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Representations of the Self in Ottoman Baghdad:
Some Remarks on Abt °’l-Barakat Muhammad al-Rahbt’s
Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ‘ulama’ al-Iraq"

Henning Sievert

The definition of the term “ego-document”, as used by the Dutch historian Jacques Presser,
refers to texts “in which the reader is confronted with an ‘I’, or in some cases ... a ‘he’, as a
writing and describing subject present throughout the text” and speaking about himself.2
Presser’s German colleague Winfried Schulze expanded this definition to include statements
about somebody’s perception of himself (or herself) within his family, his community, his
country or social environment, or his attitudes towards these systems and their changes.
These statements may also be incomplete, disguised or rudimentary, voluntary or forced,
but should be justifying human behaviour, revealing fears, or throwing light onto moral
concepts, experiences and expectations of life.? Presser’s and Schulze’s definitions therefore
enable us to read texts as autobiographical sources even if they are not explicitly called
autobiographies and thus to better understand early modern concepts of the self.

One may, therefore, look for what an author says about himself in a given source, even
if it is not explicitly ego-referential. This contribution will present a little-known literary
source from eighteenth-century Baghdad, which is not explicitly meant as a statement about
the author’s self, lacking almost any autobiographical stance. As the present collection of
studies is concerned with a variety of ego-documents, it may be appropriate to ask what can
be learned about self-representation in a quite stubbornly non-egocentric source.*

1 This contribution has been supported by valuable suggestions and candid encouragement on the part of
Prof. Dr. Renate Wiirsch (Basel/Zurich). Some aspects of the contribution are treated in greater detail
in my Ph.D. dissertation, Jwischen arabischer Provinz und Hoher Bforte: Beziehungen, Bildung und Politik des osma-
nischen Biirokraten Ragih Mehmed Paga (st. 1763) [Between the Arab Provinces and the Sublime Porte: the
Saocial Networks, Education, and Politics of the Ottoman Bureaucrat Ragib Mehmed Pasa (d. 1763)],
Wiirzburg, 2008.

2 Jacques Presser, “Memoires als geschiedbron™ in Marten Cornelis Brands, Jan Haak, et al. (eds.), Uit /et
werk van dr. J. Presser, Amsterdam, 1969, pp. 277-282, p. 277.

3 Winfried Schulze, “Ego-Dokumente: Anniaherung an den Menschen in der Geschichte? Vortiberlegun-
gen f[ur die Tagung ‘Ego-Dokumente™ in idem (ed.), Ego-Dokumente: Anniherung an den Menschen in der
Geschichte, Berlin, 1996, pp. 11-30, p. 28). Schulze’s expansion is meant to include forced self-reference,
e.g. in court records and interrogations.

4 The present author is certainly not the first one to propose looking for pieces of self-description other
than autobiographies (in today’s sense of the word). For the context of Abbasid times, see e.g. Hilary
Kilpatrick, “Autobiography and Classical Arabic Literature™ Journal of Arabic Literature 22,1 {1991),
pp. 1-20. See also Dwight F. Reynolds (ed.), Interpreting the Self: Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition,
Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, 2001, and Lutz Berger, Gesellschafi und Individuum in Damaskus 1550~
1791, Wiirzburg, 2007, pp. 327-328. Ottoman ego-documents, in a strict sense of the word, are treated
by Cemal Kafadar, “Self and others: The diary of a dervish in seventeenth-century Istanbul and first-
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Compared with Egypt or the Syrian provinces, research on the early modern history of Traq
is quite sparse, although a couple of fine studies have been published recently. While these
studies tend to concentrate on urban society and economy, cultural issues have not been
dealt with very much.’> Therefore, editions and studies of various literary sources by Iraqi
scholars like ‘Imad ‘A. Ra’af, Sa‘Td al-Diwajt and Salim al-Na‘TmT are particularly valuable,
but on the whole, narrative sources on the history of Iraq have not been put to use as fruit-
fully as in the case of other Middle Eastern regions.® It may thus be useful to present a little-
known source and to suggest how it could be read as an ego-document.

Baghdad’s upper class culture in the eighteenth century was marked by its salons (maja-
lis), which used to bring together the literati, scholars, and notables in conversation, per-
formance, and networking. There are two prominent kinds of literary sources which allow
us to catch a glimpse of these salons of Baghdad: First, influential circles showed a prefer-
ence for the magama genre, which resulted in the production of several works of that kind.”
Secondly, there is the wide-spread genre of biographical anthologies that assemble the lite-
rati that the compiler considers most important. This selection generally coincided with the
author's own friends, relatives, and patrons, while the amorphous group of the literati (uda-
ba’) commonly overlap with the similarly amorphous ‘wlama’ and partly also with the so-
called notables (a‘yan). Many “collective biographies” from other parts of the Ottoman Em-
pire provide us with “solid* biographical or career-related information, but this is rarely the
case with their counterparts from Baghdad and Mosul, which were written first and fore-
most as anthologies of poetry and ornate prose.®

The manuscript under consideration, called Nuzhat al-mushiag fi ‘ulama’ al-Irag, is pre-
served as a presentation copy of 264 folios in the Ragib Paga collection at the Siileymaniye
library in Istanbul.? The author, Abt °l-Barakat Muhammad al-Rahbi from Baghdad, is

person narratives in Ottoman literature” Studia Islamica 69 (1989), pp. 121-150.

5 Pathbreaking studies on eighteenth-century Iraq include the recent works of Dina Rizk Khoury, Tho-
mas Lier, Thabit Abdullah, and Sayyar al-Jamil. On the still existing gap between studies based on ar-
chival material and those based on literary sources, cf. Kafadar, “Self”, pp. 122-123.

6 The lack of published sources puts severe constraints on historical research, which is further seriously
aggravated by the destruction of cultural heritage in 2003.

