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1. In a letter dated on 19 August 1897 Goldziher asked his German colleague,
Martin Hartmann to make some enquiries about a popular saint called Aba Rif
during his stay in Egypt. The passage in question is as follows': “Auf dem Fahrwege
nach dem Pyramiden in Gizeh befindet sich die Kubbe eines populiiren Heiligen .|
oiw, (der Befiederte), dessen Namendoppelganger auch in der Karifa begraben sein
soll. An Ort und Stelle habe ich mir die Legende des ., 5! erzihlen lassen, warum
er diesen Namen fithrt? Ich habe mir aber wihrend des Rittes die Sachen nicht no-
tiert und dieselbe total vergessen. Vielleicht haben Sie Gelegenheit eine Notiz dariiber
zu nehmen und die Legende des Ab{i Risch (oder Abfi-r-risch) der Vergessenheit zu
entreissen.”

Hartmann answered Goldziher on 23 August 1897: “Im Einzelnen ist mir Thr
Wunsch betr. s, 4.l da eine willkommene Anregung. Die Kerls, mit denen ich hier
arbeitete, waren mit Heiligen- & Wundergeschichten nicht sparsam, und da ich von
ihnen auf das Ganze schlieflen kann, so werde ich iibergenug von dieser Sorte zu
héren bekommen.”

Then, in a letter of 22 November 1897 Hartmann informed Goldziher that he did
not see the tomb. A few weeks later (on 31 December 1897), however, he wrote
again to him in a more detailed way: “In diesen Tagen blitterte ich Ali Pa%a
Mubaraks Chitat... und stief auf Notizen iiber den abii ri§ von Damanhar, der an 2
Stellen behandelt wird 8,25 und 11,23. Ali Pa$a scheint nicht beachtet zu haben, daf}
der i il 4l und der i, sl identisch sind, jedenfalls hitte er nicht verschieden
schreiben sollen. Abu ri§ ist das allein Gehorte. Nach Threm abii rié (bei Gize) habe
ich noch nicht gesucht, er wird sich aber wohl finden, denn dieses Buch ist trotz aller
seiner sehr groflen Mingel ein wahrer Schatz... Welche alte Gottheit mag hinter abu
ri$ und abu ruwas (1) wenig nérdlich von elkirdasa, stecken? Dafl einer dahinter
steckt ist mir sehr wahrscheinlich, wie ja ,.a 4.l den Osiris birgt.”

As far as we know this was all that Goldziher could have learned from Hartmann
concerning Abu RiS. The enigma of this unknown saint must have, however, haunted
him for a longer period since he asked the same question about Aba Ri¥ from his
compatriot, Max Herz who was “Chief Architect to the Comité de conservation des
monuments de I’art arabe” at that time. We know about Goldziher’s inquiry from

! For this information I am obliged to Ludmila Hanisch, the editor of the correspondence between
Goldziher and Hartmann. For the quoted passages, see Hanisch 2000:78, 80, 84, 91. Hartmann’s letters
can be found in the Oriental Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences.
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Herz’s letter sent to Goldziher on 24 November 1898 in which he refers to Abu Ris
in this passage: “Du hast recht zu fragen, mein geschatzter Freund, warum man nichts
von mir hort, ich gesteche meine Schuld. Der Wille fehlte mir nie dir ein
Lebenszeichen zu geben, ich wollte aber zugleich iiber den (., 5u! das Erwiinschte
mitteilen und so blieb alles weg”

Tt seems that Goldziher did not receive a satisfying answer either from Hartmann
or Herz, so we can only guess the way of approach he could have taken to interpret
the figure to solve the mystery of Abia Ris. For him and his fellow scholars a major
point in the history of religions was the discovery of the surviving elements (residua)
of the former religions in the new one’. Within the framework of this idea he
discovered the survival of the ancient Egyptian snake cult in connection with the
figure of Sheikh Haridi in Upper Egypt* or the relevance of the popular festival in
the ancient Bubastis in the Delta for the understanding of as-Sayyid Ahmad al-
Badawi’s milid in modern Tanta’. Hartmann’s remark about the identification of
Abu Sir and Osiris also suggests a research hypothesis similar to Goldziher’s. In
recent times Goldziher and his fellow scholars have been exposed to a rather sharp
criticism on the part of social anthropologists who blamed them for their historical
approach which made them ignore the social aspect of the problems in their research-
es on the history of religions®.

In this paper we try to identify Goldziher’s Abi RiS and to reconstruct the story
of a ritual he could have supposedly heard in connection with this name. The
relevant material has been collected in Cairo, Rasid and Damanhur mainly in 1994
and 1995. Disagreeing with the critical attitude of modern social anthropologists we
try to interpret the figure of Abu Rif and the ritual in a way which could have been
acceptable to Goldziher but we also intend to refer to the social dimensions of the
subject.

2. Goldziher places the saint’s Qubba on the road to the Giza Pyramids. He must
have meant a tomb which can be found at the crossing of the former Saric al-Halig
(presently S. Port Sa%id) and the S. °Ali Pasa Ibrahim, not far from the Sayyida
Zaynab Mosque. The topographical explanation for this localisation lies in the fact
that in his time the usual way to go to Giza was to take the road at first to Fustat

2 I am grateful to Istvin Ormos for this communication. The letter is in the Oriental Library of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences.

3 See e.g. Lang 1995: I, 351, 250, 270; Tylor 1958: LI, Index, s.v. “survival”, Goldziher 1878:184f;
1881:171-270; 1892:340.

* See Goldziher 1971: 11, 310f,
5 See Goldziher 1971: II, 307-310.
® See Mayeur-Jaouen 1994:101-106 and Abu-Zahra 1997:8f.
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(by riding a donkey or taking the tramway opened in 1896) then to cross the river
by ferry to land at the former Egyptian Museum’.

The present building (Photo 1) erected in Mamluk style bears the following
inscription above its door: \YYo il sl sugidl gawll dans gaiw alas “The shrine
of Sidi Muhammad as-Saddi known as Aba Ri$ 1325”. Accordingly, this edifice which
could not have been seen by Goldziher was built in 1907. The name of the nearby
as-Sadd al-Barrani street, like the toponymic reference as-Saddi in the saint’s name
refers to the one-time dam which separated the former canal in the place of the
present day Port Said Street from the Nile. The whole neighbourhood together with
a children’s hospital is known as Abu Ris.

