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Preface


I fell in love with history at school. Each history lesson was a story, full of surprise and mystery. It was full of people who fascinated, annoyed or amazed us.

Each history lesson made me wonder. I wondered how long a journey took with only horses or oars for power. I wondered how different people lived and worshipped, loved and laughed; or why when empires rose and fell, some lives shattered and others flourished.

Yet so much was missing! We learned how Edward I stormed into Wales. We didn’t know that, meanwhile, in Mongolia, North Africa and South America, different conquerors also expanded their lands. We learned how Elizabeth I fought the Spanish but we didn’t know that it was Moroccan sugar which rotted her teeth. We didn’t learn how science and mathematics, art and language were shaped in Greek, Arab, Persian, Indian and Italian worlds, nor the quests, determination and accidents that connected them.

Many history teachers have written this book for you. We want you to enjoy wondering about past worlds, both in and far beyond Britain. We want you to revel in the stories and to discover how they connect.

And as you read, look out for the different ways in which we tell these stories. Then see what happens when you start to retell them yourselves! Part of the wonder of history is that stories change, depending on the questions we ask, the sources we use and the voices we find.

Christine Counsell

Series Editor, Changing Histories
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1 Constantinople in 1050



Empress Zoe surveys her Mediterranean world

The year is 1050. Zoe walks outside from an upper door in her imperial palace to stand on a grand platform. The platform juts out from a vast stadium. Now aged 72, Zoe remembers standing here before. Often, her presence had calmed the heaving crowd below. She remembers her people thronging the streets, chanting in support of her or her sister, or one of her husbands; or baying for her nephew’s blood.

Zoe is a great empress. Standing here, she can see right across her magnificent city and beyond. Zoe has been empress of the Byzantine empire since 1028. This, her capital city, is Constantinople.

Standing here, Zoe can look into the past. Hundreds of statues glorify the memories of past emperors. Across the city, on tall columns, they rise to the sky.

Zoe remembers stories, learned in childhood, about her empire’s glorious past. It is a past stretching back to ancient Rome. By the fourth century, Rome’s empire covered much of Europe, north Africa and western Asia.

But this huge empire was divided.

It was the emperor Constantine who had finally defeated his rivals to bring the whole empire under his control by 324. And with this huge empire to rule over, Constantine had selected this ancient Greek city, once known as Byzantium, to build a new, eastern capital, greater even than Rome itself. The city had become known as Constantinople (‘city of Constantine’, in Greek).

Looking out to sea, Zoe sees boats weave through the harbour. These boats carry goods across the Mediterranean. From the east, as far away as China, merchants trade in silks and spices, paper and perfumes. Constantine had chosen this site for a reason; it was a place that connected worlds.

From these worlds, goods arrive in the bustling markets that Zoe can hear below. Merchants will return home and say that they have seen the richest city in the world. This wealth is carefully managed to keep Zoe, and her empire, rich.

But Constantine had done more than build a dazzling city. He had made his capital the heart of the Christian world. Rising above the great columns of the city, Zoe can see the impossible dome of the church of Hagia Sofia. It seems to be suspended from heaven. Nothing like it has been seen since it was built 500 years ago.

Zoe pictures the sacred wonders in that mighty church. Pilgrims flock around the finest collection of holy relics in the world. And in that church, stands this image of Zoe, in golden mosaic, next to those of past great emperors – each one God’s representative on Earth. Zoe is one link in a chain never broken.
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And as her eyes reach the towering city walls, Zoe is proud. Constantinople has never been conquered. As a child, Zoe heard how the Virgin Mary appeared on the walls to defend the holy city against all attackers – the Persians and Avars in 626, and later the armies of Muslim Arabs, of Bulgars and Russians.

Yet Zoe knows that greater threats to Byzantine rulers have come from within the city walls. This is why the most highly trained soldiers, the Varangian Guard, serve as her personal bodyguards. She needs them. She grew up with the stories of mutilation and murder, of endless rivals fighting for control.

And these are not just stories. Zoe has lived them. She remembers lonely days imprisoned in a convent, her head shaved, after her nephew seized her throne in 1042. She remembers how the people of Constantinople rose up and returned her to the throne, and how they demanded that her reluctant sister, Theodora, reigned with her – Theodora, who ordered their nephew’s eyes to be gouged out.

