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Transliteration Scheme

The system of transliteration of Arabic used in this thesis

is that of the Library of Congress.
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Notes

1: The letters marked with an asterisk are called sun-letters. When following the definite

article al-, the shadda (°) is placed over the sun-letter, indicating that the consonant is

doubled and should be stressed when pronounced. All the remaining letters are called

moon-letters and when following al- the sukiin (°) is placed above them, indicating a

non-vowel sound.

2: In general the transliteration scheme is applied according to the pronunciation and not

the written form of the Arabic word.
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3: If the noun begins with a sun-letter, this affects its pronunciation, e. g. as-sahir not

al-sahir (‘the wizard’), though it is often convenient to transliterate using al-sahir in all

cases.

4: The definite article (al-) is written as (7) when it follows the prepositions bi and aw,

as the transliteration is conducted according to the pronunciation of the words and not

the way they are written in Arabic.
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FirstE. I First Encyclopaedia of Islam
Note

Sometimes the reader will find that certain sentences in the footnotes are marked with

an asterisk (*), indicating that a further explanation or clarification of the marked point

follows at the end of that particular footnote.



ABSTRACT
This thesis is concerned to position the art of astrology within the context of classical
Arabic poetry, primarily by investigating and elucidating attitudes to the notion of
gadar (fate) and the ideology in which it was embedded. These attitudes were revelatory
of the broader world view of the Arabs of those periods, and their shifts from those held
in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic eras tell us a good deal about the importance given
to the nature and role of fate and about the various understandings of its influence. The
pre-Islamic Arab’s notion of gadar was in some ways similar to that of the early
Muslims: both emphasised predetermination and the irresistible power of fate. But
while the jahili (Pre-Islamic) Arabs identified fate with the malign power of dahr
(Time), the Muslims believed the power of fate lies in the hands of God the
Omnipotent, who alone is responsible for the fate of the whole universe. Thus the
astrology of the pre-Islamic era was one aspect of divination (kihana) and claimed to be
able to reveal in advance an individual’s destiny, which could be avoided by taking
certain precautions. These precautions, however, were considered effective only in

relatively trivial cases; they were useless in the areas of major impact: a person’s
happiness or misery (shagawa aw sa dda), sustenance (rizq) and one’s term (gjal), the

three inevitable and irresistible manifestations of fate. In the Islamic period not only
these major aspects of life are governed and controlled by the Omnipotent; the destiny
of the universe, in even its most minute details, is determined and controlled by God
alone. Astrology was considered to be of no value whatsoever, and its practitioners were
subject to the death penalty. These two irreconcilable views are evident in early Islamic

poetry, which reflected clearly the response of poets, and society, to astrology from the

perspective of gadar.

When the orthodox caliphate was replaced by dynastic rule the status of astrology was
changed dramatically. The idea that the stars, as indicators, play a role in the life of
human beings found powerful supporters in some governors of the Islamic world, who
allowed astrology to fulfil a public function regardless of the hostility of the official
religion of that society. This social phenomenon generated rich material of a
controversial character in the realm of literature. Investigating the factors, motivations
and impact of mediaeval political, theological and philosophical attitudes to astrology,

in relation to the notions of free will and predestination, is the concern of this study.
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Chapter I: Introduction

L. 1: Prologue

There can be little doubt that the heavens, illuminated by the Sun by day and at night lit
by the changing Moon and adorned with a myriad of stars, have exerted a profound
fascination on human beings since prehistoric times. The relationship between mankind
and the celestial bodies, whether mythical, religious or scientific, has been governed by
the knowledge and belief systems of particular societies, and it is evident that for
millennia the development of astronomy was closely linked to that of astrology.
Although Islamic culture rejects this connection, there were some Muslims who saw in
the heavens regular patterns of movement that not only enabled them to predict seasonal
changes, but empowered them — or so they believed — to lift the veil off the future and

reveal the unknown.

Whether we, as twenty-first-century people, believe that the stars and planets affect
human destiny, or, sceptical of such mysteries, regard astrology as mere superstition is
not the issue of this research, which is, rather, concerned with certain of our ancestors’
reactions to the subject of astrology and its claims. This thesis aims to investigate the
impact of astrology on the intellectual life of the pre-Islamic Arabs and their Muslim
successors. This subject is particularly interesting because a great deal of the poetical
material that has come down to us refers to astrological principles and techniques,
although many meanings are still obscure to the modern reader, who lacks a proper
understanding of the astrological information upon which the poets drew. This research
assumes that to appreciate the literature of our ancestors, it is crucially important to

understand their sources. To take one example: a mediaeval Arab poet and vizier, as-
Sahib ibn ‘Abbad (d. 385/ 995), when addressing his patron, the Buyid ruler ‘Adiid ad-

Dawlah (d. 372/ 983), composed the following lines:

Gaall 7 51 A sl aat 5 L g o Ay s
Pdas 9ol gm gaie g i Balld | Jiall Julalf oy s i

An astrologer, the Father of Fools, warned me that Mars was in Aries.
I replied, ‘Get away from me with your ridiculous lies; I hold there is no
difference between Jupiter and Saturn’.

'Husayn ibn Muhammad ar-Réghib al-Asfahani, Muhddarat al-Udaba’ wa Muhawarat ash-Shu‘ara’
(Beirut: Dar Maktabat al-Hayat, 4 Vols., 1961), Vol. 1, p. 145,



How are we to interpret these lines? What is the significance of the vizier’s astrological
image, that Mars has entered the sign of Aries? Was he simply expressing the view of a
pious Muslim, who would deny that the stars had any influence on human destiny, or
did he have a ‘hidden agenda’? These questions cannot be answered without access to
mediaeval astrological material that allows as-Sahib’s reference to be decoded and
interpreted. Such non-literary material helps us understand some of the obscure imagery
employed by the mediaeval poets, particularly those of the Abbasid period. Although
the poets of the mediaeval Islamic world were not expert astrologers, they made use of
the basic principles and techniques of astrology to create imagery that may still arouse
our admiration but becomes less puzzling to us once we grasp the key to a realm of
systematic knowledge in which they moved freely but which is now unfamiliar. It is the
concern of this study to investigate the poets’ personal attitudes towards astrology, their
level of knowledge of the principles and concepts underlying the discipline, and the
nature and function of the astrological references in their works. The poets’ astrological
references were very various in nature and function, ranging from war to love, from the
eulogy to the satire, from politics to faith. Moreover, they could be weapons —
sometimes brandished, sometimes concealed — in the philosophical and theological
debates of the time. It seems astonishing that the mediaeval Muslim poets were allowed
to refer openly to such material in an age when astrology was prohibited by the official
religion. While astrology had enjoyed a secure social position in pre-Islamic Arab life,
within the coming of Islam it was severely condemned and attacked. Moreover, its
practitioners were subject to the death penalty. Thus, an important question addressed
by the study is how, then, did astrology manage to survive and moreover, to establish

itself firmly in Abbasid society only a couple of centuries after the coming of Islam?

The argument of this research is that despite the significant changes Islam brought to
the Arab world, the belief in astrology at court and among the people did not disappear,
and indeed the discipline became a vital cultural force in the Abbasid period. Our
assumption is that, while its fortunes fluctuated considerably, astrology played a
profound role in almost all aspects of life in general, and literature in particular: poets
employed astrological material in the creation of their works, for example, to lament at
ill fortune, rejoice at good fortune, advise princes, wamn tyrants, praise patrons and
lovers, and scorn rivals and enemies. Thus this social phenomenon generated a rich and

often controversial literature. Now, before going into more details regarding the



organisation of this research we need first to clarify certain concepts and terms that will

be encountered throughout this work.

1.2: Defining Basic Terms

(1) The term °‘mediaeval Muslim world’ as used in this study broadly refers to the
period of six centuries from the rise of the Umayyad dynasty to the Mongol invasions.
Thus, its beginnings coincide with the political transformation of Muslim rulership
established by the Umayyad caliphs and continued by the Abbasids: the principle and
practice of dynastic succession.” The term ‘early Islamic period’ refers to the era from
the birth of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 A.D. to the end of the Orthodox Caliphate

signalled by the death of the fourth Caliph, ‘Ali ibn abi Talib, in 40/ 661. The term

‘classical Arabic literature’, however, will embrace all the Arabic literary works
produced during the whole period from the Jahiliyya to the collapse of the Abbasid
empire at the hands of the Mongols in 656/ 1285. It thus includes all works produced

before the so-called Age of Decline.

(2) We may divide the Abbasid period into five historical stages, according to the power
the caliphs enjoyed:’
I. the Abbasid caliphs consolidated their power during the first one hundred years,

namely from 749AD. when Abi al-‘Abbas Assafah overthrew the Umayyads until the

reign of al-Wathiq (d. 847 AD.).

II. The ascent of al-Mutawakkil to the throne in 847 AD. marks the beginning of the
second phase, which is characterised by the decline of the caliphs’ power as the Turkish
soldiers were granted privileges that enabled them to exercise power until the reign of
al-Muttaqgi (d. 944).

II1. The third stage begins with the ascent of al-Mustakff to the throne in 944 AD. In his
reign the Buyids, a Persian dynasty, established their power and regained the lost
dignity of the Persians. They seized political authority from the Abbasids, who kept

? For more information on this matter see Patricia Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press Ltd, 2004), particularly pp. 33-47.

* 3 For these divisions see Muhammad al-Khudari, Ad-Dawla al- 4bbasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘IImiyya, 1998), pp. 445-47.



only the title of Caliph, which enabled them to ‘rule’ those countries whose citizens
were mainly Sunni Muslims.

IV. The Abbasid caliphs came under another authority with the appearance of the Seljuk
dynasty. In 1055 AD., Tughrul Begh entered Baghdad and freed the Abbasid Caliph al-

Qa'im bi Amr ’I-Lah (1. 422-67/ 1103-75) from the Buyid pressure. He was given the

title ‘Ruler of the Lands of East and West’ by the caliph and became the protector of the
Caliphate. Henceforth the Seljuk sultans ruled the empire until their state collapsed in
1157 AD.

V. In the last one hundred years of the Abbasid caliphate the caliphs regained some of
their dignity and practised real power until the Mongol put an end to their empire in
1258 AD.

(3) I will refer to the astrology of the Abbasid period as ‘the science of the stars’ and to
the astrology of the previous periods, that is the Jahili, early Islamic and Umayyad
periods as ‘the art of the stars’. This is because the astrology of the latter periods relied
mainly on accumulated observations and the individual’s ability to read the signs of the
skies and draw omens from them. In contrast, Abbasid astrology was constructed upon
generally accepted scientific theories, and also flourished and found acceptance. We
will therefore refer to the astrology of that period as a science, in accordance with the
theory of Thomas Kuhn, who ‘attempts to judge the past, as far as possible, on its own
terms’.* The scientific modifications that Muslim scholars made to the intellectual
achievements of the ancient sources, Greek, Pahlavi, Syriac, and Sanskrit® cannot all be
judged as faulty. Some of their results are still valid, particularly their achievements in
the field of mathematics, upon which Abbasid astrology built its fundamental theories.
Regarding this point, Nallino states:

What really distinguishes the astrology of Muslim peoples [in the
Abbasid period] from preceding systems is, apart from its eclecticism,
the degree of perfection attained in the mathematical processes. They are
set forth with all the precision that could be desired in the astronomical
treatises, alongside the other problems of spherical trigonometry; and it
was to aid to this end that the calculators drew up very numerous and

* Thomas Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution (1957), cited in Ann Geneva, Astrology and the Seventeenth
Century Mind: William Lilly and the Language of the Stars (Manchester & New York: Manchester
University Press, 1995), p. 1.

5 See George Saliba, ‘Astrology/Astronomy, Islamic’, Dictionary of Medieval Ages, ed. by Joseph R.
Strayer, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 13 Vols., 1982), Vol. 1, p.617.



detailed mathematical tables. In this regard there is a striking contrast
with Greek and Indian astrology which made clumsy calculations and
always shrank from an excessive complication of mathematical

elements.®

(4) The term nujamiyyat in this study refers to poetry containing astral references,
namely to the stars and their various aspects and functions that are connected to theijr
astronomical, meteorological, or physical aspects; that is, of course, besides their
astrological significance. A more specific term that will be frequently encountered
throughout this study is tanjimiyyar, that is, poetry containing only astrological

references.

(5) Reference to ‘the translation movement’ will be encountered frequently throughout
this study. This is the academic activity that was mainly concerned with translating

classical Greek, Persian and Syriac texts into Arabic. The movement received strong

institutional backing and financial support under the early Abbasid rulers.

I. 3: Aim of the Research
It is the main aim of this study to investigate (1) the ‘factors’ influencing mediaeval

political, theological and philosophical attitudes to astrology, particularly in relation to
the notions of free will and predestination and, more importantly, (2) the ‘impact’ of
astrology on classical Arabic poetry in general and that of the Abbasid period in
particular. It will therefore examine the response of poets, and of the wider society, to
astrology from the perspective of gadar (fate), which was believed to be divinely
determined. Thus the study seeks to determine the nature and function of the
astrological references used by mediaeval poets. The study does not attempt to prove
specific hypotheses, but the main aim, outlined above, is connected to a number of
research questions which will be explored. These include: What attitudes can be
discerned towards the upper realm in general and the role of heavenly bodies as tools
for astrology in particular? How did astrology manage to survive the opposition of
orthodox Muslims? What role did astrology play in shaping the ideology of mediaeval

8 C. A. Nallino, ‘Astrology’, First Encyclopedi ]
. X , pediea of Islam (henceforth First E. 1.
et al., (Leiden & New York: E. J. Brill, 9 Vols. 1987), Vol. 1, p, 497. 7ot £ £), «d by M. Th. Houtsma



society? In what ways and to what extent did astrology affect the poetry of the periods
under study? Is it possible to deduce the attitudes of mediaeval poets towards the
subject of astrology from their works? To what extent were they concerned to reflect the
general view held by their society towards astrology? Which had a greater impact on
mediaeval Arabic poetry: ‘the art of astrology’ or the ‘the science of astrology’? Were
the heavenly bodies conceived to be instruments of Divine providence, or agents to
whom man’s misfortune could be attributed? And How did poets present the notion of

‘astral destiny’ in their works?

The objectives of this research are: to examine the validity of the assumption that
literature can throw light upon the life of a society in ways and in areas unexplored by
other cultural products; to help bridge the gap between modern readers and the literary
heritage of their ancestors, which might lose its significance because of their
unfamiliarity with certain technical terms; and because we are convinced that
interdisciplinary research can answer questions that individual disciplines, each
investigating its own area, cannot find answers to, this study, which investigates the
interplay between literature and astrology, aims to raise awareness of the importance of
interdisciplinary studies in addressing complex problems. The study hopes to fill one of
many gaps in the study of classical Arabic poetry and of the poesy of nature in
particular by offering a new approach, that is the astrological, by which cosmological
references in poetry can be analysed. It is hoped that this study will provide a valuable
basis for further research and contribute to the understanding of the literary
phenomenon of ‘astrology in literature’. Finally, since understanding the astrological
references and allusions in classical poetry is impossible without deciphering and
interpreting the astrological codes, this study seeks to make reading such poetry a more

enjoyable experience for the modern reader.

I. 4: Methodology

This study draws on the theory that holds literature to be an authentic reflector of ideas
and issues prevalent in particular societies, and to give a sense of historical development
it explores the poetry of the pre-Islamic, early Islamic and mediaeval periods according
to a generally chronological schema, and analyses the poets’ astrological references and
the ideas and issues included in them. Also, an investigation of the historical events

associated with the poems in question provides a supporting framework for the



interpretation of those references. Although technical discussion is kept to a necessary
minimum, the development of astrology, and especially the transformation wrought by
the translation movement, is discussed with reference to the development of the
tanjimiyyat genre in each historical stage: the Jahili period, the early Islamic period, the
Umayyad period and finally the Abbasid period. This structure is based on three key
factors that strongly influenced the development of tanjim poetry in the classical period:
the values that shaped the ideology of the pre-Islamic society, the changes that Islam
brought to that community, and the expansion of empire and the resulting encounters
with other cultures that the Umayyad and Abbasid societies, in particular, witnessed and
that affected the Islamic values held by Muslims. It is also important to bear in mind
that we seldom find any poem of the Jahili, early Islamic or Umayyad era that includes
substantial passages containing astrological references; therefore, the analysis will
mostly be limited to small groups of lines, or even individual lines, with reference to the
polythematic mode that dominated the poetic discourse of those periods. Furthermore,
all references will be considered in the light of the astrological knowledge and theories

of each historical stage in an attempt to place them within the context of their time.

The originality of this research lies in both its methodology and its content. The
employment of an interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of astrological references,
which has been virtually absent from scholarly studies of classical Arabic poetry,
offers a new scope for a literary analysis that sheds light on a neglected genre, that of
tanjimiyyat. The study decodes the obscure meanings of this poetry by interpreting them
in the light of the astrological material we assume the mediaeval poets made use of
when creating their material, situating them in their historical context and taking into
consideration the philosophical and theological debates regarding the mediaeval views
of astrology as a valid or invalid branch of knowledge. In all these aspects our
methodology is original and has proved to be the most appropriate approach for
analysing the astrological references found in mediaeval Arabic poetry, and has yielded

original findings that will be discussed in the concluding chapter of this thesis.

L. 5: The Content of the Research
After this introductory chapter, the second chapter will discuss the Arabs’ vision of the
heavens, that is, their conceptions of the upper realm’s physical, functional, and

essential nature in accordance with the various ideologies that dominated their thinking



in the periods in question. We will then identify the effects of these conceptions on the
literary genre of nujiimiyyat, which was broadly concerned with the heavens in their

various aspects and not only with the astrological significance of astral bodies.

The main body of this research can be divided into two main parts, both of which
concern the branch of astrological poetry.’ The first, which comprises chapters 3, 4, and
5 of this study, addresses the question of fate, as astrology’s most fundamental and
controversial claim is to know the future with a view to changing or at least avoiding
evil destiny. This part examines the factors that allowed astrology to survive in a society
that built its belief on the notion of absolute submission to and acceptance of whatever
destiny God determines for mankind. The second part, which consists of two chapters,
namely 6 and 7 focuses on the poetical references to the practical aspects of astrology,
namely the four techniques used in the Abbasid period for predicting the future, to see
how poets adopted and interpreted them to fit their artistic purposes. Techniques
concerned with examining that effect of the upper realm on personal affairs and how
this notion was used as poetic theme will be the subject of discussion for chapter 6;
while techniques oriented towards predicting worldly matters and how they employed
by poets will be the concern of chapter 7. Examination of relevant lines from a great
variety of mediaeval poets aims to enhance our comprehension of the phenomenon of
‘astrology in classical Arabic literature’. These astrological references can also be
presented as evidence regarding one assumption of this research, which is that the poets’
personal opinion of astrology is not necessarily the prime motivation for them to utilise
such material and employ its concepts and techniques in the creation of their art.
Astrology was regarded by poets as a rich source from which to create striking images
and sometimes deliver contentious opinions that would have been dangerous to express
without the mask provided by such material; astrological references of such

characteristic demonstrate that astrology affected almost all aspects of mediaeval

7 1t is important to define the area under consideration. Initially, astrology had been perceived as a subject
composed of two dimensions: natural astrology and judicial astrology. The first of these, also known as
meteorology, was sometimes regarded as an independent discipline, being that branch which studied
astral effects on natural phenomena. Therefore, this research will make use of studies that investigate
literary references to the second type of astrology, namely judicial astrology, which is concerned with the
effects of astral phenomena on human behaviour. (Those who are interested in the analysis of literary
works concerned with meteorological science are referred to Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Raw and the
Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythology, trans. John and Doreen Weightman (New York: Harper
and Row, 1969). See particularly part four: Well-Tempered Astronomy, pp. 199- 281).



Muslim life despite the strong opposition of orthodox Islam, as we noted. The study’s
final chapter presents a summary of the research and draws conclusions from the results

of its investigations.

The main task of this study is to explain the mediaeval poet’s astrological imagery by
revealing meanings which are not apparent to the great majority of modern readers, who
will require assistance to understand their full significance, and thus to enjoy and
appreciate the creativity and, sometimes, wisdom of our ancestors. The study’s primary
sources are those works of the classical poets that contain astrological references, the
main secondary sources being the astrological material that we can assume the poets
had some knowledge of; that is, the astrological treatises and manuscripts of the
mediaeval period. There are also lexicons, which proved to be sufficient for the
understanding of certain astrological concepts and principles that formed the
astrological material of the Jahilf era in particular. The other secondary sources are of
lesser importance but are nevertheless crucial to the understanding of the subject; these
are the historical materials which help explain the circumstances and occasion of certain

verses and thus the meaning and implication of particular astrological references.

A considerable body of literature exists on the topic of astrological influences on the
literature of mediaeval England and a great many academic studies concerning the
effects of astrological knowledge on the intellectual life of the period have appeared
over the past decades; Chaucer’s astrological references, in particular, have attracted a
great deal of scholarship.® Unfortunately, however, it is almost impossible to find a
single substantial work of this kind in the field of Arabic literature, and so this research
has benefited from the approaches found in the studies of astrology in mediaeval
English literature, which have been very helpful in enabling the formation of a vivid and
clear perspective on the research. Attention, therefore, has been paid, firstly, to those
works that have investigated the astrological elements employed by some prominent
mediaeval English authors in general, and secondly, to those studies that have

investigated Chaucer’s understanding of the cosmos in particular.’

¥ We provide a list of such works that were helpful for this study and which are to be found in the
bibliography.

? In this regard, I am indebted to the bibliographies on Chaucer studies that have sections on Chaucer’s
poetic use of mediaeval astrology, often included in the scientific chapters, especially that of Mark Allen



Regarding the translation of Arabic quotations, particularly the selected Qur’anic verses

and poetic examples, two methods are used in this study. Unless otherwise stated, all

translated quotations from the Qur'an are compiled using four texts: The Bounteous

Koran: A Translation of Meanings and Commentary (1984); The Glorious Qur an: Text

and Explanatory Translation (1938); and The Holy Qur-an: English Translation of the
Meanings and Commentary (1410 H.); and The Koran (1964). These different sources
have been variously used for the sake of clarity and ease of comprehension. The original
texts in Arabic are given in the footnotes so that the translation may be compared with
the original, and the numbers of the chapter, siira, and verse are provided for the
reader’s convenience. Care has been taken to choose the translation closest to the
literary meaning of the original. However, in translating the examples of classical poetry
a degree of freedom has often been unavoidable, in order to convey the meaning while
attempting to achieve a necessary liveliness and fluency in the English. Almost all the

translations are my own; the very few exceptions are acknowledged in the footnotes.

Whenever possible, two dates are given: the lunar Islamic year on the left, and the solar
Christian year on the right. Sometimes, however, one of them is not found in the

historical sources, in which case the one provided is given the abbreviation A.D. or BC

for the solar calendar, and H. or B. H. for the lunar calendar.

I. 6: Literature Review

In order to clarify the position of this research with regard to previous studies, the
following discussion will examine the extant body of literature written on astrology and
classical poetry; in other words, it will survey those works considered most relevant to
this study, noting deficiencies and omissions, in order to present an overview of the

studies related to the subject of this research. 10

and John H. Fisher, The Essential Chaucer: an annotated bibliography of major modern studies (London:
Mansell Publisher, 1987), which is a guide to twentieth-century Chaucer studies and includes a
comprehensive literature review of its subject.

1 For theses written on the subject of astrology, see ‘Reference alert 1900-2005, Qver 1500 references
with author, title, source’, (author is not cited), in <www.astrology-and-science.com>, 39 pages,
[accessed 10 December 2007]. This article provides more than 1500 references to astrology covering

10



The approach adopted in reviewing this literature is to classify it by issues; this
approach is relevant to the methodology of this research, which links the employment of
the principal features of astrology to the literary qualities of certain genres, as has been
discussed above. Therefore, the works examined below are analysed to identify their
primary focus, to assess their contribution to the study of astrology in the literature in
question and, importantly, to specify their shortcomings in order to demonstrate the

importance and originality of this study.

An examination of the literature reveals that few attempts have been devoted to an
investigation of the role of astrology in classical poetry. Therefore, this survey covers a
carefully chosen group of works that in various ways enhance our understanding of this
subject. The review is divided into three main sections: the first of these addresses
issues related to the different social roles astrology played in the mediaeval Muslim
world, the second is concerned with astrology as an intellectual discipline, and the third
focuses on studies of the literary phenomenon of the tanjimiyyat in classical poetry. The
main concern of this discussion is to throw light on the salient features of the literature

under review in order to outline the study’s research context and thus its contribution to

the field of literary studies.

Studies of mediaeval Arabic astrology are mainly of two kinds: first, those that
concentrate on the theories of that science and their sources that appeared in that age;
second, those that are concerned with the debates that centred on astrological practices,
particularly those that made use of foreign (especially Greek) sources to justify Abbasid
rule. These latter works show a strong antipathy towards astrology, which has always
been viewed as a pagan activity and a science standing in diametrical opposition to
orthodox Islam. Perhaps for this reason, a search for studies that devote their efforts to
investigating the crucial role that astrological works and activities played in the
intellectual life of the mediaeval Muslim world results in a very limited list.
Nevertheless, the concern of the following discussion is to investigate the rare examples

of this type, as they are more relevant to the area of this study. This approach, however,

journals, books and theses in the fields of arts, biology, business, history, humanities, medicine,
psychology, science, and social sciences.
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necessarily excludes not only the great many treatises and other texts which are
concerned with the principles and techniques of the science and which men of letters are
supposed to have relied on as sources of their astrological knowledge, but also the
numerous arguments devoted to the controversy over astrology’s scientific validity. The
primary and secondary works pertaining to these two areas of study have been
preserved in libraries throughout the world'' and have been the subject of much
research. The intention, then, has been to search for studies that examine the effects of
astrology on the most important aspects of Abbasid life, namely its social, ideological,

economic, political, cultural and intellectual dimensions.

I. 6. 1: The Social Role of Astrology in Abbasid Society

George Saliba in ‘The Role of the Astrologers in Mediaeval Islamic Society’!? has
conducted a thorough investigation of the social status of astrologers in mediaeval
Islamic society, which provides much valuable information on this subject. The article’s
key sections are: Sources, Social Integration of the Astrologers, The Making of an
Astrologer, Range of Astrological Predictions, Clients and Working Conditions,
Remuneration, and Social Mobility of Astrologers. Saliba’s main concermn is to
demonstrate that astrological activities were in high demand among almost all social
groups. He sums up by remarking that:

astrologers played a very complex role in mediaeval Islamic society.
While trading in a craft which was both religiously and legally frowned
upon, they still managed to carve a niche for themselves which was not
too different from that occupied by other professional classes in that
society. Like other craftsmen, artists, and professionals they had to
depend on a patronage system for their mgtenance, and they seem to have
exploited that system with some success.

Although Saliba’s article is certainly a valuable work considered as a sociological and
historical study of astrology and astrologers, its usefulness to this research is limited. To

assess the social status enjoyed by astrologers in that age, Saliba relies on a variety of

sources, the most significant being literary works; he also makes use of the information

"! David Pingree, ‘Astrology’, in M. Young, J. Latham and R. SerJeant (eds.), The Cambridge History of
Arabic Literature: Religion, Learning and Science in the ‘Abbasid Period, (Cambridge & New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1990).

12 George Saliba, ‘The Role of the Astrologers in Medieval Islamic Society’, in Emilie Savage-Smith
(ed.), Magic and Divination in Early Islam (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum, 2004), pp. 341-370.

B Ibid., p. 362.
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provided by miniature paintings, which depict astrologers as a professional group.
Although Saliba’s study can be classified as pertaining to the area of ‘astrology in
literature’, the area which is the focus of the present research, his purpose in
investigating these literary and visual materials is quite different, since this study is not

mainly concerned with the social function of astrological knowledge, as Saliba’s is.

Many authors of articles in encyclopaedias14 agree that ‘the science, or art, of the stars’
denotes indifferently astrology or astronomy or both of them together.'> Moreover,
several studies view the demand for practical astrology as the factor that gave rise to
early Arabic astronomy. In refuting this view, a number of scholars argue that there was
a definite separation between astronomy and astrology in the early mediaeval period,
prominent among whom is George Saliba; in his ‘Astronomy and Astrology in
Medieval Arabic Thought’,'® Saliba focuses on the historical process by which the
distinction between the two disciplines was realised. He explains that his article aims to:

document the conceptual distinction during [that time] between the
science of astrology and that of astronomy [...] in order to assess the
social perception of these two disciplines, thus hoping to determine their
social status and thereby assess their place within the general framework
of the sciences."”

Saliba’s argument is that the subject matter and methods of proof of each science
provided ‘a set of conceptual schemes that characterized the nature of the two
disciplines’.'® Saliba presents a radical hypothesis: that these two aspects of knowledge
had been ‘considered under two completely different divisions: the division of the
physical sciences, in the case of astrology, and the division of the mathematical sciences

in the case of astronomy’.19 Although Saliba’s argument is convincing, we should not

' Such articles will be excluded from this literary review as they all concentrate on the historical
development of the discipline, and all concur in their opinions regarding the subject matter.

% See C. Nallino, ‘Astrology’, in First E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 494- 95.

' George Saliba, ‘Astronomy and Astrology in Medieval Arabic Thought’, in Roshdi Rashed and Jogl
Biard (eds.), Les doctrines de la science de l'antiquité a I'dge classique (Leuven: Peeters, 1999), pp. 131-
64.

17 Ibid., p. 131.

B Ibid., p. 149.

¥ Ibid.
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forget that most astronomers also practised astrology, whether they believed it or not.
For example, al-Khuwarizmi (800-47 A.D.) used the financial support he received as a

court astrologer to sustain and fund his astronomical research.

L. 6. 2: Astrology as an Intellectual Discipline

The prime motivation behind the establishment of a new branch of astrology in the
mediaeval Arab world has been discussed by Dimitri Gutas in his Greek Thought,
Arabic Culture.®® Gutas adopts a theoretical standpoint from which to view the Graeco-
Arabic translation movement, describing it as ‘a very complex social phenomenon’*!
that cannot be attributed to a single factor but resulted from a variety of causes.? He
argues that it was a phenomenon that had a great effect on both the foundation of
Baghdad in the eighth century and the establishment of the Abbasid Empire; and that it
was a movement that was generated and sustained by the needs and tendencies of that
society. In tracing back the motives that resulted in this phenomenon, Gutas argues that
it was the early Abbasid rulers’ adoption of the Sasanians’ Zoroastrian imperial
ideology which made the acquisition of the corpus of works of foreign identity possible
and desirable within Abbasid society.>’ This foreign ideology then came to underpin the
imperial policy of the Abbasid Empire,2* one of whose fruits was the invention of a new
branch of the applied sciences of the Arab world, that is, ‘astrological history’. Gutas

explains that ‘astrological history is the account of dynastic history in terms of cyclical

% Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad
and Early Abbasid Society (2“" — 4% gt _ 10™ centuries) (London & New York: Routledge, 2002), PP-
45-52.

! Ibid., p. 7.
z Obviously this claim can be applied to any social phenomenon.
% Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture , p. 45.

# For the role played by this doctrine in the formation of the imperial ideology of the early Abbasid
administration (see ibid., pp. 28- 52). In brief, according to Gutas, the prime motive was the eagemess of
the early Abbasid caliphs to legitimise their dynasty by all possible means. These included relying on
religious men to support the righteousness of their claim to the throne as the descendants of the Prophet
Muhammad, and, in contrast, depending on astrologers to stress that their right was in accordance with
God’s command as revealed in the configuration of His stars, which they interpreted to the advantage of
the caliphate. This latter policy was adopted, and given an Islamic character, from the Sasanians imperial
ideology in order to convince the caliphs’ Persian rivals, who believed strongly in their customs and
traditions, to accept the message of God delivered by the stars,
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periods of varying lengths of time governed by the stars and the plamets’.25 This branch
of astrology had a dual function:

a political one in that it presented the dominion of the ‘Abbasid state,

whose cycle was just beginning, as ordained by the stars and ultimately
by God, with the implied message to all potential opponents of the

‘Abbasid regime that political activity against them would be futile; and

an ideological one in that it inculcated the view of the ‘Abbasid state as
the legitimate and only successor, in the grand scheme of things

governed by the stars, of the ancient emplres in Mesopotamia and Iran,

and most immediately of the Sasanians.?®
When astrology became a courtly activity, the major concern of astrologers was to
maintain its strong reputation. They therefore endeavoured to build a solid basis for the
expansion of their knowledge and to make it acceptable intellectually as well as
socially. As a result, a group of expert astrologers, whose careers were heavily
dependent on translated sources, also composed original Arabic materials in an attempt
to build a theoretical framework of their science, and Islamised a number of its
principles®’ so that they could gain and sustain acceptance in the wider society.?® The
same process can be seen at work, according to Gutas’s theory, in all other sciences

whose development initially depended on the translation of foreign texts:

Political considerations, ideological or theoretical orientations, or
practical need would initially occasion translations, their study and use
would result in original Arabic compositions in that particular field, and
the development of research on the particular subject in this way would
further generate a need both for more accurate translations of texts
already available and for translations of new texts.”

Gutas’s study makes a substantial contribution to our understanding of the intellectual

role of astrology at that period, as it illuminates the main stages of the historical

¥ Ibid., p. 45.

% Ibid., p. 46.

%7 Islamising astrology’ will be discussed in chapter four.

2 As they were accepted by the rulers, we assume that astrologers were also accepted by the lower and
less educated strata in that society and thus the targeted audiences of astrologers were the religious men
and scientists, whom they endeavoured to satisfy by Islamising some of the principles of their discipline

and providing it with a scientific theoretical foundation.

» Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, p. 110.
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development of the discipline of astrology as an important part of the transmission of
knowledge from the classical world to the Islamic world. However, the texts cited as
evidence regarding the political and intellectual dimensions of the influence of astrology
on that society are, though significant, of too limited a range to support his theory
regarding the impact of astrological knowledge. This is because his interest in these
astrological texts is focused on analysing the factors that gave rise to the translation
movement, in which astrological materials were not only among the first texts to be
translated into Arabic but were also of the greatest political importance, since they were

used to help establish the legitimacy of the Abbasid caliphs.

L 6. 3: Astrology in Literature

Some of the principal elements of astrology, in particular those that were also common
features of astronomy, are the subject of concern of a very limited number of classical
works that adopt a very similar approach in demonstrating how such elements were a
subject of interest in both poetical and prose works; they all discuss astrological

references found in classical literary material.

Shihab ad-Din Ahmad an-Nuwayri’s Nihayat al-Arab fi Funiin al-Adab® appears to be
one of the rare classical works concerned with astral references occurring in literary
texts. This literary encyclopaedia is a kind of anthology, whose sections contain extracts
from the prose writings and poems of a variety of authors that incorporate astronomical
references. The first section describes the upper world under a number of sub-sections;
there then follows a discussion of the four elements (istagsis): air, fire, earth, and water.
Although an-Nuwayrl states clearly that he will be selective in discussing literary
material containing astral references, and will particularly avoid any mention of the
astrological functions of the seven planets as predicting the future so as not to appear to
approve of astrologers and their beliefs concerning astral influences, *' he fails to adhere
strictly to this approach. Although the majority of the references are to astronomy rather
than to astrology, they are nevertheless valuable for this research as they provide a good

deal of useful astrological information, such as the meaning of some unfamiliar Arabic

*0 Shihab ad-Din Ahmad an-Nuwayri, Nihayat al-Arab fi Funiin al-al-Adab (Cairo: Matabi‘ Kustamus, 18
Vols., 1965), Vol., 1, pp. 27- 291.

3! Ibid., p. 40.
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names of stars, and the familiar terms for planets which reflected their astrological
function,* the astrological function of some astronomical instruments,”* the astrological
importance of certain calendrical dates,** and other data that help build the background
to mediaeval Arabic astrology. However, the study gives no consideration to the literary
function of employing astrological allusions and provides stanzas with almost no
explanation of difficult meanings. This is because an-Nuwayri’s aim is not to analyse
these astrological references; his main concern seems to be to provide as many literary

references as possible to natural phenomena connected with astronomy.

A work of a similar orientation is al-Baghdadi’s Buliigh al-Arab fi ma rifat Ahwal al-
“4rab.>® This classical work considers the employment of astrological allusions in
literature collected under two headings: at-Tarikh Inda al- Arab (History of the Arab

World) and 7Im al-ihtida’ bi 1-Nujiim (The Science of Navigation). It discusses more

clearly than an-NuwayrT the references to astrology found in some literary material of
the mediaeval Arab world along with material of an astronomical, medical, and

superstitious nature and investigates that society’s perceptions of and responses to

32 For example, the author states that Jupiter, whose Arabic name is al-Mushtarl (literary meaning the
buyer) is derived from its astrological function, as it is conceived to be the planet of good fortune
regarding trading deals and economic status; see ibid., p. 39.

3 In providing examples of some of the literary works that describe instruments used for measuring time,
the author selects, among other descriptions, stanzas that illustrate the astrological function of the
instrument; here it is the astrolabe:
15U gunldY gep—an Ll 2 e @iy e,
ohaly <l o enlda Juiigls
el e e | geimlede i ol

(Ibid., p. 153).
It is the knower of the unseen, and yet has no ears, heart or eyes.
When it faces the Sun, it reveals instantly the news the heavens have kept hidden.
As if the Sun were whispering its most secret thoughts, it inspires him with the knowledge of the future
kept in the heart of the orbiting sphere,

* For example: ‘The World-year [the beginning of the year], according to what some astrologers agree

upon, is when the Sun enters Aries, that is the spring equator, but others say it is when the Sun enters
Libra, that is the autumn equator’. Ibid., p. 165.

’As-Sayyid Mahmiid Shukri al-Aldst al-Baghdadl, Buligh al-Arab fi Matifat Ahwal al- Arab, ed.
Muhammad Bahjat al- AthirT (Cairo: Matabi* Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 3 Vols., 1964), Vol. 3, pp. 214-345.
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various natural phenomena. Al-Baghdadi, was primarily interested in analysing
astrological references for the sake of understanding the poem or the text itself, and
ignored the significance and function of the reference in the literary context. He did so
probably to support his claims concerning the Arabs’ knowledge of the celestial realm;
as he says: ‘Regarding the area of the Arabs’ knowledge of the upper world [...] I
intend to provide evidences from literary sources in this regard’.’® Al-Baghdadr’s work
is marred by several weaknesses. He refers his readers to a number of classical works
containing astrological references; however, he provides only the names of those
authors who composed more than a single work, and, moreover, neglects to mention the

titles of their books, which is inconvenient for the interested reader and poor scholarly

practice.

When we consider what has been written by modern scholars on the subject of
‘astrology in Arabic literature’, we find that, surprisingly no comprehensive work that
focuses on analysing astrological references in poetry exists in either Arabic or English.

The only scholar who has given particular attention to the subject of astrology in

literature is Yahya ‘Abd al-Amir Shami in his works, entitled An-Nujiim fi ash-Shi ¥ al-
Arabi al-Qadim hatta Awakhir al- Asr al-Umawi (Stars in Old Arabic Poetry until the

end of the Umayyad Period) (1982); and Tarikh at-Tanjim inda al- Arab (The History

of Astrology in the Arabic World) (1994). In the former work Sham1’s approach results
in a work that is discursive rather than analytical. This is mainly due to his failure to
properly explain the astrological knowledge which the poets of the Jahili, early Islamic,
and Umayyad periods made use of. Although he provides a section devoted to such
information, when he comes to apply it to the analysis of astrological or astral
references he sometimes fails to enable the reader to understand their meanings.
Moreover, pages 97-112 are unaccountably missing. It seems that ShamT was aware of
such shortcomings, and was determined not to repeat them in his later work, which is a
substantial improvement on his 1982 study. His concern, however, is the historical
background of mediaeval Arabic astrology. Therefore, the astrological references, to
which he devotes almost a quarter of his book are used to demonstrate the strong impact

of astrology on classical literature, and so he does not provide a sufficient analysis of

3 Ibid., Vol. 3, p. 223.
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their meanings or investigation of their function in poetry. However, whatever the
deficiencies and shortcomings of Shami’s works, he must be regarded as the leading
investigator of astral and astrological references in classical Arabic poetry, and indeed
his work has proven very helpful to this research, providing a substantial amount of

information.

Other secondary sources that have provided valuable insights and understandings
include Dalya Cohen-Mor’s 4 Matter of Fate (2001), which helped to give this research
a perspective from which to approach the subject of this research, that is fate. This study

has also benefited from a number of works that provide a sound understanding of the
Arabs’ vision of the cosmos, Jawad ‘Ali’s AI-Mufassal fi Tarikh al- Arab gabl al-Islam

(The Detailed Book on the History of Pre-Islamic Arabs) (1970); Ian Richard Netton’s
Allah Transcendent (1989), Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s An Introduction to Islamic
Cosmological Doctrines (1993), and E. Edson and E. Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views
of the Cosmos (2004). In addition, all the available treatises and other writings produced

by mediaeval Muslim astrologers have been consulted, such as al-Birini’s Al-Athar al-

Bagiyya an al-Qurin al-Khaliya (The Chronology of Ancient Nations) (1923), Abu
Ma'‘shar al-Balkhi’s The Abbreviation of the Introduction to Astrology (1994), ‘Abd ar-

Rahman as-Sufi’s Suwar al-Kawakib (1981), and Al-Marziiql’ Al-Azmina wa 1-Amkina

(On Times and Places) (2002). Moreover, works concerned with the astronomical basis

of mediaeval Arabic astrology were also extremely useful to this study. Prominent

among these are David Pingree’s The Thousand of Abii Ma shar (1968), and Edward S.

Kennedy’ Astronomy and astrology in the Medieval Islamic World (1998). Also, I am
indebted to Ibn Tabatiba’s Al-Fakhri fi al-Adab as-Sultaniyya (The Honoured of the
Sultanic Deeds) (1927) and Patricia Crone’s Mediaeval Islamic Political Thought
(2004), which succeed in organising a vast amount of information and making
comprehensible six centuries of complex historical development. Finally, among the
encyclopaedias consulted during the course of this research, The Encyclopaedia of Islam

has proven to be indispensable for both its range and detail.
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Chapter II: The Arabs’ Visions of the Upper Realm

II. 1: Introduction

From pre-Islamic times the Arabs, and poets in particular, were fascinated by the stars:
their nightly appearance, their arrangement in the sky, their regular rising and setting
throughout the course of the year were a source of endless inspiration and wonder. This
chapter is concerned with two questions: what was the Arabs’ view of the heavens,
particularly in relation to their view of a unified world, and what role did this world-
view play in shaping their ideology? In answering these two questions it is crucial to
determine the transformation in the Arabs’ view of the relationship between mankind
and the heavens, which was due to a significant ideological shift occurring in the
classical period of Arab history, namely, the change from a polytheistic to a
monotheistic society, and from a somewhat closed and conservative nation that was
reluctant to accept any foreign influence,’ to a society that welcomed and encouraged
all kinds of contacts with other cultures, a development that took place in the Abbasid
period in particular. The discussion will investigate the Arabs’ opinion of heavenly
bodies particularly with regard to their structure, their function, their nature and
essence,’ in order to throw light on how various astral phenomena were conceived in
relation to the notion of a coherent universe. The chapter will also investigate how poets
made use of the phenomena of the astral world, and to what extent the effect of the shift
from paganism to monotheism and from a closed to a more open society affected the
images and expressions found in Jahili, early Islamic, Umayyad and Abbasid poetry.

The discussion in this part will be essentially threefold, examining the impact of the (1)

"It is related that when ‘Umar ibn al-‘Ass entered Egypt and found a great many books on almost all

branches of knowledge at the Library of Alexandria, he then wrote to the second Orthodox Caliph, ‘Umar
ibn al-Khatiab, asking for his advice concerning what should be done with them. The Caliph replied: ‘If
their contents can be reconciled with the Qur'an, then the Qur'an is enough and they cannot be better; if

they cannot be reconciled with the Qur'an then there is definitely no need for them, destroy them’, and it
is related then that it took al-‘Ass six months to destroy them all. See Jamal ad-Din Abi al-Hasan ‘Al al-
Qifty, Ta ‘rikh al-Hukama’: mukhtasar az-Zauzani al-Mussamé bi 1-Muntakhabdt wa 1-Multagatat min
kitab Ikhbar al- Ulama’bi Akhbar al-Hukama * (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Muthanna, 1903), p. 355-56.

2 Here ‘essence’ refers to the question whether or not the star was considered to possess a soul and
intellect.
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physical, (2) mythical and (3) astrological aspects of the upper world that were used by

poets as a source of inspiration.

II. 2: The Design of the Cosmos, its Function and Essence: The Pre-Islamic View

The pre-Islamic Arabs, particularly those inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula, had a
profound knowledge of the disposition and movement of the stars; their environment
forced many of them to travel and wander from place to place in search of water and
pasture for themselves and their herds.” It was not only the nomadic way of life,
however, that motivated the Arabs to study the stars. The settled Arabs, such as those
working in agriculture, for example, required a good knowledge of stars to predict the
directions of the winds and the occurrence of rain, as they needed to know the best time
to plant crops. And as the stars were used ‘as guides for night-journeys, both across the
trackless desert and at sea’,* merchants had to be familiar with the movements of the
stars when deciding on the appropriate time to travel. Stars thus were of crucial
importance to the Arabs who relied on them to perform activities that were essential to
their life. Daniel Varisco notes that: ‘individual stars and asterisms were used for
defining the directions of the winds, timing of rain, planting crops, pastoral activities,
pearling and fishing seasons, and the like’.> Thus we will briefly discuss various aspects

of the upper realm — such as certain indigenous Arabic star names, the lunar mansions,
the anwa’ (constellations), the planets and the signs of the zodiac — that particularly

affected the pre-Islamic Arabs’ relationship with the cosmos. Before doing so, however,
we need to define the perspective from which this relationship is to be investigated. As
the aim of this chapter is to identify the elements of astrology found in the pre-Islamic
era that would later be integrated effectively with those of Greek, Persian and Sanskrit
astrology to form mediaeval Arabic astrology, upon which the poets of the Abbasid

period drew heavily and employed in their work, it is crucial to explain the fundamental

? See an-NuwayrT’s Nihayat al-Arab, Vol. 1, pp. 27-102 and al-Alst, Buligh al-Irab, Vol. 3, pp. 223-61.

*E. Edson & E. Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos (Oxford: The Bodleian Library, 2004), p.
31.

5 Daniel Varisco, ‘Stars and texts in Arabia’, Essays from Archaeoastronomy & Ethnostronomy News

The Quarterly BuIIetm of the Center for Archaeoastronomy,
SIwww., ¢/ tro/index (Number 16, June Solstice 1995) [accessed 17/

03/2008], p. 2.

21



principles of pre-Islamic astrology, which were inseparable from the Arabs’
astronomical understanding of the positions and movements of the stars. Thus, it is the
astrological significance of the stars that will be of prime concern here. In this regard, as

there are few references to the subject of the astrology of the Jahili Arabs,® the prime

sources that will guide our discussion are ‘Abd ar-Rahman as-Stfi’s Suwar al-

Kawakib,' al-Athar al-Bagiya an al-Qurin al-Khaliyya of al-Birlini,® al-Marziiqi’s Al-

Azmina wa al-Amkina,’ and al-Baghdadi’s Khizanat al-Adab, particularly volume three.

. . . . 10
The discussion will also rely on a few lexicons.

Although there are no surviving theoretical texts that indicate the extent of astronomical
knowledge among the pre-Islamic Arabs, a close examination of their life reveals that
they had a substantial knowledge of the nature of the celestial world and were well
acquainted with its natural effects upon the earth.!! Thus they were familiar with a great

$ Jawad ‘Ali, Al-Mufassal fi Tarikh al- Arab gabl al-Islam (Beirut: Dar al-‘Iim li ’-Malayn and Baghdad:
Maktabat al-Nahda, 10 Vols., 1970), Vol. 8, p. 423.

7*Abd ar-Rahman Ar-Razi as-Sufi, Suwar al-Kawakib ath-Thamaniyya wa al-Arba in (Beirut: Dar al-
Afiq al-Jadida, 1981).

® Regarding this work, it is important to draw attention to a number of contradictions. Al-Birfin
summarises the information given in the written text in a table designed to make it easy for his readers to
understand the subject under discussion. Although the table is indeed very helpful, al-Birlini sometimes
classifies certain lunar mansions as considered auspicious or inauspicious, in a way that is incompatible
with what is stated in the text. For example, while he states in the text that Sa d a/-S5# #d, one of the lunar
mansions, was considered by the Arabs as a great benefic, we find that in the table it was regarded as a
malefic. See figure 19 that shows the table of ‘4hwal al-Manazil’, or “The States of the Lunar Mansions’,
for the original source sece Abil ar-Rayhéin Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Biriini, 4/-Athar al-Bagiya ‘an al-
Quriin al-Khaliya, ed. C. Eduard Sachau, (Leipzig: Otto Harrassowitz, 1923), pp. 327-328. Therefore, in
discussing the astrological implications of the lunar mansions and the stars that form them we choose to
rely on the text, as being consistent with other references used in this study.

% Abl ‘Ali Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Marziiql, Al-Azmina wa 1- Amkina, ed. Muhammad ad-DulaymI
(Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 2 Vols., 2002).

1% These are in particular: Abii al-Faql Jamal ad-Din Ibn Manzfir, Lisan al- 4rab (Beirut: Dar Sadir wa

Dar Beirut, 15 Vols., 1956), and Edward William Lane (ed.), An Arabic-English Lexicon (London &
Edinburgh: Williams and Norgate, 4 Vols.,1863).
Examples of the roots yielding this information when using these lexicons are as follows:

A (61350) S3m o(oe) D o(5 m2) o (o) e sl o 5) 38 ol J3tie) U35 e ¢ 8 pmad

I See the first three sections of chapter one of an-Nuwayri's Nihdyat al-Arab, pp. 27-102 and al-Aliisj,
Buliigh al-Irab, Vol. 3, pp. 223-61. To now more about the relation between the ancient Arab and

astronomy see ‘Ali’s al-Mufassal, Vol. 8, pp. 423-35.
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many individual stars and clusters of stars, or asterisms,'? and in order to have a
comprehensive understanding of them, they adopted certain astral systems, and
elaborated greatly on them. The lunar mansions, or stations of the Moon (see Figures 3
and 4)," are a system of 28 stars, groups of stars, or areas in the sky'* near which the
moon is found in each of the 28 nights of its monthly revolution,'* was one of the
systems, maybe of Indian origin transferred through channels as yet unknown,'® that

Arabs used in pre-Islamic times. Regarding their functions, Nallino comments:

In their frequent night-journeys the Bedouin often had no other guide
than the moon and the bright stars, whose places of rising and setting
they knew and from which they could estimate approximately the time by
night; they determined also seasons of the year from observing the
position of the moon relatively to 28 successive groups of stars called
lunar stations (manazil al-kamar)."’

To determine accurately the period of each lunar mansion, Arabs employed the system

18 ¢

of 48 anwa, or constellations (singular naw),” ‘which are merely devices for aiding in

12 For information on the auspicious or inauspicious nature of stars as conceived by the Arabs see Paul
Kunitzsch, Stars and Numbers: Astronomy and Mathematics in the Mediaeval Arab and Western World
(Burlington and Vermont: Ashgate Variorum Publishing Limited, 2004), pp. 246-48.

13 The twenty-eight lunar mansions that Arabs knew are respectively as follows: the Northem anwa * (or
Shamiyya) and those are: ash-Shartan, al-Butayn, ath-Thurayya, ad-Dabran, al-Haq a, al-Han a, adh-
Dhira’;, an-Nathra, at-Tarf, al-Jabha, Zabrat al-Asad, as-Sarfa, al- Awwa’, as-Simak al-A %al; and the
southern anwa ‘(or Yanainiyya) and those are: al-Ghafr, az-Zubana, Iklil al- Agrab, Qalb al- Agrab, ash-
Shawla (Ibrat al- Agrab), an-Aa @im, al-Balda, Sad adh-Dhabih, Sad Bula Sad as-Su'%d, Sad al-

Akhbiya, al-Fargh al-Awwal (or Fargh ad-Dalid), al-Fargh ath-Thani, ar-Risha’ For more information
about these 28 lunar mansions see al-BIrini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, pp. 336-47; and Zakariyya ibn
Muhammad al-Qazulni, 4jatb al-Makhliigat wa Ghara b al-Mawjidat (Beirut: Dar ash-Sharq al-‘Arabi,
2006), pp. 40-46.

14 Sometimes the lunar mansion designates a region void of stars, such as al-Balda, located between an-
Na @im and Sa d adh-Dhabih. (See ibid, p 351).

15 Ibid., p. 374.

16 paul Kunitzsch, ‘Al-Manézil’, in E. 1., Vol. vi, p. 374.

17 See C. A. Nallino, ‘Astronomy’, in First E. I, Vol. 1, p. 498.

' The most important resource for such information is as-S8fi’s Suwar al-Kawakib, in which the author

provides two images of each constellation, one a mirror of the other. This is, according to Edson and
Savage-Smith, because ‘the earth was imagined at the centre of the globe, while the stars were placed on
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the location and recognition of a star’.!? They are groups of stars covering areas larger
than the lunar mansions by observing and recording the acronychal setting of a star or
constellation and the heliacal rising of its opposite (raqb or watcher), the ancient Arabs
managed to mark the beginnings of the periods. Besides being a pre-Islamic system of

weather-prediction, particularly for meteorological phenomena such as rains and winds,

the anwa’enabled the Arabs to determine seasons as well. On the function of the anwa’

Pellat notes that: ‘the heliacal rising of [...] stars or constellation, at six monthly

intervals, marked out the solar year by fixing a number of periods probably 28’,%° (See

figure 24). The Arabs adjusted the system of anwa’ to make them coincide with the

lunar mansions; this was done by dividing the zodiac into 28 equal parts of approx. 12°
50. Thus the 28 mandazil are determined by 28 stars or constellations constituting 14
pairs, the acronychal setting of the one corresponding to the heliacal rising of the other,
and marking the beginning of 27 periods of 13 days and one of 14.?' Thus the solar year
of 365 was divided by these 28 constellations, ‘which provided an alternative to the

twelve divisions of the signs of the zodiac’.%

Besides their astronomical and meteorological functions, these two systems were also
considered to have an astrological function.”’ The earthly sphere and the heavens were

seen as linked in a relationship in which the former was dependent on the latter. The

the surface of the globe. The resulting model presented the stars from the viewpoint of an observer placed
outside the sphere of stars, with the effect that the relative positions of the stars are the reverse of their
appearance when viewed from the surface of the earth’. E. Edson & E. Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of

the Cosmos, p. 33. (See Figure 12)
9 Ibid.
20 Charles Pellat, ‘anw#”, in E. I., Vol. 1, p. 523.

2! pellat comments on this task that: ‘these modifications, the date of which cannot be fixed accurately,
were definitely completed after Islam, the passage from one system to the other being favoured by the

development of astronomy, and by the anathema hurled by the Prophet against anwa, which are not
mentioned in the Kur'an’ (ibid.). However, the act of attributing the falling of rain to anwa’and not God

is condemned in both the Qur'an and an authorised Hadith, as will be shown when we come to discuss the

orthodox view of the cosmos. This confirms that the two systems were well known in the pre-Islamic
Arabs and were the basis upon which mediaeval Islamic astronomy built its principles.

2 Charles Burnett, ‘Weather Forecasting in the Arabic World, in Emilie Savage-Smith (ed.), Magic and
Divination in Early Islam, p. 203.

23 £ Edson & Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 40.
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cosmos was regarded as useful to mankind as well as beautiful, and the heavens’
astrological function was crucially important to the Jahilis as a means of knowing the
future. Divination (kihana) of various kinds played a major role in shaping the ideology
of the pre-Islamic world. Various forms of supernatural perception were practised by
the soothsayers (kuhhan), to whom people turned when facing problems of both major
and minor impact on their life. According to Ibn Khaldiin, ‘The Arabs used to repair to
soothsayers in order to learn about forthcoming events. They consulted them in their
quarrels, to learn the truth by means of supernatural perception. Their literature contains
much information about this matter’.2* The accuracy of divinatory predictions seems to

have been the main factor in the spreading of the good reputation of kikana.?

Soothsayers tended to practise several forms of divination to either reveal the future or
interpret the past of a client: besides being foretellers of coming events, they were also
interpreters of dreams, geomancers or sand writers, and astrologers. Among the forms
of divination practiced by kuhhan were those noted by Ibn Khaldiin in his Mugaddimah:
gazing into transparent bodies such as mirrors or bowls of water; examining the hearts,
livers, and bones of animals; drawing auguries from birds and wild animals; casting

pebbles, grains of wheat, or date pits.”®

Thus, astral phenomena were among the many natural tools that Jahili kuhhan utilised
in making their predictions.27 Moreover, soothsayers incorporated some astral
terminology in their language to gain admiration and power; they would send their

divinations to their clients with an oath sworn in the name of some astral phenomena

128

and certain heavenly bodies. A case in point is the famous soothsayer az-Zabba“® and

the speech she delivered to her tribe when predicting a coming disaster. Here we should

24 ‘Abd ar-Rahman ibn Khaldiln, The Mugaddimah: An Introduction to History, Franz Rosenthal (trans.),
(Princeton & Oxford: Bollingen Series, Princeton University Press, 2005), p.84.

25 See the story of Hind bint ‘Utba and the Yemeni soothsayer in Ch. III, p. 75, footnote 43.

26 [bn Khaldiln, The Mugaddimah, Rosenthal (trans.), p.84.

27 For more information regarding the different approaches of kihdna see al-Aluisi, Buligh al-Irab, Vol. 3,
pp- 269-70.

28 She was one of the famous sorceresses of the pre-Islamic era. For her biography see ibid., pp. 288-91.
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note that pre-Islamic kuhhan used to proclaim their predictions in rhymed prose of lofty
style and cryptic oracular diction for the purpose of making vague but impressive
statements in order to maintain power. Therefore, a more or less literal translation,

which loses much of the rhetorical power of the original, is as follows:

I swear by the dim dark night, by the clapping ear, by the rising
morning, by the knocking star, by the falling rain, that there is a burning
disaster laying in ambush behind the trees of the valley, and the stone of
the mountain foretells of a destructive death that will leave a great
number of widows. It is an inescapable curse.?

It is, then, in the pre-Islamic tradition of connecting natural phenomena to human

fortunes that the roots of the Arabs’ astrology can be identified.

Roughly speaking, the scope of Jahili Arab astrology was twofold: (1) natural: this

aimed at predicting events that would have a major effect on the whole population, such

as war, natural disasters, or epidemics (az-Zabba’s speech refers to such an incident);

and (2) nativity or mawalid: this was another popular form of astrological prediction,
relating all the major events of a person’s life to a chart of the planetary positions at the

moment of the individual’s birth. Evidence of the latter is given by al-Mas‘idi in his

Muriij adh-Dhahab: one of the methods of choosing a soothsayer (kahin) was linked to
a supposed astral effect; the ancient Arabs believed that a person born under the sign of
Mercury or at a time of a great conjunction would become a significant soothsayer.3°
However, in the absence of any historical material that can illustrate how the ancient
Arabs were able to chart stellar movements, and how they were able to elaborate the
characteristics of the planets and their influences upon those born under their signs, the
early history of Arab astrology remains deeply obscure. The rare material we have

regarding the methods employed by pre-Islamic kuhhan to predict the future by

 Ibid., pp. 288-89. )
L) (g g X 1agd (ot gl e O ¢33 (a3l 5 oGl il 5 G LEM Zlanaliy (BLAN £ ot (antad J I

SSaadie pia3 Y S 30 3yl hea o g S
It is related that some people did not take her prediction seriously and mocked her, while others believed
her and left the place where the disaster was expected to take place. The prediction came true and the

mockers perished. (See ibid.)

30 gee Abl al-Hasan °‘Ali al-Mas'dl, Mwrij adh-Dhahab wa Ma adin al-Jawhar (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-
‘Asriyya, 4 Vols., 2005), Vol. 2, p. 134.
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reference to astral phenomena demonstrates that they relied heavily on the lunar
mansions, constellations, and comets and meteors and rarely on the planets and the

signs of zodiac; this will be discussed shortly.

Al-Biriini in his al-Athar al-Bagiya comments briefly on the lunar mansions, and gives
a brief explanation of the stars that form each of them. Yet as the concern of this
research is to investigate the Arabs’ view of the heavens, particularly in relation to their
being a means of knowing the hidden future, it is only the lunar mansions that have

astrological significance that will be considered here.’!

It seems that the astrological significance of a particular lunar mansion was sometimes

deduced from the ‘effect’ of the anwa’ associated with its appearance. The most

important and well known of the mansions was probably ath-Thurayya (the Pleiades),
the third lunar mansion, which consists of a group of six stars that look like a cluster of

grapes. Ath-Thurayya was especially significant because of its supposed meteorological

effect resulting from the naw’ associated with the abundance of rain that followed a

season of intense drought,’? and even the word Thurayya, derived from the roots th (<),
r (U), and w (s) signified the wealth that would be gained by those working in
agriculture. Moreover, in regard to the purely human frame, it was believed to be
especially beneficial, mainly because of the dangers to health associated with that
period of the year.” It is related that the healers of that period used to say ‘If you could

guarantee for me safety from infections during the appearance of that lunar mansion, I

31 Here we should draw the reader’s attention to the fact that predicting the future in pre-Islamic period
did not depend on using astronomical tools such as astrolabe* and other devices that later became known
to the Mediaeval Islamic world (see Figure 21); rather kuhhan relied on observations of the sky (and the
aid of jinn).

* TheJastrolabc was a Hellenistic invention, but its design and production were perfected in the Islamic
world. Ibn Khallikéin’s account of the origin of the astrolabe is colourful but dubious: ‘Ptolemy invented
the astrolabe by accident. He was out riding his horse one day and dropped the celestial globe he was
carrying, whereupon his mount stepped on it and crushed it and so the astrolabe was created’. (Cited in E.
Edson & Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, pp. 42-43). Discussion of Ibn Khalliksin’s
passage is to be found in David King, ‘Origin of the Astrolabe according to the Medieval Islamic
Sources’, Journal for the History of Arabic Sciences 5 (1981): pp. 48-83, (particularly pp. 60-61).

32 This dry season was associated with naw * al-Bufayn which was regarded as the worst of all anwa*
mainly for this reason.

33 To give a more scientific explanation: this association was made because the Moon is in this lunar
mansion on 12 November; at this time of year the change in the weather from hot to cold causes certain

infections to become more active.
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would guarantee good health for the whole year’.> It should be noted that an-Najm (the
Star) always signifies ath-Thurayya. Ath-Thurayya is always followed by the star called

ad-Dabran (Aldebaran), also known as at-Tabi‘ (the follower). So, whenever the

expression an-Najm wa Tabi uh (the Star and its follower) is encountered in a text then

it should be understood as identifying ath-Thurayyd@ and ad-Dabran. The interstices
between two mansions are generally called furja or dayqa.®’ The ancient Arabs regarded
all of these as auspicious except one: whenever the Moon passed across the dayga

between ath-Thurayya and its follower ad-Dabran bad omens would be drawn.*¢

Another mansion that had a bad reputation was the tenth, al-Jabha, consisting of four
stars, two pairs parallel to each other, forming the neck and heart of Leo. It was claimed
that staring at these stars might have harmful consequences and could even deprive a
person of his sight. 4I-Ghafr, however, the fifteenth lunar mansion, which is a cluster of
three moderately bright stars, was believed to be particularly auspicious and the most
beneficial of all the lunar mansions, mainly because it is situated in the left foot of
Virgo, far from the Leo whose claws and fangs are attacking Scorpio (See Figures 10
and 11). At this time the Moon stands in Leo, its governor and its domicile (bay?),
where its influence was regarded as particularly great. Yet when in Taurus, the Moon
attains its maximum influence or ‘exaltation’ (sharaf) and was thus considered a sign of
the most auspicious time for initiating ventures. In contrast, the Moon is regarded as
inauspicious when it stands in the sign diametrically opposite to its exaltation, as it is
said to stand in its dejection, or ‘depression’ (hubiy); it was believed that marriage and

travel in particular should be avoided when the Moon in Scorpio.”’

% Al-Birinl, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 342.
35 paul Kunitzsch, ‘Al-Man#zil’, in E. 1., Vol. vi, p. 375.

3 Al-Marziql, Al-Azmina wa 'I- Amkina, Vol. 1, p. 175; and al-BIrini, 41-thar al-Bagiya, p. 315.

37 See Abil al-Qasim ‘Ali ibn Milsé ibn Tawils, Faraj al-Mahmim fi Ta ¥ikh Ulama ‘an-Nujim (Qumm:
Manshiirfrt ar-Ridd, 1363 H.), p. 113, and al-Qazuini, 4jaib al-Makhligat, p. 44.
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Among the other lunar mansions regarded as auspicious was the twenty-fourth, Sa 4 as-

Su ud (the greatest of the benefices), a group of three stars, one of which is much

brighter than the others. The Arabs greatly welcomed the appearance of those stars as
they signaled the end of the cold season and the beginning of the rainy season. One can
imagine the importance of that seasonal change for the nomadic people of the desert and

its significance for almost all their activities.

Astrological omens were not limited to the lunar mansions; certain stars and

constellations were also a source of divination. Among the many stars that the pre-

Islamic Arabs identified was Ra s al-Ghiil (Caput Algol), a fixed star in the head of the

dragon (ghil) in the constellation of Perseus (between Taurus and Cassiopeia) (see

Figures 15-16).>® Ra’ al-Ghil was the most evil star in the heaven and of dreadful

astrological significance as it believed to presage decapitation. So, for pre-Islamic Arabs

the appearance of Perseus denoted bloodshed and beheading.*

Extraordinary celestial events were also of astrological significance in Jahil7 astrology.
The appearance of comets for example, was considered to be especially ominous.*

They were, in particular, regarded as signs of great historical events. In an anonymous

early eleventh-century Arabic treatise, Kitab Gharab al-Funiin wa Mulah al- Uyiin

(The Book of Curiosities of the Sciences and Marvels for the Eyes), we find the

following:

If the comet known as ‘The Lamp’ appears in the east, it is a sign of a
great famine in that region, fires, civil wars, bloodshed, and abundance of
thunderbolts. It also foretells flames of no known cause destroying
forests and inhabited regions, setting ablaze the mansions of kings and
especially those which they have erected for themselves, corrupting the
fruits, drying up the springs and the rivers and bringing heat to the
horizons. And there is a multitude of shooting stars. If this comet appears

38 See ag-SOfi, Suwar al-Kawakib, p. 81.

¥ See Vivian Robson, The Fixed Stars & Constellations in Astrology (Abingdon: Astrology Classics,
2005), p. 124.

40 See Figure 9 that shows number of the comets identified by the Arabs and which were believed to
affect the mundane life.
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in the west and the south, it is a sign of civil war erupting in the midst of
the region in which it appeared, bringing cruelty, wars and the corruption
of crops in the west. This is what it looks like.*!

Indeed comets played a great role particularly in predicting events of great historical
impact. A Jewish sage who was claimed to have predicted the coming of the Prophet
Muhammad, based his prediction on the rise of a red comet, whose rising soothsayers
always associated with the birth of a Prophet’.*?

Besides the fixed stars, the pre-Islamic Arabs also knew the seven planets,43 which they
referred to as the movable stars, an-Nuyjiim as-Sayyara, as they moved, the Arabs
believed, forwards and backwards, in accordance with and against their spheres.* But
the planets, with the exception of the Moon, did not play a significant role in pre-
Islamic astrology. It was the Moon, in particular, that was of crucial importance for pre-
Islamic astrology, as the 28 lunar mansions and the constellations associated with them
that formed the art’s basic principles. This is not to say that the planets played no role in
predictions of the future. Some significant historical events were predicted from the
appearance of certain planets. We mentioned above that Arabs believed that those born

under the influence of Mercury were more likely to become soothsayers.

“! The passage is cited in Edson & Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, pp. 41-42. Online
access to the manuscript of The Book of Curiosities is provided by the University of Oxford’s Bodleian
Library, which has in collaboration with the Oriental Institute, mounted the publication on a dedicated

website <http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/bookofcuriosities>, [accessed 11 November 2007].

2 Abd al-Fida' al-Hafiz ad-Dmashql Ibn Kathlr, 4/-Bidaya wa 1-Nihaya (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-
‘Iimiyya, 15 Vols, 1997), Vol. 2, pp. 212-13.
3 The table below gives the names of the seven planets known to the pre-Islamic Arabs and the

equivalents in English and Persian, and the descriptions assigned to some of them regarding either their
physical appearance or behaviour, whenever possible, as believed in pre-Islamic Arabia.

The Arabic term the Arabic description  English Persian
Qamar - Moon mah

Utarid al-Katib, or the writer. Mercury tir

Az-Zahra —_ Venus anahid
Ash-Shams —_ Sun mihr, khurshid
Al-Marrikh al-Ahmar, the red. Mars bahram
Al-Mushtart _ Jupiter hurmus

Zuhal al-Mugqatil, the fighter  Saturn kaywan,

See Kunitzsch, Paul, ‘Al-Nudgtim - II. The Planets’, in E. I, Vol. viii, p. 101.

“ Al-Marzilql, 4/-Azmina wa al-Amkina, Vol. 1, p. 182. For their movements as understood by the Arabs
see Figure 8.

30



The signs of the zodiac were also known to the pre-Islamic Arabs. However, the
conception of pre-Islamic kuhhan was different from that of the astrologers of the
Abbasid period.*’ They were familiar with the twelve signs of the zodiac, giving them
names equivalent in meaning to the Latin, sometimes with slight differences: Pisces is
called the two fishes; Aquarius, the pourer of water, Gemini, the twins; Aries, the ram;

Capricorn, the goat. Virgo, however, was called as-Sunbula, an ear of corn, though it

was also known as al- 4dhra’, the Arabic for virgin (See Figures 13 and 14).* However,

they seem to have lacked knowledge of the division of the ecliptic into 12 equal
segments, each of 30°, as was the case later in the Abbasid period; hence they divided
the ecliptic into 28 segments as it was the lunar mansions that were of significance to
them. Thus Leo and Scorpio were extended so that Cancer, Virgo, and Libra were not
included in their ecliptic (See Figure 20). Thus, in the explanation of the constellation
az-Zabani, given in the Book of Curiosities, we find the following information: it is ‘a
large star in the constellation of Libra. In antiquity the constellation now known as
Libra was seen as the two claws of a scorpion, with Scorpio and Libra essentially
combined into one constellation’.*’” Moreover, another example on the limited
knowledge of the pre-Islamic Arabs regarding the signs of the zodiac, is that they
mistakenly identify some signs of the zodiac with certain fixed stars: for instance, they

identified a star in the constellation of al-Jabbar (Orion) as the Twins (al-Jawza’).*®

*S Al-Biriint, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, pp. 238- 39.

46 See al-AlasT’s Buliigh al-Irab, Vol. 3, pp. 241-43. Commenting on the modifications the pore-Islamic
Arabs made to the names and forms of the constellations in accordance with their own ideas and beliefs,
Edson and Savage-Smith suggest that they did so to fit their Bedouin environment. They state that “in the
Arabic treatises, the Greek mythological prototypes for these constellations (Orion, Perseus, Andromeda,
etc.) were transformed, with garments, hair-styles, and jewellery changed to confirm to the fashions and
artistic conventions at the time and place of production. So, the lion’s skin which according to Greek
tradition hung cover the hunter Orion in his constellation was converted in the Islamic world into a very
long sleeve’. (Edson & Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 34). Thus, these modifications

had been done to make appeal to the pre-Islamic life style.
7 This information is to be found in Emilie Savage-Smith and Yossef Rapoport (eds.), The Book of

Curiosities: A critical edition, World-Wide-Web publication. www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/bookofcuriosities

(March 2007), Chapter 4: ‘On knowledge of thirty stars with occult influences’, fol. 11b, (folio side: the
right column), [accessed 11 November 2007].

48 A\-Biriini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 238.
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Literary evidence shows that the Arabs of Jahili society were well acquainted with the
geocentric model of the universe, yet what they knew about the astrological meanings
associated with the zodiac and planets was extremely limited or at least was exclusive to
the kuhhan and hidden from the public. In this connection we should note that in pre-
Islamic times knowledge was transformed orally, as the majority of J@hilf people were
illiterate. Knowledge of the astrological function of the planets and the signs of the
zodiac became widespread only when it became available to a literate public as a

written material, a development that took place in the Abbasid period. References in

poetry are evidence of this. The pre-Islamic poet, ‘Antara al-‘Absi (d. 8 B.H./ 614

AD),” in praising the Persian king, Aniisharwan® compares him to the Moon when in
conjunction with Kaywan, or Saturn:
ST 45l oS b poandl 130 0y L Sl ZU G LRl Ay

Oh you, you are the Qibla of pilgrims and the Crown of the highest
honour; you are the Moon in conjunction with Saturn.

Because he is praising a Persian king, the poet used the Persian term for Saturn, which
shows that the Persian equivalents were already known to the Arabs of that time, maybe
through the Persian channel. Knowledge of the physical Greek model of the universe is
also included in this line, but with an apparent lack of understanding of the fundamental
astrological significance of the image. To express Aniisharwan’s exalted position the
poet places the Moon, the emblem of kings,” in conjunction with Saturn, the highest of

 Antara ibn Shaddad al-‘AbsT was hero as well as a poet. The son of a noble Bedouin and an Abyssinian
slave-girl, he himself had the status of slave. It was only after he had proven his prowess in battle did his

father acknowledge him to be free. He was one of the authors of the Mu allagar*, which brought him

fame; he is considered one of the great pre-Islamic poets. Also, the story of his life, which served as an
example of the superiority of personal virtue over noble descent, made him a legendary figure and he

became the hero of a celebrated epic, the Sirat 4ntara. See ‘Aziza Fawwal Babtl, (ed.), Mu fam ash-
Shu ara’al-Jahiliyyin (Beirut: Dar $adir li at-Tibd'a wa an-Nashr, 1998), p. 274- 75.
* For the definition of Mu 4llagat see Ch. II1, p. 107, footnote 162.

50 For a brief biography for Aniisharwiin see Ch. I11, p. 71, footnote 31.
5! Kitab ‘Antara ibn SHaddad, (Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Adablyah, 5 Vols., 1883, Author is not cited), Vol.

1,p. 138.

52 The Moon, the brightest and largest of the objects visible in the night sky, and the Sun, whose light
extinguishes that of all other luminaries, were metaphorically }Jsed in poetry, particularly in panegyrics
and love songs. In praising a patron or some other illustrious dedicatee, classical poets used the
appearance or position of the Sun and Moon for the purpose of stressing certain virtues or moral qualities
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all planets in the Ptolemaic model of the universe, despite its being the worst of the
malefic planets, and a sign of misfortune. The ‘Antara presents a malignant
configuration: Aniisharwan is a misfortune to his nation, a meaning far from the poet’s

intention. ‘Antara’s lack of proper knowledge of the astrological significance of this

heavenly configuration would have made his panegyric seem like a satire to a late

mediaeval reader. The astrological significance of Saturn as a malefic only became well
known in the Abbasid period. Al-Hasn ibn ‘All al-Misri, nicknamed al-Qadi (the Judge),

(d. 561/ 1116)* considers the order of the planets and the astrological qualities assigned

to them and offers the poet’s words of wisdom:

oaall A5l A L pecagal Iy aliliy 5y
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Never expect good from a man without honour, even if the Sun itself is
placed below him.

Saturn is the highest placed of all planets, yet it is a malefic, if it is to be
fairly judged.
The pre-Islamic Arabs’ knowledge of the physical aspects of the cosmos was not
limited to the fixed and movable stars; they saw al-Majarra (the Galaxy, known in
Europe as the Milky Way), merely as a white stain shown on the heavens, and called it

as umm an-Nujiam ash-Shawabik (the mother of the netted, or interwoven, stars),55 and

that elevated him above others and distinguished him from them. In love-songs also the Jahil poets
referred to the Moon in describing the beauty of his beloved, which dazzles him and casts a shadow over

all other women, who become invisible to the lover.

53 Al-Hasan ibn ‘Ali Abi Muhammad, known also as al-Muhadhdhab al-Magr was an Egyptian poet and
man of letters. He traveled to Yemen to study the science of lineage and wrote a book on that subject. See

Abi ‘Abdullah Yaqut al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’aw Irshad al-Arib ila Ma Yifat al-Adib (Beirut: Dar
al-Kutub al-‘Timiyya, 6. Vols., 1991), Vol. 3, pp. 23-35.

%4 Ibid., p. 34.

55 This term is found in a verse composed by the Jahili poet, Ta'abbata Sharran (d. approx. 80 B.H./ 540
AD.). See Abil ‘Ubayd al-BakrT al-Aunabi, Sim¢ al-La @li* yahtawi ala al-La @li’fi Sharh Amali al-Qals,
ed. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Maymanl (Beirut: Dér al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 2 Vols., n.d.), Vol. 2, p. 761 (particularly
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hence also as Farj as-Sama’(the vagina of the heavens).>® No evidence survives on any

mythical significance that might explain the motivation behind this particular term.
However it dose not mean that the pre-Islamic Arabs did not mix their knowledge of the
physical cosmos with myth. According to Seyyed Hossein Nasr, ‘the pre-Islamic Arabs
[...] had a great love for Nature and like all the nomads who wander endlessly in the
great expanses of virgin Nature had a deep intuition of the presence of the invisible in
the visible’; 3 and indeed, although the pre-Islamic Arabs seem to have had a deep
knowledge of certain aspects of the visible heavens, their intuition of the structure of the
cosmos was built on a mythical understanding. In their attempt to understand the
apparent order and stability of the universe, they pictured the primordial Earth as rolling
like a ship; so the Creator ordered an angel of great power to hold it on his back, his
right hand grasping the east side of the earth, his left gripping on the west. To enable
him to stand firmly, God then created underneath the angel’s feet a great stone made out
of red ruby with seven thousand holes, each containing a huge sea. A giant bull, called
Kayiith, with 4,000 ears, noses, eyes, tongues, and limbs was ordered to hold the stone
between his horns. To make this still precarious structure more stable, a gigantic whale,

called Bahmit, was ordered to hold the bull on its back. Under the whale was water,

footnote no. 3). For the poet’s biography see BabtI (ed.), Mu jam, pp. 64-66. Moreover, the Islamic poet
Dhil ar-Rumma (77 — 117 / 696 — 735) uses this expression in one of his poems. See Zuhayr Fath Allzh
(ed.), Diwan Dhi ar-Rumma wa huwa Ghilan ibn Ugba al- Adawi (Beirut: Dér Beirut i 't-Tiba‘a wa 'n-
Nashr, 1995), p. 363 (particularly line 34 of the poem).

56 Al-Qazulnl, Aja ib al-Makhligat, pp. 20-21.

57 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines: Conceptions of Nature and
Methods Used for its Study by the Ikhwan al-Safa; Al-Birint, and Ibn Sina (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1993), pp. 6-7.
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under the water, air, under which was also water; finally, below the lower water was

darkness, which no human knowledge could approach.*®

Cosmological myths were a rich source of inspiration to poets even of later periods, a
factor that allowed this pagan legacy to survive. Indeed, the metaphorical significance
of such material made it impossible for poets to ignore those myths. The Abbasid poet
Ibn ar-Rami (d.283/ 896),” annoyed that a friend had kept his promise to invite him to
share a meal of seafood, expresses his irritation in the following verse:

608 3l slandll g ol il ll || iy ciga ol a1 e gall

Tell me, for God’s sake, which whale am I waiting for? Is it the whale of
the Earth, the whale of Jonah,* or the whale of heaven?

58 Kamal ad-Din Muhammad ibn Misa ad-Dumayri, Hayat al-Hayawan al-Kubrd (Beirut: Dar wa

Maktabat al-Hilal, 4, Vols., 2007), Vol. 1, p. 362.
The Jahili poet Umayya ibn AbI as-Salt (d. 5/ 626)* composed a line in which he invokes the Jahilf view

of the universe:

VPRVE. I IUPRWE | LW, PR | *SE P FYRLA S 1Y 4 )
Ibn Kathir, 4l-Bidaya wa 'n-Nihaya, Vol. 1, p. 181.

There is standing a2 Man, beneath his right foot there is 2 Bull; beneath his left there is

an Eagle, and there is a Lion lying in ambush.
Some religious scholars claim that upon hearing this line, the Prophet Muhammad commented on it
approvingly. However, the Hadith is dubious and Ibn Rushd doubted its authenticity. (See Abii al-Walid
al-Qurtubl ibn Rushd, Al-Bayan wa 3}-Tahsil wa %h-Sharh wa Y -Tawjth wa +-Ta %l fi Masail al-
Mustakhraja, ed. Muhammad Haijji, (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 20 Vols., 1988), Vol. 18, pp. 395-

96.
* Umayya ibn AbT ag-Salt was a famous Jahili poet and a2 man of wisdom. His knowledge of the Torah

was great and he refrained from worshipping idols and drinking wine. When the news reached him about

the prophethood of Muhammad, he came to him and listened to some of the Qur'anic verses, then went

away. When he was asked for his opinion on the Prophet he said: ‘I believe he is speaking the truth, but I
will not follow him until I examine him properly’. After thg Battle of Badr, he announced that he wanted
to convert to Islam; however, on hearing of the death of his nephew in that battle, he gave up the idea of

becoming a Muslim. See Khayr ad-Din az-Zirikli, Al-4 1am: Qamis Tardjim li Ashhar ar-Rijal wa -
Nisa’ min al- 4rab wa 1-Musta ¥ibin wa 1-Mustashrigin (Beirut: n.p., 12 Vols., 1969), Vol. 1, p. 364.

% For his biography see Ch IV, p. 144, footnote 106.

6 ‘Abbas Mahmud al-'Aqqad, Ibn ar-Rami: Hayatuh min Shifih (Cairo: al-Maktaba at-Tijariyya al-
Kubrd, 1973), p. 103.

6! The poet refers to the story of the Prophet Jonah (Yiniis) and the whale mentioned in the Qur'an, from
which we quote the following verses: ‘Jonah, too, was one of Our apostles. He fled to the laden ship, cast
lots with the crew, and was condemned. A whale swallowed him, for he had done amiss; and had he not
devoutly praised Allah he would have stayed in its belly till the Day of Resurrection. We threw him,
gravely ill, upon a desolate shore and caused a gourd-tree to grow over him. Thus We sent him to a nation
a hundred thousand strong or more. They believed in him and We let them live at ease awhile’. See
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In mocking the delinquent, the poet sarcastically refers to the mythical, the Qur’anic and

the astrological sources in each of which ‘the whale’ has a different significance.
Whether it is the whale upon which the globe is placed, or the whale that swallowed the
Prophet Jonah (Yiinus), or Pisces, the sign of the zodiac that was depicted as a whale as

well as two fishes, in every case the whale is far from being edible.

IL 3: The View of the Heavens from an Orthodox Islamic Perspective
With the coming of Islam a new ideology was adopted and the perspective from which
the universe was viewed changed radically. As Nasr puts it:

The question of the Divine Principle and the consequent unicity of
Nature is particularly important in Islam where the idea of Unity (al-
tawhid) overshadows all others and remains at every level of Islamic
civilization the most basic principle upon which all else depends.*?

The sources from which the Islamic view of the universe is to be understood need to be

identified first. Gulzar Haider observes that: ‘Any attempt to grasp the nature of Islamic

cosmological thought has to begin by accepting the Quranic cosmogony, [... which
should be drawn] from Qur’anic verses and the utterances of the Prophet, especially the

Hadith al-Qudsi’.*® Thus, in discussing this subject, our sources will be the Qur'an,

Hadith, and the lexicons and interpretations concerned with scriptural references to the

COosSmos.

We have to bear in mind that the cosmology of the Qur’an and Hadith is not intended to

be read as scientific theory, though they make definite observations regarding the
structure and evolution of the universe. They do not endeavour to explain in detail

cosmological concepts or phenomena. They are fundamental, however, in that they

Qur'an, as-Safit (the Ranks) 23, 37, 139-48; this translation is from The Koran, trans, N. J. Dawod,
(Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1964), pp. 168-69.

%2 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 4.

$3S. Gulzar Haider, ‘Islam, cosmology and architecture’, in Margaret Bentley Sevcenko (ed.), Theories

and Principles of the Design in the architecture of Islamic Societies (Cambridge and Massachusetts: Aga
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, 1988), pp. 73- 85, see particularly, p. 75.
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affirm unequivocally that God is the only absolute. The Islamic world-view of the
cosmos, particularly the orthodox view, 1s characterised by its constant reference to the
cosmic phenomena as signs of the existence of One All-Powerful God. Exploring this
orthodox world-view whose grand scheme is that ‘no act is free of an ethical dimension,
and no domain escapes connection with the sacred’,** is the subject of the following

discussion.

