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Fatimid Aspirations of Conquest and Doctrinal 

Underpinnings in the Poetry of al-Qāʾim bi-Amr 

Allāh, Ibn Hāniʾ al-Andalusī, Amīr Tamīm b. al-

Mu iʿzz, and al-Mu aʾyyad al-Shīrāzī

Tahera Qutbuddin
University of Chicago

For Paul E. Walker 

On His Seventieth Birthday

At the high point of the Fatimids’ two hundred and fifty plus years of 

rule, their territory spanned large parts of the Islamic realm — all of North 

Africa, Egypt, Sicily, Syria, Palestine, Yemen, the Ḥijāz, and even the 

Abbasid heartlands of Iraq, with additional covert mission cells in Byzantine 

Armenia and Anatolia, Central Asian lands, and places as far away as India.1  

Traditional historical sources supply ample data regarding the Fatimids’ 

appearance on the political scene in the Maghrib, their conquest of Egypt 

and their move there, and their battles in Syria and Iraq.  Internal histories of 

the Fatimid and Ṭayyibī “da  ʿwa” even provide some doctrinal commentary.  

(The term “da  ʿwa”, which denotes the Fatimid’s religio-political mission 

of education, proselytizing, and activism, is used frequently in this paper).  
But neither the external nor the internal histories discuss the motivation 

steering these conquests, and many questions about whys and wherefores 

remain — such as why the Fatimids moved east from North Africa rather 

than continuing there or going north into neighboring Spain; in what manner 

they differed from other more opportunistic and locally ambitious North 

African dynasties like the Aghlabids whom they replaced; and the nature 

of the claims they made in their challenge of the Abbasid caliphate.  We 

could turn to the Fatimid theological and philosophical tracts for answers, 

but although these provide detailed expositions about the imam’s role in the 

spiritual and temporal leadership of the world, they are less concerned with 

factual details of political history.  It is primarily the literary materials, and 

particularly Fatimid poetry, that systematically bring together both categories 

of information, the mundane and the abstract.  There are limitations, of 



196

course, to the use of poetry as a historical source, for it is dense and intense, 

and it alludes to actions and ideas without actually spelling out a cohesive 

narrative of events.  But when utilized alongside the traditional sources, 
the poetry tells us what speciic historical events mean in their ideological 
framework, connecting military actions with the doctrines that drove them.  

In this paper, I analyze the verse of four major poets spanning the heyday 
of Fatimid power in the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries — the caliph-imam 

al-Qāʾim bi-Amr Allāh (d. 334/946), the court poet Ibn Hāniʾ al-Andalusī 
(d. 362/973), the royal prince Tamīm b. al-Muʿizz (d. 374/984), and the 
chief dā  ʿ ī (missionary and activist) al-Muʾayyad fī l-Dīn al-Shīrāzī (d. 
470/1078) — with a view to identifying the lands the Fatimids sought to 
rule, and understanding the multifaceted mahdist ideology of the imamate 

that underpinned their gradual conquest of large parts of the Islamic empire.

Within the Fatimid poetic tradition, certain types of poetry and particular 

brands of poets provide data particularly relevant to hegemonic aspirations.  

While genres such as wine and love poetry have little or no bearing on affairs 

of state, poems composed in praise of the caliph-imams (or certain of their 

commanders), and verse written in challenge to the Abbasids, offer much 
insight on this issue.  Among these, the lines composed by poets closely 

connected with the Fatimid da  ʿwa and its leadership — particularly our four 

poets noted above — afford us precious inside information about military 

agendas and ideological rationales.2

At the time of their original dissemination, Fatimid panegyrics and poems 

of challenge were a valuable public relations tool.  Giving voice to aspirations 

of hegemony, they also played a role in realizing them.  Suzanne Stetkevych 
has shown how the poems of Akhṭal in the Umayyad period, those of Abū 
Tammām and Mutanabbī in the Abbasid era, and the verse of Ibn Darrāj al-
Qasṭallī in Andalusia, legitimized the ruling party.3  There are differences 

between the ideological bases of the Fatimids and those other dynasties, 

and these differences are discussed later in the concluding remarks; but in 

a similarly legitimizing vein, the panegyrics of the Fatimid poets verbally 
confronted enemies, proselytized among the uninitiated or vacillating, and 
uplifted hopes among loyal followers and subjects.  We know for certain that 
the Fatimid poems were read and heard by a public audience across political 

and sectarian lines, for poets in Baghdad composed formal retort verses 

(muʿāraḍas) confronting Qa ʾim’s own,4 Ibn Hāniʾ expressed satisfaction at 
his own poems reaching Baghdad and Syria,5 and Muʾayyad claimed that his 
poetry propagated the Fatimid da  ʿwa.6

In addition to the few collected dīwāns extant (including those of three of 

our poets: Ibn Hāniʾ, Tamīm, and Muʾayyad), a quantity of Fatimid poetry 
(such as the verse of Qāʾim) is preserved only in the later synthetic histories, 
mostly da  ʿwa sources, such as al-Qāḍī al-Nuʿmān’s (d. 363/974) Iftitāḥ al-
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da  ʿwa and dā  ʿī Idrīs ʿImād al-Dīn’s (d. 872/1468) ʿUyūn al-akhbār.  Several 

poems are also recorded in the Muqaffā of the Mamluk historian Maqrīzī (d. 
845/1442), and sporadic verse citations are found in his other works as well 
as in the writings of his fellow historians.7  But the authors of these medieval 

narratives quote poems for the most part as simple historical artifacts, as 

records of literary events that have political or religio-political bearings, 

without analyzing them for historical data, much less for issues of ideology 
and motivation.

Modern scholars of Fatimid poetry have established that a signiicant 
proportion of its themes were devoted to politico-historical and doctrinal 

issues.  In his book on Ibn Hāniʾ’s poetry, Muḥammad al-Yaʿlāwī discussed 
at length these two aspects of his dīwān;8 r. rubinacci in the Cambridge 
History of Arabic Literature mentioned the highly political nature of Fatimid 

verse in general;9 ʿAbdalraḥmān Ḥijāzī discussed in some detail the political 
discourse of Fatimid verse;10 and in my own work on Muʾayyad’s da  ʿwa 

poetry, I analyzed its theological ideas, and constructed the poet’s life and 
career largely from his verse.11  Moreover, as Muḥammad Kāmil Ḥusayn 
correctly pointed out in his seminal work on Fatimid belles-lettres, it was 

primarily due to the doctrinal references in Fatimid poetry that the succeeding 

Ayyubids suppressed it in a radical Sunnī backlash against the ideology it 
espoused.12  A case in point is the Ayyubid scribe ʿImād al-Dīn al-Iṣfahānī, 
who, as he himself tells us, deliberately omitted from his anthology the praise 

poetry of Āmir’s dā  ʿī Ibn al-Ḍāyf for its “ideological exaggeration” (li-farṭi 
ghuluwwihi), and of Ẓāir al-Ḥaddād, for his being among the “panegyrists of 
the Egyptian” (muddāḥ al-Miṣrī); this, despite the high quality of their verse, 
again as ʿImād himself took pains to note.13  As this polemical source and 

the studies cited above conirm, many Fatimid poems combined political and 
religious themes. This combination is clearly visible in the verse of the poets 

who referenced the conquest aspirations of the Fatimids. 

In their celebration of Fatimid victories, poets focused on two major religio-
political themes.  Firstly, they elucidated the Fatimid accession to power and 

subsequent expansion as a fulillment of God’s promises (wa  ʿd) of victory (fatḥ) 
and victorious aid (naṣr) to believers made through the Qurʾān, and through 
the words of earlier prophets; together with Muḥammad’s pronouncements 
regarding the coming of the righteous savior or ‘mahdī’ in his line, who would 

establish light and justice in the world.  Several Islamic movements, both 

Sunnī and Shīʿa, legitimized hegemony through mahdist arguments,14 but the 

Fatimids were arguably one of the most successful in length and compass 

of rule.  Nuʿmān in his Sharḥ al-akhbār provided the most comprehensive 

Fatimid recounting of mahdist ḥadīth (and prophecies attributed to Aʿlī b. 
Abī Ṭālib and the early Shīʿa imams) foretelling the realization of the imam’s 
terrestrial power, which may be summarized in seven main points:15 (1) The 
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mahdī would be from the progeny of Fāṭima (daughter of Muḥammad and 
wife of ʿAlī).  (2) He would appear at the end of the third century A.H., 
as (3) the sun rising from the West (al-maghrib).  (4) He would conquer 
the “eastern and western lands of the earth” (É n¡ nH pQÉ n̈ ne nh  p¢V rQnC’G  n¥QÉ n°û ne).  

(5) He would ill the earth with “justice and righteousness” (Ék£ r°ù pb nh  k ’ ró nY) 

after it had been enveloped in “oppression and tyranny” (Ékª r∏ oX nh G kQ rƒ nL).  (6) 
God had pledged that all this would come to pass at the decreed time.  (7) 
Some of these ḥadīth add that the Mahdī would conquer Constantinople 
and Antioch, namely, the Byzantine territories.  Fatimid poets consistently 
referenced these motifs in their panegyrics, usually several in any given 

poem.  The second major theme they focused on (and which they connected 
to the irst broad theme of messianism) was that of righting past oppression.  
The Fatimids understood their victory as just retribution for the blood of 
the family of the Prophet, particularly of the Prophet’s grandson and the 

Fatimids’ own ancestor Ḥusayn, spilled collectively by the ruling Abbasids, 
and their spiritual forbears: the Umayyads and the irst three Sunnī caliphs.  
This reckoning, too, the Fatimid poets depicted as inevitable, a realization 
of God’s promise.  These two broad doctrinal underpinnings of Fatimid 

conquest aspirations — a mahdist ideology and a quest for retribution — 

directed the physical path of their hegemonic strategy.

The Fatimids’ aspirations for temporal leadership were based on the 

spiritual authority they claimed was vested in them by God.  Being the 

“absolute (i.e., perfect) human being” in any age, the Imam of the Age was 
for the entire human race of his time the sole temporal ruler and spiritual 

master.  Not just a sovereign who held the scepter of worldly power, he was 
the exclusive and direct conduit of God’s communication to humankind, the 

divinely guided guide.  His seeking of conquest was thus not a pursuit of 
power, but rather a ruling ordained by the Creator.  Even when his temporal 

authority was not manifest, all God’s realms in reality still belonged to him.  

But when the time was right, he would rule — “God’s kingdom would come 
through his pious servants.”16  The Fatimid poets’ underpinning of world 

conquest through mahdist motifs is based on this larger ideology.  Through 

just governance and pious guidance, they say, the Imam’s rule would fulill 
humankind’s quest for godly living in this world and salvation in the hereafter.

In the following pages, I explore through the eyes of the poets 

(chronologically, and supplemented by historical, theological, and other 

literary prose sources) the conluence of the Fatimids’ ideology and history as 
they arrived on the political scene, established their rule, and expanded their 

territory, and the doctrinal reasons for their continuing hopes, even as their 

power declined.  (All translations — of poetry and other materials — are my 

own.)  I conclude with a summary analysis of the geographic compass and 
doctrinal underpinnings of Fatimid aspirations of conquest.

TAHerA QUTBUDDIN
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The Establishment of the Fatimid Empire in North Africa: Verses by 

Pre-Empire Poets 

Towards the end of the 3rd century A.H. (beginning of 10th c. C.e.), decades 
before the establishment of their empire in North Africa, the ancestors of the 

Fatimid caliphs lived in hiding in Salamiyya in northern Syria. From here, 

they sent dā  ʿīs to proselytize in secret to far-lung places of the Islamic world 
and beyond. 

Among these dā  ʿīs was one Abū l-Qāsim Ibn Ḥawshab whom they sent 
in 268/881 to the Yemen, where he had much success and came to be known 

as the “Manṣūr al-Yaman” (the Victor of Yemen).  Nuʿmān in his Iftitāḥ al-
da  ʿ wa tells us that when the dā  ʿī was praised with this epithet, he quoted a line 

by an anonymous earlier poet saying that the title belonged more accurately 

to “the manṣūr (victor) from [the prophet] Aḥmad’s progeny” who would rise 
and defeat the Abbasids:17

When the manṣūr (victor) from the   

  Progeny of Aḥmad appears,

say to the Abbasids, “Get up [to 

  leave] and be fearful!”

móªMCG  p∫BG  rø pe  oQƒ°üæªdG  nô n¡ nX  GPEG

π rL pQ  ≈∏Y  G rƒ oe rƒ ob  p¢SÉqÑ n©dG  »æÑd  rπ o≤ na

 The messianic underpinnings of the Fatimid movement in its pre-empire 

stage — in the reference to the appearance of the manṣūr — are evident in 

this verse.  For in addition to the appellation mahdī (the rightly guided one), 
the ḥadīth cited by Nuʿmān alternatively referred to the awaited savior as 
the qāʾim (the one who would stand forth), or the manṣūr (the one aided 

with God’s victory) — the appellation used in this verse.  (The fact that the 
irst three Fatimid caliph-imams, Mahdī, Qāʾim, and Manṣūr, used these 
very epithets in their regnal titles is evidence of their subscription to this 

doctrine.18  Indeed, the title “Fāṭimid” may also be taken, among other things, 
as a mahdist appellation, for, as Nuʿmān’s reports maintain, the mahdī was 

expected to be a descendant of Fāṭima.)19 

Dā  ʿī Abū l-Qāsim had sent in 280/893 a fellow missionary named Abū 
Aʿbdallāh al-Shīʿī to North Africa.  Dā  ʿī Abū Aʿbdallāh had great success in 
converting large portions of the Maghribī populace (particularly the Kutāma 
Berbers) to his cause.20  lending voice to the mahdist context of pledge 
fulillment and establishment of justice, he engraved his signatory seal ring 
with the Qurʾānic verse “The word of your lord has been fulilled in truth and 

justice …” (’óYh Ébó°U n∂ uH nQ oâ nªp∏ nc râ s n“ nh).21

In North Africa, Shiʿite poets not apparently connected with the Fatimid 
da  ʿ wa had also anticipated the coming of a mahdī at the end of the third hijri 
century, as demonstrated by their references to mahdist ḥadīth.  In 280/893, the 
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very year dā  ʿī Abū ʿ Abdallāh arrived in Kutāma territory or shortly thereafter, 
a poet named Muḥammad b. ramaḍān from Billizma (in the north of present-
day Algeria) prophesied: “The days of the empire of the qāʾim, the mahdī, are 

imminent — the [prophetic] Tradition has foretold them!”22  A little before 

289/902, an elderly shaykh from Tunis named al-Ḥarbī al-Aʿrābī declared: 
“God’s sun will rise from the West … a man from the sons of Fāṭima … [will] 
ill God’s earth with justice.”23  In the following decades and centuries, poets 

of the Fatimid dynasty would tap into this more general mahdist tradition; 

they would consistently refer to the various themes of mahdist ḥadīth and 

highlight the mahdist titles; in their treatment of empire-related topics, they 

would combine the mahdist discourse with Qurʾānic vocabulary of imminent 
victory to produce a speciic Fatimid religio-political vision. 

Consolidation of the North African Empire and Campaigns to Egypt in 

the Reign of the Caliph-Imam al-Mahdī bi-L-lāh (r. 297-322/910-934): 
Poems by the Crown Prince Qāʾim

In 296/909, the Fatimid dā  ʿī Abū ʿ Abdallāh defeated the ruling Aghlabids, 
who were vassals of the Abbasids and the major power in North Africa at the 
time.  Meanwhile, the scion of the Prophet’s family who would become the 

irst Fatimid caliph-imam had traveled secretly from Salamiyya to Sijilmāsa in 
the western Maghrib, whence Abū Aʿbdallāh conveyed him to the conquered 
Aghlabid capital of raqqāda.  There in early 297/909, a large portion of the 
notables of the Maghrib pledged allegiance to him as the Mahdī.  The Fatimid 
empire was born.  Upon Mahdī’s investiture, the former Aghlabid court 
poet Saʿdūn al-Warjīnī (or Warjīlī) congratulated him with a clear mahdist 
reference, proclaiming that all Muslims had won with his triumph, for they 

had “won his … justice.”24  over the next sixty-three years, the irst four 
Fatimid caliph-imams would consolidate their control of the Maghrib, but 

they had very early begun to look eastward.  In 302/914, just ive years after 
Mahdī’s inauguration, the crown-prince and future caliph-imam Qāʾim led 
the irst Fatimid army east to egypt; in 306/918, he commanded a second 
egyptian campaign.  He did not take egypt from its Ikhshīdid rulers, but 
continued to push an agenda for its conquest; his poetry conirms these hopes.