But Zoe knows that the greatest challenges to her empire lie in its future.

She looks north, towards enemies who have challenged her empire for centuries. The Russians now follow her Church, the Orthodox Christianity of the Greeks. But she remembers their attack of 1043: Russian ships broke a century of peace.

The city’s defences cannot be broken, but the empire beyond its walls is at risk.

Zoe looks east, towards Muslim lands. Zoe’s ancestors lost vast lands to the Arab warriors who burst out of Arabia in the seventh century. Their Muslim empire declined in the ninth century and the Byzantines recovered much land. But now new armies of Muslim Turks threaten her empire from the east.

Zoe looks west, towards Rome, where the Pope seems determined to dominate Christianity in Europe. And she looks further west to a warrior people loyal to the Pope, the Normans. Now spread out from Normandy, and flexing their muscles in Italy and Sicily, these Normans threaten her empire’s western edge.

Constantinople connects worlds. Goods, people and ideas, ever-moving, always changing, connect Christendom and Islam, Europe and Asia.






2 The connected world of Islam before c1000



What drove Baghdad’s thirst for knowledge?

At two o’clock, on 30 July, in the year 762, a tall man with a long beard stood by the River Tigris holding a large brick. The tall man knew that this was the right moment. His royal astrologers had consulted the stars. The tall man’s advisers, architects and engineers stood by. Along the banks of the Tigris, thousands of workmen looked on. Everyone watched. Everyone waited. Carefully, the tall man laid the brick. The building of the new city had begun.

The tall man was al-Mansur. This would be his new capital city – a capital fit for a great ruler of a Muslim empire.

To mark the great occasion, al-Mansur had special coins minted, like this silver dirham.


[image: ]

Muslim rulers were called caliphs. Al-Mansur had been caliph since 754. Since then, for eight long years, he had fought rebel after rebel. Even now, in 762, the task was not complete: it would be another five months before his soldiers would bring him, on a silver dish, the last rebel’s head. But al-Mansur was hopeful. Surely, at last, he could bring the peace, security and prosperity that his supporters longed for?

Al-Mansur wanted to reassure all Muslims that this stability was finally on its way, so he called his city Madinat al-Salaam, ‘city of peace’. It would soon gain another name – that of the tiny Persian village here before – Baghdad.

Before building began, al-Mansur had taken great trouble to test the brilliance of his city’s design. It would be built in a perfect circle. Al-Mansur had asked his architects to mark out the plan of the whole city, on the ground, with cotton seeds. Oil had been poured over the seeds and set alight.

Now Al-Mansur could see his future city as a giant circle of fire – a visible plan, made of flames. What a sight it must have been!

Al-Mansur is said to have exclaimed, ‘By God, I will live in this city all my life! It will be the home of my descendants. It will be the richest city in the world!’
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Your enquiry

Baghdad soon became not just a beautiful city but one of the most important centres of learning that the world had yet seen. In this enquiry, you will gather together everything that led to Baghdad being a city of knowledge. At the end, you will present this on a large diagram.
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Another city far away: Makkah

How did al-Mansur end up living by the River Tigris, founding a city in 762? To understand this, we must go back 150 years. We must head south, for thousands of miles. We must go to another city – an ancient one, in a desert.

Far to the south of Baghdad, in the land of Arabia, lay the city of Makkah. Let’s picture that city, in the year 610.

The whole city seems to move. Through sun-baked sandy streets, long lines of camels pad their way. Some camels head north to the Christian lands of the Byzantine empire. Some are bound north-east, for Persian lands. Some move west to the Red Sea, where boats will carry their goods to Egypt. Some head south for the perfume markets of the Yemen, in Arabia’s southern tip.

Here in the city of Makkah, wealthy merchants trade. Merchants sell perfumes from east Africa, cotton from Egypt, silks from China, linen from Persia and slaves from everywhere. Around the edges of the city, desert tribes camp. Everywhere we can see their tents of black goats’ hair. These desert tribes will sell dates, oil, camels and leather goods.

Now look at the centre of Makkah. See the large, black temple: the Kaaba. Around it sit hundreds of sacred objects – Christian statues, Jewish pictures, pagan idols of gods and spirits. This part of the city, too, seems to move. Pilgrims circle this ancient desert shrine. They make sacrifices to the gods.

