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Introduction:

Risala fi ritha’ madinat Qurtuba (A Treatise Lamenting the City of Cordova) is a treatise composed by
‘Alf ibn Hazm (b. Cordova 994—d. Niebla 1064) to lament the devastation of his home city of Cordova'
during the period of fitna (civil war) between 1009 and 1031, which led to the collapse of the Umayyad
Caliphate of Cordova.? Ibn Hazm was born to a family with obscure origins that worked its way to power
when his father, Abt ‘Umar Ahmad (938-1013), became vizier under the Umayyad ruler of Cordova, al-
Hajib al-Mansir al-'Amir (Almanzor, d. 1002), and his son Muzaffar (al-Muzaffar, d. 1008). Ibn Hazm
lived the first stage of his life in the palace of his father. Ibn Hazm’s family was known for their loyalty to
the Umayyad royal family, both in the Levant and then in al-Andalus, which eased his way to being in the
inner circle of the Umayyad rulers. He was appointed as a vizier by at least two Umayyad Caliphs of
Cordova: ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Mustazhir (Abd al-Rahman V, d. 1024) and Hisham al-Thalith (Hisham III,
d. 1036).

Ibn Hazm received his education from the educated women and men in his father’s palace, and during his
travels throughout al-Andalus. He was a polymath, i.e. not only a poet, but a jurist, theologian,
philosopher, historian and leading scholar in the field of comparative religion. Ibn Hazm spent almost all
of his life in al-Andalus. He left Cordova for Almeria in 1013 before being deported to Aznalcaza in
1016, after being accused of giving support to the Umayyads’ right to the caliphate. In 1017, he visited
Valencia and its neighboring town of Xativa before traveling to Granada and fighting for the Umayyad
Caliph ‘Abd ar-Rahman al-Murtada (Abd al-Rahman IV, d. 1018). He returned to Cordova in 1019 and

I Qurtuba, or Cordova, is a city in southern Spain. It was captured by the Muslim army in 711 and then became the
capital of al-Andalus until the collapse of the Umayyad Caliphate of Cordova in 1031.

2 The Umayyad family, or Umayyads, ruled the Islamic world from Damascus in Levant during the period of 660 to
750 and ruled al-Andalus from 756 to 1031. Their control over al-Andalus passed in two stages: first, as a province
of the Umayyad Caliphate, in which al-Andalus was under their control before the collapse of their dynasty and,
second, as the Umayyad Emirate and Caliphate of Cordova, which started after the fall of their dynasty in
Damascus. This last stage passed through four phases: (1) the Emirate al-amara (756-929), during which the
emigrant Umayyad leader ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Dakhil (Abd al-Rahman I, d. 788) declared himself Emir of Cordova
and rebelled against the Abbasid Caliph, (2) the Caliphate al-khilafa (929-978), during which ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Nasir (Abd al-Rahman III, d. 961) proclaimed himself Caliph of Cordova and broke the tradition of having only one
Caliph in the Islamic world, (3) the Gatekeeping al-hijaba (978-1009), during which the Umayyad vizier al-Mansiir
(Almanzor, d. 1002) established a state within the Umayyad state that ruled al-Andalus under the name of the
Umayyad caliphate, and (4) the civil war al-fitna (1009—1031), during which the civil war between Umayyads and
anti-Umayyads ended with the fall of the Umayyad rule in al-Andalus.
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left it to spend a long period in Xativa. He also visited Mallorca and Seville. In the final stage of his life,
he returned to Huelva, to Awnaba, in Labla (Niebla), a neighboring town of Seville, where he died.

Ibn Hazm was known for his polemical style of writing and debates with his opponents, such as his
debate with a group of religious Muslim scholars in Seville, who became angry with him and incited the
king of the f@’ifa of Seville,? al-Mu‘tadid (d. 1069), to burn Ibn Hazm’s books, which he did in public.
Ibn Hazm was also imprisoned at least two times for the suspicion of his allegiance to the Umayyads.

