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10. SLAVES AND SERVANTS

10.1. Ragqiq, Riqq

The terms raqiq and rigq are used to refer to slaves in bondage
who were delivered by the eparch to the Muslims. The words are
typically used as collective terms and specific individuals are ex-
pressed by the numerical classifier ra’s ‘head”:

As for slaves (al-raqiq), there is nothing in Aswan. (37v:4-
5)

Then I wrote to you concerning the condition of the two
slaves (al-ra’sayn al-raqiq) that my debtor *Abi al-Duba‘
(should have) sent me, but he has not sent them to me. (4r,

margin, 3-5)

Your servant has seen the two slaves (al-ra’sayn al-raqiq).

If it were not for the fact that he has stayed and the people

would hear that I had returned them, I would have sent

them to you. (9r, margin, 8-10)

Letter 24 refers to a raqiq that the eparch bestowed
(Pan‘amathu) upon the writers, but they complain that she was
sick. This indicates that the slaves were given in an exchange of
diplomatic gifts, which the Muslims expected would reciprocate
the value of the goods that they delivered to the eparch:

They inform him that the slave (al-ra’s al-ragiq) whom he

bestowed (Pan‘amathu) upon his slaves (mamalikiha, i.e.,

the writers of this letter) through the agency of Bazili was

sick (marida sg.f), and that his slaves (mamalikihd, i.e., the

writers) wanted to return her. (24r:6-8)
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The feminine gender agreement of al-ra’s al-raqiq in the
preceding passage indicates that the term referred to a female
slave.

Letter 24 also contains a reference to a rigg whom the ep-
arch could send to the north on an errand:

But you know that you do not have any slaves (al-rigq) to
send to the northern land to receive news. (24v:3-4)

10.2. Wasif (m.), Wasifa (f.)

These terms are used in the letters to refer to individual slaves
that were delivered by the eparch to the Muslims. In all cases, a
single slave is mentioned, not groups of slaves. As with the raqiq/
riqq, slaves designated with these terms were received by the
Muslims in exchange for the delivery of goods to the eparch and

subsequently sold by the Muslims for cash:

The letter of the Master of the Horses and vizier of the
king... has arrived and another letter for the elder >Abii
al-Tahir ibn Tarik, in both of which you mention the dis-
patch of the slave (wasif) and his sale. When your servant
informed me that you needed the goods, I delivered him
(the slave) to the broker and he auctioned him and ac-
quired (the offer of) five dinars. (9r:2-9)

He (the eparch) stated that he has sent to me a female slave
(wasifa)... she has not reached me in his consignment so
that I may take possession of her, my honour, Master of
the Horses, and I shall not correspond with you nor give
you consignments of cloth as gifts until what you send is
at my disposal. (4r:3-8)
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Your two companions have seen my (the eparch’s) messen-

ger (rasiili) whom I sent in connection with the slave

(al-wasifa). (171:9-10)

The terms wasif and wasifa designated slaves who were des-
tined for domestic service, including child slaves (Goitein 1967,
131; Ragib 2006, 11:23-25). Bridal dowries in the Genizah some-
times include one or more wasifa. Perry (forthcoming) suggests
that the term in such a context should be translated ‘lady-in-wait-
ing’ and that it designated a less menial role than that of a jariya.
Ibn Butlan (d. 458 AH/1066 AD), in his work on slaves and slave
girls (Risala, 376), stated that Nubian women made devoted do-

mestic servants.

10.3. Gulam

People referred to by the term gulam (pl. gilman) are frequently
encountered in the letters of the corpus.

