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Introduction

This book contains short Arabic stories that were told both orally and in writing
through the ages from the pre-Islamic period (Aljahiliyya) until the 15th century.

The stories have been selected from a wide variety of classical literary sources
(printed during the 20th century) such as Qisas Al’arab by Muhammad Abu-Ifadl
Ibrahim, Almustajaad min fi’lati-I’ajwaad by Almuhsin Bin Ali Attanukhi, Tara’if
min Alturaath Al’arabi by Abd Al’amir Bin Ali Muhanna, Nawader Goha Alkubra by
Khalil Hana Tadrus, Albayan Wattabyin by Aljahiz, Al’iqdu-Ifarid by Ibn Abd
Rabbihi, Jawahiru-1’adab by Alhashimi and many more. They reflect Arab culture,
and with it the influence of such cultures as the Persian, the Byzantine, and the
Greek.

In the manner of most folk tales and fables, the stories are designed to entertain
listeners and guide them through life’s dilemmas. As specifically Arabic stories,
they offer advice on overcoming the difficulties of desert life. Finally, they share
with readers and listeners the valuable lessons we can take from the experiences of
others.

The stories in this collection bring the Arab culture to life a pithy and colorful way,
and offer readers a glimpse of the social, cultural and religious aspects of the Arab
lifestyle before and after Islam. The values and moral norms of the desert dwellers
—such as loyalty, hospitality, friendship, family bonds, keeping promises and
telling the truth—are vividly if concisely portrayed. The traditional manner of the
storytelling conveys that important sense of wisdom passing from the elderly to the
young, so that children might learn life’s basic skills—how to get out of trouble,
how to earn rewards, even how to save their own lives. Some stories expose readers
to the original context behind proverbs, while others describe the creation of Islam
according to the Islamic tradition. The Caliph, (Muslim ruler charged with providing
leadership after the Prophet Muhammad), the judge, the sheikh (an old man, also a
tribal leader because of his rich life experience and wisdom), the poet and other
figures such as Juha/Goha (a funny man, a wise fool, whose stories are full of wit
and wisdom), a thief, a poor man, and even animals constitute the main characters of
these stories.

The stories in this collection have been edited and simplified for teaching purposes.
We have replaced complex grammatical structures with simple ones that, while
more comprehendible, are nevertheless intended to challenge students. We have
tried to keep the vocabulary to words that are in common use. Each story focuses on



only one incident, has a single plot, a single setting, a limited number of characters,
and takes place over a short period of time.Arabic Stories is geared toward
intermediate and advanced students at the secondary and university level, adult
language classes, and individual study. The stories are recorded on the
accompanying CD to help students develop and enhance listening comprehension
skills.

Alongside the Arabic versions we have provided an English translation to help
students who are in the early phases of learning the language. It is our hope that,
with these translations, readers who are not yet students of the language may enjoy
the glimpse these stories provide into the Arab culture and Arab life.

Enjoy your reading.
2013

—Hezi Brosh (Ph.D.), United States Naval Academy, Annapolis, Maryland

—Lutfi Mansur (Ph.D.) The Academic Arab Institute, Beit Berl College, Israel
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Being Employed Is Better Than Being
Unemployed

A man came to the prophet and said to him: O, messenger of God, I am poor and I
cannot find food to feed my children and family. Help me.

The prophet gave him an ax and said to him: Go to the forest and gather wood, then
return to me.

The man went to the forest and gathered a bundle of wood, then sold it and bought
food and clothes for his children. When he returned, the prophet said to him: All

work, no matter how simple, is better than sitting around complaining about poverty
and waiting for charity.
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Juha and the Police Officer

Juha left his house in the middle of the night and was walking the streets when a
police officer encountered him and asked: What are you doing in the street in the
middle of the night?

Juha replied: My sleep ran away, and I’m looking for it.

5 R - S‘ - - .
Detail from The Night Halt (Muhammad Zaman flor. 1649-1694), page from an album of paintings and
calligraphy most of whose pages are now stored at the Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg. Gouache, gold

and ink on paper, 1660-1665, Iran. Department of Islamic art, Louvre Museum. Former Duffeuty collection;
gift of the Friends of the Louvre, 1998.
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The Child and the Grocer

A boy went to the grocery store to buy 60 dirhams worth of dates. The grocer gave
him dates but reduced the weight. The boy said: Why are these dates lighter?

The grocer replied: To make it easier for you to carry it.

He asked for the money, and the boy paid him fifty dirhams.

The grocer said: The price of the dates is sixty dirhams. Why did you pay less?

The boy replied: To make it easier for you to count the money.
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Juha and the Thief

Juha sensed that there was a thief in his house one night, so he went to his bedroom
closet and hid in it. The thief was looking for something to steal but couldn’t find
anything. When he saw the closet he opened it, and there was Juha inside. The thief
was frightened, but he took courage and said: What are you doing here, old man?

To that Juha replied: I’m sorry, sir, but I knew that you wouldn’t find anything
worth stealing, and for that I was ashamed and hid out of embarrassment.

by Henry Walters.
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If I Had Been Riding It, I Would Have Been Lost

One day Juha’s donkey was missing, so he started to search for it, praising God and
thanking him.
People asked him, Why do you praise God and thank him when your ass has been

lost?
And Juha said: I praise him and thank him because if I was riding the donkey, I

would have been lost with it.
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An Appropriate Answer

A Bedouin entered the place of one of the princes, and he saw the prince sitting and
all the notables around him, and he greeted the prince saying: Peace be upon you, O
Prince, and he asked him: How are you, O Prince?

And the prince answered: As you like.

The Bedouin said: If it was as I like, I would be in your place and you would be in
my place.

The prince and the dignitaries laughed.
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Fish Is Sold Here

A man opened a fish shop, and above the door of the store he hung a small panel on
which he wrote: Fish Sold Here.

A customer came and said to him: Why did you write the word “here”? Aren’t fish
sold in other places?

So he deleted the word “here.”

Then came another customer, who said: There’s no need for the word “sold,” since
people understand that you don’t give the fish away for free.

So he deleted the word “sold.”

Then came another and said: There is no need for the word “fish,” since people see
it and smell it.

So he took down the panel.
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The Intelligent Boy and the Caliph

Ahmad was a smart boy from a poor family. All people—elders, men, and women—
liked him for his acumen and intelligence. His name became famous, and word of
him reached the Caliph Harun al-Rashid. He ordered that Ahmad be brought to his
palace in Baghdad. In the welcoming hall, in the presence of his ministers, he turned
to him and asked: What do you want me to give you?

I want you to give me your advice and your knowledge, so I can become wise like
you, Ahmad said.

The Caliph smiled and ordered to be brought rings made of gold and rings made of
silver, and put them in front of the boy and said to him: What is the thing that you
like most? Choose whatever you want.

The Caliph is what I like most, but I will choose these rings, and he put his hand on
the golden rings.

The Caliph laughed when he heard his wise answer. He gave him the rings and
instructed the ministers to take care of his education and studies until he became a
man.

17th Century. Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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The Poor Ruler

One day the Caliph informed his ministers that he wished to tour the cities of the
state. The Caliph wishes to know the conditions of the citizens in order to help the
poor and the needy, he said.

When the Caliph arrived in the first city, he wanted to know the names of the poor,
and he found among these names that of the governor of the city.

The Caliph was surprised and ordered him to be brought, and asked him: You have
a large salary and yet you are poor?

I give away my salary to the poor of the city in order to prevent them from being
hungry, and none remains for me.

The Caliph was pleased with the governor’s actions and doubled his monthly salary
and gave charity to the poor.
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The Bedouins, Dwellers of the Desert

In the old times many Bedouin tribes lived on the Arabian Peninsula. In each tribe
were many families—in them were fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters. The
Bedouins lived in tents, and their lives in the desert were difficult because of the
high temperatures, little rain, and lack of trees. For this reason, the Bedouins moved
from place to place in the desert, seeking water and grass. Because of the difficult
life in the desert, the Bedouins grew accustomed to the lack of food and water. In
spite of being poor, they would welcome guests generously and help the needy and
the weak. Among their customs is drinking coffee and serving it to their guests.

The camel is the most important animal for the Bedouins, as they both ride on it
and drink its milk. Thus the nickname of the camel is “the ship of the desert.”
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The King and the Miller

A king visited a wheat mill that belonged to an old miller. He saw the donkey that
turned the grindstone to grind the wheat and noticed that the miller put a string of
bells around the donkey’s neck. The donkey was moving and the bells were ringing
with a beautiful sound.

The king asked the miller: Why did you attach a string of bells around the donkey’s
neck?

Sometimes when I feel tired I close my eyes, and if the bells stops making noise, I
know the donkey has stopped moving, the miller said.

And if the donkey stops and begins to toss his head back and forth, don’t the bells
sound? asked the king.

The miller answered him, smiling: And where would the donkey get the mind of a
king?
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The Caliph and the Old Man

One day the Caliph and his minister passed by a seventy-year-old man who was
planting palms. The Caliph asked him: Do you think you will eat from the fruit of
these palms, though you know that it doesn’t yield until after many years?

The old man answered: They planted and we eat, and we plant and they will eat.

The Caliph was amazed at the old man’s wisdom and gave him hundred dinars. The
old man took the money and said: Look, O Caliph, the palms have already paid off.

The Caliph laughed at the clever old man’s answer and gave him another hundred
dinars. A smile filled the old man’s face, and he said: Each plant gives fruit once a
year except my plant. It gave fruit twice.

The admiration of the king increased at the cleverness of the old man, and he
ordered to another hundred dinars to be given to him. The king turned to his minister
and said: Let’s go quickly from here. Otherwise, he will take all of our money
because of his wisdom and presence of mind.



Detail of A Discussion Between alah Old Man, Mummad aanc164 and 1665, ink, opaque
watercolor and gold on paper, Folio from the Davis Album, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1915: bequeathed
by Theordore M. Davis.
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A Father’s Advice

One of the tribal sheiks was a wise and just man, and all the people loved him. He
had seven sons who were famous for their courage and strength. When he became
old and about to die, he called his seven sons to him and gave each of them one
arrow, telling them: I want each of you to break the arrow that is in your hand.

