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EDITORIAL PREFACE

This volume of the Cambridge History of Arabic Literature covers the literary
production of a period of five centuries, from the accession of the cAbbasids
in 132/750 to the dynasty's end and the capture of its capital, Baghdad, by
the Mongols in 656/1258. Geographically, the regions covered are those
actually or nominally held by the cAbbasids during part or most of this
period: Iraq, Syria and Iran; Egypt and the Arabian peninsula. The scope of
the volume appears self-explanatory, but a few words of clarification are
nevertheless called for. The term cAbbasid is neither a political nor a strictly
chronological designation, but a cultural one: though the first century of
cAbbasid rule set its stamp on a literature, that literature was thereafter to
develop independently of the regime in many regional centres. Moreover,
many features or tributaries of cAbbasid literature had their origins in an
earlier period, and are treated here within the framework of that period
where appropriate. But above all the use of the term belles-lettres requires
explanation. The companion to this volume, Religion, Learning and Science in
the cAbbasid Period, deals with cAbbasid writings on such subjects as
grammar, philosophy, history and law. This division between belles-lettres
and "technical" literature is not found in cAbbasid authors themselves, and
could not be strictly observed in the present volume without presenting a
distorted picture of the output of a given writer or region; but for a fuller
treatment of the development of technical or scholarly disciplines, the
reader is referred to the companion volume.

The proliferation of both scholarly and belles-lettristic genres marks a
striking difference between cAbbasid literature and the Arabic literature
which preceded it. No less striking is the high proportion of non-Arabs
who contributed to the Arabic literature of the cAbbasid period, and the
learned and allusive stamp of the literature as a whole. Cosmopolitan, urban
cAbbasid writers were conscious of the distance which separated them from
the classical models by which they defined Arab and Muslim culture:
archaic bedouin poetry and the enduring human and aesthetic values they
believed it to embody; early Islamic history, which could be seen, no less
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Xll EDITORIAL PREFACE

than the Qur^an itself, as enshrining the fundamental choices set before
believers. These models were pressed into service to vindicate a civilization
which faced rival cultural influences and claims, and which was itself in the
process of absorbing many new elements. The pervasiveness of literary,
Quranic and historical allusion in cAbbasid writing, and the impressive
growth of scholarly and critical writing side by side with belles-lettres', reflect
a culture sustained by active and creative reference to tradition. It follows
that modern readers must acquire some familiarity with that tradition in
order to gain access to cAbbasid literature even at the simplest level; and this
volume has tried to provide the general reader with such an introduction by
quoting original material wherever possible.

In format, the volume consists of juxtaposed studies of individual
authors and thematic surveys of genres, arranged as far as possible
chronologically in two main sections, prose and poetry, with each section
prefaced by a general introductory chapter. These sections illustrate the
literatures of Iraq and Syria, the earliest and major centres of cAbbasid
culture. Two chapters on the regional literatures of Egypt and the Yemen,
which until recently have received less widespread attention, conclude the
volume. As the type and arrangement of material reflect some characteris-
tics of, or problems raised by, cAbbasid literature, a final word should be
said on this subject. The printing of texts in scholarly editions began
only in the last century, and the literature is not yet well enough mapped, in
terms of the sum of its productions, the finer categorizations applied to
them or the relative importance of all but the most outstanding figures, to
supply us with a canonical framework for interpretation. Definitive
editions of many authors are not yet available, attributions are sometimes
uncertain, and many texts were by their nature fluid and might be altered
several times by the author himself without producing a definitive version.
In addition, while there are anecdotal and biographical sources for the lives
of mostc Abbasid men of letters, the aim of medieval biographers was not to
lay bare the souls of their subjects nor even to give an exhaustive account of
their careers. Thus only in exceptional cases can the lives and literary
personalities of cAbbasid writers be convincingly portrayed in modern
biographical terms; hence one reason for the alternation in this volume
between individual and general studies. But no less important is the fact
that the cAbbasid conception of character, whether personal or literary, is
probably not to be approached in modern terms. Many writers will be
found, in the following chapters, as competent practitioners of genres
which have little in common and might appear to have less common
ground in the writer's own personality than in the requirements of his
patrons. An explanation must be sought both in the conditions of literary
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EDITORIAL PREFACE Xlll

production and in cAbbasid conceptions of literature itself, whose variety is
perhaps most broadly illustrated in the surveys of the literatures of Egypt
and the Yemen, in which the links between genres, whether "technical" or
belles-lettristicy are brought to the fore.

In the hope that the volume may be of interest and use to readers with no
knowledge of Arabic as well as to Arabists, references have been given
wherever possible to material which has been translated into a European
language. Similarly the bibliographies, which are not intended as
exhaustive, generally list European in preference to Arabic secondary
sources.

I should like to thank all the staff at the Cambridge University Press who
have helped in the production of this volume, Mr. Colin Wakefield of the
Bodleian Library, Oxford, for advising on the index, and Mrs. Barbara
Hird for compiling it. I gratefully acknowledge the advice and encourage-
ment of the editorial board; and my particular thanks go to Professor A. F.
L . Beeston for the translations which appear above his initials in chapters 9,
16, 18 and 19.

J.A.
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THECABBASID CALIPHATE: A HISTORICAL
INTRODUCTION

The cAbbasid period opened with a major political revolution in the Islamic
world. The cAbbasid movement had developed in Khurasan, the vast
province which lay on the north-east frontiers of Islamic Iran, during the
first part of the second/eighth century. The reasons for the revolt against
the rule of the Umayyads in distant Damascus have been intensively
debated by historians, and much remains unclear; but we can be certain that
it was a movement among all the Muslims of the area, Arab and non-Arab
alike, and it was intended to replace the Umayyad government, thought to
be authoritarian and indifferent to both religion and the local concerns of
the Khurasanis, by the rule of a member of the "Family of the Prophet"
who would usher in an era of peace and justice. Perhaps because they came
from a frontier province and had ample military experience, the Khurasanis
were able to succeed where so many before them had failed;1 marching
westwards across the great plains of central Iran and through the passes of
the Zagros mountains, they took Iraq in 132/749 and, while the leaders
stayed in Iraq and Iran to consolidate their position, an expedition was sent
to the west to defeat the demoralized Umayyad army and eventually to kill
the last Umayyad caliph, Marwan b. Muhammad, in Egypt, where he had
taken refuge.

The military victory left many political problems to be solved. Like so
many groups which come to power on the crest of a wave of revolutionary
enthusiasm, the leaders of the cAbbasid movement soon had to come to
grips with the problems of reconciling revolutionary ideals with the
practical problems of government. The first question was of course, who
should be caliph. Revolutionary propaganda had simply called for "a
chosen one" from the family of the Prophet, a cry which could unite many
different interests; but it seems that the leaders of the movement had for
some time been in touch with the descendants of the Prophet's uncle, al-
cAbbas, and when the victorious armies approached Iraq from the east, the
cAbbasid family had moved from southern Palestine to settle in Kufa. So it

1 See CHIs/am, i, 75-103.
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2 H. N. KENNEDY

was that in 132/750 a group of leading Khurasanis sought them out and
proclaimed one Abu Dl-cAbbas, known to history by his regnal title of al-
Saffah, as the first cAbbasid caliph. Not everyone was satisfied by this and it
seems that there was a considerable number of people who held that only
the direct descendants of the Prophet through his daughter Fatimah and
CA1I b. Abi Talib should be accepted as leaders of the Muslim community.
At this stage they were too weak to mount a major political challenge, but
they continued to pose an ideological threat which the cAbbasids were
never completely able to master; those who felt that the revolution had been
betrayed, or that the cAbbasid government had failed to establish a truly just
and Islamic society, could always look to the cAlid family for leadership.

The first cAbbasid caliph, and his brother and successor, al-Mansur (136-
58/754-75), were also faced with a second problem - the extent of the
powers of the caliph. On the one hand, there were those who felt that the
Umayyad regime had become too authoritarian and that the Muslims of the
various provinces of the empire should be effectively in control of their own
affairs, in particular that the taxes collected in the provinces should be spent
on the stipends of the Muslims settled there, an idea which went back to the
diwan (list of those entitled to state salaries) of the second "Orthodox"
caliph cUmar b. al-Khattab. On the other hand, there were those who felt
that the caliph should play the role of religious leader as well as secular
administrator, deciding on the true interpretation of QurDan and sunnah (the
precedents set by the Propjiet, which were used as a basis of law) and, as
God's representative on earth, enjoying an almost absolute power.

The differing ideas about who should be ruler, and the powers he was to
enjoy, were the main bones of political contention under the cAbbasid
caliphs. For their part, al-Saffah and al-Mansur were determined to steer a
middle course. They did not claim semi-divine powers, a fact which drove
some of their supporters to violent discontent, but on the other hand they
established a strong state, in which the caliph would be the effective ruler
and would appoint governors to and collect taxes from all the provinces of
the Islamic world (except Spain, which was tacitly abandoned at this time).
Thus, when the leader of the cAbbasid movement in Khurasan, Abu
Muslim, attempted to secure his own independent rule over the province,
al-Mansur had no hesitation in having him murdered, despite his previous
services to the dynasty.

Although many of its leading figures originally came from Khurasan, the
early cAbbasid state was firmly based in Iraq and the rulers derived a large
proportion of their incomes from the rich and flourishing agricultural
economy of the Sawad, the "black land" or irrigated lands of lower Iraq. It
was at the northern end of the Sawad, on a site conveniently close to the two
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE 3

great rivers, Tigris and Euphrates, and the roads to Khurasan through the
passes of the Zagros mountains, that al-Mansur, in 145/762, founded his
capital at Baghdad which was to be the most important cultural centre in the
Muslim world for the next three centuries. This concern for Iraq and its
revenues led to the development of that most characteristic feature of
cAbbasid administration, the consolidation of a highly educated elite of
administrative secretaries {kuttab), the mandarins of the early Islamic
world, whose power and wealth were based on the fact that they alone
could administer the revenue-collecting machinery on which the regime
depended. In many cases these were men of Persian or Nabati (Aramaean)
origin whose families had been established as small landowners in the
Sawad since Iranian times but who now lent their expertise to the state.
Under the leadership of the Barmakid family (the Barmecides of the
Arabian Nights), themselves of eastern-Iranian origin, the kuttab became an
important political force during the reign of the third cAbbasid caliph, al-
Mahdi (15 8-69/775—8 5), and even after the dramatic fall of the Barmakids in
187/803, during the reign of Harun al-Rashld (170—93/786—809), the kuttab
maintained and increased their influence.2 These people were immensely
important for the development of the literary culture of the age. Not only
were they themselves literate, as their profession demanded — and
sometimes, like Ibn Muqlah (d. 328/940), famous calligraphers - but they
were also important as patrons of poets and prose-writers alike. The
language of administration was Arabic, and it was Arabic literature that the
kuttab composed and patronized; but many of the kuttab, like the
Barmakids, were of Persian origin and looked back with some nostalgia to
the great Persian imperial past, seeing in its achievements a form of reply to
the Arab pride in the QurDan and early Arabic culture. The Persian heritage,
and to a lesser extent the Aramaean, was thus incorporated into the Arabic-
Islamic cultural tradition, where it proved extremely influential and
provided the intellectual background to the Shuubiyyah movement in
literature, a reaction among non-Arab Muslims to Arab claims of
superiority. The scene of this cultural activity was of course at the political
capital in Baghdad, which had, by the beginning of the third/ninth century,
come to replace all other cultural centres; the independent traditions of
Kufa, Basra and the Hijaz were taken over and adapted by the new
metropolitan centre. Besides the patronage of court and kuttab, Baghdad
also offered a separate and equally important cultural milieu, the world of
the hadith scholars or traditionists. This was largely a middle-class
movement. The rapid economic growth of Baghdad led to the develop-
2 For a comprehensive discussion of the kuttab, see D. Sourdel, Le Vi^irat abbaside (Damascus,

1959-60).
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H. N. KENNEDY

ment of a genuine bourgeoisie whose fairly modest wealth was derived
from trade and manufacture rather than from government office or
extensive landed estates. From the third/ninth century these people became
increasingly concerned with the science of hadtth (the sayings and doings
attributed to the Prophet), and this led in turn to much early history
writing, culminating in the great Tarikh ("History") of al-Tabarl (d. 310/
923), who, although a landowner of private means from northern Iran,
owed his training and intellectual development to the Baghdad milieu. The
full development of Arabic literature in the third/ninth centuries is
inconceivable without Baghdad as the great melting-pot and crucible of
this culture. And Baghdad owed its existence and continued prosperity to
the cAbbasid dynasty.

The period of stability and prosperity under the early cAbbasids reached
its apogee during the reign of Harun al-Rashld, which left its mark on
literature with the poetry of Abu Nuwas and Abu Dl-cAtahiyah and is
recalled in popular legend, including Alf laylah wa-laylah (the Arabian
Nights), as the "golden age" of the cAbbasids; but this peace was shattered
in the years after the caliph's death in 193/809 by a prolonged civil war
which profoundly affected the course of cAbbasid history. Harun had
decided that he should be succeeded by two sons in turn (some sources
mention a third son but he did not play an active part in the war),
Muhammad al-Amin and cAbdullah al-MaDmun, and that meanwhile al-
MaDmiin should be essentially al-Amin's viceroy in the East, i.e. Khurasan,
including all of eastern Iran. This complicated arrangement, detailed in
solemn agreements displayed in the Kacbah at Mecca, was designed to solve
a number of problems; those of coping with the vast size of the empire, of
assuring an orderly pattern of succession, but above all the problem of
taxation. In the years that followed the cAbbasid revolution, many
Khurasanis had settled in Baghdad and their descendants formed an
influential part of the population, known as the abna° al-dawlah (literally
"sons of the fAbbasid] state"); but despite their long residence in Iraq, they
were still paid from taxes collected in Khurasan whence their families had
originally come. It seems to have been resentment at this from those
presently living in Khurasan that led Harun to divide his heritage, and one
of the most important features of the agreements between the two brothers
was that taxes collected in Khurasan were to be spent there. After the
caliph's death, the elaborate agreement soon broke down; the leaders of the
abnc? in Baghdad felt unable to tolerate the fiscal autonomy of Khurasan and
launched a major invasion to deprive al-MaDmun of his inheritance and to
reconquer their native province. The attempt backfired disastrously; under
the leadership of Tahir b. al-Husayn, al-MaDmun's supporters swept
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE 5

westwards into Iraq and took Baghdad after a long and hard-fought siege in
198/813. The civil war dragged on for almost a decade after that. It was only
gradually that al-MaDmun and his supporters, notably Tahir and his family
and the caliph's younger brother Abu Ishaq (soon to be caliph himself with
the title of al-Muctasim), were able to re-establish cAbbasid authority over
the central Islamic lands.

Al-MaDmun was succeeded in 218/833 by his brother al-Muctasim, and it
was under him that the new, middle cAbbasid regime took shape. It was
distinguished by a highly centralized financial administration and the
development of a new army, a new capital and a new ideology. The new
army consisted almost entirely of horsemen of Turkish origin, many of
whom were barely Muslim or Arabic-speaking. Both the Arab tribes who
had supported the Umayyad regime and the abna'\ who had supported the
early cAbbasids, were effectively excluded from participation, and it is the
development of this new army, much more than the cAbbasid revolution,
which marks the moment when the Arabs lost control of the empire they
had created. To avoid friction between this new army and the abna' of
Baghdad whom they had supplanted, al-Muctasim founded a new capital, at
Samarra on the Tigris about eighty miles north of Baghdad, which
distanced the military and government centre from the economic and
cultural metropolis of Baghdad. The new ideology was adherence to the
Muctazili doctrine of the createdness of the QurDan. This doctrine held that
the QurDan, while of course the Word of God, was created in time, rather
than being, as SunnI theologians later held, coeternal with God. The
importance of this was that if the QurDan was created in time, then it was for
that time and could be interpreted or even possibly modified by a divinely
guided caliph/imam to suit changing circumstances. There were a number
of reasons why the middle cAbbasid government was attached to this
position; in part it was an attempt to reconcile the supporters of the cAlids to
cAbbasid government, and the caliphs began to use the title imam at this
time, emphasizing their religious status. The Muctazili position also
allowed the caliph greater freedom for manoeuvre on dogmatic and legal
questions since he was not bound by the developing tradition (sunnah) of the
Prophet (clearly, if the QurDan itself could be reinterpreted, much of the
early tradition which sought to explain it could be viewed as obsolete and
disregarded). The middle cAbbasid government made acceptance of the
Muctazili position on the createdness of the Qur3an the touchstone of
loyalty to the Samarra regime, and government officials were obliged by the
mihnah (inquisition) to pledge their loyalty to it. In opposition to these
policies there developed in Baghdad a passionate concern for, and interest
in, the traditions of the Prophet as a defence against the pretensions of
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6 H. N. KENNEDY

Samarra, and the foundations were laid, by Ahmad b. Hanbal and others, of
the movement which was to develop into the fully fledged Sunnism of the
fourth/tenth century. This development reached its intellectual maturity in
the work of Abu Dl-Hasan al-Ashcari (d. 324/935), who used the debating
techniques of the Muctazilis to produce a reasoned defence of tradition, and
the general acceptance of Ashcarism by the Sunni community effectively
closed the argument.

The Samarra regime was comparatively short-lived. The marginal and
alien soldiers whom al-Muctasim and his successors had imported to be
their military backers felt threatened by any change of caliphal policy, and
an attempt by the caliph al-Mutawakkil to broaden his power base by
recruiting soldiers from elsewhere led to his murder at the hands of his
Turkish guards in 247/861. There then followed ten years of anarchy in
Samarra, with rival groups of Turks and their supporters among the kuttab
fighting to ensure that their candidate became caliph and that, when he did,
he looked after their interests. It was a grim period for the cAbbasids, and
one which saw the beginnings of the disintegration of the empire into
numerous different states. The accession of al-Muctamid in 256/870
effectively marked the end of the anarchy in Samarra, not because of the
caliph himself, who was something of a figurehead, but because his brother
Abu Ahmad, called al-Muwaffaq, slowly rebuilt the cAbbasid army and
secured its loyalty to the dynasty. The anarchy had seen many of the
provinces pass into the hands of the local rulers; in Egypt Ahmad b. Tulun,
himself of Turkish origin from Samarra, took over and, while acknowledg-
ing the formal authority of the caliph, was effectively independent. In
eastern and southern Iran power was seized by a war-lord from Sistan,
Yacqub b. Layth al-Saffar ("the Coppersmith"),3 who was soon in a position
to threaten Iraq. Closer to the centre, northern Syria and Iraq were claimed
by local adventurers while, most dangerous and humiliating of all, the Zanj,
black slaves who worked the latifundia of southern Iraq, overran the area
which had been the heartland of cAbbasid power and sacked the great
trading city of Basra at the head of the Gulf. Al-Muwaffaq and his son, the
caliph al-Muctadid (279-289/892-902), both of them great soldiers, made a
determined effort to restore the position, al-Muwaffaq by subduing the
Zanj in a series of campaigns in the marshes of southern Iraq and by keeping
back the threat from the Saffarids, and al-Muctadid by bringing northern
Jazirah (northern Mesopotamia) and much of western Iran under control.
The high point of the cAbbasid revival was during the reign of al-Muktafi
(289-95/902-8), when Egypt was briefly recovered for the caliphate.

All this good work was, however, brought to nothing during the
3 See CHIran, iv, 106-17.
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE 7

disastrous reigns of al-Muqtadir (295—320/908—32) and his successors, al-
Qahir (320—2/932—4) and al-Radi (322—9/934—40). The reasons for this
collapse were partly connected with the circumstances of al-Muqtadir's
reign. He came to the throne young and inexperienced and was shamelessly
manipulated by viziers, court factions and the military, all out to get what
they could. But there was more to the collapse of the caliphate than the
inadequacies of one individual. The most fundamental cause was the
economic decline of Iraq. The early cAbbasid caliphate, as has already been
seen, had flourished on the agricultural prosperity of Iraq. From the time of
the long civil wars which followed the death of Hariin al-Rashid in 193/809,
this prosperity began to decline. The wars of the anarchy in Samarra and the
protracted struggle against the Zanj simply intensified the damage to the
rich but fragile irrigation agriculture of the area. The problems which
defeated al-Muqtadir and his experienced viziers like Ibn al-Furat and CA1I
b. cIsa, "the good vizier", were in the end economic; the government
simply could not support the burden of providing for the vast court and
military establishment. As the cAbbasids gave away more and more lands
and rights, frequently in the form oiiqtcf or quasi-fief,4 to solve temporary
financial embarrassments, their enemies became more powerful and their
own prospects for recovery diminished still further. In 324/936, the caliph
al-Radi was obliged to call on a local war-lord, Ibn Ra°iq, to enter Baghdad
and assume the title of amir al-umam (amir of amirs, generalissimo) with
complete control over military, political and financial affairs.5 The cAbbasid
caliphs became simply ornamental figures, isolated in their palaces and
devoid of any real power. The idea of a powerful and vigorous caliph
exercising effective control of the Muslim world, an idea born with Abu
Bakr and cUmar, and fostered by Umayyads and early cAbbasids alike, was
now at an end.

THE SUCCESSOR STATES

The breakup of the caliphate saw the emergence of a large number of
successor states of different background and character. It is easy to see the
breakup of the caliphate as a disaster, and in some ways it was; never again
was the Islamic world to have a central political focus of the sort which the
cAbbasids provided, and the effect on Baghdad and much of southern Iraq
was to introduce a new era of economic decline in the area which had been
the political centre of a major empire. But in other ways the breakup of the
caliphate allowed the development of other political and cultural centres
which had hitherto been overshadowed by Baghdad and the cAbbasid
court; in Egypt, Syria and Iran, new Muslim states emerged to provide

4 See El2, "Iktac". 5 See ibid., "Amir al-umara3" and "Amir".
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8 H. N. KENNEDY

different centres of cultural patronage; these competing centres allowed a
wonderful variety of writing to flourish, and in many ways the century
which witnessed the collapse of the caliphate was also a period of unrivalled
literary activity.

This activity was stimulated by another important change, the growing
pace of conversion to Islam. It is difficult to speak with confidence on this
subject, but it would appear that the fourth/tenth century was the time
when Muslims came to form the majority of the population in the central
Islamic lands, although the speed obviously varied from area to area: faster
in Iraq but probably slower in Egypt, where it would seem that mass
conversion did not really get under way until after the Fatimid take-over in
3 5 8/969. It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of this change
for the development of Arabic literature; educated Muslims in Egypt, Syria
and Iran all expressed themselves in Arabic and if they made a contribution
to literature, they made it to Arabic literature. Only when there was a
considerable body of Muslims could centres like Egypt or Isfahan make a
major contribution to Arabic writing as they did in the fourth/tenth
century. Arabic high culture was no longer confined to a few centres but
had become much more widespread. At the same time sectarian divisions
became much more firmly established in the Muslim community. The
emergence of militant Ismacilism, which led to the rebellion of the
Qaramitah (Carmathians) in the Syrian desert and al-Bahrayn, and to the
emergence of the Fatimid caliphate, first in North Africa from 297/909 and
in Egypt from 358/969, led to this sharpening of divisions.6 In Baghdad
itself there developed a deep split between those who supported the party of
the ImamI (Twelver) Shfls and those groups who opposed them. (Twelver
Shfls believed that the line of visible imams had ended with the eleventh
imam, and that the twelfth would return to rule the world only at the end of
time, as Mahdi\ meanwhile, however, mankind was guided by the invisible
line of his successors.) This split widened throughout the fourth/tenth
century and was exacerbated if not originated by Buyid (or Buwayhid)
amirs, who supported the Shlcah in the hope of winning some popular
support for their rule. One effect of these disputes was to encourage the
development of polemical literature, all written in Arabic, which attempted
to define and defend religious positions. The hub of this activity was
Baghdad which, despite its appalling political and economic problems,
never ceased to be the centre of religious learning.

The kuttab continued to be important as patrons or creators of literature,
and a good education in classical Arabic was still a passport to bureaucratic
success. The role and origins of the viziers of this period were different

6 See p. 12.
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE

however. The kuttab of the early cAbbasid period owed their position to
their ability to run a complex taxation system, especially in the Sawad of
Iraq. The viziers of the successor states served more as intermediaries
between the rulers and their subjects. The early Buyid rulers in both Iraq
and central Iran were ill-educated; Mucizz al-Dawlah (amir of Iraq 334-56/
945-67) hardly knew Arabic although he ruled Baghdad for over twenty
years, and was heavily dependent on his viziers, notably the famous al-
Muhallabl. It was from this Buyid milieu too that the most celebrated of the
literary viziers, the Sahib Ibn cAbbad, renowned both as poet and patron,
emerged, as well as the most distinguished historian of the age, Abu cAli
Miskawayh. Viziers who fell out of favour in one area could seek
employment elsewhere, and even the great Ibn Sina (Avicenna) took
service with the local rulers of Isfahan. Religious and political diversity had,
in many cases, a stimulating effect on culture; even in the Buyid domains,
where a dynasty of Iranian origin ruled over a predominantly Iranian
population, the language of government and court culture was Arabic.
Only in the extreme east of Iran, in the realms of the Samanid rulers, was the
position of Arabic threatened by the emergent New Persian language.7

The Buyids or Buwayhids

Of the states which succeeded the dormant cAbbasid caliphate, the most
extensive was the confederation of amirates ruled by the Buyid family. The
Buyids came originally from the area of Daylam at the south-west corner of
the Caspian Sea and they were supported in their rise to power by the
martial energies of the mountain people of the area, the Daylamis. The
Buyid dominions were not one state but at least three and sometimes more,
combining and dividing according to the interests of the members of the
family and their supporters. The first and most important of these amirates
was the one founded in 322/934 by cImad al-Dawlah (d. 338/949). Buyid
rule, which lasted in Fars until around 440/1048, was something of a golden
age of peace and prosperity for the area. By contrast the history of the Buyid
amirate of Baghdad was a catalogue of disasters. The financial problems
which had plagued the later cAbbasids were aggravated by the strife
between Buyid princes and the war within the city between Sunnis and
Shicis and Turks and Daylamis. Outside Baghdad, the countryside was
increasingly under the control of bedouin chiefs like the cUqaylids of the
Jazirah, or the Mazyadid chiefs of the Banu Asad in the Hillah area. Only
when a strong ruler like cAdud al-Dawlah (amir in Baghdad 367-72/978-
83) could use the resources of Fars to sustain his rule in Baghdad was

7 CHIrany iv, 145.
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H. N. KENNEDY

anything like peace and security established. Otherwise the first half of the
fifth/eleventh century saw most of Iraq under the control of the bedouin
tribes, while the unfortunate Buyid ruler of Baghdad, Jalal al-Dawlah (416-
35/1025-44), was obliged by poverty to dismiss his servants and set loose
his horses since he could no longer feed them.

The third Buyid amirate, based on Rayy, Isfahan and Hamadhan in
central Iran, was always separate from the other two, ruled at first by Rukn
al-Dawlah (333—66/947—77) and later divided between a western Hama-
dhan and Isfahan state and an eastern one based on Rayy. Real power in this
state lay as much with the viziers, the elder and younger Ibn al-cAmid and
above all the famous Sahib Ibn cAbbad, as it did with the Buyid princes
themselves. The Buyid amirate in central Iran disappeared a full generation
before those in Fars and Baghdad; in 420/1029 Rayy fell to the Ghaznavid
ruler Mahmud advancing from the East, while at about the same time
Hamadhan passed into the family of the Kakuyids, related to the Buyids,
who ruled it until the coming of the Saljuqs.

Despite its chaotic political history, the period of Buyid rule saw many
achievements in the field of Arabic literary culture; apart from cAdud al-
Dawlah, none of the rulers seems to have been greatly interested in learning
or literature and the patronage came rather from the viziers, who, with their
great wealth and power, were able to make up for the deficiencies of the
semi-educated rulers; al-Muhallabi and Fakhr al-Mulk in Baghdad, Bahram
b. Mafanna in Shiraz in the early fifth/eleventh century, and Ibn cAbbad,
greatly encouraged literature and learning. Stress is frequently laid on the
fact that the Buyids were Shicis, but too much weight should not be
attached to this. In Baghdad some Buyid amirs certainly tried to manipulate
Shicl opinion in their own interests, a process which led, in the early fifth/
eleventh century, to the re-emergence of the cAbbasids, not as a political
force but as spiritual leaders of the Sunnis. In Fars and central Iran, by
contrast, the religious affiliations of the rulers seem to have caused few
problems and there is no evidence that the Buyids encouraged Shici
propaganda; indeed they sought the support of the cAbbasid caliphs against
the much more radical claims of the ShIcI Fatimids. The Buyids also tried to
make use of the old Iranian heritage, adopting the title Shahanshah for the
leader of the Buyid confederation and using Iranian personal names (cAdud
al-Dawlah for example was called Fana-Khusraw), but this was no
thoroughgoing Iranian revival; the language of administration and
literature remained Arabic throughout the Buyid period.
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE II

The Hamdanids

Of the various small amirates which succeeded the cAbbasid caliphate in
northern Iraq and Syria, the best known was the state of the Hamdanids.
The Hamdanid ruling family came from the bedouin tribe of Taghlib,
established in the Jazlrah since pre-Islamic times, and it was their power as
tribal leaders which initially attracted the attention of the cAbbasid
authorities at the beginning of the fourth/tenth century when they were
looking for allies against the Qaramitah in the Syrian desert. The leaders of
the family made their way as generals in the cAbbasid army and, despite
setbacks, they were able to take advantage of the final disintegration of the
cAbbasid state to carve out principalities for themselves, Nasir al-Dawlah
(317-58/929-69) in Mosul and his more famous younger brother Sayf al-
Dawlah (333-56/945-67) in Aleppo. Despite the bedouin origin of their
families, the Hamdanid rulers tended to model their government on the
later cAbbasids, keeping armies of Turkish soldiers rather than relying on
bedouin tribesmen, and living in cities rather than in nomad encampments.
While Nasir al-Dawlah's long reign and that of his son Abu Taghlib (3 5 8—
69/969—79) were comparatively undistinguished, being largely occupied
with the struggle to keep Mosul independent from the Buyid amirate of
Baghdad, Sayf al-Dawlah achieved immortality as a leader of the Muslims
against resurgent Byzantine power. The early days, up to the mid-third/
ninth century, when the Muslims usually held the initiative, were long since
past; by Sayf al-Dawlah's time a strong and aggressive Byzantine empire
was pursuing a policy of expansion against a deeply divided Muslim world,
an expansion which culminated in the fall of Antioch to the Byzantines in
3 5 8/969. Despite a good deal of popular enthusiasm for the,jihad Q\o\y war)
in Baghdad and elsewhere, Sayf al-Dawlah was effectively left to bear the
brunt of the Byzantine attack on his own. In the end, he was not militarily
very successful: much territory was lost by the Muslims, and Aleppo itself
was sacked by the enemy; but his bold and spirited campaigns against
greatly superior forces captured the imagination, and his prowess and
patronage, celebrated by such poets as al-Mutanabbi, raised him to the
status of a great Arab hero. After Sayf al-Dawlah's death in 356/967, the
state he had founded declined rapidly. His son Sacd al-Dawlah (356—81/
967—91) had great difficulty in establishing himself in Aleppo and was
unable to defend his principality against outside aggression. The Hamdanid
state was now squeezed between the Byzantines in the North and West and
the Fatimids in Egypt and could no longer thrive in these changed
circumstances. From 414/1023 Aleppo was a semi-independent buffer state
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12 H. N. KENNEDY

between the two great powers, ruled, with interruptions, by the Mirdasid
family, chiefs of the Banu Kilab bedouin, who lived in the deserts to the east
and south of the city.

The Fatimids

The most formidable of the states which replaced the cAbbasid caliphate in
the Middle East was the Fatimid caliphate of Egypt. Early Islamic Egypt
was a wealthy country, but Arab settlement in the area had been restricted
to a few areas, notably the capital city of Fustat (Old Cairo), Alexandria and
some of the desert areas. This had meant that conversion to Islam was fairly
slow and that Egypt did not play as important a political role as its size and
wealth would suggest. In 254/868, during the anarchy of the cAbbasid
caliphate at Samarra, power in Egypt was assumed by the governor Ahmad
b. Tulun who made himself independent ruler not only of Egypt but also of
most of Syria and Palestine as well; he built up an army of Turks and
Nubian slaves and demonstrated that Egypt could be ruled as an
independent state. The dynasty he founded ended with the cAbbasid
reconquest of 292/905, but others took up the idea of an independent
Egypt. From 323/935 until 3 5 8/969 the country was ruled by the Ikhshidid
family, another military dynasty of eastern Iranian origin, although for
much of the time from 349/961 onwards effective power was in the hands of
the Nubian slave Kafur, one of the patrons of the poet al-Mutanabbi.

The Ikhshidids were in their turn overthrown by the Fatimids. The
Fatimids were adherents of the militant Ismaclll branch of the Shicah. The
first ruler of the dynasty, called, in disparagement by his enemies, cUbayd
Allah, a diminutive of cAbdullah, began to proclaim that he was not only a
direct descendant of CA1I and Fatimah through the seventh imam — by
Ismacili reckoning — Ismacil, but also that he was the long-awaited Mahdi
(divinely guided leader). He began his mission in Syria but was forced to
leave by the Qaramitah, a rival sect of Ismacilis who refused to accept the
Fatimid claims to the imamate. cUbayd Allah moved to Ifriqiya (Tunisia)
where a supporter of his had already been conducting missionary activities.
Here in 297/909 he seized power and proclaimed himself caliph and imam.
The Fatimids claimed to be the rightful rulers of the whole Islamic world,
but for the first sixty years they were confined to North Africa; they made
two unsuccessful attempts to invade Egypt and conducted a protracted
struggle with the Umayyad caliphate of Cordoba for the control of North
Africa. In 358/969, however, the Fatimid general Jawhar finally took
Egypt, and shortly afterwards the Fatimid caliph al-Mucizz abandoned his
Tunisian capital of al-Mahdiyyah and moved to Egypt, where he
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE 13

established his court at the newly founded city of Cairo (al-Qahirah, "the
Victorious"), which lay just to the north of ancient Fustat.

The coming of the Fatimids to Egypt marked a major revolution in the
Islamic world. There were now two rival caliphates, the active and
expanding Shici caliphate of the Fatimids and the shadowy cAbbasids of
Baghdad, effectively controlled by their Buyid protectors, and these two
powers struggled for influence. The scenes of the conflict were essentially
Syria and Palestine, which the Fatimids sought to control as the Tulunids
had before them. They faced the opposition of the Byzantines and the
Buyids and, most seriously of all, of the bedouin of the Syrian desert who
continually threatened Fatimid control of the inland cities. The conflict
with the cAbbasid caliphate was greatly exacerbated after the strongly
Sunni Saljuqs, a Turkish dynasty, took Baghdad in 447/1055, and
established themselves as protectors of the cAbbasids; when the Crusaders
arrived in the East in 491/1097, the Fatimids' first thought was not to defeat
these new enemies of Islam, but to see if they would be useful allies against
their Sunni Saljuq enemies.

Within Egypt, Fatimid rule was, on the whole, a period of great
prosperity. This was partly because of the agricultural wealth of the
country, but also because of the textile industry and the growing
importance of Egypt in international trade. From the beginning of the fifth/
eleventh century, the Fatimid dominions saw the arrival of a growing
number of merchants from the Latin West, notably from Italy, not only in
Egypt itself but also in the Fatimid-ruled ports of the Levant. The
Mediterranean was becoming once again, as it had been in classical times, a
major route for international commerce, and the Fatimids were the main
beneficiaries.

Writers at the time comment on the contrast between the wealth and
prosperity of Fatimid Egypt and the poverty and misery of much of the
Islamic East. The Fatimid period seems to have seen a great increase in the
proportion of Muslims in the Egyptian population, although non-
Muslims, especially Christians, remained important in the Fatimid
bureaucracy. It was at this time that an indigenous Arabic culture was
developed in Egypt, and Arab Egypt, so to speak, came of age to the extent
that it was able to rival older centres like Baghdad as a seat of learning and
intellectual activity.

It might be imagined that the coming to power of the Shici Fatimids in
largely Sunni Egypt would create serious religious tensions, but this does
not seem to have been the case. The Ismacill faith remained the belief of the
ruling class and the city of Cairo with its newly founded mosque of al-Azhar
a centre of Ismacili education, but most of the country was allowed to
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14 H. N. KENNEDY

adhere to its traditional beliefs, and the old city of al-Fustat was a
stronghold of Sunnism; only in the time of the unbalanced caliph al-Hakim
(386—411/996—1021) was there any serious religious persecution, and by
and large Egypt saw less tension between Sunni and Shici than
contemporary Baghdad. (Al-Hakim, who seems to have believed himself
divine, persecuted Sunnis, Shicis and Christians alike and seems, in the end,
to have abandoned Islam entirely. After his death, a section of the Shicah
who accepted al-Hakim's claims established themselves in Syria and
Lebanon, where, known as Druzes, they survive to the present day.)

Rulers of the Yemen

In the Yemen, as elsewhere in the Islamic world, cAbbasid authority had
largely disappeared by the end of the third/ninth century. From then on the
country was the scene of confused struggles between local dynasts and
representatives of powers from elsewhere in the Islamic world. Perhaps
because of its remoteness, the Yemen became a centre of Shici activity.
From about 280/893 Sacdah and the north of the country were ruled by
Imams of the Zaydl division of the Shicah (which was also influential in the
areas to the south of the Caspian Sea in Iran). Their efforts to assert their
control over the whole area were thwarted, partly by a local family, the
Yucfirids of Shibam, and partly because missionaries from the rival Fatimid
Ismacili Shfis were active there as well. Between 439/1048 and the end of
the fifth/eleventh century, power in the south of the country was in the
hands of the Sulayhids, who gave their allegiance to the Fatimids, and
conducted correspondence with the Fatimid caliph al-Mustansir (427—87/
1036—94), although the country never came under effective Fatimid
control. With the fall of the Sulayhids, Ismacili power waned, although the
Zaydl Imams continued to retain their position in the north of the country.
Thereafter power was shared in the area between the Zaydis in the north
and, after the Ayyubid conquest in 569/1173, two staunchly Sunni
dynasties: the Ayyubids (569-628/1173-1229) and the Rasulids (628-858/
1229-1454). The Fatimids may have been interested in the commerce
passing through the ports of the Yemen; the Ayyubids certainly were, and
took an active part in it, the Egyptians and Yemenis both being concerned
to foster Red Sea trade. The complexity of political affairs did not inhibit the
development of a significant local literary culture, and the period was an
important one for Yemeni civilization.8

8 See R. B. Serjeant, "Yemeni merchants and trade in Yemen 13th-i6th centuries", D. Lombard and J.
Aubin, Marchands et hommes d'affaires asiatiques (Paris, 1987).
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THE ABBASID CALIPHATE 15

The Saljuqs

Other areas of the Middle East saw the emergence of dynasties of local,
often tribal, origin at this time; some, like the cUqaylids of Mosul and the
Mazyadids of Hillah, were Arab; others, like the Hasanuyids of the central
Zagros mountains or the Marwanids of Mayyafariqin, were Kurdish. The
history of these small states is complex, but they shared certain
characteristics; they were all Muslim and acknowledged the authority of
one of the caliphates, and they all used Arabic as their official and
administrative language. Political divisions did not impede cultural unity
and the interchange of scholars and ideas. The careers of such figures as
Avicenna and the poet al-Mutanabbi show how the existence of these
different centres could actually stimulate and encourage cultural
developments.

The whole face of Middle Eastern history was changed by the arrival of
the Ghuzz Turks under their Saljuq leaders during the course of the fifth/
eleventh century.8 Unlike the previous Turkish immigrants into the
Muslim world, who had been either military slaves or professional soldiers,
the Ghuzz came in a series of tribal migrations, and the changes they caused
were ethnic as well as political, people like the Kurds of the Zagros and the
Greeks of Anatolia being displaced from their homelands by these new
arrivals. The Saljuqs swept away the last of the Buyids in Shiraz and, in 447/
105 5, in Baghdad, and forced the bedouin chiefs of Iraq and Syria to accept
their authority. Only the power of the Fatimids could resist them. Saljuq
rule had many achievements in terms of administration and architecture to
its credit, but in terms of Arabic literature the coming of these Turkish-
speaking rulers and their Persian-speaking bureaucrats marked the end of a
great period. That is not to say that there were no longer religious scholars
and historians producing Arabic writing, but the insistence on SunnI
orthodoxy seems to have muzzled something of the vigorous discussion
that was possible in the more open, pre-Saljuq society when the free-
thinking speculation of Abu Dl-cAla al-Macarri or the humanist political
philosophy of Miskawayh could be developed. If the Saljuqs did patronize
literature, it tended to be Persian rather than Arabic, and the numerous little
courts which had contributed to the cultural activity of the previous
century were swept into oblivion.

9 See C. Cahen, Pre-Ottoman Turkey (London, 1968); CHIran, v.
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CHAPTER 1

ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF
BELLES-LETTRES

Adab, the general term used in modern Arabic for literature or belles-lettres1,
is often also applied by Arab and western scholars to a body of medieval
writings (such as those described in chapters 2 to 6 of this volume) which
has come to be regarded as constituting a specific literary genre. At the same
time, the term adab is frequently encountered among medieval Arab writers
in a variety of applications, and, though some of these have literary
connotations, none corresponds exactly to either of the modern meanings
of the word adab. C.A. Nallino first noted these divergencies and attempted
to outline the development of the term.2 Adab was widely used in the
Middle Ages in the sense - among others - of "philology", "literary
scholarship", "literary culture", and perhaps it was this use of the word that
led nineteenth-century translators to adopt the plural adab to designate
European works of literature. In so doing, they lent the word an added
dimension, since the new application coincided with the introduction of
new notions of what constituted literature and literary studies. Neverthe-
less, Nallino argues convincingly that there are medieval precedents for the
use of adab to designate something like the modern concept of literature
(taken, in the limited sense, as comprising verse, prose and historiography);
thus we find the word applied to "witticisms, aphorisms, anecdotes, elegant
verse" "pieces of poetry, curious tales"; philologists, meanwhile, used adab
in the more precise sense of poetry and artistic prose. More recently,
Charles Pellat has questioned the appropriateness of Nallino's acceptance of
adab as a term for "literature" on historical grounds. Taking "literature" in
a much wider sense than Nallino, he objects that the medieval concept of
adab was too restricted to designate all existing literary production, since it
included neither religious nor technical writings - which make up the bulk
of medieval Arabic prose - nor poetry as such (this last statement, as we
shall see, requires some qualification).3 The following pages attempt to

1 A longer and more technical version of this chapter was originally submitted in 1975. Part of the
footnotes have been cut and the text has in some places been simplified. Ed.

2 La Litte'rature arabe, j—z$. 3 "Variations", 21—2.

16

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:17, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES 17

retrace the medieval history of the term adab, and to discuss to what extent
the use of categories such as "adab works" and "adab literature" can be
justified.

PRE-LITERARY USAGES

The medieval dictionaries list a considerable variety of meanings for the
term adab, for example "disciplines of the mind", "good qualities and
attributes of the mind and soul", "good breeding", etc. Lane, in his
Lexicon, says that adab in the sense of the "philological sciences" is post-
classical, and could find no instances of adab meaning "polite literature" in
a medieval dictionary — no doubt because the lexicographers are generally
only concerned with classical usage. Pellat observes that in post-classical
texts adab, in its widest sense, appears in three different spheres which are
nevertheless closely related: the moral, the social and the intellectual.4

Though these are not always easily distinguishable, the question of how the
same term came to find a place in all three remains to be answered. Nallino
suggests that adab originally meant "ancestral custom" and was therefore a
near-synonym oisunnah (customary practice); hence, he suggests, adab came
at an early date to be used for "knowledge", not only of social and ethical
precepts but also of practical matters, moving eventually into the
intellectual sphere. Early sources do not yield unambiguous evidence in
support of this theory. Not only is it rarely possible to date or authenticate
the earliest source-material, poetry, with absolute certainty (even in
authentic, datable pieces individual words may have been changed at a later
period to suit contemporary taste), but, in these early texts, adab and its
derivates seldom appear in contexts where their meaning can be accurately
determined. A case in point is a line by the mukhadram (pre- to early Islamic)
poet Sahm b. Hanzalah al-GhanawI, quoted by Nallino:

People do not withhold from me what I want, but I do not give them what they
want; what a good adab this is!

Here adab could well mean "custom" or even "ancestral custom", but the
poet is probably commenting ironically on his own bad manners. The same
ambiguity is found in a line by the, possibly early Islamic, poet AbuDl-cIyal
al-Hudhall:

Sometimes the nobility of his grandfather and adab show a man the way to deeds of
good repute.5

Here adab could mean "ancestral custom", but "upbringing" or "educa-
tion" might fit the context equally well. Nevertheless, there are early

4 See p. 83. 5 SukkarT, Sharif ashcar al-Hudhalijyln, 1, 427.
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l8 S. A. BONEBAKKER

examples which lend some support to the translation oiadab by "custom"
or "ancestral custom", and, though such material is probably not as old as
that just quoted, it may still reflect what was common usage at an earlier
date. A well-known hadtth states that a father can confer nothing better on
his son than a good adab;6 the women of Quraysh (the Prophet's tribe) catch
the habit — adab — of the women of the Ansar (the Helpers, Muhammad's
supporters in Medina) of speaking against their husbands;7 the poet
Hamzah b. Bid (d. 116/734), addressing the son of the Umayyad governor
Yazid b. al-Muhallab, calls him a man brought up in the adab of a family to
whom East and West had to submit and praises the way they raised (addabu)
him.8 As this last example shows, the borderline between custom and the
knowledge and teaching of custom is tenuous; elsewhere, the association of
adab with education is often explicit. In a number of examples dating most
probably from pre-Islam or from the first century of Islam, we find the
verbs adaba and addaba in the sense of "to educate", "to bring up", "to
chastise" in the moral sense, and of "to train" an animal, and the adjective
adib in the sense of "well-trained". Examples from the first century of Islam
confirm the association of adab with training; according to one hadith, the
master of a slave-girl will earn a threefold heavenly reward if he trains her
well (addabaha fa-ahsana tadibaha)y instructs her well (in the tenets of Islam?),
then frees her and marries her.9 The subject of the verb addaba may be the
experiences that make a man wise: the poet Acwar al-Shanni (a contempor-
ary of CA1I b. Abi Talib) claims that he has no need to ask anyone for advice,
for he has schooled himself {addabtu nafsi) to act cunningly towards people
who deserve to be treated with caution.10 Of the term adab itself we find one
example that, if authentic, can be dated to the first century: a line by cUmar
b. AbIRabicah (d. 93/711—12 or 103/721) who speaks of placating his angry
beloved "with gentleness and adab".11 Adab here should probably be
translated by "diplomacy, courtesy" as social virtues, or "tact, grace" in the
ethical sphere. The association of adab with social and ethical virtues is
clearly supported by what the cAbbasid poet and anthologist Abu Tammam
(d. 231 or 232/845-6) sees as ancient Arab adab\ his interpretation is implicit
in the choice of examples which make up the chapter "Adab" in his
anthology of bedouin poetry, al-Hamasah, which was intended to illustrate
the old Arab virtues (it takes its title from the first chapter, "Bab al-
Hamasah", which exemplifies hardihood). As Nallino observes, the material
quoted deals with moral precepts and good qualities of the soul (fear of

6 Wensinck, Concordance, i, 36b.
7 Bukhari, $afyty, m , 174-5; VIII , 36; this tradition may date from the second/eighth century.
8 Abu 31-Faraj al-I§fahani, Agharii, xiv, 15. 9 Wensinck, Concordance, 1, 36b.

10 Buhturl, Hamasah, 103.
11 Abu Dl-Faraj al-I§fahani, Aghanl, 1, 59; on this poet, cf. pp. 152 and 204, below.
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ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES 19

incurring blame, abhorrence of immoral deeds, politeness, indulgence
towards friends, etc.), in short, everything that guides people in their
conduct. The quotations actually contain only one example of the use of the
term adab, and that of uncertain date, but what is important is how Abu
Tammam, an expert on ancient poetry, sees pre-Islamic and Umayyad adab\
in the verses he quotes, there is never any question of practical knowledge,
still less of specialized knowledge. The quotations extol character and
wisdom and related virtues and behaviour. Thus an anonymous, possibly
cAbbasid poet of the tribe Fazarah boasts that he always, politely, addresses
people by their kunyahs (agnomens):12

I have been brought up {uddibtu) to do so, and it has become part of my
character:

For I have found that nurture {adab) holds the reins of nature.13

However, if terms derived from the root °db are often connected, in early
examples, with upbringing and training, it is hard to believe that this
education would always have been associated exclusively with social and
ethical virtues, even though the examples in al-Hamdsah do not support a
wider interpretation. There is no clear evidence, however, that adab moved
into the intellectual sphere before the end of the first/seventh century. From
this latter period Nallino quotes an example by the poet Abu cAta° al-Sindl
(end of Umayyad/beginning of cAbbasid period), in which the term adtb
appears in the sense of "instructed about a particular matter":

If you send someone as a messenger to deal with an affair, make him understand it
thoroughly and send him well-briefed (adib).14

Ismacil b. cAmmar, a poet of the same period, addresses some verses to a
singing slave-girl who is being trained up to be offered as a gift to an
Umayyad caliph, but whether, in referring to her education (taDdzb), he
means her training in singing, or education in a wider sense, is not clear.15

ADAB, LITERATURE AND CULTURE

Beginning with the second/eighth century, and possibly even earlier, adab
appears in relation to literature, mainly poetry, but also some famous
proverbs and speeches. To the question of how this new application derives
from the earlier usages several answers may be suggested. From this period,
adab in a literary context may refer either to literary creativity, or else to
literature as an object of philological study or to knowledge of literature as a

12 "Father of. . .", "Mother of. . ."; on Arabic nomenclature, see CHALUP, 18-22.
13 Marzuql, Sharh Dlwan al-hamasahy 1146. 14 La Litterature arabe, iz.
15 Abu 31-Faraj al-Isfahani, AghanJ, x, 138.
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2O S. A. BONEBAKKER

mark of erudition. However, these two senses, with their respectively
active and passive connotations, are not always clearly distinguished. For
example, the second/eighth-century poet Bashshar b. Burd boasts of his
own achievements in terms that leave no doubt he is referring to his literary
talents:

A visitor of kings, endowed with splendour, known for his poetry {shfr) and
speeches (khutab),

How excellent are the pearls hidden in his breast that are relentlessly sought
after!

