

[image: Book cover of 'The Armies of Islam 7th-11th Centuries,' Men-at-Arms, written by David Nicolle, published by Osprey Publishing.]




Men-at-Arms   •   125

The Armies of Islam 7th–11th Centuries


[image: Book cover of 'The Armies of Islam 7th-11th Centuries,'  from the Men-at-Arms series, featuring an illustration of two soldiers.]

David Nicolle • Illustrated by Angus McBride

Series editor Martin Windrow




Contents


	Chronology

	Introduction

	The first Muslim Armies

	The Successor States

	European Influence

	Tactics and Styles of Combat

	The Plates






The Armies of Islam 7th-11th Centuries

Chronology

(Battles described in the text are in italics.)

7th century ARABIA AND THE FERTILE CRESCENT


	570(?)–632
	Life of the Prophet Muhammad.


	632–661
	Rashidun or ‘Right Guided’ Caliphs: Abu Bakr, Umar, Uthman, Ali.


	633
	Risings crushed in Yamamah, Oman, Najran, Yemen.


	633–640
	Conquest of Palestine, Syria, Iraq.


	636
	Second Battle of Yarmuk.


	657
	Battle of Siffin.


	661
	Establishment of Umayyad dynasty as Caliphs (661–750).


	685–686
	Kharaji fundamentalists invade Iraq— first of many attacks.




EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA


	639–642
	Conquest of Egypt.


	643–c.707
	Conquest of North Africa.




IRAN


	638–650
	Conquest of Iran, except southern Caspian coast.


	652
	Death of last recognised Sassanian Emperor of Iran.




BYZANTIUM


	670–677
	First Muslim siege of Constantinople.




CENTRAL ASIA


	c.650
	First Muslim raid across river Amu Darya (Oxus).


	674–715
	Conquest of Transoxania, establishment of a frontier.




8th century

ARABIA AND THE FERTILE CRESCENT


	744–748
	Widespread Kharaji rebellions.


	749–750
	Abbasids invade Iraq, Syria, overthrow Umayyads to establish Abbasid dynasty of Caliphs.


	763
	Foundation of Baghdad.




EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA


	788
	Independent Idrisid dynasty in Morocco.




IRAN


	747
	Start of Abbasid revolution in Khurasan.




BYZANTIUM


	712–717
	Second Muslim attack on Constantinople.





[image: A black-and-white relief sculpture depicting a group of figures, including a central figure holding a staff, surrounded by others in various poses.]


Illustrations of pre-Islamic Arab warriors are rare; the clearest come from neighbouring civilisations, and in Byzantine art Arab bedouin appear in the biblical story of Joseph. In these small mid-6th century ivory panels, prob-ably from Syria or Egypt, the tribesmen buy Joseph from his brothers (above) and sell him to the Egyptian officer Potiphar (below). Note long plaited hair characteristic of pre-Islamic Saracenoi; they are armed with bows and short spears or javelins. (Opera di Religione della Diocesi di Ravenna)





[image: Relief sculpture depicting a group of people in classical attire.]

[image: A large, ancient stone structure with a rugged, uneven surface, situated in a mountainous landscape.]


The massive keep of the fortress at Rustaq in Oman, the Qalat al Kisra; probably a late Sassanian or very early Islamic construction, it could represent the primitive type of fortification seen in Arabia at the time of the Prophet. Its triangular plan may be dictated by the shape of the rock around which it is built. The structure is solid, apart from a sloping, covered entrance passage. (Opera di Religione della Diocesi di Ravenna)




CENTRAL ASIA AND INDIA


	710–713
	Conquest of lower Indus valley.


	737
	Turks invade Muslim Transoxania, Battle of Juzjan




WESTERN EUROPE


	711–713
	Conquest of Iberia, creation of Muslim al Andalus.


	732
	Battle of Poitiers.


	755–756
	Surviving Umayyad prince, Abd al Rah-man, seized al Andalus, first province to break from central control of Caliphs.




9th century

ARABIA AND THE FERTILE CRESCENT


	812–813
	Siege of Baghdad during Abbasid civil war.


	819
	Independent Ziyadid dynasty in Yemen.


	836
	Abbasid capital moved to Samarra.


	877
	Tulunid governors of Egypt occupy Syria.




EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA


	800
	 Autonomous Aghlabid dynasty in Tunisia.


	809
	Aghlabids conquer Sardinia.


	827–901
	Aghlabids conquer Sicily; raid Corsica, Italy, France.


