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  PREFACE




  Biographers have the habit of inflating the significance of their subjects, but this biographer is certain that if any Muslim ruler deserves a book,

  it is ‘Abd al-Malik (d. 705), to whom history owes the first Islamic state. A strong case could be made for others, but I think only the Prophet Muhammad himself exerted more influence upon

  the course of early Islamic history.




  Whether he deserves this book is another matter. It assumes no familiarity with Islamic history and is written in a style that is intended to provoke the reader’s curiosity. It is

  also short, and so I fear that those expecting a thorough survey of the life and times of its subject will be disappointed (even more so those expecting scimitars and dancing slave girls). The book

  is short in part because that is what this series mandates, and also in part because I have only very inadequate evidence to work with; being unsure of so much, I have opted to say relatively

  little. Considering how grave this problem is, I make less of it than I might have, but I still think that most readers will be struck by how frequently I am forced to wrestle with my evidence. I

  should also add that my interests lie not so much in politics, sectarianism and warfare, which are the principal interests of our inadequate sources, as much as they do in broader questions of

  state formation and empire building, about which our sources say considerably less. But in these processes ‘Abd al-Malik had a crucial role. While everything I write will be new to the

  beginner, some of what I argue, especially concerning Ibn al-Zubayr and the construction of ‘Abd al-Malik’s state, will be unfamiliar to most everyone else. I have suppressed all notes,

  but I indicate the sources of passages quoted directly; I have also included a brief bibliography and a guide to further reading.




  In theory, the history made by Muslims in the seventh and eighth centuries should be as explicable and comprehensible to non-Muslim Westerners as that made by anyone else at any other time. In

  practice this is not the case, since they made their history as Muslims in Arabic. Because both Islam and the Arabic language are poorly understood in the West, I have included some aids for the

  uninitiated: a few illustrations, maps and charts, in addition to a chronology and glossary of names and terms. I encourage the reader to dog-ear the last of these. Although I have tried hard to

  minimize the number of these names and terms, I have not always succeeded.
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  GLOSSARY




  

    

      ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Brother of ‘Abd al-Malik; governor of Egypt.




      Abu Bakr First caliph (r. 632–634).




      ‘Ali Cousin and son-in-law of Muhammad; fourth caliph (r. 656–661).




      ‘Amr b. Sa‘id Rival of ‘Abd al-Malik’s.




      Ansar ‘Helpers’ – those who lived in Medina and supported Muhammad there.




      Bishr b. Marwan ‘Abd al-Malik’s brother; governor of Iraq from 692–4.




      Companion Contemporary of the Prophet Muhammad.




      Farazdaq Poet (d. c. 730).




      Fitna Civil war.




      Hadith Prophetic sayings and traditions.




      al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf Governor in Iraq and then the East for ‘Abd al-Malik and al-Walid from 693.




      Hijaz The part of western Arabia where Mecca and Medina are located.




      Ibn al-Ash‘ath Commander and rebel.




      Ibn al-Zubayr Companion of the Prophet and caliph (r. 683–692).




      imam Leader endowed with religious authority.




      jihad fighting on behalf of God; holy war.




      Kharijites Sectarian rebels against Umayyad rule.




      Marwan ‘Abd al-Malik’s father and eponym of Marwanids.




      Marwanids Family of the clan of Umayyads named after ‘Abd al-Malik’s father.




      Muhammad The Prophet (b. c. 570; d. 632).




      Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyya Son of ‘Ali.




      Muhammad b. Marwan ‘Abd al-Malik’s brother; governor of northern provinces.




      Mu‘awiya Governor in Syria for ‘Uthman and then caliph (r. 661–680).




      Muhajirun ‘Emigrants’ – those who emigrated with Muhammad from Mecca to Medina.




      Mukhtar Rebel during the Second Civil War.




      Mus‘ab b. al-Zubayr Brother of Ibn al-Zubayr; governor of Iraq.




      Shabib b. Yazid Kharijite rebel in Iraq.




