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Abstract: In spring 386/996, an angry mob accused a large group of Christians classified as
“Byzantines” (al-Ram) of having laid fire to the new Fatimid fleet in the shipyard of Old Cairo. The fleet
was just about to set out to support the caliph al-‘Aziz bi-llah in his war against Byzantium. More than
one hundred Christians were killed; massive looting and a harsh reaction on the part of the authorities
ensued. This incident—reported by the contemporary Arabic-Christian chronicler Yahya b. Sa‘ld al-
Antaki, and narrated in two versions in the later works of al-Maqrizi—has been contextualised
differently. One strand of scholarship uses this episode to discuss the Fatimids’ treatment of dimmi-s,
i.e. non-Muslims under Muslim rule. Another strand identifies these “Byzantine” Christians as
Amalfitans, thus regarding the incident as evidence for intensifying economic relations between
southern Italy and Egypt. The article brings these two perspectives together by comparing Yahya b.
Sa‘ld’s depiction of events with those of al-Maqrizi and by situating the episode within the broader
contexts of Fatimid—Byzantine relations, interconfessional and interreligious coexistence in Egypt, and
transmediterranean trade.

Source

Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire de Yahya-ibn-Sa‘id d’Antioche [Part I1], ed. Ignace Kratchkovsky, trans. Alexandre
Vasiliev, in: Patrologia Orientalis 23/2 (1932), pp. 447-448, trans. Daniel G. Konig.
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on the Amalfitan-Byzantine traders (tuggar al-Riim
al-Malafita) who bring their wares to Egypt, to the
effect that the people and the Maghrebis rose against
them, killed 160 of their men and pillaged the house
of Manak, which is in al-Raffa’in in Old Cairo (Misr)
where there was a lot of money belonging to these
Byzantines, since they resided there.

The Church of Saint Michael in Qasr al-Sama‘, which
belongs to the Melkites, was also plundered. Various
utensils, furniture, as well as gold and silver vases of
high value were stolen and the church left in a chaotic
state. The Nestorian church was also plundered. Its
bishop with the name of Yusuf, also known as al-
Sayziri, was wounded so badly, that he died.

While the pillaging was going on, Ibn Nasttrus
mounted his horse, rode to Old Cairo (Misr), and
ordered to end the attacks against the Byzantines (al-
Rum) and to leave them in peace. In the city he
ordered to proclaim that everyone should bring back
everything he had taken. Some brought back a few
things. He then brought together those men of the
Byzantine traders who had been spared from being
killed and gave back to them what they recognized as
theirs. He also arrested 63 men from among the
pillagers who were detained. [The caliph] al-* Aziz bi-
l1ah ordered that one third should be let go, one third
beaten and one third executed. Then notes were
written “You will be beaten,” “You will be killed,”
“You will be let go,” that were put under a cover.
Every one of them [the pillagers] stepped forward,
took one of the notes and was then treated according
to what had appeared on the note. This was on
Thursday, the eighth day of the month Gumada al-
Awwal of the same year [29 May 996].

Authorship & Work

[81] Yahya b. Sa‘1d al-Antaki was a Melkite chronicler and—possibly—a physician who spent
his early life in Egypt, emigrated to Antioch around 405/1015, and wrote an important
historiographical work (zarih). As he states in the introduction of his work, he conceived it as
an independent addition (guz ‘an mufradan mudafan) to the chronicle written by Eutychios or
Sa‘1d b. al-Batriq (d. 328/940), the Melkite patriarch of Alexandria (sed. 933-940).! Setting out

! Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part I, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 705-710; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 17-20, URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/12.
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where Sa‘id b. al-Batriq ended, Yahya’s chronicle begins in the year 326/938 and, in the extant
manuscript versions, leads up to the year 425/1034.

[82] Yahya’s biography has to be reconstructed on the basis of circumstantial evidence.
Whether he was related to Sa‘1id b. al-Batriq, as claimed by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 668/1270),
cannot be substantiated.? His adherence to the Melkite confession of Christianity is suggested
by the fact that he continued the chronicle of the Melkite patriarch of Alexandria and reported
much on Melkite clerics (al-Malakiyya), while largely ignoring the affairs of what he calls
“Jacobite” (al-Ya ‘gitbiyya, i.e. Syriac Orthodox) and “Nestorian” (al-Nastiiriyya, i.e. Church of
the East) clergy.®

[83] He himself explains in the introduction to his chronicle that he was initially based in Egypt
and then moved to Antioch, where he settled in 405/1015.* Although he does not say this
explicitly, it is generally accepted that this relocation had to do with the oppressive measures
against Jews and Christians, implemented by the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim (r. 386—411/996—
1021) at the beginning of the eleventh century.® Yahya b. Sa‘id describes these measures in
detail, e.g. in connection with the years 395/1004—1005°, 398-400/1007-10107, and 403—
404/1012-10138, precisely locating events in Cairo and providing many details of what
happened at and in interaction with the court. He probably profited from the permission, given
in Safar 404/August-September 1013 by al-Hakim to the Jews and Christians of Egypt, to
emigrate to Byzantine territory with all their belongings, which he mentions in his chronicle.’
We can assume that he became an integral member of the influential Arabic-speaking Melkite
community of Antioch, which had come under Byzantine rule in 969.%°

[84] How long Yahya lived in Antioch and when he died, remains disputed. Later Arabic-
Islamic sources suggest independently that he could have died in the 1060s. In his history of
Aleppo (Tarth Halab), Muhammad b. “Alf al-*Azimi (d. 556/1161) copied passages from what
he calls “the History of the Christian from Antioch” (¢arih al-Antaki al-masihi), claiming that
this historiographical work ended in 458/1066. On this basis, some scholars have surmised that
Yahya died in or after this year.!!

[85] It is also disputed whether Yahya b. Sa‘id engaged with medicine. As mentioned above,
Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a (d. 668/1270) claims in his bio-bibliographical dictionary on physicians that
Yahya b. Sa‘id b. Yahya, presented here as author of a historiographical work called “The
Continuation” (Kitab Tarih al-dayl), was related (nasib) to Sa‘id b. al-Batriq, the patriarch of

2 Tbn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, ed. Miiller, vol. 1, p. 239; Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, ed. Rida, p. 546,
URL: https://shamela.ws/book/6687/532: “nasib 1i-Sa‘id b. al-Batriq yuqal lahu Yahya b. Sa‘id b. Yahya wa-
summiya kitabuhu Kitab Tarih al-dayl (...).”

3 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 13.

4 Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part I, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, p. 708; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed. Tadmuri, p.
19, URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/14#p1.

5 Lev, Persecutions and Conversion, pp. 73-91.

6 Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part II, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 464-468; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 252-256, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/246.

" Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part II, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 488-497; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 277-283, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/271 .

8 Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part 11, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 508-519; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 295-305, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/289.

% Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part II, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, p. 519; Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Tarih, ed. Tadmurd,
p. 305, URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/299.

10 Todt, Antioch, pp. 176, 182. Also see: Todt, Dukat und griechisch-orthodoxes Patriarchat.

1 Al-‘Azimi, Tarth Halab, ed. Zahriir, p. 345; Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part II1, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Micheau
and Troupeau, p. 374.
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Alexandria, who was known as a physician.!? Moreover, Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a wrote a Separate
entry on a physician from Antioch called Yahya b. Sa‘id b. Yahya, who carried the additional
teknonym (kunya) “father of Farag” (Abi [-Farag). But although the given name (ism) “Yahya”
and the patronymic (nasab) “son of Sa‘id, son of Yahya” are identical, Ibn Abi Usaybi a did
not identify the historian with the physician. This has led to uncertainties whether Yahya the
historiographer can be identified with Yahya the physician.