Something is about to happen in Makkah that will change the world.

Early in the seventh century, in that desert city, a merchant called Muhammad began to teach these traders and pilgrims. Muhammad had a startling new message. He taught that the old ways of worshipping at the Kaaba were wrong. Muhammad told his followers not to worship idols, nor to make sacrifices. Muhammad told his followers to surrender to the one and only god.

He also taught his followers to pray regularly, to live simply and to care for the poor, the sick, the weak. The religion became known as Islam and its followers as Muslims.



From Arabia to Khurasan

Through Islam, more and more Arabs were united as one people. Fired by faith, the Muslims began to spread their religion.

When Muhammad died in 632, the Muslims did not stop. On camels and horses, they formed armies of lightning speed. Bursting out of Arabia, they poured north and west into the Byzantine empire, conquering Syria and Egypt. No one was prepared for them. They swept north-east into the Persian empire, conquering the lands that we now call Iraq and Iran. By 750, they had reached so far east they had conquered Sind in Northern India. In the west, the Muslims made their way across north Africa, invading Spain in 711. Only in France, at the Battle of Poitiers in 732, were they finally stopped.

Find Khurasan on the map. Khurasan stretched from the deserts of central Persia to the borders of China. Weaving through Khurasan were the Silk Roads. These ancient trading routes took goods from China, through Persia, to the Byzantine lands of Syria, Egypt, northern Africa and eastern Europe. If the Silk Roads were the blood vessels of the world, Khurasan, where these roads met and flowed, was its heart.

In Khurasan, the Muslim Arabs met the fiercest resistance yet. Rich Persian noblemen, proud of their ancient culture, with its beautiful art, poetry and great learning, fought back. Tough Turkish tribes also refused to submit. To deal with this stiff resistance, more and more Muslim Arabs were drafted in.

As a result, something extraordinary happened. Thousands of Arabs, so recently living a simple desert life in Arabia, now poured into the Persians’ cultured cities of art and learning. The Arabs were entranced. The Persian nobility lived in elegant houses. They ate exquisite food. They studied ancient Greek literature. They surrounded themselves with brilliant scholars, musicians and poets.

From this blend of peoples in Khurasan, a new Muslim culture emerged. Educated Persians merged with warrior Arabs. What a mix of cultures! Soon, a new governing class – Muslim in religion, but Persian in speech and customs – gradually gained control.

Here in this new Khurasan culture, support for a new Muslim revolution began to grow.
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The expansion of Islam from 622 to 750.




The Abbasids take control

During the 740s, across the new Muslim lands, especially in Khurasan, both the Muslim Arabs and their new Persian Muslim converts began murmurings of discontent.

At the heart of the desolate plains of Khurasan, lay the ancient Persian city of Merv. There, in 747, Muslim Arabs and Persians worked together to plan their revolution. Behind its strong walls, the leading rebels met to dye their robes black. Black was the colour of a new Muslim dynasty that these rebels supported. The dynasty was called the Abbasids.

Across the villages of Khurasan, the black banners of the Abbasid armies unfurled. Three years of fierce fighting followed. Powerful armies from Khurasan pressed down into Iran and Iraq, crushing the old dynasty’s supporters. By February 750, this new and very different ruling family, the Abbasids, had gained control of most of the Muslim world.

The Abbasids left nothing to chance. The first Abbasid caliph hunted down and massacred almost every member of the old ruling dynasty.


Al-Mansur becomes caliph

Four years later, in 754, the second Abbasid caliph came to power. This was al-Mansur, the tall man whom we met earlier by the River Tigris. This was the caliph whose vision for a round city led to Baghdad.
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There was no coronation. Muslims did not crown their caliphs. The leading Muslim nobles and soldiers simply filed past al-Mansur. One by one, they took his hand and swore their loyalty.

Loyalty mattered. For the first eight years of his rule, al-Mansur had many rebels to crush.

But all the time, al-Mansur was planning his new capital city.

He did not do this alone. Al-Mansur had a friend and adviser, an educated Persian from Khurasan, called Barmak. Barmak’s learning dazzled al-Mansur. It was Barmak who guided al-Mansur to the perfect site, the ancient village of Baghdad, nestled in a tight curve of the River Tigris.




