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Shaykh Arslin b. Ya'qiib, al-Ja‘barT

al-Dimashgi (d. between 555/1160 and
560/1164) was a Syrian 3Gff and the “pa-
tron saint” of Damascus. Born in Qal‘at
Ja‘bar, in northeastern Syria, between
470/1077 and 475/1082, he scttled in Da-~
mascus probably ar a fairly early date and
earned his living as a carpenter for about
twenty years. He inigally resided in the
Christian quarter of Bab Tama, where he
applied himself to his devotional practices
in a mosque not far from his workshop. It
is said that he dug a well whose water was
reputed to cure stomach-aches; the miracle
is still mentioned in Ottoman sources. Later
Arslan abandoned his profession in order
to devote himself to a life of contempla-
don, placing himself under the guidance
of Abui ‘Amir al-Mwaddib. The chain of
initiation (silsila) of this shaykh goes back
to Sarl Saqati (d. 251/865), one of the
eminent personalities of the Suff school
of Baghdad. The link between Arslan and
Iraqi Suafism appears in various anecdotes
concerning his life and work. He began to
attract disciples quickly, so that the small
mosque with which he was associated was
soon no longer large enough. Then, for
a time, he shared a mosque situated near
Bab Sharql with his friend, the Saff Abn
[-Bayan, also known as Ibn al-Hawrant (d.
556/1160). However, his growing reputa-
tion as a saint soon eclipsed that of his
companion. Arslan essentially owed his
byname, hami al-barr wa-l-Sham (“protector
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of Damascus and of its region”), to the fact
the he and his disciples settled permanently
outside the city walls, taking up residence
in a monastery (ribay) adjoinming the chapel
of Khalid b. al-Walid (d. 21/642), the
Mustim general who conquered Damascus
in 14/635. His relocation to this famous
historical site took on a symbolic signifi-
cance expressing the shapkl’s dedication to
the two aspects of jihad, the military and
the spiritial. Shaykh Arslan indicated
thereby his intention to participate actively
in the defence of Damascus, which was

besieged by Crusaders in 543/1148. He .

also placed himself in the political line-
age of Nar al-Din (d. 570/1174), a prince
of the Turkmen dynasty of the Zangids,
which domiinated the Muslim East from
521/1127 to 619/1222, and was the first
herald of the jihdd against the Crusaders,
Nuar al-Din venerated the shapkh and had
himself buried with a picce of a saw that
had belonged to Arslan.

When Arslan died, he was buried in
his own rbat, which became a much fre-
quented sanctuary and continues to be
to this day. Over the centuries, numerous
wlama’ and Sufis expressed the wish to be
buried next to him.

According to the sources, Shaykh Arslan’s
impact was profound and enduring. He is
one of the few Syrian Jufis mentioned in
al-Tabaqdt al-kubra (“The great generations
of saints”) of al-Sha‘rani (d. 973/1565),
who claims that Arslan assumed the re-
sponsibility for the spiritual guidance of
all “aspirants” (muridin) from Syria. Arslan
did not establish an initiation path (fariga)
in the true sense of the term, but should
rather be regarded as the initiator of a
school of Syrian spirituality, which was
transmitted through the khirge (mantle) and
which focused on the Siff approach to the
concept of fawhid (“divine oneness”). He

2009

67

is in fact the author of a Risdla fi I-tawwlid
{“Episde on oneness”), written in a highly
elliptical and ambiguous style and contain-
ing a scrics of variations on the Suff topic
of the extinction of human individuality

" in God (fan@’). This incisive text elicited no

fewer than twelve commentaries.
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Ashir

Ashir, the fourth/tenth-century capital
of the Berber Zirid dynasty, is strategi-
cally located high in the Titert (Titter)
mountains 100 kilometres south of Algiers,
where it commanded the réute across
the Maghrib from Ifriqiya (the eastern
Maghrib) to Morocco apd Spain, as well
as the way to the sea,down the valley of
the Chélif (Shalaf) River. It consisted of
two palatial citadels on the separate sites
called Yashir and Bénia (Banya). The
first was founded in 324/936 by Zmi b.
Manad, the Talkata ally of the Fatimid
-Qa'im (r. 322-34/934-43), to
1e central Maghrib against the
Zandta allies of Clérdoba; a substantial
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