Fitna, the Collapse of the Caliphate of Cordova, and the Destruction
of Cordova

Fitna (unrest) refers to the state of infighting and the struggle for power that al-Andalus experienced in
the period between 1009 and 1031, which ended with the collapse of the Umayyad dynasty in al-Andalus
and the emergence of independent mini-states. The roots of fitna are in the death of the second Umayyad
Caliph of Cordova al-Hakam al-Mustansir bi-l1lah (al-Hakam II, d. 976) who, right before his death,
appointed his only twelve-year-old son Hisham al-Mu’ayyad bi-11ah (Hisham II, d. 1013) to be his
successor in the Caliphate. Subh al-Bashkunsiyya (Subh of Cordova, d. 999), his mother, began
controlling rulership after al-Hakam II’s death, but the actual control was in the hands of the head of the
army and vizier Almanzor, who ruled the country in the name of Caliph Hisham II. Later, Almanzor
seized power from Caliph Hisham II and announced that the Caliph had authorized him to run the affairs
of the country. After the death of Almanzor in 1002, his son Muzaffar took power to continue ruling
under the name of Caliph Hisham II until he died in 1008 and was succeeded by ‘Abd al-Rahman Shanjiil
(Abd al-Rahman Sanchuelo, d. 1009). Sanchuelo forced the powerless Caliph Hisham II to appoint him as
the official crown prince, which aroused the anger of the Umayyad royal family, who saw in this
appointment the official end of their Caliphate of Cordova. So, one of the Umayyads, Muhammad ibn
Hisham (Muhammad II of Cordova, d. 1010), took advantage of Sanchuelo’s absence from Cordova to
fight Sancho Garcia of Castile (d. 1017), leading a successful military coup that ended when he overthrew
Caliph Hisham II and declared himself Caliph Muhammad II al-Mahd1. He also displaced and mistreated
the Berbers and the saqaliba*, who were supporters of Sanchuelo and his half-brother Muzaffar, and
father Almanzor before him. In response to these events, Sanchuelo’s army abandoned him, and he was
captured and killed by al-Mahdi’s fighters in 1009. After that, al-Mahdi mistreated the pro-‘ Amirt’
Berbers and some Arab leaders, including their claimant to the caliphate, Hisham ibn Sulayman ibn ‘Abd
al-Rahman al-Nasir (known as a Caliph under the name of al-Rashid, d. 1009). The Mahd1’s soldiers
fought against al-Rashid. Al-Rashid’s army was defeated and he was killed, the Berbers were displaced
from Cordova and their homes were destroyed. As a result, al-Rashid’s nephew, Sulayman ibn al-Hakam
b. Sulayman ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Nasir (later, as Umayyad Caliph, al-Musta‘mn bi-llah, d. 1016)
prepared an army to fight back with the Berbers against the Caliph al-Mahdi. The state of fifna continued
for years after that, with the involvement of Sancho Garcia of Castile (d. 1017) fighting with the Berbers
and their leader Sulayman, and Ramon Borrell III, Count of Barcelona (d. 1017) and his brother
Armengol I, Count of Urgell (d. 1010) fighting with the Umayyad Caliph al-Mahd and his allies. At a
later stage of fitna and after the involvement of different groups in the conflict, the people of Cordova

3 Taifa, (ta’ifa) is an independent Muslim-ruled princedom; lit. “sect”.
4 The term saqaliba was used to refer to Slavs and other people from Central and Eastern Europe.

5 The ‘Amirf state, or ‘AmirTs, refers to the third phase of the Umayyad Emirate and Caliphate of Cordova, which is
the state of the Gatekeeping al-hijaba (978-1009), during which the Umayyad vizier al-Hajib al-Mansiir al-‘Amir,
and after him his two sons al-Muzaffar and Sanchuelo, were controlling the state under the name of the Umayyad
Caliph Hisham II.