The well preserved building encloses the saint’s tomb covered by a green covering
(kiswa) and surrounded by a railing (magsira) which was donated by a Hagg Farhat
Ahmad Hasanayn, son of the builder, Ahmad (related to the saint on the maternal
line whose family looks after the magam presently.) The son of this Hagg Farhat,
Muhammad Farhat is the present servant (badim) of the tomb and he is also the head
(na’ib) of the Sayyida Zaynab branch of the Rifa‘tyya Sufi order, while the daily care
of the magam is undertaken by his mother who is in her late sixties. Apart from the
tomb with the railing, the mibrab and the iron box for the alms (nudir), the black
banner of the Rifa“lyya order and the processional drums can be seen inside the
building.

Among the inscriptions, a longer invocation deserves to be mentioned. It contains
the usual Qur’anic reference to the awliya’ (Q 10,62), a benediction on Abu Ri$ and
the People of the House of the Messenger of God, the praise of God for having
blessed Egypt with the presence of Abl al-Bayt and the Pious (as-Salibiin). The closing
formula referring to a hadit expresses the wish for the ability to visit their tombs
permanently and the hope of joining them on the Day of Resurrection. (“Whosoever
loves the people will be resurrected together with them even if he did not do their
work.”) As 1t turns out, this inscription (or perhaps the whole decoration) was the
present from “those who love Abl al-Bayt”, a certain as-Sayyid Hilmi and Ramadan
Muhammad Qasim. Apart from this invocation, Q 4,103, Q 13,28, Q 26,62, Q 67,1
and Q 68,4 can also be seen on the walls.

People in the neighbourhood of the magam seem to know nothing special charac-
teristic about this Abu Ris but agree that he came to Egypt with the Companions
(Sababa). The importance of the saint can, however, be realized from the fact that his
miilid can be compared to the most popular malids in Cairo as far as the number of
participants is concerned. It is organised in connection with the milid of Sayyida

Zaynab and its “Great Night” (a/-layla al-kabira) is always held on the Sunday preced-

7 See Baedeker 1898:27, 75. For an account of the trip to Giza by an earlier eye-witness, see Lane
2000:160.



170 ALEXANDER FODOR

ing the layla kabira of Sayyida Zaynab’s mialid which falls regularly on the Tuesday
nearest to the middle of the month of Ragab. The significance of the event is further
enhanced by the procession (z4ffz) which starts at Sayyida Zaynab’s Mosque (the
procession of ar-Rifai’s miilid also takes its starting point from here) where the head
of the Rifa% order for the Sayyida Zaynab branch performs the afternoon prayer
(as), then rides on a horse to the magam inside of which benedictions are recited on
the Prophet. After this, a dikr session starts in a tent pitched at the magam and lasts
until late night to celebrate Abu Ris (frequently referred to as Szhib al-Farah, “the
owner of the wedding feast”) to the tunes of Sifi music and chanting. (See the text
of an invitation to the mulid, Appendices 1 & 2.)

Concluding the review of reports on Abu Ri§ we cannot omit the reference to a
moving short story by Yasuf as-Siba‘i (1987:9-18). It is about a man who became the
servant of the magam almost against his will but finally found the purpose of his life
in alleviating the sorrow and the grief of the needy by entertaining them with a
puppet-show inside the shrine.

3. As a sign of the elusive personality of Abi Ri§ we have to mention another
Rifa‘ saint called also Sidi Muhammad known as Abd Ri$ who lived in Rasid. The
city has a mosque (dated to the 18th century) named after him and a city gate also
bears the name Bawwabat Abu Ri§ (Inani 1987:185, 200f). My informant (a
university graduate in his forties working at the city council) related the following
opinions about the Abi Ri§ of Ra$id who remained unknown for both Goldziher
and Hartmann:

- he came to Egypt with the Companions like his Cairene namesake,

- he worked as a tax collector in Ottoman times and used to stick feathers used for
writing into his turban and that is how he received his nickname,

- he was a dervish in Ottoman times who stuck feathers into his turban to make
himself look taller,

- he was well-known for his care shown towards children,

— he has not his own feast because it is celebrated during the Prophet’s Birthday.

A third Aba Ri$, and again a Rifa‘i but a more concrete person than the first two,
is the one from Damanhar® mentioned in Hartmann’s letter. He was called “Atiyya
and earned the nickname Abi Ris since he had an allergy from wool and because of
this he stuffed his pillow and blanket with feathers.

These explanations seem to contain a kind of popular reasoning but we shall try
to show that the origin of the appellation can rather be attributed to a single cause,
the proliferation of a basic motif closely connected to the notion of children.

¥ In Hanisch’ edition Damanhir was misread as “Damaskus” (Hanisch 2000:91). For “Atiyya, see
Mahir 1972:285-288.
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4. In relation to the name Abu Ris, Goldziher could have heard about a popular
custom which has been practised to protect small children from early death. It was
first described by an Egyptian doctor, ‘Abdarrahmin Effendi Isma<l in his Tibb ar-
Rukka published in Cairo in 1892-94. The English translation of the work by John
Walker renders the relevant passage like this:

“THE FATHER OF FEATHERS” (ABU RISH)
“Ob Father of Feathers, please God, you will live.”
(Ya Abii rish in shillib ta‘ish)

“The sorceress bids her [the mother] dress the child, who she fears will die, in a
great peaked cap [tartir], decorated with feathers from a goose or common hen or
turkey, and to gird it with a black shawl, and thereafter set it on a black she-ass, with
its back to the front. Then the boys and girls of the village, or city, gather around
him, and call out with one voice, ‘Oh Father of Feathers’. They go around the
village in this way three times, or even four to make it sure” (Walker 1934:48).

The ritual - a common everyday event until not long ago - has not attracted too
much attention from researchers. ‘Abdalmun‘im Samis gives a similar description of
the custom (called as ragwat al-wahid, “the incantation of the single”) but adds that
before the procession starts and after it, a Sheikha incenses the child (who has reached
the age of five) seven times in the house while she recites the Basmala over his head
seven times’.

