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r I "*HE John Rylands Library possesses a manuscript of Ibn 
A Abu Hajala's work on chess entitled Unmudhaj al~qitdlfi lib 

al-shatranj* at the end of which there is a chess maqdma. 
So far as I have discovered, this manuscript is the only place 
where the whole maqdma is to be found. Ahlwardt, in his 
catalogue of the Berlin manuscripts, mentions a manuscript 
which contains excerpts from Ibn Abu Hajala's maqdmas.2 
I obtained a photostat of this selection and found that it gives 
only the first part of some maqdmas. It gives less than half of 
the maqdma which the John Rylands manuscript gives in full. 
These excerpts are said to have been made from Ibn Abu 
I^ajala's work, Mantiq al-tair of which only selections are extant. 
The John Rylands manuscript was used by N. Bland in preparing 
his article ** On the Persian Game of Chess ",3 and by H. J. R. 
Murray in preparing his work, A History of Chess* but neither 
of them did more than mention the presence of the maqdma. 
That is only natural, as it does not supply material useful for 
their purposes. The manuscript is described in full in Mingana's 
Catalogue, no. 767.

THE AUTHOR

Ibn Abu r^ajala, who was Alimad b. Yaliya b. Abu Bakr b. 
'Abd al-Wal>id Shihab al-Din al-Tilimsanl, was born in Tilimsan

1 MS. Arab. no. 59. See A. Mingana, Catalogue of the Arabic Manuscripts 
in the John Rylands Library (Manchester, 1934), no. 767.

2 W. Ahlwardt, Verzeichniss der arab. Hdss. der Kgl. Bibliothek *u Berlin, 
10 vols. (Berlin, 1887-99), no. 8379. Cf. nos. 8474,8554 (1,2).

3 7/^45(1852), pp. Iff.
4 Oxford, 1913. A slip has been made on p. 176, where this manuscript is 

called no. 93 instead of no. 59. On p. 175 the John Rylands manuscript Nuzhat 
arbdb al-'uqul fil shafranj al-manqul (Mingana, op. cit. no. 766) is numbered

59 instead of 86.
HI
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112 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY
(Tlemcen) in 725/1325. He went to Cairo, and after performing 
the Pilgrimage and paying a visit to Damascus, he returned to 
Cairo where he lived till his death in 776/1375, or 777. His 
interests were chiefly literary, and he was considered a writer of 
merit. He is praised for his maqdmas.1

THE LITERARY FORM OF THE maqdma

The maqdma 2 is a somewhat strange literary form. It tells a 
story, but the interest is not so much in the story as in the language 
in which it is told. The writer of a maqdma must use rhymed 
prose, and adopt a highflown style, using many allusions. There 
is commonly a fair amount of verse, the fiction being maintained 
that it is composed extemporaneously. The chief purpose of 
writers of maqdmas is to show their erudition and ingenuity, 
and so a maqdma is difficult to translate, for it is impossible to 
give the flavour of the original in a translation. To use rhymed 
prose in English is out of the question. One must also be on the 
lookout for allusions and double meanings. A bare translation 
may therefore sound rather unintelligible to one who has not 
a background of knowledge of Arabic literature and Muslim 
civilization, and it is necessary to provide a commentary. Indeed, 
even for those who have such a background, a commentary is 
not out of place.

In the maqdma there is always a narrator who tells the story, 
and an author usually composes all his maqdmas about the same 
hero, who is a clever rascal, able by his erudition and trickery to 
get money out of people. There is one peculiar feature of the 
maqdma translated below. While it is usual for the hero to come 
off best and deceive everyone he meets, although Abul Riyash

1 C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Litteratur, ii. 13 and Supp. ii. 
p. 5, gives sources for biographical details. I have to thank Mr. C. F. Becking- 
ham for copying out for me excerpts from the summary of Ibn F^ablb's Durrat 
al-aslak ft daulat al-atrak in Orientalia, ii, 440, and 'Asqalam's Kitdb al-durar 
al'kornina, where he tells me the reference is i, pp. 329-31, no. 826, and not as 
given in GAL, loc. cit. 776 is usually given as the date of Ibn Abu yajala's 
death, but Ibn Habib gives 777, and Wiistenfeld, Die Geschichtschreiber der 
Araber (Gottingen, 1882), no. 437, gives 775 (or 770, 774, 777).

