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Introduction

The Expeditions (Ar. Kitāb al-Maghāzī) by Maʿmar ibn Rāshid (d. 153/770) is 
an early biography of the Prophet Muḥammad that dates to the second/eighth 
century and is preserved in the recension of his student ʿAbd al-Razzāq ibn 
Hammām of Sanaa (d. 211/827). The text is exceptional because, alongside Ibn 
Hishām’s (d. 218/834) redaction of the prophetic biography of Muḥammad ibn 
Isḥāq (d. 150/767–68),5 The Expeditions is one of the two earliest and most semi-
nal examples of the genre of prophetic biography in Arabic literature to have 
survived.

Early biographies of the Prophet Muḥammad—and by “early” I mean written 
within two centuries of his death in 10/632—are an extremely rare commod-
ity. In fact, no surviving biography dates earlier than the second/eighth century. 
The rarity of such early biographies is sure to pique the curiosity of even a casual 
observer. The absence of earlier biographical writings about Muḥammad is not 
due to Muslims’ lack of interest in telling the stories of their prophet. At least in 
part, the dearth of such writings is rooted in the concerns of many of the earliest 
Muslims that any recording of a book of stories about Muḥammad’s life would 
inevitably divert their energies from, and even risk eclipsing, the status of Islam’s 
sacred scripture, the Qurʾan, as the most worthy focus of devotion and scholar-
ship. This paucity of early biographies is also partially the result of the fact that, 
before the codification of the Qurʾan, the Arabic language had not fully emerged 
as a medium in which written literary works were produced.

For modern historians enthralled by such issues, the attempt to tease out 
the consequences of this chronological gap between Muḥammad’s lifetime 
and our earliest narrative sources about him can be all-consuming. Debates 
thus continue in earnest over whether we may know anything at all about the 
“historical Muḥammad” given the challenges presented by the source material. 
But what is meant exactly by the “historical Muḥammad”? Modern historians 
speak of the historical Muḥammad as a type of shorthand for an historical under-
standing of Muḥammad’s life and legacy that is humanistic, secular, and cosmo-
politan. This is to say that any talk of a historical Muḥammad is merely an inter-
pretation of his life that is distinct from, but not necessarily incompatible with, 
either how his faith community imagined him centuries after his death or how 
rival faith communities viewed him through the lens of their own hostile religious 
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polemic. Yet all modern understandings of Muḥammad inevitably derive from a 
body of texts written by a faith community, for we have no contemporary wit-
nesses to Muḥammad’s prophetic mission, and the earliest testimonies that do 
survive are penned by outsiders whose depictions and understanding of Islam 
in its earliest years are sketchy at best and stridently hostile at worst.6 Hence, 
to speak of a historical Muḥammad is not to speak of the real Muḥammad. 
We recognize that we seek to understand, explain, and reconstruct the life of 
a man using the tools and methods of modern historical criticism. Whatever 
form such a project takes, and regardless of the methodology adopted, there is 
no escaping the basic conundrum facing all historians of early Islam: they must 
fashion their reconstruction of Muḥammad’s biography from the memories and 
interpretations of the community that revered him as Prophet. In other words, 
historians concerned with such topics must dare wrestle with angels.7

Today, many scholars remain steadfastly optimistic that writing a biography 
of the historical Muḥammad is feasible and worthwhile,8 though just as many 
take a decidedly more pessimistic view. More than a few have dismissed the 
idea of writing Muḥammad’s historical biography as fundamentally impossible.9 
This debate remains intractable and scholarly consensus elusive. It is my plea-
sure then, and in some ways my great relief, to table this contentious debate and 
instead present the reader with one of the earliest biographies of Muḥammad 
ever composed. This relatively straightforward task, although not without for-
midable challenges, allows one to sidestep the fraught questions surrounding 
the man behind the tradition and permit a broader audience to encounter the 
early tradition on its own terms.

Much of this book’s contents relate the story one might expect of any telling 
of Muḥammad’s life. A boy born among the denizens of the Hejaz region of 
Western Arabia is orphaned by the unexpected deaths of first his parents and 
then his grandfather. As the child grows into a man, omens portend his future 
greatness, but his adult life initially unfolds as an otherwise prosaic and humble 
one, not too atypical for an Arabian merchant whose life spanned the late sixth 
and the early seventh centuries ad. Working for a widowed merchant woman of 
modest means, he ekes out an existence in her employ, until he eventually weds 
her and strives to live a modest, honorable life in a manner that earns him the 
esteem and admiration of his tribe, the Quraysh. The man’s life forever changes 
when one night he encounters an angel atop a mountain on the outskirts of his 
hometown, Mecca. The angel charges him to live the rest of his days as God’s last 
prophet and the steward and messenger of His final revelation to humankind.
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This man proclaims his message to be one with the monotheism first taught 
by Abraham, the venerable patriarch of the Hebrew Bible and the common 
ancestor of the Arabs and Jews. Denouncing the cultic practices surround-
ing Mecca’s shrine, the Kaaba, and the dissolute lives of its patron tribe, the 
Quraysh, as pagan, idolatrous, and morally corrupt, the man soon finds him-
self at odds with those who profit both economically and politically from the 
status quo. The Quraysh reckon the man’s prophetic message a serious threat 
to their livelihood and power, and soon the prophet and his earliest followers 
suffer persecutions and tribulations that take them to the precipice of despair. 
Yet God at last provides succor to His servants: Two warring tribes, the Aws and 
the Khazraj, living in a city north of Mecca called Yathrib, invite the man and his 
people to live in their midst, agreeing to submit to whatever peace the Meccan 
prophet might bring.