With the coming of Islam, although the pagan Arabs’ mythological view of the
architecture of the cosmos was discarded, certain basic cosmological theories retained
their validity, particularly that of the unity of the world, as this was evidence of the
unity of the Divine principle. Indeed, Islam accepted and incorporated the architectural
aspects of the universe inherited from previous monotheistic religions, rejecting the
conceptualisation of the pagan Arabs. Haider notes that:

Islam reaffirmed the essential cosmological framework of the sacred
texts and traditions of the Abrahamic faith. The grand scheme of
creation, the orderly and law-abiding universe, the original state of the
Garden and the earthly exile of man, the temporality of this life, the
eternity of the hereafter, the final judgment, heaven, and hell, all
remained essentially the same as they had been in the Judeo-Christian
tradition. This is understandable because Islam claimed the unbroken
flow of revelation from Adam to Noah, to Abraham, his progeny, Moses,
Jesus, and Muhammad. Every subsequent revelation affirmed the ones
before, clarified the concepts that had been clouded, established the ones
that had been erased, corrected the heresies that had crept in, and refined
the law to an ever-increasing level of timelessness.®*

Moreover, Islam retained much of the systematic cosmological knowledge inherited
from the Jahili legacy, such as the lunar mansions and the zodiacal constellations. For
instance, predicting the weather from the rising or setting of certain constellations was
acknowledged by the Prophet Muhammad, but Islam objected to the attribution of the
effect of that constellation to the stars themselves and not to God.*® It is related that the
Prophet on completion of a dawn prayer that followed a rainy night said: ‘Do you know

® Ibid., p. 73.
% Ibid., p. 74.

6 Islam rejected the pagan belief that regarded the stars as the cause of rain; those who attributed the
cause of any natural phenomenon or event to the stars and not to Allah would be accused of atheism. See

Ton Rushd, Al-Bayan wa 1-Tahsil, Vol. 17, p. 407.
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what your Lord has said (revealed)?” Those present replied, ‘God and His messenger
know best.” He said then: ‘Allah has said, ‘During this morning some of my servants
(worshippers) remained as true believers in Me and some became disbelievers. Whoever
said that the rain was due to the blessing and the mercy of Allah, had belief in Me, and

he disbelieves in the stars; and whoever said that it rained because of a particular star

(naw 9, had no belief in Me, but believes in that star’.5’

The new religion acknowledged the importance of the upper realm, not only as a Divine
domain in itself but also as a sign of and guidance to that domain. The heavenly bodies
could be used for miraculous proof of the prophecy of the Messenger of Allah: it is
related that the people of Mecca asked the Prophet Muhammad to produce a miracle,
and ‘he showed them the splitting of the moon into two parts, until they saw (the mount

of) Hird between them’.®® This miracle is also confirmed by the Qur'an in the following

verse: ‘the Hour has drawn near, and the Moon has been cleft asunder’.®’ Moreover, the
cosmic realm is regarded as being among the great signs of God and thus as suitable for
Divine oaths: there are a number of such verses, including ‘I swear by the position of

the Stars’;™® ‘By the Moon [...]’;"" ‘By the Heaven with its constellation [...]’;”* ‘By the
Star while falling [...]’.”

67 Shaykh Safiur-Rahman al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), 4I-Misbak al-Munir fi Tahdhib Ibn Kathir,
(abridged version), (Riyadh, Houston, New York, Lahore: Darussalam, 10 Vols., 2000), Vol. 9, pp. 451-
52.

 Ibid., p. 347.

% The Qur'an, al-Qamar (The Moon), 27, 54, 1.
Aol By deludl oy yEt)
™ The Qur'dn, al-Wagi‘a (The Inevitable Event), 27, 56, 75.
psadll 4l oy ol i}
7! The Qur'an, al-Muddathir (the One who Wrapped Up), 29, 74, 32.
ooy}

7The Qur'an, al-Burtj (The Constellations), 30, 85, 1.
A Zasl 3 laddt )

7 The Qur'an, an-Najm (the Star), 27, 53, 1.
{sn 13 padlly}
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The Prophet also used cosmic phenomena to help people comprehend certain religious
truths such as the relative closeness of the Day of Judgment. One evening, as the Sun
was about to set, Muhammad spoke of this to his companions: ‘By He in Whose Hand
is my soul! Not much of this world is left compared to what has already passed of it,
except as much as what is left in this day of yours compared to what has already passed
of it’.”* In another gathering the Prophet found the sunset a good occasion to remind his
companions of the shortness of human life: ‘what remains of your time, compared to

what has passed, is as long as what remains of this day compared to what has passed of

it’ 75

Most Qur’anic verses that refer to the cosmos aim to emphasise two essential facts: the

existence of One All-powerful God, the Creator of all things; and the existence of the
hereafter and the Day of Judgment. Those who deny bodily resurrection should find in
the creation of the heavens above them a sign of the ability of the Creator to resurrect
the dead. ‘The creation of the heavens and the earth is indeed greater than the creation
of mankind, yet most men know not’.”® ‘Have not they seen that Allah, who created the
heavens and the earth, and was not wearied by their creation, is able to give life to the

dead? Yea, verily He has power over all things’.”’ But how is this great construction of
the heavens and the Earth revealed in the Qur'an? The Qur’anic model of the universe is
expressed in fragmentary verses, and so to present it we must refer to a number of
verses scattered throughout the Qur'an which discourse upon the structure of the
universe. According to the Qur'an, before the foundation of the universe the heavens

and the Earth were compound as one piece of material, which God later separated and

created seven earths and seven heavens:

™ A)-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), Al-Misbah al-Munir, Vol. 9, p. 345.
7 Ibid.
76 The Qur'an, Ghafir (Thee Who Forgiveth), or al-Mu’min (the Believer) as titled in some versions 24,

40, 57. o
A Cusalag Y ol 81 ST g Gl 314 (e %1 a1 o gl (3140

7 The Qur'ain, al-Ahqaf (Winding Sand-tracts), 26, 46, 33.
ol g US o ) Wl (sl ad Ul o ot Dl oo ol 5 a1 g 60l gandll (318 6300 200 (1 o0}
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We inspired all the apostles whom We sent before you, saying: ‘There is
no god but Me. Therefore serve Me.’ [...] Are the disbelieves unaware
that the heavens and the earth were one solid mass which We tore
asunder, and that We made every living thing of water? Will they not
have faith? We set firm mountains upon the earth lest it should move
away with them, and hewed out highways in their rock so that they might
be rightly guided. We spread the heaven like a canopy and provided it
with strong support: yet of its signs they are heedlees. It was He who
created the night and the dq/y, and the sun and the moon: each moves
swiftly in an orbit of its own.”®

These and other verses reveal certain aspects of the Islamic view to the universe.

According to the interpretation this verse by Ibn ‘Abbas (3-68/ 619-87),” the celestial

bodies are conceived by the Qur'anic model as ‘revolving like a spinning wheel, in a

circle’.®® With regard to the four elements, it is to be understood from the longer
passage quoted above that water was the most important among them, as from this

substance every living being is created.®’ With regard to the elements of darkness and

light, a man once asked the famous orthodox Qu’anic interpreter Ibn ‘Abbas: ‘Did the

" The Qur'sn, Al-Anbiya’ (The Prophets), 17, 21, 25 and 30-33. (This translation is from Dawud (trans.),

The Koran, pp. 289-90). ] ,
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7 Ibn ‘Abbas was the son of a wealthy merchant named ‘Abbds ibn ‘Abd al-Muttalib, the parental uncle of
the prophet Muhammad. He had memorised the Qur'an and was an expert in its exegesis, as well as an
authority on the Sunna due to his zeal in acquiring new knowledge. He was known among Sunnis as the
best commentator of the Qur'an. See az-Zirikli, 41-4 1am, Vol. 4, pp. 228-29,

§0 Al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), AI-Misbah al-Munir, Vol., 6, p. 444.

8 The Abbasids, influenced by Persian philosophy, believed that fire was the most important. See Fakhr
ad-Din Muhammad ar-R&zi, Sharh Uyiin al-Hikma, ed. by Ahmad as-Saqqd, Tahran: Mu’assasat ag-
Sadig, 3 Vols., 1415 H), Vol. 2, p. 191; Abi Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, ed.
Muhammad ‘Uyiin as-Siid, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 4, Vol, 1998), Vol. 3, pp. 51-56.

Reflecting on this notion, Bashshar ibn Burd (d. 168-784), who was accused of zindaga, writes:
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Butrus al-Bustini, Muntagayat Audaba’ al- Arab: Fi al-A sur al- Abbasiyya (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1948),

Vol. 2, p. 25. )
Satan is better than your father Adam, can’t you see this, hey you bastards!

Fire is his element, Adam is mud; mud can’t rise as high as fire can.
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night come first or the day?’ to which he replied: ‘Do you think that when the heavens
and the earth were joined together, there was anything between them except darkness?

Thus you may know that the night came before the day’.%? Tbn ‘Abbas also comments on

the beginning of the world when interpreting these verses: ‘The heavens were joined
together and it did not rain, and the earth was joined together and on it nothing grew.
When living beings were created to populate the earth, rain came forth from the heavens

and vegetation came forth from the earth’.?

The duration of the creation of both the heavens and the Earth was six days:** ‘And We
created the heavens and the earth and all that is in between them in six days and nothing
of fatigue touched Us’;¥ ‘It is He who created the heavens and the earth in six days, and

b

His Throne was upon the water’;*® here the location of the Divine Throne is mentioned

as being positioned above the heavens. In more detail, the Qur'an specifies that two

days were spent in the creation of the Earth but the task of providing sustenance was a

82 Al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), AI-Misbah al-Munir, Vol., 6, p. 441. It is interesting to contrast this
orthodox view with one in which astrological theory is used to explain a mystery of creation. In the
Abbasid period when a man addressed the same query to ‘Ali ibn Mus3a al-Kazim, the eighth ShiT Imam
of the Twelvers (153- 203/ 770- 818), the Imam responded: ‘According to the Stars, the ascendant of the
worldly life is Cancer, and planets were in their exaltations; Satumn in Libra, Jupiter in Cancer, the Sun in
Aries, the Moon in Taurus. The Sun thus was exactly in the tenth House of the ascendant thus in the
middle of the sky: so day was created before night.” Abll Hayyéin ‘Ali ibn Muhammad at-Tawhidt, Al-
Basa wa ‘dh-Dhakha ¥, ed. Widad al-Qad (Beirut: Dar Sadir li *t-Tib4‘a wa *n-Nashr, 4 Vols, 1988),
Vol. 1, p. 390- 91.

8 Al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), Al-Misbah al-Munir, Vol., 6, p. 441.

# With regard to the interpretation of the six days, some interpreters have said that they are to be
understood according to the earthly calendar; others, however, have argued that in God’s reckoning one
day is a thousand years long. This according to the verse ‘[...] And truly a day with your Lord is as a

thousand years by your counting’, the Qur'an, al-Hajj (the Pilgrimage) 17, 22, 47. I support the latter
suggestion as reference to the length of the Divine day is made in a verse that connects the duration of the
Divine day to the creation: ‘It is Alldh Who has created the heavens and the earth and all between them in
six days, then He established Himself on the Throne, you have none besides Him a guardian or an
intercessor: Will you not then receive admonition? He directs the affairs from the heaven to the earth;
then it will ascend unto him on a day the measure of which is a thousand years of your reckoning.” The

Qur’an, as-Sajda (Adoration), 21, 32, 4.
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$5The Qur'an, Qaf (The Letter Qaf), 26, 50, 38.
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% The Qur'an, Had (Houd), 11, 11, 7,
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greater matter as it took four days, including two days spent in creating the heavens, in

which, as is mentioned several times in the Qur'an, the treasury of the world is kept.®” In

addressing the disbelievers, God draws attention to the creation of the universe as one of
the signs that should guide them to the conviction of the existence of a unique and all-

powerful Creator:

Say: ‘would deny Him Who created the earth in two days, and make
other gods his equals? He alone is the Lord of the creation.” He set upon
the earth mountains towering high above it. He pronounced his Blessing
upon it and in four days provided it with sustenance for all alike. Then
He made his way to the heaven, which was but a cloud of vapour, and to
it and to the earth he said: ‘Will you obey Me willingly, or shall I compel
you?’ ‘Willingly,” they answered. In two days He formed the sky into
seven heavens, and to each heaven He assigned its task. We decked the
lowest with lamps [stars] and guardians [comets]. Such is the design of
the Mighty One, the All-knowing.®®

So the universe consists of seven heavens® and the same number of earths: ‘It is Allah
Who has created seven heavens and of the earth the like thereof [...]’,”® and the last
heaven, which God refers to as the ‘lower heaven’, the mundane one, is the one which
has been adomed with luminaries, which are the stars and planets. A view different

from that of the Greek model, and that flourished in mediaeval Muslim world, which

%7 For example, ‘And in Heaven is your sustenance, as (also) what you are promised’.

Qe sile g oSh), sl i g}
The Qur'an, adh-Dhariyat (The Winds that Scatter), 26, 51, 22,
The Promised land, thus, according to Islamic ideology, is twofold: hell for disbelievers, Paradise for
believers. However, there were some people in the Abbasid period who later came to believe that the
Earth is the place of Hell. (See al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, Vol. 2, p. 357).

8 The Qur’in, Fussilat (Revelations Well Expounded), 24, 41, 9-12).
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8 The Prophet Muhammad’s Night Journey, in which he was ascended to the heavens, narrates how the
angel Gabriel took him to these seven heavens, in each of which he encountered the previous prophets,
until he reached the Lote Tree (Sidrat al-Muntahd), beyond which none can pass. (For the whole story
and its interpretation see Al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), Al-Misbah al-Munir, Vol. 5, 552-80). References
to this journey are also to be found in the Qur'n in which a full chapter is entitled al-Isr&’ (The Night
Journey), 15, 17, 1; and in other chapters in which God defends his messenger from the accusation of
insanity which the unbelievers mocked on hearing the news of that journey. See also at-Takwir (The
Cessation), 30, 81, 17-29 and an-Najm (The Star), 27, 53, 1-18.

% The Qur'an, At-Talaq (The Divorce), 28, 65, 12.
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placed a planet in each of the heavens and the fixed stars in the farthest heaven from the
Earth.

Moreover, the Qur’an tells us that the Earth was created prior to the seven heavens: ‘It is

He who created for you all that is in the earth. And He returned His will to heaven and
fashioned it as seven heavens, for He has knowledge of everything’.®' The pillars that
the heavens have been raised upon are invisible to human sight: ‘Allah is He Who
raised the heavens without any pillars that you can see; then He established Himself on
the Throne’.*? So, the heavens are supported by pillars which can be interpreted as an
invisible Divine force: ‘He withholds the heaven from falling on the earth except by his
leave. Verily, Allah is, for mankind, full of Kindness, Most Merciful’.”* Moreover, the
construction of the universe is not complete, since it is still expanding: ‘And We

constructed the heaven with Hands (power) and We will expand it’ >

According to the Qur’an, the alteration of days and nights is due to the spinning motion

of the spherical Earth,”® ‘[...] And He ceases night to overtake day and ceases day to
overtake night, and has subjected the Sun and the Moon (to His law): each running for
an appointed term. He is the Mighty, the Benignant one’.*® Although the physical object
that performs the spherical movement is not stated clearly in this verse, it could be a

reference to the movement of the Earth around its axis.

%! The Qur'an, Al-Baqara (The Cow), 1, 1, 29,
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%2 The Qur'an, Ar-Ra‘d (The Thunder), 13, 13, 2.
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9 The Qur'an, Al-Hajj (The Pilgrimage), 17, 22, 65.
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% The Qur'sin, Adh-Dhiriyét (Revelations Well Expounded), 27, 51, 47.
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% See “Ali ibn Hazm al-AndalusT’s refutation of those who denied the spherical shape of the Earth in his
Al-Fisal fi al-Milal wa 1-Ahwa‘wa 1-Nihal, ed. Ahmad Shams ad-Din (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya,
3 Vols., 1996), Vol. 1, pp. 352-61.

%The Qur’ain, az-Zumur (The Hordes), 23, 39, §
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References to the lunar mansions and the orbits of the Sun and Moon are found in the
Qur'an:

And a sign for them is the night: from the night We lift the day — and
they are plunged in darkness. And the sun hastens to its resting-place: its
course is laid for it by the Mighty One, the All-knowing. We have
ordained phases for the moon, which daily wanes and in the end appears
like a bent and withered twig.97 It is not permitted for the Sun to overtake
the mgson, nor does the night outpace the day. Each swim in its own
orbit’.

Moreover, the signs of the zodiac are also encountered in the Qur'an: ‘And indeed, We

have put burijan (big stars, constellations, or signs of the zodiac) *° in the heaven and
We beautified it for the beholders’;'® ‘Blessed be He Who has made buri@j in the

heaven’.'%!

With regard to the nature and function of the heavenly bodies, Haider notes that in
pagan societies ‘natural phenomena have been given the status of deities, while
monotheistic religions have looked upon the cosmos as the wondrous handiwork of

God and have treated nature as a treasure chest of Divine portents’.!®? Indeed, with the

% It is worth mentioning the names Arabs give to the ten sets of three nights comprising a lunar month,
recognised according to the phases of the moon, as these names are encountered frequently in their
poetry. They call the first three nights Ghurar (introductory nights), the next three nights Nufal (odd
nights); the next three nights Tusa’ (the ninths) — because the last of them is the ninth. The next three
nights are called ‘Ushar (tenths) — because the first of them is the tenth. The next three nights are called

al-Bid (the whites) — because of the light of the full Moon. The next three nights are called Dura ¢ the
plural of Dar @ because on the first of them the night is dark as the Moon is waning. Dar 3’ refers to a

black sheep, i.e., one whose head is black. The next three sets are Zulam, then Hanadis, then Da adi;
then, finally, Mihag, because of the absence of moonlight at the beginning of the month. See Al-
Mubarakpuri (supervisor), Al-Misbah al-Munir, Vol., 8 pp. 199-200; and al-Marziiqi, 4/-Azmina wa 1-
Amkina, Vol. 2, pp. 60-61.

% The Quran, Yasin, 23, 36, 37-40.
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% ‘Buriijan’ can mean all three.

10 The Quran, al-Hijr, 14, 15, 16.
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191 The Qur'an, al-Furqan, 19, 25, 61.
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coming of Islam a new perspective within which the whole universe had to be viewed
created a new ideology uniquely distinguished from that of the pagan world, though not
all ideas of the upper realm were rejected, as Islam recognised the validity of certain
pre-Islamic conceptions, as stated earlier. This perspective absolutely denied the belief
in the divinity of the heavenly bodies: followers of the new religion were to bear
witness that God is the Creator and Commander of the whole universe including that of
the upper realm, whose objects are scattered westward and eastward, and it is He alone

who deserves to be worshipped. The denial that astral bodies are deities is found in

many places in the Qur'an and the Prophet’s traditions. For example, when the Prophet

Abraham considered the heavens in his search for the Divine, he looked upward in
wonder to the planets, the Moon and the Sun. Being sceptical of their divinity, he
dismissed them and the truth was revealed to him when he appealed to the true God to
guide him. He understood that although they were great and glorious, yet their rising
and setting were preordained by a greater power, and their presence pointed to the truly
divine and eternal. Thus the prime function of the heavenly bodies is as evidence of the

existence of One All-Powerful God.!®

In the Islamic view, the heavens and Earth are presented as superior to mankind
regarding their formation and creation, as mentioned above. However, God elevated
mankind above them and, moreover, subjected the whole universe to the service of
mankind.!'® Thus, the prime purpose of the creations is to lead mankind to the right
path; the absolute God.

Yet, although the new religion strongly opposed certain conceptions of the heavenly
bodies dominant in the Jahiliyya, Islam accepted the validity of a number of ideas and

192 Haider, ‘Islam, Cosmology and Architecture’, p. 74.

103 Gee Al-Mubarakpuri (supervisor), 4i-Misbah al-Munir, Vol. 3, pp. 387-89.

104 The Qur'an, al-Isr&, (The Night Journey), 15, 17, 70.
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‘We have bestowed blessing on Adam’s children and guided them by land and sea. We have provided
them with good things and exalted them above many of our creatures’.

See also MuhyT ad-Din ibn ‘ArabI’s view regarding this matter in his Al-Futithat al-Makkiyya, ed. by *
Uthman Yahya and Ibrahim Madkir, (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya li 'l-Kitab, 14 Vols., 1985), Vol. 3, p.
65.
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practices that were free from idolatry. Thus the astral bodies were still considered
efficient tools for precisely marking the passage of time and determining directions,
particularly for the religious purpose of calculating the time of prayer, and the

orientation of the mosque’s gibla (so that Muslims may direct their prayer towards the
Kaba in Mecca); and other religious activates that require precise determination of

time, such as fasting during the month of Ramadan, celebrating the two Eids, and
performing Hajj. Islam also valued the knowledge that enabled the stars to be used as
navigational aids, and in weather forecasting, the only aspect of prediction that Islam
allows, because of its vital importance in the daily life of the people and because it does
not encroach on the realm of the unseen.'” Yet, this permission is given under one
condition. Muslims always have to bear in mind that it is God’s will that ultimately
prevails; they should not consider any astral phenomenon as a definite sign of a future
natural event. Regarding the notion of the possible effect of the upper realm on the
terrestrial world, Islam did not oppose this way of thought altogether, but set certain
guidelines. The effect of the phases of the Moon on human health, for example, is
acknowledged by the Prophet Muhammad, who, it is related, said ‘The best day on
which you can be cupped [be cured by letting blood] is the seventeenth, or the

nineteenth, or on the twenty-first day [of every lunar month]’.'%

It is clear thus that Islam acknowledged the usefulness of many functions of the upper
realm that had been recognised by the pre-Islamic Arabs, including its aesthetic
function, which is to adorn the lowest heaven. But Islam vigorously opposed and
prohibited judicial astrology; that is the discipline based on the belief that the heavenly

bodies’ disposition and relationships could be a source of knowing the future of human

individuals or groups.

105 [slam’s encouragement of these practices had a significant effect on astronomy. As S. Nomanul Hag
notes: ‘indeed, astronomy is the only natural science that escaped the censure of the medieval Muslim

opponents of secular science (Uliim al-awal) and found a home in mosques, receiving the blessing of

mainstream religious circles; and it is virtually the only Islamic hard science that lasted well into the
modern period, continuing vigorously and fruitfully long after the Mongol sack of Baghdad, when much
of Islamic scientific activity began to decline’. S. Nomanul Haq, *Astronomy’, The Oxford Encyclopedia
of the Modern Islamic World, ed. by Esposito, John et. al., (New York and Oxford: Oxford university
Press, 4 Vols., 1995), Vol. 1, p. 145,

106 1bn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Medicine of the Prophet, trans. by Penelope Johnstone, (Cambridge: The
Islamic Texts Society, 2004), p. 41. For more information on times of cupping see ibid, pp. 41- 3.
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We have seen that in the Jahiliyya the heavenly bodies were regarded either as deities
that themselves bring life to the terrestrial realm (a belief that give rise to the astral
religion practised at that time), or as animate objects that totally lack the quality of soul,
a quality that Islam restores to them but in a quite different manner. Their possession of

soul, the essence of their being was in the pre-Islamic era somewhat vague. Islam,

however, was much clearer in determining the aspects of this quality. The Qur'an

contains a number of passages which identify the precise character of the heavenly
bodies. From the Islamic perspective, the heavenly realm is living and rational: the
heavenly bodies receive divine commands and they are united in the worship of God:
‘The seven heavens and the earth and those in them declare His glory, and there is
nothing but extols His praise, but you do not comprehend their praise’.'%” It is to be

understood from this verse that the seven heavens are inhabited as well as the Earth.

The heavens and the Earth are even portrayed as being more rational than man: when
God asked who among his creatures was able to bear the responsibility of trust,'®
heavens, earth and mountains all refused to accept such a great responsibility. Man,
however, being ignorant, offered to bear the burden.'® Thus the heavenly bodies also
have a degree of free will, though it is very limited; they can choose when a choice is
offered, or if they are commanded, can obey willingly or unwillingly: when God
finished separating the heaven from the Earth He then ‘took hold of the heaven when it
was smoke and said to it and to the Earth, ‘Come willingly or unwillingly.” They both
said, ‘We come willingly’.110 By nature they are created to commit no sins but to obey

the Divine command and act according to the law ordained by God. Were they to do

197 The Quran, Al-Isr& (The Night Journey), 15, 17, 44.

18 The interpretation of this word is given as follows: “The trust is something given to a person, over
which he has a power of disposition; he is expected to use it as directed or expected, but he has the power
to use it otherwise. There is no trust if the trustee has no power, and the trust implies that the giver of the
trust believes and expects that the trustee would use it in according to the wish of the creator, and not
otherwise’. (See The Glorious Qur an: English translation of the meanings and commentary, Abdullah
Yusuf Ali (trans. and commentator), (Canada: The Muslim Students’ Association, 1975), p. 1129,
footnote 3777.
19 The Qur’&n, al-Ahzab (The Confederates), 21, 33, 72.
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“We presented the trust to the heaven and the earth and the mountains, but they declined to bear it, being
afraid thereof: Man bore it, indeed he was unjust and foolish’.

10 por the full Qur'anic verse see p. 42 above footnote 88.
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otherwise no life could exist. The limiting of their free will, thus, is for the benefit of the
entire universe, as it maintains the upper world in great peace and order, in contrast to
the troubles which plague life below and which result from the freedom mankind
enjoys; hence disorder in the upper realm will be the sign of the end of this world.'!!
They thus react with horror to any expression of polytheistic belief:

Those who say: ‘The Lord of Mercy has begotten a son,” preach a

monstrous falsehood, at which the very heavens might crack, the earth

break asunder, and the mountains crumble to dust in complete ruin. That

they should ascribe a son to the Merciful, when it does not become Him

to beget one! There is none in the heavens or in the earth but shall return

to Him in utter submission. He Has kept count of all his creatures, and

one by one they shall approach Him on the Day or Resurrection.'!?
Moreover, although Islamic doctrine holds that the stars are alive and have sense and
reason, they have no sympathy for mankind, they neither mourn nor rejoice at human
happiness or grief, death or birth. When it happened that there was an eclipse of the Sun
on the day of the death of Abraham, the son of the Prophet Muhammad, the Prophet
warned his people not to link the two incidents, though to do so seemed to do honour to
his son. He said: ‘The Sun and Moon do not weep for the death of any one of you or
rejoice at his birth’.!"® In Islam such celestial phenomena should not be thought of as

indicating that the upper realm is sympathetic to mankind, rather they are signs of the

1 On, the Day of Judgment, the whole universe will be destroyed as promised by God in the Qur'an:
(AT Loy ol Lo {pad il iz "yl 13 el Sl 3]y ol 0 1500 13 g oyt 5L 131}

The Qur'an, Al-Infitér (The Cleavage), 30, 82, 1-5.

“When the Heaven is cleft, and when the planets fall down in fragments, and when the seas have apertures

to one another, and when the tombs are strewn abroad, a soul will then know what it did formerly and

latterly’. e en . .
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(The Qur'an, Al-Qiyama (The Resurrection), 29, 75, 6-10).

‘He [man] asks, “When is the Day of Resurrection?’, so when the sight is dazzled, and the Moon is

eclipsed, and the Sun and the Moon are brought together, man shall say on that day, ‘where is the

escape?”’. i
The heavenly bodies are thus, from the Islamic point of view, mortal and subject to annihilation.

112 The Qur'an, Maryam (Mary), 16, 19, 88-95.
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Muslim, ed. by Muhammad ash-Shafi‘T, (Beirut: Dér al-Kutb al-Timiyya, 4 Vols., 1960), Vol. 2, pp. 491-

96.
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Omnipotence’s power that remind man of their Creator. Therefore, whenever there is a

lunar or solar eclipse Muslims have to perform a special prayer.!!4

The new religion’s theology and cosmology did not have an immediate impact on
poets, who continued to use imagery based on notions condemned by Islam. This is not
surprising, however, since language is not easily cleansed of images and metaphors that
relate to obsolete practices and modes of thinking. However, many of these survivals do
not indicate any strong belief but are used because their meaning is well understood and
because they continue to have a powerful emotional resonance. Sometimes, however,
ancient beliefs persist in the face of strong opposition by the new ideology; thus we find
that the theme of dahr, as a Prime Mover, that shaped an essential feature of the pre-
Islamic Arabs’ ideology, continued to be employed in classical Arabic poetry, as will be
shown in the next chapters, even though it was prohibited by Islam, and there was a risk
of being accused of atheism. Generally, however, these survivals are mere shadows
persisting in the language and used because of the beauty of their imagery or to
intensify an emotion. Thus we should not take such image as indicating the poet’s belief

in the ‘reality’ of the image. Gustave Von Grunebaum comments:

It should be borne in mind whenever a change is diagnosed in Arabic
poetry that this poetry never altogether discards elements and attitudes it
once admitted. They continue, sometimes, in a ghostlike manner, and are
resumed or restated time and again, but their mention becomes lip service

on the part of those poets who, with varying degree of success, are
striving for a more adequate expression of the unprecedented attitudes of

their day.”5

Even 5o, it is difficult to tell, in individual cases, whether these attitudes were sincerely
held. Certainly it seems to have been hard for the poets of the early Islamic period to
accept the idea that the universe is utterly indifferent to human suffering. For instance,
although he maintained a very clear Islamic tone in the majority of his poems, Hassan
ibn Thabit, known as ‘the Prophet’s Poet’, expresses his grief in a way that Islam

114 Ibid., pp. 486-96.

115 Gustave E. von Grunebaum, ‘The Response to Nature in Arabic Poetry’, in Journal of Near Eastern
Studies, iv, 3 (July 1945): pp. 137- 51, (particularly p. 142).
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explicitly condemned. This is especially ironic, as the poem in question was composed
in mourning the death of the Prophet:
16,208l Qalild o )W) 45 B (00 5 Ay 0 sl 815 (30 955

We are weeping for a man mourned by the heavens. The Earth too weeps
for him. Indeed, people are in deep grief.

Umm al-Bara’ bint Safwan''” refers to apparent survival of pre-Islamic belief when
mourning the death of the Caliph ‘Ali ibn abT Talib:
8 Satall glayt o 3iAN s e} s gl 2ilS ualill

The Sun suffers eclipse because of the death of our Imam, the best of all
creatures, the fair judge.

In the view of this Muslim poet, it seems that an eclipse or any other celestial
configuration may still be viewed as expressing sympathy between the upper realm and
mankind. Whether metaphorical or not, this view is totally opposed to the clear Islamic
opinion on the matter of eclipses: the Prophet Muhammad declared that ‘the Sun and
Moon never eclipse in response to either someone’s death or their birth’.!"” Yet the poet
seems to still hold to the old belief regarding the cause or significance of eclipses as a
result of or response to terrestrial events affecting the elite of society, a belief that was

commonplace in ancient Arabia.

Sometimes, poets would find a new conception as interesting, if not more so, than the
idea it replaced. This occurred in the case of the shooting stars, when the Islamic view

quickly gained acceptance. With the coming of Islam, shooting stars, which had

16 Hassan ibn Thabit, Diwan Hassan ibn Thabit al-Ansart (Beirut: Dar Sadir and Dar Beirut, 1961), p.
55.

7 Umm al-Bar&’ bint Safwén ibn Hilal was an eloquent poet of the Jahiliyya who lived to see the
beginning of the Umayyad Caliphate. (See ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, 4 1am al-Nisa’fi Alamay al- 4rab wa 1-
Islam (Beirut: Mu’assasat ar-Risala, 5 Vols., 1982), Vol. 1, p. 122-23,

118 ‘Abd 'I-Bad¥* Saqr, Sha ‘irdt al-‘Arab (ad-Ditha: Manshirat al-Maktab al-Islami, 1967), p. 29.
119 Shihab ad-Din al-‘Asqalani ibn Hajar, Fath al-Bari bt Sharh al-Bukhart (Cairo: Maktabat al-Babi al-
Halabl, 17 Vols., 1959), Vol. 3, p. 199. For more information about the Islamic doctrine concerning the

causes of eclipses and shooting stars see Yahya J. Michot, ‘Tbn Taymiyya on Astrology: Annotated
Translation of Three Fatwas’, in Savage-Smith (ed.), Magic and Divination in Early Islam, pp. 292- 94.
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previously been viewed as a bad omen, lost their astrological significance and acquired
a meaning totally different from that prevalent in the Jahili period. They were no longer
a means of predicting an evil future or knowing the unseen, rather they were regarded
as a means of preventing such activity from achieving success.!®® This new function
played an important role in shaping Islamic ideology with regard to the upper realm and
was evolutionary in that it totally demolished the conventional pagan belief. In poetry,
however, both views considered for a time: shooting stars retained their astrological
significance, inherited from pre-Islamic times, but also acquired a new role and

meaning as missiles sent against evil jinns. In recounting one of his hunting adventures,

the Umayyad Dhi ar-Rumma (d. 117/ 735),'*! describes the resistance of his prey, the

bull, as follows:

120 The relevant Qur'anic references with regard to this new function and meaning of meteors are found

in the following verses:

) 3 15083 cila US a i g o1 AU ) (g sala W 63 ke Uapsd TS (e Unia g o619 43 5, s SUG Gy 5 1}
el Gl aagnlh Qi Cafad ya WY eCaial y Silde

‘We have adorned the lower heaven with the adomment of stars, and a guard against every rebellious

devil. They cannot listen to the High Assembly, for they are pelted from every side, subdued, and theirs is

an everlasting torment, save him who snatches a fragment (of the angels’ discourse), and a piercing

meteor pursues him’. The Qur'an, as-Saffat (The Ranks), 23, 37, 6-10.

{Catta St Antll pandl 3 sl o W) gy g UK (g Wiy € B8 WLy 5 g T gy sLSH (i Ul a1 )
‘We have decked the heaven with constellations and embellished it to the beholders, and We have
guarded it against every accursed devils, except he who eavesdrops; he is pursued by fiery meteor’. The

Qur'an, al-Hijr, 14, 15, 16-18.

fomd) Gt ped Uiel 5 (ullyill L gy Wil Zestmay il LI U35 sl )
‘And We embellished the earth's heaven with lamps, and made them meteorites to stone the devils; and
We have prepared for them the torment of the Blazing Fire’. The Qur'an, al-Mulk (Sovereignty), 30, 67,
5.
In Islam, the jinn are on the same level as humans, albeit that they are made of smokeless fire and man
from dray clay. They are God’s creations; they have a life in this world and one in the next. They are
either good jinn, who will be rewarded with Paradise in the hereafter, or evil, who will be punished in
hell. (For more information on the subject of jinn see Wall Shah bin Shah za-Addm, al-Jinn fi al-Quran
wa ’'s-Sunna (Beirut: Dir al-Bash#’ir al-Islimiyya, 1996); and Joseph Henninger, ‘Beliefs in Spirits

among the Pre-Islamic Arabs’, in Savage-Smith (ed.), Magic and Divination in Early Islam, pp. 1-52. The
pre-Islamic Arabs also believed that devils are of various degrees in accordance with the evil deeds they

can commit and that they also can marry human beings. See Kamal ad-Din Muhammad ibn ‘Isg ad-
Dumayri, Hayat al-Hayawan, Vol. 3, pp. 36-41; and al-Qazulnl, 4ja ib al-Makhlagat, pp. 279-86.

There is a full chapter in the Qu’rn about jinn which refers to the Prophet Muhammad’s preaching to
them, and to how they were forbidden to obtain any knowledge regarding future events. See al-Qur'an,
The Jinn, 29, 72.
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It is resisting like a planet chasing after a devilish devil on a very dark

night.'*

The image of the shooting star as a stone hurled against demons seems to have been a

great source of inspiration and the new conception found quick acceptance.

II. 4: Mediaeval Muslim Views of the Cosmos: Philosophical Perspectives

In considering how educated mediacval Muslims viewed the cosmos, we find that they

were influenced more by the Greek model than by the Qur’anic universe. Surprisingly,
although they were concerned to explain the Quranic verses regarding the structure of

the universe, they were reluctant to apply a literal interpretation of the Qur’anic

references to the cosmos and sought another approach. Scholars in the Abbasid period,
drawing on the achievements of the translation movement, tried to incorporate the
Greek, Syriac, Pahlavi and Sanskrit views of the universe into Islamic ideology.
Particularly, it was the cosmology of Plato (c.429-347 BC) that was ‘so important to the

) . 1
medieval view of the cosmos’. 2

As the mediaeval Muslim astronomers’ works are so numerous, a detailed treatment of
their content lies outside the scope of the present research, which will therefore consider
only the most significant; but these are sufficient to outline the mediaeval Muslims’
view of the cosmos. In regard to the basic elements of Islamic cosmological doctrines

prevalent in the mediaeval period, Nasr argues that the Ikhwan ag-Safa’ (the Brethren of

12! He is Ghayldin ibn ‘Ugba al-‘Adawi, nickname Dhil ar-Rumma (He of Frayed Cord), a controversial

Umayyad poet. Most information concerning his life is of dubious validity; his relations with Mayya,
variously reported, bear the stamp of romance and are inspired by verses gleaned from his diwan. Other
beloveds include Umm Salim (Umayma). See J. E. Montgomery, ‘Dhil al-Rumma’, in Encyclopedia of
Arabic Literature, ed. by Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey, (London and New York: Rutledge), Vol.

1, pp.188-89.
122 path Allgh (ed.), Diwan Dhi ar-Rimma, p. 74.

123 we should keep in mind that poets often used ‘stars’, ‘planets’, ‘meteors’ and ‘shooting stars’
interchangeably.

14 Edson & Savage-Smith, Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 22.
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Purity), al-Birini, and Ibn Sina ‘are to be considered as the dominant figures [... whose
views of the universe] are to be found in one form or another in the writings of most of
the later Muslim authors’.'?® Therefore, the ideas of these thinkers will be considered as

representative of the mediaeval Muslim views of the universe.

1L 4. 1: The Cosmology of the Ikhwan ag-Safa’'*

The cosmology of the Ikhwan as-Safd’ conforms to the view held by most educated

mediaeval Muslims: it places the earth at the centre of the universe surrounded by the
seven planets, Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn rotating about it.
They are enclosed by the heaven of the fixed stars and finally by the outermost sphere,

127 ¢

or the muhiy, =’ ‘which was added by Muslim astronomers to the spheres of Ptolemy to

account for the precession of the equinox’."® Moreover, in order to show that their view

of the heavens was in accordance with the Qur'anic cosmology as they understood it,

‘they equated the heaven of the fixed stars with the kursi, or Pedestal and the ninth

heaven with the arsh, or Throne’.!*®

As for the signs of the zodiac, they are located in the Muhit and divided into six
northern and six southern signs. In this, they also follow the regular astrological schema
that divides these signs into four parts according to the nature of their elements:

(1) Aries, Leo, Sagittarius—fire, hot, dry, east.

(2) Taurus, Virgo, Capricorn—earth, cold, dry, south.
(3) Gemini, Libra, Aquarius—air, hot, wet, west.

(4) Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces—water, cold, wet, north. '

125 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, pp. 13-14,

126 Eor the identity of the Ikhwéin as-Safs’ and the content of their Rasd i/ (epistles) see ibid., pp. 25-43.

127 [uhwin as-Saffs’, Rasa$l Ikkwan as-Saffa’ wa Khillan al-Wafa’ ed. ‘Arif Tamir, (Beirut & Paris:
Manshiirat ‘Uwaydat, S Vols., 1995), Vol. 1, p. 137-38.

128 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 76.
1 Thid.

130 [vhwan ag-Saffi', Rasatl, Vol. 1, p. 141.
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With the establishment of the Abbasid caliphate the astrological function of the
heavenly bodies regained its respectability, for reasons that will be fully explained later
in this research, but among which was the eagerness of the caliphs to legitimate their
authority and win over the Persians who believed strongly in astrology. In accordance
with this policy, the role played by the heavenly bodies in shaping the identity and
destiny of human beings was cited as evidence supporting the conception of a unified
cosmos, a philosophical foundation upon which the mediaeval view of the cosmos was
built. The Brethren of Purity, for example, believed that the human body, in its
embryonic development, is under planetary influence, which, as an agent of the
Universal Soul, directs the growth of the foetus.'*! Moreover, a correspondence was
believed to exist between bodily ailments and the planets: the eyes governed by Jupiter,
the ears by Mercury, the nostrils by Mars, nipples by Venus, the channels of excretion
by Saturn, the mouth by the Sun, and the navel by the Moon.!*?

The universe as conceived by the Ikhwan as-Safa’ is like the cosmos of the ancient

Greeks: it is alive as it is composed of a body and the Universal Soul from which
everything has been animated. In their view, it is this Universal Soul that causes all
actions in the universe. It acts through three agents: the 12 signs of the Zodiac, the
heavens (aflak) and the planets. More precisely, it is Nature, which is one of the
faculties of this Universal Soul, that govems all things in the sublunary realm.

According to the authors of the Rasa il

Nature is none other than one of the faculties of the Universal Soul of the
spheres which is propagated in all the bodies existing in the sublunary
region beginning from the sphere of the ether until the centre of the
world. All bodies existed below the sphere of the moon are of two kinds:
simple and complex. There are four simple bodies: fire, air, water and
earth; and three types of composed bodies; minerals, plants and
animals.'*

So, in the light of this theory, it is the Nature of these bodies that makes them

move or rest, that governs them and perfects.

13! Ibid., Vol. 2, pp. 330-37, and Vol. 5, p. 129.

132 Ibid., p. 148.
133 Ihid., Vol. 1, p. 217; and Vol. 5, p. 196.
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The Ikhwan rejected the idea of retrograde motion, asserting that the planets do not
move backwards; they move forwards but the difference of their speeds and the size of
their spheres make some of them appear to fall behind the others.'** The Sun plays a
central role in the Ikhwan’s universe: ‘The Sun has been placed at the centre of the
Universe just as the capital of a country is placed in its middle and its king’s palace at
its centre’.'>® Below it stands Venus, Mercury, the Moon, the sphere of air, and the
earth, and above it there are another five spheres, those of Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the
fixed stars, and the muhit. The Sun is thus the heart of the Universe, while the other
planets are like the other organs of the body. The Ikhwan also consider the effect of the
Sun in each sign of the zodiac and their impact on the sublunary world, such as healthy
conditions of animals, physical features of mountains and valleys on the earth, seasonal
changes, well-being and misfortune of people, and political conditions of kingdoms.*®
The Moon is viewed as the second principle of the universe whose effect is mostly

confined to feminine cycles occurring on earth.

What above all distinguishes these Mediaecval Muslims’ views from those of their
ancestors is the philosophical analogy they present between the macrocosm and the
microcosm: the anatomy of the upper realm has a miniature model which is to be found
in man. For them Man is the symbol of Universal Existence (al-insan ramz al-wujiid).
This world-view that recognises how the macrocosm has its spiritual analogue in man
is expressed in poetry as well:

B7 550 ags Jddedsi by ... i 3o, thakel

Know that the way the universe is placed in its space and its orientation
is analogues to the essence of mankind.

In relating the body of man to the heavens, ‘in which the cosmic aspect of man and his

correspondence with the Universe is delineated’,’® the Ikhwan conceived the nine

134 Ibid. Vol. 2, pp. 44-45.
135 Ibid., Vol. 2, pp. 35-36.

136 Ibid., Vol. 5, pp. 216-21.

137 Ibn ‘Arabl, Al-Futihat al-Makkiyya, Vol. 3, p. 100.
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heavens as corresponding to the nine substances of the human body: bone, brain, flesh,
veins, blood, nerve, skin, hair, and nails lying one above the other like the heavens; and
the twelve signs of the zodiac to the twelve openings of the body: the eyes, nostrils,
ears, nipples of the breast, mouth, navel, and channels of excretion. The seven planets,
whose influence governs the sublunary region, correspond to the seven powers of the
body: attraction, sensation, designation, repulsion, nutrition, sleep and imagination, and
the seven spiritual powers: the five senses, the power of speech, and the intellectual
faculty. The five senses correspond to the five moving planets, the power of speech to
the Moon, and the intellectual faculty to the Sun, which illuminates all things.139

IL 4. 2: Al-BIr@nP’s Universe'*

Al-BIriini’s conception of the design of the universe also follows that of the Greeks. The
cosmos is spherical, the outermost sphere being the heaven of the fixed stars. Within
this lie the heavens of Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon
and finally the sublunary region of the four elements with the Earth at the centre. The

cosmos is a circular object of unified ends that can be divided into two parts: the

heavens, which are made of ether (athir)'*! and called the upper realm (al- dlam al-

A 13), while the sublunary region is called the lower realm (al- 4lam al-Asfal). Similarly

to the world of the elements, the heavens possess the four fundamental qualities of heat,

cold, moistness, and dryness from whose combination the whole universe is created.'*?

138 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 100.

139 gee Ikhwin as-Saffa’, Rasall, Vol. 5, p. 147.

40 Abli Rayhin Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Birini was born in Khawérazm in 362/ 973. He was the court
astronomer and astrologer during the reign of Mahmiid Sebiiktigin of Ghazna (r. 388-421/ 988-1030) the
period that witnessed the rising power of the Turks in Central Asia and the destruction of most of the
small Persian kingdoms of the region. For more details about al-BirinT’s life and works see Nasr, 4n
Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, 107-15.

41 Nasr comments on al-BIrinP's view of the ether that: ‘in contrast to most Greek mathematical
astronomers, he believes in the physical existence of the crystalline sphere ... [al-Biriini states that] The
celestial sphere is a body like a ball revolving in its own place; it contains within its interior objects
whose movements are different from those of the sphere itself, and we are in the centre of it. It is called
falak on account of its circular movement, like that of a whirl of a spindle, and its name, arhir (ether) is
current among philosophers’. (Ibid., p. 133).

42 Abi rayhdn al-Birini, 4/-Qaniin al-Mas idi (Canon Masudicus: an Encyclopaedia of Astronomical
Sciences) (Hyderabad: The Déiratu’l-Ma arf-il-Osménia, 3 Vols., 1954), Vol. 1, pp. 21-22.
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Contrary to the traditional Muslim astronomers ‘who added a ninth sphere to the eight
of Ptolemy in order to explain the precession of the equinox, al-Biriini remains content
with the eight spheres of the Greeks.'*®

In expressing his understanding of the doctrine of the ‘Universal Man’,'* al-Biriini
explained the human microcosm as containing all of the universe in itself. He believed
in the relation between the signs of the zodiac and the parts of the body, the
constellations being the macrocosmic counterparts. He explains:

The following are the various parts of the body which are related to the
several signs. The head and face to Aries, the neck and windpipe to
Taurus, the arms and hands to Gemini, the chest, breast, sides, stomach
and lungs to Cancer, the heart to Leo, the womb with its contents to
Virgo, the back and buttocks to Libra, the genitals to Scorpius, the thighs
to Sagittarius, the knees to Capricorn, the shanks to Aquarius and the feet
and heels to Pisces.!*

For al-Biriini there is also a relation between the twelve signs and the four seasonal
stages of human life: each stage is governed by a triad of signs of the zodiac with
particular features:

Aires, Taurus and Gemini are vernal, changeable, govern childhood [...],
Cancer, Leo and Virgo are aestival, restful, govern youth [...], Libra,
Scorpius and Sagittarius are autumnal, changeable, govern aduit life [...]
while Capricorn, Aquarius and Pisces are hibernal, peaceful, govern old

age[...]. %

143 A1.Biriini notes: “Now we on our own part were already obliged to assume an eighth sphere, but there
is no reason why we should suppose a ninth one’. [Abl ar-Rayhén al-Birini], Alberuni’s India: an
Account of the Religion, Philosophy, Literature, Geography, Chronology, Astronomy, Customs, Laws and
Astrology of India (about A.D. 1030.), (an English Edition), trans. and ed. by Edward C. Sachau,
(London: Triibner & Co., 2 Vols., 1888), Vol. 1, p. 225.

14 For more information about the doctrine of the Universal Man and its function in cosmology see the
chapter entitled ‘The Perfect Man’ in Reynold A. Nicholson’ Studies in Islamic Mysticism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1967), pp. 77- 142.

145 See Abil 'l-Rayhiin Al-Birini, At-Tafhim li Awail Sindat at-Tanjim, trans. by R. Ramsay Wright as
The Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, (Bel Air: Astrology Classics, 2006), p.
11. (Henceforth this work will be referred to in the notes as Elements of Astrology). See Figure 17 that
shows the Zodiac Man as depicted by the Greeks and which dominated the Mediaeval Muslim views
regarding the zodiac-man relationship.

146 A1 Biriini, Elements of Astrology, p. 25
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The analogies between the macrocosm and microcosm extended to the assignment of
gender:

All of the three superior planets and the Sun are male, Saturn among
them, being like a eunuch. Venus and the moon are female, and Mercury
hermaphrodite, being male when associated with the male planets, and
female when with the female; when alone it is male in its nature. Some
people say that Mars is female. But this opinion is not received.!*’
On commenting on the relation between the macrocosm and microcosm al-Biriini
accepts the analogy between them without elucidating on the subject. He asserts that ‘it

is undeniable that God is capable of combining the whole universe in one man’.!®

Al-BiriinT mentions God here, and what really distinguished the view of writers such as

al-Birin and the authors of Rasail from paganism was their belief that ‘every event

here ‘below’ is performed from ‘above’ by the ‘Universal Soul’, which is God’s
agent’.!*® Moreover, this vision of a unified cosmos allowed astrology to become
integrated into the mediaeval world-view, which was reflected in the works of the poets
of the period, whether or not they agreed that ‘the qualities found here on earth are
themselves the reflections of the heavenly archetypes which are the causes of all the

diverse phenomena of Nature’.'”® According to this view all natural phenomena are

indirect expressions of the Divine Unity.

I1. 4. 3: Ibn Sin&’s Conception of the Universe

The cosmos as viewed by Ibn Sind (Avicenna) is akin to classic Neoplatonism in that
both attribute the story of creation to a chain of being ‘that makes all things possible and
allows the production of the many from the One without infringing in any way the unity

of that One’."!

147 A1-Biriini, Elements of Astrology, p. 27.

148 A1Bironi, 4/-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 1. Al-Biriini is quoting Abll Nuwas’s line:
Saly i olall aany o) L STaay ik o ol

(Al-Hasan ibn Hani’ Ab Nuwis, Diwdn Abi Nuwds, ed. by Ahmad al-Ghazali, (Cairo: Matba'at Misr,
1953), p. 454.
It is not mysterious that God is able to embody the whole world in one man.
149 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 74.

150 Ibid., p. 165.
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The world was created, according to Ibn Sina by emanation from the One or Necessary

Being or the Cause of Causes ( 1llat al- Tlal). The process of creation is as follows: the
One emanates the First Intellect (al- 4q! al-Awwal), also termed the First Caused (al-

Ma il al-Awwal), and ranked as Archangel. This first product is pure immaterial

intellect resulting from the Necessary Being’s contemplation of His own essence.'>?

Then it is from the First Intellect’s contemplation of itself and its creator that the whole

universe comes into existence.

Avicenna’s universe ‘consists of nine spheres, the eight of Ptolemaic astronomy and the
starless heaven added by Muslim astronomers which stands above the heaven of the
fixed stars and symbolizes the transition between becoming and being’.!*® In his scheme

of the hierarchy of being, the first cosmological object and with the greatest degree of

purity (safa)the highest heaven was formed, and out of the less pure the next heaven

was formed, and the process of creation continued until in the heaven of the Moon most
of the purity was exhausted. Thence the world of generation and corruption came into
being below the sphere of this heaven. Out of a natural process that resulted in the
creation of the four elements, the Earth finally was formed.'>* In this regard then, it is

the heavens, not the Earth as is clearly stated in the Quran, that first came into

existence.'®

151 [an Richard Netton, Allah Transcendent: Studies in the Structure and Semiotics of Islamic Philosophy,
Theology and Cosmology (London & New York: Routledge, 1998), 163.

12 See ibid., p. 163.

153 Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 236, for the original source see Abil ‘Ali
al-Husayn ibn ‘Abdullah ibn SIn&, 4n-Najat (Cairo: MuhyT ad-Din al-KurdT Press, 1938), p. 136.

154 See ibid., pp. 205- 06.

155 Gee Abil ‘Al al-Husayn ibn ‘Abdullah ibn Siné, Rasa i/ ash-Shaykh Abi Ali al-Husayn ibn Abdullah
ibn Sind fi Asrar al-Hikma al-Mashrigiyya (al-Juz’ ar-Rabi’ Risalt al-Qadar), ed. by Mika1l ibn Yahya
al-Mahrani, (Leiden: Brill, 4 Vols., 1899), Vol. 3, p. 29.

If we confine the discussion of Ibn Sin&'s doctrine of the Unity of Being, we find that the he goes on to

explain the existence of other beings in the universe by a gradual degradation of the four elements until it
permits the descent of the lowest form of Soul, that is minerals, the lowest kingdom of the physical
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As for the astrological function of heavenly bodies, Ibn Sind does not refute the entire
cosmological foundation upon which astrology is based,'* but rejects the astrologers’
claim regarding their ability to predict exactly future events. From Avicenna’s view, all
events occur in the world of generation and corruption are influenced by the heavens,
which are rational beings and thus able to regulate and give order to the terrestrial
realm. Avicenna also emphasizes the fact that the movement and influence of the

heavens is due to the will of God.'>’

I1. 5: Conclusion
This chapter has endavoured to outline certain cosmological concepts, particularly those

of astrological significance, prevalent in the pre-Islamic, Islamic and mediaeval periods.

We have seen how the Jahili Arabs’ view of the heavens influenced their practice of
kihana; their astrology, which was mainly concerned with the omens associated with the
lunar mansions, comets and shooting stars, played a prominent role in giving legitimacy
to that art. Astrology was based on a belief in the coherence and oneness of the universe
and claimed that the upper realm had a strong influence on earthly affairs. It was not
only the astrological function of the astral bodies that was acknowledged by the Jahili
people; they also gave some thought to physical and aesthetic aspects of the heavens.
The order of the planets in a geocentric model and the beauty of the stars that adorn the

domain. The purity of the Soul increases in this kingdom, culminating in the jewels, the highest form of
this domain. Henceforth the movement of the process of creation is no longer a drawing away from the

principle but a return to it, and the driving force is iskg, love, by which all things are attracted to the

source of all Being. So the hierarchy of being continues rising to allow the existence of the plant
kingdom. With increasing purity in the mixing of the elements, a new faculty of the Soul enters the stage
of the cosmos: the kingdom of animals, from the lowly snail to the monkey.* From the monkey, as the
terminal stage in the hierarchy of being that leads to man, whose various degrees of purity reach the
highest level with the world of saints and prophets, which itself comprises numerous angelic worlds. “The
end of the whole cosmic process is Pure Being itself where all things began. Creation therefore comes
from God and returns to Him’. (Nasr, 4n Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, p. 207).

* Nasr comments on this view that: ‘It instructive to note that Ibn Sing, like al-Biriini, considers the
monkey as the highest of animals in opposition to the Ikhwan al-Safi® who believe the elephant to be the
most intelligent animal and therefore the terminal link in the animal kingdom’. See ibid., p. 207,
(particularly footnote 32).

156 Among the arguments he raised against astrology is that since the heavens are made of ether and not
the four elements, they cannot possess the four qualities according to which the signs of the zodiac are
divided and thus cannot influence the sublunary world. (See ibid., p. 239).

157 See Ibn Stnd, Rasa i ash-Shaykh, Vol. 2, p. 25-31.
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heavens, as well as guide mankind at sea and on land were of great importance to the

Arabs.

With the advent of Islam, certain notions regarding the upper world were accepted and
affirmed by the new religion. Islam acknowledged the functions of the lunar mansions
and constellations as guides for navigations and journeys, as well as their aesthetic role,
but strongly opposed and vehemently condemned any view that assigned a divine
character or role to the celestial bodies. Islam insisted that those bodies are not deities,
or mediators that bring mankind closer to God, and have no ability whatsoever to
inform mankind of their Divinely determined fate. Thus the art of astrology faced fierce
criticism that forced it to remain dormant until it was revived in the Abbasid period.
The Abbasid era, indeed, infused new blood into the body of astrology as the translation
movement strongly influenced the ideology of that society and allowed the Ptolemaic
model of the universe to prevail. This was the key factor that enabled astrology to revive
and establish its principles as a ‘science’ that found acceptance in the courts of the
political elites, as will be discussed in the following chapters. These will focus on
demonstrating how poets of the classical periods made use of astrological concepts and
principles that were current in their times, and so we can recognise the distinguishing
feature of the ideology that shaped each historical stage, and sometimes, the factors that
enabled astrology to survive in the mediaeval period after the dramatic decline it
suffered with the coming of Islam. The characteristic of al-insan al-kamil is the idea of
the perfect man, ‘who as a microcosm of a higher order reflects not only the powers of

.. . . 158
nature but also the divine powers ‘as in a mirror’” ™.

158 Goldzieher, cited in Nicholson, Studies in Islamic Mysticism, p. 82.
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Chapter III: Astrological References in the Poetry of the Jahiliyya and Early
Islamic Periods

I1I. 1: Introduction

One assumption of this research is that despite the significant changes Islam brought to
the Arab world, some aspects of popular belief inherited from pagan society remained
strong enough to permit them to function as a cultural force in the Islamic community.
Our main concern is to investigate astrology as one aspect of the pagan legacy that
survived despite the attacks it suffered with the coming of Islam, whose ideology
condemned it as a branch of divination. Two questions that will be considered are: how
did astrologers manage to preserve the popular status of their discipline throughout the
mediaeval Islamic period, and to what extent did this knowledge influence the

intellectual life of that society?

Our investigation will be confined to the classical Arabic poetry of the Jahili, early
Islamic, Umayyad and Abbasid eras. Various astrological references will be analyzed
according to the astrological principles and theories which the poets of that time were
able to make use of. The analysis will therefore refer to the astrological knowledge and
theories of each historical stage in succession in an attempt to place these works within

the context of their time, and will above all be concerned with the poetic function of

these astrological allusions.

Our approach will be to select certain factors that drew poets to conceive the art, or
science, of ast:rologyl as an intellectually stimulating discipline whose concepts could
be used as metaphors, themes, or motifs in their works. We will therefore discuss the
role of the doctrine concerning predestination and free will. This doctrine and its
ramifications provided sometimes an ideological brake on, sometimes an impetus to, the
poets’ use of astrological references. Thus, we shall examine the nature and extent of
their response to astrology, whose perceived claims contrasted dramatically with the

Islamic notion of fate.

1 See the definitions of ‘the art of astrology’ and ‘the science of astrology” as used in this study in Ch. I,
pp. 4-5.
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It appears that the manifestations of astrology in classical poetry reveal that it had a
strong ideological underpinning whose changes are traceable from pre-Islamic times
through the early Islamic era to the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. Although the main
focus of this research is on the Abbasid period, the Jahili, early Islamic and Umayyad
periods provide the foundation of this study, whose concemn is to enable the reader to
gain an understanding of the functions of astrological references in classical Arabic
poetry a knowledge of their formation and development. Thus, it is crucial to investigate
the important historical factors and cultural changes that strongly influenced the

development of the tanjimiyyat genre.

Among the many factors that had a pervasive influence on Arab thought and life was
the belief in fate. The following discussion will examine the characteristic features of
that belief and, most importantly, the doctrine of predestination and free will in its pre-
Islamic and Islamic forms. It will explore the ways in which, and the extent to which the
astrology practised in different historical periods was reconciled with this doctrine,

producing poetic formulas that reveal a variety of intellectual themes.

IIL. 2: The Concepts of Destiny and Free Will and their Impact on Astrological
References in Poetry

The major question dominating the discussion around the subject of astrology in the
Arab world concerned the extent to which predetermined fate and man’s free will could
be integrated through the theory and practice of astrology. This controversy stimulated
the imagination of many poets, in particular the idea that the motions of astral bodies
were capable of determining man’s fate, and therefore diminishing his freedom. Poets
found in it a convenient justification of human failings; individuals could escape blame
and responsibility for their faults by claiming that their destiny was already determined
and written on the page of the heavens before they commit them. A great many writers
of classical prose as well as poetry employed the notion of gadar, the prime and divine
cause of individual actions, and indeed of all events whatsoever, as a vehicle to
represent their attitude towards the subject of astrology and to exemplify the ideological
framework that governed their astrological allusions and references.
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It is not our concern, however, to investigate in detail the debates around this issue,
which would be hardly possible in this short discussion. Instead, we will consider some
of the prominent principles and features of the arguments, which were based on
different understandings of the matter of fate. This will be done mainly to explain how
the ideas of free will and predestination affected and indeed dominated the poetic vision

of astrology, its principles, and its predictive function.

The motif of the notion of gadar, which could be translated as ‘prime mover’, was
treated differently according to the different beliefs and views of the world the Arabs
adopted during the Jahili era and in the three periods of Islamic history in question. This
chapter will consider the conflict between man’s freedom and predestination from the
perspective of gadar as understood in the classical period of Arab history. At this point,

however, it will be useful to define certain key terms that will be encountered frequently

throughout the chapter.

IIL 2. 1: Defining the Basic Terms

In this chapter, the terms predetermination (or predestination) and free will are used
with reference to the various ideologies held by the Arabs of the pre-Islamic and Islamic
eras until the end of the Abbasid period (656/ 1250). The interpretation of these
concepts was dramatically different in each historical period.

Prime mover, prime agent, fate, predestination, fatalism, determinism are all ideological
terms used here that refer, with several shades of meaning, to the notion of human
destiny. These terms ‘contrast with the notion of free will, which implies that human

beings are endowed with the capacity for choice of action or for decision among

alternatives’.?

In the Jahili period, the notion of fate was considered to be synonymous with that of
Time, dahr,’ and was used interchangeably with it. Cohen-Mor asserts that ‘the pre-
Islamic Arabs regarded time as the source of whatever happened to people in the course

2 Dalya Cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate: The Concept of Fate in the Arab World as Reflected in Modern
Arabic Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. xix.

3 Dabhr, in this sense does no imply the fleeting time. Pre-Islamic Arabs identified dahr as eternal, infinite
and immortal. Today, yesterday and tomorrow feature as one of its factors to bring vicissitudes to every
existing object and make them subject to annihilation while Time remains forever.
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of their lives’.* Regarding the same point, W. Montgomery Watt notes that they
identified dahr with fate but did not worship it.’ In this sense, dahr was regarded as the
prime mover in Jahili thought;® its effect was inescapable but at the same time it lacked
the divine qualities that would have qualified it to be a deity. In the light of this view,
‘The principle of the prime mover was compatible with the Islamic doctrine of
predestination and the idea of God’s will as propelling everything that transpires in the
universe’.” The main difference, however, between the Jahil concept of the prime
mover and the Islamic one is the agent or cause to whom the ordering of man’s destiny
is to be attributed. Viewed from the Islamic position, this term ‘came to designate the
eternal originator of all motion and existence in the universe’,® which applied to God
alone in the Muslim faith. So the prime mover, first cause, causeless cause, or prime
agent are all terms referring to virtually identical notions in Islamic thought: God,

whose supreme power creates, orders and directs the whole universe.

‘Predestination’ is the term that will be utilized in this study to refer to fate in the
Islamic context, denoting the belief that God determines the course of every individual’s
life and controls every process and event taking place in the world. There is, moreover,
a distinction to be drawn between two notions of Islamic predestination: the potential
one that is already written in the ‘Preserved Tablet’, al-lawh al-mahfiiz, and that which

* Cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. 47.

$ W. Montgomery Watt, ‘dahr’, in E. I, Vol,, ii, pp. 94- 95. And W. Montgomery Watt, The Formative
Period of Islamic Thought (Edinburgh: The University Press of Edinburgh, 1973), pp 88- 89.

6 Obviously ‘prime mover’ in this context is to be understood metaphorically and not literally; we know
that this notion was first employed as an ideological concept in the Arab world during the flowering of
Islamic theology and philosophy: ‘The territorial conquests of the first centuries of the Muslim era
brought the Arabs into contact with diverse philosophical traditions, notably those of Greece. Through
intellectual contact inquiry and translations, the ideas and writings of prominent Greek philosophers such
as Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle became known to Muslim thinkers and served to inform and influence
their work. Among the pivotal notions adopted was the principle of the first prime mover. Introduced by
Aristotle (384-322 B.C) in his Metaphysics, it was subsequently developed by philosophers and
theologians in all the three great monotheistic traditions — Judaism,. (;hristianity, and Islam’. (Cohen-Mor,
A Matter of Fate, p. 9). Cohen-Mor goes on to summarise the opinions of a number of great mediaeval
Muslim thinkers who attempted to treat this Aristotelian notion from the Islamic perspective, such as al-

Kindi, al-Farbi, al-Ghazall and others (see ibid., pp. 9-11).
7 Ibid., p. 11.

8 Ibid., p. 9.
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is taking place in reality; the former is gada ’and the latter is gadar.® According to this

Islamic understanding of divine predestination, the field of the individual’s free will is

located in between these two concepts, as will be shown later in this discussion.

Regarding the concepts of ‘fatalism’ and ‘determinism’ we will borrow the definitions
given by Cohen-Mor, who has conducted a searching examination of the meaning of
these terms in her valuable study A Matter of Fate, to investigate how the Arabs’
conception of human destiny was reflected in their literature. In her words, fatalism °‘is
the belief that all things are subject to fate or inevitable predestination; it implies
submission to an omnipotent and arbitrary sovereign power’.'® As for determinism, it “is
the doctrine that every event, action, or decision is the inevitable result of earlier causes,

such as physical, psychological, or environmental conditions, which are independent of

the human will’.!!

Cohen-Mor notes that throughout the history of Arab society ‘the belief in fate
dominates social behavior and thought patterns [...] Its organic incorporation into the
fabric of society gives rise to certain roles, attitudes, and motives that influence the
individual in everyday life’.'* In line with this conception, the task of the following
discussion is to investigate the effect of this ideology in shaping the literary
manifestations of astrological ideas. Underlying those ideas was the assumption that the
future can be predicted, and astrology claimed the possibility of altering, or at least
avoiding, an individual’s evil destiny. This issue is figured in varying degrees in
classical poetry, either as a central theme of the poem or as a prime motif that supports
certain ideas and attitudes.

To start from the earliest point in history where materials on the subject are available, in

exploring the influence of gadar, or rather the supreme agent behind individual destiny,

® According to The Encyclopedia of Islam, al-qada’ wa 1-gadar, ‘when combined into one expression,
these two words have the overall meaning of the Decree of God, both the eternal Decree (the most
frequent meaning of kada‘) and the Decree given existence in time (the most frequent sense of kadar)’.

(L. Gardet, ‘al-kada‘ wa '1-Kadar’, in E. L, Vol. iv, p.365).
10 cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. xix.
" Ibid., p. xix.

12 Ibid., p. xviii.
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and its impact on the development of the genre of tanjimiyyat, it is logical to investigate

this matter in the Jahili period first.

IIL. 2. 2: The Jahilr Period

A great number of writers of prose and poetry drew on the notion of gadar to interpret
different themes and aspects of life. As a view of life, a religious concept, and a -
constituent of a philosophical theory, this notion was regarded as crucial in the Arab
world and a significant proportion of the extant written materials of the classical period

was devoted to its discussion."

In tracing back the origin of the doctrine of gadar into early Arab history, we find that it

might be rooted in the idea of dahr, or time, ‘especially infinitely extended time’.'*

The Qur’an refers to this Jahilf ideology in the following verse: ‘And they say, “there is
not but our present life. We die, and we live, and nothing but time that causes us to
perish”. Indeed, they have no knowledge of that; they but surmise’."® According to this
Jahili world view, it is dahr that brings success or misfortune to man, and above all it is
the prime cause of all human life’s disasters and tragedies. Philip Kennedy comments:

‘al-Dahr is a prime mover in the Jahili vision of existence and has a dominant role in a

limited but powerful philosophy”’.'¢

The way in which the people of the Jahilliyya reacted to this irresistible force has led a
great number of scholars to view the doctrine of dahr as closely connected to the
concept of fate and the doctrine of fatalism, whose adherents submitted to what befell
them with complete acceptance and offered no resistance to its cause which, from their
point of view, was dahr. M. Montgomery Watt, who holds that submission to dahr
applied to only certain aspects of life, such as a person’s term (ajal), sustenance (rizq)

13 Qutstanding examples of studies of this kind are: al-Q&df Abl al-Hasan ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Ahmad, 4I-
Muhit bi 3-Taklif, ed. ‘Umar al-Sayyid ‘Azmi, (Cairo: ad-Dar al-Misriyya li ’t-Ta’lif wa ’t-Tarjama,
1965); and Ibn Hazm, Al-Fisal, particularly Vol. 2).

14 W. Montgomery Watt, ‘dahr’, in E. I, Vol. ii, p. 94.

IS Al-Qur’ain, al-Jathiya (The Crouching Down), 25, 45, 24. )
{Casklg ) oo o gle on oy pad e g D030 ) U0 Ly Loy 55 LA Wil 9) g0 L 1500 )

16 Philip F. Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry: Abii Nuwds and the Literary Tradition
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), p. 86.
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and fortune or misfortune; destiny,'’ attributes the pre-Islamic Arab’s attitude to an

environmental factor.!® Watt argues:

To take precautions against all the possible chances of disaster is
impossible, and to attempt to do so would make a man a nervous wreck,
incapable of sustaining life in the desert. To cultivate the attitude of
accepting with equanimity what ‘the days’ bring was probably the best
hope of making a success of one’s life in the harsh conditions of the
desert."

Cohen-Mor agrees with Watt’s opinion, pointing out that ‘in the Arabian deserts the
regularities of nature encountered in other lands are replaced by haphazard occurrences
[...] a willingness to accept whatever happened fatalistically reduced anxiety and thus

served as an adaptive mechanism and an aid to survival’.*°

The question that arises at this juncture is: how did this traditional belief affect the
perception of the space of freedom offered by the various means of divination practised
in the Jahili period? In other words, what was the effect of these fatalistic attitudes on
the art of astrology, which claimed to be able to provide information that could be used

to change one’s destiny? The answer may be found in the works of the Jahilf poets.

Numerous pre-Islamic poems of a fatalistic character bear witness to the dominance of
this belief. Watt notes the identification of fate with time: ‘The pre-Islamic Arabs, as is
shown by many passages in their poetry, regarded time ... as the source of what
happened to a man, particularly both good and bad; they thus give it something of the
connotation of fate, though without worshipping it’,2! as mentioned earlier. While the
Arabs of the Jahiliyya were united in fatalism, it was the prime mover that was a matter

of debate between the different religious groups existing at that time.”? Muhammad

17 Regarding this point, sec W. Montgomery Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology: An Extended Survey
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997), pp. 25- 26.

18 For a general discussion of the effects of geographical and environmental factors on Jahilr literature
see Husayn al-Haj Hasan, Adab al-‘Arab fi Asr al-Jahiliyya (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-Jami‘iyya li 'd-
Dirsisat wa *n-Nashr wa 't-Tawzi‘,1984), pp. 16-21.

19 Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology, p. 26.
20 Cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, p. 49.

21 Wagt, ‘dahr’, in E.1,, Vol. ii, pp. 94- 95.
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‘Uthman ‘Ali notes that points out, ‘a number of different religions existed in the Jahili

period that influenced the entire life of that society’.23 Thus, we may claim that the

belief in the power of fate was not contradicted, and may have been strengthened, by the
different religious ideologies existing at that period.

Among the many religions, it seems that the doctrine of dahriyya (materialism) and
monotheistic religion both had a great effect on the spiritual and intellectual life of the

24

Jahili people, and particularly on their literature.”® Therefore, in investigating

manifestations of fatalism in literature, the selection of verses will be confined to those
created from a consciously held materialistic or monotheistic perspective, as those
doctrines were the most influential on the Jahili’s life and thought, influencing the

notion of fate that orientated the J@hili’s attitude towards the subject of divination in

general and astrology in particular.

Preoccupied with Time, in the manner common to many of the dahriyyins

(materialists), a very famous poet, “‘Uday ibn Zayd (d. 35/ 590),%° portrays dahr as an

inevitable power that controls the vicissitudes of human life. In an admonitory poem

addressed to the king al-Nu‘man ibn al-Munzir (d. approx. 28/ 595),28 the poet attributes

the following two lines to a tree, presumably to save himself from the king’s anger:

2 For a detailed study on the subject of the religions practiced by the ancient Arabs see ‘Ali, A/
Mufassal, Vol. 6; ‘Ali al-Jundi, Fi Tartkh al-Adab al-Jahili (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1985), pp. 75- 79; and
Al-Abb Jirjis Dawid Dawild, Adyan al- 4rab gabl al-Islam wa Wajhuha al-Hadari wa 1-ljtima § (Beirut:
al-Mu’assasa al-Jami‘iyya li ’d-dirfisat wa ’n-Nashr wa ’t-Tawzi’, 1981).

2 Muhammad ‘Uthman “Ali, F7 Adab ma qabl al-Islam: Dirasa Wasfiyya Tahliliyya (Tarblus al-Gharb:
Diér al-AwzaT i *t-Tib4‘a wa *n-Nashr wa ’t-Tawzi‘, 1983), p. 56.

% See ‘Umar Farrukh, Tarikh al-Adab al- Arabi: al-Adab al-Qadim min Matla ‘al-Jahilyya ila Suqit ad-
Dawla al-Umawiyya (Beirut; Dar al-‘Iim li ’l-Maldin, 6. Vols., 1992), Vol.1, p. 62.

25 A Jahilf poet, he is claimed to have been Christian and lived at HIrd. (For his biography see Abi al-
Farsj al-Asfahani, Al-Aghani, ed by, ‘Abd A. ‘Ali Mihanni, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Ilmiyya, revised
edition - 27 Vols., 1992 ), Vol. 2, pp. 89- 148.

% An-Nu‘m#n ibn al-Munzir was the king of Sham (roughly speaking, an area comprising modern
Palestine and Syria) in the pre-Islamic period. He fought against the Byzantines for several years. In the

reign of the Byzantine Caesar Tiberius, an-Nu‘méin was caught and held hostage in Constantinople in 584
C.B. by General Manus. For his biography see az-Zirikl1, 4/-4 %am, Vol.9, pp. 9-10.
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As the dwellers, who passed by us, indulged themselves with wine and
pure cold water,
Suddenly Time annihilated them and they ceased to exist.
Indeed, this is Time’s peculiar deed and habit with each succeeding
generation.28
The poet is implying that an individual’s fate is subject to Time and although he is
thought to have been a Christian,29 materialism seems to be more evident than
Christianity in these lines, which express a typical dahriyya viewpoint: the poet seems
to be convinced that Time is the prime agent of eternal destruction, thus representing a
view common to much Jahill poetry. In doing so, he deliberately chooses as Time’s
victims those who indulge themselves in the joys and pleasures of this world, heedless
of their unforeseen yet inevitable destruction, and thus warns his listeners that fate in the

form of death cannot be avoided by any person, no matter how powerful.

The verses that follow, also composed by the same poet, encapsulate this meaning by
referring to those who were enjoying the extremes of idle luxury but found themselves

annihilated by the inescapable power of Time and compelled to face the inevitable truth

of life, that it must end in death:
o—a Al el Gy -—3\J|QAM{11 Agall el
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77 Al-Asfahani, 4l-Aghani, Vol. 2, p. 88.

% Because it is difficult to translate classical Arabic poetry literally, these poems have been fairly freely
rendered into English.

 Regarding his religion, F. Gabrieli asserts: ‘Among [his] verses those describing Biblical episodes (the
creation and man’s first sin) are of interest for the history of religion and culture: they, together with other

evidence confirm that the poet was Christian ( $5ddi)’. But the main themes of his poetry seem to have
been, on the one hand, praise of wine, and on the other, meditation on the decay of human passions and
effort, rendered vain by the inexorable passage of time ... [this latter theme] was probably inspired by the

poet’s own misfortunes [...]". (See F. Gabricli, ‘“AdI B. Zayd’, in E. 1, Vol. i, p. 196). For a discussion of
the Christian Arabs of pre-Islamic times who were called badiyiin see J. M. Fiey, ‘Nasard’, in E. I, Vol.
vii, pp. 970- 73).

3 Al-Agfahéini, Al-Aghani, Vol. 2, p. 131.
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Oh you who rebuke those victims of Time, are you the only one who has

been granted exemption from its disasters?

Or have you been endowed with an authenticated promise from ‘the
days’ that they will do you no harm? Truly, you are both ignorant and
arrogant.

Have you ever seen death grant immortality to any living thing, or have
you ever known a single man to survive this irresistible ‘injustice’ of fate,
Tell me, where is Kisra? The emperor of all kings, Anusharwan, where is
he, and where is his ancestor, Shabiir?*!

By drawing on such mythical figures the poet emphasizes Time’s irresistible nature;
dahr’s ultimate desire is to bring about death, whom even the most illustrious cannot
escape. This pessimistic attitude towards life, resignation and submission to dahr,
inspired Jahilt poets to make use of what can be regarded as ‘the components of Time’
to emphasise the notion of its annihilating power. In this regard, the cosmic realm was a

major source of inspiration and various cosmological elements were employed as

metaphors. ‘Uday ibn Zayd composed the following lines on this theme:
DAl e iy Do . e Sl i dia Y
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I wonder who will declare on my behalf this message to an-Nu‘man? Its
delivery should be open, as the time of secrets is over,

3! The last of these was a king said to have ruled ancient Persia. Shabir, or Sabr, is the name of several
members of the Sassinl dynasty. The three Persian kings of this name have association with Muslim
tradition. The last Sabiir was the son of King Ardashir ibn Babik. It is related that King Ardashir invaded
a kingdom, killed its king, and took his daughter as a slave; she became the mother of Sabir. This legend
is often encountered in historical books. (See ‘Izz ad-Din ‘All ibn al-Athfr, 4I-Kamil fi tTarikh (Beirut:
Dar Sadir & Dar Beirut li ’-Tiba‘a wa n-Nashr, 13 Vols., 1965), Vol. 1, p. 385- 87). As for Kisra
Anfisharwan, he was a successor of Sabir. Many great events happened during his reign; he invaded the
Byzantine Empire; he killed Mazdak, the founder of a new religion; the Prophet Muhammad was born
five or six years before the end of his reign, in the Year of the Elephant, a very famous event in the
history of the ancient Arabs. In that year the King of Habasha (modem Ethiopia) decided to invade the

Kaba, a holy place in Mecca, leading a huge army that encountered no resistance from the Arabs of
Mecca and yet was defeated because the elephants of his army refused to go forward when they

approached that region. A full Sura of the Qur’an is devoted to this story. See al-Qur’an, Al-F1l (The
Elephant), 30,150. (For more details about the King AnGsharwén and the events that happened in his
reign, including the story of the Elephant, see Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil, Vol. 1, p. 434- 47). Those
interested in knowing more about the religion of Mazdak and other pagan religions see Ab@ al-Fath

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Karm ash-Shahristani, 4/-Milal wa 1-Nihal, ed. by Ahmad Fahmi, (Beirut: Dar
as-Surfir, 3 Vols., 1948), particularly Vol. 2; and Fawzi Muhammad Humayyd, “dlam al-Adyan bayn al-
Ustiara wa 1-Hagiga (Damascus: Dar Hittin li *d-Dirssat wa 't-Tarjama wa ’n-Nashr, 1993).

32 Ibid., 143.
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As man has not been made from metal, nor is he a rocky hill that an army
of maggots could not devour;
But he is like a meteor ** that blazes and vanishes in a moment because
death’s guide never misses it as one of its victims,
So, are there any immortal beings to give us hope of survival? And is
there any shame in being mortal?

Although Tbn Zayd is advising the most important personage of his society, King an-

Nu'man, the poem’s message should not be understood as only addressing the King

personally; it also includes all those subordinate to him in social rank, as the greater the
addressee, the more important the message. In the Jahil era, this method was employed
almost exclusively when the poet’s intention was to draw attention to the fleeting nature
of life, often using the poet’s Aikma, or wisdom, one of the traditional practices of
Arabic literature.** Here, adopting the role of preacher, Ibn Zayd reminds his listeners of
the brevity of human existence, using the image of the shooting star as a telling simile.
Time, dahr, is personified as hddi al-mawt, death’s guide, who never misses his mark.
This image of fate was common among the people of the Jahiliyya. This philosophical
conception, of dahr as a deadly marksman, appears to have had a decisive influence on

the Jahil?’s literature, inspiring poets with a range of metaphors.

The Jahil poet Sulayma bint al-Muhalhal®® in mourning her father composed a line of
particular eloquence in which she discriminates between the functions of two attributes
of dahr: its daughters and its arrows:

36 il %38 gl il s .. Al i Al iy i

He was a target of the daughters of Time until he was pierced by the
arrows of death, which is surely the worst of all disasters.

33 Al-Asfahéinf explains this as a torch, but it is clear that the poet means a meteor, which burns brightly
for a moment in the sky, then disappears. (See al-Asfahani, 4/-4Aghanl, vol. 2, p. 144).

% Philip Kennedy explains the function and significance of hikma in poetry: ‘Hikma—an important
category of poetry—is the poet’s wisdom and most commonly, though not exclusively, takes the form of
an aphoristic statement about the fleeting nature of life and the unpredictable vagaries of Fate’. See

Kennedy, The Wine Song, p. 86.

% Sulaymd bint al-Muhalhal, a Jahili female poet is best known for her poems of mourning for her father

and son. (See ‘Umar Rida Kahhéla, 4 ¥am an-Nisa’fi Alamay al- Arab wa I-Islam (Beirut: Mu’assasat
ar-Risala, 5 Vols., 1982), Vol. 2, p. 258.

3 <Abd al-BadI‘ Saqr, Sha irat al- Arab (ad-Dawha: Manshiirat al-Maktab al-Islam1, 1967), p. 170.
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Time’s daughters are ‘the days’, responsible for the misfortunes of humanity, and
among their many arrows, all of which bring evils, the arrow of death is the worst; all
defences are useless against it.

In complaining about life’s misfortunes, another Jahilf poet, ‘Amr ibn Qami’a,*’ ignores

the arrow of death and is concerned rather with Time’s other arrows, which strike

without warning during one’s lifetime. In the following lines Ibn QamT’a gives the role
of archer to Time's daughters, as Ibn Zayd does above, and discriminates between their
metaphorical arrows and the real arrows of a human adversary:
PP SRR BRI Py SYTS Y.< I ol Y B e jadll &by ey
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The daughters of Time kept shooting me from a hidden, unseen place, so
think what would be the fate of an individual who had been a subject of
constant hits while deprived of all means of power.*’

If they were visible arrows I would be able, at least, to see them but I am
a victim of invisible weapons.

The poet imagines the misfortunes which a man encounters in his life and which shape

his destiny as arrows that target their victims. Here Ibn QumT’a seems to be protecting
himself from an accusation of cowardice by emphasising the invisibility of the arrows,
which makes resistance impossible. So, it is not he who should be accused of
cowardice, but rather it is Time, who always targets his unwilling victims from a hidden

place and offers them no chance to resist and overcome their fate.

The poets of the Jahiliyya made use of various qualities and characteristics of dabhr,
enlisting metaphors to portray the various and cunning nature of Time and its
connotation with the notion of fate: Time ‘has “sharp teeth” that sink deep and “hands”

37 Abi Ka‘b ‘Amr ibn Qami’a was a companion of Imri’ al-Qays, a very famous Jahill poet. It is related
that he died in the desert and so came to be called ‘Amr ad-D&’i‘, or the lost ‘Amr. (See Babtl (ed.),

Mu §am, pp. 262-63.

3 Ab) Muhammad ‘Abdullah ibn Muslim Ibn Qutayba, Ash-Shi ¥ wa 5h-Shu ard’, eds. by Hasan Tamim
and Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mun‘im al-‘Aryéin (Beirut: Dar Ihya’ al-‘Ulim, 1987), pp. 243-44.

3 These means include the power to see one’s assailants.
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that reach everywhere; it is a “traitorous desert demon” (gh#l) devouring human beings:
it is “slyer than a fox”; it unites friends, only to separate them again’.4° It is beyond the
scope of this study to engage here in a full discussion of the images of dahr as prime
mover to be found in Jahili poetry; however, these few examples may serve to indicate
that the pre-Islamic Arabs, whatever their religious background were deeply concerned
with the question of fate. Yet, though the matter of fate was of considerable importance,
the corpus of their literature provides no evidence that the function of the stars, as
indicators of people’s destiny, attained the same importance and enjoyed the same
privilege. Thus before proceeding to examine examples of astrological references found
in Jahilt literature that are evidences of this claim, it must be acknowledged that

astrological allusions in the poetry of the pre-Islamic period are very rare.