In four poems composed in the context of his Egyptian campaigns, 

Qāʾim lengthily expounded ideologically rooted ambitions of dominion.  In 
each of these poems, he addressed a different audience, but the (mahdist) 
message was the same: The Fatimid caliph-imams were the descendants 

of the Prophet and the righteous leaders of the Muslims; they would defeat 

the Abbasids and conquer the east; and God would fulill His pledge 
to the prophets through them. 

TAHerA QUTBUDDIN
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In a 23-verse bāʾiyya composed during his initial military expedition 

to egypt, Qāʾim aggressively questioned people living under the Abbasids 
about the validity of their Islamic ritual practice in the absence of a legitimate 

imam.  The questions explained why Qāʾim was going to conquer them: Their 
ritual prayer, their ḥajj, their ighting [of the Byzantines] — in all of these 
deeds, he said, they were led by ungodly people, “drinkers of wine” (vv. 8-9).  
After the prophet Muḥammad, he asked, then Aʿlī, then Ḥasan and Ḥusayn, 
then the noble early imams, was it possible that the imam of the Muslims, the 

one who was charged with establishing God’s religion on earth, would be an 

upstart rascal (vv. 11-12)?25 

o people of God’s East, have your   

  minds been lost,

or have they been deceived through 

  paucity of understanding and  

  morals?!

v. 6  rº oµ oeƒo∏ oM  râdGR  ¬∏dG  p¥ô°T  nπgCG  ÉjCG 

rÜ nOnC’Gh  pº r¡nØdG  pás∏ pb  rø pe  râ nY nónà rNG  pΩnCG

 
Woe to you!  You have opposed 

  truth and right-guidance,

and whosoever turns away from 

  the mother-road of guidance will 

  not hit the mark.

v. 7 inó o¡dGh  s≥ nëdG  oº oà rØ ndÉ nN  rº oµ nd  kÉë rj nƒ na

Ö p°ü oj  ºd  pájGó¡dG  uΩoCG  rø nY  nOÉ nM  rø neh

Who leads your prayers?  Who 

  leads your ḥajj?
Under whose [leadership] do you 

  battle?  Answer without lying!

v. 8  rø nª pH  oº oµ té nMh  rø ne  r™ ne  oº oµ oJÓ°U 

rÜ pò nc  nÓ pH  GƒoÑ« pLnCG  rø nª r« pa  oº oc oh rõ nZh

Your ritual prayer, your ḥajj, your 

  battle — Woe to you! — are [led 

  by] drinkers of wine, men who 

  are incessant in their performance 

  of unlawful deeds.

v. 9 rº oµn∏ rj nh  oh rõ n̈ dGh  tè nëdGh  oº oµ oJÓ°U 

rÖnj uôdG  ≈∏Y  nø« pØ pcÉY  mô rª nN  pÜG sô o°û pH
 

I ponder your acts and your affairs,

and a fraction of what I have seen 

  produces utmost wonder:

v. 10 ºc pQƒeoCGh  º pµdÉ```````````©aCG  »a  oô uµ naoCG 

rÖ né n©dG  oÖ né rYCG  o¬ oà ræ njÉY  Ée  ¿hO  »ah
Is it possible that after the Prophet 

  of God, his paternal uncle’s son  

  [ Aʿlī],
his two grandsons [Ḥasan and 

  Ḥusayn], and the rightly guiding 

  ones, the noble chiefs [imams 

  in Ḥusayn’s line],

v. 11  p¬ uª nY  pø rHG  sº oK  p¬∏dG  u»Ñf  nó r© nHCG 

rÖ oétædG  pI nOÉ s°ùdGh  nøj pOÉ¡dGh  p¬ r« n£ rÑ p°Sh

FATIMID ASpIrATIoNS oF CoNQUeST AND DoCTrINAl UNDerpINNINGS
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that the imam of the Muslims, their  

  leader,

the custodian of God’s religion on 

  His earth, be rabble?

v. 12  º¡ o°SCGQh  ø````````````«ª∏°ùªdG  oΩÉeEG  o¿ƒµnj 

rÖ n̈ n°T  ¬ p°VQCG  »a  p¬∏dG  pø rj pO  oº u« nbh

Qāʾim went on to state that he had long endured this subversion (presumably 
in the sense that he was the heir of the true imams who, over many centuries, 

had endured it); until inally, upon God’s resolve to strengthen His religion, 
he rose up to ight (vv. 13-14), calling upon the people of the West, who 
answered (vv. 16-18): 

I forbore, and in forbearance is 

  success, when perhaps

another commander might have 

  rushed in — mistakenly, and 

  without hitting the mark;

v. 13  É nª sH oQh  oìÉ nésædG  pô rÑ s°üdG  »ah  oäôÑ°U 

rÖ p°ü oj  ºdh  É n£ rNnCÉ na  môeCG  h oP  nπ sé n© nJ

 
until such time when God decided 

  to strengthen His rule

and I stood up to establish God’s 

  religion, anticipating [His 

  heavenly reward].
…

v. 14  p√ pô renCG  nRG nõ rYEG  ¬o∏dG  nOGQCG  r¿CG  ≈dEG

rÖ p°ùnà rë oe  ná ne rƒ nb  p¬∏dG  pø rj pó pH  oâ rª o≤ na

I called out to the people of the 

  West, being a man trusting [in 

  God],
generous in his giving; he who 

  follows him will not lose!

...

v. 16   m≥ pKG nh  nIƒYO  pÜ rô n̈ dG  nπgCG  oâ rj nOÉfh

rÖ pînj  ºd  o√ s’ nƒ nJ  rø ne  É njÉ n£ n©dG   pºjôc

I marched towards your lands  

  bringing God’s cavalry;

the face of death shining through 

  gaps in veils.

v. 18 ºµ p°VQCG  nAÉ n≤ r∏ pJ  ¬p∏dG  pπ r« nî pH  oä rô p°Sh

rÖ oé oëdG pπn∏ nN rø pe päƒªdG o¬ rL nh nìn’ óbh

 

Next, Qāʾim brought up another fundamental motif in the Fatimid ideology 
of conquest, and one that all later Fatimid poets would loudly reiterate: God 

had fulilled His pledge (wa  ʿd), bringing “aid” (naṣr) and “victory” (fatḥ) 
(v. 21).  He combined in this line references to three key Qurʾanic concepts: 
victory verses, such as “Aid from God and victory are nigh!” nø pe  l röünf) 
(Ö rj pô nb  lí rà na nh  p¬∏dG;26 verses asserting the veracity of God’s pledge, such as 

“[This is] God’s pledge — God does not renege on His pledge” n’ ¬∏dG nó rY nh) 
(√ nó rY nh o¬∏dG o∞p∏ rî oj;27 and verses declaring that the godfearing would “inherit” 
the lands, such as “… the earth will be inherited by my pious servants” 

(¿ rƒ p◊É s°üdG n… pOÉnÑ pY É n¡ oK pô nj n¢V rQC’G s¿CG) :28
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Until, when the [triumph] that I 

  had been promised arrived,

God’s aid (naṣr) hastened with 

  victory (fatḥ).

v. 21     G kó nYƒ oe  oâæc  …òdG  oô renC’G  ≈nJnCG  É sª∏a

rÖnã nc  rø nY  píàØdÉH  p¬∏dG  oô°üf  nAÉL  ¬H

By the grace of God, that which 

  you know came to pass — 

I won the arrow of success, 

  victorious aid (naṣr), and  

  conquest (ghalab — also a 

  Qurʾānic term).

v. 22 oº oà ra nô nY  ób  Ée  ¬p∏dG  póªëH  ¿Éµa

rÖn∏ n̈ dGh  pô°üædGh  pèr∏ nØdG  pº r¡ n°ù pH  oä rõ oah

This will be my custom — as long 

  as I remain — and your custom,

so watch out for a war that blazes 

  like flames of fire.

v. 23  ºµ oHCGOh  oâ r« p≤ nH  É`````````e  » pHrCG nO  ∂dPh 

rÖ n¡s∏dÉc  oΩ sô n°† nJ  É kH rô```````` nM  oº oµ nf rh oó na

Presumably because of its challenge to the ideological bases of Abbasid 

rule, coupled with the military fright afforded the Abbasid vassals by Qāʾim’s 
attacks upon Egypt, this poem appears to have made quite a stir in the eastern 

lands.  As mentioned earlier, Maqrīzī recorded in the Muqaffā indignant 

response poems in the same rhyme and meter — mu  ʿāraḍas — by some of 

the “chief [Abbasid] poets”, including Abū Bakr al-Ṣūlī (d. c. 335/946) and 
Abū Bakr b. Durayd (223-312/838-933).29

Also during his irst expedition to egypt, Qāʾim sent two poem-letters 
to his father Mahdī promising victory over Baghdad.  He opened a 17-verse 
lāmiyya sent from Alexandria with the declaration that he, Qāʾim, was a 
sword for God and for the prophet’s descendent [Mahdī] (v.1), and that he 
would not cease to strike until he made God’s justice manifest in Baghdad 
(v. 3).  He used the next few lines (vv. 4-7) to laud Mahdī’s rightly guiding 
role, as well as his inheritance of the “robes of revelation”, in a deliberate 
blending of the religious ideas in these praise verses with the political agenda 

of conquest expressed in verses before and after.  He went on to name the 
countries he had on his list of future conquests, saying that his father had sent 

him to take egypt, Syria, Khurasan, and the two Iraqs (v. 8), and he would 
vanquish, more generally, the West and the east (vv. 9-10).  After some lines 
of fakhr, Qāʾim ended in a beautifully lowing verse with the by-now familiar 
promise that God would fulill in Mahdī His pledge to the prophets (v. 16) of 
victories (futūḥ) and aid (naṣr) at the banks of the Nile, the euphrates, and 
the Tigris (v. 17):30
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I am the sword of God and of  

  God’s Messenger’s descendant,

pole of right-guidance, prayer-

  direction (qibla) for the people

v. 1 p∫ƒ°SQ  pø rHGh  p¬dE’G  o∞«°S  ÉfCG 

¬n∏ rÑ pb  p¢SÉæ∏dh  i nó o¡dG  pÖ r£ ob  p¬∏dG

Fighting will focus on Baghdad,  

  until

God manifests His justice in Iraq 

  and Persia.31

v. 3 ≈sàM  nOGó¨H  n¿ rh oO  oπ rà n≤dG  oô n°ü r≤ oj 

¬ nd ró nY  pø r« nbG nô p©dÉH  o¬∏dG  nô p¡ r¶ oj

o imam of right-guidance, he

whose branches God has perfumed, 

  whose roots He has perfumed

…

v. 4 nÖ`` s« nW  rø neh  inó``` o¡dG  nΩÉ```eEG  Éj
¬n∏ r°UnCG  nÖs« nWh  o¬ nY oô ranCG  o¬∏dG

You sent me to Egypt and Syria

and Khurāsān, Iraq, and Persia.

v. 8 mΩÉ°Th  mô```````````°üªd  »ænà°†¡fCG  ºK

¬n∏ rª oL  pø r« nbGô©dGh  n¿É````````````°SGôNh
I am your sword which splits the 

  skull.

If you unsheathe it, nothing can 

  blunt it.

v. 9 nΩÉ n¡ rdG  o≥p∏ rØ nj  …òdG  n∂oØ«°S  ÉfCÉa

¬s∏ o°ù nJ  r¿EG  ¬d  lI nƒ rÑ nf  Ó``````````````````````````a 

The West and the East fear it.

Full armies are too weak to dull it.

…

v. 10 ¬`æe  o¥QÉ``°ûªdGh  oÜô``¨dG  o¥ nô`` rØ nj

¬s∏ oØ nJ  r¿CG  rø pe  ó ƒªédG  tπ pµ nJh
So await, o Caliph of God, that 

  which

God has pledged in you to 

  Messengers earlier:

v. 16 ób  Ée  ¬∏dG  náØ«∏N  Éj  rô p¶nà rfÉa 

¬n∏ r°S oQ  oπ rÑ nb  rø pe  n∂« pa  ¬o∏dG  nó nY nh 
of victories that will meet you with 

  [His] might and aid

at the Nile, the Euphrates, and the 

  Tigris!

v. 17 pô r°üsædGh  uõ p©dÉ pH  n∑Én≤ r∏ nJ  mì rƒoà oa  rø pe
¬n∏ rL pOh  päG nô oØdGh  pπ«uædG  iód 

In the juxtaposition of religious and political themes in these verses, we see a 
clear link between the aspiration to conquer Baghdad and the Fatimid mahdist 

ideology of the imam as the only just and rightful ruler of the Islamic empire.
The other poem-letter that al-Qāʾim sent to Mahdī from Alexandria began 

and ended each of its eleven verses with the word “Allāh”, emphasizing the 
poet’s dependence on and support from God in his military endeavors.  Qāʾim 
prophesied victory in the east and West (v. 5), for God had decreed that this 
was the time for the emergence of “His mahdī ” — the epithet, combined with 

its pronoun, clearly implying a righteous ruling of the world (v. 8). 32
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God will conquer the East for us

and the West — God will conquer 

  all.

v. 5 o¬ nb rô n°T  É``````````````````````næ nd  lìÉsà na  o¬∏dG

o¬∏dG  oínà rØ nj  G vô`````````````````` oW  nÜô¨dGh
God has given us [the victories] 
  you see,

a gift that God has been generous 

  with.

…

v. 6 i nônJ  ró nb  …òdG  É nfÉ n£ rYnCG  o¬∏dG 

o¬∏dG  É n¡ pH  sø````````````````````` ne  ká s« p£ nY 

God has revealed his Mahdī,
His proof — God has made him 

  manifest.

…

v. 8 o¬ sj pó````````````` r¡ ne  nê nô rNnCG  ró nb  o¬∏dG 

o¬∏dG  É`` ng nô``````````````` n¡ rXnCG  ¬``nà sé` oM

God is my sufficiency, after all 

  this.

How good is the one whose  

  sufficiency is God!

v. 11 p¬u∏ oc  G nP  nó r© nH  »`````````````` pÑ r°ù nM  o¬∏dG 
o¬∏dG  o¬ oÑ r°ù nM  rø`````````````` ne  G nò sÑ nM  É nj

In 316/928, a decade after the second expedition to egypt, Qāʾim marched 
west to put down rebels at Wādī Ṣalāf near Tahert.  In a 43-verse lāmiyya in a 

fakhr mode addressed to his followers, he spelled out in great detail hopes for 

larger (eastern) victories and their theological substrata.  In the introductory 
segment (vv. 1-12), he offered greetings and praise to the progeny of the 
prophet, then vaunted his own descent from Muḥammad, Aʿlī and Fāṭima, 
a construction foreshadowing the ideological base of the poem. In the next 

twelve lines (vv. 13-21) he afirmed that he had thus far puriied the West; 
this segment served as a bridge to the key theme of eastern conquest.  In the 

irst ive verses (vv. 22-27) of that inal section, he called “the followers of 
Truth” (shīʿat al-ḥaqq) to arms, to answer “God’s dā  ʿī ” (dā  ʿī Allāh), viz., 
himself; to join with his cavalry in taking egypt and then Iraq, for out of all 
stopping places, he declared, “Baghdad is my goal” (Baghdādu hammī).33 

I have made the lands of the 

  West prosper after their earlier 

  corruption

and purified them of every 

  wayward and ignorant person.