Another modern author describes the rite on the basis of a book published in
1894%°. In this version the husband advises his wife to “expose” the child (§arrisi
hada s-sagir). To fulfil this, they dye the child’s face with minium and put a head-
dress (tartir) made from green and red paper and decorated with chicken feathers on
his head. Then the child is mounted on a donkey in a reversed position with his face
to its tail and is led around in the neighbourhood accompanied by the chanting
children. The procedure is supposed to take place in the hottest hour of the day (4z-
zubr al-abmar).

The author refers to a custom of the gahiliyya according to which a person bitten
by a poisonous animal was also mounted on a donkey in a similar position. As an
explanation he accepts the idea that this reversed position makes the affliction move
from the patient to the animal (al-Basyuni 1993:218).

To complete the different elements in the description of the whole ritual we can
add some other details collected from different informants:

® Samis 1970:48. “Abdalhamid Hawiss termed the rite as a kind of tabwita, “encircling” (somebody
for the sake of protection). (Oral communication.)

10 Jl-Basyiini 1993:217f. The author refers also to other rites practised by women in the Arab world
to guarantee the survival of their furure children.
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The Preparation

The mother goes to consult a sheikh (called ‘arraf, “wise man” or munaggim, “astrolo-

ger”) to seek advice from him. She is supposed to leave her shawl (mandil) with the

sheikh as an a7, a magical material. Next morning he may order the woman to

slaughter a brown chicken or a red cock, then to eat a part of it and distribute the

rest. Afterwards she has to use the feathers of the animal to make a crown from them

for her son. (Oral communication from Muhammad “Umran who collected it in the

region of Rasid.)

The Time

The preferred time to perform the ritual is Friday, after the main prayer in the after-

noon. (Oral communication from an informant in Rasid.)

The Child

He is dressed in a dirty, ragged garment, gallabiyya. His face is smeared with a sub-

stance, e.g. a black material or flour. A girl can also take the place of the boy. (The

opinion of only one informant.)

The Aim

- To make the figure disgusting (t4swih) and repellant for the evil eye.

— To make the figure and the whole scene look ridiculous to incite the laughter of
onlookers for the sake of neutralising the evil intentions.

Mounting the Donkey

If the child is too young to ride the donkey alone, a sheikh decorated with the feath-

er crown may also mount the animal taking the child on his lap. The child dressed

also with the crown may hold a girs gilla (a circular, loaf-like disk made by peasants

from animal dung and straw and used as fuel) into which feathers are fastened.

Variants of the Songs to Abu Ris
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Translation:
1.
O Abi Rik

O Abu Ris, God willing, you grow up, God willing, you live
O Abu Ri, O Abu Ri$, God willing, you grow up,

you will be bridegroom,

O Abu Ris, O Abu Ri$, God willing, you grow up, God willing, you live
(From Tiberiu Alexandru’s Anthology 1967, Garbiyya Governorate, see Appendix
3; Transcription: M. Téth, Text: R. Berzsik, Cairo, 1994)

O Abu Ri5,
God willing you live

173

(v

and you give your mother two measures of &isis (a dish made of mashed or

pounded bean or grain)

(and you give your mother two bundles of grass i.e. clover)
(Muhammad ‘Umran & Samiya Diyab, 1994, Buhayra Governorate)

O Abua Ri$
God willing you live,

Son of four [ie 2 feet + 2 hands], make him sit cross-legged
and if he does not sit [like this], make him crippled.
(Muhammad “‘Umran, 1994, Garbiyya Governorate)
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O Abu R,

God willing, you live,

you eat and drink and we give you baq3is.

(Hasan Salih, Cairo, 1994)

“Offerings” Mentioned in the Songs

- disis

~ grass (clover)

- money (bagsis)

- girs gilla (not mentioned but practically “offered” by the boy holding it in his
hands)

As a variant for disis, the expression kahk wa-garaqis (“cookies” prepared for feasts
and “dry biscuit”) may also occur as informants told me.

5. If we want to interpret the whole rite we can state that from the anthropologi-
cal aspect and in view of its aim, it can be compared to the rain prayer rituals (istisga’
similarly to them, it is performed occasionally and the main idea underlying the pro-
cedure is to express the hope of the community (or in our case, of an individual) that
affliction (the repeated deaths of the newborn boys) will be turned into the oppo-
site'. In other words, it is meant to divine the positive change after misfortunes.
This expectation is supposed to be expressed symbolically by seating the child on the
donkey with his back turned to its head and dressing him his garment in a reversed
way, with his right arm in the left sleeve and with his left in the right sleeve.

The reversal of the dress can be traced back to pre-Islamic times. It constituted an
essential part of the rain prayer rituals (istisga”) practised by the Prophet himself as
different traditions relate it?. According to these, he reversed his garment by
changing the sleeves while praying for rain and those present followed suit. A hadit
claims that Muhammad performed the reversal because he considered it as a good
omen (tafa’ulan) which was supposed to indicate the change for the opposite in the
momentary state of affairs. It is also mentioned that he wore a black cloak during the
rogational prayer for rain. This act of reversal does not necessarily mean the changing
of the sleeves since a 19th century report mentions that participants in an istisqa’
ceremony in Tunis turned their burnouses inside out (Wellhausen 1928:197).

This idea of transition from one state to another (the opposite) is further con-
firmed by rites in which the practitioner (2 woman wishing to become pregnant) per-
forms a symbolical “crossing”: she is expected to step over an ancient Egyptian
amulet, a bone (Blackman 2000:97f) or simply to cross the Nile (Ammar 1998:88).

" For the interpretation of the #stisqa’ as a rite of reversal, see Abu-Zahra 1997:41f, 9, 16, 25, 32, 711f.
12 1) addition to Abu-Zahra 1997:16f, see also Goldziher 1906:40 and al-Qastallani, [rsad II, 2381,
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6. No matter how much this approach may seem acceptable and convincing, the
examination of the composing elements of the ritual as characteristic parts of a com-
plete magical procedure together with references to the historical parallels for the
sake of comparison cannot be dispensed with.

