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Preface

THE HISTORY OF PROPHETS AND KINGS (Ta'rikh al-rusul wa'l

mulük) by Abu Ja'far Muhammad b. Jarir 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 bene

fit of non-Arabists, with historical and philological notes for those

interested in the particulars of the text.

Tabari's monumental work explores the history of the ancient na

tions, 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 infor

mation on some of the technical considerations that have guided the

work of the translators.

The History has been divided here into 38 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
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the original in the Leiden edition appear on the margins of the trans

lated volumes.

Each volume has an index of proper names. A general index vol

ume will follow the publication of the translation volumes.

Ehsan Yar-Shater
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Translator's Foreword

6.

The period covered in this volume is that of the upheaval following

the assassination of Caliph al-Mutawakkil, who ruled from 847

861. Within eight years or so, three caliphs came to power only to be

murdered by the same group of army officers that murdered al-Mu

tawakkil. The first of these caliphs, al-Muntasir, who survived

barely a year, falls outside the scope of this volume. The caliphate of

al-Musta'in (862-866) and that of al-Mu'tazz (866-869) are the con

cern here.

The period covered by al-Tabari highlights the accelerated break

down of centralized authority and the formation of local petty-states

within the larger ‘Abbāsid polity. Appointed by the caliph, and nom

inally loyal to him, the local governors were, in effect, semi-autono

mous in conducting their affairs. Moreover, the caliphs had become

totally dependent on the slave army that had initially been recruited

to support caliphal authority-so dependent, that the military lead

ers decided the fate of the central authority. The commanders,

mainly of Central Asian Turkish extraction—such as Wasif and Bu

ghā-survived the successive changes of rulers, and often they were

actively involved in plotting the downfall of a particular caliph. The

caliph has been duly immortalized by the following lines:

[Behold] a caliph in a cage,

between Wasif and Bughā

Repeating what they say to him,

as the parrot itself would repeat.
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In this period the caliphate, as an institution, was undergoing its

critical test in the face of the military power which was by then

based on professional foreign recruits. The tension between the “le

gitimate” power, as represented by the caliphate, and the “real”

power, as represented by the military, had not yet resolved itself

into a complementary mode of sharing authority; each party seems

to have been totally preoccupied with plotting to control the other,

or to overcome it if need be.

As Wasif and Bugha made and broke caliphs, they created a politi

cal and military infrastructure that paralleled the formal govern

ment. They groomed their sons for political power, handing over to

them the military command they once held. Within the seven years

covered in this volume, control of the regular army was passed on

from Wasif and Bugha to their respective sons Salih b. Wasif and

Müsa b. Bughā. Having assimilated the lessons of clientage, the two

power-brokers tightened their alliance by marital bonds when Bu

ghā's daughter was given in marriage to Wasif's son.

The most significant episode of the time was the civil war be

tween al-Musta'in and al-Mu'tazz. Economically, the conflict was,

at the very least, extremely disruptive. The description of the events

is rich with references to the cost of the war. We are even told the

details of payments made to soldiers to fight, or to guard somebody,

as well as the costs for an entire campaign. We are also informed

that the total cost of government for a single year had become equal

to the tax revenues (kharāj) of the whole realm for two years. More

over, the professional soldiers fighting in the mid-ninth century no

longer conducted war for ideological or religious reasons as did ear

lier Islamic armies. They fought for private gain. Indeed, their de

mands are echoed with every event. The caliph was always asked to

produce additional service pay and bonuses. As traditional loyalties

eroded, the central authorities, with increasing frequency, gave

approval to political and monetary arrangements over which they

could exercise no effective control. Critical positions were bought

and sold, further accelerating the decline of centralized authority.

Such is the larger picture contained within these pages. The care

ful reader will also note myriad details that reflect the more prosaic

aspects of life, for, here as elsewhere, the narratives of al-Tabari are

rich in allusions to daily life.
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The Caliphate of al-Musta'in

The Caliphate of

Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mu'tasim,

Known as al-Musta'in. His Patronymic

was Abu al-‘Abbās

6.

