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The Horsemen of Allah


Religion taught by a prophet or by a preacher of the truth is the only foundation on which to build a great and powerful empire.


ibn Khaldun


So great were the splendours and riches of his reign, such was its prosperity, that this period has been called “the honeymoon”.


Masudi


The prophet Mohammed died in Medina on 8 June 632 (13 Rabi 1), soon after his first pilgrimage to Mecca. He left no male heir and no settled arrangements for his succession; even if he had had a son, the Arabs, unfamiliar with the idea of hereditary power, would probably have rejected him. A confrontation took place between the Companions of Medina and the Companions of Mecca. Owing to the wisdom of the Prophet’s close friends Abu Bakr and Omar and to the fact that Mohammed’s cousin and son-in-law, Ali, was not yet in a position to impose his own candidacy, the crisis was resolved. Abu Bakr became caliph, khalifat al-rasul, “delegate of the messenger of God”. The “election” occurred just in time to prevent armed conflict between Mohammed’s first disciples, but the episode served as a warning for the future. Two years later, perceiving that his end was near, Abu Bakr named Omar as his successor and Omar acceded to power without opposition.


Lightning Raids


During his short reign, Abu Bakr led the Arab tribes in a successful attack against the northern Arabian provinces; but Omar, the most intelligent and vigorous of the rashidun caliphs,1 greatly expanded the domain of Islam with astonishing speed. In 634 the Byzantines were defeated at Adjnayn in Palestine. Damascus was taken the following year, and the whole of Syria fell after the victory at the Yarmuk. In 642, after the battles of Qadisiya, in Mesopotamia, and Nehavend, in Iran, the Sassanid empire collapsed and the emperor, Yazdiagird III, fled to Khorasan. He was assassinated in Merv in 651. Omar seized Jerusalem in 638 and Edessa the next year. Egypt fared no better. The Byzantines, who had taken it back from the Sassanids in 628, were vanquished by the brilliant Arab leader Amr al-As, first at Heliopolis and then at Babylon in Egypt (close to the site of present-day Cairo). Alexandria was finally occupied in 646. The first phase of the Arab conquest ended about 650. It was soon to continue, to east and west, without encountering any greater resistance.


In the empire of the basileus, ravaged by religious quarrels, the Byzantines were heartily detested. The Monophysite Armenians and Copts constituted a separate church. An attempt to impose monothelism had annoyed orthodox and heterodox alike and entrenched them in their rigid doctrinal positions. The Jews were outraged by an edict of the emperor Heraclius which attempted to force baptism on them; the Nestorians, banished from the empire, had sought refuge in Sassanid territory. The great majority of these populations had no difficulty in accepting their new masters, especially as their tax burden was reduced. The Sassanid empire had fallen into anarchy, and its strength was draining away. The war of conquest which had carried the armies of Khosrov III to Jerusalem and the gates of Constantinople had foundered in disaster. The official church — Mazdaean or Zoroastrian — was persecuting heretics, and the empire’s exhausted, long-suffering populations were ready to welcome the first “liberator”.


Facing these two weakened, divided empires, the Arabs were like the youth of the world. They possessed neither revolutionary tactics nor new weapons, but were buoyed up by their unshakable religious faith and by the prospect of prodigious booty. Their lightly armed troops were accustomed to long privation and the most hostile climates. The new occupants usually set up their camps outside existing settlements, and thus were the founders of new towns: Kufa and Basra in Iraq, Fostat in Egypt. They did not seek to convert indigenous populations or subject them to new laws. Provided they paid a tax (the djiziya) Christians of all sects, Jews, and Mazdaeans were free to practise their religions and organize themselves as they wished. The chiefs of non-Muslim communities — bishops in Christian territories and diqan (rural notables) in Iran — collected taxes on behalf of the wali, the provincial chief named by the Muslim authorities. Land was retained by its owners on payment of another tax, the kharadj.


It was not long, however, before problems arose among the Muslims. On 16 June 656 the third caliph, the Umayyad Othman, was assassinated in Medina. Ali became caliph. The Prophet’s cousin (and husband of his daughter Fatima) most probably had no hand in Othman’s murder, and met with the approval of the involved parties, not only because of his close family relationship with Mohammed, but because they recognized his intransigent piety and determination to apply the Divine Law under all circumstances. But the Umayyads and their supporters left Medina accusing the new caliph of regicide and calling on him to chastise those responsible. Described as a man of mediocre intelligence, and more gifted with bravura than with skill, Ali did not know how to defend himself against this accusation. A serious division occurred within the community of the faithful. It did not disappear with the passage of time — quite the contrary — and Ali’s party, the shia, was destined to go on expanding and to assert its separate identity by contradicting (sometimes to an irrational degree) the positions of the sunna, the tradition based on the words and deeds of the Prophet established in the eighth and ninth centuries by the doctors of Islam.


A few months after being named caliph, Ali left Medina — never again to be the capital of Islam — for Kufa and then Basra. In a first confrontation, he routed his adversaries in the so-called battle of the Camel (Mohammed’s widow Aisha participated in it on camel-back). But Muawia, an Umayyad whom Othman had made governor of Syria, was still calling for vengeance. His position, at the head of a rich province and a powerful army, was a strong one. Ali’s was less so, and became still weaker in 657 after the battle of Siffin on the Euphrates, where the Syrians rallied their wavering troops by attaching leaves from the Koran to the ends of their lances to show that only the judgment of God, embodied in The Book, could decide this struggle between Muslims. The decision went against Ali, and a group of his supporters abandoned his cause — the Kharidjites, “those who leave”, who have reappeared at intervals throughout the history of Islam. Muawia’s forces were gaining ground, but Ali refused to accept what was happening and committed the further error of trying to deal with the Kharidjites by force. The resulting massacre sealed his own fate; a Kharidjite avenged his murdered brothers by killing Ali with a poisoned sword in 661 outside the mosque at Kufa. Muawia, who meanwhile had seized Egypt and then the Hejaz, became sole caliph.