Wherever people are gathered, pearls come forth from his mouth as the light of
the candle comes forth from its flame . . .
He is a jester to whom kings turn their attention, learning both from his

earnestness and from his frolicking.
At daybreak people crowd at his door in haste to acquire his adab.16

Although, as a Persian and a Shucubi (a protagonist of the virtues of the
non-Arabs against Arab claims to superiority), Bashshar may be asserting
his own cultural superiority, it is tempting, in this context, to translate adab
simply by "literary production(s)", and there are texts from later periods
which seem to justify this rendering. Speaking of his own poetry, al-
Mutanabbi (d. 354/965) observes sarcastically:

It is as though the blind are studying my adab, and my words are received by those
who are deaf;17

while in his Risalat al-Ghufrdn, Abu Dl-cAla° al-Macarri (d. 449/1058) at one
stage makes his "hero", Ibn al-Qarih, on an imaginary journey through
Heaven and Hell, contemplate collecting some of the adab of the jinn, which
consist of poetry, in which, he is told, the jinn are infinitely more prolific
than humans. But simply to translate adab by "poetry", even in such
contexts, is to overlook the fact that the word has connotations which set it
apart from technical terms such as shfr and qartd for poetry and qawafi for
lines of poetry, poems. A second passage from Bashshar tells how the poet
tries to win over his beloved by sending her a message through a slave-girl
who not only "recites poetry from memory" but is also "conversant with
adab",ls an amplification which suggests that she would be able to recite
poetry suitable to the occasion, as a result of having a thorough grounding
in literature. Similarly, it should be remembered that al-Mutanabbi gave
lectures on his own poetry, while in the passage referred to from Risalat al-
Ghufran, adab is presented as an object of study. In the examples where
Bashshar and al-Mutanabbi speak of their own adab, it may be imagined that
the poets see their works as models for contemporaries or posterity; and, in

16 Dwany n , 157-61. 17 Ibn al-Qifti, Inbah, 54-5. 18 DJivan, 1, 177.
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ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES 21

any case, if adab, in these contexts, is rendered as "poetry", it should be
borne in mind that the poet may well be suggesting that his compositions
are the fruit of his literary scholarship. For although much has been made of
the early cAbbasid "quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns",19 there is no
evidence that the critics of the second—third/eight—ninth centuries felt that
there had been, or that poets desired that there should be, a clean break with
pre-Islamic tradition. Al-Mubarrad (d. c. 285/898), an influential and
supposedly conservative critic, observes that the poetry of Ibn Munadhir
(d. c. 198/814) shows the forcefulness of the idiom (kalam) of the bedouin
and the sweetness of the "new" (muhdath, i.e. early cAbbasid) poets' style,
the one resulting from his knowledge of ancient poetry and his adab, the
other reflecting contemporary taste.20 In a famous passage, the poet Abu Dl-
cAtahiyah (d. c. 210/825) deprecates his own poetry and comments on that
of his contemporaries. Though he apparently makes a distinction between
the old school and that of Bashshar and Ibn Harmah (Ibrahim b. cAli b.
Harmah, d. c. 176/792), he seems to imply that they, unlike himself, might
well be able to live up to the standards of the early masters. There is no clear
evidence that adab was used before Bashshar's time of the erudition of the
poet who, in matters of form at least, adhered to the old conventions, but,
once established, the association of adab with learning continues through-
out the second/eighth to fourth/tenth centuries. Its specific association with
knowledge of classical literature (and also grammar and lexicography)
hardly seems open to question. Abu Tammam derides the Egyptian poet
Yusuf al-Sarraj ("Yusuf the Saddlemaker") for his use of lexical rarities
{gharlby. he has never, he says, heard of a saddlemaker who is also an adib?1

The poet al-Buhturi (d. 284/897) no doubt refers to his own qualifications as
a scholar when he stresses that want and obscurity do not befit a man of
adab\

If the adib accepts a life of obscurity, what benefit will he derive from the adab that
he has studied {al-adab al-mustafad)?21

- a good example (whether or not the line is authentic) of adabjadib with
both an active and a passive connotation. But the possession of adab was not
confined to the scholar-poet, and adab itself need not be exclusively
classical. The Spanish poet cAbbas b. Nasih (d. 238/852) is in the habit of
questioning travellers about the emergence of new talent in the East; upon
hearing of the rise of Abu Nuwas he travels to Baghdad and introduces
himself to the poet as a man who is eagerly seeking adab.22> The patron as
well as the poet or man of letters might be an adib: the philologist Ibn al-

19 See pp. 155-6 20 Kamily 1225. 21 Seep . 415. 22 DJwan, iv, 2 5 51.
2 3 Z u b a y d i , Tabaqat al-natywiyyln, 285 .
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22 S. A. BONEBAKKER

Acrabi (d. c. 231/845-6), on his way to visit the singer and poet Ishaq al-
Mawsill, praises him, in the words of the poet Abu Tammam, as "a king
from whose wealth and adab" he will benefit;24 the context makes it likely
that Ibn al-Acrabi associated adab with connoisseurship and taste as well as
creative talent.

How then is the association of adab with literary scholarship and literary
production connected with the earlier use of adab for training and the social
and ethical virtues? If early uses of adab to designate a specific form of
training, or specialist knowledge, could be found, the derivation of
"literary scholarship" from adab would need no further explanation, and
adab as "literary production" would in turn derive from adab as "learning"
by the process described above. However, the twofold, and often
simultaneous, active and passive connotations of literary adab perhaps
suggest another line of descent. Though the examples of literary adab given
so far relate to poetry, we have noted that adab and shfr are not simple
equivalents. Adab, we saw, has wider connotations; and indeed, in the later
third/ninth century, we find al-Mubarrad using the plural adab not only of
poetry but of several other forms of literature as well. In the introductory
paragraph to al-Kamil he says:

This is a book which we have composed in order to bring together various adab:
prose, good verse, famous proverbs, eloquent homilies, and a selection of
celebrated speeches and stylish letters. Our intention is to explain every unusual
expression appearing in this book as well as every concept that is not readily
understandable, and to offer detailed comments on every syntactical problem that
might occur, so that the book can stand by itself and will not oblige the reader to
have recourse to anyone else for explanations.

This list covers the whole spectrum of outstanding early cAbbasid
literature; it seems that, to al-Mubarrad, speaking of his own discipline,
adab had a very definite meaning: all prose and poetry that was aesthetically
gratifying and therefore worth quoting and explaining.

The fact that al-Kamil, like many other works that have also been
classified as adab, is a miscellany, suggested to H. A.R. Gibb one explanation
of how a term originally linked to the teaching of social and ethical concepts
came to be applied to literature. Gibb seems to suggest that, since the word
adab appeared in the titles of books produced by the secretarial school of
letters representing Iranian literary and socio-ethical traditions, the
opponents of this school (al-Jahiz, and perhaps some of his second/eighth-
century precursors) used the same term in their own collections to make
clear what they thought was the adab their readers should adopt.25 More

24 A b u Dl-Faraj a l - l§ fahan l , Aghanl, v , 5 5.
25 Studies, 71-2; cf. CHALUP, chs. 4, 23, and ch. 2, below.
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ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES 23

detailed research has been done, since Gibb wrote, on the early katibs
(administrative secretaries, civil servants), which makes it less easy to
advance broad hypotheses as to the significance and impact of their
writings, and Gibb's view of early Arab adab as essentially anti-Shucubi, i.e.
essentially polemical and political, cannot be accepted uncritically. Even
before Gibb, Nallino had put forward a more discriminating explanation.
He dates back to the beginning of the third/ninth century the use of the
term adab for certain social graces which include the ability to entertain
others with "aphorisms, anecdotes, elegant verse and stories; the use of
allusive digressions and analogies"; Nallino appears to see the use of adab
for literary erudition as resulting from the demands of a highly civilized
society, from the requirements of social integration rather than those of
social polarization. He may not be correct in suggesting that adib is a
synonym of £arif, an adjective referring to the polished manners of a man of
the world,26 though the social connotations of the literary erudition of the
adib appear clearly in, for example, the introduction to the Diwan al-macani
(an anthology of literary theory) of Abu Hilal al-cAskari (d. c. 400/1009).
However, Nallino probes the social significance of adab more deeply when
he observes that, to those who preferred knowledge of the humanities to
other ways of earning social prominence, adab meant "all literary
compositions of style and distinction, and not simply elegant extracts".
This type of adab he sees as comprising "existing types of knowledge,
exclusive of matters pertaining to religion" (the latter statement may
require modification, as we shall see), and he adds that this usage, common
in the first and second centuries of Islam, was, until the second/eighth
century, restricted to knowledge that was typical of the Arabs (though it
might be more exact to say that Arab lore formed the core of such
knowledge). This line of reasoning would explain how adab came to have
the active sense of "literary skills"(eloquence being deemed the Arab
characteristic par excellence) as well as the passive sense of "literary
scholarship" and "the classical literary heritage" that was the object of such
scholarship. But the points inherent in Nallino's explanation - the emphasis
on the complexities of a civilized society, the concept of the humanities,27

and the consciousness of a certain tension between secular and religious
learning - can be taken further, and used to refine Gibb's explanation of the
significance of adab. Social, religious or political considerations may indeed
have contributed to the use of the term adab for literature. To speak of
poetry as adab qualified it as "education" rather than an idle pastime. The
knowledge of Arab lore kept alive associations with those ancient virtues
which gave the Arabs their title to glory and which later generations still

26 Cf. pp. 208-9 27 See below, chs. 4, 6.
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24 S. A. BONEBAKKER

strove to emulate despite the influence of foreign civilizations. On the one
hand, it opened the way to countering the pretensions of the Shuubiyyah,
who challenged the superiority of the Arabs in cultural and ethical matters;
on the other, it gave a positive stimulus to the concept of practical virtue.
Adah is sometimes associated with muruwwah (originally the pagan ideal of
manly virtue), by which we should understand, in the Islamic context, the
sum of those virtues that are typical of ancient Arab culture in so far as they
are in agreement with the ethics of Islam. However, adab also appears in
connection with specifically Islamic concepts of virtue. A famous scholar of
hadith, Ibn Kunasah (123—207 or 209/741—823 or 824), is said to have had a
pupil who studied hadith and Islamic law with him, "making a show of adab
and devotion". Upon discovering his lack of sincerity, Ibn Kunasah wrote
a poem which begins:

He who studies adab but does not act on it and fails to control his passions is
no adib.

Two more lines follow which repeat that the student must practise the good
conduct he has learned, and that it is not enough to simply to know the
correct answers.28

ADAB AND THE PROFESSIONS

Perhaps in order to clarify the bearing of adab, which by the third/ninth
century had already acquired many applications and shades of meaning, Ibn
Qutaybah (d. 276/889) cites a much-quoted saying which contrasts the
cdlim, who specializes in a single branch of knowledge, with the adib, who
practises various branches of knowledge.29 Another, unpublished text of
the same period, the Musannajof Abu Bakr b. Abi Shaybah (159—23 5/775—
6—849), subsumes various miscellaneous branches oicilm under the heading
of adab.30 In this sense, the adib may perhaps indeed correspond to the %arif,
Nallino's polished man of the world (see above). But the relation of adab to
cilm is not necessarily a simple relation of the general to the particular, for
the one development in the applications of the term adab, which Nallino
observes as early as the third/ninth century, is its use in the sense of
"knowledge indispensible to a particular profession" or "rules of conduct
pertaining to a particular social group". Nallino links this development
with two different connotations of the earlier meanings of adab. These are,
firstly, adab as a synonym of what he believes to be a pre-Islamic concept of
sunnah\ as examples, he cites such instances as the chapters on adab al-

28 Ibn Qutaybah, K. a/Shfr, 560. 29 cUjun a/-akhbary 11, 129.
30 Rosenthal, Knowledge Triumphant, 74-5.
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ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES 25

hukamc? wa ol-culama° ("The usage of sages and men of learning"), and on al-
adab ft ^ l-mujalasah ("How to behave in polite society"), in Ibn cAbd
Rabbih's (d. 328/940) al-cIqd al-farid, and chapters such as adab al-akl
("Table-manners") and adab al-nikah ("The proprieties of matrimony"), in
al-Ghazali's (d. 505/1111) Ihja° culum al-din ("The Revival of the Religious
Sciences"); these Nallino characterizes as rules of conduct to be observed
while engaged in some specific art, science or other activity. Secondly, in
support of adab as a social or intellectual quality, he cites Ibn Qutaybah's
Adab al-katib, which provides knowledge requisite for secretaries,
Kushajim's (d. c. 3 50/961) Adab al-nadim — rather, as the title says, a treatise
on rules of behaviour for boon-companions of the great than a collection of
apt quotations to be produced in social gatherings — and books with such
titles as Adab al-wuf^arS3 ("The Proper Conduct of the Vizier"), or Adab al-
qadi ("The Proper Conduct of the Judge"). As a working model, Nallino's
distinction between custom and quintessence may still be valid, though
there seems little point in pursuing problematic etymologies too closely: it
is doubtful whether adab can be identified with sunnah^ as Nallino suggests
(by a double derivation of adab from the noun */<2D£,"custom", and the root
°db), and it is questionable, in any case, whether the material cited by Nallino
fully supports his argument. Rather, in contexts such as the above, adab
should be interpreted according to its immediate social or intellectual terms
of reference, and for this finer categories are needed than those established
by Nallino - if, indeed, such categories can be established at all. In the
introduction to his Adab al-katiby to cite only one example of the difficulties
of attempting a firm classification, Ibn Qutaybah intimates that secretaries
should have more than a purely linguistic training. The introduction has
moralizing overtones and stresses that the book was written with a didactic
purpose in mind, although the text itself offers only lexicographical
information; yet clearly for Ibn Qutaybah adab was more than lexicography:
at one point he observes that abstruse or unintelligible vocabulary was
unacceptable "in the good old days when adab had not yet lost its
freshness".31 More is implied by adab, here, than a mechanical set of rules
and guidelines.

A last development of the specialized applications of adab to which
Nallino draws attention is an understanding of the term which, he believes,
originated among Muslim theologians and jurists. To this group it was cilm
al-adab (the knowledge or study of ancient literature) which enabled them
to understand the texts which could be used to explain the QurDan and hadlth
and so to evolve law and doctrine. This manner of understanding adab
differs from adab in the sense of literary scholarship only in so far as the goals

31 Adab al-katib, 15.
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26 S. A. BONEBAKKER

that it envisages give literary erudition a different, intermediate place in the
hierarchy of learning. This is nowhere expressed more clearly than in a
commentary on Ibn Qutaybah's Adab al-katib^ the Iqtidab of Ibn al-SId al-
Batalyawsi (d. 521/1127): "the lower [or: more obvious] goal of adab is to
acquire the skills which enable one to compose poetry or prose; the higher
goal is the interpretation of the QurDan and hadith^ and this is what the
theorists of Islamic law have in mind when they engage in the study of
adab."32 As a logical consequence of this approach, which sees adab
essentially as a subsidiary of a higher goal, Nallino suggests that
philological disciplines such as syntax, rhetoric and prosody should be
classified as branches of adab. This, of course, would mark both a systematic
extension and a conceptual limitation of the term since, according to this
model, adab is no longer recognized as an end in itself, and can no longer
have any bearing on the activity of the creative artist; on the other hand, it
now covers a number of specializations. But to use the term adab in this way
is to impose a sometimes inappropriate interpretation on the works to
which it is applied; much of the voluminous literature on, for example,
poetic theory and criticism was intended as much for the creative artist as
for the student of literature, and its primary aim was to produce sound
practice in poets (as well as aesthetic appreciation in amateurs): if the role of
such works is subsidiary, it is subsidiary to wider literary, not extraliterary
aims.

To try to update Nallino's outline in every detail would carry us too far,
and, though his argument is not always based on the strongest evidence,
attempts to supplement his material serve only to underline the difficulty of
drawing hard and fast distinctions or establishing firm affiliations between
the various meanings of adab (and also, incidentally, that of pinpointing the
chronology of their emergence), rather than to disprove Nallino's general
thesis. However, the distinction, often blurred, between adab and cilmy

referred to above, does suggest further observations. The conclusions
drawn by Franz Rosenthal from his study of the concept of cilm in Islam
supplement Nallino's conclusions regarding adab in several respects.
Speaking in general terms of the role oicilm in adab works, Rosenthal notes
that, though medieval authors seldom manage to make a clear distinction
between the two terms, adab and td'dib are frequently used as synonyms of
the Greek paideia and paideusis from the time when philosophical views of
education began to be articulated after Greek works began to circulate in
Arabic. With reference to the chapter on cilm and adab in Ibn cAbd Rabbih's
al-cIqd al-farld, Rosenthal adds that the two are considered an inseparable

32 Iqtidab, 14-15. The author was an Andalusian philosopher and polymath; his writings included
grammatical treatises and both legal and literary scholarship.
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ADAB AND THE CONCEPT OF BELLES-LETTRES ZJ

pair, ^twin poles" round which the world revolves and which separate man
from the brute creation, but that adab would seem on the whole to designate
knowledge of which active use is made.33 Of adab used in specialized
contexts, such as those reviewed above, we should therefore perhaps
conclude that, however miscellaneous the material to which it may be
applied, it can most often be found to refer to some general concept of
human activity, either as an object of observation or as a model for
behaviour.

ADAB AS A GENRE

The above examples show how the literary and socio-ethical concepts of
adab, especially adab taken in the "passive" sense, tended to merge. Far from
the cAbbasid concept of adab excluding, as Pellat maintains, all non-be/ks-
lettristic writing, it appears in a number of technical contexts whose
association with "literature" is sometimes only marginal. Yet almost all
western handbooks on Arabic literature make use of the terms "adab
literature", "adab works" — even "adab topics" — to describe what is felt to
be primarily a literary category. The last question we must ask is whether
there is good reason to continue using such terms. The definitions oiadab as
a genre put forward by historians of Arabic literature are far from uniform.
However, it is generally felt that adab works are usually miscellanies of one
sort or another and are encyclopaedic and didactic in their aims, though
non-technical in their approach; al-Jahiz is almost invariably seen as the
originator of the genre. Yet we find the term applied to works of very
diverse character and form, to monographs and to wide-ranging antholo-
gies, which may be purely entertaining in intention or which may, on the
other hand, demand considerable intellectual effort and expertise of their
readers. Adab may, in addition, be used both of secondary works of the type
cited in the preceding section of this chapter, and of creative writing such as
the maqamat, which are fictitious narratives in rhymed prose (saf). Almost
no attempt has been made to define the genre "adab literature" in terms of
what it does not include, though Rosenthal has tried to clarify its
applications by presenting them in a historical formulation. He argues that
the monograph essay may have been the earliest form oiadab literature and
that, very soon after, larger collections appeared, made up of what could be
viewed as an assemblage of monographs, designed to cover the entire
existing range of adab\ both monographs and anthologies continued to be
produced, with anthologies in particular enjoying uninterrupted popular-
ity, and these could be viewed as the basic forms oiadab literature.34 From
the point of view of content too, the early, cAbbasid, formula remained

33 Knowledge Triumphant, 200, 276, 284, 286-7. 34 Ibid., 252-3.
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28 S. A. BONEBAKKER

largely unchanged: verse and prose, anecdote and aphorism were drawn
from the fields of political, ethical and religious thought, and from many
other areas of learning as these multiplied, the anthologists' aim always
being to stress the curious, the entertaining and, above all, the linguistic and
literary merits of the material presented. Formulations such as this, though
they have the merit of combining formal criteria (monograph, anthology)
and conceptual ones (the author's aim must be to amuse and instruct
through the medium of literature), are perhaps less definitions than
generalizations and, loose as they are, a number of medieval "adab works"
appear to conform to them, though not necessarily to support the
classification oi adab as primarily a "literary" genre. Thus Kitab al-Mahasin
wa ^l-masawl ("The Good and Bad Sides of Things"), by Ibrahim b.
Muhammad al-Bayhaql {fl. Iraq, end third/ninth - beginning fourth/tenth
centuries), opens with several quotations in praise oiadab, some of which
connect adab with the written word, followed by a eulogy of books and
writing; however, though the book contains a chapter on adab which
includes discussions of literary topics, the bulk of the book is more than
literary — or entertaining — in scope: it deals with good and evil, the harmful
and useful, the pleasant and unpleasant. These are essential to the human
condition; man is expected to be aware of such opposite forces to make life
meaningful. In the fourth/tenth-century Andalusian Ibn cAbd Rabbih's al-
cIqd al-farid we find, possibly for the first time in the history of the term, a
statement clearly connecting adab with the contents of the book. Like al-
Bayhaqi, Ibn cAbd Rabbih speaks of adab as the cream of past speech and
wisdom which has been stored up and selected from by succeeding
generations. His own book is meant to contain the choicest examples of
such adab {jawahir al-adab) and superior instances of pithy eloquence. It is
also, however, intended to include most of the topics (macanl) commonly
discussed by people in all walks of life. Like a/-cIqd a/-farid and the Kami/ of
al-Mubarrad, Zahr al-adab by the North African scholar and poet Abu Ishaq
b. Ibrahim al-Husri (d. 413/1022) contains a statement of what adab means
in terms of the author's intentions. Al-Husri wrote the book on the
invitation of a patron who had gathered examples of contemporary
eloquence on a journey to the East; he wished al-Husri to make a selection
from this material and to enlarge it with additions of his own: "And so . . . I
composed for him this book in order that he should be able to dispense with
all [other] adab books {kutub al-adab)^ — by which al-Husri meant,
specifically, such works as the prose epistles of famous contemporaries like
al-Hamadhani and al-Sahib Ibn cAbbad. However, it may be inferred from
the paragraph that follows that by adab itself al-Husri means examples of
eloquence occurring in poems and stories or in shorter prose extracts {al-
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fusul wa ^l-fiqar). The Lubab al-adab of the Syrian nobleman Usamah b.
Murshid . . . b. Munqidh al-Shayzari (usually known as Usamah b.
Munqidh, d. 5 84/1188) has a long chapter on adab, from which it appears
clearly that these are moral, and to a lesser extent social, virtues; only in the
first section of the chapter is any association of adab with literature implied.
The next chapter, on eloquence (balaghah), also has a section on adab, but
though it quotes poetry, it does so only to illustrate social and moral
precepts. To Usamah, clearly, adab was a concept too obvious to need
defining: in relation to the format of the book, it probably meant quotations
of a certain literary merit, but in terms of the work's content, it referred to
the socio-ethical meanings of the term.

But if the works just described conform to some degree to current
definitions of "adab literature", there are many other so-called "adab
works", often cited as such by modern scholars, which do not. Conversely,
there are many instances of works described by their authors or by cAbbasid
bibliographers as adab which have little or nothing in common with the
genre as defined by literary historians. Among works classified today as
adab, Ibn Qutaybah's Adab al-katib, and the ̂ «ra#("Dictations") of al-Qali
(d. 3 5 6/967)^ — the latter consisting of transcribed course-notes taken
down by students of philology and literature — were intended for
specialists, not for general readers. Other so-called adab works are too
narrow in scope to suggest that their authors' aim was to provide a general
education, for example Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi's (d. 414/1023) al-Isharat
al-ilahiyyah ("Divine Intimations"), has been variously described (by
Nallino) as a collection of prayers and homilies and (by Keilani) as a
mystical work,36 while Hikayat Abl ^l-Qasim ("The Story of Abu Dl-
Qasim") by Abu Dl-Mutahhar Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Azdi (fifth/
eleventh century) is not a compilation, although it uses quotations, but a
work of creative literature of a novel and highly structured artistic form.37

By contrast, among works in whose titles the word adab appears, literature
may have figured only in a subsidiary capacity, if at all; in his Fihrist, a
biblio-biographical dictionary completed in 377/987—8, Ibn al-Nadim (or
al- Nadim) refers to kutub adabiyyah {adab books), and kutub musannafahft 7-
adab) (books on adab), as though they formed a separate category; of the
titles which can still be identified, a few indeed deal with literature,
criticism, grammar, lexicography, etc., but others refer to such subjects as
music, history, agriculture or ethics. When the biographer Ibn Khallikan
(d. 681/1282) speaks of al-Khatib al-Tibrizi's (d. 502/1109) commentary on
Abu Tammam's Hamasah as a book on adab, he is reverting to the

35 Abu CA1I Ismacil b. al-Qasim al-Qall; taught in Baghdad and in Spain.
36 Keilani, Abu Hayjan, GI-J,. 37 See Mez, Sittenbild, xv-xvi; Kilito, Seances, 42-8.
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30 S. A. BONEBAKKER

specialized notion of literary and linguistic scholarship. Moreover, few
authors o£"adab works" actually refer to them as such or use the term adab
in their titles; a case in point is al-Jahiz, supposedly the originator of the
genre. Al-Jahiz's younger contemporary Ibn Qutaybah refers to adab
several times in the introduction to his cUjun al-akhbar, but not, apparently,
in such a way as to identify the whole contents of the book as adab, and
though cUjun forms a sequel to A.dab al-katib, we have seen that the latter
itself eludes firm classification. In general terms, cUjun is an anthology
covering a wide range of topics, many of them non-literary, with which Ibn
Qutaybah expects every educated Muslim to be conversant.

Such discrepancies suggest that the current definitions of adab as a
literary genre are too broad to provide a workable analytic framework, and
bear little relation to what the cAbbasids themselves might have understood
by the term. Rather than abandon altogether as empty or anachronistic a
classification which evidently fulfils a real need — since Arabic literature can
seldom be described as accurately in terms of western literary categories —
we might put forward a more restricted definition, based initially, perhaps,
on one particular aspect of the cAbbasid meaning of adab, such as the
"passive" meaning of "the literary scholarship of a cultivated man"
presented in systematic form. Such a definition still raises difficulties, but it
usefully restricts the field by providing both formal and conceptual criteria,
and the dual emphasis on literature and general culture would enable Ibn
Qutaybah'sc Uyun al-akhbar to be included in the genre, as well as all more or
less systematically arranged anthologies and monographs that emphasize
the principle of drawing on literary quotations of aesthetic merit to
illustrate their thesis. On the other hand, pure miscellanies and undigested
scholarship, such as transcribed course-notes, would probably have to be
excluded — for example al-Mubarrad's Kami I and al-Qall's A.matt — and
specialized works on, for example, literary theory, literary history or
geography would require to be re-classified under those headings.
Similarly, letters and speeches in ornate prose, such as those of Abu Bakr
Muhammad b. al-cAbbas al-Khwarazmi (d. 383/933), Ibn Nubatah (d. 374/
984—5) and al-Sahib Ibn cAbbad could no longer be classed as adab, nor
could Hikayat Abl ^l-Qasim or the maqamat of al-Hamadhani and al-Hariri,
all of which are original literary productions, despite many learned
allusions to older literature.
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CHAPTER 2

SHUCUBIYYAH IN ARABIC LITERATURE

One of the most striking movements in Arabic cultural history and
literature, especially during the third/ninth century, is that assertive
movement, collectively known as Shucubiyyah, which represented a
powerful, sometimes extreme, backlash amongst the conquered peoples
against the Arabs of Arabia in particular, and has been characterized as "a
more or less successful attempt on the part of the different subjected races to
hold their own and to distinguish, at least, between Arabism and Islam".1

The whole movement, however diversified and uncoordinated it may have
been, extended from Spain and the furthest Maghrib to the remoter parts of
Central Asia, and was especially espoused by the Persians and by the
Aramaeans (Nabat) of Iraq.

Opinion now favours the view that the bitter attacks directed against the
Arabs in the literature of the third/ninth century were probably not the
expression of nationalism, Persian nationalism in particular, but rather a
movement, widespread among the new middle class of mixed race and the
influential government secretaries (katibs), aimed at remoulding the
political and social institutions and the whole spirit of Islamic culture on the
model of Sasanian institutions and values, which were then in favour and
which the new urban society and the administrative class held forth as the
highest ideal. It is clear, though, that the movement was not confined to
secretaries, but was wider, nor can its aims be so clearly defined. Amongst
the conquered peoples the culture of Islam had not yet become sufficiently
widespread and assimilated to resolve the dilemma between Arabic
language and native thought; nor did it assure equity of status between
Arab and non-Arab, Muslim and non-Muslim or between Arabs and
Muslims of non-Arab origin; many groups and classes throughout the
empire were therefore left with grievances and unsatisfied aspirations. But
while the political impact oiShuubiyyah is hard to assess, it was undoubtedly
of notable impact in the history of Arabic literature and consequence for the
evolution of Islamic doctrines.

1 EI\ "Shucublya".
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32 H. T. NORRIS

ANTECEDENTS

It is sometimes overlooked, however, that the seeds of regional or ethnic
discontent which had been planted following the first Arab conquest, and
which burst into vigorous bloom in the age of the early cAbbasid caliphs,
especially during the reigns of Hariin al-Rashid and al-MaDmun, had already
germinated in the Umayyad age. It would be wrong to ignore the zealous
tribal loyalty and partisanship (^asabiyyati) deeply rooted among the Arabs
themselves during the first/seventh and second/eighth centuries and to
regard these as something different in kind from much of the Shuubiyyah
which followed. The feud between the northern Qays and the supposedly
Yemeni Kalb, for example - which dictated the battle of Marj Rahit (64/
684) that sealed the victory of the Umayyad Marwan I over the anti-caliph
"Abdullah b. al-Zubayr — and the bitter hostilities between the putative
descendants of cAdnan and Qahtan, the Arabs of the north and south of the
peninsula, deepened the antagonism of two distinct Arabian ethnic
identities over the entire breadth of the Islamic world and, in literature,
inspired partisan boasting or deprecation. Examples may be found in the
fourth/tenth-century poetic anthology, Kitab al-Agharii ("The Book of
Songs"):

Negroes are better, when they name their sires,
Than Qahtan's sons, the uncircumcised cowards:
A folk whom thou mayest see, at war's outflame,
More abject than a shoe to tread in baseness;
Their women free to every lecher's lust,
Their clients, spoil for soldiers of all ranks.2

Such sentiments are harbingers of a wider Shucubiyyah based on anti-Arab
sentiment rather than internecine Arab rivalry, and advocates of anti-Arab
Shuubiyyah were to make telling use of hardened Arabian tribal sentiments,
which Islam, as preached by the Prophet, was dedicated to suppressing;
they transferred such themes as those illustrated by the poem just quoted
from tribe to conquered nation, and intensified their vehemence, refining
the subtlety of their literary barbs and employing them in the service of
peoples of varied ethnic background, class and group, each as proud of
their pre-Islamic past as wTere the Himyarite Yemenis. Moreover,
internecine and anti-Arab Shuubiyyah were often associated. That the
Yemeni Arabs, for example, were promoters of Shucubi sentiments among
the Copts of Fustat on the morrow of the Arab conquest is beyond doubt, as
has been convincingly demonstrated in a recent study.3 The resourceful

2 Abu 31-Faraj al-Isfahani, Agham, XIII, 51; trans, amended from Nicholson, Literary History, 200.
3 Vadet, "L' 'Acculturation'".
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Yemenis saw the Copts as allies in their combat against the arrogance of the
northern Arabians who held the reins of power; this alliance in the cause of
inter-Arab animosity had its literary manifestation, as can be seen in the
Persian-influenced romances attributed to Wahb b. Munabbih, a Yemeni
who extolled his country's legendary past.4 According to the Yemeni
transmitters oihadlth, too, the Egyptian population were worthy of respect:
had not the Prophet himself especially recommended to his successors this
people, amongst whom was born his slave-wife, Mariyah? A similar view
received support from the Kufan traditionists: "Be full of attention in
regard to Egypt, and do not mow or crop it as you would a field of
sprouting grass". According to the Yemenis, their ancestors the Himyar-
ites and the Egyptians in the age of the legendary Yemeni king cAbd Shams
b. Saba3 had been brothers. Yemen had not only been the seat of the true-
believing Tubbac kings,5 but had also been the depository of the most
ancient wisdom of Hermes Trismegistus, whose seat was in Memphis in
Egypt. As J.-C. Vadet remarks: "One of the great events of the literary
history of the Arabs could have been the work of simple bedouins who
turned, in the teeth of present vexations, towards the glories of their
'Sabaean' past — more or less happily transported on to the banks of the
Nile. Egyptianised thanks to its Yemenites, Fustat is accordingly supposed,
from the dawn of its history, to have looked towards Memphis, which was
always, to the Arab imagination, the ancient city of Hermes."6

Equally significant in the furtherance of early Shucubi sentiments were
the Kharijis.7 According to H. A. R. Gibb: "The original shuubiya were the
Kharijites, who on religious grounds maintained the doctrine that no race
or tribe enjoyed inherent superiority, and in particular opposed the theory
of the inherent right of the Quraish [the tribe of the Prophet] to the
caliphate." However, "In rejecting any exclusive superiority attaching to
the Arabs, the Kharijite shuubis equally rejected any superiority of the
Persians; whereas the third-century shuubis proclaimed the superiority of
the Persians (or of other non-Arab races) to the Arabs, and defended their
claim by social and cultural, not religious, arguments."8

In addition to Yemeni patriotism and Khariji ideas of equality, two
other, literary, factors which first appeared in the Umayyad period may be
cited as having contributed to the outburst of nationalist sentiment in the
age of the cAbbasids. The first of these was the influence of Persian books
and stories extracted from the history of ancient Persia which were already
in fashion during the reign of Hisham (105—25/724—43). As an example, the
cAbbasid literary historian Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahani calls the poet Ismacll b.

4 Cf. p. 138, and ch. 23, n.51. 5 Cf. ch. 23, n.22. 6 Vadet, "L' 'Acculturation'", 14.
7 Cf. pp. 186-8. 8 Studies, 69.
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34 H. T. NORRIS

Yasar a Shucubi, because he had extolled the Persians to the caliph Hisham,
and was thrown into a tank of water for boasting in verse of his Persian
descent, which, he maintained, stemmed from princes who rivalled
Chosroes, Shapur, etc., in their renown and in their knightly courage
against the Central Asian Turks and the Greeks. The second such factor
was the growth in the critical study of lineages and genealogical
archaeology. Daghfal b. Hanzalah, who lived during the reign of
Mucawiyah and was associated with prominent Kharijis, was a close
contemporary of cUbayd b. Sharyah al-Jurhumi9 and the early Yemeni
romancers. Daghfal concerned himself with the faults and weaknesses of
tribes and with the shameful points {mathalib) in their history, though their
good points were not wholly ignored but relegated to the background
among these genealogical preoccupations. The "science" of vices and
virtues {mathalib and manaqib) was to become increasingly central and came
to occupy the foreground in the literary works of the Shucubiyjah of the
cAbbasid era.10 It should be noted, however, that although the seeds of full-
blown Shuubiyyah were sown in the Umayyad period, the examples cited
above cannot fully account for the phenomenon; thus, to quote Gibb again:
"There is no evidence that the founders and early leaders of the secretarial
school [often, as we saw at the beginning of this chapter, associated with
Shucubi ambitions], such as Abd al-Hamid11 or even Ibn al-Muqaffa were
shuubisy\ either in the egalitarian sense espoused by the Kharijis or in the
partisan, ethnic and cultural sense.

The cAbbasid age supposedly marked the end of the period in Islamic
history where a clearly defined distinction was drawn between Arab and
maw alt (non-Arab Muslim clients of an Arab tribe); or rather, in the third/
ninth century, mawalt and the subject peoples were now in a position of
power and influence which allowed them to give open vent to their
resentment against the arrogance and monopoly of the Arab aristocratic
elite who had been in the ascendant under the Umayyads. From the days of
al-Mansur, and during the reigns of al-Mahdi, Harun al-Rashld and al-
MaDmun in particular, the ZK-mawati enjoyed the influence of the vizieral
Barmecide family at court, and then, after their fall, the continuing
dominance of Persian culture and literature, especially within the

9 See CHALUP, 385, and ch. 23, n.51, below.
10 Cf. also such ambiguous examples of the genre as Jahiz, K. Manaqib al-Turk, K. Fakhr a/Sudan, pp.

85, 87, below. u CHALUP, 164-79.
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enormously powerful and influential network of the secretarial system.
Ignaz Goldziher cites the following anecdote as typical:
The caliph al-MaDmun did not conceal the fact that he valued the Persian race
higher than the Arab, and when an Arab reproached him for favouring the
inhabitants of Khurasan above the Arabs from Syria, the caliph characterized the
Arabs thus: "I have never bidden a man of Qays descend from his horse but he ate
up all my treasure to the last dirham; the southern Arabs (Yemen) I do not love and
they love me not; the Qudaca Arabs await the arrival of the Sufyani [the Mahal of
the followers of the Umayyad dynasty]12 in order to join him; the Rabfa Arabs are
angry with God that he chose his Prophet from the Mudar tribe, and there are no
two amongst them but one is a rebel."13

While in the Umayyad period it had been dangerous for a poet like Ismacil b.
Yasar, who ridiculed the pre-Islamic Arabs, to boast of Persian descent, it
was a different matter under the cAbbasids. One poet deliberately derided
the Muallaqah of ImruD al-Qays when he remarked in a poem, "I am not one
who leaves the iwan of Chosroes [the arch of Ctesiphon] for Tudihah or
Hawmal or Dukhul", the last being toponyms in the Mucallaqah\ the poet
Ishaq b. Hassan al-Khurrami (d. 200/815) gloried in his Iranian descent,
boasting of his Soghdian ancestry; and Macbad, a boon-companion of the
caliph al-Mutawakkil, exclaimed: "I am the son of nobles from the seed of
Jam [legendary Persian king and hero], the possessor of the estates of the
kings of al-cAjam [Persia]."14 Bashshar b. Burd, despite being accused of
sympathies with the %indiq$> (dualists or dangerous free-thinkers, see
below), openly avowed his national sentiments, his descent from "the
Quraysh of the Persians" and his sympathies with the Persian mawati\ Abu
Nuwas likewise declares, "the Arabs in God's sight are nobody". Clearly,
Shucubiyyah as a literary pose had become fashionable. Nevertheless,
although Shuubiyyah was a fashion in thought rather than a creed, and
although the literary evidence suggests that "the central issues for the
shuQubis were not overtly political; that is, they were not primarily concerned
with the creation of new governments",15 many of its opponents perceived
Shuubiyyah as a source of distinct evils and dangers. Al-Jahiz (d. 25 5/868-
9), who, as we shall see, was one of its most vociferous opponents, has left
us in little doubt that Shucubiyyah had grave religious implications:

The bulk of those who are sceptics in regard to Islam, at the outset, were inspired
by the ideas of the Shuubiyyah. Protracted argument leads to fighting. If a man hates
a thing then he hates him who possesses it, or is associated with it. If he hates [the
Arabic] language then he hates the [Arabian] peninsula, and if he hates that
peninsula then he loves those who hate it. Thus matters go from bad to worse with

12 See Madelung, "The Sufyani". 13 Muslim Studies, i, 138-9.
14 Ibid., 151-2. 15 Mottahedeh, "The Shucubiyyah controversy", 162.
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36 H. T. NORRIS

him until he forsakes Islam itself, because it is the Arabs who brought it; it is they
who provided the venerable forebears and the example worthy of imitation.16

The attitude of Jahiz, and of others like him who were at heart anti-ShucubI
in their sentiments and convictions and who associated Shuubiyyah with
destructive and irreligious tendencies, led Gibb to conclude that the
phenomenon, viewed in its historic entirety: "was not merely a conflict
between two schools of literature, not yet a conflict of political
nationalisms, but a struggle to determine the destinies of the Islamic culture
as a whole . . . The dangers of the shuubi movement, lay not so much in its
crude anti-Arab propaganda (in spite of its appeal to the still lively hostility
to the Arabs amongst the lower classes in Iraq and Persia) as in the more
refined scepticism which it fostered among the literate classes. The old
Perso-Aramaean culture of Iraq, the centre of Manichaeism, still carried the
germs of that kind of free thinking which was called f^andaqah^ and which
showed itself not only by the survival of dualist ideas in religion, but still
more by that frivolity and cynicism in regard to all moral systems which is
designated by the term mujun."11 These, however, are general perceptions
of the significance of Shuubiyyah, and it is possible to discern at least three
clear-cut points of view amongst the men of letters of the early cAbbasid
period:

That the Arabs were supreme among the nations
This was the view of many of the lettered, including a number who were
non-Arab in origin. The unique position of the Arabs was to be seen in all
its glory in Islam itself. The Apostle of God was born of Arab stock, as was
undeniable. Other nations had qualities worthy of praise: the Persians had
been mighty conquerors in ancient times; the Byzantines were technicians
and fine artisans; the Chinese were refined artists, and the Indians had sired
noteworthy, if "pagan", philosophers. But apart from the faith, the Arabs,
and more especially the bedouin, had a unique and instinctive ability to
express themselves in eloquent speech. Ibn al-Muqaffac, the early katib,
himself of Persian origin, is said to have defended, in the course of a
discussion, the bedouin Arabs, tent-dwellers and men of great hospitality,
whom God had chosen to proclaim the faith and to found the caliphate. The
historian al-Baladhuri (d. c. 279/892), likewise a Persian, also refuted the
Shucubi claim, and shared the opinion of Jahiz that to hear bedouins
declaim in pure Arabic was to hear speech at its most telling and perfect.

Hayaivati, vn , 220. 17 Studies, 69. On the term mujun, cf. pp. 162, 281, 43off, below.
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That the Arabs were neither better nor worse than other nations
This position rests on the view that all men are equal, as proved by passages
in the QurDan, for example surah xlix.13: 'And We made you shuub and
qaba°il in order that you may know." Each of these rather vague terms
distinguished a people or grouping; the former, shuub — and some saw a
significance in the word-order — could be held to indicate the cAjam (non-
Arabs), and the latter, qabctil^ the tribes of the Arabs. "Each knew the
other," the Quranic commentator al-Baydawi (d. c. 685/1286) explains,
"but this was not for vying with one another in superiority of ancestors or
of tribes." There were also hadith supporting the principle of equality
between Arab and non-Arab believer: what mattered far more than
boasting of lineage (nasab) or personal status and achievement (hasab) was
obedience to God and piety, both of which enabled the believer, whatever
his ethnic origins, to be envied for his virtues among his fellows. Many
noteworthy defenders of the Arabs against their opponents held this view.
Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/889), a non-Arab, having defended the Arabs and
acknowledged their superiority in a number of respects, proclaimed
without equivocation the absolute equality of all men. Nevertheless, he
attempted to woo the Persian upper class by arguing that they too had
lineages as genuine as the Arab lineages. He believed that the new Arab
ruling class and the older Iranian ruling class could indeed have a shared
genealogical prejudice against their subordinates, who had no ties of
kinship.18 Paradoxically, this group - people or peoples without lineage or
position, who resented their lack of privilege - was later confused with the
Shucubiyyah, although it never merited this name. It was the most worthy
representative of that other name applied indiscriminately by pro-Arabs to
any who were less than unequivocal in their support of Arab superiority,
"the levellers" (ah Ial-taswlyah). The first use of this latter name to categorize
Shucubiyjah as a whole appears in the writings of Jahiz, more specifically in
his Kitab al-Bayan wa °l-tabyin ('The Book of Eloquence and Exposition").

That the Arabs were surpassed by other nations in virtues and abilities
It was this view which most truly reflected the beliefs of the classical
exponents of Shucubiyjahy whose self-appointed task it was to expose the
spurious claim which had been made on behalf of the Arabs, and of the pre-
Islamic Arabs in particular. Islam, they argued, is the religion of all
mankind. The claim of the Arabs to a monopoly in its revelation was
untenable. All the prophets had been non-Arabs except for Hud, Salih,

18 Mottahedeh, "The Shucubiyyah controversy", 180.
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38 H. T. NORRIS

Ismacil and Muhammad himself.19 The pre-Islamic Arabs had no dis-
tinguishing mark worthy of the name to place them on a par with the
Greeks, the Persians and the Indians. These adverse criticisms, and others
like them unknown to us (for it must be recalled that few works by Shucubis
and little pro-Shucubi literature have survived), were the common language
of a disparate company of literary men from among the subject people, the
Persians, the Aramaeans (Nabat), the Copts and the Andalusians. Their
arguments frequently converged or followed parallel lines, although their
goals differed quite markedly. Among the Persians, particular emphasis was
laid on independence and military expertise, and forms of ^andaqah were
mainly to be found among the Persians. The so-called Nabat of the Sawad
(irrigated agricultural lands) of Iraq were fanatically proud of their historic
land and their methods of agriculture, and they believed in their superiority
over the bedouin. The Copts plotted to gain their liberty and staged an
unsuccessful revolt in the days of al-MaDmiin; thwarted, their sentiments
were expressed in word and by pen. In al-Andalus, as will be seen, Shucubi
literature took an individual Maghribi form. It may also be found among
the Berbers, first in the heresy of the Barghawatah confederacy in Morocco,
which lasted for some three centuries from the third/ninth century and had
its own Berber QurDan, and at a later period in the books which praised the
Berbers for their deeds (mafakhir al-Barbar). All these writings contributed
to the manifold and diffuse arguments of the Shuubiyyah. In time, however,
any tendency to question Arab superiority was held to be Shucubi whether
its holder was a Khariji, secretary or ^indiq, and was felt to be aimed at the
basis of Islam itself.

Rhetoric and oratory

The Arab claim to excellence in rhetoric and oratory was baseless, so it was
argued, nor was there evidence to support their claim to an intuitive flair
and native genius for the Arabic language, or indeed any language, since the
Arabs were notorious for pointless mannerisms and dependence on
elocutionary aids when they spoke in public. The Shucubis mocked them
for their gesticulations, their use of a stick or staff to drive home a point, or
their habit of leaning on a bow to deliver an address. This, together with the
foppish manner in which the Arabs adjusted their turbans before speaking,
had no connection whatsoever with true oratory. Quite the reverse: it
distracted the thoughts of the listener and diverted his attention, and

19 For the non-biblical Hud and Salih, see Shorter EL
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revealed a failure on the part of the Arabs to grasp the essentials of the
rhetorical art. In the same way, the better and more accomplished singer
was the one who dispensed with the rhythmic beat sustained by an
instrument when he sang his air. The Shucubls scorned the Arabs for their
rhythmic deficiency, although Arabs, they suggested, tried hard to hide this
defect in metre and rhyme when they contended with their opponents.
Shucubis derided the Arabs' lack of skill in rhymed prose (saf) and the
bedouins' use of the simple, improvisatory raja^ metre when they went to
draw water, or in battle, or when they settled a dispute by wrestling with a
rival. Equally laughable in their behaviour was the use of rhyming prose in
speech-making when receiving blood-money, making peace or sealing
convenants; while to cement alliances over a fire or covenants over salt was
particularly gauche, stupid and ridiculous. (These criticisms and others are
countered by Jahiz in his Kitab al-cAsa ("Book of the Rod", a subsection of
"The Book of Eloquence and Exposition").20 Like an anthropologist, he
points out the social purport of these customs attested in pre-Islamic verse
and Prophetic hadlth. Since oratory was common to all men, the Persians,
the Greeks and even the barbarous Zanj - the black slaves imported to
work the agricultural estates of lower Iraq - no nation had a monopoly of
its skills. Within Persia itself some towns and regions were especially
renowned for proficiency and artistry; for example the people of Ahwaz
were particularly fluent and eloquent in the Pahlavi language.)

Weapons and military skill

This polemic theme, like the preceding one, is based on antiquarian
evidence furnished by bedouin poetry and lore. The Shucubis, more
especially those familiar with Sasanian chivalry, mocked the Arabs for their
deficiency in the military art and their vain boast about their weaponry. The
Arab spear was made from the hard wood of the dogwood tree (Lat. murran^
Ar. cornus masculd). It was heavy, while the Persian spear was hollow and
much lighter. The Persians knew that it was far more effective a weapon for
foot-soldiers than it was for the cavalry unless they merely wished to
prevent a fleeing enemy from escaping. The Arabs, they maintained, were
unfamiliar with the very short spears (matarid) which were of particular
value in hunting. The merit of length or shortness lay not in the object itself
but in the way it was used in military tactics. The bedouin Arabs were in the
habit of riding bareback in battle; even if they had a saddle, it was made
from skin; they were ignorant of the stirrup which allowed the rider to

20 Bayan, in, K. a/-cAsay 5ff. For another example of anti-Shucubi polemic by Jahiz, see p. 88, below.
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4° H. T. NORRIS

stand or sit as he chose and to use his weapon with the maximum freedom
and to maximum effect. The Arabs did not fight at night nor had they any
idea at all of the ambush, the use of ditches, or the power of siege catapults
or ballista {manjantq, pi. majanlq). They had no pavilions, domed tents,
drums or waving banners, and their military tactics were crude and
inflexible since they had no practice in the employment of flank movements
either to the right or left. In almost every respect, so they alleged, the Arab
performance in battle lacked the skill, science and efficiency of their
opponents. (Jahiz, again in Kitab a/-c.Asa, produces evidence in verse to
show that the Arabs had indeed fought on occasion by night and by day,
that they had in fact known of the use of stirrups and that their spears were
of sundry lengths and varieties. Many were their sorties; they used both
ends of the spear in their fighting, and some of their swords were long as
well as short.)

The arguments of minority peoples: the Nabat

The Nabat were the remnants of the Aramaic-speaking population of Syria
and Mesopotamia. Among their number were some who desired to show
that they were worthy to participate in ruling the empire, alleging kinship
with Quraysh by a fictitious tradition of descent from CA1I b. Abl Talib.
Their historical claim rested on their past connections with the Babylonian
empire. The most characteristic expression of their reaction against the
Arabs is in a book entitled al-Filahah al-nabatiyjah ("Nabataean Agricul-
ture"), compiled by Ibn Wahshiyyah; it is a work of pseudo-science, written
in the third/ninth century, and allegedly a translation of Chaldaean or
Babylonian works. Despite the debate over the overall authenticity of the
book, it remains nonetheless a unique example of non-Persian Shucubiyjahy

and also exemplifies the varied ways in which Shucubl sentiments could be
expressed. According to Goldziher: "Ibn Wahshiyyah, moved by a grim
hatred of the Arabs and full of bitterness about their contempt for his
compatriots, decided to translate and make accessible the remnants of
ancient Babylonian literature preserved by them in order to show that the
ancestors of his people, so despised by the Arabs [nabatl, "peasant/oaf",
was a standard term of abuse], had had a great civilisation and had excelled
in knowledge many peoples of antiquity. The author intended to contrast
the insignificance of the ancient Arabs in science and culture with the great
achievements of his own race in order to answer the limitless arrogance of
the ruling race."21 In fact, the Nabataean challenge went far deeper than
archaeology. It was espoused by noted men of letters, for example the
Muctazill Dirar b. cAmr al-Ghatafani, whose views were also widely shared

21 Muslim Studies, i, 146.
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by Jahiz, and Thumamah b. Ashras, a leading Muctazili and adviser to the
caliph al-MaDmun. Despite his Arab descent, Dirar was deemed a Shucubi
on account of his teaching about the superiority of the Nabataeans and the
way in which he introduced this premise into basic teachings about the
Islamic doctrine of the state and the caliphate. There are several references
to the views of these "Nabataean" Shucubis in the historian al-Mascudi's (d.
346/957) Muruj al-dhahab; one passage in particular contains a reply to the
bizarre assertions of certain Nabataean Shucubis regarding their superiority
over the Arabs and how they had attained a status denied to the Arabs. The
Shucubi argument runs on the following lines: God had singled out two
categories of men. The first were those to whom God had given bliss
without equal, by decreeing that his Prophet should be born among them.
The second was the category of the dispossessed, among whom God had
decreed that his Prophet should not be born, whom he had thus stripped of
every honour of which they could boast, and who had suffered the most
grievous of all afflictions. No bliss can be higher for the former and no test
and trial more grievous than the loss of prophethood for the latter (the
Nabataeans). Nevertheless, to such belongs the superior merit of pursuing
virtue in adversity. Al-Mascudi confutes this challenge by apparently
arguing (in a difficult and debatable passage) that the merits of adversity in
fact belong to the Arabs, who possessed the Prophet, but lost him by death,
whereas the Nabataeans had never possessed him.22

The %indiqs

Among the Shucubis there were undoubtedly some whose private religious
convictions placed them completely outside orthodox Islam. Most of them
were believers or dabblers in Manichaeism or in a Zoroastrian dualism, and
were dubbed ^anadiqah (sing. %indlq, supposedly, according to one medieval
source, from the Zend, a book produced by the Manichaean schismatic
Mazdak),23 a word which in Muslim law denotes any heretic who is a danger
to the state. To the %indlqsy the claims of the Arabs, as Muslims and as Arabs,
were totally unacceptable. Ibn al-Nadim, in his fourth/tenth-century index
of authors and books, al-Fihristy mentions a certain Muhammad b. al-
Husayn, nicknamed Daydan, who was a secretary to the governor of
Isfahan in the second/eighth century and was sympathetic to those who
sought a restoration of Sasanian power. He was a philosopher and
astrologer, "Belonging to the Shuubiyyah, he was bitter against the Islamic
government. He believed with certainty in [such neo-Platonic and un-
Islamic - or Ismacili - abstractions as] the Universal Soul (a/-Nafs), the

22 Muruj, n , 170-1. 23 Cf. ch. 3, n.18.
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Intelligence (a/-cAq/)y Time (al-Zamari), Space {al-Makari) and Matter (al-
Hayula). He also supposed that the stars exercised control and spiritual
action over the world",24 and that they predicted a return to Persian rule
and to the religion of the Magi. Such beliefs, which were allied to academic
snobbery and to deprecation of Arabism, were widespread in certain circles
in Baghdad and Basra. Among their best-known manifestations is a poem
attributed to Abu Nuwas addressed to Aban al-Lahiql25 and quoted by
Jahiz in his Kitab al-liayawan\ the poem takes the form of an argument
between Abu Nuwas and Aban al-Lahiql:

I said, "Glory to God" and he said, "Glory to Mani";
I said, "Jesus is an Apostle" and he said, "of the Devil";
I said, "Moses is the Interlocutor of the Benevolent Watcher";26

He said, "Your Lord, then, has an eyeball and a tongue?27

His very essence brought Him into being; if not, who did?"
I rose up there and then offended by an infidel to be shunned,
Who argues by denying any belief in Him, the Lord Most Merciful.

