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PREFACE



Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya. When I first read this name, I had no idea who she was, but I was ecstatic that I had found her. Several years earlier, I had begun a research project focused on Arab poets from the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, especially those who composed religious verse. Daily, I would go to libraries in Cairo to search for manuscripts on the subject, and to my delight I found a number of promising collections. Yet these were always written by men, and a nagging questioned remained: “Where were the women?”


During my research, I had come across tantalizing hints of women who composed poetry in this period. In a work dedicated to Arab women poets, the celebrated Egyptian scholar Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti (d. 1505) offered short notices on forty women who lived during the eighth to fourteenth centuries. However, he rarely cited more than a few verses by any poet, if he quoted anything at all. Most of these women lived in the ninth to eleventh centuries in Cordova, Granada, or Baghdad, and those he mentioned from later times, or from Damascus or Cairo, were very few. A good example of my dilemma was his entry for Nudar, daughter of the famous scholar Abu Hayyan of Granada (d. 1344). Abu Hayyan had moved from Granada to Cairo where his daughter received an excellent education, but she died tragically at the age of twenty-eight from a plague in 1329. Perhaps for that reason, none of her verse apparently survived so, instead, al-Suyuti quoted several verses mourning Nudar’s death composed by a male friend of her father.


Still, knowing the names of even a few Arab women poets from Egypt and Syria gave me hope, but I had yet to encounter a collection of their verse. Then one day, as I took a break from reading manuscripts in the Egyptian National Library, I noticed an elderly man sitting at a table across the room from me. He was a regular at the library, for he was a scribe. Though modern technologies of print, microfilm, and digital imaging offer an easier means of duplication, they are not always available or permitted to researchers at Egypt’s National Library due, in part, to inadequate supplies, broken equipment, security issues, or some other reason known only to God. As a result, some researchers, with more ample resources than I had, follow an ancient practice and hire a scribe to make handwritten copies of the manuscripts that they need for their projects. That day, as I watched the scribe, I realized that he had just finished his copy of a microfilmed manuscript. He got up from his table, returned his microfilm to a librarian, and walked to an area near the back of the large reading hall. There, he consulted an old-fashioned card catalog, which I had not noticed before. As he thumbed through the cards, I approached and greeted him: “Peace be upon you, sir. What is this catalog?”


“And upon you be peace,” he replied, with a look of surprise, perhaps because I was obviously a blond foreigner speaking Arabic. “Are you a Bosnian Muslim?” he asked. When I said that I was not, he asked if I was from France or Germany. When I told him that I was an American, he was puzzled, so I mentioned that I had studied classical Arabic poetry at the University of Chicago, and that I was now in Cairo to carry out research on medieval Arabic poetry. He smiled and introduced himself, and Mr. Mustafa then pointed to the catalog with handwritten cards and said that he thought the catalog was from the 1920s. Though he used the more recent printed title index, he often found the older card catalog more useful because it had been arranged by author. Moreover, he said, when the librarians had made the conversion from the old to the new system, they had overlooked many manuscripts. He also offered me a word of warning: sometimes the names in the old catalog were cited haphazardly, often only by first name. Imagine finding a book written by John, but John who? Yet this was exactly what I needed.


I thanked Mr. Mustafa and returned to my desk, where I made a list of Arabic first names for women. I began to look them up one by one. This took some time, and sadly I found nothing written by Nudar, though I did find a reference to her father’s moving elegies for her. Undaunted, I continued to search, but I came up empty with other names too, even for such popular names as Fatima, Khadija and Maryam. Then I searched under the name Aisha, and there she was: Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya. I was excited to find a collection of her poems, but I found much, much more: half a dozen separate works written by her, some in multiple copies, and one manuscript written in her own hand. I had hit the mother lode.


I spent the rest of the year, and part of another, reading and making copies of these manuscripts, and gathering material about Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya’s life and work. I discovered that she was one of the very few women in premodern history to have written a substantial amount of Arabic poetry and prose. By her own account, she authored at least twenty separate works. After her death in 1517, later admirers read and copied many of her manuscripts, and wrote brief accounts of her life, thereby preserving her literary and mystical legacies. Over subsequent centuries, however, Aisha received less scholarly attention, and she was largely forgotten.


