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			Acclaim for The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition

			“A fascinating peek at the minds of our ancestors. You can see how man’s understanding of the world has changed drastically in some ways and remained startlingly constant in others. Plus the book is just plain fun to read.”

			—A. J. Jacobs, New York Times bestselling author of The Know-It-All and The Year of Living Biblically

			“A smart, exhilarating selection from a vast work. The scholarship is solid but unobtrusive, and the style, clear and flavorful, draws the reader in. Al-Nuwayrī’s encyclopedia, somewhat like Vincent of Beauvais’s a hundred years before him, delights as it moves between learned tradition, jaw-dropping anecdote, and elegant (and elegantly translated) poetry. Dip in, and a distant world, endlessly colorful, comes to sparkling life.”

			—Andras P. Hamori, Princeton University

			“From the structure of the heavens to the curious anatomy of the hippopotamus, with stops to view everything from book-keeping to aphrodisiacs, this charming fourteenth-century encyclopedia gives a glimpse of the entire world as seen by a very learned Egyptian summing up the powerful tradition of medieval Islamic scholarship known in his time. Elias Muhanna’s very readable translation allows the reader to gain a rounded experience of a deeply interesting bygone world.”

			—Roy P. Mottahedeh, Harvard University

			“Finally, thanks to Elias Muhanna’s expert translation, editing, and explanatory notes, we have access to a real encyclopedia to place alongside Borges’s mythical Chinese text. An extraordinary work, The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition strives for nothing less than an orderly, total account of the world, and Al-Nuwayrī’s unique accomplishment in the encyclopedic tradition is not to suggest that wonder is to be found in the many oddities, rarities, and exceptions of the given world, but to show how, beneath these features, there is a deeper and more marvelous order.”

			—Elliott Colla, Georgetown University

			“This engaging volume lets you dip into the world of a fourteenth-century Egyptian encyclopedist who knew about the endless rain in England, the skillfulness of artists in China, how a woman can get away with claiming to be a prophetess, why a bureaucrat should never commit the size of the army to writing, and anything else worth knowing.”

			—Michael Cook, Princeton University

			“This delightful volume offers readers of English the first opportunity to sample the vast and varied literature of Arabic encyclopedism. Under Elias Muhanna’s expert guidance you will encounter advice and information strangely foreign and occasionally familiar, drawn from al-Nuwayrī’s fourteenth-century perspective on history and politics, medicine and the natural world.”

			—Ann Blair, Harvard University
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			THE ULTIMATE AMBITION IN THE ARTS OF ERUDITION

			SHIHĀB AL-DĪN AHMAD ibn ‘Abd AL-WAHHĀB AL-NUWAYRĪ (1279–1333) was an Egyptian scholar and civil servant in the Mamluk Empire. During his career, he served in various government posts in Egypt and Syria, overseeing colleges and hospitals in Cairo, the imperial chancery in Tripoli, and properties belonging to Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad, who was for a time al-Nuwayrī’s patron. Upon retiring from government service in the 1310s, al-Nuwayrī devoted the remainder of his life to the composition of The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition, a nine-thousand-page, thirty-three-volume encyclopedia. One of the most important collections of medieval Arabic literature and Islamic thought, The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition attracted the attention of European scholars beginning in the seventeenth century and was read and studied in the Islamic world until the modern period.

			ELIAS MUHANNA is the Manning Assistant Professor of Comparative Literature at Brown University. He is a scholar of classical Arabic literature and Islamic intellectual history. Born in Lebanon, he now lives in Providence, Rhode Island.
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			Introduction

			Sometime around the year 1314, a government bureaucrat living in Cairo, Egypt, grew tired of his daily duties in the Mamluk Empire’s financial administration and decided to devote the rest of his life to the composition of a massive compendium of knowledge. By the time of his death in 1333, Shihāb al-Dīn Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī had assembled one of the most important collections of Arabic-Islamic literature and thought, which he titled The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition. It distilled several centuries of poetic, narrative, historical, religious, and scientific writings into an enormous summa that was faithfully copied and studied until the early twentieth century.

			The encyclopedic gathering of many disciplines and discourses within a single book was not al-Nuwayrī’s innovation. His work is an exemplar of the classical Islamic humanistic tradition that had formed the basis of learned culture in the Near East for centuries. Al-Nuwayrī’s text, however, represents one of the tallest peaks in that sprawling mountain range of literary anthologies, cosmographical compendia, dictionaries, and miscellanies. Composed during a period of political stability and economic prosperity, it benefited from the circulation of books, scholars, scientists, and litterateurs between the colleges and libraries of Cairo, the cultural and intellectual center of the Islamic world.

			I first encountered The Ultimate Ambition as a graduate student, while preparing for my comprehensive exams in classical Arabic literature. On the list of texts for which I was responsible was an excerpt, of unspecified length, from al-Nuwayrī’s encyclopedia. I recall following my adviser into the stacks of the university library on a fall afternoon and standing together before an imposing row of large, identically bound volumes. The professor pulled one out, flipped to a page, and said nonchalantly, “How about a hundred pages from this chapter?”

			The chapter in question was about legal contracts, rental agreements, and property rights. Composed of bureaucratic terminology I could barely negotiate and accounts of bizarre commercial transactions, I labored for days to make sense of it. But I was hooked. Here was the boilerplate legal language for a marriage contract between two deaf-mutes. Elsewhere, a discussion of a buyer’s right to return a slave girl if he discovered she had an invisible “blemish” after the sale. Encountering such unvarnished accounts of daily life in a medieval society felt thrilling to me, and I had a sense that I would find my way back to this work before long.

			As I discovered once I read beyond the discussion of legal contracts, al-Nuwayrī’s Ultimate Ambition is a thirty-three-volume collection of poetry, literary epistles, historical narratives, taxonomies, pharmacopoeial antidotes, ancient fables, and much more. Like many other premodern encyclopedias such as Pliny the Elder’s Natural History and Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies, The Ultimate Ambition is a storehouse of cultural knowledge, a kind of textual museum. A reader perusing its pages might happen upon the recipe for a breath-freshening tonic; or some advice on how to escape from an angry rhinoceros; or a chapter devoted to the medicinal properties of spikenard, porcupine flesh, or marigold blossoms. Replete with Borgesian hierarchies and classificatory schemes, the work presents a window on the social, intellectual, political, and economic landscapes of a premodern Islamic society.

