
From: Ibn Ḥawqal, Ṣūrat al-arḍ (973 AD)1

 "Included among places which are in the best of circumstances and which are in the possession of the people of 
Islam, is Sicily (Sicily), an island in the shape of a triangle with two equal sides, its acute angle being on the west of 
the island. Its length is seven by four days' [travel]. It is situated to the east of al-Andalus in the open sea opposite 
the lands of the Maghrib and Ifrīqiya, Bāja and Ṭabarqa to Marsā 'l-Kharaz. To its west in the sea is the island of 
Corsica, and to the south of Sicily is the island of Qawsarā (Pantelleria). Along the coast of the sea to its east is the 
vast mainland where Constantinople and the town of Rīyuw (Reggio) are, then the region of (Qalūriyya) Calabria. 
Most of it [i.e. Sicily] consists of mountains, strongholds (qilāʿ), and forts (ḥuṣūn), and most of its land is settled and 
cultivated. 
Its only famous town is that known as Palermo, the capital of Sicily and which is on the coast. It has five districts 
next to one another which are not separated by any great distance although their boundaries appear to be obvious.
They are part of the great city called 'Bul.rm' around which is a huge, high and impregnable stone wall. Merchants 
live there and it has a great congregational mosque which used to be a Byzantine church (bīʿa) before the conquest 
where there is a great shrine (haykāl). Some thinkers say that a Greek philosopher, that is Aristotle, is in a wooden 
coffin fixed in the shrine which the Muslims had converted into a mosque. They also say that the Christians used to 
revere his tomb and sought cures from it since they had seen the importance and esteem the ancient Greeks (al-
Yūnān) had attached to it. The reason being, they said, is its suspension between heaven and earth at which the 
people used to pray for rain, for cures or serious matters for which refuge in God Almighty was needed or for 
seeking His favour in times of hardship, fear of disaster or when some are oppressing others. I have seen a wooden 
[beam], which is most probably the one that has this tomb in it. Facing it [the mosque] is a city known are 'al-
Khāliṣa' which has a stone wall although it is not like Palermo's wall. The ruler (sulṭān) and his retinue live there. It 
has two bath-houses but no markets nor rest-houses (funduq-s). There is a small, cheaply-built, congregational 
mosque, and the ruler's army, naval arsenal and administration are there too. It has four gates on its northern, 
southern and western sides. To its eastern side is the sea and a wall without a gate as well as a quarter known as 'al-
Ṣaqāliba', which is more populated and grander than the two towns I have mentioned. The sea-port is there and 
springs running between it and Sicily, the waters of which form a boundary between them both. There is also a 
district called ḥarat al-masjid ('the quarter of the mosque') known as 'Ibn Saqlāb' which is also large. There is no 
running water there and its inhabitants drink from wells. At one edge of it is the river known as Wādı ʿAbbās which 
is large and powerful, and has many of their water-mills, orchards and gardens on it, but which do not serve much 
use there. The new quarter which is close to ḥārat al-masjid is large and between the two of the them there is no 
division, no partition, nothing between them, not even a wall [to separate it] from the Saqālib quarter. 
Most of the markets are there between the mosque of Ibn Saqlab and the new quarter. For example, the olive 
market, all the flour merchants, the money-changers, pharmacists, blacksmiths, burnishers, the grain markets, 
embroiderers, fish-sellers, spice-sellers, a section of butchers, greengrocers, guilds (aṣḥāb) of fruits, herbs, potters, 
bakers, rope-makers, a section for perfume-sellers, slaughter-men ( jazzārīn), shoe-makers, tanners, carpenters, 
joiners and wood-workers. Outside the town and Palermo there are also sections for butchers, potters and rope-
makers. The butchers there have almost 200 shops for selling meat. A few of them are in the madīna at the top of 
the main street (al-simāṭ). Near them are the cotton merchants, the cotton ginners and the shoemakers; it only has 
important markets. A row of the congregational mosque in Palermo is evidence of their extent and number, as I 
reckoned the gathering there when packed with people to come to around 7,000 men as there are no more than 36
rows for prayer and each row has a maximum of 200 men. 
