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The Representation of Slave Girls in a Physiognomic
Text of the Fourteenth Century

“Nothing is more harmful to an old man than a good cook and a
beautiful slave girl”
(Thabit ibn Qurrah, d. 288/901)

The image of women in literature is subject to literary conventions and compli-
cated by the presence of topoi. Literary representations of women, often stereo-
typed, are not real portraits but more reflections of prevalent social attitudes. For
instance, in adab collections women are often categorized as a social character
type, like misers or uninvited guests; it is perhaps worth noticing that, as Fedwa
Malti Douglas remarks, these works contain specific chapters on nisa’, but no
chapters on rijal as such, since men are not defined through their gender but more
through moral or intellectual features.! A frequent feature of literary representa-
tions is the lack of individuality of the “anecdotal woman”and the stress put on
her physicality, which is represented “in its most rudimentary form.”? Neverthe-
less, this is often balanced in literary texts by representations where women act
and behave as individuals. The same cannot be said of other kinds of texts, which
can be much more biased. Therefore, as Yehoshua Frenkel stressed in a recent es-
say, we need “an integrated reading of various literary genres and materials” in
order to have a glimpse of the representations of women in the Mamluk period.?
Scientific, or—in modern eyes—para-scientific texts (under-researched compared
with the religious, normative, or literary texts towards which most analysis has
been oriented) could in fact give useful insights into the ways women were repre-
sented. In this article we will focus on the description of female slaves (jawarin)*

'Fedwa Malti-Douglas, Woman’s Body, Woman’s Word: Gender and Discourse in Arabo-Islamic Writ-
ing (Princeton, 1992), 31.

*Tbid., 34, 30.

3“Slave Girls and Learned Teachers Women in Mamluk Sources,” in Developing Perspectives in
Mamluk History: Essays in Honor of Amalia Levanoni, ed. Yuval Ben-Bassat (Leiden-Boston, 2017),
176.

*Jariyah (pl. jawarin) is by far the most common term used to refer to female slaves. Relevant
entries in classical dictionaries like Lisan al-“arab and Al-Qamus al-muhit have no reference to
slavery: jariyah is defined as “a clearly young girl” (bayyinat al-jara’al-jarayah). Other words,
like amah, wasifah, or walidah, are found in technical literature (manuals for notaries, legal
texts, or normative texts) and purchase deeds, but they are very rare and do not feature in any
of the documents studied by Yasuf Ragib, Actes de vente d’esclaves et d’animaux d’Egypte medieval

©2018 by Antonella Ghersetti.
BY DOI: 10.6082/ah14-2x46. (https://doi.org/10.6082/ah14-2x46)
DOI of Vol. XXI: 10.6082/X11b-km37. See https://doi.org/10.6082/v8sk-rk04 to download the full volume or

individual articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license
(CC-BY). See http:/mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



22 ANTONELLA GHERSETTI, THE REPRESENTATION OF SLAVE GIRLS

contained in a treatise on physiognomy (firasah) of the first half of the fourteenth
century with a view to add a small piece to the complex picture of the images of
women in the Mamluk period. Ours will thus be a textually oriented approach
directed towards the discourse of physiognomy, which was considered a second-
ary natural science inextricably tied to medicine. In this article we shall translate
the section on female slaves of the Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah of Shams al-
Din al-Dimashqi; then map its intertextual connections by outlining its relation
to its antecedents, its parallels, and its sources (or what the author claims to be
such). The text will then be read in conversation with materials on female slaves
of a legal nature (normative texts and purchase deeds), in order to compare their
different narratives of the feminine and to show their nature as a construct. The
documents we intend to question could also be relevant for a gender studies ap-
proach with a historical perspective. Nevertheless, considering the kind of ap-
proach we have chosen, we limit ourselves to drawing the attention of the experts
in this field to such materials.

The Author and the Treatise

Shams al-Din al-Ansari al-Safi al-Dimashqi (d. 727/1327), known as shaykh al-
Rabwah and shaykh Hittin,® served as shaykh of the khangah of Hittin (a village
between Tiberias and Acre) and then as shaykh and imam at al-Rabwah (“the
Hill”), a village near Damascus. He owes his renown to Nukhbat al-dahr f1 ‘aja’ib
al-barr wa-al-bahr,® a cosmography dealing with geography, mineralogy, rivers,
islands, genealogy, and other topics. He also authored a work of an encyclopedic
nature on physics, mathematics, and theology, Al-Magamat al-falsafiyah wa-al-
tarjamat al-sufiyah, and Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah, a comprehensive treatise
on physiognomy. A portrait of his personality and an account of his interests
are given by al-Safadi, who was one of his associates and met him many times

(Cairo, 2002); by D. P. Little, “Six Fourteenth Century Purchase Deeds for Slaves from Al-Haram
Ag-Sarif,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft 131 (1981): 297-37; and by Fré-
déric Bauden, “Lachat d’esclaves et la rédemption des captifs a Alexandrie d’aprés deux docu-
ments arabes d’époque mamelouke conservés aux Archives de I'Etat a Venise (ASVe),” Mélanges
de I'Université Saint-Joseph 58 (2005): 269-325. Wasifah seems to be reserved for slaves meant to
serve as domestic help, along with khadim: wasifah, probably referring to an inferior category,
seems to be typical of Egypt and the Orient (Ragib, Actes, 2:23-24).

SD. M. Dunlop, “al-Dimashki,” The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed., 2:291; Carl Brockelmann, Ge-
schichte der arabischen Litteratur, 2nd ed. (Leiden, 1943), 2:130, S2:261; Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli, Al-
Alam (repr. Beirut, 2002), 6:170; al-Safadi, AI-Wafi bi-al-wafayat, ed. Ahmad al-Arna’at and Tazki
Mustafa (Beirut, 2000), 3:136-37; Ahmad ibn ‘Ali Ibn Hajar al-“Asqalani, Al-Durar al-kaminah fi
a‘yan al-mi’ah al-thaminah, ed. Salim al-Karnaki (Hyderabad, 1929-31), 3:458-59.

‘Ed. A. Mehren (Copenhagen, 1892; repr. Leipzig, 1923).
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in Safad, where al-Dimashqi died. Al-Dimashqi was an eclectic and encyclope-
dic author, with no definite juridical and philosophical affiliation. His interests
ranged from agriculture to law; he was also versed in diverse sciences including
divinatory sciences like geomancy and ilm al-awfaq (the sciences of the magical
squares). Al-Safadi extols his intelligence with the words “he was one of the most
intelligent men (min adhkiya’ al-alam)” and describes his versatility saying that
“he was able to deal with whatever science and was courageous enough to write
books on whatever science.”” This versatility—he also states—was due more to his
brilliant mind than to his skill, thus suggesting that he was an enthusiast rather
than an experienced man of science. Al-Safadi’s appraisal also seems to cast a
shadow on his personality: “obviously, he knew what can subjugate the mind
and manipulate the heart of the inexperienced (aghmar).”® Both al-Safadi and Ibn
Hajar al-Asqalani seem to hold Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah in high esteem
and mention it in positive terms in al-Dimashqi’s biography. Al-Safadi describes it
as “a good book” (kitab hasan) and Ibn Hajar affirms that “he produced an excel-
lent work” (wa-ajada fihi).° If we trust al-Safadi, this treatise was also appreciated
by other distinguished men of science, among them the Iraqi-Egyptian physi-
cian Ibn al-Akfani," who also dealt with physiognomy in some of his works. Al-
Safadi obtained from al-Dimashqi permission to transmit it (tanawaltuhu minhu)
in 724/1323, after he had copied it with his own hand (katabtuhu bi-khatti).

Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah (also known as ‘Ilm al-firasah li-ajl al-siyasah,
Nihayat al-kiyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah, Ahkam al-firasah, and other variants) was
composed before 723/1323 in Safad." It was conceived as a comprehensive work
on physiognomic knowledge elaborated in preceding centuries, and also includes

7 Waft, 3:136; Ibn Hajar, Durar, 3:458, is more critical: “he wrote books on every science, had he
knowledge of it or not.”

S Wafi, 3:137.

°Ibid.; Ibn Hajar, Durar, 3:458; Hajji Khalifah, Kashf al-zunin ‘an asami al-kutub wa-al-funun, ed.
M. Sh. al-D. Yaltkaya/R. Bilka al-Kilisli (repr. Beirut, n.d.; original ed. Istanbul, 1945-47), 2:1011.
"He seems to have been born in Sinjar, Irag; he moved to Egypt, where he stayed until his death.
I thank Paulina Lewicka for having drawn my attention to this and for her careful reading and
valuable suggestions for this article.

