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Responses to crucifixion in the Islamic world 
(1st-7th/7th-13th centuries)

Tilman Seidensticker*

The!first!longer!treatment!of!crucifixion!as!a!punishment!in!the!Islamic!world!
in!a!European!language!was!a!contribution!by!Otto!Spies!to!the!Festschrift 
für Gustav Mensching!in!1967,!bearing!the!title!“Über!die!Kreuzigung!im!
Islam”! (“On! crucifixion! in! Islam”).! This! article! treats! the! background! of!
the!punishment!in!the!Qur"#n,!prophetic!tradition!("ad#th)!and!the!books!of!
Muslim!jurists!and!then!presents!a!long!list!of!reports!about!crucifixions!in!
the!Arabic!historical,!biographical!and!narrative!literature.1!Nine!years!later,!
Hellmut!Ritter’s!short!article!“Kreuzigung!eines!Knaben”!(“Crucifixion!of!a!
young!boy”)!was!published!posthumously!by!Rudolf!Sellheim.2!The!article!
mainly!consists!of!a!translation!of!a!report!in!Ab$!Sh#ma’s!(d.!665/1268)!
al$Dhayl %al& al$raw'atayn!about!a!young!Turkish!slave!who!was!nailed!to!
the!cross!alive!in!Damascus!in!646/1248.!The!slave!allegedly!had!killed!his!
master.!From!a!remark!of!Ab$!Sh#ma!and!a!line!of!poetry!quoted!by!him!
one!gets!the!impression!that!the!slave!had!had!to!defend!himself!from!sexual!
harassment! on! his! master’s! part.! Ab$! Sh#ma! describes! the! young! man’s!
death,!stretching!over!two!days,!in!detail!and!with!subtle!sympathy!for!the!
offender.!The!impact!of!Ab$!Sh#ma’s!prose!is!so!strong!that!even!a!modern!
reader!will!find!it!difficult!to!read!the!Arabic!original!(or,!for!that!matter,!the!
German!translation!by!Ritter)!through!to!the!end.

My!contribution!deals!with! some!comparable! texts! containing! infor"
mation!on!how!crucifixion!as!a!punishment!or!method!of!deterrence!was!
perceived! by! contemporaries.! These! texts! are! Arabic! poems,! composed!

*! This! contribution! was! originally! presented! at! the! International! Seminar! “The! public!
display! of! violence! in! Islamic! societies”! at! the! Consejo! Superior! de! Investigaciónes!
Científicas!in!Madrid!(15–16!June!2006).!This!enlarged!version!was!written!during!my!
sojourn!as!Senior!Research!Fellow!at!the!Alfred!Krupp!Wissenschaftskolleg!Greifswald!
in! the!summer!of!2008.!I!wish! to!express!my!gratitude! to! the!Stiftung!Alfried!Krupp!
Wissenschaftskolleg!for!its!generous!support.
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between!the!early!Islamic!period!and!the!7th/13th!century.!They!were!col"
lected!by!Manfred!Ullmann!in!a!monograph!published!in!1995;!Ullmann!
successfully!identified!no!fewer!than!eighty%three!of!these!poems.3!Before!
presenting! the!poems!and!relevant!verses,!I!will!give!some! introductory!
information!on!(1)!the!juridical!status!of!crucifixion,!(2)!the!frequency!of!
its!application,!and!(3)!the!practice!as!far!it!becomes!visible!in!the!poems.

Juridical!aspects4

Crucifixion! is!mentioned! in!Qur"#n!5:33!as!one!of! the!punishments! for!
banditry! (mu"&raba),! the!other!ones!being!execution!of! the!perpetrator,!
cutting!off!his!hands!and!feet!on!alternate!sides,!and!expelling!him!from!
the!land.!Most!schools!explain!crucifixion!as!exposure!of!the!bandit’s!body!
after!his!execution.!The!majority!of!the!M#likites,!however,!hold!that!the!
bandit!must!be!crucified!first,!and!then!brought!to!death!by!stabbing!him!
in!the!chest.!For!the!Sh&'ites,!finally,!the!punishment!consists!of!crucifying!
the!bandit!for!a!period!of!three!days.!If!after!this!period!the!culprit!is!still!
alive,!his!life!will!be!spared.5

As! for! the! question! which! of! the! punishments! mentioned! in! Qur"#n!
5:33!has!to!be!chosen,!the!Sh&'ites!hold!that!the!judge!or!head!of!state!can!
impose,!at!his!discretion,!any!of!these!punishments!if!someone!has!commit"
ted!an!armed!hold"up,!regardless!of!potentially!aggravating!circumstances.!
M#likite! law! prescribes! the! death! penalty! or! crucifixion! if! someone! has!
been!killed.!According!to!the!other!Sunnite!schools,!the!punishment!is!death!
and!crucifixion!if!the!robber!has!both!plundered!and!killed.!The!(anafites,!
however,!hold!that!in!this!last!case!the!head!of!state!may!choose!between!
amputation,!capital!punishment!and!capital!punishment!with!crucifixion.6

In!Qur"#n!5:33,!the!wrongdoers!are!designated!in!quite!general!terms!
as!“those!who!wage!war!upon!God!and!His!messenger!and!strive!after!cor"
ruption!in!the!land!(alladh#na yu"&rib(na ll&ha wa$ras(lahu wa$yas%awna 
f# l$ar'i fas&dan)”.!Therefore!it!comes!as!no!surprise!that!the!punishments!
mentioned!in!this!verse,!including!crucifixion,!were!meted!out!for!crimes!
other!than!banditry!as!“discretionary!punishment”!(ta%z#r)!or!acts!of!siy&sa 
shar%iyya,!that!is,!punishment!based!on!the!raison!d’état.7!

