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Exploring the Ethnicity and Social Condition
of Muslim Calligraphers: A Short Note on Two Scribes
from the Horn of Africa in the Mamlak Period”

ALESSANDRO GORI, Kgbenhavns Universitet

Introductory Remarks

Despite some groundbreaking and valuable studies,* any image of the calligra-
phers and scribes of the late medieval and early modern Islamic world remains
still quite vague. Only scant information has been available, up to now, on their
social and ethnic origin, the manner in which they were educated, what curriculum
formed their instruction, the tasks they were set, what social position they held,
how their work was appreciated in their actual social environment, and just what
meaning and importance was attached to their activities.? Arabic terminology in
this field is simultaneously both rich and imprecise® and researchers and scholars
have difficulty in distinguishing the roles and functions of the copyist from those
of the calligrapher or the scribe’s work from that of the canceller. This confusion
results in these figures appearing as members of almost the same cultural land-

I heartedly thank Julien Loiseau (Aix-Marseille Université), who read a first draft of this
article and provided me with insightful comments and precious observations and references.
Of course, any shortcoming of the present text must be exclusively attributed to my respon-
sibility.

1 Sabrah 1990; ‘Utman 2018; Behrens-Abouseif 2018, 104-125.

2 “To build up a picture of the oeuvre or career of individual scribe is, in the current state of
our knowledge, very much an uphill task’ (Déroche 2006, 186). The situation has not
changed since then. Some useful data and reflections on this issue can be found in Schimmel
1990, 39-76; Gacek 2009, 235-236; ‘Utman 2018, 42-92.

3 As Adam Gacek correctly emphasised (Gacek 2009, 238): “There is a variety of terms used
for scribes and calligraphers and copyists, and the nuances are not always clear’. The same
incertitude regarding the roles played by the different actors in the writing process and the
appropriate term to describe each of them (warraq, nassah, hattat, katib) is expressed by
Sagaria-Rossi (Déroche et al. 2015), 108-113. For the terminology of penmanship in gen-
eral see Gacek 2001, 30, 42, 122, 150; Déroche 2006, 185-190; Gacek 2008, 82; Gacek
2009, 36, 43-46, 56, 235-236, 238-239.
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scape and social class. At an even more general level, the issue of any precise
connection between scribal skills, calligraphy as a sina ‘a and the much-discussed
concept of Islamic art remains distinctly unclear.*

Aside from the incertitude caused by the technical vocabulary, one of the many
reasons for the present unsatisfactory knowledge of the socio-cultural background
and personality of Muslim copyists and calligraphers lies in how difficult and
cumbersome a task it is to retrieve and collect historical data on them. A major
obstacle in gathering basic information about pre-modern Arabic scribes is that
copyists and calligraphers are not present in the categories of people comprised
in the Arabic-Islamic literary genre of bio-bibliographic dictionaries (tabagat). To
my knowledge, only two authors have been credited biographical dictionaries ex-
plicitly dealing with calligraphers.

In a much-discussed passage of his Hitat (4, 125),° al-Maqrizi (d. 1442) writes
about an art contest between two well-known painters, al-Qasir and Ibn ‘Aziz,
called up in Cairo by sayyid al-wuzara’ Abi Muhammad al-Hasan b. ‘Alib. ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Yaziiri,® from 1050 to 1058 vizier of the Fatimid Caliph Mustansir.
He compares the two artists to Ibn Mugla (d. 940-941) and Ibn al-Bawwab (d.
¢.1022), the two famous calligraphers and refers the reader to a work called Daw’
al-nibras wa-uns al-aglas fi ahbar al-muzawwiqin min al-nas, for more details on
the biographies of the painters and the artists, in which the issue of the relationship
between calligraphy and painting is purported to have been fully analysed. The
above Daw’ al-nibras has not survived and is now but a title. Furthermore, the
author of the text remains uncertain as the passage does not inform us with any
certainty that it was written by al-Maqrizi himself or by someone else. Nonethe-

