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Abstract

The article investigates the social and cultural practices of Sira production and con-
sumption in the later Middle Period. It probes into the place held by Sira regarding
the veneration of the Prophet, especially in relation to Hadith. Its first part shows that
in the Middle Period Sira was intended as a vast literary repository characterized by
fluidity of format, diverse social fruition, and plurality of practices in transmission and
consumption. It was a literary field characterized by narrative malleability and creativ-
ity, for which there was popular demand and scholarly dedication.

The life and work of the Safii scholar and Hadith expert Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi
(d. 842/1438), in particular his Gami*al-atar fi l-siyar wa-mawlid al-muhtar (The Compi-
lation of Traditions on the Life and Birth of the Chosen One) occupies the second part of
the article. Here, Gami‘ al-atar is taken as a written exemplification of the tight rela-
tionship between Sira, Hadith and devotion to the Prophet typical of the period, of
14th-15th century Damascus in particular.

An earlier version of Part 1 of this article was presented and discussed at a roundtable in
Aix-en-Provence “Le Prophéte comme modéle: implications doctrinales et pratiques dévo-
tionnelles” (24-25 October 2014). I would like to thank the conveners and participants for that
opportunity. I am grateful to Renaud Soler for insisting that I produce something on the topic
of post-formative period siras and for his useful feedback on the first draft of this article.
Equal thanks are due to the peer-reviewers whose comments helped improve the text. This
article is a contribution to the DFG and ANR funded project Muhammad in the mirror of his
community in early modern and modern Islam in which I was involved (https://prophet.hypo
theses.org/). The final version of this article was submitted in February 2022. The bibliogra-
phy has not been updated since then.
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Overall, the article argues that the intended meaning and use of a text as rich as
Gami“al-atar can be fully grasped only when we put it in close conversation with the
Hadith culture and veneration for the Prophet of the time. It suggests the existence of
a pervasive “Sira culture” binding people in a relationship of meaning to their shared
memories of the life of the Prophet. Such culture was nurtured by remembrance of the
Prophet’s excellency and life milestones. It aimed at cultivating salvific feelings of love
for the Prophet that would assure believers a secure place in the Afterlife.

Keywords

Hadith, sira, post-canonical Hadith culture, Sira culture, Damascus, Prophet, love,

veneration of the Prophet, spiritual attachment, memory, remembrance

Résumé

Cet article étudie les pratiques sociales et culturelles associées a la production litté-
raire de la Sira au Moyen Age islamique, en particulier dans les domaines mamelouks
(648/1250-922/1517). Plus particulierement, cette étude pose des questions sur la
place tenue par la Sira vis-a-vis la vénération du Prophéte, notamment par rapport au
Hadith. Dans la premiére partie, on montre que dans la période en question on enten-
dait par Sira un vaste domaine littéraire caractérisé par une certaine variabilité de ses
formats, une diversité sociale des milieux de production et une pluralité des pratiques
de transmission et de consommation. C'était un domaine littéraire caractérisé par sa
malléabilité narrative et sa créativité, pour lequel il y avait tout a la fois une importante
demande populaire et une attention particuliere des élites lettrées.

La deuxieme partie de l'article est dédiée a la vie et I'ceuvre du savant $afi‘ite et
expert en Hadith Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimagqi (m. 842/1438), en particulier a son Gami*
al-atar ft I- siyar wa-mawlid al-muhtar (Recueil de traditions sur la vie et la naissance
de UElu). Le Gami‘ al-atar est ici appréhendé comme une illustration textuelle de
la relation intime entre Sira, Hadith et vénération du Prophéte typique de I'époque
médiévale, en particulier a Damas aux X1ve et xve siecles.

Dans ses conclusions, l'article soutient que la signification d’'un texte aussi riche
que Gami‘ al-atar ne peut étre pleinement saisie que lorsque nous la mettons en rela-
tion avec la culture du Hadith et la vénération du Prophéte de I'époque. Cela met en
évidence l'existence d’'une « culture de la Sira » liant les croyants a leurs mémoires par-
tagées de la vie du Prophéte dans une relation de sens. Une telle culture — nourrie
par la mémoire de l'excellence du Prophéte et des jalons de sa vie — visait a cultiver
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des sentiments d’amour salvifique pour le Prophéte qui assureraient aux croyants une
place dans l'au-dela.

Mots clefs

Hadith, sira, culture, Damas, amour, prophéte, vénération, attachement spirituel,

mémoire, souvenir

This study is concerned with Prophetic Sira in the later Islamic Middle Period,
specifically the Mamluk domains (648/1250-922/1517).! This was a time excep-
tionally rich in literary output which witnessed an extensive growth in the
veneration of the Prophet. This veneration was expressed via a variety of devo-
tional practices and types of literary activity, including an intensification in
Hadith scholarship and transmission.2 Within this context, what was the place
of Sira?® How can we understand the multitude of literary manifestations as
well as social and cultural practices of Sira production and consumption of the
period? I shall address these questions by examining the relationship between
Sira, Hadith and devotion to the Prophet as exemplified by the Safi1 scholar
and Hadith expert Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi (d. 842/1438), in particular in

1 I adopt the periodization of the “Middle Period” (subdivided into early and later) from
Marshall Hodgson, The Venture of Islam: Conscience and History in a World of Civilization,
Chicago, The University of Chicago Press, 1974, 3 vols, especially 11, p. 3-11 and p. 376-384.
Not all of the features proposed by Hodgson as characterizing these centuries (ca 945-1500)
are still tenable, but the idea of treating this lapse of time as a “period” maintains a broad
scholarly consensus. See Jonathan Berkey, Religion and Society in the Near and Middle East:
600-1800, Cambridge-New York-Melbourne, Cambridge University Press (“Themes in Islamic
History,” 2), 2003, p. 179-183.

2 For an overview of topics and issues related to prophetic piety and devotion across history,
see the special issue of Archives de sciences sociales des religions, 178 (2017) [Le prophéte de
UIslam : la construction d'un modéle, premiers mystiques, normalisation de la présence et de la
vénération, eds Nelly Amri, Denis Gril and Rachida Chih]; the recently published volume:
Denis Gril, Stefan Reichmuth and Dilek Sarmis (eds), The Presence of the Prophet in Early
Modern and Contemporary Islam, vol. 1, The Prophet between Doctrine, Literature and Arts:
Historical Legacies and their Unfolding, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Handbook of Oriental Studies.
Section One, The Ancient Near East,” 159/1), 2021. On prophetic piety, also the classical
Annemarie Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger: The Veneration of the Prophet in
Islamic Piety, Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press (“Studies in Religion”), 1981.

3 Throughout this study,  use “Sira” to denote the genre of Muhammad’s biographies as a whole
and “Hadith” to denote the literature of Prophetic traditions which assembles text-units
called hadit in various forms and according to various criteria. On the contrary, I use sira and
hadit when wanting to indicate a specific prophetic biography or tradition.
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his Gami al-atar fi l-siyar wa-mawlid al-muhtar (The Compilation of Traditions
on the Life and Birth of the Chosen One).*

Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi was a highly respected Hadith specialist and
transmitter in his time. His story is a local one: he lived and worked in Damascus
and travelled little. Nonetheless, his work also reflects the broader trends in the
Hadith culture of the period and the intense veneration of the Prophet that
ran parallel to it. These two elements converge in Gami‘al-atar, a bulky liter-
ary work which brings together the genres of Hadith and Sira. Whereas recent
studies have shed light on what has been labelled post-canonical Hadith cul-
ture, scholarly engagement with post-formative period siras remains minimal.
For this reason and owing to the need to provide meaningful context to the
work of Tbn Nasir al-Din, the present study is divided in two parts. After briefly
outlining the state of the art in Sira studies, the first part presents fresh con-
clusions drawn from primary sources regarding the pervasiveness of Sira writ-
ing in the later Middle Period, the range of literary forms it encompassed, the
diversity of social contexts in which it was realized, and the spiritual import
conferred upon it. These elements coalesce to suggest the existence of a “Sira
culture,” an expression which may be used to point to a connective structure
binding people in a relationship of meaning to their shared memories of the
life of the Prophet.5 Ibn Nasir al-Din’s Gami‘ al-atar is a written expression of
this culture and constitutes the subject of the second part of this article. First,
an examination of its structure will show that this mammoth work, which
appears at first glance to be a Hadith collection, was in fact intended by its
author as a sira. Second, an analysis of its beginning and end will show that
the work was crafted as an instrument to foster intimate attachment to the
Prophet. Typically, such attachment was conceived as the necessary means
to attain eternal salvation and was to be cultivated by meticulously and inti-
mately recalling the details of Muhammad’s excellency together with the deci-
sive moments of his life. The intended meaning and use of a text as rich as

4 Hereby shortened to Gami‘al-atar.

5 My debt here is to Jan Assmann, La Memoria culturale: Scrittura, ricordo e identita politica
nelle grandi civilta antiche, Torino, Einaudi, 1997 (German original, 1992), p. xii-xiii. In English,
among many, see id., “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” in Cultural Memory Studies:
An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, eds Astrid Erll and Ansgar Niinning,
Berlin-New York, Walter de Gruyter (“Media and Cultural Memory,” 8), 2008, p. 109-118; id.,
“Communicative and Cultural Memory,” in The Theoretical Foundations of Hungarian ‘lieux
de mémoire’ Studies, eds Pal S. Varga, Karl Katschthaler, Donald E. Morse and Miklds Takécs,
Debrecen, Debrecen University Press (“Debrecen”), 2013, p. 36-43.
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Gami* al-atar can be fully grasped only when we put it in close conversation
with the intense Hadith culture and veneration for the Prophet of the time.5

Part1

1.1 Sira Studies, Sira as a Genre

A sira of Muhammad is a biographical literary work which, in its simplest form,
gathers memories of the life of the Prophet into a narrative with a strong focus
on chronology.” Sira studies, the body of scholarship dedicated to this biographi-
cal tradition of the Prophet, is less developed than one would expect given the
centrality of the figure of Muhammad in that complex and highly diversified
historical, religious, and human experience that we call Islam. Scholars have
expended great efforts in the study of early Sira texts, their production and
transmission, the relationship between Sira and the Quran, the recovery of
old layers of Sira and magazi (the accounts of Muhammad’s Medinan military
campaigns), as well as issues of authenticity and the possibility of using these
sources for historical reconstruction.® On the contrary, relatively scarce atten-
tion has been paid to siras of later periods. In this regard, three works must
be mentioned: Gurdofarid Miskinzoda (2007), Tilman Nagel (2008) and Tariq
Khalidi (2009). Nagel and Khalidi’s books look at post-formative Sira writings
in Arabic, considering the structure and features of a selection of texts, the
themes they privilege, and points of faith conveyed by images of the Prophet.
Nagel focuses on Medieval Arabic texts, whereas Khalidi embraces a broader
perspective up to and including contemporary siras. Both books point to the
continuity of the vigorous efforts to idealize Muhammad and highlight the

6 Readers interested in what I call Medieval “Sira Culture” can limit themselves to Part 1 of the
article. Those interested in a textual study of this culture may instead opt for Part 2, together
with Conclusions. The bravest can face the essay in its entirety.

7 Gordon D. Newby, “Imitating Muhammad in Two Genres: Mimemis and Problems of Genre
in Sirah and Sunnah,” Medieval Encounters, 3/3 (1997), p. 266-283. For an excellent introduc-
tion to (early) al-sira [-nabawiyya see Wim Raven, “Sira and the Quran,” in Encyclopaedia of
the Qurian, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe, Leiden-Boston, Brill, 2001-2006, consulted online on
28 March 2021.

8 An overview of the issues that have preoccupied modern Sira scholars can be found in Andreas
Gorke, Muhammad: Critical Concepts in Religion, London-New York, Routledge-Francis &
Taylor, 2015, 5 vols, 1 [The Sources on the Life of Muhammad) (1.2 in particular), pertaining
only to English-language research. A seminal collection of essays is Harald Motzki (ed.),
The Biography of Muhammad: The Issue of the Sources, Leiden-Boston-Koéln, Brill (“Islamic
History and Civilization. Studies and Texts,” 32), 2000, of which part 1 is dedicated to the
development of the Sira tradition.
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longevity of the genre as well as its tendency to grow complex over time. Both
are written as highly useful broad overviews.? In marked contrast, Gurdofarid
Miskinzoda’s unpublished PhD dissertation is a monograph study dedicated to
al-Zahr al-basim fi siyar Abi -Qasim (The Blossom that Smiled upon the sira of
Abu [-Qasim) by the Mamluk scholar Mugulta’1 b. Qilig (d. 762/1361). This work
was conceived as a super-commentary upon the authoritative and widespread
commentary of Ibn Hisam's al-Sira [-nabawiyya: al-Suhayl’s (d. 581/1185)
al-Rawd al-unuf fi $arh al-stra [-nabawiyya li-Bn Hisam.1°

Miskinzoda’s work is more narrowly in scope but proves useful in other
respects. As in Khalidi’s work, the focus here moves beyond the debate
about the historicity, authenticity, and reliability of early siras for historical
reconstruction.!!’ Miskinzoda highlights the richness of later sira works as
complex literary constructions showing familiarity with a vast number of
materials, playing across different fields of knowledge and engaging with an
array of theological and political issues. Her reading of Mugulta'T’s sira against
the backdrop of a rich tradition of Sira production running from the 3th/gth
to the u1th/17th centuries provides valuable insights into the development of
the genre and its dynamics over this period. One of the study’s central ideas
is that even though the initial preoccupation with producing a chronological
narrative of the life of the Prophet was never lost, later siras tended to become
elaborate literary works with a distinct concern for details and reliability.1?

Moreover, Miskinzoda elaborates a set of formal basic features that dis-
tinguish Sira from other literary genres which are helpful for the purpose of
this study. First and foremost, Sira is characterized by pronounced chrono-
logical preoccupations and as such typically contains varying accounts of

9 Tilman Nagel, Allahs Liebling: Ursprung und Erscheinungsformen des Mohammedglaubens,
Miinich, R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2008, especially p. 211-245 and p. 265-288 on Medieval
siras. On Nagel, see Gottfried Hagen, “The Imagined and the Historical Muhammad:
A review of recent publications,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, 129/1 (2009),
p. 97-m1. Tarif Khalidi, Images of Muhammad: Narratives of the Prophet in Islam Across
the Centuries, New York, Doubleday, 2009, p. 267-306. Another concise overview of Sira
literature, with titles and names of post-tenth century Sira authors is Meir Jacob Kister,
“The Sirah Literature,” in Arabic Literature to the End of the Umayyad Period, eds Alfred
Felix Landon Beeston, Thomas Muir Johnstone, Robert Bertram Searjent and Gerald
Rex Smith, Cambridge-New York-Melbourne, Cambridge University Press (“Cambridge
History of Arabic Literature”), 1983, p. 353-367, esp. p. 366-367.

10 Gurdofarid Miskinzoda, On the Margins of Sira: Mugulta’ (689-762/1290-1361) and His
Place in the Development of Sira Literature, PhD Dissertation, University of London, S0As,
2007.

11 A useful critical discussion of the literature on the subject starting from Henri Lammens
and including Soviet scholarship can be found in ibid., p. 75-101.

12 Ibid., p.102-103, 233 and passim. The point is made also by Nagel and Khalidi.
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the very same episodes from the life of Muhammad. Another important fea-
ture is Qur'anic quotations, which are frequently intertwined with the stories
recounted. Poetry is often woven into the narrative to intensify and drama-
tize it. Sira also makes frequent use of documents, lists, speeches, genealogies,
and letters to enhance its purported historicity. Finally, siras usually provide
clarification and commentary on points of grammar.!® Miskinzoda notes how
these formal features may not all be present together in every sira nor do they
constitute an exhaustive list, and yet: “The presence and combination of some
of these features are valid reasons for ascribing a given work to the genre of
stra** Another point she underscores is that sira works maintained a high
degree of changeability and individuality over time and across space accord-
ing to the background, interests and aims of their authors.!®

At first glance, Ibn Nasir al-Dimasqr’s Gami‘ al-atar resembles a Hadith col-
lection, and while it serves in great part as Hadith, it also comprises a range of
diversified materials that converge in what is, for the author, a sira. The second
part of the article will explore how such a determination can be made. Before
that, an overview of the Hadith and Sira culture of the time is due to fully place
Ibn Nasir al-Din’s Gami‘into context.

1.2 Hadith and Devotion to the Prophet

The mechanics of the pervasive social and cultural phenomenon of Hadith
transmission in the Middle Period have recently been seriously scrutinized.
Fresh engagement with manuscripts and thus-far understudied documentary
sources has come to constitute a vibrant and rich field of enquiry.!® It now

13 Ibid., p. 13-147. Before Miskinzoda, but not as thorough, is Wim Raven, “Sira,” 1% and id.,
“Sira and the Qur'an.” Also, Kister, “The Sirah Literature,” especially p. 357-362.

14  Miskinzoda, On the Margins of Sira, p. 113.

15  Ibid., p. 94, 12-113, 117, 146-147 and passim.

16  Eerik Dickinson, “Ibn al-Salah al-Shahrazari and the Isnad,” Journal of the American Orien-
tal Society, 122/3 (2002), p. 481-505 and Garret A. Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition: An
Intellectual and Social History of Post-Canonical Hadith Transmission, PhD Dissertation,
University of Chicago, 2014; now a book: id., A Social and Intellectual History of Hadith
Transmission across a Thousand Years, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Islamic History and Civiliza-
tion,” 160), 2020 (throughout this work reference will be made to the dissertation since
I had no access to the book). Of course, it makes no sense to speak of “post-canonical”
without the canon being firmly there. The formation of the Hadith canon and its impli-
cations are studied by Jonathan Brown in The Canonization of al-Bukhari and Muslim:
The Formation and Function of the Sunni Hadith Canon, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Islamic
History and Civilization,” 69), 2007. On manuscripts as documentary sources, Andreas
Gorke and Konrad Hirschler (eds), Manuscript Notes as Documentary Sources, Beirut, Ori-
ent Institute (“Beiruter Texte und Studien,” 129), 2011. Stefan Leder has many articles on
the subject, one of which is fully referenced in fn 24 along with his Mujam al-sama‘at
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comes to light that, despite the challenge posed to the indispensability of the
chain of transmission (isnad) by the establishment of the written Hadith canon
in the fourth/tenth century, the continued oral transmission of Hadith did not
fade. Rather, Hadith scholars incorporated into transmission and elaborated
new methods and literary genres which expressed the concerns and aims of
the field in its post-canonical time.” They devised a powerful ideology to justify
transmission as a unique mark bestowed by God upon the Muslim community,
thus transforming Hadith into a pervasive expression of piety and devotion
and an effective (and affective) way of drawing close to Muhammad’s blessing
and through him, to God. By establishing a link to the source of authority, the
isnad not only validated the Prophet’s words, but also invoked his presence.
Proximity to the Prophet in the chain of transmission, called ‘ulaw, or eleva-
tion, became the quality most eagerly sought after by scholars and transmitters
due to its perceived spiritual benefits and the great social prestige it carried.
In sum, Hadith transmission became a precious source of social and cultural
capital worthy of special investment and accumulation.!®

Several of the most notable experts in the history of Hadith scholarship
lived in Cairo and Damascus between the seventh/thirteenth and ninth/fif-
teenth centuries and produced seminal reference works in the field of Hadith
studies and transmission.!® Ibn Salah al-Sahrazari (d. 643/1245) and al-Nawaw1

al-dimasqiyya. See also Konrad Hirschler, A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture:
The Library of Ibn Abd al-Hadi, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press (“Edinburgh Stud-
ies in Classical Islamic History and Culture”), 2020.

17  Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 79-191 provides extensive source material analysis
on the development and meaning of ijaza and sama“ and the changes in post-century
Hadith transmission, whereas p. 192-278 present and examine new literary genres in the
field of post-canonical Hadith.

