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I came to the institute with the intent to learn more about the role of legal 
scholars in developing the authority of the Umayyad state in al-Andalus, 
placing my research within the interdisciplinary frame of Mediterranean 
Studies. In addition to research in Arabic primary sources and hard-to-find 
Spanish-language secondary sources, I have spent long hours at museums, 
searching out and photographing the physical remains of the late Visigothic 
period and early Umayyad era. This research, and the opportunity to engage 
with scholars from a wide range of disciplines, will have a positive impact on 
my new book project: Muhammad’s Heirs: How Scholars Shape the Muslim 
World. 

My interest is in seeing precisely how scholars established and maintained their 
authority in the face of political and economic power, and in contrast with the 
sometimes rivals nodes of mystical and philosophical authority. The primary 
sources for this study include literary remains from these early scholars such as 
books of law and biographical dictionaries. Most of these I had already 
researched, but in Barcelona I have begun to put this research into new frames 
of interpretation: 1) the movement, exchange and interaction that seems 
fundamental to Mediterranean studies; 2) the intersection of oral and written 
literature, recovering the literary value of legal texts; 3) the possible interaction 
of Muslim with non-Muslim scholars. 

I. Rihla as transformative authority 

“Travel in search of knowledge, even to the borders of China ( ( ووللوو ااوو ببللططاا 
 ” ننيي صصللاابب ممللععللاا

This well-known hadith of the Prophet Muhammad is usually cited as the basis 
for the institution of rihla, or travel in search of knowledge. But the scholars 
from Medina did not travel to China – rather any simple glance at the 
biographical dictionaries reveals that their connections were consistently with 
Medina, along a path that led them along North Africa in a series of short 
jumps from one major center of knowledge to another. The trips of Abd al-
Malik b. Habib (d. 238/852) are quite typical in this regard. 

Ibn Habib, one of the greatest scholars of ninth-century Cordoba, wrote several 
books on law and history, some of which have survived to our day. Ibn Habib 
lived during the initial flourishing of scholarship in al-Andalus that 



accompanied the re-establishment of Umayyad power under Abd al-Rahman II 
(206/822-238/852). He is held to have left Cordoba in search of knowledge 
when he was around 25 in the year 824, returning three years later. Along the 
way, he studied with a host of famous scholars in Fustat and Medina, engaging 
in debate and sharpening his knowledge. Upon his return to Cordoba, he wrote 
his monumental االلففققهه ففيي االلووااضضححةة (The Clarification of Jurisprudence), which 
served as a major text of the new teaching institutions in Cordoba. 

I will return to Ibn Habib’s writings in a minute, but my interest now is simply 
in this process of knowledge transmission whereby the imprimatur of Medina is 
passed on to Cordoba. Ibn Habib’s slightly older colleagues, cĪsā b. Dīnār and 
Yaḥyā b. Yaḥyā, also travelled to Medina in search of knowledge. Famously, 
Yaḥyā b. Yaḥyā, who came from a family of Arabized Berbers of the Masmuda 
clan of the Madara, met Malik b. Anas in Medina and transmitted the most 
widely-known version of Malik’s book in the Islamic west. The words of Malik 
b. Anas and 

other Medinan scholars loom large in texts by these Cordovan jurists, and they, 
along with their counterparts in Egypt and Ifriqiyya, effectively started one of 
the first schools of Islamic law, based on the coherence of the Medinan 
approach. The Codovan jurists’ authority, then, rested not merely in their own 
erudition, personal charisma or mastery of religious sources, but also in the fact 
that they had been to Medina and had brought back relics in the form of ideas, 
interpretive strategies and even whole books from that city. 