…

v. 16 √ pOÉ n°ù na  nó r© nH  pÜ rô n̈ rdG  nO nÓH  oä rô nª nY
 

pπ pgÉ nL nh  mhÉ nZ  uπ oc  rø pe  o¬ oJ rô s¡ nW nh 

Has the time not come for you to  

  urge your mounts towards me,

to come in haste unshod or 

  slippered,

v. 23 rº oµ s« p£ ne  s»dEG  Gƒ oL rõ oJ  r¿CG  n¿É nM  É nenCG 

pπ pYÉ nfh  m±ÉM  nø r« nH  kÉYG nô p°S  Gƒ oJrCÉ nJh
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to gain from me that which you 

  desire:

protection from every fear and 

  apprehension?

v. 24 o¬ nfƒo∏ oeCÉ nJ  …òqdÉH  r… pó ræ pY  n¿ rƒ n¶ rënà na 

pπ pFÉ ngh  m± rƒ nN  uπ oc  rø pe  rº oµn« pª rMC’

If you have heard the caller (dā  ʿī)  
  to the Truth, then come

to me in haste, swooping like 

  hawks.

v. 25 Gh oô pØ rfÉ na  u≥ nëdG  n» pYG nO  rº oà r© pª n°S  Ée  GPEG

p∫ pOÉ nLnC’G  p¢VÉ n°†` p≤ rfÉ nc  kÉYG nô p°S  s»dEG

My cavalry has come to you 

  hastening,

traversing the lands of God, lands 

  with many stages,

v. 26 ká n© rj pô n°S  ºµ«dEG  »p∏ r« nN  â n© ne rRnCG  ó≤a 

pπ pMG nô nª rdG  päGP  p¬∏dG  nO nÓ pH  oÜ rƒ oé nJ

to the soil of Egypt and Iraq, and 

  beyond — 

For Baghdad is my goal, among all 

  stopping places.

v. 27 Ég nó©Hh  p¥Gô©dGh  mô r°ü pe  p¢VQCG  ≈dEG

p∫RÉnæ nªdG  p™«ªL  rø pe  r» uª ng  oOGó¨Ña

 

Next, Qāʾim supplied vital information about his reasoning and goals in the 
endeavor for conquest: he would bring down the Abbasids’ injustice (jawr, 

note mahdist term); moreover, it was but self-defense, for the Abbasids 
sought to kill the Fatimids.  He continued from the earlier line about targeting 
Baghdad thus:

There is glaring oppression and  

  sedition in [Baghdad],
and its people are like camels  

  pasturing without direction.

v. 28 káæàah  G kójó°T  G kQ rƒ nL  É¡H  s¿EÉa 
pπ peG nƒ n¡dG  pΩG nƒ s°ùdÉc  l¢SÉ nfoCG  É¡«ah

They harbor enmity for us unjustly,  

  and desire to kill us —

o how many bitter cups of  

  bereavement have they made us 

  swallow [in the past]!

v. 29 Éæn∏àb  n¿ rh nƒ r¡ njh  kÉª r∏ oX  Énæ nfh oOÉ n© oj 
pπ pcÉ nK  pI nQG nô ne  rø pe  É nf rƒ oY sô nL  ºch

After that, Qāʾim provided a list of the lands that he meant to conquer: irst 
and foremost, Iraq (“Babylonia”, emphasized by deliberate repetition of 
the name, v. 30), as well as the Syrian towns of raqqa (lit. al-raqqatayn, 
comprising the adjoining cities of raqqa and rāiqa in northern Mesopotamia 
on the euphrates near Aleppo, later known collectively as raqqa, v. 32),34 

Bālis (in Syria, between Aleppo and raqqa, v. 32), Damascus (v. 39), Ḥimṣ, 
Salamiyya, and the frontier towns (thughūr and maʿāqil), up to the highlands 
of Armenia (v. 40); also Kabul (v. 37).  All this will happen in battles, he 
promised, just like the earlier battle in egypt which he had already won (v. 
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41).  In talking of these battles, Qāʾim produced yet another rationale for 
the overthrow of the Abbasids: blood revenge for the Prophet’s grandson 

and Qāʾim’s forbear Ḥusayn, who had been slain by the Umayyads — 
the Abbasids’ culpability arising from their ‘spiritual descent’ from the 

Umayyads, as elaborated in some later Fatimid poems (details shortly).  Note 
that the verse about remembering Ḥusayn (v. 35) is linked to the line about 
the euphrates (v. 34), for it was at the banks of this river that Ḥusayn and 
his small band of family and followers were denied water for three days, and 

then killed.

Go forward in the name of God,  

  o my cavalry,  and gird your loins 

  [for the march]
to Babylon, until you dismount at 

  Babylon.

…

v. 30 … pô uª n°Th  r»p∏ r« nN  p¬∏dG  pº r°SG  ≈n∏ nY  r… pô« p°ù na 

pπHÉÑH  r»u∏ oë nJ  ≈à`````M  mπ pHÉH  ≈dEG

A day [of victory awaits] us at 

  raqqa, rāfiqa, and Bālis,

in which their necks will pile up,

… 

v. 32  m¢ù` pdÉ nHh  pø r«nà sb sôdG  »a  Éæd  lΩƒjh 

pπF nÓsàdG  oêÉn« pà reG  É¡«a  º¡d  ¿ƒµj

when they gather from each  

  woodland and come forth

in haste from the opposite bank of 

  the Euphrates.

v. 34  Gƒ∏ÑbCGh  mÜÉ nZ  uπ oc  ø pe  Gƒ©ªLCG  GPEG

pπ pHÉ n≤ oªdG  päG nô oØdG  » pWÉ n°T  ø pe  pQ rƒnØdG  ≈∏Y

I remembered Ḥusayn, my eyes 

  filled with tears

and I said: I shall not forget my 

  forbears!

v. 35 » p© peG nó ne  râs∏ n¡nà r°SÉ na  É kæ r« n°ù oM  oäôcP 

»p∏ pFG nh nCG  ≈ n°ù rfnCG  oâ r°ù nd  » ufEÉ na  oâ∏bh

I will kill each leader and follower 

  among [the oppressors],
I will leave them all prostrated 

  among the fallen rocks.

v. 36 m™ pHÉ nJh  m¢SCGQ  sπc  º¡æe  oπoà rbn CÉ n°S 

p∫OÉnæ nédG  ≈n≤ r∏ oª pH  ≈ nY rô n°U  rº o¡ oc oô rJnCGh

My cavalry will night-march 

  beyond the Nile, seeking

the enemies of religion, until it 

  rests in [far away] Kabul.

v. 37 »¨àÑJ  pπ r« uædG  G nQ nh  rø pe  »pd rƒ o« oN  … pô r°ù nJh 

pπ oHÉ nµ pH  sô≤à°ùJ  ≈àM  pø rj uódG  i nó pY

If I were to categorize all my 

  battles,

my explanation would be long, as 

  would my epistles.

v. 38 » p© pFÉ nb nh  sπc  oâ rØ sæ n°U  »æfCG  ƒdh

»∏FÉ n°S nQ  râdÉWh  » pM rô n°T  É¡H  n∫É n£nd
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o how many [will lie] prostrated  

  among the rocks in Damascus;

how many bereaved mourners, 

  clusters of widows,

v. 39  m∫óæée  m™jô°U  øe  m≥°ûeóH  ºch 

pπeGQCG  p™ªLh  m∑ÉH  mπcÉK  øeh

in Ḥimṣ and Salamiyya, and the  

  frontier towns, and those living in 

  them,

up to the mountains of Armenia,  

  and the inhabitants of the frontier 

  forts.

v. 40 É¡H  rø neh  pQ rƒ ö tãdGh  mº r∏ n°Sh  m¢ü` rª pMh 

pπ pbÉ n© nªdG  pπgCGh  mø« pe rQnCG  pó ré nf  ≈dEG 

like a battle day in Egypt, [so 

  grave that] “its child is not  

  summoned” [to participate],35

when my cavalry hastens, and my 

  troops come forth. 

v. 41 o√ oó« pd nh  i nOÉæ oj  ’  mô°üªH  mΩ rƒn« nc 

»∏ paÉ në nL  äAÉLh  »p∏ r« nN  râ©eRCG  GPEG

Qāʾim then closed the poem by making a statement about his intention to give 
security to all who came peacefully and to strike all those who would ight 
him (v. 43):

Whosoever makes peace with me 

  moves in safety,

but the one who fights will be a 

  target in all arenas.

v. 43 lQOÉ°S  pø renC’G  »pØ na  r» pª r∏ p°S  »a  n¿É nc  rø nª na 
pπ pJÉ n≤ nªdG  p™«ªL  »a  … pOÉ n© oªdG  ≈ ne rô neh

As we have seen in these poems, Qāʾim consistently referred to the 
continuity of the imamate and the genealogy of the Fatimid imam.  Doctrinal 
treatises of the dynasty provide further details of the cyclical conception of 

Fatimid religio-political ideology,36 and of the inevitable arrival of God’s aid 

for his vicegerent on earth at the right time, that Qāʾim’s poetry (and the 
poetry of our later poets) was grounded in.  Conceiving of the imam as the 
only true salvation guide for the entire world, the authors of these works 

claimed that he was also its sole rightful political leader.  The imamate 

continued in an unbroken chain from the primordial imam, father appointing 

son, and Muḥammad and Aʿlī b. Abī Ṭālib were in his line.  Cosmic cycles of 
time were rooted largely in the manifestation or concealment of the Imam of 

the Age, but whether he was manifest among the people or concealed, he was 

the link between God and humans, his physical existence was necessary, and 

he was the possessor of God’s trusteeship, the true caliph-imam. 

other Shiʿa dynasties in the tenth and eleventh centuries C.e., such as the 
Hamdanids and Buyids, acknowledged the supremacy of a Sunnī caliph, but 
the Fatimids rejected the claims of the Abbasids, and declared themselves 
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the only rightful incumbents of the leadership of the Islamic world.  Indeed, 

Qāʾim himself was offered suzerainty over northern egypt by the Abbasid 
commander Muʾnis if he would accept the overlordship of Baghdad — 
Qāʾim refused in a biting letter asserting his own superior claim to the 
Islamic caliphate.37  The Fatimids claimed to be the inheritors of the spiritual 

and temporal authority of their forefathers Muḥammad and Aʿlī.  With this 
mandate, declared their poets, the Fatimids would defeat the Abbasid usurpers 

and restore the true leadership of Islam, irst in the lands of the central Islamic 
empire, then beyond in the frontier lands of the Byzantines as well as India 
and Sind, and inally in “the eastern and western lands of the earth.”

Qāʾim’s verse is our weightiest source of information about Fatimid 
hegemonic aspirations.  Not only does it form the largest set of poems from 

this earliest period of their rule, but being from the pen of the imam-to-be, it 

constitutes the most direct record of how the Fatimid leadership — indeed, 

the Fatimid caliph-imams themselves — conceived of their messianic role. 

Preserving the Empire from the Onslaught of the Khārijite Rebel “Dajjāl” 

during the Reigns of al-Qāʾim bi-Amr Allāh (r. 322-334/934-946) and 
al-Manṣūr bi-L-lāh (r. 334-342/946-953): Sermons by the Caliph-Imam 
al-Manṣūr bi-L-lāh

In 322/934, six years after Qāʾim composed his lāmiyya, Mahdī died and 
Qāʾim succeeded to the caliphate-imamate.  In contrast to his earlier public 
role as the supreme military commander who consolidated the West for the 

Fatimids and began the push eastward, Qāʾim remained during his entire 
twelve-year caliphate in complete seclusion in the palace city of Mahdiyya.  

Also, he composed no more poems, or at least none that have come down to us. 

Towards the end of Qāʾim’s reign began the tumultuous four-year 
rebellion of the Khārijite Berbers, led by Abū Yazīd Makhlad b. Kaydād 
— the “Dajjāl” (The Great Deceiver or The Antichrist), as he is known in 
Fatimid sources — which almost overthrew the Fatimid caliphate.  Qāʾim 
sent his son and successor al-Manṣūr bi-l-lāh (whom he appointed publicly 

at that time)38 into the battleield against the rebels.  He himself died soon 
thereafter, and Manṣūr concealed his father's death for reasons of political 
prescience.  After a campaign that lasted for two hard years, Manṣūr defeated 
the Dajjāl in 336/947.  Upon the captured rebel’s death a few days later, 
he made known to the people his father’s demise and proclaimed his own 

caliphate. 

While in pursuit of the Dajjāl, Manṣūr had composed and sent two 
poignant poems to his son and successor Muʿizz, in which he detailed the 
physical hardships he faced on the battle trail, and emphasized his willingness 
to endure them for God; but these poems contained no larger aspirations of 
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hegemony.39  Similarly, none of the many poems in praise of Manṣūr composed 
by the eminent dā  ʿī Jaʿfar b. Manṣūr al-Yaman, who was present during 
the campaign, revealed such hopes.40  The lacuna probably derives from the 

focus of Fatimid attention inward in those two years on the preservation and 

defense of the daʿwa and state.  During this period of civil unrest, the goal of 
further expansion was on hold; it had to be, for the heart of the empire was 

under attack.

However, at one point during the campaign in Muḥarram 335/946, when 
Manṣūr won a signiicant victory over the Dajjāl’s forces and evicted the 
rebel from the important town of Qayrawān, he reminded the people that 
Fatimid imperial desires were still very much alive.  Farhat Dachraoui argues 
that unlike Mahdī and Qāʾim, who thought of themselves as easterners, 
Manṣūr and Muʿizz (until the very end of his caliphate), being born and 
bred in the West, had no aspirations to the East.41  But Manṣūr’s sermons 
and letters (and those of Muʿizz, as we shall see) provide evidence to the 
contrary.  This was not a personal identiication.  It was a dynastic ideology.  
In a public victory epistle addressed ostensibly to (the deceased) Qāʾim, 
Manṣūr wrote that God had strengthened the religion of Qāʾim’s forebear, 
the prophet Muḥammad (in contrast to Manṣūr’s earlier private poems, the 
aspirational verbiage of this epistle undoubtedly had a propaganda context, 

as the missive was “to be read out on the pulpit”):42  “Today,” he wrote, 
“the eastern and western lands of the earth have been conquered!”43  We can 

read from this line that the Dajjāl was the major impediment to the Fatimid 
imperial mission; once he had been removed, they could get back to their 

larger plans and move on eastward.  Almost a year later, on the occasion of 

ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā in 335/947, during what was to be the inal siege of the Dajjāl in 
the Kiyāna mountains, Manṣūr preached a sermon in which he again spoke 
publicly of wider ambitions for dominion.  In the ending prayer segment, 

Manṣūr supplicated: “May God accept my [good deeds] and yours.  May 
He decree for me and for you [performance of] the pilgrimage to His Holy 
House, an arrival at His great meeting places and His noble stations, by 
strengthening our aid, bringing our affair to completion, and fulilling His 
earlier pledge to us.  Verily, He does not break [His] pledge, and what 
He intends does not elude Him.” ¬à«H èM ºµdh Éæd Öàch ,ºµæeh Éæe ¬∏dG πÑ≤J) 
ΩÉªJh  Éfô°üf  RGõYEÉH  ,ΩGôµdG  ¬ØbGƒeh  ΩÉ¶©dG  √ógÉ°ûe  ≈dEG  ∫ƒ°UƒdGh  ,ΩGôëdG 
(OGQCG  Ée  √õé©j  ’h  OÉ©«ªdG  ∞∏îj  ’  ¬fEG  ,Éæd  √óYh  Ωó≤àe  RÉéfEGh  ÉfôeCG .44  The 

juxtaposition of the two entreaties (the plea for an opportunity to perform 
ḥajj alongside the plea for God to fulill His pledge) makes clear that this 
was not just an appeal for the opportunity to fulill the religious obligation 
of the pilgrimage.  It was certainly that, but in addition it was also a prayer 

for political and military control over the sacred cities.  This interpretation 

is further borne out by Manṣūr’s words to an eminent North African Ismāʿīlī 
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judge on this same day.  The Mamluk historian Ibn Ẓāir reports that the qāḍī 
Abū Jaʿfar Aḥmad b. Muḥammad al-Marwarūdhī told him the following: 
“I recited to [Manṣūr] some verses in which I encouraged him to take the 
pledge for his son Muʿizz.  [Manṣūr] replied: ‘Indeed, I hope that prayers 
will be invoked for [Muʿizz] upon the pulpits of Mecca and Medina, and 
elsewhere, in addition to these places [in North Africa].’  And that came 
to pass.” ¿CG  ƒLQC’  ÊEG  :∫É≤a  õ©o ŸG  √ pó nd nƒ pd  pó r¡ n©dG  pò rNCG  ≈∏Y  ¬ t°† oMCG  É kJÉn« rHCG  ¬ oJó°ûfCGh) 
(∂dòc n¿É nµ na ,™ p°VG nƒŸG √òg øY kÓ r°† na ÉªgpÒZh páæjóŸGh n ásµ ne pô pHÉnæ ne ≈∏Y ¬d ≈ nY ró oj.45  

Manṣūr did not mention the Abbasids or Baghdad directly, but his prayers 
and hopes for control of Mecca and Medina were an explicit articulation of 

hopes for dominion over the heartlands of the Islamic empire.

The Conquest of Egypt and Hegemony over Syro-Palestine and the Ḥijāz 
during the Reign of al-Muʿizz li-Dīn Allāh (r. 342-365/953-975): Poems 
by the Court Poet Ibn Hāniʾ al-Andalusī

Manṣūr died in 342/953.  In the irst ʿĪd al-Aḍḥā sermon his son and 

successor al-Muʿizz li-Dīn Allāh delivered after his father’s death, he too 
prayed for the opportunity for ḥajj, spelling out clearly the connection 

between such a plea and aspirations of dominion.  Praying that he reach the 

holy places “with his banners”, he asked God (just as Qāʾim and Manṣūr had) 
to fulill His pledge to his forefathers promising such a victory: 

o my God, help me with your victory-giving aid.  Grant me 
success over your enemies, revivifying religion and giving might 

to the creed of Muḥammad, chief of the messengers.  Give us the 
opportunity to visit his grave, to ascend his pulpit, to reside in his 

abode, to undertake the ḥajj to your Sacred House, to stand in those 
noble places with our banners, having renewed our might and the 

might of our followers — at a time when you have helped us and 

them with your victory-giving aid, honored us with triumph, given 

us victory over the party of oppressors, and humbled for us the 

necks of the disobedient rebels.  A pledge came forth from you 

of old to [our] forebears and progenitors — and your pledge will 
never be broken, your command never turned away.  But let us 

accept and submit to what you decree, [whether you] advance or 
postpone [our victory].46

For the irst seventeen years of Muʿizz’s reign, Fatimid leets and cavalry 
consolidated the dynasty’s authority in North Africa and the Mediterranean.  