The era of rashidun caliphs had ended and that of the Umayyads2 was beginning. The rudimentary organization of the early years gave place to a veritable empire, whose administration was at first not so much Arab as Persian and, even more markedly, Byzantine. Centred in Damascus, with a civil service largely inherited from the Greeks (Muawia himself chose a Christian secretary), the new state established the dynastic principle and incorporated the various traditions which already existed by basing itself increasingly on the mawali, or local converts to Islam. This irritated the earliest Muslims, for whom a state in the hands of newcomers represented neither the traditions of the Prophet nor the religious ideal for which they had fought. Ultimately this was to have serious consequences. The Umayyad empire lasted less than a century. But in that time its great caliphs — Muawia himself, Abd al-Malik, Hisham — built one of the most powerful empires mankind had ever seen, and conquered immense territories south of the Mediterranean and far into the Orient which were to remain Muslim forever.


The Umayyads threatened Constantinople several times; more importantly, however, in the space of a few years they occupied the entire Iranian plateau, which was settled by thousands of Arab families. Crossing the Oxus (the Amu-Daria), their armies took Herat, Kabul, Balkh, and, in 710 Bokhara and Samarkand. The Arab general Qutayba, whom chroniclers called a “strategist of genius”, carried the Umayyad standards as far as Ferghana and Kashgar, in Chinese Turkestan. The Arabs’ victory over the Chinese at Talas in 751 gave them supremacy over the region between the Iranian plateau and the Tien-Chan. They went no farther east, but to the south swept up the Indus valley and took Multan.


At the same time other Arab units were driving westwards and into north Africa. After founding Kairouan in 670, the Arabs reached Tlemcen and the Atlantic. By 710 they had conquered the tribes of the central and western Maghreb, and this put an end to Byzantine Africa. A Berber, Tarik ibn Ziyad, took seven thousand men across the strait which now bears his name (Gibralter is derived from Djebel Tarik, “Tarik’s mountain”) and fought a decisive battle for control of the peninsula with the Visigoth king Akhila. Cordoba and Toledo fell, then other towns. By 720 nearly the whole of Spain was Muslim.


Vengeance and Revolution


No date in the history of Islam — apart from the night when Mohammed heard Allah ordering him to preach the doctrine of the one true God — had heavier consequences than that of Ali’s brutal death before the mosque at Kufa. A few years later, on 10 October 680, in Kerbela (Iraq), his son Husein also met a tragic death at the hands of Umayyad soldiers. Neither father nor son was a man of special distinction; estimable in their piety, faithful to what they saw as the Prophet’s legacy, both had only the most mediocre political talents; yet their tragic deaths opened a wound in Islam which was never to be healed. The murders at Kufa and Kerbela divided the faithful forever, by colouring Shiism — the cult of Ali’s party — with a passionate, mystical messianism, which has survived down the centuries to the present day.


In the eyes of Ali’s supporters, the Umayyads were responsible for the martyrdom of the two most venerated descendants of the Prophet, imams (guides of the community) elected by God for all eternity,3 and were guilty of abusing religion for political and personal ends. Through the turns and vicissitudes of history, from one plot to the next, their unrelenting hatred ended by achieving the downfall of the Umayyad dynasty.


Soon after Husein’s death in Kerbela a group of Kufa citizens, filled with remorse for their failure to prevent Ali’s murder, set out to punish its authors. To shouts of “Stand up to avenge the blood of Husein!” a thousand men launched a suicide attack on Umayyad units, and were crushed. A few months later a much larger and better organized uprising was initiated by an enigmatic character called Mukhtar, whose aim was to seize power from the Umayyads and hand it over to the Prophet’s descendants through Ali’s line. Suspected by the tribal aristocracy of seeking the support of the mawali, Mukhtar was killed in 687.


Another plot soon sprang up in Kufa and was successful. It was moved by the same spirit of vengeance, but this time in the name of the descendants of the Prophet’s uncle Abbas.4 It gathered force in Iran, in Khorasan, where lived some two hundred and fifty thousand Arab immigrants of Iraqi origin, under the leadership of Abu Muslim. Probably the son of an Iranian convert to Islam, this strong personality and born conspirator was to organize the revolution and lead it to triumph. His handful of men soon grew to an army of more than one hundred thousand — Muslim Arabs, but also Iranian Zoroastrians and Mazdaeans — that marched behind the black banner5 of the Emir of the Prophet’s family. Chains of beacons carried news of the insurrection from village to village. Merv, capital of Khorasan, was taken in 647. Then Nishapur. Soon afterwards Abu Muslim’s supporters defeated an Umayyad army, marched into Kufa on 2 September 749, and there proclaimed Abu al-Abbas amir al-muminin, Commander of the Faithful, Caliph of Islam. But the first Abbasid caliph, Saffah,6 was to reign for only a few years.


There remained the problem of Marwan, the caliph of Damascus. His armies had been beaten one after another, but so far he had left his generals to confront the enemy by themselves. After his son’s defeat at the Little Zab, in Djezireh, he entered the field himself and fought against Saffah’s uncle Abdallah Ali near the Great Zab. Defeated, the last of the Syrian Umayyads reached Damascus but was refused entry by the inhabitants. Fleeing from country to country, he was pursued into Egypt, where he was killed in an ambush.


Saffah was master of the Middle East. To eliminate all risk of pro-Umayyad propaganda, he had members of the disgraced family hunted down in all corners of the empire and killed. He even ordered the bodies of Umayyad caliphs to be disinterred and burned and the ashes to be scattered to the wind. The historian Tabari recounts that after assembling the last survivors, Saffah:


had them massacred and then caused a carpet of leather to be spread over the bodies, on which a meal was served to those who were present at the scene, and who ate while the death-rattle still sounded in the throats of the expiring victims.