This rarity of astrological references raises interesting questions and prompts us to
investigate the reasons for this lack. Very few poets of the pre-Islamic period alluded to
‘the art of the stars’, despite the JahilP’s unsophisticated but intense interest in the
problems of predetermination and free will. As mentioned earlier, the pre-Islamic Arabs
believed that their destiny was controlled by dahr. Questions concerning astrology,
then, must be set within the context of their philosophy to identify the ideological
reasons that led the Jahill poets to make so little use of astrological ideas, particularly
the part of astrology consisting in the observation of the influence of the stars on human

destiny.

One prominent feature of the dahriyya doctrine is the materialistic attitude the
dahriyyiin held towards life. We may reach the assumption that this view, which ‘limits
knowledge to the perceptible’,“ seems to have influenced their attitude towards the
cosmic realm, as all evidences suggest that although they made reference to a number of
celestial bodies, the majority of these references lack any astrological specification,
whose reason for existence is to investigate the status of the hidden future. Thus, it
seems reasonable to conclude that to some wise men and many poets of that time who

adhered to the principles of this doctrine the limitation of knowledge to what is

“ Helmer Ringgren, Studies in Arabian Fatalism (Uppsala: Lundequistska Bookhandeln, 1955), p. 32.

41 Goldziher-[A. M. Goichon], ‘Dahriyya’, in E. L., Vol. ii, p. 95.
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perceptible by the senses would stand in obvious contradiction with a belief in astral

objects as real predictors or indicators of coming events.

In particular, the poets’ poor understanding of the astral world as a source of divination
can be attributed to another factor. Knowledge of such a kind was exclusive to a small
elite who were professionals in the art.*’ So, although the various forms of divination,
including the art of astrology, were highly respected and were regarded as among the
authenticated authorities of Jahili society, upon which the merits of that society were
evaluated,* astrology failed to inspire the imagination of the Jahili poets and secure
among them the importance it enjoyed in society generally. Thus although the Jahili
poets referred to a great many celestial objects, the majority can be characterised as
astronomical or meteorological references. The majority of their astrological allusions
do not suggest that the Jahili poets had access to the well-guarded knowledge of the
elite group of practitioners. This is hardly surprising, given the vagueness of this

superstitious art and its divinatory practices.

Although the celestial bodies served as tools of prediction, the professional astrologers’
knowledge was not based on scientific method or systematic theory and thus to predict a
person’s future vicissitudes by reading the skies was ‘the astrologer’s very arduous
task’.* The obscure methods of astrology, which were exclusive to a small elite,45

prevented the mass of the uninitiated from understanding more than the simple outlines

*2 The majority of historical books give references to the same individuals: those are Safth, Shiqq, Jamrat
al-Kihdna, Samlaqa and Zawba‘a, see al-Mas“UdI, Murij, Vol. 2, p. 138; and Mahmiid Salim al-Hut, Fi
Tarig al-Mythildjiya Snd al- 4rab: Bahth Mushab fi 1-Mu tagaddt wa 1-Asafir al- 4rabiyya qabl al-
Islam (Beirut: Dér an-Nahar li 'n-Nashr, 1983), pp. 232- 36.

43 See the story of Hind bint ‘Utba and the Yemeni soothsayer: he declared her innocent of a charge of
adultery brought by her husband, al-Fakih ibn al-Mughira and foretold to her that she would give birth to
a boy who would become a king and rule the entire Arab world. The prophecy came true, since the child

was Mu‘awiya ibn Sufysin, the founder of the Umayyad Empire. This incident demonstrates clearly how
the soothsayers of that time were greatly feared and respected as they were considered to be possessors of
esoteric knowledge that could contribute to the formation of one’s fate. (See Shihab ad-Din Muhammad

al-Ibshihi, 4/-Mustaraf fi kulli Fannin Mustazraf (Beirut: Mu’assassat Dar an-Nadwa, 2 Vols., n.d.), Vol.
2, pp. 87-88,

4 C. A. Nallino, ‘Astrology’, in First E. I, Vol. I, p. 495.

45 See al-Mas'idI, Muriyj, Vol. 2, p. 128.
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of that knowledge, and thus while they believed that the upper world was a source of
divination they lacked deep knowledge regarding the principles of its astrological
function, which was not always the case in the Abbasid period. Thus, although Jahilz
astrology enjoyed high social status and legitimacy, it lacked a scientific basis, which
was the essential precondition that produced a flood of astrological references in the

works of poets of later periods.

Moreover, there were other factors that caused this dearth of astrological allusions in

Jahilt poems and prevented heavenly bodies from being viewed as indicators (dala i/)

of future events and thus a source of inspiration for the poet. The dahriyyiin held
roughly to the idea that dahr ‘basically denotes the space of time in which this world is
living, overcoming the course of time’.* Emphasising the living moment as a perennial
quality in the dahriyyiin’s apprehension of life, al-Jurjani describes it as a ‘permanent
moment which is the extension of the divine majesty and is the innermost part (bafin) of
time, in which etemnity in the past and etemnity in the future are united’.*’ According to
this principle, the time space of the doctrine of dahriyya, which is the ‘present’, lay

outside the scope of astrology, whose domain is the investigation of ‘future’ events.
Hatim at-Ta’1 (d. 46/ 78)* expresses this view in the following lines:

Sl polalidiag h,iz,u!,iéxn y;‘}.m&h
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Time is nothing but today, yesterday or tomorrow; this is how Time deals
with us, just as night inevitably succeeds day.

Thus we cannot become immortals, nor can Time be annihilated.
Therefore, surely every person’s term will reach its end when its day
arrives. In this, we are like camels that await their turn to drink at the

waterhole.

4 1. Goldziher-[A. M. Goichon), ‘Dahriyya’, in E. I, Vol. ii, p. 95.
7 Al-Jurjani, ‘A¢-Ta ¥ifar’, cited in ibid.

¢ Hatim ‘Abdullah at-Ta'T was a pre-Islamic knight and poet, known mainly for his generosity; the
majority of his poems are concerned with this virtue. See al-Asfahani, 4]-Aghani, Vol. 17, pp363- 93.

* Ibid., p. 386.
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Although the poet recognises the past, present and future aspects of dahr, the main
theme of the poem shows that the present was the main concemn of the Jahili’s
relationship with Time: it was the living moment that concerned them, and so each day
was to be lived and experienced until the time of death approached. Thus the
generations succeed one another and all face the same ultimate fate, death, while dahr is
depicted as the prime agent that annihilates its mortal victims while remaining an aspect
of eternal nature. In the Jahili ideology, Moreh asserts, dahr is used to refer to the tense
relationship between one’s fixed term (ajal) and the endless Time of the universe. This
was reflected in the poetic production of the Jahili period:

From the spontaneous glimpse of nomadic life and of the mundane, there
is progress towards more profound reflection and interpretation of life.
The best and most successful example of this seems to be the
exceedingly elaborate treatment of human time. Beyond the existential
anguish deriving from the confrontation between human duration and
adjective time, the majority of poets have considered time to be a cyclical
process wherein tension arises from the opposition between the eternal
renewal of temporal units and the limited nature of the units of existence

allotted to man.>

Speaking of the inevitability of death, this view ignores the possibility and rejects the
usefulness of foretelling the future; as there seems to be little point in seeking to avoid

the lesser misfortunes that might occur during one’s lifetime.

A third reason for the lack of astrological ideas in J@hilt poetry may be found in an
aspect of the doctrine of dahr that dominated the thinking of the dahriyyin: It follows
from the principles accepted by the dahriyyin that they rejected ‘popular superstitions,
the existence of angels and demons and the powers of sorcerers’ as they are beyond the
boundary of the material world.”' Obviously, it should not be assumed that this view
was held by the whole society; it represents the position adopted by some individuals,
including a number of poets. This rejection of rajm al-ghayb (exposing the unseen) is

expressed by Sadis ibn Shayban: 52

50 S, Moreh, “‘Shi ¥ - in Arabic’, in E. I, Vol. ix, p. 451.

$! Al-Jahiz, Al-Hayawan, Vol. 2, p. 305, and 1. Goldziher-[A. M. Goichon], ‘Dahriyya’, in E. I., Vol. ii, p.
95.

52 Sadils ibn Shayban was kin to Hujr ibn ‘Amr ibn Thawr, nickname Akil al-Murdr (the Eater of Sour
Plants), a Jahili poet. Ibn Sadils composed these two lines when informing ibn ‘Amr of his wife’s (non-
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Those who guess a hazard through divination will come up with
uncertain knowledge, but it is I who brought you reliable news.

Another JahilT poet, Qiss ibn Sa‘ida (d. approx. 23/ 60)** was one of the pre-Islamic

monotheists;> his religious beliefs led him to view the art of astrology in the same way

as Islam later instructed its followers to do. It is related that he was once asked: ‘Have

you ever consulted the stars?’ Ibn Sa‘ida replied: ‘Only for navigation, and not as a

means of divination’. He added: ‘I even composed some lines on the stars’, and recited

D iy ¥ ppd oy ... Ty Jsiall Slo o saill ple
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The art of the stars is a disaster that destroys the human intellect. It is a
myth that never comes true,
What benefit can one gain from trying to achieve such esoteric
knowledge, knowing beforehand it is a mere falsehood that has no solid
foundation?

adulterous) love for a man from another tribe. Upon hearing the news, Tbn ‘Amr brutally killed his wife
and her beloved. (See the full incident in al-Asfah#ni, 4l-Aghant, Vol. 16, pp. 382- 87).

33 Ibid., Vol. 16, p. 384- 85.

% Qiss ibn S&‘ida al-ly&di, a man of wisdom and eloquence, was the first to perform a speech in the Jahilt
period. He met the Prophet Muhammad before the declaration of Islam. See Babtl (ed.), p. 293.
Regarding his monotheism, ash-Shahristani provides a number of verses of the poet that reveal him to be

a representative of that ideology. See ash-Shahristani, 4/-Milal wa h-Nihal, Vol. 3, pp. 301-04,

55 A great many references concerning the Pre-Islamic monotheists identify them as followers of the
Prophet Abraham. See, for example, ‘Umar Farrikh, 4l-Adab al-Qadim, Vol. 1, pp. 61- 65; ash-

Shahristani, 4/-Milal wa 1-Nikal, Vol. 3, pp. 295-39. However, in Dawiid’s Adyan al- ‘4rab Qabla al-
Islam, the author discriminates between monotheists and the followers of the Prophet Abraham, whom he
refers to as Hanafiyya. Both believed in one eternal and powerful God, but the latter also performed Hajj
(pilgrimage), ikhtitan (circumcision of male-infants), and washing after sexual intercourse. See pp. 191-

97.

*® Ibrahim ibn Muhammad al-Bayhaql, Al-Mahdsin wa 1-Masawi’ with an introduction in German by
Friedrich Schwally (Gessen: J. Ricker’sche Verlagsbuch handlung, 1902), pp. 253- 54.

Saliba claims that ‘the carliest known attack on the astrologers came from the famous eighth-century
Arabian prosodist al-Khalil ibn Ahmad in few a lines of poetry’ (see George Saliba,
‘Astrology/Astronomy, Islamic’, Dictionary of Middle Ages, Vol., 1, p. 617. However, the lines of the

pre-Islamic poet Qiss ibn S&'ida disprove Saliba’s assertion as they provide evidence that the
condemnation of astrology can be found in earlier materials.
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Poor indeed are those who imagine that it is possible to know one’s
provision and life’s term through divination;
It is ultimately a divine area that no one can reach except God.
It was not only those who were subscribers to the pagan doctrine of dahriyya who
rejected the possibility of predicting the future through some form of kihana
(divination). A number of pre-Islamic poets were muwahidiin (monotheists) and,
although their belief strongly opposed and refuted the pagan view of life embraced by
the dahriyyiin, they agreed with them in rejecting the arts of divination, including that of
astrology. This suggests that religious opinions of very different kinds were openly
hostile to astrology and discouraged poets from regarding it as a rational discipline

worthy of serious consideration.

Another factor might be cited as partially responsible for the small number of
astrological references in J@hili poetry. There is no doubt that ‘after the introduction of
Islam in the 7% century CE, a substantial amount of poetry, proverbs, legends, and folk
sciences was written down in Arabic texts’.”’ However, because of the pervasive
influence of religious ideology, it seems that gathering appropriate materials that
seemed consistent with that ideology was the prime motivation. Therefore, Ahmad al-
Hufl points out, ‘it is rare to find any poems of a pagan nature ... among the bulk of
Jahilf literature’.® Moreover, although attention ‘was focused on the star lore of the
pre-Islamic and early Islamic Bedouins and farmers of the Arabian Peninsula’,” it was
the astronomical rather than the astrological function of the stars that attracted the

attention of later collectors, and indeed we find a great many more verses that refer to

. . 60
astronomy in comparison to astrology.

S"Gary D. Thompson, ‘History of Constellation and Star  Names’, in

<http://members.optusnet.com.au/gtosiris/pagel1-1 1b.html> [Accessed 11 October 2006] p. 2.

58 Ahmad al-Huft, 41-Hayat al- Arabiyya min ash-Shi ¥ al-Jahili, cited in ‘Uthman ‘Ali, F¥ Adab ma qabl
¥-Islam, p. 51.
5% Thompson, ‘History of Constellation and Star Names’, p. 2.

6 A)-KindT states that the ancient Arabs composed a great many poetic lines regarding the effects of the
celestial realm on the sublunary world, particularly weather, to make the astral influences easy to

understand in that primitive society (see ‘Abd ar-Rahmén Jalal ad-Din as-Siyuti, 4/-Muzhir fi Ulim al-

Lugha wa Anwd 1ha, ed. by Muhammad al-Mawla, ‘Ali al-Bijdwi and Muhammad Ibrahim, (Cairo: ‘Isa

al-Babi al-Halabi, 2 Vols., n.d.), Vol. 2, pp. 528-32; and al-Biranl, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 337). Thus the
majority of those astral references available to us are astronomical or meteorological in nature, concerned
with the position of the heavenly bodies or their effects on the weather. However, astrological omens
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Nonetheless, one should bear in mind that in the Jahil period astrology was considered
to be part of kihana; this term ‘covers all the concepts and all the practices which are
connected, closely or distantly, to the general concept of divination or the art of
knowing that which cannot be spontaneously known’.®! For this reason, it is unusual to
find specifically astrological references, particularly when researching the methods of
divination practised in the Jahili period, and, as we have noted, such references are
particularly rare in poetical compositions. Therefore, it is necessary to expand the focus
of the research to include passages that can be categorised under ‘comprehending the

invisible’®? in general.®®

Having considered a number of factors that can be seen as obstacles to the Jahil7 poets’
appreciation of the astrological function of the astral world, it is necessary to discuss
briefly the arguments and evidence that contradict the picture given thus far, in order to
adequately understand the nature of the conflict between the function of divination and
the idea of preordained destiny.

There is a commonly held opinion that the people of the Jahilf period were determinists
and fatalists who thought of themselves as unable to make their own choices and
deprived of free will; as incapable of independent action, submitting to their destiny and
accepting it without question under the influence of political, social, and geographical
factors.®* There are, however, objections to this view. There is evidence that the people

of the Jahili period practised various forms of divination on a massive scale, a custom

regarding certain lunar mansions or constellations seem to have been‘derived from the meteorological
effect associated with that lunar mansion or constellation. For example in the following rhyming verse an

anonymous poet asserts:

VL BPOS T ISP, PP 18 P

(See al-Biriini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 324). o .
The best ever time in life is that occurring in the lunar mansion of al-Ghafr.

Here, although the poet refers to the beneficial natural effect of .althafr, there is alls a reference to its
astrological effect: to bring good fortune to the whole Earth. This is a proof that the astrological omens
deduced from certain mansion was linked to its natural and meteorological effect.

6 T Fahd, ‘Kihna’, in E. I., Vol. v, p. 99.

6 Ibid., p. 101.

S This point should be considered by future studies that wish to cover any aspect of the subject of
astrology in the literature of the Jahili period.

 See ‘Ali, Al-Mufassal, Vol. 6, pp. 121-22.
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which distinguishes that society from others in Arab history. In particular, a great deal
of evidence testifying to the eagerness of pre-Islamic Arabs to predict their future and

describing the various methods they employed are to be found in the authenticated

documents of the Qur’an and the Prophet’s Hadith %

This evidence of the Jahili people’s reliance on numerous forms of kihdna to unveil the
future®® might be considered a refutation of the idea that they subscribed to the
materialist doctrine of fatalism, which deprives mankind of the power to overcome an
evil destiny.®’ This doctrine is equated with the beliefs of the dahriyyiin, who attributed
their inability to overcome their misfortunes to the irresistible power of dahr. The

contradiction was in practice more apparent than real, however.

There is no doubt that there were a number of Jahili people who never believed in the
art of divination and the capability of human beings to change their fate or even know
the coming future, as evidenced by the poetic passages interpreted above. Astrologers
and their clients who believed that practising divination might help the client to escape
his determined destiny, particularly with regard to his life’s term, increasing his
appointed amount of sustenance, or ameliorating his evil destiny, left themselves open
to severe attack by the wise men of the age who believed that nothing whatsoever can
defeat the prime mover: God, according to the monotheists, or Time, according to the

dahriyyin.% The interesting point here is that attacks of this kind indicate that the Jahili

% See ‘Abd ar-Rahman ibn Khaldin, Kitab al-1bar wa Diwan al-Mubtada’ wa 1-Khabar (Beirut:
Maktabat al-Madrasa wa Dir al-Kitab al-Lubnan, 7 Vols., 1967), Vol. 1, pp. 183-209.

% See E. I, where T. Fahd categorises what he calls ‘Islamic divination’ under three major groupings.
Thirty seven divinatory techniques are classified, most of which have their roots in the Jahil period. (See

T, Fahd, ‘Kihéina’, in E . L, Vol. v, pp. 100-01).

" The theme of attributing one’s evil destiny to dahr continued even after the coming of Islam. A great
many lines written in the Umayyad and Abbasid periods employ the theme of dahr as the paramount
agent of man’s evil fortune. (See Cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, pp. 50- 54),

¢ This theme continued to appeal even after Islam, as we see in the polemic verses exchanged between
the two famous Umayyad rivals al-Farazdaq and Jarir. (see below) The former delivered the following
line addressing his rival: )
Alglad cal G Hlaili edlady . JOU b A el Wl S
(Tbn Mangzir, ‘Dahr’, Lisan al- 4rab, vol. 4, p. 295).
I am the Death that one day will surly annihilate your soul; seek refuge then from me if
you can!

Jarfr responded:
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people were anxious to predict their future and make every effort to modify or avoid

their destiny.

The ideology of the Jahili people limited the power of dahr to be ultimately inescapable

in only very few aspects of life, Watt explains that:

The control of human life by time is limited. It does not determine every

act of the individual, but, whatever he decides to do, it fixes the final

outcome. In particular his ‘term’ (gja/) or date of death is fixed; whether

he decides to take part in a battle or to keep away from it, he will die if

his ‘term’ has come. His good fortune or evil fortune, as the case may be,

is also predetermined, and likewise, it would seem, his ‘provision’, or

‘sustenance’ (rizg)—an important matter in lands where food was often

scarce.
The Jahilr’'s view of the limitations of dahr allowed many forms of divination to be
widely practised. Thus, dahr controls the date of death, man’s overall destiny and the
individual’s sustenance, but there are other aspects of life that remained outside dahr’s
field of influence, such as marriage, travel, finding missing objects, and in all such areas
divination could be practised. Yet, although people thought themselves capable of
altering certain aspects of their destiny, through various means of divination, once fate
had struck they tended to submit without questioning. So, while divination could make
predictions to avoid misfortune, success was not guaranteed. This seems to be the way

in which the Jahili people reconciled determinism and man’s free will.

The Jahili poets seem to have understood this system of thought and conceived the

concepts of free will and predestination accordingly. Abu Dhu’ayb al-Hudhali says:70
i Y A Pl ., Wl il iy
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(ibid.).
I am the Time that annihilates Death, Time is eternal; show me then anything that can
challenge its power — if you can!
For the biography of Jarir and al-Farazdaq see Ch. IV, p. 135, footnote 77 and p. 136, footnote

80 respectively.
 Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology, pp. 25-26.

™ Abfi Dhu’ayb Khuwaylid ibn Khalid ibn Muhriz al-Hudhali witnessed the Jahiliyya and the beginning

of Islam. He was martyred while on an expedition during the caliphate of ‘Uthman. It is not known
whether this poem was composed before or after his conversion to Islam but the treatment of dakr as the
main theme seems close to J@hili ideology. This poem is generally regarded as al-Hudhalf’s best. It was
written in mourning for his five children, who all died of the plague within a single year. See al-Hamawi,

Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 3, p.306-09.
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When death grasps its victim in its claws, you will find that whatever
precautions you have taken are useless.

Al-Hudhali affirms that the power of divination cannot withstand the power of dahr:
one’s term is fixed and death cannot be avoided. But there is also evidence that certain

charms were held to be effective during a person’s lifetime in avoiding minor

misfortunes. Al-Khansa* bint Abi Sulama’” writes in the same vein:
Pkl Y gpsadiSie Yy . Gpd gl 5 i la

Nothing can prove useful when the time of death is at hand neither tying
the amulet nor wearing the green necklace.”

When one’s term is over no precaution is of benefit. However, the lines indicate that
certain precautions were held to be efficacious against lesser evils. Regarding this point
Watt states that: ‘the fatalism of the Arabian nomad was limited in the sense that it was
primarily the outcome of man’s acts that was fixed, not the particular acts

themselves’.””

Another Jahili poet, as-Sulaka umm as-Sulayk,™® distraught and grieving for her dead
son, at first tries to find reasons for his death, but then acknowledges the supreme and

arbitrary power of dahr; but this understanding that his time had come does not bring

comfort:

;—ﬂ_.\._"t_a_,.:_s‘.' . .\.h_.l‘n.‘ua_i)n'
AL s B ides L Ll gl

" At-Tawhidi, Al-Basa ir wa ‘dh-Dhakha ir, Vol. 1, p. 85.

72 A1-Khansa® bint AbT Sulami is a famous Jahili poet. Only a few verses of her poems have survived.
See Kahhala, 4 am an-Nisa , Vol. 1, p. 360.

3 Saqr, Sha Srat al- ‘Arab, p. 108.
™ The amulet and green necklace used to be worn to give protection from the evil eye.

75 Watt, The Formative Period, p. 89.

76 A black slave and the mother of as-Sulayk, one of the famous outlaw poets of the pre-Islamic period.
See Babti (ed.), Mu jam, p. 170.
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He left his own town seeking refuge from mortality only to face
mortality!
Oh, my dear, if you could just tell me how you came to die!
Had you been sick? Or did an enemy slaughter you, taking you
unawares?
Or was it, as usual, the habit of Time, who chose you on this occasion to
be his target?
For I know that Time is always waiting in ambush to target his victim
from whatever direction.
Tell me, what good thing any young person could dream of was not in
your hand?

But everything is a killer when one’s term is due to reach its end.
How many times have you been granted your wishes without any effort
on your part?

Oh my dear, you are not answering! Surely then, it must be a great matter
that prevents you from responding to my questions!

I shall seek help to allow my soul to grieve if you are not going to
respond!

I truly wish my heart could be patient and endure your forsaking me, at
least for a moment;

I deeply wish that death had chosen me before your turn came.

Here, this desperate mother develops the death motif in a set of questions that reveal her
troubled psychological state and emotional anguish. She addresses the dead person, but
answers her own questions, realizing her son cannot respond. His death may have been
caused by any killer, but the real killer is death, who strikes when the person’s term
(ajal) has come to an end. The poem’s theme is embedded in the opening line: the
mother laments that her son left his own place to escape from mortality’s approach only
to face mortality itself, the irresistible product of dahr. So fate is shown here from a
decidedly negative perspective that is infused with wisdom and scom directed at dahr:
trying to escape from dahr’s power is like seeking refuge from death in death. In the
following lines the poet lists a number of possible causes of the death of her son, but in

7 Muta* Safadi and Tiliys Hawi (eds.), Mawsi at ash-Shi ¥ al- ‘Arabi, supervised by: Khalil Hawi (Beirut:

Sharikat Khayyat li ’1-Kutub wa n-Nashr, 1974), p. 271.
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the end such speculation is futile since it is impossible to avoid death if one’s time has
come—the theme stated in line 1. The poet inserts hikma verses at various points in the
poem in her struggle to reconcile herself to her son’s fate and her grievous loss. The
second hikma verse occurs in line 5: No matter where you are, death is lying in wait to
seize its prey. However, although this is a line of great wisdom, it fails to bring her
comfort, and the remaining lines reiterate her grief and the conviction that despite
blessings and good fortune, when one’s time has come death will have its way by

whatever means it chooses. The poem ends with the mother’s wish that death had taken

her first.

The importance of this poem for our purposes is that it suggests the extent to which the
idea of being unable to escape one’s fate dominated the thought of Jahilt society and
prompted some of its member to attempts to avoid or change it instead of sinking into
resignation and submission. The poem illustrates clearly the eagerness of some Jahili
individuals, here the poet’s son, to change their destiny by any means rather than
waiting for it to happen. Although the reader is not told whether the son had been
forewarned by a prediction or some specific form of divination or whether he fled
prompted by a sense of forbearing or an actual threat, the poet confirms that his action

was futile because his intention was to escape from death, an aspect of life dominated

by dahr.

It is fascinating to realise that the Jahil’s belief system erected definite barriers between
what was possible and what was impossible. The ability to discriminate between the
limits of man’s free will and the apparently limitless power of the prime mover,
especially in certain key situations, signifies a sense of philosophy, which, though not
sophisticated, allowed the people of the Jahiliyya to lead a life relatively free from
anxiety about the future. It was, as Cohen-Mor puts it, a kind of ‘physical fatalism’,
which was ‘limited to the outstanding accidents of human life, and specially to death,
which it represents as happening of necessity at such and such a time and in such and
such circumstances, no matter what one may do to avoid it’.”8

We will now turn to the analysis of one of the rare poems where astrological

information enabling the recognition of omens is accompanied by the dominant idea of

8 Cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. 240,
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dahr. Here we should be aware that the use of heavenly bodies as tools of predicting the
future by means of astrology was different in the Jahili period from that made in later
periods, particularly the Abbasid. For the Jahili people, observing the movements of the
stars, based on the position of the moon in the course of the lunar month and in each of
the signs of the zodiac as known in that time, was the prime source of obtaining
information about coming events, whereas the well-known seven planets were the main
source of divination for the Abbasid astrologers.79 Moreover, the terms ‘star’ and
‘planet’ were used interchangeably and most of the time the ‘planet’ is used to indicate
a fixed star, as stated carlier.®® Therefore, in interpreting astrological references in the

Jahili period we will draw upon materials that discuss the meaning that the stars held in

ancient Arabia.

One of the Jahili poems that builds its theme on astrological concepts is the poem of
Umayma bint ‘Abd Shams®' written in mourning for her nephew, who had been killed

during an expedition:
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Your night has refused to put an end to its length, and our eyes have been
watching the heavens.
I can recognise a star, one presaging disaster, located between Aquarius
and Scorpio.
The approach of daylight seems to be still far off,
All these signs announce the inevitable fate that some of our generous
good kinsfolk surely will be slaughtered.

™¢In [Abbasid] astrology it was mostly the planets whose_inﬂuencc was considered. But since oldest
times, the fixed stars could also be included in the astrological procedure’. J. Knappert, ‘al-Nujim (A.)
the Star’, in E. 1., Vol. viii, p. 100.

% See Ch. II, p. 52, footnote 125.

8! Umayma bint ‘Abd-Shams witnessed many great events in the Jahiliyya; see al-Asfahaini, Al-Aghdan,
Vol. 22, pp. 58- 80.

% See ibid pp. 78-79, and Saqr, Sha irdt al- 4rab, p. 13.
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They will become the prey of Time, which will grip them tightly with its
claws and iron fangs;
It will attack them all unawares, giving them no chance to survive; they
submit without any resistance.

Truly, when it comes there is no place to seek refuge or to flee from it.
This is one of the most pleasing poems we have encountered in terms of its neat
structure, whereby every section of the poem fits into the Jahili view of the astral realm
as a means of predicting the fate of a group of people. It is also one of the few Jahili
poems whose astral references can definitely be classified as astrological allusions that

reveal a deep knowledge of the art’s basic principles.

A thematic progression is used here to intensify the idea of the predetermined nature of
human life: the night sky can be read as indicating events still to come, lines 1-2; a star
of ill omen indicates that dahr will strike its target; night is extended, prolonging the
period of slaughter, line 3; potential fate has become a reality, lines 4-6. This particular
thematic pattern seems far from arbitrary or accidental as the main concern of the poet
is to justify the death of her nephew, who died not as a coward but as the prey of

irresistible destiny; this idea is expressed in line 7. This ordained fate is already written

in the page of the heavens.

It is interesting that the poem illustrates the confrontation between the realm of
superstition and that of wisdom, highlighting the tension between the two modes of
thinking that dominated the ideological life of Jahili society. Although a knowledge of
the meaning of astral omens gives man an illusory freedom to verify his destiny, death

is the moment of the fulfillment of predetermination that the prime mover controls

firmly.

The poem is also notable for its revelation of the quality of the Ja@hil?'s astrological
knowledge. The foreknowledge of the slaughter of kin was gained through the
observation of an evil star positioned between the two signs of the zodiac: Aquarius and
Scorpio. We find in another version the word an-Nisran® (the Two Vultures) instead of

al-Ahwal (disasters):

8 The Two Vultures are two stars: an-Nasr, and Nisr. The former is a bright star in the constellation
called al-Shilyag (Lyra) and rose heliacally in central Arabia on 25 November, with the 18" mansion of
the moon, that meets the sign of the zodiac Scorpio and the lunar mansion of Antaras. The latter, Nisr,
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I can recognise a star, above the Two Vultures, located between Aquarius
and Scorpio.

According to the interpretation of the two Vultures,®> the star referred to by the poet
must be that in the constellation of Perseus, who holds Medusa’s head in one hand and a

sword in the other, indicating the dreadful fate of beheading.

Though fatalism, as stated earlier, was applied to certain aspects of life: one’s life term;
sustenance; and those misfortunes that occur during the course of a person’s life, the
individual still had the freedom to try to know his hidden future, but not to change or
modify it. Here the role of astrology or any other means of divination was to be merely
indicative of the divine will or the operation of Time. Indeed, the employment of such
astral objects as indicators that might help in predicting coming events was not always
for the purpose of averting or amending one’s fate. This attitude to astrological
prediction seems to characterise the majority of the astrological references found in
Jahili literature. Umayma’s lines reveal the identity of the attacker: it is Time, against
which neither weapons nor any means of protection would prove effective. Thus the bad
omen becomes a living reality, and the victims of Time must submit to their destiny
with resignation, since all resistance is futile in the face of a fate that has been already

ordained and foretold through the page of the heavens. Here we discover the limits of

‘man’s free will’.

It should be noted, however, that the link between man and his fate ordained by a
natural power, dahr, was given somewhat different meanings by different groups in
Jahili society. We have seen that the Arabs of that time, of whatever ideological or
religious background, regarded dahr as the prime mover but not as a deity that deserved

consists of three stars in the constellation called ‘Ugab (Aquila), that meets the sign of the zodiac
Aquarius and the lunar mansion of 4khbiya. (Sec Figure 3 and 4 that reveals Perseus placed between the
two Vultures). It rises heliacally in central Arabia on 28 December. Both set together anti- heliacally, at
that period and in that part, on the 24™ of July. (See Lane-Poole (ed.), Arabic-English Lexicon, Vol. 4, p.

2789).
¥ Al-AgfahanI’s A/-Aghant contains both versions; see Vol. 22, p. 7, particularly footnote 2.

% See above footnote 83.

% See Figures 15and 16.
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to be worshipped. So, it seems that they, or at least those who were not materialists,
believed that there was a ‘cause’ responsible for human fate and saw dahr as the agent
or mediator between the cause and mankind. Some understood this tripartite
relationship as follows: for monotheism and paganism, God or deities are the cause that
decree man’s fate; dahr is the prime mover, responsible for delivering this ordained fate
to man, mankind is subject to the cause’s will. The heavenly bodies, some believed, are
to be regarded as ‘aural manifestations’ of the divine decree, from which man’s fate

may be known before it takes place ‘verbally’.

The materialists ignored the first party, the cause, and thus attributed man’s destiny to
dahr alone, while rejecting divination as ‘superstition’ in accordance with their reliance
on evidence provided by the senses. And while the monotheists accepted the threefold
nature of the relationship, some of them refused to consider the heavens a source of
information about coming events, regarding the secure possession of such information

as applying to the Divinity alone.

A number of astrological references occur in Jahilt literature which illustrates the extent
to which the ancient Arabs correlated sublunary events to those in the astral realm.
Sometimes even disastrous events that had already taken place were ‘doubted’ because
they had not been confirmed by significant events on Earth and in the celestial world.
An-Nabigha adh-Dhubyani (d. approx. 18/ 604),"” grieving for Husayn al-Firazi®
rhetorically calls his friend’s death into question:

.EJL?M'J“}"’-!‘-"!SJ H:“"Ji:'g’n’t”(s‘t}ma O sk
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7 Ziyad ibn Mu‘awiyya, a member of the adh-DhubyiipI tribe, was very famous in the Jahiliyya, and was
nicknamed an-Nibigha, the genius, may be because his poems were regarded as among the best of that

period. It is related that “Umar ibn al-Khatiib, the second Orthodox Caliph, considered him the best poet
of his time. For his biography see al-Asfahani, Al-Aghani, vol. 11, pp. 5- 43; and Babt1 (ed.), Mu jam, pp.
356-57.

% Husayn ibn al-Humé&m al-Firéiz1 was one of the elite of Jahili society; his nickname was Mani‘ ad-Dim,
the preventer of injustice, because of the help he gave to those unable to defend themselves against unfair

treatment (see ibid., pp. 109- 11).

8 <Abbéis ‘Abd as-Sattar (ed.), Diwan an-Nabigha adh-Dhubyani (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya,
1984), p. 148.
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How dare you say Hign has passed away while the mountains still stand,
the graveyards have not vomited forth their dead, the stars in the sky
have not yet been eclipsed and the heavens have not been destroyed?

These lines are surely not to be read as expressing real doubt; the extravagance of the
imagery reflects the poet’s extreme grief. Nevertheless, they indicate the
correspondence that was believed to exist between the terrestrial and celestial realms.
Heavenly bodies were not seen only as foretellers, they were also considered to react to
events in the sublunary realm. Ibn Ahmar al-Kinani writes: >

9 25 agle 0l 8 Lpuadlly .. 45 ad giall Syl s

Because of his death, the bright Moon turns dark and the Sun is almost
eclipsed.

In describing one’s gjal, al-Haraga bint an-Nu‘man°®? draws an analogy between life and

certain astral elements:
93 2l LGB aad 5y g .. S5 OB e Wl aall L

Time is like a mortal shadow or like planets deprived of their auspicious
nature.
Preoccupied with the fleeting and brutal nature of life, the poet compares dahr, which
he identifies with one’s life spa.n,94 to a mortal shadow whose ultimate destiny is to
vanish completely, and attributes the misfortunes each person encounters to the evil

workings of Time, which in this respect resembles certain planets classified according

% HanT ibn Ahmar al-Kin&inT seems to have a few survived lines; very little information is available
regarding his life. See Babti (ed.), Mu jam, p. 9.

9 Abd Zayd Muhammad ibn Abi al-Khagtab al-Qurashi, Jamharat Ash Gr al- 4rab fi I-Jahiliyya wa I-
Islam, ed. by *Ali al-Bij&wT (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr, 1967), p. 21.

92 Al-Haraga was the daughter of King an-Nu‘mén ibn al-Mundhir. It is related that she was a nun and
had her own nunnery or convent. She is sometimes connected with a woman called Hind: some sources
claim that Hind was Haraga’s sister and others that Haraga was Hind’s nickname. See Babtf (ed.),

Mu fam, pp. 106-07.

% Saqr, Sha irat al- 4rab, p. 67.

% In the lexicon of Lisan al-‘Arab, Ton Manziir asserts that: ‘one’s life span, his days, is his Time (dahr)
that fluctuates between fortunes and misfortunes’. (See Vol. 12, p. 650).
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to their astrological significance as bringing misfortune. Life, time and fate are seen

here in an entirely negative light.

Al-Aswad ibn Yu‘fur (d. approx. 22/ 600)°> when critisising one of his rival asserts that

he is misfortune because the time of his nativity indicated so. Yet the poet missed the
fact that by attributing the misfortunes that have coloured his rival’s destiny to the
configuration of the heavens at the moment of his birth, he gives chance to his rival to

escape the blame of all his bad deeds:
96,5l il ol iy .. A3 58 epnll gl 2y

I was born when the guide of the star was following his companion, and
in the flaming heart of Scorpio.
At the time of his birth, ath-Thurayya was being followed by ad-Dabréan, hadi al-Najm,

which was considered the worst of all lunar mansions, as noted in the previous chapter.

If this mansion is associated with the appearance of the bright star galb al- agra (the
Heart of the Scorpion or Antares), then the evil will be doubled as this star alone was
regarded as malefic.”’ Fate then is determined from the moment of birth, and so the
poet, unconsciously, justifies all his rival’s misfortunes and refrain him from being
responsible for them; he is trapped in a prison of misfortune that is entirely governed by
dahr. Moreover, this verse provides evidence that casting verbal horoscopes from the
configuration of the sky at the time of birth seems to have been practised in that period,
though not according to the sophisticated theories that would be applied in the Abbasid

period.

For our purpose, the Jahili period can be characterised as creating the relatively crude
foundation of a tendency to interpret cosmic phenomena in order to draw meaningful
connections between events in the celestial realm and those in the sublunary world.

These connections would gradually come to influence a great proportion of the

95 Al-Aswad ibn Yu‘fur ibn Nahshal, nicknamed al-Jarrah (he who wounds), is considered a good poet,
particularly when speaking of love (in the ghazal), the arduous camel ride through the desert, and wine

and the pleasure gained from it. See Babti (ed.), Mu fam, pp. 18- 19.

% Al-MarziqL, Al-Azmina wa 1-Amkina, Vol. 2, p. 318.

97 | ane-Poole (ed.), Arabic-English Lexicon, Vol. 4, p. 2553.
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figurative language of later poets, and the practice would become increasingly
sophisticated and intellectually rigorous as a result of a changing socio-religious ethic:
Islam transformed that primitive tribal community and was itself influenced by contact
with other cultures in the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. In sum, it is the period where
poets employed astrological references mainly as rhetorical devices; later poets would
often make use of astrological allusions to reveal hidden meanings of a philosophical or

moral character that are integrated with the main theme of the literary work.

IIL 2. 3: Qadar as an Islamic Concept and its Incompatibility with Astrological

Claims to Foreknow Ordained Fate
It is not an easy task to find astrological references (shawahid tanjimiyya) in the poetic

production of the early Islamic era (from the coming of Islam until the death of ‘Ali ibn

Abi Talib, the last of the four orthodox Caliphs in year 40/ 661). This might be a result
of the Islamic opposition to ‘the art of astrology’ which in turn can be attributed to a
number of factors. Prominent among them, besides the fact that the art of astrology was
an aspect of pagan life, is the confusion it created with regard to the doctrine of free will
and predestination. Discussing the polemic surrounding the astrology of the mediaeval
Muslim world, Carlo Alfonso Nallino claims that from Islam ‘astrology had a much less
unfavourable reception than from Christianity’.”® Nallino defends his argument on the
ground of the different attitudes held by Islam and Christianity towards the notions of

divine predetermination and human free will:

The latter [Christianity] had to combat in the teachings of astrology an
entire world of pagan ideas and cults; it had to contend against the
concept of necessity, which excluded Christian free will. In the 7" and 8®
centuries A.D., however, the pagan elements of astrology were
completely modified; they were so entirely hidden under a verbal
formalism as to be no longer recognizable; and, on the other hand,
orthodox Islam with its doctrine of predestination, which excluded the
freedom of human actions, was, at bottom, not very far removed from [...
the methods] of many astrologers of antiquity. When we consider that the
first Muslamian theologians took no heed whatever of the sciences which
did not appear to have any relation to the religious content of Islam, we
easily understand how astrology had been able to advance unimpeded
through its first stages almost up the end of the 2™ cent. of the Hijra’.%

% Carlo Alfonso Nallino, ‘Sun, Moon and Stars (Muhammadan)’, in James Hasting et al (eds.),
Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, (Edinburgh: T & T Clark Publishers, 12 Vols., 1921), Vol. xii, p.

91.

* Ibid., p. 91.
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Nallino claims that astrology began to face opposition only towards the end of the 2"/

" century as a result of the opposition that Aristotle’s knowledge faced from Muslim
philosophers and theologians, and subsequently this affected astrology negatively as it
was regarded a branch of that knowledge.'® According to Nallino, the freedom
astrology enjoyed under early Islam was crucial in enabling the development of
mediaeval astrology and consequently in making Muslim astrologers generally superior

to Christian horoscope casters.

It has been argued, however, that on the contrary, this freedom began with the
establishment of the translation movement that took place in the Abbasid period,'?! and
experienced its ‘golden age’ in the 4%/ 10" and 5% 11" centuries; a phenomenon that
Seyyed Hossein Nasr has attributed to the Shi‘ite influence, which had become
relatively powerful in those centuries and the Shi‘ite tolerance of pre-Islamic belief
systems, particularly in the field of Hermetic sciences and Peripatetic philosophy.'®
Thus Nallino’s claim that this freedom existed before the second century is

questionable.

Nallino’s argument is built on a limited knowledge of both the stance adopted by early
Islam towards astrology and the doctrine of free will and predestination. This
misunderstanding underpins his explanation of the rise of astrology in the Islamic world
as resulting from the freedom it enjoyed under regimes that were unconcerned with its
pagan origins, which they saw as irrelevant or unthreatening to Islam. Nallino also
argues that Islamic philosophers’ later opposition to Aristotelian philosophy impeded
the development of astrology. However, this mistaken assumption devalues the great
efforts of Abbasid astrologers to reconcile their discipline with Islamic orthodoxy,
which openly opposed this branch of knowledge. Thus, it will be useful here to discuss
the orthodox Islamic attitudes towards the art of astrology and clarify, in brief, the
philosophy of predestination and human free will as understood by the early Muslims.

19 1bid., p. 92.

101 Nijck Campion, ‘The Concept of Destiny in Islamic Astrology and its Impact on Medieval European
Thought’, in Nick Campion’s Online Astrology Resource, (2000),

<hp://wwrw. nickcampion com/nc/historv/articles/Islamic.btm> [Accessed 16 November 2005), p. 2.

102 Gee the explanation of this phenomenon in Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrine,
pp. 12- 18.
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After the advent of Islam the art of drawing dalail (indications) from cosmic

phenomena as signals of events that might affect human destiny was strongly attacked
as being entirely false. As the Qur’an says: ‘Say: No one in the heavens or the earth has

knowledge of what is hidden except Allah [...]"'%; ‘With Him are the keys of the
unseen, that none knows but He [...]’.'04 In a famous hadith, the Prophet Muhammad
warns his nation against believing in the stars as indicators of coming events and
disbelieving in gadar.'” In this sense, astrology and gadar are declared to be
diametrically opposed to each other. Moreover, there is strong evidence for Islam’s
antagonistic attitude to all forms of divination, including astrology, to be found in the
legal punishment that Islamic law commands to be applied to practitioners of the art: the
death penalty.m‘S Even those who believe astral bodies can be merely indicators, rather
than agents, will be accused of atheism if they attempt to consult an astrologer.'”” As
mentioned above, the justification of this Islamic condemnation of the art of astrology
seems to have been based on the threat it posed to the ideology Islam established

regarding the matter of God’s predestination and man’s responsibility for his actions.

One of the radical changes Islam brought to the ideology of the Arabs was the
attribution of destiny to God and not dahr: ‘God takes the place of Time as the source of

misfortune’.!%® As the Qur’an states: ‘No misfortune has happened in respect either of

the land or of yourselves but it was recorded in a book before We bring it into existence:

19 Al-Qur’an, an-Naml (The Ants), 19, 27, 65.
e ) Tyl a0 g gl b m ey ¥ )

14 Al-Qr'an, al-An‘&m (The Cattle), 7, 6, 59.
e A Y Lag Y gl Bl e )

1% Muhammad Nésr ad-Din al-Albani, Silsilat al-Ahadith as-Sahiha (Riyadh: Dar al-aMa‘arif, 37 Vols.,
1407 H), Vol. 3, p. 119.
1% Ibn Rushd, Al-Bayan wa Y-Tahsil, Vol. 17, p. 407, see also “Abd al-Majid Salim al-Mash‘abi, At-

Tanjim wa 1-Munnajjimin wa Hukmuhum fi al-Islam, (MA Dissertation), (at-T#'if: Maktabat ag-Siddiq,
1994), pp. 275-78.

" Ibid., p. 408. For more details of the subject of Islam and astrology see Ilyas Balka, Mugaddima fi at-
Tanjim wa Hukmihi fi al-Islam (Beirut: Mu’assasat ar-Riséla, 2003).

'% Watt, Islamic Philosophy and Theology, p26.
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that is truly easy for Allah’.!® Moreover, Allah has been identified with dakhr. The
Prophet Muhammad is reported to have said: ‘Allah Said: the son of Adam insults Me
when cursing dahr; I Am the Dahr, in My hand is the command, and I cause the
alternation of day and night’.!"® Thus, while in the Jahilr's ideology Time was
synonymous with the prime mover responsible for certain aspects of man’s destiny, the
new religion came to affirm the existence of only one all-powerful God, who bears the
responsibility of all aspects of man’s destiny, a notion consistent with pre-Islamic
monotheism. Cohen-Mor comments: ‘Fate in Islam was attributed to God and
assimilated into a doctrine of predestination, which, as an article of faith, was
considered to be compatible with freedom of choice and human responsibility’.!!!

This issue occupied the attention of many great thinkers of both early and later Islamic
times and became the focus of considerable debate in medieval Islamic theology. It is
not our concern to discuss this debate in any detail; the task is to assess its impact on
astrology in general and, more importantly, on the poets’ use of astrological ideas in
particular. We will seek to explain why the beliefs of the early Muslims regarding the
notions of predestination and free will had the effect of minimizing the number of

astrological allusions in their poems.

Regarding the Islamic attitude towards the subject of destiny, we find that ‘the Qur'an

contains verses which back both the idea of predestination and that of man’s free
will’.!"> A great many Qur’anic verses affirm that God has ordained the destinies of his
subjects. According to orthodox Islam all the decrees of the Divine Will have already
been written and inscribed in the ‘Preserved Tablet’ (al-lawh al-mahfitz), which is kept

safely in heaven by a guardian angel, and which is mentioned only once in the

Qur’an."" Indeed, the idea that God has foreknowledge of every single action that will

109 A1.Qur’sin, Al-Hadid (The Iron), 27, 57, 22.
-Qur {x.-gﬂuh&b!“')"u‘dﬁa‘sﬂmq’yléyu‘qﬂl‘,g-ﬂlU.ig.s_.u.ul._i\..}

110 o1.Muparakpuri (supervisor), AL-Misbiah al-Munir, Vol. 9, p. 31.

L cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, p. 240.

112 a0 Richard Netton, A Popular Dictionary of Islam (London: Curzon Press, 1992), p. 200.

113 ee al-Qur’sn, Al-Burllj (The Constellations), 30, 85, 22 {#s-i—aa g 31 (i}, The Qur’an refers to the
book in which all deeds, good and evil, have been written as al-Zabir in the following verse: ‘Everything
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take place in this world and that all things are under his determination and command is

expressed explicitly throughout the Qur’an: ‘Praise the Name of your Lord, the Most
High, who created all things and well proportioned them; who has ordained their
destinies and guided them’; 14 <if God touch you with affliction, none can remove it but
He; if He touch you with goodness, He is Omnipotent over all things, He is irresistible
supreme over His servants, He is the Wise, the Omniscient’;'"” ‘Allah’s decrees are pre-
ordained’;''® ‘our command is but once: that is to be done in a twinkling of an eye’.!"?
The true Muslims are those who believe that ‘nothing will befall us except what which

Allah has ordained. He is our Protector. In Allah let the faithful put their trust’.!®

Moreover, ‘The canonical collections of traditions of the sayings and doings of
Muhammad-the Hadith-support the doctrine of predestination’.'"” The theme of man’s
foreordained fate is expressed in a number of hadith — for example the Prophet’s
statement: ‘The pen has dried after writing what you will surely encounter’.!?
Moreover, we are judged before we enter this world; while a potential human being in
the mother’s womb, our place in either Hell or Paradise is already determined.' It is
related that the Prophet Moses blamed the Prophet Adam for committing the sin that
caused him to be expelled from Paradise, an especially grievous fault since he was the
first man, and greatly blessed to be God’s handiwork. Adam replied: ‘Are you blaming

me for committing a sin that had been ordained for me to commit forty years before I

they have done is in az-Zabir (the Book of Deeds); therein every matter, small or great, is recorded’. (Al-

Qur’ain, Al-Qamar (The Moon), 27, 54, 52-53). e " .
ARG 4 5 e Sy ¢ B (g 0 slad g S )

' Al-Qur’ain, Al-A‘la (The Most High), 30, 87, 1-3. e
Awsed 58 g3 g oglpnd Bl 53 (e offy ) ot i}

"% Al-Quran, Al-An‘am (The Cattle), 7, 6,17-18. o
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"¢ Al-Qur’sin, Al-Ahzb (The Confederates), 22, 33, 38. _
ATosia LI M A0 Sy}

7 Al-Qur’an, Al-Qamar (The Moon), 27, 54, 50.
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18 4} -Qur’an, At-Tawba (Repentance) or as entitled in other edi.tions Bara % (Immunity), 10, 9, 51.
i {3l K5l Al o 5 LY ga gn U200 LK L ) g 28 05}
'*® Cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, p. 4.

12 Muhammad Muyhsin Khan (trans.), Sahth al-Bukhari: The Translation of the Meanings of Sahih al-
Bukhart (Arabic ~ English) (Chicago: Kazi Publication, 9 Vols., 1979), Vol. viii, p. 388.

2! 1bid., p. 387-88.
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came into existence?’'?? Regarding augury, when the Prophet spoke to his companions
about those of his followers who would enter Paradise without being questioned about
their deeds or receiving any punishment, he stated that they number 70,000; they are
those who ‘do not draw evil omens [from birds, etc.] (vatatayyarin) and do not get
treated by branding themselves (yaktawiin) and do not treat with Rugya [protection from
the evil eye], but put their trust only in their lord’.' Moreover, it is related that the
Prophet Muhammad identified gadar in the following hadith: ‘Through his decree

(gadar) Allah indicates the events that were ordained before the creation of the heavens

and the Earth by fifty thousand years’.'*

On the other hand, numerous verses in the Qur’an support the idea of man’s free will;

these play a central role in the formation of the notion of God’s justice, which judges
people according to their own choices and responsibility: ‘[I swear] by the soul and who
created it, who inspired it with conscience of what is wrong for it and what is right.
Successful indeed is he who purifies it, and failed is he who corrupts it’;'* “We guided
man into the path which he himself has chosen, whether he be thankful or
ungrateful’.'?® Everyone will be rewarded or punished according to his deeds on the
Day of Judgment: ‘That Day every soul shall be requited for what it has earned, no

122 gee Tbn Kathir, Al-Biddya wa h-Nihaya, Vol. 1, p. 89.

123 Muhammad Muhsin Khan (trans.), 4l-Lu Ju’wa 1-Marjan fi ma Ittafaga ‘alayhi ash-Shaykhan, The

Translation of the Meanings of al-Lu Tu © wa 1-Marjan, Arabic — English: a Collection of Agreed upon
Ahadith from al-Bukhari and Muslim. Compiled by Fuwad Abdul Bagi (Riyadh: Dar-us-Salam
Publications, 2 Vols., 1995), Vol. 1, p. 125.

14 Gee Al-Hafiz AbT Bakr Ahmad al-Bayhaql, A/-I Yigad ‘ala Madhhab as-Sunna wa 1-Jamaa (Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya, 1984), p. 69.

125 A]-Qur’an, Ash-Shams (The Sun), 30, 91, 7-10.
AW e DL Ny ¢ WL e il 3 T W) g (el el g i )

126 Al-Qur’an, Al-Insan (The Man), or as titled in some versions as Ad-Dabr ( The Time), 29, 76, 3.
TS LA 1S3 LS Uyt alipon LS}
The interpretation of this verse is that ‘Man has been shown the Way by means of revelation, through

men of the highest spiritual standing. If he is grateful, he will accept Guidance, be one of the Righteous,
and join the company of the Blessed. If not, he puts chains round himself, thus burdening himself with

sin, and gets into the Blazing Fire of Punishment ... His choice rests on his will’. The Holy Qur-an:
English Translation of the Meanings and commentary (Al-Madinah al-Munawwara: Mujamma* al-Malik

Fahd li ’t-Tiba‘at al-Mushaf ash-Sharif, 1410), p. 1863.
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injustice is done this day, for God is swift in taking account’.'?’” Man earns nothing of
substance except reward or punishment according to his own deeds, both good and bad:
‘[...] no soul shall bear another’s burden and that each man shall be judge by his own
labours; that his labours shall be scrutinised and that he shall be justly requited for them
[.. .]’;128 bearing in mind that, ‘God will not burden any soul greater than it can bear. It
shall enjoy the good deeds which it has achieved, and shall suffer every ill it
acquired’.'”

In considering these seemingly contradictory verses, early traditionalist or orthodox

130

Muslims reached an understanding of gada’ and gadar® through a moderate

interpretation which reconciles the notion of man’s free will with that of
predestination. 131 ‘They maintained that people ‘acquire’ responsibility for their actions,
although the actions are willed and created by God’."*? In other words, although men
have the freedom to choose between good and evil, and thus are responsible for their
good deeds and wicked actions, for which they deserve either praise or blame, reward or
punishment, they still cannot perform righteous acts without God’s grace or commit evil
ones without God’s willing them to do so. This was the prevailing opinion that
characterised the attitude of the early Muslims towards the matter of human
responsibility and God’s immanent will and unlimited sovereignty over His creations

during the formative years of the Islamic community.

127 A1.Qur’an, Ghafir (He who forgives) or Al-Mu’min (Tpe Believer), 24, 40, 17.
Asolaadl &g pm A QY o gl plla ¥ Ly Ly i S (T35 p o}

128 > .
Al-Qur’an, An-Najm (The Star), 27, 53, 39-41.
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129 A1.Qur’sin, Al-Baqara (The Cow), 3, 2, 286.
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130 Eor more information about the concepts of al-gada’and al-gada’wa 1-gadar see the following two
articles: Gy. Kéaldy Nagy, ‘kadd’’ in E. I, Vol. iv, pp.364-65; and J. Van Ess, ‘al-kada’ wa *I-kadar’, E. I,
Vol. iv, pp. 365-72.

131 < Amir al-Jazzir and Anwar al-Béz (eds.), Majmii ‘at al-Fatawa li Shaykh al-Islam Taqi ad-Din Ahmad
ibn Taymiya al-Harran: Al-Iman wa 'l-Qadar (Al-Mangiira: Dar al-Wafa’ li 't-Tiba‘a wa 'n-Nashr wa 't-

TawzI" and Riyadh: Maktabat al-‘Ubaykan, 20 Vols., 1998), Vol. 8, p. 272.

132 ~ohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. 7.
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In short, Islam has acknowledged mankind’s free will but at the same time has fixed its
limits and boundaries, thus creating an ethical space in which freedom of choice can be
practised and in which man’s responsibility is to be judged, while insisting that God’s
sovereignty is unlimited. Thus Islam has established predestination as a central tenet of
its theology but has never excluded the freedom of human actions as Nallino argues it
has. In the case of astrology, because of ‘the obvious external differences between the
astrological attempt to predict future events and the Islamic emphasis upon the
omnipotent character of the Divine Will’,'* Islam declared itself openly hostile to the
principle that forms the basis of astrology: predicting the future to try to avoid
misfortune and, thus, modifying one’s evil destiny; here human freedom seeks to break
the boundaries set by Islam, and is condemned for attempting to encroach on a
prohibited Divine field of action. In this regard astrologers and their clients may be

accused of disrespecting what all Muslims should respect; their attempt to unveil the

future by the art of divination is a serious transgression.

On the other hand, orthodox Islam also rejected astrology as encouraging fatalism and
thus weakening the Muslim emphasis on individual freedom, since astrology assumed
that human life followed a preordained pattern of destiny that was reflected on the page
of the heavens. If the stars are to be seen as reliable indicators of the absolute and
immutable decree of God, as astrologers claimed, then people might come to think of

themselves as deprived of free will and thus not responsible for their actions, a notion

dramatically opposed to Islamic doctrine.

Having reviewed how the conflict between the art of astrology and the doctrine of free
will and predestination developed in early Islamic society and was seen as one of the
motivations behind the Islamic hostility towards astrology, let us consider another
factor; that is, the pagan nature of astrology. It was noted earlier in this discussion that
one reason for which Islam rejected astrology was because of its close relation with
kihana (divination), a characteristic feature of pre-Islamic pagan society. George Saliba
comments: ‘The Muslim rejection of the ancient Arabian institution of the kahin

(diviner priest) had a negative effect on astrology, inasmuch as the latter was identified

133 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Science: An Illustrated Study (Westerham and Kent: The World of
Islam Festival Publishing Company Ltd, 1976), p. 126.
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with that divinatory practice’.'** In the Prophetic tradition there is a declaration that ‘If
anyone acquires a section of the science of the stars for a purpose other than what God

has mentioned he has acquired a branch of magic. The astrologer is a k@hin, the kahin is

.. e . 13
a magician, and the magician is an infidel’. 5

The picture of total opposition seems clear enough, but here the question arises: did
Islam oppose all aspects of Jahill life, including the art of divination, considering them
irredeemably pagan? Were all means of divination forbidden? It is true that Islam
rejected anything which smacked of paganism; however, this does not mean that the
new religion sought to annihilate all the legacy of Jahilt life. Indeed, not everything
from the pre-Islamic era is to be opposed, only those pagan beliefs and practices that

were fundamentally incompatible with the ideology of Islam. Prominent among them

was the art of divination.

Islam appreciates the role of the intellect as a guide in the performance of action, and
particularly as a motivator of moral action, giving human beings a great sense of their

responsibility for every decision taken in the light of their free will. Indeed, the

numerous verses encountered very often in the Qur’an that encourage people to employ

this method in almost all aspects of their life are evidence of this appreciation.!*
Therefore, Islam opposed that branch of astrology, the judicial, that consisted in ‘the
observation of the influences of the stars on human destiny’,"*’ and whose predictions
lacked any scientific validity. In contrast, Islam acknowledged the other branch, that
concerned with the observation of the influences of the heavenly bodies on the natural

elements for religious purposes,'*® which later distanced itself from natural astrology to

14 George Saliba, ‘Astrology’, in Dictionary of Middle Ages, Vol. 1, p. 617.

135 Muhammad ibn ‘Abdullah al-Khattb, Mishkat al-Masabih: English translation with explanatory notes,
James Robson (trans. and commentator), (Lahor: Sh. Muhammad Sharaf Publisher and Bookseller, 4
Vols., 1964), Vol. I1I, p. 961, see also the whole chapter of Divination in ibid. pp. 958-61.

136 Gee ‘Umar Farrikh, Athar al-Falsafa al-Islémiyya fi al-Falsafa al-Uruppiyya (Beirut: Manshiirat
Maktabat Minimna, 1952), p. 19.

137 T, Fahd, ‘Nudjtim (ahkam al-)’, in E. I, Vol. viii, p. 105.

138 A5 mentioned in the sccond chapter of this research this included such practices as observing the
movement of the Sun for determining the times of prayer, the times of sunrise and sunset in relation to
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form an independent science, that of astronomy ( ilm al-hay @). Thus, predicting the
future in the field of natural phenomena was not prohibited, but in the field of human
destiny, controversy surrounding the key issues of predestination and free will, as well
as the scientific credentials of the art, raised debates on the validity of such knowledge.
Moreover, in the field of medicine Islam did not condemn cures effected through the

use of astrological methods, methods that continued to be developed in later centuries:

“The doctrine of the influence of the signs of the zodiac on the human
frame was especially favoured by the Arabists, and was still further

developed in the sixteenth century by the mystics; astrological calendars
were compiled showing the days on which certain treatments and

remedies were ‘dangerous’. The development of the mystical school of
the sixteenth century can be traced back to the writing of Averroés’.!*

Alongside the scientific approach to predicting the future, which Islam accepted as
valid, there was another permissible art practiced by those eager to unveil the future.
This art was in essence psychological, and it was this that seems to have protected this

divinatory technique from the accusation of paganism and gave it legitimacy in Islam; it

was the art of fa 7, or drawing good omens from certain objects or actions.'®

Fa 7 was an exception among the many divinatory techniques practised in the Jahiliyya
and forbidden by Islam. Fahd contends that one of the radical tendencies of the Arab
mind is to think deeply on the meaning of every name heard, every gesture observed,
every incident happening and every physical appearance, and to build upon omens, both
bad and good, according to the explanation they assigned to them. The result of this

tendency was the proliferation of a massive literature'! of what was to be classified

under the category of fa 7, which included those phenomena from which happy omens

fasting, and the direction of the gibla; taking into account the. crescent’s visibility in connection with the
determination of the beginning of the lunar month, and calendrical computations.

139 Donald Campbell, Arabian Medicine and its Influence of the Middle Ages (London: Kegan Paul,
Trench & Co., Ltd., 2 Vols., 1926), Vol. 1, p. 190.

40 Fahd classifies this branch of divination among the legacy that survived from the Jahilf period and
continued to be practised in the Islamic period. See no. 28 in the list provided by T. Fahd, in his article on

‘kihéina’, in E. I, Vol. v, p. 100.
141 gee the study of Ibtisim Marhin as-Saffér, A/-Fa 1 wa 1- Tira wa 1-Tanjim fi al-Fikr al-Islami wa 7-
Mawriith al-Adabi (Amman: Dér al-Manahij li *n-Nashr wa *t-TawzI', 2003).
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could be drawn, and fira, which concerned the evil presentiments aroused by the

contents of a certain object or event.'*

While Islam rejects fira, the sira, the Prophet’s deeds and sayings, include many
incidents where the Prophet drew good omens from the names of regions and tribes he
happened to pass through or encounter while traveling. He also made a great many
changes in proper names ‘with the double design of effacing all traces of Arab paganism
from Muslim terminology’.'*’ Perhaps more importantly, he modified the names of his
companions to strip them of all that might be regarded as baleful influences emanating
from their meaning.'** All these actions of the Prophet are evidence that Islam did not
oppose all procedures that help indicate one’s destiny; on the contrary, the Prophet
himself was aware of them and practised a kind of onomancy designed to bring peace to
the individual and help him be optimistic, as opposed to other methods of divination
that were concerned with predicting misfortune and instilled pessimism, unsettling the

community and giving rise to emotional disorders and psychosomatic illness.

Having discussed the Islamic position on the art of predicting the future, we will now
consider briefly how Islam attempted to bridge the gap between God’s will and man’s
freedom by allowing the practice of certain methods of obtaining prior knowledge of
coming events. It is ultimately false to think of Islam as preventing man from practising
his right of applying the privilege of free will he enjoys to modify or prevent an evil
destiny that might be defined by any of the methods he accepts. So, besides its concern
regarding the approach applied to predict ‘the potential’ and not ‘the definite’ future,

142 See T. Fahd, ‘Fa’l’, in E. L., Vol. ii, pp. 758-60.

143 1 Wellhausen, Reste2, cited in Ibid., p. 758. For this Prophetic practice see al-Hafiz AbT Abdullah al-
Hakim an-Nisabrl, A-Mustadrak ala as-Sahihayn: tab‘a mutadammina intigadat adh-Dhahabi wa bi
dhaylihi tatabbu © awham al-Hakim al-lati sakata ‘alayha adh-Dhahabi li Abi ‘Abd al-Rahman Mugbil
al-Wadi § (Cairo: Dar al-Haramayn, 5 Vols., 1997), Vol. 4, pp. 409-15.

144 1t is related that a person called Hazn (a man of rough and harsh manners) refused to change his name

to Sahl (an easygoing and sociable person) as the Prophet advised him to do. The Prophet then said to
him: ‘Be then Hazn as you wish’, after which the man and his descendants became well known for the

roughness and ruggedness of their behaviour. (See Abl ‘Umar Ahmad ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, 4/- %4d al-Farid,
eds. Ahmad Amin, Ahmad az-Zin, and Ibrahim al-AnbérT (Cairo: Matba‘at lajnat at-Ta’lif wa ’t-Tarjama
wa ’n-Nashr, 7 Vols., 1956), Vol. 2, p. 301.
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Islam is also interested in the ways of countering one’s ‘probable’ fate. One of the
prominent methods is to take all possible logical and permissible precautions against ill
fortune. A case in point is the advice the Prophet Muhammad provides to the sick: to
cure themselves and not to submit to their disease claiming that it is destiny;'*’ he also
advises people to seek all lawful (hala ) ways to obtain sustenance (rizg) and not to
wait passively for it. The Prophet Muhammad always encouraged his nation to seek a
lawful method for earning their livelihood, he is reported to have said ‘no one has ever
eaten better food than what he eats as a result of the labour of his hands’."*® If the
individual’s efforts do not succeed, Islam provides another method: to seek refuge in the
unlimited power of God by supplication and prayer, and in this way seek to change
one’s destiny. The Prophet states: ‘Nothing can prevent fate (gadar) from taking place

except supplication (du @)'*’ Besides this, other pious practices may turn away ill

fortune, such as repentance from sins, alms giving, fasting, and moral conduct, all of
which make people conscious that God’s final verdict will prevail according to the
choices they have made in the exercise of free will. Islam recognizes, then, the
usefulness of prior knowledge of possible future events, while cautioning Muslims that

‘it is God’s decree which will ultimately prevail and not some astrologer’s prediction or

prognostication’.148

We have seen that Islam strongly condemned certain of the claims made by judicial
astrology, notably that the art could with certainty predict coming events. This

condemnation brought about a decline in the fortunes of astrology in the early Islamic

5 There is a book of prophetic medicine in which the Prophet Muhammad provided a great deal of
advice on how to heal particular diseases and which a number of medical institutions in the Muslim world

still use. See Shams ad-Din Muhammad ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Af-Tibb al-Nabaw¥, eds. ‘Abd al-Ghanl
‘Abd al-Khalig, ‘Adil al-Azhari and Mahmud Faraj al-‘Uqda (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 1983).
For the English version see Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Medicine of the Prophet, trans. by Penelope
Johnstone (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1998).

146 A1.Khafib, Mishkat al-Masabih, Vol. ii, p. 592.

47 See Abll Muhammad al-Maqdist, Kitab at-Targhib fi ad-Du @', ed. by Fawaz Ahmad Zahrill (Beirut:
Déar Ibn Hazm li ’-Tib&‘a wa n-Nashr wa ’t-TawzI', 1995), pp. 31-37.
148 7eina Matar, ‘The Chapter on Death-Prediction (Qat ! Qutii ) from the Kitab Farag al-Mahmim by

Ibn Tawas’, Bulletin D'études Orientales: Sciences Occultes et Islam, xliv (Année: 1992): pp. 119-25, p.
121.
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period, and it is not surprising then to find that there are only a few astrological
references in the literary material of that period. Moreover, the surviving examples
should be regarded as reiterations of pagan belief and extensions of the JahilT legacy as
noted earlier; the majority of them do not bear witness to a systematic understanding

and theoretical cognition of the basics of the astrological function of heavenly bodies.

Indeed, poets found it difficult to give up a conventional theme that once held strong
appeal, such as the identification of the appearance of certain stars to the birth or death
of prominent elites, although Islam openly strictly prohibited any practice connected
with judicial astrology.'®’ Indeed, early Islamic poets continued to refer to this
forbidden art, particularly in their panegyrics and elegies. Hassan ibn Thabit (d. 54/
674), the Prophet’s Poet,'® in mourning the death of the Prophet composed the

following line:
151 sal masy daaa ohialy | 4583 Jlall 0] TSy

Hey you blessed one, the first son of Amina,'> who gave birth to you on
Sa‘d as-As‘adi.

Affirming that Muhammad was blessed by God — and implying that he was a blessing

to his nation, the poet refers to the moment of the Prophet’s birth, which coincided with

the appearance of Sa @ as-Su %d (the best of all benefics), an auspicious constellation in

49 See Abl al-Husayn Muslim ibn al-Haijaj, Sahih Muslim, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Baqi, (Cairo: Dar
Thya* al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 5 Vols., 1955), Vol. 4, pp. 1750-51.
10 Hassin ibn Thabit al-AnslrT is one of the prominent poets of the early Islamic period who

accompanied the Prophet Muhammad and was known as ‘the Prophet Poet’. He lived 60 years in the
Jahiliyya and the same number of years in Islam; so he was one hundred and twenty years of age when he

died. An important feature of Hassan’s poems is their bearing on the Qur'an and the early history of Islam

as his verses are a true mirror of his time. See Hassin ibn Thabit, The Diwan of Hasséan B. Thabit, ed. by
Hartwig Hirschfeld, (Leyden:E. J. Brill & London: LUZAC & CO., 1910), pp. 1-8.

15! Ibid., p. 58 (of the Diwan’s part).
152 Ghe is Amina bint Wahb, the Mother of the Prophet Muhammad.

104



the view of the pre-Islamic Arabs. When praising the Caliph ‘Ali, Umm Sinan bint

Khaythama asserts:'*>

194 Sl 1080 a plasdl deluy .. A—iad SIS e 1a

Here is “Al1, who appears like a crescent in the sky surrounded by
fortunate planets.

The poet makes use of the inherited idea that the Moon is influenced by the planets with
which it is in conjunction and according to their nature, good or bad, the Moon will

acquire a malefic or benefic aspect. Now, the Moon alone is benefic, but the poet may
want to draw attention to the importance of the companions of ‘Ali as Caliph rather than
as a private individual. From this political viewpoint, his companions are seen as
‘fortunate planets’ supporting his efforts on behalf of the Muslim community.
Moreover, portraying ‘Ali’s appearance as a crescent not a full moon signifies that his
power and influence will grow, as the crescent grows to fullness. A promising future is

thus to be expected then.

Moreover, it was not only poets who seemed to cling to the idea that it was possible to
draw omens and prognostications from the configuration of the upper world and
attributed their destiny to them. There are accounts suggesting that prominent figures of
the early Islamic society still believed in some of the astrological principles of the pagan
legacy.'”® An outstanding but dubious example is the fourth Orthodox Caliph, ‘Ali ibn
AbI Talib. It is claimed that he avoided going on expeditions on Wednesdays, as Arabs
used to be pessimistic about that day, particularly when it coincided with a day of the

month containing the number four (4, 14, 24), regarding these as inauspicious dates

(nahs) on which to undertake certain activities such as traveling, going on expeditions

153 She was an illustrious female poet. She witnessed the establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate and
had a famous dispute with the Caliph Mu‘awiya ibn AbI Sufyan, the founder of the Umayyad dynasty,
when he jailed her grandson. (See Kahhila, A @m an-Nisa ; Vol. 2, pp. 263- 65).

154 Saqr, Sha $radt al- Arab, p. 176.

155 Yahy ‘Abd al-Amir Shaml, An-Nujim fi ash-Shi ¥ al-Arabi al-Qadim hatta Awahkir al- 4Asr al-
Umawi (Beirut: Dar al-Afiiq al-Jadida, 1982), pp. 67-72.
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or getting married."® However, we find in al-Mas‘0dI’s Murij adh-Dhahab that ‘Al
ibn Abi Talib ‘had prepared the army for an expedition on Wednesday the first of
Safar’,"" which is an Arabic lunar month that the pre-Islamic Arabs used to regard as
especially maleficent. Moreover, ‘Ali himself, in the book that is attributed to him,
criticizes the art of astrology and refutes the idea that certain dates or periods are

inauspicious.'*®

It was not only the Islamic hostility to astrology that led to the paucity of astrological
references in early Islamic poems; it was the Islamic attitude towards the art of poetry in
general. Both the form and the content were regarded with suspicion. Islam did not

criticise the art of astrology only; it also openly rebuked the poetic art and the poets,

particularly those whose poetic meanings still expressed pagan ideas.'”® The Qur’an
attacks poets in the following verse: ‘And the poets, it is those straying in evil who

follow them, Have you not seen how they wander distracted in every valley, and that

they say what they don’t practice, except those who believe, work righteousness,

engaged much in the remembrance of Allah [.. .J.!%° Labid ibn AbI Rabi‘a, an illustrious

poet in the Jahili period, upon his conversion to Islam gave up the art of composing

156 Al-Mas“0di, Murij, Vol. 2, p. 160.
157 Ibid., p. 294.

18 Gee ‘Izz ad-Din ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Mad#’ini, Sharh Nahj al-Balagh al-Jami‘ Ii Khutab wa Hikam wa
Rasa ) al-Imam “Alf ibn Abi Talib, ed. by Husayn al-A‘lami, (Beirut: Mu'assasat al-A‘lami li 'l-Matbilat,
20 Vols., 1995), Vol. 5, p. 309.

159 Eor more information about the status of poems and poets in the early Islamic period see Shawgi Dayf,
At-Tatawwur wa Y-Tajdid fi ash-Shi ¥ al-Umawi (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1977), pp. 13-21; Husayn al-Haj
Hasan, Adab al- Arab fi Sadr al-Islam (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-J&mi‘iyya li *d-Dirfisat wa n-Nashr wa ’t-
Tawzl, 1992), pp. 78-90; Muhammad ‘Uthmén ‘Ali, F7 Adab al-Islam ( Asr al-Nubuwwa wa 1-Rashidin
wa Bani-Umaiyya): Dirasa wasfiyya Tahliliyya (Beirut: Dar al-Awza‘l, 1984), pp. 83- 120; and Habib

Yaisuf Mughniyya, Al-Adab al- Arabi: min Zuhir al-Islam illfi Nihayat al- Asr al-Rashidy (1-40 H.)
(Beirut: Dir wa Maktabat al-Hilal, 1995), pp. 69-118. Those interested in studying literature from the

Islamic perspective may also find the following reference useful: Ahmad Muhammad ‘Ali, 4l-4dab al-

Islami: Dariira (Cairo: Dar al-Sahwa li n-Nashr wa ’t-Tawzl', 1991), and Muhammad Hasan Brighish,
Al-Adab al-Islami: Usiluhu wa Siméatuh (Ammen: Dér al-Bashir, 1992).

160 o} Qur'an, Ash-Shu‘aré (The Poets), 19, 26, 224-27.
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poems,'®! although he was one of the authors of the most famous poetic works in all

Jahilr literature, known collectively as the Mu allagat, or ‘Suspended Poems’.!6?

There are a number of anecdotes that illustrate that in the early Islamic period any poet

who dared to compose poems in modes that were regarded as opposing Islamic

principles, such as hija’ (satires) and ghazal fahish (erotic poetry), was subject to
punishment.'®® A case in point is al-Hutay’a (d. approx. 41/ 661)'** whom the Caliph

‘Umar ibn al-Khattab imprisoned because of the lines he had composed lampooning Az-

Zibriqan ibn Badr (d. approx. 45/ 665).'® Anecdotes of this nature, which illustrate the

punishment of those whose verses strongly criticised or held up to ridicule some Islamic

16! Shawqt Dayf, 4I- 4sr al-Islami (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1996), pp. 90-91.

'% These are the most famous poems of the Jaihilf period. The original meaning of the title was lost and

various explanations were suggested to interpret the term mu allaga (plur. mu allagat) and to account for
its application to a particular collection of odes. Two that gained wide acceptance by many eminent
scholars were those of Sir Charles Lyall and T. Néldeke. A. J. Arberry, summing up the two proposals

explains that the first argues that ‘the name is most likely derived from the word §/k, meaning “a precious
thing, or a thing held in high estimation,” “hung up” in a place of honour, or in a conspicuous place,ina
treasury or storehouse.’ T. Noldeke advanced a conjecture somewhat similar to this; he pointed out that
certain Arab authors in the Middle Ages used the fanciful title ‘collar’ (simy) for their books, and called

attention to the fact that Mu allagar could be understood to mean ‘necklaces’ *. (See A. J. Arberry, The
Seven Odes: the First Chapter in Arabic Literature (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd. & New York:
The Macmillan Company, 1957), p. 22. The number of these odes is variable, some editors recognising

seven; others, ten. For more information see Abdullah al-Hasan al-Zuzni, Sharh al-Mu ‘allaqat as-Sab ¢
ed. by Muhammad al-Fadili (Beirut: Al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 1998); and for the same author and editor
Sharh al-Mu allagat al- Ashr (Beirut: Al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 1998).

16 Brighish, Al-Adab al-Islam, p. 80.

164 Jarwal ibn Aws al-Hutay’a (‘the Dwarf’), a famous poet of early Islamic period. Some of his poems
led the Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab to incarcerate him. The date of his death is not certain and could be

in41/ 661. (See J. E. Montgomery, ‘al- Hufay’a’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, vol. 1, p. 300).

165 Az-Zibriqan ibn Badr at-Tamimi, was one of the Prophets’ companions and a chief of his tribe. His
name was al-Husayn; his nickname, Az-Zibrigin, means Moon bestowed on him because he was so

handsome. (Bassam ‘Abd al-Wahh#ab al-Jabi, Mu jam al-A 1am: Mu§Sam Targjim li Ashhar ar-Rijal wa
h-Nisa’ min al- Arab wa 1-Musta ¥ibin wa 1-Mustashrigin (Cyprus: al-Jaffan & al-Jab1 li *t-Tiba‘a wa
’n-Nashr, 1987), p. 277. For the full story sce Muhammad ibn Sallim al-Jumahi, Tabaqat ash-Shu ara’
ed. Taha Ibrahim, with an introduction by J. Goldziher (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Iimiyya, 1982), pp. 50-
51.
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virtues indicate that pressure from the religious authorities was one of the major factors
diminishing the number of astrological references in early Islamic poetry. Indeed, the
majority of cosmological references found in the poetry of that period are astronomical

in nature, since this was the branch of astral knowledge which Islam appreciated

because of its close relevance to Islamic ritual. %

The question arises, however, whether in this period a clear distinction was made
between astrology and astronomy. Several scholars have argued that the two disciplines
were thought to be identical, and the claim has been made that practical astrology
should be seen as the prime motivation that ‘gave partial incentive for the study and
development of astronomy’.'®’ Other scholars refute this idea and attempt to show that a
clear distinction had been made between the two concepts; they consult both technical
and non-technical sources in order to assess the scientific and social perception of these
two disciplines and ascertain the extent to which the separation between astronomy and
astrology was achieved in mediaeval times.'®® Indeed, the rarity of astrological allusions
and the abundance of astronomical references in the literary production of the early
Islamic period can be added to the evidences that indicate that astrology and astronomy
were clearly distinguished from each other and considered under two completely
different categories: superstition and science respectively. Reflections of that distinction
in the domain of literature demonstrate clearly how the boundaries set by the new
religion impacted on society at large: the distinction was not conceived and understood
only by the practitioners of the art of the stars but also by poets, the representatives of
both the mass and cultivated minds. This assertion becomes more convincing if
considered in the light of Cohen-Mor’s argument that evidence from the realm of
literature constitutes ‘statements on culture and society’,'®® and that the cultural and
social contexts also shed light on literature. Cohen-Mor argues further that ‘literature is

166 Gee C. A. Nallino, ‘Astronomy’, First E. I., Vol. 1, p. 498.

167 1 S. Dallal, ‘Astrology’, in Encyclopedia of Islam and the Muslim World, Vol. 1, p. 86. Other
scholars who support this view include E. S. Kennedy, ‘The Arabic Heritage in the Exact Sciences,” 4i-
Abhath, 23 (1970): pp. 327-44 (particularly p. 329); Albert Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples
(Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1991), p. 76; and Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrine, p.

75.

188 One outstanding scholar who holds this opinion is George Saliba’s ‘Astronomy and Astrology in
Medieval Arabic Thought’, pp. 131-164.

169 Cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. xx.

108



the most faithful and authentic mirror of a living reality. As such, literary texts, aside
from being works of art, are also social documents’.'”® The Syrian novelist and
sociologist Halim Barakat also holds this view: ‘Poems, stories, novels, plays, paintings,
graphics and songs constitute historical sources of knowledge about society as well as
aesthetic objects to be appreciated in their own right’."”" Thus, this literary phenomenon
can be taken as evidence, drawn from non-technical sources, that contradicts the claim
that early Islamic society failed to discriminate between astrology and astronomy and
dealt with them interchangeably. Poets distinguished clearly between astrology and
astronomy in both their subject matter and method of proof when employing
cosmological references in their works; consequently their metaphorical language refers

preponderantly to astronomy.'”

I11. 3: Conclusion
We have seen in this chapter that some aspects of the popular beliefs of pagan Arab

society were strongly influenced in shaping the ideology of that society. Notable among
these were submission to the malignant and inescapable power of dahr and a belief that
methods of divination, including astrology, could reveal the secrets of the future and
permit individuals to change or avoid an evil destiny, although such prognostications

were held to be effective only in relatively trivial matters.

While the belief in dahr was one of the pagan legacy inherited from Jahill society that
survived the transformation of the community brought about by Islam, judicial
astrology’s claim to foreknow the future — albeit in a limited sense — clashed with
orthodox Islamic ideology, which, however, encouraged the development of natural
astrology; and the Prophet himself practised a form of onomancy. Thus while astrology

and its secretive practitioners enjoyed a privileged position in Jahili society, with the

170 bid.

1"l Halim Barakat, The Arab World: Society, Culture, and State (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993), p. 210.

172 A valuable work on the subject of astral references in classical Arabic literature is that of Shami, 4n-
Nujiim fi ash-Shi¥ al-Arabi al-Qadim. He has found that the majority of astral references are of
astronomical in nature or are employed for aesthetic effect.
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establishment of Islam the art was attacked as a pagan practice. Consequently we find
very few astrological references in the poetry of the two periods under discussion: in the
Jahilliyya because the knowledge was esoteric and the preserve of a small elite, and in
the early Islamic period because it was regarded as incompatible with the Islamic

doctrine regarding free will and predestination.

In the mediaeval period the status of astrology changed: besides its transformation from
an art into a science, which was due to the translation movement, and the effect this
transformation had on its acceptability among the ruling elite, there were other factors
that gave astrology legitimacy and allowed it to achieve an unprecedented authority.
These factors and their effects on the variety of astrological references found in

Umayyad and Abbasid poetry will be discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter IV: Political, Theological and Philosophical Attitudes to Astrology as
Reflected in the Poetry of the Mediaeval Period

IV. 1: Introduction

The previous chapter endeavoured to position the art of astrology within that of the
Jahili and early Islamic periods, primarily by investigating and elucidating attitudes to
the notion of gadar (fate) and the ideology in which it was embedded. These attitudes
were revelatory of the broader world view of the Arabs of those periods, and their shifts
tell us a good deal about the importance given to the nature and role of fate and about
the various understandings of its influence. The pre-Islamic Arab’s notion of gadar was
in some ways similar to that of the early Muslims: both emphasised predetermination
and the irresistible power of fate. But while the Jahili Arabs identified fate with the
malign power of dahr, the Muslims believed the power of fate lays in the hands of God
the Omnipotent, who alone is responsible for the fate of the whole universe. Thus, the
astrology of the pre-Islamic era was one aspect of divination, kihdna, and was able (or
claimed) to reveal in advance an individual’s destiny, which could be avoided by taking
certain precautions. These precautions, however, were considered effective only in
relatively trivial cases; they were useless in the areas of major impact: a person’s
happiness or misery, sustenance (rizg), one’s term (gjal); the three inevitable and

irresistible manifestations of fate.

In the Islamic period not only are these major aspects of life governed and controlled by
the Omnipotent, but so is the destiny of the universe, in even its most minute details,
determined and controlled by God alone. Astrology was considered to be of no value
whatsoever, and its practitioners were subject to the death penalty. These two
irreconcilable views are evident in early Islamic poetry, which reflected clearly the

response of poets, and society, to astrology from the perspective of gadar.

When the orthodox caliphate was replaced by the dynastic rule of the Umayyad and
subsequent dynasties the status of astrology was changed dramatically. The idea that the
stars, as indicators, play a role in the life of human beings found powerful supporters in
some governors of the Islamic world, who allowed astrology to fulfill public function
regardless of the hostility of the official religion of that society. This social phenomenon
generated rich material of a controversial character in the realm of literature.
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Investigating the factors and impact of mediaeval political, theological and
philosophical attitudes to astrology, in relation to the notions of free will and

predestination, and its impact on the poetic production of that period is the concern of

the following discussion.