The sons were surprised at their father’s request, but everyone broke his arrow.
After this, the father gave each son a bundle of seven arrows and said to them: Each
of you must break the bundle of arrows that is in your hand.

Each son tried to break his bundle but without success, despite their strength and
youth.

The father said to them: Do you see? Each of you had been able to break his one
arrow quite easily, but you weren’t able to break the bundle of arrows. I am an old
sheik and, before long, I will be leaving this world. I have one wish: that you be
united after I die and that each of you protect the other, for then no one will be able
to defeat you. However, if you quarrel and become divided, you will grow weak and
easily vanquished.

The sons looked on their father with respect and appreciation because of his
wisdom and counsel, and they vowed to fulfill his wish.

his Gulistan ch 5, story 17. illustration 1547 Bukhara, for a text written by Sa'di in 1259, copied for this book
in Herat in July 1500. Peerless Images: Persian Figural Painting and Its Sources, Eleanor Sims, from the

Bibliotheca Bodmeriana, Geneva.
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The Lost Treasure

It is said that a man had seven children, and he wanted to ensure their income after
he died. When his moment of death grew closer, he gathered his children and said to
them: I have left you in the land that I own an expensive treasure. I hid it there. Go
and get it out after my death, so you can make a living out of it.

When the father died, his children began to dig up the land inch by inch, but they
couldn’t find the treasure, and their efforts were in vain. Then they looked and saw
the land was plowed, so they agreed to grow wheat there, and they did.

The land yielded a great deal of wheat. They ate some and sold the rest and lived a
comfortable life. Then they understood that the land was the treasure their father had
told them about.
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The Caliph and the Milk Seller

The Caliph Umar bnu al-Khattab, may God be pleased with him, learned that an old
woman was cheating when she sold milk, and he said to her: Old woman, do not
cheat the people, and do not mix your milk with water. She who cheats us is not one
of us. The old woman said: I heard and will obey, O Leader of Believers.

After some days, he passed by and said to her: Old woman, did I not command you
not to mix your milk with water? The old woman said: By God, I didn’t do that, O
Leader of the Believers.

Then one of her daughters from inside the tent said: O mother! Are you cheating
the people, lying to the Caliph, and breaking your oath?

Umar heard her, and he liked her words and candor in what is right, and chose her
as wife for his son.
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Juha and His Donkey

One day Juha was riding his donkey, his son was riding behind him, and the donkey
took them where they wanted. A man who was walking in the road saw them riding
the donkey and said: What a cruel man! How is it possible for a weak donkey to
carry two?

Juha heard the man’s words and agreed with him. He got down from the donkey’s
back and left his son to ride, while he walked alongside.

Another man saw them and said: This boy is not polite! He rides the donkey and
leaves his old father walking.

Juha’s son was ashamed. He got down from the donkey and bid his father to ride.

A third man passed by and said: What a cruel heart this father has! He rides a
donkey and makes his young son walk!

So Juha got down from the donkey and walked next to his son.

After a short while, Juha turned to his son and asked him: What should we do, my
son, to please people?

The boy said: All has been done, except if we carry the donkey and walk with it.
And Juha said: You’re right.

And then they carried the donkey on their backs and walked with it. The people
laughed, mocking them, when they saw this sight, so Juha became angry, and he
resumed riding the donkey with his son riding behind him.



Goha Story Cloth by Ahmed Yossery, 2007, from the permanent collection of The Children's Museum of
Indianapolis.
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The Thief Who Was Robbed

Two thieves stole a donkey, and one of them took it to sell in the market. On the
road he encountered a man carrying a bowl with fish in it, and the man said to him:
Is this donkey for sale? The thief answered: Yes.

The man said: Hold this dish, so I may try it out.

He rode the donkey, and when he was a distance away from the thief he entered one
of the alleys, disappeared, and made off with the donkey. The thief knew that he had
been deceived, so he returned to his partner with the plate of fish. His partner asked:
Did you sell the donkey?

He said: Yes.

The partner asked: For how much?

And the thief said: For the same amount that we paid for it, and this bowl is the
profit.
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Manhood Among the Arabs

A horseman was crossing the desert on his horse, and the heat was intense and the
sand burned. He encountered on his path a man walking on foot, in pain from the
intensity of the hot sand, so the horseman felt pity for him. He got off his horse and
let the man ride in order to rest a little. When the man was mounted on the horse, he
rushed off and escaped.

The owner shouted after him, saying: I gave you the horse, and I will not ask about
it after today, but I ask that you keep silent about this affair with other people, so
that it won’t spread among the Arab tribes, and the strong won’t help the weak and
the rider won’t pity the man walking, and manhood will leave this desert.

When the thief heard these words, he understood the importance of manhood in the
desert, and he returned the horse to its owner, ashamed.
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It Is Already Too Late

The Arabs in the Gahiliyya ~cherished three attributes: generosity, loyalty, and
courage. One sheik wished to test his friends’ loyalty to him, so he slaughtered a ram
and covered it with a cloth and placed it in one of the corners of the tent. He then
called his friends one after the other and informed them he had killed a man and
asked for their help. They all refused except a man named Khuzaim.

Khuzaim asked the sheik: Who knows the story except you and me?

The sheik said: We two and the young man guarding the tent.

Then Khuzaim ran to the young man and killed him with his dagger. The sheik
screamed out in great pain: Woe! What did you do?

The sheik then told Khuzaim the truth, that he had not killed a man and that he did
what he did to test his friends’ loyalty. Khuzaim replied: There is no benefit from
blame or remorse now, it is already too late.

* The pre-Islamic period
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The Girl and the Coals

A Bedouin caravan was plodding through the sands of the desert. The sun was setting
in the west, and fatigue appeared on the faces of the passengers from the long
journey and their intense thirst and hunger.

All of the sudden they spotted in front of them palm trees waving on the horizon.
They cried out in joy: We are saved! Those are trees! That is water! There we will
rest and settle to eat, drink, and water our cattle.

When they arrived at the oasis, they set up camp and lit fires to prepare food and
coffee. The mother of Amina was not able to light her fire, so she sent her daughter
Amina to fetch coals from one of the neighboring tents.

I want a coal to light my fire, said Amina.

The coals are burning, so how will you take them without a container? asked the
owner of the tent.

Amina bent down to the earth and took a handful of soil from the ground and said:
Put the coals on this soil that’s in my hand. Is there a better container than this?

The Bedouin was amazed by her cleverness and said to himself: No matter how
much experience and knowledge a person has, he can still learn even from children.

Then he placed the coals in her hands on top of the soil, and she returned to her
mother.

John Frederick Lewis (17870A5—1876), A Bedouin Encampment; or, Bedouin Arabsj C. 1841-1851. Yale Center

for British Art.
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The Arab Sheik and the Spanish Man

An Arab and a Spaniard argued in one of the markets. The Spaniard struck the Arab,
wounding him on the head. The Spaniard fled, and the friends of the injured Arab
began to chase him. The Spaniard found refuge in an Arab sheik’s house, told him
what had happened, and sought his protection from the pursuers. The Arab sheik
went to a fig tree in the yard of his home and picked some fruit, then presented it to
the Spaniard, and they ate it together. He said to his guest: We Arabs, if we eat with
a foreigner, we will sacrifice ourselves to protect him. Don’t worry. I will hide you
until dark, and then you can escape to find adequate refuge for yourself.

After a short while, the pursuers arrived at the sheik’s house, bringing with them
the wounded young man. It soon became apparent that the wounded man was the
sheik’s own son. In the evening, the sheik went to the Spaniard, gave him a horse,
and said to him: The young man you wounded is my son, and I should punish you for
that. But we ate together, and I promised you that I would save you from the hands
of your pursuers, and I will do so, because we Arabs are keen to fulfill our promises.

The Spaniard mounted the horse and disappeared into the darkness. While he rode,
he began to reflect on how the Arab sheik had treated him. He said to himself: How
much integrity is in this Arab, and how much sincerity! I have learned from him how
to keep a promise.



Detail from A Fig Tree (Muhammad ibn Muhammad Shakir Ruzmah-'i Nathani) 1717 AD (1121 AH)
(Ottoman period (1281—1924). Walters Art Museum W.659. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Harun Al-Rashid and the Sheik

One day Harun Al-Rashid ordained an opulent banquet for the midday meal, and he
had the best and most delicious drinks and foods prepared. He then invited a group
of senior statesmen, and when they arrived he welcomed them tumultuously. After
they had eaten and drunk, they rose to wash their hands. The servants started pouring
water over their hands to help them. Suddenly the Caliph grabbed a pitcher from one
of the servants, and he himself began to pour water on the hands of an old sheik. The
guests were surprised by this strange act and wondered about its cause. They learned
that the old sheik was the Caliph’s teacher and mentor in his youth.
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The Bedouin and Poverty

One day a Bedouin in worn-out clothes entered the palace of the Caliph and
requested an interview with him.

What is your need? asked the Caliph.

My life is difficult and unbearable, and I want you to kill me, said the Bedouin.

The Caliph was surprised at the Bedouin’s request. He asked him again: Are you
sick?

No, answered the Bedouin.

What is the reason for your request? asked the Caliph.

The Bedouin said: I had a guest come visit me in my house, and he won’t leave me
night or day. He is a burden upon me and upon my wife and my small children.

Who is this friend? asked the Caliph, wondering.

Poverty, O Prince.

The Caliph said: I will make certain that this unbearable guest will not visit you
and will not be a burden to you and your family.

He ordered food be sent immediately to the tent of the Bedouin. The Bedouin was
very happy and thanked the Caliph, and he prayed for health and peace to him.

Detail from lower panel of Two Illustrations o a anucripto Iista Sadi (Anonymous artist) late
10th century AH/AD 16th century-13th century AH/AD 19th century (Mughal; Safavid; Qajar) Walters Art
Museum W.668.49A. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Umar and the Hungry Woman

The Caliph Umar Bnu Al-Khattab, may God be pleased with him, was famous for his
justice, generosity, and compassion to the poor and the needy. He went out one day
disguised in the costume of a poor man and wandered among the neighborhoods of
the poor in order to meet them and to acquaint himself with their condition.