In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a few short references to Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya appeared in Arabic encyclopedias and anthologies, and in bibliographies of Arabic manuscripts. Several scholars working in Damascus published articles calling for renewed attention to manuscripts of her works. Then, in the 1990s, two new studies on her were published in Arabic. Shortly thereafter, I began to publish a series of articles in English, in which I have tried to reconstruct Aisha’s life and work, with a particular emphasis on her prose and poetry on Islamic mysticism. In addition, more recently, scholars have edited and published some of Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya’s works based on manuscripts, and these print editions and related studies have provided wider access to her writings. Likewise, I hope that this book, Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya: A Life in Praise of Love, in the series Makers of the Muslim World, will help to introduce a broader audience to an astonishing voice in Arabic poetry and Islamic mysticism: Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya.




[image: Illustration]



GOD’S BLESSINGS



Divine grace raised me in a place of goodness and security, and nurtured me with the milk of good fortune. So I followed the path of propriety, and when I reached the age of discernment, the true Lord enabled me to read His awesome book [the Qur’an], and He blessed me with memorizing it completely when I was eight years of age. Then, I continued in the protection of the kind One’s caresses, until I attained knowledge of right and wrong when He pulled away from me the veil of selfishness and removed the screens of confusion. He bestowed upon me His divine inspirations and supported me with His hidden attractions.


Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya (Ibn al-Hanbali al-Halabi, Durr, 1:2:1063)


ORIGINS


When Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya speaks of her early blessed life, she may well be alluding to growing up within an extended family of scholars and writers in Damascus. Her ancestors originated in the village of Ba‘un in the area of ‘Ajlun, located today in Jordon’s northwestern corner. Nasir, Aisha’s great-grandfather, was a weaver and textile merchant there. Perhaps in search of educational and occupational opportunities for his sons, Nasir moved his family from Ba‘un to Nazareth around 1359. In time, his oldest son, Isma’il (d. 1407), became a deputy judge in Nazareth, and later devoted his life to spiritual practices.


Nasir’s younger son, and Aisha’s grandfather, Ahmad (1350–1413) was a gifted child. He memorized the Qur’an by the age of ten, and as a young man held several minor administrative positions in and around Nazareth. He later traveled to Cairo where he caught the attention of the sultan, Barquq (r. 1382–99), who appointed him preacher and administrator of the prestigious Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. Barquq later promoted him to chief Shafi’i judge of Damascus, but Ahmad fell from royal favor for refusing to loan the sultan money from an orphans pension fund under his control. Some years later, during the reign of Barquq’s son, Faraj (r. 1399–1405, 1406–12), Ahmad again briefly served as the chief judge of Damascus. Then, in 1412, for a tumultuous two months, he served as the chief Shafi’i judge of all the Mamluk domains and authorized the removal of Faraj from the sultanate. Ahmad then retired to his home in Damascus, where he wrote a commentary on the Qur’an and a poem on proper religious belief. Ahmad was praised by his colleagues as a righteous and honorable man, a fine preacher, and an able administrator. Though he was ambitious and may have held a high opinion of himself, Ahmad refused to be bribed or swayed by the rich and powerful in legal matters.


Following their father’s example, Ahmad’s three sons also became religious scholars. His eldest son, Ibrahim (1375–1464), was an accomplished poet and orator, serving for a time as a preacher at the Umayyad Mosque. He then moved to Jerusalem where he preached at the al-Aqsa Mosque and oversaw the administration of all Muslim holy places in that city. Due to his literary eloquence, Ibrahim was known as the “Master of Literature in the Land of Syria.” Ahmad’s second son, Muhammad (1378–1466), was also a preacher for a time at the Umayyad Mosque, as well as a minor poet and historian.


Ahmad’s third son, Yusuf (1402–75), was Aisha’s father. He received a religious and legal education comparable to that of his brothers, and was appointed as a judge in the cities of Safad, Tripoli, Aleppo and, finally, as the chief Shafi’i judge in Damascus. Yusuf was regarded as an honest and pious man, and among the best judges to have served in Damascus. In addition, Yusuf composed works in both poetry and prose, and after retirement he undertook the pilgrimage to Mecca with his children and other family members. By the time of Aisha’s birth, the Ba‘unis had established themselves as an important family in Damascus, and one in service to the Mamluk sultans.