IV. 2: Factors of the Revival of Astrology
There is no doubt that mediaeval Arabic astrology reached its apogee in the Abbasid

period. How and why did this happen? How did the discipline manage to achieve this
position after the severe decline it experienced in the early Islamic period? The answer
seems to lie in the two constant factors that determined the status of astrology:
legitimacy and methodology. In the pre-Islamic period astrology was given legitimacy
as part of the pagan way of life, but its high social status was strongly opposed by the
new religion, which sought to abolish beliefs and practices of a clearly pagan nature that
were considered irreconcilable with the world view of Islam, centred as it was on the
notion of one all-powerful God. It was an age which lacked a coherent astrological
theory, and when practitioners relied on the stereotyped inherited system of the lunar
mansions and the signs of the zodiac, thus, lacking any scientific credibility, astrology

failed to defend itself against the condemnation it received from Islam, but the wound

was not mortal; astrology merely slept.

The revival of astrology under the Abbasids can be attributed to a number of factors.
First, the translation movement that started in the late Umayyad period and flourished
during the Abbasid era can be seen as the physician that revivified the body of
astrology. The reappearance of a learnable astrology founded upon an organised and
plausible system of knowledge established the scientific status of astrology. Carlo
Alonso Nallino comments on the special character of mediacval Muslim astrology that:

Astrology [...] becomes an art which demands a solid scientific
preparation, and which tends to give an ever greater mathematical
complication and exactness to its methods of research among celestial
phenomena [... while] in the Hellenistic world astrology flourishes while
astronomy decays; in the Musalman world of the Middle Ages astrology
becomes a potent ally of mathematical and observational astronomy."

! Nallino, ‘Sun, Moon, and Stars (Muhammadan)’, in Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics, Vol. xii, p.
91.
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With this new advantage, beside other factors that will be discussed soon, astrology
attracted the elite of Abbasid society and became very influential in the politics of the
court.

It should be born in mind that the unified governance of the early Islamic period had
undergone a process of separation of powers. The disappearance of the single religio-
political leadership was advantageous for astrology or any knowledge of pagan nature
or origin. Patricia Crone comments on this political phenomena that:

By c. 800 the community of believers came in several rival versions and
had at least two different types of leadership within each version, one
political and the other religious. The proliferation of the types of
leadership was not to stop there, for the caliphs soon came to coexist with
kings and sultans, while the religious scholars soon came to coexist with

philosophers and Sufis (mystics) too.”

This separation may have been a factor in the decline of Islamic values in the hearts of a
number of Muslim rulers, who encouraged activities they saw as useful regardless of
whether the religious men considered them to be irreconcilable with Islamic values and
principles. Indeed Some were decidedly irreligious; one extreme example is Al-Walid
ibn Yazid (88-126/ 707-744),3 the Umayyad Caliph, who was notorious for indulging

openly in all sorts of dubious entertainments and was even accused of atheism. It is said
that he happened to open the Qur'an accidentally and found the verse { US s g gatitul

pim pla (1o giundy pign 431y e 340 Lia},* @ verse threatening dictators and stubborn
people. Believing that he himself was the tyrant referred to in this verse, he ordered the

2 Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 32.

3 A]-Walid ibn Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan ascended the throne after the death of his uncle,
Hisham ibn ‘abd al-Malik in 125/ 743. He was notorious for indulging openly in all sorts of dubious
entertainments and was even accused of atheism. His reign lasted only for one year and three months. His
killer was his successor, his cousin Yazid ibn al-Walid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (86- 126/ 750-744), who
himself was poisoned and died less than six months after becoming caliph. For more information about
al-Walid see Al-Agfahani, Al-Aghani, Vol. 7, pp. 5- 97; and for the incident with the Qur’an see
particularly pp. 59-60.

4 Al-Qur’an, Ibrihim, 14, 14, 15. The translation is as follows: ‘And they [the disbelievers] sought succor
from God; and disappointed was every obstinate tyrant. Beyond him is Gehenna, and he shall be given to
drink from festering pus’. (M. M. Khatib (trans.), The Bounteous Koran: A Translation of Meaning and
Commentary (London: Macmillan Press, 1986). p 332.
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Qur’an to be hung on a wall and then shot arrows into it until it was in tatters. Al-Walid

then composed these lines:

e St I U G e e JS se g
iy e 8l el ) Y 1Y

Are you [Qur’an] threatening dictators and stubborn people? Well
then, I am that dictator and stubborn person.
When you meet your Lord on the Day of Judgment, say then, ¢ Oh
God, Walid tore me to pieces’!

It is then related that after this incident al-Walid was brutally killed and his head hung

for a while in the Damascus Mosque.

An example of the rulers’ encouragement and patronage of literary works that included

astrological references is the eulogy composed by Turayh ibn Isma‘il ath-Thaqafi (d.
165/ 781),° congratulating the Umayyad caliph Marwan ibn-Muhammad (72-132/ 692-

750) his ascension to the throne, in which he prognosticates:
61 sedl glile cpnnd WM Lani g 2l Slae 5 glf

You will frustrate your enemies for ninety years and a few months,
in which you will be granted victory and blessing.
The Caliph, whose curiosity aroused, asked the poet to be more specific: ‘How many
additional months will my reign last exactly?’ The poet replied ‘One hundred, prince of
the faithful, in which you will reach your apogee and be fortunate in victory’. Marwan,
who was evidently pleased with this prediction, ordered that the poet be rewarded with
one hundred thousand dirham,” a prize a thousand times greater than the number of the

S Turayh ibn Isma‘fl ath-Thaqafi was born in the Umayyad period and witnessed the first thirsty years of
the Abbasid period; he died during the reign of the third Abbasid Caliph, al-Mahdi (r. 775-85). He
devoted a great portion of his panegyric poems to the Umayyad Caliph al-Walid ibn Yazid, who in turn
honoured him and gave him privileges over other court poets. For more details of his biography see al-
Asfahani, Al-Aghani, Vol. 4, pp. 298- 323.

§ [bn ‘Abd Rabbih, Al- Igd al-Farid, Vol. 1, p 319.

7 See ibid.
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predicted months. Yet the gullible caliph seems to have been the victim of a confidence
trick, as his rule lasted a mere six years and he was beheaded in Egypt in 750.%

Our point in referring to this tragi-comic story is to illustrate that political figures of the
highest rank accepted the validity of such faked knowledge and to suggest that such
acceptance was a political factor encouraging the utilisation of astrological references in
literary works. It also suggests that the ideology of the ruling elite, who were inclined to
a strong belief in astrology, influenced the character of the literature of that period,
encouraging works that emphasised the positive side of this knowledge, and affirmed its

validity against the criticisms of orthodox Islam.

But criticism was severe: astrologers became the target of regular attack and numerous
condemnations by the men of religion and this threatened the astrologers’ high status.’
They therefore found it crucial to defend their discipline against any condemnation in
order to keep their place and preserve their patronage.'® Ahmad Datlal notes: ‘Although
astrology continued to have appeal within the elite political culture and in popular
practice, the larger, socially based religious culture vehemently opposed it’.!! Thus,
astrologers had to continue struggling to justify the validity of their discipline; this time
not to demonstrate its scientific value or to be granted political acceptance, which were

§ Marwdn ibn Muhammad ibn Marwan ibn al-Hakam al-Umawi was given the uncomplimentary
nickname al-Himdr (the Donkey), because, his sycophants claimed, of his courage on the battlefield. He
was the last Umayyad caliph. His head was cut off by the Abbasid rebels and sent to the first Abbasid

Caliph, Abu al-‘Abbas as-Saffal. The period of his caliphate was only five years and ten months, far less
than the poet’s prediction. For more details see az-Zirikli, 41-4 lam, Vol. 8, pp. 96-97.

9 See Yahya J. Michot, ‘Ibn Taymiyya on Astrology: Annotated Translation of Three Fatwas’, in Emilie
Savage-Smith (ed.), Magic and Divination in Early Islam (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2004),

pp. 277-340, (particularly, p. 278).

101+ is a mistake to think that all astrologers of that time enjoyed a privileged status. Ab Ma‘shar Ja‘far
ibn Muhammad al-Balkhi known Albumasar (787-886 AD.), who was one of the leading astrologers of
the Muslim world, is reported to have received a whipping administered because of his practice of

astrology at the time of the Caliph al-Musta'in (862- 866 AD.). (For full information about this famous
astrologer see al-Qiffi, Tarikh al-Hukama ; pp. 152- 53; and David Pingree, ‘Abii Ma‘shar’, in Charles
Coulston Gillispie (ed.) Dictionary of Scientific Biography, Vol. 1, pp. 32-39. So this privilege seems to
have been subject to the ruler’s attitude and mood of thought: If he took a positive view of astrology the
practitioner of the science was granted security; if not, the astrologers could face persecution.

! Ahmad S. Dallal, ‘Astrology’, in Richard C. Martin (ed. in chief), Encyclopedia of Islam and the
Mouslim World, New York and Detroit: Macmillan Reference, 2 Vols., 2004), Vol. 1, p. 86.
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already obtained, but to represent its principles as consistent with their society’s Islamic

values through ‘Islamising astrology’.'?

As mentioned earlier, Islam opposed the art of divination mainly because the basic
assumptions of the art were held to be irreconcilable with the Islamic doctrine
concerning the notions of determinism and free will as conceived, albeit in a moderate

way, by orthodox Muslims. However, views on this issue began to change, citing

evidence from the Qur’an and Hadith to form new ideologies that regarded determinism
and free will as polar opposites. This ideological shift supported the claim of astrology

to be reconcilable with Islamic principles.

Shortly after the establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate in 661 AD the concepts of
free will and predestination yielded contradictory views and scholars in the fields of
theology and philosophy engaged in theoretical debates upon which a great body of
literature was built. The contradiction regarding this dichotomy was sharpened when
people holding opposing views gradually came to adopt distinct sets of verses and
traditions related to the subject of freedom and determinism and reworked them to serve
their purposes, refusing to accept a unified conception reconciling divine determinism
and human free will, as had been the case during the life of the Prophet Muhammad and
at the time of the four orthodox caliphs. Gai Eaton notes that ‘the advocators of
‘determinism’ and the advocators of ‘free will’ have argued as fiercely in the Islamic

world as elsewhere, and both have found appropriate texts in the Qur’an and in the

hadith literature to support superficially opposite points of view’."> The question

whether human will is indeed free attracted the attention of many Islamic thinkers who
sought to shed light on the nature of man’s free will in relation to God’s omnipotence.
The theological debate crystallised around two opposing parties: the qadarites,
advocates of free will, and the jabrites, advocates of predestination.'* The difficult

12 14 is said that it was Abu Ma‘shar’s involvement in a bitter quarrel with the Arabic philosopher, Abu

Yusuf Ya‘qub al-Kindi (796-873 A.D.) that drove him to reali.se the necessity of providing the
philosophical and historical justifications of his subject, ‘and to discoursing on and exemplifying the

practical efficacy of this science’. See Pingree, ‘Abil Ma'‘shar’, in Dictionary of Scientific Biography, Vol.
1,p. 33.

13 Gai Eaton, Islam and the Destiny of Man (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society, 1998), p. 209.
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doctrine of the irreconcilability of freedom and necessity gave rise to a great deal of
confusion and problematic debate, particularly in the Umayyad and Abbasid eras, when
theological thought was systemised and given logical expression through the efforts of
various sects and religious groups. The attempt to reconcile these two concepts with
divine omniscience and justice was the main cause of confusion, and was one of the

most interesting controversial issues among the theologians and philosophers of these

periods.

In a nutshell, the aspect of the problem that concerned astrology is as follows: if we
accept that every event that occurs in human life has already been written and ordained,
are these events predictable occurrences that man can legitimately gain prior knowledge
of and accordingly take legitimate action to avoid evil fortune, thus exercising free will
without in any way contradicting the doctrine of divine omnipotence? If all is
preordained and such knowledge and action are legitimate, then that knowledge and
action are also preordained and not to be condemned. Thus the individual is granted
freedom to act in the human sphere while remaining subject to God’s will as inscribed
on the Preserved Table. However, once human free will and divine predetermination
were conceptualised as opposites, astrology was open to severe attacks from the
prevailed doctrine of the determinists who rejected its claim to be able to help alter the
course of events. In addition, many simply denied its reliability, or saw it as a form of
paganism that endowed the stars with agency and intelligence. Political considerations
were another element of the opposition to astrology, which was exacerbated by the
hostility between the religious establishment and the world of the princely court.

IV. 2. 1: Astrology and the Theological and Philosophical Aspects of the Notions of

Free Will and Determinism
In the early stage of this debate, the problem of free will and predestination was

restricted to its inherent theological and ethical dimensions. The debate was concerned

with questions such as, what is the real meaning of free will, which humanity has

14 For the arguments used by these two groups and a third intermediate one, see Muhammad Badr al-Din

‘Alawi, Fatalism, Free will, and Acquisition as Viewed by Muslim Sects (Lahore: Orientalia, 1956), pp.
10-24; and for the use of the terms qadariyyat and jabriyyat see Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic
Thought, 1973, pp. 116- 18. According to ash-Shahristani, the appearance of this division of opinion
related to Islamic fundamental doctrine may be traced back to the debates over the notion of gadar that

took place at the end of the orthodox caliphate. See ash-Shahristani, Al-Milal wa h-Nihal, Vol. 1, p. 31.
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received as a gift from God and which sets us apart from animals and inanimate
objects? Is man in reality free to practise his will in a world where his actions are
restricted and constrained? When a person commits evil acts and claims that external
forces drove him or her to act in such a way, who is then responsible for the evil deeds
in this world? If man is truly responsible for his actions, how, then, can this free will be
viewed as compatible with God’s will? On the other hand, if man is to be considered as
not responsible for his actions how are concepts such as punishment, reward and justice

to be understood?!®

With the formation of different religious and theological sects at the beginning of the
Umayyad era, a third dimension was added to those mentioned above: the political
dimension. At that time rival parties seized the opportunity to advance their arguments
against one another as political groups took advantage of the contradictions perceived to
exist between predetermination and free will. The Umayyads were the first political
power in Islamic history to identify with one of these two diametrically opposed parties
and engage in the polemics revolving around them.'® The Caliphate made use of the

idea of predestination to justify its rule. Watt comments:

The Umayyad claims that they were caliphs of God and their rule
divinely predetermined are to some extent an abuse of predestination
views; yet because this was mostly in line with the old Arab conception it
preserved some of the positive value of that and doubtless helped to
reduce anxiety in a time of rapid social change

Crone, however, argues that the Umayyads’ claim that their power was decreed by God
has nothing to do with the commonly held idea that they ‘supported determinism against

the doctrine of free will (known as qadarism) in an effort to deprive their subjects of a

> 18

right to resist’.”” She continues:

15 As a full discussion of these questions is beyond the scope of this study interested readers are referred
to a number of works that address them in detail, such as: al-Q&di, Al-Muhit bi al-Taklif: and Michel E.
Marmiira (ed.), Islamic Theology and Philosophy: Studies in Honor of George F. Hourani (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1984).

16 See Tilman Nagel, The History of Islamic Theology from Muhammad to the Present, translated from
the German by Thomas Thornton (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2000), pp. 35-41.

17 Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, p. 114.

18 Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 35.
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Although it is undoubtedly true that the Umayyads were determinists, it
has to be remembered that so were most of their enemies, be they

Kharijites, Murji'ites, or Shiites. Since the political debate took place
within a generally determinist ambiance, the Umayyads had no reason to
give much thought to the relationship between divine omnipotence and

human action for purposes of justifying their regime, nor do they seem to
have done so. They simply took their success to mean that God was on

their side.'’

Thus the Umayyads took it as axiomatic that, as Luther succinctly puts it, ‘God helps
the strongest’, and ‘those of highest merits’ to rule his subjects.’ Moreover, Crone

argues that the Umayyads grounded their right to the caliphate in the legitimacy of
‘Uthman, the third orthodox caliph, ‘who had been lawfully elected by consultation

(shira) yet the legitimate Caliph wrongly killed; thus God has chosen the Umayyads, or

indeed ‘Uthman’s kinsmen and avengers, to be had taken over his position as imam of

guidance.?! The Umayyads’ unpopularity and subsequent low reputation gave
opponents of determinism a convenient weapon. Crone comments: ‘The fact that the
Umayyads had expressed themselves in a determinist vein came in handy for the
advocates of free will, who used it to discredit the determinist position, perhaps already
in the Umayyad period and certainly in later times’.”> However, when the Abbasids
seized power from the Umayyads in 132/ 749 they made no attempt to discredit the
determinist position. On the contrary: to support their claim to the caliphate, they too
used the doctrine of determinism to justify their rule although they ‘altered the
relevance of the doctrine to [fit] current politics’.23 Being supported and aided by the
Khurasani rebels, and as descendants of the Prophet Muhammad’s family, the Abbasids
saw themselves as the strongest and of highest merits. Rather than simply accept and
assert that God was on their side, as the Umayyads had done, however, took a crucial

strategic decision, which was to make use of astrology: henceforth the court astrologer

¥ Ibid., p. 35.
201 uther (d. 1546), ‘On Secular Authority’, cited in Ibid., p. 34.

21 gee Patricia Crone and Martin Hinds, God’s Caliph: Religious Authority in the First Centuries of Islam
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 31-32.

2 Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, p. 35

2 Watt, The Formative Period of Islamic Thought, p. 107.
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was ‘declared openly to be one of the most important court officials’* Al-Mansir
(r.754-75) in particular, the second Caliph and the one generally considered to have
established the Caliphate, was fully aware that this innovation would appeal to a large
number of groups, particularly among the Persian population, who had supported the
Abbasids against the Umayyads. Dimitri Gutas realizes how the early Abbasid caliphs
were aware that keeping the newly formed state unified depended largely on their
ability to form political coalitions with the different major factions that had participated
in the revolution against the Umayyads.?® In addition to those political accommodations,
the Abbasid caliphs realised that in order to gain legitimacy in the eyes of those
factions, they ‘had to be mindful of their ideological appeasement’.*® In this regard the
faction that most needed to be appeased was the coalition that had been most
instrumental in bringing the Abbasids to power: the Persian faction. For this reason the
early Abbasid caliphs expanded their imperial ideology to include the concerns of the
Persian contingent. This was done by promulgating the view that the Abbasid dynasty,
in addition to being the descendants of the Prophet and hence satisfying the demands of

both Sunni and Shi‘i Muslims was at the same time the successor of the ancient imperial

dynasties in Iraq and Iran, from the Babylonians through to the Sasanians, their
immediate predecessors. Moreover, to identify with the Sasanians culture meant to

show interest and appear to believe in astrology and to allow it to play a crucial role in

affirming ‘the political message that the dynastic rule of the ‘Abbasids [was)

unassailable’.2” Ab@ Sahl ibn Nawbakht,”® the court astrologer of the Abbasid caliphs
from al-Mansir (754-774 AD.) to Harin ar-Rashid (786-809 AD.),” devoted his

2 Al-Mas‘0di, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 4, p. 250.

25 The early Abbasid rulers employed all possible means to give their caliphate legitimacy in the eyes of
their subjects, even the most naive; dreams played a vital role here. it is related that al-Mansir’s mother
said: ‘When I was pregnant with al-Mangir I had a dream that I gave birth to a lion that was roaring and
striking the ground with his tail; then I saw lions come from all different directions towards him, and they
all prostrated themselves before him’. (See ibid., Vol. 3, p. 235). This is not so much a dream as a

message of clear political significance.

26 Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, p. 29.

7 Ibid., p. 46.

% For the life and works of Abil Sahl see D. Pingree, ‘Abil Sahl b. Nawbakh’, in E. 1, Vol. 1, p. 369.

2 Al-Mansir and Harfin ar-Rashid are two of the most famous Abbasid Caliphs. The former was the
builder of Baghdad and is generally credited by modemn historians to be the real founder of the Abbasid
state. The latter was the fourth Abbasid Caliph; his fame was spread beyond the Arab world by the
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knowledge to affirm that the message to the Abbasid rulers is clear: by God’s command,
the stars have decreed that it is now the Abbasids’ turn to rule the Empire.*® The interest
in Persian culture, which greatly benefited astrology, increased sharply to reach a peak

with the ascent of the Mu‘tazili Caliph,®! al-Ma’miin (170- 218/ 786-833)"* to the

Arabian Nights. For more information about the political role these two Caliphs played in the history of
the Abbasid empire see Hugh Kennedy, The Early Abbasid Caliphate: A Political History (New Jersey:
Bames & Nobel Books, 1981).

30 See Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, pp. 45- 52.

*! The Mu'tazili was a religious sect founded in Basra, in the first half of the 2°% 8" century by Wasil ibn
‘Atd’ (d. 131/ 748). Their doctrine was later systematised by Abi al-Hudhayl al-‘Allaf (d. 235/ 850) and

Mu‘tazilism became one of the most important theological schools of Islam. On the accession of al-
Ma’miin (see above) Mu'tazilism became, for a brief period, the official doctrine of the Abbasid State,
The Mu'‘tazili enjoyed the favour of three Abbasid caliphs for a period of some thirty years: al-Ma’miln

(r. 813-33), his brother al-Mu‘tagim (r. 833-42) and the latter’s son al-Wathiq (r. 842-47). When the
patronage of the Abbasid Caliphs, was withdrawn, they enjoyed privileges under the Buyid, who also
showed a great enthusiasm for astrology, this will be discussed in the following chapter. It was only after

the Mongol attacks that Mu‘tazilism as an independent doctrine finally disappeared altogether. The term
has the sense of ‘those who refrain taking sides in judging people’. This may refer to their view on the
question of the applicable definition of a Muslim, who has committed a serious offence. Their position

was that he is neither kdfir (disbeliever), nor Mu min (a true believer), but he is fasig (malefactor), thus he
is acquired an ‘intermediate rank’. For an explanation of Mu‘tazilism and the many sub-sects derived
from it, see ash-Shahristini, 4l-Milal, wa n-Nihal, Vol. 1, pp. 57-112; D. Gimaret, ‘Mu‘tazila’, in E. I,
Vol. vii, pp. 783-93; and Crone, Medieval Islamic Political Thought, pp 65-69. Their method of reaching
the truth is using reason on what is given in the Qur’an. Prominent among their principles that built on
that ideology is that ‘God is one. He has no attributes which belong to His essence. In particular, He has
no human attributes; the Qur’an could not have been spoken by Him - it must have been created in
another way’. See The Mu'tazilites were a religious sect founded in Basra, in the first half of the 2°¢/ 8%
century by Wasil ibn ‘Atd’ (d 131/ 748). They hoped to attain the truth by applying reason to what is

revealed in the Quran. They emphasised the principle that God is one and has no attributes which belong
to His essence; in particular, His essence contains no human attributes. Therefore, He could not have

spoken the Quran, which must have come into being in another way. See Mahmild al-Bishbishi, 4/-Firaq
al-Islamiyya (Cairo: al-Maktaba at-Tijariyya al-Kubrd, 1932), pp. 15- 26.

32 Al-Ma’miin ibn Harin ar-Rashid, the seventh Abbasid caliph, who is credited with restoring unity to
the empire after a long civil war that had caused a political and cultural upheaval. Though he was the
elder, he was designated as heir to the throne after his brother Muhammad al-Amin. The reason was that

al-Amin’s mother Zubayda was the niece of the Caliph al-Manslir; he was thus of pure Hashimite stock
and Arabic blood on both his father’s and his mother’s side. Al-Ma’miln, however, who was born six
months before al-Amin, was a son of a slave mother, originally Persian. Al-Amin’s pure Arab lineage

proved, we assume, a disadvantage when the half-Persian al-Ma’miin was strongly supported by the

Persians, whose role as guards was growing in importance, and who secured al-Ma’miin’s victory during
the civil war between him and his brother. The conflict began when the Caliph al-Amin ordered that the

pame of his son Milsd be introduced in the Friday Prayer after that of al-Ma’miin, who believed al-Amin
intended Milsa to succeed him as caliph. ‘There followed a brisk exchange of diplomatic correspondence

between the two brothers (supported respectively by the wazir al-Fadl b. al-Rabi® [of Arab origin] , and
by the future wazir al-Fadl b. Sahl [of Persian origin}, the text of which has been preserved by aj-Tabari,
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throne. Al-Ma’miin was a Mu‘tazili and so strongly inclined to the Qadarite view:
‘They reject the Jabrite and affirm the absolute responsibility of every individual with
regard to his transgressions which could not be in any sense the work of God’.>?
Because astrology affirmed the primacy of reason and man’s free will, and sought to
promote intellectual freedom, it managed to establish a strong argument that human
beings are able to change their destiny, and thus that God cannot be accused of

determining an evil destiny for His creatures. This argument was consistent with the

Mu‘tazili view, D. Gimaret asserts:

The necessary justice of God first of all excludes any notion of

predestination; it would be unjust on the part of God, say the Mu‘tazila,
to decide in advance the fate of every man in the Hereafier and to ordain
that one will be saved and another damned, without either having merited
this by his actions. It is for human to decide their future lot, according to
whether they choose to believe or not to believe, to obey or to disobey

the Law.>*

Thus it is not surprising to find astrology flourishing under al-Ma’miin, whose Mu‘tazili

ideology led him to encourage astrological studies.* Astrology’s privileged position

and which assumed the form of political manoeuvring or a “cold war” between Baghdad and Marw [a
Persian province] preceding the armed conflict’ (see F. Gabrieli, ‘Al-Amin, Muhammad’, in E. I, Vol. 1,
p. 43; For the role of the two viziers see Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil fi at-Tarikh, Vol. 6, pp. 227- 35.

Indeed, the conflict, from our point of view, if analysed in terms of the origin of the two rivals, their
viziers, and even the cities that witnessed the politico-military conflict, should not be seen as being
between two brothers fighting over a throne; it was rather between two nations struggling for power and
authority, in which the result was a Persian leader dressed in an Arab costume.

3D. Gimaret, ‘Mu‘tazila’, in E. I, Vol. vii, p. 783. One of the prominent principles that formed the

Mu‘tazili ideology and had a profound effect on astrology was their opinion on God’s justice and man’s
freedom: ‘God is the ultimate just; therefore man must be privileged with the free will to committee evil
and good deeds, according to which they will be rewarded by Paradise or punished by Hell, God does not
direct man’s choice, for to judge men for acts they are not free to commit would not be just’. (See ash-

Shahristani, 4/-Milal wa h-Nihal, Vol. 1, p. 59.

3 D. Gimaret, ‘Mu‘tazila’, in E. I, Vol. vii, p. 789.

35 Regarding Mu‘tazilism as a driver of astrological studics, M. Rekaya has noted the effect of this
theological perspective in motivating the studies and researches of al-Kindi, whose works discussed a
great diversity of topics, among which was astrology: ‘The stimulus given to translations and to scientific
works under al-Ma’miln continued unabated, permitting the tutor of the sons of al-Mu‘tasim a-Kindi, to
achieve the integration of Neo-Platonism into Mu‘tazili theology’. (M. Rekaya, ‘al-Ma’miin Abu ’I-
‘Abbas ‘Abd Alldh B. Hariin al-Rashid’, in E. I, Vol. vi, p. 338). Al-Kindi was a leading astrologer who
composed one of the most influential astrological texts in the Middle Ages in the Arabic and Latin-
reading world. See Charles Burnett, ‘Al-Kindi on Judicial Astrology: ‘The Forty Chapters’ °, in Arabic
Sciences and Philosophy: a historical journal, 3 (1993): pp. 77- 117.
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was short-lived, however. When al-Mu‘tasim (r. 833-42),3¢ though Mu‘tazili, became

aware of the increasing power of the Persians and the many disruptions they were
causing to the stability of the Abbasid caliphate, he decided to deprive them of some of
the privileges they had enjoyed since the establishment of the empire.’” He came to rely
mainly on the Turks, displacing the Persians, rewarding them with high positions in
government and the army. This policy was seen by historians as a fatal mistake that
marked the beginning of the collapse of the Abbasid empire.*® Rejection of the Persian

influence led al-Mu'tasim, we assume, to reject all characteristic forms of their culture,

of which astrology was a prominent feature. Being a Mu'tazili, retained his astrologers,

but weakened the privileges they were enjoying under previous Abbasid patrons, and
asserted his independence of mind and will by disregarding their prognostications,
notably in winning a glorious victory at ‘Ammiiriyyah despite their warnings that to

engage in battle at an inauspicious time would lead to a disastrous defeat. Al-Wathiq (r.

% Al-Mu'tagim bi ’Llah Aba Ishiq Muhammad ibn Hardin ar-Rashid was the eighth Abbasid caliph, and
some have been claimed to discuss a mysterious relation with the number eight. Besides being the eighth
Caliph, he was born in 180 H and died on 18 Rabi' I-227 aged 48; he had eight daughters and eight sons;

he ascended the throne at 38 years of age and reigned for eight years. The prominent decisions and events
of his reign were: the adoption of policy to reduce dependence on Persian army power and rely more on
professional slave troops (armed ghulman), mostly Turkish or Maghribi; the successful expeditions led by
him personally into Anatolia against the Byzantine emperor Theophilus, sacking Anqara (Ankara) and

‘Ammilriyya (Amorium) in 223/ 838; and the building of Samarra’, north of Baghdad, which became the
administrative capital of the Abbasid Caliph for some sixty years. For al-Mu'tasim’s life and reign see al-
Mas'tadi, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 4, pp. 39- 53.

37 See C. E. Bosworth, *Al-Mu‘tasim bi ‘Llah’, in E. I, Vol. vii, p. 779.

3% Al-Mu'tasim’s second successor, al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-61), was assassinated by his Turkish slave

soldiers, who then effectively took power. This marked the end of the Abbasid empire: though the
Abbasid caliphs remained on the throne, they did so in name only, deprived of real legislative power,

until the empire finally collapsed in 1258. It is related that when al-Mutawakkil’s son, Caliph al-Mu‘tazz
bi "Liah Muhammad (r. 252-55/ 866-69) ascended the throne he gathered the court astrologers together

with other guests, and asked them about his life span and the period of his reign. Forestalling the
astrologers, one of the guests answered ‘I know better than your astrologers, my Lord; it will be as long as

the Turk allow’! See Muhammad ibn Tabatiba ibn at-Taqtaqi, Al-Fakhri fi al-Adab as-Sultaniyya wa 4d-

Duwal al-Islamiyya (Cairo: al-Maktaba at-Tijariyya al-Kubra, 1927), p. 181.
For more details on the dire consequences of this unwise decision for the Abbasids and the corruption

unleashed within the empire see Shawql Dayf, Al- 4sr al- Abbasi ath-Thani (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1996),
pp. 9- 26.
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842-47), the last Mu‘tazili Caliph,*® restored to astrology some of the dignity it had lost
during the reign of his father, as he encouraged all branches of knowledge and engaged
personally in debates between theologians and religious men concerning their different

opinions regarding certain natural and metaphysical issues.* His successor, al-

Mutawakkil (r. 847-61), repudiated the Mu‘tazili doctrine that had been the official
dogma since al-Ma’miin. This was perhaps ‘the most controversial aspect of his

policy’.*! He replaced Mu‘tazilism with the doctrine of Hanball and other orthodox

schools, with serious consequences for astrology.

However, even if some of the political elites showed no interest in astrology, the
discipline continued to flourish. The ruling elite’s approval and patronage was not the
only factor; there was also the public appeal of astrology. The belief in astrology,
though prohibited by Islam, can be attributed to the instability of the mediaeval political
state, which led people to believe strongly in fanjim (astrology) and other forms of
divination as a kind of therapy, which comforted those desperate people who wished to
escape their bleak reality. In a time of uncertainty and instability astrology offered a
measure of comfort and relief, and even of hope for a better future, and a belief in these

perceived benefits strongly influenced the kind of literature produced during those
years. Regarding this point, in the introductory section to al-Tanukhi’s al-Faraj ba da

al-Shidda, the commentator ‘Abbud al-Shalji, comments:

It is notable that al-Tanukhi has assigned to his Nishwar a number of
anecdotes that point to his belief in astrology. This can be attributed to

3 Al-Wathiq bi ’Liah ibn Harabn son of the Caliph al-Mu'tasim. His brief reign was not distinguished by
remarkable events. he was described as devoted to sensual pleasures. He also took considerable interest in
poetry and singing being a musician and composer himself. He extended the cruel and avaricious
vizierate of Ibn az-Zayyat, his father’s vizier, who invented a spiked iron cylinder (tanniir) for torturing
his victims, in which he himself where to be tortured and died when al-Mutawakkil ascended the throne.
The many anecdotes regarding the intellectual activities and controversies which took place during al-
Wathiq's reign testify the apparent intellectual curiosity of that Caliph who encouraged that environment.

(See K. V. Zetterstéen-{C. E. Bosworth and E. van Donzel]), ‘Al-Wathik bi 'LIah’, in E. I, Vol. xi, p.
178).

40 See Al-Mas'ildi, Muriij ad-Dhahab, Vol. 4, pp. 64- 68.

4! See H. Kennedy, ‘Al-Mutawakkil ‘ala 'Llah Abu ’l-Fadl Dja'far’, in E. 7, Vol., vii, p. 778.
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the instability of the fourth-century political state, which led al-Tanukhi

and his father to believe strongly in tanjim (astrology), $yafa and zajr*
and such forms of divinations as a kind of therapy, which confronted
those desperate people who wished to escape their bleak reality and seek

refuge in an imaginary better future by any means.*?

We have shown that the status of astrology fluctuated according to the different political
ideologies adopted by the Abbasid caliphs. Though it is to prove astrology’s position at
court was never entirely secure, it played a significant role on the political stage, as its
usefulness was recognised by the elites. Its political character was the key factor of the
revival of astrology and enabled it to survive despite the vehement hostility of Islam but
it was also a weakness, since astrology was vulnerable to changes in its patrons’
political policy, and its vicissitudes reflected the instability of the Abbasid political
world.* It is a serious mistake, then, to judge Abbasid astrology as if it enjoyed a
certain status throughout the whole period of the Abbasid empire, a period of almost six
centuries. Political considerations were not the only factor affecting the fortunes of
astrology, however, philosophical and theological arguments were also brought to bear.

The theological and ethical debate regarding the problematic notions of
predetermination and free will continued into the Abbasid period, and determinism, in
particular, appealed to a number of elite philosophers who took the view that man’s
destiny is entirely subject to God’s omnipotence, employing a variety of approaches to
emphasise their argument. For instance, to clarify the philosophical significance of
man’s ordained fate, a number of scholars used the shadow play as an example. Cohen—
Mor notes that this ‘occurs frequently in the SGfi writings, particularly in connection
with analogies of the shadow play to earthly life and the relation of God to human

2 Yyafa is the art of drawing omens from the flight, cries of birds and their posture. Zajr is one of these
techniques, particularly that of causing a bird to take flight by, for example, throwing a stone at it and
then drawing an omen from the direction of its flight. (See T. Fahd, “lyafa’, in E. I, Vol. iv, p. 290).

3 Abu ‘Al al-Muhsin at-Tantkhi, Nishwar al-Muhadara wa Akhbar al-Mudhdakara, ed. ‘Abbud ash-
Shalji, (Beirut: n.p., 6 Vols., 1971), Vol. 1, p. 29 (of the introduction).

“ Here, we should differentiate between two main kinds of astrology: court astrology, and public
astrology. The discussion so far has been concerned with noted astrologers whose fame brought them
close to the caliphs but whose status was strongly affected by the political situation of the time. The other
group, the public astrologers, who were not famous and practised astrology to eam a modest living, were
poorly qualified and seem to have never received respect or recognition. They were often mocked by both
the elite and the mass. The following chapter gives some insight into their situation.
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beings’.*> Al-Ghazali was one such philosopher, who attempted to demonstrate the
relation between God-created beings, including the heavenly bodies, and their Creator,
in a way that represents His subjects as puppets moved by invisible strings in a perfect
performance that make the spectators believe that they themselves determine their own

movements, while in fact it is God who determines them.*¢

Muhyi ad-Din ibn al-‘Arabi (1165- 1240 AD), in his Al-Futuhat al-Makkiyya (The
Meccan Expeditions), describes the shadow play in a more sophisticated manner. It is ‘a
parable produced by God to reveal his role as the Muharrik [the prime mover], for his
creatures, in which the first figure to appear represents Adam, and the curtain or screen
(sitara) symbolizes the veil screening the hidden, foreordained future or the divine

secret’.!’

Most important, however, for our subject are those astrologers and their philosopher
advocators who employed the notions of predestination and free will in their efforts to
justify astrology as being consistent with Islamic doctrine. This task is now regarded by
a number of scholars as ‘the principal motivation behind the great quest by western
scholars for Islamic knowledge from the tenth to twelfth centuries, a quest whose
consequences were to transform European thought’.*® In attempting to Islamise
astrology, Abbasid astrologers, by manipulating the concepts of predestination and free
will, ‘explicitly defy the common assumption that astrology and fatalism walked hand
in hand’,49 the assumption that, according to Nick Campion, distinguished Islamic
astrology from that of mediaeval Europe. That is because, Campion asserts, Abbasid

45 Cohen-Mor, A Matter of Fate, p. 11.

4 Abil Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali, Jhya’ Uliim ad-Din, ed. ‘Abdullah al-Khalidi, (Beirut: Dar al-
Arqgam ibn Abi al-Argam, 5 Vols., 1998), Vol. 4, p. 165.

7 Muhy1 ad-Din ibn al-‘Arabi (1165- 1240 AD), in his 4I-Flftl;&t al-Makkiyya, cited in Shmuel Moreh,
“The Shadow Play (Khayal al-Zill) in the Light of Arabic Literature’, in Journal of Arabic Literature,
xviii (1987): pp. 46-61, particularly p. 48.

8 Nick Campion, ‘The Concept of Destiny in Islamic Astrology and its Impact on Medieval European
Thought’, in Nick Campion’s Online Resource,

http://www.nickcampion.com/nc/history/articles/islamic.htm, (9 pages), [accessed 16 November 2005], p.

6.

* Ibid., p. 3.
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astrologers found it useless to forecast the future unless there was some possibility of
changing or amending the predicted events.’® Therefore, the function of Abbasid
astrology was to offer ‘a code to be deciphered by those who were willing to begin the

path of personal liberation from the chains of Necessity’.’!

Thus Abbasid astrologers made use of arguments from the realms of theology and
philosophy to justify their discipline and make it acceptable in Islamic society. In doing
so, therefore, they were careful not to make claims that might be used as weapons by

their enemies. Those friendly to astrology in the Abbasid period described the work of

astrologers as predicting potential but not certain coming events. For example, the Shi‘t

Ikhwan as-Safa’, (the Brethren of Purity), an Isma‘ili group,”® made this important

distinction clear:

Astrology does not pretend and has not the right to pretend to an
anticipated knowledge of events. Many people believe that astrology
proposes to study the science of the unseen (ghaib), however, they are
definitely wrong. What they call the science of the unseen is really the
science of indetermination; it is to claim the ability to foretell the future
without resource to any symptom of reasoning, be it casual or deductive.
In this sense the unseen is accessible neither to the astrologers, nor
diviners, nor prophets, nor angels. It is inclusive to the Divine filed

only.s3
Moreover, they attempted to support their argument regarding the importance of
astrology, as a branch of philosophy, to religion by claiming that the Sharia (shari @)

had become distorted by the inclusion of inappropriate material and there was no other

% Ibid.
5! bid., p. 5.

52 [emaTlism is a branch of Shi'ism. Their origin is obscure but they seem to have begun as a secret
movement. It supported the claim to the imamat, guidance-ship, of Isma1l, the eldest son of Ja‘far as-
Sadig, the sixth imam of Shi'is. In 298/ 910 there arrived in Tunisia ‘Ubaydullah, claiming to be

descended from ‘Ali and Fatima, the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter, he proclaimed himself caliph, and

in the next half-century his family created a stable dynasty which was given the name of Fatimid after the
Prophet’s daughter Fatima. Gradually the power of Fafimids extended eastwards towards the Abbasid
regions; in 358/ 969 they occupied Egypt, then western Arabia and Syria. However, the Fatimids lost
power in Tunisia. (J. J. Saunders, 4 History of Medieval Islam (London & New York: Routledge, 2005),

pp. 125-39.

53 Ikhwan ag-Safd’, Rasa i/, Vol. 1, pp. 167- 68.
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option in order to re-purify it but to examine its principles through philosophy, which
could be used to identify the extraneous matter; it would be only through the virtue of

philosophy that religion could be revived and the essence of its value discovered.’*

Nonetheless, the Ikhwin as-Safa’ recognised that prior knowledge of actions or events

decreed by divine command, if it is discovered through the legitimate use of man’s

intellect, enhances man’s freedom to act and permits him to be responsible for changing
a tragic gadar. Although their view of the sharia was distinctly unorthodox, their

opinion concerning the legitimacy of astrological practice helped astrologers and their
supporters to clarify their position concerning the possibility of freedom human beings
can enjoy through prior knowledge and thus to engage in the debate, employing
theological concepts compatible with Islam. Moreover, there were those who argued
that prior knowledge could be beneficial to the soul of the individual and to society, in
that it is likely to prompt people to perform good and pious acts in order to avoid an evil
destiny:

When people know about events prior to their actual occurrences, they

can avert them before they happen, by praying (du @), invoking God the

Omnipotence, and by turning repentantly to Him through fasting, praying

(salar), presenting sacrifices and askm% Him to protect them and keep

them away from all that which they fear.
However, the astrologers’ claim that their science was in no way incompatible with
Islamic doctrine on the matter of free will and predestination was held to be false and
misleading by a great many theologians and philosophers of that time.*® Particularly
those philosophers who held the notion that events take a predestined course, that the
future is already mapped out and the fate of each individual is already decided, found it
difficult to accept the astrologers’ claim. They therefore rejected the whole idea of
astrology and denied that any power could be assigned to the astral bodies, either as a

source of divination, indicators from which God’s presence is to be revealed and

54 To know more about this opinion and the reply provided by its opponents see Abll Hayyan at-Tawhidi,
Al-Imta‘ wa 1-Mu Gnasa, ed. Salah ad-Din al-Hawwari, (Beirut: Dar wa Maktabat al-Hilal, 2002), p. 225.

55 Ikhwin as-Safd’, Rasa il, Vol. 1, pp. 169- 70.
% See Bernard Radtke, ‘The Attitude of Islamic Theology and Philosophy to Astrology’, in Electronic

Joumal of OrientaI Studies viii, 19  (2004):  pp. 1-11,  available on
/) -fin.pdf>, [accessed 18 November 2007]. See also

George Saliba, ‘Astrology/ Astronomy, Islamic’, in Dictionary of Middle Ages., Vol. 1, pp. 616- 19.
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acknowledged, as the astrologers claimed,’’or as prime agents able themselves to
determine a person’s destiny, a view that seemed tantamount to idolatry. Ibn Hazm al-
Andalusi (d. 1064) insisted on the vital importance of proof (burhan) without which, he
argued,*® nothing can be regarded as truth. Thus, astrology, according to this theory of
knowledge, is false because it lacks a logical demonstrative proof. Placing astrology in
the category of spurious sciences along with sorcery, magic, divination, talismans and
alchemy, Ibn Hazm elaborated an argument demonstrating the enormous harm they
could inflict on religious belief, since they were built on false premises and lacked
scientific method, and their assertions and claims could not be proved. Ibn Hazm lived
at a time, as they lack scientific evidence. This statement was made in a period when
these ‘sciences’ ‘were controversial disciplines, with staunch advocates and
opponents’.” The reason for his hostility to astrology and astrologers are outlined by A.
G. Chejne:

Those who maintain that the stars are rational beings and the managers of
the cosmos with or without God are polytheists and unbelievers ... and
should be given capital punishment as prescribed by the religious law.
On the other hand, those who believe that the stars are created and lack
intelligence but who insist that the stars have influence on [or indicate]
the course of events are not unbelievers but in error ... things beyond
verification must be rejected ... for an experiment to be valid and to have
a universal acceptability, it ought to have the same result through

repeated experiments.

We have briefly discussed some of the points that a number of theologians and

philosophers used in their arguments in defence of their contrasting views regarding

57 See Campion, ‘The Concept of Destiny in Islamic Astrology’, p. 5.

%8 fbn Hazm al-Andalusi was one of the most prominent hmyanists of the mediaeval Muslim world. He
achieved great success in the fields of juridicotheology, philosophy and history besides being a prose
writer and poet. Ibn Hazm was attached to various Islamic doctrines during his life. He first adhered to

the M3liki sect, then found interest in the ShafiT school; both were Sunni orthodox, both relied on the

Qur'dn and the Prophetic Traditions, yet also gave importance to the consensus (ijma ) of the companions
of the Prophet and his immediate successors, and in regard to religious issues encouraged individual
inquiry (ijtihad). Searching for a school that allowed more room for intellectual stimulation and
demonstrative reasoning to be practised in arriving at legal decisions and achieving the truth, Ibn Hazm
converted finally to Zahirism, which insisted on proofs (burhdn, pl. barahin) whether arrived at on the
basis of the holy texts (nass, pl. nugiis), through logical demonstration, or both. For bore information
about Ibn Hazm see A. G. Chejne, Ibn Hazm (Illinois: Kazi Publications, 1982), particularly pp. 43- 46.

% Ibid., p 178. For Ibn Hazm’s general opinion on astrology see ibid., particularly pp. 180- 84.

% Ibid., pp. 180- 81.
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astrology. While it is not the task of this study to discuss these controversies in detail, it
has been useful to show that the advocators of astrology were able to argue that their
discipline was in accordance with Islamic ideology regarding predestination and free
will; their qualified success can be viewed as a huge step forward in the development of
astrology. The astrologers and their allies sought to demonstrate that human behaviour
was subject to a constant influence from the heavenly bodies and that the implications
this influence would have for the notion of man’s freedom and responsibility for his
actions did not contradict the doctrine concerning God’s omnipotence, and in doing so
they managed to avoid accusations of atheism. They did not win conclusively, but
established a firm ground upon which astrologers were able to practise their discipline

with a sense of freedom.

IV. 3: Astrological References in Mediaeval Arabic Poetry

IV. 3. 1: The Umayyad Period

It is a commonly held opinion that astrology began to revive in the Abbasid period
mainly because of the large amount of scientific information it gained as a result of the
translation movement and the political acceptance it found at the court of the Abbasid
Caliphs. However, it would be unjust to ignore the part the Umayyads played in the
development of this discipline.! The first translations of astrological material into
Arabic were made during that era.®? Indeed, these efforts can be regarded as the
‘empirical stage’ of the translation movement that was to bear fruit in the Abbasid
period. Moreover, the first political figure to have granted an astrologer an official
position was the vizier al-Hajjaj ibn Yasuf ath-Thagqafi (40-95/ 660-714),5 and the first
caliph to publicly appoint astrologers to the magistracy was al-Walid ibn Yazid (126/
744). 1t is related that al-Hajjaj, when felt his term approaching, asked his astrologer

§! For the role of the Umayyad court as one of the foremost factors in the revival of astrology see Yahya
Shami, Tarikh at-Tanjim ind al- Arab wa Atharuhu fi al-Mujtama at al- Arabiyya wa 1-Islamiyya (Beirut:

Mu’assasat ‘Izz ad-Din li *t-Tiba'a wa 'n-Nashr, 1994), pp. 133- 36.

52 Ibid., p. 134.

63 A1-Hajjaj ibn Ylsuf ath-Thagafi was one of the most famous Arab generals. The Banii Marwin owed
him their establishment as leaders and granted him the nickname of the Sword of Banil Umayya. He was,
however, guilty of much of bloodshed; he killed a great number of people, including a relative of the

Prophet Muhammad, ‘Abdullah ibn az-Zubayr, the son of Asma’ bint Abi Bakr, who was the sister of the
Prophet Muhammad’s wife ‘Aisha. For al-Hajjaj’s biography see az-Zirikli, 41-4 1am, Vol. 2, p. 175.
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‘Do you see in your chart that a governor is dying?’ The astrologer replied ‘Yes, but his
name is Kulayb (Poppy)’. Al-Hajjaj then loudly cried ‘By Allah, I am he; it is the name
by which my mother used to call me!” The astrologer confirmed his opinion that the
vizier would soon die, upon which al-Hajjaj, enraged, ordered him to be beheaded.* We
see from this that under the Umayyads, astrologers could hold a privileged, if
precarious, position. Moreover, it has been shown that ‘the choice of kadr [judge] and of
imam in the Umayyad period was made by means of astrological procedures’.%® The
earliest astrological references in poetry, concerning an Arab caliph, after the coming of

Islam can be traced back to the mid-Umayyad period, when poets consciously utilised

astrological principles to serve a panegyric theme. ‘Abd as-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-A“13%
delivered a panegyric in which he remembers foretelling the imminent ascension of al-

Walid ibn Yazid (r. 125-26/ 743-44) to the throne occupied by his uncle Hisham ibn

‘Abd al-Malik (71- 125/ 690-743):5
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Have you not seen the star which while setting tries to return to its
constellation?
It was reluctant to set in its place and went searching for the point from
which it used to rise;
I said, amazed by its behaviour after seeing it rise as if to confirm my
own thoughts,

 Al-Asfahani, Muhaddarat al-Udaba', Vol.1, p. 146.
6 Ahmad Amin, Duha al-Islam, cited in T. Fahd, ‘Nugjm (Ahkam al-)’, in E. ., Vol. viii, p. 107.

% «Abd ag-Samad ibn ‘Abd al-A‘la ash-Shibani was a panegyrist who dedicated his works to al-Walid ibn
Yazid and who was one of al-Withiq’s court companions who encouraged him to indulge in wine and
entertainment. No date is given for the birth or death of this poet. (For his bibliography see Sukkar

‘Azmi, Mu Jam ash-Shu ara’fi Tarikh at-Tabari (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 1991), p. 264.

¢ Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwiin unlike his nephew, is generally regarded as a good caliph,
whose reign witnessed a peak of prosperity. See az-Zirikli, 41-4 1am, Vol. 9, pp. 84- 85.

68 Ab Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir at-Tabari, Tarikh al-Umam wa ‘I-IMulik (Cairo: al-Matba'a al-
Husayniyya al-Misriyya, 13 Vol., 1909), Vol. 8, pp. 289- 90.
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‘Maybe it is a sign that al-Walid’s reign is drawing closer, and it may be
this very night that he is to ascend the throne.’
Indeed we longed for that moment and our eagerness was like that of a
drought-stricken land yearning for rain.
We have pledged our loyalty to him; he has used no force or coercion, for
he genuinely deserves our allegiance,
The metaphor of the star that strays from its path and rises when it should set, while it is
pure fantasy without any astrological significance, shows that the correspondence
between the upper world and the sublunary realm had come to be a motif used in

panegyric odes.

Certain pre-Islamic astrological elements also survived in the Umayyad ghazal (love
poetry). Al-Akhtal at-Taghlibi (d. 90 / 708 )* writes:
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How could a doctor cure me of this painful anguish,

while Barra is with al-A‘war ibn Bayan?

You should have tried to arouse and chase the bird with cries on the night
you came to marry him!
You should have recognised that Moon was in the Dayga that stood
between the Pleiades and Aldebran!”’

In blaming his fate, which has driven him to divorce his beloved wife, Barra bint Hani’
at-Taghlibi,”” al-Akhtal also blames his beloved, who has since married another man, al-

A‘war ibn Bayan at-Taghlibi, for not practising the art of drawing omens from certain

signs that would indicate that her marriage would be unfortunate: first, divination from

% Ghayyéith ibn Ghawth, whose nickname was al-Akhtal (the dirty-tongued), is regarded as one of the
greatest Umayyad poets, along with his contemporaries Jarir (d. 110/ 728) and al-Farazdaq (d. 110/ 728),
all of Arab Bedouin origins. For his full biography and his relationships with the other two poets see Al-

Asfahaini, 4l-Aghani, Vol. 8, pp. 290- 332.
™ Majid Tarad (interpreter), Diwan Al-Akhtal (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1995), pp. 19- 20.
™! The astrological meaning of this celestial configuration has been discussed in Ch. II, p. 28.

7 She is the poet’s wife and relative. She bore him two sons and is also known as Umm Malik (the
mother of Malik). After their divorce both married again and he then regretted his mistake. Al-Akhtal
composed lines expressing his grief and sorrow for his lost beloved at the first part in a panegyric poem

addressed to the Umayyad Caliph Yazid 1 ibn Mu'awiya (r. 680-83). (See Tarrad, Diwan Al-Akhtal, pp. 8-
9).
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the direction or pattern of a bird’s flight, zajr at-tayr, which the poet suggests would
have aroused presentiments of misfortune; second, the heavenly configuration at the
time of the marriage, which involved Dayqa one of the narrow paths in which the Moon

pass when moving from one lunar mansion to another and of evil portent. The matter of

the husband’s name is also interesting; the deliberate mention of his nickname, al-A‘war

(the one-eyed) also has significance here as it is yet one more indication of an evil
outcome.” It suggests, we assume, a harsh, unequal and unfair relationship where one
partner behaves insolently and oppressively to the other. All the indications and signs
which the poet uses as evidence of an unhappy marriage seem to be employed to bring
him some relief; hence they may be understood as indicating the end of the marriage,
and thus hope many alleviate the poet’s pain, which medicine cannot cure. The poet
may also be relieved by giving expression to his deepest feelings as he reproaches his

ex-wife for harming both of them by neglecting the signs that would have warned her

not to marry al-A‘war. He places the blame on her, not on himself, although he caused

their parting: and while they were fated to be unhappy, she is ultimately responsible
since she could have avoided her unfortunate destiny. The poet seems to pity himself

more than his unhappy beloved.

In using pre-Islamic elements, was this Umayyad poet a representative figure or an
exception? Al-Akhtal was a Christian who insisted on remaining one despite the many
attempts of his companions to convert him to Islam’®. The reason seems to have been

the poet’s desire to enjoy a free life.”” When asked why he would not convert, he

7 This practice of drawing omens from an individual’s name, which was widespread at that time, was

discussed in the previous chapter when examining the various motivations underlying the theme of fa?
and fira in the Arabic and Islamic ideology; see Ch. III, pp..101- 02. Al-Akhtal, as a Bedouin, would have
believed in form of divination and indeed a number of his lines confirm this. See Al-Asfahani, Al-4ghani,
Vol. 8, p. 291, where he built the theme of hija’ in one of his poems on his rival’s name Ka‘b ibn Ju'al

(literally, Ankle the son of Beetle).

7 As a Christian he could not have more than one wife, and so appears to have chosen wine over his
‘beloved’ first wife. In fact he seems to have regretted the divorce after his second wife became difficult.

(See the lines he composed in regretting the wrong decision in ibid., p. 309),

7 In al-Asfahani’s 4l-Aghdni we find this anecdote about al-Akhtal. He scornfully told his first wife, a
devout Christian, to run after a priest who happened to pass by them one day and touch to obtain a
blessing. Being unable to catch him up, the wife told her husband, ‘I could not reach him but I managed
to touch his donkey’s tail’. Al-Akhtal responded: ‘Indeed, he and his donkey’s tail are the same’. (See
ibid., p. 321). This anecdote, if true, clearly reveals that al-Akhtal refused to convert to Islam was not
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replied: ‘When drinking wine is permissible and fasting during Ramadan is optional [
will do so0’.” So al-Akhtal’s Christianity cannot be connected with his interest in the
pagan legacy; rather, he was unwilling to submit to the restrictions that he would have
been bound to accept as a Muslim. Therefore, such individual tendencies should not be

judged as revealing the intellectual spectrum of the Arab mind of that period.

In the Abbasid period, however, idiosyncratic thought was so widespread as to
constitute one of the cultural peculiarities of that society. Another pre-Islamic image
found in Umayyad poetry is that of the solar eclipse. This is used in connection with
some catastrophic events, usually the death of a prominent figure. Jarir (d. 110/ 728)"

employs this metaphor in mourning the death of Caliph ‘Umar ibn “Abd al-‘Aziz (d.
101/720 )8
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The Sun is in eclipse and will never rise again.
Together with the Moon and stars, they are lamenting your death.

from devotion to Christianity or because it was the religion of his tribe, Taghlib, as Majid Tarrad argues
in his introduction to Diwdn al-Akhtal. (See Tarrad (ed.), Diwdn al-Akhtal, p. 11). Rather, it is his desire
to remain a free individual.

™ Ibid., p. 9- 11.

7 Jarir ibn ‘Atiyya al-Khatafi was one of the most illustrious Umayyad poets. His fame mainly rests on

the naqa id (literary analogy) he composed in competition with that of al-Farazdaq. Jarir was once asked
who was the best poet, but before giving an answer, he took the questioner into his house where they
found an old man grasping a sheep and sucking her milk, so as not to lose a single drop. Jarir then replied
“The best of all poets is he who has managed to compose odes praising that man’. He was referring to

himself, as the old man was his father whose merits he had praised metaphorically in his gasaid. For a
full bibliography see Al-Asfahani, Al-4ghany, Vol. 8, pp. 5- 94.

8 “Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, whose uncle and father-in-law was the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705
A.D.), was appointed as governor of Medina by ‘Abd al-Malik’s son and successor, al-Walid (r. 705-15
A.D.). He had a close relationship with his cousin, Sulayman, al-Walid’s brother and successor, and when
Sulayméin ascended the throne ‘Umar became his unofficial counselor, and later the Caliph named him his

successor with Yazid ibn ‘Abd al-Malik to follow. During his short reign (r. 717-20 A.D.) the fifth

Umayyad Caliph’s main concerns were military missions anc! domestic matters. The youth fond of luxury
as a typical prince and his maturing into pious, humble ruler is the theme that brought fame and reputation

to ‘Umar and made him an example of the Muslim virtues of equity and humility. Thus he has been said
to deserve the title of the ‘fifth Rightly-Guided Caliph’, after the four orthodox Caliphs, Abi Bakr as-

Siddiq, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattsb, “Uthmén ibn ‘Affén and ‘Ali ibn Ab Talib. (See P. M. Gobb, “Umar (TI) b.
‘Abd al-"AziZ’, in E. I, Vol. x, pp. 821-22

™ Jarir al-Khatafi, Diwdan Jarir (Beirut: Dér Sadir & Dar Beirut, 1964), p. 235.
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His contemporary, al-Farazdaq (d. 110/ 728),% also composed lines on the sympathy of
the celestial realm with the fate of particular notables. The poet found the death of
Muhammad ibn Musa ibn Talha (d. 76/ 695) a suitable occasion to employ this motif,
which seems to have been one of the pagan survivals that had wide metaphorical
applications in poetry. He says in one of his poems that the Sun is in eclipse as a
reaction to the shocking news regarding the loose of a great military leader Ibn Talha:®!
82 iy \lS gl el L cmnali Ll uet 4 i
The Sun has been eclipsed, it is behind a veil of smoke.

These few examples can be taken as representative of the kind of astrological references
found in Umayyad poetry. Although astrological references are employed, Umayyad
poets still rely on the pre-Islamic pagan legacy, and so the majority of references
concern the astrological significance of certain lunar mansions, the auspicious or
inauspicious nature of certain heavenly bodies or times, and the implication of eclipses
of the Sun or Moon that foretell or reflect the death of some great figure. Though it
cannot be claimed that the Umayyad poets or their audiences were well equipped with
astrological knowledge, they are entitled to be credited as preservers of an astrological
legacy that might otherwise have been destroyed by Islam’s hostility towards it.
Moreover these astrological references are employed in developing conventional
themes. New astrological meanings connected with more sophisticated astrological
techniques and expressed in more complex language are, however, encountered in the
poetry of the Abbasid period, partly as a result of the enhanced status astrology
managed to achieve in that period. In this regard perhaps the most important factor was

8 Hammam ibn Ghalib ibn Tamim was nicknamed Al-Farazdag, thg round bread with holes, because of
the scars left on his face by Small pox. He was one of the early Muslim poets whose poems attracted great
respect and attention, particularly among the linguistics scholars, as his Bedouin heritage polished his
language. Al-Farazdaq was a particular eloquent poet, whose works, among other sources after the Qur'an
and the Prophet’s Traditions, established and composed Arabic grammar. For al-Farazdaq’s life and the

employment of his poems as grammatical material see Fath ‘Ali Hasanin, Ash-Shawahid an- Nahawiyya fi
Shi ¥ al-Farazdaq: Dirasa wa Tagbig (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Amana, 1991).

3! Muhammad ibn M3 ibn Talha, a prominent military commander in the Umayyad period and was
appointed by the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan as Governor of Sajistin. He was killed by an

opponent of the Umayyads. For his bibliography see az-Zirikli, Al-A 1am, Vol, 7, p. 337.

82 < Abdullah as-S&wi (collector and commentator), Sharh Diwan al-Farazdag (Cairo: Matba'at as-Sawi, 3
Vols., 1936), Vol. 2, p. 866.
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the Abbasid Caliphate’s establishment of an official role for the court astrologer to

stress openly their legitimacy.

IV. 3. 2: The Early and Mid-Abbasid Periods

In investigating the impact of the linked notions of free will and predestination on the
astrological references found in Abbasid poetry and the ways in which these references
demonstrate the poets’ view regarding the concept of human destiny, a crucial point
should be borne in mind. We should understand that such astrological references,
especially those evincing a degree of technical sophistication, could not have been made
unless the poet was sure that his audience was capable of understanding his meaning;
that is, that it was equipped with at least a basic knowledge of astrology and unless he
himself, the poet, had a good knowledge of his subject.

As we noted earlier, despite the strenuous attempts made by astrologers and their
apologists to render their discipline credible and acceptable to orthodox opinion, many
were sceptical or rejected its claims outright. Al-Khalil ibn Ahmad (d. 170/ 786)®
expresses clearly and openly his disbelief in astrology. According to al-Mubarrad, he
had once been interested in the science and had tried to instruct himself in its principles
but had abandoned his studies.>* He subsequently became a harsh critic, taking the view
that all actions are divinely determined; he denies that human beings are free to alter
their fate, and rejects the idea that an individual’s destiny may be modified or avoided
by acting on astrological prediction:
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Hey you two, tell the astrologer from me that I declare myself an
unbeliever: the planets can ordain nothing.
I am quite certain that what has happened and what will happen is
determined only by the Guardian.

8 Al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi was a linguist and philologist who founded the science of ariid (the
technical term for ancient Arabic metrics). For his biography see az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol. 2, p. 363; and
for more knowledge on the science of metrics see G. Meredith-Owens, “Arid’, in E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 667-
71.

8 Muhammad ibn Yazid Al-Mubarrad, Al-Kamil fi al-Lugha wa al-Adab (Beirut: Dar al-Ma'arif, 2 Vols.,
1985), Vol. 1, p.241.

55 Ibid.
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Like Ibn Hazm, al-Khalil denies absolutely that the stars can influence human affairs;
God alone can ordain events. God is omnipotent and omniscient, His will is supreme
and all actions and occurrences are predestined by Him. Al-Khalil neglects the question
whether the stars may indicate the divine will, as he is concerned to refute the idea that
they can autonomously guide or control human destiny. In affirming that God is the
prime agent, the poet wisely chooses the divine name ‘al-Muhaymin’, the Guardian.
Abi Hamid al-Ghazali, in his explanation of the ninety-nine names of God, annotates

on the name al-Muhaymin as follows:

Al-Muhaymin—the Guardian—means with regard to God—great and
glorious—the one who tends to his creatures with regard to their actions,
their sustenance, and the time of their death. He tends to them by His
cognizance, His position, and His protection. Everyone who has
complete command of a situation, who takes possession of it and protects
it, will be its ‘guardian’. Taking command comes down to knowledge,
possession to the perfection of power, and protection to action. The one
who unites these meanings is named guardian. But only God—great and

glorious—joins them absolutely and perfectly, so it was said: it is one of

the names of God the most high recorded in ancient writing %
The poet’s choice of this name strengthens his argument, for it emphasises and clarifies
the vast distance between the real power of God and the illusory ‘power’ of the
heavenly bodies. Moreover, God as Guardian tends to his creatures, guiding them
continuously in all their actions to the right path, being compassionate towards the heart
that believes in Him. This can in no way be said of the heavenly bodies: they neither
create nor guide; even if conceived as deities they are no more than manipulators of a
cruel or indifferent fate. But even this conception is illusory, as they have no power over
the human realm. Thus for al-Khalil the claims of astrology are false and pernicious.
While al-Khalil scomfully criticises the pretensions of astrologers, astrological
prediction is treated more kindly by others, who see it as consistent with divine will.
The practice of consulting astrologers before initiating a new building or moving into it
seems to have started officially in the Arab world by the second Abbasid caliph, al-
Mangsilr (r.754-75),%" who had a horoscope drawn up on the occasion of the founding of

% Abll Hamid al-Ghazili, The Ninety - Nine Beautiful Names of God. Al-Magsad al-Asna fi sharh Asma’
Allah al-Husna, translated by David B. Burrell and Nazih Daher, (Cambridge: The Islamic Texts Society,

1992), p. 64.
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Baghdad in 762.% Al-Mansiir asked his astrologer, Nawbakht al-Munajjim,*® to
ascertain the most auspicious time to start laying the foundations of the circular city,
nicknamed Dar as-Salam (the City of Peace), and after the city was completed, the
Caliph was informed that the first foundations had been laid when Jupiter was in
Sagittarius. The astrological significance of this was that the city would last for an age

and be a source of good fortune for its inhabitants and, more importantly, in the
computation of the horoscope for the foundation of Baghdad, its ascendant (tali ‘)
indicated that no caliph would die in the city.”® Some Abbasid historians seem to have

been inclined to allow astrologers a degree of credibility; for example al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi recorded the comments of some authorities that he summarises as: ‘And,

%7 There are a number of anecdotes that show al-Manglir as a believer in astrology. His vizier al-Fadl ibn
ar-RabT' relates that he accompanied the Caliph in a journey, and when they entered a place to have some

rest, he heard the angry Caliph criticising and saying: ‘Haven’t I warned you not to allow people write on
walls and prevent them form such gravity? The vizier responded: ‘What is it they wrote my lord?’ he
said: can’t you read these lines? And loudly red the following lines:
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Hey you Abii Ja'far, your death is approached, your time has elapsed,
God’s command must be accomplished.

Hey you Abil Ja'far, is there any soothsayer or astrologer who can prevent God'’s
predestination from taking place now, or are you just an ignorant?

On reading these lines, the vizier exclaimed: ‘Oh my master but indeed there is nothing at all of what you
uttered that is written on this wall, it is completely white!” The Caliph then asked the vizier to swear that
he was saying the truth and nothing appears on the wall. Upon confirming this, the Caliph then asserts: ‘It
is then the mourning of my soul, I am absolutely dying soon. Then he asked for the caravan to head
towards Mecca to go to Haram (the Sacred Mosque), just when approached the boundaries of Haram (The

Sacred Mosque), al-Mansiir died. See al-Mas'iidi, Murilj adh-Dhab, Vol. 3, p. 254.

%8 Bernard Radtke, ‘The Attitude of Islamic Theology and Philosophy to Astrology’, p. 6.

%9 Nawbakht al-Munajim was the astrologer of the Abbasid Caliph al-Manglir. When he became too old to
accompany the Caliph on his journeys, he introduced his son, AbQ Sahl al-Hasan, who later replaced his
father as the official astrologer of the Abbasid court. The relationship between Naubakht and al-Mansir
was established when the astrologer foretold that al-Mangilr would one day rule the Arabs. When the
prediction came true and al-Manglir ascended the throne, the Caliph then appointed Nawbakht as his
official astrologer and from then on relied on his advice in every major decision. (See Shami, Térikh at-
Tanjim, pp. 258-261; and al-Mubarrad, 4l-Kamil, Vol. 1, p. 241).

% See Abll Bakr Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad aw Madnat as-Salam
(Beirut: Dér al-Kit#b al-‘Arabi, 14 Vols., 1965), Vol,, 1, pp. 66- 69.
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indeed, no caliphs died in that city except al-Amin ibn Hariin al-Rashid’.?! After the

capital of the Abbasid empire had been moved to Samarra’ (He who sees it rejoices) by

al-Mu'tasim (r. 833-42 AD.), ‘Umara ibn ‘Uqayl ibn Jarir al-Khatafi (d. 239/ 835)"

criticised this act while praising the City of Peace in a poem containing the following

lines:
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Have you ever seen a city like Baghdad?
It is truly the Paradise of the earth.
Living in Baghdad is pure delight, there one’s lifespan is increased; its
food nourishes and satisfies.
Surely some lands are more blessed than others.
God has ordained that no caliphs should there face death;
He is truly free to bring whatever judgment he pleases upon His

creatures.
In the fourth line of his panegyric to Baghdad the poet refers to the prediction that no
caliph would die in that city, emphasising this as of great significance and a virtue for
which Baghdad deserves appreciation and praise. He does not mention astrology,
however, but attributes this happy destiny to God alone, who is perfectly free to do
whatever He wills. Of course, no astrologer or proponent of the science would have
disagreed. Astrological references in poetry had to submit absolutely to the ideology of
Abbasid religious culture; as Kamal abt Dib points out, when discussing the influence

%! Ibid., p. 68. One might object that one caliph is enough to discredit the prediction. As for the city
lasting an age, it did not — or at least not in its original form, for even in al-Mansiir’s lifetime suburbs
were added, the plan disintegrated, and eventually the Round City disappeared, swallowed by the
enormous urban complex of Baghdad. See Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1987), p. 65. The Abbasid capital was moved to another site, that is

Samarra’, by Caliph al-Mu'tasim in 221/ 838 partly to keep the Turkish soldiers in his service away from
the population of Baghdad, who had become hostile to his rule. The seat of government remained there
for almost half a century; in 276/ 892 Caliph al-Mu'tadid returned to Baghdad. (sec Ibn al-Athir, Al-
Kamil, Vol. 6, pp. 451-52.

%2 ‘Umara ibn ‘Uqayl ibn Jarir al-Khatfi Hamza, was a grandson of the famous Umayyad poet, Jarir (see

above footnote 77) of an Arab origin. He was one of the Abbasid panegyrists who were rewarded with
huge sums by their patrons. Like al-Farazdaq, he was one of the sources favoured by grammarians

because of his pure Arabic. He died during al-Wathiq's Caliphate. See az-Zirikli, 41-4 lam, Vol.§, p. 193.

9 Al-Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, Vol. 1, p. 68.
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of that ideology on some Abbasid poetry: ‘It could not exceed a certain limit [...]
otherwise [such references] would be accused of competing with the Divine strength;
thus this ideology was forced to attribute every action of significant impact to God’.**
Thus to escape from any accusation of impiety, the poet is careful to state explicitly that
God ordained that no caliph should die in Baghdad. He thus implies that al-Mansiir’s
astrologer had merely used his skill to discover God’s will for the city, for which he

cannot be criticised. It is possible to argue, moreover, that God had willed the astrologer

to make this discovery.

Besides consulting astrologers before initiating new buildings, the Abbasid ruling elites

considered it necessary to determine the most auspicious date on which to undertake an
important journey. It is related that Ja‘far ibn Yahya al-Barmaki (d. 187/ 803)°° asked
his astrologers to discover the most propitious time to move to his new palace. Although

thunderstorms and heavy rain threatened his journey on the chosen day, the Barmaids

insisted on following his astrologer’s advice. On the way to the palace a drunken man

passed by and said:

% Kamal Abii Dib, ‘Al-Adab wa ’'l-Idyullijiya’, Fusil: Journal of Literary Criticism (Literature and
Ideology), v. iv (1985): pp. 51- 89, (particularly p. 73).

95 Ja'far was the son of Yahya ibn Khalid al-Barmaki. Both his father and grandfather played an important
role under al-Manslir (r. 754- 75 A.D.) and al-Mahdi (775- 85 A.D.), the second and third Abbasid
Caliphs. The Barmakid family seems to have enjoyed a close relationship with the ruling family to the

extent that Ja'far’s brother, al-Fadl, became the foster-brother of Hariln, the son of al-Mahdi. However,

after the death of al-Mahdi, Ja‘far’s father Yahya found himself the subject of the hostility of the new
caliph al-H&di (r. 783-86), who accused him of supporting Hariln, al-Hadr’s brother, against him and of
encouraging Harlin to maintain his rights to the succession, which very nearly brought about his downfall,
The very night, however, when the imprisoned Yahyd was to have been executed, al-Hadi was found
dead; and certain reports suggest that the Queen-mother al-Khayzarén, who supported Hartin, had a hand
in the incident. As soon as Harilin had been hailed as Caliph, the Barmakid family, that is Yahya and his
two sons, enjoyed unprecedented authority and the seventeen years of their vizierate (170-187/ 786-803)
have been referred to by some authors as the “the reign of the Barmakids”. The Caliph, however,

suddenly decided to put an end to their domination; in 187/ 803, he had Ja'far executed, al-Fadl and his

other brothers arrested, Yahya placed under observation and almost all the property of the Barmakids
confiscated. The brutal fall of the family came as a surprise to their contemporaries, who had no
satisfactory explanation to account for it and therefore invented various fictitious reasons. (For more
information see D. Sourdel, ‘Al-Baramika — 3. The Wizdra and the fall of the Barmakids’, in E. 1., Vol. I,

pp. 1034- 36).
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Someone is putting his trust in the stars;
he has not understood that God does whatever He wills.

Taken aback, Ja‘far remarked, ‘This drunken man was not speaking with his own

tongue; it was someone else’s’. The vizier understood the admonition given by that
‘someone else’ and was reluctant to continue his journey, but did so despite his
misgivings and reached the palace on the appointed day.”” What insight drove the vizier
to doubt his astrologer’s advice, which he had always followed without question when
taking important decisions? He seems to have realised that man’s ability to act
according to his free will is extremely limited compared to God’s unlimited will.
Human free will, in attempting to predict the future, is fruitless here because it is
encroaching on a divine field; moreover, those who might question that God would

speak to a vizier through the mouth of a drunkard are answered by the line ‘God does
whatever He wills’. While the story of Ja'far and the drunkard is presented as a
cautionary tale criticising the pretensions of astrologers, the vizier’s nemesis, Caliph
Hariin ar-Rashid, took a different view in lines written on Ja‘far’s downfall in which he
absolves himself of all blame, holding the vizier responsible for the fatal disaster that

befell him and his family, the Barmakids.”® According to Harin, Ja‘far should have

% Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn ‘Abdils al-Jahshayédri, Kitab al-Wuzard‘wa 1-Kuttab, ed. by Mustafa
as-Saqqd, Ibrahim al-Abyari and ‘Abd al-Hafiz Shalbi, (Cairo: Matba'at Mustafi al-Babi al-Halbi, 1938),

p. 217.

In al-Mas'0di s Murigj adh-Dhahab the line appears as follows:
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You are putting your trust in the stars;
you have not understood that God does whatever He wills

(See al-Mas‘tdi, Muritj adh-Dhahab, Vol. 2, p. 270).

9 Abt ‘Ali Isma'll al-Qali, Kitdb al-Amali ma* Kitabayy: “Dhayl al-Amali” wa “an-Nawadir”, wa
yalihim Kitah at-Tanbih maa Awham Abi Ali fi Amalih li Abi Ubayd 4bdullah al-Bakri al-Andalust,
eds. Saldh Halal and Sayyid al-Jillmi, (Beirut: al-Maktaba al-'Asriyya, 2003), p. 643.

% These lines were written on the night that Harlin intended to have Ja'far killed, and it is related that
Hardn called for al-Asma'i, one of his most famous ‘spin-doctors’, and asked him to pay attention to what

he was going to say. Al-Asma’ later said ‘As soon as I reached my home I heard the news of Ja'far’s
assassination. I realized then that the Caliph’s intention was to spread the news’. (See al-Jahshayari, Kit@h
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consulted his astrologer about the danger he was about to face and taken steps to avoid

his fate:
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If Ja'far had taken precautions against the causes of death,

he would have managed to keep his soul safe and escape as if riding a
swift steed.
He would have escaped annihilation and found refugee in a safe place far
from the reach even of the high-soaring falcon.
But when one’s term approaches
no astrologer has the power to conquer fate,

The contradiction in these lines is evident: although ar-Rashid criticises Ja'far for not

consulting his astrologer, he admits in the last line that all astrological prediction would
have been useless and all precautions ineffective in the face of death, which is the
ultimate victory of dahr, unconquerable fate in the Arab Ideology. In his self-
exoneration ar-Rashid claims that he was merely the tool of fate, not the real agent
responsible for the disaster. Thus ar-Rashid seeks to escape the charge that he betrayed
his faithful supporters, by appeasing both the Persians who believed in astrology and

thus might have been inveigled into believing that Ja‘far’s fate was the result of

ignorance and arrogance in not taking precautions according to the astrological

prediction, and the Arabs, who believed, in the irresistible power of dahr and might
accept that it was fate, not the Caliph, who took Ja'far as his prey.'® Moreover, ar-

Rashid’s treatment of dahr is reminiscent of the Jahili belief in that power, whose
control of human fate was limited to one’s term; one’s ultimate destiny, whether blessed
or damned; and the amount of sustenance one is given, although in the Islamic era
responsibility for these aspects of fate was unequivocally considered to be God’s alone,
and believers condemned the notion of dakr as a form of idolatry. A knotty theological

al-Wuzara’ wa 1-Kuttab, pp. 237- 38). The Caliph’s message seems to have been that al-Asma’T should
spread the word that Ja'far’s misfortune was his own faulit.

» Tbid., p. 238, and Al-Mas'idi, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 3,p. 313.

' The crushing of the Barmakids by Harin ar-Rashid prompted contemporary poets to rely heavily on

the theme of dahr and portray it as baring ultimate responsibility in order to escape the anger of the
Caliph, who was actually responsible. For some examples see ibid., pp. 313- 15,
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problem confronts those who argue that all things are predestined by God: the problem
of the existence of evil and the responsibility of human beings for their actions. It is a
problem reason alone cannot solve. While a discussion of this difficulty lies beyond the
scope of this study, it is worth pointing out that in the domain of Abbasid literature, it
seems that for some poets the idea that God could be responsible for the evil destiny of
particular individuals was unconceivable, though Muslim theology reconciles human
responsibility and God’s omnipotence, affirming that divine predetermination does not
negate human freedom, and that punishment and reward are expressions of divine
justice. Despite this orthodox argument, many people still viewed dahr as an
independent agent of malignant fate, believing that a merciful and compassionate God
would not predetermine an evil destiny for any of His creatures. This was a common

theme taken up by a great number of poets. To return for a moment to the case of the

Barmakids, Salih al-A‘rabi ' absolves Hariin ar-Rashid of responsibility for their

downfall, which he attributes to dahr:
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Indeed Time has betrayed the sons of Barmak.
Has any king managed to survive the treachery of Time?

This is reminiscent of a typical Jahill view of dahr who used to attribute their evil

destiny to this motif. Zuhayr ibn abi Sulma (d. 13 B.H./ 609 AD)'* writes:
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Have you not understood that if anyone would have been able to escape

Time that person would have been al-Nu‘'man.'?®

101 There is no mention of his date of birth or death and no biography is available for him.
102 A}.Mas‘di, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 3, p. 314.

13 7uhayr ibn Abl Sulmi, one of the most prominent poets. He was a man of great manner and a life

view correspond to the nature of Islam, therefore ‘Umar ibn al-Khaftb, the second orthodox Caliph,
regarded him as the best of all poets. (For more details sec Al-Asfahani, Al-Aghani, Vol. 10, pp. 336- 65).

104 A}-Mas‘0di, Murizj adh-Dhahab, Vol. 2, p. 80.

195 An-Nu'mén ibn al-Mundhir, An ancient king who ruled the Sham in pre-Islamic time. See Ch. III, p.
69, footnote 26.
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Yet twenty years of his kingship collapsed when confronted with a single
day of Time, whose intention was to seize him that day.
Returning to the Abbasid realm, the power of dahr was still considered so great that
some poets viewed life as a succession of misfortunes whose sorrows far outweighed
any joys life might offer. This melancholic vision is expressed in the following lines by
Ibn ar-Riimi (221-83/ 836-96):'%
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Because of the misfortunes promised by life, the new born child cries at
the moment he leaves the womb.
Otherwise, why would he cry when he sees the world, since it is much
wider and more spacious than the place he was in.

The new bom child cries at the moment of his birth as if aware that he has escaped the
constricted space of the womb only to be thrust into a world which, though spacious,
will be full of misfortunes. Although this image is based on account observation, it
reveals a dark, pessimistic view of mundane life (dunya) as controlled by an evil
destiny. this destiny is universal and inescapable; man’s free will is allusion, and we are
born to suffer misfortunes that cannot be avoided, since they have been ordained before
we were conceived. It seems that dunya, which is used synonymously with dahr in
Abbasid poetry, was invoked more often, since allusions to dahr were likely to invite
censure by the religious establishment. In contrast, there were those who held an equally
gloomy view, but who did not attribute misfortune to fate but to human agency. Ibn

Lankak (d. approx. 362/ 972) compares human behaviour with that of wolves: '*

106 Aba al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn al-‘Abbés ibn Jurayj; known as Ibn ar-Riimi, was one of the great Abbasid

poets. He was of Mixed Greek and Persian origins. He is especially admired, already by the mediaeval
critics, for his ability to ‘generate strange motifs’ (tawlid al-gharib), and to make the most of a particular

motif be exhaustively treating it from different aspects. See G. J. H. van Gelder, ‘Ibn al-Rim?, in Julie
Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey (eds.), Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature (London and New York:
Routledge, 2 Vols., 1998), Vol. 1, pp. 364-65. For a valuable study conducted on the life and work of Ibn

ar-ROmi see al-'Aqqad’s Ibn ar-Ritm?.
197 Ibid., p101.

18 AbG al-Hasan Muhammad ibn Ja'far Lankak al-Basri, despite his talent, was eclipsed by his
contemporary al-Mutanabbi. He was the rival of the most famous poet and composed a number of lines in
which he criticised al-Mutanabbi. See ‘Umar Farriikh, Tarikh al-Adab al- Arabi: al-Adab fi al-Maghrib

wa I-Andalus, Vol. 2, p. 504.

144



U gaa Cage el la g Liba3H g 2l gy
Gla O a0 35 51y i Lol Lie 5 e
AR TR PP s E DIET S DR N JT: -
109 Ul—so Lany Liliamy (Sl ... 6283 pad S1, Ctl iy
We all blame Time, but surely we ourselves are Time’s only fault.
We condemn Time although it is we who are guilty,
and if Time could utter a word he would insult us.
We are wolves dressed in human clothing;
glorified He who has created us!
A wolf would turn in disgust from a wolf’s flesh,
but we eat one another without a qualm.

Ibrahim ibn al-‘Abbas as-Sali (d. 243/ 857)"'° was of a similar opinion, although he

recognised the power of dahr. He reserves his strongest criticism for those fair-weather

friends who abandon the Time’s curse:
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If I could take only one precaution against the greatest of Time’s
disasters,
The only ones I would be cautious from would be those who declare
themselves to be as my brothers.

To be afflicted by disasters caused by Time is not an important matter!
What really matter is to find friends beside you [easing crises]
Yet those [who claim to be my brothers] deserted me when I became a
Time’s prey.

Dahr was seen as synonymous with falak, or the upper realm; both influenced the
sublunary world and man’s destiny.'’” The only difference between them lay in their

199 [pid.

119 forihim ibn al-'Abbas as-S0IT’s grandfather, Sill, was the king of Jurjan, a city located near Khurasan.

When it was conquered by the Muslims in the Umayyad period its King converted to Islam and so was
able to build a good relationship with the Umayyads. Ibrahim’s father secured governal position under the

Abbasids, and Ibrhim himself also obtained a high official position during the reigns of al-Mu'tasim, al-
Withiq and al-Mutawakkil until his death in 243/ 857. For his full bibliography see al-Asfahani, Al-
Aghant, Vol. 10, pp. 52- 84; and az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol. 1, p. 38.

11 Tbid., Vol. 10, p 82. As-Sulf composed a number of lines in which he expresses the disillusioned view
that the disloyalty of friends worse than the misfortune brought by dahr.
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vulnerability: while dahr was regarded as eternal, falak was seen as not immune from
destruction. The theme of falak’s vulnerability is employed by al-Buhturi (d. 284/
897),'" who promises revenge for the harm done to mankind:
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Hey, Milky Way! Slow down your orbit!
Do you think you can go on in this way with impunity?
You will be annihilated as you annihilate us,
you will be destroyed as you destroy us;
then we will have our revenge.
The official acceptance of astrology brought fame and a degree of security to the
discipline, and it was at this time that clear astrological principles began to be employed
in poetry and became an authenticated source of emotionally charged metaphors and

images, which were openly used with no fear of religious persecution. In order to
express two opposite emotions simultaneously, the poet Abu ash-Shis al-Khuza'T (d.
approx. 200/ 815)"'® has recourse to conventional images that both sharpen and

reconcile the apparent contradictions of the poem, which mourns a late caliph and

congratulates a new one at the same time. These contradictions are attributed to the

"2 This view recalls that of the Jahili poet Umyma bint ‘Abd Shams who predicted the coming demise of
her nephew from the configuration of the sky. See Ch. III, pp. 86-88.