The Account of His Rule and the Time

Allegiance Was Rendered to Him

It was reported that when al-Muntasir died—that was on Saturday

afternoon, the fourth of Rabi II, 248 (June 7, 862]—the mawlās'

gathered at the Hârüni (Palace) on Sunday. Among them were

Bughā the Elder, Bughā the Younger, and Utamish. They took the

oath of allegiance from the commanders of the Turks, the

Maghāribah and the Ushrūsaniyyah. It was 'Ali b. al-Husayn b, Abd

al-A'la al-Iskāfi, the secretary of Bugha the Elder, who took the oath

1. The word mawlā, pl. mawāli, has several meanings in Arabic. In this period it

refers mainly to the military personnel who were employed by the ‘Abbāsid caliphs

and were mostly of Central Asian origin.

2. That is, the palace built by al-Mutawakkil (847-861), Mas'udi, Murilj, VII, 276.

[1501]



*. The Crisis of the ‘Abbāsid Caliphate

[1502]

[1503]

from them. They were to accept whomever was acceptable to Bughā

the Elder, Bugha the Younger and Utamish, a procedure already ar

ranged by Ahmad b. al-Khasib. The group took the oath; they had

consulted with one another and were averse to having any of al

Mutawakkil's sons declared caliph, for the commanders had killed

his father and were afraid that they would, in turn, be murdered by

any of al-Mutawakkil's sons who assumed the caliphate. But

Ahmad b. al-Khasib and those mawlås who were present concurred

in choosing Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mu'tasim. saying, "The cal

iphate should not depart from the offspring of our patron

Mu'tasim.” Previous to this, they had mentioned some of the Banu

Hāshim. They rendered the oath of allegiance to him at the time of

the second ‘ishā' prayer on Monday evening, the sixth of Rabi’ II, 243

(June 9, 862]. He was then twenty-eight years old, and his patro

nymic was Abu al-'Abbās. Al-Musta'in took Ahmad b. al-Khasib as

his secretary, and Utamish as his wazir.

On Monday, the sixth of Rabi’ II (June 9,862), Abu al-‘Abbās went

 

3. Note the account of Suli of the election of al-Musta'in which is included by the

Leiden editors: “I received an account on the authority of Abū ‘Abdallāh

al-Husayn b. 'Abdallāh b. Hafs b. 'Umar al-Akhbāri— 'Ali b. al-Husayn b. 'Abd

al-A'lā al-Iskāfi; When al-Muntasir Billāh died on Saturday afternoon, the fourth of

Rabi II, 248 (June 7, 862), the mawlás gathered together including Bughā the Elder

and Utamish. They took an oath from the commanders of the Turks and

Maghāribah that they would accept whomever they themselves accepted. They did

swear to that. Ali b. al-Husayn said: I was taking the oath of allegiance from them

as arranged by Ahmad b. al-Khasib. They were of the unanimous opinion that they

would not elevate any of al-Mutawakkil's sons to the caliphate, lest he assassinate

them in revenge for his father's blood. They then agreed upon Ahmad b. al

Mu'tasim saying: "The son of our lord al-Mu'tasim.' Muhammad b. Müsa al-Munaj

jim came to Ahmad b. al-Khasib and Bughā asking: “Would you give authority to a

man who thought that he is more worthy of the Caliphate than even al-Mutawak

kil, and that you kept him from it, and that he is indeed worthier than both al

Mutawakkil and al-Muntasir? How then do you expect him to respect you?