			Or, if not quite a window, perhaps a looking glass. Al-Nuwayrī assembled his book from a large library of sources, drawing on materials that originated in different literary traditions and historical epochs, from Ancient Greece, Persia, and India to the great archive of classical Arabic-Islamic thought. The world that appears in The Ultimate Ambition’s pages is not a plain reflection of al-Nuwayrī’s quotidian reality but rather a medieval imaginary of warped dimensions, a dreamworld inhabited by real and fantastical creatures, living and long-dead monarchs, the sights and sounds of fourteenth-century Cairo alongside scenes from once-glorious Baghdad during its golden age.

			Strangely, the work holds together in spite of its thematic heterogeneity. The synthesis al-Nuwayrī strives for is not so troubled by contradiction or ambiguity. A chapter on the religious prohibition of sodomy and the punishment of the homosexual is followed by a much longer chapter of poetry celebrating the charms of the male beloved. A list of authoritative reports on the prohibition of singing is followed by a catalog of equally authoritative reports on the virtues of song, which introduces a two-hundred-page stretch of biographies of famous singers in Islamic history. Unfettered by the doctrinal shackles that moderns tend to associate with the medieval era, the world that The Ultimate Ambition presents is full of paradox and pleasure—which is to say, alive.

			The contradictions of al-Nuwayrī’s work and the multitudes it contains are part of the reason I felt drawn to translate it. My hope is that this abridgment will afford contemporary readers a view into the kaleidoscopic and multifarious intellectual traditions of the classical Islamic world. This being an encyclopedia, there is no reason that one should read it from beginning to end; al-Nuwayrī’s medieval readers certainly would not have done so. They likely engaged with his book in a consultative fashion, looking up a poetic verse or a rhetorical formula when the occasion called for it. I would imagine that his modern readers should do the same, guided by their interests and curiosity.

			AL-NUWAYRĪ’S LIFE AND TIMES

			In 1250 the Ayyūbid Dynasty founded by Saladin, which had ruled over Egypt and Syria for three-quarters of a century, was overthrown by a regiment of its own elite soldiers during the Seventh Crusade’s invasion of Egypt. The regiment was known as the Bahriyya and comprised slaves (mamālīk, sing. mamlūk) imported from the Eurasian steppe. During this period, the slaves brought to Egypt were mainly Qipchaks, a Turkic nomadic people who lived across a vast territory stretching from the northern shores of the Black Sea to Lake Balkhash in eastern Kazakhstan. After being sold and brought south, they were trained in the military arts, educated in the principles of Islam, and freed, whereupon they served as soldiers and officers.

			Military slavery was a well-established institution in the medieval Near East. Many rulers depended upon the conscription of slaves to form the backbones of their armies. However, the emergence of a polity ruled and sustained entirely by former slaves had no meaningful precedents. The typical path of a member of the Mamluk military caste began with his purchase at a young age in a slave market somewhere beyond the northern borders of the empire. Merchants brought the slaves to Egypt and Syria by sea through the Bosporus and Dardanelles, or by land through eastern Anatolia and northern Iraq. The young mamluk was then purchased by a powerful military officer (amir) or by the sultan himself and entered the aforementioned process of education and training that led to manumission, military service, and occasionally also wealth and political power.

			The Mamluk political system was something of a military oligarchy, in which one of several senior amirs was elevated by his peers to serve as sultan, relying upon their support for the stability of his reign. Heredity carried no claim of legitimacy to rule. In cases where a sultan’s son assumed the throne, the support of the oligarchy could not be circumvented; nonetheless, certain periods witnessed a de facto dynasticism setting in. The leading amirs cultivated their own power by building up their “households” of recruited mamluks. The relationships between a patron and his emancipated slaves created intense and lifelong bonds of loyalty and self-sacrifice, and this social structure contributed both to the military prowess of the Mamluk army and the factionalism of the empire’s politics. The ruling caste set itself apart from the population it ruled through various markers of status: its members had Turkish names, spoke mostly in Qipchak Turkish with one another rather than Arabic, married slave girls from their former lands, rode horses, and had the right to purchase their own mamluks. Their children, however, were born free and given Muslim names, which often impeded their access to the political elite.

			Contemporary chroniclers referred to the Mamluk sultanate as the Turkish State (dawlat al-Turk). It ruled over Egypt, Syria, and parts of Nubia, the Arabian Peninsula, and Mesopotamia for over two and a half centuries until it was overthrown by the Ottoman Empire in 1517. Within the first few decades of coming to power, the Mamluks had repelled a series of Mongol and Frankish invasions and brought an end to the remaining Crusader strongholds in the Levant. The pivotal battle in 1260 at ‘Ayn Jālūt halted the westward expansion of the Mongol conquests launched by Genghis Khan at the beginning of the thirteenth century and greatly enhanced the prestige and legitimacy of the Mamluks in the eyes of their subjects.

			Al-Nuwayrī was born on April 5, 1279, in the Egyptian town of Akhmīm. His father appears to have been a scholar, and a few of his relatives had held bureaucratic positions in the Mamluk administration, which suggests that the family belonged to the learned civilian elite. Al-Nuwayrī spent much of his childhood in Qūs, a scholarly city in Upper Egypt where he studied with various teachers including Ibn Daqīq al-Īd, a future chief judge. It might have been this individual who facilitated the young man’s first job in the Mamluk government, as it was common for the relatives, students, and close friends of high-ranking officials to ride their coattails into the imperial administration.

			In 1302, at the age of twenty-three, al-Nuwayrī left Egypt to assume a position in Damascus, managing the properties of Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad. He spent two and a half years living in and traveling around Syria, which was at that time a frontier territory with clashes between the Mamluks and the Mongols. Al-Nuwayrī was himself a participant in the battle of Marj al-Suffar in April 1303, where the Mamluks defeated the army of the Ilkhanid ruler Ghazan and put an end to the Mongol invasions of Syria. Our author describes the battle in some detail (see p. 267), just as he documents other highlights of his time in Syria, a period during which he developed many friendships with Mamluk military commanders.

