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Preface

THE HISTORY OF PROPHETS AND KINGS (Ta’n'kh a1-rusu1 wa'l

mulfik) by Abfi Ia'far Muhammad b. Iarir al-Tabari (839-923),

here rendered as the History of al-Tabari, is by common consent

the most important universal history produced in the world of

Islam. It has been translated here in its entirety for the first time

for the benefit of non-Arabists, with historical and philological

notes for those interested in the particulars of the text.

Al-Tabari’s monumental work explores the history of the

ancient nations, with special emphasis on biblical peoples and

prophets, the legendary and factual history of ancient Iran, and,

in great detail, the rise of Islam, the life of the Prophet

Muhammad, and the history of the Islamic world down to the

year 915. The first volume of this translation will contain a

biography of al—Tabari and a discussion of the method, scope,

and value of his work. It will also provide information on some

of the technical considerations that have guided the work of the

translators.

The History has been divided here into 39 volumes, each of

which covers about two hundred pages of the original Arabic

text in the Leiden edition. An attempt has been made to draw

the dividing lines between the individual volumes in such a way

that each is to some degree independent and can be read as such.

The page numbers of the Leiden edition appear in the margins

of the translated volumes.

Al-Tabari very often quotes his sources verbatim and traces

the chain of transmission (isndd) to an original source. The
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chains of transmitters are, for the sake of brevity, rendered by

only a dash (—) between the individual links in the chain. Thus,

"According to Ibn Humayd—Salamah—Ibn Ishaq” means that

al-Tabari received the report from Ibn Humayd, who said that he

was told by Salamah, who said that he was told by Ibn Ishiq,

and so on. The numerous subtle and important differences in

the original Arabic wording have been disregarded.

The table of contents at the beginning of each volume gives a

brief survey of the topics dealt with in that particular volume.

It also includes the headings and subheadings as they appear in

al-Tabari's text, as well as those occasionally introduced by the

translator.

Well-known place names, such as, for instance, Mecca, Baghdad,

Ierusalem, Damascus, and the Yemen, are given in their English

spellings. Less common place names, which are the vast majority,

are transliterated. Biblical figures appear in the accepted English

spelling. Iranian names are usually transcribed according to their

Arabic forms, and the presumed Iranian forms are often discussed

in the footnotes.

Technical terms have been translated wherever possible, but

some, such as dirham and imam, have been retained in Arabic

forms. Others that cannot be translated with sufficient precision

have been retained and italicized, as well as footnoted.

The annotation aims chiefly at clarifying difficult passages,

identifying individuals and place names, and discussing textual

difficulties. Much leeway has been left to the translators to in

clude in the footnotes whatever they consider necessary and

helpful.

The bibliographies list all the sources mentioned in the

annotation.

The index in each volume contains all the names of persons

and places referred to in the text, as well as those mentioned in

the notes as far as they refer to the medieval period. It does not

include the names of modern scholars. A general index, it is

hoped, will appear after all the volumes have been published.

For further details concerning the series and acknowledg

ments, see Preface to Volume I.

Ehsan Yar-Shater
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This section of the History of al-Tabari covers the four and one

half year reign of Muhammad al-Amin, who succeeded to the

caliphate upon the death of his father, Hari'in al-Rashid, on 3

Iumada II 193 (March 2.4, 809), and who was killed on 2.8

Muharram 198 (September 2.5, 813).

A single event, the conflict and eventual civil war between al

Amin and his half brother al-Ma’miin, the governor of Khurasan

province, absorbs the attention of al-Tabari for these years.

Before his death al-Rashid had formalized arrangements for the

succession in a series of documents signed at Mecca and de

posited for safekeeping in the Ka'bah in the last month of AH.

186 (December 802.) and reaffirmed, with certain additions, some

two years later.1 Under these arrangements, al-Amin was to

succeed to the caliphate; his brother, al-Ma’mfm, was to receive

the governorship of the eastern province of Khurasan, with vir

tual autonomy from Baghdad. Al-Amin was not to interfere in

any way with the administration of his brother’s province. He

could neither remove his brother from office nor interfere in any

way with his revenues or military support. Furthermore, al

Ma’mun was named as al—Amin's successor; al-Amin was ex

plicitly forbidden to alter the succession. The succession after

al-Ma’mfin was fixed in al-Qasim, a third son of al-Rashid,

although al-Ma’mi'in was given the right on his succession to

 

I. For details of the documents, see Tabari, III, 6 51-67.
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replace al-Qasim with someone else, if he wished. If either

brother violated these conditions, he was to forfeit his rights.