Sicily has mosques in the town of Palermo, the town known as al-Khāliṣa and in its surrounding quarters beyond 
their walls. Most of them are constructed by being built over trellises with walls and doors. There are some 300 
mosques and well-informed people agree about this information, say the same things about these facts, their 
number and their appearance in that they border [on the town] and adjoin it in among its gardens, towers and sites 
(maḥāll) which were linked very closely together. The closest ones to the town are on the river known as Wādī 
ʿAbbās and next to the place known as al-Muʿaskar within the town itself, spread around the plain of ʿAbbās Some 
of them follow on one after another as far as the estate (manzil) of al-Bayḍāʾ, a village overlooking the town, 
between the two is almost half a parasang. It is in ruins, its owners having died in what befell them in rebellions. 
Everyone, without exception, knows of the extent [of the mosques] and that there are over 200 hundred of them. I 
know of no greater number of mosques in one place not even in one of the large towns (balad) which controls

From: Anonymous, Kitāb Ġarāʾib al-funūn wa-mulaḥ al-ʿuyūn (XI century)2

 The island of Sicily is the largest of the Islamic islands, and the most honourable on account of its continuous 
military expeditions against the enemy – may God forsake them! – and the perennial efforts of its people and 
[governors] in this respect. The island is seven days’ long, and is covered by mountains, strongholds, and fortresses. 
Its capital city is known as Palermo (Bulurm). Around it is a strong wall, tall and impregnable. The merchants live 
there. It had a sanctuary in which was a piece of wood to which the Christians used to attach great importance and 
address prayers for rain. Most of [Palermo’s] markets lies between the mosque of Ibn Siqlāb and the Hārat al-
Jadīdah (‘the New Quarter’). All the markets are outside the wall, except for the grain-merchants, a group of 
butchers, and the sellers of vegetables and fruits. The Hārat al-Saqālibah has had a wall for forty years. In the town 
are approximately one hundred and fifty butcher’s shops, and many mosques. It has well-known springs such as al-
Qādūs to the [south], al-Fawwārah al-Saghīrah (‘the Little Spring’), al-Baydā’ (‘the White’), al-Ghirbāl and ‘Ayn Abī 
Mālik (‘the Spring of Abū Mālik’). It [Palermo] has such an excess of school-teachers that every Qur’ānic school has 
two, three, four, or [even] five of them. This is because there is no burden upon the school-teachers, for whom holy 
war (al-ghazw) is not an obligation as it is for the rest of the population. 
The predominant characteristics of the population are that they are rough and quarrelsome. Some of them 
intermarry with their neighbours amongst the Byzantines of the island on the condition that if they are given a boy 
child he will retain the religion of his father, and if a girl, the religion of her mother. Seldom are their wealthy people
seen to have 20,000 dinars and, according to al-Halūqī [n.d. = al-Hawqalī], the maximum [income] from all [Sicily’s] 
taxes (qawānīn) – the fifth (khums), the taxes on produce (mustaghallāt), the tax on wine (māl al-lutf), the poll-tax 
(al-jawāl), the sea-tax (al-bahr), tribute (al-hadīyah), and the duty on fishing (al-qabālat lil-suyūd) – amounts to 
20,000 dinars. This despite their lack of kindness to the merchants who travel to them needing their cooperation. 
But then it is their inborn nature to be rough and intellectually depraved. Sometimes their crops rot on the 
threshing-floor before they are brought into the store-houses. 
