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ln the Middle Ages, while Europe was mired in superstition and

feudal chaos, Baghdad was the intellectual center of the world.

It was there that an army of translators and scholars took the

wisdom of the Greeks and combined it with their own cultural

traditions to create a scientific, mathematical and philosophical

golden age. Their accomplishments were staggering, including

the development of modern medicine, chemistry, and algebra.

Muslim scientists correctly calculated the circumference of the

globe in the tenth century. Muslim musicians introduced the

guitar and musical notation to Europe. And Muslim philoso-

phers invented the scientific method and paved the way for the

Enlightenment.

At the dawn of the Renaissance, Christian Europe was wearing

Persian clothes, singing Arab songs, reading Spanish Muslim

philosophy and eating off Mamluk Turkish brassware. This is the

story of how Muslims taught Europe to live well and think
clearly. It is the story of How lslam Created the Modern World.
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Foreword
By Akbar S. Ahmed

fter September 11, 2001, Muslims have been depicted in the

media as "extremists", "terrorists" and "barbarians". People

have reduced Islam to "terrorism". Implicit in this view is the

perception that Islam as a civilization is not capable of producing

*y,tri"g worthwhile. It allows the easy dehumanization of individual

Muslims. It therefore encourages acts of cruelty when individuals are

involved-from random acts in the United States to the Abu Ghraib

prison in Baghdad, Iraq. It is easy ro be cruel ro someone who is seen

as representing a barbaric and evil civilization.

Commentators with little or no expertise have jumped into the

fray and are feeding into the hysteria. The most nonsensical theories

and shabby scholarship pass for serious commentary. It is a tidal wave

of ignorance and prejudice against Muslims. Matters are made worse

by too few Muslims who can engage in the discussion seriously or on

the basis of scholarship. The gaps between Muslims and non-Muslims

seem to be widening.

After September 1l there is no greater need than to bridge these

gaps of misunderstanding. It is importanr ro convey the basic history

of Islam. Vith this information will come an automatic refutation

of the current image of Islam as a barbaric civilization. It is the dury

of every scholar and commentator to engage in this exercise. Islam

will remain an area of interest for a long time to come. After all, there

are 1.3 billion Muslims in the world and 57 states claim to be Muslim.

There are some 7 million Muslims in the U.S.

Mark Graham argues that there is a clear connecrion between

Islamic civilization and the European Renaissance and he sets out to

detail the impact of the Muslim world on European science, poetry

11
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art, philosophy, mathematics and medicine. Graham did not set

out to write a heavy academic tome. This is not a history book with
heavily annotated pages and dense foomotes. It is a light but substan-

tial read. He believes that there are far too few books on this topic
especially in America and feels the need to present the information in
an easily digestible format. He is also aware that in the present cultural
climate for an author to assert that Islam as a cultural entity was every

bit as modern, secular and civilized as the'West, that in fact it taught
the'West to be the way it is, is controversial. But Graham believes

passionately in his subject. His introducdon sets the stage for his

argument: "This is a story that needs to be told ... It is the story of
how a precious heritage of knowledge was not simply preserved but
reconstituted and re-imagined. And it is the story of how medieval

Europe gave birth to the Renaissance. This is the story of how Islam

created the modern world."
Graham points out Qur'anic verses which should be well received

in America. For example the Qur'anic verse: "The nearest in affection

to the Muslims are those who say '\W'e are Christians"' (The Qur'an,
Surah 5: Verse 85).

Or "Say: 'We believe in that which is revealed to us and which was

revealed to you. Our God and your God is one. To Him we surrender

ourselves" (Surah 29:Yerse 46).

Apart from a brief fast-moving history of early Islam, Graham

points to the remarkable Muslim figures who lived a thousand years

ago and laid the foundations for a sophisticated Muslim civilization
which in rurn created the conditions for the birth of the Renaissance.

The key was the translation of the Greeks. It was the Muslim
scholars who over the centuries translated the great Greek masters

into Arabic and which allowed them to be translated into Latin and

eventually into French and English. 'S7ith the Greeks came ideas

of logical thought, political discussion and of good governance,

philosophy and ethics.



FonErvon n 13

Yet Graham points out that if you look through the pages of a

standard high school text on '$7'estern civilization you will be hard

pressed to find menrion of any Muslim other than the Prophet of

Islam. Perhaps the name of Saladin or Suleman the Magnificent but

nothing more. That is why Graham has ser our ro redi8/ the gap that

exists in'W'estern knowledge.

classical ideals created humanism, rarionalism and enlighten-

ment, the basis for'Western civilization. Yet paradoxically the Muslims

are told that the Greeks belong to Christendom and not Islam. In a

powerful ending Graham points our rhat the Greeks indeed belong to

Islam as much as they ever did to Christendom. It was the Muslims

who saved the Greeks when the christians were burning them. It

is they who translated them, debated them, commented on them

and improved upon their systems. Muslims gave \Testern Christians

their science, medicine, music, food, clothes, Poetry, philosophy and

mathematics. They were rhe ones who pulled Europe out of the

dark ages and into the enlightenmenr. "This", Graham believes, "is

the terrible secrer that the Renaissance myth tries to hide" (p. 182).

Graham's last lines sum uP his thesis: "It is time for memory to

triumph over collective amnesia. Islam belongs to the'West as much as

the Egyptians or the Greeks .. It is in the writing of that new history that

we might finally unlearn what has pulled us apart and learn anew what

we share as children of Abraham and Aristotle" (p. 182).

It is this message of hope and reconciliation that makes Mark

Grahamt How Islam Created the Modern World essential reading. It

would be an important-and enjoyable-book to read in normal

times; in the post-SePtember 11 world it should be required reading'

Professor Akbar Ahmed

Ibn Khaldun Chair of Islamic Studies

and Professor of International Relations

American UniversitY
'Washington, D.C.200 1 6



Introduction

his is a story that needs to be told. It is a story that has largely

been forgotten, its remnants embalmed in technical journals

and texts that only a handfirl of specialists read. Open any high

school history textbook and you will see this story noticeably absent, as

you would in most undergraduate world history surveys. It is the story of
how a religion many have come to see as barbaric and anti-modern built

an empire of wealth and splendor the like of which the world had never

seen. It is the story of how a precious heritage of knowledge was not

simply preserved but reconstituted and reimagined. And it is the story of

how medieval Europe gave binh to the Renaissance.

This is the story of how Islam created the modern world.

r5
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Islam Becomes
An Empire

THn MTSSBNGER

.'lG-FFe know when it all began: toward the end of the month

\V I of Ramadan, around 610 CE. 'We also know the place:

YY the hills skirting the fuabian trading hub of Mecca.

Most of all we know the one who first heard the news: Muhammad,

a merchant who often journeyed to the loneliness of a cave in Mount

Hira to think and pray.

\rhile meditating in the cave one night, he heard a voice say:

"Read!"

The illiterate Muhammad was bewildered by the mysterious com-

mand.
"Read!" the voice said,giln, "in the name of your Lord who created-

--created man from clots of blood. Read!Your [,ord is the Most Bountifi.rl

One, who by the pen taught man what he did not know'"

As Muhammad made a hasry exit, the voice called back to him,

"O, Muhammad, you are the messenger of God, and I am the angel

' I ll

Gabnel.

r7
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He ran home so terrified that he cried to his wife Khadija, ,,Cover

me!" But the voice did not go away. over rime, Muhammadwas given
many more revelations through Gabriel, words straight from Allah
Himself, the God of Abraham, Moses and Jesus. Noiry Muhammad
had become the "Seal of the prophets," the last in that long chain.

Naturally, the citizens of Muhammadt homerown 
-*.r. 

,ro.
especially thrilled to hear his monotheistic message. Mecca owed its
prosperity to its shrine, the Ka'ba, where the myriad gods of the various
Arab tribes shared space. In this environment of relilious inclusiveness,
feuds and factions took a backseat to pilgrimage. M..." had become a
highly lucrarive caravan stop. The e".yrlr, the fuab tribe who conuolled
the city, had no interest in a religion that made their source of income
obsolete.

The new prophet's followers were few ar first, mostry recruited, as

Jesus' had been, from the less fortunate. To them, the eur'ant message
of justice and mercy to the poor and the outcast *r, " miracle in
itself, emerging in the midst of such brutaliry and inequaliry (for a brief
sampling of Qur'anic passages, see Appendix I). The callous rich who
despised and victimized them were in for a big surprise. Muhammad

lTd.foynd 
something more powerfi.rl than th.ii-o.r.y or their honor.

He had found Allah:

Confound man! How ungrateful he is.
From what did He create him?
From a drop He created him and fixed his destiny,
Then He laid down his path for him.
Then caused him to die and laid him in the grave.
- Qur'an (80:17-2I)

Suddenly, human wealth and tribal pride were as
Islam, or submission to God, becam. th. new order of
\Mhat submission entails is relatively simple:

nothing.
the day.
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Your Lord, magnifr.

Your garments, purify.

All pollution shun.

Do not fear in giving alms to give too much.

For your Lord, wait PatientlY.

- Qur'an (74:3-7)

The Meccans at firsr listened to Muhammad with casud amuse-

menr. These harmless, simple pieties were all well and good. But

when the new Prophet began to preach against their idols, they grew

incensed. Vhat angered them the most was Muhammadt declaration

that all idol-worshippers had hellfire as their reward. To the tribal

Meccans this was too much. They began ro raunr Muhammad, throw-

ing sheep gurs at him as he walked the streets. Eventudly the teasing

gr.* i.rto outright threats. Despite such animosiry his uncle Abu

f 
"lib -"r"ged to protect Muhammad long enough for the Prophet to

recruit a band ofseveral hundred converts.

\rhen the universally respected Abu Talib died in 619 Mecca

became even less inviting than before. Khadija, the first convert to

Islam and the one who had supported Muhammad with her love

and kindness, died soon after. The Quraysh began to intensify their

persecudon of the Prophet and his followers. Muhammad thought of

moving his community to the summer resort of 'Ia-if, sevenry miles

away. He made an initial journey on his own, hoping to find a city

eager to hear his message. Upon his arrival, however, he was given a

,,rd. ,...ption. 'sy'orshipppers of the goddess al-Lat hounded the

Prophet out of town, lobbing rocks and curses all the way'

Demoralized, Muhammad made the long journey back to

Mecca. This time, the Prophet mer with a caravan group from

yathrib, rwo hundred and fifty miles nofth. They invited him and

his followers to their rown, thinking that he might be the Messiah

their Jewish neighbors were exPecting to show up at any moment'
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Muhammad accepted their invitation-and nor a momenr roo
soori. A hostile Meccan clan decided to stab the prophet while he
slepr' vhen the killers burst into Muhammad's bedroom, however,
they found a decoy-Ali, his nephew and ward. The prophet and his
faithful follower, Abu Bakr, had quietry sripped o,r, oi Mecca the
night before. Furious, the plotters gave chase.

Meanwhile the two fugitives had staked our a cave on Mount
Thawr. The Meccans soon reached the mountain and searched it
thoroughly. The assassins found the cave where the prophet ray
hidden. Yet they turned away without entering and rode back to their
city. \ix/hat stopped them from skewering the hated Muhammad right
there?

As the srory goes, as soon as the prophet stashed himserf in
the cave, a spider began to weave its web 

"..o* the entrance. The
Meccans, seeing the web, reasoned that no one had run through
the mouth of the cave for quire some time. Islam was saved by th.
slender strand of a spider's web.

- From this hijra, or emigration to yathrib (which eventually became
known as Medina, the ciry of the prophet), the Islamic calendar begins.
The date was July 16,622.

once safely within the walls of Medina, Muhammad began to shape
the Muslims into a hislrly cohesive, passionatery spirituar corimunity, the
umma. M*y Islamic practices were inuoduced here, includ"ing mosques,
muezzins, the direction of prayer, and many surahs, o, .h"pl.r, of the
Q**.

At Medina, Muhammad developed an intense bond with his fol-
lowers. Like many great figures, his thoughts, deeds, and habits were
reverently preserved. 'we know a great deal about Muhammad from
his sayings, the hadith. According to Mahatma Gandhi, these sayings
"are among the treasures of mankind, not merely Muslims." The
hadith not only express the prophet's views on faith and social justice
but also detail his private life and tasres. one endearing story relates
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how Muhammad cut away paft of his sleeve as he went to prayer. The
prophet, as ir turns our, was worried lest he disturb his sleeping cat,

Muizza, nestling in his arm.

Muhammad's compassion for nor.iust humans but all creatures is

evident in one of his most famous parables (Hadith of Bukhari

44:16:538), the story of a prostitute who, walking by a well, saw

a dog dying of thirst. Taking offher shoe and rying it with her shawl,

she drew some warer for the poor animal. For this simple act of

kindness, Muhammad told his listeners, God forgave the woman

for her licentious life. This parable, akin to Jesus' tale of the Good

Samaritan, reflects not only the Prophet's empathy toward socid

outcasts but also the Qur'an's message of tolerance and mercy'

Muhammadt brilliance lay in politics as well as spiritualiry. one

of the most extraordinary events to take place during this time was the

drafting of the covenant of Medina (sahifat al-Madinah), what some

consider to be the worldt first constitution. It was a treaty and ciry

charter benveen the Arabs and Jews of the ciry. All groups (Muslims,

Jews, and non-Muslim fuabs) pledged to live in civic harmony,

governed by mutual advice and consultation. The Covenant bound

ihese varied groups into a common defense pact and stipulated that

the Jews of the ciry were one community with the Muslims, that they

were free to profess and practice their religion and that they were

entitled to all the rights pertaining to the Muslims. This amazingly

foresighted document was a revolutionary step forward in civil

gor.rr-.rt. Despite the ultimately tragic end of Muslim and Jewish

cooperation in Medina, this blueprint of interreligious tolerance

would serve Islam and its subject peoples well in the future'

The resolve of Medinds citizens would soon be tested. After years of

rension, the conflict between Muslims and Meccans erupted into open

war. The showdown came in March 624.I-aning that a large Qurayshite

sravan would pCIs nearby on the way to Mecca, Muhammad decided to

meet them and inflict a military and financial defeat.
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The raid became known as the Battle of Badr. The Meccans had
brought a support of nine hundred and fifty men, most of them mounr-
ed, to guard the thousand camels and their treasure, worth 50,000
dinars. Muhammad, on the other hand, could only manage a pakry
three hundred or so, some of them old men. The Muslims hi only
seventy camels and t'wo horses. clearly they would be annihilated.

The battle began in true Arabian fashion, with single combat
bemreen champions from each side. Afterwards the sword slinging
erupted in earnesr, with the cocky euraysh assured of victory.

Despite their initial enthusiasm, the Meccans quickly discovered
that the Muslims had the advantage of superior organiration as well as
control of dl the nearby wells. The Meccans were now in a fight for
\Mater as well as their merchandise. For their part, the Muslims fo,rght
courageously, with the unwavering conviction that God was on their
side.

By the time the dust had cleared and the blood soaked in the dust,
Islam had fourteen marq/rs. The Mecens lost swenty men, with sevenry
more aken prisoner. The forces of the prophet had won a stunning
vicrory.

[,ater, it was revealed to the prophet that Alrah had sent a thou-
sand angels to fight with him, lest the all-too mortal Muslims grow
arrogant with their success. Meanwhile Allah sent a stern warning to
the defeated Quraysh:

Taste this' The scourge of the Fire awaits the unbelievers.

- Qur'an (8.14)

The Quraysh waited a year to settle rhe score, bringing three
thousand men to what would soon be called the Battle of Uhud.
Muhammad, meanwhile, had increased his force ro seven hundred.
The odds did not favor the Muslims, though they soon gained the
upper hand, as they had ar Badr.

A group of Muslim archers could taste the victory. Even though they
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were ordered to maintain their position at the top of Mount Uhud, they

now dashed headlong into bamle. Their recklessness enabled the Meccans

to regroup. \Tithin no time, a counter-atBck was mounted by the

redoubtable Khalid ibn d-valid and the Muslims were in complete

disaray. Muhammad himself took part in the fighting, using both bow

and spear. In the ensuing melee, the Prophet was knocked down by a

stone, splitdng his lip and smashing a tooth. A Quraysh warrior sent him

reeling baclavards, falling into a hole. After being hauled to safety, the

stunned Muhammad quickly recovered. But in the meantime a ruInor

spread that he had been killed. His demoralized followers fled in panic.

\When the battle was over, twenry-two Meccans and sixty-five

Muslims were dead. Their fields had been trampled by the invading

army and their harvest ruined. And as a gruesome Parting shot, the

Meccans defaced the Muslim dead, making necklaces of their ears and

noses. Hind, the wife of the Quraysh leader Abu Sufran' tore out

the liver of Muhammadt uncle Hamza, chewed it up and spar it out

in revenge for the death of her father at Badr. The nro parties vowed

to meet again in eyear-

It actually took a couple years and in the ensuing time

Muhammadt popularity was at an all-time low. The divine favor that

was theirs at Badr was gone, the Muslims reasoned. If Allah couldnt

guaranree vicrories, why bother listening to his Prophet? In the midst

of this discontent, a revelation arrived which assured the faithful that

Uhud had been a test of their resolve and a punishment for those who

felt they could accomplish anything without Godt help.

The Propher was being assailed from many sides. Just as his own

followers were beginning to quesrion him, so too were the Jews of

Medina. After many years they had not been persuaded to leave their

faith. Nor had they come ro accept Muhammad as their Messiah.

The Prophet was bewildered. To him, Islam was simply the find sage

in a process that began long ago with Abraham, their mutud father who

had built the Kdba in the first place. Muhammad had married a Jew.
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Muslims celebrated some Jewish holidays and kept the Yom Kippur fast.
In spite of this, the Jews rejected the new Prophet as they had another, six
hundred years before. It was one of the greatest disappointments of
Muhammadt life.

By 627 the Meccans were back with ten drousand men, including
Bedouin mercenaries, African slaves and various Jewish tribes; an interna-
tional coalition, so to speak. It didnt help that Muhammad only had three
thousand of the faithftl.

The Prophet had learned his lesson at Uhud and decided against
engaging them on the open field. Following the advice of a Persian con-
vert, he commanded his followers to dig a rrench around the entire ciry
of Medina. It took them nventy days to complete it. The invaders' siege

lasted lide longer. In a month they withdrew, unable to breach Medina's
defenses. Muhammad had scored an dmost bloodless victory<nly
twenty men had died. Now there was nothing to stand in Islamt way.

Not long after the battle of the ffench, Muhammad turned on the
remainingJews in Medina, whom he suspected of conspiracy with the
Meccans. An Arab tribe, the Aws, pleaded their case, and the prophet

let the Aws chieftain decide their fate. This man, however, proved to
be less than sympathetic. He ordered the males beheaded and the
women and children sold into slavery. Muhammad, still stung by their
rejection ofAllah's message, let the punishment stand.

For the next several years, the message of Islam was brought to the
other people of the Booh the Christians. As the Q"i* (29:46) puts it:

Say: 'We believe in that which is revealed to us and which
was revealed to you. Our God and your God is one. To Him
we surrender ourselves.

And:

The nearest in affection to [the Muslims] are those who say:
''$7'e are Christians.'

- Qur'an (5:85)
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Some of the Christians grew so affectionate toward Islam that

they converted. One was a Byzantine priest named Dughatir. Another
was the prefect of Palestine. Dughatir was hanged while the prefect, by

order of the emperor, was decapitated and crucified. Despite these

brutal retdiations, numerous treaties were signed with Christian and

Jewish tribes.

Other Christians, however, were not so friendly. An expedition

of Muslims into Syria was decimated by a Byzantine border patrol

that slew, among many others, the Prophett adopted son. It was the

beginning of a less than beautiful friendship that would finally expire

in 1453, when Constantinople became Istanbul.

Through treaties, conquests and even assassinations, the fuabian
peninsula was quickly brought under the sway of the One Godt
banner. During this time the Muslims held to strict rules of engage-

ment which forbade harming women, children, animals and even

trees. tVhile Muhammad did burn an orchard or two when it was

necessary to provoke surrender, his enlightened and civilized approach

to combat was a moral milestone.

In 630, Muhammad finally entered Mecca with ten thousand

men. Abu Sufyan, the Umayyad chieftain who had opposed him
at Badr and Uhud, surrendered. The army of the Prophet occupied

Mecca without a fight.
Instead of executing his former archenemies, the Prophet let them go

free--even Abu Sufyant wife Hind, who had cut open the body of
Muhammadt uncle and chewed his liver. Her son Muawiya became

the Prophett new secretary. It was an dmost unprecedented act of peace

and a brilliant diplomatic move for Islam, making the conversion of
Mecca all the easier.

The Prophet's wrath was reserved solely for the idols within the

Ka'ba. Dragging the wooden stumps out into the open, the Muslims

smashed them apart one by one and ground them into the dust.

All that remained were some paintings of Jesus and the Virgin
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Mary, which were respectfully removed. The once pagan shrine was

rededicated to the only true God. The call to prayer of Bilal, the first
muezzin, could be heard throughout the ciry.

And yet, some Arabs still held our againsr the onslaught of Islam.
Chief among them were the citizens of Thi[ the very place where
Muhammad was stoned out of town years before. After Yemen, Oman,
Bahrain and the rest of the Arabian peninsula had submitted, the citizens
ofTdif remained steadfast to their al-tat. \Vhen Muhammad arrived in
town with a considerably larger retinue this time, the pagans offered a

compromise-they would submit if Muhammad would keep his hands
offtheir idol for three years.

"Three years!" Muhammad cried. "No, not for one day."
AI-Lat perished with one blow of the axe. Paganism in Arabia was

dead, a new faith was born, and the world was never going to be the
same.

Tnp RlcurLY GUTDED

Muhammad died rwo years later, on June 8, 632. He was buried
under the floor of his favorite wife Aishas home in Medina. His
father-inlaw and faithful follower Abu Ba[r addressed the faithful:

O people, tnrly, whoever worshipped Muhammad know that
Muhammad is dead. But whoever worshipped God, know that
God is alive.

There would be no other prophets. Allah had given his final
revelation. AII that was left for the survivors was ro spread the news.

But the Muslims were nor to be without a leader, though
Muhammad had no sons to pick up rhe mantle. The position first
passed to Abu Bakr and then to Umar, the son-inJaw of the Prophet.
The idea of kingship being anathema to rhe Arabs, rhese men were
simply called hhalifa or "successors."

For thirry years, the whole of Islam was ruled by these caliphs
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who put as much store in spiritualiry as politics. fu Abu Bakr put it:
"Obey me as long as I obey God and His Prophet.'When I disobey

Him or His Prophet, then do not obey me."
During this time, the revelations of Muhammad were often

memorized word for word by the faithful. But they were dso written
down-on papyrus, palm fronds, cloth and even camel bones. In
recent years some early versions of the Qur'an have been discovered

which contain textual variations. According to most Muslim scholars,

this has more to do with Arab dialects than doctrinal differences.

Abu Bakr instructed Muhammadt scribe, Zaydbin Thabit, to make

a master copy of all the fragments in existence. From him, the first

Qur'an was passed down to (Jmar and finally to Uthman, the third
caliph, who compiled the definitive text. Unlike the Jewish and

Christian scriptures therefore, the Qur'an was compiled within the

lifetimes of those who had first heard its revelations. After reading the

Qur'an to the Prophet's companions, who approved it, Uthman had

all other copies destroyed.

Some scholars dispute this story claiming that the Qur'an did not
achieve its standard form till a much later date. They call attention to
the fact that copies of the Qur'an from this early period are no longer

extant. However, they fail to mention that the art of severd mosques

and shrines such as the Dome of the Rock have preserved Qur'anic
verses from this era. In 903 a traveller to the Prophett mosque

described mosaic inscriptions there that included surahs 1 and 91-
114. The mosaics were created between 706-710. Thus the evidence

indicates that at a very early date the Qur'an existed in canonical form.

Even for the skeptical, the period for possible redaction of the

Q"i* was quite brief compared to theJudeo-Christian Bible. Given this

evidence it seems likely that the definitive Q* * of Uthman is the same

that is read by every Muslim today.

Besides the compilation of their holy scripture, the leaders of
Islam had other pressing affairs at hand. These early cdiphs may not
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have been experienced governors but rhey did what was necessary ro
hold the modey array of tribes together under the single banner of
Islam. '\Tithout the charisma of the prophet to unite them, the Arabs
tended to revert to tribal loydties, feuds and even some pagan prac-
tices from the "age of ignorance."

From the momenr of the Prophett death in 632, Islam as a
unified politicd and spiritud entity ceased ro exist. Sects and factions
sprang up like scorpions. Rivalries were as pandemic as in early
Christianiry with its contentious adherents to Peter, Paul, or Apollos.
Nothing has changed. In fact, division and schism have multiplied
with the centuries.

Tod"y, contrary to the common perception, there is no such thing as

"Islam" but many different Islams, as there are many different Judaisms,
Christianities, or Buddhisms. Europeans and Americans have made

momal blunders and missed many opportunities for reconciliation over

the years because they have failed to understand Islam in all its factional
complexity.

This factionalism was the undoing of the first group of caliphs. All
relatives of the Prophet, these "Righdy Guided" caliphs attempted to
maintain the common sense ofpurpose and submission to Allaht will that
characterized the first community at Medina. Sadly, they failed-marryrs
to the faith of Islam and perhaps victims of its political triumphs.

\Vhen Umar died, the communiry nominated both Uthman and
Ali. The vote was split but eventually they settled on Uthman.
Despite his accomplishments as a ruler, including standardizing the
holy book, Uthman made many political enemies, especially in Egypt.
After replacing its popular governor with his own cousin, Uthman
came under fire from a group of five hundred Arab rebels. First he

promised to consider their demands. Then he reneged on his promise
and preached against them at a Friday service. Enraged, the rebels

broke into his home and killed him while he was reading the Qur'an.
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It was not a good way for Ali to gain the caliphate. There were prob-
lems from the very beginning. Ai'sha, the Prophett wife, was no friend

of Ali, who angered her years before when she had been accused by her

enemies of adultery. At the Bade of the Camel, she led rebel forces

against him, urging her troops on while ensconced in a litter on a camel's

hump. Ali was victorious that day and forced Muhammadt widow into
seclusion. He was not so successful with anothe! more dangerous rival.

Mu'awiya, the son of Muhammad's former arch-enemyAbu Sufyan,

had risen quickly to power in the new Islamic state. He was now the

powerfirl governor of Syria, owing his position to the slain Uthman, a
relative. The governor lost no time in accusing Ali of having conspired

to kill Islam's rightful ruler. Soon it came to open war.

After the inconclusive Battle of Siffin in 657, Ali decided to leave

the matter to arbitration. This was the last straw for a group of
Muslims who felt it was sacrilege to submit Godt word to diplomacy.

Known as the Kharijites, they mustered an army against him a. year-

later. Ali won the battle that day but lost the war. Three years later,

while entering a mosque, a Kharijite fanatic leaped from his hiding
place and plunged a dagger into the caliph, killing him on the spot.

Ali's followers shifted their loydties to his son Hasan, but to no

avail. Selling out his claim to the caliphate, he retired to Medina

while Muawiya became the first caliph of the Umayyad dynasty. The

unbroken chain of Righdy Guided Caliphs-relatives of the Prophet

himself-was broken. After years of bloody civil war, Islam passed from

the hands of spiritud guides to worldly monarchs. The death of Ali left

a scar that would never be healed, leading to an increasing array ofviolent
schisms that would shake not just Islam but the world.

To the Muslims of today, the reign of the Righdy Guided Cdiphs
was an era of spiritual puriry akin to the Apostolic Age of Christianity.

Perhaps it is all just nostdgia, a yearning for a heroic pa$ that can

outshine the lackluster present. But one thing is certain-things were

never the same after Mu awiya became caliph.
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Vith the Umayyads the capital moved from Mecca ro Damascus,
and Islam lost its politicd and spiritual focus in fuabia. From here on,
the new world power would become increasingly cosmopolitan and
multi-ethnic. Islam was about to become an empire.

THe CoNqunsrs

A year after the Prophet's death, a vasr army of Muslim warriors
invaded the great Sassanian Empire of Iran. The leader of the faithful,
Khalid ibn al-'Walid, was nor a man to mince words. In a terse letter
to the Persians he invited them to either become Muslim or ro pay
rhe jizya, a tax imposed on non-Muslim subject people. If they chose
neither, Khalid assured them that "I shall come againsr you with men
who love death as you love to drink wine."

Nothing could withstand them. Vithin a cenrury, Muslims had
done what Rome could not do: conquer the entire civilized world.
The call of the muezzin could be heard from Spain all the way ro
India. By 732, a hundred years exacrly after Muhammad's death,
Muslims were skirmishing with Franks at Poitiers.

Khalid ibn al-Valid, the grearesr of Muslim warriors, was rhe
leader of the initial conquests in the Near East. Ironically, the Meccan
had fought against the Prophet at Uhud, nearly crushing him that day.

Now a convert, he shook the rwo great kingdoms of Byzantium and
Sassanian Persia to their foundations and blazed the trail for a new
empire, grander than any the world had ever seen.

It was not the first time empires had been prey ro marauding
invaders. Visigoths, Ostrogoths, and Vandals had sacked Rome. The
Huns and Vikings put the dark in Europet dark ages. Bur none
of these groups left any truly lasting impact on the societies they
raped and pillaged. Instead they were quickly absorbed into the Latin
Christian culture of Rome, going native almost immediately.

The Muslims were different. They had the revelation of God to back
them up, a new faith that outdid all others. Conversion was the order of
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the day-and not always on the most pleasant of terms. They were not
interested in assimilation. Since God's words had been dictated to
Muhammad in Arabic, the language itselfwas holy. Rather than learning

Greek or Persian or latin, the fuabs saw to it that fuabic becarte the

world language, the tongue of civilization for the next six hundred years.

Khalidt armies were in the right place at the right time. The
two great world empires of Byzantium and Persia were weakened by
decades of warfare. fu within any empire, their conquered peoples

began to slowly erode the shackles of power. Monophysite and Coptic
Christians were considered heretics by the orthodox Byzantines.
'$7"hen Khalid besieged Damascus in 635, Arab Christians from
within its walls conspired with him against their Orthodox overlords.
\Mhen the Byzantines were defeated and expelled, the populace

greeted the Muslim armies with open arms. Despite their being

Christian, the Syrians had more in common with their fellow Arabs

than the overbearing Greels of Constantinople.
A year later, at the Battle of Yarmuk, an eastern tributary of

the Jordan, Khalidt forces faced fifty thousand Byzantine troops

commanded by the emperort brother Theodorus. Khalid was able

to maneuver the Greeks into a narrow space between two strearns.

There they were blinded by sand blowing in fitfi.rl gusts. The batde cry
of "Allahu akbar!" (God is the greatest!), spurred the Muslims on. They

slaughtered their opponents, driving them into the stream beds. There

were barely any survivors. The Emperor Heraclius mourned, "Farewell

O Syria, and what an excellent country this is for the enemy."

Eventudly, the caliph Umar grew envious of Khdid's popularity and

success. Summoning him back to Medina, the caliph stripped the great

general of his position and left him to die in modest obscurity in 642.

Khalid's lW"y would far oudast his fame. Now, nearly founeen cen-

turies after his death, the Prophet's banner still flies over the lands Khalid

and his armies conquered so long ago.lVhile Catholic Christianity, the

other great temporal and spiritual power of the age, lost its touch over a
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great deal of Europe, Islam maintained its hold over its vast domains-a
testament to the culture and faith of Muslims worldwide.

Tup Uueweos

Under Muawiya the armyt tribal units were broken up and reorgan-

ized along a more modern, Bfzantine model. Far from the unmly desert

warriors that had won Badr, these new Umayyad soldiers were disciplined,
well paid, and followed a strict chain of command. W.hen he became

governor of Syria, Mu awiya found shipyards (dar al-sinalah, from which
English gets the word arsenaf dong the Mediterranean coast. Seeing the
strategic advantage, he oversaw the consrruction of Islamt first navy and
declared himself the amir al-bahl, "commander of the sea." The term he

coined would later surface in Europe, where it was changed rc admiral.
Despite Mu'awiya's bloody rise to power, his reign marked one of

the longest periods of internal peace for any caliph. "\Var cosrs more,"
he replied when someone castigated him for his lavish spending.

This did not stop the armies of Islam from taking rheir message

to Bfzantium and Northern Africa. During Muawiyas reign, Muslim
armies besieged Constantinople for nine years. The siege itselfwas unsuc-
cessfirl due to a Bfzantine concoction known as "Greek fire," a kind of
early napalm.

'!7hile the capital of the Greeks stood fast, the Byzantine holdings in
Nonhern Africa were falling to Islam, one after the other. First it was

Egpt, where the conquerors founded a new city known as Cairo. From
there they proceeded into Tirnisia until they were finally checked by the
native Berbers.

At the death of Mu'awiya, his son Yazid ascended ro rhe
throne. It was official now: the Arabs had a king. The political
reality did not sit well with many. Yazid was nowhere near rhe
statesman or general that his father had been. His lackluster siege

of Byzantium had won him no glory and his love of flesh and wine
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repulsed those who took Allah at his word. Dissent swelled until

a champion was chosen to vanquish Yazid. This was Hussayn, the

son of Ali and grandson of Muhammad himself.

Hussayn had lived quietly in Medina, gathering around him a

circle of devoted followers who revered him as their imam and future

caliph. Now he refused allegiance to Mu awiyas heir and set offacross

the Iraqi desert to confront him.

His.iourney had barely commenced when warning came that the

viceroy of Iraq's son, Ubaid Allah, was waiting to crush any uprising

that came his way. Once they heard the news, Hussaynt Bedouin

soldiers fled back into the desert, leaving him with only sevenry men.

The imam shrugged and rode on, expecdng a mass revolt when he

reached Kufa. But he never had the chance ro resr his theory. At his camp

in Karbala, he was attacked by ubaid Allaht forces. Refusing ro surren-

der, Hussayn and his men fought them to the death. The overwhelming

Umayyad force slaughtered them mercilessly. Hussayn's ten year old

nephew died in his arms. His brothers and sons were struck down and

finally Hussayn himself fell.

The women and children were sPared but the warriors were

beheaded. \when the head of Hussayn was thrown at the feet of the

viceroy someone cried: "Gently-on that face I have seen the lips of
the Apostle of God!"

The entire umrna was horrified by the news. Yazid tried to wash

Hussayn's blood from his hands but the memory of the slaughter at

Karbala would resonate through the centuries, creating a martyr for a

messianic sect of Islam known as Shiaism (for more on the Shias, see

Chapter 7). The new sect was quickly embraced by many of the

empire's outcasts, including those of non-Arab origin like the Persians.

Proud of their great cultural and political heritage, the Persians resented

the imperious and unschooled Arabs. Embracing Shiaism they, along

with many other disaffected Arabs, united in747 with a distant relative

of Muhammad to overthrow the Umayyads.
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Tnr AsnesrD REVoLUTToN

Abu-d-'Abbas was a descendant of the Prophett first cousin.
Appropriately known x Al-Saffah, the bloodshedder, Abu-al-?\bbas ral-
lied the enemies of the Umayyad regime under his black banner. claiming
that the Umayyads were secular usurpers with no spiritual authoriry, he
pledged to refocus the caliphate and Islam itself on the Prophett original
vision.

The mawali, or recendy converted non-Arabs, were his sffongest
supporters. Taking the Prophet at his word that dl Muslims were broth-
ers, they challenged the fuab sysrem of segregation in mosques and
marketplaces. These Persians, Syrians, Berbers and others were forced to
pay taxes from which fuabs were exempt. They could not marry Arabs,
nor could they serve in the higher echelons of the military, notably the
cavalry. This huge underclass vasdy ournumbered their Arab masters.
Clearly, it was time for a change.