7 Jaakko Hameen-Anttila, Magama: A History of a Genre, Wiesbaden, 2002, pp. 346-349. Elger writes that
this genre was rather typical for seventeenth and cighteenth-century Egypt, listing seven pieces from the
eighteenth century (Ralf Elger, “Autobiographical magamat of the 17t and 18" centuries: A nearly typi-
cal Egyptian genre” in Daniel Crecelius, and Muhammad Husam al-Din Isma’il (eds.), Papers from the
Third Conference for Oitoman Studies in Egypt, Gairo, 2004, pp. 61-73, pp. 61-62). He does not claim that
Egypt saw the production of scores of magamas, but attributes some literary significance to them. The
popularity of the genre in Cairo, as well as in Baghdad, points towards a broader trend rather than a lo-
cal fashion.

8 On similar works in Ottoman Turkish (Sg. tezkire), cf. Hatice Aynur, “Ottoman literature” in Suraiya
Faroghi (ed.), The Cambridge History of Turkey, vol. III, The Later Ottoman Empire, 1603—1839, Cambridge,
2006, pp. 481-520, pp. 492-496.

9 Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Ghafar al-Rahbi, Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ‘ulama’ al-‘Irag, Stleymaniye library, ms.
Ragib Paga 1050. Apart from the manuscript in the Ragib Paga library, there is another photographed
copy dated 117971765 in the Iraqi National Museum that seems to have been copied in three volumes
by the author himself. It is not clear if this copy has survived (Usama Nasir al-Nagshbandi, and Zamya’
Muhammad ‘Abbas, Makhtatat at-Ta'rikh wa-t-tarapim wa-s-sivar fi Maktabat al-Mathaf al-Iraqi, Baghdad,
n.d., no. 884, p. 427). Another copy was in the possession of Dar Saddam li-l-Makhtttat (nos. 9420~
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only known by this book and by his biographical sketch {tarjama) in ‘UmarT’s biographic-
anthological collection al-Rawd al-nadir.'* Muhammad al-Rahbr presented Nuzhat al-mushtag
as a literary gift to the grand vizier Ragib Mehmed Paga, probably in 1762.1!

In his introduction, RahbT describes his enthusiasm for “hunting down virgin thoughts®
(“mala‘ bi-qtinas al-abkar min al-afkar”) from the days of his early youth onwards; he never
stopped reading books and encyclopedias and “filling [his contemporaries’] ears” (“wa-
amla’ bi-fara’idihi asdaf al-masami®) with curiosities of all kinds, embracing topics of ‘Um as
well as of adab, “the pride of the lords of the Arabs™ (“fakhr sadat al-‘arab™).!?

Then Rahbi states, “For a long time I wanted to write a book encompassing treasures of
knowledge and strings of beautiful prose and poetry.” But the topical vicissitudes and adver-
sity of the age (“dahr”) prevented him from doing so.!* He goes on to complain about the
general ignorance and impiety of his contemporaries: “I live among people with religion
(“dm”), but without education (“adab”), and who is educated is devoid of religion. Among
these people, I am on my own.”!* Moreover, those rude contemporaries do not appreciate
the value of literary education and proper conduct (“adab”) in connection with Islamic
knowledge and sciences (““1lm”). Rahbi, by contrast, declares that he had collected pieces of
‘im as well as adab in order to put them together in his book, thereby posing as a broadly
educated yet religiously righteous man.!?

In fact, the adab component is clearly predominant; topics of im are represented by two
sets of short treatises attached to the biographical sketch (“tarjama”) of Sibghatallah al-
Haydart and to the tarjama of a relative of the author, namely ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Rahbi.!®

9422), and a section of it was published by Sulayman b. Salih al-Dakhil in the 192122 issue of Majallat
al-Yagin, which unfortunately was unavailable to me (‘Abbas al-‘Azzawi, and ‘Imad ‘Abd al-Salam Ra’af,
Tarikh al-adab al-‘arabi fi [-Irag, 2 vols., Baghdad, 2001, vol. IL, p. 239).

10 ‘Uthman b. ‘Alf al-Umari, al-Rawd al-nadir fi tarjamat udaba’ al-“asr, ed. Salim al-Na‘imi, 3 vols., Baghdad,
1975, vol. II1, p. 90. The “matter-of-fact” information given there is that ‘Umari had made Rahbi’s ac-
quaintance when the latter was still a beardless youth and then met him again after he had become a
promising scholar and adib. Rahbt includes ‘Umart in his own book with an equally favourable tarjama,
citing parts of their poetic correspondence, praising ‘Umari’s mastery in adab and scholarship, and also
praising him as a descendant of the caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab and as a successful politician and bu-
reaucrat. He states that he intended to return the favour ‘UmarT had done for him by including him in
al-Rawd al-nadir by including ‘UmarT in his own book in turn (Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 81b).

11 Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 260b: “wa-qad tamma ‘ala yad mu’allifihi al-‘abd al-abi Abi ’I-Barakat Muham-
mad al-Rahbi fi nisf Shawwal sanat 1175 [May 1762].”

