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“In this splendid compendium, Claude Lecouteux brings together stories, folktales, lore, and legends associated with the Biblical King Solomon. King of ancient Israel, he founded castles and cities as well as a palace of glass and his most famous Temple in Jerusalem. Solomon’s legacy spread across the Middle East into Europe, Africa, and beyond. Reputed author of one thousand and five books of poems, psalms, and songs and three thousand parables, he also interacted with animals, whose languages he understood. Solomon was one of the great historical practitioners of magic. Solomon’s seal and ring gave him power over various kinds of spirits. All his possessions—his net, his throne, and his chalice among them—were infused with magical power. Claude Lecouteux’s masterly reconstruction of the wondrous world of King Solomon from ancient documents is by far the most comprehensive survey yet published of the many different aspects of this ancient and influential monarch.”

NIGEL PENNICK, AUTHOR OF
THE ANCESTRAL POWER 
OF AMULETS, TALISMANS, AND MASCOTS 
AND ELEMENTAL MAGIC

“Lecouteux’s indepth study and presentation of the legend and importance of the image of King Solomon in the magical mythol ogy fills an important role in our understanding of the history of the practice of magic in both Europe and Asia. Solomon was ascribed some of the most important magical grimoires and symbols and signs bearing his name that may be found from Arabia all the way into the realm of the Far North in Iceland.”

STEPHEN E. FLOWERS, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF ICELANDIC MAGIC 
AND ORIGINAL MAGIC

“This remarkable book, fully illustrated with archival images, shows Solomon—the mythical man, the mystical man, the personal and cultural man—at ease in a world he co-created with his Creator.”

GERALD HAUSMAN, AUTHOR OF
RASTAFARIAN CHILDREN OF SOLOMON: 
THE LEGACY OF THE KEBRA 
NAGAST AND THE PATH TO PEACE 
AND UNDERSTANDING

“Professor Lecoueux is a well-known historian of medieval cultural history. His new book on the legendary King Solomon represents a convincing proof of the author’s erudition. This excellent work presents a wealth of relevant information about Solomon’s super normal wisdom, his relations to the world of spirits, his building of the Temple in Jerusalem, and much more. The author’s analysis of Solomon’s relations to shamanism is also very useful. This is a fundamental study of one of the most enigmatic figures in history.”

RONALD GRAMBO, FORMER 
PROFESSOR OF FOLKLORE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF OSLO

“The story of King Solomon is universal, found in different cultures and different sources. His close contact with God, his relations with djinns and exorcists as well as his love for women, made him a universal legend. In this book, the French scholar Claude Lecouteux presents the complete story of King Solomon for us to read.”

AHMED OSMAN, AUTHOR OF
THE EGYPTIAN ORIGINS 
OF KING DAVID AND THE TEMPLE 
OF SOLOMON
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INTRODUCTION

The Legend of King Solomon

Few sovereigns have left such a deep imprint in legends and folktales as King Solomon. A historical figure who built the Temple of Jerusalem and founded cities and fortresses, the son of David was God’s chosen prophet who had dominion over demons and owned many magical objects. This king, known for his wisdom, was the subject of a thousand stories and has found a place in the pantheon of men who left their mark on history. The Hebrews called him Schlomo; the Arabs, Sulayman; the Greeks and Romans, Salomo—a family name that carries the notion of peace for his reign, and he was, according to all the traditions, quite peaceful. His memory has traveled through the centuries and can be found among the Arabs and Persians, as well as in the work of the church father Origen. His name can also be found among the Bulgarians, the Byzantines, the Russians, the Ukranians, the Egyptian Copts, the Egyptians, and the Ethiopians.

The primary sources of his legend are the books of Kings of the Bible, as well as Flavius Josephus, the Qu’ran, and the Talmud. Over the course of time, these elements have been embellished, developed, and enriched with outside contributions, and, little by little, came together to form the history of a monarch whose notoriety is equaled only by that of Alexander the Great—both kings serving as model monarchs for rulers throughout history. Furthermore, we can find certain episodes from the life of the Macedonian conqueror in the Solomonic history, for example, his descent to the bottom of the sea and his flight into the heavens.

The legend of the son of David has been the subject of countless studies, such as that of René Basset, who investigated the traces he left in Arabic literature, followed by the research of Pierre Saintyves. Eugène Hins collected the Ukrainian traditions; Lidia Shishmanova, those of Bulgaria; Vuk Stefanovic those of Serbia; and Isabel Florence Hapgood those of Russia. The echoes of his legend resound as far as Indonesia and Mongolia.

Novelists were also inspired by this figure. As examples, I can mention Henry Rider Haggard with King Solomon’s Mines (1885), Romain Gary’s L’angoisse du roi Salomon (King Solomon, 1979), and José Rodriguez Dos Santos’s A Chave de Salomäo (The Key of Solomon, 2014).

Scriptwriters and producers followed on their heels: King Vidor offered us Solomon and the Queen of Sheba (1958), Jack Lee Thompson, Quartermain and King Solomon’s Mines (1993), and Iranian filmmaker Shahriar Bahrani, The Kingdom of Solomon in 2009.