Perfect place for the perfect city

Let’s picture al-Mansur and his learned Persian friend sailing down the River Tigris, searching for the best site. What would they have talked about?

They would have surveyed the rich farmland which could supply Baghdad with wheat, barley, rice and dates. Wealthy farmers and traders could pay taxes, too. Al-Mansur would need this wealth to build the city and stock its libraries.

They would have discussed the latest poems of the court poets. Al-Mansur loved the traditions of Arabic verse, now enriched by Persian traditions too. (Al-Mansur once had a poet flogged for writing poor poetry.)

They would have talked of the tragic loss of ancient Greek books – on science, mathematics and astronomy. Like many Persian nobles, Barmak could read ancient Greek. They would have talked of the great Greek mathematician, Euclid, whose astonishing book on geometry was now a thousand years old. How al-Mansur loved Euclid’s book! It contained the secrets of a perfect circle – secrets that had fired al-Mansur’s dream of a round city.

They would have discussed the growing Muslim empire. Baghdad was closer to the new eastern borders than the old capital of Damascus, and closer to Khurasan.

They would have discussed the trade that could flow through Baghdad on the Silk Roads. Merchants from the East would pass through on their way to Africa, Arabia, Syria and the Mediterranean, bringing goods and new ideas.
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Step 1

It’s time to search for things that helped Baghdad become a city of learning. Make your own copy of this table. Then use pages 4 to 8 to make notes in the first three columns only. We have started two columns for you.




	The role of the caliphs
	Connections between Baghdad and elsewhere
	Money and trade
	The religion of Islam





	 
	Baghdad was connected with Khurasan where many Persian noblemen read Greek.
	Rich farmlands and trade gave the caliph money to build libraries.
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None of al-Mansur’s Baghdad has survived, but the Ukhaidir Palace, built nearby, still exists. Al-Mansur’s palace would have had grand entrances like these.




Building the perfect city

Al-Mansur sent out a decree to all corners of his empire asking for builders and labourers. Al-Mansur paid them well. Even ordinary labourers received one twenty-fourth of a dirham a day. With one dirham you could buy 30 kilos of dates or a whole sheep.

With no natural stone near the Tigris, bricks were made from mud, cemented with lime and baked in the sun. Millions of bricks were needed for the 24-metre-high circular walls. Al-Mansur made his workmen measure each brick. Workers wasting even a handful of clay were thrown into prison.

From miles away, travellers could see the green domes of the caliph’s palace. Next to the palace was a mosque, where al-Mansur preached sermons during Friday prayers. It was said that his long beard soaked with tears, dripping onto the ground, as emotion overcame him.

The round city was finished in 766, but houses and workshops soon sprawled beyond its circular walls. Down by the Tigris, with private mosques and gardens sloping to the river, were the grand houses of al-Mansur’s family. Whole sections of the city housed soldiers. Soldiers came from all over the empire, from Khurasan to Arabia.

Baghdad constantly attracted workers. Canals needed digging and houses needed plastering (the flooding Tigris kept dissolving the mud bricks). Two-storey hotels sprung up. Traders could stable a horse or camel on the lower floor. In the poorer quarters, newcomers squatted in shacks and tents. The city soon teemed with languages from Arabia, Africa, Persia, Greece. And everywhere, there were mosques. Above the street noise, five times a day, Baghdad citizens heard the call to prayer.


City of books

Mosques had always been places to learn. Muhammad himself had taught Muslims to seek knowledge. But books were rare, fragile and came in many languages. How could scholars find them? How would they preserve them? How could they understand them?!

Al-Mansur now threw himself into finding, translating and copying books. This thrifty caliph, who wouldn’t waste a dirham on bricks, was about to spend a fortune on books.




Baghdad connects worlds


Books from the Greeks

Although his armies often raided the border with the Byzantine empire, al-Mansur had no plans to take more Byzantine land, let alone the distant fortress of Constantinople. No one had conquered Constantinople since Constantine founded it, over 400 years ago! Al-Mansur wanted something else from that city. Hidden behind Constantinople’s walls were precious, ancient, Greek books.

Once safe in a vast library in Alexandria, these books had been lost through decay, fire and the chaos of collapsing empires. In northern Greek lands, however, books had been saved. Al-Mansur now wrote to the Byzantine emperor. He asked for books on science and mathematics. He especially asked for one, special book – Euclid’s masterpiece on geometry, the Elements. Copies existed in Muslim lands but they were incomplete, damaged or fragile.