The market [of Palermo] runs from the east of it to the west and is called al-Simāt (‘the Great Street’). It is paved 
with stone from beginning to end. It is surrounded by many springs flowing from west to east that turn [mills]. The 
drinking-water of the population of the city and of its suburbs [is taken from the springs which extend] from near 
the Bāb al-Riyād (‘Gate of the Gardens’) to ‘Ayn Shifā’ (‘the Spring of Healing’). The drinking-water of the population
of al-Khālisa and of the quarters [is drawn] from the wells that are in their houses. The drinking-water for the 
population of al-Mu‘askar is from the springs known as al-Ghirbāl,‘Ayn al-Tis‘, which is less [abundant] than al-
Ghirbāl,‘Ayn Abī Sa‘īd and [‘Ayn] Abī ‘Alī. As to al-Qasr (‘the Citadel’), which is inseparable from the Old City, and its 
gates: the most famous is the Bāb al-Bahr (‘the Sea Gate’), because of its proximity to the sea. Close to it lies the 
Bāb Ahmad ibn Abī al-Hasan Ahmad ibn Abī al-Husayn. Next is the Bāb Shantaghathāt (‘the Gate of St Agatha’), 
which is an ancient gate. [Then comes] a gate which was created by Ahmad ibn [Abī ] al-Husayn, where there is an 
excellent spring [which powers] many mills. [Then come:] the gate called Bāb Ibn Qurhub; the Bāb al-Abnā’(‘Gate of 
the Buildings’), which is the oldest of [the city’s] gates; the Bāb al-Sūdān (‘the Gate of the Blacks’) opposite the 
blacksmiths; the Bāb al-Hadīd (‘the Iron Gate’ or ‘the Gate of Iron’), from which is the exit to the Hārat al-Yahūd 
(‘the Jewish Quarter’); and another gate near to it which was renewed by Abū al-Husayn. The total number of gates 
is nine. This city was originally a long rectangle, with a market from its east to its west, but it was subsequently built 
up and became circular. Fifty years ago, it acquired a new quarter called al-Ja‘farīya, which has 10,000 houses. 
The drinking-water of the district known as al-Gharbīya comes from the spring called ‘Ayn al-Hadīd, where there is 
an iron mine, which once belonged to the Aghlabids. [This region] has many gardens and orchards watered only by 
rain, and not irrigated, as in Syria and elsewhere. Most of the water of the city is unpleasant. Its population is 
afflicted with corruption of their intelligence because of the great many onions that they eat. Few of them do not 
eat them. The astrologers claim that [when] the House of Leo rises obliquely, it exercises, despite its reputation for 
beneficence, malign influence so that in every land in which it is influential, it is difficult for the ruler to govern. And 
it [Leo] rules over Samarqand, Ardabīl, Mecca, Damascus [and Sicily]. These cities do not suit their rulers and their 
rulers do not suit them. The [Italian] mainland lies opposite Sicily. Between it, [that is] between Barqa and Sicily is 
about fifteen days journey. Sicily was raided by Habla, a freedman of al-Aghlab ibn Sālim, but he could not hold on 
to it, even after capturing many Byzantines. Then Khalfūn the Berber raided it, and conquered it in the days of al-
Mutawakkil. He conquered twenty-four of the fortresses of this island. After Khalfūn, al-Mufarraj ibn Sallām tried to



double the space like this. Nor have I heard anyone claim this except for the people of Cordoba who call to mind 
that there are 500 mosques there, but I do not know the truth of that about Cordoba and have mentioned in the 
previous section my uncertainty on this matter. However, I have verified it in Sicily because I have seen most of it for
myself. One day I stopped in the neighbourhood of the house of Abū Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Wāḥid bin Muḥammad 
known as al-Qafsī the jurist and notary. From his mosque, I saw about 10 other mosques come into my view within 
the range of an arrow's flight, one opposite the other, separated only by the width of the road. I asked about this 
and I was informed that, in order to show off, people used to like to have a small mosque each for themselves and 
to share it with no one but their family and servants. Sometimes, there used to be two brothers whose houses were
next door and their walls adjacent, but that each one of them had built a mosque for himself to sit in on his own. In 
all these ten mosques which I've mentioned there was a mosque in which Abū Muḥammad ibn al-Qafsī prayed. 
