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have his way with her. As they sleep later, Solomon has a portentous dream, and gives the queen one of 
his rings, to remember him by and as a token of recognition in case she bears him a son.  
 
The Coptic and Kǝbrä Nägäst accounts do thus, arguably, retain the basic tropes of magical or miraculous 
building found in the qiṣaṣ versions of the Solomon legend (the jinn are replaced by the miraculous tree 
trunk in the Coptic account, but this is not included in the Kǝbrä Nägäst), and of trickery (the riddles which 
lead to the queen’s submission to Solomon are replaced by the seduction by trickery), but they are very 
different stories. However, the way that the Solomon pretext is referenced in Sīrat Sayf seems to indicate 
that the Kǝbrä Nägäst, or Kǝbrä Nägäst-type stories, of the Queen of Sheba are incorporated into its 
intertextual pantheon. This suggestion is based on two things: the fact that the references in Sīrat Sayf are 
to a postmarital relationship of Solomon and Bilqīs, and the fact that the sīrah establishes a relationship 
between Sayf and Bilqīs, as well as Sayf and Solomon. 
 
The fact that the major tendency in Sīrat Sayf is to refer to Solomon legends in the context of a post-
marital relationship with Bilqīs, rather than through the premarital wisdom-test encounter of Solomon and 
Bilqīs as found in the qiṣaṣ, is intriguing. The major theme of qurʾānic references to the Solomon legend is 
the battle of wits between the prophet and the non-believer, and the demonstration of the superior, God-
given knowledge of Solomon in comparison to Bilqīs who, however intelligent and erudite she may be, and 
however capable a queen to her people, cannot hope to win out against him. Bilqīs’s part in the qiṣaṣ al-
anbiyāʾ likewise focuses on this encounter, and she disappears from the legend with Solomon’s victory. 
However, what we see in Sīrat Sayf is that, although the theme of the test of wits is maintained in the 
stories it tells about Solomon and Bilqīs, she appears exclusively as Solomon’s wife following the 
encounter that is the focus of her role in the Qurʾān and qiṣaṣ. There is a clear difference between the 
Queen of Sheba’s role in Sīrat Sayf and in the Kǝbrä Nägäst, in that Solomon and Bilqīs are by no means 
man and wife in the Ethiopian account (this is made very clear by the fact that the queen is seduced 
against her will, by unscrupulous trickery). However, Sīrat Sayf’s reliance on a characterization of Solomon 
and Bilqīs as man and wife who leave an inheritance to Sayf has correspondences to their roles in the 
Kǝbrä Nägäst, in which, although not married, their primary narrative function is as parents of Menelik, the 
founder of a dynasty of kings and the bringer of the true religion to Ethiopia. 
 
There is also a shift of emphasis away from Solomon and onto Bilqīs in the intertextual references Sīrat 
Sayf makes to Solomonic legend that is characteristic of the Ethiopian story.55 It is from Bilqīs that Sayf 
inherits the crown and wedding robes needed to fulfill ʿĀqiṣah’s dowry quest, and it is because of al-
Rahaṭ’s love for Bilqīs that he ends up imprisoned by Solomon, conveniently trapped and waiting for Sayf 
                                                 
55 “In turning to the Ethiopian version, we become at once conscious of a fundamental change of 
atmosphere: the emphasis is no longer on Solomon and his wisdom but on the Queen of Sheba and 
her nobility; no longer is Solomon exposed to the wiles of the seductress, Lilith, the earthy demon, but 
he himself assumes the role of seducer…” (Ullendorff, Ethiopia and the Bible, 139). 
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to liberate him to help divert the Nile. One might expect Sayf to have inherited Solomon’s ring or throne, 
for example, given that these are motifs that are inextricably associated with Solomon in Islamic legend, 
rather than Bilqīs’s robes and crown and Āṣaf’s sword. However, the focus in Sayf on Bilqīs as the wife 
who must be appeased in the stories of the enchanted fish is striking because she is so clearly portrayed 
as the partner with more power in their marriage. Thus Sayf, through his connection with Bilqīs in the 
Wedding Quest section, in which he is the heir to whom Bilqīs leaves her talismanic treasures, might very 
well be identified with the Ethiopian Queen of Sheba’s son Menelik by those who know the Kǝbrä Nägäst 
and associated stories.  
 
