led to partisanship
(ta‘assub) and others to sectarianism (tashayyu?)”15° This remark again estab-
lishes an anthropological foundation of love for the Prophet Muhammad, as for
al-Qadi ‘Iyad the latter is obviously the most eminent of saintly and righteous
people. And indeed, in the corresponding section of the Prophet’s description,
the author seeks to demonstrate that the personality of Muhammad encom-
passes the totality of those qualities on whose excellence both reason and rev-
elation agree:

They are called ‘the beautiful character’ (husn al-khulug) and this is the
equilibrium of the soul’s faculties and attributes, and their just balance
without any inclination towards the transgression of their limits. The
totality of these qualities was the character of our Prophet, with regard
to the culmination of their perfection and to their accomplished equi-
librium, to the extent that God praised him in His statement “And verily,
you are of an exalted character” (Q 68:4). ‘N’isha said: “His character was
the Qur’an, he was satisfied by its satisfaction and he was discontent by
its discontentment’,'>! and he said “I was sent to accomplish the noble

constructs a reasoning in order to strengthen his argument, he seems to consider that
the presentation of scriptural evidence, with its descriptive, edificatory and narrative ele-
ments, is more effective for impressing the religious consciousness of his readership than
discursive deliberations.

149 Shifa’, 238.

150 One could see here a hidden criticism of the religious-political circumstances of his time.
However, this conception is probably taken from Ghazali according to whom “spiritual
qualities are beloved and the person qualified by them is by nature beloved by whoever
knows his qualities. The proof for this is the fact that people by nature love prophets, the
Companions of Muhammad, the heads of the schools of law, such as Shafi1, although
they did not see them” Abrahamov, Divine Love, 49.

151 See Muslim, Sahih, kitab salat al-musafirin, bab jam‘salat al-layl, N° 746.
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character traits”152 And Anas [Ibn Malik] said that the Messenger of God
was the most beautiful of men in character, and ‘Al1 b. Abi Talib said the
same. As the veritable knowers (al-muhaqqigin) remember him, he was
fashioned on these [beautiful character traits] in the root of his constitu-
tion and of his immaculate original nature (awwal fitratihi); he did not
obtain them through acquisition or exercise, but only by divine generos-
ity and lordly election, and this is true for all the prophets.!53

It is interesting to see how the author mingles philosophical and theological
ethics. In fact, he mentions at various places the “insightful thinkers” (‘ugala’)
or the “people of sound reason (ashab al-‘uqul al-salima)” as an authority
complementary to the revealed law (al-shar) for the appreciation of attri-
butes and characters.’®* Already Tor Andrae!>® alluded to the influence of
Aristotelian ethics as elaborated in Islamic terms by Miskawayh (d. 421/1030),
probably through the mediation of Ghazal’s I#ya’,156 but also to the impact
of pre-Islamic Arabian ethical ideals like the muruwwa (chivalry). Al-Qadi
‘lyad indeed begins, in the manner of the philosophers, the list of virtues with
the Prophet’s intellect (‘aql) by explaining that it “constitutes the root of the
branches [of the beautiful character], the origin of its sources and the centre of
its sphere”!57 But unlike the philosophers, the author of the Shifa’ considers the

152 See Bukhari, al-Adab al-mufrad, bab husn al-khulug, N° 273 and Nisaburi, al-Mustadrak,
kitab al-tawarikh, bab ayat rasul Allah, N° 4221. However, in both sources the hadith is
narrated with the wording salif al-akhlag (virtuous character traits).

153 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 68-69.

154 See, for example, at the beginning of the section of the akhlaq (Shifa’, 68). However,
al-Qadi ‘Iyad précises immediately afterwards that it is the revealed law that commands
their acquisition and elucidates their soteriological meaning: “The revealed law praises all
of them, commands their acquisition and promises the eternal beatitude for the one who
assimilates them (al-mutakhalliq bi-ha) and qualifies himself with some of them, for the
reason that they represent a part of prophecy” (Shif@’, 68).

155 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 206-12.

156 On this transfer of virtue ethics “from philosophy to scripture” through Miskawayh and
Ghazaly, see Zargar, Polished Mirror, 79-105. For a discussion of this theme in al-Ghazalj,
see Abul Quasem, Ethics of al-Ghazali.

157 ‘Iyad, Shif@, 71. The author admits that this chapter is somewhat a repetition of what he
stated in the section of the Prophet’s constitution, and of what he will state in the section
on the Prophet’s miracles. This shows how important it was for al-Qadi ‘Iyad to deal with
this theme, probably in view of demonstrating to his philosophically orientated contem-
poraries the eminence of the Prophet Muhammad, and his superiority towards the Greek
masters of rationality.
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prophetic intellect and the various aptitudes which issue from it with regard to
the Quranic doctrine of Muhammad’s illiterateness:!>8

According to his intellect, he had knowledge of everything God taught
him and made him understand, including the science of what has been
and of what will be, of the wonders of His power and the immensity of
His transcendent realm, as God says ‘and He taught you what you did not
know and God’s favour upon you is immense’ (Q 5:113). [Human] intel-
ligences became perplexed at measuring God’s favour on him and the
tongues fell into silence when attempting to express a comprehensive
description of this.15?

While affirming in this last sentence, as in various other places, the relativ-
ity of philosophical knowledge with regard to prophetology, the author does
not disdain to use philosophical ethics in order to make sense of the various
capacities and powers attributed to the Prophet Muhammad, such as the little
amount of sleep and food!®° he needed, or his ability to handle wealth and
to deal with political matters. This argumentative structure allows al-Qadi
‘Iyad to make the Prophet Muhammad appear as a superior and divinely
inspired version of the philosophical ideal of the philosopher-king. It is con-
ceivable that the author of the Shifa’ intended thereby to argue, against the
rationalist-minded amongst his contemporaries, the superiority of the Prophet
Muhammad over the philosophers and the incomparability between the two
types of knowledge.16!

158 See Q 7157. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad explains that the Prophet Muhammad obtained knowledge
about previous scriptures, divine commandments, virtuous conduct, the guidance of
people etc. “without teaching or study, the reading of previous scriptures or the company
of its scholars, nay, he was an illiterate prophet (nabt ummi) who did not know anything
of this until God opened his breast, made clear his affair, taught him and made him recite”
(Shifa’, 72). In the time of al-Qadi ‘Iyad, there has been a famous controversy in al-Andalus
concerning the position held by the hadith scholar Abui al-Walid al-Baji (d. 474/1081) that
the Prophet knew how to write, as suggested by a hadith, but that this ability was not the
result of an ordinary acquisition, but the fact of a miracle (mujiza). See Blecher, Said the
Prophet, 21—29.

159 Shifa’72.

160  Shifa’, 61-62.

161 He thereby is in line with the theological criticism of philosophical prophetology as ana-
lysed by Zouggar, Philosophes. On the polemics over the “acquisition of prophecy” in al-
Andalus in the fifth—sixth/eleventh—twelfth centuries, see Casewit, Mystics of al-Andalus,
39-42.
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Despite their philosophical relevance, these and the other qualities are obvi-
ously above all related to the prophetic mission and dignity of Muhammad.
His forbearance, generosity, courage, modesty each elucidate an aspect of the
prophetic function and of its Muhammadan specificity.162

However, the sub-chapter on “his compassion (shafaga), his mercy (rahma)
and affection (ra’fa) for the entire creation"63 certainly has a particular sig-
nificance. The theme of the Prophet’s mercy'6* is indeed one of the major
motives of the Shifa’ as it draws through all its parts.165 Its importance stems
from the fact that the Prophet’s unconditional mercy constitutes an obvious
indication of the singular role that God has assigned to him and thus of his
eminence.!¢ According to al-Qadi ‘Iyad, who takes up a common theological
argument, this is demonstrated in particular by the fact that by characteris-
ing the Prophet Muhammad with mercy, God attributes to the latter His own
name and quality.167 At the same time, the theme of the Prophet’s mercy also
very clearly shows the soteriological significance of his personality, and thus
the normative status of veneration and love for him. Mercy equally has a cen-
tral significance because it represents the essential element of the third source
of love mentioned by al-Qadi ‘Iyad, namely “the benevolence and the favour
that somebody represents to man” corresponding to the Prophet’s “favours and
bounties on his community”.168

Considering the presentation of the Prophet’s character traits in general, it
is striking how al-Qadi ‘Iyad constantly stresses their divine cause, as for exam-
ple when explaining in the case of the Prophet’s longanimity and forbearance
that “all this is from how God educated His Prophet”.16° This insistence can be
understood to have a double meaning. Firstly, as explained in the first part, it

162  See Shifa@’, 72—97. A precise analysis of each character trait and virtue from this perspec-
tive would certainly yield fruitful results which would deepen and differentiate our
understanding of the Muslim perception of the Prophet Muhammad. However, this can-
not be done here for reasons of space, and must be kept for further studies.

163  Shifa’, 83-8s.

164 According to al-Khafaji, the term rahma as applied to a human being is explained as “the
softness (rigga) of the heart with regard to the concern of a person’, Nasim, 1, 152.

165 See Shif@’, 21-23, 39, 83-85, 142, 145. In the sub-chapter discussed here, the mercy motive
is explained in terms of its ethical meaning as characterising the way the Prophet
engaged with people, whereas in the other sections, the Prophet’s mercy is considered
more in terms of the meaning of his sending. See also Vimercati Sanseverino, “Wer dem
Gesandten gehorcht”, 68—7o.

166 See Part1 of this chapter.

167 See Shifa’,145.

168 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 238.

169  “lyad, Shif@’, 72.
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demonstrates again the Prophet’s pre-eminence and secondly, it goes against
the philosophical conception of prophetology which considers prophecy as a
state conferred by God on account of intellectual and moral qualities. Here,
very clearly following Ash‘ari theology,'’® the author of the Shifa’ empha-
sises that the prophetic virtues represent the consequences of divine election
and revelation for the prophetic person. There is no causal relation between
human qualities and prophecy — both are nothing other than effects of God’s
will and grace.

At the same time, the influence of Sufi ethics is visible through the various
quotations and also through certain themes.!”! Whereas the great majority of
attributes concern the Prophet’s relation to people, there is only one category
which exclusively concerns his relation to God, namely one of the last sub-
chapters dealing with “his fear of his Lord, his obedience towards Him and the
intensity of his adoration”.1”? The Shifa’ seems to emphasise a certain type of
spirituality which reflects the spiritual and ethical ideal of al-Qad1 ‘Tyad’s milieu
and time. Detachment from worldly affairs (zuAd), combined with a rigorous
and intense ritual practice, and the vigilant fear of God as the principal modal-
ity of knowledge of God, correspond to the ideal of the ascetic scholar-saint
characteristic for the Islamic West of the fourth-sixth /tenth-twelfth centuries.1”3

From these considerations it becomes clear how al-Qadi ‘Iyad skilfully
arranges these various discursive genres towards a common theme, that is the
love for the Prophet. A more normative approach is visible in the sub-chapter
on “The signs of love for the Prophet”,'”* the longest of this whole chapter and,
to my knowledge, the first of this kind in the history of Sunni literature. The
theme of “signs” offers criteria in order to verify the sincerity (sidg) of love for
the Prophet Muhammad. Even if there are no explicit indications, the question
arises whether the author had in view false claims of love for the Prophet in

170  On al-Qadi ‘Tyad’s Ash‘arism, see Serrano, Diffision de lash‘arisme and also Al-‘Abdallah,
Juhuduhu al-kalamiyya; Shawwat, Alim al-Maghrib, 46—56.

171 A specific study on the influence of Sufism on the Shif@’ is yet to be undertaken. At this
stage of research, the work gives the impression of a certain preponderance of quotations
attributed to Sahl al-Tustarl. Regarding themes besides virtues like renunciation or fear of
God, one can mention the issue of the Prophet’s characterisation with divine names and
the elaborations on love for the Prophet. For the latter theme in early Sufism, see Thibon,
“Transmission du hadith’”.

172 ‘Iyad, Shif@’, 95-97.

173 See Vimercati Sanseverino, “Hagiographie marocaine”; on the “Renunciant Tradition in
Seville” in particular Casewit, Mystics of Andalus, 30—33. However, even later prophetolog-
ical works such as Qastallani (d. 963/1517), al-Mawahib al-laduniya (see 11, 83-115), adopt
the same scheme.

174  ‘lyad, Shif@’, 235—238.



188 VIMERCATI SANSEVERINO

his time and whether this theme possibly contains a veiled critique against a
certain group which, in al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s view, claimed to represent the Prophet’s
authority and to be attached to him, without laying importance on the require-
ments of “prophetic piety”1?> In any case, the “signs” that he mentions illustrate
very concretely the effects of love for the Prophet on religious life: the prefer-
ence for the Prophet and for conformity to him, continuous mention of him
(dhikrihi) and desire to meet him, especially when one hears his name, love
for those associated to him like his family and companions, love for the Qur’an
and finally compassion for his community.'’¢ Far from being merely an inte-
rior attitude, the mahabbat al-nabi requires the whole being of the believer,
in order to be truthful (sadiq). In fact, love for the Prophet represents for the
author of the Shifa’ a comprehensive and programmatic vision of the prac-
tice of Islam, involving the interior life of the individual believer as well as his
exterior behaviour and his relationship to the community. This comprehensive
character of the love for the Prophet results from its normative meaning:

Know that who loves something accords preference to it and conformity
to it, otherwise his love is not truthful, but he pretends only to it. He who
is sincere in his love for the Prophet is the one on whom its signs appear,
and the first sign is taking him as a model, putting his Sunna into practice
and following his words and deeds, as well as conforming to his com-
mands and interdictions, educating oneself according to his behaviour
in facility and difficulty, as well as in pleasant and unpleasant things; the
evidence of this, is God’s word ‘Say: If you love God, then follow me and
God will love you (Q 3:31). And [love for the Prophet] is also apparent
through giving preference to what he legislated and urged to do, against
what conforms to one’s own passions and desires.!””

In the sub-chapter “On the reward (thawab) for love for the Prophet”!78 inter-
estingly placed at the very beginning, al-Qadi ‘Iyad dwells in particular on the
eschatological meaning of the fulfilment of the duties connected with this
love. The argument developed through the various hadith is that loving the

175 One could think of both, the current of Malikism which preferred to stick the author-
ity of its scholars and thereby neglecting the hadith (see Fierro, “Proto-Malikis”), or the
Almohads who sought to place the Mahdi as normative and theological reference for the
Muslim community (see Fierro, “El tratado”).

176 For all these see ‘Iyad, Shifa’, 236f.

177  Shif@’, 235.

178  Shif@’, 232-33.
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Prophet means being associated with the one who will be in the most blissful
position in paradise: “Whoever loves me, will be with me in paradise”.!”®

In this relatively small passage, the soteriological argument of the Shifa’and
of its prophetology comes more fully into light. The theme of “reward” allows
the writer to expound what the Prophet’s pre-eminence means for his com-
munity, and how the fulfilment of his rights constitutes the modalities through
which his community can itself benefit from it. If “being with the Prophet” is
the supreme reward of love for him, and thus the true goal of the fulfilment
of his rights in general,!8 then because it means to be associated to the grace
for which God singled out the Prophet Muhammad. It is in this sense, that the
Shifa’ argues that the quality of a believer’s relationship to God is dependent
upon the quality of his relationship to the Prophet, which is proportionate to
his love for him. In other words, the believer’s relationship to God is only a rela-
tionship of effective proximity and love if it is goes along with an effective rela-
tionship to the most near and beloved creature to God, which is the Prophet
Muhammad. Because God loves the Prophet, to love the Prophet means to par-
ticipate in God’s love for him.

4 Conclusion

One of the results of this study is certainly to have shown the theological
complexity and sophistication of a work that has too often been treated as a
polemical or apologetical text whose purpose resided in promoting extrava-
gant beliefs to credulous Muslim masses. Focusing on the central notions of
gadr and huqug, as well as the themes of knowledge and love, this analysis of
the Shifa’ has attempted to demonstrate how the veneration of the Prophet
Muhammad represents a genuine theological and intellectual concern within
Sunni scholarly discourse. Drawing on the rich textual material of the various
genres of prophetological literature, the Shifa’ uses sciences and approaches
as diverse as hadith, philosophy and Sufism in order to show how evidence
for Muhammadan prophethood is first of all soteriologically meaningful for
the religious life of Muslims. Developing the prophetological scope of various
discursive traditions, the Shifa’ thus reflects the end of the formative period.

179  Shif@, 233.

180 This conclusion is further confirmed by the other chapters, especially the final, very
ample, chapter of Part 11 which concerns the practice of tasliya or “praying for the
Prophet” (al-salat ‘ala al-nabi) and wherein various hadiths are mentioned to this effect.
For the theme of tasliya see the excellent study of Hamidoune, Priére sur le Prophéte.
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In the context of the emergence of schisms and of the threats to the territorial
integrity of the Islamic West, it participates in the consolidation of a distinct
Sunni identity shaped by “Muhammadan spirituality”.

The study of the Shifa’ allows for a more differentiated understanding of
the Muslim discourse on the Prophet’s pre-eminence. For those who believe
in Muhammad’s prophetic claim and strive to follow him, the latter’s exalted
dignity means, foremost, the possibility to participate in the Prophet’s near-
ness to God — hence, proximity to the Prophet implies proximity to God. If
Part 1 shows that through the Prophet Muhammad the believer has access to
a privileged relationship with God, Part 11 responds to the question how this
participation is possible, namely through the fulfilment of his rights, love for
the Prophet representing their ultimate fulfilment.

What is striking is the epistemological consistency of this prophetology: If
it is God Himself who imparts knowledge about the Prophet’s pre-eminence
to mankind, man cannot attain this knowledge by himself — at least in its
depth, variety and veritable meaning. Consequently, al-Qadi ‘Tyad organised
his prophetology according to the loci of God’s exaltation of the Prophet, i.e.,
God’s speech to the Prophet, and the Prophet’s person and miraculous acts
as transmitted by tradition. If al-Qadi ‘Iyad presents revelation and salvation
history as sources for the knowledge of the Prophet’s pre-eminent status, the
question arises which role he accords to reason or ‘ag/? While further analysis
is needed on this point, it can be already affirmed in a general manner that
reason as a purely human source of knowledge seems to have only a second-
ary epistemological significance, which is limited to demonstrating the plau-
sibility of an argument rather than allowing for certainty with regard to its
truth. So rather than a source of knowledge, reason appears as a hermeneutical
instrument needed for making the meaning and coherence of the mentioned
sources evident in view of a certain theme. Hence, al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s “conces-
sions” to philosophical ethics are in fact only relative: if reason is able to appre-
ciate the Prophet’s virtues and to elucidate their excellence through systematic
elaboration, it is incapable of recognising their true meaning and the reality
of the Prophet’s realisation of them. However, if the value of reason for the
knowledge of the Prophet’s eminent reality appears to be relative, one should
not conclude that for al-Qadi ‘Tyad the ‘ag! is negligible. The third part of the
book, which, according to its author, contains the “secret” of the whole work,
shows that the use of reason is indispensable for an accurate understanding of
the subtleties of prophetology.

Despite the insights yielded by this study, it is clear that the Shifa’ requires
further analysis of the other two parts and of certain aspects, in particular
the theme of hadith transmission which occupies a central place for al-Qadi
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‘Iyad’s self-understanding and activity as a scholar. If the Shifa’ argues the sote-
riological necessity of the Muslim’s relationship to the person of the Prophet,
the hadith represents one of the major means through which this relation-
ship is established.!®! Another aspect to be inquired further is the influence
of Ghazalr's thought on al-Qadi ‘Iyad, and of philosophical ideas and of Sufi
teachings in general. If the Shifa’ shows obvious parallels to both, the concrete
genealogy of certain ideas has to be elucidated further. Against the background
of a more comprehensive understanding of the Shif@’, it will be possible to
relate its argument as expounded in this study more concretely to al-Qadi
‘Iyad’s diagnostics of the Muslim community’s situation in his time.!82 It is the
latter which elucidates how for al-Qadi ‘Iyad the inappropriate or incomplete
understanding of the prophetic reality of Muhammad’s personality constitutes
the real cause for the neglect of the Prophet’s rights in the Muslim community,
and hence the root of the latter’s critical situation.

Certainly, the most singular feature which this study has brought to light
is the elaboration of a veritable theology of veneration of the Prophet in the
Shifa’. One can speak of a theology in the sense that the conceptualisation of
veneration is grounded in the divine determination of prophetic dignity, which
is only known by God’s revelation and working. Love for the Prophet, as al-Qadi
‘Iyad presented it, is ultimately based on God’s exaltation of the Prophet in
words and acts. For a scholar like al-Qadi ‘Iyad, the mahabbat al-nabi is not
merely a moral device or an emotional impulse related to the socio-religious
or psychological needs of the Muslim community but has its foundation in
revelation and tradition and thus can be substantiated through theological
reasoning. Furthermore, it is a theology because it develops a comprehensive
vision of Islamic religious life founded on the Muhammadan model and per-
sonality. The latter appears as an ideal of human perfection, allowing thereby
for an anthropological basis of veneration: the human being inclines natu-
rally to what is beautiful and good, and the Prophet Muhammad, reuniting
in him the outer and inner qualities of perfection with benevolence towards
mankind, represents the supreme object of love in the created world. It is this
vision which most likely explains the singular success of the Shifa’, as well as
its continuing relevance and force of attraction.

181  See my forthcoming study on this aspect of the Shif@’ and of hadith transmission in
M. Gharaibeh, ed. Beyond Authenticity, forthcoming.

182 This is certainly to be understood in view of what Maribel Fierro calls “spiritual alien-
ation’, see Fierro, “Spiritual alienation” and Vimercati Sanseverino, “Transmission, ethos”
46-51.
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“Special Features of the Prophet”
(Khasa’is nabawiyya)

From Jurisprudence to Devotion

Michele Petrone

The figure of Muhammad has received unparalleled attention from Muslim
scholars, who have scrutinised every aspect of his life, public and private,
in order to reconstruct a viable uswa hasana, a “good model” for believers.!
Major collections of hadith can be considered to be fragmented accounts of
the Prophet’s life, narrated and classified according to the various points of
view of the transmitters. In sira texts (a notion often translated as “biography”),
which deal with the Prophet’s life and actions, the variability of perspectives is
limited by the author, and the chronological arrangement of events shifts the
focus of such texts away from the potential legal relevance of Muhammad'’s
actions to their exemplary and exceptional character.

A narrower approach to the figure of Muhammad can be found in Shama’il
literature, which centres on the physical appearance of the Prophet and on the
perfection of his character. One of the fundamental texts of this genre, writ-
ten by Tirmidhi,? covers every aspect of the physical existence of Muhammad,
from his birth to his death, including a final section on the ru’yat al-Nabi, the
Messenger’s vision, which took place during a dream. His acts and decisions are
seen through the lens of description, because he is an exemplum for the believ-
ers. Strictly legal aspects are not discussed, and the description is designed to
offer the reader a lively image of the absent Prophet.

Maghazi literature3 could be said to stand on the opposite side of the
spectrum of literature about the Prophet from works of Shama’il. It is focused
on the actions, military expeditions and raids of the newly established Muslim
community. Here, description is functional, serving a chronological narration
of the military events that occurred during Muhammad’s life.

1 Translation of this expression does not express its full lexical complexity, that alludes not
only to the exclusive aspect of some legal dispositions, but also to the khdssa as an élite, and
to the exceptional character of the one marked by a khasisa (pl. khasa’is).

2 Tirmidhi, Shama’il.

3 Jones, “Maghazi Literature”.
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His function as God’s Messenger, and related proofs, are discussed by
Dal@il al-nubuwwa texts, “Proofs of Prophecy”, in which miraculous deeds and
episodes are seen as signs confirming the genuine nature of Muhammad'’s
mission.* This genre started as a form of apologetics, defending developing
Islamic (sunnt) doctrine from the challenges of Isma‘ilis and Christians.> The
structure of these works is fairly consistent: following the path of the Prophet’s
life, they enumerate miracles and their varying contexts and circumstances.
Among these, miracles linked to the Qur'an and its inimitability occupy a
prominent place. The apologetic attitude is clear in the frequent comparisons
between Muhammad and other messengers, where their miracles are consid-
ered as more tenuous versions of those granted by God to His beloved. In this
sense, the Dala’il can be seen as a development of the sira, focusing on specific
aspects of Muhammad’s life.

In this study I propose to analyse the development of the literature deal-
ing with a slightly different set of exceptional aspects of sira, called khasa’is
nabawiya. 1 will try to show how this genre evolved from niche works of juris-
prudence into spiritual and devotional poetry. Starting from early juridical
texts, the attention of fugaha’ has been on the identification of reliable tra-
ditions and methods of interpretation that would allow judges and rulers to
govern a society that was becoming more complex and stratified. Establishing
guidelines for the interpretation of primary sources was an intellectual task
performed by a restricted élite of specialists in Prophetic tradition. The conse-
quences of these interpretations, on the other hand, involved a far larger pub-
lic, ideally the entire Muslim community. In this perspective there is a distance
between the approach to traditions within dala’il (where the discussion relates
only to miracles performed by Muhammad and other prophets) and that of
jurists, which would primarily refer to traditions valid for the whole umma,
with the aim of deriving general rule of conduct and laws.

In any case, there is a small number of normative hadith in the latter domain
that define rules that are valid only for the Prophet, and not suitable for or
applicable to any other member of his community. These few traditions have
no practical relevance to believers, applying as they do only to the Prophet,
but they are still discussed in earlier sources as khasa’is, “exclusivities of the
Prophet”6 The interaction between the status of these traditions and the

4 Koertner, “Dal@’il al-Nubuwwa Literature”; Tottoli, “Segni della Profezia”; Stroumsa, “Signs of
Prophecy”.

5 Reynolds, Muslim Theologian, 8of.; Tottoli, “Segni della Profezia”.

6 Translation of this expression does not express its full lexical complexity, that alludes not
only to the exclusive aspect of some legal dispositions, but also to the khdssa as an élite and
to the exceptional character of the one marked by a khasisa (pl. khasa’is).
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dal@’il al-nubuwwa texts is the starting point of this study. Here I will try first
to show how khasa’is literature developed, starting from pure juristic discus-
sion and ending with a specific genre focused on the figure of Muhammad,
and on his community, as exceptional in religious world history. In the late
Mamluk period, this genre saw the unprecedented development of new col-
lections of traditions, and of commentaries on and re-writings of these works.
The nature of this second step deserves specific attention, as it is characterised
by a shift from a legalistic approach to a more devotional one. The figure of
Muhammad becomes the focus of the attention of Sufi practices; the prayer
on the Prophet played a central role in the rituals of Sufi brotherhoods (turug,
sing. tariga). In the background of this shift lies the progressive involvement of
‘ulama’ with Sufism, which has deeply influenced the way authors represented
Muhammad. In this analysis I will try to show how khasa’is literature can serve
as a platform for scrutinising the increasing influence of Sufism on the con-
struction of thematic collections of hadith and akhbar.

The sources used for this study cover almost ten centuries of Islamic his-
tory and therefore cannot be considered exhaustive. I have given preference
to earlier sources that have been quoted by later authors as main references.
For Mamluk-period sources, I gave precedence to those from which other texts
derived, but also consider less prominent ones as evidence of the diffusion in
the genre in that period.

1 The Origins of the Discourse in Khasa’is

The legal discourse in khasa’is has its roots in Shafi’s Kitab al-umm (d. 204/820)
and MuzanT’s (d. 264/878) commentary thereon. The latter gives, at the begin-
ning of the Kitab al-nikah, a short summary of what Shafi7 considered to be
an exclusive prerogative of the Prophet, solely concerning marriage. Muzani
introduces the khasa’is, saying:

When God the most high chose Muhammad for His revelation (wahy)
and made clear which were the duties of His creatures, i.e. to obey Him,
[He] made incumbent [on the Prophet to perform] some actions that
were not compulsory for His [other] creatures; [He decreed this] to draw
Prophet near to Him, and [He] made lawful to him things that He prohib-
ited to His creatures ...”

7 Muzani, Mukhtasar, 218f.
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This can be considered the first discourse about khasa’is in Islamic lit-
erature, and it already mentions the main criterion of classification that will
be the basis of later literature on the same topic: rules specific to Muhammad
alone, due to his peculiar status as last of the Prophets. In this passage, Muzani
identifies two sub-categories: obligations and prohibitions. Another element
that will become central in later discussions is the merit ascribed to these acts,
seen as a favour God has bestowed specifically on his beloved.

Mawardi (d. 1058) in his Kitab al-hawt al-kabir fi figh madhhab al-imam
al-Shafit,® which is a commentary on al-Muzani's Mukhtasar, goes a bit fur-
ther in the organisation of the khasa’s. Discussing some of ShafiT’s assertions
about the wives of the Prophet, he associates some of their characteristics
with miracles (karamat) performed by Muhammad. One example is Mawardi’s
commentary on ShafiTs affirmation that the wives of the Prophet were called
“mothers of the believers” (ummahat al-mu’'minin) and that, because of this, for
anyone else to marry them after the Prophet’s death would imply committing
incest. For this reason, it was prohibited for believers to marry the Prophet’s
widows. In al-Hawt, Mawardi says that this counts among the Prophet’s mira-
cles, because the women are Muhammad’s wives, and so associated with him.
The merits of being ummahat al-mu'minin come to them only through hav-
ing married Muhammad, and their daughters were given in marriage to other
Muslims, despite (arguably) being their “sisters”. The theme of nikah (mar-
riage) and specifically of the number of wives, is of paramount importance in
the earlier discussions of the khasa’is. Indeed, the fact that Muhammad could
marry more than four women constitutes one of the clearest exceptions to the
Islamic norms that were valid for the rest of the umma. Almost all later authors
followed Mawardi and tried to find further traditions related to the special sta-
tus of the ummahat al-mwminin.

Bahyaqi (d. 458/1066), for instance, in his al-Sunan al-Kubra,® devotes an
entire chapter to this topic. The focus remains on the nikah, and he gives
accounts of several details not analysed in previous literature, such as the fact
that the Prophet did not need witnesses for his marriages. This list of khasa’s
is also the first to include Prophetic prerogatives not connected to marriage,
such as the possibility, for him, of entering Mecca without being in state of
ihram,!0 or the right to kill someone who offended him; what’s more, it men-
tions only things that are exclusively permitted to the Prophet, omitting any
exclusive prohibitions and miracles. An interesting example, which already

8 Mawardi, al-Hawi, 1X, 18—20.
9 Bayhad], Sunan, v11, 86-120.
10 Ihram, the state of purity that believers must respect when entering the sacred site.
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demonstrates the broadening of the scope of khasa’s, is that the Prophet is
permitted to omit ablutions after sleep.!! The tradition quoted as a proof of
this exception is the well-known saying, ‘My eyes sleep, but my heart doesn’t.1?
The theme of wudw’ (ritual purification) is part of the basic discussion of figh
(jurisprudence) and, as purity is a compulsory condition to perform prayer,
it involves all believers. It is also related to specific physical and spiritual fea-
tures of the Prophet that recur in the literature of Shama’il.'® This intersection
between two different genres is not uncommon and can be considered a con-
sequence of the fact that all collections of traditions related to the Prophet and
his function draw from a common set of primary sources. The same Prophetic
tradition can be read from different angles: as simply describing Muhammad’s
conduct, or as considering specific examples of that conduct to be exceptions
to common practice based on Islamic law. In this way, literature about khasa’s
introduces different readings of traditions that were already used in other
contexts.

It must be noted that in these earlier works (and in many of the later
ones) there is no definition of khasisa, whether formal or simply delimiting
the domain of these exclusivities. This relates to the objection among some
‘ulama’ that expending much effort in examining questions that have no prac-
tical advantage for the umma is rather pointless. Only later authors, such as Ibn
al-Mulaqqin (d. 804/1401) in his Ghayat al-sul fi khasa’is al-rasul,** report the
opinions of predecessors who tried to justify discussing these topics.!>

Ibn al-Mulaqqin reports that Ibn Khayran (d. 431/1040) prohibited (mana‘a)
the discussion of traditions related to khasa’is about marriage and imamate
(nikah wa-imama). The same opinion was shared by Mawardi (d. 449/1058)'6
and his master Saymari (d. 386/996): the latter maintains that these legal dis-
positions do not affect the community, as the Prophet is not alive anymore,
and that therefore there is no point in discussing them. Ibn al-Mulaqqin also
reports another opinion from Ghazali and Juwayni. The latter says, in his
Nihayat al-matlab fi dirayat al-madhhab: ‘It is not permissible to establish
the exclusive dispositions and characteristics of the Prophet — peace be upon
him —based on comparisons that are used to derive general legal dispositions.”
In this perspective, further research in the direction of adding new khasa’is is

11 Bayhaq, Sunan, v11, 99.

12 Bukhari, Sahih, 3376.

13 al-Tirmidhi, Shama’il, 164.

14  Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Ghayat al-sil, 68f.

15 See, for example, Ibn Kathir, Fusil, 279ft.

16 Who, as we have seen, discussed them anyway, in al-Hawt.
17 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Ghayat al-sil, 69.
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then discouraged. Later authors, such as Ibn Salah al-Shahrazuri (d. 643/1245),
considered the study of such exclusivities permissible only for the general pub-
lic, but not for specialists who were actively occupied in deriving legal disposi-
tions to be used in actual juridical practice.®® Nawawi (d. 675/1277) seems to
have allowed the discussion of khasa’is with no restrictions. According to Ibn
al-Mulaqqgin, Nawaw1 even considered it almost compulsory to analyse them,
giving as his reason that establishing what was permitted or prohibited only
to Muhammad was necessary in order to avoid allowing anyone else to act
according to those rulings.

From a more general point of view, it is noteworthy that Ibn al-Mulaqqin is
the first to report any information about previous authors’ attitudes towards
the genre and its permissibility. Later authors rely mainly on his Ghayat al-sul
and pay little or no attention to this topic, either considering it licit in itself, or
framing it in the context of fada'il or tafdil al-nabi, as Kharkashi did in Sharaf
al-Mustafa'® or ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam in Bidayat al-suil.2°

As is evident from the texts mentioned so far, the discourse on khasa’is
seems to have started in the circles of Shafi7 schools and, as we shall see, it
remained mostly in this domain. It is not clear, at this early stage of research,
if there is a specific penchant in the Shafi7 approach to jurisprudence that led
them also to focus on legal dispositions specific to the Prophet. It seems more
likely that discussion of the topic only in sources belonging to a single juridical
school means that this concern was confined to adherents of that school. This
may have been caused by other factors, such as the limited practical utility of
the khasa’is, and doubts concerning their legitimacy.

2 Kharkushi and Qadi ‘Iyad

Literature on the figure of Muhammad evolved significantly during the tenth
and eleventh centuries, in parallel with the progressive adherence of ‘ulama’to
Sufism, which brought about the incorporation of some Sufi spiritual doctrines
into general Islamic religious science; this process culminated with Ghazali
(d. 504/1111). Also in this line of development, we find Abu Sa‘d al-Kharkashi
(or al-Kharguishi, d. 407/1016). He was a Shafi7 jurist from Nishapur, known

18  Ibnal-Mulaqqin, Ghayat al-sil, 69. It must be noted that this opinion contrasts with those
of the many who denied the usefulness of writing about khasa’is, and opens up the pos-
sibility, for the more general public, of looking at the Prophet from a different angle, more
focused on the miraculous and exceptional features of his personality.

19  Kharkashi, Sharaf al-mustafa.

20  ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam, Bidayat al-sil.
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as a wa'iz (preacher) and as the author of a collection of early Sufi sayings,
Tahdhib al-asrar.?! He also composed a lengthy work on the Prophet, Sharaf
al-Mustafa,?? gathering every kind of information about Muhammad, his fig-
ure and his functions. This text combines sira, maghazi, dal@’il and fada’il and
aims to be comprehensive, but without placing too much emphasis on isnads
(chains of transmission of Prophetic traditions), which places it outside the
bounds of proper scholarly literature. Nevertheless, this is one of the earliest
examples of literature that looks at Muhammad from more than one angle
(not merely biography, description of his physical appearance, or examination
of the legal relevance of his sayings and deeds). Collections of hadith report
traditions about all these topics, alongside chains of transmission and vari-
ants. In the Sharaf al-Mustafa these are left to one side, making room for a
more complex construction of discourse about Muhammad, where the inter-
vention of the author in organising and defining topics is both more relevant
and more evident.

Khasa’is are first discussed, sparingly, in two chapters called jami abwab
Sharaf al-Nabi [...] fi [-Quran al-karim and Jami‘ abwab fadl al-Nabi?3 In the
former, al-Kharkuishi lists several verses of the Qur’an that explicitly or implic-
itly grant Muhammad a special position within humankind. Some are obvi-
ous, such as God'’s forgiveness of all his sins past and future. Others include
the comparisons with other prophets, as in the case of Quran 33:7, where,
al-Kharkashi comments, “Muhammad was the last to be called to prophecy,
but [in this verse] he is mentioned before the others”.24 The rest of the chapter
proceeds in the same way, using Qur’anic quotations to prove Muhammad’s
excellence.

The sections devoted to the khas@’is?® are of interest because they do not
deal with figh-related topics. In fact, they appear only as a reiteration of argu-
ments already presented, without stressing comparisons with other prophets.
One element that appears here for the first time, and that will become a topos
of later khasa’is literature, is the separation between the characteristics that
make Muhammad exceptional in this world and those that relate to the after-
life (akhira).26

21 Melchert, “Khargashi”.

22 ‘Abd al-Rahman, “Critical Edition”; Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’.

23 Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa@’ 1v, 191.

24 Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’ 1v, 95-6.

25 Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’ 1v, 208-34.

26  Kharkushi distinguishes only the ones related to the akhira: Kharkaishi, Manahil al-shifa®
1V, 213.
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The general aim of al-Kharkashi is to show how God had favoured ( faddala)
Muhammad over other prophets. The argument is clear in a chapter whose
complete title is Bab jami‘ fi fadl al-Nabi salla llahu ‘alayhi wa-sallam wa-ma
warada [sic] min al-dalala ‘ala tafdilihi ‘ala s@’ir al-anbiy@® wa-l-mursalin
(Chapter on the merit of the Prophet and the reported proofs of his excellence
over the other prophets and messengers).2” The proofs proposed are the same
as those used in the dal@’il section. Among them is the classical utitu khamsa
narrative,?® in which Muhammad affirms that he has been given five (or seven,
or more) things that were given to no other prophet.

At the beginning of this section, al-Kharkashi says: Qala ba‘duhum khasa’is
al-Nabt ‘alayhi al-salat wa-l-salam ghayr muhsat (‘Some say that the khasa’is of
the Messenger cannot be counted’).? This can be interpreted as a reference
to earlier literature on the topic, seen from a perspective that is not merely
legalistic, because that would imply a limit to the number of khasa’s. Thus,
Kharkash1’s work appears as part of a pre-existing trend, of texts that consider
khasa’is as a topic separate from jurisprudence, and as part of a discourse
about the Prophet himself. Here, the countless prerogatives of Muhammad
become a reason for increased love and admiration for him, regardless of their
legal relevance.

Another text that marks a similar turning point, and has known more suc-
cess than the Sharaf al-Mustafa: Qadi ‘Tyad’s (d. 543/1149) Kitab al-Shifa’ bi-ta‘rif
huquq al-Mustafa.3° The two works and their authors differ in several respects:
Kharkashi lived in the east of the Islamic world, while Qadi ‘Iyad was active in
the Maghreb. The former belonged to the Shafi Islamic school, the latter was
a Maliki. Al-Kharkashi was a preacher, and was acquainted with Sufism (or he
was himself a Sufi), while Qadi ‘Tyad was a judge and was even related in some
sources to have approved the burning of Ghazalt’s Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din.3!

27 Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’ 1v, 191.

28  Kharkuashi, Manahil al-shifa’ 1v, 193-97; Bukhari, Sahih, hadith no. 335 reports one of the
many different lists of these five (or more) gifts from God to Muhammad: ‘The Prophet
said, “I have been given five things which were not given to anyone else before me. Allah
made me victorious by awe (by frightening my enemies) for a distance of one month’s
journey. The earth has been made for me (and for my followers) a place for praying and
a thing to perform tayammum, therefore anyone of my followers can pray wherever the
time of a prayer is due. Booty has been made lawful for me, yet it was not lawful for anyone
else before me. I have been given the right of intercession (on the Day of Resurrection).
Every Prophet used to be sent to his nation only, but I have been sent to all mankind.”

29 Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’ 1v, 208.

30  Gomez-Rivas, “Qadi Tyad”

31 Gomez-Rivas “Qadi ‘Iyad” 329. For the complex history of the introduction of the Ihya’
in al-Andalus, see Safran, “Politics of book-burning”; Ruano, “Why Did the Scholars of al-
Andalus Distrust al-Ghazali?".
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As for the aims of the two works, their introductions contain particularly
important differences. Al-Qadi ‘Iyad says, in the introduction of the Shifa*

You have repeatedly asked me to write something that gathers together
all that is necessary to acquaint the reader with the true stature of the
Prophet, peace and blessings be upon him, with the esteem and respect
that is due to him, and with the verdict regarding anyone who does
not fulfil what his stature demands, or who attempts to denigrate his
supreme status, even by as much as a nail-paring. I have been asked to
compile what our forebears and Imams have said on this subject, and
I will amplify it with @yas from the Qur’an and other examples.32

Here the reasons adduced by Qadi ‘Iyad are mainly legal: he wants to define
the boundaries of what it is permissible to say about the Prophet, giving a
complete account of the sources exalting his status and function. On the other
hand, in the introduction of the Sharaf Kharkashi states: “What urged me to
compose the Sharaf al-Mustafa is love for Muhammad the Messenger and
affection in speaking of him, because a person who loves something speaks of
it quite often”.33

The difference between the two is quite patent: in the case of Qadi ‘Iyad, the
necessity for such a composition is presented as coming from outside himself;
for Kharkashi it is his inner spiritual state that urges him to write a book about
the Prophet. This, however, is not reflected in the actual success and readership
of the two works. The Sharaf al-Mustafa has circulated mainly among learned
men of hadith, and we find it mentioned by later authors, such as al-Suyut;
very few manuscript copies are extant. Compare this with the enormous suc-
cess encountered by the Shif@’, which enjoyed a steady diffusion and was cred-
ited with miraculous properties, such as it protecting ships carrying it from
sinking, or it healing the sick.3* Its transformation from a legal text into one of
the most copied and sold works on the Prophet Muhammad was an unsought
and — possibly — unexpected consequence for Qadi ‘Iyad.

The section of the Shifa’ about khasa’is is not structured on the basis of juridi-
cal categories, revolving instead around miracles. After a list of traditions about
the Prophet’s principal miracles, and an analysis of the use of the term mujiza,
al-Qadi ‘Iyad devotes an entire section to the ijaz al-Quran (inimitability of
the Qur’an),?s followed by an analysis of the inshigaq al-gamar (splitting of the

32 ‘Iyad, Shifa’, vi.

33  Kharkashi, Manahil al-shifa’.
34  See Gomez-Rivas, “Qadi Tyad"
35  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 358—96.
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moon),36 of the water flowing from Muhammad’s fingers,37 and other miracles.
Then the discussion moves to cover the %sma (immunity from error and sin)
of Muhammad, and to other “explicit” (bahira) miracles. To indicate miracles
Qadi ‘Iyad uses mujiza in most cases, along with karama and dalil, without
any distinction in meaning, while the terms denote different phenomena. This
lack of proper functional distinction implies that the author’s aim is to discuss
the exceptional character of certain events as part of a more general descrip-
tion of the Prophet. The analysis of legal or doctrinal subtleties is avoided in
most cases, as it is any contextualisation of the episodes narrated. For example,
there is no discussion at all, in the section devoted to the khasa’is, of ques-
tions regarding the wives of the Prophet.38 Little of Qadi ‘Iyad’s Shifa’, then,
can be counted alongside books of khasa’is nabawiyya, except for the discus-
sion of the miraculous events that characterised the life of the Prophet. The
author also avoids any form of comparison with other prophets, focusing only
on Muhammad as the main character of his work.

Neither the Shifa’ nor the Sharaf al-Mustafa belongs to the genre of khasa’is.
Nonetheless, these texts played a fundamental role in defining a different
approach to literature about Muhammad, one that exceeded the boundaries
of collections of hadith or sira. Here, different genres are included, and tran-
scended, in a multi-faceted description of the Prophet, including many (if
not all) aspects of his personality and functions. This shift in writing about
Muhammad would inspire later authors of khasa’is works, giving legitimacy to
an expansion of the set of sources on which they drew, and of the number of
characteristics examined.

3 Khasa'is Literature at the Dawn of the Mamluk Period: Ibn Dihya
and ‘Izz al-Din ‘Abd al-Salam

As far as our information can allow us to reconstruct the diffusion of khasa’is
texts, it seems that the Mamluk period witnessed an extraordinary flowering
of this genre. Its development appears to have started just before the formal
beginning of Mamluk rule in Egypt and Syria (648/1250). These texts seem to
continue the tradition started in Shafi7 circles, as all their authors — with one
significant exception — belong to this madhhab.

36  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 396—401.
37  ‘lyad, Shifa’, 402-10.
38  Iyad, Shif@’, su-1s.
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The first text we know of is Ibn Dihya al-Kalbt's (d. 633/1235) Nihayat al-sil.3®
Its author was born in al-Andalus, lived part of his life there, and was a pupil of
Ibn Bashkuwal (d. 578/1183).4° He travelled to the east and became head of the
Ayyubid Dar al-hadith in Cairo. We have no information about his affiliation to
any specific madhhab. His Andalusian origins and sojourn in the Maghreb sug-
gest that he may have belonged to the Maliki school, but it’s also possible that
he adhered to local Zahiri circles. During his travels he probably met Shafit
scholars and read books from this school, becoming acquainted with their
legal approach to khasa’is issues. He is also the author of the text considered
to be the very first mawlid, the Tanwir fi mawlid al-siraj al-munir,*! together
with other works, about the mi‘raj and the Names of the Prophet.*? His Nihayat
al-sul ft khasa’is al-Rasul is not conceived as a work of devotion, as the oth-
ers, mentioned above, have often been considered. In his introduction, Ibn
Dihya states that the book is about ‘the exclusive aspects of the Messenger of
God’*3 clearly defining the thematic boundaries of his discourse. As he came
from al-Andalus, he was probably acquainted with the Shif@’, and we have no
information as to whether he knew, and drew inspiration from, the Sharaf
al-Mustafa. The only possible reference in Ibn Dihya’s text to the context in
which Kharkashi lived and wrote is the mention of Khorasan and Baghdad at
the end of his introduction,** suggesting that Ibn Dihya’s text could have been
written during or after his eastern trips.4

The text itself starts with some khasa’is about Muhammad’s wives, and
continues by listing khasa’is touching on different points: from God swear-
ing by the Prophet’s life*6 to more technical ones, such as the possibility (for
Muhammad) of judging without referring to the Qur'an itself. Almost every
khastsa is followed by a long discussion based on Qur’anic and hadith quota-
tions. For example, the section about Muhammad having been assigned the

39  Onhim see EI2 111, 747.

40  This connection is particularly intriguing, as Ibn Bashkuwal is the author of a funda-
mental work on the prayer of the Prophet, Kitab al-qurba ila Rabb al-‘alamin; see Tbn
Bashkuwal, Qurba.

41 Schimmel, And Muhammad Is His Messenger, 152.

42 The text is not extant. See Katz, Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, 51.

43  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sul, 34. This edition of the text presents several inconsistencies and
allows only for a more general discourse, as details of the text (such as its subdivision into
chapters, and the order of the topics) seem to have been re-elaborated by the editor.

44  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sul, 37.

45 It should be noted that this period precedes Ibn Dihya’s trip to Erbil in 1207, when he was
present at a mawlid festival and wrote his Tanwir. See E12, 111, 747.

46  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sal, 39-42.
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Kawthar river in paradise*” appears to be a lengthy commentary on sura 108,
giving etymologies and cases of previous uses for words, and precise defini-
tions of the nature of the river. Legal decisions (akkam) are considered from
two points of view: those that apply only to the Prophet and those that apply
only to the umma (with the exception of other communities in the past).8

The section on miracles*? is separate from the rest of the discourse, but it
nevertheless maintains the same attitude as the rest of the text. Here, Ibn Dihya
analyses the nature of miracles, comparing those of Muhammad to miracles
performed by other prophets. The approach differs from that of al-Kharkuashi;
here the tafdil argument stays in the background of the discourse, and the
author uses the similarity between miracles as proof that they are genuine.
For example, the fact that water flowed from a stone that Moses struck with
his staff confirms the truth of the episode of water flowing from Muhammad’s
fingers.50

In this section, as in many others, Ibn Dihya digresses several times, some-
times on subjects only remotely connected to the main topic. Concluding his
work, he discusses the merits of making supplications to God (du‘@’), includ-
ing a tradition about dhikr circles.5! This in itself does not suffice to support a
postulation that he was involved with Sufism and Sufi practices, but it at least
shows that for Ibn Dihya they could be included in the discourse about khasa’is.

‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 660/1262) was the last author of texts about
khasa’is to have been active before the advent of Mamlak power in Egypt and
Syria. He was a Shafi7 jurist and an Ash‘ari theologian, considered the mujta-
hid mutlaq of his age.>? He was acquainted with Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardi
(d. 632/1234) and the circles of the Egyptian Shadhiliyya, whom he joined
in sama“ sessions.>® Sources are unclear regarding his formal affiliation to a
tariga, but his approval of sifi practices is undoubtable.

His Bidayat al-sul fi tafdil al-Rasil is a short collection of traditions that
consider the fada’il (merits) as a specific form of khasa’s. At the beginning
of the work, commenting on the fact that Adam will be under Muhammad'’s

47  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sul, 144-69.

48 Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sil, 280, 353.

49  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-siil, 169.

50  Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sul, 182.

51 Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sil, 483.

52 EI? IX, 812-13. For the notion of mujtahid and jjtihad, see Hallaq, “On the Origins”. The
mujtahid mutlaq is the jurist who is able to derive the positive doctrines of Islamic juris-
prudence directly from primary sources.

53  He often visited both the founder of the tariqa, Abui al-Hasan al-Shadhili (d. 656/1258),
and his successor, Aba al-Abbas al-Mursi (d. 685/1287).
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banner on the Day of Resurrection, ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam says that “Those
khasa’is point to the height of [Muhammad’s] degree over Adam and the other
[Prophets], considering that tafdil (preference) means being characterised
(takhsts) by miraculous deeds (manaqib) and degrees (maratib)">* This idea
clearly deviates from the legal character of other works on the same topic, and
marks the passage of the khasa’is from a jurisprudential to a more devotional
outlook by discussing the spiritual stature of Muhammad. In the analysis of
the last of the forty traditions®® regarding the status of jawami‘al-kalim,>¢ Tbn
‘Abd al-Salam states that no one knows the nobility of the Prophet unless they
are favoured by Muhammad himself, echoing a typical Sufi attitude.5” Here
the believer is put into a direct relationship with the Prophet, who is granting
specific knowledge of purely spiritual issues.

From this point on, in part because of the fame of ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam,
we see a flowering of texts about khasa’is nabawiyya; these texts share with the
Bidaya an attention to the spiritual aspects of the figure of Muhammad. These
works also often make use of the tafdil argument as part of the discussion of
khasa’is, reflecting the assumptions made by ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam.

4 Suyuti and Khasa’is Literature in Mamluk Egypt

The adoption of a more spiritually aware attitude towards the Prophet does
not automatically imply that khasa’is were considered only to be manifesta-
tions of the unique metaphysical status of Muhammad. This genre would
always remain rooted in the domain of jurisprudence and hadith. For instance,
attention to variants of the same tradition, and discussion of the isnad, would
not disappear during the Mamlik period. What we observe is the shifting
of primary focus, from the determination of legal dispositions valid only for
Muhammad to the depiction of his exceptional status among other prophets
and the rest of humankind.

To improve our understanding of this shift in works on the khasa’is, from a
legalistic to a spiritual approach, it is necessary to consider the social condi-
tions under which ulama’ produced their scholarly works at that time. As has

54  ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam, Bidayat al-sil, 8.

55  ‘Izz al-Din b. ‘Abd al-Salam, Bidayat al-sul, 23ff.

56  This expression refers to the fact that the Qur’an is considered to epitomise and contain
all previous revelations.

57  The doctrine of the so-called tariga muhammadiyya appeared quite late in the Islamic
world. On the other hand, the mediating role of the Prophet was recognised from the time
of the early development of tasawwuf; see Addas, Maison muhammadienne.
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been clearly described by Yaacov Lev,>8 relationships between Muslim scholars
and Mamlak amirs were symbiotic. On the one hand, political power needed
religious legitimisation that could only be provided by the class of scholars who
preserved and elaborated the Muhammadan tradition. On the other, ulama’
needed public jobs in order to support their lives and studies. This symbiosis
found its most obvious expression in the institution of the waqf, which allowed
Mamluks — who were formally slaves, and thus not allowed to inherit accord-
ing to Islamic law — to preserve the goods that they obtained in return for their
services to the state, and pass them on to their progeny. The profits of their fiefs
could be allotted to the benefit of a mosque, a madrasa, or other pious institu-
tion. Their family members and descendants were appointed as supervisors of
their waqf, with significant remuneration. ‘Ulama’ could then aspire to play a
role in the growing system of awgaf (pl. of waqf) and, more generally, in the
expanding apparatus of the Mamluk state.

The competition for these positions was fierce. The ability to establish rela-
tions with key figures among the Mamliiks was essential. Also, fame and public
favour played an important role in establishing the pre-eminence of one alim
over his colleagues. This part of the battle was fought through public debates,
polemics such as the one that arose around Ibn al-Farid’s verses,5° and the
publication of books that demonstrated the vastness of one’s knowledge in
one of the many fields of Islamic science.

From this point of view, the khasa@’is constituted a perfect battlefield, as they
had virtually no doctrinal or juridical implications (not in an almost totally
sunni environment, at least) and were thus open to the addition of new tradi-
tions, as well as some traditions of relatively dubious authenticity. This does
not imply that the bulk of khasa’is works produced during the Mamluk period
must be considered as merely the result of academic competition, because
if that were the case, the whole corpus of Islamic literature of this period
would have to be considered in the same way. The tendency to amass more
traditions has to be considered alongside the growing importance of Sufism
among ‘ulama’.5°

Polemic pamphlets against Ibn al-Farid’s poems and doctrines®! addressed
theological issues that were also relevant to discussion of khasais. On the
other side of the polemic, al-Suyitl and others continued to publish works in

58 Lev, “Symbiotic Relations”.

59  Homerin, From Arab Poet to Muslim Saint.

60  Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Egypte et en Syrie, 89-101; 149-50; 452—74.
61 Knysh, Ibn Arab, 210-224.
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defence of the orthodoxy of Ibn al-Farid’s verses.5? The initiation of polem-
ics was one of the strategies commonly used by Mamltuk ulama’ to discredit
adversaries and gain credibility with the general public and the amirs. Such a
strategy could be hazardous, turning against the person who set the polemic in
motion. Khasa’is were a more neutral field than Sufi poetry, and battles in this
field were fought over the increasing number of traditions that showed facets
of Muhammad’s figure that had until then remained unexplored. This matched
the growing importance that the figure of the Prophet had gained in Mamlak
Sufism. The expansion of the doctrine of the “‘Muhammadan way” (al-Tariga
al-muhammadiyya)®? as the core of the Sufism of the furugq is already reflected,
though often vaguely, in the work of Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam. His reference to the
mediation of the Prophet in his own acquisition of knowledge of his degree of
nearness to God was clearly inspired by the Sufi doctrine of spiritual stations
(magamat) and shows how the idea of tawassul (intercession) started to be
considered a necessary means of obtaining metaphysical knowledge.

Judging from the list reported by Hajji Khalifa, it seems that the Bidaya was
the starting point for the expansion of the khasa@’is genre. This coincidence of
timing does not imply a cause-and-effect relationship. It seems more plausible
that the work of Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam responded to the exigencies of the ‘ulama’,
who wanted to have a new and fertile battlefield in which to compete, one that
also had a certain social resonance in Sufi milieus. The Kashf al-zuniin, in the
passage devoted to Suyutl’s al-Khasa'is al-kubra,5* lists a number of similar
works by other authors of the Mamlik period. Some of these seem to be lost,
such as those of Yusaf b. Musa al-Masadi (d. 663/1265), Jalal al-Din al-Bulqini
(d. 824/1421), and Kamal al-Din Muhammad al-Shami (d. 874/1470). Hajj
Khalifa also mentions a work attributed to Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (d. 853/1449),
al-Anwar [bi-khas@is al-mukhtar), that is attested elsewhere in the Kashf
al-zunun.%® To these works, all lost, should be added others that are still extant
and could help to trace a possible path for the development of the khasa’is
genre in the Mamliak period.

While it is not a work devoted solely to our topic, it is nevertheless worth
mentioning the shorter version of the Sira, written by Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373),
called, in its printed edition, al-Fusul fi sirat al-Rasul.5% A section of this
biographical work on Muhammad, written by one of Ibn Taymiyya’s most

62  Suyuti, al-Barq al-wamid.

63  Geoffroy Le soufisme en Egypte et en Syrie, 101-105; Addas, Maison muhammadienne,
104-108.

64  Hajji Khalifa, Kashf, 706.

65  Hajji Khalifa, Kashf, 195.

66 Ibn Kathir, Fusil.
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influential disciples, is devoted to Shama’il and khasa’is.6” The latter are divided
into two main groups: those distinguishing Muhammad from the other proph-
ets, and those defining his difference from his umma. The latter grouping is, in
its turn, divided into books on different topics (kitab al-iman, kitab al-tahara),
organised according to the usual order of figh treatises. The book on marriage
includes three sections about what is permitted, prohibited and compulsory
for the Prophet in this respect. This organisation by topic is discussed in the
introduction of the section: Ibn Kathir defends the legitimacy of writing about
khasa’is, reporting that this is the opinion of jumhiir al-ashab, the majority of
the followers of Shafi‘1.68

Ibn Kathir%® follows previous authors of jurisprudence books by putting
the discussion of khasa’s in the chapter devoted to marriage. Other authors
pay less attention to nikah and related issues, focusing more on miracles. In
this regard it is noteworthy that Ibn Kathir does not use the word mujiza (mir-
acle) at all in this section, preferring the more neutral fada’il (merits), used
in the sense of God’s favours, and not in the context of the tafdil argument.
Considering Ibn Kathir’s tepid attitude towards Sufism, and towards devo-
tional practices in general, which he probably derived from his master, Ibn
Taymiyya, this is anything but surprising.

The first work of the Mamlik period devoted exclusively to khasa’is was Ibn
al-Mulaqqin’s Ghayat al-sul ft khasa’is al-Rasul. The assonance of the title with
the those of works by Ibn Dihya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam clearly expresses the
author’s desire to inscribe his text in the line of an established tradition. Ibn
al-Mulaqqin also benefited from Ibn Kathir’s notes on the organisation of the
topics. In the Ghaya he extends the distinction, dividing every section into two
parts: one reporting characteristics related to marriage and one to those that
are not so related. His interest in Sufism° is not reflected in specific attention
to miracles, but can be seen in his discussion of the possibility of seeing the
Prophet in dreams. Starting from the famous tradition saying that the devil
cannot take Muhammad’s form,” Ibn al-Mulaqqin continues by describ-
ing different types of visions that were said to have occurred under various
conditions. Ibn al-Mulaqqin is not the first writer to deal with this topic; Ibn

67  Ibn Kathir, Fusil, 278—332.

68 Ibn Kathir, Fusil, 28o.

69  Ibn Kathir, Fusul, 278-79.

70  He composed a work on the generations of Sufis, Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Tabagat al-Awliya’. In
biographical sources there is no mention of his affiliation to any Sufi order, while Hofer
reports that he was buried in the Sufi cemetery outside Bab al-Nasr, in Cairo; see Hofer,
“Ibn al-Mulaqqin”.

71 Ibn al-Mulaqqin, Ghayat al-sil, 290.
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Dihya” had already briefly discussed a similar tradition. The difference lies
in the approach, because Ibn Dihya did not consider visions to be part of the
discourse on karamat. This is certainly not a definitive argument for a clear
influence of Sufi doctrines and debates on khasa’is literature. However, the
inclusion of spiritual experiences in the domain of jurisprudence and hadith
criticism is a phenomenon that is clearly visible in the development of works
of khasa’is.

HaydarT's (d. 888/1483) al-Lafz al-mukarram fi khas@’is al-Nabi™ is part of
this trend, despite the fact that its author was not himself a Sufi.”* He was a
prominent, though controversial, judge and muhaddith, of Damascene origin,
who developed his career in Cairo under the guidance of his master, Ibn Hajar
al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1448). The Lafz"® is subdivided into different anwa“ (types
of khasa’is). Every section is divided into two parts, according to the usual
subdivision: one devoted to traditions regarding marriage, and one to other
traditions.”® The whole is preceded by a long introduction in which the author
follows Ibn al-Mulaqqin in justifying having written about khasa’is. The first
section, about wajibat, opens with a discussion of the famous hadith al-nawafil
used by al-Haydar1 to justify the large number of acts made compulsory for
the Prophet in the light of the higher reward granted for fara’id (religious legal
obligations).”” The fact that this tradition is commonly used by Sufis to urge
murids (disciples) to consider the importance of obligatory tbadat (acts of

72 Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-siil, 344.

73 Haydan, al-Lafz al-mukarram.

74  But apparently he wrote a work about the prayer on the Prophet, al-Liwa’ al-mu‘allam
bi-mawatin al-salat ‘ala [-Nabt ‘alayhi al-salat wa-l-salam, mentioned in Khaydari, al-Lafz
al-mukarram, 38.

75  Brockelmann and Lameer, History of the Arabic Written Tradition, Suppl. 11,120; GAL 11, 98,
S 11, 116; Reynolds, A Muslim Theologian, 271.

76 It seems that Ibn al-Mulaqqin used karama instead of mujiza without sensing the dis-
tinction made between the miracles of the saints (karamat) and those of the Prophet
(mujizat). This would prove that, for Ibn al-Mulaqqin, the discourse about sanctity was
not related to the one about prophecy.

77  The text of the hadith is as follows: “Allah has said: Whoever treats a friend (wali) of mine
with enmity, I declare war on him. There is nothing by which my servant draws close to
me that is dearer to me than that which I have imposed (iftaradtu) upon him; and my
servant does not cease to draw close to me by supererogatory works (nawafil) until I love
him, and when I'love him, I become his hearing (sam‘) by which he hears, his sight (basar)
by which he sees, his hand by which he forcibly seizes, and his leg by which he walks. If
he asks me, I give him, and if he seeks my refuge, I grant it to him. There is no action of
mine in which I waver more than [taking] the soul of a believer: he hates dying, and I hate
doing him wrong”. For a discussion of the importance of this tradition in Sufi milieux, see
Ebstein, “Organs of God".
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worship) shows how this point of view played a certain role in a text that is pri-
marily a work of figh and hadith criticism. For instance, the discourse on mir-
acles related to marriage,”® discussing in detail all the merits of Muhammad'’s
wives, is purely legalistic, avoiding any reference to their spiritual stature or
their roles as intermediaries for the community of believers.

All the works discussed up to this point appear to have maintained a focus
on jurisprudence, and they seem to have considered khasa’is as a sub-topic
of figh, one that was worthy of discussion among specialists. The appearance
of some relatively unimportant references to Sufi themes does not imply a
full shift of khasa’is from legalistic to devotional literature. In any case, the
broadening of the scope of jurisprudence is evident in these texts through the
shift from the presentation of the Prophet as a model for Muslim society to
the presentation of Muhammad’s life as the occasion on which God’s favour
manifested itself in its fullest and most perfect form. It is this broadening that
allowed khasa’is to become a preferred genre for authors for whom spiritual
awareness was important.