			Al-Nuwayrī returned to Cairo in 1304, where he was made responsible for overseeing Sultan al-Nāsir’s properties in addition to several of the institutions endowed by al-Nāsir’s father, the late sultan Qalāwūn. This important position involved a combination of financial accounting, intelligence gathering, legal arbitration, property surveying, diplomacy and negotiation, and what we call today general management. As a high-ranking clerk, al-Nuwayrī sat at the center of a vast network of officials, merchants, and private individuals connected to the affairs of al-Nāsir’s government: jurists, teachers, Quran reciters, and students in the large collegiate mosques; surgeons, bone-setters, oculists, and their patients in the various hospitals around Cairo; sugar producers, traders, and agriculturalists; Mamluk officers and their retinues; judges, provincial governors, Sufi shaykhs, and more. Managing these interests effectively on behalf of the sultan’s fisc required fluency in a range of discourses; this attitude comes across strongly in The Ultimate Ambition’s chapter on scribal practice. Such adeptness would not have been essential for every clerk, but the culture of the elite might accurately be characterized as cosmopolitan and intellectually omnivorous in its outlook.

			In September 1309 al-Nuwayrī left Cairo to join al-Nāsir in the Syrian fortress of al-Karak during his second brief interregnum. When the sultan returned to Egypt at the end of February 1310 to begin his third and final reign, al-Nuwayrī was poised to benefit handsomely from his loyalty to the sovereign. However, he soon fell out of favor because of a political dustup involving the steward of the sultan, a crafty figure named Ibn ‘Ubāda. Al-Nuwayrī does not refer to this incident in his encyclopedia, but it was presumably a well-publicized scandal because several of his biographers allude to it.

			By the end of the year, al-Nuwayrī had been dispatched to the town of Tripoli in present-day Lebanon, where he served as the superintendent of army finances and was head of the chancery, before returning to Egypt a final time in November 1312 to oversee the financial revenues of two provinces in the Nile delta. We do not know how long al-Nuwayrī held these positions or when he retired from administration, but it might have been around 1316. For the remainder of his life, he devoted himself to his encyclopedia, keeping body and soul together by working as a copyist of manuscripts. He died in Cairo on June 5, 1333.

			The long reign of al-Nāsir Muhammad (1293–94, 1299–1309, 1310–41) represented one of the most stable and prosperous periods in Mamluk history. Al-Nāsir was successful at consolidating the power of the sultanate at the expense of the senior amirs—a challenge that had eluded many of his predecessors—while centralizing the state’s administrative system and embarking on a major building spree. Between 1298 and 1341, more than five hundred structures were built or renovated across the empire, including some of the most important monuments of Mamluk Cairo. Many of these structures were educational institutions—colleges, Sufi lodges, hadīth instruction schools—among the most visible of which was the college bearing the sultan’s name, the Nāsiriyya, where al-Nuwayrī himself lived.

			The construction of educational institutions during this period had a pronounced impact upon the social context of scholarship. In many cases substantial budgets were allocated for the upkeep of educational facilities, residences for students and instructors, and full-time staff members such as gardeners, manuscript copyists, and librarians. Colleges like the Nāsiriyya were producers and consumers of a range and quantity of books unsurpassed in medieval Islamic history. They generated copious numbers of textbooks for advanced study in Quranic exegesis, jurisprudence, Arabic lexicography and grammar, poetry, logic, mathematics, and many other disciplines.

			This rise in book production was particularly evident in the area of large compendia, such as lexicons, historical chronicles, legal manuals, biographical dictionaries, and literary anthologies. The proliferation of such works has earned the Mamluk period the epithet “the Age of Encyclopedias,” of which the present text was one of the earliest and most important examples.

			THE ULTIMATE AMBITION IN THE ARTS OF ERUDITION

			Containing over two million words and spanning thirty-three volumes, al-Nuwayrī’s encyclopedia is a work of enormous scope, arranged into five principal divisions: (i) the cosmos, comprising the earth, the heavens, the stars, and meteorological phenomena; (ii) the human being, containing material on hundreds of subjects including physiology, genealogy, poetry, women, music, wine, amusements and pastimes, political rule, and chancery affairs; (iii) the animal world; (iv) the plant world; and (v) a universal history, beginning with Adam and Eve and continuing all the way through the events of al-Nuwayrī’s lifetime.

			The Arabic title of the work (Nihāyat al-arab fī funūn al-adab) tells us that its subject is the cultivation of adab, a multifaceted concept which, in its classical formulation, denoted a standard of polite behavior and corpus of literary materials that formed the basis for a well-rounded education. By al-Nuwayrī’s time, the range of topics that fell under the purview of adab had grown. What we would call literature today was still the heart of this corpus: poetry, proverbs and parables, exemplary orations and epistles, and other examples of belletristic prose. But it now also included medical remedies and other forms of practical science, technical discussions of financial accounting and legal practice, theological debates, enormous quantities of history, and other fields. While adab had always had an encyclopedic aspect, al-Nuwayrī’s text represents a maximally expansive and disciplinarily agnostic vision of this ideal of humanistic education.*

			Al-Nuwayrī composed his work as a kind of personal project of self-edification. As he states in his preface, he began compiling the book after retiring from public administration and devotedly studying adab, which he saw as the mark of the most enlightened minds of his time. He brought to this task the punctiliousness and taxonomic spirit of the government clerk, as evidenced by the arrangement of The Ultimate Ambition, which is relentlessly hierarchical. Its contents are laid out in a stratified fashion whereby certain subjects are subordinated to others (see the appendix). The horse, for example, is presented in the first chapter of the third section on livestock, which falls in book 3: On the Mute Beasts. The subchapter on the bitter orange falls in the first chapter on fruits with an inedible peel, part of the second section on trees, in book 4: On Plants. Within this maze of chapter headings there is a compiler at work, seeking to domesticate the heterogeneity of his material through his zeal for classification.