12 Ibid., fol. 2a-b.

13 Ibid., fol. 2b (orthography not altered in all quotations from the text):

Calga dlld G paay ashiially gl ulae 3o o slall il 81 e ey WS sl o) oo Lo 1885
sl ypea f s

14 Ibid.:

12 jiie JSEN Cule agd & oa s (pall (e e @l Al ag ) Sb cpe Al Gad Diaal

15 Itis not quite clear to what extent adab refers to literature or to proper conduct as well.

16 The distinguished /anafi scholar ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Rahbi (d. after 1184/1770) is known for his interest in
astronomy. On his works, see Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu (ed.), Osmanl Astronomi Literatiirii Tarihi, 2 vols., Is-
tanbul, 1997, vol. II, pp. 467-468; idem (ed.), Osmanh Matematik Literatiirii Tarihi, 2 vols., Istanbul, 1999,
vol. I, p. 217; ‘Umar Rida Kahhala, Mujam al-mu’allifin: Tarajim musannifi al-kutub al-‘arabiya, 15 vols., Da-
mascus, 19571961, vol. V, p. 259; Carl Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2 vols. and 3 sup-
plements, 2nd ed., Leiden, 19371943, supplement I, p. 950, and Fuat Sezgin, Geschichte des Arabischen
Schrifitums, 12 vols., Leiden, Frankfurt am Main, 1967-2000, vol. I, p. 420. The Rahbit family produced
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Nuzhat al-mushtaq fi ‘ulama’ al-“Irag, in its present shape, is an adab collection consisting of
sections, cach consisting of a tarjama, a chapter (“bab”) about a general topic, and a magama,
thus combining three otherwise often separate types of text in a tripartite overall structure.’

Most lagjamas in Nuzhat al-mushtag hardly contain biographical facts in our sense of the
word. Instead they are composed of a multitude of picces from poems, rhymed prose, and
letters. Some parts of it were written by the person Rahbi describes, some by others in con-
tact with that person, some by Rahbt himself, and still others are taken from ancient works
of Arabic literature. Probably the most convenient translation of the term farjama in this
context is “representation of a person”, be it by the person’s names and virtues, ancestors,
teachers or books, by anecdotes, verses, letters, poems, or dreams.!® It is Rahbt who repre-
sents these persons and in passing his own relation with them, but so indirectly that his ego-
document can neither be called biographical nor autobiographical.

The chapters (sg. “bab”) bring together numerous statements about various topics, taken
from adab literature and tradition. There are occasional verses by Rahbt himself, who dis-
plays his mastery of the literary tradition and of spontaneous poetry by introducing pieces
with phrases like “when I read this verse, I immediately said...” Other pieces by him in-
clude letters of condolence or congratulation, chronogram verses for birth, legal majority,
marriage and so on, always in connection with one of the persons portrayed in the preced-
ing larjama.

The magamas are small fictitious episodes of artful rhymed prose (“saj”), often combined
with poetry and always transmitted with a “chain” of transmission (“isnad”) by a fictive
narrator (“rawi”). They contain various stories, often of the picaresque type, but sometimes
also with an aesthetic or philological thrust. The traveling hero of each episode gets into
some kind of trouble, but manages to outwit all other characters and is recognized only in
the end, whereupon he sums up and explains what has happened.!?

The Nuzha’s narrator bears the name of the author himself: Abt ’l-Barakat al-Rahbi.
The hero, Abt dh-Dhabth al-Hanaff, 1s less of a picaresque trickster, but more like a cun-
ning adib, and perhaps a clever siff; in some instances, the narrator himself takes the hero’s
role. Most magamas display the author’s rhetorical mastery, for example in the art of de-
scription (“wasl™”) of flowers, fruit, faces, or zodiacs, or in contests (“munazara”) between the
four seasons. Another recurring concept is that of cities that occupied an important role in
the author’s imagination: Damascus, Cairo, Aleppo, Mecca, Istanbul, Baghdad and Basra.
Less prominent places like ‘Ana, Rahba, and Hulwan,? were perhaps connected with the
author’s life, while others were more remote places of some literary significance, like the

legal scholars of the shafi‘t as well as of the hanafi madhhab.

17 For an overview, see figure 1.

18 Reynolds (ed.), Interpreting, pp. 42-43.

19 Hameen-Anttila, Magama, pp. 39-61 (referring to the original magamas of Hamadhani). The recognition
scene (anagnorisis) forms a part of almost all magamas in Nuzhat al-mushtag; after that, each episode con-
cludes with a religious invocation.

20 Most likely the town of Hulwan (today’s Sar-e Pal-e Zohab) in the Zagros mountains (halfway between
Baghdad and Kermanshah), not the Hulwan near Cairo; see Laurence Lockhart, “Hulwan” Encyclopae-
dia of Islam 111, 274 ed., Leiden, London, pp. 571-572, and John M. B. Jones, “Hulwan” ibid., p. 572.
‘Ana and Rahba are probably identical with the towns on the Euphrates in western Iraq, Rahba being
the Rahbis’ place of origin.
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ancient Lakhmid capital al-Hira,”! Yemen, Isfahan,?? or even Ceylon (Silan). Other recur-
rent themes in the collection are sorrow and poverty as causes for leaving home, hospitable
reception in a hostile environment, criticism of incapable ‘wlama’,? allusions of sifi as well as
of a homoerotic character.

The overarching structure of the book is explained by the author after the first tazjama—
the tajama of Shaykh Sibghat Allah al-Haydari, who, according to Rahbi, was the teacher
of all other persons adressed in the book.?* After putting forward Sibghat Allah’s tarama and
citing his treatise on the first Stra (“al-Fatha”) and Dawant’s treatise on the creation of
action (“khalq al-a‘mal”),? Rahbt explains the Nuzha's structure:

When I had completed the tarjama of this righteous man and his commentaries and
treatises by which he surpasses the ancients—on this occasion, I had copied some
treatises that are instrumental for all concerned with them—1I was motivated to re-
count manners and examples in the poetry of the Arabs. These are indeed the cus-
toms of the forefathers and also indecent talk of their successors. Following their
praiseworthy trails and their pertinent ways, I have arranged a chapter (“bab”) and a
magama after the tarjama of each of the righteous men. Thus, every stroller in this
promenade (“nuzha”) takes his place. The observer can look here and there in the
garden to pick roses and arrive at the cool, sweet ponds of kindness granted by the
Gracious One.%

Rahbi locates his compilation within the chain of Islamic knowledge, as well as within the
literary tradition, presenting it as a colourful garden to its visitors and thereby displaying his
own abilities in the arts of educated majlis-conversation on topics of ‘Um and adab. Apart

21 Of course, in RahbT’s time, it had lain in ruins for centuries, but “for the Arab poet it remained an
example of fallen greatness and vanitas vanitatum.” Alfred F. L. Beeston, and Irfan Shahid, “al-Hira” En-
cyclopaedia of Islam 111, 27 ed., Leiden, London, pp. 462-463, p. 463.