Between his mosque and the house his son had there he studies as a jurist, there were less than 40 paces, and his 
son had had a mosque built at the end of his house which shared one of its sides. The main part was new and the 
door was never shut, but at prayer times when he was sitting in the entrance-hall of his neighbouring house 
connected to the mosque, he would not pray in it. It was as if his desire had been to build it so it could be said to be 
the jurist's mosque who was himself the son of a jurist. This novelty he had initiated himself of a great, serious and 
momentous place was as if he was attracting a great seriousness for himself that he supposes to be his father's 
father or that he had no father out of his boastfulness, pomposity and the splendour of his mounts and attire. 
Within the 40 paces which I have mentioned between his mosque an that of his father was another mosque raised 
up for an imām and with a school (maktab) inside. 
There [in Sicily], there are many ribāṭ-s along the coastline packed with hypocrisy (al-riyāʾ), dissimulation (al-nifāq), 
the unemployed and the godless who are all trouble-makers. Both the old and the young are wretched and shabby 
and kneel for prayer set upright so as to take alms (ṣadaqāt) and slander chaste women. They are punishments sent
down from Heaven, complete disasters, destructive forces unleashed and directed. Most of them act as pimps 
(yaqūdūna); and there are some among them who do not consider that as particularly hypocritical, but reputable. 
Most of them are crooked of their own free will, testifying with ignorance and make no distinction between 
religious duty of cleansing and orthodox Islamic practices. The place leads them from lack of means to idleness, and
their location to vagrancy and inactivity. Sometimes they share a paltry amount of food in conditions that would be 
disgusting to mention, and this book is not for speaking of such things. I think that establishing them was done 
without piety considering how their mosques that have been mentioned were founded. The Sicilian Muslims have 
fallen into ruin and their people have perished with what was brought about by the rebellions and revolts against 
the ruler, of which God knows. 
I have mentioned the present circumstances of the Khāliṣa, its gates and what is there. However, I have not 
mentioned Bulurm [Palermo] which is the old town. The most well-known of its gates is 'Bāb al-Baḥr' so called 
because of its proximity to the sea. Next to it is the gate founded by Abū l-Ḥusayn Aḥmad bin al-Ḥasan bin Abī l-
Ḥusayn [the amīr of Palermo c. 960s] in response to the complaints of the people in this area that their exit was a 
long way off. So he built it on a high spot overlooking the river and a spring called ʿAyn Shifāʾ after which this gate 
has become known, and now whoever is near there is provided for by this spring. Then there is the gate known as 
Shantaghāth [Saint Agatha's] which is an old gate, and by this is a gate known as Bāb Ruṭah. Ruṭah is a large river 
flows down from this gate to it. Its source is beneath this gate where there is good water, on the banks of which are 
many mill-stones (arḥāʾ) grouped together. Next there is the Bāb al-Riyāḍ which is also new, built by Abū l-Ḥusayn 
Aḥmad bin al-Ḥusayn, which was next to the gate known as Ibn Qarhab in an unfortified spot. In the past, the town 
used to be fought over and fighting and great injuries befell its inhabitants from there, so Abū l-Ḥusayn blocked it 
off and did away with it. Nearby is Bāb al-Anbāʾ ('Gate of the Announcements'), a gate which, of all its gates, is the 
oldest. Then there is the Bāb al-Sūdān ('Gate of the Black People') facing the blacksmiths' [market]. Then, there is 
the Bāb al-Ḥadīd ('Gate of the Iron') from which there is the exit towards the Jewish quarter as well as the gate built
by Abū l-Ḥusayn which was not called by any name, and leads out from there to the quarter of Abū l-Jamīn. In all 
there are nine gates. This town is drawn out, having a market which runs from east to west known as al-Simāṭ which
is paved with stones and filled from one end to the other with all sorts of merchandise. 
The town is surrounded by a lot of springs issuing [water] from west to east, and which have the capacity to turn a 
mill-stone (raḥan), and from its water every mill that grinds has its own place. Near to these springs' flow of water, 
from the start of its source to where its outflow is to the sea, are many lands (arāḍī) overwhelmed by marshes 
(sabākh) with reeds in which are Persian canes, lakes (baḥāʾir) and good ??(m.qāth). Throughout these marshy 
lands are plantations in which papyrus (al-b.rbīr), that is to say, the papyrus plant (al-bardī) predominates and from 
which scrolls are made. I am not aware of an equal to the papyrus of Egypt on the face of the earth except in Sicily.