Frequency

Crucifixions! were! perform! with! some! frequency.! Spies! remarks! that! in!
Arabic!literature!“countless”!reports!can!be!found,!and!he!presents!about!
two! dozen! of! these.8! Mass! crucifixions! seem! to! have! been! a! common!
practice.!In!the!year!90/708–9,!Qutayba!Ibn!Muslim!had!crucified!so!many!
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inhabitants! of! )#liq#n! in! Khur#s#n! that! the! masts! formed! two! uninter"
rupted!rows!of!a!length!of!four!farsakhs.9!Eighty!members!of!the!Umayyad!
family!were!crucified!in!Palestine!by!an!uncle!of!the!later!caliphs!al%Saff#*!
and!al%Man+$r!in!the!course!of!the!'Abb#sid!revolution;!ninety!Zu,,!met!
the! same! fate! after! the! crushing! of! a! revolt! in! southern! Mesopotamia!
in! the! years! 219–20/834–35.10! The! banks! of! the! Guadalquivir! in! al"
Andalus!witnessed!several!mass!crucifixions!ordered!by!al%(akam!I!and!
'Abdalra*m#n!III;!the!figures!given!for!those!executed!in!these!events!in!
the! years! 189/805,! 202/817–8! and! 327/938! are! seventy%two! in! the! first!
case!and!three!hundred!in!the!two!other!cases.11!In!the!same!place,!thirty!
robbers!were!also!displayed!on!crosses.12

In!al%Musabbi*&’s!(d.!420/1030)!Akhb&r Mi)r wa$fa'&*iluh&!(of!which!
just!the!last!of!the!forty!original!volumes!has!been!preserved),13!there!are!
four! crucifixions! mentioned! for! the! year! 415/1024–25! alone.14! The! first!
report!is!about!a!money%changer!who!was!injured!by!a!robber!from!al%(awf!
in! the!Delta! region!with!a!big!knife!when!about! to!perform!his!evening!
prayer! in! the! 'Amr!mosque! (al$j&mi% al$%at#q)!on!a!Friday.!The!attacker!
tried!to!flee!but!was!caught!by!the!people!and!brought!to!the!headquarters!
of! the!police! in!Fus,#,.!The!chief! (mutawall#)!of!police! received!permis"
sion!from!the!Imam!to!have!the!culprit!beheaded!at!the!B#b!al%Bar#di'!and!
crucified!()uliba)!at!the!K$m!D&n#r.!The!second!report!is!about!a!man!who!
had!strangled!a!woman!and!robbed!all!he!could!find!in!her!home.!He!was!
caught,!beheaded!and!crucified!on!a!dump!at!the!cemetery.!There!is!a!short!
remark! that! the!woman!was!either!his!mistress!or! lady! (dhukira annah& 
rabbatuhu)! or! that! she! had! raised! or! educated! him! (if! we! read! annah& 
rabbathu),!but!it!is!not!explained!whether!this!relation!contributed!to!the!
severity!of!his!punishment.!The!third!report!tells!us!that!a!man!was!caught!
who!had!robbed!a!grave!in!the!desolate!area!of!the!Muqa,,am!hills.!He!was!
beheaded!at! the!cemetery!and!crucified!at! that!place.!The!fourth!and! last!
report!of!a!crucifixion!concerns!a!case!of!apostasy.!A!young!Christian!man!
was!beheaded!who!had!embraced!Islam,!made!the!pilgrimage!to!Mecca!and!
had!let!grown!two!locks!which!he!made!hang!down!(rabb& dhu*&batayni 
wa$ja%alah& musbalatayni),!and!claimed!to!be!of!noble!descent!(wa$dda%& 
l$sharafa).!He!returned!to!his!former!belief;!his!execution!prior!to!the!cruci"
fixion!is!not!mentioned!by!al%Musabbi*&!but!I!think!we!can!surmise!it.

The!practice!of!crucifixion!as!reported!in!the!poems15

A!poem!that!uses!the!well"known!comparison!of!a!chameleon!sunbathing!
on!a!branch!with!a!crucified!man!establishes!a!special! relation!between!
crucifixion! and! heresy! or! apostasy,! a! conceptual! link! already! found! in!
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al%Musabbi*&’s! fourth! report.! This! cruficied! man! is! said! “to! have! left!
religion(s)”!(khar(jun mina l$ady&ni,!no.!83!l.!32).!The!juridical!founda"
tion! of! the! crucifixion! punishment! for! apostates! is! probably! a! tradition!
going!back!to!'-"isha,!according!to!which!apostates!must!be!either!killed!
or!banned!or!crucified.16!Another!verse!establishes!a!connection!between!
crucifixion!and!heresy!(zandaqa,!no.!25!l.!6,!quoted!in extenso!below).