			The size of The Ultimate Ambition, however, indicates that it could hardly have served the same function as many earlier adab compilations—as a practical textbook, for example, or a compact anthology of entertaining material. Much more likely is that it was meant to be read consultatively, in the manner of a dictionary or Quran commentary, or that it was designed to be amenable to partial copying, whereby a reader could easily find material he was interested in contained within a single volume, and then simply copy that volume. The typical chapter brings together a variety of materials, including verses from the Quran, sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, philological glosses, historical anecdotes, and any poetry that al-Nuwayrī was able to find on the subject. The chapters vary greatly in length, ranging from a few hundred words to several volumes long. Book 5, which deals with the subject of history, is itself over twice as long as the first four books combined, and yet al-Nuwayrī insists that his work remained a compendium of adab, not a historical chronicle.

			Like most medieval encyclopedic texts, The Ultimate Ambition was deeply indebted to earlier authoritative material. Much of the work is copied from hundreds of earlier sources, which al-Nuwayrī cites somewhat unevenly. On the whole he is an ecumenical compiler, unlikely to contest the opinion of one of his sources except on a rare occasion, and inclined to record many viewpoints on a given subject rather than a single one. Despite the thematic diversity of his material, al-Nuwayrī seems to have a strong sense of his work’s external borders and internal divisions, as evidenced by his propensity for directing the reader to other parts of the encyclopedia. In his chapter on the elephant in book 3, for example, after discussing the animal’s genetic lineage, mating habits, and the length of its tusks, al-Nuwayrī briefly mentions the use of elephants in military conquests, referring his reader to a discussion of this practice in his subchapter on the Ghaznavid State in book 5. Such cross-references knit the work together and set it apart from other more digressive texts in the adab tradition.

			RECEPTION

			By virtue of its sheer size and multifaceted character, al-Nuwayrī’s compendium has been exploited by readers in different ways over the course of its history. The manuscript record shows that it was copied for several centuries after al-Nuwayrī’s death; later encyclopedists such as al-Qalqashandī (d. 1418) quoted liberally from it, and the great historian Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406) used it as a source for his own history. In the West, The Ultimate Ambition became known as early as the seventeenth century, when several manuscripts were deposited at Leiden University. It appears that the text attracted the interest of European orientalists in the eighteenth century mainly for its accounts of pre-Islamic history. The first complete edition of the text was begun in Egypt in the early twentieth century by Ahmad Zakī Pāsha and completed in the 1960s, but its final volumes were published only in 1997. In more recent times The Ultimate Ambition has been drawn upon mainly by historians of the Mamluk Empire because of al-Nuwayrī’s extensive treatment of the events of his own lifetime.
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			A Note on the Translation

			The tenth-century Cordoban litterateur ibn ‘Abd Rabbih once remarked that it was more difficult to anthologize literature than to write it. Our author, al-Nuwayrī, would have agreed. Encyclopedists have struggled with the problem of selection for as long as there have been encyclopedias. Al-Nuwayrī frequently apologizes to his reader for cutting short his treatment of a subject for fear of prolixity or repetition. Despite these measures to curtail textual sprawl, his work still manages to occupy thirty-three volumes in its modern edition.

			Condensing The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition into a one-volume translation has required yet more drastic strategies of containment. In selecting topics for inclusion, my principal concern has been to give the reader a sense of the encyclopedic character of this text by providing a wide and eclectic sample of the work’s contents. In practice, this approach has amounted to selecting short excerpts from a large number of chapters rather than long excerpts from fewer chapters. For purposes of readability I have rarely indicated omissions within the text. Had I done so systematically, each page of this book would be littered with ellipses and brackets. This is the case both for short snippets of text (such as the honorifics that often follow the names of esteemed individuals, which I have typically dropped or shortened) as well as much longer passages. I invite the reader to treat this abridgment as a kind of anthology of al-Nuwayrī’s work, rather than a scholarly translation that indicates every moment of departure from the original. Readers interested in the source text will find a list of page references to the selected passages at the end of the book (see p. 303).

			In book 5, On History, I have confined my selections to al-Nuwayrī’s discussion of the story of Adam and Eve, the history of the Mamluk sultanate, and the events of his own lifetime. This was a decision born of necessity: the historical portion of The Ultimate Ambition accounts for over two-thirds of the entire work, occupying twenty-one printed volumes. Abridging its entire contents within the space allotted would have resulted in a cursory treatment of such enormous and complex topics as the life of the Prophet Muhammad and the first six centuries of Islamic history, to say nothing of al-Nuwayrī’s discussion of other periods of world history. Rather than attempt to condense such a vast quantity of text in a meaningful way, I have left it aside and focused my attention on the very beginning and the very end of history, with emphasis upon the events to which al-Nuwayrī was a personal witness. The reader may gain a sense of the rest of the historical materials contained within The Ultimate Ambition by perusing al-Nuwayrī’s own table of contents, which may be found in the appendix.

			Place names are given in their Arabic form except in cases of major cities and regions (e.g., Egypt, Syria, Cairo, Damascus). Similarly, names of historical and religious figures well known to Western readers—such as Abraham, Moses, Solomon, Alexander the Great, and Avicenna—appear in their Latinized equivalents, while others (e.g., Ibn al-Jawzī, Ibn ‘Abbās) retain their Arabic form. Note that the word “ibn” that appears in many Arabic personal names means “son of” (e.g. Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb, or Ahmad, son of ‘Abd al-Wahhāb). Dates are given as they appear, following the Islamic calendar, with Common Era equivalents in parentheses.

			• • •
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			Chronology

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							April 5, 1279

						
							
							Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhāb al-Nuwayrī is born in Akhmīm, Upper Egypt.

						
					

					
							
							1279–93

						
							
							The reigns of Sultan al-Mansūr Qalāwūn and his son al-Ashraf Kh‘Alīl.

						
					

					
							
							1293

						
							
							Beginning of the first reign of Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad (1293–94).

						
					

					
							
							1279–98

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī spends his early life in Egypt and completes his studies in the scholarly town of Qūs.

						
					

					
							
							1299

						
							
							Beginning of the second reign of Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad (1299–1309).