Fleeing persecution, the prophet undertakes his emigration to Yathrib, his 
Hijrah, where he establishes a new community (ummah), united not by tribal 
affiliation and genealogy but by faith and loyalty to the prophet’s message. 
Yathrib becomes Medina, “the Prophet’s city” (madīnat al-nabī). The days of 
persecution now ending, the prophet leads his followers in battle to conquer 
Arabia and forge a new polity guided by God’s hand. These early conquests 
augur a greater destiny: the spread of his religion far beyond the deserts of 
Arabia. Within a hundred years of the prophet’s death, his community stretches 
from Spain to the steppes of Central Asia, and the rest, as they say, is history.

Though the above biographical details are widely known, few laypersons 
recognize that none come to us from the Qurʾan. Even if the scripture at times 
references such events implicitly, it never narrates them. Notwithstanding its 
inestimable value, the Qurʾan offers little material that might allow the modern 
historian to reconstruct the life of its Messenger, even in its most basic outlines. 
Moreover, though Muḥammad, as God’s Messenger, delivered the Qurʾan to 
his early followers and thence humanity, Muslims did not regard the Qurʾan as 
a record of the Prophet’s own words or actions—rather, the Qurʾan was solely 
God’s Word, and with the death of His Messenger, the canon of the scripture 
closed. For detailed narratives of the lives of Muḥammad and his Companions 
we are wholly dependent on a later tradition external to the Qurʾan.

Despite its limited utility in reconstructing the biography of Muḥammad, 
the sacred corpus known as the Qurʾan (Ar. al-qurʾān; lit., the “recitation” or 
“reading”) is still very likely to be our earliest and most authentic testimony to 
Muḥammad’s teachings and the beliefs of his earliest followers. The scripture 
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was organized and arranged into a codex (Ar. muṣḥaf), not within the lifetime 
of Muḥammad but under his third successor, or caliph (Ar. khalīfa), ʿUthmān 
ibn ʿAffān (r. 23–35/644–56). ʿUthmān’s codex was subsequently refined and 
reworked under the caliph ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān between 84/703 and 
85/704.10 A parallel, albeit much slower and more fraught, process was under-
taken by early Muslims to preserve the prophet’s words and deeds, which led 
to the formation of the second sacred corpus of Islam, known collectively as 
hadith (Ar. al-ḥadīth; lit., “sayings”), which is distinct from the Qurʾan and is 
often referred to as “traditions.” Unlike the Qurʾan, which Muslims codified in a 
matter of decades, the hadith canon took centuries to form.11

The Expeditions belongs to a subgenre of the hadith known as the maghāzī 
traditions, which narrates specific events from the life of the Prophet Muḥammad 
and his Companions and whose collection and compilation into a discrete genre 
of prophetic biography preceded the canonization of hadith considerably.12 
The Arabic word maghāzī does not connote “biography” in the modern sense. 
It is the plural of maghzāh, which literally means “a place where a raid/expedi-
tion (ghazwah) was made.” The English title I have adopted, The Expeditions, is 
serviceable as translations go, but may lead an English-speaking audience to ask 
why these traditions are ostensibly gathered under the rubric of Muḥammad’s 
military campaigns rather than, say, “biography” as such.

As is often the case with translations, the English “expeditions” does not quite 
do justice to the fullest sense of the Arabic maghāzī, for much of what this book 
contains has little to do with accounts of military expeditions or the glories of 
martial feats, although there are plenty of those.13 The word maghāzī invokes 
the discrete locations of key battles and raids conducted by the Prophet and his 
followers, yet it also invokes a more metaphorical meaning that is not restricted 
to targets of rapine or scenes of battle and skirmishes. Maghāzī are also sites of 
sacred memory; the sum of all events worthy of recounting. A maghzāh, there-
fore, is also a place where any memorable event transpired and, by extension, 
the maghāzī genre distills all the events and stories of sacred history that left 
their mark on the collective memory of Muḥammad’s community of believers.

The origins of this particular collection of maghāzī traditions (for there were 
many books with the title Kitāb al-Maghāzī)14 begins with a tale of serendip-
ity. As the story goes, Maʿmar ibn Rāshid was a Persian slave from Basra who 
traveled the lands of Islam trading wares for his Arab masters from the Azd 
tribe. While traveling through Syria trading and selling, Maʿmar sought out 
the rich and powerful court of the Marwānids. Seeking this court out required 
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boldness: the Marwānids were the caliphal dynasty that reigned supreme over 
the Umayyad empire throughout the first half of the second/eighth century. 
When Maʿmar arrived at the court, it was his good fortune to find the royal 
family busy making preparations for a grand wedding banquet, and thus eager 
to buy his wares for the festivities. Though Maʿmar was a mere slave, the noble 
family treated him generously and spent lavishly on his goods. Somewhat boldly, 
Maʿmar interjected to pursue a more uncommon sort of remuneration: “I am but 
a slave,” he protested. “Whatever you grant me will merely become my masters’ 
possession. Rather, please speak to this man on my behalf that he might teach 
me the Prophet’s traditions.”15 That “man” of whom Maʿmar spoke was, by most 
accounts, the greatest Muslim scholar of his generation: Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī 
(d. 124/742). Indeed, al-Zuhrī’s stories about Muḥammad and his earliest follow-
ers comprise the bulk of the material Maʿmar preserves in this volume.

