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WA-BA‘DA ZAMAN QALIL YAQUMU FI AL-‘ARAB INSAN:
APOCALYPTIC AS PROPAGANDISTIC TOOL AGAINST ISLAM

Under the concept “polemic” different samples of the Ori-
ental Christian literary production are regarded, each of
them being in turn suitable for further sub-classification
according to their typology [1]. Thus, a wide range of types
can be displayed starting from the apologetic literature till
the apocalyptic, which were produced in the ample context
of ‘Abbasid era.

The problem of the Christian conversion to the Muslim
faith [2], stimulated by economic causes affecting the ahl
al-dhimma [3], seems to be the background agent that pro-
vokes the first treaties of apologetic nature — in Syriac as
well as in Arabic — in order to set a controversial clash
with the Muslims [4]. The oldest apologetic treaties pro-
duced by Syriac Christians in response to Islam [5] — if we
are to believe Reinink's suggestion [6] — should not be
considered the product of an argument or polemic,. but
rather a sort of “preventive literature” addressed to the
members of their respective communities to warn them
about the impending dangers of apostasy, and were pro-
duced as a response to the changing historical conditions
which had occurred ever since the late 7th when the Islam
first appeared.

The oldest apology which has come down to us in
Syriac language is a brief report of a conversation between
the Jacobite patriarch John I (d. 648) and a Muslim officer
. called ‘Amr where the conversation fopoi hinges around the
Gospel, the Trinity and the cannons ruling Christian life [7].
The fist treaty worth mentioning that presents a more de-
tailed apology is Chapter X of the “scholium” of Theodor
bar Kont [8], finished in the last decade of the Sthc. In it
there is a dialogue between a master and a pupil where the
latter acts a Muslim who raises thorny points, while the
master answers them in defence of the Christian faith [9].
The apologetic defence of Christianity made by the Nes-
torian patriarch of Baghdad, Timothy I (apart from his letter
No. 40 addressed to Sergius) contains two of his interviews
with the caliph al-Mahdi in which he comes up in defence
of the Christian doctrines while answering the caliph's
questions; the popularity of this letter can be appreciated
not only in the reviews handed down to us in Syriac, one
longer than the other [10], but also through the various
Arabic versions [11].

The Jacobite Nonnus of Nisibis also wrote an apology
in Syriac over the well known topics, among other, of the
uniqueness of God, the Trinity and the Incarnation [12]. But
rather than in Syriac, the Christian apologetic writers of
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greater relevance wrote in Arabic. Some of them were the
famous doctor and the Nestorian translator named Hunayn
b. Ishaq (d. ca. 9th ¢.), the Melquite Theodorus Abii Qurrah
(d. ca. 820), the Jacobite Habib b.Khidma Abii Ra’itah
(d. ca. 8thc.) the Nestorian ‘Ammar al-Basri (d. ca. 850).
Few works of Hunayn b.Ishag's bulky production have
apologetic character, notable among them perhaps being his
Kitab al-djal, that has human fate as the central topic [13].

As regards the also bulky work of the second of the
above mentioned writers by far the most prolific of the
Christian Arabic of his time [14], we can single out his
general apology of chistianism entitled “On the Existence
of the Creator and the True Religion” [15], in addition to
some theological treaties and his alleged interview to the
caliph al-Ma’miin [16]. What is worth mentioning about
Abti Ra’itah's work, among other treaties, is his general
apology of Chistianism known under the title of “Epistle
About the Substantiation of the Christian Religion and
Saint Trinity” where the style used by the mutakallimiin
comes up quite frequently [17]. In addition to the Kitdb
al-burhdn or “The Book of the Test” by ‘Ammar al-BastT,
clearly referring to the Qur’an, we can mention his Kitdb
al-masa’il wa-l-ajwibah (“The Book of Questions and An-
swers”), which shows the same controversial topics among
Christians and Muslims and also his “Apology in Favour of
the Doctrine of the Trinity” [18].