						
					

					
							
							December 1299

						
							
							The Mongol army defeats the Mamluks at the battle of Homs and occupies Syria for a few months before withdrawing eastward.

						
					

					
							
							1298–1302

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī is a likely resident in Cairo, though no professional appointments are noted by his biographers.

						
					

					
							
							1302

						
							
							Mamluk conquest of Rhodes; end of the Frankish threat to Syria.

						
					

					
							
							1302–4

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī serves in Syria with the Bureau of the Privy Purse (dīwān al-khāss), as a manager of the private properties of Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad.

						
					

					
							
							April 20, 1303

						
							
							The battle of Marj al-Suffar between the Mamluk and Mongol armies. The Mamluk victory puts an end to the Mongol attempts to take over Syria.

						
					

					
							
							August 8, 1303

						
							
							A major earthquake off the coast of Crete strikes the coastline of the Mamluk realms in Egypt and Syria.

						
					

					
							
							1304–9

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī returns to Cairo and takes up residence at the Nāsiriyya college. He serves as the administrator of the al-Mansūrī hospital and other properties.

						
					

					
							
							1305

						
							
							Beginning of Ibn Taymiyya’s trials in Egypt (during which al-Nuwayrī serves as an intermediary).

						
					

					
							
							1309

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī accompanies Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad to the fortress of al-Karak in Syria, during his brief interregnum.

						
					

					
							
							1310

						
							
							Beginning of the long third reign of Sultan al-Nāsir Muhammad (1310–41).

						
					

					
							
							1310

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī returns with al-Nāsir triumphantly to Cairo but soon falls out of favor because of political maneuverings within al-Nāsir’s coterie.

						
					

					
							
							1310–12

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī is sent to Tripoli (Lebanon), where he serves as head of the chancery (dīwān al-inshā’) and the Bureau of the Army (dīwān al-jaysh).

						
					

					
							
							1312–ca. 1316

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī returns to Cairo and is put in charge of overseeing the financial revenues of two provinces, al-Daqhaliyya and al-Murtāhiyya.

						
					

					
							
							1314

						
							
							Around this year, al-Nuwayrī embarks upon the composition of The Ultimate Ambition.

						
					

					
							
							1316

						
							
							Al-Nāsir’s cadastral survey (rawk) of Egypt is complete.

						
					

					
							
							1321

						
							
							Al-Nuwayrī begins making a second manuscript copy of The Ultimate Ambition.

						
					

					
							
							1327

						
							
							Arrival in Cairo of envoys from Pope John XXII.

						
					

					
							
							June 5, 1333

						
							
							Death of al-Nuwayrī, in Cairo.
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							Reinhart Peter Anne Dozy. Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes. Beirut: Librarie Liban, 1968. Reprint of the edition published in Leyden, 1881.
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							Edward William Lane. An Arabic-English Lexicon. Beirut: Librairie du Liban, 1968. Reprint of the first edition published from 1863–93 by Williams and Norgate, London.
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							J. G. Hava Al-Farā’id: Arabic-English Dictionary. Beirut: Catholic Press, 1964. Reprint of the first edition published in 1899.
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							The Quran, relying on a variety of translations including ones by A. J. Arberry, Yusuf Ali, Marmaduke Pickthall, et al.
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							References to books (funūn), sections (aqsām), and chapters (abwāb) in The Ultimate Ambition are signaled using the symbol (§). For example, §1.2.3 refers to book 1, section 2, chapter 3. See the appendix for the work’s table of contents.

						
					

				
			

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			Among the worthiest things to adorn the pages of books and to be uttered by the tongues of pens from the mouths of inkstands is the art of literature (adab).* The sharp-witted produce it and the highborn claim descent from it. The scribe makes it the means by which he achieves his ends and the path that never leads him astray. When he encamps in its valley, his deserts become cultivated, and when he visits its watering places, he deems them to be sweet. He descends into its courtyard and finds it ample and spacious, and ponders its quandaries only to have their explanations made clear.*

			I was one of those who journeyed through the deserts of literature, yet refrained from joining the gatherings of literati. Secretaryship was the branch in whose shade I reposed, and the field in which I mastered old and new principles. I knew its manifest aspects and discovered its hidden ones. I opened the account books and determined on their basis the increase of profits, and in this respect I was as brilliant as a fire on a hilltop. I had laws repealed, I calibrated scales . . . and I mastered the materials of this craft and traded in it with the most valuable merchandise.

			Then I put secretaryship behind me and decided to leave it privately if not publicly. I asked God to allow me to dispense with it and implored Him for that which He is more able to provide. I sought out the craft of literature and I became devoted to it, enlisting in the path of its masters. But I knew that I could not achieve my goal by gleaning knowledge from the mouths of the cultivated, nor would my path become clear so long as I applied my efforts foolishly.

			So, I mounted the stallion of reading and galloped in the field of consultation. When the steed became obedient to me and its water sources were revealed, I chose to abstract from my reading a book that would keep me company, that I could consult, and that I would rely upon when faced with certain tasks. I called upon God Most High, and produced a work comprising five books, arranged harmoniously and clearly, with each book divided into five sections.*

			When its chapters were completed, and its whole and parts were united, I named it The Ultimate Ambition in the Arts of Erudition. Through it, I achieved my goal and purpose, securing the essential and banishing the incidental, adorning it with the necklace of my own sayings, and the pearls of my predecessors. My own words in it are like the night clouds leading the rain clouds, or the patrol followed by the squadron. They merely interpret the book’s contents and frame them like eyebrows over the eyes.

			I only included that which would please the senses, and had I known of any error in the book, I would have withheld my hand from writing and turned away. But I have followed the traces of those excellent ones before me, pursuing their path and connecting my rope to theirs. So if there should be any complaint, the dishonor is upon them and not me. I have learned that he who composes a book becomes a target, deafening some ears even as he pleases others.

			May the reader who happens upon this book remedy its shortcomings and forgive the errors that he glimpses. Let the veil of your beneficence fall over them, and over my own faults. I have devoted all of my efforts to composing this book and exceeded my own capacities, but there is no escaping a slip of the pen. I seek aid from All-Glorious God, and upon Him do I depend. It is He whom I entreat to ease my way, His grace from which I seek aid. And in His name do I begin this book!