The!practice!of!mutilating!the!corpse!before!crucifixion!by!cutting!off!a!
hand!and!a!foot!crosswise!is!mentioned!in!the!Qur"#n!as!Pharao’s!habit.17!
Allusions!to!mutilations!are!included!in!some!poems,!although!none!con"
tains!a!hint!at!crosswise!amputation.!Rather,!where!there!are!details!given,!
they!indicate!that!either!hands!(no.!64!l.!2)!or!legs!or!feet!(no.!107!l.!2,!no.!
93!l.!1)!were!cut!off.!The!use!of!nails!is!attested!to!by!three!poems!(no.!63!
l.!4,!no.!64!l.!2;!cf.!also!no.!82);!one!of!the!delinquents!–!the!young!Turkish!
slave!mentioned!above!–!was!crucified!alive!with!nails!(no.!28!l.!4–5).!In!
other!cases,!ropes!were!used!to!fix!the!corpse!to!the!tree!trunk!(no.!11!l.!
55).!If!someone!was!crucified!alive!in!this!way,!he!thus!had!a!chance!of!
surviving,!as!did!the!poet!'Al&!Ibn!al%Jahm!(no.!30).!Sometimes!the!head!
seems!to!have!been!fixed!by!a!rope!drawn!through!the!mouth!so!that!the!
molar!teeth!(the!a'r&s)!became!visible!(no.!49!l.!1);!this!habit!is!perhaps!
alluded!to!also!in!some!other!poems,!where!the!grinning!of!the!crucified!is!
mentioned!(no.!22!l.!6,!no.!48!l.!5,!no.!53!l.!1,!no.!66!l.!2;!cf.!no.!21!l.!2).

A!particular!skandalon!was!the!habit!of!crucifying!the!delinquents!or!
their!corpses!naked,!as!this!is!mentioned!nine!times:!mujarradan!(no.!17!
l.!8),!masl(b al$qam#)! (no.!18! l.!4),!%urriya min burdayhi! (no.!19! l.!7),!
istan&b( %ani l$akf&ni thawba l$s&fiy&t!(“they!gave!him!a!garment!of!wind!
instead!of!shrouds”,!no.!23!l.!6),!%&riyan min thiy&bihi!(no.!27!l.!3),!%ury&n!
(no.!28!l.!8),!buzza thawbayhi!(no.!76).!In!one!case,!at!least!a!loin"cloth!
was!left!to!the!dead!man!(mujarrad#na siw& m& k&na min uzurin,!no.!46!l.!
2).!Only!'Al&!Ibn!al%Jahm,!who!mastered!his!one%day!crucifixion!in!a!poem!
displaying!an!extreme!degree!of!self%confidence,!seems!to!see!no!problem!
in!his!nakedness!on!the!cross!(no.!30!l.!6–7):

The!fact!that!he![i.e.!the!crucified!poet!himself]!was!stripped!of!his!clothes!has!
not!brought!dishonour!upon!him;!does!not!the!sword!have!the!most!terrifying!
appearance!when!it!is!drawn?!And!if!he!was!exposed!to!the!people’s!gaze!–!is!
the!moon!degraded!when!it!is,!in!the!night!of!his!completion,!exposed!to!the!
glances/openly! displayed?! (m& %&bahu an buzza %anhu lib&suhu fa$l$sayfu 
ahwalu m& yur& masl(l& * in yubtadhal fa$l$badru l& yuzr# bihi an k&na laylata 
timmihi mabdh(l&).

The!period!of!time!for!which!the!crucified!were!exposed!were!remark"
ably!long.!Ibn!Baqiyya!is!said!to!have!hung!five!years!(cf.!no.!24!and!the!
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report!from!Ibn!Khallik#n!that!Ullmann!provides),!and!in!a!poem!by!Ibn!
Kun#sa!a!tree!trunk!is!addressed!as!having!stood!since!a!crucifixion!thirty!
years!before!(no.!31!l.!1).

In! many! cases,! the! names! of! the! crucified! are! not! mentioned! in! the!
poems!or!the!accompanying!akhb&r,!but!sometimes!their!identities!or!roles!
are!known.18!One!group!consists!of!rebels/conspirators/political!enemies:!
the!Zu,,!(no.!3),!)arkh#n!Ibn!Y$suf!(no.!13),!'Um#ra!al%Yaman&19!(no.!14),!
Ibn!Baqiyya!(nos!23!and!24),!the!Barmakids!(no.!26!l.!2)!and!the!Umayyads!
(no.!16).!An!additional!religious!element!is!involved!in!the!cases!of!Zayd!
Ibn! 'Al&! (nos! 1! and! 17,! mentioned! also! in! no.! 23! l.! 9),! the! “Azraq&”!
(u+ayn!(no.!2),!B#bak!al%Khurram&!(nos!4–9!and!79)!and!al%Afsh&n!(no.!
10).20!Khubayb!al%An+#r&,!killed!in!the!year!3/625!by!the!Meccans,!can!be!
classed!with!this!group!(no.!29).!Apostasy!is!given!as!the!reason!in!no.!83!
l.!3.!The!majority!of!reasons!for!crucifixion!thus!appear!to!lie!in!the!sphere!
of!political!and!sectarian!conflict.!There!is!only!a!small!number!of!other!
crimes!or!offences!that!led!to!crucifixion:!robbery!(no.!69),!theft!(no.!67)!
and!merely!drunkenness!in!the!case!of!a!certain!Ibn!al%K#zar$n&!(no.!15).

