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Foreword

by Carole Hillenbrand
Professor Emerita of Islamic History,

University of Edinburgh

The twelfth to the fourteenth centuries in the Middle East were a time
of wars and rumours of wars. The peoples of the Fertile Crescent
lived under a cloud of dread which nothing seemed able to lift. First,
there were the unheralded wars of the Cross, when Muslims had to
fight an unfamiliar enemy, the Franks. The Crusades were a phenom-
enon generated by medieval Christendom with its roots and inspira-
tion in medieval Europe. Throughout the world today, there is still a
continuing and genuine interest in the history of the Crusades, and
these wars between Christians and Muslims still resonate in public
discourse in both east and west. Close on the heels of the Crusaders,
from 1220 onward, came a succession of invasions from another
alien race, this time from the remote east, with the irruption of wave
upon wave of Mongol hordes under the command of Genghis Khan
and his successors. Later in the fourteenth century, this destructive
cycle repeated itself, with the invasions of Timur, who eventually,
around 1400, reached the Mediterranean in the west and the bor-
ders of China in the east before death arrested his career. It is against
this backdrop of apparently endless wars that the treatise edited,
translated, and explained by George Scanlon was written. 

When Professor Scanlon’s Princeton dissertation about a work
by a scholar called al-Ansari (d. 1408), which was in manuscript
form in the Princeton University Library, was published by the Amer-
ican University in Cairo Press in 1961 as a book entitled A Muslim
Manual of War, being Tafrij al-kurub fi tadbir al-hurub (The dispelling
of woes in the management of wars), scholarship on the Muslim art
of war was still rudimentary. Inevitably, it seems, it focused on the
period of the Crusades, where the historiography was very one-
sided and Eurocentric. The success of Runciman’s three-volume work
was well deserved, but without a knowledge of Arabic he could
draw on only that small number of Muslim chronicles that had al-
ready been translated into European languages. So inevitably the
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views of this conflict written down by Muslims could not be a major
part of the narrative. George Scanlon saw the need for good trans-
lations of key Arabic texts and he became a pioneer scholar with
his work on the conduct of war seen from the Muslim side. 

Since 1961, however, there has been a steady increase in
books which have helped to rectify this gap in our knowledge of
the Crusades, and scholars such as Sivan and Maalouf blazed a
trail which others have followed. George Scanlon’s fascinating
study of a Muslim military manual was soon joined by the publi-
cation of editions and translations of other works in the same genre
by al-Tarsusi in 1968 and al-Aqsara’i in 1979. Doctoral theses on
aspects of jihad in the Crusading era have been written, and many
more articles on Muslim aspects of the Crusades have been pub-
lished. Popular graduate courses on Islam and the west, the history
of war, and the Crusades such as those offered, for example, at
Saint Louis University in the US, and Royal Holloway and Queen
Mary in the UK, would no longer contemplate omitting the Muslim
dimensions of these exciting and important subjects. So the re-pub-
lication of George’s pioneering book—an in-depth study of a key
primary Arabic source—in electronic form will be warmly wel-
comed by scholars and students across the world. George Scan-
lon’s book provides an elegant translation of the Arabic text, the
Arabic text itself, an erudite overview of the history of medieval
military manuals, and a very useful glossary of military terms. 

Al-Ansari, an influential figure at the Mamluk court, a man who
held the high office of qadi al-‘askar in Aleppo and who suffered
imprisonment when Timur attacked Syria, presents a fascinating
picture of how war was conducted in Egypt and Syria at a time
when the Muslim memory of being attacked by the Crusaders from
the west and the Mongols from the east was still green. There is no
reason to doubt that much of the content of al-Ansari’s treatise is
relevant for an understanding of warfare in the immediately pre-
ceding centuries. Al-Ansari gives advice on a wide range of military
stratagems, pointing out the importance of good leadership and
the value of excellent communications and the sending of messages
by pigeons or by riders on fast horses, mules, and camels. He also
states firmly that it is preferable to avoid engaging with the enemy
and that fighting should be a last resort. 