			
		

	
		
			THE FIRST BOOK

			ON THE HEAVENS AND THE EARTH

			In this book I have presented some descriptions of heaven, the focus of prayer and the gate of hope. And on the planets brilliant and sublime, and the angels with their wings: twofold, threefold, and fourfold. And the clouds, magnanimous with their rains over plain and hill alike; and the thunder, goading them to spill forth when the rain slackens; and the wind, scattering the clouds when they gather. Lightning, quick as an accountant’s fingers and bright as the stained hand of Cassiopeia.* Snow, bestowing its silvery mantle upon the earth, and the rainbow, curved and tinted by the air . . . And on the nights and days, the months and years, and the seasons. And on the feasts, holidays, and those who observe them. And on the earth, the mountains, the steppes, the deserts, the islands and seas, the springs and rivers. And on the qualities of different places, and the manners of their inhabitants. And on buildings and fortresses, castles and other dwellings.

			
		

	
		
			§1.1

			The Heavens

			God the Sublime said: “Are ye the harder to create or is the heaven that He built? He raised its height and fashioned it, and darkened its night and brought forth its forenoon.”

			Q 79:27–29

			ON THE CREATION OF THE HEAVENS

			The Bedouin Arabs had many names for the sky, including the Encrusted, because of its abundance of stars, and the Forehead, because of its smoothness. It is also called the Veil and the Firmament, as in the Prophet Muhammad’s words to Sa‘d ibn Mu‘ādh: “I have passed judgment upon them according to God’s ruling, from above the seven firmaments”; in other words, the seven heavens. The sky has also been called the Roads; God the Sublime said: “And We have created above you seven roads, and We were not heedless of creation.” (Q 23:17) Heaven is made of smoke.

			It has been said, on the cause of its creation, that God created an enormous jewel and gazed upon it with His terrifying gaze. The jewel then melted, smoking and foaming from the severity of its fear. So God created the earth from the foam and tore it into seven pieces, and He made heaven from the smoke and tore it into seven pieces. The proof of this is His word: “Then He turned to heaven when it was smoke. . . .” (Q 41:11)

			When God split the heavens, He revealed to each one its purpose. The exegetes have disagreed on the meaning of this “purpose.” One said that God created mountains and oceans of hail within the heavens. Another proposed that God created a star in each heaven and set its rising and setting time, its procession and recession. Yet another said that God populated the heavens with angels and appointed them to the terrestrial world, putting one group in charge of the clouds and another group in charge of the wind, and making them custodians of the human race, the recorders of their deeds, and the supplicants of God’s mercy for their sins.

			ON THE STRUCTURE OF THE HEAVENS

			The exegetes of the Quran have suggested that heaven is outstretched [in space, like the earth], on the basis of God’s word: “Do they not consider how the camel was created? And how heaven was lifted up? And how the mountains were hoisted? And how the earth was outstretched?” (Q 88:17–20), and the verse: “It is God who created seven heavens, and of the earth their like. . . .” (Q 65:12)

			Abū Hurayra (a companion of the Prophet Muhammad) said: “The Messenger of God was once sitting with his companions when a cloud passed above them. The Prophet said: “Do you know what that is?” They replied: “God and His Messenger know best.” He said: “The rain clouds are the earth’s water bearers, which God steers to a people who do not thank Him nor appeal to Him.” Then he said: “Do you know what lies above you?” They replied: “God and His Messenger know best.” He said: “It is the firmament: a roof well protected, and a wave restrained.” Then he said: “Do you know what lies between you and it?” They replied: “God and His Messenger know best.” He said: “A distance of five hundred years’ journey separates you from it . . . [and beyond that] there is another heaven, also five hundred years’ journey away. . . .” And he continued in this fashion until he reached seven heavens, each separated by the same distance as that between the lowest heaven and the earth. Then he said: “Do you know what is beyond that?” They replied: “God and His Messenger know best.” He said: “Above that is the throne of God, which is separated by the same distance as that between two heavens.”

			The astronomers have said much about the structure of the heavens, but I have disregarded it because it does not rest upon a clear proof. For that reason, I’ve limited myself to recounting traditional (manqūl) rather than speculative (maqūl) knowledge.

			ON THE WANDERING STARS

			God Most High said: “O but I call to witness the planets, the stars which rise and set.” (Q 81:15–16) The exegetes suggested that these were the seven planets: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the sun, Venus, Mercury, and the moon. They said: “Indeed, these planets are the ones designated by His word: “By those that direct an affair!” (Q 79:5)

			One of the exegetes of the Quran suggested that the light of the sun and the moon must be visible throughout all of the seven heavens, based on God’s word: “And He set the moon therein as a light, and the sun as a lamp.” (Q 71:16) The Prophet Muhammad said: “The sun and the moon face up toward the heavens, with their backs toward the earth,” and also that “The sun is in the fifth heaven during the summer and the seventh heaven during the winter, just below the Throne of the All-Merciful.”

			The exegetes have claimed that the movement of the sun and moon and all the planets are straight rather than curved, and that the sun crosses the sky in a single day and sets upon the earth, in a muddy spring.*

			A poet once described the sun as it faced the moon in the sky:

			Do you not see the sun as it rises

			 Preventing our prolonged gazes?

			Red and yellow in its coloring

			 As though it suffered from sleeplessness

			Like a bride on the morning after her wedding night

			 Shielding her face from the moon

			Al-Mutanabbī once said of it, in censure:

			The sun darkens the white skin of our faces

			 Yet does not blacken the white hair of our beards!

			Surely their cases would be considered equivalent

			 Were we to appeal this judgment in an earthly court!

			Wahb ibn Munabbih claimed that the moon sat upon a chariot in one of the spheres, which rotated in a westward direction upon the command of God the Sublime while the chariot was pulled by 360 angels toward the east. The chariot’s rotation was due to the rotation of the largest sphere, while the rotation of the moon’s sphere was due to the rotation of the chariot.