Only one Umayyad prince escaped the Abbasid killings: Abd al-Rahman ibn Muawia, grandson of the caliph Hisham. After four years of wandering through Palestine and north Africa, where, helped by his Berber origins, he found refuge, he crossed the Strait of Gibraltar to join a group of Umayyad mawali. In the autumn of 756, in the great mosque at Cordoba, he was proclaimed amir al-Andalus, founding the Spanish Umayyad dynasty, which was to reign for nearly three centuries.


Saffah does not seem to have been a man of the first quality, but the words he pronounced at his enthronement leave no doubt about his — and the Abbasids’ — determination to hold onto the power they had just won. “Accept with gratitude that which you have received,” he is supposed to have told the inhabitants of Kufa. “Obey us, and make no mistake about the position which is now yours, for this is our affair.”7 It could hardly have been put more clearly. Syrian domination was finished forever, the Umayyads wiped out and Abbasid legitimacy proclaimed. “It was a revolution in the history of Islam, as critical a turning point as the French and Russian revolutions in the history of the West.”8


The Abbasids began by installing themselves solidly in Iraq and abandoning Syria, which the Umayyad presence had besmirched. They deserted Damascus, traditional centre of the Middle East, and settled in lower Mesopotamia, at first near Kufa and then farther north at Anbar, which remained the capital of the empire until the construction of Baghdad ten years later.


This southward withdrawal is significant in several ways. The new dynasty had not abandoned the Mediterranean but in future would look increasingly towards the east: Persia, India, and even more distant parts of Asia. The Greek and Byzantine influence would decline, and the caliphs’ state would develop into a genuine empire of the Middle East.


The Abbasids were an Arab dynasty, depending on Arabs; their language and civilization were Arabic and they employed Arabs for the great majority of important official posts. They possessed two forces whose fidelity was proof against any trial: the army of Khorasan and the family of the descendants of Abbas. The first, consisting of the loyal, generous, incorruptible, and obedient men who had carried them to power, would defend them at all critical moments. Organized on a tribal basis, they were stationed in sensitive regions such as Syria and north Africa. Favoured by the regime, rewarded with plots of land in inner Baghdad, its soldiers remained the Abbasids’ “strike force” for a hundred years until they were supplanted by Turks.


The family of Abbas’s descendants also gave the first caliphs, especially Harun al-Rashid, the support they needed to guide the empire through difficult periods. Loyal and united under its head, the family derived incomparable authority from its descent from the Prophet. It was sufficiently numerous to occupy all the most important posts; for example, the empire’s western provinces were governed by seven of Saffah’s uncles.


But the Abbasids still felt that the East was beyond their grasp: Abu Muslim, absolute master of Khorasan, now reigned there as viceroy. The thought that they owed their power to him became unbearable to Saffah, and apparently even more so to his brother Jaffar, who is said to have told Saffah, “He is a giant among giants, and you can never enjoy life as long as he remains alive.”


Saffah died in 754 and Jaffar succeeded him under the name Mansour. The governor of Syria, Abdallah Ali, revolted against the new caliph, claiming that as Saffah’s uncle he himself should have been the successor. Abu Muslim put down the revolt, thus rendering his last service to the Abbasids. Having no further use for the “kingmaker”, Mansour summoned him to his camp, heaped abuse on him, and had him beheaded.


In the year 755 the Abbasids reigned supreme. Only eleven years later Harun al-Rashid — “Aaron the Well-Guided” — was to see the light of day and impart a glitter to his dynasty which would travel untarnished across the centuries. But before him there reigned three more caliphs. The name of one deserves only oblivion, but the vision of the other two gave the immense empire the solid political and institutional foundations it needed to survive, and created its great and glorious capital.


Mansour the Builder


An intelligent and tireless worker, but hard, violent, treacherous and miserly, Jaffar al-Mansour was in his early forties when he became master of the Abbasid empire. Intolerant of frivolous amusements, he banned music from his palace and with his own hand struck a boy who one day played a drum at his door. He rose at dawn, worked until evening prayer, and granted himself only the briefest of rests. He made all decisions, even those that involved the smallest expenditure, earning the nickname Abu al-Duwaneek (Father of Farthings), which he accepted with pride. “He who has no money has no men,” he would say, “and he who has no men watches as his enemies grow great.”


At the time he succeeded Saffah, Mansour already possessed much experience of men and politics. He was born around 710 at Humayma in Syria, where the Abbasid family resided while the conspiracy to place it in power was in gestation. After the generals’ plot led by Abu Muslim, he should have been chosen caliph, being much better qualified than his brother. But the army chiefs favoured Saffah, ostensibly because he was the son of a legitimate wife — Mansour’s mother was a concubine — but really because they thought him more malleable. Mansour’s forceful personality had dominated Saffah’s five-year reign; on his own accession it became even stronger, helping him to consolidate and organize the state through the twenty-one years of his reign.


Abdallah Ali’s rebellion against the new caliph had been supported by Syrian troops who resented the Abbasids’ abandoning Damascus for Iraq. His defeat removed any possibility that Damascus might become capital of the empire once again. Mansour seized this opportunity to reduce tension with the Syrians: he took no sanctions against the rebels, retained the army chiefs who had served the former dynasty, promoted some to high positions and chose Syrian units to defend his frontiers with the Byzantines. Mansour thus disarmed at a stroke the hostility of one of the empire’s great provinces and established a counterweight to the all-powerful province of Khorasan, which threatened eventually to become dangerous.


The Abbasids were now secure from military rebellion, but there remained those disappointed in the new regime, with the Alids in the front rank. The family of Ali could no longer expect to see one of its members become supreme guide of the Muslims. It quickly understood, too, that its fight for a new society “founded on the Koran, justice and equality for all Muslims” had been in vain, and that the power of the descendants of the Prophet’s uncle had simply replaced that of the Umayyads. As under the Umayyads, the state was a lay state. The revolution had failed.


