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YEMENI-EGYPTIAN DIPLOMATIC EXCHANGES ABOUT THE

MECCAN SHARIFATE
A RECONSTRUCTED RASULID LETTER ADDRESSED TO AL-MU’AYYAD SHAYKH

IN 817/1415

Frédéric BAUDEN

Moreover, no example of an original diplomatic letter has yet been identified in
Yemeni archives or libraries. [...] The only surviving full-length epistolary testi-
monies are three copies of late documents from the Rasiilid Sultanate, preserved
in non-Yemeni works dating from the early ninth/fifteenth century. [...] Three let-
ters for 225 years of rule, the documentary haul is quite poor!1

1. Introduction

The holograph manuscripts of the Egyptian historian al-Maqrizi (d.
845/1442) are now recognized as an unexpected repository of documents that
were issued or received by the Mamluk chancery. So far, two studies have been
published in which two kinds of documents were analyzed: a diploma granting
land revenues to a Bedouin from al-Karak datable to 744/1344” and a Qara Qoy-
unlu letter addressed to the Mamluk sultan datable to 818/1415.° These two docu-
ments reveal that al-Maqrizi had access to two distinct sources of scrap paper: in
the case of the first document, a family archives that was disposed of in the early
ninth/fifteenth century, and for the second document, the Mamluk chancery or,
rather, those working for it who disposed of diplomatic letters almost immediately
after their receipt.* Among al-Magqrizi’s twenty-five holograph or autograph manu-

Vallet, Misa b. al-Hasan al-Mawsili 131-2 (“Plus encore, aucun exemple de lettre
diplomatique originale n’a été¢ pour I’heure repérée dans les fonds d’archives ou de
bibliotheques yéménites. [...] Les seuls témoignages €pistolaires intégraux ayant survécu sont
trois copies de documents tardifs €manant du sultanat rasilide, conservées dans des ouvrages
non yéménites datant du début du 1x/xv° siecle. [...] Trois lettres pour 225 ans de regne, la
moisson documentaire est bien maigre !”).

Bauden, The recovery; Id., Mamluk diplomatics 10.
Bauden, Diplomatic entanglements.
It should be stressed that other fragments belong to a third source: documents related to al-
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scripts identified so far, totaling 5,191 leaves, 616 fragments can be traced back to
original documents.’ This repository is unusual not only in its essence but also in
the nature and contents of the documents partially preserved. The fragmentary
documents published so far show that they were linked to dramatic events that
render their survival in al-Maqrizi’s manuscripts even more thrilling. The eighth/
fourteenth century diploma was delivered to a Bedouin in exchange for his
betrayal of al-Nasir Ahmad (d. 745/1344), the most maverick sultan the Mamluk
sultanate ever counted, while the Qara Qoyunlu letter was related to a Timurid
prince who had defected to the Qara Qoyunlu ruler. Far from being trivial, these
written witnesses provide historians with tangible evidence and details regarding
events reported by contemporary chroniclers through—sometimes biased—Ilenses.

In the present study, I tackle a group of other fragments all belonging to
the same document that can be identified as a Rasulid letter dated 817/1415. Once
again, the letter’s contents relate to a critical event that had deep repercussions
well beyond just the Mamluk-Rasulid sphere. It will also be seen that, contrary to
the documents studied so far, the fragmentary state of the Rasulid letter is counter-
balanced by the fact that a full copy of its text has been identified in a collection of
documents composed by the secretary who was in charge of the composition of
diplomatic letters and deeds at the time of its arrival in Cairo. Thus, in contrast to
other fragments preserved in al-Magqrizi’s holograph manuscripts, those pertaining
to the Rasulid letter can be placed in the correct order without recourse to com-
plicated calculations.® Moreover, given our poor knowledge of Rasulid diplomat-
ics, the fragments offer a unique opportunity to study elements related to the issu-
ance of diplomatic letters in Yemen at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century,
like the support (paper), the calligraphy, the writing rules, the formulary, and so
on.

2. Fragments of a Rasulid letter and its full copy

No fewer than twenty-two leaves (see figs. 9.17-38), containing a total of
thirty-seven lines of text, are preserved in three holograph manuscripts (see table
9.3). Nineteen leaves can be found in two volumes of al-Khabar ‘an al-bashar
(henceforth al-Khabar). This six-volume work on pre-Islamic history was planned
by al-Magqrizi as an introduction to his biography of the Prophet entitled Imta“ al-

Magqrizi’s professional activities.

See the list in Bauden, Diplomatic entanglements 412. Since the publication of this study, I
gained access to the last manuscript of which I had no copy (Calcutta, The Asiatic Society, MS
1 774) and at that time I did not know if al-Magqrizi had used documents as scrap paper to
produce it. It appears that it is only composed of blank paper. Thus, the total of the fragments
(616) mentioned can be considered definitive pending the discovery of new holographs from
this historian.

See the method described in Bauden, Diplomatic entanglements 418-20.
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asmd‘ which he completed at the very end of his life.” Of these nineteen leaves,
two are in the first volume (MS Aya Sofya 3362, Istanbul, Siileymaniye
Kiitiiphanesi) where they were foliated 142 and 143 respectively. The remaining
seventeen leaves found their way to the fifth volume of the same work (MS Fatih
4340, Istanbul, Siileymaniye Kiitiiphanesi), where they are placed consecutively in
what appears to be two quires, the first one corresponding to a quinion (fols. 115—
24) and the second to a trinion (fols. 125-30) with one additional leaf inserted at
the end (fol. 131) (see fig. 9.1). Finally, three more leaves were identified in MS
Or. 1366¢ (Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek), which contains one part of al-Tarikh
al-kabir al-muqaffa li-Misr (henceforth al-Muqaffa), a biographical dictionary of
Egyptians—Egyptians being understood here in the widest sense, i.e., those who
settled or passed through the country and played a role in its history.® These three
fragments are separated from each other in the volume (fols. 20, 77, 103).

Figure 9.1: A composite quire (trinion with one additional folio)
composed of single folios mounted on counterfoils
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoLs. 125b-31a

Scrap paper consisting of pieces of documents were reused by al-Maqrizi
in a manner that depended on the nature of the manuscript into which they were

Al-Magqrizi started to work on al-Khabar when he completed Imta al-asma, i.e., in 836/1433.
He finished the draft of al-Khabar before 844/1440, which is the date of the fair copy of the
first and the third volumes. See Bauden, Magriziana XIV. It is worth noting that al-Magqrizi
died in Ramadan 845/February 1442.

On this work, see Bauden, Magqriziana X.
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inserted: in the case of notebooks and drafts, he used them in the form of quires,
while for limited additions to fair copies, he favored single leaves.” This is the sys-
tem that we observe here in part: the additions that needed to be made to the fair
copy of al-Mugaffa were made on separate pieces of the document. As for al-
Khabar, which is also a fair copy (datable to the year 844/1442), the situation is
more complicated. In MS Aya Sofya 3362, two pieces of the document were inser-
ted consecutively (fols. 142-3), the two pieces were detached and pasted one after
the other on a counterfoil of the second. In fact, the text they contain is not an
addition, rather it was a part of a previous draft dealing with a single subject
(Shith, i.e., Seth). Al-Maqrizi probably found that this draft could be reused with
limited additions, which he put in the margins and at the end of text. These addi-
tions to the draft section are clearly visible due to the change in al-Magqrizi’s hand-
writing.'’ The draft was obviously copied at a time when al-Magqrizi was younger,
while al-Khabar’s fair copy was carried out at the end of his life (al-Maqrizi was
76 or 77 years old at that time)."'

The same observation is true in relation to the other volume of al-Khabar,
into which fragments of the document found their way. MS Fatih 4340 includes
the largest number of reused leaves (seventeen) in two contiguous quires of
unequal size (one quinion followed by one trinion with an additional folio). The
two quires were filled with the text of a section covering the life of Alexander and
Aristotle.'” It is important to stress that the section ends with the second quire and
is thus complete. If one looks at the handwriting in this section and compares it
with what precedes and follows it in the same volume, one is struck by the dis-
crepancy that characterizes the handwriting in this section: it dates from an earlier
period. Here again, al-Maqrizi reused a text that stems from a draft that he felt he
did not need to modify substantially in order to recycle it for al-Khabar. Thus, he
just extracted it from the draft and inserted it in his fair copy of this volume of al-
Khabar (what could be defined nowadays as a copy-paste operation), limiting his
interventions to some marginal additions.

In conclusion, the presence of quires made from a reused document in this
fair copy does not contradict the statement made above: separated fragments were
used in fair copies while full quires were limited to drafts. A close examination of

Bauden, Diplomatic entanglements 418.
' Compare the text on fols. 142 and 143 (see figs. 9.37 and 9.30).

For the differences noted in al-Magqrizi’s handwriting over the years, see Bauden, Magqriziana
XV.

This section was edited and translated. See al-Maqrizi, al-Magqrizi’s al-Habar 236-331. The
text regarding Aristotle is in fact almost completely copied from a resumé al-Maqrizi took
from Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a’s ‘Uyun al-anbd@ fi tabaqat al-atibb& in his notebook preserved in
Liege, MS 2232 (Bibliotheque ALPHA), fols. 4a—31b (Aristotle’s biography is found on fols.
22b-26b). See Bauden, Magqriziana I 29-33 and al-Maqrizi, al-Magqrizi’s al-Habar 10.
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the additional leaves in both volumes of al-Khabar reveals that we have a text that
was copied several years before the redaction of al-Khabar, as corroborated by the
differences in the handwriting; this means that al-Magrizi recycled a full section
from the draft of a different text because he considered that it did not need to be
reworked.

cuts

kolleseis

I T T T T T ———

Figure 9.2: Representation of a roll with indication of the kolleseis and
the places where the document was cut. The fragments obtained
allowed al-Magqrizi to reuse the first as a bifolio (A) and the second as a
small sheet (B)
The composition of the quires also reveals how al-Maqrizi reused the doc-
ument. In the case of the quinion in MS Fatih 4340 (fols. 115-24), al-Magrizi took
fragments that corresponded to the size of a bifolio that could then be folded in
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two. As a consequence, the inscriptions of the original document run from one
side of the bifolio to the other. The bifolio placed in the middle of the quire (fols.
119b-120a) thus shows three continuous lines (see figs. 9.17-8). With regard to
the second quire in the same manuscript (fols. 125-31), a trinion with one addi-
tional folio, the situation is completely different as it shows that al-Magqrizi recon-
structed bifolia with fragments of the size of one folio. For this, he used fragments
slightly longer, which offered some space (a counterfoil) to paste the other folio in
order to form a bifolio (see fig. 9.34). In some cases, the inscription of the original
text lies in this space and can be partly deciphered if unstuck (fol. 128b; see fig.
9.35). The reason for this discrepancy between full and reconstructed bifolia must
be established from the original document.

Being in the form of a roll composed of sheets glued one below the other
over a small surface (roughly half a centimeter)—the joining section (overlap) is
called kollesis—, the document was cut into pieces to match a bifolio of a stand-
ard size for al-Magqrizi’s manuscripts. What was left of the original sheet in the
roll up to the kollesis was too small to fit the size of a single folio (see fig. 9.2).
Al-Magqrizi could still reuse these fragments for other purposes though."” Beside
these, al-Magrizi also cut some fragments that coincided with the size of a single
folio, and left some of them a bit longer in order to get the counterfoil on which to
paste another fragment to form a bifolio. This practice explains why none of the
fragments have a kollesis: al-Magqrizi clearly disposed of this part of the document
because it would have made the surface uneven and his reed pen could have been
snagged, causing an outpouring of ink and a stain.

The twenty-two leaves can be singled out as belonging to the same docu-
ment on the basis of several internal (textual) and external (codicological, paleo-
graphic, diplomatic) characteristics they all share, as in the case of the other two
documents reconstructed so far.'* These characteristics include the paper, the ink,
the writing, the interlinear space, the width of the right margin, and finally the
text. The analysis of all these elements together is decisive if one wants to identify
the nature, the issuer, and the addressee of the document. If essential sections of
the text have been preserved, they allow a very precise contextualization of the
document thanks to the use of contemporary or later sources. In the case of the
document that is at the core of this study, a stroke of luck greatly facilitates our
task: the full text of the document was copied by a contemporary key actor within
the Mamluk chancery.

The person in question is none other than Ibn Hijja (d. 837/1434), the fam-
ous belletrist who filled the position of composition secretary (munshi’) in charge

B For instance, as slips to be pasted in the margin, near the spine, as evidenced by other

examples in his holographs. None of those slips could be identified as belonging to our
document though.

See Bauden, The recovery 61-2; Id., Diplomatic entanglements 416-20.
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of the redaction of the sultan’s correspondence and some other categories of offi-
cial documents.” Active at the state chancery between al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s
accession to the throne (r. 815-24/1412-21) and his dismissal around 827/1424,
he later gathered his documentary production in a collection entitled Qahwat al-
insha’, in which he took note of the letters received from foreign rulers and his
answers to them and other deeds.'® Thanks to his work, we know that the letter, of
which twenty-two fragments were singled out in three volumes of al-Magqrizi’s
holographs, was issued by the chancery of the Rasulid sultan of Yemen, al-Ashraf
Ahmad (r. 803-27/1400-24). Ibn Hijja took a copy of it upon its arrival in Cairo
and later penned the answer that he composed at the request of the chief secret-
ary."” Compared with the partially accessible original, his copy proves to be a
faithful, verbatim reproduction. The existence of the full text of the Rasulid letter
relieves us from the burden of painstakingly reconstructing the original letter on
the basis of the characteristics identified above. Nevertheless, these characteristics
prove essential for the study of Rasulid diplomatics of which almost nothing is
known.

3. Rasulid diplomatics

In his assessment of the diplomatic letters exchanged by the Rasulids and
the Mamluks of which we are aware, as quoted at the beginning of this study, Val-
let stressed the imbalance that characterizes the Rasulid side: just three letters
addressed by the sultans of Yemen to their Mamluk counterpart could be identified
in Mamluk sources and none have been found in Yemeni sources. Of these three
letters, all datable to the very end of the eighth/fourteenth and beginning of the
ninth/fifteenth century, none is an original."® As shown, our fragmentary letter cor-
responds to one of these three letters already listed by Vallet. Though it does not
expand the list, at least it provides us with the first example of an original—be it
fragmentary—Iletter, the existence of which Vallet so rightly lamented. The almost
total absence of original documents or copies further complicates our understand-
ing of Rasulid diplomatics as, contrary to the Mamluk side, almost nothing is
known of the practices followed by the Rasulid chancery due to the lack of chan-
cery manuals and collections of letters. In what follows, I review the few elements
about diplomatic practices that can be garnered from Yemeni and Mamluk

On him see below, section 5.1.

Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrdnk. On this work, see Vesely, Ein Kapitel; Id., Eine Stilkunstschrift;
Id., Eine neue Quelle.

The Rasulid letter bears no. 39 in Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 162-6, and the answer is no.
40 in ibid. 167-71.

Vallet, Misa b. al-Hasan al-Mawsili 131-2. The three letters are listed in Vallet, Diplomatic
networks 586. The third letter is only partially preserved as it is an extract quoted by a
contemporary source. On the Rasulid archives, see Vallet, Décrire et analyser.
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sources, and then compare these elements with what we can conclude from the
fragments of the letter in this respect.

In his encyclopedic chancery manual, al-Qalgashandi (d. 821/1418) gives a
precious clue to start our investigation of the Rasulid chancery practices. Describ-
ing the rules followed by the Rasulid chancery when it addresses letters to the
Mamluk sultan, he underlines that the Rasulid sultan’s correspondence adopted
the Egyptian chancery’s usages for its correspondence with the sultan."” In other
words, the Rasulid secretaries imitated the rules applied by their Mamluk peers.
Al-Qalgashandi’s depiction of the Rasulid chancery’s usages with regard to the
Mamluk sultan is quite helpful not least because he is contemporary with our frag-
mentary letter.

All in all, al-Qalgashandi’s comment regarding the dependency of the
Rasulid chancery rules on the Cairene ones is not surprising. One should not for-
get that the Rasulid dynasty was founded in 626/1229 by a prominent member of
the army of the last Ayyubid sultan in Yemen. From 569/1174, the country had
been under the control of an Ayyubid branch. The Rasulids thus inherited a system
of government that had strong ties with the two main Ayyubid branches that ruled
over Syria and Egypt and contributed to the development of chancery rules in
these regions. Another reason that explains the dependence of the Rasulid chan-
cery on the Egyptian one can be found in an event that took place roughly three
decades after the establishment of the Rasulid dynasty. Once it managed to impose
its control over vast areas of the country, the second sultan, al-Muzaffar Yasuf I (r.
647-94/1250-95), received, in 660/1262, an Egyptian who had come from Cairo
after a quarrel. His name was Misa b. Hasan al-Mawsili and he was the son of a
secretary working for sultan Baybars’ chancery. The Rasulid sultan seized the
occasion and appointed him head of his chancery. Al-Mawsili remained in this
position until his death some forty years later (d. 699/1300).”° Beside his activity
as composer of diplomatic letters, particularly those addressed to the Egyptian sul-
tans, he also authored a book, entitled al-Burd al-muwashsha fi sina‘at al-insh@’,
in which he gathered some rules regarding the composition of letters.”’ Though
not comparable to the Egyptian manuals of the eighth/fourteenth and ninth/fif-
teenth century, the work offers insightful recommendations on the way to use for-
mulas and titles according to the rank of the addressee.”” Unfortunately, unlike its
Egyptian successors, examples of full models of letters are lacking. Be that as it
may, it can be established that al-Mawsili played a decisive role in developing and

Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha viii, 72 (rasm al-mukatabat al-warida ‘an sahib al-Yaman ila
hadhihi al-mamlaka: wa-‘adat mukatabatihi an yahdhuwa hadhw al-diyar al-misriyya fima
yuktab ilayhi ‘anha).

20

His short biography is found in Ibn Hajar, al-Durar al-kamina v, 145 (no. 4878).

' The text was published in 1990. See al-Mawsili, al-Burd al-muwashsha.