By 749, the would-be ruler made his firsr move in lraq. Abu-al-
Abbas was proclaimed caliph in Kufa, where Ali had met his doom.
From there he sent a Persian ex-slave, Abu-Muslim d-Khurasani, ro
stir things up across the border. Al-Khurasani soon amassed an army
which drove the Umayyads back into Iraq. A year later, on a tributary
of the Tigris River, the last Umayyad cdiph, Marwan II and his mrelve
thousand ffoops were annihilated. The cdiph fled to a church where
he was soon found and beheaded. The rest of the Umayyad family
fared even worse. The royal tombs in Damascus were broken into and
the corpses burned to cinders.

But the mosr atrocious reprisal was yer ro come. An uncle ofAbu-al-
Abbas, Abdallah ibn Ali, invited .ighty men of the former royal family to
a banquet, guaranteeing their safety. In the middle of their meal, theywere
surrounded and clubbed to death. kather covers were rhrown over them
as table cloths and Ibn Ali and his killers feasted on the dead and dyrng of
Muawiyds heirs.
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The year was 750 and the Abbasids, knee-deep in blood, ascended

the throne they would hold for five centuries. Despite such a savage staft,

it was here, in the new capital of Baghdad, that Arabs and Persians alike

began a process of experimentation, invention and discovery that would

lead to the European Renaissance and beyond.



2

The House of Wisdom

t was the DarkAges. Vikings were marauding the coasdines, trade

routes were down, thugs in armor set uP a protection racket

called feudalism, and the wisdom of the Greeks was lost'

Meanwhile on the coast of the North Sea, Irish monks saved civiliza-

tion by preserving what paltry classical texts they had, waiting for the

right moment to disseminate them through the Continent and j*-P-
start the Renaissance.

A little while later, during the crusades, Europe pulled itself out

of the Dark Ages by liberating the Holy Land from rhe "Saracens."

Although they were not ultimately successfi.rl, the Crusaders managed

to bring back all sorts of wonderfirl things, fragments of Greek and

Roman learning that the Muslims had "preserved" or "incubated,"

faithfully waiting for the true heirs of Plato and fuistode to reclaim

their lost heritage. Once the Muslims had fulfilled this noble function,

they returned to their tents and camels and baclsvard ways while

Europe went on to the Renaissance and world domination.

FaNresv vs. REALITY

This is how the tale is still often told in the'west, from grade school

through college. The rise of Islam is mentioned just long enough to

explain why there are so many Muslims in the world. After that, Islam

37
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fades from the historical record until the Franks encounrer the
"saracens" in the 1090s. The success of the First crusade is recounted
with pride, while later failures are quickly glossed over. 's7ith the
Renaissance wrapping up the accounr, one might safely conclude that
the Europeans could do what the Muslims could not: rurn Greek wis-
dom into something usefirl.

This is the story of the Middle Ages, the one that every school kid
learns. It is the story of how the glory of Greece and the grandeur of
Rome were losr for a time but found again-how Europe wandered in
the wilderness for forty years (actually more like six or seven hundred)
but eventually redeemed itself by throwing out the superstitious world-
view of the Catholic Church and embracing the humanistic ideals of the
Greek philosophers. \)7hat may come as a surprise to the millions of
people of all generations who have been forced to learn this version of
events is that it is sheer myth.

After all, what could be more mythological than the idea of a hero
(Europe), the son of Gods (Greece and Rome), discovering its birthright
(civilization and power), after going through a quesr (the crusades) and
fighting various monsrers (Muslims) who have been hoarding the treas-
ure (philosophy, science, mathematics) for ages? Read it in Ovid, the
Nibelungenlied, or J. R. R. Tolkien. But if you really want your heroic
frrt"rl. straight up, dl you have to do is read a social studies textbook.

Looking through the pages of a standard high school rext on
'w'estern civilization (or world cukures or whatever other euphe-
mism), you will be hard pressed to find mention of any Muslim
other than Muhammad. Perhaps you will come across the names of
Saladin or Suleiman the Magnificent, brilliant rulers who, it is
begrudgingly admitted, actually defeated the \West from time to
time. But after that...nothing. No mention of scientists, wrirers,
artists, philosophel5-i11short, no reference to anyone or anything
that would lead you to believe that the Islamic world ever had any
culture worth speaking about.
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Tluth, unlike myth, is frequendy what we do not want to hear. And

perhaps the most heretical thing to say is that Europe ever had anything

to learn from Islam. But learn it did, sitting at the foot of its Muslim

teachers for half a millenium. Far from being incubators or Preservers,

Muslims were all the things those textbooks deny them being: artists,

poets, philosophers, mathematicians, chemists, astronomers, physicists'

In short, they were civilized at a time when EuroPe was wallowing in

barbarism. Muslim civilization was the greatest in size and technology

that the world had ever seen. And far from existing in a vacuum, it

directly impinged on the creation of Europe as a culturd entity and as

a scientific and political power. As much as some are loathe to admit it,

the Islamic world is the giant on whose shoulders the European

Renaissance stood.

The story begins at the dawn of the ninth century.

Tnp CenolINGtAN " RENAISSANCE"

If there was a bright spor in the Dark Ages, it was Aachen, located in

what is now Germany. This was the imperid capitd of the Frankish king

Charles the Great, known as Charlemagne. From his tribe, the Franl's, the

modern nation of France derives its name as well as the first great hero

of its culture.

Early on in his reign charlemagne conquered the pagan Saxons and

convefted them to Christianity after t brutal thirteen-year campaign.

From there he turned to the south of his kingdom, which bordered

on another non-Christian power quite unlike barbaric Saxony. This was

al-Andalus, the Muslim kingdom in spain, ruled by descendants of the

only umayyads ro esc{rpe Abu-al-'Abbas' clutches. Here in oiile they

had turned a baclnvater peninsula into a center of learning and culture

(see Chapter 5).

Like many of his predecessors, Charlemagne had delusions of

grandeur about bringing the Gospel ro every corner of Europe and

beyond. Fortunately for the Muslims, he never had the chance to
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christianize Cordoba. Most of his time in spain was spenr fighting other
christians. Eventually charlemagne tired of his missionary efform and
marched back home across the $renees. There his rear guard was cut
to pieces by Christian Basques. This humiliating defeat served as the basis
for the great medieval epic La Charuon dz Rolznd.

\Vhen he wasnt involved in any of his sixty military campaigns,
charlemagne devoted some time to a firsr, tentative stab at cultural
rebimh in Aachen. He picked an English cleric, Alcuin, to supervise the
effort. The enterprising monk ser up a palace school where the Frankish
nobiliry could get their first taste of ancient learning. Scholars were
imported from Ireland, Italy and christian Spain. They soon inspired
their pupils with such enthusiasm that Aachen was dubbed "rhe second
Athens" or "the second Rome," depending on one's taste in hyperbole.

Unfortunately there was not much Greek or Roman wisdom to go
around. Scientific works from ancient Greece were nor available in l^atin
translations, nor was anyone found who could actually read the Greek
originals. vhat remained was largely Roman history and literature.
Thanks to the carolingians, the writings of Julius Caesar, Thcitus and
many others were redeemed from obscuriry.

After blowing the dust off Rome's literary legaq, monks set about
copying the works and dispersing them. This was a labor-intensive
process. After flaying the necessary animal to provide a writing surFace,

the monks had to carefi.rlly transcribe the original, word for word, in the
new style of handwriting, carolingian miniscule. Then the manuscript
would be turned over ro an illuminator who created exquisite illustrations
rhat gave free rein to his fancy.

Primarily then, the carolingians were responsible for preserving the
world's knowledge of Roman literature and revolutionizing manuscript
illumination. considering the time and place, it was no mean achieve-
ment. But was this truly a Renaissance? A rebirth of philosophical and
scientific speculation?

A few years ago a book was published with the title, Hou the lish
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Saued Ciuilization.It was those Irish, purported the author, who held

on to Roman texts whileVikings burned libraries on the Continent. After

the barbarians settled down, the Irish returned to the welcoming arms of

carolingian monks, spreading good cheer and Roman poerry. Thanks to

those diligent men, the \7est rediscovered its classical heritage. The way

was paved for konardo and Copernicus.

It's a nice story but, alas, history is not that simple. A few beauti-

fully illuminared manuscripts do not a civilization make. one might

ask: once civilization was brought back to the Franks, why didnt they

do something with it? Because the simple fact is that Europe remained

in a feudal stupor for the next four hundred years. \why then did the

Renaissance happen when it did? vhy were rhere no great scientific or

mathematical discoveries from Charlemagnet reign until the fifteenth

century? \vhy didnt the Europeans use this vast rreasure the Irish and

carolingians had saved for them? The answer is simply that what we

have learned about "'W'estern" civilization is pure mythology, designed

ro cover up an embarrassing history of unfathomable ignorance and

suPerstition.

It is curious how great powers consistently legitimize their author-

iry by linking themselves with someone else's glorious past, claiming

direct descent from the very best. In this way \Testern Europe claims

Greece and Rome for its pedigree. The Dark Ages were nothing but a

temporary amnesia of this great genealogy, thankfully cured by Irish

and carolingian monks. It is certainly what'wesrerners would like very

much to believe.

Except that it is far from the truth. The light of Greekwisdom, the

works of Plato and Aristotle, fuchimedes and Hippocrates, did not

go out in the Middle Ages. Knowledge did not grind to a stop but

proceeded at a feverish pace. The Renaissance was already happening

and civilization was in no need of being saved. It was alive and well and

Charlemagne knew just exactly where it could be found.

In Baghdad.

L-_
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CnarugraecNE's ELEpHANT

It was there that he sent a delegation in 797 to establish diplomatic
ties with the caliph Harun al-Rashid. Known to the Franks as "Aaron,
King of the Persians," Harun was no doubt delighted ro receive this party
of scru6, barbarians. They would be usefirl in helping him pester his great
foes, Umayyad Spain and Byzantium. The way the Frankish chronicler
Einhard tells it, Harun showed his esteem for charlemagne above all
other monarchs by showering him with the most exrravagant gifts. In
realiry the all-powerfrrl catiph most likely considered them nothing more
than a token set of baubles. After a series of exchanges between the two
empires, charlemagne received a treasure chest of Eastern bounty: exotic
perfumes, bolts of silk, scimitars of Damascus steel, and a marvelous
mechanical clock with narelve horsemen popping out of windows to
announce the hour.

Most spectacular of all was the gift brought by an Abbasid embassy
to charlemagne's court in 802. After making their way across rhe
Mediterranean, inro Itdy and through the Alps, Harun's emissaries
found themselves at Aachen where they presented the Holy Roman
Emperor with a most incredible and awesome spectacle: an elephant.

Named Abu-al-Abbas, after the dynastyt founder, this white
elephant became the marvel of Aachen. charlemagne had a special
house built for his jumbo-sized status symbol and even took him on
a military campaign against the Danes. sadly while the Danish king
perished, so, alas, did Abu.

charlemagne was nor to last much longer. In 814 he died, leaving
an empire to be split benveen his various sons. Soon t}ey were at each
others' throats, ushering in a new period of social anarchy and intellec-
tual stagnation. The Carolingian Renaissance was snuffed out like a
candle in the wind and the Dark Ages were up and running again.

on the surface the initial contact between "East" and "'w'est" bore
lide fruit. M*y scholars, including Einhard, saw this interaction as a
sign of charlemagne's prestige in even remote places like "the orienr."
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yet despite Einhardt glowing account, ties betrveen the two kingdoms

remained superficid for the time being. It was only when the Franks came

beating at Jerusalem's door three hundred years later that the Islamic

world would take any serious notice of its less cultivated neighbors.
'Well before the Crusades began, however, Muslims were in the

business of changing the course of European history. Harun al-Rashid's

impact on Europe would go far beyond an elephantt carcass and a

fancy water clock. His greatest gift to his barbaric neighbors was not

a bottle of perfume, or a Damascus sword or a bolt of Chinese silk. It
was his son, al-Ma'mun, the man who would chart a course for the

Scientific Revolution.

Tnp AcB oF INFoRMATIoN

It all began in Baghdad in 819. Al-Ma'mun had just vanquished

his half brother in a strrgde for the throne. \While his fuab father was

the great caliph, his mother Marajil was a Persian slave girl. Once on

the throne, al-Mdmun built a bridge between the t'wo worlds. Soon the

cultural riches of Persia, long dormant beneath the yoke of fuab racism,

were allowed to firlly flower again. Tiade flowed freely, industry boomed,

and a new class of neo-Muslim merchants made Baghdad the center

of the world. The city iself was, in the words of an ancient chronicler,

"covered with parks, gardens, villas and beautifirl promenades, and plen-

tifirlty supplied with rich bazaars, and finely built mosques and baths,"

as well as "numerous colleges of learning, hospitals, infirmaries for both

sexes, and lunatic asylums."

The streets, swept and washed clean, were lined by palaces and

mansions furnished in silk, brocade, taPestries and Chinese ornaments.

In the harbor, there were Asrynan rafts nesding beside Chinese junls, the

water "animated by thousands of gondolas, decked with litde flags, danc-

ing like sunbeams on the water." To this great international metropolis

India brought its minerals and spices, Cenud fuia its rubies, china its

silk, Africa its ivory and Europe its furs. Even the traffic in slavery
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was multinational, with Africans, Asians, and Europeans toiling beneath
Muslim masrers. Centuries larer, as Baghdad burned to the ground, a
newly-formed nation of these slaves would prove to be the salvation
of not only Islam but'Western Christendom.

Over all this wedth and splendor al-Ma'mun presided. Unlike so
many other rulers, however, al-Ma'mun was not content to wallow in
pleasure. His imagination was on fire with a revolution of the mind.

In the early years of his lif., he had been ostracized from the halls of
power for his Persian heritage. His formative years had been spent with
his mother in her own counrry with a corerie of subversive rutors. After
dabbling in Shiaism, al-Mamun found a home with a new and radical
school of thinkers known as al-Mutazilah, the seceders. These bold
iconoclasts dared to call the narure of the Q"t'* into question.
According to them, the holy book was created, not eternal as orthodox
Muslims believed. The new-found discipline of logic had demonstrated
that if God created werything then he must certainly have created the

Qur'an as well.

The Mutazilah also pvnled, over Qur'anic passages describing the
punishment God would inflict on evildoers. Muslims believed in God's
omniscience-that he knew everything that men or women would
do since before the beginning of time. But ifso, the Mutazilah reasoned,
how could God punish them for wrongdoings when he knew what
would happen before it happened? could mortals be held responsible
and thrown into hell for something over which they had no power?

It was the old conflict benareen predestination and free will that
had divided christian theologians for centuries. Not suqprisingly it was
the Nestorian Christians of Syria who first inspired these Muslim radicals
to begin their theological quest. Living as a religious minoriry, the
christians sought ways to defend their faith. The most powerfi.rl weapon
they had in their arsenal was known as'aql-reason.

Hellenism (ancient Greek culture and ideals) had a,ived in Syria with
Aler<ander the Great and never depaned. Just as France and England were
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part of the Roman cultural sphere, so too was Syria firlly in orbit around

the classicd civilization of Greece. Among the Syrian Christians, Greek

was the intellectual language of choice, much as Latin was in the 'West.

From Alexandria to Antioch, whereverArab Christians crossed intellectu-

al swords with Arab Muslims, they used Aristotle and Plotinus and a host

of others to bulwark their arguments.

But Christianiry as a whole had a far from amicable relationship

with Greek wisdom. Indeed, it was a Christian mob that torched the

priceless library at Alexandria centuries before. And it was a Christian

king-Justinian-who closed Plato's academy in 529 and sent its schol-

ars packing to the distant lands of Persia and the school ofJundishapur.

These Nestorian exiles, hated by the orthodox Byzantines, were the

ones who preserved the learning of Greece and passed it on to their

fuab brethren. There was only one problem. The Muslims could not

read Greek.

Al-Ma'mun understood the importance of Greek philosophy

from the beginning. 
'lrhich of the critics of the Mutazilah could

argue with this strange and wonderful new 'aql-this logic and

reason? Vhich of them could stand against Aristotlet Poetics or

Metaphysics?

The caliph wasted no time. Commandeering his fathert library

in 830, he renamed ir Bait al-Hihma, the House of 'S7isdom. Here

the great caliph gathered rogether a polyglot army of scholars who

were charged with rwo grear tasks: find all the works of ancient

Greece that could be found and then translate them into Arabic.

Al-Mdmun appointed a Nestorian Christian, Hunayn ibn Ishaq,

to lead the new intellectual center. Ibn Ishaq went as far as Byzantium,

to the very court of the emPeror there, in his tireless quest for

Greek knowledge. For every book he translated, the caliph gave him

its weight in gold. As a former medical student at Jundishapur, Ibn

Ishaq was primarily interested in translating the works of Galen, the

classical worldt greatest physician. But he was far more than simply
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a ffanslator. It was Ibn Ishaq who wrote the worldt first textbook on
ophthdmology, among numerous other original works.

\With its army of ninery scholars, the Bait al-Hikma managed to
translate a staggering array of authors. In less than a cenrury Islamic
culture was enriched by the likes of Arisrotle, ptolemy, plato, Euclid,
Galen, Hippocrates, Archimedes and countless others. suddenly fabafa
(philosophy) had passed from its christian stewards into Muslim
hands.

Philosophical and scientific inquiry burst out of Baghdad with
the energy of a supernova. Muslims took the recently-discovered Greek
wisdom and used ir to create a scientific revolution in wery field known
to humans-astronomy, mathematics, geography, philosophy, physics,
chemistry medicine, history literature, horticulture, music, engineering,
navigation. By the end of the ninth century Islam was the grearest
intellectual power the world had ever seen.

The way these ideas were transmitted was also revolutionary. rvhile
the Irish were supposedly saving civilization on a handful of animal
skins, Muslims were using a materid that would not be seen in Europe
for three more cenruries. The Arabs called h wanaq but we know it as

paper. If the printing press helped start the Reformation, it would have
accomplished nothing without the paper that Europeans had learned to
make from Muslims.

\Vhen a Chinese papermaker was c.prr.ued near Samarqand in75l,
Muslims were quick to see the practical advantages of this amazing inven-
tion. By the time Harun al-Rashid sent his elephant to charlemagne, his
court's records were all written on paper, not papyrus or animal skins.
Paper was also used for recording numerical figures and even spelling out
an amount owed by one parry to another. vhile Europeans were barter-
ing goods at the local fair, Muslims were writing paper checks to trading
partners on different continents.

During the period that Irish monks were jealously hoarding their
manuscripts, a Baghdad suburb's suq al wanaqem (stationert Market)
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had more than one hundred shops selling bool<s and paper of many

shades and colors. One famous boolshop, that of d-Nakim, contained

over a thousand books, all written on PaPer. This at a time when the

greirtest monasteries of Europe were luclcy to have a few dozen books on

parchment. These bookstores were not just stores but cultural centers,

much like the beatnik coffee shops of the 1950s. Here philosophers

and poets would gather to exchange ideas and bask in the rays of an

unpardleled culture.

At these shops, the wanaqeen (stationers) would copy any book

available for a fee. They would dso "publish" original works dicated by

authors. Before the book was released the author was given the chance

to correcr any errors. Authors even received royalties from the shops

where their works were sold. 
'when the Islamic publishing world was ar

its zenith, the number of new tides published per yeal was greater than

modern NewYork's.

Paper found its way to other institutions as well. So great was the

thirst for knowledge that vast storehouses of books were made available to

the citizens of Baghdad. These public libraries could be found in all the

great cities of Islam, ,ho"gh perhaps the greatest of all was the Khazain

al-Qusu in cairo, which contained almost two million manuscripts in

forcy separate rooms.

cairo was the home of another intellectud innovation, Al-Azhar,

founded in 970.It was the first universiry in the world. Here eager

students would devour the works of falsafa, absorbing the greatest Greek,

Persian, Hindu and Islamic authors in all the branches of science. After

a dme, the falsafa of the universities found disfavor in the omhodox

mad.rassahs, or religious colleges. The madrassahs had originally been

used by sunnis to combat the heresy of Shiaism. Now a new religious

conflict had begun, as the universities became batdegrounds in t}e war

benreen pure reason and pure faith.

It was very clear on which side al-Ma'mun stood. By creating the

House of'Wisdom and supporting its translators and scholars, he created
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what many consider to be the Golden Age of Islam. \What is ironic,

especially for Islamic fundamentalists, is that when Islam was at its
most important and influential, it was a multicultural, highly secularlized

society with a great amount of freedom of expression and thought.
But there were limits to that freedom. \Mhile Europe attempted

to instill a rigid Catholic fundamentalism through the terroristic

Inquisition, al-Mamun enforced avery different kind of thought control.
Issuing a royal decree, he stated that henceforth all citizens must accepr

that the Quran was created and non-eternal. Rational dialogue had given

way to coercion. It has never been an effective way to change peoples'

minds, no matter how well-meaning the intention.
It was too much, too soon. A sturdy opposition arose. One of those

jailed by the inquisition was Ahmed al-Hanbal, a conservative champion

who had hundreds of thousands of followers. Today his teachings are

particularly influential in \Tahhabism, the dominant Islamic sect in
Saudi Arabia.

Despite the conservative backlash, howwer, the intellectual revolution

of al-Ma'mun did not need reinforcement. From the moment Hunayn
ibn Ishaq had commenced his work of translation, Muslim scholars

had begun reading, discussing and arguing. Once they had thoroughly
absorbed the wisdom of the Greeks, they began to use this wisdom in
new, starding ways.

This was Islamic civilization at its best-not a baclovard, antimodern

world of fundamentalists but a vibrant intellectual culture that was

neither xenophobic nor anti-rational. Rather, it embraced everything we

call modern and enlightened-science, reason, education, even an early

form ofmulticulturalism. That it condoned other unenlightened pracrices

like human slavery does not disqualify its cultural accomplishmens. If
it did, we would have to write off not iust Greece and Rome but Great

Britain and the United States as well.

During the reign of al-Mamun, Islam saved Greek civilization. But it
did more than that, for the Muslims used the gifts of the Greels to make
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new creations and inventions. It was precisely these inventions, in all

branches of the arts and sciences, that made possible all the great discov-

eries that would follow.



3

Hippocrates
\7ears A Turban

n medieval Europe, whatever medical knowledge had survived

from the Roman era was largely forgotten. Hospitals as we conceive

of them did not exist. If you had money you could hire the servic-

es of a barber-surgeon and his botde of leeches. If you were hopeless and

homeless, you wound up in a monastery nursed by well-meaning

monks. Some monasteries devoted themselves to caring for victims of

specific incurable diseases like st. Anthonys fire, leprosy or blindness.

Caring, however, did not mean curing. The compassionate monks

were merely nurses of the divine Doctor. Their primary dury as always,

was ro pray for orhers, imploring God to grant them better health.

Surgery banned by the church in the seventh century was not even an

option. Most often the monastic "hospitals" were convenient places for

indigent people to die in relative dignity and comfort.

Things might have been different if Christian monarchs had

continued their support of Greek and Roman learning. But two events

within one hundred years of each other effectively doomed Europe to

medical ignorance for hdf a millenium. The first was the closing of
Edessa's school of Hippocratic medicine in 489 by the B)zantine emPer-

or z,eno. Nexr came the Academy of Athens, founded by Plato himself.

Its faculry of Neoplatonists was devoted to a mystical and philosophical

5r
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search for truth that challenged church doctrine. This was a rhreat to
omhodory that could not be tolerated. The EmperorJustinian closed the
Academy in 529.

.s7ith 
the champions of christendom effectively putting an end to

learning in the'wesr, scholars headed for the only other great empire
available: Sassanian Persia. Here, ar Jundishapur, Nestorian christian
doctors and Neoplatonist philosophers laid the foundation for the
Islamic revolution in medicine.

Contrary to popular conception, Greek learning was nor "lost" by
the Europeans. It was deliberately exiled due to religious fundamental-
ism. And, nor roo surprisingly, it was heartily welcomed by Muslims.
For the next two hundred years, the Islamic world sat at the feet of
Platot last disciples. By the time Hunayn ibn Ishaqs translations of
Gden were completed, Muslims had made Greek and Roman medicine
their own.

vith this influ of classical learning, Muslims brought on a medical
revolution. Before Islam's advenr, Persians had made no great strides in
advancing Hippocrates'and Galent art. only now, with the admixture
of Arab faith and Persian culrure, did medicine become more rhan an
art and instead transform itself into a science.

Tne Frnsr Hospnars aNo pHanurcms

If we conceive a hospital to be a center for the ffearment and cure
of disease in a comfortable, clean environment then we owe this concept
to Muslims. It was in Baghdad that Harun al-Rashid founded the first
modern-style hospitd, or bimaristan.The year was 805.

The bimaristan was a quite different place from the monastic sick
wards of Europe. Patients did not crawl there out of desperarion, hoping
for nothing more rhan the last rites and a decent burial. They expecteJ
state of the arr treatment-nor from God but from a qualified physician.
And, even more unreasonable by European standards, they expected to
get bemer.
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pharmacology was a highly developed science in the Islamic world.

The first officid pharmacy opened in Baghdad in the ninth century.By

the reign of al-Mdmun, pharmacists were highly-trained professionals,

examined, licensed and inspected by the state. fuab apothecaries intro-

duced coundess medicines to the international market, including nutmeg,

rhubarb, mercury and sandalwood. The thirteenth century Corpu

of simptzs, by Ibn al-Baitar lists more than one thousand four hundred

different drugs, three hundred of which had never been used before.

Unlike some modern nations, the world of Islam employed hemp,

understanding its beneficial properties. Muslims also learned to tinge

their concocdons with fruit-flavored water-sPoonfuls of sugar to

make the medicine go down. Pretty soon the rest of the world was

sampling these syrups and juleps, both originally Arabic words.

Islamic pharmaceuticals even had an effect on European aft history'

The drug trade bet'ween Islam and Christendom made Italian seafaring

republics like Venice fabulously wedthy. As the drugs they brought to

Europe began to spread so too did interest in their packaging. Medicine

was shipped l*g.h in ma.iolica jars called albarelk. These cylindrical jars

were designed to preserve thick liquids-especially fruit preserves which

were used extensively as herbal medicines. The jars were pinched in the

center and around the top and bomom where artisans painted fancifirl

designs of fruits. For anyone who appreciates Italian faience ware, lhe

history of the art form began in the Islamic pharmacy.

A bimaristan was not just a place to prescribe medicine and heal the

sick, however. It was an educational center, where the generd public could

go to improve their knowledge of health and hygiene and where medical

srudenrc could cut their teeth on clinical lectures. Each hospital was

sraffed by a director responsible for giving daily classes, while the day+o-

day administration of various wards was handled by a legion of assistants.

Like all medical universities, Islamic hospitals kept extensive libraries.

Baghdad, Damascus and Cairo had the greatest medical libraries in

the world. Not to be outdone, the cdiph al-Hakam II of al-Andalus
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founded a library in 960 with thousands of volumes on paper that other
Europeans would not use for another three centuries. paper was not just
used for transcribing texts. It was also employed for that time-honored
seal of approval: the diploma, issued only after the Abbasid pre-meds had
passed their state-approved examinations.

The hospials themselves were the epitome of comfort and efficiency.
There were special wards for wounded patients, those with cataracts and
other eye diseases, and fever victims. Men and women were separated
with Islamic decorum and female nurses were employed as well xfenab
physicians. And lest any modern convenience be left our, rhese hospials
were air-conditioned by fountains of crystalline water.

Meanwhile in Europe, a man with a stomach ulcer was praying to a
patron saint, hoping to make it through the night.

Ar-Razr

For the first thirty years of his life, Abu Bakr al-Razi devoted him-
self to a wide variety of intellectual pursuits: alchemy, marhematics,
philosophy, physics, asrronomy. His omnivorous mind explored every
philosophical and scientific discipline known to the Islamic world.
Then, while staying in Baghdad, he visited its hospital, wirnessing
the sick and wounded. Horrified by their pain and anguish, al-Razi
experienced a conversion. His inreresrs in the cosmological sciences
were suddenly eclipsed by an insistent need to end human suffering.

Many decades later, in 918, al-Razi was appointed director of the
Baghdad hospital where he had first pledged to study medicine. By
that time, he was already known as the greatest physician the world
had ever seen.

Born in Iran around 854, al-Pozi went to study at the university in
Jundishapur, where he devoured the wisdom of three cultures: persian,

Greek and Hindu. Like all scholars of the time, he was fluent in all the
ams and sciences, a Renaissance man before the term was invented. After
medicine, his greatest passion wu al-himiya, the progenitor of modern
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chemistry from which that science takes its name. A mixture of
metallurgy and mysticism, alchemy sought to transform base metals

into gold. But it was also concerned with spiritual transmutation as

well, often bypassing scientific inquiry for occult speculation.

Al-Razi, howevet had no use for the mystical. He was a die-hard

materialist, ry[,"t. pl,it.t.plri.l so1r-r.-e:|n::--ryk-{ =ggltt-
Quianic propheq anj.re.vela{9{!.,O-ne of hil!.g$3. lgt@ 9f-
the Prophets, insisted that there were lg--s-g_ch ,h[gt ^ miracles and

rhat ion, t..iri-.d, was harmfi:l

U.o*. i,-ruggl@e p{qim, provoked warfare and enforced an

unnaturd hierarchy over mankind.

A ridical even bl this .i"'s it nd"tdt, al-Razi believed that people were

created equal and had the natural reason to institute a perfect society

without religion. T-q$&: cultivation of was more

imponant than religion and Hippocrates and EuclidTxl-more wo-rth

;re+U@;] sa

wes Drecoclouslv modern.

Even fellow scientists and philosophers did not es€pe his scrutiny.

was antithetical to what the an (and the__g-r_Ul.L1d!_

fi; ,h*. 
".ms, 

he "lrilJ, .r-i th. basic elemenm 1yfig[-tsIg
t .,h*l.d, J-n ri

Their ideas, he believed, should be chdlenged dong with the others.

Though some considered Aristode the last word on science in all its

branches, al-R^zi felt free to critique the great philospher when what

he observed did not match fuistotelian theory. Similarly, the writings of
Galen were suspect whenever they contradicted observable data.

Thus al-Razit alchemy lost its mysticd tenor and became the modern

science of chemistry. By stripping his chemical orperiments of any sym-

bolic content, al-Razi became an empirical scientist before the Scientific

Revolution existed. And unlike the Greeks, he was less interested in

theory than in observation-a hallmark of modern science. Nowhere is

this more apparent than in his revolutionary approach to medicine.
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During his stay in Baghdad, al-Razi was asked to choose a site for
a new hospital. Residents were perplexed to see him hanging up scraps of
meat in various locations. over several days he observed the putrefaction
of the meat, finally selecting the area where the scraps had rotted the
least. AI-Razi based his knowledge on experiments like rhese, nor on the
writings of ancient authorities.

His remarkable, systematic analysis of clinical data helped al-Razi
to create a masterpiece of medical literature: alJudai w-al-Hasbah. After
its first translation into [,atin, his treatise was reprinted 40 times from
1498 o 1866, wirh numerous other translations in modern languages
including English in 1848. It was an authority in medical universities well
into the eighteenth century, nearly a thousand years after it was written.
Al ludari w-al-Hasbah was the first accurate clinical study of infectious
diseases. In it d-Razi makes a distinction, never made before, berween
smallpox and measles, details the symptoms of each, and prescribes ffeat-
ment, even down to the prevention of scars. Cosmetic issues were as

important to him as therapeutic ones.

This is because al-Razi understood the power of psychology to effect
treatment. Once while treating a prostrated amir, al-Razi placed him
naked in a bath and then stood on the poolside insulting him. It did
not take long for the formerly prostrated amir to rise from the warers,
threatening to kill him. Al-Razi made a hasry exit and when the amirt
head had cleared he realized that the taunts had jolted him back to health.
The overjoyed amir sent the physician a hearry sum of two thousand
dinars in gold and "two hundred ass-loads of corn."

In his spiriaal Plrysich, al-Razi discussed these ailmens of the soul
and mind. In the fourteenth chapter, "Of Drunkenness," he gives m what
could be the first clinical description of the effects of alcoholism. Moving
beyond the mere physical, he deails the psychological debilitation thar
ensues:

...the constant and assiduous indulgence of pleasure diminishes
our enjoyment thereof, reducing that to the position of some-
thing necessary for the maintenance of life.
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It is as valid a description of addiction today as it was then.

The great physician ministered to the stomach as well as the head.

Al-Razi was one of the first to recommend a healthy diet and sffess it
above and beyond the use of drugs. Bathing went hand in hand with
good nutriti6n-n61 a difficult prescription for Muslims whose religion

demanded cleanliness. For Europeans, on the other hand, the idea of
bathing was largely anathema, and would not become popular until the

Renaissance, when Islamic attitudes had firmly penetrated its society.

Although surgical knowledge was limited in Islam due to Quranic
prohibitions, al-Razi managed to invent new ways to stitch up wounds,

including the use of animal gu$ as sutures. Some of his other innovations

include the first descriptions of the recurrent larynged nerve and of spina

ventosa (an affliction of the bones in tuberculosis victims), as well as the

redization that the swelling caused by worms was due to a parasite. He is

credited by some with the first use of alcohol as an antiseptic and mercu-

ry as apurgative, which medieval Europeans called "Album Rhasis" in his

honor. His semind writings on the diseases of children made al-Razi the

father of pediatrics.

Yet beyond all of his am:o"-ng inventions, observations and discover-

ies, it was primarily his literary output that established d-Razit reputation

in Europe for century upon century. The author of two hundred works,

al-Rezi made his greatest contribution to European medicine with
his al-Hauti, The Comprehensive Book. Under its l,atin inle, Liber

Continens, al-Razi's book became a standard text as soon as it was trans-

lated in 1279 by Jewish physicians in the Norman kingdom of Sicily. It
was required reading in European medical schools for the next five hun-

dred years. Throughout the fourteenth century the faculty of Paris owned

only nine bools. One of them was the Continens. It was considered so

valuble that when King Louis XI asked to borrow the book in 1371 the

faculty forced him to pay a substantial deposit !

Al-Hawi was the most voluminous work ever written in fuabic,
representing the entire sum of medical wisdom. It drew on (for starters)
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the writings of Hippocrates and Galen, Paul of Aegina, the Bpantine
Theodoceus, Aaron the Priest, Masarjawaihi, Thabit ibn Qura, Susruta

the Hindu and AIi al-tbari, at-Razit teacher. A compendium of Greek,

Persian, and Hindu medicine, al-Hawi dso contains d-Razi's accounrs

of his experiments and observations, including aphorisms that became

famous in Europe:

The truth in medicine is a goal that one cannor attain, and
everything that is written in bools is worth much less than the

experience of a physician who reflects and reasons.

In this pivotal statement, blind faith in ancient authorities is rejected

for a new empiricism of observation and experimentation. Here, with al-

Razi, the scientific humanism that would forever dter European society

was born.

Even in old age, he went against the grain. It is said that at the end
of his life, al-Razi sold all of his possessions and gave the money to his

poorest patients. He died in obscuriry and poverty. But on the other
side of the world, at the medical school of the Universiry of Paris,

there is a fa;ce carved in stone at the entranceway. It is the likeness of
Rhazes, the Latin name of this greatest of physicians, appropriately
placed at the doorway to modern medicine.

IsN SrNa

His name was Abu Ali al-Htssayn ibn 'Abd Allah ibn Sina. To the
'West 

he was known as Avicenna. "The prince of physicians," Ibn Sina was

the greatest thinker of his age and the author of the most influentid
medical textbook ever written.

Born in Bukhara in 980, Ibn Sina began his intellectual life ar an

early age. After learning arithmetic from his grocer, he latched onto
whatever wandering scholar came through town, soaking up all the
knowledge they possessed. \7hen he was ten he recited the entire

Qur'an from memory. In his late teens he read Aristotle's Metaphysics

forty times, undl he had every word of that great work memorized.

Gaining access to the Sultan of Bukharat library Ibn Sina read works
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by ancient authors that no one had even heard of By the age of
eighteen, the boy genius mastered medicine, which he called "not one

of the difficult sciences."