18  On religious knowledge as a form of social capital, see the classical works of Michael
Chamberlain, Knowledge and Social Practice in Medieval Damascus, 1190-1350, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press (“Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization”), 1994 and
Jonathan Berkey, The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: A Social History of
Islamic Education, Princeton, Princeton University Press (“Princeton Studies on the Near
East”), 1992.

19 Examples include Ibn Salah al-Sahraziuri’s famous Hadith textbook Kitah Ma‘rifat anwa*
‘ilm al-hadit, now translated into English by E. Dickinson as An Introduction to the Science
of Hadith, Reading, Garnet Publishing (“Great Books of Islamic Civilization”), 2006;
al-Mizzi's comprehensive dictionary on the transmitters of the Six Books and other minor
collections (Tahdib al-kamal fi asma’ al-rigal) published in thirty-five volumes; al-Dahabi’s
Mizan al-itidal fi naqd al-rigal dedicated to weak transmitters; Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalant’s
weighty commentary on al-Buhart's Sahih (Fath al-bari), or his popular compendium of
al-Mizz1's Tahdib: Tahdib al-Tahdib. On the contributions of Ibn Salah al-Sahraziiri and
al-Dahabi to the Sunni Hadith culture of their time, Scott Lucas, Constructive Critics,
Hadith Literature and the Articulation of Sunni Islam: The Legacy of the Generation of Ibn
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(d. 676/1277) in the 7th/13th century, al-Dahabi (d. 748/1348) in the 8th/14th,
and Ibn Nasgir al-Din himself in the gth/15th century, all held the position of
shaykh (masyaha) of the Dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya intra-muros in Damascus.
The high regard in which these scholars and their work were held and the
steady growth in construction of teaching institutions dedicated to Hadith (dar
al-hadit) between the 6th/12th and gth/15th centuries point to the centrality
and prestige that the study of Prophetic tradition acquired in this period.2? In
Damascus, the first institution dedicated to the study of the Prophet’s lore was
funded by the Zangid ruler Nar al-Din (d. 569/1174), and by the time he wrote
his history of the city’s religious buildings at the beginning of the 10th/16th
century, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Nu‘aymi (d. 978/1521) recounted and described the
history of sixteen such institutions.?!

The Dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya intra-muros just mentioned was one of the two
dar al-hadit that the Ayyubid ruler al-Asraf Musa (d. 635/1237) had erected.
The other was located on the slope of Mount Qasyun and was the first of its
kind outside the city walls. The latter became the preserve of Hanbalis from
the Maqdisi family, whereas the former, near al-Asraf Musa’s residence, was
controlled by (traditionalist) $afi‘is.22 Al-Asraf decided to display the Prophet’s
sandal (na?), which he had received several years prior, in the intra muros Dar
al-hadit (dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya l-guwwaniyya), where it attracted pilgrims
and became the object of acts of ritual piety.23

Sa‘d, Ibn Ma‘in, and Ibn Hanbal, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Islamic History and Civilization.
Studies and Texts,” 51), 2004, p. 26-61. On Ibn Salah also Jens Scheiner, “When the class
goes on too long, the Devil takes part in it": Adab al-muhaddith according to Ibn as-Salah
ash-Shahraztiri (d. 643/1245),” Revue des mondes musulmans et de la Méditerranée, 129
(2012), p. 185-204.

20  On Hadith scholarship specifically in 13th century Damascus, Louis Pouzet, Damas
au VII®/XIII® siécle : vie et structures religieuses d’une métropole islamique, Beirut, Dar
al-Machreq (“Recherches. Langue arabe et pensée islamique,” 15), 19912, p. 182-199, and on
various local expressions of prophetic piety p. 357-360.

21 Al-Nu‘aymi, al-Daris fi ta’rih al-madaris, ed. Ibrahim Sams al-Din, Beirut, Dar al-kutub
al- ilmiyya, 1990, 2 vols, 1, p. 15-9o.

22 A history of the two schools with the biographies of its teachers is reported by Ibn Nasir
al-Din himself in the opening of his inaugural lectures there, see Ibn Nasir al-Din, Magalis
[T tafsir qawli-hi ta‘ala: “Lagad manna Llah ‘ala [-mwminin id ba‘ata fi-him rasulan min
anfusi-him,” ed. Muhammad ‘Awwama, Beirut, Dar al-yusr-Dar al-minhag, 1431/20122,
p. 34-57.

23 Apparently, the Prophet’s sandal was even the subject of specific literary compositions,
see al-Sahawi, al-I'lan bi-l-tawbih li-man damma ahl al-ta’rih, Beirut, Mu’assasat al-risala,
1407/1986, p. 158. For a full account of the school’s foundation and the importance of the
sandal, see Eerik Dickinson, “Ibn al-Salah al-Shahraziin and the Isnad,” p. 481-484 and
Daniella Talmon Heller, Islamic Piety in Medieval Syria: Mosques Cemeteries and Sermons
under the Zangids and the Ayyubids (1446-1260), Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Jerusalem Studies
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Chronicles from the period offer an abundance of witnesses who attest to
the belief that the Prophet’s agency could be harnessed to the advantage of
his community via the public recitation of Hadith, specifically of certain col-
lections endowed with binding authority. Such was the case with the Sahihan,
whose ritual use is demonstrated from the 7th/i3th and 8th/14th centuries.
The reading of al-Buhari’s Sakih is documented in rain prayers (istisqa’) and
moments of peril or to mark happy occasions such as the birth of a male heir
to the Sultan.2* Other than these specific instances, recent studies have con-
clusively demonstrated the widespread communal nature of Hadith reading
and transmission in this period in both private and public contexts,?® and that
such practices became increasingly ritualized as they were imbued with the
Prophet’s spiritual authority and personal aura.26 It is evident that Hadith was
ubiquitous in this society.

Parallel developments associated with the towering figure of the Prophet
have been detected for literary genres other than Hadith. Celebrations of the
Prophet’s birthday (mawlid al-nabi) or other crucial events in his life like his

in Religion and Culture,” 7), 2007, p. 203-205. An instance of Hadith reading in proxim-
ity to the sandal is recorded by al-Dawudi (d. 945/1538), Tabagat al-mufassirin, ed. ‘All
Muhammad ‘Umar, [Cairo], Maktabat Wahba, [1972], 2 vols, 11, p. 276: “He [i.e Abt Talib
al-Siraz1 al-Fayruzabadi, d. 817/1415] read the Sahik of Muslim in Damascus under the
guidance of Nasir al-Din Muhammad ibn Jahbal in three days in front of the Prophet’s
sandal,” mentioned in Konrad Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands: A
Social and Cultural History of Reading Practices, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press,
2012, p. 53, 78 fn. 39.

24  Seeal-Birzali (d. 738/1339), al-Muqtafi ‘ala kitab al-rawdatayn, al-ma‘raf bi-ta’rih al-Birzalt,
ed. ‘Umar ‘Abd al-Salam al-Tadmuri, Beirut, al-Maktabat al-‘asriyya, 2007, 4 vols, 11, p. 424
and 1v, p. 354 (reading al-Buhari during collective prayers for rain); Ibn Katir (d. 774/1373),
al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya fi l-ta’rih, Cairo, Matba‘at al-saada, 1351/1932-1358/1939, 14 vols,
X111, p. 320 (reading Buhari under the siege of ‘Akka); al-Gazari (d. 738/1337-1338), Ta’rih
hawadit al-zaman wa-anba@’i-hi wa-wafayat al-akabir wa-l-a‘yan min abna’i-hi: al-ma‘raf
bi-ta’rih Ibn al-Gazari, Beirut, al-Maktaba l-asriyya, 1998, 3 vols, I, p. 44 (reading al-Buhari
in the Damascus Umayyad Mosque of Damascus to celebrate the birth of a son to al-Malik
al-Asraf). More in Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhart and Muslim, p. 338-349.

25  The phenomenon of reading in public spaces is attested to by the corpus of Damascene
hearing certificates published by Stefan Leder, Yasin M. al-Sawwas and Ma'miin al-Sagargi,
Mu'gam al-sama‘at al-dimasqiyya/Les certificats daudition a Damas : 550-750/1155-1349,
Damascus, Institut frangais d’études arabes de Damas, 1996-2000, 2 vols. See also Berkey,
The Transmission of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo, p. 155-160, 176-177, 180, 215 and passim;
Stefan Leder, “Spoken Word and Written Text — Meaning and Social Significance of the
Institution of Riwaya,” Islamic Area Studies Working Paper Series, 31 (2002), p. 1-18, espe-
cially 11-14; Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands, 23-81.

26  On reading Hadith in specific months, see Berkey, The Transmission of Knowledge in
Medieval Cairo, 74, 156, 180, 213-214; Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhari and Muslim,
p- 342-343; Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 117-123.
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ascension to heaven (mirag) fostered devotion towards his person.2” These
commemorations were accompanied by chanting poems praising him and his
birth (mada’th, mawlidiyyat), or by the recitation of narratives focusing on his
pre-history and birth (mawlid).28 A growth in the production of “sober” mawlid
texts specifically intended for ritualized public reading has been observed
for 8th/14th century Damascus. According to Marion Katz, these narratives
expressly avoided the fanciful cosmogonic tales typical of the period and privi-
leged materials belonging to the mainstream scholarly tradition with a marked
concern for authentication.??

Other than in mawlid, chanting poems in praise of the Prophet at appointed
times was a regular activity in teaching institutions. Preferably, the officer
charged with singing such praises (al-madih/al-munsid) was to be good look-
ing and gifted with a beautiful voice (hasan al-hay’a wa-l-sawt). The objective
of reciting poetry in praise of the Prophet was to cultivate feelings of love and
delight in the audience (al-tawagud wa-l-tarab li-l-sami‘in).3° Such feelings, as

27  For instance, a celebration of the Prophet’s ascension in the courtyard of the Umayyad
Mosque of Damascus on the night of 27 Rabi‘ 1 725 (13 March 1325) is recorded by
al-Gazari, Ta’rih hawadit al-zaman, 11, p. 75. See ibid., 111, p. 1016 for a mawlid held in Cairo,
at the Dar al-Sa‘ada, by will of the vice-Sultan (Rabi‘1 738/October 1337).

28 On mada’th and mawlidiyyat, Mohamed Thami El Harrak, “Présence du Prophete dans I'art
du panegyrique (madih) et de l'audition spirituelle (sama®),” in The Presence of the Prophet
in Early Modern and Contemporary Islam, vol. 1, The Prophet between Doctrine, Literature
and Arts: Historical Legacies and their Unfolding, eds Denis Gril, Stefan Reichmuth and
Dilek Sarmis, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Handbook of Oriental Studies. Section One, The
Ancient Near East,” 159/1), 2021, p. 411-430. Mawlid has been at the center of recent studies:
Nicolaas Jan Gerrit Kaptein, Muhammad's Birthday Festival: Early History in the Central
Muslim Lands and Development in the Muslim West Until 10th/16th Century, Leiden-New
York-Koln, Brill, 1993 and Marion Holmes Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad:
Devotional Piety in Sunni Islam, London-New York, Routledge (“Culture and Civilization
in the Middle East,” 11), 2007; Pouzet, Damas au vir¢/xi11¢ siécle, p. 359, addresses mada’ih
nabawiyya as a new literary genre in 7th/13th century Damascus; Suzanne Stetkevych,
The Mantle Odes: Arabic Praise Poems to the Prophet Muhammad, Bloomington, Indiana
University Press, 2010, chap. 2 is on the most famous devotional 7th/13th-century ode
for the Prophet written by al-Busirl (d. between 694/1294 and 696/1296), the “Qasidat
al-Burda.” See also ead., “From Sirah to Qasidah: Poetics and Polemics in al-BusirT’s
‘Qasidat al-Burdal’ (‘Mantle Ode’),” Journal of Arabic Literature, 38/1 (2007), p. 1-52.

29  Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 54-61. Mawlid celebration in domes-
tic spaces has been observed as well. Marion Holmes Katz, “Commemoration of the
Prophet’s Birthday as a Domestic Ritual in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-Century Damascus,”
in Domestic Devotions in the Early Modern World, eds Marco Faini and Alessia Meneghin,
Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Intersections,” 59/2), 2018, p. 167-181.

30  See Muhammad Amin, al-Awgaf wa-l-hayat al-igtima‘iyya ft Misr, 648-963 H, 1250-1517 M :
dirasa tarthiyya wata@’iqiyya, Cairo, Dar al-nahda al-‘arabiyya, 1980, p. 192-193; Tag al-Din
al-Subki (d. 771/1370), Mu‘id al-niam wa-mubid al-nigam, ed. Muhammad Fathi 1-Nadji,
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Katz perceptively highlighted, were key to nurturing a desirable connection
to the Prophet.3! The historian Sams al-Din al-Gazari (d. 738/1337-1338) recalls
the presence of “the chanters of poems in praise of the Prophet” (al-munsidin
li-l-mada’ih al-nabawiyya) at the completion of a reading of the Qur'an (hatm)
performed by his nephew in the mosque of Ibn Hisam in Damascus.3? It
appears to have been an event of some relevance in which several of the city’s
most prominent social groups took part: the Qadis, the notables (al-akabir
wa-l-a‘yan), the notaries (al-‘udil), the jurists (al-fugah@’), the Quran reciters
and finally, “the chanters of poems in praise of the Prophet.” Next to the others,
the “chanters” appear to be of respectable social standing.

Hatms were public lectures held to celebrate the completion of a reading
that had usually gone on for many sessions. Reading poetry was common dur-
ing these lectures, which were normally attended by many people. Hatms often
concerned the Quran but not exclusively so;32 a focus on the Sahihan and siras
spread and became quite popular as well.3* Furthermore, both of the latter
types of hatms gave life to specific literary works.3> We will encounter one of
them by the hand of Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi which will help us shed light
on the function and place of Sira within this context of growing devotion for
the Prophet.

1.2.1 Sira’s Writerly Culture

Just as Marion Katz discovered an increase in scholarly mawlid texts in
8th/14th-century Syria, Tarif Khalidi has detected a boom in Sira writing for
8th/14th-century Damascus. Khalidi dwells on this literary phenomenon which
he describes as a “fourteenth century renaissance,” asking “Was this ‘renais-
sance’ in Sira works part of a larger literary revival?” Khalidi ultimately hesi-
tates to answer, citing a lack of studies in the literary history of the period.?¢ To
prove his point about the proliferation of Damascene sira texts for the period
in question, Khalidi clusters together and presents the siras of Mugultay, Sams

Cairo, Muw’assasat al-‘alya’ li-I-nasr wa-l-tawzi‘, 2008, p. 130; Berkey, The Transmission of
Knowledge in Medieval Cairo, p. 20,198; George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of
Learning in Islam and the West, Edinburgh, Edinburgh University Press, 1981, p. 176.

31 Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 104-125.

32 See Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 121-122.

33  Brown, The Canonization of al-Bukhart and Muslim, p. 339 and 344.

34  See al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami*fi ayan al-qarn al-tasi, ed. Husam al-Din al-Qudsi, Cairo,
Maktabat al-Qudsi, 1353/1934-1355/1936, 12 vols, 1, p. 210, 273; V, p. 229; VI, p. 296; VIII, p. 18;
IX, p. 11, 43; X, p. 236; XI, P. 3.

35 Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 122.

36  Khalidi, Images of Muhammad, p. 329-330.
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al-Din al-Dahabi, Ibn Sakir al-Kutubi (d. 764/1363), Ibn Katir (d. 774/1373), and
Tbn Qayyim al-Gawziyya (d. 751/1350).37

Khalidi was correct in his conjecture, although his focus can be easily
widened to the regional level. In fact, narrating the life of Muhammad was
an intrinsic component of the scholarly, religious, and devotional culture of
the time, and not only in Syria. Multiple sources attest to the richness of Sira
textual production in this period. One is the Epilogue (hatima) of the long
and detailed biography of the jurist, historian and Hadith scholar Ibn Hagar
al-‘Asqalani (d. 852/1449) by his colleague al-Sahawi (d. 902/1497).38 In order
to place his work within a longstanding tradition of biographical writings,
al-Sahaw1 puts together a long list of such works which begins with siras of
Muhammad. The spread and popularity of the genre is corroborated by the
author’s assertion that siras were composed by the great scholars of every era
and are impossible to count. Many, if not most, of the siras he lists over the
following two pages belong to the later Middle Period. Al-Sahawi is precise: he
notes when he did not read a work (ma waqafiu ‘alay-hi) and adequately con-
veys the variety of different modes of sira-making.3® Works of magazi, dala’il
al-nubuwwa, mawlid, hasa’is and mu'gizat — that is, reports of the Prophet’s
campaigns, signs of prophethood, birth narratives, special prerogatives and
miracles are all included in the list as part of the Sira genre.

Even more precise is the record of the most authoritative sira works of
his time which al-Sahaw1 issues in his notorious defense of historiography:
al-I'lan bi-lI-tawbih li-man damma [-ta’rih (The Open Denunciation of Those Who
Criticize History).*° There, he includes writings devoted solely to the biogra-
phy of Muhammad, biographies of his embedded in broader historiographical
projects, versified siras, commentaries and glosses ($arh/hasiya). Furthermore,
al-Sahaw1 includes in the Sira genre single monothematic writings dedicated
to events and activities from the Prophet’s life, as well as literature pertaining
to his special prerogatives as Prophet, his qualities, physical traits, or specific
characteristics like the fact of being born circumcised. From this evidence we
can gather that in al-SahawT’s time, Sira was not only a widely produced form of
biographical writing, but that it had also become a versatile and open literary

37 Ibid, p.334-355.

38  Al-Sahawi, al-Gawahir wa-l-durar, ed. Ibrahim Bagis ‘Abd al-Magid, Beirut, Dar Ibn Hazm,
1419/1999, 3 vols, 111, p. 1251-1278.

39  Ibid, 111, p.1251-1252.

40 Al-Sahawi, al-I'lan bi-l-tawbih li-man damma ahl al-ta’rih, p. 146-160; English translation,
Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography, Leiden, E.J. Brill, 19682, p. 393-403. I
thank Renaud Soler for drawing my attention to this source.
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repository which was associated with all aspects of Muhammad’s person and
was diverse in theme and mode of expression.*!