They were led by his Slavic general al-Qāʾid Jawhar al-Ṣiqillī.  During 
Jawhar’s western campaign in 347/958 or 348/959, the eminent Andalusian 
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panegyrist Muḥammad b. Hāniʾ irst made contact with the Fatimids.47 

Ibn Hāniʾ sent one of his earliest praise poems of Muʿizz to the caliph-
imam in 351/962 or thereabouts, the year the Byzantines raided Aleppo, 
Antioch, and other frontier towns, then controlled by the Abbasids.  From the 

very beginning of his acquaintance with the Fatimids, this professional poet 

got right to the heart of their larger political agenda.  He declared that Syria 
was overrun and every place not under Muʿizz’s protection was embattled 
(vv. 32-35), but that very soon, even in distant Armenia, the cross would 
relinquish its control (v. 55).  The clear implication was that the Abbasids 
(and their Hamdanid vassals) just weren’t up to the job; the Fatimids were 
needed to protect Islam and its domains.  In sarcastic derision of both the 

Byzantines and the Abbasids, Ibn Hāniʾ addressed Muʿizz thus:48 

I have not seen a visitor of enemies 

  like your sword — 

Is there greeting and welcome 

  among Byzantine skulls? 
… 

v. 24  ió©∏d  ∂Ø«°ùc  kGQG sh nR  nQnCG  rº ndh 

 oÖ«M rô nJh  lπ rgnCG  pΩ rh tôdG  pΩÉ ng  nó ræ pY  rπ n¡ na 

Perhaps what lures the [Armenian  

  Church Patriarch] Catholicos

to Aleppo is the [easy] booty to be  

  looted there,

v. 32 o√ tô ö nj  n≥«p∏ nKÉ nédG  sπ n© nd  røµdh 

 oÜƒ o¡ ræ ne  n∂ pdÉnæ og  lÖ r¡ nf  mÖn∏ nM  ≈∏Y

a frontier town on the borders of 

  Syria laid waste,

the discord of views [of its Abbasid 

  commanders], infirm anyway, and 

  [its] rampant destruction. 

…

v. 33 l™ s« n°† oe  pΩBÉ s°ûdG  p±G nô rWnCÉ pH  lô r̈ nKh 

 oÖjôîJh  m¢VG nô pe  mAGƒgCG  o≥jôØJh 

The darkness [engulfing] the  

  Straight religion will be removed 

  by pavilions

of sun, set up over land and sea 

…

v. 53  l¥ pOG nô o°S  p∞«æëdG  pø rj uódG  ≈ nL oO  ƒo∏ rén« n°S

 oÜhô r°† ne pôëÑdGh uônÑdG ¥ƒa p¢ùª°ûdG øe 

Armenia and her inhabitants will be 

  surrendered by

the cross, established [there] to 

  corrupt the Armenians.

v. 55 É¡````````````````````JGhPh  ká s«æ«eQCG  oºp∏ r°ù ojh 

oÜƒ o°ü ræ ne  nø«u« pæ ne rQC’G  pï````` r°ù nØ pd  lÖ«∏°U    

About two years later in 353/964, the Fatimids achieved a naval victory over 
the Byzantines closer to home in Sicily.  Ibn Hāniʾ, who had joined Muʿizz’s 
personal entourage that same year, composed another poem in which he stated 

that Syria could wipe away her tears (the ones she had shed over the recent 
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Byzantine attacks upon her soil).  He again prophesized Fatimid victory over 
her frontier towns, saying these would go as far as Armenia (vv. 53-56).49

The land [of Sicily] which the  

  [Byzantine High Commander]  
  Domestikos tried to attack,

[was protected by] a sword drawn 

  for God’s cause.

v. 53 É¡ nH rô nM  o≥oà r°ù oe tódG  ΩGQ  »```````````àdG  ¿EG 

o∫ƒo∏ r°ù ne  lΩQÉ°U  É``````````````````¡«a  ¬q∏d 

Its earth is not Aleppo, its  

  courtyards not

Egypt, [its] waterways not the Nile.

v. 54 É¡JÉMÉ°S  ’h  lÖn∏ nM  É¡ o°VQCG  ’ 

 oπ r« uædG  pè«∏îdG  o¢V rô oY  ’h  lô°üe
Would that [the Byzantine  

  Emperor] Heraclius had appeared  

  there [and stayed] till the end,

[to see] the Domestikos [covered 

  in] humiliation and abasement.

v. 55 ≈ n°†`n≤ rfG  ≈àM  É¡H  G nó nH  nπ rb nô p¡dG  nâ r« nd 

o∫ƒ oª oNh  lá sd pP  p≥à°ùeódG  ≈∏Yh 

That which [the Fatimid forces]  
  have thrown upon them [in Sicily] 
  is the chest,

but it [also] has a neck in the land 

  of the Armenians!

v. 56 kÓ nµ r∏ nc  º¡«∏Y  râ≤dCG  »àdG  ∂∏J 

oπ«p∏ nJ  nø« pæ ne rQnC’G  p¢V rQnCÉ pH  É```````````` n¡ nd nh 

Sometime before 358/969, a few years later when the Fatimids were 
planning their next campaign to conquer egypt, Ibn Hāniʾ addressed the 
Abbasids saying that the time to return the usurped caliphate had come (v. 9).  
He claimed that the egyptians, or perhaps egypt herself, embraced “longings 
for the coming of [the Fatimids].”  The following are some verses from this 
looking-to-Egypt poem:50

So say to the Abbasids, return that 

  which [you] have usurped!

The time to return that which was 

  usurped has come 

…

v. 9 kÉª pdÉ n¶ ne  G rh tO oQ  p¢SÉÑ©dG  »æÑ pd  rπ o≤ na

oºdÉ¶ªdG  sO nô oJ  r¿nCG  ºµæe  n¿BG  ró n≤ na 

o sons of the shining state [i.e., the  

  Fatimids], look to your swords — 

for them I predict the Iraqi  

  kingdom 

…

v. 25 ºµ na rƒ o« o°S  Gƒ oª r« p°T  pAG sô n̈ dG  pádh sódG  »pæ nH 

oº pFÉ n°T  s» pbG nô p© rdG  n∂r∏ oªdG  É n¡ nd  »fEÉ na
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In Egypt, there are longings 

  towards you, and long

have you been parted — alas for a 

  beloved who is parted! 

v. 37 É nª ndÉ nWh  n∂«dEG  läÉ nHÉnÑ n°U  mô°üªH 

oΩ pQÉ n°ü oj  mÖ r« pÑ nM  rø pe  »pØ r¡ ndh  nâ re nô n°U

Quench her thirst with your armies, 

  for indeed,

she is the forsaken heart, and they  

  are the brave lions [i.e., lovers]!

v. 38 É nª sfEG  n∂ p°T rƒ o« oL  rø pe  É ngG nó n°U  uh nô na 

oº pZG nô qn°†dG  sø ogh  G kQƒ oé r¡ ne  oÖr∏ n≤dG  n»g

 

In 358/969, the desired moment arrived, and the Fatimids began their inal, 
successful push into egypt, with Muʿizz appointing Jawhar to lead an army 
east to Alexandria and Fusṭāṭ.  Upon this occasion, Ibn Hāniʾ composed a 
long poem describing the Fatimid army and acclaiming Muʿizz’s honoring of 
Jawhar.  The poem has a famous opening line: “I beheld with my eye [a sight] 
far beyond what I had heard” (™ª°SCG  âæc Ée ¥ƒa »æ«©H âjCGQ).  Anticipating 

Fatimid victories in the region, Ibn Hāniʾ declared that “two Iraqs” were in 
panic, Baghdad (referred to here with irony by its descriptive title “The Abode 
of peace”) was all a dither, and palestine (and within it ramla) had indicated 
submission; that in fact, this campaign had opened up the entire East for the 

Fatimids, up to the far limits of Khurasan:51 

The earth of the two Iraqs felt fear

such that “The Abode of Peace” 

  (Baghdad) almost shook with it.

v. 68 ká nØ r« pN  pø« nbG nô p©dG  o¢V rQnCG  rä nô n© r°TnCG  óbh 

o™ n°† r© n°† nJ  pΩ nnÓ s°ùdG  oQG nO  É n¡ nd  oOÉ nµ nJ
Palestine gave over her reins, as  

  did her inhabitants,

no area within her boundaries 

  remained defended.

v. 69 É n¡o∏gCGh  nOÉn« p≤dG  oø«£°ù∏a  râ n£ rYnCGh 

o™sæ nªnà nj  lÖ pfÉL  É¡æe  n≥ rÑ nj  rºn∏a

ramla the well-protected 

is not the first land that finds no 

  escape from you 

… 

v. 70 É ng nó rM nh  pƒ r£ nîdG  oI nQƒ o°ü r≤ nªdG  oán∏ re sôdG  Éeh

ó nõ rØ ne  n∂æY  É¡d  Ée  m¢V rQnCG  p∫ shnCÉ pH

You (Jawhar) journeyed to Fusṭāṭ 
  in the most auspicious journey
with the most auspicious augury 

  for the [battle for] which you had 

  gathered [goodly forces].

v. 75 mán∏ rM pQ  nø nª rjnCG  nاط n£ r°ù oa  ≈dEG  nâr∏ nM nQ 

o™ pª ré oe  nâ rfCG  …òqdG  »a  m∫CÉ na  pø nª rjnCÉ pH

When you spurred on the army, 

  there shone forth for its soldiers

a road to the far end of Khurasan, 

  wide and clear.

v. 76 p¬p∏ rgnC’  nìn’  n¢û r« nédG  nâ rãnã nM  É sª ndh 

o™n« r¡ ne  n¿É n°SG nô oN  ≈ n°ü rbnCG  ≈dEG  l≥jôW
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In all these early praise poems, Ibn Hāniʾ grounded his themes of conquest 
in the larger Islamo-Arabic political and literary panegyric traditions.  other 
than the “returning of usurped territories” (v. 9 in the “looking-to-egypt” 
poem), there is little speciic Fatimid ideology evident.  rather, we see in 
these poems traditional themes of courage, strength, and auspicious auguries, 

and a conventional melding of love and war imagery.

Muʿizz’s vast army led by Jawhar deposed egypt’s Ikhshīdid rulers in the 
same year (358/969) easily and largely without the use of force.  Jawhar took 
control of egypt and began building a new irst city for his master near Fusṭāṭ.  
Four years later, in 362/973, Muʿizz left the Zīrid princes in charge of North 
Africa and, accompanied by his books, his family, and the cofins of the irst 
three Fatimid caliph-imams, moved to his new capital of Cairo: in Arabic, 

al-Muʿizziyya al-Qāhira, “The Victorious City of Muʿizz”, a name clearly 
deriving from the Fatimids’ imperial aspirations.

Ibn Hāniʾ composed a poem upon the conquest of egypt which is perhaps 
his most famous.  offering felicitations to the caliph-imam, the poet predicted 
the follow-up conquest of the holy cities of Mecca and Medina.  Contrary to his 

earlier poems, he proffered for these prophecies a clearly ideological context.  

Using theological allusions to praise the Imam as the descendent of the Prophet, 

he explicitly predicted the conquest of Baghdad.  Declaiming in one of the 
strongest opening lines in Arabic poetry, Ibn Hāniʾ mocked the Abbasids, 
and their being taken completely unawares by the Fatimid victory, thus:52

The Abbasids say: “Has Egypt  

  been conquered?”
Say to the Abbasids: “Your 

  kingdom is finished!”

v. 1 o röü pe  râ nëpà oa  rπ ng  p¢SÉqÑ©dG  ƒæH  53 o∫ƒ o≤ nJ

oô renC’G  n» p°† ob  ró nb  p¢SÉqÑ©dG  »æÑ pd  rπ o≤ na

Jawhar has confronted Alexandria,

Glad tidings ‘confront’ him, and 

  victorious aid comes to him 

…

v. 2 lô ng rƒ nL  ná sjQóæµ°SE’G  n™ndÉ nW  óbh 

oô r°üsædG  ¬ oe oó r≤ njh  i nô r°û oÑdG  o¬ o© pdÉ n£ oJ

About ifty verses of praise later, Ibn Hāniʾ declared that the [promised] time 
had drawn near.  Waxing ideologically lyrical, he asserted that the fragrance 

of the imam who was the descendent of the builder of the House perfumed the 
precincts of the Ka  ʿba, so it was unsurprising that the House itself yearned for 
him (vv. 58-60).  referring to the oficial colors of the Fatimid and Abbasid 
states, white and black respectively, he stated, “If you come to it, the covers 
of [the Ka  ʿba] will be removed, and its dusky sites will shine white.”  In a 

more traditional frame, he declared that the imam’s dealings with Egypt were 

so virtuous that Baghdad wished it could be egypt (v. 72).
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Give glad tidings to the Honored  

  House [i.e., the Ka  ʿba] of [the 

  Imam’s] imminent coming 

[at the next ḥajj season] when 

  enthusiastic circumambulation 

  and nafr (departure from Minā to 

  Mecca at the end of the 

  pilgrimage) takes place. 

v. 53 kÓ pLÉ nY  nº s¶ n© oªdG  nâ r«nÑdG  p¬ pH  rô u°ûnÑ na 

oô rØ sædGh  p¢SÉædÉH  o±G nƒ r£sàdG  n∞ nL rhnCG  GPEG 

lo!  It is as though he has already 

  visited it, and 

Ṭayba (Medina) and Surr (in the  

  Ḥijāz) have broken away from the 

  kingly palaces [of the Abbasids].

v. 54 rânØ nfÉ né nJ nh  o√ nQG nR  ró nb  r¿nCÉ nµ na  É ng nh 

tô t°ùdGh  oánÑ r« nW  p∂r∏ oªdG  pQƒ o°ü ob  rø nY  p¬ pH 

Is the House, the House of God, 

  anything but his sanctuary?
Can the one exiled from [his] 
  abode bear to be away from his 

  abode?

v. 55 o¬ oªj pô nM  s’EG  p¬∏dG  oâ r« nH  oâ r«nÑdG  pπ ng 

oô rÑ n°U  p√ pQG nO  rø nY  pQG sódG  pÖj pô n̈ pd  rπ ng nh 

His first stopping places are the  

  ones which long for him — 

He cannot endure falling short of 

  or being restricted from them!

v. 56 o¬ næ r≤ o°û nj  r» pJG nƒs∏dG  ≈ndhoC’G  o¬ od pRÉnæ ne 

oô r°ü nb  ’h  inó r© ne  sø o¡ ræ nY  ¬d  ¢ù«∏a
 

They are the places where his  

  grandfather obtained grace, 

  whence came to [Muḥammad]
the words of God, and the secret  

  and manifest.

v. 57   râ nënà rfG nh  n¢S ró o≤dG  o√ tó nL  ≈s≤n∏ nJ  oå r« nMh

oô r¡ nédGh  tô u°ùdGh  p¬∏dG  oäÉª∏c  ¬d
 

If the House wishes for [the  

  imam’s arrival],
indeed, its time has drawn nigh, 

  and “after hardship comes ease.”  

