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Life in austere oasis—communities like Mecca and Medina in the seventh cen-
tury A.D. could not have been too pretentious, not even that of a prophet.
Consequently, when the need arose to construct for the prophet Mubammad, who
in Patricia Crone's apt phrase "was for some two hundred years studied under
the title of “Zlm al-magh&zi”], a biography befitting his posthumous role as
the founder of one of the great religions, there was a conscious effort to
embellish the rather meagre and prosaic facts of his life. It was not enough
to represent the Prophet as being the Seal of the Prophets, he should also be
depicted as being the equal of his contemporaries among the worldly rulers.
This was achieved by combining elements from various sources. Thus influences
received from Byzantine and Persian literature and historiography, together
with biblical history as it was known to the Muslims, combined to make a more
or less fictive but fitting biography of Muhammad. It is almost a basic law
in historiography, as Herbert Franke has noticed for Chinese history but which
is equally valid for Islamic history as well, that where documentary and fac-
tual knowledge was lacking either for events or figures of the remote past,
these gaps had to be filled, and the less was actually known, the more leg-
endary or speculative details could be expected in the description.2 Maxime
Rodinson was surely too optimistic when affirming that "the significant events
of the Prophet's life, their approximate sequence (especially after the Hijra),
the names of the principal actors in this vast historical drama, their rela-
tionship to each another, and their general attitudes — these remain essen-

tially beyond question".3

Among topics considered delicate by most Muslims are certainly the biography
of their Prophet, the Qur’an and hadith; accordingly, research done by Western
scholars in these fields has been more or less offensive to Muslim scholars.
But, and here I borrow from anthropological phraseology, there is no need for
Western scholars in Islamic studies to substitute an etic standpoint for an

emic one; the Adam's sin of our imperialistic academic forefathers should not
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burden today's Western islamicists collectively and lead to the increasingly

’ 4 .
popular "neo-flagellantism" practised by many of us.
I

During the century or so following the Islamic conquests, the Arabs became

aware of the traditions and stories belonging to the cultural heritage of the
subdued peoples. This in spite of the fact that the Muslims themselves delib-
erately tried to cut their ties with the cultures that preceded them. This

"transplantation'" was first and foremost due to the mawalZ, who in addition to
their curiosity as to the Holy Scripture of their new faith (manifested in the
great number of maaalzs among the early philologians), also maintained a cer-
tain concern about stories pertaining to their respective heritages (which to
some extent accounts for the great number of mawizl7ls among the most important

historians in the ninth and tenth centuries).

The Byzantine emperor Maurice (582-602) had, according to the Shah-nama, a
daughter Maria whom he betrothed to the Sasanian ruler Khusraw Parviz (590-
628). Their marital bliss came, however, to an end when the Shah married the
love of his youth Shirin, whose 'cheeks were ever yellow with her bloodstained
tears. At last she gave her rival a poison and so the Caesar's beautiful daugh-
ter departed from the world.”s The sad end of Maria cannot be found in the Ar-
abic sources; al-Tabarl mentions only that Maria was the daughter of the By-
zantine emperor Maurice.6 The earliest extant reference concerning this Maria
is to be found in a Syriac chronicle compiled or redacted by an anonymous
Nestorian monk in the 670s. The chronicle names both Khusraw's Christian wives,
the Aramean Shirin and the Byzantine Maria.7 This chronicle does not, however,
give any information about Maria's father or her end. The story of Khusraw's
alleged marriage to a daughter of Maurice named Maria, which the Byzantine
historians significantly ignore altogether, is to be considered completely

fictitious.

Although the motives for tales like this do not concern us hereg, there is one
feature in the description of the rulers of Byzantium and TIran that should be
taken into consideration when pondering the biography of the Prophet. I believe
that just as the two sovereigns were depicted as equals, being of similar rank
and nature, so it was all-important for Muslim historians to present their
Prophet not only as the Seal of the Prophets but as a worldly ruler equal to

his contemporary imperial rivals in Byzantium and Iran.
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II

The most obvious example for Muhammad when taking the role of a prophet was
that of Abraham, who, also, lived amidst an idol-worshipping people but had
cut himself off from the worship of idols; who, also, emigrated from the land
of his ancestors; who, also, was neither a Jew nor a Christian, but a hanif.
The consciousness Muhammad had had of being a new Abraham was shared by his
religious community and duly elaborated after his death. Muhbammad's biography
emerged gradually as a response to the needs of the community. It was quite
natural for the biographers Lo continue on the course set by the Prophet him-
self and include in the "official biography'" of the Prophet of Islam events
and details from the life of Abraham (as it was known to the Muslims). A few

instances may be mentioned.