SLAVE SOLDIERS


Mamluk is an Arabic term usually designating a military slave. Between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries, slave traders, especially in the Caucasus, purchased Kipchak and Circassian boys generally between the ages of eight and twelve years old, and sold them to the regimes in Damascus, Cairo, and elsewhere. The boys were often housed and educated in barracks with a military school where they learned to read and write Turkish and, sometimes, Arabic. They were also instructed in the laws and rituals of their new religion, Islam, but, most of all, they learned the arts of horsemanship and warfare. As these slave boys grew into young men, they were manumitted by their owners, though the Mamluks usually remained loyal to their former masters, whom they served as soldiers. Mamluks were an essential part of the armies of the great Muslim warrior and counter-crusader, Saladin (d. 1193) who founded the Ayyubid sultanate of Egypt and Syria, and subsequent Ayyubid rulers likewise depended on Mamluks for their elite fighting forces against the crusaders.


However, the Ayyubids were challenged by a greater threat coming from the east. Beginning around 1220, Mongol armies began to conquer and control the northeastern territories of the Abbasid caliphate, in present-day Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iran. Nearly unstoppable, the Mongol hordes methodically pressed on, pillaging a succession of cities until they reached Baghdad. There, in 1258, the Mongols sacked and burned the Muslim capital, slaughtering thousands of people, including the reigning Abbasid caliph, his family, and many descendants of the prophet Muhammad. The Muslim community was stunned, as they were now held hostage and ruled by pagans. Many Muslims feared that the end of time was near.


Having secured their rule over the Muslim heartlands, the Mongol hordes again moved west, this time into Syria, where they occupied Damascus, and began their march toward Egypt. Then, in 1260, at Ayn Jalut near the city of Nablus, the Mongol forces encountered a formidable army of Mamluk solders, who annihilated them. The Mamluks had proven their worth, and though they would fight the Mongols in years to come, this resounding victory presaged an end to Mongol rule in Muslim lands. Soon thereafter, the Muslim Abbasid caliphate was re-established in Cairo. Together with Damascus, the two cities blossomed into major centers of Islamic learning and Arab culture. As a result, many hailed the Mamluks as the saviors of Islam, as noted by the famous scholar and historian Ibn Khaldun (d. 1405):




When the [Abbasid] state was drowned in decadence and luxury and donned the garments of calamity and impotence and was overthrown by the heathen [Mongols]…then, it was with God’s benevolence that He rescued the faith by reviving its dying breath and restoring the unity of the Muslims in the Egyptian realms, preserving the order and defending the walls of Islam. He did this by sending to the Muslims, from His Turkish nation and from among its great and numerous tribes, rulers to defend them and utterly loyal helpers, who were brought from the House of War to the House of Islam under the rule of slavery, which hides in itself a divine blessing. By means of slavery they learn glory and blessing and are exposed to divine providence; cured by slavery, they enter the Muslim religion with the firm resolve of true believers and yet with the nomadic virtues unsullied by debased nature, unadulterated with the filth of pleasure, undefiled by the ways of civilized living and with their ardor unbroken by the profusion of luxury…


(Lewis, Islam, 1:97–8)





MAMLUK SULTANATE


After defeating the Mongols, the victorious Mamluk commander Baybars (r. 1260–77) soon replaced an Ayyubid child prince as sultan, and so began the Mamluk sultanate of Egypt and Syria. Following Baybars’ death, another Mamluk, Qalawun (r. 1279–90), assumed the sultanate, to be followed by two of his sons, the most notable being al-Nasir Muhammad. Al-Nasir Muhammad and his older brother were not technically Mamluks, but rather members of the awlad al-nas, or “the sons of the (elite) people” – that is, freeborn children of a Mamluk father. They were usually taught the arts of war and served as an auxiliary to the Mamluk cavalry. They also learned Arabic and often became government secretaries, scholars, and littérateurs. Al-Nasir Muhammad’s early years as sultan (r. 1293–4, 1298–1308) were interrupted by several powerful Mamluk commanders who briefly usurped his power, but his third and longest reign (1309–40) was largely one of peace and prosperity.