Wouldn't you rather obey a man who honors you?' Muhammad b. Musä al-Munaj

iim had done so on account that Ahmad b. al-Mu'tasim was a friend of al-Kindi the

philosopher, and al-Kindi himself was an enemy of Muhammad and Ahmad the two

sons of al-Munajjim. They all accepted his opinion except for Bughā the Elder who

remarked. "We will appoint someone whom we fear and respect for then we shall re

main with him. If we brought someone who fears us, we would then compete

among ourselves and kill one another. It was then that they mentioned Abū al

'Abbās Ahmad b. al-Mu'tasim, saying: "He is a descendant of our Lord al-Mu'tasim,

and (the Caliphatel should not be taken away from them. If we hold him in high es:

teem he will be indebted to us. They kept on persuading Bughā the Elder until he

accepted. Then they brought Ahmad b. Muhammad on the eve of Monday, the sixth

of Rabi II (June 9, 862), who was twenty-eight years old.'"
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to the Public Audience Hall (Dar al-‘Ammah), by way of the

‘Umari Road, between the gardens. They had dressed him in long

robes and in the caliphal raiment." Ibrāhim b. Ishāq carried the spear

(harbah) in front of him; this took place before sunrise. Wājin al

Ushrūsani arrived at the gate of the Public Audience Hall by way of

the main thoroughfare leading to the public treasury (bayt al-māl)."

After arranging his troops in two lines, he took his position in line

together with the notables among his men. Present at the hall were

the men of rank (ashāb al-marâtib). These included the sons of al

Mutawakkil, the ‘Abbāsids, the Tālibids and others of stature.

While they were stationed in this manner—an hour and a half of the

day had already passed—shouting was heard from the direction of

the main thoroughfare and the markets.” Suddenly, there were fifty

horsemen of the Shakiriyyah"—it is reported that they were men

of Abū al-‘Abbās Muhammad b. 'Abdallāh"—accompanied by a

group of Tabariyyah cavalry and mixed forces (akhlāt al-nās). They

were joined by the hotheads and the rabble from the market,

amounting to a group of about one thousand men. Drawing their

weapons, they shouted "Victory to Mu'tazz! [yā Mu'tazz yā

mansūr)" and charged the two lines of the Ushrūsaniyyah formed

 

4. For this translation see Mas'udi, Murüi, VII, 365, and Le Strange, Lands, 54.

This Dār was also sometimes called Dār al-Sultān. See Ya'qubi, Buldan, 255.

5. The reference is to al-Qasr al-'Umari, built by 'Umar b. Faraj for al-Mu'tasim.

See Ya'qubi, Buldán, 258.

6. For the caliphal dress, see Sabi', Ruslim, 73–74.

7. Originally it was the spear of the king of Abyssinia. It was given as a gift to

Prophet Muhammad and was passed thereafter from one caliph to the next as a sign

of authority. See Khwārizmi, Mafātih, 118-119.

8. For the thoroughfare leading to the bayt al-măl, see Ya'qubi, Buldán, 255, 260,

and Sāmarrā'i, Sãmarrà fi Adab, appended map where the main street runs parallel

to the Tigris in a north-south direction.

9. For the arrangement of the markets around the main thoroughfare, see Ya'qubi,

Buldán, 260.

10. The probable origin of the word is from Persian shāgird, meaning apprentice.

See Mas'udi, Murilj, VII, 276, But sometimes it is used to mean simply mercenary

soldiers. See Jāhiz, Hayawān, II, 130.

11. Tabari, Cairo ed., IX, 188 mentions the arrival of this Muhammad from

Khurāsān in the year 237 (851/852) and his appointment as al-Mutawakkil's lieu

tenant over Baghdad in that year. See Ibn Khallikân, Wafayāt, V, 92–93, and

Kutubi, Fawāt, III, 403-4. The text here refers to the possibility that Muhammad's

men may have been still loyal to the descendants of al-Mutawakkil and were here

objecting to al-Musta'in's usurpation of their power.