The following passage refers to a gulam who was the son of
a slave girl, so the gulam would also have had the status of a
slave:

They (the writers) inform him (the eparch) that... the slave

girl (aljariya) and her son, Rahim, your slave boy

(gulamaka), were examined before purchase three times

but she and her son have died. (24r:6-10)

When the name of the gulam is mentioned, this is always a
personal name (Arabic: ism) without any indication of genealogy,
which is the normal naming practice of slaves in medieval Arabic

letters:
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Bisr (20r:4)

Ipisi (14r:8; 161:3)

Jawhar (4r:4)

Kablam (9r:24)

Marikura (4v:1; 6r:4; 9v:19)
Mun‘im (2r:4)

Ramadan (30r, margin, 7)
Sarif (7r:4)

Yahya (22r:18, v:8)

I, therefore, translate all occurrences of gulam as ‘slave boy’.
The term gulam is used in medieval sources with the sense of both
free servants and slave servants (Sourdel et al. 2012). Many
sources, however, treat gilman as the male equivalent of jawari
‘slave girls’, e.g., al-Jahiz (d. 255 AH/869 AD), Muqaddimat
Mufakarat al-Jawari wa-l-Gilman ‘Introductory Treatise on the
Vaunting Contest of Slave Girls and Slave Boys’ (see Ayalon
1985). Although I translate the term gulam as ‘slave boy’ to dis-
tinguish it from other terms for slaves and servants, it is im-
portant to note that it was used to refer to males of all ages, not
only young men, just as the term jariya was used to refer to
women of all ages (Ragib 2006, 11:24).

Slave boys (gilman) were working slaves and are not re-
ferred to as items of diplomatic or commercial exchange. They
were sent by merchants to convey goods and letters:

The bearer of this letter, who is (called) Mun‘im, one of my

slave boys (gilmani), has come to you carrying two gar-

ments of mixed silk and four pieces of cloth for the Master
of the Horses. (2r:4-6)
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I have sent my slave boy (gulami) Marikura. Deliver to him
the two slaves who are for >Abii al-Duba‘. (4v:1)

The bearer of this (letter) is my loyal and respectful com-
panion, Oua, who is my servant (kadim). I have sent him
with my slave boy (gulami) Marikura. (61:3-4)

I have sent my slave boy (gulami), who is called Sarif, with

a brown camel to his honourable presence. (7r:3-4)

Send the slave boys of mine (girmani, a phonetic variant of
gilmani) who have my goods, namely >Abii ‘Abd Allah and
Marikura, send (them) by the road. (9v:18-19)

In letter 18, the eparch indicates that the slave boy of the
Muslim recipient has received goods:

As for the seeds of wheat, I (the eparch) have delivered to

your slave (‘abdika) six irdabbs minus a third without any

waste. Your slave boy (gulamuka) has received them.

(18r:5)

This passage also refers to ‘abdika ‘your slave’, which des-
ignates a person in the service of the writer. It appears that the
‘abd was based in Ibrim and the gulam was travelling between the
eparch and the writer.

Letter 9 refers to the sending of a gulam to carry out busi-
ness in the court of the king:

What I wish to inform the Iksil of is that my slave boy Ka-

blam has arrived at the court of the king, but he (the king)

has shown little gratitude for what I have undertaken for

him. I am owed by the king two horses. He has sent me

two good-for-nothing, aged servant women and six dinars.
(9r:23-26)

Letters 14 and 20 refer to a gulam of the eparch:
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A letter has reached me by the hand of your slave boy
(gulamiha) Ipisi and I wrote a reply to it. (14r:7-8)

His slave boy (gulamuhu), Bisr, arrived on Wednesday as I
was leaving for the land of Nubia. I found in it (the letter)
that the Master of the Horses sent three dinars and I asked
on your behalf for bitumen to be bought for you before I
left the land. (20r:4-6)

10.4. Jariya

The term jariya is used to denote a female slave who was deliv-

ered to the Muslims in exchange for goods. A jariya in the corpus

was not exactly the feminine equivalent of a gulam, who was a

working slave and not an item of exchange. I translate the term

jariya ‘slave girl’. It did not necessarily, however, designate only

young girls, as the following passage from letter 9 shows (cf.
Ragib 2006, 11:23):

I am owed by the king two horses. He has sent me two
good-for-nothing, aged slave women (jariyatayn ‘ajdayiz)
and six dinars. (9r:25-26)

They were considered to be a different category of slave

from a wasifa, since the two terms are sometimes used in coordi-

nation as in the following passage:

I have taken note of it and the fact that he stated that he
has sent to me a female slave (wasifa), and has sent to me
a slave girl (jariya) with Jawhar, and that I have only been
able to send to him two turbans with difficulty and a seat.
(4r:3-5)

This passage and the following passage indicate clearly the

practice of exchanging slaves for goods.
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I have sent a slave girl (jariya) with ’Ibrahim (as payment)

for what is owed together with her two children. (17r:5-

6)

The writer of letter 31 says that he has arrived in Aswan
and instructs the addresee to convey to him a slave girl from Nu-
bia:

When you come down the river, bring with you the slave

girl (al-jariya) to me. (31v:3)

The writer of letter 37 reports that there are no slaves in
the markets in Aswan and instructs the recipient to bring a slave
girl downriver:

As for slaves, there is nothing in Aswan, or only a few. By

God, bring your slave girl (jariyataka) with you. (37r:4-6)

Slaves and slave girls can be vulnerable to loss by illness,
as seen in 24:

They (the writers) inform him (the eparch) that... the slave

girl (al-jariya) and her son, Rahim, your slave boy

(gulamaka), were examined before purchase three times
but she and her son have died. (24r:6-10)

10.5. ‘Abd

In the corpus the term ‘abd (pl. ‘abid) is not used to refer to a
slave that was an item of diplomatic or commercial exchange,
but rather to designate people who are subordinate to a master
and typically work as his functionaries. Most references to the
‘abid of Muslim merchants imply that they are based in Nubia:

I wrote to you concerning the condition of my slaves (‘abid)
but you did not reply. (4r, margin, 2)
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I would like a letter to be sent to all the administrators

requesting them to protect the places (mawadi9) of Lami*

and his slaves (wa-‘abidihi) and likewise my places and my

slaves (‘abidi). (16r:13-14)

The writer of letter 8 requests the eparch to grant ‘the
leader’ (qa’id) Hasan, the son of the leader Suja‘ al-Dawla, the
same status as his ‘abid with regard to protection:

The Iksil does not need my recommendation with regard

to him (the bearer of the letter) or my reassurances to show

him respect and treat him well, and grant him the status of

those of my personal slaves (‘abidi al-kasisin) that are sim-

ilar to him with regard to care, guardianship, supervision

and protection. (8r:8-11)

As discussed in 8§10.3, the passage below from letter 8 sug-
gests that the ‘abd of the Muslim writer that is referred to was
based in Nubia, whereas the gulam was a travelling functionary:

As for the seeds of wheat, I (the eparch) have delivered to

your slave (‘abdika) six irdabbs minus a third without any

waste. Your slave boy (gulamuka) has received them.

(18r:5)

It is possible that both the ‘abd and the gulam had the status
of working slaves and the distinction in terminology reflects their
different functions. By the Fatimid period, the term ‘abd was ap-
plied specifically to black slaves (Goitein 1967, 131; Pipes 1981,
195; Ragib 2006, 11:24), so this may also be a factor in the dis-
tinction in the terminology here.

Some letters refer to functionaries of the eparch by the term
‘abid:
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He has a right to your customary protection, so that he is
able to have access to the administrators (al-wulah) and
others of your slaves and servants (‘abidih@a wa-kada-
matiha@). (14r:5-6)

He entered Aswan and gathered the slaves of Darma (jami*

‘abid Darma; i.e., the people in the service of Darma).

(23r:9)

In letter 16, there is a reference to the slaves (‘abid) of the
Master of the Horses, but since the writer is asking for their pro-
tection, it appears that they are the staff of the Muslim writer
who are subject to the authority and protection of the eparch:

As for the slaves (‘abid) of the Master of the Horses, please

take care of them and provide them with their needs.