This potential identification of Sayf with Menelik is intriguing because Menelik can be seen as reflecting 
Ethiopian notions of sacred kingship in much the same way as I have identified Sayf’s persona as 
embodying ancient Egyptian ideas of kingship elsewhere.56 This identification brings another dimension to 
Sayf’s characterization, which in turn informs the discussion of kingship that is a core concern of the sīrah. 
Furthermore, it adds an interesting nuance to the issue of Sayf’s literary legitimacy as king and founder of 
his dynasty, given that by the end of the sīrah Sayf becomes the ruler of Ḥabash, the major enemy of the 
Egyptian Yemenites, who are defeated and incorporated into Sayf’s empire in the final stages of the 
narrative. In terms of the story that Sīrat Sayf is telling, the text can be read as creating a tension between 
the legitimacy of Sayf Arʿad’s claim to the Ḥabashī throne and Sayf’s. This is because, if Sayf can be 
identified with Menelik, when he defeats the Ḥabashī king Sayf Arʿad and takes his throne he is, in one 
sense, claiming his legitimate birthright.57  
 

                                                 
56 See Blatherwick, Prophets, Gods and Kings, Ch. 3 and Ch. 5. On notions of sacred kingship in 
Ethiopia, see Carlo Conti Rossini, “La regalità sacra in Abissinia e nei regni dell’Africa centrale ed 
occidentale,” Studi e materiali do storia delle religioni 21 (1948): 12–31; André Caquot, “La royauté 
sacrale en Éthiopie,” Annales d’Éthiopie 2 (1957): 205–218; and Eike Haberland, Untersuchungen zum 
äthiopischen Königtum (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1965). Conti Rossini and Caquot relate the 
Ethiopian conceptualization of kinship to ideas held in the ancient Near East, but Haberland sees it as 
reflecting African ideas of kingship as discussed in, for example, Henri Frankfort, Kingship and the 
Gods: A Study of Ancient Near Eastern Religion as the Integration of Society and Nature (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1948). Sīrat Sayf also seems to retain some traces of these African ideas.  
57 The ideas of Sayf as invader and legitimate ruler existing in tension with one another is a 
conceptualization of kingship that has also been found in ancient Egyptian Chaosbeschreibung texts: 
the king is legitimate by divine will, and is a god on earth, but if he is defeated by a foreign enemy, then 
must this foreign enemy also not be ruler by divine will and a god on earth? For more on this see 
Blatherwick, Prophets, Gods and Kings, 199–202; John Dillery, “Cambyses and the Egyptian 
Chaosbeschreibung Tradition,” The Classical Quarterly 55 (2005): 387–406; Antonio Loprieno, “The 
‘King’s Novel’” in Antonio Loprieno (ed.), Ancient Egyptian Literature: History and Forms (Leiden: Brill, 
1996), 277–295; and David Frankfurter, Elijah in Upper Egypt (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 
159–194. 
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This aspect of Sayf’s characterization can also be read into his parentage: Sayf is always described as his 
father’s son, but his mother, Qamariyyah, is an African concubine who was sent to Dhū Yazan as a gift 
from Sayf Arʿad.58 Identity is very much informed by parentage in popular epics, and Sayf’s mother brings 
an “African” dimension to his persona. Although he is always identified in the text as a Yemenite 
descendent of the Ḥimyarite kings, he is actually a descendent of both Ham and Shem, half African and 
half Arab.59 Despite the fact that there is an obvious tension between Sayf as Islamic progenitor and 
Menelik as a Christian one, the identification between these two at the level of their shared 
characterization as founding rulers who bring the light of the true faith to the world is one that is cross-
cultural. It can be read as reflecting the essentially inclusive worldview of Sīrat Sayf, and the underlying 
idea of the brotherhood of man which is a key theme of the text. 
 