12. Yā . . . ya mansir is obviously a battle cry, rendered in Ibn al-Athir, Kāmil,

VII, 117, as nafir yā mansūr [call to arms! O victorious one!}.
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by Wajin. A greatmelee ensued, and the men collided with one an

other. Some of the Mubayyidah" guarding the Public Gate (Bāb al

‘Ammah) broke rank and joined the Shakiriyyah, thus increasing

their number. At this the Maghāribah and the Ushrusaniyyah at

tacked, and, routing the rebels, they forced them onto the great road

(darb) named after Zurāfah and 'Azzün." A group of them charged

the followers of al-Mu'tazz, and, having defeated them, they pur

sued them to the residence of Azzun b. Ismā'il's brother where the

latter held a narrow part of the road. Al-Mu'tazz's followers held

their ground there, whereupon the Ushrusaniyyah fired arrows at

some of them and engaged them with swords. As the battle raged be

tween them, the followers of al-Mu'tazz and the rabble proclaimed

“God is Great!” Many of the protagonists fell, slain, as the battle

continued until the third hour of the day. The Turks then departed,

having rendered allegiance to Ahmad b. Muhammad b. al-Mu'tasim.

They left (by the road that runs) beside the "Umari (Palace) and the

gardens. Before leaving, the mawlās obtained the oath of allegiance

from all those present at the Public Audience Hall, including,

among others, the Hāshimites and the men of rank. Al-Musta'in de

parted by way of the Public Gate for the Hârüni (palace} where he

spent the night.

The Ushrūsaniyyah (also] went to the Hârüni, both factions had

lost many men. A group of Ushrusaniyyah had entered some private

quarters, whereupon the rabble overwhelmed them and took their

shields, weapons, coats of mail and their mounts. The rabble and the

plundering mob entered the Public Audience Hall en route to the

Hârüni (Palace). They freely pillaged the storehouse containing wea

pons, shields, coats of mail, swords, and thaghri bridles. None of

them refrained from looting a coat of mail or a lance that happened

to be lying by." They also pillaged the residence of Armash b. Abi

13. The name Mubayyidah was commonly used to describe a non-orthodox sect

believing in the possibility of God's incarnation. See Sămarrā'i al-Ghulüw, 143, on

the authority of Isfarāyini, Tabsir, 70. They seem to have been recruited into the

army as a Sect.

14. The reference is probably to Zurāfah, al-Mutawakkil's chamberlain (see

Mas'udi, Murilj, VII, 394 and FHA, III, 555] and to 'Azzun, al-Mu'tasim's boon com

panion (see Ibn Khallikân, Wafayāt, II, 163).

15. The text reads rubbama marra ahaduhum bi-l-jawshan wa-l-hirāb fa.

akthara, which is difficult to understand with the previous fa-akthara.
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Ayyub, accompanied by the sellers of barley juice (fuqqā')," taking

shields and headless spears of bamboo. As a result, spears and

shields became plentiful in the hands of the rabble, the bath atten

dants and the boys who delivered groceries.” A contingent of

Turks, including Bugha the Younger, then came at them from the

direction of Darb Zurāfah and forced them away from the store

house, killing several of them and detaining a few.

Both factions now departed, having suffered many losses. But the

rabble began confiscating the weapon of any Turk passing by the

lower reaches of Sãmarrā while heading through the thoroughfares

towards the Public Gate. They killed a contingent of Turks near the

residences of Mubarak al-Maghribi and Habash the brother of

Ya'qub Qusarrah." Most of those seizing these weapons were re

portedly sellers of barley juice and dried fruits (nátif), bath atten

dants, water bearers and the rabble from the markets. They contin

ued in this way until midday. The prisoners at Sāmarrá became

agitated on that day (as well), and a group of them managed to es

cape. The receipt of military pay ['atā') was now made contingent on

swearing allegiance to the new Caliph, and the document of the

oath of allegiance was sent to Muhammad b. 'Abdallāh b. Tahir on

the day when allegiance was sworn to al-Musta'in. The document

reached Muhammad on the second day; it was brought to him by a

brother of Utamish, when Muhammad was out on a walk. Muham

mad's chamberlain sent Utamish's brother to his patron after in

forming him of Ibn Tahir's whereabouts. At this, Muhammad re

turned immediately and sent for the Hāshimites and for the

commanders and troops. He granted them all their allotments

(wada’a lahum al-arzāq).