In the report of his ascent to heaven Muhammad related: "(...) Then to the
seventh heaven and there was a man sitting on a throne at the gate of the im-
mortal mansion. Every day seventy thousand angels went in not to come back
until the resurrection day. Never have I seen a man more like myself. This was
my father Ahraham."ll The Prophet's grandfather had vowed to sacrifice one of
his sons to Cod at the KaCba: "SAbdu'l-Muttalib said to the man with the ar-
rows, 'Cast the lots for my sons with these arrows', and he told him of the
vow which he had made. (...) It is alleged that “Abdullah (the Prophet's fa-
ther) was cAhdu'l~Hu§§alib'a favourite son, and his father thought that if
the arrow missed him he would be spared. (...) Then the man cast lots and
CAbdullah's arrow came out. His father led him by the hand and took a large

knife (...) to sacrifice hi_m."12

In the latter story of how Muhammad's grandfather vowed to sacrifice his fa-
vourite son "mous sommes certes en présence d'une légende typologique, inspirée
du récit biblique sur le sacrifice d'lsaac, souvent reporté sur Ismael. En ef-
fet, le souvenir d'Abraham planait sur 1'Islam naissant, lequel ne cessait de
se réclamer de son monothéisme, et les auteurs de la 5ira, répondant en cela

i une aspiration profonde et constante du Prophéte, recherchaient par tous les
moyens A renouer les liens généalogiques, spirituels et symboliques entre le
"premier' musulman, Abraham, et le 'rénovateur' de 1'Islam abrahamique, Maho-

met."13

It seems probable that the pre-Islamic Arabs, with possible exceptions, were
not aware of being the purported descendants of Abraham and Isma®1l; it was

the Prophet Muhammad who made them ancestors of all Arabs and central figures
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of the new monotheistic religion.l& But at which stage of the Prophet's career
the role of Abraham became increasingly to be emphasized has been a most con-
troversial matter. The /7jra has been a dividing event for Western scholars:

there are those in whose opinion Mubhammad's idea of Abraham took form prior to
the Hijra, and those in whose opinion it was only after the Hijra that Abraham
became of importance for Muhammad. There is, however, no need for a controver—
sy here; I believe, in accordance with J.Naardenburgls, that there is a con-

tinuous development of the Abraham conception in the Qur’an beginning already

in the third Meccan period.

But the most important borrowing from the life of Mubammad's spiritual Vor-
bild was the story of Abraham, his Egyptian concubine Hagar and their son Is—

ma®il, ancestor of all the Arabs.
III

According to Arabic historiography the Prophet Muhammad sent in the year 6/
628 ambassadors with letters to the major sovereigns of the countries sur-—
rounding the Arabian peninsula requesting them to embrace Islam. Among the
recipients were the Kisra of Persia, the Qaisar of Byzantium, the Negus of
Abyssinia and al-Muqauqis of Egypt. Despite the fact that "originals" of these
letters have since been found and relic-ized by the Muslim community, the sto-

ry of the deputations cwn letters is totally devoid of any historicity.

The reasons for fabrications like these are open to debate. L. Caetani called
attention to Ibn Hisham's Sira, where the Prophet's sending of messengers is
clearly compared with Jesus and the apostles, and suggested that the ultimate
motive behind these stories was the desire of the numerous Christian converts
to Islam to create parallels between Jesus and Mubammad.l6 G. E. von Grunebaum
compared these summons to Islam with those sent by the Sudanese khalZfa “Abd-
allah between 1885 and 1888 to Queen Victoria, King John of Abyssinia and Sul-
tan “Abd al-Hamid II of Turkey, summoning them to accept Mahdist Islam. One

of the reasons for these summons was to serve as the warning the shari®a re-
quires to precede the unleashing of jih&d.17 J. Wansbrough, on his part, placed
these delegations to the rulers in connection with the age-old motif of "dig-

i . ; : 18
loge devant le prince’ as a vehicle for doctrinal assertions.