For an assessment of the increasing influence of Sufi discourse on khasa’is
we can refer to Suyuti’s (d. 911/1505) works. Suytitiis a crucial figure in the devel-
opment of the Islamic literary and intellectual tradition.” His involvement in
tasawwufwas not publicly advertised, but it is clear from many of his works; for
example, Ta’yid al-haqigat al-‘aliyya fi tashyid al-tariga al-Shadhiliyya,3° or his
fatawa on Sufidoctrinal points, such as the existence of the hierarchy of saints.!
Suyuti wrote three works on khasa’is, the most famous being the Kifayat al-talib
al-labib fi khasa’is al-Habib,8? better known as al-Khasa'is al-kubra. The work
was abridged by its author in the Unmudhaj al-labib fi khasa’is al-habib.83 A
third work, textually independent from the other two while maintaining the
same approach, is the Tarh al-saqat fi nagm al-lugat.8*

The simple fact that he devoted three of his many works to the same topic
is quite significant in itself. Each of the texts has a different structure, respond-
ing to different exigencies. The major one aims at being an all-encompassing

78  The last chapter, about miracles, seems to be incomplete in the printed edition, as two
sections are announced (one about miracles related to marriage, and one about the oth-
ers), but only one is present.

79 See Sartain, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti; Ghersetti, Al-Suyiuti; Skreslet Hernandez, Legal Thought.

80  Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Egypte et en Syrie, 150-52; 337—39; 391—96; 516; Suyuti, Ta’yid
al-hagiqa.

81 Suyutl, al-Khabar al-dall.

82  Suyutl, al-Khasa’is al-kubra.

83  Suyuti, Unmidhayj.

84  Suyuti, Thalath ras@il.
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text about the Prophet, using the khasa’is as a theme to guide the reader from
a section devoted to sira and military campaigns®? to a list of Muhammad’s
miracles, signs (ayat) and invocations (ad‘ya).86 Only after this point does
Suyuti start the discussion of khasa’is. The change of paradigm from previous
works is evident in the different subdivisions of the topic, extending the tafdi!
argument to the whole domain of the specific characteristics of the Prophet.
Suyuti starts by listing the khasa’is that make Muhammad different from other
prophets,87 and also from his community, because of the duties only he has
to fulfil (wajibat).88 A further distinction is made between the Muslim umma
and the communities of all the other prophets.8? This subdivision excludes
other juridical categories, such as permissions and prohibitions (or does
not explicitly include them); these are merely interspersed among the other
khasa’is, following the example of the sira, and the book ends with the fact that
Muhammad isliving in his tomb, and with the signs connected with his death.9°

The scheme used in the Khasa’is al-kubra is essentially preserved in the
Unmiudhaj.®' The sira-related part, which constitutes the bulk of the Kifaya,
is completely absent in this abridgement.%2 The work focuses on the khasa’s,
organised in two main chapters: one on the character traits that distinguish
Muhammad from other prophets, and one that relates the differences between
him and his community. The first?3 is divided into four sections on the essence
of the Prophet and his community, in this world and the hereafter. The sec-
ond chapter deals with the Muslim community only,%* including sections on
duties, prohibitions, permissible acts and miracles.

The third text is the shortest. Internal evidence clearly shows that it was
written after the other two,% and it focuses on clarifying issues connected
with the tradition that the Prophet was sent with both the law (shari'a) and
the spiritual reality (hagiga). The Tarh al-saqat begins with some khasa’s dis-
tinguishing Muhammad from the other prophets, such as the fact that the

85  Suyuti, al-Khasa’is al-kubrd, 1, 5 - 11, 213.

86  Suyuti, al-Khasa’is al-kubra, 11, 214 — 111, 102.

87  Suyuti, al-Khasa’is al-kubra, 111, 125.

88  Suyuti, al-Khasa’is al-kubra, 111, 251.

89 Suyutl, al-Khasd’is al-kubra, 111, 338.

9o  Suyuti, al-Khasa’is al-kubra, 111, 403.

91 Suyuti, Unmudhaj al-labib.

92 The printed edition is one hundred and twenty pages long, much shorter than the one
thousand two hundred pages of the Kifaya.

93  Suyuti, Unmudhaj al-labib, n—52.

94  Suyutl does acknowledge some overlap with the previous chapter: Suyuti, Unmidhaj
al-labib, 53.

95  The work makes explicit reference to the Unmaudhaj (Suyuti, Thalath ras@’il, 71; 86).
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Qur'an encompasses all previous revelations.%¢ The discussion is organised as
a dialogue with a fictitious®” opponent, who denies that the unity of shari‘a
and hagiqa is a proper khasisa. The opponent’s question is based on the argu-
ment that saints also have knowledge of both law and spiritual reality, so this
knowledge is not exclusive to Muhammad. This characteristic of the Prophet
is absent in all works written before Suyuti, and in the Tarh al-sagat we see
clearly how the khasa’is themselves, and the issues they raised, were part of an
environment in which Sufism and the spiritual facets of Muhammad’s figure
played an essential role. Suyuti, quoting Ibn Dihya’s Nihdya,°® mentions the
fact that the Prophet could, without clear proof, kill anyone who committed
adultery, while this was prohibited to anyone else. He then reports that a saint
killed his parents’ servant because it was revealed to him (kushifa) that the lat-
ter might become an unbeliever. The reference to the episode about al-Khidr,
narrated in the Qur’an, is quite clear,?? and this constitutes the final argument
allowing Suyutl to distinguish between Muhammad, the other prophets, and
Muslim saints. Acknowledging this, Suyuti also accepts knowledge acquired
through kashf as a hermeneutic category in the field of jurisprudence.
Towards the end of this brief text Suyti clarifies his position regarding the
meaning of hagiga. He says that he refers to the notion elaborated by Sufis,
with one major difference: quoting Ibn ‘Ata’Allah al-Iskandar1 (d. 708/1309),
he states that prophets have knowledge of the inner reality of matters (haga’iq
al-umar), while saints only look at their imaginal aspects (mithal).1°° This affir-
mation has specific doctrinal implications that are beyond the remit of the
present chapter, but in any case, its existence confirms the shift of khasa’s lit-
erature, from a purely legal domain to one that is spiritual and metaphysical.
These three works by Suyuti reflect three different stages in the evolution of
the genre. In the Kifaya he re-links the khasa’is to the domain of the sira, broad-
ening the scope of inquiry: here the context of the khasa’s is no longer the
exceptional character of some legal dispositions regarding marriage,'°! but the
figure of Muhammad in its entirety. In the Unmidhaj, with its alteration of
the usual structure of legal argumentations, the emphasis is on the relationship

96  Suyuti, Thalath rasa’il, 7o. It is interesting to note that this khasisa is quoted directly from
the Unmiidhaj.

97  Considering Suyatl’s numerous opponents, it is possible that the whole work is a response
to an objection coming from one of his contemporaries.

98 Suyutl, Thalath ras@’il, 74.

99  Suyuti, some lines below, considers him among the prophets who have been sent to rule
according only to the hagiga, while Moses could rule according only to the sharia.

100 Suyutl, Thalath rasa’il, 87.

101 Infact, nikah-related issues are scattered throughout the text.
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between the Prophet, the other anbiya’, and the Muslim community. Marriage
issues, and events relating to Muhammad’s birth and death, are almost all in
the karamat section at the end of the work,!92 which changes the model for
such discussions: the central theme of khasa’is is now the Prophet as a unique
event in the history of creation. In the third text, the Tarh al-lagat, we see how
a specific issue, such as the possibility, for Muhammad, of judging according to
his own knowledge of the hidden reality of things, already mentioned in earlier
works, is now the point of departure for a discussion of the different degrees
of knowledge possessed by Muslim saints and other prophets. This centrality
of Muhammad is not new in Islamic literature and it is possible to see a similar
attitude in such works as Qadi ‘Iyad’s Shifa’. What's interesting here is the evo-
lution of a genre that has moved from a strictly legal framework to a discussion
of the spiritual status of Muhammad. From this point of view, such texts may
be considered a form of devotion expressed through legal argumentation and
hadith criticism. These texts are not lyrical or inspiring, like the poems of Ibn
al-Farid, or the prayers of the Shadhiliyya and the Ahmadiyya, but are rather
the expression of a diffused tendency to consider the Prophet as the centre
of an Islamic religious experience. Suyutl defended the practice of mawlid,'°3
but did not write any devotional works as such, always maintaining the schol-
arly attitude that he considered fitting in his own role as the mujaddid,'°* the
reviver of Islamic tradition. Thus, we can consider these works as the expres-
sion of Suyuti’s own attitude towards Muhammad, a way for him to help estab-
lish once and for all the exalted stature of the Prophet of Islam. This attitude
was shared by his contemporaries, and by ulama’ of subsequent generations,
to the point that almost all other works on khasa’is in the Ottoman period were
re-elaborations of Suyutl’s.

5 Khasa’is after Suyuti

The Unmiadhaj and the Kifaya were particularly influential texts, despite the
polemics that surrounded them and their author. Suyati accused Qastallant’s
(d. 923/1517) Mawahib al-laduniyya bi-l-minah al-muhammadiyya of contain-
ing plagiarism of some of his (Suyuti’s) works on khasa’is.'%% The structure of

102 Suyuti, Unmidhaj al-labib, 77-89.

103  SuyutiHusn al-magsid, 1985b.

104 Sartain, Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti, 24; 70-1.

105 Qastallani, Mawahib. Suyutl discussed this plagiarism in his maqama called al-Farig
bayna al-musannif wa-l-sariq, Suyuti, al-Farig. Qastallani does mention his sources for
the khasa’is, including al-Haydart but not Suyati; see Qastallani, Mawahib.
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QastallanT’s text is clearly inspired by al-SuyutI’s Kifaya: it starts with sira and
then moves on to more specific topics. However, the section about khasa’s is
quite incidental in the general plan of the work.1%¢ In the Mawahib, for exam-
ple, the different names of the Prophet are listed and commented on,'°7 and
there is also a chapter devoted specifically to the mi%a;.108

Qastallant’s Khasa’is chapter opens with a discussion of miracles, followed
by a discussion of wajibat that, as in the Kifaya, includes a number of other
issues. The final section is devoted to the umma, which is distinguished from
other religious communities by virtue of its Prophet. Neither the structure
nor the content of this section has any novel characteristics in comparison
with the Kifaya. Qastallani’s overall attitude can be grasped from the pres-
ence of chapters about the compulsory nature of love for the Prophet (wujib
mahabbatihi),'%° which include a substantial section about the prayer on the
Prophet.1° In this section we find lists of different ways of practising the tasliya
and of the best moments for performing it (at the end of ritual prayer, during
the visit to Medina, when one has forgotten something, or even during sex-
ual intercourse). Prayer on the Prophet had been a subject for khasa’s since
Ibn Dihya,!!! but not in the context of love for Muhammad. The practice was
simply considered commendable in earlier times, but its importance grew to
the extent that Qastallani, despite his aversion to tasawwuf, devoted an entire
chapter to the tasliya. It should to be noted that, like Ibn Dihya, he consid-
ered only prayers that were attested in more or less sound prophetic traditions,
avoiding those used in Sufi rituals, such as were established by Nar al-Din ‘Al
al-Shani (d. tenth/ sixteenth century).11?

The work ends with a number of chapters!!® on the figh al-ibadat (legal
regulation of acts of worship), based on the exemplum of Muhammad; this
work aims to be an all-encompassing treatise on Muhammad. What matters
for our purposes is that the Mawahib also includes references to devotional

106  Qastallani, Mawahib, 11, 490-735.

107 Qastallani, Mawahib, 11, 9—72. It should be noted that Suyiti, too, wrote about the Names
of the Prophet.

108 Qastallani, Mawahib, 111, 7-118.

109 Qastallani, Mawahib, 267—392.

110 Qastallani, Mawahib, 319-56.

111 Ibn Dihya, Nihayat al-sul, 205-10.

112 He was one of the masters of ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani, and he established the practice
of reciting a large number of prayers on the Prophet on Friday night, in the mosque of
al-Azhar; see Winter, Eqyptian Society, p. 157; Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Eqypte et en Syrie,
101—4.

113 These occupy the entire fourth volume of the printed edition we consulted.
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practices, such as the prayer on the Prophet, that are clearly separate from the
khasa’is; these thus gain their own independent status.

Although the Mawahib deals only partly with khasa’is, Suyutr’s works also
inspired other authors to write about this topic. Chronologically, the first of
these was the famous historian Shams al-Din Ibn Talan (d. 943/1546).14 In
his Murshid al-muhtar ft khasa@’is al-Mukhtar' he clearly stated his debt to
his teacher, saying that the work is a talkhis (lit. a précis) of the Unmiidhaj. 16
Ibn Talan repeats the justifications of khasa’is from earlier works such as Ibn
al-Mulaqqin’s Ghaya, and subdivides the work strictly, following Suyiitl. Even
the discussions of some specific topics are taken verbatim from the Unmudhaj
or the Tarh al-laqat. He clearly consulted the latter text when discussing the
issue of ruling according to the sharia and the hagiqa, as both he and Suyuti
quote the same tradition from Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah al-Iskandari (d. 709/1310).117 Ibn
Talan elaborates on the topic, expanding the discussion presented in the Tark
al-lagat with quotations from al-Tabarl (used as a counter-argument) and
other earlier sources such as Abu ‘Umar al-Dimashqi,'® who acknowledged
the parallel between the prophets’ miracles and the karamat of the saints.

A confirmation of the interest inspired by Suytti comes from a work that
may be the most interesting elaboration of khasa’is derived from his works, the
Durar al-ghd’is fi bahr al-mujizat, by ‘Ai’sha al-Ba‘Gniyya (d. 922/1517).1"° The
author’s father Yasuf was a Shafi7 jurist and chief judge in Damascus, where
she was born. Despite being a woman, she was admitted to study the tradi-
tional curriculum for the sons of prominent families, studying Qur’an, sadith,
and poetry. Her family was also linked to the Urmawi Qadiri Sufi order, and she
wrote a large number of works in different branches of the spiritual sciences,
both in poetry and prose.!2° Her commitment to Sufism is evident from the

114 EI? 111, 9571,

115 Ibn Talan, Murshid al-muhtar.

116  Ibn Talan, Murshid al-muhtar, 1.

117  Ibn Talan, Murshid al-muhtar, 234.

118 Possibly to be identified with Taqi al-Din ibn Qadi al-Shuhbi al-Asadi al- Dimashqi
al-Shafif (d. 852/1448).

119 Iwant to thank prof. Emil Th. Homerin for drawing my attention to this manuscript and
for sharing a digital copy of it with me.

120 For a complete biography of ‘A'isha Ba‘iniyya, see Homerin, Aisha al-Ba’'uniyya. Homerin
also translated a selection of her poetic works, Homerin, Emanations of Grace, and her
Sufi manual, Homerin, Principles of Sufism. The manuscript is Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, 70
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opening of the Durar, where, after the ritual praises to God and the Prophet,
she invokes blessings on her master in tasawwuf; she defines al-Urmaw1 as: tajt
wa-minhaji wa-shaykhi wa-qudwati / wa-nurt wa-mi‘raji li-hadrati man bara
“my crown, my pattern, my master, my model, my light and my ladder of ascent
to the presence of the Creator”!?! She describes her work as being based on
Suyutr’s book,!?2 which she chose to put into verse after falling in love (shugh-
iftu) with the Unmidhaj while reading it (tala‘tuhu). In this poem, ‘A’isha aims
to present the contents of the Unmiidhaj in a more succinct way (lafz wajiz),
so that readers might understand it more easily. The Durar are part of a long
tradition of versification of scholarly works!2? with the specific aim of creating
a tool for study and memorisation. In the text, Ba‘iniyya defines her work as
nagman yustaladhdhu sama‘uhu / wa-yaghdu li-hifzi [-nasi sahlan muyassara,
“a poem that will be a delight to hear, becoming easy and simple for people to
memorise”.24 The text continues with ‘Aisha al-Ba‘tniyya invoking the madad
(spiritual support) of the Prophet and of her Sufi master,'?5 relying, for the rest,
on Suyutl’s words and on his selection of khasa’s, without adding any new
khasa’is or specifications of her own.

What makes ‘A’isha al-Ba‘Gniyya’s work special is not its content, but the
framework in which she placed the theme of khasa’is: the switch from figh to
tasawwuf and devotion is complete here. This can be demonstrated by quoting
a verse that closes the introduction and opens the versification: bi-jahi lladht
ansha l-wujada li-ajliht / wa-awjadahi li-l-fadli wa-l-judi mazhara, “By the rank
of the one for whom He made existence begin and brought him to existence
as a manifestation of (His) favour and generosity”.126 Here, the accent is more
akbarian, connected to a vision in which the haqgiga muhammadiyya is the first

ool dl ey og e wd G ol IS b ooy et L2 02,
O}a\ Jl\ (f. 7or): “the spiritually illuminated poem has been completed by the hand of the
one who has been invested by spiritual flood and enlightenment by these verses, living
(‘@isha) by God ‘A'isha, descendant of Yiisuf b. Ahmad al-Ba‘iini in creation, friend (wali)
of the great pole Isma‘l al-Hawwari in Reality, may God increase the uninterrupted flux
of his spiritual support and make eternal the perfume of the drink of love for him, from
his hand; make that to his father ... and his descendants and ... on Muhammad and for
his Lord, the Most compassionate of the Merciful”. This may imply that the copy is an
autograph of ‘A’isha al-Ba‘aniyya, but as we lack other elements to confirm this it is more
prudent to wait for additional evidence before accepting this as fact.

121 Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, f. 3r. Foliation is based on the microfilm.

122 Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, f. 3v.

123 See Sanni, Arabic theory of prosification.

124 Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, f. 3v.

125 Dar al-Kutub 558 Aadith, ff. 4r—4v.

126  Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, f. 4v.
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thing brought into existence by God. At the end of the poem the theme of love
appears. In the final supplication for blessings on the Prophet and his fam-
ily, she asks God to grant that her love for him should continue throughout
eternity (sara l-hubbu mu’thara | mada al-dahri)1?” This accent is completely
absent in previous works on khasa’is. Unfortunately, it seems that the literary
and spiritual heritage of ‘A’isha al-Ba‘aniyya did not find the echo it deserved,
and the genre of khasa’is subsequently followed a more scholastic evolution.

6 Later Developments of the Genre

In the seventeenth century other works were inspired by the Kifaya, both in
their structure and in their approach to the figure of Muhammad as a whole.
The well-known traditionist ‘Abd al-Ra’af al-Munawi (d. 1031/1621)1?8 devoted a
commentary to the Unmudhaj, called Fath al-ra’af al-mujib fi sharh unmudhaj
al-labib,?® and later, aiming to clarify his previous attempt, wrote a super-
commentary called Tawdih fath al-ra’af al-mujib.’3° Both works are of lim-
ited originality, being word-by-word explications of lexicon and grammar.
Nonetheless, the fact that al-Munawi says that his first commentary was not
well-received, and was considered to be narrow and shallow, could imply that
khasa’is were still popular in early Ottoman Cairo.!3!

To this commentary should be added at least the al-Khasa’is al-kubra attrib-
uted to Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Rahmani al-Hanafi (fl. 1039/1630).132 We
know very little about this author, but the fact that he is classified as Hanaft
implies that the khasa’is genre had exceeded the boundaries of the Shafis

127 Dar al-Kutub 558 hadith, f. 67r.

128 For more on him, see Hamdan, “La vie et ] ‘oeuvre”.

129 Thave knowledge of this work only from its commentary by al-Manawl.

130  Still unpublished. I have consulted three manuscripts: Michigan 954, dated 1074/1664;
Dar al-Kutub hadith 206 muhafaza, dated 1272/1856; Dar al-Kutub hadith 852, acephalous,
ends ex abrupto, n.d.

131 Michigan 954, ff, 1v—2r; Dar al-Kutub 206, ff. 2v—3r; Dar al-Kutub 852, ff.

132 The only extant manuscript, up to now, is al-Azhar, 9o7 hadith. The colophon (f. 266v)
states that the copy was made on the 7 Muharram 1039/27 August 1629 (al-faragh min
tabyid hadhihi al-nuskha li-muallifiha). What was originally written in red ink is com-
pletely unreadable in the microfilm. Frequently entire pages are blurred, and hence
impossible to read. The manuscript presents frequent writing mistakes, such as the
exchanging of sin with sad, that may possibly mean that it was dictated to an ill-educated
copyist. The text, too, seems to be the result of an interpolation, as at . 26r the work seems
to end with a final formula of istighfar, unless it reprises with the discussion of fada’il.
About the author and the attribution to him of the work see Kahhala, Mu§am, 111, 28.
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by the seventeenth century. The work survives in a single manuscript,'33 and
probably did not become well-known in its time. He structured his text on the
model of the sira, leaving more space for his personal views on the topic, and
using the expression agulu (lit. “Isay”). After the introduction,'* Rahmani dis-
cusses fada’il, such as God swearing by the name of Muhammad,!3% or the fact
that Muhammad was recognised as (a) Prophet by Jewish ulama’.'3¢ While the
parts of the introduction that are still legible do not say this, al-Suyuti’s Kifaya
provides the background of the text; for example when, in a discussion of the
Prophet’s intercession, it says, after listing many references to his work: gala
al-jalal [al-Suyuti] wa-hadha fi ghayat al-husn fihi, ‘As al-Jalal [al-Suyuti], said,
this is extremely good.?37

An interesting feature of the al-Khasa’is al-kubra, part of the more evident

presence of its author in the text, is the frequent insertion of poetry, mainly by
Rahmani himself. He even mentions the title of one of his diwans, al-Madih
ft [-Nabt al-malih, and the titles of two poems, Madh al-muhkam ‘ala huraf
al-mujam and Qasidat al-isra’13® The internal organisation of the text is event-
oriented rather than being formally structured, and is not based on the usual
division of khasa’s. It is possible to identify only four main sections. The first
(up to f. 111v) roughly follows the biography of Muhammad. The second is
focused on miracles, and the third on the death of the Prophet; in this sec-
tion, interestingly, Rahmani defends the permissibility of visiting the tombs
of saints,'39 a typical Sufi theme. The final section deals with the Companions,
considering also their khasa’is, and the obligation for believers to love them.!40
Here al-Rahmani’s sources are mainly early Sufis such as al-Qushayri, Junayd,
or even al-Muhasibi.

As a product of later literature on the Prophet, written in a period when Sufi
orders and practices were fully acknowledged as part of the Muslim tradition
and shared way of life, al-Rahmani’s Khasa’is represent the ideal accomplish-
ment of the scholarly tradition of the genre. Some later authors, such as Ahdal
(d. 1241/1825),'"! were still to devote their efforts to delineating the sources of

133 See previous note.

134 F. 8. Previous folios are almost unreadable.

135 Al-Azhar, 9o7 hadith, f. 8r.

136  Al-Azhar, 9o7 hadith, f. 10v.

137 Al-Azhar, 907 hadith, f. 16v.

138 Al-Azhar, 907 hadith, {. 24r.

139 Al-Azhar, 907 hadith, ff. 187r—216v.

140 Al-Azhar, 907 hadith, . 242v—256r.

141  Muhammad b. Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Bari’ al-Ahdal, a member of a prominent family of
Yemen. He was better known as a commentator of the Ajurrimiyya. For more on him,
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al-Suyutr’s Kifaya, confirming the fact that this work, with its abridgements,
had become a watershed in the evolution of the genre.

7 Instead of a Conclusion, a Different Evolution

We have shown how the khas@’is nabawiya passed from being a matter of legal
discussion, considered to be of dubious utility, to a promising field of literary
competition for ‘ulama’ with a strong attachment to Sufism. In the Mamliak
period these texts acquired a more spiritual character, and the figure of the
Prophet moved to the centre of a search for new topics that would be suitable
to help increase the believer’s love for him. As far as this aspect of such texts is
concerned, ‘Aisha al-Ba‘iniyya’s versification of the Unmidhaj represents the
acme of this process. She expressed her spiritual aspirations clearly, and she
found in Suyut1’s words the best means to represent the exceptional aspects of
her spiritual lover.

But there is a final twist in the development of the genre, that shows how the
khasa’is became the form ulama’ used to express devotion to Muhammad. The
Tanbih al-anam fi bayan ‘uluww magam sayydina Muhammad'? is a collection
of some five thousand prayers on the Prophet, in the form of reiterations of
Allahumma salli wa-sallim ‘ala sayyidina wa-mawlana Muhammad wa-‘ala al
sayyidinawa-mawlana Muhammad,'*3 to which phrases referring to an episode
or a characteristic of the Prophet is added. The work was composed in the first
half of the sixteenth century by the Tunisian alim, Ibn ‘Azztm al-Qayrawani
(d. 959/1552). He belonged to a well-known family of local gadis, and in the
scanty biographical data we have there is no mention of his being affiliated
with any Sufi order.!** This work is novel in the landscape of literature about
the Prophet, combining sira, mawlid, shama’il and khasa’is in a compendium
that, according to the author, had to be recited and memorised.!*> Prayers are
not in saj but tend to follow a certain rhythm. Starting from the chapter on

see GAL 11, 652, and the introduction of the edition of his work on khasa’is, al-Ahdal,
Muhammad b. Ahmad ‘Abd al-BarT 1406, 5-13; Loimeier 2009, 190.

142 This work has been published and edited several times, starting with the 1912 edition
from Dar al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya and the 1927 edition from the Maktaba wa-Matba‘at
Muhammad ‘Ali Subayh wa-Awladihi, both in Cairo. Presumably still in the 1920s (the
date is based on a guess, as the book itself is not dated) the Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya
printed another version of the Tanbih, followed by al-Maktaba al-Tijariyya. All these edi-
tions report the same text exactly, with slight variations in print and typeface.

143 “Oh God pray and give peace to our master and lord Muhammad and his family”.

144 Kahhala calls him a Sufi, see Kahhala, Mujam, 11, 49; Kinani, Takmil al-sulahd’, 23—25.

145 Ibn ‘Azzam, Tanbih al-anam, 8.
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khasa’is and ahwal, the text focuses on topics that are clearly taken from such
works as Suyutl’s Kifaya. The flow of arguments seems to be dictated by Ibn
‘Azzam’s inspiration, as the khasa’is begin with a description of Muhammad
being informed that his mosque would be burned, and continue with an enu-
meration of the diverse merits of the Prophet and his community.146

The similarities to books of khasa’s are limited, as Ibn ‘Azzum does not orga-
nise the prayers in his text according to the usual subdivision. What matters
here is that all the legalistic aspects have completely disappeared, giving way
to a lengthy section about Muhammad’s birth and his pre-existence before the
creation of Adam. The only relationship to the genre is the fact that miracles
are placed in the chapter directly after the khasa’s. For the rest, here we see
the three genres of mawlid, salat ‘ala al-Nabi and khasa’is converge. The latter
has at last become part of the bulk of literature written solely to express a form
of devotion to the Prophet, completing its process of transformation. Finally,
it is remarkable that, in the two cases in which this transformation is most evi-
dent (the Durar by ‘Xisha al-Ba‘Gniyya, and the Tanbih), the authors both had a
background in Islamic jurisprudence and, in the case of Ibn ‘Azziim, there was
not even a clear affiliation to any Sufi order.

The Khasa’is, then, show how devotional attitudes towards the Prophet
have progressively found their way into the domain of figh literature, gradu-
ally changing the shape of the genre. In addition to this development, which
can be regarded as internal to the genre itself, there is also a change in the
intended readership of the works, which moved from learned fugaha’ (find-
ing its final, sterile, version in al-MunawT’s works) to pious men who wanted
to express their love for Muhammad and know more about his exceptional
nature. Finally, the merging with the prayer on the Prophet did not occur by
chance, as that genre had followed a similar path, developing from discussions
on the merits of tasliya to such complex works as the Tanbih. Further studies
in this direction will probably shed more light on this part of Islamic religious
literature, one that has too often been relegated to the popular (and conse-
quently not fully literary) domain.
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Modéele prophétique et modele de sainteté dans
le soufisme ancien

Quelques exemples

Pierre Lory

1 Introduction

Que signifiait 'imitation du Prophéte Muhammad pour les mystiques les
plus anciens, au 11¢/v1I1® siecle ? Comment la vénération du Prophéte a-t-elle
été exprimée durant cette période initiale ? Et comment cette conception
a-t-elle évoluée ? Ce modeste article voudrait apporter quelques éléments a
un domaine de recherche déja bien parcouru par les spécialistes. Les réponses
dépendent bien stir de la définition donnée au terme « mystique » — lui-méme
si discuté en langue francaise. Il est généralement admis que la mystique n’est
pas I'équivalent d'une simple dévotion, méme tres intense. Elle ne s'identifie
pas non plus a l'ascese, méme sévere. Beaucoup a été écrit sur la démarcation
entre le renoncement dit zuad, et la mystique correspondant au soufisme pro-
prement dit!. On peut en tout cas aisément démarquer les ceuvres sur le zuhd
comme celles de Ibn al-Mubarak (m. 181/797) ou de Ibn Hanbal (m. 241/855)
de la mystique soufie. En bref, posons la mystique comme une recherche expé-
riencielle de la présence divine dés ici-bas. Ce qui modifie profondément le
vécu religieux : la perspective eschatologique en particulier différe de celle du
croyant ordinaire. Si la présence miséricordieuse de Dieu est approchée dés
ici-bas, I'éternité devient de quelque maniere déja présente ; méme sans parler
ici d'union mystique.

Quand et comment la mystique au sens strict est-elle apparue en islam ?
Etait-elle présente dés les premiéres générations ? Clairement, il est impossible
d’affirmer quoique ce soit en ce sens pour ce qui est du premier siécle, de la
génération des Compagnons et des Suivants. La vaste littérature accumulée a
ce sujet dépend de reconstitutions dues a des traditionnistes des générations
ultérieures sur lesquelles l'historien n’a pas véritablement prise. Les récits et
paroles concernant par exemple Salman al-Faris1, Aba al-Darda’, Hudhayfa ibn

1 Voir en particulier les études de Melchert, notamment “The Transition from Asceticism to
Mysticism” et Sviri, “Sufism: Reconsidering Terms, Definitions and Processes”.
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al-Yaman, voire Hasan al-Basr1 lui-méme, sont riches d’enseignements, mais
difficiles a intégrer dans I'ordre de l'histoire. Un exemple éloquent est celui
de Hasan al-Basri, dont la figure hagiographique a récemment été décon-
struite par Suleiman A. Mourad?. Quoiqu'il en soit, on peut raisonnablement
admettre que vers le viI1® siécle, commenca a apparaitre 'ildée d’une pluralité
des niveaux de la foi. A une foi ordinaire, simple acquiescement (tasdiq) aux
deux shahada et au dogme commun, s'opposa une exigence personnelle de
conformer sa vie entiére au seul étre, a la seule cause qui mérite le total don de
soi :le service de Dieu. Une sorte d'élite spirituelle émergea parmi les croyants :
ascetes, prédicateurs, fervents qui attirérent rapidement beaucoup de croyants,
qui discernaient en eux la réalisation d’'un idéal de foi. En bref, se diffusa I'idée
d’une alliance particuliére, voire d’'une amitié divine — walaya — accordée a
ces personnes. Cette walaya avait vocation a prolonger la vertu du Prophéte.
Mais en quels termes ? C'est la question posée ici. Que représente I'imitation
du Prophete pour les premiers mystiques ? Ils se sont posés comme héritiers
des prophétes — mais en quoi consiste cet héritage ? En quoi se différencie-t-il,
voire s'oppose-t-il au courant « traditionniste »3 ? Bien sfir, on ne peut pas faire
abstraction du fait que les sources sur ces premiéres générations de mystiques
sont elles aussi bien tardives: x¢ et x1¢ siécles, pour celles que nous allons
citer. Y recourir n'est pas une opération sans risque méthodologique. Notons
toutefois que la mémoire transmise par la littérature hagiographique au sujet
des plus anciens spirituels a gardé bien des traits archaiques. Par exemple, le
lexique technique des expériences spirituelles (ahwal, magamat etc) est peu
détaillé, voire inexistant dans les notices consacrées a ces «anciens ». A la
place, nous lisons des énoncés directs, parfois paradoxaux, exprimés directe-
ment en termes coraniques.

Un point fondamental pour notre sujet réside dans la paucité des mentions
de Muhammad chez ces mystiques anciens. Cela contraste avec les textes sou-
fis plus récents, ol la référence au modéle muhammadien est tout a fait expli-
cite, comme nous le verrons infra avec le Kitab al-luma‘de Sarraj. Ce point doit
étre interprété a la lumiere des circonstances historiques. Au viiie siecle, le
sunnisme n'existait pas encore de facon constituée. Ce n'est quau siecle sui-
vant que les ahl al-sunna wa-al-jama‘a se définirent comme majorité consen-
suelle dotée d’'une doctrine cohérente et stable. Il s'agissait de lutter contre les
affirmations des shi‘ites revendiquant pour leurs Imams l'autorité religieuse
absolue ; et des mu‘tazilites, affirmant notamment la prééminence de la raison

2 Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History: Hasan al-Basrt.
3 Sur ce dernier point, voir Melchert, “The Piety of the Hadith Folk” et “Early Renunciants as
Hadith transmitters”.
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comme outil exégétique. Dés lors, 'affirmation fondamentale de l'inerrance du
Propheéte, du caractére absolu du modele qu'il offrait devint la colonne verté-
brale de la pensée majoritaire sunnite. Mais au siécle précédent, la vision de
ce modele n'était pas 'horizon immédiat des premiers mystiques. Bien connue
est la réplique de Rabi‘a al-‘Adawiyya (m. 185/801), interrogée sur son amour
envers le prophéte Muhammad, et qui répondit : « Je 'aime, mais mon amour
du Créateur m'a détournée de 'amour de ses créatures »*. Son cas n'est pas
unique. L'accent était mis sur la premiere shahdada. Que représentait alors la
seconde shahada, ou l'idée de sunna, pour une perspective mystique ?

Pour le cadre limité de ce chapitre, et pour ne pas se disperser sur des
ouvrages d'intention trop hétérogene, notre propos se limitera a deux oeuvres
choisies comme un simple échantillonnage : d'une part la Hilyat al-awliya’ de
Abua Nu‘aym al-Isfahani5, source considérable pour notre connaissance du
soufisme ancien. Puis d’autre part, par contraste, nous aborderons le Kitab
al-luma“ d’Abu Nasgr al-Sarraj, pour renseigner un exposé sur les représenta-
tions plus récentes.

Abut Nu‘aym (m. 430/1037) était lui-méme un savant muhaddith de forma-
tion classique. Il représente une tradition tout a fait sunnite. Il a notamment
rédigé un recueil de hadith concernant les qualités du Propheéte, le Dala’il
al-nubuwwa, qui connut un vaste succes. La Hilyat al-awliya’ est une véritable
encyclopédie de spiritualité musulmane, fournissant 689 notices sur autant
de personnalités religieuses, depuis les premiers Compagnons et Suivants
jusquaux soufis contemporains de l'auteur, et incluant notamment les fonda-
teurs d’écoles de droit (mais non Abu Hanifa toutefois). Plus tard, Ibn al-Jawzi
dénoncera cette composition comme une confusion, ou une récupération®.
Tout en louant le propos général dAbut Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, Ibn al-Jawzi critique
l'attribution du soufisme a des personnes qui n'ont aucun rapport avec lui. Ibn
al-Jawzi rappelle qu'il existe une différence entre le zuhd au sens strict — et
toutes les personnes citées étaient bel et bien des zuhhad — et le tasawwuf, qui
est une école (madhhab) bien précise. Aba Nu‘aym apporte en effet des cita-
tions de hadith a I'appui, mais de facon assez désordonnée, parfois douteuse”.
La conclusion de Ch. Melchert sur les sources d’Abtt Nu‘aym est que les sources
(= les isnad-s) d’Aba Nu‘aym sur les ascétes ne sont pas les mémes que celles

4 “Attar, Le mémorial des saints, 92 ; cf. Masotta, “Les premiers ascetes en Islam’, 449.

5 Ed. Beyrouth, Dar al-kutub al-ilmiyya, 1988, 10 vol. Voir Khoury, “Importance et authenti-
cité des textes de Hilyat al-awliya” ; Melchert, “Abtu Nu‘aym’s Sources for Hilyat al-awliya’”;
Mojaddedi, The Biographical Tradition in Sufism, 41-67.

6 Sifat al-safwa, 13: Idafat al-tasawwuf ila kibar al-sadat (...) wa-laysa ‘inda ha'ula’i al-gawm
khabar min al-tasawwuf.

7 Ce que lui reproche du reste Ibn al-Jawzi, Sifat al-safwa, 12.
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sur les soufis. La derniere partie de la Hilyat al-awliya’, consacrée aux soufis, au
sens strict, est selon lui assez mal organisée et comme plaquée assez artificiel-
lement sur la précédente8. Mais la question est ailleurs. Il semble que le but
de Abti Nu‘aym n'était pas de montrer que tous les grands Anciens étaient des
mystiques, mais qu'il existe une cohérence globale dans 'ensemble de la pen-
sée spiritualité islamique autour de la notion d’amitié a Dieu (walaya). Chez
lui, le modéle muhammadien serait comme intériorisé dans les exemple vécus
des grands saints. Ce qui conduit le propos d’Abti Nu‘aym a certaines audaces.
Ainsi, a propos du sujet qui nous occupe, mentionne-t-il une affirmation attri-
buée a Ja‘far al-Sadiq: « Celui qui vit selon l'aspect extérieur de I'Envoyé est
sunni’; celui qui vit selon la dimension intérieure de I'Envoyée est sifi »%. Une
synthese importante sur ce point a été apportée par Kabira Masotta-Nait Raiss
dans une theése récente sur la Hilya'°. Elle développe l'idée de la sunna comme
imitation intérieure du Prophete, a laquelle se conforment les ascétes stricto
sensu comme les mystiques (soufis). Il s'agit d’atteindre, au-dela de la pratique
extérieure, 'éveil d’une fitra qui permet le contact avec Dieu.

Nous allons prendre quelques exemples, parmi des dizaines, voire des cen-
taines d’autres possibles. Il s'agit de trois grandes figures représentant trois
générations : Malik ibn Dinar (m. vers 131/745), qui fréquenta Hasan al-Basri et
marqua les premieres formulations d’'une expérience mystique!!, ‘Abd al-Wahid
ibn Zayd (m. sans doute apres 150/767), qui enseigna un début de doctrine!?, et
Fudayl ibn ‘Tyad (m. 803), dont l'influence fut particulierement marquante!3.
Ces figures se sont toutes placées au sein du courant sunnite. Ainsi Aba Nu‘aym

=>n

8 Melchert, “Abt Nu‘aym'’s Sources for Hilyat al-awliya’".

9 Hilyat al-awliy@’ 1, 20-21: Man ‘asha fi zahir al-rasil fa-huwa sunni wa-man ‘asha ft batin
al-rasul fa-huwa sifi. Ce a quoi Abu Nu‘aym ajoute avec nuance: arada Jafar bi-batin
al-rasul akhlaqa-hu al-tahira.

10 Masotta, “Les premiers ascetes en Islam’, 408-31.

11 Masotta, “Les premiers ascetes en Islam’, 134-37.

12 Clest du moins I'opinion de Massignon, “Essai sur les origines du lexique technique”, 213-
14. ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Zayd aurait été disciple de Hasan: “... wa-kana mimman yashabu
al-Hasan” (selon Sarraj, Kitab al-luma’, 45). Les dates semblent un peu compliquer les
choses:: le trés jeune ‘Abd al-Wahid aurait pu rencontrer Hasan a la fin de sa vie ; mais il
y a plut6t la I'indice d'une volonté d'établir des enchainements d’enseignements initia-
tiques (voir Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History, 100-101, sur la construction
des isnad-s). Plus vraisemblablement, il aura été le disciple de Malik ibn Dinar. Voir aussi
Masotta, “Les premiers ascetes en Islam’, 140-41.

13 Jacqueline Chabbi a mené une enquéte fouillée sur la biographie et les dires attribués a
ce personnage illustre (“Fudayl ibn ‘Iyad, un précurseur du hanbalisme®, 331-345). Elle
voit en lui un ascete réformiste, non un mystique au sens soufi du terme. Nous estimons
toutefois que Fudayl représente précisément une figure de passage vers la mystique pro-
prement dite. Voir aussi K. Masotta, “Les premiers ascetes en Islam’, 158-59.
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préte-t-il a Fudayl la déclaration : « Engage-toi dans la bonne vie — l'islam et
la sunna »**. On notera d'emblée la formulation inhabituelle : on sattendrait
au couple Coran/sunna ou islam/iman. Apparait ici comme une suggestion
de différenciation entre un islam représenté par 'adhésion au Coran, et une
sunna dont les contours sont encore imprécis, mais qui en tout cas ne fait pas
complétement corps avec la religion au sens usuel. Ou situer alors la sunna du

Prophéte ? On notera la rareté des références au Prophéte dans les évocations

de la vie ascétique et mystique de ces personnages. Si des hadith sont cités,

nous l'avons vu, 'exemple prophétique est peu invoqué. Bien s, il serait bien
peu rigoureux de tirer une conclusion a partir d'un silence des textes. Taichons
alors de prendre un angle un peu décalé et demandons nous en quoi consistait
la voie spirituelle de nos trois mystiques. Et alors, en quoi celle-ci refléterait un
modéle muhammadien.

Dans les trois cas, il s'agit d’ascétes. Leur voie est donc trés marquée par la
privation. Je me bornerai a quelques remarques.

1) La voie de nos ascétes était tres axée sur la privation de nourriture. Il
s'agissait de manger le moins possible, et le moins souvent possible. Le
cas de Malik ibn Dinar est resté fameux!5, Or 'exemple prophétique
n'est pas du tout en jeu ici. Certes, la pureté rituelle de l'alimentation
(et des vétements, etc) était un point essentiel pour tous. Mais il est aisé
de constater que leurs jelines dépassaient largement l'enseignement
muhammadien tel qu'il sera fixé dans les hadith canoniques. Ils relévent
plutot d’'une piété ascétique qui imprégnait toute I'époque de 'Antiquité
tardive, d'un Zeitgeist qui n'était pas particulierement islamique. On y
retrouve une vision spiritualiste de '’homme et des rapports &me/corps,
une conscience aigué de 'imminence eschatologique, qui était partagée
par bien des milieux chrétiens, gnostiques, ou manichéens.

2) De méme, la valeur accordée au célibat est une tendance bien peu
muhammadienne. Malik Ibn Dinar aurait affirmé : « Lhomme ne devient
un juste (siddiq) que s'il laisse sa femme comme a l'état de veuvage, et va
demeurer dans les décharges fréquentées par les chiens »6. Lui-méme
semble étre resté célibataire. Ce qui est a retenir, c'est sa radicalité dans
le détachement. Or femme et famille impliquent des liens trés exigeants.
Il aurait répondu a quelqu’'un qui lui demandait pourquoi il ne se mariait

14  Usluk al-hayat al-tayyiba, al-islam wa-al-sunna, Hilyat al-awliya’v111, 99.

15  Hilyat al-awliya’ 11, 366-77, 369, 370.

16 Layablugh al-rajulmanzilat al-siddigin hattayatruk zawjatahu ka’annaha armala wa-ya’wt
ila mazabil al-kilab, Hilyat al-awliya’ 11, 359.
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pas: «Si je le pouvais, je répudierais mon dme »7. Malik n’était pas le
seul a avoir agi ainsi. Ibrahim ibn Adham a quitté sa famille apres sa sou-
daine conversion'®. Fudayl a laissé le souvenir du seul et unique sourire
de savie — au moment de la mort de son fils'®. Or Muhammad a vivement
condamné, voire anathémisé ces attitudes. Il a réprouvé le célibat pour
des causes religieuses??. Le sacrifice, 'ascese supréme, c'était de se prépa-
rer au combat. Selon un hadith célébre rapporté par Ibn Hanbal : « Tout
prophéte a son monachisme (rahbaniyya) ; et la rahbaniyya de cette com-
munauté est le combat au service de Dieu »2%. En fait, ce n'est que petit
a petit que cette méfiance a I'égard de la vie conjugale a évolué dans les
milieux piétistes; on en trouve d’ailleurs des traces dans des époques
plus récentes.

Enfin se pose la question de la référence aux hadith. 11 arrive que des
hadith soient cités par nos ascétes dans le texte de la Hilyat al-awliya’. 1ls
vont généralement dans un sens d’ascese et de spiritualité. Ce qui nous
ameéne a nous interroger sur la fonction de ces références. Fudayl avait
lui-méme acquis une véritable formation de muhaddith. Sulami — qui,
il est vrai, a tendance a vouloir faire de chaque grand soufi un transmet-
teur de hadith — mentionne dans sa notice sur Fudayl la transmission
d’'un hadith de portée ascétique, sur le bénéfice de la souffrance pour
les saints?2. Selon Abti Nu‘aym, Fudayl était d’ailleurs fiable en hadith.
Cependant, Abii Nu‘aym nuance cette affirmation en précisant que la
transmission des fadith suscitait en lui une crainte révérencielle (kana ...
shadid al-hayba li-l-hadith) et du coup lui pesait beaucoup (kana yathqulu
alayhi al-hadith jiddan)?3. Le transmetteur d'un récit sur Fudayl, Ishaq
ibn Ibrahim, ajoutait: « Il me disait souvent qu'il préfererait que je lui
demande un dirham plutot que je lui demande des hadith. Un jour, il me

Law istata‘tu la-tallagtu nafsi, Hilyat al-awliya® 11, 365. Voir Benkheira, La maitrise de la
concupiscence.

Hilyat al-awliya’v11, 368-69.

Il aurait répondu a ceux qui I'interrogeait a ce sujet: “Dieu a aimé une chose, et j'ai aimé
ce que Dieu a aimé”, Hilyat al-awliya’ v111, 100.

Au verset coranique 5, 87 : “O les croyants : ne déclarez pas illicites les bonnes choses que
Dieu vous a rendues licites ...”, les commentateurs donnent plusieurs noms de personnes
tentées par l'ascése en matiére de nourriture, de sommeil, voire de femmes. Dans son
tafsir, Mugqatil ibn Sulayman cite : ‘Ali, ‘Umar, Ibn Mas‘ad, ‘Ammar ibn Yasir, ‘Uthman ibn
Maz‘n, al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad, Aba Dharr, Salman, Hudhayfa et d’autres. Muhammad a
vivement condamné, anathémisé ces attitudes (voir Gilliot, “Le Coran avant le Coran’, 165).
Musnad v, 266, xv1, 26. Cl. Gilliot, “Le Coran avant le Coran’, 167-75.

Tabagqat al-sitfiyya, 9.

Kana sahith al-hadith sadiq al-lisan, Hilyat al-awliya’vi11, 86-87.
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dit qu'il lui serait plus agréable que je lui demande de l'argent (dananir)
plutdt que des hadith. Je lui répondis que s'il me transmettait des hadith
ou je trouverais des bénéfices dont je suis privé, je préférerais cela a rece-
voir de lui le méme nombre de dinars. Il me dit: “Tu es égaré (maftun)!
(...) Si on te présente de la nourriture et que tu jettes chaque bouchée
que tu prends derriére ton dos, quand seras-tu rassasié ?” »24. En d’autres
termes, s'occuper de colliger des hadith les uns apres les autres sans les
mettre en pratique, revient a un profond gachis spirituel.
Une distinction radicale semble exister entre la vraie sunna — intérieure, celle
qui a la limite se transmet dans le silence du cceur — et la science mondaine
du hadith, celle qui ne sert a rien d’'un point de vue spirituel?s. On peut inter-
préter: en multipliant la diffusion des paroles du Prophete, on leur fait perdre
leur efficace. Elles échappent a 'ame, ne la nourrissent plus, au contraire. La
méme idée se retrouve chez Malik Ibn Dinar : le hadith n’a d'utilité que s'il aide
a la pratique spirituelle. Ses paraboles sont expressives: « J'ai lu dans un livre
de Sagesse qu'il est pour toi sans utilité de savoir une science, puis de ne pas
mettre en ceuvre ce que tu sais. C'est comme un homme qui va ramasser du
bois, rassemble un fagot qu'il ne peut soulever, et lui ajoute alors un autre »26,
Malik Ibn Dinar aurait transmis un certain nombre de hadith notamment de
Anas ibn Malik. Leur contenu est éloquent: il vise souvent les mauvais ser-
monnaires qui disent et ne font pas, et ceux qui n'ont pas honte de leur tiédeur,
laquelle est blasphématoire au fond??. Ce genre de diatribes semble anachro-
nique par rapport a I'¥poque muhammadienne, mais il est significatif de 'op-
position ultérieure entre ascetes et savants. Les réunions de muhaddithun
provoquaient chez Malik Ibn Dinar une sorte d’angoisse ; « Lorsque jentends la
voix des transmetteurs de hadith, je suis pris par l'envie d’uriner, par terreur »28.
Une autre explication de ces réticences a I'égard des hadith réside dans la
prévalence accordée au Coran. Abti Nu‘aym signale une réplique de Fudayl qui
vit un homme (un muhaddith peut-on supposer) qui riait, et lui dit : « Veux-tu
que je te transmette un hadith bon (a-la uhaddithuka hadithan hasanan)?
Oui, répondit l'autre. Fudayl récita “Ne te réjouis pas, Dieu n'aime pas ceux

24  Hilyat al-awliya’v111, 86-87.

25 K. Masotta, “Les premiers ascétes en Islam”, 426-29.

26  Hilyat al-awliy@’, 11, 375.

27 Hilyat al-awliy@’, 11, 386. Dénongcant les corruptions de son époque, Malik Ibn Dinar cite
toutefois aussi un hadith remontant a Anas ibn Malik demandant de ne pas prier contre
les gouvernants, mais de prier Dieu pour les améliorer, Hilyat al-awliy@’, 11, 388.

28  Hilyat al-awliy@’, v111, 94, 95.
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qui se réjouissent” »29. Or il s’agit d'un verset du Coran, xxvIII 76. Certes, le
terme « hadith » est plurivoque, il ne désigne pas nécessairement une parole
prophétique. La réplique mérite néanmoins réflexion. Le hadith n'a au fond de
valeur que s'il vient prolonger la parole coranique. Le Coran est la base du che-
min spirituel. La méditation profondément coranique de Malik est évoquée
par Sarraj3?: « Quelqu'un a dit — je crois que c’est Malik Ibn Dinar: J'ai maché
le Coran pendant vingt ans, puis jai pris plaisir a sa récitation pendant vingt
ans »3L Et de fait, Fudayl ibn ‘Tyad professait quant a lui explicitement la pré-
valence du Coran sur la fadith. Ainsi sa parole : « Si j'avais recu dés mon début
sur la voie la grace de la compréhension du Coran et des méditations de nuit
que j'ai acquise maintenant, je n‘aurais pas écrit un seul hadith (ma katabtu
hadithan gatt), et je me serais consacré au seul Coran »32. Nous touchons ici
un point fondamental de I'évolution de la spiritualité musulmane. Il ne s’agit
pas d’'une appréciation sur le hadith en tant que tel, ni d'une dévalorisation
du modele prophétique. Nous avons ici plutdt une affirmation précise de la
fonction du saint, investi directement par la grice divine. Le saint est « porteur
du Coran », cest-a-dire, des sens profonds du Coran. Cest cela sa mission, sa
fonction, sa grace. Le saint est porteur du message divin, directement. Et pour
étre plus précis : ce message coranique n'a pas a étre médiatisé par un hadith
qui ne fait que creuser une distance supplémentaire entre la conscience du
croyant et la source divine.

Ce role est illustré par un certain nombre de hadith qudst que Fudayl semble
sortir de sa propre autorité. Leur contenu mystique n'est pas indifférent: la
nuit, Dieu descend du ciel et cherche ceux de ses fideles qui ne dorment pas. Il
s'adresse a ces veilleurs qui sont ses vrais amants, Il Se laisse contempler, mani-
feste sa présence et leur promet le Paradis33. L'absence d’isnad a propos de
ces paroles est-elle un simple effet d’habitude ? Ou bien Fudayl s'attribue-t-il
une autorité d’inspiré divin ? Ou s’agit-il simplement d’'un artifice littéraire ?
Un autre hadith qudst, fort connu, souligne également ce role d'intermédiaire
prophétique des saints. Il apparait cité par ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Zayd, lequel le
fait remonter a Hasan al-Basr, et il commence par: « Lorsque mon serviteur
est sans cesse préoccupé par Moi, Je mets son bonheur (na@mahu) et son plai-
sir dans mon évocation (dhikri), et lorsque Je mets son bonheur et son plaisir

29  Hilyat al-awliy@, v111, 108. Le verset est adressé a Qaran et a ses gens, ce qui précise I'in-
tention de Fudayl dans sa citation.

30  Kitab al-luma’ 67.

31 Madaghtu al-Qurian ‘ishrina sana, thumma tana“amtu bi-tilawati-hi ‘ishrina sana ; égale-
ment Hilyat al-awliy@’, 11 358, 378.

32 Abu Talib al-Makki, Qut al-qulib, 1, 76.

33 Hilyat al-awliy@’, v111, 92-93, 99-101.
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dans mon évocation, il M'aime avec passion et Je 'aime avec passion (‘ashigant
wa-‘ashiqtuhu). Et lorsqu’ il M'aime avec passion et que Je 'aime avec passion,
Je leve le voile entre Moi et lui, et Je deviens un signe devant ses yeux ; et il n'est
pas distrait quand les autres hommes sont distraits. Ceux-13, leur parole est la
parole des prophétes »34. Ces derniéres paroles, plus que la mention de 'amour
passionnel, soulignent la position des mystiques3®.

Dés lors nous pouvons nous demander: dans quel domaine précis les
mystiques situent-ils 'autorité prophétique muhammadienne ? Comment et
par qui cette autorité est-elle transmise depuis sa mort ? Ce lourd probleme
théologique et politique, soulevé par les kharédjites et les shi‘ites, contient
en germe une bonne partie de la théologie du sunnisme. Nos anciens mys-
tiques n'intervenaient qu'occasionnellement dans les questions politiques.
Leur vision concernait une dimension plus ésotérique du déroulement his-
torique de la umma. Ainsi, Malik Ibn Dinar exprime dans une remarque cin-
glante une contestation de la situation issue de la « Grande Discorde », typique
des ascétes zuhhad de cette génération. Pour lui, les musulmans auraient agi
comme les chrétiens apres la mort de Jésus: « Nous savons que lorsque Jésus
fils de Marie a été envoyé, il a renversé 'ordre du monde (al-dunya). Aprés lui,
les gens l'ont remis en place ; jusqu’a ce que Muhammad soit envoyé, et ren-
verse l'ordre du monde. Apres lui, nous I'avons redressé en I'état »36. Mais alors,
qui redressera la situation a présent ? Qui va réhabiliter l'ordre prophétique
muhammadien ? Le futur sera redoutable en effet, car la fin des temps est déja
engagée. Lorsque viendra 'Heure, les croyants découvriront que leurs savants,
leurs chefs, étaient en réalité des pervers, selon Malik Ibn Dinar: « A la fin des
Temps, les vents et les ténebres terrifieront les gens qui iront trouver leurs
savants (‘ulama’uhum); et ils les trouveront métamorphosés sous des formes
monstrueuses ( fa-yajidiunahum gad musikhu) »37. Cette allusion au maskh est
évidemment d’'une lourde portée, car elle fait allusion a la transformation des
damnés. Ily a la une terrible dénonciation de la responsabilité des oulémas.

De nombreuses citations en ce sens sont a mettre au dossier de la lutte ver-
bale entre les mystiques et les juristes ou muhaddithun. A un homme qui disait
que les savants étaient les héritiers des prophetes, Fudayl répondit : « Les sages

34  Hilyat al-awliya’, v1, 165, 1. 7. Ce hadith ressemble bien sar dans sa composition a celui
dit “des nawafil’. Aba Nu‘aym juge toutefois avec réserve la qualité de ce hadith mursal,
d’autant que la réputation de ‘Abd al-Wahid dans le domaine aurait été faible.

35  Voir sur ce point Masotta, “Les premiers ascétes en Islam”, 118.

36 Hilyat al-awliya’, 11, 381.

37  Hilyat al-awliya’, 11, 382 ; on trouve une attitude analogue chez Fudayl, Hilyat al-awliy@’,
VIII, 92, 100.
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(al-hukama’) sont les héritiers des prophétes »38. Quand on parle de « lutte », il
ne s'agit pas forcément de discuter de politique, ou de prestige religieux. Il ne
s’agit pas non plus de remettre en cause le role des regles de droit. Il s’agit plu-
tot d’'une attitude a la fois plus profonde et plus insaisissable : qu'est-ce qui fait
l'essentiel de la foi ? Fondamentalement, qu'est-ce qui est demandé a ’homme
croyant, a la communauté des musulmans ? Quel est le sens a donner au verbe
«obéir » a Dieu ? Et dés lors, qui est le vrai croyant, au sens plein ? Cest la ou
se situe la césure entre les deux attitudes. Fudayl affirme: celui qui n'incor-
pore pas completement son rapport au Dieu vivant dans sa propre vie, qui ne
quitte pas tout autre désir que d’'obéir a Dieu, ne peut étre guidé. Du coup,
qui suivre, qui est le guide ? Une chose est stire, ce ne sont pas les ‘ulama’ offi-
ciels. Les savants mondains sont aux yeux de Fudayl comme des « renégats ».
Fudayl pourfend avec violence les ashab bid‘a. Nombreuses sont les citations
sur le danger des bid@as, sur le fait qu'il ne faut pas fréquenter ces gens, les
éviter complétement. Plus, il faut les hair, les maudire, ils détruisent I'islam39.
Mais qui pointe la critique de Fudayl exactement ? En quoi s'opposent-ils a la
sunna, et que représente en fait 'idée de sunna*® ? Sont-ce les premiers mu*
tazilites qui sont visés ? Peut-étre. Mais il est loisible d’identifier de facon plus
radicale encore les bid‘as que dénonce Fudayl, avec ces compromissions avec
«le monde ». Nous sommes ici dans une perspective spirituelle, mystique, non
théologique ou juridique. On est en droit de comprendre : le vrai musulman
recherche la Sagesse, c'est la son orientation primitive, celle que montrait I'is-
lam primitif, le Coran. La bid‘a, c'est ce qui en éloigne. Autrement dit, la bid‘a
va bien au-dela de doctrines “nouvelles” ; elle représente tout ce qui fait dévier
de l'intention premiere, du service exclusif de Dieu. Or celui qui se confie aux
hadith, transmis de facon purement « académique », dévie de cette maniére,
aussi paradoxal que cela puisse paraitre. Au lieu de se tenir ici et maintenant
dans la présence du Dieu vivant, il se crée un espace religieux d’'ott la divine
présence se trouve mise a l'écart, voire absente.

On pourrait aboutir au point suivant, qui sera une premiere conclusion:
I'imitation du Prophete chez le wali consiste précisément a ne pas se miméti-
ser a lui. I s'agira plutot d’actualiser en soi-méme le ~al prophétique, au lieu et
au moment précis ou vit le saint. Il s'agit de faire passer en acte tout ce qui est
su*l. Ceci suppose une totale disponibilité a la grace divine dans I'instant, une

38  Hilyat al-awliy@’, v111, 92.

39  Hilyat al-awliya’, v111, 103-4, 108. De nombreuses autres citations sont apportées par
J. Chabbi dans son article cité supra “Fudayl ibn ‘Tyad, un précurseur du hanbalisme”.

40  Hilyat al-awliy@’, v111, 104.

41 K. Masotta, “Les premiers ascétes en Islam”, 404-5.
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complete orientation de l'esprit vers Dieu a I'exclusion de toute autre science.
Cette position sera explicitée par les théoriciens ultérieurs.

Les auteurs soufis plus tardifs ont explicité et commenté cette idée de sunna
prophétique mystique. Le Kitab al-luma* d’al-Sarraj en particulier nous four-
nit un exposé systématique, qui correspond a l'essor du soufisme proprement
sunnite*?. Dans une importante introduction, il commence en effet par situer
le role du saint, du sufi au sens plein, comme véritable héritier muhammadien,
de maniére plus profonde et plus légitime que le juriste ou le muhaddith. A
la différence des mystiques évoqués plus haut, la référence muhammadienne
est donc appuyée. Mais de quel « prophéte Muhammad » exactement le soufi
est-il 'héritier, quel est 'aspect de la prophétie qui est mis en avant ? Dans le
Kitab al-luma‘, un chapitre important est intitulé “Livre de I'imitation (al-uswa
wa-al-igtida’) de 'Envoyé”#3. En effet, les soufis suivent la voie de Muhammad.
Sarraj rappelle la nécessité absolue de cette imitation, fondée d’apres lui sur
une série de versets coraniques. Un verset en particulier fait autorité, Coran 3,
31: “Dis : « Si vous aimez vraiment Dieu, suivez-moi, Dieu vous aimera alors et
vous pardonnera vos péchés. Dieu est Pardonneur et Miséricordieux ». Il est
impossible de prétendre aimer Dieu, suivre le Coran sans suivre également la
sunna du Prophete telle qu'elle est formulée dans les hadith stirement établis.
Il existe une harmonie, une hiérarchie, une union liant ainsi 'amour de Dieu
aux hommes. Ceci est évidemment valable pour tous les musulmans. Mais plus
particulierement pour les soufis, souligne Sarraj**. La sainteté, pour Sarraj,
peut se concevoir comme une “muhammadisation” de la personne du soufi.
De quelle imitation s’agit-il au juste ? Sarraj établit une gradation dans I'imita-
tion soufie du Prophete : 1) suivre la sunna, pour le commun. Cest I'imitation a
laquelle tout musulman est invité a se conformer. 2) imiter les régles de vie, les
adab du Prophéte, pour les pratiquants exigeants, allant jusque dans les détails
de I'imitation, dans 'ensemble des rapports sociaux notamment ; 3) imiter ses
akhlag, pour ceux qui veulent lui ressembler intérieurement en observant les
mémes vertus morales. Enfin, par 'adhésion compléte a cette pratique et a
son intention, certains parviennent au niveau 4) de l'imitation des ahwal du
Prophete, de ses états spirituels, dans son cheminement mystique. Par cette
imitation, ils peuvent atteindre 5) ses vérités ultimes (haqa’iquhu). Cest ici le
point ultime, final, le propos central de Sarraj*>.

42 Kitab al-luma; voir aussi la traduction allemande par R. Gramlich, Schlaglichter iiber das
Sufitum, Stuttgart, Franz Steiner Verlag, 1990, riche en notes et références.

43  Kitab al-luma130.

44  Qui donne une vibrante évocation de la grandeur de cette imitation du Prophéte (Kitab
al-luma; 133).

45  Kitab al-luma‘ 143.
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Ceci dit, on ne peut comprendre ol Sarraj veut en venir si on ne suit pas la
description qu'il trace des vertus concretes du Prophete. Sarraj énumeére les
qualités du Prophéte que les soufis imitent. Il commence par la pauvreté, et
y insiste tres fortement. Ceci doit nous interroger : il existe entre 'idée méme
de “possession” et la voie mystique une barriére. Sarraj commence par noter
que Muhammad choisit d’étre un prophéte-serviteur “qui parfois est rassasié et
parfois a faim”, non un prophéte-roi, sur le conseil de Gabriel*$. Il aurait pour-
tant pu le devenir, a l'instar de David ou Salomon. Par ailleurs, Muhammad ne
conservait aucune nourriture pour le lendemain. Cest toute la question de la
remise a la providence divine, du tawakkul, qui appartient a des débats assez
vifs au 11 et 111°€ siecle AH*". Muhammad s’habillait de laine, poursuit Sarraj.
Autres signes de pauvreté : il montait sur un ane, trayait les chevres, recousait
ses sandales et son vétement — il n'en possédait qu'un — et balayait le sol de
sa maison. Parfois, il n'avait que des dattes ou de 'eau a manger, méme pas
de pain, pendant un ou deux mois. Il dut s’attacher une pierre sur le ventre
pour moins sentir la faim. Comme les autres propheétes, il ne laissa aucun héri-
tage. Muhammad détestait la richesse. Ceci par choix, car Dieu aurait pu lui
fournir des montagnes d’or*8. Bref, en tout point il valorisait positivement la
pauvreté*d. D'ailleurs, il aimait la pauvreté et les pauvres. Sarraj cite le hadith :
«0 mon Dieu, fais-moi vivre pauvre, fais-moi mourir pauvre, ressuscite-moi
parmi le groupe des pauvres »5°.