113 Abil ‘Ubada al-Walid ibn ‘Ubaydullsh al-Bubturi was born into an Arab family, Tay". Whenvyoung he
attached himself to the famous elderly poet Abi Tammim and accompanied him on a number of
journeys. However, al-Buhturi’s poems were of an independent and peculiar character: he was considered

representative of the matbii ; or natural and improvised style of poetry, in contrast to Abll Tammam (d.
232/ 845) (see below footnote 132 of this chapter), whose poetry represents the masnii ; or polished and
carefully prepared style. (See J. Meisami, ‘Al-Bulytur”, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, pp.
161- 62).

14 Abdi Ishaq Ibrahim al-Husari al-Qayrawsni, Zahr al-Al-Adab wa Thamar al-Albab, ed. by Zaki
Mubirak, revised by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Hamid, (Beirut: Dér al-Jil, 4 Vols., 1972), Vol. 1, p. 270.

115 The poet, speaking from an Islamic point of view, refers to the Day of Judgment, when the whole
universe is believed will be destroyed. See Ch. 11, p. 48, particularly footnote 111.

116 Myhammad ibn ‘Abdullah Razin al-Khuza'1, nicknamed Abu ash-Shis, was a cousin of Di‘bil al-

Khuza‘i, a famous Abbasid poet. He delivered a great many panegyrics to Harlin ar-Rashid and his son al-
Amin. He was one of thosc whom Abld Nuwds sought to emulate by taking their compositions and

producing his own versions, which he considered superior. See [Abdullah jbn Hariin ar-Rashid] ibn al-
Mu'tazz, Tabaqdt ash-Shu ard’, ed. by ‘Abd as-Sattar Ahmad Farrdj, (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, n.d.), pp. 72-
87.
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influence of an-nuhiis and as-su¥id. Abi ash-Shis uses the notion of malefics and

benefics to express the conventional wisdom that in life Jjoy and sorrow are sometimes

mingled. When al-Rashid died and his son al-Amin succeeded him to the throne the

poet composed the following lines:
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The heavenly bodies control events both auspicious and inauspicious,
that is why we feel both joy and sorrow.
The eye weeps, the mouth laughs; we are mourning and celebrating all at
once.
The coming of al-Amin to the throne brings mirth and the death of al-
Rashid brings tears.
A Moon in Baghdad is enjoying the luxury of this life, while another
Moon in Tiis is lying in its grave.

Loneliness and being in good company, sorrow and joy, funerals and celebrations,
laughter and tears, succeeding to the throne with its worldly power and luxury and
approaching the moment of death, delighting in life and lying dead in a tomb; all these
moods and states, presented as binaries, are attributed to the command of those
auspicious and inauspicious heavenly bodies. Here, then, an astrological concept is
employed to provide an explanation for the apparently dichotomous nature of life,
whose vicissitudes are caused by the influence of certain heavenly bodies, to which
even fate is subject. The ideas of happiness and misery as generated by heavenly bodies
will differ according to the individual’s conception of these feelings. Abi Nuwas (d.

198/ 813),'"® for instance, observes that the benefic effect of the stars is realised most

1" ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Muhammad ath-Tha'dlibi, Khdss al-Khdss, ed. by La'min ibn MubyT ad-Din al-
Janén (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 1994), p. 163.

1* Abtl Nuwdis was one of the most talented poets among the Abbasid modernists. Despite the religious
training he received while young, the influence of his early friendships had a profound effect on him and
helped to discover the creative side of his personality. His career reached its zenith when he attached
himself to the Caliph al-Amin, who died in 198 H/ 813, and Abll Nuwas soon after. The Caliph and poet
were accused of being a homosexual couple; but before becoming a homosexual the poet had had an
affair with a slave-girl, Janiin. (See al-Asfahini, 4l-Aghani, Vol. 20, pp. 17- 48, and Vol. 25 - the whole
volume is devoted to his life and its effect on his poems).
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intensely when wine, Satan, and homosexuality,''® what might be called the ‘Nuwasian
Trinity’, are enjoyed simultaneously in one single night:
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O night whose stars rose with good omen, when one drunken queer went
too far and brutally violated another!
A night which we spent obedient to Satan, worshipping him, until a
monk mourned its passing with his monastery bell.

Here the “stars of good omen’ preside over a scene of debauchery that the poet describes
with pride, bringing together his three primary motifs, a Satanic trinity that can be found

' Homosexuality in Arabic literature, and particularly that of the classical period, is a subject that has
received little attention in literary studies. More investigation is needed to help us understand how such
transgressive behaviour managed to flourish in a climate hostile to every kind of homoerotic inclination
and even to establish a new literary genre in Arabic literature, the ghazal al-ghulman (love songs of
young male-slaves). In the hands of Abi Nuwis such lyrics ‘represent a new stage in the development of
the amatory elegiac genre'. (See R. Blachére, ‘ghazal’, in E. I. Vol,, ii, p. 1032). This new stage was
initiated in the face of strong religious opposition. Islam prescribes a severe punishment for homosexual
practices: the death penalty, either by burning alive those who practise sodomy, both the passive and the
active, or to be thrown from a high building. See Shams ad-Din Muhammad ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Ai-

Jawab al-Kafi li man Saala an ad-Dawa ‘ash-Shafi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 1987), p- 202. The
Qur'an explicitly states that the main reason that the people of Lot were subject to God’s curse is that they
were ‘sodomites’, and that they were the first nation to commit this crime. See al-Qur'an, Ash-Shu'ara’

(The Poets), 19, 26, 160-175; Al-'Ankabit (The Spider), 20, 29, 28- 35; and ‘Al-Anbiya’ (The Prophets),
17, 21, 74. Thus, it is crucially important that studies of the genre of ghazal al-ghulman in Arabic

literature should thoroughly investigate the phenomenon of homosexuality in the Abbasid period in order
to understand how such a literary phenomenon obtained the legal toleration that allowed Abii Nuwis to

write:
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See Bahjat ‘Abd al-Ghafiir al-Hadithi (ed.), Diwan Abi Nuwds b7 Riwayat as-Salt (Baghdad: Dir ar-Risala

li ’t-Tibd‘a, 1980), p. 761.
To those men who desire women who in their turn desire men, I say I am passionate
about one youth above all the rest.
He is around fifteen, his moustache is barely visible; his fingers are soft and his cheek
still beardless.
He is not old enough to object to what I intend to do, and not so young that I cannot
enjoy him.

Moreover, Abil Nuwas goes too far in claiming that sodomy is a kind of religious piety; he was once
asked why he slept with Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian boys. To justify his desire he scornfully
replied: ‘It is the duty of every Muslim to sleep with them!’ See Ewald Wagner, 4b@ Nuwds: Eine Studie
zur Arabischen Literatur der frihen ‘Abbasidenzeit (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1965), p. 188, There have
been very few studies that can be regarded as valuable contributions providing useful insights into this
literary phenomenon. Among the most prominent are: Stephen O. Murray and Will Roscoe (eds.), Islamic
Homosexuality: Culture, History, and Literature (New York & London: New York University Press,
1997); and J. W. Wright and Everett K. Rowson (eds.), Homoeroticism in Classical Arabic Literature

(New York: Columbia University Press, 1997).
120 A1.Hadithi (ed.), Diwdn Abi Nuwds, p. 607.
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in many of his poems. It is rare, however, to encounter all three at once; they are more

likely to figure individually or, more commonly, in pairs.

If the political support of the early Abbasid Caliphs protected astrology from the

criticism of detractors, the accession of al-Mu‘tasim to the throne heralded a decline in

its fortunes, since his strong measures against the Persian faction also affected

astrology. The deaths of ar-Rashid and his successor al-Ma’miin, both of whom put their

trust in astrologers, provided ammunition to the opponents of astrology and opportunity

for revenge. In denying the validity of astrology, Abli Sa‘d al-Makhzami (d. 230/

845)'2' mocks those who believe in the stars as able to protect anyone, even the most

illustrious, from destruction:
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Have you noticed that the stars did nothing to protect al-Ma’'miin or the
throne he enjoyed?
They left him alone in [the graveyard of] Tgrtﬁs just as they deserted his
father in TUs !
The poet speaks of death, inescapable fate against which any precautions must prove

useless. The stars failed to protect the Caliphs al-Ma’'miin (813-33) and his celebrated

father, Hariin ar-Rashid, who were powerless to avoid their fate. It should be noted that

121 e is Abll Sa'd al-Makhziimi ‘Isa ibn Khalid. He composed many panegarics for al-Ma‘miin. See ‘Afif
‘Abd ar-Rahmén, Mu Jam ash-Shu ara’al- Abbasiyin (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2000), p. 511.

12 A1-Mas'adi, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 4, p. 38.

'3 The poet is referring to the Caliph Hariin ar-Rashid, the father of al-Ma'mfin. Ar-Rashid (766- 809),
the fifth ‘Abbasid caliph, his reign, which witnessed many incidents of critical importance, was a turning
point in the history of the Abbasid Caliphate; it marked the decline in administrative efficiency and
initiated the political disintegration of the Islamic empire. A great part of ar-Rashid’s fame was due to his
interest in the wars against the Byzantines. Opinions on his character are contradictory. He has been
represented by various chroniclers as pious and dissolute, statesmanlike and incompetent at the same
time. Economically, the commercial activities, which reached as far as China, made ar-Rashid’s name
well known to the whole world of the time, and increased the splendour of his court, which was a centre
of art and culture. In 809, Har{in fell ill and died at Tiis, which is a village in Khurasan. (See F. Omar,

‘Hértin al-Rashid’, in E. L, Vol. iii, pp. 232- 34).
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al-Ma’miin’s death appears to have been foretold, and that the poet knew about the
prediction. Al-Mas'idi relates that the future Caliph’s birth astrologers predicted that he

would die at ar-Riqqa, the name of one of the provinces of Irag, and so al-Ma’miin
always avoided that province. However, while on an expedition against the Byzantines,
it happened that he entered a land known by the inhabitants as Badidiin, in which he fell

mortally ill. Feeling his end approaching, al-Ma’'miin asked for a translation into Arabic

of the Byzantine name Badidiin. The answer was ar-Rigqa.'** So, although the stars
indicated the place of al-Ma'miin’s death, they could not prevent it. Al-Masdi’s story

is a cautionary tale that, while it is compatible with Muslim orthodoxy, has distinctly
pagan overtones and recalls the story of Oedipus, who suffered because of his arrogant
belief that he could outwit the power of destiny, and because of his ignorance of his
actual circumstances.'?® The literary attacks on astrology were intensified when al-

Mu'tasim acted with great success against astrological advice. One notable example was

composed by the famous Abbasid poet and anthologist Abli Tammam (d. 232/ 845),'%

who ferociously attacked astrologers physically as well as verbally,'?” in his celebrated

124 1 al-Hamawi’s Mu jam al-Buldén, the name of the site is Badhandiin. Al-Hamawi confirms that al-
Ma'miin’s death took place in that village, whose location he identifies as near Tartlls, a province on the
border between Syria and Byzantium. See Shihdb ad-Din Yaqiit al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Buldan (Beirut:

Dar Sadir and Dér Beirut, 5 Vols., 1956), Vol. 1, pp. 361-62.
For the full story of the death of al-Ma’miin see Al-Mas‘tdi, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol. 4, pp. 42- 45.

125 Oedipus could not avoid his fate despite the precautions taken by his parents and suffered because of
his arrogance and ignorance. The point in the story of al-Ma'miln’s death is that the prediction was

correct, proving the validity of astrology. Al-Ma’miln, we may argue, died because he was ignorant of the

meaning of Badidiin (or Badhandin); if he had known, he would not have entered that land, and would
have avoided his fate. Again the distinction is between the stars as agents and as indicators: they cannot

protect, they can only warn. Therefore Abi Mas‘id blames the stars for failing to do something that the
Abbasid astrologers never claimed they could do.

126 A Tammém Habib ibn Awas at-T4T, an Arab poet and anthologist. At the beginning of his life he

eamed his living by selling water in the mosques. His fame as a poet grows during al-Mu'‘tagim’s reign (r.
833-42 AD.), particularly after the Amorium ode after which Abl0 Tammém’s career as the most
celebrated panegyrist of his time began. Having a harsh voice, the Caliph, however, granted him an
audience if a rawi (or reciter) is to recite his poems not him. The philosopher al-Kindi is said to have
predicted an early death for him a as a result of ‘over-exertion of his intellectual faculties’. (see H. Ritter,
‘Ab0 Tamméam’, in E. 1., 1960, Vol. i, pp. 153- 55).
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panegyric to al-Mu‘tasim on the conquest of ‘Ammiiriyya (Amorium) in 224/ 838.'%

Abi Tammam devotes the first ten lines to comparing the power of the sword with that
of the stars, as the Caliph insisted on undertaking that expedition against the advice of
his astrologers, who warned him that the time was inauspicious and the stars foretold ill
fortune and presaged defeat.'”” The poet’s position is determined from the very
beginning as antagonistic to astrology, which he seems to have identified as inimical to
human free will.'"® Abi Tammam extols the conquest ‘that was accomplished in
s131

defiance of astrological prediction’’”’ and contemptuously dismisses the claims of

astrologers:
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127 An example of Abii Tammam’s hostility to astrologers is given by Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, who relates that the

poet, traveling on board of a ship, happened to meet an astrologer. Throughout the journey Abll Tammam
deliberately assaulted the astrologer in various ways, hitting and slapping him and tearing his clothes. The
astrologer complained to the master of the vessel, who asked Abll Tammam the reason for his behaviour.

The poet replied: ‘If this mother-fucker (al- Gd4 buzra ummih) knows what is going to happen to him as
he claims, he would not be here with me on this voyage’. See Ibn al-Mu'tazz, Tabagat ash-Shu ara; p.
259,

128 According to at-Tabari, in 223/ 838 the Byzantine emperor Theophilus marched with an army of
10,000 and attacked Zibatra, taking its inhabitants captive and destroying the city. He then proceeded to

attack Malatya, among whose inhabitants were some Muslims. He made some of the Muslim women
captives, and as for the men who came into his hands, he put out their eyes and cut off their ears and

noses. See at-Tabari, Tarikh al-Muliik wa 1-Umam, Vol. 10, p. 334. In choosing the appropriate target for

revenge al-Mu'tasim decided to conquer ‘Ammfiriyya, as he was informed that ‘no Muslim has attempted
its capture since the appearance of Islam, and it is the wellspring and root of Christianity and more
honoured among them than Constantinople’. (/bid., p. 335). Regarding the matter of not being captured

by a Muslim army before regardless the many attempts by them, see M. Canard, “Ammiriyya’, in E. I,
Vol. 1, p. 449.

1% According to at-Tibrizi, ‘The astrologers had determined that al-Mu'tasim should not invade

‘Ammiriyya at that particular time of the year, and moreover the Byzantine astrologers had corresponded
with them, informing them that, according to their charts, their city could not be taken until the time of
the ripening of figs and grapes was approaching, and because the cold weather was still months away the

Caliph would not be able to endure the fighting. However, al-Mu'tasim refused to listen to them and
proceeded towards his goal and conquered the city, thus proving their predictions false’. Muhammad

‘Abdu ‘Azzdm (ed.), Diwan Abi Tammam bi Sharh al-Khatib at-Tibrizi (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 2 Vols.,
1951), Vol. 1, p. 45.

130 1¢ is interesting to note that astrology was attacked ?oth by jal?rl:te§ for seeming to place human free
will above divine predestination, and by qadarites for being deterministic and denying human free will.

131 guzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, Abii Tamméam and the Poetics of the 4bbasid Age (Leiden & New
York: E. 1. Brill, 1991), p. 200.
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The sword is more veracious than the book, its cutting edge splits
earnestness from sport,
The white of the blade, not the black on the page , its broadsides clarify
uncertainty and doubt.
Knowledge lies in the bright spears gleaming between two armies, not in
the seven gleaming stars.
Where now is their report? Where are the stars? Where the elaborate
contrivances they forged?
Forgeries and fabrications which, when considered, are neither trees for
bows, nor trees for balm!
Marvels which they claimed the days would reveal in the mighty month
of Safar or in Rajab.
They terrified the populace with dark disaster when the western stars
appeared with fiery tail.
They let the high Houses of the Zodiac decide what was overturned and
what stood firm.
They decree the affair from Houses that are unaware whether they
revolve in orbit or rotate round the pole.
If the stars could foretell anything before its time, the fate of idols and
crosses would not have been kept hidden.!*3

Having seen how poets attributed ill fortune to dahr, duniya, or falak, we find that good
fortune in this case among others, is attributed to different agents. Abil Tammam does

not directly attribute al-Mu'tagim’s glorious victory to God,™ but explicitly to military

might, and especially military science as opposed to the ‘forgeries and fabrications’ of

the astrologers. It is the sword’s ‘cutting edge’ and the ‘bright spears’ that are the means

132 \ fuhammad Abi ‘Azzam (ed.), Diwan Abi Tammam, Vol. 1, pp. 45- 50.

133 The poet here refers to the misfortune defeat the Christian Byzantines faced in ‘Amorium that stars
failed to predict before it took place in reality.

14 Gee the treatment of the procedure that Abl Tammam employed in his ode before attributing the
victory to God as the real factor in Kamil abii Dib’s ‘Al-Adab wa 'l-Idyultljiya’, in Fugsal, v. iv (1985): pp.
72-74.
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and indicators of the Caliph’s victory. The victory then was al-Mu'tagim’s,'** but it was

also the victory of free will over the prognostications of his astrologers, and so it is
human freedom that should be seen as the hidden hero of the poem. Regarding this
point, Suzanne Stetkevych comments:

It is the triumph of bold action and initiative on the part of the Caliph in

the ‘Ammiriyah campaign over passive submission to the astrological
charts the poet celebrates in the first ten lines of the gasidah. Moreover,

given the Mu'tazilite cultural context in which the qasidah was

composed, we must read this passage as a comment on that fiercest of
battles among the Mutakallimiin [theologians], that between the
Qadarites and the Jabrites, the proponents, respectively, of free-will and
predetermination. Not unexpectedly then, Abi Tammam promotes free-

will, that tenet without which the essential doctrine of AA! al- 4d! wa al-

Tawhid (The Proponents of Justice and Unity, i.e., the Mu'tazilites) could

not stand."
The Caliph’s ‘bold action’ and its successful outcome inspired Abil Tammam to scorn
the claims of astrologers and assert the power of free will. But he does not attack
astrology from a religious viewpoint, and some court poets who still believed in its
value in avoiding an evil fate. Those poets had to adopt to new circumstances, however,

and attempt to reconcile astrology with orthodox Islam, when al-Mutawakkil ascended

the throne. He rejected the Mu'tazili doctrine and embraced the Sunni, which was

extremely inimical doctrine was the most hated to astrology. When Muhammad ibn an-

135 The rejection of the astrologers’ advice by al-Mu'tagim on this occasion should not be understood as
stemming from scepticism or piety; a number of incidents related in at-Tan0khi’s Nishwar al-Muhdadara,
and Ibn Tawis’s Faraj al-Mahmiim demonstrate the Caliph’s strong belief in astrology. For example, Ibn
Tawis relates that Biirin, who was the daughter of the vizier al-Hasan ibn Sahl and who had a great
knowledge of astrology, wamned the Caliph about a ‘cutting-off> (gar *) in his horoscope on such and such
a day, and the cause would be a wooden stet. Believing that the object must be part of a roof; the Caliph
moved to another place, where there was no wooden roof, until the time of the prediction’s fulfillment
had elapsed. While he was waiting for the day to pass, the time of prayer arrived and a slave entered, as
usual, holding a comb and a siwdk (a twig cut from a particular tree and used in the Arab world as a tooth
brush) for the Caliph to use in getting ready to pray. But his vizier prevented him from using them and
instead ordered the slave boy to comb his hair and brush his teeth with them; where upon the boy
immediately fell dead. See Ibn Tawls, Faraj al-Mahmim, pp. 137-39. Although the story seems
incredible and thus its depiction of the caliph’s belief in astrology is doubtful, it is interesting in that it
shows the predictions of astrology as credible and accurate, and that it is possible to avoid an evil fate.

However, those who believed in fate would say that al-Mu‘tagim’s term had not arrived.

136 Stetkevych, Abii Tammam and the Poetics of the Abbasid Age, p. 200.
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Nadr al-Harithi arrived in Hilwan, an Iraqgi city, his coming coincided with the
appearance of Kawkab adh-Dhanab (the Tailed Planet), a star said to be of malefic

influence.'*” His rival ‘Ali ibn al-Jaham (d. 249/ 863)'** composed the following lines:
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When it rose I was sure that some evil event would happen, and so at
once I appealed to God to give us the best of that omen.
They never appear unless a disaster follows, al-Harithi and the Tailed
Planet.

These lines show that heavenly bodies were regarded by some as signs of events
predetermined by God, and that the poet believed that human beings were free to avert
misfortune and modify an evil destiny not through their own power but by appealing to
God’s mercy. Thus the poet reconciles the claims of the astrologers with the doctrine of

orthodox Islam.

The poets of the mid-Abbasid period were not only concerned to link astrology with
individual destinies; the stars could also indicate the fate of empires. In lamenting the
Byzantines’ defeat of the Sasanians in 629 AD. after a series of long wars, al-Buhturi
(d. 284 H/ 897 AD) used the ruins of the Iwan of Kisra (Kisra Palace)'*’ as a symbol of

137See how the appearance of Kawkab adh-Dhanab constituted as a bad omen in that time in al-Qifty,
Ta'rikh al-Hukamd’, p. 156; and Jalal ad-Din as-SiyGfi ash-shafi'i, Min Husn al-Muhadara fi Akkbar

Misr wa 1-Qahira (Cairo: Matba'at Idarat al-Watan, 2 Vols., 1299 H. [1881]), p. Vol. 2, p. 227.

138 Ali ibn al-Jahm, a prominent Abbasid poet and man of letter of the third/ ninth century. He was a
close friend to Abl Tammam, whose poems he greatly admired. Although the Caliph al-Mutawakkil
granted him his patronage, envious courtiers caused his downfall and he was then exiled to Khurasan in
239/ 853-4. After he was bestowed with the Caliph’s pardon, he retumed to Baghdad, and few years later
died in Syria. Most of his poetry survives from the reign of al-Mutawakkil, ‘he frequent inclusion of

religious elements and the strongly pro-‘Abbasid stance he took due to his Khurasni origins’ is notable in
his verse’. See P. F. Kennedy, “Ali ibn al-Jahm’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, p. 79, and

az-Zirikli, Al-A Jam, Vol. 5, p. 77.

139 Al Agfahani, 41-Aghani, Vol. 10, p. 255.

M0 1t is related that al-Manglir, the second Abbasid Caliph, having decided to build Baghdad, consulted
his Persian vizier Khalid ibn Barmak on whether he should remove the ruins to make way for the new
capital, whose site had been determined by astrology. The vizier’s advice was not to demolish it. It seems,
however, that the Caliph was testing the vizier’s loyalty; al-Manglir accused him of prejudice against
Arabs in favour of his own people. In his defence the vizier argued that such a building should be kept as
a historical legacy that wouid testify to the power of the Muslims, who had overcome an empire, the
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the Persian empire, to whom he dedicated his famous Stniyya ode,'*! which evokes the
mood of atlal, a nostalgia aroused by viewing the scene of the remains of the beloved’s
campsite, although the traces here are those of a once-great empire. The main

astrological reference in this 56-line poem appears in lines 38-39:!4
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Nights'* turned its fortune; Jupiter has become a malefic-planet.
The noble ruins endure, although loaded with Time’s Chains.

After a long description of the many joyful times enjoyed in the Iwan in the past, the
poet attributes its present devastated state not to the Byzantines but to the nights, the
daughters of dahr, seen as an unconquerable and inescapable force in the J@hilf era.
Even a noble empire could not escape its curse; it has turned Jupiter, an auspicious
planet, into a star of ill-omen. Why should an Arab poet lament the destruction of a
Persian monument? Many scholars have interpreted the Iwan Kisra gasida as an “anti-

Imperial ode’:'** the poet’s choice of a Persian palace over the classical Bedouin traces,

Byzantine, which had defeated a great nation, the Persian, whose power is expressed by the remains of
such a building. Unsatisfied and unconvinced by this answer, the Caliph ignored the vizier's advice and
ordered that the palace be demolished. However, informed that the demolition would cost his
government a fortune, the Caliph then commanded that the work should stop. However, the vizier advised
that it should continue, this time arguing that people should not be able to accuse the Arabs of being
unable to demolish what others had built, and the great difference between construction and destruction is
well known; in other words, the wealth and power promised by the new empire would be called into
question. This argument appears dubious, and it may be that the vizier, angered by the removal of his
ancestors’ remaining monument, wished to damage the Caliph’s reputation among the Persians, who
would remember him as the arrogant Arab prince who had demolished a great building and insulted his
allies for the sake of his own glorification. For a reference for the story and the whole ode see al-Hamawi,

Mu jam al-Buldan, Vol. 1, pp. 294- 97.

'“! His famous Iwan Kisrd gasida, or siniyya, is so called because the final letter of its lines (the rhyme) is
sin (or s). The poet’s use of this device may reflect an intention to evoke the hiss and clash of swords
wielded in battle, and thus praise the heroism of both armies: the Persian defeat then was not because of

coward; they did their best and fought heroically, it is fate.

2 There is no specific date for the composition of the ode: Samer Ali claims that it was ‘sometime later
during the post-Mutawakkil period’ (see Samer M. Ali, ‘Reinterpreting al-Buhturi’s Iwan Kisrd Ode:
Tears of Affection for the Cycles of History’, in Journal of Arabic Literature, xxxvii (2006): pp. 46- 67,
particularly, pp. 46- 47), while other scholars argue that it was ‘in 270/ 884", (See J. S. Meisami, ‘al-
Buhtwii®, Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, p. 161).

143 A).-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Buldan, Vol. 1, p. 296, (particularly verses 28 and 29).

14 Nights were conceived as Times tools, or the daughter of Time, as expressed poetically in the pre-
Islamic ideology. See Ch. I1I, pp. 72 - 73.

US See Dayf, Tarikh al-Adab al- Arabi: al-Asr al- AbbasT ath-Thani, pp. 229- 31, and A. Serrano, ‘Al-
Buhturi’s Poetics of Persian Abodes’, in Journal of Arabic Literature, 28 (1997): pp. 68- 87, particularly,
pp. 96 -79.
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and moreover, one which was destroyed on the orders of an Arab Caliph, suggests that
the poem embodies a harsh criticism of the Abbasids at a time of decline that witnessed
the assassination of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-61) and the growing power of the
Turks'*. The poet himself seems to have been aware that this accusation might be
made, and he makes it clear that his motive was to compose a work of political and
moral value: the closing lines of the ode indicate that he appreciated the Persian support
that helped the Abbasids gain victory over their rivals and take the throne.'*’
Nevertheless, many scholars ignore the poet’s defence and insist on regarding his
Stniyya as an ‘anti-imperial ode’.’*® In a valuable and thought provoking article, Samer
Ali, who rejects the thesis that the ode is anti-imperial,* argues that the Stiyya ‘had

146 Al Mutawakkil ‘ala Allah Ja'far ibn Muhammad ibn Harin ar-Rashid ascended the throne after his
brother al-Wathiq aided by two of al-Wathiq’s leading Turkish military men, the vizier Ibn az-Zayyat and
the chief judge Ahmad ibn Abi Da’id. The dominance of the Turkish faction was later confirmed when

this Caliph was assassinated by the Turks, who induced his eldest son, al-Muntagir, to take part in the
conspiracy, warning him that he would not be the next caliph if he did not submit to them. al-Muntagir’s

reign lasted only six months, as he fell mortally ill and died at S&marra® in 248/ 862. The main reason for

al-Mutawakkil’s assassination seems to be that he acted against the Turks’ expectations: he formulated an
independent policy against their interests and intended to reduce their power by recruiting a new army
consisting mainly of Arab origin. For full information about these two Abbasid Caliphs see at-Tabard,

Tarikh al-Umam wa 1-Mulitk, Vol. 11, pp. 26- 84.

47 Eor our comment on the last few lines of the poem see al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Buldan, Vol. 1, p. 236,
particularly from line 42 to the end of the poem.

148 It might be useful to understand the relationship between al-Buliturf and the Caliph al-Mutawakkil, as
it might bring us closer to accepting or rejecting the assumption argument that the ode is anti-imperial. On
the accession of al-Mutawakkil (reigned 233-47/ 847-61) al-Bubturi came into contact with al-Fath ibn
Khagan, al-Mutawakkil’s vizier, who introduced him to the Caliph in 234/ 848, thus initiating the most
brilliant phase of his career as a court poet. Thirteen years later, or so, al-Bubtur, according to al-
Mas‘0di, was present at the murder of his patron and his vizier, by Turkic slave-soldier. Knowing that al-
Mutawakkil’s son, al-Muntasir, had part in this conspiracy he composed Ehe following lines:

ws gl Sy eume Gad .. Sat Sadal gall 1 s
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(al-Mas'0di, Muriij adh-Dhahab, Vol., 4, p. 99).

Was the successor hiding his treachery? It is strange indeed that the betrayer of a king is
to be named as his successor!
Let him not inherit the legacy; let that pulpits not carrying prayers for him.

For the whole story of the night of al-Mutawakkil’s death as related by al-Buhtur, the eye witness, and
recorded by al-Mas'idi see ibid., Vol 4, pp. 97- 99. Thus it is a mistake to think of al-Buhturl’s ode as
anti-imperial, since it is not only an invalid assumption but also deprives al-Buhtur1 of merit and dignity.

19 A}, ‘Reinterpreting al-Buhtur’s Iwén Kisra Ode’, p. 46.
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the effect of redeeming the Abbasids in order to avoid civil strife in a time of danger’,'*
and that the poem can be read as an allegory with reference to the oral lore of the
Abbasid era as recorded by ad-Dinawri (d. 895 AD.) in his Akhbar at-Tiwal.'s' The
poet’s elegy to the Sasdnian palace celebrates not only the Persian abode but also the
Abbasid achievement, which is in danger of destruction. The poem suggests a solution
by metaphorically re-uniting two cultures distinguished by great political and military
success and splendid civilisation.'? Ali concludes his article by emphasising that al-
Buhturi was an imperial, not an anti-imperial poet:

Al-Buhturf raises vividly the archetypal issues that ultimately transform a
sordid palace scandal into a tragedy of universal relevance and appeal.
Composed after the murder, the poem forced larger questions on the
stage, such as who/ what is fundamentally to blame, who deserves their
fate, and why power is cyclical. The poet’s response, no doubt, is that of
an imperiallgoet concerned not with other-worldly redemptions, but those

of this one.

If we are to accept Ali’s assumption, the Stniyya, if it is to be read as allegory, addresses
two audiences: the Persian culture, openly and explicitly, but more importantly, and yet
implicitly and indirectly, the Abbasids. The clear implication is that the ode should be
read as a warning that the Abbasids would suffer fate similar to that which befell the
Sasanians if urgent actions and wise precautions are not taken against the Turks. This
warning is not explicit, however, the mood of the ode is elegiac. As Ali remarks, the
true ‘villain’ of the piece is fate, ‘with its vicious cycles of glory, decadence and
decay’'*, corrupts the very nature of auspicious planets and turns them inauspicious,
and thus destroys the essence of the ruler’s claim to power. Thus the Abbasids should
remember that their right to the caliphate, though it may appear to be written on the

150 1bid.

51 mhid.

152 Ali comments that ‘al-Bubturi’s poem contributes to a view of cultural assimilation that balanced the
one extreme of the Shu'libiyya movement, which looked to Persian culture over all others for models, and
the other extreme of traditionalists who saw Arab culture as the only viable model’. (See Ali,

‘Reinterpreting al-Bubturi’s Iwén Kisra Ode’, pp. 60- 61; for the notion of Shu fibiyya see H. T. Norris,

‘Sh'ibiyyah in Arabic Literature’, Julia Ashtiany et al. (eds.), The Cambridge History of Arabic
Literature: ‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres (Cambridge: The University Press, 1990), pp.31-47.

153 Ali, ‘Reinterpreting al-Buhturi’s Iwan Kisra Ode’, p. 61.

154 Ibid. p. 51.
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page of heaven, is subject to the cycles of fate. Moreover, the Turks were now the
holders of effective power in the empire, and as Sunni Muslims they were implacably
opposed to astrology. The Abbasid state became progressively weakened and split into a
number of independent states. These new political and cultural conditions affected not
only the status of astrology but also the poet’s use of astrological imagery, and this

change will be examined in the next chapter.

IV. 4: Conclusion
This chapter has shown that in the early and mid-Abbasid periods the status of

astrology, and hence the poet’s use of astrological imagery, was governed by the
personal attitude of individual caliphs or other rulers and by the influence of
philosophers and theologians. Within a few decades of the Abbasids’ accession to
power, rulership of the empire was spilt between various contending factions: the
religious separated from the political, and the caliphs had to learn to coexist with sultans
and kings. Moreover the unified view of the problem of free will and determinism was
broken, leading to the establishment of two apparently irreconcilable positions: that of

the Qadarites, advocates of free will, and that of the Jabrites, advocates of

predestination.

Thus astrologers and their intellectual allies were faced with the problem of how to

defend their discipline in the face of criticism from all sides and in the context of a

political climate that was far from stable. Although the Abbasids’ need to favour the

Persian faction benefited astrology, and the Mu'tazili caliphs granted an official status

and support to astrologers, the status of the science was never completely secure, and its
practitioners had to contend with attacks not only from those skeptical or scornful of its
claims to be a science, but also from both jabrites and qadarites and, most importantly,
from those orthodox men of religion who saw the principles of astrology as entirely

incompatible with, and indeed inimical to, those of Islam.

The political, philosophical and religious difficulties that assailed astrology and
astrologers were reflected in various ways by the poets of the period, whose works
provide insight into the issues that exercised their society. the appreciation and

understanding of their response is complicated by the survival into the Islamic era of
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certain pre-Islamic pagan elements, most notably the belief in the irresistible power of
fate (dahr), which flourished partly because of the separation between free will and
determinism, but mainly because a great many Muslims found it inconceivable that a
compassionate and merciful God would bestow an evil destiny upon His creatures. The
Jahili legacy was apparent in other ways in the works of poets of Bedouin origin such
as al-Akhtal, Jarir and al-Farazdaq, whose treatment of astrological material recalls that

of the pre-Islamic era.

The chapter has traced the development of these ideas and issues by drawing on the
works of the poets of the period, presenting them more or less chronologically except in
those cases where a certain theme (such as that of dahr) necessitated a different
approach. Moreover, to understand the striking transformation in the use of astrological
material — with respect to both quality and quantity — that took place in the Abbasid
period, it was necessary to examine the transition from the early Islamic period by
considering briefly the Umayyad poets, who could not have written as they did without
the stimulus provided by the early manifestations of the translation movement. The
Umayyad period was one which witnessed the development of knowledge that would
equip the astrologers of the Abbasid period with weapons they needed to hold in check
the assaults by orthodox Islam, although, not surprisingly, they never won a definitive

victory.

That astrology was able to survive and flourish in a country setting was mainly due to
the separation of political and religious power and the patronage of a number of caliphs
who, whether or not they believed in its prognostications, valued astrology as a political
weapon and a means of mollifying their Persian allies. Their patronage was crucial to

astrologers and poets alike, and their attitudes ranged from the gullible (Marwan) to the
defiant (al-Mu'tasim). But whatever their personal view, it was the poet’s task to glorify

the ruler, usually in the most extravagant terms, and, if the ruler were none too

intelligent, to bolster his praise with absurd claims that were often drawn from an

astrological knowledge that was sometimes genuine and sometimes feigned.

The variety of opinions and their expressions found among Abbasid poets is surprising,
and supports our assumption that literature can throw light upon the life of a society in
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ways and in areas unexplored by other cultural products. Needless to say, quite apart
from questions of literary merit, this period is one rich in poets of talent, some of whom
will be considered in the next chapter, which will cover the late Abbasid era. The poets
considered in this chapter, were sometimes well-disposed towards astrology, sometimes
vehemently opposed to it on religious or empirical grounds, but generally the claims of
the discipline and its attempts to be reconciled with Islam were taken to be important
issues worthy of approval or condemnation. When al-Mutawakkil re-imposed Sunni
orthodoxy, poets had to make sure their use of astrological material was ideologically
sound, but with time this material became little more than a storehouse of images which
would inspire poets to unprecedented heights of metaphorical complexity as will be

shown in the following chapter.
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Chapter V: Astrological References in Late Abbasid Poetry

V. 1: Introduction

The previous chapter investigated the literary functions and social political meanings of
a number of astrological references found in the poetry of the early and mid-Abbasid
periods, and also considered the poetry of the Umayyad period, which saw the
beginning of the translation movement, a phenomenon that played a crucial role in
revivifying astrology after the near-fatal decline it had experienced with the coming of
Islam, and that also provided poets with a wealth of new material. Astrology’s fortunes,
however, only fully revived with the establishment of Abbasid power and the new
caliphate’s need to forge strong links with its Persian allies. The Abbasids protected
astrology from heated opposition and the vehement attacks of the men of religion,
eventually granting astrologers official states at court. This development, as the chapter
showed, had wide repercussions on the work of poets, who drew on astrological
material in a variety of ways to express a wide range of opinions concerning the
connections between the astral and earthly realms. Generally speaking, the poets’ use of
astrological material was more complex than their predecessors’ with regard to both

literary expression and technical knowledge, and the variety of responses that material

inspired remains truly remarkable.

In the 4%/ 10™ century a process began which was to reduce drastically the effective
power of the Abbasid caliphs, who became rulers in name only. They exerted some
authority in the capital, but distant regions were virtually independent states.' This
profound political change affected all aspects of late Abbasid society, including

astrology, which was influenced by the ideologies of the different political groups and
religious sects to be found in the caliphate’s territories, and which in turn influenced the

poetry of that period, giving it a peculiar character. Moreover, we find distinct
differences in the use of astrological references between the work produced by poets

! In commenting on the history of the Abbasid Caliphate from 334/ 945 to 656/ 1258, B. Lewis states
that: ‘During the long period from the Buyid occupation of Baghdad to the conquest of the city by the
Mongols, the Caliphate became a purely titular institution, representing the headship of Sunni Islam, and
acting as legitimating authority for the numerous secular rulers who exercised effective sovereignty, both
in the provinces and in the capital. The caliphs themselves, except for a brief revival towards the end,
were at the mercy of the secular rulers, who appointed and deposed them at will [...]’ B. Lewis,

“Abbasids (Banu ’I-'Abbas) 2- 334/ 945 - 656/ 1258°,in E. L., p. 20.

161



addressing aristocratic or royal elite and that produced by poets who were closer to the

mass of the people.

V. 2: The Poetry of the Court
The following discussion thus investigates the nature and function of astrological

references in poetry either composed by the literary elite or dedicated to eminent
political figures. Any discussion of the poets of that era must include the celebrated
Abil at-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi (303-354/ 915-65)%, whose works unfortunately contain
few astrological references; moreover, those few are not distinguished by a deep
knowledge of astrology but echo Jahili attitudes and themes, stressing in a simple way
the significance of certain astral bodies. In mourning one of his friends, Shabib al-

‘Uqayli, who had rebelled against al-Mutanabbi’s famous enemy, Kafiir al-Tkhshids,’

and who was killed in 348 / 959, the poet defends his friend against any accusation of
cowardice and attributes his defeat to the disposition of the heavens at the time he met
his death. At that fatal moment ath-Thurayya and ad-Dabran were presaging the end of
a hero dauntless in battle, a conventional theme of the Jahili period:
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2 Al-Mutanabbi Abi at-Tayyib Ahmad ibn al-Husayn’s talent as a poet was evident at an early age. As the
son of a poor family, he invested his talent and composed panegyrics to a number of patrons until his
growing reputation led to an invitation to the famous literary court of Sayf ad-Dawla al-Hamdani in
Aleppo. This illustrious Arab prince became the poet’s most important patron; al-Mutanabbi spent nine
years at his court and dedicated several great poems to him. The prince, however, was both irascible and
erratic in his moods, and the poet was easily offended and prickly and had a justifiably high opinion of his
own abilities; moreover, he was surrounded by enemies and rivals. Eventually a rupture occurred between
the two men, whose relationship had been founded on mutual respect and admiration. Al-Mutanabbi
subsequently tried to attach himself to two other patrons, Kafur al-Tkhshidi, a former slave and now ruler

of Egypt, and then to the Buyid amir ‘Adud ad-Dawla in Shiréz, but his pride led to quarrels and his

career as a celebrated panegyrist seemed to be over. He def:ided to return 1o Iraq, but on his way home he
was attacked by Bedouins, who killed him, together with his son, in 354 H/ 965AD. (See A. Hamori, ‘Al-
Mutanabb?’, in Julia Ashtiany et al (eds.), The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: ‘Abbasid Belles-

Lettres, pp. 300- 14,

3 Kafiir, also known as Abi °I-Misk, a black eunuch, was a slave to the Ikhshidid, who ruled Egypt and

declared himself as sole master of Egypt. The main significance of Kafiir in Islamic history lies in the fact
that during the twenty-two years of his reign he successfully protected the Ikhshidid establishment against
the dangerous threat posed by those governments bordering with it, the Fatimids and the Hamdnids in
particular. Kafur also gained a place in Islamic history because of his patronage of scholars and writers,
the most prominent among being the great poet al-Mutanabbi who ‘immortalized the black ruler in a

number of panegyric and satirical verses’. See A. S. Ehrenkreutz, ‘Kafiir, Abu ’[-Misk’, in E. I, Vol. iv,
pp. 418- 19.

4 Nﬂsif al-Yﬁziji (Od), Al- Ulf a]-Tayyib ﬁ Sharh Diwdn AbT a;-T ayyib GBCirut: Dar Sﬁdl.l‘ & Dar Beirut, 2
Vols., 1964), Vol. 2, p. 349.
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He strove heroically to defend himself against the swords that pressed
upon him, yet he ignored the sign delivered by the appearance of both the
Star and Aldebaran.’

Indeed the theme of a hero who faces death because of a preordained fate witnessed by
a heavenly configuration and not because of cowardice is a typical Jahili feature. Al-
Mutanabbi’s image of the two stars is an unsophisticated one that has a distinctly pre-
Islamic character. It is doubtful, however, that al-Mutanabbi believed that the stars were
in any sense agents of destruction.® Astrology provided a vital source of imagery which
he occasionally used for his own purposes, and this imagery differed according to the
occasion. In delivering a panegyric to his patron the Prince of Aleppo and northern
Syria, Sayf ad-Dawla al-Hamdéani (303- 56/ 916- 67),7 the poet curses the worship of
heavenly bodies and condemns those who believe in their influence on the sublunary
realm:
diailgdl euga .. andllage oG
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Damn on the religion of those who worship the stars and on those who
claim that the stars are able to think!
If they can do so, why then do they not descend, having become aware
that you are gazing at them?

5 It has been mentioned earlier that ‘the Star’ refers to ath-Thurayy (see Ch. 11, p. 28).

A search of his whole Diwdn for astrological references yielded a very few lines of astrological
references. This suggests that he was not a believer in the gbility of the upper world to ordain human
destiny, and had little interest in astrology even as a source of imagery.

7 Sayf ad-Dawla is the most distinguished representative of his tribe, the Taghlib, which ruled, with the
help of the Abbasid caliphate, Mesopotamia, particularly Mosul, and Syria (Aleppo). He led for a long
time and with success the jihdd against the Byzantine enemy, and spent large sums of money on the
ransom of Muslim prisoners. He suffered terrible ordeals towards the end of his life: defeat at the hands of

the Byzantines, the death of two of his sons, debilitating illness and the treachery of his most trusted
lieutenants. This individual has inspired an abundant literature, mystical as well as historical. Moreover,

he was a man of ShiT background, an enlightened poet and philologist who maintained a literary court

more brilliant than that of any other Islamic sovereign. In 356/ 967 he died in Aleppo. Prominent among
the men of letters whom he invited to his court or who praised him in order to benefit from his generosity

were Abil Firss al-Hamad#ni, his cousin, later known as the ‘Captive Prince’; as-Sarf al-Raffd’; the
philosopher al-Farabi; the astrologer Abi ‘Abdullah al-Badgdidi, and al-Mutanabbi. He was a Sh'ite and
during his reign Sunnism was replaced as official sect by Twelver Shi'ism. See Th. Bianquis, ‘Sayf al-
Dawla’, in E. I, Vol. ix, pp. 103- 10).

$ Al-Yazijl (ed.), 4l- Urf at-Tayyib, Vol. 2, pp. 85- 86.
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Indeed, if each were to be placed in his proper position, the one now
above you would be placed below you.

The poet seems to be adopting an orthodox position in order to condemn the devotees of
an astral religion that views the stars as intelligences, but this is no more than a poetic
device enabling him to praise his patron in extravagant terms: if the stars could think
they would acknowledge Sayf ad-Dawla’s superiority and descend to earth to take their

place below him.

A similar simple use of astrological references that recalls the practice of Jahili poets
can be found in another panegyric to Sayf ad-Dawla, but here the religious context is

very different, to the extent that the lines seem blasphemous. In striving to satisfy Sayf

ad-Dawla who ‘was quick to amgc.er’,9 as-Sari ar-Raffa’ (d. approx. 366/ 976)'° represents

both fate and the planets as subject to the ruler’s commands:
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He has a pen that commands the stars in their courses, and that fate hears
and obeys.
Whether it good or ill fortune his intention, all are subject to his will;
whatever he declares is accomplished with greater speed than the Milky
Way in its orbit.

These astrological references, intended for an Arab dedicatee, appear to be pre-Islamic
and pagan in character, thus adding to the stylistic interest of the poem. But the use of
the word galam (pen) gives it an Islamic context, and it is striking that orthodox religion
seems to be abandoned and replaced by hyperbolic praise of the ruler. Mankind’s free
will is constrained not by divine predetermination, but because fate is preordained by

9 A. Hamori, ‘Al-Mutanabb?®, in Abbasid Belles-Letters, pp. 300- 14, particularly p. 300.

10 Abi al-Hasan as-Sari Ahmad Ar-Raffi’ was one of the great poets of the fourth/ tenth century, whose

reputation suffered because he was a contemporary of al-Mutanabbi. He composed many poems in praise
of the Hamdani ruler, Sayf ad-Dawla, who in turn rewarded him and appointed him one of his court poets.
However, the ruler’s mood towards him changed and the poet was deprived of all the privileges he had
been used to enjoy. All as-Sari ar-Raffi’’s humble apologies were rejected and the poet’s life was
henceforth marked by misfortune. See Habib Husayn al-Husayni (ed.), Diwan as-Sari ar-Raffa’

(Baghdad: Manshiirat Waziirat ath-Thaqafa wa I-Ibda’, 2 Vols., 1981), Vol. 1, pp. 21- 47.

1 1pid., Vol. 2, p. 389.
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the ruler’s will. The role of God, who ordains man’s destiny, is here transferred to the
ruler, and the pen that writes mankind’s fate has become his property. Undoubtedly this
pagan image is not meant to be taken seriously; it follows the convention of Abbasid
panegyric in praising the noble patron in ludicrously extravagant terms. This hyperbole
is also found in al-Mutanabbi’s eulogies to the same patron, Sayf ad-Dawla.'?
Nevertheless, its un-Islamic character should be noted, for it has no parallels in the early
Islamic period. While Sayf ad-Dawla enjoyed the praise of the poets who hailed him as
lord of fate and commander of the stars, endowing him with divine attributes, his cousin
Abi Firas al-Hamadani (d. 357/ 968)'° seems immune to such flattery and piously
dismisses altogether the claims of astrology. He was advised by an astrologer not to
travel on the day he had chosen,'* and in response he composed the following lines,
which express a devout Muslim’s rejection of astrology: since God is the omnipotent

judge of what is best for each person, one must submit to His will and abandon one’s

own ideas of self-interest:
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12’ For al-Mutanabbi’s exaggeration in eulogies see the study of his panegyric odes by Ayman Zaki al-
‘Ashmawi in his Qasidat al-Madih ind al-Mutanabbi wa Tatawurihd al-Fanni (Beirut: Dar an-Nahda al-

‘Arabiyya, 1983).

13 Abi Firss al-Hamdani was the son of Sa‘ld Hamdan at-Taghlibi, himself a poet who was killed by
Nasir ad-Dawla Hasan on attempting to occupy Mawsil. Nasir was his nephew and the brother of Sayf ad-
Dawla, the Prince of Aleppo, who became the guardian and carrier to his orphan cousin, and married his
sister. The two cousins enjoyed a close relationship and Abu Firas frequently accompanied Sayf ad-
Dawla on his expeditions against the Byzantines. He was captured in 348/ 951 but managed to escape
from imprisonment at Kharshana by leaping on horseback into the Euphrates. In 351/ 962, however, he
was recaptured in Manbaj, a Syrian province, and was taken to Constantinople were he remained, despite
his entreaties to Sayf ad-Dawla, who refused to pay his ransom, until the general exchange of prisoners in
355/ 966. Well known as the ‘Captive Prince’, it is related that he was received with honour by the
Byzantines who kept him in exceptionally pleasant conditions, allowing him the use of his gun, in
recognition of his princely status, and also perhaps becausp hxs mother was a Byzantine. Abii Firas
composed the poems comprising his Rimiyyat while a captive in }Syzanﬁum (or Riim). These brought
him great fame, and in them the Captive Prince gives expression with great dignity and eloquence to the
Arab ideal of chivalry. In 357/ 968 Abi Firds claimed right to the succession over Abi al-Ma'ali, Sayf ad-
Dawla’s son, who was fifteen at the time, and attempted to capture Hims, a Syrian province, as a prelude
to taking Aleppo. However, he failed in his rebellion and was put to death in the same year. For more
information about Aba Firfis’s life and poems see H. A. R. Gibb, ‘Abii Firas al-Hamdan?’, in E. 7., 1960,

Vol. 1, pp. 119- 20; and ‘Umar Farriikh, Abi Firdas: Faris Bani Hamdan wa Sha iruhum (Beirut: Maktabat
Minimna, 1954).
14 The reason given by the astrologer is not related in that anecdote; see Sami Dahan (ed.), Le Diwan D’

Abu Firas al-Hamdani: poéte arab du IV® Siécle de I Hégire (X” Siécle de J. -C,) (Beirut: n. p., 3 Vols.,
1944), Vol. 2,p. 74.
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Hey you, who admire his stars, know that they cannot decide what is
auspicious or inauspicious.
God decreases and increases whatever He wills, His hand encompasses
all things.
Therefore cast aside what ‘I’ want and what ‘you’ want; God’s will alone
is real.

The astrological principles of nuhiis (the malefics — the celestial bodies of baleful

influence) and su #d (the benefics — the celestial bodies of favourable influence)

together with man’s free will are denied any validity by Abi Firas, but as an Arab man
who is conscious of his heritage he refers to these concepts, which are part of the pre-
Islamic legacy. As a Muslim, however, he denies their reality and ascribes agency only
to God; further, he seems to deny agency even to human beings, who are entirely
subject to divine predetermination. Elsewhere, Abal Firas uses the concepts of nuhiis,
without any qualification, as a metaphor of ill fortune. Remembering the day of his
beloved’s departure, he composed a poem containing the line:
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If those moons are to set, then my malefic stars will rise.

Generally, however, Abi Firas affirms the absolute supremacy of God as arbiter of
human fate, and it may be that this line merely admits a correspondence between the
upper and lower realms without ascribing any agency to the stars. When propounding a
philosophical or theological view he shows himself a confirmed jabrite. While in
captivity, the Prince composed a poem to his mother in which he insists that help,
guidance and consolation are to be found only in God, the all-powerful:
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15 Ibid.
16 Ibid., p. 252.

7 Ibid., p. 318.
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Whatever God does not will — and His will encompasses all things — none
of His creatures can accomplish.
If He does not guide you on every path, you are lost, even if Simak be

your guiding star.

If God saves you from what you fear, nothing of what you fear can touch

you.

If He does not help you, you will find no success even if the whole world

comes to your aid.

Thus Abii Firas’s verses affirm the doctrine of predestination and deny human free will.
Even while lamenting his fate, the poet is consoled by the orthodox view of human
destiny: in Islam ‘God’s will is [...] regarded as an inexorable law, exercising absolute
control over the courses of events and determining the major aspects of human fate’.!®
If Abi Firas found consolation in God and rejected the claims of astrologers, a century
later in al-Andalus the king of Seville deeply regretted having placed his trust in

astrology, a trust which he believed had contributed to his downfall and exile.!® Indeed,

18 Cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, p. xvii. This feature of the Muslims’ faith, absolute resignation and
submission, is recognized as one of the striking aspects that differentiate them from other Calvinists,
particularly Christians, who tend to blame themselves for every unhappy event as they attribute it to
themselves and regret not taking precautions to avoid it. In contrast, Muslims, according to Lane, enjoy a
more peaceful mind, as they accept the vicissitudes of life and regard whatever happens to them as God’s
will. In this sense, the Muslim’s belief in fate makes life’s trials and tribulations easier to bear.

19 The fifth/ eleventh century is the era of Spanish history that ?s ‘characterized by the vigorous efforts of
the Reconquista, stimulated by energetic and enterprising thstia.n monarchs who were more and more
conscious of the necessity of re-establishing national unity at the expense of Islam’. (See E. Lévi-
Proveneal, ‘Al-Andalus: (6) The Kingdoms of the {a ifas up to the battle of al-Zallaka’, in E. I, Vol. 1, p.
495). It was also the time when the territory of al-Andalus was split into a multitude of small states ruled
by different dynasties of the so-called party-kings (muliik a-tawa’if); prominent among them were Banii
‘Abbad (The ‘Abbadids). The Banii ‘Abbad ruled Seville and western Andalus from 414/ 1023. until 384/

1091. The founder of that dynasty was Abil al-Qésim Muhammad ibn ‘Abbad, who died in 433/ 1042. His

successor, his son Abil ‘Amr ‘Abbad, better known by his honorific title al-Mu'tadid, ruled Seville ‘when

political turbulence in al-Andalus attained new heights with the final collapse of the Umayyad caliphate
in 422/ 1031 and the establishment of the several independent principalities’. (See Devin J. Stewart, ‘Tbn
Zaydan’, in Maria Menocal, Raymond P. Scheindlin and Michael Sells (eds.), The Cambridge History of
Arabic Literature: The Literature of al-Andalus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp.

306- 17, particularly p. 307). Al-Mu‘tamid was an authoritarian ruler, ruthless and ambitious, and

notorious for his cruelty. He killed his own son, who was about to proclaim himself king of one of the
provinces under his control. This assassination, however, brought the other son to the political stage. In

461/ 1069, when the powerful sovereign of Seville died, this son, Muhammad al-Mu‘tamid, inherited a

kingdom which now embraced most of the south-west part of al-Andalus; he was the last of that dynasty
to rule that country. (For more information about the party kings see David Wasserstein, The Rise and
Fall of the Party-Kings: Politics and Society in Islamic Spain 1002-1089 (Princeton & New Jersey:

Princeton University Press, 1985). For a brief history see ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ‘Atiq, Al-Adab al- Arabi fi al-
Andalus (Beirut: Dir an-Nahda al-‘Arabiyya, 1976), pp. 93- 101.
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it was the desperate circumstances of the poet-king al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad of Seville

(431-488/ 1040-1095) that prompted him to lose faith in astrology and, in this poem, to
attack his astrologer and his tools from the first line:
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Have you become blind, or is it that your stars are thus afflicted?
Everything you promised has turned into its opposite.
Is there still any promise your predictions can make, or have you simply
lost faith in yourself?
You used to whisper when talking to me, or if someone disobeyed your
order you would write to complain about him.
Now you are untraceable! Is it your stupidity that has caused you to
disappear?
Or it may be you are celebrating your wedding to Virgo, or perhaps your
lies have caused you to fall prey to Leo.
The throne permits no one to enjoy it for ever, exactly like death, who
allows no one to escape.

Historians have not dealt gently with al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad. The general opinion is
that after a long period of indulging himself in all sorts of luxuries and in his passion for
wine and music, neglecting his political duties and responsibilities, al-Mu‘tamid was

inclined to ignore the Christian threat, worse, like the other party kings, he agreed to
pay tribute to Alfonso VL2 Seeing this, his people, the majority of whom were
Muslims, begged for help from a Muslim leader, the Almoravids commander Yusuf ibn
Tashufin (d. 500/ 1106)*, who crossed the Mediterranean and took control of a great

20 Abii al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Bassam ash-Shantarini, Adh-Dhakhira fi Mahasin Ahl al-Jazira, ed. Silim al-

Badri, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 4 Vols., 1998), Vol. 2, p. 31.
21 He was a Christian ruler who occupied the city of Toledo in 478/ 1085. ‘With it, the Christians gained
territory equal to roughly a quarter of the surface of the peninsula’. (See David Wasserstein, The Rise and

Fall of the Party-Kings, p.287), for more information at;out Alfongo see Bernard F. Reilly, The Kingdom
of Len-Castilla under King Alfonso VI (1065-1109) (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988).

22 ysuf ibn Tashufin was the leader of the North African troops that defeated the forces of Alfonso VI in
479/ 1086 at Sagrajas (az-Zalliiqa). ‘This victory was not followed up, and Yasuf b. Tashufin, soon
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part of al-Andalus including Seville. In that war the son of al-Mu‘tamid was killed, and

al-Mu‘tamid himself was sent into exile in the Maghrib, at Aghmat, where, four years
later he died after composing bitter poems reflecting his desperate passion for his lost

kingdom.”?

A knowledge of the circumstances in which the poet-king composed these lines may
help us understand the motivation and also the theme of this poem. Devastated by the
calamitous destiny he had to face after a long period of calm and contentment, the poet

was left brokenhearted and tormented by the disgrace which had befallen him. The

exiled al-Mu‘tamid remembered with bitterness and chagrin the good fortune his

astrologer, Abii Bakr al-Khiilani, had promised him while he occupied the throne: the
long and happy reign he would enjoy and the great events his people would witness.

But, as he laments, ‘Everything you promised has turned into its contrary’. Al-Mu'tamid

blames his astrologer for his downfall, since it was Abii Bakr’s deceitful flattery that
made him believe in a chimera and do nothing to avoid the coming disaster. The poet
accuses the astrologer of ignorance (jahl) as all his predictions have proved false. But
his feelings are mixed; as well as anger, there is nostalgia and irony in these lines, and it
is clear that the two men were close, and that the astrologer enjoyed considerable
privileges under the prince’s patronage: position and power were bestowed upon him,
The satiric tone develops as the poet rebukes his astrologer, who has fled to some
refuge: is Abi Bakr celebrating his wedding to Virgo, or have his lies caused him to fall
prey to Leo? The poet’s disillusion brings Virgo and Leo down from their quasi-divine
pedestal to the level of the mundane, and his satire ridicules what was once held in high
esteem: they fell from the heavens at the exact moment when he fell from his throne. At
this point satire tumns from mockery and becomes hikma, a statement of the poet’s

wisdom: the last line is interesting for the poet’s unusual pairing of images. It would be

wearying of the spectacle of the disunion of the Andalusian kings and their compromises with the
Christian monarchs, dethroned then one after the other and simply annexed the greater part of al-Andalus
to his dominion. From that moment, Muslim Spain was only the vassal of the Maghrib’. (See W
Montgomery Watt, ‘Al-Andalus: (vi) General Survey of the History of al-Andalus: (6) The Kingdoms oi‘

the 7a ifs up to the battle of al-Zalldka’, inE. I, Vol. 1, p. 495).

B Gee Shawqi Dayf, Asr ad-Duwal wa 1-Imérdt (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'drif, 1994), pp. 339- 41; and
Wasserstein, The Rise and Fall of the Party-Kings, p. 298.
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conventional to compare the throne with life, for no one can enjoy either for ever, but

al-Mu‘tamid compares the throne with death; this casts a shadow over the pleasures of

court life that he has foolishly indulged in, and introduces a note of bitter regret that his
wisdom has come too late to prevent his defeat and exile. But of course it is defeat and
exile that have brought him the wisdom he never possessed while enjoying the throne.
The line juxtaposes pleasure and annihilation in order to emphasise the ephemeral
nature of life and the indifference of fate to human desires. Life is a mixture of a good
and ill fortune and the astrologer’s promise of everlasting happiness should not have

been believed. The fleeting nature of pleasure and mortality is ruefully acknowledged.

When addressing a patron of Persian origin the poet could assume that the addressee

possessed more than a little knowledge of astrology. A case in point is the lines
dedicated to the Buyid ruler,?* ‘Adud ad-Dawla (d. 372/ 983),2% as-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad (d.

385/ 995).2° The poet explicitly attacks astrologers, calling them ‘the Fathers of Fools’,

2 The Buwayhids (or Buyid) were the most important of the dynasties which ruled Iran after the Arab
domination of the early and mediaeval Muslim world and the Turkish conquest of the 5% 11* century.
They ruled great parts of Iran and fractions of Iraq and the other territories of the Abbasid Caliphate under
the successive amir al-umard’ (the Prince of the Princes), bestowed on them by the Abbasid Caliph, al-
Mustakfi (r. 333- 34/ 944- 46). The three major rulers of this dynasty are well known by their honorific

titles: Mu'izz ad-Dawla, Rukn ad-Dawla, and ‘Adud ad-Dawla. After establishing their power they placed
the Abbasid Caliphs under the domination of their army. Yet, being Shi'i, who were a minority in Iraq,
they allowed the Sunni Caliph to continue as nominal ruler, ‘both to legalise his authority over the Sunnis
in his states and to strengthen his diplomatic relations with the world outside by the weight of the
respected moral authority which the Sunni princes still enjoyed by right. In fact, deriving their official
authority from the Caliphate, the Buyids behaved as though they believed genuinely in the legitimacy of

the ‘Abbisid Caliphate’. (See C. Collin Davies, ‘Buwayhids or Biiyids’, E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 1350- 57,
particularly 1350).

25 A Buyid ruler who ruled all southern Persia in the reign of his father Rukn ad-Dawla. After his father

death, the successor to the throne in Persia was his brother Mu'ayyad ad-Dawla. having a great ambitions
to play a visible political role he sought to expand the province of his family and thus controlled Iraq and
most of the Arab Peninsula and proclaimed himself a ruler of that provinces. For this reason, he is
generally regarded as the greatest amir of the Buyid dynasty, whose power reached its zenith during his

reign. (See H. Bowen, “Aqud al-Dawla’, in E. I, 1960, Vol. 1, pp. 211- 12).

% Abi al-Qasim IsmaTl ibn ‘Abbad, known with his honorific titles ag-Sahib (or the Friend). He was the
vizier of a number of early Buyid rulers in the reigns of Rukn ad-Dawla and his successor and son
Mu’ayyad ad-Dawia, and in the reign of Fakhr ad-Dawla, the latter’s successor and brother, having helped

him to ascend the throne despite the rejection of some membel_‘s of the royal family, as-Sa#hib exercised
greater authority than the ruler. It has been said: ‘If two dec_:la_lratlons were to be issued on a certain matter,
one by the ruler, Fakhr ad-Dawla, and the other by the vizier, as-3ahib, the latter’s would be approved

and issued’. (See al-Hamawi, Mu fam al-Udaba;, Vol. 2, p. 217, for full biography see ibid, pp. 213- 90).
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but his astrological reference can be read as implying a meaning of much deeper

purpose and sophistication, partially concealing his fear of losing his political position:

M\c}@e_ﬂ\ca\)_idhy‘ ‘\’*—"—"‘U"SJ'—‘
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An astrologer, the Father of Fools, warned me that Mars was in Aries.
I replied, ‘Get away from me with your ridiculous lies; I hold there is no
difference between Jupiter and Satumn.

We suspect that as-Sahib’s public view of astrology may have been motivated by a
desire to appear devout, for evidence exists that the vizier believed in the science of
astrology; it is related that he proudly said: ‘At the moment of my birth, the chart
showed that Orion was rising; a moment later and my horoscope would have indicated
my prophethood’.?® It is possible that as-Sahib’s remark was meant satirically, as an
attack on the pretensions of astrology; as for the lines quoted above, their astrological
implications should be analysed. Mars is a malefic planet; its inauspicious aspect is
exacerbated by its position in the house of Aries. The significance of this is that those
under the influence of their conjunction are likely to fall victim to the unexpected
displeasure of a royal personage.”’ So, could these lines be regarded as a message to the
Buyid ruler, that the vizier was confident that he continued to be regarded with favour
by his lord and, should that confidence be misplaced, that the ruler should not act in
such a way as to prove the ‘Father of Fools’ correct in his prognostication? Read in this

way, the lines appear to be a subtle and astute political manoeuvre on as-Sahib’s part.*

Ag-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad is thus ‘remembered as one of the great viziers of Muslim history. He belongs to the
category of ministers who, in the service of princes who were either not suited to or were indifferent to

the tasks of administration, were able to acquire an almost autonomous personal power and to become
temporarily the true masters of the state’. He also presided over a court which attracted some of the great

literary figures of the time. See Cl. Cahen and Ch. Pellat, ‘Ton ‘Abbad, Abu al-Kasim Isma1l’, in E. I,
Vol. iii, pp. 671- 73.

27 Al Asfahéinl, Muhddarat al-Udaba’, Vol. 1, p. 145.

28 Abii Hayyan at-Tawhidi, Mathalib al-Wazirayn: Akhlag as-$ahib ibn Abbad wa Ibn al- 4mid, ed. by
Ibrahim al-Kilani, (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1997), p. 135.

2 Gee Abii Sa'id Ahmad As-Sizji, Kitab ad-Dala il fi Ahkam an-Nujam, in King Abdul Aziz University,
The Central Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 235/ 2., n.d.), fol. 76, and Abi Ma‘shar al-Balkhi, Al-

Mudkhalk ild Tim an-Nujiim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no.
285.,n.d.), fol. 8.
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Certainly this is more likely than that they are merely an expression of orthodox
religious ideology. Moreover, if this reading is correct, we can be fairly certain that the
poet must have been confident that his astrological implication would be understood by
his reader.3! As-Sahib’s lines suggest that the addressee often had some knowledge of
astrology. Sometimes, however, astrological references could be made simply to clarify

the poet’s thought. Abu al-Fath al-Busti (d. 400/ 1010),*? who was often the victim of

30 Royal courts in general were characterised by unstable moods and changing tempers. Abi ‘Amr Al-
Jahiz in his Kitab at-Taj fi Akhlaq al-Muliik (The Crown of the Kings’ Conduct), ed. Ahmad Zaki Béshs,
(Cairo: Al-Matba'a al-Amiriyya, 1914), discusses this issue; see particularly pp. 91- 94.

3! Many accounts testify to the strong belief in astrology held by the Buyid rulers ( reigned 320-447/ 932-

1055), particularly ‘Adud ad-Dawla, the ruling head of the Buyid family, who granted his favour to this
minister. (See Shaimi, Tarikh at-Tanjim, pp. 276-78). The importance of this discipline, which was of
Zoroastrian origin, has been seen to lie in the role it played in the Buyids’ intention ‘to form a separate
block within Islam itself, under a “national” dynasty’. (See C. Collin Davies, ‘Buwayhids or Biiyids’, in
E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 1350-1357, particularly p. 1354).

A number of literary works testify to the Buyids interest in astrology. Even instruments such as the zij*

could be a source of inspiration to poets. Abli Ishq Ibrahim as-Sabi’ (313- 84/ 925- 94)** could conceive

no better gift than this astrological tool to be given to the Buyid ruler ‘Adud ad-Dawla:
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Abi Mangiir ‘Abd al-Malik ath-Tha'alibi, Yafimat ad-Dahr fi Mahasin Ahl al- 4sr, ed. by Aba
Mufid Qamiha, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Timiyya, 6 Vols., 2000), Vol. 2, p. 331.

I gave a gift to a celebrator; it was a zjj whose tables were like weights that measure our
life span.
So, measure with it the orbits of the heavens so that you, like they, will be immortal,
neither living in fear nor passing the days in dread.

* In Islamic science az-Zjj is an astronomical hand-book with tables, so called after the models of the
Sasanid Persian zij as-sikah, the Indian Sindhind, and Ptolemy’s Almagest and Handy Tables. In its

astrological function the zij was usually used for drawing up a yoroscope for a certain moment or for a
series of such moments, such as each year in the life of an individual. Given the ascendant, that is, the

point of the ecliptic instantaneously rising over the horizon, one needs to determine the positions for the
astrological houses and to assign the Sun, Moon and five naked-eye planets to the appropriate house, and
then to investigate the supposed significance of their positions relative to each other, and other functions.
See D. A. King and J. Sams6, ‘Zidg - ii. The scope of the zidg literature’, in E. I., Vol. xi, p 504.

** Abii Ishiq As-Sabi’ was a ‘master stylist of epistolary prose. [He was the] scion of two notable
families of physicians from the Sabian religious community of Harrin (his maternal grandfather was
Thabit ibn Qurra [a very famous astrologer of the Abbasid period] ). He was employed by several Buyid

rulers, but incurred the wrath of ‘Adud ad-Dawla, who imprisoned him for a while and then commanded
him to compose his eulogistic history of that dynasty, Kitab at-Taji, of which only a few fragments have
survived. See E. K. Rowson, ‘al-S8bi’, Abii Ishaq Ibréhim ibn Hilal (313-84/ 925-94Y’, in Encyclopedia of
Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, pp. 671-2.

32 A}j ibn Muhammad Abii al-Fath al-Busti was an Arabic poet of Persian origin and a native of Bust, a
Persian province. He was one of the prominent men of letters of the 4%/ 1o% century. (See J. W. Fick,
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his patrons’ inconsistent moods, expresses his pain in the following lines, which also
demonstrate that the astrological significance of Mars in particular and its relation with

the instability of royal moods were well understood at that period:
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If you desire wealth, make supplication to God alone; the treasures of His
generosity are without limit.
And whenever a sultan draws you closer to him, never expect that this
favour will last and always expect to be cast aside.
For kings always draw you closer when they are in a good mood, and
abandon you when their anger grows hot,
Exactly like Mars, who blesses when in its trine aspect, and withdraws its
bounty when in its quartile aspect.

An explanation of the relations between the poet and the ruling families of his time may
help clarify the meaning of his astrological references. Al-Busti was among the ranks of
Bust’s officials as he was katib (secretary) to the governor of that province when it was
under the rule of the Samanids, a Persian dynasty that governed Transoxania and
Khurasan (204-395/ 819-1005). His career reached its apogee during the reign of
Prince Sebiiktigin, a former Saméanid general of Turkish origin and the founder of the
Ghaznavid dynasty, which reached the apex of its power under his son Mahmad.*®

‘Al-Bust?’, in E. I, 1960, Vol. I, p. 1348). 400 H. is the date of death given by az-Zirikli, but according to
Tbn Kathir the poet died in 363 H. (See Ibn Kathir, Al-Biddya wa 1-Nihdya, Vol. 11, p. 236). Az-Zirikl1,
however, provides convincing evidence for the validity of his date, and thus we have rejected that
provided by Ibn Kathir, (see az-Zirikli, /-4 1am, Vol. 5, p. 144, footnote 2).

33 Ath-Tha'alibi, Khass al-Khdss, p. 118.

3 The early history of this dynasty is obscure. The S&ménid first appear on the stage of history in 204/
819 when the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma’'miin’s behest, his governor in Khurasan, Ghassin ibn ‘Abbad,
rewarded the four sons of Asad ibn S&mian-Khuda for their support of the Abbasids during the rebellion in
Transoxania of RAfi‘ ibn al-Layth ibn Sayyar. Nih was given the governorship of Samarqand; Ahmad,

Farghfin; Yahys, Shash; and Ilyds, Harit. (From more information about this dynasty and how they
established their power over Transoxania and Khurasan, see Ayman F. Sayyid, ‘Saménids’, in E. I., Vol.

viii, pp. 1025- 31).

35 The Ghamavids were the first major Turkish dynasty in the eastern Islamic world, named for their
capital at Ghazna, in south-eastern Afghanistan. Though they were Turkish, being Muslims, Arabic was
the official language of their state. Yet the literature of the l‘ater Ghaznavid court seems to have been
almost entirely in Persian. The fall of this dynasty occurred in 582/ 1186. ( for a brief account of this
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When Sebiiktigin took the first step towards the establishment of his power by
occupying Bust in 367/ 977, al-Busti went over to the victor, who retained him in his
position as a katib. However, being a former Samanid loyalist, he was compelled to
retire, but a few months later was recalled by Sebliktigin and remained in his position
until the death of the Prince, whereupon he again fell out of favour with the
Ghaznavids: when Mahmud (r. 388- 421/ 998- 1030) succeeded his father, he
patronised al-Busti for a while, then ordered him to be banished for life to the Turkish

lands of Transoxania.

Al-BustT’s lines are interesting on several counts. First, although he is careful to present
himself as an orthodox Muslim, he also seems to endow the planets — in this case Mars
— with agency. Second, his astrological reference demonstrates a level of sophistication
that is very rarely found in literary works before the Abbasid period. Third, it is by no
means clear that he was addressing a ruler since the Turkish princes under whom he
served would have had little knowledge of astrology and, more importantly, would not
have been pleased by his candid criticism of the fickleness of rulers. Moreover, ‘you’
cannot refer to ‘them’, it is possible then that the poem was written during his
banishment. The last line provides evidence that the poet was well acquainted with
astrology, as it shows a knowledge of the trine aspect (when the angle between two
planets is 120°) and of the quartile (an angle of 90°). The use of such terminology
suggests that astrology had become an integral part of the intellectual life of certain
segments of Abbasid society; moreover, such knowledge could be used not merely to

display learning or convey information, but to express subtle and penetrating ideas and

impart wisdom.

Another poem by al-Busti is worth discussing here. Its date is uncertain, but it was
probably written for Prince Sebiiktigin shortly afer his occupation of Bust. If this is
true, then the ‘king’ referred to must be the Samanid ruler, and the lines can be read as
propaganda confirming that the Prince’s military victory was written in the stars. Thus

the poem re-establishes the Persian practice of proclaiming the legitimacy of a new

dynasty see K. E. Rowson, ‘Gbaznavids’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, pp. 251- 52; for
full information see Clifford Bosworth, The Ghaznavids: Their Empire in Afghanistan and Eastern Iran.

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1963).
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ruler’s authority through the political use of astrological ‘evidence’. Al-Busti’s lines

refer to a conjunction presaging disaster:
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Whenever a king indulges in pleasure, disaster and misfortunes are to be
predicted for his reign.
Have not you seen the chart for the hour he ascended the throne? It
shows the Sun in its depression, in Libra, the house of the sign of the
zodiac indicating entertainment and amusement.

Another interpretation is possible, though less likely, if these lines are regarded as
having been produced when al-Busti was employed by the Samanids. In this case
astrological imagery is employed to comment negatively on the patron’s political
affairs, but the poet protects himself by claiming that it is the stars, not himself, who are
foretelling disaster. His usage of astrological elements seems, however, to be a
distortion of the usual interpretation. Al-Busti, taking on the role of astrologer,3’ warns
of coming misfortunes, basing his prognostication on the chart drawn at the time of the
ruler’s ascent to the throne, which showed the Sun in Libra. Libra is the house of
Venus,” a planet whose nature is ‘luxury, arrogance, love of amusement, laughing,
adornment, joy; dancing, playing with [musical] instruments, moving the strings of
lutes, songs; perfumes, scent, games of backgammon and chess [...]".** Al-Bustf points
out that the Sun, representing the ruler, was in Libra, and would therefore suffer the
deleterious effects of the influence of Venus. But al-Busti is intent on making a political
statement, either attacking his new patron’s enemy, or warning his own patron (the
Samanid ruler) against excess and neglect of his duties, and so he ignores the accepted

3 Ath-Tha'alibi, Yafimat ad-Dakr, Vol., 4, p. 359.

37 Predicting the nature of a future caliph or a ruling dynasty, or the duration of their power was practised
at that time. See al-Ya'qubl’s Tarikh al-Ya gibi, which presents the history of certain dynasties or

individual reigns, together with astrological analysis derived from the configuration of the heavens at the
time of their accession to power, or in other cases at the moment of the birth of some great figure such as

the Prophet Muhammad. See Ahmad ibn Ja'far al-Ya'qubl's Tarikh al-Yq gubt (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2 Vols,,
n.d.). Ch. VII discusses the matter of the mundane astrology in more depth.

* Charles Burnett, Keiji Yamamoto and Michio Yano (eds. & trans.), Abii Ma Shar: The Abbreviation of
the Introduction of Astrology: together with the Medieval Latin Translation of Adelard of Bath (Leiden &
New York: E. J. Brill, 1994), p.19.

% Ibid., p. 65.
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characterisation of Libra as signifying justice. A more conventional reading would have
been the Sun in Libra presaged not disaster but a reign distinguished by acts of justice.

Thus, irrespective of the addressee’s identity, the astrological reference has a clear

political function.

Tbn Sana’ al-Mulk (d. 608/ 1212)*° subverts the conventional aspect of the Moon when

in Scorpio, where it exerts a malefic influence, and presents a contrary meaning, one
that reverses the usual interpretation. He celebrates the happy relationship he enjoyed
with his junior patron, who was forty nine years younger than him, Turanshah (d. 648/
1250), the son of the Ayyiibid Sultan Najm ad-Din.*' The patron’s countenance is,
according to the poet’s allusion, as beautiful as the Moon, and since his Zodiacal sign is
Scorpio, the Moon in Scorpio here signifies good fortune rather than an evil fate, and
the poet explicitly refers to the power of his patron to defy astrologers and through his
bestowal of favours, to refute the conventional meaning of that heavenly configuration,
It is not clear whether or not either Tuiranshah or his poet believed in astrology, nor does
it matter. At this stage the truth or falsehood of astrological predictions was less
important than the poet’s talent for drawing on astrological knowledge for purely poetic
purposes, whether in the panegyric, the elegy, or the satire. Here the intention is to

eulogise the patron, and religious considerations are entirely absent:
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40 Ibn San&’ al-Mulk Hibatu Allah ibn Ja'far, was one of the prominent figures among the men of letters in
Egypt in the Ayyibid period (see below). He wrote a volume entitled R#h al-Hayawdan (The Soul of the
Animal), which is a brief summary of al-J&hiz’s Al-Hayawan (The Animal), and he also composed his
own Diwan, called Dar at-Tirdz, (The House of Embroidery). See al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 5,

pp. 581-84; and az-Zirikli, 4I-4 1am, Vol., 9,p.57.

41 The Ayytbid dynasty was founded by Salsih ad-Din al-Ayytibi, and at the end of the 6/ 12® century
and in the first half of the 7%/ 13™ century the Ayyiibids ruled Egypt, Muslim Syria-Palestine, the major
part of Upper Mesopotamia, and the Yemen. They were Sunnis of Kurdish origin. The glorious reputation
of the dynasty’s founder, Saldh ad-Din, was due to his success in driving the Byzantines out of Palestine
and Syria in 1180. The death of his grandson, as-Sélih Ayyub Najm ad-Din, who was the eighth king of
that dynasty to ascend the throne, marked the end of the Ayyul.nd dynasty. His son, Tiirinshah, was killed
by his own Turkish slave troops, and ‘even though several child puppets still carried on the name of the
Ayytibid dynasty for a time, it was in fact from 647/ 1249 that the establishment of the new so-called

Mamlik régime dated’. See Cl. Cahen, ‘Ayytbids’, in E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 796- 807, particularly, p. 804. For
the biography of Tiirnshah see az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol. 2, pp. 74- 75.

42 o). Hamawi, Mu Jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 5, p. 582.
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I am delighted by a Moon whose sign is Scorpio; thus he refutes all
astrologers’ claims.

V. 3: Astrology and the Public
The world of the court poets and their powerful patrons was very different from the
harsh and often dangerous lives endured by the ordinary people of the late Abbasid era
in all parts of the empire.® The precariousness of their existence drove them to seek
reassurance by all available means. Thus, despite the continuing hostility shown by
religious critics, ‘the attacks on astrology apparently did not stop astrologers from
practicing in almost every domain of public life—in the streets, in shops, in the company
of armies, on ships, at the deathbed’,** and of course astrologers still held official
positions at the courts of both the Abbasid caliphs and those of independent states. But
many of these public astrologers were unqualified quacks whose deception outraged the
ordinary citizen and drew condemnation from poets as well as men of religion.*® Al-
Qasim ibn Muhammad al-Anbari (d. 304/ 915), composed the following lines refuting
the astrologers’ claim to know the future; astrology is worthless, rendered meaningless
by the reality of divine omnipotence:
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I do not believe in judicial stars, and I condemn and rebuke those who,

observing their movements, claim to predict what is to come.
The unseen is known only by God, it is veiled from all His creatures.

# See al-'Aqqad, Ibn ar-Rami, p. 39.
# George Saliba, ‘Astrology/Astronomy, Islamic’, in Dictionary of the Middle Ages, Vol. 1, p. 619.

45 In one of al-Hamadhfini Magamat, which comprises a cata_logue _of d a divers types of beggars and their
roguish activities practiced at 4%/ 10™ century in the Abbasid period, the hero resorted to astrology as a
means of obtaining money from gullible customers. (See ‘al-Maqéima ar-Rus8fiyya’ in al-Hamadh#ini’s
Magamat Badi* az-zaman al-Hamazani, ed. Muhammad ‘Abdu, (Beirut: Al-Matba‘a al-Kathulikiyya,

1965), particularly p. 158, they are mentioned as ‘ahl al-qaff : On the subject of astrologers who applied
their proficiency as a kind of gaining livelihood see Clifford Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic
Underworld: the Banii Sdsan in Arabic Society and Literature (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2 Vols., 1976), Vol. 1,

pp. 89- 92.

4 Al-Qasim ibn Muhammad al-Anbari was a respected historian and the author of a number of books
including Kitab Khalq al-Insan, Al-Magsir wa 'l-Mamdid and Al-Amthal. For his Biography see al-

Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 4, pp. 634- 35.

“T 1bid., p. 634.
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God provides and prevents according to His will; tell me then, what are
that astrologer and his planets [in comparison to God]?

Besides poets and men of religion, astrologers themselves were sometimes constrained
to attack their own discipline. Some, who were astronomers as well as astrologers, were
sceptical of astrology’s claim to be a science and nervous of the harsh criticism levelled
by the devout.*® They were also mindful of the damage done to astrology’s reputation
by the quacks and charlatans who preyed on the public. The next example can be

considered as an attack on astrology itself or as mockery of an ignorant apprentice who
claims to have knowledge he does not possess. Al-Badi' al-Astrulabi (d. 534/ 1139)*

ridicules his apprentice and derides his pretensions, calling him a bull:

FEPERNEE VR M- R -\ B S ' PR PRIVY. [ /NN |
50 nallt 8%y gilt sl el ALl QT a8 o il

He took his tools and faced the Sun to observe auspicious and
inauspicious signs. I asked him ‘Where is the Sun?’ The lad replied ‘In
Taurus.’ I said ‘Rather it is Taurus who is in the Sun’.

Another astrologer, Umayya ibn Abi as-Salt (d. 592/ 1135),% is careful to affirm that
heavenly bodies are subject to God’s will:

48 Al-Biriini (d. 440/ 1048),* for example, ‘a compiler of what remains the best encyclopedic work on
mediaeval Islamic astrology, found himself in a very awkward position. Asked by his patroness to write a
text on astrology, but feeling the pressure of religious objections and his own skepticism towards the
subject, he could leave only a few remarks throughout the work disavowing astrological doctrines. On
another occasion, he even went so far as to attack astrology directly. And in still another work he says that
he discussed astrology only to warn the intelligent man away from it. He tolerates it only as a means of
livelihood for the astronomer, whose research might otherwise not be supported’. George Saliba,

‘Astrology/ Astronomy, Islamic’, p. 618. )
* Abii Rayhéin Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Birini was born in Khawéirazm in 362/ 973. He was the court

astronomer and astrologer during the reign of Mahmid Sebktigin of Ghazna (r. 388- 421/ 988- 1030 -
see above) the period that witnessed the rising power of the Turks in Central Asia and the destruction of
most of the small Persian kingdoms of the region. For more details about al-Biriini’s life and works see

Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, pp. 107-115.

“ Hibatu Allzh ibn al-Husayn Badi' az-Zaman al-Asjrulabi was a well-known poet, physician and
astrologer. He was given the nickname, Astrulaibi, because of his deep knowledge of this astronomical —
astrological instrument. For his biography see al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. S, pp. 586- 88, and

Muwaffaq ad-Din Ahmad ibn al-Qésim Ibn AbI Usaybi'a, Uyiin al-Anba’fi Tabagat al-Atibba’, ed. by
Nizir Rid, (Beirut: Manshiirit Dir Maktabat al-Haya, n.d.), pp. 376- 80.