Four years later his father died and Ibn Sina began his career as a

lecturer in astronomy and logic at Jorjur. His interest in astronomy
led him to write Salaman rua-Absal, what is most likely the first bona

fide science fiction story. In this tale, preserved in a commentary by
al-Tirsi (see chapter 4), the hero journeys to the moon and stars and

encounters a host of alien civilizations.
Ibn Sinds writing was not confined to speculative f"rtrq,'. During

his tenure at Jorjur, he began writing the superlative al-Qanun fi al-Tibb,
The Canon of Medicine. Like al-R^zit al-Hawi, the Canon aimed at

summing up all existing medical knowledge. But whereas al-Razit book
displayed his clinical genius, the Canon was marked by a more lucid
writing sryle and organization.

Ibn Sina did not think too higlrly of al-Razi, sayrng he should have

stuck to "testing stools and urines." Unlike his predecessor, Ibn Sina was

no great clinician. Nor was he interested in challenging the theories of
Gden and Hippocrates. The absolute truth of doctrine, whether in med-

icine or theology, was more comfortable than a truth based on individual
observation and experimentation. The underpinnings of d-Razi's medi-

cine were especially too radical in the'Western world, still in the throes

of superstition and ignorance. And so Ibn Sina's Canon became the

standard medical textbook in Europe until the sixteenth century and read

in some parts of the world until the 1800s.

The Canon is divided into a total of five volumes. The first
two concern physiology and hygiene, the third and fourth the
treatment of various diseases and the fifth materia medica and
pharmacology. It was his fifth volume on drugs that was of special

importance to the emerging European medical profession.
Cataloguing seven hundred and sixty drugs, some described for
the first time, Ibn Sina suggested that any new medicines be test-
ed on animals and humans to assure efficacy and determine any
harmful side effects.
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Despite his unwavering loyalry to Greek authorities, Ibn Sina
had his own wealth of clinical data. The purpose of acquiring such

information was obvious to him:

The knowledge of anything since all things have causes, is nor
acquired or complete unless it is known by its causes. Therefore
in medicine we ought to know the causes of sickness and health.

And because health and sickness and their Gruses are sometimes

manifest, and sometimes hidden and not to be comprehended

srcept by the study of symptoms, we must also study the symp-

toms of hedth and disease.

The message is clear: slavish reliance on ancient authorities is no
longer acceptable. The scientific worldview has arrived. \While believing
wholeheartedly in the Greek idea of humors-that an imbalance in four
bodily fluids was the primary cause of illness-Ibn Sina dso theorized that
contaminated food, wate! and "ffaces" left in the air by sick people could
also lead to infection. He understood the function of the tear ducts and

the diagnostic significance of the dilation and contraction of the pupil.
Ibn Sina also made note of the fact that during the spread of plague, rats

and mice suddenly emerged from their burrows to die in great numbers.

It's a detail that might have helped a lot of people a few hundred years

later, in 1348.

The Canon was first translated by Gerard of Cremona and went
into thirty Latin editions after the church gave its officid approval. From

the twelfth to the seventeenth centuries, the Canon was the medical

authority in all of Christian Europe.

Oddly enough, the adage "physician, heal thyself' applies ro no one

becer than Ibn Sina. A notorious party animd, Ibn Sina dictated a grrcrt

deal of the Canon to his students during all-night drinking bouts at the
local brothel. \)7hen he was having a bad case of writert block, Ibn Sina

resoned to the botde: "At night, when weak or sleepy, I strengthened

myselfwith a glass ofwine." That the Q"1* prohibited alcohol did not
bother him a bit.
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In 1037, at the age of 57, his whoring and drinking caught up with
him. Some slaves of his, seeing he was sick, dosed him with opium and
fled with his money. Soon afterward he collapsed, his body destroyed

by alcoholism.

Ibn Sinat cantakerous and boastful personality was a far cry
from the intellectual, noble al-Razi. Yet bemreen the two of them, they
made medicine the greatest gift of Islam to the W'estern world.

A Ppculnn Ponrnarr oF HTPPocMTES

In the late fourteenth century Roland of Parma published his

Surgery. It documenm the growing awareness of medical science in
southern Itdy. \7hat is most remarkable about the tome, however, is

not its text, but one of its numerous detailed illustrations.
This particular page shows a variety of procedures: the examina-

tion of urine, preparation of instruments, cauterization and so forth.
In some of the panels, it is Hippocrates himself, the Greek father of
medicine, who is shown at work. How did the Italian Christian artist
choose to portray Hippocrates, that greatest of "'Western" physicians,

the one whose oath doctors still take?

In Arab dress, with a turban.



The Great Work

(\ cience, like anything else in European history, only becomes

\ significant when Europeans start doing it. Otherwise, it might

\# as well not exist. To bring it up prematurely would disclose

the embarrassing fact that Europeans knew little about science that
Muslims did not teach them.

In the Middle Ages, monks frequendy had to recycle animal skins

when they wrote things down. After wiping the ink ofi, a trace of the

old writing often remained. This is called a palimpsest. In the history of
'Western 

science, the pdimpsest of Islam is most recognizable. ft lingers

in the name of our numerals and the stars in our sky. Even in most

histories of science, Muslims are begrudgingly given their due.

These Persian and fuab scholars were quick to appreciate the practi-

cal uses of the Greek wisdom they inherited. But they did far more than

slavishly copy and preserve these texts. By incorporating traditions from
India and Persia, they forged a new tradition that laid the foundations of
modern science. From magnifyr"g glasses to spherical geometry from
pendulums to insane asylums, the innovations of Islamic science are truly
astounding. Perhaps most important of all was the man who taught us

how to count.

Ar-Kuvaruzur

Throughout the Middle Ages, Europe used Roman numerals.

Like the Greeks before them, Romans based their numerical system
63
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on letters. It was a relatively small stock of symbols, seven in total:
I, V X, L, C, D, M, representing 1, 5, 10, 50, 100, 500 and 1000.

Despite its simpliciry, some problems remained. 'Writing our larger

numbers could be cumbersome. For example, 1938 is MCM)OO(fl-
II. In multiplication it was even worse: 57 X38 = 2166 becomes LVII
by )OO(VIII = MMCIXVI. This unwieldy system made calculation
of large numbers a tedious and time-consuming affair. Arithmedc was

largely left to a few specialists who had plenry of time on their hands.

That was until Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi joined the

House of 'lTisdom in the early ninth century. A great astronomer

who also created an early table cataloguing the latitude and longitude of
over 2,000 cities, al-Khwarizmi is primarily known today as one of
the most influential mathetmaticians of all time. His seminal book
Calcakion oflntegration and Equation changed mathematics forever.

If youre wondering how a clue is in the fuabic irle: Hisab aQabr
w-al-Muqabahh. Look closely and youll notice an English word hiding
in there.

Al-jabr-or in English, algebra.

Al-Khwarizmi may not have invented algebra in the modern sense.

The credit goes to the Hindus for first practicing this mathematical arr.

But it was al-Khwarizmi who introduced algebra to the'West. His style

was so clear and authoritative that his volume became the standard

mathematical text in Europe for four hundred years.

\7hen the book was translated into Latin three hundred years later

x Liber Algorkmi, it made al-Khwarizmi's latinizcd narne a household

word synonymous with arithmetic itselfl Our English word "algorithm"

is a tribute to this greatest of Muslim mathematicians.

A]-Khwarizmi was dazzled by Hindu mathematics. Seeing the vast

potential of its numeric and decimal systems, he wrote several works

that introduced Hindu math to Islam. The numbers were so easy to
use that they soon became the standard throughout the Muslim world.
\With the publication of his Liber Algorisrni in Europe these Hindu
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numerals became known as fuabic numerals, a gift of the Islamic world

to Christendom.

The most astounding number the Arabs showed them was not

a number at all, but the lack of one: zero. Muslim mathematicians

represented this lack of number by a dot or smdl circle. They called it
sifr, an empty object. This word was the source of the English "zero"

as well as "cipher." Szy' solved a lot of problems in mathematics. It
allowed for the expression of difference between wo equal quantities

as well as positional notation, where the digit's position has a value

itselfwhich, combining with the value of the digit, creates the numbert

value. It was a bold new step in abstraction that led to the higher

mathematics of the Renaissance.

THp MITuEMATICAL Jovu
The first major contribution of Muslim science was the dwelopment

of the astrolabe. Drawing on information from Greek sources, Muslim

astronomers perfected what would become the premier navigational tool

for the next seven centuries.

Called the "mathematical jewel" by Muslims, an astrolabe was a metal

star-map, measuring the altiude of sun, moon and stars. The end result

was a srunningly efficient clock as well as a global positioning device,

calculating latitude with great precision. Most Mtslim astronomers

understood that the earth was anything but flat, agreeing that it was

sphericd in shape. By defining a terestrid degree, the astrolabe was able

to help asffonomers calculate the circumference and diameter of the

earth itselfl The astrolabe soon proved itself an indispensable tool in

astronomy, navigation and surveying.

Europe found out about the astrolabe over a hundred years later.

\X4rile studying in Muslim Cordoba, the monk Gerbert (who would later

become Pope Sylvester II), was the first to discover the gold mine tlat
was Muslim science. After returning to Christendom, he wrote The Booh

of the,4strokbe aLrrd made the mathematical jewel intellectually chic. For
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the next few hundred years, the astrolabe became the technological icon
for modern science. At least forty or fifty worla on the astrolabe appeared
before the end of the sixteenth cenrury. Peter Abelard, a prominenr
intellecnral, even named his son Astrolabe in 1118. It was still trendy
nvo hundred years later when Geoffrey chaucer, aurhor of the anarbury
Tabs, wrote his Ti,eatise on the ,4strolabe. Even as late as 1492, whle
columbus was sailing the ocean blue, one of his sailors used an astrolabe
to chart their decidedly momentous course.

AsrnoNopry FRoM A(uraecrsr) ro Z(U)

Medieval Muslims, like any people of any rime, were fascinated by
the stars. Living in the fenile crescent, they had inherited the land where
astronomy was born. Their religion, which commanded them to face
Mecca during prayer, stimulated an already fervenr interest in the heavens.

Muslims were traders and used the stars to guide their caravans and ships
safely across desert wasres and stormy seas. Astronomy was not just an
intellectual diversion, it was an economic necessity.

A rebinh of astronomy began with the construction of the observaro-

ry in 830 at the House of 'S7isdom. 
Soon translators had completed an

Arabic version of something they crlled "The Great'Work" or Al-Majisti,
by the greatest of Greek astronomers, Ptolemy. '!7'hen 

the'west received
it hundreds of years later, theywould know this Greek book by its Arabic
narne, Almagest.

The Almage* was the Bible of astronomy. It held the most accurare
descriptions (at the time) of stellar movemenr. From the time of his
writings to the age of Copernicus, Ptolemy's sysrem of the heavens was
accepted as gospel. According to him, the earth was ar the center of
the universe, with dl the heavenly bodies rwolving around it. There was
lide differentiation benareen moons, planets or stars o(cept in name.
They were simply heavenly bodies, some closer or further from the eanh
at various parts of the year. obviously ignorant of the vacurun that lay in
outer space, Ptolemy conceived of the heavenly bodiCI as ateched to
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eight giant spheres which spun around the fixed Eafth. \While Ptolemyt

theory itself may seem a little eccentic today, it was a major step up from

beliwing that the stars were gods. Muslims pounced on Ptolemy's work

and soon began writing commentaries which incorporated their own

observations.

Concurrent with the discovery of Ptolemy was the arrival of the

siddhanta, astronomical charts brought to Baghdad by roving Hindu

scholars. Combining Greek with Hindu wisdom, Muslims began to

create their own astronomy, compiling zij, or tables of future stellar

and planetary movements. Supremely practical, the Muslims were not

as interested in critiquing Ptolemyt system as they were in perfecting

workable charts for merchants to use in calculating distance, position

and time. From these zii the'W'est derived its concept of beginning the

day ar midnight rather than noon.

This is not to say that Muslim scholars neglected astronomical

theory. In fact they were not long in exposing the holes in the Alrnagat.

Abu Abddlah d-Battani pointed out Ptolemy's erors in describing plan-

etary motion. Unlike the Greek, he insisted on the possibiliry of annular

eclipses, where a portion of the sun is visible surrounding the moon. He

also demonstrated that the solar apogee (the point in space where the

sun seems farthest away from the earth) was not fixed, as Ptolemy had

surmised. This led to the discovery of the solar apsides, those points in the

eafth's orbit when it is closest and farthest from the sun.

Al-Battani's writings on the movement of the stars, planets, moon and

sun were so valuable that he was quoted six hundred years later by no less

than Copernicus and Galileo. The t^atin translation of his major writings

De scimtia stellarum was a must-read for European astronomers into the

Renaissance and his treatise on solar and lunar eclipses was used as late as

the eighteenth century in the study of lunar motion.

His fellow astronomers made other important and starding

discoveries. Omar Khayyam, most famous in the'West for writing

the metaphysical Ruba4uat, was also the first mathematician to solve

b-.
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equations with cubic roots and an asrronomer who accurately calculated
the length of a solar year to the sixth decimal (365.242198 dayg. Al-
Birunit figure on the circumference of the earth was off by only fifty
miles. He discussed the rotation of the eamh on its axis centuries before
Europeans did, measured the specific gravity of certain metals correcr to
the third decimal place, and also wrore a history of India and designed
a mechanical calendar.

CopsRNrcus & Musr-ru AstRoNourRs

The way most histories of Europe would have it, modern science
began with Copernicus and Galileo. These two men changed the way
Europe looked at the universe. Drawing on what is usually referred
to as "rediscovered Greek scholarship" Copernicus, a Polish clergyman,
decided that the earth was not stationary but moved around the sun.
Galileo backed his theories up so persuasively that he came in conflict
with the catholic church, which held as doctrine the older Ptolemaic
view of the cosmos. Science began its struggle with faith in earnest and
soon won out. Progress had triumphed over superstition! The Copernican
Revolution, as it is often called, was just one of the many miracles that
the revival of Greek and Roman learning made possible.

But was that really dl it took-the rediscovery of Greek and
Roman learning? It almost seems like something out of mythology
again: the young Theseus, unaware of his parenrage, lifting the rock
to discover the sword, shield and sandals of his father. Once reunited
with his lineage, Theseus is ready to fight the forces of evil and bring
light to the darkness. similarly, once copernicus had rediscovered
his scientific lineage in the works of the Greeks, 

'western 
science could

reactivate itself and give birth to the Enlightenment.
The only problem with this story is that it leaves a cerrain member

of the family tree out of the picture.
His name is Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (1201-t274). Perhaps the most

influential medieval astronomer, al-Tusi worked at first for the Assassins
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at Alamut. tVhen they were conquered by the Mongols, al-Tusi abrupdy

switched sides. He convinced his new employers to fund the construction

of the Maragha observatory (now in Azerbaijan), the first modern

scientific research institute with an international staff of astronomers,

a professiond librarian to oversee a voluminous collection, and a host

of (for then) high-tech instruments. Al-Ti$i was a true polymath, gifted

in philosophy, theology, mathematics and science, and responsible for

rwiving the work of Ibn Sina in the Islamic world. To understand his

pan in the Copernican Revolution we mu$ first look at something called

the equant problem.

Ptolemyt system was the best explanation at the time for what

was going on up there in the heavens. Like the Greeks who came

before him, he reasoned that the universe operated under certain

rational rules-simple, beautiful and perfect. But for his predecessors,

any observed deviation from these supposed rules was ignored-since

it was unthinkable that the universe was complex, imperfect or even

worse, irrationd.
Ptolemy, however, was not one to ignore discrepancies like the irreg-

ular orbits of the planets, or the fact that auttunn and winter lasted fewer

days than spring and summer. If the heavenly spheres rolled about like

wheels of a vast machine, how to explain the irregularity?

This is what he came up with: planets revolved in small circles

called epicyclzs.These epicycles in turn revolved around certain points

on a larger circle surrounding the earth called a dtferent. Sometimes,

however, planets could revolve around a point outside the deferent, on

a circle called tn eccentric. And if these didnt exPlain its movement,

the planet could revolve around an eqaant, the theoreticd point in

the universe from which truly uniform modon could be seen. But that

meanr the earth was not quite at the center of the universe anymore.

\7hoops.
Centuries later, medieval Muslim astronomers could see that

the equant solution was norhing of the kind. So how to explain the



70 Hov Islnu CnralEo THE Mooe nN ri(onlu

vagaries of planetary motion? It only took 'western civilization about
a thousand years to figure it out. After careful thought, Copernicus
decided on a new cenrer: the sun.

\vhat is interesting is that Copernicus was nor the first to postu-
late a heliocentric (sun-centered) universe. Some Greek astronomers
had already claimed that the sun was rhe center but couldnt come up
with the mathematics to back up their theories. copernicus was able
to support his thesis largely based on rhe refinements in astronomical
mathematics that had taken place in the centuries subsequenr ro
Ptolemy.

\7hich brings us back to al-Tirsi. If you listen to the usual histories of
the copernican Revolution, they credit the rediscovery of Greek wisdom
with helping Nicolaus on his way ro immortal fame. But to revolutionize
astronomy, Copernicus used some mathematical theorems that were
unknown to the ancient Greeks. one of them, invented by d-Tusi three
hundred years before, explained how circular motion can generate linear
motion:

If one circle rolls inside the circumference of another with radius
nvice as great, r}en any point on the first describes a suaight line
(a diameter of the fixed circle).

It was this theorem that explained mathematically how orbits which
appeared iregular (and thus had to be explained with complicated
equants, eccentrics and deferents) were in fact uniform about an axis that
passed through their center. And the hean of that axis, as it rurned out,
was the sun itself 'sTithout 

the theorem that became known asrhe al -Tiai
couph, Copernicus could not have rewritten asffonomy.

Dickreresi has written about the recenr discovery of a manuscript
in fuabic dated before 1350 which preserves al-Tirsit work. Strangely
enough, he points out, rhe geometric symbols al-Tirsi uses are identi-
cd to those Copernicus employs when discussing the same theorem.

In the early sixteenth century the Itdian city of padua was a
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knowledge center, making available not only Arabic works in transla-

tion but original manuscripts as well. It just so happens that Nicolaus

copernicus studied in Padua, at precisely the time when certain

Arabic astronomicd texts were first being made available in Europe.

At the same time, it seems possible that copernicus was familiar-

izing himself with the writings of another Muslim astronomer, Ibn

al-Shatir (1304-1375). A native of Damascus, al-shatir was the author

of a book called A Final Inquiry concerning the Rectif.cation of
Planetary Theory,wherein he rid the Ptolemaic system of cumbersome

equants and, in his words, created "universal models for the planetary

motions in longitude and latitude and all other observable features of

their motions." \(hile still adhering to a now mechanically coherent

set of heavenly spheres, his mathematics, like al-Tirsit, laid the

groundwork for the replacement of ancient astronomy with helio-

centrism. His concepts of planetary and lunar motion are almost

identical to those of Copernicus.

To say that Copernicus employed Muslim marhematics is not to

deny the Polet great achievement. But to give him sole credit for the

"copernican" Revolurion is a little disingenuous. The christian clergy-

man had a couple of Islamic Partners to help him along the way'

Ar-Herruerra AND THE Dtscovr,Rv oF OPTICS

No one knows the exacr date when eyeglasses were invented. Most

history books claim it was sometime between 1300 and 1350, somewhere

in Italy. Ur"dly anonymous inventors from Pisa or Venice are given the

credit. But perhaps a more logical place to look for the creator of speca-

cles is Fatimid Egypt, Pisa and Venice's trading Partner. It was there that

the science of optics was born.

Abu Ali Al-Hasan ibn al-Haytham was born in Basra in 965'
'\tr7'hen the upstart Fatimids were at the height of their power, al-

Haytham moved to cairo, where he became a courrier in the calipht

palace. A brash young scientist, d-Haytham was hoping to make a big
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impression. He bragged to the caliph that he would do what
the ancient Egyptians never did-irrigate the Nile and control the
flooding that had been a part of Egyptian life for millenia. Impressed
by the young mant ambition and invenriveness, rhe caliph funded the
project, eagerly expecting results.

Then al-Haytharn journeyed upstream and saw the t)rramids.
Awestruck he realized how much he had underestimated the engineering
prowess of the ancient Egyptians. If the geniuses who consrructed the

fuamids could have controlled the Nile flooding, he reasoned, they
would have. Cresdallen, he abandoned the project.

But there was one problem. He had taken a substantial sum of money
from the caliph and squandered it in a futile adventure. The caliph
was less than pleased. Al-Hapham returned to Cairo, fearing for his life.
He had every reason to be afraid. The caliph al-Hakim was notoriously
brutal, perhaps even insane (see Chapter 7).

There was one way ro escape an almost certain death. At-Haytham
decided to feign insaniry himself Banished from the courr, he lived in
poverg/, reduced to copying mathematical texts for a living. vhen the
caliph died decades latea al-Haytham was in his fifties.

His youth was gone but his intellectual ambition remained.
"Truth," he wrote, "is sought for its own sake." It could only be found
"in doctrines whose matter was sensible and whose form was rational."
wrile living in obscuriry al-Haytham had formulated a credo that
sounded very much like that of modern science:

A person studying science with a view to knowing the truth
ought ro rurn himself into a hostile critic of everything that he
studies....He should criticize it from wery point of view and in
dl its aspects. And while thus engaged in criticism he should also
be suspicious of himself

All those losr years, al-Haytham had been reading Aristotle and
Ptolemy, as well as the mathematical and scientific treatises he was
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paid to copy for more fortunate scholars. In a book which he wrote

called Doubts on Ptolemy, al-Haytham called the geocentric theory

of planetary motion into question, stating that Ptolemy "assumed

an arrangement that cmnot e)dst," forcing the observations of his senses

to fit into his "impossible" model. Al-Haytham was doing more than

assimilating Greek wisdom. He was synthesizing it with the observation

of his senses to create new knowledge. More than that, he created a new

branch of science, devoted to the secrets of vision.

Al-Haytham had long been fascinated with light. \fhat was it?

\X/hat was vision? Did it originate in the eye, as the Greeks claimed?

By refusing to accept the ancient authorities and instead basing

his knowledge on experimentation, al-Haytham concluded that the

Greek theory was absurd.

His hypothesis was radically different. From what he observed, light

came from objects that themselves were capable of producing illumina-

tion. These he called "primary emissions." Light moved in straight lines

or rays-a concePt he invented. The rays of light moved "in the form

of a sphere," in other words, in all directions.

Objects which happened to be in the way of primary emissions of
light, like specks of dust, gave off light themselves, which al-Haytham

called "secondary emissions." The light from these objects, being

derived from primary emissions would thus be weaker. This concept

was essentially that of secondary wavelets, "discovered" by the Dutch

scientist Christiaan Huygens six hundred years later. Al-Haytham

also believed that color was the product of colored bodies emanating

light. Color, therefore, was not separate from light and could not be

seen without it, a fact proven by modern science.

How light was perceived was another matter. Al-Haytham discovered

that the eye does not send out rays of light, but instead reflects them. He

even discussed the idea of an opdc nerve and its relationship to the brain.

To bolster his theories al-Haytham did countless experiments:

on refraction, the nature of shadows, the rectilinear motion of light,
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and the first mathematical study of the camera obscura. It was

al-Haytham who first explained why the heavenly bodies appear
larger as they near the horizon, measuring atmospheric refraction.
He discovered the principle of inertia centuries before Isaac Newton,
and attempted to calculate the speed of light.

To conduct his experiments, al-Hapham built a specid lathe to
create a variety of curved lenses and mirrors. The \7est came to know the
lense, an Islamic invention, from al-Hapham's book, Kiab al-rnanazir,
or the optical Thesauras as it was known in the Renaissance. This work
was plagiarized by such luminaries as Da Vinci and Kepler and was the
authority on the subject for five hundred years. 

'sTithout 
lenses, and al-

Haphamt experiments, there would have been no microscopes, magnify-
ing glasses or telescopes. The great Muslim optician even discusses these
lenses being used to read texts more clearly.

Perhaps it is possible that Italians invented the smaller version,
spectacles. It is just as likely that eyeglasses, like many other supposed
European inventions, are a product of the same Islamic science that
produced geniuses like al-Haytham, the inventor of optics.

PRr,spRvrNc AND INVENTTNG

M-y claim that there is nothing new in Islamic science. They
bomowed this from the Greefts, that from the Hindus. It was only when
Europeans got a hold of this stuffthat things really started to happen.

But to say, as so many historians do, that Muslims mereh "preserved"

or "commented upon" scientific and mathematicd knowledge is to
commit that cardinal sin ofhistory: omitting the truth. Many have denied
that Islamic civilization had any inherent genius, any origind, ground-
breaking thought. Yet dl one needs to do is look at the work of al-Battani
or d-Hapharn or many others ro see through that ethnocentric self-
deception.

Muslims are often seen as accidentd custodians of Greek wisdom
who bestowed this priceless rreasure to its rightful heirs-the
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Europeans-when the time was ripe. Nothing could be further from

the truth. Muslims, far more than Christians, were responsible for not

only preserving Greek science but enhancing it*{aring to acnrally

criticize Aristode and move beyond. Their creation was modern science,

Islamt gr€atest gift to the'Wct.
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Beyond
The Arabian Nights

f n the nineteenth century Europeans developed a taste for all things

S "oriental." Van Gogh found his inspiration in Japanese art while

{ rudyrrd Kipling made a cottage industry out of tales from India.

For a wide range of artists and writers there was nowhere more dluring
than the world of Islam.

This is a fantastic, exotic locale-a place of fairy tales. In its fabulous

cities of minarets and onion-shaped domes live arcane sages and their

genies. Aladdin rides his flyrrg quPet, careening over sand dunes bathed

in mystic moonlight. There are harems with thinly-veiled, voluptuous

women lounging suggestively. Elsewhere savage, turbaned warriors

sharpen their scimitars or brandish rifles while atop strident camels.

It is a sensuous land, one of strong and violent passions, where men

and women live and die to age-old rhythms. Savage, sexual, threatening

and enticing: this is the world of the Arabian Nights and the Rubaiyyat-

It is dso primarily the world of Victorian wish-firlfillment. Rather

than an accurate picture of a place or time, the fuabian Night fantasy is a

projection through which the imperidist Europeans dreamed their fervid

fantasies of sex and violence unrestrained by social convention. For them,

the lands of Islam were umerly dien, as antithetical to Victorian london

or Paris as one could imagine.

77
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Sadly, these trappings of European fantasy continue to insinuate
themselves in our culture. In the popular imagination, the Islamic world
is still perceived as fundamentally different from Europe and America,
its art existing like a genie in a bottle, sealed offand self-contained.

This warped vision of an inviolable, ages-stagnant culture belies a
more complex reality. For Islamic am in all its variety is not alien at all,
but a part of the'West's cultural heritage.

Rocr N' RoLL MADE possIBLE

Rock music is one of the'westt grearesr cultural exports. The sight
ofJimi Hendrix lighting his electric guitar on fire and smashing it on
stage sums up all the glorious excesses of a music that has become,
for better or worse, the lingua franca of adolescence. The guitar is an
American icon.

It is also an Arab invention. The word itself is Arabic-kaitara,
coming to Europe by way of al-Andalus, rhe Islamic kingdom of
Spain. Its capital, Cordoba, was nor just the mosr sumptuous ciry in
all of medieval Europe but also its culturd hub, the Paris or Newyork
of its time.

Before the Muslims, Europeans had only two stringed insrrumenrs,
the rote and the harp. Vith the advent of the exiled Umayyads who
founded al-Andalus, musicians introduced a cornucopia of new instru-
ments, the most imponant being the lute, guitar and tambourine.

The lute, which defines the sound of European music through the
Elizabethan period, was revolutionary in more ways than one. Beyond
their novel sound, Iutes came equipped with an Arab-persian invention
that changed the way stringed instruments were played and runed. This
was none other than frets on the neck, which allowed the player ro ft.ne
to the l)rthagorean scale, without having to solely rely on his or her ear.

The lute gave birth to yet another revolutionary leap in European music,
for it was while writing down music for the instrument that Muslims
invented the alphabetic notation the'West still uses today.
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Like the lute, fuabic rhphm was daringly different. Europeans

listened in rapture as a Muslim vocalist sang in one rhythm while a

lute player accompanied in another. The canon technique, where one

melodic line is imitated by a second starting after the first, was pioneered

by Muslims and quickly absorbed by the appreciative Christians.

Europeans were so smitten with this new music that they snatched uP

Muslim musicians to entertain their courts. These lute players and singers

had a distinctive cosfi.une that included gaudy clothes, painted faces

and long hair. The Spanish word mascara comes from the Arabic word

for buffoon, or minstrel. 'Vhere would all the fans of Goth and Glam

bands be without the medievd Muslims?

Br-a.cxstRD SINGING IN THE DEAD oF NIGHT

In the 820s d-Anddus was still a bachvater kingdom, ruled by a

dy.rmty of Umayyads who had escaped the Abbasid's bloody puge.

\Tithin a century, however, Islamic Spain would become not only the

cultural center of Europe but a caliphate to rival that of Baghdad. The

process of gentrification began with the arival in 822 of Abu al-Hasan

Ali ibn Nafi.

Born in Abbasid Iraq in 789, Ni ibn Nafi became known x Ziryab,

or Blackbird, for his dark comple<ion or melodious voice, depending on

the account one reads. It is not known whether he was an African, Arab

or Kurd, but it is known that he was a musician in the coun of Harun

al-Rashid and the disciple of Ishaq d-Mawsili, the most famous musician

in Bagh&d.
For a time Ziryab sayed in his mastert shadow until he got his big

break the caliph summoned him to perform. Ishaq dutifirlly escorted

his student into the caliph's presence, e-xpecting a comPetent performance

that would testify to the greatness of the teacher ratler than the PuPil.

\Vhat he did not know was that Ziryab had secredy mastered his

own teachert techniques and compositions. On top of that, he had made

some innovations of his own. Declining to use his master's lute, Zirytb
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produced his own custom-made model, with strings of lion's cub gut
and a fifth additional bass string of his own invention. The sounds he

began to produce were even more exquisite due to his new pick-an
eagle's claw or quill rather than the traditional wooden plectrum.

These bells and whisdes would have mattered litde f Zrryab had not
been the consummate singer and performer. He began a composition of
his own, one that no doubt incorporated his teachert sryle and then went

several steps beyond it. The caliph was rapturous, offering to support the

brilliant young musician in the lavish manner he deserved.

Ishaq was furious, no doubt seeing the time in the not too distant

future when Ziryab would replace him in the calipht good graces. He

toldZiryab to get out of Baghdad...or else.

Ziryab got the hint. He fled with his family to North Africa,
forsaking the greatest ciry in the world for what would no doubt be

a miserable exile.

It should be noted that while this romantic legend is often repeat-

ed, the more historically plausible explanation for Ziryab's flight from
Baghdad mayhave had to do with his friendship with CaliphAmin, the

son of Harun al-Rashid. Normally this would have been a desirable

position. But in 819 Amin was overthrown by his brother d-Ma'mun.
After the coup d'etat, the new caliph (the same one who established the

House of 'lTisdom) let it be known that Ziryab and the rest of Amint
cronies were no longer welcome. Nevertheless Ziryab seemed to have

a rare gift for ingratiating himself with powerful men. From the

Maghrib, he sent an application to the ruler of al-Andalus. Receiving

a warm reply, the musician packed his bags and departed, hoping his

fortunes were about to take a turn for the better.

Once he arrived, howeveS he learned that the caliph was dead.

Miserable, he prepared to return to the philistines of North Africa
when fate intervened. A Jewish musician in the royal court, impressed

withZiryabt talent, put in a good word for him with the new cdiph,
Abd al-Rahman II. lVhen the caliph mer Ziryab, he was so taken
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by this cultured exile from Baghdad that he offered the lute player a

yeaAy salary of thousands of gold pieces as well as a palace and some

countryside villas. Moreover, on the two Eids and Nawruz he could exPect

a fat bonus. After what was no doubt a very short deliberarion, Ziryab

heardly accepted the offer and began to tune his lute.

ziryab had literdly hit a gold mine. But why had the caliph been so

generous? It turned our rhar the last of the Umayyads had imperial pre-

rensions. Like many monarchs in second-tier kingdoms, Abd al-Rahman

was looking ro affracr first-tier tdent to lend al-Andalus-and him-

5slF-prestige. Culture, as well as commerce, was a necessary comPonent

in his plan to eventually rival the Abbasids for the loyalty of all of Islam.

Soon Ziryab was holding audiences enthralled with his complex and

beautifi.rl melodies, pl"yrrg the lute as they had never heard it played

before. Some sources claim thatZiryabknew ten thousand songs by heart.

\X/hile this is surely an exaggeration, it remains clear that his repertoire and

musicianship were phenomend, perhaps even supernaturally inspired.

According to al-Maqqari:

They relate rhat Ziryab used to say that the Jinn taught him

music every night, and that, whenever he was thus awakened, he

called his two slave-girls, Ghazzalan and Hindah, made them take

their lutes, whilst he also took his, and that they passed the night

conversing, Playttg music, and writing verses, after which they

hastily retired to rest.

vith the opening of his own music school---open to rich and poor

alike-Jiryab effectively fathered the musical tradition of al-Andalus.

Even today, the remnants of his style are still heard in flamenco arrdmakf,

the classical music of Islamic North Africa.

But the young caliph got more than he bargained for when he hired

ziryab. Not only did he acquire the services of a brilliant lute player

but also a socio-cultural dynamo, a fashionable innovator who created a

new, sophisticated sryle for the Cordoban elite.
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Ziryab knew the importance of cutting a fine figure in public. That
was why he decided to reform the haute couture of the backrvater

Umayyads and introduce some Baghdad pizz.azz. First ofi seasond fash-

ions were introduced. No longer was one dreary mode of dress applicable

throughout the year. For summer, white became the only acceptable color,

in a variety of fabrics. For fall and winter fashionable couftiers insulated

themselves in fur-trimmed cloala. And for springtime, a rainbow of
colorfi.rl sil}s was brought out to celebrate the thaw.

Hair was his next target. Zryab declared the traditional long braids

officially out. \What he introduced was the quintessenial hairdo of the

Middle Ages-the page-boy. Jrst try to imagine Prince Valiant in any

other style.

Ziryab instructed the eager ladies in the fine art of plucking
eyebrows and removing those embarassing hairs in all the wrong
places. He introduced underarm deodorants and improved deter-
gents for washing clothes. The Blackbird even set up the world's
first school of cosmetology, right near Abd al-Rahman's palace, to
disseminate his ideas throughout al-Andalus.

tVhen he wasnt engaged in lute playrng or fashion design, Ziryabwas
reforming Andalusian cuisine. Before his arrival, meals had consisted of a
horde of platters, all thrown together on a bare wooden table. Now Ziryab
decreed that ables would be covered with cloths of tooled-leather, which
were more easily washed. On them would be served delicious and inno-
vative new foods including forcemeat balls and a weed which Ziry$
transformed into a gourmet vegetable-asparagus. Meals would no longer

be a chaos of different dishes served simultaneously. Instead, he chose an

order for the food to be served: first the soups and sauces, noc the meats

and last the desserts. This multi-course meal became the standard not just

in Islamic Spain but in the whole'Western world. Findly he banished

ostentatious gold and silver goblets and began the trend of drinking from
cqlstal. Think of Ziryab nelfi time you are spooning that last appetizer

before the entrCe or sipping a cocktail in a tall, thin glass.
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After a healthy, three course med it was only natural to relax a lide
bit, perhaps to play a game of skill. Zrryab taught Abd d-Rahman and his

courriers an Indian diversion that was all the rage in Baghdad. It became

known in Europe as chess.

By the time of his death in 857, Ziryab had revolutionized music

in al-Andalus and created a culture of the bon vivant that would be

one of the great Islamic exports to a luxury-starved 'Western Europe.

Muslim culture did more than teach Europeans philosophy and

science. It taught them how to live with sryle and elegance. If the

good life of the civilized world has a patron saint, it is Ziryab, the

Blackbird of Cordoba.