2 For a fuller account of the maqama see T. Chenery, The Assemblies of Al' 
Harlri (London, 1867), Introd.; R. A. Nicholson, A Literary History of the Arabs, 
2nd edn. (Cambridge, 1930), pp. 328 ff.; Enc. of Islam, iii. 161 ff.
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A CHESS MAQAMA 113
gets the better of his first opponent, he is beaten by the second 
and third. A game of skill certainly presents no opportunities 
for trickery, but one would have expected the author to make his 
hero the winner each time.

The art of the maqdma has had quite a long history. The 
earliest examples we possess are those of HamadhanI (35S-398/ 
969-1007). The maqdma was brought to perfection by Hariri 
(446-516/1054-1 122), and there have been imitators at different 
periods and in different languages. Even last century Naslf 
al-Yaziji (1800-71) produced a collection of sixty maqdmas, in 
which he shows not only a cultured Arabic style, but also great 
erudition. It is unlikely, however, that any modern writer will 
attempt to write in this form, and one may safely conclude that 
this type of literature has died out.

Ibn Abu Hajala says that he modelled his maqdmas on those of 
Harm.1 His hero, Abul Riyash, corresponds to Hariri's Abu 
Zaid, and his narrator Al-Saji' b. Hamam to Harm's Al-rlarith b. 
Hammam. He further explains how he has given fanciful 
names. 2 His own name is Ibn Abu Hajala, and hajala means 
partridge, which, he says, is a class of pigeon. SdjC means a 
cooing pigeon, and hamdm means pigeon. Abul Riyash literally 
means the father of feathers.

The maqdmas of Ibn Abu Hajala were, as he tells us, dedicated 
to Al-Malik al-Nasir Hasan. This ruler had two brief periods as 
Mamluk sultan in Egypt, and disappeared after the second period 
in 762/1361, never to be seen again. Ibn Abu Hajala refers to 
him in a manner which suggests that he knew of his death.8 
The chess maqdma was written later and was dedicated to 
Al-Malik al-Salih Salih, governor of Maridin.4

1 Ahlwardt, MS. no. 8379, fols. 102b, lOSa.^ 2 Ibid. fol. 103a.
3 Ibid. fol. 102b, where he calls the sultan " the martyr ".
4 See Ibn lyis, Badai al-zuhur (Cairo, 131 1), i. 214 ; M. van Berchem and 

J. Strzygowski, Amida (Heidelberg, 1910), p. 1 13. I am indebted to Dr. D. S. 
Rice for these two references. Ibn Battuta, who visited Maridin in §alih's time, 
speaks highly of his enlightenment and generosity (Tuhfat al-nuzzdr, Cairo, 
1322, i. 178). $alih was governor of Maridin from 712 to 765 (1312-64), but 
Ibn lyas, loc. cit. says he died in 766, aged 71 . See further Abul Fida*, Mukhtofar 
tarikh al-bashar (Constantinople, 1268), iv. 69; E. de Zambaur, Manuel de 
gtntalogie et de chronologic (Hanover, 1927), p. 229. (Continued overleaf).

8
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114 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY
THE MANUSCRIPT

The maqama extends from fols. 81 b to 86b. Vowel signs have 
been added, but obviously by someone who knew very little 
about them, as they are frequently quite impossible. The text 
is written clearly, but here and there mistakes occur. It has been 
possible to correct some readings from the Berlin manuscript,1 
but in the latter part of the maqama which is not included there, 
it has been necessary sometimes to make conjectural emendations. 
In the textual notes I have used B for the Berlin manuscript and 
R for the John Rylands manuscript.

I have to thank Dr. A. A. Abdel Meguid, whom I have con­ 
sulted about difficult passages, for his very willing help. Some 
emendations which I have adopted were his suggestion, and I 
have put the letter M in brackets in the textual notes to indicate 
where the reading in the text is an emendation suggested by him.

