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Imam Sidi Mohammed ibn Sulayman al-Jazouli

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Shadhiliya brotherhood was closely associated
with political and intellectual elites of North Africa. This was to be expected, since Sidi
Abul Hassan Shadhili (d. 656/1241), Sidi Abul Abbas al-Mursi (d. 686/1271), Sidi Abd an-
Nur al-Amrani (b. 685/1286), Sidi Madi ibn Sultan (d. 718/1318) and Sidi Ibn Abbad ar-
Rundi (d. 792/1377), all made a point of recruiting followers from the upper classes of
urban society. Almost without exception, the Shadhili Sufis who appear in the biographies of
the later Marinid period are ulama, courtiers, or sharifs. In the rare cases where one finds
an exception to this rule, the person in question is mostly likely to be a skilled craftsperson
or a vendor of luxury goods. This absence of a lower-class following indicates that the
leaders of Shadhiliya in Tunis, Tlemcen, and Fez were primarily concerned with presenting
their order as an alternative to the other elite Sufi orders of North Africa, such as the
Sahrawardiya. To become fully integrated into the social life of the region, the Shadhiliya
needed a doctrinal orientation that would appeal to people from all levels of society and
enable it to transcend its patrician origins. This would be provided by a sharif and scholar
from the Moroccan Sus named Sidi Abu Abdellah Mohammed ibn Abderrahman b. Abi Bakr
b. Slimane al-Jazouli al-Hassani (d. 869/1454).

Like Abu Abdellah ibn Yassin (d. 451/1059), Mohammed ibn Tumart (d. 524/1130) and
other reformers who proceeded him Imam al-Jazouli is better remembered as a character of
legend that as a real human being. Having spent the majority of his life in rural Morocco,
and sojourning only briefly in the urban centres where his biographers where to live, al-
Jazouli was known to the generations following his death for his charismatic reputation than
for his Sufi teachings. Even more, because so many of the traditions that detailed his life
were transcribed at a much later date from secondary sources or hearsay, none of his
biographies can be considered definitive. The same can also be said of Moulay Abdessalam
ibn Mashish (d. 622/1207), the teacher of Abul Hassan Shadhili, who despite the absence of
any written legacy expect a short prayer called As-Salat al-Mashishiya, has risen to the
status of patron saint for all Moroccan Sufism.

Imam al-Jazouli's present-day reputation is based primarily on a work that was written more
than two hundred years after his death: Mumti'u‘ al-asma'a fi dhikr al-Jazouli wa at-Tabba'a
wa ma lahuma mina al atba‘ (The Delight of the Hearing in the Recollection of al-Jazouli,
at-Tabba'a, and Their Followers), by the Shadhili master Sidi Mohammed al-Mahdi al-Fasi
(d. 1109/1694). Although the date of Imam al-Jazouli's birth is not known, enough
information exists to provide a rough outline of his origins and background. His nisba
(attributional name) tells us the he came from the Simlala tribe, one of the most important
Sanhaja Berber groups in Jazula. The turbulent political environment of Simlala in the
fifteenth century forced the Shaykh to leave his homeland because its culture of violence
made serious scholarship impossible. As it turned out, the young sharif had to travel all the
way to Fez to get an education, since the insufficient intellectual resources of Marrakech,
the usual destination for students from central and southern-Saharan Morocco, made study
in that city impossible as well.
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While in Fez, al-Jazouli lived at Madrasat al-Halfawiyyin (the present Madrasat as-
Saffarin), the oldest of the Marinid madaris, whose rooms were reserved for students from
the Sus. While there, he studied the Mukhtasar of Ibn al-Hajib, the standard introductory
work on usul al-fiqh. He also studied Al-Mudawwana al-kubra, Sahnoun's ("Abdessalam ibn
Said Tanukhi Qayrawani," d. 240/854) ninth-century compendium of Maliki law. al-Jazouli's
room in this madrasa is till known, and can be shown to the visitor by the madrasa's
caretaker. A widely repeated account of al-Jazouli's student days conveys an image of
extreme introspection. During his sojourn at Madrasat al-Halfawiyyin he would spend long
periods alone in his room, leaving it only to attend class. While in his room, he would lock
the door and allow no one to enter. Because of this antisocial behaviour word began to
spread that al-Jazouli was concealing money. When news of these suspicions reached his
father at Jazula , the latter hurried to Fez to see what was happening. Upon arriving at the
madrasa, Sidi Abderrahman al-Jazouli demanded to enter his son's room. When he opened
the door, he saw the word "death" (al-mawt) written over and over again on the walls.
Understanding that his sons was in a deep state of spiritual contraction (qabd), he remarked
to the madrasa's caretaker, "Do you see where this one is and where we are?"