Counrrv love

Most peoples' introduction to the Middle Ages comes from

reading tales of King Arthur. These legendary srories seem to define

the very essence of the medieval. 'We use them to explain even our

own times: America under JFK is "Camelot," a sincere do-gooder is a

"Galahad," and women long for their "knight in shining armor" to

rescue them from a boring and lonely life.

The central story of the Arthur legends is the love triangle berween

King Arthur, Queen Guinevere and Sir Launcelot. In its tragic climax,

futhur's wife and his most trusted friend engage in a passionxe affar

that winds up destroying them both. During the Middle Ages, as now

this tale was a paragon of "courtly love," a bold new concePtion of
relations between the sexes that took Europe by storm in the melfth

century.

Courtly love reinvented for Europe the Greek term eros, the

overwhelming passion of sex-just the sort of thing that made the

monks and priests shiver in their vestments. It was often adulterous and

always forbidden. Being extramarital, the new ideal came into conflict

with the established doctrines of the church, where holy matrimony was

a sacralnent. For most noble men and women, howeve! marriage was a
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stifling affair, dependent on the dynastic ambitions of parents rather
than the mutual affection of their children. Many were trapped in
loveless relationships that the church prevented them from dissolv-
ing. Tales of courtly love, where noble young knights worshipped
their queens from afar (and sometimes nor so far), became an escape
valve from the depressing realities of medieval womanhood. They
also served as a blueprint for a new kind of love based on the heart
rather than the church or the purse-strings.

M*y scholars view the emergence of courtly love in Europe as a
sexual and social revolution. Friedrich Nietzsche said it proved that
"love as passion is our European specialty...invented by the poet-
knights of Provence...to whom Europe owes so much, and indeed,
almost itself." Other writers view courrly love as the beginning of
European manners and respect for womankind. Joseph Campbell, the
mythology guru, claims rhat it was courdy love that liberated Europe
from the stifling oppression of medieval Christendom and began the
process of critiquing the church, leading not only to the Reformation
but to the Scientific Revolution as well!

From where, rhen, did courtly love arise? The usual answer is
Provence. It was there in sourhern France that villiam of Aquitaine
(grandfather of Richard the Lionheart) began to craft the verses that,
for many, created European poerry.

Villiam wrore in the emerging vernacular. Before this time,
verse was composed in Latin, the language of the church, and its
structure dictated by a rigid classical tradition. To write poerry in the
langue d'oc, the French common tongue, was thus breaking with the
churcht monopoly on literature. It is no surprise that the initial
verses composed in French were not about dgape, the spiritual love
of Christ, but eros, the enflamed passion of lovers. Forbidden love
became the new sacramenr in a secular religion that worshipped
unattainable women.
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The poets who began this tradition became known as troubadours.

Some were noblemen like villiam, who legitimized and popularized the

vernacular new wave. Others were simply wandering minstrels, floating

from court to court between the Alps and the Pyrenees. They sang

of ladies, fair and pure of heart, who should be loved from afar. The

nobiliry of the ladies was supposed to have an effect on their admirers,

often brutal men with litde social grace. It was out of such sentiments

that chivalry was born.

Tioubadour poetry as revolutionary as it was, began to develop its

own set of clichds. The women were dways blonde and fair of skin. The

men were insensate to cold or heat, hunger or pain, living only for love.

The ladies were always married and always of aristocratic birth. Yet cliches

have never hindered a genres popularity. Courtly love spread throughout

France and the rest of Europe. It thrilled its audiences with tales of illicit

passion and sex.

The church countered with the invention of the cult of Mary. \W'hy

not worship the Mother of God from afar, the ultimate unattainable

woman? At the same dme, Rome waged a merciless crusade in France

that wiped out the Albigensians, heretics who not only preached free love

but practiced iL Tlf as they would, however, the Pope and his minions

could not stem the tide. l,ove had caught on again in Europe and the

tales of courdy arnour became so commonplace that Miguel Cervantes

would be lampooning them a few centuries later in Don Quixote.

But there is one question that still remains unanswered. Just where did

the idea of courtly love come from? \Vhy did it develop when it did? Most

impomandy, does its emergence in Provence prove for all time that the

French are better lovers than the rest ofus?

My old college text (Tierney and Paintert Vestern Europe in the

Middh Ages) puts it the most typicdly: "The origins of this Poetry are

obscure."

Obscure, that is, if you choose to avoid the poetry of d-Andalus.



86 Ho,urz Islnn CRrarp,o THn, MoorRN \V'oRln

LovE, Isranarc Sryr-B

For most of Islamic history poerry had been constrained by the con-
ventions of the classicd fuabic sryle. In its early days this poetry was fresh

and origind. By the time of the'W'estern caliphate in Cordoba, however,
classical poerry had become stale and derivative--a language of formalis-
tic clichds. Smiles were dways pearls, flowers were jewels, the lightning in
the rain was like burning love in teardrops and so on, ad nauseam.

Love seemed to be merely going through the motions until the
dynamic culture of al-Andalus gor a hold of it. It was rhere that a
blind poet named Muqaddam of Cabra decided to break the mles.
Ti=ring apart the complicated srrucnre of fuabic poerry piece by piece,
Muqaddam and others evolved a new form of song with shortened lines,
newvarieties of rhyme and most shocking, a final couplet in the language
of the common people-either Hebrew or more often Mozarabic, the
Arabic-inflected language of the local Christians.

This was called the muwashaha or ring song, from the fuabic word
for "sash" or "girdle." Through their new complicated sffucture, these
songs linked Romance and Arabic in a drzzying ring of rh)rme that
stretched from one sranza to the next, culminating in the final ribald
couplet of vernacular poerry.

But what were these songs actually about? Think of the pop songs

today and you will have your answer. [,ove, Islamic sryle. Forbidden love,

lost love, passionate love. And in benveen a healthy dose of very un-
Islamic alcohol consumption. Here is an example written by Muhammad
ibn Hasan al-Nawaji (d.1455):

Come, hand the precious cup to me
And brim it high with a golden sea!

Let the old wine circle from guesr ro guest,
Vhile the bubbles gleam like pearls on its breasr,

So that night is of darkness dispossessed.

How it foams and nrrinkles in fiery glee!
'Tis drawn from the Pleiads' cluster, perdie.
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Pass it, to musict melting sound,

Here on this flowery carpet round,

Vhere gentle dews refresh the ground

And bathe my limbs deliciously

In their cool and balmy fragranq.

Alone with me in the garden green

A singing-girl enchants the scene:

Her smile diffirses a radiant sheen.

I cast off shame, for no spy can see,

And "Hola," I cry, "let us merry be!"

\Vhile Muslim Spain was far from a liberated society, it did give

women more options than anywhere else in Europe. The domestic

sphere was, as usud, their typical habitat. But education for women

was not unknown, with females even lecturing on law and theology.

Al-Andalus boasted many co-ed schools, where wives could amend with

their husbands or daughters with their fathers.Th.y received diplomas

as the men did, entiding them to teach or open schools of their own.

One prince was so taken by the intellectual accomplishments of an

African slave-girl that he married her.

M*y women worked as copyists, creating hand-written Qulans for

the bookbuying public. At one point, Cordoba boasted two hundred

female copyists, many of whom certainly supported their families with

the income. The very idea of common women being able to read would

have stunned the Christians to the North-as would the saucy poetry of
noblewomen like'$7dlada, who composed odes to her lesbian lovers while

holding a salon that nunured an entire generation of Andalusian song-

sters. 
'With the relative freedoms of Muslim Spain, it is not suqprising

to find the topic of love enjoyrng an openness that would have been

unthinkable in the prudish world of Christendom.

But erotic passion was not the only theme of Andalusian Poetry. A
generation or two before French troubadours began plucking their lyres,
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the influence of sufism began to impact Muslim Spain. This mystical
branch of Islam, deriving from Persia, focused on a direct union with God
through religious ecsrasy. Through sufism, the soul srrove for a frrsion of
his being in the vasr presence of the ultimate love object, God Himself

Sufism held great appeal for the poet Muhammad ibn Da'ud al-
Isfahani, born in the Eastern cdiphate in the second half of the ninth
cenrury. In his youth he had fallen madly in love with a boy in his school.
Tormented by his passion, which the Qur'an condemned, Ibn Da'ud
found solace in the newly discovered concept of Platonic love. Ibn Ddudt
Booh ofthe Fbwerbecame the blueprint for courdy love poetry in Europe.

In the last years of the Cordoban caliphate, Ibn Daudt philosophy
thoroughly penentrated Andalusian love verse. It found its grearest
expression in the Mck-Nng of the Doue, by Ibn Hazm. By the time of his
binh in the eleventh cenrury the caliphate of cordoba was losing srearn.

Through a series of internecine wars, Islamic Spain would be carved up
into city-states known as taifas. It was in the culture of the taifas that Ibn
Hazmwould write his great work.

Raised in a harem, Ibn Hazm acquired a sensitiviry that would
see him through many idealistic struggles ro resrore the caliphate.
Frequently imprisoned, exiled and financially ruined, Ibn Hazm
finally retired from public life and devoted himself to writing. For
most Muslims, he is best known as a theologian, possibly the founder
of comparative religion. But for the 'W'est, it is his guide-book to the
human heart that has gained the widest audience.

In the Neck-Ring we see the courtly world of vanished Cordoba
spring back to life. There, graceful maidens (usually blonde-Ibn
Hazm's preference) and their gallant lovers struggle through the
labyrinth of passion. In prose and poetry, Ibn Hazm lays out the
life rycle of love, from the firsr encounters in dreams and sight, to
conveying emotions through the eyes and other secrer signals, and on
to the helpers that bear messages and those who seek to prevent the
inevitable. Ibn Hazm describes the ultimate union of the rwo as
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better than anything on Earth, better rhan "the favor of the sultan
and the privilege of wealth, or being somerhing after being nothing,
or return after long exile, or srfety after fear." Ibn Hazm knew what
he was talking about. He had experienced all of rhese emotions as

well as the worst tragedy, the death of a slave girl who was the love of
his life, one whose memory he never forgot.

Thus Ibn Hazm concludes with a chapter on chastiry the love from
afar that was the only love possible for him now, with his girl and king-
dom gone. This union of souls was the highest, puresr form of passion.

Culling numerous examples of rapturous, Platonic affection from al-

Andalus, Ibn Hazm falls in squarely with Ibn Ddud. Platonic, spiritual
love is to be the new ideal. Perhaps as a consolation for the many losses

he suffered, Ibn Hazm proclaims rhar "grearer shall be the reward of him
that hid in his heart a hotter flame than embers of tamarind, who has

suffered in his inward parts a laceration keener than the sword!" This
Platonic ethos, born of Ibn Ddud's odes to forbidden passion, became

the new love song of Europe. Ibn Hazm's most famous disciple was

Andreas Cappelanus, the author of The Art of Courtly Loue, a twelfth-
century work clearly modeled on the earlier, Muslim one.

\Within a generation after Ibn Hazmt death, the singers and poets of
the taifas crossed the Pyrenees. M*y of them were prizes ofwar. \7irh al-

Andalus weakened by internal suife, Christians had gained ground. At the
Batde of Barbastro in 1064, thousands of women were taken captive

and transported to southern France. M*y of these women were qian,
professional singers who made a living from the muwashaha. Barbastro,

and other batdes like it, opened a cultural door between France and Spain

that allowed the light of Islam's culture to illumine Christendom. It is

hardly a coincidence that \Tilliam of Aquitaine, the father of Provencal

poetry was the son of the man who won Barbastro. It was in his fathert
coum that he would hear the songs of a lost world that would, in turn, give

bimh to a new literature and a new kind of love.
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DANTE's NrcHr JounNev

The Diuine Comedy of Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) is one of the

masterpieces of 'W'estern literature. In its three books, Hell, Purgatory

and Paradise, Dante made the afterlife palpable, mapping its horrors
and ecstasies in a narrative that was as realistic as it was ineffably
spiritual. The Comedy was the supreme expression of Christian hope

and faith, a spiritual pilgrimage for author and reader. An Italian
national treasure and a catalogue of Catholic orthodory, the Comedy

sums up everphing that'Western society stood for in the Middle Ages.

It almost sounds like sacrilege to say it then: the plot of the Diuine
Cornedy is largely borrowed from Islamic literature, as are many of its
characters, incidents, descriptions and philosophies. This masterpiece

of 'Western literature is in essence an imitation, a Muslim poem with
Christian window-dressing.

It all goes back to the Qur'an, Surah 17:1: "Glory be to Him who
made His servant [Muhammad] go by night from the Sacred Temple

to the farther Temple whose surroundings \7e have blessed, that'We
might show him some of Our signs."

This is the only mention in the Qur'an of Muhammad's'IsrA, or
mystical Night Journey, a visionary experience where the Prophet trav-
eled from Arabia to Jerusalem in one night. From there, on the remains

of the Jewish Temple, he ascended into heaven, an event known in
Islam as the Mir'aj. The Dome of the Rock in modern-dayJerusalem

marls the spot where he stepped from this world into the next. Over
the centuries, a rich body of lore developed around this tradition. It
was this literature that served as Dantet blueprint and inspiration.

In his book, Islzm and the Diuine Comedy, Miguel Asin Palacios

made an exhaustive list of similarities between Dantes Comedy and

Muslim accounts of the 'Isra and Mit'aj, especially those of a Cordoban

poet, Muhyi d-Din Abu Balr Muhammad ibn al-Arabi (1165-1240) in
hisbookAl-Funhat al-Mahhiyah, The Revelations of Mecca.'Written 25
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years before Dante was born, Ibn al-Arabi's work provides not just
themes but a plethora of details thar would be used in the later
Christian poem. \)7hat is especially interesting is that Ibn al-Arabi
breaks from tradition and puts himself in Muhammadt place. fu in
Dantet later account, it is a mere sinner who begins the mystical
pilgrimage rather than an important religious figure.

Both accounts commence ar night, when the narrator is suddenly
awakened by the spiritual guide. They proceed to the gate of hell
which is guarded by a lion and a wolf (Dante adds a leopard). Once
inside they find that hell is funnel-shaped, with concenrric stories

occupied by increasingly worse kinds of sinners, from adulterers to
sodomites to heretics and traitors. Here in this nightmarish world,
decapitated souls walk around with their talking heads in hand or
with their bowels protruding, are perishing of thirst or prodded by
demons with forks into seas of boiling pitch or flame.

For the damned, the punishmenr fits the crime. Carnal sinners

are tossed about by a great whirlwind symbolizing their passion.

Murderers boil in the blood they were so fond of shedding. The sins

get progressively worse the deeper they go and so do the punishments:
torturing serpents, swollen bellies, leprous scabs that constantly itch
and flake ofi, murderous demons stabbing bodies to pieces only to
reconstitute them for another go. Along the way, rhe narrators meet the
great thinkers and notorious celebrities of their respective traditions,
with whom they have learned discussions. At the bottom of hell Satan

is immersed in a lake of ice.

As the visitors emerge from the inferno, they wash themselves three

times in waters that separate hell from purgarory. Muslims, like Catholic
Christians, conceived of an afterlife where some were damned forever,

some only for a time till they were purified and some others blessed

enough to be sent straight to paradise. From here the pilgrims toil up
a steep mountain, encountering an awfrrl hag who tries to halt their

L-_



92 How Islarra CRna'rr:n Tur MourrN Wonlr>

progress. But with the help of their guide, they make it to the gates of
paradise where they meet a beautifi.rl maiden.

It is interesting to note that for Dante, this maiden is none other
than Beatrice, the great Platonic love of his life whom he immortal-
ized in his La Vita Nuoua. Not too surprisingly, Ibn al-Arabi also had

written Platonic love poems about Nizam, a beautiful girl whom
he met in Mecca. In his bookThe Inter?reter of Longings he takes the

theme of lost love and transforms it into a mystical allegory of divine

beauty and the soul's quest for God--exactly as Dante was to do half
a century later.

In the last stage of their celestial journey, both authors depict
Paradise as a series of nine heavens, ranked by virtues. A glorious light
grows more radiant the further they climb. Heroes and martyrs from
the respective faiths, some grouped by their circle of literature, hold
forth on erudite topics or simply tell their lifet story. Tivo women,

personally known to the poets, tell of their troubles in married life
while the visitors stand awestruck by their beauty.

fu they reach the last stage of ascension, their guides depart.

Suddenly they are whisked into the highest heaven, where they

encounter a celestial creature in the shape of a bird, flapping its wings
and cdling all creation to prayer. Afterwards they behold a ladder, on

which the blessed souls are ascending and descending.

From here, the wanderers look downwards and are amazed by
how small the world is compared to the heavenly cosmos. Around
them angels made of fire and snow swirl about the throne of God. At
first blinded by His magnificence the visitors slowly make out the

angels revolving around Him like the celestial spheres in space. From

afar they behold the awesome spectacle and then, drawing closer,

they are finally immersed in the all-encompassing light of the Divine
Presence.
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These poems are not tales of horror and wonder for mere amuse-

ment. They are guidebooks for the regeneration of the soul, illustrated in
graphic detail. For the Sufi mystic Ibn al-Arabi as well as Dante, eternal
ffuth cannot be attained by human reason but by the light of God's

grace.

This was a point Dante felt he needed to make. This zealous defend-

er of the church saw the medieval age of faith cracking apart at its
foundations. The cause of the distress was clear. Islam, in so many
ways, was dismanding all that the church stood for. The Crusades had
recendy been aborted with the Muslims victorious. Europeans in the
meantime had acquired an unquenchable passion for luury goods from
Eg;ryt and fuabia: plates, srpers, clothes, books, ceramics. Perhaps worst
of all monks, professors and others were learningArabic and proclaiming
Muslim philosophy to be superior to Christian thinking. \7ith its values

firmly grounded in natural science and human reason, "Arabisr" philoso-
phy was the single greatesr threat to Dantes most sacred beliefs.

It is possible that Dante acquired his knowledge of Islam and specifi-

cally Ibn al-Arabi through his mentor and teacher Bruneno latini. In
1260, Latini became Florence's ambassador to Spain. At the capital in
Toledo, he would have certainly come in conracr with the vast libraries of
fuabic manuscripts and their translations.'When he returned to Florence

I-atini composed several works which quoted Muslim wrirers and incor-
porated their ideas. It is interesting ro nore that Dante pum the soul of
this open-minded scholar, mentor and dear friend in Hell.

Yet try as he would Dante could nor escape the impact of Islamic
thought. In his works he frequently quotes Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd,
even placing them in Limbo where they can join forces with the grears

of ancient Greece and Rome. But his admiration only goes so far.

In Inferno, Dante has reached just about the lowest part of hell.
There he meets a disembowelled man, torn in two. The parheric,
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mutilated figure spots Dante and exposes his wounds in a gory

spectacle. Before him walls another, similarly disfigured, his face split
from "chin to forelock."

Muslims would no doubt recoil in disgust at this repulsive

description of their Prophet and Ali, literally split apart in revenge for
dividing the Christian world. It expresses the loathing and hatred that

many Europeans, including Dante, must have felt for the people who

seemed to be vanquishing them on all fronts: political, economic,

cultural and philosophical. \Vhich is precisely why, according to
scholars like Maria Rosa Menocal, Dante may have been moved to

write the Diuine Comedy. Perhaps his great epic poem is a desperate

last jab at Islam, a negative image of its religious traditions that could

deflect the influence of Arabism and restore the churcht monopoly
on thought. If that was his aim, Dante ultimately failed, as did all of
medieval Christendom. The cultural and scientific accomplishments

of the Muslims would reshape Europe into its modern form.

Yet over the centuries, their influence would be forgotten. It
was a process begun here quite consciously in Dante's reworking of
the 'Isra and Mir'aj. By putting a Christian face on the earlier

Muslim accounts, he slowly began to erase the traces of his

hated rivals. In time, with the help of later Renaissance writers,
Europeans could feel confident in their own genius, never having
to admit it sprang not from a vacuum or the rediscovery of ancient

Greece, but from the heart of the enemy they still loathed and

feared.

Is Dante's work still a masterpiece? Of course. He incorporates

many original elements into Ibn al-Arabi's framework, building
as all great artists do on a preexisting tradition, creating a vivid
and vernacular picture of thirteenth and fourteenth century Italian
society. Nevertheless, the evidence is clear. Muslim theology and

literature directly influenced-on every level of plot, character and

theme-the greatest poem in European history. That most still



remain ignorant of the vast debt owed to Ibn al-Arabi and others
is a testament to the enduring prejudice of 'Western scholarship.
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Islam's Secret Veapon

uestioning authority was not considered very polite

the Middle Ages, especially when it was the authority

the church. Over intellectual matters, the Holy See held a

monopoly. Anything that would not conform to Catholic

doctrine was banned. Anyone who defied that ban was in danger of
imprisonment, excommunication or death. The auto da fe or public

burning of heretics became a common sight in medieval Europe.

"Heretic" meant anyone foolish enough to question the Catholic

Church.
The church decided which books and authors could be read. It

decided which doctrines were true and which were false. And it even

decided in which language the Bible could be read and reproduced.

Anyone who dared to translate the Bible could be executed in a

public act of terror designed to intimidate an already superstitious and

ignorant population.
No doubt the clerics thought they were doing the right thing. The

church had to survive at all costs. In this world of sin and temptation, the

Devil exercised a fearsome power that must be met with an equally vicious

fortitude. Naturdly d1g 5urrggle for the church meant the struggle to Pre-

serve its vast land holdings, serfs and staggering wealth. The Pope could

make kings grovel by even threatening excommunication. He maintained

in
of
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armies, collected hordes of money from rich and poor alike and owned
the vast majority of the Itdian peninsula. The church was by far the largest

landholder in all of Europe.

\7ith all this at stake, Rome was nor about to allow any challenges

to its spiritud authority which was, after all, the reason for its revenues. If
certain ideas began to take hold in the popular mind, it would nor be roo
long before people not only lost faith, but the church lost its land and its
income. Their fears, of course, were justified.

The effects were not instantaneous, not even after Luther wrote
his ninety-five theses. But by the modern era, rhe Catholic Church
had lost its spiritual monopoly and was forced to begin an aggressive

missionary program to acquire new members in strange and exotic
lands. In Europe, despite its best efforts, the church lost ground to the
Scientific Revolution, which not only propelled Europeans into
modernity but dso posed the greatest philosophical threat to the very
existence of faith itself.

History is full of ironies. One of the greatest of them is that
the Islamic world, which the church had helped to destabiliz.e and
impoverish intellectudly and financially, would deal that same church
a near death blow by introducing a secret weapon: Aristotle.

THr Gnsnr Hnnrrecn oF Isr-A,M

It is a uuism of W'estern scholarship that Muslims "preserved"

Greek telrts to hand over to their righfrrl heirs, the Christian Europeans,
centuries later. This begs the quesrion: what did the Muslims do with all
that philosophy for five centuries?

First, let's use a different term than "preserve." Let's use "nurture"
or "save" or maybe even better, "reinvent." Muslims were not simply
passive recipients of alien wisdom. They were the ones who inherired
the Greek intellectual center of Alexandria in 641 and drew upon its
scholars to provide them with not only Plato's writings but also all that
we have left of Aristotlet. It was to Persia where the scholars of
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Platot Academy fled when the Christian emPeror Justinian closed it
in a fit of pious indignation. And at the same time, Syriac-speaking

Nestorian Christians living in the Middle East had long cultivated a

Neoplatonist tradition, drawing on the works of Plotinus and others

who synthesized Greek philosophy with Eastern mysticism.

Muslims didnt simply blunder into a secret library containing the

Greek classics and stare at them for five centuries, scratching their

heads. Almost immediately after conquering Greek and Persian territory

Muslim scholars began to methodically search for philosophicd manu-

scripts and labored to integrate them with their own religious traditions.

In short, they mafu Greeh philosoplry their own.Thiswas the great work of
Islamic scholarship and thought in the few centuries before the first

millenium.

TnE UNSEARABLE LIGHTNESS oF Fonus

The t'wo heavy-hitters of Greek philosophy were Plato (427-347 BC)

and his most brilliant pupil, Aristode (384-322 BC). Plato believed that

the only things in the universe that were truly red were the forms, or ideas.

These forms, like the Good, the Tiue and the Beautifi.rl, are the essence

of every material thing. 'Sf'[rat 
passes for good, true and beautifrrl in our

physical world is a mere reflection, a shadow, of the perfect, transcendent

forms. Plato illustrates this principle in his famous "allegory of the cave."

In this story people inhabit a cave wherein they are chained to a rock. A
fire burns behind them which they cannot nrrn their heads to see.

\Thenever something passes before the fire they take for red the shadow

that is cz$t on the wdl before them. Only when souls have been freed

from their chains will they see the true realiry-the Ideas that cast their

reflection in the physical objects of our world. For Plato, life is a journey

of remembrance, a quest to reestablish contact with the eternd Forms

and thus the eternal within us.

If Plato had Ideas then fuistode had Categories. People, for example,

while very different as individuals, could all be classed under the category
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of "person." But in Aristotle's world, a human was not a mere shadow of
the transcendent "Person." Form did not transcend maffer at a]l. It was

bound within it, providing matter with a god for development. Matter
moved from potentiality to afiualiry, its ultimate purpose to realize the

form within itself
Forms then were not somewhere out there, beyond our senses. They

could be observed in the physical world, in the universal pafterns

which governed particular objects. If the natural world is not observed, no

actual knowledge can be discovered, since the underlying forms are

intrinsically joined with material redity.

Yet Aristotle was not a strict materialist. Just as substances held
within them a form that motivated them to perfection, so too did
the universe have a form within itself and from which it derived its
existence. Aristotle called this the divine intellect, from which stemmed

our human intellect. The divine intellect enabled humans to see the

patterns and ultimate goals of the universe. Wrile the individual soul,

since it was bound up with the body, would perish at death, the part of
us that belonged to the divine intellect would return to its eternal

source.

The rwo philosophies could not be more different: Plato distrusts

the senses, Aristotle depends on them. Plato sees the truly real as

somehow beyond our physical world, whereas Aristotle sees the real

within our world. And while the Platonic soul is immortal, Aristotlet
is perishable, with only the impersonal and eternal spark of the divine
intellect surviving death.

Not surprisingly, Platot more mystical approach was far more pop-
ular with Christians, especially in the lVest. During the Middle Ages,

Plato was well known in Europe. Aristotle, on the other hand, had a rel-

atively small reputation. Virtually none of his works existed in l,atin
form. In the Islamic world, however, scholars had access to what
remained of his entire oeuvre. For Muslims, Aristotle simply became

known as The Philosopher, the greatest of them all. And his philosophy

l
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was so troubling that it sparked controversy from the moment it was

translated into fuabic.
For Muslims as well as Christians, there were certain basic truths that

everyone believed through faith. They knew there was a God, that he had

created the world from nothing at a specific point in time and that when

people died they would be resurrected, bodily, to paradise or torment.

None of these things could be proved scientifically, but this did not trou-

ble most Muslims. There was human wisdom-which was discernible to

mortals-and then there was the divine wisdom of Allah. The Qur'an
was a revelation from God Himself which had no need of being proved

or disproved. Yet according to Aristode, the rules of logic which governed

the entire cosmos could be grasped by monal beings. These rules seemed

to come in direct conflict with Islamic revelation.

\7hile this is just the tip of the iceberg, the implications are dready

calamitous. God's creation of the world from nothing was suddenly

rendered illogical. For Aristotle the universe was without beginning

or end. How was it logical, after all, for nothing (the absence of being

by definition) to generate being? If the universe operated by certain

discernible laws or patterns, then miracles were a logical contradiction

as well. If a person's soul is tied to their physical body then it aPPears as

if the soul is not immortal.'Worst of dl, if truth can be known through

an inherent active intellect and sensory PercePtion of the natural world,

who needs the Qur'an?
Clearly something had to be done about this. Scholars could

have simply banned Aristotle, as the Catholic Church did in the

early 1200s. But Muslims could see the incredible benefits of
Aristotle's system-what it allowed them to think, to do and to

discover. Logic worked and so did human reason when basing

its conclusions on observation of the natural world. Scientists were

soon using Aristotle's philosophy to reinvent science itself. They

thought little of what Aristotle ultimately meant for their faith.

They simply knew that he got them results.
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It fell to a series of theologians and philosophers ro grapple with
the spiritual ramifications of these earth-shattering theories.

THB Frnsr Anas PH[-osopHER

Abu-Yusuf Yaqub ibn Ishaq al-Kindi (795-866) was the first
genuine Islamic philosopher, an Arab thinker who created a new
worldview (as St. Thomas Aquinas would centuries later) that harmo-
nized his religious tradition with the Greeks. In his truly prodigious
output-a total of three hundred and sixry-one works-al-Kindi
demonstrated that faith and reason were nor incompatible. In fact, he
claimed, the truth revealed by Muhammad was backed up by logic,
which theologians should not shun but use as a spiritual tool.
Prophets and philosophers might come by knowledge in different
ways, but the truths they demonstrated were rhe same. It was just that
philosophers had to prove their truths, while prophets didnt.

Aristotle is true, al-Kindi might say, because we can see the results
in the world. And so is the Qur'an, because we can see the results in
our hearts. But how did he reconcile the vast differences berween the
two?

A student of his once asked him if the eur'an made any sense
when it said in Surah 55:6: "The stars and rhe trees offer worship."
It just didnt seem to be the kind of thing stars and trees were capable
of doing. But al-Kindi responded by looking at the definition of
"to offer worship." In this case, he said that this verb, larjud, simply
meant to grow and develop as God has ordained. To offer worship
then, al-Kindi claimed, meanr simply for the srars and trees to obey
Godt commands for their behavior, which perfectly harmonizes with
fuistotle's concepr of the universe obeying fixed naturd laws.

Al-Kindi did something few had dared to do before. He used
philosophy to liberate the Qur'an from close-minded literalism. It
was a giant leap toward a more enlightened spirituality and a more
complex world. And it was a way for religion to still make some kind
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of sense to those for whom logic and reason had taken the place of
blind faith.

PHvsrcnN AND PHILoSoPHER

'lr',hile 
some radical philosophers like al-Razi disavowed revelation

completely, others began to gravitate toward a more mystical kind of
philosophy. Its foremost proPonent was none other than Ibn Sina, the

star physician and intellect who towers so high in Islamic history that

Iran and other nations claim him as one of their own-although he

was born in what is today Uzbekistan.

Ibn Sina became interested in philosophy as a youth while listening

to his brother and father discuss the newest fad: Neopphagoreanism.

Pphagoras is familiar to most school srudenrc as the originator of the

theorem t+b,= C. But he did far more than think about triangles. In fact,

he was the leader of a cult that worshipped numbers as divine principles

that mirored the nature of reality. All this mystical talkwhetted Ibn Sina's

appetite for a Pythagoras-inspired philosophy from the third century

AD that had been popular for centuries.

This was known as Neoplatonism. It was largely the work of
Plotinus, a follower of Plato who sought to combine the philosophy

of Greece with the mystical traditions of the East. Like Plato, Plotinus

sought union with transcendent ideas, all of which were contained in
"the One." Creation began through a Process known as "emanation."

From the One emanated the Intellect, then the Soul. This emanation

was, according to Plotinus, like light from a candle, gradually getting

darker.'We are on the dark end, far from the source and yet still a part

of it. By recognizing this eternal process of emanation and return, the

human mind can attain liberation from the physicd world and head

back to the One, where subject and object are the same.

Ibn Sina took this New Age-sryle philosophy and attempted to

harmonize it with Islam. First he Put God in the place of the One.

Now Allah was doing the emanating in an eternal cycle. Next he set
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about to logically prove the existence of God, as had Aristotle before
him.

Aristotle's proof of God wenr as follows. The universe was charac-
teriz,'d by change, from potential being to actud being. Motion was
behind all kinds of change. 'whatever 

moved had to have something
causing its motion. Thken to the cosmic level, the universe itself needed
to have something causing it to change and develop from potentialiry to
actuality. This was the Unmoved Mover.

The Unmoved Mover, unlike the rest of the universe, was pure
actuality. It was eternal and immutable and separate from the material
world of change. It sounds much like Plato's concepr of Forms with this
crucial difference: Aristotle did not see the physical world as a mere
shadow of the Unmoved Mover, a fraudulent knock-off. Rather it was
a reflection, a restament to the divine cause of which it was the effect.
By studying nature, we could see the traces of this universal source.

Ibn Sina could see some problems in Aristotle's cosmology,
especially from the Islamic viewpoint. If God was somehow sepa-
rate from material crearion then miracles were out of the question.
God couldn't suspend physical laws because it was impossible for
him to be here, in the physical universe. Not to mention the fact
that if the universe were eternal and God were eternal then how
could he have done any creating?

Perhaps everything could be resolved by sayrng God was not so much
an {.Jnmoved Mover as a Necessary Existent. Rather than focus on
motion and change, Ibn Sina used the conceprs of essence and existence,
cause and effect, to make his proof Essence is what defines a thing while
existence is its being, or the potentid for it. vhat is the cause and what
is the effecr? Itt akin to the question, "\(hich comes first, the chicken
or the egg?"

Sooner or later, by infinitely regressing, you would reach a being
whose definition was the same as its being. And that would b., yo,,
guessed it, God. He exists because both categories have to start from
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somewhere. For Ibn Sina then, God is necessary, the cause of all.

Everything else in the universe is contingent-an effect depending on

something else-part of that cycle of essence to existence and back

again.

Next he had to tackle the soul. Like Aristotle, Ibn Sina believed

the soul contained a part of the divine intellect. But in Ibn Sinat case,

the divine intellect happened to be God. This led him to a Parting
of ways with Aristotle, for whom the soul was material' For if the

soul contained a part of God in its essence, it must be immortal. How

could part of God not be immortal?

Still, bodily resurrection was out. He agreed with Aristotle and

Plotinus that the universe was eternal. If that was the case then there

could be no "end of dme" for the resurrection to occur as it says in the

Qur'an. Did that imply that the holy book was in error?

Not at all, Ibn Sina countered. Prophets like Jesus and Muhammad

had to tailor their revelations to suit the needs of their listeners. There

were literd meanings intended for the slow-minded and spiritual, and

dlegorical language for the mentally gifted. If Muhammad mentions

the resurrection of the body, it is only because the masses cant grasp the

spiritual intricacies of what he's really tryrng to say. The intellectual

elite however have no such problems. Ibn Sina, while affirming bodily

resurrection in awork for the popular audience, flady rejected it in a more

esoteric work.
\7hile Ibn Sina, like d-Kindi, attempted to reconcile the naro

divergent worldviews of revelation and reason, it is clear that he sided

more with Aristotle than Muhammad. Far less prone to compromise

than al-Kindi, Ibn Sina followed philosophyt natural train of thought

to create a universe that seemed at odds with some of the most sacred

tenets of Islam: God's omniscience, the finite nature of the world,

and the resurrection of the body. It was a challenge that could not

go unanswered.



106 Hovz Isleu CREereo Tna MoDERN WoRln

Rnver-rrtoN ovER REASoN

It fell to Abu-Hamid Muhammad al-Ghazali to answer that chal-
lenge. Few figures in Islamic history have been more adored or
despised. To some he is the grearest of Muslim thinkers, a theologian
whose influence is still felt today, nearly a thousand years after his
death. To others he is the "executioner" of philosophy, a religious
fanatic whose writings helped to destroy rationalism in Islam and
usher in a dark age of fundamentalism.

Al-Ghazali was born in Persia in 1058 and by the age of thirry-three
was teaching theology at Baghdadt university. He was an incredibly
popular instrucror and a brilliant scholar, lecturing to three hundred at a
time. After holding the position for only four years, he went through a

crisis of the heart and soul, a spiritud nervous breakdown. Repudiating all
that he had stood for, he left the bookish world of the university and
became a mystic.