TRANSLATION
Al-Saji' b. Hamam related the following : I came to Maridln 2 

with a company of people who were going there, to see its fortress 
which is veiled in clouds, on whose board the pawns of the stars 
are drawn up in line. Having the shining stars it could dispense 
with pearls, and in the evening, by reason of its leading inhabitants 
there was a moon in all its regions.3

When you look at everything, you see that all things are fine.

On fol. 81 a Ibn Abu yajala introduces the maqama thus : " The epilogue, 
mentioning the chess maqama which I composed in the name of the sultan Al- 
Malik al-§alih §alih, governor of Maridln, and attached to the maqdmas which I 
composed in the name of the sultan Al-Malik (f. 81 b) al-Na§ir yasan, Allah most 
high have mercy on his youth and appoint his drink from the pure wine which 
is sealed " (cf. Qur'an, Ixxxiu. 25).

1 fols. 105ato 106a. There it is called Al-maqdma al-Mdrddmya.
2 This is the Arabic pronunciation of the name of the town which is properly 

Mardin. In the Arabic text it rhymes with wdridin. Maridln is a rock fortress 
in Upper Mesopotamia. Cf. Encyclopaedia of Islam, iii. 273 fi. ; G. Le Strange, 
The lands of the eastern Caliphate (Cambridge, 1930), p. 96.

3 The moon is commonly used as a figure for beauty, but here it is used as a 
figure for brightness. The town was illuminated by its distinguished men who 
shone like moons in every quarter.
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A CHESS MAQAMA 115
I entered it when the muadhdhin was beginning to cry, 

" Come to salvation 'V and I mingled with its boon companions 
as water is mingled with wine. I reached the topmost step in 
its high eminence and looked down on the world from its most 
remote elevation.2
A town in whose land I was near the sky when I alighted in the region of its 
generous host.
If its fish were to appear in the river of the Milky Way, I could catch it from there 
quickly by hand.

I began to repair to every quarter in it and go round in it like 
the rook on the board, among shy women and distinguished men. 
A young cup-bearer was treating the large cup as small, looking 
steadily at the boon-companion, saying in the course of con­ 
versation over some old wine,
The only pleasures which remain are the conversations of noble people over 
wine,

and reciting,
I see that the province of the kingdom of the good one (al-fdlih) who is sultan
attracts with kindness him who is remote.
Many a well of water in his preserve says to me, " The only source of comfort is
Salih".

Now while we were in the period of Spring and the season for 
reciting poetry to a company, the sound of the trump arose by 
which the bright blooms shone forth,3 and we went out to pluck 
the blossom of flowers, separating ourselves with a company 
which was making a tour for some purposes.
We went out to stay three days, but it was so pleasant that we stayed there a 
month,

some playing chess and others backgammon.4

1 One of the phrases in the call to prayer.
2 Cf. Le Strange, loc. cit. " All the buildings rose one above the other in steps, 

and the roads were stairs ". See Yaqut, Kitdb mujam al-bulddn (ed. Wiistenfeld), 
6 vols. (Leipzig, 1866-73), iv. 390.

3 The reference is to the last trump which heralds the resurrection, with which 
the appearance of the flowers in spring is compared. Cf. Qur'an, xxiii. 103 ; 
xxxix. 68; Ixix. 13.

4 The Persian term is used here for " backgammon" because it rhymes with 
shafranj (chess), whereas the Arabic word nard does not.
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116 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY
They moved to the wine like a rook and turned back, and the wine was making 

them move like queens.1

[This took place] in everyone with a lofty soul and high aim, who 
prolonged drinking wine, and saw on his red board what Zarqa' 
of Al-Yamama did not see.2

I hand him the glass of silver and receive it of melted gold.3

So without doubt I make gain in the mutual giving, as though in my transaction 
I were a usurer.