[86] Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a’s knowledge of Yahya the physician is based on a work by the Arabic-
Christian physician Ibn Butlan (d. 458/1066). He visited Antioch in 440/1049 on his way from
Baghdad to Cairo and then settled in Antioch in 447/1055.%3 In 455/1063, lbn Butlan composed
a treatise, which describes Yahya b. Sa‘id the physician as a contemporary authority (al-sayyid
fi zamanina), claiming that he had been directly informed (kaddazani) about a particular
medical case by “the virtuous shayh Aba 1-Farag Yahya b. Sa‘ld b. Yahya, the physician in
Antioch, (...) this master of our time, a leading authority in knowledge, foremost in religion
and virtue, and the author of distinguished works (...).”** Yahya the physician is also mentioned
by other Arabic-Islamic scholars and seems to have written an extant commentary on a standard
work of Arabic Galenic medicine.™

[87] Scholarship is divided, since Yahya the historiographer and Yahya the physician are only
treated as one person in a manuscript of the Christian-Arabic author ‘Amr b. al-Matta (fl. 11"
or 14" cent.).1® ‘Amr cites a passage from the history of a person called “Yahya b. Sa‘id b.
Yahya al-Malaki al-Mutatabbib,” a name referring both to Yahya’s Melkite identity (al-Malaki)
and his expertise in medicine (al-Mutasabbib).!’” Yahya the historiographer’s almost clinical
description of the caliph al-Hakim’s mental disposition as well as the attention he gives to
medical issues in his chronicle have been used as an argument to prove that the historiographer
was also a physician.'® Last but not least, Georg Graf pointed to three manuscripts attributed to
Yahya b. Sa‘id: a treatise (magala) on the truth of the Christian religion as well as refutations
of Judaism and Islam.*® In line with Ibn Butlan, their existence suggests that Yahya was a
polymath who engaged with different topics, i.e. history, medicine, and religion.

[88] Sceptics refuting the identity of the historian and the physician argued that a historian who
had already redacted a historical work before 455/1015 must have been rather old by 455/1063
or 458/1066.2° They also wonder why the parts of his chronicle dealing with the period between
425/1034 and 458/1066 have been lost without leaving a single trace,? apart maybe from an

12 Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyiin al-anba’, ed. Miiller, vol. 1, p. 239; Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyin al-anba’, ed. Rida, p. 546,
URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/6687/532. Accepted by Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 13; refuted by
Micheau, al-Antaqi.

13 Schacht, Ibn Butlan; Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 19. Also see: Conrad, Ibn Butlan in Bilad Al-Sham,
pp. 131-157. Todt, Antioch, p. 181, wrongly dates his settlement in Antioch to 1054.

14 Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyin al-anba’, ed. Mller, vol. 2, pp. 86-87; Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a, ‘Uyin al-anba’, ed. Rida,
p. 323, URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/6687/309: “haddatani al-Sayh al-fadil Aba 1-Farag Yahya b. Sa‘id b. Yahya
al-tabib bi-Antakya qala wa-hada l-sayyid fi zamanina ‘alam fi 1-‘ilm muqaddam fi 1-diyana wa-l-murd’a wa-lahu
tasanif galila (...).”

15 Glynias, Ibn Butlan, p. 131.

16 Usually dated to the fourteenth century, but also to the late tenth and early eleventh century, see: Swanson, ‘Amr
ibn Matta; Rassi, Christian Thought, p. 43.

17Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part 111, ed./trans. Troupeau and Micheau, p. 374, based on Bibliotheca Orientalis, ed.
Assemanis, vol. 2, p. 393; Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 18.

18 Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part I1I, ed./trans. Troupeau and Micheau, p. 374; Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle,
pp. 20-21.

19 Graf, Geschichte der christlich-arabischen Literatur, vol. 2, p. 51 (Shath Fihris 2527-2529).

20 Nasrallah, Histoire du mouvement littéraire, pp. 167-172.

2L Micheau, al-Antaq.
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announcement by Yahya himself that he would deal with certain events in the ruling period of
the Byzantine emperor Michael 1V (r. 1034-1041).%

[89] In spite of these doubts, the majority of scholars accept that Yahya b. Sa‘id was a historian
and physician who was born in Egypt in the ruling period of the Fatimid caliph al-*Aziz bi-llah
(r. 365-386/975-996). If born in the early 980s, he would have been mature enough to start
working on the chronicle in the first decade of the eleventh century, maybe 397/1006—1007%,
and to revise it once before settling in Antioch in 405/1015. There he interacted as a physician
with Ibn Butlan and other medical specialists in the 1050s and early 1060s, dying in his eighties
after 458/1066, the supposedly last entry of his chronicle according to al-‘Azimi.?* This
interpretation of the evidence is almost entirely based on Victor Rozen’s (d. 1908) seminal
study of Yahya’s chronicle in his biography of Basil II (r. 976-1025), published in 1883.2°

[810] The extant manuscripts of the chronicle provide insight into the period between 326/938
and 425/1034,%° covering the greater part of the ruling period of the Ihsidid dynasty in Egypt
and Syria (r. 323-358/935-969), the Fatimid takeover of Egypt in 358/969, the inner affairs of
Fatimid Egypt and Syria, Fatimid—Byzantine relations, the situation in the Byzantine—Muslim
border zone in northern Syria under the Hamdanids (r. 293-394/906-1004), as well as Fatimid—
Hamdanid relations. It contains additional information on Iraq, Armenia, Georgia, and
Bulgaria, while regularly mentioning the patriarchs of Constantinople, Antioch, Jerusalem, and
Alexandria.?’

[811] In the introduction to his work, Yahya b. Sa‘id explains in detail how he composed his
chronicle. He claims to have been commissioned by an unnamed person to write a continuation
of Sa‘id b. al-Batriq’s work, the chronicle known as “Arrangement of Pearls” (Nazm al-
gawhar). Reviewing several manuscripts in circulation, he chose a manuscript that contained
no additions and ended in the year 326/938. After writing a first version of the continuation,
with Rozen arguing that this was accomplished between 1003 and 1008,%8 Yahya b. Sa‘id claims
to have produced a second version in the light of new source material before emigrating to
Antioch. After settling there in 405/1015, he produced a third version on the basis of sources
previously unavailable to him.?°® Apart from this historiographical work, Yahya may have
written the three treatises on Christianity, Judaism, and Islam mentioned by Graf,*° and—if we
accept his identity with the Antiochene physician carrying the same name—some medical
works, including a commentary on a medical treatise by Hunayn b. Ishaq (d. 260/873).%"

Content & Context

[812] The source excerpt cited above is set in the ruling period of the Fatimid caliph al-*Aziz
bi-l1ah (r. 365-386/975-996), around three decades after the Fatimid takeover of Egypt and
their construction of Cairo as the new capital in the immediate vicinity of al-Fustat or Fustat

22 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 17, on the basis of Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part Ill, ed./trans. Troupeau
and Micheau, p. 534-535.

2 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 14.

24 Canard, al-Antaki, p. 516; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part III, ed./trans. Troupeau and Micheau, p. 374; Glynias,
Ibn Butlan, pp. 130-131.

% Rozen, Imperator Vasiliy Bolgaroboytsa.

% Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part I11, ed./trans. Troupeau and Micheau, pp. 373-559.

27 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, pp. 3-4.

28 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 11.