For some time al-Ghazali had been questioning everphing:
theology, law, philosophy, dogma, tradition. \)7hat he wanted was the
truth-and more rhan that, the very nature of things. But rather than
follow the Greek path, searching for definitions and laws that pointed
to ultimate truth, al-Ghazali decided instead ro "try to find what
knowledge really is." The question was nor, as the Greeks had said,
"'$7'hat is true?" but, "How do I know what is true?"

Al-Ghazali was nor hrppy with simple probabiliry. He wanted
absolute certainry and the more he thought about what he kne*,
the more he realized none of it was very certain. He asked himself
if sense-perception gave truth. No, he decided, for senses can be
tricked, as when the eyes perceive the shadow cast by a sundial as

immobile while in fact it moves. Perhaps intellectual truths, then?
No, again. For didnt dreams seem as real as the physical world while
he was dreaming them? 'Was he capable of telling the difference
between one or the other? "Perhaps," he said, "life in this world is
a dream..."
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\)7hat is truly remarkable here is that most students of 'Western

philosophy have heard these arguments before. They are identicd to the

Meditations of Rene Descartes, considered by many to be the first mod-

ern philosopher. The textbooks extol Descartes' epoch-making decision

to move from cosmology, the study of the universe, to epistemology, the

study of knowledge. They marvel at his ponderings on how he knows

what he knows, what is certain, and whether or not knowledge is even

possible. For many, this is the man who ushered in the Enlightenment,

the whole modern worldview. And here is d-Ghazdi, the so-called

"executioner" of philosophy, saying the same exact things-only five

hundred fifty years earlier.

So why do rationalists excoriate al-Ghazali? Because in the end, he did

not decide that the only certainty was: I think, therefore I am.

For al-Ghazali, God was the cerainty he had been looking for'
\Whatever was true came from God. Al-Ghazali encountered this in a
spiritual flash of insight, where he experienced the absolute truth as "a

light which God most high cast into my breast." Tiuth could not be

sought. Rather, it was bestowed by God in a mystic revelation that was

beyond logic, proof, or sensory perception.

Interestingly, Rene Descartes-the consummate modern

thinker-also claimed that God was the ultimate source of truth.

The only difference between him and the Persian mystic was that

for Descartes, Godt existence validated human reason as a truth-

detector. He reasoned that God, being perfect and good, would not

give people reason only to then deceive them by it. To some, it would

no doubt be disturbing to notice just how much these vastly differ-

ent thinkers have in common.
But d-Ghazdi, unlike Descartes, saw philosoPhy as largely a waste of

time. As a system for discovering truth, it appeared painfirlly inadequate.

It did not address the spiritual hunger within him. This is precisely the

r€ason why logic and faith have never formed a more perfect union. One

appeals to the mind, the other to the heart. Perhaps both systems had
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things to offer. Certainly al-Ghazali knew all the logical tricks of the
philosophert trade, and used them to great effect in his writing. For too
long the philosophers had held complete sway over intellecrual discourse.
It was time to cut them down to size.

Their come-uppance came in the form of al-Ghazalit devastating
critique, The Incoherence of the Philosophers. In it, he finally met
fuistotle and Ibn Sina head on. Point after point, rwenry in all, he
refuted their arguments for an eternal world and a non-physical
resurrecrion. In one of his most prescient attacks, he anticipated yet
another Enlightenment philosopher, David Hume, by proving that
effects do not necessarily follow from causes.

One of the main points of the philosophers was that God,
being universal, could have no knowledge of the particulars of
how the universe functioned. The world was dererministic and free
will was illusory since narural law (the inherenr categories of
Aristotle) dictated the way things would exist and develop. This
not only contradicted the Qur'an but also common sense. people

appeared to be able to make choices affecting their own destiny.
Still, the philosophers amempred to prove a link berween the uni-
versal and the particular through logic. Al-Ghazali demonstrated
the futility of this quesr.

Ibn Sinas concepr of God as a necess*ry God made no sense. Hadnt
fuistotle said that the world was one ofpotentiality? Then how, al-Ghazali
asked, could necessiry the "must be," exist in a world that by definition
was only one of potentiality, the "could be?" Using their own logic, al-
Ghazali dedt them a crushing blow, demonstrating that God could not
be proven rationally-a primary god of philosophers for a millenium.
By the end of his book, the results are fairly conclusive: al-Gha"ali: 20,
Philosophers: 0.

It took a hundred years or so for rhe remarch. The setting
was the other side of the world, in al-Andalus.
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THp h.rcoHERENCE oF THE INcosErcNcr

One of the most famous philosophers of Muslim Spain was Abu

Balr ibn Abd al-Malik ibn Tirfayl (c. 1 I 16-84). He is best known for

his philosophical fantasy, Hayy ibn Yaqzan (The Living One, Son of
the Vigilant). Abandoned at birth, Hayy is raised on a desert island by

a doe. Utterly alone except for his animal companions, Hayy teaches

himself to survive and even learns the laws of nature by employing the

scientific method of observation and experimentation. He soon learns

that what sets him apart from the other creatures is his power of
reason. Hayy uses his rational mind to achieve numerous insights,

even teaching a newcomer to the island, Absal.

Like many other Muslim philosophers, Ibn TLfayl anticipated

Descartes' emphasis on rationalism by hundreds of years. But his

influence was even more far-reaching, for his work inspired another

tale of a lonely castaway and his companion on a desert isle. The book

was none other than Daniel Defoet Robinson Crusoe, published just

eleven years after Ibn Tirfaylt original was translated into English in

1708.

His greatest influence on the world, however, was not his literary

works but a certain friendship. fu physician and courtier to the

Almohads, Ibn Tirfayl was able to secure a position in court for this

friend, whose image would later adorn an unlikely place, far to the east.

Ibn Tirfaylt friend is now the Vaticant only Muslim resident.

Visitors have been noticing him there since around 1510, as a part of
the august assembly known as "The School ofAthens." Painted by the

Renaissance genius, Raphael, the fresco shows the great thinkers of
the ages, with Plato and fuistotle forming the center focus. Toward

the bottom is the man who made not only Aristotlet name famous

in Europe but his own as well. Medieval Christendom knew him

as Averroes, the Commentator. His true name was Abu al-Valid

Muhammad Ibn Rushd and he was the greatest philosopher in

Europe. Responding to the chdlenge of al-Ghazali, Ibn Rushd would
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start a revolution that would destroy medievalism and usher in the
modern world as we know it

He was born in Cordoba in 1126 ro a prestigious family of lawyers
and judges. At the university in Cordoba, with a library containing
almost half a million volumes, Ibn Rushd studied his familial profes-
sion, specializing in law and medicine. After graduating he pracriced
in al-Andalus as well as Marrakush in North Africa. It was there that
the Berbers, African Muslims who had conquered the taifa states,

held their court. \7hile the Berbers were puritanicd in their religion,
they strongly supported philosophy. \With the help of Ibn Tirfayl, Ibn
Rushd was offered a judgeship in Seville, with the understanding that
he would privately rutor rhe Berber sultan on rhe relatively inscrutable
writings of Aristotle. \7ith the rulert parronage, he soon moved back
to Cordoba, where he passed a pleasant decade. In 1182 he became
the sultant personal physician until the rulert death three years later.

It was with the succession of the sultant son, al-Mansur, that Ibn
Rushdt fall from grace began. In 1195, Ibn Rushd was banished from
Cordoba and his books of philosophy were burned. It is only thanks
to the Jewish communiry who had translated his works into Hebrew,
that we can read the commenraries that so enraged his ruler. \7.hile
reinstated two years later, Ibn Rushd died soon after in 1198, only a

few decades before his ideas hit the European consciousness like a

brick through a plate glass window.
'!7hat was it that caused the abrupt banishment and disgrace?

Only what Ibn Rushd had been doing dl those years when he got off
work-writing commentaries on Aristotle.

The word "commentary" does not really do him justice. Far from
a series of tedious margin notes on the Greek thinker, Ibn Rushd's
writings are essentially meditations, original worla of philosophy
that use Aristotle as a starting-off point.

Aside from the commentaries, his mosr famous work is the
Tahafut al-Thhafut, the Incoherence of the Incoherence-a direct
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counterattack to al-Ghtzali. -Inlt he 3ddresggd allGhaz{ls- m1r_l-
objections to philosop_hy: ln_ g!gg.4_yniy:_lt._ basgd on 9a9,9a!i1y.- -
Godt ignorance of the- deeils of cleation, and the denial of
bodily res_ur-rectio n. He-re ar_e Ibn _-Rushd:j9ll-tjr,llgyT:nts to

al-Ghazali: .-
(1) If the universe were created at a specific time then that would

seem to limit God's power. It would imply that God was forced to

create it when he did. Otherwise, why not do it sooner? Or later?

And how, Ibn Rushd wonders, can al-Ghazali reject causality-the
whole system of natural laws that makes the universe go 'round? For

it is, after all, a system that Allah Himself put in motion. To reject

His system is to reject Him, isnt it?
(2) Godt knowledge of the particulars of creation is non-

sensical. Being God, His knowledge is necessarily different from

ours. His knowledge is of the design, ours of the particulars. God

is the cause, we are the effects. Knowledge can't be the same for

both God and people. Ibn Rushd astutely Proves his point by

citing the Qur'an, Surah 6:L63 which says that God has no

partner. Does this rule out free will? Not at all, he maintains.
'lfhile humans do have a plethora of choices, they are nevertheless

choices made within certain constraints, namely natural laws.

Human behavior is predicated on both nature and nurture, a

decidedly modern response to the issue.

(3) Like Ibn Sina and other Muslim philosophers, Ibn Rushd

reaffirmed the harmony between reason and faith. The Qur'an, he

said, was composed of certain verses that the Prophet had called

"sound," meant to be taken literally. Others were obviously more

ambiguous and required philosophy to interpret them. Theologians

and the masses couldn't truly comprehend the real meaning. This

included the sections dealing with a "bodily resurrection," which

were, to Ibn Rushd, symbolic ways to explain a new state of being

incomprehensible to creatures in a physical world.
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It was a staggering argumenr and a major comeback for Islamic
philosophy. If he had not squarely bested al-Ghazali, Ibn Rushd had
at the very least fought him to a stalemare.

After rallying against the conseryative theologians, Ibn Rushd grew
a lide cocky. He decided to take on a tougher opponent. His chosen
batdeground was no longer religion but politics. At the twilight of his life,
he decided to write a commenrary on Plato's The Republic.

One of the great masterpieces of philoso phy, The Repablic is the
crowning achievement of Greek thought. It is Plato's blueprint for
the ideal self and the ideal sociery. Ibn Rushd could have used his
commentary to simply explain all of the wonderful intricacies of this
classic work.

But he went further. Like his commentaries on Platot pupil, Ibn
Rushd used The Republic not only to discuss the perfect state but
also to show how the currenr one, rhe Berber Almohad dynasry was
deviating far from that ideal.

Many writers over the years have claimed that Ibn Rushd's fall
from grace was caused by religious fundamentalists who were appalled
by his rationalism. After Ibn Rushd, they point out, philosophy was
extinguished in the Muslim world. It was the victory of fanaticism
over logic, a clear-cur reason for Islamt decline on the socio-cultural
stage.

In fact, Ibn Rushd did not suffer from religious oppression. His
anti-theological works had been circulating for decades. Rather it was
his work of political philosophy, the commentary on The Republic,
that got his books burned. In it, he advocated wild, revolutionary
reforms: the rights of women, the dissolution of marriage as a social
institution, public education and evenly-distributed wealth. 'Worse, 

he
dared to attack the Berber rulers of al-Andalus, branding them as

decadent tyrants who had lost the consent of the governed, the very
people who had given them the right to rule in the first place. It was
a plea for social justice that would enflame such latter-day thinkers as
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Rousseau, Jefferson and Marx. For struggling against despotism

and ignorance, he was made a renegade, his reputation and spirit

destroyed. contrary to the commonly-held view in the w'esr, it was

politics far more than faith that dealt him the death blow.

Thankfi.rlly his tight did not extinguish, even when his books were

nothing but char and ash. Sparks had drifted northward and eastward,

borne by Jewish disciples and from them to christians, eager for a new

way of looking at the world.

AvERRotsN4\-------"
It didnt take long for christendom to see the storm clouds gath-

ering. The church made a few pre-emptive strikes. In 1210 Aristotle

was banned in Paris. In 1231Pope Gregory IX convened a special

commission to decide which parts of Aristotle were worth preserving

and which weren't. vhile the commission made its study, Aristotle

was banned through all of christendom. In 1263 the ban was

renewed by the nexr Pope. But try as rhe church might, the study of

Aristode went on clandestinely. So did the study of his commentator

Ibn Rushd, the one who translated him, explained him, and made

him live.

This Muslim tradition was absolutely essential in helping Greek learn-

ing gain populariry in christian Europe. Ibn Rushdt thought described

a centuries-long dialogue between faith and reason that gave European

rationalism a jump-start. fuistotlet philosophy was one thing, but what

Ibn Rushd and others gave Europe was Semitic religion's resPonse to

Greek reason. It helped thinkers on both sides of the issue deal with the

perplexing and disturbing new message that was coming to them from the

Islamic world.
That message was simply this: humans had the power. They had the

power to glean the laws of the eternal universe by observing their effects

in the physical world. And though individual souls might perish with the

body, we would merge at death with the one soul that linked together

the whole chain of being.
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Naturally the church was horrified. This was a sustained attack
against the sacred truths that had defined their sociery for close to
a thousand years. These dangerous ideas had begun to creep into
christendom from newly-conquered Muslim Sicily and Spain, soon
penetrating into the universities of Italy and France. The name they
gave this philosophicd attack was Averroism, its followers godless
Arabists, hell-bent on hastening Antichrist's arrival.

_ Qae of the s_taunche$ Averroists was Pietro d'Abano, a professor of

- 
medicine anJ philosopht;h;;"iJry.rd. A;U;ii.$frqf p"d*
in 1306. So revered was he that one of his students, when -H;r,
d'Abanot lecture hall cried out, "Hail, O HolyTemple!"

Padua was soon branded a college of heretics, with d'Abano at its
head. Defying the decrees of the church, he--brought-A.ristotlg q$d Ibn_
Rushd into the- -unifgrstq_cggeulum.studenls would now be instructed
in natural philosophy, wtrich he claimgd rb.uld be_rhe new:b_tii.f
qcielgg,.Iollowing the thoughts of al-Razi, Ibn Sina and Ibn R;hd,
d'Abano articulated with others a new concept in Europe that was
perhaps Islam's grearest contribution to the world: the scientific method. '
Ti'adition and the Bible were no longer adequate methods for discovering
truth. observarion, experimentation and logic were the new tools of
the trade. It seemed as if d'Abano and his students were on the verge of a
brave, new world. But the Inquisition had other plans.

Formed by the church to combar heresy-and shatter the
Averroist movement-the Inquisition condemned d'Abano for
violating catholic doctrine in fifty-five separare passages of his
books. He died in 1315, before he could be brought to trial. But
that didn't stop the Inquisition. They found him guilty anyway,
and ordered his dead body to be burned at the stake. According to
tradition, his loyal students hid d'Abano's remains, so rhe church
had to make do with burning him in effigy.

fu *y rate, ir was roo late. One of dAbanot studen6, Dante
Alighieri, understood how valuable the contributions of Islamic philoso-



Islau's Se cner W'rnPoN 115

phy were to the new movement, which became known as the

Renaissance. In a rare fit of sensitivity, th. poet consigned Ibn Sina and

Ibn Rushd to Limbo rather than Hell, where they joined the other great

philosophers who had the misfortune of being born before Jesus. Saint

Thomas Aquinas, quoting extensively from Ibn Rushd and Ibn Sina, tried

to do what al-Kindi had done before him---<ffect a harmony between his

faith and the new philosophy. Known as scholasticism, Aquinas's qystem

became both official Catholic doctrine as well as, in a sense, the requiem

of the Middle Ages. In 1512, alateran council condemned the philoso-

phy of Ibn Rushd and declared anyone who professed it a heretic

and infidel. But whether the church wanted to admit it or not,

Averoism-the legacy of Islamic philosophy-had become a Paft of the

European heritage, leading it into the future, into the uncharted teritory
of the modern world.



A Medieval \Var on Terror

n the Middle Ages, Christendom was completely surrounded by

Islam. fuia, Africa and even parts of Europe were controlled by

Muslims. For most Christians it mattered little. Many even enriched

themselves by trading with their religious rivals. But for the theologians,

Islam's dominance was a sorry state of affairs. Not surprisingly these

religious men painted a bleak picture of the "infidel." If one considers

that Christian monks were the only historians of the Middle Ages, it

becomes obvious why Muslims time and again got the worst of press.

Thke the Song of Roland, the French national epic. This lusry

poem of sword-play and self-sacrifice was loosely-very loosely-
based on Charlemagne's campaign in Northern Spain in770. After a

very unsatisfactory showing, the Frankish knights beat a hasty retreat

across the Pyrenees. Their rear guard was affacked and Roland,

Frankish knight par excellence, let himself and his men be cut to rib-

bons to save the imperial entourage. Strangely, the poet substitutes

Muslims for the Christian Basques who actually inflicted the damage.

\Vhile lavishing invective on Rolandt foes, the author manages to

display a startling ignorance of Muslims and their religion. In his

desire ro portray them as the dark side to Christianity the poet has

Muslims worship a trinity comprising Apollo, Muhammad and

"Tervagen." He also refers to statuary these "pagan" idol worshippers

use in their demonic rituals.

rt7

7
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These charges of polytheism and idol-worship are all rhe more
amusing when one considers that the fundamental sraremenr of Islamic
faith is that there is no god but God (the one God) and that the eur'an
prohibits the use of images of any kind in worship. Looking at the
medieval christians on the other hand we find them worshipping
not just God but his Son as well as his Spirit and his Mother. on top of
that, any Muslim going into a church at the time would have no doubt
been surprised by the abundant supply of images-o! one might say,
idols-of Christ, the virgin, and the saints, nor ro mention the holy
relics venerated for their divine healing powers.

Even if he despises them for their religion, Roland's creator does
invest a few Muslims with some redeeming qualities like bravery and
swordsmanship. Their superior wealth and culture is alluded to, albeit
obliquely, in the descriptions of their magnificent garmenrs, armor
and weapons. But however admirable the enemy might be the very
best the Franks can say of a Muslim is: "God, what a lord, if he were
but a Christian!"

vhy would the Franks go to such lengths to malign Muslims?
Vhy rewrite history?

The clue is in the date of composition, somewhere around the
1090s. It just so happens that in that decade a group of religious
fundamentalists began preaching a holy war against the worldt
great empire. These barbarians resenred the empiret superior culture,
scientific know-how and open-minded religion. In fact, the fanatics
hated their whole way of life. A few of their most radical clerics
organized an army of terrorists to attack the empire at one of its
holiest places. They took the citizens of the empire by surprise,
massacring thousands upon thousands in an insane bloodbath. The
empire had little choice but to wage war in defense of civilization.

very little differs between then and now excepr who is on the
receiving end. This is the ugly cycle of prejudice, ignorance and
death that Europeans began in the Crusades.
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Gooo vs. EvtL

If there was any one thing that got me interested in history and in
the Middle Ages in particular, it was a book I found in my middle

school library when I was twelve years old. It was titled The Crusades

by Anthony'West and told the story of the First Crusade to "rescue

the Holy Land from the Moslems." I can still vividly recall the line

drawings of mustachioed knights hacking up turbaned riders as well

as the lurid descriptions of dismemberment and decapitation of the

captured "Saracens." 'Without having any idea exactly who these

Saracens were, I was made to know that they didnt belong in the

"Holy Land." '!(/'e \Testern Christians had a claim on that sacred

piece of real estate because Jesus walked there a thousand years before.

This "warrior people" had somehow gotten possession of the Holy
Land and, worst of all, Jerusalem. They were making it very hard on

the pilgrims and other poor Christians who still lived there. Somehow

these Saracens had to be stopped!
'Westt book ushered me into an era where great deeds were still

possible, a comic book world where heroes and villains really lived.

Here God gave people victory over their enemies in battle and men

killed other men with the best of intentions-to send to hell people

who should already be there tnyway. Historywas The Lord ofthe Rings

and we were the men, while the "Saracens" were the Orcs. I imagined

myself as one of the Frankish knights, traveling half-way across the

world to fight the good fight, the just war. This history-as-epic made

fantasy appear real.

The operative word however is "appear," for most'W'estern histo-

ries of the Crusades are far more fiction than fact. Insanely biased,

culturally and religiously, accounts such as the one I read continue

to fuel the flames of hatred among Christians and Muslims today.

Medieval history is not just the dusry accounts of dead men. It has

become a living blueprint to conduct new wars of terror. After the

horrific events of September 11, 2001, George'S7. Bush preached
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a new "crusade." He did nor use the term lightly. All who listened
knew what the Crusades were about: light versus dark, in more ways
than one.

How strange that it is not the cultural interactions of the Italian
republics with Islam, nor Europe's acceptance of the revolutionary
Averoist philosophy, nor its genesis as a civilized region thanls to
Muslim medicine, science and mathematics that makes the history
bools. There is only one encounter between Europe and the Islamic
world worthy of mention: the Crusades, in all their fundamentalist glory.

Thankfirlln in recenr years some revisionists have begun to dismande
the saindy aura surrounding these wars of terroristic aggression. But for
the majority, the general theme of the book I read years ago holds true:
Muslims are always the aggressors. Their life is fundamentally different
from ours. Their religion is a false one, of no relationship to the 'ludeo-
Christian heritage." Most importandy, their terifying jihads are always

somehow less justified than our self-righteous crusades.

These falsehoods, made truths through the warped lense of ignorance
and bigotry all got their start in 1096, ,ho"gh the events which led to
the Crusades began many years before.

Tnr Gnrer Scursu oF Isr-AM

Byzantium, the lone Christian stronghold in the East, was a

perennial target of Muslim armies. Vith their conrrol over the
Bosphorus, the gateway to the Mediterranean, rhe Byzantines held a
precious prize that they would defend not just against Muslims but
Europeans as well. Over the centuries Byzantium had shrunk from a
major empire to a minor regional power. Muslim armies hammered
against Constantinople like a ceaseless tide. Each year more and more
of the Greek kingdom slipped away to join the Muslim ocean. By the
tenth century, it looked as if Byzantium would soon become exrincr.

Then came a revolution from within Islam. By the time it
was over, the entire Muslim world was in a shambles. Soon a power
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vacuum opened wide enough to let in the Crusaders, scavengers

preying on a great empire weakened by schism.

Like 'Western Christianiry Islam is no stranger to division. A
wealth of sects and doctrinal differences sdll divide the Muslim world
today. But no difference of opinion was more tumultuous than that
bet"areen Sunnis and a new kind of Muslim-the Shia.

Shiaism began as a political prorest against the Umayyad caliphate.

Vhat was first a movement of Arabs against caliphs not related to the
prophet soon embraced Persians, dissatisfied with the racist Umayyads,

who did their best to bar Persians from higher positions of power.

After the Umayyads were dispatched, the Abbasid caliphate went
on to create a Pax Islamica that spread from Central fuia to the
Atlantic ocean. A plethora of ethnic groups was absorbed into the
empire. Many of these groups, especially the Persians and the Berbers,

rankled at their second-class status. Even within the Arab elire, a new
social class of artisans and merchants increasingly grew to resent the
spendthrift ways of the aristocracy.

To these various excluded groups, the new sect of Shiaism was

a welcome alternative to orthodox Sunnism. A millenial religion,
Shiaism promised the return of a spiritual leader known as rhe Mahdi,
descended from Ali, nephew and son-in-law of the Prophet and
rightful leader of Islam. \Mith the Imamt return, the lost purity of
Islam will be restored, reconciling all classes and races. This new Imam
was not a simple religious leader but was divinely guided and thus
infallible. The Qur'an was not to be taken literally but had a hidden,
symbolic meaning that was open only to the initiated. \Mhile Sunni
Islam helped to reinforce the social hierarchy of the Abbasids, Shiaism
was an egalitarian sect, appealing to outcasts and the disenfranchised,
much as Christianiry had done centuries before.

The new doctrine was quick to spread. Da'is, or missionaries,

spread the word of the hidden Imams, whose identities remain
shrouded in secrecy to this day. Organized in cells that spanned the
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entire caliphate, the Shias were a religious underground frequently
encountering suppression and execution, once again mirroring the

experience of early Christians. \7hile fragmenting the unity of Islam,

Shiaism itself would fall victim to schism. In later years two major
sects emerged: the Twelvers and the Seveners, so called for their
disagreement over the succession of imams.

These religious differences, however, did litde to dilute the power

of their message. In 893, a Yemenite named Abu Abdallah al-Shi'i con-

vemed the Berbers to Shiaism. An ethnic underclass in Arab-dominated

North Africa, the Berbers were ferocious fighters and passionate converts.
'ttr7ith a joint Shia army of disaffected fuabs and Berbers, Abu Abdallah

conquered a series ofArab principates in Nomhern Africa and proclaimed

his new kingdom to be the true caliphate in 909. This new dynastic

f"-ily, known as the Fatimids, would rule Eglpt for the next two
hundred and fifty years.

The effect of the rise of the Fatimids was earth-shattering. For
the first time in centuries, the authority of the Abbasid caliphs was

challenged and a new sect claimed the loyalry of all Islam. Unlike
the Sunnis, however, these Fatimids believed in an Imam who was the

infallible and sinless representative of Allah himself
Islam as a unified world empire was over.

Ceucura, Ferruro Srn-p

By the middle of the tenth century, the Fatimids were reaching
their high tide. Conquering all of Northern Africa by 973, they
were poised to extinguish the Abbasids once and for all. Three
groups frustrated their plans. The Abbasid lands had fallen into
the hands of Shia Buyids, natives of Persia. Meanwhile the
Karmathians (a radical group of Shias who had sacked Mecca and
even stolen the stone of the Ka'ba) had grown disenchanted with
their less extreme cousins to the west and had attacked Fatimid
armies in Syria, checking their advance into Iraq. At the same time,
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the Byzantines had taken advantage of the chaos in the Muslim
world to begin reconquering some of their ancient holdings.

There were disturbing events on the domestic front as well, all
centered around the new caliph, al-Hakim. Inheriting the throne in
996 at the age of eleven, al-Hakim would go on to distinguish himself
as one of the most bizarre figures in Islamic history.

At the tender age of fifteen he executed the eunuch who had ruled
in his stead as regent. Al-Hakim then proceeded to pass a series of
repressive and arbitrary laws. Thade during the day was abolished.
Only during the night hours could business go on. Drinking and
gambling were made illegal. Dogs and women were forbidden from
appearing in public, the former being slain on sight. He even wenr to
the extraordinary length of outlawing the manufacture of women's
shoes, to keep the females at home, barefoot and pregnant. The caliph
himself would roam the streers at night, making sure his decrees were

enforced. Violators could expecr a swift decapitadon.
A reign of terror ensued for Muslims, Christians and Jews alike.

The People of the Book were forced ro wear specific clothes that
identified their religion. Numerous laws were passed to restrict their
freedoms and humiliate their digniry. Their churches and synagogues

were destroyed, including the Church of the Resurrection in
Jerusalem.

The caliphal court became witness to a Stalinesque purge.
Everyone was suspect and paranoia reigned. The mad caliph saw to it
that high ranking soldiers and courtiers lived in fear. One general was

executed after reportedly witnessing al-Hakim dismember a childt
corPse.

The people could tolerate only so much. The last straw arived in the
person of t'wo ddis from Persia, one of whom was named Darazi. This
sage proclaimed that the spirit of God that had been incarnate in Ali and
all the other imams was now presenr in al-Hakim himself Not sulpris-
ingln d-Hakim was enthusiastic about being proclaimed a near-deity,

,ho"Sh he did not publicly suppom Darail.
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In 1021, al-Hakim went for one of his midnight rambles in
the desert and never returned. Although the caliph was most likely
the victim of conspiraq, Darazi continued to proclaim al-Hakim as

the Mahdi, Shiaismt messianic figure, and the cult of the Druzes to
this day awaits al-Hakimt apocalyptic return. Hopefully he will take

his time.
His successor tried to undo the damage, rebuilding the Christian

places of worship and normalizing relations between the three faiths.

Yet despite the fact that Muslims continued to treat Christians
and Jews with far more tolerance and equanimity than anywhere else

in the medieval world, the repercussions of al-Hakim's madness

reached far and wide. By harassing Christian pilgrims and burning
their churches, he had provided an unfortunate pretext for holy war.

THe SErlurs

Throughout the Shia Revolution, the Abbasid caliphs had been

relying increasingly on the services of mercenaries from the East.

These were the TLrks, a newly converted group of Central Asian

tribes. They soon overcame their Persian overlords and overran

kingdoms in Khurasan and Tiansoxiana (near the Aral Sea). Vhat
made them especially attractive to the Abbasids was their adherence

to Sunni Islam. fu Sunnis they supported the Abbasid rulers as the

rightful leaders of Islam and would stand with them against the Shia

Fatimids of Egypt.

In the 1050s, just forty years before the First Crusade, Fatimids
and Tirrks squared off Each side supported its own caliph for the

ancient throne in Baghdad. Thanks to the Seljuks, a tribe of Tirrkish
warriors, the Abbasids successfully regained the throne in 1060.

Sunni Islam was saved and the Fatimids had reached their high water
mark. From now on they would have to be content with Egypt and

its environs.

The caliphate as a political power, however, was over. The
Abbasids ruled in name only with the Seljuks now running the show.
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Tirghril, their leader took the dtle Sultan, the Commander of the
Faithful, pledging to defend Islam against schism and attack.

Most of the Arabs and Persians were not impressed. They saw

the Seljuks as uncouth barbarians. '$7'orse, these Tirrks brought other
Central fuian tribesmen along who were even less disciplined, making
war with the indigenous Bedouin and Kurdish nomads. To relieve

some of the internal pressure, the Seljuts decided to attack the
Byzantines, whose power was in serious decline.

The result was the Battle of Manzikert in 1071, where the Seljuks

defeated a combined army of Byzantines and their less than enthusi-
astic Norman and Tirrkish soldiers-for-hire. It was a cataclysmic
defeat, made even worse by the unprecedented and humiliating
capture of the Byzantine Emperor himself. Nearly all of Asia Minor
was now in Muslim hands. Nothing was left of the once-magnificent
empire of the East except its capitd ciry of Constantinople and a

sliver of coastline.

The Emperor paid his ransom and returned to the remnants of his
kingdom. It was there that he composed a pitiful plea to the pontiff
of Rome, begging for aid. That was when the trouble really started.

TUE PopE vs. THE KrNcs

The Battle of Manzikert was the high point of the Seljuk
sultanate. Soon afterwards, they lost any centralized power they
had acquired. In the ensuing chaos a host of would-be sultans began

fighting among themselves for supremacy. The Abbasids, eager

to regain their lost prestige, played the Tirrks against each other,
weakening all sides. At the same time, the Fatimids of Egypt had lost
the Maghrib, all of Islamic Northern Africa, ro rhe Berbers. Deprived
of their revenues to the 'West, the Fatimids took advantage of the
instabiliry of the Seljuk regime to invade Palestine and Syria.

It was at this precise moment, when the Islamic world was ar irs
most divided and weakened state in history that a horde of barbarians
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and religious fanatics from the'West touched down at Constantinople
and made their way for Jerusalem, broadswords in hand.

There was no special reason for'Western Christians to help their
Eastern brethren. The Pope and the Byzantine Patriarch had parted

ways in lO54 in the mother of all falling-outs, the Great Schism. The
catholic and apostolic church split into two halves, eastern and western,

with no love lost between. After all of this, the Pope most likely thought
the Bfzantine loss at Manzikert was well-deserved.

But the Pontiffwas dso astute enough to notice the amazing string

of Christian victories against Muslim armies. First a Muslim navy had

been driven from its base in Provence in 927, and then Pisa and Genoa

had reconquered Sardinia in 1016. Christians had made inroads into
al-Andalus, seizing possession of Toledo, which soon became the new

capitd of Catholic Spain. And just a few years before, in 1091, the

Normans had conquered Muslim Sicily. The internal pressures of the Shia

schism and the Fatimid challenge to the Abbasids had weakened Islam's

hold. Now Byzantium itself was at death's door. There was a power
vacuum yawning in Palestine and Asia Minor. \)7hy not take the oppor-

tunity to extend the boundaries (and revenues) of the Catholic Church by
a few thousand miles? Perhaps they might even deal a death blow to Islam.
'!7ith victory after victory in the'West, the Christians did seem to findly
have the upper hand.

But Constantinople and Jerusalem were distant objectives. \What

the Pope was most interested in was Europe and the growing power of
kings. For most of the Middle Ages, the \West had lacked any central

authoriry with petty warlords and their thugs squabbling with each

other for a few scraps of land. Over the past century however, things
had changed. The warlords were bullied into submission by bigger

warlords who called themselves kings. 'S7ith more land and money
at their disposal than ever before, these upstarts began to challenge the
one authoriry that had ruled Europe since the fall of Rome: the
church. Kings began to appoint bishops of their choosing, bypassing

l
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the church completely and funneling rhe subsequent tithes into their
own pockets.

Vhat was in fact happening was the slow evolution of European
society toward absolutism, the creadon of nations organized under
a centralized monarchy. That kind of povrer was anarhema to the
church, long used to controlling the political arena. The Popes thus
began to stir up trouble with the lesser nobles, urging them to rebel

against the Holy Roman Emperor and other kings who had managed
to accumulate too much control to suit Rome. The monarchs eventu-
ally got the message and backed off, But now the die was casr. It was

to be a contest between Pope and kings with Europe itself as the prize.
The Crusades c:une at this crucial time, giving the church the oppor-

tunity it needed to win the hearts and minds of Europeans from their
kings. It united Europe as a culturd enriry. That collective identity was

not national or ethnic. It was religious, a crearion of the church. Now
the supreme spiritual leader set abour proving his temporal metde by
doing what no king could even dream ofi mobilizing an army 150,000
strong to march across the world and fight on his command, while
at the same time cowing monarchs into leading the expedition. The
Crusades would keep the kings diverted for cenruries and drain their
coffers while the church maintained its hold on Europe's intellectual,
cultural and spiritual life as well as irs revenues and land.

Tse FneNrs ARE coMrNG

Of course this would not be the best way ro word it to a gullible
populace. 

'STithout 
wasting any time, Pope Urban II and his emissaries

went on a speaking tour through France to drum up recruits. Peter the
Hermit was one of the mosr accomplished rabble rousers. \)7hat he and
others dl over Europe told the assembled masses was this: Kill the enemies

of the faith and all ofyour sins will be forgiven. \7ho could pass up such
an oppornrnity?

In March of 1096, Peter led an army of about 10,000 soldiers of
God with a large number of camp followers all eager ro see where
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Christ walked. This was known as the Peasants' Crusade, only the first
in a series of successive waves of European invasions of the Middle
East. The name, however, is a misnomer. The leaders were no peasants

but noblemen, albeit ones fallen on hard times. Their money and

supplies ran out by the time they got to Hungary. \Vhen they began

looting and pillaging to feed themselves, the Magyars gathered an

army and decimated their forces in several battles. Peter and his

cohorts scrambled out of Hungary and made it to Constantinople,
much worse for wear.

\7hen they presented themselves at the Bfzantine capital, the
Emperor was not impressed. This was not so much a professional army

as a riotous mob of uncouth barbarians, thousands strong. The Byzantines

hastily ferried them to Asia Minor. After hysterically slaughtering the

dark-skinned locals there-who happened to be Christian-the hapless

Crusaders were promptly cut to ribbons by the Seljuls.

Meanwhile in Germany, the redoubtable Count Emich of kiningen
was getting his crusade off to a good start. The Count believed himself
to be a legendary figure of the Apocalypse. After defeating Antichrist,
Count Emich hoped to be crowned King of the'World in Jersualem and

usher in a thousand-year kingdom.
\Vhile he was on his way through the Rhineland the Count decided

tlat the best way to begin his crusade would be to kill wery Jew he and

his army could lay their hands on. After all, why wait to kill Muslims

when the murderers of Christ were right under their noses?