  [Q 94:5-6]

v. 58 râ nf nO  ó≤a  n∂r∏ pJ  oâ«ÑdG  sø nªnà nj  r¿EÉa 

oô r°ù oj  p√ pó r© nH  rø pe  oô r°ù o©dGh  É n¡ oà« pbG nƒ ne

 
If it yearns with longing for you,  

  verily [that is because],
its atmosphere is perfumed from 

  your sweet fragrance.

v. 59 ¬ sfEÉa  ∂«dEG  m¥ rƒ n°T  rø pe  sø nM  r¿EGh 

oô r°û nf  p√ uƒ nL  »a  n∑É sj nQ  øe  oó nL rƒo« nd

Are you not the son of its builder?   
  If you come to it,

its covers will be removed, and its  

  dusky sites will shine white.

v. 60 rân∏ né rfG  o¬nà rÄ pL  rƒn∏ na  p¬ r« pfÉ nH  nø rHG  nâ°ùdCG 

oô rÑ ö dG  o¬ oµ p°SÉnæ ne  râ s°†n« rHG nh  p¬« p°TG nƒ nZ
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The vale of Mecca would adore a  

  season

in which Mecca and [its holy site 

  of the] Ḥijr greet Maʿadd [Muʿizz] 
…

v. 61 lº p°S rƒ ne  ná sµ ne  pAÉ në r£ nH  ≈dEG  lÖ«pÑ nM 

oô ré pëdGh  oá sµ ne  p¬ r« pa  G vó n© ne  »u« në oJ

It is as though I see him — having  

  dealt with the [Egyptians so 

  virtuously]
that Baghdad wishes it could be 

  Egypt!

v. 72 kI nô« p°S  pΩ rƒn≤dG  »a  nQÉ n°S  ró nb  p¬ pH  » ufnCÉ nc 

oô r°ü pe  É n¡ sfnCG  rƒ nd  oOGó¨H  o¬ nd  tO nƒ nJ 

Congratulatory odes offered to Muʿizz on the same occasion by poets less 
connected with the da  ʿ wa also touched briely upon the major themes of 
Fatimid conquest ideology, but without contextualizing them in wider Fatimid 
theology, and not as fully as Ibn Hāniʾ in his congratulatory rāʾīyya cited 

above.  A poet named Aʿlī b. Aʿbdallāh al-Tūnisī referred to God’s pledge, 
but he did not anticipate the conquest of Baghdad, which, as a reference to 

mahdist-based expansionist ideas, would have been particularly apropos at 

this moment of Fatimid triumph.54  The Twelver Shiʿite poet Aʿbdallāh b. 
al-Ḥasan al-Jaʿfarī al-Samarqandī offered in his poem of felicitation the most 
detailed explanation of any Fatimid poet for the implication of the Abbasids 

in Ḥusayn’s blood by accusing them harshly, “you spilt the very blood [of 
the prophet’s kin] for which you sought vengeance [from the Umayyads]”, 
and by threatening, “You must be made to drink from the same cup you 
made the [prophet’s family] drink from.”  Samarqandī also mentioned the 
Imam’s justice, a mahdist idea.  But, like Tūnisī, he did not touch upon world 
hegemonic aspirations.55

Ideological inluence on Ibn Hāniʾ’s later poetry can also be noticed in a 

khāʾiyya in which he mentions a future Fatimid move to conquer India and 

Sind.  The poem is not deinitively dateable, but looking mainly to Baghdad, 
it could be from about the time of the Egyptian conquest.  Even though South 

Asian lands were distant from the central Islamic heartlands, the Fatimid daʿ 
wa was active there; Nuʿmān tells us that Manṣūr al-Yaman dā  ʿī Abū l-Qāsim 
had sent dā  ʿīs before the Maghribī appearance of Mahdī to “Hind (India) and 
Sind.”56  Afterwards, Mustanṣir would also send dā  ʿīs there, again through 

the conduit of the Yemeni da  ʿwa.  Being religio-political activists, these dā  ʿīs 

aspired to convert the people of those territories, and eventually also to gain 

political dominion.  Ibn Hāniʾ declared in his poem that the kings of India and 
Sind lay sleepless in fearful anticipation of Fatimid armies:57
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In the binding of the turban-crown   

  [upon your head], what you are  

  going to achieve is evident,

and possession of East and West is 

  written.

v. 52 l≠ pdÉ nH  nâfCG  Ée  pêÉsàdG  pó r≤ n©H  lø r« pÑ oe 

oñ sQnDƒ oªdG  pø r« n≤ paÉ nîdG  p∂r∏ oe  oäÉn≤« peh 

Where is the fortress that would try  

  to block you,

when your cavalry waters in the  

  muddy waters of  [the Baghdadi  

  neighborhood of ] Karkh?!

v. 53 √ oOGó p°S  ≈ n̈ rÑ oj  ∂æY  mô¨ãH  øjCGh 

 oñ nô rµ oJ  pñ rô nµdG  pá s« pî r∏ nW  »a  ∂o∏« rN nh 

Indian kings and Sindi ones have  

  been tested by

nights that left the elephant [which  

  formed an important component 

  of the Indian armies] lowing like 

  a young camel.

v. 54 Ég nó ræ p°Sh  p∑ƒ∏ªdG  nó ræ pg  râ nª né nY  óbh

oïn∏ r≤ nj  pô rµnÑdÉc  nπ r« pØdG  nø rc nô nJ  m∫Én« nd 

In 359/970, a year after the Fatimid conquest of egypt, when Muʿizz 
(and Ibn Hāniʾ) were still in North Africa, it was feared that Mecca and 
Medina would be overrun by the Byzantines.  In his most ideologically 
rooted aspirational poem yet, Ibn Hāniʾ encouraged Muʿizz to leave egypt 
in Jawhar’s hands and proceed in all haste to Iraq; presumably the Abbasids 

did not have the strength to protect the holy places (v. 39), and Muʿizz should 
now assume this role.58

So onward to Iraq, and leave Egypt  

  to him whom you sent there 

  earlier [Jawhar],
for this, the kingdom of Egypt, has 

  already become pure.

v. 39 o¬nà re só nb  rø nª pd  rQ nP nh  p¥Gô©dG  ≈dEÉ na 

É nØ n°U  ób  mô°üe  o∂r∏ oe  Gò¡a  kGô°üe

Addressing the caliph-imam as the descendent of the Prophet who had 

walked the streets of Mecca (v. 42), Ibn Hāniʾ predicted victories for him 
in the Ḥijāz, using the religious symbols of the prophet’s mantle (v. 45) and 
Aʿlī’s sword Dhū l-Faqār (v. 46).  He claimed that the planks of the prophet’s 
pulpit would rejoice with Muʿizz’s coming (v. 47).  Alluding to the ḥadīth 

in which Muḥammad had stated that between his grave and his pulpit was a 
paradisiacal lowerbed (rawḍa), Ibn Hāniʾ predicted that soon the Flowerbed 
(the imam himself, according to Fatimid esoterics) would return to its original 
freshness (v. 48).  He further declared that the sites of the ḥajj rituals — 

Marwa, Ṣafā, Ḥijr, and rukn — all yearned for the imam’s coming (vv. 50-51):
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It is as though I see [your] army, by  

  [whose multitudes]
the land of the Ḥijāz has become 

  straitened, advancing slowly in 

  the pilgrimage seasons.

v. 41 ¬H  râ nbÉ n°V  ób  p¢û r« nédÉH  »æ sfCÉµa

É nØ sd oO  pº p°SG nƒ nªdÉ pHh  pRÉ né pëdG  o¢VQCG
 

And I see you, o son of the one  

  who walked the [Meccan] vales,

become the rain cloud for the 

  drought stricken and the seeker 

  [of water]. 
… 

v. 42 kÓ pLÉ nY  pí pWÉ nHnC’G  uønà r°ù oe  nø rHG  n∂Hh

≈nØnà rYG pø neh inónà rLG pø ne nå r« nZ nä rô p°U ób

[I see you] visiting the grave of  

  your father, the grave of 

  Muḥammad,

surrounded by God’s sublime 

  angels;

v. 44 móªëe  nô rÑ nb  n∂ r« pHCG  nô rÑ nb  nä rQ nO rRG nh 

É nØ sæ nµnà oe  ≈n∏ o©dG  p¬```````````````∏dG  p∂ pF nÓ nª pH 

climbing onto the [pulpit] that 

  he climbed, standing in the place 

  where he stood,

in a mantle, shedding copious tears 

  [of joy]; 

v. 45 o¬ neÉ n≤ ne  nâ rª obh  o√É nb rô ne  nâ r« pb nQh 

É na sQ tòdG  ń rƒ oe tódG  …Q rò oJ  mI nO rô oH  »a 

girding two swords, God’s sword of

victorious aid, and your own  

  sword, the finely honed Dhū 

  l-Faqār;

v. 46 rø pe  p¬∏dG  n∞r« n°S  pø r« nØ r« n°S  G kóu∏ n≤ nà oe 

É nØ ng rô oªdG  pQÉ n≤ nØdG  G nP  n∂nØ«°Sh  mô r°ünf

so that the planks of   

  [Muḥammad’s] pulpit cool  

  [their eyes in happiness] under 

  you,

and cease their grief and agony;

v. 47 …òqdG  p√ pônÑ ræ pe  oOƒ oY  n∂nà rë nJ  sô p≤n« pd 

É nØ t¡n∏ nJh  kGô````````````````` t°ù në nJ  tô p≤nà r°ù nj  ’ 

and you return his Flowerbed  

  (rawḍa) to its first appearance,

being [fresher] in it than plants.

v. 48 É ng pó r¡ nY  p∫ shnCÉ nc  o¬nà n°V rh nQ  oó r« p© oJh 

É nb tƒnØ nJ  näÉnÑ sædG  É``````````¡«a  kÉb uƒnØnà oe
I see myself  reciting [the liturgical  

  responses of the ḥajj],
and walking gently in the alleys of 

  Mecca and Ṣafā.

v. 49 kÉ« uÑn∏ oe  oâ rL põ ng  ób  » pH  r»pæ sfnCÉ nch 

É nØ s°üdGh  ná sµ ne  pÜÉ n© p°T  nø r« nH  oâ rL nó ngh

I see the banner of your victory 

  waving,

hovering and fluttering between 

  Ṣafā and Marwa,

v. 50 kÉ≤ paÉ nN  n∑ pô r°ünf  pAG nƒp∏ pH  r»pæ sfnCÉ nch 

É na nô ra nQh  pø r« nJ nh rô nªdG  nø r« nH  nΩÉ nM  ób
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and the Ḥijr leaning forward to see 

  you in longing,

and the rukn, tremblingly bending 

  to look at you.

v. 51  É kb tƒ n°û nJ  ∂«dEG  É k©p∏ s£ oe  pô````````````` ré pëdGh 

É na tƒ n°û nJ  ∂«dEG  G võnà r¡ oe  pø````````````` rc tôdGh

Most importantly from an ideological point of view, Ibn Hāniʾ again afirmed 
that God’s pledge would be fulilled, couching this afirmation in his wish 
to see himself preaching a sermon for the Fatimids in Mecca and Baghdad 

(vv. 52-56):

[I see] myself asking the lord of  

  the House, in [the name] of his  

  Prophet’s son,

having taken you as the 

  [intercessor] who brings me close 

  to Him, thus being brought close. 

…

v. 52 p¬ u« pÑ nf  pø rHyÉ p̀ H  pâ«ÑdG  sÜ nQ  oâ rdnCÉ n°Sh 

É nØ pd rRoCÉ na  ¬«dEG  ≈nØ rd tõdG  ∂oà∏©Lh

Preaching in front of the people an 

  authoritative sermon

praising you — while the pledge of  

  your lord has been fulfilled! — 

v. 56 mπ n°ü r« na  nánÑ r£ oN  pΩƒ≤dG  nπ rÑ nb  oâ rÑ n£ nNh 

≈na nh  ró nb  n∂ uH nQ  oó rY nhh  ∂«∏Y  »pæ rKoCG

having preached in Zawrāʾ  
  [Baghdad] another like it,

having stood this very standing 

  before you [there]!

v. 57 É n¡n∏ rã pe  i nô rNoCG  pAG nQ rh sõdÉH  oâ rÑ n£ nNh 

ÉnØ pb rƒ nªdG  Gò ng  n∂ rj nó nj  nø r« nH  oâ rØ nb nhh

In 360/971, Ibn Hāniʾ composed a poem in praise of Muʿizz in which he 
expressed happiness over the fact that the Fatimid caliph-imam had conquered 

Egypt and Syria all the way to Aleppo, and predicted that his cavalry would 

soon drink from the euphrates in Iraq (vv. 46-48).  He reiterated his earlier 
statement that Mecca was calling out to the imam to come perform the ḥajj 
(v. 63).59

[You are the] one who subdued the  

  East and the West in their 

  vastness, including

all residing in them, king or hero.

v. 46 ≈dEG  pø r« nª« p¶ n© rdG  pø r« nb pô r°û nªdG  nô s̈ n°U  rø ne

pπ n£nH  hCG  pô reC’G  p∂«p∏ ne  rø pe  Éª¡«a  rø ne

[Who] covered the earth from  

  Egypt to Syria

In cavalry and infantry, and 

  wrapped up plains in mountains.

v. 47 mÖn∏ nM  ≈dEG  mô r°ü pe  rø pe  n¢VQC’G  n≥sÑ nWh 

pπnÑ nédÉ pH  nπ r¡ s°ùdG  s∞nd nh  kÓ rL nQh  kÓ r« nN
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Whose cavalry watered at the 

  Euphrates, not 

leaving until they had drunk fully 

  and become satiated.

…

v. 48 É nª na  päG nô oØdG  nAÉe  ¬o∏«N  räOQhCGh 

pπ n¡ sædÉ pH  sπ n© rdG  nør∏ n°U nh  ≈sà nM  n¿ rQ nó n°U

Freed from the business of warfare, 

  you can now perform the ḥajj.  If
you were to ask Mecca, she would 

  say “Come here!”  So go!

v. 63 rƒn∏ na  pêÉn« p¡ rdG  pπ r̈ o°T  rø pe  uè në∏d  nâ rZ nô na
 

pπ pë nJ rQÉ na  nâ r« ng  rândÉ nb  ná sµ ne  nâ rd nCÉ n°S

Two years later in 362/973, when Muʿizz had moved or was moving 
to Cairo, Ibn Hāniʾ wrote a long 202-verse poem in his praise which is 
particularly interesting for its declaration that blood revenge for Ḥusayn 
would soon be achieved (picking up on Qāʾim’s earlier threats in the same 
vein), for although Ḥusayn had been killed, his waliyy al-dam, Muʿizz, was 
alive (v. 137).  In these verses, the moral equivalence that Ibn Hāniʾ assumed 
between the Umayyads and the Abbasids as perpetrators of these crimes 

becomes clear, for while he made Yazīd responsible for the battle of Karbala 
(v. 132), while he warned Marwanid women of impending widowhood 
(v.130) and cited Umayyads as the killers (v. 146), he subordinated this entire 
Umayyad-naming section to earlier verses threatening the Abbasids in Iraq of 

imminent ruination at Fatimid hands (v. 123 ff.):60

[Swords are rising in wrath to  

  protect] the kingdom [of Islam] 
  in Baghdad, for its throne has 

  been turned over

to an arm (ʿaḍud = ʿAḍud al-

  Dawla, the Buyid sultan) without 

  a palm or a wrist. 

…

v. 123 o¬ o°T rô nY  sO oQ  pPEG  nOGó¨H  »a  p∂r∏ oª∏ pdh 

pº n°ü r© peh  x∞ nc  pô r« nZ  »a  mó o°† nY  ≈dEG
 

It is as though you [o Muʿizz]  
  have removed doubts from [these]  
  affair[s],
no right is [now] denied or 

  swallowed up.

v. 127 p¬ pJÉ n¡ oÑ o°T  rø nY  nô reC’G  nâ rØ n°û nc  ró nb  r¿nCÉ nc 

pº s°† n¡nà oj  ºdh  w≥ nM  ró n¡ n£ r°† oj  rºn∏ na

The waves of the Euphrates have  

  run bloody — it is unlawful

for one who waters at it to perform 

  ritual ablutions rather than the 

  tayammum (the substitute 

  ablution with earth)

v. 128 rõ oé nj  rº ndh  päG nô oØdG  oê rƒ ne  kÉe nO  n¢VÉ nah 

pº tªn« nJ  pô r« n̈ pH  lô r¡ oW  p√ pO pQG nƒ pd
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May stallions not bear the cavaliers 

  of war 

if you do not visit the [Abbasids] 
  with bay and dusky horses!

v. 129 É ng oOÉn« pL  mÜ rô nM  n¿É n°S rô oa  rân∏ nª nM  Ó na 

pº ng rOnCGh  mâ r« nª oc  rø pe  rº og rQ oõ nJ  rº nd  GPEG

May limpid water not run sweet for 

  [its] drinker

while there is a Marwanid woman  

  on earth who is not widowed!

v. 130 mÜQÉ°ûd  oìGôo≤dG  oAÉªdG  nÜ oò nY  ’h 

pº sjnCG  oô«Z  láq«fGh rô ne  p¢VQC’G  »ah

lo!  A Hāshimite hawk hovers over 

  them,

making the butterfly-thin bones of 

  the skull from each bodily frame 

  fly away,

v. 131 rº o¡s∏ nXnCG  É v«ª°TÉg  kGô r≤ n°U  s¿EG  n’CG 

pºnã ré ne  uπ oc  rø nY  pΩÉ n¡dG  n¢TG nô na  oô« p£ oj
 

Just like the battle day of Yazīd, when  

  the captured [Hāshimite] women 

  were sent away in exile

on rough camels with swaying 

  sides.