Assessments!of!crucifixions!in!Arabic!poetry

In!many!of!the!poems!collected!by!Ullmann,!the!punishment!either!is!men"
tioned!neutrally!or!is!even!presented!as!well!deserved;!several!poems!in!
the!first!chapter!of!Ullmann’s!collection!(“Historical!Cases”)!outspokenly!
deride!the!crucified.!Somewhat!undecided!is!an!otherwise!unknown!poet!
called!al%'Uqayl&,!who!first!addresses!a!crucified!man!called!Ab$!'Amr!
by!saying:!

fa$m& tashtaf# %ayn&ya min d&*imi l$buk& %alayka wa$law ann# bakaytu il& 
l$"ashr# My!eyes!don’t!get!relief!by!my!continuous!crying!about!you,!even!if!I!
weep!until!Resurrection!(no.!25!l.!4).

However,!two!lines!later!al%'Uqayl&!concludes!his!poem!by!stating:

fa$in kunta zind#qan fa$qad dhuqta ghibba m& janayta fa$l& yab%ad siw&ka 
Ab& %Amr# If!you![really]!were!a!heretic,!you!tasted!the!consequences!of!your!
crime![rightly]!!In!that!case,!Ab$!'Amr!may!not!rest!in!peace!

In!three!other!poems,!the!poets!explain!that!the!punishment!has!to!do!
with!the!rejection!of!benefits!and!pardon!from!the!side!of!the!rulers:!“he!
always!rejected!the!favours!harshly”!(m& z&la ya%nufu bi$l$nu%m&,!no.!2!l.!
62,!no.!4!l.!1;!cf.!also!no.!10!l.!33–34).!

Whether!the!poets!feel!sympathy!for!the!crucified!or!not,!they!under"
line!that!the!exposure!on!the!tree!trunk!means!shame,!and!they!sometimes!
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point! to! the! contrast! between! this! shame! and! the! elevated! position! of!
the!corpse:!

s&min ka$anna l$%izza yajdhibu 'ab%ahu wa$sumuwwuhu min dhillatin wa$!
saf&l# He!is!elevated!as!if!glory!had!pulled!his!arm,!but!his!elevation!is!due!to!
lowness!and!degradation!(Ab$!Tamm#m,!no.!5!l.!80;!cf.!nos.!40–42).!

Another!poet!states!that!“as!he!is!exposed!to!the!glances!of!those!who!look!at!
him,!he!is!like!the!meat!on!the!meat"block”!(ka$annahu f# tajall#hi li$mub)irihi 
la"mun %al& wa'amin,!no.!63!l.!3);!la"m %al& wa'am!is!a!figurative!expres"
sion!for!“being!exposed!to!shame”.!One!poet!named!al%Yakk&!states:!

s#"an&!an!yar#!l%'aduwwu!l%*ab&b#!fawqa!jidh'in!mina!l%judh$'i!+al&b#!*
ash%athan b&si+an dhir&%ayhi kurhan mithla man shaqqa li$l$sur(ri juy(b& *
%&riyan min thiy&bihi yatalaqq& shiddata l$"arri wa$l$)ab& wa$l$jan(b&
It!hurts!me!that!the!enemy!can!see!the!beloved!crucified!on!a!tree!trunk,
with!matted!hair!and!unwillingly!stretching!his!arms!like!someone!who!tears!

the!bosom!of!his!shirt!in!joy;
deprived!of!his!clothes!and!exposed!to!intense!heat!and!to!east!and!south!

winds!(no.!27!l.!1–3).!

And!even!in!a!case!where!the!poet!denies!that!crucifixion!means!shame!
(wa$laysa bi$%&rin m& %ar&ka,!no.!19!l.!12),!this!cannot!obscure!the!fact!
that!humiliation,!even!be!it!after!death,!was!one!of!the!most!unsettling!ele"
ments!of!this!punishment.