This diversity of format is also reflected by the vocabulary used to describe
the act of Sira writing in 8th/14th- and gth/15th-century Syrian and Egyptian
narrative sources. Scholars put together (gama‘a), composed (sannafa),
abridged (ihtasara), commented (Saraha), versified (nazzama) and copied
(nasaha) siras.*?> Ahmad b. Isma‘l al-Ibsiti (d. 835/1432) offers a telling case of
this multifarious activity. A Cairo based preacher, al-Ibsiti was so devoted to
Sira that he not only copied frequently from it, but he also started composing a
collective volume (kitab hafil) gathering some thirty books (sifr) that included
Ibn Ishaq’s sira with al-Suhayl’'s commentary, the life of the Prophet from Ibn
Katir's al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, al-Waqidr's (d. ca 207/823) Magazt and much
else. We are told by al-Sahaw1 that he was accurate in transmitting their words
(kana dabiton li-l-alfaz al-wagqi‘a fi-ha).*® Al-Ibsit’s case draws attention to the
fact that multiple siras could be compiled in a single unit thus producing a
sort of thematic ‘one-volume library’ which could be more practically read,
studied, and consulted.*4

41 For instance Khalidi, Images of Muhammad, p. 283, 308 or Miskinzoda, On the Margins
of Sira.

42 A sample from Ibn Hagar al-Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina fi a‘yan al-mia l-tamina, ed.
‘Abd al-Warit Muhammad ‘Ali, Beirut, Dar al-kutub al-ilmiyya, 1418/1997, 4 vols, 11, p. 242
(wa-$araha sirat Abd al-Gani [...| wa-$araha l-sira [-nabawiyya llati htasara-ha l-hafiz ‘Abd
al-Gani), 11, p. 253 (wa sannafa ... al-sira al-nabawiyya); 11, p. 237 (wa-sami‘a min hatib
marda l-sira li-Bn Hi$am); 111, p. 70 (wa-sannafa [-tasanif min-ha | ...] al-sira [-nabawiyya);
111, p. 180 (nagzama |...] al-stra fi bid* ‘asara alf bayt ma‘a ziyadat [...| wa-haddata bi-ha
bi-l-Qahira wa-qara’a-ha ‘alay-hi [...]); 111, p. 288 (wa-gama‘a say’*" fi l-sira l-nabawiyya
wa-haddata bi-hi); 1v, p. 131 (wa-la-hu muhtasar al-sira [-nabawiyya); 1v, p. 216 (wa-min
tasanifi-hi [-Zahr al-basim fi l-sira [-nabawiyya [...] gama‘a l-sira [-nabawiyya); al-Gazari,
Tarih hawadit al-zaman, 111, p. 810 (wa-saraha [-sira [-nabawiyya tasnif al-hafiz Abd
al-Gani); al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, 111, p. 100 (kana yagma‘u fi l-sira [-nabawiyya); X,
p. 248 (gama‘a Busra l-anam sirat hayr al-kiram wa-Bugyat al-sul fi madh al-rasul); X,
p. 5-6 (wa-min tasanifi-hi sira nabawiyya |...]); 1X, p. 304 (wa-min tasanifi-hi sira nabawi-
yva); 1v, p. 173 (wa-min tasanifi-hi l-afiyya fi l-hadit wa-fi [-sira [-nabawiyya |...]); 11, p. 71
(thtasara [-sira | ...]); V111, p. 76 (wa-htasara sirat Ibn Sayyid al-Nas); 111, p. 185 (wa-qurrida
la-hu fi-ma qila ba‘'d manazimi-hi wa-hiyya katira [...] wa-uhra fi l-sira [-nabawiyya [...]);
V11, p. 14 (wa-nagzama l-sira [-nabawiyya li-l-Ala Mugultay); X, p. 134 (wa-Saraha qit'a
kabira min sirat Ibn Hisam); 11, p. 159 (wa-ana l-tasabbub fi [-itr bi-ba‘d al-hawanit ma‘a
nash kutub al-ilm wa-l-ragba fi tahsili-ha ka-sirat Ibn Hisam); 1, p. 244 (wa-lahiga bi-l-sira
[-nabawiyya fa-kataba min-ha katir®|...]).

43  Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami 1, p. 244.

44  Manuscript evidence can of course shed more light on this material aspect of the Sira cul-
ture of the period. I borrow the expression “one-volume library” from the recent edited vol-
ume on the subject. Michael Friedrich and Cosima Schwarke (eds), One-Volume Libraries:
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At the same time, this case also sheds light on individual scholars who were

particularly dedicated to Sira and became specialized in it. It appears that their
Sira-related activity was normally connected with honoring the Prophet and
celebrating his birthday.#> These scholars were proud of their work,*¢ and took
special pleasure from producing massive compositions. A good illustration of
the standing that such compositions enjoyed is Qadi Fath al-Din b. al-Sahid

al-Dimasq (d. 793/1391), a man of many offices who took pride in his bulky

al-Sira al-muhammadiyya. The Historian Ibn al-Higg1 (d. 816/1413) related that:

“Ibn al-Sahid put together (or composed, gama‘a) the sira of the Prophet from

a certain number of books and turned it into poetry, three volumes in 5000
verses, to which he added some useful texts such as al-Rawd [i.e. of al-Suhayl1]
and others”. Ibn al-Higg1 continues “He showed it to me, together with the
glosses (hawasin) he had written on it and the useful remarks and important
points ( fawa’id wa-nukat) that had appeared to him. I found it an amazing
book”#” What impressed Ibn Higgl was not so much the sira’s length, but
rather the number of materials and amount of effort put into its compilation

and versification.*8

45

46

47

48

Composite and Multiple-Text Manuscripts, Berlin, de Gruyter (“Studies in Manuscript
Cultures,” 9), 2016. The editors happily explain that the expression “one-volume library”
describes “an individual collection of texts in one book that contains all its scribe or
patron might need for professional or other purposes” (p. 2 of the introduction) from
Franz Rosenthal, “From Arabic Books and Manuscripts v: A One-Volume Library of
Arabic Philosophical and Scientific Texts in Istanbul,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society, 75/1 (1955), p. 14-23.

Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘, X1, p. 61: “He put his mind into the recitation of sira
al-nabawiyya and applied himself with devotion to the study of al-Rawd until he became
an expert in both. He [also] composed something on mawlid” (i‘tana bi-giraat al-sira
l-nabawiyya wa-admana mutala‘at [-Rawd ‘alay-ha hatta mahara bi-hima gama‘a ft
[-mawlid al-nabawt say’*); 1, p. 282: “He had a number of writings on the Prophet’s life,
among them al-Nur al-bahir al-sati min sirat di [-burhan al-gati which I read with him
on the Prophet’s birthday” (wa-la-hu fi [-sira ‘iddat tasanif [...] gara’tu ‘alay-hi bi-mawlid
al-nabt); X, p. 248 (Jama‘a Busra l-anam sirat hayr al-kiram wa-Bugyat al-sal fi madh
al-rasul wa-l-kawakib al-dawiyya fi madh hayr al-bariyya).

Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 1v, p. 13 ([...] awqafa-ni Bn Sayyid al-Nas ‘ala
[-stra llatt ‘amala-ha | ...]).

Ibn Higsi is quoted by Ibn Qadi Suhba (d. 851/1448), Ta’rih Ibn Qadi Suhba, ed. Adnan
Darwich, Damas, Institut francais de Damas, 1977, 4 vols, I, p. 215. The title of Ibn Sahid’s
stra was al-Fath al-qarib fi sirat al-habib (1, p. 407).

Also, Ibn Qad1 Suhba, Ta’rih, 1, p. 407 and al-Sahawi, al-I'lan bi-l-tawbih li-man damma ahl
al-ta’rih, p. 152.

Downloaded from Brill.com 11/21/2023 07:20:04AM
via Open Access. This is an open access article7gictrib 5e§7under the terms
C

ARABICAT0 (2023) 3767438 |- copee.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

SIRA CULTURE, HADITH AND THE VENERATION 391

1.2.2 Transmitting Sira, Taking Sira: Performance, Non-elite Social
Fruition, Ritualization

The materials so far consulted have unveiled that Sira was abundantly pro-
duced and often penned by dedicated scholars of different social status. Sira
texts were just as abundantly transmitted.#® Judging from their mentions and
their capacity for attracting commentaries, abridgments, or versifications, cer-
tain siras enjoyed far more popularity than others. Such was the case for the
siras of Ibn Sayyid al-Nas (d. 734/1334) and ‘Abd al-Ganil-Maqdisi (d. 600/1203),
for instance, although Ibn Hisam’s (d. ca 218/833 or 213/828) still held pride of
place.>©

Like any relevant textual tradition, Sira had its own specialized transmit-
ters. Sihab al-Din al-Abarqihi (d. 701/1302) was a prominent transmitter of
one riwaya (transmission) of Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisam.5! At the end of his life, the
famous poet and prose writer Ibn al-Nubata I-Misr1 (d. 768/1366) remained the
only depositary of this riwaya for which he had distinguished himself (tafar-
rada bi-ha) and was sought after.52 For their part, students and scholars heard
stras (sami‘a min), memorized and recalled them (hafiza/istahdara/dakara),
read them under the guidance of a given teacher (garaa ‘ala) or presented
them to their Sayh (ahdara ‘ala).5® The fluid terminology mirrors the blend

49  Haddatabi-isthe standard:Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 11, p. 81 (wa-haddata
an[...] bi-l-sira min sama‘[...]) v, p.169 (wa-haddata bi-sahih muslim wa-l-sira); al-Gazarf,
Ta’rih hawadit al-zaman, 111, p. 555, 1003 (wa-haddata bi-l-sira marrat [...]).

50 Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘ 11, p. 210, 244, 250, 293, 354; 11, p. 71, 88; 111, p. 144, 150, 162; V,
p- 256, 290, 313; VI, . 4, 7, 101, 105, 268, 283, 288; VII, p. 14, 243; VIII, p.18; IX, p. 253; X, P. 13,
16, 99, 134, 176, 330; X1, p. 3, 61; XI1, p. 9, 81; (strat Ibn Ishaq/Ibn Hisam); 11, p. 17, 282, 290,
320; 111, p. 230, 234, 320; IV, p. 169-170; V, p. 284, 290; VI1I, p. 18, 76; IX, p. 13; X1, p. 3 (sirat Ibn
Sayyid al-Nas); Tbn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 11, p. 77, 81 (sirat Abd al-Gani
[-Magdisi); 11, p. 242 (a Sarh of ‘Abd al-Gant's sira); al-Gazari, Ta’rih hawadit al-zaman, 111,
p- 810 ($arh of ‘Abd al-GanT’s sira).

51 Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 111, p. 53; 1V, p. 67, 135; Nagel, Allahs Liebling,
p- 24.

52 Thomas Bauer, “Ibn Nubatah al-Misri (686-768/1287-1366): Life and Works. Part 1: The
Life of Ibn Nubatah,” The Mamluk Studies Review, 12 (2008), p. 1-35, esp. p. 12; Ibn Hagar
al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 1v, p. 135; al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, 111, p. 50, 162; 1V,
p- 307; V, P. 54, 313; VII, p. 14; IX, P. 149; X, p. 13.

53  Sami‘a min/sami‘a ‘ala f [...]: Ibn Hagar al-Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 11, p. 184
(wa-sami‘a [...] al-sira min [...]); 111, p. 53 (wa-sami‘a [-sira [-hasimiyya min |...]); 1V, p. 43
(wa-sami‘a l-sira ‘ala |[...] bi-qira’at al-Mizzi); 1v, p. 68 (sami‘a min [...] al-sira); 1v, p. 135
(wa-sami‘a l-sira min [...] wa-tafarrada bi-ha); al-Gazari, Ta’rih hawadit al-zaman, p. 552
(sami‘a min [...] al-sira bi-gira’at al-Mizzi); al-Sahaw1, al-Daw’ al-lami', 1, p. 172, 293, 321; 11,
p- 17, 88, 290; 111, p. 96, 150 (wa-sami‘a [-sira li-Bn Hisam marratayni); 111, p. 144, 162, 320;
XI, p. 3, 28; XI1, p. 81 (min masmu‘ati-hi l-sira li-Bn Hisam [...]); X, p. 99 (wa-sami‘a min-hu
l-stra l-nabawiyya li-Bn Hisam |...]); X, p. 13 (wa-sami‘a min Ibn Nubata sirat Ibn Hisam |...]);
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of oral and written that was typical of the textual culture of the period.>*
Auditing sessions for siras (sama‘at) are also recorded, some of which were
quite well-attended.5 For instance, it appears that the only crowded license of
transmission reading session (igaza) of Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi (d. 9o9/1503), a late
gth/15th-century Damascene Hanbali scholar from the Salihiyya neighbor-
hood of Damascus, was one in which he read sira (specifically Sama’il, i.e. tra-
ditions about Muhammad'’s excellent qualities) in front of some fifty people. In
other words, a §ama’il reading was able to draw a number of people otherwise
unattested to in Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadr's igazat.>¢ This scholar’s private book collec-
tion also shows quite a few sira works, several of them mawlid-related.5”

In narrative sources, Hadith and Sira are often mentioned together as sub-
jects of transmission, learning, auditing.5® A report taken from the chronicle

IX, p. 47 (wa-sami‘a min [...]); 1X, p. 43 (wa-sami‘a minni hatm al-sira li-Bn Sayyid al-Nas);
IX, p. 13 (wa-sami‘a min ba‘d al-sira li-Bn Sayyid al-Nas); 1X, p. 11 (wa-sami‘a [-hatm al-sira
min strat Ibn Hisam); V11, p. 243 (wa-sami‘a ‘ala [-sira [-nabawiyya); V11, p. 227 (wa-sami‘a
‘ala ba'd al-sira); v11, p. 227 (wa-mimma sami‘a min [...] al-sira l-nabawiyya); V11, p. 14
(wa-sami‘a ‘ala [...] al-sira li-Bn HiSam); Vv, p. 2-3, 32, 54, 193, 229, 284, 299, 313; VL, p. 4, 7,
39; Qara’a ‘ala: al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami 11, p. 71, 282; 111, p. 23; 1V, p. 260 (wa-lazamani
ftqiraat al-sira); v, p. 256, 299, 304; V1, p. 283 (wa-qara’a ‘alayya l-sira [-nabawiyya); V111,
p. 186 (gara’a ‘alayya bi-maglis [ ...] fi -sira [-nabawiyya li-l-Dimyatr); 1X, p. 61, 149; X, p. 176
(gara’a ‘alay-hi l-sahihayn wa-sirat Ibn Hisam); X1, p. 16 (qara’a ‘alay-hi sirat Ibn Hisam);
Istahdara: al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami 11, p. 320 (kana fadil*" [...] yastahdiru katir®® min
al-sira); v1, p. 288 (wa-kana yastahdiru [-sira li-Bn Hiam); V11, p. us; X11, p. 78 (kanat
mustahdirate® li-l-sira [-nabawiyya takadu an tadkura l-gazwa bi-tamami-ha); Hafiza: ibid.,
v, p. 151 (fa-hafiza [-Qurian wa-kutub® min-ha alfiyyat al-hadit wa-l-sira li--Traqi); v1,
p- 155 (wa-yahfazu katir®” min al-sira [-nabawiyya wa-l-mutun), p. 296 ( fa-hafiza alfiyyatay
al-Traqi fi [-hadit wa-l-sira); Dakara: ibid., V1, p. 42-43 (kana yudakiru katir min al-hadit
wa-l-ta’rth wa-l-sira). Ahdara/hadara: Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 11, p. 77
(wa-ahdarat al-sira [-nabawiyya ‘ala |...]); al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami", 111, p. 187, 243; 1V,
p. 169-170; X11, p. 9, 71 (hadara ‘ala [- Traqi Alfiyyata-hu fi [-sira [-nabawiyya).

54 Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands, p. 12-29.

55  Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami V1, p. 252 (wa-lakin ra’aytu [...] fi tabaqat al-sama“al-sira | ...]);
VII, p. 176 (wa-aktara min sama‘ al-sira [-nabawiyya wa-gayri-ha min kutub al-hadit hatta
sara yastahdiru asya’ min al-mutun wa-l-magazi); vi11, p. 175 (hadara sama“ al-sira).

56  Hirschler, A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture, p. 83-85.

57 Ibid., entries number: 77, 1033, 165f, 168a, 169a (mawlid), 192c (mawlid), 201e, 202a, 202b,
212¢, 312, 318, 3391, 340e (mawlid), 3490 (mi‘rag), 373g (mawlid), 373j (mawlid), 468cc, 473¢
(Sama’il), 514 ¢ (mawlid), 514g (mawlid), s17e (Sama’il).

58  Al-Gazar, Tarih hawadit al-zaman, 11, p. 555 (wa-haddata bi-Sahith Muslim wa-l-sira
[-nabawiyya li-Bn Ishaq). The subject is the Hanbali gadr al-qudat of Damascus Ibn Surar
al-Magqdisi (d. 732/1331-1332). A sampling from al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, 1, p. 272; 11,
p- 71 111, p. 96 (Sira and Hadith from two different teachers); 1v, p. 173, 307; v, p. 2-3, 256
(wa-gara’a Sahih Muslim wa-l-sunan li-Abt Dawud wa-sirat Ibn Hisam ...), p. 513; V1, p. 101
(min marwiyati-hi kutub al-sitta |...] wa-sirat tahdib Ibn Hisam), p. 105 (wa-qara’a [-Buhart
wa-l-Tirmidi wa-sirat Ibn Hisam ‘ala [...]), p. 268, 282; V11, p. 243 (qara’a ‘alay-hi Sahih
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of the Syrian historian Ibn Katir not only illustrates this fact but sheds light on
another aspect of the Sira culture of the time, that of its non-elite social frui-
tion. In the events reported under the year 763/1361-1362, Ibn Katir mentions
a session of Hadith drills organized after sunset prayer in the transept dome
(qubbat al-nasr) of the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. In it, a Says named
‘Imad al-Din b. al-Sarrag transmitted Hadith in the presence of a large crowd
(wa-gtama‘a ‘inda-hu halq katirwa-gamm gafir) and then read something from
the Prophet’s sira penned by Ibn Katir himself.5® Not only are Hadith and Sira
juxtaposed here as just noted, but the Umayydad Mosque and the sizeable
audience in this report also suggest that neither Hadith transmission nor Sira
consumption were confined to a scholarly milieu. Minor scholarly personali-
ties are also at times described as reading Sira to the commoners (‘amma).5°
We may now recall Ahmad b. Isma‘l al-Ibsiti, the preacher who compiled
a large collection of biographies of Muhammad. Although we do not know
what precisely he preached about, it is reasonable to assume that Sira was
part of it.6!

That Sira was often preached is corroborated by the famous question asked
by an anonymous petitioner to the polemical Hanbali jurist and theologian
Taqi I-Din Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328): “What do the scholars say about
the storytellers who transmit the campaigns of the Prophet (magazi) and the
stories of the prophets (gisas al-anbiya@’) under the Citadel, in the mosques
and in the markets ...”62 The question proves the circulation of the Prophet’s

Muslim wa-bagqt l-kutub al-sitta wa-sami‘a ‘ala sirat Ibn Hisam); X, p. 176 (qara’a ‘alay-hi
[-Sahthayn wa-sirat Ibn Hisam), p. 338 (qara’a ‘alay-hi min al-Buhariwa-l-Tirmidi wa-gami*
Muslim wa-kada sirat Ibn Hisam ...); X11, p. 9 (ahdarat [ ...] git‘a kabira min sirat Ibn Hisam
wa-min musnad Ahmad); p. 49 (Zaynab |...] kanat hasanat al-mutala‘a li-l-Sahihayn
wa-l-sira [-nabawiyya), p. 81....

59  IbnKatlry, al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, X1v, p. 294: qaraa fi [-sira [-nabawiyya min hatti.

60 For instance, al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami$ v1, p. 282: qaraa ‘ala l-‘amma bi-l-Buhart
wa-l-sira.

61 Ibid., 1, p. 244 and id., al-I'lan bi-l-tawbih li-man damma ahl al-ta’rih, p. 151. Ibn Katir
(al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, X1v, p. 171) writes of a certain Qutb al-Din ‘Abd al-Nar al-Halabi
then al-Misri, who was a well-known Hadith scholar (muhaddit), that he used to talk about
(takallama) the widely known sira compiled by ‘Abd al-Gani 1-Maqdisi (d. 600/1203).
Takallama (‘to talk’) in similar contexts usually implies addressing and teaching a wide
audience. See, Caterina Bori, “Theology, Politics and Society: The Missing Link. Studying
Religion in the Mamluk Period,” in Ubi sumus? Quo vademus? Mamluk Studies, State of
the Art, ed. Stephan Conermann, Gottingen, Bonn University Press (“Mamluk Studies,” 3),
2013, p. 57-94, €sp. p. 83-84.