… 

v. 132 lI nó rj pô nW  É njÉnÑ s°ùdGh  mó rj põ nj  pΩ rƒn« nc 

عَثَمْثَمِ ฀ِالمِاَط ฀ِمَوَار ฀ِكُل ฀على 

But even if the best of 

  Muḥammad’s two grandsons 

  (Ḥusayn) has been killed,

indeed, the avenger of his blood 

  has not been killed.

v. 137 móªëe  r» n£ rÑ p°S  oô r« nN  rΩ sô nînà oj  r¿EÉ na 

pΩ sô nînà oj  rº nd  pQCÉ sãdG  s» pd nh  s¿EÉa
 

lo!  revenge for them [note the  

  plural — Ḥusayn and the imams 

  in his progeny] will not be lost — 

and seekers of revenge from among 

  you [o Fatimids] are not asleep.

v. 139 m™ pFÉ n°V  oô r« nZ  oº p¡« pa  G kô rJ ph  s¿EG  n’CG 

pΩ sƒ of  oô r« nZ  oº oµ ræ pe  mô rJ ph  oÜ sÓ oWh
 

This is in all likelihood Ibn Hāniʾ’s last poem.  After accompanying Muʿizz 
on his journey towards Cairo as far as Barqa, Ibn Hāniʾ turned back to collect 
his family before proceeding to Egypt; a few days later he died.

The Tunisian historian Ibn Abī Dīnār (l. end of 5th/11th c.) reports an 
interesting conversation between the Fatimid Caliph-Imam Muʿizz and a 
Byzantine envoy to his court in Cairo, who had earlier called on him in North 
Africa.  In this dialogue, Muʿizz reminded the ambassador Nikūlā: “Do you 
remember that when you visited me in Mahdiyya I told you that you would 

come to me in egypt and I would be king over her?  I tell you now that you 
will come to me in Baghdad and I will be king over her.”61  Muʿizz never 
achieved actual dominion over the Abbasid capital, but in his time, major 
steps were taken towards larger Fatimid hegemony, and as we have seen 
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through Ibn Hāniʾ’s poetry, his takeover of Abbasid lands was particularly 
successful.  Shortly after the conquest of Egypt, the Fatimids made their 

initial thrust into Syria, and the amīrs of Mecca and Medina also announced 

fealty.  During the rest of Muʿizz’s reign, the khuṭba was pronounced for 

him in the two holy cities, as well as in other parts of the Ḥijāz, large parts 
of Syria and Palestine, and in Sicily in the Mediterranean, in addition to the 

large stretch of land extending from the farthest Maghrib across North Africa 

and egypt to the red Sea.
The Muʿizzī conquests, particularly the events leading up to the capture of 

Egypt and the immediate aftermath, are nowhere better expressed than in the 

verse of Muʿizz’s court poet Ibn Hāniʾ, as are the speciics of the imperialist 
intentions that accompanied them and gained momentum under them.  I have 

discussed nine of these poems here, and there are many more.  Ya  ʿlāwī (who 
edited and analyzed Ibn Hāniʾ’s dīwān) appositely commented thus: “There 
is no doubt that when [Ibn Hāniʾ] prophesizes these desired victories, he is 
verbalizing the opinion of the caliph and announcing [concrete] upcoming 
military programs.  It is as though his poetry were a speaking book regarding 

the manifest and hidden aims of the State.”62  However, although Ibn Hāniʾ’s 

themes of hegemonic desires contained allusions to Fatimid ideology, they 

were not steeped in it in the same manner as the poems of the Caliph-Imam 

al-Qāʾim, or the dā  ʿīs Jaʿfar b. Manṣūr al-Yaman and Muʾayyad Shīrāzi, or 
even prince Tamīm.  Ibn Haniʾ was not a dā  ʿī himself, and may not have 

been versed in the deeper Fatimid doctrines.  In declarations of impending 

Fatimid victories in his later poems, he did use some ideas of the imamate (he 

had, after all, become close to Muʿizz, perhaps even converted to the Fatimid 
madhhab and studied its doctrines).  But on the whole, particularly in his 
earlier panegyrics, his presentation grounded itself in the commonly shared 

literary traditions of political panegyric from the Arabic heritage. 

Widening Aspirations in the Reign of al- Aʿzīz bi-L-lāh (r. 365-386/ 975-
996): Poems by the Royal Prince Tamīm b. al-Muʿizz

During the reign of Muʿizz’s son and successor al- Aʿzīz bi-l-lāh, Fatimid 
hegemony in the territories conquered by his father stayed essentially constant.  

Egypt remained the seat of their empire, the Maghrib and Sicily more or less 

loyal, and large parts of the Ḥijāz and Yemen in acknowledgement of their 
suzerainty.  Syria and palestine continued to be an arena of military tussle 
among the Fatimids, the Abbasids, the Byzantines, and the local rulers.  Aʿzīz 
personally led armies into Syrian territories and achieved victories there. 

Amīr Tamīm — eldest son of Muʿizz, brother of ʿ Azīz, and a distinguished 
poet — composed several poems praising Aʿzīz.  During Muʿizz’s reign 
Tamīm had perhaps been overshadowed by Ibn Hāniʾ, but in ʿAzīz’s time 
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he came into his own.  In four panegyrics for his brother the caliph-imam, he 

dwelt upon Fatimid hopes for dominion, particularly the conquest of Baghdad 

and the two holy cities of the Ḥijāz. 
In 368/978, Tamīm composed a 76-verse poem in alif congratulating ʿ Azīz 

upon a major victory under the caliph-imam’s personal command near ramla 
over the former Buyid-Abbasid commander [Aftakīn] “al-Turkī.”  The poet 
declared that news of Aʿzīz’s triumph was “making the rounds in Baghdad 
driving sleep from the eyes of the heretic [Abbasids]” and “scorching the 
souls of the Daylamite Buyid sultans” who ruled Baghdad in their name 
(vv. 61-66).  let them realize — said Tamīm, like other Fatimid poets before 
him — that “the time had drawn nigh” and the kingdom of the Abbasids 
would come to a “terrible end” (v. 67):63

You showed them battles that  

  exceed [in glory]
the battles of the earlier ages.

v. 61 oój põ nJ  mäÉ```````````````````` n© nb nh  oº o¡nà rj nQnCG 

≈ndoC’G  pQ rƒ og tódG  päÉ n© nb nh  ≈∏Y
Its report is making the rounds in 

  Baghdad,

driving sleep from the eyes of the 

  heretics.

v. 62 lá nd rƒ nL  Ég pô rc pP  rø pe p nOGó¨ÑH 

i nô nµdG  nø« pb pQÉ nªdG  pø nY  oO rh oò nJ

The souls of her Daylam[ite  

  sultans] spend the morning

and evening [scorched] by live  

  coals of deliberate eye-closing.

v. 63 …pónà r̈ nJ  É n¡ pªn∏ rj nO  o¢ù`````````````````````` oØ rfnCÉ na 

≈ n°† n̈ dG  pô rª nL  pπ rã pe  ≈∏Y  » p°ù rª oJh

When they heard of [the imminent 

  arrival of] Imam Aʿzīz,

they knew the worst [would 

  happen] and unbinding their 

  turbans, [stood up to run].

v. 64 põjõ©dG  pΩÉeE’ÉH  Gƒ````````````© pª°S  GPEG 

É nÑ oëdG  Gƒt∏ nMh  n¿ƒoæ t¶dG  Gh oAÉ n°SCG 

Fearing from his might a battle

grinding them like the pivot of the 

  grinding stone.

v. 65 ká n© rb nh  ¬`````````````` p°SCÉ nH  rø pe  ¿ƒ oaÉ nî nj 

≈ nM sôdG  pÖ r£o≤ pH  º¡«∏Y  oQ rh oó nJ
Būya [progenitor of the Buyid  

  sultans] calls out to his sons  

  [warning them] of it — 

he mourns them, while he himself 

  is pledged to putrefaction.

v. 66 p¬ pH  p¬ r« pæ nH  p¬ rj nƒ oH  … pOÉnæ oj 

≈n∏ pÑdG  oø rg nQ  nƒ rg nh  rº o¡ oH oó ræ njh
 

The time has drawn nigh, so let 

  them acknowledge

an imminent decline and an evil 

  fate.

v. 67 G rƒ of nPrCÉ n« r∏ na  oâ rb nƒdG  nÜ oô nb  óbh 

É n°†n≤dG  pA rƒ o°S nh  p∫G nh sõdG  p∂ r°T nƒ pH
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In the next few lines (vv. 68-73), Tamīm further underscored the doctrinal 
rationale behind such conquest by addressing Aʿzīz as the descendant of 
the prophet, the son of Aʿlī and Fāṭima, and also — in an interesting use of 
ta ʾ  wīl motifs — the “son” of the holy ḥajj sites of Ṣafā, Marwa, and the 
Ḥaṭīm. 

Further elaborating these same motifs in a short rāʾiyya, Tamīm celebrated 
the fact that “the dā  ʿī” had prayed for Aʿzīz “publicly” (muʿlinan) in Mecca 
during the ḥajj season, such that the ritual was blessed for that year’s pilgrims 

(v. 1).  The hills of Ṣafā and Marwa, and the well of Zamzam — all part 
of the ḥajj rites — longed for the caliph-imam to come, and the rukn and 
the Ḥijr — also holy sites in the Kaʿba — plainly prayed for his well-being 
(vv. 2-3).  Being the son of the prophet who had brought Islam and the Qurʾān, 
Aʿzīz was the legitimate possessor of the lands in which the Qurʾān had been 
revealed and Islam had gained might (vv. 4-5):64

The dā  ʿī prayed for you publicly at 

  Mecca,

and the ḥajj and its culmination 

  became pleasing for the people of 

  the holy season.

v. 1  É kæp∏ r© oe  ná sµ nª pH  » pYG sódG  n∂ pª r°SÉ pH  É nY nO 

oô rØ sædGh  tè nëdG  pº p°S rƒ nªdG  pπ rgnC’  ÜÉ n£ na 

Ṣafā and Marwa yearned for you,  

  as did [the well of] Zamzam.

The rukn and the Ḥijr overtly  

  pronounced benedictions upon you.

v. 2 lΩ nõ re nRh  p¿É nJ nh rô nªdG  ∂«dEG  râsæ nMh 

oô ré pëdGh  oø rc tôdG  ∂H  kÉë rj pô r°ü nJ  nÜ sƒ nKh

The pastures and meadows of the  

  verses of the Qurʾān — 

In them, belief became apparent,  

  and disbelief was overcome.

v. 3 l™ oH rQnCGh  p¿G nô o≤dG  päÉjBG  oì pQÉ n°ù ne 

oô rØ oµdG  n≠ ne nó rfG nh  o¿ÉªjE’G  nô n¡ nX  É¡H

A land in whose courtyards 

  revelation
promenaded, and by [the hands of] 
  whose inhabitants Islam was 

  aided — 

v. 4 É¡ p°UG nô pY  ø«H  p» rM nƒ r∏ pd  G nó nZ  l¢VQCGh 

oô r°ünf  É¡p∏gCG  »a  pΩÓ°SEÓdh  l∫É né ne
 

You, o son of the Prophet 

  Muḥammad,

are worthier of it, if the shining 

  proofs [are viewed].

v. 5 móªëe  u»ÑædG  nø rHyG  Éj  É n¡ pH  nâfCGh 

oô rg tõdG  oè né oëdG  pânfÉ nH  Ée  GPEG  t≥ nMnCG

In using the term “dā  ʿ ī ”, Tamīm could be referring to a Fatimid 
missionary, but in all likelihood he was alluding to the oficial khaṭīb, as 

the following contextualization of the poem by Idrīs in his ʿUyūn al-akhbār 

indicates (my paraphrase): “The khuṭba had earlier been proclaimed in Mecca 
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for al-Muʿizz.  In the reign of Aʿzīz, no ḥajj attendees — Abbasid princes 

included — were allowed to ‘challenge the Aʿzīzite [dominion] with their 
own.’  Indeed, ‘all oficial ceremonies (marāsim, presumably among them 

the khuṭba just referred to) were conducted, and the ḥajj took place, on this 

basis.’ ”65

In a longer poem in “l” combining ghazal with fakhr, Tamīm threatened 
the Abbasids that he would soon lead an army to defeat them (vv. 56-69).  
Historically, there is no evidence that Tamīm was ever involved in any 
military activity,66 so this may be just a way of saying that the Fatimids — 
not speciically Tamīm — would soon conquer Baghdad.  Using some of the 
by now familiar rationales for such a conquest, he threatened blood revenge 

(tha ʾ   r, v. 55) for all the Fatimid blood spilled, attributing it to the Abbasids 
and their spiritual forbears (vv. 47-54), and declared that the promised time 
for such revenge had come:67

o progeny of Aʿbbās, you are 

blood revenge targets for the sons 

  of [Fāṭima] al-Zahrāʾ — and the 

  time has drawn near. 

v. 55 »pænÑ pd  oº oàfCG  n¢SÉ sÑY  n∫BG  Éj 

oπ nLnC’G  É nf nO  ró nb nh  lQCÉ nK  pAG nô rg sõdG

May my hand not accompany me,  

  and

roads not usher me to exaltedness,

v. 56 râ n© n°ù sJG  n’h  … pó nj  »pæ rà nÑ pë n°U  n’

oπoÑ t°ùdG  n» pH  ≈n∏ o©dG  pÆ rƒo∏ oH  ≈dEG
if I do not visit you with a wave- 

  crashing army

whose sky is [formed by] shining 

  blades and lean spears,

v. 57 mÖ pénd  mπnØ rë né pH  rº oc rQ oRnCG  rº nd  r¿EG 

oπ oH tòdG  Énæ n≤dGh  o¢†«pÑdG  o√oDhÉ nª n°S

the East of the world and her West 

  filled

by its braves, experienced lions.

v. 58 É¡ nHô¨eh  É nf tódG  n¥ rô n°T  tó o°ù nj 

o∫ oõoÑdG  oº pZG nô s°†dG  oIÉ nª oµdG  ¬H

Tamīm used “the time has approached” motif again in a nūniyya felicitating 

Aʿzīz for the ʿĪd, declaring that the decreed time for Fatimids to rise up had 

arrived (v. 9).68 

o sons of Aʿbbās, cease your  

  defiance of  us,

for the time has come for us to fight 

  in every place.

v. 9 rº oµ nMÉ nª pL  É sæ nY  p¢SÉÑ©dG  »æ nH  G rƒ tØ oµ na 

p¿É nµ ne  uπ oµ pH  h oõ r̈ nf  r¿nCG  n¿BG  ró n≤ na

Although Tamīm penned more wine and love poems than panegyrics, the 
latter are beautiful illustrations of classical Arabic literature, and powerful 

examples of Fatimid praise poetry.  As the texts cited here demonstrate, the 
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doctrinal aspect in Tamīm’s praise verses is deep.  More so, it appears, than 
in Ibn Hāniʾ’s poetry, for although not active in proselytizing or preaching, 
Tamīm was a prince of the palace; he identiied closely with the family 
and its ideology, and one presumes that the imam and his dā  ʿīs had trained 

him in the doctrines of Fatimid esoterics (ta ʾ  wīl) since childhood.  Tamīm 
differed from Ibn Hāniʾ in another way as well.  Contrary to that court poet 
(and also different from Qāʾim in this regard), the prince named no speciic 
places as targets of conquest in his serenade of Fatimid victories.  But (like 

Qāʾim), he couched his laudations in Fatimid doctrine: themes of divine 
pledge fulillment, holy images of Meccan ḥajj sites, allusions to the Qurʾān 
and revelation, and motifs of descent from Muḥammad.  And he tied these 
aspects irmly with the person of the Caliph-Imam Aʿzīz.