While he was walking, he heard the sound of children crying. He turned and saw an
old woman with her children gathered around her and crying continuously. Umar
approached the woman and asked her: Why are the children crying?

They are crying from sharp hunger. I don’t have money to buy food, said the
woman, while her tears flowed down her cheeks.

And what is in that cooking pot that’s on the fire? asked Umar.

Water and stone, that’s the broth they drink, answered the woman, and she said:
Umar, instead of worrying about the hungry poor, worries only about himself. She
started cursing him and praying to Allah to punish him. The woman didn’t realize
that the person talking to her was Caliph Umar Bnu Al-Khattab himself.

Umar said nothing. Instead, he hurried to the storehouse of food, from which he
brought a bag of flour and a bit of meat and started to feed the children and their
mother. The woman was amazed at the good heart of the man and said: If only Umar
were like you.

Umar remained silent, and blessed the woman and left. And from then on, every
month Umar saw to the care of the woman and her children and sent them food and
clothing.



Detail from lower panel of Two Illustrations from a Manuscript of Gulistan by Sadi (Anonymous artist) late
10th century AH/AD 16th century-13th century AH/AD 19th century (Mughal; Safavid; Qajar) Walters Art
Museum W.668.49A. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Being Faithful to the Promise

One of the Caliphs was angry with a man whose name was Abu Tariq, because he
had failed to carry out his order. The Caliph ordered him to be imprisoned for a year.
Abu Tariq asked the Caliph if he would permit him to go to his home for a day or
two, to say goodbye to his wife and children. The Caliph asked for a guarantor to
guarantee that he would return to prison. Abu Hatim, a friend of Abu Tarig, was
willing to sit in prison in his place until he returned.

A day and two days passed, and he had not yet returned, so the Caliph said: Your
friend has deceived you. He will never return, and you will remain in prison.

My friend is famous for telling the truth and being faithful to his promises. He will
return soon.

As they were speaking, they noticed a man on the far horizon, running. It was Abu
Tarig. He came up to them and apologized to his friend for being late. The Caliph
was amazed by the honesty and faithfulness of the man and said: Since you promised
and fulfilled the promise, I will pardon and release you.



Muhamma Mirak, Zulaykha Visits Joseph in Prison. 1776 AD (1190 AH)). Kashmir, India. Walters Art
Museum W.647.124B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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The Wisdom of the Sheik

One day a Bedouin sheik went to visit a member of his tribe, and the host had
already prepared his tent to welcome his guest. He had covered the floor of the tent
with a new carpet and placed a beautiful cushion there, and his wife and daughters
had worked to prepare the food. They had all made ready to meet the guest and his
entourage. When his guests sat down to rest a bit, the Bedouin host gave them
coffee, and they drank with pleasure. Then delicious food and loaves of hot bread
were offered to them. They all ate and enjoyed the delicious food. The sheik began
to tell engaging tales, and everyone sat and listened with great interest.

Suddenly, those present heard the voice of a Bedouin outside the tent cursing the
guest sheik and his friends. The host wanted to go see who dared to curse his guest,
but the sheik said to him: I will go myself to the man who cursed me, and he left the
tent and said to the man: Be careful! The sheik you are cursing is in the tent. If he
hears you, he will punish you.

The man was surprised and quickly left the place. The next day the man was told
that the person who had warned him was none other than the sheik himself. The man
repented for his deed and said to himself: That wise sheik has taught me a lesson in
behavior that I will never forget.
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The Prophet Muhammad and the Angel Gabriel

In the large Quraish tribe that inhabited Mecca lived a Bedouin family. The name of
the mother was Amina, and the name of the father was Abdullah. This family was
blessed with a beautiful child called Muhammad. The child Muhammad lost his
parents in his early childhood and went to live with his uncle, Abu Talib. When
Muhammad grew older, he worked herding sheep and was renowned for his
trustworthiness, sincerity, and devotion. When he became a young man, he went to
work for Khadija, one of the most beautiful and wealthiest Quraishi women. He
conducted business and earned a lot of money. In the course of time, Khadija grew to
love him deeply and his love for Khadija was deep as well, so they married and lived
together in Mecca.

As time passed, Muhammad loved a mountain called Hira that was near his house.
He would go there to be by himself. One night, while Muhammad was sleeping in a
cave on the mountain, he dreamed a wondrous dream. He saw in it the angel Gabriel,
and in his hand was a piece of silk inscribed with verses in the Arabic language.
Gabriel came toward Muhammad and requested that he read it. Now, Muhammad
didn’t know how to read and write, yet after the angel insisted, a miracle happened.
Muhammad began to recite all the verses that were written on the piece of silk. At
this point Muhammad woke from his dream, perplexed and dominated by strong
fear. He thought he had gone crazy. But when he wanted to throw himself from the
top of the mountain, he heard a voice from the sky saying: Muhammad, you are the
messenger of God, and I am the angel Gabriel. God has sent me to you.

Muhammad came down from the mountain, trembling with fear, and returned to
his house. And there he recounted his wondrous dream to his wife Khadija, and how
he recited the verses without knowing how to read. Khadija encouraged him and said
to him: I believe you, Muhammad. God has chosen you to be a prophet for all the
Arabs and bring them a new religion, Islam.
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The Prophet Muhammad and the Spider

After the Prophet Muhammad descended with the revelation of Islam, he began to
call his people to the new religion, the religion of Islam. He called upon the Arabs to
believe in one god, and that this god is Allah, who rewards the righteous and
punishes the evil.

In the beginning, most of the people didn’t accept the prophet Muhammad’s call
and didn’t believe him. They began to avoid him and plotted to kill him. The Prophet
Muhammad was forced to flee from Mecca in order to save his life and the lives of
his friends. He summoned his friend Abu Bakr and proposed that he accompany him
to Medina. The two left Mecca under the wings of darkness and took the road to
Medina. When dawn broke, the two of them saw dust from far away and heard the
neighing of horses.

The people of Mecca are following us. What can we do? asked Abu Bakr.

Let’s hide in this cave until nightfall, and then we will continue our journey in the
darkness! replied the Prophet Muhammad.

The Prophet Muhammad and Abu Bakr entered the cave and sought shelter inside,
and then they heard the exclamations of the pursuers, saying: Here are the
footprints! Muhammad and Abu Bakr are hiding here in the cave! Let’s go get them!

The Prophet Muhammad and Abu Bakr were extremely frightened, and they were
sure that at any moment their pursuers were going to catch them.

There’s no need to go inside the cave, for the entrance is covered over with a
spider’s web and a pigeon has built its nest in the web. Let’s go search for
Muhammad somewhere else, said one of the pursuers.

The voices started to fade into silence. The Prophet Muhammad and Abu Bakr
breathed a sigh of relief, and when they exited the cave in the evening and saw the
spider’s web and the pigeon’s nest, the Prophet Muhammad recognized the divine
miracle, and he knew that Allah was with him.

In Medina, the prophet Muhammad continued to spread the word of Islam, and the
tribes began to convert to the new religion, little by little. After a period of time, the
Prophet Muhammad and the Muslims returned to Mecca, which became Muslim
also.
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Tile with the Great Mosque of Mecca. Anonymous artist. Iznik, Turkey, 17th century (Ottoman period 1218—
1924). Walters Art Museum 48.1307. Acquired by Henry Walters, 1897.
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The Journey and the Ascension

Muslims speak of the journey of the Prophet Muhammad and his ascension at night,
from Mecca on the Arabian Peninsula to Jerusalem, and from there to heaven. While
the Prophet Muhammad was sleeping in his house in Mecca he dreamed a beautiful
dream. He saw himself riding a wondrous horse—its head was a head of a beautiful
woman, its wings were an eagle’s wings, and its tail was a peacock’s tail. This
wondrous horse was called Al-Burak, and it was unlike any other in the world. The
Prophet Muhammad rode Al-Burak, and a strong fear came over him.

Don’t be afraid, said Al-Burak. I came to take you on a beautiful journey.

Where will you take me? asked the Prophet Muhammad.

I will take you to the holiest place in the world, where the prophets and the
righteous are, answered Al-Burak.

In the blink of an eye, the Prophet Muhammad arrived in Jerusalem. He
dismounted from the beautiful horse and hitched it, and went forward to pray with
the prophets in the Al-Aksa mosque on Temple Mount. The Prophet Muhammad
faced the honorable rock and mounted it, and from there he ascended to Seventh
Heaven and saw the stars, the angels, and the souls of the prophets and the righteous.
Then he returned to Jerusalem and rode upon Al-Burak. The Prophet Muhammad
returned from his dream, and began to tell his friends what he had seen in this
beautiful vision.



Detail from Ascension of th Prophet uhammad into Hee, late cetu Aughal period (1526—
1858)) Walters Art Museum W.646.7B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Words for Words

It is told that one of the imams of the mosques in Baghdad was stingy and loved
delicious food. Every Friday before prayers, it was his habit to go to the market and
buy food, fruits, and sweets. He would carry them in a basket and go to a canal with
cool water, sit in the shade of a tree, spread a handkerchief before him, and address
the food most heartily.

It happened one day that a Bedouin passed nearby and greeted the Imam while he
was eating. The imam greeted him back and said: Please join me.

The Bedouin drew forward to accept his invitation.

When the Imam saw the Bedouin coming toward him, he said: What do you want,
Bedouin?

You’ve invited me to eat, and I accepted your invitation.

