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“Cultures have always been inclined to impose complete transformations on other cultures 
not as they are but as, for the benefit of the receiver, they ought to be.” 
--Edward Said 
 

This essay is an exploration of select medieval Arabic folk epics (sīra, plural siyar) and 
how they approach representations of ‘the religious other’. Scholars have frequently hunted 
for depictions of the ‘religious other’ in medieval apologetic, theological, and political tracts, 
but these were all penned by the bodies of the educated elites and members of the upper 
strata of society. The views held by the ordinary masses are much more elusive, and here 
popular literature and folk tales may provide the best clues. Indeed the chronicler Ibn Kathir 
(d. 1373) wrote that this body of literature was “popular among the public, the ignorant, and 
the unwise”, the contents of which were fabricated nonsense and silly invention.1 Of course, 
folk epics cannot be said to be completely indicative of the views of the ‘regular folk’, but they 
nonetheless contain elements of popular imagination that would have been promulgated by 
these stories and thus disseminated amongst large audiences. Consequently these literary 
images are important because of how widespread they would have become and the way in 
which they reveal a portrait of the popular psyche. This in turn prompts us to ask: what sorts 
of images of the ‘religious other’ (namely Christians and Jews) were being circulated among 
the audiences and readers of these epics? How much diversity existed, and what general 
conclusions about these others did the epics encourage? We will here examine in-depth a 
handful of these epics and the depictions therein, paying particular attention to the Sīrat Banī 
Hilāl, Sīrat Sayf ibn Dhī Yazan, and the Sīrat ‘Antar. 

 
We should not be surprised if what we observe is crude or what by modern standards 

we would consider inaccurate, tendentious, and overly polemical. In the Middle Ages, as 
today, the denigration of other peoples, cultures, and religions was a ubiquitous mechanism 
to defend an individual’s or community’s identity and intellectual construction of the world. 
These constructions were not necessarily based on accuracy and facts but on what was 
perceived to be the most vital claim or factor in cultural differences. Among peoples or 
periods in which religion is or was the central lens through which they interpreted the world, 
other sects naturally became particularly targeted—especially if they were political or cultural 
rivals. Through this process they would define themselves over and against those they 
deemed to be the ‘others’; that is, those whose ethos or dogma were seen as diametrically 
opposed to their own. The creation of boundaries and walls against the other community was 
a natural way in which one could avoid challenges to their identity and world views. 

 

                                                
1 Robert Irwin, "The Image of the Byzantine and the Frank in Arab Popular Literature of the Late 
Middle Ages," in Mamluks and Crusaders: Men of the Sword and Men of the Pen, ed. Robert Irwin 
(Burlington: Ashgate Variorum, 2010), 353. 
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In the medieval Mediterranean world, this drama often played out between the 
adherents of the two religions that dominated its shores--Christianity and Islam--who were 
for centuries particularly pugnacious in their attitudes toward one another. Christian states 
often emerged as the theological and political rivals against whom Muslims defined 
themselves; early Arab Muslims in particular often sought to define themselves in relation to 
the Byzantines, who for a time were their ultimate rival and religio-political ‘other’.2 Suffice to 
say, this tendency toward employing invectives is readily apparent in the popular epics. 

 
The first Islamic sīra to which we will turn is the Sīrat Banī Hilāl. Although the 

action of the poem largely takes place in the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa in battles 
between two groups of Muslims, it deals with themes similar to other frontier epics: heroism, 
fantastical feats, love, battles against foreigners (in this case, mostly Berbers and some 
Byzantines), and, most important for this essay, other-worldly depictions of foreign religions. 
The hero is Abu Zayd (“Father of Increase/ Surpassing”), leader of the collection of tribes 
known as the Banū Hilāl. Like the figure of El Cid in the west, he was inspired by a real 
historical figure--but the literary Abu Zayd is almost entirely fictional. 