In! three! cases,! the! punishment! is! criticized:! a! poem! by! al"Sayyid!
al%(imyar&!(d.!between!173/787!and!179/795)!is!devoted!to!cursing!those!
who! killed! and! crucified! Zayd! Ibn! 'Al&.! He! declares! that! “they! fought!
against! God! and! hurt! Mu*ammad”! (innahum "&rab( l$il&ha wa$&dhaw 
Mu"ammadan,! no.! 17! l.! 6).! This! is! clearly! an! allusion! to! Qur"#n! 5:33,!
where,!among!other!punishments,!crucifixion!is!prescribed!for!“those!who!
fight!God!and!His!messenger”!(alladh#na yu"&rib(na ll&ha wa$ras(lahu).!
In! saying! so,! the! poet! implies! that! the! murderers! of! Zayd! themselves!
deserve! crucifixion.! In! the! poem! addressed! to! the! young! Turkish! slave!
mentioned!above,! the! sentence! is!openly!blamed!as!being! too!hard:!“O!
you!who!have!been!crucified!with!unjust!severity”!(wa$y& laka ma)l(ban 
bi$,ulmin wa$qaswatin,!no.!28! l.!13,!cf.! l.!15).!Ibn!(amd&s!al%.iqill&!(d.!
527/1132–33)!mentions!a!crucified!man!who,!“after!his!rank!had!dimin"
ished,!was!treated!in!an!evil!way!by!a!transgressor!although!he!himself!had!
acted!righteously”!(as&*a ilayhi ,&limun wa$hwa mu"sin(,!no.!72!l.!1).!In!
those!cases!where!the!poets!felt!sympathy!with!the!crucified,!the!latter’s!ill!
luck!is!always!explained!by!reference!to!“fate”.21

One!of!the!favourite!strategies!of!those!poets!who!show!affection!for!
the!crucified!person!is!the!invention!of!a!positive!interpretation!of!this!fate.!
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Being!crucified!at!least!saves!from!the!narrowness!of!the!grave,!we!read!
in!a!poem!by!al%'Uqayl&!(wa$%(f#ta %inda l$mawti min 'agh+ati l$qabr#,!no.!
25!l.!2),!and!this!thought!is!used!in!other!words!by!three!more!poets!(no.!
19!l.!11,!no.!23!l.!5,!no.!53!l.!3).!Crucifixion!combines!the!two!advantages!
of!being! removed! from! the!anguish!and!grief!of! the!earth!and!of!being!
present!in!the!world!at!the!same!time,!as!one!poet!puts!it,!then!going!on!
to!ask:!“Don’t!you!think!that!you!ought!to!be!grateful?”!(fa$hal laka min 
shukrin,!no.!25!l.!3).!Another!attempt!to!alleviate!the!ignominy!of!crucifix"
ion!are!the!references!to!prominent!figures!who!were!crucified,!such!as!the!
Barmakids!(no.!26!l.!2)!or!Zayd!Ibn!'Al&:

rakibta!ma,iyyatan!min!qablu!Zaydun!'al#h#!f&!l%sin&na!l%m#/iy#t&!*
wa$tilka fa'#latun f#h& ta*assin tub&%idu %anka ta%y#ra l$%ud&t#
You!ride!a!beast!that!in!former!days!has!been!mounted!by!Zayd,
and!this!is!a!comforting!advantage!that!keeps!the!enemies’!reproach!from!you!

(no.!23!l.!9–10).

A! widespread! literary! realization! of! a! positive! reinterpretation! is! an!
allegorization!of! the!posture!and!situation!of! the!crucified.! In!one!case,!
this!means!is!employed!in!a!hostile!sense!when!a!poet!remarks!on!'Um#ra!
al%Yaman&:!

wa$ams& shar#ka l$shirki f# bugh'i A"madin fa$a)ba"a f# "ubbi l$)al#bi 
)al#ban First,!he!was!an!ally!of!polytheism!in!his!hatred!of!Mu*ammad,!but!
this!morning,!he!found!himself!crucified!due!to!his!love!for!the!crucified!one!
[i.e.!Jesus!Christ]!(no.!14!l.!3).!

The!positive!allegorization!takes!various!form.!The!otherwise!unknown!
Mu*ammad! Ibn! 'Umar!al%Anb#r&! (fl.!4th/10th!century),! in!his!poem!on!
Ibn!Baqiyya,!underlines! that! the! latter,!after!his!death,! is!surrounded!by!
the!people,!as!he!was! in!his! lifetime’s!when!people!were! listened! to!his!
sermons!or!waited!for!gifts!from!his!outstretched!hands!(no.!23! l.!2–4),!
and!that!now!fires!are!burning!around!him!at!night!as!they!did!in!former!
days!(l.!8).!A!high!death!is!the!outcome!of!a!high!position!in!life,!al%Yakk&!
remarks!(no.!26!l.!1).!Because!the!pretty!young!Turkish!slave!had!a!better!
claim! to!beauty!even! than! the!sun,!sun!has!declared!war!on!him!(n&dat 
bi$"arbihi,!no.!28!l.!11)!and!now!destroys!his!face.!In!the!outspread!arms!
of!the!man!who!was!crucified!unjustly,!in!the!eyes!of!Ibn!(amd&s!al%.iqill&,!
the!poet!recognizes!the!gesture!of!someone!who!is!about!to!embrace!the!
virgins!of!paradise!(no.!72!l.!3).!Another!poet,!finally,!interprets!the!cruci"
fied’s!outspread!hands!as!the!gesture!of!cursing!the!person!who!ordered!his!
execution!(no.!73!l.!2).

