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LEO VI ARABUS?
An unknown fragment from the Arabic translation

of Leo VI's Taktika

Nikolaj Serikoff

The Wellcome Library / Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy

The aim of this article is to introduce a hitherto unknown Arabic quotation from the military manual written
originally in Greek under the name of the Byzantine Emperor Leo VI (886-912). This quotation is found in
the fourteenth century Arabic military treatise At-tadbirat as-sultaniyya fi siyasat as-sand'i‘ al-harbiyya
written by a Mamlak high ranking officer, a “colonel” Ibn Mankali. Greek quotations and longer passages
found in military manuals of the Arabs are of great importance. They allow a modern historian to evaluate
Byzantine influence on Arab military thought and, moreover, occasionally give some ideas on medieval
Arab military intelligence.

Introduction

Historians have traditionally pointed out that relations between Arabs and Byzantines
predominantly consisted of constant wars. This image has not altered much in recent
scholarship. This is generally due to the sources, which a modern historian nowadays has at
his disposal.” They contain frequent descriptions of military conflicts and exchanges of em-
bassies, that overshadow cultural contacts between these two people. On the other hand, the

* This article was first published in 1994 in the periodical “Macedonian Studies” (Austria). However, the
publisher failed to send me the proof-galleys and I therefore was not able to correct the text accordingly. As a
result the article appeared with many mistakes and, moreover without Greek and Arabic examples, which has
forced me to consider this publication redundant. The present publication is correct and contains all the
necessary examples. I have also consulted the scholarly literature published on this subject since that time and
made necessary adjustments. I am grateful to the Institute of the Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy (St
Petersburg Branch) and especially for the Curator of the Department of Manuscripts, Dr Margarita
Vorobieva-Desiatovskaia for the kind permission to publish a fragment of the MS C 726 and Nigel Allan,
who read the final version

"A. G. Nedvetskii, Razvedka i kontrrazvedka v mamliukskom Egipte (po entsiklopedii al-Kalkashandi)
http://nedvetsky.boom.ru/books/spies.htm, hereafter: Nedvetskii, Razvedka; N. Kourtakou, “Diplomacy and
espionage: their role in Byzantine foreign relations 8"-10" centuries”, Graeco-Arabica 6 (1995), p. 125-144.

2 See the authoritative compendium: A. A. Vasil'ev, Byzance et les Arabes, Bruxelles, 1935-1950.
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" texts, which describe the Arabs’ use of Byzantine military stratagems are almost unknown.’
Moreover, some of the sources contain information, which explicitly highlights the Arabs’
scomnful attitude towards Byzantine scientific and military achievements.* However, the
Arabs did not entirely reject all the merits of their neighbours and enemies. Muslim
intelligence was deeply interested in Byzantine administration, military equipment, and
system of recruitment and borrowed everything they regarded worth while.’ Traces of this
interest can be seen in the scientific and military vocabulary used by medieval Arab authors,
which to a great extent is based on the Greek and Byzantine military terminology.® Direct
information of how Arabs borrowed and consequently applied the achievements of their
neighbours is rather limited. Sporadic information found in Byzantine sources allows us to
suggest, that the Byzantines were trying to keep their military secrets, like the recipe of the
famous “Greek fire”, and did everything to prevent them being known to their enemies.’ The
Arabs certainly translated military manuals written in Greek and Persian.® However I did not
comie across any translations which have survived in complete form. Such translations (if they
existed) were obviously rather rare, probably due to the fact that they were often made for
“internal” use and therefore were not copied as frequently as translations from the Greek
philosophical or medical texts.

V. Christides was the first to discover a few direct quotations from the Naumachika
.-ascribed to Leo VI in a military treatise (4l-ahkam fi fan al-qital fi I-bahr al-mulikiva wa
d-dawabit an-namiisiya) also composed by Ibn Mankali.’ A fragment, published in the pre-
sent article has been found in another work by Ibn Mankali: At-tadbirat as-sultaniyya fi

3 Cf. Nedvetskii, Razvedka and the secondary literature as cited there.

* A. Miquel, La géographie humaine du monde musulmain (Paris 1975), vol. 2, p. 465, note 8 and p. 468,
notes 1, 2, where he quotes the Ibn al-Faqih’s statement about the astronomical and medical achievements of
the Byzantines.

> V. Christides, The Conquest of Crete by the Arabs (ca. 824): A turning point in the struggle between
Byzantium and Islam (Athens 1984), pp. 56-57, hereafter: Christides, Conquest.