In turn, graphic novels took on this subject: Catherine Zarcate gave us The Dream of Solomon, Eric Heuvel and Martin Lodewijk, King Solomon’s Treasure, and Vassaux and Facon, The Pillars of Solomon (1991). Video games were also not immune to the appeal of this subject, and among them we have Baphomet’s Knights: The Guardians of the Temple (2006) and Hidden Expedition: The Crown of Solomon (2014).

So just what could be the reason for this persistent infatuation with the son of David? Could it be his power over the genies and demons, referred to as djinns, divs, and peri,*1 thanks to a ring the angel Gabriel gave him? This object is at the heart of his legend; it is what gives this king a supernatural, or even what we could call a wizardly, power. It draws its power from the carving of a divine name in the shape of a pentalpha that forms the name of YAHVE. This ring is an emblem of election justifying royal duties and provides a mediating role between the godhead and human beings. Without it, there would be no Solomonic gestures, no enslavement of the demons and genies, which the stories of Aladdin and the fisherman from The Thousand and One Nights bring onto the stage.

And that is not all! Ruling over the winds and the animals, understanding the language of the birds, and owning an assortment of marvelous objects and weapons, Solomon was regarded from very early on as a magician responsible for a vast array of magic works.1 A number of scholars in the medieval West, for example, Michael Scott and Roger Bacon, drew up a list of them. But today the Clavicles (the “little keys”), copies of which can easily be found in occult bookstores, still enjoy the widest renown.

Solomon’s legend did not develop out of whole cloth; it is based on pre-Islamic beliefs and Indian and Persian tales. For example, today we know that the prototype for Solomon’s throne is that of Vikramaditya, the mythical sovereign of Ujjain, India, who, like Solomon, was renowned for his wisdom.

We have barely inventoried everything that the son of David was able to accomplish. The number of buildings he constructed is impressive, and quite often these edifices became the support for new etiological legends to explain their components. Solomon, like Alexander the Great, was also an explorer who sprang into the heavens and descended to the bottom of the sea.

Folktales were engendered by his legend, not only in Europe, but in the Maghreb and Indonesia as well. Solomon’s presence can be found as far away as Malaysia where, in the seventeenth century, Bukhari of Johore discovered several anecdotes about him.2 In Ukraine, for example, several stories revolve around Solomon’s mother, a mother who has no hesitation when it comes to trying to slay her son. Other tales illustrate the wisdom of the son of David but also his lust. These stories give us a kaleidoscope whose images enchant and astound us in turn and sometimes make us smile. The readers will judge for themselves.

This great king thereby appears not only as a historical figure, but also one of folk traditions, and his celebrity is not confined to the Bible, Talmud, or Qu’ran. A figure who mirrors the dreams of humanity, Solomon has left a deep impression in our minds. The attempt to trace his story requires a great deal of work in sourcing the texts, scrutinizing them, and, most importantly, cross-checking all the accounts. We must gather all the widely scattered material together and learn to discern the variables and the constants, with the latter giving us the guiding thread to his legend. In short, we need to base our investigation on the clues in our possession.

My plan is to reconstruct his legend using the largest number of documents possible while classifying and, if necessary, annotating each of them. Each text is followed by its source, and if that is lacking, bibliographical references. I have also sought to enrich this study with illustrations from ancient books and manuscripts in order to show how our ancestors depicted those they looked upon as legends.
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ONE

The Source Texts

 


1. THE BIBLE

The first book of Kings in the Bible gives us some of the fundamental elements of the legend of Solomon, some of which also appear in the Qu’ran.

Solomon’s wisdom grew until it surpassed that of the ancients and of all the sages of Egypt. He wed the daughter of the Pharaoh and brought her to David’s city while he completed building his palace and the Temple of the Lord first, and then the wall he erected to surround Jerusalem. He completed these buildings in seven years time, employing seventy thousand men to transport the materials and eighty thousand to cut the stone in the mountains. Solomon had the great basin known as the Brazen Sea and its supports made, as well as the large pools, the pillars, and the fountain of the forecourt.1

Solomon was first to open the principalities of Lebanon; he built Tadmor (Palmyra) in the desert. The midday meal of Solomon (in his court) consisted of “thirty measures of flour, sixty measures of meal, ten fatted calves, twenty oxen from the pasture, one hundred sheep, and, in addition, deer, gazelles, roebucks, and the best fowl from the fields.”2 He was leader of all the land from Raphi to this side of the Euphrates, and of all the kings below the river, and peace ruled everywhere in his lands.




2. FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS

The historian Yosef ben Matityahu HaCohen, better known under the name of Flavius Josephus (37/38–100), devoted a lengthy text to Solomon from the time he acquired his wisdom to the preparatory work for building the Temple.3 For more clarity, I have broken up the text with subheadings.