However, and even before the time of those three great
apologetic writers, we must allow room for two anonymous
apologetic texts dated around half of the 8thc.: one cata-
logued as Heidelberg, Papyrus Schoti-Reinhardt 438, ed-
ited by Graf[19], and the other preserved in the laura
(< gr. havpo) of Saint Catherine, in Mount Sind’, with the
register number Sinait. Ar. 154, written about 750 after
Samir Khalil Samir [20] (dated 33 years later by Swan-
son [21]), whose topic is about the Trinity with numerous
quotations from the Old and the New Testament, as well as
from the Qur’an, but with no apparent use of the language
or the philosophical resources as used by subsequent treaty

writers. Moreover, we should bear in mind another crucial -

landmark in those early times: if the “central debate™ be-
tween Hisham b. al-Hakam and Barihah included in the
Kitab al-Tawhid by Tbn Babawayh could be dated round
mid-8th c., we should be dealing with another sample of the
already well established genre of the polemistic literature
that was written by Christians and Muslims [22].
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In addition to all this, the apology by Hunayn b. Ishag
(d. 873) [23], plus another by Qusta b. Liga (d. 912) de-
serves a mention and no less that by ‘Abd al-Masih b. Ishiq
al~Kindi. In fact the apology by al-KindT in the form of a
response addressed .to ‘Abd Allah b, Ismd‘Tl al-Hashimi,
whose text still awaits a relevant critical edition [24], is
both a defence of the Christian beliefs and moral behaviour
and an attack, in turn, to the Muslim doctrine [25].

The Christian apologetic production in Arabic and in
Syriac has, above all, an extraordinary relevance in the
context of the early theological typology — when the Mus-

; lims seem to have had a role to play [26], as pointed out by
: Cook [27] — and moreover, it has set the standards and
* defined the topics to be later dealt with by Christian Arab
-polemists of subsequent centuries.

For them the dialectic style of writing was the outmost
importance. In fact, that typology, which may well be called
“Christian Arabic Theology” — although it comes up vig-
orously during the first century of the ‘Abbasid period —
emerges some time later than the earliest apologetic trea-
ties, during the Umayyad period and most probably in a
Palestinian Melquite context, since these last people were
the first to make use of Arabic as a lingua franca, as can be
noticed in the evaluative picture of the apologetic literature
drawn by Samir Khalil Samir [28]. He distinguishes there
four stages which he denominates, in turn: (i) “biblical and
homiletic approach” (from mid-8th to mid-9th c.);
(i1) “mixed approach biblical-philosophical” (from mid-9th
to early 10th c.); (iii) “Aristotelian-based philosophical ap-
proach” (early 10th to mid-11the.); and lastly
(iv) “humanistic-spiritual approach” (from mid-11th to
13th ¢.). In contrast with the simple presentation of the fist
stage, which includes numerous treaties by Theodore Abu
Qurrah, alongside with the apologetic section of Summa
Theologiae Arabica, produced by Stephen of Ramla in 877
in the monastery of Mar Kharftun [29], there appears the
second, where the biblical-homiletic tradition of the initial
period combines with the logico-philosophical method that
Abl Ra’itah's treaties put forward, section devoted to the
“Trinity” in ‘Abd al-Masth al-Kindi, ‘Ammar al-Bagri,
Ibrahtm al-Tabarani [30], Hunayn b.Ishagq and Qusta
b. Liiga's great apology.

The evolution undergone in the second stage becomes
more elaborated in the third where Yahya b. ‘Adi and his
school implement the Aristotelian method in his philoso-
phical treaties, where the biblical references are scarce. In
this stage the process of acculturation that began to be felt
at the end of the 9thc. is gradually gathering strength
among Christian authors [31]. The fourth stage, in turn, is a
kind of return to the second: through a more clearly ex-
pressed philosophical method they resort to the biblical and
patristic tradition, side by side the Qur’anic and Islamic, in
order to explicate the Christian beliefs. The more and more
polished literary style would undergo a process of orna-
mentation that promotes the use of the saj". In this stage
some characters like the Nestorian bishop Eliyah of
Nisibis [32] and the Coptic bishop of al-Ashmunayn
Severus b. al-Muqaffa® come to the foreground over all the
rest. '

It is quite apparent that in the light of the four phases
put forward by the Samir Khalil Samir the Gospels and its
translation into Arabic lie at the very heart of the various
types of arguments and controversies against the Mus-
lims — in addition to the homiletic literature. Leaving aside

the problem of the alleged first translation of the Bible into
the Arabic language, the oldest Arabic manuscript (9th ¢.)
containing passages from the New Testament is to be found
at St. Catherine's monastery [33], with the register number
Sinait. Ar. 151/110 [34].

It has a total of 269 sheets over parchment of
250x 175 mm, and in it there is an Arabic translation of
St. Paul's letters, as well as the Catholic Epistles and the
Acts of the Apostles in a codex written with “transitional
calligraphic script type” half way between naskhi and
kigfic [35]. 1t therefore represents, as suggested above, the
oldest New Testament manuscript which has been handed
down to us. In its concluding remarks we can read that
some Bighr al-Sirt1 [36] translated it from the Syriac in the
city of Damascus during the month of ramadan in the year
253/867, 1. e. thirty years before the first Arabic translation
of the Gospels made by Stephen de Ramla in the year
284/897 [37].