Compassion!for!the!crucified!is!expressed!several!times.!Al%Yakk&!says:!
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y#!laytahum!+alab$ka!bayna!jaw#ni*&!fa%a/umma!ishf#qan!'alayka!/ul$'#
I!wish!they!had!crucified!you!in!my!breast!so!that!I!could!close!my!ribs!

around!you!in!pity!for!you!(no.!26!l.!3).!

The!author!of!the!poem!on!the!Turkish!slave!states:!

fa%y#!laka!mamn$'an!mina!l%m#"i!/illatan!tafattatati!l%akb#du!min!'u0mi!
karbih&!*

wa$y& laka ma)l(ban bi$,ulmin wa$qaswatin taqa++a%ati l$a"sh&*u min 
s(*i )albih#

Oh!you,!to!whom!water!has!been!denied!out!of!blindness!–!our!hearts!are!torn!
to!pieces!for!our!grief!for!you.

Oh!you,!who!have!been!crucified!with!unjust!severity!–!our!entrails!are!cut!to!
pieces!because!of!your!wretched!death!on!the!cross!(no.!28!l.!12–13).

A!third!instance!that!expresses!pity!is!no.!27!l.!1,!which!has!been!quoted!
above!(“it!hurts!me!that!the!enemy!can!see!the!beloved!one!crucified!on!
a!trunk”).

Concluding!remarks

In!the!Islamic!world,!the!normal!case!was!crucifixion!after!death.!For!this!
reason,!“crucifixion”!in!the!majority!of!the!cases!is!perhaps!a!less!suitable!
translation!of!)alb!than!“display”;!this!latter!term!does!not!arouse!the!same!
associations!and!emotions!in!Western!minds!as!does!the!former.!Moreover,!
sometimes!the!corpses!were!not!really!crucified!on!a!(T%shaped)22!cross,!
with!outspread!arms,!but!simply!tied!to!a!pole!–!“crucifixion”!is!an!even!
more!misleading!translation!in!these!cases.

The! phenomenon! of! mass! crucifixions! is! something! unheard! of! in!
medieval! Europe.! There! were! massacres,! especially! when! revolts! were!
considered!illegitimate,!but!the!public!display!of!corpses!on!the!cross!was!
unusual.!If!the!corpse!of!a!single!delinquent!was!displayed!after!his!execu"
tion,!this!could!happen!by!leaving!hanged!persons!on!the!rope!until!they!
fell!off!or!by!displaying! them!on! the!wheel.!The!gallows!were! in!many!
cases!placed!outside! the!city!walls!but!also!near!a!castle!or! the!court!of!
justice.!As! reflected! in! the!crucifixion!poems,! the!normal!case!seems! to!
have!been!crucifixion!extra muros,!as!is!shown!by!verses!that!speak!of!the!
wild!animals!leaving!empty!handed!while!the!birds!get!their!share!(no.!2!l.!
63–64,!no.!8!l.!21–22,!no.!9!l.!2,!no.!11!l.!58).!In!but!a!single!instance!in!the!
poems!can!we!assume!that!the!punishment!was!executed!intra muros:!“he!
[i.e.!B#bak’s!brother]!was!raised![on!the!cross]!at!the!bridge,!in!full!view!of!
everyone”!(fa$dh&ka bi$l$jisri na)bun li$l$%uy(ni,!no.!8!l.!12).!Prose!reports!
show!that!crucifixion!could!also!happen!intra muros.23
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In! the! West,! iron! cages! were! sometimes! used! for! the! display! of! the!
dead,!as!for!example!in!the!case!of!the!leaders!of!the!Anabaptist!Münster!
Rebellion!of!the!years!1534–36.!Jan!Bockelson!and!some!of!his!followers,!
after!being!tortured,!were!executed!in!the!marketplace;!their!dead!bodies!
were! exhibited! in! cages! which! hung! from! the! steeple! of! St! Lambert’s!
church.! Joseph! Sü#! Oppenheimer,! a! Jewish! banker,! was! hanged! in!
Stuttgart!on!4!February,!1738.!His!body!was!displayed!in!a!bird!cage!that!
hung!in!a!public!square!of!the!town!for!six!years.

The! poems! so! masterly! collected! and! made! accessible! by! Manfred!
Ullmann! give! us! valuable! insight! into! various! attitudes! to! crucifixion!
or! display.! Compassion! is! not! a! conspicuous! feature! of! them.! Ullmann!
writes:! “Even! when! the! poet’s! sympathies! lie! with! the! crucified,! his!
laments! and! his! compassion! do! not! show! the! same! emotional! depth! as!
Christian! Passion! songs.”24! But! that! this! should! be! the! case! cannot! be!
expected;!at!best,!the!crucified!is!the!poet’s!friend,!as!in!nos!26!and!27.!
In!Christian!civilization,!the!Crucified!is!the!central!figure!of!religion.!A!
more!fruitful!object!of!comparison!could!be!Arabic!prose.!If!we!compare!
Ab$!Sh#ma’s!prose!report!translated!by!Ritter!with!the!anonymous!poem!
on!the!same!incident!(no.!28),!the!modern!reader!will!probably!decide!that!
the!prose!report!tells!more!about!its!author’s!emotions!than!does!the!poem!
But!on!this!question!the!reader!would!do!better!to!form!his!own!opinion.!
In!the!following!appendix,!both!texts!are!given!in!translation.