After strengthening his grip on the throne and chastising his enemies, Solomon married the daughter of the Pharaoh, King of the Egyptians (Φαραώθου τοῦ τῶν Αἰγυπτίων βασιλέως), he built the walls of Jerusalem much larger and stronger than before and, thenceforward governed in an atmosphere of deep peace without his youth preventing him in any way from dealing justice, observing the laws, and remembering all his father on his deathbed had advised him to do. To the contrary, he discharged all his duties with perfectly precise judgment equal to that of aged men who have reached the full maturity of reason. He made the decision to go to Hebron and sacrifice to God on the bronze altar built there by Moses, and he offered a thousand burnt offerings. This act testified to his great reverence for God.

We shall skip over the story of Solomon’s dream for the moment and revisit it later.

The Judgment of Solomon

During this time, a thorny problem was laid before him, one that he was hard pressed to solve. I deem it wise to explain the facts of the case so that readers may know how difficult it was, and when they find themselves in similar circumstances, they may be inspired by the king’s example so that they may more easily judge the questions submitted to them. Two women, who were harlots by trade, came before him. One of them claiming to be the victim of an injustice spoke first: “I dwell, O king,” she said, “in the same room as this woman, where it came to pass that we both gave birth on the same day to a male child. Two days later, this woman having smothered her child by lying atop him while she was sleeping, took mine from my breast and lay the corpse of her own child in my arms while I slumbered. In the morning when I wished to give the breast to my child, I did not find him anywhere. I saw that the corpse of her son was lying next to me, for I recognized him after a careful observation. I thereupon requested the return of my son and when I was unable to obtain him, I came to seek shelter of your protection, Lord. Because we were alone and she realized that there were none who could contradict her, she grew confident and denies this with all her force.”

Once she had spoken, the king asked the other woman what she had to say in reply. The other woman denied that she had done what she was accused of and maintained that it was her child who lived and that it was the son of her adversary who was dead. Because no one there could offer a judgment and the entire court could not see the answer to this riddle, the king came up with an idea on his own. He had both the living and the dead child brought forth and ordered one of his personal guards to draw his sword and cut the bodies of the two children in half so each mother could have a half of the living child and a half of the dead one.

Hereupon all those gathered there laughed at the king under their breath for being such a child. But at the same time, the true mother of the living child cried out that he should not perform this deed but deliver the living child to the other woman as if it were truly hers. All she asked was that the child be allowed to live and that she be allowed to see it although the other woman was deemed to be its mother. The other woman, on the contrary, was fully ready to see the child cut in half and, moreover, desired to see her rival’s torment. The king, realizing that the words of each woman had revealed their true feelings, ordered that the child be given to the one who had screamed as being the true mother and condemned the other as a wicked liar who, not content with the killing of her own child, wished to see the death of her companion’s. The people saw this as a great demonstration and striking display of the king’s wisdom and grandeur, and from this day, began to heed his words as if he were filled with the spirit of God.

The Table of Solomon

The king had other rulers who governed the land of the Syrians and the people of the foreign races that stretched from the Euphrates to Egypt, and they were charged with the duty of collecting taxes from these people. These rulers also made a daily contribution to the king’s table and his meal of thirty cori*2 of fine flour and sixty of meal, as well as ten fatted oxen and twenty from the pastures, and one hundred fat lambs. In addition to these were the game taken by hunters, which is to say the harts and buffalos and the fowl and the fish, brought to the king every day by foreigners.

Solomon’s Horses

Solomon had such a great number of chariots that forty thousand stalls were required for the horses that pulled them. Moreover, he had twelve thousand horsemen, half of whom were stationed near the king in Jerusalem, and the other half were scattered throughout the royal villages. The same official entrusted with the king’s expenditures also provided for the horses’ needs and saw that they went to wherever the king happened to be.†3 4

Solomon’s Wisdom

The judgment and wisdom given to Solomon by God were so great that they outstripped those of the ancients and were comparable to those of the Egyptians, who were said to be the most intelligent in all the world, proving to be not only their equal but even superior to theirs. Solomon excelled and surpassed in wisdom those who were regarded most highly among the Hebrews for their shrewd insights, by whom I mean the sons of Hemaon: Athan(os), Herman(os), Chalcos, and Dardanos.

Solomon’s Literary Works

Solomon also wrote one thousand and five books of poems and songs and three thousand books of parables and comparisons. He created a parable about every tree, from the hyssop to the cedar, and also about the beasts of burden and all the animals of earth, water, and air. He overlooked nothing, indeed, of natural history, and left no area unexplored. He could expound on them all and showed a perfect knowledge of all their properties. God also granted Solomon the art of fighting demons for the benefit and health of men.




3. SOLOMON IN THE THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS

The Thousand and One Nights reaped a vast harvest from the field of Arabic and Persian legends, so it comes as no surprise that the stories make some mention of Solomon. Here we see again the djinns, of course, as well as the power of the son of David’s ring, his carpet, his magic mirror,*4 5 his castles, his throne, his tomb, and even one of his proverbs.