Certes, tout ceci entre en contradiction avec bien d’autres hadith concer-
nant la personne du Prophete. Nous avons ici bien siir affaire a une « stratégie
hagiographique ». C'est en ce sens que Sarraj fait une remarque a propos du
hadith connu: « Trois choses m'ont été données a aimer dans votre monde,
hubbiba ilayya min dunya-kum thalath ... ». On pourrait croire que Muhammad
était attaché aux belles choses de ce monde, en 'occurrence les femmes et les
parfums. Mais Sarraj pointe la formulation choisie par lui « votre bas-monde »,
laquelle indique que Muhammad lui-méme s’en excluait. Muhammad vivait
dans le monde, mais il n'appartenait pas a ce monde®L. La remarque est essen-
tielle, on le comprend. Elle détermine pour une bonne part l'attitude du sou-
fisme classique : détachement, mais non ascese trop extréme. C’est un point de
différence, voire de rupture avecles ascétes dont nous venons de parler. D’autres

46 Kitab al-luma’, 134. Le hadith apparait dans le Musnad de Ibn Hanbal.

47  Kitab al-luma 134-35. Le hadith est cité chez Tirmidhi et Ibn Hanbal.

48  Kitab al-luma134.

49  Kitab al-luma‘, 134-35, 136, 127 ; le hadith est cité par Ibn Hanbal.

50  Allahumma, ahyini miskinan wa-amitni miskinan wa-hshurni fi zumrat al-masakin, cité
chez Ibn Maja et Tirmidhi.

51 Kitab al-lumas 138.
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hadith vont affirmer que Muhammad aimait le commerce, les beaux habits, les
parfums etc. Sarraj y fait allusion®2. Pour lui, comme pour toute une partie de
la tradition sunnite, c’était pour que son exemple soit plus facile a suivre par
les musulmans qu'il proclamait cela. Sinon, I'islam n’aurait pas été praticable,
et les passions auraient finalement dominé les croyants. Mais, affirme-t-il, les
prophétes sont tous complétement indépendants face aux avoirs matériels. On
oscille toujours entre 'image terrestre et la référence céleste des prophetes.
Inutile de dire que cet avis de Sarraj ne s'appuie que sur sa propre conviction,
mais celle-ci est largement partagée en milieu soufi. Notons que pour Sarraj,
Muhammad aurait eu toutes les qualités, méme contradictoires. Il était d'un
naturel souriant, sans s'esclaffer®3. Mais, selon Sarraj, il était aussi toujours
triste et préoccupé : de sa poitrine sortait un bouillonnement comme celui
d’'une marmite5*. La aussi, le paradoxe s'explique par la “complétude” néces-
saire du Prophéte comme Homme Parfait. Cette maniere soufie de suivre le
Prophete, de I'imiter, est une voie vers les plus hautes connaissances. Sarraj
explique qu'a ceux qui ont suivi le Coran et la sunna dans la rectitude s'ouvrent
des portes nouvelles, d'une nouvelle science (‘ilm ma lam ya‘lamiihu).

Nous voyons dans les considérations de Sarraj a la fois une continuité et
des ruptures avec les ascétes des premiers siecles. Une continuité : il s'agit de
faire en sorte de tout consacrer a Dieu sans aucune réserve ni aucun partage.
Mais pour avoir acces a Dieu, il importe de se conformer a I'état intérieur du
prophéte Muhammad - ce dont les anciens mystiques ne parlaient guére. Bien
stir, le Prophéte n'est pas divin en lui-méme. La rencontre avec la présence
divine ne peut avoir lieu que par une grice venant de Dieu. Mais selon Sarraj,
cette expérience surnaturelle ne peut avoir lieu en-dehors d'un cadre naturel,
humain, qui est celui de I'exemple prophétique. Ce passage de 'humain vers
le divin peut étre résumé par une citation que Sarraj fait de Dha 1-Nan a qui
I'on demandait comment il avait connu Dieu : « J'ai connu Dieu par Dieu, et jai
connu ce qui n'est pas Dieu par 'Envoyé de Dieu »55.

Nous pouvons conclure ce bref exposé en situant le débat dans l'ensemble
de la vision sunnite de la foi. Revenons a l'introduction de la Sifat al-safwa par
Ibn al-Jawzl. Ibn al-Jawzi dénonce I'absence dans 'ouvrage d’Abt Nu‘aym de
la mention du premier des zuhhad, a savoir Muhammad. Ibn al-Jawzi qualifie
Muhammad de « seigneur des ascétes, chef de tous, modele de la création (...)

52 Kitab al-luma’ 141-43.

53  Cependant d’autres hadith cités par Bukhari affirment que lorsqu'il riait, “on voyait ses
molaires”.

54  Kitab al-luma 139.

55 Araftu Allah bi-llah, wa-‘araftu ma siwa Allah bi-rasul Allah, Kitab al-luma, 45.
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celui dont la voie doit étre suivie et I'état doit étre imité »%6. La précédente cri-
tique qu'il adressait a Abt Nu‘aym était la confusion entre ascése/zuhd et mys-
tique/tasawwuf. Le tasawwuf représente pour Ibn al-Jawzl une simple école
(madhhab) — et il renvoie pour les distinctions particulieres a son Talbis Iblis.
Cette remarque nous permet de situer les limites externes que le sunnisme en
général a donné au soufisme. Le soufisme n'est pas condamné, il peut méme
étre loué sous bien des rapports. Mais, contrairement a ce qu'affirmait Sarraj,
il ne représente qu'une discipline parmi d’autres dans le dispositif religieux de
I'islam, il n'est pas I'héritier direct et principal de la prophétie. Au fil des siecles
s'est produit un phénomene central : la consolidation, I'expression ouverte de
l'intermédiation du Prophéte. Mais intermédiaire dans quel domaine exac-
tement, et a quelle fin ? Entre qui et qui ? Chaque courant a pu discerner sa
propre épiphanie prophétique, selon la pluralité doctrinale admise a 'époque
classique de l'islam.
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L'éducation par «la lumiere de la foi du
Prophete » selon le shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Dabbagh

(m. 1332/1719)
Daprés le Kitab al-ibriz de Ahmad b. al-Mubarak (m. 156/1743)

Jean-Jacques Thibon

Au moins jusqu'au ve/x1¢ siécle, les soufis exprimaient leur amour de Dieu de
maniére directe tandis que leur amour du Prophéte était plus discrétement
mentionné, a quelques rares exceptions. Ainsi la longue section de la Risala
de Qushayri (m. 465/1072) sur l'amour (mahabba) ne parle pas de 'amour
du Propheéte, mais exclusivement de 'amour de Dieu. Cet amour, chez Sarl
al-Saqati, est tel quil ne laisse plus la moindre place a rien d’autrel. Et le
contenu des traités de soufisme de méme époque, autour des x¢ et X1¢ siecles,
suit la méme logique. Kharraz, maitre bagdadien mort autour de 280/89s,
voyant le Prophéte en réve, s'excuse de ne pouvoir lui consacrer plus d'amour
tant il est occupé par I'amour de Dieu2. A propos de I'é¢pisode célebre ot Abi
Bakr, ayant apporté tous ses biens au Propheéte, répondit a celui-ci qui lui
demandait ce qu'il avait conservé pour sa famille: « Dieu et son Prophéte »,
Abu Bakr al-Wasitl (m. aprés 320 /932), disciple de Junayd (m. 297/910) qui
partit s'établir a Marv ou il finit sa vie, fit le commentaire suivant : « Si ce n’était
par pudeur en présence du Prophete, il n'aurait pas dit ‘et son prophéte’ mais
aurait mentionné seulement 'Unique »3. Formulé de maniére plus prosaique :
Dieu seul efit suffi, nul besoin de mentionner son Prophete.

Méme dans l'expression des fondements de la voie spirituelle, le role du
Prophéte est somme toute restreint ; il ne lui est du moins accordé aucune cen-
tralité. Il suffit pour s'en convaincre de rappeler les propos de Sahl al-Tustari,
'un des tout premiers a en énoncer les principes. Certes, il place fort logique-
ment I'imitation de la sunna prophétique, apres un attachement sans faille

1 “Le coeur qui contient ces cinq choses ne peut rien abriter d’autre : la crainte de Dieu seul,
I'espoir en Dieu seul, 'amour pour Dieu seul, la honte devant Dieu et I'intimité procurée par
Lui seul”; Thibon, Les générations, n° 30, 70.

Qushayni, al-Risala, 634 (bab al-mahabba).
Thibon, La voie des Hommes sincéres, 27-64, § 13, 39.
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au Livre de Dieu. Mais a la suite de cette référence a la sunna, au demeurant
assez vague quant a son contenu, figurent six autres principes, qui tranchent
par leur précision et dont il est difficile de dire s'ils sont énoncés par ordre
d’importance : manger de la nourriture licite, s'abstenir de nuire, sécarter des
transgressions de la loi, se repentir, s'acquitter des devoirs*. On constate que les
considérations d’'ordre social, ou du moins relevant des relations humaines et
delavie en société occupent une place non négligeable. Dans le méme ouvrage,
les cing principes qui, selon Junayd, distinguent son école (usil madhhabina),
ne mentionnent ni le Prophéte ni sa sunna®. Se plagant sur un autre plan, mais
plus radical dans I'expression, Ja‘far al-Sadiq (m. 148/765) n'admet aucun inter-
médiaire ni la moindre diversion quand il affirme : « La voie spirituelle (tarig)
va du coeur a Dieu, en se détournant de tout ce qui est autre que Lui »°.

Une telle attitude est révélatrice d'une époque o, quand il est question
de fana’, 'extinction, et Kharraz déja cité fut I'un des premiers a en parler, il
s'agit de l'extinction en Dieu, le fana@’ fi Allah. Quant au Propheéte, il apparait
principalement dans nos sources comme un modéle a suivre. Ainsi Dha I-Nan
al-Misri, (m. 245/860) affirme : « L'un des signes (qui révélent) l'amoureux de
Dieu, cest I'imitation (mutaba‘a) de 'Aimé de Dieu dans ses vertus (ahlaq),
dans ses actes, dans ses prescriptions (awamir) et dans le détail de sa regle
de vie (sunan) »”. Dans ces premiers siécles, les pratiques ascétiques, veille,
jeline et silence, représentent pour beaucoup de spirituels mentionnés dans
les manuels du soufisme le fondement d’une spiritualité qui n'a d’autre horizon
que 'amour de Dieu?.

La proximité avec la période prophétique explique en partie que la véné-
ration du Prophete, assurément bien présente, emprunte d’autres modalités®.
L'une des rares exceptions est représentée par Hallaj exprimant son amour

Voir Orfali et Saab, Sufism, 222.

Orfali et Saab, Sufism, 223.

Orfali et Saab, Sufism, 222.

Thibon, Les générations, n° 12, 50. Un peu plus tard et plus a 'est du monde musulman, il sera

repris par Abu l-Husayn al-Warraq I'un des grands maitres de Nishapur, mort avant 320/932

disant: “La marque de 'amour de Dieu c'est de se conformer (mutaba‘a) a son bien-aimé”,

Thibon, Les générations, n° 12, 235.

8 Le chapitre 35 de 'ouvrage mentionné précédemment, intitulé “Les fondements de leur
école’, réunit diverses citations de spirituels des trois premiers siecles qui, chacun a sa
maniére, énumere les principes fondamentaux du soufisme: le Prophéte est quasiment
absent, mis a part la référence a la sunna que nous avons évoquée, voir Orfali et Saab Sufism,
222-4. Sur cette question voir aussi, Radtke, “The eight rules of Junayd”, 490-502.

9 Etson amour aussi, méme si parfois cela apparait de maniere indirecte, par exemple Hatim

al-Asamm (237/851-2) qui affirme : “[....] et celui qui prétend a 'amour du Prophete sans aimer

la pauvreté est un imposteur”; Thibon, Les générations, n° 25, 97.
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du Prophéte a travers son éloge!®. Les choses vont évoluer qui vont donner au
Propheéte une plus grande centralité dans la vie spirituelle. Cela passa par des
manifestations publiques, comme la mise en place des festivités du mawlid,
mais surtout par 'émergence puis l'affirmation de la figure du maitre spirituel
dont les contours vont s'affiner au fil des siécles pour finalement s'imposer aux
alentours du ve/x1¢ siécle!l. Ce dernier occupe ainsi envers ses disciples une
place similaire a celle du Prophéte avec ses Compagnons, en tant que dépo-
sitaire de son héritage. Cela explique l'autorité quasi-absolue dont il jouit et
l'attachement de plus en plus exclusif du disciple a sa personne. Il ne transmet
pas seulement un savoir, fut-il celui de la vie intérieure, mais prend en charge
la transformation progressive de ses disciples invités a suivre toutes ses direc-
tives. Ces nouvelles attributions conduisirent progressivement a une inflexion
dans la conception de la voie spirituelle et méme dans le role du shaykh. Les
soufis, centrés au départ directement sur Dieu, ajoutérent une étape supplé-
mentaire dans la voie spirituelle, passant dorénavant par la médiation prophé-
tique. Il serait sans doute intéressant de tenter de circonscrire plus en détails
les raisons qui ont conduit a cette réorientation. Ce n'est pas ce qui nous occu-
pera ici. J'ai choisi d'évoquer un ouvrage qui montre que la place occupée par
le Prophete dans l'enseignement des maitres soufis a considérablement évo-
lué au point de devenir I'élément central, et méme, pourrait-on dire, exclusif
de celui-ci.

1 L'ouvrage : son auteur et son maitre

Dans la littérature doctrinale du soufisme, le Kitab al-ibriz dont le titre complet
est al-Dhahab al-ibriz min kalam Sayyidi al-Ghawth Abd al-Aziz al-Dabbagh'?,
est un ouvrage qui n'a pas d'équivalent. Il consigne les réponses du shaykh ‘Abd
al-“Aziz b. Mas‘ad al-Dabbagh, considéré comme un saint illettré (ummi)'3,

10  Enparticulier dans le recueil factice des Tawasin, et notamment le premier opuscule inti-
tulé Ta Sin al-azal, voir la traduction dans Massignon, La passion de Husayn Ibn Manstir
Halldj, 300-306.

11 Sur cette question définie par Ibn ‘Abbad al-Rundi comme le passage du shaykh al-ta’lim
au shaykh al-tarbiya, qu'il date du Ve/XIe siécle, voir Meier, “Khurasan” in Meier, Essays,
189-219 et Meier, “Qusayri’s Tartib al-Sulik” 93-133. Lattribution de ce texte a Qushayri
a été remise en cause, voir Stern, “On the Authenticity of the Mystical Treatise Tartib
al-Suliik” 65-95. Egalement, Thibon, Leuvre d’Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, 242-43.

12  Muhammad ‘Adnan al-Shamma‘ en a donné une excellente édition avec des annotations
marginales qui en facilitent la consultation.

13 Sur le sens a donner a ce terme, voir O'Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 930. Sur ce type de
sainteté, Chodkiewicz, “Le saint illettré” § 8 et Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Egypte et en
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aux multiples questions que lui pose 'un des grands savants marocains de son
temps, Abii 1-Abbas, Ahmad b. al-Mubarak al-Sijilmasi al-Lamati, né autour
de 1090/1679 et mort en 1156/1743, qui s'est fait son disciple pour recueillir un
savoir qu'il n'avait trouvé nulle part ailleurs*. Le cas de saints n'ayant pas suivi
un enseignement de sciences religieuses n'est pas isolé, de nombreux exemples
jalonnent 'histoire du soufisme’>. De méme le cas de savants ayant comme
tuteur spirituel un illettré n'est pas unique : le grand soufi égyptien du seizieme
siecle ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha‘rani (m. 973/1565) eut pour maitre ‘Ali Khawwas
al-Burullusi (m. 939/ 1532), un tresseur de feuilles de palmier, considéré lui
aussi comme ummi®. Devangant Ibn al-Mubarak, Sha‘rani a également consi-
gné dans deux opuscules les réponses de son maitre a ses questions ainsi que
les consultations qu'il lui soumettait!”.

L'ampleur des questions abordées et la singularité des réponses apportées
conferent a cet ouvrage, commencé en 1129/1717 et achevé apres la mort du
maitre, son caractére bien souvent énigmatique et singulier. Malgré une tra-
duction partielle en frangais!8, une traduction intégrale en anglais!® et une
autre en turc??, cet ouvrage a été assez peu étudié. Avec toutefois une exception
notable, le travail irremplagable réalisé par B. Radtke qui a abordé cet ouvrage
a travers quatre articles?. Selon lui, le Kitab al-ibriz est une sorte de bible des
néo-soufis qui inspira des figures majeures des XvIII® et XI1X® siécles, comme
Ahmad Tijan1 (1737-1815), Ahmad b. Idris?? (1749-50/1837) et ses disciples

Syrie, 299-307. Lappartenance de Dabbagh a une famille de notables, nous allons le voir,
conduit a s'interroger sur le sens a donner a ce terme dans son cas. Outre le fait que nous
savons qu'il savait lire et écrire (O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, n. 6, 116), il est assez peu
probable qu'il n'ait suivi aucun cursus d'enseignement religieux.

14  Passeulement car al-Lamati commente, parfois abondamment les propos de son maitre,
mais parfois livre également son propre exposé sur une question, comme par exemple
dans le chapitre sept dont la section principale constitue un véritable traité de théologie
dans lequel Dabbagh ne joue aucun réle, O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, xviii.

15  Voir par exemple les noms mentionnés par Chodkiewicz, “Le saint illettré” § 9.

16 Sur lui Geoffroy, Le soufisme en Egypte et en Syrie, 304-7.

17  Sha‘ani, Durar al-ghawwas et al-Jawahir, ainsi que la notice qu'il lui consacre dans
al-Tabagqat al-kubra, 150-69.

18 Zouanat, Paroles dor.

19  Louvrage d'O’Kane et Radtke, déja cité, représente un travail considérable de pres d'un
millier de pages. Par ailleurs, les éditeurs ont donné un apercgu tres complet du contenu
de l'ensemble des chapitres en introduction de leur traduction, O’Kane et Radtke, Pure
Gold, 1-14.

20  Yildirim, el-Ibriz.

21 Radtke, “Ibriziana” 113-58; “Der Ibriz Lamatis” 326-33; “Syrisch” 472-502; “Zwischen
Traditionalismus und Intellektualismus” 240-67.

22 Radtke, “Ahmad b. Idris”. Il parle de deux voies muhammadiennes: I'une, classique est
celle de I'imitation prophétique, tandis que l'autre (dont nous aurons a reparler avec
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Sanusi (1787-1859), Muhammad ‘Uthman al-Mirghani (1793-1852) et Ibrahim
Rashid (1813-74)23. C'est dire son importance pour la période contemporaine?.

Dés sa parution, ce livre parut inclassable aux yeux des contemporains, tel
le chroniqueur Muhammad al-QadirT (m. 1187/1773) déclarant que son contenu
« contredit les voies des soufis »2% et recommandant de ne le mettre qu'entre
les mains d’un public averti. Le méme auteur rédigea une notice sur al-Lamati
dans laquelle il indique que ce dernier arriva dans la ville de Fés en 1110/ 1699-
1700. Il en deviendra I'une des autorités religieuses les plus respectées, donnant
des cours a la Qarawiyyin. Al-Qadirl suivit ses cours, 'écoutant lire et commen-
ter plusieurs ouvrages, en particulier al-Shifa’ du Qadi ‘Iyad. Il mentionne éga-
lement les maitres d’al-Lamati et cite les titres de quelques uns de ses ouvrages,
dont aucun n'est a priori édité. Pour ce qui est du Kitab al-ibriz, il indique que,
selon lui, ceux qui l'ont désapprouvé sont plus nombreux que ceux qui l'ont
défendu et que I'un de ses maitres en a écrit une réfutation. Ce chroniqueur
indique aussi que Lamati fut enterré a c6té de Dabbagh, a Fes, dans le cime-
tiere situé a 'extérieur de Bab al-Futuh?26,

Quant a son maitre, son nom complet est Abu Faris, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Mas‘ad
al-Dabbagh al-Idrisi al-Hasan1?7 (1090-1132/1679-1719)?8. Son surnom ne renvoie
pas a la profession de tanneur mais a une taxe dont sa famille aurait bénéficié
de la part des tanneries de Salé, ville dont elle est originaire. Elle s'est ensuite
installée a Fés au début du 1x¢/xve siécle et devint une famille de notables
respectés?9. La premiére rencontre de Ibn al-Mubarak avec son futur maitre
date de rajab 1125 (juillet-aotit 1713).

La description détaillée du contenu de ce livre proposée par J. O’Kane et
B. Radtke nous dispense de reprendre ce point. Rappelons seulement que l'ob-
jet premier de 'ouvrage est de consigner les réponses que le shaykh Dabbagh

Dabbagh) vise a établir un contact direct avec le Prophéte, considéré comme encore
vivant et accessible.

23 Radtke, “Ibriziana” 113-4. Il précise que Ahmad b. Idris revendique une affiliation a la voie
khadirt qui le rattache a la spiritualité de Dabbagh, “Ibriziana” 119.

24  Surlaréception de l'ouvrage, O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, xxi-xxii.

25  Muhammad al-Qadiri, Nashr al-mathani, vol. 3, 245-46 et O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, xiv.

26 La traduction de cette notice est reproduite par les traducteurs, O’Kane et Radtke, Pure
Gold, xi-xiii. Voir aussi Muhammad al-Kattani, Salwat al-anfas wa-muhadathat al-akyas,
vol. 2, 228-30.

27  En plus des références déja mentionnées, voir sa notice dans la Salwat al-anfas, vol. 2,
222-28. Voir également Vimercati Sanseverino, Fés et sainteté, 376-83. Et I'article de Pierre
Lory, “al-Dabbagh”.

28 Kattani hésite sur la date de sa mort et indique 1131 ou 1132, voir Satwat al-anfas, vol. 2, 228.
Zouanat donne 1142/1720, il s'agit sans doute d’une erreur, Zouanat, Paroles dor, 9.

29 O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, xiv.
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apporte aux questions que lui pose al-Lamati, et accessoirement des savants
de son entourage. Toutefois, 'ouvrage ne se réduit pas a cela, car ce dernier, par
ses commentaires et sa vaste érudition des questions religieuses, remet le plus
souvent en perspective le savoir de son maitre, exposant parfois le point de
vue savant sur un sujet particulier, non d’ailleurs dans le but de briller en exhi-
bant son savoir, mais au contraire en vue de montrer la supériorité du savoir
inspiré de son maitre. Cet ouvrage démontre de maniére exemplaire qu'entre
‘ulama’ et awliy@’, entre les tenants d’'une science livresque et les dépositaires
d'une science inspirée, la confrontation et la concurrence ne sont pas les seules
modalités régulant leur rapport3°.

11 L'itinéraire spirituel de Dabbagh

Le sujet que nous avons choisi de traiter, 'éducation spirituelle dans I'ensei-
gnement du shaykh Dabbagh, nous impose comme préalable de mentionner
quelques uns des événements qui balisérent son propre itinéraire spirituel et
influencerent sa conception de la direction spirituelle. En résumant ce qu'il en
dit lui-méme, nous retiendrons les points suivants: au cours d'une premieére
phase qui dura douze ans, il va d’'un maitre a I'autre ne rencontrant que désil-
lusions et insatisfactions (entre 109 et 1121 H.). Tout change lorsqu’il rencontre
al-Khidr3! qui lui donne comme litanie quotidienne une invocation qu'’il doit
répéter sept mille fois et dans laquelle il demande a Dieu de le réunir avec le
Prophete dans ce monde et dans l'au-dela32. Cet élément est doublement capi-
tal : des lors Dabbagh ne s'inscrit pas dans les lignages habituels du soufisme
mais, initié par al-Khidr, il réactive un type de filiation amené a se dévelop-
per par la suite33. Filiation qui justifie le qualificatif de ummi pour indiquer
que, comme al-Khidr, son savoir est d’inspiration divine (‘iUm ladunni, en réfé-
rence a Cor. 18:65) et ne reléve pas d'un apprentissage livresque. Ensuite, cette
mise en présence du Prophete, recherchée par I'invocation expérimentée par
Dabbagh et clef de sa transformation, constitue par la suite l'axe central et
I'aboutissement du cheminement spirituel, et par la méme le critere supréme

30  Voir Chodkiewicz, “Le saint illettré” § 14-17.

31  Sur ce personnage voir la volumineuse étude de Franke, Begegnung mit Khidr.

32 Le texte de cette invocation est: “Allahuma ya rabbi bi-jah sayyidind Muhammad b.
Abdallah salla Llah ‘alayhi wa-sallam ijma‘ baynt wa-bayna sayyidina Muhammad b.
Abdallah fi -dunya qabl al-akhira”, (Mon Dieu, 6 Seigneur, par considération envers notre
maitre Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah, que Dieu répande sur lui la grice et la paix, réunis-moi a
notre maitre Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah dans ce monde-ci avant l'autre), Ibriz, 1/52.

33  Cette filiation n'est pas nouvelle, elle a été revendiquée au moins par Ibn ‘Arabi qui en
plus d’une investiture directe par al-Khadir mentionne une autre affiliation a un maitre
ayant lui-méme requ la khirga des mains d’al-Khadlir, voir Addas, Ibn Arabi, 53 et pour le
texte arabe, 36.
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de la sainteté. En effet, trois ans plus tard (en 1125 H.), trois jours apres le déces
de ‘Umar b. Muhammad al-Hawwari (m. 1125/1713), le gardien du sanctuaire de
Sidi ‘Al b. Hirizhim34 auquel al-Khidr l'avait confié, il connait I'illumination.
Il décrit en détail cette expérience rarement mentionnée dans les sources®.
La lumiére y joue un role décisif, par la vision hors du commun qu’elle pro-
cure a Dabbagh. Mais ce n'est pas la fin de son itinéraire qui se poursuit sous
la conduite et les directives de ‘Abdallah al-Barnaw1®¢ jusqu’au moment ou il
voit le Prophéte en réve. A ce moment-la, son dernier maitre est rassuré sur
le devenir de son disciple, car, si celui qui a vécu la premiére illumination est
susceptible de retomber dans les ténebres, il n'y a plus rien a craindre pour
celui qui a connu « I'illumination dans la contemplation du Prophéte »37. Il n'a
plus besoin de maitre et celui qui I'a conduit jusqu’au terme peut donc rega-
gner son pays sans crainte pour le devenir spirituel de son disciple. Les étapes
essentielles de cet itinéraire influenceront de maniere décisive l'enseignement
du maitre.

2 Présence prophétique et éducation du disciple

Deux chapitres abordent plus particulierement le sujet que nous avons choisi
de traiter : le chapitre cinq qui porte sur la fonction de guide spirituel et I'aspi-
ration du disciple a suivre une voie (irada) et le chapitre six consacré au maitre
éducateur (shaykh al-tarbiya)38. Par la suite, nous nous intéressons plus parti-
culierement a la place dévolue au Prophéte dans I'enseignement et 'éducation

34  Selonla prononciation berbére, pour d’autres vocalisations ; O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold,
n. 56, 129.

35  Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/51-5; Zouanta, Paroles dor, 39-46 ; O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 128-34.

36  Sur lui, O’Fahey, Enigmatic Saint, 41. 1l le mettra également a I'épreuve, par exemple en
lui apparaissant sous les traits d'une belle femme qui tente de le séduire. Al-Barnawi lui
expliqua ensuite la raison d’'une telle épreuve. Pour anecdotique qu'elle soit, la réponse
n'en demeure pas moins révélatrice de données sociologiques: “du fait de ce que je
connais de l'inclination des Chorfas pour les femmes ", et Dabbagh faisait partie de ces
Chorfas, ceux qui ont une ascendance prophétique comme son nom I'indique, Mubarak,
Ibriz, 1/56.

37  Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/55, ila an yaqa‘a i l-fath fi mushahadat al-Nabi (“jusqu’a ce que sur-
vienne en moi lillumination dans la contemplation du Prophéte”). La valeur de la
préposition f7 est problématique : indique-t-elle la circonstance, la causalité, ou la conco-
mitance ? Zounat, Paroles dor, 46 “jusqu’a ce que je connaisse l'illlumination de la vision
du Propheéte” ; O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 133-34, “until I should experience the illumi-
nation of beholding the Prophet”. Voir aussi Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/400, o il est question de
“contempler la station du Prophete” ou “d’arriver a la station du Prophete”.

38 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/ 47182 et O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 611-747.
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des disciples afin de comprendre comment se renouvelle la maitrise spirituelle
tout en restant inscrite dans la tradition du soufisme classique.

2.1 Les directives spirituelles de Dabbagh

Une des premiéres questions posées au chapitre cing est celle de la maitrise
spirituelle. Elle n'est pas nouvelle car, d'aprés ce que rapporte Ibn al-Mubarak,
Ahmad Zarraq (m. 899/1493) déclarait qu'a son époque l'initiation dans sa
forme conventionnelle n'existait plus, car les imposteurs se sont multipliés et
qu'il est devenu difficile de déméler le vrai du faux. Seule subsiste une initia-
tion par I'énergie spirituelle (himma) et par l'état spirituel (hal)3°. Le shaykh
Dabbagh, modulant cette assertion, s'emploie a indiquer les caractéristiques
du maitre authentique. Trois éléments le caractérisent: le discernement spi-
rituel (basira), la maitrise des passions humaines et étre a 'abri des diverses
formes d'illusion. Il résume en affirmant que le véritable éducateur (murabbi)
est celui qui connait les états spirituels du Prophéte, celui qui a été abreuvé a
sa lumieére#?. A celui-la on peut confier la conduite de I'esprit du disciple, car il
est capable de I'élever jusqu'a 'amour du Prophete. Cette référence aux ahwal
al-nabi n'est pas originale. Sept siécles plus tot Sulami affirmait déja dans ses
Mandhij al-sifiyya: «La premiére chose par laquelle l'aspirant commence,
c’est d'imiter les états spirituels du Prophete »*. Pour Dabbagh, cette connais-
sance des états spirituels du Prophéte est centrale et représente le point
autour duquel sarticule tout l'enseignement de cette voie dabbaghiyya, dont
on remarquera quelle n'est pas qualifiée de tariga muhammadiyya, expression
que l'on ne trouve pas dans ce livre#2.

2.2 Lamour du maitre

Les deux chapitres consacrés a la relation du maitre au disciple accordent une
attention particuliére a la nature du lien (rabita) qui unit I'un a l'autre*3. Son
importance est soulignée dans une phrase de Dabbagh qui résume les étapes
de la progression régissant le cheminement spirituel :

39  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/51 et sq ; Pure Gold, 614 et sq.

40  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/54.

41 Thibon, La voie des Hommes sincéres, 43. Texte arabe édité par Kohlberg sous le titre
Manahig al-‘arifin, page 30 pour la citation. Sur cette question de I'ancienneté de la réfé-
rence au Prophéte dans le parcours spirituel, voir Chodkiewicz, “Le modéle prophétique”
201-26.

42 Radtke pense que son contenu permet de I'appliquer a la doctrine de Dabbagh, mais cette
appellation nous semble impropre, Radtke, “Ibriziana” 123.

43  Radtkerenvoie al'étude de Meier qui a abordé la nature de ce lien chez les Nagshbandiyya,
Radtke, “Ibriziana” 123, n. 42.
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Nul ne peut aspirer (yatma®) a connaitre Dieu sans connaitre le Prophéte
et nul ne peut aspirer a connaitre le Prophéte sans connaitre son maitre
et nul ne peut aspirer a connaitre son maitre sans avoir au préalable fait
la priére des morts sur 'ensemble des humains (de I'humanité)#4.

Le renoncement au monde qui en constitue le point de départ n'est pas sans
rappeler, par la radicalité de son expression, Abti Yazid al-Bistami (m. 261/875),
le grand maitre du Khurasan, qui disait aussi avoir fait la priére mortuaire sur
ce monde, mais il affirmait également : “J'ai connu Dieu par Dieu et j'ai connu
tout le reste par la lumiére de Dieu™?, perspective radicalement différente de
celle de Dabbagh comme nous le verrons par la suite. La lumiere divine, qui
agit directement chez Bistami, est médiatisée pour Dabbagh par la qualité de
la foi de celui qui la transmet, le Prophéte, puis le maitre pour enfin toucher
le disciple.

Quant a la connaissance du maitre, elle repose trés largement sur 'amour,
selon Dabbagh qui s'inscrit ainsi dans une tradition remontant aux premiers
temps du soufisme qui le considérait déja comme I'un des moteurs les plus
efficaces du cheminement. Mais si 'amour de Dieu, voire du Prophéte, était
mis en avant comme nous l'avons vu, pour le cheikh Dabbagh tout l'étre du
disciple doit prendre comme orientation, comme gibla, 'étre du maitre afin de
devenir le réceptacle de celui-ci qui alors le fécondera comme 'homme avec
la femme. Il parviendra a l'extinction dans I'amour du maitre et le lien les unis-
sant deviendra si fort et si exclusif*¢ que le disciple imitera, a distance, ce que
fait son maitre a tout instant, ni le temps ni 'espace n'étant susceptibles de les
séparer. Voila la condition pour prétendre a son héritage*”. Toutefois Dabbagh
met en garde le disciple contre un amour vicié par des considérations mon-
daines : ce dernier ne doit pas 'aimer pour ce qu'il a, ses charismes, sa sainteté,
sa science ou son secret, mais pour ce qu'il est*8.

Aussi le maitre éprouve-t-il la sincérité du disciple en vue de I'amener a
adhérer totalement et aveuglément a sa personne, quelles que soient les appa-
rences sous lesquelles il se présente a lui. Cette absence de discernement de la

44  Etil poursuit: “Quand il ne se préoccupera plus d'eux dans ses paroles, dans ses actes
et dans toutes ses affaires, alors lui viendra une miséricorde d'une maniére qu'il n‘avait
absolument pas prévue’, miséricorde qui désigne le Prophete, voir n. 67 et Mubarak, Ibriz,
2/152. Et une version a peine différente, Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/81.

45  Thibon, Les générations, n° 18, 81.

46  Formulée sous forme de régle: “Lamour est sans partage (al-mahabba la tagbal
al-sharika)’, Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/76.

47  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/72-73.

48 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/75-76.
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part du disciple, caractéristique de 'amoureux envers 'aimé, qui le conduit a
voir la perfection dans tout ce qui émane du maitre est 'une des marques de
I'amour et de I'engagement total du disciple, comme le sont également la véné-
ration qu'il lui porte et 'adab dont il ne se départit point en sa présence*?. Ces
points ne sont pas nouveaux, les deux derniers par exemple étaient déja énon-
cés quelques siécles plus t6t3°, mais ils trouvent toute leur cohérence dans la
place dévolue au Prophéte, comme nous allons le voir.

L'action du maitre sur son disciple est rendue possible par 'amour que
celui-ci lui porte: il peut dés lors lui faire accomplir ce processus de purifi-
cation intérieure destiné a chasser progressivement les ténebres coulant
dans les veines qui irriguent tout corps humain. Dabbagh, par la plume d'Ibn
al-Mubarak, identifie dix ténébres qui affectent la nature argileuse de l'étre
et que chaque homme doit surmonter pour se purifier avant d’accéder a la
lumieéreS!. Les deux derniéres, les plus importantes donc, découlent, pour I'une,
d’'une méconnaissance, qualifiée de 1égére, envers la personne du Prophéte —
mais aucun manquement envers lui ne peut étre “léger”- et, pour 'autre, d’'une
ignorance avérée envers lui. Pour dissiper ces ténebres intérieures, les exer-
cices habituels de I'ascése ne sont pas exclus, jeline, retraite ou veille, mais ce
qui compte le plus semble-t-il, I'essentiel, c’est 'amour absolu que le disciple
doit apprendre a porter a son maitre car il n'accédera a 'amour du Prophete
qu’a travers lui. Toutefois, cet amour du maitre ne doit pas étre attaché a sa per-
sonne (dhat®?), sinon il ne pourra profiter de lui qu'en sa présence. Au terme
de ce processus, le disciple aboutira a la pureté du regard et a la plénitude de
la lumiére de la vision intérieure (safa nazaruhu wa-tamma naru basiratihi)53.
Ce n'est qu'a la condition d’avoir expulsé de son étre toute noirceur qu'il pourra
accéder a la vision du Prophéte.

49  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/77-78.

50  Par Sulami par exemple, Thibon, Leeuvre, 240.

51 Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/266-70.

52 Précisons certains termes étudiés par Radtke, car le shaykh Dabbagh fait un usage trés
fréquent en particulier de deux termes dhat et rith qui ont chez lui une signification parti-
culiere : dhat, c’est la nature humaine (bashariyya) qui comprend le corps, 'ame et I'esprit,
dans la perception sensible que I'on peut en avoir. Mais c'est aussi souvent l'aspect cor-
porel et Dabbagh parle ainsi de la nature argileuse, faite de terre (dhat turabiyya). Cette
dhat appartient a la partie sombre du monde (zalam). Un voile la sépare de lesprit (rah),
la partie la plus élevée de I'étre humain qui reléve elle de la lumiére et détient les facultés
humaines les plus élevées, I'intellection et la science. A la mort, l'esprit quitte le corps
(dhat) et rejoint le monde intermédiaire (barzakh), Radtke, “Ibriziana” 119-27 et Zouanat,
Paroles d'or, n. 3,125,

53 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/56.
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2.3 Le Prophéte
Dans tout ce processus d’éducation, le Prophete occupe une position centrale.
Rien de surprenant dans la mesure ou cela ne fait que refléter la centralité
cosmique du Prophéte. Ce dernier est le secret de cette existence et toutes les
créatures procédent de lui, tirent leurs connaissances de la sienne et toutes
sont créées de sa lumiére5*. Celle-ci est elle-méme le produit des lumieres des
noms divins les plus beaux (al-asma’ al-husna)®®. La fonction de Muhammad
est ainsi totalisante et occupe tout 'horizon du croyant, a fortiori du disciple.
Aussi ce dernier doit par exemple avoir en permanence l'esprit occupé par
le Prophete ou étre absorbé par sa présence®6. La conformité a la sunna du
Propheéte, l'orthopraxie, est ainsi déplacée d'une conformité a un texte ou a sa
mise en pratique a une expérience vécue dans une forme de contact direct. Le
shaykh Dabbagh revendique d’ailleurs ce lien permanent avec le Prophete qui
lui permet de l'interroger quand il ignore la réponse a une question®”.
Dabbagh conseille a ses disciples de se pencher fréquemment sur la vie du
Prophéte afin d'en connaitre plus exactement les détails et d’en approfondir les
diverses étapes, pour mieux se le représenter mentalement, car l'objectif est de
rendre proche le Propheéte et plus précise la représentation que le postulant
s’en fait>8. Mais ce n'est pas la seule raison. Car les détails du déroulement his-
torique des événements n'importent que dans la mesure ou ils conditionnent
les arcanes de l'histoire sacrale de 'humanité, ou ils participent a une meil-
leure compréhension de l'architecture invisible du monde dont il faut com-
prendre les ressorts pour en bénéficier. Ainsi, I'heure de réunion de I'assemblée
des saints, le diwan al-salihin, est fixée au dernier tiers de la nuit, correspon-
dant au moment de la naissance du Prophete. C’est pour la méme raison que
Dieu exauce les invocations dans ce laps de temps®®. De méme, le moment
privilégié du vendredi, au cours duquel les demandes sont exaucées, est celui
ou le Prophéte faisait le préche sur sa chaire dans la mosquée de Médine®°. Les
effets de I'histoire prophétique ne sont donc pas limités a la période historique
au cours de laquelle ils se déroulérent mais continuent d’agir sur la marche

54  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/208-9.

55  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/187.

56 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/285.

57 Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/130.

58  Sulami mentionnait déja ce qu'il nommait un compagnonnage (sufba) avec le Prophéte
et méme un comportement chevaleresque ( futuwwa) envers lui, les deux termes parais-
sant d’ailleurs en grande partie interchangeable, signe d’une relation a cette présence pro-
phétique toujours vivante voir, Sulami, Adab al-suhba, 80 et des référence plus complétes
dans Thibon, Leeuvre, 369.

59 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/18.

60  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/18 et 23-24.
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du monde. Non seulement ils sont en lien avec l'histoire de '’humanité, mais
ils en constituent le principe organisateur. La lumiere prophétique, source et
origine du monde, demeure éternellement présente dans tous les éléments
de la création®’. L'importance du cycle solaire dans la cosmologie de Dabbagh
reflete cette omniprésence de la lumiére qui est avant tout la lumiére prophé-
tique. D'ou 'importance du chiffre 366 : c'est le nombre de formes différentes
dans lesquelles peuvent se projeter les plus grands saints®?; de méme les sept
lectures du Coran, liées selon Dabbagh a sept dispositions de la nature prophé-
tique comportent 366 aspects (wajh)%3. Le corps humain lui aussi comprend
366 veines, chacune porteuse d’'une spécificité, en général blamable et que le
disciple devra transformer en qualité6+.

2.4 La question de la foi

Nous avons évoqué précédemment ce que Zarruq avait appelé 'éducation par
'énergie (himma) et par l'état spirituel (hal). Dabbagh apporte des précisions
essentielles pour notre propos, il explique :

La himma, celle du maitre accompli, c’'est la lumiére de sa foi en Dieu. Par
elle, il éduque et fait progresser son disciple. Si I'amour que le disciple
porte a son maitre provient de la lumiere de la foi de ce dernier, alors
il l'assiste qu'il soit présent ou non, méme apres sa mort et méme apres
des milliers d’années. C'est pour cela que les saints, a chaque époque,
recherchent l'assistance de la lumiere de la foi du Prophete (nir iman
al-nabi). Celle-ci les éduque et les fait progresser car leur amour pour lui
est un amour pur et exclusif provenant de la lumiére de leur foi®5.

Nous avons dans cette citation un point d’articulation essentiel de I'hagiologie
de Dabbagh. La référence au nir Muhammad, a la lumiere muhammadienne,
trouve son fondement dans le texte coranique et a été abondamment reprise

61 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/54.

62  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/27.

63  Ce point est tiré de l'une des plus longues discussions de I'ouvrage, au chapitre 1, por-
tant sur le hadith qui traite des sept lectures du Coran, généralement compris comme
les sept maniéres de le lire, mais qui sont reliées pour Dabbagh a sept dispositions de la
nature prophétique selon lesquelles le Coran fut révélé, O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, xvii
et 205-306, Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/128-231. Ces sept dispositions correspondent par exemple
au nombre de jour de la semaine ; elles ont chacune une face tournée vers Dieu et une
autre vers les hommes et représentent autant de lumieres. Elles conférent au Prophéte
une fonction de médiation sur tous les plans de I'existence, Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/130.

64 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/54.

65 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/58.
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et commentée, pas seulement d’ailleurs par les représentants du soufisme®®.
La nouveauté dans l'expression résulte de l'adjonction du terme iman, la foi,
comme origine ou vecteur de cette lumiére. Quapporte I'insertion de ce terme
dans l'expression précédente, alors qu'il représente 'un des plus riches du
lexique coranique, aux définitions multiples et objet de débats parfois viru-
lents entre les différentes écoles théologiquest” ? A ce qu'il semble, Dabbagh
n’'a pas jugé utile de l'expliciter. La compréhension usuelle définit la foi comme
I'adhésion a un ensemble de croyances et éventuellement une mise en ceuvre
de ce credo. Mais si ce terme ne s'inscrit pas chez Dabbagh dans les débats
théologiques, il lui est assigné un réle capital dans I'accession a la sainteté68. Ce
n'est pas sur les exercices spirituels, ou sur la réforme patiente et douloureuse
des caracteres que le cheikh met 'accent, méme si bien siir il ne les conteste ni
ne les néglige, mais fondamentalement le premier élément, celui qui est indis-
pensable pour que s'enclenche tout le reste, c’est la foi et celle-ci procede de la
fonction prophétique. Cest cette foi, acte d'adhésion au message, totalement
dépendante du Prophéte en tant que transmetteur de la parole divine, qui est
la source de tout bien, qui concentre toute l'attention. Ce n'est pas seulement
une foi dans la vérité du message mais une adhésion a la personne de son trans-
metteur. La place spécifique reconnue a Aba Bakr, insurpassable méme pour
ceux qui ont connu la grande illumination, tient justement a la qualité de sa foi
et a cette adhésion immédiate et sans réserve a la parole du Prophete comme
a sa personne®?. Cette adhésion, qui ne reléve ni de la raison ni du recours a la
tradition savante, est inscrite dans la nature la plus intime de l'individu?. Elle
est I'expression ou le vecteur de la destinée humaine, le moyen pour que se
réalise en particulier sa dimension eschatologique, et finalement elle procede
de I'élection divine opérant la répartition entre les bienheureux et les damnés.

La conception de la foi que nous propose Dabbagh pourrait paraitre fort
éloignée de celle soutenue par Ibn ‘Arabi quand il affirme : « La science est une

66 Sur ce point et les diverses références, Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau des saints, 79-88.

67  Lexpression apparait a de nombreuses reprises dans le texte.

68  Ilaffirme par exemple : “Sans lui (le Prophéte), notre foi en Dieu n‘aurait aucune valeur, ni
rien des bienfaits de ce monde ou de l'autre”, Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/270.

69  O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 537 et Ibriz, 1/456.

70 Arapprocher du terme gabiliyya, sur lequel Dabbagh est interrogé, prédisposition a deve-
nir aspirant, indispensable pour que se noue un lien entre un disciple et un maitre. Elle
comporte des degrés. Cette prédisposition pourrait paraitre une inclination naturelle vers
la voie ou le maitre, mais elle est avant tout une élection qui releve de la destinée de cha-
cun. Elle est indispensable pour que se crée le lien (rabita) entre le maitre au disciple ;
Mubarak, al-ibriz, 2/61-2.
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des conditions de la sainteté ; la foi n'en est pas une condition »”.. Toutefois
les mots ne doivent pas nous abuser. Dans un petit traité, Sulami définit la
foi comme “la science de la réalité divine” et aussi comme «la station de
l'invisible »72. Pour Dabbagh, affirmant par ailleurs que les connaissances sont
une des caractéristiques des saints, cette foi, qualité essentielle et qui s'applique
également au Prophéte, est bien comprise dans le sens ou Sulami 'entendait :
une science des réalités divines, qui n'est certes pas celle des oulémas, et qui
ouvre sur la contemplation de I'invisible. Plus largement, la vision de Dabbagh
débouche sur un autre débat: si la foi véhicule des connaissances intuitives
qui sont fondamentales dans le parcours de l'aspirant, quelle place revient a
l'apprentissage des sciences traditionnelles ? Quelles sont les relations entre
sciences inspirées et sciences traditionnelles transmises selon les voies habi-
tuelles de l'enseignement ? Dabbagh assurément se situe exclusivement dans
le registre des premiéres, tandis que son disciple Ibn al-Mubarak tente dans
cet ouvrage de dépasser ce clivage en démontrant que ces deux modalités,
loin d’étre incompatibles, sont au contraire convergentes et ne se contredisent
point. Bien plus, il reconnait la supériorité de la premiére sur la seconde. Quoi
qu'il en soit, pour le shaykh Dabbagh, la foi prime sur tout le reste; elle est
la source ou le vecteur de la lumiére prophétique et elle seule conditionne le
devenir ultime du cheminant. Mais ce dernier a-t-il un moyen de la modifier
par la discipline spirituelle ? Méme si 'amour semble a méme d'infléchir ce
cheminement, en dernier ressort, la foi, et la « qualité » de celle-ci, procéde du
décret divin et de ce que Dieu octroie a chaque étre.

La citation qui a constitué le point de départ de ce débat nous offre une
autre conclusion : de méme que le Prophéte continue d'étre présent au monde
et agissant au-dela de sa mort physique, de méme le maitre, qui en est 'hé-
ritier, continue a veiller sur ses disciples apres avoir physiquement quitté ce
monde. A condition toutefois que 'amour du disciple provienne de la lumiere
de la foi du maitre. Dans ce cas, il pourra en profiter, présent ou absent, et
méme au-dela de la mort, car le maitre l'assiste et le secourt par la lumiere de
la foi du Prophete donc il est le vecteur. C'est l'esprit (rit/) de 'un et de l'autre,
non leur enveloppe corporelle, qui perdure. Cela signifie qu'il n'est nul besoin
pour le disciple de s’attacher a un autre maitre au déces du premier, a condi-
tion toutefois que 'amour qu'il lui portait ait dépassé sa seule personne pour
parvenir a 'amour de celui qu'il incarnait, le Prophéte.

71 Cité par Chodkiewicz, “Le saint illettré dans I'hagiographie islamique” § 12. Voir Ibn ‘Arabi,
al-Futithat al-makkiyya, vol. 2, 52.
72 Ce traité est intitulé al-Farqg bayna ‘ilm al-sharta wa-l-haqgiga ; Thibon, Leeuvre, 341.
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2.5 Le secret (sirr)

Un autre terme revét une importance cruciale dans le lexique de Dabbagh bien
que son contenu précis, ici encore, ne soit pas explicité. Il s'agit du mot sirr, le
secret. Quand Dabbagh définit l'objectif de I'éducation spirituelle, il précise:
«elle vise 8 amender la nature humaine et a la purifier de toutes ses exigences,
afin qu'elle puisse porter le secret »73. Cette définition, simple dans sa formula-
tion, nous invite a parler d'éducation initiatique, dans la mesure ou sa finalité
réside dans la transmission d'un sirr, le seul but d’'un maitre étant de trouver
le disciple susceptible de porter son sirr”*. Dabbagh brosse a grands traits les
différentes phases de I'histoire de I'éducation initiatique (tarbiya) en islam,
montrant par la quil a bien conscience de s'inscrire dans un processus his-
torique évolutif: pour les trois premiers siecles, explique-t-il, les &mes, du fait
de leurs qualités propres, n'avaient pas besoin d’'intermédiaire pour se purifier,
les hommes étant attaché a la quéte de Dieu qui agissait directement en eux ;
l'initiation spirituelle était donc inutile. Il suffisait au maitre de chuchoter a
l'oreille de son disciple et futur héritier pour lui transmettre son secret et pro-
voquer l'illumination. Dans la phase suivante, l'attrait des plaisirs mondains
corrompit les Ames et les maitres imposeérent a leurs disciples la retraite, la
remémoration de Dieu et la frugalité afin de rendre leurs &mes aptes a sup-
porter le secret. Ensuite, la corruption gagna méme les maitres ou prétendus
tels, les faussaires se multiplierent a 'époque de Zarriq l'obligeant, lui et ses
semblables, & mettre en garde les aspirants et a les ramener vers «le Livre et la
sunna ». Mais pour Dabbagh, cela ne signifie nullement que la voie de l'initia-
tion ait disparu, car la lumiere prophétique demeurera a jamais?. Toutefois,
le terme sirr, comme celui d’'iman reste difficile a saisir ou plut6t est suscep-
tible de plusieurs acceptions: soit il désigne I'héritage spirituel que le maitre
transmet au disciple qu'il investit comme son successeur, soit il désigne les
connaissances suprasensibles auxquelles accede celui qui a connu l'illumina-
tion majeure. Enfin, dans un sens plus général, il désigne tout ce qui est voilé a
une perception sensorielle ou n'est pas accessible de maniere directe?6. Mais le
plus énigmatique reste que le Prophete est désigné comme « le secret de Dieu
de cette existence »7.

73 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/52. Dans le contexte qui est le notre, ce terme ne désigne pas la partie
la plus secréte du ceeur, parfois traduit, en reprenant la terminologie des mystiques chré-
tiens, par “la fine pointe de I'ame”.

74  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/169.

75 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/52-4 ; Zouanat, Paroles dor, 266-67 ; O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 614-15.

76 Sur ce dernier point Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/186.

77 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/209.
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Un épisode important de la vie spirituelle de Dabbagh est lié a ce terme
sirr. Dans I'éducation des disciples, les récits édifiants (hikayat) que rapporte
le maitre tiennent une place non-négligeable. Cela n'a rien de nouveau, elles
font partie de l'arsenal éducatif employé depuis toujours dans la formation
spirituelle qui se modeéle d’ailleurs sur le discours coranique, particulierement
riche de ces récits et paraboles (mathal) propres a tout discours religieux.
Mais Dabbagh donne un fondement nouveau a ce mode d’enseignement en
relatant son introduction dans I'assemblée des saints?8. Lors de sa premiére
participation, il lui fut rappelé la nécessité absolue de la discipline de I'arcane
(kitman al-sirr) et celui qui présidait cette assemblée ordonna a chacun de ses
membres de conter une histoire illustrant ce sujet. IIs en raconterent pres de
deux cents, précise Dabbagh, ce qui suggére que méme les saints complétent
leur formation ou leur savoir par le biais de ces récits?®. Si les maitres utilisent
ce langage, ils sont fondés a leur tour a en user avec leurs disciples pour les
instruire. Dabbagh ne s'en prive pas; au regard de la profusion des hikayat,
présentes tout au long de l'ouvrage, il semble méme que ce soit un moyen pri-
vilégié du shaykh pour illustrer son enseignement. Quant a ce qu'il convient de
sceller, Dabbagh reste muet sur ce point.

2.6 Lattitude avec ses disciples

Notons encore un point caractéristique de cette éducation: si depuis long-
temps certains maitres demandent a leur disciple de ne rien leur cacher de ce
qui survient dans l'intimité de leurs pensées ou des épreuves qu'ils ont affron-
tées, il est plus rare que le maitre s'impose la méme franchise en retour envers
ses disciples®0. Dabbagh explique que son silence sur ces points ne serait
de sa part qu'une tromperie. Il érige en régle cardinale du compagnonnage
spirituel (sufba) que les deux parties ne dissimulent rien de leurs états inté-
rieurs. Celui-ci n'établit donc pas de relation hiérarchique entre le maitre et le
disciple8l. D’ailleurs, pour Dabbagh, ce n'est pas le disciple qui est redevable
envers son maitre mais bien l'inverse : si 'amour que le maitre porte a ses dis-
ciples suffisait, alors tous parviendraient au terme de la voie, ce qui n'est pas le

78  Lassemblée des saints (Diwan al-salihin) occupe tout le chapitre 4. Sur ce point, voir
Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau des saints, 112-13.

79  Mubarak dit n'en avoir entendu que huit rapportées par son maitre, Ibriz, 1/59.

80  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/154.

81 Il demande a ses disciples de ne pas le considérer comme un shaykh mais comme un
frere, car ils ne sont pas a méme de s'acquitter des regles de convenance (adab) a avoir
envers un shaykh, Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/159.
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cas. Ce sont donc bien les qualités inhérentes au disciple et son amour pour le
maitre qui rendent possible I'action de ce dernier82.

3 Les suprémes étapes

Apres avoir présenté quelques uns des points essentiels de 'éducation spiri-
tuelle telle que le shaykh Dabbagh la congoit et la pratique, intéressons-nous
maintenant a ce qui constitue la finalité et le terme de la voie.

3.1 Lillumination

Lillumination est une étape essentielle, pour ne pas dire la finalité principale
de ceux qui suivent la voie®3. Ce processus d'illumination ( fath) est complexe
et le Prophéte y joue la encore un role essentiel®*. Il y a une illumination
mineure et une autre qualifiée de majeure. Dabbagh explique que le chemi-
nant ayant recu une illumination est confronté a de multiples dangers jusqu’a
ce qu'il parvienne a la contemplation de la vision de la station du Prophete, il
est alors assuré de la félicité, a I'abri des dangers®, car le Prophete est la seule
créature a bénéficier d'une puissance d’attraction pour amener a Dieu et qu'il
est la Miséricorde de Dieu®. Le disciple est ainsi assuré d’atteindre l'objectif
ultime : la vision de Dieu®”. La sainteté selon Dabbagh se mesure a 'aune de la
proximité avec le Prophete, ou plutdt a 'adéquation a la personne du Prophéte.
Ainsi, l'autorité supréme en ce monde, al-Ghawth, le Secours supréme, n'ac-
cede a ce statut qui fait de lui le primat de la hiérarchie spirituelle, que parce

82 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/77.

83 Cette question, qui est centrale dans tout 'ouvrage, est traitée dans I'introduction et dans
le chapitre g. Sur ce point voir aussi, Radtke, “Der Ibriz” 330.

84  Pour signaler la différence avec l'enseignement shadhili, rappelons le conseil d'Tbn ‘At
Allah al-Iskandari (m. 1309): “Si tu veux obtenir l'illumination (al-tanwir wa-l-ishrag),
renonce a toute gouvernance (tadbir)’, al-Tanwir fi isqat al-tadbir, 115.

85 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/277.

86  Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/55. Expression que 'on trouve dans les paroles que son maitre ‘Abdallah
al-Barnawl lui adresse avant de le quitter, aprés qu'il eut connu l'illumination supréme.

87  Dabbagh distingue ensuite deux groupes : ceux qui s'anéantissent dans la contemplation
de Dieu et un autre groupe, plus parfait, jouissant simultanément d’'une double contem-
plation : leur esprit (arwah) s'anéantit dans la contemplation de Dieu tandis que leur
étre contingent (dhawat) s'anéantit dans la contemplation du Prophete, qualifiée de plus
agréable que d’entrer au Paradis ; Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/286-87.
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qu'« aucun étre (dhat) n'a bud® de l'étre du Prophete autant que lui »%°. De
maniére générale, Dabbagh précise encore que celui a qui il sera donné de
pouvoir le contempler devra auparavant avoir été abreuvé par les secrets de
sa personne (dhat)%0. Ce langage figuré, volontairement abscons, ne fait pas
référence a I'imitation du Propheéte, a la mise en ceuvre de la sunna, mais a une
véritable identification a sa personne. Il renvoie également a un temps originel
ou tous les croyants, et pas seulement les musulmans, ainsi que les prophétes
des communautés antérieures furent « arrosés » de la lumiére prophétique en
huit étapes successives, antérieures a leur création terrestre®.. La différence
entre les croyants vient de ce que chacun en a recu. Selon une vision univer-
saliste qui ne partage pas le monde entre musulmans et non-musulmans mais
entre croyants et non croyants, la part muhammadienne de chaque homme
détermine son appartenance a la communauté des croyants, quelle que soit la
croyance, et son degré dans la hiérarchie spirituelle. Uaction du Prophéte dans
ce monde et sur les hommes ne débute pas avec son apparition historique et la
propagation de son message, mais participe de la destinée de chacun, selon le
Décret divin, dés avant sa venue a l'existence.

3.2 Lavision du prophéte

Pour le shaykh Dabbagh, le réve occupe une place importante dans 'économie
de la voie spirituelle®2. L'une des marques de l'illumination mineure peut étre
la vision du Prophéte en réve. Celle-ci répond a une typologie®?: on peut voir
son essence pure et noble ou seulement les multiples images de celle-ci; ses
diverses manifestations sous le visage des autres prophétes ou des saints, ou
encore, pour le disciple, sous la forme du maitre. Leur interprétation, toujours

88  Dansun autre passage, il explique que c’est par la contemplation du Prophéte que sopére
ce transfert décrit par la métaphore de I'absorption d’'un liquide ; Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/286. Le
terme employé pour désigner cette opération est saqy, également utilisé pour ‘I'infusion”
des noms divins ; Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/176-7. Radtke croit cette notion identique a celle de

fayd chez les Tijaniyya ; Radtke, “Ibriziana” 127.

89  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/301; O’Kane et Radtke, Pure Gold, 872. Non seulement ceux qui ont
obtenu la grande illumination ne commettent plus de faute, mais les fautes antérieures
quils auraient pu commettre sont transformées en bonnes actions. Leur impeccabilité
provient du fait que, contemplant Dieu en permanence, ils ne lui désobéissent plus, sem-
blables en cela aux anges.

90  Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/57.

91 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/191.

92  Katz, “Dreams”, 270-84. Ce phénomene est tres ancien. Katz a par exemple étudié les
récits de 109 réves rapportés dans un ouvrage de Muhammad al-Zawawi (m. 882/1477),
Katz, Dreams, Sufism and Sainthood.

93  Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/279-82.
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ambivalente, dépend du parcours spirituel du réveur. Dabbagh donne des
clefs d'interprétation, bien qu'il répugne a interpréter les réves, car cela releve
d’une science qui doit demeurer scellée®4 : il s'agit presque a chaque fois d'une
confrontation entre l'entité lumineuse du Prophete et la part de ténébres qui
demeure chez le réveur. Cela oriente I'explication des circonstances dans les-
quelles le Prophéte apparait. Seuls ceux qui ont obtenu l'illumination majeure
(al-fath al-kabir) sont gratifiés de la vision du Prophéte a I'état de veille. Cette
possibilité de voir le Prophéte a I'état de veille deviendra par la suite, selon
Radtke, une caractéristique du soufisme tardif%s.

Le plus souvent le veilleur voit la forme apparente du Prophéte, non l'es-
sence de son étre (‘ayn al-dhat) qui se manifeste sous différentes représenta-
tions ou formes (suwar) et peut étre vue en réve ou a l'état de veille, car La
lumiére du Prophéte est partout. Il n'est pas un lieu qui soit dépourvu de sa
lumieére. Cest cette lumiere qui fait apparaitre sa forme comme le miroir révele
I'image de celui qui s’y regarde. Ainsi on peut le voir en méme temps a l'est et a
I'ouest, au nord ou au sud.

Ces divers éléments de I'enseignement spirituel de Dabbagh : 'amour du
maitre, 'omniprésence du Prophete, I'illumination comme terme de la voie
ou le caractére initiatique que manifeste cette importance attachée au sirr ne
sont pas tous marqués du sceau de la nouveauté. Une étude des influences
qui se sont exercées sur le maitre de Fes ferait sans doute apparaitre quelques
personnages, comme Abu Ya‘za, ‘Abd al-Salam b. Mashish% ou des lignages
confrériques, en particulier les éléments shadhilis®”. Mais il faudrait un travail
approfondi pour mieux appréhender comment Dabbagh a infléchi et modifié
I'héritage de ses prédécesseurs.

3.3 Quelques éléments de prophétologie

Pour compléter ce rapide tableau, précisons encore la position de Dabbagh
sur la relation entre prophétie et sainteté. Muhammad est désigné dans le
Coran comme un flambeau qui éclaire (Cor. 33, 46). Cette référence au nir

94  Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/282.

95 Radtke, “Ibriziana’, 122.

96  Les orientations de Dabbagh présentent une corrélation forte avec sa célébre priere, au
contenu doctrinal particuliérement riche, commentée dans l'ouvrage, Mubarak, Ibriz,
2/183-4. Sur cette priére, Zouanat, Ibn Mashish, 76-112. Sur Ibn Mashish, voir les travaux
d’un colloque tenu a Tétouan en 2008, Sulami et Sa‘1di, éds., Abd al-Salam b. Mashish.

97  Les réponses que donnent Dabbagh a un juriste qui l'interroge sur les voies de Shadhili
et de Ghazali, sur leur méthode respective et sur celle qui a la précellence sur l'autre, ne
laissent aucune ambiguité sur celle qu'il juge supérieure, a savoir la premiere, méme s'il
reconnait la validité de la seconde ; Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/59-61.
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muhammadi fut pour les spirituels de I'islam une source de méditation per-
manente qui, par étapes, de Ja‘far al-Sadiq et Sahl al-Tustari, en passant par le
Kitab al-shifa bi-tarif huguq al-Mustafa du Qadi ‘Iyad (m. 544/1149), conduit
avec Ibn ‘Arabi a la doctrine de la Hagiga muhammadiyya®8, puis a ses déve-
loppements, en particulier dans le cadre de la confrérie shadhili. Ce qui me
semble nouveau avec Dabbagh, c'est que le Prophéte soit présenté comme por-
teur d’'une triple lumiére correspondant a la nature méme des trois types de
discours qu'il produit® : le hadith provient de la lumiere établie dans sa nature
humaine (dhat), lumiére qui ne se soustrait jamais a son regard, provenant
elle-méme des lumiéres divines, aussi inhérente a I'essence prophétique que
la lumiere solaire I'est au soleil en tant qu'astre. Quand les lumiéres divines
se répandent et affectent cette nature, au point qu'il quitte son état habituel,
il s'agit du Coran. Mais si ces lumiéres ne le font pas sortir de son état, alors il
s'agit de paroles saintes (hadith qudsi)'°° qui proviennent de l'esprit (rih) du
Prophete. Dans tous les cas, la parole prophétique est nécessairement accom-
pagnée des lumiéres de la Vérité et tout ce qu'il dit procéde d’ une inspiration
qu'il recoit (wahyun yiha)'oL

Ces précisions sont nécessaires pour appréhender les rapports entre pro-
phétie et sainteté chez Dabbagh. Ces derniers sont complexes et furent abordés
par les premiers soufis. Ainsi Sulami affirme dans ses Manahij al-sadigin : « Les
plus infimes demeures de la prophétie sont séparées des demeures les plus
élevées de la sainteté »192 et il en donne la raison : les propheétes sont soutenus
par une inspiration qui n'est affectée d’aucune illusion ni du moindre doute.
Cette frontiére nette entre prophétie et sainteté est soulignée a de nombreuses
reprises par le cheikh Dabbagh. Il affirme que le saint, quel que soit son degré,
ne peut prétendre accéder au degré de connaissance du Prophétel®3. Un pas-
sage permet d’'appréhender sa position!4:

Le bien qui émane du saint ne vient que de la baraka du Prophéte car
la foi, qui est la source de ce bien, ne lui est parvenue que par l'entre-
mise (wasita) du Prophéte. La nature humaine (dkat) du saint n'est pas

98 Comme l'a montré Chodkiewicz, Le Sceau des saints, 85. Voir aussi Addas, La Maison
muhammadienne, 38 et sq.

99 Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/286.