We had no sooner extinguished the fire [of thirst] with the 
pure wine and begun to cast lots about chess in the public road, 
when there approached us

A shaikh of ours from Rabl'at al-Faras, plucking at his beard from confusion,4

who in wiles exceeded Abu Zaid,5 who had on him the mark of the 
lords of the Path 6 and a patched garment like an old chessboard. 
He said, " 0 you liberal ones with fastidious souls, do you not see 
my altered state and my leaning wall ? Poverty has mounted 
on my exposed position, and the pawns in my file, who are the 
children, have become unable to recognize the value of the pieces 
and to get the attention of the king.7 Their pawn in its devouring 
is a queen, their mother like the bishop devours whatever there is, 
and the position is cramped. I am a man of many years whose 
bones have become weak, who is bereft of everything, and whose 
soul has despaired of existence.

1 The queen moved diagonally and only one square at a time, whereas the 
rook moved as in our game. Cf. JRAS. (1852), p. 59; H. J. R. Murray, A 
History of Chess (Oxford, 1913), pp. 225 f.

2 Zarqa' is a woman of Arab legend who had the reputation of being able to 
see anything three days' journey away. There is a story of an attacking army 
carrying trees so as to deceive her, a story which has its counterpart in Macbeth.

3 The glass looks like silver, but when it is filled with wine it looks like gold.
4 This verse is a quotation from a couplet composed in satire of yariri, who 

was a slow and painstaking writer, although he represented his chief character 
as one who could extemporize. Cf. T. Chenery, op. cit. pp. 28 f.

5 The hero of yariri's maqdmas.
6 I.e. the Sufis.
7 The manuscript has shdt (ewe), but this was often used by the common 

people for shah (king). Cf. Murray, op. cit. p. 224 n. The pawns (bayddiq) 
are foot-soldiers. Here the fanciful idea seems to be expressed that the pawns 
are wandering about aimlessly, receiving no oversight from the king.
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A CHESS MAQAMA 117
Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps, and perhaps he who has bound the wards 1 may 
loosen them."

Al-Saji' b. Flamam said : Now we were delighted by his chess 
phrases with his abstruse references in the manner of Al-Fadil 2 
and his speech which played with artistic allusions, so we ordered 
him to sit down and get what was desired and receive the dinar 
of the one who was beaten. Then when he sat down to watch 
the game he got up, and we resolved to get up. The old man 
was afraid on this account that the gold would be lost, so to 
arrange the board he swore, " By the earth and what spread it 
out and by a soul and what fashioned it,3 if you appoint me the 
two stipulated amounts I will win at it from two sides ".4 I said, 
" Neither Al-Mawardl 5 nor Sassa 6 the Indian makes such a 
claim as yours. Now do not wager on a refractory she-camel 7 
so that your soul may be lost over a game." He replied, " You 
are ignorant of my worth, because they trained me in the clamour 
of desperate war.

You will know on the boards, when we meet the swift horses, of what kind I am.

So you keep to the [she-camel] which is pasturing at large, for the 
seeker of herbage will not lie to his people, 8 and in butting there the

1 The word means " knots ". See Murray, op. cit. p. 223, where he says, 
" In the other MSS. I find the verb 'aqada used repeatedly of two firzdns, or 
firzdn and baidaq, in the sense of ' unite ', ' tie together', ' place so that two 
pieces mutually defend one another '." He therefore translates the noun 'uqda 
as " ward ". Firzdn = Q ; baidaq = P. The excerpt in the Berlin manuscript 
ends with this verse.

2 The reference is probably to the qddi Al-Fadil Abu 'All 'Abd al-Rahlm b. 
Baha al-Dln al-Lakhml al-'Asqalani al-MJsri (529-596= 1135-1200), wazir 
of Saladin, who had a great reputation as an author.

3 Qur'an, xci. 6 f.
4 He will play a game with both colours and win both games. There may 

also be a suggestion that, since he is poor, someone should provide his stake.
5 A chess master in the time of the 'Abbasid Caliph Al-Muktafl (289-295 

= 902-908). Cf. Murray, op. cit. p. 199.
6 The reputed inventor of chess. See Murray, op. cit. Index.
7 The first of a number of proverbs quoted in this maqdma. Cf. G. W. 