It is somewhat fitting that this book should have had its inception at a banquet, 
for the book itself is a banquet of sorts—a feast of sacred memory. This book 
takes one not only into halls of history but also through the passages of memory. 
Nostalgia permeates its stories. Sifting through its pages, the flavors of memory 
wash over the palate: the piquant spice of destiny, the bittersweet flavor of satur-
nine wisdom, the sweetness of redemption, dashes of humor and adventure, and 
the all-pervasive aroma of the holy.

The maghāzī tradition in general and Maʿmar’s Maghāzī in particular are 
therefore not merely rote recitations of events and episodes from Muḥammad’s 
life. They are more potent than that. The maghāzī tradition is a cauldron in 
which the early Muslims, culturally ascendant and masters over a new impe-
rial civilization, mixed their ideals and visions of their model man, Muḥammad, 
and brewed them with the triumphalism of a victory recently savored. Muslims 
recorded and compiled these traditions as their newborn community surveyed 
the wonders of a journey traveled to a destination hardly imagined at its outset. 

The origins and composition of The Expeditions

The Expeditions is best understood not as a conventionally authored book pro-
duced by the efforts of a single person but as an artifact of a series of teacher–
pupil relationships between three renowned scholars of the early Islamic 
period. These scholars are Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī (d. 124/742) of Medina, Maʿmar 
ibn Rāshid (d. 153/770) of Basra, and ʿAbd al-Razzāq ibn Hammām of Sanaa 
(d. 211/827). The relationship between the latter two scholars in particular 
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produced a number of books that have survived until our day, this volume being 
merely one.16 This serial teacher–pupil nexus is of the utmost importance for 
understanding not only how this book came into being, but also for reading the 
book and understanding why its structure unfolds the way it does. Simply put, 
the traditions contained in The Expeditions represent, for the most part, the lec-
tures of al-Zuhrī recorded by Maʿmar, which Maʿmar in turn supplemented with 
materials from his other, more minor teachers when lecturing to his own stu-
dents. Among these students was ʿAbd al-Razzāq, who committed Maʿmar’s lec-
tures to writing and thus preserved the book in the form in which it has survived 
until today.17 These methods were, in effect, how most books on topics such as 
history, law, and religious learning were made in second and third/eighth and 
ninth centuries, but more on this below.

What this means, of course, is that Maʿmar is not the “author” of this text 
in the conventional sense, which is not, however, to say that he is not directly 
responsible for this text. My assignation of authorship to him is not arbitrary; 
in my estimation he remains the pivotal personality responsible for its content 
and form, even if speaking of his “authorship” necessarily requires some quali-
fications. The Expeditions actually contains many authorial voices that are not 
Maʿmar’s, including those of his teachers and, more rarely, that of his student 
ʿAbd al-Razzāq. How does one explain this?

The simplest place to begin is to point out a formal characteristic of early 
Arabic literary texts that dominates most narrative writing from the time of its 
emergence in the first half of the second/eighth century. This formal charac-
teristic is the isnād-khabar (“chain-report”) form, a crucial couplet that forms 
the building blocks of sacred, historical, and even literary narratives and that 
gives rise to the distinctively anecdotal character of Islamic historical writing 
and much of Arabic literature.18 The word khabar and its more sacred counter-
part ḥadīth convey the sense of “report,” “account,” or even “saying.” (This last 
meaning is especially true for the word ḥadīth, most frequently used to refer to 
the sayings of the Prophet.) The word isnād, on the other hand, refers to a chain 
of supporting authorities that ostensibly certifies the veracity of the account. 
Every text utilizing this form begins by citing a chain of successive authorities 
who passed on the story one to another, and only then proceeds to relate the 
actual narrative.

In practice, the process works like this: Maʿmar’s student ʿAbd al-Razzāq 
commits to memory and records his teacher’s tradition (i.e., a khabar as related 
by him) but ʿAbd al-Razzāq also memorizes the chain of authorities (isnād) that 
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Maʿmar cites before he begins relating his tradition. This chain of authorities 
presumably goes back to eyewitnesses of the events, although in practice this is 
not always the case. Such chains are also cumulative. On any subsequent occa-
sion in which ʿAbd al-Razzāq relates the tradition, he will begin by citing Maʿmar 
as his authority for the account and then continue to list all of Maʿmar’s authori-
ties before he relates the text of the account itself. Although citing isnāds is an 
archaic tradition, it is also a living one: Muslims today still relate such traditions 
with chains of transmission that reach back to the first generation of Muslims.19