In calling these items relics, I am suggesting a parallel between the rihla and 
the pilgrimage. Just as pilgrims will see themselves transformed as the result of 
a process of travel, ritual activity and return, so also these scholars are 
transformed in a rite of passage that was considered essential for their 
acceptance as legal authorities in al-Andalus. But pilgrims also commonly 
bring back relics – the clay of Karbala, medals from Santiago de Compostela, 
water from the well of zamzam, etc. Sometimes, these keepsakes themselves 
form new places of pilgrimage, just as when St. Louis brought the Crown of 
Thorns back from Jerusalem and built around it the gorgeous Sainte-Chapelle 
in the middle of the Île de la Cité. Parisians need not go to Jerusalem to see this 
relic, but can appreciate it in Paris, and thereby Paris in a small way becomes a 
new Jerusalem. 

Similarly, when scholars go to Medina to gain knowledge, they bring this 
knowledge back to Cordoba and teach in the Great mosque of the city. Normal 
Cordobans need not travel to Medina to gain this knowledge, for it is available 
through the mediation of these great scholars. Further, the very mosque built by 



the Umayyad Amirs, with arches rising from its many columns as stylized palm 
fronds, evokes the Prophet’s mosque in Medina. In this way, royal architecture 
and scholarly knowledge worked together to create an experience of a new 
Medina in southern Spain. 

II. Written and oral aspects of texts 

The choice of Medina is no accident as this “radiant city” of the Prophet 
Muhammad is both cause and effect of legal legitimacy in the Maliki school of 
law. Unique among legal scholars, Maliki’s argued that the practice of the 
living Muslim community in Medina was a far better source of religious 
knowledge than the vogue of depending on stories (hadith) passed on from one 
person to another. In other words, texts were of little value unless they were 
backed up by the authoritative practice of an individual scholar. What, then, do 
we make of a beautiful manuscript of Yaḥyā b. Yaḥyā’s transmission of 
Malik’s Muwatta, preserved in the Chester Beatty library in Dublin? This 
manuscript seems to fulfill all our presumptions of a scholarly society based on 
written, not oral knowledge. 

If knowledge from Medina can be usefully thought of as a relic, I want to argue 
that this fine manuscript is a reliquary. Like the beautiful silver and gold 
reliquaries that fill cathedrals all over Spain, this manuscript is a useless 
product of excess wealth that transforms the text from a utilitarian vessel of 
language and ideas to a thing that demands awe and worship. Despite its age, 
the Chester Beatty manuscript is in great shape – indeed, it doesn’t appear ever 
to have been used in a course of study. Consider manuscripts of similar age 
from Kairouan, covered with readers’ remarks and students’ notes, dog-eared 
and edgeworn: those manuscripts were produced in the class as a course of 
study with teachers and daily wear is visible on every page. This manuscript, in 
contrast, was produced for royalty as a symbol of power relations between the 
ruling class and the scholars. It is, perhaps, an example for how one corporate 
interest (the Umayyad rulers) can take a product of another corporate interest 
(the Maliki jurists) and transform it into a symbol of a commonly created and 
mutually useful Ecumenian world. 

Far more typical of the relationship between oral and written text is Ibn Habib’s 
Tarikh, or History. One of the earliest examples of history writing in Arabic, it 
is precisely the sort of early text that helps make my case for the early Maliki 
school to be considered an exemplary product of the Mediterranean. A 
comparatively short text, it had been dismissed by generations of orientalist 
scholars. For example, Dozy declared: “Ne croirait-on pas lire des fragments 
des Mille et une Nuits? Et pourtant Ibn-Habib donne tout cela pour de 



l’histoire!” In Sunderland’s terms, Dozy was looking for major literature that 
would provide him with useful facts about the invasion of Spain, when in fact 
Ibn Habib’s Tarikh is also minor literature, containing entertaining stories 
about the history of the world from Creation through the Prophets up to the life 
of Muhammad. It then switches from thematic to chronological format, 
covering key events in the first 200 years of Islamic history, including the 
invasion of Spain and the rise of the Umayyad Amirs. This is what Dozy 
complained about most, since Ibn Habib includes extensive information about 
the capture of a fabulous piece of furniture known as Solomon’s table, while 
including little on the dates of battles or the commanders of the invasion. The 
book then closes with a list of scholars in the Medinan tradition, beginning with 
Muhammad’s own companions and then expanding, in concentric circles, 
through generations and geography until reaching up to Ibn Habib’s own day. 