      Sufyanids Family of the clan of Umayyads who ruled before the Marwanids.




      ‘Umar Second caliph (r. 634–644).




      ‘Uthman Third caliph and first Umayyad to rule (r. 644–656).




      al-Walid b. ‘Abd al-Malik ‘Abd al-Malik’s son and successor as caliph (r. 705–715).




      Yazid b. Mu‘awiya Mu‘awiya’s son and successor as caliph (r. 680–683).
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  INTRODUCTION




  Jerusalem in 692




  Sitting atop the Temple Mount in East Jerusalem, the Dome of the Rock is an octagonal building that features two ambulatories (walkways), which

  circle a sacred stone. Covered in marble mosaics and topped by a radiant, gilded dome, it is arguably the most beautiful example of religious architecture in the Middle East or Mediterranean world,

  and unarguably one of a small handful of buildings of special importance to virtually all Muslims of all periods.




  Why this is so relates in some way to the stone around which it was built. Exactly what this stone meant to early Muslims is very hard to know, but by later periods it had clearly become

  associated with a verse in the Qur’an, which describes some kind of miraculous, single-night journey that God had the Prophet Muhammad take from his home in Mecca to Jerusalem. As

  Qur’an 17:1 puts it, “Glory be to Him Who transported His servant by night from the ‘Masjid al-Haram’ (identified by tradition as the religious sanctuary in Mecca) to the

  ‘Masjid al-Aqsa’ (identified as the sanctuary in Jerusalem), which we have surrounded with blessing, in order to show him one of Our signs.” Jerusalem accordingly became immensely

  important. As one twelfth-century historian put it, “The most holy spot on earth is Syria; the most holy spot in Syria is Palestine; the most holy spot in Palestine is Jerusalem; the most

  holy spot in Jerusalem is the Mountain (the Temple Mount); the most holy spot on the Mountain is the place of worship; and the most holy spot on the place of worship is the Dome” (van Ess,

  89). As a native of Damascus, this particular historian may have been partial to Syria and Palestine, but we should have no doubt that along with Mecca and Medina, the Dome of the Rock occupies a

  specially privileged place in the sacred geography of Islam.




  Unlike Muhammad’s mosque in Medina or the Ka‘ba in Mecca (the square building at the centre of the sanctuary), which are the two other crucial coordinates in this geography, the Dome

  of the Rock tells the story of its construction. The very brief story is given in an inscription written in a mosaic band encircling the outer face of the building’s octagonal arcade, about

  ten meters from eye level. Provided that visitors are equipped with binoculars and good Arabic, they can decipher this 240-meter long inscription for themselves. The crucial section reads:

  “al-Ma’mun, commander of the believers, built this dome, may God accept [it] from him and be pleased with him, in the year 72.” This being an Islamic building, “year

  72” means the 72nd year after Muhammad’s emigration from Mecca to Medina, which took place in 622 of the Common Era; according to our calendar, the year began in early June of 691 and

  ended in late May of 692. By this time, Muhammad had been dead for sixty years, the polity he left behind having been led first by four close Companions (contemporaries of his) and then by the

  short-lived Sufyanid branch of the Umayyad dynasty, which ruled from 661 to 683.




  But there is something awry in the inscription. Al-Ma’mun was indeed a “commander of the believers” – that is, a caliph, the political and religious leader of the Islamic

  polity – and one who is well known to have patronized building projects. Still, he was a member of the Abbasid dynasty of caliphs that had made Iraq their capital, and he ruled from

  813–33 – some 125 years after the foundation date of 72/691–2. Either the caliph or the date must therefore be wrong.