50 Al-Hamawi ,Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 5, p. 587; and Ibn AbI Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-4nba’, p. 377.
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Do not rely in any of your affairs on the benefic Jupiter or the malefic
Mars.

Appeal only to God, as every good and evil is determined according to
His will.

The poet, who seems concerned to reconcile astrology with divine predestination,
insists that in human life all misfortunes and blessings are determined by the will of

God. This is essentially the orthodox view of God’s omnipotence, and denies agency of

any kind to the celestial realm.

In another occasion, however, the same poet composed lines in which he praises the
astrological function of the astrolabe and describes it in such a manner that it may be

compared, by implication, to the ‘Preserved Tablet’:
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A nobleman could have no better companion, nor one more worthy
whether at home or abroad, for it is incomparable.
It is indeed an object so precious that were its value to be estimated it
would exceed that of gold; yet is made of brass.
Though earth is its abode, it foretells almost all that occurs in the upper
realm.

Abii al-Hasan Ahmad ibn Ayyiib al-Bagri,>* by contrast, condemns the use of one of the

astrologers’ tools, the zij:
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5! Umayya ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Abi as-Salt was an Andalusian physician, musician and mathematician.
He was the author of a number of books on astronomy and medicine. (See Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, TUyiin al-

Anba pp 501-15.

52 Ibid., p. 513.

53 Ibid., p. 511-12.

$ No much information available regarding the life of Ahmad ibn Ayyb al-Bagti an-Nahi except that he
lived for a while in Niss&biir which he later left to Jurjan. His date of birth and death is not cited.

See ‘Afif ‘Abd ar-Rahmén, Mu jam ash-Shu ara’al- Abbasiyin (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 2000), p. 553.
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Before embarking on any action, it was my habit to consult the calendar
and zij;
Yet the z7j proved to be nothing more than useless paper and the calendar
led me astray instead of guiding me.

The orthodox religious opinion of astrology is expressed by al-Kamal Muhammad ibn
Talha an-Nasibi (d. 652/ 1254):
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Whenever an astrologer judges any case you should refute his opinion
with strong evidence,
Which is that no one is able to know what God has decided; therefore
follow my example and never rely on him.
He advises people to treat astrologers as he does, by strictly refuting and rejecting all
their claims regarding any matter whatsoever, as they have neither authority nor

credibility and cannot prove the statements they deliver to their clients. Their advice is

worthless, for God alone has knowledge of the unseen. This poet also composed other

lines on the same theme:

(.1_.._’4_.‘"“.“ _,_4&‘;5., PMJ'M}Y
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Never depend on an astrologer’s decision and always submit all matters
to God with resignation.
And bear in mind that whenever you attribute to a planet the ability to
exert an effect on earthly affairs you are no Muslim.

Al-Kamal expresses the orthodox opinion that the believer should have nothing to do

with astrology either in practice or in theory; instead, the will of God is to be accepted

55 Ash-Shantarini, 4dh-Dhakhira, Vol., 4, p. 131.

5 Muhammad ibn Talha an-Nasibi was a poet and man of letters, who wrote number of books. He was
offered a political position in Damascus but declined for religious reason. See his bibliography in az-

ZirikIi, Al-A 1am, Vol. 7, p. 45.
57 Ibn al-Im#d, Shazarat adh-Dhahab, Vol. 7, p. 448.

% Ibid., Vol. 7, p. 448.
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‘with resignation’. The reader is also reminded that a belief in the power of the planets

to influence human affairs is tantamount to pagan idolatry.

Al-Baha' Zuhayr (d. 656/ 1258)* also exhorts believers to have no faith in the effect of

the stars on man’s destiny; it is God alone who preordains human fate:

.quJZ;-\.aYd-———ieM...u,Lﬂ_,quf,;m wi gy
a3 sfmmdl i 31 e pall L Bala—all e
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Do not consult a star on any of your affairs: it is God who ordains [your
fate], and neither Mars nor Saturn determine anything.
If your destiny is happiness they can have no influence whatsoever on
your fate, therefore pay no heed to Mars and Saturn.

The matter [of our destiny] is greater [than we can conceive] and
overwhelms the mind; yet all we have to do is to believe in God’s law
and treat the matter with submission and resignation.

Condemnation of astrology and astrologers often centred on the contradiction between
the astrologers’ main claim, that they could foretell the future, and their inability to

defend themselves, let alone their clients, from an evil destiny. It is related that the
preacher Abii Muhammad ‘Abdullah ibn Jabir, known as Mahani (d. 389/ 998), passed
one day by an astrologer who had been crucified and asked him, with heavy irony:
‘Didn’t you see this destiny in your stars?’ The astrologer replied in an equally ironical

defence of his science: ‘I used to see myself occupying a high position, but it never

%9 Abi al-Fadl ibn Muhammad al-Azdi, known as al-Bah&' Zuhayr, was a celebrated Arab poet of the
Ayyibid period; he was born in Mecca in 581/ 1186. Whilst still very young he traveled to Egypt and
settled there. In 625/ 1227 al-Bah#’ was in the service of as-Salih Ayylb, son and successor of the Sultan
al-Kzmil ibn Salgh ad-Din al-Ayyibi. On the death of his father, al-Bah#’ returned to his home country.
Whilst returning to Egypt in 637/ 1239, the news reached him that his patron had been betrayed by his
troops; they had handed him over to his cousin al-Nagir Dawiid, who imprisoned him. The poet remained
faithful to his master, and when as-Sélih ascended the throne of Egypt, he was duly rewarded: the Sultan
appointed him his vizier and showered honours upon him. However, in 646/ 1248 he was found at the
side of one of as-Salih’s rivals, who was fighting against the Byzantines. As a result of a
misunderstanding, the poet fell into disgrace. After the death of his master, he tried his luck with another
patron in another country but without success and so disappointedly retuned to Egypt, where he

experienced solitude and poverty, and died in 656/ 1258. (See J. Rikabi, ‘Bah#’ al-Din Zuhayr’, in E. I,
Vol. 1, pp. 912- 13).

6 Al-Bah®’ Zuhayr, Diwan al-Baha’ Zuhayr (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnani, 1968), p. 179.
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occurred to me that the high position would be on this cross!’®’ Abii Bakr ar-Razi
(d.320/ 932),% the famous physician and astrologer, was scorned by a man who
criticised him for failing to avoid misfortune while claiming to have encyclopedic
knowledge: ‘You claimed to be an alchemist yet were so poor your wife fought with
you over ten dirhams; you claimed to be a physician but neglected the disease in your
eyes until you lost your sight; and you claimed knowledge of the stars but were unable

to defend yourself against the many misfortunes you encountered throughout your

life’.%3

V. 4: Conclusion
This chapter is an extension of the previous one, and therefore our concern was to

continue to investigate the phenomenon of ‘astrology in literature’ with specific
references to the philosophical and theological issues connected to the problem of free
will and predestination, but the focus here was on late Abbasid material, particularly
that produced in provinces independent of the Abbasid caliphate. The chapter also
discussed the characteristic features that distinguished the astrological references
produced in the context of the court from those intended for the wider public. For this
purpose, the selection of astrological material was conducted according to the poets’
social status: on the one hand, the ruling elites and those poets who attached themselves

to their courts and, on the other, poets who addressed the general public.

It appears that the main feature characterising those works intended for the public is the
poet’s condemnation of astrology through emphasising divine determinism and God’s

limitless power over the fate of all His creatures; this is also found in the works of

earlier poets. Thus, condemnation of astrology is evident throughout the Abbasid

period. Al-Anbari (304/ 918), al-Badl’ al-Astrulabi (d. 534/ 1139), Umayya ibn Abi as-

6! At.Tawhidi, Al-Basa ir wa dh-Dhkha’r, Vol. 1, p. 54.
62 \uhammad ibn Zakariyya ar-Réizi, known in the west as Rhazes, was a famous physician, alchemist

and philosopher, who also had an interest in logic a_nd engineering sciences as well as the stars. He wrote
many great books in which he shows a definite evidence of a Greek influence. (See al-Qiffi, Tarikh al-

Hukama ; pp. 271-77)

63 Ibn al-Tbri, Tarikh Mukhtasar aad-Dwual, p. 158.
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Salt (592/ 1135), an-Nasibi (d. 652/ 1254), and al-Baha‘ Zuhayr (656-1258) are typical

of later critics. Moreover, astrology’s critics included not only men of religion and

devout poets but also astrologers themselves, who were driven by scepticism of fear of

religious reaction, and sometimes by both.

In investigating the nature of astrological references that characterized Arabic poetry,
which was produced in the Abbasid court we find them holding various massages. It is

surprising to find that al-Mutanabbi seems to have had little interest in astrology and
that badi ‘is absent from his imagery, which refers to pagan concepts such as su %id and

nuhiis and the significance of ath-Thurayyd and Aldebaran. This simple use of the
poet’s Arab heritage suggests that he ignored recent developments in astrology, which
were of little concern to him, and composed'lines emphasising his Arab identity, which
was of crucial importance to him.* The same can be said of the ‘Captive Prince’ Abg

Firas, whose astrological references recall Jahili examples as well as expressing his

devotion to Islamic orthodoxy.

In strong contrast are the works of poets patronised by the Buyid rulers, who were of
Persian origin. We find the most sophisticated and deep understanding of astrology in

poems addressed to them, such as those of as-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad and al-Busti. Both poets

are concerned with politics and their use of astrological material is designed to further
their self-interest; and so it is the judicious use of astrological material, rather than
astrology itself, that may help avoid an evil destiny. The astrological references made
by the Andalusian poets were neither superficial nor of especially sophisticated level but
made use of information familiar to the society of the time. Moreover, astrology in al-
Andalus was still widely practised, as it was in Baghdad, and its principles were used as

source material by poets such as the deposed and exiled King al-Mu‘tamid in his
lamentation for his lost kingdom. But while he holds his belief in astrology partly

responsible for that disaster, he does not excuse himself, unlike the Caliph of Baghdad,
Hariin ar-Rashid, who asserts that the Barmakids’ refusal to follow their astrologer’s

advice precipitated their downfall, and finally blames fate.

8 The poet’s deeply felt awareness of his Arab identity may be regarded as a crucial factor that led him to
attach himself for almost nine years to one patron, the Arab Prince Sayf ad-Dawla.
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In the late Abbasid period belief in the validity of astrology becomes a matter of little
concern to poets, who draw on its principles for purely literary purposes. Thus Ibn Sana’

al-Mulk reverses an established astrological principle to fit his intention of providing an

image suitable for his panegyric.

The survival of astrology throughout the Abbasid period was in theory, a widespread
practice, and a rich source of material for poets may be attributed to the flexibility of the
discipline, which was able to adapt itself to different circumstances and various
environments, including the strong opposition of Jabrites and Qadarites — for different
reasons — and of sceptics and orthodox men of religion. The works discussed in this

chapter have provided insights into the nature of astrology and of its survival and of the
society in which it struggled to establish a secure position.
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Chapter VI: Reflections of the Notion of Astral Destiny in Mediaeval Arabic
Poetry

VL 1: Introduction
The previous three chapters, namely three, four and five of this work, discussed the

factors of the fluctuations in the fortunes of astrology in the classical Islamic world.
Among the most important of these was the separation of religious and political
authority, which contributed to a polarisation of opinion and stimulated poets to create
astrological references of a controversial character. Moreover, poets working in Abbasid
court circles produced works designed to fit the ideology of the ruling elites, and their
references demonstrated the flexibility of the science of astrology, a factor which can be
added to those that enabled astrology to survive and indeed reach its apogee in a society
whose official religion strongly opposed what the religious authorities saw as its central
claims: to predict with certainty coming events and to empower human beings to change
or avoid an evil fate. These claims they regarded as incompatible with the Islamic view
regarding the issue of free will and predestination. The previous chapters thus have been

mainly concerned with examining the classical poets’ treatment of this issue,

To elaborate on the foregoing discussion, this and the following chapters will focus on
examining how the different astrological techniques used at the time were employed
metaphorically. But this phenomenon did not occur because poets were particularly
interested in the science of astrology in itself or wished to show themselves as
acquainted with the latest intellectual development in their society; although these
motivations were not entirely absent, they were not their prime concern. Rather,
astrology was utilised because through it, poets could discourse on life’s vicissitudes,
and particularly shed light on the problem of human freedom. The previous three
chapters demonstrated how, from the pre-Islamic era to the end of the Abbasid period,
poets played on the theme of the possible effects of the celestial realm on terrestrial
affairs and particularly human fate. The following discussion, while not departing from
this concern, will shift from a thematic study to examine certain technical aspects of
astrology and the poets’ attempts to address the ideological dichotomy and the question

of compatibility between the freedom of the will and the law of causality.
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As the main concern of this part of the research is to show how the treatment of certain
themes found in mediaeval poetry was stimulated by a knowledge of the technical side
of astrology, our approach is to investigate this literary phenomenon by selecting poems
showing some understanding of various astrological concepts and techniques and
analysing them in the light of the astrological material available at the time. The choice
of examples will be neither chronological nor on a province-by-province basis, as our
concern here is different from that of the previous discussion, which examined the
factors that enabled astrology to survive and gain widespread acceptance and support
from both the political elites and the population at large despite the severe religious
attacks against its theoretical foundation. That discussion required a chronological
approach that also considered political events in the various parts of the pre-Islamic and
Islamic worlds from the Arabian Peninsula to Andalus; events that affected the status of
astrology and which consequently had a great influence in shaping the characteristic
features of the astrological references found in the poetry of those periods. In contrast,
our approach in this discussion is to emphasise the very complex role astrology played
in almost all aspects of mediaeval life and thought, with the exclusion of orthodox
religious doctrine, through showing that poets were well aware of not only astrology’s
claim to predict the future, but also its technical aspects and various concepts. The
transformation of these aspects and concepts into poetic themes is the concern of this
discussion regardless of their chronological date, which seems to us not crucial to an

understanding of the matters in quc:stion.l Even though the majority of mediaeval poets’

! Astrology not only influenced mediaeval literature but was often integral to other forms of divination,
especially the interpretation of dreams. It is related that a woman came to the most famous dream
interpreter of the mediaeval Muslim world, Ibn Sirin (d. 110/ 728), to tell him of a dream in which she
saw the Moon in the constellation of ath-Thurayya, the Pleiades, and then she heard a voice ordering her
to recount the dream. Ibn Sirn, perturbed, asked her to repeat what she had said. His interpretation was

that that he himself would die after seven days (See Abll Sa‘'d Nasr ibn Ya‘qlb ad-Dinawarl al-Qadirt’s
At-Ta bir fi ar-Ru ¥a aw al-Qadirl fi at-Ta bir, ed. Fahmi Sa'id, (Beirut: “Alam al-Kutub, 2 Vols., 1997),

Vol. 2, p. 15. (For the bibliography of Ibn Sirin see Ibn al-Tmad, Shadharath adh-Dhahab, Vol. 2, pp. 52-

4). Although there is no explanation of the method Ibn Sirin used to reach that conclusion, we may
assume that his analysis drew on the convention of ancient Arabic astrology that the Moon in the
constellation of ath-Thurayya is a bad omen that implies a radical separation or as in this case, death. The
period of seven days might be deduced from the number of stars associated with the constellation of ath-

Thurayya, which consists of seven stars. Moreover, the second orthodox caliph, ‘Umar ibn al-Khattaib was
informed by one of his soldiers that he had a dream in which he saw the Moon fighting with the Sun,
‘Umar immediately addressed the dreamer: ‘With which side were you standing?’, and the dreamer

replied, ‘With the Moon’, whereupon ‘Umar commented: ‘With the erased sign’, then ordered the soldier
de dismissed and should not be employed in the army while ‘Umar was caliph. When the civil war

186



astrological references were not manifestations of a profound astrological knowledge,
the aim of this discussion is to show how they moulded out of an often commonplace,

or even sometimes superficial, knowledge of the science of astrology verses expressing

a sophisticated and philosophical view of life.

VL. 2: Poetic References to Astrological Techniques
While the philosophical dimension of mediaeval Arabic astrology discussed in the

previous chapters involved linking the macrocosm and microcosm to demonstrate the
unity of creation and the power of the Omnipotent, which determined the fate of both
spheres, the principles and methods of that discipline constituted a respectable scientific

framework that distinguished it from other branches of divination. It is related that the

well-known astrologer, Abii Ma'shar al-Balkhi, or Albumasar (787-886 AD.), happened

one day to pass by a charlatan practising astrology on a street in Samarra’. The master of

astrology thought to test the charlatan and asked him, ‘What is concerning me

particularly at this moment?” To his astonishment, the charlatan guessed correctly that
Abii Ma'‘shar was on his way to investigate the case of a prisoner. Abl Ma‘shar then
asked: ‘Will the prisoner be freed or not?” The answer was that he would have been
released before Abii Ma‘shar’s arrival. Inmediately Aba Ma'shar set off to see whether
the prediction would be proved true or false, and to his surprise he found the case of the

prisoner exactly as foretold by the charlatan. Abdl Ma’shar was amazed and is reported

to have said: ‘If I do not discover how this charlatan managed to predict correctly what

between ‘Al ibn AbI Talib and Mu'Ewiya ibn AbI Sufyan broke out, the soldier supported Mu‘awiya. See

al-Ibshthi, 4/-Mustatraf, Vol. 2, p. 95- 96. Also, a pregnant woman dreamed that she gave birth to Jupiter,
which appeared in Egypt and then in other countries. In astrology, this planet indicates a person of

religion, piety and good reputation (sce Abl Ma'shar, Abbreviation, pp. 61- 62); the child was ash-

ShafiT. See al-Ibshihi, 4/-Mustatraf, Vol. 2, p. 95.

* Muhammad ibn IdrTs ash-Shaf'T was born in Ghazza, a city in Palestine, in 150/ 767, but at the age of
forty-nine he moved to Cairo and settled there until he died in 204/ 820. He was the imam who

formulated the Shafi'T doctrines, which are regarded as the basis of one of the four authorised scholars of
law which Sunni Muslims rely on as the main sources of Islamic legislation. The other three are: Hanafy
(built on the work of Imam Abi Hanifa an-N'méan ibn Thabit, d. 150/ 767), Maliki (Imam Malik ibn
Anas, d. 179/ 795), and Hanball (Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, d. 214/ 855). Ash-Shafi'f wrote many
important books on religious issues and was also a good poet, concerning on religious themes. See az-

ZirikIi, Al-A 1am, Vol. 6, pp. 249- 50.
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was hidden from me, I will lose my mind, tear up my books, and believe that astrology
is a lie’. He hurried back to the charlatan, introduced himself and asked the charlatan to

reveal what technique he had employed to make such an accurate prediction.
Recognising Abii Ma‘shar, the charlatan politely kissed his hand, addressed him as ‘our
master’ and confessed that he knew nothing about astrology: ‘I just pretend to be an

astrologer by placing my rakht (dust board), astrolabe and tagwim (ephemeris or

calendar) in front of me to deceive my clients, who are mostly women’. He went on to
say that he had guessed correctly on account of his knowledge of iyafa, zajr, and

qiyafa, the three modes of divination which he had learned from Bedouin Arabs, and

which depended on recognising the particular meanings of the gestures or movements

of certain objects or birds. In the case of Abli Ma'shar, the charlatan said that he looked

around and saw a water-seller whose water container was locked, and interpreted this as
indicating a prisoner; and when Abil Ma'shar was asking whether the prisoner would be

freed or not, the charlatan saw that the water-seller had opened his container and was

pouring water into a bowl, which he interpreted as the release of the prisoner.”

This story is important on a number of counts. It suggests that the people, not only the
political elites, accepted astrology as legitimate and so it was crucially important for
those practising the arts of predicting the future to claim the profession of astrologer and
deceive their clients through the presence of astrological instruments, thus reassuring
them that the prediction was being conducted on a sound theoretical basis. Astrology
was no longer one branch of divination among others, as had been the case in the pre-

Islamic period; it was regarded as the summit of such knowledge under which almost all
other forms of divination were implicitly practised. Abli Ma'shar’s story also suggests

that the mediaeval Muslim peoples respected scientific, or at least, systematic
knowledge, although they might be easily fooled by a plausible quack. The story, if
true, shows that the native Arabian forms of divination, yafa, zajr and giyafa, could
prove far superior in their results than that of the exotic science: the well-trained

charlatan impressed the master of astrology.

2 At-Tanikhl, Nishwdr al-Muhadara, Vol. 2, p. 324- 26.
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To impress their clients and to gain a respectable place in that intellectual environment,
astrologers had to adopt a systematic and scientific approach. One way of doing so was
to classify their astrological practices under the following four categories:

(1) genethlialogy, or mawalid (nativity), ‘which relates all aspects of an

individual’s life to the situation of the heavens at the moment of his nativity’.>

(2) Catarchic astrology (masa il) which consists in determining on the basis of the

celestial configuration whether a given moment is auspicious (sad) or

inauspicious (nahs) for a particular activity concerns individuals.*

(3) Interrogational astrology (ikhtiyarat) which ‘determines the answer to the
question from the horoscope of the moment when the query is formally
presented to the astrologcr’.s

(4) Mundane astrology (al-hadathan), ‘which is concerned with periodic heavenly
situations (eclipses, planetary conjunctions, equinoxes, etc.), relating them to

events affecting large numbers of people, nations, or the whole world’ 6

Moving on to the domain of art, we shall see how mediaeval Arabic poetry is permeated
with astrology, and how far its astrological references can be identified with these four
categories. The present chapter will show how some astrological techniques related to
personal concerns were a source of inspiration for poets, while the following chapter

will be devoted to the techniques related to matters of major impact on societies or

nations, and will also explore their effects on the poetry of that period.

VI. 2. 1: References to Nativity: Astrological Characters in Poetry

Nativity (mawalid) involved the reading of the heavenly configuration at the time of
one’s birth to determine the general aspect of one’s future in general, whether happy or
miserable, as well as certain events of significant effect; ‘a skillful use of the astrolabe

could in principle yield such information’.” Nativity also involved determining the

3 Hagq, “Astrology’, in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Modern Islamic World, Vol. 1. p. 143.
* Ibid.
5 Ibid., p. 144.

¢ Ibid., p. 143.
7 Galiba, “The Role of Astrology in Medieval Islamic Society’, p. 353.
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individual’s character and physical features, which were thought of as subject to the
influence of a particular planet. A number of anecdotes testify that the practice of such

activities was widespread in the mediaeval Muslim world. A case in point is the

anecdote related about the famous Mu'tazilite Abdl ‘Alf al-Jubba'1 (235-302/ 850-915)

who was asked by his neighbor to cast the horoscope of his newborn baby. According to
the narrator ‘Everything al-JubbaT predicted came true’.® Though this is probably an

exaggeration, this and similar stories are important as evidence of the use of this method

in predicting an infant’s possible fate.

If we examine how astrologers and their supporters related this method to the notions of
predestination and free will we find that they made use of the Islamic view of human
destiny, including the notion that character and gender are determined at a very early
stage of formation. This Islamic doctrine of the process of man’s creation is expressed

in the following tradition:

The seed lies in the womb for forty nights, after which the angel gives it
form ... and inquires: O my Lord, a male or a female? whereupon God
prescribes either a male or female; afierwards he inquires: O my Lord,

straight or crooked? whereupon God prescribes straight or crooked; he
also inquires: O my Lord, what is its allotment of good? What is its term
of life? What is its character? After which God fixes that it shall be either

one of the miserable or one of the blessed.’

From a strictly religious viewpoint, to relate human physical constitution and character
to planetary influence is to be seen as a rebellion against God’s will as it ventures into a
forbidden zone. And although it is stated clearly that the infant’s fate is fixed and
determined at forty days, not at birth or conception, astrologers, drawing on the notion
of a unified world, argued that this destiny, which is definitely a matter of divine
determination, is expressed in the heavens and can be predicted, and that this would

validate the theory of a coherent world whose destiny is governed by One All Powerful
God. For example, Abli Ma'shar, in the introductory part of his book on nativity, after

praising God, provides a Qur’anic verse that reveals the stages that the human foetus

8 At-Tanikhi, Nishwar al-Mhadara, Vol. 2, p. 332.

% Abii al-Hussein Muslim ibn al-Hajdj, Sahth Muslim, ed. by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Baqt, (‘Isa al-BabT al-
Halabi, 5 Vols., 1955), Vol., 4, p. 2036. For the translation see Cohen-Mor, 4 Matter of Fate, pp. 83- 84,
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goes through in its development from clay to a perfect human being,'® and stresses the
notion that mankind is absolutely subject to God’s will; those He wills to enter Heaven

He guides to the straight path, and those He wills to enter Hell He makes go astray. Aba

Ma'shar continues:

When I, who fear the Day of Judgment, think upon the Qur'anic verse

‘Blessed be He who has made in the heaven the signs of the Zodiac
(constellations)’,'’ it comes to my mind to consult God,'? before casting

>

the horoscope of nativity for men and women, according to their
constellation."?

Abil Ma‘shar here attempts to ‘Islamise’ his activity and justify his encroaching on a

Divine zone by presenting himself as a pious man, who believes strongly in Divine
predetermination, and fully acknowledges the Divine wisdom, which creates man and
makes his destiny available to him through its expression in the signs of the zodiac, as

this is their function from the astrological point of view.

Although astrologers’ attempts to justify the validity of their activities were not
successful in persuading men of religion to accept their profession and give them
legitimacy to practise it confidently without fear of criticism or accusation of atheism,

astrology strongly appealed to the public and more importantly to the political elites,

10 The verse that refers to the stages of the human embryo’s growth, a development that begins with the

very earliest stage, the clay, is as follows:

Llie Taaall Uitlis dias dila)) Lilad Ao dilaill Uik o3 (e )1 )3 (b Lidai alilags o3 (gl (30 ADlas g Gyl Lilli 5 )
AN Cpual B 50 AT Gl LA 8 Laad pliaall U yuSh

Al-Qur'an, al- Mu'mintin (The Believers), 18, 23, 12- 14.

‘And certainly We create man of an extract of clay, then We make him a small life-germ in a firm resting-

place, then We make the life-germ a clot, then we make the clot a lump of flesh, then We make (in) the

lump of flesh bones, then We clothe the bones with flesh, then We cause it to grow into another creation,

so blessed be Aligh, the Best of creators’.

! Al-Qur'an, Al-Forgan (18, 25, 61).
e g sl i Ung 301 8 J15)

12 4o refers to the prayer of consultation, istithdra, which Muslims perform when they are in doubt
whether to undertake a certain course of action; they ask God to help them in their decision by easing the

good and preventing the bad.

13 Abil Ma'shar al-Falaki al-Balkhi, Tawali ‘ar-Rijal wa h-Nisa; wa yalihi at-Tali ‘al-Hadasi li Abi Hay
Allh al-Marziigi (Cairo: Matba'at al-BabT al-Halabi, n.d.), p. 2.
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who opened their courts and provided them with a professional career under their

patronage.

Whether Abi Ma'shar’s justification was valid or not is not a concern of this study;

rather it is concerned with the impact of such astrological claims on the realm of
literature. It is remarkable that the astrological concept of ‘astral destiny’ endured in
mediaeval Arabic life and occasionally in literature; poets, in particular, took a great
interest in it. However, we should bear in mind that in drawing on the notion of astral

destiny, mediaeval poets tended to make use of astrology to embellish their works rather
than to make their poems expound astrology.

Mediaeval Arab poets might use the notion of astral destiny either to escape the blame
of being responsible for their own miserable fate or inability to achieve a satisfying and
respectable position in society, or to exaggerate the celestial factors that governed their
success and to represent their happy state, particularly to their rivals, as irreversible and
everlasting. On the other hand, poets also made use of the notion of astral destiny to
criticise their rivals by portraying them as created by malefic natural forces.

Thus, the astrological hypothesis that human fate is expressed on the page of the
heavens and may be read by interpreting certain planetary configurations seems to have
been widely accepted. More importantly, relating an individual’s fate to a number of
factors, such as dahr and Satan, and among which astral determinism was treated as a

comic and ironic paradox is to be considered a unique feature that characterised

mediaeval poetry and that of the Abbasid period in particular, as we shall see.

The specific features of each individual’s character were no longer considered the result
of a combination of inherited characteristics and life experiences; another external
factor — the influence of astral bodies — was seen as playing a vital role in shaping one’s
character and hence determining one’s destiny. The effect of these bodies was held to be
greatest at the moment of birth and thus the influences of a certain planetary motion or
configuration and a certain sign of the zodiac were believed not merely to indicate but
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to form character. The Andalusian poet, ar-Rasafi al-BalansT (d. 572/ 1177)" in
celebrating the arrival of a new baby in the house of the first Almohads ruler, ‘Abd al-

Mu’min (r. 524-558/ 1130-1163),"° draws on the idea of nativity:
16 Capmy 9 Gl 45 Ay dmal (g3 e (g 4, Liad

Be blessed with him, whose ascendant is all good fortune; he is the pride
of his time.

Indeed, the prognostications associated with mawalid provided an important theme for
the panegyric, particularly when congratulating a significant political figure on the birth
of a new baby. Poets found in this practice, which seems to have been one of the birth
rituals of the political elites of the medieval Islamic court, a rich and powerful theme
and it was referred to particularly by those acquainted with the science and who wished
to be granted a bright future. Knowing in advance the destiny of a newborn member of
an elite from the horoscope cast at the time of birth motivated those who were ambitious
to associate themselves with the promising child. It is related that al-Fadl ibn Sah! (d.

4 Muhammad ibn Ghalib ar-Rusafi ar-Raffd’ was a prominent Andalusian poet from the province of
Valencia. He was known as ar-Rafff’ (the weaver), as he gave up obtaining his livelihood by selling his
talent to his patrons and preferred to work as a weaver. He is said never to have married. (See az-Ziriklj,
Al-A'lam, Vol. 7, p. 217; Tbn al-‘Imad, Shadhardt adh-Dhahab, Vol. 6, p. 402; and ‘Umar Farrakh, Tarikh

al-Adab al- Arabi: Al-Adab fi1-Maghrib wa 1-Andalus (‘Asr al-Murabifin wa 1-Muwahidin), Vol. 5, pp.
430- 36).

15¢Abd al-Mu’min ibn ‘All ibn Makhlif, a descendant of a barbarian tribe, was the founder of the
Almohads that brought an end to the Almoravids (4/muwahidiin or the Unitarians) state. The birth of the
movement was on the hand of Muhammad ibn Tmart (see Ch. VII, p. 253, footnote 64), but ‘Abd al-

Mu'min was the real founder of the state. The main claim of Almuwahidiin which they used to authorise

for their movement was that Islam in Maghrib had been corrupted and thus a new state there had to
establish its principle on a reformed Islam. For more information about Almohads see Ibn AbI Sahib ag-

Salat, Tarikh al-Mann bi 1-Imama ala al-Mustad afin bi an Ja alahum Allah A imma wa Ja alahum al-
Warithin, ed. by ‘Abd al-H&di at-Tazl, (Baghdad: Dar al-Hurriyya, 1979), Roger el-Tourneau, The
Almohads Movement in North Africa in the Twelfth and Thirteen Centuries (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1969).

16 Jourji Antonious Tarabiyya, 4i-Wajdiyya wa Atharuhd fi al-Andalus (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-Lubnan
wa Maktabat al-Madras, 1983) p. 176
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202/ 818),'” who had some knowledge of the stars and took the horoscope of al-Ma'miin

(r. 198-218/ 813-33) at his birth, found from the infant’s ascendant that he would
become caliph; and so al-Fadl began to cultivate their companionship in the boy’s early
childhood. When the prediction came true and the young man ascended the throne in
813 he appointed al-Fadl as his vizier and head of the army and acknowledged him to
be his intimate friend, and for a time the glory of the Banii Sahl put that of the late
Barmakids in the shade.!® According to az-Zirikli, al-Fadl was a zindig (militant atheist)
who converted to Islam in 190/ 806 and because of his dual role well known by his

nick-name, Dha ar-Ri’satayn (the owner of two authorities).'” Yet, the horoscope’s
prognostication was deceptive: it failed to reveal to al-Fadl that he would fall prey to

royal disfavour. Al-Ma’miin had him brutally killed in 202/ 818.

On a similar occasion, the anthologist Aba al-Faraj al-Asfahani (d. 356/ 967)* draws on
the same astrological source. Yet he considers the moment of conception, not of birth,
as that upon which the future of the individual is to be determined. It seems that this
was originally a Sasanian conception, which influenced mediaeval Arab astrology.21 He

17 Al-Fadl ibn Sahl as-Sarkhis, whose formal position had already brought him close to the Caliph, joined
al-Ma’miin’s family when his brother, al-Hasan ibn Sahl, became the Caliph’s father-in-law. (For al-
Fad!’s biography see az-Zirikll, Al-A lam, Vol. 5, p. 354, and for al-Hasan’s see ibid., Vol. 2, p. 207).

18 See Ibn Tabatibd, Al-Fakhrifi al-Adab as-Sultaniyya, p. 166.
19 Az-Zirikli, Al-4 ‘lam, Vol. 5, p. 354.

20 Abil al-Faraj ‘Al ibn al-Husayn ibn Muhammad, a scion of a great Qurayshi noble family, ‘Abd Shams

ibn ‘Abd Manaf, was a famous genealogist and anthologist. It was his 27-volume A/-4ghani, which he is
to have taken SO years to write, that brought him lasting fame. It is related that, on hearing that Abi Firas
al-Hamdani, the Prince of Aleppo, had paid Abt al-Faraj one thousand dinars for a copy of his anthology,
ag-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad commented ‘Indeed Abd Firés failed to estimate the real value of this work, for I had
in my cupboard 6200 books, all of which were made redundant by Abil al-Faraj’s work’. Though he was
eminent among the men of letters of his time and so was accepted within the court circle of the vizier al-
Mubhallabi, on a personal level, he was egregiously dirty t and notorious for his hatred of washing. It is
related that once he had put on a garment, he would never take it off until it was ragged and filthy. (See

al-Hamawi, Mu fam al-Udaba , Vol. 4, pp. 50- 71; and az-ZirikIi, 41-4 ‘lam, Vol. 5, p. 88).

21y, mediaeval astrological treatises we find astrologers advising on the most auspicious time for
conception: it is generally when the Moon is in Leo; iq Virgo if the woman is not a virgin; in Sagittarius,
and particularly in the 27-"of Pisces if the girl is a virgin; and it is not advisable when the Moon is in any
of the unstable, changeable signs as this would indicate the end of the couple’s relationship. (See Kirab
al-Ghurar az-Zawahir fi Ma'rifat al~Jawahir, (the author is not cited) in King Abdul Aziz University,

The Central Library (MS. Falk, TanjIm, no. 274, n.d.), fol. 16.
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wrote the following lines to celebrate the birth of a baby boy whose father was the vizier
al-Muhallabi (d. 352/ 963),”* and whose mother was a Byzantine slave:
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Be happy with your blessed newbomn baby, who looks like a Moon that
rises to illumine a dark night!
A true benefic, born at an auspicious time, whose honoured mother is a
descendant of the Yellow Race.?*
He is made joyously welcome between the two poles of honour: his
lineage are those of al-Muhallab and Caesar.
The Sun is in conjunction with the Moon, and their union has brought
forth Jupiter.

There was an unresolved debate among mediaeval Arabic astrologers on whether the

mawalid horoscope should be cast at the moment of birth or of conception.?’ It is not the

It is also related that the Sassanian kings used to bring their astrologers and place them just outside their
bedchambers. The kings would signal to them at the right moment to lift their astrolabes and take the
ascendant for the moment of conception (See Saliba, ‘The Role of Astrology in Medieval Islamic
Society’, p. 353). Saliba comments: ‘Although this story could be apocryphal, it reflects the interest that
was paid at the moment of conception as being the appropriate moment for the horoscope.’ (See ibid.,

footnote 74).

22 Al-Hasan ibn Muhammad ibn Hariin, a descendant of al-Muhallab ibn Abll Sufra al-A2di, was bom in
Basra. He was a man of knowledge and great wisdom who was acquainted with politics. Unlike his friend
Ab1 al-Faraj, he was clean in his habits. It is related that he used to have two youths stand beside him
while he was taking his meal: one on his right and the other on his left. The youth on his right held thirty
spoons, which he handed one by one to the vizier for each mouthful; the vizier would then pass it to the
youth on his left so as not to use the same spoon twice. Though this story is probably exaggerated, it
emphasises the vizier’s obsession with hygiene. Yet this same scrupulous vizier brought the distinctly
unsavoury Abil al-Faraj to his court and treated him with great respect, tolerating his dirt ‘because of his

knowledge’, as he said. (See az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol 2, pp. 230-1; and al-Hamawi, Mu fam al-Udaba
Vol. 3, pp. 60- 76). Regarding his relationship with Ab@i al-Faraj see the biography of the latter in ibid,
Vol. 4, pp. 50- 71).

2 Al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba’, Vol. 4, p. 68.

?* The Arabs used to refer to the Byzantines as the Yellow Race, and to the Persians as the Red Race. But
the Yellow Race could refer to foreigners in general. This would accord with a political reading of these

lines (see below). o
It has to be lightened that in the European division of races ‘Yellow’ refers to Chinese/ Asian and ‘Red’

to the Indians.

2 Ibn Tawils (d. 664/ 1266), a famous astrologer of the late Abbasid period, though a devotee of his
profession, found it difficult to accept the astrological claim that the heavenly configuration at the
moment of birth or conception influences an individual’s destiny. He cites the example of twins whose
moments of birth, and particularly of conception, coincide almost exactly; and yet each twin may have a
totally different fate, (see Ibn Tawils, Faraj al-Mahmim, pp. 71-72). Some astrologers who believed in
such an influence attempted to provide evidence by citing the case of the Prophet Muhammad who was
born under the constellation of as-Simak ar-Ramih, that is when Mars was in the second house of the
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concern of this discussion to consider the arguments of that debate, but only to
demonstrate that poets were aware of it. This is apparent in the third line, where the
conjunction of the Moon and the Sun indicates the blessed moment of sexual union
between al-Muhallabi, the vizier, and his partner, which marked the auspicious destiny
of the child, who is identified with Jupiter, the most fortunate among all the benefics. It
is interesting that the poet avoids the convention that almost always associated a female
figure with the Moon and a male figure with the Sun, maybe to stress the passivity and
submission of the Moon, whose light is extinguished when the Sun appears, and
consequently to intensify the domination of masculinity in that patriarchal society2®
This passive-active gender dichotomy was apparently no longer thought suitable
because of the Arabs’ interaction with other nations and their establishment of
relationships of various types, among which marriage was the most prominent and
influential. Women, particularly in the middle and late Abbasid era, were not passive at
all; they were openly recognised as playing a vital role in almost all domains of Abbasid
life, particularly in court circles and on the political stage.”’ So it may not only have

been the racial motif that inspired the poet to identify the Sun through a reference to its

ascendant and thus he possessed no property, as a malefic, Mars, was in the house of money (indicating a
lack of it). See at-Tawhidi, Al-Basd ir wa dh-Dhakhdir, Vol. 3, p. 448.

2 Regarding such associations in astrology, the Sun is identified with kings, the Moon with viziers or
successors to the throne, Mercury with men of letters, Mars with generals and army leaders, Jupiter with
Judges, Saturn with the owners of the state treasury, Venus with servants and slave-girls, and stars with

" soldiers. (See al-Qazuini, 4jaib al-Makhliagdt, 1978, p. 54).

27 gee the chapter ‘Women and Politics’, which discusses the political role women played in the Abbasid

period, in Wajida Majid al-Atraqji’s 4/-Mar atu fi Adab al- Asr al- Abbast (Baghdad: Dar ar-Rashid li *}-
Nashr, 1981) pp. 68-79. Also, Shawql Dayf considers that the intervention of women in the politics of
that period was one of the major factors of the collapse of the Abbasid empire, as he claims that their
concern was the acquisition and maintenance of high position and, more importantly, the treasure of the
state regardless of the political stability of the state. Money, for those former female slave rulers who
found themselves enjoying authority, power and luxury after years of servitude and hard labour, was far

more important to them than even their own children. A case in point is that of the Caliph al-Mu'tazz (r.
866- 69 A.D.), who was forced to descend the throne because he was unable to pay the wages of his
Turkish soldiers, a sum of about 50,000 dindr. Discovering that the state’s treasury was empty, al-Mu‘tazz

turned to his mother for help, but she refused, turning her back to her son, who was then held in custody,
tortured and then cruelly killed. The irony of this incident lies in the fact that after the Caliph was
dethroned, the Turks seized his properties, whereupon to their surprise they found in one of his mother’s
drawers two million dindrs and a great many jewels. The Turkish general who discovered the hoard
commented, ‘May God send damnation on this mother who refused to save the life of her son by giving a

small amount of money while owning this treasure’. See Dayf, Al- 4sr al- Abbast ath-Thani, pp. 23- 25.
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colour with a female figure, who is a descendant of the Byzantines, known in the Arab

world as the ‘Yellow Race’.

If we are to read in more depth, a political message may also be concealed in these

lines. Al-Mubhallabi, like al-Fadl 150 years earlier, was known as ‘the owner of two

authorities’®® because he was vizier to both the Buyid ruler Mu'izz ad-Dawla® and the
Abbasid Caliph al-Mutt 1i’l-Lah (r. 946-74 A.D.).*° He exercised this dual authority in

the third and weakest phase in the history of the Abbasid empire. Al-Mufl' had no
authority whatsoever. His caliphate was a nominal one and the real state power was in
the hands of Mu'izz ad-Dawla. One historian commented that al-MutT' ‘has nothing
from the caliphate except the nickname of Caliph, for he who really controls the state
and has power over the citizenry is Mu‘izz ad-Dawla [meaning he who dignifies and

honours the state], but no, rather it is Mudhill ad-Dawla [meaning he who humiliates

2 Both al-Muhallabi and al-Fadl ibn Sahl were given the same honourific title of ‘the owner of the two
authorities’. Yet the authorities of al-Ma'miin’s vizier, al-Fadl, were bestowed by the Caliph’s command,

as it was the time when the Abbasid caliphate was at its apogee, while al-Muhallabi possessed greater
authority than the Caliph, as by that time the caliphate was declining towards its nadir.

29 Abii al-Husayn Ahmad ibn Abdi Shujd’ Fanskhusraw Buwayh was bom in 303/ 915. He was the
youngest of the three Buyids of the first generation. From 332/ 944 he undertook several expeditions from
Khuraséin against southern Mesopotamia, but without success. Finally, the governor of Wisif, an Iraqi

province, joined forces with him, and so the road to the city of the Abbasid Caliphs was free. Al-Mu'izz
marched on Baghdad, and in 334/ 945, the Abbasid Caliph al-Mustakfi bi’Llah (d. 944-46 A.D.)

appointed him amir al-umaré and granted him the nickname Mu'‘izz ad-Dawla, while his brothers , ‘Ali
and Hasan received the nicknames ‘Imad ad-Dawla and Rukn ad-Dawla. The rule of the Buyids was now
established in Irag; it was to last for more than one hundred years. (See K. V. Zetterstéen-[H. Busse],
‘Mu'izz al-Dawla, Abu *-Husayn Ahmad b. AbT Shudid" Fanakhusraw Bilya’, in E. 1., Vol,, vii, pp. 484-
85).

30 Al-Fadl ibn Ja‘far al-Mugtadir ascended the throne as al-Mufl* after al-Mustakfl, in whose short reign

the Abbasid caliphate entered its third and weakest stage that led to a dramatic decline in the power of
their authorities. (See Ch. I, pp. 3- 4). Among the rare virtues Islamic historians credit to the reign of this

caliph (946-74) is the returning of the Black Stone of the Ka'ba that had been appropriated by the
Qarmatis for almost 20 years. (This historical incident is discussed in more detail in the following

chapter). (See az-Zirikli, Al-4 lam, Vol. 5,p. 352.)
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and brings shame on the state]’.*! So it may be that Aba al-Faraj is advising the vizier to
wamn the Caliph against the increasing power of the Buyids, knowing, as a genealogist,
that the vizier, as an Arab whose loyalty to the Buyids was always suspected,32 might be
more loyal to the Abbasids than to the Buyids. Thus the political implication of his
astrological reference can be read as: the Arabs are now feminine, passive, and

submissive and the foreigners masculine, active, and dominant. Therefore action is

urgently needed.

Abii Tammam (d. 232/ 845)** composed lines in which the influence of the stars on
human character also seems to be recognised and acknowledged, though we saw earlier

how openly he declared himself as antagonistic to astrology in the poem he dedicated to

the Caliph al-Mu'‘tasim celebrating his victory at Amorium. This most prominent among

astrology-haters, who was violently aggressive towards astrology and astrologers,*
seems to be convinced by this particular astrological principle: in praising Aba al-Hasan
Muhammad ibn al-Haytham ibn Shabana,*® he composed the following line:
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He has the dignity and fortune of Jupiter, the powerful of Mars, and the
sweet temper of Mercury.

Abi Tammam metaphorically casts an imaginary conjunction, relating the characteristic
features of his dedicatee to planetary effects that have made him unique and
distinguished. By drawing on the specific features assigned to certain planets and

putting them in conjunction he ‘creates’ the character he wishes to eulogise in his

31 See az-Zirikli's footnote no. 2 commenting on the biography of al-MufT', in his 4I-4 Iam, Vol. 5, p.
352).

32 Al-MuhallabP's relationship with the Buyid ruler, though generally good, was unstable and experienced
a great many vicissitudes because of envious nval_s who sought to undermine the relationship by
constantly referring to the vizier’s Arab origin and casting doubt on his loyalty. (See ibid., Vol. 3, p. 47).
33 For his biography see Ch. IV, p. 150, footnote 126.

34 See Ch. IV, pp. 150- 51, footnote 127.

3 We could not find any information regarding his biography, or the dates of his birth and death. Even the
commentator on Abl Tammém's poem mentions nothing about him except his name.

3 A zz8m (ed.), Diwan Abi Tamma bi Sharh al-Khatib at-Tibrizi, Vol. 2, p. 71.
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addressee: he is dignified, blessed, powerful and benevolent. That such a strong
opponent of astrology drew on such material is evidence that ‘the reductive view of
astrology, which divides people into believers and unbelievers, is at its most inadequate

when dealing with astrology in an artistic or poetic framework’.’

Another example that confirms this assumption is by Ibn ar-Rami (d. 283/ 896).38
Although when criticising one of his rivals he rebuked him for being obsessed with

astrology,”® when praising the vizier Isma‘fl ibn Bulbul,*® who was a man of letters as

well as an army general, he implicitly declares himself a believer in the discipline:
a8 L gglaall Gaallaeli | 0al ga el 3 e il

Mercury and Mars were present at his nativity, and both bestowed their
qualities upon him.,

Although the poet appeared to be a hater of astrology as he claimed to regard the
science as a myth, and ridiculed its devotees describing them as foolish, in praising a
noble man he finds it a useful means of flattery. The point that needs to be stressed here
is that a poet’s use of astrology tells us little about his or her attitudes towards the

discipline as a valid or invalid science; it was used because it had proved itself to be a

rich source of striking imagery.

Abi Nuwas (d. 198/ 813), who was accused of having a homosexual relationship with
Caliph al-Amin (d. 198/ 813),*? announces that his lover’s ascendant is the Sun, which

%7 Chauncey Wood, Chaucer and the Country of the Stars: Poetic Uses of Astrological Imagery
(Princeton and New York: Princeton University Press, 1970) p. 44.

38 For his biography see Ch. IV, p. 144, footnote 106.
¥ See al-‘Aqqad, /bn ar-Rimi, p. 102.

“ Jsm#&Tl ibn Bulbul, known as Abi as-Saqgr, was al-Mu'tamid’s vizier; on becoming Caliph, al-Mu'tadid

(r. 892-902) had him killed in 278/ 891. (See Ibn Tabétiba, Al-Fakhri fi al-Adsb as-Sultaniya, pp. 188-89;
and for the description of his death see at-Tantkhl, Nishwar al-Muhadara, Vol. 1, p. 151). ’

“! 1bid. P. 102.

“2 Line three of the poem is strong evidence that the addressee is al-Amin and that the Caliph did not
responded to Abl Nuwis’s desire. For the incident that testifies to the homosexual relationship between
the poet and the caliph see al-Asfahan, 41-Aghani, Vol. 25, p. 213; but another incident suggests that the
poet’s passion for the caliph was unrequited. (See ibid, p. 158).
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he placed in Scorpio. The Sun in astrology corresponds to royal figures, and when in
Scorpio, is associated with a strong sexual drive. Aba Nuwis declared that he
passionately sought the kind of sexual relationship in which he would be absorbed
completely into his partner through the power of a long-lasting love, and accordingly
ascribes to the nativity of his lover this particular ascendant:
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Hey you, in whose eyes there is a scorpion that strikes anyone who
comes near to it,
And in whose cheeks there is an auspicious Sun that always rises and
never sets;

Hey you, the first son of him I cailed ‘my master’, I am enamoured of
your beautiful body; but you look coldly upon me.

The general aspect of an individual’s fate was also believed to be governed by the upper
world. The Andalusian ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Hamdis (527/ 1133),% whose fame and

fortune were due to his reputation as a warrior-poet,*s asks himself whether his endless

wandering might have been indicated by the ascendant of his natal horoscope:*’

3 See Abl Ma'shar, Mawalid ar-Rijal wa 1-Nisd’ p. 41. Although this sexual drive is conventionally
associated with only heterosexual relationships, the poet twists the theory to make it fit his purpose,

“[ Abd Nuwas al-Hasan ibn Han'], Diwan ab? Nuwds, ed by Ahmad ‘Abd al-Majid al-Ghazali, (Cairo:
Matba‘at Migr, 1953), p. 351.

* Ibn Hamdts was born in Sicily and spent all his youth there. At the age of twenty-four, in 371/ 1078, he
left his homeland and traveled to al-Andalus to serve as a panegyrist in the court of al-Mu‘tamid ibn

‘Abbad. When the latter lost his throne the poet remained loyal to him and never praised the Almoravids,

whose founder, ibn Tashufin, had seized power from his former pa_tron. At the end of his life, he became
blind and died in Bijdya, in north Africa. The poet never forgot his homeiand and the pain of exile and

regret for the unwise decision of his youth became the theme of many of his poems. See ‘Umar Farriikh,
Tartkh al-Adab al- Arabi, al-Adab fi al-Maghrib wa al-Andalus, Vol. 5, pp. 201- 11.

% See William Granara’s article, ‘Ton Hamdis and the Poetry of Nostalgia’, in Maria Menocal, and et a/
(eds.), The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: The Literature of al-Andalus, pp. 388- 403.

*7 In a natal horoscope, Mars in the ascendant indicates that the individual is fated to travel constantly far

from his home country. (See at-Tawhidl, Al-Basa'ir wa dh-Dhakha¥, Vol. 4, p. 104). See also index (2),
which shows the special indications of the Twelve Houses peculiar to nativities.
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I wonder why I am always far from my home country! Was my
wandering life foretold by the horoscope cast at the time of my birth?

An interesting distinction between the stars’ function as argued by astrologers and their
allies, and as conceived by poets should be considered here. Astrologers and their
supporters, in attempting to Islamise their subject, did not view stars as determiners of
destiny: they do not constitute destiny, nor they have any power in themselves, and thus
a heavenly configuration appearing at the time of birth serves only to indicate a
Divinely determined fate. In this sense, they inform, not compel, the individual. Many
poets, however, having sympathy with the notion of determinism, seem to have granted
more power to the stars, regarding them as agents of fate; in their view, the stars could
be held responsible for human misdeeds and misfortunes. Such a view resembles that
predominant in the early Islamic era, and which continued to attribute man’s evil
destiny to dahr in order to escape the charge of heresy which would have been made if
they had blamed God for their misfortunes. Moreover, poets often saw astrology as
deterministic, while the astrology of the mediaeval Arabic world was notable for the
freedom it offered to individuals to avoid or as least alter their evil destiny, while

emphasising the need to make supplication to God and ask Him to keep them away
from all that they feared.

The view that the stars indicate the quality of one’s destiny rather than determine it is
expressed by the poet Abil al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Muhammad at-Tihami (d. 416/ 1025):
49 il e g o 581 L il daa e 55l
In the Dragon’s Head was a sign that I would achieve a position of high

dignity, yet what I have received was indicated by the sign in the
Dragon’s Tail. >

48 [hsan ‘Abbés (ed.), Diwan Ibn Hamdis (Beirut: Dar Sadir & Dar Beirut, 1960), p. 168.

49 [ Abil al-Hasan at-Tihami], Diwan at-Tihami (Riyadh: Dér al-Ma‘arif, 1982), p. 102.

50 Al-Jawzahr, or the Head and Tail of the Dragon are two points in the ecliptic whose astronomical
importance lay in effecting solar and lunar eclipses as they were believed to be a result of the occurrences
of conjunction of the Sun or the Moon in or near the lunar nodes. With regard to their astrological effect,
it seems that the point of the Head is conceived as auspicious, while that of the Tail as inauspicious. See
Abl Ma'shar, Al-Mudkhal fi Tim an-Nujim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central Library (MS.
Falk, TanjIm, no. 285., n.d.), fols. 32- 33. (See Figure. 28).
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Although the heavens at the poet’s birth seemed to promise a bright future, the reality
was far from this, if not its opposite. At-Tihami’s lines imply that either the signs
present at his nativity were misinterpreted or that other factors had proved more
influential in fashioning his destiny. It is important to note that individual natal
astrology was not recognised by scholars and men of letters as the only potential factor
shaping a person’s character and physical appearance; inheritance and acquisition were
regarded as equally important. °' But whatever the poet’s doubts, they did not prevent
him from making use of astrological material, and indeed, the notion that the disposition
of the stars at the moment of birth, or of conception, could determine an individual’s
fate greatly interested many poets, who used it as a vital source to create new images,
while stressing a deterministic view regardless of their actual attitudes towards
astrology, whether adherents or antagonists. Human character was, thus, not only
determined by inherited features’> and experiences undergone in childhood;” the upper
world also played a role in shaping the identity of the individual that compelled him or

her to behave in a certain way to fulfil a destiny consistent with a predetermined fate.

51 1n this regard, David Plant comments that al-Biriini, like Ptolemy, ‘was fully aware that considerations
of heredity and environment should modify any astrological indications’. David Plant, ‘Al-Biruni and

Arabic Astrology’, in Islamic Astrology, <http://www.skyscript.co uk/albiruni htmb, 6 pages [accessed 14

January 2005], p. 4.

52 poets were familiar with this theory; the famous Umayyad poet, Jarlr, employs this notion satirically in
mocking one of his rivals and his entire tribe:
Saal yciie sy a0 AsA) 5 Tl gl Y
[Jarir al-Khatafi], Diwan Jarir (Beirut: Dér Sadir & Dér Beirut, 1964), p. 90.
The reason for the crisis of those descendants of Asad, Zinba" and his brothers, is the
lack of morality of their grandmothers and grandfathers.

53 An example of the belief that the environment and the experience gained in childhood influence the
identity of individuals is Badi’ az-Zamén al-HamadhanT’s statement: ‘Man’s identity is to be determined
from the place where he lived not that where he was born, as man is formed according to the place where
he settled not that where he was brought to life’. (See ‘Abd al-Malik Muhammad ath-Tha‘alibi, Ajnés at-

Tajnis, ed. Mahmid ‘Abdullah, (Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1997), p. 38.
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Ibn ar-Rami (221-83/ 836-96) attributes the difficult balance between enjoyment and

seriousness apparently achieved by the vizier ‘Ubayd “Llah ibn Sulayman ibn Wahb (d.

288/ 901) to the effect of astral influence:
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Whenever his Venus is about to act foolishly from excess of joy, his
Mercury tells him: control yourself.
And whenever his Mercury is about to become too serious, his Venus
says: enjoy yourselfl

But what if a person did not follow their astral destiny either because they were forced
to do so or because they chose to act freely and ignore the astral influence at birth or
conception? Would this freedom bring happiness, or would what was determined is to
be viewed as the life most suited fate to the individual? In a moment of nostalgia, Ibn
al-Labbana (d. 507/ 1113)*® employs the astrological notion of a fundamental
parallelism between an individual’s vicissitudes and planetary effects in composing
these lines, which address his former patron in an attempt to make him feel sympathy
for the poet’s situation:
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54 He was the vizier of al-Mu'tamid (r. 870-92) and al-Mu'tadid (r. 892-902). He was a descendant of a
noble family; his father was a vizier and his son also appointed a vizier after him. (See az-Zirikli, 4/-

Alam, Vol. 4, p. 349.

55 Al-‘Aqqad, Jbn ar-Rimf, pp. 102- 03.

56 Abfi Bakr Muhammad ibn ‘Isa al-Lakhmay, nicknamed Ibn al-Labbana (The son of she who makes

laban (a sour milk)), was a distinguished Andalusian man of letters and poet, who wrote a number of
books and has a volume of his collected poems. He was also one of the court elite who served Prince

Muhammad ibn Ma'n ibn Sam#dih (429-484/ 1038-1091), who ruled part of al-Andalus when it was
divided into many small states. Ibn Sam&dih was known by several nicknames: Mu'izz ad-Dawla; al-
Mu'tasim bi *Llah; and al-Wathiq bT Fadl 'Llah. His reign lasted for 41 years but at the end of his reign he

suffered the same fate as al-Mu'tamid ibn ‘Abbad. His reign ended tragically at the hands of the
Almoravids military leader, Yusuf ibn Tashufin, who conquered a great part of al-Andalus. (For the
biography of Ibn al-Labbana see az-Zirikli, 4l-41am, Vol. 7, p. 214; and ‘Umar Farrukh , Tarikh al-Adab

al- Arabi, al-Adab fi 1-Maghrib wa 1-Andalus, Vol. 5, pp.80- 88).
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How long will your breeze remain hidden, and when will your shadow
fall upon me?
Saturn had gripped me in his claws and when he left me I was blessed by
Jupiter.
Hey Mercury, will you return and restore my identity?

Ibn al-Labbana was a prominent Andulsian poet who invested his talent as a means of

earning money.

After the fall of Ton Samadih (d. 484/1091),”® Tbn al-Labbéna had to find a new patron,
so he travelled to Batliis and prasied its Prince al-Aftas (the flatted nose) (d. 437/

1045),” and then moved to Cordova where he enjoyed a welcome reception from al-

Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad. Commenting on his unsettled life, Ibn Bassam notes that he

wandered from place to place offering his works to the Party-Kings of al-
Andalus, as the Moon moves through its mansions, until he settled

himself under the patronage of al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad. The poet
remained loyal to Ibn ‘Abbad even after the latter lost his kingdom.*

Having invested his talent to obtain livelihood, after al-Mu‘tamid crisis, the poet

travelled to Maytrqa (Majorca) to praise its amir, Nasir ad-Dawla Mubashshir ibn

57 Fadil Fathf Wali, 4/-Fitan wa an-Nakabat al-Khagsa wa Atharuhd fi ash-Shi ¥ al-Andalust (Ha'il: Dar
al-Andalus li n-Nashr wa 't-TtawzT', 1996), pp. 82- 83.

58 He is Muhammad ibn Ma'n ibn Sumadih, who ruled part of al-Andalus (al-Mariyya, Pechina and as-
Sumadihiyya) during the States of Kings. He ruled for forty years and known with the honorific titles Mu'
izz ad-Dawla, al-Mu'tasim bi "L1ah and al-Wathiq bi Fadl ’L1ah. He lost his power with the advent of
Almoravids army and he fell ill and died in the same year. (See az-Ziriklt, Al-4 1am, Vol. 7, p. 327).

59 Aftasids (Banil al-Afias), is a small dynasty qf the_S'h/ 11™ century reigned during the period of the
Kings of States of al-Andalus over a vast terniory in the western part of the Iberian peninsula with

Badajoz (Batalyaus) as its capital. The founder of this dynasty is ‘Abdullah ibn Muhammad ibn Maslama,

surnamed al-Aftas and titled as al-Mansar. His successor Muhammad al-Muzaffar was of literary taste
and he is known to have criticised the poets of his age for being unable to produce anything that is equal

to the poem of that of al-Mutannabi and Abi al-‘Al&’ al-Ma'arri. Almoravids put an end to this dynasty
when they decided to dethrone all the Kings of the States of al-Andalus and annex their possessions (see
E. Lévi-Provengal, ‘Afiasids’, in E. I, Vol. L, p. 242).

6 Tbn Bassam, Adh-Dhakhira, Vol. 3, pp. 429- 30.
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Sulayman (d. 508/ 1114), under whose patronage he enjoyed some privileges. Yet, this
relationship ended sadly: his new patron soon grew irritated by the poet, who thought to

regain the lost privileges he had enjoyed as al-Mu'tamid and Ibn Samadih’s court-

poet.®! Disappointed, Ibn al-Labbina then journeyed to another Andalusian province,
ruled by the Bani Humild, and succeeded in winning their patronage, yet it seems that
he was dissatisfied, since he continued to petition Nasir ad-Dawla, the Prince of
Majorca.* For him, Nasir was not an ordinary patron whom he was obliged to praise,
rather he was the one who inspired him to develop his talent, as Mercury was the poet’s
tutelary planet.®> So he found himself, after leaving Nasir, or Mercury, subject to
vicissitudes at the hands of ordinary patrons, who would punish him if they were
Saturnine or reward him if they were Jovial. The poet’s astrological references tell Nasir
that since Ibn al-Labbana left his court he has felt as if he were being forced to act
against his astral destiny, which is to be governed and protected by Mercury, that is

Nasir himself. Because he is not fulfilling his destiny it is immaterial whether he is

tormented by Saturn or blessed by Jupiter.

In referring to astral destiny the poet seems to be interested not merely in creating
metaphors and images but principally in the philosophical implications of the notions of

free will and predestination and their relation to man’s suffering or happiness.

Besides determining the individual’s character and occupation, each planet and sign of
the zodiac was believed to govern some part of the human body and endow it with
special physical peculian'ties.64 Poets, however, tended to modify this astrological
doctrine as they chose to make the planets, not the signs of the zodiac, responsible for

the physical appearance of individuals.

The practice of portraying characters as governed by particular planets was widespread

in mediaeval literature. Poets, particularly in the Abbasid period, were concemed to

61 wali, Al-Fitan wa an-Nakabat al-Khassa, p. 279.
2 gee Ibid. pp. 282- 83.

63 This is reminiscence of al-Mutanabbl’s relationship with Sayf ad-Dawla.

64 See Al-Birani, Elements of Astrology, pp. 12- 13 and 39- 34,
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assign to their addressees the planet that would endow them with the appropriate
qualities. Yet this poetic schema shows man as subject to external factors beyond the
power of his will and thus he is not to be blamed or praised either for his misdeeds or
his merits. Thus we often find in the works of poets, though not of astrologers, human
beings portrayed as puppets moved at least partly by the influence of heavenly bodies,
which are seen as indicators of a Divinely decreed fate. This provided a convenient
justification for those who wished to escape the charge of being responsible for their
bleak destiny or evil conduct, hence ‘being virtuous or vicious is not a matter of
choice’.®® Excusing himself from truly deserving the bad reputation his immoral
manners had created, Bashshar ibn Burd (d. 167/ 784)% attributes the evil features of his

character to external factors:
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My manners were determined for me, I had no choice in that. If it were
my choice I would choose to be a decent man.
Things I need do not approach me, and those I do not want are given to
me! It is beyond my will to receive what is denied me.

Bashshar makes use of the notion of determinism to represent himself as innocent of the
evil deeds he has been ‘compelled’ to do. He does not name the forces controlling his
behaviour, but it is highly likely that he conceived his ordained destiny as a product of

heredity, experience and astral influence, the three contributors believed to shape one’s

destiny in mediaeval times.

When poets portray man’s character and conduct as the necessary products of astral
influence, this prompts a question. There is no doubt that astral influence is admitted
because it generally enhances virtue and morality. However, if its effect is to produce

vice and immorality, is it possible for a person to change such a destiny and overcome

6 Ilham Dilman, Free Will: an historical and philosophical introduction (London and New York:
Routledge, 1999), p. 176.

% A famous poet of the early Abbasid period, Bashshar is regarded as the first of the muhdathin
(modernists). He placed his talent at the service of the early Abbasid caliphs, particularly al-Mahd, the
third caliph. He met his death as a result of a plot against him which was provoked when the poet
composed a satire against the caliph and his vizier in which he accused the caliph of devoting himself to
pleasure while the real ruler was the vizier. The poet was charged with heresy (zandaga) and al-Mahdt

had him executed. See al-Asfahani, 4/-4ghani, Vol. 3, pp. 241- 47.

7 Ibid., p. 224.
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the negative aspects of his or her character? If not, what could be done? Some
astrologers claimed that if a natal horoscope showed that some dreadful destiny
threatened the future of the newborn, it was possible to alter that malignant destiny by
the simple expedient of changing the time of birth so that it became subject to an
auspicious astral configuration.” Al-Mutanabbl (303-54/ 915-68), however, ridicules
this notion, arguing that one’s nature and fate cannot be changed by such cynical
trickery:
Pl ki plaj ol .. glake (b o o plall 13
If merits are not in the nature of one’s character, then merits cannot be

created by changing the date of birth!
Although Sceptics mocked the practice, several poems refer to the attempt to change an

evil destiny by altering the time of conception or birth. For example, here is Abi Bakr

‘Ubada (d. 422/ 1030),” praising Ibn Hammiid (d. 431/1040);"

% Although I could not find anything in the mediacval Arabic astrological material regarding this
practice, the following information is quoted from a Western study that acknowledges that much of its
data was obtained from Arabic sources. See A. J. Meadows, The High Firmament: A Survey of Astronomy
in English Literature (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1969), p. 44. In it we find the following: ‘A
Protestant astrologer found that the heavens at Luther’s birth were insufficiently impressive. He therefore
changed the birth date by more than a month, until a horoscope of sufficient excellence was obtained’.

Ibid., p. 65. Also, ‘Ali ibn Muhammad at-TanGkhi* relates that natal horoscope indicated a gat‘(cutting
off), astrologically meaning a disaster that should lead to death, in his future. However, he claims that
after making a thorough study of astrology he managed to make an alteration (tahwil) to his ascendant to

escape that fate. Yet he admits that the gar’took place at the time specified in the first horoscope as he
was violently attacked by robbers but managed to escape with his life. According to at-Tanukhi, this
escape was due to the alteration he made his horoscope. (See at-Tanilkhi, Nishwar al-Muhadara, Vol. 2,

PP. 329- 30, the anecdote also related in al-Hamawl, Mu jam al-Udaba ; Vol 4, pp. 254- 56.
* We have to draw attention that ‘Ali ibn Muhammad at-Tantikhi is the father of al-Mubhsin at-Tanilkh,

the author of the famous books: Nishwdr al-Muhadara and Al-Faraj ba d ash-Shidda. At-Tanikhi, the
senior, was the judge of al-Ahwiz and was an expert on the science of the stars. (See ibid, pp. 241- 57).

% Nabil al-Fadl, La ali’ al-Mutanabbi: Mukhtdrdt min Shi¥ Abi at-Tayib al-Mutanabbi (Surry: LAAM
Ltd, 1988) p. 80.

™ ‘Ubada ibn ‘Abdullah al-Ansari, nicknamed Ibn M& as-Sam# (the son of the water of the heaven),
composed panegyrics for a number of the Party Kings of al-Andalus, and was a famous poet who set rules

for al-Muwashshahat*. (See Ibn Bassam, Adh-Dhakhira, Vol. 1, p. 292; and az-Zirikli, 4l-A fam, Vol. 4,

p-30) ) i .
* Al-Muwashshahdt (sing. Muwashshah) is a strophic poetic form, usually performed with musical

accompaniment, which originated in Islamic Spain in tl}e third/ late ninth century. For more information
about this poetic genre see L. Alvarez, ‘Muwashshaly’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, pp.

563-66.

"' Al-Qasim ibn Hammid al-IdrisT was of the second line of the Hammiud family who ruled Cordova. He
was deposed and killed by his nephew, Yahya. (See az-Zirikli, 41-4 1am, Vol. 6, p, 9).
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His auspicious fortune is great indeed, and so saves the devotee of
astrology the effort of alteration.

VL 2. 2: References to Interrogational Astrology (Masa 1) in Abbasid Poetry

Interrogational astrology (masdil), as stated above, is concerned with providing

answers to personal questions, which are obtained from the particular formation of the

horoscope at the moment when the query is formally presented to the astrologer.

The casting of interrogational horoscopes was widely practised to answer questions not
only regarding matters of great importance to the individual, but also those concering
more trivial aspects connected with the anxieties of everyday life. Moreover, astrologers
claimed to be able to read the questioner’s thought. An astrologer was once asked by a
female client about her lost ring, and after consulting the stars replied ‘God has taken

it>. The woman then found her ring hidden in the Qur’an.73 Also, there is some literary
evidence that the astrologers® skills in this regard were tested by their patrons.” It is

related that the military regent al-Muwaffaq (d. 278/ 891)" asked Abil Ma'shar and

another astrologer, who were accompanying him on a campaign against the Zanj,”® a

day before the expedition set out, to discover what he was thinking about by casting a
horoscope. Their answer was the pregnancy of an animal. Affirming this, the regent
then asked them to be more specific, and they replied that it was a cow. The next
question was about the sex of the calf, which they determined as a male. Making the

task still more difficult, al-Muwaffaq ordered them to describe its colour. Abii Ma‘shar

answered that it was black with a white forehead, while the other astrologer said it was

7 fbn Bassdm, Adh-Dhakhira, Vol. 1, p. 296.
73 At-Tawhidi, 4/-Basdir wa dh-Dhakhat, Vol. 3, p. 147.
7 Saliba, “The Role of astrology in Medieval Islamic Society’, p. 351.

75 For his biography See Ch. VII, p. 245, footnote 32.

76 For the Zanj revolt see Ch. VII, p. 245, footnote 33.
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black with a white tail. The angry regent then had his servants slaughter the cow and
bring out the calf, intending that the astrologer who had predicted falsely should be
punished. To his surprise, he found a black bull in a position such that its white tail lay
across its forehead; thus both astrologers were proved correct in their prediction, and
both were rewarded by al-Muwaffaq.77 Such anecdotes demonstrate, first, the great
pressure on court astrologers to prove the quality of their proficiency, and, second, the
ruler’s anxiety regarding the accuracy of his court astrologer on whom he heavily
depended, not only in personal matters, but also in matters of state; the purpose of the

test described here was to see how accurate their prediction was likely to be regarding

the coming battle. On another occasion, al-Muwaffaq again tested Abli Ma'shar’s

fitness to be a court astrologer. The regent asked Abui Ma'shar and another astrologer to
determine what it was he was hiding from them. After casting the horoscope, the first
astrologer said: it was a fruit, while Abli Ma'shar said it was a kind of animal. Al-
Muwaffaq then congratulated the former on his accurate prediction and showed them
the apple he had been hiding. Disconcerted and surprised, abii Ma'shar cast the

horoscope a second time and then asked for a knife. He cut the apple in half and all

could see that it was infested with worms. The regent then ordered the astrologer to be

handsomely rewarded.”®

It is also related that Abd Muhammad ‘Abdullah ibn al-‘Abbas ar-Ramharmazi, a
Mu'tazili theologian, wanted to sail back to his home town after spending some time
with his master, Abd ‘Ali al-Jubba'T (235-303/ 849-916), a famous Mu'tazilf scholar.”

However, al-Jubba’T advised his guest not to travel on the day chosen, because he said

astrologers claimed that those who sailed on that day might risk being drowned, and so

he urged him to embark on another day when sea voyages were said to be safe. His

77 See at-Tanukhi, Nishwar al-Muhadar, Vol. 2, pp. 327- 28.

7 See ibid., p. 328.

7 Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahh#ib ibn Salim was a famous Mu'tazill imam, and to him the Mu'tazilf sect
called al-Jubb&’iyya is attributed. See az-Zirikli, Al-4 1am, Vol. 7, p. 136.
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warning surprised ar-Ramharmazi who had believed his master to be hostile to
astrology, and he replied: ‘Oh Abil ‘Ali, is this really your advice, you who are such an
opponent of the science?” Wishing to give a rational explanation of the contradiction

between his belief and his actions, al-Jubba’T answered: ‘Imagine that we are travelling

along a road. A passer-by advises us to take a different route, because otherwise we
would very likely encounter a dangerous animal; would it not be wise to take his advice
into account and choose another path, even though there is a strong possibility that he is
lying?’ the apprentice, ar-Ramharmazi, convinced by this answer, agreed to change the

day of his journey to another convenient date.’

A correct prediction might not always bring rewards, however; it might bring

punishment. Abi Ma'shar relates that he was once sitting somewhere when a group of

travellers passed by. Recognising an old friend among the travelers, Abl Ma'shar

advised him to wait until he had consulted his astrolabe to see whether it was a fortunate
time for travel. Seeing that it was not, the astrologer advised the travellers to postpone
their departure until another convenient time, and particularty warned his friend that if
his fellow travellers ignored this advice he should not join the caravan and put off his

departure for a few days. The travellers ignored Abii Ma‘shar’s advice and the Caravan

departed. His friend stayed behind. The caravan was attacked by robbers who killed

several of the travellers and seized their belongings. On their way back, the survivors
met Abii Ma‘shar whom they violently attacked, calling him an atheist magician whose
prediction of the robbers’ attack had somehow helped to bring it about. Abli Ma‘shar

then vowed that he would never again make predictions for ordinary people and would

henceforth deal only with the elites.®!

80 See at-Tanilkhi, Nishwar al-Muhadara, Vol. 2, p. 331.

81 Abu al-‘Abbis Ahmad at-Tifish, Surir an-Nafs bi Madarik al-Hawas al-Khams, revised by
Muhammad ibn Manzir, ed. by Ihsan ‘Abbds, (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘Arabiyya li 'd-Dirasat wa 'n-

Nashr, 1980), p. 195.
Astrologers also served the authorities by finding lost or hidden persons or objects. It is related that Abti

Ma‘shar was once asked by one of the ruling elite, whose identity is not known to us, to find a criminal
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It seems that the mediaeval Arabs’ anxious and uncertain existence led them to have
recourse to all sorts of divination including interrogational astrology, despite the
religious condemnation which equated this particular branch of astrology with pagan
customs and beliefs. The complexities of professional astrology became simplified to

popular conceptions. For example, certain activities were believed to be favourable if

conducted on a particular day of the week:*
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What a good day Saturday is if you want to go fishing.
Sunday is good for undertaking all kinds of construction, as God created
the world on that day.
Expect success and safety if you travel on Monday.
If you intend to perform blood-letting, that should be on Tuesday, as it is
well known to be a good day for that kind of activity.
If someone wants to take a medicine, the best day for that is Wednesday.
Thursday is best for judging (between people); it is the day when God
(will help you reach a good decision).

whose hiding place could not be found by the official police. Upon consulting the stars, Abll Ma'shar
exclaimed: ‘My master, the is hiding on the top of some mountain; it is made of gold and surrounded by a
lake of blood, and there is nowhere on earth that fits such a description!” After the king promised that he
would not punish the criminal, the man gave himself up and was brought before the king, who eagerly
demanded to know about his hiding place. The man explained: ‘I knew that the king would consult Abi
Ma'shar about my hiding place and so, to make it difficult to identify I shut myself up in a bath which I
filled with blood, placing at its centre a large mortar made of gold upon which I sat’. The king was greatly
impressed by the astrologer’s accurate description of that place. See Taqqi ad-DIn Abil Bakr ibn ‘Ali ibn
Hujja al-Hamawl, Thamarat al-Awraq fi al-Muhadarat, to be found on the margin of Shihab ad-Din
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Ibshihi’s A/-Mustatraf fi kulli Fannin Mustagraf (Cairo: Mustafs al-Babf al-
Halab, 2 Vols., 1952), Vol. 1, pp. 77- 78.

82 For the identification of auspicious and inauspicious days by means of astrology see M. J. L. Young,
‘An Arabic Almanac of Favourable and Unfavourable Days’, in Journal of Semitic Studies, xxvii. 2,

(Autumn 1982): pp. 261- 79.

8 Muhammad Jalal ad-Din Ibn Manzir, Nithdr al-Azhdr fi al-Layl wa an-Nahar (Beirut: Dér Maktabat
al-Hayat. 1983), p. 162. The author of these lines is anonymous,
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On Friday, Take pleasure in your family; it is good for men to enjoy
women’s company.

It would be quite wrong, however, to think that the mediaeval Muslim Arabs generally
allowed their lives to be guided by astrology. Many were sceptical critics, such as Abi
Bakr Muhammad az-Zubaydi, who ridicules the pretensions of astrologers, though his

logic seems faulty:
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The astrologer advised me not to travel: ‘If you do, it will be
unfortunate’!
If he knows that I am courageous and determined to travel, then he is
talking nonsense.
And if he does not know what I am going to decide, how can he claim to
know the misfortune I will face on my journey?

Sufyan ath-Thawri (d. 161/ 778)% criticised the famous astrologer Masha’ Allah al-

Munajjim saying:*® ‘You consult a horoscope before undertaking an action while I

consult God in prayer; you fear Mars and I fear my sins; you expect good fortune from

Jupiter while I appeal to God to bestow blessings upon me’.*’

Indeed, the different destinies of twins were often used by antagonists against the

astrologers’ claim that the main outline of a person’s fate and future life can be

8 Ath-Tha'alibl, Yatimat ad-Dahr, Vol. 2, p. 81.

85 Abll ‘Abdullah Sufyin ibn Masrilq ath-ThawrT was born in Kuffi; his piety prompted both the Abbasid

Caliph al-Mangiir and his son al-Mahdi to offer him a governorship but he refused and hid himself in
seclusion until his death (see az-Zirikll, al-4 Jam, vol. 3. p. 158).

% Ms Sha’ Allah al-Munajjim, a Jewish astrologer, was one of the foremost and most famous court

astrologers from the reign of al-Mangsilr to that of al-Ma'miin. He wrote several outstanding works on
astrology. See Abil al-Faraj Muhammad ibn Ishdq Ibn an-Nadim, A/-Fihrist, ed. by Yusif Tawil and
Ahmad Shams ad-Din, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 1996), pp. 437- 38.

87 At-Tawhidl, 4/-Basdir wa 'dh-Dhakha’ir, Vol. 2, p. 24.
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determined by means of mawalid or masa il techniques. Abil al-‘Anbas Ibn Abi Ishiaq

al-Saymari (d. 275/ 888),% who was acquainted with astrology, experienced a fate quite
unlike that of his twin and therefore scorned the science. Abii al-‘Anbas was a jester of

the class of ahl al-hamagat or al-muhammagqiin (fools or people pretending to be fools).

He describes himself as safan (slapstick comedian): ‘My brother and I are twins; we

both left Basra on the same day, we both arrived at Samarra’ in the same hour, but he

has became a judge while I have became a saf an. How then can astrology be held to be

true? ¥

In the realm of poetry, whether these techniques proved false or true, were not the main
concern of poets, rather it was the question of how to deal with them as a source of
inspiration that concerned them more. Not surprisingly, poets tended to be especially
concerned with amorous relationships, and so devoted a great part of their astrological
images to love in all its aspects, often producing striking innovations. The kind of
interrogational astrology that sought to gain foreknowledge of the destiny of a particular
love affair by observing the configuration of the heavens at the inception of the
relationship or at the time of query proved exceptionally interesting for poets, who
employed that technique to express in various ways their attitude towards the science of
astrology itself and, more importantly, to deliver an opinion regarding human destiny:
that man’s freedom is an illusion. As we have noted, the majority of later mediaeval
poets did not often see astrological images as an end in themselves or their main
concern; rather they were more interested in the philosophical implications of the notion
of astral destiny that linked heaven and earth and in what could be deduced from that
connection regarding mankind’s relation to fate. Yet the emphasis on style or substance
varied among poets within the context of modemnity. Some used astrological ideas to
create striking metaphors, others took a deeper interest in astrological concepts. This

% Muhammad ibn Ishaq was a court poet in the reign of al-Mutawakkil and al-Mu‘tamid. He studied

astrology but seems not to have believed in it. Nevertheless he wrote books on the subject, among which
are Ahkam an-Nujim (The Judging of the Stars); and Ar-Radd ‘ala al-Munajjimin (The Refutation of
Astrologers). See az-Zirikli, 4l-A ‘lam, Vol. 6, p. 252.

% See at-Tawhidi, Al-Basdir wa 'dh-Dhakha’ir, Vol. 3, pp. 58- 59; Shmuel Moreh, Live Theatre and
Dramatic Literature in the Medieval Arab World, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1992), p. 67.
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phenomenon is noticeable only from the fourth/tenth century onwards. References to

the technique of masa il are hardly ever encountered in the poetry of earlier times. Yet

poets did not forget their role as artists and thus, alongside this interest in astral destiny
and its philosophical implications, we find poetic imagery increasingly performing a
remarkable aesthetic role in which style was not less important than substance. Poets
were concerned with the richness and novelty of the images that could be created from
astrological principles and themes, and thus astrological imagery was extensively used
to enrich their metaphorical language, producing extraordinary images unprecedented in
the astrological references of earlier times.”® Thus astrology provided a new and fertile

stock of meanings and images whose exploration can be regarded as constituting a

literary revolution in the poetic art of the classical period. Ibn al-‘Imad al-Hanbali notes
in his Shadharat adh-Dhahab (The Pure Gold) that ‘Ibn as-Sam‘ani’s adh-Dhayl and al-
‘Imad al-Asbahani’s al-Kharida attribute the following lines to al-Ghazalt (1058-1111
AD.):

Apdil e 43 Upd T ja— 3 | 035‘_,54&41‘@)&@;
9 4 e G clanll ad . Mg i Eag olinge il

% This literary phenomenon is known as modernity, whose essential feature is stylistic elaboration and
rhetorical embellishment. Commenting on the work of Bashshér ibn Burd (d. 167/ 783), whose poetic
production is described as among the earliest and most representative of new style of poetry which
mediaeval Arab critics describe as muhdath (modern), G. Scoeler remarks:

The question arises in what Bashshdr’s “modernity” consists. He did not introduce new

genre, and the thematic innovations which could be adduced are anything but striking.

The simple diction, close to the spoken language, which he uses particularly in his love-

poems but also, for example, in elegies on members of his family, is already familiar

from hijazi poetry [i.c. from the western part of the Arabian peninsula). What is really

new in Bashshar and his modem successors is a stylistic peculiarity, the frequent and

conscious use of badr [literally, what is new, unprecedented), i.e. of rhetorical figures

and images. Nearly all badi ‘devices already occur in old Arabian poetry; but as the first

literary theorist to give a systematic analysis of Badi; ibn al-Mu'tazz (d. 296/ 908),

observes, modern poets employ them much more frequently and with greater awareness.

Badr in modern poetry, increasingly becomes an artistic principle rather than merely an

artistic instrument.
(See G. Schoeler, ‘Bashshar b. Burd, Abil I-'Atihiyah and Aba Nuwas’, in Julia Ashtiany et al. (eds.),
The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature: ‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres, pp. 275- 99 (particularly pp. 283-
84).

%' Shihab ad-Din ‘Abd al-Hay Ibn al-Tm&d al-Hanbali, Shadharat adh-Dhahab fi Akhbar man Dhahab,

ed. by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Ama'tti and Mahmild al-Ama'itl, (Beirut & Damascus: Dar ibn Kathir, 11 Vols,,
1991), Vol. 6, p. 19.
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The scorpion of her cheekbone entered into her rounded cheek, which is
indeed a Moon. We see an astonishing beauty that is truly indescribable.
We used to believe that it is the Moon that should enter that sign of the
Zodiac; how strange then that it is Scorpio that has entered into the
Moon.

If this attribution is correct,’? it is astonishing that this great religious scholar and
philosopher, who later came to condemn the science of astrology and classify it under
the categories of harmful sciences as it might lead to atheism,” had found, presumably
in his youth, such astrological principles a source upon which he drew to create images
of striking impact.? In earlier times, and even in the first decades of the Abbasid period,
poets would conventionally compare the cheek of their lover to the rose in regard to
both colour and texture.” In these lines, however, it is not the colour or softness of the
cheek itself but the shape of the cheekbones that inspires the poet. Al-Ghazali identifies
the curved shape of his beloved’s cheekbones with Scorpio when it is in the Moon, the

%2 Tbn Al-‘Iméd in his Shadharat was sceptical that these lines could have been composed by al-Ghazali as
he comments that ‘Al-IsbahanT and as-San‘ani attribute these lines to al-Ghazali though they are not by
him’, p. 19.