From town to town, the Crusaders spread like a pestilence, giving the

inhabitants the choice of conversion or death. M*y chose to die, some

families even committing suicide rather than give the Christians the

satisfaction of killing them. Torah scrolls were burned and synagogues

savaged. Sometimes the killing was economically motivated. By killing
theJewish moneyJenders who financed their armies, the Crusaders could

sail away, debt-free.

From now on, time and again, Crusaders would start off their
journeys with similar pogroms. It was the beginning of European anti-
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Semitism, a loathsome by-product of Christian fanaticism and holy war

that would haunt the world for centuries to come.

Br-oooratu IN JERUSATEM

More seasoned and professional soldiers were dso making their

way to Palestine. This was the grand army of Crusaders led by a series

of Norman and Frankish noblemen and adventurers, including Count
Bohemund ofTlranto, his brotherThncred, and Godfrey de Bouillon,

who would become the first king of the new Christian kingdom of

Jerusalem.
They arrived at the perfect time. The Muslim world was in a

shambles. Shiaism was fatally divided, with the waning Fatimids now

facing offagainst the Assassins, a radical Ismaili Shia sect with strong-

holds in Persia and Syria. In what was left of the cdiphate, the Sunni

Abbasids played one Seljuk against another, hoping to weaken them

all and regain their long-lost control. At the same time, regardless of
creed, Tirrks, Arabs and Kurds went on killing each other for what was

left of the once mighty Islamic Empire.

By 1098 the Crusaders had scored a series of surprise victories

against the Tirrks. Capitalizing on Muslim disuniry the Europeans

managed to undo a great deal of the damage done at Manzikert. From

Nicea to Edessa, the triumphant forces of Christendom were crying,
"Deus hoc vult!" or "God wills it!" Religious euphoria aside, the petty

noblemen of Europe were ecstatic. Here were kingdoms for the tak-

ing. Each began to carve out his territory even killing local Christian
rulers to stake their claim more forcefully.

There was nothing to stand in their way-especially after a trai-

tor at Antioch helped them to take the recalcitrant ciry after a long

siege. By the time they got to the walls of Jerusalem, the emotions

of the Crusaders were at a fever pitch. God, they were convinced,

had been behind all their victories. \Weeping with awe, they surged

into the city on July 1 5, 1099.It was then, with cries of "God wills

it!" that the real horror began.



130 How Isr.,qu CREAT-FtD THE Monr:RN N(onlo

In a t'wo-day long orgy of murder, the crazed vicrors slaughtered
every Muslim and Jew in the ciry including children and infants. fu
eye-witness Raymond d'Aguilers put it:

\Wonderfirl sights were to be seen. Some of our men (and this
was more merciful) cut off the heads of their enemies; others
shot them with arrows, so rhar they fell from the rowers; others
tornrred them longer by casting them into the flamCI. piles of
heads, hands and feet were ro be seen in the sffeers of the city. It
was necessary to pick onet way over the bodies of men and
horses. But these were small mafters...in the Gmple and porch
of Solomon, men rode in blood up to their knees and bridle reins.
Indeed it was a just and splendid judgment of God that this place
should be filled with the blood of the unbelievers since it had
suffered so long from their blasphemies.

It was also reported that the Franks "boiled Prg* adults in cooking
pots," as a chronicler put ir. "Not only did our troops not shrink from eat-
ing dead Tirrls and Saracens, they also are dogs."

'\il7.hat did the Crusaders see when they pulled Muslim and
Jewish children from their parents and bashed their brains out? Did
they see human beings? It seems unlikely. The Crusaders were liv-
ing the Apocalypse, afrer all. These cowering crearures before them
were the minions of Antichrist. They were not people made in Godt
image but filthy monsrers, less than human, who could be extermi-
nated like so many vermin. All in the name of the prince of peace.

No one knows exactly how many perished in this horri$ring
atrocity. By the end of the bloodbath, Jerusalemt native inhabitants
were completely annihilated. A conservative estimate of the dearh
toll is forry thousand men, women and children-afrer only rwo
days. For comparison, it is a little bit less than all the Americans
who died in Vietnam over a ren year period.
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\7hen the few suryivors arrived in Baghdad after a torturous journey,

their pitifirl story was greeted with disbelief and then apathy. Jerusalem

was a long way ofi, a backrvater to the urbane citizens of the ancient

capitd. More, it had belonged to the Fatimids, who had only a few years

before won it from the Seljuks. No doubt the caliph was more than happy

to see his rivds get their come-uPPance, and at the hands of barbarians no

less. Besides, there were more pressing problems to the East, where the

heart of the Seljuk sultanate had fallen to a Pagan army from Centrd Asia.

The Crusaders were indeed an annoyance, but they did after all only

occupy a tiny sliver of coasdine in Syria. Jerusalem would just have to

wait.

Of course, to many Muslims this felt like a betrayal. One religious

leader led the survivors ofJerusalem through Baghdad, crylng, "I see the

supporters of the faith are weak!" But the guilt trip didnt work. No one

cared. \Vhile the Crusaders called all Muslims "saracens" and made no

distinction between them, the followers of the Prophet-Fatimids, Shias,

Seljuls and Abbasids were woefirlly divided. Islam had become its own

worst enemy.

JrHao

There were now four Crusader states stretching from Asia

Minor to the edge of the Red Sea: the Duchy of Edessa, the

Principality of Antioch, the County ofTiipoli and the Kingdom of

Jerusalem. They were islands of European Christian feudalism in a
sea of Islam, having as little cultural contact with their enemies as

possible. For decades they were left unmolested'

Then in Novemb er 1144, the Turkish general Zengi set off on

a campaign to take Damascus from its Arab amir. The Duchy of
Edessa happened to be along the way andZengr besieged it, to get

his troops primed for the assault on Syria. To his surprise the

Christian city quickly fell. Suddenly Islam had a new hero. The

refugees from Jerusalem began to pack their bags.
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Their hopes were shanered when zngi was assassinated two years
later by one of his eunuchs, a Frank. But his son Nur d-Din picked up
the cause and declared a jihad to defend Islam against the barbarian
invaders and unite the caliphate once agin.

Jihad means struggle in fuabic. It does nor mean holy war. This
"struggle" simply means striving to be a better Muslim. contrary to
popular conception, Islam is no more a religion of aggression than is
christianity. Indeed, the Qulan seems rame compared to the Bible,
which in certain verses condones genocide (kviticus 26:7-9, Numbers
33:52-53,55, I Samuel 15:18, and just about the whole book ofJoshua).
People of all religions have a habit of misinterpreting sacred texts to jus-
ti$, practically anything, no maner how homible.

Like the Bible, however, the Qur'an is more concerned with social
justice and faith in God than condoning war or strife. Nevertheless
the Qur'an does allow Muslims to take up arms in defense of their
faith and their homes. Strange as it may have seemed to the
Crusaders, Muslims had lived in and governed the "Holy Land', for
four hundred years-longer than any Christian power. This was their
home.

Moreover, in all that time the Muslims had coexisted with
christians and Jews within their domains, as the eur'an commanded
them. Aside from the madness of al-Hakim, Christians, Jews and
Muslims lived together in Jerusalem in a culture of relative tolerance
unknown in Christendom.

That harmony was shattered by the savage fanaticism of the
Franks at Jerusalem. 

'war 
was no longer to be a civilized conresr ro

steal someone's land or money. Its honest albeit immoral modves were
now to be masked by wretched superstition, cultural arrogance and
genocidal frenzy. If this was what 'w'esrern 

Christianiry looked like,
the Muslims had seen enough. A new war of liberation began to free
their homeland from the foreign invader.
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Tue EuprRr Srruxns Bacr

For every action there is an equd or greater reaction. The name of
this particular reaction was Salah al-Din, the greatest hero of medieval

Islam. His biographer Baha al-Din described him as the pinnacle of
Islamic manhood: an honest and pleasant companion, a defender of
orphans and the elderly, and a mighry warrior well-versed in the

Qur'an, history poetry and even the genealogy of Arabian horses!

More than anything, he was e mujahid, a warrior fighting to liberate

his people from oppression.'!7'hen one of his companions once asked

him, "tWhat is the most noble death?" Salah al-Din replied, "Death

in Godt path. '$7'ell, then, the worst that can befall me is the most

noble of deaths!"

He was born in 1138 to a Kurdish fr-ily in Iraq. His uncle Shirkuh

was Nur al-Dint trusted friend and a general in his army. In ll54 a

faction within the weakened Fatimid sate asked Nur al-Din for help

against their opponents who had, amazingly, signed a treaty with the

Franks. Shirkuh was sent with a two-fold mission: expel the Crusaders

and make Egypt a Seljuk satellite. Shirkuh took along his young nephew,

who was more interested in parrying than exercising his sword arm.

In 1167 Salah got his first taste of battle. Ordered by his uncle to

take Alexandria, the first-time commander did an admirable job, but
could not prevail against the superior artillery and navd power of
the Crusaders. He withdrew to Cairo, where Shirkuh made himself
vizier, reigning in the place of the Fatimid caliph, who was still a child.

Then in 1169, Shirkuh died. Nur al-Din would follow five years later

leaving the way open for Salah al-Din to rule supreme in the Islamic

heartland.

After two years of consolidating his power, mainly by replacing

the highly-suspect Fatimid army with his own force of fellow Kurds,

Syrians and Sunni Egyptians, Salah al-Din decided to dissolve the

Fatimid caliphate. For the first time in hundreds of years, the name

of the Caliph of Baghdad was inserted in the Friday prayers. It was a
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bloodless revolution that brought relief to the predominantly Sunni
Egyptians, who had always looked at the Fatimids as invaders and
heretics.

Salah al-Din had changed in the past few years. Thansformed from
a thoughtful but pleasure-loving yourh, he became convinced that
God had elevated him from obscuriry to unify Islam and rid its lands
of the barbarian crusaders. His rapid rise to power had not corrupted
him. Instead he lived humbly, distributed lavish alms to the poor and
avidly studied the Qur'an and the Hadith. Listening ro the words of
Scripture, his eyes would fill with tears. Islam had fallen low, a victim
of its own sins. But no longer. Satah al-Din vowed to wipe our rhe
crusaders, to "desrroy the last one on the surface of the earth of those
who do not believe in Allah-or else I die."

Not all were prepared to follow where he led. The Shia Assassins
remained bitter enemies of the Sunni leader. They even joined a

bizarre alliance of Latin Kingdom Franks and Normans from Sicily
to attack Alexandria by sea. These srrange bedfellows were eventually
beaten back. After surviving rwo assassination artempts, Salah al-Din
went on the offensive against the Shias, but was unable to breach the
walls of their impregnable fortress.

It was no great loss. The fusassins were, after all, never more than
a nuisance. A bigger prizelay within his reach. After a long campaign,
salah al-Din conquered Syria and thus brought the ancient heartland
of Islam under the caliph's banner. All that remained was palestine

and its holy city Jerusalem, where Muhammad ascended to heaven in
his visionary Mir'aj. It would take a devoted army of mujahadeen to
liberate Jerusalem and restore the muezzint call to its hallowed walls.
The Crusaders were about to learn a lesson Jesus once taught: "As ye
sow so shall ye reap."

The rwo armies, after many battles, mer on the slopes of Hittin in
1 187 for the endgame. According to tradition, it was here that Jesus
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preached his Sermon on the Mount. It was the evening of Qadr, the

anniversary of Muhammadt first revelation from Allah. Salah al-Dint
forces prayed and sang to commemorate this holiest of nights. Surely,

they thought, the date was no coincidence.
\When dawn broke, with cries of "Allahu akbar!" the Muslims

attacked. The mujahadeen destroyed the Frankish troops, who were

already half-dying of thirst from the long desert march. Many of
the Franks rushed toward the nearby Sea of Galilee, where Jesus

had appeared to his disciples walking on the water. But the water

was fatally out of reach. By the afternoon the Christians were cut

to ribbons, blood blotting out the sight of their lost Holy Land. The

Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem was no more. Victory assured, Salah

al-Din dismounted and wept with joy as he offered a prayer of thanks

to God.
The King himself had been taken captive, dong with severd

Frankish noblemen. One of them was Reynauld of Chautillon, who

years before had massacred a caravan of pilgrims on their way to
Mecca. 'W'orse, he had attacked Medina, Muhammadt resting place

and even planned to assault Mecca itself,

Salah al-Din took out his scimitar, sliced Reynauldt head off
his neck and dragged the corpse through the dust to the former

king ofJerusalem. This, he told the king, was for Reynauld's crimes.

The others, however, would be held captive for a time and then

released. The Muslims fought a different kind of holy war, one that

did not involve senseless slaughter. No quarter was given only to
those knights who belonged to religious orders-the Templars

and Hospitallers. To Salah al-Din these warrior-monks were a lethal

combination of brutaliry and fanaticism. He looked on approvingly

as they were executed one by one. fu the last one perished, so did

any European hope of empire in the "Holy Land." At least for seven

hundred years or so.
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THe Snquus

Of course the story doesnt end there. More Crusades were fought,
with all-star casts including Holy Roman Emperors, Kings of France, and
Robin Hood's favorite monarch, Richard the Lionheart. None of these
men were able to do what the First Crusade had accomplished through
fornrne and faith.

The church, frustrated in its designs on the Middle East, was forced
to attack the pagan Slavs and Prussians, French heretics and srubborn
Italian Catholics who resenred the Pope's authoriry. New campaigns
began in Spain to pay tit for tat. By the end of the fifteenth cenurry
al-Andalus was lost forever and Ferdinand and Isabella, after expelling
the Jews, were free to send Columbus to exploit, enslave and ultimately
exterminate the hapless people of the Caribbean.

lfhat had the Crusaders accomplished? The eminent medievalist
Steven Runciman put it best: "The Crusades were launched to save

Eastern Christendom from the Moslems. \7hen they ended the whole
of Eastern Christendom was under Moslem rule."

In the end, the Crusades were a failure. Christianity failed, the Papary
failed, and European ambition failed. \7hile the Reconquista of Spain
seemed to balance the scales, the Ottoman Tirrks had already overrun
most of the Balkans a hundred years earlier. Just a few decades before,
in 1453, the Tirrls had conquered Constantinople. The ancient capital
of Eastern Christendom was known by a new nilns-[5anbul-and still
is today. 

'lTithin 
a hundred years Muslims would occupy Hungary and

control it till the eighteenth century, invading Austria as late as 1683.
Despite the best efforts of the church, a Muslim nation has existed in one
part of Europe or another since 7ll AD.

So how to understand the enduring fascination with the Crusades?

\X4ry has so much ink been spilled over this sordid and futile war of
religious terror? Perhaps it is all in the myth. Historians over the years have

done their best to give the Crusaders a faceJift. In a couple of keystrokes

barbarian zedots become cowboys in chainmail, fighting for civilization
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in a barren desert of turbaned Indians. 
'We 

can easily convince ourselves

that the Muslims are a war-like people, that they are threatening and

that they are fundamentally different from us. It is a convenient way to

project'Western fantasies and anxieties onto the past.

This obsession with Crusades history obfuscates the far more

rich and complex cultural interactions between the two civilizations.

It stresses difference and aggression over similarities and intellectual

advancement. It perpetuates the "us versus them" mentaliry that is

tearing our world apart today.

How often have historians claimed that it was the Crusades

that brought Greek wisdom back to Europe? It is a convenient myth

for'Westerners because it casts them in the active role. They attack the

heathens "preserving" their Greek and Roman birthright and reclaim

it for those who truly deserve it. But Crusaders couldnt have cared

less about philosophy or algebra. They were in Palestine and Syria to

enrich themselves with land, serfs and money. The myth then serves

as a consolation prize. If the Crusades were a political failure then at

least something good came out of them.

It was the memory of the Crusade's failure that weighed on the

European consciousness like an albatross. It gave'Western culture ttre

mother of all inferiority complexes. Only by asserting its power over

the weak and helpless in America, Africa and Asia could Christendom

salvage its pride and prestige. The wounds were never comPletely healed

however-not even when the Muslim world was effectively put under

Europet thumb in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The old fear

remained. It was a fear that dreaded not just the strength of their most

implacable rival but worse, the hint of weakness in the'Western self.

And now, just as the Crusades were ending, a new war was beginning

ro erupr. Before modern Europe could be born a titanic struggle would

have to be fought, with the fate ofcivilization hanging in the balance. Out

of this terrifying conflict a new world order would emerge, for better or

worse.
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The First World \Var

A charismatic dictator rising from humble station. A series of

l{h lightning assaults on the surrounding nations, weakened by

*- Ldiuision. An attack on Russia in the winter. Europe devastated

by violence. The worldt most efficient, ruthless killing machine on the

march. Its goal: world domination.

This is the story of the battle benareen Mongols and Muslims.

THn CoNquenon.

For most of the Middle Ages, no one had paid much affention to

the Mongols. They were merely one of myriad tribes that periodicdly

harassed the ailing Chinese empire. Their anonymity ended with the

rise ofTemujin (soon to be known as Chingiz Kharr) at the turn of the

thirteenth century. Through charisma, rudrlessness and strategy, Chingiz

transformed his tribe of nomadic raiders into the most effective and

brutd army the world had ever seen.

The Mongols didnt spend a lot of dme on diplomacy. They

usually sent a curt letter demanding the local lord or king to uncon-

ditionally surrender and kiss the Khan's stirrup. The penalties for

resistance were horrific. Once the Mongols breached the city walls

they burned every building, hunted down men like they were wild

r39
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animals, raped every woman and girl in sight, killed whatever infants
they wanted and enslaved anyone left standing. Afterwards they might
withdraw when the smell of the corpses became too offensive.

Spreading themselves over such a vast distance, the Mongols knew
they could never occupy the lands they conquered. They soon learned
that if they terrified the populace enough, they wouldnt have to.
The people would never dare to rebel when faced with such ferocity.
The conquerors could then leave the tax collecting to local lords and
roll in from time to time to push people around and take their money.
These were people who understood the uses of terror.

Besides being vicious, rhe Mongols were well-equipped with
fire-bombs, smoke screens, siege engines and even gunpowder that
made explosions loud enough to terrify an opposing army's horses.
communication benveen armies in and out of battle was superb, with
smoke, semaphores and even swords flashing signals from one end of
the field to the next. A rigidly-enforced chain of command from
chingiz himself all the way down to an arban, a troop of ten men,
prevented any mishaps during a hard days killing. Battles, campaigns
and even skirmishes were planned precisely using detailed maps and
intelligence garnered by a host of spies posing as merchants. In short,
the Mongols had every advantage over the rypical medieval army,
Christian or Muslim.

All of these factors helped the Conqueror to make short work of
Mongolia and the Tirrkoman tribes by 1206. \rith their lands under
his thumb and his ranks swelling, he marched on china. In 1215 he
breached the Great \wall and captured Beijing. At the city of chungtu in
northern China, Muslim ambassadors witnessed the destruction of the
ciry by fire and sword. They later wrore thar the streets were slippery with
human fat and cobbled with corpses.

chingiz's last hurrah was the destruction of Khwarazm, rhe Muslim
ambassadors' homeland. This was the easrernmosr Muslim kingdom,
stretching from Persia to the Hindu Kush mountains of Afghanistan.
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Ruled by a series of Tirrkish warlords, Khwarazm had capitalized on the
Silk Road trade. Bukhara, irs trading hub, was called the "cupola of
Islam," the greatest metropolis in Central fuia.

The Mongol army, a hundred thousand strong, took the ciry in 1220.
After slaughtering the defenders, who gave up in the face of superior
numbers, the Mongols turned the largest mosque into a stable, using

Q* * sands as mangers. Ascending the pulpit, Chingiz told the city
leaders that he was the punishment of God. Just in case they missed his
point, he set fire to the ciry killed thirry thousand people and enslaved

everyone else.

The fate of Samarqand, the Khwarazmid capital, was no better.
Chingizt terrorism in Bukhara had done its job. Shuddering ar rhe
news of that ciryt destruction, the populace of the capital surrendered
after five days. The Mongols quickly separated the people into women
who were raped and then enslaved, skilled arrisans who were shipped
back to toil in Mongolia, and soldiers who were summarily slaugh-
tered. The only people left alive were Muslim and Christian clerics.
\7hen the Mongols found the governor they killed him by pouring
molten silver into his eyes and ears.

'lTinding 
his way back to Mongolia, Chingiz and his army continued

to persevere in atrocities. At Nishapur, chroniclers say over a million and
a half people were killed. It is most likely an exaggeration but no doubt
hundreds of thousands perished during the entire campaign, if not a

million total. Grisly pyramids were made out of the heads ofvicrims, one
for men, another for women, the last for children. In Balkh, in northern
Afghanistan, after killing everyone they could find, the Mongols wen
slaughtered wery chicken, dog, and cat.

Their psychopathic destruction went beyond mere butchery.
Most of the Islamic countries were irrigated by a system of under-
ground canals known as qanats. These long trenches, which linked a

series of wells together, needed to be regularly cleared of accumulated
silt. \7ith the population exterminared, the qanats were swallowed upI

I

I
I
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by dirt. Much of Central fuia, which had previously been lush with
vegetation, became a barren desert. 'Without agriculture the once-

great cities could sustain only a shadow of their former populations.
Khwarazm became a backwater and Islam lost a vast piece of territo-

ry. The remnants of the caliphate at Baghdad, on the other hand, still
posed a serious challenge to the Mongols. Thus it was decided to turn
their attention to a less-civilized and weaker target: Europe.

TnE MoNcoL INVASToN oF EURoPE

By the time word reached the'West of Chingiz's exploits, fact was

hopelessly garbled by fantasy. For a number of decades, Europeans

had been telling tales of Prester John, a Christian king who ruled all
of Asia. Numerous letters surfaced, purportedly written by the king
himselfl, which promised to crush the Muslims and regain the Holy
Land for the church. As the news of Khwarazmt fall reached Europe,
many began to think that Prester John was on the march and lslam
would soon be extinct.

It was not dl fantasy. Nestorian Christianiry had migrated eastward

into Tirrkestan and China. M*y of the Mongol soldiers and chieftains

were now Christian and every bit as fanaticd as the Crusaders. Islam, as

the greatest obstacle to Mongol world domination, was indeed slated

for desuuction. To the church it looked like the hand of God.
Imagine then the Popet distress on receiving a letter from the

King of Hungary in 1223 stating that Mongols had ravaged Russia,

slaughtering 200,000 people. That didnt sound like Prester John at
all. The Mongols, however, didnt press the issue but withdrew to
squabble over control of the empire after Chingizt death in 1227.

The church breathed a sigh of relief S"r.h Prester John had only
been argeting the Georgian heretics and not good Catholic folk. Vhy
listen to the Hungarian monarch's dire warning? It was so much easier for
Europeans to believe that their most fervid fantasies-the recapture of
Jerusalem and the destruction of Islam-were about to become redity.
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But the Mongols had other plans. Following Chingizs death the
empire was divided among his sons, with Batu inheriting rhe western-
most lands. After several years of planning and intelligence gathering,
Batut forces marched on Russia in 1236 and accomplished what
Napoleon and Hider could not: a successfirl invasion of Russia in the
winter. Their first stop after wiping our rhe Bulgars was Ryazan, in
December 1237. Everybody was slaughtered, from the prince and his

family to the lowliest peasant. "Some," a chronicler wrote, "were impaled
or had nails or splinters of wood driven under their fingernails. Priests

were roasted alive and nuns and young girls were raped in the churches
in front of their relatives. No eye remained open to weep for the dead."

For the next three years Russia encountered more of the same.

By Christmas 1240, Kiev was in Mongol hands. \When a papal envoy
went through the city six years later, he was still tripping over the
skulls and bones of the slaughtered, left to rot where they fell.

'Within two years the Mongols were at the threshold of 'W'estern

Christianity. \)7hile most of Europe sruck its collective head in the
sand, one king made a valiant amempr ro preserve his nation. This was

King Bela IV of Hungary, who had inherited a kingdom in shambles,

with nobles angling for power and privilege over the once great monarchy.
\Vhen news arrived at court that the Mongols had entered Hungary, Bela

hastily sent his fr-ily to Austria, preparing for the worsr.

Tue BarrlE oF MoHr

By April 10, 1241, the Mongols were camped just outside Pest,

having chosen the perfect spor ro engage their foe. Just the day
before, at the Battle of Leignitz, they had annihilated the main Polish
force, using their time-honored tactic of a feigned rerrear to lure the
Poles into a trap. Nine sacks of ears-one for each yis6irn-\Mgre sent

to Batu. Now, covered with woods and protected on both sides by
rivers, their position was unassailable.

The Hungarians bivouaced on the heath of Mohi, an open plain
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at a litde distance from the Sajo that commanded a panoramic view.

Nevertheless, the king decided ro encircle the camp with a bamicade

of wagons, to ensure against a suqprise artack. Bela planned to lure
the Mongols on to the right bank of the marshy Sajo, now flooded.
A garison of a thousand knighs was detached to guard a srone bridge,

the only way to cross the river. The two armies waited for the showdown
It came soon enough. That wening a Russian deserrer from the

Mongol ranks arrived in the Hungarian camp with the news that the
Mongols intended to cross the Sajo that very night. Just before dawn the
main Hungarian force arrived at the bridge, ready to check a Mongol
advance. After a few volleys of arrows had failed to dent their ranks, the
Hungarians began jeering at the Mongols on the other side of the river.

At this point Batu began to bombard them with seven catapults he had

brought forward in the middle of the night. To the accompaniment of
thunderous noise and flashes of fire the Mongols pounded the bridge
garrison with stone and fire bombs. It was Europet firsr encounrer

with that fatefrrl concoction, gunpowder. The ensuing din panicked the
horses and threw the cavalry into disaray. Batu took advantage of this
confirsion and advanced under a hail of arrows.

Unknown to the Hungarians, the Mongol army had separated

into two main columns-one under Batu at the stone bridge and the
other under his second-in-command Subotai, downstream. Subotai
had to construct a makeshift bridge out of beams and tree trunls in
order to get across the river. These first forays into the Hungarian
camp had been nothing but diversions to give him time to complete
his mission and surprise the Hungarians from the rear.

fu the battle began in earnest, it looked bad for the Mongols.
Batu's force took heavy casualdes, including thirty of his generals.
'\tr7ithout 

Subotai he was no match for Bela's army. The Hungarians
clearly had a superior force, the finest cavalry in Europe, outnumber-
ing the enemy nearly three to one.

After two hours of heavy fighting Baru's army formed a crescent and
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advanced as if to surround the Hungarians, who charged forward still

undaunted, beliwing that victory was attainable. Just as they began to

advance, Subotai surprised them from behind. The Hungarians were

now completely surrounded by the Mongol forces. Before the pincers

could be closed, they made an orderly retreat into their barricaded camP.

Once inside, however, they were decimated by Mongol catapults and

firebombs. Soon the Hungarians were in complete disarray. The main

body of Mongols rushed upon their camp and pierced its heart, cutting

the ropes of the king's tent. His troops fled in panic.

Following close behind, the Mongols sPent two days cutting the

disorganized Hungarian army to pieces. Using their skills as nomadic

hunters, they herded the Hungarians into marshlands and slaughtered

them there. Any villages that were foolish enough to give refuge to the

survivors were burned to the ground and their inhabitants massacred.

For two days march from the field of Mohi the land was littered with
the dead.

Seventy thousand men died at the battle of Mohi or fleeing

from it-including Koloman, the Kingt brother, many bishops and

archbishops and most of the Hungarian gentry. The defeat at Mohi was

the greatest disaster in the history of Hungary. A Bavarian chronicler

wrote, "The Kingdom of Hungary, which began under Emperor Arnulf
and has existed for three hundred and fifty years, has been annihilated

by the Thrtars." The Mongol campaign was just getting warmed up.

On Christmas Day 1241, Batu's troops crossed the frozen Danube to

Gran, then the capital of Hungary. By March 1242 their reconnaissance

forces had returned from severd expeditions into Austria. There was

nothing to stand in their way. Schism, greed, and disorganization had

*.akened Europe. The dagger of the Mongols was poised to ded the coup

de grice.

And then, quite suddenly, a letter arrived from the Mongolian

homeland, informing Batu of the death of Ogedei, the supreme ruler

of the Mongolian Empire. It was Mongol law that after the death of
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the Khan, his heirs must rerurn to Mongolia to elect the successor.
Reluctantly, Batu abandoned his conquest of Europe for the presenr
and made his way back to the capitd of their empire, Karakorum. He
would never return. By a narist of fate, 'Wesrern 

Europe was spared.

EunopneN ArrnRsHocrs

Hungary was shattered by the Mongol onslaught. To prwent any
invasion in the future, Bela created a system of formesses. But to keep
them manned, he had to dole out vast territories to the nobles. Their
power increased while the king's diminished. Eventudly Hungary
plunged into feudal anarchy and became a holding of the Holy Roman
Empire.

The situation was even worse in Russia, where the Mongols
remained. State-building was a dim dream for those living under
the Mongol yoke. \vhile the rest of Europe was pulling itself out of
the Middle Ages, Russia was sinking deeper and deeper into them.
Foreign occupation, then as now, caused cultural life to sragnate.
Separated from their neighbors to the \7est, the Russians had to watch
from the sidelines while Europe hurtled into the modern world. It was
a miserable, humiliating ordeal which set Russia back hundreds of
years and forced later dictators like Peter the Great and Josef Stalin
to push for an unnaturally rapid modernizarion, costing coundess
lives. Death and defeat hung over Easrern Europe heavier than any
Iron curtain. The Mongol invasion had served to split the'west in
half,, isoladng those who had absorbed the full impact of war.

Meanwhile the rest of Christendom breathed a sigh of relief and
decided, if they could not defeat rhem, to converr them. That way, the
church hoped, they could be used in a final assault on Islam that
would wipe the heathen off the face of the earth

Pope Innocent IV sent a diplomatic mission headed by Franciscan
monls to parlay with the Great Khan. After a long and arduous
journey they came face to face with the potentate himself There the
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Franciscans told him that the Pope requested he be baptized. The

Great Khan replied that he was already God's representative on Earth,

commanded by God to conquer the world. If the Pope knew what was

good for him he would journey to Mongolia and offer his allegiance.

The only good news the monks brought back was that

Nestorian Christians were in very high places in the Mongol
Empire. Christians in Europe, including King Louis IX, grew a

little over-enthusiastic, expecting the Thrtars to help them in their
newest crusade. Unfortunately for Louis, his hopes were not to be

realized. Ignored by the Mongols, Louis was eventually captured

and his army destroyed by a new Power in Egypt.

These were the Mamluks-Kipchak Turks sold as slaves to the

Sultan of Egypt by the Mongols, who used the proceeds to finance

their invasion of Europe. Like so many other former nomads, the

Mamluks made fierce and cunning warriors. They soon became

indispensable to the sultan in combating the fresh wave of
Crusaders. But they chafed beneath the weight of their Kurdish

masters' arrogance and prejudice. It was during the last official
European Crusade of Louis IX that the Mamluks overthrew the

Kurdish sultanate and established a military dictatorship. They had

five years to consolidate their power before the Mongols came

looking for their former slaves.

A new ruler, Mongke Khan, had been elected in Mongolia.

Deciding that the conquest of the world must continue at a brisk

pace, he charged two commanders with the task. Mongke would

take out Chinas Sung Dynasty with the help of his brother

Kubilai (soon to make Marco Polo's acquaintance). Meanwhile

Hulegu, another of Mongke's younger brothers, would take the

west. There was only one power that stood in their way: the still

deeply-fragmented world of Islam. It would be a fight to the death.
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THs Feu oF BAGHDAD

Hulegu's invasion was the final, and worsr, of the Crusades.
The Mongol commander hated Islam with a vengeance. This hatred
was stoked to fever pitch by Nestorian christians and Buddhists on
his staff Even more outspoken were his wife and his second-in-
command, Kitbuqa, both Chrisrian converts. I7hen the Armenian
king had visited Mongke in 1255, the Khan had promised him
Jerusalem. Many Eastern christians subsequently swelled the Mongol
ranls, eager to revenge themselves on the Muslims and claim the
Holy Land for themselves. Armenians, Georgians and Turls joined
with their Mongol commanders to form the most formidable central
Asian army ever to hit the civilized world.

Their first stop was the Assassin's fortress at Alamut. For centuries
impregnable, the Shia stronghold had held fast against the likes of
salah al-Din. Now the weak young ruler of their sect had become
so terrified of the Mongols that he immediately surrendered. The
Mongols proceeded to kill every living thing inside the walls, even
the infants. The last ruler of the Assassins was senr to Mongolia where
he was kicked to death. For the next rwo years the remaining Ismailis
were ferreted out and completely exterminated. By the time the
Mongols were rhrough, the Shias were virtually extinct.

Yet in Baghdad this was good news. The Sunnis were only roo
h"ppy to see their heretic rivals, so long a destabilizing influence, ger
their just desserts. The last Abbasid caliph, al-Mustatim was a weak
man given to the pleasures of liquor, h"r.- and "playing with birds."
\When warned of the Mongol advance he replied that surely they
would not begrudge him Baghdad if he handed over the rest of his
lands to them. Ibn al-Alkami, his chief minister, urged him nor ro pur
up a fight or construcr more defenses. At the same rime this minister
was sending secrer messages to the Mongols, urging them to do their
worst.'while some sources claim it was his shia faith that made him
seek vengeance on the commander of the Sunnis, it is more likely that
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Ibn d-Alkami simply desired to make the calipht palace his own,

with the help of his new-found allies.

The Mongols first surrounded the city and began pouring

arrows into it. One of the calipht concubines was singing him a song

when an arrow came through the window and killed her on the

spot. Suddenly it dawned on the caliph that Baghdad needed defend-

ing. He sent 20,000 troops to attack the enemy. lVhen they pitched

camp, the Mongols broke the nearby dams. All who were not drowned

in the ensuing flood were hacked to a pulp.

On January 30, 1259 Hulegu's forces began to smash the city to

pieces. Catapults hurtled palm tree stumps and chunks of demolished

masonry. The Mongols penetrated the eastern wall and took the

ciry neighborhood by neighborhood. Seeing his army decimated and

his city slowly crumbling away, al-Mustatim surrendered. Once he

arrived at the Mongol camp, Islamt last cdiph and his family were

wined and dined by Hulegu. Then they were sown up in the finest of
carpets and trampled to death.

Baghdad was at the mercy of the Mongols. They hunted down every

Muslim they could find, following their usual modus operandi oflooting,

arson, rape, tofture and murder. M*y panicked residents fled to the

caravanserais and locked themselves in. The Mongols burst through the

doors, chased them to the roof and slaughtered them there, till blood was

flowing from the gutters to the street. The only ones who were left alone

were Jews and Christians, under the orders of Hulegu, and a handfi'rl of
Shias who had managed to bribe their way to safery.

Many days later those few who had survived emerged from the

latrines and sewers that had given them shelter. The Baghdad that

they had known, the most glorious city in the world, was gone. The

treasures of its libraries, millions of priceless manuscripts, had been

burned to a cinder. The mighry palaces and gorgeous mosques were

pillaged and demolished. 'Worst of all, there were the corpses, their

stench so rancid that the Mongol forces withdrew with their Georgian
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and Armenian cohorts. The death toll was perhaps two million, wirh
even the most conservative estimates at a staggering 800,000. It was the
greatest calamity that had ever befallen the Muslim world, an atrocity
beyond comprehension.

\rith Baghdad fallen, Islam was in danger of becoming extinct.
The Mongols would soon overrun the remainder of the Middle East
and from there Europe, fulfilling their divine injunction to conquer
the world.

ArN Jarur
ln 1260, Mongol ambassadors arrived in Cairo. They presented

the Mamluk sultan, al-Malik aJ-Muzaffar Qutuz, with a letter from
Hulegu. furogantly addressed ro "rhe race of Mamlula who fled
before our swords," rhe letter proclaimed the Mongols "the army of
God on His earth....Be warned by the fate of others and hand over
your power to us...If you resist you will be destroyed."