	846
	Aghlabids sack Rome.




IRAN


	820
	Autonomous Tahirid dynasty in Khurasan.


	825
	Autonomous Dulayfid dynasty in Kurdistan.


	864
	Independent Alid dynasty in north-western Iran.


	867–872
	Independent Saffarid dynasty conquers eastern Iran, Afghanistan ; defeats Tahirids, occupies all Iran.


	898–930
	Revival of Abbasid authority in western Iran.




BYZANTIUM


	9th century
	Muslim-Byzantine frontier largely stabilised.




CENTRAL ASIA AND INDIA


	9th–10th centuries
	Local Arab governors in Indus valley remain loyal to Abbasid Caliphs.


	874
	Autonomous Samanid dynasty in Transoxania.




WESTERN EUROPE


	9th century
	Muslim-Christian frontier of al Andalus largely stabilised.




10th century

ARABIA AND THE FERTILE CRESCENT


	10th century
	Central Arabia under Qarmati fundamentalists, Hijaz under governors of Egypt, Yemen and Oman under local dynasties.


	905
	Abbasid Caliphs regain control of Fertile Crescent.


	929
	Autonomous Hamdanid dynasty in Syria and northern Mesopotamia.


	941
	Ikhshidid governors of Egypt occupy Pales-tine.


	945
	Buyids from Iran occupy Iraq, Abbasid Caliphs confined to palace.


	969
	Byzantines capture Antioch.


	971
	Buyids of Iran occupy Oman which thence remains under dynasties of Iran.


	990
	Autonomous Marwanid dynasty in north-ern Mesopotamia (Diyarbakr).


	991
	Buyids of Iran invade northern Mesopotamia.


	996
	Autonomous Uqaylid dynasty in northern Mesopotamia (Mosul).




EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA


	909
	Fatimids establish rival dynasty of Caliphs in Tunisia; occupy Sicily, Sardinia.


	935
	Autonomous Ikhshidid dynasty in Egypt.


	969
	Fatimid Caliphs conquer Egypt.


	972
	Autonomous Zirid dynasty inherits ex-Fatimid provinces in North Africa, Sicily, Sardinia.


	975
	Battle of Sidon.


	985
	Idrisid dynasty in Morocco extinguished by local Berber tribes.





[image: A flowchart illustrating military formations for Turks, Persians, Yemenis, and Indians.]


Various orders of battle were traditionally associated with different peoples in Islam. Some were out of date by the time they appeared in surviving manuscripts, but these probably reflected previous military practice. The four schematic battle-arrays shown above are based upon plans in an early 13th-century Persian manuscript written in Muslim India by a certain Fakhr-i Mudabbir. Top to bottom:



Battle array of the Turks (entire tribe, not a raiding party)

(A) Cavalry and infantry (B) Leader, advisers and armoury (C) Cavalry and infantry (D) Defensive cavalry and infantry (E) Artificers, harem and herds (F) Offensive cavalry (G) Spare horses with defensive cavalry and infantry (H) Host-ages with cavalry escort (I) Infirm with cavalry escort.

Persian battle array

(A) Cavalry, spare horses and cattle (B) Chief Minister and armoury (C) Leader, harem and treasury (D) Infantry with prisoners (E) Infantry with baggage and hospital.

Yemeni (pre-Islamic) battle array

(A) Left front line (B) Right front line (C) Left wing (D) Right wing (E) Centre with leader, chief minister and advisers (F) Left flank (G) Right flank (H) Cavalry (I) Harem, treasury and armoury (J) Cavalry (K) Herds and baggage (L) Bazaar (M) Invalids with infantry escort.

Indian battle array

(A) Left advance guard (B) Right advance guard (C) Infantry archers with shields (D) Shock troops (E) Armoured elephants and sword-armed infantry (F) Spear-armed cavalry with horse-armour.



[image: A preserved human body tightly wrapped in linen bandages]


Umayyad art shows many cultural influences. Note Iranian-style quiver on this fragmented early 9th century statue of a horse-archer, from the desert palace of Qasr al Hayr al Gharbi. (National Museum, Damascus)




IRAN


	928
	Samanids of Khurasan crush Alids of northern Iran but immediately lose area to autonomous Ziyarid dynasty.


	932
	Buyids break with Ziyarids, conquer western Iran, establish independent dynasty.


	957
	Battle of Arbaq.


	959
	Autonomous Hasanwahid dynasty in Kurdistan.




BYZANTIUM


	928–969
	Byzantine military revival—capture Erzerum (928), Malatya (934), Samsat (958), Cyprus and Adana (964), Tarsus (965), Antioch (969).