First of all, the prelude to the whole performance, according to which the unfor-
tunate mother whose babies die after one another is supposed to go to see a “spe-
cialist” who is reputed to be involved in magical activities or dealing with spirits, is
a typical element in Arabic magic in Egypt, at least on the “popular” level. It is in-
tended to find the diagnosis given (or rather “divined”) by the magician after a dream
vision received with the help of the magical material (atr) left with him or her. This
element is completely missing from the written or printed magical handbooks which
contain the working copies of magical recipes and as such, can rightly be character-
ised as the representatives of “scientific” or “official” magic.

Performers of the ritual wish to ridicule misfortune consciously as the term
“exposure” (tagris) suggests it. The scene of the Abu Ri$ procession itself with the
boy dressed in a dirty gallabiyya and riding a donkey, reminds us of other, more
“solemn” processions like the one organised on the occasion of a boy’s circumcision
when the boy clad in his best clothes rides a horse. The best parallel, however, is
offered by the procession (z4ffz) on the Great Night (al-layla al-kabira) of a saint’s
miilid when the head of the local branch of a Sufi order (or his representative),
beautifully attired and sometimes accompanied by a small boy, rides a horse (which
is occasionally white as in the case of ar-RifaT’s milid)"®.

The “counter-procession” character of the Abi Ri§ ritual is emphasised by
changing the robe into a ragged gallzbiyya and the (white) horse into a (black) she-ass.
The reversal of the boy’s gallabiyya fits well into the concept of the “counter-
procession” and from the anthropologists’ point of view may symbolize the hope in
the change of things into the better, but basically it is a magical act. Similar
prescriptions occur also in Arabic magical recipes (at-Tuhi, Sibr 18, 66, 147). An
informant (Yahya, an attendant over 60 in the Folklore Studies Centre in Cairo)
claimed that the reversed dress is thought to cast back the glance of the evil eye to
its owner. My informant in Rafid also stressed that seating the child in a reversed
position served to ward off the envy of the evil eye.

B McPherson 1998:111, 313; Abu-Zahra 1997:217. To show the importance of a reversed act as a
marked sign of ridiculousness it is worth mentioning that in medieval Europe and even in later times anti-
Jewish propaganda frequently represented Jews as riding backwards on a sow (Schachar 1974: Pls. 30,
41abc, 56a).
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As another kind of “counter-procession” we can also refer to a custom in medieval
Egypt where it was a common form of punishment for criminals to be paraded
through the streets of the town".

Turning to the examination of other elements in the procedure in the light of a
historical background, the blackness of the donkey, in addition to its being the
opposite of the white colour of the horse ridden in the malid procession, also
deserves to be mentioned since “black” is generally a preferred colour in magical
transactions”.

The child’s face daubed with a material of black or other colour can of course be
parallelled with the covering of the boy’s face with a shawl in the procession of the
circumcision to protect him from the evil eye'.

The girs gilla (dung cake) held by the boy can be interpreted as a “counter” votive
offering compared to the usual presents which visitors leave in saints’ shrines. This
time, of course, it is not a sign of devotion but serves to emphasise the mocking
character of the ritual and to ridicule evil.

This element in the procedure leads us to the exposition of its oral part, the songs
with their slightly differing texts. First, in addition to such basic functions of life as
eating and drinking, they evoke the most important turning points in human life by
referring to the boy’s growing up and becoming bridegroom. In this respect, it is dif-
ficult to make a real distinction between the song as an expression of their hope in
the survival of the boy or his future brothers, and the song as a rather archaic
magical incantation which aims at keeping the patient alive by enumerating the char-
acteristic signs of life. In an act which is definitely of magical colouring, disis, cookies,
dry biscuit, clover and money are promised as votive offerings to propitiate male-
volent forces conceived of as the evil eye. The mocking character comes also to the
fore in the version in which the boy is “menaced” by being made crippled if he does
not remain seated. The melodies of the songs are very simple and archaic as dr. Mar-
git Téth was kind enough to inform me - a fact which is also relevant for our inves-
tigation because it indicates the antiquity of the ritual itself.

Neither is the prescription to fumigate incense before and after the procession
missing from the procedure. It can be considered in itself as a kind of offering and
a permanent element in all magical recipes.

“ cA%ir 1992:110. I owe this reference to Qasim ‘Abduh Qasim.
15 See eg. Amin 1953:57-60.

16 | ane1963:581. In an interesting conformity with the notion of the rite of reversal, Lang interpreted
the cleansing of the initiate’s body plastered over with clay or filth in the initiation ceremony as the sym-
bolic sign of a new and purified state (Lang 1995: I, 274ff).
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Having reviewed all the constituting elements of the ritual, we may certainly state
that the recitation of the Basmala over the boy is the only visible Islamic feature in
the ceremony which alone was meant to Islamize it in a very superficial way.
7. Unfortunately we do not know of any existing photos taken of the Aba Ri§
procession, at least I have never seen one. This is, however, completely understand-
able since all my informants have agreed that they had seen the event for the last
time 3040 years before. This unanimous statement can, of course, be explained by
the fact that roughly from that time on the large scale use of modern methods in
sanitation has produced a dramatic drop in infant mortality rates, but on the other
hand it has created the probably biggest ever problem facing Egypt: the demographic
explosion. Suffice it to cite here only one fact about the high mortality in 19th
century Egypt”: almost half the children died under the age of five. Even in the
forties of the 20th century nearly 30 percent of them did not live to reach this age
(Ammar 1998:112f).

In recent decades, thanks to the blessings of modern health care, women have not
felt obliged to have recourse to magical practices to ensure that their children stay
alive since the basic causes of high mortality have disappeared for good. As a once
popular feast we may also mention the “Night of the Drop”, Laylat an-Nugta which
marked the beginning of the inundation of the Nile but went into oblivion with the
building of the High Dam. Not surprisingly, however, other traditional and ancient
customs have survived, so e.g. concern about male potency or female fertility and
related rites have remained as important as ever.

To present some graphic illustration of Abu Ri§ we have been fortunate enough
to come across figurative representations which can presumably be connected to the
figure which incarnated the protagonist of the Aba Ri$ ritual.