Tracing Imam al-Jazouli's career after the completion of his studies is problematised by
spares and conflicting information. Most sources claim that he composed Dalail al-Khayrat
(popular with the name of 'ad-Dalil' in Moroccan Arabic), his books of prayers on behalf of
the Prophet Sidna Mohammed (peace and blessing upon him), in Fez, replying on
manuscripts that were available in the library of the Al Qarawiyyine University. His
biographers disagree, however, about the exact stage of his life in which this occurred. It is
unlikely that al-Jazouli could have written his world-famous collection of devotions as a
marginally educated faqih. Instead, this more probably occurred only after he gained a
reputation for piety and erudition. Assuming this hypothesis to be correct, and given the
dates of other, better known-periods of the Shaykh's life, it is most likely that al-Jazouli
wrote Dalail al-Khayrat sometimes after his participation in the defence of Tangier in
841/1437. This latter conclusion is supported by a tradition recorded by the Jazulite Sufi
Sidi Ahmed ibn Abil Qacem as-Suma'i (d. 1013-1604-5), who claims that al-Jazouli was
told to return to Fez by a female saliha whom he encountered in Tangier.

Sidi Mohammed al-Jazouli spent the years between 843/1428 and 850/1435 between Fez
and Ribat Tit al-Firt while been a disciple of the venerated master Sidi Abu Abdellah
Mohammed as-Saghir (d. 850/1435), master of Tariqa Sanhajiya Amghariya. al-Jazouli may
have met his Shaykh and spiritual guide while a student in Fez, for the latter—whose tomb
is still found in Fez—was making unstopped journeys between the cities of Morocco. This
peripatetic (sai'h) Sufi, who recruited also warriors for the anti-Portuguese jihad, initiated
Sidi al-Jazouli into a rural variant of Shadhiliya order which he took from Sidi Abu Uthman
Said al-Hintati al-Hartanani, who succeeded his master Sidi Abderrahman ibn Ilyas Ragragi,
as head of Ribat Shakir after his death.

Although most sources agree with Mira't al-Mahasin (The Mirror of exemplary qualities), a
hagiographical monograph written two generations after prior to Mumti'u al-asma'a by al-
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Fasi's great uncle Sidi Mohammed ibn Yusuf al-Fasi (d. 1052/1637) who was master of the
Shadhiliya in Fez, that al-Jazouli was initiated into the Amghari-Shadhiliya only after he
had completed ad-Dalil , the spiritual maturity of this latter work, as well as the well known
doctrinal orientation of Ribat Tit al-Firt and Ribat Shakir, cast doubt upon this assertion.
The Sufis from these ribats practiced spiritual methods that stressed, like al-Jazouli's, the
veneration of Prophet Sidna Mohammed (peace and blessing be upon him). Further
evidence of a "Mohammedian" perspective at Ribat Tit and Shakir can be found in reports
that in the later Marinid period the leading families of these institutions recognised the
doctrinal supremacy of the Majiriya Sufi order at Ribat Asafi. The Shaykhs of the Majiriya,
who maintained links with the Qadiriya Sufi tradition in the Mashriq, required aspiring
disciples to pass extended periods of time at the Prophet's mosques in Medina. Al-Jazouli
himself held Ribat Asafi in such high esteem that he built his own zawiya on its ruins and
appropriated Sidi Abu Mohammed Salih Majiri's (d. 631/1216) rules of Sufi practice for his
Sufi order.

Despite the conclusions of al-Fasi and others, it is doubtful that al-Jazouli would have found
that it necessary to join the Amghariya after having written an influential book pf Prophetic
devotions. A Sufi who is spiritually advanced enough to produce a work like the Dalil is more
likely to attract his own disciples that to search for a master. It is thus more plausible to
assume that al-Jazouli composed the Dalail al-Khayrat after becoming a disciple of Sidi
Abdellah Amghar, and not the other way around. If this is correct, then one might date his
association with the Amghariya to the period immediately prior to his participation at the
relief of Tangier in 841/1426. it is even possible that al-Jazouli fought at Tangier in the
company of Amghariya, for the Banu Amghar were strong supporters of jihad and their base
in northern Dukkala abutted the territory of the Shawiya Arabs, who also participated in the
Tangier campaign.

The death of Sidi Abu Abdellah Amghar in Fez in 850/1446 have freed al-Jazouli to travel
to the Mashriq, where he performed the pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina and visit the
Prophet's Sidna Mohammed (peace and blessing be upon him) mosque and tomb in Medina.
He next travelled to travelled to Cairo and studied at the al-Azhar University under a mystic
named Sidi Abdellaziz al-Ajami. According to Sidi Abdellah Ghazwani (d. 935/1520), the
third paramount Shaykh (Shaykh al-jama'a) of the al-Jazouliya, al-Ajami had been initiated
into the Shadhiliya Sufi order without intermediary (bila wasita) by Sidi Abul Hassan
Shadhili himself. This practice can be explained by the saying of Abul Hassan, “Al-Khadir
said to me, 'O Ali I will be there for your companions after you.' To which I replied, 'No, I
will be there for my companions, both the living and the dead.' He also said, “I have
companions born of men and women that have not yet been created, their spirits
(arwahuhum) have already made the pact with me (baya‘ni).”

According to an authoritative manuscript of Dalail al-Khayrat at the Bibliothéque Ben
Youssef in Marrakech, al-Jazouli presented the final version of this work to his disciple Sidi
Mohammed Sahli (d. 917/1511). This so-called Sahli copy (an-nuskha as-Sahliya) is the
standard upon which all the copies of Dalail al-Khayrat are based. Since al-Jazouli