These narratives are usually fairly short, although a khabar can be rather long 
in the maghāzī genre. Khabars tend to remain relatively short, for example, in 
works concerned with Islamic ritual and law. The important point to keep in 
mind is that they are self-contained textual units that proliferated among early 
Muslims before the existence of any book or any similar type of systematic com-
pilation gathered them together—that is, their transmission was initially oral 
and their reception initially aural. Such narratives were gathered and preserved 
by the earliest compilers like precious pearls, worthy of appreciation on the 
merits of their individual beauty and value alone. Yet, like any collector of pearls 
is wont to do, these precious pearls of narrative were also arranged to make lit-
erary necklaces of sorts, which became the first books. These books could be 
arranged according to diverse interests: legal and ritual topics (fiqh), the exege-
sis of the Qurʾan (tafsīr), or, as in the present case, stories of the Prophet’s life 
and the experiences of his earliest followers. With this systematic presentation 
of narrative material, the literary phase of early Islamic historiography begins.20

It is difficult to date the beginnings of maghāzī literature with precision 
because the earliest exempla of the genre are lost or are only partially preserved, 
sometimes in highly redacted forms, in later works. Maʿmar ibn Rāshid’s most 
influential teacher, Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī of Medina, is a crucial trailblazer in the 
composition of maghāzī traditions, but the Islamic tradition names other schol-
ars who predate al-Zuhrī. Two of these merit particular mention.

Abān ibn ʿUthmān (d. 101–5/719–23), a son of the third caliph ʿUthmān ibn 
ʿAffān (r. 23–35/644–55), is reported as being among the first, if not the first, 
to write a book containing “the conduct (siyar) of the Prophet and his expe-
ditions (maghāzī).”21 The sole person to relate a detailed story of Abān’s writ-
ing activities is the Abbasid-era historian al-Zubayr ibn Bakkār (d. 256/870). 
According to him, Abān’s project to compile the story of Muḥammad’s life 
was first undertaken in 82/702 at the behest of the Umayyad prince, and later 
caliph, Sulaymān ibn ʿAbd al-Malik, who even furnished Abān with ten scribes 
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(kuttāb) and all the parchment he required for the project. Sulaymān, how-
ever, was incensed when he actually read the fruit of Abān’s labors: the text 
was bereft of tales of Sulaymān and Abān’s Umayyad ancestors from Mecca and 
was instead chock-full of the virtues of Muḥammad’s Medinese Companions, 
the Allies (Ar. al-anṣār). How could this be, the prince demanded, when the 
Allies had betrayed the caliph ʿUthmān, of blessed memory, and Abān’s father 
no less! In al-Zubayr ibn Bakkār’s account, Abān retorted that all he had writ-
ten was true, in spite of whatever culpability they shared in ʿUthmān’s assas-
sination in 35/656. Hearing none of it, Sulaymān consulted his father, the caliph 
ʿAbd al-Malik, who ordered the book burned to ashes.22 This is all one ever hears 
of Abān’s book of maghāzī, and scant trace of his writings otherwise remain, 
if indeed they ever existed.23

The situation is more promising for the writings of Abān’s contemporary, 
the prominent scholar of Medina ʿUrwah ibn al-Zubayr (d. ca. 94/712–13). 
Like Abān, ʿ Urwah was the son of a prominent early Companion of Muḥammad, 
al-Zubayr ibn al-ʿAwwām (d. 35/656). Furthermore, his mother was the daugh-
ter of the first caliph of Islam, Abū Bakr al-Ṣiddīq, and sister to Muḥammad’s 
favorite wife ʿĀʾishah. Indeed, ʿUrwah’s maternal aunt ʿĀʾishah often serves as 
a key authority for ʿUrwah’s accounts, if one considers his chain of authorities 
(isnād) genuine. The man was extraordinarily well connected and deeply imbed-
ded in the circles of the elite of the early Islamic polity.

Although no work of ʿUrwah’s has survived per se, his impact on the works 
surviving from subsequent generations can be better scrutinized and gauged 
than can Abān ibn ʿUthmān’s. Modern scholars who have dedicated themselves 
to excavating later collections for survivals of ʿUrwah’s traditions have con-
cluded that the broad outlines of at least seven events from Muḥammad’s life, 
ranging from his first revelation and his Hijrah to Medina to his many battles 
thereafter, can be detected even if the original wording of ʿUrwah’s accounts 
may be lost.24 Indeed, judging by the citations thereof contained in The Expedi-
tions, this corpus of traditions from ʿUrwah proved to be seminal for Maʿmar’s 
teacher al-Zuhrī. Several redacted letters attributed to ʿUrwah discussing events 
from Muḥammad’s life ostensibly also survive in the work of a later historian, 
Abū Jaʿfar al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923). Curiously though, all the letters are addressed 
to the Umayyad caliph ʿAbd al-Malik ibn Marwān, who is otherwise known 
for his opposition to such books, preferring instead to promote the study of 
the Qurʾan and Sunnah (i.e., scripture and religious law), as witnessed in the 
above story of Abān ibn ʿUthmān’s efforts to compile such traditions.25 Despite 
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considerable advances in our knowledge of ʿUrwah and his corpus in recent 
decades, the fact remains that his corpus is now lost and its exact contours are 
the object of speculation (albeit well informed). The authenticity of the ʿUrwah 
corpus is still being vigorously debated.26