The imam shouted at him, saying: Why is that?! You stupid Bedouin, who want to
transform words into work! But this is not for you. It would be better for you to wish
me,“Bon appétit” or say “Thank you,” for then it’s words for words. I gave you
words, and you give me words in return, and not that you wish to eat with me.
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Feast with the Sultan nd Ilamic schas (ulema). Levni, c. 1720. Surname-1 Sultan Ahmed Han. Topkapi

Saray1 Miizesi, Istanbul (Inv.3593/49b) .Badisches Landesmuseum.
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The Shepherd

One of the rich men had a shepherd that grazed his sheep in the wild. The rich man
had given him a salary, which included some butter. The shepherd stored the butter
in a hanging jar in his hut. While lying in his hut one day at sunset, with his staff in
his hand and the jar hanging over his head, he started thinking what he should do
with the butter he had accumulated. He said to himself: I will go to the market
tomorrow and sell the butter and with its profits buy a ewe. It will give birth to
another ewe, and then this one will get older and together with its mother they will
bring forth other ewes, and my ewes will be many. I will return what sheep I have to
their owner. I will hire an employee to shepherd my sheep. I will build a great
palace, and I will decorate it with nice furniture, and with utensils, decorations, and
beautiful carvings. I will be married and blessed with a child, and when he is old
enough I will hire a mentor to teach him literature and wisdom, and I will order him
to obey and respect me. But if he doesn’t, I will hit him with this crutch.

And he raised his walking stick and hit the jar and broke it. The butter fell on his
head, beard, and clothing, and spread all over.



Detail from Joseph Employed by Zulaykha as a Shepherd, Muhammad Mirak. Walters Art Museum
W.647.80B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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The Caliphs After the Prophet Muhammad

Muhammad was a prophet, political leader, and military commander, holy to all
Muslims. He made laws for Muslims. His sayings and actions became law that all
people respect and follow.

The Prophet Muhammad died and did not name a replacement to follow him, which
caused dissension and confusion among Muslims, for they didn’t know how to act.
After a debate , Abu Bakr, a friend of the prophet Muhammad was chosen as ruler of
the Muslims and he was called Caliph, meaning the person who replaces the Prophet
Muhammad.

The Muslims called the first four caliphs rightly guided caliphs, because they
imitated the Prophet in everything and were satisfied with little and were famous for
their integrity. As for the caliphs who came after them, they were kings that lived in
luxurious palaces, and they used ministers and servants to manage the state.

The caliphs were also judges, ruling over the Muslims with justice and fairness. In
war they were the head of the military and were in the front lines, and were
victorious over their enemies many times. They brought poets close to them to
praise them in poems and to tell of their virtues and victories, and they were given
valuable rewards.

Among the most widely known caliphs after the rightly guided ones were the Banu
Umayya (Umayyad) caliphs, who lived in Damascus and enlarged the Islamic state.
Their rule ended with the coming of the banu-Al-Abbas (Abbasid) caliphs, who
settled in Baghdad and founded the Arab civilization and translated many books into
Arabic.

Their state came to an end at the hands of Hulagu, the leader of the Tartars, in the
year 1258 AD, or 750 in the Islamic calendar, and this was the end of the Arab
caliphates.
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The Caliph and the Fasting Bedouin

One of the caliphs went to hunt in the desert, and when it was time to eat he
requested that his assistants find a man to eat with him. They brought him an old
Bedouin trembling from fear. The Caliph said to him: Please eat with me.

It is a great honor for me to eat with the Caliph, but I am fasting today and I cannot
eat, said the Bedouin.

Eat today and fast tomorrow, said the Caliph.

Can you guarantee that I will live tomorrow so I can fast and worship God? asked
the Bedouin.

I cannot guarantee your life, answered the Caliph.

So why do you prevent me from doing today what I will not be able to do
tomorrow? asked the Bedouin.

The Caliph understood his mistake and he ordered his release.
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Bedouin Wisdom

A Bedouin stood before the Caliph, accused of killing his friend. The Bedouin
denied the accusation and claimed that he was innocent, but the Caliph did not
believe him and sentenced him to death.

Before the judgment was carried out, the Caliph asked him, according to custom:
What is your last request before your death?

I want a cup of water to drink, replied the Bedouin.

The Caliph was surprised by the Bedouin’s request and ordered that a cup of water
be brought, and gave it to the Bedouin. The Bedouin held the cup in his hand and did
not drink the water.

Why are you not drinking? asked the Caliph.

I want your word that you will not kill me until I finish drinking the cup of water,
said the Bedouin.

You have my word, replied the Caliph.

When the Bedouin heard the Caliph’s promise he poured the water on the ground.
The Caliph was furious and ordered that he be killed immediately.

You promised that you would not kill me until after I drank the water, the Bedouin
said to him.

The Caliph then understood his mistake and was amazed at the wisdom of the
Bedouin, and ordered his release.



Water jug fitted with a filter to prevent insects and leaves from falling inside. 10th—11th century. Louvre
Museum, Arts de I'Islam, Room 1: Les débuts de l'art islamique. Accession number AMO S. 601. 1897:
excavated by Jane and Marvel Dieulafoy, Place: Susa. Photogtaph by Marie-Lan Nguyen 2007.
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The Intelligent Boy and the Caliph

Once upon a time the Caliph decided to visit the house of his friend Abu-Saalim, and
when the Caliph arrived at the house he met the child Saalim, who was known for his
intelligence and cleverness. The Caliph turned to him and asked: Which is more
beautiful, the house of the Caliph or your father’s house?

My father’s house is more beautiful now, because of your presence here, answered
Saalim.

The Caliph was amazed at the child’s presence of mind and his good answer, so he
asked him again: Look at this armband that is on my hand, have you seen anything
more beautiful?

Yes, answered Saalim, the hand that is wearing it is more beautiful than it is. The
Caliph was amazed by the intelligence of Saalim, and his beautiful answers, so he
took off his armband and gave it to him as a gift.
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The Caliph and the Prophetess

After Muhammad, the caliphs wanted all Arabs to be good Muslims, worship Allah,
fast during the month of Ramadan, pray in the mosque, pay charity to the poor, and
make a pilgrimage to Mecca. One day a girl named Samira from a poor family
appeared and claimed that she was a prophetess. She began telling her friends and
the members of her family that she heard voices from heaven and saw images of
angels. The girl became famous for this, and the Caliph heard of her. He became
very angry and ordered that she be arrested and brought to him. When she stood
before him, he asked: Is it true what people say about you—that you are a
prophetess?”

Yes, Samira said without hesitation, I am a prophetess.

Are you a Muslim who believes in the Prophet Muhammad? asked the Caliph.

Yes, I am Muslim, and I believe in the Prophet Muhammad, said Samira.

But the Prophet Muhammad said that he is the last prophet, and there would be no
prophet after him.

The Prophet Muhammad said: there will be no prophet after me, but he did not say:
there will not be a prophetess after me, answered Samira.

The Caliph laughed and ordered her release.
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Muhammad 'Ali (signed) Maiden with a drinking cup. Ink, color washes and gold on paper. Iran, Isfahan,

middle 17th century. Louvre Museum OA 7132, Department of Islamic art, Richelieu, lower ground floor,
room 13. G. Marteau bequest, 1916. Source Photographer: Jastrow, 2006.
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The Bedouin and the Caliph

One of the Caliphs ordered a Bedouin to be brought, and when he arrived the Caliph
said to him: I will ask you three questions. If you know all the answers, I will make
you rich. If you do not, I will throw you in prison.

As you wish, my Lord.

The Caliph said: My first question is, what is the distance between the ground and
the sky?

The Bedouin said: The distance between the ground and the sky is a journey of five
days, and if my Lord does not believe me he can measure it.

The Caliph said: My second question is, how many stars are there in the sky?

The Bedouin said: As the number of hairs on my horse, said the Bedouin, and if my
Lord counts them, he will know the number of the stars.

The Caliph said: My third question is, where is the center of the universe?

Here, said the Bedouin, and pointed to the Caliph’s seat, and if my Lord does not
believe me, he can measure it.

The Caliph marveled at Bedouin’s brilliance and cleverness and ordered him to be
given 1,000 dinars.



s

Detail from King Shahpur and His Vizier, Dastur, Visit a Hermit , Murshid al-Katib. 1476 AD (881 AH), Iran..
Walters Art Museum W.627.17B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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The Bedouin and the Caliph Al-Mahdi

The Caliph Al-Mahdi left one day to go hunting, and with him was his entourage.
Suddenly his noble horse started to gallop very fast, and he got separated from his
servants and arrived at a Bedouin tent.

May I rest at your place a little? asked Al-Mahdi.

Welcome! Please! My home is your home, said the Bedouin. The Bedouin invited
the guest into the tent, and he offered him water and coffee and food. He watered his
horse and gave him barley. Al-Mahdi turned to the Bedouin and said to him: Do you
know who am I?

No, said the Bedouin, I don’t know you. I haven’t seen you before.

I am one of the Caliph’s servants, said Al-Mahdi.

God Bless you, said the Bedouin. Then the Bedouin poured another cup of coffee
and gave it to his guest, and after Al-Mahdi drank the coffee he said: Do you know
who am I?

The Bedouin said: You said you are one of the Caliph’s servants.

No, said Al-Mahdi. I am not one of the Caliph’s servants. I am one of his
commanders.

The Bedouin blessed his guest and gave him a third cup of coffee. After drinking
his coffee, he turned to the Bedouin, asking: Do you know who am I?

You said you are one of the Caliph’s commanders.

No, said Al-Mahdi, I am the Caliph himself. I am Al-Mahdi.

I am not going to give you coffee this time, said the Bedouin, because you will
claim after a while that you are the Prophet Muhammad.

At that moment the servants and guards of the Caliph arrived, entering the tent. Al-
Mahdi laughed and said: You know now without a doubt who I am.

The Bedouin was surprised and feared that the Caliph would punish him. However,
the Caliph smiled and said to him: Do not fear. Nothing will happen to you. This is a
reward for your hospitality to me and for taking care of my horse.

And Al-Mahdi ordered his helpers to give the Bedouin money and clothing.



e o
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Dallah (coffee pot) by Elph, December 2011.
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Harun Al-Rashid and the Minister

The Caliph, Harun Al-Rashid, became angry at one of his ministers, and he ordered
him killed. The minister wept very hard, so Al-Rashid said to him: Why are you
weeping?

The minister said: I am not weeping for fear of death, since death is inevitable. I
am weeping out of sorrow that, as I leave this world, the Leader of Believers is angry
at me.