It is a great pleasure—on several counts—to write a foreword
to this most welcome reissue of George’s book. First of all, it is
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good and right to honor a scholar who has worked so assiduously
in his field for so long. Indeed, this new electronic version of al-
Ansari’s work could be seen as a kind of diamond jubilee cele-
bration for George’s tireless activity in the study and in the field
alike. Next, it is always good news when an established classic is
snatched from the jaws of the antiquarian market and made avail-
able once more to the wider and less wealthy public (including
students, of course) eager to consult it. George’s book has been a
rarity for decades and has been virtually unobtainable. No longer.
And with the exponential growth in Crusader history over the last
thirty years or so, accompanied by a correspondingly increased
interest in the Muslim side of this extended conflict, this treatise
can now come into its own for a new generation of readers. And
finally, thinking of George always involves me in a trip down mem-
ory lane, to the Oxford of the late 1960s, when his annual visits
to the Oriental Institute were eagerly awaited by students of every
stripe—for his fame as a charismatic lecturer on Islamic history
preceded him. Impeccably tailored and groomed in a distinctively
dashing style, he would stride into the lecture room, eyes sparkling
with determination to make Islamic history fun. I still remember him
describing the early Mamluk state as an eggshell reality balanced
between the Crusaders and the Mongols, or characterising Jalal
al-Din, the last of the Khwarazm shahs, harassing the Mongols, as
“a valorous gadfly on the underbelly of the galloping horde.”

George could make the gravel on the road interesting, and it is
symptomatic of his catholic interests that his reviews of books on Is-
lamic history, art, architecture, and of course archaeology are con-
sistently worth reading for their width of reference, their piercing
insights, and their style, at once vigorous and elegant. So George is
a man of parts. He will be remembered as the archaeologist who
patiently sifted, categorized and explained the treasures of Fustat for
the benefit of future generations. His translation of al-Ansari show-
cases his talents as an Arabist. His diverse publications on many as-
pects of Islamic art and architecture make him a critic to be reckoned
with in that field too. And running through these multiple contributions
is his steady accomplishment as a caring, inspiring teacher, a guru
who will be remembered by the thousands of young Egyptians whose
horizons he broadened and whose talents he cultivated. His contri-
butions to his adopted country have been immense. Long may his
restless curiosity and his sparkling prose continue to entertain us. 
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New Introduction to the Electronic
Reissue of the 1961 Edition

George T. Scanlon

A Second Introduction, Half a Century (+) Later! Why?
This is a facsimile edition of the book, published by the American
University in Cairo (AUC) Press in 1961, whose source was my
doctoral thesis, defended and approved at Princeton University in
September 1959. The conditions under which the 1961 edition
was printed and distributed were unusually stringent—a direct re-
sult of new regulations introduced by the Egyptian revolution of
1953 and the consequent Suez War of 1956. Part of that first
(and only) edition was lost to thievery, severely tried postal oper-
ations, and the struggles of the Press to achieve adequate distribu-
tion. Except for notice of its publication, the volume was but
sketchily reviewed, though its substance was discussed at the
1960 Congress of Orientalists in Moscow and Leningrad. 

This rather troublesome nativity was exacerbated by the sig-
nal shift of my interest and career toward the fields of archaeol-
ogy and art history, which pursuits proved to be totally
absorbing, and in which I found satisfaction and pedagogical
success. I scarcely noticed that my own two remaining copies
of A Muslim Manual of War had been stolen somewhere within
the newer termini of my working life (Cairo, Oxford, and various
teaching posts in the United States). Though my health prospered
and continued beyond the usual span allotted to most scholars,
I never returned to the original bent of research occasioned by
this first publication.