(16r:10-11)

The term ‘abd is also used as a term of politeness by writers
when they refer to themselves in letters to people of superior
rank. A conspicuous example of this practice is letter 27 to the
secretary of Uruwi, e.g.,

The slave (al-‘abd) asks my honourable master, the sublime

elder, the secretary, may God cause his strength to endure,

to kiss the hands of my sublime master, the Master of the

Horses, (U)ruwi the son of my sublime master [Ist] (the

slave writing the letter being) his (the eparch’s) slave and

the slave of his father (‘abduhu wa-‘abd °abiihu) before him,

and informs him (the secretary) that the letter of your hon-

our has reached his slave (‘abdihi) and he has read it.
(27r:2-5)
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10.6. Kadim

The term kadim (pl. kadama, kuddam) is used in the letters to
refer to functionaries of Muslims or of the eparch. They had
greater responsibilities than functionaries called ‘abid and were

higher in rank, as is seen from the following passages:

I have sent my slave boy (gulami), who is called Sarif, with
a brown camel to his honourable presence.... So take the
camel and do not cause him (i.e., Sarif, my slave boy) to
be delayed by a single day. Send him to Papa, my servant
(kadim), who carries out my business (qadi haw@’iji), for I
shall be cut off from him, if there is a delay. (7r:3-9)

The bearer of this (letter) is my loyal and respectful com-
panion, Oua, who is my servant (kadimi). I have sent him
with my slave boy (gulami) Marikura. (6r:3-4)

Letter 4 refers to the kadim of the eparch:

I wrote to you concerning the condition of my slaves
(‘abidi; i.e., my subordinate staff) but you did not reply.
Then I wrote to you concerning the condition of the two
slaves (al-ra’sayn al-raqiq) who are to be sent to my credi-
tor *Abii al-Duba‘, but you have not sent them to me and I
do not know whether your servant (kadimuka) has given
us a share. (4r, margin, 3-v:1)

Letter 14 refers to the kadama ‘servants’ of the eparch to-
gether with his ‘abid:

He has a right to your customary protection, so that he is

able to have access to the administrators (al-wulah) and

others of your slaves and servants (‘abidiha wa-
kadamatiha). (14r:5-6)
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In medieval Arabic sources, the term kadim is often used to
designate eunuchs, either those enslaved or those that have been
freed (Ayalon 1985). This may be the basis of the distinction be-
tween kadama and ‘abid, i.e., eunuch and non-eunuch servants
respectively.

The writer of letter 30 reports that he has pursued two of
his servants (kadimayn) who had run away from Aswan to Nubia,
heading for Soba. This may reflect their status as slaves that the
writer regarded as being his property. It also suggests that they
were Nubians, and so acquired as items of exchange:

I have sent in advance a first letter to the Master of the

Horses, the vizier of the king, with Ta‘1 concerning two

servants (kadimayn) who fled from me there to Ibrim,

(where you are) during your trip, heading for Soba in the

middle of Nubia. I did my utmost to pursue them until I

crossed the waters of Kurkur. (30r:5-7)

When the name of a kadim is mentioned, this is always an
ism without any indication of geneaology, which is the normal

naming practice of slaves in medieval Arabic letters:

Oua (61:4)
Papa (71:8)

The term kadim is also used, however, to refer to a person
who is loyal to the king and so, metaphorically, in his service:

I have been wronged, although I am the servant of the king

(kadim al-malik). (9v:5)

As for what you have said with regard to the service (kid-
mat) of the king, we are all his servants (kuddamuhu).
(22r:4-5)
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I am his (i.e., the king’s) slave (mamlitkuhu) and servant
(kadimuhu). (13r:9)

10.7. Mamlitk

The term mamliik (pl. mamalik) ‘slave’ (literally ‘possessed as
property’) is, in most cases, used metaphorically as a term of po-
liteness to express obedience and allegiance to the eparch or king:

In several letters, the term is used to refer to Muslims who
become subjects of the Nubian king:

I sent them (my sons) to be at the disposition of the king

and (stay) in his land until God permits. I shall convey to

them cloth for them to send to the king, may God preserve

his life, and so that they can see his crown (i.e., have an

audience with him) and become his slaves (mamalikihi).
(21r:6-8)

As for what you have said with regard to the service (kid-
mat) of the king, we are all his servants (kuddamuhu) and
slaves of the crown (mamadlik al-tdj; i.e., his subjects).
(22r:4-5)

I am his (i.e., the king’s) slave (mamlitkuhu) and servant

(kadimuhuw). (13r:9)

In letter 23, which is addressed to an eparch, the writer,
the Master of the Shipmasts, refers to himself as a mamliik in the

opening formula and in the address:

The slave (al-mamlitk) kisses the ground and what he
wishes him to know is that... (23r:3—4)

His slave, the Master of Shipmasts (23v, address, left)

Likewise, the writers of letter 24 refer to themselves

throughout as mamalikuha ‘your slaves’ (the 3sg.f pronominal
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suffix refers to the term al-hadra ‘honourable presence’, which is
used to denote the eparch).