22 Here, the Isfahan of literature emerges, except for the local (i.e. ski'?) scholars who are described as being
“more lowly than Jews™ (*wa-‘ulama’uhum adhall min al-yahtid”), implying a negative attitude towards
both groups, in contrast to virtuous sunni scholars; Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 205b.

23 See esp. ibid., fols. 105b-106a, 135b-136b, 224h-226a.

24 Thid., fol. 4a:

4._\1|t)H\gQJ.‘.L§.'\A_,‘L_J“— Jue aglSE (5 )8 o) dia difioa Y1 4a 3l 238 (pe 2al Lad
Shaykh Sibghat Allah adorned the Nuzha with a “blurb” (“taqriz”), appended on fol. 262b. Members of
the Haydart family are also well-represented in al-Rawd al-nadir (vol. III, pp. 6-64). The HaydarTs were
descendants of the prophet Muhammad, genealogically connected with the Safavids and Aq Qoyunlus.
They occupied important positions in Baghdad, including those of the hanafi and shafi‘s mufii; see Ibrahim
Fasith b. Sibghat Allah al-Baghdadt al-Haydari, ‘Unwan al-majd fi bayan ahwal Baghdad wa-l-Basra wa-I-
Najd, London, 1998 [reprint of the ed. ‘Ali al-Basri, Basra, 1962], pp. 125-136. Cf. Hala Fattah, “Isla-
mic Universalism and the Construction of Regional Identities in Turn-of-the-Century Basra: Sheikh
Ibrahim al-Haidari’s Book Revisited” in Leila T. Fawwaz, and Christopher A. Bayly (eds.), Modernity and
Culture: From the Mediterranean o the Indian Ocean, New York, 2002, pp. 119-127.
5 On Jalal al-Din al-Dawani/Dawwant (d. 1502), see Andrew J. Newman, “Davant” Encyclopaedia Iranica
VII, Costa Mesa, pp. 132-133.

26 Ragib Pasa 1050, fol. 21a:

b Al 3gd aadly o (ams Gpudialy 5 5m Ly 59 L (30 3 4lihasy Sl 3 Fap 5 S L
oy Al 43S Y1 e Ley cooall Ll Jiatll g W) 8D s Sl 2l e e Judl & s JiE (X o glal)
o 3te S 3t dalia s Ll Juald (S daa 3 55 ) jal o (o Channa g sasad) agil o CuxBl 5 saall an B Codsila Calall

333,51 Calall JY M siall bl 3 31l p 25y sl il iy ) 8 liallS Lo LN (S dalia a3l 038

N
(37
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from being written for an Iraqi audience, at least equally important is the fact that Rahb1
gave the book as a gift to the grand vizier Ragib Mehmed Paga.?” Apparently, he was hop-
ing to be accepted as a client, just like his fellow Iraqi scholar ‘Uthman al-‘Umari,? all the
more so as Ragib Pasa had served in Baghdad many years earlier and continued his rela-
tionship with the Baghdadi élite.?? Unfortunately, Rahbi does not seem to have been
successful.*® Nevertheless, presenting Ragib Pasa with a literary work closely connected with
Arabic adab seems to have been a promising task. As the pasha used to extend his support to
literati regardless of their language, the magama as a typically Arabic genre may have been
appreciated.3!

The magamas in the collection are not uniform, and the fajjamas also take different
shapes. A particularly interesting case of such a tarjama—bab—magama structure is the tarjama
of Shaykh Muhammad al-Rahbi, together with the nineteenth bab and the nineteenth
magama. Shaykh Muhammad al-Rahbi, the authors’s namesake, is the earliest person of the
Rahbi family mentioned in the text. Therefore, the family’s noble Arab ancestry is dwelled

27 Rahbi praises Ragib in a quite lengthy manner (52 lines on fols. 3a-4a), referring to classical Islamic
concepts of good rule (“malik al-amr wa-l-nahy wa-l-sayf wa-l-qalam”) as well as alluding to Ottoman
ttles (“al-dustir al-a‘zam;” “dha l-ra’y al-sa’ib wa-I-fikr al-thaqib;” cf. Miibahat Kiitiikoglu, Osmanl Bel-
gelerin Dili (Diplomatik), Istanbul, 1998, pp. 101-102. He even calls Ragib Pasa “the pivot of the circuit of
the hanafi community” (“mihwar da’irat al-milla al-hanafiyya”), although the pasha was not a very out-
spoken exponent of his madhhab. Beyond attributions highlighting some points of contact with the au-
thor, Rahbi identifies his expectations of a “continuous rain of favours” (“dimat al-ni‘am”).

28 ‘Uthman al-‘Umart had also presented a biographical anthology of Iraqi literati and scholars (namely a/-
Rawd al-nadir) to Ragib Pasa as a literary gift. Ragib actually accepted ‘Umanrf as a client and put him in
charge of the fiscal administration of Baghdad province; ‘Umanrt, Rawd, vol. I, p. 34; Salim al-Na‘Tmi,
“al-Muqaddima” in ‘Umari, Rawd, vol. I, pp. 14-15 and 21-22.