But time worked its revenge, for on August 31, 2011, I found
myself in retirement still without a thought of that first, compara-
tively brief immersion into this world of Muslim warfare. Then ac-
cidentally a review copy of Dr. Peter Gubser’s Saladin (Gorgias
Press, 2010) reached me, which I read with relish but no honest
regret, insofar as its author, with unoriginal qualifications, an-
chored his work in the ‘great men of history’ theory. While I was
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yet absorbed with Gubser, the Department of Arabic and Islamic
civilizations at the American University in Cairo (AUC) suggested,
through the AUC Press, that a facsimile of the original edition, re-
plete with a newer introduction, would make a fitting compliment
with which to mark my retirement and would serve those who—
like myself—had lost the fraught original edition, or desired it for
their libraries, particularly those dedicated to its arcane subject. I
would like to thank Professor Nelly Hanna, the department’s chair,
and Dr. Amina Elbendary, who suggested its reissue to the AUC
Press; and Mr. Neil Hewison, the Press’s associate director for ed-
itorial programs, who accepted it.

The opportunity now becomes more precious, for very, very few
scholars after so long a hiatus return to comment on their debut
publications in a field they had abandoned expeditiously, no mat-
ter the circumstances. However, the conditions of this reissue do
not permit internal corrections: whatever was printed originally re-
mains in the electronic facsimile. Thus my commentary will take
the form of a) considering the original introduction as an antique
in itself; and b) providing something of an overview of what move-
ments in the field have gained visibility since 1961. Neither part
will be exhaustive, but each will be relevant to points raised in the
original. The erasers alluded to on page 33 of the first introduction
have not been handled since 1960 but they will be useful at this
moment, even after fifty-two years. 

Is the Original Edition and Translation of Tafrij al-kurub
fi tadbir al-hurub an Antique in Itself?
By newer sophisticated standards of research, composition, and
publication, it is. But such a conclusion would be tantamount to
applying the hard-won norms and techniques of 2012 to those
available in 1961. The political and economic landscape of Egypt
after the Suez War was not propitious for sophisticated academic
publishing. This facsimile edition preserves the truth of that state-
ment, insofar as the paper, and the incapacity of the fonts to hold
the ink, are concerned: typos and blurrings abound, and the foot-
notes are not consistently arranged, so that page layouts appear
wavering to the eye. Many of these blemishes might have been re-
solved had I been in Cairo; but I was in Nubia, unknowingly em-
barked on a totally different career. What might seem somewhat
slipshod as published was signally less so in manuscript. Hence the
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more egregious errata are now acknowledged and can be seen in
the final section of this second introduction. Regrettably, any cor-
rections to the Arabic text of the Tafrij cannot be accommodated in
the electronic reissue.

The style of the printed translation within this volume will cer-
tainly appear awkward to a keen ear. It was pursued at a time
when idafa and ta’ marbuta were stumbling blocks in medieval
Arabic relative to exact grammatical referencing, made more oner-
ous in the absence of correct and consistent voweling by the
scribes. These flaws, of course, could not be corrected within the
text; but by the utility of brackets and parentheses the exact mean-
ing would be conveyed in translation. Had a revised translation
been possible, the keen ear would have found the translation flow-
ing but no less exact.

“A Preliminary Glossary of Muslim Military Terms” (pages 123–
30 of the facsimile edition) was deemed necessary by the Press for
the edited text, in preference to an index of the translation. It had
formed part of the dissertation, where it represented my experience
of the terminology discovered in studying the manuscripts surveyed
in the introduction. The terms do not all appear in the edited text of
Tafrij, but were broadly common within that range of manuscripts.
It goes without saying that today the list of terms would have to be
quadrupled at the very least. And more importantly, such an up-to-
date glossary would draw on manuscripts in the various categories
of ‘ulum al-harb in Persian and Turkish (in all their written variety),
plus their equivalents to the terminology in Arabic. 