In one passage in letter 24, the term mamalik seems to be
referring to functionaries of the eparch:

Please arrange for your command to be issued to some of

your slaves (mamalikiha) to extract forcibly from him what

is appropriate, God willing. (24v:9-7)

Likewise, letter 31 refers to a mamlitk who appears to be
acting as a functionary in the service of the merchant writer:

Do not leave them. Take their price. By God, convey (to

me) half by means of the small slave (al-mamlitk al-sagir)...
[ 1 quickly, quickly, quickly! (31v:8-9)

10.8. Mawla

A number of documents in the corpus refer to men termed mawla
‘freedman’.

The following passage in 31 suggests that a mawla was used
as a family servant:

As for the freedman (al-mawla), we brought him for the

sake of the young girl (bi-rasm al-sagira). Do not leave him,

but bring him with you. (31v:4-6)

In 35, the writer sends greetings to a mawld, indicating he
is treated as part of the family:

Best wishes to you and to our brother Husayn greetings

and to our brother the freedman (mawld) greetings.
(35r:10)

In the legal document 46, a freedman acts as a witness:
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Mubarak, the freedman of the most powerful commander,
Sa‘d al-Dawla, witnessed... (46v, witness, 6)

In the legal document 47, a mawla is a creditor:

‘Ubayd Allah ibn Hasan, the trader, acknowledged... that
he owes, has in his possession, is in debt to Merki ibn
Abram, the freedman of the rightly-guided, prosperous,
just judge, Trust of the Kingdom, *Abii al-Kayr ’Ibrahim ibn
Muhammad ibn al-Husayn ibn Muhammad ibn
al-Zubayr.... (471:2-4)

In the document on the verso of 47, another mawla pays

the debt to the creditor:

Merki ibn Abram, the freedman of the rightly-guided, pros-
perous, just judge, Light of the Kingdom, >Abt al-Kayr Ib-
rahim ibn Muhammad ibn al-Husayn ibn al-Zubayr, while
he was in health, while his acts were legal, and he acted
willingly, asked me to tesify that he has received in full

from ‘Abd Allah, a freedman (mawla), substituting for his
father. (47v:7-8)

10.9. Rasiil

Men referred to by the term rasiil (pl. rusul) ‘messenger’ were sent
on various errands, conveying merchandise and letters and buy-
ing goods. These activities of a rasiil appear to overlap largely
with those of a gulam ‘slave boy’. The difference between the rasiil
and the gulam, presumably, was that the former was free whereas
the latter was a slave:

I was intending to send a messenger (rasiil) to the king with

the merchandise that I have bought for him for ten dinars

and the horse that I have prepared for him, and equipment
that he requested from me, but my slave boy (gulami)
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arrived, humiliated and wronged by Ibn al-‘Asgalani. I sent
the messenger (al-rasiil), after I had informed the bishop
about my suffering due to his (Ibn ‘Asqalani’s) shocking
behaviour. I said to him that a messenger (rasiil) would
reach you. (9v:7-12)

So, I sent your slave boy (gulamaka) together with my mes-
senger (rasiili) to the market and he bought... (9r:14)

The commander is expecting in great anticipation news to
reach him from your honour. Ensure that your letters reach
the commander. Your messengers (rusuluhad) are in contact
with him all the time. (16r:16-margin, 2)

Your two companions have seen my messenger (rasiili)
whom I sent in connection with the slave (al-wasifa).
(17r:9-10)