29 Ragib had served the governor of Baghdad, Ahmed Paga, in the 1730s. Later, he stayed in contact with
Ahmed Paga’s successors as well as the notables of Baghdad through various people of his entourage; see
Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 31a-b; Damascus, Markaz al-watha’iq al-tartkhiyya, Awamir sultaniyya (Halab),
no. 6, pp. 88, 163; no. 6/1, p. 132; Damascus, Markaz al-watha’iq al-tarikhiyya, Mahakim Halab al-
shar‘iyya, no. 87, p. 70; Istanbul, Bagbakanhk Devlet Arsivi-Osmanh Arsivi, D.BSM.MHF 45/20.

30 Rahbrt could at least take comfort in the fact that he was not the only unlucky poet. For example, the
Damascene Hanbalf mufli Isma‘il b. ‘Abd al-Karim al-JarraT presented a book on Ragib Pasa’s virtues to
the vizier (Mafakhir al-iksir al-rasib fi ba'd managib Muhammad Basha al-Raghib, ms. Siileymaniye, Asir Efendi
436, fols. 9a—29a), but no reaction on the part of the pasha is recorded. On Jarra‘, see John O. Voll,
“The Non-Wahhabt Hanbalis of Eighteenth Century Syria™ Der Islam 49,2 (1972), pp. 277-291, p. 284.

31 “Magamas were occasionally imitated in Syriac (Ebedyeshu) and Persian (FHamid al-Din Balkhi) as well
as later in Turkish, but their influence was ephemeral”; Haimeen-Anttila, Magama, p. 297. Outside Ara-
bic literature, magamas struck roots only in Hebrew literature; see Arie Schippers, “The Hebrew maqa-
ma” in Hameen-Anttila, Magama, pp. 302-327. On Arabic-speaking poets and scholars in Ragib Paga’s
entourage, see, . g&. Muhammad Khalil al-Muradr, Sik al-durar fi a‘yan al-qarn al-thant ‘ashar, ed. Akram
Hasan al-‘Ulabi, 4 vols., Beirut, 2001, vol. I, pp. 46—48, pp. 96-112; vol. IV, pp. 139141, pp. 287-288.
One of Ragib Paga’s Turkish-speaking clients, namely the well-known Ahmed Resmi from Crete, has
left a magama in Arabic (cited in Muradi, Si/k, vol. I, pp. 88-90). This illustrates the fact that the magama
genre is, from an Ottoman’s point of view, connected with Arabic literature, as Resmi in general used to
write in Turkish. Apart from several Turkish-writing udeba’ (like Celebizade ‘Asim, ‘Abdurrazzak Nevres,
or ‘Abbaszade Hasmet) Ragib’s physician Athanasios Ypsilantis may be mentioned, who authored a
world history in Greek.
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upon, but without explicitly establishing a genealogical link with the prophet, the Quraysh,
or any ancient hero. Nevertheless, Rahbi is proud of his extraction (nasab).?>

Similarly, Rahbt doesn’t say much about his ancestor Shaykh Muhammad al-Rahbi,
except for his being a learned and pious man with many virtues. He became the founding
father of the house Rahbl when he migrated to Baghdad (probably from the town of
Rahba), and was finally nominated Shafi'v mufii of Baghdad.?® After a lot of eulogizing, the
author claims that his ancestor had left many well-known writings and commentaries, but
cites only one verse of his poetry. One line of this verse was taken up and included in the
poems of several other people also cited in the following. But in the end, Rahbt admits that
this line goes back to the time of the Abbasid caliph al-Ma’miin, then cites the song of al-
Ma’miun’s slave girl containing the line.

We shouldn’t dismiss this as a lack of originality. Rather, the recurrence of poetry
produced in Baghdad some 900 years earlier establishes a link with the glorious past of the
“classical* age. This tendency of putting himself (and his family) into the venerable Arabic
adab tradition is visible throughout the book. Rahbi shows his mastery of the Arabic
language and its literary tradition, his broad knowledge of poetry and history within the
framework of an Islamic empire stretching from the early caliphate up to the Ottomans as
maintainers of Islamic order.

After the ‘arjama of Muhammad al-Rahbt the ancestor, there follows a chapter (bab) on
vigour, determination, and ambiton in achieving one’s goals (“‘uluww al-himam”).3* The
connection with Muhammad al-Rahbi the ancestor is not really obvious, but it may consist
in the fact that Shaykh Muhammad was the first Rahbi to achieve an important office. In
doing so, he served as an example for his descendants in terms of ambition. The chapter on
“uluww al-himam™ brings together verses, aphorisms, and fadith pertaining to that topic;
starting with the prophet Muhammad and the caliphs ‘All and ‘Umar, Rahbi cites famous
poets like Abt Firas, al-Mutanabbi, and Ibn Nubiata as well as bedouins and anonymous
people.

The following magama, called “al-Qustantiniyya”, also has something to do with ambi-
tion, but again the connection remains tenuous.’> Ambitious provincial notables in the
Ottoman Empire, especially ‘wlama’, usually turned to Qustantiniyya/Constantinople in

32 Ragib Paga 1050, fols. 186a—188a. ‘Umarl perhaps does allude to our author as being of sharifian de-
scent: “sulalat al-ashraf al-kiram” (‘Umari, Rawd, vol. III, 90). Since he does not do this with all the
Rahbis, he may refer to Rahbrt’s descent in the maternal line.

33 Interestingly, ‘Umari also mentions the father and brother of Muhammad al-Rahbi, the ancestor.
According to him, the father ‘Alf al-Rahbi, also a shafit mufiz, was the founder of the house Rahbi, but he
does not say where he used to live. ‘Umart goes on to call the ancestor’s brother, Husayn al-Rahbi, a
mufli as well, and states that he had met him in Baghdad on one occasion, but nevertheless, the ancestor
Muhammad al-Rahbi may still have been the founder of the house in Baghdad, while other members
carried it on in Rahba, Hilla, or elsewhere. At any rate, it is not clear why our author does not
acknowledge ‘All and Husayn al-Rahbi (cf. ‘Umart, Rawd, vol. III, pp. 79-83); instead, he lists an ‘Al
Efendi as the ancestor’s eldest son, so that ‘UmarT’s collection may contain some mistake. For the further
Rahbis mentioned in Nuzhat al-mushiag and in al-Rawd al-nadir, see figure 2. As ‘Umari claims to have
known Muhammad, the ancestor, personally (being on good terms with him), this ancestor could possib-
ly have been our author’s grandfather, or at the most, his great-grandfather.