In addition to this specimen we also have, among other
preserved early samples, the fragments of Vat. Ar. 13 found
in the “Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana”, from the laura of
Mar Saba close to Jerusalem, of which currently only
St. Pauls' letters and several fragments of the Gospels re-
main. Actually, the versions of the Psalms, the Acts of the
Apostles and the remainder of the four Gospels as well as
the epistles have been lost [38].

All this reflects the determinative function developed
by the Palestinian monasteries in the bringing about of the
manifold literary production [39]. The centre of culture
generated in laurae like those of Miar Kharitun or the al-
ready mentioned of Mar Saba or St. Catherine, are the ones
which triggered the first steps of the Christian literature in
Arabic, bearing in mind that the languages traditionally
employed in these monastic centres had been Greek and
Syriac, not only for the liturgy but also in the elaboration
and copying of works of various kinds. And in a way they
were still the tongues used till the end of the Umayyad pe-
riod: the former at least by the Palestinian Melquite com-
munity till it was eventually replaced by Arabic. Whereas in
Syria and ‘Iraq the language used by the Christian commu-
nities was Syriac in liturgy as well as in written documents,
in Egypt, Alexandria excepted [40], was however Coptic; in
Palestine, in turn, the language of the Church was Greek,
except in cases where the native Palestinians made use of a
dialect of the Aramaic language [41].

In fact the Church maintained the basic ritual and the
readings of the texts in Greek till the users of this language
vanished, being later replaced by Arabic ever since the
8th c., and more fully so since the 9th c. [42]. One must not
forget the relevant aspects of bilinguism, trilinguism and
even quatrilinguism of some characters, a common case in
monasteries like those of Mar Saba and Mar Katirinah [43],
as exemplified by the prolific Theodore Abii Qurrah. The
Syriac speaking regions, nevertheless, must wait until the
9th c. to see the first display of texts which were written in
Arabic, while in Egypt in turn no Arabic literature can be
identified until the middle of the 10th c. [44].

But if the literature of neotestamentary, homiletic and
patristic character lie at the heart of the very origins of the
apologetic production in Arabic — they represent the first
literary stratum translated into the new language by Arabic
speaking Christians [45] — then the apocalyptic tradition
written either in Syriac or in Arabic represents an important
chapter rapidly spread since the close of the 12th c., in the
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formation of the ample, varied and diverse genre of “po-
lemics” [46]. Such tradition conceives of the new religion
as a “divine punishment” that Christianity must purge and
overcome with the passing of time and God's help.

From the turn of the last century the term “apocalyptic”
(die Apocalyptik), originated in Germanic circles who took
it in turn from St. John's Gospel [47], has been employed to
label a wide and varied corpus of literature both Jewish and
Jewish-Christian [48]. In Glasson's opinion such term is
insufficient to describe the literary instances implied [49],
as in the similar case of the Carmignac's concept of “es-
chatology” ten years before, in which the idea of apocalyp-
tic would be included [50]. At any rate, in spite of Glasson's
radical position towards the conceptual “definition”, there
arises a more constructive proposal of offering a “descrip-
tion” of such material, starting from Assmann's claim:
contra definitionem pro descriptione [51].

One of the factors that characterises this type of litera-
ture, taking for granted the religious-political constituent,
recently acknowledged by Cook [52] and referred to by
Abel [53], is the historical, which plays a prominent role,
deemed mostly typical of the Muslim apocalyptic in-
stances [54]. The Christianity living on either side of the
river Euphrates before the arrival of Arabic Muslim num-
bers possesses socio-political specific features which are to
undergo a major shift with the new political situation —
including the Arabic and Islamic acculturation process —
created with the settlement of a new Muslim state [55].

It is the Syriac cultiire living under the Byzantium Em-
pire the more prominent of the two great blocks which con-
stitute oriental Christendom for the type of literature de-
scribed here [56]. They actually suffered discrimination and
persecution at the hands of the Constantinople “orthodoxy”,
surviving in a sort of apartheid since 451, as a result of
Calcedonia Council, which gradually widened the dissent-
ing gap among the various oriental Churches [57]. By the
time the Muslim troops appeared [58], every oriental
Christian Church — except for the Melquites faithful to the
Byzantine orthodoxy — were engaged in plotting a political
scheme in favour of their own interests and opposite to the
Byzantine Church. As a result the rising of those
m‘hagg‘royé (< muhajiriin) meant a break to their expecta-
tions of political and doctrinal expansion.