  The evidence casts doubt on the former. All the literary and historical evidence credits the building to the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, who is conventionally said to have

  ruled from 65–86/685–705. We shall see in chapter 2 that this dating convention is misleading, but here it is enough to know that the dates nicely overlap with the “year 72”

  of our inscription. In fact, over eighty years ago a scholar managed to show that the name “al-Ma’mun” was not original to the mosaic, but had been added by a later hand. The

  original inscription must have read: “‘Abd al-Malik, commander of the believers, built this dome, may God accept [it] from him and be pleased with him, in the year 72.” So

  although al-Ma’mun had a hand in restoring the Dome of the Rock, it was ‘Abd al-Malik who actually built it, producing what would turn out to be the earliest Islamic building that

  survives to our day in something close to its original, seventh-century form (the original forms of both the Ka‘ba and the Prophet’s house in Medina have been lost to serial

  reconstruction). There being relatively little evidence that is contemporary or near contemporary to the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik or even the seventh century, this very beautiful building is of

  extraordinary value to students of early Islamic politics, art, architecture, epigraphy, belief and scripture. It will accordingly loom large in this small book.




  WHEN AND WHY THE DOME?




  Our inscription allows us to say that the caliph ‘Abd al-Malik “built” the Dome of the Rock in 72, but what does this mean? The question of when the

  Dome of the Rock was built is closely related to why it was built and thus how it was intended to be used.




  Foundation inscriptions usually record the date of a given building’s completion, but they occasionally memorialize the moment when construction began: nowadays, such an event is marked by

  bigwigs wielding ceremonial shovels. This has been argued in the case of the Dome of the Rock, against the conventional wisdom that 72 marks construction’s end. (It has even been argued that

  the building was put up by an earlier caliph, Mu‘awiya, but virtually no one follows this dating.) Much turns on the events of 72/691–2. To see how, we must back up to the early

  680s.




  ‘Abd al-Malik was acclaimed as caliph by some Syrians in 685, but this was in the midst of a civil war that had been sparked in large part by the failure of the Umayyad dynasty to produce

  a worthy heir to Mu‘awiya, who had reigned from 661 to 680. Umayyad authority faltered during the reign of his son Yazid (r. 680–3): in early 683, the Umayyads’ hold on the Hijaz

  was tenuous, and in 685 it was difficult for them to assert any real control even within Syria, which had long been their base of power. By this time, many Muslims had abandoned the Umayyads and

  had settled upon a caliph named Ibn al-Zubayr, who ruled from Arabia. Before mounting an effective attack upon the caliph in Arabia, ‘Abd al-Malik first had to address problems in his home

  region. Suffice it to say here (and we shall say more in chapters 1 and 2), the campaigns outside of it that followed were hard and long, and it was only in November of 692 that ‘Abd

  al-Malik’s trusted commander, al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf, defeated the caliph, ‘Abd Allah Ibn al-Zubayr. The civil war had come to an end, and year 72 would come to be called the “Year of

  the community,” signalling the polity’s return to unity. Conventional histories present this event as marking the re-unification of the state; I shall argue that it marks the effective

  beginning of the state.
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    Dome of the Rock, (a) general view
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    Dome of the Rock, (b) inscription band


  




   




  One explanation for the Dome, which holds that 72/691–2 marks its completion, anchors its construction in the events of this still-raging civil war. According to this interpretation, which

  finds support in a number of relatively early histories, the war between the Marwanids (the clan of Umayyads that took its name from ‘Abd al-Malik’s father) and the Zubayrids (that is,

  Ibn al-Zubayr and his brothers) had made it either impossible or undesirable for Syrians to carry out the ritual obligation of the Hajj – the Pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina in Arabia.

  According to this reading, ‘Abd al-Malik built the Dome of the Rock as an alternative pilgrimage site. One guess holds that the building works took about three years to complete, and, as it

  happens, the resulting date of 69 (where one arrives by subtracting three years from the inscription date of 72) is actually mentioned by one of the accounts that supports this interpretation, in

  this case a thirteenth-century historian, here citing late eighth- and early ninth-century authors: “We have already said that ‘Abd al-Malik began to build it in the year 69. According

  to al-Waqidi (an historian who died in 823), the reason for its construction was that Ibn al-Zubayr had then taken control of Mecca and, during the Pilgrimage season, he used to catalogue the vices

  of the Marwanid family, and to summon (the people) to pay homage to him (as caliph). He was eloquent, and so the people inclined towards him. ‘Abd al-Malik, therefore, prevented the people

  from performing the Pilgrimage” (Elad, ‘Dome’, 34, slightly modified). According to this interpretation, the Dome of the Rock thus reflects intra-Muslim politics.