Opposition groups soon appeared both in Iraq and in the provinces. One of the first, the Rawandiya (from the name of the small town of Rawand in eastern Iran), contested the legitimacy of Abbasid rule. Few in number but fanatical and courageous, the Rawandiya preached violent action. They tried to assassinate Mansour, who had them exterminated.


Better organized and more extensive, the insurrection of Mohammed Nafs al-Zakiya (Mohammed the Pure Soul) and his brother Ibrahim could have succeeded. In September 762, after a long period of clandestine activity, Mohammed launched an open revolt and seized Medina. “The fox has come out of his lair!” exclaimed Mansour, sending a four-thousand-man force against him. Mohammed’s troops were soon defeated and he was killed. But two months later his brother Ibrahim, who had assembled a large number of supporters, launched his own insurrection at Basra. This time Mansour had the greatest difficulty putting down the revolt. His instinct for strategy and tactics being as sharp as his political cunning, however, he put an end to the only serious rebellion of his reign in February 763 at the battle of Bahrama (south of Kufa), where Ibrahim met his death. Two more names had been added to the growing list of shia martyrs.


The suppression of these revolts and the elimination of Abu Muslim had bloodily underscored Jaffar al-Mansour’s determination to govern the empire alone and unhindered. The Khorasan army’s acceptance of the brutal slaying of its chief, and the silence of the Alids following the executions of Mohammed the Pure Soul and Ibrahim, were proof that Mansour had made himself understood. Until the caliphate became enfeebled, the Abbasid state was to remain a centralized state ruled by a sovereign whose unlimited authority extended to the most distant provinces.


Mansour himself appointed his governors, often from the ranks of his own family, and exercised rigorous control over them (although they too enjoyed considerable power). His officials, even those closest to him, were surrounded by crowds of spies who reported back to him on their slightest deeds and decisions. Nothing could be allowed to escape the Master of the Believers, who awarded himself the title of “Mansour the Victorious”, or “He who receives God’s help”. He was an autocrat who modelled himself on the great Umayyads and the Achemenid and Sassanid sovereigns of the ancient Orient. He used the mawali only in the role of counsellors or simple executants of his orders. One of these, Khalid ibn Barmak (doubtless already responsible for fiscal matters), bore a name that was destined to become celebrated. Mansour maintained the division between the governing elite and the mass of Muslims which had characterized Umayyad rule. Thus he secured his dynasty, but without satisfying those Muslims who wanted to see their community led by an imam under God’s guidance.


It was Mansour who was actually the founder of the Abbasid empire, but his name is inscribed in history chiefly as the creator of Baghdad. Even before assuming power, the Abbasids had decided to establish their capital in Iraq. Traditionally Iraq was opposed to the Umayyads and faithful to the House of the Prophet; it was also the richest of the provinces, and yielded the most taxes to the treasury. Kufa had played a major role in the Abbasid revolution, and it was in its mosque that Abu al-Abbas — Saffah — had been proclaimed caliph. He therefore established his capital in a nearby village, al-Hashimiyah, where he had a group of buildings constructed. A little later he moved to Anbar on the Euphrates, not far from Ctesiphon, which had been the capital of the Parthians and the Sassanids.


Mansour continued to reside at Anbar after his accession, but, eventually, for reasons unknown, he moved back to al-Hashimiyah. Finding the town difficult to defend and the population of Kufa unruly and unpredictable, he began looking for a new site for the capital, finally settling on the west bank of the Tigris. The place offered many advantages. The river to the east was impossible to ford; to the south a network of canals could easily serve both as defence and supply route; the climate was temperate, mosquitoes were rare, and both banks of the river were cultivable. There is no need to add the cosmological reasons extracted from the distant Iranian past, although as a matter of fact an astronomer by the name of Nawbakht9 gave his approval — could he have done otherwise? — to the caliph’s decision. Also, Christian monks living in a nearby monastery told Mansour that old books in their possession predicted that one day a king would settle in this spot.


Mansour himself drew the plans of a circular town,10 which were first traced on the site with ashes, so that the caliph might better visualize it. He called the future Baghdad Madinat al-Salam (Town of Peace) to suggest Heaven.11 The circular design made defence easier by eliminating dead angles, and it reduced the cost of building the walls. Architects, engineers, masons and labourers were brought from Syria, Iran, Mosul, Kufa and Basra, to a total (it was said) of a hundred thousand men.12 In 762, four years after construction began, all was complete.


Following Oriental practice, the main building material was sun-dried brick, with baked brick used for arches and domes, and a layer of reeds between the rows. The two concentric ramparts protecting the town were thirty metres apart and surrounded by a ditch. The perimeter wall, nearly five metres thick and thirteen metres high, was more than two and a half kilometres long.


Mansour placed his palace and the mosque in the centre of the town, with the residential area in the space between the walls and the vast palace complex. The Palace of the Gilded Gate was in the form of a square with sides half a kilometre long. The iwan, a vast hall open along one side only, was surmounted by a dome. On the upper storey was a second vast chamber, its roof an immense green cupola. There the caliph held court with a ceremony worthy of the Byzantines or the ancient monarchs of the Orient; there was nothing to recall the simplicity of the early days of Islam. The mosque was contiguous with the palace and communicated with it directly. A large open space separated them from the buildings housing the administrative services — treasury, arsenal, offices — and the residences of the caliph’s children and high officials.


Within the walls of the administrative city, two circular streets surrounded two security zones; they crossed four avenues leading from the four city gates to the caliph’s palace and the mosque. The residential quarter was divided into four quadrants, which, according to the geographer Yakubi, housed senior officers, those trusted sufficiently to be lodged close to the caliph, his principal freedmen, and, lastly, those liable to be required in a hurry for urgent business.