100 Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/17-18.

101 Enréférence a Cor. 53:4.

102 Thibon, La voie des Hommes sincéres, § 19 et texte arabe, 30.

103 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/213.

104 De maniére assez inexplicable Zouanat a omis ce passage capital alors qu'elle a traduit ce
qui précede et ce qui suit, Zouanat, Paroles d'or, 281.
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différente de celle des autres hommes, contrairement aux propheétes car
ils sont pétris d'impeccabilité et leur nature originelle ( fitra) les porte ala
connaissance de Dieu et a la crainte si bien qu'ils n'ont nul besoin d’'une
loi a suivre, ni d’'un enseignant dont ils tireraient profit car la Vérité qui
habite leur étre, — et c'est cela la caractéristique supréme de la prophétie
selon laquelle ils ont été faconnés — les guide sur le chemin bien tracé et
la voie droite!®®,

Silanotion d'impeccabilité n’a rien de nouveau dans la définition de la prophé-
tie, déclarer que le Prophete, les prophétes, n'ont pas besoin de la loi, de parla
nature fondamentale de leur étre, parait une affirmation audacieuse si on la
rapproche de la lettre du verset dans lequel Dieu fait dire au Prophete : «Je ne
suis qu'un homme semblable a vous, recevant une inspiration » (Cor. 18:110).
Le verset coranique fait de l'inspiration divine la seule marque distinctive
de la prophétie quand Dabbagh en ajoute une autre: une dhat, une nature
qui est finalement différente de celle du commun de '’humanité. D’ailleurs,
selon luj, il n’y a pas de voile entre le dhat et le rith chez le Prophéte, contraire-
ment aux autres humains. On entrevoit toutes les conséquences théologiques
qui peuvent découler de cette position. Relevons aussi que I'indépendance a
I'égard d’'un muallim réduit a peu de choses le role de I'ange, chargé de trans-
mettre la Parole divine.

La réponse que Dabbagh donne a son disciple qui l'interroge sur les
gharaniq'°%, démontre que ce maitre ne tire pas seulement ses connaissances
d’une inspiration, ou d’'une vision intérieure (kashf). Il se montre aussi, dans
certains cas, capable d'user d'un discours théologique ou du moins rationnel.
Sur cette question, sa réponse est sans appel: les différentes traditions qui
évoquent cette question sont pour lui sans fondement, car dans le cas contraire
c’est tout I'édifice de la prophétie qui seffondrerait!?.

Sur de nombreux points, le shaykh Dabbagh s'inscrit dans la tradition du
soufisme méme si sa prophétologie présente quelques aspects singuliers qui
mériteraient d’étre approfondis. Ses directives ne sont pas radicalement nou-
velles, mais elles donnent une importance totalisante au Prophéte qui perdura
par la suite.

105 Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/ 9.

106 En référence a un groupe de versets ou pseudo-versets de la sourate al-Najm ne figurant
pas dans la recension ‘uthmanienne en relation avec les déesses mecquoises et connus de
nos jours sous l'appellation de “versets sataniques”.

107 Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/377.
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4 Conclusion

L'ouvrage de Ibn al-Mubarak ne prétend pas restituer 'enseignement de son
maitre Dabbagh dans sa totalité. D’abord parce que son rédacteur apporte
de nombreux compléments a l'enseignement qu'il consigne, le plus souvent
pour rappeler la littérature savante qui s’y rapporte, et parfois pour pallier au
silence du maitre. Néanmoins, la matiére méme du livre en est pour l'essen-
tiel les propos de son maitre et en particulier les réponses aux questions qu'il
pose, lui et parfois d’autres savants. Ensuite, parce que Ibn al-Mubarak a refor-
mulé, par son travail d'écriture, un enseignement oral dont on peut supposer
quil était en dialecte, langue absente de 'ouvrage. C'est donc I'enseignement
de Dabbagh que rapporte l'ouvrage mais a travers la compréhension quen eut
son plus prestigieux disciple, Ibn al-Mubarak. Elément supplémentaire que ce
dernier signale : tout ce que dit le maitre ne s’écrit pas et certaines choses ne
doivent pas étre transmises, d’autres enfin ne le sont qu'oralement!®8. Ainsi
malgré une fidélité qu'il n'y a aucune raison de récuser, ce que nous transmet
Ibn al-Mubarak ne représente qu'une partie de l'enseignement qu'il recut,
renongant, par choix ou sur ordre du maitre, a transmettre la totalité de ce
qu'il entendit de lui. Malgré ce que laisseraient croire les apparences, Ibn
al-Mubarak n’est pas un simple transmetteur car il a mis en forme les propos de
son maitre et en a organisé 'agencement. Il est des lors difficile de savoir avec
précision ce qui est redevable a1'un ou a l'autre dans ce volumineux document.

Paradoxal, le livre l'est a plus d'un titre. Il I'est dans la confrontation entre
une tradition savante, celle du rédacteur, et le discours inspiré d'un maitre
ayant acces a un monde invisible et insoupconnable au commun des mortels.
Le duo qu'ils forment n'est pas original et présente des modeles antérieurs. De
méme, le monde imaginal de Dabbagh n'est pas totalement singulier, il n'est
pas coupé de la tradition du soufisme, il s’y inscrit au contraire pleinement,
croyons-nous, mais avec des particularités qui font tout son intérét: le role
du maitre ou de la foi, la place du Prophéte et son role totalisateur, la sym-
phonie des lumieres prophétiques qui transforme le saint en visionnaire ins-
piré, la nature des prophétes qui les distingue du commun des mortels. Ces
divers points ne constituent que quelques uns des aspects les plus caractéris-
tiques d'un maitre dont l'originalité dépasse de beaucoup ces seuls éléments
et qui ouvrit une voie nouvelle d’accés a la sainteté ne s'inscrivant pas dans
le cadre des institutions confrériques, dans la mesure ou il ne fonde pas une
confrérie (fariga) mais une tradition spirituelle!®®. Son type spirituel n'est ni

108 Par exemple, Mubarak, Ibriz, 1/398, 1/401 et 2/ 210.
109 Radtke, “Ibriziana” 119.
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celui des saints-savants ni celui des saints-ravis (majdhiib) qui, plus ou moins,
représentent les deux poles entre lesquels s'inscrivent la plupart des saints en
islam!. Siles fous en Dieu ont représenté une forme d’alternative au légalisme
desséché des docteurs de la loi!!, Dabbagh n'appartient en aucune maniere a
ce type de spirituel, il n'en a ni le discours, ni les apparences, ni le comporte-
ment. Et il n’appartient pas non plus a cette catégorie des savants du type de
son disciple, Ibn al-Mubarak.

Dans le cadre d'une suspicion déja ancienne envers la maitrise spirituelle et
ses dérives, exprimée par exemple par Zarriq, Dabbagh court-circuite, ni plus
ni moins, les instances habituelles de la transmission et de I'éducation spiri-
tuelle. Il ne récuse pas la maitrise spirituelle, la totalité de 'ouvrage démon-
trant de fait le contraire, mais en confiant, en dernier ressort, le devenir du
disciple a sa capacité a tisser un lien direct avec le Prophéte, il restreint le role
des lignages spirituels et de leurs institutions. Finalement, il raméne la mai-
trise a son fondement prophétique et réinstalle le Prophéte comme présence
vivante et transformante au centre d’'une histoire universelle de la réalisation
spirituelle. Servi par la plume d’Ibn al-Mubarak, il installe la figure du vision-
naire, au sens premier du terme, comme un modéle de sainteté supplémen-
taire et alternatif aux carences du temps et des institutions soufies. Mais ce
projet est-il bien celui du maitre Dabbagh ou est-ce celui de son disciple, Ibn
al-Mubarak ? Car, comme nous l'avons souligné, il est finalement tres difficile
d’apprécier son role exact dans la formulation de cette somme. Ce dernier,
nous l'avons vu, compléte le discours de son maitre, le conforte par ses réfé-
rences savantes, le cautionne finalement de bout en bout. Ce faisant, n'est-ce
pas lui qui impose la voie de son maitre comme une alternative possible
pour sortir le soufisme des innombrables critiques auxquelles il est confronté
depuis plusieurs siecles ? Ne fallait-il pas sa caution savante pour que cette voix
fasse émerger une voie ? Louvrage ne propose pas de réponse explicite a ce
type de question. Les nouvelles voies qui, aux siecles suivants, s'inspirerent de
cet enseignement démontrent l'efficacité de ces nouvelles orientations, qui, a
défaut de faire taire la critique, ont puissamment contribué au renouvellement
doctrinal du soufisme. Toutefois, il reste encore beaucoup a faire pour prolon-
ger les travaux engagés par Radtke et mieux appréhender I'impact d’al-Ibriz sur
les auteurs soufis postérieurs.

110 Dabbagh explique la différence entre le cheminant (salik) et le ravi-extatique (majdhiub),
Mubarak, Ibriz, 2/34-36.

111 Sur le majdhitb comme figure de sainteté alternative, Amri, Croire au Maghreb médiéval,
en particulier 85-193.
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The Prophet Muhammad in Imami Shi‘ism
Between History and Metaphysics

Mathieu Terrier

Although Imami or Twelver Shi‘is have always proclaimed that they are faith-
ful to the person and the message of the Prophet Muhammad, they have faced
constant accusations from Sunni heresiographers that they neglect the Prophet
in favour of the Imam. They themselves hold that the Sunni perception of the
Prophet is lacking an essential dimension: his relationships with the “People
of [his] Family” (ahl al-bayt). These are Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law
‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib (d. 40/661), the first Imam; his daughter Fatima (d. 11/632);
his two grandsons, the children of ‘Ali and Fatima, called al-Hasan (d. 49/669)
and al-Husayn (d. 61/680), respectively the second and third Imam; and nine
male descendants of the latter up to Muhammad al-Mahdj, the twelfth Imam,
in occultation since 329/940-1. In the Shi‘1 credo (shahada), mention of God
and His Prophet Muhammad is followed by the name of ‘Alj, “God’s close ally”
(walt allah).

In ShiT as in Sunni Islam, the representation and veneration of the Prophet
Muhammad are founded less on the Quran than on the hadith, the set of
Prophetic traditions as relayed by witnesses or reliable reporters. Shi‘is, how-
ever, reject most of the traditions recounted by the Prophet’s companions
(sahaba), whom they consider to be traitors; for them the only true traditions
are those established by the “People of the Family”, the Imams and their fol-
lowers. As a result, from the very beginning the Shi‘1 corpus of hadiths is very
different from that of the Sunni majority.! Here the figure of the Prophet is
omnipresent, but inseparable from those of the akl al-bayt, particularly ‘AlL.
The Prophet shares with them the sma, the virtue of impeccability and
infallibility conferred directly by God. Together they make up the pleroma of
the fourteen Tmpeccable Ones’ (ma‘sumun), without whom the person and
function of the Prophet are incomprehensible. According to these traditions,
Prophecy (nubuwwa) does not exist without the Alliance or Divine Friendship

1 See Kohlberg, “Shi‘l Hadith” 299-307; Amir-Moezzi, Le Guide divin dans le shi‘isme originel,
4870 [Eng. Transl. The Divine Guide in Early Shi ‘ism, 19—28].
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(walaya), which makes up the nature and sacred mission of the Imam;? each
Law-bearing prophet (nabi rasil) is accompanied by a close ally (wali) who is
also his heir (wast) and his lieutenant (khalifa), and will himself be at the origin
of a succession of allies and heirs. ‘Al’s mission was to be Muhammad’s wali,

and the Imams descended from them also share this mission.

In order to shed light on the Imami figure of the Prophet, we will draw on

sources belonging to four phases in the history of Shi‘ism:3

A.

The formation of Imamism under the historic Imams until the Occultation;
from this period we find the first collections of hadiths and Tafsirs on the
Qur’an, the latter equally composed of hadiths attributed to the Imams.*
The establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism during the Buyid period (334—447/
945-1055); this period includes the work of the traditionalist Shaykh
Sadiiq, who began to prune away the elements of the corpus of hadiths
considered to be too irrational and ‘exaggerated’ (ghalr).5

The preservation of Imamism under Sunni hegemony from the fifth/
eleventh century to the seventh/thirteenth, during which time many
large-scale works on the lives of the fourteen Impeccable Ones were
composed.®

Finally, the pre-Modern and Modern periods, marked by the revivifica-
tion of Imami Shi‘ism after the Mongol invasion, and then by its institu-
tionalisation as a state religion in Safavid Iran (9o7-1134/1501-1722); this
period saw the emergence of Shi‘1 gnosis (irfan or hikma), which drew
on the philosophy of Ibn Sina (d. 428/1037) and the Sufism of Ibn ‘Arabi
(d. 638/1240),7 as well as the rebirth of Imami studies of hadith.®

On the meaning and place of walaya in Shi‘ism, see Amir-Moezzi, La preuve de Dieu, 45-52.
For more on this evolution of Imami sources, see Amir-Moezzi, Guide divin, Introduction,
13-71 [Divine Guide, 5—28].

From this period we can date most of the book attributed to Sulaym b. Qays al-Kafi
(d. ca 76/695—6), Kitab Sulaym b. Qays; see also al-Saffar al-Qummi (d. 290/902—3), Basa'ir
al-darajat; ‘Ali b. Ibrahim al-Qummi (d. ca 307/919), Tafsir al-Qummi; and Muhammad b.
Ya'qub al-Kulayni (d. 328/940), Usul al-Kafi. For more on these texts, see Amir-Moezzi, Le
Coran silencieux et le Coran parlant.

Al-Shaykh al-Sadaq (Ibn Babaya) (d. 381/991), al-Amalt, Ilal al-shara’, and Kamal al-din wa
tamam al-ni‘ma. From the same period, al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413/1022), al-Irshad.
Al-Shaykh al-Tabrisi (d. 548/1154), Ilam al-wara bi-a‘lam al-huda; Muhammad b. ‘Ali Ibn
Shahrashiib (d. 588/192), Manaqib Al Abi Talib; ‘Ali b. Tsa al-Irbili (d. 693/1293), Kashf al-
ghumma fi ma‘rifat al-a’imma.

Sayyid Haydar Amuli (d. after 782/1381), Jami‘ al-asrar wa manba‘ al-anwar; Nass al-nusiis
[t sharh al-fusas; Tafsir al-Muhit al-a’zam. Also al-Hafiz Rajab al-Bursi (d. after 813/1410-1),
Mashariq anwar al-yaqin fi haqa’iq asrar amir al-mwminin; Ibn Abi Jumhar al-Ahsa’1 (d. ca
906/1501), Mujlt mirat al-munji f l-kalam wa [-hikmatayn wa l-tasawwuf; Muhsin al-Fayd
al-Kashani (d. 1090/1679), Kalimat maknuna.

Among many others, Ibn Abi Jumhir al-Ahsa1 (d. ca 906/1501), Awall l-la’al fi [-ahadith
al-diniyya; Muhammad Bagqjir al-Majlisi, Bihar al-anwar.
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According to an axial vision of Imami Shi‘ism, every sacred thing resembles
God himself in possessing both an apparent, exoteric aspect (zahir) and one
that is hidden and esoteric (batin).® The biological and physical relationship
of the Prophet with his family, especially ‘Ali, thus becomes the reverse side
of an ontological and metaphysical relationship, and has theological impli-
cations. The biographies of the Prophet, his family, friends and descendants
are swallowed up in a historiosophy, i.e. a teleological philosophy of history,
that embraces the entire temporal arc of Creation from pre-eternity to the
final Resurrection.!® The oldest texts (A and B, above) adopt both perspectives
equally. During the medieval period (C), the historical figure of the Prophet
came to the fore, doubtless as a result of the dialectical conflict with Sunnism.
During the latter period (D) the Prophet’s metaphysical dimension developed
again, thanks to the influence of external mystical and philosophical ideas, as
well as to a return to scriptural sources. Although these two contrasting and
complementary perspectives are inseparable within the Shi7 consciousness,
the following pages, for greater clarity, will present first the Imami account of
the Prophet’s history followed by the metaphysical concepts that underlie it.

1 The History of the Prophet in Shi‘l Traditions

In the same way as there is no established Shil Qur’an other than the shared
Vulgate, there is no specifically Shi1 version of the Prophet’s sira. The main epi-
sodes recounted in Ibn Hisham’s sira are recognised by Shifs, too, but as with
the Qurian they have their own particular interpretations of these. The oldest
texts (A) contain disconnected snatches of information on the circumstances
of the Revelation, the birth, and the death of the Prophet. In later monographs
on the fourteen Impeccable Ones (C), the life of the Prophet is recounted in
its entirety, but this takes up only the first part of a series of biographies, rela-
tively modest in extent in comparison with that devoted to the Imam ‘Ali. In
all of this historiography, the centre of gravity of the Prophet’s life is his close
relationships with his Holy Family, especially with ‘AlL

9 Amir-Moezzi and Jambet, Quest-ce que le shi‘isme?, 27—40.

10 For more on the pre-existence and super-existence of the Imam, see Amir-Moezzi, Guide
divin, Parts 11 and 1v [Divine Guide, id.]; and La religion discréte, 109—133 [Eng. Transl. The
Spirituality of Shi i Islam, 133-168].
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11 The Prophet’s Birth and Childhood

As in the Sunni sira, the ShiTaccount of the Prophet’s life associates numerous
miracles with the historical moment of his birth.! However, here the miracles
are already prefiguring the equally miraculous birth of ‘All. According to one
tradition, when Muhammad’s mother Amina spoke of the apparition of the
angel Gabriel and of the light emanating from the new-born baby’s head, Aba
Talib told his own wife, Fatima bint Asad, that in thirty years’ time she would
give birth to a son who would resemble this infant, except that he would not
be a prophet.1?

According to the commonly agreed version, Muhammad was six years old
when he became an orphan and was adopted by his uncle Abu Talib.!3 What
little information there is on his childhood imbues his grandfather ‘Abd
al-Muttalib, and his adoptive father Abua Talib — who, according to the Shi1
sources, eventually converted to Islam — with a sacred character.*

1.2 Muhammad and Ali

Muhammad was thirty years old when ‘Ali was born. Shi‘ traditions have it
that the Prophet was the first living being that the newborn infant saw when
he opened his eyes;'5 on one occasion when Fatima bint Asad was ill, he
allowed ‘Ali to feed by sucking his (Muhammad’s) tongue.!® Here we encoun-
ter an initiatic practice called tahnik, “the giving of saliva’, that the Prophet is
said to have used, as we shall see, with all of the akl al-bayt during his lifetime.1”
When ‘Al was six years old, a few years before the Prophet began his mis-
sion (risala), Muhammad adopted him.!® For Shi‘s, ‘Ali’s proximity (garaba)
to the Prophet is an important argument in support of ‘Al’s right to succeed
Muhammad; but above all, as far as we are concerned, this proximity is an
essential characteristic of the Shi‘1 figure of the Prophet. This extremely inti-
mate relationship had an esoteric, initiatic dimension, as expressed in this dec-
laration attributed to ‘Ali:

11 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, 11, 175-176.

12 Kulayni, Usil, 271, § 1; Ibn Shahrashtb, Managib, 1, 16.

13 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, v, 82-83.

14  Kulayni, Usul, 268, §§ 28-29; Shaykh Saduq, Kamal, 172, § 30. Sunni tradition has it that
Abu Talib died an infidel.

15 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, v, 82.

16 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, v, 55-56.

17  Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 41-43 [Spirituality of Shi7Islam, 37-39].

18 Ibn Shahrashub, Managqib, v, 83-84, underlines the parallels between the two childhoods.
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You know how close I was to God’s Messenger. He welcomed me into his
bosom when I was a child. He held me against his heart, wrapped me in
his bed, had me touch his body and breathe his smell, chewed things up
and had me swallow them [...] Ifollowed him as a child follows its mother.
Each day he showed me a sign among his habits, and commanded me to
imitate him.1°

‘Ali was ten years old when Muhammad received the first revelations. He is
said to have been the first male person to convert to Islam; moreover, to have
been the first receiver of the revelation. According to numerous traditions, ‘Ali
had privileged access to the Prophet, visiting him for an hour each night, as no
one else was allowed to do.2° As one account attributed to him has it:

When I asked the Prophet questions he replied, and when my questions
dried up, then he started [speaking]. Not one verse [of the Quran] came
down to the Prophet, by day or by night [...], that he didn’t give it to me to
recite, that he didn’t dictate to me so that I could write it out in my own
hand. He taught me its spiritual interpretation as well as its literal expla-
nations (ta'wilaha wa-tafsiraha).?!

The exclusive closeness of the Prophet to ‘All is again demonstrated in an epi-
sode that was also known to Sunni historians: the ‘pact of chosen brotherhood’
(mu'akhat), probably accompanied by the exchange of blood, practised by the
Prophet among the Muslims of Mecca before the Hijra, or between Muhajirun
and Ansar upon his arrival in Medina.?? In both versions, Muhammad chose
‘Ali as his brother, declaring: ‘You are my brother in this life and the Hereafter.3

13 The Prophet and His Direct Descendants

Imami sources report that the Prophet had two sons with Khadija, who appar-
ently both died in infancy, and also four daughters. Shi1 biographers only
mention in passing Muhammad’s son with Maria the Copt, Ibrahim, whose
premature death is emphasised in the Sunni sources;?* they concentrate all of
their attention on Fatima, although this does not prevent her reported date of
birth from varying wildly. According to one frequently upheld tradition, she

19 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, v, 84.

20 Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, v, 206—207.

21 Qummi, Basa’ir, 1, 710, § 740.

22 Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 39—40 [Spirituality of Shi i Islam, 32—33].
23 Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, v, 100.

24  Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, 11, 133; Tabrisi, Ilam, 139-141.
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was conceived after the Prophet’s ‘celestial ascent’ (mi‘raj), commonly held
to have occurred two years before the Hijra, an account difficult to reconcile
with the fact that Fatima bore two of the Prophet’s grandsons while he was
still alive. Nevertheless, this tradition, which is attributed to the sixth Imam,
is important for Imami representations of the Prophet. It recounts that the
Prophet was in the habit of kissing Fatima on the mouth, and that when ‘A’isha
reproached him for doing this, the Prophet said:

When I was elevated into the heavens, Gabriel admitted me to paradise,
led me to the tree Tiba, and gave me one of its fruits, an apple. I ate it, and
it was transformed into a drop of semen in my loins. When I descended to
the earth again, I coupled with Khadija, and she fell pregnant with Fatima.
Each time I desire to rediscover paradise, I kiss her and put my tongue in
her mouth; there I taste the scent of paradise and of the tree Taba.2

The Prophet makes ‘Ali his son-in-law (khatan) when he gives his daughter
Fatima to him in marriage.26 In numerous hadiths, he declares that ‘Al and
Fatima are the two beings he loves the most.2” Consequently, the births of his
two grandsons are major events in the Prophet’s life. According to ancient
traditions, it is he who, at God’s command, baptises them al-Hasan and
al-Husayn, translations of the names of Aaron’s sons, Shabar and Shubayr; the
angel Gabriel is said to have told the Prophet: “Ali is to you what Aaron was to
Moses.?® The Prophet always calls al-Hasan and al-Husayn his sons, perhaps
because they are his only surviving male descendants.?? Thus, in a paradoxical
anthropological situation, the Prophet considers ‘Ali to be by turns his son, his
brother, and the second father of his sons.

The Prophet’s relationship with his two (grand-)sons is inscribed within the
hagiographies of the second and third Imams.3° His love for them is at once
the proof that for him they were his spiritual and temporal heirs, and the vec-
tor transmitting that inheritance. Like the love he felt for ‘Al and Fatima, his
emotion for his grandsons is inseparable from his person and his prophetic
mission, which is why every Muslim is under an obligation towards them. The

25 Tabrisi, Ilam, 150; Majlisi, Bihar, V111, 120, § 10; XVI11, 364, § 68 and xLv111, 6, § 6; Ibn
Shahrashab, Managib, v111, 62.

26  Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, v, 57.

27 Irbili, Kashf, 1, 95; Ibn Shahrashab, Manaqib, v111, 51-52; Tabrisi, Ilam, 149-150.

28  Tabrisi, Ilam al-wara, 210—211 and 218.

29 See, for example, Tabrisi, I'/am, 218—219; Ibn Shahrashab, Mandagqib, v, 49, 56; Irbili, Kashf,
I, 525.

30  Ibn Shahrashab, Managib, 1, 43-58.
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Prophet is said to have declared, indicating the two boys, ‘Who loves me loves
these two.3! In Imami doctrine, love (tawalli) for the ahl al-bayt is a funda-
mental pillar of faith, with the Prophet himself providing the first example
of this love.32

These relationships were as physical and initiatic as those that preceded
them. One day, when the Muslims were thirsty, Fatima brought al-Hasan and
al-Husayn to see the Prophet. He offered his tongue first to al-Hasan and then
to al-Husayn, who sucked it until their thirst was quenched.33 It is even said
about al-Husayn, through whose descendants the Imamate was to be trans-
mitted, that “he was not breast-fed by Fatima, nor by any woman. The Prophet
would go to him and put his thumb in his mouth; by sucking it al-Husayn could
get enough nourishment for two or three days. Thus al-Husayn was formed
from the flesh and blood of the Prophet.”3+

The fusional and sacred relationships of the Prophet with his close fam-
ily are synthesised in a famous tradition: one day, in Umm Salama’s house,
Muhammad called ‘Al;, Fatima, al-Hasan and al-Husayn, put a cloak over
them, and himself joined them underneath it. Then he said: “O God! These are
the people of my house [...] keep them away from what is unclean, and purify
them completely!” And then verse 33:33 was revealed: “Remain in your houses;
and display not your finery, as did the pagans of old. And perform the prayer,
and pay the alms, and obey God and his Messenger. People of the House (ahl
al-bayt), God only desires to put away from you abomination, and to cleanse
you.”35 Consequently, these five members of the “Holy Family” (ahl al-bayt),
including Muhammad, would be designated “The People of the Cloak” (ahl
al-kisa’).36

1.4 Muhammad’s Premonitions

Another of Muhammad’s essential personality traits is his prescience and his
tragic sense of what was to come throughout history. In spite of their fatal-
ism, ShiThistorians and theologians count his predictions among his “miracles
of speech” (mujizat agwalihi).3” For example, in a tradition said to be passed
down from the fourth Imam, while ‘Ali and his family were visiting him, the

31 Ibid. 1X, 46.

32 Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 198—203 [Spirituality of ShiT Islam, 262—270].

33 Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, 1x, 53.

34  Kulayni, Usul, 278-279.

35  Qummi, Tafsir, 111, 829-830; Majlisi, Bihar, XXxv, 206—207, § 1; al-Shaykh al-Tabrisi,
Majma“al-bayan fi tafsir al-Qurian, 1v, 356-357.

36 See Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 44—45 [Spirituality of ShiTIslam, 40—42].

37  Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, 1, 327-328; Tabrisi, I'lam, 33—34.
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Prophet broke down and wept, saying to the little al-Husayn, “My son! For you
I have rejoiced with an unmatched joy. But Gabriel has come to tell me that you
will be killed, and suffer many cruel twists of destiny”.38 So the Prophet was
particularly haunted by his prediction of the murder of al-Husayn in Karbala’
(which occurred in 61/680). A tradition attributed to the sixth Imam holds that
the angel Gabriel announced both al-Husayn'’s birth and his violent end (at
the hands of his own community, after the Prophet’s death) to Muhammad
at the same time. At first the Prophet was devastated, but when the angel told
him that God had established that the Imamate, and thus the divine Alliance
(walaya) and the Prophetic heritage (waséiyya), would be passed down through
the line of this child’s descendants, he was reassured, then communicated the
angel’s message to Fatima, who also accepted it.3° According to another tradi-
tion, it was after al-Husayn’s birth that the Prophet had a dream-vision of his
murder, waking up terrified and holding a handful of bloody soil from Karbala’.#0

The Prophet’s life was haunted by other premonitions, such as the one in
which he saw monkeys climbing on his mosque’s minbar, which announced
the ill-omened reign of the Umayyads; after this vision, the Prophet was never
again heard to laugh.*! His prophetic prescience about his family’s destiny and
that of Islam as a whole must have been painfully affecting for a man as sensi-
tive as Muhammad. This confirms what the hadith says: “No prophet has suf-
fered as I have suffered”.#?

15 The Prophet’s Battles

The Prophet’s belligerent actions and gestures interest ShiT historians insofar
as, on the one hand, they attest to ‘Ali’s bravery, and on the other, they fore-
shadow the final battle of the Mahdy; the battle of Badr (2/624) is one example
of both these concerns. Sources report that during the battle of Uhud (3/625)
Muhammad fell to the ground. The Muslims were in disarray when, all alone,
‘Ali rebuffed the infidels with his sabre. On this occasion the angel Gabriel is
said to have uttered the phrase, now liturgical for ShiTs, “There is no brave
youth ( fata) but ‘Ali and there is no sword but Dhi al-Fagar”43 At the battle of
Khaybar in 7/628, the Muslims were defeated twice, first when led by Aba Bakr
and then by ‘Umar. The Prophet then chose ‘Ali as his standard-bearer, cur-
ing his conjunctivitis by spitting in his eyes, and the Muslims won the battle.

38  Tabrisi, Ilam, 34; Shaykh Sadiiq, Amali, 105.

39  Kulayni, Usul, 278, §§ 3—4.

40  Tabrisi, Ilam, 32. See below for the epilogue of this tradition.

41 Tabris1, Majma, 111, 424, exegesis of v. 17, 60.

42 Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, 111, 43; Kashani, Kalimat, 195.

43  Tabrisi, Ilam, 81-82; Shaykh Mulfid, Irshad, 72—79, §§ 3-4 and 6-8.
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This episode demonstrates the Prophet’s magic powers, but also that he could
appear indecisive.*

In Sh11 historiography, the Prophet is not presented as an invincible being.
His vulnerability is even theorised as a way of justifying ‘Ali’s quietism when
faced by the first three Caliphs. Temporary powerlessness ( ujz) is the destiny
both of prophets and of Imams, and it does not detract from their impeccabil-
ity (isma); the Qur'an says that all the prophets were powerless at times, and
Muhammad too was constrained by fear (khawf) when he sought refuge in the
cave of Thawr (v. 9, 40).45

According to these sources, the Prophet’s biggest triumph after Badr was not
military; it was the trial by ordeal (mubahala) to which the Prophet invited the
Christians of Najran in 10/631, as evoked in Qur’an 3:61: “And whoso disputes
with thee concerning him, after the knowledge that has come to thee, say:
‘Come now; let us call our sons and your sons, our wives and your wives, our
selves and your selves, then let us humbly pray and so lay God’s curse upon the
ones who lie’” According to Shif Tafsirs, “our selves” refers to Muhammad and
‘Alj, “our wives” to Fatima, “princess of this world and of the final life”, and “our
sons” to al-Hasan and al-Husayn — together making up “the Five of the Cloak”.46

Finally, the meaning of the Prophetic wars becomes at once exalted and
relativised in a tradition reported by ‘Ali at the Battle of Siffin (37/657), accord-
ing to which the Prophet told him long before, “You will fight for the spiri-
tual interpretation (ta’wil) [of the Quran] as I fought for its literal revelation
(tanzil)."*” From the Shi1 perspective, the wars of the Prophet and those of
the Imam are two halves of a single history, and both the apparent success of
the earlier battles and the evident failure of the later ones should be looked
at in a nuanced way. History’s tragedy will finally be understood only with the
coming of the twelfth Imam, who will bear Muhammad’s name and features,
and fulfil his mission.

1.6 The Prophet’s End

The end of the Prophet’s life is taught in the most ancient Shi‘1 sources; it is
at the heart of an account that is essential to the definition of Imam1 Shi‘ism.
On his return from his farewell pilgrimage (10/631), in a place called Ghadir
Khumm, the angel Gabriel ordered the Prophet to designate ‘Ali as the leader

44  Tabrisi, Ilam, 99.

45  Sayyid Haydar Amuli, Raf* al-munaza‘a wa l-khilaf, 79-8o.

46 Qummiy, Tafsir, 1, 156; Shaykh Mufid, Irshad, 151-154; Tabrisi, Ilam, 158; Ibn Shahrashab,
Managqib, 1X, 12—20.

47  See Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 238 [ Spirituality of Shi Islam, 317-318].
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(imam) who would succeed him. As the Prophet hesitated, fearing that the
community would oppose this, Gabriel spoke: “O Messenger, deliver that which
has been sent down to you from your Lord; for if you do not, thou wilt not
have delivered His Message.” (5:67). So Muhammad had ‘Ali come to him, and
convened a meeting of the Muslims, declaring to them: “I leave you two pre-
cious objects (thagalayn); if you take good care of them, you will not go astray.
These objects are the Book of God and my descendants, the people of my fam-
ily (‘itrati ahl bayti)."*® He added, “Let he who considers me to be his master,
take ‘All here to be his Master (man kuntu mawlahu fa-hadha Ali mawlahu).
O my God, love the one who loves him [‘Ali] and be the enemy of whosoever
is hostile towards him"#9 Then verse 5:3 was revealed to Muhammad: “Today
I have perfected your religion for you, and I have completed My blessing upon
you, and I have approved Islam for your religion”. These declarations and verses
are considered by Shi‘s to be incontestable scriptural proofs of the truth.
With regard to Muhammad’s mysterious and fatal illness, the poisoning the-
sis is generally retained among Shi‘is,° since the Prophet had predicted it, as
well as foreseeing the martyrdom of his four family members.5! Some sources
relay the information, known also to Sunnis, that a Jewish woman was sup-
posed to have served a poisoned meal to the Prophet after the conquest of
Khaybar; the shoulder of mutton (shat) spoke to warn Muhammad that it was
poisoned, but the few mouthfuls he had already eaten were enough to kill him.
In spite of this fatal result, the episode is counted among the miracles attesting
to Muhammad’s status as a prophet.2 According to other sources, the poison-
ers were none other than two of the Prophet’s wives, Hafsa and ‘Aisha, with
their respective fathers ‘Umar and Abu Bakr, after the Prophet had imprudently
confided the details of a premonitory dream to Hafsa.53 Although this very
serious accusation disappears from later sources, the betrayal of Muhammad
by his closest companions and wives is a central theme in the Shi‘1 representa-
tion of the Prophet. This opposition among those who surround him, between

48 On this tradition, see Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis in Early Imami Shiism, 93—98.

49  See Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 202—203 [Spirituality of Shi't Islam, 269—270].

50  See Kohlberg, “Shi1 Views of the Death of the Prophet Muhammad”, 77-86; Ouardi, Les
derniers jours de Muhammad, 164-178.

51 Qummi, Basa’ir, 11, 804, § 5; Kitab Sulaym, 233; Majlis1, Bihar, XX11, 516, § 21 and XXXI11,
266267, § 534.

52 Qummyi, Basa@’ir, 11, 804-805, §§ 5-6; Tabrisi, I'lam, 25-26; Majlisi, Bihar, XX11, 516, § 22.
For more on this subject, see Kohlberg, “Shi‘i Views” 79.

53  Qummi, Tafsir, 111, 1082-1083; Majlisi, Bihar, XX11, 239, § 4 and 516, § 23; Ibid. xxv11I,
20-21, § 28 Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Sayyari (third/fourth/ninth/tenth centuries),
Revelation and Falsification: the Kitab al-gira‘at of Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Sayyart, 36 and
103, n. 128; Kohlberg, “Shi‘l Views” 82—-83; Ouardi, Derniers jours, 329, n. 51.
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the impeccable people of his family and his felonious companions, is evidence
of an outlook that is fundamentally dualistic.

It is to ‘Ali that the Prophet confided his premonition of approaching death,
telling him that he alone should wash the cadaver, since any other man who
saw the Prophet’s nudity would be blinded by it.>* Weakened, he tried in
vain to distance Aba Bakr and ‘Umar from himself in his final days.5® Then,
according to a well-known tradition, he called for pen and paper, saying to the
Muslims, “I will write something for you, after which you will never go astray”.
However, ‘Umar did not allow this to happen.56 Shi‘s believe that at this time
the Prophet wanted to designate ‘Ali as his rightful successor, in a final attempt
to prevent the ineluctable fate of his family and his community.5”

‘Aliis said to have been with the Prophet during the last moments of the lat-
ter’s life; and according to the sources, these final moments of intimacy present
a gnoseological aspect, as well as a dimension of reported sensory experience.
Thus, “the Prophet never stopped embracing ‘Ali until the moment when his
soul departed”; “he was on ‘Alr’s knees when his soul departed”; “his soul [...]
poured out into the palm of ‘Al’s hand, and ‘Ali put it back in [the Prophet’s]
mouth”5® When he was asked what the Prophet had said to him, ‘Ali replied,
“He taught me the keys to a thousand doors into Knowledge [or to a thousand
chapters of Knowledge], each of which leads to another thousand doors [or
chapters].”> In one tradition, Fatima was present, and the Prophet in his death
throes consoled her by telling her she would soon become the first of his fam-
ily’s people to join him.6°

The events that followed the Prophet’s death no longer belong to the story
of his life, but put a tragic seal upon it nevertheless. Before he was even bur-
ied his last wishes had been betrayed by his former companions, during the
Saqifa event.b! Three months later Fatima died as a result of an attack ordered
by Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.5? And, according to the epilogue of a source cited

54  Tabrisi, Ilam, 134.

55  Shaykh Mulfid, Irshad, 169-170; Ouardi, Derniers jours, 70—73.

56  Kitab Sulaym, 210; Tabrisi, I1am, 135; Ibn Shahrashab, Managqib, 11, 344-345. See Ouardi,
Derniers jours, 130-146.

57  On this tradition, see Miskinzoda, “The story of ‘Pen and Paper’ and its interpretation in
Muslim literary and historical tradition” 231-249.

58 Shaykh Mufid, Irshad, 172—173; Tabrisi, Ilam, 136; Ibn Shahrashtab, Managqib, 11, 347-348.

59  Kitab Sulaym, 213; Qummi, Basa'ir, 11,146, § 2, 149, h. 8 and 153, h. 13; Shaykh Mufid, Irshad,
33; Tabrisi, I'lam, 136; Ibn Shahrashtab, Managib, v, 107.

60  Shaykh Mufid, Irshad, 173; Tabrisi, Ilam, 136.

61 This s the central topic of the Kitab Sulaym b. Qays, possibly the earliest book of the Shifs.
See Amir-Moezzi, Coran silencieux, part 1, 27—61.

62  Kitab Sulaym, 78-93.
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above, the murder of al-Husayn brought about the reappearance, or even
the resurrection, of the Prophet: the night after the Karbala’ massacre, the
Prophet, stricken, appeared to Umm Salama in a dream, announcing that his
son al-Husayn had been killed with the people of his family, and that he [the
Prophet] had just buried them with his own hands.53

2 The Metaphysical Prophet, from Early Shi‘i Tradition
to Pre-modern Thought

Let us now examine the metaphysical ideas that underlie these historical
accounts and extend them into a metahistorical “time”. These ideas were
already present in the oldest sources (A and B) and were developed in ways that
were both more rational and more mystical by later thinkers (C and D), who
imported philosophical and mystical ideas from outside the early Shi1 tradition.

2.1 The Pre-eternity of Muhammad and of Alt

According to early Imami doctrine, the historic birth of the Prophet on earth,
and that of Imam ‘Ali, were signs of an event that occurred in pre-eternity,
before the creation of the world. Numerous traditions attributed to the Prophet
report that the first thing God created was a column of light, which He placed
in the loins of Adam; this divine Light was transmitted, in its purest state, to
‘Abd al-Muttalib, at which point God divided it in two, sending one half to
the loins of ‘Abd Allah and the other to those of Aba Talib. From the first was
born the Prophet and from the second ‘Al; these two halves were re-united in
al-Hasan and al-Husayn, the children of ‘Ali and Fatima.5* In other versions
the singular original Light contained ‘the Five of the Cloak’ or all fourteen of
the Impeccable Ones.55 All the variants of this tradition express the idea that
the first Entity to be created was of a spiritual nature, and contained within
it the essences of Muhammad and ‘Ali. It is notable that this common origin
is always affirmed by the Prophet himself, as in the synthetic tradition: “Ali is
part of me and I am part of him’ (Al minniwa-ana minhu).56 Muhammad and
‘Ali are therefore pre-eternal twins, in spite of the thirty years that separate
their historic, earthly, births.

63  Tust, Amali, 278, § 635; Ibn Shahrashiib, Managib, x, 37.

64  Shaykh Sadug, Tlal, 1, bab 159, h. 11, 562.

65 Irbili, Kashf, 1, 458; Kashani, Kalimat, 192. For more on these traditions, see Amir-Moezzi,
Guide divin, 101-110 [ Divine Guide, 40—43].

66 Shaykh Mufid, Irshad, 77, § 4; Tabrisi, I1am, 158.
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This ancient Shi1 concept may be at the roots of the mystical Sunni con-
cept of the ‘Light of Muhammad’ in Sahl al-Tustarl (d. 273/886), then of the
‘Muhammadan Reality’ (al-haqiqa al-muhammadiyya) in the works of Ibn
‘Arab1.%? In a reciprocity of histories, this doctrine was then taken up and
adapted by Imami thinkers such as Sayyid Haydar al-Amuli (d. after 782/1385-
6), Hafiz Rajab al-Bursi (d. after 813/1410-1), and numerous later philosophers,
who integrated the essence of ‘Ali into the Muhammadan Reality.

Thus the words of the Prophet, “What God created first was my Light”,68 are
also associated with “What God created first was the Intellect (al-‘aql)"¢® and
in addition with “Ali and I come from one and the same Light” When God
established the pre-existential pact with the prophets (mithag al-nabiyin) and
asked “Am I not your Lord?”, Muhammad was the first to reply “Yes, I testify!”
(see Qurian, v. 7:172).70 This is why he says “I am the first of the prophets to
have been created, and the last to have been sent [to men].””! In conceptual
terms, “God’s Messenger (Muhammad) preceded all the other prophets in true
reality (min hayth al-haqiqa), and he succeeded them in formal existence (min
hayth al-sura).””? But the Prophet is also reported to have said: “Ali was com-
missioned with all of the prophets secretly, and with me openly.””® Moreover,
the well-known hadith of Muhammad, “I was a Prophet when Adam was still
between water and clay” is echoed in the hadith of ‘Ali, “I was an Ally [of God]
(wali) [variant: heir (wasi)] when Adam was still between water and clay."7*

From the metaphysical viewpoint, ‘Alinecessarily accompanies Muhammad,
as divine Alliance or Friendship (walaya) necessarily accompanies Prophecy
(nubuwwa). By virtue of this consubstantiality, the successive Imams are also
considered to be emanations of the Prophet. Numerous traditions have the
Prophet announcing that twelve Imams will descend from him, leading to
the eschatological Saviour (al-ga’im) who will bear his name: Muhammad b.
al-Hasan al-Mahdi.”>

67  Lory, La dignité de 'homme face aux anges, aux animaux et aux djinns, 218.

68 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 99; Bursi, Mashariq, 60, 62, 121, 214.

69 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 99.

7o  Kulayni, Usul, 335, § 1.

71 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 122; Kashani, Kalimat, 86.

72 Amull, Muhit, 111, 248-249.

73 Amuli, Jami, 386, 401.

74 Amuli, Jami', 401, 460; Ibn Abi Jumhiir, Awali, 1v, 121, 124; Ibn Abi Jumhir, Muyjli, 1341-1342.
75 Shaykh Sadugq, Kamal, 248-249; Kashani, Kalimat, 192.
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2.2 The Seal of Prophecy and the Seal of the Alliance
Ancient Imami tradition affirms that Muhammad is the last of the five mes-
sengers ‘with firm resolution’ (ul&i [-‘azm), after Noah, Abraham, Moses and
Jesus; he is the Seal of prophets as the Qurian is the Seal of holy books.”®
The parallel statement that ‘Ali is ‘the Seal of the allies (or friends) of God’
(khatam al-awliy@) appears later. Haydar al-Amuli borrows from Ibn ‘Arabi the
idea of a distinction between an absolute and universal Prophecy (nubuwwa
mutlaga) and a determined one (mugayyada); and between an absolute divine
Friendship or Alliance (walaya mutlaga) and a determined one. According to
a formula borrowed from Neo-Platonism, the absolute Prophet (Muhammad)
is to the determined prophets as the primary Intellect is to the partial intel-
lects of men in the world; in the same way, the absolute Ally [of God], i.e. ‘Ali,
is to the determined allies as the universal Soul is to the partial souls of men
in the world.”” Correcting Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Amuli identifies the absolute Seal
of the divine Alliance (walaya) as ‘All and the determined Seal of the divine
Alliance as the Mahdji, using two of the above-mentioned traditions to justify
the symmetry between the absolute seals of the Prophecy and the Alliance:
“I [Muhammad] was a Prophet when Adam was still between water and clay,
and, ‘I [‘Ali] was an Ally [of God] when Adam was still between water and clay.”’®
In line with this doctrine, Prophecy is the exoteric aspect of divine Alliance
(walaya), and divine Alliance the esoteric aspect of Prophecy. Prophecy is a
mediation between God and His followers; Alliance is an unmediated relation-
ship with God, through which the Prophet receives his prophecies and the Law.
Every prophet is therefore first — not chronologically but ontologically — an ally
of God, but every ally is not necessarily a prophet, and Muhammad cannot
take on the role of both Seals at once:

Thus did Muhammad receive his prophecy from his absolute Alliance.
But as the Seal of the prophets, the manifestation of absolute Prophecy;, it
was not possible for him to manifest his Alliance in its fullest measure at
every time [...]. He had therefore to designate a deputy for this Alliance,
and for his own succession (khilafa), in the person of the man who was
closest to him in form and in spirit, and that was [...] ‘AlL.7°

76 Kulayni, Usul, 98-100, §§ 3—4.

77 Amuli, Nass, 111, 1298.

78 Amuli, Nass, 1, 226—395 et 111, 1942-1943.
79  Amuli, Nass, 111, 1264-1268.
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This concept of the double Seal underwent major elaborations during the
Safavid period while being linked to ancient philosophical ideas. In the follow-
ing passage, by Mir Damad (d. 1041/1630), we can observe that the attempt to
establish a hierarchy between the Prophet and the Imam always leads back to
their fundamental identities:

The primal Intellect is the light of the soul of the Seal of Prophecy [...]
[The Prophet] says, in a hadith: ‘That which God created first was the
Intellect) and in another ‘... my Light' The proofs of the necessity of the
Prophet’s mission [...], by virtue of Heavenly providence, bring about an
analogous judgement on the necessity for the Prophet to have an heir
[...] who is his lieutenant (khalifa) and like his soul, so that the divine
Emanation (al-fayd al-ilaht) might be propagated through him [...], in the
same way as the Soul is the lieutenant of the Intellect in the conjunction
of the divine Emanation with the worlds of Existence. [...] The Prophet
sent to men is like the heart of the world’s body; his heir and lieutenant
[‘Al1] is like its brain and spinal cord [...] The primal Intellect is therefore
the Light of the Seal of the prophets, and the second Intellect is the light
of the Seal of the heirs. O, to put it better, the first Intellect is the Light
of both of them together, for they are as a single soul. [The Prophet] says:
“Ali and I come from one and a single light."80

The Seal of the prophets is also conceptualised as the end, or the goal (Greek
telos), of creation. For Ibn Abi Jumhur, in Avicennian terms, the Prophet is the
final cause of the existence of the created beings designated by the hadith qudst:
‘Without you, I would not have created the [celestial] spheres’; he is the goal of
eternal Providence (al-inaya al-azaliyya), which pushes everything to realise
its own perfection and contribute to the perfection of the whole.8! For al-Fayd
al-Kashani, in Akbarian terms, the Muhammadian Reality or Ahmadian Light
is the origin and the end of all realities. The perfecting of all the sons of Adam
depends on his perfection and tends towards it, as indicated in the hadith,
“I am the Prince of the children of Adam.”8? The Prophet is the goal of all of

80  Muhammad b. ‘Umar al-Kashshi, Rijal al-Kashshi — Ikhtiyar ma‘rifat al-rijal, ma‘a tatliqat
MirDamad, 1, 232. The parallel between man as microcosm (‘alam saghir) and the world as
Great Man or macranthropos (insan kabir) is an idea with Pythagorean and neo-Platonic
origins, diffused into Islam by the Ikhwan al-safa’ and then taken up by Ibn ‘Arabi.

81 Ibn Abi Jumhuar, Mujlt, 177-178.

82 In one of the most ancient versions: ‘I am the Prince of the children of Adam, ‘Al1 is the
Prince of the Arabs, Fatima is the Princess of women, al-Hasan and al-Husayn are the
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God’s acts, according to the same hadith qudsi: “Without you, I would not have
created the spheres.”83

However, if Muhammad is the goal of creation and his prophecy is the final
aim of all prophecy, Muhammad and his prophecy are not a goal or final aim
for themselves. According to several ancient Imami traditions, the ultimate
aim of Muhammad’s own mission is none other than ‘Ali himself: ‘The angel
Gabriel came to me and said: “Muhammad! Your Lord had designated for you
the love of ‘Ali and the proclamation of his Alliance [with God].”84 Al-Bursi
takes up this version as follows:

All prophets sent to men called to Him [God], announced the good news
of the coming of Muhammad [...], and were attached to the Alliance
of ‘Ali [...]. God sent His Prophet Muhammad, thus sealing the existing
(al-mawjid), as He had also, through him, initiated being (al-wwjad) [ ...].
God ordered him to ask his community to be guided by the love of ‘Alj, for
this love is ‘the straight path’ (al-sirat al-mustaqim).85

In the ancient eschatological traditions on which later thinkers reflected, ‘Ali
and the Imams play the principal roles, and the Prophet almost disappears
from the image of the End of Times, of which he was the annunciator.8¢ This
corroborates M. A. Amir-Moezzi’s recent hypothesis according to which, at
least for early Shils, Muhammad came to announce the End of Times and the
coming of ‘Ali as the Messiah; however, the death of ‘Al1 and the postponement
of the End of Times led them finally to assign the messianic function to the
twelfth Imam, or Mahdi.87

2.3 The Knowledge of the Prophet and of the Imam

In al-Kulayni’s Book of Proof, the Prophet Muhammad is designated as the
“Proof of God [for His creatures]” (hujjat allah).8® However, this function,
which is ontological as much as it is pedagogical, is not exclusive to the Prophet,

Princes of the young people of paradise. Kitab Sulaym, 16, 209; Shaykh Tusi, Amali,
528, § 1240.

83  Kashani, Kalimat, 190-191.

84 Qummi, Basa’ir, 1, 297-298; Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 148 [Spirituality of Shit Islam,
188]; Amir-Moezzi, Preuve de Dieu, 218—219.

85 Bursi, Mashariq, 215—-216.

86 For more on this, see Terrier, “Anthropogonie et eschatologie dans l'ceuvre de Muhsin
Fayd Kéashani: 'ésotérisme shi‘ite entre tradition et syncrétisme” 743—780.

87  Amir-Moezzi, “Muhammad le Paraclet et ‘Al1 le Messie. Nouvelles remarques sur les origi-
nes de I'islam et de I'imamologie shi'ite” 19—-54 [now in Id., AL; le secret bien gardé, ch. 2].

88 Kulayni, Usal, 95, § 2.
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because the Imams, as theophanic men, are also “proofs of God’, since the
world is never without a Proof.89 It is true that a distinction is made between
the Prophet Messenger (nabi rasul) and the one of whom the angels speak
(muhaddath), the Imam. The Messenger sees the angel in dreams and with his
own eyes, and he hears the angel’s voice; the Imam hears the angel’s words but
sees it neither with his own eyes nor in a dream.®® But one prophetic tradition
(among many) still calls into question this subtle distinction while maintain-
ing the exclusivity of prophecy: “O ‘Ali, you hear what I hear and you see what
I see, except that you are not a prophet.”?! Later in al-Kulayni it is stated that
Prophets and Imams are the only human beings to possess the “holy spirit”
(rah al-qudus), through which they know all things.92

One of the prophetic traditions most frequently quoted by Shi‘is is “I am the
city of Knowledge (madinat al-‘ilm) and ‘Ali is its gate (bab); whoever wishes
to enter the city must pass through its gate.” In other words, knowledge of the
Prophet comes only through the Imam. This adith is then associated with one
already cited and attributed to ‘Ali: “He [God’s Messenger] taught me the keys
to a thousand doors into Knowledge [or to a thousand chapters of Knowledge],
each of which leads to another thousand doors [or chapters].”3 It suggests that,
if all of the Imam’s knowledge comes from that of the Prophet, then the Imam
develops, extends, and perhaps even surpasses the Prophet’s knowledge. From
the ShiT viewpoint, the Prophet brought only the literal revelation (tanzil) of
the Qur’an ; it was the Imams who provided its spiritual interpretation (ta'wil),
and they were specifically assigned this task by verse 3:7: “none knows its
[the Book’s] interpretation, save only God and those rooted in knowledge.”?*
Without doubt, as we have seen above, it was Muhammad who taught ‘Ali the
ta’wil, but it was the Imams who dispensed the ta’wil in their hadiths.%>

The Prophet is also reported to have said: “We, the prophets, have been
commanded to speak to men according to the measure of their intelligence,”%¢
whereas the Imams declare: “Our teaching is arduous; the only ones who can
withstand it are a prophet sent to men, an angel of Proximity, or an initiated

89  Amir-Moezzi, Preuve de Dieu, in particular 159-166.

go  Kulayni, Usul, 99, §§ 1—2.

91 Ibn Abi Jumhur, Awali, 1v, 122—123.

92 Kashani, Kalimat, 84-8s; Kulayni, Usil, 156, §§ 1-3; Amir-Moezzi, “Les Cinq Esprits de
I'homme divin. Aspects de I'imamologie duodécimaine X111.” 297—320; Preuve de Dieu,
226—-227.

93  Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 123.

94  Arberry’s translation, modified in accordance with the Shif1 interpretation of this verse.
On this, see Bar-Asher, Scripture and Exegesis, 100.

95 On this conception, see Amir-Moezzi, Coran silencieux, especially 101-168.

96 Kulayni, Usal, 17, h. 15; Shaykh Sadaq, Amalz, 305, h. 6; Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 125-126.
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one whose heart has been tested by God for faith.”9” They also say: “Our teach-
ing is arduous; neither a prophet sent to men nor an angel of Proximity can
withstand it.”® Some traditions have it that if the Imam must observe the
keeping of secret (tagiyya) when teaching his knowledge, this is precisely to
avoid being identified with a prophet.®® And if there are numerous traditions
attributing omniscience or divine Knowledge to the Imams, by contrast, in the
following quotation the Prophet recognises the limits of his own knowledge:
“If you knew God with a true knowledge, solid mountains would crumble
from the effects of your prayer. No one attains the essential foundations of
knowledge of Him.” Muhammad was then asked, “Not even you, O Messenger
of God?” He replied, “Not even I! God is too high and too great for anyone to
embrace the foundations of knowledge of Him.”°® The omniscience of the
Imam, and the possibility that he may possess knowledge superior to that of
the Prophet, appear as sacred and taboo beliefs in Imami Shi‘ism; beliefs whose
open expression would be considered to partake of “exaggeration” (ghuluw).

2.4 The Celestial Ascent of the Prophet and Its Esoteric Meaning

The account of the celestial ascent (miraj or isra@’) is incontestably important
in Prophetic hiero-history, marking the superiority of Muhammad over the
other prophets. In Imami Shi‘1 versions of the story, it is also an attestation of
the pre-eminence of ‘Ali over even the Prophet himself. According to one of
these accounts, when the Prophet was raised by God to the ultimate degree,
“two bows’- lengths away — or nearer” (Q 53:9), God spoke to him in ‘Alf’s lan-
guage. Then God had Muhammad pass through the worlds of the Mulk, of
the Malakut, and of the Jabarut — respectively the worlds of Nature, Soul and
Intellect — before arriving in the world of the divine entity (al-lahut), where
‘Ali was set on his shoulders.1! In another version, reported by al-Qadi Sa‘id
al-Qummi (d. 1103/1691), Muhammad, having gone beyond the limits of the
world of composition and then contemplated and left behind the ranks of the
intellective Soul, saw in the highest level of the divine Soul a luminous and

97 Qummy, Basa@’ir, 1, 131-142; Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 129; Kashani, Kalimat, 229; trans-
lated in Amir-Moezzi, Divine guide, 5.

98  Bursi, Masharig, 351 and 418; see also Kulayni, Usul, 239, §4, and Amir-Moezzi, Preuve de
Dieu, 263.

99 Bursi, Mashdr[q, 127-128.

100 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v, 132.

101 Bursi, Masharig, 217.
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divine man (insan ilahi) penetrating the veil of Light, and within it the Prophet
recognised ‘Al1’s back.102

For Ibn Abi Jumhar, important declarations about the Knowledge of the
Prophet and of the Imam originate in the Prophet’s celestial ascent: “About
the knowledge that the Prophet had of the [original] point of existence, on the
night of his celestial ascent, he said, 'T hold the knowledge of the beginnings
and the ends [...].”193 And about the knowledge that ‘All had of these things,
‘Ali said, “I am the point beneath the ba’[of the bismillah, the opening formula
of the Qur’an],” and, “Ask me what is to be found beneath the throne.”%4 This
suggests that it was nothing less than the principality of ‘Ali that was revealed
to the Prophet on the night of his ascension, and that the Imam, though he was
initiated by the Prophet, at that point gained knowledge only of himself.

According to another account, the Prophet, having reached paradise, entered
a sumptuous palace in the centre of which was a coffer made of light, which
Gabriel opened. Inside it he discovered poverty ( fagr) and a patched cloak
(muragga‘a). The Lord said to him, “O Muhammad, these are the things I chose
for you and your community from the moment I had created them, and I give
them only to those whom I love.” Facing God, the Prophet put the garments
on, and then, while coming back from his celestial ascent, clothed ‘Ali in them,
on God’s command. The patched cloak, commonly called kAirga, was to be
transmitted from Imam to Imam until the Mahdj, along with the other lega-
cies of the prophets.19 During the pre-modern period (D) such traditions are
adopted by the defenders of a reconciliation between Sufism and Shi‘ism,
upholding as they do an Imami genealogy for Sufism.1°6 For supporters of this
view, the transmission of this archetypical khirga gave rise to three Sufi initi-
atic paths, via three khirga that were transmitted by the Imams to their dis-
ciples: by the sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765) to Abu Yazid al-Bistami
(d. 234/848 or 261/874); by the seventh, Musa al-Kazim (d. 183/799), to Shaqiq

102 Al-Qadi Said al-Qummi, AlTala’i® wa [-bawarig, 281; Jambet, “UHomme parfait.
Métaphysique de I'ame et eschatologie selon Qazi Sa‘ld Qummt’, 417. For more on similar
traditions, see Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Religion discréte, 136—140 [Spirituality of Shi't
Islam, 171-176].

103 Amir-Moezzi, Guide divin, 193 [ Divine guide, 76).

104 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Mujli, 1v, 1338-1339.

105 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Awali, 1v,130.

106  For more on this thesis, see Terrier, “The Defense of Sufism among Twelver Shi Scholars
of Early Modern and Modern Times: Topics and Arguments” 27—-63. On the history of this
tradition, see Gril, “De la khirqa a la tariga. Continuité et évolution dans I'identification et
la classification des voies” 5781, especially 65-66.
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al-Balkhi (d. 194/809-10); and by the eighth, ‘Al1 al-Rida (d. 203/818), to Ma‘raf
al-Karkhi (d. 200/815).107

The same thinkers also referred to words attributed to the Prophet by a tra-
dition that appears not to be of Imami origin: “The Law (shari‘a) is my words;
the Path (tariga) is my acts; and Reality (hagiqga) is my [spiritual] states.” This
citation offered them a scriptural proof of the reconciliation of exoteric reli-
gion, identified with the Law, with Sufism, identified with the Path, and with
philosophical gnosis, identified with Reality. In the longer version the list
continues, and concludes with “Poverty is my glory (al-fagr fakhri), and I am
proud of it among all the prophets sent to men [before me].”198 This tradition is
particularly prominent among dervish Shi‘1 orders such as the modern-period
Khaksars, who lay claim to the spiritual and material poverty of the Prophet.199
Thus the account of the Prophet’s celestial ascent plays a determining role in
Imami Shi‘ism in general, and in Shi‘T Sufism in particular.

2.5 The Prophet, the Imam and the Divine Names

Shi1 thinkers influenced by Ibn ‘Arabi also conceive of the Prophet and the
Imam as manifestations of the Divine Names."? According to them, each of
the prophets makes manifest a particular Divine Name, and Muhammadan
Reality is the manifestation of the synthetic name Allah. At the level just
below, the Prophet Muhammad and the Imam ‘Ali are manifestations, respec-
tively, of the Names al-Rahman and al-Rahim, which are based on the same
root. So, according to al-Amuli, “the Merciful” (al-Rahman) is none other than
Muhammad and his essential universal reality, [he is] designated as “the Seal
of the Prophets’”, just as “the Compassionate” (al-Rahim) is formally none other
than “the Seal of the friends of God” [‘Ali] [...]. The Merciful occupies the rank
of the first Intellect, the Compassionate that of the universal Soul.”!

Al-Bursi writes:

The prophets are manifestations of the Names of God. For the one among
them who is the manifestation of a universal name, his Law is universal,
too. As we know, all the Names can be reduced to the synthetic name,
Allah. [In the same way,] all the prophets and messengers can be reduced

107 Amuli, Jami' 225, 431 and 614—615; Ibn Abi Jumhir, Mujli, 1245-1246.

108 Amuli, Jami 346; Ibn Abi Jumhir, Awali, 1, 39 and 1v, 125-126; Id. Mujli, 1073.

109 See “Two Khaksar treatises of the 19th century. The Booklet of Poverty”, transl
M. Arabestani, 333—338.

110 See Terrier, “Noms divins et hommes divins dans la gnose shi‘ite imdmite (VIII¢/XIVe—
XI¢/XVIIe siecles)” 335—356.

111 Amuli, Nass, 1307.
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to the seven names that are Adam, Idris, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Aaron
and Jesus [...]; all of these seven can be reduced to the single synthetic
name Muhammad.112

However, later in the same work, a citation from the Prophet himself is used
to accord precedence to the name and person of ‘Ali, and al-Bursi comments
audaciously:

The Prophet declared: ‘The one who wants to contemplate Seraphiel
(Israfil) in his elevation, Michael in his rank, Gabriel in his grandeur,
Adam in his gravity, Noah in his patience and supplication, Abraham in
his generosity, Moses in his courage, Jesus in his goodwill has only to look
at ‘Ali b. Abi Talib. This indicates that [‘Ali] is the supreme Name that
runs through all things, that everything created by God has ‘Al as its mas-
ter and meaning, for he is the Word of the necessary Being, the shining
Light in the sky of existence and of what exists.!!3

Here again, it is Muhammad himself who recognises the superiority and divin-
ity of ‘All. We are here at the core of Shi‘i esotericism, the expression of which
is often considered as ‘exaggeration’ (ghuliw), even among Shi‘1scholars, since
these are the most sacred and secret beliefs of Imami Shifs.