These arrangements constituted an unprecedented restriction on

a ruling caliph's authority, and although the brothers freely

agreed to them, it was obvious that they could be made to work

only with the good will of both sides.

It quickly became apparent that such good will did not exist.

Trust between the two elder brothers broke down even before

the death of al-Rashid. According to a notice for A.H. 192.

(807—8), one year before the death of al-Rashid, al-Ma’ml'in

already suspected that his brother would try to eliminate him

on accession to the caliphate.2 He therefore asked to be allowed

to accompany al-Rashid on an expedition to Khurasan so as not

to be in Baghdad and under his brother’s control if the already

ailing al-Rashid should die. Al-Rashid vacillated but eventually

granted the request; the chronicle does not make explicit the

extent to which he was aware of the mistrust between the two

heirs. While on the expedition, al-Rashid took a step that

exacerbated the tension by assigning to al-Ma’mun the entire

army that constituted the expeditionary force. By implying

that al-Ma’mun would have at his permanent disposal a large

part of the regular army from Baghdad, in addition to the forces

he could raise in his governorate of Khurasan, al-Rashid dis

turbed the military balance that would exist on the accession

of al-Amin. We can deduce that al-Amin never accepted that

this extraordinary arrangement was implied by the terms of

succession to which he had agreed. In a letter drafted seven or

eight months before al-Rashid's death and sent to a younger

brother, Salih, who had also accompanied the expedition to

Khurasan, with instructions that it be delivered only on the

death of al-Rashid, al-Amin gave orders that the regular Iraqi

troops should return to Baghdad immediately on al-Amin’s

succession, under the command of al-Fadl b. al-Rabi‘, al

Amin's most trusted adviser. The secrecy about the letter may

imply fear on al-Amin’s part that al-Rashid might contravene

its content if it became known to him before his death.

 

2.. See Tabari, III, 730—31.
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Thus, on the death of al-Rashid the situation already con

tained the germs of conflict. Al-Rashid's instructions notwith

standing, the maiority of army commanders on the Khurasan

expedition decided to obey the new caliph’s orders to return to

Baghdad. Al-Ma’mim was enraged. His first impulse was to use

force to prevent the desertion of troops he regarded as under his

command, but his chief adviser, al-Fadl b. Sahl, warned him that

his remaining forces were inferior to the task. At the same time,

al-Fadl instructed al-Ma’mun to work to strengthen his power

base in Khurasan, with a view toward eventually replacing al

Amin as caliph.

After the account of the episode of the return of the army to

Baghdad, al-Tabari’s chronicle presents an exchange of letters

between the two brothers. Al-Amin pressed his brother to make

a number of concessions that al-Ma’mun regarded as contrary

to the terms of the succession agreement. As there are several

accounts of these letters and embassies, the sequence of de

mands is not always clear. Apparently al-Amin at first merely

requested that al-Ma’mun allow al-Amin’s infant son, Musa,

to be added to the order of succession after al-Ma’mi'm and

al-Qasim. Al-Ma’mfin, whose military situation in Khurasan

already had improved with the surrender of the rebels, rejected

the request and at some point stopped sending al-Amin official

reports of events in his province (via the band or post service,

really an official information service linking provincial gover

nors to the central government in Baghdad). Al-Amin considered

this and a number of associated acts as rebellion and had al

Ma’miin’s name removed from the succession. Other moves

by al-Amin included appointing the infant Musa nominal

governor of Khurasan, refusing to allow al-Ma’mun's private

fortune and family to leave Iraq, and summoning al-Ma’mun

back to Baghdad.

These maneuvers continued through AH. 194 (October 809

October 810). By Iumada II 195 (March 811) military conflict was

imminent. Al-Amin demanded that certain districts over which

al-Ma’mfin had been exercising control from Khurasan but

that lay outside the borders of the province, be returned to the

control of Baghdad. When al-Ma’mun refused to comply,

al-Amin gave a former governor of Khurasan, 'Ali b. 1551 b.
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Mahan, command of 40,000 men and dispatched him with

orders to seize the contested district of al-Rayy and then pro

ceed to Khurasan. He was to arrest al-Ma’mun and return

him to Baghdad in chains.