"Toufic Fahd, La Divination arabe: études religieuses, sociologiques et folkloriques sur le milieu natif
de I’islam (Leiden, 1966), 386, claims that the author penned it in Acre (‘Akka) in 723/1323, on the
basis of the date and place contained in the colophon of MS Bursa Hiiseyin Celebi 882 (fol. 53b).
This seems to be a misinterpretation: at the beginning of the following treatise on laudable eyes
(fol. 54a), the anonymous author states that al-Dimashqi penned Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah
in Safad (wada‘ahu ... fi Safad) and granted him the license to transmit it in Safar 724 (wa-naqal-
tuhu min hifzihi wa-nawalanihi wa-ajazani riwayatahu ‘anhu fi safar 724). The mention of Acre and
the year 723 in the colophon of Kitab al-siyasah (fol. 53b) refers to the place where the autograph
was kept (ma wujida min khatt... bijami‘i thaghri ‘Akka).
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other forms of divination. Physiognomy is the discipline that interprets visible
physical features as hints at internal character traits: in brief, the art of infer-
ring character from bodily features or, in general, the art of inferring what is
concealed from what is visible. Though now considered a form of divination, ' it
was then classified rather as a branch of the natural sciences, like medicine, and
was in the realm of physicians and—as the texts say—Hellenizing philosophers”
(falasifah). It also had practical purposes and was deemed useful in choosing asso-
ciates, a good wife, or buying slaves. The exhaustive character of Kitab al-siyasah
is obvious in the wide-ranging quotations and in the list of authorities that aims
at covering all the significant scientific production in this field. Thus, Greeks like
Aristotle and Polemon feature in the list of sources alongside Muslim physicians
(Abt Bakr al-Razi), philosophers (Fakhr al-Din al-Razi), jurists (al-Shafi‘i), and
mystics (Ibn ‘Arabi). Al-Dimashqi had recourse to an abbreviated system of refer-
ences, apparently not used before his time: he attributes an abbreviation to each
author (e.g., T corresponds to Aristotle, B to Ibn ‘Arabi, etc.) and cites each source
by means of this short reference. The work opens with a general introduction on
fundamentals and methodology, followed by chapters on animals (the so-called
zoological method), on ethnicities (the so-called ethnic method), and on the phys-
iognomic interpretation of colors, temperaments, and individual body parts. Al-
Dimashqt’s Kitab al-siyasah must have had a wide circulation, as over thirty cop-
ies are known to be extant today." The illuminated opening and the quality of the
copy preserved at the National Library of Medicine of Bethesda (MS A 58) under
the title of Kitab jalil fi ‘ilm al-firasah,™ probably produced around 1400 in Egypt,
also point to its circulation in wealthy milieus. The treatise is available in several
printed editions: the first, uncritical, was published in Cairo in 1882; the latest
was published in Cairo in 1983.%

2As such it is extensively dealt with in Fahd, Divination.

See Ali Riza Karabulut and Ahmet Turan Karabulut, Diinya kiitiiphanelerinde mevcut Islam
kiltiir tarihi ile ilgili eserler ansiklopedisi= Mu‘am al-tarikh al-turath al-islami fi maktabat al-alam
(Kayseri, Turkey, n.d.), 2497, n. 6757.1; Brockelmann, GAL 2:130; idem, GAL S2:161. A copy is also
preserved in the Ghazi Husrev-bey Library, Sarajevo (MS 7167,8=R 3749,8) (I thank Prof. Lewicka
for this reference).

14See D. M. Schullian and F. E. Sommer, A Catalogue of Incunabula and Manuscripts in the Army
Medical Library (New York, [1950]), 316 (https://www.nlm.nih.gov/hmd/arabic/physiognomy3.
html [accessed on November 20, 2017]). Not Kitab al-Jalil as indicated there.

B Kitab al-siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah ([Cairo], 1882); Al-Siyasah fi ‘ilm al-firasah, ed. Muhammad ibn
al-Suafi (Cairo, 1983). The latter, described in the web page of the National Library of Medicine
of Bethesda as an “edition employing several manuscripts (though not the one at NLM),” repro-
duces the same text as the 1882 Cairo edition, without the abridged references to the sources.
Other editions are Cairo, 1332/1914, and Istanbul, 1289/1872 (see Karabulut and Karabulut, Diinya
kitiiphanelerinde, 2497, n. 6757.1).
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Firasah and the Purchase of Slaves

Texts dealing with “the art of purchasing slaves” belong to different genres: rele-
vant information can be found in treatises on medicine, physiognomy, geography,
and ethics, in normative works such as hisbah treatises, and in literary sources
like adab literature and poetry.' Physiognomy, like medicine, obviously had a
role to play in choosing slaves since it was thought to be a means of discovering
hidden things from visible elements, notably hidden illnesses or flaws often con-
cealed by slave sellers or, more specifically, the characters and aptitudes of slaves.
Treatises of medicine that include chapters which draw attention to signs imply-
ing defects or diseases and give useful suggestions concerning the purchase of
slaves also often contain information drawn from physiognomy. Specific medical
treatises penned in different periods by physicians like Ibn Butlan (d. 458/1066)
or Ibn al-Akfani (d. 749/1348) suggest recourse to physiognomy in assessing the
character of slaves."” Ibn Butlan also hints at a branch of firasah specifically de-
voted to women (firasat al-nisa’),"® but states that he prefers not to delve into it
out of decency, thus suggesting its marked erotic slant. Indirect sources, like the
travelogues of foreigners quoted by Barker, also give evidence of the application
of physiognomy in relation to the inspection of slaves: “[a general survey], which
Fabri called consideration (consideratio), was conducted at a distance and based on
knowledge of physiognomy.”"’ Likewise, treatises of a different nature, like books
of erotology, may contain chapters on the purchase of slaves where physiognomy
plays a significant role.?

For a wide-ranging overview see Hans Miller, Die Kunst des Sklavenkaufs: Nach arabischen,
persischen und tiirkischen Ratgebern von 10. bis zum 18. Jahrhundert (Freiburg, 1980).

"See, e.g., the example of Risalah jami‘ah li-funin nafi‘ah fi shira al-raqiq wa-taqlib al-‘abid of Ibn
Butlan, where the third fann is entitled Fi ma‘rifat akhlaq al-‘abid bi-qiyas al-firasah ‘ala madhhab
al-falasifah.

®This is a branch of physiognomy connected to erotology (ilm al-bah); on this see Antonella
Ghersetti, “Fisiognomica e stereotipi femminili nella cultura araba,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 14
(1996): 195-206, and eadem, “Mondo classico e legittimazione del sapere nella cultura arabo-
islamica: il trattato Firasat al-nisa’ attribuito a Polemone di Laodicea,” in Scienza e islam: Atti della
giornata di studio, Venezia 30 gennaio 1999/a cura di G. Canova, QSA Studi e testi 3 (Venice, 1999),
59-68.

YHannah Barker, “Purchasing a Slave in Fourteenth-Century Cairo: Ibn al-Akfani’s Book of
Observation and Inspection in the Examination of Slaves,” Mamlitk Studies Review 19 (2006): 16.
Barker underlines the normative character of Ibn al-Akfani’s manual and therefore questions
other sources (hisbah manuals and travelogues) to give an idea of the real practices in the slave
marketplace. Felix Fabri (d. 1502) is a Swiss Dominican theologian who wrote of his pilgrimage
experiences to Jerusalem.

2 An example is Nuzhat al-ashab fi muGsharat al-ahbab of Mu’ayyid al-Din Abt Nasr al-Samaw’al
al-Isra’ili al-Maghribi (d. 570/1174), which contains a long section on the purchase of slaves (al-
Jjumlah al-Gshirah fi bay‘ wa-shira al-raqiq): Nuzhat al-ashab fi muasharat al-ahbab (Beirut, 2008),
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Treatises of physiognomy may also devote specific sections to the purchase of
slaves, as in the case of Kitab al-siyasah. Unlike other authors who penned works
on slave acquisition, such as Ibn al-Akfani and al-“Ayntabi—who both served as
physicians at the Mansuri hospital in Cairo, not far from the famous slave mar-
kets?’—al-Dimashqi seemingly had no practical experience in the inspection of
slaves. As a consequence, this section is clearly inspired more by previous lit-
erature than by personal experience: any advice about how to proceed with ex-
amination is lacking, at the advantage of a detailed—even if brief—description of
some parts of the human body, contrary to the “checklist for a thorough head-
to-toe inspection of the slave’s body” of Ibn al-Akfani.?” The twelfth chapter, ex-
clusively devoted to women, is conceived as an extension of the eleventh chapter,
whose title is roughly “On the signs of illnesses a prospective purchaser must take
into consideration when buying slaves (al-mamalik wa-al-jawari) and on women’s
condition not commendable in relation with sexual intercourse; this is a self-
contained kind (naw‘ tamm) of physiognomy.” These two sections (the eleventh
and the twelfth) come after the magqalah devoted to signs hinting at temperament
(mizaj). This arrangement clearly echoes the pattern of Al-Mansuri fi al-tibb of Abu
Bakr al-Razi, which al-Dimashqi mentions as one of his sources.

The Representation of Jawarin in Kitab al-Siyasah

In contrast to the wider scope of other treatises, where bodily features and ethnic
origin are thoroughly scrutinized to assess the aptitude of slaves to accomplish
domestic work, to satisfy their master’s pleasure, and to give birth, the chapter
on slave girls contained in Kitab al-Siyasah is notable for its narrower scope and
its erotic slant. This places it at the intersection of physiognomy and erotology,
a cross-influence also confirmed by the sources mentioned by al-Dimashqi. The
erotic slant was already noticed by Bouhdiba, who underlined the “erotic devel-
opments” in the description of the tender parts of the body.* That slave women,

118-43. This treatise is dealt with by P. Myrne, “Purchasing a slave for pleasure: From Ibn Butlan
(d. 1066) to al-Samaw’al al-Maghribi (d. 1175),” Journal of Global Slavery 2019 (forthcoming). It is
also worth emphasizing that the passage on how defects of jawarin were hidden is immediately
followed by the description of nice features of women.

sBarker, “Purchasing a Slave,” 6; on the different locations of slave markets over the Mamluk
period see 6-9.