34 Ragib Pasa 1050, fols. 188a-190b.

35 Ibid., fols. 190b-191b.
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order to get political support or to foster their own careers. Therefore, visiting the capital is
a recurring theme in Arabic travellers’ accounts of that period.*® It is unknown whether
Rahbr actually travelled to the capital, but what is clear is that the journey to the capital was
a well-established motif relating to Iraqi notables’ actual experience. It would not be too far-
fetched to suppose that Rahbt had travelled to Istanbul himself, or did so to present his
book to Ragib Pasa.

Initially, the narrator, Abt ’l-Barakat al-Rahbi, complains about his inability to achieve
his goals in Baghdad. So he travels to Istanbul; the journey itself is not described in detail
and does not seem to pose any difficulties. The difficulties appear when Abu ’l-Barakat
arrives in the capital. He is intimidated and confused by a feeling of strangeness; in fact he is
scared, hardly daring to take a single step forward.?” When the narrator’s courage is wan-
ing, suddenly somebody takes his hand and greets him in Arabic: “Welcome to whom I am
related” {“ahlan bi-man kuntu lahu ahlan®). The narrator wants to jump for joy, embraces
and kisses the man, but still there remains some doubt whether he has embraced an illusion
of the night. But then the stranger asks him: “Aren’t You Abu ‘l-Barakat al-Rahbi?*3¢ and
thereby dispels his fears.

Subsequently, the stranger takes Abt ‘l-Barakat to his homeand the next day asks him
directly about his intentions: “Are you planning to get to know people and to visit the sephiil-
wlam?*3 Obviously, the stranger has guessed the narrator’s intention to make useful con-
tacts. As a result, he arranges a reception with the gephiilislam. That the stranger knows the
seyhiilislam personally is quite a lucky incident, but may represent the important position of
metropolitan mediators with ties to provincial groups.

After greeting the head of the Wmiye in a slightly disrespectful way, the narrator takes a
seat at the place of honour (“sadr”) in the geyhilislam’s reception room, directly facing the
host.* The geyhiilislam is annoyed by this irreverent behaviour. But conceding that the visi-
tor is a country bumpkin, the gephiilislam politely points out to him that he is sitting in the
wrong place.*! The visitor gets a anotherchance throughproving his knowledge. The gepfiil-
islam asks him about a certain part of—again—the first Stra (“al-Fatiha”), and Aba ’l-Bara-
kat answers this rather easy question in a short and precise way.*? The answer pleases the

36 See, e.g. Ralf Elger, “Herrschafiskritik, Karrierestreben, Djihad: Das Osmanische Reich und Istanbul in
arabischen Reiseberichten des 16. bis 18. Jahrhunderts™ in Yavuz Kose (ed.), Istanbul: Vom imperialen
Herrschersitz zur Megapolis. Historiographische Betrachtungen zu Gesellschafl, Institutionen und Réumen, Munich,
2006, pp. 71-82.

37 Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 191a:

A pal ganal pall s BN Jali claliy cae) cupally pladl oy Gl g5 gl saa by Gl Cise e Uil Lgilan
A A5

38 Ihid., fol. 191a:

q.};)“ Q\S_).\n ,..:‘ ‘_,_.M 4.“".“ Gl J.I!

39 TIhid.:
AoVl a3 )l 35 QLW Ay Jrk ol Ja JU

40 Ibid.:
Al juall i ada g 130 LAY 80 oy 08 13051 dtadlin g ol a1 ety il gy oSl 4 oL

41 Ibid.:

OSall 138 eluda (30 Vg Glagall 138 (s B (e o S J8
42 The question is, why was the phrase “pgle gpatall j& agale Cianil (3 Jal 2 put in this way? In the
first instance, divine grace is expressed by a verb in a relative clause, while in the second, divine anger
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sevhiilislam, who then expands the conversation and becomes friendlier, accepting the nar-
rator as a scholar deserving respect, even remarking that his seat at the head was appropri-
ate.*s After the reception, the narrator gives a sigh of relief and finally recognizes his helper
as Shaykh Abua I-Dhabith al-Hanafi.*

As our information about Muhammad al-Rahbrt derives almost exclusively from Nuzhat
al-mushtaq, it is impossible to determine its degree of self-reflectivity by comparing it, e. g.,
with a parallel travelogue, as has been done with the magama on a visit to Istanbul (al-
Magama al-Ramiyya) by Ahmad al-Khafajr (d. 1659).% Khafajis’s magama also deals with an
Arab scholar’s travel to Istanbul looking for patronage. In the preceding travel account,
Khafaji had complained about the promotion of less gifted people, just as Turkish-writing
scholars and bureaucrats used to do.*® Although the narrator does not bear Khafaji's name,
according to Elger, it is clear that he himself is speaking,*’” describing Istanbul as a beautiful,
but morally corrupting place.*® A hundred years later, the Damascene Khalwatt shaykh and
adib Mustafa al-Bakr (d. 1749) wrote a Magama Ramiyya as well. In this piece he warns of the
moral dangers visitors (especially young ones) are exposed to and seems to present a facet of
himself he would not show in a ‘real’ travel account. In another magama, the narrator is
actually called al-BakiT, while in the magama of BakiTs Egyptian student al-Lagimi (d.
1759/60), the main character bears that author's first name.** BakiTs and LaqimT’s
contemporary, Muhammad al-Rahbi, does not care to conceal himself either, but appears
on the scene with his own name, not even pretending to relate somebody else's story. The
udaba’ of mid-eighteenth century Baghdad thus seem to have been up to date with those of
Cairo and Damascus in terms of magama writing in that they did not shy away from appear-
ing in their stories, at least by name.