62  Ibn Taymiyya, Magma‘ fatawa sayh al-islam Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. Muhammad b. Qasim al-Nagdi l-Hanbali, Rabat, Maktabat al-ma‘arif, 1981, 37 vols,
XVIII, p. 355-371, quotation from XVIII, p. 355 and XVII1I, p. 351-354 on sira of al-Bakri. On
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biographical narratives among the non-elite while also shedding light on the
role of storytellers and preachers in such circulation and the tensions over
authority engendered by their participation in the tradition. In his answer as
well as in another short legal opinion (fatwa) on the famous sira attributed to
al-Bakr ( fI. second half of the 7th/13th century), Ibn Taymiyya is thoroughly
dismissive of what he perceives to be the unchecked circulation of falsified nar-
ratives about the Prophet’s life. He calls for the political and military authori-
ties to punish severely those who transmit, copy, and even trust the reliability
of these materials. To Ibn Taymiyya, these narratives were lies representing
a grave offense to the Prophet.53 An examination in detail of Ibn Taymiyya’s
answer is beyond the scope of this article. The relevant aspect here is that the
question posed to the Hanbali scholar proves that the Prophet’s biographical
traditions were not the sole domain of the wulama’. Sira narratives were com-
posed and disseminated by preachers and storytellers in a variety of open or
public spaces which were attended by all sorts of people. Jonathan Berkey has
demonstrated that the activities of such popular disseminators posed a signifi-
cant challenge to the scholarly elite’s claim of monopoly over the transmission
of religious knowledge.5*

Evidence about ritualized practices of Sira consumption is attested to as
well. Mawlid celebrations included readings of mawlid texts in the month
of Rabi‘ al-awwal and the completion of the reading of a given sira was cel-
ebrated in final ritual lectures (hatm), as for Hadith. Like Hadith but also
other lengthy works, lengthy siras were read in serial gatherings in specifically
appointed times. A protracted reading of Ibn al-Sahid’s versified sira started
in Gumada 1 789/May 1387 and continued Sunday and Thursday of that very
week in Ibn al-Sahid’s reception hall ( fi ga‘ati-hi); the reading was attended
by a group of learned men (gama‘at al-fudal@’). Thursday was a recommended
day for Hadith reading and fasting.55 In many prophetic traditions, Thursday is

‘non-canonical’ sira works, al-Bakri, see Boaz Shoshan, Popular Culture in Medieval Cairo,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press (“Cambridge Studies in Islamic Civilization”),
2002, p. 23-39; Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 8-12; Hirschler, The Written
Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands, p. 165-166.

63  Ibn Taymiyya, Magmu‘fatawa sayh al-islam Ahmad b. Taymiyya, XV111, p. 353, 354, 371.

64  Jonathan Berkey, Popular Preaching and Religious Authority in the Medieval Islamic Near
East, Seattle-London, University of Washington Press (“Publications on the Near East”),
2001 A condensed version: id., “Audience and authority in Medieval Islam,” in Charisma
and Religious Authority: Jewish, Christian and Muslim Preaching, 1200-1500, eds Katherine
Ludwig Jansen and Miri Rubin, Turnhout, Brepols (“Europa Sacra,” 4), 2010, p. 105-120.

65  Talmon Heller, Islamic Piety in Medieval Syria, p. 70, 254; Hirschler, The Written Word in
the Medieval Arabic Lands, p. 39-40; Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 120; Katz, The
Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 147, 159.
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mentioned as a day of exceptional events; it is the day in which the gates of
Paradise will open, the day in which human deeds will be presented to God
and their sins will be pardoned, Muhammad’s preferred day of departure
for travel, and finally, the day in which his health fatally deteriorated.®¢ ITbn
al-Sahid’s choice to gather the notables for reading his sira on Thursday was
surely not incidental.

There is evidence that the Sama’il al-muhammadiyya of Aba Tsa 1-Tirmidi
(d. 279/892) was read in Medina beside the Prophets’ grave after the comple-
tion of the pilgrimage.” A ritual coloring also permeates an instance of the
reading of Ibn Hisam’s sira in Mecca where the book was read in the direction
of the Ka‘ba by the preacher Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-‘Usayl1.68 Furthermore,
an instance of Sira reading during the month of Ramadan is mentioned by
Ibn Hagar, although it involves a faraway Andalusi Qur'anic reader.%® In sum,
though to a lesser degree than Hadith, Sira reading became ritualized, entail-
ing an intensification of meaning.”®

Conclusion

To conclude, Sira has thus far proven to be a vast literary repository charac-
terized by fluidity of format, diverse social fruition, and plurality of practices
in transmission and consumption. It also emerges as a field for which there
was popular demand and scholarly dedication. Cultural and social practices
revolving around Sira shared many features with those of Hadith. Yet, due to
its prestige and normative import, in time Hadith and the science of Hadith
came to be regulated by specific rules and protocols. On the contrary, Sira was
characterized by greater narrative malleability and creativity.

The multifarious and prolific output of siras thus far discussed could be
interpreted as an expression of the characteristic phenomena of the ‘textual-
ization’ and ‘popularization’ of the written word elucidated by Konrad Hirscher

66  On Thursday (and Monday), Uri Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder: The Life of Muhammad
as seen by the Early Muslims, Princeton, The Darwin Press (“Studies in Late Antiquity and
Early Islam,” 5), 1995, p. 191.

67 Al-Gazari, Ta’rth hawadit al-zaman, 111, p. 946.

68  Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, v1, p. 283.

69  SeeIbn Hagar al-Asqalani, al-Durar al-kamina, 1v, p. 7.

70  Jonathan Z. Smith, To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual, Chicago, Chicago University
Press, 1987, p. 109-112; James W. Watts, “The Three Dimensions of Scriptures,” The Journal
of Sacred Texts and Contemporary Worlds, 2/2-3 (2006/2008), p. 135-159, reprinted in Iconic
Books and Texts, ed. James W. Watts, Sheffield, Equinox, 2013, p. 9-32. For Hadith ritual
reading, see Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 119-121.
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in his book, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands. Hirschler argues
that between the sth/uith and gth/15th centuries, the Arab lands (Egypt and
Syria, precisely) experienced a breakthrough of the written word. A consider-
able textual florescence gave rise to new formats, textual agencies, and social
participation both in the production and consumption of written works. There
is no reason to exclude a similar phenomenon of textualization promoting the
spread of Sira as well, but the popularity, fondness and respect for this literary
genre call for deeper exploration. Specifically, the intense veneration of the
Prophet and culture of Hadith transmission typical of this period cannot be
ignored as factors also nurturing the Sira culture of the time. As observed by
Tarif Khalidi, this was particularly discernible in 8th/14th-century Damascus.
It is then to the life and work of one of its ‘Prophet-centered’ scholars that the
second part of this study turns.

Part 11

2.1 Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi: His Life, Work, and Religious Worldview
Ibn Nasir al-Din was a respected Damascene scholar and prominent Safii
Hadith specialist of the late 8th/14th and early gth/15th centuries. We owe to
al-Sahaw1 a long biographical notice on Ibn Nasir al-Din where the latter is
presented as a kind, courteous and patient man of erudition, undoubtedly the
foremost transmitter of Prophet traditions and specialist of the field of his time
in the Damascus region (hafiz al-Sam).™ Tbn Nasir al-Din lived in Salihiyya,
the neighborhood on Mount Qasyun founded by the Maqdsisi Hanbalis in
the 6th/12th century. In Salihiyya, scholars of this school of law typically lived,
taught, and engaged in Hadith transmission.”? Al-Sahawi emphasizes how
Ibn Nasir al-Din and Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani were bound to one another by

71 Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, v111, p. 103-106. Also useful are the biographical notices by Ibn
Fahd al-Makki (d. 871/1466), Lahz al-alhaz bi-dayl tabaqat al-huffaz, Damascus, Matba‘at
al-tawfiq fi Dimasq, 1347[/1928], p. 317-322 and Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, al-Magma“
al-muassis li-l-mu'gam al-mufahris, ed. Yasuf ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Mar‘asli, Beirut, Dar
al-ma‘ifa, 1410/1994, 4 vols, 111, p. 285-289.

72 See the hearing certificate (sama‘) appended to Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Targih li-hadit
salat al-tasbih, ed. Mahmud Mamdah, Beirut, Dar al-bas@’ir al-islamiyya, 1405/1984,
p. 76. Salihiyya has been at the center of recent scholarly attention. In particular, Toru
Miura, “The Salihiyya Quarter in the Suburbs of Damascus: Its Formation, Structure, and
Transformation in the Ayyubid and Mamluk Periods,” Bulletin détudes orientales, 47 (1995),
p- 129-181 and the more recent book which I was unable to inspect: Toru Miura, Dynamism
in the Urban Society of Damascus: The Salihiyya Quarter from the Twelfth to the Twentieth
Centuries, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Islamic Area Studies,” 2), 2016.
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feelings of mutual respect and admiration. He tells us that when Ibn Hagar
was in Damascus in Sa‘ban 836/April 1433, the latter held a dictating session at
the Umayyad Mosque at the request of Ibn Nasir al-Din,”® and that Ibn Hagar
also attended the latter’s inaugural lecture at the Dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya
during which he gave Ibn Nasir al-Din one of his books as a gift.”# In fact,
during Ibn Hagar’s stay in Damascus, Ibn Nasir al-Din was appointed to the
prestigious position of Sayh at the Dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya intra-muros.”™ It
was Ibn Hagar, temporarily in possession of the post himself, who person-
ally nominated Ibn Nasir al-Din as sayh and attended the school together
with him as long as he was in the city.”® The year before, Ibn Hagar had also
much appreciated the composition of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s al-Radd al-wafir (see
below), which had been written in Muharram 835/September 1431.77 From
Cairo, Ibn Hagar had endorsed the work with a dedicated statement (taqriz)
which he had also read when he was in Damascus as a sign of esteem for Ibn
Nagir al-Din.”8

Ibn Hagar also includes Ibn Nasir al-Din in the list of his teachers where he
declares that Ibn Nasir al-Din gave him a license to transmit Hadith more than
once (wa-agazala-nagayrmarra).”® On the whole, the image of Ibn Nagir al-Din
delivered to us by his biographical notices is that of a non-confrontational
scholar truly interested in his students and in people’s religious needs, but
at the same time a highly respected member of the elite whose expertise in
Prophetic traditions was acknowledged by the most prominent scholarly per-
sonalities of his time.

The diversified textual production of Sira, the pervasiveness of Hadith
culture, and the intense devotion towards the person of Muhammad of the
period come together in the writings of Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasq1. In modern

73 Al-Sahawi, al-Gawahir wa-l-durar, 1, p- 181

74 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Magalis, p. 418.

75  According to Taqi I-Din Muhammad b. Fahd al-Makki, Ibn Nasir al-Din was appointed at
the beginning of 837/1433. Ibn Fahd al-Makki, Lahz al-alhaz, p. 317-325, esp. p. 319.

76 Al-Sahawi, al-Gawahir wa-l-durar, 11, p. 595.

77  For dating al-Radd al-wafir: Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani, Inba’ al-gumr bi-anba’ al-‘umr,
Hyderabad, Matba‘at maglis d@’irat al-ma‘arif al-‘utmaniyya, 1967-1975, V111, p. 258-259;
al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami*, v111, p. 105; Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Radd al-wafir ‘ala man za‘ama
anna man samma Bn Taymiyya Sayh al-islam kafir, ed. Zuhayr al-Sawis, Beirut, al-Maktab
al-islami, 1393/1973, p. 140 and Ms Berlin Staatsbibliothek Ms. Or. Wetzstein 1 157, fol. 73v
(Muhammad b. Abi Bakr ‘Abd Allah b. Muhammad b. Ahmad, Kitab al-radd al-wafir ‘ala
man za‘ama anna man samma Bn Taymiyya sayh al-islam kafir, f. 1-74v).

78 Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Radd al-wafir, p. 144-146 (the taqriz); al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, v111,
p- 105.

79  Ibn Hagar al-Asqalani, al-Magma“al-muassis, 111, p. 287.

Downloaded from Brill.com 11/21/2023 07:20:04AM

yia Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms
ARABICA 70 (2023) 376'43£ of the CC BY 4.0 license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

398 BORI

scholarship, his name is usually associated with the heated debate he had with
a Hanafi-Mataridi scholar named ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Buhari (d. 842/1438), who had
declared that whoever acknowledged Ibn Taymiyya’s status as a Sayh al-islam
was an unbeliever. Ibn Nasir al-Din’s written rejoinder to al-Buharl won him
considerable renown, but the better part of his scholarly activities, texts and
concerns remains essentially unexplored.8° The only notable exception in a
Western language is Marion Holmes Katz's work on the mawlid where she
skillfully discerns Ibn Nasir al-Din’s attentiveness to non-elite religious needs
beyond the technicalities of Hadith scholarship.8!

The Prophet and his pervasive legacy are Ibn Nasir al-Din’s chief scholarly
preoccupation. The number of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s writings fluctuates between
sixty and seventy, many of which have survived and have been printed in
recent times.82 An overview of his literary output offers an idea about this
scholar’s interests and religious worldview. Ibn Nasir al-Din’s most voluminous
work dealing with the technical aspects of Hadith transmission is his Tawdih
al-mustabih ft dabt asma’ al-ruwat. The Tawdih is a dictionary of transmitters
in which Ibn Nagir al-Din claims to edit the famous 8th/14th-century historian
and Hadith expert al-DahabT's Kitab al-Mustabih fi [-rigal which he finds lack-
ing in accuracy owing to its brevity.83

We are lucky to have much of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s teaching material in written
form. His Magalis gather his inaugural lecture at the Dar al-hadit al-asrafiyya
and consist of twenty-five sessions. In them, Ibn Nasir al-Din starts by recalling
the history of the school, then sketching the profile of the teachers who pre-
ceded him and producing a series of reflections on different subjects derived
from the Qur’anic verse: “Allah did confer a great favor on the believers when
He sent among them a messenger from among themselves” (Kor 3, 164).84

A short work in verse titled ‘Uqud al-durar fi ‘uliom al-atar is clearly didac-
tic. It is a short poem (qgasida) on the science of Hadith immediately followed

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

81  Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 96-100.

82  To my knowledge, the most informative list of Ibn Nasir al-Din works is that put together
by Muhammad Na‘m al-Argsiisi which includes extant manuscripts and editions.
Al-Argsust lists sixty-three works. See Muhammad Na‘im al-Argstsi in his Mugaddima to
Ibn Nasir al-Din’s Tawdih al-mustabah fi dabt asma’ al-ruwat wa-ansabi-him wa-alqabi-him
wa-kuna-hum, ed. Muhammad Na‘Tm al-Arqsusi, Beirut, Dar al-risala 1-alamiyya, 1431/
2010, 2 vols, 1, p. 38-42.

83  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Tawdih al-mustabih.

84  Id., Magalis fi tafsir qawlihi ta‘ala: “Lagad manna Allah ‘ald al-mu'minin idh ba‘aha fihim
rasal®® min anfusihim.
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by an explanation (Sark).8% Longer, clearer, more structured, and also in verse
is a tabagat work titled Badi‘at al-bayan li-mawt al-a‘yan. The Badia takes
al-Dahabi’s Tabaqat al-huffaz as its model but focuses on the death dates of
excellent transmitters over time.8¢ Ibn Nasir al-Din equips this work too with an
explanatory commentary called al-Tibyan li-badi‘at al-bayan where he expands
on the single biographies and helps guide his reader through the chronosticon
system (hisab al-gummal) he employs for determining death dates.8” In both
of these writings (‘Ugid and Badia), the use of poetry is specifically didactic.
More generally, Ibn Nasir al-Din shows a predilection for poetry as an expres-
sive means to pair with Hadith which enhances the emotive power of his writ-
ing and dramatizes its key narrative moments. Ibn Nasir al-Din’s love for poetry
as an expressive means did not go unnoticed to his contemporaries.8
Returning to his fields of expertise, to Hadith studies belongs his short apol-
ogy of al-Buhart’s Sahihan which adheres fully to the canonical Hadith culture
of the time.89 Equally indicative of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s wholehearted commit-
ment to Hadith transmission are several minor writings of his, many of which
are today gathered in a designated magmaii‘a. Some of these are simply his lec-
tures, or the record of his transmission of authoritative collections (al-Buhari
foremost) of which he exhibits the much sought-after elevation (‘ulaw), that
is he boasts having short, high-quality chains connecting him to the trans-
mitters of al-Buhari’s Sahih.%° Other writings report and discuss specific tra-
ditions and their histories,! or consist in corrections of small collections of

85  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Kitab ‘Uqud al-durar fi ‘ulim al-atar wa-sarhu-ha, eds Subhi 1-Husayni
I-Samarra’i and Mustafa Isma“il, Beirut, Dar Ibn Hazm, 1426/2005.

86  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Badi‘at al-bayan li-mawt al-a‘yan, ed. Ahmad al-Basi, Kuwait, Dar Ibn
al-Atir, 1418/1997.

87  Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Tibyan li-badrat al-bayan, ed. Sayhali ‘Abd al-Salam, Beirut, Dar
al-nawadir, 1429/2008, 3 vols. On hisab al-gummal, Adam Gacek, Arabic Manuscripts: A
Vademecum for Readers, Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Handbook of Oriental Studies. Section 1,
The Near and Middle East,” 98), 2009, p. 58-59.

88  Ibn Hagar al-Asqalani, al-Magma“al-mwassis, 111, p. 287.

89  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Iftitah al gari’ li-Sahih al-Buhari, in Magmu® fi-hi rasa@’il li-l-hafiz Ibn
Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqi, ed. Mis‘al b. Bani 1-Gabrin Mutayri, Beirut, Dar Ibn Hazm, 2001,
p- 317-350.

9o  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Isnad Sahih al-Buhart, in Magmu® fi-hi rasa’il, p. 294-309. See also, the
Asanid kutub al-sitta wa-gayriha (Magmu' fi-hi ras@’il, p. 275-287) and six elevated Hadith
(‘awall) that Ibn Nasir al-Din recorded for himself (Magmu'fihi ras@’il, p. 429-44).

91  Like the session (maglis) Ibn Nasr al-Din held on the story of Gabir b. ‘Abd Allah al-Ansari
(d. 77/696 or 78/698), the companion of the Prophet who travelled one month to hear
a hadit on God’s final justice from its only living transmitter, ‘Unays b. ‘Abd Allah. See
Ibn Nasir al-Din, Maglis fi hadit Gabir alladi rahala fi-hi masira $ahr |...], in Magmai fi-hi
rasa@’il, p. 203-228.
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Hadith.92 Al-Intisar li-sama‘ al-Haggar is an interpretation exercise of the
technicalities inscribed on a preliminary attendance register (awraq al-sama-)
of a twenty-two-session reading of al-Buhari’s Sahii which took place in
633/1235-1236.93 Ibn Nasir al-Din clearly had that document at hand, which he
uses in al-Intisar to register the frequency of the participants’ attendance.?* He
thus argues that al-Haggar (d. 730/1329), a humble Damascene mason whose
name appeared in the certificate, had truly heard all of the Sahik. Having died
very old, and having heard the whole Sahih at a very young age, al-Haggar’s
role as the source of a prestigious elevated local chain connecting him and all
those who heard the Sahih from him to al-Buhari was thus confirmed.®> Not
only does this text bear witness to the Hadith transmission culture of the era,
it is also a testimony to Ibn Nasir al-Din’s involvement in this culture and his
command of the field’s technicalities.

Several other works are meant to encourage his audience to perform pious
acts with a view to a prosperous afterlife. The idea put forth by Ibn Nasir al-Din
is that certain historical moments witnessed extraordinary events and were
thus blessed by God with special powers. Such is the case for the days of ‘Arafa
and ‘A$trd to which he dedicates two short treatises asserting that the perfor-
mance of pious acts on these days brings great benefit to the believer.%¢ In line
with this logic, another text encourages believers to perform, at least once in
their life, a prayer prescribed by a number of traditions called salat al-tasbih.>
Meanwhile, focusing on “correct” practice is a rebuttal of the refusal to raise
hands (raf* al-yadayn) during supplications.”® These works are simple and
agile. They mainly unfold as quotations of Hadith followed by isnad criticism,

92 Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Nukat al-atariyya ‘ala l-ahadit al-gazariyya, in Magma“ fi-hi ras@’il,
p- 483-504. This text corrects point by point a small collection of Hadith (guz’) which “one
of the leading scholars of the day composed for himself” and which he had happened to
inspect. The collection was called al-Gazariyya.

93  Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Intisar li-sama‘ al-Haggar, in Magmu* fi-hi rasail, p. 398-418:

fa-waqaftu ‘ala awraq al-asma’ (p. 404), gad nagara l-imam [...] Ibn al-Want fi awraq
al-asma’ al-madkura [ ...] wa-wagadtu bi-hatti-hi (p. 405).