Prof. Giovanni Canova has most helpfully provided me with a picture (Photo 2)
which he had taken in Abi 1-Gid (Luxor) in 1978: it shows a woman (aged about 45)
holding her baby clad in a frock with a hood into which feathers were stuck. The
mother explained to Prof. Canova that in case a visitor comes to see them, his glance
is expected to fall on the feathers, so the child will be protected against a potentially
evil eye®. (Finally the woman donated the frock to Prof. Canova’s wife to use it
for the sons to be born in the future.)

A second relic was acquired by myself in Aswan in 1999 (Photo 3). It is a puppet
in the form of a flat, manlike figure of two dimensions sewn together from pieces of
leather (71 x 45cm) with five feathers (one was actually missing) stuck into the head.

V' Tucker 1985:115ff. Smallpox, cholera, measles, diphtheria and gastroenteritis were the most
dangerous maladies.

18 Blackman (2000:77) gives an account of the same custom and publishes a photo of this special
hooded frock (Fig. 35).
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The colour of the leather is dark brown, almost black similarly to the feathers which
have been blackened with some material, probably soot - a fact which may allude to
an activity performed during the night. The figure is decorated with cowrie shells
(the eyes and the mouth are indicated by three shells), beads and coins. Three cowrie
shells are hanging underneath as pendants. This stylised cruciform figure with its
arms opened wide is reminiscent of the characteristic figurae magicae in the magical
books. The merchant in the bazaar informed me that such a puppet was supposed to
be hung in the room of 2 woman in childbed for protection against the evil eye. Ac-
cordingly, the leather figure with measurements resembling those of a real one year
old child partly plays the role of a substitute attracting the inimical influences but at
the same time it is thought to act independently by making these forces (particularly
the evil eye) harmless.

All these pieces of information point to the conclusion that no matter how much
the real personalities of the different saints hiding behind the name Abi RiS can be
historically perceived, they share this common name because they have most prob-
ably gone through the Abu R ritual in their childhood and kept the appellation -
a synonym for children - after they became endowed with sainthood, walaya. (Actual-
ly, this was the opinion of one of my informants, Yahya, the attendant in the Folk-
lore Studies Centre in Cairo.)

8. If we try to follow Goldziher’s supposed way of research an effort should be
made to identify the ancient Egyptian deity who might probably be hiding behind
the figure of Abu R3S, Starting from the physical characteristics of its representations
and their prophylactic uses to protect children we must think of the god Bes, one of
the most popular Egyptian deities in late antiquity”. He was usually represented as
a small, dwarf-like figure with projecting ears, wearing a crown of five feathers, and
sometimes holding a knife in his hand. With the course of time he was transformed
into a pantheistic deity represented with several pairs of wings. In most cases he
appeared naked but in the later period he occasionally wore a tunic looking like a
Roman general®. Due to his grotesque but also fearful appearance which could neu-
tralize evil forces either by ridiculing or frightening them he came to be regarded as
the main protector of defenceless people like women in labour, children or anybody
who was asleep. This is why his representations are frequent in places of delivery or
sleeping rooms. Black colour might have been associated with him because of this
nightly activity. He was also connected to music, dancing and singing. (Making a

17 Hanisch (2000:84, n. 1) suggests the identification of Abd Ri$ with the god Onuris without any
explanation. On Bes in general, see e.g. LA 1972-76: 1, 721-724, s.v. “Bes”. For his iconography, see LIMC
1986: [11/1.98-114 and I11/2.74-92, s.v. “Bes” and “Besit”. For the winged pantheistic deity, see e.g. Hopfner
1974:511-522, §§ 806£; Philipp 1986: Nos. 176-179; Malaise 1990:717f; Zwierlein-Dieh] 1992:18-23, Tafeln
24, 25, 28.

2 See eg. LIMC 1986: 111/2, Fig. Bes 38n.
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great noise is in itself an efficient prophylactic against demons.) As Ammianus Mar-
cellinus reports, his role as an oracle was well-known in the 4th century AD?. The
popular character of his cult, devoid of the formalities of the cult of the well-’known
gods, can best be compared to the devotion shown towards Christian saints (Dunand
1984:25) and going a step further, we may certainly include their Muslim counter-
parts into this circle of comparison.

The crown of feathers as one of his major insignia characterised also his wife and
his son. An interesting representation shows the child sitting with a school-mate
while the teacher and another figure (Bes, the philosopher) are shown standing, all
of them wearing a crown of feathers (LIMC 1986: III/2, Fig. Bes 76). A statue
presents Bes with a child seated on his shoulder in the same way as Egyptian women
carry their children until this day (Hall 1929: Plate 1). An even more illuminating
figure (LIMC 1986: II1/2, Fig. Besit 15) represents Bes’s wife holding two children,
one of them clothed in a hooded cloak which is perfectly resembling the one worn
by the woman’s baby in modern Luxor on Photo 2 mentioned above. The popularity
of such a deity is completely understandable in a country where people have always
been proverbially fond of children (Perdrizet 1921: I, xviff; Blackman 2000:61, 97).

These representations suggest that children seeking protection united themselves
with Bes, their main guardian by taking symbolically his form of appearance. This
effort is a well-known feature of magical procedures™.

9. At the first sight, it may seem difficult to bridge the gap which separates Bes
and Abu Ris in time but we have some evidence which can help to surmount this
problem. First, an aspect of Bes survived paganism to become a demon who fright-
ened pious Christians (Kakosy 1966:191ff) and Muslims also thought that his statue
represented a demon®. As late as the end of the 19th century, local people in
Karnak used to know about a Bes-like evil spirit which haunted the ruins of the
ancient temple (Maspero 1914:207). An informant (a graduate of the University of al-
Minya) even told me that parents discipline their disobedient children by menacing
them with a wicked man called Aba Ri§ who will take them away or snatch their
toys.

Secondly, the abundant Arabic magical literature which is closely related to the
Greek Magical Papyri of the first centuries AD in both spirit and text™ offers the
proof for the possible survival of Bes’s other aspect. It must be Bes, the oracle who

2 gee, e.g. Perdrizet 1919:xix; Puech 1930:422; Dunand 1973: 1, 140; DuQuesne 1991:23f. n. 46 with
further literature on Bes.