2 The work was the object of a thorough study by Vallet, Miisa b. al-Hasan al-Mawsili.
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enhancing the Rasulid chancery on the basis of the Egyptian practices which he
probably learned from his father. Less than fifty years after al-Mawsili’s death,
this state of affairs led Ibn Fadl Allah (d. 749/1349) to describe the organization of
the Rasulid branches of government (viceroy, vizier, chamberlain, secretary, etc.)
as similar to those of the Egyptian system.”

3.1. Mamluk chancery rules regarding correspondence with the Rasulid sultan

Taking into account these assessments regarding the replication of Egyp-
tian chancery practices, any study aiming to understand the diplomatic rules at
play when the Rasulid sultan addressed a letter to his Egyptian counterpart should
clearly take into consideration the Egyptian rules applied for the same purpose. In
fact, such an approach is indispensable in light of the nearly total lack of informa-
tion on these issues on the Rasulid side. Fortunately, copies of no fewer than thir-
teen letters addressed by Mamluk sultans to their Rasulid counterpart have been
preserved.” At the end of the presentation of the Egyptian rules, we are able to
proceed to a comparison with the little we know for the Rasulid side and what can
be observed in the evidence at hand, i.e., the copies of the three Rasulid letters
preserved and the fragments that are the object of our study.

In the field of Mamluk diplomatics, and more particularly of letters
addressed to foreign rulers, a few basic elements need to be contemplated in rela-
tion to the status the chancery recognized for a given addressee. The status
determined a series of very rigid non-textual and textual—external and internal—
elements that conveyed to the addressee a symbolic message beyond the factual
message transmitted in the text itself. According to the status of a recipient, a
specific format of roll was selected, a roll for which width was the distinctive ele-
ment. The higher the status, the wider the roll. From this format resulted a cascade
of other textual and non-textual rules.”

»  Tbn Fadl Allah, Masalik al-absar iv, 17 (wa-bi-1-Yaman arbab waza’if min al-n2’ib wa-1-wazir

wa-1-hajib wa-katib al-sirr wa-katib al-jaysh wa-diwan al-mal wa-bi-ha waza’if al-shadd wa-1-
wilaya ‘ala ma qaddamna dhikrahu min annahu yatashabbah bi-l1-ahwal al-misriyya); al-
Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha v, 34 (repetition of Ibn Fadl Allah’s words). See also al-Fifi, al-

Dawla al-rasiliyya 219-26 for a brief account of the Rasulid chancery.

*  See the list in Vallet, Diplomatic networks 585. Vallet lists thirteen letters but one is a safe-

conduct and is not considered here. Moreover, one letter mentioned by Vallet is only available
in a very short extract (a few words). Thus, it is disregarded here too. But we still have thirteen
letters, as two additional letters of which Vallet was not aware have been identified. The first
one is datable to 705/1305-6 and is available in a still unpublished manuscript: Shafi‘ b. ‘Alj,
Sirat al-Nasir Muhammad 48a—54a. The second one is dated 15 Safar 796/20 December 1393

and is also found in an unpublished manuscript: al-Halabi, al-Tibyan 16b.

% For a brief presentation, see Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 47-54.
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Beyond the width of the roll, a number of external features were impacted
by the addressee’s status: the calligraphic style, the number of sheets left blank at
the beginning of the roll (furra), the interlinear space, and the width of the right
margin. As for the internal features, these were the sultan’s signature (‘alama), the
address (inscriptio) composed of the opening formula (iftitah) and the honorific
titles (algab), the proem (arenga), and the preamble (narratio). Let us now con-
sider each of these elements on the basis of the information provided by the vari-
ous Mamluk authors who wrote manuals, each taken in chronological order.

3.1.1. External features

3.1.1.1. Format

The only clear indication regarding the format of the roll, i.e., its width, is
given by Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh (d. 786/1384), who was active at the Mamluk chan-
cery during the third quarter of the eighth/fourteenth century According to him,
the format used for the Rasulid sultan was the half one (gat‘ al-nisf).” In an
anonymous handbook entitled Muzil al-hasr fi mukatabat ahl al-‘asr and com-
posed at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century, an incongruous format is
mentioned: the two-third format.”” This contrasts with what we know of the status
granted to the Rasulids by the Mamluk chancery: on a scale of four categories,
each subdivided into various levels, the Rasulids belonged to the second category
and, within this category, to the second of four levels. Letters addressed to rulers
of the second category were written on rolls of the half format.”® Ibn Hijja, who
penned the answer to our fragmentary letter of which he provides a complete copy
in his Qahwat al-insha@, confirms this piece of data.”” The information found in
Muzil al-hasr should thus be disregarded.” The width of a roll of the half format
measured about 290 mm.”!

26

Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, Tathqif al-Ta‘rif 25 (wa-rasm al-mukataba ilayhi fi qat al-nisf). This is
confirmed by another contemporary account: al-Halabi, al-Tibyan 4a (Sahib al-Yaman fi qat*
al-nisf).

*’ Anonymous, Muzil al-hasr 6b (wa-in kana al-maktib ilayhi mimman yuktab ilayhi ‘an al-
sultan f1 qat® al-thulthayn ka-sahib al-Yaman kutiba ilayhi fi qat® al-thulthayn). On this
handbook, see Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 35.

#  See Dekkiche, Diplomatics 208 (table 3.9) and 201 (table 3.4).

*  Tbn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 167 (wa-katabtu al-jawab ‘an al-mukataba al-madhkira fi qat®

al-nisf).
* The author is mainly concerned with the issuance of the ikhwaniyyat (official communication
between functionaries) and is not necessarily an expert in diplomatic letters. On the

ikhwaniyyat in the Mamluk period, see Bauden, Ikhwaniyyat letters.

' The width of the full sheet from which the halves were made was roughly 580 mm. See

Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 49.
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3.1.1.2. Calligraphic style

Among the various calligraphic styles used by the chancery for the issu-
ance of documents, the thulth was the writing style chosen for the half format of
the roll. In the first half of the eighth/fourteenth century, the secretary resorted to
two types of thulth depending on the nature of the document: the majestic or thick
form (al-kabir or al-thagil) and the light one (al-khafif).”> At the beginning of the
ninth/fifteenth century, as stated by al-Qalqashandi, only the light version was
used for the half format, the thick version being reserved for the two-third
format.”> When Ibn Hijja penned the sultan’s answer to the Rasulid letter pre-
served in fragments in al-Maqrizi’s holographs, he applied the thulth style without
specifying the version, but there is no reason to challenge al-Qalgashandi’s state-
ment because he was contemporary with our document. As a consequence, Ibn
Hijja should have issued the letter with the light version of the thulth. The differ-
ence between the two versions of this writing style only lay in the size of the let-
ters, which were thinner and a bit smaller in the light version.*

3.1.1.3. Turra

The number of sheets that had to be left blank at the very beginning of the
scroll, before writing the text of the letter at the beginning of the sheet that fol-
lowed these blank sheets called rurra, also depended on the format of the roll, at
least until a certain period. In the case of letters of the half format, al-Qalgashandi
mentions two contradicting numbers: four or three,” the second number corres-
ponded more to reality, as he insists that this was the practice in his time.*® As
stressed by Dekkiche, the number of blank sheets in the furra relied more, in al-
Qalgashandi’s period, on the type of the sultan’s signature than on the format of
the roll.”” We will see that the sultan’s signature for the Rasulid sultan was akhiihu
which required a furra composed of three blank sheets.

3.1.1.4. Interlinear space
The space left blank between two lines of text, starting from the third
line,” also varied depending on the format of the roll. For the larger formats, to

32 Ibn Fadl Allah, al-Ta‘rif 126.
¥ Al-Qalgashandi, Subh al-a‘sha iii, 52 and 104.

¥ If the standard for the longest and highest letters in the thick version was of seven points
traced one next to the other, it was of five points in the light version. Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-
a‘sha iii, 104.

*Ibid. vi, 195 and 314.

% Tbid. vi, 314 (al-mustalah ‘alayhi fi zamanina anna al-mukatabat al-sadira ‘an al-sultan takiin

al-turra fiha ma bayna thalathat awsal ila waslayn).
7 Dekkiche, Diplomatics 201.

¥ The first line corresponds to the basmala and was immediately followed by the second line,

with no interlinear space. The third line was written at the end of the sheet, leaving a large
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which belonged the half one, the recommended interlinear space had to corres-
pond to three fingers (isha‘), i.e., between 60 and 70 mm.” But al-Qalqashandi
underlines that in his time the practice was to determine the interlinear space by
the number of lines of text that were allowed for each sheet. In the case of the lar-
ger formats, only two lines could be written on one sheet.*

3.1.1.5. Right margin width

The space left blank to the right of the text, called the right margin, was
generally left to the judgment of the scribe who penned the letter. Al-Qalgashandi
nevertheless recommended that the width of this margin correspond to one-third
or one-fourth of the width of the roll.*' As a consequence, its size varied according
to the format. In the case of the half format, the right margin measured approxim-
ately 90 or 70 mm depending on the fraction observed (one third or one fourth).

3.1.2. Internal Features

3.1.2.1. Sultan’s signature

Once the letter had been prepared, the sultan’s signature was added in the
space reserved for it (bayt al-‘alama), i.e., between the second and the third line.
The signature consisted of four types, each corresponding to one of the four levels
of status recognized by the Mamluk chancery. These were, in descending order,
the fughra (a kind of convoluted signature including the sultan’s titles and name),
akhiihu (his brother), waliduhu (his father), the sultan’s name.** With the excep-
tion of the first, which was penned by a secretary specifically appointed for this
task, the three remaining types were written by the sultan himself. In the case of
the Rasulid sultan, the sultan’s signature was akhithu (his brother), thus in line
with the second level attributed by the Mamluk chancery to the Rasulids. This is
confirmed by Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, al-Halabi, and Ibn Hijja.*

3.1.2.2. Address

The secretaries chose the initial words of the letter, just after the basmala,
according to a scale that was determined once again by the addressee’s status
which was further strengthened by the honorific titles composed of a combination
of two parts: first the title, then the epithets. The titles were in descending order:

space between it and the second line which was reserved for the sultan’s signature (bayt al-

‘alama). Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha vi, 196.

One finger measured either 2.078 or 2.252 cm. See Hinz, Islamische Masse 54.

0 Al-Qalqgashandi, Subh al-a‘sha vi, 196. See also ibid. vi, 314.

1 Ibid. vi, 195 and vi, 314.

# See Dekkiche, Diplomatics 206-7.

# Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, Tathqif al-Ta‘rif 25 (wa-l-‘alama akhithu); al-Halabi, al-Tibyan 4a
(akhithu); Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrdank 167 (al-‘alama akhithu).

39
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al-hadra, al-magam, al-maqarr, al-janab, al-majlis, while the epithets were al-
ashraf, al-sharif, al-‘ali, al-karim, al-sami. Al-Qalgashandi’s chancery manual
shows some evolution in this respect with regard to the Rasulid sultans, an assess-
ment that is not surprising given that the addressee’s status could evolve over a
long period of time depending on the circumstances.* Tab. 9.1 summarizes this
evolution.

At the beginning of the Mamluk sultanate, the title attributed to the Rasulid
sultan tallied with an inferior status (al-magqarr). As indicated by the second line
in the table, this status had been raised to al-magam by the time of al-Mansir
Qalawiin’s reign. The secretary Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir (d. 692/1293) confirms that this
decision was taken by Qalawiin’s predecessor, al-Zahir Baybars (r. 658-76/1260—
77), when the latter received, in 666/1268, an embassy from the Rasulid sultan
asking for the acknowledgment of his authority with the formal dispatch of a dip-
loma (taglid).* This embassy helped to normalize relations between the two
powers, hence its significance and the reason the Rasulid sultan was elevated to a
higher status; this did not change until the end of the dynasty, as the title al-
magqgam found in all subsequent examples confirms. With only one exception, the
introductory words (a‘azza Allah) did not vary during the whole period. The four
letters that Ibn Hijja composed during the reigns of three sultans corroborate this
assessment for the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century*®

Table 9.1: Evolution of the opening formula and honorific titles in the
address used for the Rasulid sultan (mid-seventh-mid-eighth/mid-thir-
teenth-mid-fourteenth century)

Opening formula and Period Sources

honorific titles

a‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar al- al-Muzaffar Qutuz (r. 657- al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha
magqarr al-sharif al-ali 8/1259-60) vii, 360"

* See the enlightening example analyzed by D’hulster, Fixed rules.

*  Ibn ‘Abd al-Zahir, al-Rawd al-zahir 290 (wa-rasama al-sultan bi-an yukatab bi-l-maqam al-ali
al-mawlawi al-sultani). The author also stresses that Baybars referred to himself in his
correspondence with the Rasulid sultan by using the term al-mamlitk (wa-katabahu al-sultan
bi-l-mamluk). Vallet, Du systéme mercantile 282, misunderstood this passage as he interpreted
it to mean that Baybars’s signature was al-mamlitk. The practice was still followed by
Baybars’ successors: Qalawiin in four letters (al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha vii, 354 [sattara
al-mamlik], 357 [al-mamlitk yakhdum], and 366 [al-mamlitk yakhdum]; Tbn al-Furat, Tarikh
vii, 223 [al-mamlitk yakhdum]); al-Ashraf Khalil in one letter (al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha
vii 366 [al-mamlitk yakhdum]), and al-Nasir Muhammad in one letter (Shafi b. ‘Ali, Sirat al-
Nasir Muhammad 48b [al-mamliik yakhdum]).

All start with a‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar al-magam al-“ali. Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 63,
167, 346, and 411.

In the title introducing this formula, al-Qalgashandi makes a mistake in referring to the
honorific title as being al-magam, while the letter that he quotes to exemplify this formula

46

47
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a‘azza Allah ta‘ala nusrat al-
magam al-‘alt

a‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar al-
magqgam al-‘ali

adama Allah ta‘ala ni‘mat
ayyam al-maqgam al-‘ali
a‘azza Allah ta‘ala janib al-
magqgam al-‘ali

a‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar al-
magqgam al-‘ali

F. BAUDEN

al-Mansitir Qalawiin (r. 678—
89/1279-90)

al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 698—
708/1299-1309)

al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 709—
741/1310-41)

al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 709—
741/1310-41)

al-Nasir Muhammad (r. 709—
741/1310-41)

al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha
vii, 353, 357, 366; Ibn al-Furat,
Tarikh vii, 223

Shafi‘b. ‘Ali, Sirat al-Nasir
Muhammad 48a
al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha
vii, 344

Ibn Fadl Allah, al-Ta‘rif 37; al-
Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha vii,
352

Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, Tathqif al-
Ta‘rif 25; al-Qalqashandi, Subh

al-a‘sha vii, 363

3.1.2.3. Proem and preamble

Both sections of the letter were introduced by specific words also linked to
the status of the addressee. In the case of the Rasulid sultans, it appears to have
been respectively asdarnaha (“we issued it [the letter]”) and tubdi li-“ilmihi al-
karim/li-karim ‘ilmihi (“it brings to his distinguished knowledge”) since at least
the second half of the eighth/fourteenth century,” which is in line with the second
level attributed to the sultan of Yemen."

All these rules broadly tally with the level of status the Mamluk chancery
recognized for the Rasulids, as these rules were applied from at least the mid-
eighth/fourteenth century The chancery manuals composed during the century that
spans this period to the mid-ninth/fifteenth century as well as the scarce informa-
tion given by Ibn Hijja, corroborate this conclusion.

3.2. Rasulid chancery rules regarding correspondence with the Mamluk sultan

We took as a starting point al-Qalqgashandi’s remark regarding the align-
ment of the Rasulid diplomatic rules with Mamluk rules when the Rasulid sultan
corresponded with Cairo, claiming that thanks to our knowledge of Mamluk diplo-
matics we would be in a better position to try to reconstruct the Rasulid diplo-
matic rules, and thus better analyze the fragments of the only original Rasulid let-

contains al-magqarr. That al-magarr was meant here is confirmed by what follows.

® Ibn Nazir al-Jaysh, Tathqif al-ta‘rif 25 (asdarndha wa-tubdi); al-Halabi, al-Tibyan 16b
(asdarnaha mubdiya); al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha vii, 363 (which repeats Ibn Nazir al-
Jaysh). The four letters composed by Ibn Hijja follow the rule. Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink
64, 167, 346, and 412. Until the second reign of al-Nasir Muhammad, the greetings section
was introduced by the expression yakhdum al-mamlik (see fn 45). On the basis of the
evidence, it seems that the shift to another word took place during al-Nasir Muhammad’s third
reign: the word used is not yet asdarnahd but sadarat (“was issued”). See al-Qalqashandi,
Subh al-a“sha vii, 345, 366.

* Dekkiche, Diplomatics 208.
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ter so far identified. Before going forward with this analysis, we should now
consider the data that can be gleaned in the literature—be it from the Rasulid or
the Mamluk side—about the Rasulid diplomatic rules.”

3.2.1. Internal features

As we saw, al-Mawsili contributed to normalize the diplomatic principles
that were already at play in Yemen during the second half of the seventh/thirteenth
century. In his work, he does not offer a systematic presentation of all the diplo-
matic rules to be implemented for each ruler with whom the Rasulid sultan could
correspond. Nevertheless, he presents some general conventions related to the let-
ters to be addressed to foreign rulers that show that the Rasulid chancery had its
own scale of levels attributed to each ruler. He stresses that four titles, each corres-
ponding to a level, should be used to address foreign rulers in the correspondence
issued for them (mukhatabat al-muliik). Starting from the highest, these were al-
maqam, al-magarr, al-abwab, and al-‘atabat”' One immediately notices that
these four levels differ only in part from the Mamluk’s scale which comprised five
levels. The last two levels on the Rasulid side (al-abwab, al-‘atabadt) should be
seen as equivalent to, respectively, al-janab and al-majlis in the Mamluk scale.

A bit further, al-Mawsili tackles the way foreign rulers should be
addressed; he provides the opening formula reserved to each level as follows:
a‘azza Allah sultan al-maqam al-“ali, a‘azza Allah ansar al-magarr al-ali, a‘azza
Allah ansar al-abwab al-‘dliva, zada Allah al-‘atabat al-sharifa.’® This descrip-
tion obviously embodies rules that were applicable in his own time. As we noticed
for the Mamluk rules, some changes intervened in the way the Rasulid sultan was
addressed in the seventh/thirteenth and the first half of the eighth/fourteenth cen-
tury and the following period with which we are concerned. This was undoubtedly
the case, as demonstrated by another Rasulid source, even though the passage in
the said source is laconic.