Overview of Muslim Warfare Studies since 1961
When a field of academic endeavor achieves both popularity
and intellectual regard, it gains the almost inalienable right to its
own channel of publication. In the interval between the original
edition and this new introduction, the field of Muslim warfare
now possesses two separate outlets for publishing original
sources and discussion of what these sources add to the field:
whether they are formal repetitions, or if they, in sum or in part,
represent genuine additions to what we know of chronology, at-
tribution, and the dangers inherent in copying earlier sources.
These are the Osprey Press in the United Kingdom, and more re-
cently Kitabat in Cairo; together they contract the number of ex-
cuses for non-publication to nullity. 
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Two scholars, in the interval from 1961 to 2012, have distin-
guished themselves through their manifold publications on all
phases of warfare in the dar al-Islam: David Nicolle and Shihab
al-Sarraf. Dr. Nicolle has been the shaping spirit insofar as his work
has included practically all forms of military activity throughout the
medieval world. His early and sustained interest in Muslim warfare
has recently been capped by the publication of his research on the
Mamluk military artefacts from excavations at the Damascus
Citadel: Late Mamluk Military Equipment (Damascus/Beirut,
2012), including an exhaustive bibliography encompassing all the
published materials within the interval alluded to above. In his in-
troduction he refers to the Tafrij, agreeing with Dr. al-Sarraf that its
text is really an uncredited excursus on the work of the Abbasid sa-
vant Ibn Akhi Hizam, whom Dr. al-Sarraf considers the father source
of all works on furusiyya.

Had circumstance dictated that there would have been no seis-
mic shift of my career so soon after the publication of the Tafrij, I
would be hugely indebted to Shihab al-Sarraf—as are the majority
of scholars in the interval. His three-volume doctoral dissertation
on Muslim archery contains a magistral survey of all writings on
medieval Muslim warfare to the date of its submission (“L’Archerie
mamluke AH 648–923/AD 1250–1517,” 3 vols., PhD diss., Uni-
versité de la Sorbonne, Paris, 1989). He proceeds well beyond
the scope of the antecedent scholars surveyed in my original in-
troduction and conjures the free utility of manuscripts (both the ex-
tant, and those destroyed or lost but alluded to in later works) but
in such a comprehensive manner that we see the slow establish-
ment of reputations unknown to Sprenger, Mercier, and Ritter. 

The most important early masters were well-established Abbasid
court and literary figures whose works were constantly cited and/or
copied throughout the Mamluk period (for example, Ibn Akhi
Hizam, Ibn Harthami, Ibn Manjli, and the author of the Tafrij) when
most of the better premodern studies were written, and survived until
the present day. However, it seems to me that this most valuable ac-
tivity is flawed by Dr. al-Sarraf’s insistence that all the manuscripts
surveyed in his dissertation be considered exclusively as within fu-
rusiyya, and no other classification employed by scholars an-
tecedent to himself can be accepted. His idiosyncratic position is
fully posited in his article “Furusiyya Literature of the Mamluk Period”
in Furusiyya, ed. by David Alexander, Riyadh: 1996, vol. 1: 118–
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34. This is awkward, even illogical within his early research into
archery, simply because the unmounted archer was always part of
field tactics, and in Europe (after the battle of Crécy, where the long-
bow was singularly successful) achieved strategic parity with
mounted archers. This held true until the introduction of gunpowder. 

This unresolved ambiguity of approach has left the landscape
of Muslim warfare studies in an unfortunate stasis. It postpones the
cleanup of attribution, even chronology, and theoretical discussion;
and finally it exhausts scholarly patience. Dr. al-Sarraf was quite
right to discern how much of the Nihayat al-su’l, hitherto the lode-
stone of scholarly approach, was really a restatement of the work
of Ibn Akhi Hizam. The same holds true of the Tafrij. But not en-
tirely, because both authors were more redactors (when possible)
than unscrupulous copyists; after all they were deeply interested
in the ‘manual’ aspect of the undertaking. According to Dr. al-Sar-
raf’s trawl of the manuscript sources, there are ten extant copies
of the Nihayat al-su’l; when carefully edited with redactions, and
fully translated, the total reality must demonstrate something more
than plagiarism of a dead author’s masterpiece.