4 Discussing this issue is definitively outside the scope of this article. In this respect, see

Wendy Shaw’s judicious observations in her 2015 review of Akin-Kivang’s wonderful edi-
tion of Mustafa ‘Ali’s Epic Deeds of Artists. Furthermore, any total distinction of calligra-
phers from scribes in terms of the latter being simple practitioners and the former pure artists
seems unjustified. Déroche 2006, 187 proposes ‘Professional copyists’ as the blanket term
proposed for the variegated group made up of ‘scribes’ and ‘calligraphers’. See also the very
interesting observation of Vernoit 1997, 45 on the links between calligraphy and mysticism,
and the mystical brotherhoods and guilds of craftsmen.
5 For an analysis of the passage, see Ettinghausen 1956, 267—268; Jenkins 1993, 93.
The spelling of the name of this vizier’s name differs in the various editions of the Hitat.
The first edition of the book (in Bailaq, al-Magqrizi 1853, 318), Muhammad Zaynahum’s and
Hadiga al-Sarqawi’s edition (al-Maqrizi 1997, 326) and Halil al-Mansiir’s edition (al-
Magqrizi 1998, 125) all read al-BazirT. The more authoritative edition by Ayman Fii’ad Say-
yid (al-Magqrizi 2002, 290) reads al-YazurT instead, the correct form of the vizier’s name, as
confirmed by other historical sources.
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less, the Daw’ al-nibras seems to be the oldest so far recorded text programmati-
cally devoted also (but not exclusively) to the collection of biographical data on
calligraphers.’

A few decades later, in the introductory chapter to his Ta rih al-hulafa’, the
renowned Arabic polymath Galal al-Din al-Suyiiti (d. 1505) states he has written
two books of Tabagat devoted to people working in the domain of calligraphy
and copying: the Tabaqat ahl al-hatt al-mansib and the Tabaqat al-kuttab ® Later
sources® repeat these titles but thus far these texts have not been located and are
thus considered lost. Arabic handbooks on booklore, ink production and writing
styles as well as manuals of insa’ (to do with the activities of the officers working
in the chancery) do not normally contain biographic details about scribes and cal-
ligraphers but focus on the technical, practical and/or bureaucratic aspects of the
scribal activity.

A relatively late exception to this is Murtada al-Zabidi’s Hikmat al-israq ila
kuttab al-afaq, which includes some laconic information on the most famous cal-
ligraphers in the form of a silsila mentioning all the main masters of Arabic cal-
ligraphy (giid al-hatf) from the time of the Prophet up to his own period.!! Only

7 See also the observations of Ayman Fii’ad Sayyid in al-Maqrizi 2002, note 1, 290.

8 Al-Suyit 2003, 7. The author defines the kuttab as Arbab al-insa’ precisely. It is extremely
interesting to see how the polymath clearly differentiates between chancellery writing style
(kuttablinsa’) and calligraphic expertise in the proportionate style (al-hatt al-mansib). For
a quick definition of the different styles of jazt and their users, see Gacek 2001, 42; Gacek
2009, 36, 56. VVolumes 12 and 13 of the Masalik al-absar fi mamalik al-amsar of Tbn Fadl
Allah al-‘Umart (d. 1349) are devoted to the biographies of famous chancellery officers of
the Masriq and the Magrib. Expertise in calligraphy is seldom mentioned in this source, the
author’s main interest of the author being an analysis of the literary qualities of the style of
the kuttab.

9 E.g. Katip Celebi (= Haggi Halifa) n. d., II, 1099 under Tabagat al-hattan (for which he
mentions also a similar work by [Abt ‘Ali?] al-Qali, not attested elsewhere), 1106 under
Tabagqat al-kuttab (and also refers to a similar work by the grammarian Muhammad b. Miisa
al-If$in al-Qurtubi (d. 921), mentioned also by al-Suyati in his Tabagat al-lugawiyyin wa-
al-nuhat, also not attested elsewhere (al-Bagdadi 1990, I, 540 under the title Tabagat al-
hattatin).

10" Al-Qalqasandi in his short history of Arabic writing (al-Qalqasandi 1914, 13-18) mentions
a few of the most outstanding scribes and calligraphers but gives few details. See also the
collection of selected texts on the kitaba and hatt (re)published by Hilal Nagi 2002.

11 Al-Zabidi 1989-1990, 69-107. The editor of the book (Muhammad Talha Bilal) correctly
notes (al-Zabidi 1989-1990, 9) that many of the Aagtars mentioned by al-Zabidi in this silsila
are Turkish and the text is directly exampled on a Turkish silsila. For this reason, he was
not able to identify the source of this part of al-Zabidi’s text.
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well into the twentieth century do the first monographs on a few famous callig-
raphers come to light and in 2008 an Arabic book was published bearing the un-
equivocal title, Tabagat al-hattatin.1?