94  See Said al-Gumani, “Watiqa dadida ‘an naql al-im fi l-ta’rip al-islami tahqiq awraq
al-sama‘li-sunan al-Daraquini,” Magallat kulliyyat al-$arta wa-l-dirasat al-islamiyya, 38/2
(2021), p. 1-57, esp. p. 28-31L

95  The case of al-Haggar and its significance has been noted by Hirschler, The Written Word
in the Medieval Arabic Lands, p. 66 and Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 63-65.

96  Id., al-Lafz al-mukarram bi-fadlyawm Asira’ al-muharram and Maglis fi fadl yawm Arafa
wa-ma yata‘allaqu bi-hi, in his Magma‘ fi-hi ras@’il, p. 51-110, 129-184 and briefly discussed
by Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 114-115, 147-149, 152-153.

97  Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Targih li-hadit salat al-tasbih, discussed by Katz, The Birth of the
Prophet Muhammad, p. 96-100.

98  Id., al-Radd ‘ala man ankara raf* al-yadayn fi l-du'@, in Magmu' fi-hi ras@’il, p. 357-363.
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although Marion Katz notes that “the author’s interests are primarily oriented
towards pious action.”®® In other words, the underlying concern is that of offer-
ing his readers or auditors a handy guide to increasing their religious merit and
hence their chances of salvation. Though it is neither short nor agile, a similar
approach is at work in Gami* al-atar.

Finally, and most importantly for the purposes of this study, was Ibn Nasir
al-Din’s fondness for sira and sira-related literature. The sira of Ibn Hisam is
listed among the works he had himself learnt and then transmitted,'°° as also
testified by a hatm penned by Ibn Nasir al-Din himself marking the end of
a multi-session reading of the text.!! Ibn Nasir al-Din’s also composed three
mawlid texts (including the Gami* al-atar), two books on the Prophet’s death,
two on his nocturnal ascension (mirag), and one gasida on the events fol-
lowing the higra that is also included in Gami‘ al-atar.}°2 One of his collec-
tion of traditions devoted to the prophet’s final days (Salwat al-ka’ib bi-wafat
al-habib) enjoyed some local success. It was heard, copied, and circulated
in Damascus among members of the Safi‘i Gazzi family in the gth/15th and
10th/16th centuries from a copy whose transmission went back to the author
himself.103

On the whole, this production signals that cultivating remembrance of
Muhammad’s life milestones was an important feature of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s
religious worldview. His lecture celebrating the end of the reading of Ibn
Hi$am's al-Sira [-nabawiyya offers a glimpse in this regard. Dated to Sawwal
818/January 1416, the hatm consists of a collection of verses lamenting the
Prophet’s death. The verses are uttered by his immediate Companions and
closest female relatives: Safiyya, Hind and ‘A’i$a, his daughter Fatima. Poetry
complements the verses of the Sira, but also dramatizes the terrible calamity

99  Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 99.

100 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Magma‘ fi-hi ras@’il, p. 282: wa-min masmu'‘ati [...] al-sira [-nabawiyya
li-Bn Ishagq tahdib Ibn Hisam.

101 Id., Maglis ft hatm al-sira [-nabawiyya ‘ala sahibi-ha afdal al-salat wa-l-salam, ed. Ibrahim
Salih, Damascus, Dar al-basa’ir, 1419/1999. The date is that of the composition of the text
(ibid., p. 31).

102 For titles and manuscripts see al-Arqgstsi’s introduction to Ibn Nasir al-Din’s Tawdih
al-mustabah, 1, p. 40 (entries n° 30-37), to be updated. The short mawlid work Mawrid
al-sadr fi mawlid al-hadi has been edited: Ibn Nasir al-Din, Mawrid al-sadt fi mawlid
al-hadi, ed. Tbrahim Sayh Rasid al-Murayhi, Bahrayn: Gam‘iyya al-Imam Malik b. Anas
Mamlakat Bahrayn, 1429AH/2008. The work Salwat al-ka’tb bi-wafat al-Habib (on the
Prophet’s death) also: Ibn Nasir al-Din, Satwat al-ka’th bi-wafat al-Habib, ed. Salih Yasuf
Ma‘tiiq-Hasim Salih Manna‘, Dubai, Dar al-buhit li-1-dirasat al-islamiyya wa-ihya’ al-turat,
[1998].

103 Ibid., p. 64-68.
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that befell the community and the emotions associated with it.!%* The hatm
also transmits a series of short traditions. These reports draw attention to the
grave of the Prophet as a special space of conjunction between him and believ-
ers where the latter can make themselves heard and attain salvation. Ibn Nasir
al-Din quotes well-known traditions on the promise of intercession to whoever
visits Muhammad’s grave and on the Prophet hearing prayers uttered for him
by his grave. In sum, the Prophet’s grave is represented as a space of charisma,
miracles (karamat) and unique prerogatives (hasa’is) of which Ibn Nasir al-Din
offers a sample. The materials he quotes encourage the veneration of the
Prophet, although the author does not explicitly state this. He does say, though,
that the miracles and prerogatives stemming from attendance of Muhammad’s
grave can be learnt from prophetic Hadith as well as from Muhammad’s sira,
without differentiating between the two.

Ibn Nasir al Din closes his hatm with verses praising sira as if addressing
a person:

e ol oo B [ kS b
e L8/ 2l e L
i 5 odd [ 215 A i
s Olpmey [ (G3lae e O
sl Sladll e [ iy Caoy K
[..]

Oh sira of the Beloved / verily he walked the best sira

When we hear you / our hearts become illuminated /

You cure the malady of the heart / You open every insight

You spread news of the best campaigns / and of excellent miracles
Of every beautiful quality / among [his] enlightening

Qualities

[...]tos

In these verses Ibn Nasir al-Din makes the function of sira clear: sira provides
spiritual illumination and healing through the recollection of the life and
qualities of the best of creatures, Muhammad. The idea that intimacy with
Muhammad’s life circumstances and special qualities provides a means for

104 Id., Maglis fi hatm al-sira [-nabawiyya, p. 17-27, 28-30.
105 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Maglis fi hatm al-sira [-nabawiyya, p. 30: “On it [i.e. al-sira
[-muhammadiyya), I composed a few verses which I recited at the conclusion of The Sira”
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spiritual elevation also infuses Gami* al-atar. It was an idea that permeated
mawlid texts and their recitation, as well as the sober sufi spirituality of local
Hadith transmitters as recently argued by Arjan Post in his study of ‘Imad
al-Din al-Wasiti (d. 711/1311), a Hanbali Sufi who had been part of Ibn Taymiyya’s
circle of followers. Post draws attention to the fact that inner knowledge of
prophetic Sira and Hadith was elaborated by al-Wasit1 as the first necessary
step of the murid's spiritual journey (sulitk).1°6 Although, al-Wasit1’s reception
remains to be studied, it is unlikely that Ibn Nasir al-Din did not at least par-
tially absorb such ideas. Not only did he live in Salihiyya, attend Hanbalis and
was attended by Hanbalis, and was personally involved in Hadith transmission,
but he was also the author of a short treatise on hirga (Itfa’ hurqat al-hawba
bi-ilbas hirqat al-tawba) which speaks of his participation in a local traditional-
ist sufi-inflected spirituality centered on the person of the Prophet.1° Keeping
in mind such spirituality helps us make sense of that complex edifice which is
Gami‘al-atar, which in fact contains echoes of this sufi-inflected piety.

2.2 Gami‘al-atar fi l-siyar wa-mawlid al-muhtar, or The Compilation of
Traditions on the Life and Birth of the Chosen One

At the intersection of Hadith, Sira and devotional literature (mawlid specifi-

cally) stands this remarkably bulky ceuvre.!%8 We know that Gami* al-atar

was compiled before Ibn Nasir al-Din’s inaugural lecture at the Dar al-hadith

al-asrafiyya (that is before 836/1433) because his inaugural teachings there (i.e.

the Magalis) mention the work.1%9 In fact, Gami* al-atar may have even gotten

106  See Arjan Post, The Journeys of a Taymiyyan Sufi: Sufism though the Eyes of Tmad al-Din
al-Wasiti (d. 711/1311), Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Studies on Sufism”), 2020, especially p. 145-146,
192-197. Also id., “A Glimpse of Sufism from the Circle of Ibn Taymiyya: An Edition and
Translation of al-Ba‘labakki’s (d. 734/1333) Epistle on the Spiritual Way (Risalat al-Suluk),
Journal of Sufi Studies, 5 (2016), p. 156-187 where Post presents the case of Zayn al-Din
al-Ba‘labakki (d. 734/1333), a Hanbali student of Ibn Taymiyya who was trained in Sufism
by al-Wasiti. In 718/1318, Zayn al-Din was tried for claiming to have experienced a spiritual
state in which he had received the cloak from ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Gilani (p. 165-166).

107 This treatise remains available only in manuscript form but can be partially studied
through Ibn ‘Abd al-Had1’s many quotations of it. See Ibn ‘Abd al-Hadi, Bad’ al-‘ulga, ed.
‘Asim Ibrahim al-Kayyali, Beirut, Dar al-kutub al-ilmiyya, 2008, p. 45-73. On Ibn ‘Abd
al-Hadr’s Sufism, see Hirschler, A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture, p. 59-63;
Denis Gril, “De la hirga a la tariga : continuité et évolution dans l'identification et la clas-
sification des voies,” in Le soufisme a lépoque ottomane, xvie-xviiie siécle, eds Rachida
Chih et Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen, Cairo, Institut francais d’archéologie orientale (“Cahier
des Annales islamologiques,” 29), 2009, p. 58-81, esp. p. 67-68.

108 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar -fi siyar wa-mawlid al-Muhtar, ed. Abi Ya‘qab Na§’at Kamal,
al-Fayyam, Dar al-falah li--baht al-<ilmi wa-tahqiq al-turat, 2010, 8 vols.

109 Id., Magalis, p. 25: wa-li-l-hadit turuq harragtu-ha ft Gami‘al-atar.
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Ibn Nasir al-Din the masyaha at the Dar al-hadit, its numerous competent
Hadith reviews being an erudite contribution to the field.

In Hadith literature, a gami‘ was an encyclopedic compilation of traditions
organized by topic which was meant to be studied by browsing its contents.
Al-Buhari, Muslim, and al-Tirmidi all wrote Gami%s.1'° Ibn Nasir al-Din titled
his a collection of atar (lit. “tracks or traces”), a word dear to him that points to
an inclusive idea of tradition as a corpus of transmitted texts comprising not
only the words of the Prophet but also those of his Companions and the early
generations of his followers.!!! The word gami‘ echoes the comprehensiveness
and authority of the famous Hadith collections Ibn Nasir well knew, but also
points to an ambitious mode of doing Sira that was typical of the time which
tended to absorb and combine together elements from other literary genres
and develop rich and complex literary structures.!

2.2.1 Structure and Contents: An Overview of Gami‘al-atar
In modern scholarship, the oscillating classification of Gami*al-atar either as a
work of Hadith or Sira is suggestive of its hybrid nature.!’® As a matter of fact,
the structure and contents of the work help us determine the author’s inten-
tions in composing this text.

At the very end of the work’s introductory pages, its author declares:
“I divided this abridged compilation (al-gami‘ al-muhtasar) into chapters
divided according to well-arranged meanings, and I named it The Compilation
of Traditions on the Life and Birth of the Chosen One.'** The text is today edited

110 See Muhammad b. Ga‘far al-Kattani (d. 1345/1927), al-Risala [-mustatrafa li-bayan mashir
kutub al-sunna [-musarrafa, Beirut, Dar al-Bas@’ir al-islamiyya, 14141/19955, p. 39-40, 41-42
which also provides a list of early Gawami*. According to al-Kattani a Gami‘ covered the
following subjects: belief (‘aga’id), rulings, “heart-melting traditions” enticing to piety and
devotion (rigaq), manners (adab), travelling and not (al-safar wa-l-maqam), tafsir, his-
tory, campaigns (siyar), crises and seditions ( fitan) as well as virtues and vices (of places
and people).

111 See Ibn Nagir al-Din, Magalis, p. 63-64.

112 Khalidi, Images of Muhammad, p. 313: “In this era of recapitulation, the Sira too began
to bloat, to swallow and regurgitate its antecedents, and to lay down the groundwork for
a Sira that was to last to the present day. In the process, this new premodern Sira went
behind the four founding fathers to preserve for us sizable fragments from the very early
layers of Sira writing, and then to organize the vast material accumulated in a manner
often referred to as ‘comprehensive’ (jami) or ‘well arrayed’ (madbut).”

113 Al-Arqgsusl lists it as a work on prophetic biography, see his Mugaddima to Ibn Nasir
al-Din, Tawdih al-mustabah, 1, p. 40; al-Kattani, al-Risala [-mustatrafa lists it among the
works of Hadith (on prophetic biography).

114 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘ al-atar, 1, p. 82: wa-qad ga‘altu hada l-gami‘ al-muhtasar fusal®"
mubawwaba li-ma‘ani™ murattaba wa-sammaytu-hu Gami* al-atar ft l-siyar wa-mawlid
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in eight volumes and scarcely resembles an abridged work at all to the modern
reader. But Ibn Nasir al-Din measured the text in proportion to the uncount-
able available materials on the Prophet.’> Immeasurable quantity indicates
insuperable excellence. This is a ubiquitous message in Gami‘ al-atar: the
amazing quantity of Hadith and traditions on and of Muhammad, as well as
the multitude of his names, are evidence of his perfection. The awareness and
recognition of such perfection is a means to foster piety and love towards his
person.

The text proceeds in long sections or chapters ( fas!/fusil) which are arranged
diachronically and report materials on the various moments of the Prophet’s
life, starting from attestations of his coming and the Prophet’s pre-existence.
Each chapter thus gathers clusters of traditions thematically related to its
main topic. While the chapters are titled, the respective divisions (bab/abwab)
within them not always are. The array of the topics is predictably broad.

The first seven chapters are dedicated to Muhammad’s pre-corporeal his-
tory. Six of them present materials announcing his coming and special status
granted by God. At their center stands the theme of attestation which, as Ibn
Nasir al-Din states, belongs to “the signs of prophethood” (alam al-nubuwwa).16
The Qur’an, the Torah and the Gospels, Moses and Jesus, as well as soothsay-
ers, rabbis, previous prophets and men of learning, animals, plants and stones
all are called in to announce, thus recognizing and confirming, Muhammad'’s
coming prophethood.!'” This is followed by a short chapter on God’s preference
for Muhammad and his superiority over all other creatures, men and angels
alike; a superiority that extends to his umma.'® A remarkably long string of
Hadith on the Prophet’s merits and prerogatives ( fada’il and hasa’is) is then
reported to sanction this idea of divine predilection and superiority and serves
as the climax to these chapters.

al-muhtar.

115 Ibid, 1, p. 373. See Christopher Melchert, “Bukhart and his Sahih,” in Hadith, Piety, and
Law: Selected Studies, Atlanta, Lockwood Press, 2015, p. 61-87, esp. p. 70; originally pub-
lished in Le Muséon, 123 (2010), p. 425-454-

116 On attestations of Muhammad’s coming in early biographical materials of the Prophet,
see Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 21-43. The titles of the first five fusul respectively
are: [1] Faslfi l-bisarat al-‘azima bi-dikr nabi-na Muhammad fi kutub Allah al-qadima; [2]
fasl ft dikr nabiyyi-na Muhammad fi I-Ingil; [3] fasl ft dikr al-bisarat al-Tsawiyya bi-l-nabt
Muhammad; [4] fasl fi l-kitab alladi kana fi [-kanz al-madkar fi qawli-hi ta‘ala: (wa-kana
tahta-hu [...]); [5] faslfi ma kana fi suhuf Musa min dikr nabiyyi-na Muhammad.

117 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 1, p- 84-373.

118  Ibid., 1, p. 374-388: fasl fi htiyar Allah ta‘ala la-hu wa-gtiba’i-hi wa-tafdili-hi ‘ala l-hal@’iq
wa-stif@i-hi.
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Muhammad’s own voice attests his predestined mission and God’s fond-
ness for him. Time and again, the Prophet proclaims himself as the distilla-
tion of God’s choice: God elected the Arabs, then the Qurays among the Arabs,
then the Bant Hasim among the Qurays, and finally himself among the Bana
Hasim.!"® Equally, he attests his salvific role in the Last Day: “When the day
of Resurrection comes, I will be the imam of the prophets, their preacher,
the holder of their intercession |[...]" (ida kana yawm al-qiyama kuntu imam
al-nabiyyin wa-hattba-hum wa-sahib safa‘ati-him |[...]).12° He describes himself
as the first to enter Paradise and the most followed prophet on the Last Day. In
several traditions, Muhammad highlights the predetermination of his mission
by the fact that he was appointed prophet when Adam was between body and
spirit.!2! According to another fadit, he declares “I was the first prophet to be
created and the last to be sent” (kuntu awwal al-nas fi l-halg wa-ahira-hum ft
[-ba‘t).12? Finally, God’s special affection for Muhammad is demonstrated by
the Prophet’s names and epithets. The fact that God addressed him by a variety
of names each reflecting his best qualities whereas He had referred to his other
messengers simply by their names is proof of God’s predilection for his last
messenger.123 In sum, the first six chapters put on stage a multivocal glorifica-
tion of Muhammad centered on his pre-existence and predestination as well
as a great emphasis on his eschatological salvific role.

Muhammad’s genealogical history is traced in the next fas/ (number 7).124
This chapter presents the Prophet’s lineage and the story of his ancestors.
Muhammad'’s descent from Adam is tackled by presenting the ‘intermedi-
aries’ between the two. Traditions about Adam and Eve’s creation and their
expulsion from the Garden are reported and so is the pre-Islamic history of
Mecca which converges on Muhammad’s grandfather, ‘Abd al-Muttalib, his
parents and their excellence. At this point, the ground has been prepared
for Muhammad’s life-story. A long new chapter (fas/ 8) dedicated to mawlid
and related stories occupies an important portion of Gami* al-atar but does
not marginalize other significant moments of the Prophet’s life.15 His birth

119 Ibid., 1, p. 389-411.

120 Ibid., 1, p. 412 then in numerous variants on this very topic I, p. 412-424.

121 1bid., 1, p. 461-469.

122 Ibid,, 1, p. 452-454.

123 Ibid., 1, p. 482.

124 Ibid., 11, p. 5-406: fasl fi dikr nasabi-hi l-munif ila Adam ‘alay-hi l-salat wa-l-salam wa-ntigal
nuri-hi [-Sarif ila ab&’i-hi l-kiram.

125 Inthe only manuscript I was able to consult, the fas!/ dedicated to mawlid narratives cov-
ers 73 folios out of a whole of 306, but the manuscript is incomplete; it lacks its end. See
Gami‘a Muhammad bin Sa‘ad al-Islamiyya Ms 5522, fol. 119v-192r. Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami*
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tales are a blending of accounts touching on his conception and his mother
Amina’s pregnancy, the appearance of the miraculous light that announces
something extra-ordinary about the newborn, the blessed time and place of
his birth, and the wondrous events that took place on that night. This fas!
includes extra-mawlid materials such as lengthy reports about the Battle of the
Elephant and ends with a lengthy section on the Prophet’s naming followed by
a long list with explanations of all of his other names:!26 “All his names derive
from the laudable qualities that God bestowed upon him; by them He granted
him praise and perfection” (wa-asma’u-hu kullu-ha min sifati-hi l-hamidiyya
allati manaha-hu Llah ta‘ala iyya-ha).*?” The fact that God reserved the use of
the name Muhammad for the Prophet’s coming is yet another “sign of [his]
prophethood.”?8

Muhammad’s childhood and youth follow.?® This chapter (9) runs from
his breastfeeding to his mission, starting with accounts of his upbringing and
multiple traditions on the opening and cleansing of his breast and about the
seal of prophethood. Both topics are typical variations of the broad theme of
predestined election transposed onto his early years.3 The chapter contin-
ues in neat chronological order: the death of his mother, ‘Abd al-Muttalib’s
custody (kafala) of Muhammad and ‘Alj, the episode of Bahira, Muhammad'’s
participation in the sacrilegious war (harb al-figar),'® the visits from angels
Muhammad started receiving at the age of twenty,!32 his trading activity, mar-
riage to Hadiga, the marriages and death of their daughters,!33 the virtues of
Hadiga and her passing away,!3* the reconstruction of the Ka‘ba by the Quray$
and the sanctuary’s history.13% The reader is here acquainted with Muhammad
and Hadiga’s descendants and their virtues. Finally, Muhammad’s mission and
revelation close this chapter.!36

al-atar, 11, p. 407-510 and 111, p. 5-243: fasl fi hamli-hi wa-guhur diyai-hi wa-hawadit
mawlidi-hi wa-dikr asma’i-hi.