The author of The Expeditions, Maʿmar ibn Rāshid, was born in 96/714 and 
was active two generations after Abān and ʿUrwah. Maʿmar was a slave-client 
(Ar. mawlā; pl. mawālī) of the Ḥuddān clan of the Azd, a powerful Arab tribe 
that had its base of power in Maʿmar’s native Basra as well as Oman. Like many 
scholars of his generation, Maʿmar was of Persian extraction. However, having 
lived in the midst of the Islamic-conquest elite all his life, he was deeply 
entrenched in their culture and had thoroughly assimilated their language and 
religion, Arabic and Islam, which he claimed as his own. Indeed, his native city 
of Basra originated not as a Persian city but rather as an Arab military garri-
son built upon the ruins of an old Persian settlement known as Vaheshtābādh 
Ardashīr near the Shaṭṭ al-ʿArab river. The early participants in the Islamic con-
quests constructed their settlement on this site in southern Iraq out of the reed 
beds of the surrounding marshes in 14/635, soon after they had vanquished the 
Persian armies of the moribund Sasanid dynasty. Basra continued to function 
as one of the main hubs of culture for the Islamic-conquest elite throughout 
Maʿmar’s lifetime. Maʿmar served his Azdī masters not as a domestic slave or 
fieldworker, but as a trader, probably mostly of cloth and similar fineries. Such 
was the lot of many slaves in the early Islamic period: they were often skilled as 
traders, artisans, or merchants of some type, and in bondage would continue to 
practice their livelihood, only with the added necessity of paying levies on their 
profits to their masters, who in turn granted them access to the wealth, power, 
and prestige of the new Islamic-conquest elite.

Maʿmar’s duties to his Arab masters required such remuneration, but the 
burden does not seem to have hampered his freedom of movement and associa-
tion. He began to study and learn the Qurʾan and hadith at a tender age as he 
sought knowledge from the famed scholars of his native Basra, such as Qatādah 
ibn Diʿāmah (d. 117/735) and al-Ḥasan al-Baṣrī (d. 110/728–29), whose funeral he 
attended as an adolescent. Indeed, it was his trading that enabled him to journey 
afar and pursue knowledge and learning beyond the environs of Basra. In time, 
his trading took him to the Hejaz, the cultural and religious heart of Islamic soci-
ety in his era, as well as to Syria, the political center of the Umayyad empire, 
which stretched from Iberia to Central Asia when he first embarked on his stud-
ies of maghāzī traditions. He spent the final years of his life, likely from 132/750 



xxiv

Introduction

onward, as a resident of Sanaa in Yemen, where he married and where he would 
pass away in 153/770.

The preponderance of materials transmitted by Maʿmar in The Expeditions 
derives from his teacher, the Medinese scholar Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī. Al-Zuhrī 
was a master narrator of the maghāzī genre and, after his most accomplished stu-
dent Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq (d. 150/767–78), is the most seminal practitioner of 
the genre in early Islamic history. Maʿmar first encountered al-Zuhrī in Medina, 
while trading cloth on behalf of his Azdī masters. There, Maʿ mar claims, he stum-
bled upon an aged man surrounded by a throng of students to whom he was lec-
turing. Already having cut his scholarly teeth when studying with the scholars of 
his native Basra, the young and inquisitive Maʿmar decided to sit down and join 
their ranks.27 Maʿmar’s encounter with al-Zuhrī in Medina impressed him pro-
foundly, although it was likely somewhat brief. In Medina, it seems, his encoun-
ters with al-Zuhrī were mostly those of a curious young onlooker. It was not until 
al-Zuhrī had relocated his scholarly activities to the Umayyad court in Ruṣāfah 
and begun to serve as a tutor to the sons of the caliph Hishām ibn ʿAbd al-Malik 
(r. 105–25/723–43) that Maʿmar would once again encounter the aged scholar.

Ibn Shihāb al-Zuhrī was a formidable figure. His origins were at the farthest 
end of the social spectrum from Maʿmar’s servile class: al-Zuhrī was of the inner-
most circles of the conquest elite. He was not merely an Arab and a Muslim; 
he was also a descendant of the Zuhrah clan of Mecca’s Quraysh, from whose 
loins the religion of Islam and caliphal polity had sprung. The Quraysh domi-
nated the articulation of Islam and the affairs of its polity from an early date. 
Although many of al-Zuhrī’s students, like Maʿmar, were non-Arab clients of ser-
vile origin, al-Zuhrī reputedly preferred, if feasible, to take his knowledge only 
from the descendants of Muḥammad’s early followers from the Quraysh and 
from those Arabs who gave Muḥammad’s early followers shelter in Medina.28 
Indeed, al-Zuhrī attributed his own vast learning to four “oceans” of knowledge 
(Ar. buḥūr) he encountered among the scholars of Quraysh who preceded him: 
Saʿīd ibn al-Musayyab (d. 94/713), ʿ Urwah ibn al-Zubayr (d. 94/712–13), Abū Sal-
amah ibn ʿAbd al-Raḥmān (d. ca. 94/712–13), and ʿUbayd Allāh ibn ʿAbd Allāh 
ibn ʿUtbah (d. 98/716).29 Furthermore, al-Zuhrī was deeply entrenched within 
the Umayyad state apparatus and its elite, and this at a time when many of his 
fellow scholars looked askance at any association with the state. A contempo-
rary Syrian scholar, Makḥūl (d. ca. 113/731), reportedly once exclaimed, “What a 
great man al-Zuhrī would have been if only he had not allowed himself to be 
corrupted by associating with kings!”30
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The caliph Hishām brought al-Zuhrī from Medina to his court in Ruṣāfah, 
where the scholar remained for approximately two decades (i.e., nearly the 
entirety of Hishām’s caliphate), only leaving the caliph’s court intermittently.31 
Ruṣāfah, located south of the Euphrates, was once a Syrian Byzantine city 
named Sergiopolis and was renowned as a destination of pilgrimage for Chris-
tian Arabic-speaking tribes visiting the shrine of the martyr St. Sergius as well as 
for its many churches. Hishām renovated the city and revived the settlement as 
the site of his court, building a mosque and palaces famous for their cisterns.32 
In Ruṣāfah, Hishām compelled al-Zuhrī to begin writing down traditions about 
the Prophet Muḥammad’s life, as well as about other matters. This was likely 
against the scholar’s will, as the recording of hadith in writing remained a con-
troversial issue at the time. Part of Hishām’s commission included the employ-
ment of state secretaries (kuttāb) to record al-Zuhrī’s lectures as he related them 
to the Umayyad princes, producing by some accounts a considerable body of 
written work.33