After the death of al-Nasir Muhammad in 1340, some of his senior Mamluk emirs, together with seven of his descendants, ruled the Mamluk sultanate for the next forty years. Yet there was increasing instability in the wake of the Black Death of 1348–9, which spread destruction and havoc throughout Egypt and Syria. Politically, a number of Mamluk factions fought for supremacy as the domination of Kipchak Turks slowly eroded and, eventually, a Ciracassian Mamluk emir named Barquq was declared sultan in 1382. Though he often faced revolts in Syria and Upper Egypt, Barquq helped to restabilize the Mamluk sultanate and reigned for over fifteen years. During this time, Aisha’s grandfather, Ahmad, served as chief judge of Damascus.


Tumultuous times soon followed Barquq’s death in 1399 and, sensing weakness, Ottoman forces began to raid the Mamluk sultanate’s northern frontier. Also worrisome was the westward march of the vast army of the Turco-Mongol conqueror Timur (d. 1405). His forces put the Mamluks to flight, and then plundered much of Syria, including Damascus. This was followed by another devastating plague in 1403–5. The Mamluk sultanate slowly recovered during the fifteenth century, and subsequent sultans gradually restored order and consolidated their authority. A new period of peace and stability spread throughout Egypt and Syria during the long reign of the sultan Qaytbay (r. 1468–96), and that of his eventual successor Qansuh al-Ghawri (r. 1501–16), both of whom reigned during the lifetime of Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya.


SECRETARIES AND SCHOLARS


While the Mamluks were the ruling military elite, they relied upon hundreds of clerks and secretaries to help administer the sultanate. These positions were roughly divided between the Bureau of Finance and the Chancellery or Diplomatic Bureau. Both were located in Cairo, with smaller branches in Damascus and other cities.


Another literate class was composed of the ulama, “those who know” – that is to say, the scholars of religion. By the Mamluk period, these scholars specialized in a wide range of subjects including the Qur’an, hadith (the traditions of the prophet Muhammad), theology and mysticism, though their core curriculum remained law and jurisprudence. Professionally, they served in a number of capacities as prayer leaders, Qur’an readers, teachers, professors, preachers and spiritual guides, as well as legal advocates, notaries, lawyers, and judges in the court system. Like the secretaries, religious scholars were supported largely by the Mamluk sultanate, which relied on them to staff the judiciary and meet the religious needs of the populace. In many of these capacities, Aisha’s grandfather, father, uncles, brothers, and other members of the Ba‘uni family served the Mamluk sultans.


The Mamluks also established religious endowments of lands and revenues for mosques, schools, libraries, chantries, hospitals, and other institutions for pious deeds and learning, which supported many of the religious scholars and their students. Among the grandest endowments were the vast complexes built at this time by a number of sultans and chief emirs. In many cases, a large congregational mosque would be flanked by rooms for a madrasa, or law school, often with one separate wing for each of the four recognized schools of Sunni law. Frequently adjoining the mosque and schools was a mausoleum with the donor’s grave and those of his family members, and a khanqah, or chantry, where Muslim mystics would chant the Qur’an and pray daily on behalf of the deceased. Such complexes employed scores of religious scholars and functionaries, providing them with substantial salaries, while also serving as institutions of higher education. With such financial support, many religious scholars had the time and resources to write works on a number of subjects and to raise and educate their own children, as was the case with members of the extended Ba‘uni family, including Aisha’s father Yusuf.


EDUCATION


Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya may have been the youngest of Yusuf’s children, who also included at least four sons: ‘Abd al-Latif (d. 1475), ‘Abd al-Rahman (d. 1481), ‘Abd Allah (d. 1484) and Muhammad (1453–1504). Muhammad appears to have been the most prominent of the four brothers, serving as a legal scholar and, for a time, as a judge in Aleppo. However, he was more highly regarded as an historian and poet, who composed a long poem in praise of the Mamluk sultan Qaytbay. In talent, erudition, and fame, Aisha would eclipse them all.


Several contemporaries left accounts of Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya, including the Damascene historian Muhammad Ibn Tulun (1473–1546), who knew her family well. Unfortunately, none of them mention the year of Aisha’s birth, though Ibn Tulun quoted two verses that he claimed Aisha had recited to her uncle Ibrahim.




They said: “Heady wine is a beverage bringing joy and intimacy!”


So I replied to them: “What a foul drink leading but to misery!”