® H. Daiber, “Semitische Sprachen als Kulturvermittler zwischen Antike und Mittelalter”, ZDMG (1986),
292-313. Cf. also the article by R. Macuch: R. Macuch, “Greek technical terms in Arabic science”, Graeco-
Arabica 1 (1982), p. 32-34. A complete list of technical terms borrowed by the Arabs see in my Dictionary of
Greek Borrowings and Loan-Words in Arabic (in preparation) N. Serikoff, “A Dictionary of Greek
' Borrowings and Loan-Words in Arabic: Tasks, Methods, preliminary Results”, Graeco-Arabica 5 (1993),
p. 267-273.

7 Constantine Porphyregenitus, De administrando imperio, Greek text edited by Gy. Moravcsik; English
translation by R. J. H. Jenkins, London, 1962, 13.33. However, from the modern research it appears that the
“Greek fire” was well known to the Arabs. Christides, Conquest.

® A. Yunusov, “Voennaia literatura srednevekovogo Blizhnego i Srednego Vostoka”, Vostochnoe
istoricheskoe istochnikovedenie i spetsial’'nye istoricheskie distsipliny 1 (1986), p. 186, note 12 with a
reference to A.-V. Reinaud, “De [’art militaire chez les Arabs au Moyen Age”, J4 1842 (2), pp. 193-208,
however cf. here Nedvetskii, Razvedka, note 14.

® V. Christides, “Naval warfare in the Eastern Mediterranean (6" centuries); an Arabic translation of
Leo VI's Naumachika”, Graeco-Arabica 3 (1984), p. 139, hereafter Christides, Warfare.
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siyasat as-sand’i‘ al-harbiyya. From this fragment one sees that the Byzantine way of
manipulating the troops during combat was well regarded by a Mamlik high ranking officer
several centuries after the death of the Byzantine military theoretician.

A comparison of this fragment with the corresponding Greek source also sheds a
additional light on the translation technique applied by the Arabs while translating technical
literature from Greek during the medieval period.

The author and his work

Tbn Mankali’s full name is Galal ad-Din Muhammad b. Nizam ad-Din Mankali Buga al-Misri,
or according to other sources, Muhammad b. Mankalf al-‘Alami an-Nasiri a3-Samsi.'® The
exact date of his birth is not known. According to some sources he may have died around
784AH/1382-1383AD."" He came from a military family. His father and grandfather were
high ranking officers and Ibn Mankali himself occupied the post of naqib al-gays' at the
court of the Mamliik sultan, al-Malik al-Agraf Sa‘ban II b. al-Malik al-Amgad Husayn, Nasir
ad-Din (764AH/1363AD-778AH/1377AD). Ibn Mankali wrote altogether about fifteen
treatises on different aspects of the military organisation of the Mamluk army and ways of
conducting warfare. The treatise, where the quotation from the works composed under the
name of Leo VI was found, is called At-tadbirat as-sultaniyya fi siyasat as-sand’i’ al-
harbiyya (‘The Royal Arrangements: Regulations in the Art of War’). It was written between
769AH/1367-8AD and 778 AH/1376-7AD and contains advice to the commander on how to
conduct combat. The treatise appeared to be well read: even now, seven manuscript copies of
this work are recorded preserved at various libraries in the East and West."” Only as late as
1983 the full text of At-tadbirat was published in Iraq from the Cairo MS. The present study
is based on a manuscript dating from the fifteenth century (C 726) preserved in the St
Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies of the Russian Academy.'* This
manuscript is clearly written, fully vocalized and contains occasional pencil notes, which
belong probably to its first cataloguer, Baron V. R. Rosen."

19 Zopoth, “Muhammad ibn Mingli. Ein Agyptischer Offizier und Schriftsteller des 14. Jhdts.”, WZKM
53(1957), S. 288-299; Muhammad b. Mankali, Al-adilla ar-rasmiya ft I-ta‘abi al-harbiya, Mahmiad Sayt
Hattab (ed.), Bagdad 1409/1988 s 86. Hereafter: al-Adilla.

T Al-Adilla, s 87.

12 Al-Adilla, s 88. GAL 1 S. 136, SB 2 S. 176: “Oberst der Garde des Sultans”. A more detailed
description of the functions of the nagib al-gays is given by al-Qalqa3andi (Subh 4 s. 22, cit. after al-Adilla, s.
88), who writes that it included providing a military escort and guarding the sultan during festivals and
military campaigns.

3 GAL SB 2 S. 167, al-Adilia, s 100-101.

' Arabskie rukopisi Instituta Vostokovedeniia AN SSSR. Kratkii katalog, A. B. Khalidov (ed.), Moscow,
1986, vol. 1, no. 10346.

