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Abstract

The research was carried out within the framework of the Istituto Nazionale di Geofisica projects aimed at
investigating Mediterranean seismicity from 11th to 15th century. The screening of the epigraphical texts was
performed on 8000 inscriptions of the Arab-Mediterranean area. The scant amount of inscriptions directly rela-
ting to seismic events, 5 in all, is due to the nature of the epigraphic genre itself: almost invariably, the comme-
morative texts in the inscriptions do not yield more precise information on seismic events, even recording col-
lapses or restorations. In a further phase of research and analysis such information will be correlated with that
contained in other written sources. The earthquakes explicitly mentioned in the inscriptions examined here are
already known through other sources, but this special evidence more accurately pinpoints, destructive effects
on both specific sites and particular buildings.

Key words historical seismology — Arabic in- larity: though direct, explicit evidence of an
scriptions — Syria — Egypt — Spain earthquake in epigraphic sources is scant, it has
a remarkable value, since it allows a seismic
effect for a precise building in a precise place to

1. Introduction be assessed.
The epigraphic evidences are therefore
Historical seismology research aimed at  valuable, thanks to their precision and reliabi-
studying the earthquakes in the Mediterranean  lity. Some authors have already used such evi-
area from antiquity to the 15th century has been ~ dence regarding seismic effects: Robert (1978)
carried out for some years on written and epi-  for the Greek epigraphs of Asia Minor,
graphic sources. The results of the first part of ~ Burnand (1984) for Latin epigraphs. The list of
this research — from antiquity to the 10th cen-  Latin epigraphs was extended by Guidoboni
tury — have already been published (Guidoboni ~ (1989); the list of Greek epigraphs was exten-
et al., 1994). This research programme (coordi-  ded by Guidoboni et al. (1994).
nated by E. Guidoboni) is included among the This study was systematically carried out on
studies devoted by the Istituto Nazionale di  a very wide corpus of Arabic epigraphs to aid
Geofisica to the Mediterranean area, in order to  other research. In Islamic culture references to
deepen knowledge of strong earthquakes in that earthquakes can be traced as back as to the
region. Koranic Revelation. Here, in a chapter entitled
Research on Arabic epigraphic sources is  «The earthquake», the exceptional nature of
therefore just one aspect of the work carried out  seismic events assumes a dual aspect: first, that
or in progress concerning historical records and ~ of the scale of their devastation; second, that of
in many different languages. The attention  their «supernatural» character, heralding the
given to that type of source is due to its particu-  advent of the day of Judgement. The allusions
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to earthquakes which can be found in various
ahadith or «sayings» of the Prophet of Islam
are similar. The study of so vast a geographical
area as the Arab-Islamic world, with reference
to Arabic epigraphic evidence, raises a series of
problems which can only be tackled with the
support of other non-epigraphic documentary
sources (Johns, 1989). As regards the utilization
of epigraphic sources for the location of seismic
effects, or more generally for specific referen-
ces to earthquakes in the Mediterranean area,
the available contributions are still few and far-
between (Burnand, 1984; Catalogo epigrafi, in
Guidoboni, 1989 with bibliography).

As may be noted from the inscriptions
discussed in the present paper, the Arab — or
Arab-speaking — donors and literati used an
almost unvarying scheme in the composition of
their epitaphs (neither the course of the centu-
ries nor the enormous geographic distances led
to any appreciable differences): in the funerary
stelae the cause of death is never mentioned,
with the exception of death from martyrdom; a
large portion of the epigraphic text is reserved
for Koranic and prophetic quotations, and for
more mundane eulogies in honour of eminent
persons; the inscriptions of more peculiar con-
cern to us here, i.e., those commemorating con-
struction or restoration, only on exceptional
occasions do they testify to the causes which
had produced the ruin of the building in que-
stion.

We may for instance think of the inscription
commemorating a restoration RCEA [Centre
d’épigraphie arabe de I’Ecole Pratique des
Hautes Etudes, IVeme section, Répertoire chro-
nologique d’epigraphie arabe, XII, Cairo,
IFAO, 1944, p. 68 {.], no. 4898:

Gl asedl Lz U, (Kor.IX 18) il
ol el S el WY Ll o all
oo DU el i SIS pasT el /
Ml G VL Dall LW S L
m;o—:—*ﬁj/@—"i‘“wﬁﬂﬁg}gﬁm
el Wl S ol amn N ks
e ol s L s Lasel Al L@jLﬁT
bl a5 Ll oo 5

[Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
Merciful): When the suspended mosque, known
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under the name of its founder, the late Emir
Sayf ad-Din Balaban al-Mustaghribi, collapsed,
it was reconstructed just as this blessed mosque
was before, with the funds of the blessed wagf,
and known under the name of the Sayyid Emir
Sayf ad-Din in the months of the year 687
under the supervision of the emir Sa‘d ad-Din
Kuja ’n-Nasirl '1-Wast: may God reward them
both and grant to them His forgiveness, as also
to all those who pray and recite an invocation
of mercy on their behalf, and to all Moslems».