CENTRAL ASIA AND INDIA


	962
	Independent Ghaznawid dynasty in Afghanistan, subsequently raid Indian Punjab and occupy eastern Iran.


	999
	Newly Islamicised Khara Khans from Chinese Turkestan defeat Samanids, occupy Transoxania.




WESTERN EUROPE


	929
	Umayyad ruler Abd al Rahman III de-clares himself and successors Caliphs (now three rival Caliphs: Abbasid, Fatimid, Umayyad).




11th century

ARABIA AND THE FERTILE CRESCENT


	11th century
	Central Arabia under Qarmati fundamentalists.


	1007
	Autonomous Kakwayhid dynasty in Kurdistan.


	1012
	Autonomous Mazyadid dynasty in western Iraq.





	1018–1173
	Yemen divided between various shifting independent dynasties.


	1023
	Autonomous Mirdasid dynasty in northern Syria.


	1094–1096
	Saljuq Turks crush all local dynasties except Mazyadids, confine Fatimids to Syrian coastal towns.


	1097
	First Crusade invades Syria.


	1098
	Fatimids re-occupy Palestine.


	1099
	Crusaders conquer Palestine and Jerusalem.




EGYPT AND NORTH AFRICA


	1007
	Autonomous Hammadid dynasty in Al-geria.


	1050
	Creation of Almoravid movement in Mauretania; raid Ghana (1054); conquer Morocco (1056-1069), Algeria (1082).


	1050-1057
	Nomad Banu Hilal tribes migrate westward, occupy Libya, Tunisia.




IRAN


	1037-1051
	Saljuq Turks conquer Iran.




BYZANTIUM


	1071
	Saljuqs defeat Byzantines at Manzikirt.


	1072
	Saljuqs invited into Anatolia as allies during Byzantine civil war.


	1077
	Autonomous Saljuq sub-dynasty in Rum (central Anatolia).


	1097
	Independent Danishmandid dynasty in eastern Anatolia.




CENTRAL ASIA AND INDIA


	11th century
	Khara Khans rule Transoxania, latterly as Saljuq vassals.


	1001-1024
	Ghaznawids of Afghanistan raid India, conquer Indus valley (now Pakistan) and western part of Ganges plain.




WESTERN EUROPE


	1031
	Collapse of Umayyad Caliphate and establishment of 15 minor independent dynasties throughout Muslim al Andalus.


	1085
	Defeat of Dhu al Nun dynasty and fall of Toledo to Alfonso VI of Leon.


	1086
	Almoravids of Morocco send help to al Andalus, Battle of Zallaca.


	1090-1091
	Almoravids occupy all al Andalus except Saragossa and Balearic Islands, which remain under Hudid dynasty.







Introduction

During the Middle Ages Islam was Christian Europe’s only civilised neighbour. Saracen and Turk were a perennial foe, their culture a fundamental rival, and as such they played a vital role in Western consciousness during Europe’s most formative centuries.

Muslim military styles should, therefore, be better known than they are. Unfortunately those romantic notions that long bedevilled the study of medieval Europe persist where the realm of the Caliphs is concerned. The culture with which the Crusades collided in the 12th century was highly developed, already possessing many distinctive characteristics; yet it was still busily absorbing new features and new peoples. This eclecticism was, in fact, one of Islam’s most obvious qualities.

Similarly, those tribesmen who erupted from the Arabian Peninsula in the 7th century were not the uncultivated barbarians that they were once thought to be, although many of the lands they overran or now neighboured boasted civilisations in advance of their own. Muslim culture grew from a fusion of these differing traditions. It con-tinued to develop as Islam’s frontiers broadened, as its traders ventured further afield, and as new peoples were drawn into the Muslim orbit.

The study of Islamic arms, armour and military organisation can certainly throw light on these cultural comings and goings. By the time the Frankish Crusaders reached the Middle East at the end of the 11th century Islam had already incorporated three major ethnic ingredients: Arabs, Persians and Turks. Each contributed in the military field, though none was autonomous and all displayed characteristics adopted from neighbouring peoples. Other influences included the Berber, Kurdish, Armenian, western European and, of course, the Byzantine. The role of the latter has been considered fundamental to the development of Muslim military techniques, though this is now questionable.

The biggest problem in the study of Muslim military history remains that of terminology. The terminology of the equipment involved is far from clear and seems likely to remain so until archaeology uncovers more surviving artefacts, as it has already done for the study of medieval European arms and armour. A study of terminology alone cannot answer all questions relating to the structure, development and changing appearance of weapons. Surviving illustrations can help, particularly if they are reasonably naturalistic, but inevitably they must remain a second-best alternative to surviving pieces.