Freytag, Arabum Proverbia, 3 vols. (Bonn, 1838-43), ii. 501.
8 Ibid. ii. 525. The proverb indicates that even a habitual liar will not lie 

to his people on the subject of suitable pasture, as it is as much in his interest as 
in theirs. Saji* is being told to attend to matters on which he can be expected 
to speak the truth.
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118 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY
hornless ram is overcome." l Thereupon he tucked up his skirt 
and clad himself with night as with a garment.2 Then he took 
the black pieces and said, " For some matter or other he who 
rules is made ruler ".3 Then when I intended to repulse him

K

R

Capitals represent white and small letters black.

and began to ward him off, he moved the king beside the queen 4 
and said, " An obstacle has been placed between the ass and the 
leaping ". 5 Taking possession of the two stipulated amounts 
and being refreshed with the gold, he said, ** He who removes 
the veil has abandoned deceit. 6 0 lords of the cavalry and of 
intelligence pouring forth like a flood,

1 Cf. G. W. Freylag, Arabum Proverbia, 3 vols. (Bonn, 1838-43), ii. 88. A 
poor player has no hope of beating a master. In the maqama the word thamtna 
(there) is added to the usual form of the proverb to supply a rhyme to ajamma 
(hornless).

2 Ibid. i. 661. Freytag says, Proverbium monet, ut parati simus et diligentiam 
in quaerendo adhibeamus'. See also Lane, Lexicon, pp. 871, 1595.

3 Freytag, op. cit. n. 450. No one is put in a high position without possessing 
qualities to justify it. In a game of skill like chess one becomes a master only 
because of his ability.

4 This is a difficult phrase. I give this translation with some hesitation, but 
it at least makes sense and fits in with the position in the diagram. R cannot 
check K because Q is interposed. I have consulted Mr. H. J. R. Murray about 
this position, and he agrees that it is a winning one for black.

5 Cf. Freytag, op. cit. ii. 251.
6 For a somewhat different form of the proverb cf. ibid. i. 210.
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A CHESS MAQAMA 119
Is there now among you one who will come forward, or will contend in playing it ? 
I will show him in it what will suffice concerning every principle and exponent. 

Many positions have I crossed with my cavalry to the enemy. 
To him my land is sacrosanct except when he is passing through. 
The flesh of my ewe * is mutton, but the ewe of other people is a goat."

Al-Saji* b. IJamam said: When he composed his verses 
extemporaneously and made a display of hopping around a 
I considered him, and lo, he was our shaikh Abul Riyash, the 
rook of the board and the stirrer up of dust in every region. 
My conjecture about him was correct, and I got security for 
myself from him. Then I said, " Do what you like with the 
people, for I have no power to deal with you today.

Neither is my heart a target for the ladies, nor are my fingers a mount for the 
rooks."

Now while he was assaulting like Al-Suli 3 and investigating 
the subject of the stakes like one versed in the fundamentals,4 
the full moon of the region and the king of the board hastened 
to him 5 and the wager was settled. They proceeded to the board 
where the battle was to take place, with the condition that each 
hand should get what it won, each ewe what milk it gave, and 
each soul what it acquired.6 They both began to make their 
opening moves with their army and move forward their camp. 
Our friend got ready for him, marched upon him with his cavalry

1 There is probably a play here on shdt (ewe) and shah (king).
2 Abdd hauqalat al-hajl. The verbal noun hauqala means walking quickly 

and with short steps. For an example of hopping to indicate pleasure, cf. Ahmad b. 
Hanbal, Musnad (Cairo, 1313 A.M.), i- 108. PJauqala also means repelling, and 
hajal means partridge. The phrase might therefore be translated as " made 
clear the repelling (defeat) of the partridge ", Ibn Abu yajala thus punning on 
his own name.

3 A famous chess player who defeated Mawardl. He died in 335/946. Cf. 
Murray, op. cit. Index ; Encyclopaedia of Islam, iv. 541 ff.

4 A reference to the bases of Muslim jurisprudence.
5 The full moon, which is commonly used as a figure of speech for beauty, 

is here used to indicate the leading player of the neighbourhood, as is also the 
phrase " king of the board ". There is a play on badr (full moon) and badara 
(hastened).

