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Abbasids – a dynasty of rulers descended from Abbas ibn Abd al Muttalib (566 C.E. – 662 C.E.), one of 

the youngest uncles of the prophet Muhammad.  Because of this lineage, they considered themselves 

the true successors to the prophet.  They took power from the Umayyad dynasty in 750 C.E. and 

reigned until the Mongol general Hülegü conquered them in 1258 C.E.  Not only did this dynasty 

strengthen the Iranian influence on the empire, but their reign is considered the classical age of Islam 

as they rooted their power in religion and encouraged trade and culture as well as military pursuits.  

Hârûn al-Rashîd was the fifth Abbasid ruler.  See Map A 

Abu Nuwas – (c. 755 C.E.-813 C.E.) – famous poet of the 8
th

 century who lived during the time of 

Hârûn al-Rashîd and his son and successor, al-Amin.  Although the Arabian Nights insinuates that 

he and Hârûn al-Rashîd were close companions, this has been found to be historically inaccurate.  In 

fact, known for his libertine and unorthodox lifestyle, al-Rashîd once had him thrown in jail for his 

frivolities.  He was, however, a member of Ja'far’s entourage. 

Al Mutawakkil – (d. aft. 691 C.E.) – famous poet of the 7
th

 century, he lived during the Umayyad 

dynasty.  He is known for his panegyric poems as well as love poems written to his ex-wife, 

Ruhayma (he divorced her at her request due to an illness she had but was later cured of). 

Ghoul – (Arabic: Ghūl) – a type of jinn, this figure in Arabic mythology was said to be the offspring of 

Iblīs, the Muslim prince of darkness.  Thought to inhabit graveyards and deserted places, the ghūl 

can change shape but is thought to be female and is always identifiable by her hooved feet.  If 

encountered, the ghūl’s objective was to distract her prey, kill them and then eat them.  The only 

defense against a ghūl is to strike them dead with one blow only – a second blow will bring them 

back to life. 

Gold Dinar of the Abbasid Dynasty 

Minted during the reign of the Hârûn al-Rashîd citing Ja’far as governor of Egypt 

c. 786 C.E. to 809 C.E. 
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Hârûn al-Rashîd – (b. c. 763 C.E., d. 809 C.E.) – the 

fifth Abbasid caliph, he ruled from 786 C.E. to 809 

C.E.  Known for his opulence, al-Rashîd was a 

noted patron of the arts, indulging poets, singers, 

and musicians at court, and presenting large 

spectacles of entertainment.  Additionally, he 

supported the advancement of knowledge and 

religious scholarship founding the Bayt al-Hikma 

which encouraged translation of scholarly texts, 

especially those of Greek science and philosophy.  

While the Arabian Nights, as well as other ancient 

Arabic literature, attribute multiple anecdotes to 

Hârûn al-Rashîd, these tales often lack a historical 

foundation and are more likely using the historical 

figure to present a stereotype of a powerful, rich, 

indulgent and wise ruler. 

 

 

Ifrit – a subspecies of jinn, he/she is a massive, smoky, 

winged demon known for cunning and strength.  

Although, they can be either good or evil, they are 

most often portrayed as malicious and merciless. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bronze Chess Piece of the Caliph Hârûn al-Rashîd 

c. 780 C.E. to 850 C.E. 

Arghan Div Brings the Chest of Armor to Hamza 

Opaque watercolor and gold on cotton 

c. 1562 C.E. to 1577 C.E. 
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The archangel Isrāfīl, miniature from the ‘Ajā’ib al-makhlūqāt 

(“The Wonders of Creation”) of Qazvīnī, Iraq 

c. 1370 C.E. 

Infidel – a term used to describe an individual who is of a faith different from one’s own or of no faith 

at all. 

Isrāfīl – the Islamic counterpart to the Judeo-Christian 

Raphael, this archangel is believed to have tutored 

Muhammad in the ways of being a prophet for three 

years, preparing him to receive the Qur’ān.  As the 

archangel who will announce the Day of Resurrection, 

he is constantly with a trumpet awaiting the 

commandment from God to blow his horn.  Said to have 

a large hairy body covered with extra mouths and 

tongues, he weeps three times each day and each night 

at the sight of hell. 

 

 

 

Ja’far – member of the Barmakids, a wealthy family of tutors and viziers during the early reign of the 

Abbasids.  His father, Yahyâ, was Hârûn al-Rashîd’s tutor and first vizier.  Ja’far was known for his 

generosity, scholarship and love of literature.  Although he and al-Rashîd are known to have been 

good friends, in 803 C.E., al-Rashîd had Ja’far executed and the Barmakid family arrested and later 

exiled to Syria.  The historical record does not identify a reason for the sudden change in fortune but 

some sources believe that al-Rashîd was becoming envious of the Barmakid’s wealth and popularity.  

A more interesting theory, however, revolves around Ja’far’s relationship with al-Rashîd’s sister, 

Abbasâ.  Apparently, al-Rashîd agreed to allow Ja’far to marry Abbasâ on the condition that they 

never consummate the marriage; it is speculated that Ja’far lost his life when the khalifah found out 

his vizier broke his promise.  See the Encyclopædia Britannica’s article on the Barmakids for more 

information. 

