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Arzew (Arzaw)

Arzew (Berb. Arzyd; also in present
orthography Arzeu or Arzaw) is a town
on the Algerian coast located between
Oran and Mustaghanim (Mostaganem).
The modern-day town is seven kilometres
west of the ancient Roman settlement
of Portus Magnus, which in recent times
has been called Vieil Arzeu (Old Arzew)
and following the French occupation was
known as Saint-Leu. Since Algerian inde-
pendence (1962) the Roman site has been
renamed Bethioua. The town, it seems,
was located on the ancient site during the
Middle Ages.

In the fifth/eleventh century, the geog-
rapher Abti ‘Ubayd al-BakiT stated that
Arzew was built by the Romans, and
that, although it was abandoned, there
were monuments that struck the visitor
with profound amazement. He also noted
that on the hill that dominates the town
there were three forts frequented by many
visitors as a 71bat (a religious-military in-
stitution in mediaeval Islam). He further
mentioned that in the nearby hills there
were iron and mercury mines. A century
later al-Idrist, another famed geographer,
described Arzew as a large town exporting
grain to many regions, which, along with
salt, has remained a standard export item
into modern times.

In 558/1162 the Almohad caliph ‘Abd
al-Mu’'min (r. 527-58/1133-63) established
a military base for provisioning their
troops and an arsenal at Arzew, where
more than than one hundred ships were
constructed for his fleet. In 914/1509 the
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Spanish occupied Oran and built a fort
and encampment there around 951/1545.
After the Spanish edict of expulsion in
1017/1609, many Moriscos (Sparish Mus-
im converts to Christianity) disembarked
at Arzew, some remaining and giving their
names to sections of the town, while others
resettled in other parts of the Maghrib.
In 1833 French forces led by General
Desmichels occupied Arzew, which was
of economic and strategic value. In 1846
the French established a settlement at Old
Arzew and named it Saint-Leu. Since
Algerian independence, the present town
(seven kilometres from Old Arzew) has
become a petrochemical centre, with a gas
liquefaction plant built in 2005, and is now
Algeria’s largest crude-oil export port.
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Asaf b. Barakhya

Asaf b. Barakhyi is the name given
in Muslim traditions to the minister or
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Asaf b. Barakhya, vizier, scribe or
companion of the prophet Sulayman
(Solomon). Almost all of the accounts to
be found in the Muslim commentaries
and qisas works which mention his name
refer to Sirat al-Naml in which Sulayman
asks his courtiers to bring him the throne
of Bilgts (or Bilgays, the Queen of Sheba)
before her arrival. One of the courtiers
responds, ‘I will fetch it to you in the
twinkling of an eye’ (QQ 27:39-40). Exe-
getes are divided over the identity of the
person who made this suggestion. Some of
them state that it was Jibra'll or another
angel, and some claim it was a person.

. Tbn ‘Abbas identifies the person as Asaf

b. Barakhya, who had ‘knowledge of the
Book’ and knew al-ism al-a‘zam, ‘the great-

“est name [of God]’. Ibn Mas‘ad says it
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‘was al- Khidr while others maintain that

it was actually Solomon himself as he had
“knowledge of the Book® and the greatest

. name (for various accounts, see al-Tabari,
'19/103-104; Fakhr al-Dm al-Raz,
.19/197-198, 23/197; al-Tabrist; 5/225—.
296; Abii al-Futih, 4/ 163—164 al-Suyatt,

4/104; Maybudi, 7/222). Al-TabrisT also -

recounted that Imam ‘Al al-Hadi once

said to his brother Musa b. Muha_mmad :
‘the person with knowledge of the Book is ‘
Asaf b. Barakhya’. The Imam added that -

it was the prophet Solomon who, through

-the grace of God, grantéd Asaf the knowl-

edge of the Book’, but that he let Asaf

“bring him the throne of Bilgts in order to

further establish Asaf as-one capable of

" spiritual authority (al-Tabrisi, 5/225-226,

229-230; see-also Ibn Tawas, 311-312).
Some Islamic sources say that some of the
imams, such as Muisg al-Kazim, addressed
God by His greatest name, as spoken
by Asaf b. Barakhya (Lahyi, 3/424).
Al-Qurtubt (13/204) quotes ‘A’isha as
having recounted that the Prophet said,
“The words spoken by Asaf, along with
the greatest name of God, were: “Ya
Hayy, Ya Qayyam”’ (O Ever-Living One,

O Self-Existing One).

There is far greater detail about these
narratives in the works of Mushim histo-
rians and commentators, where the name
Asaf b. Barakhya is mentioned again in
connection with the story of Solomon’s
wedding to the daughter of the pharaoh
(in some versions the daughter of the king
of Sidon). In these accounts, Solomon
marries her after the pharaoh is killed,
and he places a statue of her father in
the palace to placate her, but she gives
herself over to its worship when Solo-
mon is absent. Asaf protests about this to
Solomon: ‘For forty days something other
than God has been worshipped in this
place.” When Solomon uncovers the truth
he punishes ber (see al-Thalabt, 322-323;
Ibn al-Athir, 1/238-240). Following this,
the name Asaf is again mentioned when a
demon named Sakhr steals Solomon’s ring
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