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ABSTRACT

This paper deals with the representation of al-Habasha (Abyssinia) in the
apocalyptic texts written in early Islam and the importance of Egyptian
scholars in the transmission of this material. The historical background of
this literature and the political context of its writing shows a strong Yemeni
influence, related to the struggle between the kingdoms of Himyar and Axum
in the sixth century CE. One could ask if Muslim sholars from Fustat, the
new Islamic capital of Egypt, enacted a “collective memory” by borrowing
apocalyptic material from Christian literature, as well as fragments from the

pre-Islamic history of Yemen.

Islamic narratives sources report little information on the relationship be-
tween Egypt and Abyssinia—called al-Habasha in Arabic sources—in early
Islam.! According to the oldest Egyptian source, Futih Misr wa akhbaruha,
written by Ibn ‘Abd al-Hakam (d. 257 AH/871 CE), the Umayyad governor
of Egypt, Maslama b. Mukhallad al-Ansari (47 AH/668 CE-62 AH/682 CE)
sent an embassy to the master of Abyssinia (sahib al-Habasha),> whereas
al-Kindi (d. 350 AH/961 CE), in his History of Governors of Egypt, tells of
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an Egyptian expedition in Abyssinia in 150 AH/767 CE against a Muslim
Kharijite group.® The topographical literature of Egypt, called al-Hitat,* adds
more information: al-Maqrizi (d. 845 AH/1442 CE), according to al-Quda‘
(d. 454 AH/1063 CE), mentions Abyssinian elements in the army of ‘Amr b.
al-As who conquered Egypt in 20 AH/641 CE.5 The presence of Abyssinians
at the beginning of Islamic rule in Egypt seems confirmed by the toponymy
of the new city of al-Fustat: in the southeast, a pond was called Birkat al-
Habash (the Pond of the Abyssinians) by the newcomers, which is a serious
indication of Abyssinian groups living in the new capital of Egypt.®

As we can see, the presence of Abyssinia in early Islamic Egypt is discreet
in Egyptian narrative sources, which does not necessarily mean that it was
weak. However, Abyssinia is present in another type of source, which could
most be the oldest narratives written in Islam: the Apocalypse,” known in
Arabic as al-malahim wa al-fitan. The context of this literature is deeply
connected with the wars between Islam and Byzantium in the first AH/
seventh century CE,® and these Islamic traditions are, as many scholars
have shown, deeply influenced by other apocalyptic traditions, especially
Jewish and Christian ones.® The oldest books on Apocalypse were written in
Egypt at the beginning of the third AH/ninth century CE in Fustat. The first
one is a scroll of papyrus called Sahifat Abd Allah b. Lahi'a by its editor.° In
fact, the author was not ‘Abd Allah, a famous cadi and scholar from Fustat
(second AH/eighth century CE), but rather a pupil of ‘Uthman b. Salih (d.
219 AH/834 CE), who was a disciple of Ibn Lahi‘a. The second book, which
is more famous, is the Kitab al-fitan, written by Nu‘aym b. Hammad (d. 228
AH/843 CE)." Even if Hammad was from Marw, Khurasan, he spent the last
forty years of his life in Fustat, where he wrote his book,"? and one can easily
find the Egyptian influence on his work.

In these texts, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr b. al-As (d. 65 AH/685 CE) appears
as the main Egyptian authority regarding apocalyptic narratives. Some
historians mention that, on the day of the Yarmiik battle,'* ‘Abd Allah found
a scroll containing a number of apocalyptic narratives written by Jewish
and Christian people (ahl al-kitab)."* Others assert that he knew Syriac,”
which allowed him to read the Bible,'® but especially apocalyptic books, in
particular the Book of Daniel.” The latter is known as the writer of an im-
portant book containing apocalyptic revelations,'® which exerted influence
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on some traditions that were written about by ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr and related
to Abyssinia. In Islamic apocalyptic texts written in Fustat, two references
to Abyssinia and Abyssinians as apocalyptic actors in Egypt are to be found,
all transmitted by ‘Abd Allah. The first narrative describes the Abyssinian
expedition against Egypt at a stage of what David Cook calls Christians

counterinvasions':
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[‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr b. al-‘As: You will fight in Wasim (in the Delta), and
your reinforcement will arrive from Syria. When the first of them will
come down [in the battlefield], God will beat your enemy. You will
continue to fight them until Libya, and then you return and the Habasha
will attack you on 3,000 boats commanded by Asis. Then, you and the
Syrians will fight them. ]

The battle of Wasim is described as opposing Muslims to the Andalusians
(i.e., the Spanish); another report states that the Abyssinian expedition will
happen a year after the Andalusian.? The Abyssinian expedition is described
as a huge army (3,000 boats), commanded by Asis, who is identified by
Khoury as the Biblical prophet Isaiah,?? known for his messianic predictions.
The biblical character of this Islamic narrative is clear, especially because
in the Bible, Isaiah evokes in his prediction Abyssinian messengers sent on
board ship and going back up the river (probably the Nile).?