Works exclusively devoted to narrating the life and deeds of renowned callig-
raphers and scribes are more common in Persian and particularly in Ottoman lit-
erature.’® Indeed, the most comprehensive biographic dictionary of Muslim cal-
ligraphers and scribes ever produced in the history of Islamic literatures is the
Tuhfe-i hattatin, compiled in Ottoman Turkish by the scholar, Sufi master, and
calligrapher Miistakimzade Suleyman Sadeddin (1719-1788), a relatively late
book when one considers the extremely long history of calligraphy in the Islamic
world.**

In attempting to overcome these initial obstacles of sources, this paper seeks
to shed light on a few, as yet, unnoticed social aspects of the scribes’ and callig-
raphers’ profession. Here, the research path focuses on the calligraphers’ eth-
nic/geographical origin and the social status, by means of two copyists with roots

12 Hanag 2008. The absence of a fully developed fabagat genre on calligraphers and scribes in
Classical Arabic literature does not mean the Arab-Islamic world did not come to consider
calligraphy to be an independent branch of the corpus of traditional knowledge to be trans-
mitted from master to pupil, exactly as other branches of knowledge for which Arabic bio-
graphical dictionaries were written. Chains of transmission of the calligraphic knowledge
(silsila) and certificates authorizing its transmission (igaza) existed as evidenced by the
above-mentioned example of al-Qalqasandi. Also al-Sahaw in his al-Gawahir wa-al-durar
gives his master Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani’s silsila in al-hatt al-gayyid and in the writing ac-
cording to the chancellor’s style (Wa-udina la-hu an yaktuba ‘ald tarigat al-kuttab; al-
Sahawi 1999, 167-169). It is interesting to note that apparently the silsila of the masters
was the same for both writing styles and dates back to Ibn Mugla. On the igaza and the
silsila in the field of jatt see also Safwat 1996; al-Nagsbandi 2001; Derman 2002, 258-261;
and Mansir 2006.

13 The most famous text on the biographies of the calligraphers in Persian is the Golestan-e
Hunar by Qazi Ahmad b. Saraf-al-Din Hosayn Monsi Qomi Ebrahimi (d. after 1607; see
Minorsky 1959; Akimushkin and Norik 2016). In Ottoman Turkish the main works in this
field before Miistakimzade is the Mendkib-1 Hiinerverdn by Mustafa ‘Ali’s (d. 1600; first
published 1926; partial new edition in modern Turkish orthography in 1982; full critical
edition Akin-Kivang 2011); the Gulzar-i Savdb by Nefeszade Ibrahim (d. 1650; published
partially in 1939) and the Devhatii’I-kiittab by Suyolcuzade Mehmed Necib (d. 1758; par-
tially published in Suyolcuzade 1942). For a survey of the literature produced after the
Tuhfe-i hattatin see Stanley 2006.

14 On Miistakimzade and his literary production, see Kellner-Heinkele 2005, 1-90. The Tuhfe-
i hattatin was first published in 1928 with a bio-bibliographical introduction on the author
written by the editor Ibniilemin Mahmud Kemal bey. A modern Turkish edition with the
transliterated (not simplified) Ottoman text, a very detailed introduction and numerous very
useful explanatory notes was produced by Mustafa Kog¢ (Mistakimzade 2014).
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in the Horn of Africa (habasilzayla 7),*> from whom | have managed to sort out
pertinent details from a magmatic bulk of data, scattered in a variety of Mamlik
historical sources. By critically analyzing the laconic information gathered in this
way, | hope to contribute to draw a clearer picture of the personality of scribes
and calligraphers in the Islamic world.

Calligraphers and Scribes from the Horn of Africa in Mamluk Times: Col-
lecting Some Information

In the absence of any well-established tradition of writing tabagat works on
scribes and calligraphers, scholars must collect information in this field searching
general biographical dictionaries of famous personages. This is precisely what
‘Afaf Sayyid Sabrah, David James, Doris Behrens-Abuseif, and Muhammd ‘Abd
al-Sattar ‘Utman did to identify and describe the life and activities of the most
outstanding scribes, calligraphers and copyists of the Ayytbid and Mamlik
times.® In this kind of painstaking investigative practice, al-Sahaw1’s al-Daw’ al-
lami * has proven to be a particularly abundant source of knowledge!’ while other
Mamlik historians have provided minor but nonetheless extremely valuable in-
formation.®

In Behrens Abuseif’s analysis of Mamluk calligraphers there is mention of two
individuals from the Horn of Africa: Sams al-Din Muhammad al-Zayla ‘T (d. 1400)
and Bilal b. ‘Abdallah al-‘Imadrt al-Biqa‘1 (d. 1471). Following the path opened
by this outstanding contribution, | have collected and analyzed the Arabic sources,
containing information on these two calligraphers here and added new details to
the data collected to this point in time.