			It is said that the moon was once as bright as the sun and no one could tell the night and day apart. So God commanded Gabriel to pass over it with his wings, which he did, and blotted it out. That is what accounts for the black markings one sees upon the moon. In this way, God’s word was interpreted: “We made the night and the day two signs, and We blot out the sign of the night and make the day visible. . . .” (Q 17:12)

			It is said that the moon should not be called a moon until three days after its first appearance. The word “moonlit” (aqmar) means “white.” It is said that the moon goes through five phases from the beginning of the month until the end, and its nights have ten names. Its five phases are the following:

			The first phase, the waxing crescent, is when the moon emerges from under the rays of the sun and appears in the west at the beginning of the month.

			The second phase commences when there is more light than darkness in the moon, and this is in the seventh night of the month.

			The third phase, called the arrival, is when the moon is in the seventh solar mansion, and it is called full because the moon is filled with light during this phase. This happens on the fourteenth day of the month. The moon in this phase is called a full moon (badr) because of its wholeness. . . . The night before it (the thirteenth) is called the night of equality (laylat al-sawā’) because the moon is fully symmetrical. It is also said that its night and day are equal in light.

			The fourth phase has more darkness in it than light, and that is in the twenty-second of the month.

			The fifth phase, the effacement, is the period of the moon’s concealment by the rays of the sun . . . and this is on the twenty-ninth day. It may then disappear for three nights and reappear on the fourth, when it is properly called a moon, not a crescent.

			As for the names of nights in the lunar month: the first three nights are called the gleaming (ghurar); the second three are the shining (shuhub); the third three are the luminous (zuhar); the fourth three are the outshining (buhur); the fifth three are the white (bīd); the sixth three are the dawn-lit (dura);* the seventh three are the intensely dark (hanādis); the eighth three are the obscure (zulam); the ninth three are the hastening (daā’di);* the tenth [comprise] two nights called the effaced (al-mahāq) and the concealed (al-sirār) . . . and the thirtieth night is called the darkest (laylā’).

			WORSHIPPERS OF THE MOON

			Al-Shahrastānī said: “The worshippers of the moon are an Indian sect called the Handarbaktiyya, which means ‘moon worshippers.’* They claim that the moon is one of the angels and is owed aggrandizement and worship, and it manages this sublunary world. All things develop to their perfection because of it, and time is understood according to its waxing and waning. It follows the sun and is its companion, and draws its light from it, and waxes and wanes because of it. Among the customs of the moon worshippers is that they place an idol on a cart drawn by four, and in its hand is a jewel. It is a part of their religion that they bow down to the idol and worship it, and that they fast half of every month, and they don’t break their fast until the moon rises. Then they approach the idol with food, drink, and milk. They pray to it and gaze at the moon and ask it to grant their needs. When the new moon begins to appear, they climb onto the rooftops and light fires, calling out when they see it and praying to it. Then they come down from the roofs to partake in food and drink and happy celebration. They only look at the moon with beaming faces. And during half the month, when they finish fasting, they dance and play the drums before the idol and the moon.”

			ON THE PLANETS

			The five remaining planets of the aforementioned seven are known as the confused stars.* Three of them are upper planets, occupying spheres beyond the sphere of the sun; they are Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars. Two are lower planets, found below the sphere of the sun; they are Venus and Mercury.

			The planets are known as the confused stars because they sometimes deviate from their eastward path and follow a westward path instead. This retreating aspect of their motion resembles confusion.

			ON THE FIXED STARS

			One authority on this subject claimed that these stars are hung from the heavens like lanterns, and that they are made of light. Others have said that they are attached to the hands of angels, explaining in this way God’s word: “When heaven is split asunder, and the stars are scattered.” (Q 82:1–2) It was said that their “scattering” was because of the death of the angels carrying them. These stars are mentioned in the Quran, when God said: “And We adorned the lower heaven with lamps, and set them to pelt the devils with. . . .” (Q 67:5–6)

			Qat‘āda said that God created these stars for three reasons: to be an adornment for the heavens; pelting stones for the devils; and signs to guide humans on their journeys across land and sea. Anyone who interprets this differently is mistaken.

			The authorities say that the fixed stars were so called—despite the fact that they do move—because their distances with respect to one another are forever fixed. None of them may draw closer to another, nor grow more distant from it. Nor do they come closer or recede, or change direction in their movement. They move in a natural movement around the two poles of the world. For this reason, they are called fixed, and they are found in an eighth sphere apart from the spheres of the seven planets. The proof of this is that the seven planets move more rapidly than the fixed stars.

			Some proverbs that mention stars include: “More distant than a star.” “Farther than the dangling hooks of the stars.” “Better guided than a star.”

			Ibn Wakī’ said:

			Get up and pour me some pure wine

			 To rip away the gloom

			Do you not see the morning has appeared

			 In the threadbare robe of night?

			Do you not see that Gemini

			 Now lies upon the horizon?

			A golden belt

			 Over a blue gown.

			
		

	
		
			§1.2

			Meteorological Phenomena*

			ON CLOUDS, THE REASON FOR THEIR OCCURRENCE, AND ON SNOW AND HAIL

			Clouds are among the meteorological phenomena. Based on a chain of transmitters going back to ‘Ubayd ibn ‘Umayr, Ibn al-Jawzī reported: “God sends a wind to sweep the earth, and then another to stir up the cloud, gathering its water and expelling it. Then He milks the cloud and it flows abundantly like a milch camel.”

			It was reported on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbās that he said: “God sends the winds, which agitate the cloud, and He sends water down upon it, which the wind shakes violently and brings forth like a she-camel in labor.”

			It was reported on the authority of ‘Ikrima that he said: “God sends down water from the seventh heaven. Each raindrop is the size of a camel, but the cloud acts like a sieve, and so the rain falls from it in the proper size. Were it not for the cloud, everything on the earth would be destroyed.”