22]bid., 10; the chapters on the purchase of slaves in other works penned by physicians (e.g., Nu-
zhat al-ashab of al-Samaw’al al-Maghribi, a Jewish physician who worked in Baghdad) also show
the professional expertise of their authors.

%% l'analyse descriptive de I’anatomie des parties molles du corps fournit une occasion, dont
I’auteur ne se prive pas, a maints et maints développements érotiques.” Abdelwahab Bouhdiba,

La Sexualité en Islam (Paris, 1975), 196.
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whether bought for domestic tasks or for entertainment, were also supposed to
serve in bedchambers is clearly perceived in the textual representation of slave
girls in Kitab al-siyasah. Starting from the title, the scope of examination is dras-
tically restricted to their “hidden condition” (ahwal mastirah), i.e., the shape and
state of their genitals; as a matter of fact, the bodily features of jawarin and ima’
are all taken as hints at their aptitude for copulation. This means that where for
a male slave (mamluk) bodily features like the color of the skin or hair are taken
as clues about physical condition or psychological features, for a jariyah bodily
features are used to assess her genitals’ shape and her aptitude to have sexual in-
tercourse. Thus, jawarin are never described as “intelligent” or “cowardly” but are
systematically described as “lecherous” (kathirat al-shabaq) or “nymphomaniac”
(la sabr laha ‘an al-nikah) and so on. A biased narrative rules out any aspect con-
nected to health and psychology, thus enhancing the perception of a fragmented
body seen only as a commodity. Considering the poor quality of the existing edi-
tions, the translation of the chapter on female slaves has been carried out based
on the manuscript of Kitab al-siyasah preserved in Bursa (whose title on the front
page is given as Kitab al-firasah), copied from the autograph.*

Translation

[15a] The twelfth chapter: on the assessment of slave girls’ condition made thanks
to signs hinting at their hidden condition.

S [= Abt Bakr al-Razi’s Al-Mansiri] and R [= Fakhr al-Din al-Razi] said:* those
who want to buy [15b] a slave girl (jariyah) or a bondmaid (amah) must consider
visible signs pointing to their hidden body parts that will be mentioned [in what
follows]. Amongst those [are the following]: if the woman’s mouth is large, her
vulva is likewise; if [the woman’s mouth] is small, [her vulva] is small; if [the
woman’s mouth] is round and protruding, [her vulva] is similar. If the tip of her
nose is big and her lips are thick, the labia of her vulva (tablatay al-farj) are thick;
if her tongue is intense red, her vulva lacks humidity. If her nose is humped, she
does not crave sexual intercourse. If her palate is high,* her vulva is elevated and

#We have also checked the text in the 1882 Cairo edition; apart from some differences in word-
ing and order, the most evident being the inverted order of the two passages respectively at-
tributed to al-Burjani (al-Barrajani?) and the author of jami® al-ladhdhah, contents are globally
the same. In the Cairene edition the eighth chapter contains the eleventh and twelfth chapters
of the manuscript.

»Tt is worth noticing that the sources mentioned do not contain any passage on jawarin: the
section on purchase of slaves (shird al-mamalik) in the second magalah of Abu Bakr al-Razi’s Al-
Mansariis devoid of any specific reference to female slaves; likewise, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Kitab
al-firasah lacks any explicit allusion to female slaves. In the two Cairene printed editions there is
no mention of these two authorities.

* Tawilat al-hanak; an interlinear note suggests murtafi‘.
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with scarce hair on it. If she has a large face and a thick neck, this is a sign of
small buttocks and a big and narrow vulva. If her palate is small, she has a low
vulva. If the flesh of the exterior part of her feet and hands is firm, her vulva is
considerably large and she easily offers herself to you. If she is extremely beauti-
ful (nabilah) and the flesh of her feet and her hands is compact, she is very lascivi-
ous and she cannot abstain from sexual intercourse. If she is hot to the touch? at
any time, her lips and gums are red, and her buttocks are firm, she is a delightful
sought-after partner for sexual intercourse.? If she has [16a] reddish skin and
blue eyes, she is libidinous. If she laughs a lot, is cheerful, and moves quickly she
hungers for sexual intercourse. Black and big eyes point to a strong carnal appe-
tite and a narrow vulva. If she has big ears and small buttocks, she has a sizeable
vulva. Heels protruding backwards are a sign of a wide vulva. If her body is fat,
flabby, white, and a little yellowish, and her eyes are motionless and devoid of any
appearance of joy, all these signs point to a humid and cold vulva.

The author of Jami al-ladhdhah® said, describing slave girls (jawarin) and the
marks they carry on which there is consensus or disagreement [in relation to
sexual intercourse]: know that women are of eight kinds and classes. Each kind
and class has a specific degree of carnal appetite: [the woman belonging to a
certain class| will not be fully satisfied unless she reaches [that degree] nor will
she submit to the man with obedience, love him, and be regardful of him in any
circumstance (hifzihi fi al-ghayb). I will now mention the man suited to each of
these types of women. People of experience define women in specific ways: fatty
(shahimah), sticky (lazigah), hollow (jawfa), [16b] deep (qawra), bright (balja), large-

*’ Majassah, a reading confirmed by the analogous passage in jami al-ladhdhah, MS Aya Sofya
3836, fol. 88a. We wish to thank Pernilla Myrne, who kindly shared with us a digital copy of this
manuscript, which is dated 533/1139. Both Cairo editions have mihnah.

#The manuscript has ladhidhat al-talab lil-nikah (a reading confirmed by an analogous expres-
sion in Jami‘ al-ladhdhah, 88a); the Cairo edition has shadidah lil-nikah.

»Jami‘ al-ladhdhah (or Jawami® al-ladhdhah) (Encyclopedia of pleasure) was penned by ‘Ali ibn
Nasr al-Katib (floruit tenth century). On this see Pernilla Myrne, “Pleasing the beloved: sex and
true love in a medieval Arabic erotic compendium,” in Beloved: Love and Languishing in Middle
Eastern Literatures, ed. Michael Beard, Alireza Korangy, and Hanadi al-Samman (London, 2017),
216-36; and eadem, “Of Ladies and Lesbians and Books on Women from the Third/Ninth and
Fourth/Tenth Centuries,” Journal of Abbasid Studies 4 (2017): 187-210.
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mouthed (fahwa), alluring (?) (halya’),*® “the one with a threshold” (sakfa).*' The
fatty (shahimah) is the one who has a plump and firm vulva, full of fat; she does
not reach pleasure unless the penis is long enough to reach the neck of the uterus
and she will let the fetus (al-walad)* settle in the deepest and most remote part of
her vagina. The Indian (al-Hindi) said that the measure of a long penis is twelve
joined fingers® or more; the measure of a medium one is nine fingers and more,
up to eleven; the short one measures six to eight joined fingers....* [17a] The sticky
(lazigah) is the one whose vulva is joined to the surrounding parts and became
skinny after being meaty; this feature is only found in the black woman, and she
does not reach pleasure unless the penis is short and thick. As for the hollow
(jawfa), the exterior part of her vulva is joined while the interior is hollow; she
does not reach pleasure in sexual intercourse unless the penis is medium and
thick so to fully touch the sides of the vulva [which does not occur] with a thin
penis. As for the deep (qawra), this is the one with a long vulva and a distant
neck of the uterus; for her an extremely long penis is suitable, and nothing else.
As for the bright (balja), she is the one with a proportioned vulva; anything we
mentioned is suitable for her. As for the large-mouthed (fahwa), she has a wide
and fatty vulva; a long and thick penis is suitable, or a medium as well. As for “the
one with a threshold” (sakfa), she is the one with a kind of threshold (musakkafah)
[which means that] in her vulva there are two bones almost coming together, and
those hinder [17b] the insertion [of the penis]; for this one a long and thin penis is
suitable. With few exceptions, if she is pregnant, she dies during delivery, before
the baby comes out, because the way out is too narrow.

*The MS has halya, which we have not been able to locate in the dictionaries; the Cairene edition
have halba which Lane (Edward William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, s.v.)) translates as “a female
slave who kneels by reason of her indolence,” taking the meaning from Taj al-Aris (al-amah al-
barikah li-kasliha), which does not seem the most plausible translation in this context. The word
occurs only in the list and only once in the descriptive passage, where no explication is given, so
it is impossible to put forward a hypothesis about the true meaning of this term.

’IT've not been able to find this word in any of the dictionaries currently used; this is a tentative
translation based on the context.

**Walad can also be used for an unborn child, i.e., a fetus: Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, s.v.

331/24 of the standard cubit, i.e., 2.078 cm., or of the black cubit, i.e., 2.252 cm.; in Egypt, a finger
roughly corresponded to 3.125 cm.: see Walther Hinz, Islamische Masse und Gewichte: Umgerech-
net ins metrische System (Leiden, 1955), 54.