Sams al-Din Muhammad al-Zayla ‘T is first mentioned in the biographical dic-
tionary Inba’ al-gumr of the renowned polymath Ibn Hagar al-‘Asqalani (d.
1449)% among the famous people who died in the year 803 AH (1400-1401 CE):

15 The nisha ZaylaT refers to the port-city of al-Zayla‘, on the shores of the Indian Ocean in
today’s Somaliland and was often used in Arabic sources as a generic term indicating the
Muslims of the Horn of Africa. HabasT is of course the relative adjective derived from the
anthropological/geographical concept of al-Habas(a). For a first analysis of the distribution
and usage of these two nisba in Arabic historiography, see Loiseau 2019.

16 Sabrah 1990; James 2009; Behrens-Abuseif 2018, 126—143; ‘Utman 2018.

17" Sabrah 1990; ‘Utman 2018, 5-9 on the importance of al-Daw’ al-lami as a source for
Mamliik calligraphy and calligraphers; ‘Utman 2018, 167-176 lists the names of 173 cal-
ligraphers mentioned in al-Sahawi’s work.

18 “Utman 2018, 9-10 on other sources yielding data on calligraphy.

19 Behrens-Abuseif 2018, 132 and note 39.

20 For a detailed description of Ibn Hagar’s biography and works see the monograph by Jaques
2009 and the recent article by Mochtari de Pierrepont 2021.
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Muhammad al-Zayla‘T, Sams al-Din, the scribe of quality.2! He was
knowledgeable in the proportionate style and in timekeeping.? People
learned from him and most of the students of the country were his disci-
ples. He acquired leadership in this field in Damascus. He was versed in
herbalism: he was a disciple of Ibn al-Qammah,? who said that he was
the better of him in this domain. He died in the month of sa ‘ban.?*

Sometime later, Taqt al-Din Abi al-Fadl al-Makki (d. 1466) simply confirms,
in a very cursory way, the date of Muhammad al-Zayla‘T’s death in his Lahz al-
ilhaz? adding that the scribe died in Damascus.? Finally, one of the most famous
later Mamliik historians, Sams al-Din Muhammad al-Sahawi (d. 1497) includes
al-Zayla‘T in his magnum opus al-Daw’ al-lami‘, repeating almost verbatim the
text of his beloved teacher Tbn Hagar al-‘Asqalani.?’” Moreover, al-Sahawi also
mentions Sams al-Din Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Gigi, a Syrian pupil of al-
Zayla‘Tl, who became an expert in copying the Qur’an and famous ‘in the two
Sam’ (i.e. historical Syria and Palesting).28

As for Bilal b. ‘Abd al-Rahman (or b. ‘Abdallah),? the information which can
be collected from the sources is more abundant and detailed. He is first mentioned
by Ibrahim b. Hasan al-Biqa ‘T (1406-1480) in his biographical dictionary ‘Unwan

21 Al-katib al-mugawwid: for a discussion of this concept in connection with the writing ac-
cording to the style of the hatt al-mansiib see Behrens-Abuseif 2018, 103-104.

2 ‘Ilm al-migat was the specialty of the muwaqgit (or migatr, the timekeeper), who had the
task of fixing the prayer times observing the position of the sun and the stars in the sky.
Often this position was combined with that of muezzin (see on this, among others, King
1998).

23 | have not been able to identify this expert in herbal medicine.