Along the inside of the city walls, arcades had been built for merchants’ shops and stalls. But one day, as Mansour received a Byzantine envoy, a cow escaped from a slaughterhouse and caused a great tumult in the neighbourhood of the palace. After having witnessed this scene, the Byzantine was unable to resist observing to the caliph:


Commander of the Faithful, you have raised such a structure as never existed before. But it has three faults: there is not enough water, there are no gardens, and, worse still, your subjects are with you inside your palace — and when the subjects are in the palace with the sovereign, there are no secrets.


Far from delighted, the caliph answered drily, “We have enough water to drink. As for your second fault, we were not created for frivolity and amusement. Thirdly, since you see fit to comment on my secrets, I have none from my subjects.”


But the Byzantine’s remarks stayed in the caliph’s mind, and after a while he ordered a new water conduit to be installed. A more serious incident persuaded him that his security arrangements were inadequate. The muhtesib, an official in charge of the market police, took the lead in a Shiite conspiracy and tried to foment an insurrection in the town. He was quickly arrested and executed and his body exposed in front of the city gates. Mansour ordered the market to be removed to al-Karkh, outside the Round City. Because the first mosque attracted too many people to the palace environs, Mansour had another built, also outside the walls. Finally, to solve the palace’s supply problems, the caliph decided to move to the palace of al-Khuld (Blissful Eternity), which had just been completed on the bank of the Tigris north of the town. On the opposite side of the river, the east bank, there rose almost simultaneously the palace of his son, the crown prince Mohammed al-Mahdi, father of Harun al-Rashid.


Mansour could expect the last years of his reign to be peaceful. He had eliminated his domestic rivals one by one. On the Caucasus frontier the Khazars had seized Tiflis but had been repelled. In Asia Minor, where the military campaigns of the basileus Constantine V had made difficulties for the empire during the Abbasid revolution, Mansour’s forces had easily restored his rule. The population of Egypt had shown no reluctance to recognize Abbasid sovereignty, which now extended westwards as far as Kairouan. Spain was regarded as definitively lost, but despite the absence of formal ties to the empire, commercial and cultural exchanges continued to take place.


Mansour died on 7 October 755, in Bir Mayum near Mecca, while leading the pilgrimage surrounded by leading members of his family. He was buried in the sand of the desert. His son and heir Mahdi had stayed in Baghdad, and the grand chamberlain, Rabi al-Yunus, followed custom by keeping the news secret until Mahdi had the situation well in hand.


The succession had been settled, but not without damage. Shortly before his death, Saffah, fearing a coup d’état by Abu Muslim against the designated heir Jaffar (Mansour), had named a second heir, Isa ibn Musa, one of his nephews. Isa thus remained heir to Mansour. Mansour’s son Mohammed (Mahdi), virtually excluded from the succession, tried in vain to persuade Isa to renounce his claim. Eventually, after a long struggle, Isa did give way, in exchange for financial compensation and the promise that power would revert to him on Mahdi’s death. As Isa was much the older man, it seemed unlikely that this promise would have to be kept.


The Prodigal and Indulgent Mahdi


Mahdi, the son of a miser, was the opposite of his father in every way. Tabari says of him in a eulogistic portrait, “His generosity was very great, he was extremely indulgent and forgave even those guilty of the greatest crimes. No Abbasid caliph was more just, more merciful, more pious, more virtuous or more handsome.” The chroniclers tell us that before leaving for Mecca, Mansour had given him some advice: “The wise man is not he who can extricate himself from a crisis, but he who foresees the crisis and prevents it.” “Watch over your finances. You will be great and victorious so long as your treasury is full.” And, last: “Do not permit women to interfere in politics. But I doubt that you will follow this advice.”


The severe Commander of the Faithful knew his son well. He was certainly prodigal, freely spending the money his father had so parsimoniously saved. Tall, slender, and handsome, Mahdi had a dark complexion, a high forehead, and curly hair. Women liked him and he liked women. Under his reign, for the first time, women exercised a power sometimes surpassing even that of the sovereign himself.


Born in or about 745, Mahdi spent his childhood in Syria and moved to Kufa following the success of the Abbasid revolution. In charge of military operations in Khorasan from the age of fifteen, he was soon afterwards entrusted by his father with the government of this province, one of the most important in the empire. Its capital was the town of Ray (not far from modern Teheran). Mahdi lived there several years, gradually rebuilding much of the town, which was then named after him — al-Mohammediya.


Several of his children were born during his sojourn at Ray; the first was Abbasah, daughter of the concubine Rahim, who was to be involved in the most grievous events of the dynasty. Much more importantly, however, Mahdi received from his father one day — it is not known when exactly — the present of a young girl “slender and graceful as a reed”, of Yemeni origin, named Khaizuran. “Take her to my son and tell him that she is made to bear children,” said the great caliph, who had bought her at Mecca. He was not mistaken. Khaizuran, who had enough education to hold her own in the refined atmosphere of the court, quickly found her way to the young prince’s heart. She was to bear him three sons, of whom the first was Musa, born probably in 764, and the second Harun, born two years later. Both were to become caliphs, Musa’s life ending tragically and Harun going on to become the most illustrious leader of the dynasty. The third son, Isa, remained virtually unknown.


Once Khaizuran’s hopes were fulfilled, her intelligence and ambition did the rest. She suddenly revealed the existence of her family, hitherto kept hidden, and her elder sister Salsal soon seduced Mahdi’s half-brother Jaffar and bore him a son and a daughter. Nicknamed Zubaidah (Little Butter-Pat) by her grandfather Mansour, Salsal’s daughter was to marry her royal cousin Harun al-Rashid and be immortalized in the Thousand and One Nights.