III. Writing Mediterranean worlds 

Ibn Habib’s text works on several registers at once, providing the Umayyad 
amirs with a sense of religious legitimacy. In the terms of Brian’s most recent 
lecture, he burnished the ignoble, pragmatic pursuits of the corporate with the 
timeless and certain qualities of an ecumenian register. In so doing, he fulfills a 
role already anticipated by Christian scholars before him. Isadore of Saville’s 
famous history of the Visigothic kings, for example, was only produced 

once those kings had rejected their heretical Arianism and embraced the 
Universal church. But could there be other connections as well? If Braudel, 
Horden and Abulafia are right about the determinative aspect of Mediterranean 
geography, our presumptions ought to be in favor of these interactions taking 
place, and historians should begin to ask questions that will uncover them. I am 
not speaking here of a crass argument that Muslim scholarship was derivative 
of Jewish and Christian learning, such as Geiger’s Was hat Mohammed aus 
dem Judenthume aufgenommen? but rather a more complex and subtle set of 
interactions, similar to the translation and commentary of medical and religious 
texts from Arabic into Latin in the Middle Ages. We know, of course, of the 
great translation projects in Iraq and Syria from Greek into Syriac and Arabic, 
but could similar but smaller projects have been going on in Spain? 

I argue that if we consider Ibn Habib’s Tarikh as a product of Mediterranean 
history, it begins to exhibit new characteristics. For example, the description of 
creation in the Qur’an is famously laconic, with only oblique references to 
seven days of creation or the making of humankind min nafsin wāḥidin (of a 
single soul). In contrast, Ibn Habib’s account is far more detailed, including 
details such as Adam being created from eight things: clay, stone, sea, sun, 



wind, clouds, the holy spirit, and ability (qudra) – or light. The creation of Eve 
is also elaborated, including the reference to her being made of a bent rib. 
Adam’s rib is never mentioned in the Qur’an itself, and Ibn Habib is clearly 
filling in the gaps with, as Brian might say, the mutually intelligible language 
of the Mediterranean, where both Galenic medicine and Galileo see the human 
being as the cosmos in miniature, while five centuries later the Malleus 
Maleficarum will reminds us that witches, like Eve, are determined to deceive 
since God created woman from a bent rib. 

Moving from details to genre, it is striking that the very format of the Tarikh 
follows a precedent set by Eusebius and followed by Isadore of Seville and 
many subsequent generations of Christian historians. We cannot prove that Ibn 
Habib ever read Isadore, nor do we have to. The Tarikh is working with a 
template and a symbolic language that formed part of the lingua franca of the 
Mediterranean. While his specific conclusions, that Muslim religious scholars 
are the pinnacle of creation, would not be accepted by Jews and Christians of 
his time, the format of his presentation would be. 

In conclusion, the challenges posed by Mediterranean history raise significant 
questions and suggest new lines of research for scholars of early Islamic law. 
There can be no doubt that the Maliki school is a Mediterranean school, 
depending on the possibility of both near and distant connectivities to maintain 
coherence. At the same time that local cultural niches promoted the 
development of regional scholarly clusters in Fustat, Kairouan, Fez and 
Cordoba, travel among these centers promoted a sense of shared history and 
mission. This relationship between the local and regional is manifested through 
the translation of texts and scholars, but also in the explicit attempt to build 
imaginative reconstructions of Medina throughout the Mediterranean. In the 
Mediterranean, however, these Medinas are both idealized forms of Islamic 
orthopraxy and also sites of productive interaction among Muslims, Jews and 
Christians. 

	  