Clearly, as Jahiz, however hotly he might disagree with the trivialization of
profound truths and beliefs in this way, admitted, the %indiqs were far from
ignorant of Arabic and Islam and their literature; their scepticism as to the
validity of the Islamic faith arose from what the t^indlqs saw as its naivety;
and Charles Pellat has argued that %andaqah is an extreme manifestation of
Shucubi sentiment arising in the first instance from a sense of wordly
superiority, and only thereafter spilling over into spiritual matters.28

Ishmael and Isaac

Shucubiyjah sharpened the discussion within the body of Islam between
those who were without question believers, but who made the issue of
lineal descent from Sarah, the free-woman (Sarah al-hurrah)y and Hagar
(Hajar), the slave, the mothers of Isaac and Ishmael respectively, a major
topic of dispute and a formidable argument in their attempt to denigrate the
Arabs - though the Prophet himself was tactfully ignored in this debate or
else piously excluded from it by the Shucubis. Pere Rene Dagorn has
examined this phenomenon and has concluded that the gradual promotion
of Ishmael, son of the slave, above Isaac, son of a free mother (despite the
Prophet's own statements that no distinction should be made between
them), and the spread of the varied stories forming part of the so-called
Geste d'lsmael^ were furthered, exacerbated and even shaped to no small
degree by the Shucubi debates of the third/ninth and later centuries.29 (The

24 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 239—40/Dodge, 1, 469. 25 Cf. ch. 11, n.28. 2<s See ch. 14, n.90.
27 A denial of the divine attributes. 28 Le Milieu basrien, 220-1. 29 La Geste, 220-34.
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subject was also popular among the Spanish Shucubis, who based their case
on the premise of descent from Sarah). Hence the names of the Patriarchs
became a sort of code in which the bitterest of nationalist contests was
fought within Islam by men of letters. (There was, of course, a positive and
constructive side to all this since it heightened interest in the exploration of
biblical sources and in seriously weighing up the biblical contribution to
Islam.) Ibn Qutaybah, notwithstanding his Iranian origin, was one of the
stoutest defenders of the Abrahamic claim of the Arabs. In his Kitab al-
cArab, he hotly rebutted the assertions of their opponents, showing that
there was no tie between the Persians, or the Nabataeans, and Abraham.
Esau was the father of the Byzantines (al-Rum), the yellow-hued (al-asfar);
and the mother for al-Rum was Ishmael's daughter, so he allowed the
Byzantines an ascendance to Abraham on the maternal side. He defended
the honour and chastity of Hagar and her son against the Persians, who
claimed that both of them were of servile status and that Hagar was impure
(/akna°, foul-smelling or uncircumcized?). Furthermore, Ibn Qutaybah
pointedly added that slave-women of great beauty and intelligence had
given birth to famous caliphs. Jahiz, slightly his elder, was among those
who were aware of the inherent blasphemy and inconsequence of the
Shucubl position, which smeared the reputation of Ishmael yet avoided any
insult to the Prophet himself. He made it clear in his writings that the
Shucubis were guilty of "impugning the Prophet's rod and stick, and also
the rod of Moses".30

Language and lineage

Among the varied fields in which the Shucubi and his pro-Arab opponent
competed, none was more prominent than the weighing up of Arab virtues
against their vices. This literary hobby, as we have seen, derived from the
study of Arabian lineages (and not only those of men, but also those of
famous horses) by Daghfal b. Hanzalah and others; transferred to the
interests of the philologists of Basra and Kufa, it was extended across the
whole field of comparative poetic genius and mastery of language. Those
philologists with Shucubi sympathies tried to prove that the non-Arabs,
especially the Greeks and the Persians, had far surpassed the Arabs in
linguistic skill and literary flair; furthermore, a study of the Arab poets,
their tribes and histories, revealed many of the lineages claimed by the
Arabs to be fabricated. Abu cUbaydah (d. 209/824—5), a grammarian of
non-Arab, possibly Jewish, origin, who, incidentally, was much admired by
Jahiz, was held up as the foremost exposer of the vices of the ancient Arabs

30 Bay an, in , K. a/-cAsa, 89.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.004
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.004
https://www.cambridge.org/core


44 H - T - NORRIS

and of spurious genealogies. Yet opinion differs with regard to his true
position in the controversy; was he in fact at heart a KharijI who primarily
sought equity and racial equality along with factual accuracy in his
philological pursuits; or was he, as Goldziher would have us believe, a true
Shucubi, hating the Arabs whom he accused of aping the Persians?31 Many
of his contemporaries or near-contemporaries shared his views. Such
works as Manaqib al-cAjam ("The Virtues of the Persians") by Sacid b.
Humayd al-Bakhtakan (d. 240/8 5 4-5), Mathalib al-cArab ("The Vices of the
Arabs") by al-Haytham b. cAdI (d. 207/822-3), "The Names of the Whores
of Quraysh in pre-Islam" by Sahl b. Harun (d. 245/859—60), and the book
on Arab robbers by Abu cUbaydah himself — some of these works having
been written in the courtly circle of the caliphate or as polemics reflecting
the bitter personal rivalry among philologists — set the tone which
characterized the sharpest exchanges in this literary debate.

The rejoinder to the Shucubis was to come in master-works on the
etymology of Arabic tribal names. The earliest known is the Kitab al-
Ishtiqaq ("Book of the Derivation [of Proper Names]") by Ibn Durayd (d.
321/933). He was followed by Ibn Faris (d. 395/1004), the teacher of Badlc

al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, in his work al-Sahiblft fiqh al-lughah - written for
the Sahib Ibn cAbbad, the Persian vizier of a Persian ruler - in which he
defended Arabic against the vicious attacks made on it by Shucubi
philologists and historians such as Hamzah al-Isfahani (d. 3 56/967), whose
aims included the recounting of the Himyaritic past of the Yemen, and the
etymological explanation of the original Persian forms of geographical
names which Arab philology had tried to explain by far-fetched Arabic
etymologies. To Ibn Faris, Arabic was the best and richest of all languages,
which could not be translated into any other language, nor could non-
Arabs compete with Arabs in the use of metaphor. Trab (grammatical
inflexion) enabled Arabic to articulate its utterances with the utmost clarity,
and in its richness of synonyms the language was without equal: "In Persian
the lion must rest content with but one name, but we give it a hundred and
fifty." By the time al-Zamakhshari (d. 538/1143), himself a Persian by
descent, wrote his Mufassa/, the debate was nearing its close; an
unconscious identification of Islam with (linguistic) Arabism had taken
root in the conscience of believers, and Zamakhshari was able to thank his
Maker for ordaining his preoccupation with philology in order to fight the
Lord's battles against the party of slander and mockery. Centuries before
him, Jahiz, in Kitab al-Bayan, had expressed similar sentiments:

When you take a Shucubl by the hand and cause him to enter the land of the pure
bedouin Arabs, the source of perfect eloquence, and acquaint him with an

31 Muslim Studies, i, 181-3.
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accomplished poet or an eloquent orator, he will know that what you say is the
truth, an evidence clearly visible to the percipient eye. Understand what I say in
this, and know that you have never seen a people more wretched than these
Shucubis, nor more hostile to its religion, nor more vehement in ravaging its
honour, nor greater bores.32

A later, characteristic, and yet unusually interesting Shucubi literature was
to be written in al-Andalus in the fifth/eleventh century. Despite many
borrowings from the East and from earlier masters in Iraq and Iran, it is
stamped with a markedly Maghribi character. Furthermore, it is among the
most comprehensive of all Shucubl literatures, and, as it has now been
edited and translated into English,33 it offers the best introduction to
Shucubiyjah from any aspect, whether geographical, chronological or in
point of style, choice of subject and use of quotations. Derivative it may be;
nonetheless, the wine poured into old bottles is of a quality sufficient to
impress the modern reader.

James T. Monroe suggests that Shucubi sentiment in al-Andalus was
provoked by conditions similar to those which gave rise to it in the East: "It
is known for example that in the ninth century AD the Arabs were installed
in the best and most fertile lands of Andalusia and the eastern portion of the
Peninsula. This permitted them during the tenth century to live in Cordoba
and to enjoy the privileges of absentee landlordism so that towards the end
of the caliphal period the Arabs constituted the upper echelon of society/'
Thereafter the "Slav" and Berber elements [mainly praetorians like their
Turkish counterparts earlier in the East), who rose to power after the ruin
of the Cordovan caliphate, were a fertile field for Shucubi ideas. One
"Slav", Habib, a man of letters in the time of Hisham II (366—400/976—
1009), composed a work setting forth Shucubi pretensions called "Clear and
Convincing Proofs Against Those Who Deny the Excellencies of the
'Slavs' ". However, the Kisalah ("Epistle") of Abu cAmir b. Garcia, a noted
poet and secretary, remains the masterpiece of Andalusian and possibly of
all Shucubi literature, in Monroe's words: "a veritable mosaic of allusions to
Arabic literature and history, containing quotations from the Koran, from
poetry and proverbial wisdom, all this . . . expressed by means of a highly
elaborate rhymed prose of the kind that was so much in vogue among the
prose writers of the fifth century of Islam, and . . . decorated with all the
ornaments of Arabic rhetoric." As a spokesman of all the non-Arabs, more
especially the "Slavs", Ibn Garcia boasts of his descent from Sarah and

32 Bajan, in , K. al-LAsa, 29. 33 Monroe, The Shuubiyjah in al-Andalus.
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derides the Arabs because of their descent from Hagar, the slave.
Throughout the Kisalah the Arabs are depicted as uncouth bedouin,
without breeding or manners, borrowers of other men's ideas and
attainments (though the Prophet himself is exempted from the charge). The
non-Arabs are contrasted with them in every way; they were "clear, grave,
not camel herders or diggers tilling the soil; great kings, not burners of
camel dung for fuel. Intelligent, they [wore] brocade and fine silk cloth
[not] a coarse garment suitable for both summer and winter weather made
up of the collected wool of six ewes". They were "warriors, not guardians
of palm branches or planters of palm shoots; kings who recognized no
overlords, not one of whom in quenching his thirst drank of the milk of
milch camels; nay, their drink was wine, and their food roasted meat, not
the mouthful of colocynth seeds in the deserts or the eggs of lizards taken
from their nests".34

Over a period of roughly a century, no less than five still extant
refutations of Ibn Garcia appeared. These rejoinders contain anti-Christian
invective, abuse of the "Slavs", praise of both Sarah and Hagar and
disparagement of both Persians and Byzantines. Several lack the freshness
and spontaneity of Ibn Garcia, while the constant harking back to bogus
pre-Islamic and early Islamic mythical history is somewhat forced and often
tedious. This passage from Abu Dl-Tayyib b. Mann Allah al-Qarawi (d. 492/
1099) is fairly typical:

Do not fear, the Arabs straitened nations before you, they bent down the crowns of
heads because they were the most noble men of the age,_the masters of the ideas
which then prevailed. Among them were the cArab al-cAribah,35 and from them
came cAd,36 the conquering, the discerning, men huge in build, likewise Iram of the
Columns created without an equal in the land . . . Among the Arabs were the
Tubbas . . . Dhu Dl-Qarnayn, the builder of the barrier and the dam37 . . . Allah,
Almighty, has said: "Are they better then the people of the Tubba?" [Qur'an,
xliv.37]. Thus they became a byword for greatness.38

Shuubiyyah as a literary movement or vogue was to last long and was wide
in its appeal. It might at times be a facile literary pastime, or manifest itself in
ways that are confusing and difficult to translate into socio-political terms.
(As an example, Malik b. Wuhayb, who lived in Morocco at the court of the
sixth/twelfth-century Almoravids, wrote "The Clipped Gold Piece {Qura-
dat al-dhahab), wherein mention is made of the ignoble among the Arabs of
the Jahiliyyah and of Islam"; it was hailed as an unsurpassed masterpiece;

34 Trans. Monroe, The Shuubiyyah in al-Andalus, 25-6; cf. ch. 16, n .u , below. 35 Cf. ch. 23, n.26.
36 An ancient nation which perished, leaving behind mighty ruins often identified with "Iram of the

Columns", see ch. 8, n.15; frequently cited in the QurDan, however, as an example of human
vainglory. 37 A legendary Tubbac king; see ch. 8, n.13.

38 Trans. Monroe, The Shuubiyyah in al-Andalus, 39.
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yet, paradoxically, Ibn Wuhayb's master was a Berber who claimed
Himyarite descent, for the Almoravids spared no effort to prove that they
were Arabs by lineage and that there was no glory to compare with that of
the Arabs.) But so pervasive and inescapable was the legacy of early
Shucubiyyah that one is often mistakenly tempted directly or indirectly to
attribute every manifestation of "patriotism" or intellectual ferment to its
influence. Thus some have urged that Muctazill rationalism was the
orthodox response to Shtfubiyyah, while others have suggested that the
whole geste of Ismacll was powerfully enhanced by Shucubi claims. All are
agreed, however, that Shuubiyyah reflected a profound stirring and
questioning in the Islamic world of the early Middle Ages. Yet even the
most fanatical Shucubl expressed his sentiments in the tongue first spoken
by the Arabian lizard-eaters he so despised.
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CHAPTER 3

IBN AL-MUQAFFAC AND EARLY CABBASID PROSE

LIFE

In the annals of Arabic literature Ibn al-Muqaffac occupies a central
position. For it is with his work that the history of cAbbasid prose literature
begins; it is he who opens the door to the golden age of Arabic prose
writing; it is by him that a wide humanistic concept of letters is introduced
to the Arabs. Though rightly classified as an cAbbasid writer and litterateur,
Ibn al-Muqaffac lived most of his life in Umayyad times, and it was under the
Umayyads that he served his literary apprenticeship and began his career as
a chancery secretary {katib). Like his Umayyad precursor and older
contemporary, cAbd al-Hamid al-Katib,1 he was to become the luminary of
the secretarial school of his day. As such, he won for himself unprecedented
renown as a master of Arabic prose and contributed signally — though no
more so perhaps than cAbd al-Hamid — to the development of a written
artistic prose tradition.

Born in Firuzabad in Fars some time in the very early years of the second/
eighth century, Ibn al-Muqaffac was the son of an Umayyad tax-officer of
noble Persian origin and, indeed, bore the Persian name Rozbih until at a
mature age he converted to Islam from Manichaeism and took the name
Abdullah. The date of his execution at the age of thirty-six is imprecisely
known, but it was not earlier than 139/757 and in all likelihood fell in that
very year.2 His command of literary Arabic he acquired in Basra, where in
early life he lived in high literary circles and learned scrupulously to observe
the proprieties of the language from magisterial exponents of the classical
ideal. The first glimpse we have of Ibn al-Muqaffac as an Umayyad katib is in
Fars not long after the appointment of Abdullah b. cUmar b. cAbd al-cAziz
as governor of Iraq (126/743-4). The latter's replacement of Ibn al-
Muqaffa°s master, al-Masih b. al-Hawari, brought both katib and master
into open physical conflict with the new appointee, Sufyan b. Mucawiyah al-
Muhallabi. Partly, though not wholly, for his part in the affair, Ibn al-

1 See CHALUP, ch. 4. 2 Sourdel, "Biographie", 318.

48

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


IBNAL-MUQAFFA AND EARLY ABBASID PROSE 49

Muqaffac was some years later to suffer a painful death at Sufyan's hands.
But in the short term he survived Sufyan's eventual victory over al-Masih in
129/746—7, and we find him next in Kirman, apparently amassing a fortune
in the secretarial service of lieutenants of Ibn Hubayrah, the new governor
of Iraq. Umayyad katib though he may have been, Ibn al-Muqaffac had no
difficulty in adapting his life to changing circumstances; for, after leaving
Kirman, he took up with cIsa b. cAli b. cAbdullah b. al-cAbbas b. cAbd al-
Muttalib and his brother Sulayman, paternal uncles of the future cAbbasid
caliph al-Mansur. With cIsa he forged a particularly close bond as his katib.
This part of his life he spent mainly in Basra, which from 13 3/751 to 139/756
was governed by Sulayman. Plainly a man of fertile counsel and consistent
purpose, he comes across as an adventurous climber, scaling the heights
close to the summits of power.

The accounts we have of our katib'*s behaviour in the cAbbasid phase of
his life are tales that can have lost nothing in the telling. Yet, when stripped
of embellishment and read with discrimination, they do permit us to form
an impression of his personality which, if correct, may contribute to a broad
understanding of his work and the fate that befell him. His reported
conduct suggests a fastidious man of refined manners, steeped in the old
culture, traditions and etiquette of the Persian nobility, yet ever observant
of the values of Arab society and passionately devoted to the cause of
purism in the use of Arabic. In his extravagant generosity and the lavishness
of his hospitality, it seems almost as if he sought to outclass the most
munificent of Arabs. In the purity of his Arabic he outshone the members of
the Arab ruling class. In company he was witty and entertaining. But, for all
his qualities and attainments, there was an unendearing side to his character
in which we detect an insensitivity to the feelings of those for whom he
cared little. His wit could be caustic, his tongue sarcastic, his manner
arrogant, and his air superior. Prone to belittle with ridicule, he could be
offensive with his strictures if an Arab's command of Arabic did not
measure up to his demands. And so, among the duller members of the
proud and elusive Arab elite, he must have made many an enemy from
whose vengeance only the potent shield of his patrons can have saved him.
But nemesis in the end overtook him and put a sudden end to his hubris by
delivering him up to a victim of his acts of aggression and ridicule, namely
Sufyan b. Mucawiyah.

Reports that it was Ibn al-MuqafFa°s un-Islamic beliefs and behaviour, or
^andaqah^ that were his undoing need not be taken at face value. Whether he
was indeed a back-slider or heretic seems hardly relevant; for, as has
recently been suggested, Manichaeism "was not yet as heretical as it became
from the reign of al-Mahdi . . . The need for administrative cadres was at
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that time still greater than the need for orthodoxy".3 What is relevant is that
Ibn al-Muqaffac, whether willingly or under orders, committed an act of
egregious indiscretion by making what seemed to the caliph a highly
importunate approach to him on a sensitive political issue. The train of
events preceding the deed grew out of Sulayman b. cAli's fear for the safety
of his brother, cAbdullah. As a defeated rebel against their nephew, al-
Mansur,4 cAbdullah had been allowed to live unmolested in Sulayman's
household, but, once the caliph had felt strong enough to end the
arrangement, he had made his wishes known. Before complying, however,
Sulayman had requested safe conduct and free pardon {amari) for his
brother, but, for his pains, had been instantly replaced (Ramadan 139/
February 757) as governor of Basra by Sufyan b. Mucawiyah. The
involvement of cIsa b. CAH in this family affair soon followed and,
inevitably, that of Ibn al-Muqaffac. On behalf of the branch of the cAbbasid
family which he served, the katib indited the text of the aman for what
amounted to the caliph's unconditional acceptance. He thus became the
target of the caliph's fury. For this, various reasons can be advanced. One
possibility is that al-Mansur saw in him the brains behind the political
ambitions of the Banu CAH. Whatever the truth, it was left to Basra's new
governor Sufyan, for long the implacable foe of Ibn al-Muqaffac, to inflict
exemplary punishment on him in the form of death by torture, while the
caliph turned a deaf ear to all the protests and entreaties of his patrons.

TRANSLATIONS AND ADAPTATIONS OF NON-ARABIC WORKS

Katilah wa-Dimnah

Today Ibn al-Muqaffac is chiefly remembered for his transmission, through
the medium of Arabic, of a collection of old Indian fables. Such was the
popularity acquired by the collection that by the end of the eleventh century
AD it had entered the Byzantine world in a Greek version and by the middle
of the thirteenth was awaiting, in a Castilian version, the attentions of the
cultural world of Alfonso the Wise in Spain. The collection to which Ibn al-
Muqaffac had access was in its essence a Pahlavi, or Middle Persian,
adaptation of a work in Sanskrit made in the time of Anushirvan Khusraw I
(5 3*~79) a n d traditionally attributed to one Burzoe, who, if the identifica-
tion is correct, was his court physician.5 Known in Sanskrit as the
Pancatantra (roughly, "Five Occasions of Good Sense"), the work in its
Pahlavi adaptation - no longer extant - took its title, Ka/J/ag u Dimnag, from

3 Van Ess, "Fragments", 161; on %andaqah, see also pp. 41-2, above and p. 195, below.
4 See pp. 49, 64. 5 CHIran, 111, 161; El2, "Kalila wa-Dimna".
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corrupt forms of Karataka and Damnaka, the Sanskrit names of two jackals
who dominate the opening narrative. From the Pahlavi, of course, comes
the Arabic title by which Ibn al-Muqaffac's work is best known: Katilah
wa-Dimnah.

Katilah wa-Dimnah is basically made up of a series of animal apologues
developed through and around the two jackals so named. In the
interconnected episodes within an encompassing narrative framework,
animals and birds, behaving as humans as in Aesop's fables, point morals
and utter maxims for the benefit of those living in the world of practical
politics, and illustrate shrewd and worldly-wise reactions to human
predicaments. The Pahlavi version, said to have been produced on the spot
in India, carried, in addition to its core of fables, Burzoe's autobiography,
and, done into Arabic by Ibn al-Muqaffac, it forms the introduction to the
body of his work. The whole is prefaced by Ibn al-Muqaffac's own
prologue.

To define precisely the nature and quality of our ka fib's Katilah wa-
Dimnah poses a problem that has so far defied solution. A detailed
discussion of the matter in all its complexity has no place here. Suffice it
therefore to notice only its essential elements. As regards content, it is
appropriate first to call attention to an extant Syriac translation of Burzoe's
Pahlavi text made more than half a century or so before the advent of Islam.
The direction in which the evidence of this translation points is that Ibn al-
Muqaffac expanded the Pahlavi text by making certain additions possessed
of the same general features as those characterizing the Indian substructure
so faithfully preserved in his work. Much as suspected additions of this
nature — which we may characterize as episodic — may have aroused
legitimate scholarly curiosity, there is one addition of a very different order
that has been found even more intriguing. This is the translator's putative
insertion into Burzoe's autobiography of an excursus in which we
encounter a sceptical view of the revealed religions in the light of their
mutually contradictory positions on the one hand, and, on the other, a
recognition of the place of human reason alone in the development of
religion. The whole content of the excursus seems quite out of character
with the Burzoe we discern in the rest of the autobiography. For in the
former we see a man who, though not averse to the idea of the enjoyment of
worldly goods, yet evinces a spirit of marked asceticism, reinforced by a
pessimistic outlook on the woes that attend man from the cradle to the
grave. Noldeke was inclined to accept the excursus as the product of Ibn al-
Muqaffac's own pen and to attribute the ascetic element to Indian
influences. Others, however, notably Kraus and Christensen, have cast
serious doubt on this line of thinking on the grounds that the same kind of

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


52 J. D. LATHAM

freedom of thought and criticism of revealed religions as well as the ascetic
spirit can be shown to have been current in the Iran of Anushirvan.6 On the
specific point of asceticism and the desire to withdraw from the world
Christensen's position has been well summed up by Mary Boyce:
"Christensen found its source in influences within 6th century Iran itself,
from Christianity, Gnosticism, Manichaeism and Mazdakism." Thus he
held that that aspect of the autobiography was typical of the reign of
Khusraw I. In short, Ibn al-Muqaffac may or may not have been responsible
for the insertion of the excursus; but, even if it could be supposed with a
high degree of certainty that he was, it does not follow that he was in fact the
author.

If the form and substance of our Arabic Katilah wa-Dimnah are
problematical, its originator's translation is no less so. His original is lost,
and the earliest known manuscript post-dates his death by more than four
and a half centuries, and the second oldest by almost six. Through how
many intermediate copies these codices derive from the original we cannot
say. What we can say is that the wording of the one differs markedly from
that of the other and that all available evidence has shown them to be but
part of a varied and uncertain tradition. Hence the way in which Ibn al-
Muqaffac adapted the resources of the Arabic language to his purpose is not
a matter of precise knowledge, but of informed conjecture. That said, it is
generally agreed that his approach to the translation was not slavishly
literal, but that of an able master of Pahlavi and Arabic concerned to
produce an idiomatic rendering of Katilag u Dimnag suited to the taste and
grasp of his Arab readers. All indications are that, in so doing, he forged an
Arabic prose style that was plain and free and distinguished as much by the
ease and straightforwardness of its syntactical structures as by its clarity of
expression and simplicity of diction. To apply to his style, as has been done,
such epithets as "polished", "graceful", and the like, seems in the absence
of the original text less fitting than to say with Gibb that "he posed the
problem of finding a smooth and palatable prose style".7 That he solved the
problem by achieving a pleasing and effective style is not in doubt, and
certainly no medieval Arab critic is known to have questioned its quality.

Despite the widespread popularity that Katilah wa-Dimnah enjoyed in
aftertimes, it was originally produced for an exclusive readership within
court circles. Seen as didactic, its function was to illustrate what should or
should not be done by those who would succeed in life. Sporting a golden
thread of diversion in a ground of edification, it was intended to serve in
Arabo—Muslim court circles the same purpose as it had served at the
Sasanian court, whose values and political wisdom so dominated the

6 See Boyce, Tansar, 13; cf. El2 (in, 883), "Ibn al-Mukaffac". 7 Arabic Literature, 52.
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secular thinking of Ibn al-Muqaffac and others of the same secretarial class
of the same era.8 But to regard Kattlah wa-Dimnah as less than a masterpiece
of Arabic literature in its own right simply because of its unoriginal content
would be seriously to misjudge it. Ibn al-Muqaffac's achievement is
comparable to that of Jacques Amyot, who in the Renaissance conspi-
cuously contributed to the shaping of a French prose style by his translation
of Plutarch. Like Amyot, Ibn al-Muqaffac merits recognition as a
magisterial pioneer. His Kattlah wa-Dimnah illumined the path along which
others would move and served as a stimulus to the development of a style
suited to the needs of a creative prose literature. At the same time, through
the subject-matter it so well interpreted, it opened for the Muslim world a
window on a source of inspiration for imitators, artists and poets.

Because Kattlah n>a-Dimnah, largely through the popularity of its content,
has survived in essence, and because the work as we know it today has
posed problems that have attracted much scholarly attention, there is
always a danger of detaching it from the context in which it ought properly
to be viewed. To put the matter in perspective, it should be seen as nothing
more than just one of several works of old Sasanian court literature which
Ibn al-Muqaffac set out to introduce to the new masters of Islam's destiny.
To interpret his intention as a conscious endeavour to set an entirely new
literary trend would be to misinterpret his primary objective. Motivated by
an evident sense of didactic mission, he was, rather, concerned to promote a
cultural reorientation that would extend the political and social norms of
the old order. In short, his main aim was to graft congruent Sasanian shoots
upon the old Arab stock of secular culture in order to produce and regulate
an Arabo—Islamic culture embodying what he saw as a proven, potent
strain of political wisdom.

The Khudaynamah

Among Pahlavi texts of which Arabic versions are said and believed with a
measure of certainty to have been made by Ibn al-Muqaffac the Khwaday-
namag ("Book of Kings") is perhaps the most important. Neither the
original nor the Arabic version is extant, but the nature of the work is
retrievable from a number of sources. Compiled towards the end of the
Sasanian period, this part-legendary, part-mythical and part-factual chron-
icle of the rulers of pre-Islamic Iran was a quasi-official national history
inspired by a vision of kingship as a well-ordered autocracy with a sacred
duty not merely to rule its subjects, but also to regulate their ethics and
social conduct within a clearly defined and rigid class system.9 Into the

8 Cf. Gibb, Studies, 62-6. 9 CHIran, III, 342, 3 59£F.
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fabric of an engaging saga of kings, princes and warriors, there was
interwoven a pattern of maxims, morals and musings characteristic of
andar^ or "wisdom" literature, combined with explicit admonitory
pronouncements and practical advice on a range of matters both civil and
military. Clearly a socio-politically oriented chronicle, the Khwaday-namag
was in the Sasanian historical tradition, which was "concerned less with
determining historical facts than with providing an insight into the past and
a vision of the future".10 That Ibn al-Muqaffac did not put into Arabic all
that was contained in the Pahlavi work is clear from the unequivocal
testimony of Hamzah al-Isfahani, who completed his famous "Annals", or
"Chronology'', in 3 50/961, and one suggestion is that Ibn al-Muqaffac may
have chosen to omit or modify subject-matter that his readers would not
readily understand.11 At the same time, our translator is also believed to
have introduced into his Arabic version at least one item not included in the
original, namely an account of Mazdak son of Bamdad, from which, it has
been argued, later Perso-Arab historians derived much of their information
on Mazdak and the movement named after him.12 But the extent of Ibn al-
Muqaffac's omissions, interpolations and modifications cannot be quanti-
fied: if anything of his Arabic version survives at all, it amounts to nothing
more than fragments of varying length preserved by Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/
889) as extracts from what this writer styles without ascription Siyar muluk
al-cAjam ("Lives of the Persian Kings") - an evident Arabic rendering of
the neo-Persian Khudaynamah.x?> That these extracts do in fact derive from
Ibn al-Muqaffac's Arabic text is a presumption that can rightly be said to be
strongly based, if for no other reason than that Ibn Qutaybah, both in his
cUyun al-akhbar and his Kitab-Macarif, displays unquestionable familiarity
with the kattb's writings. Be that as it may, such fragments are, for obvious
reasons, of limited heuristic value.

The Ayin-namah

In addition to the "Book of Kings", Ibn al-Muqaffac is credited with the
production of Arabic versions of other Middle Persian works. Listed in the
celebrated fourth/tenth-century Fihrist of Ibn al-Nadim are an Ayin-namah
(or A°in-namah)y a Kitab al-Taj and a Kitab Mazdak. As in the case of the
"Book of Kings", Ibn Qutaybah is thought to have preserved for us parts
of the Ayin-namah\ for in his cUjun al-akhbar are a number of passages,
quoted without ascription, but opening with the words "I have read in the
A^ln [or, Kitab al-A°In]". The passages bear on various subjects, ranging
from court manners and customs to military tactics, from divination and

10 Ibid., 393. u Ibid., 419^ 12 Cf. n. 18. 13 Gabrieli, "L'opera", 2o8ff.
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physiognomy to archery and polo. Two main questions are posed by these
fragments. First, do they derive from a single work of almost encylopaedic
scope? Secondly, are they in fact from Ibn al-Muqaffac's Arabic version of
that work? For his part, Gabrieli, though strongly inclined to answer both
questions in the affirmative, is acutely aware of the circumstantial nature of
the evidence and rightly remains cautious.14

Of what the Ayin-namah consisted it is not precisely known. The actual
title is from the Pahlavi Ayin-namag ("Book of Rules [of Propriety])", but
this was seemingly a title applicable to any one of a number of preceptive
works treating of Sasanian institutions, court protocol, the powers and
prerogatives of the social classes, general savoir faire, the arts of
entertainment, and so forth. To judge from what is reflected of them in
Arabic sources, they were written in a rhetorical, sententious and hortatory
vein and were designed "to extol and establish the virtues associated with
Iranian tradition".15

Kitab al-Taj

The Kitab al-Taj ("The Book of the Crown") is the object of as much, if not
more, speculation than the Ayln-namah. It is to the Taj that Ibn Qutaybah is
thought to refer in his cUjun al-akhbar when introducing quotations
prefaced by "I have read in the Taj".16 There is, however, a puzzling aspect
to the matter: whereas the Taj is said in Ibn al-Nadlm's Fihrist to have been
a biography of Anushirvan Khusraw I, three-quarters of Ibn Qutaybah's
extracts pertain to Parvez Khusraw II. Noldeke's considered opinion was
that the Fihrist incorrectly describes the Taj's contents, and with good
reason Gabrieli shares this view. For him, Ibn Qutaybah's quotations are
indeed extracts from Ibn al-Muqaffac's Taj, in which he sees, however, not
so much a chronicle as a "mirror for princes".17

Kitab Ma^dak

The nature of the Kitab Ma^dak ("The Book of Mazdak": Mat^dak-namag) is
held to be deducible from the contents of certain later Perso—Arab writings
in which material borrowed from the work has either been detected or
deemed to be such with a degree of probability verging on certainty. It is
named, of course, after the leader of the Mazdakite revolutionary
movement whose disruptive socio-religious tenets led to his execution at
the end of Kavad's reign (5 3 IAD) and against whose followers it then fell to
Khusraw I to act with relentless severity. The book offered neither a factual

14 I b i d . , 214. 15 CHIran, I I I , 363 , 393. 1<s G a b r i e l i , " L ' o p e r a " , 215. 17 I b id . , 216.
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biography of Mazdak nor an account of his tenets; it was, rather, a work of
entertaining historical fiction slanted towards disparagement of Mazdak.18

The "Letter of Tansar"

Another significant product of Ibn al-Muqaffac's translational activities was
the so-called "Letter of Tansar/Tosar",19 a Sasanian political treatise of no
mean literary merit. With this work we move on to very much firmer
ground than that hitherto traversed. For, although the Arabic version is
lost — presumed no longer extant — it was known to the Persian historian
Ibn Isfandiyar, who translated it into neo-Persian around the beginning of
the seventh/thirteenth century, and incorporated it in his Tarikh-i
Tabaristan ("History of Tabaristan").20 From available evidence, it is
demonstrable that Ibn al-Muqaffac expanded the original Pahlavi text by
adding Quranic and biblical quotations as well as various illustrative verses.
It is equally demonstrable that the neo-Persian rendering — which also
carries some additions — in no way reflects or remotely evokes the style and
spirit of Ibn al-Muqaffac's Arabic version. Prolix and vapid, it lacks body
and vigour. Yet for all that, it has preserved for us the essential subject-
matter transmitted through the Arabic.

Tansar, the putative author of the "Letter", was a powerful and
influential Zoroastrian priest and chief counsellor of the first Sasanian king,
Ardashir, who reigned c. 224-40 AD. On the ascription scholarly opinion is
divided, raising the question, is it a late forgery uttered for Khusraw Fs
political ends, or is it a product genuine in the sense or to the extent that it
had been developed from an essentially authentic nucleus?21 The problem
need not concern us. All that interests us here is the epistle's content. Its
writer first offers a sketch of Iranian history up to the time of Ardashir. He
then goes on to recount how Gushnasp (Ar. Jashnasf), one of the local
kings of a divided Iran reluctant to submit to Ardashir, had been able to
profit from a respite contrived by Ardashir to write to Tansar, the king's
most trusted counsellor, listing the reasons for his withholding allegiance.
To each point raised by Gushnasp, Tansar diligently responds, and his
replies form the body of the letter. Taken as a whole, what we have is an
apologia for political, religious, social and legal institutions which, if not, as
asserted, established by Ardashir, were at any rate familiar in later Sasanian
times. The superiority of race and country and the king as its fons et origo are
the linchpin of the system defended and justified by the author. This
position he explains thus:

18 On Mazdak and the Mazdakite movement, see CHIran, in, 994ff.
19 In neo-Persian Nama-ji Tansar. Tosar is probably correct, but "the form Tansar has by now gained

too wide a currency for it to be usefully displaced", Boyce, Tansar, 8.
20 See EJ2, "Ibn-i Isfandiyar". 21 Boyce, Tansar, 158", 22.
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we are called "the Iranian people", and there is no quality or trait of excellence or
nobility which we hold dearer than this, that we have ever showed humility and
lowliness . . . in the service of kings, and have chosen obedience and loyalty,
devotion and fidelity. Through this quality our works were established and we
came to be the head and neck of all the climes.22

Tending towards the didactic, the tract owes some of its essential flavour to
such characteristic ingredients as the aphorism and the apologue. All in all
then, the "Letter" is very much in the tradition so dear to Ibn al-Muqaffac.

There is so much that is conjectural about Ibn al-Muqaffac's Arabic
translations and adaptations that an evaluation of his achievement may
seem an impertinence. In particular, the pursuit of his style through
material that may have been reworked, even if originally the fruit of his
labour, is hazardous in the extreme. To try to pursue it through an inferior
Persian translation would be utterly reckless. Nevertheless, available
evidence suggests a simple, direct, functional prose such as may be expected
of one not only able to exploit the resources of Arabic to meet new needs,
but also sufficiently sensitive to literary form to suit his style to didactic and
preceptive subjects.

ORIGINAL WORKS

Kitab Adab al-kablr ((< al-Adab al-kablr")

The Kitab Adab al-kablr (hereafter Adab\ "The Comprehensive Book of
Rules of Conduct") is commonly, but incorrectly, styled al-Adab al-kablr —
a title which conveniently distinguishes it from al-Adab al-saghlr ("The
Lesser Book of Conduct"). Though long thought to be the companion to
the Adab and thus the work of Ibn al-Muqaffac, al-Adab al-saghlr can no
longer safely be regarded as such.23 The description of it as "merely a
pseudepigraphic cento oihikam [aphorisms] drawn partly from Katilah wa-
Dimnah"2A is almost certainly correct. It need not therefore concern us here.

The Adab comprises four parts. The first is clearly a preface, accounting
for only some 250 words of the Arabic text.25 Its brevity is apt to belie the
importance of its function, for, as a rhetorical retrospect on the ancients, it
is in fact the justification of all that it prefaces: without ancestral excellence
there would be no heritage of spiritual or temporal knowledge, no tradition
of literary or moral learning — in short no fund of human experience on
which to draw.

The concept of a golden age long past is implicit in the opening
declaration that in early times men were physically and mentally superior to

22 Ibid., 52. 23 cAbbas, "Nazrah, 578". 24 EPj "ibn al-Mukaffac".
25 Kurd CA1I, Kasa'ily 40-1; for the texts of the other three parts, see ibid., 42-54, 54-70, 71-106.
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the author's contemporaries, and by virtue of great longevity acquired
superior experience of life. Unselfishly they had passed on their sum of
knowledge to posterity; they had committed it to books in writing. So rich
was their legacy that latter-day lesser intelligences had but one task before
them — that of elucidating minutiae from the corpus of weighty maxims
bequeathed to them. The legacy referred to is not hard to identify as
Sasanian, and, as he wrote, Ibn al-Muqaffac doubtless had to the forefront of
his mind the wisdom literature through which the Sasanian establishment
expressed so many of its political and social views.26

The second part of the treatise, amounting to less than one-fifth of the
whole, is a "mirror for princes" in miniature. If we can accept as genuine a
similar composition contained in cAbd al-Hamld's "Epistle to the Crown
Prince",27 Ibn al-Muqaffac's mirror is the lesser literary achievement both in
scope and style. It is none the less a landmark in the history of the genre.
The addressee, taken to be the caliph's son, is apostrophized as one seeking
to acquire adab — Cowper's "polish'd manners and fine sense". He is
counselled first to learn the basic rules {usut) of conduct and not permit them
to be displaced by secondary rules (fusu/). To illustrate, the author takes
religion, health, courage, generosity, the spoken word, and the manage-
ment of resources, enunciating for each topic the basic principle and
indicating the general direction in which it may be developed. The
framework for all is the same: "The basic principle in . . . is that.. . Then, if
you can . . . all the better." Thus, he writes of health in the following terms:
"The basic principle in maintaining physical health is that you make only
light demands on the body in the way of food, drink and coitus. Then, if
you can get to know all those things that will benefit or harm it and learn
how to profit from your knowledge, all the better."28

He then turns to pitfalls awaiting a prince. He warns against the love of
flattery and in particular against the dangers of allowing others to detect it.
On the more positive side he urges the prince to make the acquaintance of
men of religion and moral perfection {murwwwah\ literally, "manliness")
with a view to their becoming his aides, close friends and confidants. He
should not fear to seek and take advice from those qualified to give it. In his
general dealings he will be unable to please all men, nor should he try, but
seek, rather, to please only the best and most intelligent. As for those in
authority under him, he should do his utmost to keep himself informed of
their conduct and see that they know what and what not to expect from
him. Unpalatable opposition to his views from judicious, mature and
honourable men is something he must learn to tolerate. He must also see
that he does not concern himself with trifles to the detriment of matters of

26 CHIran, in, 398, 400. 27 CHALUP, 167-72. 28 Kurd CA1I, Rasfit, 42.
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IBN AL-MUQAFFA AND EARLY ABBASID PROSE 59

moment; that he is not indiscriminately lavish with money and honours;
that he does not overwork; and so on.29 In due course three bases of
kingship are identified: religion, which is the best; the resolve to rule, which
creates stability but may arouse opposition; and personal fancy, which
produces transitory results. Here the author strikes a clear Sasanian note.
There next follow various pronouncements on the need for caution and
prudence in particular circumstances, exhortations to seemly conduct,
accompanied by the reasons for such, and sundry observations on
statecraft. The section concludes with a statement of the pivotal role in
government of two interdependent factors: power and an attractive public
image.

The third part of the A.dab is longer than the second. Again the addressee
is apostrophized in the second person singular, but it is now the turn of the
courtier, counsellor or minister, as the case may be, to be advised of the
rules of conduct appropriate to his status in the ruler's service. Familiarity
with the ruler should never be allowed to breed contempt, so to speak. The
limit of familiarity is indirectly set by the maxim: "If you see the sovereign
making a brother of you, make of him a father."30 Implicit in the injunction
is that, under the circumstances stated, the ruler should be accorded all the
respect and obedience that a son owes his father. A detailed analysis
or extended summary of all that follows this precept is not called for
here. The tenor, style and presentation of material are fundamentally the
same as in the second part of our treatise. Moreover, the difference in
content is not so much a radical change in substance as an adjustment of
orientation appropriate to an exposition of the basic techniques of handling
a ruler on the one hand, and the senior members of his household and
"government" on the other. As a pragmatic guide to survival for a ruler's
intimate, minister, or other high official in a potentially precarious position
at the top, it is based on the requirements of common sense expressed
through dicta that may well be moral but are primarily rewarding, and
through instructions and prohibitions largely savouring of the self-
regarding rather than of the altruistic or purely ethical. A counsellor's
advice, for instance, must always be disinterestedly sincere, but it must be
such for practical, not ethical, reasons as the following directive makes
clear: "If you want your advice to be taken, give a disinterested opinion.
Under no circumstances blend with it any element of private interest, for
your opinion will be taken from you by an enemy, and your private interest
thrown back at you by your lord and master." The potentially dangerous
consequences of shaping counsels to accord with one's own predilections
prompt Ibn al-Muqaffac to take the matter one step further: he warns his

29 This section is translated in Beeston, Samples, no. 3. 30 Kurd CA1T, Kasa'il, 54.
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60 J . D . LATHAM

reader never to be suspected by a ruler of allowing personal considerations
to influence his judgements since rulers regard such conduct as deception,
treachery and ingratitude. The consequences of ignoring his advice are left
to the imagination.

It is noteworthy that on a purely moral issue Ibn al-Muqaffac abandons
his prescriptive approach in favour of presenting a choice between
alternatives. Taking the case of a ruler reckless of his subjects' welfare, he
merely points out that one either sides with the ruler against his subjects and
thereby forfeits the next world, or sides with the subjects and thereby
forfeits this world since "you have no choice but to die or decamp". There
is no question here of his indicating, much less advocating, the virtue of
dying in the cause of justice and righteousness. But why, after all, should
there be? His moral thought has no basis either in philosophical principle or
in religious ethics or spirituality. Thus it is inappropriate, however
tempting, to contemplate any comparison between his thinking and that of
the moral philosopher or spiritual teacher. His didacticism is essentially that
of a man conversant with the age-old vagaries of despots and their
entourages. As we are taken step by step through a variety of circumstances
and predictable situations calling for tact, diplomacy and discretion, our
author makes it increasingly clear that his concept of the most advan-
tageous code of conduct for the highly placed courtier is based first and
foremost on the latter's ability to discipline himself to regard his own
wishes and reasoning as irrelevant to the many situations he will be called
upon to meet. Accordingly, in the especially desirable blend of qualities and
modes of behaviour commended to the reader, patience, self-restraint,
humility and self-subordination are readily identifiable as, in Ibn al-
Muqaffac's view, cardinal assets. Courtesy and magnanimity toward
spiteful, carping rivals, personal kindness and affability towards colleagues,
and general bonhomie are, of course, sensible desiderata, but all are secondary
to the thinking behind the note struck in the closing words of the section,
exhorting the reader to be "submissive if they wrong you, agreeable if they
anger you; otherwise put yourself as far from them as possible, and treat
them with the utmost caution".

As in the third, so also in the fourth and longest part of the Adab, it is
savoirfaire in the domain of human relationships that Ibn al-Muqaffac seeks
to impart. But now his preoccupation is with relations between a man and
his colleagues and associates in what — since he is not specific — we are left to
surmise is the secretarial and administrative fraternity. With his opening
exhortation, "Give generously both your blood and your goods to your
friend",31 he strikes the key-note of the discourse on which he is about to

31 Ibid., 71.
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IBN AL-MUQAFFAC AND EARLY CABBASID PROSE 6l

embark — friendship, a theme to which almost all that follows is directly or
indirectly related. His style and treatment are, as always, didactic and
heavily dependent on the aphoristic, and the framework within which his
discourse develops conveys the impression of a structure ill-suited to unity
of purpose and systematic thinking. In his approach he is still the
pragmatist: the theme of friendship subsumes that of enmity, and he is as
concerned to communicate the art of avoiding occasions of enmity that may
lose a man his friends and gain him enemies as to press home a man's need
not only to cultivate true friendship, but also to be popular in the circles in
which he moves.

Our katiVs concept of true friendship is that of a sincere relationship
rooted in the intention that it shall be permanent and therefore not be
undertaken unadvisedly, lightly or wantonly; for to break a friendship,
however justifiable the cause, is considered discreditable, opprobrious, and
even tantamount to treachery. The choice of a friend, then, must be a
judicious choice resulting from patience, circumspection, and discrimi-
nation, and culminating in a relationship that will be sustained by such
virtues as fidelity, loyalty and devotion, and be secure against such vices as
deceit, depravity and wickedness. The bond of friendship thus envisioned
cannot but evoke the traditional Christian concept of the marriage bond in
its non-carnal aspects. But any similarity there may be between the two
evaporates before the recommendation that it is with one's better, not with
an inferior, that a bond of friendship should be formed. Albeit justified on
the ground that to make friends of inferiors is a mark of the reprehensible
trait that is envy, the advice but thinly disguises its essential pragmatism as
the reader is told:

you will reap a handsome reward from having as your friend and companion one
who is superior to you in learning, so that you may acquire learning from his
learning; superior to you in power, so that he may protect you with his power;
superior to you in wealth, so that you may profit from his wealth; superior to you in
status (Jab), so that you may attain to the fulfilment of your wishes through his
status; superior to you in religious observance, so that you may be the more pious
through his piety.32

In striking contrast to the true friend, women rank low in Ibn al-Muqaffac's
estimation. To shed a friend is to put honour at risk; but to divorce a
woman is a discretionary matter of no great consequence. His hostility to
women and their allure is almost philosophical and is redolent of that of
some moralists of classical antiquity:

You must realise that one of the things that does most to dishonour religion, most
to exhaust the body, most to entail financial ruin, most to impair the mind, most to

32 Ibid., 84 .
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detract from manliness and is most swift to sweep away dignity and bearing is a
passion for women. One affliction suffered by a man with such a passion is that his
appetite for such women as he has is forever cloyed and his eyes on the look-out for
such women as he does not have.33

Contending that there is nothing to choose between one woman and
another, he goes so far as to insist that food has more variety and, by the
comparison thus implied, comes perilously close to a depersonalization of
women.

But, interesting as they may be, these succinct references to women are
only incidental to the content of this last part of the discourse, in which the
writer's main interest is the promotion of good fellowship, companionship,
amity and concord in the circles that concern him. Here is not the place to
itemize the techniques that he advocates for the attainment of that purpose;
but the loftier of them cannot be better adumbrated than they are,
unwittingly, by Cardinal Newman in his well-known Scope and Nature of a
University Education. Essaying the definition of a true gentleman, he
observes that: "he is mainly occupied in removing the obstacles which
hinder the free and unembarrassed action of those about him: and he
concurs with their movements rather than takes the initiative himself . . .
[He] carefully avoids whatever may cause a jar or a jolt in the minds of those
with whom he is cast; all clashing of opinion, or collision of feeling, all
restraint or suspicion . . . or resentment: his great concern being to make
everyone at their ease . . . He has his eyes on all his company: he is . . .
merciful towards the absurd. He can recollect to whom he is speaking: he
guards against unseasonable allusions, or topics which may irritate. He is
seldom prominent in conversation, and never wearisome . . . He never
speaks of himself except when compelled, never defends himself by a mere
retort, he has no ears for slander or gossip . . . " Whatever differences might
have separated Ibn al-Muqaffac and Newman, could they ever have met in
discussion, there would, it is clear, have been some common ground on
which they could have stood together.