2 Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part I, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 708-710; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarik, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 19-20, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/14#p1. English translation of the passage in Forsyth,
Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, pp. 8-10.

%0 Graf, Geschichte der christlich-arabischen Literatur, vol. 2, p. 51.

31 Glynias, Ibn Butlan, p. 131; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part III, ed./trans. Troupeau and Micheau, p. 375, FN 12.
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Misr, i.e. Old Cairo. During his reign, the caliph acted against Byzantine interests by exerting
great efforts to acquire control over northern Syria and the Hamdanid emirate of Aleppo.
Relations with Byzantium were thus strained.

[813] In the 950s, Byzantine emperors had embarked on a policy of reconquering territory lost
to the Muslims, both in the eastern Mediterranean and in northern Syria. Byzantine troops under
the general Nikephoros Il Phokas conquered Crete (961) and, when he had become emperor
(r. 963-969), took Cilicia (964-965) and then Cyprus (965). Raids into Syria eventually led to
the conquest of Antioch (969). Under John | Tzimiskes (r. 969-976), Byzantine forces
penetrated central and southern Syria, subjecting Aleppo and temporarily conquering
Damascus.®? However, they met with increasing resistance on the part of the Fatimids who were
pushing into Palestine and southern Syria and increasingly began to engage with the Hamdanids
of Aleppo. Although vigorous, Emperor Basil 11 (r. 976-1025) was prevented from continuous
campaigning by several bouts of inner strife and rebellion. In consequence, he focused on
retaining control over Antioch and—indirectly—over Aleppo, defending them against repeated
Fatimid incursions in 983, 992, 995, 999.33

[814] The episode related in the quoted excerpt has to be interpreted against this backdrop of
generally hostile Byzantine—Fatimid relations. Its geographical setting has been meticulously
reconstructed by David Bramoullé.3* According to Yahya b. Sa‘id, al-‘Aziz had ordered his
high-ranking and influential Christian functionary, ‘Isa b. Nastiirus, to build a fleet that would
support the caliph’s terrestrial campaign against the Byzantines. This fleet was supposed to be
launched on 12 Rabi‘ II 386 (4 May 996). When the fleet caught fire on the day it was to set
out, “the people” (al-ra iyya) accused a group of “traders from among the Rim ... bringing
wares to Egypt” (tuggar al-Riam ... al-waridin bi-1-bada’i “ ila Misr) of arson. Who were these
foreign traders?

[815] Because these traders (tuggar) are classified as “Byzantines” (al-Rim), older scholarship
regarded them as Byzantine foreigners or as Greek, i.e. Melkite, Christians from Egypt.> In
this vein, the editions of Cheikho, and later of Tadmuri, chose to read ruggar al-Rim wa-I-
Qalafita al-waridin bi-I-bada’i‘ ila Misr, which translates to “the Byzantine traders and the
caulkers bringing wares to Egypt.”3® Although this reading is possible, it raises the question
why caulkers, i.e. artisans working in shipyards and sealing matter into seams or joints to make
them watertight, would have been involved in trade. Since they were part of the work force
responsible for constructing the fleet, it does not seem convincing that they should have become
victims of mob violence because they were suspected of having destroyed the ships. An
alternative reading given as a manuscript variant by Tadmuri reads tuggar al-Rim wa-l-
Malagita, i.e. “Byzantine and Malaqita traders.”®” The word Malagita derives from the
consonant root “l-g-t,” which is associated with the action of receiving or picking things up. It
can form the word “forceps” (malqay, pl. malaqit) and, in the variant al-mulagita, refers to a

32 Andrews, The Letters of Ioannés Tzimiskes, pp. 259287

33 Hamblin, Byzantine-Muslim Wars. Also see: Lewis, Naval Power and Trade, pp. 183-191; Stern, An Embassy,
pp. 239-258; Canard, Byzantium and the Muslim World, pp. 720-725; Hamdani, Byzantine—Fatimid Relations,
pp. 169-79; Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, pp. 478-497; Farag, The Aleppo Question, pp. 44-61; Tibi,
Byzantine-Fatimid Relations, pp. 91-107; Lev, The Fatimids and Byzantium, pp. 190-208; Holmes, ‘How the
East Was Won,” pp. 41-56; Kennedy, Byzantine—Arab Diplomacy, pp. 81-91; Theotokis, Byzantine Military
Tactics; Krénung, Employment of Christian Mediators, pp. 71-84.

34 Bramoullé, Les Fatimides et la mer, pp. 370-387.

% E.g. Wistenfeld, Geschichte der Fatimiden Chalifen, p. 61: “Die Griechischen [sic] Christen in dem
benachbarten Orte”; Lewis, Naval Power and Trade, p. 191: “Byzantine agents.”

3 Eutychii patriarchae Alexandrini annales, 1. Accedunt annales Yahia ibn Said Antiochensis ed. Cheikho et al.,
p. 178 with FN 5; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed. Tadmuri, p. 233, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/227.

%7 Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Tarih, ed. Tadmuri, p. 233, FN 6, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/227.
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specific gait of horses.®® Since this does not make much sense in this context, this reading shall
be discarded.

[§16] Cheikho’s reading was not adopted in the edition by Ignace Kratchkovsky and Alexandre
Vasiliev who interpreted the sequence of Arabic letters as tuggar al-Riam al-Malafita.*® The
term al-Maldfita contains a sequence of consonants that is also found in the toponym “Amalfi,”
i.e. “m—I-f.” This interpretation was taken up by Claude Cahen who argued that traders hailing
from Byzantium would not have brought merchandise to Egypt in a time of war.*° But why
should Amalfitans have been classified as “Byzantine traders” (tuggar al-Rim)? In the late
tenth century, Amalfi was part of the Byzantine zone of influence in southern Italy. As Latin
Christians, the Amalfitans adhered to the Chalcedonian creed also professed by Byzantine
Christians that is known in Arabic as “Melkite” (malaki). The existence of a Latin monastery
on Mount Athos—eventually dominated by Amalfitans and therefore called “Amalfion”
(Apareov) or “Monastery of the Amalfitans” (Movi tov Apaienvov) already at the end of
the tenth century—suggests that, from the Byzantine and Melkite perspective, the Almafitans
were viewed as a subject people and even as part of the Byzantine Church.*! In view of this,
classifying them as “Byzantines” (al-Rim) would have made sense from the Arabic-Christian
perspective of Yahya b. Sa‘id. Cahen’s reading has accordingly been accepted by later
scholarship on Amalfi.*?

[817] Yahya b. Sa‘id claims that the mob killed 160 of these “Byzantines” and pillaged a place
described as the “house of Manak in al-Raffa’in in Old Cairo (Misr),” which he identifies as
the residence of these traders where they stored their money and belongings.*® Pillaging then
began to extend first to the Melkite Church (under the ecclesiastical authority of the patriarch
of Constantinople), then to a Nestorian church whose bishop Yiasuf al-SayziT died from his
wounds.

[818] In all this, the mob is said to have been supported by Maghrebis (al-Magariba). They can
possibly be identified as groups of North African Kutama who had played an important role in
facilitating the Fatimid conquest of Egypt and in securing their power. During the reign of al-
‘Aziz, they were increasingly being replaced by other army units, and their influence on
governmental affairs waned as a result. This seems to have led to much frustration among the
Kutama. It was temporarily alleviated when—immediately after the events discussed here—al-
‘Aziz entrusted the guardianship of his minor son al-Hakim (r. 386-411/996-1021) to the
Kutama leader Ibn ‘Ammar on his deathbed. However, Ibn ‘Ammar’s attempt to restore the
position of the Kutama led to his downfall and eventually to a Kutama revolt.*

[819] Ibn Nastiirus put a stop to plundering, returned as much of the looted goods as possible
to the surviving Byzantines (al-Riim) and arrested 63 pillagers. On 8 Gumada | 386 / 29 May
996, i.e. around three weeks after the fleet was supposed to start out, the arrested looters were
punished. According to Yahya b. Sa‘1d, they were forced to draw lots which set a third of them
free, subjected a third of them to beating, and ordered the execution of the rest.

