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The Battle of Mu tah in Byzantine and Eastern Christian
Accounts: A Comparative Study in light of Islamic

Accounts
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The Battle of Mu’tah in Byzantine and Eastern Christian Accounts: A
Comparative Study in light of Islamic Accounts

‘Awad ‘Abdullah Ibn Sa‘d Ibn Nahee
Associate Professor of Islamic History
College of Arts and Science - Najran University

Abstract:

The Battle of Mu'tah has received attention among historians of the Prophet's
biography (Sira) due to its special importance in transforming the relationship
between the early Muslim state in Medina and the Byzantine Empire into a new
political and military reality. However, Christian historians needed more time to
comprehend the context and significance of this battle in the course of Muslim-
Byzantine relations until "Theophanes the Confessor,"” the most notable Byzantian
historian who tackled the early Islamic-Byzantine relations, wrote a detailed
account about it a century and half after. Though important this late account is, it
raises three fundamental questions. The first question is how Christian historians
dealt with the initial military clash between Muslims and Byzantines until the
Byzantine narrative was formed, as represented in Theophanes the Confessor's
account. The second question investigates the aspects of agreement and areas of
disagreements between this account its Islamic counterpart which fully explained
it in detail. The primary sources of the Byzantine accounts represent another
significant issue, as they were contemporary to this battle in terms of chronology,
geography, and thematic relevance. However, the loss of some of some of these
sources and the fragmentary nature of the remaining others make their
examination a serious challenge, which the present study has to address by re-
evaluating those chronicles written since the 7th century CE / 1st century AH.

keywords: The Prophet — Mu'tah — Theophanes- Islam — Christians.
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! Hoyland, Robert G., Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: a survey and evaluation of
Christian, Jewish, and Zoroastrian writings on early Islam, (Princeton, N.J.,
Darwin Press 1997), p. 399.
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Kazhdan, Alexander, et al, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, (New Your &
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991), vol. 3, p, 2063.

2 Theophanes, The Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor: Byzantine and Near
Eastern History, A.D. 284-813, Trans. Cyril Mango & Roger Scott, (Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 466- 467.
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2 Kaegi, Walter E., Byzantium and the early Islamic conquests, (Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 71- 74. Powers, David S., Muhammad is not the
Father of any of Your Men: The Making of the Last Prophet, (University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), pp. 72- 93. Haldon, John, "Seventh-century
continuities: The Ajnad and the “thematic myth”, Arab-Byzantine Relations in
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Early Islamic Times, Volumes 8, ed. Lawrence I. Conrad & Michael Bonner,
(London and New York, Routledge, 2017). 95-139. Conrad, Lawrence |I.
"Theophanes and the Arabic historical tradition: some indications of intercultural

transmission", Arab-Byzantine Relations, pp. 317-360.
1 Hoyland, Seeing Islam, p. 399.
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Sala, Juan Pedro Monferrer, "Elias of Nisibis: Iliyya ibn Shina, Bar Shinaya",
Christian Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History. Volume 2 900-1050, ed.
David Thomas, Alexander Mallett, (Leiden & Boston, Brill, 2011), pp. 727- 741.
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1 Hoyland, Seeing Islam, p 399.
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Brooks, Ernest Walter. "The Chronological Canon of James of Edessa." Zeitschrift
der Deutschen Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 54,1, pp. 100-102, (1900), p. 323.
Palmer, Andrew, "The Messiah and the Mahdi: History Presented as the Writing
on the Wall", H. Hokwerda and E. Smits, eds., Polyphonia Byzantina: Studies in
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Donner, Fred M., The early Islamic Conquests, (Princeton University Press,
2014), p. 126- 146. Juynboll, Gautier HA. "Syriac Views of Emergent
Islam", Papers on Islamic History, Volume 5: Studies On The First Century Of
Islamic Society, ed. G.H.A. Juynboll, (Southern Illinois University Press, 1983),
pp. 9-21. Kennedy, Hugh, The Great Arab Conquests: How the Spread of Islam
Changed the World We Live In, (USA, Da Capo Press, 2007), p. 23 - 30. Hoyland,

Robert G., In God’s Path: The Arab Conquests and the Creation of an Islamic
Empire, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2015), p. 31- 65.
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Hacikyan, AJ Basmajian G., Franchuk, ES Ouzounian N., The Heritage of
Armenian Literature, (Detroit MI, Wayne State University Press, 2000), vol. 2,
pp. 81- 83. Bonfiglio, Emilio, “Seb&os”, Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle,
ed. Graeme Dunphy, Cristian Bratu, (Brill, 2016), vol. 2, p. 1347.
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v. 31), Translated Texts for Historians E-Library, trans. & ed. Thomson, Robert
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! Theophanes, The Chronicle, p. 466. Hoyland. G, Robert, Theophilus of Edessa's
Chronicle and the circulation of historical knowledge in late antiquity and early
Islam, (Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 2011), p. 91.
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Charles, R. H. The Chronicle of John, Bishop of Nikiu, (London & Oxford,
Published for the Text and Translation Society, 1916), pp. 179- 202. Anonymous,
The Chronicle of Zugnin: Parts | and I1. From the Creation to the Year 506/7 AD,
Trans. & Ed. Harrak, Amir, (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2017), p. 34.
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Elias of Nisibis, Eliae Metropolitae Nisibeni Opus Chronologicum, ed. E. W.
Brooks, (Aedibus E. Peeters, 1962), vol. 1, p 129.
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G.B. Teule, Herman, “Theophilus of Edessa, Theophilus bar Tuma, Thawfil al-
Ram1”, Christian-Muslim Relations 600 - 1500, ed. David Thomas et al, (Leiden
& Boston, Brill, 2009), p. 305.
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1 Anonymous, Chronicon Paschale 284-628 AD, translated by Michael Whitby
and Mary Whitby (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1989), pp. xi.
2 Proudfoot, Ann Susan, “The Sources of Theophanes for the Heraclian

Dynasty”, A Master thesis in University of London (Royal Holloway
College, 1966), pp. 13, 58, 68.
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Palmer, Andrew, Sebastian P. Brock, and Robert Hoyland, The Seventh Century
in the West-Syrian Chronicles. Vol. 15, (Liverpool University Press, 1993), p. 29.
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