The second narrative gives more details about the Abyssinian expedition
against Egypt:
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[Wardan [the finance director of Egypt] went out Maslama b. Mukhal-
lad the governor. In a hurry, he met ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr who asked him:
where do you go, Abti ‘Ubayd? He answered: Maslama sent me to Manf
(Memphis) to dig in search of Pharaoh’s treasure. [‘Abd Allah] said:
Then come back to him and greet him on my behalf, and say to him that
Pharaoh’s treasure is neither for him, nor for his companions, but it is
for the Abyssinians who will come on their boats to seize Fustat. They
will arrive at Manf and it is there that Pharaoh’s treasure will appear to
them. They will say: We shall not want better booty. They will come back,
and Muslims will follow them and fight them. The Abyssinians will be
defeated and Muslims will kill them and capture them to such an extent

that the Abyssinian will be sold for a dress.]

This narrative is a mixture of Biblical (from the Book of Daniel) and Islamic
Apocalypses. The episode of the Nubians in Egypt as invaders, raiding and
pillaging cities and villages and searching the Pharaoh’s treasure is well
described in the fourteenth vision of Daniel, called “Abyssinian invasions.”*
The novelty lies in the mention of Fustat, of the battle between Muslims
and Abyssinians and, of course, in the substitution of the Abyssinians to
the Nubians.

David Cook sensibly wonders whether the Abyssinians in the Muslim
text are the same as the Nubians in the Christian one. His conclusion is that
this tradition rests on a treasure-seeking expedition, considering the lack
of religious overtones, and has most likely no historical ground.?® David
Cooks’s analysis is attractive. It has also the merit of exposing this narrative
for the first time, of connecting it with Christian apocalyptic tradition and of
asking the question of the differences between both versions. Nevertheless,
another interpretation can be put forward. First, it is normal that the narra-
tive changes from Christian to Muslim perspective. The purpose of Muslim
tradition is to show the danger represented by the Abyssinians, described
as an army assaulting Fustat on boat, and the final victory of the Muslims.
Second, and more important, Nubians at that time (the second half of the
first AH/seventh century CE) had already sealed a pact with Muslims, known
as the Bagt.*” Egyptian Muslim sources indicate that the pact was concluded
after the battle of Dongola in 31 AH/652 CE.?® One can suppose that the
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replacement of the Nubians by the Abyssinians in the above-mentioned
tradition is a consequence of this pact, because Nubians were no longer
enemies of Muslims. This is confirmed by another apocalyptic narrative
related to the ruin of Egypt at the end of the world, showing the principal
dangers that threaten Egypt:
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[Egypt will collapse if the four bows attack it: the bow of the Turks, the
bow of the Romans (Byzantines), the bow of the Abyssinians and the

bow of the Andalusians.]*

Having made peace with the Christian kingdom of Nubia, the danger
of a “Christian” attack from the south could come only from the Christian
kingdom of Abyssinia. Another reason for understanding the representa-
tion of Abyssinia in early Muslim sources: the episode of the Abyssinian
attack on Mecca in the middle of the sixth century CE, called in Muslim
tradition “am al-fil” (year of the elephant), and described in the Qur'an in
the Elephant surah.® This event took place in the sixth century CE when
Abraha, king of Arabia,* attacked the Arabian city of Mecca and tried to
destroy the temple of al-Ka‘ba.?? According to the Muslim tradition, this
event is placed in 570 CE. Its date is not certain, however, because Abraha
took the power in South Arabia in 530 CE. But it could be a symbolic date
because the birth of the Prophet Muhammad is placed on the same year by
the Muslim tradition.® It is likely that the event is to be put in connection
with the Abyssinian invasion of the Yemen in 527 CE and the destruction of
Zafar, the Himyarite capital.* One may wonder if this event (the tentative
of destruction of al-Ka‘ba) lies at the origin of the Abyssinians’ image as
destructive and invasive people.®®

Another interpretation of the invader image attributed to the Abyssin-
ians is possible. Going back in time, in the third century CE, one can note
the struggle between the kingdom of Axum and the Arabian kingdoms of
Yemen for the control of trade in the Red Sea. Some inscriptions evoke the
conflict among Axum, Himyar, and Saba), from 220 to 270 CE, which led to
the occupation of a large part of Yemen by the Abyssinians.*® In the fourth
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century CE, the unification of Yemen under the kingdom of Himyar, by the
annexation of the Saba’ and Hadramawt kingdoms, offered a stable political
context for its maritime and commercial development. But Himyar suffered
a lot from the competition of Adoulis, the main port of the Abyssinian
kingdom.*" In the beginning of the sixth century CE, South Arabia was con-
quered again by Axum and some sources point out religious motivations,
especially the protection of Christian communities in Arabia who suffered
amassacre by the Himyarite Jews, better known as the massacre of Najran.*®
According to the Acts of Gregentius, which received an excellent analysis
from by Vasilios Christides, Abyssinians are described as brutal and cruel.*