**The paragraph on sexual habits of men and women in Abyssinia, which we do not translate

in consideration of its digressive character, does not feature in the Cairene editions, nor in al-
Manufi’s Akhbar or Jami al-ladhdhah.
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Al-Burjani® said: he who seeks pleasure in sexual intercourse must choose
the short woman and he who desires to have children must choose the tall one.
He also said that women are of seven types in relation to the pleasure one can
experience with them: women’s faces can be [like a] painting (nagsh), ugly but
agreeable (naghsh),*® radiant (bahi), beautiful (jamil), amazed (dahish), handsome
(hasan), or pleasant (malih), and this one is the most perfect of the [other] six. This
kind of gracefulness (malahah) is described in these terms: [the pleasant woman]
has deep black eyes, hair, and eyebrows; long lashes (of eyelids); white body, teeth,
cornea, and hands; red tongue, lips, cheeks, and gums; round-shaped head, ankles,
buttocks, and bosoms. She is tall, has a long neck, and long hair and eyebrows; her
nose, mouth, armpits, and vulva smell good; she has thin hairs, waist, nose, and
tongue, and delicate lips, complexion, fingers, and toes, prominent cheekbones,
chin, and navel, and the same for the fingers; small mouth, hands, feet, and nose,
bulging fingernails, vulva, nipples, and dorsum of hand. She talks nicely, and
sweet are the spittle from the tip of her tongue and the saliva [coming out] from
the corners of her lips and from between her teeth; soft are her neck, the palm of
her hands, her belly, and feet; well-built (sabit) are her neck, legs, forearms, palm
of the hands; flushing-skinned are her neck, legs, cheeks, and breast; as are her
throat, elbows, hips, and knees; soft to the touch are her body, her tongue, her
cheeks, the back of her vulva; hot are her breath, her body, her vulva, and the
palm of her hands. He also said: moreover, she has proportionate body parts,
equal head and face; harmonious feet; soft and humid extremities; long hair that
covers her shoulders;* beautifully-arched eyebrows; front teeth wide apart; wide-
ly spaced eyebrows, with deep-black extremities; swaying buttocks; no [visible]
veins; melodious speech. He also said: the daughter of Muhkam al-Shaybani* had
the greatest part of these features. And God knows more.*

»This probably refers to the book entitled Burjan/Barjan wa-Habahib/Hubahib fi akhbar al-nisa’
penned by Abu al-Hasan al-Namli (the boon companion of al-Mutawakkil), which is among the
sources quoted by ‘Ali ibn Nasr al-Katib. “Burjan and Habahib are two elderly women who give
sexual advice and expertise to an anonymous king” (Myrne, “Of Ladies and Lesbians,” 200, and
fn. 44 for variants of the title; on the contents of this book see ibid., 200-1).

%R. Dozy, “Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes,” sv. nghsh, states that the word (not vocalized)
refers to a girl or a young woman who, though ugly, is not devoid of grace.

¥The manuscript has halal, which does not seem the most plausible meaning; it could be “jilal,”
the plural of jull also used as a singular, which means a cloth (for horses or other animals) cover-
ing their shoulders and part of their back and chest (R. Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes,
sv. jull).

%The Cairene editions have Arayas (?) ibn Muhkam al-Shaybani.

¥The description in the Cairene edition revolves around quatrains and has a slightly different
arrangement but the contents are the same. This description, taken from Jami‘ al-ladhdhah (fol.
92b=93b; whenever folios have been renumbered we give both numbers) and reproduced in later
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Intertextual Relations

As we have already seen, the first part of the chapter has no textual antecedents
in the sources quoted by al-Dimashqi: Abta Bakr al-Razi’'s Al-Mansuri and Fakhr
al-Din al-Razi (Kitab al-firasah). In al-Razi’s Al-Mansiri there is no specific sec-
tion on slave girls and the treatment of the topic is limited to the evaluation of
hidden physical defects or diseases of slaves in general; al-Razi seemingly has no
interest in giving an erotic bias to the inspection of slave girls.*” The same holds
true for Fakhr al-Din al-Razi’s Kitab al-firasah. The erotic turn al-Dimashqi gives
to the physiognomic evaluation of jawarin is rather the consequence of the cross
influence between medical/physiognomic and erotic discourse. Indeed, the sec-
ond source quoted in the text belongs to the genre of erotica: jami‘ al-ladhdhah of
‘Ali ibn Nasr al-Katib, a well-known treatise referred to by many authors of the
following centuries. We have compared al-Dimashqi’s quotations with the Aya
Sofya manuscript of jami® al-ladhdhah (see n. 27) and, all in all, the quotations
seem to be rather faithful; nevertheless, a certain degree of variance is visible.
First of all, in Jami‘ al-ladhdhah slave women (al-ima’) are divided into two cat-
egories: those whom it is advisable to choose for pleasure (lil-mut‘ah) and those
whom it is advisable to choose for childbearing (lil-walad) (fol. 53a); however, for
both categories detailed information on the “hidden parts” is missing. The au-
thor of jami® al-ladhdhah states that the topic has been thoroughly dealt with
by Muhammad ibn Kamil al-Misri; thus, he prefers to quote additional sources,
among which is Jabir al-Hayyan. The following text is nothing other than a cata-
logue of the diverse ethnicities, also found in well-known treatises like that of Ibn
Butlan or in other works like al-Shayzari’s al-Idah fi asrar al-nikah. In addition, it
contains short anecdotes, wise sayings, and verses of poetry. This text also hints
at the practice of exposing female slaves in the markets, adding remarks on their
color and ways of making them more attractive, quoting in this connection a
passage on the authority of al-Jahiz. The part of Jami® al-ladhdhah corresponding
to the one reproduced by al-Dimashqi does not appear in the chapter on slave
women. It appears instead in a section on the physiognomy of the lustful woman
(firasat al-mar‘ah al-shadidat al-shahwah) that, after a description of this kind of

works, has been labelled by Salah al-Din al-Munajjid as “the canon of beauty” for the Arabs:
Salah al-Din al-Munajjid, Jamal al-mar’ah ‘ind al-Arab, 2nd. ed. (Beirut, 1969), 109-10. This essay
offers a wide range of texts on the concept of feminine beauty in Arabic literature.

“The same holds true for the Egyptian Christian physician Ibn Butlan, who penned a booklet on
the purchase of slaves: he refrains from mentioning (adrabna ‘an dhikriha) that branch of physi-
ognomy concerning women and giving remarks on their dispositions, body parts, and sexual
appetite, “because of its obscenity” (li-qabahihah): Ibn Butlan, “Risalah fi shir4 al-raqiq wa-taglib
al-‘abid,” in Nawadir al-makhtutat, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Haran (Cairo, 1954 [1373]), 1:401. The state-
ment can be taken as a hint at the use of slaves as commodities for the bedchamber, something
that seems to embarrass Ibn Butlan.
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woman, furnishes a detailed list of signs pointing to dimensions and conditions
of the vulva (al-dalalat ‘ala ahwal farj al-mar’ah, fol. 88a=89a) mentioned on the
authority of Ibn Kamil al-Misri. This catalogue, only partially corresponding to
that of al-Dimashq], is followed by a section on the features of women preferred
by men (most probably as a concubine, haziyah), whose authorship is attributed
to Aristotle: there is probably no need to say that the pseudo-Aristotelian Kitab
al-firasah does not contain anything similar. The following part of the text is fo-
cused on how to infer the features of women by their gaze and the way they walk.
The passage of Jami‘ al-ladhdhah taken from “the Indian” (al-Hindi) dealing with
the dimensions of the penis, a passage more concise than that found in Kitab al-
siyasah, is situated at a certain distance (fol. 109a=110b) from the other excerpts.
The same holds true for the description of the beautiful woman in jami‘ al-lad-
hdhah (fol. 92b=93b), which is also set well apart from the catalogue of different
types of women. This catalogue (fol. 111a=112a) only very partially corresponds to
the analogous list in al-Dimashqi’s text. As a matter of fact, wording, order, and
contents disagree: the epithets (mutashahhimah, laziqah, qa‘ra’, qa‘rah, hawqa’,
munkhatimah, shafra’, muhqibah, fols. 111a=112a to 112a=113a)* are slightly dif-
ferent in form and order. So are the definitions given for each type of woman: de-
tailed in Jami* al-ladhdhah, they have been considerably abridged in al-Dimashqt’s
Kitab al-siyasah. Likewise, there is another notable divergence between the two
texts consisting in the lack of symmetry in evaluation of bodily features in fami*
al-ladhdhah and Kitab al-siyasah. In other words, passages of jami‘ al-ladhdhah on
women’s bodily features pointing to their lust are paralleled by similar parts on
men: for example, the passage on physiognomic assessment quoted on the author-
ity of Jabir in relation to carnal appetite is equally assigned to men and women
(firasat al-rijal wa-al-nisa@’ fi al-shahwah wa-maqadir al-farj, fol. 89b=90b). This is
not the case in Kitab al-siyasah, which focuses on feminine bodies at the expense
of masculine bodies, which are completely absent. This balanced distribution of
Jami* al-ladhdhah is visible throughout the text; nothing similar can be noticed in
al-Dimashqi’s chapter, which is exclusively focused on women. All in all, the text
of Jami‘ al-ladhdhah reproduced in Kitab al-siyasah seems to have been consider-
ably manipulated: items are roughly unchanged but have been selected, abridged,
and rearranged. Al-Dimashqi might have had access to Jami‘ al-ladhdhah through
secondary sources, epitomes, or oral sources; or he may have deliberately picked
out only the passages that he deemed relevant to the topic he was treating, thus

417t is worth noticing that there seems to be a certain fluctuation in the categories: the chart at
fol. 111a=112a revolves around six categories, plus two, al-shafra’and al-muhqibah, that have been
added respectively to al-qara’ and al-qa‘rah; but these two “additional” categories feature at the
end of the following descriptive part of the section without any sign of emendation.
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bearing the responsibility of conferring on his text the biased erotic slant already
noticed by scholars.