 
Most of the action in the epic takes place in conflicts with other Muslims, and indeed 

the foremost enemies of Abu Zayd and the Banū Hilāl are his co-religionists, but the poem 
nevertheless contains remarkable portrayals of the ‘religious other’. Most portrayals of non-
Muslims within the saga can be characterized by the way confessional boundaries and 
definitions are blurred or confused; indeed the reader (or listener) finds it difficult to 
determine whether the narrator is referring to Christians, Jews, or Zoroastrians. For example, 
an early allusion is made to a Jewish carpenter marked with a tattooed cross.3  Other garbled 
religious categories include fire-worshipping Nazarenes and cross-worshipping 
Zoroastrians—that is, amalgamations of Christians and Zoroastrians. Furthermore, they are 
often depicted as silly or perverse, although most such depictions have more of a comedic ring 
than one of malicious demonization. Early in the epic, Sarhan, father of Abu Zayd’s friend 
Hasan, is captured by a group of pirates in a Rūmī vessel full of Jews.4 He is then taken to a 
Byzantine city, where the inhabitants become so enamored with his beauty that they shout, 
“We’ll send him in to our womenfolk so that he can sire lots of beautiful children for us!” We 
are told that the inhabitants were, “Jews, heathens, of long ago, and they had no shame!”5 
References to Christians often take the forms of slap-stick insults directed at other Muslim 
characters: 

 
“You equip yourself with [supernatural] helpers, O base one, 
O Despicable one, O Cursed on, O Worshipper of Crosses!... 
…Come meet my fighting, 
O Son of Cross-Worshippers!”6 

                                                
2, Nadia Maria El Cheikh, Byzantium Viewed by the Arabs ( Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2004), 14, Also cf. Ahmad M. H. Shboul, "Byzantium and the Arabs: The Image of the 
Byzantine as Mirrorred in Arabic Literature," in Arab-Byzantine Relations in Early Islamic Times, 
ed.Michael Bonner (Burlington: Ashgate Variorum, 2004), 245. 
3 Dwight F. Reynolds, "Sīrat Bani Hilal Digital Archive," University of California, Santa Barbara 
2012, http://www.Sīratbanihilal.ucsb.edu/. 1.4 p. 9. Coptic Christians in Egypt often get a small cross 
tattooed on their wrists. 
4 Ibid.,,1.1, 5. The term ‘Rūmī’ was a general Arabic term for Byzantine Christians (an allusion to 
‘Roman’) 
5 Ibid.,1.1, 5.  
6 Ibid., 1.3, 13 



 
41 

 
Abu Zayd’s words were directed at a Muslim, not a Christian; these accusations were clearly 
meant as an affront to his opponent. 
 
 The poet details one battle between Muslims and Christians when Mecca is beset by 
a figure named al-Harqalī ibn Yūshū (Hercules son of Joshua/Jesus), who is at first said to be 
a Jew but later reappears as a Christian. His treacherous bands of Christians fight with 
poisoned arrows and supposedly covet the city of Medina--a notion that may have been born 
out of the Crusading era. Nevertheless al-Harqalī is slain and his legions of villains are easily 
dispatched by Abu Zayd.7 We shall see that this pattern of depicting non-Islamic religions as 
garbled entities continues in our next epic. 

 
Sayf Ben Dhi Yazan, the hero of the folk epic Sīrat Sayf ibn dhī Yazan, was a pre-

Islamic king of Yemen famous for defeating the Axumites of Ethiopia and driving them from 
Arabia. The historical Sayf was a Jewish Arab who fought against Christian Ethiopians, but 
in the epic he is re-imagined as a sort of Pre-Islamic Muslim.8 Although Judaism was 
accepted as a legitimate precursor to Islam, the composer(s) of the epic must have hesitated to 
depict a Jewish figure as the central hero. Indeed, we are told in the opening lines of the 
narrative that even his father, King Dhi Yazan, had: 

 
…read the ancient books and old heroic tales, and had found—in the Torah 
and the Bible, and the writings of Abraham the Friend of God, and the 
Scrolls of David—the name of our master Muhammad… and he had read, 
too, of how this prophet would spread the true faith of Islam, rooting out the 
religions of unbelievers and tyrants…and believed in the Prophet Muhammad 
and became one of the Faithful.9 
 

This pre-Islamic Islam is complete with practices of ablution, prayer, and even a pre-
Muhammad shahāda: “there is no god but God and Abraham is the friend of God”.10 This 
would have allowed a stronger sense of connection between the audience and the protagonist, 
even if it meant that he was transformed into a character that was more fiction than fact.11 