24 Al-* Asqalani 1994, 194.

2 Basically a supplement to Abii al-Mahasin al-Dima3qi’s continuation al-Dahabi’s Tadkirat
al-huffaz.

2 Abi al-Fadl al-Makki in al-Dima3qi 1998, 128.

27 Al-Sahawin.d., X, 111.

2 Al-Sahawin.d., X, 38.

29 Behrens-Abuseif 2018, 142 and note 96. In sources both Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman and Ibn
‘Abdallah are attested (see also infra).
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al-zaman bi-taragim al-suyith wa-agran™ and in its abridged version (mugtadab)
called ‘Unwan al-zaman bi-tagrid asma’ al-Suyith wa-ba ‘'d al-talamida wa-al-
aqran. Here are the two Arabic texts:
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Bilal b. ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abdallah al- Tmadi, servant of ‘Imad al-Din Isma-
11 b. Halil,*! was deputy gadi of the hanbali and then of the safi 7school
in Aleppo. He grew up according to the law school of Ahmad b. Hanbal.
He wrote in the proportionate style. In his youth, he was the teacher of
the mamalik of al-Nasir Farag b. Barquiq. Then, he abandoned the high-
ranking people and came closer to the poor. He preferred to stay apart
and wait for an occasion, as he was one who was trying to be successful
in this world at the cost of his religion. I met him in the month of diz al-
qa ‘da of 836 AH (June-July 1433 cE) in Aleppo during my trip to that
city. He moved later to Cairo, after 840 AH (1436-1437 CE), and stayed
in al-Mu’ayyadiyya,® in retreat and away from people, as it was his cus-
tom. Later, when al-Zahir Gaqmaq came to power, he stayed at his son
in al-Giir (al-Gawr)® and he frequented the important people with pride
but without exaggeration, as he was a sly among Sufi.3*
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30 On al-BiqaT’s personality and works a relatively abundant research literature is available:

Goudie 2020 and 2021 are the latest and most insightful articles available.

I was not able to identify this personage, who was the owner of Bilal and freed him.

Al-Mu’ayyadiyya, the funerary mosque and madrasa of al-Mu’ayyad Sayh (d. 1420) at Bab

Zuwayla, Cairo.

33 One of the caserns (tabagaltibaq) of the Mamliiks in Qal‘at al-Gabal, Cairo: see Ayalon
1951, 12.

34 Al-Biqa ‘12004, 148-149.

31
32
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Bilal b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abdallah al-Habas1 al-Hanbali al-‘Imadi,
servant of ‘Imad al-Din Isma 1l, was deputy gadi of the hanbali and then
of the safi 7 school in Aleppo. He writes sometimes ‘Ibn ‘Abd al-
Rahman b. ‘Abdallah’ and sometimes ‘Ibn ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abdallah’ and
he possibly tries in this way to hide that he was a slave.*® He was born
before 790 AH (1388-1389 CE) circa, and I saw a writing of Nagm al-
Din,* where he states that he was born in circa [7]85 AH / 1383-1384
CE and that is an obvious assumption, as he tells that he took part in the
combat against the fighting army of Tamerlane in 803 AH / 1400-1401
CE. He died in gumada al-ahira 876 AH / November—December 1471
ce.¥

A further interesting mention of Bilal b. ‘Abdallah/*Abd al-Rahman can be

found in the Mu ‘¢am al-Suyih by Nagm al-Din ‘Umar b. Muhammad b. Fahd al-
Makki (1409-1480):%®

35

36

37
38
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In this connection, it is interesting to note that all the Mamltks carried the nasab Ibn
‘Abdallah as a marker of their servile origin (on the names of the Mamliik see Ayalon 1975,
in particular on the name of the Mamlik’s father, 210-217). The same practice is attested
for the eunuchs of the Mamliiks: Ayalon 1977, 279. It is interesting in this connection that
Ayalon 1977, 277 considers the name Bilal ‘rare or very rare’ among the eunuchs of the
Mamliks.

Certainly a reference to Nagm al-Din ‘Umar b. Muhammad b. Fahd al-Makki and the pas-
sage from his Mu ‘gam al-Suyih, which | also quote in the next paragraph.

Al-Biqa‘1 2010, 93-94.

A learned Meccan man who studied in Egypt: see Brockelmann 1902, 175; Brockelmann
1938, 225. The Mu ‘gam is the work where Ibn Fahd describes all his teachers.
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Bilal b. ‘Abdllah al-Habasi al-Halabi al-Hanbali, servant of ‘Imad al-
Din Isma‘il b. Halil al-A‘zazi. He was born within the year 785 AH
(1383-1384 CE). He heard the teaching of Burhan al-Din at intervals.*
He obtained the position of deputy-gadr in Aleppo for hanbali and later
for the safi 7 school. At the beginning of his career, he was teaching the
mamalik of al-Nasir Farag b. Barqiiq. He then separated from the people
and made ascetical exercises. He loved seclusion and poverty. He en-
gaged himself with alchemy and wrote in the proportionate style. He

was generous in spreading the knowledge of science of the letters and
Sufism.*

In his al-Daw’ al-lami ‘, al-Sahawi sums up the information available on Bilal,
adding interesting information not mentioned in previous sources and thus provid-
ing us with a concise but relatively detailed biographical note:
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Bilal al-HabasT al- ‘Imadi al-Halabi al-Hanbali, servant of ‘Imad (al-Din)
Isma ‘Tl b. Halil al-A‘zazi, then al-Halabi. He was born within the year

39 Burhan al-Din Ibrahim b. Sams al-Din Muhammad b. Muflih, chief gadi of Damascus for
the hanbali school. He visited Tamerlane’s camp during the siege of the city in 1400 to
negotiate a surrender. He died in 803 AH/ 1400-1401 ck.