Al-Dimashqi’s section on female slaves seems to have had a certain renown.
It is also contained, almost verbatim, in a work of a very different nature: Kitab
akhbar al-uwal fi man tasarrafa fi Misr min arbab al-duwal, a work on the history of
Egypt penned by the Egyptian Muhammad ‘Abd al-Mu‘ti al-Manufi, whose birth
and death dates are unknown, but who was active in 1032/1623.%* The seventh
chapter of Akhbar al-uwal, on the Bahri Mamluks, contains digressions of diverse
natures. Remarkable is a quotation from Fakhr al-Din al-Razi on rhetoric and the
art of writing, immediately followed by a passage taken from Al-Mansuri of Aba
Bakr al-Razi on the purchase of slaves and female slaves (al-mamalik wa-al-jawari)
which is worth mentioning, al-Manafi says, in case of need (la ba’sa bi-dhikriha
‘inda al-ihtiyaji ilayha).*® The section on female slaves, of a pronounced erotic
character, is concluded with the suggestion of choosing a small woman to have
sex, followed by an abrupt transition to the reign of Baybars. A comparison of the
section on slave girls contained therein, entitled Al-gawl fi i‘tibar ahwal al-jawar
[sic],** with the same section in al-Dimashqt’s Kitab al-siyasah demonstrates that
al-Manufi heavily depends on al-Dimashqi. The texts are almost identical, with
the exception that al-Manufi’s text abruptly stops at the beginning of the pas-
sage on the different kinds of women attributed in Kitab al-siyasah to al-Burjani.
Besides some short sentences being missing, the catalogue of different types of
women is shorter and slightly different (seven types instead of eight: al-shahma’,
al-zaliqah [probably a slip of the pen for al-laziqahl, al-jawfa’, al-qawra’, al-balja’,
al-fahwa’, al-sakfa’; halya’ does not appear). Contrary to al-Dimashq], reference to
possible sources is lacking. Considering wording and arrangement of the passag-
es we can conclude that most probably al-Manifi reproduced al-Dimashqi’s text,
without quoting his source, from the Bursa manuscript or a closely related one.

As we have already underlined, passages of the same tenor as that of al-
Dimashgqi can be found in works of an erotic nature more often than in medical
treatises on the purchase of slaves, where the medical approach prevails. A quick
comparison with the chapter on “clues about genitalia of women and their sexual
appetites” found in a text of erotology most probably penned by al-Shayzari,* Al-

42See Miiller, Die Kunst, 190-91.

# Al-Manaufi, Kitab akhbar al-uwal fi man tasarrafa fi Misr min arbab al-duwal (Cairo 1310/1892-93),
128.

*Ibid., 129.

#Abd al-Rahman ibn Nasr ibn ‘Abd Allah ibn Muhammad al-Adaw1 al-Tabari al-Shayzari was a
man of letters, physician, and qadi of Tiberias regarding whose life details are scarce. His date
of death is uncertain: GAL has 589/1093; the editor of Al-ldah, Muhammad Sa‘id al-Tarihi, follow-
ing ‘Umar Rid4 Kahhalah (MuSam al-mw’allifin [Beirut, 1414/1993], 2:125), gives 774/1372 but his
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Idah fi asrar al-nikah, shows a strong similarity with Kitab al-siyasah in contents
and arrangement. Al-Shayzari includes in his treatise a whole chapter on how
to infer, from exterior signs, features of the vulva and whether a woman has an
aptitude for sex: the chapter is contained in the section (juz’) on “women’s secrets”
(asrar al-nisa’) and has the very explicit title “On signs from which to seek infor-
mation on the vulva of women and how to judge if their lust is great or little and
other things, in the way physiognomy does.”* It is worth noticing that the part of
Al-Idah on bodily features pointing to the nature of the genitals and the woman’s
sexual appetite matches almost exactly—with some minor exceptions—the first
part of al-Dimashqi’s text. The catalogue of the different types of women, which
in Kitab al-siyasah was ascribed to the author of Jami al-ladhdhah, also features
in al-Idah. Nevertheless, in Al-Idah there is no mention of the source and the text
shows significant differences. Only four types of women correspond exactly, in
terminology and description, to the first types listed by al-Dimashqi: the fatty
(shahimah), the sticky (laziqah), the hollow (jawfa’), and the deep (gawra’). Infor-
mation taken from “the Indian” on dimensions of male sexual organs are also
present in both Kitab al-siyasah and Al-Idah, in the same order but with slightly
different wording. The rest of the chapter in Al-Idah, from p. 104 on, contains a
rich catalogue of ethnicities (al-Rumiyat, al-Andalusiyat, nisa’ al-Turk, etc.) with
their different bodily features, and a list of categories of women focused on their
suitability for being good spouses. This is not present in Kitab al-siyasah.

Slave Girls’ Bodies: Narratives vs. Documentary Evidence

Notwithstanding its reminiscence of sources from the Abbasid period, the narra-
tive of Kitab al-siyasah is in sharp contrast with the anecdotal, literary image of
the luxury female slave, a construct of Abbasid romantic literature. In this kind
of text qualities praised in a slave girl are both physical and intellectual: slave
girls are often soul-mates who can dominate their masters, thus subverting ordi-
nary ownership relations.”” On the contrary, in the physiognomic discourse the

floruit seems to be dated to the last quarter of the sixth/twelfth century (Kh. Semah, “Rawdat al-
qulub by al-Shayzari; a Twelfth Century Book on Love,” Arabica 24 [1977]: 188-92). He authored
a work on the interpretation of dreams, a mirror for princes, a well-known treatise on hisbah
(Nihayat al-rutbah), and a treatise on love (Rawdat al-qulub).

#°Abd al-Rahman al-Shayzari, Kitab al-idah fi asrar al-nisa@’, ed. Muhammad Sa‘id al-Tarihi (Bei-
rut, (1407/1986), 101-7.

“7“In this fictional context, the normal relations between slave and free are turned upside down:

the master ... is dominated by the slave” (Julia Bray, “Men, Women and Slaves in Abbasid Soci-
ety,” in Gender in the early medieval world: East and West, 300-900, ed. Leslie Brubaker and Julia
M. H. Smith [Cambridge, 2004], 137); in satirical texts the slave girl is also represented as an
individual, being a “notorious drain of wealth, and a source of instability” (Bray, “Men, Women
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representation of jawarin is dramatically restricted to bodily traits picked out as
clues about their suitability for sexual intercourse: psychological and behavioral
features are not in the scope of this narrative. The representation of slave women
emerging from the text we have translated, and from texts of a similar tenor, is
thus extremely partial. The individual disappears and only separate body parts
are described, in a blinkered and fragmented manner. The jariyah is rated on the
basis of her capacity to serve as an instrument of pleasure, an attitude that takes
the textual form of a skewed deconstruction of her body. This is patent in the first
section of the text, with its crude anatomical details, but also holds true in the
second part of the text taken from Jawami‘ al-ladhdhah, that also recalls what (for
a different period and in a different context) el-Cheikh defines as “microscopic
objectification.”*® This construct is patently a vehicle of sexual objectification®
and mirrors the practices of the slave markets described in sources of a different
nature, such as travelogues.

The insistence on this fragmentary and biased description of slave girls in
Kitab al-siyasah and in related texts is thus a textual construct, a kind of “textual
voyeurism,” which does not have a counterpart in other types of texts also con-
nected to female slaves. The discourse revolves around the “microscopic” descrip-
tion of a woman’s physicality, depicting the female body “as a function of male
desire.”*® This minute—even if very slanted—description of slave girls contrasts

and Slaves,” 136). On the intimate relationship between slave girls and their masters see also
the remarks of Matthew Gordon, “Abbasid Courtesans and the Question of Social Mobility,” in
Concubines and Courtesans: Women and Slavery in Islamic History, ed. Matthew S. Gordon and
Kathryn A. Hain (Oxford, 2017), 11-51.

“Nadia Maria el-Cheikh, “In search for the ideal spouse,” Journal of the Economic and Social His-
tory of the Orient 45, no. 2 (2002): 188.

