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THE PROPHET MUHAMMAD, LABID AL-YAHUDI
AND THE COMMENTARIES TO SURA 113

Davib Cook
UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

In memorium Hava Lazarus-Yafeh

1 Introduction

One of the most unusual stories associated with a Qur’anic sizra
regards one Labid b. al-"Asim al-Yahadi' who, according to many

accounts, managed briefly to bewitch the Prophet Muhammad, leaving

him in a catatonic state. He was unable to function untl God
provided the text of sira 113, al-Falag, which was used, according to
the account, in order to counteract the effects of the magic spell.
Although nominally a Muslim,? Labid belongs to the small group of
Jews who, according to the Muslim reports, converted to Islam in
order to subvert it, or to cause physical damage to its leading figures
during the time of the Prophet and the first caliphs. These include
such figures as Ibn al-Sayyad, “Abdalldh b. al-Saba” and Kab al-Ahbar,
who are occasionally the objects of conspiracy theories in Christian
literature as well.> One of the few accounts about Labid not connected
with the story related below is that the doctrine of the creation of the
Qur'an was first formulated by him, and was passed on to his
nephew Talut (i.e. Shaul, apparently a converted Jew) to the forefathers
of the Mu'tazila sect.* Few Western scholars have considered the

" 1 would like to thank Shari Lowin for reading this manuscript and making cor-
rections.

" Virtually all the historical material is in Michael Lecker, “The Bewitching of
the Prophet Muhammad by the Jews: A Note a propos “Abd al-Malik b. Habib's /-
Mukbtasar fi al-Tibl', al-Qantara 13 (1992), 561-9.

2 His ‘conversion’ is described in Muhammad b. Sa‘d, Kidb al-tabagdr al-kubrd,
ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir “At3* (Beirut 1990), 11, 152. Here the Jews claim that
they have already tried to bewitch the Prophet several times, but were unable to do so.

3 On Ka'b al-Ahbar, see Sidney Griffith, ‘Muhammad and the Monk Bahira,
Oriens Christianus 79 (1995), 146-74; and for the others, see below.

4 Ibn Manzir, Mukhtasar Ta'rikh Madinat Dimashg, ed. Rihiyya Nahhas
(Beirut 1989), VI, 51 [this section is apparently very abridged in the original of
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