2.6 The Prophet, the Imam and the Perfect Man

This line of thinking leads to the identification of the Prophet and the Imam
combined into the perfect Man (al-insan al-kamil), another concept inherited
from Ibn ‘Arabi. For Ibn Abi Jumhur, the Prophet is the most perfect of the cre-
ated beings in that he contains a synthesis of the perfections possessed by each
of the prophets and allies of God. Unlike al-Amuli, Ibn Abi Jumhir even calls
Muhammad the “Seal of Law-giving prophecy and of the divine Alliance”4
Butin his explanation of the Prophet’s doubleness, both human and divine, his-
torical and metaphysical, the figures of the Prophet and of the Imam are mixed
together anew, resulting in a paradoxical representation of the perfect Man:

Know that the lieutenant of Muhammadan Reality is the Pole of poles
[...] His status as Lord of the world comes from the divine attributes that
his rank accords him. As for his impotence, his quietism (quud) and any
of the defects that could be ascribed to him, they are a function of his

112 Bursi, Masharig, 66-67.
113 Ibid. 196—197.
114 Ibn Abi Jumhar, Mujli, 111, 1047-8.
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humanity, a humanity that came about through [his] determination and
descent to the inferior world, in order to envelop the peculiarities of the
apparent world with his own apparent dimension and the peculiarities
of the hidden world with his own hidden dimension. Thus he is at the
confluence of two seas, and in him are made manifest the two worlds.
His abasement is also his perfection, just as his elevation to his original
station is his perfection.!’>

This concept of the perfect Man allows the Prophet and the Imam to be

embraced together and kept distinct at the same time, as in this passage by
Ibn Abi Jumhar:

The Prophet is the first Intellect in which are made manifest the proper-
ties of His Name that is specified for him, ‘the Merciful. This is because He
makes himself manifest, from the esoteric point of view (mana), within
the perfect Man exercising governing control (al-mutasarrif), in a mani-
fest manner and in a hidden manner, in the Unseen and in the visible
world, designated as the Caliph, whereas from the apparent point of view
the place in which He makes himself manifest is the Throne. The perfect
Man is the first locus of manifestation [of God] for the spiritual world, as
the Throne is for the physical world. [...] Among the horizons [the macro-
cosm| there are two Caliphs: the primary Intellect and the universal Soul,
who are loci of manifestation for the Merciful and for the Compassionate
[...]- Among souls [the microcosm] there are also two Caliphs: the
Prophet and the Ally [of God], in whom are made manifest the Merciful
and the Compassionate. [...] Humankind as a whole is a locus of manifes-
tation of God in potentiality, but his nobility and grandeur appear only in
His [God’s] actual locus of manifestation, which is our Prophet among all
the prophets, and ‘Ali among all the allies [of God].1'6

For al-Kashani:

115
116

The perfect Man is either a prophet or an ally [of God] [...]. Absolute
Prophecy is true prophecy that has arrived through eternity past and
subsisting, for eternity yet to come [...]. The holder of this position is
called supreme Caliph, the Pole of poles, great Man, true Adam, supreme
Calamus, primary Intellect, and supreme Spirit. This is what these words

Ibid. 111,1049-1051.
1bid. 111,1051-1052.
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of his mean: ‘What God created first was my Light’; ‘I was a Prophet
when Adam was still between water and clay’. [...] The esoteric aspect
of this prophecy is the absolute Alliance [with God]. [...] This is what
these words of the Prophet mean: “Ali and I are from a one and single
Light’; ‘God created my spirit and that of ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib two thousand
years before the rest of creation’; “Ali was commissioned with all of the
prophets secretly, and with me openly’; along with this fadith of Imam
‘Ali: Twas an Ally [of God] when Adam was still between water and clay’'?

Finally, let us reiterate that Muhammad and ‘Ali always appear as impossible
to dissociate from each other, and functionally equal, but that it is always for
the Prophet to say so. In the order of discourse, if not in the order of reasons,
Muhammad remains the primary source and the ultimate reference.

3 Conclusion

Thus, throughout its evolution and in its different currents, Imami Shi‘ism has
never neglected the figure of the Prophet — far from it, as he has been essen-
tially linked with the Holy Family and coupled with Imam ‘Al1. In Shi‘ism from
its origins to the present, and for scholars as for simple believers, Islam is not
a religion that was revealed to and by a single man, a historic figure and mes-
senger prophet, but one revealed to and by two men who share the same spiri-
tual and eternal substance, the Prophet and the Imam, Muhammad and ‘AlL.
To bring together the historical and metaphysical, the exoteric and esoteric,
one can say that the position of the Prophet is that of origin, foundation or
principle of Revelation, but that the Imam is its final aim, completion or ¢élos.
In philosophical terms, the Prophet is the potentiality of the Imams, and the
Imams are the full actualisation of the Prophet. The veneration of the Prophet,
inseparable from that of the Imams, is thus at the very core of Shi1Islam.
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The Prophet Muhammad and His Heir ‘Ali

Their Historical, Metahistorical and Cosmological Roles in Isma‘ili Shi‘ism

Daniel De Smet

1 An Isma‘ili Sirat al-nabit

The Prophet Muhammad is a central figure in the Isma‘lli movement, as in
all Islamic currents. Nevertheless, it is exceedingly rare for any Isma‘ili text to
focus on the ‘historical’ details of his mission. One exception to this rule is
the first volume of ‘Uyun al-akhbar wa funin al-athar by Idris Imad al-Din
(d. 872/1468), which is entirely devoted to the Prophet’s life from conception
to death.! This sirat al-nabi, which cites many Sunni sources (again, a rare
approach in Ismafl literature), depicts the founder of Islam as a historical
figure whose biography, overflowing with legends and full of hagiographical
embellishments, follows the example of the best Sunni historians.
Nevertheless, Idris is still presenting a Shi1 version of this biography, as is
evident in the very title of the volume: ‘Presentation of the life of the chosen
Prophet, of his heir (wast) ‘Ali b. Abi Talib, killer of infidels (gatil al-kuffar), and
of the lives of his family, the pure ones’. As early as the introduction, the author
mentions the wasiyya, the ‘sacred legacy’, entrusted by the Prophet to ‘Alt and
transmitted down the uninterrupted lineage of the Imams.2 It is true that the
second volume of the ‘Uyun al-akhbar is entirely devoted to ‘Ali, but even while
reading the first it is clear that in the decisive moments of the prophet’s life
(revelations, battles, ambassadorial missions, organisation of the community),
he never operated alone, but always in tandem with his ‘friend’ (wali), confi-
dant and advisor ‘All. Their close interaction is emphasised in many hadiths,
including those that report words spoken by the prophet to ‘Ali; for example,
‘You are to me what Aaron was to Moses, except that there is no prophet after
me), or, “All is part of me and I am part of him, he will be the friend of every

1 Idris Imad al-Din, Uyun al-akhbar, vol. 1. For a general introduction to the history, currents
and doctrines of Isma‘llism, see Farhad Daftary, A Short History of the Isma‘lis; De Smet,
La philosophie ismaélienne.

2 Idris ‘Imad al-Din, ‘Uyan al-akhbar, 10-13.
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man and woman who believes after me.® Thus the entire sira builds up to
the apotheosis of the two men’s relationship when, at Ghadir Khumm while
returning from the farewell pilgrimage, Muhammad is said to have officially
designated ‘Alf as his heir, declaring ‘Whoever is my friend is ‘All’s friend’ (man
kuntu mawlahu fa-Ali mawlahu). For this reason, shortly before his death, the
Prophet put into place the most important religious obligation ( farida), which
would become the cornerstone of all the ‘pillars of Islam), the walaya: loyalty
to ‘Ali and the Imams among his descendants. For, as Muhammad said, “Ali is
the rope (habl), one end of which is in God’s hands and the other in the hands
of the believers”4

It is true that all these traditions are shared by many other Shi currents,
and there is nothing in this sira compiled by Idris that is specific to Isma‘Tlism.
It is no doubt for this reason that the volumes of the ‘Uyan al-akhbar appear
in the curricula established by the Tayyibi community, to which Idris ‘Imad
al-Din belonged, as works that were gahir, ‘exoteric, meaning even beginners
could read them and they entailed no obligation to secrecy.’

Asrar al-nutaga’® (‘the secret of the Enunciators’) by Jafar b. Mansur al-
Yaman (d. ca. 346/957), another Ismafli work, is quite different, although this
text does also focus on Muhammad’s ‘story’ (gissa). In Ja‘far’s writings, we are
no longer on the historical level, but closer to meta-history, or even hiero-
history. Muhammad first appears in Arabia as Jesus’s cycle is coming to an
end. The Syrian monk Bahira, the last Imam of that cycle, is the ‘terminator’
(mutimm) whose task is to finalise the da‘wa (mission) of the Christians and to
prepare the advent of Islam. To facilitate this, Bahira is assisted by two ‘dignitar-
ies’ (hudud) of his da‘wa: the prophet’s wife Khadija, and Abu Talib, his uncle
and ‘AlT’s father. In her role as fujja (‘Proof’), Khadija reveals to Muhammad
that he will be the new prophet, Jesus’s successor; Bahira and Abu Talib then
help him to get settled and to organise his da‘wa. When the time comes, they
will officially transfer power to him, as a prophet. As soon as this happens,
Muhammad will choose his own dignitaries, whom he will send to the twelve
regions (jaza’ir) of the earth to carry out propaganda in his name and train
more disciples.® Drawing inspiration from an episode in the sirat al-nabi that
was related by, among others, the Sunni historians Ibn Ishaq and al-Tabari
(the young Muhammad, accompanied by his uncle Abu Talib, visits the monk

3 Idris ‘Imad al-Din, ‘Uyan al-akhbar, 408, 496.

4 1dris ‘Imad al-Din, ‘Uyan al-akhbar, 480-87, especially 483-85. For more on this notion of
walaya, which is central in Shi‘ism, see Amir-Moezzi, La religion discréte, 177—-207.

5 Fyzee, “The Study of the Literature of the Fatimid da‘wa’, 239.

6 Ja'far b. Mansur al-Yaman, Sard’ir wa asrar al-nutaqad’, 229—40; cf. Hollenberg, Beyond the
Quran, 96—98.
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Bahira, someone who will help Khadija understand the prophetic task of her
husband),” Ja‘far b. Mansir al-Yaman depicts Muhammad as a chief of the
Ismafli da‘wa, the secret mission in favour of the Imam, which sends its agents
to each of the twelve regions in which, ideally, the organisation functions, in
order to recruit new converts. In the Asrar al-nutaga’, Muhammad’s story is
preceded by those of the previous Prophets, including the five ‘Enunciators’
(nutaqa’) who each revealed a Law: Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus.?
Each of them proceeded in the same manner, following a stereotyped pro-
gramme that was reproduced on each occasion from Adam to Muhammad.
This programme conveyed a prophetology and imamology that is specifi-
cally Isma‘li.

At the time of his designation (nass) by his predecessor (usually the last
Imam of the previous cycle),® the Enunciator (natiq) receives an influx from
the intelligible world. Through a complicated process!® he transforms this non-
verbal influx into articulate speech in the language of the people to whom he
is sent; he expresses himself in images and symbols adapted to his listeners’
level of understanding: this is the tanzil, the ‘descent’ of the revelation. The
Enunciator will then surround himself with ‘dignitaries’ (Jesus's Apostles,
Muhammad’s Companions ...) whose mission is to write down the revelation,
organise the da‘wa, and spread propaganda in the name of their prophet. But
each Enunciator must face one or more adversaries (addad) sent by Iblis in
order to sabotage his da‘wa and falsify the text of his revelation (Pharaoh ver-
sus Moses, Judas versus Jesus, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar versus Muhammad and
‘Ali). To oppose the sinister actions of his adversaries and guarantee the integ-
rity of his revelation after his death, each Enunciator ties himself to an Heir
(wast). Thus, pairs were formed: Adam and Seth, Noah and Shem, Abraham
and Ishmael, Moses and Aaron or Joshua, Jesus and Simon Peter and, finally,

7 Guillaume, The Life of Muhammad, 79—-83; Watt and McDonald, The History of al-Tabari
VI, 44—46, 68—73. There is a vast literature on the Christian and Muslim versions of the leg-
end of the monk Sergius Bahira; for example, see Roggema, The Legend of Sergius Bahira;
Szilagyi, “‘Muhammad and the Monk”.

8 The story of Jesus receives by far the most extensive treatment; for a preliminary study
of this, see De Smet, “Marie, Marie Madeleine, Zacharie, Jean-Baptiste et Simon-Pierre”,
59-79.

9 Of course, there is a problem in the case of Adam, but the question of whether he was one

of the Enunciators was a controversial one; see De Smet, “Adam, premier prophéte et lég-
islateur?”. As for Muhammad, in Isma‘lism he is not considered to be the final messenger:
his cycle will end with the Qa’im or Resurrector, who will reveal the esoteric meanings of
all previous revelations.

10  Inwhich process the three mysterious hypostases, al-Jadd, al-Fath and al-Khayal, partici-
pate; see De Smet, “La fonction noétique de la triade”.
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Muhammad and ‘Al1. Each Enunciator confides the entirety of his revealed text
to his Heir, both on the exoteric (z@hir) level — giving the correct form of words
and phrases (as opposed to the falsification, takrif, of the Writings) — and on
the esoteric level (batin), offering his exegesis (ta’wil) of the text (as opposed
to the false interpretations of the mufassirin, the ‘exotericist’ commentators).!!
The Heir will then transmit this science to the Imam who succeeds him; this
continues for as long as the cycle of each Enunciator lasts. The Terminator, or
last Imam of the cycle will, with his dignitaries, install the next Enunciator.!?
In this cyclical conception of hiero-history, consisting of a succession of pro-
phetic cycles joined together by an uninterrupted line of Imams, Muhammad
and ‘Ali personify the Enunciator-Heir couple, natiq — wasi, as well as all the
other related pairs of concepts such as zahir and batin, tanzil and ta’'wil. This
couple manifests itself through different people, with different names, through-
out humanity’s religious history. If Fatimid Isma‘li authors are prudent on this
subject, they are nevertheless well aware of the numerous Shi1 fadiths that
endorse the pre-existence of Muhammad and ‘Ali as beings created by God
well before the creation of the world, who manifest themselves in the physical
vessels of the successive Prophets and Heirs.!® Isma‘ili authors even flirted
with the audacious thought of the Mukhammisa, according to which divinity
shows itself to creatures under the guise of the five akl al-bayt: Muhammad,
‘Ali, Fatima, al-Hasan and al-Husayn;# they also tried to adopt the triad of
Essence (mana), Name (ism) and Gate (bab), respectively personified by ‘Al,
Muhammad and Salman, and mostly propounded in the Nusayri doctrine.l
While ancient traditions regarding the pentad and the triad reappear in the
Tayyibl and Nizari currents respectively, Isma‘ilis, as we shall see shortly, gen-
erally preferred the pairing natiqg — wast, represented by Muhammad and ‘AlL.
In the pages that follow we shall examine how Isma‘li literature elevated
this pair beyond meta-history, making them into eternal cosmological prin-
ciples that have become an integral part of the very structure of the universe.
Two thorny questions then remain to be asked: what is their relationship with

11 The question of the falsification of the text and meaning of the Qur’an has been a pre-
occupation for Isma‘lis, as for other Shi‘is; see De Smet, “Le Coran: son origine, sa nature
et sa falsification”.

12 Halm, Kosmologie und Heilslehre der frithen Isma‘liya, 18-37.

13 For a detailed study of such traditions and their doctrinal background, see Amir-Moezzi,
Le guide divin dans le shiisme originel, 73-112.

14  Bear in mind that the main reference text for the doctrine of the Mukhammisa, the
Persian treatise Umm al-Kitab, was transmitted by Nizari Isma‘ilis from Central Asia; see
Anthony, “The Legend of ‘Abdallah ibn Saba™.

15  Halm, “Das ‘Buch der Schatten”, 26365,
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God? And which of the two takes precedence over the other, Muhammad
or ‘Ali?

2 Muhammad and His “Spouse” ‘Ali Are the Parents of Believers

Fatimid authors, close to the political and religious powers in Cairo, generally
kept their distance from Shi‘1 currents that upheld the superiority of ‘Al and the
Imams over the Prophet Muhammad. This doctrinal stance had clear political
implications. If it is the case that Muhammad represents the letter (zahir) of
the Qur’an and of the shari‘a, and ‘Al their esoteric meaning (batin), to accord
precedence to the latter would imply a preference for esoteric exegesis over
outward practice of religion and law. This could lead to antinomianism, a well-
known phenomenon among ‘extremist’ ShiTmovements (ghulat), but one that
might be suicidal for a Muslim empire claiming allegiance to Isma‘Tlism.!

Given that this was the case, it’s hardly surprising that al-Mu’ayyad fi I-Din
al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078), missionary in chief (da al-duat) of the Fatimid da‘wa,
in one of his sermons, criticises “certain depraved and mendacious Shi‘is”, who
spread the “heresy” (ilhad) according to which the Quran was revealed to ‘Ali
and not to Muhammad, and asserted that the verses in the Qur'’an making refer-
ence to this were falsified following the example of the tahrif practised by Jews
and Christians.'” For al-Mu’ayyad, there is no doubt: the entire revelation (zahir
and batin) was given to Muhammad, who then transmitted it to his Heir, ‘Al1.

In order to clearly underline ‘Alt’s inferiority to the Prophet, al-Mu’ayyad
identified ‘All’s role with that of woman, the subordination of whom to man is
clearly stated in the Qur’an, in particular in Sara 4, ‘Women' The entire argu-
ment is based on an exegesis of verse 4:1 “Mankind, fear your Lord, who cre-
ated you of a single soul (min nafsin wahidatin), and from it created its mate
(zawyj), and from the pair of them scattered abroad many men and women.”
Al-Muw’ayyad explains that according to the mufassirin (exotericist commen-
tators) the ‘single soul’ refers to Adam and the ‘mate’ refers to Eve (Hawwa’),
created by God from Adam’s rib, and that this couple had many descendants,
both male and female.!8

16 For more on the antinomianism of radical Shi‘l movements, see Asatryan, Controversies in
Formative Shit Islam, 157—61.

17  Muayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 17, 80-81.

18  Muayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 17, 81. Bear in mind that neither the name of Eve nor the story of
her creation from Adam’s rib are mentioned in the Qur’an. However, commentators were
aware of the Biblical story, and it was indeed in that sense that they understood Q 4:1and
similar verses; see Guiraud, “Eve’, 291.
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However, the ahl al-ta’wil (Isma‘ilis who practise esoteric exegesis) have a
more complex reading of this verse, which can be superimposed on the exo-
teric interpretation. In this version, Adam corresponds to Muhammad: just
as Adam is the first human form (siara bashariyya) endowed with the gift of
‘speech’ or ‘reason’ (nutq), Muhammad is the first form with the gift of speech
established in the ‘true community’ (al-milla al-hanifa) of Islam. Eve, Adam’s
spouse, corresponds to ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib, the Prophet’s ‘spouse’. ‘Ali embod-

NG

ies the ‘spouse’ “... because of his subtle soul and not because of his opaque
body, that he may receive [from the Prophet], the deposit (amana) of his reli-
gion, and that he may be depository (mustawda®) of the secrets of his revela-
tion, as the woman receives the sperm of the man and becomes pregnant.”
What's more, Qur'an 4:1 must be understood in light of the hadith in which the
prophet says: “You and I, O ‘Ali, we are the parents of the believers.” The many
men and women born of this couple are none other than all believers: here
‘men’ means the dignitaries of the da‘wa whose function will be to teach the
science of salvation to the ‘women’, who are the neophytes receiving teachings
that bear fruit within them. For al-Mu’ayyad the conclusion is inevitable: since
the difference ( farq) between Muhammad and ‘Al1 is equivalent to the differ-
ence between men and women, how could we accept that the Qur'an should
descend on ‘Ali and not on the Prophet, especially since ‘Ali was created from
one of the Prophet’s ribs?1°

Several of al-Mu’ayyad’s other sermons developed this same theme of ‘sex-
ual relations’ between the Prophet and his Heir, or between the Imam and
his followers, while specifying that these interactions are not at all physical,
but exclusively ‘spiritual relations’2? Aside from Qur’an 4:1 and the aforemen-
tioned hadith, this is founded on Quran 33:6: “The Prophet is nearer to the
believers than their selves; his wives are their mothers.” In this case, the pater-
nity of the Prophet is a religious paternity (ubuwwa diniyya); ‘his wives’ refers
to the Heir and his Imams, who bring forth believers in a spiritual birth (wilada
nafsaniyya).2! Muhammad is ‘father’ inasmuch as he procures by means of
the revelation (wahy) the ‘divine sperm’ (al-nutfa al-ilahiyya) for his ‘spouse’

19 Muwayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 17, 81-82; cf. Alexandrin, Walayah, 117, 164, 184-85.

20  The metaphor of the sexual act to describe the relationship between master and disci-
ple, or an Imam and his dignitaries, is often used in ‘extremist’ Shi‘l groupings such as
Nusayrism and Druzism, and this is one reason such currents are often accused of preach-
ing libertinism and homosexuality; see Tendler-Krieger, “Marriage, Birth, and batini
ta’wil”. But such metaphorical language also appears in Ismafli exegesis; see Hollenberg,
Beyond the Quran, 72—73.

21 Muayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 17, 82.
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‘Alj, in whom it is deposited, becomes fruitful and then passes on to the Imams
of his descendance.?2

Just as Adam is “the cause of bodily descendance” (‘illat al-nasl al-jismi),
each Prophet, within his own cycle, plays the role of Adam, as the “cause of
religious descendance” (‘llat al-nasl al-dini). The words “unique Soul” in
Qur’an 4 refer to the Prophet as the father of religion; his spouse is the Heir,
pregnant with his science and his secrets; this pregnancy leads to the birth of
“men” and “women”. The “men” are the “scholars who give benefits” (al- ulama’
al-mufidin), whereas the “women” refer to the “students who obtain access
to the benefits” (al-muta‘allimun al-mustafidin). The masculine element thus
refers to Muhammad, the Imams and the dignitaries (hudud) of the da‘wa; the
feminine element is found in ‘Ali and in the Respondents (al-mustajiban), the
neophytes who answered the call of the daf. As for the order of precedence
among them, the Qur’an is clear: ‘Men are the managers of the affairs of women
for that God has preferred in bounty one of them over another’ (Qur’an 4:34)
In consequence, the Heir is subordinate to the authority of the Prophet, just as
the student must obey the teacher.23

Al-Muwayyad here introduces a notion that is fundamental in Ismafli doc-
trine: the distinction between ifada and istifada, ‘to give and to receive a
benefit. These concepts fit into the emanationist and hierarchical scheme
according to which the Isma‘li universe is constructed, which is profoundly
rooted in Neo-Platonism. An uninterrupted influx is propagated from the first
created being (since the Creator is not a principle of emanation, as that would
ruin his transcendent state). This influx is transmitted by different entities
(called hudud) that structure the intelligible world (universal Intellect, uni-
versal Soul), the physical world (celestial bodies and spheres, minerals, plants
and animals), and the religious world (Prophet, Heir, Imams, dignitaries of the
da‘wa). With the exception of the first created being who, as the source of the
emanation, transmits this influx without receiving it, and of the neophyte who
receives it without transmitting, all the other ranks are simultaneously mufid
and mustafid, givers and receivers of the influx. As givers they are masculine,
but when they are receiving they become feminine. This results in what Karen
Bauer called a gender hierarchy in which most of the ranks are ‘bisexual’.?*
Now we understand why, in this ‘world of religion’ (‘alam al-din), Muhammad
confiding the revelation to ‘Ali, and the Imams teaching esoteric knowledge

22 Muayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 99, 495; cf. Alexandrin, Walayah, 181-8z2.

23 Muwayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 79, 386—88.

24 Bauer, “Spiritual Hierarchy”, especially 37-39; cf. De Smet, « La valorisation du féminin »,
especially 1o-13.
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to the dignitaries of the da‘wa, and these same dignitaries transmitting this
knowledge to neophytes, are all called ‘men’, whereas ‘Ali and the neophytes
are cast as “women”.?5

In a similar way, al-Mu’ayyad compares the relationship between Muhammad
and ‘Ali to that between the Pen (galam) and the Tablet (lawh). Remaining faith-
ful to Muslim Neo-Platonism,?6 he identifies these Qur'anic notions respec-
tively with the Intellect and the universal Soul. As a pure act, the Intellect, like
a pen, writes out the “forms of the heavens, of the earth, of the mountains and
of minerals” on the “tablet” of the Soul, which receives them as models accord-
ing to which it will construct the physical world. Similarly, the Prophet writes
down his revelation on the ‘tablet’ that is his Heir, to whom he confides the
demiurgy of the “world of religion”. Just as the writing innate in the pen can-
not be fixed without the tablet, the revelation brought by the Prophet needs to
be fixed by the Heir. In other words, without the Heir and his Imams, religion
would be inconceivable.?”

Our author then goes even further in his comparison. He tells his readers
that if the Intellect and the universal Soul are the intellects of the intelligi-
ble world, the Prophet and the Heir are the intellects of the world of nature
(‘@lam al-tabi'a). However, while the universal Intellect and the intellect of the
Prophet are perfect in essence and in act, the universal Soul and the intellect
of the Heir are perfect in essence, but their act is only perfect in potentiality. In
order to be actualised and become perfect intellects in actuality, the universal
Soul and the Heir must be ‘coupled’ with their respective partners. This “cou-
pling” (izdiwaj) with the Prophet will allow ‘Al and the Imams of his descen-
dance to operate as intellects in actuality, and thus they will themselves be able
to actualise the potential intellects of their followers.28

This particular way of conceptualising the relationship between Muhammad
and ‘Ali, which is elevated to a cosmic level inasmuch as it reflects here below
the relationship between the Intellect and the universal Soul in the intelligible
world, is not unique to al-Mwayyad. It also appears in the work of his con-
temporary Nasir-e Khosraw (d. after 462/1070). After having, in his Wajh-e din,
given the same exegesis as al-Mu'ayyad of the fadith “You and I, O ‘Ali, we are

25  Inacomplementary way Muhammad is feminine in relation to the entity from the intel-
ligible world from whom he receives revelation, and ‘All is masculine in relation to the
Imam who succeeds him, and so on.

26  Wakelnig, Feder, Tafel, Mensch, passim; De Smet, La Quiétude de l'Intellect, 383-84.

27  Muayyad, Majalis, 1, n° 33, 162; n° 36, 176—78.

28  Muayyad, Majalis, 111, n° 17, 51; cf. Alexandrin, Walayah, p. 130. Imams play the role that
the falasifa attribute to the agent Intellect of Aristotelian tradition, that of allowing the
human intellect to move from potentiality to actuality; see De Smet, Quiétude, 355—60.
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the parents of the believers” and of Qur’an 33:6, Nasir-e Khosraw undertakes a

ta'wil of the “pillars of Islam”, of which there are seven in the Isma‘ili tradition.

1)  The profession of faith (shahada) symbolises the Preceder (sabig) or
universal Intellect, ultimate source of the emanation of the universe and
simultaneously the source of the revelation, through whom the Prophet-
Enunciator (natiq) receives the correct form of tawhid (the profession of
the unity and unicity of God).

2)  The prayer (salat) is a reference to the Follower (talt) or universal Soul,
who is put in charge of the demiurgy (tarkib) of the world and transmits
the influx (madda) of the inspiration (ta’yid) to the Enunciator; this
allows the latter to compile the shari‘a.

3) Alms (zakat) signifies the Enunciator who names the Base (Asas) and
confides his revelation to him.

4)  The fourth ‘pillar, that of pilgrimage (kajj), symbolising the Base (or
Heir), completes the construction of the ‘house of religion), built on these
four foundations and composed of four walls.

The remaining pillars — (5) fasting (sawm); (6) jihad; and (7) loyalty (walaya) —

referrespectively to the Imam, to the Proof (hujja) and to the missionary (da).2%

The goal of this equation between the two pairs: Intellect (male)/universal

Soul (female), and Prophet (male)/Heir (female) is clearly to provide a cos-

mological basis for Muhammad’s superiority to ‘Ali. The Prophet’s masculinity

makes him the absolute master of humanity. Nasir-e Khosraw could not be
clearer on this point:

Those versed in esoteric understanding (ahl-e batin) are like men, but
the true man is the Prophet whom God the Exalted set over all mankind,
all of whom are in relation to him on the level of women, because of his
manliness. And since in the Law women are obliged to be obedient to
men, and obedience to the Prophet is obligatory, it is clear that man is [at
the level of ] the Prophet, while all human beings in relation to him are in
the position of women.30

3 An Ambiguous Primacy: The Four Principles of al-Sijistani

Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani (d. after 361/971), an Isma‘ili da%, was a member of the
Qarmatian movement that considered the Fatimids to be imposters, though

29  Nasir-e Khosraw, Wajh-e din, 203-6.
30 Nasir-e Khosraw, Kitab Jami‘al-hikmatayn, 297; translated by Ormsby, Between Reason and
Revelation, 262.
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he joined their cause at a relatively late stage of his career.3! It was perhaps
because of his former affiliation that Fatimid authors tended to suspect him of
heterodoxy. On the delicate question of the relationship between the Prophet
and his Heir, al-Sijistani remains prudent. In his function as Envoy (risala), the
Prophet knows all of the ‘truths’ (haqa@’iq), whereas the very function of Heir
(wisaya) implies that ‘All’s science is a tributary of that of the Prophet, and
that ‘Ali knows only what he receives from Muhammad. The conclusion seems
obvious: the Prophet is superior to the Heir and not vice versa.32

Nevertheless, in the “Book of Sources” (Kitab al-Yanabi), al-Sijistani elabo-
rates his theory of the four principles with an ambiguity that leads to some
divergent interpretations. These four principles are: the two “foundations”™
(aslan) of the intelligible world, the Intellect and the universal Soul (also called
the Preceder and the Follower, or the Pen and the Tablet), and the two “Bases”
(asasan), of the earthly world, the Enunciator and the Heir. Through these four
principles divinity manifests itself in the universe.

Like all Isma‘ili authors, regardless of affiliation, al-Sijistani insists upon the
inaccessibility and total transcendence of the Creator (mubdi‘). Unknowable
and ineffable in himself, by an act of origination (ibda°) that also escapes all
understanding he creates a first creature who carries every name and attribute
that the revealed texts ascribe to God. This primary creature, who is the God
of revelation, is identified with the universal Intellect, the Preceder, or the Pen.
Al-SijistanT’s system does contain one quite particular aspect (rejected by most
Fatimid writers): here Intellect is preceded by a created entity, linked to the
act of creation and called Allah, the Word (kalima), the Imperative (amr), or
the Will (irada, mashra). In any case, the ontological status of this interme-
diary between God and the Intellect, between the Creator and his creature,
remains fluid.33

These four principles by which the revealed God is expressed in the uni-
verse, are contained in the four letters of the name Allah:

I say that the letters of the word Allah are indications of the four well-
springs that derive from God’s absolute unity [...]. The alifis the analogue
of the Preceder who is the wellspring of divine inspiration (¢a’yid); the

31 As with most Isma‘li du‘at, we possess very little reliable information on his life; see
De Smet, “From Khalaf to Hasan al-Sabbah’, especially 445—46.

32 AbuYa'qub al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Iftikhar, 138-50 (on the risala) and 151-66 (on the wisaya);
Id. Kitab al-Magalid, 296: only the Enunciator knows all of the haqa’iq; cf. Walker, Early
philosophical Shiism, 26—27, 131-32.

33  De Smet, “Le Verbe-impératif”, 397—412; for more on the rejection of this theory, notably
by Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani, see De Smet, Quiétude, 142—44.
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first lam is the analogue of the Follower, who is the wellspring of physical
composition (tarkib); the second lam is the analogue of the Enunciator,
who is the wellspring of scriptural compilation (¢a’lif); and the round
spherical ha’ is the analogue of the Base (asas), who is the wellspring of
interpretation (ta’wil).3*

In other words, the Intellect is the source of the universe’s emanation; the
universal Soul composes the physical world; the Enunciator writes the book
of revelation and the Base (or Heir), leads the procession back to its starting
point through his exegesis, as indicated by the circular shape of the letter Aa’
to which he corresponds.

The four principles also occur in the four words that together form the
shahada, the Islamic credo. Al-Sijistani explains this by interpreting a hadith
in which the Prophet is supposed to have said: “la ilaha illa Allah is the key
to Paradise”. According to our author, paradise is none other than the divine
Word (kalimat Allah) by which God has originated (abda‘a) all things ex nihilo.
The Preceder (sabig) or Intellect is the key to all spiritual and material beings,
whose shapes or archetypes flow from him by emanation. The Follower (talt) or
universal Soul is the key of beings possessing structure and harmony, because
he is the principle of order that reigns in this sense-perceptible world inas-
much as he realises forms in matter. The Enunciator (natiq) is the key to all
of the statements relating to the forms of the Intellect and the compositions
of the Soul that feature in the revelation and in religious law. Finally, the Base
(asas) or Heir is the key of that to which the forms of Intellect, the composi-
tions of Soul and the regimes (siyasat) of the Enunciators are brought back
(jami*ma ala ilayhi).3°

The key to Heaven has four teeth, which are the four words of the shahada.
The negation /g is the tooth that corresponds to the Base; these two letters
represent exactly half the letters of the affirmation Allah, the tooth that corre-
sponds to the Preceder, for ‘the Base leads to the appearance (abraza) of half of
that which flows from the Preceder into the Enunciator’. While the arguments
are far from clear and the text most likely corrupt, we propose the following
interpretation: The four letters of Allah correspond to the Preceder. Existing
at the summit of perfection, the forms that he receives from the Word are
not divided or split within his essence, but combine into perfect unity, which
is expressed by the perfection of the number four. The tooth of the key that

34  Abu Ya‘'qub al-Sijistani, Kitab al-Yanabi, § 10, p. 9; trans. by Walker, The Wellsprings of
Wisdom, 45 (slightly modified).
35  Sijistani, Yanabr, § 138—40, pp. 70-71; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 91-92.
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corresponds to the Enunciator is ilah, composed of three letters — one fewer
than Allah, which signifies that it is situated at an inferior level. In his position
as ‘lieutenant to the Preceder in the physical world’ (khalifat al-sabiq fi I-‘alam
al-jusmani), he does not have the fullness of powers that the Preceder pos-
sesses (a fullness symbolised by the number four), but has only three ranks:
that of Envoy (risala), of Heir (wisaya) and of Imam (imama). The Follower
corresponds to the particle of exclusion, illa, which implies that he brings
about the appearance of physical beings to the exclusion of spiritual beings.
Finally, the word that refers to the Base, the negation /g, only contains two
letters, which indicates that it occupies the lowest rank of the four principles.3%

Despite the complexity of the text and the somewhat forced nature of
the exegesis, the intentions of the author appear clear. The four principles
emanate from the Word in a specific and descending hierarchical order: the
Intellect and the Soul in the intelligible world, followed by the Prophet and
the Heir in the physical world. It is explicitly stated that the Prophet is the
‘lieutenant’ of the Intellect in the physical world, which implies the Heir here
represents the Soul. The Prophet is superior to the Heir because he combines
in his being prophecy and imamat, zahir and batin, whereas the Heir does not
possess the gift of prophecy. Consequently, here we find ourselves in the direct
line of Fatimid orthodoxy.

However, it would be uncharacteristic of al-Sijistani to fail to be somewhat
ambiguous in his ideas. In this same “Book of Sources”, he returns once more to
his four principles, the “carriers of unity” (hawamil al-wahda), which he detects
in the four letters of the word kalima, the divine Word that operates as the pri-
mary cause of all beings. He retraces the broad lines of the exegesis previously
applied in his analysis of the four letters of the name Allah. The letter kaf here
corresponds to the Intellect, principle of emanation of all superior and inferior
beings, in which resides spiritual and physical form. This represents the sum-
mit of perfection and is nothing other than the true essence (hagiga) of what
the Quran calls kalam Allah, the speech of God. However, here the author also
specifies that ‘the Base is united with the Preceder because of esoteric exe-
gesis (ta’wil). The privileged relationship is no longer between Intellect and
Prophet, but between Intellect and the Prophet’s Heir.3”

The letter lam now corresponds to the Soul, which shines the light of the
Intellect into the physical world; the mim refers to the Enunciator, and, just
as with the name Allah, the circular letter 4@’ indicates the Heir. In addition,

36 Sijistani, Yanabt', § 141, pp. 71—72; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 92—93.
37 Sijistani, Yanabr, § 178, pp. 90—91; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 107; cf. De Smet, ‘Le Coran,
242—44.
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the Enunciator’s function changes and fluctuates: revelation alters from one
Prophet to the next. Each Prophet has access to the revelation only to the
extent that he is himself pure, and he writes a law that takes into account his
own era and his own cycle. In these actions, he clearly behaves differently from
the universal Soul, which organises the world in a constant and invariable
way, just as he is different from the Heir, whose esoteric exegesis also remains
unvaried, for ‘Pure knowledge ( ilm mahd) is unsullied by divergence and con-
tention. Divergence and contention exist, therefore, only in its exposed and
not in its concealed aspects. In other words, the batin of the knowledge of the
Heirs and the Imams is one and unvarying in the face of the contradictions and
dissonances of the literal religions established by the Prophets, which, because
of this, are imperfect.3®

The four letters of kalima inspired al-Sijistani to find other correspon-
dences. There are four modes of existence: essences (dhawat) and psychic con-
cepts (humum) in the intelligible world, speech (gaw!) and writing (kitaba) in
the physical world; there are four activities: ta’yid and tarkib on high, ta’lif and
ta’wil here below. Each element of these two series is respectively associated
with Intellect, Soul, Enunciator, and Heir. However, al-Sijistani tells us that the
writing that supports the ta’wil of the Heir has its equivalent in the essences
and the ta’yid of the spiritual world that comes from the Intellect. We can thus
obtain the following order: Intellect — ta’yid — ta’wil - kitaba — Heir.3° Although
not explicitly mentioned in the text, it follows from this that the other series
will necessarily be composed thus: Soul - tarkib — gaw! — Enunciator. We are
thus in the presence of a complete reversal of what al-Sijistani had previously
said: here, the Heir corresponds to the Intellect and consequently is superior
to the Prophet, whose alter ego is the universal Soul.

One last series of equations confirms all this, and indicates the reason
for this reversal: Angels — ta’yid — Intellect / Jinn — universal Soul / demons
(shaydtin) — Enunciators, inasmuch as they are associated with the exoteric/
men (ins) — Heirs as depositories of the esoteric. The author explains:

The ‘devils’ designate those who cling to the outward aspect (zahir) of
the Enunciators without penetrating to its true reality. In this they are
far from the truth, having gone astray, ‘And led astray many, and now
again have gone astray from the right way’ (Q 5:77). ‘Humans’ designate
the people of truth, who are conversant with the interpretation and are

38 Sijistani, Yanabt, § 17981, pp. 91-92; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 107-8.
39 Sijistani, Yanabr, § 182—84, pp. 92—93; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 108—9.
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saved from doubts and uncertainty. The interpretation has become their
cave and place of refuge.*?

The Prophet’s inferiority to the Heir is thus founded on a critique of exoteric
religion and laws, which are considered to be punishments, to constitute an
earthly hell.#! This attitude, which takes its place in a long tradition of Shi1
antinomianism, can probably be explained by al-Sijistant’s Qarmatian past.

To sum up, al-Sijistant’s theory of the four principles is ambiguous in that it
allows two readings. Either we recognise in it a vertical scheme of emanation,
with decreasing levels of perfection: Intellect, universal Soul, the Prophet, the
Heir — or we interpret the scheme as circular, a Neo-Platonic cycle in which the
procession (processio) brings with it a return (reditus) to the source. The func-
tions attributed to each principle tend to plead in favour of this latter alterna-
tive: the Intellect is the principle of the procession of emanation (ta’yid); the
universal Soul acts as the demiurge of the physical world (tarkib); the Prophet
takes charge of the demiurgy of the world of religion (¢a’lif ), whereas the Heir
is the principle of the return to the source (ta’wil). Since this is the case, ‘Ali
forms a pair with the Intellect, as both are sources of procession and of return,
whereas Muhammad and the universal Soul constitute a pair of demiurges. In
both interpretations, the Prophet and the Heir have become cosmic principles,
‘loci of manifestation’ of the divine Word.

4 The Nizari Reversal and the Downgrading of the Prophet

The proclamation of the ‘Great Resurrection’ by the Nizari Imam Hasan ‘ala
dhikrihi al-salam,*? in the Alamut fortress in 559/1164,*3 was part of a dras-
tic ‘alteration’ of Isma‘ili doctrine as formulated by moderate Fatimid authors
such as al-Mu'ayyad and Nasir-e Khosraw. After this time, the predominance of
the Imam over the Prophet is absolute and the pairing of Muhammad and ‘Ali
is made into a triad with the addition of Salman in his role as “Proof” (hujja)
of the Imam.*4

40  Sijistani, Yanabr', § 185, p. 94; trans. Walker, Wellsprings, 109 (slightly modified).

41 De Smet, “Isma‘ili-Shi‘i Visions of Hell’, 250-55.

42 Oddly, this eulogy seems to make up part of the Imam’s name; he is generally so desig-
nated in Nizari texts, and secondary literature follows this style.

43  Much has been written about this singular event; see, among others, Jambet, La grande
résurrection dAlamilt.

44  Salman, nicknamed “the Persian” (al-farisi), is said to have been the first of his compatri-
ots to embrace Islam. Faithful companion of the Prophet, and favouring ‘Ali, he became
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Nizarl Isma‘ilism, of which the Avicennian philosopher Nasir al-Din al-Tasi
(d. 672/1274) was one of the most important theorists, returns to the ancient
concept of a divine Imperative or Word that mediates between God and the
Intellect, an idea already found in al-Sijistani, but that had been rejected by
most subsequent Fatimid authors. Divinity, understood as the ultimate source
of existence, so transcends the universe that it cannot be its cause; not being a
cause, it cannot produce an effect. It rises above existence and non-existence,
temporality and eternity, necessity and contingence; no attribute of essence or
of relation can apply to divinity. Unknowable and ineffable in himself, God is
made manifest by his Imperative (amr) or Word (kalima), which acts as a first
cause and receives all the qualifications of perfection and completeness that
were previously denied to divine essence. In other terms, the divine Word is the
revealed God, the divinity of which the revealed texts speak. As first cause the
Word produces the first Intellect, and through it the universal Soul. Perfect in
its essence and its actions, the Intellect governs the intelligible world, whereas
the Soul, which is imperfect by comparison with the Intellect, governs and ani-
mates the sense-perceptible world.*>

However, each being in the intelligible world (or “world of the Imperative”,
‘alam al-amr) has its equivalent in the physical world (or “world of creation’,
‘alam al-khalq). The intelligible entity is the source (masdar) of the existant, to
which it corresponds in the world of the senses, which is its locus of manifes-
tation (maghar). Moreover, the Word, the Intellect and the universal Soul are
respectively the archetypes of the Imam, the Proof (hujja) and the Prophet:
this is the ‘Al — Salman — Muhammad triad seen as entities that precede the
creation of the physical world. These three entities necessarily have a maghar,
a locus of manifestation, here below: the uninterrupted succession of count-
less Imams, Proofs and Prophets who have made their mark on the hiero-
history of our world.

The elevated Word, the first Intellect and the universal Soul each have a
locus of manifestation (maghar) in this world. The locus of manifesta-
tion of the elevated Word is the Imam who is situated beyond represen-
tation and imagination (tasawwur wa taswir) and rises above description
(wasf) and negation [of the attributes] (tanzih). The locus of manifesta-
tion of the first Intellect is the highest Proof (hujja) of the Imam, giving

an emblematic figure of Muslim esotericism, equally respected by Shi‘is and Sunni Sutfis;
see Massignon, “Salman Pak”.

45  Nasir al-Din al-Tasi, Sayr wa suliik, § 24—27, 30, pp. 35-37, 39; Id. Rawdat al-taslim, 8—20;
Jambet, Convocation, 129—46.
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form to perfection. The locus of manifestation of the universal Soul is the
Prophet, who, at the beginning of the cycle, gives souls the capacity to
receive this form, which is ultimate perfection.*6

The three ‘loci of manifestation’ take the form of a human being with ever-
changing features, appearing at times as a newborn child and at others as a
haggard old man, and in the four corners of the earth.#”

All the Imams are just the same as ‘Ali [...]. It is he, who has neither a
beginning nor an end, but in relation to the people he may appear as a
father, as a son, or as a great-grandson. Sometimes he appears as a young
person, as a child, or in a mother’s womb; [sometimes] in concealment
or manifest, as a king, in poverty or oppression, or forgiving and merciful.
He makes all these appearances to human eyes from a physical perspec-
tive, so that all creatures may sustain their existence.*®

They take on themselves a body that must submit to the vicissitudes of biologi-
cal functions (ageing, sickness, suffering, death), but they live in it as one lives
in a house, without maintaining any substantial link to this body: this is the
so-called “Docetism” that is so dear to ultra-Shi‘T movements.*?

In the ‘Ali — Salman — Muhammad triad, the Imam ‘Ali is the revealed God,
the divine Word, to whom the ineffable God has delegated his powers and his
attributes: “God dressed him in the habit of his own unity and granted him
his own eternal existence beyond being”.>° The Imam is thus the centre of
the heavens and the pole of the earth, without his presence, the world could
not subsist for even a single instant. The angels, the jinn and humankind are
placed under his command.5!

As for Salman, the Proof of the Imam, who receives the influx of science
from him as the moon receives the light of the sun, his function consists in
organising the da‘wa and acting as intermediary between the Imam and his
disciples. Corresponding to the agent Intellect of the philosophers, his teach-
ing actualises the potential intellect of the dignitaries (hudid), so that they are

46 Tas1, Rawdat, § 330, p. 95; Jambet, Convocation, 282.

47  Tasi, Sayr, § 31-37, pp. 40—43; Id. Rawdat, § 359, p. 106; Jambet, Convocation, 302; cf. ibid.
103-13.

48  Hasan-e Mahmud-e Katib, Haft bab, § 34, p. 63.

49  De Smet, “Les racines docétistes”; Jambet, Convocation, 96—97.

50 Tuasi, Rawdat, § 351, p- 102; Jambet, Convocation, 294.

51 Tasl, Rawdat, § 350—351, p. 102; Jambet, Convocation, 293—95; Hasan-e Mahmiud-e Katib,
Haft bab, § 113, pp. 52—53.
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able in their turn to move the intellect of neophytes from a state of potentiality
to one of actuality.52

Finally, Muhammad, the Prophet, occupies a more modest rank, but is nev-
ertheless indispensable to the economy of salvation. As he is “the man of the
Law” (sahib al-shart‘a), he belongs to a different ‘realm’ from that of the Imam
and his Proof, who are placed under the sign of the Resurrection.>® In Nizari
thought, Law and Resurrection, shari'a and giyama, are antithetical principles
that nevertheless coexist over long periods and ultimately complement each
other: “Religious law (shari‘at) means the path, which is derived from shari
resurrection is destination (magsad)”>* In hiero-history’s cyclical timespan
there is an alternation between ‘cycles of occultation’ (adwar al-satr) and
“cycles of manifestation” (adwar al-kashf). The ideal cycle of occultation con-
tains six prophetic cycles, each initiated by a Prophet-Legislator who imposes
alegalistic religion while the esoteric science that is indispensable to the resur-
rection of the believer is discreetly taught by the Imam and his Proof to an elite
of initiated people, who must keep this secret (tagéyya). At the end of the last
of these prophetic cycles, the Imam breaks the tagiyya by publicly proclaiming
his divinity; he then abrogates the shari‘a and opens a cycle of manifestation,
during which there is neither Prophet, nor Law, nor worship.55 This is exactly
what occurred at Alamut in 1164.

Just as the universal Soul must undertake the unrewarding task of manipu-
lating the matter of the physical world, the Prophet must sully himself with
the law and submit to his own prescriptions. But his work is as necessary and
beneficial as the demiurgic operation of the universal Soul: without a shari‘a,
humanity could not survive during a cycle of occultation, because human fury
would destroy the world and the path of salvation would be closed to all — for
without revealed texts and legal prescriptions, there would be nothing from
which to extract gnosis by means of esoteric exegesis (ta’wil).56 In addition,
the Ghadir Khumm episode illustrates the complicity that exists between
Muhammad and ‘Ali: the unification of the zahir and the batin, of legalistic
religion and the science of resurrection, for the entire duration of the cycle of
Islam.5” And, on the model of the universal Soul receiving the forms of the

52 Tasl, Rawdat, § 381-84, pp. 111—13; Jambet, Convocation, 311-13; cf. ibid. p. 317 n. 13-14.

53  Tusi, Aghaz wa anjam, § 14-15, p. 56.

54  Ibid. §15,p. 56.

55  Tasl, Rawdat, § 174—75, pp. 54—55; Jambet, Convocation, 214.

56  Tasl, Rawdat, § 317-35, pp. 92—-97; § 412—18, 118—20; Jambet, Convocation, 278-85, 324—26;
cf. Badakhchani, Spiritual Resurrection, 22—23.

57  Tasi, Rawdat, § 425, p. 121; Jambet, Convocation, 329.
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Intellect, the Prophet received revelation from the Proof, Salman, traditionally
identified with the angel Gabriel.58

The subordinate role of the Prophet, supposed to be stated explicitly in
Quran 137, “Thou art only a warner”? is accentuated in Nizarl literature
written after the destruction of Alamut by the Mongols in 654/1256. Fas! dar
bayan-e shenakht-e imam, by Khayrkhwah-e Harati (d. after 960/1553) opens
thus:

The book on the recognition of the Imam, who is the locus of manifes-
tation of the Imperative, of the Proof who is the locus of manifestation
of the universal Intellect, of the missionary (daf), of the higher licenti-
ate (madhin akbar), of the lower licentiate (ma'dhiin asghar) and of the
respondent (mustajab), who are the loci of manifestation of the univer-
sal Soul.?

When we compare this to the similar passage from al-Tust’s Rawdat al-taslim
cited above, the absence of the Prophet is obvious; here, his place as maghar of
the universal Soul is taken by the dignitaries (hudiid) of the da‘wa.

In fact, this means that here the Prophet Muhammad is explicitly designated
a dat. The angel Gabriel is none other than the Aujja Salman, who brings the
revelation to the Prophet — that is, he trains his missionary for the mission with
which he is to be tasked: the elaboration of the shari‘a of Islam. The hadith of
the Prophet, “If Aba Dharr knew what is in Salman’s heart, he would condemn
him as an infidel’, is explained as follows: if Aba Dharr were to learn from
Salman that his (Salman’s) position was superior to that of the Prophet, and
that ‘Ali is the creator and former (khaliqg wa musawwir) of the world, he would
consider him to be an infidel and kill him.6! The author then reports a curious
tradition in which A’isha (!) declares that she never saw the Prophet ascend to
the heavens, or receive a visit from the angel Gabriel. In fact, she is said to have
reported that Salman came to see the Prophet occasionally to whisper things
in his ear. Afterwards, the Prophet would say that Gabriel had descended and
revealed to him such or such a verse from the mouth of God himself.62

Like all his predecessors, the Prophet Muhammad is the man of law who,
during the night preceding the dawn of the resurrection, veils the Imam and the

58  Tasl, Rawdat, § 470, p. 133; Jambet, Convocation, 348-49; cf. ibid. p. 319 n. 20.

59  Tusi, Aghaz, § 14, p. 56.

6o  Khayrkhwah, Fasl dar bayan-e shenakt-e imam, 13.

61 Khayrkhwah, Fasl, 17; cf. Jambet, Convocation, 108—9. Abit Dharr was one of the Prophet’s
companions. He favoured ‘All and was thus held in high esteem by Shi‘is.

62 Khayrkhwah, Fasl, 18.
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Proof with his shari‘a. However, if we take into account their superior position
to that of the Prophet, the Imam and his Aujja are not obliged to observe this
law, to the extent that Salman openly broke it, in front of everyone. On the
other hand, ‘Ali, despite his divinity, pretended to conform to the law and, after
the Prophet’s death, swore loyalty to Abu Bakr. If he had done otherwise he
would have destroyed Muhammad’s mission, for no one would have followed
the shari‘a, and the world would have gone to its end, since the time of resur-
rection had, at that time, not yet arrived. Elsewhere, the shari‘a is compared to
the chain or rope that controls an obstinate donkey. In creating an instrument
to keep his adversaries on their toes, the Prophet had usefully contributed to
the public good. The treatise ends on this antinomian note, which is character-
istic of radical Sh1‘ism.3

Khayrkhwah-e Haratl is a representative of Persian Nizarism. On the Indian
subcontinent, Nizari Isma‘lism, or Satpanth (the “straight Path”), which was
spread by the Pirs in the name of their Imam, who lived in Iran, was the vehicle
for similar ideas, very much influenced by Hinduism. Thus, the ‘brief’ version
of the famous ginan Dasa Avatara (“the ten avatars”), attributed to Pir Sadr
al-Din (end of the eighth/fourteenth century) uses grandiose images borrowed
in part from Hindu mythology to celebrate ‘Ali’s sparkling divinity, presenting
him as none other than the tenth and final avatar of the god Vishnu. On the
other hand, ‘Nabi Muhammad Mustafa’ is mentioned only a single time here,
as the “guru of the world”.64 Muhammad also takes on this subordinate role as
guru in the ‘long’ version of the Dasa Avatara that circulated under the name
of Imam Shah (d. 919/1513). Identified with Brahma, Guru Muhammad takes
his place as a vizir alongside Shah ‘Ali, who is ‘seated upon cushions’ as the
tenth avatar of the supreme God Vishnu: “Then, as the tenth form [of Vishnu],
the name of the Lord Murtada ‘Ali has been taught [...]. Then know that the
guru is the Prophet Muhammad Mustafa."6> At the Last Judgement, the Shah
will refuse requests to intercede in favour of people if they have been proffered
by guru Brahma, (Muhammad): ultimately, as a divinity, ‘Ali is in sole charge
and is under no obligation to obey his advisors.56

63 Khayrkhwah, Fasl, 14, 21-23.

64 Hooda, “Some Specimens of Satpanth Literature”, 112—15. For more on the literature of the
ginan, religious hymns in different Indian languages, including Gujarati, see, among oth-
ers, Asani, “Isma‘ili ginans’.

65  Khakee, The Dasa Avatara. 474—75; cf. ibid. 69, 376, and the commentaries by Khakee,
43—44. As a guru, Muhammad occupies the same rank as Pir Shams al-Din, the celebrated
author of ginans, and is thus considered to be a close collaborator of the Imam; see
Khakee, The Dasa Avatara, 62, 64, 72, 87.

66 Khakee, The Dasa Avatara, 436.
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5 Divinity (lahat), Humanity (nasiut) and Covering (ghilaf):
The Tayyibi Triad

Idris ‘Imad al-Din, whom we have to thank for the only Isma‘ili biography of the
Prophet, of which we spoke at the beginning of the present chapter, was also
the author of an impressive manual of esoteric Tayyib1 doctrine, Kitab Zahr
al-maani.%7 Unlike the Nizaris, the Tayyibis (their rivals) had always wanted
to perpetuate the Fatimid tradition, including the use of the Arabic language.
For them there was no question of downgrading the Prophet Muhammad
and making him ‘Ali’s subordinate. The founding father of Tayyibism, Ibrahim
al-Hamidi (d. 557/1162) himself left no room for doubt on this topic: the three
“loci” (magam) of the world of religion, the Prophet, the Heir and the Imams,
are all on an equal footing.58

This being the case, Tayyib1 authors frequently cited hadiths illustrating this
equality between Muhammad and ‘AlL. For instance, the latter is said to have
declared: “Muhammad is the topaz (al-yaqut al-safra’) and I am the sapphire
(al-yaqut al-hamra’)”. Another example: ‘I and Muhammad come from one
unique light, the light of God the Most High. God ordered that this light should
split into two parts. He told the first half: ‘Be Muhammad! and the second half:
‘Be ‘Ali!"”69

The content of this second tradition demonstrates that the Prophet and the
Heir are considered to be eternal, or rather pre-eternal, principles: God created
them a long time before He made the earth. To support this, Tayyibi authors
draw on a large stock of ancient ultra- Shi1 hadiths, some of which stem
from the movement of the Mukhammisa (disciples of Abu l-Khattab), which
expanded the Muhammad — ‘Ali pairing to include the five akl al-bayt.”® With
this aim, Idris ‘Imad al-Din cites a long hadith in which the Prophet declares:

God created me and he created my brother ‘Ali when there was neither
heaven, nor earth, nor paradise, nor hell, nor Tablet nor Pen. When he
wanted to create us, he uttered a word (kalima), which became a light
and a soul (naran wa rithan). He mixed them together and created ‘Ali
and me from this mixture. From my light, he made the Throne — I am
superior to the throne — and from the light of ‘Al he created the light of

67 Hamdani, “A Compendium of Isma‘ili Esoterics”

68 Ibrahim al-Hamidj, Kitab Kanz al-Walad, 200—201.

69  Muhammad b. Tahir al-Harithi, Kitab al-Anwar al-latifa, 123.

70  This renewal of ancient pre-Fatimid doctrines and traditions is a wide-spread phenom-
enon in Tayyibism; see De Smet, “The Intellectual Interactions’, 299—321. For more on Abu
I-Khattab and the Mukhammisa, see Asatryan, Controversies, passim.
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heaven, ‘All being superior to heaven. From al-Hasan’s light he created
the light of the moon and from al-Husayn’s light he created the light of
the sun, establishing them both [the sun and the moon] as lights for the
inhabitants of the earth. [...] From the light of Fatima, God Most High
created something that took the shape of a candelabrum, and suspended
it from the ring (qurt) of the Throne, so that it would illuminate (azharat)
the heavens and the earth. For this reason, Fatima is called ‘the radiant
on€’ (al-zahra’).™

Thus were created the “silhouettes of light” (ashbah niirin), which represent the
divinity (/ahit) of the Prophet, of the Heir and, by extension, of the Imams who
descend from him. On this subject, Id11s cites a conversation between the fifth
Imam, Muhammad al-Baqir, and his disciple Jabir b. Yazid al-Ju‘fi. The Imam
teaches that the true essence (hagiga) of Muhammad, which never ceases to
exist, is none other than the first created being, the Preceder (sabiq) or univer-
sal Intellect. This essence is immutable and imperceptible to the senses, as is
mentioned in Qur’an 7: 198: “Thou seest them looking at thee, unperceiving.”
In order to manifest himself to humanity and bring it the guidance it needs,
Muhammad’s l@hit takes human shape; this is Muhammad’s ‘humanity’ or
nasit. It is a “noble form, subtle and luminous” that believers may perceive if
they are pure of soul. Finally, the nasut is made manifest within a bodily cover-
ing (ghilaf) that all can perceive — a covering that is susceptible to suffering
and death. Al-Baqir goes on to say that what applies to Muhammad applies
also to Fatima. All the calamities that befell her were calamities in appearance
only (‘ala l-khayal): they touched only the veil (satr) that hides her divinity. The
same is true for the other akl al-bayt, ‘Alj, al-Hasan and al-Husayn. Idris then
confirms what the Imam says by invoking Qur’an 4: 157, the famous verse on
the crucifixion: the Jews crucified and murdered the bodily envelope of Jesus,
but not his divinity.”

Idris and the other Tayyibi authors clearly indicate how the lahit of the
Prophets, the Imams and the Heirs should be understood. It does not mean
that the transcendent Creator (mubdi) “incarnates himself” in a human fig-
ure — this thesis is unanimously rejected as an “exaggeration” (ghuluww) and

71 Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Kitab Zahr al-ma‘ani, 176-77.

72 Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Zahr al-ma@ant, 179-82; cf. De Smet, “Racines docétistes’, 105-6. A
recurrent ambiguity occurs in Tayyibi texts because of the fact that they refer to Shi1
hadiths that make a distinction only between the lahut and the nasut, while Tayyibism
adds a third level, that of the ghilaf. Although it is considered to be a subtle body, the
nasut is also corruptible. However, it does not experience sickness and bodily suffering —
unlike the carnal covering in which it manifests itself.



320 DE SMET

condemned as “faithlessness” (kufr). The divinity of Muhammad, of ‘All and
of the Imams is the universal Intellect; they appear on earth in successive pro-
phetic cycles under different names and appearances, but always in their roles
as “loci of manifestation” (maghar) of the Intellect.”® This is a “manifestation”
and not an “infusion” (hulul) of the divine principle, for there is neither incar-
nation, nor union of substance. Once again, we find the Docetism that we have
already observed in the Nizarl tradition: the divinity “inhabits” the bodily cov-
ering just as we live in a house; this house is not part of us and is not physically
bound to our body.”#

Their nasit, however, is a subtle and luminous body in human form, which
serves as a veil (hijab) to “mask and soften the blinding light of the lahut’, of
which it is the maghar.”™ Often described as a “camphorous body” (jism
kafurt), it can only be perceived by believers, “the holders of divine science
and true knowledge”. But everyone who perceives it does so through the lens of
his own disposition and according to the purity of his soul. Thus these schol-
ars are in disagreement about the colour of ‘All’s nasit: some see it as white,
some as brown and others in other colours.”® Generated by a complex celes-
tial alchemy, this luminous body is mortal; at the death of a Prophet or an
Imam, the subtle substances that make it up return to the celestial bodies and
are reused to make the nasit of a subsequent Imam.”” After this, the nasut is
veiled and protected by a bodily covering (ghilaf) that is visible to all. Most
Tayyib1 authors consider this to be a flesh and blood body, mortal and corrupt-
ible, although a more Docetic minority sees it as a mere cast, without biologi-
cal functions.”®

If the material bodies of Prophets and Imams are to some extent denigrated
as mere external coverings, their lahut and nasut are on equal footing with
each other, because they reflect the equivalence between Muhammad and ‘Alj,
between the zahir and the batin. Thus, Idris quotes a tradition according to
which the sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq, responds to a question from Muhammad
b. Sinan” about the Prophet Muhammad and ‘All. The Imam declares that
the name Muhammad refers in fact to Allah, the first creature, who proceeds

73 Al-Hamidi, Kanz al-Walad, 200—201.

74  Al-Harithi, al-Anwar al-latifa, 121.

75  Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Zahr al-ma‘ani, 279-80.

76 Al-Harithi, al-Anwar al-latifa, 112.

77 For a detailed study of this process, see De Smet, “La naissance miraculeuse de 'ITmam
ismaélien”.

78 De Smet, ‘Racines docétistes’, 100-108.

79  Muhammad b. Sinan is an emblematic figure of so-called ‘extremist’ Shi‘ism; see Halm,
“Buch der Schatten”, 236—40.
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from the light of the Creator. Muhammad is consequently the interior divin-
ity (al-lahat al-batin), hidden, but made manifest by the name ‘Ali, which
refers to the apparent form (al-sira al-gahira) of the nasut. Muhammad and
‘Ali are thus the two faces of a single reality, the batin made manifest by the
gahir, the lahut exteriorised by the nasut. This is said to be the esoteric mean-
ing of the hadith of Ghadir Khumm, “Whoever is my friend is ‘Ali’s friend”:
Allah, or Muhammad, is hidden in his batin but is made manifest by his zahir,
‘Ali, who represents his nasut.8° This complementary relationship between
Muhammad and ‘Ali, between the lahit and the nasit, is present in the essence
of each Prophet and Imam.

6 Conclusion

For Isma‘lis, in keeping with an outlook that is widespread in Shi‘ism, the fig-
ure of the Prophet of Islam is inseparable from that of his Heir, ‘Al1, who is the
guarantor of the esoteric dimension of the revelation. Their relationship easily
becomes metahistorical, since Muhammad and ‘Ali exemplify all the Prophet —
Heir pairings that have succeeded each other since the time of Adam and Seth.
Simultaneously, they are elevated to the cosmological level in relation with the
Intellect and the universal Soul.

Ismaflism is the direct heir of the ShiT currents of the early centuries of
Islam, often originating from Kufa, and often accused by their adversaries of
exaggerating the status of the Prophets and the Imams to the point of deifying
them. This accusation of ghuluww (exaggeration) was, inevitably, extended to
the Isma‘lis, who refute it unanimously. Despite all their doctrinal differences,
they agree on one vital point: God, the ultimate Creator, remains inaccessible
and cannot manifest himself directly in his messengers. These messengers are
the ‘loci of manifestation’ (maghar) of the first created principles, such as the
Word, the Intellect or the Soul.