establish himself there and he built a mosque, but his companions killed him. After him, there came a man called 
Sawdān, and he asked al-Mutawakkil to grant him authority over it, but he was killed before his messenger arrived. 
Then Ibrāhīm ibn al-Aghlab raided it, after the revolt that was raised against him amongst the blacks, as a 
consequence of which he killed his daughters, his sisters, his son, his eunuchs, and his familiars, and acted 
excessively. He struck deep into it for some fifteen days, and captured A.k.s.nah (Cosenza). 
Mu‘āwiyah ibn Hudayj was the first to raid Sicily in the days of Mu‘āwiyah ibn Abī Sufyān. Then al-Aghlab ibn Sālim 
conquered some twenty cities; which are amongst the cities of the Muslims to this day. And Ahmad ibn Muhammad
ibn al-Aghlab conquered, during the caliphate of al-Mutawakkil, Qasr Yānah (Castrogiovanni, modern Enna) and 
Hisn Ghalyānah (Gagliano).‘Abd Allāh ibn Qays ibn Mukhallad al-Raqqī obtained in Sicily idols of gold and silver 
crowned with jewels, and he sent them to Mu‘āwiyah. [Sicily’s] Ascendant is Leo, and the Lord of the Hour is the 
Moon. Its distance from Alexandria, to the direction of the west, is one hour and one third and one half of a seventh
[of an hour]. The maximum number of [daylight] hours in its longest day is fourteen hours and three quarters of an 
hour. Its circumference is 500 miles. This the map of [Sicily]. 



 The majority of it is wound into rope for ships' anchors, while the lesser part is used by the administration (sulṭān) 
from which they make scrolls of paper, but they do not exceed their minimum requirement. 
The drinking water for the people of the town who are near its surrounding wall around the area from Bāb al-Riyāḍ 
to Bāb ʿAyn Shifāʾ comes from these springs' water. The drinking water of the remainder of the people there, those 
from al-Khāliṣa and all the people of the other quarters comes from wells around them. The water is both of a light 
and a heavy type. They have sweet water on account of the abundance of fresh running water around them and 
due to much of their diet being onions. The drinking water of the people of al-Muʿaskar comes from a spring known
as al-Ghirbāl ('the Sieve') whose waters are good. At al-Muʿaskar there is a spring known as ʿAyn Tisaʿ which is 
inferior to al-Ghirbāl with regard to its abundance of water. There is also a spring known as ʿAyn Abī Saʿīd, again 
inferior, and a spring known as ʿAyn Abī ʿAlī who was one of their provincial governors and who has given his name 
to it. The drinking water known in the area known as al-Gharbiyya comes from the spring known as ʿAyn al-Ḥadīd 
('Spring of Iron') as there is also an iron mine of the ruler's which pays for whatever needs arise regarding their fleet 
and q.rsṭīl?? This mine used to belong to the Aghlabids and profited them greatly. The mine is near a village known 
as Bulhurā where springs and rivers pour forth from it, which expand and increase the force of Wādī ʿAbbās. Around
it there are numerous vegetable gardens and orchards (al-bustātīn wa-l-kurūm). Less well-known springs surround 
the town and their waters are put to good use, like that of al-Qādūs in the southern part where there is the Little 
Fawwāra ('spring') and the Great Fawwāra on the spur of a mountain above the town and whose springs provide 
plenty of water. These waters irrigate their gardens (ajinna). The village of al-Bayḍāʾ has a fine spring known as al-
Bayḍāʾ which is close to al-Ghirbāl and al-Gharbiyya. The drinking water of this area known as Burj al-Baṭṭāl comes 
from the spring known as ʿAyn Abī Mālik. Most of the water to the north of the town's lands goes to their gardens 
(ajinna) and then to water-wheels(?). They have a lot of fine gardens (ajinna), productive orchards and lands 
irrigated only by rainwater (bukhūs), unlike in Syria. Most of the water of the town and its quarters comes from 
wells and is heavy and unhealthy. 