There are two linguistic clues in this inscrip-
tion that suggest the restoration to be the conse-
quence of a seismic effect, or at least of a sud-
den and «natural» — rather than man-made —
destruction of the mosque. In fact the verb
saqata (Li.) precludes destruction by human
agency (e.g., as a result of warfare), and the
temporal conjunction lamma (() seems to indi-
cate that the reconstruction took place soon
after the building collapsed.

The problem posed, therefore, concerns the
numerous inscriptions attesting to reconstruc-
tions or restorations in periods immediately
subsequent or slightly after to otherwise docu-
mented seismic events. In the absence of expli-
cit references, can a direct correlation between
these events and the epigraphic documentation
be assumed? Not always, since the frequent
dynastic struggles in the area, the assaults and
sieges of various cities during the Crusades, and
the less frequent but no less destructive popular
uprisings, could have prompted such «cata-
strophic» results as to require large-scale resto-
ration as well. In order to shed some light on
these and other possible causes of reconstruc-
tion or restoration, interdisciplinary studies are
essential. In this way alone can the interpreta-
tion of texts relevant to earthquakes known
from other sources become less improbable.

2. The five inscriptions selected

Seismic activity in Arabic is expressed by
the root of the verb 3 ; zalzala, from which the
two words for «earthquake» derive: Ji3); zilzal
and w33 zalzalah (see, e.g., the Mu‘jam
al-‘arabi al-asasi, Paris, Larousse, 1989,
p. 581, where it can also be ascertained that this
term — a fairly rare one in Arabic — is substan-
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tially devoid of synonyms). Out of the approxi- oV S wlagl e o ssen I
mately 8000 inscriptions scrutinized, taken e e LY e, et a1 Rl Sl /
from the largest corpus of Arabic epigraphs (a sl U [ opm wle ol ey et
series of minor collections also exists, in part S WS el el CEe g eanls
listed in the bibliography) and ranging in date Sl 8 a3 b v/ oee S U, b
from 11th to 14th century only five in fact use G Lo P sl ey ) B AR TIN e
the word zilzal (Ji;) or zalzalah (J3)5). The sl e G edl LAY cale LY
corpus in question is the already cited wl B, oL

Répertoire chronologique, a work unique in

scale, yet suffering from the limitations of the [Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
scholarly standard on which it was originally Merciful): May God bless and give Peace to
based (volumes I-XVI retain the characteristics Muhammad, seal of His prophets’ best of His
of the first published, in 1931): in particular, intimates, and to his good and virtuous family!
there is no analytic index but only a thematic al-Mu‘tamid ‘ala *Llah, al-Mu‘ayyad bi "n-Nasr
one, should one wish to check whether a certain Allah, Abt ’1-Qasim Muhammad, b. ‘Abbad —
term (e.g., «earthquake») is used, and how  may God prolong his authority and continue the
often it occurs, the only way of retrieving this magnificence of his victory! He ordered the
information is by reading through all the 8000  construction of this minarei — may it ever be
inscriptions so far published. The geographic  fyl] of the appeal to Islam — at the time of its
index, published in 1982 as volume 17, has but  destruction due to the many earthquakes that
arelative value in so far as it permits a prelimi- occurred on the night of Sunday first rabi* al-
nary knowledge of the text to be sought.  awwal of the year 472. It was completed,
Moreover, the bibliography relating to the  thanks to the aid and support of Allah, at the
already published inscriptions has not been  end of the aforesaid month. May Allah accept
updated, and the supplementation of the corpus  in this his generous works, and for every stone
with new epigraphic texts is still awaited. We employed here build for him a castle in His
have tried to address this latter problem by offe- Paradise’ in His Grace and Goodness! Work of
ring a more recent bibliography, consulting by Abg Ibrahim, b. Aflah ar-Rukhkham [‘the mar-
on-line computer link the libraries of both the ble_worker’]’ in the presence of the trusted
School for Oriental and African Studies, sahib al-ahbas [‘administrator of mortmain’],

University of London, and the University of the regent, Abii ‘Umar Ahmad b. Tayyib — May
Berkeley, California; unfortunately, it was not God grant him success».

possible to do likewise for the major French
libraries (the Bibliotheque Nationale and the 2) Hasanayin Mosque, Hamah (Syria). Date
Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris, which still 552/1157

represent the major research centres in Europe RCEA [IX (1937), p. 13 f.], no. 3220

for Arab-Islamic studies).