#““Sexual objectification occurs when a woman’s body, body parts, or sexual functions are sepa-
rated from her person, or regarded as if they are capable of representing her.” Jamie L. Golden-
berg, and Tomi-Ann Roberts, “The Beast within the Beauty: An Existential Perspective on the
Objectification and Condemnation of Women,” in Handbook of Experimental Existential Psychol-
ogy, ed. Jeff Greenberg, Sander L. Koole, and Tom Pyszczynski (New York, London, 2004), 78. As
a matter of fact, representations of slave girls in Kitab al-siyasah are focused on the description
of single parts and neglect the whole; this process of fragmentation has the peculiarity of turn-
ing the woman’s body into an object and in the end results in a “loss of the person.” Evangelia
(Lina) Papadaki, “Feminist Perspectives on Objectification,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philoso-
phy (Summer 2014 edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, 3. “Kant believes that eventually the concubine
... loses her person and is made ‘into a thing’” (Kant, Lectures on Ethics, trans. Louis Infield [New
York, 1963], 166), http:/plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2014/entries/feminism-objectification/
(accessed November 15, 2017).

S*Mirella Cassarino, “Interpreting Two Stories of the Kitab al-Agani: A Gender-Based Approach,”
OSA n.s. 10 (2014): 192.

©2018 by Antonella Ghersetti.
BY DOI: 10.6082/ah14-2x46. (https://doi.org/10.6082/ah14-2x46)
DOI of Vol. XXI: 10.6082/X11b-km37. See https://doi.org/10.6082/v8sk-rk04 to download the full volume or

individual articles. This work is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license
(CC-BY). See http:/mamluk.uchicago.edu/msr.html for more information about copyright and open access.



36 ANTONELLA GHERSETTI, THE REPRESENTATION OF SLAVE GIRLS

with the absence or succinctness of such descriptions in other comparable docu-
ments of the same period.

A survey of medical literature containing advice on how to buy the best slave
girl shows the irrelevance of attention to sexual aptitudes in the global economy
of medical inspection, to the advantage of aspects connected to health: in this
sense, the description of body parts does not denote any peculiarity in assessing
slave girls’ attributes.

In the—scarce—legal deeds attesting the purchase of a jariyah, descriptions of
women’s bodies have almost no textual relevance. Documentary evidence shows
that, in practice, slave girls (and slaves in general) were described only by their
race, faith, approximate age, and proper name. Since this was considered sufficient
to identify the commodity to be purchased, a more detailed description, although
recommended by jurists, is rarely found in these documents. There is no image
of slave girls in purchase deeds; they are vague figures alluded to by a name and
little more. The description of bodily features is, with few exceptions, minimal:
usually skin color, summarily referred to (no recourse to the rich gamut of colors
typical of the Arabic lexicon), sometimes age, and any peculiar marks. In all the
specimens studied by Little (“the only original documents of their type pertain-
ing to slavery which are known to have survived from the Mamluk period™?")
dated between 783/1381 and 795/1393, there is not even the most basic descrip-
tion of bodily features.’® Cursory descriptions found in these documents seem
to conflict with the procedures recommended by jurists in the treatises of shurit
that call for full descriptions, including physical attributes.”® In this light, even
the hasty statement found in other documents of a later period, referring to the
fact that the female slave was “exempt from the flaws usual in slaves” (‘uyub al-
raqiq)** seems rather exceptional.®® An important feature for slave girls, virginity,
is not mentioned in the deeds studied by Ragib (with one exception: a deed dated
687/1288 that also mentions the age of the girl*), which means that girls referred
to in all the remaining deeds were deflowered.” Other documentary evidence

S1Little, “Six Fourteenth Century Purchase Deeds,” 298.

52Tbid., 336: “none took the trouble to describe the physical attributes by which the slave could
be identified.”

3]bid., 304-5, on the basis of al-Asyati (but positions were not uniform: earlier Hanafi jurists
accepted a less detailed description; see ibid., 306).

5Bauden, “Lachat d’esclaves,” 274.

>1bid., 283.

*Ragib, Actes, 1:37-41.

7Ibid., 2:40. Virginity was in principle a feature conferring a higher value on the slave, except-

ing—as Ragib emphasizes—cases where the slave girl was devoted to her master’s bed, but deeds
rarely mention it. On this point see ibid., 2:38-39.
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of the Mamluk period, even if scanty,” points to the same: even an elemental
description of body parts of women sold is lacking. It must also be said that no
luxury female slave features in the deeds, which refer to slaves sold and bought
for domestic service;*’ the market of luxury slaves had a different circulation. Be
that as it may, the image of the jawarin emerging from these documents is at least
nebulous, if not completely absent, thus contrasting with the palpable materiality
of details emerging from the chapter on slave girls in al-Dimashqt’s treatise. This
is what we defined as “textual voyeurism,” a narrative where imagination can
elaborate on verbal description, where the word replaces the image and the texts
function as substitutes for sight,* hinting—through an indirect act of seeing—at
the pleasure that female slaves can give: in other words, as a vehicle for sexual
arousal.®

The Importance of Sight

The limited emphasis on describing slaves’ bodies in legal deeds does not neces-
sarily indicate cursory inspection. As a matter of fact, sight had a crucial role in
the slave market in connection with the medical inspection of slaves: jurists com-
pared the absence of visual inspection with the purchase of an absent commodity,
which could be a source of controversy.® Limitations existed in regard to visual
inspection: some jurists considered the sight of the face enough to judge the rest
of the body; others allowed for seeing the entire body, excepting the part between
the knee and the navel.®® Actual practices in the slave market contrasted with the
chasteness exhibited in legal documents and in the obsessive prescriptions of ju-

%Ragib has only three documents of the Mamluk period, all dating back to Qalawun’s reign;
he underlines that in general “les descriptions physiques des esclaves sont généralement som-
maires” and speaks of “absence de signalement descriptif” (ibid., 2:35, 40).

¥1bid., 1:xiii.

Tt is interesting to read the remarks of a nineteenth-century Frenchman on the differences
between showing a woman’s body and describing it: “Chez nous on aime assez le décolleté en
sculpture, en peinture, en dessins, celui qu'on voit de l'oeil ; mais on ne pardonne pas a celui qui
est écrit seulement et que l'on ne voit que par Uesprit. ... Pruderie affectée! Pudeur d’extérieur!...
En arabe, ce qui se voit, ce que ’'on a besoin de voir, ce qui se fait, se dit, se parle, s’écrit” (M. Le
Dr. Perron, Femmes arabes avant et depuis I’islamisme [Paris-Algiers, 1858], 530). Nicolas Perron
was, among other positions, head of the Ecole de médecine d’Egypte and of the Collége impérial
arabe-francais, and a member of the Société Asiatique of Paris.

'Fatima Mernissi, Beyond the veil (New York, 1975), 83, alludes to the importance of sight in
connection to gender relationships in the Muslim world: “According to al-Ghazali, the eye is
undoubtedly an erogenous zone in the Muslim structure of reality, as able to give pleasure as
the penis.”

2Ragib, Actes, 2:62, 65.
1bid., 2:65.
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rists regarding the concealment of the female body or hiding the family’s women
from the sight of the passers-by.** It is worth stressing that, as we shall see later,
the legal status of women (free or slave, Muslim or not) was relevant in relation
to zones of shame and related prescriptions; slave girls usually were not Muslim,
so legal prescriptions in principle were different. Nevertheless, in general, the
feminine body was considered “legal nudity” and, as such, subject to the devil’s
sight: “la femme est nudité (‘awra) 1égale, si elle sort Satan l'observe.”*® Zones of
shame (‘awrah) were gender specific, i.e., they could have different meanings for
persons of the same or the opposite sex, and in the case of women, the legal status
was also relevant and zones of shame changed in relation to freedom or slavery.
Even in similar situations there was a difference in obligations related to shame
zones between free and slave women: e.g., Brunschvig recalls that the obligation
to “hide her nakedness” (satr al-awrah) was less rigorous for slaves than for free
women.“ As for the act of looking, jurists considered an unwarranted glimpse of
a woman’s sex an illicit sexual act, except in marriage and in the ownership rela-
tion between a master and his female slave, where a lascivious look at a woman’s
shame zones was permitted.®” As demonstrated by Johansen (for Hanafite and for
Muslim Sunni law in general), there was the assumption that the purchaser of a
female slave was fully authorized to look at her, treating her as a commodity with
little or no right to gendered social distance,*® which corresponded to the com-
mercial appropriation of the female slave and was considered a legitimate form
of sale.®”

The rigorous recommendations of jurists concerning the sight of women’s bod-
ies, even if far less strict in the case of slaves, seems to have been somehow con-
travened by medical practice (inspection of slaves is a topic dealt with in medical
works) and by custom in the slave market. The vivid description of the conditions
of sale given by Ragib” shows that reality often conflicted with theory. Jurists
prescribed decency by limiting the inspection of female slaves to face and hands,

¢On this see Mounira Chapoutot-Remadi, “Femmes dans la ville mamluke,” Journal of the Eco-
nomic and Social History of the Orient 38 (1995): 145-64, esp. 149-51 and 159.

Tbid., 147 (quoting al-Dhahabi, Kitab al-kaba’ir). The term ‘awrah (along with fitnah) is recurrent,
as Chapoutot remarks, in texts regulating the behavior of women (ibid., 163).