The Caliph laughed and forgave him.
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The Price of a Gulp of Water

Abu Hanifa lived in the desert for many years. On a hot summer day, Abu Hanifa
mounted his horse and went to visit one of his sick friends. The way was rugged and
arduous, and soon it became apparent to Abu Hanifa that he had strayed from the
path. The heat was intense, and the water he had with him ran out, and his thirst grew
stronger. In this circumstance, he saw a shepherd from afar. He went to the shepherd
and greeted him in peace, and said: I lost my way and ran out of the water I had with
me. [ want a gulp of water to quench my thirst.

The shepherd was stingy and mean, and he thought he could exploit this man’s
thirst and his dire state. He answered by saying: I will not give you a gulp of water.
But if you wish, you can buy all the water, I have for fifty dinars.

The price was very high. However, Abu Hanifa had no choice because of his severe
thirst. So he paid the shepherd fifty dinars and took the water and drank. After that
he approached the shepherd again and invited him to eat with him. The stingy
Bedouin was happy for the invitation and sat and ate with Abu Hanifa. After the two
finished the meal, the Bedouin’s thirst was very great and he turned to Abu Hanifa
and said: May I have a gulp of water, please?

Abu Hanifa said: One gulp of the water costs fifty dinars. The Bedouin then knew
his mistake, and he returned the money to Abu Hanifa.
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The Caliph and the Bedouin

It is said that a Bedouin went to the Caliph Umar Bnu-Al-khattab and said to him: O
Leader of the Believers, I’ve come to ask for your protection.

The Caliph said: Please, Bedouin, what is your concern?

The Bedouin said: I was racing on my horse with a son of Amr bnu-Al-Aas, and I
beat him, so he started to hit me with his whip, saying: Do you dare beat the son of
dignitaries? When news of this reached his father, Amr, he was afraid that I would
come to you to complain, so he put me in jail. I escaped from his prison and came to
you.

The Caliph said: Do not fear, Bedouin. Stay with us in safety until your adversary
comes.

The Caliph then wrote to Amr bnu-Al-Aas, and summoned him and his son. The
Bedouin stayed until Amr bnu-Al-Aas and his son arrived. The Caliph convened his
people, and Amr bnu-Al -Aas, sat next to the Caliph. After the Caliph had judged the
matter, he threw his stick to the Bedouin, and the Bedouin began to hit the son of
Amr bnu-Al-Aas while the people witnessed and the Caliph said: Hit the son of the
dignitaries.

And when the Bedouin was satisfied, he said to the Caliph: O Leader of the
Believers, I have had my full share, I have had my vengeance.

The Caliph said: Hit his father.

The Bedouin demurred and said: I have hit the one who hit me.

I swear that if you had hit his father no one would have prevented you.

Then the Caliph turned to Amr bnu-Al-Aas and said: O bnu-Al-Aas, why do you
enslave people who were born free? Amr bnu-Al-Aas was ashamed, and he
apologized.



|

*¥

e o35t 2 s, ol Lol 0 By
f rad JUs,

O W SV Y | BENPEIS N | R W

CUALE b sl Jmds i JUs
:LOF_;\J_;Y\JLE

AU ani s ol oy gand Bl iy il

e S ) T e d i sy ab s e
LS SlsTol o as cpoe ol sl aly Loty
raa s B
gugboupuurshg_qwm@x!
(el o g i sl 2SS By 2
.u_g\tno\_;;.}._;'_w\_é

2 o 2 0 -

ol ) oLl G5 g7 dady oLl me di sl
J\_'J\jua\_d\q_’?j{.z_;()_ﬂ uj._L!JL_.@jUb.L:-L&



s S S B Sl etigeri)

s B eV e L
NOUE13.TJC: JE30 It PO IY SN W & &
Ul ol raa A JU

‘_g__,f.puﬂ,_,ﬂ,m :qu—%b&‘y\ 3 B
il i) o8 s s ns Lo ol ey 4l
1B ol o g )

iy W g el O gdimnns 13led ¢ oladl 5 L

sy sl polad) G gias fmsed



He Wanted to Be Helpful But Was Harmful

It was said that a man bet with his friend to enter the place of the Caliph Muawiya in
the mosque and curse him. The man did this. When Muawiya completed his prayer,
he said: I know why you did this. Collect the bet.

The man went and collected the bet.

And after that, he made a second bet that he would do the same thing with Ziya,d
and he did. Ziyad ordered him killed, and he was killed. When this news reached
Muawiya, he said: I killed him. If I had punished him for his first deed, he would not
have done the second one.
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More Generous than Hatim

A man named Hatim Al-Ttaie was famous for his generosity and loyalty. He lived
during Al-Jahiliya [the pre-Islamic period], and his fame spread among the Arabs
[Bedouins], who made a proverb about him: More generous than Hatim.

Hatim liked to purchase horses. He had a noble horse that no other horse could
surpass in the field. The king of the Byzantines heard about this horse of Hatim and
wanted to buy it. So he sent a messenger from the Arabs with a large amount of
money to bargain with Hatim for the horse.

It happened that Hatim had become poor, and he did not have anything for granting
generously. When the messenger of the king of the Byzantines arrived and Hatim
didn’t have anything to present to his guest, he ordered his servant to slaughter the
horse and cook its meat to present as food for the guest.

When the guest finished the food, he told Hatim his story and the wish of the king
of the Byzantines to purchase the famous horse, and presented him the money that
he’d brought as the horse’s price. Hatim said: What a pity! I would have wished to
give my horse as a gift to the king of the Byzantines, but I slaughtered it for you, O
guest, because I didn’t have anything else besides it.

So a proverb among the Arabs was based on him, in which they said: More
generous than Hatim.



Detail from A Horse, 1717 . Zakariya ibn Muhammad Qazwini (ca. 1203-1283), Muhammad ibn Muhammad
Shakir Ruzmah-'i Nathani, Walters Art Museum W. 659.76B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Caliph for a Day

One day a Caliph decided to disguise himself as a poor peasant to roam the city, the
markets, and the streets, and to learn the conditions of the population, especially the
poor. While he was wandering through one of the markets, he overheard a man
selling vegetables say to his friend: I haven’t seen one beautiful day in my life, I
wish I were Caliph for one day, and after that happy day I will be ready to die.

When the Caliph returned to his palace, he ordered the vegetable vendor to be
brought to him. When the vegetable vendor arrived, the Caliph said to him: I
wandered in the city yesterday and I heard your wish, and I will grant it to you to
make you happy. Come sit on the throne of the Caliphate and wear the sword and
become Caliph. In the evening I will come to kill you.

The vegetable vendor sat on the Caliph’s throne, trembling in fear and thinking of
what would befall him in the evening. He could neither eat nor drink and felt neither
comfort nor pleasure for a single moment.

When evening fell, the Caliph came to the vegetable seller and asked him: How did
you spend your day as Caliph? Did you enjoy the life of a Caliph?

The vegetable vendor replied: Today was the worst day of my life.

Look, said the Caliph, it is not enough to want to be Caliph; you need to know how
to rule the people. Why didn’t you order my imprisonment to avoid your own death?

The vegetable seller smiled with deep sadness, nodding his head in agreement. The
Caliph laughed and ordered the vegetable seller’s release.
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No One Praises the Lion, Except a Lion Like
Himself

It is said that a lion, king of the jungle, wanted to celebrate on the occasion of his
accession to the throne. All the animals gathered to congratulate him. The tiger
stood up and spoke about the courage of the lion and his strength, and he spoke
beautifully. Then the elephant followed, and was outstanding in his description.

Among those present, the donkey wanted to participate in the praise. He stood on
his hind legs and began to bray in such a voice that it deafened the ears of the lion
and all the other animals present. He was eloquent in his expression and excessive in
his praise. Yet he had barely ended his speech when the lion pounced on him and
killed him with one blow. The lion cub grew very angry and shouted at his father:
What is this, father? By God, the donkey said only good things, so why did you kill
him?

The lion answered his son, saying: Son, you are still young and don’t know the
truth of the matter. No one praises the lion, except a lion like himself.



Lion at Rest, Mughal Art, Akbar (1556—1605) c. 1585. Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1985: ceded by Alice
Heeramaneck.
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How the Bedouin Survived the Tyranny of Al-
Hajaj

Al-Hajaj was the emir of Kufa in Iraq, an oppressive ruler and known for his tyranny
and strength. He was feared by all the people. One day Al-Hajaj went out to hunt,
posing as a simple hunter. In the road, he encountered an old Bedouin grazing
camels, and he turned to him and asked: What’s your opinion about Al-Hajaj,
Bedoin?

He is a murderous ruler. I ask God to save us from him, said the Bedouin.

So why don’t you complain about him to the Leader of the Believers, Abd-Al-
Malik? asked Al-Hajaj.

The Bedouin answered him: He is more unjust than him.

At this, Al-Hajaj’s soldiers surrounded the old Bedouin and tied his hands. The
Bedouin turned to one of the soldiers and asked him: Why have you tied me? Who’s
this man?

This is our prince, Al-Hajaj.

The Bedouin was afraid for his life and was well aware that he was trapped. But
after a moment of reflection, he turned to Al-Hajaj and said to him: Don’t reveal the
secret that is between you and me to anybody.

Al-Hajaj laughed and ordered that the Bedouin’s hands be untied and that he be
released.
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Al-Hajaj and the Bedouin

One day, Al-Hajaj wanted to know what people had to say about him.

So no one would know him he disguised himself as a Sheppard and started to
wonder in the streets. He saw a Bedouin riding a camel and asked him, do you know
the Al-Hajaj?

Yes, I know him

What is your opinion of him?

The Bedouin sighed and said: Al-Hajaj is the most disgusting and the worst man I
have ever known in my life. He imprisoned my son without reason. May Allah take
revenge on him.

Do you know me? Said Al-Hajaj.

No, I don’t know you.

[ am Al-Hajaj.

The Bedouin was not flustered by Alhajaj, and said to him: do you know who am I?

No, said Al-Hajaj.

I am a crazy person and sometimes I speak nonsense, the Bedouin said.