It was during al-Zuhrī’s residence at the caliph’s court in Ruṣāfah that Maʿmar 
journeyed there as a trader hoping to sell his wares. He humbly requested the 
attendees at a marriage banquet to grant him access to al-Zuhrī and, thus, to 
the scholar’s famed learning. According to his own testimony, Maʿmar took the 
majority of his learning from al-Zuhrī while he resided in Ruṣāfah, where Maʿmar 
claims he had al-Zuhrī nearly all to himself.34 Maʿmar learned al-Zuhrī’s tradi-
tions via two means: audition (samāʿ) and collation via public recitation (ʿarḍ)—
meaning that once Maʿmar had memorized the traditions he would recite them 
back to al-Zuhrī for review and correction. The combination of these two fea-
tures of Maʿmar’s studies with al-Zuhrī rendered his transmission of al-Zuhrī’s 
materials highly desirable in the eyes of other scholars.35 It is likely that Maʿmar 
remained in Ruṣāfah, or at least Syria, even beyond al-Zuhrī’s death in 124/742. 
He testifies to having witnessed al-Zuhrī’s personal stores of notebooks (dafātir) 
being hauled out on beasts of burden for transfer to some unspecified location 
after the caliph al-Walīd II ibn Yazīd was assassinated in a coup d’état by Yazīd III 
in Jumada II 126/April 744.36

After the coup had toppled Walīd II, Syria descended into a vortex of violence 
that made life there precarious; even the Umayyad dynasty did not survive the 
ensuing conflicts that collectively came to be called the Third Civil War (fitnah). 
The denouement of this conflict in 132/750 also saw the ascendance of a new 
caliphal dynasty, the Abbasids.37 It was likely this tumultuous series of events 
that caused Maʿmar to journey far to the south, to Sanaa in Yemen. Scholars of 



xxvi

Introduction

any sort, let alone one of Maʿmar’s stature, seem to have been rare in the region 
at the time, so the locals quickly made arrangements to marry him to a local 
woman with the hope of tethering him to the city for the long haul.38

In Yemen, Maʿmar’s most promising and, in due time, most famous pupil 
was ʿAbd al-Razzāq ibn Hammām al-Ṣanʿānī. Of the twenty-odd years Maʿmar 
reputedly spent in Yemen until his death in 153/770, his relationship with ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq spanned the final seven to eight years.39 The importance of ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq’s role in the preservation of Maʿmar’s learning is beyond doubt. This 
is in part due to the considerable scholarly output of ʿAbd al-Razzāq himself, 
which included the ten surviving volumes of his own hadith compilation, the 
monumental al-Muṣannaf. However, ʿAbd al-Razzāq was also the first scholar to 
transmit and present Maʿmar’s scholarship in a recognizably “book-like” form.40

Early Muslim scholars did not usually compose books in order to display 
their scholarly prowess. Indeed, to possess such books for any purpose except 
private use could considerably harm one’s scholarly reputation, as it suggested 
that one’s knowledge (Ar. ʿilm) was not known by heart, and therefore not truly 
learned.41 Knowledge was, in this sense, expected to be embodied by a scholar 
and only accessible by personally meeting and studying under said scholar. As a 
general rule, books were for private use, not public dissemination. This attitude 
toward writing and knowledge, indeed, was the root of al-Zuhrī’s alarm when 
the Umayyad caliph Hishām compelled him to have his knowledge copied into 
books. Maʿmar, one of al-Zuhrī’s closest students at Ruṣāfah, seems to have first 
seen al-Zuhrī’s private collection of notebooks only after they were removed 
from his teacher’s private storage (Ar. khazāʾin) after his death, for al-Zuhrī’s 
books were largely irrelevant to the interpersonal process of the transmission 
of knowledge that Maʿmar enjoyed under his tutelage. Books were no substitute 
for the authenticating relationship between a scholar and his pupil. Those who 
had derived their knowledge only from books were scorned. Indeed, when a 
Damascene scholar who had purchased a book by al-Zuhrī in Damascus began 
to transmit the material he had found therein, he was denounced as a fraud.42