Nonetheless, water from wells attracts their desire to drink rather than drinking the fresh running water due to 
their lack of healthiness and the abundance of onions in their diet, which with the amount of them they eat 
uncooked, is harmful to their senses. There is not one among them from every type of social class who does not eat
them every day or in whose house they are eaten morning and evening. It is this which has had a most detrimental 
effect on their imagination, damaged their brains, baffled their senses, affected their understanding, diminished 
their comprehension, stultified their perceptions, corrupted their looks and faces and changed their physical 
constitutions to the extent that they see things, or for the most part, as different from what they are. 
What I have said is supported and witnessed by the proof that Yūsuf bin Ibrahīm al-Kātib ('the scribe') offered in his 
book 'Doctors' Reports' concerning his stay at Damascus with ʿĪsā bin al-Ḥakam who was a Christian doctor 
(mutaṭabbib). I recall what he said of the onion and how he continually found fault with it and described its 
shortcomings, and how ʿĪsā and Salamuwiyyah bin Bayān follow the way of monks in that neither of them praise 
anything that increases libidinous desire, saying that it wears out the body and causes the soul to dwindle. I 
consider their objections to it as right regarding the onion's role in increasing desire. But then I said that, on my trip,
I had also seen a certain use for it. He asked what this was and I said that I had tasted the water in some springs 
(manāhil) and found it to be disgusting. Then I ate an onion, went back to drinking [the water] and found its 
[unpleasant] condition had lessened. ʿĪsā was not a man who laughed often (qalīl al-ḍaḥik), but I made him laugh 
with what I’d said. Then he returned to his concern about the matter and said he was sorry for me that '[someone] 
like you has made this mistake because you precisely portrayed the odiousness of the onion, but you have then 
made a hole in your own argument (fa-jaʿalta-hā manqabatan), haven’t you? When a corrupting influence has 
occurred in the brain, the senses are reduced such that one's sense (ḥass) of smell, taste, hearing and sight are 
impaired.' 'Indeed!' I said to him. Then he said that the characteristic of the onion is to produce [such] an 
impairment in the brain that has lessened your perception of the saltiness of the water and its awfulness, an 
impairment which the onion has brought about in your brain. This is a reasonable conclusion. 
As for its end product, there is in that town not a [single] rational-thinking person, nor a man of refinement (fāḍil), 
nor in fact a scholar (ʿālim) in any aspect of the scholarly arts, nor anyone of virtue (dhū murūʾa), nor pious men. 
Most of the town are riffraff (al-raʿāʿ) and most of its inhabitants have disreputable manners (suqqāṭ awḍāʾ) and 
have neither understanding nor genuine faith. Most of them are Barqajānah [the area around Barca] and clients 
(mawālī) who appealed for the fealty of a people who conquered the island and then died out (halakūw). Several 
people have told me this including ʿUthmān bin al-Kharrāz, who is the head of their judges (wālī qudāʾi-him). He was
a god-fearing man who trusted the probity and evidence of certain people but opposed the admissions of others. 