There remain one minor and two major points consequent to
this republication of the Tafrij. The minor one is quickly resolved:
in this overview I limited myself to mentioning those trends and
scholars looming in publications since 1961. Especially in non-fu-
rusiyya publications, many eminent scholars have made signal
contributions to our understanding of medieval Muslim warfare.
Their names and works can be appreciated in the magnificent bib-
liographies of David Nicolle and Shihab al-Sarraf alluded to
above. For example, I would cite Robert Elgood’s cumulative pub-
lications within the ancillary field of Muslim arms and armaments;
the same bibliographies chronicle the utility of newer manuscript
data within historical publications since 1961, most particularly
those relevant to the technical aspects of warfare during the Cru-
sades. When the proceedings of the colloquium on Muslim war-
fare hosted by the Institut français d’archéologie orientale (IFAO)
in December 2011 are published, this process will become ap-
parent and apposite to our aims.

The first of the major points confirmed by the Tafrij is that most
of the authors of Mamluk manuscripts relevant to warfare were not
military officers as such but, being the only literate caste at the
time, probably ‘ulama commissioned by the sultan, or a leading
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Mamluk within his entourage, to educate himself about subjects of
immediate or remote interest—though ones that would require
what we would deem ‘research.’ In the introduction to the original
edition, such an author’s work would achieve resonance through
connections to the masters of the past; but such masters had to be
consistent in terms of Muslim belief and experience, so our Mamluk
author would redact what he was reading and copying to conform
to the mores and mindset of his own day. In my original introduc-
tion, our Mamluk author is deemed an ‘armchair strategist’; if I
were permitted to reedit that introduction he would be considered
a well-read and most literate redactor. 

The other major point is as important today as it was in 1961:
namely that the Muslim masters of warfare, their patrons and
rulers, their soi-disant strategists, did not view field confrontations
as opportunities for illogical heroics, but rather as the result of train-
ing and logical conformations, of knowing when and how to fight;
one prayed for victory but fought by the book. Essentially they took
the view that what might come by chance is to be faced with cun-
ning and hope . . . and correct procedure. The Tafrij confirms that
the guiding light of a great field commander is not to waste men
or the addenda of battle, so that even single combat had its rules
which cannot be forsworn for chimerical rewards. One is left with
the feeling that jihad per se has no place in the Muslim warrior’s
consciousness once the battle has begun. The reiteration of this
guiding light throughout the manuscript resources provides the
ideational penumbra for the consideration of medieval Muslim
warfare . . . a very, very good thing indeed to read constantly.
Once stated, this one Martian generality would not be gainsaid
by any eraser conceived by men. 

Errata in the facsimile edition 

p. 4, note 11, line 7: for Murda read Murtada.
p. 7, two lines above footnotes: for “leads Ritter,” read “led Ritter.”
p. 8, ten lines above footnotes: for “Mamlu,” read “Mamluk.”
p. 9, line 4: for “tournament play,” read “tournament, play.”
p. 20, four lines above footnote: for “ma e,” read “make.”
p. 43, line 18: for “Antarat,” read “Antarah.”
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p. 44, line 12: for “encircling trenches,” read “encircling moats.”
p. 45, note 5, penultimate line: for “the Greek,” read “Alexander’s.”
p, 46, line 14: for “be t,” read “best.”
p. 48, note 9, line 2: for “qu ting,” read “quoting.” 
p. 49, line 9: for “Halab,” read “Halab (Aleppo).”
p. 51, line 12: for “ against him rather for him,” read “against the  

ruler, rather than for him.”
p. 52, line 10: remove comma after “about.”
p. 59, two lines above footnotes: for “t ,” read “to.”
p. 60, line 14: for “ev ry,” read “every.”
p. 62, line 25: for “Yazdagurd,” read “Yazdagird.”
p. 71, line 9: for “donned,” read “worn.”
p. 74, line 12: the footnote number at the end of the paragraph 

reads “4.”
p. 86, line 26: for “negligence about him,” read “negligence 

about it.”
p. 87, line 8: for “that they,” read “that some.”
p. 87, line 24: for “un il,” read “until.”
p. 87, line 29: for “a a,” read “at a.”
p.101, note 2, line 1: for “Cf. Machiavellion” read “Cf.  

Machiavelli on”
p. 107, line 9: for “for he,” read “for him.”
p. 119, line 7: for “(Ture),” read “(Tyre).”
p. 122, note 1, lines 4/5: for “and theory, and both,” read “and 

theory; both.” 
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