Open Ibetia/Amética: Teaching Anthology

https:/ /openiberiaamerica.hcommons.or

(@) ov-nc-sa |


https://openiberiaamerica.hcommons.org/

Treatise on Lamenting the City of Cordova 3

revolted against the Umayyads in 1031. This marked the beginning of a different stage in the history of
al-Andalus known as the Taifa Kings or mulitk al-tawa’if (“the kings of the territorial divisions™).

Risala fr ritha’ Qurtuba:

Ritha’ is an elegy that usually laments a lost family member, friend or a beloved person. However, the
multiple civil wars between Muslims, as well as the ceaseless wars against the Christian armies, led the
poets of al-Andalus to develop a type of elegy in Arabic that laments a lost city known as a ritha al-
mudun (elegy to the cities). In this context, the following treatise composed by Ibn Hazm can be regarded
as an elegy to the city of Cordova. This text is written in a poetic language to lament the ruins of the
deserted abode, which is a theme that was used in classical Arabic literature. There was a tradition of
initiating a panegyric ode by halting at the ruins of the lost home of the beloved before making a journey
to the patron. However, Ibn Hazm in the following text uses this tradition and the image of the ruins of
the abode to lament a real loss and an actual destruction of his home and the city of Cordova, in which he
was raised by the slave girls (jawari) of his father’s palace. The palace was located next to the palace of
Almanzor in the district of Balat Mughitth. The decline of Ibn Hazm’s family started in 1010 when one of
the governors dismissed Ibn Hazm’s pro-Umayyad grandfather Ahmad ibn Sa‘id (d. 1012) from the
ministry, imprisoned him and confiscated his money. Ibn Hazm also passed through harsh conditions
after the death of his older brother from plague in 1010, followed by the death of his father and his
beloved wife in the next year.

Ibn Hazm visited Cordova after his first emigration during the fitna period to see the ruins of his palace.
He wrote the following treatise during or after that visit™®

A Treatise on Lamenting the City of Cordova:
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¢ I have followed the Arabic version of the treatise found in Ibn al-Khatib, Lisan al-Din/Sayyid Kasrawi, Hasan
(ed.). 4 ‘mal al-a lam. 1** ed. Dar al-kutub al-‘Timiyya: Beirat, 2003, 2:100-102.
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English Translation

A Treatise on Lamenting the City of Cordova:

I stopped by the ruins of our abodes’ in the area of Balat Mughith® in the western land-dwelling [of the
river of Cordova]’, and by the desecrated abodes of the Berbers'® when I returned to Cordova. I found the
area’s traces obliterated, its signs erased, its places vanished, and other misery occurred. They had
become desolate deserts that were once built up, abandoned wilderness that was once intimate, distorted
hills that were once beautiful, an emptied ruin that was once full of life; shelters for wolves, playgrounds
for demons, habitations for ghouls, hideouts for monsters, and hiding places for thieves, after a long time
of being rich in men prepared for fighting'' and knights like lions who overflowed with great prosperity.
The social gatherings were full of skillful men, and the charming gazelles of al-Andalus hid in their
palaces under ornaments of a bloom of this world reminiscent of the amenity of the Hereafter.

Fate turned against them after a long blooming time, and dispersed them until they marched
[everywhere] like people of Saba’ %, and the exhortative sermons talk about them.

It seems as if those ornate niches and palaces that were near the shore [of the river] in those
dwellings, which were like the sky’s lightning in brilliance and joy, the beauty of which changes the sight
and eliminates worries, had not flourished before, and the masters of people had not dwelt there. The
devastation spoiled it and destruction prevails over it. It has become wilder than the gaping mouths of the
beasts of prey, showing signs of the imminent end of this life and the results of [the life of] its people. It
tells you of the fate of everyone, and makes you renounce pleasure in it [i.e. this life].

I looked at it again and took another look, and I was about to go out of my mind with sorrow over
it. I remembered my comfortable days there, and my fervent longing for pleasure with buxom and delicate
girls, the like of whom render a man’s mind youthful again.