In “The Tale of the Fisherman and the Djinn,” the copper lamp imprisoning a genie has been sealed by Solomon’s Seal. In “The Story of Aladdin” (Ala ed-Din), the marid†5 that appears to the hero “resembles one of those that appeared before Solomon,” and in “The Story of the Peasant Abdullah and the Merman Abdullah,” when the peasant sees the merman, he thinks “that he is one of the demons that Lord Solomon customarily imprisoned in copper vessels and cast into the sea.”6

Solomon’s table and other possessions fell into the hands of the Umayyad strategist Tariq ibn Ziyad (died 720):

It was of emerald, or so it was said, and golden vessels and plates made of chrysolith [peridot] were placed upon it. There was also a Book of Psalms written in Greek letters on gold pages embellished with precious stones, a book made of gold and silver on the useful properties of plants and stones, minerals, talismans, and alchemy [. . .], a large and wondrous circular mirror made for Solomon from a blend of metals, the son of David and whosoever that could, when looking into it, would see the seven climates of the world.”7

The Caliph Harun al-Rashid owned this table.8

The Thousand and One Nights mentions a castle, guarded by apes, in which Solomon had the habit of staying once a year for amusement. In a different story, another castle is guarded by Sheik Nasr, the king of the birds, to whom Solomon had taught the language of the birds, establishing him as Master of the Birds.9

The “Story of the Slave Tawaddud” gives this riddle: “Name me a man reciting his prayer while neither on the earth or in the sky. It is Solomon praying on his carpet carried aloft by the wind.”10

The “Story of Bulukiya and Affan” is told in its entirety in “The Story of the Serpent Queen,” in which Solomon’s carpet is kept in a room of a palace.11

“The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad” mentions the tomb of Solomon that is located beyond the land of the genies,12 while the tale of the first voyage quotes this proverb by the son of David: “Three things are better than three other things: the day of one’s death is better than the day of one’s birth, a live dog is better than a dead lion, and the grave is better than poverty.”13

In “The Story of the Mermaid Djullanar,” King Shariman asks this woman: “How can you move through the water without getting wet?” She answers: “We travel in the the sea like you walk on solid ground, and this is thanks to the power of the magic names carved on Solomon’s ring.”14 Three other passages from The Thousand and One Nights mention an incantation “by that which is carved on the ring of Solomon.”15 It is used, for example, to calm the anger of the person with whom one is speaking.

I would also like to note a comical detail, which is a metaphor used when speaking of a woman: “Her mouth looks like Solomon’s Seal.”16
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TWO

Solomon and the Animals

While the previous chapter examined the main source texts, this chapter collects folktales from around the world to illustrate that King Solomon’s special relationship with animals is central to his legend. Among the many clues that suggest Solomon possessed the features of a shaman, we should look at his privileged relationships with animals. He was the master of animals and understood their language. We will examine that which prompted me to form this hypothesis in Part Three.


1. THE SWALLOW AND THE SNAKE (CIRCASSIA)

Once a very, very long time ago, Solomon, the son of David, ruled over all things. This powerful king understood the language of mortals, the roaring of wild beasts in the forest, the cries of the four-legged beasts, the chirping of birds,*6 the buzzing of insects, and also what the trees of the deep forests and the tiny flowers of the paths were saying.

Solomon had assigned to every creature the food it needed to live; to some he gave the flesh of weaker animals, to others the grass of the fields or the fruit that ripened in the groves.

The son of David told the serpent: “You shall get your sustenance from the blood of humans,” and the snake, hidden in the brush, lay in wait for a man to pass on whom it would hurl itself to feed on his blood. The unfortunate humans grumbled so loudly that even the powerful monarch could hear it. Solomon asked the man: “What are you complaining about?”

“Lord, if the serpent lives on our blood, the human race will disappear!”

“Go, I shall think on your request,” the son of David responded.

The great Solomon thought on the matter for a long time and then alerted all the animals of creation. He commanded them to gather in the center of an immense field. The lion, the tiger, the wolf, the horse, the elephant, the eagle, the vulture, and thousands of other animals came running at the king’s command. “I have called you all together to hear your complaints. Speak.”

The man walked up to the throne, bowed to the king, and said: “Lord, I ask that the snake choose the blood of another animal to be his food.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I am the first of all beings.”

The other animals began to grumble: some roared, others growled, yelped, barked, shrieked, or howled. “Silence!” Solomon ordered. “May the crane fly, the smallest of all animals, from this day seek to discover what blood is the most delectable in all of creation. Whatever blood that may be, even if it is that of humankind, I swear to give it to the serpent. On this day, one year hence, we shall gather here again to hear the crane fly’s report.”

The animals parted and over the next year the crane fly visited all of them to taste their blood. When the crane fly was returning to King Solomon’s assembly, he met the swallow: “Hello, swallow,” it said.

“Welcome to you, too, crane fly friend. Where are you flying so quickly?”

“The assembly of all the animals.”

“That’s right. I forgot the mission that our powerful sovereign charged you with. So, which blood was the most delicious?”

“It was the blood of humans.”

“The blood of . . .”

“I said it was the blood of humans!” repeated the crane fly, who thought the bird had not heard him.

But this was nothing but a ruse. As soon as the crane fly opened its mouth to repeat what it had said, the swallow hurled itself on the insect and ripped out its tongue. The crane fly continued on its way, furious, still followed by the swallow, until they finally reached Solomon’s assembly. “So,” the son of David asked, “did you taste the blood of every animal?” The insect nodded to show that it had accomplished its mission. “Whose was the most delectable blood?” Solomon asked the fly. This was quite awkward for the crane fly, who had lost its ability to speak since the swallow had torn out its tongue. “Ksss! Ksss! Ksssss!” it said.