% Fathiyya Sulayman, ‘At-Tarbiya ‘ind al-Ghaz8IT’, in Abi Hamid al-Ghazali fi adh-Dhikrd al-Mi awiyya
at-Tasi a li Miladih (Damascus: al-Majlis al-A'la li Ri‘dyat al-Funiin wa °1-Adab wa ’l-‘Ulim al-ljtim4'iya,
1961) (the editor is the publisher), pp. 761- 827, particularly pp. 776-77.

% Muhammad Bahjat al-Baytir asserts that al-Ghazall composed these lines as a young man before
converting to Sufism; according to the dates provided by al-Baytfir, al-Ghazall was in his late twenties,
Muhammad Bahjat al-Baytar, ‘Hujjat al-Islim Abil Hamid al-Ghazal?’, in Abéi Hamid al-Ghazali fi adh-
Dhikré al-Mi’awiyya at-Tasi‘a li Miladih, (pp. 591- 93), particularily p. 592,

95 Earlier poets had praised the rosy colour of the belc?ved’s cheek in extolling her beauty; later the colour
of the cheek is replaced by its shape. Or the image mlg!lt refer to a fashion of the time, as women used to
bend a lock of their hair towards their cheek in a scorpion shape. Some poets combined colour and shape

in their love-songs as in al-Mu'alla at-TaT’s line:
Jaadlt £ 50 cpt el 4 jina . pliadl Lo guinga cgail 83 ) ge
(See Tbn al-Mu'tazz, Tabaqat ash-Shu ard, p. 305).
She is rosy-cheeked, slender-waisted, with a scorpion cheek and a languorous gaze.
Another poet, the Andalusian Abl Bakr ibn ‘Ubdda, writes:
Bl galyh b e o iny . Balall g sb 5 Cdali a5 13
(See Ibn Bassam, Adh-Dhakhira, Vol. 1, p. 293).

Whenever I intend to pluck the rose [of her cheek], the cheek attacks me with a
mysterious scorpion whose sting I can feel in my heart.

For more details on the subject of feminine beagw in_the Abpasid period see ibn al-Jawzi, pp. 241- 80.
This Abbasid attitude can be compared to the typical JahilT's view expressed by the poet

‘Uday ibn Zayd in al-AsfahanI’s Al-Aghani, Vol. 2, pp. 113-17.
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cheek itself. In doing so, he reverses the positions of the planet and the constellation,
since in reality the Moon would be in Scorpio, not vice-versa. This image is a typical
example of the fantastic creations of late Abbasid poetry, which breaks the logical links
between the elements in a comparison and relies on the imaginary. Abd Bakr al-Arrajani
(d. 544/ 1139)° draws on the same astrological material to create lines rich in such
images:

ASine Jullt aUay g 2y AT i Saypaall iy dna
s A gl o gdaial e L o9 4} e Al il
97 |yl o yimll 8 CatUn (g5 o8 .. Thas (g 93 3 FL8A1 o sl ga

There is someone whose cheekbone resembles a Scorpion; the bright
lustre of her forehead is like that of the Moon in the blackness of the

night sky.
I fell in love with her, and now the heart has left my breast and journeyed
to be where she is, and since then he has never returned and no news is
heard of him.

Indeed, my heart is at fault; it saw that the Moon was in Scorpio, but

insisted on travelling knowing in advance the danger it would face.
The poet writes of the inevitable destiny that has separated him from his own heart,
which made the unwise decision to travel to his beloved while knowing that the Moon
was in the mansion of Scorpio, an astrological configuration of ill omen indicating that
travel should be avoided.”® The astrological knowledge of the poet is not what strikes us
here; it is al-Arrajani’s inspired imagination and extraordinary imagery, which
transforms a conventional theme with an inventiveness rarely approached before. The
poet’s use of astrological imagery is truly remarkable. In the first line he compares the
cheek of his beloved, or rather the shape of her cheek bone, to a scorpion, and the
brightness of her forehead surrounded by dark hair to that of the Moon in the night sky.
Although this ‘facial chart’ portends an evil destiny as it conjoins the Moon with
Scorpio, the poet ignored this omen and allowed his heart to travel to be with his
beloved; his heart never returned and is now lost. The image of the Moon in Scorpio

thus does not refer to an actual conjunction but is an elaborate metaphor extolling to the

% Nasih ad-Din abd Bakr al-Arrajaini Ahmad ibn Muhammad was the judge of Tester, a Persian province,
and a talented poet. (See Tbn al-'Iméd, Shadharat al-Dhahab, Vol. 6, pp. 224- 25; and az-Zirikli, Al-

A 1am, Vol. 1, p. 209).

97 Tbn Al-‘Amid, Shazarat az-Zahab, Vol. 6, p. 308.

% 1¢ also indicates that marriage should be avoided, see Tbn Tawils, Faraj al-Mahmim, p. 113.
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celestial beauty of the beloved’s face. The metaphor is employed to allow the poet to
read signs of ill omen in that beautiful countenance as if it were the celestial realm, with
that realm’s power to determine the lover’s good or ill fortune. These lines suggest that

in the late Abbasid period astrological principles were being used in a highly creative
way to engender new images and a complex metaphorical language. Al-‘AntarT (d. 570/

1175)* writes on a similar theme, but his celestial world contains two Scorpios:
ol A58 o W A el L e RSB L
,J,.A\gaqu)klbg.u_",m Aol Jlaall u’agiai,‘

100 a8 b cpapially eS8 || ey e e300

A person with Babylonian eyes has, like the Moon, become a source of
fearful allure to human beings.

She has been granted the ultimate beauty of the whole world by the
Creator of Images, who also endowed her with unfailing good humour.
I used to feel fear when I saw Scorpio in the Moon, so what should I feel
when I see two Scorpios in the Moon?

Al-‘Antari, like al-Arrajani, attributes his suffering to the Moon’s being in Scorpio,

using the image to refer to the face of his beloved. His imagery, however, is not as
richly allusive as al-Arrajani’s, and he seems to be aware that he is using a cliché. To
emphasise his point and strive for some originality he doubles the number of scorpions

(the beloved’s cheekbones), thus doubling the ill fortune to be expected.

Al-‘Antari also made use of the idea of interrogational astrology to link love and

destiny:
S Jh s e g L W15 puadl :_-.:T-;.,J
Syl a3 S L B jgedal 6 ey
101 oy a g slaall u O L el i Al

% Abil al-Mu’ayyad Muhammad ibn al-MajlT was a physician and man of letters. At the beginning of his
career as a writer he devoted a great deal of his time to writing about ‘Antara al-‘AbsT, a famous jahili
poet, and thus acquired the title of al-‘Antari. See Az-Zirikli, 4l-41am, Vol., 7, p. 241; and Tbn AbI

Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-Anba ; pp. 389- 99.

10 1hid., p. 395.

11 thn AbT Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-Anba, p. 394.
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A slender-waisted one visited me at midnight, with the magic of Harit'®?
in her alluring eyes.

She came; in her cheek was an apple like a pear] ornamented with rubies.

It shone like the bright Star when in conjunction with the Moon in Pisces.
The meaning of these lines is obscure: the significance of the astrological reference
particularly is unclear, and so we need to ask certain questions. What is the purpose of
the poet in describing the cheek of his beloved as an apple and so eschewing the
conventional image of the rose? And what is the significance of the heavenly

configuration the poet refers to?

Traditionally in Christianity the fruit Eve gave to Adam was thought to be an apple;
assuming that the poet was familiar with this idea, the apple could then be read as a

symbol of sexual temptation.103 Clearly this Apple is no ordinary fruit: it is a jewel, a

192 Hariit is of one of the two angels mentioned in the Qur’an as responsible for magical deeds in this
world. The verse is as follows:
Qupalai iS5 3 438 (s L) Y sl o 2ol G lalig La g D9l 9 g )0 iy QL o J 0L g aladt el glay 3
o L8 (al L yale 300 g pgaiiy Y g b giny e apaday g b 53 W) 3] Chm g g hitmg o L g g g 0 sl (4 g8 e Lagie
AN ga s Al AL
Al-Baqara (The Cow), 1, 2, 102.
They [the devils] teach men witchcraft and that which was revealed to the angels Hamriit and Marit in
Babylon. Yet they never instruct any man without saying beforehand: ‘We have been sent to tempt you;
do not renounce your faith.” From these two, men learn a charm by which they can create discord
between husband and wife, although they can harm none with what they learn except by Allah’s will.
They learn, indeed, what harms them and does not profit them; yet they know full well that anyone who
engaged in that traffic would have no share in the life to come.’
Also, in Islamic lore, we find the following tradition: when God decided to give authority to man as His
deputy on Earth, the angels complained to God that man, who by nature is prone to bloodshed and
disorder, should be given such a position while they are far more suitable, constantly obeying His
commands and never failing. God then challenged them to do better if placed under the same conditions,
and asked the angels to choose two of the most pious among them, who would descend to Earth with
instructions to avoid the grave sins of idolatry, fornication, murder and the drinking of wine. Hariit and
Marit were chosen to perform that task. Once on Earth, however, and having been given human desires,
they were immediately captivated by a woman of stunning beauty, who offered them three options: to
have intercourse with her; to kill a man; or to drink wine. At first, they rejected all three, but being greatly
tempted, they decided that drinking wine might be the least sin, and so succumbed. Becoming intoxicated,
they had intercourse with the women, and then killed a man who had witnessed their misconduct for fear
of scandal; therefore wine is known among Muslims as ‘the Mother of Sins’. Seeing this, the angels in
Heaven realised how strong human desires are, and started to pray for the forgiveness of all mankind.
Conscious that they had committed deadly sins, the two angels decided to depart without delay and
ascended to Heaven, but they found the gates closed. God then gave them the choice: to be punished on
Earth or in Hereafier. They chose the first, as it would eventually end, and so they were imprisoned and

hung by the feet in a well in Babylon until the Day of Judgment. (See al-Qazuini, 4jaib al-Makhligat,
pp. 55- 56; and G. Vajda, ‘Harat wa Mardt’, in E. 1, Vol. iii, pp. 236- 37).

103 [y Christianity the apple is a symbol of love and wisdom, and also of evil, lust and temptation. These
negative meanings particularly derived from the Christian tradition, dating from the fifth century, that
identifies the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, which Adam and Eve were ordered by God not to eat and
which caused them to be driven out of Eden when they did so, as an apple. Neither early Hebrew nor
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precious offering, and so may represent the beloved herself, It is also connected to the
celestial realm by virtue of its brightness; it is a heavenly fruit. The poet compares the
brightness of this unearthly apple to that of the ‘bright star’, the Pleiades.'® Although it
would seem more apt to refer to Venus in this context, or to some other star brighter
than the Pleiades'® the poet prefers to use ath-Thurayys. What might be his intention?
The bright Pleiades, the beloved’s cheek, is in conjunction with the Moon, the beloved’s
face, and both are in Pisces, which may be an allusion to the shape of the beloved’s
cheekbone. If the Moon were in conjunction with the Pleiades, however, then it would
be in Taurus, since the Pleiades form part of that constellation, and not in Pisces.'%
What is, then, the purpose of the poet in departing both from established astronomical
and astrological knowledge and from the fourth/tenth century conventional association
of the beloved’s cheekbone with Scorpio, which he himself used in another poem, as

seen above? It is unlikely that al-‘Antari was ignorant of the location of ath-Thurayya,

and so it seems that this imaginary horoscope is purposely cast in that way and has a

poetic significance.

The astrological significance of ath-Thouayya is clear: the mediaeval Arabs believed
that the Pleiades exerted a benevolent influence on mundane life.'” The conjunction of
the Moon with the Pleiades also had a meteorological significance, which the poet may
have had in mind. It marked the beginning of the winter season, so nights were now

becoming longer and colder.'® The beloved thus came to him on a cold midnight, when

Muslim works clearly identify the fruit, and some believe an ear of wheat, a fig, or fruit of the vine may
have been intended. See Gertrude Jobes, Dictionary of Mythology, Folklore and Symbols (New York: The
Scarecrow Press, 3 Vols., 1961), Vol. 1, pp. 112-13.

104 Although the Pleiades is not mentioned by name (ath-Thurayya) here, we stated earlier that the Arabs
used to refer to that cluster as an-Najm, the Star, always using the article al- ( the). See al-Marzgt, A/-

Azminza wa 'l-Amkina, Vol. 1, p. 167.

195 [bn Manziir, Lisan al- Arab, Vol. 4, p. 416.

196 According to al-Biriinl, on the third day of the lunar month the Moon is in conjunction with ath-
Thurayys, that is located between 10° to 15° on the sign of Taurus. (See al-Birtni, 4/-Athar al-Bégiya, p.

43).
197 Al-Birani, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 342.

18 This is according to ancient Arab meteorology, which predicted the weather according to the
observation of the nightly movement of the Moon and the lunar constellations. Al-Birinl provides,
however, the corresponding heavenly aspect that predicts the coming of the winter season in mediaeval
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both would be in need of the warmth of love. Moreover, the theme of lovemaking is
underlined by the astrological reference here. In mediaeval Arabic astrology, the best
time for a woman to lose her virginity is when the Moon is in Pisces.!? However, the
poem suggests that it is ‘the slender-waisted one’ who takes the initiative; it is
interesting to see how the woman is portrayed as a wise seducer who takes the first step
in this love affair. It is she who comes to her beloved, deliberately choosing a time
when he is particularly vulnerable to her seductions: it is not only the middle of a cold
night, but also a favourable time, as indicated by the heavens, to fulfill amourous
desires. So if the situation is to be stated astrologically, it is not only the beloved’s
desire that drives her to approach her lover to satisfy their urgent need for each other;
nature as well announces that it is an auspicious time to embrace as their relationship

promises to be a life-long commitment.'®

In a richly complicated way al-Buhturl (d.284/ 897) makes use of interrogational
astrology to mock the incompetence of professional astrologers, display his own
learning and emphasise the inescapability of preordained fate. Al-Buhtur is unusual in
that he is writing from a deep understanding of the theory and practice of astrology, a
phenomenon rarely encountered in the poets of the mediaeval Muslim world. This
understandingly is found in a poem in which al-Buhturl derides an astrologer who is
suffering because of a broken relationship, though he has always claimed to be able to

foretell the hidden future. Such arrogant pretensions leading to humiliation gave poets

111

the weapons to engage in hija’ (satire). ~ The occasion of the poem is that the

meteorology: it is when Sun enters the sign of Scor[?io that coincides with the conjunction of the full
Moon with ath-Thurayya An anonymous line summarises the phenomenon and serves as a mnemonic:

JRERIRU I JER U .\ R U Y- JTV Y

(See al-Birtini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p- 337.) . _
When the full Moon is in conjunction with the Pleiades, cold is to be expected as it is

the sign of the coming winter.

199 This information is found in the anonymous Kitab al-Ghurar az-Zawahir fi MaVifat al-Jawahir, in

King Abdul Aziz University, The Central Library (M_S: Falk, Tanjim, no. 285, n.d.), fol. 16. The subtitle
is ‘Elections according to the Seventh House: deciding on the propitious time for marriage and the

braking of a woman’s virginity’.
110 paticularly if the Moon was in Pisces by 28° (see ibid.).

1 Eor the complete poem see Muhammad at-TnjI (ed.), Diwdn al-Buhturi (Beirut: Dér al-Kitab al-
‘Arabi, 2 Vols., 1999), Vol. 2, p. 774. Al-Asfahiinf regards this poem as one of the best of al-Buhtur®’s
satires (see at-TtmjI’s footnote 1 on p. 774).
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astrologer al-Hasan al-Munajjim,''> nickname Ibn AbI Qimasha, had a slave-girl with
whom one of his friends, Ahmad ibn Salih, fell in love, and seized every opportunity to
meet with her at his friend’s house. Eventually Ahmad tricked Ibn Abl Qimasha by
convincing him that it would be safe to let her visit his house, and gave, as guarantee of
the innocence of the visit, his mother’s vow that the slave-girl would be under her
protection. But the mother, seeing how in love her son was, broke her vow and allowed
the girl to end his suffering. Realising that he had been deceived, the astrologer spread
the news of his friend’s betrayal. Al-Buhturi seized the opportunity and composed an
ironic satire, from which the following lines are taken, to mock and rebuke the
astrologer for not recognising the astral configuration that indicated the imminent end of

his love affair:'*?
K W e (e O gemee—Sal G jad o flile Gla oS S
bl e giaSa ge g Ly gl ey dalad Ly
haall 3 gl be S S g sl gl oldal s
un,a;“hw&pL—-——A vee ‘#O‘ﬂlu&ah’l‘.}sJ
uJ..‘.u_,CutSq:\__Jqu.J e L&Sﬂ‘._,.améu_)‘L__aI
,u,...n,_,,,u..\._;n,.s) DIV PRK: P W UV [ A
uﬂ\qs\lw‘JJ)aql_—uu h‘)_‘t“jolé“:\()p_)gd's
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You should have discovered your beloved’s secret, which she kept
hidden from you,
Since you had attained knowledge of the unseen, and been granted the
privileges of wisdom and clairvoyance!
How, then, did you come to commit such an error, my brother, and did
not seek help in the books you yourself had written?
Did not the stars disclose, concerning you and your beloved, that the
position of one was fixed while that of the other was unstable?
Did you not see that Mars was equal to Venus in both position and
honour?
A sign indicated that a female guest would cure the pains of love suffered
by a new host.
How could you simply ignore suchdan omen? You, a devotee of almanac
and zij!

112 He is al-Hasan ibn Misbah al-Munajjim, wrote number of astrological treatises. (See Ibn al-Qiffi,
Térikh al-Hukama' pp. 163- 64.

113 Gee at-Tilnji (ed.), Diwan al-Buhturi, Vol. 2, p. 774 (particularly footnote 1).

14 Ibid., pp. 774- 78.
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Had you suddenly grown senile? Had you been practising your
profession only to earn a living? Or were you, when you began your
studies, already touched in your wits?

Al-Buhturf holds the astrologer responsible for his pain and sorrow; Ibn Abl Qimasha
has brought his misfortune upon himself by ignoring the clear sign, revealed in the
heavens, that his beloved would leave him for another. The astrologer apparently could
not bring himself to believe the portent his knowledge and skill told him must be true.
He must, then, have been prematurely senile, or an avaricious charlatan; or perhaps he
was suffering from dementia when first embarking on his career. The poet does not say,
however, that the astrologer could have averted the betrayal, only that he should have
foreseen it. Al-Buhturi’s methodology here is to make brilliant use of three key

elements: the notion of fate, the theme of love, and the debate concerning the validity of

astrology.

The inevitability of the relationship’s sad conclusion is revealed by the poet’s perfect

utilisation of a particular astrological image. The horoscope imagined by al-Buhturi, in
which he says ‘Did you not see that Mars was equal to Venus in both degree and
honour?’, is based on a type of configuration known technically as an ‘intervention’:!"*
this occurs when two planets, Mars and Venus in this case, moving at different speeds
(as the former is slow and the latter is fast) come into conjunction at a certain point.
Before the fast planet (Venus) completes the conjunction, however, a third of

intermediate speed (Mercury), retrogrades towards the slow planet (Mars) and passes it

115 See al-Birlini, Elements of Astrology, p. 86.

The apparently erratic movement of the outer planets, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn, technically termed

retrograde motion (rujid ‘ or khanas), was wrongly thought of as resulting from the planet’s backward
movement (i. e. from east to west among the stars); the planet was then thought to continue its journey in
a semi-straight path around its sphere, this latter movement being termed istigama or straightening (see

the root ‘Kha-na-sa’, in Ibn Manziir’s Lisan al- Arab, Vol. 6, p. 72, sec also figure 15). This apparent
motion is actually caused by a combination of its true motion with that of the Earth, which moves more

quickly around the Sun. Drawing on this theory, the Damascene poet al-Badi Tarrad ibn ‘Ali as-Salamt
(d. 524 H.) praises a notable who worked in the court of the Fatimid caliphs al-Amir (r. 495-524/ 1102-

30) and al-Hafiz (r. 524-44/ 1130-49): )
Aataial 1)y dag ) &, :\lbﬂ‘im

Al-‘Imad al-Asfahéini, Kharidat al-Qasr wa Jaridat al- Asr: Qism Shu ard’Misr, ed. by Ahmad Amin,
Shawgf Dayf and Thsan ‘Abbés, (Cairo: Mat.ba'at lajnat at-Ta'lif wa "t-Tarjama wa n-nashr, 2 Vols.,

1951), Vol. 2, p. 107. .
He is like Jupiter, but it retrogrades, while he is straightforward.
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by, so that the fast inevitably conjoins with it and not with the slow; thus Mars is left
behind and alone. In applying this theory to Ibn Abi Qimasha’s situation, al-Buhturi,
satirises the astrologer for expecting to enjoy a lasting love-relationship with his partner
through the heavenly configuration visible at the beginning of the affair predicted
imminent misfortune. Mars, which was in conjunction with Venus, is no longer with his
‘mistress’, having been forced to separate according to ordained planetary movement.
The slow planet, Mars, first comes into conjunction with Mercury, which was following
‘his friend’, as Mercury is conceived astrologically as the planet of friendship.!'® But

117
and a

instead of comforting his friend, Mercury, who is also known as a hypocrite,
swindler and cheater,'!? is attracted by Venus and conjoins with her. Thus, Mars, the
slow planet, represents the betrayed astrologer, who was slow to comprehend the
situation, while his lover, Venus, abandons him to join the newcomer, Mercury, Ion Abi
Qimasha’s false friend,'" and cure his pains of love, as we see in the sixth line.
Moreover, Venus, who is characterised by her passion for love-making,'® is never
depicted as committed to one long-term relationship, and so her attachment to any
partner should be interpreted as unlikely to last. For this reason her new lover should
not be confident that he will be able to retain her affection. Her nature dictates that he,

too, will suffer the humiliation his former friend is now experiencing.

Al-Buhturl uses his astrological knowledge to create a dynamic metaphor that
accurately reflects the love triangle that has caused the astrologer so much pain. The
poet does not criticise the astrologer for failing to act to prevent his beloved’s departure,
which was preordained according to the configuration described above, but mocks him
for failing to apply his knowledge, which may in any case be inadequate or fraudulent,

to his own situation. Whether or not the poet was a believer in astrology, these lines

116 See al-Biriini, Elements of Astrology, pp. 39- 40.

117 This planet is known as a hypocrite because it has no fixed status, it is identified as auspicious when in
conjunction with a benefic, and inauspicious when with a malefic. See al-Qazulni, 4jaib al-Makhligat,
p- 21.

18 gee Abii Ma Shar, The Abbreviation, p. 66.

119 A} Bubturf criticised this false friend, Ahmad ibn Salil) for his misdeeds in one of his poems, see at-
Tonji (ed.), Diwan al-Buhturi, Vol. 2, pp. 845.

120 4pi; Ma $har, The Abbreviation, p. 64.
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should probably be read as an ironic satire on an individual rather than a polemic
against astrology: al-Buhturl is claiming to be more expert in the science than the
professional astrologer, and indeed these lines suggest that he certainly had more than a
rudimentary knowledge of the discipline. Yet he seems sceptical of certain astrology’s
claim to enable the individual to avert or change an evil destiny; thus the poem’s main

theme is that man’s destiny is absolute and unchangeable.

Another poem referring to the technique of masa’il and the preordained fate that can be
read on the page of the heavens was composed in al-Andalus. In asking for a favour
from the vizier Aba Bakr al-Khiilani,'*' Aba Muhammad ibn Tala’ al-Mahdawi'?

addresses his dedicatee in lines that recognise his status and acknowledge his expertise

as an astrologer:
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Hey, you lad, tell the vizier al-Khulani, ‘My knowledge of your
generosity gives me the privilege of being recognised above your other
petitioners.

When casting the horoscope of love, I found a guiding Moon, but it was
under the surveillance of a hostile guardian that seems to be Saturn.
So please send me a wine like my lover’s saliva, which puts me in mind
of that dispensed by Radwan.'?*

In condensing the procedure which a formal letter should follow, the poet first praises
the addressee, then gives the reason for the request, and lastly presents the request. The

121 g is the astrologer whom al-Mu'tamid, the King of Seville, charged with being responsible for the
loss of his throne. See Ch. V, pp. 167- 70.

122 5w (eds.), Mawsii at Shu ard’ al-‘Arab, p. 790.

123 1hn Bassam, Adh-Dhakhira, Vol. 4, pp. 216- 17.

124 pidwain is known in Islamic lore as the guardian of Paradise, who will serve its inhabitants. Although
references to his name are absent from the Qur'an, early exegesis and the Prophetic Hadith that describe

Paradise. The name may result from a personifying exegesis of the ridawn (or Allah’s favour) which
believers will meet in the hereafter. He is an accepted figure in Arabic belles-lettres, at least from al-

Ma‘arri (d. 449/ 1057) onwards, and in later Islamic literature. (See W. Raven, ‘Ridwan’, in E. I, Vol.
viii, p. 519). However, a reference to the guardian of Hell occurs in the Qur'an: ‘And they [those in Hell]

will call out ‘Oh Milik (the Keeper of Hell) ask your God to annihilate us’, he answered: ‘Here you shall
remain!’. Az-zukhruf (The Omaments of Gold), 25, 42,77.
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more plausible the reason, the greater the chance that the request will be granted. Al-
Mahdawi presents his request for a fine wine in the form of an astrological allusion
which his addressee would recognise and appreciate. The meaning would be clear and,
the poet hopes, persuasive, to the court astrologer: his beloved is being kept away from
him by a watchful guardian, and this cruel fate can only be alleviated by a wine like that
dispensed in Paradise by Radwan, which is compared, in an intensely erotic simile, to
his love’s saliva. Stating the situation astrologically, the poet presents the case in terms
of parallel opposition and compares Saturn (the male relatives) to Radwan (the guardian
of Heaven) as the function of both is to guard Paradise, but while the girl’s relatives
prevent the lover from enjoying the wine of sexual love, Radwan dispenses the wine of
Divine love. Although this comparison would shock a devout puritan, al-MahdawT is
flattering al-Khulani by presenting his case in astrological language, and clearly hopes
that the court astrologer, recognising their common interest in the astral world, will take

pity on the poet and grant his request.

Examining the poet’s reference in more detail, we find that his misfortune stems from
the position of Saturn, representing his lover’s guardians, who are observing, and in
opposition to, the Moon, his lover.'?® His choice of the Moon to represent his beloved is
entirely conventional, but why choose Kiwan (Saturn) in particular to represent the
watchers, and not Mars, for example, as both were well known to be malefics? The
choice of Saturn may be attributed to the significance of this planet as understood by
contemporary astrologers: it was specifically associated with male kin, particularly
‘grandfathers, fathers, [and] older brothers’.!?® So those watchful guardians, whose
anger the poet fears, are the close male relatives of his beloved. Could it be that the
implication intended by the poet is that he wants the vizier to use his power and
somehow help him overcome the opposition of his beloved’s male relatives rather than

merely send him a wine that will ease the anguish caused by the separation from his

beloved and compensate for her absence?

125 In astrology, it is a sign of misfortune if the planets ‘are in conjunction with the malefics or in their
opposition or in their quartile or their trine or their sextile, or between them and the body of the malefic’.

(See Abid Ma‘Shar, The Abbreviation, pp. 54- 55).

126 1hid., p. 61.
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It is evident that poems concerned in one way or another with love often made reference

to the astrological technique of masail. The emotional relationship, whether hate or

love; the security of the relationship; the fate of the two lovers was rendered in terms of

an astrological configuration. However, though the majority of astrological references
connected with the practice of masail had to do with queries concerning emotional

affairs and prospective spouses, poems were written about other matters, such as
determining the most auspicious time for undertaking a variety of activities ranging

from the crucially important to the almost trivial. These included meeting with a

political figure, weaning an infant, and even removing body hair."”’ Masail was

particularly important in the field of medicine. For example, it is related that Hadid, the
wife of the Abbasid Caliph Hariin ar-Rashid, when suffered from a bowel infection
asked the court astrologers al-Abahh (d. 230/ 845)'%® and at-Tabari (d. approx. 200/
816)'?° to determine an auspicious time to start a cure. The astrologers were of opposing
views: at-Tabari advised her that it would be better not to take medicine on that day as
Mars was in conjunction with the Moon, and suggested she waits until the Moon was in
conjunction with Jupiter. Al-Abahh, however, commented: ‘I am afraid that if she has to
wait for the Moon to be in conjunction with Jupiter, she will find the infection will have
spread so no cure will be of value’. However, the patient preferred at-TabarT’s advise
and refused to start a cure until a fortunate time is to be approached. This indeed caused

her the loose of her life and she died before the Moon is in conjunction with Jupiter.130

1275 ccording to mediaeval astrological medicine, it is unfavourable, for example, to drink a laxative when
the Moon is in Aries, Taurus or Capricomn. Yet at such times medicines that stop vomiting, are
particularly effective. More generally, it was believed that each part of the human body was govered by
a certain sign of the zodiac. For example, Aries governed the head, Taurus the neck and shoulders,
Gemini the arms and hands and so on. According to this theory, it was unadvisable for blood letting to be
done when the Moon was in the sign corresponding to the part intended to be cured, since the attraction of
the Moon might cause excessive bleeding. The planets too were believed to rule certain organs of the

body; Jupiter the liver, Sun the heart, Venus the kidneys and so on. ( Abil Ma'shar al-Balkhi, 4-Mudkhal
fi 1lm an-Nyjim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 285, n.d.),
fols. 16- 21.

128 A]. Hasan jbn Ibrahim, known as al-Abahh, was later appointed one of al-Ma’miln’s court astrologers
of al-Ma'miln. For his biography see Tbn an-Nadim, Al-Fihrist, p. 439; and az-Zirikli, 4i-4 1am, Vol. 2, p.
191.

129 M quhammad ibn ‘Umar ibn Hafg ibn al-Farrukhan at-Tabari was one of the prominent Abbasid
astrologer and wrote number of works on astrology. (See Ibn an-Nadim, Al-Fihrist, p. 437).
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The anthologist ‘Abd al-Malik ath-Tha‘alibi (d. 429/ 1038)'*' draws on this astrological

doctrine when celebrating the recovery of his dedicatee, whose consumption of

medicine coincided with a fortunate time:'*
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Hey, master, whose nature is honour, of which you took all there was and
left nothing to other men;
When you took the medicine, the ascendant indicated good fortune, that
which you brought merely by drinking,

' Ibn Abi Usaybi’a, Uyiin aldnba’ p. 177.

Also, with regard to the role of physician mediaeval astrologers played, it is related that an astrologer was
summoned by a very fat king, who ordered him to find an effective way of helping him lose weight.
Recognizing the irrationality of this demand, but afraid of showing himself as not up to the task, the
astrologer pretended to consult the stars and then sadly addressed his king: ‘Oh my lord, I'm afraid I have
bad news for you: it is that you won’t need to make an effort to lose weight! Your ascendant shows that
you will die in one month, and as a proof of my prognostication keep me in custody this month, and when
the moment of your death approaches free me’. Devastated by this news, the king decided to devote the
last 30 days of his life to God and gave up all worldly entertainments including indulging in food. After
twenty-eight days, the king, sensing the approach of death, asked that the astrologer be freed as promised,
The astrologer then asked to see his patron and to his gratification found that the king had lost so much
weight as to be almost unrecognisable. He addressed the king: ‘My lord, having successfully fulfilled
your dream of losing weight I would like to inform you that the news regarding your death is not true. My
lord, I have no idea whatsoever about the length of my own life; how then could I predict yours? My
prognostication was just a trick, as indeed I have no other cure for those who wish to lose weight but to
shock them into changing their habit of consuming food by convincing them to expect an inevitable
disaster.” The king, greatly delighted by this news, ordered him to be generously rewarded. (See Ibn
Huijja, Thamarat al-Awrag, pp. 78- 79). Although this story is almost certainly entirely fictional, as the
names of the king and his astrologer are not given, it is an example of how astrology was regarded as an
established part of mediaeval life and shows that even sceptical popular opinion tended to see astrologers

as quick-witted and astute individuals.

131 Abl Mangtir ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Muhammad ath-Thaalib was a native of Nishapur. He was a profilic
anthologist and literary critic. Living at a time when the New Persian renaissance was in full bloom, he
was a devotee to the promotion and promulgation of Arabic Literature and language, on which he
composed a number of poetic lines. His work Yafimat ad-Dahr (The Unique Pearl of the Age), a large
scale anthology of poetry and prose from the second half of the fourth/ tenth century, brought him a great
fame. A number of his work is said to have dedicated to the Ghaznavid governor of Nishapur. (For ath-

Tha'alibf see ‘Abd ar-Rahman, Mu jam ash-Shu ara’ al- Abbasiyin, pp. 93-94; and E. K. Rowson, ‘al-

Tha'alibT’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, pp.764- 65). As for the Ghaznavids, they are the
first major Turkish dynasty in the eastern Islamic world, named for their capital at Ghazna, in south-

eastern Afghanistan.

*2 There is no reference to the dedicatee’s identity, but as shown above he had a good relationship with
Ghaznavid governor of Nishapur. The tone of this panegyric suggests that the addressee might be his
patron or a member of the high elite.

133 Ath-Tha'alibl, Khass al-Khass, p. 272.
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May pleasure be your drink, which you slowly swallow, and may sorrow
and grief be kept away from you.

Exaggeration is a prominent feature of the mediaeval panegyric. This is evident in the
above lines, in which the poet reverses the astrological notion in order to eulogise his
dedicatee as a superhuman figure. Ordinary man would be cured by drinking the
prescribed medicine at the most auspicious time, but the dedicatee’s brings good fortune
‘merely by drinking’. Thus he creates the condition for his recovery while lesser mortals
are subject to the vagaries of fortune. While the third line seems conventional, wishing
that the dedicatee should enjoy a life of prolonged pleasure, there is perhaps a veiled
criticism in the word ‘slowly’, while may imply that his illness was brought on by self-
indulgence. The implied advice then may be that he will avoid sorrow and grief and

prolong his pleasure if he exercises more self-restraint.

Unlike al-Buhturi or al-Mahdawi, the poet here displays no astrological knowledge. The
phrase ‘the ascendant indicated good fortune’ is merely used as an element of ath-

Tha‘alib1’s flattery of his dedicatee. In this he is typical of the poets of his time, most of

whom were not overly concerned with the validity or invalidity of astrology (or of other
systems of knowledge upon which they drew) as a science. They saw the material as a
source of ideas and images that could be used to extend and enhance the language of

their poetry.

Astrology could be combined with other methods of divination. In praising the new

palace of Caliph al-Mu'tazz (r. 866-69 A.D.), al-Buhturl refers to his choice of an

auspicious time before visiting the Caliph there:
Spdie GO die b e b L el Ty g e D
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What delight it is to hear news of the bles}sed building, so lofty that it
touches Simak.'*

134 At-Tunji (ed.), Diwan al-Buhturi, Vol. 1, p. 389- 90.

135 gimak (Vega) is a term of two very far and bright stars. The Arabs identify two Simaks, the Unarmed
(al-A %al), and the Arcturus (ar-Ramih), the former is one of the lunar mansions that has naw | while the
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I visited him there at the beginning of the month, after seeing the left
bird’s flight'*® and the benefic stars.
Meetings with rulers and courtly elites were best conducted on days when the Moon
was in one of the fire signs, particularly, according to Abi Ma‘shar, Aries, Leo and
Sagittarius, as these were called the monarchical houses.’?” It is related, however, that
the vizier Muhammad ibn ‘Ali ibn Mugla (d. 328/ 940)'*® arranged to meet with Caliph

al-Qahir (r. 932-34 A.D.)'* at the ascension of Capricorn, for that was also considered

latter is not regarded as a lunar mansions and has no naw : Both are located in the sing of the zodiac of
Libra with al-A‘zal above ar-Ramih. See Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- Arab, Vol. 10, pp. 443- 44.

% This refers to one of the techniques of zajr: a bird is driven to take flight and from the direction it takes
an omen is deduced: good if the bird flies to the right, bad if to the left.

'*" Abo Ma'shar Al-Balkhi, 4/-Mudkhal fi Tlm an-Nujim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central
Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 285, n.d.), fol. 16. See also the diagram provided by the Abf Sa‘td

Muhammad as-Sizjl, in his 4/-Ma ani fi Ahkam an-Nujiim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central
Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 235/3, n.d.), fol. 35, diagram, 18. the diagram illustrates the advisable
time for meeting with kings and political elites.

'*® Abil ‘Ali Muhammad ibn ‘Ali, known as Ibn Mugla, a three-times vizier for three Caliphs. He was a
man of high ambitions, he started his career as a tax-collector then he was given an important position in
the court-post. Then in 316/ 928 he was appointed as a vizier under the reign of al-Mugqtadir (r. 295-320/
908-32) and al-Qahir (r. 320-22/ 932-34). He was not loyal to the latter Caliph whom he planned to
depose. However, as he failed he was obliged to flee and leave the vizierate for a wile. He regained his
position as vizier under ar-R&QI’s reign (r. 322-29/ 934-40) when he succeeded in getting al-Qahir
imprisoned and deposed. Fortune did not accompany his for long as some political events brought him a
prey to authorities’ anger; he was imprisoned, his right hand was cut of, his tongue was cut out, and died,

neglected, in prison in 328/ 940. (Sec az-Zirikli, 4/-A1am, Vol. 7, pp. 157- 58; and D. Sourdel, ‘Ibn
Mukla’, in E. I, Vol. iii, pp. 886-87.

139 Al-Qahir bi ’Llgh was the nineteenth Abbasid caliph, who reigned from 320/ 932 to 322/ 934 in

ession to his brother al-Mugtadir (r. 908-32 AD.), though the latter nominated his son, ar-Radi, to
succeed him to the throne. However, that nomination was ignored and al-Qahir was proclaimed caliph.
His headstrong and vindictive personality showed itself at the very beginning of his reign in his
ignominious treatment of his mother, whose property he seized after having ill-treated her, and in his
conduct towards the sons and officials of the former caliph. However, his reign encountered grave
difficulties: the opposition he faced from the former supporters of al-Mugtadir, and a financial crisis. He
gradually lost control and power and the support of his vizier Ibn Mugqla, who plotted against him,
undermined the loyalty of his guard and helped his enemies to seize his property and have him
imprisoned. Ar-Rad], then reappeared on the political stage and was proclaimed caliph. He took revenge
on al-Qahir, who refused to abdicate in spite of the pressure put upon him, and had him blinded. Al-Qahir
was released eleven years later by order of Caliph al-Mustakfl (r. 944-64 A.D.), and died in 339/ 950.

(See al-Khudarl, A4d-Dawla al- Abbasiya, pp. 327- 29; and D. Sourdel, ‘Al-Kahir bi *Llah’, in E, /., Vol.
iv, pp. 423- 24).
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to be an opportune time.'* Ibn Mugqla also arranged to meet secretly with Caliph ar-
Radi (r. 934-40 A.D.)!*! after consulting the astrologer Ishaq ibn Hunayn (215-98/ 830-
910),'"? who advised him to choose a time when the Moon is in opposition to the Sun,

as such a time was thought especially auspicious for secretive affairs.'*

Al-Buhtur’s lines show that poets as well as viziers were concerned to present
themselves before a caliph only after determining precisely the most auspicious time.
Indeed, the significance of such lines is that they demonstrate that methods of divination
(pre-eminently astrology) were practised before undertaking certain actions, and that
those who were about to meet a ruler were understandably anxious to try all possible

means that would grant a safe and tranquil encounter.

This intense desire for reassurance betrays an underlying anxiety, which drove the
mediaeval Arab’s curiosity about the possible future. Although his chart indicates a
happy future, the poet Aba al-Fath al-Busti (d. 400/ 1010)'** still feels worried and

insecure:
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140 Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Malik al-HamdanT, Takmilat Ta ¥ikh at-Tabari, ed. by A. Y. Kan'dn, (Beirut:
Catholic Press, 1958), p. 72.

41 Ab al-‘Abbas Ahmad, known as ar-Radi, the son of Caliph al-Mugtadir, was born in 297/ 909; his
mother was a slave called Zalim. He was proposed for the cfaliphate immediately after the assassination
of his father, but the choice fell upon al-Q#hir, the late caliph’s b;oth_er, who had ar-R&dT thrown into
prison. After the fall of al-Qahir he was released and crowned as caliph in 322/ 934. As his advisor in this

difficult period, ar-Radr chose al-Mugqtadir’s vizier, ‘Ali ibn ‘Isd, who asked, however, to be excused on
account of his great age, whereupon Ibn Mugla was given the office. He died in 329/ 940 of dropsy. (See
al-Khudari, Ad-Dawla al- Abbasiya, pp. 330- 35; and K. V. Zetterstéen, ‘Al-RadI bi 'Llgh’, in E. I, Vol.
viii, p. 368).

142 1shsiq and his father Hunayn ibn Ishiq al-'Abbadi were among the prominent translators who played a

significant role in the translation movement with the quantity and quality of the works they translated
from the Greek and Syriac languages. See al-Qifil, Akhbar al-Hukama , p. 8 and az-Zirikll, Al-A 1am, Vol.

1, p. 286.
43 A\-Hamdsin, Takmilat Ta ¥ikh at-Tabari, Vol. 1, p. 109.
14 For his biography see Ch. VI, pp. 172- 73, footnote 32.

15 Ath-Tha'alibi, Yatimat ad-Dahr, Vol., 4, p. 359.
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Despite the good omen I see in my chart, Jupiter being in the ascendant
Aries,
I feel dejected; after all these achievements I will leave with nothing.
It is as if I were appealing to Saturn to grant me good fortune.

Al-Busti’s horoscope seems to predict a promising future, particularly regarding his
career at the caliph’s court. Jupiter being in Aries was a sign that those under its
influence would enjoy a good relationship with the court elites; for them the door of
opportunity being flung open.'* Yet the poet is far from encouraged, because the

indication is that his good fortune will not last.

Drawing on the notion that the influence of the heavenly bodies was not confined to

human beings,'"” a poet might use the idea that the fate of an animal could be

determined by means of masail. Abd Nuwas (d. 200/ 815), in playful mock-heroic

mood, mourns a turkey whose unlucky fate it was to be killed and eaten, a fate predicted

by an unfortunate heavenly configuration moments prior to the tragic event:
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I am mourning a turkey, of dignified manners and an honourable lineage.
I saw it from far, with its star that indicated an inauspicious not a
benevolent fortune.

I saw it like a brave knight, walking with a leonine gait.

It may be that Abii Nuwas, who is well known of his opposition to the usage of

conventional themes in poetry, is satirising the panegyrics, especially those prsising an

146 See Yahy# ibn Muhammad ibn AbI ash-Shukr, Ahkdm Tahawtl Sini al- Alam, in King Abdul Aziz
University, The Central Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 185/ 2., n.d.), fol. 19.

7 It was believed that the upper realm influence every object beyond in the world of generation and
corruption that exist beyond the sphere of the moon. For exa_lmple, each of the seven planets believed to
influence particular type of stones, planets, foods, geographical regions, besides, of course, parts of the

human bodies. See (Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Uthmén al-QabidI al-Munajjim, Kitab al-Mudkhal fi Sind at an-
Nujiim, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 235/ 1, n.d.).

148 [ Al-Hasan ibn Hani* Abd Nuwas], Diwan Abi Nawds, ed. by Mahmud Wisif, (Cairo: Al-Matba'a al-
‘Umiimiyya, 1898), pp. 230- 31.
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unworthy dedicatee in conventional terms. He may even mocking an individual whose

identity is unknown to us.

VL. 3: Conclusion
Drawing on the Islamic notion that recognised heavenly bodies as superior to mankind

in creation, astrologers claimed that the peculiar nature and properties of those bodies
could influence things inferior to them, including stones, plants, animals and humans. In
other words, ‘the nature of every thing on earth can be regarded as solary, lunary, jovial,
saturnine, martial, venerian, or mercurial’.'*® The mediaeval poets’ recognition of the
effects of the astral realm on human bodies and fates, conceived according to the signs
of the zodiac and the planetary configurations at the time of birth or conception, enabled
them to delineate a multiplicity of human characteristics and to define destiny on the
basis of celestial influence. Moreover, many poets found in this branch of astrology,
mawalid, some relief, albeit temporary, from their anxiety. Those who had fallen prey to
an evil destiny and had failed to achieve a good position in life, those who wanted to
justify their evil deeds or to find answers to the questions that worried them, or those
fated to be parted for ever from their loved ones; all found in this branch of astrology
means of understanding or justifying their fate. The main function of nativity references
in poetry seems to be to emphasise the view that behind the action of individuals there

is a mysterious, impelling power: that of the heavens over human affairs and fortunes.

The planetary influence on human fate identified by the means of masa i/ also provided

a source of inspiration for poets. One of the significant features that characterised

astrological allusions in Abbasid poetry and marked a great step forward in the
development of this genre are the sophisticated and newly invented images inspired by

astrological principles and techniques. In the realm of love poetry, the idea of Scorpio in
the Moon and its astrological significance was used by a number of poets, notably al-

Ghazali, al-Arrijani and al-‘Anbari, who created images never encountered in the poetic

output of previous periods.

149 yohnstone Parr, Tamburlaine’s Malady and other essays on Astrology in Elizabethan Drama,

(Alabama: University of Alabama Press, n.d.), p. 34,
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Moreover, the knowledge displayed by poets in referring to such techniques varies from
the profound, like that of al-Mahdawi and al-Buhturi, to the superficial, like that of ath-

Tha‘alibi. This suggests that expertise was not of primary importance. What really

mattered was to turn such scientific or quasi-scientific material into art in such a way as

to preserve both the significance of the astrological material and the aesthetic value of

the poetry.

Finally, it is interesting to realise that mediaeval astrology was able to cross boundaries

and enter domains that were regarded as closed in pre-Islamic times. One’s life span
(4jal), sustenance (rizq), and the general character of one’s life (shagawa aw sa ada),
these three domains of man’s destiny were no longer thought impossible to predict.

Owing to the importance of at-Tali “(the ascendant), which is the part of the horoscope

that corresponds to the part of the ecliptic just rising in the east and from which the

general character of one’s life can be predicted, the name Tali ‘ came to be applied to

astrological prediction as a whole. Also, among the many houses the astrologers

identified, the two most important were al-hildj, a Persian word meaning the house of

life, and kadakhda, the house of sustenance.'*

Having discussed the astrological references associated with mawalid and masa’il,
which mainly concemed the effects of the stars on personal affairs, we will now
investigate the ways in which poets made use of astrological techniques of wider scope,
as they had to do with the effects of the upper realm on large groups of people, societies

Or nations.

150 Eor the astrological functions of these terms see Ibn Tawiss, Faraj al-Mahmiim, p. 3, footnote 2; and p.
127, footnote 1.
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VIL. Principles of Ikhtiydrat (Elections) and al-Hadathan (Mundane Astrology) as

Poetic Themes

VIL. 1: Introduction
The previous chapter showed how mediaeval poets’ interest in astrological predictions

and techniques influenced their poetry, and how they referred to nativity and
interrogation techniques to make works which are in general a blend of conventional
and new elements, regardless of their attitudes towards the subject. This material
inspired them in the creation of images of a striking and unprecedented character,
particularly when composing love poetry. The pivotal theme of such astrological
references is that man is trapped in his fate; the stars’ influence constrains the human
will, which has to submit to a preordained fate revealed on the page of the heavens. This
is a misunderstanding of the mediaeval astrologers’ argument, which sought to resolve
contradictions and reconcile stellar influence, the Divine will, and man’s free will. The
heavens exert upon mankind the influence assigned to them by God, the ultimate cause,
and by appealing to Him, the evils foretold by the heavens can be averted. So astral
predictions can be taken as warnings that draw attention to a possible coming disaster,

and do not foretell dire events which cannot be avoided by any means.

We have examined the two astrological techniques that concern individual destinies.
The following discussion will continue to examine the technical aspect of astrology, and
will investigate the poetic use of ikhtiyardt (elections) and hadathan (mundane
astrology) which relate to broader social matters. The chapter will discuss astrological
references to the methods of determining the most auspicious time to undertake some

great enterprise, or predicting a momentous historical or political change.

VIL. 2: Ikhtiydrat (Elections)
Ikhtiyarat is the branch of judicial astrology concerned with determining the most

auspicious moment for undertaking activities that affect a large group of people, such as
the building of cities or the launching of military campaigns, which is decided
according to the horoscope at the moment of inquiry. This kind of divination seems to
have been practised in pre-Islamic times, but according to a different method; we noted

earlier that the Arabs preferred not to engage in military activity at certain times and
particularly when the Moon was in Scorpio. Such notions were mocked and condemned
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with the coming of Islam. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib was advised by an astrologer not to

undertake an expedition at the time he had decided upon because it was inauspicious,

‘Ali mocked the astrologer and then gathered his soldiers and warned them against

believing in the stars as a means of knowing the future, declaring that those who
practised that kind of divination were unbelievers. Then he ordered his army to get

ready for the battle, putting their trust in God alone.!

The improvement and development of methods of predicting the success or failure of
activities of great public concern allowed astrology to gain the credibility and dignity it
had lost with the coming of Islam. Consulting astrologers became crucial in almost all
aspects of the public domain, particularly in the Abbasid period. The famous story of
the founding of Baghdad shows that such consultation was an important stage in the
process of constructing mediaeval architectural works.? Baghdad was not the only
mediaeval Islamic architectural project to be built according to astrological advice; the
wall of al-Manstiriyya, later known as al-Qahira (Cairo) (see Figure 27), was also built
in 359/ 970, at the time of the Fatimids, 3 according to the same method.*

! Al-Mada'ini, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, Vol. 6, p. 309
2 See, for example, how the Badgdad was built according to astrological method in Ch IV, pp. 137- 39.

3 The Fatimid dynasty, which reigned in North Africa and later in Egypt and Syria from 297/ 909 until
567/ 1171, takes its name from Fatima, for the Fatimid caliphs traced their origin to ‘Ali and Fafima, the
daughter of the Prophet Muhammad, but their enemies rejected their claim to this lineage. Scholars now
agree that the origin of their movement, which in North Africa brought them to power in the person of
‘Ubaydullah al-Mahdi, must be sought in Isma‘lism, a Shi't doctrine which was at the same time political
and religious, philosophical and social, and whose adherents expected the appearance of al-Mahdi, a

descendant of the Prophet through ‘Ali and Fatima, in the line of Isma'l, son of Ja'far as-$adiq. The
Fatimid ‘caliphate’ encountered many difficulties and was vehemently opposed by Sunnis, who put an
end to it in 567/ 1171, and reestablished Sunnism and Abbasid sovereignty in Egypt under Salah ad-Din
al-Ayiibi (Saladin), the first Ayyibid sultan. For more information about this dynasty and their reign see

G. Margais, ‘Fatimids’, in E. I, Vol. I, pp. 850- 64.

“1t is related that in the reign of the Fatimid caliph, al-Mu‘izz li-Din "LIah (r. 341-65/ 952-75),* his army
general Jawhar,** having conquered Egypt, advised the caliph to build a wall to surround Cairo, known at
that time as al-Mans@iriyya. He therefore gathered the astrologers and asked them to determine the most
appropriate time for laying the foundations. The astrologers then connected a wire, from which bells were
suspended, between the place where the wall should be begun and the observatory building from where
they would decide on the auspicious moment. They informed the builders that when they bad made their
decision and the moment arrived they would move the wire and the sound of the bells would be the signal
for the builders to start work. While the astrologers were consulting their horoscope, it happened that a
crow landed on the wire and caused the cluster of bells to sound. Thinking that it was the signal, the
builders stared laying the foundations of the wall. The astrologers shouted at them ‘No, No, al-Qahir, al-
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Astrologers were also important advisers on affairs of state. Sometimes ikhtiyarat was

used to indicate measures that should be taken to avert a disaster or mitigate its effects.

It is related that Caliph al-Mustazhir bi ’1-Lah(r. 487-512/ 1094-1118)° asked his official

Qahir [the defeater]’, by which they meant that Mars was in the ascendant; obviously an inauspicious
time. Al-Mu‘izz, however, deduced a benevolent omen: he took the astrologers’ cry as predicting the
victory of his army over his enemies and thus renamed the city al-Qahira. (See Shihab ad-Din Ahmad ibn
Yahyi ibn Hajla, Sakradan as-Sultan, to be found on the margins of Bah#’ ad-Dinb al-‘Amilt’s Al-Mikhlat
(Beirut: Dar al-Fikr li 'l-Jami’, 1317 H.), p. 34; and Taqayi ad-Din Ahmad ibn ‘Ali al-Maqrizi, Muswaddat
Kitab al-Mawa iz wa 1-1tibar fi Zikr al-Khitat wa 1-Athar, ed. by Ayman Sayyid, (London: Mu’assassat

al-Furqan li 't-Turath al-Islami, 1995), p. 37.
It is also related that al-Mu'izz chose a time for invading Cairo in the conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in

Aries. See Ahmad Mukhtar al-‘Abadi, Fi at-Tarikh al-‘Abbasi wa ’I-Fafimi (Beirut: Dar an-Nahda al-

‘Arabiyya, n.d.), p. 249, footnote 1.
* Caliph al-Mu'izz seems to have believed strongly in astrology. It is related that his astrologer foretold

him that his horoscope indicated that in that year, 365 H., there would be a ga¢* (‘cutting off’), a sign of
extreme ill fortune. The astrologer therefore advised the caliph not to make any appearances at all in that
year, to seek refuge in a hole under the ground and to appoint his son al-‘Aziz, to run the state. The

inauspicious year passed and al-Mu'izz re-emerged to rule the caliphate, but died soon afterwards. (See
Jalal ad-Din as-Siyiiti ash-ShéfiT, Min Husn al-Muhddara fi Akhbar Misr wa 1-Qahira (Cairo: Matba'at

Idarat al-Watan, 2 Vols., 1292 H.), Vol. 2, p. 17.

Also, on the matter of al-Mu'tazz’s belief in astrology, it is related that after deciding to being building a
palace called Qasr al-Hahr (‘the Palace of the Sea’) on a certain date, he had a dream in which Claudius
Ptolemy, the author of the most famous book on astrology, The Almagest, advised him to change the date
to another, which would be more auspicious. When he awoke he ordered that the astrological significance
of the date given by Ptolemy should be determined, and when the result confirmed the dream-date as
highly auspicious he ordered the foundation of the palace to be laid without delay. (See Ibn Tawils, Faraj
al-Mahmiim, p. 174).

*#+ Jawhar as-Siqilli was a famous general, of Roman origin, who led the Fatimid army to conquer Cairo
and thus brought it under Fatimid control in 358 H. after seizing it, without any resistance, from Kafur al-
Ikhshidi. Besides being the adviser on the building of the wall of Cairo, he also built the Azhar Mosque in
359 H., which remains one of the most famous of Cairo’s mosques. (See ibid., pp. 15-16 and pp. 183-

84).

5 Abii al-‘Abbas Ahmad ibn al-Mugqtadi was one of the late Abbasid caliphs who ruled in name only, his
domain being under the power of the Seljuks.* He ascended the throne at the age of sixteen and was
caliph for 24 years until he died at the age of 41. Although he was described as a caliph of good manners,
he was criticised for indulging himself in all sorts of entertainment and for neglecting affairs of state. He
was caliph at a time when Abbasid political power was deteriorating and the state witnessed a great many

tragic events. (See al-Khudari, Ad-Dawla al- Abbasiyya, pp- 394- 97).

* The Seljuks were a Turkish dynasty that ruled over a vast area of the mediacval Muslim world during
the 5%-6%/ 11®-12% centuries. They were of various branches, each of which ruled certain provinces and
regions. If in its first phase the Abbasid empire may be characterised as falling under the Persian
influence, in its second as being dominated by Turkish military leaders, and in its third as being controlled
by Buyid power, the appearance of the Seljuks marks another change in the course of its history. The
Sunni Seljuk sultans came to power only a few decades after the caliph’s practical authority had been

annulled under the ShiT Buyid rulers, but the caliphs managed to regain some of their dignity and
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astrologer, Ibn ‘Aysin,® about a rumour he had heard that the country would be

destroyed by a flood. The astrologer confirmed the rumour and explained that at the
time of Noah’s flood, the seven planets were in conjunction in Pisces, and that six
planets — Saturn alone would not be involved — would conjoin in the same sign of the
zodiac, and thus an awful event was to be expected. This prediction motivated the caliph
to order a wall to be built around Baghdad. The prediction came true but the flood was
not as severe as they expected.” Indeed, not all of the prognostications conducted
according to this method were successful. At-Tabarl notes that ‘the astrologers warned
the people that in the year 284/ 897 there would be a great flood and the majority of the
provinces [of Iraq] including that of Babel would be drowned following an abundance

of rains [...]. However, the people experienced nothing but drought and had to perform,

many times, the pray of istisqci".8

There is a great deal of evidence that Muslim rulers and generals would consult
astrologers before undertaking any military activity; indeed, the practice was so
common that it can be said to have been a major feature of mediaeval courtly culture.

We saw in an earlier chapter how al-Muqtadir tested Abi Ma'shar’s accuracy of

prediction on the battlefield. Sometimes astrologers felt that they should deliver
important advice even if they had not been consulted officially. The Ayytibid Sultan
Salah ad-Din (532-89/ 1137-93) was told that his proposed expedition to Jerusalem
would be successful, but the price would be the loss of one of his eyes. He replied: ‘I
am willing to be blind if it means I can open Jerusalem’.’ Indeed, it seems that it was
regarded as crucial to consult astrologers before the engagement of armies. Those who

successfully undertook military actions against astrological predictions were seen by

freedom when authority passed into the hands of the Sunni Sultans. (For the different phases the Abbasid
caliphate went through see ibid., pp. 445- 46).

¢ Little information regarding his life is available but he seems to have worked as an official astrologer in
the reign of al-Mustazhir. See Shami, 7a@rikh at-Tanjim, pp. 199- 200.

7 Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi at-Tarikh, Vol. 10, pp. 259- 60.

$ At-Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 11, p. 362. Istisqd’is a special prayer in which Muslims appeal to God to send
down rain in a period of drought.

9 [bn al-‘Imad, Shadharat adh-Dhahab, Vol. 6, p. 452.
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many as exceptional heroes who deserved the praise they received, as in the case of the

eighth Abbasid caliph, al-Mu'tasim (r. 218-27/ 833-43), whom Abii Tammam (d. 232/

845) eulogises in his famous Amorium ode.!® In contrast, al-Amin, the sixth Abbasid
caliph, defied the predictions and suffered a humiliating defeat. He decided to lead an

expedition against his brother al-Ma'miin in 195/ 813 despite the astrologers’ advice to

postpone this military action until a more auspicious time, as the Moon was surrounded

by the malefics and none of the benefics were in conjunction with it."’

We saw in the previous chapters how poets were of various opinions regarding the

matter of launching expeditions and initiating buildings, or moving into them, in
accordance with astrological advice. Although al-Mu'tasim was praised by Abi
Tammam in a way that shows the poet adopting the traditionally hostile attitude of the

orthodox towards astrology, he was criticised by ‘Umara al-Khatafi (d. 239/ 835) after

the event for his decision to transfer the Abbasid capital from Baghdad to Samarra’,'2

Indeed, several poets played on this astrological theme in criticising the Caliph’s foolish
act by referring to the horoscopic prediction made at the time Baghdad’s foundations
were laid and which foretold the good fortune that would be enjoyed by both the
inhabitants of that city and their rulers. They attributed the ill fortune associated with
the second phase of the Abbasid caliphate, which dated from the enthronement of al-

Mu'tasim’s son, al-Mutawakkil (r.232-48/ 847-61), to the moving of the capital.”® Di‘bil

al-KhuzaT (148-246/ 763-860),14 who strongly opposed al-Mu'tagim, composed the

following lines deploring the caliph’s unwise decision:

19 See Abii Tammam’s panygaric to al-Mu'tasim on this occasion in Ch. IV, pp. 150- 53.

1 At-Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 10, p. 150.
12g8ee Ch. IV., pp. 139- 40.

13 gee Ch. IV., p. 139, footnote 91.

14 The poet Abd ‘Ali Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-KbuzaT was known by his nickname Di'bil. He was
appointed governor of Siminjan in Khurasén and then of Aswan. He was an adherent of Shi‘ism, a
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Baghdad used to be the House of Kings until a disaster befell it,
It used to be ‘the delight of monarchy’.
Samarra’ is no longer ‘He Who Sees it Rejoices, rather it is ‘He who Sees
it Grieves.'®
May God hasten its humiliation, and the one who built it can go hang.

partisanship that brought him into conflict with the ‘Abbasid caliphs. Nevertheless the forbearance of the
caliphs, the intervention of influential friends, and on one occasion, an enemy’s unexpectedly helpful lie
appear to have saved the life of the poet. When Di‘bil was brought before the Caliph al-Mu‘tasim, who
had ordered his death for having satirised him,* Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi (d. 224/ 839), the caliph’s uncle
and the brother of Hariin ar-Rashid, came forward and, to the astonishment of all, stated that he had

composed the satire and attributed it to Di‘bil, for he had wished to cause Di'bil’s death. After freeing
Di‘bil, al-Mu'tasim asked Ibrahim whether he was really the author of the poem. Ibrahim replied that he
was not and that he only claimed its authorship in order to save Dibil’s life, though he hated the poet.

Having escaped al-Mu'tagim’s anger, Dibil met a violent death the end of al-Mutawakkil’s reign. The
date of his death is uncertain, but evidence suggests 246/ 860. (For his biography see Leon Zolondek,
Dibil b. 4li: The Life & Writings of an Early Abbasid Poet (Kentucky: University of Kentucky Press,

1961), pp. 1- 8.
* The satire that provoked al-Mu'tasim to order the poet’s execution contains the following lines insulting
the eighth Abbasid caliph:
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(See ibid., pp.13- 14). )
Seven only are the Kings of the Abbasids, that is according to the books; there is no
mention there of an eighth.
Just like the Inhabitants of the Cave, if they are counted, there are seven who are
generous, and the eighth is a dog!
Indeed, I even rate their dog above you: you are sinful, he is not.
The kingdom is lost, being ruled by a king who is ruled by Wasif and Ashnas;**
indeed, we are in deep trouble.

** Wasif and Ashnas were Turkish generals who played a significant political role during this troubled
period of the Abbasid caliphate, particularly under al-Mu'tagim and his successor al-Mutawakkil. They
were seen as paving the way for the Turkish military elite to take control of the caliphate and thus as

helping to initiate a radical change in the political state of the empire.
For more information see Ibn al-Athir’s 4l-Kamil fi at-Tarikh, particularly Vols. 6 and 7.

15 Zolondek, Di bil b. Ali, p. 88.

16 Interestingly the literal translation of Samarrd’ can be either ‘He Who Sees it Rejoices’, if the

abbreviation of Samarré’ is read as surra man ra &@; or ‘He Who Sees it Grieves® if the abbreviation is to

bereadassdamanraa.
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Casting horoscopes by means of ikhtiyarat was not conducted only to decide the most
propitious time for laying the foundations of important buildings or moving into them,
as mentioned above; this activity was also practised to determine the quality of a certain
land or city, whether auspicious or inauspicious, according to the planet and the sign of
the zodiac that governed its ascendant.'” Pondering on the cause of his countrymen’s

happiness, al-Hasan ibn Mugzaffar an-Nisabiiri (d. 442 H.)18 refers to the ascendant of

his homeland, Nisapar:"
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Is it the breeze from the north, or the gentle brease as-Siba,?! that calls on
us? Or is it my Zaynab’s shadow that comes to visit us?
Or is it the auspicious ascendant of our land that makes the benefic planet
rise up and bestows happiness upon us?

17 Astrologers believed that Babylon, Azerbaijan and Palestine were governed by Aries; Constantinople,
Oman and Rayy by Taurus, Egypt and Armenia by Gemini; and so on (see al-Biriini, Elements of

Astrology, p. 15).
The planets were also believed to exert an influence upon certain geographical locations. India, Abyssinia

and Egypt were believed to be governed by Saturn; Babylon and Khurasin were governed by Jupiter;
Mars was the governor of Syria, Greece and Slavonia; the Sun governed Hijaz, China, and Palestine; and

so on. See Ibn Manzir, Nithdr al-Azhar, p. 154.
It was also believed that each province was governed by a certain sign of the zodiac. (See Abi Ma'shar,

Abbreviation, pp. 14-24). )
Some astrologers even gave political advice on the way the inhabitants of certain cities and territories

should be controlled according to the sign of the zodiac that governed their provinces: Ibn Hawqal, for
instance, asserted that the people of Mecca, Damascus and Samarqand were difficult to control and the
only means of securing their obedience was power and the sword, because they were under the influence
of Leo, which made them stubborn and recalcitrant. See Abii al-Qasim Muhammad ibn Hawqal an-

Nasibi, Kitab Sarat al-Ard, ed. by I. H. Kramers, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1938).

18 He was an eminent man of letters and composed a number of poems. He was born in Khawarizm and
brought up in Nisapir, from which he obtained his nickname. See Yaqut, Mu fam al-Udaba’, Vol. 3, pp.
95-97.

' Nisapfir is a province near Khurasan that was believed to be governed by Jupiter. See footnote 17
above,

2 Yaqut, Mu jam al-Udaba, Vol 3, p. 97. The sign of the zodiac that governed Nisapiir was believed to
be Cancer, the house of the Moon and the sign of the zodiac where Jupiter is in its exaltation. (Abii
Ma'shar, Abbreviation, p. 16).

*! The Arabs identified four winds: the North Wind, as-Siba (blowing from the east), the South Wind, and
ad-Dabiir (blowing from the west). The first two winds were welcomed as they did not bring heat while

the other two were very unwelcome, particularly ad-Dabir, which 'the Arabs regarded as inauspicious and
a sign of a coming evil event. In poetry, as-$iba and the North Wind are associated with blessings, while

the other two are generally associated with devils and similar themes. See al-Marziigi, Al-Azmina wa 1-
Amkina, Vol. 2, pp. 76- 84.
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In accordance with this astrological notion of correspondences, Cordova’s ascendant
was said to be Cancer, an auspicious sign of the zodiac. Ibn Zaqqaq al-Balansi (490-
529/ 1097-1135)** praises Cordova’s prosperity, identifying the ruling Almoravids with

the beneficent stars that also watch over the province:
2 abia Juail slSaY! alia (g ... U Gl dndl o o (1 Ll

Its governors are both the best of benific stars
and the best of all rulers.

The use of astrological themes connected with ikhtiyarat reached maturity with those
poets who understood its scientific aspect. In his panegyric to the North African judge

Ahmad ibn ‘Ali ibn ‘Ashara?* Abi ‘Amir Muhammad ibn al-Himara (500-70/ 1105-

1175)*° draws on astrological principles when congratulating him on the completion of

his new palace:
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Hey you, who are unique among all people, you built a unique building
and inhabited it when the Sun inhabited Aries.
For those ambitious to succeed in this world your house is their ultimate
desire, and for pious men your abode would be their ultimate reward in
the hereafier.

We are already familiar with the astrological significance of the Sun in Aries. In its
broader sense, it means the Sun is in its exaltation and its implication for worldly affairs

2 Abj al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Ibréhim al-Lakhami, known as Ibn az-Zaqqaq, was of Andalusian origin and
claimed a common lineage with Ibn ‘Abbad’s family, but denied this relationship after the dethronement

of al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad. (See Farriikh, A/-Adab fi al-Maghrib wa 1-Andalus, Vol. 5, pp. 174- 80).

B1bn Zaqqaq al-Balansi, Diwan Ibn Zagqaq al-Balanst, ed. by ‘Afifa ad-Dirani, (Beirut: Dar ath-Thaqafa,
1964), p. 77.
24 For more information on this see Abii al-'‘Abbas Ahmad ibn Muhammad al-Muqri, Nafh q¢-T%b min

Ghusn al-Andalus ar-Ratib wa Dhikri waziriha Lisad ad-Din ibn al-Khatib (Amsterdam: Oriental Press, 2
Vols., 1967), Vol. 2, p. 414.

25 He was an Andalusian poet considered a master of the lyric. Little information regarding his life or
poems is available. See ‘Umar Farriikh, Tarikh al-Adab al- Arabi: al-Adab fi al-Maghrib wa al-Andalus,

Vol. 5, pp. 416- 19,

26 A1-Mugri, Nafh at-Tib, Vol. 2, p. 517.
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is that this time is particularly auspicious for the careers of those in authority. Yet since
Aries is one of the unstable signs of the zodiac, those under its influence should expect
vicissitudes in their destiny and even a reversal of fortune. Thus while these lines seem
entirely positive, their underlying message could be that the judge should not imagine
that his good fortune will last for ever. His ambition and extravagance might displease
his lord; and the poet reminds him in an indirect and subtle way that as a judge he
should be pious, as this virtue is essential to the proper administration of justice, and as
a pious man he should think of the hereafter in the hope of pleasing his Divine Lord and
being rewarded with an abode that will last for ever. Thus the poet both flatters and
wamns his addressee that his fortune appears promising not only in this world but also in
the hereafter, but that he should take nothing for granted and pay attention to the fate of

his soul.

Most panegyrics were more straightforward, however, and some referred to ikhtiyarat

merely to flatter the dedicatee. In one such instance, the notion of the influence of the

signs of the zodiac on the Sun is discarded altogether: here is the young Abi °‘Ali

Miskawih (d. 421/ 1030)*" addressing the Buyid vizier Ibn al-‘Amid (d. 360/ 970):%*

27 Ahmad ibn Muhammad Miskawih was a philosopher and historian who was also a student of logic,
history and astrology. He was of Persian origin and spent his early and middle years at the courts of
Buyid rulers and their viziers: with al-Muhallabi (d. 352/ 963) at Baghdad; and at Rayy as the secretary

and librarian of Tbn al-‘Amid (d. 360/ 970) (see below footnote 28) and tutor of his son Abii al-Fath (d.
366/ 977), whom he served from his succession to office until his inglorious end. After many vicissitudes
Miskawih returned to his native Iran where he died. (See al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba ; Vol. 2, pp. 3- 9;
and G. Endress, ‘Miskawayh’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 2, pp. 529- 30).

28 Abii al-Fadl Muhammad ibn al-Husayn ibn al-‘Amid was a Buyid vizier, prose stylist, poet, and patron.
Born to a secretarial family, he served as vizier to Rukn ad-Dawla from 328/ 940 until his death. Well
known for his literary style, he was dubbed ‘the second al-Jahiz’ and it was said that ‘the art of the

secretary began with ‘Abd al-Hamid* and ended with Ibn al-‘Amid’. Apart from literature, he was also

interested in mathematical and physical sciences. As a patron, lns court at Rayy was an important cultural
centre, in which Maskawih served as a librarian. He also built an astronomical observatory. His great
fame made him an addressee of some of al-Mutanabbi’s panegyrics despite being a non-Arab by origin.

(See E. K. Rowson, ‘Ibn al-‘Amid’, in Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, pp. 309- 10).
* ‘Abd al-Hamid ibn Yahya al-Kitib (66-123/ 685-750) began his career as a private tutor, and in 106/
725 became the official secretary of the Umayyad Caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik (742-43) and

remained in this office for twenty-five years, until Marwan ibn Muhammad, the last Umayyad Caliph,
was overthrown in 123/ 750. Both the caliph and his chief secretary were killed by the agents of the

victorious new regime, the Abbasids. ‘Abd al-Hamid is considered to have raised the Arabic prose epistle
to new heights in terms of length, content and style, thus his fame drawn from the characteristic of his
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Do not be dazzled by the beauty of the palace where you are going to
dwell; the Sun’s virtue lies not in the mansions where it dwells.

If one hundred more signs of the zodiac were added to the Sun’s
mansions, this would add nothing to its virtues.

According to mediaeval astrological theory, the Sun is in its exaltation when in Aries
and in its digression when in Libra or in any of the female signs of the zodiac.® The
Sun in the ninth house promises happiness and in Leo its influence becomes more
effective.’! Using an astrologically invalid argument, the poet flatters his addressee by
asserting that Sun is not at all affected by moving into and out of its solar mansions, as

its virtue belongs to it alone and is not bestowed by the mansions where it dwells.

When poets disparage the principles of astrology as superficial, mysterious or illusory,
it does not necessarily represent an Islamic point of view, or themselves as pious, or
their personal attitudes towards astrology. For example, a poem might be written to
celebrate a patron’s victory over his enemy when rumour and prediction had agreed that

the heavens had promised the enemy a great victory. Such a case was al-Muwaffaq’s

epistolary style with regard to these three points. (See W. al-Qadi, “‘Abd al-Hamid ibn Yahya al-Katib’, in
Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature, Vol. 1, pp. 13- 14).

# Abi al-Fadl ‘Ubayd Allah ibn Ahmad al-Mikali, 4/-Muntahal, ed. by Yahya Wahib al-Jabbiri, (Beirut:
Dér al-Gharb al-Islami, 2 Vols., 2000), Vol.1, p. 159; al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Udaba ; Vol. 2, p. 4.

* According to al-Biriin, ‘All of the three superior plancts [namely, Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars] and the
Sun are male, Saturn among them being like a eunuch. Venus and the Moon are female, and Mercury
hermaphrodite, being a male when associated with the male planets, and female when with the female:
when alone it is male in its nature. Some people say that Mars is female. But this opinion is no;
received’. Al-Biriini, Elements of Astrology, p. 159. Interestingly, according to a conception that seems to
be at odds with the realities of Arab society, planets with a female character are generally considered
fortunate and those with a male character, except Jupiter, unfortunate. This notion allowed poets to
present themselves as powerful and capable of exerting malignant effect on their rivals, as in the
anonymously attributed line:
DS LSS 4 Ed D L b e Gty N olly
Al-Marzigqi, al-Azmina wa 1-Amkina, Vol. 2, p. 318.

You brought upon yourself a misfortune that will make your life a misery, for its planets

are all male.

3! Abd Ma'shar, dbbreviation, p. 24, p. 30, and pp. 53-54.
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(278/ 891)*? victory over his tenacious adversary the Master of the Zanj,>* whose
rebellion lasted for almost fifteen years. The Master of the Zanj decided that the battle
would take place on a certain date on which a lunar mansion housed the full Moon (on
day 14 of the lunar month), as this indicated the defeat of the caliph and his supporters.
He also claimed to have heard a mysterious voice telling him that ‘Basra is the round
bread; when it is broken into two halves, then it is a sign that the destruction of Basra is
about to take place’. He interpreted the round bread to be the full Moon and took this as
a confirmation of the astrological prognostication.** However, the heavens proved
deceitful, and the defeat and humiliation of the rebels’ leader inspired the poet Yahya
ibn Muhammad al-Aslami (d. aprrox. 270/ 883)*° to compose a poem satirising the

Master of the Zanj and his belief in the stars:

(Sl Y Ly IS e . (5l SN g
36.6.\‘.-443_,‘“‘:\*-\—-‘ vee L\.g:\_l-u una.m..!h:\m

32 Abii Ahmad Talha ibn Ja'far, son of the union of Caliph al-Mutawakkil and a slave girl, was regent and

virtual ruler of the caliphate during the reign of his brother al-Mu‘tamid (r. 870-92). He was the chief

Abbasid military commander and set about restoring the power of the caliphate after the period of
humiliation it had experienced at the hands of the Turks, whom he treated wisely. He became respected

and feared, particularly after he managed with the help of his son, the future caliph al-Mu‘tadid, to put and
end to the Zanj rebellion in 270/ 883. However, the relationship between him and his son deteriorated in
275/ 889 to the extent that the future caliph ordered his father to be arrested, but they were reconciled just
before the father’s death in 278/ 891. See H. Kennedy, ‘al-Muwaffak’, E. I., Vol., vii, p. 801.

33 The Zanj revolt was a violent political and social rebellion that lasted for fifteen years (255-70/ 868-
83); it aimed to secure power and relieve the harsh living conditions of black slaves in Lower Iraq and
Khiizistan. The revolt caused innumerable material losses and tens of thousands of lives were lost.
Finally, however, the rebels were subjected to a methodical siege directed by the regent al-Muwaffaq and
his son al-Mu'tadid; the Master of the Zanj was killed and thus ended a period of agony.* The
significance of the suppression of this revolt, according to some historians is that ‘it put paid to a unique
attempt, in the Islamic world, at transforming domestic slavery into a colonial-type slavery’. A. Popovic,
‘al-Zandj’, in E. I., Vol., xi, pp. 444- 46.

* It is related that this execution was divined astrologically while it was in process. The astrologer al-
Mughira ibn Muhammad ibn al-Mahdi is said to have asked for his astrolabe at the moment when the
Master of the Zanj was facing his death, and to have said while looking at the astrolabe, ‘Now he is being
seized by the robe, and I see him being suffocated! Oh my God! Hey lad, take the astrolabe, he has been
killed’. Just after he had uttered these words a great noise was heard and the head of the Master of the

Zanj was brought before the caliph. (See Ibn Tawis, Faraj al-Mahmim, pp. 213- 14).

34 Al-Madé‘ini, Sharh Nahj al-Baldgha, Vol. 8, p. 301.
35 Al-Aslami was a poets who witnessed the rebel of Zanj (249-70/ 836-83) from the beginning to the end

and devoted majority of his poems to describe the tragic incidents associated with it and also to show
support to the regent al-Muwaffaq whom he praised highly after the victory he gained over the Zanj. (See

Sukkar, Mu jam ash-Shu ara’, pp. 420- 21).

36 At-Tabari, Tarikh, Vol. 11, p. 327.
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Where are the stars of that bragging, deceitful liar? He is an ignoramus
and his conjuring tricks aren’t convincing,
A misfortune befell him at the hands of a fortunate and trustworthy
master.

It is significant that when we examine the astrological references of the Abbasid poets
we find that it is neither the poet’s personal attitude towards their source material nor
the accuracy of its theories that matter; it is, rather, the extent to which they can use
such sources to enrich their imagery and deliver substantial meanings. Besides
ikhtiyarat, poets referred to another astrological technique, the last we shall consider: al-
hadathan (mundane astrology). How such material influenced the style and content of

the poetry drawing on it is the concern of the following discussion.

VILI. 3: Astrology of the Mundane (a/-Eladathdn) and its Use by Propagandist Poets
Mundane astrology is concerned with predicting events that affect the life of living
beings including large human groups: peoples, nations, or the whole world, and most
importantly the fate of ruling dynasties and religious states, by observing periodic
celestial phenomena such as eclipses, planetary conjunctions, the appearance of

shooting stars and equinoxes.’” An example of this kind of divination is the assertions of

the astrologer Ibn Shadhan al-Balkhi:*®

When Saturn is in af-Tarafa or Aldebaran, both of which are lunar

mansions, plague will spread in Iraq, and a great number of people will
die as a result; and when it is in an-Nathra, bloodshed and war-like

incidents will take place among the people of Iraq; and when it is in al-

Jabha, a great number of cattle and other beasts will die.>
It was generally held that the three primary pillars of this branch of astrology are: first,
the ingress of the Sun into the cardinal signs each year, of these the most important
being the vernal ingress or the figure erected for the time of the entrance of the Sun into

37 For how various tragic incidents affecting certain parts of the Islamic world were related to the
appearance of the Tailed Planet or the conjunction of Mars and Saturn in Cancer see Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a,

Uyiin al-Anba’, pp. 326- 27.

3 No biography is available, but information about him is scattered in a number of books, which agree
that he was an apprentice of Abii Ma‘shar. (See al-Qifli, Tarikh al-Hukama’, p. 242; Ibn Tawds, Faraj al-
Mahiim, p. 163.

% ‘Abdullah Shibr, 4hsan at-Taquim fi SaGdat al-Ayyam wa Nuhiisasiha (al-Najaf: al-Matba‘a al-
Haydariyya, n.d.), p. 103.
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Aries at the vernal equinox; second, the eclipses of the luminaries, of which the most
important is the total eclipse of the Sun; third, the conjunction of the major planets,
especially those which involve triplicity — that is, when the conjunction of two or more
major planets occurs in a sign of a different triplicity from that of the sign in which the
preceding conjunction of the same planets took place. These conjunctions are
traditionally held to signify great changes in the world’s affairs, specifically in politics

and religion.*

We have seen in previous chapters how the Abbasids relied on mundane astrology to
legitimate the authority of their state, declaring that the stars indicated it was time for
them to take control and rule the Islamic world. Mundane astrology claimed to predict
not only the general destiny of ruling families and other important figures, but also the
details of occurrences connected with that destiny. It is related that on one occasion

Hariin ar-Rashid, who seems to have been warned about the disastrous civil war that

would take place between his two sons, al-Amin and al-Ma'miin, was listening to a

person praising their good deeds and conduct, and sadly remarked ‘What will be your
opinion of them when their hatred for each other erupts and causes bloodshed among
the people, who will wish them both dead?’ The man then turned to the caliph and
asked how he had come by such knowledge: ‘Is it something you have learned through
astrology or through intuition?’ The caliph answered that intuition had given him

insight into the future, but the man’s question indicates that astrology was held to be an

important method of prognostication.41

Casting horoscopes to determine worldly matters and make decisions regarding the

affairs of the empire seems to have been one of the state’s means of maintaining

stability. It is related, for example, that al-Ma'miin, seeing how the people greatly

admired members of the House of the Prophet, particularly the ShiT imams, because

they refused to participate in the political affairs of the Sunni state, decided to expose

“ See Robert Zoller, The Arabic Parts in Astrology: A Lost Key to Prediction (Rochester: Inner
Traditions International, 1989), p.186.

! For a full account of the incident see AbG Hanifa Ahmad ibn Dawiid ad-Dinawri, Kitab al-Akhbar at-
Tiwal, ed. by Ignace Kratchkovsky, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1912), p. 384.
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their human weaknesses. Such was the people’s reverence that they considered some of

the imams to be prophets, able to bestow blessings upon those who attached themselves

to them. Caliph al-Ma'miin’s plan was to lure the imams into Sunni public life by

offering them political positions, thus exposing them as ordinary people with worldly
desires and destroying their superhuman image. To do so, however, he needed to choose
a time that seemed auspicious but also indicated that the imams’ privilege would not be
enjoyed for long. Thus the time chosen was when Mercury was in its exaltation in

Cancer. Though auspicious, it indicates a definite turn in fortune as Cancer, besides
being the house of the malefic Mars, is one of the changeable signs of the zodiac; and

thus the stability of any position gained under its auspices would be temporary.**

Practitioners of mundane astrology claimed the ability to predict the outcome of

struggles for power. Seeking an appropriate time to proclaim himself caliph and seize
power from his brother al-Amin, al-Ma'miin consulted al-Fadl ibn Sahl,* who would
later be his vizier and astrologer, on this matter; al-Fadl reassured him that the stars

indicated a great victory, and that was why he was standing by al-Ma‘miin’s side.*

Also, Abii Ma‘shar became chief court astrologer after predicting that al-Mu'tazz (r.

252-55/ 866-79) would ascend the throne after a period of great hardship and tragic
bloodshed. When al-Mu'tazz was appointed caliph after al-Musta'in (r. 248-52/ 862-66)

had been beheaded, he rewarded Abii Ma'shar with the position of chief of the official

court astrologers at a monthly salary of one hundred dinér, with an additional thirty for
accommodation, besides an immediate payment of 1000 dinar.** Another case is that of
Caliph al-Muktafi (r. 298-295/ 902-908), who, wishing to proclaim his son as his

“2 See al-Qifi, Tarikh al-Hukama ', pp. 222- 23.

3 Al-Fad] and his brother al-Hasan were well versed in astrology and both were granted great privileges

by Caliph al-Ma’miin. The former was the first to be given the title of vizier since the beginning of the

Islamic governments; his brother al-Hasan predicted the time and method of al-Faql’s assassination. Al-
Hasan wamed al-Fadl that on a particular Wednesday he would face death. When the appointed date
came he went to a public bath and was killed. See Ibn Tawiis, Faraj al-Mahmiim, pPp. 133-36.

“ Ibid., p. 133.
% Ibid., pp. 158- 59.
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successor asked his court astrologer, Ishdq ibn Hunayn (215-298/ 830—910)46 to
determine an auspicious time for the declaration. The horoscope indicated, however,
that according to the caliph’s ascendant, his brother would succeed him and not his son.
The prediction came true and al-Mugtadir (295-320/ 908-929)*" ascended the throne.
Astrologers were very confident of their powers, dismissing the incredulity of sceptics.
It is related that an astrologer who was ridiculed by a destitute man called Buwayh for
having predicted that Buwayh’s three sons would one day rule a great part of the
Islamic world, ignored Buwayh’s scorn and said to him: ‘Remember me when they

become great kings!”*® The pauper’s sons later became great rulers of the Buyid state.