Al-Amin’s attempts to settle the dispute by force ended

in military disasters. 'Ali b. 'Isa was killed in battle against

al-Ma’mun’s commander at al-Rayy, Tahir b. al-Husayn. (A1

Ma’mun formally accepted the title of caliph shortly after

the victory.) A second expedition from Baghdad, led by 'Abd

al-Rahman b. Iabalah al-Abnawi, was defeated as well, leaving

al-Ma’mun in possession of all northern Iran. The year A.H.

196 (September 811—September 812.) saw al-Amin making des

perate attempts to recruit support from the Arab tribes of Iraq

and Syria, but these efforts, the product of necessity rather

than of any personal rapport with the Bedouin Arabs, came to

no avail. An expedition by a mixed army of 20,000 regular troops

and 20,000 Bedouins sent to prevent Tahir from taking Hulwan,

the gateway to Iraq, ended in fiasco when the regulars and

Bedouins turned against each other at the instigation of agents

provocateurs infiltrated into the army by Tahir. A subsequent

effort to raise support for al-Amin in Syria also failed. Even

in Baghdad, al-Amin’s support seemed to be melting away. A

section of the elite Baghdad garrison (the Abna’) backed a pro

Ma’mun coup by the son of “Ali b. 'Isa b. Mahan. Al-Amin

was deposed and imprisoned for two days in Rajab 196 (April

812.), until loyal troops from the garrison quarter of al-Harbiyyah

put down the coup and freed the caliph.

By the end of A.H. 196, al-Amin’s power was evaporating. After

Tahir's victories in northern Iran, al-Ma’mi'in, who now con

sidered himself the legitimate caliph because his brother had

violated the succession agreement, launched a two-pronged at

tack on Iraq. While Harthamah b. A'yan advanced over the

main road from Hulwan into Iraq to approach Baghdad from the

east, Tahir turned south toward al-Ahwaz, whose governor died

in battle rather than renounce his allegiance to al-Amin. Tahir

then turned west, took Wisit and al-Mada’in, crossed the Tigris,

and advanced to Sarsar, only a few miles south of Baghdad.

The siege of Baghdad lasted from 12. Dhu al-Hijjah 196

(August 2.5, 812.), when Tahir moved his camp to an open space
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outside the gate of al-Harbiyyah suburb, the main seat of the

Baghdad garrison, until the death of al-Amin on 15 Muharram

198 (September 2.5, 813). The suburbs that had grown up around

the walled city suffered extensive damage from the fighting

and from bombardment by siege engines. Al-Amin could still

rely on the loyalty of most of the local troops, and he had large

resources of money with which to buy the services of soldiers.

Some of Tiahir's troops were tempted and changed sides. Gangs

of vagrants and unemployed paupers were organized into ir

regular units to fight a kind of urban guerrilla war. But, with

Tahir and Harthamah controlling the approaches to the city

and with most of al-Amin's governors in Iraq having prudently

switched their loyalties to the winning side, al-Amin finally was

forced to attempt an escape or negotiate for terms. It was decided

that surrender was the best option. The question was whether to

turn to Tahir, the obvious choice, as he was in closest proximity

to the palace, or to Harthamah, who was across the Tigris on

the east bank. The bridges having been cut, the logistics of a

surrender to Harthamah were more complicated and would be

possible only with the consent of Tahir; however, al-Amin in

sisted on Harthamah, whom he knew and believed he could

trust.

Terms for the surrender were worked out in three-way

negotiations among representatives of al-Amin, Tahir, and

Harthamah. Al-Amin was to turn over the insignia of the

caliphate to Tahir, thereby renouncing his claim to the office.