“What did you say?”

“Ksss! Ksss! Ksssss!” the crane fly repeated in desperation.

Solomon was quite discomfited when the swallow showed up in front of him.

“Lord,” it said, “the crane fly suddenly became mute. But while traveling with it, it shared the results of its quest with me.”

“Speak!” Solomon commanded.

“The frog is the animal whose blood has the most exquisite taste. That is what the crane fly told me. Isn’t that true, crane fly friend?”

“Ksss! Ksss! Ksssss!” the insect muttered.

“Very well,” said Solomon, “from this day hence, the snake shall feed on the blood of the frog. Humans shall live in peace.” And the king gave leave to all the animals to depart.

The swallow always liked humans. And they never showed themselves ungrateful. Whenever they waged war fiercely with all the other birds, they granted the swallow a place at the threshold of their houses, and they viewed its presence in the home as a sign of good fortune.1




2. SOLOMON AND THE ANTS (ARABIA)

This legend echoes the eighteenth verse of the twenty-seventh surah of the Qu’ran. “The Ants” (An-Naml), which says: When they came to the Valley of the Ants, an ant said: “O ants! Go into your homes lest Solomon and his troops crush you [beneath their feet] without realizing it.”

While building one of his palaces, Solomon made a journey to Damascus in order to visit that city whose territory is irrigated by the four rivers that emerge from the earthly paradise. The djinn, on whose back he was making this journey, flew there in a straight line over the Valley of the Ants, which is surrounded by mountains so steep and precipices so sharp that no man before Solomon had ever been able to see it. The king was astounded when he saw beneath him a crowd of ants as large as wolves whose eyes and feet were green in color.

The queen of the ants, who, for her part, had never seen a human, was also gripped by a powerful emotion when she caught sight of Solomon, and she yelled to her subjects: “Return to your caves as quick as you can!” But God commanded her to gather all her people together to pay homage to Solomon, the lord of all the animals. When the king had come within three miles, he could hear the words of God as well as those of the queen. He descended and saw the valley completely covered with ants for as far as his eyes could see, and he said to the queen: “Why are you scared of me when you have so many troops that they could conquer the entire world?”

“I fear nothing but God,” the queen replied, “for if any danger whatsoever threatens my subjects, at my first sign, seventy times as many as those you see gathered here will appear.”

“Why did you order the ants to retreat when I was passing over this valley?”

“Because I was scared that they would follow you with their eyes and thereby end up forgetting their Creator for a moment.”

“Have you no recommendation to make to me before I make my departure?”

“I shall give you but one piece of advice, which is to never allow your ring to come off your hand before you have said: ‘In the name of God filled with mercy.’”

“Lord,” shouted Solomon, “your empire is greater than mine!” and he took his leave of the queen of ants.2




3. THE KING OF THE ANTS (ARABIA)

One day when Solomon was passing through the countryside, he encountered the king of the ants, who he picked up and placed in his hand. The king shouted to his entire band: “Ants, move away lest the throne of the prophet king crush you!” After asking the ant many questions, Solomon asked him if he acknowledged his greatness. The ant king replied: “No, I am greater than you because you have only a material throne and your hand is my throne.”3




4. SOLOMON AND THE GRIFFIN (BERBER)

One day our lord Solomon was arguing with the genies. He told them: “a girl has been born in Djabersa, and in Djaberka a boy.*7 This boy and girl are destined to meet.” The griffin†8 told the genies, “Despite the will of the divine power, I will not allow them to get together.” The son of the king of Djaberka came to Solomon’s home, but scarcely had he arrived when he fell ill. The griffin abducted the daughter of the king of Djabersa and carried her off to a fig tree at the edge of the sea. The wind pushed the prince who had set sail, and he told his companions: “Bring me to shore.” He went to this fig tree and lay down beneath it. The young girl cast leaves on him. He opened his eyes and she started speaking to him. “Except for the griffin, I am alone here with my mother. Where do you come from?”

“From Djaberka.”

“Why,” she went on, “didn’t the Lord create other human beings besides me, my mother, and our lord Solomon?”

He answered her: “God has created every kind of human and country.”

“Go,” she told him. “Get a horse and bring it here. When you do, slit its throat. Also, bring enough camphor to dry the hide as you hang from the top of the mast.”

The griffin returned and the princess began weeping while she asked him: “Why don’t you ever bring me to the home of our lord Solomon?”

“Tomorrow I shall take you there.”

She told the king’s son: “Hide yourself now inside the horse’s hide.” He hid himself as she instructed. The next day, the griffin picked her up along with the horse carcass and they left the place. When they came to the palace of King Solomon, the king spoke to the griffin: “I told you that the young woman and the young man would be brought together.” Filled with shame, the griffin immediately fled to an island.4




5. SOLOMON AND THE HOOPOE (A) (NORTH AFRICA)

It is said the hoopoe one day told Solomon: “I would like to invite you to be my guest.”