Q,rt* pondered the odds. The Mongols were perhaps a hundred
thousand strong. They had wiped out the Assassins as well as the Abbasids
and were presendy crushing the Tirks in Syria. The Marnlula numbered
a palr,' rwenry thousand and were surrounded by hostile crusaders
and rival Marnluls in syria, led by the redoubtable Rukn al-Din Baybars
al-Bunduqdari. The oudook was grim.

But Qutuz also knew the stakes. The Mamluks could expefi no
mercy from the Mongols. cairo would become another Baghdad, a
charred, corpse-littered ruin. The Eastern Christians who rode with
the Mongols were eagerly anticipating the fall of palestine and indeed
of Islam itselfl This was a jihad for the very exisrence of their faith.

The Mamluk sultan wasted no time. He took the four Mongol
envoys to the four corners of the ciry and had them hacked apam at
the waist. Their heads were hung on the ciry gate. The Mongols had
their answer.

fusembling the amirs, who were less than thrilled to be going
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against the most fearsome army ever created, Qutuz proclaimed a

jihad for the cause of God and the defense of the Prophet's religion:

Amirs of the Muslims! For a long time you have been eating

the money of the treasury and now you dont want to fight. I,

myself will set out. He who chooses the jihad will accompany

me; he who doesnt can go home. God observes him, and the

guilt of those who rape our women will be on the cowards'

heads!

To drive his point home, Qutuz rode through the city at night to the

beating of drums crying, "I will fight theThars by myself!" Seeing that he

actually meant it, the shamed amirs began to assemble their armies.

Just as the preparations began, the Muslims were stunned to learn

that Hulegu had withdrawn. A continent away, the Great Khan

Mongke had died, forcing Hulegu to return to Mongolia. It seemed

as if the Mamluls would share in the good fortune that had spared

Europe fifteen years before.

But Hulegu was not about to drop his conquest of Islam. Twenty

thousand of his troops remained, led by Hulegu's most able commander,

Kitbuqa. The Mongol general was a Nestorian christian and a dire enemy

of the Islamic faith. Eager to press on and enterminate the infidel, Kitbuqa

advanc€d into Palestine.

Not all the news that month was bad, however. After Kitbuqa

conquered Syria, the rival Mamluk commander Baybars fled with
his remaining troops to Cairo, offering his services to Qutuz.
Despite an undying enmity between the two-Qutuz had murdered

the chieftain of Baybars' tribe-they both understood that a Mongol

victory would spell their doom.

There was one last obstacle to hurtle before facing their enemy. The

Marnluls would need to pass through the Crusader territory of Acre.

In an unprecedented move, Qutuz sent a letter to the Europeans, asking

for permission to cross their territory and to buy supplies.
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Ever since the Mongol invasion of Europe, 'western 
Christians had

had conflicting emotions about the hordes from the East. on one hand,
they certainly applauded the destruction of Islam. on the other hand,
they realized that their turn was next. \while Crusaders may have been
inclined to throw in their lot with Hulegu to rid the Middle East of the
troubling Mamluls, Pope Alexander [v was vehemently opposed to any
such alliances.

The Pope had become appalled by the sudden rise ro power of
Eastern christianiry. Thanls to the Mongols, the orthodox Christians
were gaining territory in leaps and bounds. crusaders like count
Bohemund were making alliances with them and even replacing
Catholic bishops with orthodox clergy. Riding with their f."rso-.
allies, the Armenians and Georgians might capture Jerusalem and eclipse
the prestige of 'western christendom. It would be a serious propaganda
blow.

More than that, the Pope could see-for ongg-sfis long-range
effects of a Muslim defeat. He realized that no European army
could possibly withstand another Mongol assault. If Hulegut forces
overcame the Mamluks, they would march unimpeded all the way
to the Atlantic ocean. The'west would go the way of Russia and the
church would become extinct.

The handwriting appeared on the wall in 1257. Berke, the younger
brother of Batu, had suppressed a Polish and Lithuanian uprising, which
had temporarily expelled the Mongols from volhynia, a Galician ciry.
Berke hit northern Poland like a cyclone, wreaking worse havoc than
1241. Thousands upons thousands were butchered and all the towns and
villages, including Bftakow, were pillaged and burned to the ground.

Pope Alexander IV begged for christian aid to poland. vhen
none came, he preached a crusade against the Mongols but still to
no avail. In impotenr rage, he excommunicated count Bohemund
for allying himself with the Mongols in Syria. The news reached
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the Crusader states just as they were deliberating Qutuz's entreaty.

Following the Pope's lead, they sided with what was, to them, the

lesser of two evils. They sold the Mamluks supplies and let them

march unhindered toward their destiny.

Mamluks and Mongols met in Galilee at Ain Jalut, Goliath's

Spring. It was here, according to legend, that the shepherd boy

David had slain the mighty warrior Goliath. Gathering the amirs

together, Qutuz reminded them of what the Mongols had done

to Baghdad and what would assuredly happen to their own wives

and children. The troops began to weep and vowed once again to

defend Islam. But they were still afraid. This was an army that had

ravaged the world from China to Austria. It was an army that

had annihilated the five hundred year old caliphate and destroyed

Islam's greatest city. And it was an army that for sixty years had

never been defeated in battle.

Islam's last stand began on September 3, 1260, at sunrise. The

Marnluk vanguard under Baybars was the first to advance under

thunderou drums. Thinking the entire Mamluk army was before him,

Kitbuqa ordered a charge and the two forces collided. Then Baybars

played an old Mongol trick, ordering his ffoops to retreat. The Mongols

took the bait and gave pursuit.

Kitbuqa's troops were caught in their own traP. Now the Mamluk

force, spread out over a four mile wide area, closed in for the kill. The

Mongols, however, were not going to go down so easily. They charged

the Muslim flank and ripped it to shreds. From his horse, Qutuz could

see the battle was almost lost. He took off his helmet, threw it to the

ground and cried, "O Islam!" Then he rode off straight toward the

enemy.'$7ith cries of "Allahu akbar!" the troops followed, their courage

renewed. In the ensuing frenzy, the Muslims killed Kitbuqa, sending

the Mongols fleeing in panic. Pursuing them for eight miles, Qutuzt
troops hacked the rest to pieces. The sultan dismounted and rubbed

his face in the dirt, kissing it. Then he prayed, prostrating himself
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before the God the Mamluks had fought for that day. David had
slain Goliath for a second time.

NrveR To RETURN

Bearing Kitbuqat head on a pole, the Mamluls proceeded back to
Cairo for a triumphal entry. But dong the way Baybars took his
revenge on the man who had murdered the leader of his tribe. During
an audience with the victorious sultan, Baybars stabbed him to death
and assumed command of the Mamluk army. It was an ignoble end
for Qutuz, who had done so much for Egypt and for Islam. Sadly,
even the memory of his victory has faded with time.

But the fact remains that in that single victory of the Mamluk
army, Islam changed the world and made Europe secure enough from
destruction that it could begin to benefit from the other great gift
of Islam-knowledge. Ain Jalut belongs with the likes of Marathon
and Actium, Hastings and 'Waterloo, Getrysburg and Stalingrad.'Without the victory of Qutuz the Middle Ages would never have
ended and the Renaissance would never have begun. It stopped the
Mongol conquest of the 'western world dead in its tracla. Muslims
and Christians, except for those in Russia, would never be menaced
by Chingiz's hordes again.

The Marnluls, now the supreme power in the Middle East,
conquered the last of the crusader kingdoms and wreaked a terrible
revenge on the Eastern Christians who had sided with their enemies. The
Mongols themselves were soon divided by the capable Baybars, who
learned that Berke, the leader of the Golden Horde, had convemed to
Islam. Baybars now began to play his fellow Muslim against Hulegu,
Islamt public enemy number one. The two became embroiled in a
family feud that lasted until their deaths and fatallyweakened the Mongol
Empire. By the turn of the century it was in a shambles, broken into a
host of separate kingdoms.

\7'hile the Mamluk Empire continued to thrive, most of the other
areas devastated by the Mongols languished. vith their culturd
and agricultural life annihilated, Muslims had to build their lives back
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from scratch. Having felt the full brunt of Mongol ferociry the

lands of Persia and Iraq took years to rebuild. Some communities

never recovered. Bubonic plague, arriving a few decades later (courtesy

of the Mongols), hit the predominantly urban world of Islam even

harder than Europe. One calamity after another kept the heart of
Islam devastated and demoralized.

Thanls to Muslim resistance, the 'S7'est had escaped such all-

encompassing destruction. By defeating the Mongols, Muslims had

inadvertently given Europe an advantage. \7ith a population safe and

sound, cultural institutions intact and Muslim learning revolutionizing

their ways of thinking, Europeans were free to begin their quest for the

modern world. It is crucid to remember that it was Ain Jalut, more

than anything, that saved the rest of Europe from becoming another

Russia, mired in feudalism, occupation and cultural stagnation.

But the fallout was even more far-reaching than this. 'S7ith the

Holy Land now firmly in Muslim hands, Christians set their sights on

exterminating Islam in Europe. A new crusade began: the Reconquista

of Spain. \7hen it was finished, Ferdinand and Isabella had demolished

the once glorious culture of al-Anddus, expelling Muslims and Jews

dike. The effort, however, nearly bankrupted the Spanish crown.

Thade was the best way to refill the royal coffers. Unfornrnately

the most lucrative routes were monopolized by the Italian maritime

republics. 'W'orse, the Marnluks and Omoman Tirrks ran the Eastern

Mediteranean tollbooth, demanding heavy duties on all the Silk Road

imports going through their bazaars. It was to circumvent the Marnluks

and Offomans that the Spanish monarchs commissioned an Italian sailor

from Genoa to find an dternate route. His voyage changed the world and

shifted the age-old balance of power. Islam and Christianity would never

be the same.



Raiders of
The Lost Lib rary

lff-{hroughout the Middle Ages, Islam and Christendom were in

B constant interaction, wen during the Mongol invasions. The

t Crusades were a small and sordid chapter of this story resulting

in nothing but increased animosity and wasted lives. But even before,

during and after the Crusades, Muslims were invading Europe from all

corners, penetrating into the ivory tower, the pulpit and the minds of
a,eryday people. They came not in armies but between the covers of
boola, their ideas painstakingly translated over many centuries from

Arabic into [,atin. They came in bolts of cloth and masterfully woven
qrpets. And they came in new medicines and schools that were founded

on their scientific principles. Their allies were the eager European

intellectuals, merchants and common people who, over the course of
centuries, made Islamic culture their own.

HorvTolnoo
The story begins in the city that El Greco memorialized in his

stunning landscape. Looking at his spiritual portrait of the city, with
its grassy hills trembling in the wind, its buildings tall and stark

beneath a tumultuous sky, one can feel the intensity ofToledo. Today

tourists can visit its Gothic cathedral, view El Grecot Burial of Count

Orgaz, and amble about the narrow medieval streets. If one looks

r57

9
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closely there are remnants of an earlier rye, a time when Muslims,
Christians and Jews lived and learned rogerher in this very place.
Toledo was more than just the inspiration for a great painting. This
was the birthplace of 'Western Europet scientific revolution.

For centuries Toledo had been a parr of al-Andalus. Then the
caliphate disintegrated and the era of the taifas began. Soon afterwards,
Toledo was conquered by Alfonso M of Castile in 1085. In this cultured
city, the Christians found adazilingtreasure-house of knowledge. Alfonso
madeToledo the new capital of a kingdom where Muslim, Christian and

Jewish cultures intersected, as thry had for centuries in al-Andalus in war
and peace.

Alfonso married a Muslim princess from Seville and made his
court in the Muslims' image. Arabic words began to inflect the
Castilean language. Christian courriers and commoners alike went
fuab and dressed, ate, decorated and composed in the sophisticated
sryles of their southern neighbors.

Toledo bloomed with cultural fertiliry. Visitors from all of
Christendom marveled at the splendors of Islamic Spain, what one

ftaveler called the "ornament of the world." To Europeans still immersed
in the mental squalor of the dark ages, Toledo was a beacon of light. Like
moths to the flame, they came.

Among them was a group of ffeasure-hunters. These intrepid
explorers came for Toledo's most precious resource: bools. Throughout
the nvelfth and thirteenth centuries, the great minds of Islamic civilization
would be discovered and translated into l,atin. Thanslation became

a veritable industry in Toledo, supported in part by Archbishop Don
Raimundo and other clerics. It was thanls to these scholars that Ibn
Sina and Ibn Rushd became Avicenna and Averroes, household names in
European universities.

No translator was more influential than Gerard of Cremona.
Born somewhere around lll4 in his native Italy, Gerard absorbed as

a youth what limited learning Europe had to offer. Bored and restless,

he journeyed to Toledo where he spent the next forry years of his life
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translating a cornucopia of Greek and Muslim scientific works, what

would become the curriculum of European students for the next

four or five centuries. Thanks to him, more Arabic science entered

into the Latin tongue than from any other source.

The official list of Gerard's translations from Arabic totals 87

works in the subjects of logic, philosophy, mathematics, astronomy,

medicine, astrology, alchemy and geomanry (a kind of divination).
The list of authors whose work he introduced to Europe is staggering:

Aristotle, al-Razi, d-Kindi, Euclid, Archimedes, al-Haytham, Galen,

Apollonios, Hypsicles, Theodosios, Menelaos, Ptolemy, al-Khwarizmi,

al-Farghani, al-Naiziri, Thabit ibn Qurra, Ibn Sina and Abul-Qasim,

to name a few. The various works amount to an encyclopedia of
Islamic scientific knowledge. Thanla to Gerardt efforts, a number of
technical terms were introduced into European languages, like "reti-

nar" "iris," "rhombus," and "clavicula."

Thanslating was a difficult and time-consuming business. It was usu-

ally accomplished by panners, one of them a bilingud Jew or Mozarab

Christian who would render the work into the common tongue and

another scholar who translated it into latin. Each of these linguistic

explorers had their own panicular interests. Gerard desired most to read

and translate Ptolemy's Almagest. Others like John of Seville produced

[,atin versions of Islamic asuologr. Roben, an Englishman who became

the archbishop of Pamplona, and Hermann the Dalmatian were partners

employed by the church to make the first translation of the Q* *.
Robert also gave Europe al-Khwarizmi's Algebra and the works of al-

Kindi. Hermann worked on Ptolemy's PlnniEhae and Euclidt Ebrnmt.

Another famous pair of intefiith translators is Dominicus Gundissdinus,

the archdeacon ofCuellar and hisJewish partnerAvendauth or Ibn Daud.

They collaborated on Ibn Sina's De Anima, and worked separately on

al-Ghazali's Aims ofthe Philnnpbm and Ibn Sinis Kab-al-Shifa.
Elsewhere in Europe the Jews were being slaughtered or "ethni-

cally cleansed," as was the case in England under the crusading King

Richard I. But here, in this multicultural environment, Jews and
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Christians worked in harmony. Through the efforts of these men and

many more, the ffeasures of Toledo were unearthed and distributed

throughout Europe.

Christians did not discover these works in the Palestine they

invaded. They found them in their own backyard, remnants of
a civilization that had far outshined their own. Now they gave these

works to Europe as a priceless gift, the seeds of a new era. In every

way, these translators ofToledo were the real Crusaders, liberating the

holy land of the mind.

THe Boor oF RoGER

l,ong before Itdian was the officid language of Sicily, the muezzint

call was heard in Palermo. In a desultory war of amrition with the

Blzantines, Muslims finally won Sicily in 902 when Thormina, the last

stronghold of Christian resistance, was besieged and conquered. From

Sicily Muslims staged raids into mainland Italy, wen sailing up the

Tiber in 846 ro sack Rome and loot St. Peter's. Central Italy was prone to

Muslim anacls into the tenth century. For the next two hundred years,

Muslims occupied sections ofApulia and Calabria, including the cities of
Bari, Brindisi and Reggro. Sailing further ofi they founded a colony in
France, near Nice, controlling the passes to the Alps till 973.

Sicily was a multi-ethnic stew of Arabs, l,ombards, Greeks, Jews,

Berbers, Persians and sub-Saharan Africans. Mix in a touch of religious

intolerance between Muslims and Christians, as well as Sunnis and Shias,

and you have an explosion waiting to happen. Life in Islamic Sicily was

never particularly stable, though one Arab traveler claimed that Sicily had

more mosques than any other region in the Muslim world. A thriving
trade center, Sicily lured merchants from Arabia, Egypt and the Maghrib

as well as Itdy. The various Muslim regimes made alliances with Naples

to fight its lombard rivals and even sided with the Byzantines against

the German Emperor Otto II.
\When they werent warring with Byzantium the Muslims of Sicily

were embroiled in the political conflicts of Northern Africa. A sizeable
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Berber communiry existed on the island, which periodically revolted

against its Fatimid rulers. christians, with the eager coaxing of

Constantinople, also rebelled. At the same time' Muslim Sicilians were

called upon by Cairo to support their effors in Africa or back one Fatimid

against another. The drain on manPower, resources, and money began to

show by the eleventh century.

As elsewhere in the Islamic world, Sicily was fatdly weakened

by internecine warfare. It was a perfect time for Christians to gain lost

ground. By 1060, Norman warriors had occupied Messina. From there

they staged a series of campaigns which resulted in the 1072 capture of

Palermo. Muslims attempted a valiant resistance but in-fighting and lack

of support from their co-religionists led to the find surrender in 1091.

Mulim civilization, however, was far from extinct. In fact, the

Norman conquerors soon went native-none more so than Roger II, who

ruled from 1111 to 1154. The new king allowed Muslims to join his

coun and his army, conducted diplomatic relations with the Fatimids,

and kept, to the consternation of the Pope, a harem of christian and

Muslim women. The crude French warlord was clearly spellbound by

his more civilized subjects.

Arab historians also praised Roger for his parronage of Muslim

philosophers and scientists. The Norman ruler was especially interest-

ed in geography, a relatively underdeveloped field in medieval Europe.

The man who satisfied Roger's curiosity about the world outside Sicily

was Abu Abdallah Muhammad ibn Muhammad ibn Abdallah ibn

Idris al-Qurtubi al-Hasani. You can understand why most scholars

call him al-Idrisi.

He was born in al-Andalus in 1099, educated in cordoba and spent

many years wandering the length and breadth of Islamic civilization. The

biographical details are slim since Muslim historians considered him

a renegade after his move to Christendom. For reasons that may have

had a great ded to do with money, al-Idrisi offered his services to Roger,

dedicated his most famous work to him, and spent the rest of his life

in Christian Sicily. In return for Roger's generosiry, al-Idrisi gave him the

world.
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Muslim ffavelers had reached India and China by land and sea

centuries before. Their trader ships had sailed along the coasts of Africa.
Some had even venrured out into the mlnterious Adantic Ocean. To
demonstrate Muslim geography to Roger, alJdrisi consrructed a silver
planisphere which mapped the known world in starding deail.

Roger and his court were awestruck at the vastness of the continents
and seas. On the orders of his patron, al-Idrisi composed a written
explanation of his precious globe, loading it with economic, political and
even climatic detail. This was Nuzhat al-Muhaq f. Ikhtiraq al-Afaq,
or The Delight of Him \7ho Desires to Journey through The Climates.
To the Normans itwas simplyknown as al-Kitab al-Rujai, Rogert Book.
In one of his later volumes for Roger's son, \il7illiam II, al-Idrisi created

a world adas, comprised of sevenry-three separare maps. For centuries to
come the Muslim geographert wealth of information along with his
highly accurate maps-based on scientific observation-would enrich
and expand Christendom's knowledge of the world outside its borders.

Rur-ns oF HEATTH

In the eleventh cenrury the seeds of Muslim learning spread from
Sicily to bear fruit on rhe mainland. It was in the ciry of Salerno, near
Naples, that the European world first met the staggering discoveries of
al-Razi, Ibn Sina and others. Sderno would become the first medical
university in Europe. All it took was rhe arrival of Constantine the
African.

He was born in Carthage and spent his youth traveling throughout
the known world, visiting Baghdad, India, Ethiopia and Constantinople.
Finally he found his way to Italy, where he became the secreary of Roger's
brother, the Duke of Salerno. For years he lectured on medicine until
becoming a Benedictine monk and moving ro a monasrery where he died
in 1087.

Most of the details of his life are legendary but it appears rhar
Constantine was a rrue rara avis, a Muslim converr to Christianity.
For Europe, ir was a godsend: an Arabic-speaking Christian trained in
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the cutting-edge medical schools of the Islamic world. In no time he

was hard at work translating a series of Arabic books that brought

European medicine out of the Dark Ages.
'!7ith 

the help of a fellow Arab named John, known as "the Saracen,"

Constantine translated the standard medical text in the Islamic world, the

Royal Booh of Ali ibn alAbbas, physician to the caliph. Europeans now

learned of surgery as well as how to trqrt hemorrhoids, nasal Pobps,
cararacts and infections. They studied the intricacies of the capillary

system, discovered gynecolory and began to Practice a Muslim medical

specidty: urinalysis.

Thanl$ to al-Razi and orhers, Muslim medicine considered clinical

observation more trustworthy than authorities like Galen. Under

Constantinet tutelage, students began the study of anatomy by dissecting

pigs. karning by leaps and bounds, pupils and professors soon made

Sderno synonymous with surgery. One alumnus, Roger of Salerno, wrote

the first European surgical text, thoroughly incorporating the lessons he

learned from Islamic medicine.

Like a Muslim university, women were allowed to study at Sderno

and the institution existed somewhat autonomously from the church.

The curriculurn was the same as in Baghdad, with three years devoted to

general study and four more focused on medicine. The last year was sPent

in an internship under one of the lecturing physicians.

By the melfth century Salerno had compiled what became

known as the Rules of Heahh. Going through one hundred forry

editions the Rules were a series of two thousand five hundred verses

designed to convey the basic concePts of modern medicine, urging

readers to urinate regularly, brush their teeth, eat light suppers and

get at least six hours of sleep a night.
Islamic medicine spread through Europe like wildfire. Small wonder,

since it worked far better than the superstition and folk remedy on which

people were forced to rely. fu Europeans discovered its effectiveness, they

flocked to study at Salerno and soon built similar institutions closer

to home. These became the first universities, where professors began
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to expound upon that most precious of Muslim exports: the scientific
method. It is in Sderno, far more than the city-states of Tirscany, that
the Italian Renaissance truly began.

A Drrrpnsur KrND oF CRUSADER

In ll94 the Normans were forced to pack their bags and vacate Sicily.

The Holy Roman Empire had overrun their kingdom, ushering in a new

era. Frederick II, the heir to the throne, was crowned in Palermo in 1198

when he was three years old. His mother died that year and the young
king became the ward of Pope Innocent III. As King of Sicily through his

boyhood, the young Frederick mastered the arts of the soldier as well as

the Arabic language. For a ruler of his time (or any time, for that maner)

Frederick was uniquely intellectual, devoted to philosophy and science.

In l2l5 he was crowned Holy Roman Emperor after outmatching a

pretender to the throne. No doubt moved by his sudden rise ro power,

Frederick in a fit of piety decided to take up the cross and go crusading.

Christian armies, buoyed by the emperor's vow, headed to Egryt, hoping
from there to stage another attempt to "liberate" their Holy Land.

M*y of the Franks 
"l*"dy 

in Palctine, howwer, had grown rich
trading with the enemy. They were none too excited about this fresh

wave of chain-mailed fanatics from the 'West. But this didnt stop the
Crusaders' enthusiasm. In a surprise attack on Damieta, they managed to
conquer the city. The sultan was so horrified by the victory that he died
abrupdy, leaving his son al-Kamil in charge.

Then something extraordirr.y happened. One of the Europeans

asked for the fighting to stop so that he might requesr an audience

with the new sultan. His aim was to conveft the Muslims and stop the
bloodshed. For three days, d-Kamil listened to the church's most beloved

saint, Francesco ofAssisi, preach the gospel. At the end, the sultan bid him
farewell with lavish gifts (refi.sed by Francesco) and the parting words:
"Pray for me, that God may deign to show me the law and the faith that
are most pleasing to him." Al-Kamil eventually relented to an CIrchange of
Jerusdem and its suroundings if the Crusaders departed from Egrpt.
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But the Christians spurned Francesco's peacefi.rl compromise. Urged

on by the Byzantines, tlte Franls pressed for utter extermination of
the infidel. At this crucial moment, Frederick characteristically failed to

appear. The Crusaders quickly tired ofwaiting for him to arive and honor

his vow. Destroying decades of peacefrrl trade relations and goodwill, they

prepared to assault Cairo.

This time, however, therewould be no easyvictorylike Damiem. As

the Crusaders marched in the August heat, they did not notice that the

Nile River was flooding. Their armor and horses quickly became mired in

mud, their progress halted. It did not take them long to decide on reueat.

As soon as the army withdrew, al-Karnil ordered the dikes on the Nile

destroyed. Soon the knights were marooned on an island ofsludge. In the

aftermath al-Kamil was exceptiondly generous. Rather than hack them to

ribbons, he forced them to sign a treaty, promising they would stay out

of Egpt for eight years.

Meanwhile Frederick was doing some crusading of his own on home-

ground. The Muslims of Sicily were in open rebellion. Their resistance

had initidly begun in his youth, with their refirsal to pay a tax supponing

the Crusades. After years of war in 1224, Frederick decided to ethnicdly

cleanse Sicily, removing the last sixteen thousand Muslims to Lucera on

mainland Italy. Unfortunately, Lucera was about as inviting as an

American Indian reservation. Here the dispossessed people created an

Islamic island, doomed from the very beginning, in a sea of increasingly

hostile Christians. Living a tenuous existence, the citizens of Lucera were

eventudly targeted by the French who occupied Sicily after the Germans.

In 1301 the French exterminated Luceras population, which they called

a "disease and infection."
Frederick, however, remained amraced to and fascinated by Muslim

culture. The same year he ethnically cleansed Sicily he dso founded

the University of Naples, its intellectual heart a large collection of
fuabic manuscripts. M*y of his court officials were drawn from

Lucera-lawyers, scholars and scientists with whom he continued his

learned studies. A scandal was caused by the numerous veiled women kept
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in the palace. Frederick claimed they were simple serving girls, seam-

stresses and the like. But the church trembled to think that the Holy
Roman Emperor kept a harem like the unbelievers. Even more shocking
was his creation of a private army of devoted Muslim soldiers, who
practiced their faith openly while encamped with him.

In 1225, Frederick married Yolanda, heiress to the tatin Kingdom
of Jerusalem-if the Christians could ever get it back. Frederick got
his opportunity in 1227 when at-Kamil requested the emperort help
against his brother al-Miazzam, who happened to control Jerusalem.
If Frederick could win Jerusalem from al-Mu au:zam, al-Kamil would
recognize Christian sovereignty there. To seal the deal, al-Kamil sent
Frederick a veritable zoo, including an elephant and giraffe. These
fantastic beasts awed the Europeans who never in their wildest dreams
would have imagined such strange creatures. Frederick was so delighted
he bestowed a knightship on rhe Muslim envoy.

Pope Gregory was sickened by such warm relations with the enemy,

as he was by Frederick's harem. The Pope was one of Christendomt most
intolerant rulers. This was the man who issued decrees in 1227 demand-
ing that Jews and Muslims wear distinctive dress and stay off streets

during christian holidays (ofwhich rrere were legion). Theywere also not
allowed to hold office and were certainly not permitted to pray in public.
Frederick ignored these decrees, bur not because he was a friend of
Muslims. It was simply that he had an unabashed love for Islamic culture
and wisdom as well as the asrureness to maintain amiable diplomatic
ties with Muslim rulers like al-Kamil. But the Pope was not interested in
Frederickt open-minded worldview. He told the emperor in no uncertain
terms that if he didnt frrlfill his old vow to go slaughrer Saracens then
he would be excommunicated. Frederick happily complied, expecting to
getJerusalem with the help of his newfound Muslim ally. Three thousand
knighrc (including his Muslim soldiers) set sail, while Frederick stayed
in Italy, feigning illness. The furious Pope immediately excommunicated
him, t'wice for good measure.
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Eventudly the emperor made his way to Palestine, only to find his

hopes crushed. Al-Mu azzam was dead and al-IGmil had taken possession

ofJerusalem.'Wren Frederick asked the sultan to live up to his promise,

al-Kamil replied that were he to do so now it would enrage the Muslims.

The sultan was aware of Frederickb eircommunication and was counting

on division in their ranks. He also knew that the Christian supply ships

had sunk on their way, leaving the Crusaders on the brink of starvation.

Nevenheless, al-Kamil needed to save his strength for a conquest of
Syria. The two nrlers wentually signed a treaty that ceded control of

Jerusalem and Nazareth to the Crusaders. Frederick also pledged to allow

Muslims to practice their faith there and not to raise arms against the

sulan. The Crusaders had won Jerusdem for a second time, without a

single drop of blood being shed. It was the highpoint of the Crusades'

wretched history accomplished only through Frederick's peculiar habit of
seeing Muslims through the lense of politics rather than religious brgo,ty'.

After crowning himself in the church of the Holy Sepulcher,

Frederick took a tour of the Dome of the Rock, climbing to the top

of its pulpit. Unfortunately his show of religious tolerance excited

admiration from neither Christians nor Muslims, who both saw the

treaty as a betrayal. The highly civilized and peaceful conduct of the

two rulers perished with them. ln 1244 Tirrls overran Jerusalem,
wresting it from the Crusaders for keeps.

Tur SrcrlmN QunsrIoNs

\7hile Frederickt Jerusalem adventure did litde to alter the course of
history another crusade at home yielded magnificent results. In the midst

of his tumultuous political career, Frederick was also engaged in an intel-

lectual quest. His god was nothing less than a complete understanding of
Muslim wisdom, even at the cost of encommunication.

His court was a marvel of scientific inquiry including a menagerie of
exotic animals and a tent planetarium made of gold and precious stones,

a gift from the sultan of Damascus. In this cultivated atmosphere his

private faculty of Muslim scholars held forth on the whole body of Islamic
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knowledge. The translation of fuabic rexts into [.atin, begun in the
eleventh cenrury, intensified to fwer pitch.

one of the foremost translators in his court was the notorious
Michael Scot. fu a young man, Michael left his native Scotland to mine
the Muslim and Greek riches of Toledo. From there he traveled to
Sicily where he became Frederick's chief translator, astrologer, physician,
alchemist and, some claimed, wizard. It was in royal Palermo that Scot
completed his translations of Ibn Sina, the Jewish philosopher Moses
Maimonides and, most importandy, Ibn Rushd's commentaries on
Aristode's De Anima.

one of Ibn Rushd's most controversial tenets was the mortality of the
soul. A story relates Frederick's grisly experiment to prove this hypothesis.
\x/hile talking to a priest who claimed the soul was immonal, Frederick
decided to nail one of the man's followers inro a barrel. sealed tight, the
miserable fellow soon died of suffocation. opening the cash Frederick
exclaimed that the soul must have died with him, since there was nowhere
to which it could have escaped.

\vhether the story is true or not, it reveals a dimension of Frederickt
character that the church found more horrifying than any other. He
was a scimtific man, a naturd skeptic who used the methods of Islamic
science to threaren the sacred beliefs of Christianity. In a letter to the
medical university at Salerno darcd 1240, he even urged them to study
anatomy by dissecting cadavers-human ones. Frederick knew firll well
that the church had oudawed this pracrice for centuries. He was simply
unconcerned wirh age-old prejudices and superstitions.

So curious was Frederick about the new philosophy of Ibn Rushd
that he composed what became known as the Sicilian euestions.\what Frederick most wanred to know was this: \7as the world eternal
and could the soul, in fact, be mortal? Along with these questions
were others concerning optics, Muslim theolory and the hadith. These
questions were circulated to al-Kamil and orher Muslim luminaries until
they wound up in the hands of the Almohad cdiph. He referred them to



Rerorr.s or,THn [.osl LrsRaRy 169

a Spanish Muslim named Ibn Sabin, who composed his Answm to

Sicilian Questions, our only remaining source for Frederick's original
queries.

\7hat fascinated the emperor was Islamic philosophy, science and
religion, the very things that the church loathed and feared with
every fiber of its being. The Pope excommunicated him again, claiming
Frederick had denied the Virgin Birth and labeled Moses and Jesus as

impostors. It could not have been too far from the truth, since even

Muslim historians noted that Frederick was a materialist who only toyed
with his traditional religion.

Frederick was dangerous because he was not just a humble scholar. He
was the Holy Roman Emperor with the means and power to disseminate
Ibn Rushd's ideas through all of Christendom. In the end, Frederick
was the most successfirl Crusader in medieval history. \WinningJerusalem,

he also spread Islamic science and philosophy through every corner of
Europe. Perhaps the greatest tesrament to his success was Dantet Inferno,
where we find Frederick in hell.

SrneNce BBortu-olrrs

Throughout the Middle Ages, the church had railed against the
evils of the "Saracens" and "the Tirrk." Concurrendy, Italian merchant
republics had been doing a brisk trade with the enemy. Over time, the
civilized tastes of the Islamic world won Christendom over, creating vast

markets for its luxury goods and permanendy altering European culture
and cuisine.

Europeans had been trading with Muslims for centuries but in a

half-hearted way. Mkings would sail down to Arabia to exchange timber
and furs for gold and silver coins. Spaniards and Franks would sneak into
al-Andalus and get a rasre of sherbet and asparagus. Occasionally some

adventurous monks would journey to the borderlands of Spain for a

peek at the enemy. But early medieval Europe was sdll a world of isolated
manors and villages. Few had the means or the abiliry ro venrure into
the exotic lands of the caliphate.

t



170 Ho,w Isleu CRselr:o Tsr MoorRN W'onln

This changed with the growth of towns and the merchant class in
the eleventh century. Suddenly a new group of men rushed about,

trying to make their fortune and show their former lords how to
really live in sryle. Those with access to the Mediterranean had a
distinct advantage. The city-states of Venice, Genoa, and Pisa were

the front-runners.
The Mediterranean was the artery of civilization. Its waterways

camied the riches of China to the shores of Spain. The coasts of Fatimid
Egn. and the bazaars of Baghdad were the destinations of Silk Road

sravans and their ltxuriant texdles, spices and other delights. During
the Crusades, Italian vessels were employed as ferries, supply ships

and men-of-war, thus beginning a long and fruifirl relationship with the

Islamic coasdine. To their arnazement, the Italians found that the

Muslims actually wanted something from them, mosdy wood and iron.

In orchange, the Venetians, Genoese and Pisans were only too happy

to acquire pepper, sugar and other foods, raw and finished silk, glass,

metalware and gems. Upon arrival in Europe they made staggering

profits, enriching their private coffers and turning their puny maritime
republics into major politicd players.

To protect their sizeable investments, the Italians initiated diplomatic
ties with Egpt and Tirnis in the mid-thirteenth century. The crucial

ports of the Eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea were now in
the hands of the Mamlula. Both sides benefited from the trade, while
ignoring whatever religious differences they might have.

That was until the Pope, incensed by the Muslim reconquest of
Pdestine, declared an embargo on trade with the enemy in l2gl.Thanks
to his meddling, the European economy, which had grown dependent

on Muslim demand for wood and iron, was stymied until well into the

fourteenth century.

But the Italians were not about to let the Pope interfere with their
financial well-being. Venetians defied the pontiffby sending ambassa-

dors to Egyp, and Syria ten years later. From one such mission the

Venetians had acquired the secrets of Syrian glass-blowing-a highly
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profitable technique which they monopolized for years. Even today
tourists in venice make a point of purchasing that cityt distinctive
glassware, descended from the traditions of Syria.

As the papal embargo wore on, goods from the Far East began to
mysteriously spring up in the markets of Cyprus, where Venetian galleys
would spirit them back to Europe. In an ironic twist, in the 1330s

the painter Giotto based his halos on illegally-imported Mamluk plates,
decorating altarpieces with Islamic designs that the church itself had
banned.