It came to my mind how they are covered by nothingness and buried under the ground,
immediately after the dispersion of our gathering and departure to distant lands and remote regions. My
soul believed in the vanishing of that desire and the breakdown of that essence [of the country], after what
I have known of its beauty, bloom, ornament, affluence and its barrenness, and after [my] separation from
it in a good condition with high status, where I had once swaggered in its stations and budded in them.

7 According to contemporary historical research, Ibn Hazm’s palace was in the same location where San Lorenzo’s
church in Cordova is currently.

8 The area was named Balat Mughith after the commander Mughith al-Rami (d. 718), who was one of the earliest
Muslim leaders to enter Spain with the Berber commander Tariq ibn Ziyad (d. 719), who led the Umayyad conquest
of the Iberian Peninsula in 711. Mughtth led the Muslim army to conquer Cordova.

° The Algerian historian al-Maqqari (1577-1632) describes the areas of Cordova after its expansion. It included
twenty-one areas around the river. According to al-Maqqar1 there were nine areas in the west, such as the Rihan
shops and the Cave Mosque, three areas in the north, such as the Jews’ Gate and Rusafa, seven areas in the east,
such as the ancient city and the tower, and two areas in the south and center. He also mentions that after the period
of fitna cordovans made a trench that encircled these areas and a wall surrounding them.

19 The Berbers were an ethnic Muslim group of Maghreb and North Africa.
1 The literal meaning of al-suyif'is swords.

12 The poet likens his separated community to the people of Saba mentioned in the Qur’an, who had two beautiful
Gardens and lived in close, blessed cities. But when they turned away from God, they were dispersed in scattered
fragments and their Gardens were destroyed (Q. 34:19).
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I focused on listening to the echoing sound of the owl hooting there after the departure of that
brittle gathering in the courtyards, the night of which was as crowded with people as the previous day was
with inhabitants’ meetings. But the day changed to imitate the night with its silence, alienation, quietness
and outburst of tears. This made my eye weep over its dryness, my liver worry about its corruption, and
my heart get stirred up in denial. Although it is not my nature, this inspired me to say,

Greetings to an abode we departed from and left
empty of its folks, desolate, and devastated.
It seems to you as if it was never inhabited, a wasteland,
and it wasn’t populated for a long time before us!
O abode, it was not our choice to desert you,
and, if we could, we would choose you to be our abode,
but the decrees of God have come into force
to destroy us with what happened to us, willingly or by force.
O best abode, you have been left laudable
May the morning cloud water you with rain whenever they stay or travel at night.
O voyager, in those gardens was surrounded
by serene meadows that turned, after us, to dust!
O time, deliver my greetings to its dwellers,
even if they are living in al-Marwayn or past the river."
Have patience with the assault of time on them and its judgment,
although the taste of patience is difficult and bitter.
If it makes us thirsty, it was watering [us] for a long time
and if it did wrong to us, it pleased [us] for a long time.
O dear abode, may
the dark rain cloud not swallow your territory because the rain waters it.
If the delicate young ladies never dwell in you
with confident men that resemble the bright stars,
They are lost and perished, but remain [in memory]
To people like them, my eyes pour tears.
We will obediently remain patient with difficulty, [waiting] for relief.
Perhaps our good patience will bring relief to us.

Indeed, even if it returned and we returned to it,

13 al-Marwayn (two Marws) are two cities in Khorasan, and the river is the river of Amil Darya in Central Asia. The
poet presents them as an example of faraway places.
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What of those of its folks who dwell in the grave?!
O our time there, when will you return?!

We would praise your coming back, if you did, and your turning around.
How many pleasing days have we spent in its shelter, and nights

in which we combined the sun with fun and the full moon?
O my weak body, O my heart that patiently abides!

O my bereaved soul, and O my distressed liver,
O worry, you did not infect [me], O grief, you did not appear [in me],

O passion, you did not fill me with anxiety, O separation, you did not trigger [me].
O fate, do not go away, O abode, do not stay

O eye, do not stop shedding tears, and O illness, do not be recovered.
I will keep lamenting that time as long as the sky remains above

as a heavenly firmament for people, and [as long as] we are carried on the earth.
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