2 See eg. Puech 1930:416; Goodenough 1953: II, 185.

B Winkler 1936:10 (cited by Kikosy 1966:191, n. 29). For the popularity of the figures of the
pantheistic deity in Europe, see Stricker 1943,

* For their relationship, see Fodor 1994 and 1996.
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is invoked in a prescription which shows the crude drawing of a small winged figure
with projecting ears and wearing a crown. Its rectangular forms, similarly to the
shape of other usual figurae magicae are reminiscent of the Roman tunic or the dress
worn in Coptic Egypt.

This interesting passage can be found in a magical book compiled by at-Tthi (Hi-
diya 68-78), the most famous and most prolific modern Egyptian author of magical
works. at-Tihi says that he wrote his book from a treatise written by the Sage
DRMGS on the secrets of the letters and it was dated to the year 1285 AH (1868-69
AD). At first, the text speaks about the creation of twelve servant spirits (literally
“assistants”, ‘awns or “kings”, maliks) using the numerical values of the letters in
different names. Then the practitioner is instructed to make the winged magical
figure ($4°bad) whose body is composed of a 3 by 3 magical square. This figura magica
is supposed to be a depository for the magically active names of the spirits. Through
the permutation of the numerical values of the names in the square, a further talis-
man (tilasm) - presumably another magical name - should be created and written on
the two sides of a spear (harba)®.

After this introduction the description of the procedure reads like this:

e Lraatue 535 Gulall o i laa Lags Lus g ol 321 ol 48 (Bl by i Lt )
Cipis Youe e oy Yone o SO T Lpede @385 elagay L 5ass pan ¥l gilasll Go Lahs
el s 1 Lol ghise cre duvw calel Jaaly 3520 Lga ] dapioy el pa Jaiall lia o 123
JIne 3) e Lagl daw 3y coaldly Lol Ladlall Laall o rod 3 5uSiall Llbll aul,
Gyh o Laall pllally sandl susadl oo alis (5 30 Blass wosll eley ol heslly el
le 5aTly elivay e Lasaal gubiaid gowl o3 puaadl 38 pllall Lude o gusall Lsally
Braadly dices Lo ] Bosmlly alllly Sl asy dlpa oy iall Jaiall Jals o lu
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%5 As a matter of fact, a very similar figure in PGM VIII, 105-110 is described as a “sword” held by
Bes in his right hand (Betz 1986:1471).
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In translation:

“(As for the conditions of the recitation) they are as follows: you should choose
a very pure place for yourself which should be abandoned by people. You should
place yourself on a piece of white linen so that it could cover you. You should write
the Throne Verse [Q 2,255] on it 3 times in 3 lines and you should pitch this mandal
around yourself facing the direction of the East. Place a tripod made from the
branches of a pomegranate tree in front of you. Then you should draw the above-
mentioned seal on a lamella of pure silver plated with gold. You should also draw it
on parchment with musk, saffron and rose-water. You should hang the parchment
[on the tripod] with a thread of green silk. A silver seal should be [placed] above it
and the spear with the talisman drawn upon it should be above the whole. Then light
two lamps, one of them should be on your right and the other on your left, inside
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the mandal pitched around yourself. You should place the magical figure (S4°bad), the
seal and the spear to the direction of your right and the censer to the direction of
your left. Fumigate with aloes-wood mixed with musk together with hemp. Further-
more, you should be fasting for seven days according the conditions of the ascetic
discipline (riyada) and you should recite the names of the angels in accordance with
the above-mentioned method and corresponding to the numerical value of the ruler
over them, i.e. the twelfth king. In the meantime you should point with your hand
into the direction of the magical figure (52°bad), the seal and the spear. Then the king
or the assistant whose service you have requested for yourself will appear to you in
the most beautiful shape and there will be nothing in him [that causes] fear or fright.
Preserve, o seeker [of knowledge], as far as possible everything that has reached you
from these secrets which cannot be found in any other book and keep them away
[from the uninitiated] o seeker and guard them as the soul is preserved in the body.

And this is the figure of the above-mentioned magical figure (§2°bad).

And this is the figure of the spear on which you should write the talisman (tilasm)
on its both sides as you see.”

The procedure seemingly aims to bring about an encounter with a spirit whose
assistance is requested for the petitioner. It is also evident that the magical figure as
the supposedly potential form of manifestation for the adjured demon is a basic
element. The presence of the lamps may indicate that the ritual was supposed to take
place during the night and its primary purpose was to get an oracular answer™.

10. Parallels to the instructions of this magical recipe which is absolutely non-
Islamic in its character apart from the reference to the Throne Verse and the use of
the 3 by 3 magical square are offered by the Greek Magical Papyri”. In PGM VIIL
64-110 which contains a request for a dream oracle of Besa the practitioner is ordered
to draw the magical figure of Besa (that is Bes) in a form similar to the drawing of
the Arabic text (Betz 1986:147f). In another spell for sending dreams (PGM XIL 121-
43), a figure should be drawn on a clean linen cloth “which is manlike in appearance
but has four wings, having the left arm outstretched along with the two left wings...”.
The other characteristics reveal that the deity is Bes-Pantheos in his usual outward
form. The practitioner is further advised to take a lamp and light it when invoking
the god with the help of his different magical names (Betz 1986:157f). The presence
of the figure of the dwarf god seems to be also essential in a love spell as PGM
XXXIX. 1-21 attests to it (Betz 1986:279).

As for the general setting of the Arabic recipe the so called “Eighth Book of
Moses” in PGM XIII offers the most interesting material for comparison. Its main

% Recipes for lamp or bowl divination could be very similar since both of them contained oil used
in divinatory procedures (Cunen 196C:651).