In a compendium of documents of various natures, sometimes described as
an archival repository, and composed at the request of the Rasulid sultan al-Afdal
al-‘Abbas (r. 764-78/1363-77), the anonymous compiler took note of some rules
that described the way foreign rulers in official correspondence should be
addressed.” The rulers are divided, as in the Mamluk chancery tradition, into
Muslims and non-Muslims.” The section opens with the ruler of Egypt (sihib

% We will start with the internal features given that the Rasulid sources providelimited

indications of these.
3t Al-Mawsili, al-Burd al-muwashshda 54-5.
2 TIbid. 75.
3 See Vallet, Miisa b. al-Hasan al-Mawsili 138-9.
*  Al-Afdal al-‘Abbas, The manuscript 390.
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Misr) who occupies the highest level together with the Khan of the Golden Horde
(sahib al-takht), the ruler of Iraq—at that time the Jalayirids—, the sultan of Delhi
(sahib al-Hind), and the da‘i (probably of the Ismailis). The text states that rulers
belonging to this level must be addressed in the following way: a‘azza Allah ansar
al-magam al-“ali. 1t also establishes which signature the Rasulid sultan must pen
on the document after its issuance. In the case of the Mamluk sultan, the Yemeni
sultan must write mamlitkuhu. The other levels appear to be al-maqarr, al-janab,
al-majlis—i.e., the same as those attributed by the Egyptian chancery—, to which
are added al-sultan, al-shaykh, al-sadr, and al-amir for some other addressees.
Most interestingly, the text also lists the addresses and the signatures for various
office holders of Egypt and Syria with whom the Rasulid sultan could directly
exchange correspondence.”

While we know that the compendium was realized during al-Afdal al-‘Ab-
bas’ reign, thus during the last quarter of the eighth/fourteenth century, we do not
know the period to which the data recorded in it date. The volume clearly gathers
material from the beginning of the dynasty, as some documents from the late sev-
enth/thirteenth century are recorded in it. Because the material related to the chan-
cery practices certainly predates the moment when the compilation was made, it is
impossible to say which period it refers to exactly. Be that as it may, it provides us
with essential clues to the development of the Rasulid chancery rules as the
addresses and the levels for the status noticeably deviate from those outlined about
a century earlier by al-Mawsili. The alignment with the Mamluk rules seemed to
have been completed by the time these principles were in use—at the earliest in
the mid-eighth/fourteenth century—as the four titles al-maqgam, al-magqarr, al-
janab, and al-majlis had been introduced into the Rasulid scale, albeit with other
ones. Moreover, the address for the Mamluk sultan matches the form reserved to
the Rasulid sultan by the Mamluk chancery at that time (a‘azza Allah ansar al-
magqgam al-“ali), thus giving substance to al-Qalgashandi’s remark about the simil-
arity between the rules of these two chanceries when each ruler corresponded with
his counterpart. As we saw, the formula in question is attested on the Mamluk side
from the beginning of the eighth/fourteenth century. Although the rules of these
two chanceries aligned, this does not mean that the rulers considered themselves
on the same level. While the Mamluk sultan’s signature for letters issued to the
Rasulid sultan (akhithu, ‘his brother’) was in line with the second level, putting
him on a par with him, the Rasulid sultan implicitly recognized his inferior status
by using a signature that translated his dependency on the Mamluk ruler (mam-
liikuhu ‘his slave, possession’), though on a symbolic level.

> Tbid. (umara’> Misr al-kibar al-hajib wa-1-na’ib wa-ra’s al-nawba wa-zamiluhu yukhatabi al-

maqarr wa-I-‘alama akhhum wa-kadha sahib Dimashq wa-Halab wa-baqi al-umara> ‘ala qadr
tabaqatihim al-saghir waliduhu wa-1-kabir muhibbuhu wa-saghir al-manzila al-shakir li-llah
‘ala na‘ma’ihi fulan wa-1-wazir al-mukhataba lahu al-magarr wa-1-‘alama muhibbuhu).
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The alignment was complete in terms of chancery rules, a fact that is
strengthened by al-Qalqashandi’s details of his own period of activity at the chan-
cery in Cairo, which started at the beginning of the last decade of the eighth/four-
teenth century. In the chapter dealing with letters received from the Rasulid sultan,
where he stresses the parallelism between the rules of the two chanceries, he
details the basic elements of the Rasulid correspondence.™ The letter opens with
the address, which is a‘azza Allah ansar al-magam al-sharif al-“ali, then proceeds
with the proem introduced by asdarahd min makan kadha and the narratio, then
concludes with the blessings for the addressee.”” As an example of his description,
he then quotes a letter received from al-Ashraf Isma‘l (r. 778-803/1377-1400) in
798/1395-6.

3.2.2. External features

So far, it has been established that al-Qalgashandi’s note about the equival-
ence of chancery rules for letters exchanged between the Mamluk and the Rasulid
sultans respectively is confirmed by evidence at hand, though it is limited. These
rules concern the internal features which should be now validated by the external
characteristics of the documents. Unfortunately, neither al-Mawsili nor al-Afdal
al-‘Abbas’ compendium inform us about these features. On the Mamluk side, the
only author to mention some of these features is, once again, al-Qalgashandi. In
the same section dealing with the Rasulid correspondence received in Cairo, he
refers to the format of the roll and the writing style. The roll was composed of full
sheets of Syrian paper and the text was written in the thulth style.”

3.2.2.1. Format

The information about the format proves essential for the issue of the
Mamluk sultan’s status in the Rasulid chancery rules and for the parallelism of the
practices of both chanceries. For the Mamluk side, we know that the half roll
format, which was roughly 290 mm wide, was used for the Rasulid sultan. Such a
measure can be calculated in modern times thanks to the precise description that
al-Qalqashandi gave of the papers used by the chancery in Cairo in his own time.”
But despite his meticulousness, he failed to indicate the measures of the papers
produced and used in Syria.®* Among the various types he lists, the first is pre-

% Al-Qalqgashandi, Subh al-a‘sha viii, 72.

7 Tbid. (fa-yabtadi’ al-mukataba bi-lafz a‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar al-maqam al-sharif al-ali al-

mawlawi al-sultani al-fulani bi-lagab al-saltana thumma yaqiil asdaraha min makan kadha wa-
yadhkur al-magqsid wa-yakhtum bi-1-du‘a’ wa-nahwahu).
58

Ibid. (wa-yaktubiin {1 qat‘ al-shami al-kamil bi-qalam al-thulth).
* Ibid. vi, 190-3. The standard he uses for the measures of the paper is the local cubit for fabrics
(dhira“ al-qumash). The measure of this cubit was calculated as equaling 581.87 mm. See
Hinz, Islamische Masse 56.

% For the papers produced and used for chancery purposes in Syria, see al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-
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cisely the one he refers to for the letters sent by the Rasulid sultan to the sultan of
Cairo: the full sheet (gat al-shami al-kamil), which was the largest format. He
limits his description to indicating that the full sheet (al-tumar al-shami al-kamil)
is put lengthwise in the roll®" and that this format of roll is used in Syria for a very
specific purpose.”” About half a century after al-Qalqashandi completed his work,
another secretary active at the chancery, al-Sahmawi (d. 868/1463), composed an
updated version of the manual. In the section concerning the papers used by the
chancery in Egypt and in Syria, al-Sahmaw1 provides an interesting clue, one that
helps us calculate the measures of the full sheet of this Syrian paper. According to
him, beside the Syrian chanceries that used it on a daily basis for their documents,
the chancery in Cairo also resorted to using this paper for the issuance of ‘square
decrees’ (murabba‘at), instructions for the ambassadors (fadhakir), and account-
ing documents and lists (gawa@’im). He further stresses that the registers (daftar),
in particular, were made of this paper. In some rare circumstances, the chancery in
Cairo could resort to this paper for other kinds of documents (diplomatic letters
and deeds of appointment); but such a use was only allowed when the sultan was
traveling and the Egyptian paper was not available.”

The reference to the use of this type of paper for some categories of docu-
ments is extremely important with regard to the issue of the measurement of
sheets because some examples of these documents have been preserved in the col-
lection of al-Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem. Some of these belong to the category
of the ‘square’ decrees and are dated between 766/1365 and 886/1481.%* They are
written on a single sheet of paper folded in two. The measurements of the sheet
vary between 370-90 x 277-90 mm for the largest and 275-85 x 190-200 mm for
the smallest.” The comparison of the two formats is evidence that the smallest one
corresponds to the exact half of the largest. The full sheet, which measured at the
minimum 390 x 290 mm, could thus be cut into two parts which could be used to

a‘sha vi, 192.

The width of the roll thus corresponds with the smallest side of the sheet. The sheet is used
completely, i.e., in its full length. Ibid. (wa-huwa l-ladhi yakiin ‘arduhu ‘ard al-timar al-
shami 1-kamil fi talihi).

For deeds of appointment (tawdqi‘) and decrees (mardsim) issued by Syrian governors for the
highest office holders. Ibid. (wa-fihi yuktab ‘an al-nuwwab li-a‘la al-tabaqat min arbab al-
tawaqi‘ wa-l-marasim laysa illa).

8 Al-Sahmawi, al-Thaghr al-basim ii, 548.

64

61

62

The documents are listed in Little, A catalogue 31-5.

% These are in ibid.: no. 1 (375 x 290 mm), no. 3 (285 x 200 mm), no. 5 (280 x 192.5 mm), no.
6 (380 x 287.5 mm), no. 14 (275 x 190 mm), no. 303 (282 x 195 mm), no. 304 (370 x 284
mm), no. 308 (371 x 277 mm), no. 309 (390 x 290 mm). To these examples, we can add
another, dated to a much earlier period (733/1333) published by Richards, A Mamlik emir’s
‘square’ decree. Its measurements are 270 x 180 mm.
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produce two small ‘square’ decrees.® The original size of the full sheet as it was
produced by the paper mill extended a bit further beyond the above-mentioned
measurements (400 x 300 mm) because the irregular edges of the sheet had to be
trimmed before it could be put into service for documents. Before we compare
these measurements to the fragments of our document, we must note another piece
of information provided by al-Sahmawi. As he claims, the Syrian paper just
described was also employed outside the Mamluk realm in regions in the vicinity
of or connected to Syria: these were Iraq and Persia (bilad al-Mashriq), Yemen,
Anatolia (al-Rim), and the Hijaz. The said paper was thus exported to Yemen at
the time al-Sahmaw1 was active at the chancery but also well before as confirmed
by al-Qalgashandi who first attested that the Rasulid sultan wrote to his Egyptian
counterpart on a roll made of full sheets of Syrian paper.

With these elements in hand, we can proceed to compare the preserved
fragments and check whether the measurements of the Syrian paper tally with
those of the Rasulid letter. As the fragments show (see figs. 9.17-38), the lines of
the text of the Rasulid letter are parallel to the spine. This indicates that the height
of the leaves corresponds with the width of the roll on which the letter was writ-
ten. The height of the leaves oscillates between 233 and 238 mm.®” The maximum
(238 mm) should not be considered the real width of the document. It is worth
recalling that al-Magqrizi cut the fragments to make them fit the format of the other
type of (blank) paper that he used to make his fair copies. Moreover, al-Magqrizi’s
manuscripts were trimmed when they were bound and this led to the loss of an
average of ten millimeters on each side. Thus more than twenty millimeters need
to be added to the actual measures. Another way to approach the real width of the
document is by considering a fragment in which a significant part of the text of the
document at the end of one line was cut out; the measurement of this part can be
broadly calculated. This is the case with the fragment preserved in MS Fatih 4340,
fol. 118b (see fig. 9.23). The word at the end of the two lines (al-musddaga and
al-mukhalasa respectively) is almost completetly missing. Compared with the
other words, similar in length, that appear in the same fragment (al-muwdadada, al-
musafat), it can be calculated that approximately 30 mm are missing on the left
side. In this case, the width can be calculated to have been at least 270 mm (238 +
30 mm). This brings us closer to the above-mentioned 290 mm of the sheet of Syr-
ian paper if we take into consideration the parts that were trimmed first to make
the roll, then again when the manuscript was bound. As for the length of the sheet,
which was placed lengthwise in the roll, we just need to calculate the width of a
bifolio, like fols. 119-20 in MS Fatih 4340, i.e., 310 mm, to which the average 10

% Little, A catalogue 29-30, classified the larger format as “royal square decrees,” because they

were issued in the sultan’s name, and the smaller ones as “ordinary square decrees,” because

they were issued by local amirs.

6 See tab. 9.3, under column W.
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mm that were trimmed should be added. As explained in fig. 9.2, once the equival-
ent of a bifolio was cut from the roll, al-Maqrizi was still left with the remainder
of the sheet. If the full sheet of Syrian paper was placed vertically in the roll (390
mm), as explained by al-Qalgashandi, the remaining part (less than 70 mm) was
indeed too small to be reused by al-Magrizi.®® Such a demonstration is useful to
show that al-Qalgashandi’s remark regarding the use of the full sheet of Syrian
paper by the Rasulid chancery writing to the Mamluk sultan is validated by the
reconstructed measurements of our document. The analysis of the paper further
corroborates this statement: the chain lines are parallel to the inscriptions (see fig.
9.3), meaning that the sheet was indeed placed lengthwise to create the roll
because the chain lines are always parallel to the smaller sides of the sheet of
paper.

Going back to the question of parallelism between the Mamluk and the
Rasulid chancery rules, we now understand that the Rasulids wrote their corres-
pondence on rolls that perfectly matched the size of those on which the Mamluk
correspondence was addressed to them, i.e., 290 mm more or less. For the Mam-
luks, this size was equal to the half format (gat‘ al-nisf), the second one in the
hierarchy of the status according to which the chancery acknowleged other rulers,
while for the Rasulids it corresponded to the highest format available to them, the
one they reserved for rulers of the first level, like the Mamluk sultan, as corrobor-
ated by al-Afdal al-‘Abbas’ compendium. In formal terms, it means that they both
exchanged correspondence on rolls of the same width (290 mm) but with two dif-
ferent types of paper. In the case of the Mamluks, the roll was produced from lar-
ger sheets of Egyptian paper that were cut in two to make a roll of the half format.
As for the Rasulids, they used the full sheet of the Syrian paper they imported,
placed lengthwise in the roll, to get the same width.

The analysis of the paper reveals that the chain lines are organized by
threes with a space of 13 mm (26—7 mm for three lines) between two lines and of
53 mm (see fig. 9.3) between two groups of chain lines, while twenty of the laid
lines take a space of 26 mm. This type of paper is well attested in manuscripts
copied in the whole Near East between the fifth/eleventh and mid-ninth/fifteenth
century. Within a corpus of about two hundred manuscripts, Humbert established
that this type was the most represented during the whole above-mentioned period
(37%), with a prevalence during the ninth/fifteenth century. when it became pro-
fuse.” In a study based on a corpus of manuscripts produced in Yemen during
roughly the same period, d’Ottone even refined the data for this particular area,
stating that this type of paper featured in 70% of her corpus composed of about
one hundred seventy manuscripts. Her detailed assessment even allowed her to
indicate that its use in Yemeni manuscripts abruptly dwindled during the second

% See fn 13.

% Humbert, Papiers non filigranés 21-2.



half of the eighth/fourteenth century, before shortly increasing in the next fifty
years, after which period it almost vanishes.”” From this information, it appears
that, in the early ninth/fifteenth century, the type with chain lines grouped by
threes was almost exclusively used in the Near East while at the same time it star-
ted to disappear in Yemen, where it was overwhelmed by a locally produced
It is also interesting to note that the measures provided above (400 x 300
mm) for the Syrian paper mentioned by al-Qalgashandi and al-Sahmawi tally with
those of manuscripts copied on a paper sharing the same characteristics (chain

paper.”!
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lines grouped by threes) at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century.”
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Figure 9.3: The structure of the paper with indication of the chain
(below) and laid lines (left)
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS AYASOFYA 3362, FoL. 143a
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d’Ottone, La produzione 46-7; 1d., I manoscritti arabi 57.

A paper with no visible pattern. See d’Ottone, La produzione 47-8; Id., I manoscritti arabi
57-8.
Humbert, Papiers non filigranés 35-6: 356—70 x 255-84 mm (minimum and maximum). The
distance between the chain lines and the two groups as well as the space covered by twenty
laid lines also agree with those given by Humbert. Similar results were reached for Yemeni
manuscripts, leading d’Ottone to conclude that this type of paper was an imported product
(d’Ottone, I manoscritti arabi 66). The format in question also corresponds with the small one
identified by Irigoin in manuscripts from Egypt to Iran, for which he gave the following
intended measurements after trimming: 320-70 x 235-80 mm (minimum and maximum).
Irigoin, Les Papiers 303.
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On the basis of what precedes, it can be said that the paper used for the
Rasulid letter is indeed the same as the Syrian type described by al-Qalgashandi
and al-Sahmawi at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century. Even though it
seems to have been less widely used in Yemen for manuscripts at that time, it was
apparently still imported from Syria for chancery use as our document confirms.
This could indicate that the Rasulid chancery gave preference to paper of better
quality than the locally produced paper found in manuscripts and which began to
prevail over the imported paper.

3.2.2.2. Calligraphic style

According to al-Qalqashandi, when writing to the Mamluk sultan the
Rasulid chancery adopted the thulth style.” Studies of the writing styles featuring
in documents, particularly those issued by the Mamluk chancery, are still lacking.
Any identification of a style of script for the Mamluk period must largely rely on
the descriptions and samples given by calligraphers and chancery secretaries from
the eighth/fourteenth and ninth/fifteenth century.”* Among them, al-Qalqashandi
stands out from the rest because he presented, for each of the calligraphic styles
used by the chancery, various forms for each letter—and sometimes groups of two
letters or more. Thanks to his detailed presentation of the thulth style, it is easier
to compare the script appearing in our document with the samples he lists in his
chancery manual.” This is not the place to present a complete comparison of all
the letters of the alphabet but one example regarding the typical “lion’s jaw” (fakk
al-asad), where the alif is connected to the following ‘ayn, can serve as a sample
(see figs. 9.4-5). It 1s thus safe to ascertain that the script used to produce our doc-
ument is indeed identical to al-Qalgashand1’s description.