I [request that you arrange for] the dispatch of a messenger
(rasil) to it (Aswan?) afterwards. Please ensure that he pro-
ceeds safely to his colleagues, and take care of this col-
league of mine and protect him, and also his colleagues in
the armed garrison post, in order that his letter may reach
me, thankfully, here (Aswan). (19r:4-6)

If my messenger (rasili) delays sending what should be
sent, do not omit to send me a letter containing the men-
tion of your news. (32:9-10)

The writers of letter 24 report that a rasiil who was accom-

panying a sick slave became ill himself:

They (the writers) inform him that the slave (al-ra’s
al-ragiqg) whom he bestowed upon his slaves (mamalikiha,
i.e., the writers of this letter) through the agency of Bazili
was sick, and that his slaves (mamalikihd, i.e., the writers)
wanted to return her, but the messenger (al-rasil) whom
she accompanied became ill. (24r:6-9)
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The writer of letter 25 asks the eparch not to delay return-
ing the writer’s messenger:

If you would (kindly) send my messenger (rasili) to them

from your place, then please do so, for time has run out for

me. (25r:15)

The term rasiil is used in letter 21 to refer to an envoy from
the Fatimid ruler:

My grandfather travelled to visit the just king Basil and my

father travelled to visit the king Miiyis the father of Mena

Kuré (?), as a messenger (rasiil) from the ruler, may God
strengthen his victory, to Soba. (21r:9-11)

10.10. Mutahammil

The term mutahammil ‘carrier, bearer’ is frequently used in the
correspondence of the corpus to refer to the bearer of the letter
who delivers it to the addressee:

When the bearer of this letter (mutahammil hada al-kitab)

reaches you, release him and send him away quickly.
(2r:6-7)

I have sent with the bearer of this letter (mutahammil hada
al-kitab) also two beds of Iraqi workmanship. (2v:1)

The bearer of these lines (mutahammil hadihi al-sutiir) is the

Head, may God decree his safety, and he must be shown

favour and respect. (26r:4-5)

A common phrase in the letters is mutahammiluha. The 3sg.f
suffix most likely has an inanimate plural sense. It may be refer-
ring to the lines (sutir) of the letter; cf. mutahammil hadihi al-sutir

(26r:4). Alternatively it may be referring to the letter and
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associated items, e.g., enclosed accounts, goods, or possibly also

other letters delivered in the same batch.

The bearer of this letter (mutahammiluha) is my loyal and
respectful companion, Oua, who is my servant. (6r:3-4)

The bearer of this letter (mutahammiluha), who has trav-
elled (to you), is the leader Hasan, the son of the leader
Suja‘ al-Dawla (‘the Courage of the State’) ’Ishaq, the ad-
ministrator of the gate. (8r:3-4)

(I report) the arrival of the bearer of this letter (mutaham-
miluha) to the land of the Nubians, together with a horse
in order to seek his livelihood by selling it. (14r:3-4)

So, we have sent the carrier of this letter (mutahammiluha)
Bazili. (24v:4)

I have sent with the bearer of the letter (mutahammiliha) a
dyed garment in place of the payment in cash. (36v:2-3)

The bearer of this letter (mutahammiluha), the leader
Sa‘ada, may God decree his abundant good health, the rel-
ative of the noble leader, Humam al-Dawla (‘Hero of the
Dynasty’) Hamid, may God decree for him abundant good
health, has departed. (3r, margin, 1-3)

The second occurrence of mutahammil in the following pas-
sage from letter 2 refers to the carrier of goods:

I have sent with the bearer of this letter (mutahammil hada

al-kitab) also two beds of Iraqi workmanship. Please accept

what he has sent you and send on the carrier of them (i.e.,

the goods; mutahammilahum) as quickly as possible, if God

wills. (2v:1-3)

In the two passages from 24 below, the 3sg.f suffix of mu-
tahammil refers to the eparch, the feminine agreement being with

the honorific term hadra ‘honourable presence’. The intention
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may be the carrier of the letter or the carrier of the goods, as in
2v:3:
...for your carrier (mutahammiluha) has absconded.
(24v:5)

Your carrier (mutahammiluhd@) has arrived, grateful for
your kindness and the good that you have done. (24v, mar-
gin, 1-2)