6 This last phrase is based on Qur'anic language. Cf. ii. 281 ; Jii. 24, 155 ; 
xl. 17 ; xlv. 21. There is also a play on words, as nafs (soul) is a name given to the 
K. Cf. Murray, op. cit. p. 224.
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120 THE JOHN RYLANDS LIBRARY
and his infantry, became completely hostile to him, and made'the 
pawns of the sayydla 1 run like a flood.

KT B

kt

K
minim 
ilKTl

B

iiini! 
P

R

Capitals represent white and small letters black.

Abul Riyash countered him with the mujannah 2 opening by 
spreading out the wings. He brought the rooks round to the 
knights' squares, each rook making straighter to its goal than a 
dove,3 quicker to run off than an ostrich,4 rarer than the anuqs 
eggs, 5 and more disobedient than a fiery steed.6 His pawn was 
a star in clouds and his rook an eagle in high places. The

1 One of the favourite openings. The position after the twelfth move is 
illustrated by the red (white) pieces in the diagram. Cf. Murray, op. cit. p. 237. 
For an analysis of this opening by Lajlaj, see ibid. pp. 263 ff. In the manuscript 
a Kt. has been omitted.

2 Another favourite opening, illustrated by the black pieces after the twelfth 
move. Ibid. p. 248. Analysis by Lajlaj, ibid. pp. 248 ff. §ull considered no 
opening better than these two. Ibid. p. 239.

3 Cf. Freytag, op. cit. ii. 896. 4 Ibid. iii. 515.
5 Ibid. ii. 148. The anuq is said to be a species of vulture which lays its eggs 

in inaccessible places. The proverb does not seem to be very appropriate, 
but may be used to indicate that the rooks cannot be attacked.

6 Freytag, op. cit. ii. 148 gives aazz min al-ablaq al-'aquq, "rarer than a 
pregnant piebald stallion ". For a verse combining this with the previous 
proverb, see Tdj al-'Arus, s.v. balaq. In the maqdma the author obviously 
hints at the proverb, but he does no more than that.
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A CHESS MAQAMA 121
spaces between them became cramped, the battle was fought at 
close quarters, the war became vehement, and they entered the 
first category of blow and counter blow. Abul Riyash then 
began sometimes to stop him and sometimes to raise his hopes 
when he was offering him a gambit, and recite,

I trample with my cavalry every land of a warrior in which I scorn the soul of the 
enemy who vanishes.

I honour my soul, and if I scorn it, it will never indeed be honourable to anyone 
after me.

Then our friend began to repulse him at one time and recite 
to him at another,

Do you covet my cavalry for a black one, since your squares have become cramped 
in spaces because of it ?
To give hope of it is like [giving hope of] the Pleiades when they appear; but 
how far are the Pleiades from an inferior one who is an opponent!

Then when every star of Abul Riyash's pawns set and he feared 
that the sword would reach the bone,1 he crushed him with his 
roan knight and made the black king taste death by the sword (lit. 
the red death). He won from his desperate (lit. blue) foe the 
yellow dinar, and began to laugh like the white petals of the 
camomile on the green verge of the road.

Another then advanced towards him and soon killed him with 
the bishop, moving the knight well both forwards and backwards, 
with the result that the king was mated on the spot. His senses 
and their striving were of no avail, and he was put in the wrong 
both when he used them jestingly and seriously, after having 
made much of their abundance.2

We ask from Allah most high the forgiveness of all our sins on 
the day when every soul will come to contend for itself.8 Verily 
He is bountiful and gracious.

1 In the manuscript a board is drawn out here, but the position has not been 
filled in.

2 When Abul Riyash is beaten for the second time, his boasting is made to 
look foolish. He had applied his wits to mockery of his opponents and to serious 
play, but all had come to nothing.

3 The reference is to the Day of Judgement.
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5 R UUi»
6 B <cjU 7 B ,_yja]l.. A page in B begins with this word. At the 

bottom of the previous page the word written to indicate what follows is

9 Bom.
12 R om. 15 B,
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The star indicates white.

1 B ends here. 2 R 4.3- [M] 3 R U 4 R
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Here a board is marked off, but no position has

been entered. 9 R jta

13 p "JtJaJ 14 R ^
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