Figure 9.4: The lion’s jaw (fakk al-asad)
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 115b

Figure 9.5: The lion’s jaw (fakk al-asad)
AL-QALQASHANDI, SUBH AL-ASHA iii, 80

73

Al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-a‘sha viii, 72 (wa-yaktubtn fi qat® al-shami al-kamil bi-qalam al-
thulth).

For these references, see Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 50.

”  Al-Qalgashandi, Subh al-a‘sha iii, 62-203.

74
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Besides the identification of the thulth, we must also consider its size as
two sub-types existed: the thick (thaqil) and the light (khafif) forms. As we saw,
the latter was reserved for the half format of the roll (gat‘ al-nisf), and thus for
correspondence to the Rasulid sultan. When describing the style of script used by
the Rasulid chancery for its correspondence with the Mamluk sultan, al-
Qalgashandi neglected to specify to which of the two forms it belonged. If we
consider the element that differentiates each form, i.e., the proportion of the alif as
is usual for the proportionate scripts of which the thulth is part,’® its size had to be
equal to seven dots placed one on top of the other in the thick version and five in
the light version. As fig. 9.6 shows, the size of an alif in the letter amounts to
seven dots,” thus implying that the thulth used by the Rasulid chancery in corres-
pondence to the Mamluk sultan was the thick version.

00000

Figure 9.6: Size of an alif
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 131a

The person who penned the letter was a secretary who was undoubtedly
trained in calligraphy. Besides the mastery of the pen, we can also observe that the
secretary who prepared the letter paid great attention to indicate the presence of
the hamza as well as all the orthoepic signs with little exceptions. These include,
besides the vowels and the diacritical dots, the sukiin, the tashdid, and the wasla.
The sukiin is placed above the letter waw and ya’ to indicate their value as long
vowels. Given that the text is in rhymed prose (saj), the sukiin also surmounts let-
ters at the end of words to denote the pausal form.” In one case, the pause is addi-
tionally marked by a symbol looking like a circle with a dot in the middle.” The
secretary also resorted to contrivances to specify the value of a consonant, mostly
but not exclusively in the case of homographic pairs where one of the two homo-

76

According to al-Qalqashandi himself. See fn 34.

77 Tt is not easy to find in the document a perfectly square dot that should be used as the standard

in such a case. This leads to some differences in the measurements. Some alifs can amount to

six dots—or even eight—rather than seven, depending on the dot selected.

" For instance, figs. 9.17 (arkanih/ayyamih), 9.21 (al-ikram/al-jisam), 9.29 (himayatih/
nikayatih), 9.30 (mahmiidah/ma‘diidah).

" See fig. 9.26 (al-sharifa/al-latifa). It is represented in the edited text in tabs. 9.3—4 by the
following sign: ®.
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graphs is normally distinguished from the unpointed one through the use of diac-
ritical dots. Three systems can be identified:

1) a v-shaped or flying bird sign (V) placed above the r@ (see fig. 9.7), the
sin, and the sad to differentiate them from their homographic pointed pairs (zay,
shin, and dad);

v

J

Figure 9.7: R@
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 115b

2) a mater lectionis consisting of the same letter written in a smaller size in
the isolated form either below—in the case of the ha’ (see fig. 9.8) and the ‘ayn
(see fig. 9.9)—, or above the letter—in the case of the final kaf (see fig. 9.10) and

the final ha@;*
: z

Figure 9.8: H& with mater lectionis
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 124a

5

£

Figure 9.9: ‘Ayn with mater lectionis
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 115b

S

Figure 9.10: Kaf with mater lectionis
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 120a

3) a diacritical dot placed under the letters dal and @ (see figs. 9.11-2).
While the first two systems widely feature in manuscripts and are even described
in grammars of Arabic,® the phenomenon of inverting the position of the diacrit-
ical dot for the dal and the @ is particularly well attested in manuscripts produced

% The final h@ is less systematic. See fig. 9.18 (misrihi). For the final kaf and the final k@, the
use of the mater lectionis is not linked to the issue of differentiating them from another similar

letter.

81 The first Arabic grammar published in Europe to pay attention to these systems is the one that

appeared in 1616: Sionita and Hesronita, Grammatica arabica 6. The latest one seems to be
Wright, A grammar i, 4.
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in Yemen (see fig. 9.13) and may represent a distinctive feature that would allow
us to identify the origin of a manuscript.”

Figure 9.11: Dal with dot below
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS AS 3362, FOL. 143b

[
Figure 9.12: T@ with dot below
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoL. 123a

. —l RETR—IRE PO -

Lagai

lAI - -.A .(Ans-'A. ﬂﬁl/\."" T - :»'
Figure 9.13: Note attesting that the manuscript was commissioned

for the royal library of the Rasulid sultan al-Mu’ayyad Da’ad
(r. 696/1296-721/1321) and illustrating the use of matres lectionis
for the dal, the ra’, the sin, the t&’, and the ‘ayn (al-Lakhmi, Wasitat
al-adab wa-maddat al-albab, vol. 3)
PARIS, BNF, MS ARABE 6494, FoL. 2a

Finally, one occurrence of the euphonic fashdid must be noted. The
euphonic tashdid is rarely attested in manuscripts, except in copies of the Quran
where the text is written with all its orthoepic signs. It consists of noting the
assimilation of the nin at the end of a word by the following letter if the latter is a
rd@’, lam, mim, nin, waw, or yd’.83 In the document, such a case appears with the
tanwin in followed by the coordinating conjunction wa (see fig. 9.14): instead of
pronouncing mahsiratin wa-, it should be read mahsirati wwa-.** The presence of

¥ See Déroche et al., Islamic codicology 221 and fn 72 (where the earliest example is dated

327/938 for the Islamic world and 611/1214-5 for Yemen); d’Ottone, I manoscritti arabi 30.

The final nin can be part of the root of the word or of the ranwin. See Wright, A grammar 1,
15-6.

For another occurrence of this system in a document from al-Andalus dated 584/1188 where

83

84
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this orthoepic phenomenon indicates that the person who penned the document
was a lettered man educated in the recitation of the Quran and its readings, qualit-
ies that would be expected from a secretary working at the chancery.

-2
L“ Z
Figure 9.14: Euphonic tashdid
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS AS 3362, FoL. 143b

3.2.2.3. Turra

If the letter sent to the Rasulid sultan from Cairo opened with three blank
sheets, the Mamluk and the Rasulid sources do not provide details regarding the
turra on the Rasulid side. Even if these blank sheets were reused by al-Magqrizi, it
is difficult to identify them in his holographs. Unfortunately, no indication can
thus be derived from his manuscripts regarding this external feature of the Rasulid
letter.

120 mm

127 mm

Figure 9.15: Interlinear space
ISTANBUL, SULEYMANIYE KUTUPHANESI, MS FATIH 4340, FoLs. 119b—120a

all the orthoepic signs are also indicated, see Bauden, Due trattati 45.
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3.2.2.4. Interlinear space

In the absence of any rule mentioned by the sources on either side, we are
left to extrapolate the data from the document itself. The blank space between two
lines must be measured at the beginning of the lines because the baseline is not
always parallel from one line to the other, as fig. 9.15 shows. This space oscillates
between 94 and 132 mm, with an average of 110-20.* The huge variation noticed
(about 40 mm) indicate that the secretary applied a rough calculation, by eyeing
what must have been a standard measurement for correspondence with the Mam-
luk sultan. As we saw, the Mamluk chancery applied a rule of two lines per sheet
in the roll. In the case of our Rasulid letter, given the format of the sheet (390 x
290 mm) and its vertical position in the roll, and considering the average size of
the interlinear space, only three lines appeared on a sheet.*

3.2.2.5. Right margin width

As in the case of the furra and the interlinear space, we are left with no
indication in the sources regarding the space devoted to the right margin and thus
we are obliged to consider the information conveyed by the document. The max-
imum width observed in the fragments is 50 mm.*” The margin was obviously lar-
ger than that. As we saw, there is a fragment in which the right margin measures
50 mm and the text on the left side was clearly cut by at least 30 mm (MS Fatih
4340, fol. 118b; see fig. 9.23). Now that we know that the width of the roll was
290 mm and that that fragment measured 270 mm with the missing part on the
left, we can estimate that the right margin was about 70 mm. In this case, the right
margin tallied almost one-quarter (72.5 mm) of the total width of the roll.

3.3. Conclusion

Considering the paucity of the documents and details provided by chan-
cery manuals, particularly on the Rasulid side, any conclusion we reach can, of
course, only be valid for the period of time we are concerned with, which is very
narrow: as we saw, most of the above-mentioned evidence, which regards a lim-
ited sample (copies of three Rasulid letters with original fragments for one of
these), corresponds to a span of less than twenty-five years. The conventions iden-
tified and partly verified in the preceding pages are summarized in tab. 9.2. On the

8 See tab. 9.3, under Line space and, for the maximum, under Up. edge, beg.

% At the most four if the first line was placed at the top of the sheet (four lines then covered

about 360 mm), but this happened only rarely in the whole roll.

¥ There is one example where the right margin reaches 68 mm (MS Fatih 4340, fol. 124a,

second line; see fig. 9.33) but this is an exception: it is at the end of a line consisting of a verse
of poetry and the secretary wrote it at some additional distance from the right side of the roll in
order to differentiate it from the rest of the text. From this, it is understood that verses of
poetry were presented on separated lines as in manuscripts.
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whole, al-Qalgashandi’s statement that the Rasulid chancery replicated the Mam-
luk rules in dealing with the Mamluk sultan can be regarded as credible. Even
though the Rasulids had recourse to paper imported from Syria that differed from
that produced in Egypt and used by the Mamluk chancery, the width of the roll
matched that of the Mamluk roll. The calligraphic style was equivalent on both
sides (thulth) even though the Mamluk chancery opted for a slightly smaller ver-
sion. These indications regarding format and calligraphic style can easily be veri-
fied with the preserved fragments. It can also be ascertained, thanks to several
copies of letters exchanged between the two sides, that they attributed a similar
honorific title (al-magam) to both sides, but that the Rasulid sultan implicitly
recognized the higher status of his Mamluk counterpart by means of his signature
(mamlitkuhu) and the epithet appended to the honorific title reserved to the Mam-
luk sultan (al-sharif).

Table 9.2: Diplomatic conventions for the issuance of letters addressed
by the Mamluk chancery to the Rasulid sultan and vice versa (early
ninth/fifteenth century)

Features Mamluk > Rasulid Rasulid > Mamluk
. Y2 (qat‘ al-nisf) of Egyptian paper full sheet of Syrian paper (gat‘ al-

g [Format (Width) | _ 594 11im shami al-kamil) = 290 mm
X | Calligraphic style | Thulth (light) Thulth
t
€ |Turra 3 sheets ?
r
n . . 83 mm (min)-128 mm (max); average:
a Interlinear space |60-70 mm or 2 lines of text/sheet 108 mm: 4 lines of text/sheet
I |Rightmargin |y, 000 or 14 (72.5 mm) 14 (72.5 mm)

width
I [Sultan’s signature | Akhithu Mamlikuhu
N |Opening formula [A‘azza Allah ta‘ala ansar Afazza Allah ta‘ala ansar
Y| Honorific titles al-magam al-‘ali al-maqam al-sharif al-‘ali
: Proem asdarndaha asdarahd/sadarat
n T T A - . -
a | Preamble tubdi li-“ilmihi al-karim/li-karim 1 gin 1i-<itmihi al-karim
" Ulmihi e
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Table 9.3: List of the inscriptions with indication of the measures (mm)88

M| Upper Lower
a edge edge Line
MS | Fol. Text H. [ W. N e
g. |beg. | end |beg.| end
Slazel L9 1ol cyginps ¥ sl ISy 240 |0
Ayasofya R TR PRI R 128—
ey | 1420[ealdl loe N Sl B ikt 005 152233 s
. 23 21 | 25
S AV &)
Yjéj}z;éjjirpu L35 035ain né
Aga;ggya 143b 152233 (22 132] 120 21 | 35
;33..\;,4
Tl A 13555 TN e =l
1%60 20a _ |156]240(50| 118 | 110 | 34 | 45
aShe Jlas ) Ws
,,J\&,,My:,e S el 215
) 233226
Szl
Or. 122-
1366c | 770 ) T 158 [ 240 150
. . 27 0|17
(Ué{J\ J}?}!\
LT 5ub s 48 2 815005
32| 65 | 58
[ W &) )
1%60 103a 159 | 240 88-95
L 7o opald sl LA (150 [t S
36 0o
[8 ] & 1 [A] o151 saill (63

¥  The text reproduces as faithfully as possible the orthoepic signs with the exception of the

matres lectionis, i.e., signs used by the secretary to specify the value of an unpointed
consonant.
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M| Upper Lower
MS | Fol Text H w2 edge edge Line
r space
g. |beg.| end |beg. | end
35,20l 0y Sl hs e St
. 28] 48 | 34
Fatih N5 110-
4340 | 1150 3] 155|238 1
® 4,20 o150l Gl psl ol 5a
p 15| 48 | 25
<ot 5, @._,/
(‘j\:«\ﬂU\
Fatih 110-
sa0 | 1160 — . 155|238 o
S allels ol @ andk Ul Aoy el
19 0| o0
N
‘j;i;g 1176 | JG6 T oz 263875 65585 aadasy AUT| 155|238 | 18 | 74 | 58 | 84 | 90 |83-90
AR tgi ?,u ANOTR P \L@J
.. 48| 43 | 28
Fatih B> *\’,. @ T 100—
4340 118b L,ao.s ui’t,j) 155|238 o
a2 EATS 8L 533154015 s615AT, 50 1 | 20
N B30 0L Ak Li5e] il S
18/ 15| 0
A
Fatih 120-
4340 | 119 ) : > 155|238 o
@u\up\ ) o 2 2l
10 22 | 38
alis
Fatih PR S PO
saao | 120a] Bl Aalag e pae GGG o3 V15 155|238 | 8 | 105 | 101 50 | 50
o3 okl 1aliais oy sVIAT
Egg‘g 121a 15523850113 | 95 | 43 | 55
g.,.'ff
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M | Upper Lower
MS | Fol. Text H|wW ;‘ edge edge SIIJ)lallctzb
g. |beg. | end |beg. | end
AP P _use P AP 0//
g*—ﬁdb\-@-e-ﬁjgﬂ\ ) e e b e
.. 29|35 | 22
sl ol
Fatih = 123
4340 | 1222 P 155|238 o
. 30 00
iz
B 5N o e Sl o514
5323 123a ’ . 155 (238 18| 127|123 ] 21 | 41 112273‘
O85 5kx JU
Ll &5L5 V3 g L) 0T N3,
271 0 | 0
Fatih EI
4310|1242 el 155|238 87-68
=Y 68 73 | 85
asdoly TET b ol D15l 35T 6 oI5
. 17| 48 | 31
%Y 2 &35\
Fatih - = 106—
aq0 |125b » - 155|238 e
ol ie Ly S o ool ey 0
e v 25 0 |22
el WS 5] a3
- IR Y
ety Joy b Jos dlNan (SGas
. 31] 45 | 27
Fatih 1SN 12—
4340 | 1260 (21553 155 | 238 1z
Azl 2ol ool VT a4 iy 29 0
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M| Upper Lower
MS | Fol. Text H w2 edee| |\ edze :I’);“;
g. |beg.| end |beg. | end
a\;\%};i;ﬂ,c%ﬁ}&; “’fﬁ{:‘j" 2| 40 | 0
Fatih 5 C;:JQU_:L;_LSV&UL}J\ Lol 52333075 155 | 238 118~
4340 5> )R B 128
33 0o
o
S8 - 3 L oaae of o@‘,i&,
BAS AT A a 78 O Zas AT Ll
) 24| 61 | 40
o h ele
9,.u /QJ‘}“;
5333 128b 155|238 ?g;
N ESA S Ot El PUN R PO JB-
)
CM\}
o A ERESER
;.@_;;:ut;w\; S NN
26| 57 | 40
8515
Egzg 129b 155|238 11010;
e )y sl selocad) J) ool
) 100 | 115
Asdl sl
Jao 2 3350 st e L L
Yﬁf@ﬂjﬁé&\.ﬁ@b%\.@sﬁm‘dﬁ
s 17] 28 | 15
[ ] S s
Egzg 130b 155|238 111130‘
Gedsy iy 85 SV B
) 17 17 | 33
< ;;_/ %, _
Lo e
Al 35556 J1GLas U5 24
Egzg 131a ~|155]238|35| 126 | 106 | 31 | 48
SUGA 30 25 201
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4. The recontructed letter and its copy

Were it not for Ibn Hijja, who noted a full copy of our letter in his collec-
tion of documents, Qahwat al-insha’, we would be left with twenty-two fragments
and thirty-seven lines of text, most of which are not contiguous. Thanks to the full
copy, we know exactly how to reconstruct the original letter and where each frag-
ment belongs (see tab. 9.4). The fragments also prove to be instrumental in calcu-
lating the full length of the original letter. The thirty-seven lines include 301
words, which gives an average of 8.13 words per line. On the basis of this average,
the text for which no fragment is available was divided into lines in tab. 9.4, with a
total of 123 lines. This approximation can also be reached following another cal-
culation: the whole text contains 1,051 words. This amount divided by the average
number of words per line (8.13) corresponds to 129 lines. We can then note a
slight difference of six lines between this and the other calculation based on the
average of words per line. Of course, this division of the text remains approximate
but it is still helpful to estimate how long the letter was. On the basis of the
average interlinear space reckoned in the previous section (110-20 mm), the
length of the letter can be roughly calculated as between a minimum of 13.5
meters (123 lines per 110 mm) and a maximum of 15.5 meters. An alternative way
to estimate the length of the letter is to take into consideration another average
(the number of lines per sheet, i.e., 3). In such a case, the result is 15.99 meters.”
One should not forget that the letter opened with blank sheets (furra), the number
of which is unknown. About 1.20 meters should be added accordingly to the
above-mentioned measurements if the Rasulid chancery followed the Mamluk
rule.”