Indefatigably amorous, Mahdi had innumerable concubines, most of their names submerged in the flood tide of the great Abbasid century. One of them was Chiklah, a young slave taken along with the rest of the harem of the prince of Daylam (on the southern coast of the Caspian Sea) after a battle. Dark-skinned, graceful, intelligent, and an excellent musician, Chiklah gave Mahdi a son, Ibrahim. He became a celebrated musician, poet, and singer, and much later, for a very brief time, caliph. His sister, also Mahdi’s child, was to be one of the great beauties of the age, a “prodigy of wit and talent.”13 Another concubine was Mamunah, of the slim ankles and high bosom, whom Mahdi had bought for the fantastic sum of one hundred thousand dirhams (an extravagance he kept hidden from his father). Speaking of her, Khaizuran confessed one day, “No other woman has ever made my position so difficult.” And there were Hasanah, Hullah, Nalkah, Khaizuran’s younger sister Asma... But Khaizuran, who became Mahdi’s legal wife probably in 775, was far superior to these young beauties in her intelligence, her wit, her sense of humour and her skill in adapting to all situations. Little by little she acquired great influence over Mahdi, and thus naturally over the affairs of state.


By these means Mansour’s court, at the heart of the empire, was rapidly transformed. The new capital’s prosperity was soon reflected in the love of life, pleasure, and luxury which now prevailed there. The example of prodigality was set by the young caliph himself.


Also quite unlike his father, Mahdi tried to settle the endless conflict with the followers of Ali, the Alids, or at least with the moderates among them, by negotiation rather than by force. He pardoned the Hasanids for joining the revolt of Mohammed the Pure Soul against Mansour, and when one of them, Hasan ibn Ibrahim, gave himself up after escaping from prison, Mahdi awarded him large estates in the Hejaz. Many Alid supporters, especially in Medina, benefited from his generosity.


One decision was to have serious consequences. Probably hoping to use him against the Alids, Mahdi admitted to his inner court Yakub ibn Daoud, whose father had once served the Umayyads. Yakub was so successful in gaining the caliph’s trust that Mahdi called him his “brother in God” and appointed him vizier. First holder of this office under the Abbasids, Yakub was entrusted with great power: not only was he authorized to govern the empire in the caliph’s name; he appointed provincial governors and ran the central administration. Mahdi’s intention was to show the Alids how magnanimous he could be to those loyal to his court.


The policy failed with the Zaidites, the most radical of the Alid supporters. When one of these, Isa ibn Zaid, refused to abandon his opposition, Yakub’s continuing good relations with the Alids left him in an ambiguous position. His enemies, especially some of the mawali, started plotting against him and accusing him of encouraging Mahdi’s fondness for drink and frivolity. A poet penned these verses, which were soon circulating throughout the empire: “Awake, O sons of Umayyah! Too long have you slumbered! Yakub is your Caliph. The Caliphate, O people, is in ruins! And see, your Caliph nods between the wineskin and the lute!” Yakub’s life was saved, but he spent fifteen years in prison.


The rift between the Abbasids and the Alids widened as the Abbasids increasingly presented themselves as the sole defenders of orthodoxy. Despite his conciliatory temperament, Mahdi was obliged to follow the majority view and battle heretics of all colours. His attitude hardened and he persecuted not only the Zindiqs (“those who question the revealed Faith”) or Shiites, but also Manichaeans, schismatics, and atheists. The great persecution began in 782 and coincided with the struggle against the followers of al-Muqanna, an Iranian who veiled his face and cited the memory of Abu Muslim. In the Caspian region the caliph also had to deal with the Muhammira,14 who flew red standards.


During Mahdi’s relatively short reign, a turning point in the history of the Abbasids, the rival pressure groups within the ruling class became so intense as eventually to endanger the regime. In the front rank of these groups were the Iranians, soon to be headed by the powerful family of the Barmakids. Since time immemorial the Barmak15 (or Barmakids) had occupied a prominent position in Bactria, probably as high priests of the Buddhist temple at Balkh, where, according to the pilgrim Huang-Tsang,16 there were nearly three thousand monks in the seventh century. Converted to Islam probably in the last years of the Umayyad dynasty, they joined the Abbasid revolution, in which one of them, Khalid, seems to have played a crucial role. Their influence was to increase almost beyond measure, until the moment of their resounding fall. A legend grew up around this family, which for many years enjoyed a power unequalled in the history of the Orient.


Khalid ibn Barmak passed on his admirable qualities to his children. Masudi praises “his deep wisdom, his energy, his learning and his forcefulness”, while the historian Yezdi describes him as “generous, true to his word, pious, humane, firm and clever”.17 His learning, especially in medicine, was profound. He was famous for his generosity to scholars and poets and is said to have given one poet ten thousand dinars for writing his eulogy. With his son Yahya at his side, Khalid became one of the dominant personalities in Mahdi’s entourage.


The Barmakids relied on the kuttab, or “secretaries”, in building up their formidable influence on the caliph and on the state. These men, mostly of Iranian origin, had not forgotten the illustrious past of the Sassanid empire — itself equipped with a strong bureaucracy — and their presence steadily “Iranianized” the government.


The kuttab and the mawali were overlapping groups. Indigenous Muslim converts, the mawali were by now cooperating with the conquerors in the administration of the country. With the passage of time they had managed to become assimilated, and some had joined the ruling elite. To the great displeasure of their rivals, several had been appointed provincial governors and heads of the post office (barid), which meant that in effect they were senior intelligence officials.


Mahdi was not a man to neglect his duties as head of government. In every ministerial department he placed a controller reporting to him directly, in order to separate the powers of the military from those of the administration, especially where the setting and collection of taxes was concerned.


The third pressure group, a faithful ally of the regime, was the abna, the Khorasan army, the Abbasids’ most solid support. Installed in Baghdad where it enjoyed special privileges, it remained united in protecting the Abbasids against the mawali and the kuttab. But tensions between the military and civilians and between different civilian groups were to lead to conflicts that, thirty years later, placed the empire in peril.