The books took months to arrive from Constantinople. They probably came in a heavy wooden chest. Imagine al-Mansur’s servants heaving open the heavy lid. Imagine al-Mansur and Barmak peering in. There, among the scrolls, they would have seen it. The Byzantine emperor had sent them a copy of Euclid’s Elements.
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These are the earliest known fragments of Euclid’s Elements, written in Greek and dated to c.200 CE. That is already 500 years after Euclid’s death (c.300 BCE). Look closely and you can see the lines of papyrus reeds.




Mathematics from India

In 771, some Indian scholars visited Baghdad. They showed al-Mansur a book called the Siddhanta. Its style was puzzling. Mathematics and science seemed to be written as poetry.

Al-Mansur was entranced. The Indians used just nine digits and a zero, with columns for tens, hundreds and so on. How different this was from cumbersome Roman or Greek numerals! This system was already known in Syria, but in India it had transformed mathematics. Using zero, the Indians made huge numbers and could do complex calculations.
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The numerals we use today come originally from this Indian system, which was further developed by the Arabs.


The Siddhanta also had tables charting the stars, planets and moon. This was precious knowledge for Muslims. For their religious calendar, Muslims needed to know when a new moon would appear. For their prayers, they needed the stars to show Makkah’s direction.



Paper from China

Ancient Greek scrolls of papyrus decayed quickly and needed constant recopying. Parchment lasted longer, but involved stretching, cleaning and drying animal skins. Only paper could speed things up, and the Chinese had made it for centuries. Baghdad scholars and officials now started to buy paper from Chinese traders.

Then, in the 770s, in Samarqand, the far north-east of the Muslim empire, two Chinese men shared the secrets of papermaking. Now the first paper mills could be built on Muslim soil.



Al-Mansur’s legacy

On a hot afternoon in 775, al-Mansur sat in an upper room in the north-eastern gate of the round city. He often sat there. Enjoying the breeze, he could gaze towards the distant province of Khurasan, whose people had brought his dynasty to power. Here, he could think and plan. Already, he had achieved much:

Euclid’s great work was not yet translated…

… but a group of scholars were now overseeing the translation of all ancient Greek texts.

The Siddhanta was not yet translated…

… but al-Mansur’s royal astronomer had begun.

Paper was not yet being made in Baghdad…

… but its secrets were creeping along the Silk Roads, from Samarqand.

Later that year, al-Mansur set off on his annual pilgrimage to Makkah. It would be his last. Along the journey, a royal doctor watched as al-Mansur slipped off his camel to defecate by the road. The doctor noticed how weak he looked as he re-mounted his camel. Al-Mansur was dead by dawn.
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Step 2

Using pages 4 to 8, add more notes to your table. For example, for the religion column, think about astronomy. Why would the Muslims want ways of doing mathematics more quickly?
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Baghdad’s brilliant minds


City of paper

The year is 830. It is fifty-five years since al-Mansur’s death. Four caliphs have reigned.

Along Baghdad’s streets, a new kind of business has sprung up – booksellers, or ‘paper traders’ as they are known. The city has hundreds. In backrooms, teams of scribes copy out books. Out on hot roadsides, books lie on tables for browsing.

The books are starting to look like books. Instead of papyrus or parchment, books are made of paper and bound.

Apprentices learn new arts of bookbinding. They use fancy new products of glue and ink. And down by the Tigris is the technology driving it all: water-powered paper mills.

In the alleyways, voices are raised. Booksellers invite scholars to debate scientific ideas. Some even employ their own translators and writers to write more books! The Siddhanta and the Elements, now translated, are everywhere. Ideas flow through Baghdad’s streets.

Across the Muslim world, these ideas travel in books, around campfires and through the new postal service. To find books, scholars will risk disease, sandstorms, robbers and wild animals. They band together for safety with those who know the inns and water-stops: pilgrims, messengers, soldiers and wandering preachers.
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A new caliph: al-Mamun

In 830, leading this empire of swirling ideas, and living in Baghdad, is an extraordinary caliph – al-Mamun. He is energetic, demanding and unstoppable. Like his great-grandfather, al-Mansur, he craves knowledge.