  There are alternative interpretations, however. These explain the Dome of the Rock by adducing not intra-Muslim politics, but inter-monotheistic polemics. Whatever one makes of the precise

  timing of the Dome of the Rock’s construction and how it relates to Ibn al-Zubayr’s control of the Meccan sanctuary, one must account for the fact that ‘Abd al-Malik chose to site

  his building not merely at the heart of the Holy Land, but upon the Temple Mount – that is, Judaism’s most sacred spot. Why build there, in Jerusalem, instead of in Damascus, where

  Mu‘awiya had ruled and most accounts have ‘Abd al-Malik spending much of his time? Might it be that he was deliberately emulating the Temple building of the prophet Solomon, who is

  mentioned more than a dozen times in the Qur’an, and after whom he would name a son? That may be farfetched, but one need not go so far as those who suggest that ‘Abd al-Malik’s

  intention was to rebuild Solomon’s Temple to see in this project an attempt to appropriate the Holy Land symbolically. Damascus may have been an effective political capital, but ruling the

  Holy Land required making Jerusalem visually Islamic.




  After two generations of Islamic rule (the Islamic conquest of Jerusalem is usually dated to 638), during which time Christians and Jews had little reason to think that Arab-Muslim rule was

  anything more than a temporary reversal of fortune, Muslims were now laying permanent claims to the land. These designs can be discerned not only in the building’s location on the Temple

  Mount. Its elaborate iconography (crown designs in the mosaic decoration can be taken to symbolize rulers defeated by Muslim armies) and the lengthy inscription (which is frequently fiercely

  anti-Christian in tone) may be part of the same pattern. “O People of the Book,” one section of the inscription reads, “do not exaggerate in your religion and say only the truth

  about God. The messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, was only a messenger of God, and His word which He committed to Mary, and a spirit from Him. So believe in God and His messengers, and do not say

  ‘three’; refrain, it is better for you” (Hoyland, 698). Trinitarian Christianity had been eclipsed by strictly monotheist Islam, and the Byzantine emperors’ rule of Syria by

  the caliphs.




  The Dome of the Rock lends itself to a variety of other readings too, some more plausible than others. What should become clear during the course of this book is that ‘Abd al-Malik’s

  ambitions as ruler were as grand and radical as the design and execution of the Dome of the Rock. As we shall see, the 680s and 690s saw innovations in the office of the caliphate, in the army and

  the bureaucracy, which not only transformed a conquest polity into an empire, but also introduced and disseminated the idea of the “Islamic state” itself. It would be the vision of

  ‘Abd al-Malik and his court – particularly a vision of sacral kingship and of an empire, which, founded upon monotheism and bureaucracy, drew upon late antique traditions – that

  would condition and in some respects determine the conduct of politics for the subsequent two hundred years.




  It is true that not all is change. Just as the mosaic work on the Dome of the Rock recalls Byzantine and Sasanian themes, so, too, were there continuities in state- and empire building:

  ‘Abd al-Malik was not the first Muslim to build upon the Temple Mount, and some of his ideas about the caliphate may have been anticipated by Mu‘awiya and Ibn al-Zubayr, ‘Abd

  al-Malik’s great rival during a civil war. All manner of local traditions continued, virtually unaffected by the fact that Muslim rather than Byzantine or Sasanian tax agents collected taxes

  or tribute. Some 1300 years after the events in question, it must also be conceded that we cannot know how much of the change effected during ‘Abd al-Malik’s reign began with him or

  with his ruling elite, however widely or narrowly we may wish to define it. We cannot capture ‘Abd al-Malik’s thinking. Here, as in many other respects, our evidence fails us.
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