The emergence of a bureaucracy, competition between pressure groups, and the increasingly dominant role in politics of the court and its women, had carried the dynasty beyond the stage of struggling to secure its power. There remained no serious threat from within, and the caliph’s title, “Guided by God”, suggested that the Abbasid revolution had been successfully completed. With a bit of juggling (not the first time in history), the Abbasids linked themselves directly to the Prophet and his uncle Abbas who, they now claimed, had been named by Mohammed himself as his successor. At the same time, the caliph was withdrawing into a majestic isolation more reminiscent of the Acheminid and Sassanid emperors than of Mohammed’s first successors or even the Umayyad caliphs.


Ten years after his accession, Mahdi could rejoice in the (relative) peace that prevailed within his empire and in the humiliation he had inflicted upon the infidels of Byzantium. Only forty-three years old, the just caliph, so fond of life and its pleasures, had reason to look forward to a long and happy reign. But destiny took a hand and death ambushed him as he travelled to Gurgan, in Khorasan, to visit his son Hadi. According to some, he died in a hunting accident, striking his head against a low portal when pursuing a deer on horseback among ruins. Other accounts attribute his death to poison accidentally administered by his favourite concubine, Hasanah. The young slave is said to have poisoned a pear that was meant to be eaten by a rival for the caliph’s affections but that Mahdi, seated nearby, plucked the fruit as it was carried past in a bowl.


Hadi the Brute


The succession was arranged with little difficulty. Mahdi had named Hadi as heir presumptive and Harun as second in line: only the two children of the slave Khaizuran were considered, so great was her influence on the caliph. Hadi had been placed in charge of the government of the eastern half of the empire, Harun of that of the west and Armenia. Mahdi later had second thoughts about the succession; indeed, the reason for the fateful visit to Gurgan was to persuade Hadi to defer to his brother Harun. This led to claims that Hadi may have been involved in his father’s death.


On receiving the news, the empire’s new master set out for Baghdad, which he reached twenty days later. Harun had already granted, in his brother’s name, an accession gift of eighteen months’ pay to the capital’s troops, and accepted on Hadi’s behalf the oath of allegiance from dignitaries and soldiers. All Hadi needed to do was take possession of power. He named as vizier Rabi al-Yunus, who kept the post of chamberlain; Yahya remained his chief adviser.


Hadi, the caliph “with the short lip” (his mouth was permanently open), was bad-tempered, vindictive, and unscrupulous: “Hard, coarse in his habits, difficult to approach, the first Caliph to be preceded by bodyguards carrying naked swords, clubs and bows ready-strung,” were Masudi’s words. His short reign confirmed his bad reputation in the empire and justified the fears of his family — his mother and his brother Harun, in particular.


At first there was nothing serious to disturb relations between Khaizuran and her son. The honours and privileges granted her by Mahdi were maintained, and Hadi showed her respect and affection; he visited her regularly from his palace of Isabadh, on the outskirts of Baghdad. When prevented from doing so by his duties as sovereign — which he performed scrupulously, receiving high officials and petitioners in person — he would send her a note accompanied by a present.


Harun, for his part, accepted the situation philosophically on Yahya’s advice. Caring more — in appearance at least — for poetry, music and other pleasures, deeply in love with his young wife, the stunning Zubaidah, he was little disposed at this stage to provoke a fight with a man whose cunning and brutality he knew better than anyone.


Storm clouds began gathering over the regime with the death of Rabi al-Yunus, who had aroused Hadi’s resentment by collaborating closely with Khaizuran in the difficult period after Mahdi’s death. Relations between the men took a turn for the worse over a woman, the young slave Amat al-Aziz, who, before becoming the caliph’s favourite, had been Rabi’s. Hearing a rumour that the vizier had told a courtier he had never loved a woman so much, Hadi was seized by jealousy and attempted to have Rabi murdered. The plot was exposed, but a few days later the vizier died suddenly after drinking a cup of honey. This murder made a profound impression on Harun and Khaizuran.


Khaizuran intended not merely to retain the influence she had enjoyed in Mahdi’s lifetime but to increase it, in the Oriental tradition that places the queen mother in the very front rank. She was fabulously rich, and Hadi became exasperated by her large court and the crowds of petitioners which filled her antechambers. He wrote a letter ordering her to stop interfering in affairs of state. Khaizuran was not a woman to give in meekly, and the threatening storm soon broke. The young caliph one day refused a favour she was requesting for the chief of police. When she insisted, Hadi said loudly:


Remember this well: I swear by Allah and by my children that if I hear one of my generals or officials has been knocking at your door, I will have him beheaded and confiscate his property. What is the meaning of these daily processions in front of your house? Have you no spindle to occupy your hands, no Koran to pray to God, no housework to do? Take care! And open your door to nobody, be he Muslim, Christian or Jew.18


Hadi had little affection for the handsome, brilliant brother who had been on the point of replacing him as crown prince. Once in power, he soon conceived the idea of replacing Harun in the order of succession with his own son Prince Jaffar. He raised the subject with Yahya the Barmakid, who dissuaded him by pointing out that the precedent could be used against Jaffar himself. Hadi agreed, but later raised the matter again. This time Yahya argued that should the caliph die while Jaffar was still a child, he would not be accepted by the people either as a war leader or as a religious chief, and this might induce other members of the Abbasid family to claim power. He advised him to wait until Jaffar was old enough to be caliph, and then ask Harun to give up his right to the succession. Once again Hadi assented but, encouraged by certain of his generals, he finally swept aside all objections.


Harun was not at all eager to confront his redoubtable brother and first appeared ready to agree to everything. But once the prerogatives of crown prince had been taken away from him, his position became extremely threatened. All had abandoned him except Yahya, who for some time had defended his interests (one of Yahya’s sons was Harun’s foster brother) and who managed by degrees to stiffen his resistance to the caliph. An anecdote retailed by several historians illustrates Harun’s new stance towards his brother. Their father had given Harun a priceless ring that Hadi greatly desired for himself. He sent Yahya to obtain the ring, threatening to cut off his head if he returned without it. Despite Yahya’s entreaties, Harun would not give up the jewel, but said that he himself would carry it to his brother. As he crossed the bridge over the Tigris, however, Harun tossed the ring into the river, saying, “And now let him do what he likes.” With Yahya thus cleared of responsibility, nothing further happened. But the incident fed the caliph’s anger.