The nature of the Muhammad—Ali pairing is, however, conceived in different
ways during different periods and within different religious currents. “Fatimid

8o Idris ‘Imad al-Din, Zahr al-ma@ni, 163—64. This tradition, reported by Muhammad b.
Sinan, is part of the beliefs of the Khattabi current, which considered Muhammad to be
the batin of God, and ‘Ali or the Imams to be his zahir. This does not conform to Isma‘ili
doctrine, in which, inversely, Muhammad is associated with the zahir, and ‘Al or the
Imams with the batin. But Idris reclaims this tradition in order to illustrate the comple-
mentary nature of the relationship between the two poles of this pairing. This kind of
recycling of ancient traditions drawn from different Shi'T movements introduces some
elements of confusion into Tayyibism.
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orthodoxy” wanted at all costs to avoid the antinomianism that follows from
an overvaluation of esoteric exegesis over the letter of the law. Missionaries
from this current, such as al-Mu'ayyad and Nasir-e Khosraw, upheld the supe-
riority of Muhammad, who combines the zahir and the batin, over ‘Ali and the
Imams, whose science depends entirely on the Prophet. Corresponding to the
Intellect and the Pen, the Prophet, as the giving principle, represents the male
element, whereas his “joint companion” ‘Alj, as the receiving principle (associ-
ated with the universal Soul and the Tablet), forms the feminine component
of the pair. This couple exists under Qur’anic law, so the woman, of inferior
status, submits to the man and must obey him.

However, this vision was not shared by all Isma‘lis of the Fatimid period,
and some dissenting voices were still heard. One example is the former
Qarmatian, al-Sijistani, who was well-known for his antinomianism and who,
with his theory of the four principles, opened up the possibility of a shift in
the balance of power between Muhammad and ‘All. The sequence: Intellect,
Soul, Prophet, Heir, corresponding respectively to the procession of emanation
(ta’yid), the demiurgy of the material world (tarkib), the composition of the
revelation (ta’lif ) and its return through esoteric exegesis (ta’wil), lends itself
to a hierarchically vertical reading — in which case ‘All is at the bottom of the
ladder. However, the author also encourages a cyclical reading, on the model of
the Neo-Platonic cycle of procession and return. In this reading, ‘Alj, the prin-
ciple of return, finds himself corresponding with the Intellect, principle of the
procession, whereas Muhammad takes the place of ‘Ali on the lowest echelon,
corresponding with the universal Soul.

This inversion becomes the position of Nizarl Isma‘llism. The Great Resur-
rection of 1164 marks the beginning of a ‘cycle of manifestation’ and the abro-
gation of the shari‘a; it represents the triumph of esoteric religion over the law.
The Imam openly proclaims his ‘divinity’: he is the divine Word, and his com-
panion, the Proof, is the universal Intellect. The Prophet, the ‘man of the law’
who is useful in his own time, is relegated to the lowest rank: he corresponds to
the universal Soul, if he is not downgraded to the status of simple “missionary”
or guru, as in Nizari texts dating from after the fall of Alamat. The former triad
of the ghulat: ‘ayn (‘All), mim (Muhammad) and sin (Salman), is once more
primal, but in a modified order that accentuates its radical nature: ‘ayn, sin,
mim — with Muhammad being inferior to both ‘Ali and Salman.

The rival branch of Tayyibis, however, expresses its intention of staying loyal
to Fatimid tradition by claiming an equivalence between Muhammad and ‘AlL
But, following the example of the Nizaris, it also returns to ancient Shi1 tradi-
tions exalting the Prophet, ‘All and the other akl al-bayt as five principles that
existed before the creation of the material world. These archetypes, which are
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connected to the first Intellect, represent the divinity (/ahut) of the Prophets
and Imams, who show themselves to their followers in human form (their
humanity or nasut), within luminous bodies that are inside a covering (ghilaf)
of flesh and blood. The relationship between Muhammad and ‘Al1 thus typifies
that between the /ahut and the nasut of each Prophet and each Imam: at the
heart of each pairing there is strict equality and perfect balance.

It is clear from this study that after the fall of the Fatimid Empire Isma‘ilism
returned to the ancient Shi1 traditions from which it sprang, although the
Nizarl and Tayyibi branches did so on paths that were divergent and some-
times contradictory.
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La dimension éthique et politique de la révélation
prophétique chez les falasifa

Meryem Sebti

1 Introduction

L'héritage grec a nourri et influencé en profondeur une tradition philoso-
phique en langue arabel. Les ceuvres éthiques et politiques d’Aristote, dont
UEthique a Nicomaque — qui aura une influence déterminante sur la pensée
éthique et politique des philosophes musulmans —, sont traduites ; des extraits
de la République et les Lois de Platon deviennent accessibles en arabe.

Il est dorénavant d’'usage de qualifier de « classique » cette période, qui va
du 1x®me qu x11°™me siecle. C'est durant cette époque que cet héritage grec est
réinterprété par les philosophes musulmans. Pour notre propos, nous nous
limiterons a cette période classique et aux philosophes qui ont revendiqué leur
lien explicite avec I'héritage grec et notamment avec Aristote. Ils sont nommés
falasifa®. Dans le monde musulman, cette science a été tot caractérisée comme
étant allogéne?, attestant par leur nom méme le lien avec le monde grec. Il n'en
reste pas moins que le traitement par les falasifa de la question de la prophétie
aura une influence déterminante sur certains théologiens ash‘arites, et que la
syntheése avicennienne constitue une étape majeure dans la constitution de la
prophétologie islamique, de telle sorte qu'on peut considérer qu'il y a un avant
et un apres Avicenne, pour ce qui est de la doctrine de la prophétie dans le
monde musulman#.

A moins de simplifications hatives, il n'est pas possible d'esquisser les
contours d'une prophétologie qui serait commune a tous les falasifa. Al-Kindi

1 Pour l'histoire du mouvement de traduction gréco-arabe, cf. Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic
Culture. Pour la transmission des ceuvres de Platon en arabe, voir l'article de Gutas, “Platon.
Tradition arabe”.

2 Shahrastani (m. 158), Kitab al-milal wa-l-nihal, 111, 501-636. Cf. Shahrastani, Le livre des reli-
glons et des sectes, 363-67.

3 Peter Adamson, indique que c'est ainsi qu'ils sont caractérisés par al-Khwarizmi dans son
Mafatih al-‘ulam (écrit autour de 977), Adamson, Al-Kindi, 21.

4 Ayman Shihadeh montre comment la doctrine de la prophétie avicennienne a influencé
celle de Razi, The Theological Ethics ; voir aussi Griffel, Al-Ghazalt’s Philosophical Theology.
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(m. apres 870), Abui Bakr al-Razi (864-925) al-Farabi (m. 950), Avicenne (980-
1037), Ibn Bajja (m. autour de 1138), Ibn Tufayl (1110-1185) et Averroes (1126-1198)
ont néanmoins, en dépit de leurs différences et de leurs différents, tenté de
rendre compte rationnellement du phénomene de la prophétie ; I'intégrant —
pour certains d'entre eux — dans une cosmologie complexe de type émana-
tiste. La position d’Abu Bakr Razi sur la prophétie n'est connue qu’au travers de
l'ceuvre de son adversaire, 'ismaélien Abu Hatim al-Razi qui la rapporte dans
son Kitab a‘lam al-nubuwwa®. En régle générale, ce qui intéresse les falasifa
ce n'est pas tant le personnage historique ou sacré du prophéte Muhammed
qu'une analyse de ce que signifie d'un point de vue philosophique la présence
parmi les hommes d’'un homme porteur d'une Loi dont l'origine est divine.
Leur approche de la prophétie demeure généralement dans la lignée de la
tradition philosophique grecque, dans la mesure ou ils cherchent a rendre
compte rationnellement de l'expérience prophétique. Les principes de leur
épistémologie permettent d’expliquer les visions prophétiques et le mode de
transmission de la révélation (al-wahy). Cependant, alors que Farabi demeure
dans une description générique de la prophétie, Avicenne, notamment dans
le livre X de la Métaphysique du Shifa’, identifie clairement le propheéte avec le
prophéte de I'islam par la médiation duquel le Coran a été révélé aux hommes.

2 Raison et foi

Ce qui caractérise la falsafa, c'est la conviction inébranlable que la raison
humaine peut accéder par ses propres moyens au fondement ontologique et
métaphysique de la réalité. L'acte créateur de Dieu, Sa providence, l'unicité
absolue de Son essence : toutes ces questions sont du ressort de notre humaine
raison. Dés lors, se pose de fagon aigue la question de savoir pourquoi donc la
prophétie etle message qu'elle révele aux hommes sont nécessaires alors méme
qu'une certaine catégorie d’hommes — les philosophes — ont acces, par la res-
source de leur seule raison, a la vérité ultime. On est en droit de se demander
si la prophétologie n'est pas pour les philosophes un exercice de style obligé,
destiné a satisfaire un auditoire musulman. Bien que légitime, cette question
regoit une réponse négative. Tous affirment la nécessité de la prophétie, méme

5 Razi, Kitab a‘lam al-nubuwwa. Contrairement a I'idée longtemps soutenue sur la base de l'ou-
vrage de son adversaire selon laquelle Abu Bakr Razi rejetait la prophétie, Marwan Rashed
montre de facon convaincante que Razi accorde au prophéte une fonction éthique d'éduca-
tion des Ames, cf. Rashed, “Abu Bakr Raz1” 169-82.
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si les arguments qui fondent cette nécessité sont congus différemment par les
uns et les autres.

Leur conviction commune est que la philosophie, qui exprime mieux que
toute autre science la puissance de la raison, n'est pas muette face aux données
delarévélation. Elle n'est pas la certes pour s’y substituer, mais elle peut les fon-
der rationnellement et méme leur apporter un poids supplémentaire, notam-
ment lorsqu'il s'agit de dogmes sujets a controverse avec d’autres religions. La
philosophie vient renforcer la révélation. Elle vient attester par le pouvoir de
la raison sa véracité. Ainsi, pour al-Farabi et Avicenne, la particularité du pro-
phete doit étre rationnellement fondée ; elle s'inscrit dans une métaphysique
et une cosmologie qui permettent de rendre raison des capacités singuliéres
du prophéte, notamment noétique.

Al-Kindi dans son ouvrage Risala fi kammiyyat kutub Aristutalis® distinguait
déja la connaissance du prophete de celle des autres hommes. Celle du pro-
phete vient directement de Dieu par révélation ; elle ne s'acquiert pas dans
le temps alors que les hommes doivent entreprendre un long apprentissage
pour atteindre la connaissance philosophique. Cependant, bien qu’al-Kind1
distingue le mode d’accés a la connaissance du prophéte de celui des hommes
ordinaires, il ne dit pas que la connaissance a laquelle parviennent les pro-
phetes est différente de celle a laquelle accedent les philosophes. Les philo-
sophes l'acquiérent par l'effort et 'étude et le prophete instantanément par
révélation. Cette doctrine aura une influence déterminante sur les doctrines
noétiques des falasifa qui viennent apres lui. L'intellect étant la plus noble des
facultés humaines, celle qui le distingue des animaux et le rend semblable aux
étres célestes, il va de soi que le prophéte, qui est le plus noble des hommes, doit
avoir un intellect parfaitement accompli. Al-Farabi et Avicenne lui attribuent
aussi une imagination singuliérement développée, qui lui permet de transcrire
les intelligibles recus de I'intellect agent en symboles, accessibles a ceux dont
la capacité intellectuelle ne leur permet pas d’avoir acces aux démonstrations
apodictiques de la métaphysique”. Averroés lui accorde, en sus d’un intellect

6 Rasa’l al-Kindt al-falsafiyya, 373; traduction anglaise dans Adamson and Pormann, The
Philosophical Works of al-Kind.

7 1l existe néanmoins une différence importante entre la doctrine de I'imagination prophé-
tique de Farabi et celle d’Avicenne. En raison des particularités de sa cosmologie, Avicenne
établit une connexion entre les images contenues dans les &mes des spheres célestes, qui
sont dotées d'imagination, et I'imagination des hommes et en particulier avec I'imagination
du prophéte, qui est pleinement réceptive a cette donation. Farabi consideére quant a lui que
I'intellect agent émane des formes intellectuelles sur I'intellect et que 'imagination les trans-
forme en images. Il récuse l'existence d’ames des spheres. Cette distinction entre les doc-
trines des deux philosophes a une conséquence importante sur le statut des images recues
par I'imagination du prophete.
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pleinement réalisé, la maitrise de I'outil rhétorique qui lui permet de s'adresser
au peuple par métaphore et d’étre aisément compris de lui. Selon lui, le pro-
phete donne a méditer aux hommes du commun (a/- @mma) des symboles qui
permettent a tout un chacun d’avoir une représentation imagée de la vérité
ultime sans étre déconcerté par 'dpre rigueur de la vérité métaphysique8. Le
prophéte apparait des lors comme un médiateur nécessaire sans lequel la vie
en commun basculerait dans le chaos. Grace a la sharia en effet, la Loi divine
dont il est le transmetteur, les hommes du commun peuvent mener une vie
vertueuse. Quant aux autres, I'élite des hommes (al-khassa) a laquelle appar-
tiennent les philosophes, ils se doivent de chercher a connaitre le fondement
de la réalité a 'aide de la méthode démonstrative : selon Averroes, il s'agit la
pour eux d’'une obligation légale. C'est néanmoins la Loi révélée qui sert de
ciment social et permet la vie en commun: elle assure la constitution et la
pérennité de la umma (la communauté religieuse). Dans son Fas! al-Magal,
Averroes insiste sur le fait que les versets autour desquels il y a consensus dans
la communauté musulmane ne peuvent étre discutés par les philosophes®.

3 Ethique et politique

L'homme est un animal social qui ne peut survivre hors d'une communauté
politique®. Or, la cité musulmane est régie par la Loi révélée, la shari‘a, qui est
transmise aux hommes par le prophete. Ainsi que le montre Muhsin Mahdi', la

8 “Les choses qui, en raison de leur abscondité, ne peuvent étre connues que par la démons-
tration, Dieu a fait a Ses serviteurs qui n'ont pas acces a la démonstration, a cause de leurs
dispositions innées, ou de leurs habitudes, ou a défaut des conditions [qui leur eussent
permis] cet apprentissage, la grace de leur en présenter des symboles et des allégories,
et de les convier a accorder leur assentiment a ces symboles, car a ceux-ci il est possible
d’assentir au moyen des arguments qui sont communs a tous, c'est-a-dire les dialectiques
et les rhétoriques”, Averroes, Traité décisif, 140 (arabe); 141 (frangais).

9 “Notre propos a fait apparaitre qu'il y a dans la Révélation des énoncés auxquels il faut
attribuer leur sens obvie et qu'il n’est pas permis d’interpréter, et dont I'interprétation est
infidélité si elle met en cause des principes [dogmatiques] fondamentaux ; ou innovation
blamable si elle met en cause quelque chose en deca de ces principes’, Traité décisif, 140-
142 (arabe) ; 141-43 (francais).

10  Aristote définissait 'homme ainsi: “Chomme est par nature un animal politique’,
Politique, 1253 a 2-3, La Politique d’Aristote n'a pas été traduite en arabe, néanmoins cette
définition de 'homme comme “animal politique” a été connue des falasifa. Sur la ques-
tion de la traduction de la Politique en arabe, cf. Brague, “Note sur la traduction arabe de
la Politique”, 423-33. S. Vasileos affirme que quelques fragments de la Politique auraient
existé en arabe, cf. “A Note on the Transmission of Aristotle”.

11 Muhsin Mahdi, “The Political Orientation”.
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shari‘a enjoint aux hommes de se considérer comme étant, bien que créatures
privilégiées auxquelles Dieu d’adresse par l'intermédiaire de son propheéte,
les éléments d'un ensemble qui les inclut et les dépasse. Répondre aux réqui-
sits de la shari'a nécessite une attitude vertueuse de la part de 'homme. Il lui
incombe de mettre de c6té les exigences de son individualité pour permettre
la bonne marche de la umma. Cest 13, comme le remarque Muhsin Mahdi, une
exigence commune avec la démarche philosophique, qui requiert de 'homme
une attitude vertueuse afin de pouvoir satisfaire a la rigueur de I'exercice de la
philosophie, lequel ne peut étre accompli par un homme que menent ses pas-
sions. Ainsi la cité religieuse et la cité philosophique sont toutes deux des cités
vertueuses!2. Al-Farabi a été le premier a concevoir une interconnexion étroite
entre le travail éthique sur soi et la dimension proprement politique de la vie
humaine. Cette doctrine, qui est au cceur de sa pensée, aura une influence
décisive sur ses successeurs, en particulier sur Avicenne et Averroeés. Ainsi,
al-Farabi affirme dans Kitab Tahsil al-sa‘ada que « philosophe », « princeps »,
«10i», « nomothéte » et «imam » ont la méme signification!3. Dans la phi-
losophie grecque comme dans le monde musulman, une place centrale est
accordée a la loi, et c'est cet idéal commun qui permet a Farabi de réaliser une
synthese entre la source grecque et islamique.

La lecture des ceuvres politiques et éthiques grecques a conduit Farabi et
ses épigones a saisir plus complétement le caractere politique de la sharia en
islam!4. Pour ces philosophes, comme le montre Muhsin Mahdi, la révélation
n'est pas seulement la communication directe entre Dieu et 'homme; une
transmission de croyances, un dialogue entre un Dieu personnel de justice et
d’amour & un homme qu'il a créé a son image ; c'est surtout et avant tout une
Loi qui engage I'homme qui doit vivre dans une société politiquement organi-
sée afin de pouvoir réaliser pleinement sa destinée. Cette Loi est congue par
les falasifa comme étant celle de la cité idéale. Elle englobe tous les détails de
la vie, de la codification des mariages et des divorces a la préparation de la vie
éternelle. Elle permet a ’homme de bien vivre ici-bas et de préparer sa vie dans
l'au-dela. Ce double aspect de la sharia est ce qui permet de la caractériser

12 Muhsin Mahdi, “The Political Orientation” 5.

13 “Ainsi, imam, ‘philosophe’ et ‘nomothete’ (wadi‘ al-nawamis) ont la méme signification’,
Kitab Tahsil al-sa‘ada, 92.

14  Dimitri Gutas, considére, notamment contre Muhsin Mahdi et beaucoup d’autres, que
la dimension politique de l'ceuvre de Farabi a été exagérée et quelle mériterait d'étre
revue, cf. Gutas, “The meaning of madani”. Pour la transmission des ceuvres politiques
d’Aristote en arabe, on peut consulter, Janssens, “Ibn Bajja and Aristote”. Dans cet article,
Jules Janssens se référe a [Ethique a Nicomaque, 4 1a Rhétorique et a 'Histoire des Animaux
dAristote et étudie I'influence de ces ouvrages sur la pensée politique d’'Ibn Bajja.
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comme Loi idéale. Aucune autre loi congue par un nomothete humain ne
pourrait réunir ces deux aspects pourtant indissociables de la vie humaine. La
sharia permet de fonder la cité idéale, comme la République était pour Platon
I'état idéal.

La sharia, par l'intermédiaire du prophéte, offre les lois de bonnes
conduites; les lois qui permettent & 'homme d'étre vertueux. Tous les fala-
sifa n'ont pas jugé nécessaire que '’homme vive dans une cité vertueuse pour
atteindre la perfection intellectuelle. Ibn Tufayl, dans son Hayy Ibn Yaqzan,
rompt avec la doctrine élaborée par al-Farabi selon laquelle le philosophe doit
penser les conditions de la cité vertueuse qui permet a tous de mener une vie
vertueuse et au philosophe de réaliser la pleine perfection de son intellect.
Méme si Avicenne et Averroes avaient réinterprété cette doctrine, chacun dif-
féremment, elle n'en restait pas moins un horizon doctrinal a partir duquel ils
orientaient leur propre doctrine. Pour Ibn Tufayl, au contraire, le philosophe
doit cheminer dans la solitude afin d’atteindre sa perfection.

Pour les falasifa, 'éthique et le politique sont indissociables (a 'exception
peut-étre d'Ibn Tufayl). Cette doctrine a une forte incidence sur leur prophéto-
logie, puisque le prophete est celui qui transmet la loi morale, loi sans laquelle
la vie commune — la vie politique donc — n'est pas possible. Le prophete est
donc le garant de la vie politique. Ce sont les lois qu'il a recues par révélation
qui cimentent la vie commune et organisent la cité.

Cette interconnexion entre I'’éthique et le politique trouve sa source dans
la pensée de Platon ainsi que dans la conception proprement musulmane de
la sharia. 1l existe néanmoins des nuances importantes entre les différents
falasifa. Au cours de cet article, je vais exposer brievement la conception de
I'éthique d’Avicenne puis celle d’Averroés pour montrer comment, malgré un
socle doctrinal commun, chacun de ces deux philosophes concoit différem-
ment la fonction éthique et politique du prophete.

4 Ethique et prophétie selon Avicenne : une esquisse

Clest dans un exposé consacré a la prophétie dans la Métaphysique du Shif@
quAvicenne cherche a fonder sa nécessité. Ce chapitre qui constitue le deu-
xiéme chapitre du livre X de la Métaphysique est intitulé « Fr ithbat al-nubuwwa
wa-kayfiyyat da‘wat al-nabi ila Allah ta‘ala, wa-l-ma‘ad ilayhi »'5 (De la preuve
dela prophétie et de la maniere dont le prophete appelle a Dieu qu'll soit exalté,
et du retour a Lui). Suivons le philosophe dans son argumentation : 'homme,

15  Shifa’ llahiyyat, 441-43.
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note-t-il — dans la droite lignée de Platon!6 — se distingue des autres animaux
par le besoin (al-haja) qui est le sien de vivre en société. Lhomme ne peut vivre
hors de la société, car c'est dans cette structure organisée que chacun fournit
a l'autre ce dont il a besoin pour sa survie. Ainsi, les hommes doivent néces-
sairement vivre en association (musharaka), or toute association doit reposer
sur un systéme de transactions réciproques (wa-la tatimmu al-musharaka illa
bi-l-mu‘amala). Les transactions réciproques ne peuvent se réaliser que si la
loi et 'équité prédominent (wa-la budda fi-l-mu‘amala'” min sunna wa ‘adl),
or la loi et I'équité requierent un législateur et un dispensateur de justice qui
les définisse et les applique. Ce 1égislateur doit pouvoir s'adresser aux hommes
afin de les contraindre a adhérer a la loi. Il doit donc étre un homme (wa-la
budda min an yakuna hadha insanan). Il ne peut pas laisser les hommes a leurs
opinions concernant la loi, car alors ils divergeraient, chacun considérant étre
dans son bon droit. Ainsi, pour la survie de I'espéce humaine — qui ne peut s'ac-
complir quen société — I'existence d’'un tel homme est absolument nécessaire.
Il est impossible que la Providence divine qui nous a octroyé tellement de
bienfaits non nécessaires ne nous dispense pas ce bienfait nécessaire a notre
survie!'8, Par conséquent, le 1égislateur doit exister et doit étre un homme. Il
doit aussi posséder une caractéristique (khustisiyya) que n'ont pas les autres
hommes afin qu'on puisse le reconnaitre!®. Puis Avicenne affirme en guise de

16 Pour Platon, République, 11, 369 a, le besoin (xpeia) est le principe fondateur de la cité :
les hommes ne peuvent individuellement se suffire a eux-mémes. Ils doivent s’associer
pour échanger le produit de leur travail. La cité est donc en premier lieu un échange de
services, une association d'intéréts entre les particuliers. Sur les traductions de Platon en
arabe, cf. Gutas, “Platon 'Tradition arabe”. Plus spécifiquement sur les traductions arabes
de la République, cf. Reisman, “Plato’s Republic in Arabic”.

17  Al-mu‘amalat est un terme de figh désignant: “toutes les matiéres de droit au sens occi-
dental du terme — statut personnel, droit commercial, droit pénal, etc. — et vise a mettre

”m

I'ensemble des relations humaines en harmonie avec les enseignements de la sharia’, voir
Chaumont, “Sharia” 829.

18  Ceraisonnement est courant dans les discussions juridiques et théologiques du Xe siécle,
notamment chez les Shafi‘ites. Sur ce point, cf. Shamsy, “The wisdom of God’s Law”.
Shamsy observe: “The primary justification for the assumption that the sacred law was
intended for the benefit of humankind appears to have been the divine attribute of wis-
dom (hikma)” 24.

19  Voici la traduction en entier de ce passage de la Métaphysique du Shifa : “Nous disons a
présent qu'il est bien connu que '’homme se distingue du reste des animaux en ce qu'il ne
peut avoir une vie convenable s'il s'isole seul en tant qu'individu, administrant ses affaires
sans associé pour l'aider a [satisfaire] ses besoins fondamentaux. [1l est aussi bien connu]
que [l'activité] de chaque homme doit étre complémentaire (mukfiyyan) [de celle] d'un
membre de son espéce ; [l'activité] de cet autre étant également complémentaire de celle
du premier et [de celle] de I'un de ses semblables. Ainsi, I'un fournirait des légumes a
lautre et ce dernier fournirait du pain au premier ; celui-ci ferait de la couture pour 'autre
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conclusion : « Il est donc nécessaire qu'un prophéte existe, et il est nécessaire
que ce soit un homme ( fa-wajibun idhan an yijada nabiwa wajibun an yakina
insanan) »%0.

Il nous faut comprendre pourquoi Avicenne conclut ce raisonnement en
affirmant que l'existence du prophéte est nécessaire. Pourquoi sans le pro-
phéte ne peut-il y avoir de shari‘a, entendue comme loi éthique et politique ?
Et pourquoi sans cette loi, ne peut-on envisager une authentique société
humaine au sein de laquelle la justice est possible ? Notons le lien étroit éta-
blit par Avicenne entre éthique et politique. Cette interconnexion est due au
fait que, comme le notait Muhsin Mahdji, I'accent mis sur le devoir éthique de
I’homme est le principe fondamental de la vie politique et sociale telle que la
concoivent aussi bien les philosophes que la Loi divine. La vie politique et la
vie sociale se caractérisent par le devoir d’agir de facon vertueuse?!.

Si seul le prophete est a méme d’étre le nomotheéte, cest parce que la loi
qui régit la cité est a la fois un code éthique et un code politique ou plutot
un code politique en tant qu'elle est un code éthique. Il nous faut essayer

et cet autre lui procurerait l'aiguille pour coudre, de sorte que lorsqu’ils se réuniraient
leurs affaires seraient complémentaires. C'est la raison pour laquelle [les hommes] ont
considéré comme nécessaire d’établir des cités et de former des associations. Quiconque
parmi eux n'a pas fait attention dans la fondation de sa cité a la connaissance requise des
régles nécessaires [pour fonder] une cité, et avec ses compagnons, s'est limité a [fonder]
une simple assemblée serait d’'un genre tres dissemblable a celui des hommes et nierait
leurs perfections. Quoi qu'il en soit cette sorte d’homme est obligée de former des assem-
blées et de chercher a ressembler aux citoyens des cités. Puisque cela est manifeste, il est
nécessaire pour l'existence de 'homme et pour sa survie de s'associer. L'association ne
s'achéve qu’a travers la transaction réciproque (al-mu‘amala), de méme qu'il est néces-
saire pour [réussir cette association] d’'user de toutes les autres causes dont [’homme]
dispose. Afin de pouvoir pratiquer des transactions, il est nécessaire de disposer de loi
(sunna) et d'équité. Afin d’avoir la loi et I'4quité, il est nécessaire d’avoir un législateur et
un dispensateur de justice. Ce dernier, en tant qu'il s'adresse aux hommes et les incite a
adhérer a la loi doit nécessairement étre un homme. [Le législateur] ne peut pas laisser
les hommes a leurs opinions concernant la loi, car alors ils divergent, chacun considérant
comme juste ce que les autres lui doivent et injuste ce qu'il doit aux autres ( fa-yakhtalifin
wa yara kullun minhum ma lahu ‘adlan wa ma ‘alayhi zulman)”, Shif@’, llahiyyat, X, 2, 441.
La derniére affirmation de ce passage de la Métaphysique du Shifa’ est proche de celle
qu'on trouve dans un pseudépigraphe arabe attribué a Platon, “Lignorant (...) s'imagine
que ce qui appartient a autrui est a lui’, cf. Aflatan, Kitab al-nawamis, 198. Georges Tamer
a établi qu'Avicenne connaissait trés probablement cet ouvrage, qui aurait été rédigé dans
des milieux ismaéliens et soufis au x¢™e siécle, cf. Tamer, “Politisches Denken”.

20 Shifa’, Ilahiyyat, X, 2, 442.

21 “The emphasis on man’s duty is also the overarching principle of political and social life as
seen by both the philosophers and the divine law. Political and social life are constituted
by the duty to act in a virtuous way”, Muhsin Mahdji, “The Political Orientation” 5.
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de comprendre pourquoi seul le prophete est 8 méme de révéler les lois qui
servent de fondements éthiques et politiques a la cité.

Le prophete est un don de la providence divine?2. Il apporte une loi, la
sharia, qui guide les hommes, regle leur comportement éthique et fonde le
pacte politique. Ce sont les lois révélées par le prophéte qui permettent aux
hommes de ne pas laisser leurs corps dominer leurs dmes et l'empéchent de
sombrer dans le mal moral. Le mal a I'égard des autres est donc d’abord et avant
tout un mal envers soi-méme ; c'est un inversement des rapports de domina-
tion : les puissances concupiscibles et irascibles prennent le dessus et étouf-
fent les élans de I'dme rationnelle. Un homme chez qui un tel inversement a
lieu ne peut qu'étre injuste envers ses concitoyens étant donné que seule la
satisfaction de ses instincts lui importe. La justice est donc une vertu qui se
cultive d’abord en soi-méme en redonnant a ses puissances psychiques 'ordre
de préséance qu'elles méritent?3.

Cependant, alors méme que les lois sont indispensables a la bonne marche
de la cité, seul le recours a la providence divine peut leur conférer une réelle
nécessité. En effet, les normes éthiques, selon Avicenne, ne sont pas acces-
sibles a l'intellect humain par ses propres efforts contrairement aux lois phy-
siques et mathématiques qu'il est en mesure de connaitre en se tournant vers
I'Intellect agent. Ainsi, des propositions telles «le tout est plus grand que la
partie » sont universelles et peuvent étre découvertes par l'intellect humain,
qui va procéder par syllogisme et obtenir le moyen terme — de I'Intellect agent.
Avicenne nous explique que ce mode de connaissance ne concerne pas les pro-
positions éthiques telles que « la justice est bonne » ou « provoquer la douleur
est mal ». Les propositions de ce type font partie des opinions louables (ar@
mahmuda)?*. Ces propositions ne peuvent servir de prémisses aux syllogismes
démonstratifs (giyas burhant) ;leur seul fondement est le fait d'étre notoires (/@

22 Sur la question de savoir comment la providence divine rend nécessaire l'existence du
propheéte, cf. Sebti, “Causalité secondaire”. Le propheéte est également présenté comme
un don de la providence divine dans le traité pseudépigraphe arabe attribué a Platon
(Aflatan), Kitab al-nawamis.

23 Cette caractéristique permet de comprendre pourquoi la question du mal moral est abor-
dée par Avicenne aussi bien dans les petits traités d'éthique de jeunesse (al-birr wa-l-ithm ;
al-akhlaq), dans ses commentaires coraniques (surat al-nas, surat al-falaq), que dans le
dernier chapitre de la Métaphysique du Shifa’, qui constitue 'exposé le plus complet de sa
doctrine politique.

24  Dans son ouvrage intitulé Ibn Taymiyya’s Theological Ethics Sophia Vasalou fait une ana-
lyse remarquable de la doctrine avicennienne de la nature des propositions éthiques.
La présentation qui suit doit beaucoup a son travail, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theological Ethics,
58 et ss.
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‘umdata laha illa al- shuhra)?5. Avicenne explique que la conscience morale,
avec tous les jugements qu'elle implique, ne repose sur rien d’autre que sur des
conventions sociales inculquées depuis le plus jeune dge aux hommes?6. Cest

25  “Quant aux propositions notoires (al-mashhurat) qui relévent de cet ensemble, certaines
sont aussi ces propositions premieres (al-awwaliyyat), (...) et d’autres sont les points de
vue appelés les points loués (al-mahmuda). A ces derniers, nous pourrions bien donner
en propre le nom de propositions notoires (al-mashhiira), car elles n'ont d’autre pilier que
la notoriété. Il s’agit de points de vue tels que, si quelqu’un s’isolait avec son intellect déta-
ché du reste, son estimative et ses sens, s'il n‘était pas éduqué a recevoir des propositions
relatives & [ces points de vue] et a les reconnaitre, si I'induction n’'inclinait pas son opi-
nion forte  un jugement a cause de la multiplicité des particuliers et si ce qu'il y a dans la
nature de '’homme en fait de miséricorde, de honte, de pudeur, de sens de 'honneur, etc.
n'appelait pas ces points de vue, 'homme ne se déciderait pas pour eux par soumission a
son intellect, son estimative ou ses sens. Il en est ainsi, par exemple, lorsque nous jugeons
que voler a un homme son bien est laid et que le mensonge est laid, tel qu'il ne faut pas
s’y engager. De ce genre est 'appréciation qui se présente en premier a I'estimative de
nombreuses personnes — quoique la loi religieuse (al-shar‘) en détourne beaucoup de
gens — sur la laideur de I'égorgement des animaux — et cela conformément a ce qu'ily a
de tendresse (rigga) dans I'instinct — aux yeux de celui qui a pareil instinct. Il s'agit de la
plupart des gens. Or rien de tel n'est imposé nécessairement par l'intellect pur. Si’homme
se représentait lui-méme dans son estimative comme créé tout d'un coup avec un intel-
lect achevé, comme nayant rien écouté en fait d'éducation, comme n’ayant été soumis a
aucune passion psychique ou a aucun trait de caractere, il ne déciderait rien a propos de
pareilles propositions, bien plus, il lui serait possible de les ignorer et de suspendre [son
jugement] a leur sujet. Il n'en est pas ainsi quand il décide que le tout est plus grand que
la partie’, Isharat, 1 351-352. Ce passage a été traduit par Sophia Vasalou, Ibn Taymiyya’s
Theological Ethics, 59. Je reprends ici la traduction de Maroun Aouad dans “Les prémisses
rhétoriques’, 297-98.

26  Ala fin de ce passage, il a recours a une démonstration problématique, semblable dans
son articulation a la fameuse expérience de ‘'homme volant”. Avicenne affirme la possi-
bilité pour 'homme de revenir a sa fitra, a sa nature originelle. En revenant a cette nature,
I'homme prendrait alors conscience du fait que toutes les propositions éthiques ne sont
rien d’autres que des conventions sociales dues a son éducation. Largumentation avicen-
nienne repose sur la possibilité de retrouver une nature humaine premiere, “nue” et pure
de toute influence sociale ou culturelle (cet argument souléve de nombreux problémes
qui sont évoqués par S. Vasalou, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theological Ethics, 60 et ss.). Sur la notion
de fitra, voir Griffel, “Al-Ghazali’s Use of ‘Original Human Disposition”, en particulier
1-32. F. Griffel note a juste titre que ce qui intéresse Avicenne n'est pas tant la question
de la connaissance a priori que la connaissance qu'ont tous les étres humains en com-
mun lorsqu'ils n'ont que la perception sensible a leur disposition et sont dénués de toute
influence sociale. Faut-il voir dans la conception de la fifra avicennienne une influence
de la conception coranique de la fitra selon laquelle Dieu aurait créé ’homme selon une
nature unique et immuable qu'aucune des vicissitudes de I'histoire ne saurait transfor-
mer ? Lexamen de cette question dépasserait le cadre de cet exposé. (Sur la notion de

fitra dans le Coran, cf. 30:30 : fitrata llahi allati fatara al-nas ‘alayhd. Le Coran contient de
nombreuses occurrences de la racine fir et une seule (celle sus-mentionnée) de fitra. La
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donc I'éducation qui inculque aux hommes des I'enfance les normes éthiques
leur permettant de vivre en société conformément a l'intérét commun?”.

Les propositions éthiques n'ont d’autres fondements que I'éducation et le
conditionnement social. Cette caractérisation n'a pas pour effet de rendre ces
propositions superflues. Nous avons vu, qu’Avicenne affirme clairement dans
le chapitre 2 du livre x de la Métaphysique du Shif@’, qu'il n'y a de vie possible
pour 'homme que sociale, et que la vie en société ne peut se concevoir sans
étre encadrée par des normes éthiques. Sans ces normes, I'injustice la plus bru-
tale régnerait et ruinerait tout projet de vie commune. Ainsi, Avicenne dis-
tingue deux points de vue ; un point de vue épistémologique selon lequel les
normes éthiques ne sont pas premieres et sont le produit d'une expérience et
d’'un conditionnement social ; un point de vue proprement politique suivant
lequel aucune vie citoyenne n'est concevable sans elles. Ce qui est important
pour notre propos, c'est la doctrine selon laquelle ces normes éthiques — au vue
de leur statut épistémologique — ne peuvent étre déduites par la raison théo-
rique. Si'homme devait les déduire par sa raison pratique, ce serait par le biais
d’une faculté psychique appelée par Avicenne « faculté estimative ».

Pour comprendre cela, il faut se remémorer quelques-uns des principes de
la psychologie avicennienne. L'ame humaine a deux faces : I'une, son intellect
théorique, est tournée vers le monde intelligible, 'autre, l'intellect pratique,
est penchée vers le monde sensible. Ce qui releve du rapport de 'homme au
monde sensible est du ressort de la faculté psychique «estimative ». Cette
faculté psychique?® est une faculté judicative qui intervient dans tous les juge-
ments relatifs au sensible. Ainsi, elle intervient dans les jugements mettant en
cause des émotions comme la colere, la peine, le désir, etc. Pour Avicenne cest
de cette faculté psychique que procede la plupart des activités animales?®. Le
jugement (hukm) porté par l'estimative sur le sensible ne peut étre identifié ni

notion de fitra occupe une place importante dans les débats des théologiens musulmans.
Cf. Gobillot, La conception originelle.

27  “Lintérét commun (maslaha) exige que parmi tous les actes qu'il peut accomplir, Thomme
s'abstienne d’en accomplir certains. [Les hommes] apprennent cela lorsqu'ils sont jeunes
et sont éduqués en ce sens. Ils s’habituent a entendre depuis le temps de leur enfance
qu'ils ne doivent pas les accomplir, de sorte que cette croyance (itigad) devient pour eux
comme un instinct (ka-l-gharizt). Ces actes sont appelés “mauvais” (qabih), alors que les
actes que I'on doit accomplir sont appelés ‘bons’ (jamila), Shif@’, Kitab al-nafs, v,1,183.

28  Surladoctrine des sens internes d’Avicenne, voir Sebti, Avicenne, 53-91.

29  “Lestimative est la puissance de jugement la plus importante chez les animaux ; elle juge
au moyen d'une impulsion qui provient de I'imagination, sans que ce jugement soit véri-
fié. Ceest ce qui advient a 'homme qui éprouve une répulsion pour le miel en raison de
sa ressemblance avec la bile. Lestimative juge qu'il en est ainsi et 'ame la suit méme si
Iintellect désapprouve. Les animaux, et les hommes qui leur sont semblables, ne suivent

»
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alaffection sensorielle, ni au jugement intellectuel (al-tasdiq), qui porte sur les
intelligibles. Ainsi, les jugements issus de la faculté estimative peuvent entrer
en conflit avec ceux de l'intellect. Dans la partie de la logique de la Najat cor-
respondant aux Seconds Analytiques d’Aristote, Avicenne explique que parmi
les jugements issus de l'estimative, certains sont vrais et d’autres faux3°. Si
I'homme devait fonder lui-méme les normes éthiques, il dépendrait de cette
puissance psychique dont les jugements sont aléatoires. C'est alors l'estimative
qui lui ferait paraitre « comme juste ce que les autres lui doivent et injuste ce
qu'il doit aux autres »3.. La conséquence serait désastreuse car l'ordre social
serait impossible a fonder. C'est la raison pour laquelle la providence divine
intervient, pour assurer la possibilité de la vie citoyenne et donc la vie méme
de 'homme, puisqu'il n'y a pas de vie possible pour 'homme hors de la cité.
Pour ce qui est de sa vie éthique et politique, 'homme dépend de la révé-
lation prophétique, qui seule peut lui enseigner comment fonder et mainte-
nir une société juste : une société ou chacun agit de maniére vertueuse pour
son bien propre (ici-bas et dans I'au-dela)3? et pour celui de la communauté.

dans l'accomplissement de leurs actions que ce jugement qui ne contient pas de discer-
nement rationnel, mais résulte seulement d’'une impulsion’, Shif@’, Kitab al-nafs, 1v, 3, 162.

30  Comme exemple de jugement faux, Avicenne donne : “Le monde se termine dans le vide”.
En ce qui concerne les jugements vrais de l'estimative, c'est par exemple le fait que cette
puissance ne peut se représenter deux corps dans un méme lieu, I'intellect juge alors
qu'un méme corps ne peut étre en méme temps dans deux lieux différents. La force des
jugements issus de l'estimative est telle qu'ils restent valides pour I'estimative, alors méme
qu'ils sont infirmés par l'intellect : “Ces jugements sont extrémement puissants pour la
pensée discursive. Seul l'intellect détruit certains de ces jugements qui, bien qu'ils soient
détruits, demeurent dans l'estimative. Cest la raison pour laquelle ils ne se distinguent
pas au commencement des prémisses rationnelles. Leur ressemblance est due au fait que
la disposition naturelle (al-fitra) les certifie de la méme maniere qu'elle certifie les pré-
misses rationnelles’, Najat, 98-99. Ce passage est analysé par Hasnawi dans “La conscience
de soi*, 287-89. Pour cette partie de la citation, j'ai repris la traduction de Hasnawi.

31 Shif@, llahiyyat, X, 2, 441.

32 Clest grice a la religion et a ses cultes que les hommes peuvent surmonter leurs vils ins-
tincts et vivre ensemble en harmonie. Comme nous pouvons le voir dans le dixiéme
livre d’Avicenne de la Métaphysique du Shifd’, la Loi révélée par le prophete concerne
les dogmes et les questions de dévotion, ainsi que les lois familiales, les transactions
commerciales et les questions économiques (on retrouve la distinction bien connue des
juristes musulmans entre mu‘amalat et ‘ibadat). Le coran contient trois cent cinquante
versets connus sous le nom de ayat al-ahkam. Parmi eux, cent quarante concernent le
dogme et les questions de dévotion, soixante-dix le mariage, le divorce et la paternité;
encore soixante-dix, les transactions commerciales (vente, prét ...) et dix des questions
d'économie, Shifa’, llahiyyat, X, 2, 443-55.
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L'un et l'autre étant indissociables. Il n'y a donc pas de salut hors de la cité33.
Cependant, alors que pour Farabi, la cité est le lieu ou 'homme réalise sa
pleine perfection d’étre rationnel, pour Avicenne, il ne s'agit que de la perfec-
tion morale de 'homme. Aussi, pour Avicenne, contrairement a ce que pensait
son illustre prédécesseur, la fonction du philosophe et celle du prophéte ne
sont pas similaires. Le prophete apporte la sharia sans laquelle la vie sociale et
politique est impossible. Il transmet aux hommes une connaissance inacces-
sible au philosophe. La fonction de nomothete et de princeps chez Avicenne
n'est plus assignée au philosophe mais au prophéte.

5 Ethique et prophétie selon Averroés : une esquisse

Averroes traite également a plusieurs reprises la question de la prophétie3+.
Dans son traité sur le raisonnement religieux, al-Kashf ‘an manahij al-adilla fi
‘aqa’id al-milla ou Lexplication des différentes sortes de preuves dans la doctrine
religieuse, il mentionne souvent la prophétie comme fondement de la doctrine
religieuse. Ce sujet est également abordé a plusieurs reprises dans son Tahafut
al-tahafut ou Incohérence de 'Incohérence. La prophétie est également abor-
dée dans son Traité décisif (Kitab fasl al-maqal wa-taqrir ma bayna al-shari‘a
wa-l-hikma min al-ittisal).

Averroes rejette la possibilité d'une double vérité, 'une pour la religion et
l'autre pour la philosophie et la sagesse (y compris la science). D'oui sa célebre
sentence dans le Fasl al-magqal : « Car la vérité ne peut étre contraire a la vérité,
mais s'accorde avec elle et témoigne en sa faveur »35.

Le philosophe cordouan considére que le discours du prophéte agit & un
autre niveau que celui du philosophe. Il ne s'adresse pas aux mémes personnes
que le discours philosophique. Averroes établit une division psychologique
des étres humains en trois groupes. Il y a ceux qui sont touchés par la rhéto-
rique de la persuasion émotionnelle, a travers des récits qui affectent le coeur
et 'imagination. D’autres donnent leur assentiment a un raisonnement dialec-
tique fondé sur des postulats religieux, ce qui donne lieu a des interprétations

33  Cette derniére assertion est un écho a Farabi selon lequel, point de salut hors de la cite
vertueuse, cependant, il y a une difference de taille entre les deux philosophes que Miriam
Galston résume parfaitement : “for Alfarabi, cities exist to make men good; for Avicenna,
citizens are made good so that cities can exist’, Galston, “Realism and Idealism” 570.

34  Pour un exposé de la doctrine de la prophétie d’Averroés, voir Taylor, “Averroes” 287-304.

35  Traité décisif, traduction M. Geoffroy, n8 (arabe); 119 (frangais). Sur cette question, cf.
Taylor, “Truth does not contradict truth”.
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conformes a la tradition religieuse. Le troisieme groupe se compose de ceux qui
sont des intellectuels bien informés et formés dans les arts philosophiques et
qui utilisent le raisonnement de la logique et la méthode de la démonstration :

En effet, il existe une hiérarchie des natures humaine pour ce qui est
de l'assentiment: certains hommes assentent par leffet de la démons-
tration ; d’autres assentent par l'effet des arguments dialectiques, d'un
assentiment similaire a celui de ’homme de démonstration, car leurs
natures ne les disposent pas a davantage ; d’autres enfin assentent par
l'effet des arguments rhétoriques, d'un assentiment similaire a celui que
donne I'homme de démonstration aux arguments démonstratifs36.

Les deux premieres donnent leur assentiment par des moyens qui peuvent en
fait sapprocher de la vérité bien qu'il ne soit pas nécessaire qu'ils impliquent
la vérité. La troisieme, cependant, par la méthode méme de la démonstra-
tion avec l'utilisation de prémisses connues pour étre nécessaires et vraies et
avec I'emploi d’'une forme syllogistique valide peut atteindre la vérité en soi et
nécessairement.

Ainsi, il n'y a qu'une seule vérité, mais elle est transmise de maniére diffé-
rente en fonction des capacités de chacun. Averroes insiste sur le fait que la
révélation contient les trois niveaux de production de l'assentiment :

Et que la finalité de la Révélation n'est autre que d’enseigner tous les
hommes, il fallait nécessairement que le Texte révélé comprit tousles types
de méthodes de production de I'assentiment et de la représentation3”.

Cela exige qu'en cas de désaccord sur des questions qui font l'objet d’études
et d’enquétes a la fois religieuses et philosophiques, la priorité soit donnée a
l'interprétation philosophique et scientifique proprement dite. Pourtant, la
majorité des gens ne sont pas capables de saisir cette distinction de discours et
de concilier une telle interprétation avec le discours religieux, car ce dernier,
de par sa nature méme, se veut émotif et dialectiquement persuasif.

Bien siir, Averroés affirme clairement que certains principes fondamen-
taux de la religion sont tels qu'ils doivent étre acceptés par les gens des trois
niveaux, a savoir l'existence de Dieu, son envoi de prophétes a 'humanité et
une vie apres la mort dans laquelle récompense et punition sont octroyées:

36 Traité décisif, 116 (arabe); 117 (frangais).
37  Traité décisif, 152 (arabe) ; 153 (francais).
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La reconnaissance de l'existence de Dieu, des prophéties, de la béatitude
et des tourments dans l'au-dela; car ces trois dogmes fondamentaux, les
trois types d’arguments par l'effet desquels se produit immanquablement
l'assentiment de tous les hommes a ce que la Loi les engage a connaitre,
les arguments rhétoriques, dialectiques et démonstratifs, aboutissent
[également & en établir la véracité|38.

Averroés précise que certaines interprétations philosophiques peuvent semer
le doute chez les gens ordinaires et les mener a une confusion dévastatrice.
Pour cette raison, ces raisonnements ne peuvent étre partagés en dehors du
cercle du troisieme groupe, celui des philosophes. Pour ceux qui sont inca-
pables de comprendre a ce niveau le plus élevé, ces interprétations représen-
teraient une menace sérieuse pour les croyances religieuses, ce qui pourrait
méme mener a 'incrédulité. C’est le cas de la question de la nature et du sens
del'au-dela:

Et voila la raison de notre opinion suivant laquelle l'interprétation prati-
quée par des gens auxquels il est fait obligation de croire en le sens obvie,
est infidélité: parce qu'elle conduit a l'infidélité. Quant aux hommes
habilités a interpréter, et qui divulguent ces interprétations a I'intention
de ces gens, ils les provoquent a l'infidélité. Or qui provoque a l'infidélité
est un infidele3°.

La distinction du discours soutient donc la vie pratique des membres de la
société, qui sont guidés par les enseignements religieux vers le bien dans leur
vie d'individu ou de membre de communauté des croyants. Elle permet éga-
lement que les enseignements religieux soient interprétés par ceux qui pos-
sédent des compétences qualifiées, a condition qu'ils ne nuisent pas a ceux qui
sont moins capables de comprendre :

Il nous faut savoir que la finalité de la Révélation se raméne a ceci : ensei-
gner la science vraie et la pratique vraie (¢ta%im al-ilm al-haqq wa-l-‘amal
al-haqq). La science vraie, c'est la connaissance de Dieu — Béni et exalté
soit-1l- et de 'ensemble des étants tels qu'ils sont — en particulier les plus
sublimes d’entre eux -, et la connaissance de la béatitude et des tour-
ments dans l'au-dela. La pratique vraie consiste dans 'accomplissement

38  Traité décisif, 138 (arabe) ; 139 (francais).
39  Traité décisif, 144 (arabe) ;145 (francais).
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des actes qui assurent la béatitude, et I'évitement des actes qui valent les
tourments. La connaissance de ces actes se nomme la science pratique*©.

Dans le Fasl al-magal, la nécessité de la prophétie est affirmée a maintes
reprises tout au long du texte, de méme que la division des niveaux de significa-
tion qui convient aux trois groupes de personnes que j'ai mentionnés. Averroes
affirme que les trois catégories ont la capacité de connaitre (al-ma‘ifa) de
maniere affirmative l'existence de Dieu, son envoi de propheétes a 'humanité
et la récompense et le chatiment dans I'au-dela. Telles sont les croyances fon-
damentales qui conduisent les étres humains a l'action appropriée et toutes
sont affirmées dans le Coran. Ainsi, éthique et politique sont intrinsequement
liées. Une société juste est une société qui donne a chacun, selon ses capaci-
tés intellectuelles, la capacité d’agir dans le sens de la justice. Il n'y a pas de
politique sans éthique et la loi révélée, la shari'a permet la réalisation de ces
deux niveaux.

Dans le Tahafut al-tahafut, 'affirmation de la prophétie est supposée tout
au long du texte. Averroés y affirme que les miracles sont des principes de la
religion qui ne doivent pas étre remis en question ou mis en doute parce qu'ils
sont au-dela de toute appréhension humaine. Leur valeur réside dans le fait de
guider les étres humains vers la vertu : ils ont donc une fonction centrale dans
l'établissement de la science pratique. Néanmoins, les miracles accomplis par
les prophétes ne doivent pas étre considérés comme la réalisation de ce qui est
logiquement impossible, mais peut-étre plutdt ce qui est possible en soi mais
pas possible pour les étres humains. Cependant, le plus stir de tous les miracles
est le Coran lui-méme selon Averroes, qui par cette affirmation demeure fidele
alorthodoxie musulmane*! :

Le plus clair des miracles est le Vénérable Livre d’Allah, dont l'existence
n'est pas une interruption du cours de la nature assumeée par la tradition,
comme la transformation d'un baton en serpent, mais sa nature miracu-
leuse est établie par la perception et la considération de chaque homme
qui a été ou sera jusqu'au jour de la résurrection. Ce miracle est donc de
loin supérieur a tous les autres*2.

De plus, la vraie réalité de la nature du prophéte en tant que prophéte se trouve
“dans l'acte de faire connaitre le mystérieux (al-ilam bi-l-ghuyub) et d'établir

40 Traité décisif, 150 (arabe) ; 151 (frangais).
41 Surle dogme de I'inimitabilité du Coran, cf. Urvoy, “Inimitabilité du Coran” 419-20.
42 Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, 515-16.
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des lois (wad" al-shara’i‘) qui sont conformes a la vérité et qui produisent des
actes qui détermineront le bonheur de 'humanité entiere”*3. La véritable
affirmation du prophéte réside en cela et non dans le fait d’accéder a des
connaissances cachées au moyen de réves, connaissances qui peuvent avoir
des explications naturelles*4.

Les lois religieuses qui proviennent de Dieu, par les prophétes, ainsi que
de la raison humaine naturelle sont nécessaires pour la construction de
la bonne structure politique et sociale. Les principes de base communs
a toutes les religions recus des prophetes et des législateurs tirent leur
valeur du fait qu'ils orientent les étres humains pour les éloigner du vice
et les diriger vers des actions vertueuses*°.

Dans le KashfTaffirmation de la nécessité du prophete repose sur deux prin-
cipes: l'existence évidente des propheétes en tant que porteurs des lois reli-
gieuses a travers la révélation, qui permet de faire connaitre les actions justes
pour atteindre le bonheur, et la fonction évidente des prophetes en tant que
dépositaires des lois religieuses dans la révélation de Dieu*S. Il n'est pas néces-
sairement vrai que tout faiseur de miracles soit un prophete comme le pensent
les théologiens, mais il est vrai que le Coran lui-méme avec sa connaissance
des lois religieuses, du bon comportement humain et de la nature de Dieu est
considéré comme miraculeux pour ses conséquences. En cela, la preuve du
propheéte de Dieu est le bienfait inestimable du Coran pour guider les étres
humains, tout comme la preuve de l'utilité du médecin réside dans la guérison
réelle des malades.*’

Lexistence et la nature de la prophétie sont considérées comme évidentes
dans l'expérience des étres humains en relation avec le message du Coran, qui
fournit des lois religieuses pour guider I'humanité vers le bien.

Dans son commentaire sur la Métaphysique d’Aristote, Averroes affirme
explicitement que la forme la plus parfaite de culte de la Divinité se trouve dans

43  Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, 516.

44  Averroes, Tahafut al-tahafut, 533.

45  “Lacatégorie qui est appelée “messagers” et “prophetes” est connue par elle-méme. Cette
catégorie d’homme est celle qui établit les lois (al-shara’‘) pour les hommes par une
révélation venant de Dieu et non par un enseignement humain (...) Il y a la des indivi-
dus parmi les hommes a qui une révélation est donnée par laquelle ils transmettent aux
hommes des choses concernant des connaissances et des actes vertueux grace auxquels
est achevée leur béatitude ; ils leur interdisent des croyances mauvaises et des actes vils.
Telle est I'action des prophetes”, Averroes, Kashf, 215.

46 Averroes, Kashf, 213.

47 Averroes, Kashf, 202.
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la connaissance de Dieu et des créatures dans la science de la métaphysique.
Cette connaissance est une obligation religieuse spécifique aux philosophes
(al-sharta al-khassa bi-l-hukama’). 11 semble donc raisonnable de conclure
qu'Averroés considére la philosophie et ses sciences comme étant le contenu
de vérité le plus complet et le plus précis; le plus haut niveau de connais-
sance et de compréhension accessible aux hommes. Dans cette perspective,
la religion — qui est indispensable au développement politique humain*® — est
comme une science pratique aristotélicienne en ce quelle concerne la bonne
et juste conduite dans la réalisation d'un but que l'on atteint par l'action, et
ne concerne pas la connaissance en soi de la vérité. La révélation transmet
a tous les hommes, philosophes comme hommes ordinaires, la connaissance
des trois vérités que j'ai évoquées (reconnaissance de l'existence de Dieu, des
prophéties, de la béatitude et des tourments dans l'au-dela) — connaissances
qui de toutes fagons seraient accessibles aux philosophes ; cependant, elle est
indispensable dans sa fonction éthique et politique dans la mesure ou sans
elle, les hommes du commun ne pourraient avoir de normes pour réguler leurs
actions et vivre avec leur semblables dans 'harmonie.

Je ne peux, dans le cadre de cet article, entrer dans les détails de ce qui
différencie la prophétologie d’Avicenne de celle d’Averroes. Notons toutefois
que pour Avicenne, le contenu du message prophétique n'est pas accessible
autrement que par la révélation et que, de ce fait, le propheéte est supérieur au
philosophe dans la mesure ot, outre la connaissance noétique qu'il partage
avec ce dernier, il est porteur d’'une autre connaissance — émanant des A&mes
célestes et recue par son imagination. La valeur éthique (et donc politique) du
message prophétique pour Avicenne ne tient donc pas au fait que le prophete
rende accessible aux moyens de symboles et d'images une vérité métaphysique
qui ne serait accessible qu'aux philosophes, mais au fait que le prophéte est
le seul homme a bénéficier de cette connaissance du monde invisible (‘alam
al-ghayb), et qu'il est celui a qui la Loi est révélée. En ceci, la these d’Avicenne
est radicalement distincte de celle d’Averroés. Néanmoins, on retrouve chez les
deux philosophes, ainsi que nous I'avons vu, 'affirmation de la fonction éthique
et politique du propheéte. Bien qu’a l'instar des autres falasifa Avicenne rende
compte rationnellement de la fonction du prophéte, notamment des modali-
tés épistémologiques de réception de la révélation, le fait qu'il considere que le
prophéte est supérieur au philosophe —lequel ne peut se substituer au premier
en tant que nomothéte — confeére a sa prophétologie un statut a part.

48  Averroes, Tahafut at-tahafut, 582-583.
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“I Have Mandated It to Fly to You on the Wings

of My Ardent Desire”

Letter to the Prophet Written by Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib (d. 776/1375)
on Behalf of the Nasrid Ruler of Granada

Nelly Amri

The literary genre of letters addressed to the Prophet in his tomb (al-rawda al-
nabawiyya), hailing him and asking for his intercession in worldly and escha-
tological matters (wa al-tashaffu‘ bihi ila Allah fi -maqasid al-dunyawiyya wa
l-ukhrawiyya) (al-Qalqashandi), was particularly popular in al-Andalus;! the
author of the Subh al-A'sha describes this genre as a speciality of the people
of the Maghrib because, he writes, of the remoteness of their homeland (bu‘di
biladihim wa nuziih aqgtarihim).? The immediate motivation for the writing of
such letters seems to be the inability of their authors, and of the people com-
missioning them, to visit the holy places of the Hijaz and perform the ziyara
at the Prophet’s tomb; these letters also provided an opportunity for their
authors to express in a direct style their feelings of yearning at being far from
Medina and the holy sanctuary of Mecca, and their love for and attachment
to the Prophet, whose noble virtues and eminent qualities they praise, along
with the marks of his election by God; they also express their personal worries,
grievances and complaints. They seek a guarantee of baraka, but beyond this
they wish for some consolation, comfort, and support in the here and now,
and intercession in the next world. These letters make up a specific genre,® one
that has something in common with the literature of mada’ih (panegyrics),

1 I'would like to thank Denis Gril for his enlightening insights and suggestions for the transla-
tion of certain passages.

2 Qalqashandi, Subh al-A'sha, 6:469. Although Andalusians were particularly fluent in this
genre, it was not unknown in Ifriqiya, where scholars did not hesitate to write such letters
addressed to the Prophet in his tomb when they had undergone some trouble, or as a sign of
gratitude or grace, or, finally, to express their yearning and love for the Prophet. ‘Abd al-Wahid
Muhammad b. al-Tawwah (d. after 718/1318), a Sufi scholar from Tunis, was comforted, when
he was suffering a crisis (ubtulitu bi-baliyyatin) in 704/1304, by a dream-vision of the Prophet,
and wrote a letter to him in his tomb, entitled Nuzhat al-ahdaq wa rawdat al-mushtaq, which
is published in extenso in Ibn al-Tawwah, Sabk al-magal, 97-101.

3 See below. For more on this type of letter, classed among “religious letters” (al-rasa’il
al-diniyya), see (notably) Falah al-Qaysi, Adab al-Rasa@’il, 194-98.
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khasa’is, and shama’il (treatises of prophetology). The eighth/fourteenth cen-
tury was marked everywhere in the Maghrib by an upsurge of forms of piety
and devotion to the Prophet: starting in the seventh/thirteenth century, across
the east and the west of the Muslim world, including the Nasrid court, the cel-
ebration of the Prophet’s birth (mawlid) was the most outstanding example
of this. In addition, his heirs (or presumed heirs) came to be subjects of par-
ticular veneration and recipients of economic and social privileges; in the con-
struction of authority and legitimacy the status of the sharaf (ancestry dating
back to the Prophet) becomes an important reference point. From the sixth/
twelfth century, a whole literature on the merits of the prayer on the Prophet
(fadl al-salat ‘ala al-nabt) develops, especially in al-Andalus: just for the sixth/
twelfth and seventh/thirteenth centuries no fewer than fourteen treatises of
this type have been accounted for; nine of these were specifically Andalusian.*
From the eighth/fourteenth century there was a measurable increase in the
production of such texts across the whole Muslim world, both east and west.
According to al-Qalgashandi, the letter written in the name of the Nasrid sov-
ereign of Granada® Abu al-Hajjaj Yasuf b. Isma‘il b. Nasr (r. 733-55/1333—54)7 by
Ibn al-Khatib, the text of which al-Qalgashandi published in extenso in his Subh
al-A'sha,® was “the best he has ever seen” (min ahsani ma ra’aytu fi al-mana) in
the genre of letters addressed by people of the Maghrib to the Prophet after his
death.? Ibn al-Khatib wrote another letter to the Prophet, this time on behalf
of the son of Yasuf 1, al-Ghani bi-llah Muhammad b. Abi al-Hajjaj (r. 755—
60/1354—9 and 763-93/1362—91); the two letters, published by Ibn al-Khatib
himself in the Ihatal® and in Rayhanat al-kuttab wa-nujat al-muntab" were
reissued by al-Maqqar1 in his Nafh al-tib'? (and have since been cited mostly
from this source); the letters share a similar structure and touch more or less

4 Hamidoune, “La pratique de la ‘priere sur le Prophéte”, 49-51.
5 Hamidoune, “La pratique de la ‘priere sur le Prophéte”, 52 and subsequent.
6 The Nasrid kingdom in the far south of Spain covered the area that is now the eastern

part of Cadiz province and the provinces of Malaga, Granada, and Almeria. Al-‘Umari, the
author of the Masalik al-Absar and a contemporary of the Nasrid ruler Yasuf 1, travelled
throughout al-Andalus in 738/1337; at the time it took three days to cross the width of the
Nasrid kingdom on foot, and ten days to cross its length; see Arié, “Al-Andalus”, 165. For
more on the history of the Nasrids, see Latham, “Nasrides”, 1022—30, A.

7 For more on him, see Ibn al-Khatib, Amal al-Alam, Second Section: 264—5, and, from the
same author, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 127-138.

8 Qalqashandi, Subh al-A'sha, 6:469—76.

9 Qalqashandi, Subh al-A'sha, 6:469.

10  Ibn al-Khatib, Ihata, 5: 85978 for the first letter, and 879—928 for the second.

11 Ibn al- Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:55—62 for the first letter, and 1:62—8o for the second.

12 Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6; respectively 354-360 and 360-379.
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on the same themes, but the second of them focuses on an account of the bat-
tles and victories of Muhammad al-Ghani bi-llah!3 that dominates the entire
text. This second letter, written at the beginning of 771/1369,'* was carried by a
messenger to the holy places of the Hijaz the same year, during the month of
Rabi‘ al-awwal (the month of the Prophet’s birth). The messenger who carried
it!5 also brought two other missives from the Nasrid, one addressed to Sahib
Makka, ‘Ajlan ibn Asad al-Din Abu al-Fadl Rumaytha b. Muhammad b. Abi Sa‘d
Al-Hasani'6é and the other to the Prince of Medina,” informing them of the
letter to the Prophet in which, he says, details of Muslim victories (nu‘arrifuhu
bi-hadhihi al-barakat) are “brought to his attention”. With these letters were
sent bells that had been taken in the battles (nawagis al-farany), so that they
could be displayed to pilgrims as a reminder of these glorious victories, and
so that “prayers and invocations might be addressed to God in those noble
places, that victory over their enemies should be granted to the armies of Islam
(tastad al-imdad bi-l-du‘a’ wa taqgtadr bi-tilka al-ma‘ahid al-sharifa al-nasr ‘ala
al-a‘da’)"1® Unfortunately, we do not have any comparable information about
the first letter, written in the name of Abu al-Hajjaj. This first letter is not
dated, but in it the memory of the Nasrid battles against the “Catholic kings”
is still fresh. The Nasrids were unable to face the intrigues of their Christian
neighbours alone, and in the absence of effective support from the Egyptian

13 Magqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6: 367—378 (almost two thirds of the letter).

14  Ibnal-Khatib, Ihata, 5:879. Not 761/1359 as stated in Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:63;
for obvious reasons of chronology, the victories related in the letter date from 768/1366—7
and 769/1367-8.