 
Nevertheless, this is without a doubt the most fantastical of the epics detailed in this 

essay, for the story of Sayf is full of arcane artifacts, sorcerers, geomancy, valleys of giants and 
ghouls, magical palaces, and powerful jinn. Sayf travels far and wide to numerous mystical 
locales throughout Africa and Yemen in a constant struggle to win brides, defy the Ethopian 
King Ar’ad, and regain his throne from his own mother, Queen Qamariyya. This story was 
popular in Mamluk Egypt, and the portrayal of Ethiopia as a primary antagonist may have 
reflected Egyptians’ anxiety about the prospect of Ethiopia allying with Crusaders invading 
from the north, thus pinning Egypt between two Christian powers.12 The poem even includes 
some notion that the Ethiopians would always be the enemies of the Arabs.13 

 

                                                
7 Ibid., 3.1, 4-5 
8 Lena,Jayyusi, ed. The Adventures of Sayf Ben Dhi Yazan: An Arab Folk Epic, trans. Lena Jayyusi 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), xxi. 
9 Ibid, 1. 
10 Ibid, 4. 
11 Or it may be the simple result of residual beliefs among Arab tribes that he was a Muslim 
12 Jayyusi, xxi. 
13 Ibid, 98. 
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The Ethiopians of the tale are not Christians, however, but pagans.14 Like the Sīrat 
Banī Hilāl, religions other than Islam are portrayed in an overly simplistic manner and are 
infused with elements of stereotypical pagan practice. The Ethiopians in the story worship 
Saturn, the Chinese worship the stars15, and others--including ‘Ajamī (Persians)--worship 
fire.16 The giants residing in the aptly named Valley of the Giants worship a sheep, the dung 
and urine of which they hold to be sacred. In one encounter, Sayf threatens to kill the sheep, 
which the giants believe to be impossible: 

 
“If you think,” he told Sayf, “that you can slay our god, then do your worst. 
You will see what you receive at his hands”…At this King Sayf grew angry. 
“All you speak is lies…This is a mere sheep, to be slaughtered and eaten, and 
the only true God, worthy of all worship, is the One God, Alone and 
Almighty!” And with that he slaughtered the sheep, letting its blood flow 
down the walls of the dome.17 
 

This scene may well have served as an underhanded slight directed at Christianity: the death 
of any creature was demonstrable proof that it was not divine; that is, the Christian claim that 
Christ was divine could not be true. However, this could also have simply been another 
allusion to paganistic practice as Christianity and Judaism do not exist as such in the world of 
the sīra—they are never even mentioned by name. The closest acknowledgements are 
allusions to the Torah and Bible and the use of the Syriac, Greek, and Hebrew alphabets on 
magical charms.18 Anyone not a Muslim is instead explicitly a pagan, unbeliever, or idolater, 
all of which easily crumble against the upholders of the veracity of Islam. 
  
Indeed there are numerous depictions of individuals converting from paganism to Islam in 
the epic, which is again rather surprising considering its pre-Islamic setting. Sayf himself 
initiates many of the conversions, including Princess Nahid, Sabik al-Thalath, Daminhour al-
Wahsh, and Maymoun al-Hajjam.19 The epic’s hero even beheads a minister for refusing to 
convert, and Abd al-Samad strangles a concubine who also remained obstinate.20 Abd al-
Samad himself, who had previously been named Abd Nar (Servant of Fire), converts through 
the divine intervention of a heavenly messenger, as does the magician Barnoukh.21 Moreover, 
many of these converted characters enter the narrative as villains and explicit enemies of Sayf. 
Through their conversion, however, they not only intellectually assent to the truth of Islam 
but also become the most ardent and faithful of Sayf’s allies. Muslims, therefore, are always on 
the side of the hero of the epic and anyone who does not convert remains his potential foe. 