He would then be allowed to proceed to a wharf on the Tigris,

where Harthamah would be waiting in a boat to ferry him to

safety. The plan was never carried out. What actually happened

is not easy to reconstruct. The insignia of the caliphate were

never surrendered to Tahir—that is virtually certain. One

account presents this neglect as a deliberate attempt by al-Amin

to circumvent the agreement and escape to Harthamah without

abdicating. According to this account, al-Hasan al-I-Iirsh, the

leader of the irregular troops that had fought for al-Amin,

learned of al-Amin’s intention and denounced al-Amin to

Tahir, who then set up an ambush and frustrated the planned

escape. But, according to a second and more detailed account,

the failure to hand over the insignia seems not to have been



xviii Translator’s Foreword

planned. According to this account, Harthamah’s messenger

came to al-Amin at the prearranged time and announced that

the boat was at the wharf. Presumably, this was the moment

when al-Amin should have sent the insignia to Tahir so that

the guards at the gates of the city, under Tahir’s command,

would be commanded to allow the caliph to depart. However,

Harthamah's messenger added that suspicious activity had

been noticed on the shore of the Tigris and that Harthamah

recommended postponing the surrender for a day; he would

return on the morrow with sufficient forces to defend al-Amin

in the event of an ambush. At this point al-Amin panicked.

Convinced that Tahir intended to storm the palace that night,

he insisted on riding to the wharf without delay and with only

the smallest of escorts. The insignia, one can deduce from

Tahir's subsequent account (though full of half-truths, it seems

accurate enough on this point), were taken along, carried not

by the caliph but by the eunuch Kawthar, who rode in the rear

of the cavalcade. Not having received word of a formal surrender

by al-Amin, Tahir’s forces attempted to board the boat. A scuffle

ensued, and al-Amin, who fell or jumped into the Tigris and

swam to shore, was apprehended, taken to a house being used

by one of Tahir's commanders, and executed that night, almost

certainly on orders from Tahir. (Tahir's account of how over

zealous soldiers mortally wounded al-Amin at the moment

of his capture must be seen as a self-serving lie.) The next

morning, Tahir exposed al-Amin's head to public view, and

the civil war—at least this phase of it—was over.

The vigor of al-Tabari’s history of this period will be apparent

to the reader. There is extensive use of accounts by participants

in the events—aI-Fadl b. Sahl for events at the court of al

Ma’mfin and a number of courtiers in the entourage of al

Amin. The account of the last hours of al-Amin's life by Ahmad

b. Sallam ranks as one of the most dramatic pieces of early

Arabic historical writing. Many diplomatic letters exchanged

between al-Amin and al-Ma’mfin are included verbatim, as

well as Tahir’s long letter to al-Ma’mun explaining the cir

cumstances of al-Amin's death—a letter filled with cold self

justification that is all the more shocking following as it does

the heartrending eyewitness narrative of the murder of the
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caliph. There are long selections from the poetry of the period,

both the panegyric and elegy that accompanied all politically

significant events and the less formal poetry that commem

orated the day-to-day events of the war. A noteworthy inclusion

is the r35-verse poem by Abu Ya'qub al-Khuraymi describing

the devastation of Baghdad.

A Note on the Text

The translation follows the text of the Leiden edition, which

appeared in installments between r879 and 1898 under the

general editorship of M. I. De Goeje. The French scholar

Stanislas Guyard edited the chronicle for the years A.H. 159—

218 (HI, 459—1163). The text of the section on the caliphate

of al-Amin survived in only one manuscript known at the time,

Istanbul Ms. Kopriilii 1041 (siglum C in the apparatus of the

Leiden edition but designated in this section simply as "codex,"

as it provided the only source of the text). The manuscript was

described as “imperfectum, passim parvas lacunas habens.”

Restoration of the text was often very difficult, as can be seen

from the apparatus criticus of the edition. For help in estab

lishing the text Guyard was able to refer to parallel passages by

later historians, who often quoted verbatim from al-Tabari: Ibn

al-Athir’s Kitab al-Kamil fi al-ta’rikh; the anonymous Kitab

al-‘Uyfin wa-al-hada'iq fi akhbar al-haqa’iq and Miskawayh’s

Kitrib Tairirib al-umam wa-ta‘dqib al-himam (both contained

in De Goeje’s 1869 edition of Fragmenta Historicorum Arabi

corum); al-Mas'udi's Murfij al-dhahab; and Sibt Ibn al-Iawzi's

Mir’at al-zaman.

A photographic copy of one additional manuscript containing

part of the section translated here became available for the 1960

Cairo edition of Muhammad Abu al-Fadl Ibrahim—Istanbul Ms.

Ahmet III 2.92.9 (siglum alif, or A, in the Cairo apparatus). This

manuscript allowed Ibrahim to fill in some of the small lacunae

in the Leiden edition and occasionally preserved a better reading.