In Rahbi’s magama, the city of Istanbul appears not as a hotbed of vice, but as a strange
place of power and opportunity.®® The Iraqi visitor feels insecure there, but Istanbul is with-
out any doubt the Islamic centre of power. It is true that Rahbi proudly refers to the Arabic

takes the form of a passive participle, and not the other way around. Rahbi’s answer emphasises the re-
Liability of God’s grace, which seems to be expressed adequately by a verb, and refers further to the
masterly rhetorical adequacy of using the participle, which may pertain to the doctrine of the miraculous
inimitability of the Quran (“ijaz al-Qur’an”).

43 Ragib Paga 1050, fol. 191a:

Sal jrall 1agd el Sal g el L g JE g
It is not clear, however, how much of it—and of the whole story for that matter—is meant to be ironic.
44 Thid.:
gl C-—‘-*'*“ sl (Bl LA ga 13) 5 dan 5 g dausdy 438 yad

45 Elger, “Autobiographical magamat”, pp. 63-65.

46 Cf. e.g., Ulrich Haarmann, “The plight of the self-appointed genius — Mustafa ‘Ali” Arabica 38 (1991),
pp. 73-86.

47 Elger, “Autobiographical magamat”, p. 65, and idem, Mustafi al-Bakri: ur Selbstdarstellung eines syrischen
Gelehrten, Sufis und Dichters des 18. Jahrhunderts, Schenefeld, 2004, p. 187.

48 'This characterization, probably not uncommon for a capital, continued to appear in various places.
Individual writers’ perceptions of state and society as being either healthy or corrupt were often enough
connected with their personal fortunes; see e. g., on Khafajr’s negative view of the Istanbul establish-
ment: Elger, “Autobiographical magamat”, p. 65, and Rifaat Ali Abou-El-Haj, Formation of the Modem
State: The Ottoman Empire, 16th-18th Centuries, Albany, 1991, p. 25.

49 Elger, “Autobiographical magamat”, pp. 65-69.

50 Cf. ‘Uthman al-‘Umarf’s ode in praise of Istanbul, cited by Rahbi in ms. Ragib Pasa 1050, fols. 91a—94a.
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literary tradition, but at the same time the Ottoman order is an essential part of how he
perceives the world (Weltanschauung). This aspect becomes obvious in the 28th magama after
the bab on Justice and Suppression.®! In that magama, heretics (“ahl al-bid'a”) are accused of
turning the Muslim law and order upside down and of transgressing the boundaries drawn
by God (“tajawuz hudad Allah*). This implies that they are at the same time committing an
illicit rebellion (“isyan”) against the “order of the world” (“nizam-1 ‘alem”). Hence, the
Ottoman padigah (“sultan al-barrayn wa-khagan al-bahrayn”) subjugates the heretics with
his army in his capacity as maintainer of the Islamic order.>?

By composing Nuzhat al-mushtaq, Muhammad al-Rahbit evidences his literary abilities, his
taste and knowledge of style and lexicon, situating himself in the Arabic literary tradition
while at the same time varying its established forms. Thus, he emerges as a junior, but gifted
member of the literati of Baghdad, and he also displays his connections with the senior
literati included in the book who were often at the same time local notables.

Although Rahbt’s NMuzha should be read with caution (as far as its ego-documentary
character is concerned), it is nevertheless possible to discover some traits that hint at the
writer’s personality behind the narrative ego. It reveals something of his perception of him-
self as a member of his family (that figures so prominently in Nuzhat al-mushitag), of the
Baghdad community of sunnt literati and scholars, as an inhabitant of an Iraqi region (as
people from Baghdad, Mosul and adjacent territories are presented in the Nuzha as ‘ulama’
al-‘Irag), and as a subject of the Ottoman sultan as well as part of the venerable tradition of
Arabic adab.

The tripartite structure connects the representation of persons with the following poetic
statements and magamas. As Rahbi casts his feelings and attitudes into the mould of poetry
and magama so popular in the Baghdadi literary salons of his time, it is difficult, and perhaps
idle, to distinguish topoi and literary requirement from personal expression. But the magama
singled out above tells something about Rahbt’s aims and fears, expectations and general
outlook as far as the capital is concerned. Further scrutiny of this multi-layered work, and
comparison with similar pieces, will probably reveal many more instances of RahbT’s self-
representation. The T may not speak in a direct manner, but it is possible to perceive a
degree of ‘egocentrism’ in many sources, so that ‘ego-documentarity’ would not be an ab-
solute, but a gradual property of the source.