Masaccio, considered the first Renaissance painter, followed suit a

cenrury later with his Tiiptych of San Gioumab in 1422.In this-his
earliest work-he porrrays the Madonnat head encircled by a halo
which, like Giotto's, incorporates Arabic calligraphy in its design. Vhat is

remarkable is that on close examination, one can read in the Virgin's halo
(in mirror image) the following fuabic words: La ilaha il Allah,
Muhammad-ur-Rasool-Allzh (There is no God but God and Muhammad
is His Messenger). It is nothing less than rhe shahadz, Islamt basic state-
ment of faith.'W'as the genius painter in fact a closet Muslim? Did he sim-
ply admire Arabic calligraphy, not knowing its meaning? Or was Masaccio
playrng a practical joke on the pompous ecclesiastical authorities? 

'We

will probably never know.
Painters were nor the only ones ro fall under the spell of Islamic art.

During the earlier Romanesque period (1050-1200) sculpture employed
an eclectic mix of styles, including Islamic. A prime example is the church
of Saint-Pierre in Moissac. Beneath its famous Christ in Majesty rympa-
num, one can find a lintel ornamented with Islamic roseffes. Decorative
scalloping, another distinctive feature of Islamic art, adorns its trumeatx.

The interiors of cathedrals also bear the sign of Islamic influence.
Nave arcades were often supported by horseshoe arches, while the nave

itself was framed by enormous ogival vaults. These pointed arches, so

characteristic of mosque design, became the very definition of Gothic.
The Cathedral of Pisa is a perfect example of the synthesis benareen

basilica and mosque, perhaps because Pisa consrructed the cathedrd to
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commemorate an eleventh-century navd victory over a Muslim fleet.

Through contact with Muslims in Sicily and al-Andalus, Christians

continued to import the aesthetics of masterpieces like the Great Mosque

of Cordoba to rwolutionize European architecture.

Once the Crusades got started Venice, Genoa and Pisa began setting

up diplomatic missions in Islamic countries, where they protected their
trade privileges and supervised their fleets. The Muslims rented them

whole neighborhoods where they were segregated from the native popu-
lation. It was in one such embassy that konardo Fibonacci, the son of
the Pisan ambassador, would learn the fuabic-Hindu arithmetic and

accounting methods which he introduced to Europe in his 1202 book
Liber abbad.

Over time, trade with the Islamic world had the additional benefit of
enhancing European cuisine. Muslims introduced cutting-edge irriga-

tion techniques as well as a cornucopia of new delicacies: rice, sugarcane,

mangoes, bananas, lemons, eggplants, watermelons, spinach and arti-
chokes. \Vhile all these were delicious, there was another far more

important Muslim agricultural exporc cotton.

In the Near East and Europe, it was Muslims who first adopted

cotton as a material, with Muhammad leading the way. Apparendy the

Prophet was fond of white cotton shirts and trousers under the old-sryle

wool cloals. After his death, the caliphs maintained the style, adding

ever greater embellishments. Rich and poor alike tsed cofton for outer

garments, tablecloths, funeral shrouds, curtains, rugs, veils, turbans and

even underwear.

Cotton became the newest sensation in Europe and its most coveted

form was tiraz, a Persian word meaning embroidery. Originally used to
embellish official robes with an individud's tide or Qur'anic verses, tiraz

came to mean any embroidered garment hailing from Mmlim lands.

During the late medieval period and into the Renaissance, Arabic script

became a srylish fad in Europe. The rich and famous could be seen parad-

ing around in their Baghdad best, the sleeves and hem proclaiming-
unbeknownst to the w6x1's1-fis praises of Allah and his Prophet. The
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tiraz fabrics and their highly decorative lettering became the very essence

of sophistication. In one Renaissance painting by Andrea Mantegna (the

San Zeno altarpiece), the Virgin herself is decked our in an embroidered
tiraz robe and haloed by what appears to be a Mamluk brass plate
with a Quianic inscription. At her feet is a qrper woven in Tirrkey, while
in the hands of a nearby saint is a finely-tooled leather book cover hailing
from Muslim North Africa. Medieval was our. Muslim was in.

Venice and the Mamluks began ro engage in diplomacy rhat was more
akin to adverrising. They sent each other porcelain, cloths, br2551ysrs-
always the newest and the most beautifi.rl-in the hopes that they would
impress the mlers and their couftiers, thus starting a buying trend. Vhen
Ottoman Tirrks set up an embassy in Venice, Italian texrile manufacturers
presented the Tirrkish ambassador with their finest crimson robe,
knowing firll well he would wear it in his countrymen's presence, initiat-
ing the next lucrative fad.

By the fifteenth cenrury, luxury good consumption was at fever

pitch. The demand was so great that Europeans began to imitate Muslim
imports, incorporating designs from Tirrkey, China, Persia and India.
Their knock-offs became so popular and affordable that soon rhey were
turning around and selling fifteen per cenr of their products to their
Muslim trading partners!

Things began to cool down when Tirrkey conquered Marnluk Egypt
and monopolized trade in the Eastern Mediteranean. After fighting
numerous wars with their former business associates, Venice floundered
as an economic supelpower. On the other side of Europe, Spanish and
Portuguese merchanrs decided to find new ways to China and India,
cutting out the formidable Omoman middlemen.

Far more than the Crusades, it was this sysrem of trade that brought
Islamic luxury goods and culture into the European mainstream. The real

history of interaction between the two polities was far more than a vicious
military contest. It was a philosophical, scientific and cultural exchange

that spanned centuries, affecting body, mind and soul.
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Children of Abraham,
Children of Aristotle

ich brings us to the inevitable question: \7hat happened
to Islam, the civilization that gave birth to the European
Renaissance? For it seems that while Europet cultural,

economic and political power grew by leaps and bounds, the world of
Islam stagnated.

Today we hear scholars and other more dubious expems describe
the Muslim world as the veritable antithesis of the modern, scientific,
rational worldview that the'west has come ro call its own. To the average

person in America, Muslims are srereotyped as terrorists, suicide bombers
and the like who hate our way of life and wanr ro destroy it. From
politicd c,rrtoons to films, Islam is portrayed as an exrremist religion
that is more warlike and misogynistic than any other.

This does not sound like the people who gave us al-Razi or Ibn Sina
or al-Khwarizmi. If what everyone says about Islam today is true then the
"what happened?" question becomes even more peqplexing.

Murezllrrps vs. AsuapurEs

Scholars have called this question "the problem of Islamic deca-
dence." The problem is explained like this: Toward the end of the Middle
Ages, a fight broke our between the Mutazilites (the philosophers) and the
Asharites (the theologians). After centuries of sparring, the Asharites won
shg 6en1g51-,ho"gh how and why exacdy this came ro pass is never

adequately explained. 
'!7ith 

the demise of Ibn Rushd, scholars claim the

\--
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light of reason was extinguished. Islam rejected the rationdism of ancient

Greece while Christendom embraced it. \flhat better illustration of Islamt

inherent baclcrvardness and tendency toward narrow-minded literalism?
'lTithout philosophy, Muslims soon fell prey to the culturally superior
'Westerners who had the good sense to apprehend the virtue of reading

Aristotle.

It's all very interesting except for one thing: it is sheer nonsense.

Philosophy did not extinguish itself after Ibn Rushd at all. Two
hundred years later, another genius was born, this time in Tirnisia. His
name was Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406). Vhile serving various Muslim
rulers (including the ill-fated kingdom of Granada), Ibn Khaldun
wrote a number of works on logic and Sufism. His masterpiece is al-
Muqad.dimah, a hixory of the world so brilliant that Bernard Lewis

calls him "the greatest historical thinker of the Middle Ages." In the

al-Muqaddimah,Ibn Khaldun invented the discipline of sociology as

well as a historical methodology more sophisticated than anything
that had come before. It was in this work that he originated the con-

cept of the inevitable "rise and fall" of empires, something Europeans

would not begin to explore for centuries.

If Islam was still capable of producing great thinkers, it also did not
suddenly lose its abiliry to harness scientific know-how and apply new

technology. \Vhile eschewing the printing press, the Ottoman TLrks

knew enough about guns to stay a major player in European politics till
1700. From 1453 onward, the Tirrks occupied most of Eastern Europe,

built mosques and madrassahs there, gathered Renaissance artists

like Gentile Bellini to their courts and fought their way into Austria
on several occasions. Their carpets and ceramics became fixtures in
European high sociery and theJanissaries, their elite military corps, were

the terror of a continent.
After the Mongols and the Reconquista, Islam turned its energies

eastwards. A new dynasry the Mughals, conquered Central Asia and
India and ruled there until the nineteenth century. The Mughals

made India so rich that the British dedicated themselves to robbing
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the country of everything it was worth. Islam spread as far as the

Philippines and Indonesia, which today has the largest population
of Muslims in the world. Hundreds of years after the Crusades, the

Islamic world took up more territory than ever.

But this paled in comparison to the vast riches of the Americas.

It was there that England, France, Spain and Portugal grew wealthy

from the treasure they plundered and the slaves they made first
among the indigenous peoples and then the Africans. According to

Jack'Weatherford, the author of Indian Giuers: Hout the Indians of the

Arnericas Tiansformed the VorA, in the period between 1576 and

1650, the Spaniards looted 200 tons of gold, with a vdue in todays

dollars of $2.8 billion. In the first fifty years of the European invasion

of the Americas, $3.3 billion of silver was imported to Seville.

Pizarrot annihilation of the Incas sent approximately ten million
dollars' worth of boory back to Europe, curing a continent-wide

depression. Sugar plantations spread across both sides of the Atlantic,
making billions in todayt dollars. Slaves were exported in exponendal

numbers to feed the insatiable European sweet-tooth. Tiade monopo-

lies such as the British East India Company and the Dutch East India
Company had annual profits of three hundred percent. 'Weatherford

writes that "new wealth in the hands of Europeans eroded the wealth

of all the other countries in the world and allowed Europe to expand

into an international market system." For nearly four hundred years,

these European powers reaped staggering riches, making them the

wealthiest nations in history. Is it surprising then that the fortunes

of Europe rose as the Islamic worldt declined?

It was not rationalism that made Europe superior. At the same time

as the age of exploration and the scientific revolution, Europeans were

burning so-called witches in droves and fighting one increasingly vicious

war after another. The shift in power had limle to do with intellectud

or cultural factors and everytling to do with cold hard cash.

The fact that Islanis fall is a "problem" at dl is remarkable. After all,

is the decline of Rome a "problem" for us? Or Spain? Or Great Briain?
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These great empires became great by owning the lion's share of world
wealth. They stopped being great when someone else took the wealth
away. Empires have 

"f,uly predicable life cycle of rise and fall. In the
ultimate scheme of things, none last.

It is self-evident that a statet cultural significance assumes a grearer
importance the more rich and powerful it is. How many of us know any
Spanish painters before Spain conquered the New vorld? Surely there
must have been one or two. '!7hen do we ever study modern Greek
an-anything made after the first century BC or so? For us Egrptian
culrure seems ro srop after the pharaotrs. our image of Briain is mired in
the victorian world. France and fin de silcle Paris are inexuicably bound
together. Yet presumably before and after their fifteen minutes of wealth,
these societies continued to have some kind of meaningfrrl intellectual
and cultural life.

The Islamic world was no different. For a long stretch (by history's
sandards) it held on to gre,rter wealth than anyone else in the field. That
wealth provided the necessary surplus to afford ltxuries like philosophy
and art. countries that have less wealth, or who suffer under foreign
occupation-like most of the Islamic world for the past 200 years-have
more pressing concerns on their minds like survival or independence.
\realth brings a kind of freedom with it that poorer nations dont have,
a freedom to think, create and discover unfemered by other @ncerns
or demands. For a long time the Islamic world had that freedom. For
a shorter time it lost that wealth and all its perks, 

"r 
Italy did after 476 or

England after 1945.'$U'hether the Muslim world will retrieve some of that
wealth-and create its own renaissanc+is a question that is being decid-
ed in our time.

THp PRoUEM oF OnreNreusu

If there is any problem with Islamic history it is with some of those
who write it. For these scholars Islam's decline as a culrural and political
power needs to be carefirlly framed by the proper point ofview, religious-
ly and culturdly. Indeed, the whole study of Islamic civilization itself
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has to be engineered so that we learn the right kinds of lessons. This

historical engineering has been instrumental in silencing Islam's role in
'Western 

history. The proper name for itis Oientalism.

Orientalism, as Edward Said noted, is both an institution and

a process by which scholars of the East, the Orient, created a history

that meshed with their colonialist agendas as well as their cultural

and religious prejudices. Christian polemicists thus tended to find in
their study of Islam what they were looking for. In their eyes, it was

an inferior faith compared to Christianity. Through poor translations

of the Qur'an and misguided studies of Islamic history they showed

Islamt innate belligerence and baclnvardness.

InterCItingly none of them seemed to notice that the adjectives "anti-

modern," "fundamentdist," "bellicose," "misogynist," and the like could

also be applied to European Christianity throughout the ages. The

Inquisition threatened Gdileo with execution four hundred years after

Ibn Rushd and lasted in Spain till the nineteenth century. Christians

have been killing other Christians, Jews and Muslims in Europe for

centuries and still are. Christian fundamentalism is alive and well,

forming a powerfirl political force in the United States. And despite the

fact that Islam is a supposedly misog;rnist religion, Tirrkey, Pakistan and

Indonesia have dl elected female heads of state while predominandy

Christian America has not as of this writing.

Orientalism does more than promote religious bigotry. It dso serves

to jusdfy colonialism. By "forgetting" the great debt owed to Islam,

Europeans could reinforce their own notions of genetic superiority. It
was befter to believe that their power had to do with race and religion

and not with money. Every empire has the delusion that it is unlike

any other, ruling not through force of arms but brilliance of mind.

If they can convince themselves of that then maybe the ones they

rule will begin to believe it too. That makes the business of empire that

much easier.

The truth, however, can still be found if one is diligent and open-

minded. Many Orientalists do their best to discourage us from this
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task. They bury Islamic history in heavy-as-lead prose that is as tedious
to read as it is to understand. My college texr on medieval Islam had
nothing to do with Islam's contributions to the sciences and the arts.
Forced to dwell solely on its internal political history I came away
with little more than name recognition of the Umayyads and the
Abbasids. Names, Arabic jargon and bewildering geography in such
works alienate the average reader from whatever information might
be gathered. Islamic history becomes a boring monorone of conquests,
assassinations and inconsequential battles. It is hardly surprising that
I came away thinking Muslims were altogether alien and conrenrious,
having nothing to do with my culture or history.

Isr-eurc vs. ARABTc

In contemporary scholarship, one seldom sees the joining of "Islam"
or "Islamic" with words like "civilization," "literature," and so fonh.
\x/hile many scholars are beginning ro overcome this squeamishness,
many others still prefer to use terms like "Arabic literarure" and "fuabic
civilization" when referring to the cultural products of the Islamic Middle
Ages. Their argumenr is that Islam did nor concern itself with science
and philosophy, or poerry and medicine. Instead, they claim, it is rhe
secular fuabic language and culture that served to promore discoveries
and innovations in these varied fields.

Calling this wealth of learning "Arabic" culture is to belie the many
great advances made by non-Arabs. Ibn Sina was from uzbekistan. Al-
Razi and al-Ghazali were Persians. Salah al-Din was a Kurd. eutuz was
a Mamluk Tirrk. Over a thousand years, power passed from Umayyads
to Abbasids to Fatimids to Seljuts to Kurds to Mamluls to ottomans.
'!7hat 

bound all these diverse people together was nor their common
use of fuabic as a language but their profession of the Prophett faith.
Indeed, it was the Qur'an that made Arabic an international language
and Islamt tolerance of other cultures rhat, more than anything, made
the House of \Wisdom possible.

By excising "Islamic" from anything having to do with rationaliry
scholars and other writers hide the fact that it was Muslims who
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first found worth in Greek philosophy, Muslims who studied it and

Muslims who debated the uses to which it should be put. To separate

the cultural accomplishments of Muslims from their faith is a ridicu-

lous decontextualization, akin to ignoring the fact that Michelangelot

frescoes happen to be in the Vatican. This truth flies in the face

of works like Richard Starkt The Victory of Reason, which claims

Christianity alone among religions encourages "rational exploration."

As anyone can see from looking at the historical record, the spread of
Islam among the Arabs and Persians acted as a gdvanizing agent for

the mind. 'S7ith its practical appreciation of the physical world as well

as the spiritual one, Islam placed a creative emphasis on nature that

medieval Christianity did not.

Curr-oRrN oF ABRAHAM, CuILoRr,N oF ARISToTLE

Most school children in America know little about European

history or culture. One thing, however, that they are sure to encounter

somewhere along the way is the history of the Italian Renaissance.

The Renaissance is the \7estt creation myth. It is there in Florence,

we learn, that the Middle Ages ended and the rebirth of classical ideals

began. The result was humanism, rationalism, enlightenment<ver/-
thing that makes us culturally superior to weryone else.

It is important for everyone to understand that these are European

traits, derived from the Greels.'We are their only direct descendants. fu
the Orientalist J. J. Saunders put it, "The Muslims did, as we have seen,

borrow a good ded from Greece, but in a limited and indirect fashion:

the Greek past never belonged to them in the sense in which it did to

Christendom."

This is the crtx of the myth. How strange it would be for Ibn Rushd

to read that passage. Or Ibn Sina. Or the translators at the House of
'Wisdom. Or al-Razi. Or any of the other coundess and anonymous

Muslim scholars who were buying fuistotle in bookstores when

Europeans had forgotten how to read.

They would tell you that the Greeks belonged to Islam as much

as they ever belonged to Christendom. They would remind you that
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it was they who saved the Greeks when the christians were burning
them. It was they who translated them, debated them, commented
on them and improved upon their systems. Muslims gave'western
Christians their science, their medicine, their music, their food, their
clothes, their poetry their philosophy and their mathematics. They
were the ones who thrust Europe out of the Dark Ages and into the
Enlightenment. This is the terrible secrer that the Renaissance myth
tries to hide.

'We must begin learning history by unlearning the cultural
"truths" we have been taught about Islam. These paradigms have
nestled in the muck of our collective unconscious for centuries. Born
of religious intolerance, they slowly cemented themselves as Islam
became an increasing political and cultural threat. It was because Islam
was so successful that our culture made it seem like a failure. It was
because we owed Muslims so much that we pretended we owed them
nothing. For without this myth of a superior religion and a superior
culture, what did we have that we could call our own?

only something f,, gr.,..er, far more complex and transcendent

-a sharcd hisnry offaith and atlnre. The Islamic world and the "\7est"
are (and always have been) an intricately-bound q6tem of culturd and
religious interaction. They are nor separare entities as much as rhey are
pars ofan ongoing process ofdebate and orchange.

It is time for memory to uiumph over collective amnesia. Islam
belongs to the'west as much as the EgJrptians or the Greeks. 

'we 
are

the heirs of Ibn Rushd and d-Razi as much as we are the heirs of plato

and Hippocrates. And the'west belongs to Islam, a rich parr of its own
history that has only begun to be written. It is in the writing of that new
history that we might finally unlearn what has pulled us aparr and learn
anew what we share as children ofAbraham and fuistode.
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'!7'hat the Qur'an Says

ON Goo

Say: "He is God, the One and Only God, the Eternal, the

Absolute. He begets not, nor is He begotten. None is like Him."

Q l12:14

ON ANcus

"S*.h there are kind and honorable angels to Protect you-
writing down your deeds. They know and understand dl that you

do." Q 82:lO-12

ON JuocuENr
"One day the Earth will be changed to a different Earch and so

will be the Heavens. Men will be led forth before God, the One,

the Irresistible. And you will see the Sinners that day bound

together in fetters, their guments of liquid pitch and their faces

covered with fire. God will reward each soul what it deserve.s."

Q 14: 48-51

ON Lovr
"And among His Signs is this: that He created for you mates from

among yourselves, that you may dwell in tranquility with them,

and he hCI put love and mercy benveen your hearts." Q30:21

ON Jrsus
"'W'e sent Jesus the son of Mary, confirming the Torah that

had come before him. W'e sent him the Gospel, in which was

gurdance and light." Q5:46
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ON Mnncv

"God is most merciful to those who show merry." el2:64
ON STN

"Tiuly God does not wrong anyone; they wrong rhemselves."

Q 10:44

ON FnEr\U7lrr
"God will never change the condition of a people until they
change it themselver." Q 13: I I

ON RrsunnncrroN

"Man says: "il7har!'When I am dead, shall I then be raised up
alive?' Doesnt he remember that'We created him before out of
nothing?" Ql9:66-67



Appendix 2

Arabic \Words in English

Admiral

Adobe

Albatross

Alchemy

Alcohol

AIcove

Aldebaran

Alembic

Alfalfa

Algebra

Algorithm

Alkali

Amalgam

Amber

Amulet

Apricot

Arsenal

futichoke

fusassin

Atlas

Azimuth

Baboon

Balcony

Banana

Baroque

Benzine

Betelgeuse

Bismuth

Borax

Cable

Calibre

Camel

Camphor

Candy

Caper

Carafe
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Carat

Carmine

Carob

Check

Checkmate

Chemistry

Cheque

Chess

Chiffon

Coffee

Cotton

Coffer

Crimson

Cumin

Cupola

Cypher

Date

Demijohn

Divan

Drug

Elixir

Fanfare

Fellah

Fret (of guitar)

Frieze

Gauze

Gazelle

Gazette

Gibraltar

Ginger

Giraffe

Guitar

Gypsum

Hashish

Hazerd

Henna

Hooka

J^,

Jasmine

Jumper

Julep

Lacquer

Lapis-Lazuli

Lilac

Lemon

Lute

Magazine

Marzipan
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Mask

Mattress

Minaret

Monsoon

Mosque

Mulatto

Mummy

Musk

Musket

Muslin

Myrrh

Nadir

Nitre

Orange

Racket

Ream

Rice

Risk

Rocket

Rook

Saccharin

Safari

Saffron

Sandalwood

Sapphire

Satin

Sherbet

Sofa

Spinach

Sugar

Sultan

Syrup

Thbby

Tdc

Talisman

Tambourine

Thriff

Tarot

Tloubadour

Yizier

Zenith

Zero



Further Readirg

This book was never intended to be the last word on any of
its mydad subjects. Rather it should serve as an introduction,

a first glimpse into a new world of history and understanding.

The following texts, all used in my research, are presented for

the interested reader who wishes to learn more about the shared

heritage of the children of Abraham and fuistode.

Tsr OrucrNs oF Isreu

Of course every Muslim would like to read the Qur'an in

Arabic and millions uPon millions do. For non-Arabic speakers,

there are numerous translations of the Qur'an in English. The

reader should be careful, however, for not all translations are equal.

N. J. Dawood's well-known Penguin edition (1956) distorts the

meaning of many a verse to favor the usual violent and misogynist

picture of Muslims. A prime example is the rendering of Q2:223.
In Dawood's edition we find it translated as: "'Women are your

fields: go, then, into your fields whence you please. Do good

works and fear God." Meanwhile another translation (Abdullah

Yusuf Ali's The Holy Qur'an: Translation and Commentar! [Amana

Corporation, 1983]) has a completely different tenor: "Your wives

are as a tilth unto you; so aPProach your tilth when or how ye will;

but do some good act for your souls beforehand and fear God..."
The way Dawood writes, one might think all Muslim women are

harem girls and pleasure 5lxys5-x rypical orientalist view. But the

verse does not concern women in general but rather wives and

189
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when sexual relations are permissive. 'Wives 
are not simply proper-

ry but tilths-parcels of land that farmers sow and reap in due
season and with grear care. Clearly, the purpose is to demonstrate
that sexual relations are not to be avoided but instead should be
taken seriously, even reverentially. \7ith a poor translation, however,
this passage can become not only perplexing but offensive in a way
that it was never meant to be.

A good rule of thumb is to avoid any new book with the word
"Koran" in the tide (like Dawood's). This old-style transliteration is often
(but not always) a sign of old-school scholarship, if not anti-Islamic bias.

An egegious example of this is Michael Cook's The Koran: A Very Short
Innoduction (Oxford University Press, 2000), a polemical work which
conveys no(t ro nothing of the acnral narure of the Qur'an itself For that
one must consult Alit translation as well as Michael Sells' Approailing the

Quran: The Early Reuelatioru ffiite Cloud Press, 1999), which contains
the earliest surahs, alongwith penetrating analysis. Thomas Cleary's recenr

The Qurhn: A New Tiarulation (Starlatch, 2004) is anorher excellent
version.

To learn more about the Prophet Muhammad the best sources

are his sayrngs, the hadith. Thomas Cleary, in his The Wisdom of the
Prophet (Shambala, 2001), presenrs a selection of hadith which poftray
Muhammadt genius, compassion and wit. Muhammad: A Biograpby of
the Prophet by Karen Armstrong (Harper San Francisco, 1992), is a
readable and balanced account of the Prophett life. Yahyah Emerickt
biography Muhammad (Pearson, 2002) is both pious and perceptive.
Maxime Rodinsont Mubammad. (New Press, 2002) is a critical introduc-
tion to the Prophett life that combines the best and worst features of
Orienalist scholarship. Jesus and Muharnmad: The Parallel Sayings by

Joey Green (Seastone, 2003) is a tiny but enlightening volume that puts
Islam's prophet into perspective, drawing connections between the world's
most popular religions.
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The early political history of Islam is the subject of many a tome,

including J. J. Saunders' ,{ History of Medieual Iskm (Routledge,

1965) which manages to transcend its author's Orientalist leanings

(at least until the last chapter). Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair's

Ishrn: A Thorcand Yean of Faith and Power (TV Boola, 2000) is the

well-researched and comprehensive tie-in to the wonderful PBS video

seies Iskm: Empire of Faith. Bloomt ardcle "Revolution by the Ream,

A History of Paper" (Saudi Aramco 
'W'orld, May{une 1999) provided

substantial information on the culturd outPut ofthis era. Estelle \Thelan's

article "Forgotten 'Witness: Evidence for the Early Codification of the

Q*'*" (loumal of the American Oienal Society, 1998, Vol. 118, pp.

1-14) provided a fascinating look into the early history of the Q"t'*.
A History of the Arab Peophs by Albert Hourani (Harvard UB 1991) is a

standard reference work but perhaps even more usefi.rl are Philip K Hitti's

two volumes Ishm: AVry of Lrf, (U of Minnesota B 1970) and Makm

of Arab Hisnry (St. Martin's Prcs, 1968). Islam: From the Propha

Muhammad n the Caprure of Consantinople, edited by Bernard lewis
(Oxford UB 1987) is a two-volume collection of primary source materi-

d. For the visual learners among us, Ziauddin Sardar's Intoducing

Muhamrnad. (Totem, 1994, with Zrtar lbbas Malik) is an enteraining

and amazingly informative comic book covering not only the early

history of Islam but also its perception in the \fest. Satdar's Tlte

No-Nonsense C,uidz to Islam (V'erso, 2004, with Merryl'Wyn Davies) is a

slighdy more in-depth introduction without the graphics.

FneNrs AND MoNGoLs

Medievalists have spilled oceans of ink on the Crusades. It is one

of the few events in medieval history that everyone seems to know

about (and now you should know why!). The best places to find

primary source material on the Muslim view of 1096 and its after-

math are Arab Historians of the Crusades by Francesco Gabrieli (U of
California E 1969) and The Crusadzs through Arab Eyes by Amin
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Maalouf (Schocken Books, 1985). For a general overview, try Karen
Armstrong's penetrating analysis of the period: Holy \Yar: The Crusades

and Their Impact on Tbday's \Yorld (Anchor Books, 2001). For a more
traditional European point of view, Sreven Runcimanls A History of
the Crusades (Cambridge UB 1953) remains the standard.

The Mongol invasion of Europe is one of the forgotten chapters
of medieval history. Most European history rexrs barely menrion
it. For a detailed introduction some fine source s are The Deuil's
Horsemen: The Mongol Inuasion of Europe by James Chambers
(Cassell Publishers, Ltd, 1988) and S. R. Turnbull's The Mongols
(Osprey Publishing, 1980). Robert Marshallt Storm from the East:
From Genghis Khan to Khubilai Khan (U of California B 1993) is a
lavishly illustrated volume that covers nor iust Batut campaign in
Eastern Europe but the enrire rise and fall of Chingiz and his
descendants. It is also a tie-in for an informative and beautifully-
shot documentary series of the same title. Michael Praudin's The
Mongol Empire: Its Rise and Legacy (MacMillan and Co., 1940) is an
older but still solidly-researched history.

To go deeper into the subject, one musr consulr more scholarly
and inaccessible volumes. I found the work of Denis Sinor espe-

cially helpful in this regard. His Inner Asia and its Contacts witlt
Medieual Europe (Variorum Reprints, 1977) has numerous articles
(some of which are only in French) on Hungarian relations with the
Mongols as well as Mongol military history. For English-only
speakers, J. J. Saunderst posthumous book Mongob and Muslims:
Essays on Medieual Asia (U of Canterbury, 1977) conrains an
informative accounr of the Battle of Ain Jalut and its aftermath as

well as the effect of the Mongol invasions on the world of Islam.
Another well-researched article is David Tschanzt "The Mongols
Meet Their Match: The Battle of Ain Jalut" (http://www.srrategy-
page. com/articles/default. asp ?targer= mongol. htm) .
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Musuu MpoIclNs AND ScIENCE

\while most medievdists have known of Islam's incredible contribu-

tions to European civilization, few have undertaken to write about them.

This job is usually left to historians of science. The groundbreaking work

in this regard was done by George Sarton, who in a series of volumes

including his encyclopedic Introduction to the History ofScimce (Carnegie

Institution of \Tashington, 1931), detailed the work of such forgotten

geniuses as al-Haytham and al-R^zi. Seyyed Hossein Nasr',s Scimce and

Ciuilization in Iskm (Harvard UB 1968) is a remarkable compendium

that combines historical analysis with primary source materid. It is one

of the few places where excerPts from the original works of al-Razi, aI-

Khwarizmi and al-Haythaln can be read in English translation' Another

is A. J. fuberryt translation of al-Razit spiitunl Plrysich (John Murray,

l950).
The contributions of Muslim science are so vast that so far no one

has written a single exhaustive work on the subject. Instead we have

a variety of fascinating books on more specialized subjects such as

Ishmic Tbchnology: An lllustrated History by Ahmad Y. al-Hassan and

Donald R. Hill (cambridge UP/UNESCO, 1986) which covers

diverse topics like sword and glass-making, ship construction, tools,

hydrology and bookbinding. DickTeresi's Lost Discoueries: The Ancient

Roots of Modern science, fom the Babylonians to the Molo (Simon

& Schuster, 2OO2) highlights the debt copernicus owed to al-Tirsi.

The Norton History of Astronomy and cosmology by John North

(\7.\({ Norron, 1995) details nor iusr the work of al-Tusi but also the

astronomers of medieval spain and Baghdad. futhur castiglionit ,4

History ofMedicine (Alfred A. IGopf, 1946) has numerous illustrations

and primary source material along with a comprehensive look at

how al-Razi, Ibn sina and others revolutionized first Islamic and

then European medicine. David Tschanz's article "The Arab Roots of

European Medicine" (Aramco \Y/orld May{une 1997) is an informed

introduction to the same toPic.
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For primary source material on Islamic philosophy, I consulted
Grry E. Kessler's Voica of Visdom: A Mubicalural Philasoplty Readzr
('Wadsworth, 2004), which reprints an excerpt from al-Ghazalit
Deliuerance fom Enor. A complete text of Ibn Rushd's incendiary
commentary on Plato's masteqpiece can be found in Aueroes on Pktois
"The Republic," translated by Ralph [rrner (Cornell W,1974). Caroline
Stonet article on Ibn Rushd, "Doctor, Philosopher, Renaissance

Man" (Saudi Aramco World, May{une 2003), provides an informative
and beautifully illustrated introduction ro the life of the great
"Commentator."

A Srnnro Currunr

Even generd surveys will mention from time to time the impact
of Italian trade with the Islamic world. Cathedral, Forge and
tVaterwheel: Tbchnology and Inuention in the Middle Aga by Frances

and Joseph Gies (Harpercollins, 1994) discloses the contributions
of Muslims to agriculture, military engineering, glass-making, and
textiles. By far the most impressive and well-researched volume on
the subject is Frorn Bazaar to Piaz,za: Ishmic Tirade and balian Art,
1300-1600 by Rosamond E. Mack (U of California B 2001), a

comprehensive and extensively illustrated accounr of just how much
Renaissance style was imported from Egypt, Syria and Istanbul. Jerry
Brottont The Renaissance Baz,zar: From the Silk Road to Michehngelo
(Oxford UP,2002) is another well-researched and engagingly-written
revision of the Renaissance myth. The National Gallery of Art in
'Washington 

has published a guide to its collection entid ed Artistic
Exchange: Europe and the Iskmic Vl'orld (2004) which illustrates the
connection benveen the Renaissance and the Muslim world. Set a
little to the south of Renaissance Tirscany, Aziz Ahmad's A History
of Ishmic Sicily (Edinbursh UP, 1975) provides just about the only
extensive information in English on this forgotten corner of the
Muslim world.
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To learn more about d-Andalus, make the work of Maria Rosa

Menocal your starting point. The Omament of the W'orld: How Mulinu,

Jews and Christians Created a Culture of Tblnance in Medieual Spain

(Litde, Brown and Company, 2002) is her popular and readable account

of the medieval convivencia which brought light to Europet Dark Ages.

The Arabic Rolz in Medieual Literary History: A Forgottm Htimge (U of

PennsylvaniaR 1987) by the same author, is a more scholarly and insight-

firl work that not only explains the literary interaction between medievd

Muslims and Christians but also how the memory of that encounter was

either erased or distorted during the Renaissance. One of Menocal's own

sources is the seminal work of Miguel Asin Palacios. His Ishm and. the

Diuine comedy (Frank cass & co Ltd, 1968) remains the definitive

work on the subject and is as shocking and revelatory a read today as it
was when he originally published it nearly a cennrry ago. "Flight of the

Blackbird" by Robert \M kbling, Jr. (Saudi-fuamco'World July/August

2OO3), is an excellent and enteraining ardcle about Zryab.

For further information I consultedr4ndaha: Spain undn the Muslims

by Edwyn Hole (Robert Hale Ltd., 1958) which provided me not only

with more tidbits on Ziryab but also the culrurd life of al-Anddus at its

peak Henry George Farmer's essay "The Music of Islam" (in the Neu

Oxford Hisnry of Music, Vol. t: Ancimt and Oienal Muic, ed. Egon
'w'allesz, oxford uB 1966) provided ample evidence ofthe Islamic impact

on'W'estern music. For readings in the literature of Muslim Spain, the two

besr sources arc Anthobgy of Iskmic Literaure Frorn the rise of Islzm to

rnodrm times, edited by Jama Kritzeck (Holt, Rinehart and '!7inston,

1964) and Nr7ht and Horses and the Desert: An Antholog of Clasical

Arabic Litaature, editedby Roben Irwin (Overlook Press, 1999).Another

book by lrwin, The Arabian Nights: A Companion (I.8. turis, 2004)

reveals not only the world that inspired the Nights but also how these tdes

in turn inspired.Western literature.

Finally, there are a variety of books, many of them published recent-

ly, which seek to explain "what went wron8" with Islam and why it is a
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threat to world peace, our way oflife, etc. Most of these simply transform
prejudice into scholarship. A great many anti-Islam polemics and websites
are funded by decidedly biased foundations and organizations. Know
who youte gening your information from and beware of their self-inter-
est. The mro seminal works on anti-Islamic bias are Edward Saidt verbal-
ly dense oientalisrn (vintage, 1978) ar.d the more accessible couering
Islam ff'ntage,1997).

It's only fair to point out that some of the scholars I've drawn my
information from are orientalists. \vhile many orientalists should be
credited for their exceptional scholarship, some of the most influential
of them actively despise Islam as well as its many adherents for political
and/or religious reasons. My hope has dways been that a new era is
dawning where control over history will pass from the hands of hate
into the collective arms of brother and sisterhood. kt us make it so.
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