[820] The Egyptian historiographer al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442), generally considered a
conscientious compilator of earlier material, gives two rather different variants of this episode.
The shorter version, contained in his “Admonition to the True Believers on the History of the

38 Rida, Kitab Mu ‘Sam matn al-luga, vol. 5, p. 199, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/29613/2844.

% Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part II, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, p. 447 with FN 3.

40 Cahen, Un texte peu connu, p. 5 FN 3: “ces RGim ne peuvent guére étre des Byzantins en un temps de guerre, ce
ne peut donc étre que des Italiens.”

41 Merlini, Un monastero benedettino.

42 Citarella, Relations of Amalfi, p. 303; Kreutz, Before the Normans, p. 82.

43 For a localisation with a map, see Bramoullé, Les Fatimides et la mer, pp. 375-377.

4 |ev, State and Society, pp. 81-82, 90-92; Lev, Army, pp. 344-347; Halm, Kalifen von Kairo, p. 126.
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Fatimid Imams and Caliphs” (Itti ‘az al-hunafa’ bi-ahbar al-a’imma al-Fatimiyyin al-hulafa’),
does not mention a source. It claims that Byzantine captives (al-Rim al-asara) were accused
of having laid the fire. The common people (al- ‘amma) killed 107 of them and then acquired
loot amounting to 90,000 dinars whose provenance is not defined. Interrogated by ‘Isa b.
Nastiirus and Yanis al-Saqlabi, the chief of the police (mutawalli I-surta), the survivors
confessed that they had committed arson. A proclamation was issued that threatened to punish
everyone who failed to return the plundered goods. While beginning with the construction of a
new fleet, ‘Isa b. Nastiirus seized a number of looters, killing some of them and imprisoning
others, while recovering much of the loot.*®

[821] The longer, more detailed version, is found in al-Magqrizi’s “Book of Exhortations and
Useful Lessons in Dealing with Topography and Historical Remains” (al-Mawa ‘iz wa-I-i ‘tibar
bi-dikr al-hirar wa-1-atar). 1t forms part of a description of the shipyard of al-Mags. Al-Magqrizi
claims that the fleet was built here, unlike Yahya who locates the shipyard in Old Cairo (Misr).*5
Al-Magqrizi’s narrative of events is taken from a lost chronicle of Egypt written by the Sunni
Muslim historiographer al-Musabbiht (366-420/977-1030), a contemporary to the events. This
version does not speak of Byzantine captives, but of “Byzantine Christians” (al-Rim al-nasara)
who were accused of arson. As in the shorter version, the number of killed amounted to 107.
Plundering extended to what can be translated neutrally as “belongings,” commercially as
“goods” (al-amti ‘a). Al-Musabbihi claims that the bodies of the dead Byzantines were thrown
into the streets. The survivors were imprisoned in the shipyard, where they confessed their deed
to ‘Isa b. Nastiirus, Yanis al-Saqlabi, and Mas ‘Gid al-Saqlabi, the latter defined as chief of the
police. They informed the caliph of the events and of the loss incurred by looting that amounted
to 90,000 dinars. While ‘Isa immediately began building new ships, Yanis had the police comb
the city, ordering the return of all plundered goods. This did not prevent parts of the populace
(ahdat al-nas wa- ‘ammatuhum) from playing with the heads of the dead, from dragging their
corpses through the city, and from burning them on the shore of the Nile. Guards posted
throughout the city began to pursue and seize the looters. As in Yahya b. Sa‘id’s version, those
arrested received a piece of writing indicating their punishment: twenty men were then
beheaded and crucified, twenty-three flogged and paraded through the city with the head of one
of the slain Byzantines hanging from their necks, the others were merely imprisoned. The search
for looters continued, increasing numbers of goods were seized and sometimes thrown on the
street by those fearing punishment, since looters who brought something back or were known
to have looted were imprisoned and then executed on 8 Gumada | 386 [29 May 996]. Troops
made a show of force in the city, publicly beating men in the streets as a punishment for stirring
up sedition (azar al-fitan) and for plundering the sanctuary of the Commander of the Faithful
(nahb harim amir al-mu’minin). The following day, the terrified populace was called upon to
hand over the remaining loot within one week. ‘Isa b. Nastirus proceeded to rebuild the fleet,
but the war against the Byzantines did not take place because al-‘Aziz died on his way to
Syria.*’

[822] Although the differences between Yahya b. Sa‘id’s and al-Maqrizi’s account have been
noted, their implications have not yet been systematically analysed.*® Claude Cahen went as far
as claiming that the narrative of Yahya b. Sa‘id and the two versions included in al-Maqrizi’s
works largely correspond and complement each other, emphasizing that al-Musabbihi’s

4 Al-Magqrizi, Itti ‘az al-hunafa’, vol. 1, ed. al-Sayyal, AH 386, p. 290, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/176/334.
See Appendix for the full source text.

46 On these two Fatimid shipyards and their location, see Bramoullé, Les Fatimides et la mer, pp. 346, 370-381.
47 Al-Magqrizi, al-Mawd ‘iz, ed. Mansir, vol. 3, p. 342-343, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/11566/1249. See
Appendix for the full source text.

48 Forsyth, Byzantine-Arab Chronicle, p. 497; Jiwa, A Study, p. 242; Bramoullé, Les Fatimides et la mer, pp. 373
375.
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description in al-Maqriz1’s longer version also suggests that traders, not captives, were accused
of arson.*® However, juxtaposing the three versions of events reveals alternative narratives
featuring considerable differences. These concern the date and place of the fire, the identity of
victims and perpetrators, the death toll, the extent of plundering, the measures taken to punish
the arrested looters, and other details.

Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih al-day!|

e  TIME FRAME: planned date to launch fleet: Friday, 12 Rabi* Il 386 [4 May 996]; executions: 8 Gumada | 386
[29 May 996]

e LOCATION OF FIRE: shipyard of Misr, i.e. al-Fustat or Old Cairo

e DRAMATIS PERSONAE: identity of accused: Amalfitan-Byzantine traders (tuggar al-Rdm al-Malafita); number
of killed: 160; admission of guilt: no; identity of looters: the people (al-ra‘iyya) and the Maghrebis (al-
Magariba); executors of countermeasures: Ibn Nastirus at the order of al-‘Aziz

e LOOTING AND COUNTERMEASURES: looters: pillaged residence (the house of Manak), Church of Saint Michael,
Nestorian church, Nestorian bishop wounded deadly; countermeasures: Ibn Nastirus rode through al-
Fustat, ordered to end attacks against Byzantines (al-Rdm) and to proclaim that loot should be returned,
collected survivors and returned belongings to them, arrested 63 men, executed the order of al-‘Aziz to free
one third, beat one third, and execute one third on the basis of notes drawn haphazardly

al-Maqrizi, Itti ‘3z al-hunafa’

e TIME FRAME: date of fire: Friday, 24 Rabi' 1l [16 May 996]