The Conquest of Baghdad in the Reign of al-Mustanṣir bi-L-lāh (r. 427-
487/1036-1094) and the Beginning of the End: Poems by the Chief Dā  ʿī 
al-Muʾayyad al-Shīrāzī

Following Aʿzīz, the reigns of al-Ḥākim bi-Amr Allāh (r. 386-411/996-
1021) and al-Ẓāhir li-Iʿzāz Dīn Allāh (r. 411-427/1021-1036) did not see 
much further expansion, but during this period Fatimid borders remained 

more or less stable.  There are no major poets of this era whose dīwāns are 

extant, but numismatic and epigraphic materials speak to the continuity of 

a Qurʾān-based mahdist conquest ideology: Ḥākim’s coinage (like dā  ʿī Abū 
Aʿbdallāh’s seal ring much earlier) bore the Qurʾānic pledge fulillment 
verse “The word of your lord has been fulilled in truth and righteousness.  
None can alter His words.  He is All-Hearing, All-Knowing.”  oâ nªp∏ nc râ s n“ nh) 
( oº«p∏ n© rdyG  o™« pª s°ùdyG  nƒ og nh  p¬ pJÉ nªp∏ nµ pd  p∫ uónÑ oe  s’ k’ ró nY nh kÉb ró p°U n∂ uH nQ.69  And the plaque over 

the main entrance of the Ḥākim mosque (oficially named al-Jāmiʿ al-
Anwar) in Cairo cites another such Qurʿānic verse “We intend to bestow 
our favor on those who have been made weak in the earth, to make them 
imams, to make them the heirs.”  ‘  GƒoØ p© r°†oà r°SyG  nøj pòs dyG  ≈n∏ nY  sø o s‰  ¿nCG  oój pô of nh) 
( nÚ pK pQG nƒ rdyG  oº o¡n∏ n© r n‚ nh  ká sª pFnCG  rº o¡n∏ n© r n‚ nh  p¢V rQC’yG.70 

It was during the long 58-year reign of Ẓāhir’s son and successor al-
Mustanṣir bi-l-lāh (r. 427-487/1036-1094) that — as Maqrīzī tells us71 — 

the expanse of the Fatimid empire reached its apogee, and also began its 

decline. Al-Muʾayyad al-Shīrāzī was Mustanṣir’s chief [spiritual] gate (bāb 
al-abwāb) and chief missionary (dā  ʿ ī l-duʿāt).  A master expounder of 
Fatimid doctrine, he connected it irmly with Fatimid political aspirations, as 
we know from his eight hundred Majālis Muʾayyadiyya, where, among many 
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other such mahdist ideas, he praised the Fatimids as “imams for the people of 
the East and the West.”72  In 448/1056, Muʾayyad escorted supplies to Syria 
in readiness for a Fatimid attack on Baghdad, to be led by a former Abbasid 

general, Abū l-Ḥārith al-Basāsīrī.73  At this time, the Buyid protectorate of the 

titular Abbasid caliph in Baghdad had been taken over by the Saljuks and was 
headed by the Sultan Ṭughril Bēg.  Having negotiated hard and effectively 
to unite the refractory Syrian princes under the Fatimid banner, Muʾayyad 
declared in a stylized paronomasia illed fakhr poem that his campaign had 

been the most successful of all those aimed at felling the rival power.  He 
coupled his vaunting of the physical blows he had dealt to the Abbasid 

caliphate with the verbal blows he had inlicted on their authority with his 
“wise” and “rational” expositions, his correspondence with the Syrian rulers, 
his discourses among the believers, and his poems:74

Baghdad’s eye has never seen

dust like the dust raised by my feet.

v. 8 G kó nHnCG  ränCG nQ  É`````````````` ne  nOGó¨H  oø r« nY nh

»```````````````` pe nó nb  o√ nQÉ nKnCG  m ™ r≤næ nc  É k© r≤ nf
After I stopped the palms of a tyrant 

  [Ṭughril],
my pen clipped the nails of his evil.

…

v. 9 má n« pZÉ nW  s∞ ocnCG  r» uØ nc  pó r© nH  rø pe 

»ªn∏ nb  Ég uô n°T  nQÉ````````````````````ØXCG  nºs∏ nb

Indeed, the salvation of souls is in 

  my wise words,

and the intellect is my arbiter in 

  what I bring forth.

v. 11 » pª nµ pM  »a  p¢S rƒ oØ tædG  nIÉ né nf  qn¿EG 

» pª nµ nM  o¬ ob rƒ o°SnCG  É nª r« pa  oπ r≤ n©dGh

In 450/1058 — largely due to Muʾayyad’s dexterous negotiating efforts 
— the Fatimids conquered Baghdad.  The major milestone in the Fatimid 
hegemonic calendar had been achieved: Basāsīrī deposed the Abbasid caliph, 
cruciied his vizier, and pronounced the khuṭba for Mustanṣir on the pulpits 
of the Abbasid capital. 

Muʾayyad composed a poem thereupon with an explicitly ideological 
register. Glorying over his own prime role in the victory, he said he had 

strengthened the might of the “Children of Aaron” (v. 10, Aaron meaning 
Aʿlī in Fatimid esoteric interpretation, “brother” of the Moses of the Age, 
Muḥammad), and destroyed the ediice of the “Children of Hāmān” (second 
hemistich of v. 10, meaning the enemies of the Fatimids, here the Abbasids, 

just as pharoah’s vizier Hāmān was Moses’ enemy).75 
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A scowling day for the son of 

  Aʿbbās, in which

he met Death, appearing in person 

  in front of his eyes.

v. 4 p¬ pH  m¢SÉÑY  pø rH p’  mΩ rƒ nj  o¢SƒoÑ nYh 

p¬ pfÉn« p© pd  kÉ°ü uî n°ûnà oe  i nO sôdG  ≈ nb n’

[The Abbasid caliph] spent the  

  night stumbling in the train of  

  humiliation[’s robes]
exchanging his audience hall for 

  the narrow confines of a cell.

v. 5 má sd nò ne  p∫ƒ oj oP  »a  oôoã r© nj  näÉ nH  rPEG 

p¬ pfG nƒjpEG  øY  p¢ù rÑ nëdG  n≥« p°V  o¢VÉnà r© nj

He saw on the mast [his vizier] Ibn 

  Muslima,

from whose violence the mouth of  

  Islam had screamed [for help].

v. 6 …òqdG  ná nªp∏ r°ù oe  nø rHG  … pQÉ s°üdG  ≈∏Y inCG nQh 

p¬ pfG nh ró oY  rø pe  pΩ nÓ r°SE’G  oº na  râ sé n°V

May God water with buckets of his  

  mercy, the earth

of the grave in which 

  [Muʾayyad’s father] Abū ʿImrān 

  lies!

v. 7 i nônK  ¬pàªMQ  n∫É né p°S  o¬dE’G  ≈n≤ n°ù na 

p¬ pfG nô rª pY  ƒ oHnCG  p¬ r« pa  i nƒ nK  mô rÑ nb
 

Indeed, how many difficult  

  situations has his son stood firm in,

with steadfast heart and tongue,

v. 8 o¬ neÉ nb  mΩÉ n≤ ne  rø pe  rº nc  o¬næ rHG  s¿EG 
p¬ pfÉ n°ù pdh  p¬ pfÉnæ nL  pâ rÑnã pH  kÉÑ r© n°U

in order to raise the banners of the  

  Prophet and his progeny,

and to strike and pierce their 

  enemies.

v. 9 p¬ pdBGh  u»ÑqædG  päÉ njG nQ  p™ ra nQ  »a

p¬ pfÉ n© pWh  rº p¡ pJG nó p© pd  p¬ pHG nô p°Vh

How well does he shore up  

  the strength of the sons of [the 

  Prophet’s] Aaron,

and how well does he destroy 

  the edifice of the children of his 

  Hāmān.

v. 10 p¬ pfh oQÉ ng  r»pæ nH  i nƒ ob  tó o°û nj  rº nµ ndh 

p¬ pfÉ neÉ ng  »pæ nH  Énæ pH  tó o¡ nj  rº nµ ndh

A year later, Ṭughril recaptured Baghdad and reinstalled the Abbasid 
caliph.  For the Fatimids, this was the beginning of the end.  Although their 

empire lasted for another century, from now on its borders rapidly diminished.  

Some important dates in this regard are 468/1076, when the Saljuks took 
Damascus away from the Fatimids for good; and 492/1099, when the 
Crusaders conquered Jerusalem.  At the death of Mustanṣir’s grandson al-
Āmir bi Aḥkām Allāh in 524/1130, Fatimid boundaries encompassed only 
egypt.  This situation continued until in 567/1171, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Ayyūbī, 
the vizier of the last Fatimid (Ḥāiẓī) Caliph ʿĀḍid, offered the khuṭba for 

the Abbasids and inaugurated the sovereignty of their Ayyubid vassals in 
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the Fatimid heartlands. Although their spiritual da  ʿ wa continued in Yemen, 

India, and elsewhere, the political hegemony of the Fatimids, along with their 

immediate aspirations for world rule, came to an end.

Muʾayyad had sadly but deiantly proclaimed in his autobiography 
(Sīra) that the Fatimids may have lost Baghdad, but their dream of universal 
dominion would nevertheless be realized.  He asserted that God’s pledge that 
His kingdom would come through His “pious servants” would be fulilled.  If 
it was not to be for Muʾayyad’s imam Mustanṣir now, then such hegemony 
would become a reality for an imam from his progeny in the future.  When 

the destined moment arrived, a Fatimid imam would conquer the world, and 

bring light and justice to all:76

 …even though what happened, happened — regarding loss after 
gain and overthrow of leaders — the impression of the Mustanṣirite 
daʿwa, and the call of “Come to the best of deeds” ( p rÒ nN ≈n∏ nY s» nM 
π nª n© rdG, a key Shiʿite formula in the call to prayer) from the tops of 
miʾdhanas and minarets remained on pulpit heights in the land of 

the two Iraqs.  “God will complete His light despite the pagans’ 
abhorrence” (¿hôaÉµdG n√ pô nc ƒdh √ pQƒf tº pà oe o¬∏dGh / Q 61:8) and He will 
fulill His promise when He says “We have written in the psalms 
after the remembrance that the earth will be inherited by [our] 
pious servants” É n¡ oK pô nj n¢V rQnC’G s¿nCG pô rc uòdG pó r© nH rø pe pQ rƒ oH sõdG ‘ Énæ rÑ nà nc ó≤dh) 
(¿ rƒ o p◊É s°üdG n… pOÉnÑ pY / Q 21:105 — if God Almighty wills. 

Geographic Compass of Fatimid Conquest Aspirations: The Islamic 

Empire and Beyond

The Fatimids hoped for universal dominion.  Qāʾim’s declaration that 
“God would conquer the east for us and the West, God would conquer all” 
(v. 5, “Allāhu”-rhymed poem),77 was not mere rhetoric; it meant literally East 

and West, as the ideological context of this and other poems indicates, as does 

the historical record of Fatimid conquests in the East.  But as their poetry also 

reveals, they early on had a series of speciic steps in mind to reach their inal 
goal.  Notwithstanding the considerable time and resources spent on securing 

rule and building infrastructure in North Africa — including two new capital 

cities, Mahdiyya and Manṣūriyya, large mosques, grand palaces, and a major 
harbor — they had never intended to stay on.  In broad strokes, their poetry 

tells of the following geographic intentions: After the consolidation of their 

western empire, they irst planned to conquer egypt, whence they intended 
to overthrow the Abbasids and capture Baghdad (both of which they did, 

although in the case of Baghdad the dominion was short lived).  Then they 
hoped to go on to defeat the Byzantines, secure the frontier domains, extend 
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their power base as far away as India, and eventually — without actually 

identifying places further distant — achieve worldwide hegemony. 

As we have seen, the verse of Qāʾim and Ibn Hāniʾ (and to a lesser extent 
Tamīm and Muʾayyad) speciies the lands the Fatimids intended to conquer, 
and using concurrent ideological motifs, it frames these expected conquests 

in the broader Fatimid perception of themselves — the progeny of the Prophet 

— as the sole rightful rulers of the Islamic world.

The poets most often targeted Baghdad.  Capital of the Abbasids, it 

was not only the physical hub of their power, but also the symbol of their 

caliphate.  If Baghdad fell, the Fatimid caliphate would have no serious rival 

in the Islamic world.  Beginning with the pre-establishment poets in Yemen 

and North Africa, we see prophecies of Abbasid downfall at the hands of the 

mahdī from the Banū Fāṭima, with the declaration by dā  ʿī Abū l-Qāsim, “Say 
to the Abbasids, get ready to leave!”  These prophecies persisted and gathered 

speciicity and strength as the decades went on — Qāʿīm loudly and clearly 
proclaimed: “our ighting will focus on Baghdad” (v. 3) and “Baghdad is 
my goal” (v. 27, lāmiyya) — until they crescendoed in the poems of Ibn 
Hāniʾ just before and after the Fatimid conquest of egypt, an Abbasid vassal-
state.  When Fusṭāṭ fell, Ibn Hāniʾ immediately urged Muʿizz “onward to 
Iraq!  leave egypt to [Jawhar’s care]!” (v. 39, fāʾiyya).78  prince Tamīm 
continued to emphasize the inevitability of Fatimid victory over Baghdad, 
pronouncing in the wake of Aʿzīz’s victorious battle with Aftakīn in Syria 
that “its report was making the rounds in Baghdad, driving sleep from the 
eyes of the heretic [Abbasids].”  Muʾayyad in his verse celebrated the actual 
victory in 450/1058, saying it had been “a scowling day for the [captured and 
deposed] son of  Aʿbbās” (v. 4, nūniyya) and that he, Muʾayyad, had “raise[d] 
the banners of the prophet and his progeny” (vv. 8-9, nūniyya) by striking at 
the core of the Abbasid empire.

Egypt was another key land mentioned as a potential conquest by the 

Fatimid poets.  Not only was it a necessary capture if the Fatimids wanted to 

take Baghdad, but in its own right, it was a wealthy, self-sustaining province 

strategically placed in the center of the Islamic lands — the perfect hub from 

which to launch a program of universal dominion.  Early on in the dynasty, 

Qāʾim had led two expeditions to Alexandria in 302/914 and 306/918, and 
had declared in his poetry that he would conquer Egypt.  In one of his poems 

he said, “My cavalry hastens towards … egypt” (vv. 26-27, lāmiyya) and in 
another, he invited his father Mahdī who had “sent [him] to egypt” (v. 8) to 
“await victories at … [the banks of] the Nile (and the euphrates and Tigris)” 
(vv. 16-17, lāmiyya).  In 358/969, Qāʾim’s grandson Muʿizz conquered 
egypt.  Ibn Hāniʾ celebrated the victory, portraying it as the prelude to the 
conquest of Baghdad.  Mocking the Abbasids, he intoned “The sons of 
Aʿbbās ask: ‘Has egypt been conquered?’  Say to the sons of Aʿbbās: ‘[Your 
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kingdom] is inished.’” (v. 1, rāʾiyya).  In a variant reading of the same verse, 
he connected the egyptian victory even more directly to a larger plan: “Make 
ready to attack Baghdad, for Egypt is conquered!” (v. 1, rāʾiyya).  The later 
Fatimid poets Tamīm and Muʾayyad had no need to express hopes of its 
conquest for the obvious reason that egypt was already subjugated.

Mecca and Medina had symbolic value.  Earlier maintained for the 

Abbasids by their vassals from Egypt, they came into the Fatimid fold along 

with their conquest of Egypt.  As the two holiest places of Islam, all Muslims 

were required to visit them at least once in their lifetime.  The Fatimid poets 

inverted the metaphor.  Ibn Hāniʾ and Tamīm declared that it was not only 
the Fatimid imam who yearned to visit the House, but the House itself, and 
the sacred sites of the ḥajj, all ardently desired the imam’s coming.  Ibn 

Hāniʾ avowed, “The vale of Mecca would adore a season in which Mecca … 
greet[ed Muʿizz]” (v. 61, rāʾiyya), and Tamīm declared to Aʿzīz, “Ṣafā and 
Marwa yearn for you, as does [the well of] Zamzam” (v. 2, rāʾiyya).  The 
poets enhanced the hegemonic symbolism of Mecca and Medina by images 

of the imam, with his banners of triumph, arriving in Medina, and after long 

centuries of darkness reinstating the true rule of God.  Ibn Hāniʾ envisaged 
Muʿizz “visiting the grave of [his] [fore]father Muḥammad surrounded by 
angels” (v. 44, fāʾiyya) and “climbing [Muḥammad’s] pulpit … wearing a 
mantle and … the sword Dhū l-Faqār” (vv. 45-46, fāʾiyya).  Although the 
Fatimid imam was never able to  personally visit the Ḥijāz, the amīrs of 
Mecca and Medina proclaimed the khuṭba for him on and off for about a 

hundred years in the second half of the fourth and the irst half of the ifth 
centuries A.H., from the reign of Muʿizz through half of Mustanṣir’s.  Tamīm 
expressed joy at one such instance of recognition, saying to Aʿzīz: “The 
dā  ʿī prayed for you publicly in Mecca” (v. 1, rāʾiyya; probably, as I said 

earlier, referring to the preacher’s invocation for the ruling caliph in the 

oficial khuṭba). 
Syria, with its adjacent lands northward up to Armenia, was an arena where 

the Muslims and the Byzantines constantly struggled for control; as was the 
comparatively less consequential Mediterranean island of Sicily.  Qāʾim 
expressed intentions to conquer several Syrian towns in the interior of the 

dār al-Islām and the imams’ earlier da  ʿwa center Salamiyya, but he as well 

as Ibn Hāniʾ focused more on Syrian towns on the frontier with Byzantine 
dominions, portraying them as crying out for the Fatimid imam’s help.  