"> V. R. Rosen, “Les manuscrits arabes de I'Institut des langues Orientales”, Collections scientifiques de
I'Institut des Langues Orientales du Ministére des Affaires Etrangéres 1, St. Petersburg, 1877, no 213. Pages
(not folios) are indicated.
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Arabic Text and its sources
The Arabic text
C 726, p. 53.6-54.2
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Translation

“...And what an officer should do when soldiers are engaged in military action. The soldiers
should be lined up in groups of four. These four men should fight together or in groups of
sixteen. And each sixteen [men], (if you count) should be considered as a unit: this is zawg
uz-zawg.'® [This type of formation] was mentioned by the Greek King Lawun in his book,
which he called Maratib al-hurib. This is an excellent book which military men should study,
because it contains an unusual rule about battle tactics. By the way, the meaning of the name
“Lawin” in Greek is “lion”.

Greek text

The Arabic text of At-tadbirat gives a direct reference to the title of a military treatise by Leo
VI: Maratib al-hurib. This title can only be translated as ‘Tactics’, since the Arabic root <5
traditionally corresponds to the Greek tdoow and its derivatives.'” No doubt, the title Maratib
al-hurib is non other as a shortened version of the full title of the treatise, composed under
the name of Leo VI: Tév év molépotg Taxtixév clvtopog napo'tSochzo, commonly known
as Taktika. However, the actual text of the Taktika, at least the text published in the Greek
Patrologia, does not contain any passage which directly corresponds to the Arabic text as

'® Cod.: s

" Cod.: 44

'® 18Le. an even number yielding an even quotient when divided by an even number.

' H. Daiber, Aetius Arabus. Die Vorsokratiker in arabischer Uberlieferung, Wiesbaden, 1980, Nr. 1400.

® H. Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane literatur der Byzantiner, Miinchen, 1978, 2, S. 331-334,
general information see in A. Kazhdan (ed.), The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, New York, Oxford, 1991,
p- 2008.
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cited above. Nevertheless, there are three paragraphs, where the formation of sixteen men (or
zawg uz-zawg in Arabic) is mentioned. This is the reason, why the text under investigation
should be carefully compared with all these paragraphs.

Taktika PG 107 p. 753CD  Aentdovrar #jtor peptlovrar ai dxiat &tav &mod
ot dvdpdv TO Pdfog adtdv 2o, xal 9Yéhetg palhov TO piixog TdV mapatabewv

b ~ N ’ » N ~ ~ o~ ’ ’
éxteivar St xépmov ) St T6 lowHjvar TF) TEY évavtiey taket.

When the depth of formation is sixteen soldiers you can make the formation shallow or
divide it, especially if you wish to stretch out the battle line with the purpose of encircling the
enemy battle lines or make [your own formation] equal to that of the enemy.

Taktika PG 107 p. 757A Mepilovtor mpodg Siparayyiav, étav én’ edfeiag
repimat®ot Tig napatabewg xai Epmpocdev xat dnioev pavaoly moréptor, xal
el pnév amo ot avdpdv Exwotv al axiat xai Hyyroav of du: Sdews Epyduevor éxHpot,
xol péARovotg éx tob TAnoiou dpxesTat THG poms, Tapayyetiet' and v pepiodnte.

The formations have to divide themselves into semi-phalanxes, if the enemy gets the
opportunity to surround them and appears both in front and in the rear. If the formations
have in depth sixteen men — and the enemy has already appeared and wishes to engage in the
battle from a close distance you should order: “double the rows into eight!”

Taktika PG 107 p. 760B Ba90ovrtat 3¢ firor dimholvrar al dxiat, dtav &nd tecodpwv
fotavtar, xat 9éhye adtag SimAdoat xal mpdg cupBoMy ioyupormotfioal kppolévtes Té
Bader tiig mapatabews TV Evavtiwy, xal mapayyeilet: eloedde. Kai yivovraw v, el 8¢
YéMne Lo’ moifjoar maAty wapayyeiet eloere. Kai eloepydpevor elg tolg idioug témoug
elg map’ elg dimAobvtan xat yivovtal tot’.

The formation can also become deeper, i.e. doubled. Thus, when the depth of the
Jormation is four men and you wish to double them and strengthen them for the assaull, to
the depth of the enemy formation, you should order “double the rows!"”' And the formation
becomes eight men deep. If you wish to increase the depth to sixteen men, you should order
again: “double the rows!” They then enter the same positions, one in front of another, and
the depth becomes sixteen men.