Unfortunately, the text of the manuscript stops just before the

end of A.H. 197 (III, 902., of the Leiden text), so that the re

mainder of the Cairo text for this section is the same as the

Leiden text, apart from minor differences in punctuation and
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vocalization. Where my translation follows the Cairo text this

is indicated in a footnote.

I have noted where parallel accounts of the events of these

years may be found, particularly in the works of al-Ya‘qubi, al

Dinawari, al-Isbahani, al-Mas‘udi, and Ibn al-Athir, as well as

some of the secondary literature available on the period.

The accompanying maps have been reproduced from G. Le

Strange’s books The Lands of the Eastern Caliphate (1905) and

Baghdad during the Abbasid Caliphate (1900). Unfortunately,

they include many features that postdate the caliphate of

al-Amin. The reader should therefore use them as an aid to

locating the sites of events narrated by al-Tabari, not as a guide

to the topography of Baghdad under al-Amin.

I wish to express my thanks to Professors Seeger A. Bonebak

ker, Michael G. Morony, and Moshe Perlmann of the University

of California, Los Angeles; to Professor Everett K. Rowson of the

University of Pennsylvania; Dr. Michael L. Bates, Curator of

Islamic Coins at the American Numismatic Society; and to Dr.

Paul E. Chevedden of Salem State College, Salem, Massachu

setts, for their help. For any errors and shortcomings, I alone

take responsibility.

Michael Fishbein
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Map3.Al-KarkhandNeighboringSuburbs.AfterG.LeStrange,BaghdadduringtheAbbasidCaliphate



16.

.MosqueofMusayyibwiththetall

minaret

.Marketof'Abdal-Wahid

.FiefoftheGatekeepers,Diwanof

theSadaqah(OfficeofthePoor

Tax),stables,anddromedary

house

.OldBridge

.MarketofAbual-Ward

.MosqueofIbnRaghbanand

MosqueoftheAnbaris

.HospitalBridgeandOldHospital

(Bimdristrin)

.DarrabatandMillofAbual

Qasim

.Quarterofthewasitis

ro. Ir.
r2..

13.
r4. r5.

Al-Khafqah(theClappers)

GateofKarkh

GateoftheCoppersmiths

MarketofGhalib SquareofSuwayd

RoadofthePainterandHouseof

Ka'b

MarketoftheClothingMerchants

(8inaI-Bazzrizin)
.Butchers'quarter

I8. r9.
2.0.

.Reedweavers’quarter

2.2.. 2.3. 2.4. 2.5. 2.6. 2.7. 2.8. 2.9. 30. 31. 32.. 33 34 35~ 36. 37 38. 39 4c. 4r.

Poultrymarket

Soapboilers’quarter

Canaldiggers’quarter

Roadofthepitchworkers

Cooks’quarter

MoundoftheAss

QuadrangleoftheOilMerchant

ShrineofIunaydandSari
al-Saqati,theSuficonvent

Tuesdaymarket

QuadrangleofSilih

Sawwaqin

FiefoftheChristiansand MonasteryoftheVirgins

RoadofBricks
CottonHouse

BridgeoftheOilMerchants

AlkaliBridge ThornBridge

PomegranateBridge

MaghidBridgeandmills

GateoftheMills

GardenBridge
Ma'badiBridge

BanuZurayqBridge

42..MyrtleWharfandMelonHouse

(fruitmarket)

43.Palaceof'lsa,MosqueofIbn

al-Muttalib,andTombofCaliph

al-Mustadi

44.Shrineof'Ali(Mashhad

al-Mintaqah)

45.Greatmosqueofal-Sharqiyyah

quarter

46.ShrineofMa'rufal—Karkhiand cemeteryoftheConventGate

47.Harraniarchway

47-41.BasrahGateroad

47—48.RoadtotheLowerBridge,

calledBarleyStreet

49.PalaceandMosqueofal-Waddah

50.NewBridgeandbooksellers’

market

5r.PalaceandMarketof'Abd

al-Wahhab

52..Patrician’sMill

53.PalaceintheFiefof'lsa

54.MuhawwalGateandMosque

55.BridgeoftheGreeksandHouseof

theFan/fishes
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Map4.Al-HarbiyyahwiththeThreeQuartersofal-Rusafah,al-Shammisiyyah,andal-Mukharrim.
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.PalaceofHumaydb.'AbdaHanmid4r