Of the content of the Adab there is little else that calls for comment here.
It remains only to say of the Greek elements that are detectable in the work
that they need cause no surprise: Persian moral thought had not developed
in total isolation from the influences exerted by the translations from the
Greek under the auspices of Shapur I and Khusraw I and at the Christian
schools of Nisibis and Gondeshapur.34

Without a detailed analytical study of the vocabulary, diction and
rhythms of the Adab^ a precise stylistic appraisal is clearly out of the
question; we must make do with general observations and impressions.

33 Ibid., 89. 34 cAbbas, "Nazrah", 5 54ft; CHIran, in , 161, 573.
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The parallelistic style of the early khutbah (oration, or address) had already,
in Umayyad hortatory compositions, been expanded and elaborated
without any marked invasion of the sort of rhyming that came to
characterize later cAbbasid prose.35 Not surprisingly then, this same style is
the most distinctive feature of the Adab. Like cAbd al-Hamid, Ibn al-
Muqaffac is alive to the stylistic potential of semantic, structural and
acoustic parallelism and to the value of sophisticated patterning wherever it
serves the purpose of driving home a point by the verbal expansion of an
idea or ideas. At the same time, he shows no predilection for the lengthy
circumstantial clauses so dear to cAbd al-Hamid, and his manner is not so
diffuse or prolix. Sensitive to the effect of epigrammatic point and of
antithesis in admonitory discourse, he has on the whole accommodated his
stylistic method well to his subject. To point his contrasts and enforce his
parallels, he makes full use of a range of devices that could have been drawn
straight out of the teachings of the ancient schools of classical rhetoric:
alliteration, assonance, antithetical isocola, interlocking antithetical
phrases, anaphoras, epistrophes, rhetorical repetitions of phrases and
structures, rhythmic balance, measured terminations, and so on.

As examples of the author's use of just one or two of the devices just
mentioned, the following must suffice: ihtaras min sawrati °/-ghadabi wa-
sawrati zl-hamiyjati wa-sawrati ^l-hidqi wa-sawrati °/-jah/ (alliterative quasi-
anaphoristic repetition of sawrah): "Be on your guard against excessive
wrath, excessive hubris, excessive rancour, and excessive folly"; dhallil
nafsaka bi °/-sabri ca/a jari °/-su°i wa-Qashtri °/-su°i wa-jatisi °/-su°i (epis-
trophic repetition of su°)\ "School yourself to suffering patiently a bad
neighbour, a bad companion or a bad associate"; wa -clam annafadla ^l-ffli
cala qawliffjnah: wa-fadla ^l-qawli cala jfli hujnah (alliteration and repetition of
fad/,/?/and qaw/in the antithetical isocola fad/a . .. %Inah and fadla .. . hujnah
together with rhythmic balance and measured terminations u u — / — u —
familiar from the poetical metre madid): "Mark well that the primacy of
deeds over words is an ornament and the primacy of words over deeds a
vice"; (i)lbas li °/-nasi libasayni laysa °l-caqili buddan minhuma (alliteration with
a metrical pattern from nasi to minhuma close to that of the poetical metre
baslt): "For [the eyes of] men have two garments to put on which every man
of good sense must have"; ikhwana °/-sidqi hum khayru makasibi ^l-dunya hum
%lnatun ft °I-rikha°: wa-zuddatun fi^l-shiddah: wa-macunatun fi °l-macashi iva-l-
maQad {inter alia metrical rhythms familiar to the Arab ear from the poetical
metre baslt); makasibi ^l-dunya, hum . . . shiddah and macunatun... macad\ "true
friends are the best of earthly acquisitions [that a man can make]: they are an
ornament in good times and a resource in bad: a support both in this world
and in the next [perhaps an allusion to a hadith which could be translated "in

35 CHALUP i74ff.
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64 J- D. LATHAM

the hereafter we will be judged according to the virtues of our associates in
this world"].36

Risalah ft °l-sahabah (Kitab al-Sahabah)

The place of political thought in Ibn al-Muqaffac's literary output is
nowhere more conspicuous than in a piece of writing that is significantly
different in purpose, content, length and style from any other of his writings
so far discussed. Of the two Arabic titles assigned to it, the more
appropriate would seem to be Risalah fi °l-sahabah (hereafter Risalah'.
"Epistle on the Companionage"). A freer, but perhaps more apposite,
English rendering would be "Memorandum on the Caliph's Entourage";
for what we have is essentially an administrative document, proposing
measures designed to ensure the stability of the realm.37 In rather less than
5,000 words (Arabic text), the writer treats of specific governmental
problems in a clearly identifiable historical context and of the means of
tackling them. That the addressee is the caliph al-Mansur is fairly plain from
internal evidence. The Risalah must therefore date from somewhere
between 136/754, the year of the latter's accession, and 139/757, the most
likely date for Ibn al-Muqaffac's death. Whether in producing it Ibn al-
Muqaffac acted on his own initiative or was prompted by the caliph's
paternal uncle, cIsa, whom he served, is a moot point, as is also the question
whether it ever reached al-Mansur. This last matter need not concern us
here: all we need say is that if it did reach him and he read it, he ignored its
contents and acted as if he had never had sight of it.

The considerable historical interest attaching to the Risalah is reason
enough to examine its content in detail. But first something must be said of
the background against which it was written. The climate in which al-
Mansur - as Abu Jacfar - had succeeded Abu Dl-cAbbas al-Saffah, the first
cAbbasid caliph, was not one in which all his subjects were likely thereafter
to be "godly and quietly governed". Disaffected elements abounded not
only in Syria, the home of the dethroned Umayyads and heartland of their
empire, but also inside Iraq, the new metropolitan province and home of
the cAbbasid administration. The first threat to the dynasty came from
within its own ranks in the shape of a revolt by the caliph's uncle, cAbdullah,
early in 137/summer 754. As governor of Syria since the fall of the

36 Kurd CA1I, Rasail, 81, 82, 92, 78, 80.
37 The text (Kurd CA1I, Rasa°i/, 117-34) has been edited, translated and studied by Pellat (Ibn al-

Muqaffac)\ references are to the latter edition. The nine parts into which it is broken down below are
to be found in Pellat (Arabic text with facing French translation), 16-22, 22-36, 36-40, 40-6,46-50,
50—7, 58-60, 60, 60—6.
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Umayyads, he had painstakingly cultivated the military leaders of the
Syrians, whom he had defeated only four years before. And so, on hearing
of Abu Dl-cAbbas's death, he readily enlisted Syrian support for his claim to
the caliphate and made for Iraq with a largely Syrian army. A Syrian victory
was ultimately averted only by the solicited intervention of a Khurasanian
army led by Abu Muslim, the very man who had so ably managed the
Khurasanian revolutionary movement that had brought the cAbbasids to
power. The reward for his pains was assassination by al-Mansiir's
Khurasanian guard: he had outlived his usefulness and, though a spent
force in Iraq and the west, he could still command some support in
Khurasan, where he was plainly determined to resume authority. His death
sent not a ripple of disturbance through the ranks of the imperial army in
Iraq, and, even in the east, it provoked only limited reaction. Clearly al-
Mansur had gained the legitimacy necessary to command the respect and
loyalty of his Khurasanian army -an army comprising not only Iranians but
also Arabs, however much Persianized, of old Iraqi stock.

Not the least of al-Mansiir's problems was that created by the
expectations of many who had supported the revolution in the belief that it
would result in a religious leadership with a programme of radical reform.
A strong tinge of Shicism had run through the propaganda that had won the
movement so many of its adherents. But the caliph was no Shfl. He claimed
no divine right, nor did he aspire to charismatic leadership of the Muslim
community. Though of the House of Muhammad, he was purely and
simply amir al-mi? miriin (Commander of the Faithful), and, as such, seen by
the Shicis as little better than a continuator of the old regime. And so
throughout the empire there ran a wide spectrum of Shfi feeling, ranging
from bitter disappointment to a violent sense of outrage. In Iraq itself,
where the situation called for unremitting vigilance, the greatest cause for
concern came from two leading members of the cAlid family, namely
Muhammad b. cAbdullah — known as al-Nafs al-Zakiyyah ("the Pure Soul")
— and his brother Ibrahim, by reason not so much of their presence as of
their disappearance and the protracted failure of caliphal agents to track
them down. Al-Mansiir's anxiety over the whereabouts of these known
potential rebels can only have been heightened by his awareness of a strong
cAlid presence in Kufa, which until he could take up residence in his newly
founded capital, Baghdad, in 145/762 — several years after Ibn al-Muqaffac's
death — retained its importance in the cAbbasid administration. None of the
revolts generated either by ShIcI discontent or by the extremism of men
swayed less by Islam than by the influence of the old Iranian religions, has
any relevance here. What is relevant is the widespread heterodoxy of which
they were manifestations. Likewise in law, both in the domain of
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jurisprudence and in the day-to-day administration of justice, there was no
more unity than in the realm of religious belief. Indeed by the second half of
the second/eighth century, legal development was almost synonymous, as
it were, with diversity. Most conspicuous, perhaps, was the legal rift
dividing Medina and Kufa, whose differences were ultimately to be
reflected in the Maliki and Hanaf! schools of law respectively. Apart from
the Medinese and Kufan schools, there were a number of others, as well as
schools within schools, with all the resultant conflicts of laws. As we shall
see, nobody was more conscious of the problems created thereby than Ibn
al-Muqaffac.

Let us now turn from the background of the Risalah to the work itself. If
we break down the content according to subject-matter, nine constituent
parts of widely varying length result. In the order in which they occur these
are: (i) eulogy of the caliph; (ii) the army; (iii) Iraq; (iv) the law; (v) Syria;
(vi) the caliph's entourage; (vii) taxation; (viii) Arabia; (ix) education of the
people.

If the eulogy of the caliph with which the Risalah opens is "long and
rather strained", it is not mere rhetoric or encomium for its own sake, but a
purposeful captatio benevolentiae?* Put plainly, it is the sugar on the
unsolicited pill to be prescribed for the caliph's swallowing. With the
utmost tact and diplomacy, Ibn al-Muqaffac begins by contrasting the
caliph's knowledge and readiness to question and hearken on the one hand,
with his predecessors' ignorance, self-conceit and complacency on the
other. And not for the last time does he use the tactic of contrasting the
caliph's virtues with other men's vices. Thus not for nothing does he laud
the caliph's disciplined view of riches: he knows the ways of tax-collectors,
and he will have occasion later to denounce them. The odd "white lie" or
statement in conflict with his subsequent testimony does not unduly
disconcert him: his first objective is seemingly to humour his addressee lest
his submissions go unread. Consistent with such a view of his motive is his
evident concern to allay any suspicion of his playing tutor to the caliph. No
man of judgement familiar with the latter's ways, he observes, would
consider it his business to do more than keep the amir al-muminin informed
of items of news that may not have reached him or refresh his memory on
what he already knows. Although conscious of the need for the kinds of
compliment that his delicate task demands, Ibn al-Muqaffac avoids unduly
extravagant panegyric and does in fact remark that he would hate to be
thought at pains to be singing his ruler's praises. Indeed his concluding
comments on the caliph's devotion to his subjects' welfare seem more an
appropriate justification for the Risalah than mere perorational flattery.

38 Goitein, Studies in Islamic History\ 154; Pellat, Ibn a/-Muqaffac, 4.
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The writer now moves on to the subject of the army (Jund) — the caliphal
Khurasanian troops in Iraq. His praise for them is lavish: unique in the
history of Islam, they are highly disciplined and remarkably well-behaved
towards the civilian population. Yet, being an ethnically mixed body with
officers of extreme persuasions commanding men uncertain of their beliefs,
they are in need of edification. The caliph should therefore issue a concise,
but clear and comprehensive, religious code (aman)39 for committal to
memory by officers and for the obedience of all ranks. For among the
officers there are too many religious instructors (mutakallimun)A0 predicat-
ing of the caliph such superhuman or unacceptable powers that 'were he to
order mountains to move, they would move, and, were he to order the
prayer to be performed with men's backs to the qiblah, it would be done".41

Such a view of unquestioning obedience prompts a digression in which an
attempt is made to define the measure of obedience that a head, or imam, of
the community can command. Too literal an interpretation of the maxim,
"No obedience to any creature disobeying the Creator", points the way to
anarchy, while blind obedience to the imam, regardless of his conduct,
debases authority and brings it into disrepute, since it "results in
abominable and outrageous legitimization of publicly paraded disobedi-
ence to God".42 The maxim is to be interpreted as applicable only where the
imam countermands Quranic duties and sanctions. Unqualified obedience
on the other hand means obedience to the imam and him alone', wherever he
is not bound by the QurDan and the sunnah (the precedents set by the Prophet
or sanctioned by him). And so, in the absence of religious impediments,
policy and administration are the imam's prerogative and subject to his
discretion; for where religion is silent, rulers must have recourse to
judgement (raj) inspired by reason (caq/), that second principle on which
man's earthly welfare turns.

Reverting to the army, Ibn al-Muqaffac strongly advises against allowing
the combination of fiscal with military duties; for the collection of land-tax
(kharaf) — the mainstay of the economy — is a corrupting occupation,
encouraging extortion, and unbecoming the dignity of a soldier. He then
suggests measures clearly aimed at raising the army's morale and
guaranteeing its continued support. These include: recruitment of officers
from deserving members of the ranks; religious education; inculcation of
integrity and a sense of loyalty, and of the same virtues of thrift and
unpretentiousness as the caliph himself displays; and regular payment, at
predetermined intervals, of stipends based on calculations allowing for
39 This rendering of aman, which Ibn al-Muqaffac invests with an usual but unequivocal sense, seems

preferable to "catechism" (Goitein, Studies in Islamic History, 157) or "reglement" (Pellat, Ibn al-
Muqaffa\ 6).

40 On the sense of mutakallim in this context, see Crone, Slaves, 64, 246, n. 1. Pellat does not translate the
word (Ibn al-Muqaffa\ 24). 41 Pellat, Ibn al-Muqaffa\ 25. 42 Ibid., 27.
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inflation. Finally, great stress is laid on the importance of maintaining,
regardless of cost, an efficient intelligence service throughout Khurasan
and the peripheral provinces.

Next comes a shortish account of the general situation in Iraq, leaving us
in no doubt of an undercurrent of discontent. Since the Basrans and
Kufans, we are told, are on the best of terms with the local Khurasanians,
they are potentially the caliph's most natural supporters. To keep himself
informed of their activities, he would do well to enlist the aid of the
Khurasanians, even if local relationships are something of an obstacle. In
other words, there are in the two main cities (misrari) of Iraq disaffected
elements who need to be watched. One cause of discontent among the Iraqi
professional classes is made quite plain: lack of opportunity for employ-
ment in government service. In a spirited defence of the Iraqis, whom he
portrays as much maligned and the long-suffering victims of Syrian
oppression and abuse, Ibn al-Muqaffac stresses the qualities that fit them for
service, at the same time warning against the danger of recruiting
incompetent but plausible sycophants.

Quite unpredictably, the next topic for discussion is that of law reform —
a subject that has assured the writer a distinctive niche in the history of
Islamic law, not because of any contribution to its development, but
because of his percipient diagnosis of the malady afflicting the legal system
and the bold remedy he prescribed.43 That there is widespread disarray
among the jurists and judges is a fact that he underlines by noting that in
vital areas of the civil and criminal law Kufan practice is the reverse of that
of al-HIrah and that, even within Kufa itself, the law may differ from
quarter to quarter. Nor are matters helped by the Medinese-Kufan legal rift.
The situation is such that a qadi (judge), dispensing death, will invoke the
sunnah in support of his judgment, but close questioning will finally elicit a
response suggesting Umayyad practice as his sole authority. He has in fact
been guided by personal opinion (raj)* and he cares nothing that he is alone
in an opinion that he will admit is based on neither the QurDan nor the
sunnah. The remedy lies with the caliph: he would serve the interests of
uniformity, were he to order the compilation of a corpus of all conflicting
judgments and procedures together with their reasons and, after scrutiny,
deliver on each his own judgment as God inspires, firmly abide by it and
permit no other. The writer then goes on to identify the main causes for
divergences as the perpetuation of different local precedents and analogical
juristic reasoning (qiyas) that is either faulty or carried to absurd
conclusions. Qiyas^ he stresses, is not an end in itself, but the servant of
justice, and, if it leads to manifest injustice, it must be abandoned. He

4 3 See S c h a c h t , Origins, 5 8f, 9 5 , io2f, 129, 137, a n d Introduction, 5 5f; cf. C o u l s o n , Islamic Law, 52.
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concludes the section by showing how strict adherence to a good principle
can produce a bad result.

Somewhat abruptly, there comes the problem posed by the conquered
Syrians. Recognizing them as a potential thorn in the caliph's flesh, he
advocates a policy of cautious clemency, based on a division of sheep from
goats, as it were, with the recruitment of a hand-picked Syrian elite into
caliphal service, the removal of ruinous economic sanctions, and an
equitable distribution of foodstuffs in the Syrian military districts. For all
their past misdemeanours, the Syrians will create no trouble if justly
treated.

And now at length we come to the entourage, or Companions, of the
caliph - "the splendour of his court, the ornament of his council, the
spokesmen of his subjects, his helpers in the making of decisions, the
recipients of his bounty, and the elite of his commonalty,"44 From behind
the ideal thus portrayed there soon emerges the reality of an entourage
whose ranks have been penetrated by men unworthy of access to the
caliph's presence. The secretaries and ministers (wa^Irs) of his predecessors
- the opening ascription is tactful - brought membership of the entourage
{suhbat al-khatifah) into such disrepute that men of standing eschewed what
should be an honour. For membership had gone to men of no education, no
breeding, and no known personal worth, but, rather, of reprehensible
judgement and notorious immorality — men who, moreover, had spent
most of their lives as artisans working with their hands and had not even won
any claim to military fame. Influence had been the secret of their success and
given them precedence over not only descendants of the Muhajirun and
Ansar (the Emigrants, who fled with the Prophet to Medina, and the
Helpers, his supporters there), but also members of the caliph's own family.
Their allowances were twice those of many of the notables of Hashim and
Quraysh, but apart from service in the office oikatib or hajib (chamberlain),
they had no qualifications for their status, whether religious, literary,
military or familial. Immense injustice and suffering had resulted for the
Quraysh in particular and many worthy men in general.

An unmistakably forceful statement of the caliph's duty follows. Unlike a
private overlord, free to dispense favours as and where he will, the caliph
must dispense an important public kind of justice that takes account of
claims to preferential treatment. To eliminate existing injustices that
dishonour authority will cost nothing and provoke no disturbance of any
kind. The types of individual that our author would single out for
preferment are: men possessed of some special talent; kinsmen; men with a
record of distinguished service; men combining nobility with judgement

44 Pel la t , Ibn al-Muqaffa , 51 .

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.005
https://www.cambridge.org/core


70 J - D . LATHAM

and conduct becoming the caliphal council (maj/is); serving soldiers
combining proven valour with personal merit and integrity who can be
suitably elevated by transfer to caliphal service; men of virtue versed in
religion who can be sent to serve among the people and profit the latter by
their example and teaching; and incorruptible and uncorrupting men of
noble lineage. For their part the social climbers — and those who would
advance them — will have to be content with acts of charity and kindness.
Climbers must be kept in their places: no secretary should have the power to
raise or lower a salary, nor should any chamberlain have the power to
expedite or delay an audience. Finally, the caliph is urged to consider the
princes of his house, his consanguine brothers, the descendants of CA1I b.
Abi Talib and of al-cAbbas b. cAbd al-Muttalib; for among them are men
who could be trusted with high office and be of assistance to others.

In his section on land-tax, Ibn al-Muqaffac is mainly concerned with a
system - or the lack of one - which greatly facilitates the ruthless
exploitation of cultivators by predatory collectors (cummal, sing. camil),
who either arbitrarily take all they can wherever they can, or, after a simple
survey (misahah), tax those who have sown and exempt those who have not.
Particularly hard hit are those who have been enterprising enough to work
the poorest land. Fiscal justice would be best assured and the public interest
best served by the introduction of a system governed by known rules and
regulations and official registers. The idea will not win ready acceptance,
and the benefit will be felt only in the long term. The only alternative lies in
the seemingly unprecedented steps already taken by the caliph to ensure
that collectors are handpicked and then supervised, and, where necessary,
chastised or replaced.

The Risa/ah's shortest section, bearing on Arabia, runs to no more than a
few lines and suggests merely that the caliph, if willing to allow such
regions as the Hijaz, the Yemen and al-Yamamah to retain sums from legal
alms (sadaqat) and the like, may be minded to choose for them the best
available governors whether from his own house or from elsewhere.

The closing section of the Kisalah calls for the commons to be schooled in
correct behaviour and conduct under loyal instructors versed in the
religious sciences. Stripped of the rhetoric with which they are adorned,
Ibn al-Muqaffa°s proposals can be simply described as measures aimed at
achieving uniformity of "orthodox" belief through what we may term a
programme of mass education. There would be no question of the exercise
of personal opinion {ray) by the tutored. A properly paid body of
professional instructors, working peacefully and sympathetically among
the rank and file, would ensure stability and create a situation in which
troublemakers would be unable to operate unobserved. Prosperity and
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public welfare depend on an ordered society, which in turn depends both at
its upper and lower levels on its imam. The Kisalah at this point moves to its
conclusion with an expression of pious hopes and prayers for the caliph and
his people.

The Kisalah has been variously described as "a remarkable memorandum
on government", "a complete political program", "an illuminating report
on the art of governing", and more melodramatically, a "blueprint" for a
"showdown with the Qulamci" and "a truly imperial vision of Islam
presented without a single reference to Kisra, Buzurjmihr or anything
Persian".45 Whether or not such descriptions are accurate or apt is a
question that need not detain us; they are cited merely to demonstrate the
lively interest aroused by the Kisalah. In particular, students of Islamic
history and political theory have been concerned to identify the respects in
which its author's ideas either presaged later developments (e.g. Islamic
military feudalism, military religious education) or failed to gain acceptance
in orthodox Islam (e.g. central control of religion and law).

Of the structure of the Kisalah\ nothing need be said apart from the fact
that, as the reader will already have gleaned, there is no well-ordered plan to
which the writer works in the presentation of his subject-matter. There is
more to be said of style. In this respect the Kisalah is noticeably different
from the Adah. The difference in manner is perhaps largely attributable to
the difference in matter: to proffer general advice along sententious and
aphoristic lines is one thing; to propose particular solutions to particular
problems at the risk of causing offence to the caliph is another. Whatever
the truth of the matter, it is clear that the prose in which the Kisalah as we
know it is written has little of the stylistic ease and lucidity that we are often
led to believe are characteristic of Ibn al-Muqaffac. The style is in fact
difficult, and, as Pellat rightly points out, not only is the sequence of ideas,
in periods of surprising length for the time, often far from clear, but also the
manner of expression is in a number of places irritatingly obscure. Indeed,
Beeston draws attention to some twists of thought "almost Jahizian in
complexity" as well as to a stylistic "foretaste of the writing that was to
become normal a century later", and wonders whether an unpublished
document from the caliphal archive has been "worked over and polished up
for publication at some later date".46 Whether such a thought ever occurred
to Pellat in the course of his study of the text he does not say; he tells us only
that he was prepared to take the work as authentic.

For the translator the difficulty of the Kisalah lies less in the domain of

45 G o i t e i n , Studies in Islamic Historyr, 150, 155; Shaban, Islamic History\ zz; Crone, Slaves, 69, 70. cUlama°
(sing. calim) is a blanket term for those regarded, or who regarded themselves, as the guardians of the
law, tradition and the creed. ** Pellat, Ibn al-Muqaffa\ 1; Beeston, Samples, 9.
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syntax or complexity of thought than in the realm of vocabulary. For,
however cumbersome and awkward some structures may be,47 they present
few, if any, insoluble problems. By contrast, in the absence of a well-
developed technical vocabulary, the assignment of a multiplicity of
meanings to one and the same word or to cognates not infrequently throws
up a barrier of obscurity and uncertainty that is hard to surmount. That this
should be so is scarcely surprising in the light of the fact that to all intents
and purposes the range of vocabulary on which the Risalah is based does not
extend much beyond 1,000 words.48

Rhetorical devices similar to those characteristic of the Adah are also
observable in the Risalah and call for no special comment. Use is also made
of rhythmical patterns and measured openings and terminations deriving
their measures from the metres of Arabic poetry or savouring of the
prosodic. To illustrate, we may take the following: li-anna ^ l-mubtaghi laysa
cayna '"l-qiyasiyabghi' (u — / - u - / - u - / - u - / u — with the patterning
ABBBA): "For it is not for its own sake that one should seek qiyas";fa-inna
man arada an yalf^ama °l-qiyas (the opening words from fa-inna to yal^ama
constitute a hemistich in the metre sarf, namely, u - u - / u - u - / - u - ) :
"For whosoever would cling to qiyas" \fa-yaghramu man cammar: wa-yaslamu
man akhrab (u — u / u / u — u / u is the metre of the second
hemistich of ta#v/acatalectic): "Those who cultivate the land are taxed, and
those who leave it waste get off scot-free"; %alati °l-umuru can maraki^iha:
wa-na%alati ^l-rijalu can mana^iliha (the first member, carrying three feet from
the basit tetrameter, namely, - u - / u - u - / u u - , i s followed by a
complete hemistich of the same in the second member, namely, u u u — / —
u - / u - u - / u u - ) , loosely: "There will be dislocation and disruption of
the established order"; wa-qallama yaridu fi samci ^l-samf : ilia ahdatha fi
qalbihi rlbatan wa-shakka (the first member carries three feet deriving from
the rq/az trimeter catalectic, u - u - / u u u - / , while the second from
Ji to shakka is a complete hemistich of the basit trimeter catalectic, — u - / -
u - / u ): "Such talk rarely reaches one's ears without its raising a
suspicion and a doubt in one's heart."49

The Manichaean "apologia"

Of the various works attributed, rightly or wrongly, to Ibn al-Muqaffac,
there are two of which we have nothing other than longer or shorter
fragments in the form of quotations and therefore only a very imperfect
knowledge. One of the two, opening with an obviously Manichaeistic

47 For examples, see Pellat, Ibn al-Muqaffac, i4f. 48 Ibid., 13f (a detailed analysis).
49 Ibid., 45, 59,41, *5-
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version of the basmalah ("in the name of God, the Compassionate, the
Merciful") - "In the name of Light (nur)y the Compassionate, the Merciful"
— lends itself to interpretation as an anti-Islamic tract delivered in an
aggressive spirit of mocking scepticism in the name of a strongly rationalist
Manichaeism. All that we know of the actual text derives from a series of
extracts preserved by a writer of Muctazill persuasion whose sole purpose is
to refute the arguments they encapsulate or generate. The nature of the
subject-matter, however, is not hard to discern if to these extracts we add a
body of pertinent material drawn from the refutations. The work in which
the extracts - varying from a few words to a few lines - survive bears the
clear-cut title Kitab al-Radd cald ^l-^tndiq al-laln Ibn al-Muqaffd ("The
Refutation of the accursed Heretic, Ibn al-Muqaffac") and has as its author
the Zaydi Imam al-Qasim b. Ibrahim (d. 246/860).50

In a history of Arabic literature neither the substance nor the literary style
of what little of Ibn al-Muqaffac's original composition remains in the Radd
justifies protracted discussion or analysis. There is little to be gained from
expatiation on his views of anthropomorphic expression in the QurDan or
speculation on his exposition of Manichaean cosmogony or his approach to
the mythology of Manfs religion, or anything of that kind. It is more
pertinent and rewarding merely to cast an eye over a fragment - one of the
longer extracts cited by the Imam al-Qasim - in which the efficient principle
of his philosophy is plain for all to see. It runs as follows:

Dismiss the authority of the ignoramus who insinuates ignorance into you and
commands you neither to inquire nor to quest, but commands you to believe in
what you do not know and to accept as true what you do not comprehend. Were
you to take your money to the market to make some purchases, and were a vendor
of the goods you had in mind to approach you with an invitation to buy from him,
swearing an oath to you that there was nothing better to be had in the market than
what he had offered you, you would be loath to believe him for fear of being the
victim of fraud and deception and think [any faith you would have in his word to be
a sign of] your being too weak to base your choice on the evidence of your own eyes
and to turn for help to someone from whom you could hope to gain assistance and
support.51

Such are the words in which the writer declares his belief in the
unacceptability of any mode of thought requiring an act of faith as the basis
of knowledge. This is the creed of the rationalist.

In style and diction the hallmark of the fragments is simplicity, as may be
seen from parts of the text from which the foregoing translation is made:

akhrij sultana °l-jahili ^lladhiyusirru calayka ^l-jahalah wa-ya^muruka alia tabhatha wa-la
tatlub . . . law at ay ta :" l-suqbi-darahimika tashtarlbdda 3l-silac fa-ataka ^l-rajulu . . .fa-

50 See Guidi, 1M lotta^ iiif; for the Zaydi Imams and their polemics, see ch. 23.
51 Guidi, La lotta (Arabic text), iGi.
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dacaka ila macindahu wa-halafa laka annahu laysafi ^l-suqi shafun afdalu mimma dacaka
ilayhi la-karihta an tusaddiqahu . . .

Wansbrough seems disinclined to accept Ibn al-Muqaffac's authorship of
this work: he contrasts its "trivial argumentation" with "the pious" and
"substantially sophisticated"Risa/ah; sees its bismi °l-Mras "childishly inept
humour", to be taken seriously "only as a caricature"; and notes al-Qasim's
criticism of the author's Arabic.52 But even if we accept the arguable point —
which cannot be debated here — that the argumentation is trivial, may we
not suppose the work to date well before the katib's conversion to Islam? In
any case the validity of any comparison between a theological tract and a
policy document addressed to a caliph is highly questionable. As for the
bismi ^l-nury van Ess has pointed out that it is neither childish nor
humorous, but "stands in a larger context which seems to have the form of a
hymn".53 As regards the Arabic of the fragments quoted by the Imam al-
Qasim, it is in fact superior to al-Qasim's own — a point which van Ess also
notes — and the criticisms made of it seem to be mainly nit-picking quibbles
from a pedant who, for all we know, may have been misled by a copyist's
orthography or errors, or both. Finally, Gabrieli has drawn attention to the
fact that "the rationalistic criticism of fideism in general" as it emerges, say,
in the passage translated above "presents a striking analogy with certain
passages from the autobiography of Burzoe in Ka/Ila wa-Dimna".bA Be that
as it may, the problem of authenticity remains a thorny one, and it may
never be resolved unless new evidence comes to light.

Mtfaradat al-Qur°an

The second work attributed to Ibn al-Muqaffac and known to us only
through fragmentary extracts is Mucaradat al-Qur'an ("Imitation of the
QurDan"). Curiously enough, these fragments, like those of the Manichaean
tract, are of Muctazill-Zaydi provenance, in that they have come down to us
in a Muctazill-oriented commentary on parts of a work by the Zaydi Imam
Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-MuDayyad bi-Dllah (d. 411/1020). Entitled al-Risalah
al-casjadiyjah fi ^l-maant ^l-Mu ayyadiyyah ("The Golden Treatise on al-
Mu3ayyad's Rhetorical Usages"), this commentary was written some three
centuries later by a certain cAbbas b. cAli al-Sancani.55 Seven fragments from
the Muaradah embedded in al-Sancani's commentary have recently been
studied by van Ess, who finds their attribution to Ibn al-Muqaffac not at all
improbable.56 Despite some uncertain readings, the text of the passages is
sufficiently sound and illuminating to permit a tentative assessment of the

52 Quranic Studies, 160. 53 "Fragments", 162. 54 EJ2, "Ibn al-Mukaffac".
55 Van Ess, "Fragments", 151. 56 Ibid., 161.
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nature of the work. Four of the fragments, which for present purposes are
of greater interest than the other three, may be characterized as follows: a
rearrangement of Quranic formulae under a different sajc (balanced and
rhyming prose) intended to produce a similar effect; an invocation, in early
Meccan style, of God as "The Lord of Mecca" {sahib al-balad), characterized
by a series of staccato phrases turning on al-balad as the key word; a
variation on QurDan lxxxix, 6-14, with the Syrians cast in an cAd-Thamud
role as doomed to exemplary destruction, like the haughty peoples of old,
and the Khurasanians ("those bringing their tents from the east") as their
conquerors; and a parody, introducing the Iraqis in terms familiar to us
from al-Hajjaj's famous Kufan khutbah: Ya ayyuha °l-nas qad nusiba ahlu 7-
cIraq Ha °l-shiqaq wal-nifaq ("O men, the people of Iraq have been charged
with hypocrisy and dissension").57

Van Ess sees nothing in any of the seven fragments to suggest that the
Muaradah was either a vehicle of anti-Quranic or anti-Islamic polemic or an
instrument for the infiltration of pagan beliefs. It seems, rather, to have
been an experiment in rhetoric calculated to demonstrate that in the
author's time something stylistically comparable to the QurDan could be
composed without, however, attracting the same acclaim for elegance of
style and expression. For such a theory the author's own testimony can be
adduced from his argument that the Book's unequalled stylistic reputation
rests on men's long familiarity with its text through repeated recitation.
That the Mu aradah had anything to do with the content of the Scripture
seems to van Ess unlikely. His verdict on the evidence before us is: "In the
first half of the second century sagc was quite unusual. It was . . . in this
respect that Ibn al-Muqaffac's attempt was revolutionary and perhaps
shocking. But there was, strictly speaking, no heresy about i t . . . for [Ibn al-
Muqaffac] did not doubt the message of the QurDan and its contents, nor did
he necessarily doubt the fgat^ [the QurDan's "inimitability", which was
proof of its divine origin]. We may assume that there was already
something of a common belief in the language of the QurDan being better
than anything else; he seems to react against this in his final remark. It is
possible that such an opinion was primarily held by Arabs, and that Ibn al-
Muqaffac disliked it because he was a Persian and aware of his literary
talent."58

Other compositions

In addition to the preceding works the section devoted to Ibn al-Muqaffac

in Kurd cAli's Rasa°il al-bulagha° contains the following: (a) a composition

57 See CHALUP, 119. 58 Van Ess, "Fragments", 160.
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styled Yafimah thaniyah ("A Second Peerless"); (b) a risalah entitled Yatlmat
al-sultan ("Authority's Peerless [Pearl]"); (c) a doxology (tahmid), followed
by a series of passages and sentences, for the most part extracted from letters
and other epistolary compositions and useful as examples of expressions of
congratulation, condolence and the like; (d) a collection of aphorisms

The Yafimah thaniyah is so styled by the modern editor Kurd CA1I because,
in his Rasa°il al-bulagha°, he placed it immediately after the Adah, for which
he considered al-Durrah al-yatimah ("The Peerless Pearl") to be either its
true or alternative title.60 Since the text derives from an early source, Ibn
Abl Tay fur's Kitab al-Manthiir wa- l-man%umpx its ascription to Ibn al-
Muqaffac may well be correct, but we cannot be certain. Supposedly a reply
to a friend or colleague, the composition is a shortish epistle in sententious
vein, treating of good and bad rulers, good and bad subjects, and
combinations of both. A prominent feature is the writer's elaborate eulogy
of the reigning caliph and the Prophet - in that order.

Since the Yafimat al-sultan has been shown beyond reasonable doubt to
be spurious,62 it calls for no comment here. As regards the tahmid^ this is
almost certainly not the work of our author. Some of the passages and
sentences that follow, on the other hand, may well be authentic and come
from a work of which we know only the title from the Fihrist, namely
Yafimah fi Dl-rasa°il ("A Peerless [Composition] on Epistles"). The title
suggests a manual of instruction on the art of epistolary composition in
which we can reasonably expect the reader to have been offered examples of
style and phraseology, and so on, appropriate to given circumstances and
particular occasions. As for the hikam, these are thought to be unauthentic
and the work of a copyist or some devotee of the aphorism.63

For all that Ibn al-Muqaffac has won almost universal acceptance as the
most outstanding writer of the early cAbbasid period and enjoys a pre-
eminent position in the history of Arabic literature, the dimensions of his
contribution to the development of Arabic prose cannot be measured in
precise terms. The reasons are not far to seek: not all that is ascribed to him
is his, and even where there is no misattribution, uncertainties are created
by textual corruption or contamination, which in some cases are such that
the original fabric can be but imperfectly discerned beneath patches or
embroidery, or both. From what we can see or deduce, his prose style was
far from uniform. But then stylistic uniformity should not be expected of
one so obviously ready to experiment in the language to which he was

59 Kurd CA1I, Rasail, 107-11, 145-72, 135-44, 112-16.
60 On the title and the problems posed by it, see Gabrieli, "L'opera", 218, n. 1.
61 See El 2 , " Ibn Abl Tahir Tayfur". 62 cAbbas, "Nazrah", 5 5 5-8.
63 Gabrieli, "L'opera", 219; ibid., n. 2, 235.
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IBN AL-MUQAFFA AND EARLY ABBASID PROSE 77

devoted and, indeed, very likely conversant with the teachings of the
ancient schools of rhetoric on gradations of subject-matter and the different
levels of style (e.g. sublime, intermediate, lowly) appropriate to the same.

Be that as it may, the importance of Ibn al-Muqaffac in the history of
Arabic prose writing is of the highest order and has never been questioned.
Of that importance there can be no better assessment than that encapsulated
in Gabrieli's verdict on the man: "His works, both as translator and original
writer, soon became classic in the great cAbbasid civilization and, by their
form as well as their subject-matter, exerted an influence that cannot be
exaggerated on the cultural interests and ideals of the succeeding
generations. Today, it is even possible to speak of an Ibn al-Muqaffac myth
which has dominated the renaissance of neo-Arabic literature."64

64 EP, "Ibn al-Mukaffac".
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CHAPTER 4

AL-JAHIZ

Abu cUthman cAmr b. Bahr b. Mahbub al-Kinani al-Basrl, known as al-
Jahiz, is one of the best-known and most prolific of early cAbbasid prose-
writers and Muctazili theologians, and also one of the most controversial.
Little is known of his origins, apart from the fact that he was born in Basra,
probably around 160/776, to a humble family of freedmen {mawati) who
were clients of the Banu Kinanah (a tribe related to Quraysh). Jahiz's
forebears were probably of African descent; his grandfather was black, and
he himself retained some of the pigmentation of his ancestors; his ugliness,
caused by his bulging eyeballs, became proverbial and earned him the
nickname oijahi^ (pop-eyed). Nothing is known of his father, who died
soon after his birth, and little of his mother, to whom Jahiz must have been
a source of considerable anxiety; she had managed to send him to the local
Quranic school, but when he left he refused to be tied down to any regular
work. It is said that he was once seen selling fish, and this, if true, confirms
what other anecdotal sources say about his idle way of life. His idleness,
however, was to give him an exceptionally broad experience of human
nature. As he strolled around Basra he made an assortment of friends who
doubtless fed and sheltered him, and who also gave him the opportunity to
indulge his precocious fondness for observation, argument and reading, for
despite his intelligence and insatiable thirst for intellectual and factual
knowledge, he had no access to any kind of formal training higher than that
given in his Quranic school. However, other kinds of education were freely
available to him. He mixed with the groups of educated idlers which were
springing up all over Basra, especially at the mosque, and which discussed
all manner of topics, and he watched what was going on around him in the
streets of Basra. He also went to the Mirbad, the great open space on the
outskirts of the city where the bedouin halted and were questioned by the
philologists, whom Jahiz would then follow to the Friday mosque to hear
their public lectures on the information they had collected. Among these
scholars were such well-known figures as the great "triumvirate" of al-
Asmaci, Abu cUbaydah and Abu Zayd al-Ansari, who played a key role in
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AL-JAHIZ 79

the development of Arabic culture: the material that they amassed on hadlth,
lexicography and ancient poetry was classified into monographs which
became the nucleus of the Arabic humanities, handed down by their pupils
to later generations. Merely to listen to their teaching was, for Jahiz, to
master contemporary literary and historical learning and to gain a thorough
grounding in the Arabic language. But besides being, together with Kufa,
the main centre of philological research, Basra was also the home of
Mu^azilism1 and of a form of rationalism which was in sharp contrast to a
nascent trend towards conformism (a trend which was later to find its
embodiment in Jahiz's younger contemporary, the Sunni apologist and
adib^ Ibn Qutaybah, d. 276/889). For grammar and lexicography were not
the only interests of Basran intellectuals; they also held lively discussions on
less dry, more general subjects, such as the harmonization of faith and
reason, the legitimacy of the cAbbasid caliphate, the part played by the
Kharijis2 and ShIcIs in shaping Muslim history, and the threat posed to Arab
supremacy in the Muslim world by such opposition as that of the Shucubis.
It was probably through the friends he made among the early Muctazilis
that Jahiz gained entry into "good" society and was able to attend, and later
to take part in, a great many often heated debates on such general topics,
which he later remembered vividly enough to be able to make extensive use
of them in his own works. His contacts with affluent and educated circles
also gave him the opportunity to read voraciously, in particular the
translations from Greek and Pahlavi that were then beginning to appear.
But all this while, unlike middle-class intellectuals, Jahiz remained in
contact with people of his own background, the lower classes, artisans and
seamen, still mixed with idlers, and even took an interest in the activities of
the underworld to which a city as cosmopolitan as Basra was bound to give
birth. These were the basic influences on Jahiz's development; it was
perhaps inevitable that a city as intellectually advanced as Basra undoub-
tedly was should produce a genius marked with its stamp, and Jahiz was in
every way a true representative of his birthplace; Basra was a microcosm
whose every facet Jahiz knew and was able to translate into literature.

We do not know when Jahiz began to write, but his first works must
certainly date from before the end of the second/eighth century, since by
that time he must already have been a writer of some standing, to judge by a
passage in one of his later works,3 which reveals that, through the good
offices of a Basran grammarian called al-Yazidi, who was in favour at the
court of Baghdad, Jahiz had been encouraged, if not actually com-
missioned, to write on the imamate, and that his efforts had been very well
received by the caliph al-MaDmun; this was in about 200/815-16. At that

1 Seep. 5. 2 See pp. 186-8. 3 Bayanymy 374-5.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.006
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:19, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.006
https://www.cambridge.org/core


80 C. PELLAT

time Baghdad was attracting many talented men from the provinces, eager
to make their mark on the new capital and to win fame and fortune;
grammarians dreamed of being made tutors to princes, poets hoped to
obtain great rewards through their panegyrics, and ambitious men of letters
were gratified to receive a post as a clerk {katib) in the administration. Jahiz,
who was neither a grammarian nor a poet, nor even ambitious, was
nevertheless well enough educated to have become a katib\ but was of too
independent a nature to endure the constraints of an official post. After
receiving the caliph's congratulations for his tract on the imamate he duly
settled in Baghdad, but it seems that in the whole of his career he only
worked as a katib for three days, at some indeterminate date (he may also
briefly have acted as assistant to Ibrahim b. al-cAbbas al-Suli4 in the
chancellery). According to some accounts, he earned a meagre living as a
teacher and, in his old age, the caliph al-Mutawakkil once engaged him as
tutor to his children - but cancelled the appointment when he saw how ugly
Jahiz was. As against this last, probably fanciful story, the only precise
information we have as to how Jahiz earned his living is that he received
substantial gratuities from various cAbbasid officials for books dedicated to
them, some of which, however, seem to have been too slight to merit such
generosity. There is reason to believe that he was paid a pension during the
caliphate of al-Mutawakkil, and he may well have drawn a state salary or
received secret payments for unofficial services to the government. For his
career was largely determined by his early writings on the imamate,
writings which led to a series of works designed to legitimate the cAbbasid
caliphate or to justify important government measures; these were assured
of a ready market, and, in addition, Jahiz also wrote letters and reports to
those in charge of government policy, which at this period assumed a
frankly religious garb. In other words Jahiz acted as an adviser to and
apologist for the government, and seems to have exercised this role quite
openly, for though he was not the intimate of caliphs, he maintained close
ties with the vizier Ibn al-Zayyat (d. 233/847) and the caliph's adoptive
brother, general and katib\ al-Fath b. Khaqan (d. 247/861),5 as well as with
the chief qadi (qadl^l-qudah), Ahmad b. Abl DuDad (d. 240/854—5), and his
son and deputy Muhammad (d. 239/854), despite occasional differences of
opinion. He is also known to have been closely involved with leading
Muctazill figures such as al-Ma°mun's adviser Thumamah b. Ashras,6 as
well as with some less prominent members of the movement. Meanwhile he

4 Poet, katiby and an influential figure in government circles (d. 243/857). His (originally Turkish)
family produced several men of letters, notably Abu Bakr al-Suli (d. <r. 3 3 5 ̂ 46), who edited the divans
of several Modern poets, including that of Abu Nuwas.

5 He was also an important figure in literary circles, see El2, "al-Fath b. Khakan".
6 See EP, "Thumama b. Ashras"
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AL-JAHIZ 8l

kept in close touch with his native city through the large colony of Basrans
who were more or less permanently settled in Baghdad, and he returned to
Basra itself on several occasions. During his stay in Baghdad he also spent a
short time in nearby Samarra, which became the seat of government from
the time of al-MaDmun's successor al-Muctasim,7 but his travels never seem
to have taken him any further afield than Syria, unlike so many of his
contemporaries who travelled tirelessly "in search of knowledge", in
accordance with the Prophetic injunction to "seek knowledge though it be
in China". We do not even know if he ever performed the pilgrimage to
Mecca, and a geographical work of his, Kitab al-A.msar (see below), was
criticized by later geographers for its numerous blunders, resulting from
his lack of first-hand knowledge. In fact, travel was superfluous to Jahiz;
the experience that he had gained in Basra and built up in Baghdad was all
he needed. He earned what was probably a comfortable living by his pen, all
the while adding new knowledge to his store and broadening his outlook
by reading the new translations from the Greek made during al-MaDmun's
reign; at the same time he continued to elaborate the theological doctrine
which he had begun to develop under his master Abu Ishaq Ibrahim b.
Sayyar al-Nazzam (d. between 220-30/835-45). Al-MutawakkiPs reaction
against Muctazilism was very likely the reason why Jahiz, already old and
paralyzed, decided to leave Baghdad and retire to Basra, where he died in
Muharram 25 5/December 868—January 869. A late tradition claims that
Jahiz, who had written so affectionately and eloquently of books, was
smothered to death under an avalanche of books; se non e vero . . .

The quantity of Jahiz's output is by no means unique in Arabic literature,
but it is remarkable that he managed to produce so much at a time when
writing materials were very expensive and paper only just coming into use:
the most recent published catalogue of his works lists 231 authentic works,8

of which, however, only two dozen have survived intact. In range as well as
quantity, Jahiz's output is unusual for the period, and displays a remarkable
breadth of intellect. This may not always have appealed to later generations;
on the other hand, the elegance of his style has long been held up as an
example by the best judges. Thus works of doubtful authenticity and those
known to be apocryphal are generally well preserved, which shows that
they satisfied public demand and that Jahiz continued to enjoy great
prestige for some time after his death; while the fact that later anthologists,
who probably had access to complete texts, seem often to have reproduced
only extracts of some forty of Jahiz's works suggests that they may have
found their style more interesting, or perhaps more congenial, than their

7 See p. 5. 8 Pellat, "Nouvel essai d'inventaire".
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82 C. PELLAT

content: the decline of Muctazilism must certainly be one of the reasons why
comparatively few of Jahiz's works have survived; many lost works are the
very epistles and short treatises which would have contained the most
information about Jahiz's doctrinal position. However, but for the efforts
of the anthologists, a still greater proportion of Jahiz's short works would
have been lost; Jahiz himself and, at the end of the following century, Ibn
al-Nadim,9 refer to a large number of works which have disappeared
completely. Most of those which are now considered lost are unlikely ever
to be recovered, and texts which to date have simply been overlooked are
most probably minor works, to judge by Kitab al-Bursan (see below), which
was discovered in Morocco fairly recently. In fact the likeliest sources for
surviving fragments of important texts are manuscripts of later works, in
which they may occur as quotations; we may take heart from the results of a
piece of detective work carried out by J. van Ess, who partially
reconstructed the Kitab al-Nakth of al-Nazzam through passages of the
Kitab al-Futya of Jahiz which in turn are preserved only in the Kitab a/-cUyun
of al-Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413/1022), which is itself partially reproduced in
the Fusul Mukhtarah of al-Sharif al-Murtada (d. 436/1044)!10 As for Jahiz's
major works, Kitab al-Hayawany Kitab al-Bayan n>a °/-tabym, Kitab al-Bukhala°
and Kitab al-cUthmaniyyah have been preserved virtually intact, as have a
very few shorter works, notably al-Tarbf wa ^l-tadwir and Risa/at al-Qiyan\
several of the surviving epistles are also probably very little mutilated.

Editions of Jahiz's apocryphal works appeared at an early date in the
East, but it was G. van Vloten who first drew attention to the authentic
works by his publication of several of the treatises, and of Kitab al-Bukhala0

in 1900. Kitab al-Hayawan was not published until the beginning of this
century, in a poor edition; today, however, a number of Jahiz's works have
become widely available thanks to the efforts of eastern and western
scholars to reinstate him. Some of the existing editions are of variable
quality, but standards of Jahiz scholarship are steadily improving.

In attempting to establish a descriptive bibliography of Jahiz's works, it
must be borne in mind that references to lost works may be cryptic or
misleading and cannot be dealt with adequately in a chapter of this length.
The following account is therefore almost entirely restricted to those
complete works and fragments which are extant.11

Brockelmann suggested classifying the works of Jahiz under the
following headings: theological and politico-theological writings; history;

9 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 210-12/Dodge, 1, 402-9. 10 Van Ess, K. al-NakL
11 Details of editions are given in the Bibliography to this chapter. In the case of works published as part

of a collection, page references are given in the text of the chapter and translations are referred to in
brackets. References to English versions of extracts from otherwise untranslated texts are given in
the footnotes.
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AL-JAHIZ 83

anthropology; general ethics; professions; animals; languages; geography;
anthologies; polemics; with the lost works covering the further categories
of: games; plants and other substances; literary history; works of
entertainment.12 However, a reading of the works published or discovered
since Brockelmann's time suggests that his classification is, if anything, too
clear-cut; in order to gain a balanced picture of Jahiz's output, account
should be taken of his much-criticized tendency to ramble from subject to
subject within a single work. What is needed is a full and detailed listing of
all the topics discussed by Jahiz in whatever context they may occur. Until
this task has been accomplished, a broader classification based on a given
work's overall function might prove more satisfactory than Brockelmann's
listing by topic.

Jahiz had two main fields of activity; firstly, theology and politics, and
secondly, adab. As a writer on matters political and theological, Jahiz's aim
was to act as an apologist for the cAbbasids and the Arabs respectively, on
the one hand, and, on the other, to uphold and spread Muctazilism and to
prove the existence of God by rational argument and the direct observation
of nature. At the same time, Jahiz was an adtb, a man of letters who hoped to
educate his readers, and to do so by a process more attractive than that of
contemporary scholarship. We may assume adab to be of three basic types,
according to whether it aims to instil ethical precepts, to provide its readers
with a general education, or to lay down guiding principles for members of
the various professions; Jahiz was a practitioner of all three types. By
adding to these functional criteria a further, purely formal distinction
between those works which are built around quotations upon which Jahiz
provides a commentary, and original works which give an unhampered
view of his own style and opinions, we may, provisionally, classify his
writings as follows: political and religious works; works modelled on, or
developing out of, conventional scholarship; adab.

POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS WORKS

Jahiz's earliest works are probably his writings on the imamate, of which
there remain only fragments of Kitab Istihqaq al-imamahjBayan madhahib al-
Shfah ("The Necessity of the Imamate"/"An Exposition of the Different
Kinds of Shicism", S, 241-8), and Jawabat ft ^l-imamah ("Replies
Concerning the Imamate", S, 249—59). Istihqaq/Bay an madhahib argues that,
at the time of the Prophet's death, the community did not unanimously
favour his son-in-law, CA1I b. Abi Talib, as its leader, and that the presence
of a single imam, the best Muslim of his time, is necessary in every age.

12 GAL, Si, 241-7.
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84 C. PELLAT

Jawabat deals with the qualities required of the imam (these subjects are also
treated elsewhere in Jahiz's works).13 cAbbasid propaganda was necessarily
directed in the first instance against the Shfls, with their rival claim to
legitimacy, and especially against the most moderate and therefore
potentially attractive ShIcI sect, the Zaydis.14 Jahiz's largest work on these
subjects is Kitab al-cUthmaniyyah\ this declares the legitimacy of the first
three "Orthodox" caliphs, develops Jahiz's ideas on the imamate, attacks
the cAlids on the ground that cAli failed to dissociate himself from the
murder of cUthman, by which he himself succeeded to the caliphate, and
thereby justifies the accession of the cAbbasids. The defence of the
cAbbasids was probably further developed in a risalah (epistle) entitled F/7-
cAbbasiyyah ("Of the cAbbasids", S, 300—3), though the only remaining
fragment of this work seems unconnected with the subject. As a logical
sequence to invalidating Shici claims to the imamate, Jahiz went on to
attack the Umayyads and their later supporters who instituted a
posthumous cult of the first Umayyad caliph, Mucawiyah, in Kitab Taswib
cAlt ft tahktm al-hakamayn ("Vindication of cAli's Resort to Arbitration"),
which recognizes the validity of the arbitration of Siffin.15 The superiority
of the cAbbasids to the Umayyads is further demonstrated in Fadl Hashim
cala cAbd Shams ("The Superiority of the House of Hashim to that of cAbd
Shams"),16 and the Risalah ft °l-Nabitah (or ft Bant Umayyah, S, 67—116;
trans. Pellat, Annales de I'Institut des etudes orientales, Algiers, 1952) includes a
report to the son and deputy of the chief qadi Ahmad b. Abi DuDad on the
current political situation and the claims of the "young generation"
(nabitah) of Hanbalis — followers of the Sunni theologian and jurist Ahmad
b. Hanbal (d. 241/85 5)17 — who idealize the Umayyads and Mucawiyah and
use theological argumentation as a weapon. Clear evidence that Jahiz acted
as adviser to cAbbasid officials on political and religious matters is provided
by this risalah and others, particularly another epistle written for the son of
Ahmad b. Abi DuDad, al-Risalah ft Nafy al-tashbthy which condemns
anthropomorphism, an anti-Muctazili tenet, Kitab al-Futya ("The Book of
Legal Opinions") and a dedicatory epistle to the recipient of Kitab al-Futya,
Risalah ila Ahmad b. Abi Duadyukhbiruhftha bi-Kitab al-Futya (H, 1, 313-
19),18 and Kitab al-Radd cala °l-Nasara ("Refutation of the Christians",

13 Pellat, Jahiz, 62~4> 64-6; see Pellat, "L'imamat".
14 The Zaydis put forward a pragmatic theory of the imamate: it could be held by any male member of

the Prophet's House {abi al-bayt), and any imam could be ousted by a better-qualified candidate; the
presence of single imam in every age was not necessary: there could be several, or none.

15 Pellat, Jahiz, jz-Sz, 56-8, 66-72; on the arbitration of SifHn, cf. p. 186, below.
16 See Pellat, Ja&& 58-62.
17 CHALUP, 216. Ahmad b. Hanbal opposed the Muctazili doctrine of the createdness of the Qur'an

and taught that the attributes of God, which the Muctazilis interpreted allegorically, were real; for the
political significance of this stance, see pp. 5-6. 18 Pellat, Jahi%, 51-2.
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Finkel, Three Essays, 10-38, trans. Finkel, Journal of American Oriental
Society', XLVII, 1927, 311—34), which is linked to the measures taken by al-
Mutawakkil against the "People of the Book" (ahI al-kitab), non-Muslims
whose religions were founded on scriptures recognized by Islam and who
were entitled to Muslim protection. In a similar "official" vein, Kitab
Manaqib al-Turk n>a-cammatjundal-khilafah ("The Merits of the Turks and of
the Caliphal Army in General", H, 1, 1-85), addressed to the Turkish
commander al-Fath b. Khaqan, deals with the composition of the caliph's
army, particularly the Turkish troops.19

Though theological points are dealt with in several of the above works
which Jahiz produced for official consumption, most of the writings in
which he gives a more or less systematic account of his own doctrinal
position have been lost, and it is difficult to reconstruct his Muctazili beliefs
without drawing upon the writings of the later Muctazills, al-Khayyat (d. c.
300/913) and cAbd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025),20 and the heresiographers. For
strangely enough, though he differed enough from his teacher al-Nazzam to
give rise to a separate Muctazill school, the Jahiziyyah (which the
heresiographers cite without naming its adherents), Jahiz's own writings
tell us less about his own beliefs than about those of other Muctazilis,
especially al-Nazzam. Apart from Kitab al-Futya, a striking example of this
is Kitab al-Akhbar wa-kayfa tasihh on the authenticity ofhadtth, the first part
of which discusses the beliefs of the pre-Islamic Arabs, the Indians, Persians
and Byzantines, while the second part is given the significant title "Ein
unbekanntes Fragment des Nazzam" by its German editor and translator J.
van Ess. Surviving fragments of other doctrinal works include a eulogy of
dogmatic theology, Risalah ft Fadllat sina°at al-kalam (unpublished),
another work on the authencity of hadlth, Kitab Hujaj al-nubuwwah ("Proofs
of Prophethood", S, 117—47), which also discusses the inimitability (icja%)
of the QurDan, and Kitab Khalq al-Qufan (S, 147—54), which tackles the
thorny issue of the createdness (khalq) of the QurDan and the persecution of
Ahmad b. Hanbal, who opposed the official Muctazili doctrine of
createdness, by the Inquistion (mihnah) of al-MaDmun.21 Finally, Kitab al-
Masa°il wa ^l-jawabatfi ^l-macrifah ("Questions and Answers on the Subject
of Knowledge") must have been an account of the teachings of the different
Muctazili schools on the knowledge of God, the only surviving fragment of
which suggests that Jahiz believed that God can only be known by a
process of ratiocination and not by intuition, which implies that CA1I b. Abl
Talib could not have had an innate knowledge of God, and could not
therefore be seen as having had an intrinsically better claim than other

19 Ibid., 91-7. 20 See ch. 5. 21 See Pellat, Jahi& 32-3, 38-48, 48-50.
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86 C. PELLAT

Muslim converts to the imamate after the Prophet's death.22 FV l-Sharib wa
°l-mashrub ("Drinkers and Drinks", S, 276-84), an epistle on the licitness of
date-wine (nabldh), must be included among Jahiz's writings on religious
matters proper, though another epistle on the same subject, Fl Madh al-
nabldh ("In Praise of Date-Wine", S, 285-91), should probably be treated as
a w o r k of adab.2?>

SCHOLARLY WORKS

In terms of form, Jahiz's political and religious writings fall into the
category of works which include but are not structured around quotations.
Jahiz's scholarly works are more mixed in form, some making sparing use
of quotation while others rely heavily on secondary material, but all can be
viewed as marking a transition between conventional scholarship and
Jahiz's own branch of adab. Both literary and scientific topics are discussed
and analyzed; Jahiz sifts through the mass of lore and tradition collected by
his predecessors, examines their authenticity and, in so doing, suggests the
framework within which general culture should evolve and expand. His
aim being to instruct without tedium, Jahiz's approach tends to be
digressive and untidy; he switches from topic to topic by simple association
of ideas and intersperses even the most serious material with comic
anecdotes. Because of his playful style and often mordant wit, Jahiz has
often been considered something of a joker, even a buffoon; but his works
have a serious undertone. The "scientific" writings are theological too in so
far as they are intended to prompt the reader to reflect and discriminate
when making use of existing knowledge (and, in the case of the lengthiest
work, Kitab al-Hayawan ("The Book of Beasts"), to draw edifying lessons
from the observation of nature); the "literary" writings are likewise
designed to stimulate the reader's critical faculties. An example of this
approach is Kitab al-Tarbf wa °l-tadwlr ("The Square and the Round"), a
short treatise now mutilated and interspersed with fragments of other
works, in which Jahiz, while remaining just within the bounds of religious
prescriptions and the pronouncements of the QurDan, probes the accuracy
of conventional interpretations of natural phenomena and questions
"established" facts and generally credited legends; the work is an invitation
to leave the ranks of the conformists and join those of the Muctazilis, who
exercise their powers of reason and accept nothing without critical
examination. In al-Tarbf Jahiz avoids giving answers to the issues he raises,
but he does propose some solutions in one of his two crowning works,

22 Pellat, JaJSfiz, 3 3-7; see Vajda, "La connaissance naturelle de Dieu", and van Ess, Asfyab al-maarif\
* Pellat,/Jfe 52-4, 54-5.
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Kitab al-Hayan>an, an anthology supposedly centred on a number of animals,
but which in fact covers so vast a range of subjects as to make it a veritable
encyclopaedia.24 The ostensible aim of al-Hayawan is to prove that the early
Arabs knew as much about zoology as did the Greeks, and especially
Aristotle, who is often quoted and criticized; but the main idea which
emerges from the work is that everything in nature has a meaning and a use,
and that everything proves the existence and wisdom of God. Quotations
from archaic poetry and comic stories rub shoulders with passages of
philosophy, metaphysics, sociology and anthropology, providing invalu-
able source-material for modern research, and there are observations on
animal psychology, the evolution of species and the influence of climate on
animals and man that often have quite a modern ring to them, though how
many of these ideas are Jahiz's own it is difficult to establish; many are
clearly borrowed from his contemporaries. As a good rationalist, Jahiz
even carries out experiments to check the validity of conventional wisdom
about animals, though he does not always interpret the results correctly or
realize that the conditions of the experiment are faulty, as when he accepts
the idea of spontaneous generation on the evidence of seeing flies hatch in a
sealed bottle. The monumental al-Hayawan, which Jahiz never completed,
was followed by a short work, Kitab al-Qawl ft ^l-bighal (H, n, 211-378),
which deals with the mule, a hybrid well-calculated to arouse Jahiz's
curiosity.

Altogether different is Kitab al-Amsar wa-Qaj(iib al-buldan ("Metropolises
and Geographical Curiosities"), only a fragment of which has survived.25

This cannot be called a geographical treatise in the true sense of the word,
for, though it deals with cities and countries, Jahiz presents them in literary
rather than scientific terms, describing the tales and legends surrounding
them; nevertheless, the work could be seen as an early specimen of human
geography. The notion of the influence of soil and surroundings on their
human inhabitants which is common to this work and to al-Hayan>an is also
developed in a curious text, Kitab Fakhr al-Sudan cala ̂ l-Bldan (H, 1, 173—
226), in which Jahiz vaunts the superiority of the black races to the white.26

Despite his origins, it seems unlikely that Jahiz genuinely wished to
disparage the whites; rather it seems that his aim was obliquely to
undermine Persian Shucubl pretensions to racial and cultural superiority to
the Arabs; by using the kinds of argument employed by the Persians
themselves, Jahiz shows that mere racial characteristics are not a mark of
divine favour or displeasure, but of climatic conditions. Also to be included
under the heading of ethnology is the last chapter of Kitab a/-Bukba/a°,
which is probably identical with Kitab Afimat al-cArab\ this deals with the

24 Ibid., 130-85. 25 ibid., 185-8, 188-95. 26 Ibid., 195-8.
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88 C. PELLAT

foodstuffs of the ancient Arabs, whose curious and sometimes revolting
nature is set against the bedouins' proverbial hospitality and is explained in
terms of environment - a dig at those Shucubls who mocked the supposedly
barbaric habits of the Arabs. The work is similar to a conventional
lexicographical monograph, with an added dash of irony, for the material
includes verses on cannibalism and provides a good example of Jahiz's slyly
humorous method:

It was customary among the early Arabs to attribute the wrongdoing of a single
individual to his entire tribe; similarly, a whole tribe might win commendation for
the acts of one man alone. Thus . . . tribes would vilify each other as dog-eaters or
man-eaters on the strength of an isolated incident - which might itself, upon
examination, prove to have been perfectly excusable . . . A poet accordingly mocks
the tribe of Bahilah thus:

Ghifaq got eaten by Bahilah; fie!
They sucked his bones and skull quite dry;
Now Ghifaq's mother pipes her eye.

. . . And the whole tribe of Asad were stigmatized as cannibals because of what
happened to Ramlah bint Fa°id . . . who was eaten by her husband and her brother
Abu Arib (who for their part declared that they only ate her out of exasperation at
her unsuitable behaviour). The poet Ibn Darah upbraids them thus:

Ramlah was wife to one of your family, sister to another; now her name spells
infamy.
Abu Arib! is this your clan's style of blood relationships, bloated as you all are on
the flesh of the lady's hips?

and thus:
After what happened to Ramlah Fa°id, no Faqcash man can find a bride;
A newly-wed but yestere'en, her flesh now graces your tureen.27

A similar spirit of irony informs Kitab al-Bursan wa ^l-Qurjan wa ^l-cumyan wa
Dl-hulan, a selection of anecdotes, verse quotations and items of vocabulary
relating to lepers, cripples, the blind, cross-eyed and otherwise physically
defective.

The remaining works in this section deal with literary topics. Kitab al-
Bayan wa °l-tabyln ("The Book of Eloquence and Exposition") is an
anthology of poetry and oratorical prose which constitutes a kind of
selective inventory of the Arabic humanities, by means of which Jahiz tries
to demonstrate Arab superiority to all other nations in the literary field, and
so to add to the arguments directed against members of other cultures who
claimed that the Arabs were barbarians, unfit to lead the Muslim
community.28 Although Jahiz does little to explain his choice of literary
material, he sketches an outline of poetic theory, leaving the reader to
define the rules of literary criticism. Kitab al-Bayan is such a rich source of
material that it has tended to overshadow other shorter but equally

27 Bukha/a\ 234, 236; trans. J. Ashtiany (hereafter J.A.). 28 Pellat, Jafcz, 100-11.
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AL-JAHIZ 89

interesting works, such as the epistle Ft ^l-Balaghah wa ^l-tjat^ ("Of
Eloquence and Concision", unpublished), the brief surviving fragment of
which shows that Jahiz was anxious not to neglect prose as a subject of
literary discussion, and to lay down one fundamental rule of composition
for Arabic prose-writers, namely concision (Jja%). In a short essay with the
enigmatic title, FlSinaat al-quwwad("The Skills of the Guild-Masters", H,
1, 375—93), Jahiz represents several people using the jargon of their
professions to describe a battle and compose love poetry; the effect is comic
and illustrates the dangers of professional conditioning, over-specialization
and the lack of a broader culture. Jahiz himself favours all-round
development, and expounds his views in Kitab al-Muallimln ("School-
masters"), the surviving portion of which is a serious treatise on teaching,
though the lost portions may well have presented schoolmasters in a
satirical light.29

In al-Hayawan and al-Bayan Jahiz acted as a compiler, arranging notes and
using his own personal observations to link them, but in the shorter
treatises he emerges as a constructive critic and - himself at best a mediocre
poet — an advocate of prose as an equal and a rival to verse. He himself sets
the example by writing an elegy (rithS3) in prose, Fl Mawt AbJHarb al-Saffar,
and a prose satire (hija°) of a well-known member of the Barmakid family,
Hija° Muhammad b. al-Jahm al-Barmakl. Other, unpublished fragments of
the same type have survived in manuscript. Finally, FIDhamm al-^aman (S,
310—11) is a veritable prose poem on the "evils of the age".30

ADAB

Moral decline and neglect of customary practices are recurrent themes both
of paraenetic and of professional adab. To the latter category doubtless
belonged a lost Kitab Akhlaq al-wu^ara0, which must have been a manual for
the use of viziers. The surviving Kitab al-Taj ("The Book of the Crown"),
which deals with rules of conduct for the great, is clearly apocryphal, as may
also be Kitab al-Hijab (H, 11, 25-85), on the office of chamberlain {hajib).
Good manners are the subject of Risalat al-Macad wa ^l-macashfi °l-adab wa-
tadblr al-nas wa-muamalatihim ("Epistle for the Next World and This on
Manners, Managing Men and Social Relations", Majmuc, 1-36, French
trans. Vial, Quatre Essais, 1, 3 3-66). This treatise falls to some extent under
the heading of adab as Ibn al-Muqaffac for example conceived it, and Jahiz
sets a still more individual stamp on paraenetic adab and the study of
manners and morals, analyzing character and emotion and building up

2 9 Ibid., 11-12, 114-16, 112-14. 30 Ibid., 116-21, 122, 122-4.
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90 C.PELLAT

pictures of entire social groups characterized by some particular moral or
psychological feature.

To judge by the titles to which references have survived, Jahiz must have
devoted a number of epistles to such qualities as forgiveness and clemency,
energy and resolve, etc., and he makes tantalizing allusions to these themes
in other works. Some works of this kind survive; the keeping of promises is
discussed in the fragmentary FI °stinja^ al-wacd (// Risalah, 173—7), anger
and its consequences in FJ °/-Jidd wa °l-ha^l ("Earnestness and Jesting") -
the title describes the tone of the epistle rather than its contents (Majmu\
61-98, French trans. Vi&l^Quatre Essais, 1, 99-148), envy in FJFaslma bayn
al-cadawah wa °/-hasad ("On the Difference Between Enmity and Envy",
trans. Beeston, Journalof Arabic Literature, xvin, 1987) and in Ft ^l-Hasidwa
01-mahsud("The Envier and the Envied", / / Risalahy 1—13),31 indiscretion in
Kitab Kit man al-sirr wa-hifc al-lisan ("On Keeping Secrets and Guarding
One's Tongue", Ma/muc

9 37—60, French trans. N'vsX^Quatre Essais, 1, 67—97),
whose overly dogmatic assertions Jahiz tones down in TafdJlal-nutq cala 7-
samt ("Speech is Better than Silence", / / Risa/ah, 148—5 4),32 where the value
of speech is acknowledged. Snobbishness and pride are discussed in al-Nubl
wa zl-tannabbul wa-dhamm al-kibr ("Real and Assumed Superiority and a
Condemnation of Arrogance") and narrow-mindedness in FJ ^l-Wukala°
wa-muwakkitin ("Of Stewards and Those Who Appoint them", / / Risalah,
170—2).33 But by far the most famous and extensive work in this category is
Kitab al-Bukhala0 ("The Book of Misers"). It consists of anecdotes and
epistles which illustrate the vice of avarice, and begins with an introduction
in which meanness is illustrated in great depth. By stressing the greed of the
protagonists — many of them Persians — Jahiz seems to be trying to
accentuate, by implication, the proverbial generosity of the Arabs, but what
makes the book a masterpiece is Jahiz's gift for sheer story-telling:

A man from Marv [in Persia] used constantly to be travelling on business and
pilgrimages; he used to stay with an Iraqi, who would entertain him liberally and
see to all his needs. Often and often the man from Marv would say to the Iraqi:
"How I wish you would come to Marv, so that I could repay all the kindnesses
you've done me and the goodness you show me every time I come here. Of course
here in your home town, by God's grace, you have no need of my hospitality."
Now it so happened, a long while after, that the Iraqi had some business in that
quarter [Marv], and he found the hardships of travel and the loneliness of being
away from home considerably alleviated by the fact that he knew his friend was
there. When he arrived in Marv he made straight for his house in his travelling
dress, in his turban and tall hat and cloak, all ready to deposit his baggage and take
up residence as a man does with a trusted friend and intimate. When he saw the man
from Marv sitting among his cronies he threw himself into his arms and embraced

3i Ibid., 221-2. 32 jbid., 230-1. 33 ibid., 235-6.
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AL-JAHIZ 91

him; yet the man gave no sign of recognition and was as unforthcoming as if he had
never set eyes on him before. The Iraqi said to himself, "Perhaps he can't recognise
me through my dust-veil", so he took off his veil and began to ask his friend how he
was; but the man was more offputting than ever. Then the Iraqi said to himself,
"Most likely it's because of my turban", so he pulled it off, said who he was and
renewed his enquiries; but his friend was as chilling as could be. "Perhaps it's
because of my hat", said the Iraqi [and began to remove it]. The man from Marv
saw that the game was up and that it was impossible to feign ignorance any longer.
He said, "If you were to take off your skin I still wouldn't recognise you!"34

Kitab al-Bukhala* also contains an entire chapter on vagabonds, a subject
also treated in the lost Hiyal al-mukaddtn ("Mendicants' Tricks"), of which
two pages have been preserved by a slightly later writer, Ibrahim b.
Muhammad al-Bayhaqi, as has one page of Hiyal al-lusus ("Robbers'
Tricks"),35 to which Jahiz refers in al-Bukhalci . These texts could be
considered forerunners of the maqamah and of HikayatAbI ^l-Qasim by Abu
Dl-Mutahhar al-Azdi, and bear an affinity to the later genre of the qasidah
sasaniyjab;36 as transmitted via Spain through the quotations in al-Bayhaqi,
they may even be related to the picaresque novel. Kitab al-Bukhalci y which
has already proved a stimulus to literary and linguistic research,37 would
clearly repay further study.

Probably earlier in date than a/-Bukha/a\ Kitab al-Qiyan ("The Book of
Singing Slave-Girls") contains a study of the manners and morals of the
type as embodied in a seductive coquette and gold-digger, whose feigned or
real feelings are analyzed with great subtlety:

The singing-girl is hardly ever sincere in her passion, or whole-hearted in her
affection. For both by training and by innate instinct her nature is to set up snares
and traps for the victims, in order that they may fall into her toils . . . But it
sometimes happens that this pretence leads her on to turning it into a reality, and
that she in fact shares her lover's torments . . . Sometimes she may renounce her
craft, in order for her to be cheaper for him [to buy] . . . or she may allege that she is
really a free woman, as a trick to get herself into the lover's possession, and out of
anxiety for him lest her high price should ruin him... Yet for the most part singing-
girls are insincere, and given to employing deceit and treachery in squeezing out
the property of the deluded victim and then abandoning him. Sometimes a singing-
girl may have three or four such victims with her, in spite of their own anxiety to
avoid such an encounter, and their mutual jealousy when they do meet each other.
Then she weeps with one eye to one of them, and laughs with the other eye to the
second, and winks at the latter in mockery of the former . . . When they leave, she
writes letters to all of them in identical terms, telling each one how much she
dislikes the rest, and how she longs to be alone with him without the others.38

34 Bukhaltf, 22, trans J. A. 35 Mahasin, 521-3, 622-4; see Pellat, Jahi^, 255-6, 253-4.
36 See p. 101. 37 E.g. Mubarak, Farm al-qasas\ Blau, "Syntactic phenomena".
38 Trans. Beeston, Singing-Girls, 31-4.
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92 C. PELLAT

The epistle is ostensibly an apology for the rich businessmen who own,
train and hire out the singing-girls, and, though bolstered by a typology of
the affections and a history of the relations between the sexes in Arab
society, is surely satirical in intent; but, though paradoxical and daring at
times, it could hardly be considered shocking, unlike an anthology on
natural and unnatural love, Kitab Mufakharat al-jawari wa ^l-ghilman
("Boasting-Match between Girls and Boys"; H, n, 91-137), in which Jahiz
displays a marked hostility to homosexuality, as he also must have done in a
lost work, Dhamm al-liwat ("Condemnation of Sodomites"), and as he does
in a witty essay, Fi Tafdll al-batn cala ^l-^ahr ("On the Superiority of the
Belly to the Back").39 Passionate love is described at length in al-Qiyan and
is also the subject of an epistle, Fi °l-cIshq wa °l-nisa° ("Of Love and
Women"); this has survived only in mutilated form in combination with
Faslma bayn al-rijalwa °l-nisa° ("The Difference between Men and Women",
S, 266—75), an examination of the respective roles of men and women in
which Jahiz shows himself to be resolutely feminist in a far from feminist
environment.40

Several of the above works, al-BukhalcP and al-Qiyan in particular, depict
social classes, as do the epistles FiMadh al-tujjar wa-dhamm camal al-sultan (//
Risalah, 15 5— 60)41 and Dhamm al-kuttab (Finkel, Three Essays, 40—51, French
trans. Pellat, Hesperis, XLIII, 1956, 29—50); as their titles indicate, the former
compares merchants, very favourably, to civil servants, and the latter is an
attack on the bureaucracy. The fact that a treatise in praise of civil servants
is also attributed to Jahiz, and that several other sets of antithetical titles are
listed in the sources, gave rise to the idea that Jahiz was particularly fickle
and quite prepared to defend in turn "a case and its opposite", as Ibn
Qutaybah says in a famous passage.42 In fact this "fickleness" can be
explained both in terms of literary convention43 and of Jahiz's idiosyncratic
ability to see the good and bad in everything. One last work, which should
perhaps be included under the heading of portrayals of social groups, is a
year-book of the singers of Baghdad for the year 215/830-1, FJ Tabaqat al-
mughannln ("Classes of Singers", / / Risalah, 186-9); Jahiz declares his
intention of bringing it up to date each year, but only a short fragment has
survived.44

As the above bibliography shows, in compilations such as Kitab al-Hayawan
or Kitab al-Bayan Jahiz seems to follow the pattern of conventional
scholarship, but he moves well beyond convention when he uses traditional

39 P e l l a t , / ^ , 270-1, 269. 40 ibid., 257-9. 41 Ibk*> 272-3.
42 Mukhtalif al-hadtthy 71-2. 43 See Geries, al-Mahasin wa "l-masawl, and p.28, above.
44 P l l / ^ 124-5.
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material as a vehicle for his own tastes and convictions. What is more, Jahiz
always sets his own personal and utterly distinctive stamp on his source-
material, however neutral. In the field of the Arabic humanities, it could
well be said that while Jahiz's predecessors collected and sifted the raw
materials, Jahiz himself was the artist who brought an original touch to the
whole edifice. He raised the study of manners to the level of psychological
enquiry and brought an analytical approach to scholarly and professional
adab. Moreover, the structure of Arab-Islamic culture as presented by Jahiz
is not merely founded on the traditions of the past corrected by the logic
that Jahiz learned from the Greeks; it is an open culture, based on the
recognition that the Arabs were not the first race to become civilized and
that the progress of the human spirit did not cease with the Revelation.
Unique in his own time, Jahiz, like Bacon or d'Alembert, embodies a
process of development which can best be expressed in the formulae
"memory, imagination, reason" or "scholarship, belles-lettres, philosophy".
Since the chronology of his writings cannot be established precisely we
cannot, perhaps, speak of his personal development in these terms; but his
works take scholarship as their point of departure, enrich it with
imagination, and are consistently rationalist in outlook. Though Jahiz is in
no way comparable to the Muslim philosophers and thinkers of succeeding
centuries, he nevertheless occupies a prominent place in the early history of
Muslim thought. He was not, perhaps, a profound thinker, but he observed
widely, and his shrewd comments are inspired by solid good sense and
sound reason. Above all, though, Jahiz was a man of letters whose technical
achievements mark a high point in the history of Arabic literature. Other
writers before him had used a more sophisticated prose than that of the
scholars and preachers, but Jahiz showed that the Arabs and Muslims, as
the heirs of preceding civilizations, had attained an intellectual level which
required its own medium of expression, at once more flexible than the prose
of the early orators and simpler than that of the scribes - an unadorned
prose which would be capable of conveying subtle shades of meaning and
would derive its aesthetic quality from its own resources, without recourse
to poetic ornamentation. Few writers were talented enough to follow his
lead, and artistic prose soon drew upon rhyme and tropes and, once its
original inspiration had dried up, lapsed into affectation and verbal
acrobatics. The best critics have always rightly considered Jahiz as the
greatest of Arabic prose-writers, though their judgement has been based
less on precise analysis than on general impressions. But it must be
conceded that Jahiz's style is hard to characterize. His sentences, which
almost always dispense with internal rhyme, are often complex and
extremely long, so long indeed as to mislead some editors who fail to grasp
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their flow into breaking them up at the wrong point. They are balanced by
the juxtaposition of units of similar quantity and by the repetition of the
same idea in two different forms, so that the reader may be sure to grasp its
sense. His vocabulary is rich and as precise as the state of the language at
that period allowed; foreign terms and neologisms are used with
discrimination, and many passages seem quite modern. Nevertheless, Jahiz
is a difficult writer to translate, so much so that, whenever the present writer
has little trouble in turning into French a work attributed to Jahiz, he is
inclined to consider it of doubtful authenticity. The difficulty stems from
the often defective state of the texts, the richness of the vocabulary, and
from Jahiz's untidy and confusingly digressive method of composition.
But the untidiness is intentional and is, perhaps, less a result of Jahiz's pen
trying to keep pace with his ideas than of his desire to vary his rhythm and
subject-matter, to break down his reasoning into easy steps, and to make
room for witticisms, anecdotes and pithy reflections. In an environment
seemingly hostile to frivolity, Jahiz tackles the most serious questions, but
at the same time gives the impression that he sees everything in relative
terms and takes nothing wholly seriously. No reader can fail to be struck by
the frequency with which Jahiz discusses laughter and feels the need to
justify it, as though it were generally felt to be unnatural. To be sure, he
repeats that the serious and the comic both have their place in the scheme of
things, but to many Jahiz is still a mere entertainer whose only object is to
raise a laugh. Some early writers were more clear-sighted and dubbed him
muallim al-caqlwa ̂ l-adab, "the teacher of reason and polite learning", and
for Jahiz adab was indeed a process of building up a new culture in which
reflection, doubt, observation and even experiment were involved; but he
also showed that man has the right to cast a satirical eye on the world about
him and openly to enjoy such harmless pleasures as frank and healthy
laughter.

Jahiz was bound to attract admirers, one of the most distinguished of
whom was Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi; he also inspired forgers and clumsy
imitators but did not found a literary school as such, for his talents were too
unique. However, the isolated position that Jahiz occupies in Arabic
literature can largely be blamed on the ground lost by Muctazilism to
Sunnism and on one of Sunnism's chief apologists, Ibn Qutaybah, who
served the SunnI policy of the caliph al-Mutawakkil much as Jahiz himself
had earlier served Muctazilism, and who played a prominent role in shaping
later Muslim thought. Ibn Qutaybah's understanding of the aims of adab, as
well as his theology, was radically different from Jahiz's; he consequently
misunderstood Jahiz, and succeeded in caricaturing him in the eyes of
posterity.45 In the long term, he can be said to have succeeded in ousting
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Jahiz's conception of adab as progress and pluralism and in winning
acceptance for his own tendency towards a safe and unadventurous
singleness of outlook.

45 Lecomte, IbnQutayba, 433-6; Ibn Qutaybah, Mukhtalif al-hadith, 71—y, trans. Lecomte, Le Traite des
divergences, 65—6.
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CHAPTER 5

AL-SAHIB I B N C A B B A D

One of the foremost prose-writers and poets of the fourth/tenth century,
Ibn Abbad was also an able politician and administrator and a great patron,
a katib who for more than eighteen years successfully held office as vizier to
a branch of the Buwayhid family. Biographical sources are agreed upon his
name {ism) and genealogy (nasab): Ismacil b. Abbad b. al-Abbas b. Abbad
b. Ahmad b. Idris. They also agree on his agnomen (kunyah), Abu Dl-Qasim,
which must have been given to him in childhood, since he had no son.
Varying explanations are given of the honorific title (Jaqab) of al-Sahib
usually prefixed to his name. Some sources say that the form of the title was
originally sahib Ibn al-Amid, "the companion of Ibn al-Amid", because it
was Abu Dl-Fadl Ibn al-Amid, vizier to the Buwayhid amir Rukn al-
Dawlah, who had trained him as a katib. Others claim that the title in its full
form was sahib Mu^ayyid al-Dawlah, and that it was given in recognition of
Ibn Abbad's loyalty to the Buwayhid amir of that name. Whatever the true
explanation, it was soon forgotten, and the title al-Sahib thereafter entered
the repertory of Muslim honorifics. The zeal and efficiency with which Ibn
Abbad discharged his duties as vizier also earned him the more formal title
of Kafi Dl-Kufah, "the most competent of the competent".

It must not be supposed that Ibn Abbad's achievements were due solely
to his own talents; for two generations, the Iranian family to which he
belonged had already served the Buwayhids, his grandfather as vizier or at
very least as secretary, his father Abbad as secretary to the amir Rukn al-
Dawlah. The father, who had a reputation for great piety and religious
learning, seems to have continued in office until his death, the date of which
is disputed. Some sources claim that father and son both died in the same
year, 3 8 5 ̂ 95. A likelier date for the father's death is 3 34 or 3 3 5 ̂ 46—7, and
it is probable that Ibn Abbad became an orphan early in life. The date of his
birth is unknown, although he came of a distinguished family which might
have been expected to record the event, as indeed it probably did, since we
know the exact day of the month on which he was born, 16 Dhu Dl-Qacdah.

96
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AL-SAHIB IBN ABBAD 97

The year is given variously as 320, 324 and 326/938;1 the last figure being
taken as the most probable gives us the date of 14 September 938. There is
even more uncertainty about Ibn cAbbad's birthplace; several towns and
villages have been suggested, but as he bore the nisbah al-Talaqani and
seems always to have been fond of Isfahan, where he built a Friday mosque
and was finally buried, it would seem that he was born (and spent his early
childhood) in the village of Talaqan near Isfahan.

Assuming that Ibn cAbbad was actually born in 326/938 and that his
father died in 334-5/946-7, the latter may possibly have taught him the
basics that every well-bred Muslim would acquire in childhood, though it is
unlikely that he would have transmitted any hadith to so young a child, as
some sources claim. Since his family were well-to-do, his mother was
probably able to send him to good teachers, but for this we have only
indirect evidence; we are told that every day she would give him some coins
to hand to the first needy person he met on his way to school. Thereafter his
biographers cite a few scholars with whom he mixed at various stages of his
career, all agreeing that it was to the vizier Abu Dl-Fadl Ibn al-cAmid, who
took him under his wing after his father's death, that he owed his real
training.2 His education, as befitted his birth, was directed primarily
towards a career as a katib; this required a good command of Arabic and an
all-round competence in letter-writing, official and private, and in
versification, where considerable versatility was expected. Ibn cAbbad also
attended Ibn al-cAmId's majlis (social and literary circle), and later those of
the Buwayhid amirs whom he served, MuDayyid al-Dawlah and Fakhr al-
Dawlah; when eventually he formed his own majlis, it attracted such
celebrities as the grammarian Ibn Faris, Abu Hayyan al-Tawhldi, the poet
Abu Bakr al-Khwarazml, the critic al-Qadi Dl-Jurjani,3 and many others,
including Badf al-Zaman al-Hamadhani. He had access to extensive
libraries, and soon built up a collection of his own which became a byword
for its lavishness and came to include works dedicated to him, such as Ibn
Babawayh's (d. 381/991-2) Kitab cUjun akhbar al-Rida, a Shfi anthology,4

and the foremost grammatical work of the period, al-Sahibl. It also
contained a large section on theology (kalam) - subsequently burnt by the
staunchly Sunni Mahmiid of Ghaznah (for Ibn cAbbad, as we shall see, was a
Muctazili). Indeed, so large and varied was Ibn cAbbad's library and so great
his fondness for books that one of the main excuses he is said to have given
for declining a pressing invitation to become vizier to the Samanid ruler of
Transoxiana and Khurasan, Nuh II b. Mansur, was the problem of shifting

1 Yaqut, Irsbad, vi (2), 171, 208; Tawhidi, Akhlaq.
2 For a portrait of this influential statesman and polymath, see Kraemer, Humanism•, 241-55.
3 See pp. 375-9. « See CHALUP, 305.
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98 C. PELLAT

all his books, which would have required "four hundred" camels, sixty for
his lexicographical works alone; the library catalogue is said to have filled
ten volumes. Even allowing for exaggeration, these, symbolic, figures give
some idea of the range and depth of Ibn cAbbad's learning and interests.

At the time of Ibn cAbbad's birth, the amir Rukn al-Dawlah (d. 366/977)
was ruling in Rayy; Ibn cAbbad's future guardian Ibn al-cAmid became his
vizier in 328/940, and brought Ibn cAbbad to continue his education in
Rayy, later putting him to work as his private secretary. In 347/958, Ibn
cAbbad was given the mission of accompanying Rukn al-Dawlah's son, the
prince Abu Mansur (later to reign as MuDayyid al-Dawlah), to Baghdad to
ask for the hand in marriage of the head of the Buwayhid clan Mucizz al-
Dawlah's daughter.5 In this year began Ibn cAbbad's association with the
scholars of Baghdad, as well as with Mu^ayyid al-Dawlah, whose secretary
he became. Little is known of his movements for the next ten or so years,
but in 3 5 8/968 we find him back in Rayy, still with MuDayyid al-Dawlah,
who became governor of Rayy and Isfahan on the death of his father in 366/
977 and enjoyed a degree of autonomy, even though he was the vassal of his
brother cAdud al-Dawlah (324-72/936-83), who had succeeded Mucizz al-
Dawlah as head of the Buwayhid family.

Some years before, Ibn al-cAmid, Ibn cAbbad's guardian, had died, and
his son Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmid (b. 337/947-8) had been appointed vizier
in his father's place by Rukn al-Dawlah. When Rukn al-Dawlah was
succeeded by Mu^ayyid al-Dawlah, the latter dared not deprive the young
and ambitious Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmid of his office, though he knew that
he was exceedingly jealous of his own personal secretary, Ibn cAbbad. In
fact Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmid incited the troops to rebel against Ibn cAbbad
and kill him; yet MuDayyid al-Dawlah took no action against his vizier, but
sent Ibn cAbbad away, incognito, under cover of darkness, to Isfahan to
escape the wrath of his enemy (with whom al-Tawhidi alleges Ibn cAbbad
had earlier pleaded in vain).6 Eventually Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAm!d was put
to death and Ibn cAbbad took his place.

In 369/979 he was sent to Hamadhan, to the court of cAdud al-Dawlah,
who received him with much honour. He stayed there so long that his
master complained of his absence; this despite the fact that on his arrival he
had recited a poem of his own composition in praise of his host parts of
which were considered decidedly ill-judged.7 It was also said that cAdud al-
Dawlah had considered having Ibn cAbbad murdered — he had apparently
been in league for some time with the amir's brother and rival, Fakhr al-
Dawlah. Sure enough, after the deaths of cAdud al-Dawlah in 372/983 and

5 M i s k a w a y h , Tajariby n , 168 ( A r . ) , v , 180—i ( t r ans . ) . 6 T a w h i d i , Akhlaq, 535.
7 I b n c A b b a d , DJn>any 191 .
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Mu3ayyid al-Dawlah the following year, it was to Fakhr al-Dawlah, now
head of the Buwayhid clan, that Ibn cAbbad turned in order to preserve his
vizierate. He paid the army, thus ensuring its support, and, taking a
contingent of troops with him, went to see Fakhr al-Dawlah, then in exile,
and made as if to tender his resignation; but the ploy was a pretence and the
amir of course refused it, reminding Ibn cAbbad that the vizierate was his
due inheritance as was the amirate for himself. Ibn cAbbad - now in effect a
king-maker - then negotiated with Samsam al-Dawlah, the Buwayhid amir
of Iraq, who might have tried to oppose Fakhr al-Dawlah's investiture by
the caliph, and thereafter was free to govern as he wished in his master's
name. His administration gave Fakhr al-Dawlah's subjects several years of
relative peace and prosperity. Meanwhile Ibn cAbbad himself led the army
on several foreign campaigns, and is credited with having conquered fifty
fortresses for his master; in 377/987 he put down a revolt in Tabaristan; in
the following year he minted coinage in Jurjan in the name of Fakhr al-
Dawlah and presented him with a gold coin weighing a thousand mithqah
and inscribed on one side with seven of his own verses.8 In 379/989 he even
had the audacity to contemplate seizing Baghdad, but an intially successful
campaign was ruined by a flood, and his troops sustained considerable
losses at the hands of the enemy. Ibn cAbbad was accused of engineering the
defeat and plotting against his master's life, though the historian Ibn al-
Athir (d. 630/1234), who, in retrospect, saw Ibn cAbbad as a model
statesman, claims that Fakhr al-Dawlah brought the disaster on himself by
disregarding his vizier's advice.9 Despite the defeat, the grave charges
levelled against him and his master's displeasure, Ibn cAbbad remained in
office until his death in Rayy on 24 Safar 385/30 March 995. We are told that
Fakhr al-Dawlah visited him during his last illness and seemed deeply
afflicted by his death; the people were loud in their grief and prostrated
themselves before the funeral procession as it left the house of the deceased.
Only one person refused to share in the mourning, his protege the qadt cAbd
al-Jabbar, for which Fakhr al-Dawlah is said to have had him arrested and
dismissed from office, confiscating three million dirhams from him to boot.
Fakhr al-Dawlah, and Ibn cAbbad's deputy and successor Abu Dl-cAbbas al-
Dabbl, observed a long period of mourning, and a large number of elegies
were composed by the poets of the day, notably the Shici man of letters al-
Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1016).10 Ibn cAbbad's coffin is said to have been
suspended from chains as a mark of honour before being taken to Isfahan
for burial; however, according to another, perhaps less reliable account,
Fakhr al-Dawlah ordered al-Dabbi to make good his predecessor's

8 Yaqut, Irshad, vi (2), 275, 318-19. 9 Kami/, ix, 64-5.
10 Quoted in Thacalibi, Yatlmah, in, 253-61.
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defalcations and confiscated Ibn cAbbad's property.11 Nevertheless, there
are many accounts which bear witness to the high esteem in which Fakhr al-
Dawlah held his vizier, who was widely respected both at home and abroad,
as is shown by the fact that Nuh II b. Mansur had tried to poach him from
the Buwayhids at a time when he was still a relatively inexperienced
statesman and had probably not yet become the magnificent figure
described in the sources, which depict him clad in military dress, with a
large retinue and lavishly maintained household, shielded from importu-
nate petitioners by several chamberlains.

In his heyday, Ibn cAbbad commanded the deference of all the grandees
in the kingdom, who were, or pretended to be, loyally devoted to him;
needless to say, he was fawned upon by the flatterers who are always to be
found at court, and himself claimed to have been eulogized by 5 00 poets in a
thousand qasjdahs in Arabic or Persian.12 Despite the obvious exaggeration,
it is quite true that many poets and poetasters were attracted by his
reputation for generosity, which is difficult to assess, although he is said to
have given away 100,000 dinars every year. On the other hand, he
inevitably aroused the hostility of potential rivals, and his haughty bearing
and machinations often provoked sharp criticism. An example is his
relationship with Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi (323—83/934—93), the poet and
epistolographer, who was employed by him as a spy besides singing his
praises at court. The pair quarrelled; there was an exchange of epigrams,
and, when his former friend died, Ibn cAbbad composed some extremely
spiteful lines which revealed a most unpleasant side to his character:

I questioned a messenger from Khurasan: "Is it true that your poet Khwarazmi
is dead?"

He said, "Yes," "On his gravestone in letters of plaster write God curse all such
thankless wretches" I said.13

Ibn cAbbad was famous for barbed witticisms of this kind. Then there was
the dispute with the historian and philosopher, Miskawayh (d. 421/1030),
whose Tajarib al-umam provides us with a political portrait of Ibn cAbbad;
the quarrel, which arose in 358/968 at the majlis of Ibn al-cAmid in Rayy,
resulted in a coarse attack in verse by Miskawayh,14 and may have been
prompted by Ibn cAbbad's hostility towards philosophers generally, an
attitude stigmatized by his other famous adversary, Abu Hayyan al-
Tawhldi. Tawhidi may well have been biased against his subject, but his
works are almost the only source to provide details on the conduct,
character and capabilities of the Buwayhid vizier. Tawhidi had heard

11 Abu Shujac, Dhayl Tajarib, in, 170 (Ar.), vi, 278-9 (trans.).
12 Yaqut, Irshad, vi (2), 310, 317. 13 Divan, 285.
14 Quoted in Thacallbi, Tatimmat al-Yafimah, 1, 100.
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favourable reports of Ibn cAbbad (whom he had already met in Baghdad in
3 5 8/968) and of the warm welcome he extended to literary men; he went to
Rayy .hoping to find a better post which would enable him to give up
working as a copyist. His first encounter with the vizier was something of a
mixed success and, much to his disappointment, Tawhidi found himself
once more engaged as a copyist. He was instructed by Ibn cAbbad's
librarian to copy out his master's Rasa°i/ ("Epistles"); the work in question
already ran to thirty volumes, according to the newcomer, who suggested
that he should somehow try to extract its quintessence, but to no avail. At
Ibn cAbbad's ma/a/is, Tawhidi seized every opportunity to confront and
even publicly to belittle Ibn cAbbad, who no doubt looked upon him as a
literary rival.15 Tawhidi returned to Baghdad, and there wrote a biting
study of Ibn cAbbad and his predecessor Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmid, Akhlaq
al-iva%jrayn (also known as Mathalib al-wa^trayn^ "The Characters [or Vices]
of the Two Viziers"). His stay in Rayy also provided occasional material for
another work, al-Imtac wa ^l-muanasah ("Delight and Entertainment").16

Though Tawhidi was not an impartial witness, it seems fair to conclude
on his evidence that the outstanding features of Ibn cAbbad's character were
his inordinate pride, which often took a malicious turn, and a feeling of
superiority which rendered him so singularly proud of everything he
achieved that he tended to despise anyone else's work. Tawhidi tells us that
— no doubt at the start of his career — Ibn cAbbad used to write poems in his
own praise and give them to another poet to recite as his own.17 Tawhidi
considered him harsh, irascible, jealous and somewhat naive, and thought
that he had been spoilt by being given the total confidence of the amirs
whom he served. He had a tendency to pass off other people's stories as his
own, and what is more was in the habit of repeating rather improper
anecdotes, albeit in an amusing manner. It must be admitted that he did not
always associate with the most desirable characters; one of his proteges was
Abu Dulaf al-KhazrajI, author of the famous Qasldah sasaniyyah ("Poem of
the Criminal Underworld"), which was probably inspired by al-cUkbari,
another of the vizier's more raffish companions.18 Ibn cAbbad revelled in
the cant of the underworld (Banii Sasan) and had no qualms about using it
occasionally in his own poetry. He admired and extended his patronage to
Ibn al-Hajjaj (330-91/941-1001), the great exponent of sukhf (scurrilous
verse), and, according to Tawhidi, admitted to his household a real ruffian,
a convicted and consequently one-armed brigand called al-Aqtac al-
Munshid al-Kufi, whom he employed to recite his religious poetry. He
openly proclaimed his devotion to dissipation and his homosexuality in

15 See p. 121. 16 See ibid. 17 Imta\ i, 56-8.
18 Thacalibi, Yatimah^ 111, 104, 321-2; see pp. 129-30, below.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.007
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.007
https://www.cambridge.org/core


IO2 C. PELLAT

verses addressed to another rogue.19 It goes without saying that his
ordinary habits were not those of a pious Muslim, and it is hard to tell how
sincere he was when, at an indeterminate date, he decided to assume the
garb of a religious scholar, withdrew for a week to a place of so-called
"repentance", and had the fuqaha^ (doctors of religious law) bear witness to
his contrition, as a prelude to declaiming hadlth to a crowd which included
the qadi cAbd al-Jabbar.20

Tawhidi admits that, for all his faults, Ibn cAbbad was an extremely
cultivated man, and recognizes his achievements in the field of philology. In
this connection it is worth mentioning his relations with the grammarians
al-Sirafl, whom he greatly admired, and Ibn Faris (d. 395/1004). Ibn Faris
had served Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmId and bore a grudge against Ibn cAbbad,
who in turn gave a cold reception and scant remuneration to Ibn Faris's
recently compiled lexicographical work Kitab al-Hajar ("The Book of the
Stone"). However, when Ibn Faris was summoned to Rayy as tutor to
Fakhr al-Dawlah's son, Ibn cAbbad's attitude changed, and he began to
praise the grammarian and claim to be his disciple, while Ibn Faris, for his
part, dedicated a famous grammatical treatise to the vizier and named it al-
Sahibl in his honour.

Besides literature, Ibn cAbbad, like his father before him, was interested
in hadith, although, according to Tawhidi, he cared little for traditional
religious studies and seems to have reserved most of his energies for kalam
(theology). This fits in with what we know of his religious and political
beliefs. The Buwayhid milieu favoured Twelver Shicism, but was subject to
Zaydi21 and Muctazili influences; consequently Ibn cAbbad was a Muctazili,
as his prose writings and some of his poetry prove, and a Shici, as is shown
by most of his surviving verse; the famous "dialogue-poem" is particularly
revealing in this respect:

She said: What religion have you chosen for your success?
I replied, I am a Shici and a MuctazilL22

Elsewhere, Ibn cAbbad claims to be a Zaydi, which would be consistent
with the moderate ShIcI leanings of the Muctazilah in the fourth/tenth
century. His position regarding the imamate is not clear; W. Madelung
stresses the deep influence that Ibn cAbbad exerted on Shicism in Rayy but
considers that he was fundamentally a Muctazili and opposed to the idea
that cAli b. Abl Talib had been designated by the Prophet as his successor; a
passage from what is probably a youthful work, al-Ibanah, appears to
confirm this view.23 However, in the course of time Ibn cAbbad may have

19 Tawhidi, Akhlaq, 184, 187, 214-15. 20 Yaqut, Irshad, vi (2), 312.
21 See ch. 4, n. 14. 22 Divan, 39. 23 Madelung, "Imamism", 20-1; Ibanah, 28.
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changed his opinions and come to agree that CAH was indeed the Prophet's
designated successor; this at least is what he says here and there in his poetry
(though the impression remains that he did not reject the imamate of the
first three caliphs). Nevertheless, he upheld Muctazilism vigorously,
maintaining agents to spread the doctrine in different countries24 and,
according to Tawhidl, sending propagandists out into the market-place for
the same purpose, which is more than anyone claims he did for Shicism. His
strong adherence to Muctazilism is illustrated by anecdotal evidence, and
was probably inherited from his father, who had written a book called
Ahkam al-Qur^an in support of the doctrine. Ample additional proof is
given by his relationship with cAbd al-Jabbar, the leading Muctazili
theologian of his day, whom he summoned to become chief qadi {qadi 7-
qudah) of Rayy, Qazwln, Suhraward, Qumm, Sawah and their dependen-
cies; Ibn cAbbad is supposed to have drawn up the letter of appointment
himself and copied out all 700 lines of it on to as many pages of high-quality
paper, and later extended cAbd al-Jabbar's jurisdiction to the newly
conquered Tabaristan.25 Writers have remarked on the long-suffering Ibn
cAbbad showed towards his protege, who behaved towards him in a
somewhat cavalier fashion and whose attitude at the time of his death has
already been described. At any rate, a large proportion of Ibn cAbbad's
doctrinal works are concerned with Muctazilism, as can be seen from the
following bibliography, which attempts to classify the titles which have
come down to us according to their subject-matter, known or conjectured.