 
The last Arabic epic to be analyzed, Sīrat ‘Antar, likewise narrates the exploits of a 

pre-Islamic figure: the poet and adventurer ‘Antara ibn Shaddad.22 Like Abu Zayd, the hero is 

                                                
14 Ibid, 34. 
15 Ibid, 65. 
16 Ibid, 80-81 This last portrayal is the most accurate, as the Persians were mostly Zoroastrians in the 
period depicted in the poem. 
17 Ibid, 145. 
18 Ibid., 191, 226. Syriac and Greek were common liturgical languages of Christian denominations in the 
Nile-to-Oxus region in these periods, and Hebrew, of course, was still used by Jews. 
19 Ibid, 64, 212-214, 219. 
20 Ibid. 78, 155. 
21 Ibid, 77, 152. 
22Peter Heath, The Thirsty Sword: Sīrat 'Antar and the Arabic Popular Epic (Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 1996), ixv. 
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dark-skinned and appears as a hero of herculean quality, although ‘Antar is not as thoroughly 
Islamicized in the poem as was Sayf. The romance of ‘Antar likewise follows a similar pattern 
of pseudo-historical exploits and romance, often in the context of the Byzantine-Sasanian 
conflict. In contrast to our earlier examinations, however, the Sīra stands apart in its 
treatment of the ‘religious other’. Instead of basing portrayals of non-Muslims from an array of 
stock renditions and simplistic pagan motifs, their religious identities are downplayed and 
they are defined primarily through ethnic or geographical categories. Furthermore, ‘Antar 
freely combats or enters into alliances with various other powers regardless of their 
confessional adherences. Simply put, some Christians are his friends and others are his 
enemies. 

 
A young Syrian Christian knight named Muqri al-Wahsh, for example, initially duels 

‘Antar but then joins his little band of adventurers and becomes one of his most steadfast 
companions—no conversion was necessary.23 Byzantines also often feature as friends of the 
hero and at one point in the sīra the Byzantine Emperor (qaysar; i.e., Caesar) even expresses a 
desire to meet ‘Antar and is subsequently thoroughly impressed by the hero.24 The Byzantine 
prince, Hiraql25 then befriends ‘Antar and joins him along with the Frankish prince Kubart in 
a campaign against other various Frankish leaders. Even Yaksum, king of the Ethiopians, 
becomes an ally, as does Balqam ibn Marqus, the king of Rome.26  

 
It should be noted, however, that the rulers and kingdoms of the Christians are 

nonetheless depicted as alien and fantastic. Al-Lailman ibn Marqum, Muqri’s cousin, lives in 
a large white marble city built by Alexander the Great. King al-Lailaman lives in Qal’at al-
Ballūr (The Citadel of Crystal), and the evil king of Spain al-Jantiya’il rides to war on a giant 
elephant.27 However, these sorts of themes may primarily have been because the characters 
were foreigners to the Arabs and not on account of their religious identity. On the other hand, 
the fact that most Franks enter the narrative as enemies again bears some resemblance to anti-
Crusader sentiments that were common in the era that the epic was popular. With some 
exceptions, Franks, that is Latin, European Christians, are more likely to be portrayed as 
villainous compared to Syrian or Greek Byzantine Christians. Indeed the hero’s two closest 
Christian friends were Syrian and Byzantine (Muqri al-Wahsh and Hiraql respectively), and 
his foes, when Christian, were usually Frankish. 

 
The Christians of the sīra also play an eminent role in prophesying the imminent rise 

of Muhammad and Islam. In one rather striking scene ‘Antar meets a Christian monk who is 
overjoyed with the foreknowledge of the appearance of Muhammad. 28 This confirms for the 
audience the notion that Christians should accept Islam as the perfection of their own 
religion. Christians thus function as the audience believed they ought to have functioned. 

 
Concluding Remarks 

 
What sort of conclusions can be drawn from these epics? First, we should concede 

that a variety of literary conventions, motifs, and stock images existed, and not every author 
felt compelled to insult other religions. These folk epics also always presented the ‘religious 

                                                
23 Ibid, 188. 
24 Ibid, 222. This bears striking resemblance to a similar scene in Digenis Akritas. 
25 A reference the Byzantine Emperor Heraclius? 
26 Ibid, 226. 
27 Ibid., 216, 222, 224. 
28 Ibid. 224. 
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other’ in terms familiar to their audience, and yet simultaneously attempted to evoke a sense of 
the ‘alien’. Members of other religions were always ‘one of them’ that were different from ‘us’, 
and were described in simplistic vocabulary comprehensible to vast audiences. However it 
should be added that in these stories the religious conflicts were always secondary to the more 
central narrative concerning the exploits of the hero. Presenting explicit diatribes against 
Christians or Jews was never their chief intention. 