40 Ibn Fahd 1982, 104-105.
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785 AH (1383-1384 CE). He studied under Ibn Siddig** most of the Sahi
and he transmitted its hadit. Excellent students learned from him. |
learned from him the ‘Threes’ (tulatiyyaf)** and other type of hadit. He
was calm, a perfect master in the writing according to the style of the
Persians, as he did not like the writing of any other of his contemporar-
ies. He devoted his attention to the science of the letters and he engaged
himself with alchemy, together with his mastering of Sufism and his
love for the poor and the seclusion. At the beginning of his career, he
taught the mamalik of al-Nasir Farag®. Therefore, he was proficient in
the Turkish language. Then he was appointed as deputy gadr of the han-
balr school in Aleppo and successively also of the safi 7 one. Later he
abandoned all that, and resided in Cairo and became connected to a
group of notables. A flock of mamalik benefitted of him in learning cal-
ligraphy. He frequented al-Gamali Nazir al-hass,* then the Atabek Uz-
bek al-Zahir.*® His aged advanced and he became old. He died in the
month of gumada al-taniya in the year 876 AH (Nov-Dec. 1476 CE). The
Atabek and other emirs attended the prayer for him at the mosque of al-
Azhar.*® May God forgive him! %’

Later historical sources seem to keep only a vague memory of Bilal b. ‘Abd-

allah/ Abd al-Rahman, fully quoting or quickly summarizing the information pro-
vided by al-Sahawi.*®

4

42

43

44

45
46

47
48

This expert in the Sahih of al-Buhari could be identified as Ibrahim b. Muhammad b. Siddiq
(d. 806 AH / 1403-1404 cE), who taught hadit in Aleppo and Damascus, where he was also
muezzin in the mosque of the Omayyads (Sahawi n.d., I, 147-148).

Hadit that have isnad (chains of transmission) with only three narrators between the Prophet
and the one who registered them (e.g. al-Buhari).

l.e. al-Nasir Farag b. Barqaq (d. 1412), second ruler of the Burgi (Circassian Mamlik) dyn-
asty.

Most likely it is Gamal al-Din Yiisuf Ibn Katib Gakam, ndzir al-hdss of al-Zahir Gagmaq
(d. 1453; on the latter see al-Sahawi n.d., X, 322-323). On the diwan al-hass (the Keeper
of the Privy Purse, that is the head administrator of the sultan’s private revenues) and its
nazir see Martel-Thoumian 1991, 49-53.

Sayf al-Din Uzbak Min Tatah al-ZahirT (d. 1499), initiator of the Azbekiyya quarter in Cairo.
It is noticeable that the funerary prayer was carried out at al-Azhar, which was not yet the
famous institution it was to become. It could be surmised a connection with the presence of
Ethiopians in the Riwaq al-Gabartiyya, on which see Loiseau 2019.

Al-Sahawi n.d., Ill, 18.

The safi 7 learned man, vice-qadi and chronicler Ahmad ibn Muhammad Ibn al-HimsT (d.
1528) records Bilal with a short note in his Hawadit al-zaman (lbn al-Himsi 2000, 125).
Later, in the nineteenth century, the renowned Hanbali scholar Ibn Humayd al-Nagdi (d.
1878) mentions Bilal in his biographical dictionary (al-Suhub al-wabila ila dard’ih al-
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Scribes from the Horn of Africa in Mamlik Times: A Marginal but Interest-
ing Phenomenon

The information presented in the previous paragraph allows us to think that the
presence of people of the Horn of Africa among calligraphers and professional
copyists in Mamlik times was not completely unknown but still very rare. The
little data available about Muhammad al-Zayla'T and Bilal al-‘Imadi provide a
series of inputs for a small bunch of reflections.