Beside the physical appearance of the original, the letter found in Ibn
Hijja’s Qahwat al-insha allows us to assess the reliability of his copy. The status
of these copies of documents, mostly diplomatic letters, found in narrative sources
(chronicles, chancery manuals, collections of letters) is a concern among histori-
ans and diplomatists. In the absence of the original documents, copies cannot be
taken at face value. In some cases, it clearly appears that some parts of the docu-
ment were overlooked by the author. In other cases, the text could have been
revised in order to improve its linguistic and/or literary quality. Finally, in some
circumstances, the text may have been altered for ideological reasons. Such flaws
become clear whenever the text of a letter is available in more than one source.”
In the case of our letter, we have a rare opportunity to compare fragments repres-
enting roughly one-third of the original letter, to question issues such as the

89

This is 123 lines divided by 3 (lines per sheet), to equal 41. This number is then multiplied by
the length of a sheet (390 mm).

% The turra for letters addressed to the Rasulid sultan was made of three sheets. See above, 195.

' For instance, see the case documented by Brinner, Some Ayyiibid and Mamliik documents.
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authenticity and the reliability of Ibn Hijja’s work. If we can conclude from this
comparison that Ibn Hijja faithfully copied the original, it would give more weight
to his work in general; then historians could regard it as a trustworthy source of
documents.

Like every document that Ibn Hijja wrote in his collection, the letter is
introduced by a few words of presentation. In this case, three lines establish the
circumstances in which it reached Cairo: it is said to be a copy (nuskha) of a letter
from the ruler of Yemen (sahib al-Yaman) that reached the Mamluk court (al-
abwab al-sharifa) by the intermediary of Amin al-Din Ibn al-Muflih, the Rasulid
envoy, on 16 Rabi‘ I 819 (/14 May 1416).”* Following this information, Ibn Hijja
introduces the letter with the words “and it is” (wa-huwa) followed by the beginn-
ing of the text which corresponds to the address (a‘azza Allah...). Ibn Hijja
skipped the basmala, an element that was taken for granted, and also failed to
indicate the sultan’s signature (‘alama) and its place in the document. As we saw,
it must have been mamlitkuhu and it should have been placed between the second
and the third line if the Rasulid chancery followed the Mamluk practice. The col-
lation of the copy with the fragments reveals only a few differences: one minor
orthographic detail,” the addition of the tasliya after the evocation of the
Prophet,” the presence of a formula at the very end of the text,” and the absence
of full vocalization.

One last discrepancy needs to be addressed: the date of the letter. Ibn Hijja
does not quote this date in his copy. He only mentions the date the letter reached
Cairo (i.e., 819/1416), and this piece of information appears in his presentation of
the document. Fortunately, the section where the date appears has been preserved
among the fragments reused by al-Magqrizi (see figs. 9.16 and 9.38). Even though
only the upper part of the line giving the date is visible, it is still possible to recon-
struct most of the basic information. We proceed from the end, as this is the place
where the date is most readable.

We find the year at the end of the line. The letters that one observes in the
left part suffice to realize that this is the year seventeen (sab“ ‘ashara). The men-

2 Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 162 (wa-mimma warada ‘ala al-abwab al-sharifa nuskhat al-

kitab al-warid min sahib al-Yaman ‘ala yad al-qadi Amin al-Din Ibn al-Muflih fi sadis ‘ashar
min shahr rabi® al-awwal sanat tis¢ ‘ashara wa-thamanimi’a).

% The absence, in the edition, of the alif otiosum at the end of narjii (line 33), a characteristic

that is not uncommon in manuscripts but that is usually corrected in editions to adhere to

modern orthographic rules.

% Sayyid al-mursalin (line 113). Vesely mentions in his apparatus that the tasliya is missing in

the Berlin MS, which appears to be the most faithful to Ibn Hijja’s text. See Ibn Hijja, Das
Rauschgetrink 166 (lines 6-7).

In sha’a Allah ta‘ala bi-mannihi wa-karamihi. This formula is missing in two manuscripts,
including the Berlin one, that give the best readings. Ibid. (line 14).

95
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tion of the century (thamanimi’a) must appear at the beginning of the next line
due to the lack of space at the end of the preserved line. It is worth noting here
that in letters issued by the Mamluk chancery, the date was always centered, with
the same amount of blank space on each side, unlike the text of the letter that was
justified with a fixed right margin and no space at the end of the lines. By contrast,
the date in the Rasulid letter is written exactly as the rest of the text, with the same
right margin and no space at the end, on the left.

WA TEY LEE SR WEERRS L LSS S NN
~

,W;:/,\j‘{\ i T ———— il

Figure 9.16: The date of the letter
LEIDEN, UNIVERSITEITSBIBLIOTHEEK, MS OR. 1366¢, FoL. 103a

d\()\

The name of the month is almost clear and rather easy to decipher: the two
letters of the first word can quickly be made out (dhi). Given that there are only
two months that begin with dhi (Dhii al-Qa‘da and Dhi al-Hijja) and that the
upper part of the letters of the second word have been well preserved in the frag-
ment (alif-lam, then a letter with two diacritical dots and vowel a followed by a
letter that is not visible but surmounted by sukiin, then another letter with the
vowel a and, finally, a h@’), then Dha al-Hijja can thus be ruled out. The name of
the month was accompanied by an epithet (in this case al-haram, of which the
definite article with the end of the lam leans toward the left to join with the ha@’,
that is no longer visible). The name of the month was presumably preceded by the
word shahr. This word has completely disappeared apart from the fatha.

For the day, we must now consider the beginning of the line. It starts with
the letter ku that stands for kutiba (‘It was written’). If it were a Mamluk letter, we
would expect the word fi (‘on’) next to it, followed by the date, but in the case of
this Rasulid letter we can see that the word that follows does not correspond to fi:
the first letter is clearly not a f&’, rather the homograph — followed by the next let-
ter, of which only the top is visible as well as the sign indicating the absence of a
vowel (sukiuin). The word is tentatively read yawm (day). If this is correct, the
name of the day came after it and before its number. This name starts with an alif
with a wasla and then a lam, i.e., the definite article. The first following consonant
has almost completely vanished but the vowel, a fatha, and the tip of what might
be the letter or a diacritical dot are still visible. It was followed by an alif or a lam
while the end of the word no longer appears. Given the possible combinations
with the names of the days of the week, this leaves only one match: al-thalath@,
written in its archaic form ¢Lx L« V), i.e., with an alif mahdhiifa not indicated in the
document. The consecutive word corresponded to the number of the day. This
number did not include any tall letter and was surmounted by three narrowly writ-
ten fathas that are still conspicuous. This leaves only one possibility: ‘ashara, i.e.,
the word ‘ten.” This reading is still problematic because the number of the day is
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expressed through an ordinal, not a cardinal number. It would mean that we
should consider the presence of a unit between this number and the name of the
day. In such a case, Tuesday fell on the eleventh and the eighteenth of the month
of Dhii al-Qa‘da 817. The space between the name of the day and the ten is rather
small and would rule out the first alternative (al-hadiya). Al-Thamina could still fit
in that space, so it is tentatively proposed here as the date. The date of the docu-
ment can thus be approximated as Tuesday 18 Dhi al-Qa‘da 817, which corres-
ponded to 29 January 1415.

As we saw, the collation of the text available in the edition published by
the late Rudolf Vesely with the text found in the fragments reveals that both tally
exactly, the aforementioned small differences excepted. Thus, Ibn Hijja’s rendition
of the text of the letter—and its edition by a scholar who made the right choices
when the manuscripts presented diverging readings—can be characterized as
faithful to the original as far as the fragments are concerned, and there is no reason
to doubt that this was not the case for the remainder of the letter. Yet we cannot
extend this assessment to all the documents found in Qahwat al-insh@ given that
we do not have another case in which we can collate the original with Ibn Hijja’s
copies. Nevertheless, it certainly strengthens the historical and diplomatic value of
this work.

Table 9.4: The reconstructed letter

Text Manuscript Lt

no.
ootV ) JW iyl plad) sl ) e 1
slake wly ausall SL) SILI slegh) LY 2

o Yy BTl 385 GigEl il %1y Fatih4340, fol. 119 3
Galad o3 00T ST LGl o Jeel 22aal Fatih 4340, fol 1196 4

[ciks o] S3550T5 2053 o, 0 olis o3 53V15  Fatih 4340, fol. 1202 5

i Lyl Jlaadl 5y dBliey oage V) 8

6 T 6 55575 555 ey A Fatin 4340, fol 1170 9

Las! o Al as A r"‘” p LG G Je Fath4340,f0l 1222 10
G353 AT 344015 Legd 0251, Fatih 4340, fol. 1222 11

Mly szt on 2D By Uz 359 12

0S5 sl oI 1S s ol e SV 3 14
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Line

Text Manuscript
no.

BENR myju;};@@\ﬂ&w@ Fatih 4340, fol. 126b 15

Azl ¢LM,J\ Ls;\.:\!\u,amwu\} Fatih 4340, fol. 126b 16

Jwb-;j (”Jﬁ; gics oF &jw\) (\h&}!\) J)’u—}!b 17
Jol oo el A e e T L s 18
el ol e aal Ly dad) e el 19
k] ) A \.A) 4.3.3&) ML..«)j M) J\&S‘ 20
R )},;;5\ ,uu W r\;ﬂ’ L2 Fatih 4340, fol. 1276 21

<N @5\ JJLM.S\ 3 SUGH el 330, Fatih 4340, fol. 1276 22

Bslaal Jﬂ\ ARt 6,@\ SIS G Faih 4340, fol 1185 24
LJEANT 5Ll 533154015 s6I5ATT;  Fatih 4340, fol. 1186 25

S py il saldlaia oa5 VIR Fatih 4340, fol. 1212 26

) ) el ) a2kl Sl e 27
o 48yt all ek 3,5V 28
Bolall diall o g Loy Aty L 29
Wagie coalenl I 24V dalad) skl 30
o Axenl Lag Ladg gy lassge o 31
isendl oy pr Ay 1Y) o ploca| 3

Sl oo ) 205 JUT 25T 5 13855 VT e 280 or 1366c, ol 20a 33

p&;\ﬂw) ® u.,,A\ oS5l Al ¢b-)\ y\jj\,a Fatih 4340, fol. 116b 34
S5 oJus o) © ikl A3l &l Fatih 4340, fol. 116b 35

Gy alet JU G 21 o il L1 Faih 4340, ol 1232 36

Oshite Loty Lga)lS) 8l ol g e s e 37
f)\’.‘“‘” o QJ»JL,& (,.:\a.qj\ o Qjﬂw D&J\ o 38

4 g 13] g g Sl a il olitl) e 1S 13 39
W b ot gl Ll 1S gl b 40
Jasdl g assles JbUI oS Y duaally assly 41
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5. Secretaries in dialogue

Besides the diplomatic analysis the Rasulid letter allows, it provides a rare
case study of an exchange of diplomatic correspondence between two secretaries
whose identities are known. Taken together with other partially preserved letters,
it gives us the opportunity to analyze how two celebrated men of letters engaged
with one another via the official correspondence they were asked to maintain. In
what follows I briefly tackle the subject to highlight the kind of dialogue these two
secretaries could enter into in such circumstances. I will however refrain from car-
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rying out a thorough analysis of the literary devices they could resort to, as this
article is not the time or place to examine this.”

5.1. The identity of the Mamluk secretary

As it has already been revealed in the preceding pages, we know that Ibn
Hijja was the secretary responsible for the composition of the diplomatic corres-
pondence as well as some administrative deeds during the period considered—al-
Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s reign. Born in Hama in 767/1366 as the son of a craftsman,
he dedicated himself to learning and soon became renowned for his talent in
poetry which he perfected first in Damascus, then in Cairo, before returning to
Syria. During the following years, he struck up an acquaintance with a fellow
countryman, Nasir al-Din Ibn al-Barizi (d. 823/1420), who later became the sec-
retary of the chancery in Hama. When the then governor of Hama and future sul-
tan, Shaykh al-Mahmiidi, started his ascent to power in Syria, Ibn al-Barizi had
already established a strong relationship with him. After Shaykh al-Mahmudi1’s
accession to the throne in 815/1412, the new sultan nominated Ibn al-Barizi to the
position of head of the state chancery in Cairo. Thanks to his links to these two
men, Ibn Hijja followed suit and was designated as a composition secretary (mun-
shi?),”” a position he retained until a few years after the deaths of Ibn al-Barizi and
al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh (d. 824/1421). In 830/1427, he was back in his hometown
where he died a few years later (d. 837/1434).

During his permanent residency in Cairo, he strengthened his ties with
some of the most prominent men of letters and scholars of his time. Lauded for his
poetry, Ibn Hijja composed several works mostly dealing with stylistics, poetics,
and rhetoric.” As stressed by the Czech scholar Rudolf Vesely, “Ibn Hijja was not
a bureaucrat, rather a poet and a man of letters.”” The years he spent drafting doc-
uments and letters on behalf of the sultans offered him the opportunity to spread
his style through the Mamluk realm and beyond. When he retired to his homet-
own, one of his tasks was to collect the letters and documents he had authored'®”
during his service at the chancery. The collection, which he entitled Qahwat al-
insha’, also includes some personal correspondence and other literary pieces as

% For a very brief assessment of Ibn Hijja’s literary prowess, see Stewart, Ibn Hijjah al-Hamawi

145.

Besides this function, he himself could prepare the document to be sent, as in the case of a
letter addressed to the Khan of the Golden Horde. See Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 119-20.
The most detailed study of Ibn Hijja’s life, works, and style is by al-Rabdawi, Ibn Hijja al-
Hamawi. See also Salim, Taqi al-Din Ibn Hijja.

97
98

»  Vesely, Vorwort, in Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrdink 25 (“Ibn Higga war kein Biirokrat, sondern

ein Dichter und Literat”).
On the perception of authorship regarding diplomatic correspondence and official deeds, see
Vesely, Eine Stilkunstschrift.

100
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well as some foreign correspondence that prompted the answers he composed. Ibn
Hijja can rightly be regarded as “the last of the great secretaries of the medieval
chanceries of Egypt and Syria.”"""

In his Qahwat al-insh@, Ibn Hijja recorded two letters he authored, both
addressed by al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh to the Rasulid sultan, each of them being an
answer to a Rasulid letter.'”” While he provides a copy of the second Rasulid letter,
he failed to do so for the first one which must have reached Cairo shortly before
Ibn Hijja started to work at the state chancery. There seems to be evidence that he
did not keep an accurate record of all the correspondence, including his answers,
as we know that another Rasulid letter was received in Cairo to which the Mamluk
sultan replied. There is no trace in Qahwat al-insha of this Rasulid letter or of the
Mamluk letter that was drafted in answer to it.'”

5.2. The identity of the Rasulid secretary

We would not know the name of the Rasulid secretary who penned at least
one of the letters addressed to the Mamluk sultan if it were not for a Meccan his-
torian, al-Fasi (d. 832/1429), who gained access to this diplomatic correspond-
ence. In the long and well-informed biography he devoted to the Meccan Sharif
Hasan b. “Ajlan in his biographical dictionary of Meccan personalities, al-‘Igd al-
thamin, he quotes an extract of the letter Ibn Hijja composed in 819/1420 (see tab.
9.5, no. 13) in answer to the Rasulid letter received a few months before (see tab.
9.5, no. 12). Al-Fasi indicates that he was aware that the author of the Mamluk let-
ter was Ibn Hijja, whom he presents as the brilliant man of letters (al-adib al-
bari‘)."” He then cites an excerpt of the Rasulid answer to Ibn Hijja’s letter (see
tab. 9.5, no. 15), stating, at the end, that it is “the composition of the one and only
man of letters, culture, and refinement of Yemen, the judge Sharaf al-Din Isma‘il
b. Abi Bakr, known as Ibn al-Mugri’.”'” Even though the identity of the Rasulid
secretary is only revealed with regard to a letter that Ibn Hijja did not take note of
in his Qahwat al-insh@, in what follows I argue that, like Ibn Hijja, Ibn al-Muqri’
was in charge of the diplomatic correspondence, at least with the Mamluks, and
that he can be rightly regarded as the author of the letter whose fragments are the
subject of our study.

"' Stewart, Ibn Hijjah al-Hamawi 138.

192 See tabs. 9.5, nos. 7 and 12 (Rasulid letters), 9 and 13 (Mamluk letters). He also copied one of

his answers to a Rasulid letter received under Tatar’s reign.
1% A short extract of the Rasulid letter is quoted by al-Fasi in his al-‘Iqd al-thamin. See tab. 9.5,
no. 15.
104 Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 133.

1% TIbid. iv, 132.
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Ibn al-Mugri’ (b. 755/1354; d. 837/1433) was born in the Tihama region,
in one of those places locally known as “fortresses of wisdom.” Such places were
renowned for the transmission of science that took place in these remote moun-
tainous villages where scholars enjoyed protection and support.'” After his
primary education, he moved to Zabid where he established bonds with the
Rasulid sultan. In his early career, his preference was poetry and prose, his poetry
being highly appreciated and earning him lavish gifts from the rulers of Yemen.
Despite the fame he built in this field in a short period of time, his father urged
him to dedicate his time to the religious sciences. Hence, he specialized in juris-
prudence and enjoyed a successful career as an administrator of various institu-
tions and as a professor in Zabid and Taiz. Yet he could not refrain from his love
of poetry and he continued to compose poems inspired by a wide variety of cir-
cumstances. One of these poems relates to his opposition to Yemeni partisans of
Ibn ‘Arabi’s thought whom he fought by pouring forth a string of abusive verses.
At his death, his poems were gathered on two occasions,'”’ and the sources that
included an entry on him usually quote some of them. Apart from Mecca, where
he went on several occasions to perform the pilgrimage, he did not leave Yemen;
yet this did not prevent him from meeting famous scholars, like Ibn Hajar (d.
852/1449), when they visited Yemen.'”®

On at least two occasions, Ibn al-Muqri’ was designated as an envoy by the
Rasulid sultan. The first time, he brought a letter to the Meccan Sharif in 814/1412
(see tab. 9.5, no. 2). The second time, he was supposed to travel as an envoy to
Cairo but his mission was postponed and he was eventually replaced. According to
Ibn Hajar, the reason of the deferral could be found in Ibn al-Mugqri’’s eagerness
to be appointed supreme judge.'” Indeed, on 20 Shawwal 817/2 January 1415, the
judge, died."” Some authors asserted that Ibn al-Muqri’ yearned to become his
successor out of fear that a judge adhering to Ibn ‘Arabi’s views would get the

106

On these, see al-Akwa‘, Hijar al-‘ilm i, 34—48 where the author speaks of Abyat Husayn, Ibn

al-Mugri’’s birthplace, and 38—41, where he mentions him.