126  Ibid., 111, p. 106-243.

127 Ibid., 111, p.135.

128  Ibid., 111, p. 142-143.

129 Ibid., 111, p. 244 to the end and 1v, p. 5-161: fas! fi rada‘i-hi wa-nas'ati-hi wa-zawagi-hi
wa-dikr ba‘atati-hi muhtasara wa-miragi-hi.

130 On the opening and purification of Muhammad’s heart as an episode of initiation and
preparation to prophethood, see Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder, p. 59-75.

131 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami*al-atar, 111, P- 411-416, 422-432.

132 Ibid., 111, p. 420-421.

133 Ibid., 111, p. 433-541.

134 Ibid., 111, p. 542-557.

135 1bid., 1v, p. 5-52.

136 Ibid., 1v, p. 56-161: fasl higrat al-nabi |...] ma‘a nubda min Samda@’ili-hi wa-sifati-hi.
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Muhammad’s migration from Mecca to Medina (higra), occupies the next
bulky chapter (fas/ 10) which exhibits a plenitude of laudatory materials on
the Prophet’s qualities and merits and on places associated with him such as
Medina and his mosque there.!37 Here again, the presentation proceeds chron-
ologically, starting with reports on the events preceding the Aigra followed by
the Companions’ migration, and ending with accounts reporting details on
Abu Bakr and Muhammad’s Aigra.!38 In an intentional digression, Ibn Nasir
al-Din expends conspicuous energy relating and commenting upon descrip-
tions of the Prophet’s physical and moral qualities.’3® He picks four notori-
ous hadits on the subject, those of Umm Ma‘bad, Hind, ‘Ali, and ‘A’i$a, and in
typical fashion reports their different chains and textual variations.!*® Then
he comments and explains the meaning of their wordings, seizing the oppor-
tunity to make a very long digression into a myriad of other materials on the
Prophet’s nature, virtues, and personal features (Sama’il).

Ibn Nasir al-Din had opened this digression on the Prophet’s qualities with
the story of Umm Ma‘bad’s description of Muhammad, and he closes it by
recalling it.!#! At this point, Ibn Nasir al-Din can resume his higra-centered
narrative. He reports traditions on the Prophets’ arrival to Quba’ and then
Medina, noting the building of the mosque of each city. The virtues of these
places are expounded upon, as are the houses of his wives, the gifts of the
ansar to the Prophet, and his nostalgia for Mecca.!*? The insignificant num-
ber of pages, only five in the present edition of Gami® al-atar, dedicated to
the central years of the Prophet’s Medinan life stands out. Ibn Nasir al-Din
mentions the Prophet’s missions, expeditions and military campaigns in a
short, rhymed poem which covers only three pages. The poem is called Bawa'it
al-fikra ft hawadit al-higra, and the student (al-talib) is obliged to memorize it.
This poem is followed by a two-page discussion on variations in the number
of the Prophet’s expeditions (magazi).1*3 Clearly, these were of little interest to
the author.

137 Ibid., 1v, p. 162-525 and v, p. 5-391.

138 Ibid., 1v, p.162-301.

139 Ibid., 1v, p. 351 al-sifat al-nabawiyya, al-sama’il al-muhammadiyya, al-ahlaq al-sarifa,
al-awsaf al-‘aliya [-munifa; also v, p. 239 and 248.

140 Ibid., 1v, p. 302-350 (hadit Umm Ma‘bad); 1v, p. 351-529 (hadit Hind) and v, p. 5-234 (hadit
Hind and Ali); v, p. 239-248 (hadit A’isa).

141 Ibid., v, p. 248.

142 See for instance ibid., v, p. 351-369 reporting hadits and traditions on Medina’s many
names and merits and v, p. 371-375 (longing for Mecca).

143 Ibid., v, p. 387-390 and 391-392.
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It is the character of the final farewell pilgrimage and the dramatic moment
of Muhammad’s illness and passing away that are most significant to Ibn Nasir
al-Din, and to which the long penultimate fas! (11) is dedicated.!** The long
hadit of Gabir b. ‘Abd Allah about the Prophet’s farewell pilgrimage (huggat
al-wada’) is taken as the foundational tradition (asl) of this section. As it
unfolds, it is juxtaposed with corroborating reports and additions (sawahid
and ziyadat) as well as other related useful information ( fawa’id).!*5> Again,
Ibn Nasir al-Din shows great attention to structure by organizing his mate-
rials coherently and diachronically. Once done with Gabir, he reports other
less detailed stories about the farewell pilgrimage and announces what comes
next: Muhammad'’s return and settlement in Medina, “According to what of
the Hadith 1 happened to inspect” (hasbama tadammanat-hu l-ahadit allati
waqa‘at la-n@).*6 Next, Gami‘ al-atar moves on with the Prophet’s illness
and death.'¥” Some space is dedicated to Aba Bakr’s succession (typically,
the Prophet’s death is the most suitable moment for stressing a strictly Sunni
political worldview),'8 followed by the preparation of the dead and the prayer
for him.1*? Considerable importance is given to the Prophet’s burial’s place.15°
The rest of the traditions and poetry reported in this chapter converge on the
emotions stirred by the Prophet’s death.! Divergent opinions are presented
regarding the age of Muhammad at the time of his passing and the length of
his illness, his inheritance (mirat), the women he left, his wives, servants and
mawalt.'5?

The final chapter ( fas/12) of the book is dedicated to “What Muhammad left
behind” ( fasl fi ma taraka-hu [-nabi ba'd wafati-hi): garments, a ring, weapons,
accessories, objects (the banner, the stick with a crooked end, a red rounded
tent ...); the animals that were dear to him.1>® The prophet’s “special preroga-
tives” (hasa’is) lead Gami*al-atar to its end by evoking the special significance
of his grave and the meaningfulness of praying for him beside it. Its visitation
(zéyara) is implicitly recommended as a meritorious act, and the elegies of its
first visitor, Fatima, close this voluminous work.

144 Ibid., v, p. 393-586 and V1, p. 5-265: fasl fi huggati-hi.

145 Ibid., v, p. 394-395, 397, 555; V1, p. 200-201, 218.

146  Ibid., V1, p. 217-221, quotation from 221. Materials reporting the Prophets’ return to Medina
are covered in ibid., v1, p. 267-293.

147 Ibid., V1, p. 294 ff.

148  Ibid., V1, p. 355-377, 490-507.

149 Ibid., V1, p. 508-534.

150 Ibid., V1, p. 535-574.

151 Ibid., V11, p. 5-28.

152 Ibid., vi1, p. 53 ff.

153 Ibid., v11, p. 473-505 and ibid., V111.
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2.2.2 Observations

The thematic richness and the mixture of elements blended in the Gami‘are
now evident, the most obvious example being the intertwining of episodes
from the Prophet’s biography with devotional materials stressing his unique
qualities. The selection of sources Ibn Nasir al-Din draws upon and regularly
cites is impressive. He incessantly shifts between canonical and non-canonical
Hadith collections, ta’i (al-Tabari, Ibn Sabba, al-Azraqji, Sayf b. ‘Umar ...),
siras from the formative period as well as later ones (Ibn Sa‘d, al-Wagqidi, Ibn
Ishaq, Ibn Hi$am, al-Suhayli, Ibn Hazm, Ibn al-Gawzi ...), proofs of prophet-
hood (al-Bayhaqi, Abti Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, al-Mawardi ...), Sama’il (al-Tirmidi,
al-Bayhadqi ...), and fada@’il (of people as well as places), to mention just a few.54
In addition, the author relies on less well-known works to which he must have
had direct access. For instance, at the end of the sixth chapter he abundantly
quotes from a short treatise on God’s preference for Muhammad penned by
his respected Damascene Safi1 colleague, Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 600/1262).155
He quotes from sources which today remain unlocated, such as al-Sulami’s
(d. 412/1021) Kitab al-Mawa'iz (The Book of Exhortations), or al-Bardani’s
(d. 498/1005) collection of traditions about Those Who Saw the Prophet in
Dreams (Man ra‘a [-nabi fi manami-hi).156 The vastness of this source base sug-
gests that the author owned or had access to a large number of books. It also
brings into focus an important aspect of this genre, namely that the gami‘in the
title alludes to a certain type of encyclopedic Hadith work, but also highlights
the intended comprehensiveness of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s purposefully multi-genre
sira compilation.’®” As previously highlighted, such comprehensiveness was a
typical feature of later Medieval Sira which this work exemplifies.

Each chapter develops a number of related themes, typically introduced by
the author in synthetic fashion and followed by clusters of traditions and other
materials related to the topic in question.!®® Sometimes, between presenting
a topic and reporting on traditions to illustrate it, Ibn Nasir al-Din ventures
into short doctrinal presentations. For instance, he presents various types of

154 For an impressive list of his sources see the introduction: ibid., 1, p. 23-30.

155 Ibid., 1, p. 378-382; Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam (d. 600/1262), Bidayat al-sul fi tafdil al-rasul, ed. Nasir
al-Din al-Albani, Damascus, al-Maktab al-islami, 19864.

156 On these works, see infra p. 44 and 45.

157 See the point made by Karen Bauer referring to the tafsir genre as represented by al-TabarT’s
Gami* al-bayan: Karen Bauer, “Justifying the Genre: A Study of Introductions to Classical
Works of Tafsir” in Aims, Methods, and Contexts of Quranic Exegesis, 2nd/8th-gth/i5th
centuries, ed. Karen Bauer, Oxford-London, Oxford University Press-Institute of Ismaili
Studies (“Qur’anic Studies Series,” 9), 2013, p. 38-65, esp. p. 50.

158 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 11, p- 319, 389, etc.; 1V, p. 173, 196, 245, 255, 260, etc.; VI,
P- 294, etc.; VII, p. 367, 381, etc.; VIII, p. 5, 94, 96, 104, 110, 128, etc.
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migration (higra) before dealing with Muhammad’s journey to Medina.!59
Or, before presenting traditions about the beginning of Muhammad'’s mission,
he clarifies that the Prophet was protected from error, was not following any
other law or revelation before receiving the Qur’an, that the Quran is distin-
guished by unsurpassable literary qualities, and that it is truly the Prophet’s
apodictic miracle.60

After such digressions, the author meticulously retrieves his discourse from
where he left it, sometimes by explicitly referring to the junction of departure
and thus maintaining the work’s narrative fabric.!6! A clear example is the long
excursus on the Prophet’s excellent qualities (Sama’il). The digression starts
from Umm Ma‘bad, who is mentioned at the beginning of the Aigra accounts
because of Abtu Bakr and Muhammad’s stopover by her camp on their way
out of Mecca. After their departure, Umm Ma‘bad is interrogated by her hus-
band on the two men’s visit and in replying, she delivers her description of the
Prophet. This description paves the way for other traditions on Muhammad'’s
appearance and character, namely those conveyed by Hind, ‘Ali and ‘A’i3a, as
mentioned above. The ensuing commentaries and the addition of related tra-
ditions constitute a very long and detailed excursus that covers the fourth and
fifth volumes of Gami* al-atar’s present edition and interrupts the higra story.
Nonetheless, Ibn Nasir al-Din dutifully closes his §ama’il detour by returning
to Umm Ma‘bad: “[...] This Umm Ma‘bad was a female companion emigrant to
Medina. We said before that her full name was [...]"” (wa-Umm Ma‘bad hadihi
min al-sahabiyyat al-muhagirat tagaddama anna sma-ha [ ...]).'52 Her name is
then declined in full, her tent’s location identified, and a possible identifica-
tion of her grave’s site spotted. Ibn Nasir al-Din shows his great care for narra-
tive cohesion by ending the sama’il-centered section and returning to the higra
precisely from where he had interrupted it.

Prophetic and non-prophetic traditions are the preponderant material of
Gami‘al-atar. That is, Ibn Nasir al-Din as a Hadith expert is constantly at work:
he expends remarkable energy evaluating the chains he reports as well as the
work of his fellow Hadith scholars.63 Much attention is dedicated to establish-
ing the transmitters’ names or illustrating the different chains along which one
report is transmitted. Variations in the mutun (texts) and additions to them are
also included. All along, the author offers his interpretation of certain words or
his criteria for including a certain report. When possible, the Sahihan are given

159 Ibid., 1v, p. 162-167.

160  Ibid., 1v, p. 55-55, 56, 120 ff.

161 For instance, ibid., V1, p. 327; V11, p. 186, 313 (kama qaddamna |...]), etc.

162 Ibid., v, p. 248.

163  See how he criticizes Ibn Katir, for instance, Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 111, p. 404-405,
or al-Dahabi: ibid., v1i11, p. 103.
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due precedence but when he has other Hadith sources at his disposal, he uses
them to illustrate single episodes from the Prophets’ life.

Ibn Nasgir al-Din demonstrates a clear awareness of and attention to the
distinction between Hadith (prophetic words) and atar (traditions about the
Prophet from authorities other than him).164 Obviously, when dealing with
pre-Islamic events he is generally compelled to resort to materials other than
Hadith. For instance, when introducing the Battle of the Elephant, he is ada-
mant that the event was transmitted in detail by traditions (atar), authors of
expeditions (siyar) and exegetes. Ibn Nasir al-Din explains that since accounts
of the battle are scattered (mufarraga) he gathered them together as if they
were one narrative (‘ala siyaqat hadit wahid).'55

Ibn Nasir al-Din does not embrace a prescriptive attitude towards the tradi-
tions he reports. This means that he comments on the quality of the transmit-
ters, flags their eventual soundness with their different ranks, reports of any
disagreement with his peers, and duly signals and justifies the quotation of a
fabricated hadit.¢ In doing so, he conforms to the Hadith transmission eti-
quette of the time which recommended that fabricated Hadith never be trans-
mitted unless with a statement clarifying their faulty status.'6? But in contrast
to other Sira authors who were part of the same milieu and with whose work
Ibn Nasir al-Din was familiar, he shows leniency towards his materials and
works by juxtaposing reports, rather than excluding them.

To illustrate this point, let us briefly glimpse at the renowned 8th/14th cen-
tury historians and authoritative Hadith experts Sams al-Din al-Dahabi and
Ibn Katir. Like Ibn Nasir al-Din, both lived in Damascus. They were Safiis and
committed traditionalists in theology who were close to Ibn Taymiyya’s circle.
Like Ibn Nasir al-Din, they wrote siras distinguished by a massive injection
of Hadith and Hadith scholarship.1® But in contrast, their siras were part of
bigger historiographical projects: al-Dahabi’s Ta’rif al-islam (History of Islam)
and Ibn Katir’s universal history al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya (The Beginning and the
End). Also, unlike Ibn Nasir al-Din, their concern with authentication is much

164 Ibid., 1, p. 101, 152, 373, 400, 477, etc.; 111, p. 5,107; VIII, p. 128, etc.

165 Ibid., 111, p. 4, 9.

166  Ibid., v, p. 503; V1L, p. 370; VIII, p. 118.

167  Ibn al-Salah al-Sahrazari, ‘Ulium al-hadit, ed. Nar al-Din ‘Itr, Beirut-Damascus, Dar al-Fikr,
1425/2004, p. 98: wa-La tahillu riwayatu-hu li-ahad fi ayy ma‘na kana illa magrane bi-bayan
wad-hi.

168 Two informative introductions to Ibn Katir are Younus Y. Mirza, “Ibn Kathir, ‘Imad
al-Din,” £1% and Erik Ohlander, Ibn Kathir, in Essays in Arabic literary biography, eds
Joseph E. Lowry and Devin J. Stewart, Wiesbaden, Harrasowitz Verlag (“Mizan,” 17), 2009,
p- 147-159. On al-Dahabi, Caterina Bori, “al-Dhahabi,” E15.
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more pronounced.!®® Ibn Katir’s al-Bidawa wa-l-nihaya opens with a manifesto
exhibiting a high degree of methodological consciousness. He declares that he
will avoid the use of reputedly ‘non-Islamic’ narratives about biblical charac-
ters (Isra’iliyyat) apart from what agrees with the Qur’an, and more generally
that he will rely upon that which is sound and good of (ma sahha naqlu-hu aw
hasuna), and not that which is weak, which he will warn against (wa-ma kana
fi-hi l-da’f nunabbihu-hu).17° Although ultimately he does not fully succeed in
complying with this programme, his initial statement alone is revealing.!”! As
for al-Dahabi, his sira is much shorter, and his style certainly less discursive
than Ibn Nasir al-Din. The former proceeds by reporting the relevant tradi-
tions and then peremptorily issues verdicts about their quality (wa-hada sahih,
hasan, garib, munkar, da‘if ...),'"* at times openly questioning the soundness
of certain elements. In an account like the journey of ‘Al with Muhammad
to Syria as reported by Qurad Abu Nuh, al-Dahabi sounds much preoccupied
with the factual veracity of the account’s details,'”® an attitude rarely found in
Ibn Nasgir al-Din.

Last, despite the fragmentary nature of Hadith, there is no doubt that
Ibn Nagir al-Din intended his work as Sira. This is demonstrated by internal
and literary evidence. Ibn Nasir al-Din refers to his composition at its end as
“this sira”7* Similarly, in one colophon the copyist writes: “This is the epi-
logue (hatima) of this sira,” revealing his perception of the work as belong-
ing to this literary family.'”> Meanwhile, the literary features distinguishing a

169 IbnKatir, al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, ed. ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al-Mubhsin al-Turki, Cairo, Dar Higr,
1419/1998, 21 vols. The sira runs from volume 3 to volume g of this edition; al-Dahabi, Ta’rih
al-islam wa-wafayat al-masahir wa-l-a‘lam, ed. Bassar ‘Awwad Ma‘ruf, Beirut, 1424/2003,
17 vols. Muhammad’s biography covers the second half of the first volume, p. 479-853.

170 IbnKatiy, al-Bidaya wa-l-nihaya, 1, p. 7. For similar procedural statements: ibid., 111, p. 354,
620; V11, p. 404; V111, p. 173 (wa-qad ‘ulima bi-l-tawatur anna-hu dufina [...]).

171 According to Rebecca Williams, Ibn Katir strove unsuccessfully to apply to his sira
Ibn Taymiyya's programme of doing exegesis with Qur'an and authentic Sunna only.
Rebecca R. Williams, Muhammad and the Supernatural: Medieval Arab Views, London-New
York, Routledge (“Routledge Studies in Classical Islam”), 2013, p. 6-11. On Ibn Katir’s sira,
also Nagel, Allahs Liebling, p. 282-289 and Khalidi, Images of Muhammad, p. 334-337.

172 A sampling: al-Dahabi, Ta’rih al-islam, 1, p. 482, 483, 484, 485, 486, 493, 776, 778, 779, 783,
787, 835, etc.

173 Ibid., 1, p. 502-503.

174 Ibn Nagir al-Din: “This is the epilogue of what of this sira Allah has granted” ( fa-hada
hatimat ma fataha Llah bi-hi min hadihi [-sira; Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, viii, p.181)
and Abt Ya‘qub Nas’at Kamal, Mugaddima of Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 1, p- 33

175 Abi Ya‘qub Nag’at Kamal, Mugaddima to Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 1, p. 32 and p. 52
(colophon of the Damascus Zahiriyya copy of the work — Damascus, al-Asad National
Library Ms Zahiriyya ta’rih 1894).