%Quoted in Baber Johansen, “The Valorization of the Human Body in Muslim Sunni Law,” Princ-
eton Papers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 4—6 (1996-97): 80.

On this see ibid., 75. Religious tradition also regards the two as similar when it “speaks meta-
phorically of marriage as a form of slavery for the wife” (ibid., 78).

Ibid., 81. In relation to the idea that slaves were commodities it is worth stressing that hisbah
treatises deal with slaves and animals in the same chapter.

#Tbid., 88. On this also see Barker, “Purchasing a Slave,” 12.

“Yasuf Ragib, “Les Marchés aux esclaves en terre d’Islam,” in Mercati e mercanti nell alto medio-
evo: LArea Euroasiatica e l'area Mediterranea (Spoleto, 1993), 734 ff.
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on the assumption that seeing a part was enough to judge the entirety.” This no-
tion, also common in the physiognomic tradition, explains the importance given
to the description of facial features as hints at the hidden parts (al-farj), which, as
we shall see, is considered in normative texts the essence of the slave girl’s body.
Legal prescriptions were nevertheless ignored in practice and evidence says that
the slaves, regardless of gender, were often exhibited in the market completely
naked or, if they were dressed, clothes were soon removed.”” Moreover, simple
observation was not considered sufficient to judge “the merchandise” and buy-
ers often requested a closer inspection, including tactile inspection, in separate
rooms or settings.” The jawarin were also inspected or, more precisely, “tested”
at the buyer’s property before the purchase contract was concluded.™ This is only
one among many examples of the divergence between theory in Islamic law and
practice in society that characterize the Islamicate world in the pre-modern (and
not only the pre-modern) period.

As we have seen, notwithstanding the importance of visual inspection in law
and the habit of practicing it in commercial transactions,” legal deeds do not bear
any allusion to this practice in the form of a detailed description of the slave body:
they did not certify that the inspection had been carried out, and formulas attest-
ing that the buyer had seen the slave’s body are also infrequent.”

Practices related to visual inspection of slave girls and the importance of sight
in commercial transactions do not have textual reflection in the documents. This
conflicts with the “verbal exhibition” of the (hidden) parts of the feminine body

"'The face was considered the most important component of the body and the most fit for giving
an idea of the rest: ibid., 735, 736.

1bid., 736, quoting several first-hand testimonies of travelers.

*In principle, only reliable women were allowed to inspect female slaves, but we are informed
that the act of touching every part of the body was common practice both for males and females
sold on the market, a practice that—it is said—drew masses of people into the markets: Ragib,
“Marchés,” 737-40. Also see Barker, “Purchasing a Slave,” 16 (“a second and more comprehensive
appraisal (probat emendum, literally testing the thing to be bought)... included public viewing
and touching of the slave’s naked body... the slave-buying manuals’ advice to inspect the shame
zones prevailed over the muhtasib’s responsibility to prevent it”).

"Ragib, “Marchés,” 741. Humiliation, increased by inspecting naked slaves in public, deriving
from this practice “served to reinforce the powerlessness and dishonor of slaves through the
profanation (ibtidal) of their bodies in contrast to the inviolability (hurmah) of the free body™

Barker, “Purchasing a Slave,” 2-3.

75%...the hisbah manuals indicate that doctors should not publicly examine the naked bodies of

slaves or advise non-doctors on how to do so, while the slave-buying advice manuals recommend
the opposite.” (Barker, “Purchasing a Slave,” 12). Barker also relates, to this end, the testimony of
Ibn Mujawir’s travelogue: “Finally he [=a wicked merchant] casts a direct eye over her vulva and
anus, without her having on any covering or veil” (ibid., 13).

"*Ragib, Actes, 2:65.
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displayed in Kitab al-siyasah and in texts of a similar tenor. This “textual voyeur-
ism,” in contrast with the scanty verbalization of female slaves’ bodies in legal
deeds, seems to be paralleled in legal treatises that profusely enumerate the red-
hibitory defects of female slaves (redhibitory defects are those that nullify a sale):
tellingly, they are all flaws hindering sexual use by her owner’ and as such, are
all located in the genital area (al-farj),” the same zone on which al-Dimashqt’s text
is focused. The emphasis put on this area of the body in Kitab al-siyasah seems to
condense the essence of the jariyah in a metonymy, a linguistic strategy that has
an equivalent in texts of a different nature, i.e., normative texts. In this connec-
tion, the remarks of al-Ayni (d. 855/1451) on the validity of manumission formulae
are revealing. In his commentary on Kanz al-daqa’iq of Ahmad ibn ‘Abd Allah
al-Nasafi (d. 710/1310) he explains that, to be legally acceptable, manumission for-
mulae must refer to the totality of the person. Expounding on this, al-‘Ayni gives
interesting examples: for a slave, it is not correct to use sentences like “yaduka
hurr” instead of “anta hurr’ because the word yad does not refer to the entire body.
Sentences like ra’suka hurr and wajhuka hurr, instead of anta hurr, are however
considered legally valid for male slaves since ra’s and wajh can refer to the total-
ity of the person. On the contrary, there is only one alternative to the standard
manumission formula (anti hurrah) for slave girls: farjuki hurrun (your vulva is
free). This is considered a valid expression to use for a female slave (amah) since
it refers to the entirety of the person (al-farj yu‘abbir ‘an al-kull fi al-mar’ah dina
al-rajul).” This difference, rooted in the perception of the different nature of male
and female slaves, considered as two different genera,* shows that a plurality of
body parts (the head or the face) can be used as a metonym for men, while for
women nothing is considered representative enough except al-farj. The promi-
nence attributed to this zone in legal reasoning thus finds a perfect match in the
sections on jawarin in texts of a different nature, like that of al-Dimashqi.

7In Ragib’s words: “[vices qui] rendaient la femme impropre a I'usage,” usually anatomical vices
and tumors of the vulva or prolapse of genitalia (Ragib, “Marchés,” 760-61). On redhibitory vices
also see Johansen, “Valorization,” 86.

#Ragib, Actes, 2:82-83.

"Badr al-Din al-“Ayni, Sharh al-kanz (Bulag, 1285), 237.

8The different genus is determined by their functions: female slaves have the function of con-
cubinage (istifrash) and the production of children, something that male slaves cannot do. This
essential difference also entails that “the ownership of a female slave includes the right to the
use of her sexual organs by her master—which the ownership of the male slave, clearly, does not”
(Johansen, “Valorization,” 84).
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Slave Girls, Concubinage, and Mamluk Society

One could wonder how the erotic slant of this text can be explained if compared
to treatises on the purchase of slaves like that of Ibn al-Akfani, and what the rel-
evance of a chapter like that on slave girls in Kitab al-siyasah, so reminiscent of
texts belonging to the Abbasid period, was in the different historical context of
the Mamluk period.

The connection between erotology and slavery, or the erotic connotation given
to texts related to slave girls, was well attested in the Abbasid period when, be-
side medical books on coitus (bah), a new kind of treatise appeared, which Ibn
al-Nadim considered written in a new sexually arousing style. Revealing titles
like Kitab al-hurrah wa-al-amah (The Book on the freewoman and the slave girl)
and Kitab al-jawari al-haba’ib (The Book of the beloved slave girls) belong to this
genre, which a century later was already popular.® This new genre of texts, and
in general ‘ilm al-bah, relied considerably on the institutions of slavery and con-
cubinage: it is thus obvious that “authors of the bah-books took it for granted that
their male readers had concubines at their disposal or could at least purchase
one if they wanted.”®* The intimate association between eroticism and slavery is
due to the fact that licit sexual activity in Muslim society can be in the frame of
marriage (nikah) or in the frame of the ownership relation between a man and
his slave girls. Marriage and slavery were linked by analogy since both implied
a kind of ownership (milk): in marriage (nikah), the consequence of the payment
of a certain sum was “the right to exclusive sexual access” while the purchase of
slaves gave the right to “ownership of the physical person.”® This analogy is also
emphasized by Bouhdiba, who paradoxically claims that concubines were the
double of wives (more precisely “anti-wives”) in that pleasure with them was de-
void of any obligation.** That slavery and concubinage were strictly intertwined
and that “concubine” could be considered a hyponym of “slave girl” (and, accord-

#1See Patrick Franke, “Before scientia sexualis in Islamic culture: ‘ilm al-bah between erotology,
medicine and pornography,” Social Identities 18, no. 2 (2012): 168. Franke, who investigates ‘ilm al-
bah and its diverse connections in pre-modern Islamic culture, labels this new genre of treatises
as “pornographic bah,” in opposition to “‘ilm al-bah as ars erotica” and “the medical bah tradi-
tion”; all the three merged eventually in a universal discipline at the Ottoman court in the early
modern period (ibid., 170).

#1bid., 170.

#Shaun E. Marmon, “Domestic Slavery in in the Mamluk Empire: A Preliminary Sketch,” in
Slavery in the Islamic Middle East, ed. Shaun E. Marmon (Princeton, 1999), 19.