“Only me?”

“No, you and your entire army, on this island and on this day.”

Solomon made his way there with all his troops. The hoopoe picked up a grasshopper, strangled it, threw it into the sea, and said: “Eat, prophet of God, the person who does not have meat will partake of broth.” This made Solomon laugh, which he and his army did for an entire year.5




6. SOLOMON AND THE HOOPOE (B) (BERBER)

Consider the hoopoe: when its behavior is honest and its heart is pure, its piercing gaze can penetrate the very depths of the Earth and see what is concealed from the eyes of other creatures there. It can see the water that flows as you would be able to see it through a crystal and, guided by the excellence of its taste and its veracity, be able to say: “Here is fresh water and that there is bitter.” The bird then went on to say: “I can boast of possessing in my small body that which Solomon has never owned, he to whom God granted a kingdom such as no one has ever seen. I am speaking of the science that God has assigned to me, a science that neither Solomon nor any of his people have been endowed. I followed this great monarch everywhere, whether he was walking slowly or hastened his step, and everywhere I pointed out to him those places where water lay underground. But one day I suddenly vanished and during my absence he lost his power. Addressing his courtiers and the people of his retinue, Solomon said: ‘I do not see the hoopoe. Has he departed from me? If that is the case, I will cause him to suffer violent torment, and perhaps sacrifice him as vengeance, unless he gives me a legitimate excuse.’ Then wishing the full extent of his authority to be felt, he repeated his words: ‘I will punish him—no, I will slay him!’ But fate told him: ‘I will lead him to you and I will guide him myself.’

“When I next came out of Sheba, charged with a commission for this powerful king, I told him: ‘I know of that which you know not.’ This increased his wrath toward me, and he shouted out: ‘You whose small body contains so much malice, not satisfied with arousing my anger and removing yourself far from my presence, now you claim to be wiser than me.’ ‘Mercy, O Solomon,’ I replied. ‘I acknowledge that you have asked for an empire such that no sovereign will ever again have its like, but you must also admit that you have not asked for a science that no one else can attain. I have brought you from Sheba news of which all the wise know nothing.’

“‘O hoopoe,’ he then responded, ‘one may entrust the secrets of kings to someone who knows how to behave prudently, so carry my letter.’ I hastened to do so and hastened to bring back the answer. He then heaped me with his favors, placed me in the ranks of those he called friends, and I took a place among the guardians of the curtain that covered his door whereas before I scarcely dared approach it. To honor me he then sat a crown upon my head, and this ornament goes far in embellishing me. After that, all mention of my execution was removed and verses that feature praise of me were read.” 6




7. THE BAT (ASIA MINOR)

Solomon, son of David, king of men and beasts, one day gathered together all the birds of the Earth. “Each one of you shall give me a feather,” he ordered. “I am old, and I need a soft bed in which to rest my body that has been weakened by the weight of the years.” All the birds of the sky, the eagle and the vulture, the mourning dove and the blackbird, the quail and the partridge, each brought him one feather. The bat said: “What good is one feather for the bed of the son of David?” It then tore off all its feathers and brought them to the sovereign. “May you be blessed above all others,” Solomon declared. Then he gave it some thought and realized that in the centuries to come, the bat would be the laughingstock of all the other birds. The king told him: “Fly only at night, birds and men will not notice you in the darkness.” It is since that time that the bat has been a night bird.7




8. THE VULTURE (SYRIA)

While Solomon was sitting on his enchanted throne that would take him wherever he wished, the sun burned his neck. He asked several vultures that were flying in his proximity to shade him with their wings, but they curtly refused. Instead, the hoopoes offered their services. Solomon cursed the willful vultures to have the feathers stripped from their necks and heads. He gave his thanks to the hoopoes to whom he extended his favor. The king of the hoopoes may well have asked for something for himself, but his wife convinced him to ask for golden crowns, and therefore since that time, the hoopoes’ heads are crowned.8




9. THE WREN (GEORGIA)

All the birds gathered one day and petitioned Solomon with the request to choose one among them to be the tsar. He acquiesced and ordered them to come before him in the early morning. The first to arrive would be named tsar. In the morning Solomon arose and saw a miniscule bird appear. He thought it would be impossible to name this bird tsar of all the birds and told it: “Fetch me a staff that is neither straight nor curved.” The wren set off in search of such an object and is still looking for it today, which is why people call it gobe-mdzvrala. Solomon chose the peacock to be tsar.9




10. THE DOLPHINS (EAST AFRICA)

In the beginning there were no dolphins. There came a time when the prophet Solomon, a powerful sovereign, ruled over all that lived on the earth: men, demons, animals, and winds. This power was housed in his ring. One day when Solomon was lost in thought, a demon stole his ring and wore it until one day it fell off into the sea. This is the reason that we now have dolphins. When God witnessed this theft, he sent the dolphins in search of this ring. They dove through the waves looking for it, but it had already been found again. They continue looking for it and will not stop until the Day of the Last Judgment.10
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THREE

Solomon’s Constructions

Tradition has attributed the paternity of many buildings to Solomon. One such, the Castle of Qaryah in central Arabia, was built from a single stone. Solomon built Sana’a, Ghomdan, and Silh’in for his wife, the queen of Yemen, as well as the castles Sirouah and Qachib for Bilquis, the Queen of Sheba, and the mosque of Persepolis (Istakhr).1 He is also responsible for the construction of a labyrinth, a drawing of which can be found in a manuscript of the Saint Mark Library in Venice, as well as in another manuscript in the Ambrosian Library of Milan.2 He had the walls of Jersualem built and he fortified Hezar, Megedden, Gazer, the two Bethorons, Balaat, and Palmyra.