51 Ragib Pasa 1050, fols. 237a-239b.

52 Ibid., fols. 238b-239b. For the significance of the concept of “nizam-1 ‘alem”, see Gottfried Hagen,
“World Order and Legitimacy” in Hakan Karateke, and Maurus Reinkowski (eds.), Legitimizing the Order:
The Ottoman Rheloric of Power, Leiden, 2005, pp. 55-83. Hagen asserts, however, that the concept lost
much of its practical importance in the early eighteenth century.
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Table I: Outline of the content of Nuzhat al-mushiag fi ‘ulama’ al-Iraq (ms. Siileymaniye Library, Ragib
Pagsa Collection, no. 1050)

Number [Person IChapter Magama
1 Sibghat Allah Efendi On knowledge (‘i/m) al-sama’iyya
fol. 4a [Haydarzade]

Risala a On exegesis of the first sira (al-Fattha)

Risala b On the creation of action (khalg al-a‘mal) by Jalal al-Din al-Dawani

2 al-Sayyid ‘Abd Allah Efendi On education and al-suhadiyya
fol. 23a Fakhrizade roper conduct (adab)

3 IMuhammad As‘ad Fakhrizade |On longing (sababa) lal-sa‘diyya
fol. 58b

4 Fakhri Efendi Fakhrizade On the beloved (fial-  |al-fargadiyya
fol. 70b labih wa-ahwalih)

5 ‘Uthman Efendi al-‘Umart On the poetic element ofjal-hayawiyya
fol. 81a jnasth

6 Jaydar Efendi walad Sibghat  [On enthusiastic style  al-jadiyya
fol. 106a Allah Efendi [Haydarzade] hamasa)

7 Muhammad Efendi mufii al- On citation (iqithas) lal-umawyya
fol. 111b Hanafiyya

(s Muhammad Efendi Cadiraizade [On spring and his al-falakiyya
fol. 118a flowers

9 \Yasin Efendi mufii al-Hanafiypa  |On clouds and rain lal-ridwaniyya
fol. 123b

10 Abd Allah Efendi al-Suwaydi  [On contendedness lal-shamiyya
fol. 128b

11 Muhammad Efendi Iscizade On correspondence ral—slmmsiyya
fol. 136b

12 Ahmad Efendi Matarcizade On conciliation (iste'taf)  |al-hilaliyya
fol. 141b

13 Abd Allah Efendi Murtazazade |On generosity and lal-anwa’yya
fol. 146b meanness

14 al-Sayyid ‘Ali Efendi Naqibzade [On brothers al-firaqiyya
fol. 153a

15 isma‘l Efendi Etmekgizade On wine al-surariyya
fol. 158a

16 ‘Abd al-Rahman Efendi al- On wine’s qualities lal-sharabiyya
fol. 165a Suwaydr

17 Muhammad Sa‘id Efendi al- On the cupbearer (sag?) |al-sham‘iyya
fol. 173b Suwaydi

18 Ibrahim Efendi b. al-Shaykh On salons (majalis al-uns) |al-fusiiliyya
fol. 180b Sultan al-JabbarT (Jubari) li

19 -Shaykh Muhammad Efendi al-(On vigour and ambition |al—qw,tanﬁnjyya
fol. 186a ahbi (‘ulizow al-himam)
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Number [Person Chapter Maqgama
20 waladuhu al-akbar ‘Ali Efendi [al- |On complaining about |al-Safawiyya
fol. 191b IRahbi| mufit al-Shafi‘iyya the vicissitudes of life

shakwa al-zaman)
21 ‘Abd al-Kartm Efendi mufii al-  |On courage al-qinnasrimyya
fol. 196b \Shafi‘iypa Rahbizade
22 ‘Abd al-Ghafar Efendi (On patience al-shukriyya
fol. 201b IRahbizade
23 Uthman Efendi Rahbizade (On consultation al-khawdiyya
fol. 206b
24 ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Efendi Rahbizade |On thankfulness al-rushdiyya
fol. 210a
Risala ¢ On circular and rectangular wash-basins
Risala d On a related geometrical problem
Risala e On the name Muhammad
Risala f On riddles
25 Bakr Efendi Rahbizade On reconciliation to al-siniyya
fol. 225b one’s fate (al-nida bi-l-

gada’)
26 ‘Abd al-Salam Efendi Rahbizade |On vigilance (tayagquz) |al-‘amyya
fol. 228b
27 al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-Jalil On forgiving (‘afw) lal-haddadiyya
fol. 231b Rahbizade
28 ‘Abd al-Latif Efendi Rahbizade |On justice and lal-harbyya
fol. 236b suppression
29 ‘Abd al-Sattar Efendi Rahbizade |On kings’ speech al-‘arabiyya
fol. 239b
30 Husayn Efendi Rahbizade On poverty and richness [al-hulwaniyya
fol. 244a
31 Mahmuad Efendi Rahbizade On praise and lal-zawra yya
fol. 247b disparagement (dhamm)
32 Mahmud Efendi Rahbizade mufir|On ease after distress al-dabisiyya
fol. 251a al-Hilla usr ba‘d al-‘usr)
33 Muhammad Sa‘td Efendi On tagariz -
fol. 253b IRahbizade
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Table 2: Members of the Rahbi family mentioned in Rahbi’s and Umar’s collections

129

\Nuzhat al-mushtaq

al-Rawd al-nadir

al-Shaykh ‘Alr al-Rahbi

Husayn al-Rahbrt

lal-Shaykh Muhammad Efendi al-Rahbrt

IMuhammad al-Rahbi

lal-Shafi‘iyya

waladuhu al-akbar ‘AlT Efendi [al-Rahbi| mufi

‘Abd al-Kartm Efendi
nufft al-Shafi‘iyya Rahbizade

‘Abd al-Karim al-Rahbt

‘Abd al-Ghafur Efendi Rahbizade

‘Abd al-Ghafiir al-Rahbt

‘Uthman Efendi Rahbizade

‘Uthman al-Rahbt
imufii al-Hilla

‘Abd al-‘Aziz Efendi Rahbizade

‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Rahb1

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Rahbt

Bakr Efendi Rahbizade

Abd al-Salam Efendi Rahbizade

al-Shaykh ‘Abd al-Jalil Rahbizade

Abd al-Latif Efendi Rahbizade

‘Abd al-Sattar Efendi Rahbizade

Husayn Efendi Rahbizade

IMahmiid Efendi Rahbizade

IMahmid Efendi Rahbizade mufii al-Hilla

Muhammad Sa‘7d Efendi Rahbizade

[the author, without tarjama]

Muhammad al-Rahb1
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