In terms of intertextual consistency, the preeminent role of the Ethiopian Queen of Sheba in the Kǝbrä 
Nägäst also ties in neatly with the focus on the figure of Bilqīs in Middle Eastern, and specifically Yemeni 
and Egyptian, premodern popular histories and literature, in which figures such as Bilqīs and Zenobia can 
be read as vehicles through which issues of social order and chaos are discussed. Given the significance 
of the Queen of Sheba in terms of Ethiopian culture and literature, as well as Yemeni tradition, not to 
mention the nature of the heirlooms involved, it does not seem farfetched to read into this the intertextual 
existence of a broader level of dialogue on social and cultural frictions and assimilation which works at a 
more regional level, encompassing South Arabia, Ḥabash, and Egypt.60 Although these three geographic 
areas have long been separate political entities, they have a history of trade and cultural links.61 What is 
more, the fluctuating borders of Ḥabash have incorporated large swathes of South Arabia and Egypt at 
various times. In fact, Sīrat Sayf is rooted in the historical actuality of territorial conflicts between Ḥabash 

                                                 
58 This is especially relevant given that Qamariyyah is not always African—in some other variants, for 
example, she is a Persian princess. See Gažáková, “Major Female Characters,” 92. 
59 See Blatherwick, Prophets, Gods and Kings, 285–286. On the principle of character splitting and its 
ramifications for characterization, see Brenda Beck, “Core Triangles in the Folk Epics of India” in 
Blackburn et al. (eds.), Oral Epics in India, 155–175. 
60 On Bilqīs in Southern Arabian legendary history, see Fatima Mernissi, The Forgotten Queens of 
Islam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997); Belcher, “African Rewritings”; and Elias, 
“Prophecy, Power and Propriety.” Toy briefly discusses the geographical spread of her story and the 
possibility of the existence of a South Arabian/Ethiopian oikotype in C. H. Toy, “The Queen of Sheba,” 
The Journal of American Folklore 20 (1907): 207–212, 211–212.  
61 See G. W. Bowersock, The Throne of Adulis: Red Sea Wars on the Eve of Islam (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); idem, The Crucible of Islam (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2017), esp. 
Ch. 4; and Ullendorff, Ethiopia and the Bible, 15–30, for the religious, cultural, and political interactions 
of these areas.  
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and Ḥimyar in the Arabian Peninsula, as well reflecting the later, medieval tensions between Egypt and 
Ḥabash.62  
 
Conclusion 
 
To conclude, the references Sīrat Sayf makes to the Solomon legend are nuanced and complex. It is easy 
to say that Sayf and Solomon have basic characteristics in common, and these undoubtedly do explain 
the presence of references to Solomon in the sīrah. The Wedding Quest section of Sīrat Sayf is especially 
concerned with the control of the jinn, the building of palaces and cities, and the diversion of the river Nile. 
Given Solomon’s unique status in Islamic popular culture as the ultimate prophet-king, and the popularity 
of stories about him, it might seem unremarkable that he would be an intertextual presence in a sīrah 
about another Islamic world-king, and the implicit identification of the two characters is certainly a narrative 
device that is employed to enhance Sayf’s heroic status. It builds on the oft-repeated predictions of Sayf’s 
destiny as world ruler made in the text, paving the way for the climactic third section in which the Muslims 
embark on an inexorable march throughout any still unconquered earthly lands and into the realms of the 
jinn.  
 