THEOLOGY (KALAM) AND WORKS OF A POLITICAL OR RELIGIOUS

NATURE

1 al-Tadhkirah fi °l-usul al-khamsah, a concise exposition of the five
"principles" of Muctazilism (al-usul al-khamsah),26 probably
intended as a manual for the propagandists mentioned above.
Published from a manuscript dated 813 (1410).

2 al-Ibanah can madhhab ah I al-Qadl bi-hujaj al-Qur^an wa °/-caq/ ("An
Exposition of the Beliefs of Those who Hold that God is Just [i.e.
the Muctazilah], Drawing its Proofs from the QurDan and from
Reason''). Like al-Tadhkirah, probably written before Ibn cAbbad
became vizier, and probably likewise intended as a propaganda
manual; it consists of a summary refutation of various doctrinal

24 See Ibn cAbbad, Rasai/, 218-20.
25 Ibn cAbbad, Rasa°i/y 42-6, 34-9. On cAbd al-Jabbar, cf. Kraemer, Humanism, 73, n. 140.
26 See EI\ "Muctazila".
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IO4 C. PELLAT

points held by different sects and religions from the point of view of
those Muctazilis who believed in "tawhld" i.e. that God and His
attributes are one. Not mentioned in early sources; published from a
late manuscript.

3 Risalah ft °l-Hidayah wa ^l-dalalah ("Epistle on Guidance and
Error"), a reply to a question on right and wrong and a defence of
divine justice and free will. Not mentioned in early sources, but
survives in a manuscript dated 364 (974-5) with a colophon in the
author's hand dated 366. Published.

4 al-Qada* wa ^l-qadar?1 & refutation of predestination. Lost.
5 (Mukhtasar) Asma° Allah wa-sifatih ("A Concise Exposition of

God's Names and Attributes"). Lost.
6 al-lmamah ("The Imamate") recognizes cAH's claim to the imamate

but does not reject the imamate of the first three caliphs. Fragments
survive in quotation.

7 Nahj al-sabilfi °l-usul deals with cAH's qualities and titles and with
hadith concerning him. Survives, in an extract which follows the text
of al-Tadhkirah (no. 1 above), in a manuscript of 105 5/1645.
Published.

8 al-Zaydiyyah ("The Zaydis"), on the Shici sect of that name, and
perhaps

8a Kitab al-Zaydayn (if not identical with 8, "The Two Zayds", i.e.
Zayd b. CA1I b. Abi Talib, who gave his name to the Zaydi sect, and
another cAlid). Both works are lost. Perhaps also

8 b Nusrat madhahib al-Zaydiyyah\ supposedly a transcription of a
discourse by Ibn cAbbad on the Zaydis, as noted down by an
anonymous admirer of the vizier. Published.

9 al-Risalahfi Ahwal QAbd al-QA%jm al-Hasam deals with an important
cAlid mentioned by almost all Shici biographers. Published from a
late copy of a manuscript dated 516 (1122).

HISTORY

1 o c Unwan al-macarif wa-dhikr al-khalciif ("An Epitome of Knowledge
and an Account of the Caliphs"), a small treatise, possibly some
kind of manual, which gives a short biography of the Prophet and
then lists those who have held or usurped the title of caliph.
Published from a manuscript of 420/1029.
Other, lost works which probably belonged to the same category
are:

27 For these terms see EPy "Kada3", "Kadar".
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AL-SAHIB IBN ABBAD 105

11 Tarlkh al-mulk wa ° khtilaf al-duwal ("The History of Kingship and
Dynasties") and

12 Kitab al-Wu^ara0 ("The Book of Viziers").
13 Kitab al-Anwar appears to have dealt with the history of the imams

of the Twelver Shfah; a few fragments survive in Ibn Tawus, al-
Yaqlnfi imrat amir al-mtfmiriln.2*

PHILOLOGY, LEXICOGRAPHY AND METRICS

14 al-Farq bayn al-dad wa 7-#?, a short treatise for scribes, who often
confuse the letters dad and pp. Not mentioned in early sources;
survives in one manuscript. Published.

15 al-Muhlt bi ̂ l-lughah^ a dictionary arranged, like the earliest Arabic
dictionary, Kitab al-zayn^ attributed to al-Khalil b. Ahmad,29

according to the point of articulation of the first radical of the words
from the back to the front of the mouth. Several incomplete
manuscripts; one complete version in the Iraqi Museum, Baghdad.
The first part (the letter cayn) has been published.

16 al-Iqnac ft ^l-arud wa-takhrlj al-qawafi: as the title indicates, a concise
treatise on metrics, consisting of some general remarks followed by
a technical discussion of the fifteen metres. Two manuscripts, of
which Bibliotheque Nationale, no. 6042, is of forty folios.
Unpublished.30

17 Jawharat al-Jamharah ("The Essence of the Jamharah"), an abridge-
ment of Ibn Durayd's (d. 321/933) dictionary, Jamharat al-lughah;
said to exist in a hitherto untraced manuscript.

18 al-Hajar, a lexicographical work on stones; quoted in al-Sahibt by
Ibn Faris, who had himself written a similar work.

19 al-Waqfwa ^l-ibtida° ("On Pausal and Initial Forms/Utterances"), a
juvenilium. Lost.
(al-Maqsur wa ̂ l-mamdud^ a grammatical work once attributed to Ibn
cAbbad (ed. P. Bronnle, London, 1900) is probably by the fourth/
tenth century grammarian Ibn Wallad.)31

LITERARY CRITICISM

20 al-Kashf can masawf shfr al-Mutanabbl (" An Exposition of the Faults
in al-Mutanabbfs Poetry"). Towards the end of 352/963, Ibn
cAbbad invited al-Mutanabbl to Isfahan; the poet did not deign to

28 Quoted in Al Yasln, al-S_ahjb b. cAbbad, z4z. 29 See CHALUP, 15.
30 Summary and extracts, Al Yasln, al-Sahjb b. cAbbady 202-6. 31 Ibid., 254.
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IO6 C. PELLAT

reply, but accepted an invitation sent to him at the same time by Ibn
al-cAmid and was received by him with honour in Arrajan in 354/
965. A/-Kashf cannot be dated precisely, but appears to have been
written during the lifetime of Ibn al-cAmid, probably before 360/
970.32 Ibn cAbbad claims to have composed the work in reply to a
challenge to put his verbal criticisms into writing, and denies that it
was written in a spirit of denigration. He acknowledges the
influence of the great third/ninth-century scholars Mubarrad and
Thaclab, but the work is representative of aspects of fourth/tenth-
century criticism and probably to a great extent reflects the methods
taught to Ibn cAbbad by his guardian Ibn al-cAm!d, specimens of
whose criticisms are given at the beginning of the treatise. Al-Kashf
prompted the then qadi of Rayy, al-Jurjani, to write a reply, al-
Wasatah bayna '"l-Mutanabbiwa-khmumih^ in which he tried to steer a
middle course between the poet's admirers and detractors.33

Published.
21 al-Amthai al-scfirah min shfr al-Mutanabbl ("Proverbial Passages in

Mutanabbl's Poetry"), an anthology composed for Fakhr al-
Dawlah; not mentioned in early sources. Published from a late copy
of a contemporary manuscript.

CORRESPONDENCE AND BELLES-LETTRES

11 al-Ku^namajah, a kind of journal - as its Persian title indicates - in
which Ibn cAbbad noted down for Ibn al-cAmid all that he saw and
heard in Baghdad from 347/95 8. Extracts preserved in quotation by
Yaqut and al-Thacalibi. Published jointly with al-Amthal al-sa°irah.

23 al-Rasa°il ("The Epistles"), Ibn cAbbad's longest and most
important work, comprising his official and private correspon-
dence. Tawhidi speaks of thirty volumes (see above); Yaqut
mentions only ten. Originally in fifteen volumes, according to the
eleventh/seventeenth-century Hajji Khallfah's bibliography Kashf
al-gunun, it now survives only in the form of a selection in a Paris
manuscript of 5 77/1182. This contains twenty sections, generally of
ten letters each. These are archival documents of great historical
interest,34 but as yet under-researched. The chapters have received
the following headings, which give a general idea of their contents:

News of victories and conquests; letters of appointment; safe-conducts,
orders of taxation, proclamations, directions for the observance of leap
years; the Pilgrimage, public works, defence; on winning the hearts of

32 Ibid., introd., 19. 33 See pp. 375*?. 34 See Mottahedeh, "Administration", 36-43.
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AL-SAHIB IBN ABBAD 107

the defenders of the [Muctazili] cause by acts of generosity; letters of
conciliation, injunctions to civil obedience and censure of family strife;
praise and eulogy; blame and censure; letters of congratulation and
acceptance of congratulations; letters of condolence; letters to friends in
affectionate and playful vein; letters of thanks; strictures of inefficiency
and rebukes [for disobedience]; self-vindication and mollification; letters
of intercession; injunctions to tax-gatherers to levy money, act honestly
and conduct themselves properly; courtesies (adab) and homilies; select
passages and postscripts; letters of particular beauty; letters on diverse
subjects.

(The idea that Ibn cAbbad was an expert on medicine arises from a
letter included in last section, which was in fact written by al-
Thacalibl to Ibn cAbbad's deputy al-Dabbi when the latter was ill.)
Published.

23a al-Kafift °/-rasa°i//a/-tarassu/y probably a selection from a/-Rasa°i/,
listed in several sources. Lost.

MISCELLANEOUS

24 Akhbar Abl °/-cAyna\ a monograph on the third/ninth century
philologist, wit and poet. Lost.

25 a/-Acjad wa-fadciil al-Nayru^ ("Festivals, and the Virtues of
Nawruz [the Persian New Year]"). Lost.

POETRY

26 Dlwan. Ibn cAbbad's poetry was collected into a diwan which is
referred to by medieval and later sources, but the only surviving
manuscript is a copy, dated 1172 (1758-9), of what is clearly only a
selection, containing fifty-five pieces of varying length. To the
material contained in this Hyderabad manuscript M. H. Al Yasin, in
his edition of 1384/1965, added a further 267 poems and fragments,
mainly taken from al-Thacalibi's Yatimat al-dahr.35 The second
edition (1394/1974) adds a further twenty-seven short pieces.
However, these editions may give a somewhat distorted idea of Ibn
cAbbad as a poet since they omit a number of pieces on grounds of
obscenity. The two main topics treated in the published Dlwan are
Muctazilism, and the glorification of the Prophet and of cAli and
some of his descendants; occasionally, as in qasldah no. 1, the two

35 Abu Mansur cAbd al-Malik b. Muhammad al-Thacalibi (d. 429/1038); his Yafimah and Tatimmat al-
Yatlmah are major sources for the poets of the period, not least those of Ibn cAbbad's circle, and
contain a wealth of anecdotal material (cf. nn. 14, 18, above).
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IO8 C. PELLAT

subjects are combined.36 In addition, the Dtwan contains a number
of impromptu verses, e.g. no. 151 (a description of apples), eulogies
of Ibn cAbbad's guardian Ibn al-cAmid (nos. 50, 146, 201, 202) and
of his master Fakhr al-Dawlah (nos. 84, 229), and epigrams (nos,
xxvn, 2, 3, 4). Noteworthy is no. 222, a highly abusive poem
addressed to a Persian who had called the Arabs snake-eaters, a
standard accusation of barbarity;37 Ibn cAbbad ripostes by accusing
Persians of incest — an equally standard insult referring to the pre-
Islamic Zoroastrian practice of consanguineous marriage. This
suggests that, in spite of his Iranian origins, Ibn cAbbad was no
Shucubi; nor does he seem to have been influenced by Persian
culture, though Persian was probably his mother tongue and, as we
have seen, he may have patronized poets writing in Persian, and
despite the fact that he himself wrote a monograph on the Persian
New Year Festival (no. 25, above) - which, however, was widely
observed in the Muslim world.

Some of the qasldahs are neo-classical in form, but display a
remarkable propensity for verbal acrobatics. Ibn cAbbad is famous
for a series of poems each of which was distinguished by the absence
of one particular letter of the alphabet (though it is said he was
unable to dispense with waw); of these, two have survived; no. xxix,
in praise of the Prophet, which does not use a single a/if, and no.
xxxi, an eighty-five line piece in praise of cAli, without a single sin.
In a similar vein, no. xxxv consists of thirty-three lines in which the
beginnings as well as the ends of all the lines rhyme in Ibu, while in
no. XXXIII the twenty-eight first hemistichs begin with the twenty-
eight letters of the Arabic alphabet, in order, followed by a word
beginning with the same letter, as in "A is for apple", e.g. in the first
line, Alifun: amiru ^l-mu minlna cAhjju; Baffin: bihl ruknu ^l-jaqlni
qawiyyu, which might be loosely rendered "A, the Amir of the
Faithful, CA1I; B, Before whom the true faith doth rally"; proud of
this tour de force, Ibn cAbbad dedicated the poem to the Prophet in
the hope that he would act as his intercessor. Another poem, no. 11,
sixty-five lines long, was considered so original that it was made the
subject of a commentary and has survived in a separate manuscript;
it has the form of a dialogue with an interlocutress who reproaches
the poet with neglecting love-poetry (gha^a/) and goes on to
question him on points of doctrine; the first hemistich of each line

36 Roman numerals refer to part I of the Dwan, Arabic numerals to the supplement.
37 See pp. 46, 88, and 279-80.
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AL-SAHIB IBN ABBAD 109

begins with qalat, "She said", and the second with fa-qultu, "I
replied".

As well as writing poetry himself, Ibn cAbbad apparently
compiled an anthology of favourite pieces by other hands:

27 al-Saflnah', al-ThacalibI quotes examples from it which he admits to
having copied out by stealth, since Ibn cAbbad seems to have kept
the collection secret. Lost.
The remaining titles cannot be classified with any degree of
certainty:

28 al-TaUl. Lost.
29 al-Shawahid. Lost.
30 al-Fusul al-muhadhdhibah It °/-cuqu/9 probably a collection of maxims.

Lost.38

Judgement on Ibn cAbbad by his contemporaries and by posterity has been
based less on his achievements as a vizier than on assessments of his literary
works or of his character; indeed, even when his personal conduct is under
discussion, there is scarcely any mention of the fact that for most of his life
Ibn cAbbad enjoyed almost limitless power as head of the administration
and the army, reaped victories, and managed to fill the coffers of the state
without excessive hardship to the people, whose prosperity he was at pains
to ensure; his government upheld the rule of law, and extended protection
to men of religion and letters. Ibn cAbbad's "Epistles" bear witness to the
effectiveness of his administrative methods, but this was not how medieval
writers saw them: they appreciated them for their style, which established
Ibn cAbbad as a writer against whom others were to be measured. Since his
literary achievements inevitably aroused jealousy as well as admiration, the
opinions of him expressed by contemporaries are often diametrically
opposed: at one extreme are the unflattering and sometimes cruel portraits
painted by several of Tawhidfs informants in Akhlaq al-wa^trayn
(Tawhidfs own overall appraisal of Ibn cAbbad is slightly more temperate);
at the other are the adulatory expressions used by Thacalibi, who speaks of
the magic, indeed the inimitabilty (/^/'^), of Ibn cAbbad's language, using a
term which sets it on a par with the QurDan, and declares that words fail him
to describe it,39 while Ibn al-Nadlm calls him the nonpareil of the age, both
for prose and for verse.40 Modern histories of Arabic literature are scarcely
less lavish in their praise.

38 References to the sources which cite the works listed in the bibliography above are given in Al Yasln,
al-Satyb b. cAbbad.

39 Yatimah^ in, 169. For the critical concept of Quranic inimitabilty, see pp. 362-6, below.
40 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 15 o/Dodge, 1, 297.
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IIO C. PELLAT

Like most of his contemporaries, Ibn cAbbad quotes frequently from the
QurDan and from poetry and proverbs, and his prose is highly allusive and
erudite; but it was the practice of using saf - rhymed and rhymically
balanced prose - to enhance elegance, which was only just becoming
fashionable when he wrote,41 for which Ibn cAbbad was most noted. But
though he did not use saf indiscriminately, as did later writers, he attracted
criticism as well as approbation. Tawhldi complains that he twists his ideas
to fit the requirements of rhyme - a trick which his detractors sometimes
caricatured. Ibn cAbbad is also criticized for his excessive indulgence in
alliteration, a concomitant of the quest for rhyme, and he uses copious and
occasionally strained metaphors and comparisons, as might be expected in a
medium which draws upon poetic devices. Nevertheless, his prose contains
many graceful turns of phrase, even when dealing with as dry a subject as
the duties of a muhtasib (inspector of weights, measures and public
morals),42 and his conceits are often apt and his rhetoric functional, as in the
following examples. To a bereaved friend:

When I heard of [the virtues of] the blessed deceased - God sanctify her passing
and raise her to rank surpassing among righteous women — I mourned her as a man
mourns an honoured mother, honourable kinswomen, and grieved even as my lord
grieves, as one who shares alike in weal and woe. I will dwell no more on the image
of my own sorrow, for I know that my lord will picture my feelings sooner than I
can depict them.43

On a civil disturbance:

The unthinking among them [i.e. the inhabitants of Qazwin] are the more
infatuated, the fuddleheads the more befooled, that this folly is of no short date and
has continued without abate; the pace has not been forced by us, matters have been
let to run their course by us: therefore the people reckon that our tolerance and
sufferance, our disregard and insouciance, will proceed as of ordinary in the manner
that has become customary. Little do they heed that fate will not be deceived nor
the sinner reprieved! [Cf. QurDan, iii.145]44

Ibn cAbbad himself is alleged to have said, "Prose is scattered hither and
thither like flying sparks, but poetry will last as long as graven stone", and
the fact that his younger contemporary, the North African anthologist al-
Husri (d. 413/1022), who reported this saying,45 collected more of Ibn
cAbbad's poetry than of his prose, may be taken as an indication of a general
preference in the Middle Ages. To modern eyes, certainly, though Ibn
cAbbad's poetry shares the contemporary tendency towards verbal artifice,

41 For the earlier history of saf, CHALUP, 175-6, 180-5, and pp. 62-4, above, 126, below.
42 Kasail, 39-41. 43 Ibid., 136; this and following trans. J. A. ** Ibid., 92.
45 Zahry 640; the idea, often voiced by medieval Arab critics, is that the structure of poetry, its metre and

rhyme, hold it together and enable it to be accurately preserved.
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AL-SAHIB IBN ABBAD I I I

it is relatively simple and by and large less stiff than his formal prose. But,
though the Dwan consists mainly of eulogies of the Prophet and CAH and
contains some very effective lines which bear the stamp of practised
craftsmanship, it is difficult to detect in it any signs of genuine feeling, either
religious or poetic; Ibn cAbbad was a highly accomplished rhymer and
nothing more. In sum, he was a katib, a competent versifier and talented
epistolographer, who came into his own at a time when rhymed prose was
first becoming what it was long to remain, the favoured medium of
administrative scribes. However, any attempts to assess Ibn cAbbad's
contribution to Arabic literary development must bear in mind that, of the
surviving works that are attributed to him, part at least may be the work of
other hands.
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CHAPTER 6

ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI

CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES

Abu Hayyan CAH b. Muhammad b. al-cAbbas al-Tawhidi was born, in either
Iraq or Fars, between 310-20/922-32; he died in Shiraz in 414/1023. His life
was spent under Shfi Buwayhid rule, and on several occasions he served the
Buwayhids, though himself a Sunni; but, although his beliefs were not
those of the ShIcI ruling classes, neither were they always congenial to his
fellow Sunnls. Consequently, though he now holds an acknowledged place
in Arabic literature, he underwent a long period of neglect. Besides their
literary merit, his writings are of considerable historical interest, and new
editions of his works, together with manuscripts discovered over the past
thirty years, provide valuable material for the detailed study of social and
intellectual developments in the fourth/tenth century.

Medieval sources and modern studies alike (the latter beginning in 1883
with Ahmad Faris Shidyaq, one of the movers of the nineteenth-century
Arab "renaissance" or Nahdah)1 reveal a wide range of interest in Tawhidi,
a fact which indicates how varied, and sometimes controversial, were
Tawhidi's own beliefs. Of the main sources, which date from the seventh/
thirteenth to the ninth/fifteenth century, over half are hostile, and the
complete lack of biographical sources during the two centuries following
Tawhidi's death2 is probably best explained by the fact of his intellectual
non-conformism and unflinching promotion of humanist ideals, which
made him a suspect figure in the eyes of many Muslims. Under the "Sunni
restoration" which followed the fall of the Buwayhids after Tawhidi's
death, the political and religious climate may well have been such as to deter
any writer from undertaking an apology or even a straightforward
biography of Tawhidi. Yaqut (d. 626/1229) first remarked on the lack of
early sources, and himself composed an apt and eloquent biographical

1 Berge, "Continuite", 269.
2 For citations of his works during this period, see Tawhidi, Akhlaq, introd., %a~\
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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI 11 3

sketch of the writer, whom he calls "the philosopher of cultured men, and a
man of culture among philosophers" (fay/asuf al-udaba* wa-adib al-
fa/astfah).3 It is impossible, however, to apply a single label to Tawhidi,
though the following points may be borne in mind as helpful to an
understanding of his thought. Firstly, the juridical rite (madhhab) to which
he belonged was probably ShafTism;4 secondly, he was deeply sympathetic
to Sufism, and this sympathy pervaded his attitude to other issues. Thirdly,
an opponent both of Shicism and Muctazilism, Tawhidi supported not only
Sunnism, but also the use of reason (caq/)y but was nevertheless deeply
mistrustful of dogmatic theology {kalarri) and the sterile debates to which it
gave rise. Consequently, though he was interested in contemporary
intellectual developments and though Ashcari5 influences are discernible in
his thought, he neither subscribed to nor, apparently, was ever claimed by
any school of theology. However, if his support of reason did not make a
mutakallim of him, still less can he be called a free-thinker {gindiq)y an
accusation often unfairly levelled at him over the centuries. The nineteenth-
and twentieth-century writers who rediscovered Tawhidi after a break of
several centuries make two, more general points about his beliefs. For
them, Tawhidi is a Muslim humanist who, in seeking to understand both
God and man, expresses and defines a human ideal, though well aware of
the difficulties of achieving it. Modern scholars view Tawhldl's works as a
rich source of spiritual and intellectual themes, which provided matter for
contemporaries and successors alike and remains strikingly relevant today.
Accordingly, many modern Muslims rightly believe that Tawhidi has a
prominent role to play in cross-cultural dialogue and in providing a bridge
between Islam and the wider contemporary world.

Not least important to an understanding of Tawhidi is his love of
literature, of whose function he cherished a high ideal:

[the ideal man of letters] will not think it the least of his duties to study fluency and
command versatility, for he may be called upon to use his craft (sinacah) to soothe
resentment and remove dissent and to fulfil missions of state, to render critical
assistance to the great (al-khassah) and important service for the benefit of the
commonalty (al-cammah): hence his wit must always rove far afield and his pen must
follow it.6

3 Irshad, vi (5), 380.
4 Its attraction for Tawhidi would have been that, at this period, Shaficism "by restricting analogical

reasoning within definite limits" aimed "to create for traditionalism a science which could be used as
an antidote to kalam [the tool of the rationalist Muctazilis]", Makdisi, "Juridical theology", 12.

5 See p. 6. 6 cU/um, 289 [Ar.], 269 [French trans.].
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114 M- BERGE

B I B L I O G R A P H Y A N D CHRONOLOGY OF WORKS

Tawhidi's surviving works, which cover over 5,000 printed pages, may be
classed under five headings:

1 Adab bearing on philosophical and religious themes:
al-Basa°ir wa ^l-dhakhcPir ("Insights and Treasures")
al-Imtac wa ^l-rnuanasah ("Delight and Entertainment")
al-Muqabasat ("Conversations")
al-Hawamil rva ^l-shawamil ("Searching [Questions] and Compendious
[Answers]"), jointly with the historian—philosopher Miskawayh, d.
421/10307

Kisalat al-Hayah ("Of Life")
al-Risalahfi °l-cUlum ("Of the Branches of Knowledge")
al-Sadaqah wa °l-sadlq ("Of Friendship and Friends")

2 Prose polemics:
Akhlaq al-wa^lrayn ("The Characters of the Two Viziers")
Riwayat al-Saqlfah, a discussion of the imamate8

al-Risalah Ha "l-Qadi Abl SahI ("Epistle to the Qadi Abu Sahl")

3 Literary history:
Taqrlg al-Jahi^ ("In Praise of Jahiz")

4 Calligraphy:
Risalahfi cIlm al-kitabah ("On Penmanship")

5 Mysticism:
al-Isharat al-ilahiyyah ("Divine Intimations")

Tawhidi's first work was a/-Basa°ir, begun in 350/961 when he was in his
thirties and still studying under the great scholars of Baghdad; it was
completed around 365/975. His next works were written about 370/980
when he was in his late forties, had found his vocation as a writer and was
anxious to find patronage in government circles: al-Hawamil, al-cUlum and
Akhlaq al-wa^lrayn, the latter written after he had broken with and left the
service of al-Sahib Ibn cAbbad in Rayy. On his return to Baghdad, Tawhidi
attended the gatherings {majafis) of the vizier Ibn Sacdan, on which he based
the forty "nights" of al-lmtac (written between 373—5/983—5). During the
same period he began work on al-Sadaqah. Al-Muqabasat was composed
about 382/992, probably in Shiraz when he was trying to attract the

7 See Arkoun, "L'humanisme arabe".
8 See Keilani, Abu Hayyan, 65-70. All Tawhidi's writings on law are lost; for the titles of these and of

other lost or fragmentary works, see Berge, Humanisme, 413—15; for fragments attributed to Tawhidi,
see EP, "Abu Hayyan".
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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI 11 5

patronage of the vizier al-Dalaji. In 410/1019 he rewrote the first draft of al-
Sadaqah, but later in the same year he burned all his works, an action which
he explains in al-Risalah ila ̂ l-QadiAbiSahL Nevertheless, he still enjoyed a
following in Shiraz, and al-lsharat and al-Hayah were written there at about
this time, his last surviving works before his death in 414/1023.

Tawhldi's writings offer insights both into the thought and background
of some of the leading figures of his day and into more general aspects of
Islamic culture. In the fourth/tenth century, adab covered a wider range
than ever before, reflecting the developments taking place in all aspects of
contemporary thought, whether religion, mysticism, science or philo-
sophy, art, aesthetics or the linguistic sciences. Echoes of all these concerns
are found in Tawhldi's writings, and to this extent his works illustrate the
age in which he lived. But if Tawhidi was shaped by Buwayhid society, he in
turn, to some degree, helped to shape that society. Yet, however true it is
that a writer's works cannot be understood without reference to the public
for which they were designed, it is equally true that no writer is purely the
product of his background, and it may be helpful to bear in mind the
concept of "basic personality type", and to distinguish between Tawhidi as
a "type" of the fourth/tenth century adib in the first phase of his
development, during which he assimilated background influences, and the
later, mature Tawhidi, who had to some extent transcended direct
influence.9

There is no record of Tawhidi's date of birth, but it may be deduced to
within ten years from what he himself says in al-Kisalah ila ̂ l-Qadi Abl Sahl,
where he mentions that he is approaching ninety.10 If he was over eighty in
400/1009-10, he must have been born before 320/932 and after 310/922.
Differing accounts are given of his birthplace. Tawhidi himself throws little
light on his origins. We do not know whether he was of Arab or Iranian
stock, nor whether Arabic or Persian was his mother tongue. If he was
indeed Iranian, it is hard to say how this may have affected his subsequent
development, for though most sources claim he was born in Shiraz, we
know him as an Arabic writer, and as a Sunni hostile to the Shicism which
flourished in the Iranian court circles in which he moved. If we are to go by
an anecdote in Akhlaq al-wa^lrayn^ he was unable to understand some
remarks which Ibn cAbbad made in Persian;11 elsewhere, he extols the

9 R. Linton, The Cultural Background of Personality (New York, 1945); for the application of the concept
to Islamic studies, see M. Arkoun, "Revelation, verite et histoire d'apres l'oeuvre de Gazali", Studia
Islamica, xxxi, 1970.

10 Yaqiit, Irshad, vi (5), 388. Shalji argues that tiscln (ninety) may be a misreading ofsabctn (seventy), and
revises the chronology of Tawhldi's life and works accordingly, al-Kisalah al-Baghdadijyah (Abu 31-
Mutahhar al-Azdi, attrib. Tawhidi, ed. CA. Shalji, Beirut, 1980), introd., 16-17. n Akhlaq, 306.
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I l 6 M. BERGE

pre-eminent virtues of the Arabic language and speaks of Persian — together
with the languages of the Greeks, Hindus, blacks, etc. - as a tongue of
which he knows little.12 In any case, it seems that Tawhidi's parents took
him to Baghdad when he was still a child, and that he grew up in an Arab,
not a Persian, setting.

The Baghdad of Tawhidi's childhood came under the de facto rule of the
Shici, Iranian Buwayhids in 3 34/945. The Sunni caliph was allowed to retain
nominal sovereignty, but this did not prevent a growing antagonism and
frequent clashes between the long-established Shici and Sunni populations
of Baghdad. Contemporary historians describe many violent disturbances
of this kind, often fomented by the popular preachers (qussas). Such scenes,
to which Tawhidi must certainly have been a witness, were a visible
reminder of irreversible sectarian and doctrinal differences. Little is known
about Tawhidi's earliest years in Baghdad or about his family's social
standing, though it has always been assumed that he came from a very
humble background: some sources say that his father was a seller of dates
(tawhld).n Perhaps the fact that Tawhidi himself never mentions his
parentage may be taken as confirmation of his lowly origins. We know a
great deal more, however, about the cultural setting in which Tawhidi
passed his first thirty or so years. Throughout the Buwayhid empire, as
earlier in the cAbbasid empire, Arabic remained the language of polite
literature, learning and the administration, and thus provided a bond
between all intellectuals, whatever their background or beliefs. It is clear
from Tawhidi's writings that he was familiar with Ismacili doctrines and
had been personally acquainted with members of the Ismacili secret society,
the Ikhwan al-SafaD (Pure/Sincere Brethren).14 He was, as we know,
strongly attracted to Sufism, which he regarded as grounded on science and
wisdom, and often quotes from Sufi masters. Falsafah too played an
important part in Tawhidi's education. Greek philosophy was much in
vogue in some Muslim and non-Muslim circles alike, but also aroused
much unease, and there is no doubt that Tawhidi assimilated something of
both attitudes. The most important influence on Tawhidi, though, was to
be Ashcarism. Ashcarism was in some ways an offshoot of Muctazilism; and

12 Imtct, 1, 77.
13 Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, v, 113, trans, de Slane, Biographical Dictionary, in, 264.
14 Stern, "New information", 405-6. For Ismacili Shicism, cf. pp. 199, 420, 445, below. For the

membership and aims of the group which anonymously produced the "Epistles of the Sincere
Brethern" see El2, "Ikhwan al-Safa3"; the "Epistles", encyclopaedic in range and eclectic in their
intellectual sources, but heavily influenced by neo-Platonism, expound a doctrine which aims
"secondarily at securing men's happiness in this world" but primarily at drawing the soul towards "a
true and universal vision of the realities of creation" and so preparing it "to rise through the celestial
spheres when at last released from the body, and later to merge itself in the universal Soul, and then,
with the latter, in the Intellect" (ibid.).
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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI 117

though Muctazilism itself had failed politically,15 it survived as a doctrine
whose reliance — some saw it as over-reliance — on reason (caq/) could only
be defeated by reason. As such it offered a worthy target to would-be
champions of the Sunni faith. Early on, Tawhidi also came under the
influence of popular Sunnism of a brand akin to Sufism, as expounded by
Ibn Samcun, a fearless and independent preacher with a large following,
who was admired by both Ashcaris and Hanballs16 but remained free of
doctrinal ties and was bold enough to stand up to the Buwayhid amir cAdud
al-Dawlah himself.17

The turning-point in Tawhldi's development came in 3 50/961, when he
resolved to become a writer. He decided to write in prose — he was later to
disclaim any talent for poetry18 — and his aims, initially, were modest: al-
Basa°ir, his first book, was to be no more than an anthology of anecdotes
and aphorisms, covering his reading and encounters during the years 350-
65/961—75,19 Nevertheless, although, in this age of patronage, Tawhidi
presents himself to his readers as an independent author who has received
no commission and expects no remuneration, he lets it be understood that
he is no amateur, takes his task seriously and is well aware of the rules of his
craft: concision, appositeness and the avoidance of everything common-
place. The aim of the book is to impart adaby a varied and demanding field of
accomplishments to which Tawhidi devotes over thirty terms in his preface
alone, and which he places on a high moral plane:

I guarantee you that in perusing these pages you will not fail to find pearls of
wisdom and treasures of edification, the foremost and sublimest of these being
what is contained in the Holy QurDan, followed by the sunnah of the Prophet... the
third source is . . . reason (caq/), for reason is the king (malik) to whom we look for
protection, the arbiter (hakam) to whose authority we turn on all occasions . . .
Reason is the link between God and man, the stamp of God's word, the token of
His Prophet... Its law (sharfah) is truthfulness; it enjoins righteousness {amruh al-
macruf)\ its aristocracy (khassah) is discernment {ikhtiyar)^ its vizier knowledge
(c/7w), its edict discretion (hilm), its treasury kindness and its army good works . . .
The fourth [source] is experience, and I shall also adduce something of the
statecraft (siyasah) of the Persians and the philosophy (falsafah) of the Greeks; for
wisdom is the goal of all believers and must be taken wherever it is found . . .
Wisdom is truth, and truth needs no lineage, rather all things derive their lineage
(nasab) from truth.20

The writing and publication of a/-Basa°ir, the first-fruits of Tawhidi's
education, took fifteen years, and during this time he carefully noted how it
was received by the public.21 But if he was sensitive to contemporary
opinion, he was no less conscious of the writer's — even the prose-writer's —

15 See pp. 5-6. 16 Ibid. 17 Laoust, Schismes, 176. 18 Imta\i, 134. 19 Ibid., 3.
20 Basair, 1, 6; trans. J. A. 21 Ibid., in, 296.
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11 8 M. BERGE

debt to precedent, a debt acknowledged in the sources listed in al-Basc?ir
(these include the works of al-Jahiz, Ibn al-Acrabi's 22 Nawadzr, al-
Mubarrad's Kamil, Ibn Qutaybah's cUjun al-akhbar2?> and Abu cAbdullah
Muhammad b. cAbdus al-Jahshiyari's Kitab al-Wu^arc? or "Book of
Viziers"),24 as well as in a separate work, Taqnp^ al-Jahip^ ("In Praise of
Jahiz" preserved in Yaqut's Irshad).

The first profession Tawhidl is known to have practised was that of
copyist. This was no menial calling; it was often the prerogative of a highly
educated elite of men of learning but no private means who could be relied
upon to produce an accurate text. Many of Tawhidi's own teachers had
been copyists, for example the Christian philosopher Yahya b. cAdi.25 The
evidence suggests that Tawhidl earned a comfortable living. But in 362/
972, after losing all his possessions as a result of political disturbances,26 he
realized the precariousness of his position, and later seems to have viewed
his profession with scorn: "My sole reason for leaving Iraq to come
knocking on this [i.e. Ibn cAbbad's] door, rubbing shoulders with those
who seek patronage here, was to have done with that wretched profession,
for there was no lack of work for copyists in Baghdad."27

He therefore decided to seek his fortune further afield. Of what kind of a
wider world it was that Tawhidl now moved in his later writings give us
some idea. The first of the forces governing society was the authority
{sultan) of the rulers, which "is . . . nothing but force, coercion and caprice,
pomp, pleasure and frivolity". As for the ruling classes generally, Tawhidl
makes no distinction between rulers and their agents and hangers-on; all are
tarred with the same brush, and they make common cause.28 Even so, their
power can never be absolute, for the common people are sometimes a force
to be reckoned with, a topic which Tawhidl once discussed with the vizier
Ibn Sacdan after his return to Baghdad:

One night, the vizier said: "By God, I learn to my fury that the common people (al-
Qammah) discuss what we rulers say, talk of our affairs and try to pry into our secrets
... I don't know what to do about them; I have a good mind, every now and again,
to chop off a few tongues, hands and feet; perhaps that would make them have a
proper respect . . . Why can't they mind their own business, ply their trades and
stick to their duties?"29

22 Ph i l o log i s t a n d ram ( t r ansmi t t e r o f p o e t r y ) , d. c. 231/846. 23 See p . 30.
24 See El2, "al-Djahshiyarl". A scholar, adib and chronicler (d. 331/942) whose K. al-Wu^ara was the

product of his own close association with high administrative circles and "lays quite as much
emphasis upon men's characters and intellectual qualities as upon their administrative or political
activities" (ibid.).

25 D. 364/974; a pupil of al-Farabl; see Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, Tajaddud, 322/Dodge, 11, 631.
26 Described in lmta\ 1, 160-1. 27 Akhlaq, 306. 28 Sadaqah, 5. 29 lmta\ 111, 85-6.
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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI I I 9

Tawhidi mentions the very lowest classes, the "dregs" of society, often
referred to by contemporary historians as being at the bottom of
disturbances:

The vulgar and mean . . . have no virtues worth mentioning, no vices worth
proclaiming, which is why we call them the rabble, the riffraff. . . the vulgar herd,
the offscourings, the canaille . . . So small-minded are they and so mean-spirited, so
sordid by nature, that they could not possibly achieve any kind of fame or notoriety
. . . yet there are reasons for this and I shall do my best to explain them . .. [Perhaps
they have something better in them] which is conquered by forgetfulness, effaced
by oblivion, pushed out of mind by the business of getting a living and wondering
where the next meal is to come from, when they are without means or resources,
and must scheme to get their hands on a rag or two, to cover their nakedness, not to
adorn themselves. [The question always before them is] how to escape imminent
evil, how to pursue elusive good fortune, how to seek help from those who will not
assist them or complain to those who have no pity on them.30

This unorganized rabble is not the only burden on the sovereign; there are
also the cayjarun (bands of brigands or brotherhoods of outlaws), who seize
every opportunity of threatening established authority.31

Religion is the second major force in society — Tawhidi quotes the
Buwayhid amir cAdud al-Dawlah's maxim that religion is the foundation of
the state and the secular arm its guardian32 - but men of true piety are, so
Tawhidi observes, rare.33 The representatives of learning, the katibs
(secretaries) and ah I al-cilm (scholars), are another major social force,
though bickering and jealousy are the chief characteristics of intellectual
society. Wealth is represented by al-tunnci or ashab al-diyac (the great
landholders), and by the tujjar (merchants), for whose crassly materialistic
outlook Tawhidi has nothing but contempt.34 Noticeably absent from
Tawhidi's analysis is any mention of the great army leaders.

Tawhidl's intellectual gifts were bound to make him seek out the great
and powerful, for this was a period in which viziers, as well as holding high
office, were often highly cultivated. But it was no easy matter to gain
admittance to court circles: "For everyone who tries to gain the ear of an
amir or vizier there is usually someone else, great or small, bent on blocking
his path."35 On the other hand, as Tawhidi observes: "Fine as it is to
withdraw from the world, this can only be achieved by those with sufficient
means . . . it is quite impossible not to serve those in power unless a man has
unwavering piety and his desires are all otherworldly."36

How well-equipped Tawhidi was to overcome such obstacles in his
pursuit of recognition we may guess from the words of the courtier and

30 Sadaqah, 6; trans. J. A. 31 Imtac, in , 160-1; for such brotherhoods, see El2, "Futuwwa".
32 lmta\ 11, 33. 33 Sadaqab, 6. 34 Ibid., 5. 35 lmta\ 11, 1. * Ibid., 1, 13.
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I2O M. BERGE

mathematician Abu l̂-Wafa3 al-Muhandis, whose protege Tawhidi later
became:

You are inexperienced, and you do not observe a proper demeanour in your
dealings with the great and your intercourse with viziers. All this requires manners
which are different from yours, skills of which you know nothing, and clothes
which are not in the least like those which you wear.37

In a first move towards gaining access to government circles, Tawhidi
turned to Abu Dl-Fath Ibn al-cAmid (Ibn al-cAm!d the younger), who was
then the Buwayhid vizier in Rayy in northern Iran. Ibn al-cAmid visited
Baghdad during the year 363—4/974—5, and cut a brilliant figure in political
and intellectual society; Tawhidi attended his majlis in Baghdad, no doubt
hoping to be admitted to his circle of intimate advisers, the qualification for
such a post being the possession of enough "learning, wisdom, eloquence,
experience . . . and adab" to make one's counsels {nasatU) palatable.38 At first
Tawhidi conceived a great admiration for Ibn al-cAmid; he spoke of him
later as a lively and accomplished young man of great promise.39 But the
association with Ibn al-cAm!d proved abortive; the young vizier was
disgraced and executed.40 However, the reputation that Tawhidi gained at
his majlis ensured that he was immediately taken on by Ibn al-cAmid's
successor in Rayy, the Sahib Ibn cAbbad.

Tawhidi's chief motive in accepting Ibn cAbbad's protection was his
belief that their relationship would be one of mutual respect and intellectual
equality, since both men were adlbs. In this he was mistaken. Ibn cAbbad's
splendid library, in which Tawhidi had doubtless pictured himself
browsing at leisure, required copyists of a high standard; Ibn cAbbad
coveted Tawhidi's services not as a scholar but as a scribe. By Tawhidi's
own account, he found life at the court of Ibn cAbbad barely tolerable.
Neither he nor Ibn cAbbad would yield, and their strained relationship only
lasted as long as it did because the two were in some respects indispensible
to each other, if only as sparring partners. It was Tawhidi himself- or so he
claims - who finally severed relations with Ibn cAbbad in 370/980-1. The
relationship between Ibn cAbbad and Tawhidi gives a vivid picture of .how
a cultivated man in a position of power could be on quite familiar terms
with a mere man of letters without ever contemplating any surrender of the
prerogatives of his rank. Of the two men - both writers, brilliant
conversationalists, well-versed in literature and grammar - Tawhidi had
nothing to do but wait on the pleasure of his patron, and nothing tangible
to offer in return but his skills as a copyist-cum-philologist and

37 Ib id . , 5. 38 I b i d > I n > lllm 39 Akblaq, 406.
40 See p. 98, above. For details of his character and career, see Kraemer, Humanism, 255-9.
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lexicographer; the great statesman, on the other hand, while able to offer his
protege the magnificent hospitality of his house, library and table, seldom
missed an opportunity of making him feel his inferiority. Tawhidi got his
revenge by meeting insolence with insolence:

Was I to blame [he asks] if, when he said to me: "Wherever did you get that gaudy,
tawdry style you keep writing to me in?" I replied, "How could my style be
otherwise than as His Excellency describes it, seeing that I pluck the fruits of his
"Epistles",41 drink at the fount of his learning, make his adab my guiding light, and
do my humble best to draw a few drops from his ocean and strain a trickle of his
outpourings?"42

The wounds to his pride that Tawhidi sustained in Rayy were to have
lasting effects; his gifts and even his ambitions were unimpaired, but
gradually took a more serious turn. At first conceived in terms of caricature,
Akhlaq al-wa^trayn ("The Characters of the Two Viziers", i.e. Ibn al-cAmid
the younger and Ibn cAbbad) developed into a psychological investigation
of the thoughts and motives of the two statesmen, and a social critique of
Ibn cAbbad's misuse of authority. The following self-justification must
belong to the same period:

Anger, though blameworthy in some cases, is praiseworthy in others. Just as a
permanent state of vexation on all occasions is a form of vice, so a universal
complacency is a form of hypocrisy. One should alternate between acceptance and
anger, just as one does between ease and exertion.43

After the break with Ibn cAbbad, Tawhidi returned to Baghdad, where he
was lucky enough to renew the acquaintance of Abu Dl-Wafa° al-Muhandis.
Besides being a celebrated mathematician,44 Abu Dl-Wafa° had twenty-two
years' experience of political life in Baghdad and many useful connections.
Tawhidi, though somewhat older and no less brilliant, was a failure in terms
of worldly success. Abu Dl-Wafa° listened kindly to TawhidFs account of his
sufferings45 and took him under his wing. His first step was to secure him a
post at the hospital (blmaristari) in Baghdad; his second was to introduce
him to Abu cAbd Allah al-cArid, the future vizier Ibn Sacdan.

With Ibn Sacdan as his new patron, Tawhidi was at last able to achieve the
kind of relationship that had so far eluded him. He asked, and was
permitted, to use the familiar "thou" with the vizier so that they could
converse more freely.46 So it was that an "obscure" writer and a powerful
statesman were able to discuss, as equals, a wide variety of issues, politics
and religion not excluded. The result was al-Imtc£ wa ^l-muanasah^ which
Tawhidi composed as a record for his friend and benefactor Abu Dl-Wafa°.

41 See pp. 106-7, I I Q - 42 Akhlaq, 494-5; trans. J. A. 43 cUlum, 298, para. 2; trans. J. A.
44 See EPy "Abu Dl-WafaD al-Buzadjani". 45 Imta, 1, 4. 4<> Ibid., 111, 210-11.
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122 M. BERGE

After the death of Ibn Sacdan in 382-3/992-3, there is no further mention
of Tawhidi in Baghdad, and we first hear of him again at Shiraz in Fars,
trying to establish himself with the vizier al-Dalaji. The years from 386-
400/996-1009-10, towards the close of Tawhidi's life, seem to be the period
in which his individuality found fullest expression, and were also his most
fruitful period as a writer, for though he was to live another twenty-eight
years, he seems to have felt a sense of urgency, putting intellectual
fulfilment before ambition in accordance with the advice which he himself
had earlier given Ibn Sacdan: "A man should strive to succeed from the start
in all his undertakings, and not to wait for success to follow."47 To these
years belong al-Muqabasat, a memorandum of intellectual life in Baghdad as
Tawhidi had known it, in which the chief protagonists are the Christian
Yahya b. cAdI and, above all, Abu Sulayman al-Mantiqi al-Sijistani, both
followers of the philosopher al-Farabi. A.l-Muqabasat is not only our chief
source for al-Sijistani's thought,48 but also a living record of debates and
discussions between men of widely differing beliefs and origins from all
over the Islamic world, covering religious, philosophical, literary and
factual topics;49 it contains, among others, the famous disputation between
the Christian logician Abu Bishr Matta b. Yiinus, an influential translator
from Syriac, and the grammarian Abu Sacid al-Slrafi, on the merits of logic
as a universal tool.50 Another work of this period, al-Isharat al-ilahiyyah, was
a new departure for Tawhidi, being devoted exclusively to mysticism.

Though his strength was now failing, Tawhidi continued to write, even
reviving an unfinished and forgotten work, al-Sadaqah. But in, or shortly
before, Rajab 400/February 1010, without any warning, Tawhidi experi-
enced a spiritual crisis, and in Ramadan, the month of fasting, he burned all
his books. In reply to a friend who reproached him for this act of vandalism,
Tawhidi pleaded movingly that with the loss of his family and friends he
had lost the compassionate audience that would have forgiven him his
shortcomings, but also that his books were irrelevant to the chief concern
of his life: citing famous precedents, he suggests that he burned his books
for fear of "burning himself" on learning. His thoughts were now turned
towards death:

Departure is imminent, short is our stay; hard is our resting-place, painful our
station {maqam^ used as a mystical term?); fearful the path, our helpers weak, and
certain are we to stray.51

47 I b i d . , 2 2 1 . 48 See K r a e m e r , Humanism, a n d Philosophy.
49 See Keilani, Abu Hayyan, 56-8, and Jadaane, "Philosophie".
50 See Mahdi, "Language and logic", and Endress, 'The limits to reason".
51 Yaqut, Irshad, vi (5), 389-90 = R. Ha H-Qadi Abi Sahl.
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ABU HAYYAN AL-TAWHIDI I23

An eye-witness describes Tawhidi's deathbed: "There were several people
present; they said, 'Call upon God; now is a time of terror towards which
we are all hastening.' They began to call upon God and to admonish
Tawhidi, but he said, 'You behave as though I were about to go before a
soldier or a constable; but I am going to meet a merciful master.' Then he
died."52

Tawhidi's outstanding achievement is, perhaps, the honesty with which he
depicts himself, the hopes and failures of his chequered career, in language
of great versatility and unfailing expressiveness. He viewed the world
through the eyes of a philosopher, a believer and a mystic; later he withdrew
from the world and devoted himself to his craft, seeking that "spiritual
peace" which is to be found "in striving for the goal in a manner which
procures for the seeker . . . silence without constraint, abstraction (ghaybah)
without inadvertence, boldness without rashness".53 Tawhidi sought to
give spontaneous expression to his perception of the truth; it was the clear-
sightedness with which he did so that made him feel at once most apart from
society and most actively involved in trying to show what society should
really be. He imagined an ideal order, beyond the reach of mankind yet
realizable in specific instances: the world is at odds, yet some men achieve
harmony in friendship; the genius and fortunes of nations vary, yet all
nations have virtues and in time come into their own.54 Tawhidi seems to be
striving for balance, coherence and objectivity, and it is this that gives him
his humanity and makes him able to understand people as individuals,
whether the outcasts of society or the rulers with their heavy burden of
responsibility. As a defender of Sunnism, Tawhidi formulated ideas which
were to contribute to the gradual elaboration of doctrine which led to the
resurgence of "traditional" Islam, and his writings had a substantial
influence on al-Ghazali, as the great Hanbali thinker Ibn Taymiyyah (661—
728/1263—1328) was to show.55 His own vision of the world is expressed in
the doctrine of universal friendship (sadaqah) voiced by his master, the
philosopher Abu Sulayman al-Sijistani:

[Men associate only for conventional reasons, such as propinquity, profession or
family, yet even then they are divided by uncharitable feelings] but if you were to
befriend each other according to your higher nature . . . you would not yield to the
promptings of your lower nature - for you are all human by species, animal by
genus, able to become as angels when you choose well, and as liable to become
devils when you choose ill. If you were to walk in the straight path {al-sirat al-
mustaqim) [QurDan, i.6, etc.] and hold fast to the strong rope of reason (hablal-caqlal-

52 Ibn Hajar, Lisan a/-MIf(an, vi, 370. 53 Imtct:, 1, 206.
54 Sadaqah, 2-5; lmta\ 1, 73-5. 55 Laoust, Essai sur les doctrines soaa/es, 82.
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matin)56 and cling to the most firm bond {al-Qurwah al-ivuthqa) [QurDan, ii.256;
xxxi.22] of guidance and religion, you would be as one spirit in all things and . . .
unity would flow from friend to friend, then to a second and a third, from lowly to
great, from the people to their rulers .. . then indeed would you see God's sublime
word [manifest] and sublime obedience to Him . . . [However little human nature
lends itself to friendship, yet] this well-nigh impossible thing has been sought
among all men, in all successive ages and places . . . in prayer after prayer . . . and if
impediments make this goal remote in a general way, yet we must not despair of
achieving it in some particular favourable circumstance. For if reason proves the
fitness of this thing, it is impossible that it should not exist . . . and were it
unattainable, then reason would not bespeak its fitness.57

56 Cf. Qur3an, iii. 103: "And hold you fast to God's rope together and be not scattered."
57 Sadaqahy 56-7; trans. J.A.
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CHAPTER 7

AL-HAMADHANI, AL-HARlRI AND THE
MAQAMAT GENRE

The telling and hearing of anecdotes has been a favourite pastime in all ages
and places: round the bedouin camp-fire, in the literary salons of cAbbasid
Baghdad, in the English public house and over the after-dinner port. The
nature of an anecdote varies enormously. In length it may range from the
retailing of the briefest piece of repartee, to what is virtually a short story; in
content it may deal with a humorous or pithy saying, a remarkable event, a
piece of literary criticism, a riddle, or even (in the Arabic ambience) a
grammatical observation or a well-expressed piece of religious homily. But
the anecdote proper has three features. First, the point of the piece should
be set against a background of circumstantial detail which adds to its
vividness. Secondly, it is either true or presented as true: a repartee gains
greatly in effect if presented, for instance, as "what Churchill once said to de
Gaulle", even if it is manifest that the teller has no means of knowing what
Churchill really said, and an anecdote is hence most often presented on the
authority of a transmitter (Ar. ram) or narrator, whether historical or
imaginary. Thirdly, each anecdote is a completely isolated and self-
sufficient unit; though, of course, collections of anecdotes are often made,
sometimes with the unifying principle of a common topic, and anecdotal
collections set in a chronological framework can form the basis for a rather
unsophisticated historical narrative, of the "Little Arthur's History of
England" type (or, for that matter, al-Mascudi's fourth/tenth century Muruj
al-dhahab, which is essentially anecdotal history), or for the picaresque
novel, in which the independent episodes are strung together by the
presence of a single protagonist throughout.