Bilal was originally a kabast slave (maybe a Christian or a follower of a tradi-
tional religion). He was freed and took the nisba (al-‘Imadi) of his former owner
and manumitter, as it was the common practice. He received a serious high edu-
cation in various different branches of the traditional Islamic knowledge and spe-
cialized in law, having a brilliant career in this domain up to the post of vice-gadr
and even changing law school in the course of his office. Aside from which, he
taught young Mamliiks (kuttabiyya) during their training and education in the ca-
serns (tibag) of the citadel Cairo, learning ‘Turkish’ thanks to this activity, and
was a scribe, excelling in the ‘agami style. It is not clear the role that calligraphy
played in his education intially and later in his functions as judge and teacher but
sources highlight his scribal skills and his being a teacher of Za#t underlining that
the Mamliiks benefitted from his command of writing.*® Bilal’s connections with
Sufism, the ‘science of letters’ and alchemy are also interesting, as they indicate
his belonging to a mystical milieu, where the practice of apotropaic rituals is often
combined with and supported by the preparation of amulets for which the com-
mand of different writing styles can be a strong advantage point.

From a social perspective, the case of Bilal al-Habast al- ‘Imadi can be mean-
ingfully compared with what may be read about Badr al-Habasi (ninth century AH
/fifteenth century CE), a manumitted slave of Gamal al-Din al-Magribi mentioned
by al-Sahawi in these terms:

Dslasdly Tl aaley oo ol . o pal) ) Jlamm ol Jgs i)
& e ooy 4 Lasbly ol 5 e Y Lo o5 dlad ae degnadl

Badr al-Haba$t™ manumitted slave of Abi Gamal al-Din al-Magribi.
His master educated him and taught him the Qur’an and different writing

hanabila, basically an addition to Ibn Ragab’s Tabaqat al-hanabila) citing extensively the
text of al-Sahawi (Ibn Humayd n.d., 342-343).

49 Copying manuscripts was also a skill taught in the ibag: on this see Flemming 1977. For
the education of the young Mamliks in general see Loiseau 2014, 79-85.

50 1t is interesting to notice that Ayalon 1977, 276 considers the name Badr as ‘rare or very
rare’ among the eunuchs of the Mamliks.
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styles. He moved to Ibn ‘Ulayba and later to the Sultan who was happy
with him and relied on him in some affairs. Badr ended up travelling a
lot to Mecca and Alexandria trading with intelligence and carefulness.

His master taught him the Qur’an and the different writing styles, together with
eloquence. Having acquired this education including scribal proficiency, Badr
passed to other masters up to the sultan himself. He apparently never had a public
office but worked for the sultan practicing trade, from Cairo to Mecca and Alex-
andria, proficiently.®* Al-Sahaw1’s brief note on Badr confirms that calligraphy
could be a subject in the educational process of a manumitted slave without nec-
essarily becoming one of the principal domains of his activity. In fact, Badr, who
worked as a trader on behalf of the sultan,%? is not remembered as having any
particular outstanding position among scribes.

The fact that freed slaves could be so well instructed as copyists and calligra-
phers and thus become experts in this domain is testified by some scanty and dis-
persed information retrievable in later non-Arabic sources. For instance, the
above-mentioned Mistakimzade in his Tuhfe-i hattatin cursorily mentions three
manumitted slaves named Yaqiit from al-Habasa,>® who were calligraphers in
Cairo: Yaqiit [Mas‘Gdi Muqri] (d. 654/1256-57),% Yagqiit Sayhi (d. 777/1375-
76),% and Yagqit Argin (d. 830/1426-27).%° Even the very renowned Yagiit al-
Musta ‘simi, one of the most outstanding virtuosi in the history in Arabic calli-
graphic art, is credited of habast origin in some Persian®” and Turkish Ottoman
sources.”® It can thus be concluded that Bilal al-‘Imadi did actually belong to a
very specific socio-cultural constellation composed of manumitted slaves and eu-
nuchs who learnt calligraphy as one of the fields of their education.

As for Muhammad al-Zayla‘T, the available information, albeit extremely
scanty, certainly points to a very much different social environment. Muhammad
is clearly a member of the well-known diaspora of learned men from al-Zayla“,

51 Al-Sahawin. d., I, 3.

52 The role played by Ethiopians as traders for the sultan is well attested: both the Habas
eunuchs of sultan and the Gabarti students of al-Azhar were involved in commerce of spices
and slaves: on this see Loiseau 2019, in particular 10-12.

53 According to Ayalon 1977, 276 qualifies the Yagqit as ‘frequent’ name among Mamliik eu-
nuchs. Moreover, Yaqiit was typically given to eunuchs from al-Habasa (Ayalon 1977, 278—
279).