Al-Hajaj laughed and went on his way without punishing the Bedouin.



Portrait of a Bedouin. Frank Buscher (1 828-1 80).
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A Bedouin at the Table of Al-Hajaj

A Bedouin was dining once at the table of Al-Hajaj bnu Yusuf, and when dessert was
presented, the diners made to eat it. Before the others could, the Bedouin extended
his hand and took a piece of it, but before he placed the piece in his mouth, Al-Hajaj
said: Whoever eats from this dessert I will cut off his head.

The fellow diners removed their hands from the dessert. As for the Bedouin, he
began to look first at Al-Hajaj and then at the dessert, and when he lost his patience
he said to Al-Hajaj: Take good care of my children.

Then he quickly ate the dessert. Al-Hajaj and the diners laughed.
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More Loyal than Al-Samaw*‘al

It is told that once Imrau Al-Qais, a famous poet on the Arabian Peninsula before
Islam, was going to Damascus, so he deposited his money and armor with a Jewish
man, Al-Samaw‘al bnu Adaya.

It happened that Al-Harith bnu Abi Shimr Al-Ghassani went to Al-Samaw‘al and
asked for the armor and money that Imrau Al-Qais had deposited with him. Al-
Samaw-‘al refused to hand it over to him, and barricaded himself in his castle. The
son of Al-Samaw‘al had already left for hunting, and when he returned Al-Harith
caught him and said to Al-Samaw‘al: If you don’t hand over what was deposited
with you, I will slaughter your son.

Do with him what you want, I will not break my word and I will not give you Imrau
Al-Qais’s money and armor.

Al-Harith struck the boy in the middle of his body, cutting him in two, and killed
him; then he left.

The Arabs applied a proverb to this loyalty and said: More loyal than Al-Samaw‘al.
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The Caliph and the Poet

The Muslim Caliphs loved poetry, and they gathered poets to write poetry for them
that praised them and their deeds, and would perpetuate their names and legacies.
One day one of the poets approached the Caliph and said to him: I have written a
beautiful poem for you.

Recite it! said the Caliph.

The poet read the poem aloud in front of the Caliph and described him as brave as
the lion on the battlefield, just among his people, generous and a protector of the
weak. The Caliph liked the poem very much and found pleasure in it. He said: Ask
what you want!

The poet said: I don’t want money or glory. I want one thing: that policemen will
not confront me if it happens that I’m walking in the street drunk.

The Caliph responded: How do you want me to do something like that? Don’t you
know the laws we have? It is not permitted to drink wine. Ask something else!

The poet said: I request that the police not whip me if they catch me and I am
drunk.

The Caliph thought a moment and found a solution. He got out a paper and pen and
wrote a letter to the chief of police in the city: If a person apprehends the poet while
he is drunk and brings him to the police station, whip the man a hundred lashes and
whip the poet eighty lashes.
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Leaf of an album with the poems of Saadi, Safavid artwork. Iran, 16th century, Metropolitan Museum of Art
34.49, Department of Islamic Art, gallery 455.
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The Caliph Al-Ma’mun and the Oppressed
Woman

One day Al-Ma’mun sat and heard the grievances of the people. A woman was the
last complainant, and she showed signs of poverty and fatigue. After she had taken
her seat, the Caliph asked her: What is your injustice, woman?

She answered: I am a widow, and I do not have support or someone to take care of
me. Someone I cannot oppose acted unjustly against me and took my possessions
unjustly. Treat me with justice, you who rule with justice and without
discrimination.

The Caliph said: Woman, it is time to pray the evening prayer, and there is not
enough time to consider your case. Come back to us on Sunday, and bring your
opponent and we will do justice, God willing.

When Sunday came, the Caliph sat in the council of the judiciary and the woman
presented herself. The Caliph asked her: Where is your opponent?

She answered: He is standing behind you, and pointed to his son, Abbas.

Al-Ma’mun turned to his son and said: Sit with her in the seat of opposition.

While she recounted the injustices done to her, she raised her voice against the
voice of her opponent, the son of the Caliph. A member of the audience said to her:
Remember that you are in front of the Leader of the Believers and that you are
accusing his son, the prince, so lower your voice.

The Caliph said: Let her continue. The truth made her speak, and the deception
silenced her opponent.

He ruled that her possessions be returned to her.



— :‘ '{ i =
_ L s y c;’ﬁ Bishe
Rasikapriya Manuscripts illumination. Scene: A prince offers a lady a wine glass. Master of the Rasikapriya

Manuscripts (Mogul school style). c. 1615-1620. British Museum. Image from The Yorck Project
(DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH).
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The Fox and the Drum

It is said that a fox came to a forest in which there was a drum hanging from a tree.
Every time the wind blew it moved the branches forcefully, and every time the
branches moved they struck the drum, making a great sound. The fox thought there
must be a wedding banquet, so he went toward the sound and saw the huge drum
hanging down. He thought it must be full of lard and meat, so he climbed the tree
and shook the drum until it fell to the ground; then he climbed down to split it open
and find out what was inside. After a lot of struggle, he succeeded and found it
empty—no lard inside and no meat. His hope faded to sorrow, and he said: I don’t
know, but perhaps the greatest disappointments are the things with the brightest
sounds and the biggest bodies.
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A Caliph’s Story

The Caliph invited his ministers and the prominent men of his country to his palace
to celebrate the anniversary of his accession to power. The assembly asked him to
tell them about the most important experience in his life. The Caliph said: I will tell
you a story of the hardest event that ever happened to me, I will never forget it for
the rest of my life.

I was a boy and lived in Mecca. One day, while I was playing next to the mosque, a
sheik of one of the big tribes came to the city. He was riding his noble Arabian horse
and asked me to lead him to the house of the Prophet Muhammad. I was very happy
for this great honor to become the guide of a great man like him. He was wearing
fine cloths and carrying a sword decorated with gold.

It was noon, the sun was hot, and the ground was burning under my bare feet. So I
respectfully addressed him and said: The way is long and my feet cannot stand the
heat of the burning ground, so please let me ride behind you.

The sheik looked at me with disdain and said: Who are you to ride behind me, boy?

After he denied my request, I asked him to lend me his shoes. He laughed at me
and said: I won’t give you my shoes, and if you feel the heat I will allow you to walk
in the shade of my horse.

I said to myself: How evil this man is! How far from generosity he is! He doesn’t
care for feet of a poor boy who wants to help him. I have learned from his behavior a
lesson that I will never forget for the rest of my life.
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Umar Bnu-Al-Khttab and Abdullah Bnu-Al-
Zubayr

The Leader of the Believers, Umar Bnu-Al-Khttab, passed by children playing, and
among them Abdullah Bnu-Al-Zubayr. When they saw the Caliph Umar
approaching, all the children but Abdullah fled. The Caliph turned to him and said: I
expected that you would have fled with your friends and disappear with them.

Abdullah said: I have committed no crime to be afraid of your punishment, and the
road is not narrow to give you the way, and I am not afraid of your anger because I
did not anger God.
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He Returned Empty-Handed

Hunayn was a cobbler living in Al-Hira. A Bedouin came to him to buy shoes. He
bargained with him over the price but didn’t buy anything. Hunayn was angry, so he
went where the Bedouin was going and cast one of a pair of shoes. He then went a
little further and hung the other shoe from a tree and hid. When the Bedouin saw the
first shoe in the middle of the way, he said to himself: How similar it is to the shoe
of Hunayn, but what can I do with one shoe? If the other one were with it, I would
have taken both of them.

When the Bedouin advanced a little further, he saw the other shoe hanging from the
tree. He got down from his camel and took the hanging shoe and quickly went back
to pick up the first one.

It was then that Hunayn came out of hiding and took the Bedouin’s camel. In this
way the Bedouin lost his camel and returned to his tribe wearing the shoes of
Hunayn—empty-handed.
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The Wise Judge

It was said that the judge Eyas bnu Mu‘awiya was extremely wise, and his mind
guided him to places where no one went. In his time, there was a man who was
famous among the people for his trustworthiness. One day, another man wanted to
perform the Haj (pilgrimage), so he deposited a bag with a lump of gold with the
trustworthy man and left on his pilgrimage.

When he returned from his pilgrimage, he went to the man and asked for his bag.
The man denied its existence. So the hajji went to the judge Eyas and told him his
story, and the judge asked: Did you inform anyone besides me about this?

The man responded: No.

The judge then asked: Did you inform the man that you were coming to me?

The man responded, No.

The judge then said: Go, and keep your story secret, and return to me the day after
tomorrow.

So the man left.

The judge called the trustworthy man and said to him: I have a lot of money, and I
want to deposit it with you, so go and prepare a safe place for it.

The man left, and the hajji came, and the judge Eyas said to him: Go to your
adversary and ask him for your deposit, and if he rebuffs you, say to him: Come with
me to the judge Eyas, so that he can judge you and me.

When the owner of the trust went to the man, he gave him his deposit. The man
went to the judge and informed him of that. Then the trustworthy man came to the
judge out of greed to get the money. The judge cursed him and expelled him. This
occurrence was an indication of his reason and his vigorous thinking.
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Don’t Sell Cheap

One time a king and his minister went out roaming the country and passed by an old
farmer, advanced in age, working on his land.

The king said: Peace be upon you.

The farmer said: And upon you, O King.

What happened to the far? asked the king.

The far became close, answered the farmer.

And the light?

The light became heavy.

And the group?

The group dispersed.

And the two? asked the king.

The two became three, answered the farmer.

Don’t sell cheap, said the king.

As you order, my Lord.

Then the king and his minister left the farmer, returning to their palace. On the way
the minister said to the king: Your conversation with the farmer was figurative. I did
not understand it.

The king was surprised at his minister’s incomprehension and lack of common
sense and said to him: I will give you three days to explain to me what I said to the
farmer and what he said to me; otherwise, I will cut your head off.

The minister was very scared and went to the farmer’s house and said to him: Old
farmer, explain to me the words that passed between you and the king.

The farmer replied, saying: I will explain the words to you, for a hundred dinars for
each word.

The minister was angry with the farmer and left.