15  Might this be the fagih Abu al-Hasan al-Banna, the same messenger who had during the
previous year (770/1368), in the month of Rabi‘ 11, carried a letter and gifts to the Hafsid
Sultan of Tunis, Abt Ishaq Ibrahim b. Abi Bakr (1. 751-70/1350-69) (for more on him, see
Zarkashi, Tarikh al-dawlatayn, 187—212), informing him of the victories of al-Ghani bi-llah
(Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1179)?

16 “‘Ajlan (d. 777/1375) succeeded his father Rumaytha in 746/1345 in an atmosphere of bitter
competition between himself and his brothers, especially Thaqaba. At the end of his life
he passed power on to his son, Ahmad; see the entry on him in al-Fasi, al-Iqd al-thamin,
6:58—73. In Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:206, his genealogy, claiming descent from
Ab1 Sa‘ld al-Husayni, is incorrect; the sharifs of Mecca are descended from the Hasanite
branch (which goes back to Qatada b. Idris al-Hasany, see al-Fasi, al-Iqd al-thamin, 6:58),
whereas those of Medina are descended from the Husaynite branch, see below.

17 Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:213—5. The prince in question appears to be ‘Atiyya b.
Mansar b. Jammaz b. Shiha b. Hashim b. Qasim b. Muhanna b. Husayn, who, according
to Sakhawt’s account, became Prince of Medina in 759/1358; the following year (760/1359)
his investiture by the Mamluks took place. In 773/1371 he was removed from power by
a nephew, and returned to lead the Holy City in 782/1380, dying the following year. See
Sakhaw1, al-Tuhfa al-latifa, 1:56—7, and Maqrizi, Durr al-‘uqid al-farida, 1:569.

18 Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:212.
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Mamluks, who proved to be “purely passive”,!® their dependence on help from
Morocco’s Marinid Sultanates, solicited directly in Abu al-Hajjaj's letters,2°
increased; this assistance was often decisive.?! The jikad on the frontiers played
a central role in the rivalry for legitimacy and recognition of Caliphal dignity
between the monarchs of the two countries.?2 Ibn al-Khatib’s letter is part of a
genre, and many of its themes, and even its structure, arise from that genre —
but it also contains community motifs that are closely related to the situation
in which the Nasrid Sultanate of Granada found itself, motifs of “political”
significance, with, in the background, the Caliphal pretensions of the mon-
arch, and also some more personal motifs relating to the economy of salvation.
These give Ibn al-Khatib’s letter a certain specificity. Written as a result of par-
ticular circumstances, and seeking to project a certain image of the sovereign
and his relationship with the Prophet, which is the basis of his authority and
his political and religious legitimacy, Ibn al-Khatib’s letter is nevertheless part
of the devotion to the Prophet that developed strongly from the twelfth cen-
tury, especially devotion to his figure as a source of succour here and in the
next life. It is this figure on whom the faithful (‘ulam®, scholars, political fig-
ures etc.) call in times of adversity, and to whom they address grievances and
complaints. How do the contingencies and demands of the times interact with
this devotion, and with its unvarying elements: expressions of profound love
and veneration for the Prophet and his merciful figure that here take the form
of letters addressed to him? Such letters demonstrate the permanence of the

19 Rachel Arié writes: “No effective aid was ever envisioned in order to save Islam in Spain,
which was dying”; for more on the relationship with Egypt’s Mamluks, see Arié, “Les rela-
tions diplomatiques”, 93—7. On the Nasrid search for support from the Mamluks in order
to reduce the kingdom of Granada’s dependence on its southern neighbour in the strug-
gle against the Christians, see Dejugnat, “La mer, miroir de la légitimité”, 85-101.

20  Ashappened twice in 750/1349, see Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:359—65 and 365—72.

21 See Latham, “Nasrides”, 1025. According to some authors, the support offered by the
Marinid Sultanate to the Nasrids for the survival of the kingdom of Granada should not
be over-emphasised; more important might have been the role played by “the social and
political instability that affected Castile during the last decades of the thirteenth century
and all of the fourteenth’, Torremocha Silva, “Les Nasrides de Grenade”, 78. The rivalry
between the kingdoms of Castile, Portugal and Aragon is also cited.

22 See Dejugnat, “La mer, miroir de la légitimité”, 85-101. Ibn al-Khatib, who calls both Aba
al-Hajjaj Yasuf and the Marinid by the title Amir al-Muslimin (prince of Muslims), adds,
on the subject of Aba ‘Inan, who succeeded his father Abt al-Hasan, that he had adopted
the Caliphal title al-Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah; Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 131. For his
part, the Nasrid Yasuf 1 had adopted the Caliphal honorific with billah, Muayyad billah,
Dejugnat, op. cit. and Latham, “Nasrides”, 1022. His successors, Muhammad v, Yasuf 11
(r. 793—4/1391—2) and Yasuf 111 (r. 810-20/1408-17) were respectively to adopt the names
al-Ghant bi-llah, al-Mustaghni bi-llah and al-Nasir li-din Allah, ibid. (See below).
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Prophetic presence, constantly actualised by the practice of the tawassul and
the istighatha. We will examine these questions here.

We propose first to outline the contours and structure of a literary genre that
was already at least three centuries old in our author’s day, and examine some
of the models from which he drew inspiration. Then we will evoke the man
known as Dhu al-wizaratayn, (the one who unites the two functions of Vizier,
that of the army and that of the pen) whose biography is very well-known,
focusing on his relationship with the commissioner of the letter, the Nasrid
Sultan, and on the context in which this occurred. In a third section we will
analyse the letter itself, considering it in its entirety, as a literary production,
examining particularly its representation of the Prophet and his figures, his
role in this world and in the economy of salvation, as well as the marks of his
active and living presence in the community. We will take a special interest in
the Prophetic heritage claimed for the Nasrid, notably in the context of jihad.
We will also study the personal, intimate and affective relationship between
the sender and the Prophet, and the devotional aspect of the text, referring to
the ritual of the ziyara.

1 A Genre and Its History

This particular epistolary genre was not new in the eighth/fourteenth cen-
tury. It had blossomed in the fifth/eleventh century, in the specific condi-
tions that obtained in al-Andalus after the fall of the Umayyad Caliphate of
Cordoba and the fragmentation of power during the era of the Taifa king-
doms (399-483/1008-1090), with their constant wars that were followed by
Christian offensives against Islamic possessions in the Iberian Peninsula. The
genre developed continuously through the subsequent centuries, alongside
an upsurge of practices expressing devotion to the Prophet, spurred by the
increasing difficulty of travelling to the Holy Places in Mecca and Medina: in
the specific circumstances of the Muslim west, giving priority to jikad, numer-
ous Maghribi jurists had reached decisions ( fatwa-s) that had effectively for-
bidden the performing of the hajj (pilgrimage) for people from this region;23
undertaking the pilgrimage was ruled to bring no reward to those who per-
sisted, in spite of everything, in accomplishing it; they were enjoined to put

23 As areaction to these consultations, the Moroccan Sufi Abt Muhammad Salih (d. 631/
1234), with the help of his sons, put in place a network of stages and relays to make it eas-
ier for Maghribi pilgrims to get to Medina; Dhahbi, Abit Muhammad Salih, 64—8o; Ferhat,
“Le culte du Prophete’, go—91.
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off their travels.24 In spite of the encouragement, under the Marinids, to begin
making the pilgrimage again,? it remained difficult to fulfil this canonical obli-
gation: the routes were perilous by land and sea; by sea it was often necessary
to embark on Christian ships. The principal deterrent, though, was the need to
practise jihad.?6 In his letter to the Sharif of Mecca, Ibn al-Khatib emphasises:
“jihad and pilgrimage are two brothers [ ...], of almost equal worth and bringing
almost equal reward (wa-yakad an yatakafa’an fi al-muhasaba)”?’

In al-Andalus from the fifth/eleventh century, a risala was any writing
addressed by a secretary (katib) to another person. This “writing” could even be
a poem,?® leading some to assert that the genre is closer to poetic writing than
to prose.?9 Thus it is not surprising that letters to the Prophet, such as the one
written by Ibn al-Khatib, often begin with a poem. By the eighth/fourteenth
century the genre was already well-respected and al-Maqgqari, in his Azhar
al-riyad fi akhbar Tyad, mentions numerous ‘ulama’, poets, and scholars from
the Maghrib and al-Andalus whose letters became famous. One of the earliest
such letters was written by the fagih and secretary (al-katib) Muhammad b.
‘Abd Allah b. al-Jadd (d. 415/1024), who writes as a pilgrim who has just left the
sanctuary in Mecca and the Prophet’s tomb in Medina, and is expressing his
love for the Prophet (wa qalbi bi-hubbi-ka ma‘mir wa-ma’hil), allowing free
reign to his regret at having left the holy tomb behind, and describing his deep
longing for it now that he is far away (lahiqani min al-asaf li-bu'di mazari-ka).
The author invokes the Prophet directly ( fa-la tansa li ya rasul Allah), both
as refuge and recourse, and by describing his haste to visit the tomb, that he
might be granted the Prophet’s shafa@ on Judgement Day. Al-Jadd invokes
God, asking Him to facilitate a return to the Holy Places, and a new visit to the
Prophet’s tomb, again so that he might be blessed with the Prophet’s interces-
sion on Judgement Day.2® Among the best-known authors of letters to the
Prophet is Abti ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. Mas‘ad b. Abi al-Khisal (d. 540/1146),
a faqih, traditionist, historian, poet and Andalusian Vizier, known as “Dhu

24  Wansharisi, Mi‘yar, 1: 432. In fact, this was a debate on the legal obligation to under-
take the Aqjj; the undertaking was subject to the individual’s capacity to reach the Holy
Places safely; Ibn Rushd had already considered this not to fulfil the canonical conditions
(li-‘adam al-istita‘a) required to make this fard licit (wa-hiya al-qudra ‘ala al-wusil ma‘a
al-amn ‘ala al-nafs wa-al-mal).

25  “The opportunity to fulfil this sacred duty had not presented itself for a long time”, writes
Ibn Khaldan, cited in Arié, “Les relations diplomatiques”, 103.

26  For more on this debate, see Haqqj, “Al-hajj fi [-Maghrib wa al-Andalus” 84-101.

27  Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:209.

28 Falah al-Qaysi, Adab al-Rasa’il, 79.

29 Falah al-Qaysi, Adab al-Rasd’il, 8o.

30  Ibn Bassam, al-Dhakhira, 11, 1:286-8 and Falah al-Qaysi, Adab al-Rasa’il, 194—48.
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al-wizaratayn"3' Al-Maqqar1's Azhar al-riyad preserved the text of the letter
al-Khisal wrote (on his own behalf) to the Prophet,32 as well as the text of a
letter he wrote for a certain ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Sayrafi, of Cordoba,
who suffered from paralysis — as soon as this letter arrived in Medina, al-Sayrafi
was immediately healed.?® Qadi ‘Iyad (d. 544/1149) himself addressed a letter
to the Prophet’s tomb, which is also reproduced by al-Maqqari in his Azhar.3*
Ibn al-Sid al-Batalyusi (d. 521/1127) (sometimes transcribed as al-Batalyawsi), a
fagih, traditionist, philosopher, poet and grammarian,3> also sent a letter to
the Prophet’s tomb. Another Andalusian who excelled in the genre was Abii
al-Hasan ‘All b. al-Ghammad (d. 530/1135); so did Abu Zayd ‘Abd al-Rahman
al-Fazazi (d. 627/1229-1230). A letter to the Prophet is also attributed to Abu
‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. al-Jannan al-Andalusi al-Ansari (d. in Bijaya between
646/1248 and 648/1250); he was a traditionist, jurist, and writer of prose and
poetry. He was born in Murcia and in 641/1243 sought refuge in Sabta after the
seizure of his home city by Alphonse of Castile. Eventually he settled in the
Ifriqiyan port city of Bijaya, where he remained until his death. He was known
to be sha‘ir al-madih al-nabawi (a panegyrist of the Prophet).36 The existence
of these scholars and writers, who wrote letters to the Prophet not just for
themselves but also for others, confirms the idea of a veritable genre, in which
ordinary people, as well as the élite and sovereigns, took part.

These letters share an easily recognisable structure whose elements can
be found in the letter by Ibn al-Khatib. Authors begin with the basmala and
the tasliya or “prayer on the Prophet”; this is followed by a list of the qualities,
attributes, names and noble characters that God has given him, concentrat-
ing especially on his eschatological figure and the universal dimension of his
mission, and on his miracles and other specific graces. Then the object of the
letter is detailed, along with a presentation of its author and of his firm respect
for the sunna and attachment to the Prophet’s message, his love and yearning
for the Prophet and his profound sorrow and regret that he has been unable to
visit his tomb. Some authors, such as Qadi ‘Iyad, confess their sins of omission
and commission, and their disobedience, at this stage. When the Prophet’s

31 Ibn Abi al-Khisal, Rasa’il.

32 Maqarri, Azhar al-riyad, 4:20—29.

33 Maqarri, Azhar al-riyad, 4:29-31.

34  Maqarri, Azhar al-riyad, 411-20.

35 For more on him, see Maqarri, Azhar al-riyad, 3103 and subsequent.

36 For more on him, see Maqarri, Nafh al-tib, 7:415; see also Ghubrini, Unwan al-diraya,
349, footnote 108; Ibn al-Jannan, Diwan. For more on his madih nabawi or al-nabawiyyat,
see Ibn al-Jannan, Diwan, 25—30; in addition, its editor has written several works on Ibn
al-Jannan and his madih nabawi, the references for which feature in this text.
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tomb is mentioned, the memory of the Holy Places of the Hijaz and their
sacred Prophetic history is invoked (the descent of the revelation, the Night of
Power, etc.). There follows a series of invocations to God, in order to facilitate
the ziyara and obtain for the author the sweetness of proximity, with protec-
tion and forgiveness of sins, and guidance on the path of the Prophet. Then the
writer addresses the Prophet directly, requesting his intercession on the Day of
Judgement by virtue of his “praised estate” (al-magam al-mahmid), because of
which his succour is sought; the author then calls on his letter to stand in for
him, so that by the Prophet’s mediation God might convey upon him the bene-
fits of having visited the tombs of the Prophet and his two companions (buried
at his side), the first Caliphs Abt Bakr al-Siddiq (r. 11-13/632—4) and ‘Umar b.
al-Khattab (r.13—23/634-644); he will also receive the benefits of having visited
all the places that are closely linked with the holy history of Muhammad, the
people of his house, his wives, his ashab, (in some letters, such the one written
by Ibn Abi 1-Khisal, these Companions are mentioned specifically). Finally, the
letter ends with an invocation asking God to offer a profusion of salutations
and blessings to the Prophet.

2 The Man and the Letter in Their Time

2.1 Ibn al-Khatib

Regarding Ibn al-Khatib37 I repeat what E. Chaumont wrote about Ibn Khaldin:
“he is a personality who no longer requires any introduction”.3® In fact, the two
men were friends and have a great deal in common. Here I will discuss only
the part of Ibn al-Khatib’s life that concerns us, while he was in the service
of the Nasrid Yisuf 1, in whose name he addressed this letter to the Prophet.
Ibn al-Khatib entered the service of the seventh monarch of the Nasrid state
of Granada, Sultan Abu al-Hajjaj Yasuf b. Isma‘ll, as a secretary after the death
of his father at the battle of Rio Salado (Tarifa) in 741/1340. He and the Sultan
were almost the same age (wa sinni yawma’idhin qaribun mi sinnihi);3° they
were close, and he was a favourite with the young monarch, but he was under
the administrative and technical direction of the Vizier Abu al-Hasan ‘Al1 b.
al-Jayyab. When the latter died of plague in 749/1349, Ibn al-Khatib was ele-
vated to the function of katib al-insha@’, chief of the royal chancellery,*® with

37  For more on him, see Bosch-Vila, “Ibn al-Khatib”, 859—60.
38 Chaumont, ‘'Ego-histoire d’'Ibn Khaldan’, 1041.

39  Ibn al-Khatib, Amal al-Alam, 265,

40 Ibn al-Khatib, Al-Lamha al-badriyya, 129.
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the title of Vizier. He retained these functions under the reign of al-Ghani
billah, Yusuf’s son, who acceded to the throne after his father’s assassination
in 755/1354; it was at this time that the elevation of his rank and category led
him to take the title of Dha al-wizaratayn. The letter whose contents we anal-
yse and attempt to understand is not some trivial text: it comes from a man of
whom it has been said that he offered “almost unique witness to history and
culture at the end of the seventh/thirteenth century and through most of the
eighth/fourteenth”;*! this was a culture in which the presence of the Prophet
and the signs of veneration of his person occupied an important place: did not
Ibn al-Khatib himself compose numerous panegyrics to the Prophet and many
mawlidiyyat to be recited (especially at the court of Aba 1-Hajjaj Yasuf*?) dur-
ing celebrations of the Prophet’s birth? Ibn al-Khatib was a man who belonged
to the intellectual, literary and political élites, all deeply impregnated with
Sufism. These different circles to which the author belonged interact in the
contents of the letter, beyond the formal and stylised elements common to
many missives of this type.

2.2 The Context

Aswe have mentioned, the letter composed by Ibn al-Khatib for the Nasrid Abti
1-Hajjaj Yusuf bears no date. It could have been written at any time between
749/1349, the year in which the writer replaced his master Ibn al-Jayyab as Vizier
and katib al-insha’, and 755/1354, the year in which Abu l-Hajjaj was assassi-
nated; it may even have been composed during Ibn al-Jayyab’s lifetime, when
our author had already assumed the function of katib for the young monarch,
since it was as bearer of this title that, in 748/1347, he accompanied the Nasrid
sultan on a tour of the eastern limits of his kingdom.*® In any case, the context
is redolent of the last battles of the Nasrid against his Christian neighbours,
whose echoes are present in the letter to the Prophet. In the entry devoted to
Yusuf 1 in his Amal al-Alam, Ibn al-Khatib informs us that Yasuf 1 led the battle
of Tarifa (Rio Salado) in 741/1340 alongside the Marinid Abu al-Hasan (whose
son had just died in one of the skirmishes), facing the armies of Alphonse x1
of Castile and his brother-in-law Alphonse 1v of Portugal; the battle ended in
defeat for the two Muslim armies.** Subsequently, Abu al-Hasan retreated
to his home in Morocco, while Yasuf returned to Granada. On both sides the

41 Bosch-Vila, “Ibn al-Khatib”, 860.

42 See Kaptein, Muhammad's Birthday, 131—2. For more on these mawlidiyyat, see Nariyya,
“Mawlidiyyat Lisan al-Din’, 115-136.

43  This tour was recounted by Ibn al-Khatib, Khatrat al-tayf, 31-56; see also Dejugnat, “La
mer, miroir de la 1égitimité” op. cit.

44  See also Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 130-1.
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retreat had profound repercussions: the Muslims had not faced such a defeat
since al-Ugab (Las navas de Tolosa, in 609/1212);*5 the Christians, on the
other hand, were reminded of that very victory, which marked the beginning
of their ascendency over the Muslims and the gradual loss of Muslim territo-
ries in al-Andalus. The reign of Yasuf 1 would be marked by additional defeats,
as Ibn al-Khatib testifies: Qal‘at Yahsub, also called Qal‘at Bani Sa‘id, north-east
of Granada (today’s Alcala la Real), and al-Jazira al-Khadra’ (Algesiras);*® this
last defeat came after a lengthy siege in 742/1341; in taking the city, Alphonse X1
benefited from reinforcements from across Europe, including England. Because
of its strategically important location at the southern-most tip of al-Andalus,
Al-Jazira al-Khadra’ had been the link between the province and the rest of
the Muslim west; in fact, Ibn al-Khatib calls it “the gate of al-Andalus” (bab
al-Andalus).#" Tts loss contributed to the isolation of the last Muslim posses-
sions in Iberia, and cut off the route for assistance arriving from the Maghrib
by sea, though in 744/1344, Yasuf 1 did obtain a ten-year truce from Alphonse
of Castile after the fall of al-Jazira al-Khadra’ Nevertheless, danger continued
to menace the Nagrid state and its possessions. The Khatrat al-tayf (748/1347)
speaks of the permanence of conflict and the anxiety created among the
populations of the borders (especially the inhabitants of Vera)*® by frequent
Castilian incursions. After the victories mentioned above, the king of Castile
breached the treaty, and even menaced Jabal al-Fath (the Strait of Gibraltar);
the entire province of al-Andalus, according to Ibn al-Khatib, very nearly fell
into the king’s hands.#® Alphonse succumbed to the Black Death in 1350; his
son and successor, Peter I, agreed a treaty with Yasuf, whose relationship with
the Marinids was decaying.>°

45  Ibn al-Khatib writes of Alphonse x1 of Castile: awga@a bi-l-muslimin al-waqi'a al-uzma
bi-Tarif (“He inflicted upon the Muslims the great defeat of Tarif”), al-Lamha al-
badriyya, 133.

46 Walagiyat ayyamuhu shidda li-tamalluk al-‘adaw Qal‘at Yahsub wa-l-Jazira al-khadra’, Tbn
al-Khatib, Amal al-Alam, 265, see also al-Lamha al-badriyya, 135.

47  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 135.

48  Baldatun ‘aduwwuha muta‘aqqib wa sakinuha kha’if mutaraqqib, Ibn al-Khatib, Khatrat
al-tayf, 44, and Dejugnat, “La mer, miroir de la 1égitimité”, op. cit.

49  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 133. The Nasrid was twice to call on the Marinid Aba
‘Inan for help in 750/1349, notably for Jabal al-Fath and the town of Runda; Ibn al-Khatib,
Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:359—365.

50  Formore on these events, see Latham, “Nasrides”, 1025-6.
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3 Analysis of the Letter

A 33-verse poem precedes the prose section of the letter. These verses express
the longing of the author for the places of pilgrimage from which he is so dis-
tant: the Holy Places of the Hijaz and the sanctuary of Mecca, especially the
well of Zamzam and al-Hatim, also called Hijr Isma‘il,>! with which he lit-
erally feels at one ( fa-zamzamuhu damT wa-jismi hatimuhu: “its Zamzam is
my tears, and my body its Hatim”). He speaks of his ardent desire to visit the
Prophet, to whom he addresses his supplications. Other themes include the
Prophet’s light, his ontological primordiality, and his role in cosmogenesis, as
well as the pre-eminence of the Prophet above other envoys, and the excel-
lence of his character. Then the poem addresses the Prophetic heritage of
al-Hajjaj (wa ltya rasul Allah fika wirathatun), and his genealogy (nisba), which
goes back to the Ansar of the Khazraj.52 This heritage is also recalled in the
prose section of the letter. After this, Ibn al-Khatib denounces the factors that
keep the Nasrid sultan away from the Prophet’s tomb, in particular the war
waged by the Kingdom of Castile, against whom the Sultan is leading jikad in
the face of a much more powerful enemy (ummatan hiya l-bahru yu‘yi amraha
man yariumuhu), thus following in the Prophet’s footsteps (fi sabilika). This
theme will also be developed and amplified in the prose section of the letter;
had it not been for the protection afforded by the Prophet, qualified as “refuge
for mankind” (malja’ al-wara), the reserved territories would have been fright-
ened, and the protected dependencies violated (la-ri'a himahu wa-stubiha
harimuhu®3). After this the author begs the Prophet not to snap the cord that

51 A small semi-circular wall north of the Ka‘ba; tradition has it that it was there that the
Prophet lay sleeping the night that Gabriel came to find him for his nocturnal voyage; see
Lings, Le Prophéte Muhammad, 171.

52 Ansar: “The ‘Auxiliaries’ is the usual designation for those inhabitants of Medina who sup-
ported Muhammad; this distinguishes them from his Meccan partisans, the Muhajiriin or
‘emigrants’. After the conversion en masse of the Arabs to Islam, the former name, Bani
Qayla, which referred to both al-Aws and al-Khazradj, fell from use, being replaced by
Ansar (singulative Ansari) (see Qur’an, IX, 100-1, 117-18). Thus was the memory of the first
services rendered to Islam by the Medinese honourably perpetuated. Ansar is probably
the plural of nasir. The Khazraj are one of the two principal tribes of Medina; along with
the al-Aws [g.v.], they constitute the Banii Qayla of the pre-Islamic period and the Ansar
[g.v.] or auxiliaries (of Muhammad) under Islam”; see Montgomery Watt, “al-Ansar”.

53  Originally, during pre-Islamic times, the hima was pasture reserved for the nobles of the
tribe. The Prophet and the first Caliphs used the word to refer to reserving the use of cer-
tain pastures for the mounts of the Muslim armies, the camels acquired for the Treasury,
and the small herds of the poorer Muslims (Chelhod, cited in ‘Akkam, “Des fondements
de la propriété”, 30). The notion applies to all land whose use is reserved; the same is true
of the harim, that can also mean the “dependencies of a location” over which rights of
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binds them together, and returns to the themes of his longing and his distance
from the Prophet’s tomb. Adding a mention of all the complaints and anxieties
with which his missive has been entrusted (wakkaltu biha hammi), he pleads
with its addressee not to forget him and, finally, ends his poem with the prayer
on the Prophet.

Addressed directly to the Prophet: “To God’s (al-Haqq) envoy, to the total-
ity of all creatures (al-khalg), to the cloud of mercy (ghamam al-rahma)’, the
prose section of the letter will develop and amplify the ideas of the poem,
many themes of which also occur in other letters of the same type that share
a structure with Ibn al-Khatib’s epistle, such as the Qadi ‘Iyad’s risala of a few
centuries before, or that of Ibn Abi I-Khisal, in both of which the first para-
graph is devoted to their addressee (ila rasul al-Haqq, etc.) and to an evocation
of his sublime traits and the signs of his elect status. After this long paragraph
addressed to the letter’s recipient, the Prophet Muhammad, the sender pres-
ents himself. Here again the structure is the same as in older letters, and even
the phrases used resemble each other strongly; this section of Ibn al-Khatib’s
letter particularly resembles that of Ibn Abi 1-Khisal.>* After this the author
gives the reasons for having composed the letter, detailing his yearning, com-
punction and sorrow at not being able to perform the ziyara at the Prophet’s
holy tomb (turbatika®® al-muqaddasat al-lahd). Once again, Ibn al-Khatib is
clearly inspired by his predecessor Ibn Abi l-Khisal,?® notably in his mention of
al-mashahid wa al-ma‘Ghid, places that were once familiar to the Prophet, sanc-
tified by his presence and visited by pilgrims: he praises Mecca and Medina,
laden with the Prophet’s sacred history, where revelation came down upon
him. The author then describes the reasons that prevent him from undertak-
ing a pilgrimage to the Holy Places: the enemy already mentioned in the pre-
ceding poem. Here the letter takes on an epic flavour. After this, the author
writes of the ziyara ritual itself, tasking the letter with accomplishing it in his
place; then he addresses God through the mediation of the Prophet, exalting
his election by God and his dignity. This once again resembles the genres of
khasa’is (the Prophet’s particular traits) and shama’il (the physical and moral

usage apply. These are therefore common lands, or land reserved for the use of the vil-
lage community. For more on the legal status of real estate in Muslim law, see Lagardere,
“Terres communes et droits d’'usage” 43-54.

54  See Maqqari, Azhar al-riyad, 4:23—4.

55 Ibn al-Khatib, Rayhanat al-kuttab, 1:60; Maqqari, Azhar al-riyad, 4:41; and Qalqashandi,
Subh al-A'sha, 6:473. Maqqari, in, Nafh al-tib, 6:357 gives turbika: literally the earth; turbat
signifies mausoleum only by metonymy; the lahd is the sloping part of the tomb in which
the body lies, Ibn Manzr, Lisan, 13:176-77.

56  Maqqari, Azhar al-riyad, 4:25.
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characteristics of the Prophet). The author, writing in the name of Abu I-Hajjaj,
then details the latter’s genealogy, going back as far as Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada, the oldest
member of the Prophet’s Ansar, begging the Prophet to take account of this
noble descent so that even if Aba 1-Hajjaj had no praiseworthy actions to his
credit, [the purity of] his intentions would count in his favour. In the course
of this plea the recent and current political and military situations dominate.
The letter ends with the tasliya, prayer of blessings on the Prophet, on his allies
(ahzabika), on those close to him (Alika),5” and on the two companions buried
near him, as well as on his cousin and son-in-law ‘Al1.58

4 The Representation of, and Relationship with, the Prophet

Here we will attempt to tease out a number of themes that are developed in
the letter, notably the representation of the Prophet Muhammad, his presence,
and the relationship with him.

4.1 The Supra-Terrestrial and Sacred Person of the Prophet

The universal nature of Muhammad’s message (with reference to Q 34:28) is
underlined right from the first lines of the letter: “he is God’s envoy to all crea-
tures” (rasul al-Haqq ila kaffat al-khalg), as is his apostolate’s function of mercy
(wa ghamam al-rahma); he is the seal of prophets, and the author exalts his
ontological primacy (“He was a prophet when Adam was between water and
mud” (man wajabat lahu al-nubiwa wa Adam bayna al-tin wa-al-ma’),*® his
status as intercessor for “sinners laden with faults” (shafi* arbab al-dhunib),
and his function as mediator between mankind and God the Omniscient
(al-wasila ila Allam al-ghuyib).5° As in the traditions of shama’il and khasa’is
al-nubiwa, the author lists the attributes and functions of the Prophet, con-
centrating on the economy of salvation; he also enumerates the signs of his
elect status and of his perfection. He evokes Muhammad’s role in cosmogen-
esis, his nocturnal voyage and celestial ascension, and his primordial light
that is the origin of all light (man al-anwaru min ‘unsuri narihi mustamadda).
Following the Mawlidiyyyat tradition this time, Ibn al-Khatib writes of the
luminous and miraculous signs that accompanied the Prophet’s birth: “At his

57  Onthe interpretation of the word A/, see Addas, La Maison muhammadienne, 144—54.

58  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:354—60.

59  For more on the hadith “kuntu nabiyyan ...” (“I was a prophet when Adam was between
water and mud”), see Addas, La Maison muhammadienne, 47-55.

60  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:356.

»
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birth the fortresses and palaces of Syria were illuminated” (wa ad@at li-miladihi
masaniu al-Sham wa qusiruhu); he also recounts the Prophet’s miracles (dhi
al-mujizat).s!

Lord, You have made of him the first of prophets in spirit and the last
in body; You have granted him the banner of praise; Adam and all his
descendance walk in his unfolding shadow; You granted to his com-
munity the earth that You folded for him [so that he saw its easts and
its wests].62

This representation of the Prophet is very close to that seen in the letter attrib-
uted to Qadi ‘Iyad, and it indicates the existence of a “prophetic culture” that
was fairly widespread in scholarly and Sufi circles in the Maghrib, as in other
regions of the Muslim world.

4.2 The Shadow That Covers All of His Community

The prophet is the shadow that covers all of his community (al-zill al-khaffag
‘ala ummatihi).53 This protective aspect of the Prophet is praised particularly
strongly in these times of disturbances and war, circumstances that are evi-
dent throughout Ibn al-Khatib’s letter. Ibn al-Khatib underlines the superior
forces of the enemies of the little Nasrid state; it is under siege from all sides,
its strength cannot be compared in extent or numbers to the massed con-
tingents of its adversaries (‘aduw tatakathafu afwajuhu): the dust from their
horses’ hooves masks the sun’s light at its zenith (wa yahjubu al-shamsa ‘inda
al-zahirati ‘ajajuhu). Despite the modesty of their means,%* the Muslim com-
batants display magnanimity in the face of troops that the author compares to
the armies of Caesar and Kisra: “They exchange blow for blow with troops as
numerous as those of Caesar or of Khosrow” (wa yuqariuna wa hum al-fiatu
al-galila®? jumii‘an ka-jumi‘ Qaysar wa Kisra). Thanks to the Prophet’s support,
these believers (al-mw’minin) arm themselves with patience; their complete

61  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:356—7.

62  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359; on the final phrase, see the hadith: “Inna Allah zawa li l-ard
fa-ra’aytu masharigaha wa magharibaha’, “Allah folded the earth so much for me that
I saw its easts and its wests. The kingdom of my community will reach as far as the earth
was flooded for me” in Muslim, Sahih, Kitab al-fitan wa-ashrat al-Sa‘a, hadith n® 288q.

63  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:356.

64  This theme has virtually become a literary motif, found throughout eastern historiogra-
phy, see Arié, “Les relations diplomatiques”, 98—9.

65  Alfia al-qalila refers to Q 2:249: the 313 companions of Saul who held fast in the face of
Goliath’s army, the number of whom anticipates that of the Companions of Badr: “How
many a little company hath overcome a mighty host by Allah’s leave! — Allah is with the
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surrender to God and the Prophet, from whose approbation they draw their
strength, is their armour (labisuhum); they have exchanged this earthly exis-
tence for the final life.56 This quasi-epic invocation of battles between Muslim
armies and their enemies®? awakens echoes of the battle of Badr,%8 with the
actions of the Prophet and his Companions in the face of the Qurayshis, and
also of the wars that later pitted the young Muslim state against the Byzantine
and Sassanid Empires. Through references to events that are foundational for
the entire community, collective memory is mobilised in the present, not only
by invoking the symbolic power of those events, but also by the quest for a
mimesis of those excellent men whose vigorous faith and abandonment to God
brought them victory.

Indeed, is it not surprising that among the grievances addressed to the
Prophet, the ongoing political and military situation in al-Andalus constitutes
a sort of recurring leitmotif, emphasising and exalting his protective functions:

Do not forget me, nor the inhabitants of this isle that was conquered by
the sword of your word (al-muftataha bi-sayfi kalimatika),® by the best
men of your community; we are but a trust beneath one of your locks;
may the face of your Lord preserve us from neglecting [your rights]; we
breathe the perfume carried on the breeze of your protection and await
your agreement, through which we will repel a despotic and oppressive
enemy who, through his harassment, has attained his aim; the constant
trials to which we are exposed have wearied our historians; and the sea has
silenced all our cries for help (wa l-bahr gad asmata man istasrakha) [ ...]
The enemy is resolute and the ally?® is deficient (al-‘aduww muhalliq wa
[-wali muqassir);"* in the name of the consideration you possess [from

steadfast — (kam min fiatin qalilatin ghalabat fiatan kathiratan bi-idhni llah wa llah ma‘a
[-sabirin)” trans. Pickthall, Holy Quran, 45.

66  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:358.

67  This evocation is nevertheless much less extensive than the description that takes up sev-
eral pages in the letter written in the name of Abu 1-Hajjaj’s son and successor, al-Ghani
billah; see above.

68 For more on this battle, see Lings, Le prophéte Muhammad, 243—253.

69  For more on the Arab conquest of Spain, see Guichard, “La conquéte arabe de I'Espagne’,
377-389; on the existence of Arab scholars in al-Andalus during the second/eighth cen-
tury, often alongside early military settlements, and on the Islamisation of al-Andalus in
general, especially the Algarve, see Marin, “A l'extrémité de I'lslam médiéval”, 361-381.

70  Wali is here intended to mean the ally from whom one awaits aid; for more on the vast
semantic field covered by the root w.ly., see Ibn Manzur, Lisan, 15:281-5.

71 Apparently Ibn al-Khatib is playing on the two senses of hallaga and gassara: the first
meaning that comes to mind is that of the bird of prey circling in the sky (hallaga) before
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God], we reject [a yoke] that overwhelms our forces, and thanks to your
care we tend those whose religion has weakened, that they might recover
[their belief]; do not abandon us, do not neglect us; invoke your Lord for
us: “Our Lord! Impose not on us that which we have not the strength to
bear” (Q 2:286). Your protection suffices to preserve the safety of groups
that belong to your community; has not your Lord said: “But Allah would
not punish them while thou wast with them” (Q 8:33)?72

After having initially spoken of the great feats of arms accomplished by
Muslim forces under the Nasrid banner (since jihad remains one of the fun-
damental duties of a sovereign, and the seal of his legitimacy), the admission
of impotence in the final plea, and the Sultan’s confession that he is not up to
accomplishing this duty in the defence of Islam, read more like a common and
current motif in prayers on the Prophet, not necessarily to be taken literally. In
any case, such avowals would reinforce the image of a pious, magnanimous,
and valiant ruler, who humbly recognises his own limitations, even his failures,
and who faces overwhelming forces: an external enemy and the wavering faith
of his own people. All of these elements would be likely to inspire sympathy
and help from Islam — such help as was cruelly lacking for the Nasrid.

With regard to the theme of the presence of the Prophet, the verse Ibn
al-Khatib chooses to quote is significant: the bonds between the Prophet and
his community have not been broken by the former’s death and disappear-
ance from the stage of history; he lives on in and through his community, and

diving onto prey that is powerless (mugassir) or not doing enough to save itself. The sec-
ond meaning relates to a well-known episode in the sira; according to Abrahamic tra-
dition, pilgrims who had consecrated animals to sacrifice were obliged to perform the
sacrifice within the sacred territories, and then to shave their heads. After the signing
of the treaty of Hudaybiyya with the Qurayshis, which prevented believers from accom-
plishing the pilgrimage until the following year, the Prophet commanded them to sacri-
fice their animals and shave their heads. The believers were disappointed at having to skip
the pilgrimage for a year and break the Abrahamic ritual, and did not obey. Later, they did
follow the Prophet’s example — except for a few, who only cut a few strands of their hair
(gassaru). The Prophet is said to have invoked God: “O Allah, have mercy on those who
have themselves shaved.” (Allahumma irham al-muhalliqin); He repeated this du‘a’ three
times, despite the protestations of those who had only cut a few strands of hair; on the
fourth repetition he added, “and on those who clip their hair!” Later, when he was asked
why he had initially invoked pity only for the muhalligin, he replied: “because they did
not doubt!” Ibn al-Khatib, in using these two words, almost certainly wants to refer to this
episode and say that the enemy is resolute and the Muslims are in a state of doubt; for
more on this episode in the sira, see Lings, Le prophéte Muhammad, 416—7.

72 Magqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:360. For English translations of verses, see Pickthall, Holy Qurin,
54 and 200.
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his bodily and/or his spiritual heirs, in particular, perpetuate the Prophetic
charisma.” According to one exegesis of the verse cited (Q 8:33), and the one
that follows it, “wa ma kana mu‘adhdhibahum wa hum yastaghfiran” (Nor will
He punish them while they seek forgiveness),”* the Prophet said, on the sub-
ject of these verses and the two conditions that preserve Muslims? from God’s
punishment, “Allah sent down two guarantees of safety for the benefit of my
Umma (anzala Allah ‘alayya amanayn li-ummati). So when I pass, I leave seek-
ing forgiveness among them until the Day of Resurrection.”’® From this point
we can address the genuinely eschatological dimension of this letter.

4.3 Tawassul in This World and Intercession in the Hereafter
Tawassul (the invocation of God through the mediation of the Prophet) is very
present in this letter, confirming what we have observed in other written pro-
duction: the istighatha (call for succour) addressed to the Prophet is required
as much for “worldly” issues as for eschatological reasons. The Prophet’s medi-
ation may be sought in order to confront community enemies whose power is
crushingly superior, to whip up tired and sore souls and wake them from their
lethargy, or to “heal sick hearts” (isn't he called “the doctor of hearts”, tabib
adwa’ al-qulitb?); however, he can also be asked to intercede for the Day of
Counting, of which this letter shows great awareness, evoking certain episodes
from the Last Judgement as well as the eschatological figure of the Prophet;
the letter contains no fewer than eight occurrences of eschatological themes.
Initially these motifs appear with regard to the collective: the Prophet is
called shafi arbab al-dhunib (the intercessor for human beings weighed down
with sins); he carries the unfolded banner on the Day of Resurrection (sahib
al-liw@’ al-manshur yawm al-nushur); he is the answered intercessor — literally
the one whose intercession is received — on the Day of Facing God (al-shaft
al-mushaffa‘ yawma [-Ard);"" his is the most certain assistance on the Day of
Great Fear (al-mafza‘ al-amna‘ yawm al-faza“ al-akbar). All of these episodes
(the resurrection, the great gathering al-hashr, the presentation in ranks before
God, yawm al-Ard) are part of the “events” of the Last Judgement, affecting the

73 See Gril, “Prophétie et charisme en islam’, 27-36.

74  Trans. Pickthall, Holy Qurian, 200.

75  And not only the Meccan Qurayshis who, according to the asbab al-nuzul (context of
revelation) were the original addressees: see Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 2:372.

76 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir, 2:372.

77  Al-‘ard, on the Day of Last Judgement, also refers to the idea of an examination of man
by God, as in Q 18:48, “And they are set before thy Lord in ranks” (trans. Pickthall, Holy
Quran, 331) (wa ‘uridu ‘ala Rabbika saffan).
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collective fate of all the dead.”® Another element is the calling and appear-
ance of individuals before God, to be questioned (al-musa‘ala or al-swal) and
have their actions weighed in the balance (al-mizan) according to the books
or registers (al-dawawin) in which the sins and merits of each are noted;” all
of these episodes relate to the fate of the individual. However, according to a
Prophetic tradition, from the moment of the opening of each one book (and
according to whether the human being receives his book into his right or his
left hand, Q 17:71), and when he is crossing the bridge (al-sirat), each human
being is entirely alone. At this stage, the Prophet cannot help even his own
People.80 Nevertheless, the letter solicits the intercession of the Prophet for
the Nasrid: “My God, accord me the assistance of his intercession on the day
I take up my book (Tadarakni bi-shafa‘atihi yawma akhdhi kitabr)"3! referring
to Q 17:13-14 (“and We shall bring forth for him on the Day of Resurrection a
book which he will find wide open. Read thy Book. Thy soul sufficeth as reck-
oner against thee this day”). His prestigious descent from the Angsar via his
ancestor Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada, mentioned a few lines further down, is what gives the
Nagrid sultan this right and this privilege with the Prophet: “By my genealogy,
which goes back to the eldest of your Auxiliaries, Sa‘d [b. ‘Ubada], I benefit
from recourse to privileged and manifest favour from you ( fa-li bi-ntisabt ila
Sa'd, ‘amidi ansarika, maziyya wa wasila athira khafiya)"82 Even the terms used
to present the Nasrid bear witness to this genuinely eschatological dimen-
sion: ‘atiq shafa‘atihi, the one who is freed [from fire] through the Prophet’s
intercession — this refers to a tradition from the Siha# (canonical collections),3?
according to which at the Last Judgement all the prophets from Adam onwards
will recuse themselves from intercession, and it will revert to Muhammad. By
virtue of this tradition, the Prophet obtains from God the ability to deliver sin-
ners “in whose hearts there is faith even to the lightest, lightest mustard seed”
from the fires of Gehenna.

78 Amri, Les saints en islam, 53—56.

79  Amri, Les saints en islam, 55.

80  Ghazali, Ihya’, vol. v1, fasc. 16:43, cited in Amri, Les saints en islam, 55-6.

81  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359.

82  On the etymology of the word khafa: to manifest, make apparent or extract (khafaytu:
aghartu), see Ibn Manzur, Lisan, 5:116-8.

83  Notably for Bukhari, Sahih, Kitab al-tawhid, 9:149-150 and 160161 (these hadiths are,
respectively, numbers 7440 and 7510).
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4.4 Prophetic Heritage and Its Mobilisation

Without going into too much detail about Nasrid genealogy, let us just remain
aware that genealogists and chroniclers, including Ibn al-Khatib,34 ascribe
to them a descent from Qays b. Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada al-Ansari al-Khazraj1 al-Sa‘idi
al-Madani, the chief of the Khazraj (sayyid al-Ansar) in Yathrib, to whom
al-Dhahabi attributes the titles of Sayyid and sharif.3> The letter underlines
this prophetic heritage twice.86 There is an abundant literature on the merits
of the Ansar ( fada’il al-Ansar), who are mentioned in the Quran (for example,
Q 8:72, 8:74 and 59:9) and in traditions.8” The Qur'an and the Aadith that fol-
lowed both praised the merits of the Angar,88 “the Auxiliaries of Allah and His
Envoy (Ansar Allah wa Ansar rasulihi):” they are “those who took in [those who
believed and left their homes and strove for the cause of Allah] and helped
them”, and who, along with the Emigrés, fought in the path of God, “these are
the believers in truth” (Q 8:74), an idea that is re-stated in a hadith we have
already mentioned;8° a variant of this hadith reported by Anas b. Malik has the
Prophet saying: “The very sign of faith (Ayat al-iman) is love for the Ansar; to
detest them is a sign of hypocrisy.” When, in the Qur’an, the Bant Nadir depart
and the Prophet distributes their lands to the Emigrés, the selfless friendship
of the Ansar for the Emigrés is praised: “Who love those who flee unto them
for refuge and find in their breasts no need for that which hath been given

84  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 57.

85  Dhahabi, Siyar, 1:270—-9. According to the sira, when the Prophet went on an expedition the
first person designated among his Companions to take on the responsibility for Medina in
his absence was the Khazraji leader, Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada (Lings, Le Prophéte Muhammad, 226);
on the day of the conquest of Mecca the Prophet had given him his standard; this was
carried by his son Qays (ibid. 488). After the death of the Prophet, the Ansar (both Aws
and Khazraj) who were in the Sagifat Bant Sa‘ida, a clan directed by Sa‘d, were about to
swear allegiance to Sa‘d; the latter refused his allegiance to Abu Bakr, and again, later, to
the second Caliph, ‘Umar; he left Medina for Syria, where he died in Hawran in 14/635 or
16/637, Lings, Le Prophéte Muhammad, 5601 and Dhahabf, Siyar, 1:277 and 279.

86  If we look at both the poem and the prose letter that follows it.

87  See the hadith attributed to the Prophet about the Ansar and reported by Bukhari in his
Sahih, Bab hubb al-Ansar, 5:39-40, according to Al-Bard b. ‘Azib: “No one loves them
except a believer and no one hates them except a hypocrite. Allah loves whoever loves
them and hates whoever hates them.”

88  See the book composed by the Andalusian gadi Aba Bakr ‘Atiq b. al-Fira’ al-Ghassani
al-Andalusi (d. 698/1298), Nuzhat al-absar fi fada’il al-Ansar.

89  Indeed, the canonical collections in the Kitab al-iman (the Book of faith), devote a section
(bab) to the Ansar and the love that is due to them as an article of faith; Muslim, Sahih,
Kitab al-iman, Bab al-dalil ‘ala anna hubb al-Ansar wa Ali min al-timan; Bukhari, in his
Sahih, Kitab al-tman, Bab ‘alamat al-iman hubb al-Ansar. Elsewhere the latter devotes a
section to the Ansar “titles of glory”: Bab Managqib al-Ansar, and to the merits of the role
they played (Bab fadl dawr al-Ansar).
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them, but prefer [them] above themselves though poverty become their lot”
(Q 59:9). After the battle of Hunayn, the Auxiliaries who resented their modest
booty in comparison to that lavished by the Prophet on Qurayshi chiefs and
other tribes (in order to win them over to Islam) are said, according to a tradi-
tion recorded in the canonical collections, to have been comforted thus: “Is it
not enough for you, Oh Auxiliaries, while these people take away sheep and
camels, that you take God’s Envoy with you to your homes? If every human
except the Auxiliaries took one path and the Auxiliaries took another, I would
take the Auxiliaries’ path. May God have mercy on the Auxiliaries, on their
sons and the sons of their sons!"9° According to another, clearly eschatologi-
cal, hadith, which is considered authentic, the Prophet addressed the Ansar
as follows: “Arm yourselves with patience in order to meet me again at the
Basin (al-hawd).”!

Ibn al-Khatib’s reference to his monarch’s Prophetic heritage would be
inherently supportive of the claims of the Nasrids, especially Yasuf, to the title
of Caliph, and affirm the latter’s religious and political authority;%2 the text of
the inscription on the funeral stele of Sultan Yasuf, which was also written by
Ibn al-Khatib, assigns to his grandfather, Abii Sa‘d Faraj b. Isma‘il ibn Nasr, the

go  This tradition is considered authentic; one version is to be found in Bukhari, Sahih, 5:38.
Another hadith is also attributed to the Prophet: “May God forgive the Ansar, their sons
and the sons of their sons’, Allahumma ighfir li-al-Ansar wa abna@’ al-Ansar wa abn@’ abna’
al-Ansar (Muslim, Sahih, Bab fada’il al-Ansar, hadith 2506).

91 Bukhari, Sahth, Bab Manaqib al-Ansar, 5:41, Bab qawl al-nabi [ ...] li-al-Ansar : isbira hatta
talgawni ‘ala al-hawd.

92  For more on this claim, see the above-cited article by Dejugnat: “Maria-Jesus Rubiera
has recently demonstrated that the Nasrids laid claim to the title of Caliph. Yasuf 1 does
indeed have a Caliphian honorific name (lagab), with bi-llah, Mu‘ayyad bi-llah, and his
official pangyrists, Ibn al-Jayyab and Ibn al-Khatib, call him Caliph with a noticeable fre-
quency, although they never accord him the official titles of ‘Lieutenant of God’s mes-
senger’ (khalifat rasial Allah) or ‘Commander of the faithful’ (amir al-Muminin) [only
referring to him as Amir al-Muslimin)]. [...] According to Maria-Jestis Rubiera, the Nasrids
lay claim to the Caliphate from the time of Isma‘il 1 (r. 1314-1325). In any case, the use of
this claim was mostly internal, or even private, in that it would not have done to rub the
Marinids the wrong way, since they were a vital source of support for the kingdom in
the face of the Christians, and they also laid claim to the Caliphal title.”; see also Rubiera
Mata, “El Califato Nazar1”, 293—305. Let us also recall that before the Marinids and Nasrids,
one of the Hafsids of Tunis, al-Mustansir bi-llah (r. 647-675/1249-1277), the son of the
dynasty’s founder Emir Aba Zakariya’, had pronounced himself Caliph (he took on the
Caliphal name of the Abbasid Abu Ja‘far al-Manstr, d. 640/1242) and received his Hijaz
bay‘a as brought by the Sufi Ibn Sab‘in in 655/1257, and from al-Andalus; Tunis became,
for a time, the capital of the Caliphate; “such competition between capitals to occupy the
centre of the world” (Dejugnat “La mer, miroir de la légitimité”) would be extended to Fez
and Granada.
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attribute of Kabir al-khilafa al-Nasriyya (the Senior of the Nasrid Caliphate).93
The claim to the title of Caliph assumes full significance when seen from an
eschatological perspective and in the context of a war with Christian king-
doms and jihad at the frontiers of the Dar al-Islam, which it is a sovereign’s
duty to pursue. By virtue of the above-cited traditions, such noble descent pro-
vides the assurance of salvation; on the Sultan’s funerary stele Ibn al-Khatib
also invokes God, that He might “welcome him to Paradise by the side of his
ancestor Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada [...] and resuscitate him with his forefathers, the Ansar,
thanks to whom He brought about the triumph of the faith and saved them
from the Fire”.94

4.5 The Living Presence of the Prophet and the Intimate Love Shared
with Him

This letter also merits attention to its quasi-private dimension, to which the
epistolary genre lends itself. Here our author gives free reign to an outpouring
[of love] and describes an intimate relationship with the Prophet Muhammad,
one that has echoes of Muhammad’s relationship with his Companions.®®
This participation in the Prophet’s life, and this desire for communion with the
Prophet, also appears in the evocation of the most intimate part of the spiri-
tual and divine experience of the Envoy himself, his conversations with the
Archangel Gabriel. Before stating the nominal identity of the letter’s sender
(Sultan Abu l-Hajjaj Yasuf), Ibn al-Khatib expresses a series of attitudes, cre-
dos, ways of being, and above all facts and gestures, drawn from daily life, that
are signs not only of the living presence of the Prophet, but also of this quasi-
intimate relationship with him, a relationship in which love plays a big part:

On behalf of the one [Sultan Yisuf] who is freed [from the fire] thanks
to his [the Prophet’s] intercession (‘atiq shafa‘atihi), slave of obedience
[to the Prophet’s prescriptions] (‘abd ta‘atihi), firmly attached to him;
from the one who believes in God and then in him, find in his invocation
a remedy for his suffering (al-mustashft bi-dhikrihi kullama ta'allama),
bring down the divine blessings on him each time he speaks, and, if he
[the Prophet] is mentioned in front of him [Sultan Yasuf], he pictures
his appearance, among his Companions and the People of his House. If
a scented breeze blows, he [Sultan Yasuf] thinks it the scent of his [the
Prophet’s] friendship, and if he hears the call to prayer he remembers the

93  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 136.
94  Ibnal-Khatib, al-Lamha al-badriyya, 136.
95  Gril, “Comme s'il y avait des oiseaux sur leur téte” 25—40.
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voice of his muezzin [Bilal], and if the Qur’an is recited [he] pictures Jibril
seeking him [the Prophet] in the places he was wont to go, or that were
familiar to him (bayna ma‘ahidihi wa khilalihi); he [Yasuf] embraces the
earth [that shelters the Prophet’s remains] (lathim turbihi)®® and hopes
for his proximity (muwammil qurbihi); he is a hostage to obedience [to the
Prophet’s injunctions] and to his love [for the Prophet] (rahin ta‘atihi wa
hubbihi), and invokes divine consent by his mediation (al-mutawassil bihi
ilarida llah Rabbihi), Yasuf b. Isma‘l b. Nasr.%7

Love for the Prophet is very present in this letter, on the individual and the col-
lective level. Love for his person “replaces breath for souls” (wa jara fi [-nufis
mayjra l-anfas hubbuhu),® and is also consubstantial with Muhammad’s com-
munity; this love itself is also inscribed in a soteriological finality, as expressed
in the terms of this invocation addressed to God in the Nasrid’s name:

You brought me forth in his umma whose substance and primary nature
are love [of the Prophet] (al-majbula ‘ala hubbihil-maftira); You increased
my desire to visit the places that are sanctified by his presence and You
gave my tongue the task of praying on him (wa wakkalta lisant bi-l-salat
‘alayhi), and my heart a yearning for his ziyara [ ...]. Do not break the cord
that attaches me to him, do not deprive me of the rewards of his love, and
grant me his intercession on the Day I receive my book.9?

In a similar way, the familial metaphors very often used about the Prophet
surface here, too, notably his representation as a father whose compassion
and mercy would “melt the souls of the fathers in commiseration” (law kana
li-l-aba’i rahmatu qalbihi, dhabat nufusuhum ishfaqan).100

4.6 Before the Tomb of the Prophet: Letter and Ziyara

“I have mandated it to fly to you on the wings of my ardent desire” (istanabtu
ruq‘ati hadhihi li-tatira ilayka min shawqi bi-janahin khafigin), writes Ibn
al-Khatib in the name of his king. He has this missive make all the gestures

96  See this verse from the Burda by al-Busir, “no perfume is sweeter than the earth that shel-
ters his remains; happy is he who breaths its odour and rubs his face in it” (la-tiba ya'dilu
turban damma a‘zumahu/tiiba li-muntashiqin minhu wa multathimi), this is the equiva-
lent of embracing it, lathima, commentators add: Ibn ‘Ashar, Shifa’ al-galb al-jarih, 163; for
another commentary on this verse, see Ibn Marzagq, Izhar sidq al-mawwadda, 1:288—91.

97  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:357.

98  Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:356.

99  Orbook drawing up the accounts on the Day of Judgement; Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359.

100 Magqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:356.
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of humility and devotion he would himself have made on a ziyara, gestures
laden with a powerful emotional burden and with a quest for a “physical” con-
tact; they express both veneration and love: “rubbing one’s cheek against” (wa
tuaffiru al-khadda fi turbika wa tumarrigh) the earth sheltering the Prophet’s
remains.!?! He tasks the letter with transmitting his grievances ( fa-twadd ‘an
‘abdika wa tuballigh),'°? reciting a series of invocations addressed directly to
the Prophet, in his roles as “succour for his community” (ghiyath al-umma) and
“cloud of mercy” (wa ghamam al-rahma), that the Prophet might pity the writ-
er's ghurba (exile) and ingita“ (isolation);193 if the first word (ghurba) seems
once more to refer to the origins of the Nasrid, that go back to the Ansars of
Medina, the second (ingita‘), following and emphasising the word ghurba, sig-
nifies the rupture of the sender’s ties with his people, and his isolation.1° He
also asks the Prophet to approve this delegation or “mandating” of the letter
(gabil bi-l-qabul niyabati).

5 Conclusion

Love and profound veneration for the Prophet are largely considered to be
unvarying; however, letters addressed to him may rightly be seen as an expres-
sion of the specifically Muhammadian devotion that developed from the
sixth/twelfth century, and became widespread during the seventh/thirteenth
century; the profoundly uncertain circumstances in the Sultanate of Granada
in the eighth/fourteenth century served to emphasise the Prophetic figure of
succour, protection, and intercession in difficult times. When Ibn al-Khatib
was writing, such letters addressed to the Prophet from this part of the Muslim
world were, through their common themes and even in the organisation of
their discourse, already a veritable genre, one from which our author drew
much inspiration and that, specifics aside, remained very consistent.

Yet if we put the letter composed in the name of the Nasrid Yasuf 1 back into
the context of other missives addressed to the Prophet, just such specifics do
appear. Ibn al-Khatib’s epistle was written at a difficult time, in the name of a
sovereign who was at war with Christian kingdoms, and while the Muslim side
seemed demoralised, weakened by divisions and contradictions. This mood
is perceptible in the text of Ibn al-Khatib’s letter, which contains themes that

101 Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359.

102 Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359.

103 Magqqari, Nafh al-tib, 6:359.

104 “One says of the stranger in a country that he is cut off from his relations, so is he dissoci-
ated from them” (ugti‘a ‘an ahlihi iqta‘an fa-huwa muqta‘un ‘an ahlihi wa mungqati), Ibn
Manzir, Lisan, 12:140.
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are absent in its predecessors; here jihad is simultaneously: an obstacle to the
accomplishment of ziyara at the Prophet’s tomb; a destiny that is inscribed
in a Prophetic history of which the Sultan is at once the depositary and the
heir; a title to glory in the service of Islam and its Prophet — reinforcing the
legitimacy of its possessor when he exercises this right — and, finally, an object
of istighatha (a request for succour) addressed to the Prophet. What’s more,
a certain image of the monarch is fashioned here: he is pious, humble and
magnanimous; jealous of his territorial sovereignty and of the integrity of the
Dar al-Islam; a worthy continuer of the acts of his pious predecessors, and a
king whose love and respect for the Prophet are at the centre of his piety, his
daily life, and his hopes. The Prophetic heritage claimed by the author for the
Nasrid, especially in a context of jihad, reveals the importance that is hence-
forth accorded to a spiritual or physical link with the Prophet: this will act as
a guarantee at once of baraka, of salvation, of legitimacy, and of participation
in a sacred history, that of the Prophet and his Companions. This being said,
and despite the fact that this letter was composed on behalf of a monarch, the
individual and personal dimension that is very present in letters such as those
of Qadi ‘Iyad or Ibn al-Jannan is no less important here: Ibn al-Khatib gives
his sensibility and emotions free reign, along with his complaints and his out-
pourings that are often lyrical and always marked by a tone of great sincerity.
One cannot help but think that here, screened by his prince, it is the individ-
ual man, Ibn al-Khatib, who is expressing himself, and thus offering us much
insight into his perception of the Prophet’s interior reality and the sacredness
of his person, as well as into his own love for the Prophet and faith in his assis-
tance here below, and his intercession in the next world. Couldn’t one compare
these representations, which our author shares with his predecessors, with the
manifestations of devotion to the person of the Prophet and to the figure or
figures of the Prophet that were in general circulation in the scholarly and
Sufi circles of eighth/fourteenth century Granada? All of this is part of what
one can henceforth consider to be a genuine and growing “Prophetic culture’,
nourished by a literature centred on the Prophet that, starting with Qadi ‘Tyad’s
Shifa’ and amplified in all the prophetology that followed, takes its doctrinal
form in the writings of Ibn ‘Arabi. This Prophetic culture is profoundly cohe-
sive, crossing social and geographical boundaries and informing the spiritual-
ity of mystics, scholars and humble pious people alike. Researchers become
accustomed to considering the manifestations of piety, empathy and emotion
that this veneration brings forth to be particular to a “popular” Islam, so-called;
in fact, these manifestations are common to the masses and the élites.

The interpretation of such letters in the light of the debate concerning Ibn
Taymiyya’s (d. 728/1328) writings on the ziyara, the contested authenticity of
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the hadith on the visit to the Prophet’s tomb, and the Damascene jurist’s oppo-
sition to the practice of the istighatha,1°> demonstrates that in the Maghrib the
zyara at the Prophet’s tomb, the writing of letters addressed to the Prophet,
and the practice of tawassul and istighatha were widespread, among the peo-
ple as among jurists and Maliki scholars of the best tradition.
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Les poemes d’éloge du Prophete de Lisan al-Din
Ibn al-Khatib (713-776/1313-1374 ou 75)

Brigitte Foulon

Des le début de la prédication coranique, le Prophete Muhammad a été loué
par les poétes qui avaient pris fait et cause pour la religion naissante. Le plus
célebre de ces laudateurs est sans nul doute Hassan b. Thabit!, qui avait déja
acquis une grande renommeée de panégyriste avant l'islam, notamment aupres
des rois lakhmides et ghassanides. Kab b. Zuhayr?, descendant d'une famille
s'étant illustrée par la poésie durant la jahiliyya, se distingua aussi dans ce
domaine. Sa célébre gasida, Banat Su‘ad, premiére d'une série de Mantle odes,
pour reprendre l'expression de Susanne Pinckney Stetkevych, fut composée
alors qu'il était menacé de mort apreés avoir satirisé le Prophete. Cette premiére
Burda, qui releve du sous-genre « poeme dexcuses» (itidhariyya) et s'ins-
pire de la célébre gasida d’al-Nabigha al-Dhubyani® adressée au roi lakhmide
al-Nu‘man#*, met l'accent sur les qualités guerrieres du Prophete en l'assimilant
a un lion féroce. Elle respecte totalement la structure tripartite des poemes
antéislamiques en faisant précéder I'éloge (le gharad du poéme) par un nasib
et un rahil.

Apres la mort du Prophete, le panégyrique du Prophéte (madihi nabawr)
entama unelongue évolution et ne fut guere fixé avantla période post-classique®.
Lesmada’ih composés durant la période classique virent essentiellementle jour
dansle cadre de la poésie d'éloge shi‘ite, centrée autour des figures de ‘Ali et des
ahl al-bayt. Certaines caractéristiques de ces compositions shi‘ites annoncent
déja les textes de la période ultérieure. C'est le cas des themes de supplication
et des demandes d’intercession, ou encore du ton hautement émotif, associé
a un degré de lyrisme traduisant une dévotion personnelle, qui deviendra la

1 Mort autour de 40/660. Voir ‘Arafat, “Hassan b. Thabit". Voir aussi Monroe, The Poetry,
368-373.

2 Voir Basset, “Ka‘b b. Zuhayr” ; Stetkevych Pinckney, The Mantle odes, en particulier le chapitre
1: “Kab Ibn Zuhayr and the Mantle of the Prophet” 1-69 et Stetkevych Pinckney, “Pre-Islamic
Panegyric” 1-49.