The small number of Arabic inscriptions
testifying to seismic effects is also due to the
fact that the major epigraphic repertories only
record dated or definitely datable inscriptions.

(e @l ol dasad /ol Y] ) Yty
KU RV SN VO fT,.le/«dT}«.:_Lchl
e ol Y 3 oo /s LU
Al B Bl ed ) ean ]
R 1LY Bt R By AW T TR I

1) Church of El Salvador, Seville (Spain). Date ST N R

1 rabi* al-awwal 472 = 1 September 1079
RCEA [VII (1936), p. 205 f], no. 2723

[Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
Sn s olsl Bl /s LoDl e e Merciful): There is no God but Allah,
bk ol 5 I bl ol Lo 5 olael  [Muhammad is the] Prophet [of God]. May

Wil Wien wostl /&l e awxal .7 Allah [bless] him and grant him Peace, as also
Jos s el ol &l asi /0 sCe oy aww his family. The construction of this blessed
Js Y LW e el Glan /oesas e mosque, after its collapse in the earthquake
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which occurred in the year 552, was ordered by
our lord, the righteous sovereign and devout
warrior Nur ad-Din Abi ’1-Qasim Mahmid b.
Zanki, b. [Aq Sunqur]».

3) Madrasah of Qalawun, Cairo. Date 703/1303-
1304
RCEA [XII (1944), p. 243], no. 5160

Although the word is not mentioned, the
restoration inscription no. 5159, also dated 703,
in the mosque of al-Hakim, is very probably to
be associated with the same earthquake here
remembered.

Question marks refer to uncertainties of rea-
ding, not to the interpretation of the text as
published.

sda (aguss, ) LT (Kor. XXIV 36) thews
Ll ol ol / dlll JUaldl GY,. w3l
oaeb e Slladl G o dese padl
U e g Ledlel Ly 5/ Uyl )
Loyl 5 ,og)l e Blamew 5 &

[Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
Merciful): Our lord, the sultan, al-Malik an-
Nasir, victorious in the world and in religion,
Muhammmad b. Qalawun as-Salih1 ordered (?)
the reconstruction (?) of this minaret, at the
time of the phenomenon (?) of the earthquake
and the collapse (?) of its upper parts, in the
months of the year 703 of the prophetic
Hegira».

4) Madrasah of Qalawun, Cairo. Date 703/1303-
1304
RCEA [XII (1944), p. 243], no. 5161

olaledl LYy / w3l sdn sgasey ol @lees
o e ol 5/ Leall el el el
[ byia 5 W30 b aie mlladl 5%
o Bl 5 &% T s g Ll

Lol 5l

[Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
Merciful): Our lord, the sultan, al-Malik an-
Nasir, victorious in the world and in religion,
Muhammad b. Qalawun as-Salihi ordered the
reconstruction of this minaret, at the time of the
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phenomenon of the earthquake and the collapse
of its upper parts, in the months of the year 703
of the prophetic Hegira».

5) Madrasah of Qalawun, Cairo. Date 703/1303-
1304
RCEA [XII (1944), p. 243], no. 5162

N SR e Pt [RPR SOSN | EPENpOT IR
g B3l e3b ssass T/ W oas, | pasll
il @l oWl Al Gl G, sy b

Loiw 5 Usll SLY ek sz Iy 5/ s
E% e /e 3 Usll Soa s L]

el Ll fo Dol Sagdl e Blone

Pl

3

[Translation] «(In the name of Allah the All-
Merciful): May God renew his mercy and sati-
sfaction for the soul of the victorious king. May
Allah take pity on him. The reconstruction of
this minaret was ordered in the days of his son,
our lord the sultan, the victorious king, Abi ’l-
Fath Muhammad. This [was accomplished] at
the time of the apparition of the signs that
descended from heaven and of the collapse of
its upper parts when the earthquake took place,
in the months of the year 703 of the prophetic
Hegira. Blessing and peace on his administra-
tor».

3. Conclusions

Our research on the epigraphic corpus of
8000 Arab inscriptions delivered exact infor-
mation for only three seismic events. Many
other inscriptions, hinting at reconstructions in
more general terms, may in future be correlated
with precise seismic events, but this depends
upon further research on both local seismic
conditions and other types of sources.

472/1079 Seville (Spain): inscription no. 1
(RCEA VII, 1936 p. 205 £., no. 2723)
552/1157 Hamah (Syria): inscription no. 2

(RCEA 1X, 1937 p. 13 £, no. 3220)

703/1303-1304 Cairo (Egypt): inscriptions nos. 3-4-5
(RCEA X1I, 1944 p. 243, nos. 5160,
5161 and 5162).
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