e LocATION OF FIRE: shipyard of al-Mags

e DRAMATIS PERSONAE: identity of accused: Byzantine captives (al-Ram al-asara); number of killed: 107;
admission of guilt: yes; identity of looters: common people (al- @mma); executors of countermeasures: ‘Isa
b. Nastdrus; Yanis al-Saqlabr, chief of police

e LOOTING AND COUNTERMEASURES: looters: pillaged the captives’ house near shipyard; amount of loot: 90,000
dinar; countermeasures: interrogation of accused, proclamation and threats to return loot, looters seized,
some killed, some beaten and imprisoned, much loot returned

al-Maqrizi, al-Mawa ‘iz (explicitly based on al-MusabbihT)

e TIME FRAME: date of fire: Friday, 24 Rab1" Il [16 May 996]; burning of corpses: Saturday, 25 Rab1" Il [17 May
996]; (second?) execution of looters: Thursday, 8 Gumada | [29 May 996]

e LocAaTIioN oF FIRE: shipyard of al-Mags

o DRAMATIS PERSONAE: identity of accused: Byzantine Christians (al-Rdm al-nasara); number of killed: 107;
admission of guilt: yes; identity of looters: people at the shipyard (?) joined by crowds from the common
populace (al-‘@mma); young rabble (ahdat al-nds) and commoners (‘@mmatuhum); executors of
countermeasures: [ Tsa b. Nastdrus (deputy of financial affairs)]; Yanis al-SaglabT, deputy of caliph in Cairo;
al-Yanisiyya police force; Mas‘id al-Saglabr, chief of police; AbG Ahmad Ga‘far, commander of Yanis

e LOOTING AND COUNTERMEASURES: looters: pillaged residence, i.e. the house of Matak, near shipyard and
elsewhere, belongings [or “goods” (al-amti‘a)] of Byzantines; threw their bodies into the streets; arrested
and imprisoned survivors in the shipyard; countermeasures: interrogation of accused, letter to al-‘Aziz,
circulation of police in markets calling for return of loot and threatening punishment; Yanis secured city;
looters: played with heads of the slain, dragged corpses through streets, tied them together and burned
them on the Nile shore (Saturday, 25 Rab1" Il); countermeasures: warning and persecution of looters; 20
men decapitated and crucified, 23 flogged and paraded through streets with heads of Byzantines hanging
from their necks, others imprisoned on the basis of notes drawn haphazardly; loot searched relentlessly;
people report on others; imprisonment of additional looters who swear oaths; looters decapitated (Thursday,
8 Gumada |); markets closed:; display of power by chief of police with fire-bearers; beating, public exposure
of, and speech to group of arrested men; amnesty for those who return loot within a week

Figure 1: Comparative table summarising the different depictions of events

[823] According to Yahya b. Sa‘id, the fleet was supposed to set out 12 Rabi' II 386 [4 May
996]. Although he reports that the fire broke out in the shipyard of Old Cairo (Misr) on the
scheduled day of departure, he does not specify whether this corresponded to the originally
planned date. This could explain the discrepancy to the two versions in al-Maqrizi, which locate
the shipyard in al-Mags and date the fire twelve days later, to 24 Rabi" 11 386 [16 May 996].
Whereas Yahya speaks of accusations and violence against foreign “Byzantine ... merchants

49 Cahen, Un texte peu connu, p. 5.
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bringing wares to Egypt” (tuggar al-Riam ... al-waridin bi-1-bada’i “ila Misr), al-Maqrizi speaks
of violence against “Byzantine captives” (al-Riim al-asara) who were plundered in a house near
the shipyard in the shorter version, and of “Byzantine Christians” (al-Rim al-nasara) residing
near the shipyard in the longer version. Yahya’s looters are made up of a mob and Maghrebis,
whereas al-Magqrizi attributes violent action to “the common people” (al- ‘@mma) in the shorter
version, and, additionally, to younger rabble (akdat al-nas), in the longer account. Yahya speaks
of 160 deaths, al-Maqrizi of 107. Whereas Yahya suggests that the Byzantine [Amalfitan]
merchants were innocent victims, al-Maqrizi has the Byzantines confess their crime in both
versions. Yahya describes how looting first hit the merchants’ residence, then the Melkite and
finally the Nestorian church. Al-Magqrizi, in turn, defines the extent of looting through the sum
of 90,000 dinars in both versions, and suggests in the longer version that the looters did not
only target the Byzantine’s house, but also other objects that were considered part of the caliph’s
property or “sanctuary” (harim). Whereas Yahya describes Ibn Nastiirus as immediately taking
action against the plundering mob, al-Maqrizi has him teaming up with the chief of the police
and taking measures against selected looters while beginning to construct a new fleet. Al-
Magqrizi’s longer version citing al-Musabbihi describes the authorities’ measures in detail,
pointing to the violent actions of the looters and highlighting the terror produced by the police.
It parallels Yahya’s account in that it ties the looters” individual punishment to pieces of writing
assigned to them haphazardly. It is noteworthy that al-Maqrizi’s longer account frames their
punishment as a response to sedition and the plundering of the caliph’s “sanctuary” (harim amir
al-mu 'minin), not as a retribution for their attack on Christian merchants, their residence, and
their churches.

[824] While it is difficult to establish the precise reasons for these variations, Yahya’s and al-
Maqrizi’s accounts certainly have different implications. Yahya b. Sa‘id presents us with a
seemingly unfounded accusation against foreign merchants associated with Byzantium who, in
the tense atmosphere of current Fatimid—-Byzantine relations, become victims of mob violence.
Violence is not only directed against these persons and their property, but also against the
church representing their confession, then against other Christians as well. The mob is assisted
by Maghrebis, possibly disgruntled regime supporters, but is stopped energetically by the acting
Christian vizier and then punished in a rather haphazard manner by order of the caliph. Al-
Magqrizi, in turn, presents us with an accusation against Byzantines that turns out to be true.
While killing seems to be confined to these perpetrators who had every reason to prevent a fleet
from setting out against Byzantium, looting must have gone beyond the Byzantines’ direct
environment if it created damages amounting to 90,000 dinars and was regarded as an
aggression against the caliph’s property. In both of al-Maqrizi’s versions the mob violence is
neither directed against foreign traders nor against Christian infrastructure, and it does not result
in the death of a Nestorian bishop.

Contextualization, Analysis & Interpretation

[825] Taking into account these rather different accounts of the same event, the following
paragraphs give an overview on the main interpretations of Yahya b. Sa‘id’s narrative that have
been formulated in scholarship. These revolve around two central topics—first, the attitude of
the Fatimid government and Egyptian Muslim society vis-a-vis non-Muslims, both resident
subjects and foreign visitors (8826-31); second the role played by Amalfitans in Egypt at the
end of the tenth century (§832-35).

[826] The pogrom described by Yahya b. Sa‘id and recounted by al-Maqrizi on the basis of an
earlier source was directed against Christians, regardless of whether we define them as
foreigners or locals, be they merchants, captives, or simply Christians. Both Yahya and al-
Maqrizi insist that the perpetrators were harshly punished by order of the caliph, either by the
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Christian functionary 1bn Nastrus, or by Ibn Nasttrus and representatives of the Cairo police.
The behaviour of the common people and of the authorities have been commented upon by
scholars who used this episode to illustrate the Fatimid handling of their non-Muslim subjects.