54 Miistakimzade 1928, 578; Miistakimzade 2014, 518.

55 Miistakimzade 1928, 578; Miistakimzade 2014, 517.

56 Miistakimzade 1928, 578; Miistakimzade 2014, 517.

57 Qazi Ahmad in Minorsky 1959, 57; Akimushikin 2016, 64.

%8 Mustafa ‘Ali’s Menakib-i hinervaran: ‘Ali 1926, 18, 44; “Ali 1982, 42, 83; Akin-Kivanc
2011, 188, 234, 313, 359.
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the city on the Indian Ocean nowadays on the coast of Somaliland, whose pres-
ence in Egypt and Syria has been attested in various historical sources.*®

Despite their different social origin, however, Bilal and Muhammad show at
least one shared characteristic, namely, they specialized in other fields aside from
calligraphy, that permitted them to earn a living. In the case of Bilal, it seems that
his expertise in law provided him with his most significant source of income as a
qadr and a teacher, while Muhammad is presented as a specialist in timekeeping
and herbal medicine, which could also have provided him with daily sustenance.

Finally, it is apparent that these sources about scribes from the Horn of Africa
do not highlight to any great extent their geographical/ethnic origin: racialization
seems not to be a relevant component in regarding the manner in which historians
describe these calligraphers. However, al-Biqa ‘T underlines that Bilal sometimes
used his patronymic in the form of Ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman b. ‘Abdallah and at other
times in the form of Ibn ‘Abdallah b. ‘Abdallah in an attempt to conceal his servile
origin, a clear hint that a servile background may well have been a drawback and
an obstacle in pursuing a public career.

Some Tentative Conclusions

It is not easy to collect data about professional scribes and calligraphers in Arabic
historiography. Following the path paved by some pioneering studies, I have tried
here to systematize some scattered information about calligraphers originating
from the Horn of Africa, focusing on two personages, so far known only very
superficially. Analysis of the gathered data indicates that the two calligraphers
Muhammad al-Zayla‘T and Bilal al-Habasi al-‘Imadi belonged to two different
social landscapes. Bilal was a manumitted slave, whose education had trained him
in calligraphy, a subject apparently not so unusual in Mamliik times, as sources
of a different type confirm that manumitted slaves were educated in Aatt.
Muhammad was a representative of the learned group of the Zayali‘a, which is
well attested in Egypt and Syria. Despite this crucial social difference and aside
from their shared geographical origin, what the two also have in common is the

59 For the Zayla‘T learned men in Cairo see Loiseau 2019, in particular 7-8. Zayali‘a are at-

tested also in Damascus by Ibn Battita, who visited the city in August-September 1326: lbn
Battiita 1987, 106 “0l3pd! 4l J1 48 0y clo gy g0 g8 808 mags Sl (325 39°. Gilbb 1958,
128 “On the eastern side of the mosque is a large railed-off enclosure, within which there is
a tank of water. This enclosure is appropriated to the blacks of Zayla“’. Our Muhammad
could be a descendant of this group.
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combination of the practice of calligraphy with other activities. Particularly inter-
esting is their involvement with Sufism, alchemy and herbal remedies, which
points to a proximity of scribal expertise and mystical knowledge.®

From the data | collected and analyzed, it can be inferred that calligraphy was
certainly a part of traditional Islamic education at the same level as law and Su-
fism, no matter if one was a scion of a learned family or a simple, freed slave. It
also cannot be excluded that those mastering calligraphy could well have made a
life from it alone. More commonly, however, it seems that calligraphy was one of
the competences an individual could make use of to find a source of revenue pos-
sibly in combination with other socially more requested skills such as expertise in
figh, traditional medicine, and occult sciences.
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Summary

Thus far, very little is known of the social origin and position of scribes and calligraphers in the pre-
modern Islamic world. The difficulty in finding data on the biographies and activities of the profes-
sional practitioners of calligraphy in historiographical works is probably one of the main causes of
this regrettable situation. Taking as a starting point the results of some previous groundbreaking
research, the present article gathers scattered information retrieved from different sources about two
calligraphers from the Horn of Africa that lived and worked in the Middle East during the Mamluk
period. In the analysis of these two cases, it is hoped that some light will be shed on the presence of
calligraphic masters from the Horn in the Arab world from which may be gained, on a more general
level, a better picture of the personalities of calligraphers in the Islamic world.
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