Hence, it was as a compliment to his revered teacher’s learning and to his 
awe-inspiring ability to recall vast stores of hadith from memory at will that ʿ Abd 
al-Razzāq would remark that he never once saw Maʿmar with a book, except for 
a collection of long narratives (as one finds in The Expeditions, for instance), 
which he would occasionally take out to consult.43 However, it would be inac-
curate to say that written materials had no role to play whatsoever. Teachers 
could and did bestow private writings on students or close confidants. Such 
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writings, it seems, would fall somewhere between the “lecture notes” used by 
scholars as an aide-mémoire and the published books produced by later genera-
tions. Maʿmar reputedly composed such a tome (Ar. sifr) for his fellow Basran 
scholar Ayyūb al-Sakhtiyānī on one occasion,44 and for ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī 
on another.45 The Expeditions may have been one such work preserved in the 
course of ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s indefatigable pursuit of knowledge: what Sebastian 
Günther has designated as a “literary composition.”46 Simply put, although 
The Expeditions was the product of Maʿmar’s lectures to ʿAbd al-Razzāq, the 
end product was a composition polished enough to be disseminated to others 
and not restricted to Maʿmar’s private use. Hence, although the work was the 
product of a teacher’s lessons and granted to a student to transmit as such, 
The Expeditions, as well as other compositions like it, functioned as a work that 
conformed to a literary form and was organized according to a topical and well-
thought-out presentation of material.

However, such books were not intended to replace the memorization of 
received knowledge. The practice of memorization was still cultivated with the 
utmost care. ʿAbd al-Razzāq would fondly recall Maʿmar feeding him the fruit 
of the myrobalanus plant (Ar. halīlaj), presumably to sharpen his memory.47 
Memorization would remain the sine qua non of scholarly mastery for some 
time to come. Yet even ʿAbd al-Razzāq had considerable resources at his dis-
posal to aid his preservation of vast amounts of hadith, exceeding the capac-
ity of even the most prodigious memory. When he attended lectures of learned 
men alongside his father and brother, ʿAbd al-Razzāq reputedly brought with 
him an entourage of stationers (Ar. warrāqūn) to record what they had heard 
via audition.48

The preservation of texts such as Maʿ mar’s The Expeditions is admittedly not 
entirely straightforward, but this is in large part due to the fact that the genres 
of Arabic prose were still inchoate and evolving. With the exception of scattered 
papyrus fragments that testify to their material existence,49 none of the second/
eighth-century works of Arabic historical writing survives into modern times, 
save in later recensions. These recensions themselves are often at least two gener-
ations removed from the work’s putative author. Hence, the works of the master 
architect of the maghāzī genre, the Medinese scholar Muḥammad ibn Isḥāq 
(d. 150/767–68), survive, but only in abridged, and perhaps even expurgated, ver-
sions of later scholars such as Abū Jaʿ far al-Ṭabarī (d. 310/923), ʿAbd al-Malik ibn 
Hishām (d. 218/834), and al-ʿUṭāridī (d. 272/886).50 That Maʿ mar’s Expeditions 
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itself only survives in the larger, multivolume compilation of his student ʿAbd 
al-Razzāq al-Ṣanʿānī called the Muṣannaf is therefore not in the least atypical.

The two works of Maʿmar and Ibn Isḥāq can be fruitfully compared. Com-
piled at the behest of the Abbasid caliph al-Manṣūr (r. 136–58/754–75),51 Ibn 
Isḥāq’s Book of Expeditions (Kitāb al-Maghāzī) is a massive enterprise, a master-
piece of narrative engineering that recounts God’s plan for humanity’s universal 
salvation, at the apex of which appears the life of Muḥammad, Islam’s prophet.52 
Ibn Isḥāq’s work dwarfs Maʿmar’s. The Cairo edition of the Arabic text of Ibn 
Hishām’s redaction of Ibn Isḥāq’s work, al-Sīrah al-nabawiyyah (The Prophetic 
Life-Story), runs to over 1,380 pages of printed text. The full version as conceived 
by Ibn Isḥāq, had it survived, would have been far longer. Originally, the struc-
ture of Ibn Isḥāq’s Kitāb al-Maghāzī appears to have been tripartite: al-Mubtadaʾ 
(“the Genesis,” relating pre-Islamic history and that of the Abrahamic proph-
ets from Adam to Jesus), al-Mabʿath (“the Call,” relating Muḥammad’s early 
life and his prophet career in Mecca), and al-Maghāzī (“the Expeditions,” relat-
ing the events of his prophetic career in Medina until his death). In addition to 
these three sections, there might have existed a fourth: a Tārīkh al-khulafāʾ, or 
“History of the Caliphs.”53

Maʿmar’s Expeditions, by contrast, is a far more slender, economical volume, 
even though it covers similar ground. The Expeditions is a substantial, though 
probably not exhaustive, collection of al-Zuhrī’s maghāzī materials. Most of the 
major set pieces are present, though there appear to be some glaring omissions, 
such as the ʿAqabah meetings between Muḥammad and the Medinese tribes prior 
to the Hijrah.54 Though some scholars have raised questions about these missing 
pieces from Maʿmar’s Expeditions, which for whatever reason ʿAbd al-Razzāq did 
not transmit, such traditions are likely to be few and far between, if indeed they 
ever existed.55 Hence, the extensive “editing” of Ibn Isḥāq’s materials that one 
finds in Ibn Hishām’s version of Ibn Isḥāq’s text, for instance, is sparsely present, 
if not entirely absent, from ʿAbd al-Razzāq’s recension of Maʿmar’s work.