[827] The standard interpretation runs as follows: the Fatimids belonged to a minority group of
Isma‘1l1 Islam and their particular creed was not shared by the Sunni majority population of
Egypt. In view of tensions with the Sunni establishment, the ruling dynasty was more open vis-
a-vis other religious minorities and foreign non-Muslim merchants. According to Shelomo Dov
Goitein, the fact that the Fatimids represented only a small minority “contributed to a trend of
tolerance in their conduct of government and to a general leniency toward other minority
groups.” In the words of Claude Cahen, the Fatimids, “mistrusting the orthodox Muslims,”
tended to draw on the services of Jews and Christians.>! Regarded in this vein, the pogrom of
386/996 cannot be explained solely as mob violence against perceived saboteurs in the context
of Byzantine—Fatimid hostilities, but as a popular act of venting anger against groups privileged
by a little loved governing elite, partly composed of non-Muslims wielding authority.

[828] Yahya b. Sa‘id’s narration of events provides much evidence for interreligious and
intrasocietal tensions in Egypt—but not only under the Fatimids. In his chronicle, he describes
two earlier pogroms. They took place in 349/960 and 350/961, i.e. under Ihsidid rule, and
followed a pattern very similar to the one dealt with here. According to Yahya, the two earlier
pogroms also took place in reaction to tensions with Byzantium—in this case Byzantine
victories in Syria and Crete. Mob violence initially targeted the Melkite church and
subsequently the churches of what he refers to as the “Jacobites” (al-Ya ‘qiabiyya) and
“Nestorians” (al-Nastiriyya). During the second pogrom, the Ihsidid government sent forces to
quell the disturbance.®® As in 386/996, plundering and killing also extended to Christian
factions who were neither foreigners, nor linked to Byzantium or the Melkite rite. This has
prompted Maciej Czyz to establish an interdependence between Fatimid—Byzantine tensions
and anti-Christian violence in Syria and Egypt during the tenth and early eleventh centuries that
cannot be regarded as the result of specifically Fatimid policies vis-a-vis the religious groups
of Egypt.>®

[829] Yahya’s account also points to alternative sources of tensions in Egypt. In his description
of the pogrom of 386/996, he mentions the participation of Maghrebis, possibly Kutama. As
already stated above, the Kutama were gradually losing influence on the Fatimid rulership they
had helped to build up. Maghrebi participation in the pogrom can possibly be read in this light,
also considering that the career of the person who stopped the pogrom, i.e. ‘Isa b. Nastiirus,
ended abruptly in 387/997, around one year after the shipyard fire, thanks to Kutama
intervention. Under al-‘Aziz, Ibn Nasttrus held an eminent position. In 383/993, he had been
entrusted with the administration of government (nazar fi [-umir) and honoured with the title
“our most illustrious master” (sayyiduna al-agall); after al-°Aziz’s death, he was arrested by
Ibn ‘Ammar, leader of the Kutama faction, on the grounds of excessive and illegal taxation, and
eventually executed.> This suggests that violence against Christians was not necessarily

%0 Goitein, Mediterranean Society, vol. 1, p. 31.

51 Cahen, Un texte peu connu, p. 6: “On sait combien, se méfiant des musulmans orthodoxes, ils avaient au
contraire, 13, largement utilisé les service des Juifs et des Chrétiens.”

2 Yahyab. Sa‘1d, Histoire, Part I, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 778-780, 782-783; Yahya b. Sa‘1d, Tarih,
ed. Tadmuri, pp. 92-93, URL: htips://shamela.ws/book/14512/86; ibid.,, pp. 95-96, URL:
https://shamela.ws/book/14512/89.

%8 Czyz, Byzantine Reconquista, 369-387.

5 Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part II, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 442, 451; Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, pp. 228, 238, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/222, https://shamela.ws/book/14512/232; Lev,
Army, pp. 344-347.

11


https://shamela.ws/book/14512/86
https://shamela.ws/book/14512/89
https://shamela.ws/book/14512/222
https://shamela.ws/book/14512/232

996: Yahya b. Sa‘ld on a Pogrom against Foreign Traders in Cairo

religiously motivated, but directed against a faction of society that seemed to have gained the
upper hand in securing the caliph’s favour.

[830] It is remarkable that al-Maqrizi’s two versions of the event seem to downplay the
interreligious component of the conflict. Although al-Maqrizi mentions tensions between
Kutama and other groups, they are not mentioned in the passages relevant here.>® However,
even more than Yahya, al-Maqrizi’s longer account based on al-Musabbihi highlights the
extreme degree of violence used vis-a-vis these Christians and their corpses, as well as the
harshness of the government crackdown on the looters who were, in a number of cases,
punished by decapitation and crucifixion. Viewed from this angle, the pogrom of 386/996 could
be explained in line with Maurice Canard who regarded the pogrom as an extremely violent
outburst of accumulated frustration, claiming that “discontent provoked a popular movement
against the Christians, following the burning of the fleet (...).”

[831] Shainool Jiwa took a decisive stance against opinions that hold Fatimid favouritism of
non-Muslim minority groups responsible for the pogrom of 386/996. She underscores that the
Fatimid caliphs, because of their independence of Sunni ‘ulama’ and the special spiritual role
attributed to them in the Isma ‘il creed, had more freedom to engage with other religious groups
than Sunni rulers.®’ She also emphasises that Jews and Christians had played a very important
role in the Egyptian administration already before the Fatimid takeover, a situation to which the
Fatimids had to adapt.®® Rather than interpreting frequent and well-documented complaints of
Sunni Muslims against high-standing Jewish and Christian government functionaries as
indicating rising frustration among the Sunni community,* Jiwa argues that al-‘Aziz always
had an open ear for Sunni complaints and tried to deal with all religious and confessional groups
equitably in line with his “humane attitude” vis-a-vis people of all faiths.%® In consequence,
Jiwa seems to regard the pogrom of 386/996 as a singular incident that was directed against
Byzantine or Italian foreigners in a situation of Byzantine—Fatimid tensions. “A couple of
churches were also plundered and a bishop was severely injured in the incident (...),” but the
vizier and the chief of the police “eventually restored tranquillity”” and punished the perpetrators
“according to a judgement proclaimed by the Fatimid ruler.”®

[832] A completely new angle of discussion was opened up by Claude Cahen. By highlighting
the Amalfitan background of the Christian victims, he saw an additional foreign policy
dimension in this outburst of anti-Christian violence that was only peripherally linked to
Fatimid-Byzantine tensions because it concerned Fatimid Egypt’s relations to the Latin West.

[833] Yahya b. Sa‘id did not feel particularly well informed about the Latin West. At the
beginning of his chronicle, he explains that he will provide information on the patriarchs of
Alexandria, Jerusalem, Antioch, and Constantinople, but not on the patriarchs of Rome. He
claims that he lacked secure information (lam yahsal Ii asma uhum ‘ala 1-tahqiq) and could not
find them in the diptychs (fi I-dibtisun), concluding that “neither the name nor the memory of

55 But see Lev, Army, pp. 344-347.

%6 Canard, al-‘Aziz, p. 824.

57 Jiwa, A Study, p. 134; Jiwa, Religious Pluralism, p. 3; Brett, Realm of the Imam, pp. 447-448.

%8 Jiwa, A Study, p. 134. Halm, Kalifen von Kairo, pp. 13, 226.

%9 See, e.g. Halm, Kalifen von Kairo, p. 127: “Der wachsende Einfluf nichtmuslimischer Beamter machte bdses
Blut.” On these complaints, see Ibn al-Atir (d. 630/1233), Al-Kamil fi I-tarih, sine ed. (Beirut: Dar al-Sadir),
AH 386 [996 CE], vol. 9, p. 117; Ibn al-Afir, Al-Kamil fi I-tarih, ed. Tadmuri, vol. 7, p. 476, URL:
https://shamela.ws/book/21712/4207; Catlos, To Catch a Spy, p. 105 FN 17. A list and short description of leading
functionaries under al-* Aziz bi-11ah in al-Imad, The Fatimid Vizierate, pp. 164, 172-173.

