THE HOUSE OF

WISDOM

How the Avabs T ransformed

Western Civilization

JONATHAN LYONS

BLOOMSBURY PRESS
NEWYORK BERLIN LONDON




NOTE TO READERS

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS and concepts are rarely associated with works for
the general reader, no matter how serious or weighty the subject, and I have
deliberately kept these to a minimum. Nonetheless, a few words are in order at
the outset about my choice of “Arab science”—or words to that effect—to
convey the complex cultural milieu of the medieval Islamic world, rather than
“Islamic science.” As many readers will already be aware, much of the cultural
flowering in this time and place was not exclusively the work of ethnic Arabs.
Nor was it strictly the work of Muslims. Persians—including Zoroastrians and
Christians—Jews, Greeks, Syriac Christians, Turks, Kurds, and others played
crucial roles in all aspects of science, theology, and philosophy.

However, this work was almost always conducted in Arabic and frequently
under the aegis of Arab rulers, most notably the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs,
first in Damascus and then in Baghdad. In one notable case, as we shall see, an
ethnic Persian scholar produced a major work in his native language but then
rewrote it in Arabic, which he found far more precise and more effective for his
purposes. Throughout much of the period in question, Arabic served as the
global language of scholarship, and learned men of all stripes could travel
widely and hold serious and nuanced discussions in this lingua franca.
Medieval Western scholars who wanted access to the latest findings also
needed to master the Arabic tongue, or work from translations by those who
had done so. It is also worth noting that such labels, today largely associated
with nation-states and the demands for distinct cultural identity, were far more

fluid in the era under discussion.

This is not to say that Islam and the unique culture-of the Muslims are not
important elements of our story. I refer to the great importance of Islam to the
development of Arab science throughout the text and have devoted an entire
chapter to this vital relationship between faith and reason. Yet much of the
tesearch during this period went well beyond specific questions relating to the
Islamic faith and was not generally carried out with an eye to establishing
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theological or doctrinal truths. At the same time, it is worth avoiding any
confusion with the established notion of the “Islamic sciences,” which
generally refers to strictly religious disciplines: jurisprudence, Koranic exegests,
the study of the hadith, or the collected sayings of the Prophet Muhammad,
and so on.

A few words on my use of names and dates and my system of transliteration
will also be useful. This work preéents the enormous impact of Arab learning
on the West—that is, on the lands of medieval Christendom and the states and
societies they later produced. It seemed only sensible to use the Latinized forms
instead of the Arabic names in the case of figures widely known to the Western
world. Thus, I have used the Latin Averroes, not the Arabic Ibn Rushd, and
Avicenna, not Ibn Sina. Less familiar figures have retained their Arabic names.
For similar reasons, dates are presented in the traditional “Western” fashion—
that is, anno Domini (ap.) and before Christ (s.c.) In transliterating, 1 have
chosen readability, familiarity, and convention over linguistic purity or
consistency.

Finally, a reference to the structure of The House of Wisdom, which pays tribute
to the success of Arab scholars in measuring out the ever-changing pattern of
night and day that determines the times of the five daily Muslim prayers. The
book begins at sunset (al-maghrib prayer), the traditional start of the day in the
Middle East; then moves through the nightfall (al-isha) of the Christian Middle
Ages; recounts the dawn (al-fajr) of the great age of Arab learning; soars toward
the gloty of midday (al-zubr) with our central hero, Adelard of Bath, in the
Near East; and concludes with the rich colors of afternoon (al-asr) that mark

the end of the Age of Faith in the West and the seemingly unstoppable

triumph of Reason.



Prologue
AL—MAC}HRIB/SUNSET

Few nAD aNy doubts that God had sent the earthquake to punish Antioch
for its wanton and profligate ways. The residents of this Christian outpost not
far from the eastern shores of the Mediterranean were notoriously corrupt
and flouted their solemn obligations to God. “Certain men who hated
fasting and loved lavish banquets, slaves to gluttony for enticing foods, were
eager to copy the life and life-style not of those who lived well but those
who ate well,” scoffs Walter the Chancellor, a cleric and longtime Antioch
functionary whose firsthand account of life in Antioch is dotted with
references to Christian scripture and well-worn quotations from Ovid and
Virgil.I The women reveled in scandalous, low-cut tunics and draped
themselves in unseemly adornment. Some—"or so gossip has it,” Walter
says with a wink—even commissioned local artisans to have “coverings
carefully made in Arab gold and a manifold of precious jewels for their
shameful parts, not to clothe the appearance of their shame or to restrain
the flame of lust, but so that that which was forbidden might inflame more
hotly those people who did not desire legitimate pleasure:s.”2 Others
prostituted themselves for sport, soliciting friends and neighbors alike from
the town streets.

If a plague of locusts two years eatlier had failed to stem this tide of
dissolution among these Western newcomers to the Near East, then perhaps
the very tremor of the earth would command the attention of the wayward
populace. On November 13, 1114, an earthquake struck the outlying town of
Mamistra, inflicting great damage and foreshadowing the destruction to come.
Sixteen days later, “in the silence at the dead of night, when human frailty was
accustomed more suitably and sweetly to sleep,” Antioch itself felt the wrath of
the Lord. “The city was a scene of destruction,” Walter tells us, “with many
killed in their homes. Others, indeed, were terrified; they abandoned their
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6 AL-MAGHRIB/SUNSET

fourteenth nq:EJ\.: Western historians of science have largely carried on in
this vein; many cast the Arabs as benign but effectively neutral caretakers of
Greek knowledge who did little or nothing to advance the work of the
ancients,

Such accounts are grounded in the persistent notion of the West's
“recovery” of classical learning, with the clear implication that this knowledge
was somchow the natural birthright of Christian Europe and was merely
misplaced during the Middle Ages. They are also profoundly colored by a
Western consensus, often invoked to explain the state of the Muslim world
today, that Islam is inherently hostile to innovation and became all the more so
from the early twelfth century onward."?

PART I

Al-Tsha/Nightfall
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