			Al-Zamakhsharī said in his exegesis of the Quran: “Clouds come from the sky, which is where they [clouds] get their water, and not from the sea, as some have suggested. This is supported by God’s word: ‘He sends down from the heavens mountains, wherein is hail. . . .’” (Q 24:43)

			Abū Mansūr al-Tha‘ālibī wrote in his book The Science of Lexicography (Fiqh al-lughā), relating from his teachers: “When a cloud first rises, it is called nash’. When it is dragged along in the air, it is called al-sahāb. If it changes and makes the sky overcast, it is called al-ghamām. If a rain cloud rises at the edge of the sky such that you cannot see it but you do hear its thunder, it is called al-aqr. If it overshadows the sky, it is called al-ārīd, and if it has thunder and lightning, it is called al-arrās. If a cloud is made up of little patches bunched close together, it is called al-namira, and if they are spread out, it’s called al-qaza. If the patches are heaped upon one another, the cloud is called al-kirfi’. If it is black, it is called takhyā’ or mutatakhtikha. And if you see it and reckon that it is a rain cloud, it’s called mukhayyila. If it is lofty and spread out, it is called al-nashshās. If it is white, it is called al-muzn or al-sabīr. If its rain flows abundantly, it is called al-jahām, but it is also said that al-jahām is the cloud that does not contain any water at all.”

			ON THE SEASONAL RAINS

			The Bedouin Arabs say that when the rains first begin as the winter approaches, they are called al-kharīf (autumn rains), and they are followed by al-wasmī and then al-rabī (spring rains), then al-sayyif (summer rains), and then al-hamīm (midsummer rains).*

			al-Tha‘ālibī said: “If rain revivifies land after it has died, it is called al-hayā. If it comes after drought or when it is especially needed, it is called al-ghayth. If it pours continuously and calmly, it is called al-dayyima, or al-darb if it is slightly heavier, and al-hatl if it is heavier still. Beyond that, it is called al-hatalān. If its drops are small, like tiny pearls, it is called al-qitqit. If the rain is weak, it is called al-rahma. If its drops are fat and fall heavily, it is called al-wābil. If the clouds are bursting with rain, it is called al-buāq. If it lasts for days without stopping, it is called al-‘ayn. If it floods the places it passes through, it is called al-sahīqa. If it effaces the ground, it is called al-sāhiya. If it strikes one parcel of land but misses another, it is called al-nufda. If it comes in showers, it is called al-sha’ābīb.”

			ON SHOOTING STARS, THUNDERBOLTS, THUNDER, LIGHTNING, AND RAINBOWS

			Shooting stars are the things that are seen trailing behind meteors and stars. It was reported that the Prophet of God once said to a group of his supporters in Medina: “What did you used to say [before the revelation of the Quran] about these stars that shoot?” They replied: “O Prophet of God, we used to say whenever we saw them shooting: ‘A king has died, and a child is born.’” The Prophet of God said: “That is not true. Rather, when God decrees something to His creation, the angels hear it and glorify Him, and then those beneath them also glorify God in response to the former’s glorification, and this continues until it reaches the lowest heaven, where the angels glorify Him and then ask, ‘Shall we not ask those above us why they are glorifying Him?’ The angels in the uppermost heaven then say that God has decreed such-and-such, and the news descends from one heaven to the next until it arrives in the lowest heaven, and the angels discuss it. The devils, meanwhile, try to eavesdrop upon them, and take their fanciful opinions to the soothsayers, who sometimes divined correctly and at other times made errors. Then God prevented the devils from doing this by pelting them with these stars, so the soothsayers were excluded [from the heavenly news] and there are no longer any soothsayers today.”

			The shooting stars that pelt the devils are different from the fixed stars that form the zodiac and the lunar mansions, as God’s word states: “And We adorned the lower heaven with lamps, and set them to pelt the devils with. . . .” (Q 67:5)

			One of the poets said:

			A star caught a devil eavesdropping

			 And shot down, a flame burning in its wake

			Like a horseman in the desert who has loosened his turban

			 Its ends fluttering behind him

			As for thunderbolts, al-Zamakhsharī wrote in his exegesis of the Quran: “A thunderbolt is a clap of thunder accompanied by a tongue of fire.” They say that the bolt is struck when different parts of a cloud collide. It is a thin, sharp fire that catches onto anything it strikes. Despite its intensity, it is quick to die out. However, when it strikes a palm tree, it burns the top of it.

			The author of Delightful Concepts and the Paths to Precepts wrote [of thunderbolts] in his book:* “One of the amazing things about it is that it will burn something in a sack, but will not burn the sack itself. If the sack does burn, it will be because the thing inside it melted and flowed out. If it strikes a mountain or a rock, it calcifies it and pierces through it. If it strikes the sea, it sinks into it and burns what is around it. Sometimes, when its fire is extinguished in the ground, it makes it cold and dry, and formations of rock or iron or brass are created from it, and sometimes the iron is used to manufacture swords that cannot be resisted.”

			As for thunder and what has been said about it, God Most High said: “The thunder proclaims His praise.” (Q 13:13) The exegetes say that the thunder is an angel in charge of the clouds and he has a steel cable that he uses to steer the clouds from one land to another, just like the camel driver steers his camel. Whenever the cloud disobeys him, he shouts and chides it. So, what one hears is the voice of the angel.

			Al-Zamakhsharī wrote in his exegesis of the Quran: “When one hears thunder from the cloud, it is as though the different parts of the cloud are being disturbed and shaken when they are being driven by the wind, and they cry out.”

			As for the lightning and what has been said about it, the exegetes have proposed that it is the thunder angel’s striking of the cloud with a steel whip. It was reported from Mujāhid that he said: “God appointed an angel to the clouds, and the thunder is the din of his voice, while the lightning is his whip.”

			As for the rainbow (qaws quzah), they say that it is so called because of its colors (for the term means “a bow of streaked colors”). Ibn ‘Abbās, however, used to hate calling it by this name and rather called it Qaws Allāh (“the Bow of God”). He would say: “Quzah is the name of a demon.”*

			On the cause of its colors and its formation, the Ancients claimed that when some quantity of air becomes condensed because of the cold, and the light of one of the stars shines on it, that portion of the air becomes tinted and the light bends from it toward the neighboring portion of air. This is just like when the sun shines upon a glass of pure wine, and its light becomes diffused and is bent into different colors. Its redness or yellowness has to do with its degree of humidity or dryness. This is analogous to fire, which has a turbid red color when it arises from moist wood and a clear yellow color
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