Hadi next tried to kill his mother. He sent her a dish of rice with a letter saying that he had found it so excellent he wished to share it with her. Khaizuran gave some to her dog, which died a few minutes later, then sent word to her son that she too had found the dish excellent. Tabari tells us that Hadi replied, “You did not eat it, or I should by now be rid of you. Never before has a sovereign watched his mother reign in his place.” Hadi also tried several times to have Harun poisoned; Harun tried to flee but was caught by Hadi’s men and imprisoned in Baghdad with Yahya.


Harun’s fate was all but sealed when Hadi suddenly fell gravely ill, perhaps with a stomach ulcer, a malady to which the family was susceptible. But it seems more likely that he had consumed a poison his mother had managed to have mixed in a drink. The doctor who examined him said that he would be dead in less than nine hours. The doctor was not mistaken; but it is said that Khaizuran hastened Hadi’s end by arranging for young slaves to smother him with cushions.


No sooner had the caliph expired than Khaizuran ordered Yahya’s release and then sent General Harthama with the news to Harun, whom he found asleep. “Awake, O Commander of the Believers!” boomed the general. “What are you saying?” cried Harun. “Don’t you know what will become of me if Hadi learns that I have been thus addressed?”19 On hearing that his brother was dead, however, Harun lost no time setting out to take possession of the seals of state. As he left he received another message, one announcing the birth of a son to his Persian concubine Marajil. The boy, who was named Abdallah, was to become the caliph Mamun, one of the most illustrious figures of the Abbasid dynasty. “Thus, this night of destiny, predicted by Khaizuran, saw the death of one caliph, the accession of a second, and the birth of a third.”20


At virtually the same moment as Abdallah entered the world, the young Jaffar was awakened and compelled to renounce publicly his rights as crown prince. None of the generals who had helped persuade Hadi to disinherit his brother made a move. Together Yahya and General Harthama had guided the changeover with a masterly hand. The provinces received the news as calmly as Baghdad. On 15 or 16 September 786 (15 Rabi 170) Harun al-Rashid — the Well-Guided — was proclaimed caliph. He was a little over twenty years old.


The poets celebrated the new sovereign’s accession in customary fashion:


Live long, O Caliph, to thy heart’s content,


In scented shade of palace minarets.


Let all about thee, through the golden days,


Strive hard to satisfy thy slightest bent.


But on that day when laboured breath, and pain,


Signal at last thy body’s near demise,


Then shalt thou know, alas! that all thy joys


Were but illusory, and thy triumphs vain.21





2


Youth and Splendour of the Well-Guided One


Did you not see how the sun came out of hiding on Harun’s accession and flooded the world with light?


Mosuli


The Caliph Harun al-Rashid was the most generous prince of his time and the most magnificent.


Thousand and One Nights


Little is known of the early years of most Oriental sovereigns. It was only after the event, when a caliph or sultan was already on the throne, that his formative years became of interest to chroniclers. The childhood of Harun the Good is no exception.


Childhood and Tranquil Life


Born in February 776 in Ray, in Khorasan, Harun spent his earliest years in the castle overlooking the town. Defended by a ditch and a thick wall pierced with five gates and well-irrigated by two rivers, Ray was soon to become one of the glories of the countries of Islam. Harun, it was said, always remembered with pleasure his native town, where the wives of notables had competed for the honour of suckling him.


When Harun was three or four years old, Mahdi moved to Baghdad and settled in the palace he had built on the banks of the Tigris. There the young prince received the education given to royal children — very nearly the same as that reserved for other children of the upper classes. Caliphs raised their sons with extreme care; did not Mohammed rank educated men after God and the angels? They entrusted the task to scholars, as well as to hand-picked poets and musicians, and monitored their sons’ progress regularly, testing them in private or in-public. The education of princes began at age five or six — “to instruct the young is to carve in stone”, people would say — and it ended when they reached the age of fifteen or so and received their first official mission.


While the Umayyads, still close to their Bedouin roots, favoured arms and sport over religion and intellectual pursuits, the Abbasids held the study of the Koran, philosophy and law in the highest regard. A young Umayyad prince had only to learn to read the Koran, but an Abbasid was expected to know something of exegesis and the science of tradition. The high intellectual level of the Abbasid civilization, which preserved the heritage of antiquity for the West, undoubtedly owed much to the fact that princes of the dynasty were taught to respect matters of the mind from their earliest youth.


Masudi gives us an account of Harun’s instructions to the grammarian Ahmar on the education of his son Amin:


Ahmar, the Prince of the Faithful is entrusting you with his most precious blood, the fruit of his heart. He gives you full authority over his son, whom he charges with the duty of obeying you. Be therefore equal to the task the Caliph has given you: teach your pupil to read the Koran, instruct him in the traditions; adorn his memory with classical poetry; teach him our sacred customs. Let him weigh his words and know how to speak to the point; regulate the amount of time he devotes to amusement; teach him to receive with respect the elders of the family of Hashim who come to see him, and to be considerate with the officials and officers who attend his receptions. Let not an hour pass in the day without turning it to account for his instruction; be not so severe that his intelligence withers, nor so indulgent that he becomes accustomed to idleness. Correct him, while he depends upon you, by employing friendliness and gentleness; but if these have no effect on him, then use severity and employ rigour.1


This programme for the training of an adab (a gentleman) is doubtless very similar to that followed in Harun’s own education. Mahdi, who was himself quite cultivated, gave his son several tutors, each specializing in a different branch of learning. Kitai, a celebrated intellectual, was his “governor” and had authority over these teachers. But his “tutor” was Yahya the Barmakid, whom Harun called his “father”. One of the most remarkable men to govern the Arab world in the first centuries of the Hegira, Yahya remained close to Harun until his disgrace.
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