Downloaded from Brill.com 11/21/2023 07:20:04AM

yia Open Access. This is an open access article distributed under the terms
ARABICA 70 (2023) 376'43£ of the CC BY 4.0 license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

414 BORI

sira mentioned at the beginning of this study are also present in the work.
A pronounced chronological concern runs through the text. Chronology is a
narrative tool that provides a continuum to an otherwise unwieldy mass of
materials and is a major preoccupation of Ibn Nasir al-Din. Muhammad’s age
is given or debated for nearly every single event; often it is the first piece of
information provided and then followed by traditions discussing chronologi-
cal variations. This approach renders Muhammad’s timeline visible.'”¢ What's
more, the whole of the Prophet’s existence unfolds consistently in the text,
from the time of creation in which he is created but not yet physically in the
world, to the time in which he becomes manifest in the world after his physi-
cal birth, to the time of his bodily disappearance when his grave becomes the
space where his presence can still be felt.

Poetry infuses Gami‘ al-atar and serves multiple purposes. It can highlight
topical moments, explain obscure words, serve as an introduction device for
stories, intensify emotions, or have a didactic purpose.l”” Similarly, lexical
glosses are spread throughout the text.1”® Narratives and citations from the
Quran frequently intertwine as it is typical of sira narratives.'”® Finally, gene-
alogy serves to single out the members of the Prophet’s family as individuals
of special merit. The only absent feature of Sira among those identified by
Miskinzoda is “letters to rulers and documents.” In short, enhancing historic-
ity or demonstrating authenticity was not Ibn Nasir al-Din’s most pressing
concern.

2.2.3 Purpose
Two of its key-topics further highlight the ways in which Gami‘ al-atar was a
voice for the prophetic veneration culture typical of the time.

In the list of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s works, this writing appears with the short-
ened title Gami‘ al-atar fi mawlid al-muhtar, “originally in three volumes.”80
Thus, the text was associated with the celebration of the Prophet’s birth even

176  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 111, P- 342, 349, 384, 393, 395, 411, 415, 420, 422, 433, 450, 460,
451, 551; 1V, P. 5, 59-77, etc. On the centrality of chronology in Sira, see Miskinzoda, On the
Margins of Sira, p.113-116. On the symbolic significance of chronology in Muhammad’s bio-
graphical accounts, see Rubin, The Eye of the Beholder, p.189-214 and Lawrence I. Conrad,
“Abraha and Muhammad: Some Observations Apropos of Chronology and Literary ‘topoi’
in the Early Arabic Historical Tradition,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies, 50/2 (1987), p. 225-240.

177  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami® al-atar, 111, p. 406-409; V, p. 240; 1V, p. 303-304; VIII, p. 145 ff; v,
p- 387-380, etc.

178  Ibid., 1, p. 403, 410; 111, P. 343, 404, 431-432; IV, p. 325fL,; v, p. 373-374, 399-400, etc.

179 1bid., 1v, p. 267, 269; V1, p. 85, etc.

180  Al-Sahawi, al-Daw’ al-lami, v111, p. 194.
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though the work is not focused exclusively on mawlid or mawlid-related topics.
The difficulty of defining the thematic core of Gami‘al-atar is reflected in the
fluctuating titles of its manuscripts. These vary from Gami‘ al-atar fi mawlid
al-muhtar where the focus in on mawlid, to Gami al-atar fi sirat al-muhtar
where the focus is on Muhammad's life to Gami‘ al-atar fi l-siyar wa-l-mawlid,
where the focus is on both. One title also recites: Gami‘ al-atar fi sirat al-nabi
[-muhtar and “what happened to him, his emigration and death, military
campaigns, miracles, auxiliaries and companions” (wa-ma gara ‘alay-hi
wa-higratu-hu wa-wafatu-hu wa-gazawatu-hu wa-muizatu-hu wa-ansaru-hu
wa-sahabu-hu).18!

The introduction is of use in this regard, suggesting that the work was
inspired by the mawlid celebration:

25 B Sl e L o ij} crl) 58y sl G5 OB
S B) ity 2 g 3T Caey ) Gy Bedl Bl pladl
Pl Ul ple 8 3 by ahll Wl alsT Sy 2%y ail) sl sloyl

3Ll LA Ll oy e

The hearts of the believers, the inner hearts of the God-fearing ones, and
the souls of the lovers revive at the propagation of Hadith and lighten to
the listening of Muhammad’s sira, they ardently desire the description
of our Prophet’s noble nature and long for the depiction of his glorious
exalted qualities, they are uplifted by his sublime fine manners and are
pleased every year with listening to the story of his birth, may the best of
prayer and peace be upon him.182

This passage functions as an anticipation of the work’s contents and draws
attention to the spiritual and emotional benefits derived from listening to
Hadith and Sira: revival of the soul and illumination, fulfillment of ardent
desire for the Prophet, moral uplifting, pleasure.

The rest of the introduction focuses on mawlid celebrations, described as
a “good innovation” (bid‘a hasana) by Ibn Nasir al-Din. He writes that in his
time, mawlid had become a yearly festivity celebrated with much delight in
the lands of Islam, Mecca, Medina, Syria, and Egypt. Yet, it was also a celebra-
tion in whose observance people differed, some following the proper etiquette,

181  Abi Ya'qub Nas’at Kamal, Mugaddima to Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘ al-atar, 1, p- 32-34 (last
long title at p. 34). See also ibid., 1, p. 82.
182 Ibid, 1, p. 62.
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others not. He then sketches a brief history of the first mawlid celebration in
Irbil by the local ruler al-Malik al-Muzaffar Aba Sa‘id al-Kokbiirl (d. 630/1233)
at the beginning of the 7th/13th century.!®3 Ibn Nasir al-Din describes the lav-
ish banquet, the adorned pavilions erected expressly for the occasion, and the
diffuse atmosphere of joy and delight which could sometimes lead to objec-
tionable behavior (rubbama adda li-l-wuqi® al-mahdur). A tenuous allusion to
mawlid polemics surfaces here but remains undeveloped.’8* Next, Ibn Nasir
al-Din expresses his appreciation for al-Kokbiiri as a ruler who loved his peo-
ple, was fond of Sufi samaand was well-learnt in Hadith.!85 Taking Aba Sama
(d. 665/1268) as his reference, Ibn Nasir al-Din closes these pages by re-stating
the permissibility and the goodness of the mawlid celebration which, together
with acts of charity and the manifestation of love for Muhammad that they
entail, is a way of thanking God for the blessing of Muhammad’s message.!86
Given people’s attachment and love for this festivity, Ibn Nasir al-Din concludes:

PR vﬂ\ U3 W adly LU e oldny b lo sl d\f-\ \) U,
) wloyy 2 2l As)k,\) wlawy ey o,\S}ef;} BES L.» d\f-\ o é&\\
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When I saw the condition of the believers, according to what I described
of the attachment and love for that which we have mentioned, I com-
posed this Compendium which is marked by the circumstances of our
Prophet Muhammad and the recollection of his birth, origins, qualities,
noble nature and death, so that the ultimate object of their desire reaches

183  Ibid., 1, p. 63-67, p. 67-68 on mawlid as bid‘a hasana. For an early history of mawlid celebra-
tions, see Kaptein, Muhammad'’s Birthday festival, especially chap. 1and 2, and in particu-
lar p. 40-41 on al-Malik al-Muzaffar Aba Sa‘id al-Kokbiiri's mawlid in Irbil.

184 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 1, p- 65. For polemics on mawlid legitimacy, see Kaptein,
Muhammad'’s Birthday festival, p. 44-67; Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad,
p. 65, 71-72, chapter 3 (passim) and chapter 5; Raquel M. Ukeles, “The Sensitive Puritan?
Revisiting Ibn Taymiyya’s Approach to Law and Spirituality in Light of 2oth-Century
Debates on the Prophet’s Birthday,” in Ibn Taymiyya and His Times, eds Yossef Rapoport
and Shahab Ahmed, Karachi, Oxford University Press (“Studies in Islamic Philosophy,” 4),
2010, p. 317-337.

185  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 1, p. 66.

186  Ibid., 1, p. 67. Abit Sama was clearly an authoritative reference on mawlid’s legitimacy.
The same passage mentioned by Ibn Nasir al-Din is used as representative of mawlid jus-
tifications by Katz, The Birth of the Prophet Muhammad, p. 63 and Kaptein, Muhammad's
Birthday Festival, p. 71.
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them and they attain the excellent qualities of their beloved, increase in
faith and love, and thanks to this ascend to the highest rank, for man will
be with whom he loves.187

This passage is decisive: by recalling the Prophet’s major life-landmarks as well
as his good nature (aklaq) and qualities (sifat), Ibn Nasir al-Din wants to offer
a means — and what is for him the right means — for believers to draw towards
the Prophet internally to the point of reaching their object of desire and attain-
ing his excellent qualities (yuhassili hisal mahbubi-him). Accordingly, Gami*
al-atar is meant to offer more than simple knowledge about the Prophets’ life;
it cultivates an intimate and inner propinquity to the person of the Prophet
and fuels feelings of love for him. These feelings will win believers a special
position of proximity to Muhammad in the Hereafter, as follows from the cita-
tion “for man will be with whom he loves."'88

The above phrase is an excerpt from a famous fadit which touches on the
crucial issue of salvation. It is narrated by Anas b. Malik (d. ca 91/709-93/711)
and gives voice to a questioner who asked the Prophet about the Afterlife (the
Hour). Confronted with Muhammad’s question: “What did you prepare for it
[i.e. for the Hour]?” (mada a‘dadta la-ha) — the questioner humbly replied that
he prepared nothing, save his love for God and the Prophet. At these words,
Muhammad asserted: “You will be with whom you love” (anta ma‘a man
ahbabta).'89

The first version of this sadit reported by Ibn Nasir al-Din is from al-Buhari
and Muslim, where, following the Prophet’s words, Anas b. Malik declares not
only his love for the Prophet, but also that for Aba Bakr and ‘Umar: “I love the
Prophet, Abu Bakr and ‘Umar, and I wish I will be with them thanks to my
love for them, even if my actions are not like theirs” (ana uhibbu l-nabiwa-Aba
Bakrwa-Umar wa-argi an akina ma‘a-hum bi-hubbi iyya-hum wa-in lam a‘mal
bi-mitl a‘mali-him).1%° At the forefront of Gami‘al-atar stands not only the idea
that familiarizing oneself with the ‘traces’ (atar) of the Prophet’s life’s grants
spiritual elevation and salvation, but also a strong Sunni-oriented declaration
of faith.19!

187  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘al-atar, 1, p. 68.

188  Ibid., 1, p. 69-83.

189 Ibid., 1, p. 69. See Buhari, Sahih, Book 62 (Kitab fada’il al-sahaba), bab 6 (Manaqib ‘Umar
b. al-Hattab), hadith 38. https://sunnah.com/bukhari:3688 (last access 20 January 2023).
Muslim, Sahih, Book 45 (Kitab al-birr wa-l-adab), Bab 50 (al-Mar’ ma‘a man ahabba),
hadith 208. https://sunnah.com/muslim/45/208 (Last access 20 January 2023).

190 Ibid.

191 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami al-atar, v1, p. 355-357, 358-360.
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In what follows, Ibn Nasir al-Din lists the different transmitters of this hadit,
their names, identity, and degrees of reliability. Eventually he points to defects
in the chain!®2 and reports textual variations of the tradition with similar
comments upon their chains of transmission.!®3 One strand of the tradition,
reported in multiple chains, prioritizes love over observance: the person ques-
tioned by the Prophet about the Hour confesses that he has not prepared via
prayer or fasting, and only possesses his love for him. Even in this case, the
Prophet remains firm: “Man is with whom he loves, and you will be with whom
you loved” (al-mar’ ma‘a man ahabba wa-anta ma‘a man ahbabta). Anas b.
Malik again comments upon the Prophet’s words and highlights the believers’
relief upon hearing them: “I've never seen Muslims rejoice at anything after
[the advent of] Islam as they did on this occasion” (ma ra‘aytu [-muslimina

farihai ba'd al-islam faraha-hum [bi-ha]).!9*

At this point, and as he does elsewhere in his work, Ibn Nasir al-Din supple-
ments the sadit on love with extra-Hadith materials corroborating it and exem-
plifying its meaning. First, he recalls that the well-known sufi, Safi1 scholar
and traditionist Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1038), the author of no less
than Hilyat al-awliya’ and Dal@’il al-nubuwwa — one of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s favou-
rite sources — dedicated to this tradition an entire composition (musannaf’)
in which he collected most (galib) of its transmission paths.'%> This observa-
tion paves the way to two dream-narratives where love generates the benefit of
inclusion among the loved ones in the Hereafter.

The first dream is traced back to Muhammad al-Bardani (d. 498/1005), a
proficient Hanbali Aadit scholar in Baghdad, and his book Man ra’a [-nabi fi
manami-hi (Those Who Saw the Prophet in Dreams). In his biographical notice
of him, al-Dahabi confirms that: “He had put together a volume about pro-
phetic dreams” (Jama‘a mugallad® fi [-manamat al-nabawiyya). This collec-
tion seems no longer extant,°¢ but we do know that al-Bardani’s traditions
circulated in the Damascus Hanbali and traditionalists circles of which Ibn

192 Forinstance, ibid., 1, p. 73 (bottom), 82.

193 Forinstance, ibid., 1, p. 70-71, 74, 80, 81.

194 Ibid., 1, p. 70-77. Quotation is from p. 71.

195 Ibid. 1,p.78. Thetitle of the musannafis Dikr al-muhibbin ma‘a [-mahbubin idawafaqa-hum
ftl-‘agd wa-l-hal. This work is no longer extant. It is mentioned by al-Dahabi, Siyar a‘lam
al-nubal@, eds Asad al-Arna’ut, §u‘ayb al-Arn@’ut and Husayn Asad, Beirut, Mu’assasat
al-risala, 1982, 25 vols, X1X, p. 306; Kebira Masotta, Les premiers ascétes en Islam d'aprés
la Hilyat al-awliya’ de Abu Nu‘aym al-Isfahani : entre zuhd et tasawwuf, [émergence du
saint, unpublished PhD Dissertation, Paris, EPHE, 2017, p. 55 mentions it without further
details.

196  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 1, p. 79-80: ruyyina min hadit al-hafiz [...]. For a biographi-
cal notice of al-Bardani, al-Dahabi, Siyar alam al-nubal@’, X1X, p. 219-222 and p. 220.
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Nasir al-Din was part.!97 Al-Dahabi himself relies upon a chain going back
to al-Bardani to report the notorious hadit in which the Prophet sanctions
dreams as an extension of prophecy.!9® Furthermore, Ibn Nasir al-Din quotes
al-Bardani once more in the first fas/.19°

The dream narrator, a certain Abu ‘Ali glossed by Ibn Nasir al-Din as “per-
haps he was Ibn Hafif (d. 371/982)” recounts having seen the Prophet in a
dream in which he sat with the ‘poor’ ( fugar@). Observing from above and
at some distance, Abui ‘All sees Gabriel and the angels pouring water on the
hands of the group for washing. Abii ‘Ali extends his hands to receive water too,
but the angels warn Gabriel: “Don’t pour water on him because he is not one of
them” (la tasubbu [-ma’ ‘ala yadi-hi fa-laysa min-hum). To this Abu ‘Al replies:
“Oh Messenger of God, even if I am not one of them, I truly love them” (ya
rasul Allah fa-in kuntu lastu min-hu fa-inni uhibbu-hum). At this the Prophet
intervened: “Man is with whom he loves’ — so they poured water on my hand”
(al-mar’ ma‘a man ahabba fa-sabbu -ma’ ‘ala yadr).2°° The dream also speaks
of a tension between this anonymous group of renunciants — their piety being
exemplified by poverty — and an important personality of classical Sufism, the
traditionalist oriented Ibn Hafif. The Prophet sanctions Ibn Hafif’s inclusion in
the group by dint of his love for them.20!

197 A collection of al-Bardani’s traditions figures in Ibn ‘Abd al-HadT's catalogue of his own
books. See Hirschler, A Monument to Medieval Syrian Book Culture, p. 503. The work’s full
title is al-Fawa’id al-hisan al-muntaqat al-sihah ‘ala sart al-imamayn al-Buhariwa-Muslim,
supposedly a tahrig (selection) of Muslim and al-Buhari’s Sahih which is today preserved
in Damascus. Damascus, al-Asad National Library, Ms 384771, fol. 125-140; described by
Yasin Muhammad al-Sawwas in Fikris magami‘ al-madrasa [-‘umariyya ft dar al-kutub
al-zahiriyya bi-Dimasq, Kuwait, Ma‘had al-mahtutat al-‘arabiyya, 1980, p. 599.

198 Al-Dahabi, Siyar alam al-nubal@, X1X, p. 220-221: [..] lam yabqa min mubassirat
al-nubuwwa illa l-rw’ya [-saliha. Pierre Lory, Le réve et ses interpretations en Islam, Paris,
Albin Michel (“Sciences des religions”), 2003, p. 44-49.

199 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 1, p. 387-388, quot. from p. 387: “I came across a valu-
able question (masala) written by (bi-hatt) the master Hadith scholar (al-hafiz) Abi ‘Al
I-Bardani in which he mentioned that the friends [of God] are superior to the angels. In it
he resorted to proofs from the Book and the Sunna.” Ibn Nasir al-Din then reports a whole
passage from the masuala. He probably had access to the book.

200 Ibid, 1, p. 79.

201  On the material poverty of early renunciants, see Christopher Melchert, Before Sufism:
Early Islamic Renunciant Piety, Berlin-Boston, Walter de Gruyter (“Islam — thought,
culture, and society,” 4), 2020, p. 21-23. The Sufi Ibn Khafif has been studied by Florian
Sobieroj, Ibn Khafif as-Sirazi und seine Schrift zur Novizenerziechung (Kitab al-Iqtisad):
Biographische Studien, Edition und Ubersetzung, Beirut-Stuttgart, Orient-Institut der
Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft-F. Steiner, 1998. For reference to further stud-
ies: id., “Ibn Khafif, E13.
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The second story is also said to be taken from a source which is today no
longer extant: al-Mawa‘iz (The Exhortations) by the sufi traditionist Aba
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami (d. 412/1021), a contemporary of Abt Nu‘aym
and al-Bardani.202 The dream is of the early renunciant Ibrahim b. Adham
(d. 163/779-780) and portrays a conversation between Ibrahim and Gabriel.293
Gabriel is pictured in the act of descending to earth to record the names of
“those who love” (al-muhibbin), when Ibrahim straightforwardly asks, “Like
whom?”, to which the angel replies: “Like Malik ibn Dinar, Tabit al-Bunani
and Ayyub al-Sahtiyani’ — and he listed a great many.” When Ibrahim enquires,
“Am I among them?”, Gabriel refuses him straight away. No explanation what-
soever is given for this unexpected snub; as an early pious renunciant, Ibrahim
is equal in renown to the three people mentioned, so his separation from ‘the
lovers’ (al-muhibbin) comes across as a disturbingly arbitrary and unmoti-
vated act. But as in the previous story, Ibrahim is protected ‘by way of love. He
addresses Gabriel by saying: “When you write their names, write underneath:
‘Lover of those who love” [referring to himself]. He said [i.e. Ibrahim]: And at
this, a revelation (al-wahy) descended proclaiming ‘Write him before them!”
(fa-ida katabta-hum fa-ktub tahta-hum: muhibb al-muhibbin, gala: fa-nazala
lwahy ‘uktub-hu awwala-hum’). Thus, the revelation not only acknowledges
Ibrahim’s proper place, but also to [work to demonstrate...] changes his sta-
tus.2%4 In this story, the muhibbin’s object of desire remains unspecified (is
it God or the Prophet?).205 Be that as it may, Ibrahim b. Adham’s love for his
fellow renunciants gains him a prominent place within this group of chosen
lovers.