$4Bouhdiba, La Sexualité, 130: “la concubine ‘double’ en quelque sorte I’épouse et permet une sur-
satisfaction du désir. Avec elle le plaisir est délié en quelque sorte de toute contrainte puisque, en
principe, elle est soustraite a la procreation” 131 “...la concubine a fini pour devenir une veritable
‘anti-épouse,’ par usurper la féminité et par la bloquer en entier”; and also ibid., “les jawari sont
devenues des véritables ‘anti-épouses.”
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ingly, many texts of Arabic literature refer to jawarin obviously in the sense of
“concubines,” even if other terms like surriyah or haziyah mawtivah did exist—all
of them bearing a sexual meaning) is well known and we need not explore this
here.® The ownership of concubines was widespread in Abbasid times as a habit
of royal and noble individuals: caliphs like Haran al-Rashid and al-Mutawakkil
were said to possess hundreds or thousands of concubines. The social relevance of
slave girls for Abbasid society has been underlined by scholars and many works
deal with jawarin and their diverse features and activities, including music and
poetry. Anecdotal materials are also to be found in such works as the Risalat al-
qiyan of al-Jahiz, the Kitab al-aghani of al-Isfahani, and Al-Faraj ba‘d al-shiddah of
al-Tantkhi, where slave girls feature as characters or are the main protagonists
of the narratives.® Jawarin were also relevant from an economic viewpoint and
large amounts of money were dedicated to the purchase of slave girls, which ex-
plains literature focused on the purchase of slaves like the treatise of Ibn Butlan,
bah treatises related to slave girls, or the abundant literary materials describing
slave girls and their merits (or demerits).

Slavery remained a prominent practice in the Mamluk period.*” ‘Abd ar-Raziq
distinguishes three categories of female slaves: concubines and those destined
for pleasure and entertainment, singing slaves, and—on a lower level—servants
destined for housework and childcare.® Documentary evidence and legal sources
confirm this division into categories: expressions like wakhsh al-raqiq (or simply
wakhsh), or other demeaning titles like wadior dani’, were used for the lower lev-
el, thus denoting that, in principle (but only in principle), they were not intended
for their master’s pleasure (li-ghayr al-mut‘ah).® Slaves belonging to the superior
category (a‘la/‘ilyat/ila al-raqiq) were those intended for pleasure, tellingly called,
in legal sources, jawari al-wat’ or nisa’ wat’ al-ba’i‘ and referred to with diverse

%0n this see Shaun E. Marmon, “Concubinage, Islamic,” in Dictionary of the Middle Ages, ed.
Joseph R. Strayer (New York, 1989), 3:527-29; see, e.g., “While not all female slaves were neces-
sarily concubines, all concubines were by definition slaves,” 527; “the concubine ... is a woman of
servile status who performs sexual services for the man who owns her,” ibid.

%Qn this see, e.g., Hilary Kilpatrick, “Women as Poets and Chattels: Abt al-Farag al-Isbahani’s
‘al-Ima’ al-sawa‘ir’,” QSA 9 (1991): 161-76.

¥0n female slaves (races, prices, etc.) in the Mamluk period see Ahmad ‘Abd ar-Raziq, La Femme
au temps des Mamlouks en Egypte (Paris, 1973), 49-56, based on information taken mostly from
chronicles penned in Egypt (al-Maqrizi, Ibn Taghribirdi, Ibn Iyas), biographical dictionaries, lit-
erature (The Arabian Nights), contracts of marriage, and witnesses of foreign travelers. Infor-
mation of this kind must be confronted and complemented with other kind of documents like
purchase contracts or archaeological evidence.

88<Abd ar-Raziq, La Femme, 54-55.
¥Ragib, Actes, 2:45.
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epithets hinting at their beauty and their superiority to their less fortunate col-
leagues.”

Historians inform us that Byzantine, Nubian, Ethiopian, Turkish, and Slavonic,
but also Egyptian, female slaves were sold in the market.” The presence of slaves
was a kind of obligation for wealthy homes, a demonstration of well-being and
social status, and possession of costly slaves was considered a sign of prestige.”
Contrary to other communities, like Christians and Jews,”® in the Muslim com-
munity of Mamluk society “the role of the female slave as a sexual object and as
a potential mother of free children was a crucial one.”** As Frenkel explains, the
reasons for this were mostly demographic, but also political: concubinage “con-
tributed to the construction of patrimonial households and increased the likeli-
hood of progeny” and strengthened male dominance in society.” So significant
was the phenomenon of concubinage that some scholars seem inclined to see
Mamluk slavery as a “primarily female phenomenon.””® Having recourse to con-
cubinage was an easy resource against child mortality on the part of the military
elite, but this does not mean that the practice was restricted to the military elite:
it was significantly widespread in different sectors of society, e.g., among intel-
lectuals and scholars,”” particularly in the first half of the fourteenth century.
This also seems supported by most reports on concubinage among the civilian
elite of the Mamluk period, where “it is the sexual aspect that is emphasized.”*

Tbid., 2:46-47.

*1‘Abd ar-Raziq, La Femme, 50. The documents studied by Little give evidence, even though mod-
est, of the vitality of the African slave trade in the late fourteenth century (out of five slaves,
three came from Africa: a Nubian, a Takruri, and a Damoti). (Little, “Six Fourteenth Century
Purchase Deeds,” 336-37).

?Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 9, 10, 19, and the sources quoted therein, esp. al-Ghuzuli.

*These communities disapproved of any sexual relations outside marriage. In Judaism inter-
course with a slave girl was a sin punishable by death (Sh. D. Goitein, “Slaves and Slavegirls in
the Cairo Geniza Records,” Arabica 9 [1962]: 6). This along with other factors, among which was
the cost of slaves (very high in case of attractive and/or educated slave girls), made slave girl
concubinage a “phenomenon of limited dimensions and importance in Geniza society” (idem,
A Mediterranean Society, vol. 5, The Individual: Portrait of a Mediterranean Personality of the High
Middle Ages as Reflected in the Cairo Geniza [Berkeley, 1988], 322).

*"Marmon, “Domestic Slavery,” 4.

%Frenkel, “Slave Girls,” 165.

*Yossef Rapoport, “Women and Gender in Mamluk society,” MSR 11 (2007): 9.

’Significant, e.g., is the case of the Mamluk ‘alim Burhan al-Din Ibrahim al-Biqa‘ (d. 885/1480),
who had a modestly-sized harem; he accurately describes his life in his autobiography. On this

see Li Guo, “Tales of a Medieval Cairene Harem: Domestic Life in al-Biga‘T’s Autobiographical
Chronicle,” MSR 9, no. 1 (2005): 101-21.

*1bid., 39.
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Revealing in this respect is the testimony of al-Safadi, who expresses his appre-
ciation for a jurist friend’s fair allocation of his time, devoting equal attention to
pleasure and culture by alternately frequenting the slave market and the book
market.” Foreigners staying in Muslim countries, far from their wives, would
also buy slaves to keep as concubines, as attested by documentary evidence.!®
That the purpose of the female slave was sexual service, along with childbearing,
is thus the generally accepted assumption, notwithstanding the fact that some
ethnicities were seemingly more likely than others to be sold for the bedcham-
ber.”" Thus, the textual representation of slave girls in al-Dimashqi’s treatise is
well in tune with the background depicted in the sources, with their emphasis on
the sexual dimension of slavery and the interest in purchasing female slaves to
satisfy sexual desire.

Conclusions

The analysis of the chapter on slave girls in Kitab al-siyasah demonstrates that
this text does not aim to offer advice to prospective buyers. This skillful construct,
combining information allegedly taken from natural sciences (physiognomy and
medicine, through the so-called “quotations” from its sources) with erotica, is
instead a narrative in which the jariyah is represented as an instrument of plea-
sure and the female body “as a function of male desire.” The “microscopic objec-
tification” consisting in the skewed deconstruction of the jariyah’s body, patent
in the crude anatomical details and in the quotations from Jawami‘ al-ladhdhah,
functions as a vehicle of sexual objectification. The insistence on the fragmentary
description of slave girls, equivalent to a kind of “textual voyeurism” in sharp
contrast with the meager descriptions found in the few purchase deeds we have,
thus constitutes an interesting counterpart to this kind of text. The portrait of
jawarin contained in Kitab al-siyasah, which is in tune with the legal discourse

#Ibid., 11: “Al-Safadi speaks with admiration about his friend the jurist Ibrahim ibn Ahmad
al-ZarT (d. 741/1342), who on Fridays would alternately frequent the slave market and the book
market, thus cultivating the pleasures of both body and mind. His association with Turkish
slave-girls was such that he learned to speak their language.” In the following century the phe-
nomenon was apparently decreasing: “In contrast to the first half of the fourteenth century,
when the supply of slave girls to Near Eastern cities appears to have reached a peak, the number
of concubines in military households steadily decreased in the fifteenth century” (ibid., 13).

Bauden, “Lachat desclaves,” 297: “Cela laisse sous-entendre que les esclaves féminines qu’ils
acquéraient au cours de leur séjour jouaient essentiellement le role de concubines en I'absence
de leur épouse.”
PIRAgib, “Marchés,” 732-33; the veracity of this statement, based on the treatise penned by Ibn
Butlan in the eleventh century, cannot be taken for granted uncritically with reference to the
Mamluk period.
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and general assumptions revealed by historical sources for the Mamluk period,
can thus be an interesting complementary source for the understanding of the
representation of slave girls in the Mamluk period.
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