The following day the minister returned to the farmer but the farmer asked from
him two hundred dinars for each word. The minister did not agree and left.

In the third day his concern for his life increased and his fear intensified, so he set
out to the farmer and asked from him to explain what he said.

The farmer said to him: The price has increased. You must pay a thousand dinars
for each word.

The minister began to plead the farmer to reduce the price and the farmer said: Did
you not hear the king when he instructed me not to sell the cheap? This is an order
from our Lord.



When the farmer received the payment for his explanation, the minister asked him:
What is the meaning of the far became close?

This is my sight, which in my youth was far and became in old age close.

And what is the meaning of the light became heavy, asked the minister.

That is my hearing, which was in my youth light and became in old age heavy.

And what is the meaning of the group dispersed?

These are my teeth, which were in my youth as a group and became in adulthood
separated after many fell out.

And what is the meaning of two turning into three?

These are my legs, which are unable to hold me and I am old, as you can see, so I
use a cane.

The minister was pleased with the explanation of the old man and returned to the
king happy and explained to him the meaning of the words. What remains of your
money? asked the king.

Not much remains, replied the minister.
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Tabaga Was Suitable for Shan

It is told that a man from among the cleverest Arabs, called Shan, promised himself
that he would not marry except a woman that suited him. He was touring the country
looking for what he desired. A man accompanied him in some of his travels, and
when their travel became long, Shan said to the man: Do you carry me or do I carry
you?

The man said to him: You fool, does a rider carry a rider?

Shan was silent and did not answer him. When they passed by some crops ready for
harvest, Shan said: O sheik, are these crops eaten or not?

The man said: You fool, don’t you see the seeds in their heads!?

Shan was silent and did not answer him. After a while they passed by a funeral, and
Shan said: Is the owner of this funeral alive or dead?

Exasperated with him, the man said: I have never seen someone more foolish than
you. You think that they carry a living man to his grave?!”

When they reached the village of the sheik, the sheik invited Shan into his house
for lunch. He had a daughter called Tabaga. Her father started to talk about the
foolishness of Shan and told her his story.

The daughter said to her father: The man is wise and he spoke the truth.

The sheik was surprised by Tabaga’s words and asked her to explain what the man
meant. Tabaga said: As for his saying, “Do you carry me or do I carry you,” he
meant do I talk to you or do you talk to me so our trip passes with conversation, as if
one of us carries his friend. As for his question about the crops, he meant: does the
man incur debt to plant his crops or not, and if he is in debt it’s as if he has already
eaten them.

As for his question about the funeral, he meant: did the deceased leave behind
children to keep his memory alive or did he do good deeds that will make him live
on forever.

The man marveled at the intelligence of his daughter Tabaga and went to Shan and
said to him: Would you like me to I explain to you what you asked me about?

He said: Yes.

The man did, and Shan said: These are not your words; tell me about the owner of
the words.

He told him, and Shan asked Tabaqa’s father for her hand in marriage. He became
engaged to her and took her to his village. When the people knew of Tabaqa’s
intelligence, they said: Tabaqa is suitable for Shan.



And their saying became a proverb.

Joseph and Zulaykha United in Marriage. Muhammad Mirak. Walters Art Museum W.647.49B. Acquired by
Henry Walters.
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The Bedouin and the Desert

It is told that a man lost his companion who had a camel in the desert and looked all
day long but did not find him. Then he met a Bedouin and he asked him if he saw the
man and his camel. The Bedouin said: Was your friend fat and lame?

The man said: Yes. Where is he?

I don’t know where he is, but tell me, did your friend have a stick, and was the
camel one-eyed and carrying dates?

The man’s joy increased and he answered quickly: Yes, yes, that’s my friend and
his camel. When did you see them and where did they go?

The Bedouin said: I never saw them. I have not seen a human other than you since
yesterday.

The man interrupted him angrily: You’re kidding me! How can you say that you
didn’t see anybody, yet describe my friend and his camel?

The Bedouin answered very quietly: Yes. I didn’t ever see him but I know,
however, that he rested for a time under this palm tree. Then he went in the direction
of Syria, and that was three hours ago.

The man shouted: How do you know all that if you didn’t see him?”

The Bedouin said: I didn’t see him with my eyes but I knew him from his
footprints.

Then he held the man’s hand and led him to the footprints remaining in the sand.
And he said to him: Look at these footprints. These are the prints of the man’s foot,
these are the prints of the camel’s shoes and these are the prints of the stick. Look at
the footprints of the man’s feet and you can see that the footprints of the left foot are
deeper and larger than that of the right. Isn’t that a proof that he is lame?

The man was amazed by this speech and said: All of this is very good, but tell me,
how can you know that the camel was one-eyed, as the eye does not touch the sand?

The Bedouin laughed and said: You are right. The eye does not touch the earth, but
it left its mark in these herbs. Have you not seen that the camel ate the grass from
the right side only?! Have you not understood from this that the camel was one-eyed
and could see only the right side?

The man’s amazement grew, and he asked: And the camel and the dates can have
an effect also?

The Bedouin led him about twenty steps forward and said: Look at the ants in this
area. Can you not see that they gather around the honey which is the date juice?!

The man asked: And the time. How did you know that?



The Bedouin took him to the palm tree and said: Look at this palm tree, can you not
see how your friend was resting here with the camel?

But how did you know that this was three hours ago?

The Bedouin laughed and said: Look at the shade of the tree. Where is it? There is
no doubt that he rested where the shade was. I am the son of the desert and I know
that the shade does not move from this place until after three hours. And with that I
knew that he was here three hours ago.
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The Wisdom of the Prophet David

Two men came before David, peace be upon him. One was the owner of sheep, and
the other owner of a vineyard. One of them said: At night, his sheep entered my
vineyard and destroyed and ate it, and did not leave me anything.

David, peace be upon him, said: The sheep goes to the owner of the vineyard to
compensate for his loss.

When they left him, they passed by Solomon, peace be upon him, who was eleven
years old at the time, and he said: What was the king’s ruling?

They told him, and he said: Something else will be more beneficial to both sides.

The pair returned to David, peace be upon him, and told him what his son Solomon,
peace be upon him, had said. David called upon him and said to him: What will be
more beneficial to both sides?

Solomon said: The owner of the vineyard receives the sheep. He had a vineyard
with bunches of grapes hanging. He will benefit from the sheep’s milk and offspring.
The owner of the sheep will take the vineyard to take care of it. If he returns the
vineyard to the shape it was in on the night the sheep entered it, the owner of the
vineyard returns the sheep to its owner and receives the vineyard as it it had been,
with its bunches of grapes.

David said to him: The ruling is as you said, and he sentenced them as Solomon,
peace be upon him, had declared.



Sa

King Solomon Hears the Complaint of an Ant who was Bl the Wall and Got Wounded.1663. Folio from
the Walters Art Museum W.626.156B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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The White Elephant

It is told that there was a Prince who had a white elephant and he loved it very much
and cared for it. This elephant was spoiled and Woe to the person who impeded it
from something or harmed it, his fate would be death. The elephant took his freedom
to roam wherever he wanted in the city streets and alleys without anyone hindering
him.

One day the damage the elephant made grew as he trampled down the kids and
destroyed the markets. The inhabitants of the city raised a cry and a group of them
gathered to discuss the matter of the elephant and the necessity of raising a
complaint to his highness the prince. But the issue was: who would dare to speak to
the prince about the damage the elephant caused? Finally someone stepped up to be
the initiator in approaching the prince, on the condition that he could start with the
words: Your Highness, the elephant... after which everyone else would yell with one
voice, asking the prince to make the elephant stop causing harm.

When the people stood before the prince and his soldiers, whose swords were
drawn, the initiator said: Your Highness the Prince, the elephant...

The prince became crazy when he heard the word “elephant” and shouted: What
happened to him?

And he pulled out his sword and said to the initiator as the group stood silently
terrified: What happened to the elephant?

The others continued to be silent and afraid.

Your Highness, the elephant is in need of a female elephant to entertain him.

The prince was happy and said: We will get a female for the elephant.



A w ,b L ) y
The Hare And The Elephant King In Front Of The Mirror Image Of The Moon In The Spring , Syrischer Maler
Von 1354. Bodlean Library, Oxford UK. From the Yorck Project: 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei.
(DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH).
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LLearn How to Protect Yourself

It is told that a farmer had a bull, a donkey and a dog, and the farmer cared for his
animals very much and was not stingy with food. It happened that his animals asked
to go into the pasture. The bull and the donkey left while the dog was guarding them.
Their owner instructed them to have great caution and avoid danger.

While the bull and donkey were tending the green grass and the dog was guarding
them with its barking, they all heard a ravenous wolf howling, getting closer to
them, and he bared his teeth and prepared to attack them. The dog began raising its
voice with serious barking. The bull began snorting and the ass braying. The wollf,
however, was bold, and barking, snorting and braying did not frighten him. It
advanced against them and started with the dog and bit it. Then he approached the
bull and weakened it by inflicting wounds, then bent over to the donkey and clawed
the donkey ’s thighs, then went back to his forest, victorious.

The animals retreated back to the house of their owner, licking their wounds,
gathering their breath, blood pouring from them. When the farmer saw what
happened to his animals he went crazy, and raged with terrible anger and grieved for
what happened to them.

How one can overcome three? asked the farmer wondering. And he asked the dog:
What have you done, guard?

The dog replied: By God, sir, I didn’t stop barking.

Then he asked the bull: And you, bull, what did you do? The bull answered
exhausted: By God, sir, I didn’t stopped snorting and shouting.

And you donkey what did you do?

The donkey said: By God, sir, I didn’t stop braying with all my strength.

The farmer understood the reason for his animals’ defeat and knew that they did
not use the weapons that God had given them, and thus he said: You, dog, why didn’t
you sink your teeth into the body of the wolf? And you, bull, why didn’t you gore the
wolf with your sharpened horns? And you, ass, why didn’t you kick the wolf with
your shod hooves?