17" One of the two versions of his diwan is published: al-Muqri’, al-Diwan.

"% On him, see al-Burayhi, Tabaqadt sulah@ al-Yaman (1994 ed.) 302-7; al-Khazraji, al-‘Aqd al-
fakhir i, 510-21 (no. 228); al-Ahdal, Tuhfat al-zaman ii, 324-5; Ibn Hajar, Inba@ al-ghumr iii,
521; Id., al-Majma“ al-mw’assis iii, 86—-8; Ibn Qadi Shuhba, Tabagat al-shafi‘iyya iv, 109-10
(no. 765); Ibn Taghri Birdi, al-Manhal al-safi ii, 386-90 (no. 426); 1d., al-Dalil al-shafi i, 122;
al-Suyiti, Bughyat al-wu‘at i, 444 (no. 909); al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘ ii, 292-5 (no. 914);
Id., al-Jawahir wa-Il-durar 1, 147-8; al-Shawkani, al-Badr al-tali‘ i, 174-7 (no. 89); Ibn al-
‘Imad, Shadharat al-dhahab ix, 321-2; al-Zirikli, al-A‘lam i, 310-1. The most detailed study
on Ibn al-Mugqri’ is Abt Zayd, Isma‘il al-Mugri.

' Tbn Hajar, al-Majma® al-mw’assis iii, 87 (‘uyyina lil-sifara ila al-Qahira thumma ta’akhkhara

dhalika).

"9 On him, see now Strotmann, Majd al-Din al-Firiizabadi.
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job.""" Whatever the case may be, this event helps to precisely date the moment
when Ibn al-Mugqri’> was designated to deliver the Rasulid letter in Cairo. The let-
ter that is the subject of this study is indeed datable to the month following al-
Firtzabadi’s death (18 Dhu al-Qa‘da/29 January). Thus, Ibn al-Mugqri> was sup-
posed to deliver a letter that he had also likely composed. As stressed above, we
know with certainty that he authored the answer to Ibn Hijja’s answer to the
Rasulid letter dated 817/1415. There is now little doubt that he was the author of
the latter too.'” This designation would have given him the opportunity to stay in
Cairo for a while and to meet scholars and luminaries in the field of belles-lettres,
like Ibn Hijja. Ultimately, his ambition or his commitment to preventing a partisan
of Ibn ‘Arabi from occupying a high position prevailed and changed his mind.'"
An analysis of the poetry that features in the two letters provides further elements
corroborating the identification of the author of the Rasulid letter with Ibn al-
Mugqri’.

5.3. Secretaries in competition

If diplomatic letters were first and foremost a mode of pragmatic commun-
ication (they convey a message that must be understood by the addressee), they
also engaged with literary communication by virtue of their stylistic features and
their polyvalence: they could be appreciated out of context and become part of
anthologies as exemplified by Ibn Hijja and his Qahwat al-insh@.''* Composition
secretaries were fully aware that the letters they were asked to write would be read
by a peer once it reached the addressee. Even though the ruler who received a dip-
lomatic letter could appreciate both its meaning and the way this meaning was
conveyed, it was the composition secretary, tasked with preparing the answer, who
would prize the literary devices and engage with them to show his skills. As noted
by al-Qalqgashandi, the style of the reply could be viewed as more challenging than
the style of the initial letter that prompted it. In fact, in the reply, the secretary was

""" The medieval sources agree on the first reason while Abii Zayd, Ismail al-Mugri 50, defends

the second.
112

Al-Burayhi, Tabagadt sulah@ al-Yaman (ed. 1994) 306, confirms that al-Muqri’ composed
official correspondence and that he mentioned some of the poetry the latter inserted in it in the
longer version of his work (wa-qad dhakartu min ash‘@rihi fi al-uhjiyyat wa-l-risalat wa-1-
insha’at ba‘daha fi al-asl). The editor of the text, al-Hibshi, later found a manuscript
containing a longer text but Ibn al-Muqri’’s biography does not feature in it. See al-Burayhi,
Tabagat sulah@ al-Yaman (ed. 2015).

Yet he ultimately failed, as al-Firoizabadi’s successor was a judge known for adhering to Ibn
‘Arabi’s ideas. See Abil Zayd, Isma‘il al-Mugri 50.

On pragmatic and literary communication in Mamluk literature, see Bauer, Mamluk literature
24-6.

113
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constrained by protocol and compelled to enter into the conversation with his

peer.'”

This form of dialogue is best evidenced by a study of the poems found in
the letters. Theoreticians of chancery diplomatic protocol deemed the use of
poetry in letters exchanged by rulers a secondary, nevertheless acceptable, form of
communication in comparison with prose.''® In such circumstances, composition
secretaries limited the inclusion of their own poetry to a few verses. Independently
from their usual jobs, both Ibn Hijja and Ibn al-Mugqri’ were praised for their
poetic compositions. The Meccan historian al-Fasi offers an example of Ibn
Hijja’s artistry in a letter addressed by the Mamluk sultan to the Sharif of Mecca
in 817/1414 (see tab. 9.5, no. 10).""” The letter’s goal was to communicate that al-
Mu’ayyad Shaykh had defeated his opponent Nawrtz in Syria and had returned
victoriously to Cairo. Al-Fasi limits himself to stress that the letter included two
verses composed by Ibn Hijja that said (rawil meter):

a-ya malikan bi-Allahi sara mwayyadan wa-muntasiban fi mulkihi nasba tamyizi
kasarta bi-misra nila misra wa-tangadi wa-haqqika ba‘da al-kasri ayyamu nawrizi
O Ruler who came to be supported by God
firmly and distinctively established in his rule!
In the month of Misra you opened the Nile of Egypt

By your truth! The days of nawriz/Nawriiz came to an end after the opening/
defeat

Al-Fasi praised Ibn Hijja’s skill (kiyasa) in conveying the news by deploy-
ing the concluding fawriya (double entendre) punning on the name of the defeated
opponent. At first, this epigram''® celebrates the sultan’s victory (mw’ayyad “sup-
ported” echoing the sultan’s title) and parallels it with the opening (kasr) of the
canal in Cairo, which took place during the Coptic month of Misra and whose
ceremony coincided with the days of celebration—known as Nawrtiz—famous for
the loosening of people’s social behavior.'” The name and demise (kasr also
means ‘“defeat”) of al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s opponent was thus subtly evoked at a
second level." Al-Fasi could not refrain from expressing his wonder at such a

115

See Gully, The culture of letter-writing 22, 155-6.
16 See ibid. 31-9.

""" The same epigram appears in a letter of good tidings (bishdra) that Ibn Hijja composed after 1

Ramadan 817/14 November 1414 (Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 81). The letter addressed to
the Sharif of Mecca was probably a copy of it.

""®  On epigrams in the Mamluk period, see Talib, How do you say “epigram” in Arabic?.

"9 Nawriiz died on 21 Rabi‘ IT 817/10 July 1414. Misra was the last month of the Coptic year and

fell in August when the canal was opened and the festivities ensued.

120 Tbn Hijja also plays with other words evoking metalinguistic language (nasba tamyiz, the first
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poem and the strange and perfect concomitance of both events which Ibn Hijja
made full use of."*' Ibn Hijja would not have failed to deploy such skills in a reply
to a letter composed by an expert in poetry like Ibn al-Mugqri’.

Ibn al-Mugri’’s letter indeed includes four verses of the tawil meter.'* It
features in the section of the letter where the Rasulid sultan expresses his con-
tempt for the Sharif of Mecca whose past actions compelled him to establish a
boycott of trade and pilgrimage. After explaining that as a result of this decision
the Sharif was unable to lay his hand (yamin) on the money of the Yemenis this
year, the Rasulid sultan stresses that he safeguarded the sultan’s interests (literally,
“taxes,” huqiig). At the same time, he preferred to seek redress for his actions from
the Mamluk sultan. At this point the poem reads (tawil meter):

law laka ma imtaddat ilayna yaminuhu wa-la sanahu minnd husamun wa-1a rumhi
taraknd lahu min khawfi ‘atbika ma landa wa-in kana la yurdika min mithlihi al-safhii
wa-nahnu ‘ald “ilmin bi-an laysa ‘indakum amanun liman yabghi al-fasada wa-la sulhi
wa-inna lana fi raf‘i shakwa tujjarina ila ‘adlika al-insafu fi al-hukmi wa-l-nujhii

Were it not for you, he could not have stretched out his right hand toward us
and neither sword nor spear would have protected him from us
We left him what he owes us out of fear of your rebuke
even if you cannot be satisfied with pardoning someone of his kind
We are aware that there cannot be from you
neither a safe conduct nor peace for the one who covets viciousness
By raising our merchants’ complaint to your justice, we are entitled
to seek a right and favorable outcome in the judgment

In the first hemistich, the poet evokes the hand (yamin) which he refers to
in the preceding lines. There he also played on the second meaning of the word

word also referring to the accusative case—noticeable in the first hemistich—, and the second
to the complement of specification—the grammatical function of both words). This kind of
double entendre, in which the second-order meaning belongs to a terminological or technical

field, is known as istikhdam.
121

Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 118-9 (wa-fi hadhayn al-baytayn min al-kiyasa al-tawriya bi-I-
nawriiz al-ladhi yak@in bi-ithra kasr al-nil wa-huwa yawm mashhir ‘inda al-Misriyyin lima
yaqa“ fihi min al-mujiin wa-Nawriiz al-ladhi kana amiran bi-1-Sham wa-qatalahu al-sultan wa-
yuqgalu lahu Nawriiz wa-fihima min al-kiyasa aydan sihhat al-ittifaq al-maql fa-innahu qad 1a
yatimmu al-zafar bi-nayrtuz fa-tamma).

22 These verses do not appear in the version of his diwan that has been published. See al-Mugqri’,
al-Diwan. There is another version that remains unpublished but I was not able to consult any

of the manuscripts. See Aba Zayd, Isma‘il al-Mugri 90-9.
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yamin (“oath”) by stating that it was not to be trusted. This second-order meaning
is also intended here. Apart from that, the meaning of the verses is straightforward
and the author does not resort to rhetorical devices, though he was known for his
keen interest in them.'”

Before considering Ibn Hijja’s answer, it should be duly noted that Ibn al-
Mugri’ started his poem with a variant in the meter: the initial foot begins with
two long syllables (law la) instead of a short one followed by a long one as in the
following verses. The poet explicitly made this choice because a question of
rhythm and poetic effect is allowed in prosody and belongs to the categories of
variants called zihaf. When it regards the initial foot of a verse of the rawil meter,
as it does here, the variant is called kharm (“retrenchment”) and two options are
available: either the foot starts with two long syllables, as in the case of Ibn al-
Mugqri’’s poem (this sub-variant is called thalm, “a notch”), or with a long syllable
followed by a short one (this sub-variant is called tharm, literally “a gap between
two incisors”). Specialists of prosody of the sixth/twelfth century, moved by aes-
thetic concerns, classified the variants (zihafat) into three qualitative categories:
good (hasan), acceptable (salih), and ugly (qabih). According to some of them,
the kharm as exemplified by Ibn al-Muqri’’s poem belonged to the last one.'*
Even though this may have been the case in the classical period, poets of the
ninth/fifteenth century were less concerned by such a characterization as evid-
enced by Ibn al-Mugqri’ in the case we are dealing with.

In his answer, Ibn Hijja explains that the Mamluk sultan heard his Rasulid
counterpart’s grievance regarding the Sharif of Mecca and that action was taken to
remove the Sharif from his position. At this point, he proceeds with his poem that
is clearly a reply to Ibn al-Mugri’’s poem, as the meter (fawil), the rhyme (-hit),
and the contents show:

wa-yumsi al-yamani n@iman mila jafnihi wa-min kathrati al-tatwil yukhtasaru al-rumhii
ka-dhaka madidu al-bahri yamdi zihafuhu bi-taqti‘ihi gahran wa-yattadihu al-sharhi
wa-fi jiddatin yumst al-suriiru mujaddadan wa-lil-tayri fi afnaniha bi-I-hana sadhii

wa-ta‘dhubu min ‘Aydhdaba aryaqu thaghrihd wa-sharibuhd min ladhdhati al-rashfi ma yashii

wa-a‘da@’una a‘d@’ ukum ghayra annahum zalamun mahahu min sadaqatind al-subhii

' Besides the classical devices, like double entendre (tawriya) and riddles (lughz), he also

composed poems in which the verses could also be read backwards (starting from the last
word of the verse back to the first) or vertically (i.e., reusing the words of the first verse at the
beginning of the following verses in the order in which they appeared). See Abt Zayd, Isma‘il
al-Mugqri 256-67.

124 See Paoli, De la Théorie a l'usage 143-5, 268-9.
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The Yemeni falls asleep profoundly

and the bridle is slackened so much that the spear is leaned upon
Just as the stretch of the sea whose crawling advances

due to its forcible division and the opening becomes visible
In a beaten way delight appears renewed

and the birds on their branches sing happiness
The saliva of their mouth becomes sweet from ‘Aydhab

and the drinker cannot recover from the pleasure of sipping it
Our enemies are your enemies, yet

they are a darkness that dawn erased from our friendship

The first-order meaning is plain: the Rasulid sultan could be reassured as
the Sharif was no longer a threat. Ibn Hijja also chose to use a metaphor linked to
a Mosaic event: the opening of the sea that exposes a track, a way out. By doing
so, he announces the message he conveys after the poem: the Sharif made amends
and beseeched the Mamluk sultan’s pardon in order to be reinstated to his position
in Mecca. For this, Ibn Hijja refers to the same image: like Moses, the Sharif went
to the Mount (al-Tiir, i.e., Mount Sinai) where he was told “and the sea swarming,
surely thy Lord’s chastisement is about to fall.”'* As a consequence, trade can
proceed uninterruptedly between Yemen, the Hijaz, and Egypt: the well-trodden
path (jidda) is a reference to the port of Jedda and the mouth (thaghr) is a word
also used to indicate a port, in this case the port of ‘Aydhab on the Egyptian coast.
The final verse underlines the profound nature of the relations between the Mam-
luk sultan and his Rasulid counterpart and strengthens the idea that the exchange
of information is crucial: subh (“‘dawn” but also “truth”) eliminates zalam (‘“‘dark-
ness” but also “vexation”), meaning that by exposing the reason of his concern,
the Rasulid sultan acted in a constructive way. The last word of the poem, subh,
also echoes the first one (yumsi “to enter into the evening” but also “to become,” is
used as a synonym of asbaha “to enter the morning” and also “to become”), thus
offering a conclusion to the dark period of the day, i.e., the night.

The second-order meaning is even more subtle. Ibn Hijja could not refrain
from leaving Ibn al-Mugri’’s above-mentioned poetic variant unnoted. His second
verse indicates his perception of this irregularity that he expressed in a complex
and paronomastic mode embodied in his use of istikhdam, i.e., the double mean-
ing of words, one of which is specific to terminology (in this case prosody): madid
(stretch) designates another type of meter; bahr (sea) is the meter in prosody; zihaf
(crawling) refers to the variants in the meter; tagti‘ (division) also means the scan-

' Quran 52:6-7; the sura is titled The Mount (Arberry’s translation).
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sion of the meter. The presence of the word “forcible” (gahran) reinforces Ibn
Hijja’s perception of this irregularity.

In his poetic reply, Ibn Hijja clearly engaged with Ibn al-Muqri’’s verses in
such a way that they posed a much greater challenge to the latter. Unfortunately,
we cannot know how Ibn al-Mugqri’ took up the challenge given that we lack his

answer.'?

6. Diplomatic to and fro between Taiz, Cairo, Mecca, and... Herat

The Rasulid letter at the center of this study also offers a unique opportun-
ity to delve more deeply into the diplomatic relations between the surrounding
powers (the Mamluks, the Rasulids, and, to a lesser extent, the Timurids) with
regard to the Sharif Hasan b. ‘Ajlan’s efforts to consolidate his power in the Hijaz
at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century. Over the last decade, John Meloy
and Eric Vallet addressed numerous issues linked to the Hijaz, from the point of
view of the Mamluks and the Rasulids respectively."” Their studies are largely
based on literary sources, with a limited use of documents. Taking into considera-
tion their studies, I focus on the embassies and the letters that the three actors
exchanged during this period, without neglecting another regional actor (the
Timurids), to illustrate the issues at stake.'*® Before doing so, let us summarize the
contents of the Rasulid letter.

In his letter, the Rasulid sultan al-Nasir Ahmad (r. 803-26/1400-24) starts
by acknowledging receipt of a letter al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh addressed to him with
lavish gifts. This is in fact the letter that Ibn Hijja must have penned at the end of
815/beginning of 1412 in which al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh announced to his Rasulid
correspondent that he had been enthroned a few weeks before (see tab. 9.5, no. 9).
He also confirmed that he noted al-Nasir Ahmad’s letter in which the latter

%6 Al-Fasi only quoted a short extract which did not include any poetry. See tab. 9.5, no. 15. The
fact that al-Fasi did not quote the verses Ibn al-Mugqri’ inserted in his answer may be an

indication that he was not impressed by them.

77" Meloy, Imperial strategy; 1d., Imperial power; 1d., Mecca entangled; Id., The judges of Mecca;

Vallet, L’Arabie marchande; 1d., Le Marché des épices; Id., Panique a La Mecque; Id.,
Diplomatic networks; Sadek, Custodians. A first attempt to study the relations of the Rasulids
with other powers was made by Ahmad, Banii Rasul, particularly 430-3 (embassies and gifts
exchanged under Barqiiq and al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh) and 446—60 (control of the Red Sea trade
by the Mamluks). Al-Fifi, al-Dawla al-rasiliyya is useful for an overview of al-Nasir Ahmad’s
reign. For the relations between the Hijaz and the Mamluks, see also al-Sulayman, al-‘Alaqat,
particularly 41-58. For the financial means of the Sharifs of Mecca, see al-Shahri, al-Mawarid
al-maliyya, particularly 61-78 and 104-23. For the commercial importance of the Red Sea
ports, see al-‘Amayira, Mawani® al-Bahr al-ahmar, particularly the section on duties and taxes
(237-310).