Collections of anecdotes in Arabic literature can be said to begin with
hadith^ inasmuch as these are organized into collections of historical
anecdotes about the sayings and doings of the Prophet and his Com-
panions.1 Later, we get collections usually centred on a single topic, like the
Kitab al-Bukhala ("Book of Misers") of al-Jahiz and Akbbar ai-(iwal ("Tiles
of Long-lived Men") of al-Dinawari (d. c. 281/894). But the most

1 CHALUP, 271, 289.
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126 A. F . L. BEESTON

voluminous of all come from Abu CAH al-Muhassin al-Tanukhi (327—84/
939—94), who after his retirement from active service as a judge (qadi)
devoted his later years to the compilation of several anecdotal works,
including the vast Nishwar al-muhadarah ("Desultory Conversations") in
ten volumes, of which over half are lost.

Something has already been said about the pre-cAbbasid oratorical
{khutbah) style, marked by strong parallelism and "balance" but devoid of
rhyme.2 In the third/ninth century a new trend set in, whereby this style was
married to ornamental features derived from verse, namely rhyming and
tropes (the latter collectively referred to as bad?)? producing a new kind of
saf (to be distinguished from the so-called "saf of the soothsayers"),4

which rapidly achieved a tremendous dominance over prose writing. The
critic al-Mubarrad (d. 285 or 6/898-9), already divides prose into the
categories ofkhutbah', kalam manthur (unadorned prose) and saf, apparently
regarding the last as primarily differentiated from khutbah by rhyme. An
excellent example of the differentiation can be seen in two documents
quoted by the historian Abu Jacfar Muhammad b. Jarlr al-Tabarl (d. 310/
923): one is an address of the caliph al-Muctazz delivered shortly after his
accession in 252/866, in conventional khutbah style, markedly parallelistic
but unrhymed; the other, a contemporary letter of Muhammad b. cAbdullah
al-Khuzaci, criticizing those who supported the caliph's policy, which is
rhymed and makes much use of poetical tropes.5 The latter is significantly
introduced by the historian with the verb ansha°a, "he composed", and it is
in fact an early specimen of what later came to be known as insha0, "chancery
style", regularly employed for diplomatic and chancery documents. The
line drawn between sajc and insha0 is not easy to draw, but perhaps one could
say that, while both use rhyme, the other adornments are more to the fore in
insha0 than in saf.

In the following century the prevalence of saf made great strides. The
most famous preacher (khatlb) of the age, Ibn Nubatah (335-74/946-84),
used it for his sermons, and in the secular domain a variety of authors
developed the risalah into the "ornate epistle", of which a noteworthy
exponent was Abu Bakr Muhammad b. al-cAbbas al-Khwarazmi (323-83/
934-93).6 At this stage saf was still confined to the religious and political
khutbah and belles-lettristic works of the ornate epistle type.

In the second half of the fourth/tenth century, a young man from
Hamadhan in western Persia, Ahmad b. al-Husayn al-Hamadhanl (3 5 8—98/
968—1008), set out to make an impression on the literary world, and in
particular to challenge the position of al-Khwarazmi, at that time the

2 Ibid., ch. 5. 3 See chs. 9, 16, 21. < CHALUP, 185.
5 Tarlkh, ix, 366, 367-8; trans. Beeston, Samples of Arabic Prose, 15-16. 6 See p. 100.
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acknowledged master of the ornate epistle. But Hamadhani's "Epistles",
though undoubtedly graceful, did not win him any recognized superiority
over the older man. He then boldly invented a new genre - a feat which
gained him the sobriquet of Badlc al-Zaman, "Marvel of the Age", by
which he has subsequently been known. His originality lay first and
foremost in the use of saf as a vehicle for anecdotes of the kind collected by
al-Tanukhi (some of whose compilations must have appeared before al-
Hamadhani's magnum opus). In the second place, instead of doing as the
anecdotists had hitherto done, and attributing the anecdotes either to a
genuine historical personage, or to some verisimilous authority such as
"my grandfather" or "one of my neighbours", he consistently throughout
the work gives each episode on the authority of the same manifestly
fictional narrator, whom he names cIsa b. Hisham. In this way he frankly
acknowledges the fictional character of the narratives, and is the first Arabic
author to compose a confessedly fictional prose work (the animal fables of
the Kaltlah wa-Dimnah cycle, though in themselves fictional, are presented
only within a frame story in which a purportedly historical character tells
the fables).7

The novel use of saf for narrative purposes is perhaps the reason for the
author's choice of title for his collection, which he called Maqamat
("Standings"): anecdotes in unadorned prose had normally been told at
majalis (sing, majlis: sittings, sessions), where both narrator and audience
were seated, whereas standing was the conventional posture for the orator
(khatlb) using saf.The point has been obscured by many European
translators with their use of either the ambiguous term "assemblies" for
maqamat, or the outright mistranslation "sessions, seances".

Al-Hamadhani's Maqamat comprise fifty-two pieces: the three main
editions each have a total of fifty-one maqamahs, but the Cairo and Istanbul
editions have one that is not in the Beirut edition, while the latter has one
that is not in either of the other two. There is a story that the author boasted
of having triumphed over his rival al-Khwarazml because he himself had
composed "over 400" maqamat whereas the other could not produce even
one. The tale cannot be taken at face value: forty and 400 have always been
in the Near East idiomatic expressions for "an indefinite number", and
there are no grounds for supposing that we only possess one-eighth of the
original total.

There is a certain degree of structural irregularity in these maqamat. In a
majority of them, the narrator is cIsa b. Hisham, but the protagonist is an
individual named Abu Dl-Fath al-Iskandari. Yet there are some in which the
latter makes no appearance at all and the protagonist is the narrator himself;

7 See pp. 50-3.
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128 A. F . L. BEESTON

others in which Abu Dl-Fath is only dragged in peripherally, without having
played any real part in the story. In the maqamah "of the Madtrah" (a much
relished item of cuisine), Abu Dl-Fath is indeed present, but plays effectively
the role only of a second narrator, while the main gist of the story is the
vulgar boasting of the nouveau riche host who invites him to a meal (English
readers may care to look at chapter 5 6 of George Borrow's Bible in Spain,
where Borrow's Moorish guide in Tangier delivers a harangue in
somewhat the same style). Particularly striking is the very brief and
unsatisfactory maqamah "of the Ape", in which cIsa b. Hisham sees a crowd
of people and, having struggled through them with some difficulty,
discovers that they are watching a showman with a performing ape - the
showman being identified as Abu Dl-Fath; yet the whole piece is devoid of
any point, beyond the description of the narrator's struggles to get to the
front. It is difficult to avoid thinking that this is only a fragment, intended to
be filled in later on by witty patter from the mouth of the showman, Abu Dl-
Fath. One or two pieces (e.g. that "of the Lion") are made up of two
separate episodes having only the slenderest link between them (and again,
the narrator is protagonist, and Abu Dl-Fath appears only at the end, having
played no part whatever in the narrative). It does not seem, moreover, that
the author has given any thought to creating a recognizable personality for
Abu Dl-Fath: he is sometimes young, sometimes an old man; sometimes thin
and sometimes well-built; and although he is normally presented as master
of a marvellous flow of language, this is not displayed in all cases (note the
cases of "the Madirah" and "the Ape" mentioned above).

Everyone will no doubt draw his own conclusions from all this. One
possible view is that, having regard to the relatively early age at which the
author died, his Maqamat are not in a fully finished state, and that, had he
lived, he would probably have tidied up the work, e.g. by giving the ape's
showman a speaking part, and dividing "the Lion" into two separate
maqamahs', it is more open to question whether he would have gone so far as
to revise radically those pieces in which Abu Dl-Fath does not appear at all,
so as to make him a real protagonist of a picaresque quasi-novel. On the
other hand, J. N. Mattock has adopted a different standpoint, suggesting
that the work as we have it is designed as a finished unity, and that the
abnormalities are purposely inserted in order to create an effect of surprise
that has its own entertainment value.8 However, surprise can only be
achieved if there is already an expectation of something different from what
actually occurs; but, since the genre at this time was entirely new, it is not
easy to see how there can have been an expectation on the part of the reader
or hearer of any particular structure. As against this, referring to the

8 "Early history of the maqama".
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structure of smaller entities than each separate narrative, A. Kilito has
remarked that the individual maqamat draw upon a number of genres,
themes and styles, and has suggested that "surprise", in this context,
consists of identifying these prototypes and appreciating the novel manner
in which they are applied and combined, while the still unfixed state of the
genre teases the reader's expectation of how each narrative, taken as a
whole, will develop.9

It is questionable how far the content of the Maqamat was Hamadhanl's
original invention; many are elaborations or versions of what seem to have
been common topoi in anecdotage — the theme of a ragged and destitute
person who nevertheless proves to be a miracle of wit and eloquence
appears in Tanukhi's al-Faraj bacd al-shiddah ('Relief after Distress"),10 and
there are other echoes as well, though they are given a new look by being
decked out in saf. Another of the Faraj stories turns on the point of a man
saying to his neighbour, "How would you fancy a roast kid, a pot-au-feu
and some cold dishes etc.?", but, when the neighbour turns up for the
expected feast, he is told, "I only said, 'How would you fancy?', I never said
I had the things, for my larder is empty": the same basic point is elaborated
in a different way in Hamadhanl's al-Maqamah al-Nahldiyjah ("of Fresh
Butter") and al-Maqamah al-Majaciyyah ("of Famine").

A feature of the social scene in Hamadhanl's time was a slightly prurient
fascination with the seamy side of life — perhaps a reaction from the over-
refined and over-sophisticated society of the great cities in cAbbasid times.
The literary manifestations of this trend have been exhaustively studied in
C. E. Bos worth's Medieval Islamic Underworld. This underworld is summed
up by the term Banu Sasan, which in this context has nothing to do with
genuine scions of the Sasanian dynasty, but alludes to a common type of
boast made by beggars and rapscallions in all societies, of being persons of
noble ancestry down on their luck. This term is an all-embracing one for
vagabonds of every type, from highwaymen, cutpurses and housebreakers
down to mendicants who extract charity by means of fraudulently
simulated disabilities (sometimes, indeed, by actual self-mutilation),
including also hypocritical hedge-preachers {wuccap^ qussas) whose powerful
sermons are in contradiction with their private life. This interest appears
already in the third/ninth century in an anecdote in the Kitab al-Bukhala0 of
Jahiz. Here an individual named Khalid b. Yazid, on being approached by a
beggar, fumbles in his pocket for a small copper coin (fals) but by mistake
hands out a silver dirham; on discovering his error he demands the coin

9 Les Seances, 13, 33.
10 Faraj, 11, 360-3, in, 306-13; this is a collection of anecdotes, mostly drawn from literary sources,

which illustrate the workings of divine providence.
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back, and, when the bystanders expostulate at this as unfair, he says, "I
know this kind of fellow, he's only a farthing-beggar, not a sixpenny-
beggar", and goes on to explain that his knowledge isdue to the fact that he
himself had formerly belonged to the Banu Sasan and practised mendicancy
in various guises. The anecdote continues, "and he was the person who
gave a recommendation (wasiyyati) to his son to follow the same path";
however, the phrasing of the recommendation which follows is a typical
literary exercise, rather than a detailed exposition. For the latter we have to
wait until somewhere in the early or mid fourth/tenth century, when a
certain Abu Dulaf Miscar b. Muhalhil al-Khazraji devoted a lengthy qastdah
to the trickeries of vagabonds, and an explanation of the canting terms they
employ (only a few such had been mentioned in the anecdote of Khalid b.
Yazid).11 To some extent, the Maqamat cater for similar tastes, but they are
very far from going into the "curious" and somewhat scabrous detail of
Abu Dulaf. (Though there is a maqamah entitled al-Sasaniyyahy it is a very
slight thing, containing no more than a couple of pieces of versified
beggar's patter.) Indeed, a recent study — which, as the examples below may
suggest, perhaps somewhat overstates its case — has put forward the view
that the Maqamat have an essentially moral purpose; J.T. Monroe observes,
like Kilito, that they draw upon established antecedents, including hadlth
and homily, and suggests that Hamadhani parodies these elements or
presents them in improper contexts or sequences, thus placing a burden of
logical, and ultimately moral, discrimination upon the reader.12

It was practically de rigueur for any literary man of the time to have at least
some capability for versifying; but Hamadhani's excursions in this
direction are extremely mediocre. Apart from some quotations from well-
known poets, the bits of verse in his Maqamat are decidedly sparse, and to a
large extent confined to fragments (hardly better than doggerel) put into
the mouth of Abu Dl-Fath as a sort of envoi at the end of an anecdote; it is
noticeable that a similar piece is put into the mouth of the protagonist in the
second of the Faraj anecdotes mentioned above.13

Writing in which the main point resides in a display of linguistic skill
poses some intractable problems for a translator; yet most of Hamadhani's
Maqamat can be read with pleasure even in a version which perforce does
not reproduce that feature. The following rendering of the maqamah "of
Armenia" may serve as an example of the narrative anecdote, albeit stripped
of the allure of the language:
cIsa b. Hisham tells the following tale. We were once on our way home from a
trading trip in Armenia, and while journeying through the desert we fell in with
some of its sons on the fringes thereof; they forced our camels to halt in that land of

11 Text and trans. Bosworth, Underworld, 11.
12 Picaresque Narrative. 13 Trans. Beeston, "Genesis"
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the ostrich, until they had rifled our baggage and relieved our mounts of the
burden. There we had to stay during the hours of daylight, held captive by that
band, tied up in groups with leather thongs, while our horses were seized and
picketed. But when night followed on the tail of departing day and the canopy of
stars was spread, the band made off into the deep desert, while we made our way out
of it. On we went until fair Aurora had laid aside her veil of modesty and the sword
of sunrise was drawn from the scabbard of darkness; but its rising found us stripped
to our pelts. Surrounded by perils, we could but face up to them as we cleaved the
crust of the desert. At last we got to Maraghah, where each one of us selected a
travelling companion and took to the road. To me there attached himself a youth of
wretched appearance, dressed in rags, named Abu Dl-Fath al-Iskandarl. Together
we set off in quest of the staff of life, and found it where a brushwood fire was
blazing in an oven Iskandari went up to a man and asked him for a handful of salt;
then he said to the baker, "Lend me the top of the stove, for I'm frozen". Once
mounted on it, he began to harangue the people about how badly off he was, and to
describe his destitute condition. All the while, he was shaking out the salt from
under his clothes, so as to give the impression that there was a nastiness in them [sc.
that they were infested with lice]; whereat the baker cried, "Curse you! Tuck up
your skirts! You've ruined our bread", and he rushed to throw the loaves away; but
Iskandari set about gathering them up and stowing them away under his arm. I
expressed admiration of the clever way he had acted, but he replied, "Just you wait,
and I'll find a way of getting something to go with the bread". He went to a man
who had set out a number of clean jugs of milk, of various qualities, and asked how
much they cost and whether he might have a taste. The man told him to go ahead,
so he stirred his finger around in a jug, as if trying to find something he had lost; but
then said, "I can't pay cash, but do you need the services of a barber-surgeon?"
[hajjam, an unclean profession, because it included blood-letting]. "God damn you,
is that what you are?" "Yes", was the reply, whereupon the man cursed his luck and
made as if to pour the milk away, but Iskandari said, "Better me than the devil".
"Take it, and much good may it do to you," said the man. He took it, and the two of
us went away out of sight and consumed the whole lot at one go. We resumed our
travels, and came to a village where Iskandari asked the villagers for some food.
One of them ran off home and brought us a bowl of milk, full to the lip and
brimming over. This we sipped to the very end, and asked them for some bread,
but they would not give us this except at a price. "How is it," said Iskandari, "that
you are so free with milk but demand payment for bread?" "It was in a pan," said
the lad, "and a mouse fell into ft, so we charitably give it away to travellers."
"Heavens above!" cried Iskandari, and took the bowl and smashed it. "What a
shame! What a terrible waste!" cried the lad. But our flesh crept, our stomachs
turned over, and we brought up all we had eaten. "This serves us right for what we
did yesterday," said I. But Iskandari only declaimed:

Of fastidiousness beware, clever men have no such care.
He who sups with Fate must eat scanty meal or banquet rare.
Don for one time garments new, for another ragged wear.

A riddling theme is found in the very brief maqamah "of the Yellow One":
cIsa b. Hisham tells the following story. When I was about to start for home after
the Pilgrimage, a man came to me saying, "I have with me a lad of yellow paternity,
who'd tempt you to join the ungodly fraternity; he dances on the fingertips, and
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much travel has polished him up. Charity impels me to come to you, to present his
plea unto you; he seeks from you a yellow bride, admired beyond measure, to all
eyes a pleasure. If you consent, there will be born of them a child that will reach all
lands and all ears, and when you're bent on return and have wound up your
concern, he'll be before you in your homeland, so will you please display what's in
your hand?" This speech I relished, and the wit of his demand, so I did what he
wished. In reply he declaimed:

The begging hand puts paid to pride,
but generosity has all on its side.

(Needless to say, the yellow pair are gold coins; their child is a reputation
for generosity.)

During the following century, Blachere and Masnou list five authors who
are credited with compositions styled maqamat }A but these are simply
khutbahs clothed in saf and apart from borrowing the name maqamah for this
species of composition, they in no way resemble the individual character of
Hamadhani's Maqamat. That was reserved for an author of just a century
after Hamadhani, namely Abu 31-Hasan al-Qasim b. CA1I Ibn al-Hariri,
usually known as al-Hariri (446-516/1054-1122), who in his preface
explicitly acknowledges having been inspired by Hamadhani. But despite
this, his Maqamat show a distinct development beyond the model. So much
is this the case that his work for many centuries after entirely eclipsed his
predecessor's (until this was "rediscovered" in the second half of the
nineteenth century), and it is the Haririan maqamat that have come to be
considered as the typical examples of the genre; it is indeed not unknown
for literary historians to describe Hariri's work as if such a description were
applicable to all maqamat including those of Hamadhani, notwithstanding
the differences.

Hariri was a grammarian, and his other writings are of a grammatical
nature, with special concern for normative grammar and the correction of
errors. It seems probable that, just as Erasmus wrote his Colloquies in order
to teach schoolboys correct Latin linguistic usage through the medium of
entertaining matter, which they were expected to learn by heart, so one of the
motives for the composition of Hariri's Maqamat may have been pedagogic.
The work was certainly used in that way through many centuries, when it
became a school textbook. The ornamental style of Hamadhani is merely
that which was becoming fashionable in his time, and the actual vocabulary
of his Maqamat is relatively simple; it is far outdistanced by the style of
Hariri, which almost inordinately coruscates with puns, and not a few rare
expressions. It looks very much as if there was an intention on the author's
part of providing instruction in language; the puns, for example, can serve

14 Maqamat (Seances) choisies, app. i.
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to inculcate the differentiation in sense between two words that differ only
in voweling, and there are grammatical points which would serve as useful
pegs on which a teacher could hang an exposition of some well-known
grammatical crux. All this makes his saf almost untranslatable.

Like his predecessor, Hariri presents his pieces as being transmitted by a
narrator who appears throughout, and is here named al-Harith b.
Hammam; but the protagonist Abu Zayd al-SarujI also appears in every
piece (unlike Abu Dl-Fath al-Iskandari) and has a well-marked personality
(again in contrast with Hamadhanl's protagonist). Despite his gifts of wit
and eloquence, he is a hypocritical rascal - albeit a rather engaging one -
and an unrestrained drunkard who, after a serious and moving religious
homily, for example, which gains him alms from the auditory, dissipates the
cash in low society at a tavern drinking wine; he himself is elderly, but
occasionally has with him a youthful accomplice, whom he uses in playing
crafty tricks for extracting money. Except for the absence of a chronologi-
cal framework, the whole collection could be (and by some critics has been)
regarded as a sort of picaresque novel.

But the most striking difference between the two authors lies in their use
of verse. This is much more prominent in Hariri than in Hamadhani, and is
vastly more polished and elegant. One would hardly class Hariri among
poets of the top rank, but he nevertheless displays talents of a high order in
this field. One piece of special interest occurs in the maqamah "of
Damascus", the first line being:

la^imtu °/-s?fARa wa-jubtu ^1-qifARa n>a-cuftu ^1-nifARa li-ajni 3/-farAH

and it has the unusual feature that, in addition to the customary monorhyme
repeated at the end of each line (here AH)y there is in each line an internal
rhyme (in the first line, quoted above, AR) occurring at quarter-line
intervals, a device reminiscent of the stanzaic form of the muwash shah15

which was evolving at this period. Such a rhyme-scheme is rare in English,
but can be exemplified in a couplet attributed to Burns: (cf. Scott's Old
Mortality, ch. 9):

I am a son of Mars who have been in many wars and show my cuts and scars
wherever I come;

This here was for a wench and that other in a trench, when welcoming the
French at the sound of the drum.

The piece as a whole is a delightfully rollicking praise of bacchic
antinomianism, something of the flavour of which may be gathered from
the following rendering (though this lacks the allure of the rhymes and the
puns):

15 See pp. 231—2.
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I'm constant in journeys, I wander the deserts, I've reticence spurned for the
culling of joy,

and torrents I've waded and horses I've tamed for the sake of indulging in
wanton delights.

I've laid aside gravity, sold all my property, so as to gulp down the goblets of
wine;

and but for my longing to drink it I'd never have uttered my speeches so witty
and fine,

and never have cleverly brought from Iraq my companions by telling of rosary
beads.16

So do not be angry nor vex me with solemn reproaches, for which I've a ready
reply,

and don't be surprised at an old man who battens on pasturage rich among
winejars that brim:

it's wine that gives strength to the bones and is cure for all sickness and drives
away trouble and grief.

The splendidest joy's when respectable conduct is shed and all shamefacedness
cast aside,

and sweetest of moments in love is when lover declares all his passion without
bashfulness.

So speak your love out and thus comfort your spirit wherein fiery anguish had
planted its wound,

and cure all your sorrow and solace your care by that favourite remedy —
daughter of vines;

and choose for your cupbearer one who will drive off with his tender glance the
enamoured's distress,

who'll sing with a voice at which mountains of iron would melt when he raises
his head for the song.

Don't heed the adviser who frowns on your clasping a pretty lad if the chance
happens to come,

but play all your tricks to the utmost - and further; don't listen to gossip but
take what seems good.

Abandon your father if he would restrain you; and spread out your nets for
what game comes your way.

Be true to your friends and avoid the vile miser; do always what's handsome
and generous too;

but make, ere your last hour, repentance your refuge, for he who knocks on
grace's door is let in.

Hariri's Maqamat had tremendous influence in following centuries, and
inspired a number of imitators, including a seventh/thirteenth century
Spanish Jew, Judah ben Solomon Harlzi, who wrote a collection of
Haririan maqamahs in Hebrew. The most recent example of the genre is the
Hadtth cIsa b. Hisham of Muhammad al-Muwaylihi (1858—1930), first

16 This alludes to the theme of the anecdote, in which a party of travellers cross the Syrian desert in
safety, thanks (so they believe) to the daily recital of a pious litany devised by Abu Zayd.
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published as a series of articles and republished in book-form in 1906. This
proclaims, by its use of the name cIsa b. Hisham for the narrator, its author's
intention of writing in the tradition of Hamadhani, yet its structure is
different: it is a scathing satire on social mores in the Cairo of the end of the
nineteenth century, expressed through the observations and misadventures
of a resurrected pasha of the age of Muhammad cAli, together with his
constant companion, the narrator; and each of the separate and independent
episodes is presented in two sections, an introductory one of varying length
(but usually fairly substantial) in highly traditional saf, followed without
any break or transition by one in everyday language.

Blachere and Masnou list some seventy authors, between Hariri and
Muwaylihi, of compositions either entitled "a maqamah" or "maqamaf\ but
some of these have practically nothing in common with the Hamadhanian-
Haririan maqamat apart from the use of the word in the title, being non-
anecdotal in character, and in content sometimes scientific, sometimes
literary, but hardly distinguishable from the epistle (risalah) form.17 The
maqamah considered as an identifiable literary genre, stemming from the
Hamadhanian model, cannot however be satisfactorily described in terms
of the very distinctive Haririan example, or even perhaps the Hamadhanian
one. Its basic characteristics are that it is fictional, and presented through
the mouth of a fictional narrator; it is episodic in structure, and anecdotal in
substance (using the term "anecdote" in the widest sense, as at the
beginning of this chapter); and it is stylistically drafted mainly in saf \
though an admixture of verse or even (as in Muwaylihi's work) of passages
in unadorned prose is admissible.

17 See El2, "Makama", for a fuller bibliography.
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CHAPTER 8

FABLES AND LEGENDS

The cAbbasid period was the golden age of Arabic story-telling: it was
between the second/eighth and fourth/tenth centuries that the Arabic
romantic tale was cast into an individual mould and took on its classical
forms. Romances which were essentially cAbbasid in imagery and
vocabulary, adopted by popular writers and bards, were to continue in
Arabic literature for centuries; a pseudo-cAbbasid style remained the vogue
long after the fall of Baghdad to the Mongols in 656/1258, and it is
sometimes difficult to tell whether a version of a legend or romantic tale
originated in cAbbasid Iraq or Syria or was composed much later in
Mamluk Cairo.

Mia Gerhardt has suggested that Arabic popular literature of the early
cAbbasid period drew its inspiration from three main sources: Persia, the
bedouin society of the Arabian peninsula and the Baghdad of Harun al-
Rashid (170—93/786—809) and al-MaDmun (198—218/813—33).1 From Persia
came the idea of the attainment, marriage or capture of an unknown
beloved: the hero, usually a prince, falls in love with a girl from a distant
land, having heard her description or simply her name; after many
adventures borne with great steadfastness, he woos and liberates her, and
the couple found a dynasty which is blessed with good fortune. By contrast,
bedouin Arabia contributed tales of the sad fate of sundered lovers. Often
these evoke the pre- or early Islamic life of Arabia, but sometimes the
bedouin setting is transformed into the life of an Iraqi village or city. There
is a direct connection between such stories and the second/eighth century
poems by, or attributed to, such cUdhrI poets as Jamil.2 However, the
bedouin inspiration of the tales seems to have been modified by the
romantic nostalgia of the urban populations of Syria, Iraq and Persia. The
story of the self-immolating Majnun and his beloved Layla is characteristic,

1 The Art of Story Telling, 121-30.
2 See CHALUP, 42, 424-5; and pp. 205-6, below; the poets of the tribe of cUdhrah typified courtly,

platonic and thwarted love.
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and lent itself to wide diffusion.3 The accomplishment of the Baghdad
story-tellers lies in their realistic narrative technique and the sober and
correct observation of attitudes and reactions. Most of these stories are set
in the time of Harun al-Rashld, and though composed later than his reign,
they seem to typify the splendour, cosmopolitanism, affluence and intrigue
of early cAbbasid court life. The fourth/tenth-century Fihrist of Ibn al-
Nadim lists numerous titles of works about lovers, some passionate lovers
of the pre-Islamic period, others famous cUdhri poets, and a few early
cAbbasids; also listed are tales of miscellaneous lovers, of constant and fickle
maidens and stories of the loves between humans and jinn, in which many
of the names seem to personify amatory states or concepts. Under the
heading of "Fables", Ibn al-Nadim also lists lewd and ribald versions of the
love-story proper, telling of the exploits of harlots, adulterers and such
characters as Lacub the Boss-Lady and Husayn the Homosexual.4 (In the
Baghdad stories of the Thousand and One Nights we find examples of both
main types of amatory couples, the chaste and the sensual.)

Ibn al-Nadim says that such tales were especially popular under the
cAbbasids, but in fact the period when popular courtly literature gained
acceptance in its own right began in Umayyad times. The discovery of
third/ninth century papyri in Egypt has enabled Nabia Abbott to postulate
an early Syrian version of the Thousand and One Nights, Kitabflhi hadith alf
laylah, which shows a fusion of Arabian bedouin stories and Islamicized
Persian tales from the Pahlavi Ha%ar afsanah ("Thousand Tales"), and this
version seems to have been preceded by two second/eighth century Arabic
translations, one a complete and literal rendition of Ha^ar afsanah entitled
Alf khurafah ("A Thousand Fables"), the second an Islamicized version of
the same work under the title Alf laylah ("A Thousand Nights":5 the
selection of stories which Muhsin Mahdi, in the preface to his edition of the
Thousand and One Nights, proposes as representing the earlier "core" of the
work is very debatable). Still earlier the Umayyad caliph Mucawiyah himself
(41—60/661—80) was supposedly the recipient of the earliest collection of
tales about legendary South Arabia, the Akhbar of cUbayd b. Sharyah
al-Jurhumi.6

Several other elements were common both to Umayyad and to early
cAbbasid story-telling. In both periods, a number of men of letters and

3 Majnun ("the Madman") fell in love with Layla at first sight, was refused her hand in marriage and
wandered half-naked in the wilderness until his death, communing with birds and beasts. The story
became popular throughout the Muslim world and was also adopted into non-Muslim literatures; it
was often depicted in miniatures and was used by Sufi writers as a type of the soul which yearns for
union with God.

4 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 3 6 5 -7, 3 76/Dodge, 11, 719-2 3,736. On chaste, passionate and lubricious images of
love in the poetry of the period, see p. 281.

5 Abbott, "Fragment"; cf. CHALUP, 254. 6 See CHALUP, 385, and ch. 23, n. 51 below.
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traditionists were also qussas, story-tellers who used legendary or semi-
legendary tales of prophets and heroes for edificatory purposes in their
sermons and homilies, and the same material also found its way into
scholarly writings. The Alexander Romance - the first full-length Arabic
version of which is credited to cUmarah b. Zayd (d. c. 200/815 )7 — was
quoted by Muhammad b. Sa°ib al-Kalbi (d. 146/763) in his Tafslr (QurDan
commentary), and numerous ideas from the Alexander legend are found in
a variety of works. Fragments of the Alexander Romance occur in the
writings of geographers of all periods and hide behind allegedly historical
exploits reported by historians; Ibn cAbd al-Hakam (d. 257/871), for
example, in his history of the Muslim conquest of Egypt, Vutuh Misr, draws
upon the Alexander Romance in describing the adventures of the
Companion of the Prophet cUqbah b. NafT,8 whose repeated question as he
marches southwards through the Fezzan, "Does anyone live beyond you?"
is an echo of Alexander's visit to the Fetid Sea; similarly, cUqbah's halt at
the Mare's Fount {me? al-faras), where his dying comrades are refreshed by a
hidden spring, has parallels in Alexander's search for the Water of Life.
Alexander, the ruler wisely guided by Aristotle, had already figured in the
works of the Umayyad katib Abu Dl-cAla° Salim;9 Alexander the philoso-
pher-king was to figure later in the thought of Islamic philosophers. The
later recensions of the Thousand and One Nights incorporate borrowings
from the Alexander Romance, inserted into the plots of such tales as "Iram
of the Columns" and "The City of Brass".10

Both Umayyad and cAbbasid story-tellers could draw upon a fund of
heroic themes. At an early date there were numerous legends of Muslim
martyrs and warriors, but non-Muslim models were also provided by the
flourishing Yemeni school of authors who gloried in the pre-Islamic past of
the Himyarites; the material contained in such works as Wahb b.
Munabbih's (d. 110/728 or 114/732) Kitab al-Tljan (in the recension of Ibn
Hisham, d. 218/833)11 and al-Hamdani's (d. 334/945)12 Ikfil is no less
genuinely South Arabian in stamp for all its borrowings from the
Alexander Romance and from Persian tales and epics. The portrait of a
Yemeni hero borrowed from Alexander stories can already be seen in a
poem attributed to the pre-Islamic poet Imru3 al-Qays:

Have I not told you that destiny slays by guile,
A slayer most treacherous indeed, it consumes men's sons.
It banished Dhti Riyash from lordly citadels,
When he had ruled the lowlands and the mountains.

7 CHALUP, z^y, Nagel, Qisas al-anbiya\ 154-8. 8 Trans. Gateau, Conquete, 63-5.
9 CHALUP, 5 5-63. 10 See Abel, Roman d'Alexandre, 73. » Cf. ch. 23, n. 51.

12 See p. 447.
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He was a valiant king; by revelation he sundered the horizons.
He drove his vanguards to their eastern edges,
And, where the sun climbs, barred the hills to Gog and Magog.13

Legends of this kind also appear in the magha^l literature, which told of the
lives of the Prophet's Companions, especially their martial exploits. No
doubt the bulk of this material, which was intended to portray an ideal
Muslim knight, is late medieval, but it is also true that less elaborated
versions already circulated in the early cAbbasid period. The exploits of cAli
b. Abi Talib were among the most renowned and absorbed a constantly
growing corpus of legends.

The themes of love, edification and adventure all figure in a noteworthy
example of the Companion legends, the widely diffused story of the
Lakhmid Tamim al-Dari Abu Dl-Fawaris ("the Father of Knights"), who
was converted to Islam from Christianity.14 Tamim is said to have been the
first to light lamps in mosques, and is supposed to have been the man who
taught the Prophet the signs and wonders which would herald the
appearance of the Antichrist. In the Tamim legend, the Prophet, when
about to die, prophesies that Tamim will experience unheard-of adven-
tures. Some are fantastic, others allegorical:

One day a hideous afreet kidnapped Tamim from his home at the hour of prayer.
He vanished for seven years. So long was his absence that his wife assumed that he
had died; she asked permission from the caliph cUmar b. al-Khattab to remarry.
The caliph hesitated, but in the end agreed, and she accepted the suit of a man of the
tribe of cUdhrah. On the day she was to be wed, Tamim unexpectedly descended
from the sky. No-one recognised him. A dispute arose between him and the cUdhrI
over possession of the wife, and the caliph was obliged to arbitrate. Tamim then
told his tale:

The afreet had transported him to an island; their flight had lasted half a night,
although the distance they had traversed was equal to seventy years. The denizens
of the island were horrible creatures, ape-men, dog-headed men and swine. Tamim
was tortured for his piety. Then, suddenly, at the end of two years, jinn who were
true believers arrived on the island; Tamim confessed to them that he was a
Companion, and the king of the jinn assigned one of his party to return him to his
homeland. The volunteer — an unbelieving afreet — promised to perform the
journey in seven hours; the king warned Tamim not to pray during the flight. The
journey began, and Tamim heard the symphony of the angels at prayer; enraptured,
he forgot the king's warning and extolled God's unity; the afreet melted, and
Tamim found himself on a huge island. He walked around it for three months, and
beheld towering mountains and a fortress of snow. The island was a "Land of

13 DJwan, 158; for Imru3 al-Qays, see CHs4LUP. Gog and Magog (in Arabic, Yajuj and Majuj) are
giants typifying the nomad populations of central Asia, whom Alexander is said to have kept from
overrunning the civilized lands by means of a wall of brass.

14 For the Lakhmids of al-Hirah, see CHALUP, 462-4. For interpretations of Tamim's nisbah of al-
Dari and of the significance of his Christianity, see EP, "Tamim al-Dari".
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Camphor", and it contained abundant herbs and trees and a deserted city of one
hundred thousand palaces in the air; the city had eight golden gates eighty leagues
apart studded with silver, pearl and ruby, and seven thousand towers of white ruby
and dwellings of gold; it was watered by four rivers, and had forests of palms and
pomegranates. Tamim slept in bliss, but on the morrow was warned to leave; he
marched for five days and saw a man praying on a mountain. He came upon a palace
of gold and silver, inside which he saw men dressed in green and armed with
swords and spears; blood oozed from their wounds and their bodies smelt of musk;
he also espied youths seated within enclosures of pearl. He saluted two knights
dressed in silk and brocade and holding rods of light who told him that if he pressed
onward he would meet a guide; then he was stopped by a shaykh who offered him
dates and explained that the city was Iram of the Columns,15 and that it had taken
three hundred and sixty years to build; the man whom he had seen praying was an
apostle of Christ; the youths were martyred believers, and the knights were the
angels Gabriel and Michael. "I (said the shaykh) am Elias; continue on your way
and you will find guidance, but do not leave the shore."

Tamim walked on the beach, living on leaves and herbs, until he saw a ship and
was taken aboard. The crewmen were not Arabs, but the oldest of them had a copy
of the books of Moses which testified to the unity of God and the prophethood of
Muhammad. For six months they sailed towards the lands of Japhet, but suddenly
huge black mountains appeared and the ship was dashed to pieces. Tamim floated
away on a plank, was cast up on an island and walked until he was exhausted. Then
came a youth clad in green who fed him with dates; Tamim recovered his strength
and marched up to two mountains. At the first he met a beautifully-adorned maiden
and at the second a black dog guarding a cave. Tamim stepped inside and found
himself face to face with a one-eyed greybeard who lay fettered and manacled upon
a stone bed. When this creature heard Tamim utter the Prophet's name he
expanded until his body filled the cave. Then Tamim came to a third mountain. He
saw one thousand mosques and one thousand fortified retreats (ribataf)2X its base;
within each ribat were men clad in hair shirts who prayed to their Creator in
adoration. Tamim saw two beings in torment who had been suspended by their
hair in a well with fires above and below them. He retraced his steps to the youth
who had fed him with dates and was told that the maiden was the world, the one-
eyed creature Antichrist, the two tormented ones Hariit and Marut, two angels
who had taught mankind the arts of sorcery.16 Where the sun rose was the China
Sea, behind it was Jabal Qaf which girdled the earth, and beyond it there were
countless cities and worlds as far as the realms of the angels. Two cities, each with
one hundred thousand gates, stood at the point where the sun rose and set.

Then two clouds formed above Tamim; one was black and filled with angels of
wrath, the other white and crewed by angels of mercy. The youth - who now
declared himself to be al-Khidr or Idris17 - asked those in the white cloud to return

15 Cf. Qur'an, lxxxix.6-8; a legendary ruined city in the deep desert, see CHALUP, 248-9.
16 Qur3an, ii. 102. They suffer torment for first sneering at human sinfulness, then succumbing to human

temptations.
17 Qur3an, xviii.60-2, tells of an unnamed servant of God, usually identified by commentators as al-

Khidr (or al-Khadir), who accompanies Moses on a journey and performs a number of shocking
actions which are later revealed to have been divinely inspired (cf. CHALUP, 252-3). He is an
immortal figure associated with a number of legends, including those of Alexander, Idris (Enoch)
and Elias; see Friedlander, Chadirlegende.
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Tamim to his people; the cloud descended and landed like a flat table on the
ground, Tamim climbed in and a year later was carried down to his former home.

The tale concluded, the caliph cUmar now had to judge who was the lawful
spouse. He consulted CA1I b. Abi Talib, the Prophet's son-in-law, who vouched for
Tamim's honesty, and the wife was given the final choice. She asked to be reunited
with her husband, the ideal Companion.18

In the above story Islamic elements are emphasized, but such an emphasis is
not uniformly characteristic of cAbbasid story-telling. The legend of
Tamim may be compared with an early account of heroic exploits, the
Tarikh ("History") of Ibn Habib, a Hispano-Arab work dating from the
third/ninth century which contains legends about Musa b. Nusayr, the
conqueror of al-Andalus. Musa ordered Tariq the Berber to embark near a
rock and disembark at a brown hill close to which stood a foundry and the
statue of a bull. The statue had to be shattered and command of the
vanguard given to a tall man with a ruddy complexion who was squint-eyed
and had withered hands. After the Muslim army had captured Algeciras, it
fought an archer on horseback who guarded a bridge; after slaying two of
Musa's men the archer fell to the ground and was found to be a figure of
copper. Later Musa laid siege to a fortress of copper and discovered copper
boxes filled with jinn which had been imprisoned by Solomon. Ibn Habib
drew his fanciful inspiration from an Egyptian scholar, cAbdullah b. Wahb

cAbbasid story-telling not only absorbed and relaunched earlier themes
and legends; it also contained the germs, not yet fully developed, of later
story-telling. As examples, there is scant evidence to indicate that Abu Zayd
al-Hilali and cAntarah b. Shaddad, later to be popular folk-heroes, were the
subject of elaborated tales or were widely known in the cAbbasid period.20

The cAbbasid writings which refer to the exploits of cAntarah are diwans of
verse which simply explain how the pre-Islamic warrior-poet, son of an
Arab father and a black slave, gained his freedom and fought with mixed
18 Basset, "Les adventures merveilleuses de Temlm el-Dari", 3-26. The journeys of Tamim al-Dari are

referred to by Jahiz (d. 2 5 5IS69), but the setting and some details of the above version recall the ideas
and beliefs which accompanied the Almoravid and Almohad movements in the Maghrib during the
fifth/eleventh and sixth/twelfth centuries. The person of Tamim al-Dari has been integrated into
non-Arabic cycles of oral literature. Thus, amongst the Zarma of the Niger Republic, Tamimoun
Dari has become the close companion of Zabarkane (himself the Companion of the Prophet, al-
Zibriqan b. Badr), who is held to be the progenitor of the Zarma heroes, Mali Bero and Issa Biro
Krombi. It is not known when the Arab tales reached this part of Africa.

19 Egypt in the third/ninth century was a major source for Arabic legends, some of which were told in
Spain, e.g. the legend of the opening of the tower of Toledo by King Roderick the Visigoth is
Egyptian-inspired, see Basset, Legendes arabes d'Espagne. On Tariq the Berber (Tariq b. Ziyad), cf.
CHALUP,n9.

20 The historical cAntarah was a pre-Islamic poet (see CHALUP); in Sirat cAntart he becomes the
champion of Islam and of the Arabs and does battle both with pre-Islamic kings and with the
Crusaders. The legendary Abu Zayd is portrayed as leading the fifth/twelfth century migration of the
Banu Hilal to the Maghrib; see EP, "Hilal".
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success for his tribe of cAbs; the tale of his heroic death — based upon the
death of Rabicah b. Muqaddam of the Banu Firas — was to be added later.
Evidence from cAbbasid writers, for example al-Hamdani's I kit I, indicates
that cAntarah's love for cAblah began as an example of the lyric tales of pairs
of thwarted lovers referred to at the beginning of this chapter, and in
cAbbasid stories he is not yet the knight par excellence he later became in Slrat
cAntar. In the early cAbbasid age the knightly ideal was represented by the
Yemeni warrior, cAmr b. Macdi Karib, who did battle with a fabulous
sword, al-Samsamah. Another Yemeni hero who, like cAmr b. Macdi Karib,
appeared in cAbbasid historical works, and by fusion with other heroes was
to attain fame in later medieval literature, was Sayf b. Dhl Yazan, who freed
his country from Abyssinian occupation prior to Islam. A version of the
romance of Sayf existed in the fourth/tenth century. Ibn al-Nadim in the
Fihrist mentions the title of a work by Hisham b. Muhammad b. al-Sa°ib al-
Kalbi (d. c. 204/819), Kitab al-Yaman wa-amr Say/,21 and the historian al-
Tabari (d. 310/923) devotes two chapters of his History to the story of Sayf
or Macdi Karib. In his account the brief biography of Sayf, included by
Wahb b. Munabbih in his Kitab al-Tijan, is considerably expanded by
borrowings from Persian sources: Sayf is assisted in his struggle by an army
of Persian archers and vagabonds from the court of Chosroes; Wahriz, their
chief, who is half-blind, aims his mighty bow at the head of King Masruq,
the half-brother of Sayf; his arrow slays him and the Yemen is delivered.
The blind archer who looses a fateful shot, probably a Greek inspiration,
was to reappear quite often in Arab legend; Wahriz is perhaps the earliest
mention of such a character. (It is worthy of mention that the lengthy Sir at
Sayfb. Dhl Ya^an of the Mamluk age has no organic connection with this
earlier "pseudo-epic" material. The name of the chief hero is the same and
the enemy is the land of Ethiopia and its king; otherwise, it draws its
inspiration from diverse oriental and African material.)22

A noteworthy feature of the pseudo-historical or legendary literature of the
cAbbasid age was its attribution to leading men of letters, grammarians,
lexicographers and philologists. One such was al-Asmaci, the Basran
grammarian (d. 213/828), to whom is attributed the composition of the
Hijazi recension of Slrat cAntar. In fact there is no evidence to indicate that
he, or a pseudo-Asmaci, ever undertook this formidable task. On the other
hand Ibn al-Muqaffac (d. c. 139/757) was the translator and part author of
the most famous and distinguished work of animal tales in Arabic

21 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 109/Dodge, 1, 208.
22 For a recent attempt to trace the early adventures of Sayf and to link them with those of his late-

medieval successor, see Manqush, Sayf b. Dhl Ya%an.
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literature, his rendering into Arabic of the "Fables of Bidpai", Katilah wa-
Dimnah. The moral of the book is addressed to the katibs of the late
Umayyad or early cAbbasid court, and its function is partly didactic, its
intention being to illustrate rules of conduct for princes and administrators.
But the work plumbs other depths, philosophical and psychological; the
animals who are introduced, their cruelty, cunning and will to survive, are a
comment on, or parody of, human behaviour. Ibn al-Muqaffac had
successors in this field, one of whom was the katib Muhammad b. cAbdus al-
Jahshiyari (d. 331/942), author of Kitab al-Wu%ara~\22> who began an
encyclopaedic work which was planned to contain a thousand stories
derived from Arabic, Persian, Greek and Indian sources. To quote Ibn al-
Nadim's Fihrist: "each section [i.e. story] was separate, not connected with
any other. He summoned to his presence the storytellers, from whom he
obtained the best things about which they knew and which they did well.
He also selected whatever pleased him from the books composed of stories
and fables." He collected 480 nights, each night (lay/ah) being a complete
story of some fifty pages.24

Al-Jahshiyarl's stories, it seems, were juxtaposed. By contrast, in Katilah
wa-Dirnnah the animal fables are linked, by means of their narrators: at the
end of each tale, an animal is selected from it to narrate the next. As this
suggests, the collection and especially the translation of stories introduced
not only themes and details but also methods of story-telling. Thus India
was the source which inspired the invention of many of the fabulous
creatures — dog-headed men, dragons and Amazon queens — which Arab
geographers introduced to give colour and variety to their material. India
too was the source not only of separate stories such as those collected by al-
Jahshiyari, but also of the Arabic Buddha legends, the most important of
which is Bilawhar wa-Budasaf, a Middle Persian version of which was
rendered into Arabic by an unknown translator, probably in the third/ninth
century,25 and which supplied Arabic writing with a group of themes, one
of which will be discussed below. But India also passed on to Arabic story-
telling a narrative technique, that of the frame-story. In the earliest parts of
the Thousand and One Nights, where Shahrazad, faced by death in the
morning, redeems her life and happiness by recounting story after story to
her spouse, King Shahriyar, the stories are prolonged by making the
characters within each story tell stories themselves; tales can be inserted at
will within the framework of the main narration. Mia Gerhardt has
analyzed three main categories of frame-story — i.e. stories contained within
23 See ch. 6, n. 24. 24 Fihrist, Tajaddud, 363-4/Dodge, 11, 714.
25 This Arabic version was subsequently translated into Greek, and the Greek version became the

source of the Christian legend of Barlaam and Josaphat. For earlier and subsequent Arabic versions
of episodes from the Buddha romance, see EP> "Bilawhar wa-Yudasaf".
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a "frame" or main narration - which she discusses in terms of the function
they fulfil in relation to the "frame" itself.26 Further categories could be
added; and in many ways the framed story is an idee fixe in the entire literary
repertoire of Arabic courtly romance. Any opportunity which enabled a
sub-plot to develop within a narrative was used to the full. The nocturnal
wanderings of Harun al-Rashid, his vizier Jacfar the Barmecide, and Masrur
the executioner from the palace into the streets, offer scope for unexpected
plebeian episodes to be worked into the narrative. Hariin follows his fancy
and is delighted by his extraordinary encounters; as a result of them he
redresses wrongs and injustices. He cares for the poor and needy. The scene
is invariably Baghdad at night, and the river Tigris, its bridges, boats and
fisher-folk are much in evidence. An Indian inspiration for this theme and
several of its details may be found in the Arabic text of Bilawhar wa-Budasaf
in "The Story of the Pagan King and his Wise and Devout Vizier":

That king, despite the error of his beliefs, was humble and affectionate, close to the
people, easy and well-disposed and just towards his subjects, desirous of their well-
being. The king and his vizier had remained good companions for a span of time.
One night, after the people were peacefully settled, the king said to his vizier,
"Would you like us to ride through the city and observe the state of the people in
the depths of the night? We shall examine the effects of the rains which we have
suffered of late." The vizier replied, "If this be your wish". So the king and the
vizier rode forth at night and went round the quarters of the city. In one street they
passed by a common dung-heap where people tipped their offal and dumped the
rubbish from their dwellings and the sweepings from their houses. The king espied
a light from a fire coming from the direction of the dung-heap, and said to his
vizier, "This fire has a story to tell. Let us dismount. We shall go on foot until we
come close to it and know all about it". When they reached the source of the light
they found a hole which was like a mountain cavern. It had been dug out by one of
the poor who beg for alms among the people. He had taken the dung-heap as a
dwelling for his wife and himself. The king and the vizier heard sounds of singing
and of stringed instruments before they peered into the hollow, and when they did
so - in a manner which permitted them to remain invisible to the poor man and his
wife — they saw a man who was deformed and clad in worn clothes, shabby rags
from the dung-heap. He was resting on a support which he had fashioned from
some object in the dung-heap; in front of him was a pottery vessel which held his
drink, and his hands played a tunbur [a long-necked stringed instrument]. His wife's
state was similar to his own: she was deformed and clad in similar rags. She stood
facing him, and poured him a drink whenever he asked for it; she danced for him
whenever he played and saluted him as though he were a king whenever she came
close to him. He called her the "mistress of women". They praised one another in
words of honour and kindness and beauty; they were filled with joy, merriment and
song; they manifested a deep love and a mutual devotion which defied description.