Abyssinia appears in most Syriac and Byzantine apocalyptic traditions,
written shortly before the founding of Islam.*’ In the imagination of the time,
Abyssinia and its people were an essential link in the conception of the end
of the world. One could therefore wonder how deep connection between
the events in sixth-century CE Arabia and the apocalyptic narratives of
early Islam. The Syriac Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, written in the late
seventh century CE,* includes some interesting narratives to information
given by Muslim apocalypses. Some scholars have shown the influence of this
apocalypse on the writing of the Kebra Nagast (The Glory of the Kings), an
apocryphal Abyssinian text, a great compilation of legends and traditions to
glorify Caleb.*? On the other hand, the writing of the apocalypse of Pseudo-
Methodius is deeply connected to the coming of Islam and its expansion in
the Near East.*3

An old Muslim source, written at the beginning of the third AH/ninth
century CE, gives a better idea of the Abyssinians’ image in Yemeni memory.*
The text is supposed to have been written by Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 725
or 737 CE), a scholar and cadi of San@’ in the Umayyad period. Wahb was
a specialist and transmitter of Isra’iliyyat, the Biblical traditions about
prophets.* In the Tijan, Wahb gives interesting information about the royalty
of Himyar, son of Saba’ He relates that the Habasha, sons of Kash b. Ham,
went back up the Nile to ruin Egypt, and that Himyar faced them in Middle
Egypt and finally beat them.*” This information looks like that reported
in Muslim Apocalypses, and one wonders if a Yemeni tradition circulated
earlier in Egypt and influenced apocalyptic narratives.*

We also need to remember some of the battles between Muslims and
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Abyssinians in the early decades of Islam. According to al-Wagqidi (d. 822 CE),
Shu‘ayba, a small port on the Red Sea, was assaulted by Abyssinian boats in 9
AH/630 CE. A contingent of 300 Muslims ran to defend the port and would
have even pursued the Abyssinians at sea.®” Some similarities between this
narrative and the apocalyptic tradition of the Abyssinian invasion can be
observed: an Abyssinian invasion by sea, the number of three (300, 3,000),
and the pursuit of Abyssinians by Muslims. The scenario was repeated in
83 AH/702 CE when Abyssinian ships assaulted Jeddah, on the Red Sea. The
attack was repelled and the Abyssinians were pursued at sea by a Muslim
fleet.® The link between historical events in early Islam (e.g., the struggle
between the nascent Islamic power and the Christian kingdom of Abyssinia)
and the apocalyptic narratives transmitted by earlier scholars like ‘Abd Allah
b. ‘Amr seems clear. One may wonder if early scholars such as ‘Abd Allah
b. ‘Amr did not add to the apocalyptic heritage (from Christian and Jewish
traditions) a historical base influenced by the first contact between the two
powers. In this context, a question remains unanswerable: Islamic tradition
draws a positive image of the Abyssinian king, al-Najashi (the Negus) due to
his reception of Muslim refugees sent by Muhammad from Mecca to Axtm.>
As seen above, the image of Abyssinia in early Islamic apocalyptic
narratives was influenced by other apocalyptic traditions of the late ancient
Near East. Written in Syriac, Greek, and Coptic, these literatures “may serve
as a kind of barometer for measuring the eschatological pressure at a given
time in history since apocalypses are written to provide comfort in time of
tribulation.”> Most of the apocalyptic material used by Muslim scholars was
borrowed from the intellectual sphere of Near Eastern cultures. In the latter,
Abyssinians were a main crux in the perception of the end of the world.
Nevertheless, the Islamic tradition seems to have drawn some references
from the recent past of the Arabic Peninsula, and the struggle between the
kingdoms of Himyar (in Yemen) and Axtim. The most important transmitters
of apocalyptic material in early Islamic Egypt were the Yemeni: they acted
as agents of a “collective memory”> that was probably written at the end of
the Umayyad period in the book of Wahb, al-Tijan fi mulitk Himyar. One can
assume the establishment of a triangular network of historical traditions
among Abyssinia, South Arabia, and Egypt. It is surprising that the Christian
kingdom of Nubia is completely omitted from this early network dominated
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by the apocalyptic tradition: one may wonder if the “Yemeni” character of
this tradition, combined with the “peace” achieved between Muslims and
Nubians, was the crucial element in the absence of Nubia in early Muslim
apocalyptic narratives.

The presence of Yemeni scholars in Fustat seems to have played an
important role in the writing of the first Muslim books regarding the Apoca-
lypse: the Sahifa of Ibn Lahi‘a and al-Fitan of Nu‘aym b. Hammad. The latter
clearly chose to settle in Egypt due to the existence of such knowledge, both
oral and written.> The early interest of Egyptian scholars in the Apocalypse
is confirmed by a note related to Yazid b. Abi Habib (d. 128 AH/745 CE),
considered as the most important Egyptian authority in his time. It asserts
that before Yazid undertook studies and reflection on legal matters (al-ilm
wa al-kalam fi al-halalwa al-haram), Egyptian scholars were solely versed in
the Apocalypse (al-malahim wa al-fitan).>> Exhaustive investigation on the
scholarship milieu of Fustat in the first century of Islam would enlighten our
reading (and probably translations) of ancient masterpieces of apocalyptic
literature,*® the composition of an Islamic tradition in this genre, along
with—and which would be even more interesting—the writing of a history
of the glory of pre-Islamic Yemen in the capital of Islamic Egypt.>
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