Appendix:!Poetry!and!prose!on!the!death!of!a!young!Turkish!
slave!at!Damascus!in!646/124825

AN ANONYMOUS POET26

! 1.! I!will!describe!someone!who!was!left!on!his!own!on!the!beams!of!his!
death!and!who!exhaled!a!soul!that!he!had!preserved![pure]!in!fear!of!
his!Lord.

! 2.! I!cry!for!a![young!man]!of!obvious!beauty!who!spreads!his!hands!like!
someone!wishing!to!embrace!his!beloved

! 3.! and!who!has!put!his! feet! side!by! side! like! someone!who! stands! to!
perform!his!prayer!humbly!and!in!obedience!to!his!Lord.

! 4.! His!members!were!fixed!with!nails!so!that!he!was!unable!to!prostrate!
[for!prayer],!and!therefore!he!indicated!prostration!with!his!heart.

! 5.! His!pains!have!overwhelmed!him,!pierced!by!nails!and!deeply!dis"
tressed,!and!death!appears!to!him!to!be!the!smaller!evil.

! 6.! He!can!be!seen!lonely,!although![many]!people!surround!his!beam,!and!
thirsty,!although!the!waters![of!the!Barad#!river]!flow!below!him.
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! 7.! What!a!pity!for!him!that!he!had!to!drink!a!drop![of!rain]!!That!drink!
filled!him!with!raging!excitement.

! 8.! And![one!could!see!him]!naked!except!for!the!tender!garment!of!his!
beauty,!bare"headed,![his!hair]!falling!free!and!easy.

! 9.! The!winds!revolve!around!him,!and!the!whirlwinds!wrap!him!up!in!all!
the!dust!that!is!near!him.

10.! The! summer! sun! shines! straight! into! his! face.! Now! its! beauty! has!
gone!since!the!sun!has!risen!over!him,

11.! as!it!(the!sun)!has!disfigured!the!beautiful!features!of!his!face!because!
he! had! a! more! legitimate! claim! for! beauty! than! the! sun,! and! so! it!
declared!war!on!him.

12.! Oh!you,!to!whom!water!has!been!denied!out!of!blindness!–!our!hearts!
are!torn!to!pieces!for!our!grief!for!you.

13.! Oh!you,!who!have!been!crucified!with!unjust!severity!–!our!entrails!
are!cut!to!pieces!because!of!your!wretched!death!on!the!cross.

14.! In!dark!night,!he!is!cold.!Then!he!complains!about!a![bright]!day;!but!
this!does!not!console!him!who!has!confessed!his!crime.

15.! I!am!amazed!by!him!who!ordered!the!crucifixion!!Oh!yes,!be!amazed!
and!bear!witness!to!his!hard"heartedness.

16.! [The!crucified!is!but]!a!small!child,!extremely!beautiful,!pious,!and!
courageous,!and!in!battle!he!had!rushed!forward.

17.! Full!of!patience,!he!has!borne!all!these!pains,!till!death!came!to!him!
and!set!an!end!to!his!life.

ABŪ SHĀMA AL-MAQDISĪ AL-DIMASHQĪ (D. 665/1268)27

On!Friday,!16!Rab&'! II!646! [=!8!August!1248],!a!Turkish! slave!of!one!
of! the! .#li*i! Najm&! am&rs! called! al%Saqsaq&n&,! a! sexually! mature! boy!
()abiyyun b&lighun),!was!crucified.!He!was!said!to!have!killed!his!master!
because! of! some! reason,! and! so! he! was! crucified! on! the! banks! of! the!
Barad#!river!under!the!castle,!at!the!end!of!the!cattle!(daw&bb,!lit.!‘mount’)!
market.!His!face!was!turned!towards!the!east,!and!his!hands,!upper!arms,!
and!feet!were!fixed!with!nails,!and!he!stayed!alive!from!the!noon!of!Friday!
till! the!noon!of!Sunday,! then!he!died.!He!was!said! to!have!been!coura"
geous,!brave,!and!pious!and!had!taken!part!in!a!campaign!at!Ascalon!and!
killed!a!number!of!Franks!and!also!killed!a!lion!notwithstanding!his!youth.!
There!were!some!memorable!things!in!connection!with!his!crucifixion.!He!
abandoned! himself! to! crucifixion! without! resistance! and! fear! but! rather!
stretched!his!hands!so!that!they!could!be!nailed![to!the!beams].!Then!his!
feet!were!nailed,!and!he!looked!on!this!without!groaning!or!grimacing!with!
pain!or!moving!any!of!his!limbs.!This!I!was!told!by!several!people!who!
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were!witness!to!this.!He!remained!patient!and!quiet!without!groaning!but!
just!looked!at!his!feet!and!his!sides,!to!the!right!and!to!the!left!again,!and!
sometimes!he!looked!at!the!people.!It!was!said!that!he!asked!for!water!but!
was!not!given!any.!People’s!hearts!flowed!over!with!pity!and!compassion!
for![this]!creature!of!God,!so!young!a!boy!who!had!to!suffer!such!a!trial.!
The!waters!flowed!by!his!sides,!he!looked!at!them!and!regretted!much!that!
even!a!single!drop!of!it!was!out!of!reach!to!him,!but!he!remained!patient.!
Praise!to!Him!who!has!the!command!and!judgment.