Yet how different al-Mamun is from al-Mansur! At al-Mamun’s banquets, dancing girls entertain guests, silver bowls of rosewater perfume the air, pomegranates tower on gold platters, pistachios drip with honey. Women and men sing, play and compose music. (Of course, the female musicians are enslaved – no free woman would disgrace herself by singing in public!)

Al-Mansur would have been shocked. He disapproved of music. He once broke a musician’s instrument over his head.

Meanwhile, in the city, Turkish slave-soldiers now live in their thousands. Many of these slave-soldiers are about to join al-Mamun on a new military expedition. For in 830, al-Mamun has decided to attack the Byzantine border, and to lead the army himself.
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The description above shows how things were in 830, but al-Mamun hadn’t always been so secure. Al-Mamun’s path to power was as blood-soaked as that of the first Abbasids. Before becoming caliph in 813, al-Mamun had had to defeat his brother in a civil war. Even then, he chose to stay in his power base in Khurasan until 819, when he finally felt safe to march a thousand miles to Baghdad and to claim it as his own.
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Twelfth-century painting of the House of Wisdom.




Gathering minds

Al-Mamun’s father had founded a place called the House of Wisdom, where scholars worked on ancient texts. When al-Mamun finally entered Baghdad in 819, the city was in ruins and the scholars had fled. Al-Mamun now revived the House of Wisdom. In this twelfth-century painting of it, you can see the books piled high on the shelves.

Historians are not sure what, exactly, the House of Wisdom was. Was it one building or many? Was it one library or many?
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Thirteenth-century painting of Caliph al-Mamun sending messengers to the Byzantine emperor.


Historians are sure, however, of these four things:



[image: ]

Scholars in the House of Wisdom got better at translating.

They looked for the meaning of whole sentences, instead of single words. They worked in teams, checking each other’s translations. They began to add their own comments to the texts, editing them and creating new versions.
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Al-Mamun organised the search for more books.

He sent scholars everywhere, including north Africa, India, China and the Byzantine empire. The painting at the bottom of page 12 shows al- Mamun (on the right) sending messengers to the Byzantine emperor.
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The House of Wisdom was properly organised.

Al-Mamun appointed directors and paid salaries to scholars and other workers.
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Al-Mamun gathered scholars from everywhere, regardless of their faith.

Whether from Khurasan, Sindh, Syria or Egypt, whether Jewish, Christian or from Persian religions. Al-Mamun did not mind what faith the scholars held.
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The House of Wisdom scholars often held many roles at once. A translator could be doctor, mathematician and government official, all at the same time. One doctor translated 129 ancient books by the famous Greek doctor Galen and travelled thousands of miles to find them. He wrote this about one of his searches:
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Scientific minds
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The ancient Greek astronomer Ptolemy had calculated the Earth’s circumference. But had Ptolemy’s methods been right? Al-Mamun was determined to find out. His astronomers set off for the desert. They carried an instrument like this, called an astrolabe, the Greek invention for navigating with the stars.

At dead of night, when the stars shone most brightly, they formed two teams. One walked north, the other south. After travelling one degree of the Earth’s curve, they stopped and walked back. They then took an average of the two distances travelled. They multiplied it by 360. The astronomers calculated that the Earth’s circumference was 24,500 miles. We now know that they were only 400 miles out.
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In this story about measuring the Earth, we see Baghdad scholars laying the foundations of modern science. Let’s look more closely at this:




	The story shows Baghdad scholars…
	Where else was this happening?





	… testing the claims in ancient texts.
	The scholars in Baghdad tested and improved ancient Indian star tables from which they could tell the date and time.



	… using scientific methods such as observing and measuring.
	In Baghdad and in Damascus, Al-Mamun built observatories for viewing the stars. Now scholars could compare two sets of data about the stars.



	… improving ancient technology such as the astrolabe.
	Three Persian brothers from Khurasan wrote a Book of Ingenious Devices. Their inventions included a crankshaft, a windproof torch and a flute that played itself.





At this time, astronomers and astrologers were the same people. Astrologers needed precise measurements of the movements in the night sky. This is why astrology (trying to predict the future from the stars) spurred on the study of astronomy (the proper, scientific study of the stars).