3 Poeéte préislamique, voir Arazi, “al-Nabigha al-Dhubyanr”.

4 Cette célebre daliyya fut intégrée par certains anthologues parmi les Mu‘allagat.

5 Voir Zaki, Al-Madd'ih al-nabawiyya, et Zwettler, The Poet and the Prophet, 313-387.
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régle dans les poémes post-classiques. Du point de vue stylistique, ces derniers
se caractérisent par un emploi intensif du badi associé, depuis I'age classique,
a I'hégémonie religieuse, culturelle et politique de I'islam. L'exemple le plus
emblématique de cette production relativement tardive est sans nul doute le
poéme communément dénommé la Burda de Sharaf al-Din Aba ‘Abd Allah
Muhammad b. Sa‘id al-Basiri® (m. 694-96/1294-97)”. Suzanne P. Stetkevych a
montré que 'éloge du Prophete puisait a diverses sources religieuses : e Coran,
la Sira, le hadith et notamment les Shama’il de Tirmidhi (m. 278/892) réunis-
sant des traditions sur les qualités physiques et morales du Prophete. S’y ajoute
le concept de Lumiére muhammadienne, développé plus tard sous le nom de
Réalité muhammadienne (al-haqgiqa [-muhammadiyya) a l'origine du monde,
tout comme le Propheéte, “Sceau des prophétes,” intercede pour les hommes
lors du Jugement dernier.

Toutefois, nombre d'éléments de ces éloges proviennent aussi de la tradi-
tion du madih de cour existant depuis la Jahiliyya. Poétisés et non narrativisés,
tous ces éléments servent dans le cadre de la polémique contre les ennemis
de l'islam. On assiste donc, selon cette chercheuse a une transformation d’'une
présentation prosaique, historique et narrative en mythisation qui confere a
ces matériaux une dimension métaphysique et métahistorique, cosmique et
mythique.

Dans I'Occident musulman, le genre ne fut guere cultivé avant le vie/
x11¢ siécle, méme si la sira du Propheéte suscita I'intérét des Andalous. Deux
ouvrages furent d'une importance déterminante pour son développement:
al-Shif@’ ft l-ta'rif bi-huquqg -Mustafa, du Qadi ‘Tyad b. Musa (m. 544/1149) et le
Rawd al-unuf, glose de la sira d'Ibn Hisham, d’Abt Zayd ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abd
Allah al-Suhayli (m. 581/185). Selon Mahmud Makki, qui a retracé la genése
de ce genre poétique dans cette partie du Dar al-islam?, les premiers mada’ih
nabawiya andalous auraient été I'ceuvre d’Ibn al-Sayyid al-Batalyawsi (m.
521/1127), mais c’est surtout Muhammad b. Mas‘ad b. Abi1-Khisal® (m. 540/1146)
qui, avec un poeme de 366 vers intitulé : Mi‘raj al-mandqib wa-minhaj al-hasab
al-thaqib, aurait donné un élan décisif a ce genre!®. Ces poemes exaltant le

Voir “al-Busir1” 158-9.
Ce poéme a fait 'objet d'une étude détaillée de la part de Pinckney Stetkevych, dans le
chapitre 2 (“al-Busiri and the dream of the Mantle”) de son ouvrage The Mantle odes,

70-150.
8 Makki, al-mada’ih al-nabawiya.
9 Juriste, traditionniste et lettré andalou, mort en 540/1146.

10  Ce poéme évoque la généalogie du Prophéte, sa biographie, les miracles qui lui sont attri-
bués et les vertus de ses compagnons. Il est reproduit par Maqqari dans Azhar al-riyad,
avec le takhmis composé par Abi ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn al-Hasan al-Mursi (m. aprés
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voyage mystique sur la route du pélerinage furent particulierement populaires
en al-Andalus. Makki mentionne également les compositions de Muhammad
b. Muhammad Ibn al-Jannan al-Mursi (m. 646/1248), qui dut quitter Murcie
pour Ceuta en 640, avant de s'établir a Bougie, ainsi que les compositions
d'Tbrahim b. Sahl al-Ishbili (m. 649/1251)!! takhmisat avec rime en a (sam@).

Il semble probable que ces compositions datant des vi¢/X11¢ et VII®/XIII®
siecles aient profondément influencé les poétes ultérieurs et servi de matrice a
leur production sur ce theme, méme si, comme nous le verrons, un fait majeur,
linstauration et la généralisation de la célébration de la féte du Mawlid en
Occident musulman, sera venu entretemps enrichir la thématique des poémes
d’éloge au Prophete!?.

Notre étude se propose de se pencher sur les poemes dédiés au Prophéte
(nabawiyyat ou mada’ih nabawiyya) composés par le célebre polygraphe gre-
nadin de I'époque nasride Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib (713-76/1313-74 ou 75)13
qui, pour certains, relevent du sous-genre mawlidiyyat. Nous procederons
a l'analyse de trois gasida-s emblématiques de cette veine!*: une daliyya de
82 vers!®, une h@’iyya de 39 vers!® et une ba’iyya de 54 vers!’.

679) (Maqqari, Azhar al-riyad, 5: 173-249). Sur L'auteur, Ibn Abi al-Khisal, voir Maqqari,
Azhar al-riyad, 5: 167-172. Celui-ci est aussi 'auteur de poémes intitulés al-nabawiyyat
ainsi que de cinq threnes du Prophéte pastichant ceux de Hassan b. Thabit.

11 Deux de ses gasidas, en particulier, s'inscrivent dans ce genre. Chacune d’entre elles com-
prend 30 vers. La premiere est construite sur le metre tawil (rime en @) et la seconde,
composée juste avant la chute de Séville et appelant au jihad, sur le metre kamil (rime en
ri). Voir Ibn Sahl al-Ishbili, Diwan, 207-212, pour la premiére, et 157-161, pour la seconde.
Ibn Sahl est aussi I'auteur d’'une takhmisa avec rime en ‘a (sam'a) dans la méme veine.

12 Voir sur l'histoire de cette célébration : Katz, The Birth of the Prophet.

13 Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘id ibn ‘Abd Allah b. Sa‘id b. ‘Al b. Ahmad
al-Salmani al-Lawshi, plus connu sous le nom de Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib. Voir a son
sujet: Vidal-Castro, “Ibn al-Khatib, Lisan al-Din”; Knysh, “Ibn al-Khatib” 358-371; Arié,
L’Espagne musulmane; du méme auteur, “Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib” 69-81; Tahtah,
Al-gurba wa-l-hanin, 317-341; Abbadi, Muuallafat Lisan al-Din ibn al-Khatib, 247-53;
Rodriguez Gémez, Peldez, and Boloix Gallardo eds. Sabery poder en al-Andalus ; Santiago
Simén, El poligrafo granadino Ibn al-Jatib ; Titwani, Ibn al-Khatib.

14  Ils'agitla d’'une premiere étape de notre recherche et nous souhaitons, a plus long terme,
analyser 'ensemble de ces poémes et les comparer a ceux composés a I'occasion d’autres
fétes rituelles et, plus généralement, aux poemes dits sultaniyyat de l'auteur.

15  Ce poéme, sur le métre tawil, figure dans Maqqari, Nafh al-Tib, 6: 451-55, dans Ibn
al-Khatib, Thata, 4:392-96 et dans Ibn al-Khatib, Diwan, 1: 345-350.

16 Pour ce poéme, sur le metre kamil, voir : Maqqari, Nafh al-Tib, 6 : 449-51; Ibn al-Khatib,
Diwan, 1: 241-44 et Thata, 4 : 390-392.

17 Pour ce poéme, sur le metre tawil, voir Maqqari, Nafh al-Tib, 6: 361-63, Ibn al-Khatib,
Diwan, 1:156-59 ; lhata, 4 : 467-70.
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1 Un contexte spécifique

Pour mettre en lumiére les enjeux de ces textes, il nous faut en premier lieu
évoquer la spécificité du contexte, tant historique que personnel, dans lequel
ils virent le jour. Sur le plan historique, d’abord, la période est marquée par l'in-
fluence exercée sur le Royaume nasride de Grenade, pour le compte duquel tra-
vaillait Ibn al-Khatib, par la dynastie mérinide!® (Banu Marin), qui régne alors
sur le Maroc, et avec laquelle notre auteur entretint des relations trés étroites.
L'activisme de cette dynastie dans le domaine religieux ne manqua pas, en
effet, d’avoir des répercussions sur la production littéraire qui nous occupe.

Dépourvus, au départ, d'une idéologie religieuse, les Mérinides furent
confrontés a un probléme de légitimité. Pour se démarquer du mahdisme
almohade et affirmer leur autonomie par rapport aux Hafsides au pouvoir a
Tunis, ils adopterent une double stratégie. Ils encouragerent d’abord le retour
en force du malékisme, qui avait été marginalisé par le pouvoir almohade!®.
Dans le méme temps, ils introduisirent dans leur état le systéme des méder-
sas, qui s'était développé dans I'Orient sunnite dés le milieu du ve/x1¢ siécle,
faisant de ces écoles, toutes officielles et étatiques, les rouages de transmission
de leur propagande. Par ailleurs, ils veillerent particuliérement a la promo-
tion de leur réputation de piété et d'équité et a l'affirmation de leur engage-
ment dans le jihad. Poussé par son aspiration au califat, Aba ‘Inan (749-759/
1348-1358) n'épargna guere ses efforts pour paraitre digne de cette institution,
allant jusqu’a faire dire a ses biographes qu'il « se comportait envers ses sujets
comme le Prophete »20. Mais, surtout, ces souverains assurérent la promotion
d’un chérifisme servant leur cause, rompant ainsi avec la vision qui avait été
celle des périodes précédentes, durant lesquelles la généalogie chérifienne,
toujours associée au Mahdisme, était l'objet d'une suspicion tenace?!. La cher-
cheuse marocaine Halima Ferhat résume en une formule le tournant pris sous
les Mérinides : « c’est 1a dynastie des Mérinides qui transforme le chérifisme en
fond de commerce »22.

Les sultans mérinides s'inspirerent en la matiere de l'exemple d’Abu
1-Qasim al-‘Azafi qui s’était révolté contre les Hafsides en 647/1249 a Ceuta en
s'appuyant sur le chérifisme, ce qui lui avait permis de fonder une dynastie

18  Cette dynastie commenga a régner sur le Maghrib occidental (Maroc) a compter du
milieu du vire/xiiie siécle. Voir Shatzmiller, “Marinides”.

19  Voir a ce sujet : Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion, 279-314, et Buresi et Ghouirgate, Histoire
du Maghreb.

20 Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion, 291.

21 Onse souvient qu'Ibn Timart revendiquait une généalogie chérifenne.

22 Ferhat, “Chérifisme” 473-482.
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qui allait régner durant pres d’'un siécle sur la ville. Il avait, la méme année,
instauré la féte du Mawlid, jusqu’alors inconnue au Maroc, déclarant vouloir
contrer ainsi l'influence des fétes chrétiennes. Cette alliance avec les chérifs
avait aussi tout, semble-t-il, d'une « démarcation idéologique »23.

Abu 1-Qasim suivait en cela 'exemple de son pére, Abu -‘Abbas al-‘Azafi?4,
auteur d'un ouvrage, al-durr al-munazzam ft mawlid al-nabt al-mu‘azzam?s,
considéré comme fondateur du culte du Propheéte dans la région, mais aussi
a visée polémique, puisqu'il s'agissait, avec cette féte du Mawlid, de concur-
rencer le Noél chrétien et d’autres fétes populaires. Ceuta, qui avait accueilli
de nombreux Andalous, était a 'époque un brillant centre de savoir?6. Clest
la qu'avaient été rédigés, des le x11¢ siecle, plusieurs ouvrages importants sur
le Propheéte, dont le trés célebre Kitab al-shifa’ du Qadi ‘Iyad que nous avons
évoqué plus haut?”.

Pour promouvoir le chérifisme, les Mérinides se tournérent a plusieurs
reprises vers les chérifs du Hijaz?8. Halima Ferhat montre que, suite a ces
initiatives, de nombreux chérifs arrivérent de Médine et d’Irak, qui se virent
accorder par le pouvoir, des rentes et des dispenses fiscales. A l'occasion de la
féte du Mawlid, ces chérifs recevaient de nombreux présents et des vétements
d’apparat. Ainsi, sous Aba ‘Inan, chaque chérif percevait une rente annuelle de
100 dinars or?%. Les souverains finirent néanmoins par s'intéresser davantage
aux chérifs du Maroc, qui pouvaient s'intégrer plus facilement au systéme3°.
Jusqu'au x1ve siécle, les soufis restérent indifférents a cette promotion des ché-
rifs car, pour eux, le mouvement était « politique et percu comme tel »3L

En 691/1292, les Mérinides décrétérent a leur tour le Mawlid féte officielle
et publique dans leurs états, prenant en charge l'ensemble des frais afférents
a cette célébration. C'est en cette occasion qu'étaient récités les poémes dits
mawlidiyyat, auxquels était intégré un éloge du souverain®2. On note que,
dans toutes ces manifestations, un lien était soigneusement entretenu par

23 Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion, 286.

24  Abul-Abbas Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn al-Husayn Ibn Abi ‘Azafa 1-Lakhmi, amir de la
ville de Ceuta (m. 633).

25 Voir Fernando De la Granja, “Las fiestas cristianas”

26 Ferhat, “Sabta’, Ferhat, Sabta des origines au XIV¢siécle.

27 M. 544/1149, voir Talbi, “Iyad b. Musa”

28  Cette ouverture sur le Hedjaz se produisit a deux reprises : en 703/1303 et 736/1335. Voir a
ce sujet Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion, no-112 et 292.

29  Ferhat, “Chérifisme” 478-479.

30  Voir Kably, Société, pouvoir et religion, 293.

31 Ferhat, “Chérifisme” 480.

32 Voir aussi: Salmi, “Le genre des poémes de Nativité”.
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leurs instigateurs avec la célébre Burda d’al-Busirl. Selon Mahmud ‘Al1 Makki,
c’est au cours du viir¢/xive siecle que le Mawlid devint I'une des fétes les plus
importantes au Maghreb, notamment sous I'égide du sultan Aba Hammu
Masa b. Yasuf al-Zayyani33, roi de Tlemcen, aucun poéte ne pouvant alors faire
I'impasse sur ce genre de composition.

Le succes de la célébration du Mawlid fut trés clairement l'un des facteurs
de la diffusion du culte du Prophéte. Les deux phénoménes, la montée en puis-
sance du chérifisme et la généralisation de la célébration de 'anniversaire de
la naissance du Prophete, contribuerent a ériger le respect et 'amour des ahl
al-bayt en impératif social.

Cependant, comme l'a montré Halima Ferhat, le développement de ce culte
fut aussi favorisé par I'encouragement du pelerinage a La Mecque34. Celui-ci
fut, en particulier, impulsé par un homme, Abt Muhammad $alih3?, vénéré
par beaucoup comme un « saint ». Originaire de Safi, il congut une organisa-
tion rigoureuse du voyage vers les Lieux saints a 'intention des pélerins maro-
cains. La caravane, nommée rakb al-hajj, partait du ribat de Safi. Les peélerins
devaient se conformer a des regles tres strictes : port du chapelet, d'une gourde,
d’'un baton, psalmodies de priéres et de chants durant le voyage. Des étapes
étaient prévues tout au long du parcours. Les Maghrébins furent de ce fait de
plus en plus nombreux a Médine, et la visite du tombeau devint aussi impor-
tante a leurs yeux que le séjour a La Mecque. Cependant, pour tous ceux qui
ne pouvaient pas partir, une tradition, remontant, d’apres H. Ferhat, au moins
aux Almoravides, consistait a envoyer des messages a Médine (dit Ajjaziyyat).
Certains de ceux-ci, rédigés par des personnalités de premier ordre, tel le Qadi
‘TIyad, Ibn Abi I-Khisal, Abu 1-Qasim al-‘Azafi et Ibn Khalas jouissaient d'une
grande notoriété. A I'époque nasride, ces lettres pouvaient prendre la forme
de suppliques priant Dieu d’épargner et de sauver le Royaume de Grenade. Ibn
al-Khatib lui-méme se plia a cet usage36.

33 Makki, al-mada’ih al-nabawiyya, 127-128. Membre de la dynastie des Bana ‘Abd al-Wad,
il régna entre 760/1359 et 791/1389. Fin lettré, il est lui-méme l'auteur de mawlidiyyat,
consignées dans son ouvrage Wasitat al-sultk. Makki cite un passage du Nagm al-durar
wa-l-iqyan ft bayan sharaf Bani Zayyan, I’Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Tanasi I-Tilimsani qui décrit
le faste de la féte du Mawlid a la cour de ce sultan. Sur cette dynastie, voir Marcais, “Abd
al-Wadides”".

34  Ferhat, “Le culte du Prophéte” 89-97.

35 M. 631/1234. Voir : Gril, “Aba Muhammad Salih”.

36  Voir Addas, La maison muhammadienne, 27.
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2 Contexte personnel

Si les mada’ih nabawiyya relevent de la poésie de circonstance destinée a étre
déclamée dans le cadre des manifestations officielles, que ce soit a la cour des
Nasrides ou a celle des Mérinides, entretenant de ce fait une étroite parenté
avec le genre du panégyrique, dans lequel Ibn al-Khatib s'est illustré tout au
long de sa vie®7?, il n'en reste pas moins que les trois poémes que nous nous
proposons d’analyser portent la marque du contexte personnel dans lequel se
trouvait leur auteur au moment de leur composition et du tournant pris par sa
vie a cette période. Les trois odes furent, en effet, composées lors de son séjour
au Maghreb, entre 760/1360 et 763-4/1363.

Destitué en 1360, le souverain nasride Muhammad v s'était réfugié a la cour
mérinide de Fes38. Ibn al-Khatib put bient6t a son tour s'installer au Maroc, ou
il bénéficia de la protection du Mérinide Abu Salim Ibrahim, qui lui octroya
une généreuse pension3. Toutefois, plutot que de rejoindre Fes, il préféra voya-
ger a travers le pays et finit par s'établir a Salé, ville dans laquelle vivaient de
nombreux mystiques*® et ol il demeura presque deux ans*. Le climat parti-
culier régnant dans cette ville exerca sur lui une forte influence et I'on assista
alors a une montée en puissance de sa poésie religieuse*2. Il s'agit donc la d'une
période trés importante pour sa production poétique et intellectuelle. Le déces
de son épouse (en 762/1361) qui, selon ses biographes, le marqua profondé-
ment, accentua encore cette mutation. Ibn al-Khatib ne quitta Salé qu’a regret
lorsque, Muhammad v ayant recouvré son trone (en 763/1362), il fut contraint
de le rejoindre a Grenade*3.

37  Comme c'est le cas pour la grande majorité des poétes de I'époque, le panégyrique consti-
tue le genre le plus cultivé par Ibn al-Khatib et occupe la plus grande partie de son Diwan.

38 Sur les détails de ces événements politiques, voir Arié, L’Espagne musulmane, 106-118.

39  Cette pension se montait a 500 dinars d’argent mensuels : voir Knysh, “Ibn al-Khatib” 359.

40 Le plus célebre de ces soufis était a 'époque Ibn ‘Ashir. Voir : Faure, “Ibn ‘Ashir”.

41 Voir Ferhat, “Sala”. La cité avait été prise par les Castillans en 658/1260 qui lavaient sacca-
gée en massacrant une partie de la population. Le Mérinide Abu Yasuf (656-85/1258-86)
se porta au secours de la ville et participa a édification des remparts qui n'avaient pas été
relevés par les Almohades (Voir Ibn ‘Idhari, Kitab al-Bayan, 418-425 et A. Huici-Miranda,
La Toma de Salé).

42 La prolifique bibliographie d’'Ibn al-Khatib compte un ouvrage partiellement consacré
au soufisme : Rawdat al-ta‘rif bi-l-hubb al-sharif. Néanmoins, pour qualifier sa relation a
cette mouvance, il faut plutot parler d’attirance que d’adhésion, 'homme fort de Grenade
n'ayant jamais renoncé au faste et aux privileges de la vie de cour.

43  Voir l'introduction au Diwan Ibn al-Khatib de Muhammad Miftah.



LES POEMES D’ELOGE DU PROPHETE D’IBN AL-KHATIB 385
3 Analyse des trois poémes

3.1 Les circonstances de leur composition

La ha’iyya nest pas datée et nous ignorons pour quel souverain elle fut compo-
sée. Néanmoins, dans son ouvrage al-lhata fi akhbar Gharnata, Ibn al-Khatib
précise qu'il s’agit de I'une de ses premiéres compositions sur ce theme (min
awwaliyyat nazgmi fi dhalika l-gharad)**.

La daliyya*5, quant a elle, est présentée dans le Diwan comme une gasida
miladiyya adressée par l'auteur depuis Salé a Fes. Dans al-Thata*$, une indica-
tion supplémentaire est donnée : 'auteur nous informe qu'il a déclamé cette
ode devant le « sultan du Maghreb durant la nuit de la célébration de la nais-
sance du Prophete de I'an 763 » (1362)#". Le destinataire du poéme est le sultan
mérinide Aba Salim Ibrahim, qui avait accueilli en exil le souverain nasride
Muhammad Vv et son vizir apres le coup d’état de 760/1359.

Enfin, Lisan al-Din précise que la ba’ya figurait en téte d’'une épitre écrite au
nom du sultan nasride Muhammad v al-Ghani bi-llah et adressée au mausolée
du prophéte (ila [-darih al-nabawi l-karim) en 76248,

Ces données attestent donc qu'au moins les deux derniers poemes ont été
composés durant le séjour d'Ibn al-Khatib a Salé.

3.2 Structure des poémes

Dans son ouvrage intitulé The Mantle Odes*?, Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych
distingue deux types de poémes d’éloge au Prophete : le premier rassemble des
odes dites de « supplication », structurées selon le modele tripartite du panégy-
rique en vigueur depuis I'’Antéislam. Celles-ci se composent d'un nasib permet-
tant au poéete d’évoquer une passion profane dont il a décidé de se détourner,
d’'un rahil a caractére initiatique marquant la rupture entre les anciennes
allégeances du poéte et le cheminement vers un nouveau pdle, sorte d’acte de
contrition dans lequel le poéte exprime les regrets quant a sa conduite passée
et sa soumission a un ordre nouveau et, enfin, d'un éloge intimement mélé a
la supplication. Ce type de poeéme est représenté, en particulier, par les deux
célebres Burda-s, celle de Ka'b b. Zuhayr et celle d’al-BusirT que cette chercheuse

44  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Thata, 4 : 390.

45 Ibn al-Khatib, Diwan, 1: 345-50.

46  Ibn al-Khatib, al-Thata, 4 : 392.

47  Ibnal-Khatib, al-Thata, 4 : 392, Anshadtu l-sultan malik al-Maghrib laylat al-milad al-a‘zam
min ‘am thalathata wa-sittin wa-sabimiatin hadhihi l-qasida. On trouve la méme préci-
sion dans le Nafh, qui reprend al-Thata.

48  Ibn al-Khatib, Diwan, 1:157.

49 S. P. Stetkevych, The Mantle odes.
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a analysées en détail. Le second type est représenté par les poemes relevant du
courant soufi, dont le meilleur représentant, a 'époque post-classique, est sans
aucun doute I'Egyptien Ibn al-Farid®. Ces poémes de ghazal mystique sont
d’'un bout a 'autre dominés par un lyrisme dévotionnel que l'on peut qualifier
de « statique », dans lequel le poéte est paralysé par le désir qui le submerge.
Is se caractérisent également, comme I'a montré Jaroslav Stetkevych5!, par une
extension du nasib a 'ensemble du poéme, la gasida prenant alors la forme
d’un long nasib>2.

A laquelle de ces deux catégories appartiennent les mada’ih d'Ibn
al-Khatib sur lesquels nous nous penchons ? Que pouvons-nous dire de leur
structure ? Et, d'abord, quelle place y est accordée a I'éloge du Prophete ? Dans
la daliyya, celui-ci n'occupe qu'une partie relativement modeste, bien que cen-
trale, se réduisant a une séquence de 17 vers (v. 42-59) sur un total de 82 vers.
Clest en outre le seul des trois poemes a se conclure par un panégyrique de fac-
ture classique, adressé au sultan mérinide. Dans la £a’yya, 'éloge du Prophete
ne débute qu'au vers 19, tandis que, dans la ba’iyya, les évocations de celui-ci
sont disséminées a partir du v. 18%3.

Des trois odes, c'est la ha’yya qui présente la structure se rapprochant le
plus de celle, tripartite, de la gasida classique. Elle débute en effet par un nasib
de 10 vers, de type talali, qui se clot sur une mise en exergue du nom manazil
(« demeures »), particulierement représentatif de ces prologues focalisés sur
I'évocation d'une demeure disparue :
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Commence ensuite la deuxiéme séquence, que nous pouvons identifier
comme un rahil (v. 11-19). D'’emblée, celui-ci est présenté comme imaginé, réa-
lisé uniquement, en pensée (v. 11). Pourtant, des le vers 13, le poéte, qui décrit
ce périple nocturne (suran) en utilisant des verbes a I'accompli, semble recher-
cher un effet de réel qui bariqin les frontieres entre réve et réalité :
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50 M. 632/1235. Voir Nicholson et Pedersen, “Ibn al-Farid".

51  Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd, 89.

52 Stetkevych, The Zephyrs of Najd, 79-102.

53 Il s’agit desv.18 et 19, 33, puis 36-54.

54  Ha'liyya,v.10:“Ce sont les demeures : jamais mon coeur ne pourra se consoler de leur perte
ni la passion que jéprouve pour elles s'apaiser”.

55  Ha'lyya, v.13: “Cétait une nuit tres sombre et, n'était 'éclat lumineux d’un éclair et de la
lame d'une épée, le voyage nocturne aurait pu me faire perdre tous mes reperes”.
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Nous retrouvons, dans cette séquence, quelques uns des motifs les plus
fréquemment utilisés pour évoquer le sura: le scintillement tremblant des
étoiles, comparé a celui de piéces de monnaie dans la main d’un avare (v. 14),
l'assimilation de I'obscurité ambiante a une mer sans fond (v. 15) et I'évocation
de l'aurore sous la forme d’'une main effleurant le visage du matin (v. 16). Ce
périple se termine par I'arrivée 8 Médine, arrivée dont le statut est tout aussi
ambigu (v. 19).

Enfin, une troisiéme et derniere séquence est consacrée a I'éloge du Pro-
phete, séquence dans laquelle, comme nous le verrons, le sujet intervient a
plusieurs reprises.

La daliyya présente une structure plus complexe. En effet, son nasib, plus
long (23 vers), inclut deux micro-récits ayant pour acteurs des éléments natu-
rels et qui détournent un moment le destinataire de l'attention portée au sujet
élégiaque. Ibn al-Khatib se conforme ainsi a la tradition poétique andalouse
qui substituait régulierement au matla‘talali une séquence donnant a voir une
scene printaniére ou une évocation florale narrativisée.

Le premier micro-récit (v. 2-6) met en scene un éclair et un nuage, tous
deux personnifiés. Le premier, du genre masculin (wamid), est investi du role
du séducteur, tandis que le nuage, du genre féminin en arabe (ghamama ou
bahriyya), se voit confier celui de la belle courtisée6

- N - PN P R
Al el L Ty e SRS Bl 5 sl Gy

> 5o, z - 7% < ” <% - ",’/ . <.
laes & Yy Doy S L gj..@»mﬁg}\.&'
Al

125 3das W ) esnb % 06 E36 e 3505
155 4 Wiy Wi E2ob ool (S o 26
// g &H‘J (& - g g s4

s b e U Jog WL el G2 1 81200 Lol

56  Cestlaraison pour laquelle nous avons opté, dans notre traduction et pour davantage de
lisibilité, pour 'emploi du nom “nue”.

57  Ce vers ne figure pas dans 'Thata.

58  “Voyant le manteau de la nue dépourvu de tout ornement, un scintillant éclair tendit une
main poudrée d'or qui marqua le manteau / Il adressa un sourire a une nue renfrognée,
mais celle-ci refusa toute union et s'abstint de toute promesse / Il forca alors a se donner
une épouse pleine de haine qui se refusait a lui, lui décochant une fleche et la menagant
du fracas de son tonnerre / Puis il activa a son encontre la main de la domination qui la
rendit docile, incapable de contrer son autorité / Il la dépouilla alors de son vétement
pourpre [taillé] dans le rougeoiement du soleil matinal, tandis que le nuage chargé de
pluie dénouait le collier de son cou”.
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Lentreprise de séduction comporte plusieurs phases; dans un premier
temps, 'éclair tente d'amadouer la nue en brochant d’or son « manteau ». Mais
il se heurte a la résistance de la belle qui arbore un visage renfrogné (tajahha-
mat) et ne veut pas entendre parler d'union. La seconde phase de 'entreprise
s'apparente a un processus d'intimidation, l'éclair lancant ses fleches sur la
récalcitrante et la menacant de son tonnerre. On passe alors de la séduction a
une lutte qui se traduit par une agression et aboutit a la soumission totale de
la nuée. La seule facon d’accéder a l'objet de son désir est donc, pour l'éclair,
le recours a la violence. Notons que cette méthode est en totale contradiction
avec celles de P'amant ‘udhrite, dont les seules armes sont la constance et I'ab-
négation, et du mystique aspirant a I'union avec son aimé. Le dénouement de
cet épisode orageux n'en est pas moins heureux, puisque le substantif muzn,
qui apparait dans le dernier vers du passage, indique l'arrivée de la pluie tou-
jours percue, dans l'imaginaire arabe, comme une bénédiction. Les images
déployées dans ces vers font écho aux représentations favorites des poétes
paysagers andalous, tel Ibn Khafaja%, qui utilisait fréquemment le procédé
consistant a narrativiser l'arrivée de la pluie.

A partir du vers 7, un second micro-récit prend le relais, dont I'acteur prin-
cipal est de nouveau un éclair (barg et wamid). Son éclat est comparé a la
lueur d’'un briquet allumé par la main d’'un veilleur frigorifié. Il s'agit 1a d’'une
comparaison qui, avec des variantes, est présente dans la poésie arabe depuis
les temps les plus anciens. La sceéne qui conclut le micro-récit (v. 9-10) nous
montre l'averse, déclenchée par I'éclair, métamorphoser la terre en jardin. Elle
aussi se situe en droite ligne des représentations paysageres développées par
les Andalous et, en particulier, par Ibn Khafaja. Cette fois, cest le substantif
bilad qui est utilisé pour nommer la demeure tant aimée par le sujet, terme
assez vague pour entretenir, comme nous le verrons, une grande ambiguité
quant a sa nature et a sa localisation®°.

La séquence du rahil commence au vers 24, avec le participe murtahil intro-
duit par un waw rubba, dont la fonction consiste a marquer la transition entre
deux parties de la gasida. Cette fois, et a la différence de la ~A@%yya il est clair
que le périple est entrepris par d’autres que le sujet, contraint de renoncer a son
projet, et qu'il s'agit donc, en quelque sorte, d’'un voyage « par procuration ». A
partir du vers 38 débute la partie consacrée a I'éloge du Propheéte. Cependant,
au sein de cet éloge s'insérent huit vers focalisés sur le sujet. Ceux-ci sont suivis
par une courte séquence (4 vers) évoquant la naissance du Prophéte. Enfin,
le poeme se termine par un panégyrique (13 vers) adressé au mérinide Abu

59  Mort 533/1138.
60 Ha’iyya, v. 1.
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Salim. La structure de cette daliyya peut donc étre qualifiée de quadripartite,
puisqu’elle renferme deux éloges, le premier destiné au Prophete et le second
au protecteur du poéte.

Qu’en est-il, enfin, de la structure de la ba’iyya ? Notons d’abord que son nasib
est plus bref que celui des deux autres odes (7 vers) et qu'il met avant tout l'ac-
cent sur la distance physique séparant le sujet et le lieu auquel celui-ci se sent
lié. Ce dernier est désigné par le pluriel ma‘alim (« signes », « marques »), autre
nom du répertoire talal. Le huitiéme vers, avec I'entrée en scéne du chamelier
et de ses bétes, semble marquer le début du rahil :

A L2 2h, Zus P ouy /,"}/://
et G W 5 85 Bt S0

La mention de la caravane de pélerins (rikab al-hajj, v. 10) précise la nature du
périple évoqué. Cependant, la suite du poéme est un ensemble assez hétéro-
clite, ou alternent les confessions d’'un sujet révélant son incapacité a effectuer
ce voyage et les invocations du Prophéte. Cette spécificité tient sans aucun
doute au fait que, comme nous l'avons dit, ce poeme constituait I'en-téte d'une
lettre rédigée au nom du nasride al-Ghani billah, lettre relevant d'un genre ayant
notamment comme fonction de compenser I'impossibilité d'accomplir le hajj.
Tout aussi spécifique est la maniere dont se conclut le poeme, puisque la der-
niére partie de la gasida (v. 38-54) est dédiée a I'évocation des efforts accomplis
par le souverain nasride pour défendre I'islam et réduire ses ennemis.

Les trois poémes que nous avons sélectionnés présentent donc des struc-
tures assez différentes. Un point commun les réunit néanmoins : la multiplicité
des interventions du sujet lyrique qui leur conférent une tonalité particuliere-
ment élégiaque.

3.3 Deux péles
En effet, ces poémes sont organisés autour de deux poles, a savoir le sujet
lyrique, d’une part, et I'objet de sa dévotion, le Prophéte, d'autre part. Or l'es-
pace occupé par le premier s’y avere proportionnellement plus important que
celui dévolu au second, au point que 'équilibre entre les deux poles s’en trouve
souvent rompu. Cependant, le sujet mis en place par le poete se caractérise par
son caractere fonciérement hétéronome : contrecarré par de nombreux obsta-
cles, il est, comme nous allons le voir, condamné a I'inaction.

Dans un premier temps, nous nous intéresserons aux séquences focalisées
sur le pole «sujet», essentiellement localisées dans la premiére partie des

61  Ba'yya, v. 8: “Et il suit les traces des montures brtilant du désir de les rejoindre, [guidé
par] les modulations du chamelier et le gémissement de la noble chamelle”.
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gasidas. C'est 1a aussi que se met en place une atmosphere « arabique », carac-
téristique du style des mada’ih nabawiyya.

3.4 Une atmospheére arabique

Les éléments paysagers émaillant les trois odes sont, en effet, tous en relation
avec un contexte désertique. Et une atmospheére arabique est créée dés les pre-
miers vers. Dans la daliyya, le Najd est cité a deux reprises dans le premier vers
(najdiyyan et najdan). Si, dans la ba’iyya, cette atmospheére arabique est plus
discrete, la ~@’iyya fait, quant a elle, deux fois référence au parfum de I'armoise
du Hijaz%2 porté par le vent (v. 2.: shih al-Hijaz et v. 3 : shih), tandis que le nom
falat (v. 3) désigne sans ambiguité un espace désertique.

L'utilisation de toponymes reliés au pelerinage constitue, par ailleurs, un
signe d’appartenance au genre mada’ith nabawiyya. Cette tradition, qui permet
de créer une atmosphere spirituelle, remonte a al-Sharif al-Radi (m. 406/1016)
et a son éléve Mihyar al-Daylami (m. 428/1037). Elle s’est ensuite particuliere-
ment développée dans la poésie soufie.

Néanmoins, cet espace arabique, dont le Najd est le symbole le plus mar-
quant, se caractérise par une absence-présence. En effet, le sujet insiste avant
tout sur la distance qui le sépare de ces lieux évoqués avec tant de passion.
Ainsi, le premier vers de la ba’iyya est construit sur l'opposition entre la proxi-
mité désirée et la distance avérée, méme si le désir est capable d’annuler, dans
une certaine mesure, cette distance :
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Ce motif de la distance et de I'éloignement est, notons-le, consubstantiel a la
production poétique andalouse. Nombreux sont en effet les lettrés de ce terri-
toire a avoir exprimé le sentiment douloureux de vivre a la périphérie du Dar
al-Islam, trés loin du Centre, de I'Orient, d’'ou cette familiarité avec la notion de
gharaba, véritable leitmotiv de cette production poétiques+.

Ce motif ressurgit plus loin dans la ba’yya: faute d’étre en capacité de
rejoindre ces terres désirées, le sujet espéere voir ces dernieres se rapprocher
de lui:

62  Si cette plante, caractéristique du biotope désertique, pousse partout dans le monde
arabe et au Maroc, le poéte prend le soin de préciser sa provenance par une annexion.

63  Ba’iya, v. 1: “Depuis I'extréme Occident, un étranger t'a invoqué, toi si proche malgré la
distance qui nous sépare de ton tombeau”.

64  Dans une autre gasida mawlidiyya, le lieu cristallisant le désir du sujet est, dés le premier
vers, spécifié comme lointain : wa-l-diyaru nawazihu (Ibn al-Khatib, Diwan, 224, v. 1).
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3.5 Le déclenchement du désir

Le sujet mis en place dans les trois poémes peut avant tout étre caractérisé
comme un étre désirant. Le déclenchement de son désir se produit au tout
début du poéme, suite a l'intervention d’'un élément naturel. Dans la poésie
arabe, deux motifs sont traditionnellement investis, dans le prologue (nrasib),
de la fonction d’éveiller la nostalgie et/ou le désir du sujet: 'éclair et la brise
parfumée.

Clest le premier qui est convoqué dans la daliyya. Si le terme le désignant
(wamid) n'apparait quen incipit du deuxieme vers, il est néanmoins le sujet
grammatical du verbe qui ouvre le poéme (ta’allaga). Le sujet lyrique, quant
a lui, prend la place du complément (adhkarant), ce qui le place demblée en
position de sujet hétéronome. Cette hétéronomie est réitérée dans le second
hémistiche. Le désir (shawq / wajd) qui sempare du sujet confere au prologue
une tonalité élégiaque qui dominera 'ensemble du poéme :
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Dans la ha’iyya, cest le vent parfumé qui remplit cet office :
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Si, dans ce vers, le sujet interpelle un interlocuteur, il semble bien, qu'en réalité,
il s'adresse a lui-méme.

En revanche, le sujet de la ba’yya, qualifié d'étranger (gharib) dans le pre-
mier vers, est plus actif puisque c’est lui qui prend l'initiative d’interpeller des
éléments naturels, la lune et le soleil, et les charge de transmettre son salut a
l'objet de son désir:

65  Ba’iya, v.14: “Se peut-il que le Najd me vienne en aide et se rapproche, [pour annuler] la
distance [qui me sépare] de son tombeau, et que la dune fasse de méme ?".

66  Daliya, v.1 et 2: “En Provenance du Najd, la lueur d’'un éclair a illuminé [le ciel] et m’a
rappelé le Najd, réveillant en moi un douloureux désir et une violente passion”.

67 Ha’tya, v.1: “Reconnaissais-tu, dans les rafales du vent, un souffle réveillant la flamme de
Pardent désir ?”
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Le sujet, dont le désir s'est réveillé, se déclare dévoré par une passion briilante
et nombreux sont les lexémes dénotant cette derniére dans les trois poémes :
wajd, d'abord, installé dans la daliyya ala rime du premier vers et qualifié, dans
la ba@iyya, de « vainqueur » (ghalib)®®, mais aussi (@ al-tabrihi’® et jawan™.
Les motifs traduisant cette passion dévorante ne difféerent guére de ceux en
usage dans la poésie amoureuse ‘udhrite. Lamant, qui entretient une relation
exclusive avec son aimé, souffre du mal d’amour et d’'une soif inextinguible
que seul celui-ci est susceptible de guérir : il est donc a la fois la source de ses
souffrances et son seul espoir de guérison, de rédemption :
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De la méme facon, quand il s’agit de rendre compte du vertige dans lequel le
plonge cette passion, les images convoquées sont tres proches de celles de la
poésie bachique. En effet, le verbe rannaha sert aussi a décrire les effets de
l'alcool, tandis que le motif du rameau fléchissant sous I'action de la brise est
omniprésent lorsqu'il s’agit de représenter l'ivresse et le plaisir :
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Notons que, dans ce dernier vers, le sujet, représenté par des pronoms affixes
compléments, est montré comme étant le jouet de ses affects et privé de toute
autonomie.

68  Ba’iya,viet3:“Depuis 'extréme Occident, un étranger t'a invoqué, toi si proche malgré la
distance qui nous sépare de ton tombeau / Il charge le disque de la pleine lune, a I'heure
de son couchant, et le soleil, lorsqu'il décline, de transmettre un salut”.

69 Ba’iya, v. 24.

70  Haya,va.

71 Ba’yya, v. 23.

72 Ba’lya, v.12: “Assoiffé, mais [trouvant] en ton agrément une source ; malade, mais [trou-
vant] en ta satisfaction le médecin [capable de me soigner]".

73  Ba’lya, v. 23: “Le souvenir métourdit et la passion m'emporte, tel un rameau humide
ployant dans un jardin”.
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3.6 Lexpression de la passion
Comme c'est le cas dans la poésie mystique, on retrouve, dans l'expression de
la passion éprouvée par le sujet, les motifs et le style caractéristiques du ghazal
‘udhri™.

Dans la daliyya, le poéte consacre une séquence conséquente a
expression (v.15-23), dans laquelle figure expressément, d’ailleurs, 'expression

cette

al-hawa al-‘udhri. Le sujet s’y représente en esclave de 'amour (‘abd) :
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Lethos de 'amant courtois est complété dans les vers suivants (v. 17-18), qui
mentionnent la fidélité aux engagements (li-I-‘ahdi hafiz), la constance (sabir),
mais aussi la transformation physique provoquée par l'absence et le désir,
muant un roc solide en un étre faible et émacié (v. 21):

* TR RN R R R % oz
oty (B LB O (gbd o0 Cad Ol 5 s KA

Le sujet décrit ensuite en détail les larmes alimentées par sa passion inassouvie
(V. 22-24).

Dans la ha’iya, le poete introduit, au vers 4, le motif de la colombe, désignée
par une métonymie (khadibat al-mingar) :
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Cet oiseau, dont le roucoulement monotone évoque, dans les compositions
élégiaques, le mal d'amour, est traditionnellement montré en empathie avec
le sujet amoureux.

74  Cette appellation désigne la poésie amoureuse dite “courtoise” ou platonique, focalisée
sur I'expression d’'un amour unique et malheureux qui consume l'amant.

75  Daliyya, v.15: “D'un amant libre, le discours de la passion platonique a fait, apres I'avoir
amadoué, un esclave”.

76  Daliyya, v. 21: “J'étais inébranlable avant que la distance vienne emporter ce qui me restait
de vie et marracher la peau et les os”.

77  Ha&%ya,v. 4-6 :“On dirait que [la colombe] au bec comme] teinté de rouge s'est abreuvée a
la source du flot de mes larmes/ Elle a révélé ses secrets et s’est lamentée dans les ténebres
de la nuit; et j’ai vu, a I'horizon, I'appel de Noé /Mes pleurs ont révélé ce que mon coeur
cachait, apres avoir longtemps préféré se taire”.
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Dans la b@yya, un paroxysme dans l'expression de cette passion briilante
est atteint lorsque le poéte fait appel a deux éléments, 'Eau et le Feu, lesquels
sont communément convoqués, dans la poésie amoureuse, pour décrire les
manifestations du mal d’'amour enduré par 'amant. Sont alors évoqués le feu
intérieur qui le consume et les flots de larmes qui, bien qu'inondant son enve-
loppe corporelle, attisent le brasier plutot que de I'éteindre :
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3.7 Le rakb al-Hijaz

Les trois poémes évoquent la caravane de pélerins en partance pour les Lieux
saints, le rakb al- Hijaz, qui apparait aussi sous l'appellation de « caravane de
Médine » (rakb Tayba)?. Cétait, nous 'avons vu, un élément primordial du
dispositif mis en place pour inciter les croyants a effectuer le pelerinage. Ce
motif constitue a la fois une sorte de trait d'union symbolique entre le sujet et
l'objet de son désir et une cause de déchirement pour lui puisque, comme nous
le verrons, des obstacles 'empéchent de rejoindre le convoi. Dans la daliyya, la
mention des pélerins sur le départ (murtahil) est introduite par un waw rubba :
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Tout le passage qui suit (v. 24-30) est marqué par la tension entre I'intention
exprimée par le sujet de se joindre a ces hommes et son impuissance a réaliser
cette aspiration. Latmosphere bédouine et arabique du poéme est renforcée
par l'insertion de toponymes (v. 29 : Najd, une nouvelle fois, Hajir), de noms
faisant allusion a des personnages liés a I'Arabie (v. 29: Da‘d et Su‘da, noms
de femmes fréquemment employés dans la poésie ancienne), de termes tech-
niques dénotant la marche des montures (v. 30 : al-nass wa-al-wakhd) et du
nom hima.

Dans la ba’iyya, la caravane est évoquée a deux reprises (v. 10 et 21), 'accent
étant mis sur la fatigue, 'éreintement et les frayeurs endurés par ce cortége :

78  Ba&’yya,v. 33 et 34: “Un coeur que l'on retourne sur les braises de I'éloignement ; Sur lui [a
été creusé] un puits duquel on tire les larmes / Par Dieu ! Cela ne fait qu’attiser le brasier!
As-tu déja vu de I'eau faire jaillir des flammes ?".

79  Daliyya, v. 35-36.

80  Daliyya, v. 24 : “J'ai lancé mes larmes a la poursuite d'un homme en partance pour le faire
revenir ; elles ont volé vers lui en le suivant a la trace”.
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3.8 Un sujet empéché

Dans les trois poémes, le sujet se déclare donc impuissant a réaliser son sou-
hait le plus cher, a savoir rejoindre la caravane qui lui permettrait de se rappro-
cher de l'objet de sa passion. La ferme volonté affirmée (daliyya, v. 32 : rumtu,
i‘tazamtu) est contrecarrée par des obstacles qui empéchent cette derniere de
se traduire en actes. Sile destin (daliyya, v. 32 : migdar), comme c'est souvent le
cas, est présenté comme 'opposant ou le Tiers-actant s'employant a 'empécher
de partir, le sujet insiste aussi sur des fautes ou péchés (‘uyib) commis et ren-
dant son départ impossible (daliyya, v. 33 : ragiqun badat li--mushtarina ‘uyu-
buhu). 1l procéde ainsi a une autocritique qui tourne a l'auto-flagellation,
s'accusant d’avoir trop longtemps vécu dans la l1égereté et la frivolité, comme
dans ce vers de la ha’iyya :

-
< wd AV 4 - 2 . 2 >
Brend Ola ) Cal a0 £ e g

Le portrait qu'il brosse de lui-méme dans la daliyya est tout aussi peu flatteur.
Aux raisons déja invoquées pour expliquer sa paralysie s’ajoute celle de son age
déja avancés3:
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81 Ba&’tya, v. 10 et 21: “Il rencontre la caravane du pélerinage : chameaux éreintés, exténués,
alors que '’homme avisé a répondu a I'appel [...] Il m’a rappelé celui qui appelait a grands
cris les chameaux de la caravane du Hedjaz et des voisins de Dieu, [sur le chemin] les
conduisant a leur aimé”.

82  Haiya, v. 25: “Hélas! J'ai gaiché ma vie passée en m'adonnant a toutes sortes de jeux
frivoles”.

83  Lavieillesse n'est qu'un facteur parmi tous ceux qui, non précisés, peuvent constituer un
obstacle. Dans tous les poémes de ce type, Ibn al-Khatib cultive le flou quand il s'agit de
nommer ce qui l'empéche de partir. Voir a ce sujet F. Tahtah, Al-ghurba wa-al-hanin, 334.

84  Daliya, v. 59-61: “Jusqu’a quand me verrai-je garroté, [contraint a] I'inaction, alors que
ma vie me tourne déja le dos et que pese sur moi le fardeau de mes péchés ? /Ma vie s'est
épuisée dans des ‘peut-étre’ et des ‘il se peut, sans jamais voir une résolution se traduire
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Pour étre en capacité de partir, le sujet devrait au préalable avoir « purgé
ses dettes » (ba’yya, v. 15 : wa-tuqda duyunt ba‘da-ma matala al-mada). Cette
condition lui paraissant impossible a remplir, il n'a donc pas d’autre choix que
celui d’accepter le départ et I'éloignement de la caravane. Son seul adjuvant,
pour lutter contre la tristesse (asan) et la séparation (bayn), est sa constance
(sabr). Tristesse, séparation et constance sont personnifiées sous la forme de
combattants, mais la bataille qui sengage tourne vite a l'avantage des deux
premiers :
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Ce départ provoque chez le sujet une violente émotion (v. 30-31) qui I'amene a
s'identifier a un oiseau aux ailes blessées incapable de suivre ses congéneres:

2 2
> zc 2y T < rs L . a2
gaas Yy BLa pbly B Ok el Caol 6 oo il

3.9 Le rahil imaginaire

Deéslors, on assiste a une sorte de dédoublement du sujet, de disjonction de son
corps et de son esprit, le premier étant contraint a I'immobilité tandis que le
second s’envole vers son but®”. Ainsi, dans la daliyya, le sujet envoie ses larmes
et son coeur en émissaire au-devant de la caravane (v. 24-25). Dans la ha@’yya,
I'ambiguité est encore plus grande : en effet, apres avoir précisé que, contraint
de renoncer a se rendre physiquement au Hijaz, son voyage seffectuera par la
pensée:
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en action et sans jamais voir s'apaiser mon tourment / A peine la lame d’'une épée d’'un
lache est-elle tirée du fourreau qu'elle le réintégre, revenant sur sa résolution”.

85  Daliya, v. 30-31: “J'ai dt me résigner a [voir] la caravane s'ébranler pour son voyage noc-
turne, au ceeur de la nuit, et lancer ses montures, dans le sable du Aima, a vive allure / Les
armées de l'affliction, de la séparation et de la constance en moi se sont ébranlées, mais la
constance était 'armée dont les soldats étaient les plus faibles”.

86  Daliya, v. 35: “Touché a laile, l'oiseau a été laissé en arriére par ses congéneres; eux ont
pris leur envol, mais lui n'a jamais pu [les rejoindre]”.

87  Fatima Tahtah parle de “scission” (infisal), voir Al-ghurba wa-al-hanin, 323.

88 Ha’iyya, v.11: “Mon désir ardent devra se contenter de rendre visite a ses visiteurs par la
pensée, tandis que 'éloignement gardera mon corps en gage”.
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Cependant, a partir du vers 13, le sujet évoque, ce périple sur le mode du
réel, décrivant, a la maniere traditionnelle, 'atmospheére dysphorique d'une
pérégrination nocturne, si bien que son arrivée 8 Médine semble relever d'une
expérience vécue. Parmi les procédés narratifs mis en ceuvre pour renforcer
cette impression figure 'usage de 'accompli :
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De ce fait, il est difficile, dans ce texte, de percevoir ou se situe la frontiére entre
passé et présent, imaginaire et réalité, expérience et réve, tant le poete brouille
les pistes.

Cette ambiguité est moins prégnante dans la daliyya. Le périple y est, en
effet, clairement annoncé comme étant réalisé « par procuration », puisque
le sujet s'adresse directement aux pélerins (nashadtuka ya rakba [-Hijaz), en
utilisant la figure stylistique de l'iltifat, pour leur souhaiter de trouver sur leur
route de riches paturages, de l'ombre et des aiguades, d’étre épargnés par les
bétes sauvages et d'arriver au terme de leur voyage sans encombre®C. Par ce
biais, nous suivons donc la caravane depuis son départ jusqu’a son arrivée a
Médine (Tayba)L C'est alors que le sujet charge cette caravane imaginaire de
le représenter aupres du Propheéte :
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Dans ce poéme, le sujet revient encore une fois au-devant de la scéne apres
I'éloge du Prophete, placé au centre de la composition. Une séquence intro-
duite par la formule a-la layta shi’ri nous projette de nouveau dans un rahil
imaginaire montrant le sujet en route vers 'Arabie. L'atmosphere bédouine
est renforcée par 'usage de termes relatifs aux camélidés: gilas, pluriel de
galus, qui désigne une jeune chamelle déja apte a étre montée mais n’ayant
pas encore perdu ses dents de devant, damir et shimilla, qui mettent res-
pectivement 'accent sur la minceur et la rapidité a la course de cet animal.

89  Hayya, v.19: “Lorsque jai fait halte pour la meilleure [personne] ayant jamais foulé la
terre, tenant les rénes de [ma monture], animal croisé ou pur-sang”.

9o  Daliyya, v. 36-37.

91 Daliyya,v. 39.

92 Daliyya, v. 40-41: “Sois le représentant, dans ce hima, de celui qui est loin de la maison!
Verses-y des larmes et macule une joue de poussiére ! / Et dis : ‘O Envoyé de Dieu! Un de
tes serviteurs, impuissant a venir jusqu’a toi, a exposé [a sa place] I'un de ses amis”.
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La présence insistante, dans ces deux vers, de ce lexique bédouin confére a
ceux-ci une tonalité archaisante :
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Le sujet s'imagine au sein de la caravane, scandant la marche des chameliers
de ses poésies:
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310  Lobjet:une ambiguité persistante

Nous allons a présent nous intéresser au second pole autour duquel ces
poémes s'organisent : 'objet du désir et de la quéte. Une certaine ambiguité
régne quant a sa nature. Plus exactement, celle-ci n'est dévoilée au récepteur
que progressivement. Ce procédé est conforme a la tradition de la poésie mys-
tique, qui entretient le flou quant a l'identité de 'aimé.

L'objet apparait sous plusieurs formes dans ces odes. Il est d'abord présenté
comme un lieu cristallisant la nostalgie du sujet et son désir briilant. Ce lieu se
révele par la suite étre la métonymie de celui auquel il est intimement relié, a
savoir, bien siir, le Prophete.

Ainsi, dans la daliyya, la premiére évocation de l'objet intervient au v. 11 et
inaugure une nouvelle séquence. Le nom biladun, placé en incipit de ce vers,
nous informe que l'objet de la nostalgie du sujet est un pays auquel son ame est
liée et qui est responsable de ses insomnies :
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93 Daliyya, v. 63-64: “Ah! Me verrai-je un jour, me précipiter [vers ces lieux], a la téte de
jeunes chamelles grasses et d’'une autre trés mince mais néanmoins charnue / Nourri du
lait de la sincérité et montant une chamelle rapide a la course et dressée a la docilité, sa
selle en guise de berceau ?”.

94  Daliyya,v. 65: “En chemin, les voyageurs nocturnes sont guidés par mes désirs, et les mon-
tures sont stimulées par mes poésies”.

95  Daliyya,v.11:“Un pays qui fut le théatre de notre amour de jeunesse ; bien rarement tenus
sont les engagements pris en ce temps [de la jeunesse]”. On note, dans ces vers, la pré-
sence obsédante de la racine ‘hd, qui met 'accent sur la notion de pacte et de fidélité,
méme si, dans le second hémistiche, nous sommes en présence d’'une paronomase ( jinds
tamm) qui répete le nom ‘4d dans des acceptions différentes. Un peu plus loin, au vers 14,
on note l'emploi des deux verbes @hada et ‘Ggada qui renforcent encore cette insistance.
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Mais quel est ce pays ? On pourrait d'abord penser que le poéte s'appréte a
évoquer son pays natal, le Royaume de Grenade. En effet, ce lieu est d’abord
présenté comme le pays des amours juvéniles (siba). Néanmoins, dés le vers
suivant, nous découvrons que cette terre est plantée d’espéces végétales ara-
biques :le saule (al-ban), 'armoise (al-shif) et la myrte ou bois d’aloés (al-rand).
Plus loin, 'ambiguité est totalement levée, dévoilant que ce pays vers lequel
convergent tous les sentiments nostalgiques du sujet n'est autre que I'Orient :
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Plus loin encore, un procédé de focalisation resserre I'espace autour du tom-
beau du Prophete (al-qgabr al-muqgaddas, al-lahd), lieu qui diffuse une lumieére
capable de soigner les cceurs les plus durs et les yeux chassieux :
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De cet espace sans pareil auquel aspire si fortement le sujet, émane un parfum
délicieux:
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Dans la h@’iyya, de la méme facon, il est tout d’abord question d’un lieu qualifié
de hima, terme complexe et répété deux fois dans le premier hémistiche du
neuviéme vers :
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Depuis la période préislamique, ot il désignait un riche paturage déclaré inter-
dit d’acces et d’'usage par celui ou ceux qui s'en étaient arrogé la jouissancel®,

96  Daliyya, v. 28 : “Dieu ! Combien de fois [m'entend-on] délirer a propos du Najd et de Hajir,
et appeler Da‘d et Su‘da sous le coup de la passion !".

97  Daliyya, v. 38-39: “Lorsque tu t'es approché des demeures a Médine et que tu t'es rendu
au tombeau sacré | Et que tu as été baigné par une lumiére [irradiant] l'espace de
Muhammad, laquelle guérit les coeurs insensibles (car trop épais) et les yeux chassieux”.

98  Daliyya, v. 65: “Jusqu’a ce que je pose le pied sur ta terre, qui exhale un parfum d’ambre
gris et ne ressemble a rien de ce que nous connaissons”.

99  HaWya,v.9:“Qu'apres moile hima et ses terrains sablonneux recoivent une pluie si abon-
dante que le vent peinera a la charrier”.

100 Voir Chelhod, “Hima".
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le nom hima est investi d’'une forte charge symbolique, liée a I'idée d’un lieu
protégé et défendu. Ce vers reprend une thématique traditionnelle du nasib
talali exprimant le voeu que ce lieu vers lequel vont toutes les pensées du
sujet bénéficie, en son absence, de la clémence des éléments et soit copieuse-
ment arrosé.

Dans le vers suivant, le lieu cristallisant la nostalgie est évoqué, cette fois,
par un nom dénotant les demeures par excellence, celles auxquelles on est
viscéralement attaché : al-manazil :
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Ce n'est que beaucoup plus loin dans le poéme que la nature de ce fima est
précisée par une annexion et que ce lieu est ainsi mis directement en relation
avec le tombeau du Prophéte :
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L'allusion faite dans ces vers a un couple mythique d'amants « courtois », Lubna
et le poéte Qays b. Dharih (m. 68/680), sert a illustrer la nature exceptionnelle
du lien qui relie le sujet, qui s'identifie a Qays, au tombeau, assimilé a la femme
aimée, Lubna. Mais I'on ne trouve nulle trace ici du sentiment d'insécurité pou-
vant naitre d’'une passion contrariée. Bien au contraire, trois occurrences de la
racine -m-n (amin, amana et aman) mettent, dans le second vers, 'accent sur
le sentiment de stireté et de confiance sans égal qui témoigne de la qualité du
lien qui rattache le sujet au lieu.

Dans la ba’tya, en revanche, I'identification de l'objet du désir ne passe pas
par la phase de la métaphorisation. Si, dans le premier vers, le pronom person-
nel de deuxieme personne, anta'®3, relayé dans les vers suivant par le pronom
affixe de méme personne, peut encore préter a confusion, toute ambiguité est
levée au vers18:

101 Ha&lyya, v.10: “Ce sont les demeures : mon ceeur, séparé d'elles, ne saurait se consoler, ni
ma passion se calme”.

102 Halyya,v.28-29:“[je brile] d'un ardent désir pour le ~ima du tombeau et s'il se muait en
Lubna, je serais Ibn Dharih / En ce lieu ou 'esprit stir est descendu, réegnent la sécurité et
la félicité, et mon esprit s’y sent protégé”.

103 Voir infra.
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311 Léloge du Prophéte

Les séquences des poémes dévolues a I'éloge du Prophéte a proprement par-
ler ne se départissent pas du ton de dévotion lyrique qui empreint 'ensemble
de la composition. Lexistence d'un lien privilégié et individuel unissant le
poéte et Muhammad y est sans cesse réitérée. Dans la daliyya, 'adresse au
Prophéte, comme nous l'avons dit, se fait par 'intermédiaire des pélerins dont
nous avons suivi la progression jusqu'au Hijaz. L'éloge (midha) y est présenté
comme le seul moyen dont dispose le sujet, contraint de vivre le moment de la
rencontre a distance et par procuration, pour rejoindre le Prophete. Cest une
maniére, pour Ibn al-Khatib, de nous dire la capacité du discours poétique a
effacer la distance, permettant ainsi a la clémence (rahma) de Muhammad de
l'atteindre :
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Contrairement a ce qui se passe dans d’autres mada’ih nabawiyya, il n'est pas
question, dans cette gasida, des miracles (mujizat) attribués au Prophéte!©S,
L'éloge se concentre avant tout sur les vertus exceptionnelles qui lui ont été
conférées par Dieu, les shama’il ou dal@’il al-nubuwwa qui, depuis le début du
X1¢ siécle, étaient convoquées en prose comme en poésie quand il s'agissait
de désigner le Prophete!®”. La générosité et la protection des croyants sont les
premieres évoquées. Le vers 43, que nous venons de citer, met l'accent sur la
premiere ( fa-juduka ma ajda wa-kaffuka ma anda), tandis que le vers 44 insiste
sur la seconde :

104 Bdiyya,v.18:“Mais tu es le seigneur généreux, et, quelle que soit sa situation, celui qui vit
pres de lui ne pourra jamais étre décu”.

105 Daliyya, v.42-43 : “Réduit, du fait de la distance, [a vivre dans] un tourment sans merci et
[4 dire] des louanges vers toi guidées / Offre-lui réparation, O toi dont la clémence porte
secours aux hommes, car rien n'est plus salutaire que ta générosité et rien n'est plus géné-
reux que ta main”.

106 Ainsi, la Burda d’al-Busir utilise de nombreux éléments dérivés de la Sira, dans lesquels
les miracles, a savoir le Saint Coran, 'ascension nocturne etc ... sont incorporés comme
des extensions a I'éloge.

107 Voir Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger, 32-33 et 180-181. L'auteur mentionne
que ces qualités et vertus furent rassemblées a cette époque par les savants (par exemple
Tha‘abi (m. 427/1035)) et constituées en genre littéraire.
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Dans les deux cas, les images convoquées (la main ruisselante, 'ombre éten-
due) constituent des réminiscences des motifs les plus fréquemment usitées
dans le madih depuis I'époque la plus ancienne mais font aussi écho a des
expressions coraniques!©,

Ces vertus sont aussi les premiers traits attribués au Prophéte dansla b@yya.
Il y apparait, comme nous l'avons vu, sous l'appellation d’'al-mawla al-jawad
(v.18). Dans ce vers et le suivant, le poéte insiste sur la fiabilité de la protec-
tion accordée par le Prophéte : nul ne sera décu ni ne se sentira oppressé en sa
proximité (voir v. 19) :
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Dans la daliyya, le poete évoque ensuite la maniére dont Dieu a élevé la per-
sonne de Muhammad au rang d’étre exceptionnel : Il lui a accordé la satisfac-
tion, I'a couronné et revétu de gloire, a purifié son cceur, I'a couvert de lumieére
et 'a doté d’'une droiture sans égal :
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La représentation du Prophéte sous la forme d'un étre de lumiere est une
constante que nous trouvons dans 'ensemble de la poésie soufie!'2,

Le vers suivant insiste sur le zéle mis par Muhammad a répondre a l'appel
divin et a suivre la voie qui lui a été indiquée, ainsi que sur les privileges qui
lui ont été consentis. Ainsi, la soif lui a été a jamais épargnée et son coeur a été
préservé contre toute dépravation, nulle rouille ne pouvant l'entacher.

108 Daliyya: v. 44: “Dieu ta fait le protecteur des hommes contre la mort, les plagant ainsi
sous de spacieux ombrages, [leur assurant] la sécurité”.

109 Lexpression zill mumtadd est un intertexte coranique (zill mamdiid, Q 56 : 30).

110 Balyya, v.18-19 : “Mais tu es le seigneur généreux et, quelle que soit sa situation, celui qui
vit pres de lui ne pourra jamais étre décu / Comment se pourrait-il qu'un jour quelqu'un
venant a toi se sente réduit a 'impuissance, alors que l'espace [ou sétend ta] protection
est si spacieux ?”.

111 Daliyya, v. 45-46. Nous remarquons que le poete passe, dans ces vers, de la deuxiéme a la
troisieme personne pour désigner le Prophete, a la faveur du procédé de l'iltifat.

112 Voir a ce sujet : Schimmel, And Muhammad is his Messenger, 126-127.
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Le vers qui suit, quant a lui, traduit I'adhésion d'Ibn al-Khatib a la théorie de la
préexistence du Prophete Muhammad!4 :
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Un degré supérieur est encore atteint quant a la nature supra humaine du
Prophete lorsque celui-ci est présenté comme la «la cause de 'univers » (‘illat
al-kawn) et le « but ultime de tout » (anta l-qasdu fihi) :
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Le Prophéte est présenté comme appartenant tant au monde des secrets (‘@la