On his orders, the djinn built the city of Lodda (Lyddus), Djairoun near Damascus, Tadmur (Palmyra), and Zanderward in Iraq. They dug a canal for him near Baghdad, but their most famous construction remains the Temple of Jerusalem, which I shall speak more about later.3 Around 1325–1330 BCE, the great traveler Ibn Battuta spoke of a mosque in Hebron and added: “It is said that Solomon ordered genies to build this edifice.”4

Wahb ibn Munabbih (654–730) expands the list of these works:

In Sakhr he ordered the construction of a glass city whose walls would not be able to conceal anything from him. The djinn built him one that was the length and width of the camp of Sulayman. In the city, he built a palace for each of the tribes that was a thousand ells in width and length. In these palaces there were dwelling places, houses, and galleries for the men and women, a thousand square ell meeting hall for scholars and judges, then, for Sulayman, a large and glorious palace that was five thousand square ells, which he covered with the widest variety of gems and glass.5

I would like to note in passing that this city and palace are oddly reminiscent of the island of the Crystal Castle that several Arab authors mention in the legend of Alexander the Great, as well as a Czech chapbook that has a wealth of exotic elements.6

Solomon was also responsible for the digging of the well in Linah in the Nedjed. Yaqut ibn Abdullah al-Rumi al-Hamawi also known as Yaqut al-Rumi (1179–1229), a Syrian encyclopedist and geographer, retells this legend:

After leaving Jerusalem to go to Yemen, Sulayman stopped in Linah, a beautiful land whose inhabitants were always thirsty due to the scarcity of water. A demon that was lingering by Sulayman’s bedside began laughing. “Why are you laughing,” the king asked him.

“I laugh at the sight of people who live above a huge expanse of water suffering from thirst.”

Sulayman then gave orders for the djinn to strike the ground with their staffs until they reached the water.7

In 1547, Guilielmus of Pastrengo recorded that Solomon founded Asor and Baleth in Syria, Thermoth in the desert, and Palmyra and Mageddon.8 There is even a tradition that claims the Alhambra in Granada was like Solomon’s palace built of crystal and that it was supposed to have been built by genies on his orders.9


1. THE TEMPLE OF JERSUSALEM

The description of Solomon’s Temple can be found in the first book of Kings (1 Kings 6–7) and in the second book of Chronicles (3–4), where it is said, “Never could the sound of hammers, picks, or any iron tool be heard in the temple during its construction.” This was the launching pad for a legend that was presented in various forms.

On returning to Jerusalem, Solomon heard the terrible racket that the djinns were making with their hammers while working to build his temple. The din was so loud that none of the city’s inhabitants were able to converse together. He ordered the genies to halt their task and asked them if any among them knew a means to shape metal without making so much noise. One of the djinns then told him: “There is no one except for the powerful Sakhr who knows this method. But up to now he has managed to avoid submitting to your authority.”

“Is it impossible to make our way to him?” the king asked.

“Sakhr is stronger than all of us put together,” the djinn replied, “and he exceeds us both in speed and vigor. I know that he comes every month to get a drink from a fountain located in the country of Hidjr;*9 perhaps you shall find a way, O wise King, to make him yield to your scepter.”

Solomon ordered a band of djinns to remove all the water that was in the fountain and replace it with wine. He then told them to remain hidden nearby and watch what Sakhr did. Several weeks later, Solomon was on the terrace of his palace when he saw a djinn coming toward him faster than the wind. He had raced from the land of Hidjr and Solomon asked him if he bore any news about Sakhr. The djinn answered: “Sakhr is drunk and stretched out next to the fountain. We have bound him with chains that are as thick as the pillars of your temple, but he will break them as easily as if they were a single hair from the head of a young girl once he has slept off his wine.”10

Solomon had the djinn transport him immediately to the fountain, which he reached in less than an hour. He arrived in the nick of time as Sakhr had just opened his eyes, but his hands and feet were still bound. This made it possible for Solomon to place his ring on the djinn’s neck. Sakhr let out a shout that caused the entire land to shake, but Solomon told him: “Have no fear, powerful djinn. I will free you as soon as you have told me a way that the hardest metals can be pierced without making any noise.”

“I have no idea about this thing you want,” Sakhr replied, “but the crow can give you reliable advice about this. Take the eggs you find in a crow’s nest and cover them with a crystal bowl. You will see what the mother does to pierce through the crystal.”