Y For their translation, see Betz 1986.
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aim 1s to invoke the supreme deity for divinatory purposes. The passages which
contain the relevant parts in the description of the procedure and its requisites are
the following:

PGM X1II. 1-130: [The preparations]: “Remain pure 41 days.... Have a house on
ground level, in which no one died during the past year. The door should face west.
Now set up in the middle of the house an earthen altar and have ready cypress wood,
ten pine cones full of seed, two white roosters uninjured and without blemish, and
two lamps... Have the table prepared with these following kinds of incense... Next,
for the all-important meeting, have a square of natron on which you will write the
great name... ... draw on the first part of the natron a falcon-faced crocodile... a snake
biting its tail” (Betz 1986:172f). [After invoking the deity]: “Have a tablet in which
you will write what he says to you and a two-edged knife, all of iron, so that clean
from all [impurities], you may kill the sacrifices, and a libation (a jug of wine and a
flask full of honey) that you may pour. Have all these ready nearby you. And you
be in clean linens, crowned with an olive wreath. Prepare the canopy thus: taking a
clean sheet, write on the border [the names of] the 365 gods, and make it a tent
under which you go to be initiated.... And have also the Apollo who will help you,
carved from a root of laurel, with tripod standing beside him... Carve around the
Apollo the great name... Accordingly, as I said before, when you have purified
yourself in advance /through the last/ seven days while the moon is waning...” (Betz
1986:174f).

A second version of the ritual contains also this order (PGM XIIL. 564-67): “When
the god comes in, look down and write the things said and whatever name he may
give you for himself. And do not go out from under your canopy until he also tells
you the things that concern you” (Betz 1986:186).

The third version gives the following warning familiar from the Arabic text (PGM
XTII. 740-43): “I have also set out for you the oath that precedes each book, since,
when you have learned the power of the book, you are to keep it secret...” (Betz
1986:189).

If we compare the appropriate components of the two different sources the mani-
fest correspondences cannot be considered as fortuitous and they certainly testify to
a textual continuity in the magical literature of Greco-Roman and Arabic Egypt.

11. Finally, returning to the relationship between Bes and Abi Ri§ we must say
that a third and perhaps the most important aspect of Bes, his duty of protecting
children seems to be concealed in the rites connected to Abi RiS. As we have seen,
the proliferation of the personality of Bes by allowing every child to become himself
a Bes may offer a clue for the interpretation of our Abu RiS figure which behaves
and exerts its influence through the same mechanism as the ancient deity. In a perfect
harmony with the activity of Bes, later Muslim saints wearing the name Abu Ris
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practically played the role of the Egyptian god when they performed one of their
major functions, the protection of children, each of them nicknamed Abu Ris*.

On the other hand, the evidence advanced so far may imply that the Arabic rites
can also shed light on Bes. Though there is abundant archaeological material about
the popularity of Bes in Greco-Roman Egypt, it does not really disclose the process
through which his protection for children was requested or how it was supposed to
work. Knowing, however, that such acts as fumigation, presenting offerings (like
food) and singing were practically indispensable in the magical practice of ancient
Egypt we may even say that the character of the Abt Ri§ ritual has probably pre-
served something from the “living” side of a similar ceremony centred upon the god
Bes of late antiquity.

This is also to say that no matter how great political changes the Arabic conquest
of Egypt might have brought about, some aspects of life like the position of children
in society, people’s attitude to them, the fear from the danger of their being exposed
to premature death (at least until recently) have not changed too much. In other
words, the idea of the residua, the survivals of ancient religions, one of the favourite
guiding principles for Goldziher and his contemporaries in their researches cannot
necessarily be dismissed as a reflection of dead and meaningless features. On the
contrary, it should rather be treated as part of a working hypothesis which - if
supported by anthropological evidence -~ may have relevance in shedding light on
present day and one-time social or religious phenomena.

REFERENCES
A. Primary Sources

Betz, H. D. 1992. The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation Including the Demotic
Spells. Chicago and London.

PGM = Preisendanz, K. M. Papyri Graecae Magicae. 2 vols. Leipzig and Berlin, 1928-
Fl

al-Qastallini, /réid = Sihab ad-Din Abi [*Abbis Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Qastallani,
Iriad as-sari li-Sarh Sahih al-Bubari. Vol. IL. Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Amiriyya bi-Balaq
Misr, 1905.

28 Iy connection with the child protecting Bes it is worth mentioning that an intriguing hypothesis
was put forward by Barb who, dealing with the Greek Medusa figure, seemed to be in favour of its deriva-
tion from the wide-spread representationsof Bes. On the other hand, using the theories of famous psycho-
analysts (Ferenczi and Freud) he suggested that the Medusa mask could be the emblem of the Primeval
W omb, the Diva Matrix (Barb 1953:209). This idea could also be introduced into the interpretation of the
Arabic Abii Ri whose ritual can ultimately be considered as a means to protect the maternal womb.



GOLDZIHER’S ABU RIS 185

at-Tuhi, Hidaya = “Abdalfattah as-Sayyid at-Tthi, Kitab hidayat al“ibad. Beirut: al-
Maktaba a$-Sabiyya, n.d.

at-Tuhi, Sibr = °Abdalfattah as-Sayyid at-Tuhi, Kitab sibr al-kubban. Beirut: al-
Maktaba a§-§a‘biyya, n.d.

B. Secondary Sources

Abu-Zahra, Nadia. 1997. The Pure and Powerful. Reading.

Amin, Ahmad. 1953. Qamiis al-‘adat wa-t-tagalid. Cairo: Matba‘at Lagnat at-Ta’lif wa-
t-Targama wa-n-Nasr.

Ammar, Hamed. 1998. Growing up in an Egyptian Village. London.

cAsur, Sa‘id “Abdalfattah. 1992. al-Mugtama® al-misri fi ‘asr salatin al-mamalik. Cairo:
Dar an-Nahda al-*Arabiyya.

Baedeker, K. 1898. Egypte. Leipzig.

Barb, A. A. 1953. “Diva Marrix”. Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes
16.193-238.

al-Basytini, “Abdassalam. 1993. al-Alabiyya fi I<aqa’id assabiyya. Cairo: Dar al-Iman.

Blackman, W. S. 2000. The Fellahin of Upper Egypt. Cairo: The American University
in Cairo Press.

Cunen, F. 1960. “Lampe et coupe magique”. Symbolae Osloensts 36.65-71.

Dunand, F. 1973. Le culte d’Isis dans le bassin orientale de la Méditerranée. 3 vols.
Leiden.

. 1984. Religion populaire et iconographie en Egypte hellénistique et romaine.
Leiden.