Furthermore, Maʿmar’s narrative in The Expeditions seems, unlike the gran-
diose architecture one finds in Ibn Isḥāq’s work, to have been compiled without 
a strong concern for chronology. It does begin with a solid chronological struc-
ture: At the outset, we encounter Muḥammad’s grandfather, ʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib, 
fearlessly facing down the war elephant and troops of the Axumite vicegerent 
Abrahah as they march against Mecca. Soon thereafter we witness the fame and 
divine favor he earns for his steadfast commitment to God’s sacred city and its 
shrine, the Kaaba, when the location of its sacred well, Zamzam, first discovered 
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by Abraham’s son Ishmael, is revealed to him. The narrative marches onward 
through Muḥammad’s birth, youth, adulthood, call to prophecy, and even epi-
sodes from his Meccan ministry prior to undertaking the Hijrah to Medina. 
However, after this stretch, the narrative’s wheels appear to fall off and we are 
suddenly witnessing the treaty of al-Ḥudaybiyah some six years after the Hijrah. 
Its purposeful march seems to halt and then begin to careen from one episode 
in Muḥammad’s life to the next without a strong interest in chronological order. 
Still, one must be careful not to overstate the case. The main battles of the Medi-
nese period appear in chronological order, and the stories of Muḥammad’s 
succession, the conquests, and the Great Civil War (al-fitnah al-kubrā) appear 
after the story of the Prophet’s death and roughly in chronological succession. 
As Schoeler observed, chronology is not determinative for the text’s structure; 
Maʿmar’s approach is, instead, rather ad hoc.56 Yet this is not to say that Maʿmar’s 
approach is not also haphazard. The chapter headings, for instance, seem to 
reflect Maʿmar’s division of the work. Although some of these headings appear 
redundant at first glance, a closer reading suggests that the somewhat redundant 
chapter headings function as a divider to mark off materials Maʿmar transmits 
from al-Zuhrī from those he transmits from other authorities, such as Qatādah 
or ʿUthmān al-Jazarī. One must emphasize that even if the chronological arc 
of Muḥammad’s life does not determine the book’s structure, its arc remains 
implicit within each episode.

In summary, the importance of The Expeditions by Maʿmar ibn Rāshid is multi-
faceted. As an early written work of the second/eighth century, and as one of the 
earliest exempla of the maghāzī genre, Maʿmar’s text is a precious artifact of the 
social and cultural history of a bygone age that witnessed the birth of Arabic as 
a medium of writerly culture. The text demands the attention of specialist and 
non-specialist readers alike, due to its intrinsic value as an early source for the 
lives of Muḥammad and his earliest followers. It is for us moderns an indispens-
able window onto how early Muslims attempted to articulate a vision of their 
Prophet and sacred history.
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Note on the Text

The English Translation

The two guiding lights of this English translation have been fidelity and readabil-
ity, and I have sought to balance one against the other. With fidelity to the Arabic 
text comes the hazard of a rendering so wooden and cold that the translation 
is alienating or unintelligible. With readability in English comes the hazard of 
bowdlerization, producing a text so pureed that the hearty textures of its origi-
nal cultural and historical contexts vanish. My hope is that the reader will find 
much that is delightful, curious, and surprising in the text but that the idiom of 
the translation and of the original Arabic will work hand in glove and allow the 
text to come to life.

Readers uninitiated to the genres of prophetic biography and hadith will 
likely find some features of the text difficult to adjust to at first, so some words of 
advice on reading the text are in order. First, the presence of chains of transmis-
sion, isnāds, between reports may seem disjointed initially. It may be helpful to 
view them as a snapshot of the context in which the text was being read aloud—
an exchange between a teacher and a pupil. The context remains conspicuous 
thanks to the chains of transmission, which serve almost as a frame story in 
which a storyteller relates the narratives about Muḥammad and his Companions.

Second, much of the text is not in chronological order, and for this reason 
the reader should not feel obligated to read the chapters in the order presented 
by the text. I have included a timeline of events to aid the reader in ascertaining 
what events happen when. I have also listed these events according to the cal-
culations attributed to al-Zuhrī, Maʿmar’s teacher. I have done so for pragmatic 
reasons, not because I believe they are necessarily the most correct. Indeed, 
al-Zuhrī’s calculations occasionally depart considerably from the standard dates 
one is likely to find in a textbook. With that being said, and despite Maʿmar’s 
pragmatic approach to chronology, the first chapter remains, in my opinion, the 
best place to begin. There the reader will find stories of Muḥammad’s youth, his 
growth into manhood, and his call to prophecy.

Finally, the bilingual nature of this text has determined many of the decisions 
I have made along the way, and I have chosen to see the presence of the Arabic 
edition as freeing rather constricting in making decisions about translation. 