(Ibn Mulla al-Haskafi, Mut’at, 2:878)





Aisha’s uncle Ibrahim died in 1464 and, if this story is true, perhaps Aisha was eight or nine years old at that time, and so born around 1456. That she might have recited these verses at such a young age is not surprising given that she was a precocious child, having memorized the entire Qur’an by the age of eight, two years younger than her illustrious grandfather had done as a child. Like her brothers, Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya studied Arabic grammar and poetry, and religious subjects, including the Qur’an and hadith. Further, as can be seen from her writings, she read commentaries on the Qur’an, mysticism and, most likely, jurisprudence and law.


Similar to other women of the period, Aisha probably studied with her father and uncles, as well as with her older brothers, perhaps including ‘Abd al-Latif, who had memorized the Qur’an. She might have studied with other teachers too, by attending public readings, classes, and study circles accompanied by her father, brothers, or other male relatives, which was quite normal at this time for girls and young women prior to marriage. Aisha may have also studied with a number of older women teachers who had been authorized to transmit specific religious works, especially hadith collections, which was regularly the case in Syria and Egypt during the Mamluk period.


Most women anywhere in the medieval world received little formal education, but educated young women were highly sought as wives among the religious classes and elite families of the Mamluk sultanate. Muslim women’s education at this time was often focused on the Qur’an, hadith, virtue literature, stories of saints’ lives, and similar religious subjects that aimed to shape personal conduct and the quest for eternal life. Much of what we know of women’s learning from this period is based on the historian and biographer Muhammad al-Sakhawi (1427–97), who compiled a massive biographical dictionary of people who lived during his lifetime. His multivolume work contains approximately 11,000 entries on men and, significantly, an additional 1,075 biographies of women. These women were usually from the families of Mamluk sultans and emirs, and the families of religious scholars.


Of these women, over one-third had been authorized to transmit religious works, attesting to the importance of education and learning for women. However, this transmission of knowledge appears to have generally been an oral transmission based on the recitation and memorization of texts. Al-Sakhawi specifically mentions forty women who could read and write, and if this number is at all accurate, then around three percent of these women were literate. By contrast, literacy among men was much higher, perhaps in the double digits, due in large part to the proliferation of primary schools, where young boys learned to read and write using the Qur’an as well as other texts, including some on grammar and mathematics. Given that the women profiled by al-Sakhawi were mostly from privileged families, literate women among the overall population would have been rare.


Clearly, Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya’s literacy was exceptional for her time. Arabic manuscripts still exist today written in her hand and, in many of her works, Aisha accurately quoted verbatim from Arabic texts she had read. This, in turn, points to another essential source of Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya’s education, namely books, which were readily available from a number of libraries in and around Damascus.


DAMASCUS


Aisha al-Ba‘uniyya grew up in al-Salihiyya, a well-to-do northern suburb of Damascus, described by the historian Shihab al-Din al-‘Umari (d. 1349):




At the foot of Mount Qasiyun is al-Salihiyya, a city extending along the base of the mountain, facing Damascus all along its length, with houses, gardens, schools, hospices, magnificent mausolea, imposing buildings, a hospital and magnificent markets abundant in cloth among other things. In the upper parts of the city along the skirt of the mountain are the public cemeteries. The whole of al-Salihiyya overlooks Damascus.


(Richards, Egypt and Syria, 67)





Other accounts also praise al-Salihiyya as home to numerous educational institutions, including Qur’an schools, colleges, Sufi centers, and libraries. Women were actively involved there as students, teachers and benefactors. Damascus was the “second city” of the Mamluk sultanate, but it had an earlier storied history as an important Muslim capital.


Damascus is located about fifty miles east of the Mediterranean in the southern region of present-day Syria. To the west, Damascus abuts Mt. Qasiyun, while to the east, the steppe stretches away toward the Euphrates and south into the desert toward Arabia. While there is some rain in the spring and fall, Damascus is usually well watered year-round by the Barada River, which descends from the nearby mountains and has served as an essential source of irrigation. Given its water and fertility, the area around Damascus has been cultivated since ancient times for fruits, vegetables, and cereal grains.


Alexander the Great conquered Damascus in the fourth century BCE, and in the first century BCE, the Romans incorporated Damascus into their province of Syria. By the third century CE, Damascus had grown into a substantial and prosperous Roman city and an important trade center on several caravan routes. During this time, Jews and Christians lived in and around Damascus where the Apostle Paul had once taught. By the sixth century CE, the Christian population of Damascus had grown substantially under Byzantine rule. However, Damascus was on the volatile frontier, caught in a tug of war between the Greek Byzantine Empire to the north and Persian Sassanid Empire to the southeast.