60 Jiwa, A Study, pp. 131-133, 141 (quote); Jiwa, Religious Pluralism, p. 7.

61 Jiwa, A Study, pp. 144145, 242-243 (quote).
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any one of them has been recorded in the lands of Egypt and Syria because of the lack of news
about them and the geographical distance of their country.”%?

[834] In spite of this clear evidence for lacking interconnections between Egypt and Latin
Christendom, Cahen believed in an intensive relationship between Amalfi and the Fatimid
ruling elite. He regarded Yahya b. Sa‘id’s reference to the 160 dead as evidence for a sizable
Amalfitan merchant community in Cairo. Pointing to Amalfitan trade with Aglabid North
Africa at the end of the ninth century, he thought it possible that the Amalfitans linked up to the
emerging power after the Fatimid takeover of North Africa in 297/909, thus becoming “the
artisans and, in any case, the beneficiaries of the Fatimid conquest of Egypt.”®® Suffering from
a lack of wood and metal,®* exacerbated by Byzantine embargos dating from 960 and 971, the
Fatimids needed the Amalfitans to provision them with these goods. Consequently, the
Amalfitans rose to a privileged position in Egypt, where they did not only become active in
Alexandria, but in the Fatimid capital Cairo itself. For Cahen, the special relationship between
the Fatimids and the Amalfitans also explains the harsh punishment of the looters in 386/996:
“The conduct of the Caliph al-‘Aziz in 996, once the first wave of popular fury had passed,
clearly shows that he did not want, at any cost, to lose their services.”%®

[835] There is no concrete evidence for this “special relationship” between Amalfi and the
Fatimids apart from Yahya b. Sa‘id’s depiction of the pogrom in 386/996. However, we do
possess evidence for active transmediterranean commerce with late Aglabid North Africa®, e.g.
in Slavic slaves®®, and an Amalfitan involvement in this in the late ninth century.®® The
Amalfitans may have become acquainted with the Fatimids, when the latter took power in
Ifrigiya at the beginning of the tenth century. This does not prove, however, that they moved to
Egypt together with the Fatimids. Egypt was frequented by foreign traders already before the
Fatimid takeover, including by merchants from Venice and the Byzantine Empire.”® Amalfitan
traders, possibly considered as a group belonging to the wider Mediterranean domains of
Byzantium, did not need a special relationship with the Fatimids to participate in this.
Consequently, scholarship on Amalfi’s early trade relations certainly regards Yahya b. Sa‘id’s
report as evidence for the expansion of Amalfitan trade in the pre-crusade era, but has only
cautiously taken up Cahen’s proposition of a special relationship.”* Scholarship on Fatimid
Egypt, in turn, has accepted Cahen’s argument that the Fatimids were dependent on the
Amalfitans for the import of wood,’? whereas Geniza research has brought to light documents
attesting Amalfitan trade with Fatimid Egypt in the mid-eleventh century, i.e. after the
pogrom.”

62 Yahya b. Sa‘id, Histoire, Part I, ed. Kratchkovsky, trans. Vasiliev, pp. 706-708: “lam yarfa‘ li-ahad minhum fi
bilad Misr wa-I1-Sam ism wa-l1a dikr li-ingita‘ ahbarihim wa-bu‘d biladihim (...).” Yahya b. Sa‘id, Tarih, ed.
Tadmuri, p. 19, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/14512/14.

83 Cahen, Un texte peu connu, p. 7: “les artisans et en tous cas les bénéficiaires de la conquéte fatimide de
1’Egypte”; Cahen, Commercial Relations, pp. 15-16.

5 Lombard, Un probléme cartographié, pp. 234-254

8 Arona, 971: The Decretum Venetorum.

8 Cahen, Un texte peu connu, pp. 7-8, p. 8: “Le comportement du Calife al-‘Aziz en 996, une fois écoulé le
premier flot de la fureur populaire, signifie bien qu’il ne voulait a aucun prix perdre leurs services.”; Cahen, Le
commerce d’ Amalfi, p. 292.

57 Bosanquet, Maritime Trade, pp. 108-128.

8 Mishin, The Saqgaliba Slaves in the Aghlabid State, pp. 236-244.

8 Kreutz, Before the Normans, pp. 55, 61, 80-82.

0 pazienza, Venice, p. 157; Lewis, Naval Power and Trade, p. 175; Laiou, Exchange and Trade, pp. 723-725,
728-729, esp. p. 728.

"L Citarella, Relations of Amalfi, p. 303; Citarella, Patterns in Medieval Trade, p. 554; Kreutz, Before the Normans,
p. 82.

2 Lev, The Fatimid Navy, p. 242.

3 Simonsohn, Jews in Sicily, vol. 1, no. 107, pp. 105-107 (1046 CE); ibid., vol. 1, no. 113, pp. 237.
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[836] In his study of Muslim military and commercial engagement with and in the
Mediterranean, Christophe Picard stated with utmost conviction that the pogrom of 386/996
was “committed by a population infuriated by fiscal advantages granted to Latin merchants.”’
While there exists no evidence for a Fatimid grant of fiscal advantages to Amalfitan traders, the
preceding review of the different scholarly approaches to Yahya b. Sa‘id’s report suggests that
the events dealt with here do not only concern a group of foreign traders and that it is necessary
to paint a more multifaceted picture. The anti-Christian pogrom can be interpreted against the
backdrop of Fatimid-Byzantine hostilities, Fatimid religious policy, interreligious and
interconfessional tensions, as well as transmediterranean commercial relations that are also
attested elsewhere, e.g. in connection with the trade in Slavic slaves.” While we may regard
Yahya’s perspective as fraught with a pro-Christian bias’®—in spite of his entirely unpolemical
treatment of Jews and Muslims throughout the chronicle’’—his narrative sheds important light
on how foreign policy concerns, intrasocietal tensions, and transmediterranean trade relations
came together to play out on interreligious relations. Against this backdrop, we may ask
ourselves what motivated al-*Aziz bi-11ah and his functionaries to resort to a rather curious and
seemingly haphazard form of punishment that put to death one group of looters, punished
another less harshly, and let the third go. Allotted arbitrarily, this punishment does not seem to
have been meted out in relation to the severity of the offence. Possibly, it served to cater to the
demands of all groups involved in the tensions that produced this outburst of violence: those
who wished to restore order and to avoid future pogroms by setting a radical example; victims
of the pogrom who wanted to be reassured of governmental enforcement of their legal claims;
and discontents who may have regarded violence against Christian foreigners and/or the
Christian populace with its high-ranking representatives as legitimate.
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Appendix: The Alternative Narratives in the Works of al-Maqrizi

The Shorter Version in [tti‘az al-hunafa

Al-Maqrizi, [tti ‘Gz al-hunafa’ bi-ahbar al-a’imma al-fatimiyyin al-hulafa’, vol. 1, ed. Gamal al-Din al-Sayyal,
Cairo: al-Maglis al-a‘la li-I-§u’tn al-islamiyya, 1967, AH 386, p. 290, URL: https://shamela.ws/book/176/334.
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On the twentieth [of this month, i.e. Rabi" al-Ahir,
i.e. 12 May 996], al-‘Aziz marched to Gayfa and
encamped at al-*Aqariba after having remained at
his previous camp for four months and twenty-five
days. He stayed there one night, then proceeded to
Bilbays and encamped in its environs.