 
The image of the Christian in these medieval siyar also followed similar patterns to 

the way that medieval Christian epics and chansons de geste depicted Muslims, and for this 
reason it may be worthwhile for a brief addendum on the Christian side for a point of 
association. Europeans and other Christians struggled for centuries on how to understand 
Islam and its adherents, and they tended to interpret the success and failures of Muslim 
powers along the frontier or abroad through particular cultural filters and paradigms. These 
‘Saracens’ were often re-imagined to assume the role of the traditional archenemy of the 
church: pagans.29 In the French Chanson de Roland, for example, the author bluntly declares 
“The pagan’s wrong! The Christian way is right!”30 Authors employed stereotypical depictions 
to emphasize the un- or even anti-Christian intentions of their opponents. This anti-Muslim 
discourse was in turn used to justify and even glorify the violent action of the warrior classes. 
Some divergent interpretations existed, such as in their treatment of Saladin,31 but most 
depictions of Muslims followed predictable trends in which their military encounters and 
theological disagreements dominated (or clouded) their perceptions. Conversion paradigms 
persistently reoccurred as well, as they frequently dreamed that their greatest enemies would 
opt to receive baptism and transform into their allies.32 Even in frontier epics that are generally 
less concerned with direct doctrinal attacks against Islam and Muslims, such as the Byzantine 
frontier epic, Digenis Akritas, and the Spanish Cantar de mio Cid, Muslims nevertheless 
assume a sort of function as stock villains.  

 
Muslim authors employed similar tropes and literary conventions and also borrowed 

a considerable amount of motifs, themes, and imagery.33 Similar to the depiction of Muslims 
in Europe and the rest of Christendom, images of Christians within the epics of the Dar al-
Islām were shaped as much or if not more by historical fiction than through serious 
scholarship. In the Sīrat al- Zāhir Baybars, which details the adventures of the Mamluk 
Sultan Baybars al-Bunduqdari in his struggle against the Crusaders, the hero’s chief 
antagonist is Kahin Juwan (Prestor John), the evil mastermind behind all of the crusades.34 
Christians are often portrayed as villains undeserving of respect or decent treatment through 

                                                
29 John V. Tolan, Sons of Ishmael: Muslims through European Eyes in the Middle Ages (Gainesville: 
University Press of Florida, 2008), 67-69. 
30Michael A.H. Newth, ed., The Song of Roland, trans. Michael A.H. Newth (New York: Italica 
Press, 2011), 30. Pagan here is in reference to a Muslim. 
31 Tolan, Ishmael, 81-82. Saladin was alternatively portrayed as 1) a scourge from God sent to punish 
Christians for their sins, 2) as a valorous and worthy foe, or 3) as the epitome of knighthood and 
(Christian) chivalry 
32 Ibid., 66. 
33 However, there is certainly debate over the extent of this influence between cultures. Robert Irwin 
argues that is results from borrowing (cf. Irwin, p. 239), whereas Gustave E. von Grunebaum argues 
more for mere similarities over direct transmission. (cf, Gustave E. von Grunebaum, "Parellelism, 
Convergence and Influence in the Relations of Arab and Byzantine Philosophy, Literature, and Piety," 
in Arab-Byzantine Relations in Early Islamic Times, ed. Michael Bonner (Burlington: Ashgate 
Variorum, 2004). 
34 Irwin, "The Image of the Byzantine and the Frank in Arab Popular Literature of the Late Middle 
Ages", 234-235. 
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their denigration as polytheists or violent invaders35 or, reminiscent of the approach of some 
Christian authors themselves, they are at times transformed into pagans. Crude over-
simplifications were once again common and Franks and Greeks are often rudimentary plot 
movers illustrated in elementary and unfavorable terms, although as we saw with the Sīrat 
‘Antar there were exceptions and a certain amount of diversity.36 These motifs and themes 
were never monolithic or monochromatic, but there was doubtless a general trend toward 
simplifying and ideologically disarming those deemed to be political and religious rivals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35 On account of the doctrine of the Trinity and the Crusades respectively. 
36 Ibid., 240. 
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