Once a woman submitted to him her demand, which was a groundless claim over a house she had. He asked her for



the evidence and she appealed to witnesses and statements to show that it was in her possession which she 
brought before him. Then he asked her for more evidence. In the end, he relied on the evidence of Abū Ibrāhīm 
Isḥāq bin al-Majālī the teacher (muʿallim) who was in charge of her case. She asked him to establish some evidence 
but he withheld [the request] from her in order to guarantee for himself a bribe (rishwa) of rubāʿi-s as her payment,
then he gave evidence for her. And with that they reached an agreement and ʿUthmān promptly brought matters to 
a conclusion, implemented the verdict on the evidence of Isḥāq and had it registered for her. Isḥāq asked for what 
the woman had guaranteed him and she paid him… 
One of the residents there known as Abū al-Ḥārith Faḥl bin Falāḥ al-Lahīsī, then al-Kutāmī, whom I saw giving much 
information about the town, told me that one day he and another man were at an audience held by Isḥāq bin al-
Majālī after he had come into office… 
There are teachers (muʿallimīn) in most parts of the town (al-balad) and schools (makātib) there everywhere. The 
teachers are of different types in varying diverse stages (manāzil) of dementia and insanity (al-khubāṭ) in that they 
exceed the madness of teachers in any other country and of idiots in every other region to the extent that they 
debate with the ruler about his progress/way of life (sayir), his preferences, letting loose shameful words from their 
tongues about his faults and adding his good qualities to his bad. In the town, there are almost 300 of them and not
much less than that. There are not as many as this in any other place or in any other land (balad). However, their 
plentiful numbers benefit them little in allowing them to escape raids and their loathing of the jihād. Their land is 
one of the boundaries with the Christians with a part of it that faces the enemy and where jihād is constantly waged
against them and there has been a call to arms since the conquest of Sicily. Their governors never let up, and when 
they give the call to arms, they do not let anyone off except those who have paid an exemption charge for 
themselves or has an excuse for being absent from the ruler's ribāṭ. In the past, teachers used to be granted an 
excuse from the vicissitudes of war although they had to pay a penalty. As a result, the simple-minded among them 
took refuge in teaching and their presence has made it attractive, their ignorance has been of little use or 
advantage to anyone. For after the year has passed, most of them will not earn from all their boys, who are many, 
ten dinars. Indeed, what status is more shameful, more despicable and reprehensible an image than a man who is 
selling what God Almighty has made obligatory for him regarding the jihād, its glory (sharaf), conquest and its 
honour (ʿizz) for this most despicable status, most lowly occupation and most worthless profession? Whereas, for 
the eminent of all lands in educating children of the elite and of people of standing it is considered a constituent 
part of defeat and a likely place to encounter dispossession. Everyone is in agreement about them that the teacher 
is the most dim-witted, condemned to deficiency, ignorance, insignificance and little sense. The greatest disaster, 
the worst misfortune and the most cutting blow is that all the people of Sicily in their simple-mindedness, their lack 
of knowledge and remoteness of their understanding believe that this group constitute their elite, their 
quintessence, their jurists, their government employees (muḥaṣṣilūn), the exponents of their religious and judicial 
opinions, in charge of permissible and the forbidden, who formulate verdicts and put witnesses to the test. And 
they are the well-educated (udabāʾ) and those who give the Friday sermon… 
Most people are bastardised Muslims (mushaʿmidhūn) and think it is acceptable to marry Christians on the basis 
that their male child follows the father by being a bastardised Muslim, while the female child becomes a Christian 
like her mother. They do not pray, do not perform ritual ablutions, they do not pay the alms tax nor do they go on 
pilgrimage to Mecca…the disposition of the country folk is like that of non-Arabic speaking regions- incoherent deaf 
mutes (al-ghutm al-ṣumm al-bukum). Its inhabitants, who are not classified in any scriptures, are worse than simple 
beasts in their understanding, their indifference to their rights and duties and to the state of their affairs… 
I saw a son of Ishāq ibn al-Mājalī the teacher and magistrate (qāḍī) mentioned previously, who had been giving 
them the Friday sermon for a couple of years. He pronounces the final consonant of nouns without a vowel when it 
should be joined [to the next consonant], and pronounces the final consonant of verbs with i, through his sermon 
from beginning to end. I spoke (khāṭabtu) with one of their well-educated men who made a point of seeking out all 
sorts of knowledge. Anyway, this preacher (khaṭīb) added the vowel a to [a word] which did not agree with its 
subject, or else he pronounced the accusative (manṣūb) with the vowel u and thought that made it the object. So I 
said, 'You've heard the khaṭīb and how he speaks' and I mentioned him to him, but the pronunciation slipped my 
mind. He replied 'By God my man (yā sīdī)! It's as if it were him when you speak! But we would not reject him for 
something like this!' 
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