Qāʾim declared “A day [of victory awaits] us at raqqa, rāiqa, and Bālis …  
How many [of our enemies will lie] prostrated among the rocks in Damascus 
… and Ḥimṣ, and Salamiyya, and the frontier towns … up to the mountains 
of Armenia …” (vv. 32, 39-40).  In two poems targeting the Byzantines, 
Ibn Hāniʾ also mentioned Aleppo, proclaiming to Muʿizz: “I have not seen a 
visitor of enemies like your sword — Is there greeting and welcome among 
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Byzantine skulls?  What lures the Catholicos to Aleppo is the [easy] booty to 
be looted there …  [But] the darkness … will be removed … the cross will 
relinquish control over Armenia” (vv. 24, 32, 53, 55, bāʾiyya).  elsewhere, 
Ibn Hāniʾ compared the Fatimids’ success against the Byzantines in Sicily to 
the Abbasids’ poor record in Syria: “The land which the Domestikos attacked 
(i.e., Sicily) was protected by a sword drawn for God’s cause (i.e., the Fatimid 
imam).  Its earth is not Aleppo (which, being under the Abbasids, is poorly 
defended) …” (vv. 53-54, lāmiyya).  The Fatimids, said their poets, would 
safeguard the domains of Islam from the marauding Christian armies in a way 

that the Abbasids could not.

palestine and its city of ramla (near Jerusalem) were singled out by Ibn 
Hāniʾ, who declared in his tribute to Jawhar’s forces (which were then moving 
towards egypt) that “palestine has given over her reins, no area within her 
boundaries remains defended. ramla the well-protected is not the irst place 
to ind no refuge from you[r strike]” (vv. 69-70, ʿayniyya).

Khurasan, Kabul, Sind, and India — lands successively east of the central 
Islamic lands — also igured in the Fatimid scheme of conquest.  After 
defeating the Abbasids and taking control of Iraq and Persia, the Fatimids 

hoped to extend their control ever further eastward.  Early on in the dynasty, 

Qāʾim addressed his father saying, “You sent me to conquer egypt, Syria, 
Khurasan, Iraq and persia (lit. the two Iraqs) in their entirety” (v. 8, lāmiyya).  
Half a century later, Ibn Hāniʾ declared in the same vein that with Muʿizz’s 
taking of egypt “there [had] shone forth … a road to the far end of Khurasan” 
(v. 76, ʿayniyya).  eyeing lands yet further east, Qāʾim in another poem 
avowed “My cavalry will night-march beyond the Nile seeking the enemies 
of religion until it rests in Kabul!”  (v. 37, lāmiyya).  “Kabul” its the rhyme 
scheme of his lāmiyya poem, and this could be the literary reason Qāʾim 
brought it up, but seen as a logical subsequent step east from Khurasan 
towards India, it could also have been a real target.  The next eastern country 

of consequence was India, and Ibn Hāniʾ connected the awaited defeat of the 
Abbasids with a forward march east, prophesying in one verse Baghdad’s 

fall, then asserting that “Indian kings and Sindi ones have been tested by 
nights [of fearful anticipation of the Fatimids’ coming]” (v. 54, khāʾiyya).  
As mentioned earlier, the western and north-western parts of the Indian 

subcontinent were home to a covert Fatimid mission overseen by the daʿwa 

in the Yemen.

In addition to the lands that the Fatimids aspired to, it is interesting to 

think about which ones did not interest them as much and why, particularly 

the obvious one just across the Mediterranean to the north from the Maghrib 
— Andalusia.  At the onset of the Fatimid empire, Muḥammad b. ramaḍān 
prophesied the downfall of the Spanish Umayyads, the “Banū Marwān” (v. 
12, rāʾiyya) and later, Ibn Hāniʿ assured Muʿizz that “the Umayyads … are 
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stunned [by Jawhar’s victories in the western Maghrib c. 348/959], such that 
they imagine you appearing”  (v. 42, ḥāʾiyya).79  But by and large, Andalusia 

does not appear to have igured as an important target conquest in Fatimid 
poetry.  In addition to possible military and political reasons for the Fatimids’ 

relative indifference to Spain, our poetry highlights an ideological one: their 

long-term plan to move eastward.  Spain was too far away from the central 

Islamic realms to play a role in aspirations for the conquest of the latter, and 

the Fatimids saw themselves not just as a peripheral dynasty, but as rulers of 
the Islamic world.

 

Doctrinal Underpinnings of Aspirations of Conquest: Retribution for 

Earlier Injustices Suffered and Fulillment of God’s Pledge

While poets of other early Islamic dynasties also ascribed their patrons’ 

dominion to God’s will and aid, their verse was relatively less oriented 

towards religion, and generally did not bear messianic overtones.  Moreover, 

although these poets celebrated their patrons’ immediate victories, they do not 

seem to have laid out plans for future conquests by him or his progeny.  This 

difference becomes clear if we glance at victory odes composed by some of the 

preeminent poets of the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Spanish Umayyad dynasties 

(translated and analyzed by Stetkevych in her work on poetic legitimation 
mentioned earlier).  Akhṭal, in his poem “The Tribe Has Departed”, asserted 
that “God made [the Umayyad Caliph Aʿbdalmalik] victorious [over the 
rebelling Ibn al-Zubayr],” where rather than the Qurʾanic terms fatḥ and 

naṣr he used the word ẓafar to mean victory, and where, although he used 

the weighty appellation “Caliph of God” for his patron, he applied no other 
overt religious doctrine.80  Abū Tammām, in his famous poem celebrating the 
Abbasid Caliph Muʿtaṣim’s conquest of the Byzantine fortress of Amorium 
that begins “The sword is more veracious than books”, utilized relatively 
more religious allusion: he used Qurʾānic references saying the caliph was 
“nourished on victory (naṣr)” and in his line “God hurled you against her 
two towers”;81 and he connected his patron’s triumph over the Christians 

with the prophet’s defeat of the Meccans, claiming that “The closest lineage 
connect[ed] the days of Badr to [the caliph’s] victorious days”.82 But despite 

this relatively copious religious base, Abū Tammām’s legitimation was quite 
different in character from that of the Fatimids messianic imamate doctrine.  

Unlike them, he used no references to the establishment of just rule on earth, or 
of expectations of retribution for past oppression; nor did he bring in allusions 

to universal hegemony and the fulillment of God’s pledge  The later Abbasid 
poet Mutanabbī played on his patron’s title and constantly referred to him as 
the “Sword of God”, as in his poem celebrating Sayf al-Dawla’s defeat of the 
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Byzantine domesticus Bardas phocas that began “each man’s fate is ixed 
by his own custom”; but the sword-of-God motif is almost the full extent of 

theological thematizing in Mutanabbī’s poem.83  Although the Abbasids had 

come to power largely through a Shiʿite call for retribution which was itself 
underpinned by messianism (both of which were symbolized in their black 
banners), these two galvanizing themes appear to have disappeared from the 
Abbasid propaganda vocabulary after their accession to power, perhaps as 

a result of their early distancing of themselves from the Shiʿa movements, 
which had formed the groundswell of their revolt.  This ideological shift is 

clear in the absence of mahdist and retribution motifs from the poetry of their 

major panegyrists.  As for the Spanish Umayyads, one of their famed poets, 
Ibn Darrāj, writing in Andalusia at the very time of the egyptian Fatimid 
caliphate, came closer to the Fatimid doctrinal hegemonic motif of God’s 

pledge when he said to Sulaymān, his prince of Qurashī Meccan lineage, 
“Your house found repose in Mecca’s broad valley until the return of days 
whose promised time drew near”; but Ibn Darrāj’s “promised time” was for 
“processions of cavalry” and other items of military glory with no clearly 
professed religious connection: no reference to justice or other mahdist ideas, 
no references to the Kaʿba or ḥajj rites, and no other Islamic references.84

In contrast, the Fatimids had a distinctive religious ideology driving their 

conquest aspirations.  Their poets grounded hopes for conquests in Egypt, Iraq, 

Syria and elsewhere, as well as their broader desire for universal hegemony, 

irmly in their mahdist doctrine of the imamate.  They characterized their 
anticipated conquests as the fulillment of God’s pledge to humankind — to 
provide retribution for past injustices, and to realize divine rule on earth — 
through the victorious re-emergence (ẓuhūr) of the imam.

The set of poetic motifs that looked to the past sought retroactive justice 
for the collective Hāshimite blood spilled in the years following the death of 
the prophet Muḥammad, particularly blood revenge (tha ʾ r) for his grandson 
Ḥusayn.  Fatimid poets viewed the Abbasids as spiritual heirs of the Umayyad 
perpetrators, and as successors of the irst three Sunnī caliphs who “laid the 
foundations” for the killings.85  on the other hand, the Fatimid poets regarded 
their imams as spiritual heirs of the victims, heroes who sacriiced their lives 
to save humankind.  Yazīd’s army had slaughtered Ḥusayn, along with a 
small group of family and companions, after denying them water for three 

days on the banks of the euphrates in Karbala.  In our poetry, that river was 
often the symbol that glued together the two themes of rule and revenge, 

being at once the site of Ḥusayn’s suffering, and a symbol for Abbasid lands, 
for it lowed physically through them.  In one poem, Qāʾim mentioned the 
banks of this river as the site of a looming battle with the Abbasids: “our 
souls shall be ‘quenched’ with their delicious blood … when they come [to 
ight us] … from the opposite bank of the euphrates!” (vv. 33-35, lāmiyya), 
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and he followed this forecast with a line about the martyr who had died 

thirsty on its banks: “I remembered Ḥusayn, my eyes illed with tears, and 
I said: I shall not forget my forbears! I shall kill each leader and follower 

among the [enemy] …” (v. 36, lāmiyya).  Ibn Hāniʾ used the very terms 
tha ʾ r and witr (both meaning blood-revenge) to validate ighting the Abbasids, 
afirming ominously that “revenge (witr) for [al-Ḥusayn’s killing] would not 
be lost” (v. 139, mīmiyya).  He declared that the euphrates would run red 
with Abbasid blood, then lamented the suffering of Ḥusayn and his family, 
and afirmed in climax that “even if the best of Muḥammad’s two grandsons 
ha[d] been killed, indeed, the avenger of his blood [waliyy al-tha ʾ r, Muʿizz] 
is alive” (v. 137, mīmiyya).  He went on to announce: “More worthy of blame 
than Umayya … are men who are the root of the disease … who nominated 
Taym [to the caliphate] (alluding to Abu Bakr who was from this clan) …” 
(v. 157, mīmiyya).86  The Twelver Shiʿite poet Samarqandī, in his praise of 
Muʿizz upon his conquest of egypt, accused the Abbasids of spilling the very 
blood — i.e., of the same family, the Prophet’s kin — for which they had 

claimed to seek vengeance when they revolted against the Umayyads: “You 
have spilt the very blood that you sought vengeance (tha ʾ r) for …” (v. 20, 
rāʾiyya).  prince Tamīm too, applied the term tha ʾ r to the Abbasids when he 

stated: “o sons of Aʿbbās, you are blood-revenge targets (tha ʾ r) for the sons 
of [Fāṭima] al-Zahrāʾ” (v. 55, lāmiyya). 

In speaking of the immediate oppression of the Abbasids, the righting-

of-earlier-injustices theme was channeled into the poets’ present.  Qāʾim 
explained why he was intent upon conquering Baghdad by saying that “there 
is glaring oppression and sedition there … [the Abbasids] harbor unjust 
enmity for us, they wish to kill us, o how many bitter cups of bereavement 
have they made us drink [in the past]!”

In tandem with this retrospective rationale, the set of motifs that looked 

to the future anticipated the fulillment of God’s pledge to His prophets that 
their heir, the righteous imam, the mahdī in the line of the last Prophet and 

his legatee, would one day rule the earth.  The kingdom belonged to him, 

and God would restore it to him.  Within this philosophy of cyclical time, the 

Fatimid poets emphasized a dual suite of aspects: the injustice of Abbasid 
usurpation of the caliphate, and the imminence of its replacement with a 

reign of justice and light.  At the beginning of the dynasty in a challenge 
poem to the Abbasids after his march on Alexandria, Qāʾim used Qurʾānic 
phraseology to signal realization of the Almighty’s assurance, declaring: 
“When the [triumph] that I had been promised (kuntu mūʿadan bihi) arrived, 
God’s aid (naṣr) hastened [to me] bringing victory (fatḥ)” (v. 21, bāʾiyya).  
In the last few years of the North African phase, Ibn Hāniʾ belligerently 
instructed the Abbasids to return what they had stolen: “Say to the Abbasids, 
return that which you have usurped (ruddū maẓāliman), for the time for 
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you to return usurped things has arrived!” (v. 9, mīmiyya), and anticipated 
invoking Muʿizz’s name on the pulpits of Mecca and Baghdad “while the 
pledge of [Muʿizz’s] lord ha[d] been fulilled” (v. 56, fāʾiyya).  Decades 
later in egypt, Tamīm added his assertions — several times over — that the 
moment of triumph had approached.  In a poem of congratulation to Aʿzīz, he 
intoned “The time has drawn nigh (qad qaruba l-waqt), so let [the Abbasids] 
acknowledge their imminent decline …” (v. 67, aliiyya).87  Elsewhere, he 

connected the arrival of the awaited moment with the obligation upon his 

own Fatimid family to take up arms, stating “The time has come (fa-qad āna 
an naghzū) for us to ight in every place” (v. 9). 

The poets pointed out that the imam was not undertaking this mission for 

personal gain.  It would be the people who beneited from his just rule; it was 
they who longed for him to reveal his auspicious self. Indeed, not only people, 

but — inverting the metaphor as mentioned earlier — the very land of Egypt, 

the Ka  ʿba, and the holy places of Mecca and Medina, all anxiously awaited 
his goodly presence among them.  As Tamīm put it: “Ṣafā and Marwa yearn 
for your coming!” (v. 2, rāʾiyya) and as Ibn Hāniʾ beseeched: “egypt longs 
for you … so quench her thirst …!” (v. 38, mīmiyya).
 

In the preceding pages, I have read Fatimid poetry for historical informa-

tion, and shown it to be a dynamic interface between political ambitions and 

religious ideology. The verse of the Fatimid poets records their aspirations 

— even as they irst came on the scene in North Africa — to overthrow the 
Abbasids, claim the full Islamic empire in progressive eastward stages, then 

go beyond to conquer the world.  Furthermore, it tells us that they anticipated 

these victories in a mahdist frame, as retribution for past injustices suffered 
by their forbears, and as a fulillment of God’s pledge to humankind in the 
revealed Books that a righteous imam would one day establish just rule on 
earth. In this manner, the case of the Fatimids speaks for the vital relevance 

of poetry to the construction of a nuanced historical narrative.
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(1986: 344-347).  Cited by the Ṭayyibī dā  ʿī Ṭāhir Sayf al-Din in Risālat masarrāt 
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If you say you have killed the  

  Umayyads

by removing their errant seducer  

  and nullifying their disbeliever.

v. 18 áq«eCG  É`````````æ∏àb  É qfEG  oºà∏b  ¿EÉa 

Ég pQƒØ nc  pôØch  É¡jhÉZ  πjóÑàH

We have found you to walk after 

  them

in worse paths and walks than theirs.

v. 19 Égó©H  ¿hô«°ùJ  ºcÉfóLh  É qfEÉa

 Ég pô«°ùeh  É¡LÉ¡æe  øe  níÑbCÉH
You have spilt the very blood that  

  you sought vengeance for —

Can the palm of the perpetrator  

  grasp retribution?

v. 20 √QCÉãH  ÉæÑ∏W  ºà∏b  ÉeO  ºàµØ°S 

 Ég pQƒJh  t∞ nc  nQÉJhC’G  ∑Qó oj  π¡a

Blood of noble ones, whose blood  

  cannot go unavenged —

the whole world is not sufficient 

  compensation for the death of the 

  smallest one among them.

v. 21 ÉgDhÉeO  sπ n£ oJ  ºd  ΩGôc  øe  lΩO

 Ég pô«¨°üd  i kƒ nJ  É«fódG  ∫ó©J  ’h 

You must be made to drink from  

  the same cup you made them 

  drink from —

by the hands of its slashers and 

  destroyers.

v. 22 oºà« n≤ n°S  m¢SrCÉµH  Gƒn≤°ù oJ  ¿CG  óH  ’h

Ég pô«Ñ oeh  É¡uãàée  …nój  øe  É¡H 

lo!  Give up those borrowed items  

  [the caliphate]!  They belong — 

Despite your intense dislike — to 

  their lenders!

v. 23 É¡ qfEÉa  …QG nƒ n©dG  ∂∏J  Gƒªq∏ n°S  ’CG 

 Ég pô«© oªd  ºµ oaÉfBG  âªZQ  ¿EGh
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65 Idrīs, ʿUyūn VI (Ghālib ed.), 216.
66 From the medieval sources, for example, Maqrīzī does not mention any such 

activity in his biography of Tamīm (Muqaffā II, 588-600).  Neither do the modern 
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to his edition of Tamīm’s Dīwān (1971: 13) asserts that Muʿizz was careful not to 
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68 Ibid., 449-451.
69 Q 6:115.  See photograph and discussion of Ḥākim’s coin inscription in Merchant 

(2008: 114).
70 Q 28:5.  From personal observation in 2009.
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unfriendly to himself, in which he declared that Baghdad’s eye had never had to 
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