Solomon followed Sakhr’s advice. When it saw that it was unable to break or cut through the crystal slab, the bird flew away, then returned several hours carrying a stone that is called Samur in its beak. The crystal split in half as soon as this stone came into contact with it. “Where did you take this stone from?” Solomon asked the crow.

“From a mountain that is far in the west,” the bird replied.

The king ordered several djinns to follow the crow and bring back several stones of the same kind. He then freed Sakhr just as he promised he would. The djinn let out a joyful shout that sounded to Solomon like a snicker. Once the djinns had returned with the Samur stones,*10 Solomon had them return him to Jerusalem. He then distributed the stones to the workers in the temple who from that time on could perform their work without making the slightest noise.11

The story of Sakhr is found in the Kitab al-Mandal al-Sulaymani, which was written for exorcists and physicians so they would be able to diagnose the type and origin of their patient’s ills. There are a number of interesting variations of the tale in this book.

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1. The Temple of Solomon, an engraving from Hartmann Schedel’s Liber chronicarum (Nuremberg), 1493




2. TADMUR (PALMYRA)

Sulayman ibn Dawud (Solomon, son of David) loved a Nazraniyeh*11 named Sitt Bilquis and married her. This Christian lady wished to have a house between Damascus and Iraq where the desert air was good, but it proved impossible to find a house matching this description. Then Solomon, who was the king of the birds of the air as well as a king of men, sent a request to the birds to tell him where this place that Bilquis desired was located. All the birds came at his call, except for a nissr (eagle) who did not come, and Solomon asked them if they knew of a spot where the air was good between Damascus and Iraq. They answered that no such place was known to any of them. Solomon counted them to make sure that all of them were there, and he noted the eagle’s absence. So, he sent someone to fetch the eagle, and when he was brought before Solomon, the king asked him why he had disobeyed his first request. The nissr answered that he was taking care of his father, an old eagle who was so old that he had lost all his feathers and could no longer fly or feed himself when his son wasn’t there. Solomon asked the nissr if he knew of the place that Bilquis needed. The nissr answered that his father should know its location because he knew all parts of the world having lived for four thousand years.

Solomon ordered that the nissr’s father be brought before him in a cage as he could no longer fly. But when the attempt was made to transport the eagle, he was so heavy that no one was able to lift him. Then Solomon ordered the bird to rub an ointment all over his body so that he would become young again. This was done and feathers grew back on the bird’s body as well as on his wings. The eagle could now fly to Solomon and alit in front of his throne. Solomon asked him the location of this place that Bilquis desired in the desert between Damascus and Iraq where the air was so good. The eagle replied, “That would be Tudmur,12 the city that lies in the depths of the sands,” and he told him its exact location. Solomon then commanded the djinns to remove the sand and once they had done this, Tudmur*12 lived again with its beautiful ruins and columns.

Yet the city’s water had been imprisoned inside a cave that lay within the neighboring hills. It was captured by a serpent, twenty times as long as twice the length of a man’s arm, who blocked the entrance of the cavern. Solomon commanded the serpent to leave, but the snake replied that he was scared. Solomon therefore promised not to slay him. But as soon as he had emerged halfway out of his cave, and they knew it was halfway because of a black mark that he bore on his body indicating half of his total length, Solomon placed his seal on the mark and the serpent died. The djinns then pulled the rest of the snake out of the cave so the water would flow. However, the venom of the serpent had poisoned it and the people could not drink it. Solomon then took some sulfur (kubrit) and tossed it into the cavern, and the water became fresh and good to drink. Sulfur can still be found in the water today.13




3. SOLOMON’S BATHS

Purification rites appear frequently in the Scriptures. For example, in Exodus 30:17–29, God asks Moses to manufacture a basin for ablutions.14 In Jewish communities we find the mikveh (הוקמ), a ritual bath, and the hammams of the Arabs are reminiscent of the Roman thermal baths.

The heat that reigns in the Qala’ah of the Blessed Rachid, in the province of Oran, is caused by a hell created near this town by Solomon who imprisoned rebel djinns inside it. The high temperatures of the thermal waters of Hammam Emmesia in the same province come from baths built underground by the son of David and heated by deaf mute djinns. Because of their handicap, no one was able to inform them about Solomon’s death, so they continue their work without any interruption.

King Solomon, who was eminently wise and far-seeing, had steam baths built in every corner of the earthen globe we live on for the health and cleanliness of the human body. The only beings he placed there to serve as servants to heat the water, bathe the guests, and serve as bath boys, were genies. But in order that these employees could neither hear nor repeat what was said and done in these countless establishments of hygiene, he saw to it that these genies were blind, deaf, and dumb. Why did he take this precaution? It was most likely due to the fact that things occurred in the baths of King Solomon that should remain eternally enshrouded in mystery. Discretion was obviously one of this sovereign’s virtues! But Solomon died one day, just like any common mortal, and when attempts were made to communicate to these bath boys that their master was no longer in this world, they were unsuccessful. Consequently, the disabled genies continued to heat the baths as if nothing had happened, and even now, at the present hour, they continue to heat it with their customary enthusiasm. This is why in certain parts of Algeria we find hot water springs where those who have not been initiated into their secrets cannot understand what keeps them heated this way.15
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