I!was!told!that!he!had!visions!(man&m&t )&li"a)!and!that!a!light!covered!
him! before! his! death,! and! that! he! complained! about! thirst! only! during!
the!first!day;!then!he!kept!silent.!God!gave!him!strength,!steadiness,!and!
patience.!A!person!who!had!heard!him!told!me!that!he!said!on!the!second!
day:!“I!was!given!a!drink!that!made!my!thirst!cease.”!And!afterwards!he!
did!not!ask!for!water!until!his!death.!He!spat!like!a!man!who!is!not!thirsty,!
and!spat!his!spit!far!away.

After!his!death,!he!hung!the!whole!Sunday!and!was!taken!down!only!on!
Monday!morning.!By!chance,!I!saw!him!as!he!was!just!taken!down!when!
I!was!on!my!way!to!the!(us#miyya!madrasa.!I!saw!that!his!members!had!
become!black!and!his!beauty!had!been!altered.!Many!beseeched!God!for!
mercy!for!him!and!prayed!for!him,!and!perhaps!he!was!a!martyr!–!may!God!
have!mercy!for!him.!I!was!told!that!he!had!defended!himself!from!some"
thing!he!did!not!like!to!happen!to!him!–!may!God!forgive!us!altogether.!

Among!the!memorable!things!was!also!that!death!reached!him!quickly!
as!a!relief!from!God’s!side;!he![just]!stayed!alive!for!two!days!and!nights.!
I! heard! that! many! men! went! through! this! crucifixion! with! nailing! and!
that! it! took! many! more! days! until! their! fate! reached! them,! as! an! addi"
tional!punishment.

On!the!second!day,!he!became!confused,!and!he!did!not!feel!the!pains!
and!the!thirst!any!more.!He!was!unable!to!speak!properly!but!uttered!words!
showing!his!mental!confusion;!by!this,!God!made!things!easier!for!him.!
Sometimes!he!fell!asleep!and!then!woke!up,!horrified!by!the!violent!pain,!
and! then! the! hearts! of! the! people! watching! him! were! rent.! Sometimes!
he!mentioned!God’s!name.!I!was! told! that! in! the!morning!of!Sunday!or!
Saturday!one!of!the!persons!to!whom!he!had!been!entrusted![for!the!execu"
tion!of!the!punishment]!asked!him!how!he!was,!and!his!answer!was:!“Fine!
with!God”.!And!I!heard!that!when!he!was!nailed,!not!a!single!word!was!
heard!from!him!except!when!the!person!who!knocked!the!nail!in!his!upper!
arm!hit!the!bone.!He!then!said:!“Oh!man,!avoid!the!bone!”!And!I!heard!that!
the!man!who!nailed!him!died!on!the!same!day!or!one!day!later,!and!this!
also!belongs!to!the!memorable!things!of!what!happened.!The![crucified]!
boy!was!told!this!in!order!to!let!him!know!that!God!had!punished!him!for!
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what!he!had!done.!And!the!boy,!in!his!terrible!situation,!said:!“He!did!not!
do!wrong!and!should!not!be!blamed;!the!blame!is!on!him!who!ordered!him!
to!do!that.”

And!he!–!may!God!have!mercy!upon!him!–!was!one!of!the!most!beauti"
ful!boys!with!a!lovely!face!and!long!hair.!His!price!had!been!thousands!
of!dirhams.!When!he!was!executed,!he!was!baer"headed.!His!locks!hung!
down! behind! him,! and! the! winds! played! with! them! and! turned! them!
towards!his!chest,!and!he! took! them!with!his!mouth,!occupying!himself!
with!them!and!spending!his!time!playing!with!them.

I!was!told!that!he!said:!“It!is!two!days!now!that!I!haven’t!prayed”,!as!
if! he! were! sorry! about! the! missed! prayers.! And! somebody! said! that! he!
was! just! fasting!when!he!was!hung! to! the!cross.!And!someone!whom! I!
trust!said!that!he!asked!the!spectators!to!move!away!from!him!in!order!to!
relieve!himself,!and!they!did!so,!and!he!urinated.!He!had!a!proud!soul!and!
immense!strength.!Some!people!told!me!that!he!moved!his!feet,!fixed!with!
nails!as!they!were,!and!did!not!cease!to!keep!himself!busy!with!moving!
them!until!the!holes!of!the!two!nails!on!them!widened,!and!he!turned!them!
[his!feet?]!with!the!nails,!and!if!the!nails!were!not!stuck!so!firmly!in!the!
wood!he!surely!would!have!pulled!them!out.
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