A proclamation was made in the city that no one
should delay in joining the fleet. Then a fire broke
out in the fleet, and it burned at the time of the
Friday prayer, with six days remaining in the month
of Rabi" al-Ahir [16 May 996]. It consumed all the
equipment and weapons therein, leaving only six
ships, with nothing in them. The Byzantine
captives (al-Rum al-asara) were accused of this;
they were in a house near the shipyard (dar bi-
giwar al-sina ‘a) at al-Mags. The common people
(al- ‘@mma) plundered them, and Kkilled one
hundred and seven of them.

‘Isa b. Nastiirus and Yanis al-Saqlabi, the chief of
police, went to the Byzantines, and they confessed
that they had burned the fleet. The value of what
was lost in the plundering amounted to about ninety
thousand dinars. So a proclamation was made to
return the plunder, and threats were made regarding
it.

‘Isa b. Nastiirus then set about constructing a new
fleet. He later seized some of the looters: some
were killed, and others were imprisoned after
severe beating, and much of what had been
plundered was recovered.

The Longer Version in al-Mawa ‘iz citing al-Musabbiht (366—420/977-1030)

al-Magqrizi, al-Mawa ‘iz wa-l-i tibar bi-dikr al-hirat wa-1-atar, ed. Halil Mansir, Beirut: Dar al-kutub al-‘ilmiyya,
1998, vol. 3, pp. 342-343, URL.: https://shamela.ws/book/11566/1249.
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Concerning the events of the year 386/996, he [al-
Musabbihi] related: A fire broke out in the fleet at
the time of the Friday prayer, with six days
remaining in the month of Rabi‘ al-Ahir [16 May
996]. It burned five squadrons and destroyed all the
equipment and weapons in the fleet. They accused
the Byzantine Christians (al-Rim al-nasara) who

20


https://shamela.ws/book/176/334
https://shamela.ws/book/11566/1249

G asliall st il s (raniae 16155 ()Lt
i ol o g0y o pg ) e lolavy (Al
(Jlny Brrry Jory Bl gin 158y ) danel 1segd
e R O e s

(M asliay

) sl il sl o s i
Gty pladly e Lty Lensrgs J1sa) 3 AL
Bl il dals daagy sy ( linal) b axg
Gl sgmene Logaag (Ll ] oppe i 3,81
sl asliall o pyl lyanTy cibyidl g
Al GG s 18T (4L
G Sy ladl ) Al sy pe sry AL
s wly (o Ly pa ) e JB e p S

Oy Gl s e Lo gl &

AV o Blendl 3 Lall Olos ol
AL el by il s e 8 L sy
Loy M b ) gl Jadog (o 5 ke sis
Ogpie 3 4 OF jshanss oy g oly ¢ A
deluall & by pluall by i by (LS

(Jodl 3 plaall g

S s Ol agrales WU ST e
ran 153 # g lsally Blsedl 3 el 0s 2
ex Wty b A el e e U
axT Calsen ¥ OF el Jo o AL pog e
ale ole o co3pg 4 Lot 3 d (8 0
Bygiall 4 o ot o oo ol Lt 038 5f 6 2

RRNRAL

Sy 3755 i 5 i o s o 5
(bl PSS U9, 'Y e~y c(..@.BL&T Cyp2

Daniel G. Konig

had been residing in the house of Matak near the
shipyard at al-Mags. Joined by crowds from the
common populace (al- ‘amma), they attacked the
Byzantines, looted their belongings [or “goods,”
“merchandise” (al-amti ‘a)], killed one hundred and
seven men among them, threw their bodies into the
streets. The rest was arrested and imprisoned in the
shipyard at al-Mags.

Then ‘Isa b. Nasttirus—deputy of the Commander
of the Faithful, al-‘Aziz bi-llah, over financial
affairs and their administration in Egypt, Syria, and
the Higaz—arrived, accompanied by Yanis al-
Saqlabi, who at that time was al-"Aziz’s deputy in
Cairo while he was on his way to Syria, and with
them Mas‘td al-Saqlabi, the chief of police. They
brought the Byzantines from the shipyard, and the
latter confessed that they had burned the fleet. This
was written to al-*Aziz bi-llah, who was preparing
to depart for Syria. The letter informed him who of
the Byzantines had been killed and what had been
plundered, and that the loot taken amounted to
ninety thousand dinars.

The police circulated through the markets with a
decree (sigill) ordering the return of whatever had
been plundered from the house of Matak and
elsewhere, threatening punishment for anyone
found in possession of stolen goods. Abu 1-Hasan
Yanis secured the city and maintained order among
the people, whereas ‘Isa b. Nastiirus ordered that
twenty ships be completed immediately; timber
was supplied, craftsmen were summoned, and he
spent the night at the shipyard while the craftsmen
worked diligently.

Meanwhile, many of the rabble (akdat al-nas) and
commoners (‘ammatuhum) played with the heads
of the slain and dragged them by their feet through
the markets and streets. Then they tied some of the
corpses together on the Nile shore at al-Mags and
burned them on Saturday. Guards were posted
throughout the city with orders that no one who had
looted anything should fail to present what he had
taken and return it. Anyone known to possess
something, conceal it, deny it, or delay returning it
would face severe punishment.

Those who had looted were pursued; several were
seized, and twenty men were executed by
decapitation. Twenty-three others were flogged
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and paraded through the streets, each with the head
of one of the slain Byzantines hanging from his
neck. Others were imprisoned. It was ordered that
those decapitated were crucified at Kawm Dinar.
Those who had been beaten were brought to the
prison. And those looters who had been beaten or
killed had been beaten or killed on the basis of a
note written for them. Each of them took a written
note which specified whether the person would be
killed or beaten, and this was executed according to
what their respective paper had said with regard to
killing or beating. The search for the loot continued
relentlessly, and people began reporting on one
another. When anyone accused of looting was
seized, he would swear solemn oaths that nothing
remained in his possession.

‘Isa b. Nastiirus pressed on with rebuilding the fleet
and demanded timber, taking any wood he knew of
from its owners. Increasing amounts of loot were
taken from those who had seized it, and some threw
it into alleys and streets out of fear of discovery.
Many who brought something back or were known
to have looted were imprisoned.

On Thursday, the eighth of Gumada al-Ula [29
May 996], all of them were decapitated by Abu
Ahmad Ga‘far, the commander of Yanis, who
arrived with a large force of Yanisiyya troops in
order to decapitate this group. The markets were
closed that day. The chief of police paraded with a
large number of fire-bearers (arbab al-nafay)
before him and flames blazing, while the Yanisiyya
rode armed. A group of men were beaten and
publicly exposed before him as he proclaimed to
them: “This is the punishment of those who stir up
sedition and plunder the sanctuary of the
Commander of the Faithful. Let whoever sees take
warning!” No misstep was excused, nor was any
mercy shown to them.

Fear among the people intensified greatly. The next
day a proclamation was made: “People, God has
granted safety to anyone who took or looted
anything with respect to his person and property.
Let whoever still has something of the plunder
return it. We grant you respite from today until the
same day next week.”
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asleall U] eyslenns ool U5 523 ol ol 39 On the seventh of Gumada al-Ahira [27_ June 996],
o Ibn Nastirus went down to the shipyard and
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e ke 3 LD ) e gy L el e that al-'Aziz bi-llah died while traveling to Syria,

in the city of Bilbays.
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