202  Al-Mawa‘tz wa-l-wasaya by al-Sulami is a writing known only through quotations in other
works. See Bilal Orfali and Gerard Bowering, Sufi Treatises of Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami,
Beirut, Dar el-Machreq (“Recherches”), 2009, p. 18. I am indebted to Jean-Jacques Thibon
for this reference.

203  OnIbrahim b. al-Adham, Russel Jones, “Ibrahim b. Adham,” E1%; Denis Gril, “Compagnons
ou disciples ? La suhba et ses exigences : I'exemple d’'Ibrahim b. Adham d’apres la Hilyat
al-awliya’} dans Les maitres soufis et leurs disciples, 111°-ve siécles de U'hégire (I1x°-x1€s.) :
enseignement, formation et transmission, eds Genevieve Gobillot et Jean-Jacques Thibon,
Beirut, Institut francais du Proche-Orient, 2012, p. 35-53.

204 Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami* al-atar, 1, p. 79-80. The story is also reported by Aba Nu‘aym
al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya@’ wa-tabaqat al-asfiya’, Cairo, Matba“ al-sa‘ada, 1932-1938, 10
vols, V111, p. 34-35 and Ibn ‘Asakir, Ta’rih madinat Dimasq, ed. ‘Umar b. Garama l-Amrawi,
Beirut, Dar al-fikr, 1995-1998, 80 vols, LXI, p. 401.

205 Love for the Prophet was not a typical feature of early renunciants. See Jean-Jacques
Thibon, “Transmission du hadith et modele prophétique chez les premiers soufis,” Archives
de sciences sociales des religions, 178 (avril-juin 2017), p. 71-88, esp. p. 71-72; Masotta, Les
premiers ascétes en Islam dapreés la Hilyat al-awliya’ de Abi Nu‘aym al-Isfahani, p. 442.
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Typically, dream narratives act as vehicles of an authoritative message of
truth.296 In this case, the message revolves around the intimate relationship
between love and a special place in the next world. The people involved into the
narratives are early ascetics renowned for their renunciant attitudes towards
the world, and a later Sufi (Ibn Hafif). In both narratives, love is a glue prompt-
ing the inclusion of outsiders (Ibn Hafif and Ibrahim b. al-Adham) among the
elected. It is not simply a source of salvation, but of future proximity to God
and the Prophet in the Hereafter (although not explicitly specified). Together
the two stories work demonstrate the Prophets’ words reported by Ibn Nasir
al-Din in many chains and variants: “Man will be with whom he loves.”

The scholars from whom Ibn Nasir al-Din picks his stories (al-Bardani and
al-Sulami) and those he mentions (Aba Nu‘aym’s Dikr al-muhibbin) have some-
thing in common. They lived in the same period, at the end of the 4th/10th and
beginning of the 5th/uth century and were Hadith scholars. Abi Nu‘aym and
al-Sulami were also both Sufis and Safi‘is - the latter scholar more committed
than the former. Their famous tabaqgat works erected bridges between early
Islamic renunciant piety and the tasawwuf (Sufism) of their time and accom-
modated the latter within the mainstream Sunnism of the period. In fact, both
scholars engaged in Hadith transmission and liked to stress this as their main
area of scholarly activity.207 Their model of Islamic piety clearly attracted the
pious, prophet-centered, Sunni traditionist, Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqt.

A last bunch of traditions complements what has thus far been gathered. In
these hadits, love for the Prophet is further qualified and quantified. Quoting
from the Sahthan and Abt Da’ud, Ibn Nasir al-Din asserts that it is not merely
any love that the Prophet recommends, but a love that is greater than that
which one feels for parents, children, or the self.298 The last tradition is again
reported on the authority of Anas b. Malik, to whom the Prophet told: “Oh
my son, if you are able to enter morning and evening without having deceit
for anybody in your heart, so do it/ Then, he said to me: ‘Oh my son, this is
part of my sunna. And whoever vivifies my sunna, verily he loves me, and
whoever loves me, he will be with me in Paradise” (ya bunayy wa-dalika min
sunnatt wa-man ahya sunnati fa-qad ahabbani wa-man ahabbani kana mat

206 About dreams: Lory, Le réve et ses interprétations en islam, esp. p. 131-136, 145-162 and the
various studies by Leah Kinberg.

207 Jean-Jacques Thibon, Leuvre d’ Abu Abd al-Rahman al-Sulami, 325 (937)-412 (1021) et la
formation du soufisme, Damascus, Institut francais du Proche-Orient, 2009, p. 131-139,
510-519; Masotta, Les premiers ascétes en Islam dapres la Hilyat al-awliya’ de Abu Nu‘aym
al-Isfahant, esp. p. 426-433; Christopher Melchert, “Early Renunciants as Hadith transmit-
ters,” The Muslim World 92 (2002), p. 407-418.

208  Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘ al-atar, 1, p- 80-81.
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ft l-ganna).2%9 Tbn Nasir al-Din then proceeds as he does throughout the text,
first specifying where else the hadit has been cited - in this case, in Abu Tsa
al-Tirmidr’s Gami‘ — then commenting upon the various links of the isnad.

2.2.4 Pious Action: Praying for the Prophet by His Grave
Cultivating salvific feelings of love towards the person of the Prophet was
part of the vision and purpose in Gami‘ al-atar. This could be done not only
by recollecting memories of the Prophet’s life and interiorizing his personal
qualities, but also by means of pious action. This last point is well illustrated in
the final fas! of Gami‘ al-atar dedicated to “What the Prophet left behind after
his death” ( fas! fi ma taraka-hu l-nabt ba'd wafati-hi). After having reported
on the Prophet’s possessions, the fas! seals the end of the work by returning
to the theme of his death. As usual, clusters of Hadith are quoted which are
thematically organized around the following special prerogatives attached to
Muhammad’s grave (al-has@’is al-muta‘alliqa bi-qabri-hi I-sarif)): his grave ema-
nates signs of divine favour, such as thousands of angles circling it and praying
for him; his life and death were a blessing for believers given how in Heaven
the Prophet will intercede with God to ask forgiveness for men’s bad actions
and to praise their good ones; Muhammad calls upon believers to pray for him
as a way to show him gratitude and affection and a as means of seeking per-
sonal salvation. Accordingly, praying for and saluting the Prophet is presented
by Ibn Nasir al-Din as “among the most meritorious acts which draw close to
Muhammad, the purest acts of obedience and greatest good deeds” (min afdal
al-qurbat wa-azka [-ta‘at wa-a‘zam al-hasanat).2'° Believers are urged to pray
by the Prophet’s grave. The author explains that “The Hadith and traditions
(atar) on the merit of praying and greeting our Lord and the Messenger of God
are a great deal. We restricted ourselves only to some of those related to [his]
noble grave’, for fear of losing concision (wa-l-ahadit wa-l-atar fi fadl al-salat
wa-l-salam ‘ala sayyidi-na rasil Allah katira giddan igtasarna min ba‘di-ha ‘ala
l-muta’alliqa bi-l-gabr al-sarif fagat).*"

What comes next is a cascade of traditions, one after another converging on
the merits of ziyara, the most important being intercession to the visitor on
the part of the Prophet.?!2 By now, we are familiar with the author’s technique

209 Ibid., 1, p. 81. Tirmidi, Gam, Kitab al-Tlm (41), bab Ma gaa fi l-ahd bi-l-sunna wa-gtinab
al-bida“(16).

210 See Ibn Nasir al-Din, Gami‘ al-atar, v1iI, p- 128.

211 See ibid., VIII, respectively P- 94-98, 99-100, 101-128; quotation from p. 128.

212 [bid., V111, p. 128-141.

Downloaded from Brill.com 11/21/2023 07:20:04AM
via Open Access. This is an open access article7gictrib 5e€7under the terms
C

ARABICAT0 (2023) 3767438 |- copee.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

SIRA CULTURE, HADITH AND THE VENERATION 423

of reporting parallel and divergent versions of these traditions and reviewing
isnads with an accurate eye for his sources.?!® He is also keen to mention his
own transmissions.?* Finally, he is fully aware of the contentious nature of
many of Hadith regarding ziyara. In fact, he does not quote from the Sahihan
because the traditions he reports are not sound enough to be found there.
Yet, he is thoroughly willing to concede these traditions their full devotional
import:
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What we presented here is meant to awake desire for the merit of ziyara
that the community performs as the banner of its religion. In fact, visiting
the grave of the Prophet — the best of prayers and peace be upon Him —is
one of the sunna of the people of Islam, it is an agreed upon deed which
draws one closer to God, a desirable and recommendable meritorious
action. Its Hadith are met with approval and consensus even if in some
of their chains there is contention. Nobody discusses their refutation, but
the forsaken. And nobody discredits them with the charge of fabrication,
but the doubtful ignorant. We seek refuge in God from abandonment,
misery, and deprivation.?!®

In so writing, Ibn Nasir al-Din once more acts in accordance with the demands
of the Hadith etiquette of his time. Namely, that weak Hadith could be trans-
mitted and acted upon in matters of targib and tarhib (tempting people
with the joys in Paradise and terrifying them with the horrors of Hell) edify-
ing stories and parables (al-gisas wa-l-amtal), admonishments (mawa’iz), or
reports relating the meritorious values of certain (devotional) actions ( fad@’il

213 Forinstance, when assessing the transmitter Sawwar b. Maymiin Abt Garrah al-Abdi, Ibn
Nasir al-Din draws on al-Dahabi. He writes: “al-Dahabi said in what I found written by him
in his book Visiting the Prophet —which is a thin collection (guz’(atif) [...],” then he quotes
from the source and signals the end of the quotation (intaha). Ibid., v111, p. 131.

214 Ibid., V111, p. 132-133, 134.

215 Ibid., V111, p. 141
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al-a‘mal).?'6 His was a mainstream position holding that when a meritorious
action was in question, the weakness of the fadit recommending it was not an
issue.?!” In other words, his position gave priority to popular devotional prac-
tices over questions of reliability and authenticity. In his own words: “Acting
upon it [i.e. a weak hadit] is considered permissible according to the majority”
(vaguzu l-‘amal bi-hi ‘inda l-gumhur).?'8

“And the first who visited the Prophet’s grave — as far as we know — was his
daughter Fatima” (wa-awwal man zara qabr al-nabt - fi-ma a’lam — ibnatu-hu
Fatima). She was perhaps also the first one to utter an elegy lamenting his
death.?!9 With the image of a daughter in mourning for the loss of her father,
Gami‘al-atar draws to a close.

On the whole, Ibn Nasir al-Din shares a language of Prophetic devotion typi-
cal of the Islamic piety of his time.?2° Content-wise, there is nothing unique to
it, but such language does show that Gami* al-atar — a Hadith-oriented sira —
was intended to nurture the veneration of the Prophet in practice as well.

Conclusion

Recent scholarship has engaged with both the deeply rooted and highly per-
vasive Hadith transmission culture of the later Middle period as well as the
local intensification of sober mawlid writings and Hadith-injected Sira in
8th/14th-century Damascus. The life and work of Ibn Nasir al-Din al-Dimasqj,
born and bred in that city between the 8th/14th and gth/15th centuries, display
a culmination of these elements. Although often associated with Ibn Taymiyya
and Hanbalis because of his Radd al-wafir as well as his commitment to Hadith
scholarship and transmission, Ibn Nasir al-Din shared little with the provoc-
ative and outspoken personality of Ibn Taymiyya, nor was he a worldly and
powerful man of the sort of Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani. Perhaps this explains why
he has remained neglected by modern scholars working in Western languages.

216  See id., al-Targih li-hadit salat al-tasbih, p. 36, discussed by Katz, The Birth of the Prophet
Muhammad, p. 96-100; Ibn al-Salah al-Sahrazari, Ulam al-hadit, p. 103; English transla-
tion, id., An Introduction to the Science of Hadith, p. 8o.

217 See Jonathan A.C. Brown, “Even If It's Not True It's True: Using Unreliable Hadiths in
Sunni Islam,” Islamic Law and Society, 18 (2011), p. 1-52.

218 Ibn Nasir al-Din, al-Targih li-hadit salat al-tasbih, p. 36.

219 Id., Gami‘al-atar, viii, p- 141142 (quotation from p. 141).

220 Schimmel, And Muhammad is His Messenger, p. 99-104 on belief in $afa‘a and the merits
of tasliya. On ziyara, the standard reference remains Christopher Taylor, In the Vicinity
of the Righteous: Ziyara and the Veneration of Muslim Saints in Late Medieval Egypt,
Leiden-Boston, Brill (“Islamic History and Civilization,” 22), 1999.
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Yet precisely the fact that he was a rather mainstream scholarly personality
makes of him a representative voice of the local devotional culture towards the
Prophet of the later Middle Period, the key elements of which converge in his
Gami‘al-atar fi siyar wa-mawlid al-muhtar.

Ibn Nasir al-Din was himself an expression of the intense veneration towards
the Prophet that took shape in the period, of the post canonical Hadith cul-
ture of his time and the vigorous transmission of the Prophet’s legacy that
went along with it. In the later Middle Period, Sira, the narrative literary genre
closely associated with recollecting memories of the Prophet’s life and person,
became a diverse repository of literary texts. Moreover, this genre was being
regularly studied, transmitted, written, and consumed in a variety of spaces
and by a variety of people. This article suggests that the popularity, fondness,
and respect for Sira can be fruitfully put in relation with the growing devotion
towards the person of the Prophet that was in turn fueled by mawlid celebra-
tions, the intensification of Hadith studies, and its transmission. The scope of a
rich work like Gami- al-atar can be grasped when read against the background
of this scholarly and devotional commitment to the Prophet’s legacy.

Ibn Nasir al-Din’s written output helps make sense of his scholarly interests
and religious worldview in particular in relation to Gami al-atar. The struc-
ture and contents of this massive work show that what initially appears to be
an encyclopaedic Hadith collection was a massive collection of chronologi-
cally arranged traditions recalling the most significant phases of the Prophet’s
existence as well as his unique qualities. There is no doubt that the author
conceived this work to be a sira, as he explicitly refers to it. So too does the
copyist of the Damascus Zahiriyya manuscript used as the basis for the cur-
rent edition of the text. Moreover, Gami‘ al-atar exhibits most, if not all, of
the features that by the time characterized narrative memories of the life of
the Prophet. Namely, a substantial preoccupation for chronology and chrono-
logical arrangement, glosses, poetry, genealogy, and Qur’anic infusion into the
recounted stories. All of this is kept together by a vigilant narrative eye which
defies the literary and fragmented nature of Hadith and traditions.

The discipline of Hadith intervenes substantially in this work. It is so pres-
ent not only because it was Ibn Nasir al-Din’s primary field of enquiry, but also
because it was a powerful way of connecting to the Prophet, and through him
to God. In brief, the isnad was not only a validating tool, but also a transmis-
sion of prophetic presence.??! In the opening pages of Iftitah al qari li-Sahih

221 Denis Gril effectively speaks of the isnad as: “less as a means of authentification than as a
transmission of [prophetic] presence.” Denis Gril, “Hadith in the work of Ibn ‘Arabi: The
uninterrupted chain of prophecy,” Journal of the Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi Society, 50 (2011),
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al-Buhari, an effective picture of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s grand idea on the status
of Sunna as well as its transmitters forcefully emerges. Here, the Sunna of the
Prophet is presented as “an inspiration from God too” (i.e. next to the Qur'an),
and is thus given the status of the revealed word.?22 Accordingly, it was God
who appointed for the Sunna the men (rigal) who went in search of it, col-
lected it and validated its chains “with which God honored this community."223
Ibn Nasir al-Din produces a hyperbolic inventory of what the Sunna includes:

4\2_9\)5) M:\,,ASL MK»B 4\.;.5) 45')’;5) oli\f,u) 43:\)\ d}«w) (;5)\&& OL: [] Lté)
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[...] The illustration of his campaigns, expeditions, missions, writings,
decisions and rulings, exhortations, recommendations, miracles, his
days, qualities, nature (ahlag), manners and states (ahwal), until the
time of his death; the mention of his wives, children, sons-in-law, and
Companions; the spread of their merits and virtues, and their sayings on
the Law [...]224

In sum, the Sunna is replete with details about the Prophet’s life, and as such
its massive presence in a sira work should not surprise us.

In parallel, and by means of Hadith, the role of transmitters is presented by
Ibn Nasir al-Din in heavily charged terms. They are the Prophet’s successors
(hulafa’rasul Allah), those in whose favor Muhammad supplicates, God’s abdal
on earth, His friends (awliya’ li-Llah) and those who divert affliction (al-bala’)
from the community with their search for Hadith (bi-riklat ashab al-hadit).??>
They will be saved on the Day of Resurrection and be the protectors (hurras) of
the earth.226 These ideas lend the plethora of Hadith criticism that populates

p- 45-76. I am here quoting from the online version available at: https://ibnarabisociety
.org/ahadith-in-the-work-of-ibn-arabi-denis-gril/, last accessed December 14th, 2021.

222  IbnNasir al-Din, Iftitah al-gari’ li-Sahih al-Buhart, in Magmi‘fi-hi ras@’il, p. 322 (wa-l-sunna
[-nabawiyya hiya wahy min Allah ta‘ala aydan) and p. 321: “Gabriel — peace be upon him —
used to let the Sunna descend on the Prophet as he let the Quran descend on him, and he
used to teach it as he taught the Qur’an” (also quoted in al-Radd al-wafir, p. 6).

223  See Davidson, Carrying on the Tradition, p. 16-27; Ibn Nasir al-Din, Iftitah al qart li-Sahth
al-Buhart, in Magmu‘fi-hi ras@’il, p. 322: wa-qad nasaba Llah ta‘ala li-l-sunna rigal** rahalii

Sfitalabi-ha [...].

224 Ibid.

225 Ibid., p. 323-324.

226 Ibid., p. 326, 328.
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Gami* al-atar greater meaning. It was not only the scholarly field in which
the author excelled, but also the activity through which Ibn Nasir al-Din
claimed his place among the prestigious men who seek the Sunna outlined in
Iftitah al gart.

Gami* al-atar is a complex work: long, bulky, and replete with Hadith eru-
dition on the one hand, filled with poetry and dotted with simple doctrinal
points on the other. Primarily inspired by the affection for the Prophet which
suffused mawlid celebrations, most likely, Gami‘al-atar was not intended to be
recited in mawlid festivals but studied. The author’s initial statement about his
purpose is an important key to comprehending the text. There, he states that
recalling the main landmarks of the Prophet’s life and his very unique quali-
ties is a way of reaching him and attaining his very qualities. The author thus
calls for a sort of spiritual mimesis, an inner attachment that aims at spiritual
elevation and salvation by cultivating the feelings of love that assure believ-
ers a secure place near Muhammad in the next world. Although the Prophet
was no longer alive, his presence could be evoked by recalling his existence
and unmatched perfection, and so much better if this was done by means
of Hadith.

The reception of Ibn Nasir al-Din’s Gami‘ al-atar remains to be studied,
as does his relationship to the local Prophet-centered Sufism that tenuously
peeped in at various stages in this article. The affinity or divergence of this work
with other Hadith-infused siras and mawlid texts also deserve closer scrutiny.
I began by asking about the place of Sira in the veneration of the Prophet in
the later Middle Period, especially in relation to Hadith. I hope to have demon-
strated that Sira was a form of literary and cultural memory regarding the life
of Muhammad. At least as fashioned in a text like The Compilation of Traditions
on the Birth and Life of the Chosen One, Sira had little to do with historicity,
and much more with making the Prophet alive and present by cultivating the
memory of his perfection and ongoing existence.
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