)— OO\I@w‘EI-ll“

.BarleyGate(BabaI-Sha'ir) OldconventatSaratPoint

.PalaceofZubaydah,calledal-Qarar

.Al-KhuldPalace

.Royalstables

.Officeofbridgeworksandhallofthepolicechief

.PalacesofPrincesSulaymanandSalih,sonsofal-Mansur,on

DarbSulayman

.IronGateandBridge,leadingtoDujaylRoad

.Waterconduit('AbbamlaI-Kukh)

.Al~I-_larbGateandBridge,leadingtoal-HarbGateRoad

.TombofIbnHanbal

.QatrabbulGateandBridgeofUmmIa'far’sMill

.PalaceandmosqueofUmm)a'farZubaydah

.StrawGate(Ba'baI-Tibn)

.GateoftheFief

.LittleGate(8612aI-Saghir)

.Palaceof'Umarah

.PalaceoftheTahiridHarim

.Slaves’House(DaraI-Raqiq)andFiefofthePages(ghula'ms)

.PalaceofHafsb.'UthmaninDarbSiwar

.PalaceofIbnAbi'Awn

.BridgeoftheStrawMerchants(QantamlaI-Tabbrinin)

.Al-Harbiyyahmosque

.QuadrangleofAbual-'Abbas

.QuadrangleofShabib

.Abiial-IawnBridge

.PalaceofSa'idal-Khatib

.Orphanschool

.Dukkanal-Abna'(Persianshops)

.QuadrangleofthePersians,withthesuburbsofRushayd,Zuhayr,

and'Uthmanb.Nuhayk

.Arcadesof'Akki,Ghitrif,andAbuSuwayd

.PrisonoftheSyrianGate

.RoadandPalaceofHim

.Bukharimosque

.Kazimaynshrines:tombsofZubaydah,Caliphal-Amin,andthe

Buyidprinces

.Tombof'AbdallahsonofIbnHanbal

.Palaceofal-Mahdiinal-Rusafah

.Al-Rusafahmosque

.ShrineofAbuHanilahinKhayzurancemetery

.Tomsoteeaips

.PalacesofUmmHabibandal-FadlontheroadoftheMaydan

.Khudayriyyahquarterandmosque;Khudayrmarket

.Palaceofal-WaddahontheRoadoftheSkiffs

.MarketofYahyaandBridgeRoad

.PalaceofFaraj

.PalacesofDirrand)a'larabBarmaki

.MarketofIa'farandMahdiCanalRoad

.MarketofKhalidandQasral-Tm(MudCastle)

.Al'ShammasiyyahGateandPalaceofMunis

.ThreeGatessuburb,PlaceofVows,andChapeloftheFestival

.BaradanGate

.BaradanBridgeandPalaceofAbuNasr

.PalaceofIbnal‘ljlutam

.Barmakidfiefandpalaces

.Daral-Riim(HouseoftheGreeks)andNestorianand)acobite
churchesoftheChristianquarter,withthepatriarch’shouse

.Marketofal-Nasr,mosque,andIronGates

.KhurasanGateofEastBaghdad

.Babal-Taq(ArchwayGate)andpalacesofKhuzaymah,Prince

'Ubaydallah,andPrincessAsma‘

.Streetof'AmrtheGreek

.GardenofZahiratthemouthoftheM1155canalandPalaceofIbn

Muqlah

.GreatRoad

.Palaceofal-Mu'tasim

.LongStreet

.PalaceofIbnal-FuratandStreetoftheVineTendril

.ThirstMarket(Sliqal-'A_tsh)

.Palace,quadrangle,andmarketofal-I-jarashi

.Al-AnsarBridge

.TanksoftheAnsar,Haylanah,andDawud

.PalaceofIbnal-KhasibintheRoadofSa'dal-Wasif

.MarketofaHanjjaj .GreatPitchedGate

.Al-MukharrimGateandBridgeofal-'Abbas

.Haymarketandbooths

.PalaceofBanujah

.'AmmarGateandPalaceof'Urnarah

.GateoftheHorseMarket

.AbrazGate

.GateoftheTuesdayMarket

.FirdawsPalaceandlake
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