                                                 
62 The sīrah is believed to have developed from stories about the historical figure of the Yemenite 
Ḥimyarite ruler Sayf b. Dhī Yazan, also known as Abū Murrah or Mādhikarib, who fought against the 
Ḥabashī presence in the Arabian Peninsula in the late sixth century CE. The general consensus among 
Persian and Arab historians is that the historical Sayf was a vassal of the Persian ruler Khosrau 
Anushwirān, who ruled between 531 and 579 CE, and his campaign against the Ḥabashīs is generally 
dated to sometime around 570 CE. See, for example, Ṭabarī, Tārīkh, 1.439–449, translated in The 
History of al-Ṭabarī, Volume V: The Sāsānids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids, and Yemen, trans. C.E. 
Bosworth (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 236–252; Abū Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Malik 
Ibn Hishām, Al-Sīrah al-nabawiyyah li-Abī Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Malik Ibn Hishām al-Maʿāfirī (4 vols. in 2; 
Cairo: Dār al-Manār, 1415 [1994]), 1.67–73, translated in The Life of Muhammad: A Translation of 
Isḥāq’s [sic] Sīrat Rasūl Allāh, trans. A. Guillaume (2nd ed.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
30ff.; and idem, Kitāb al-Tijān fi mulūk Ḥimyar (Sana’a: Markaz al-Dirāsāt wa’l-Abḥāth al-Yamaniyyah, 
1347 [1928]), 317–323. These and other historical accounts are discussed in Giovanni Canova, “Sayf 
b. Dhī Yazan: History and Saga,” in Sabine Dorpmueller (ed.), Fictionalizing the Past: Historical 
Characters in Arabic Popular Epic (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 206; Leuven: Peeters, 2012), 95–
105; Zuzana Gažáková, “The Legendary Ḥimyarite Origin of Some African Dynasties and Tribes: A 
Case Study of Sīrat Sayf B. Dī Yazan,” in Viera Pawliková-Vilhanová and Seyni Moumouni (eds.), 
Voices of Africa’s Pasts (Bratislava: Slovak Academic Press, 2014), 61–77, 61–66; and H. T. Norris, 
“The Ḥimyaritic Tihāma (1): Evidence for a Multi-Racial Society in Pre-Islamic and Early Islamic 
Arabia,” Abbay 9 (1978): 101–122, 104–106. The frame story of the war between Sayf’s proto-Muslims 
and Ḥabash also reflects medieval political tensions. See H. T. Norris, “Sayf b. Dī Yazan and the Book 
of the History of the Nile,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 7 (1989): 125–51, 127–132 and Gažáková, “The 
Legendary Ḥimyarite Origin,” 66–68. 
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However, the sīrah goes far beyond just bringing in heroic heirlooms and Solomonic motifs to inform 
Sayf’s characterization. It manipulates the Solomon legend and plays with the audience’s assumed 
knowledge of the narrative to inform its own themes. It seems to create new Solomon stories for the ends 
of its own plot, and to generate narrative tensions. Perhaps most importantly, it seems to be using the 
Solomon legend as a dialogic device through which to speak to (and for) not just an Islamic, Egyptian 
audience, but also a Christian and Ethiopian one. (Without looking at more examples of specifically 
Egyptian Christian religious legends it is impossible to make any more concrete arguments on this aspect 
of the text’s intertextual dialogue, but it would be extremely surprising if the Egyptian Coptic intertext did 
not play a large role).  
 
As Michael Jackson has recently commented, storytelling fulfils several functions. It is a way that we 
“recount and rework events that happened to us,” but we also tell stories to share experiences, to affirm 
our identity, and to transform our sense of who we are.63 Storytelling has a cathartic function that helps us 
to come to terms with and make sense of traumatic events, loss, and hardship. Communally authored 
narratives such as Sīrat Sayf do this by allowing space within themselves for multiple voices to exist, often 
voices with diametrically opposed views. These narratives are not univocal, but are dialogic discussions of 
issues such as cultural identity and are a way of airing and reconciling different truths. The identification of 
Sayf with both the Islamic Solomon and the Ethiopian Queen of Sheba informs his heroic character and 
the story of his own personal quest. However, it also makes him a more universal hero and opens up the 
narrative experience to a more diverse audience. It is one of many similar uses of intertextual references 
made in Sīrat Sayf that allow it to be a space in which issues surrounding identity and society can be 
explored and negotiated. At the same time, it works to convey one of the central themes of the sīrah, the 
role of Sayf b. Dhī Yazan as the world king who brings an inclusive message of Islamic unity to the worlds 
of humans and jinn.  
 
  

                                                 
63 Michael Jackson, The Politics of Storytelling: Variations on a Theme by Hannah Arendt (2nd ed.; 
Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2013), 17.  
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