The community's claim, during the decades following Muhammad's death, for the
universality of his mission is in my opinion the main reason for the fabrica-
tion of traditions where the then already conquered and even partly islamic-

ized empires (with the exception of Abyssinia) are requested to accept Islam.
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The Prophet's mission was to his own people, the Arabs, and his vision never
_— i . 1
crossed beyond the limits of the Arabilan peninsula 9, although the representa-

tives of his community wished to depict him as a Prophet for the whole world.

The deputation to al-Muqauqis was headed by Hatib ibn abl Balta®a. When he,
according to Arabic sources, returned the following year (7/629) to Medina

he brought back with him, besides a polite answer to the Prophet's letter, a
multitude of precious presents. Among these presents were two (in some tradi-
tions up to four) fair Coptic maidens, named Mariya and Shirin, intended for
the Prophet. As the girls were sisters and shari®a prohibited sexual inter-—
course with sisters, the Prophet kept only one of them; his choice fell upon
the exceptionally beautiful Mariya who, more importantly, responded faster

than her sister to the appeal to embrace Islam.20 In March-April, 630 (dhi al-

hijja, 8 A.H.) she gave birth to a son to be named after Abraham.21

Tieing loose ends

Consequently, when the would-be (and very successful) biographers of the
Prophet began their laborious task, traditions existed in the community claim-
ing the universality of Islam; a wish to see the Prophet as a new Abraham and
at the same time as an equal to other contemporary sovereigns; knowledge of
historical and pseudo-historical literature from the cultures introduced into
the dir al-Isl&m; and a need for an appropriate biography. All this resulted
in a coherent and credible story of how the Prophet received from al-Muqauqis,
the ruler of Egypt in Arab opinion, a concubine named Mariya (and an Egyptian

like Hapar), who bore the Prophet a son called Ibrahim.

The Egyptian traditionists seem to have taken advantage of the fact that Hagar
was from Egypt. The Prophet was reported to have gaid: "When you conquer Egypt
treat its people well, for they can claim our protection and kinship", and
this was explained to mean "that Hagar, the mother of Tsma®il, was of their
stock."22 After the introduction of Miriya into the household of the Prophet
by his biographers we do, however, find this tradition in a slightly supple-
mented form where it is explained that the prophet 1sma®Il's mother came from
Egypt, and the apostle of God took one of the Egyptians as concubine.23 Hence-
forth Hagar and Mariya are always coupled together in this context. There is
another interesting tradition given by Ibn €Abd al-Hakam where the Prophet's
Egyptian connections are further elaborated, and according to which three
prophets had chosen Egyptian wives or concubines for themselves: Abraham with
his concubine Hagar, Josef who married the daughter of the sahtb of €Ain Shams,

. . : ser 2
and Muhammad with his concubine Mariya. *
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Mariya umm TbrdhTm ibn rasul Alldh was an wmm walad, as from an Arab viewpoint
Hagar also was. The example Hagar/Mariya played a role even in 547 genealogy:
the mother of the ninth Tmam Muhammad ibn ©A1T al-Rida (d. 220/835), or Muham-
mad al-Jawad as he was known, was an urmm walad. Her name is given as Khaizuran

and she is claimed to be a relative of Mariya (min ahl bait Mﬁriya)!25

I think that we can conclude that the whole story of the Prophet's Egyptian
concubine Mariya and their son Tbrahim is just a transposition of the older
story of Abraham, Hagar and Isma“il, with additions, in the form of the names
of the Sasanian Shah's two Christian wives from the pseudo~historical litera-
ture of Persia, to give the story more standing.26 But there remainsg an
awkward question which I have tried to avoid so far: who, then, was the Mariya

- Y 2 : 2 .
maulat al-nabi mentioned by Ibn Hazm ?, and what were her relations to "the

principal actors in this vast historical drama'?
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