 

Jinni (genie; plural: jinn) – a demon of Islamic mythology, the jinn are unpredictable creatures made of 

smokeless flame.  They have all the bodily needs of human beings, and are even said to be subject to 

the reckoning at the last day; however, they have none of the restrictions of a corporeal existence and 

this ethereal composition allows them to take multiple forms including animals, other mythical 

creatures, or invisible, and to live in all manner of inanimate objects.  They can be either good or 

evil, and offend easily, often taking great pleasure in playing tricks on humans.  But an individual 

who knows the right magic can succeed in controlling them.  In pre-Islamic Arabia, they were 

worshipped as a type of muse who could inspire poets and musicians and Muhammad himself 

worried that his visions were the trickery of jinn. 

http://www.britannica.com.erl.lib.byu.edu/EBchecked/topic/53536/Barmakids
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Job – Hebrew Biblical character whose piety is tested as God allows Satan to torment Job with 

unspeakable suffering to see if he will deny God.  In the end, Job remains diligent and faithful and 

his prosperity is returned to him twofold.  Known as Ayyūb, Job’s story is also mentioned in the 

Qur’ān (21. 83–4 and 38. 41–4). 

Kadi – an official judge who renders decisions according to the Sharī’ah, or the canon law of Islam.  

Although religious cases are primarily what he hears (including inheritance, bequests, marriage, 

divorce, etc.), he also has jurisdiction over civil and criminal matters. 

Khalifah – the Arabic spelling of the English word caliph literally meaning “successor” as in the 

successor of the Prophet Muhammad as the leader of the Muslim community.  Originally, the caliph 

or a committee would choose the succeeding caliph; however, beginning with the Umayyad dynasty 

(661–750 C.E.), the caliphate became hereditary.  The caliph was traditionally a secular leader, 

running government and fiscal matters of state, but was also considered the chief defender of the 

faith, instigating military defense against infidels and anyone who might seek to oppress or threaten 

the Islamic way of life.  Hârûn al-Rashîd was the fifth Abbasid caliph. 

 

al-Khidr – literally “the Green Man,” al-Khidr (also 

spelled al-Khadir) is a popular mythical character 

from religious folklore.  A saint and patron of seamen, 

he protects believers against theft, drowning, burning, 

devils, snakes, and scorpions, can make himself 

invisible, fly through the air, speak all languages and 

locate water underground.  He dove into the Fountain 

of Life and became immortal (and thus turned green) 

before visiting Moses (Mûsâ) and teaching him about 

the True Faith (Qur’ān 18:59-81).  As an immortal, his 

duty is to visit and convert pagans to Islam and to 

preserve the correct worship of God on earth. 

 

 

 

Al-Khidr, the Green Man 

Al-Khidr is traditionally shown being carried on top of the 

water by a fish which conveys him over the river of life. 
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Scheherezâde – Persian (Chehrâzâd), meaning “of noble appearance or origin”–there is no evidence 

that the Scheherezâde of The Arabian Nights tales is based on an historical figure. 

Shahryar – Persian, meaning “the Great King” – in the original text’s frame story, Shahryar ruled over 

a Persian Empire extending to India, over all the adjacent islands and into China.  In the story, 

Shahryar is a Sassanid.  The Sassanian Dynasty (224 C.E. to 651 C.E.) was the last pre-Islamic 

dynasty to rule Persia.  What makes this interesting is that the Sassanians were Zorastrians and not 

Muslims.  See the Encyclopædia Britannica’s articles on the Sasanian Dynasty and Zoroastrianism 

for more information. 

Shahzaman – in the original text’s frame story, Shahryar’s brother and the Sultan of Samarkand, 

Shahzaman is also betrayed by his wife and he follows his brother’s example by returning home, 

marrying a new girl each day and killing her the next morning.  Once Shahryar’s heart is turned, he 

calls for his brother and convinces him that women can be trustworthy.  He falls in love with and 

marries Dunyazade and they stay and live with Shahryar and Scheherezâde.  Shahryar’s wazir, 

Dunyazade and Scheherezâde’s father, is then sent to Samarkand to take over as Sultan. 

Sheikh – an honorary title which means “elder” and is typically is used to mean “leader.”  It is 

commonly used to designate the front man of a tribe who got this title after his father, or an Islamic 

scholar who got this title after graduating from the basic Islamic school. 

Sultan – a noble title with several historical meanings.  Originally, it was an Arabic language abstract 

noun meaning 'strength,' 'authority,' 'rulership,' and 'dictatorship,' but later, it came to be used as the 

title of certain rulers who claimed almost full sovereignty in practical terms (i.e., the lack of 

dependence on any higher ruler), without claiming the overall caliphate, or it was used to refer to a 

powerful governor of a province within the caliphate. 

Suleiman, Son of Daud – King Solomon (son of David) of the Old Testament, the Qur’ān mentions him 

specifically several times for his wisdom, his ability to speak with birds and his power to control 

jinn.   

Wazîr – Arabic (also spelled Vizier) – the highest administrative 

official within the caliphate, this position could be compared to a 

prime minister.  This office initially developed under the Abbasid 

caliphs, often leading to great power and wealth.  (See Ja’far) 

 

 

 

Amir Kabir, Wizir to Naser Al-Din Shah Qajar (Shah of Persia) 

Iran, 1848 

http://www.britannica.com.erl.lib.byu.edu/EBchecked/topic/524652/Sasanian-dynasty
http://www.britannica.com.erl.lib.byu.edu/EBchecked/topic/658081/Zoroastrianism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_and_noble_ranks
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arabic_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abstract_noun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abstract_noun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caliphate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Governor
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Map A - Abbasid Caliphate and Fragmentation, 786 to 1194 
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