None the less, the study of known terminology does suggest certain important conclusions. Iranian influences were probably stronger in pre-Islamic Arabia than were those from the Mediterranean. This remained true of both the arms and armour of the early Muslim period, although the impact of Iranianised and Turkish Central Asia was increasingly important. Central Asian influences may even have come to dominate in all regions except North Africa and Spain before the more dramatic rise of Turkish fashions following the Saljuq conquests in the 11th century. But Central Asian styles did not reflect the supposedly backward nomadic culture of the steppes. Rather they reflected a combination of advanced metallurgical techniques stemming both from the settled communities in the Central Asian highlands and from the nomadic metalworkers, plus the advanced tactical concepts developed in these regions.



[image: Ancient fresco depicting a man riding a horse, holding a shield and spear, possibly from a battle scene.]

[image: Ancient fresco depicting a winged figure holding a flower.]


Fresco from Qasr al Hayr, showing a horse-archer of Transoxanian type. The original shows some detail of heavy stirrups, quiver, an unstrung bow in a decorative case, and Turkish-style decorative pendants from his belt. Our detail here shows the characteristic thumb-draw used to pull a Central Asian composite bow. (National Museum, Damascus)




To the west, in Andalusia and to a lesser extent North Africa, Europe predominated among external influences. It would be wrong, however, to see these western provinces merely as absorbers of military and technological innovation. North Africa and Muslim Spain were still part of a wider Mediterranean material culture, and during the early Middle Ages the metallurgical industries of both expanded under Islamic rule. In fact these regions probably influenced their Christian neighbours as much as they were themselves influenced. Such a two-way flow of ideas would also seem to have been true in those provinces bordering Byzantium, although here both sides were also adopting numerous Central Asian styles.

Certain aspects of military technology reflected one source of influence more than others. For example, Indian technology was probably the most important external influence on Arab swords during the first decades of Islam, while Central Asian fashions, manifesting themselves most obviously in the curved sabre, came to predominate towards the end of our period. Some-what surprisingly, Muslim archery may have followed Byzantine fashions at first, though again Central Asia soon came to dominate.


[image: A diagram of various shapes and colors representing different symbols and their meanings.]


Some flags used at the battle of Siffin, 657AD, as reconstructed by Martin Hinds (Al Abhath, XXIV, 1971). ‘Liwa’ were banners of military command, while ‘raya’ indicated tribal or other units. (A) Liwa of the Prophet, used by the Caliph (B) Raya of the Prophet (C) Liwa of the Quraysh tribe from the Hijaz (D) Raya of the Quraysh (E) Raya of the ‘ansar’ or first helpers of Muhammad (F) Liwa of the Umayyad Caliph Muawiya (G) Raya of Ghassan tribe from Syria (H) Raya of the Hadramaut in southern Arabia.




Armour and helmets represent more complicated fields. The Arabs may themselves have preserved styles, such as the scale hauberk, that had declined elsewhere. They may then have been responsible for a revival in such fashions in parts of Europe. Mail was already too widespread easily to reflect the influences of one or other military culture. Lamellar armour is more straightforward. Although it was almost certainly invented in the Middle East many centuries before the coming of Islam, it equally clearly became more widely popular in this area as a result of Central Asian influences during the early Muslim period.

[image: World of Islam map showing the frontiers of the Umayyad Caliphate in 750 Anno Domini.]




The first Muslim Armies

It is generally agreed that Muslim armies developed considerably from the time of Muhammad to the Abbasid revolution (750AD), and that the reforms of Marwan II, the last Umayyad Caliph of Damascus, marked a change from primitive Arab tribal armies to more professional forces. Yet a closer investigation suggests that Marwan’s reforms reflected military changes rather than stimulating them. The death of the Caliph Ali in 661AD and the consequent establishment of the Umayyad Caliphate as a dynastic state might provide a more appropriate watershed.

It has recently been suggested that 7th-century Arabia was not poor in weapons, considering its small population and the fact that a high proportion of these were warriors. The merchant bourgeoisie of the Hijaz lived in houses that were veritable arsenals, and these clan or tribal weapons stores ensured domination of vital trade routes across bedouin-controlled territory. Such arsenals were also increased by tribute from subordinate families and by steady imports of arms. Apart from locally made iron weaponry, other equipment such as felt armour and shields of various leathers were produced in and around Arabia.

Although early Arab verses cannot be regarded as a literal guide to the military situation in 6th-and 7th-century Arabia, statistics based upon poetry suggest that armour was common although helmets were rare. These also indicate that sword and spear dominated the battlefield.

Few would dispute that Arabia was acutely short of horses. Yemen and Oman, both under nominal Iranian rule, were better off. When Yemeni Najran fell to
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