DuQuesne, T. 1991. A Coptic Initiatory Invocation (PGM IV 1-25). Darengo Thame
Oxon.

Fodor, A. 1994. “Arabic Bowl Divination and the Greek Magical Papyri”. The Arabist
9-10.73-101.

. 1996. “Sufi Magic - Greco-Egyptian Magic”. The Arabist 18.1-11.
Goldziher, 1. 1878. “Az 8sszehasonlité vallistudomdny médszerérsl” (“On the
Method of Comparative Religion”, in Hungarian). Magyar Taniigy 7.171-186.

. 1881. Az iszlim (Islam, in Hungarian). Budapest.

. 1892. “Az 8sszehasonlité vallastudomdny ethnographiai kapcsolatai” (“The
Ethnographic Connections of Comparative Religion”, in Hungarian). Ethnographia
3.335-351.

. 1906. “Zauberelemente im islamischen Gebet”. Orientalische Studien Theodor
Noldeke gewidmer. 303-329. (= Gesammelte Schriften, V.) (Hrsg. ]. Desomogyi).
Hildesheim.

. 1971. Muslim Studies. Vol. II. London.

Goodenough, E. R. 1953. Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period 2. New York.




186 ALEXANDER FODOR

Hall, H. R. 1929. “An Egyptian St. Christopher”. The Journal of Egyptian Archeology
15.1.

Hanisch, L. ed., 2000. “Machen Sie doch unseven Islam nicht gar zu schlecht”. Der
Briefwechsel der Islamwissenschafiler Ignaz Goldziber und Martin Hartmann 1894-
1914. Wiesbaden.

Hopfner, Th. 1974. Griechisch-igyptischer Offenbarungszauber 1. Amsterdam.

“Inani, Ibrihim Ibrahim. 1987. Rasid fi t-ta’rih. Alexandria: Mu’assasat Sabib al-
Gﬁmi‘a.

Kakosy, L. 1966. “Der Gott Bes in einer koptischen Legende”. Acta Antiqua
Ac.Sc.Hung. 14.185-196.

LA 1972-76 = Lexikon der Agyptologie 1 (Hrsg W. Helck und E. Otto). Wiesbaden.

Lane, E. 1963. The Manners and Customs of Modern Egyptians. New York.

. 2000. Description of Egypt. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press.

Lang, A. 1995-96. Myth, Ritual & Religion. 2 vols., London.

LIMC 1986 = Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae 111/1,2. Ziirich &
Miinchen.

Mahir, Su‘ad. 1972. Masagid Misr wa-awliya uha as-salihin. Cairo: al-Maglis al-A°1a’ Ii-§-
Su’din al-Islimiyya.

Malaise, M. 1990. “Bes et les croyances solaires”. Studies in egyptology presented to
Miriam Lichtheim 11 (Ed. S.Israelit Groll). Jerusalem. 680-729.

Maspero, G. 1914. Ruines et paysages d’Egypte. Paris.

Mayeur-Jaouen, C. 1994. Al-Sayyid al-Badawi un grand saint de islam égyptien. Le
Caire.

McPherson, J. W. 1998. al-Mawilid fi Misr. Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-“Amma li-l-
Kitab.

Perdrizet, P. 1921. Les Terres cuites grecques d’Egypte de la Collection Fouquet 1-II.
Nancy, Paris & Strasbourg.

Perdrizet, P. & G. Lefebvre. 1919. Les Graffites grecs du Memnonion d’Abydos. Nancy,
Paris & Strasbourg.

Philipp, H. 1986. Mira et Magica. Mainz.

Puech, H-Ch. 1930. “Le dieu Bésa et la magie hellénistique”. Documents II. 415-425.
Paris.

Samis, ‘Abdalmun®im. 1970. “ar-Ruqa fi l-adab as-$a°bi al-misri”. al-Funun assa‘biyya.
December. 42-48.

Schachar, 1. 1974. The Judensan. London.

as-Siba‘i, Yusuf. 1987. Bayna Abi r-Ris wa-gunaynat Namis. Cairo: Maktabat Misr bi-l-
Faggala.

Stricker, B. H. 1943. “Magische Gemmen”. Oudbeidkundige Mededeelingen uit bet
Rijksmuseum wvan Oudbeden te Leiden. 24. 25-30.

Tucker, J. E. 1985. Women in nineteenth century Egypt. Cambridge, London & New
York.




GOLDZIHER’S ABU RIS 187

Tylor, E. B. 1958. Primitive Culture I-Il. New York.

Walker, J. 1934. Folk Medicine in Modern Egypt. London.

Wellhausen, J. 1927. Reste arabischen Heidentums. Leipzig-Berlin.

Winkler, H.A. 1936. Die reitenden Geister der Toten. Stuttgart.

Zvnerlein-Diehl, E. 1992. Magische Amulette und andere Gemmen des Instituts fiir
Altertumskunde der Universitatit zu Kéln. Opladen.



188 ALEXANDER FODOR

APPENDIX 1

Invitation to attend the Mulid of Aba Ri$
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APPENDIX 2
Translation of the Invitation
“In the Name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful!

Praise be to God, Lord of the Human Beings! Blessing and Peace be on the Noblest
of the Prophets and Messengers, our Master and Protector, Muhammad, the Illiterate
Prophet and on His Family and on all of His Companions!

The Distinguished M. ..ccoovuevrrerencrnnnne.

Muhammad Farhat Ahmad, the Servant of the Shrine has the honour to invite you
to revive the
Malid
of
Sidi Muhammad as-Sadd known as Abu r-Rié
(May God be pleased with him!)

By reciting the verses of the Wise Dikr, listening to the Noble Prophetic Story
and performing the rites of the True Religion as has been customary from old times
on the condition that the beginning of the Mulid should be on Friday, 25 Ragab 1422
AH corresponding to 14 October 2001 AD and the procession and the gathering
should be as usual annually. It is hoped that you and all the notified brethren will
be present at 4 o’clock sharp on the evening of the gathering to take part in the pro-
cession.
God is giving success to that in which there is blessing and piety perpetually.
Repeating /the attendance/ is most laudable.

Wishing you all the best,
The Servant of the Shrine, the Inviter
Muhammad Farhat Ahmad”
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