The Abbasids were not the only ruling dynasty to employ astrological propaganda as
one means of legitimating their authority. The Fatimids (297-567/ 909-1171) also used

the same method, and proclaimed that the disposition of the stars in the year 296 H.
indicated their rise to power.*” There is no doubt that astrology was used as a tool of
statecraft and as an aspect of the deliberate policy employed by most rulers of the
mediaeval Muslim world to establish their authority. It would be wrong to think that
these rulers used it cynically to persuade the mass of their subjects while disbelieving in

it themselves; most did believe in astrological divination and regarded it as a valid
epistemology. When the Umayyad ruler of al-Andalus, Hishdm ibn ‘Abd ar-Rahman ad-

Dakhil (r. 172-80/ 788-96)° ascended the throne, he asked the astrologer ad-Dabbi how
the Umayyad state in al-Andalus would fare under his regime. The astrologer reassured

% Both Ishaq ibn Hunayn ibn Ishaq and his father were famous court physicians and astrologers who
served a number of the Abbasid caliphs. They translated several books from Latin and Syriac into Arabic.

(See Az-Zirikli, Al-4 1am, Vol. 1, p. 286; and al-Qifi, Tarikh al-Hukama , p. 80).

47 7ahir ad-Din al-Bayhaqi, 7arikh Hukama’al-Islim, ed. by Muhammad Kurd ‘Ali (Damascus: Magbi‘at
al-Majma® al-Timi, 1946), p. 18.

“ Ibn Tabatiba, Al-Fakhri, pp. 206- 07.

4 Hasan Tbrahim Hasan, Tarikh al-Islam as-Siyast wa 4-Dini wa th-Thagaft wa I-ljtima3 (Cairo:
Maktabat an-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1965), p. 394.

50 He was the second Umayyad ruler of al-Andalus; known as Abi al-Walid, he had a high reputation as
a politician and people compared him to ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, the pious Umayyad caliph known as the

Fifth Orthodox Caliph. See az-Zirikli, Al-4 1am, Vol. 9, p. 84,
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him that there would be a period of stability but added that unfortunately this would not

last long as his rule would end after eight years or s0.>!

As noted above, the two main domains that concerned mundane astrology were the
political and religious status of states. On a religious level, the Persian opponents of
Islam and Arab rule found in mundane astrology a source of encouragement for their
aspirations. Some of these ideologues, who wished to re-establish the vanished glory of
the Sasanians, claimed that the state of Majiusiyya (which would be founded on
Zoroastrianism) would overcome Islam and defeat the Arabs in the time of the
eighteenth conjunction after the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, when Jupiter was in
Sagittarius, and its rule would last for six conjunctions. This was supposed to take place,
according to al-Biriini, in the time of Caliph al-Muktafi (r. 289- 95/ 902-08) or al-
Mugtadir (r. 259-320/ 908-32); needless to say, it did not occur.* Ibn Khaldin warned
against the power of astrology to encourage subversion and recommended that the
science should be prohibited for the sake of social and political stability:

Astrology often produces the expectation that signs of crisis will appear
in a dynasty. This encourages the enemies and rivals of the dynasty to
attack it and revolt against it. We have (personally) observed much of the
sort. It is, therefore, necessary that astrology be forbidden to all civilized

people, because it may cause harm to religion and dynasty.>

A distinguishing feature of this branch of astrology is that, besides its claim to predict

future events, it was also utilised to reconstruct historical events;** in other words, it
was concerned with investigating the dominance of a particular ruler or dynasty ‘in

terms of cyclical periods of varying lengths of time govemned by the stars and the
planets’.>> A typical example of this kind of historical astrology is the Tarikh al-

Ya gibi, whose author, Ahmad al-Ya'qubi (d. 284/ 895), presents historical events

according to astrological methodology. Al-Ya'qibi’s main concem in the second half of

5! Al-Mugqi, Nafh at-Tib, Vol. 1, p. 216.
52 Al-Biranl, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 213.

53 Ibn Khaldiin, The Mugaddimah (trans. Franz Rosenthal), p. 408.

5 See David Pingree, The Thousands of Abii Ma Shar (London: The Warburg Institute, 1968), p. 57.

55 Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, p. 45.
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his book is to compose a political and astrological history of the Islamic world. He

adopts a strictly chronological approach, beginning with the birth of the Prophet
Muhammad and ending with the accession of al-Mu‘tamid in 259/ 870. He records the

events that were generally considered to have had a significant impact on the Arab and
Muslim life. Since accounts of these events can be found, with almost no differences, in

every other important historical source, it is in the astrological data related to them that

the novelty of this work lies. Al-Ya'qabi states in the prologue to the second volume
that among the sources on which he drew were Abii Ma‘shar, Muhammad ibn Miis3 al-
Khawdarizmi al-Munnajim, and Masha® Allah, all great astrologers of the time. The

following example demonstrating al-Ya'qtibi’s approach is taken from the opening

paragraph of the second chapter and concerns the birth of the Prophet Muhammad:
The Prophet Muhammad’s birth was in the year of the Elephant, fifty
nights after that event, and according to some narrators, it was on
Monday the second of Rabi® I, while others hold that it was on Thursday

the eighth of Rabi‘ I. And there are others who claim that the event took
place on Friday the twelfth of Ramadan, when the Sun was in Scorpio.

According to Masha’ Allah, the astrologer, the ascendant of that year
signifies the coming of a prophet as Venus was in its house, Libra, by
22°, Jupiter in Scorpio by 3° & 20 min.; both were in the second of the
ascendant, in opposition there were the Sun in Aries in the first minute,
Venus in Aries by 1° & 50 min., Mercury in Aries by 18° & 16 min.
backward, Mars in Gemini by 12° & 15min.; the Moon was in the
middle of the sphere in Cancer by 1° & 20 min.”’

56 In the Arabian Peninsula, pre-Hijra years were named after the most significant incident that took place
during that year. See ‘Ali, Al-Mufassal, Vol. 8, pp. 521- 24. The Year of the Elephant is the year when

Abraha al-Ashram, the King of Yemen, decided to invade Mecca and destroy the Ka‘ba with an army of
elephants. Abraha, who built a great church in Yemen and called it al-Quilays, decided to make it a gibla
which pilgrims, who wished to perform hajj, would have to visit instead of going to the Ka'ba.
Exasperated by Abraha’s command, a Bedouin man went to the Qullays and defecated in it. Abraha was
enraged by this and marched to Mecca in 570 A.D.,* with the intention of destroying the Ka‘ba but was
defeated, though he met with no resistance from the inhabitants. Flocks of birds were sent against
Abraha’s army and pelted them with fiery stones. (See ibid, Vol. 3, pp. 507-15). Reference to this incident
is found in the Qur'an, al-Fil (the Elephant), 105.

* There is no certainty as to the exact year of this incident; a number of suggestions have been offered,

among which 570 A.D. seems the most likely. ?he Prophet received the first message from Gabriel when
he was forty years old and this we know was in 610 A.D. Thus the Year of the Elephant, in which the

Prophet was born, must have been 570 AD.
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This is a detailed and technically sophisticated astrological report, yet, surprisingly
perhaps, al-Ya'qubi refrains from giving an explicit interpretation of this astrological

information. He merely juxtaposes celestial phenomena and important terrestrial events;
no explanations are provided of either the general meaning of those phenomena or the

specific interpretation of the relation of a particular planet or sign of the zodiac to the
events under consideration. Al-Ya'qiibi’s method of surveying the significant historical

events of the early and mediaeval Islamic world had been employed by his predecessor,
al-Hasan ibn Sahl, the astrologer who is considered to be the first scholar — or one of the
first — to apply this method to Arabic historiography.*® The idea of writing history on
the basis of astrological observation had deep Sasanian roots.”® Writing history
according to this theory ‘gained great popularity in late eighth century and ninth century
Islam’.®° The majority of authors who compiled such works were originally astrologers

such as Abii Ma'shar and al-Kindi.®' However, though interesting, this astrological

approach did not influence the writing of mainstream history; no important historians

have applied it in their works.%2

In the field of literature, however, from the early years of Islam poets and men of letters
were interested in the connection between celestial phenomena and significant historical

events and created a genre called malahim (sing. malhama), which was mainly of a

57 See Ahmad ibn Ishaq al-Ya'qiibi, Tarikh al-Ya giibi, ed. by Khalil al-Mansir, (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Iimiyyah, 2 Vols., 1999), Vol. 2, p. 5

%8 See Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, p. 45.

% See David Pingree, ‘Historical Horoscopes’, in Journal of the American Oriental Society, 82 (1962):
pp. 487- 502, particularly p. 487.

% Ibid.
6! See ibid., p. 488.

62 For more information regarding the subject of Historical Astrology see Abii Ma'shar al-Balkhi, al-

Milal wa ‘d-dwal, ed. and translated by Keiji Yamamoto and Charles Burnett as: Abii Ma Shar On

Historical Atrology : the Book of Religions and Dynasti_es On the Great Conjunctions (Leiden : Brill, 2
Vols., 2000); David Pingree and Wilferd Madelung, ‘Political Horoscopes Relating to Late Ninth Century

‘Alids’, in Journal of Near Eastern Studies, 36, 4 (Oct., 1977): pp. 247- 75
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divinatory character. The term designates an epic, written in verse or prose, sometimes
in dialect, that took as its main theme the prediction of historical events from the
observation of meteorological signs (such as lightning, thunder, the appearance of halos
around the Sun and Moon), and celestial and terrestrial phenomena (such as solar and
lunar eclipses, comets, earthquakes). The oracular work that inspired these apocalyptic
writings, also known as hadathan (the two occurrences, namely the occurrences of the
day and night in which all events take place), was the Malhamat Daniyal,®® a collection
of predictions attributed to the prophet Daniel that was being read in Egypt in the year
61/ 680, and whose epilogue announces the coming of the Mahdi,** and then goes on to
make predictions concerning the fate of various dynasties. This genre reached its peak
in the later Abbasid period, when many ruling dynasties came to power in various
provinces of the empire; their supporters endavoured to legitimise their authority by
astrological means. A list of malahim, some of which are 500 to 1000 verses in length,

are given by Ibn Khaldin in his Mugaddimat; these generally concern the Hafsid

dynasty.65

Among the four astrological techniques discussed so far, mundane astrology seems to
have held a particular strong appeal for poets. They were acquainted with the general
uses of mundane astrology, especially its main function: to justify a particular political

system or the rule of a certain dynasty, even if they lacked knowledge of the basic

63 1t is related that under the vizierate of Abll Ja'far al-Karkhi (d. 324/ 936) there was in Baghdad a
bookseller, called al-Daniyali, who exhibited ancient books attributed to the prophet Daniel, in which
there figured certain prominent persons together with their descriptions. See T. Fahd, ‘Dijafi’, in E. I,
Vol. ii, p. 337.

The epilogue takes the form of a reply by Ka'b al-Ahbar (d. approx. 34/ 654) to a question asked by

Mu'awiya concerning the Mahdi. For more information on the subject of malahim, see ED. ‘Malahim’, in
E. I, Vol. vi, p. 216; and T. Fahd, ‘Malhama’, in E. ., Vol. vi, p. 247.

6 A]-Mahdi, the Guided One, is a religious figure that is expected to appear on a specific date and has a
specific character and names that vary according to different doctrines; the Sunnis’ expectation of this
figure differs from that of the ShiT, and for Sunnis, his appearance heralds the end of the world. During
the late Abbasid period many leaders of different militant religious and political movements declared
themselves to be the Mahdi to gain support and gather allegiances, as belief in the Mahdi is a religious
obligation, and he who doubts is regarded as an unbeliever. Prominent among them was Ibn Tiimart (d.
1130 A.D.), whose followers became known as the Almohads.

65 See the list provided by ED. ‘Malahim’, in E. L, Vol. vi, p. 216.
The Hafsid dynasty ruled Eastern Barbary (627-9.82/ 1229-1574), and were an extension of the Almohads
in that region (modern Tunisia and eastern Algeria), which eventually became an Ottoman province. (See

H. R. Irdis, ‘Hafsids’, in E. I, Vol. iii, pp. 66- 69.
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principles of its technique. Referring to the notion that the rising and sitting of certain

heavenly bodies denote the coming of a new ruling dynasty to replace an existing one,

the founder of the Umayyad dynasty in al-Andalus, ‘Abd ar-Rahman I, ad-Dakhil (113-

72/ 731-88)% addresses his subjects in a poem affirming that the Umayyads’ rule of al-
Andalus has been Divinely predestined and declared on the page of the heavens. Ad-
Dakhil had been informed that one of his generals was telling everyone that his own
deeds should be acknowledged, since without him ad-Dakhil would never have
ascended the throne, while others were reported to have said that ad-Dakhil’s ascension
was due to good fortune and not to any wisdom or strength he might possess. Ad-Dakhil
thereupon composed the following lines in which he refutes the general’s claim but
admits that good fortune played a crucial role in his success. It was his destiny to rule,
but a ruler needs wisdom to hold on to power through the vicissitudes of life. Fate
(dahr) governs the power of kings, who rise and set like the stars. The poet then assures

his subjects that the monarchy will be secure as long as one of his descendants occupies

the throne:
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I warn anyone against thinking that he has done us a favour by claiming
that ‘If it were not for me, ad-Dakhil would not rule’.
I rule because of my good fortune, my wisdom, my sword, my spear, my
preordained destiny, and the vicissitudes of life.

In all ages, the fate of kings resembles the stars; one rises, another sets.
The ultimate wisdom is to recognise the time of your fortune and seize it;
how could a fool dream of ruling people?

Some people are saying ‘It is his good fortune, not his wisdom’!

% ‘Abd ar-Rahmén I was the prince who established the Umayyad dynasty in al-Andalus. He was young

when the Abbasids seized power from his royal family and managed to escape to Palestine and then to
other Arabian provinces. He was proclaimed Amir of al-Andalus in 138/ 756 and reigned for thirty-three
years. The news of his success spread to the East and supporters of the fallen empire made their way to
Spain to help with the restoration of the dynasty in the West. The Abbasid Caliph al-Mansir (r. 136-58/
754-75) gave the honorific title Saqr Quraysh (the Hawk of Quraysh [the tribe]) as a tribute to his courage

and determination. See Ahmad Mukhtér al-'Abadi, F7 at-Tarikh al- Abbasi wa 1-Andalust (Beirut: Dar an-
Nahda al-‘Arabiyya, n.d.), pp. 307- 20.

67 Al-Mugqri, Nafh at-Tvb, Vol. 2, p. 29.
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True enough, but only the wise man is able to protect his fortune.
Hey Umayyads, we healed your broken power in the west: the auspicious
[stars] are making their appearance.

As long as one of my lineage rules there, you may be sure your monarchy
stands firm.

Proceeding in time, we find that mundane astrology was built on a sophisticated and
elaborate theoretical foundation that was mainly a result of the translation movement.
Examining in detail this theoretical base, which seems to have been of little interest to
the poets of the time, is not the concern of this discussion. However, many did draw on
the theory of the conjunction of the great planets, Saturn, Mars and Jupiter and we find
many extracts from malahim scattered in literary works, for example the lines
doubtfully attributed to Ibn Sina in which the poet predicts the coming of the Mongols
and the destruction of the Abbasid state on the basis of the conjunction of the two great
planets, Jupiter and Saturn, in the sign of Capricorn, the house of Saturn and the most

inauspicious of all the signs of the zodiac. Commenting on this malhama, Tbn Abi

Usaybi‘a notes that ‘the most astonishing part of the malhama is the prediction of the

defeat of the Mongols at the hands of al-Muzaffar Qufuz that took place in 658[/
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% Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-Anba’. p. 454.

Qufuz al-Mugzaffar* was the third king of the Mamélik. When the Abbasid caliphate collapsed in 656/
1258 at the hands of Hulagu, the general of the Mongol army and the grandson of Genghis Khan, the
Islamic world was shocked by this disaster; for the first time in the history of Islam, Muslims found
themselves without a spiritual leader. Although the Abbasid caliphs at the time had no political power and
could only claim to rule Irag, Muslims regarded them as Christians did the Pope, and thus to lose this
figurehead was seen by Muslims as a sign of the approach of the Day of Judgment and the end of the
world. The Islamic countries the Mongols had invaded so far had come under their control sometimes by
force, sometimes without resistance. When they decided to extend their power to Egypt, which was ruled

by Qutuz, the Sultan of Egypt and Sham, he decided to face them. The Battle of ‘In Jaldt took place in

658/ 1260 and ended in a great victory of the Muslims over the Mongols, who tasted defeat for the first
time in their history. Qufuz also brought an end to the Ayyiibid regime in Damascus. The Ayyibids had
the Mongols in their invasion of Egypt after the latter had promised to despose the Mamaliks and return
the province to the Ayy(bids.

* Qufuz was a descendant of a royal family, of Turkish origin, who ruled Khuwirazm, a Persian province,
for a period before the Mongols conquered the province. Determined to take revenge, he escaped to Egypt

and became a slave-boy to the first King of Mamalik, Aybak al-Mu‘izz (r. 598-655/ 1250-57).** He rose
through the military, becoming an Atabik (chief general) in the army of the second King, Niir ad-Din ‘Ali
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Beware, my son, of the fifth conjunction, take refuge and flee before a
catastrophe occurs.
Do not seek refuge in these countries, they will all suffer brutal
bloodshed.
A flat-nosed nation will invade them, they will flow like a flood, spread
like locusts.
At the end of the conjunction , y01111wi% see them heading to well-armed
Jilliq,
the king al-Muzaffar will annihilate them like Thamiid”' before them.

The conjunction of the malefic planets, Saturn and Mars, in Cancer every 30 years was
also of interest to poets. Ibn Sina is also claimed to have warned against the destructive

effect of this celestial configuration on another occasion:

Al 3alli gluadll ¢y . i e e daasall G4 1)
72l S ANy Ay Sl i T Yy

(r. 655- 57/ 1257-59), known as al-Malik al-Manstir, but later dethroned his master and in 657/ 1259
proclaimed himself sultan and gave his prior position as Atabik to Prince Baybars, who played a

prominent role in the battle of ‘In Jaliit. After the victory, on his way back to Egypt from Damascus,
Qutiiz was killed by Baybars, who proclaimed himself King of the Mamalik, with the honorific title al-
Malik az-Zahir. See Ahmad Mukhtar al-‘Abadi, F7 Tarikh al-Ayyibiyyin wa 1-Mamalik (Beirut: Dar an-
Nahda al-‘Arabiyya, 1995), pp. 127- 39.

** Interestingly the death of Aybak was predicted by an astrologer who informed him that a woman will
put end to his life. The king al-Mu‘izz was killed on the hands of his wife Shajarat ad-Durr. See Ahmad

ibn ‘Ali al-Maqriz, Kitab as-Sulitk li Ma ¥ifat Duwal al-Muliik, ed. Mubammad Ziyada, (Cairo: Matba‘at
at-Ta‘lif wa ']-Tarjama wa 'I-Nashr, 3 Vols., 1957), Vol. 1, part 2, pp. 401- 04.

% For the whole poem, which is composed of fifty-two lines, see Ibn AbT Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-Anba’ pp-
454-57.

™ Jilliq was a Syrian village, a district of Damascus, famed for its statue of a standing woman from whose
mouth water flowed. When the Umayyads established their rule in al-Andalus, they named some of the
cities there after those of Sham in remembrance of their lost glory in the east, and thus there were
Andalusian provinces known as Hims, ar-Rasafa, and Jilliq, all originally names of Syrian cities. See al-

Hamawi, Mu jam al-Bulddn, Vol. 2, pp. 154- 55.

" The name of a people inhabiting al-Hijr in central Hijaz in ancient times (approx. 315 B. C.) and later

known as Mad#'in Salih after the prophet Salih. He was sent to them, but they disbelieved and did not
heed his warning not to cause harm to a sacred she-camel which was created out of stone, through a
miracle performed by him; and when they slaughtered the she-camel God punished them by a cry,
earthquake or thunderbolt, which utterly destroyed their village. The site became an accursed spot and
was a place of ill-omen even during the Prophet Muhammad’s lifetime, and thus during one of his
expeditions, Tabiik, in 9 H., he forbade his army to refresh themselves at its wells, “The secular arm of
Arabic literature was not slow to avail itself of Salih and Thamiid, and the two appear in mediaeval
Arabic poetry in the appropriate contexts’. (Irfan Shahid, ‘Thamid’ in E. I, Vol. x, p. 436).

72 [bn AbI Usaybi‘a, Uyiin al-Anba’, p. 457.
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When the ascendant of Babel is Mars, and the conjunction of the two
malefics is about to take place, then beware! beware!
Incredible events will happen! The Mongols will surely arrive in your
lands.

The theory of predicting historical and political change on the basis of heavenly
configurations and phenomena ‘appealed strongly to dissident groups in the early
Abbasid period and later, and specially to those with Iranian connections; in particular

[...] the Karmatians and the IsmaTlis’.” One of the strategies the Qaramita

(Carmathians; sing. Qarmaﬁ),74 used to legitimise their right to challenge the power of
the Abbasids was to claim, as the Abbasids had done before them, that their revolt was
announced by the heavens. The Carmathians’ leader, Abii Tahir ibn Sulayman ibn al-
Hasan (d. 332/ 944),” composed the following lines, in which astrology is used to

support his boasts:
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7 1. Pingree, ‘Kiran’, in E. 1, Vol. V, pp. 130- 31, particularly 130.

74 The Carmathians were a sect, adherents of an Isma‘Tli branch; the name was derived from the surname

of its leader, Hamdan Qarmat, whose missionary activity is said to have started some time between
261/875 and 264/ 877. They refused to accept the claim of the Fatimid caliphs to the imamate as
descendants of ‘Ali and Fatima. In the early fourth/ tenth century, the movement appears to have oriented
its ideology in accordance with Neoplatonic cosmology that affirmed the imminent appearance of the
Mahdi. Several of their leaders claimed to be the Mahdi to gain support, interpreting the conjunction of
Jupiter and Saturn that took place in 316/ 928 as a sign of the end of the Islamic era and the advent of a
final religious era, To affirm their claim, the Carmathians conquered Mecca during the hajj season of 317/
930, committed barbarous bloodshed among the inhabitants and pilgrims and carried off the Black Stone,
thus proclaiming the end of the Islamic era. They managed to establish a state in al-Bahrain and al-Ahsa,
but their power was crushed in 470/ 1078 by a local rebellion that lasted for seven years. (See W.
Madelung, ‘Karmat?’, in E. I., Vol. Iv, pp. 660- 64).

75 He was Sulayman ibn al-Hasan ibn Bahram al-Janabi, known as Abg Tahir al-Qurmufi. He was King of
Bahrain and the chief of the Carmathians, who removed the Black Stone in 317/ 929. He led a number of
rebellions against the Abbasids, disrupting the social and political stability of the empire. His followers
believed him to be divine, and he himself appears to have believed this. He composed the following lines,

in which he takes pride in being responsible of the enormous loss of innocent lives:
[P Y S
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God and I are indeed one, albeit in a different permutation;
He creates men, and I annihilate them!’
Al-Qurmufi died in old age after being afflicted with smallpox. (See az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol. 3, pp.
183- 84).
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When Mars appears from the Land of Babel, and the other two stars’’
depart from it, then beware, beware!
1 will take control of the Earth, east and west, I will reach Qayrawan,
Rome, Turkey, and the Khazar lands.”

I will keep hard at work, until Jesus the son of Mary comes and then he
will thank me for my deeds and be satisfied, seeing his commands are
fulfilled.

I am sure that Paradise will be my abode, and that my enemies will be
consigned to Hell.

As if to fulfil this prognostication, as al-Biriini relates, a man called Muhammad ibn ‘Ali

ibn al-Ghuragir ibn Shalmaqan (d. 322/ 934)" and claiming to be Jesus the son of Mary

and began to gather followers.*

7 Al-Birini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 214.

77 The identity of ‘the other two stars’ is not known, but he may be referring to the two auspicious planets,
Jupiter and Venus.

7 The Khazar were a mixture of Pagans, Muslims, Christians, and Jews. However, their king (titled
Khagan) and his courtiers had to be Jews. Among their customs was that the king had to take as official
wives twenty-five women, all of royal lineage, besides sixty slave-girls. Each of their kings had to rule for
exactly forty years; if his reign overran by only one day, his subjects were obliged to kill him on account
that he had gone mad. When a king died, he had to be buried in a palace of 20 rooms and all those who
participated in his funeral had to be killed, so that no one would know in which room he had been buried.

See al-Hamawi, Mu jam al-Buldan, Vol. 2, pp. 367- 69. The Khazars had a great history of ethnic
independence extending approximately eight hundred years from the 5% to the 13* century. At its
maximum extent, the independent country of Khazaria included the geographic regions of southen
Russia, northern Caucasus, eastern Ukraine, Crimea, western Kazakhstan, and northwestern Uzbekistan.
Because of their jurisdiction over the area, the Caspian Sea was named the ‘Khazar Sea’, and even today
the Azeri, Turkish, Persian, and Arabic languages designate the Caspian by this term (in Turkish, ‘Hazar
Denizi’; in Arabic, ‘Bahr al-Khazar’; in Persian, ‘Daryaye Khazar’). Kevin Alan Brook, ‘An Intoduction
to the History of Khazaria’, in http://www.khazaria.com/, last updated in April 5, 2008, [accessed in
April 8, 2008]. See Figure 26.

7 Az-Zirikli spells his name Ibn Abi al-'Azaqir ash-Shalmaghani. He claimed at first to be Jesus, then, as

a spiritual advance, that the soul of the Holy Spirit inha})ited him, and finally declared himself to be God,
whereupon the Abbasid men of religion asked for. his blood and Caliph ar-Radi (r. 322-29/ 934-40)
ordered him to be killed and his body to be bumnt so it would not be worshipped by his followers. See az-

Zirikli, 41-4 1am,Vol. 7, p. 157.

8 See al-Biriini, Al-Athar al-Bagiya, p. 214.
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One phenomenon that characterised the history of the Abbasid caliphate was the

constant arguments and opposition of views between ShiT and Sunni, which was among
the prominent factors that brought an end to the caliphate. It is related that the ShiT
Mu’ayyad ad-Din Muhammad ibn al-‘Alqami (593-656/ 1197-1258),! the vizier of al-
Musta‘sim (r. 640-56/ 1242-58), the last Abbasid caliph,®? seeing the privileges the

Sunnis were granted, which led them to humiliate the people of Karkh, a Shi‘l province

in Iraq, corresponded with Hulagu, the leader of the Mongols, and encouraged him to
invade Baghdad to put an end to the Sunni state. When the Abbasid empire collapsed
the vizier was treated well by the Mongols and escaped torture and execution, the fate
meted out to all officials of the conquered state. This leniency confirms, according to

the historian ibn Tabatiba, that he was a traitor.*> The tension between the Sunni
Abbasids and their antagonists among the Shi‘7 led the ShiT to employ the ideology used
by the Abbasids five hundred years before and declare that the end of the Abbasid

caliphate was written in the heavens. ‘Abd Zuhal (the servant of Saturn), the astrologer

and poet (d. 376/ 986),* writes of the ‘time for revenge’ indicated by the planets:

81 Al-‘Algami became al-Musta‘sim’s vizier in 642/ 1244 and held the office for fourteen years. The
accusation of treason against the state has been refuted by some historians. It is possible that his son, ‘Izz
ad-Din Muhammad, was the traitor as he became vizier to Hulagu. (For the biography of Ibn al-‘Alqami

see az-Zirikli, 41-4 Iam, Vol. 6, p. 216.

%2 His death at the hands of Hulagu marked the end of the Abbasid Caliphate and the beginning of a new
era in the history of the Muslims in which the Turks held power and authority. During his reign, al-

Musta‘sim indulged openly in all sorts of entertainments, leaving the affairs of his state to his entourage,
who were quit unqualified for such a task, with the exception of his vizier, al-‘Alqami, who continually
warned the caliph of the consequences of such neglect but who was unable to exercise any real power as
he was a Shif. See al-Khudari, Ad-Dawla al- Abbasiyya, pp. 441- 43,

% Ibn Tabatiba, Al-Fakhri, pp. 388- 90.

% He was Abil al-Qasim ‘Ubaydullah ibn al-Hasan, also known as Ghulam Zuhal (the lad of Saturn). He
served the judge Abi al-Qasim at-Tanukhi, the father of the author of Nishwar al-Muhdadara, in which
some anecdotes about Ghulam Zuhal are scattered (particularly Vol. 6). After the death of his master and

when his talent as astrologer brought him fame, he moved to Shiraz, to serve the Buyid Prince ‘Adud ad-
Dawlah. (See Ibn Tawiis, Faraj al-Mahmiim, pp. 168- 69). He was the author of a number of treatises on

astrology. (See az-Zirikli, Al-4 1am, Vol. 4, p. 346).
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I have been entrusted with a secret by Muhammad’s family, and I am its
guardian.
When you see the two planets coming closer to each other,
It is a sign that the time for revenge for Muhammad’s family is at hand;
The sword will bring back what enemies took away.

The theme of astral destiny appears in mediaeval Arabic poetry in the appropriate
contexts; mundane astrology is related to the ‘state of the nation’. In commenting on
that state’s religious and political dimensions, declaring it to be glorious or grievous,
poets made the astrology of their time a handmaiden to their literary purposes. In this
sense, they were following the example of their rulers, who made astrology serve their

political purposes.

Having seen in the recent past how some dynasties such as the Fatimids came to power
by claiming a certain lineage and how the claims of some religio-political movements,

notably the Carmathians, gained support by claiming their leader to be the Mahdi, Abd

al-‘Al8’ al-Ma‘arri*® ridiculed them and their absurd doctrines. Here he attacks the

Carmathians in terms that would satisfy the most devout, apparently without irony, as if
his hatred of schismatics and their violent behaviour drove him to make common cause

with orthodox Islam:
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% Ibn Tawis, 4/-Malahim wa ‘I-Fitan fi Zuhir al-Ghaib al-Muntazar (Beirut: Manshiirat al-A‘lami,
1978), p. 199.

8 Ahmad Abi al-‘Al#’ ibn ‘Abduliah ibn Sulayman was one of the most important poets and men of
letters of the Abbasid period and indeed in the whole history of Arabic literature. He was born in 363/ 973
in Ma‘arrat an-Nu‘mén, a town between Aleppo and Hims in northern Syria, and died there in 449/ 1058

at the age of eighty-five. He was known as the p_hiloso;_:her of the poets. When he was not yet four years
old he contracted smallpox and as a result lost his eyesight, a trauma that contributed to shaping his later
philosophical outlook. For more information about his life and works see Taha Husayn et al., Athar abt

al- Ala’al-Ma arri: Ta vif al-Qudama’bi Abi al- Ala’(Cairo: ad-Dar al-Qawmiyya li 't-Tiba'a wa I-Nashr,
1965),
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Whenever you see a band of Hajarites,®® their advice to the people is,
‘Forsake the mosques!’
Time hides a secret whose disclosure will instantaneously put to sleep all
who are awake and arouse all who slumber.
They say that the influence of a planetary conjunction will destroy the
religious institutions established by the noblest leaders of men,
And that, when the heavenly fate descends, the champion’s spear will be
as effective as motes are in blocking a sunbeam.
Even if Islam has on occasion been overtaken by calamities which
lowered its prestige, yet no one ever saw such a prophecy fulfilled.
And if they revere Saturn, I revere One of whom Saturn is the most
ancient worshipper.

The claim that the heavens have announced that a certain dynasty or religion will

prevail for a particular period is seen by al-Ma‘arri as a trap set for the ignorant that

allows the claim to be fulfilled in reality:
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The conjunction has come, God’s command sent it! There was a veil on
religions, now it is torn away!
No matter how firm a kingdom is, it will become unstable; no matter how
coherent it is, it will be scattered.
Doctrines have become a means of living; whoever employs his mind
truly must be perturbed!

In the following lines al-Ma‘arri censures the rulers of his time for their self-indulgence

and indifference to the people’s sufferings, and deplores the people’s longing for a
religious leader, for such leaders are no different from others:
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87 Abi al-‘Al8" al-Ma‘arti, Luziom ma la Yalzam (Beirut: Dér Sadir wa Dar Beirut, 2 Vols., 1961), Vol. 1,
p- 364.

® Hajar in Bahrain was the Carmathians capital.

% Al-Ma‘arri, Luziim, Vol. 2, p. 196.
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Hey you kings of the countries, you| have been pr1v11eged to have the
moment of your death postponed all your concern is a long life.
People hope that an imam will rise among the silent ranks of the dumb.
These doctrines serve to bring life to the leaders,

Who demand to be entertained, careless of their people’s cries,
Such as those who gathered the Zanj at Basra and the Carmathians in

Ahsa’.

Al-Ma‘arri condemns the propaganda used by would-be rulers to deceive the people,

whose dream will inevitably be crushed by the grim realities of life:
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A king shall rise amongst mankind like an angel that torments the
wicked;
His hand will slaughter all evildoers with cold iron.
They said: ‘A just man will come to rule us and pierce our enemies with
well-aimed arrows’.

Earth, where evils and envies dwell, is never joyful, not for a single day.
Even if it were governed by Jupiter, the watcher bestowing blessings, or

a writer like Mercury!*?

While informing those believing in astrology that he is well aware of the attributes of
Jupiter the beneficent he insists that its theories are invalid. The astrologers claim that a
pious ruler will appear and replace violence with peace, corruption with regeneration
and make the Earth a paradise is a delusion; the Earth has always been and will always

be the abode of evils. In another poem he attacks such naive and unrealistic hopes and

9 Muhammad al-Jundi, Al-Jami‘fi Akhbar Abi al-Ala’ al-Maarri wa Atharih, ed. by ‘Abd al-Hadi
Hashim, (Damascus: Matbii‘at al-Majma’ al-Timi al-‘Aarabi, 1962), p 412.

91 This is totally anti-orthodox opinion; Muslims believe that the moment of death is never to be
postponed or escaped.

92 Al-Ma‘arri, Luzim, Vol. 1, p. 394.

%3 The poet may be refcrrmg to himself as the writer who ceaselessly advises people to tread the path of
virtue but whose efforts are in vain as evil is the essence of life.
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adds that even if the nature of the malefics, Mars and Saturn, were transformed into its
opposite, death would still be inescapable:
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It has been said that, after our generation, there will come a time when
nations will live content under rulers who will command even the lions
of the jungles!

Nonsense! That is nonsense, it is a lie; in every age hawks seek flesh to
feed on, love to fight and mate.

Hence Mars and Saturn are running in their spheres, great evils are to be
expected.

Even if their nature were transformed and became auspicious, castles are
built over pits.

Let us imagine that man were granted all his wishes; would not the
Guardian of Death be waiting to annihilate him?°®

Whenever a leader who claims to be the glorious one, promised by a particular
conjunction, who will bring peace and happiness to the world proves the prediction
false by his cruel deeds, the deluded do not renounce their hopes but keep expecting the
Mahdi to appear at another conjunction:
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You expected an imam, a misguided one, to appear at the conjunction of
the planets;

And when it passed, you said, ‘His coming has been put off for a few
years.’

The people’s hopes for liberation by a perfect imam is, al-Ma‘arri contends, a harmful

illusion. But if astrology were true, and a conjunction could signal the beginning of a
transformation, he wishes it to fulfill another function rather than foretell of a coming

saviour: to guide people to the right path, the path of virtue:

% Qatam, is the desire for meat, war and women. See Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- 4rab, Vol. 12, p. 448,
% Al-Ma‘arri, Luziim, Vol. 2, p. 400.
% This is a reference to the pre-Islamic idea of the Guardian of Death. See Ch. 3, p. 72.

97 Al-Ma‘arri, Luziim, Vol. 1, p. 224.

262



B s Laal ol Gk I L s pal f3 8 e

I wish for a conjunction of this star to guide confused nations to the right
path!

Poets were not subject to the constraints placed on astrologers, and were free to imagine

heavenly configurations that suited the messages they wished to convey. As-Sari ar-
Raffa’ celebrates the safe returning of the prince Abii al-Hayja’ Harb ibn Sa‘id ibn

Hamdan (d. 382/ 992),99 who had been taken hostage by Bedouins and later released:
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Great will be the victory won by your hands. Indeed, if any one else
would venture to lead such an expedition, he would surely return
unvictorious.

Mars will inflict upon your enemy its malefic blaze, and the benefits
bestowed by Jupiter will be absent.

Your crown is like the full Moon, whose beams return after an eclipse
and bring relief to the eyes.

The poet here refers to the period of captivity his dedicatee experienced at the hands of
the Bedouins, and the defeat and humiliation he suffered as a period of eclipse as-Sari
asserts that it is time for the prince’s enemies to taste defeat: their bad luck is confirmed
by the appearance of Mars, the malefic planet particularly influential in warfare.!”! He
seems to be encouraging the prince to take revenge on his enemies by assuring him that
the planet’s destructive influence will be aggravated by the absence of the benefic,
Jupiter. The poet suggests that the lunar eclipse (if there was one and the reference is

not purely metaphorical) was the cause of his patron’s captivity and loss of power, and

% Ibid., p. 74.

% He was the brother of Abi Firds al-Hamdani, the Prince of Aleppo. See az-Zirikli, 4/-4 1am, Vol. 2, p.
183.

100 yabib Husayn al-Hasani (ed.), Diwan as-Sari ar-Raffa’(Baghdad: Dar ar-Rashid & Beirut; Dar
at-TalT'a, 2 Vols., 1981), Vol. 2, pp. 166-67.

101 Abg Ma'shar subsumes war in a broader category by saying that Mars governs ‘every bloody means of
causing death’. Abli Ma‘shar, Abbreviation, p. 62.
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that his enemies’ defeat will be brought about by the malefic Mars. He thus assures his
patron that a sympathetic cosmos will aid the punishment of his captors. In any case,
whether the military activity takes place in reality or on an imagined battlefield,

determining the winner or loser according to astrological principles became a popular

theme of the panegyric ode.

A disaster that befalls a ruler came within the remit of mundane astrology; what affects

192 and so to predict the fate of a ruler was to

the ruler affects his state and subjects,
predict the fate of his nation. Two prominent figures among the Tahirids,'®® the line of

governors serving the Abbasid caliphs in Khurasan, were Muhammad and his younger
brother ‘Ubayd ’Llah. They were said to have been firm believers in astrology. It is

related that Muhammad predicted his own death; he is reported to have said: ‘My
nativity was in Cancer, the ascendant of this year is Cancer, and the Moon which is now
in Cancer will be eclipsed today; surely I am going to die! However, if I manage to
escape the disastrous consequence of this crisis and survive I shall live long; if not, it is
definitely a sign of my annihilation, and I will die this very night’. The story goes on to
describe how he then watched with anxiety the eclipse of the Moon and, realising that
his chance of survival was extremely weak, he went to prepare himself for the moment
of death. He performed his ablutions, wrapped himself in the kafan, the white cloth
which Muslims used as a shroud, and, wearing haniit, a special perfume for the dead
made of various kinds of flowers, he prayed and then lay down in peace upon his bed.
When the eclipse had passed, his brother, who was engaged in casting the horoscope at

102 \5-Sizji, Kitab al-Ma ani fi Ahkdam an-Nujim, fol. 67.

13 Three dynasties who ruled in the mediaeval Islamic world bore the name Tahirids. The one under

consideration here held high offices in Iraq and flourished in the 3/ 9™ century (205-78/ 821-91). Al-Fadl
ibn Sahl was the astrologer who advised the foundt}r of this dynasty, Tahir I ibn al-Husayn, on the time
for the establishment of their state and promised him that it would last no less than sixty years (see al-

Jahshayari, Al-wuzara’wa 1-Kuttab, p. 291). Tahir was the Persian commander, who was appointed a

military officer under the Abbasid Caliph al-Ma'min (r. 198-218/ 813-33), became governor of Khurasan
in 205/ 821, but two years late (in 207/ 823) he died almost immediately after showing a desire for
independence, and thus he is suspected to have been assassinated. His sons later managed to fulfil their
father’s dream. What characterised their rulership was that ‘they were able to provide firm government
for an important sector of the empire at a time when the caliphs themselves were increasingly constructed
in their power’. C. E. Bosworth, ‘Tahirids’, in E. L, Vol. x, pp. 104- 05, see also Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil,

Vol. vi, pp. 381- 83,
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that moment, rushed in, crying ‘Is my brother dead?’ Given the sad news, he wept and

cried: ‘I knew he would die’, and thereupon composed the following lines:
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The comer-stone of the Caliphate has fallen, its strongest pillar has been
demolished.
Both went into eclipse, the Moon and the Prince;
The Moon re-emerged, yet the Prince is still obscured.

The Moon returns to its full glory, brightly shining; but the Prince’s glory
will never shine again.

In delivering his panegyric celebrating the victory of Sayf ad-Dawla, the Prince of

Aleppo, in one of his expeditions against Byzantium, as-Sari ar-Raffd’ addresses his

patron using the third person:
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He holds before him “stars’'® that still shine brightly in spite of the
swirling sand of the battlefield.
Though for the Byzantium they foretell inauspicious events, for its
invaders they foretell auspicious ones.

In cases where the heavenly event or configuration predicted an evil destiny the poet’s
response was usually to either piously reject the notion that the stars could possibly
affect human affairs, or see such an omen as applying to the dedicatee’s enemies. In
mundane astrology, the appearance of shooting stars and comets and planetary
conjunctions and aspects were especially important. During the reign of Ahmad ibn

Taldn (d. 270/ 884),'%” an abundance of shooting stars filled the sky one night, and he

104 Eor the full story and poem see Ibn Tawis, Faraj ciI-Mahmﬁm, pp. 171- 72, who mentions different
Tahirid personalities from those in Ibn al-Athir, 4/-Kamil, Vol, 7, pp. 180-81.

195 A1.Hasani (ed.), Diwan as-Sari ar-Raffa’, Vol. 2, p. 116.
106 «Gtars’ here connote swords, a double meaning impossible to translate.

197 He was the founder of the Tillinids, a Turkish dynasty, and was the first Muslim governor to annex
Syria. His father Tiilin served in Caliph al-Mustan’s private guard; Ahmad also engaged in military
activities and his ambitions for independence led hlm to declare himself ruler of Egypt and Syria after
gaining the financial control of those provinces. His relations with the Abbasid authorities deteriorated.

Although he enjoyed a good relationship with Caliph al-Mu‘tamid (256-79/ 870-92), whose political
power was now a mere shadow,* the caliph’s brother and the real authority at the time, al-Muwaffaq (d.
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asked his astrologers about its significance. They replied that it was a sign of a coming
disaster according to traditional astrology. However, a poet called al-Jamal was among

those who were attending Ibn Talin and commented on the astrologers’ prognostication

in a way that would entertain and encourage his patron:'%®
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278/891), compelled the caliph to have Ahmad cursed in the mosques, while Ahmad had the same
measure applied to al-Muwaffaq in the mosques of Egypt and Syria. ‘Ibn Tiillin owe[d] his success not
only to his talents, cleverness, and the strength of his Turkish and Sudanese slave-armies, but also to the
[Zanj] rebellion, which prevented [al-Muwaffaq] from devoting himself to counter his encroachments.’
Zakki Hassan, ‘Ahmad B. Talé’, in E. I, Vol. 1, pp. 278- 79,

* Abi al-‘Abbas Ahmad al-Mu‘tamid ‘ala ’1L3h, son of Caliph al-Mutawakkil, ascended the throne after
the death of his nephew, al-Muhtadi (869-70 A.D.). In his reign the Abbasid capital was moved from

Samarra’ and returned to Baghdad. He was a mere figurehead; the real authority lay in the hands of his
brother Abii Ahmad, who obtained the quasi-caliphal title of al-Muwaffaq. ‘Ubayd ’I-Lah ibn Khaqan,

Sulayman ibn Wahb and Ismd‘1l ibn Bulbul served as al-Mu'tamid’s viziers; some of them were the
choice of his brother, who managed to build a power base and to be the only member of the Abbasid
family to command the allegiance of the Turkish military. Knowing that he had been deprived of power
by the Turks, who favoured his brother al-Muwaffaq over him and deprived him of all authority except
the title, al-Mu‘tamid (256-79/ 870-92) expresses his grief and sorrow in lines he composed after his
brother refused to give him 300 dinrs: . )
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See Ibn al-Athir, Al-Kamil, Vol. 7, p. 455.

Is it not strange indeed that someone like me finds that he cannot afford even the most
trivial possessions?
Everything is done in his name, yet truly nothing is in his hands!

18 Rulers and other powerful figures sometimes punished those who delivered news that did not match
their expectations. It is related that al-Biriini (362-440/ 973-1048), who lived at India for some years and
became very famous their, once was put to the test by the Sultan of Ghazna, who asked a trivial question;
that al-Birlinf should predict which of the chamber’s four doors the Sultan would use on leaving the
assembly. After consulting his astrolabe for a long time, al-Birani left a paper/on which the answer was
written. While he was consulting his astrolabe, the Sultan ordered that a fifth gate be prepared, whishing
to prove al-Birini’s prediction false. Yet, to the Sultan’s surprise, on opening the paper left by the
astrologer, he found that al-Birtni had predicted that a fifth door would be built through which the Sultan
would exit. Frustrated by this defeat, the Sultan then ordered that al-Biriini be thrown from the balcony of
his palace, but no harm came to the astrologer, who later told the Sultan to look at a second paper
attached to the first, in which he also predicted the Sultan’s angry reaction and his own escape from
death. After reading this, the Sultan put al-Biriini in prison, where he stayed for six months. He was
released after the Sultan’s vizier advised his master to benefit from rather than punish such a greatly
talented astrologer. The Sultan’s self justification was ‘I know that this man has no peer in the whole
world except Ibn Sina [370-428/ 980-1037]. Yet his prediction did not match my desires, and kings are
like young children, people have to talk to them in a way that fulfils their desires; then they will win their

rewards, and so it would have been better if al-Birtin hgd predicted wrongly’. He then agreed to release
al-Birini and moreover bestowed great rewards upon him, among which was a horse caparisoned with

gold, and two slaves, a boy and a girl. See Ibrahim Hasan, Tarikh al-Islam ad-Dini wa 1 Thaqafi wa 1-
Ijtima 1 fi al- Asr al- Abbast ath-Thani fi al-Sharq wa Misr wa 1-Maghrib wa 1-Andalus (Cairo: Maktabat
an-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1965), pp. 396- 97.

19 fbn Hijla, Sakradan as-Sultan, p. 24.
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They asserted that the fall of the stars is a sign of a coming disaster.
But I say, being well qualified and experienced,
Those fallen stars are nothing other than the enemies of the Prince.

Greatly assumed, the prince turned to his astrologers and said: “What a shame that none
of you could interpret the falling of the stars according to this view’. He then made the

poet his court companion and rewarded him with a costly gift.!!

While the great majority of poems written at court were addressed to a powerful or
royal patron, occasionally the powerful man himself would address the people. In
mediaeval astrology, the aspects of the planets, their relative position to one another,
were important in predicting events impacting on worldly affairs. Generally, planets in
the trine aspect (when three planets form an equilateral triangle) and the sextile aspect
(when six planets form a hexagon), are considered favourable. The quartile aspect (four

planets at 90° from each other forming a square), and opposition (when two planets face

each other) are considered unfavourable. Ibn al-Mu'tazz (47-96/ 861-909),'!! 4

prominent figure of the royal family and a poet, seeing the miserable life the people

suffered under the reign of his family, comforted them:
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Do not be terrified by all terrifying things! Not all quartile aspects of the
stars are of harmful effect.

According to astrological theory, phenomena such those mentioned in connection with

Ahmad ibn Tiiliin and Ibn al-Mu'tazz have only one interpretation: the approach of

10 1hid,

"' He is known as ‘the Caliph of a day and a night’. He was killed by Caliph al-Mugtadir on the same
night he was proclaimed caliph. (See Ibn Tabﬁpba, Al-Fakhri, p. 196). He witnessed a great many tragic
incidents that occurred as a result of the political and social deterioration of the caliphate. One that

particularly affected him was the death of his father, Caliph al-Mu‘tazz bi 'I-Lah, at the hands of his

Turkish soldiers. They pierced him with pins, burnt parts of his body, and made him stand outside on a
day so hot that he ground scared his feet, which he suffered while they slapped his face. Then they put
him in a small room and locked its door; he remained there until he died. See ibid, p. 181.

For the political and social conditions of this period see Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Kafréwi, Abdullah
ibn al-Mu tazz al- Abbasi: Hayatuh wa Intajuh (Cairo: Maktabat Nahdat Migr, n. d.), pp. 3- 15.

12 ' Abdullah ibn al-Mu'tazz), Diwan Ibn al-Mu tazz (Beirut: Dar Sadir & Dar Beirut, 1961), p. 249.
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inevitable disaster. But, as we have noted, poets were free to interpret them as they
thought would please their patron, or for some other purpose of their own, often for no
other reason but to create striking images. They employed astrological references as
metaphorical devices; thus science served literature and not vice versa. Astrological
principles could be adjusted to enhance the material’s potentialities and the poet’s
accomplishment. Poets did not neglect poetry’s role as sophisticated entertainment for
an elite audience, and were not particularly concerned to express a personal view on the

matter of celestial influence on affairs of state.

Celebrated poets perfectly comprehended that astrological material is a servant of their
poetic purpose. Al-Buhturi (d. 284 H/ 897 AD) provides a good example in a satire on

one of his rivals called al-Harithi:'"3
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Hey you, the father of Hasan, you are the sign of the approach of death,
the loss of wealth and the vicissitudes of kingdoms’ fate.
Yet you claim not to be rcspons:ble for any disasters, obstacles or faults.
You claim to be loyal to the Wahb,'"? yet you have inflicted upon them
your malignant effect, hey you Saturn.

In satirizing his rival, al-Buhturi identifies him as Satum and thus a sign of the
annihilation of those he served; and so the Wahb should expect imminent end of their

long and distinguished history as viziers.

13 He might be Muhammad ibn an-Nadr al-Harithi, who was satirised by ‘Al ibn al-Jaham (d. 249/ 863)
who compared him to the Tailed Planet in his malefic effects. See Ch. IV, p. 153- 54.

114 At-Tiinji (ed.), Diwan al-Buhturt, Vol. 2, p. 868.

5 Bansi Wahb, a family whose members worked as secretaries and viziers to the Abbasids during the
3"/ 9% and early 4%/ 10™ centuries. Although some sources indicate that the family was of Nestorian
Christian origin, they claimed a purely Arab origin as decendants of Balharith, a Yemeni tribe. Their
official role went back to Umayyad times, and continued under the Abbasids. They mainly associated
themselves with the Barmakids, and then when they were replaced they attached themselves to al-Fadl
ibn Sahl, al-Ma'miin’s vizier. See C. E. Bosworth, ‘Wahb’, in E. I, Vol. xi, pp. 33- 34. The article

contains a list of the prominent figures and their offices.
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VILI. 4: Conclusion

The concern of this chapter has been to throw light on the impact on the realm of poetry
of two astrological techniques: interrogational and mundane astrology. It endavoured to
show how poets, reflecting on the possible influence of heavenly bodies on terrestrial

life, and especially on events of great significance, often succeeded in treating

conventional themes in new ways.

In general, the poets’ use of such astrological material shows a superficial knowledge of
the original sources; however, it would be misleading to accuse them of triviality.
Regardless of their attitudes towards astrology, whether they held it to be a trustworthy
source of information or regarded it as unworthy of respectability, poets played on its

themes for their own particular purposes.

Explicitly or implicitly, when employing ikhtiyarat as a theme in their works, poets
addressed those elite individuals who insisted on acting according to a horoscopic
prediction, ridiculing them and holding them responsible for the ill fortune that followed
an unwise decision, or praising them when, by sheer luck, good fortune followed. When
eminent figures chose to act freely and ignore astrological prediction, they would also
be subject to criticism and praise. Poets would blame them for any disaster that befell
their subjects, but if their freely chosen action brought prosperity or military success

they would be considered worthy of panegyrics.

Mediaeval astrology’s impact on poetry is strikingly evidenced in the creation of a new
literary genre, that of malahim, which had its roots in the first century after the hijra and
reached its zenith towards the end of the Abbasid period, at a time that witnessed a
proliferation of new states. This and the abundance of astrological references scattered
in Abbasid poetry supports the argument of this research that prognostications deduced
from the page of the heavens regarding human fate had a significant impact on
mediaeval poetry. Moreover, the more talented poets’ astrological references were often

employed in a far from conventional way, enlivening the rigid metric frame.

Poets subjected the notion of the correspondence between microcosm and macrocosm to
human emotions. At a time, when knowledge of the practical techniques of astrology

was not widespread, they draw on its main theories, which came within the realm of
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common knowledge, such as that utilised by ad-Dakhil, the Prince of al-Andalus, who
compares the setting and rising of stars to the vicissitudes of rulers and kingdoms. When
mediaeval poets, who were keen to absorb the essentials of many kinds of knowledge
became familiar with the key ideas associated with astrological technicalities,
particularly the idea that particular celestial phenomena and configurations forebode
disastrous events affecting a large group of people or an important personage, they
employed them freely, subordinating technical accuracy to the imaginative demands of

poetry in which they mourn death, celebrate victory, foresee disaster or look forward for

revenge.

So far, the study has been concerned to show the role astrology played in shaping the
ideology of mediaeval Muslims by examining its effects on a particular fraction of that
society, namely poets, whose works reflect the thought of their people. Just as
mediaeval astrologers were rewarded for their ability to relieve a wealthy patron’s
anxiety regarding an expected misfortune, so most court poets sought to gain by
drawing on the theories and techniques of astrology in their works for dedicating them
to men of power. Others, however, used astrology to put their thoughts into the mouth
of an astrologer to express a personal view of life. In both cases, although the majority
show no deep knowledge of astrological technicalities, they make the most creative use
of astrology in the history of classical Arabic literature.
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Chapter IIIV: Conclusion

This study has been concerned with the impact of a forbidden branch of knowledge —
human astrology — on classical Arabic poetry. It has covered several centuries, from
the pre-Islamic era to the fall of the Abbasid caliphate. While not neglecting the
Jahiliyya and early Islam, the discussion has concentrated on the Abbasid period. The
central assumptions of the thesis are that literary works can tell us as much about a
society as histories can, and that interdisciplinary studies can be particularly useful in

bringing to light hitherto neglected aspects of the culture in question.

Considering that orthodox scholars took the view that the claims of astrology
regarding the prediction and possible avoidance of human fate were incompatible
with the essential teachings of Islam, astrologers had to struggle to make their science
respectable. They were aided in this by the achievements of the translation movement
and by the need of rulers to legitimise their power. The first gave their discipline a
measure of scientific credibility, and the second opened the door to acceptance and
even influence in the courts of caliphs and princes. At the same time, street
astrologers, whether skilled in traditional forms of divination or mere charlatans,
continued to ply their trade, seeking out the gullible or desperate. The unscrupulous

behaviour of the quacks did much to bring astrology into disrepute.

Astrology by its very nature could not but be drawn into the debate between the
advocates of human free will and those who believed that all events are Divinely
predestined. Those on both sides who regarded astrology’s claims as spurious
attacked it for their own reasons, which were usually based on misunderstandings of
those claims. These critics included many poets, who were generally not well versed
in the principles of the science, but saw that astrology could provide a rich store of
ideas and images that could enrich the treatment of genres such as the panegyric, the
love lyric and the satire. Since these basic notions were common currency, poets
could be fairly certain that their astrological references would be readily understood
by their audiences. Occasionally a poet who possessed a deeper knowledge, such as

al-Buhturi, as-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad and al-Busti could display this learning in lines

whose meaning is difficult, though fascinating, to decipher.

27



Given astrology’s treasury of images, its controversial relationship with orthodox
theology, its ramifications into cosmology and philosophy, its involvement with
human fears and hopes about the future, and its association with the magnificent
spectacle of the heavens, it is not surprising that it became so popular a subject among
mediaeval poets. But, generally speaking, poet’s personal view of its validity was of

far lesser importance than their desire to create striking metaphors and to please their
patron. However, the more thoughtful among them, as al-Ma‘arri, also used

astrological material to express their own view of life. The scandalous Abii Nuwas
may have openly flouted convention; he was able to do so because he was supported

by a powerful Caliph, al-Amin, but very few others dared to imitate him.

The evidence, then, suggests that astrology, although attacked by sceptics and
persecuted by the orthodox, had a significant impact on the life and thought of the
mediaeval Muslim world and thus on its cultural products in general and its literature
in particular. In the study’s investigation of these literary manifestations, one of its

first concerns was to discuss the emergence of astrology as a discipline separate from

astronomy.

It is important to understand that the mediaeval Arabs were aware of distinction
between the two main branches of the science of the stars: Arabic astrology was a
branch of knowledge separate from, though not independent of, astronomy. The Arabs
of the pre-Islamic period had possessed considerable knowledge of astral
configurations and phenomena, which they related to recurrent natural events and to
the vicissitude of human destiny. The supposed predictive power of astrology, which
at that time was not distinct from astronomy, placed it among the techniques of
divination. With the advent of Islam, the distinction between the two types of
astrology was made absolute: human astrology was prohibited and natural or
metaphorical astrology was encouraged. From this point in history, astronomy was
disassociated from astrology and became an independent branch of knowledge while
astrology, needing to establish its credentials as a science, became entirely dependent
on astronomical data. Thanks to the translation movement which introduced Greek,
Indian and Persian traditions, astronomy gained a sound theoretical base that had the

effect of separating it completely from its pre-Islamic manifestation, which is based
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on methods inherited from a non-theoretical but valid tradition. Astronomers sought
to distinguish their science from astrology, which many saw as parasitic upon their
discipline, but even those who did not reject astrology were fearful of persecution if
they admitted this opinion, since Islam condemned all kinds of divination and any

claim to the ability to penetrate the unseen, particularly concerning human destiny.

Astrology was able to flourish because it was patronised and protected by men of

authority. Whenever a ruler was known to support astrology, for example, Hariin and

al-Ma'miin, poems delighted or addressed to him contained astrological material used

without fear of the reaction of orthodox men of religion. But whenever a ruler

opposed the idea of heavenly influence on human affairs, such as al-Mu‘tasim and al-

Mutawakkil, poets either ridiculed astrology or were careful to refer to the will of God

when referring to the science.

After examining the factors that were instrumental in the revival of astrology after its
virtual disappearance in the early Islamic period, the study explored the classical
poets’ usage of astrological principles and techniques, a result of the interaction of
astrology in the lives of the people. These references were examined in the light of
astrological material found in the contemporary milieu. It was evident that the poet’s
personal attitude towards astrology or belief in its validity and efficacy was not a
prime factor in the use of such material. Although some vehemently opposed the
science, they made use of it for their own poetic purposes, revealing to a greater or
lesser degree their personal view of life. The religious, political and social restrictions
imposed upon the expression of opinion compelled many to disguise opinions which,
if expressed explicitly, could have had serious consequences: they might be accused
of atheism, arouse a ruler’s anger, or be accused of violating taboos. Many also
engaged in the contentious debate on the issue of free will and predestination, often
for personal reasons. Most of the poets whose thoughts on this subject have survived
seem to have been inclined to take a deterministic view, particularly regarding their
own failures and weaknesses. Thus responsibility lies with dahr, Satan, or the
influence of the heavenly bodies; their fate is predestined, but they are careful not to

attribute the evils and misfortunes of the world, and of their own life in particular, to
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God, either from prudent self-protection or because they could not bring themselves

to accept such a shocking notion, which conflicted so violently with the Islamic faith.

The often autocratic power exercised by mediaeval rulers drew ambitious poets to
their courts, where they made use of astrological allusions in ways that they hoped
would please their employers. But since preferment depended on the ruler’s whim,
many found that even the most fulsome panegyric did not bring the hoped-for reward.
More rebellious spirits, who were unwilling to be bound by the dominant social
mores, might allude to astrology in expressing opinions that challenged the prevailing
moral conventions. Few poets dared to go so far, since to write in this way placed
them outside respectable society and condemned them to the marginal life of an

outcast, no matter how excellent the quality of their poetry.

What unified all these poets, irrespective of their views on the issues of the day or the
extent of their willingness to conform, was a concern for their art. They were first and
foremost poets, not philosophers, theologians or astrologers, and their greater pleasure
lay in producing an elegant phrase or striking metaphor, or composing a formally
perfect poem. For this reason few poets took the trouble to master the details of

astrological theory, and even poets who were also professional astrologers often

subordinated accuracy to poetic effect.

Few poets could claim a profound knowledge of astrology; nor did they, as poets,
need such knowledge, as they were not writing treatises on the subject. But most were
aware of the four main astrological techniques. Some were interested in nativity
others in interrogations, or elections or mundane astrology. No poet seems to have
taken an interest in all four. Thus although mediaeval poetry, particularly that of the
Abbasid period, abound in astrological allusions, few of these references give the
impression that poets possessed more than a commonplace knowledge of the science,
despite the unprecedented position of influence it had gained among the elite. Experts
such as al-Buhtur were rare. Interestingly the pre-Islamic poets’ knowledge,
particularly the females, of astrology, which could not be called scientific, was more
pervasive and deeply rooted than in later periods, when knowledge of astrology

became widespread through written material.
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Although few Abbasid poets took an interest in the detailed complexities of
astrological theory, their poems bear witness to the degree to which astrology had
become integrated into all aspects of mediaeval society. It appealed to the elites and
the mass of the people alike. Rulers who believed in astrology or used it to legitimise
their power protected astrologers from the criticism of orthodox men of religion, who
were subject to the ruler’s political authority; and relied upon him to maintain their
privileges. Princely courts were not the only places where the science flourished;
astrologers who where insufficiently qualified to serve the elite, or who were outright
quacks, turned to the street sought a living by playing on the insecurities of the
ignorant, targeting women especially. Many poets were merely skeptical of what they
saw as astrology’s fraudulent claims. Others were revolted by such trickery and saw it

as both a symptom and a cause of the corruption of their society.

Astrology was criticised not only by the orthodox but also by the proponents of
human free will, who saw it as essentially deterministic, and by those who believed
that all events, in their minutest details, were predestined and so rejected on principle
what they saw as astrology’s claim to be able to alter human destiny. Astrologers
themselves took a less dogmatic and dichotomous view, dealing in probabilities rather
than certainties. Poets tended to be less sophisticated in their judging and few held

strong principles regarding this issue, though most inclined to determinism, like al-

Ma‘arri. Those who depended on a powerful patron would not contradict his beliefs.

On the whole, they were content, for example, to praise a commander who had won a
great victory against his astrologers’ advice (as at Amorium) without questioning
whether the victory or the commander’s exercise of ‘free will’ in the matter was
Divinely determined. When using astrological references, poets were content to find

new approaches and new linguistic means to express traditional concepts.

A belief in predestination was the prevalent mood in classical Arabic poetry: mankind
is not the master of his destiny, but a puppet manipulated by forces he cannot control.
While mediaeval Arabic astrology claimed that a probable evil event could be avoided
by discovering the time of its occurrences and taking appropriate action, which
included making supplication to God, poets who were not skeptical of astrology’s
predictive claims tended to believe that what was declared by the heavens must
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inevitably come to pass. This is a fundamental feature of the astrological references in
classical poetry. Many poets were fatalists because they found it convenient to shift

the responsibility for their own weaknesses, vices or lack or worldly success onto

some external power, as mentioned above.

The attribution of an agency to the heavenly bodies was in fact not a tent of mediaeval
astrology, which held that they were only indicators of a potential fate and unable
themselves to determine worldly affairs. Whether or not poets understood this
distinction, they tended to ignore theoretical subtleties in the interests of poetic
expression. And whether or not poets were familiar with technical details, they
generally felt free to use astrological principles as they chose regardless of scientific
accuracy. They would reinterpret the significance of stars and planets, find contrary
meanings in certain conjunctions, or even invent conjunctions, in order to praise a

lover’s beauty or a prince’s valour, or satirise a rival’s folly or an enemy’s malice.

This thesis endavoured to reflect an interesting tendency to interdisciplinary approach
in Middle Eastern studies. Its originality and value lie in the fresh insights it provides
into the interaction between two well-researched fields —~ classical Arabic poetry and
Abbasid philosophical and theological debates — and one that is far less clearly
understood — mediaeval Muslim astrology. It offers new perspectives through a
combination of innovative methodology and original findings. Employing detailed
primary research, the study engages with a diverse range of material and provides a
historical framework for its analysis, venturing beyond a narrow focus on literary

sources and taking the view that such an approach can reveal new aspects of familiar

topics.

In mediaeval Muslim society, poets and astrologers sought to obtain a measure of
security for themselves and to search for meaning in a turbulent time. Both were
practitioners of demanding and esoteric disciplines, and those employed in princely
courts had to serve masters whose moods were often capricious; the terrain they
negotiated was precarious. Poets were drawn to astrology for a variety of reasons, and
an analysis of the variable influences of astrology on poetry and of poetry’s very

diverse responses to astrology creates a broad picture of mediaeval society which
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reveals, on closer inspection, fascinating details and nuances indicative of cultural

borrowings, confrontations and interminglings.

The study of mediaeval astrology is particularly profitable because of the contested
nature of its theoretical assumptions and its practices, which inevitably led to its
involvement in philosophical and theological debates and disputes that often had a
political resonance, such as those on rationality versus faith and free will versus
predestination. Those controversies are reflected in the poetry of the period, which
brings them vividly to life by showing that their meanings were active in the lives of
real people and were not confined to learned and abstract discourses. We see how, for
example, shifting political authority, competing epistemologies and different
interpretations of Islam impacted on a hugely diverse group of people united only by
their devotion to a prestigious art form. It is this sense of immediacy, of lived
experience, that compels the reader’s attention to what might otherwise be perceived
as matters distant from our own concerns. The variety and aesthetic richness of the
poet’s responses may delight us, but their words serve to remind us that the questions

that perplexed them are echoed in those that trouble our world.
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Appendix I: Special Indications of the Houses Peculiar to Nativities'

L Soul, life, length of life, education, native land.

II. Suckling, nutriment, disaster to eyes if over-taken by ill-luck, livelihood, household
requisites, assistants profession of children.

II. Brothers, sisters, relations, relations in-law, jewels, friends, migration, short
journeys, intelligence, knowledge, expertness in religious Law.

IV. Parents, grandparents, descendants, real estate, fields, houses, water supply,
knowledge of genealogy, what succeeds death and what happens to the dead.

V. Children, friends, clothes, pleasure, joy, little acquisition of property, accumulated
wealth of father, what was said of him at his burial-services.

VI. Sickness, defects of body, overwork, if unfortunate accident to legs, loss of
property, disease of internal organs, slaves, maids, cattle.

VII. Women concubines, giving in marriage, marriage-feasts, contentions, partnership,
losses, lawsuits.

VIII Death and its causes, murder, poisoning, evil effects of drugs on body, inheritance,
wife’s property, expenditure, poverty, extreme indigence, feigning death.

IX. Travel, religion, piety, fate, seriousness, attainment of knowledge from the stars and
divination, philosophy, surveying, sharp discemment, trustworthiness, interpretation of
visions and dreams.

X. Rule of Sultan, government with council of nobles, absolute well-behaved children,
liberality.

XI. Happiness, friends, enemies, concern for next world, prayer and praise, friendship of
women, love, dress, perfume, ornaments, commerce, longevity.

XII. Enemies, misery, anxieties, prison, debt, fines, bail, fear, adversity, disease,
prenatal, fancies of mother, cattle, harbours, slaves, servants, armies, exile, tumults.

! This information is from Al-Biruni, The Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, p.
60.
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Appendix II: Indications Relating to Horary Question?

I. Asking horary questions, important public matters, nobility, advancement in rank,
witchcraft and spells.

II. Examining the querent, lending and borrowing, counting friends, arrival of stranger,
enemies or friends, mandate of amir, winds when they blow.

1. Secrets and news and commentaries, well-born ladies, journeys by water.

IV. Old and hidden things, treasures, thieves’ hiding-places, schools, fortresses, fetters,
[dismissal from offices], opining abscesses, lancing and cautery, stepfather, prison.

V. Messengers, right guidance, bribery, rectitude, distant places, poor harvests, securing
the wealth of the ancients, feasts, food and drink.

VL. Lost and escaped, some lost trifle which does not turn up, affairs of women and
eunuchs, suspicion, hatred, calumny, violence, dissipation, deceit, terrors, prison,
enemy, poverty, moving from place to place.

VII. The absent, thief, places where travelers assemble, treasure, death of
contemporaries, foreign travel, sudden murder [for a trifle], denial, obstinacy, claiming
aright, cheapness and dearness.

VIII. Buried and hidden treasure, things ruined or lost or old, middens and rubbish-
heaps, sickness of friends, lawsuits without a case, folly, contention, pride, dullness, of
the market, leisure.

IX. Failure, abandoned business, books, information, ambassadors, miracles, roads,
brothers-in-law.

X. Kings, notables, judges, the celebrated in all classes, amir and his conduct in office,
things newly legitimized, wine, stepmother.

X1. The treasury of the sultan, its officials, trouble in the office, f(.>rei.gner’s child,
servants child, things which are sound, beautiful, advantageous, the beginning of affairs,
friendship of the great, bribery, food.

VII. Fugitives, writers, those who neglect devotion, a precious gem, prisoners, the
matter which preceded the question, property of oppressors, thieves, lost property,
scorn, envy and fraud.

2This information is from Al-Biruni, The Book of Instruction in the Elements of the Art of Astrology, p.
61.
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Appendix III: The Lunar Mansions in the Kitab al-Bulhan (Bodleian, Oriental 133,
fol. 27v) (See Figure 22)

The Account of the Description of the Twenty-eight Mansions of the Moon:
1- Al-Shartain. When the Moon lodges in it, then make in it talismans of love

between women, and do not put on new clothing in it, and do not approach kings
in it, and deal with its spiritual forces for hatred. Whoever is born, if he is male,
the outcome for him is not good; and if she is female, she will be secretly

(dissolute). (illustration of two-headed portent).

When the Moon lodges in al-Butain, then make in it talismans of love for kings,
but not for women, and make in it amulets, and approach in it kings [and kings]
and Emirs, and do not put on new clothing in it. Whatever male is born in it, he
will have many enemies, and if she is female she will be immortal disgraced and

hated by men. (illustration of a pot-bellied man).

When the Moon lodges in al-Thurayyd, then make in it talismans of love and the
loosing of the bound, and the loosing of ([...]) and approach kings and dignitaries
([...]) in it, and build building in it. Whatever male or female is born in it, they

will be good and beautiful ({...]) and chosen for marriage. And Allah will make it
known. (illustration of candelabra).

When the Moon (lodges in) al-Duburéin, then make in it (talismans of) hatred and
enmity, and do not (approach) in it kings and dignitaries (and do not) rebuild In it,
and do not plant and do not travel. Whoever (is born, if he is male, the outcome)
will not be good, and if she is (female) she will be immoral and men will not love

her. (illustration of buttocks).

When the Moon (lodges in) al-Haq'a, then make in it (talismans of [...]), do not

sow and do not build, and do not ({...]) not good, and put on (new clothing [...])
travel. Whoever is born ([...] favoured) among (men). (illustration of a mystical

creature).

~ (illustration of a mystical creature).

— (illustration of the forearms).

When the Moon lodges in al-Nathra, then make in it talismans of enmity and
hatred, and do not marry and do not buy and do not sell. Whatever male is born in
it, he will be hated and slandered among men, and if she is female she will be
favoured among men. (illustration of a rose with four heads growing from it).

When the Moon lodges in al-Tarf, then make in it talismans of enmity and bind in
it desire, and do not put on new clothing in it, and do not approach kings in it, and
sow. Whatever male or female is bom in it, they will be unfortunate, wicked,
disgraced, not of good conduct. And Allah will make it known. (illustration of the

tail-end of a creature).
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10- When the Moon lodges in al-Jabha, then make in it (talismans) for the loosing of
desire, and make in it amulets, and approach kings in it, and marry and do not put
on new clothing in it. Whatever male is born will be sly and if she is female she
will have a god nature. And All will make it known. (illustration of the forehead

of a lion).

11- When the Moon lodges in al-Zubra, make in it talismans for love and affection,
and approach kings in it, and marry and do not put on new clothing in it and do
not travel, and dispatch spies in it, and make foundations for a building in it, and
solitude with women will be good in it. And Allah will make it known.
(illustration of a piece of iron?)

12- When the Moon lodges in al-Sarfa, then make in it talismans of enmity, and make
in it amulets, and do not approach kings and do not marry, and do not put on new
clothing in it, and travel in it, and in it there is well-being. Whatever male is born
in it will be loved, anf if she is female will be immoral. And Allah will make it
known. (illustration of turning-away candelabra).

13-When the Moon lodges in al-‘Awwa, then make in it talismans of love and
encounters with dignitaries, and put on new clothing in it. Whatever male is born
in it, will bring fortune to his family and do to himself, and if she is female, she
will be intelligent, favoured among men. And Allah will make it known.
(illustration of barking dog).

14- When the Moon lodges in al-Simak, then make in it talismans of enmity and ([...])
and lethal poisons, and do not marry. Whatever male or female is born in it, they
will be unfortunate and of a bad conduct, slandered in their action. And do not
approach kings in it. And Allah will make it known. (illustration of two fish)

Appendix IV: Table of the Nature and Temper of the Sings of the Zodiacs®

" 7 s 7l
Cold, even & auspicious

3 See Al-Biriini, Elements of Astrology, pp- 7-8.
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BYZANTINE AND PERSIAN EMPIRES, 600A.D.

Figure 1: Map showing the extent of Byzantine and Persian Empires at 600 A.D. copied from John R.
Hayes (ed.), The Genius of Arab civilization: Source of Renaissance (London: Eurabia (Publishing)
Ltd., 1983),p. 9.

Figure 2: Map showing the Arab Empire at its greatest extent, 700-853 A.D., copied from John R.
Hayes (ed.), The Genius of Arab civilization, p. 1 i
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Figures 3& 4: Diagrams of the heavens with the Earth at the cenire of the universe surrounded by the
28 Junar mansions, and a ring of 48 constellations and the belt of the 12 signs of the zodiac, that must
be added in the Abbasid period as it shows them according to the Greek arrangement and not the pre-
Islamic Arabs. The manuscript is shown to be conducted in the 12" - 13" century. Ms. Arab, ¢ 90, fols.
2b-3a (12"-13" century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith's Medieval Views of the Cosmos, pp.
37-30






Figure 6

Figures 5& 6: Diagram showing the Earth in relation to the four elements (earth, air, fire, wat
winds and the seasons (as represented by the 12 zodiacal signs), Ms. Arab, ¢ 90, fols. 21b (1
century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, pp. 16 -17.
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Figwgire 6
Figures 5& 6: Diagram showing the Earth in relation to the four elements (earth, air, fire, water), the

winds and the seasons (as represented by the 12 zodiacal signs), Ms. Arab, ¢ 90, fols. 21b (1 .13*
century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, pp. 16 -17.



Figure 7: Diagram showing the universe as viewed by Mediaeval Arabs, Earth at the centre surrounded
by the spheres of the seven planets, the Moon, Mercury, Venus, The Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn;
enclosed by the 12 signs of the zodiac, major stars and banded by the 28 lunar mansions, from an
autograph copy made in 1333 of an Arabic treatise on timekeeping. MS. Bodl. Or. 133, fols. 117b-118a
(Egypt, 1333), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 23.
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Figure 9: Number of comets that were recognized by Arabs illustrated in the anonymous Book of

Curiosities (Kitab Chara ib al-Funiin wa Mulah al- Uyiin) compiled about 1020-1050 AD. Ms. Arab, c
90, fols. 13b-14b (12"-13" century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the

Cosmos, p. 42.

Figures _10 &ll.(see the following two pages): The Constellations: an Islamic view of the
co.nstellanons.. This manuscript synthesizes knowledge of astromomy :nd includes accounts of the
Hindu, Islamic and European systems. Image taken from The Jewel of the Essence of All Sciences.
originally pubhshed in India, 1840. Downloaded from British Library Images Online available online:
hitp://www.imagesonline.bl.uk/index.asp , section of science and technology/ astronomy and astrology,
image no. 004227. (Note: The image printed onto the transparency sheet is my editing of the origin).
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Figure 12: The constellation Orion (al-Jabbar or al-Jawz'a’) as seen on the globe, right, and in the Sk'i'
left, as illustrated in as-Sufi’s Suwar al-Kawakib, MS. Marsh 144, pp. 325-6 (dated 400 H. [1009], 12™-
century?), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 32.
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Figure 13: The constellation Cassiopeia, from the Poetica Astronomica of Hyginus (1¥ cen. B.C.). Ms.
Canon Class. Lat. 197, fol. 34v (15" century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views
of the Cosmos, p. 34.

Figure 14: The constellation Cassiopeia as seen on the globe, with the Arab constellation of the Camel
drawn over her, as depicted in as-Sufi’s Suwar al-Kawakib, MS. Hunt 212, folio 40b (1170-1 [566 H]),
copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 34.



Figure 15: The constellation Perseus, from the Poetica Astronomica of Hyginus (1% cen. B.C.). Ms.
Canon Class. Lat. 197, fol. 35v (15" century), copied from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views
of the Cosmos, p. 34.
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Figure 16: The constellation Perseus (Birshawish) as seen on the globe and illustrated in as-Stfi’s
Suwar al-Kawakib (Beirut: Manshurat Dar al-Afaq al-Jadida, 1981), between pages 85-86.
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Figure 17: The Zodiac Man that shows how human body was thought of as a microcosm reflecting the
large universe, or macrocosm. MS. Ashmole 391, item 5, fol. 9r (late 14 century), copied from Edson
and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p14.




Figure 18: A zodiacal disc from an astrological clock designed by the engineer, al-Jazari in Kitab fi
Ma ¥ifat al-Hiyal al-Handasivya (The Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical Devices). The disc
revolves in such a way that the sun and moon are aligned with the appropriate sign of the zodiac

throughout the year, copied by Farruk bin Abd al-Latif, Syria, 1315; 30.74v., Smithsonian Institution,
Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., copied from John R. Hayes (ed.), The Genius of Arab

civilization, p. 191.
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Figure 20: The Table of ‘4hwal al-Manazil’, or ‘The States of the Lunar Mansions’, that shows the
difference in corresponding them with the signs of the zodiac as depicted by the astrologers and ancient
Arabs, illustrated by Aba ar-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Birtini, A/-Athar al-Bagiya, pp. 349-50.
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Figure 21: Planispheric astrolabe amade in 474/ 1082 I Spanish city of Guadalajara by Muhammad ibn

Sa‘id as-Sabban, known as Ibn al-Mashshat as-Saraqust, al-Asturlabi (‘the astrolabe-maker of

Saragossa’). Oxford, Museum of the History of Science, Inv. No. 52473, copied from Edson and
Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 43.



Figure 22: Talismanic designs of 14 lunar mansions, from an Arabic miscellany compiled for the
Mongol ruler of Baghdad, Sultan Ahmad, who ruled 1382-1410. MS. Bodl. Or. 133, fol. 27b, copied
from Edson and Savage-Smith’s Medieval Views of the Cosmos, p. 40.
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Consultant: Gerald Tibbetts Stars

S AR NAMES USED BY THE ARABS IN THE INDIAN OCEAN Figure 23: Diagram showing stars names, their locations, and longitudes as known to the Arabs in the

Indian Ocean, with a view of Southern Circumpolar Stars (the right circle), and Northern Circumpolar

Stars (the left circle). Also shows how measurement were taken, here for al-Na‘sh (Ursa major), on the

right, and al-'Ayyiiq (Capella), on the left, mainly by visional observation, copied from Hugh Kennedy
(ed.), An Historical Atlas of Islam (Brill: Leiden and Boston, second and revised edition, 2002), p. 3.




. »
I, g o/ 2

(in days) according to as-Sufl’'s war al-Kawdakib, copied from Kennedy (ed.), An Historical Atlas of

ARABIC CONSTELLATIONS Islam, p. 2), p. 2.

Stars ol the Middle Teavens

N PRI e Pemreinn

B

with their constellati dates of setting, and duration (in days)
according to al-Sifi (cf. back end-paper, right)

. al-Nath/ (Aries) g (3 6. ana (Libra) 7 (4)
al-Sharatan ) 4v 49
. al-Butayn  (Aries) 31 x (3) ! § D 28 v (1)
. (Ghatas) (Pleiades) 3 xi (7) 9. Scorpio) vi (3)
al-Thurayya
4. al-Dabaran (Taurus) 26 xi (3) ( ) (Sagittarius) 23 vi (1)
. al-Haq‘a (Orion) (
6. al-Han‘a (Gemini) 2 ii (3) ilda (Sagittarius)
. al-Dhira’an (Gemini) i @ 22. Sa‘d al-Dhabih
. al-Nathra ) B i (4) 23. Sa‘d Bul' (4
al- Tarf (Canc J 91 (7) 24. Sa‘d al-Su‘ad (Aquarius)
). al-Jabha (Leo) i (7) 25, Sa‘d al-Akhbiyya  (Aquarius)
al-Zabra (Leo) 25 ii (4) 26. al-Fargh
(Leo) i (3) E (Pegasus)
*(Virgo) 21 ii ( ; argh
(Virgo) iv (5) al-Mu’akhkhar (Pegasus)
(Virgo) 25 iv (3) 28. Batn al-Hit (Pisces)

Northern Circumpolar Stars Consultant: Paul Kunitzsch Southern Circumpolar Stars




al-Han‘a “Now’ al-Hak'a “December
AT ITI[Ieleel [[T[ [ [T Jelefelele[®I [ [T [T Days
siLayaii 9 “November
“Naw’ al-Dabaran “Naw’ Ghatds al-Thurayyd Butayn
C|[IIelefe] T [ T I [Jelelefefolelo] [ [ [ L T T[T I [ele[l D _
,E Shita ©
‘5 “Naw’ al-Nath Naw’ Batn al-Hut ol
) |2 G G 1 0 D A (3 o T R Y i Days gag‘g
. gv
Now® September () OE
Fargh al“Mwakhkhar “Naw’ Fargh al-Mukaddam 2 ;§ ﬁ
st | RN O W L A (0 0 O b e ) e I L S Days §§§§
Naw’ N aw’ 3 rw“w" Aygust -g gt g
Sa‘d al~ Akhbiya ! Sa‘d al- Su‘ad Sa‘d Bul ‘ 2 g
P | A e O 560 60 0 4 e i v 3 0 . R L Doy §§%§
J(. arx’ 01“3'0;‘, r - u 2553
r.é\fle;.vﬂl-]_)llabih s f :ﬁq,. y Nﬂw, al-Bulda 2 ly § -g i 2
e O O ) e 3 e Days 13¢]
» une | & E-aa
“Naw” al-Na‘@im :lj:‘;;qwlu 5 gg— = i
ol | N N N N O O O " i O Y =3 0 O ¢ o o Days g?i"é
,al-?lnsara ) M 8 og'm 3
rz\{?‘gialb “Naw’ al-Iklil ; Pz{({‘gubana o 8 g ‘g Eé
o8 O 3 O N O R o N 0 T L G B o AN Days .38
Saif © e ® o0 g§g§
: “Naw’ “Nisan April TELES
o al-Ghafr “Naw’ al-Simak § 5 TeE
LT TeTe[eT T [ T[T T Je[s[slelofabr 0 1 [ [ 1T T {7 1
e o : . . ! g8 T
isan i ) e “Neve® “March 4 g = E 3
“Naw’ al-‘Awwa " al-Sarfa . £33
~|= 11T | Telsfie]s [l | Eal ol o lele]Je] T T T JoJo[o]o Days E'Eg'g%
: Husim %
: g Februa
“Naw’ al - Khurtan “Now® al-Djabha o= Tarf brasesy
(y’: o l.].!‘] ] _CFSs l | l.'.].!.l‘l.,.] ]l | l.l.].“ Days e
‘ ...’Zlusu.m e et ’ Joanuar g
“Naw’ al-Tarf al “Nathra “Naw’ al- Dhira‘an 4
=<|lele[o] [T T T T T TeTe[eTeTe] Ll ol 1OV Tejeintele ] g Days \
< 17 W ,*).r*;_._iﬁ e s e R T



The Khazar
N kingdom in the

early 10th
century
VOLGA
HOLY KIEVAN BULGHARIA
ROMAN RUS *Bulghar

EMPIRE

\

*Gurganj
KHWARIZM

eBukhara

KHORASAN

Der-ben.t

BYZANTINE Ardebil,

< EMPIRE
' C* &= :ERSIA
*Baghda

e

Figure 26: Map of the Khazar Empire in the early 4"/ 10" century, in Khzaria Image Gallery,

http://www.khazaria.com/khazar-images.html, last Updated: March 3, 2006, [accessed 12 March,
2008].
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Figure 28: al-Jawzahar, or the Head and Tail of the Dragon as demonstrated by Abai Ma'shar. See Abii

Ma‘shar al-Balkhi, A/-Mudkhalk ila 7Im an-Nujum, in King Abdul Aziz University, The Central
Library (MS. Falk, Tanjim, no. 285., n.d.), fol. 32.
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