Over a decade the sources identify some seventeen embassies and/or letters between the four
actors in relation to the Hijaz (see tab. 9.5).
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brought the Yemeni merchants to his attention. Al-Nasir Ahmad also insists on
maintaining the good relations that have prevailed between the two powers since
the reigns of their predecessors and expresses his hope that the newly installed
sultan in Cairo will maintain the status quo. He then tackles more serious matters.
Among these, he confirms that the ships arrived from Asia loaded with merchand-
ise. He also complains about the Sharif of Mecca, Hasan b. ‘Ajlan, who had
hindered the movements of pilgrims and merchants in the recent past and whose
actions threaten the stability of the region. In order to counterbalance the disrup-
tions generated by the Sharif, al-Nasir Ahmad welcomed the Sharif’s nephew,
Rumaytha, who had fled to southern Hijaz, and decided to grant him support in his
leadership contest against his uncle’s power. Al-Nasir Ahmad consequently asks
the sultan to endorse his policy in this respect. He also stresses that the Sharif built
a fleet that impedes the circulation of boats from the port of Tar (Sinai) and that
he takes a share from each boat. To thwart the Sharif’s actions, he armed the boats
of the Karimi merchants with fighters and weapons (swords, spears, bows and
arrows, cannons). The shipmasters were also recommended to provide their pas-
sengers with sufficient water to avoid having to anchor in the ports under the
Sharif’s control. The letter proceeds with the Rasulid sultan’s request for the
acquisition by his envoy of various goods, including but not limited to, arms,
mamliiks, and other commodities. He concludes his message by recommending
his ambassador, Amin al-Din Muflih al-Turki, and his fellow envoys, and by mak-
ing a last request, that he send gyrfalcons (sanagir).'”

The main concern that the Rasulid sultan wanted to report to al-Mu’ayyad
Shaykh was clearly related to the Meccan Sharif’s actions. Hasan b. ‘Ajlan’s rule
started at the end of the eighth/fourteenth century (797/1395), during Barquq’s
sultanate. After a short interlude during which he lost power, he regained his
powerful position in 809/1416. As John Meloy demonstrated, the Meccan Sharif
Hasan b. ‘Ajlan, who was officially appointed by the Mamluk sultan as amir
Makka (amir of Mecca), enjoyed relative autonomy during most of the year. It was
mainly during the pilgrimage period, when a Mamluk amir was sent to lead the
caravan of pilgrims accompanied by a detachment, that the Mamluk sultan exerted
a kind of hegemony that Meloy characterized as seasonal."*” Hasan b. ‘Ajlan con-
tinually sought to strengthen his authority not only over Mecca, but more gen-
erally over the whole Hijaz. To reach this goal, he instituted a customs house in
Jedda in 806/1403, drawing his inspiration from Aden."”' By so doing, he was able
to levy taxes on the merchants who called at the port. Thanks to the control of the
collection and distribution of resources, he managed to place himself above his
contenders to the throne, and moved from the position of a primus inter pares to

122 On these, see Alkhateeb Shehada, From the Far North.
%0 Meloy, Imperial power 81-112.
B Ibid. 74; Vallet, L’Arabie marchande 629-33.
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that of a real governor, not to say a ruler.”* It is not surprising that it is during this
period at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth century, that he reached the peak of
his power and was even granted by al-Nasir Faraj, in 811/1408, the title of n@’ib
al-sultan lil-aqtar al-hijaziyya (Viceroy in the Hijazi territories), a title that effect-
ively recognized his rise to power."”® The same year he ventured to conquer Med-
ina.”* From then on, and during the whole second decade of the ninth/fifteenth
century, Hasan b. ‘Ajlan’s efforts to consolidate his power continued, on a par
with his exactions and confiscations of goods belonging particularly to Yemeni
and other foreign merchants who called at the port of Jedda or visited the Holy
City on a yearly basis. His behavior triggered a harsh reaction from the Rasulid
sultan, the outcome of which deeply and negatively impacted the power of both
rulers to the benefit of the Mamluk sultan.

The relations between the Meccan Sharif and the Rasulid sultan cooled
after the former sent a poem to the latter, an offer that the Yemeni ruler did not
reward as expected. As a result, at the end of 811/Spring 1409, Hasan b. ‘Ajlan
confiscated a huge amount of money from the merchant who represented the
Rasulid sultan while he was in Mecca."”” The Sharif probably seized this oppor-
tunity to openly express his intent to consolidate his power on a regional level.
The Rasulid response was economic and political.'*®

On an economic level, al-Nasir Ahmad imposed a series of boycotts of the
port of Jedda; this brought about repeated compromises by the Meccan Sharif.
The conflict also staggered on with tit-for-tat confiscations. In 812/1410, Wajih al-
Din “‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn Jumay*, another merchant working for the Rasulid sultan
who had family ties with the one who had fallen victim to the Sharif’s exactions
the preceding year, impounded part of the belongings of a representative that the
Sharif had sent to Yemen in an attempt to make amends. The Sharif retaliated the
next year and seized the goods of Ibn Jumay“’s agents who performed the pilgrim-
age. He also wrote to the Rasulid sultan explaining the reason he acted this way
and attached to his message a letter he had received from al-Nasir Faraj (see tab.
9.5, no. 1) in which the Mamluk sultan expressed his discontent with Ibn Jumay“s
behavior, and urged his Yemeni counterpart to place Ibn Jumay‘ under arrest and
dispatch him to Cairo as a prisoner."”’ Al-Nasir Ahmad’s answer to Hasan b.
‘Ajlan (814/1412; see tab. 9.5, no. 2) was unambiguous, as it opened with the Qur-
anic verse “Very hateful is it to God, that you say what you do not.”"*® The envoy

132

Meloy, Imperial power 81-2.

¥ Tbid. 94.

3% Tbid. 100.

135 Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 106.

1% The various steps of this state of affairs are detailed by Vallet, L’Arabie marchande 635-40.
BT Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 110.

8 Quran 61:3 (trans. Arberry).
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he chose to send was none other than Ibn al-Mugri’. The words went along with
facts: a boycott of Jedda by Yemeni merchants ensued, causing a dearth of pepper
on the Egyptian market. Recently enthroned, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh wrote to al-
Nasir Ahmad (see tab. 9.5, no. 9) urging him to reopen the gates of trade and invit-
ing him to deter Ibn Jumay* from harming the interests of Muslims and to threaten
him."” The Mamluk sultan specifically chose for this mission two envoys active in
trade, nevertheless, they returned empty-handed.'*’

On a political level, the Rasulid sultan tried his best to interfere in the lead-
ership contest the Meccan Sharif was permanently engaged in. In 816/1413,
Rumaytha, a nephew of Hasan b. ‘Ajlan, took the lead of the struggle for power
and temporarily occupied Mecca."' Forced to flee by the Sharif, Rumaytha took
refuge in southern Hijaz and was approached by a representative of the Rasulid
sultan. A meeting was organized in order to gain financial and military support.
The restive sultan of Yemen saw in this request an opportunity to cause disruption
in Mecca by siding with Rumaytha against his uncle Hasan and he decided to
seize the occasion.'”* This is the decision al-Nasir Ahmad transmitted to the Mam-
luk sultan in his 817/1415 letter preserved in al-Magqrizi’s holographs (see tab. 9.5,
no. 12). A year or so before the letter arrived in Cairo, al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh had
reached the same conclusion as his Yemeni counterpart. The disruptions caused by
the Meccan Sharif had convinced al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh that it was time to change
course in the Hijaz: in Rabi‘ I 818/May-June 1415, Hasan b. “‘Ajlan was informed
that he had been dismissed from his position of amir of Mecca and that his
nephew Rumaytha would replace him.'*® All in all, the Rasulid and the Mamluk
policies took the same direction, though not contemporarily. However, al-
Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s decision was not followed up with the necessary reinforce-
ments that would have strengthened the position of the new appointee. Hasan b.
‘Ajlan noticed this and quickly regained control of the region and tried to win
back al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s support. To show his goodwill, he sent his son
Barakat to Cairo with a mission to seek his reappointment. The diplomatic mis-
sion was successful as Hasan recovered his position in Ramadan 819/November
1416."* The Rasulid envoy, Amin al-Din Muflih al-Turki, was still in Cairo at that
time."” In his answer to the Rasulid letter of 817/1415 (see tab. 9.5, no. 13), the

% Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 66 (wa-yurda‘u Ibn Jumay® 1a jama‘a Allah lahu ‘ala darar al-

muslimin shamlan wa-yuhaddadu bi-I-satawat al-nasiriyya fa-in aba ila al-tawba wa-illa).

%" Tbn Hajar, Inb&@ al-ghumr iii, 18 (fa-lam yanal minhu gharadan).

“U' Meloy, Imperial power 103.

2 Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 117; Anonymous chronicle fol. 40a = Anonymous, A chronicle

94 = Anonymous, Tarikh al-dawla al-rasiliyya 172; al-Hasib al-Misri, al-Kitab al-zahiri 183
= al-Hasib al-Misri, Tarikh al-Yaman 218-9.
Al-Fasi, al-‘lIqd al-thamin iv, 121; Meloy, Imperial power 105.
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Meloy, Imperial power 105-6.
43 On him, see Yajima, Yemen Rasiil-chd Jidai; Id., Kaiiki kara Mita Rekishi 452-77 (I am
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Mamluk sultan stressed that he was aware of the situation in the Hijaz and that he
had taken the necessary measures by dismissing Hasan b. ‘Ajlan from his position.
But he also informed his correspondent that he had to review his decision and that
he reappointed Hasan b. ‘Ajlan after the latter promised to avoid creating disrup-
tions to pilgrimage and trade—and to pay 30,000 mithqals, a detail that he passed
over in silence in his letter.'*® Al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh thus pleaded in favor of the
Sharif. In the answer the Rasulid sultan sent to Cairo in 821/1418—partly pre-
served in al-Fas1’s biographical dictionary (see tab. 9.5, no. 15)—, he agreed with
al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s decision to restore Hasan b. ‘Ajlan as amir of Mecca
because the latter had dispatched his son to Yemen to confirm the commitments
made by his father. He also stressed to the Mamluk sultan that he relied on him to
ensure that the Sharif would protect envoys and merchants in the future and that
the amir leading the pilgrimage caravan would check if the Sharif fulfilled his
obligations.'"’

During these years, the Meccan Sharif also appears to have made efforts to
court the Timurid ruler, Shah Rukh (r. 807-50/1405-47), who was struggling to
consolidate his power and who, at the same time, faced potential rivals from inside
his own family as well as from foreign rulers encroaching on Timurid territories,
like the Qara Qoyunlu Qara Yiisuf (r. ca. 792-823/ca. 1390-1420)."** We know
that Hasan b. “Ajlan sent at least two embassies to Herat, the first one in 817/1414
(see tab. 9.5, no. 11), and the second in 824/1421 (see tab. 9.5, no. 17)."* Even

grateful to Kaori Otsuya for providing me with a translation of the relevant pages in both
studies); Vallet, L’Arabie marchande 722, no. 151. Yajima, Kaiiki kara Mita Rekishi 454 and
Vallet (L’Arabie marchande 642) interpret a passage in al-Khazraji, al-‘Uqad al-lwlw’iyya ii,
310 to mean that Muflih came to Yemen as an envoy of the sultan of Delhi in 802/1400. The
passage is obscure and al-Khazraji might have simply said that Muflih came back from his
mission together with the gifts from the sultan of Delhi. This was also Yajima’s understanding
of the text in his first study (Yemen Rasiil-cho Jidai 83).

On the amount of money he agreed to pay the Mamluk sultan, see Meloy, Imperial power 106.
47 Al-Fasi, al-‘Igd al-thamin iv, 130.
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On these events enlightened by a fragmentary Qara Qoyunlu letter addressed to al-Mu’ayyad
Shaykh in 818/1415 found in some of al-Magqrizi’s holographs, see Bauden, Diplomatic
entanglements.

9" Dekkiche, Diplomacy at its zenith 120, mentions four embassies: in 817/1414, 819/1416,
822/1420, and 823/1421. The second one is in fact the same as the first and results from a
misunderstanding of the source (al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’ al-lami‘ x, 208). As for the third one,
there is no indication in the sources that this was an embassy. Al-Fasi, al-‘Igd al-thamin iv,
139, indicates that Hasan b. ‘Ajlan’s son, Ahmad, traveled to Hormuz with a caravan of
merchants and came back a year later empty-handed. This travel probably had more to do with
commercial transactions than with diplomatic issues. Hormuz was famous as a trading port
where boats arrived from the Indian Ocean and China. The local rulers reigned autonomously,
and paid an irregular tribute to the Timurids. See Williamson, Hurmuz; Fiorani Piacentini,
Hormuz 341-5. As a matter of fact, shortly before his father’s death (829/1426), Ahmad went
once again to Iraq with a brother and came back, along with the same caravan as in 822/1420,
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though support and financial help might have been sought by the Sharif, as main-
tained by Malika Dekkiche,"’ the Timurid sources fail to indicate the purpose of
these embassies, limiting themselves to mention that the envoys paid their mas-
ter’s respects to Shah Rukh.”' In 817/1414, Shah Rukh had not yet become the
uncontested ruler of the entire Timurid polity (this only took place in the early
820s/1418-23). However, Shah Rukh was progressing in his attempts to crush his
rivals; in the same year he overcame his nephew Iskandar b. ‘Umar Shaykh.
Moreover, he had not yet overtly declared his pretensions to the caliphate, some-
thing that he only did two years later, as attested by coins struck in his capital,
Herat."* At about that time, he also claimed to have his titles proclaimed during
the sermon in the two holy sanctuaries."”” Roughly ten years later, he repeatedly
asked for the Mamluk sultan’s permission to send the kiswa to Mecca, though it
has been demonstrated that his request was limited to the less prestigious inner
kiswa."* The envoys Hasan b. ‘Ajlan sent to Herat in 824/1421 included the fam-
ous scholar Shams al-Din al-Jazari (d. 833/1429), a prominent intellectual born
and raised in Damascus but who had been in Timurid territory since the beginning
of the ninth/fifteenth century, and was a resident of Shiraz."” It is not improbable
that the aim of this second embassy was to catch Shah Rukh’s attention, given his
now undisputed power as the Timurid ruler and his growing interest in the holy
cities for ideological and political reasons. Yet there are no indications in the
sources that this attempted rapprochement, if confirmed, was successful.

In the Hijaz, the situation did not necessarily improve, but al-Mu’ayyad
Shaykh’s demise in 824/1421 allowed Hasan b. “‘Ajlan to prepare his succession
by promoting his son Barakat."”® The greatest impact of his actions during this
decade regarded the issue of trade. Quite significantly, the Rasulid and Mamluk
sultans instated a practice of direct contacts between the merchants representing
their commercial interests, as Eric Vallet demonstrated.”’” Muflih al-Turki engaged
in transactions with ‘Ali al-Jilani, one of al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s merchants, with
al-Nasir Ahmad’s benediction."”® These contacts intensified to the detriment of the

with a huge amount of money that he plundered once he knew that his father had died in the
meantime. See Ibn Fahd, al-Durr al-kamin i, 444. The fourth embassy mentioned by Dekkiche
left, according to al-Fasi, shortly after the pilgrimage of 823/1421, thus it was more likely in
early 824/1421.

Dekkiche, Diplomacy at its zenith 120; Id., New source 269.

See the references for nos. 11 and 18 in tab. 9.5.

See Binbas, Intellectual networks 260.

Dekkiche, New source 268, quoting an unpublished article by John Woods.
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151
152
153

13 Dekkiche, Diplomacy at its zenith; Id., New source; Binbas, Intellectual networks 62—4.

'35 On his place in the Timurid intellectual network, see Binbas, Intellectual networks 91-3.
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Meloy, Imperial power 108-9.
157 Vallet, L’Arabie marchande 640-9.

'3 Fragments of a second Rasulid document preserved in another of al-Maqrizi’s holographs (the
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Meccan Sharif whose power was constrained by the Mamluks. In the following
years, the Mamluk sultans strengthened their hold over the revenues generated by
the customs house in Jedda and instituted a monopoly on the spice trade."” Al-
Magqrizi, a contemporary witness who made extended stays in Mecca on multiple
occasions, captured the gist of the situation in which Hasan b. ‘Ajlan had put him-
self as well as his successors: after praising him as a political leader, al-Magqrizi
moderates his assessment by stating that troubles with the sultans in Cairo
increased because of Hasan b. ‘Ajlan’s actions and that the Mamluk sultans
obliged him to send money to Cairo, thus reversing the flow of money.'® As for
the Rasulids, it is clear that after al-Nasir Ahmad’s death in 827/1424, the dynasty
entered a time of economic and political turbulence that led to its collapse by the
middle of the century."®’

7. Conclusion

The fragmentary letter with its full copy preserved by Ibn Hijja offers a
rare opportunity to shed light on the power brokers in the Hijaz by the two power-
ful neighbors—the Mamluks and the Rasulids—during the second decade of the
ninth/fifteenth century. The full corpus of letters exchanged by these two sultans
regarding issues linked to trade and politics constitute a remarkable example of
the constant diplomatic communication that was maintained at the highest level.
The Meccan Sharif, who tried to consolidate his grip over the Hijaz in an unpre-
cedented way, by carrying out actions that caused disruption to pilgrimage and
trade, could not be left unchallenged. The correspondence, examined in light of
contemporary testimonies transmitted by local historians, shows how the Rasulid
sultan decided to tackle the issue. First, he pressured the Sharif by imposing boy-
cotts of the port of Jedda. Second, he began to maneuver the political scene in the
Hijaz to suit his own agenda by supporting the Sharif’s nephew and contender,

Dushanbe manuscript) and related to ‘Al al-Jilani, bears witness to these direct economic
relations between the two powers.