However, in contrast with the idea still defended in
some circles, namely, that the Christians considered the
Arabs as the liberating force from the Byzantium yoke [59],
as can be interpreted in the writings of St. John of Damas-
cus, for whom Islam was but another Jewish-Christian her-
esy with strong Arrian or Monophysite influence [60], the
Syrian, the Mesopothamic or Asyrian (Nestorians [61]), and
the Egyptian Christians (Copts [62]), in fact, considered
that “invasion” as the consequence of all their sins, and
even the sins of the whole Byzantine Empire [63], ending
by judging the Prophet Muhammad as the “anti-Christ”
(al-Dajjal) and the Islam doctrine as the “fourth beast” and
further the Arabs as the embodiment of evil. To this end
they made avail of the apocalyptic iconography provided by
Daniel's Apocalypse, very well known even through Arabic
translations [64].

The vicissitudes undergone by the Middle East history
with the irruption of the Arabs represent a period of politi-
cal confrontation which is the seed of the flourishing of the
ample genre of disputatio among the groups [65]. In the
double chronological milieu when the Muslim revolution

took place, lies the dates for the initiation and development
of the apocalyptic genre, the wide, revealing historical im-
plications of which accounts for the circumstances sur-
rounding the rise of this type of literature [66], and also the
“cultural trade-offs” produced among Muslims and Chris-
tians from the very first moment [67].

To such an extent did that kind of literature mark the
tempo that the relevance reached by some of the Christian
texts was to cross the close borders of the original commu-
nity, and travel to the West, as is the case of the
Pseudo-Methodius [68], whose probable influence derived
from the apocalyptic milieu in the al-Andalus Christian
communities (the “Mozarabs”) deserves a detailed
study [69]. Furthermore, the conversions of Christians to
the Muslim faith, ever since the beginnings (note Tamim
al-DarT's case, for instance [70]) opened the doors for Islam
to a long series of eschatological and apocalyptic traditions
of various sources which followed a parallel development,
and yet of varied realization, inside the circle of Muslim
ideology [71].

From a typological point of view [72] this literature can
be structured, in most cases, starting from the chronological
frame of the septimana mundi [73], which consists, above
all, in “revealing” (ru’yd=revelation < amokdivyic) all
the unreachable and hidden realities that lie in wait for the
human being. However, the features that characterise and
define this literature prove to be hard to determine if we are
to draw a difference between this and other instances where
it comes up [74], since, for example, many of its specific
features do not appear in some apocalyptic works, whereas
they do so in other literary genres [75]. Hence, the apoca-
lyptic literature, put in general terms, fits the generic or
typological questions rather than specific contents.

In sum the apocalyptic production appears as a argu-
ment weapon in the hands of Syriac writers, displaying all
their visionary weaponry in the manner of a fighting and
propaganda response against the political power of the new
Muslim state {76]. By the end of the 7th c., some Christian
Syriac speaking circles had their time to think over the true
consequences which from the religious and political stand-
point brought about the “Arabic invasion” [77], thus pro-
jecting through a teleological perspective a metahistoric
conception which Alexander has aptly named, making avail
of Jewish apocalyptic ideas [78], “the Byzantine ideology
of the empire” [79]. Needless to say these ideas are not
shared by a few other researchers [80].

The “re-invindicative element”, and also the pro-
phetic [81], seems to be two of the main motives that glob-
ally characterizes this literary typology, but the internal
elements that make out the narratio of the different apoca-
lyptic works reveal at every stage the polemically-driven
features that structure the work. As pointed out by Reinink,
the idea of unity of Christianism in the apocalyptic litera-
ture has a remarkable political-religious expression con-
nected with a strong “polemic” against the Arabs [82]. The
apocalyptic atmosphere at the end of the 7th ¢. coincides

with a long series of important political, economic, social -

and cultural change proposed by the Umayyad caliphs with
the clear purpose of vindicating the last expression of
power in the world for themselves and the category of the
new and last divine manifestation for the Islam.,

In fact, it is during the first century of the ‘Abbisid dy-
nasty when the Muslim civilization starts its construction. It
is here — following Reinink's suggestion — that the Chris-
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tian apocalyptic literature must be also situated, where the
“polemic” acquires a tonality of violent rebellion in which
the propagandistic element plays a unique and relevant role:
that of vindicating an only standpoint of Christendom op-
posing the Islam by using a “discursive offensive” of politi-
cal-religious type. The Christian apocalyptic terminology
even left its mark on the primitive Muslim apocalyptic lit-
erature. A paradigmatic example of this is the “Legend of

sions), where there takes place the masterly merging of
apocalyptic and apologetic elements [83].