2! Literally “enter!”
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Analysis

The paragraphs from the Leo VI's Taktika as cited above, when compared with the Arabic
text of At-tadbirat show that the Arab translator did not translate all of them, but prepared a
kind of a digest. Here we have a type of “translation” from Greek into Arabic, when only the
chief idea (or technical terms) were translated directly, while the the rest of the text was
rendered quite freely, according to the interests of the author or, sometimes the tastes of the
readers. This type of translation was not unusual.”* A similar example of this translation
technique is offred by fragments from Leo VI's Naumachika found in another work by Ibn
Mankali — the already above mentioned Al-ahkam fi fan al-gital fi I-bahr al-mulitkiya wa d-
dawabit an-namiisiya:

Naumachika (ed. Dain 1.3,1; 5.1 cf. the Arab edition by Abd ar-Raim 20, 21)23

[Kataoxeuachivar 8¢ 3¢l xai dpépwvac) (O e ey JJ‘ 'v“:{ ‘J.a {20
s_.,{ Fu J{ PO j.(g_) xatapxolviag mpog vavuayiav ... "Exétwoay 8¢ xol ndvra wpodg
EEapTioudy [dpduwvog] [drapdhetntd ol SLAd] (\1,:,” Cl;;_ d’(“ sasdl caslan sas
) olov alyévag, [xdrag) (L_-l.l_.)ul‘), oxapuolc, [oyovia) (JLJ- D) [xépua] (s JEJ\) xal T&
[&pueva) ( C 5_\1”) B¢ aOTHY xol xepahdpra xat [xatdpua] (g J\,a)\) xal Ondoa &AAa 7
8\ f vauTid) téyvn =pdg xpeiav dratel. “Exétw 8 xal [éx nepioood] (e Jeolo )
[29ha Tva Eyxoihial) () }a..“ .7_9..-.”) xal cavidag xal [otunric] (JU«“) ol [rlooav] (
u.-.J\:J‘ S H)xat [Oypdricooy] (J:L.,J\ < ).

You must construct dromons®* suitable for naval engagement... They should have whatever
is necessary without any shortages and even with double of what is necessary, as, for example,
steering oars, oars, toggles, ropes, coils, sails, architraves, masts and whatever else a naval
craft requires. And let them also have extra beams and wooden planks, oakum, tar and liquid
tar.

The comparison of the translation technique of the two texts, cited above allows us to
suggest, that Ibn Mankali had at his disposal not the complete translation of the Byzantine

2 N. Serikoff, “Types of medieval translations from Greek into Arabic. Ancient Greece and Byzantium
through Arabic eyes”, Byzantinoslavica 54 (1993), pp. 198-201.

¥ Cit. after Christides, Warfare, pp. 139-140. The square brackets in the Greek text indicate the words
which have been translated into Arabic. They are followed by the Arabic equivalents, which, being read in
the Arabic sequence display the transiation. The comparison shows which technical terms were omitted. Thus
in the Arabic text no rods are mentioned. The s is obviously used for the Greek xapua “coil’.)

# Le. war-ships.
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military manual, but some kind of a digest, which included practical advice concerning
warfare on land and on sea. According to his own words “this is an excellent book which
military men should study” we can assume that the digest was available to the officers and
was not a secret book. Regarding the date of translation, one can suggest the last half of the
10™ century,” a time of the Byzantine military activity on the Ostfront.*®

LEONAS VI ARABUS?
NEZINOMAS FRAGMENTAS IS LEONO VI TAKTIKOS ARABISKO VERTIMO

Nikolaj Serikoff

Santrauka

Straipsnio tikslas — supaZindinti su iki $iol buvusia neZinoma arabiska citata i§ karybos savado, kurio
originalas, para$ytas graiky kalba, priskiriamas Bizantijos imperatoriui Leonui VI (886-912). Si citata yra
XIV amZiaus araby karybos traktate At-tadbirat as-sultaniyya fi siyasat as-sand'i* al-harbiyya, kurio autorius
yra auksto rango Mamiiky valdininkas, ,.pulkininkas* [bn Mankali. Araby karybos savaduose aptinkamos
graikiskos citatos ir ilgesnés iStraukos yra labai svarbios. Jos ne tik leidZia dabartiniams istorikams {vertinti
Bizantijos jtaka araby karybos minciai, bet ir atskleidZia viduramZiy araby karybos laiméjimus.

[teikta 2004 m. kovo 8 d.

3 Christides, Warfare, p. 139 writes here: ,,We do not know the exact time the Arabic translation of Ibn
al-Mangali (sic was made. Ibn al-Mangqali simply mentions that he read it himself. Since he lived in the
thirteenth century (sic) we can only place it some time between the tenth century (the time of its composition
in Greek) and the thirteenth century.*

2 D. A. Zakythinos, Byzantinische Geschichte 324-1071, Wien-Ko6In-Graz, 1979, S. 199-200.