A little known decree that Barsbay addressed to Barakat in 830/1427 is still visible above the
entrance of the oldest mosque of Jedda. It proclaims that only the legal taxes could be levied
on merchandise brought to Jedda by Indian merchants and others who wanted to avoid Aden
and that their proceeding to the port of Tir should not be impeded. The decree confirms the
Mamluk sultan’s control of taxation in Jedda. See Juvin, Two unpublished Mamluk decrees 6—
7 as well as the improved reading of the inscription by the present author in Thesaurus, no.
43492 (last modified on 11 April 2022).

Al-Magqrizi, Durar al-‘uqid al-farida ii, 23 (illa annahu tanawwa‘at bi-hi al-mihan ma‘a
mulik Misr wa-kallafihu haml al-mal min Makka ilayhim ba‘dama kanat mulik Misr tahmil
ilayhi wa-ila salafihi al-amwal al-jamma). See also ibid. ii, 18 (wa-min hina’idh tama‘a mulik
Misr fi umara> Makka wa-sart yutalibinahum bi-haml al-mal ba‘dama kanat al-mulik tahmil
ilayhim al-mal wa-1-ghilal min Misr).

181 Vallet, L’Arabie marchande 672-83.
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Rumaytha. Such a move could not be made without keeping the Mamluk sultan
informed: the latter was indeed considered by the Rasulid sultan the Meccan
Sharif’s hierarchical superior. But this does not mean that the decision to support
Rumaytha was made by the Rasulid sultan before he eventually informed his
Mamluk counterpart. Of course, the pace of diplomacy differed from the pace of
economic and political actions that needed to be taken in the wake of evolving
local situations: between the issuance of the Rasulid letter and its arrival in Cairo,
one year passed.'® It took another year before the Mamluk answer reached
Yemen. By sending the letter, the Rasulid sultan wanted to see his choice validated
by the Mamluk sultan. As we saw, the political game played by the Meccan Sharif
eventually led to a reversal of his removal from office. Besides the dramatic value
of the fragmentary letter, the original document is a testimony to the practice of
diplomacy prevailing in this area of the world. Not only does it inform us about
the diplomatic rules applied by the Rasulid chancery, it also provides us with a
unique witness of the role of the belletrists who were responsible for drafting
these pieces of literature. All in all, these few fragments convey a full array of ele-
ments pertaining to the complex diplomacy that is seldom grasped from the avail-
able literature. Taken altogether they represent a very tangible way to study dip-
lomacy in the medieval period.

Additionally, the fate of the Rasulid letter dispatched to Cairo raises the
question of the Mamluk chancery’s disposal of diplomatic letters in particular and
of official documents in general. Thanks to al-Qalgashandi, we know that the head
of the chancery during al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s reign, Ibn al-Barizi, had restored
the practice of copying incoming and outgoing letters in a register in his own
hand, a tradition that had apparenlty been disrupted after 791/1389.'” Ibn Hijja,
who worked under his supervision as the composition secretary, also took for his
personal use copies of the letters to which he was asked to write a response, cop-
ies that he included in his Qahwat al-insh@. Al-Maqrizi’s connection with both
men might explain the circumstances by which he got hold of the Qara Qoyunlu
and the Rasulid letters that he reused as scrap paper.'® As far as we know, the let-
ters were quickly discarded because al-Magqrizi almost immediately made the
most of them for his ongoing works.'®®

12 We know that at the end of Muharram or in Safar 818/April 1415 Muflih al-Turki, the envoy,
stopped in Jedda on his way to Cairo with the aim of supporting Rumaytha as well as
replenishing the many boats in his convoy with pure water. He then proceeded to Yanbu‘. See
al-Fasi, al-‘lIqd al-thamin iv, 120.

See Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 8.

1%+ Tbid. 8-9.

165

163

As we saw (see above, 186—7), the fragments of the Rasulid letter are found in his al-Mugaffa
(a work he started a few years before 816/1413; see Bauden, Magriziana X 101) and al-
Khabar (a work he began shortly after 836/1433, though the quires containing the Rasulid
fragments are sections that he wrote many years before for what might have been another
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With regard to diplomatic letters, it should also be stressed that these docu-
ments, meant to be delivered to a ruler, were not supposed to be opened before
their carriers reached their destinations. There is evidence that diplomatic letters
were sealed and/or carried in a container (ja‘ba) itself sealed to guarantee the
authenticity of the document and to certify that it had not been read by anyone
else.'® Nevertheless, we saw that a local witness like the Meccan historian al-Fasi,
well-known for his reliance on various kinds of sources (including epigraphy),
was not only aware of the identity of the secretaries who composed the letters on
the Rasulid and Mamluk sides (respectively Ibn al-Muqri’ and Ibn Hijja) but he
was also able to quote long passages of the letters. In one case, he underlines that
most of the quotation is faithful to the original, specifying that only a few words
reflected his own wording.'”” In the case of Ibn Hijja’s response (see tab. 9.5, no.
13), it can be ascertained that it reproduces almost verbatim the original text. This
means that al-Fasi accessed this letter as well as the ensuing Rasulid answer (see
tab. 9.5, no. 15) and took notes of their text. Furthermore, these letters had to pass
through Mecca where al-Fasi lived most of the time.'® If al-Fasi became aware of
their contents, there is a reason to believe that the Sharif may also have seen them.
Thus, the secrecy of diplomatic correspondence was not a sacrosanct principle.

book; his handwriting is indeed different from the rest of the volumes that were copied in his
last years).
1% See Bauden, Mamluk diplomatics 55, fn 263; Reinfandt, Strong letters 215-6.
17 Al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 1101 (wa-rubbama ba‘d alfaz hadha al-kitab umliyat huna bi-1-
ma‘na).
1% Even though he had been in Yemen shortly before, he was unable to access the Rasulid letter
issued on 18 Dhi al-Qa‘da 817/29 January 1415 which is the subject of our study. We know
that he had already left the country by that time, as in Shawwal and Dhu al-Qa‘da/mid-
December to early February 817/1414-5 he was in the port of the island of Kamaran
(northwest of Yemen) on his way to Mecca. He reached his destination before the end of the
same year. He provides this information in the colophon of his Tuhfat al-kiram 291b (fi
Shawwal wa-Dhi al-Qa‘da min al-sana al-madhkiira bi-marsa jazirat Kamaran bi-l-bahr al-
milh bi-l-Yaman wa-fima bayna hadha al-marsa wa-Bab al-Mandab wa-ana mutawajjih ila
Makka al-musharrafa thumma zidtu fihi ba‘da wusili ilayha mutajaddidat munasiba fi
bagiyyat hadhihi al-sana).



242 F. BAUDEN

Table 9.5: List of embassies exchanged by the Mamluks, the Rasulids,
the Timurids, and the Meccan Sharif

No. Sender  Addressee Date of Date of Date of Date of Envoy(s) Ref.
redaction issuance departure arrival of
of the of the of the the

letter letter embassy embassy
1 al-Nasir Hasanb. Bef. Dhi 169
Faraj ‘Ajlan al-Hijja
813/Mar.
1411
2 al-Nasir Hasanb. Aft. mid- Bef.end Ibn al-Muqri’ 5
Ahmad  “Ajlan Dha al- of
Hijja 813/ Ramadan
Apr. 1411 or
Shawwal
814/Jan.-
Feb. 1412
3 Hasanb. al-Nasir Bef. Miftah al- 1
‘Ajlan Faraj Ramadan Ziftawi
814/Jan.
1412
4 al-Nasir Hasanb. Shortly 7
Faraj ‘Ajlan bef.
Ramadan
814/Jan.
1412
5 Hasanb. al-Nasir Aft. mid- Sa‘d al-Din 73
‘Ajlan Faraj Dha al- Jabrith
Hijja 814/
Apr. 1412
6 al- Hasan b. Aft. 28 20 Jumada Sa‘d al-Din i
Musta‘in =~ ‘Ajlan Safar 11 815/27 Jabrih
bi-Allah 815/9 Jun. Sept. 1412
1412
7 al-Nasir  al- Aft. 28 175
Ahmad  Musta‘n Safar
bi-Allah 815/9 Jun.
1412

' No copy available but short summary provided by al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 110.

170

Excerpt quoted in ibid. 110-1.
"' For the embassy, see ibid. 111; for the envoy, see ibid. vii, 264-5 (no. 2512).

72 For the embassy, see ibid. iv, 111.

' For the embassy, see ibid.; for the envoy, see ibid.

' For the embassy, see ibid. iv, 112. The date of issuance corresponds with al-Musta‘in’s

nomination as sultan.

!> No copy available but no. 9 refers to a letter received in Cairo from the Rasulid sultan al-Nasir
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No. Sender  Addressee Date of  Date of  Date of  Dateof  Envoy(s) Ref.
redaction issuance departure arrival of
of the of the of the the
letter letter embassy embassy
8 al- Hasan b. Aft. beg. Shawwal 176
Muw’ayyad ‘Ajlan of Sha‘ban 815/Jan.
Shaykh 815/Nov. 1413
1412
9 al- al-Nasir Aft. 1% Bef. Dhtt  Early 816/ Khawaja Fakhr
Mu’ayyad Ahmad Sha‘ban  al-Hijja Spr. 1413 al-Din
Shaykh 815/1412/ 815/Mar. ‘Uthman and
Nov. 1412 1413 Ahmad b. al-
Juban al-
Dhahabi
10 al- Hasanb. 1 End of 178
Muw’ayyad ‘Ajlan Ramadan 817/Beg.
Shaykh 817/14 of 1415
Nov. 1414
11 Hasanb. Shah Shortly Sayyid ‘Abd |5
‘Ajlan Rukh aft. 22 al-Kahf and

Rajab Hibat Allah b.

817/7 Oct. Ahmad al-

1414 Hasani al-
Makki

176

177

178

179

Ahmad to whom al-Muw’ayyad Shaykh answers. The date of issuance corresponds with the
moment when the Rasulid sultan was informed of al-Nasir Faraj’s killing and the designation
of the caliph as his successor. See Anonymous chronicle 38a = Anonymous, A chronicle 89;
Anonymous, Tarikh al-dawla al-rasiliyya 165—6 = al-Hasib al-Misrti, al-Kitab al-zahiri 1767
= al-Hasib al-Misri, Tarikh al-Yaman 212.

For the embassy, see al-Fasi, al-‘Igd al-thamin iv, 112. The date of issuance corresponds with
al-Muw’ayyad Shaykh’s accession to the sultanate that was announced in this letter.

For the letter and the first envoy, see Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 63—6 (no. 20). Ibn Hijja
does not provide the date of redaction of this letter except for the mention of al-Mu’ayyad
Shaykh’s accession date in the body of the letter (1* Sha‘ban 815/1412/November 1412). The
letter must have been written and sent in the weeks that followed the accession. Ibn al-Jaban is
said to have travelled to Yemen in 816/end of 1413 passing by Mecca. Up to the Holy City, he
was accompanied by Ibn Hajar who wanted to perfom the pilgrimage that year. Ibn al-Jaban
thus arrived in Mecca for the pilgrimage season, i.e. before Dhu al-Hijja 815/March 1413. He
died in Mecca shortly after his return from Yemen, during the pilgrimage of 816/end of
February 1414. See al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iii, 24-5 (no. 530); Ibn Hajar, Inb@ al-ghumr iii,
18 (obituary of Ahmad b. al-Jaban).

Excerpt of the letter quoted by al-Fasi, al-‘lgd al-thamin iv, 118. The letter announced the
death of al-Mu’ayyad Shaykh’s opponent, Nawriiz, who died on 21 Rabi‘ II 817/10 July 1414.
It must have been similar with a letter of good tidings (bishara) that Ibn Hijja composed on the
date indicated as the date of issuance. See Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrdink 79-81 (no. 26).

For the embassy, see Hafiz-i Abrl, Zubdat al-tavarikh ii/1, 564; Samarqandi, Matla‘-i sa‘dayn
ii/1, 205. Hafiz-i Abrtu places its arrival after Shah Ruhkh’s return to Herat on the date
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No. Sender  Addressee Date of  Date of Dateof Dateof  Envoy(s) Ref.
redaction issuance departure arrival of
of the of the of the the
letter letter embassy embassy
12 al-Nasir al- 18 Dhi al- 19 Amin al-Din g
Ahmad  Mu’ayyad Qa‘da Muharram Muflih al-Turki
Shaykh 817/29 819/19
Jan. 1415 Mar. 1416
13 al- al-Nasir 15 Muharram 15 Rabi‘ Il 22 Dha al- Baktamur al- g
Muw’ayyad Ahmad Ramadan 820/18 820/1 Jun. Qa‘da Sa‘di
Shaykh 819/6 Nov. Feb.—19 1417 820/31
1416 Mar.1417 Dec. 1417
14 al- Hasan b. End of 182
Muw’ayyad ‘Ajlan Dhi al-
Shaykh Qa‘da 821/
End of
Dec.1418
15 al-Nasir al- Ramadan 13 Baktamur al- g
Ahmad  Muwayyad or Muharram Sa‘di
Shaykh Shawwal 822/9 Feb.
821/Oct. 1419
or Nov.
1418

180

181

182

183

indicated and names only the first envoy without indicating whether he was accompanied or
not. He brought a letter from the Meccan Sharif. His name and his title (Sayyid) together with
the fact that Hafiz-i Abri characterizes him as the brother of a certain Sayyid ‘Abd al-Latif,
seem to indicate that he came from the Timurid lands. See also Dekkiche, New source 268-9;
Id., Diplomacy at its zenith 120.

For the letter, see Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrink 162—-6 (no. 39). For the embassy, see Ibn
Hajar, Inba& al-ghumr iii, 88; al-‘Ayni, ‘Iqd al-juman 260-1; Vallet, Du systeme mercantile
299-300, no. XXXIII. According to Ibn Hijja, the letter was received on 16 Rabi‘ I 819/15
April 1416, but the chroniclers state that the envoy delivered the letter and presented his ruler’s
gifts to the Mamluk sultan two months earlier. The date recorded by Ibn Hijja might
correspond to the moment when the letter was transmitted to him by the chancery for him to
prepare the answer.

For the letter, see Ibn Hijja, Das Rauschgetrdink 167-71 (no. 40). Excerpt quoted by al-Fasi,
al-‘lIgd al-thamin iv, 130-2; Ibn Fahd, Ghayat al-maram ii, 315-7; al-Madani, Tuhfat al-azhar
i, 497-8. For the embassy, see al-Magqrizi, al-Sulitk iv, 395 (date of departure and Mamluk
envoy); Ibn Hajar, Inb@ al-ghumr iii, 140 (idem); al-‘Ayni, ‘Igd al-juman 302 (idem);
Anonymous chronicle fol. 43a (date of arrival of the Rasulid envoy in Ta‘izz) = Anonymous, A
chronicle 102 = Anonymous, Tarikh al-dawla al-rasaliyya 186 = al-Hasib al-Misri, al-Kitab
al-zahirt 195 = al-Hasib al-Misri, Tarikh al-Yaman 231; Vallet, Du systéme mercantile 300,
no. XXXIV.

For a summary of the two letters, see al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 133-4.

For the letter, see excerpt quoted by al-Fasi, al-Iqd al-thamin iv, 132; Ibn Fahd, Ithaf al-wara
iii, 558-9; Ibn Fahd, Ghayat al-maram ii, 317-8; al-Madani, Tuhfat al-azhar i, 498-9. For the
embassy, see al-Magqrizi, al-Suliik iv, 479 (return of Baktamur al-Sa‘di with letter and gift from
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No. Sender  Addressee Date of Date of Date of  Envoy(s) Ref.
redaction departure arrival of
of the of the the
letter embassy embassy
16 al- Hasan b. 14 Safar 184
Mu’ayyad ‘Ajlan 823/29
Shaykh Feb. 1420
17 Hasanb. Shah Shortly 16 Rajab  Zayn al-Din 185
‘Ajlan Rukh aft. 824/17 Jul. ‘Abd al-Hamid
Muharram 1421 and Shams al-
824/Jan. Din al-Jazari
1421

the Rasulid sultan); Ibn Hajar, Inba> al-ghumr iii, 189 (idem).

184

185

Excerpts of the letter quoted by al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 137; Ibn Fahd, Ithaf al-wara iii,
571-2; Ibn Fahd, Ghayat al-maram ii, 324.

For the embassy, see Hafiz-i1 Abrll, Zubdat al-tavarikh ii/2, 778 (mentions only the first envoy);

Samarqandi, Matla‘-i sa‘dayn ii/1, 309 (idem); al-Fasi, al-‘Igd al-thamin iv, 139 (mentions
only the second envoy); Ibn Fahd, Ghayat al-maram ii, 332; Dekkiche, New source 268-9; 1d.,
Diplomacy at its zenith 120. The second envoy was the famous scholar Muhammad b.
Muhammad Ibn al-Jazari (d. 833/1429), who was born in Damascus, grew up in the Mamluk
territories before he moved to Ottoman lands and, after Timur’s invasion in 1402, followed the
Chaghatay leader to Samarqand before definitively settling in Shiraz. See al-Sakhawi, al-Daw’
al-lami‘ ix, 255-60 (no. 608). He arrived in Mecca in 823/1420 for the pilgrimage. After the
pilgrimage, Hasan b. ‘Ajlan urged him to take care of his message and gifts to deliver them to
Shah Rukh. See al-Fasi, al-‘Iqd al-thamin iv, 138.
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This volume is the result of a selection of papers presented at the second conference of the
School of Mamluk Studies (Li¢ge, 2015) whose theme was The Mamluk Sultanate and Its
Periphery. It is well known that Mamluk studies suffer from a deficit of interest for the
peripheral areas because of the centripetal effect played by the main cities of the sultanate, i.e.
the political centers (Cairo and Damascus), where most of the historians whose works
constitute the lion’s share of modern studies lived. Nevertheless, it is still possible to study
aspects related to regions, cities, villages by resorting to these classical sources but also and
above all to other types of sources (documents, archaeological excavations). Obviously, the
concept of periphery can be interpreted in various ways. Above all, it is understood in
geographic, political, or economic terms: the periphery is defined in relation to the center of
power, whether central or local. It can also be interpreted in sociological and religious terms.
In this case, the concept can be applied to practices or parts of the society considered
borderline. The eight essays collected in this volume seek to explore this question of the
periphery from these various angles.