We face then another modality of what has been called
“polemical literature” different from those more character-
istic and standardised like the “apologetic” and the “debate”
in their various guises, which constitute a very important
section of the theological discourse that Fastern Christianity
generated and handed down against Islam.

the Christian Monk Bahira” (in its Syriac and Arabic ver-
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TEXT AND ITS CULTURAL
INTERPRETATION

A. Kudelin

ARABIC LITERATURE: POETICS AND STYLISTICS. III:
EARLY ARABIC POETRY:
AN ATTEMPT OF HISTORICAL-FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS

The problem of authenticity of pre-Islamic poetry has a

-long tradition in the history of classical Arabic literature

studies. The approaches to the problem were developed as
early as since the Middle Ages, and the modern research
has been started in the middle of the 19th c. Medieval phi-
lologists did not manage to solve this problem: heir criteria
of selection of authentic pre-Islamic poems turned out to be
too vague and subjective. Little more successful were the
attempts of modern researchers. As a result there is no
unanimous opinion about the authenticity of early Arabic
poetry and thus contradictory ideas about the most impor-
tant works of pre-Islamic classics are expressed.

Let us give one characteristic example. It is known that

“of special popularity in the East since the 8th c. and in the
scholar Europe since the 18thc. have been the so-called
mu‘allagas (‘suspended’, ‘beaded’, ‘selected’): they form a
collection of seven (in other editions of nine and ten) large
works of the same type” [1].

But a competent French researcher R. Blachére shares
neither the delight of the medieval philologists about this
collection, nor the praise of European critics under their
influence. His attitude towards mu ‘allagas the researcher
justifies by the fact that they, in his opinion, are not reliable
enough examples of archaic poetry. Thus, in a mu ‘allaga by
‘Amr b. Kulthim the elegiac prologue must have been
added to give the whole the form of a “usual” gasida-poem.
The harmony of the parts of Zuhayr's mu ‘allaga must have
suffered sufficiently in the period of verbal existence of this
poem. Mu‘allaga by al-Harith b. Hilliza, according to
R. Blachére, is a work by an imitator inclined to rare terms.
‘Antara's mu ‘allaga reveals a mystifier: its length itself is
suspicious as well as the connection of non-related themes.
In Imru’ al-Qays's and Tarafa's mu ‘allaqas a skilful imitator
gets too carried away with the rare terms and beduinisms.
Besides, in the latter's mu ‘allaga the description of sailing
along Tigers and Euphrates or the Persian Gulf must be
considered an obvious interpolation of Iranian origin [2].

Blachére's quoted opinion can not be called too harsh.
The harshest conclusions about this problem belong to an
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Englishman D. S. Margoliouth and an Egyptian Taha
Husayn. The latter, for example, wrote: :

“The majority of what we call jdhiliyyan literature has
nothing to do with jahiliyya and is forged after the appearance
of Islam; this literature is Muslim, it reflects the life of Mus-
lims, their inclinations and interests more than the life in the
epoch of jahiliyya” [3].

Taha Husayn claims that

“the poetry ascribed to Imru’ al-Qays or al-A‘sha or other
Jahiliyya poets cannot have been written by them neither from
the linguistic, nor from the artistic point of view; this poetry
cannot have been written and spread before the appearance of
Qur’an” [4].

D. S. Margoliouth stated that the Arabs did not have poetry
at all before the appearance of Islam and thus considered
the earliest examples of Arabic poetry later forgeries [5].

Most contemporary researchers do not agree with
D. S. Margoliouth or Taha Husayn. At the same time, it is
hard to find a specialist in medieval Arabic literature who
would deny the existence of a sufficient number of late for-
geries among the preserved works of early Arabic poetry.
We can refer to the (trustworthy opinion of
L. Tu. Krachkovskil:

“Hardly any research today doubts that part of the works
of the so-called pre-Islamic poetry is fake. But it is far from
admitting that all pre-Islamic poetry is a late falsification, and
hardly any researcher would agree with such an extreme idea”
(bolded by Krachkovskii — 4. K.) [6].

From Krachkovskii's words we should conclude that
the study of pre-Islamic poetry should be preceded by the
process of distinguishing authentic early Arabic works.
Many speak about the complexity of this process, for ex-
ample an Arabic scholar S. Khalis:



