The library of al-Hakam II al-Mustansir
and the culture of Islamic Spain

by David Wasserstein”

The library amassed in Cordoba by the second
Umayyad caliph there, al-Hakam II al-Mustansir
(reg. 350/961-366/976), has attracted the admiration
and the hyperbole of writers from that ruler’s own
time up to the present. From Ibn Hazm, in the fifth/
eleventh century, who claimed (just plausibly) to have
known the eunuch in charge of the collection, to
Ribera, in this century, they unite in claiming that the
library contained some four hundred thousand books
(Ar. mujallad, though that word is as potentially vague
as the English ‘book’), and that the catalogue alone
filled forty four volumes, of twenty pages each, listing
nothing but titles®. (It is perhaps just worth noting,
parenthetically, that these figures work out at two
hundred and twenty seven items on each side of every
single page of the catalogue, a fact which seems to
have caused no difficulty for anyone from Ibn Hazm
to Ribera.)

Such figures are, of course, quite meaningless, and
relate to reality only insofar as they serve as indica-
tions that the library was, by the standards of the
writers concerned, very large. For comparison we may
note that a major library, housed in the Dar al-Hikma
in Cairo and similarly enjoying a form of state sup-
port, apparently contained only six and a half thou-
sand works when it was catalogued in 435/10452;
another, in Baghdad, dating from only a few years
after the death of al-Hakam (that is, from 381/991 or
383/993), contained ‘more than 10,000 books’3. Other
large collections in Spain itself also existed, both in
the time of the Umayyads and in the later cultural
florescence of the fifth/eleventh century. We hear of
such libraries intermittently in the large biographical
dictionaries, and in one case, that of the vizier of
Zuhayr, the Slav ruler of Almeria in the first third of
the fifth/eleventh century (ob. 429/1038), the number
of items is said to have been 400,000, just as in the
case of the library of al-Hakam. The coincidence is
striking. We know nothing of the fate of this collec-
tion - or for that matter of its contents*.

Not much remains of the library of al-Hakam. A
single manuscript, a copy of a work on religious law,
has survived to our own days, and was found and
identified by Lévi-Provengal in the library of the
mosque of the Qarawiyyin, in Fes, in 19345, Apart
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from manuscripts themselves, we can point to texts of
which copies are known to have been in the library. A
history of Egypt and the Maghrib written in Spain
under al-Hakam was dependent on a similar work lent
to the author by al-Hakam®. A third manuscript, a
120-part copy of the works of al-Shafi7, with a good
isnad going back directly to the author, apparently
‘ended up in the possession’ of al-Mustansir”. I think
that I have been able to demonstrate the existence of a
translation into Arabic of a summary of the Talmud
in al-Hakam’s library, and part of that translation,
though not, alas, in the original library copy, may
survive®. We know also of other works: there will
presumably have been two copies of the book on
materia medica of Dioscorides, the Greek copy that
was sent to Spain with an embassy from Constanti-
nople, and the revised Arabic translation of it made at
the Cordoban court®. There will, in the same way,
presumably have been two copies, one in Latin and
one in Arabic, of the Seven Books Against the Pagans
of Orosius (the Arabic translation survives in the
library of Columbia University, and has apparently
been published recently in Beirut)1°. We can be fairly
sure of the presence of third/ninth and fourth/tenth
century Spanish Arabic translations of parts of the
New Testament, and also of at least the Psalms from
the Old Testament'*. And the account of his travels in
Christian Europe by Ibrahim b. Ya‘qub al-Turtiishi is
likely to have been there too2. The Kitab al-Aghani,
of which we know that al-Hakam paid 1000 dinars of
gold for the first copy, was definitely there; and a legal
commentary by Abu Bakr al-Abhari al-Maliki, for
which he is said to have paid a similar sum?3. Another
category of such works is made up of those texts
which were composed for al-Hakam or under his
patronage: we can trace perhaps a dozen of these, and
they include a curious mixture of subjects: works of
linguistic interest, history and legal study jostle others
on hadith and obstetrics 14,

All this is not to mention references to works which
al-Hakam is said to have made notes in (of which
more in a moment), nor works that can be assumed to
have been in the library - the Qur’an, and works
connected with it, legal texts and so on; nor is it to
mention works that are known to have been brought
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to Spain, to al-Hakam’s court, by scholars attracted
there by that caliph’s munificence and patronage;
these include not only actual manuscripts but also
works whose texts were brought in the memories of
such scholars as al-Qali, and dictated there to local
scholars. A list of such works is given by Ibn Khayr
in his Fahrasa®. Although it is confined largely to
belletristic works, it extends considerably the range as
well as the number of works which we can identify
with some degree of certainty as having been in the
library. And a number of other specific texts could
doubtless be traced by a systematic trawl through the
sources for the period.

If we confine ourselves to an examination of works
of which copies can be shown to have been in al-
Hakam’s possession, thus excluding works (like the
Qur’an) which we must assume to have been there
but whose presence we cannot demonstrate, then we
can name, at the moment, probably not much more
than around fifty works in the library of al-Hakam.
This is not much for a great library, although it does
not compare too unfavourably with what we can do
for some other great libraries and collections of the
past. The ancient library of Alexandria (which a recent
report suggests UNESCO is planning to rebuild) con-
tained somewhere between 100,000 and 700,000 vol-
umes; although not a single one of these survives, we
can name quite a respectable number (though these of
course represent a tiny proportion of the whole)*¢. Of
the contents of the libraries of medieval England,
according to Ker and his continuators, we can trace
surviving books amounting to some six and a half
thousand (although it should be remembered both
that this refers to actually surviving books and that
these come from about five hundred different libraries,
and from a period of several centuries, right up to the
invention of printing)?’. If comparisons have any
meaning in such a context, two or three score works of
which copies are known to have been in al-Hakam’s
library, of which one single manuscript survives, while
respectable, is not a lot.

Al-Hakam’s library was not the first great collection
in the Islamic world. We have the libraries in Cairo
and Baghdad, mentioned above, which were roughly
contemporary with al-Hakam’s; and we have, more
importantly, the famous Bayt al-Hikma established in
Baghdad by the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Ma'miin in the
third/ninth century: although the primary purpose of
that institution was not to serve as a repository for
books, it did nonetheless fulfil at least some of the
important functions of a great library, and is in
significant respects, most importantly that of its func-
tion as a focus for a great deal of cultural activities, to
be compared with the library of al-Hakam?8.

Why then is this Spanish library so important? It
was probably not much larger than most of the other
great royal libraries of the Islamic middle ages;
although it contained some notable first editions, the
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real weight and significance of these will have faded
with time; and, as will be seen, the fate of the library
was, except in one important feature, not all that
different from those of other great collections of the
period. The answer of this question seems to lie not so
much in the collection’s size as in a combination of
other features, in the functions which it existed and
aimed to fulfil and in the place which it occupied in
the overall policies of al-Hakam himself as ruler,
policies both related to the library and completely
unrelated to it or to its aims as a cultural phenom-
enon.

In histories of Islamic Spain the reign of al-Hakam
is usually presented as a one-paragraph interlude be-
tween the fifty-year reign of his father ‘Abd al-Rahman
III al-Nasir (300/912-350/961) and the long first reign
of his son Hisham II al-Mu’ayyad (366/976-399/1009).
The first of these brought unity to Islamic Spain, re-
created the caliphal institution in Cordoba, and laid
the foundation for a strong, wealthy and interna-
tionally influential Islamic state in the Iberian penin-
sula. The latter, under the tutelage of his mayor of the
palace, the great hajib al-Mansir Muhammad Ibn
Abi ‘Amir, presided over a long period of at least
surface success for the Cordoban state. The reign of
al-Mustansir, by contrast, is generally dismissed by
historians as scarcely worthy the attention of scholars:
‘Abd al-Rahman’s son and successor ... was a great
scholar and bibliophile, and little interested or con-
cerned to make changes in the structures constructed
by his father ... This was in part a consequence of the
ruler’s lesser interest in personal involvement in such
affairs ...’1°. Al-Hakam’s main interest is seen to have
been books, and he is thus not really a serious actor
on the political scene.

Part of the reason for such an impression is, of
course, the fact that historians of Islam have tended to
prefer the political over most other types of histo-
riography; and part, too, is the result of the fact that
al-Hakam reigned for only sixteen fairly untroubled
and prosperous years, while between them his father
and his son reigned for three politically tumultuous
quarters of a century. Then, again, father and son
were present, so to speak, at the birth pangs and the
death throes of the Umayyad caliphal institution in
Cordoba. Al-Hakam was in a sense the Isaac of
his dynasty, poised pointlessly and uncomfortably
between its Abraham and its Jacob, and, like Isaac, he
has tended to attract such little attention as he has
received mainly by virtue of being apparently not
terribly interesting.

In one sense, there might be little trouble with such
a view of al-Hakam, but as one looks more closely at
his activities as a ruler alongside his activities as a
patron of culture a problem arises. Put simply, the
routine picture of al-Hakam as a genial old bibliophile
wandering between the shelves, pottering about and
making notes in manuscripts, just does not march
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happily with the other equally routine picture of him
as efficient administrator, political calculator and
manipulator, and marshaller of armies from the Pyre-
nees deep into North Africa. In the ways in which they
have been drawn in the past, these pictures do not
match; as pictures of a single man, equally, they must
do so. The solution to this problem, it seems to me,
stares at us out of the evidence: it is not just that al-
Hakam the efficient ruler was also a bibliophile, nor
that he acted as a patron. He was both, but he was
also a prince, and as a prince he was a patron with a
purpose. The cultural policies of middle Umayyad
tenth-century al-Andalus were clear and unambiguous
and as much the product of intelligent calculation and
political ambition as of princely taste.

Al-Hakam’s taste for education was formed early.
He enjoyed, like many others of his house in Spain
before him, and like his son later, the tuition of a
number of the best scholars and teachers available.
We can identify roughly a dozen of these in the
sources??; and probably half that number among the
teachers whom he employed for his son2*. Although
he came to the throne late, at the age of forty six or
forty seven, he had begun to collect books very much
earlier, and to patronise both the copying and the
outright composition of books. We can trace his
studies back to his early teens, and follow him in the
latter role, that of patron, almost as soon as he enters
his twenties?2. When the famous littérateur al-Qali
came to Spain in 330/942, he did so in response to an
invitation issued by a twenty five year old.

From what little we know of the contents of his
library and of the activities of some of those whom he
employed, we can see a little of al-Hakam’s tastes:
of the works from his library whose identities we can
be sure of, one is a work, or a collection of works,
by al-Shafi1, and another is a summary, in Arabic, of
the Talmud - both of these strange works for a
Muslim prince in a state dominated exclusively by
Maliki doctrines to be interested in?3. We possess
more than a dozen explicit references to specific notes
made by him in his manuscripts (and one possibly in
a manuscript belonging to someone else), generally
notes connected with the backgrounds or the bio-
graphical details of various scholars, gadis and
others?*. He appears to have had a special interest in
the history of Islamic Spain (not perhaps very surpris-
ingly), and in topics related to religion, more partic-
ularly religious law, but this interest was not in any
sense exclusive or intolerant: quite apart from the
interest in Judaism and in ShafiT law for which we
have evidence mentioned above, we also have material
showing a broad interest in poetry and in other more
purely belletristic types of literary writing, exemplified
by his patronage, at a very great geographical remove,
of the Kitab al-Aghani.

All this was from one point of view personal activ-
ity, but it went hand in hand with other more public
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activities characteristic of a truly great library. It is
clear from what we know of it that al-Hakam’s was
far from being merely the private (and fabulous)
collection of a learned prince. The library served as
the focus of a whole nexus of cultural activities which
helped to lay the foundations for the massive explo-
sion of literary productivity in Islamic Spain associ-
ated with the century and a quarter following al-
Hakam’s death in 366/976. It is in connection with this
that the caliph’s involvement with the library and its
related work and institutions should be considered.
Books from his library were lent out?3. Qutsiders
appear to have enjoyed some degree of access to
books held there (the value of this should not be
exaggerated: one person who derived some heretical
views from a book in al-Hakam’s library was executed
for them on the caliph’s order?°). The library’s needs
called for the employment of numerous copyists of
manuscripts, of other people to check the accuracy of
copies made there, of librarians, of translators of
different types2’. The interests of the ruler himself
encouraged the acquisition of books on a very wide
range of subjects, and despite the official intolerance it
is clear that in philosophical and theological areas
there were large numbers of works which did not
accord with the ruling orthodoxy?®. As a part of the
ruler’s (and hence we may say the state’s) institutions,
the library must have served as a link in the educa-
tional network for the Spanish and the non-Spanish
alike in Cordoba. The biographical dictionaries show
us al-Hakam welcoming foreign scholars and teachers
to Cordoba, and, as a centre through which new
works, whether local or foreign in origin, could be
made available, the library helped to channel the
energies and interests of local scholarship along the
same lines as in the main centres of Arabo-Islamic
culture to the east.

What was all this for? What aims did it serve? Can
we in fact plausibly claim that the personal scholarly
interests of this prince represent more than an un-
economic (if creditable) drain on the privy purse of
tenth-century Islamic Spain? I think that we can point
to a pattern in all this that serves to make the activity
of the prince as patron consistent with his activity as a
ruler.

The main need felt by al-Hakam as a ruler was
to maintain the strength and the cohesion of the
Umayyad state centred on Cordoba. In doing this he
was perpetuating the stategic policy aims formulated
by his father, ‘Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir. These
called for a difficult balancing act: in the desire to
establish a strong and independent Islamic Spain
under Umayyad rule, it was necessary both to imitate
the models, both cultural and political, provided by
Baghdad, as the real centre of the Islamic world, and
at the same time to stress the fact that Spain was both
separate from Baghdad and also somehow different2°,
Accepting Baghdad wholly implied admitting the ille-
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gitimacy of the Umayyad regime in Spain; rejecting
Baghdad, on the other hand, in the name of Umayyad
legitimacy in Spain and in the rest of the Islamic
world, meant consigning Spain to eternal backwater
provinciality. Neither suited a resurgent Spain facing a
weakened Baghdad. The solution was to proffer a
Spain that was the same, only more so. That is why,
when the Buyid vizier Ibn ‘Abbad, on reading Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbihi’s work al-‘Iqd al-Farid, said, ‘This is our
own merchandise being served back to us’, he was
missing the essential point of this famous Andalusian
anthology of oriental literature: that work, through
its structure and through its highly programmatic
introduction, laid stress on the directness and the
legitimacy of the Spanish Umayyads’ inheritance of
authority in Islam as a whole from their oriental
predecessors3®. In this sense, by making oriental
materials the lasting touchstone for quality in later
Andalusian literary production, the author, in the
name of his Spanish Umayyad masters, was also
laying claim to the literary excellences of the oriental
part of the Islamic world. As heirs to it, and as the
successors also of such writers as Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi,
the littérateurs of Umayyad Spain, with al-Hakam
himself at their head, sought both to distance them-
selves from Baghdad, the capital of their rivals, and to
compete with it as the centre of their own world31.

This picture of a great library acting as the hub for
a wide range of cultural activities with a deliberate
policy in view fits very neatly with the other picture
provided by the normative politico-military style of
Islamic Spanish history, that of al-Hakam as the
leader of a resurgent Umayyad state in the peninsula,
powerful and influential outside its own frontiers
within its end of the Mediterranean basin?®2. Is this
picture correct? More precisely, perhaps, while polit-
ical and military advantage might be produced quite
rapidly, cultural preeminence seems to take longer - it
calls for more than just paying professors more in one
place than they can command in another: how was it
possible for such developments to occur under al-
Hakam? Why should Spain have been able so rela-
tively quickly to emerge as a major centre of Islamic
culture?

The answer to this appears to lie in a combination
of features, first, and most important, the conversion
of non-Muslims to Islam. The model for the rate of
conversion proposed some years ago by Bulliet is not
without its difficulties and problems, not least in its
application to Spain33; but for all the difficulties it
does seems to offer a persuasive account, if not a total
explanation, of what happened in this area as far as
Spain is concerned. If Bulliet is right, the massive
wave of conversion to Islam in Spain will have been
largely complete by the reign of al-Hakam. Along
with conversion, going in advance of it and keeping
largely in parallel with its momentum, the process of
arabicisation, linguistic acculturation, of the majority

MANUSCRIPTS OF THE MIDDLE EAST 5 (1990-1991)

of the population, both Muslim and non-Muslim,
appears to have been largely complete by this time as
well34, The numbers of people involved or expecting
to be involved in the majoritarian culture of Spain
were vastly greater than ever before (The first in the
great series of Spanish biographical dictionaries, that
of Ibn al-Faradi, covers precisely the fourth/tenth
century, and for good reason); at the same time, and
here we approach the second feature of this hypoth-
esis, it was necessary for the regime to claim con-
vincingly that it represented some form of Islamic
legitimacy to its subjects33. As the regime of a provin-
cial backwater it could do so only by accepting perma-
nent insignificance and the danger of disappearance.
Brilliance offered a happier solution.

In facing this problem, al-Hakam was in the fortu-
nate position that the ‘Abbasid caliphate, as offering
the only other major form of Sunni Muslim ortho-
doxy, was not only too far away to matter but also
too weak to be of any real significance as a challenge
to Cordoba. Bulliet has identified the historical
moment of which this period is a paradigm3°®: when
Islam has not only become the religion of the over-
whelming majority, or something like the overwhelm-
ing majority, of the population of a territory but also
reached a stage where its elimination has begun to
appear a manifest impossibility, he sees this as the
stage when the significance of Islamic unity, the unity
of the umma provided by the figure of the caliph and
the institution of the caliphate, begins rapidly to lose
weight. In cultural terms, this argument can be applied
here with considerable force: by the middle of the
fourth/tenth century, Islam had become so solidly
implanted in Spain as to appear irremovable; the rea/
significance of Baghdad, as the seat of the symbols of
unity in the Islamic world, begins to decline; but the
Umayyads still need their own local legitimation, and
they still need to offer their subjects something of the
symbols of unity, and they are able to provide this
only by appearing to be more Catholic than the
‘Abbasids. The result is the awkward balancing act
between distancing and imitation.

A hypothesis of this sort squeezes the old biblio-
phile into the same skin as the adroit politician. It
would be good to have some supporting evidence for
it, in the form of some programmatic declaration by
the caliph or by his officials or paid writers, to
demonstrate its analytical value. Such material natu-
rally does not exist. But it is possible, nonetheless,
to suggest that there is one control that apparently
confirms its general validity.

The fourth/tenth century is precisely the period, I
have argued elsewhere, where we have to look for the
seeds of the tremendous vitality of the Jewish Golden
Age in Spain, both Muslim and, later, Christian37. It
is in this period that there took place the separation of
Cordoba, in Jewish terms, from Babel, Babylon, the
great centre of oriental Jewish life up till that time.
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Babylon, Mesopotamia, centred in Baghdad, was the
seat of a declining Jewish exilarchate, generally paral-
lel to the caliphate for the Jews of the Islamic world.
In many of its features, the Jewish separation in Spain
from the east mirrors, or appears to parallel, what was
happening in the Muslim world at the same time. And
so far as we are able to judge of this, it seems to have
done so with at least the tacit blessing of the state:
the scale and quality of the revolution in Spanish
Jewish life in the fourth/tenth century are inconceiv-
able without the structural support of a patron;
the great leader and patron of the Jewish community
in fourth/tenth century Islamic Spain, Hasdai ibn
Shaprut, was an official of the government, close to
the caliph, and indeed himself a participant in at
least one of the major cultural enterprises of the
arabophone society in which he lived, the revised
Arabic translation of Dioscorides. It seems to be the
case that the Jewish revolution of fourth/tenth century
Spain is a sub-set of the overall Iberian separatist
revolution of that period.

The deliberate distancing of the Muslim and of the
Jewish worlds of Spain from the east, their appropria-
tion of the cultural heritages both of Judaism and of
Islam for Spain, appear to have been integral elements
in the creation of a new view of that country on the
part of Muslim and Jew there. All that was inconceiv-
able before that time and without the preconditions
offered by both the special situation of the Umayyad
regime in that country and the processes of arabicisa-
tion and islamisation there up to the middle of the
fourth/tenth century.

Al-Hakam’s library did not survive him very long.
After his death, in 366/976, power in the state was
taken over by the hgjib al-Mansir, and al-Hakam’s
son and successor, Hisham II al-Mu’ayyad, was re-
duced to a cipher. In order to encourage the support
of the wlama’, al-Mansur purged the library of its
works on philosophy and of much of its theological
contents, on grounds of heresy . A few decades later,
in the upheavals that marked the downfall of the
Manstrid dictatorship and the beginning of the end
for the Umayyad dynasty, the rest of the library was
dispersed, taking, we are told, six months to be re-
moved from its building?®°. In a sense, the burning of
some of the books by al-Mansiir and the dispersal of
the rest a generation afterwards underline the value
and the significance of the library as a centre for the
spreading of ideas and for the infiltration of new
books and new ways of thinking in Spain, recognising
as they do the potential for danger that the library
represented. But the library, and its founder, I think,
should be viewed in a broader perspective.

The library, seen as I have suggested it should be,
is an argument for a thoroughgoing re-assessment of
al-Hakam and of his reign. He is usually seen as a
bibliophiliac querk in an otherwise (at least up till his
own time) fairly sound dynasty. This view comes, I
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think, largely from the fact that we tend to see his
bibliophilia as a personal interest and activity, what-
ever its effects. Unlike the societies of the ancient
world, or for that matter the modern world, where
proper state institutions, corporations and the like,
could stand behind such work as the activities of a
great library, in the medieval Islamic world this was
not possible. Even mosques, and mosque schools, did
not have the means, as they did not by and large bear
the responsibility, for this. For these activities to be
undertaken, it was necessary to have a ruler who could
act as patron. For such a ruler to provide the pat-
ronage, it was necessary that he be a ruler of the type
of al-Hakam - that is to say, not just a civilised and
cultured eccentric with a love of books (That sort of
eccentricity does not act on such a scale by itself), but
a ruler with an eye to his state’s interests.

The library of al-Hakam was in effect a great state
institution, and should be viewed as that. In its quality
as a state institution, its activity and the support given
to it by the state, through the ruler, should be inter-
preted not, or not just, in the old-fashioned clichés
of purely cultural history, but also in terms of the
relationship which they reveal between culture and
politics. Cultural policies are on occasion general and
vague: and on occasion they have very specific and
detailed aims. In this case, I should suggest, we are
faced with a commingling of the general and the
specific in a major area of cultural politics.
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