The animals knew the reason for their weakness in fighting the wolf. And after they
recovered from their wounds they asked their master to allow them to return to the
pasture. And when the wolf saw them he attacked them again. However, he ran away
as the dog bit him and the bull gored him and the donkey kicked him strongly. And
they returned together to their owner, safe.



Detail from A Wolf and a Gray Squirrel. Zakariya 1bn Muhammad Qazwini (ca. 1203-1283) Muhammad ibn
Muhammad Shakir Ruzmah-'i Nathani. 1717 AD (1121 AH) (Ottoman period (1281-1924)). Walters Art
Museum W.659.103B. Acquired by Henry Walters.
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Muhammad Afandi

A poor man called Muhammad lived in a village. He lived with his wife Asma in a
small hut at the edge of town, near a school where the village children study..
Muhammad loved the company of teachers known as Afandis. This was the title the
village people gave the teachers. He aspired to win the title of Afandi in order to
raise his status among the village people. But how could he obtain this title, as he
did not learn in school to become educated, let alone a teacher?

The love of Muhammad for the title Afandi occupied his heart and thoughts, and he
always dreamed that he would become one of the Afandis.

On one of his visits to the school, he approached one of the teachers; he saw in him
a sympathizer with his ambition and desire for the title. The teacher promised to
convey his request to the school’s director so that he could consider it.

After the director of the school knew of the poor man’s wish and his naivety, he
sent a request to meet him and explain to him that the title of Afandi is obtained by
studying in schools or universities.

Muhammad accepted the school director’s invitation and attended the meeting, and
in vain the director tried to persuade Muhammad that his wish was difficult and
impractical. He answered, saying: I don’t want to be a teacher, because I cannot do
that, but I want to be Afandi, accompanying the Afandis and sitting among them, to
be known as Muhammad Afandi.

It is a simple matter, said the director of the school. Invite all of the Afandis in the
school to a hearty feast at your home, with food, drink, and sweets. At the end of the
party, we will call you Afandi.

Muhammad rejoiced at the idea and returned to his house, pleased, and said to his
wife: We are close to being one of the Afandis. We need to celebrate the title and
hold a feast for all of the Afandis of the school.

From where do you have the money to buy what is needed for the feast? We don’t
have any of these things.

The issue, my dear, is easier than what you think. We will sell our furniture and
buy with the profits food and drink for the feast.

I warn you! Winter is on the doorstep. Our house leaks from the ceiling and needs
repair, said the wife.

Don’t worry about it. I will address the matter when I become Afandi.

Asma gave in to the matter in order to satisfy her husband’s desire, though she was
not convinced by the whole idea. She made a large feast and Muhammad invited the



Afandis of the school to his hut. They came and ate and drank and laughed happily,
and when the drinks mixed with their hearts, the director of the school said: Afandis,
we gathered here to honor our friend Muhammad, and give him the title Afandi.
From today he will be known as “Muhammad Afandi.” All of them shouted happily
and cheered with one voice: Long live Muhammad Afandi!

After only a few weeks winter began, and the rain started falling heavily. One cold
night the rainfall intensified, the couple felt very cold, and the water started to leak
from the house’s roof. Muhammad Afandi suggested to his wife that they both curl
up under one blanket and stand in the one corner of the shack, as the rain there was
lighter. While they shivered from the cold Muhammad Afandi said to his wife:
Praise God, if we the Afandis are living like this, how must those who are not
Afandis be?



Detail from Scene of Feastng from Sultan Murad III's "Siyer-I Nebi" or "Life of the Prophet" (Liitfi Abdullah.
Turkish, ¢ 1594) Gouache with gold. Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
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More Eloquent than Sahban

Sahban Wael was the most well spoken and eloquent among the Arabs, and a
proverb was applied to him saying: More eloquent than Sahban.

If Sahban was speaking, he would not sweat, repeat words, stop, stammer or sit
until his speech was done. Once, he went to see Muawiya, and the tribes’
rhetoricians were there. Upon seeing Sahban, they left immediately because they
were unable to face him. He recited a verse of a poem. The noble tribe knows that if
I say “and now to our topic” that I am the speaker.

Muawiya said to him: Speak!

Sahban replied: Fetch me a stick.

The people said: What are you going to do with this stick at the Caliph’s place?

He responded: What Moses did with his stick when he spoke to his God.

A stick was brought. He took it, stood and talked from noon and until almost
missed the late afternoon prayer. He did not stammer, cough, stop, or change subject
until he was finished.

Muawiya said to him: You are the best spoken among the Arabs.

He replied: And among humans and demons.

He was the first person to rest on a stick while he was speaking, and the first person
to say: “and now to our topic,” which distinguishes the speech.



=

Detail from Al-Harith speaks with the splendidly dressed Abu Zayd in his tent. Arab painter c.1335, located at
the Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, from a collection of reproductions compiled by the Yorck
project. Compilation copyright by Zenodot Verlagsgesellschaft mbH. Image source: The Yorck Project:
10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei. (DIRECTMEDIA Publishing GmbH).
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The Seduction of Al-Sha‘bi

The Imam Al-Sha’bi was one of the senior judges of the Umayyad Dynasty, and he
was judge for the Caliph Abdu-Al-Malik Bnu Marwan in Damascus. A woman
presented accusations against her husband, who was mistreating her, so the judge
ordered that the husband be brought before him to hear his testimony and to respond
to his wife’s claims of mistreatment.

When the husband arrived and listened to the indictment, he denied all the
allegations and claimed that his wife was guilty and did not take into account his
financial status. The judge turned to the woman and asked that she lift her veil to
verify her identity, and saw that the woman was possessed a great degree of beauty.
When Al-Sha’bi listened to her testimony he was pleased with her logic and
convinced by her argument, and ruled that her husband should pay a monetary fine,
and warned him that if he did not improve his treatment of her in the future he would
be forced to divorce her.

The husband, who was a well-known poet, felt the judge’s injustice, convinced that
he preferred his wife to him for her beauty and magical eyes, so he wrote beautiful
poetry on strips of leather and distributed them to young men to read them in the
streets of Damascus. Here it is:

Al-Sha’bi was seduced when he lifted his eyes to see her

She seduced him with her body and with the lines of her eyebrows

What if he would see the upper portion of her chest or her forearms?

he would fall in love with her and you see him bowing down in front of her.

When the young men began to sing it, the news reached Al-Sha’bi, and confusion,
fear, and shame took him. The news reached the Caliph Abdu-Al-Malik, so he
summoned Al-Sha’bi to him, and when he entered Abdu-Al-Malik, sang:

Al-Sha’bi was seduced when he lifted his eyes to see her...

Al-Sha’bi wept, and he swore to the Caliph that he acted justly in his ruling on the
husband, and that the wife was right. The Caliph was convinced of what Al-Sha’bi
had said and released him charitably.
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The Leader Ibn Sina Visits One of the Prisons

There lived in the middle of the prosperous Abbasid era a doctor and great
philosopher named Ibn Sina. He excelled in medicine and philosophy and left for us
important books, the most famous of which is The Law in Medicine. The Caliphs
and the emirs were impressed by the eloquence of Ibn Sina and by the abundance of
his knowledge, and they brought him closer to them, and showered him with money.
They appointed him as a letter writer and then as a great minister responsible for
mental hospitals and prisons. He even earned the nickname “The Leader.” In
addition to this, Ibn Sina was poet of the sciences. He composed a poem on the
psychology of humans which begins:

It [the soul] descended upon you from highest heaven

like a bird with pride and hesitation

In this poem he spoke about the secrets of the human soul. Ibn Sina was greatly
interested in the conditions of the poor and the sick. He started to look for the
reasons for crime and the motives for it. Because of this he made many visits to
prisons and mental hospitals-which were hospitals for both neurological and
spiritual diseases-to recognize the reasons for mental diseases so that he might find
the necessary treatment.

One day Ibn Sina decided to visit the main prison in Baghdad, to learn about the
conditions of the prisoners and the causes that brought them between its walls. When
he arrived the place was vacated for him and he started to ask the prisoners from
behind the bars, one after the other, about their crimes and the reasons for their
placement in the prison. Every one of them claimed that he was innocent of the
charges that were attached to him, and that he was unjustly imprisoned. They started
begging the minister to free them from prison because they were innocent, and had
not commited a crime, and they kept appealing thusly. Ibn Sina already learned
about the prisoners’ crimes from the warden and their danger to society before
meeting with them. While he was talking with the prisoners, a prisoner who was
trying to hide from the minister’s eyes, and did not want to meet him, caught his
attention. The minister shouted to him saying: Come here, you the prisoner who
wants to hide from me!.

The prisoner approached, ashamed, with his face reddened and with bowed head,
and confusion on his face. What is it that led you to prison, man, are you among the



oppressed?

No, minister, I am guilty. The devil whispered to me that I extend my hand to
money, which was not mine, because of destitution and poverty. I am ashamed of
myself, admit my guilt and regret it greatly. I pray to God often and ask him to
forgive me for my error, which has brought me to this place.

When Ibn Sina heard the prisoner’s words he knew that he regretted what he had
done, was repentant to God almighty and that he would not return to such deeds. He
decided in himself to pardon him. He shouted to the prisoners saying: O’ prisoners, I
learned from all of you that you are innocent victims, and I’m afraid that this guilty
thief prisoner will stain your reputation and will distort your morals; therefore I
decided to remove him from among you. And thus, the penitent prisoner left to
freedom due to Ibn Sina’s cleverness and fairness.
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4 r x
Image of Ibn Sina, medieval manuscript entitled Subtilties of Truth, 1271.



Dioscorides, folio from an Arabic manuscript of De Materica Medica by Dioscorides. Arab painters of the

Krauterbuchs des Dioskurides, 1229. Book illumination, coming from North Iraq or Syria. Topkapi Palace
Museum, Ahmet I1I, 2127, fol. 1 verso. From the Yorck Project: 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei (Distributed
by Directmedia Publishing GmbH).
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To Download the audio files, please click here.

1 Being Employed Is Better Than Being Unemployed
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The Girl and the Coals

The Arab Sheik and the Spanish Man
Harun Al-Rashid and the Sheik

The Bedouin and Poverty

Umar and the Hungry Woman
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