Then, in 634 CE, two years after the death of the prophet Muhammad, Muslim armies pushed north into Byzantine territories and took control of Damascus. In 639, Mu’awiyya ibn Abi Sufyan (c.602–80) was named commander of the Muslim army garrisoned in Damascus, and effectively became governor. Mu‘awiyya ascended the throne as caliph in 661, and made Damascus the capital of the young and expanding Muslim empire. For the next seventy-five years of the Umayyad caliphate, Damascus was the premier city of the Middle East as it grew in commercial, political and religious importance.


Emblematic of its stature and the glory of Islam was the great Umayyad Mosque, completed in 715. Located in the heart of the old city where a Christian basilica once stood, this rectangular, walled congregational mosque measures approximately 300 x 500 feet, with a large open-air courtyard. A covered colonnade sanctuary and prayer niche are located at the southern end of the mosque, and aligned toward Mecca, the direction for the five daily Muslim prayers. On Fridays at noon, the Muslim male population of the city would gather at the Umayyad Mosque for prayers, a sermon, and the important public pronouncement of the ruler’s name.


In 750, the Umayyads were overthrown and replaced by the Abbasid caliphs, who moved the Muslim capital east to their new imperial city of Baghdad. Damascus was quickly reduced to a provincial town. Over the next several centuries, various dynasties occupied Damascus until the Shi‘i Fatimid caliphs, originating in North Africa, took control of Syria and Damascus in 970. Like most Shi‘i dynasties, the Fatimids claimed to rule based on their sacred lineage to Muhammad through his daughter Fatima and her husband ‘Ali, and they believed that their imam-caliphs were infallible and worthy of religious devotion. The Fatimids ruled Damascus for a hundred years, though they founded their own capital city in Egypt: Cairo. During this century of Fatimid rule, living conditions in Damascus were difficult for much of the population, leading them at times to riot and revolt against their Fatimid masters, but to no avail. Damascus was now a pale reflection of its former glory.


Meanwhile in Baghdad, a Turkic dynasty known as the Seljuqs had risen to power, and in 1055 their leader declared himself sultan or “sovereign.” The Seljuqs were Sunni Muslims, and so they recognized the Abbasid caliph’s significance as the spiritual head of the Muslim community. Nevertheless, the Seljuq sultans retained control of political and military affairs as they sought to reunify and expand the Muslim empire. Seljuq forces soon moved westward and ended Fatimid rule in Damascus; they repaired the city’s walls and erected a Citadel to defend Damascus.


In 1154, the Seljuq Nur al-Din al-Zangi (d. 1174) made Damascus the capital of his expanding territories in Syria, and once again the city prospered. Nur al-Din supported religious scholars and mystics in order to promote Sunni Islam, and in Damascus he repaired mosques and built new ones. He likewise founded schools for higher religious education, as well as a hospital, for which he was long remembered. Nur al-Din also provided lodging for Muslim mystics and ascetics, so that they might pray on behalf of all Muslims, as noted by the famous traveler Ibn Jubayr (d. 1217) when he passed through Damascus in 1184:




As for the ribats, which are called khanqahs [here in Damascus], they are many and intended for the Sufis. They are lavish palaces with water flowing through them all, a most lovely sight to behold. The Sufis associated with these institutions are the kings of this country, for God has provided for their worldly needs and more, thus freeing their minds from the worries of making a living so that they can worship Him; He has lodged them in palaces that remind them of the palaces of Paradise! So by God’s favor these fortunate and favored Sufis receive the grace of both this world and the next.


(Ibn Jubayr, Rihlat Ibn Jubayr, 256)





One of Nur al-Din al-Zangi’s greatest generals was Salah al-Din ibn Ayyub, or Saladin. In 1171, with the blessings of the Abbasid caliph in Baghdad, Saladin extended Zangid Sunni rule into Egypt, where he ended the Shi‘i Fatimid caliphate. Then, following the death of Nur al-Din al-Zangi, Saladin took control of Damascus for himself. In 1187, he defeated the Christian forces of the Second Crusade, reclaimed Jerusalem for Islam, and officially founded the Ayyubid sultanate.
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