In Rajab, 248 (August 31–September 29, 862), word reached al

Musta'in of the death of Táhir b. 'Abdallah b. Tahir in Khurāsān. Al

Musta'in now appointed Tahir's son Muhammad b. Tahir b. 'Ab

dallah b. Tahir as governor of Khurāsān. Muhammad b. 'Abdallāh

16. Fuqqā' is barley juice according to Lisān, VIII, 526, and those who sold such

items were considered of low class. See Ya'qubi, Buldán, 261.

17. Some occupational groups were apparently beginning to make themselves felt

as especially threatening to the central authority. For more information on their in

teraction, see Düri, Abhäth, 15-17. For their social position, see Ya'qubi, Buldán,

261.

18. The vocalization is unclear.

[1506]
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was given control of Iraq as well as the Haramayn", [he was put in

charge of] security (shurtah), and [he was appointed) vice-ruler

(mu'àwin) over the Sawad.” The appointment of Muhammad b.

Tāhir b. 'Abdallāh b. Tahir over Khurāsān and the adjoining districts

took place at the Jawsaq Palace” on Saturday, the twelfth of

Sha'bān (October 11, 862).

Bughā the Elder fell ill in Jumădă II (August 2–30, 862) and was

visited by al-Musta'in in the middle of the month. Bugha died that

very day, and his son Musä was given all his duties, that is, all his fa.

ther's duties, in addition to [heading up) the postal service (barid).

In this year, Unujür the Turk arranged (wajjaha) to kill Abū al

"Amud al-Tha'labi in Kafartüthă on the twenty-fourth of Rabi’ II

(June 27, 862).

In this year, ‘Ubaydallāh b. Yahyà b. Khāqān went on pilgrimage.

A Shi'ite messenger called Shu'ayb was sent after Ibn Khâqân to in

form him that he was being banished to Barqah” and was thus pro

hibited from continuing the pilgrimage.

In Jumădă I, 248 (July 3–August 1,862), al-Musta'in bought from

al-Mu'tazz and al-Mu'ayyad everything they possessed except for

one item valued at one hundred thousand dinārs which al-Mu'tazz

kept. The latter and Ibrahim (al-Mu'ayyad) were to receive annual

revenues (ghallah) of eighty thousand dinars.” And on Monday, the

 

19. Usually refers to Mecca and Medina. See EP, III, 175.

20. Suli's account as given by the editors of the Leiden edition: “Al-Musta'in ap

pointed his son Muhammad b. Tahir over Khurāsān, and his uncle Muhammad b.

'Abdallāh over Iraq. He also added Fars to the latter's responsibilities. He had previ

ously intended to appoint Muhammad b. 'Abdallāh over Khurāsān, but al-Musta'in

was told that he was their most distinguished person (i.e. the Tahirids] and is like a

hostage for them. He was then inclined to appoint Abdallāh's offspring of whom

Sulaymān, Talhah and Ubaydallāh were in Khurāsān, Muhammad was afraid, how

ever, that they would seize authority [for themselves] and councelled al-Mustain

to appoint his nephew. Thus the two police departments were specifically given to

Muhammad b. 'Abdallāh; his nephew Muhammad b. Tahir had no responsibility for

them.” The two police departments refer to the security arrangements for East and

West Baghdad. See Duri, Abhäth, 17; FHA, III, 563.

21. The Jawsaq Palace was one of the most famous palaces built by al-Mu'tasim,

For the literary and historical sources concerning this palace, see Sämarrā'i,

Sãmarrà fi Adab, 225–228, Himyari, Rawd, 301, Ya'qubi, Buldán, 265; and Yāqüt,

Mu!" III, 175. The architectural details are discussed in Creswell, Architecture,

* 59t.

22. This is a reference to Barqah in North Africa (modern Tunis). See Aboulfeda,

Géographie, 127, and Himyari, Rawd, 91.

23. This was obviously their pay-off to drop the claim to the caliphate.