A mathematical mind

Al-Mamun was not just fascinated by mathematics. He needed mathematics. He needed it to estimate the size of enemy armies, to measure canals, to calculate taxes. Traders needed mathematics to calculate prices. Muslims needed mathematics to calculate their inheritance, especially now that Islam’s inheritance laws had introduced shares for daughters.

The man who was al-Mamun’s answer to these challenges was a Persian, a devoted Muslim, and a mathematical genius. He was called al-Khwarizmi. Try saying it: al-kwa-rithmi. This is how his invention, the ‘algorithm’, got its name.

Al-Khwarizmi found the mathematics in the Siddhanta beautiful. The Indian number system was so simple and concise! Al-Khwarizmi now used this system to invent mathematical rules, known as algebra, for solving everyday problems. Al-Khwarizmi dedicated a book on algebra to al-Mamun:
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From the preface to al-Khwarizmi’s The Book of Restoring and Balancing.
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A statue of al-Khwarizmi in his birthplace Khiva, Uzbekistan.
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This picture of a doctor grinding herbs is from an Arabic translation, made in Baghdad, of a first-century Greek book.




Medical minds

Caring for the sick was an important Muslim tradition. From the Greeks, Baghdad doctors learned how to examine patients, how to use alcohol as antiseptic and how to prepare medicines. The famous Greek doctor Galen had proved that our arteries carry blood and that we have nerves. Encouraged by al-Mamun, Baghdad doctors now built on this knowledge.

Al-Mamun also poured money into building hospitals. To help patients recover, the hospitals had restful gardens and flowing water.



[image: ]

Step 3

Using pages 11 to 14, add more notes to your table.
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Al-Mamun’s last years

Al-Mamun’s last years were busy. He led military expeditions to the Byzantine empire in 831 and 832. In 832, he visited Egypt and saw the pyramids.

Something else, too, made al-Mamun busy: getting cross with his religious scholars. He paid scholars to develop new ideas, but not on religion! Al-Mamun was always summoning religious leaders to his palace to ask them tricky questions. They were in trouble if their answers were wrong!

In August 833, al-Mamun set out for the Byzantine border, yet again. He never reached it. Resting by a mountain stream, he suddenly complained to his companions of feeling cold. A fever had gripped him. Within a few hours he was dead.

Before he died, al-Mamun wrote instructions for his burial:
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From the will of al-Mamun, as recorded in an historical account by al-Tabari Muhammad ibn Jarir, a scholar who lived in Baghdad in the second half of the ninth century.




Baghdad’s light shines on

After al-Mamun died in 833, Baghdad fell into civil war and declined. By 1000, the Abbasid territory was just a small area around Baghdad. Meanwhile, a new Muslim power had risen in the region – the Turks.

Yet Baghdad’s quest for knowledge continued. The tenth century produced al-Razi – Baghdad’s most famous doctor. Al-Razi wrote nearly two hundred books on medicine. Al-Razi often summarised the knowledge of Greek, Indian, Arab and Persian doctors and then gave his own view on whether each was right. With all this knowledge gathered and organised, Baghdad doctors could begin the first proper training of doctors. Al-Razi’s fame spread so far that one medical student travelled from China to learn Arabic so that he could listen to al-Razi read aloud from Galen’s books. He then translated them into Chinese.
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This is an image of Al-Razi from a thirteenth-century Italian book. Al-Razi is still honoured by doctors all over the world.


The fire of knowledge that burned in Baghdad was so bright that it burned on elsewhere after Baghdad fell into chaos. Slowly, all this knowledge flowed from the Arab Muslim world into Europe. When, in the thirteenth century, European countries started their first universities, they were powered by knowledge which had been rescued and developed in Baghdad.
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Shaping your answer

Make a diagram to answer the question, ‘What drove Baghdad’s thirst for knowledge in the years 762–1000?’ Follow these steps:


	1)  Draw the round city in the centre of a large piece of paper. Within it, write a little on each type of knowledge: astronomy, science, mathematics, medicine, technology and poetry.

	2)  Outside your round city, draw four boxes labelled with the four headings from your Steps. These are your four factors feeding the thirst for knowledge. In each box, summarise the role of that factor. Choose a colour for each box.

	3)  Using coloured arrows show which factors were especially important in driving which types of knowledge.
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