The king was amused and amazed. He shared his thoughts with the vizier, who
saw his chance to speak to him of spiritual matters.27

26 The Art of Story Telling, 377-416. 27 Gimaret, Kitab Bilawhar, 57-9.
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In broad summary, cAbbasid story-telling introduced into Arabic written
literature two main forms of composition, which were in turn profoundly
to influence the art of the popular story-teller and the repertoire of the oral
bard. The first, the frame-story, enabled the imagination of the raconteur to
roam widely, though without losing sight of the central or principal plot of
the tale. Suspense was maintained and considerable improvisation was
allowed. The second narrative form, the edifying and epic slrah, was to
become fashionable in the age of the Ayyubids and the Mamliiks, though it
certainly existed in the earlier cAbbasid period. In the slrah - as in the lives of
certain Christian saints which seem in part to have inspired the genre - the
exploits of a hero or villain are unfolded in a series of linked episodes which
often have little relation to one another. The main character is introduced
and at the end bows and makes his exit; in between, a life-story is told or
interest is sustained by a repetitive series of combats, amatory quests,
fantastic escapades, poems and anecdotes. Something comparable is
perhaps to be found in the maqamat of al-Hamadhanl and al-Harlri, a belles-
lettristic genre, although its subject-matter is taken from low-life. For it
should be emphasized that the cAbbasid age was an age both of belles-lettres
and of "oral literature". I do not believe that there was ever a clear-cut
distinction between the two; each influenced the other, and the literary
genres to which this interaction gave birth were to be developed and
eventually reached their peak in the age of the Mamliiks.
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CHAPTER 9

CABBASID POETRY AND ITS ANTECEDENTS

PRE-ISLAMIC POETRY

The difference between the formal ode (qasldah) and the occasional poem
{qifah) seems to have been already fairly well established in pre-Islamic
poetry. Despite the difficulties inherent in discussing the texts of pre-
Islamic poems — which were transmitted and perhaps in some cases
composed orally, so that there is some degree of fluidity in their structure
and wording1 — and despite the fact that in many instances we cannot be
absolutely sure that what has come down to us as a qifah was not originally
part of a qasldah, it can be said, with due caution, that stylistically there is a
discernible difference between the two types of composition. Apart from its
obvious freedom from the relative external structural rigour of the
polythematic qasldah, the qifah is generally marked by the simplicity of its
language. Examples are ImruD al-Qays's elegies on his father or ancestors,
composed in a language considerably simpler than that of his Mu allaqah or
his "Umm Jundab" qasldah, with its elaborate descriptions of his mistress
Umm Jundab and of his horse,2 or Labid's elegies on his half-brother
Arbad, which may be contrasted with the much more formal and recondite
diction of his Mu allaqah? This simplicity of language is not just a feature of
elegies, although these understandably tend to be closer to spontaneous and
direct utterances of grief; it is also to be found in other types of poetic
expression, as in Labid's well-known lines on his old age or in the
"religious" pieces attributed to Umayyah b. Abi Dl-Salt. Not all qasldah
poetry is devoid of such direct expression: examples that come readily to
mind are al-Acsha's description of wine, even though this is embedded in a
longer work of panegyric, or parts of cAmr b. Kulthum's Mu allaqah,
particularly the section dealing with the more urgent theme of his recent
humiliation at the court of cAmr b. Hind4 (which, perhaps significantly, the
fifth/eleventh-century scholar al-Tibrizi omits from his edition of the

1 See e.g. Zwettler, The Oral Tradition. 2 Cf. CHALUP, 90-1, 94-5, 61-2.
3 Ibid., 54-5, 83. 4 Cf. ibid., 101, 76-7, 84.
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poem). Nevertheless, it is probably valid in general terms to say that the
occasional piece is of greater simplicity than the qasidah.

Given the relative freedom and directness of the qifah, it is perhaps not
surprising that it is in the qifah that the major developments in Arabic
poetry during the Islamic period, which will be discussed briefly below,
should be most easily noticeable. Yet it would be wrong to assume that later
attempts to produce qasldahs did not involve some changes in the nature and
scope of the latter too. The pre-Islamic qasidah was the product of a tribal
desert society with its own ethos and values; it was created to celebrate these
values, and by a ritualistic catharsis to enable its hearers to face issues of life
and death in a usually harsh environment. The poet had an important social
function to fulfil: to sing the praises of his tribe, to defend its honour and
attack its enemies. Few societies, in fact, accorded their poets the acclaim
and respect which, at least according to later tradition, were given to the
pre-Islamic poet, and it was entirely appropriate for a recent scholar to write
on pre-Islamic poetry under the rubric, "The poet as hero".5 But the new
religion of Islam, with its fundamentally different set of spiritual values,
brought about a radical change in both the poet's social status and his role;
so much so that to refer to the qasldahs produced before and after Islam in
the same terms can be seriously misleading. We may therefore usefully
borrow the terms used by C. S. Lewis in his discussion of epic,6 and refer to
the pre-Islamic qasidah as the Primary Qasidah, to distinguish it from the
later Secondary Qasidah. We need not, indeed cannot, adopt Lewis's criteria
of classification and view the distinction between the two as purely
chronological; despite superficial resemblances, the Secondary Qasidah is a
very different type of thing from the Primary, alike in its nature, its function
and indeed in its raison d'etre.

EARLY ISLAMIC AND UMAYYAD POETRY

The change, of course, was not immediate. On the contrary, because it
related to people's sensibility and their world outlook, it was slow to make
itself felt. The view once widely held that Muhammad and Islam
discouraged poetry and poets is now generally discredited, and, according
to the early biographies, the Prophet enlisted the help of several poets, such
as Hassan b. Thabit, in his struggle against his pagan opponents. However,
there is nothing specifically Islamic in any significant way in the poetry
ascribed to Muhammad's followers: it praises him for traditional values

5 Hamori, The Art, ch. 1.
6 A Preface to Paradise Lost, Oxford, 1946, 12; Lewis distinguishes between the Primary Epic such as

Homer's and the Secondary Epic of poets like Milton.
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such as munificence, courage in battle, etc. (and Hassan b. Thabit still
praises wine even in eulogies of the Prophet of God); though it is true that,
in the early Islamic period, hi/a3 (satire) seemed to suffer, and Islam seemed
to moderate, at least for a while, the tone offakhr (boasting poetry): for
instance, the author of a poem known as al-Yatlmah, Suwayd b. Abi Kahil
(d. 65/684), gratefully attributes his tribe's virtues to God's work.7 There
seems to have been, also, a relative decline in poetic output in the early years
of Islam, attributed by some medieval theorists to the Arabs' being engaged
in the wars of conquest; however, recent research has shown evidence that a
considerable amount of poetry was in fact composed by men who fought in
these wars.8 The poems, of whose absolute authenticity we can never be
certain, tend to be short passages, the polythematic qasldah giving place to
the qifah with a single theme, that of urging on the warriors or celebrating
their courage. There are also elegies on those fallen in battle and poems of
longing for the homeland. Instead of the stately language of the traditional
qasldah, the vocabulary of these poems - some of which are composed in the
raja% metre, which at this period still connoted extempori2ation and
simplicity - tends to be simple and straightforward, with occasional
Quranic allusions. Many of the authors of such poems remained obscure; a
few, such as Abu Mihjan al-Thaqafi, Abu DhuDayb al-Hudhali and al-
Nabighah al-jacdl,9 had established a reputation before Islam, but very few
of those who first distinguished themselves during the conquests attained
the reputation of al-Qacqacb. cAmr al-Tamlmi. Yet their work is important
in that it signalled the onset of a new stage in the development of Arabic
poetry, one in which the Primary Qasldah had obviously ceased to be
relevant to the new social, intellectual and spiritual reality.

This lack of relevance of the qasldah is accentuated in the poetry of the
Kharijis.10 Al-Tirimmah b. Hakim is probably the only KharijI poet to open
a poem qasldah-fashion with a naslb (amatory prelude), but in this, as in some
other respects such as his eulogy of Umayyad rulers, he is very much the
exception. Generally KharijI poets seemed to confine themselves to poems
of the qifah type, short pieces of great simplicity and immediacy; at times, as
in the case of cImran b. Hittan, Qatar! b. al-Fuja°ah and Malik al-Mazmum,
the poetry acquires a markedly subjective character, expressing a high
degree of emotional intensity. All these poets gave expression to an attitude
towards death entirely different from that which characterizes pre-Islamic
poetry, where the fear and awareness of inevitable death seems to dominate
the perception of life. In KharijI poetry, there is a positive and indeed
gleeful welcoming of dying, since to die for one's religion was an act of

7 Lyall, Mufaddatiyat, 1, 38iff. 8 See e.g. al-Qadi, Shfral-futuh.
9 Cf. CHALUP, ch. 2. On Abu Mihjan, cf. 223, below. 10 See pp. 186-8.
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martyrdom believed to bring about a certain reward in heaven. Like the
pre-Islamic poet, the Khariji tends to boast of his prowess and physical
courage, but here the similarity between them ends, for, although the
Khariji poet is still his own hero, he is serving a cause greater than that of
self or tribe; he is God's soldier, righting for God's cause, his death
testifying to God's glory. Hence the ontological irrelevance of the qasldah to
him: he no longer needs its ritual function, Islam having provided him with
a more meaningful alternative.

But the selfsame religion that made the dissident Khariji a warrior-hero
inevitably reduced the social status of the conformist poet. The Khariji poet
was, spiritually, the Muslim descendant of the pre-Islamic brigand-poet,
the suluk outsider;11 but the Muslim counterpart of the pre-Islamic tribal
poet became, in the course of time, the panegyric poet who sang the praises
of a patron. Whatever spiritual and edifying or socially cohesive functions
the qasldah might have had were taken over by the QurDan and the new
religion; and the tribe which needed its own spokesman was submerged,
for a period at least, to re-emerge only within the context of a state in which
certain tribes or tribal groupings achieved dominance and the holders of
high office needed to have their praises sung by poets of proven distinction,
but not necessarily related to them by ties of blood or tribal kinship. It was
as a result of this fundamental change in the position of poets under the
Umayyads that the Secondary Qasldah was born.

Primary and Secondary Qasldah

It is time now to consider the main differences between the Primary and
Secondary Qasldah. In the first place the Primary Qasldah was not just a
poem in the familiar modern sense of the word; it had more than a literary
function. As we have seen, it was akin to ancient Greek tragedy in that it
was a re-enactment of the common values of the tribe, with a similar ritual
function, asserting life-impulses and enabling the tribe to face with greater
fortitude the forces of death in a hostile world. This does not mean that in
some respects the qasldah had not already become a literary convention, or
had not acquired such conventions, in pre-Islamic Arabia: in the very
opening of his Muallaqah^ cAntarah wonders if previous poets had left
anything unsaid or unsung - a sentiment also expressed by a poet as early as
ImruD al-Qays — while cAdi b. Zayd, who was a Christian, could still begin a
qasldah with weeping over the ruins of the encampment of the beloved,
although presumably his religious faith was in theory capable of providing

11 Cf. CHALUP, 32.
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him with an answer to the riddle of life which would render the emotional
need for the qasldah less urgent. Nevertheless, it is safe to assert that whereas
the Primary Qasldah was predominantly ritual in character, the Secondary
Qasldah was predominantly literary and craftsmanly. The fifth/eleventh-
century critic Ibn Rashlq once likened ancient and "modern" (i.e. post-
Umayyad) Arab poets to builders and decorators respectively: after the
ancients had erected the edifice, the moderns came and embellished it. The
analogy underlines a basic difference in both function and style, which
emerged even earlier than Ibn Rashiq believed: the ancient poet was
concerned with a building which served an immediately useful purpose, for
his was a functional role in his society; the poet of the Islamic era, on the
other hand, was not trying to create another building — he worked within
the framework of the old qasldah — but performed a secondary, aesthetic
role, insofar as his task was chiefly one of refinement and his concern with
detail, not broad outlines. (Nevertheless, such "details" and "embellish-
ments" could, on occasion, take on a significant and structural role.)

Secondly, the Secondary Qasldah is generally the product of literary
rather than primary experience. It is full of allusions to Primary Qasldahs
which it consciously sets out to imitate (a fact which was responsible for the
eventual development of a peculiarly Arabic branch of literary criticism, the
study of plagiarisms).12 Thus when, in a famous eulogy of the caliph cAbd
al-Malik, the Umayyad poet al-Akhtal compares his patron to the
Euphrates, the audience is immediately aware that he is drawing upon the
same comparison made by an earlier poet, al-Nabighah al-Dhubyani, in his
eulogy of al-Nucman, king of Hirah, and can appreciate the degree of
elaboration and refinement wrought by the later poet. This Horation
conception of "imitation" was maintained throughout the subsequent
history of Arabic poetry (and indeed until comparatively recent times): just
as al-Mutanabbi echoes the pre-Islamic al-Acsha, so al-Macarri imitates al-
Mutanabbi, and so on.

Thirdly, the Secondary Qasldah is chiefly a poem of panegyric, however
poly thematic it may outwardly appear to be. In the Primary Qasldah the
poet usually identifies himself with his tribe, so that in boasting of his
virtues he is making more than an individual assertion; but in the Secondary
Qasldah the element of self-praise is generally reduced to a minimum:
instead, the poet sings the praises of his patron, who may or may not be of
his tribe. He is therefore selling his poetic wares to the highest bidder, and is
prepared to change his patron if this proves more profitable and even, if his
patron disappoints him, to reverse his attitude completely and satirize him.

12 Seep . 351.
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To an extent unknown in the Primary Qasldah, even where the poet was a
court-poet, the concept of sincerity therefore is not, nor should it be, of
much relevance to the SecondaryQasldah. On the whole, then, the author of
the Secondary Qasldah is at the opposite pole from the Khariji poet, and it is
not surprising to find the Khariji cImran b. Hittan bitterly criticizing the
Umayyad poet al-Farazdaq for his "false" panegyrics. Seen against this
background, the growing dominance of hyperbole ceases to be a puzzle. In
addition, the poet's need to secure a living drives the author of the
Secondary Qasldah not only to write panegyrics, but also to act as an
entertainer to please his patron and his patron's court. To a large extent, the
naqaid or poetic slanging-matches in which the Umayyad trio, Jarir, al-
Farazdaq and al-Akhtal, were involved13 were motivated less by any wish to
uphold the honour of their tribes than by the desire to entertain their
patrons and their audience; Jarir and al-Farazdaq in fact belonged to the
same tribe, Tamim, and, in his elegy on al-Farazdaq, Jarir describes him as
"the support of the whole tribe of Tamim, its tongue and proud spokesman
everywhere". Poets often became their patrons' boon-companions as well
as their entertainers, particularly when a patron developed a real interest in
poetry rather than merely commissioning it for propaganda purposes.

Finally, the former sharp distinction between raja^ the metre used in
earlier times for such lowly forms of verse as the shanty, and the grander
metres (taivll, kamil, baslt, etc.) used in the polythematic qasldah, now
disappeared; rajav^ was henceforth to be used for serious purposes as much
as any other metre — indeed it eventually became the medium of didactic
poetry — and, though a distinction was still made between urju^ah (a piece
written in raja%) and qasldah (a piece written in the other metres), the
distinction was no more than formal; the term qasldah itself, by cAbbasid
times, was no longer reserved for polythematic poems of some length, but
could simply mean "a poem" of any kind.

The recipe for the Islamic panegyric was basically the same as for the pre-
Islamic, but with some Islamic ingredients added. The patron's courage
and martial valour are there, together with his hospitality and munificence,
which are more strongly emphasized, for obvious reasons. The ruler is not
only just and resolute but the Guardian of the Faith and God's favourite,
ruling by a special mandate from Him according to His dictates; the poet
also sees to it that there are some Quranic allusions in his language. These
are the common themes encountered, for instance, in Jarir's eulogies of
Umayyad rulers, governors and generals, and, as has been noted, many of
the ideas which occur in them subsequently became regular features of the

13 CHALUP, 410-12.
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Secondary Qasldah, to be used later on by cAbbasid poets such as Bashshar,
Abu Nuwas, Abu Tammam and al-Buhturi.14 Yet within the limitations,
technical, thematic and social, of the Secondary Qasldah, poets even as early
as the Umayyad period had been able to express their individuality and give
shape to their own insights into reality. In his panegyric on Sulayman b.
cAbd al-Malik, despite its conventional qasldah structure, al-Farazdaq
produced a poem deeply rooted in the social and political reality of the time
with a wealth of allusions to the malpractices of tax-collectors and the
brutality and repression of al-Hajjaj, governor of Iraq; in one of the naqaid,
the poet slips in a marvellous description of a frosty night in the desert,
clearly drawn from experience, not convention,15 and many other examples
could be cited in his poetry. His contemporary Dhu Dl-Rummah often
makes descriptions of his feelings for his beloved, Mayy, form part of his
qasldahs and makes nature share his sorrows, investing even the conven-
tional theme of the deserted encampment with such moments of direct
vision as his justly praised description of himself sitting making and
unmaking patterns in the dust while the crows circle overhead; indeed, it
often seems that to describe nature is the chief object of his qasldahs.16 The
potential of the qasldah for conveying an individual poetic vision was to be
still further developed by a number of cAbbasid poets.

Development of the qifah

The two areas in which dramatic changes took place in the qifah in early
Islamic and Umayyad times were love poetry (gha^al) and the wine-poem
(khamriyyah), no doubt in large part thanks to the spectacular development
of singing during the same period, which saw the rise in Mecca and Medina
of a wealthy class of Arabs whom the Umayyads paid to discourage them
from seeking political power, and who developed a passion for entertain-
ment, particularly the art of singing in which captive slave-girls from the
conquered lands excelled. Poems were now composed specifically in order
to be sung, with the result that their vocabulary had to be considerably
simplified to accommodate their musical setting and to enable foreign girls
not well versed in the Arabic language to perform them, and for the same
reasons there was a preference for shorter metrical forms such as ramal,
khaflf, sarf and mutaqarib. Instead of the tribal qasldah celebrating
communal values, we now have poems dealing with the various aspects of
love, which centre on the poet's "individual" psyche. These are best
exemplified by the work of cUmar b. Abl Rabfah, whose bulky Dwan is

14 Dayf, Tatawwur, 161. 15 Dlwany 1, 324$ 11, 5 5 iff. 16 Cf. CHALUP, 427-31.
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devoted to the subject of love. Even when he uses the props of the qasidah,
he clearly does so as an excuse to introduce love as the real subject of the
poem, and the women he writes about belong to a totally different world
from that of the qasldah\ they are sophisticated and literate and enjoy the wit
of the literary salon. Different too are the situations he creates for the lover
and his mistress: in many an elegant poem he depicts himself as the helpless
victim of unreciprocated passion; at times love is set against a beautiful
natural landscape, with nature, as it were, ennobling his passion, and,
anticipating one of the features of "courtly" Arabic love poetry, the poet
may pray to God not for salvation but for fulfilment of his love. Finally,
despite the freshness and directness of his love poetry, its playfulness and
lively dialogues, its dealing with concrete experience and its strikingly
sensuous elements, it already contains the beginnings of what was later to
become the conventional love "situation" in cAbbasid poetry, with its
apparatus of messengers, spies, slanderers, etc.

"Courtly" love poetry proper developed at much the same time, but
against the much simpler background of desert life; cUdhrI poetry, so called
from the tribe of cUdhrah with which it is chiefly associated, takes as its
theme hopeless and unfulfilled passion. Composed in a tremulous language
of unusual transparency, revealing great emotional intensity, it shows the
lover yearning for a highly idealized woman placed far beyond his grasp,
who inspires in him a love which may lead to madness or death. Often the
lover's feelings attain an unmistakable degree of spirituality, ranging from
the use of religious terms to an almost Platonic concept of the pairing of the
lovers' souls, and in much cUdhri poetry nature figures quite prominently,
as the lovers address birds, the wind, clouds and rain, and even hills and
mountains which seem to call out to them in sympathy. This tradition of
idealized love was to continue, albeit in somewhat diluted form, in the
poetry of the cAbbasid period in the work of such poets as al-cAbbas b. al-
Ahnaf,17 and indeed left its mark on all subsequent love poetry, even of the
most sensual variety. With the rise of mysticism it also influenced the work
of Sufi poets who, instead of endowing human love with a quasi-religious
dimension, employed it as a metaphor for divine love. cUdhrI poetry also
contributed to a tradition of prose writing in which love is studied and
sacred or profane theories of love propounded.18

It was in the affluent and sophisticated world of the Umayyad princes that
the wine-song was developed as an independent genre, and the poet who is
regarded, with some justice, by the fourth/tenth-century author olKitab al-
Agharil, as the originator of the khamriyyah, and who provided the model for

17 See ch. 12, nn. 6-8. 18 Cf. pp. 91-2, 210.
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all his successors, including Abu Nuwas, is al-Walid b. Yazid.19 This prince
was himself a poet, musician and singer all in one, and this may explain why
in his poetry a remarkable degree of lyricism is achieved. Though only a
small amount of his poetry has survived, there is enough to suggest that his
originality lay not in his treating wine as an independent theme and in his
use of new, short metres, but in the attitude of adoration he adopts towards
wine, complicated by the awareness of breaking a religious taboo; this adds
a spiritual dimension to his poems which was profoundly to influence Abu
Nuwas. Al-Walid, in fact, paves the way for cAbbasid poetry in many ways.
His wine-poems sometimes express a defiant attitude to the certainties of
religion, an attitude of doubt and even rejection, which is clearly the
product of a clash of ideas and of the intellectual sophistication which
marked the latter part of the Umayyad era and is the hallmark of the
cAbbasid. It has been claimed that al-Walid absorbed his cynicism from his
teacher cAbd al-Samad b. cAbd al-Acla°, who was thought by some to be a
%indiq (free-thinker).20 However, some Umayyad poets had already shown
an interest in the intellectual life and debates of their time: al-Farazdaq is
said to have attended the sessions of the ascetic Hasan al-Basri,21 while Jarir
went to those of the theologian Ibn Sirin. But with the leading cAbbasid
poets we find not only a keener interest in intellectual debates, but that the
quality of philosophical thinking had immeasurably deepened and its range
widened as a result of the expansion of Arabic culture. Most, if not all, of
these poets were involved in the intellectual and theological controversies
of their day: Bashshar, Abu Nuwas, Ibn al-Ruml and Abu Tammam were
all influenced by the Muctazilah, the rationalist theologians of Islam, and
what is no less important is that the patrons they sought to please,
particularly the caliphs, were themselves well-educated and intellectually
sophisticated, their intellectual tastes often being closely linked to their
political objectives, as in the case of the caliph al-MaDmun's adoption of
Muctazilism.

" M O D E R N " P O E T R Y

It is clear, from the foregoing remarks, that the major changes in post-
Islamic poetry, which decisively influenced its course throughout the
cAbbasid era, actually took place in the Umayyad period, and that both the
growth of the Secondary Qasldah and the stylistic and thematic develop-
ment of the qifah were due to a process of gradual transition. It is no

19 A b u 31-Faraj al-Isfahani, Agham, v i , n o .
20 Dayf, Tatawwur^ 293; on the %indiqs, cf. pp . 41 -2 , above.
21 Cf. p p . 267-8 , 273.
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accident that the poet described by many medieval critics as the first of the
moderns {muhdathuri) was Bashshar b. Burd (c. 95-167/713-83), who
straddled both the Umayyad and cAbbasid periods. Yet, like some
European literatures, Arabic literature had its own battle of the Ancients
and Moderns, and in this battle it was assumed that the moderns were really
the cAbbasids and not the Umayyads. What then, one may ask, led cAbbasid
critics to hold this view; what are the developments in cAbbasid poetry that
might be regarded as new, even though some of them may have had their
germ in the preceding period?

Ethnic diversity

By cAbbasid times, the composition of Arabic poetry was no longer the
prerogative of Arabs: major contributions were made by poets of non-Arab
origin (known in Arabic as muwalladuri)^ such as Bashshar and Abu Nuwas,
both Persian by origin, and Ibn al-Ruml, who had Byzantine blood in him.
The Arabic language and literary traditions had now become easily
accessible to the conquered peoples, who were not slow to realize that to
distinguish themselves in Arabic culture was, apart from other consider-
ations, a likely means to attain wealth or high office. While it is hazardous to
attribute specific stylistic features to particular races, there is no doubt that
ethnic variety must have contributed considerably, alike in themes and in
attitudes and techniques, to the varied richness of poetic production under
the cAbbasid empire, which stretched over an enormous area and covered a
multiplicity of cultures, and the implications of this process of cultural
assimilation and diversification were not lost on early cAbbasid critics.

Diversification of poetic language

Patrons, particularly from early cAbbasid times, were often well versed in
literary Arabic and in poetry, many having received a thorough training
from the philologists who assumed an increasing importance in Arabic
literary life. For obvious religious and political reasons, many cAbbasid
caliphs were anxious to appear as defenders of the faith and consequently to
encourage the learning of Arabic, the language of the QurDan; they had their
children educated in the Islamic and relevant ancillary sciences, including
the study of ancient poetry, and encouraged philologists and transmitters
(rawls) to compile collections of pre-Islamic poetry (the best-known
example is the Mufaddaliyyat compiled by al-Mufaddal al-Dabbi for al-
Mahdi while the future caliph was still a boy). As a result, a generally
conservative attitude to language prevailed, and in order to please their
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patrons, poets had to write panegyrics that satisfied their criteria of
excellence by showing a mastery of the language and of the pre-Islamic
poetic tradition through the use of literary and historical allusion and of
obscure and archaic words (gharlb). It was inevitable that poets should seek
to outdo, and be measured against, their pre-Islamic models. Although it
has been suggested that the role and authority of the philologists were
exaggerated by subsequent medieval critics and literary historians,22 there is
no doubt that a powerful section of contemporary literary opinion rejected
the work of the "moderns", who either failed to measure up to, or deviated
from, their predecessors; the testimony of men such as al-Jahiz and Ibn
Qutaybah cannot be lightly brushed aside.

In the face of such pressure, poets tended to take one of three main
courses. One is typified by Bashshar, who, although he sometimes wrote
poems and urju^ahs brimful of archaisms to prove his command of gharib, in
the main chose a medium halfway between the language of pre-Islam and
the contemporary idiom, the language of modern sophisticated living. This
type of language is often, but by no means always, what critics have in mind
when they speak of the language of the muwalladun and the muhdathun (at other
times it is badf which critics refer to under these labels, a subject we shall
turn to later). Another solution was that of utter simplicity of language, the
style which is the indirect descendant of the medium not of the qasidah but
of the qifah, and which became associated with the name of Abu °l-
cAtahiyah, whose output consisted chiefly of ^uhdiyyat (ascetic poems).
Although this medium was used by some, including Abu Dl-cAtahiyah
himself, in panegyrics, it was not regarded as best suited for the qasidah, for,
as Abu Dl-cAtahiyah is reputed to have said, it did not appeal "to kings, rawls
or those in search of gharib", and hence was unlikely to prove remunerative
(though it should be noted in this connection that the panegyric qasidah was
not the only type of poetry to receive patronage; there is evidence that the
qifah too might on occasion earn its practitioner a comfortable living).23 A
last solution, arising either out of personal choice or from the philologists'
insistence, was to opt for a predominantly archaic, formal and high-
sounding mode of expression; this is best illustrated by the poetry of
Muslim b. al-Walid and, later, by Abu Tammam (see below).

It is not without significance that it was the last course that was destined
to dominate subsequent qasidah poetry in the long run. No doubt the great
success of the formal style, with its sonorous phrases, in expressing "epic"
themes in the poetry of Abu Tammam and al-Mutanabbi, contributed in no
small measure to its ultimate victory. At his best Mutanabbi's imagination
22 Gibb, "Arab poet and Arabic philologist"; Bonebakker, "Poets and critics"; cf. also p. 21,

above. 23 See p. 290.
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conceived everything on a grand scale for which only the grand style was
appropriate. The Byzantine army which Sayf al-Dawlah vanquished
stretched from the eastern corner of the globe to its western limit and the
clamour it caused reached Gemini. Sayf al-Dawlah "is the sea: when it is
calm, you should dive in it for pearls, but beware of it when it is rough." In a
panegyric on Badr b. cAmmar al-Kharshani in which he describes his
patron's successful fight against a lion, Mutanabbi gives only enough
details to render the incident plausible, but the antagonist no less than the
protagonist is conceived in gigantic proportions. The lion is no ordinary
lion: when it drinks from the lake of Tiberias, its roar can be heard from the
banks of the Euphrates and the Nile; its mane looks like a forest. As for the
hero, every pigeon sings his praises (as if he were the Lord of Creation).
Such images are clearly the product of something akin to the mythological
imagination, for which Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's homely style would have been
singularly inappropriate.

Thematic innovations in the qasldah

The third element which led critics to identify modernism with cAbbasid
poetry was thematic. Although the basic themes of the Secondary Qasldah
of the Umayyad poets were retained, particularly as regards the attributes of
the person eulogized, cAbbasid poets occasionally allowed themselves the
freedom to innovate in the opening part of the poem. Sometimes this was
an expression of their critical attitude to the conventions of the Arabic
tradition, often coupled with anti-Arab sentiment, rife in Shucubl poets
such as Abu Nuwas and Bashshar, who never tired of asserting the
inferiority of Arab culture to Persian. Abu Nuwas mocks the irrelevance of
such hackneyed motifs as the description of the ruined encampment of the
beloved to an urban poet living in the height of luxury in sophisticated
surroundings, addressing a patron who himself lives in great splendour.
Bashshar, Muslim b. al-Walid and Abu Dl-cAtahiyah wrote several
panegyrics with bacchic openings; likewise, Abu Tammam might begin a
qasldah with a highly sensitive description of nature in spring, and Ibn al-
Muctazz starts his eulogy of the caliph al-Muctadid with a description of
lightning and a rainstorm. Abu Tammam, too, began some of his
panegyrics with gnomic verses, lamenting the fickleness of fate and the
vicissitudes of time, thereby setting an example which Mutanabbi was to
follow with memorable results. On certain occasions, as in his celebrated
Amorium qasldah (discussed below), he might dispense with the prelude
altogether and plunge directly into his main theme with powerful
immediacy and dramatic effect (although for several reasons it is
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158 M. M. BADAWI

questionable if this particular poem can still be regarded as a typical qasldah\
it is, in fact, more akin to epic poetry rendered in a suitably magniloquent
style). Finally, a poet might, like Ibn al-Rumi, open a poem with a
description of his beloved or manage to insert into his panegyric detailed
and loving descriptions of aspects of contemporary life, such as Ibn al-
Rumi's famous account of slave-girls playing their musical instruments.

Badf

However, because in its essential features the subject of the Secondary
Qasldah remained the same - an ideal type of the addressee with certain
stock virtues and attributes - the task of the cAbbasid poet became one of
providing variations on a main theme. Hence the need to elaborate and
ingeniously to diversify verbal expression, using all the devices and
resources made available by the lively intellectual life of cAbbasid
civilization. It is against this background that the birth of badf (the "new
style") must be seen. This highly rhetorical and ornate style, abounding in
"conceits", is commonly assumed to have become the dominant fashion in
the third/ninth century, but in fact it already appears, in an incipient form,
in the work of Bashshar, in whose poetry later critics and writers on
rhetoric find examples to illustrate many of the figures of speech consti-
tuting badf^ and Jahiz certainly regards Bashshar, perhaps with some exag-
geration, as the leader of the badf school, whom poets like al-cAttabi (d.
early third/ninth century) and Muslim b. al-Walld (d. 208/823) followed.24

Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908) wrote the first treatise on badf, Kitab al-Badf, in
the late third/ninth century; as his theory of badfy his classification of the
rhetorical figures which characterize it, and the critical traditions on which
he drew are analyzed at length elsewhere in this volume,25 we will confine
ourselves here to discussing examples of the "new" style. Perhaps its most
striking exponents were Muslim b. al-Walld and Abu Tammam, who as a
result provoked a controversy that was to rage among critics for a long time
to come, but there is hardly a single cAbbasid poet who managed to escape
its influence altogether. Badf is, no doubt, the product of conscious
craftsmanship (often too conscious), but it does not preclude genuine
feeling, as we can see from the manner in which poets used it even in their
elegies. Abu Tammam's well-known elegy on his son is a poem charged
with deep emotion, revealed, among other things, in the detailed and
moving description of the final stages of the boy's illness, and, though its
language is perhaps the simplest to be found in the whole of Abu
Tammam's poetry, it is not entirely free of badf devices;26 nor did Ibn al-

24 Bayany i, 51. 25 See pp. 346-8, and ch. 21. 26 Dwan, iv, 577.
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CABBASID POETRY AND ITS ANTECEDENTS I 5 9

Rumi's grief at the death of his middle son prevent him using badf in his
elegy on him. Bad? is to be found in such impassioned utterances as
Mutanabbi's elegy on his grandmother, the pleas of Abu Firas al-Hamdani
from prison among the Byzantines, his pathetic address to his mother or his
complaint to his cousin, Sayf al-Dawlah, who had failed to ransom him.
Later, Ibn al-Farid was said to have composed some of his mystical verses in
a state of trance sometimes lasting several days; yet his poetry abounds in
badf\ while al-Macarri's elegy on a Hanafi man of learning, one of the most
justly praised poems in the Arabic language, is, to cite but another example,
full oibadf^ but the various figures of speech in it are so well integrated, and
the relationship between them and the general tenor of the work is so close,
that no sensitive reading of the poem will yield an impression of
artificiality.27 Abu Tammam's great Amorium poem shows how a
particular rhetorical device can at once be a structural principle and a clue to
the overall meaning of the poem, and how in the finest examples of cAbbasid
poetry badf is more than a rhetorical embellishment or mere outward
trapping.

The following translation quotes the first forty of the poem's seventy-
one lines:

Sword tells more truth than books; its edge is parting wisdom from vanity:
In gleaming blades, not lines of dusky tomes, are texts to dispel uncertainty and

doubt.28

Knowledge is found in the sparkle of lances, glittering between opposing
ranks, not in the seven sparkling lights of heaven.

What use is such lore, what use the stars themselves, and men's specious
inventions about them? All lies,

Mere falsity and patched-up fables, neither tough oak (if reckoned right) nor
pliant sapling.29

Strange things they declared time would reveal in direful summer months,
To scare men with dread disasters, on the appearance of the star in the west

with its comet-tail;30

They claim to see in the lofty zodiac an ordered precedence, of signs
"reversed" and signs not so,

Judging events thereby — but the stars are heedless, whether moving the full
circle of the firmament or close to the pole.

Were it true that they had ever plainly forecast a coming event, they would not
have concealed this, stamped as it is in stocks and stones.

Victory of victories! too lofty to be compassed by poet's verse or orator's
speech,

A victory at which heaven's gates are thrown open and earth struts in her
freshest garments.31

27 Shuruh Saqt al-f(andy bk. 2, in , 981-1005.
28 The Byzantine astrologers declared that Amorium would never be taken in winter; al-Muctasim

mounted his campaign in winter. 29 A proverbial expression.
30 A comet had recently appeared, believed to presage the overthrow of nations.
31 The Muslim victory took place in spring.
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l6o M. M. BADAWI

Day of Amorium fight! our hopes have come away from you with udders full
of honeysweet milk;32

You have left the fortunes of Islam's children at the height, heathens and
heathendom at lowest ebb.

She [Amorium] was a mother to them: had they had any hope of ransoming
her, they would have paid as ransom every kindly mother among them and
father too.

She's now a maiden unveiled and humbled, though Chosroes had been
impotent to master her, and Abukarib she had spurned33

- virgin unravished by the hand of disaster, greedy Fate's blows could never
hope to reach her -

From the age of Alexander, or before then, time's locks have grown gray while
she remained untouched by age;

God's purpose, working in her year after year (a thrifty housewife's churning)
made her at last cream of ages.34

But black grief, blindly striking, came upon her, her who had before been
called the dispeller of griefs.

It was an ill omen for her, that day when Ankara fell35 and was left deserted,
with empty squares and streets:

When she saw her sister of yesterday laid waste, it was a worse contagion for
her than the mange.

Within her walls lie numberless heroic cavaliers, locks reddened with hot
flowing gore,

By practice of the sword (henna of their own blood), not in accord with
practice of faith and Islam.36

Commander of the Faithful! you have given over to the fire a day of hers,
whereon stone and wood alike were brought low;

When you departed, night's gloom there was as noonday, dispelled in her midst
by dayspring of flame,

As if the robes of darkness had renounced their colour, or sun never set:
Radiance of fire while darkness still lasted, murk of smoke in a noontide

smirched,
Sun seeming to rise here though it had sunk, sun seeming to depart there

although it had not.
Fate, like clouds rolling away, had revealed for her a day both fair and foul
(Sun did not rise that day on any bridegroom, nor set on any man unwed):
Dwelling of Mayyah, not yet deserted, haunted by her lover Ghaylan,37 was a

scene not more sweet to look on than Amorium's deserted dwelling,
Nor were Mayyah's cheeks, blood-red with modest shame, more charming to

beholder than Amorium's cheek all grimed
By disfigurement with which our eyes are better pleased than with any beauty

that has ever appeared, or any wondrous sight.

32 Bedouin imagery: sweet pastures yield sweet milk.
33 A legendary pre-Islamic conqueror.
34 Al-Tibrizi observes, "This metaphor had never been used before."
35 Conquered by the Muslims on their way to Amorium.
36 The Prophet dyed his hair and beard with henna.
37 The allusion is to Dhu 31-Rummah (Ghaylan b. cUqbah) and his beloved.
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CABBASID POETRY AND ITS ANTECEDENTS l6l

A fine event! its effects seen plainly, joyfulness the outcome of evil event.
Would that heathendom could have known for how many ages past Fate had

been holding in store for her the spears and lances!
This is the wise design of al-Muctasim, God's avenger, expectant and yearning

for God.38

Full-fed with victory, his spearheads have never been blunted not parried in
defence of a life inviolate;

Never did he make war on a folk, or assault a town, without an army of terrors
going before him;

Had he not led a mighty host on the day of battle, he would yet have had a
clamorous host in himself alone . . .39

The lines quoted are built on antitheses: between truth and falsehood,
victory and defeat, light and dark, virginity and violation; and the poem
culminates in two parallel passages (not quoted) in which the ravishing and
dishonour of the city and its womenfolk are contrasted with the caliph's
vision of the heavenly reward he has won by upholding the honour of
Islam: for the conquest of Amorium was supposedly inspired by his vow to
avenge a Muslim woman who had called upon his name when widowed by
the Byzantines, and he had sworn not to enjoy his own wives until she was
avenged; hence the poem's overall mingling of masculine and feminine
imagery.40

One particular element of badf in Ibn al-Muctazz's analysis deserves
special consideration, in the light of the above example, because more than
any other it was the specific product of the intellectual climate of the
cAbbasid age (rather than the kind of common tropes of which scattered
examples could be found in much earlier poetry, as the cAbbasid critics
argued); and as such it was often at the root of Arab critics' rejection of
Modern poetry. This is al-madhhab al-kalaml, translated by Kratchkovsky as
"dialectical mannerism".41 It denotes a type of rational argumentation, an
ability to produce subtle and ingenious ideas, a way of evolving images and
conceits akin to Donne's "wit" and the appellation "metaphysical" used by
Dryden to describe it. A comparison between these phenomena in the two
poetic traditions is illuminating. In a famous passage in his Discourse
Concerning Satire, Dryden complains that Donne "perplexes the minds of the
fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, where he should engage their
hearts and entertain them with the softness of love". Similarly, al-madhhab
al-kalamiIs a term which Ibn al-Muctazz took over from Jahiz, who, himself
a Muctazili, was aware that underlying some of the poetry of the moderns
38 Tadblru mtftasimin bi ^llahi muntaqiminjli ^llahi murtaqibin ft °//ahi murtaghibv. a prolonged play on the

caliph's regnal title, al-Mucta§im bi Dllah, "he who takes refuge in God".
39 Divan, i, 40—59, trans. A.F.L. B.
40 For a more detailed analysis of the poem, see Badawi, "The function of rhetoric"; cf. Stetkevych,

"The cAbbasid poet interprets history". 41 Cf. ch. 21.
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l6l M.M. BADAWI

was a cerebral type of activity not unlike that which marks the rationalist
theology known as ka/am; and, as we have noted, Abu Tammam, who made
badf his own, was a Muctazill, not unacquainted with the work and methods
of kalam thinkers, and his poetry abounds in philosophical terms.

In the case both of the Metaphysical and the badf poets, rigorous
argumentative logic results in witty comparisons, surprising conceits and
far-fetched images. Just as Dr Johnson complains, in his essay on Abraham
Cowley, that in the work of the Metaphysicals there is "a combination of
dissimilar images or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently
unlike" and that "the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence
together; nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons and
allusions", so the cAbbasid critic al-Amidi complains of Abu Tammam and
his unfamiliar and far-fetched metaphors.42 Of course earlier Arabic poetry
was not devoid of tropes or even sustained "conceits"; but these are solitary
occurrences, and it is the cumulative force of conceits backed by ingenious
and subtle thinking, the product of the logical argumentation of the time,
that gives the badf of cAbbasid poetry its peculiar flavour. A poet of a less
philosophical turn of mind, such as Abu Tammam's younger contempor-
ary and pupil, al-Buhturi, who was relatively free from the influence of
contemporary thinkers, was driven to complain of the current fashion for
infusing logic into poetry, protesting that poetry surely has nothing to do
with truth and logic.

Humour and irony: tradition transformed

The results of this intellectual sophistication were particularly striking in
the qifah. At the hands of the cAbbasid poets, the occasional poem acquired
an unprecedented degree of complexity of sentiment and attitude, and an
ironic tone hitherto unknown, and their humour reveals not only a
comprehensive view of life where nothing deserves to be taken too
seriously, but also an urbane and cultured spirit reflected in the very
allusiveness of the style of humour. Likewise the mujun (buffoonery and
gaiety) of love poetry addressed to women and boys was not always the
product of simple hedonism, but generally carried a degree of awareness of
the expense of spirit in a waste of shame which renders their tone at once
more convincing and moving. It is this awareness of ultimate issues in life
and death, this religious feeling (for lack of a better term), which gives some
of Abu Nuwas's wine poetry a spiritual quality which had been beyond the
reach of al-Walid b. Yazid, whose mind had been formed in an intellectually

42 See pp. 372-5.
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CABBASID POETRY AND ITS ANTECEDENTS 163

less developed and adventurous age. In one poem,43 Abu Nuwas chides for
his facile certainty and cocksureness the would-be philosopher who
assumes that a drunkard is bound to be denied God's forgiveness: "You
who claim to be a learned philosopher, you have learned only one thing,
while a great many others have eluded you." This scepticism, this obsession
with obstinate questionings, is an expression of the spiritual restlessness of
the times, which also witnessed the emergence of mystical poetry, and it
also helps to explain the work of Abu Dl-cAtahiyah, whose devotional verse,
often expressed in movingly simple language, at times attains a high degree
of profundity.

Humour is evinced, too, in the creative manner in which poets used
poetic tradition, either turning a convention upside down in order to poke
fun at it while at the same time exploiting it, or manipulating it for their own
purposes, for example, in order to provide a contrast with their own
experiences. In both cases, poets managed to produce poetry of supreme
irony. Two conventions will suffice to illustrate the point: the cUdhri
tradition, and the motif of weeping over the deserted campsite. Bashshar
often writes seriously in the cUdhri vein; but at the opposite extreme he will
relate how his jackass died of a desperate passion for a she-ass.44 Between
these two extremes come the poems in which he falls in love with a woman
whom he sets out by idealizing and who tells him to behave like true lovers
of old and die of love for her, but whom he successfully seduces in the end:
here the poet relates himself to convention only to rise above it. A similar
ironic relation is created towards the "deserted encampment" tradition by
Abu Nuwas when he turns it upside down: it is not that the poet's beloved
has deserted the campsite which now lies in ruins before the lamenting poet;
it is he himself who has deserted the place, which is far from having been
destroyed. The irony is enriched when we learn that what the poet is
deserting is a mosque, a place of piety, the implication being'that the poet
has turned his back on religion (and sought his solace in wine). The light-
hearted opening brings out more fully the metaphysical implications of the
poem: it is the poet's grief at the transitoriness of human relationships and
the departure and death of friends that has made him desert religion and
turn to wine, a theme reinforced by the religious imagery, both Muslim and
Christian, as well as by imagery derived from death, time and mutability.45

Another, and quite different, creative use of this convention occurs in the
poem on the Arch of Ctesiphon (Iwan Kisra) by al-Buhturi, a poet whose
attitude to tradition is usually much more conformist. Starting from a
mood of dejection at his impecuniousness, the poet rides out on his camel to

43 Cf. ch. 16, n. 62. 44 See p. 211. 45 Trans. Monteil, Abu-Nuwas^ 79-80.
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164 M - M - BADAWI

the ruined remains of the Persian palace in search of diversion. There ensues
a lively and sensitive description of the ruins, in which the poet recreates in
his imagination court scenes from the glorious Persian past - a masterpiece
of descriptive writing, interspersed with the poet's meditations on time and
mutability, life and death. Yet the whole is ironically related to the qasidah-
tradition, where the pre-Islamic poet, musing on the ruined encampment of
a past mistress, set off on a camel-journey to shake off his melancholy. Al-
Buhturi's dejection is real, not a literary device pinned on an imaginary
love, and the glory that was Persia, he is careful to point out, is not the
insignificant remains of a desert encampment.

Description (ivasf)

Al-Buhturi's descriptive power, whether in this poem or in other works
such as his celebrated description of the pool in one of the caliph al-
Mutawakkil's palaces, was recognized from the start. He is generally
regarded as among the most skilful descriptive poets in an age which
witnessed remarkable developments in the descriptive genre. Yet on the
whole his treatment of was/is much more straightforward than the subtler
and more cerebral descriptions of his contemporary Ibn al-Rumi (d. c. 283/
896), whose work contains many more surprising "conceits" (not that he
was incapable of writing more simply, as witness his magnificent
description of the voice and manner of his beloved singing-girl Wahid, or
his vivid and amusing portrayal of scenes from everyday life in the market-
place, such as the making of pastry and sweetmeats; while in his satirical
poems — a genre made sharper and more personal in the cAbbasid age — his
eye was very much fixed on the object of his attack, thus providing several
satirical portraits or caricatures in which he makes full use of his victims'
physical deformities — although the scathing details in such attacks are not
without "wit").

It is in the work of Ibn al-Rumi that we find some of the most famous
instances of far-fetched images and metaphors in the whole of cAbbasid wasf
poetry. In one poem he compares singing-girls bending over their musical
instruments to women nursing their babies; the comparison is carried over
six lines in which points of analogy are pursued to their extremes, with a
subtle hint at the miraculous healing power of music in the allusion to the
Virgin Mary and the infant Jesus. In the amatory prelude to another poem
(his panegyric on Ismacil b. Bulbul), the woman's individual features and
parts of her body, no fewer than nine in number, are likened to different
items from the vegetable kingdom, her figure to a bough, her buttocks to a
hillock, her cheeks to apples, her breasts to pomegranates, her hair to dark
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vines, her eyes to narcissi, etc. Although it has been argued by a recent
scholar that Ibn al-Riimi is the only cAbbasid poet to endow nature with a
life of its own and to make it a source of spiritual solace,46 his descriptive
nature poetry is clearly the work of an urban poet who sees nature in an
essentially civilized context. To him the earth is proudly decked out like a
maiden in embroidered garments, boughs "whisper" to one another, birds
and boughs look "intoxicated", the rainbow looks like "many layers of
women's clothes, each of a different colour and length". After rain the earth
comes out in bloom, displaying its beauty like a once modest female
accosting a male in order to ensnare him.

The last stage in the "mannerist" style in descriptive verse is to be found
by the time we reach Ibn al-Muctazz and al-Sanawbari (d. 334/945). It was
called "phantastic" by von Grunebaum, and is perhaps an offshoot rather
than a continuation oibadf\ to borrow again Dr Johnson's words about the
later Metaphysicals, these poets "left not only reason but fancy behind
them" and "produced combinations . . . that not only could not be credited,
but could not be imagined". Ibn al-Muctazz's energies were directed
towards the discovery of new and startling comparisons: the star in the dark
night is likened to an eye looking stealthily while the attention of those
watching is distracted; the crescent moon is like a silver boat weighed down
with a load of amber. Likewise al-Sanawbari writes of "red anemones rising
and falling like banners of ruby unfurled on spears of chrysolite". In fact, in
al-Sanawbarfs poetry, we witness a fascinating phenomenon in which art
and nature have become so inextricably intertwined that nature has become
art and art nature, and reality and convention have exchanged places. "The
likening of gardens to lovers" he writes in one poem "has increased the
lovers' love for gardens." "How many a girl's supple and delicate figure
there is in the branches of trees / How many a cheek with a black mole in its
pure red / How many a captivating, fragrant mouth, how many a winning
eye." Here, no doubt, is the ultimate apotheosis of a literary convention
which has itself become a mode of apprehending reality, a perfect
illustration of the thesis that man's apprehension of nature is determined by
his art. Now instead of women being likened to boughs it is boughs that are
likened to women, and apples look like cheeks. Roses, too, resemble
cheeks, and narcissi eyes, and cypress trees look like courtesans who have
lifted their skirts. Al-Sari al-Raffa° (d. 361/972) compares roses to cheeks
flushed from blushing. This attitude to nature is, of course, not an entirely
new departure but the culmination of several earlier strands, some of which
are to be found even in Ibn al-Ruml. However, to see nature purely in terms

46 Schoeler, Naturdichtung, 234, 369.
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of art is full of damaging implications both for art and for the perception of
nature. It points to the stagnation which was eventually to set in in Arab
culture, in which convention would take over completely, to the exclusion
of the possibility of any fresh vision of reality, as amply illustrated by the
excessive artificiality and verbal acrobatics to which poetry was to be
reduced in the course of time.

Yet Sanawbari makes effective use of this attitude when he indulges in
pure fantasy in such poems as those in which he imagines a dramatic war
between flowers or a debate between the rose and narcissus.47 Here the
conception of poetry as mimesis becomes totally irrelevant, and indeed
there is in them more than the mere absence of verisimilitude. Untram-
melled by the slightest hint that the poet is making a comment on life,
directly or indirectly — for the poems are neither allegorical nor symbolic —
these delightful works are frankly artificial creations of a whimsical and
playful imagination, in which nature plays the human role assigned to it — a
role which man in his search for his own identity had originally found in
nature itself. This tradition was kept alive by other poets, many of whom,
like al-Shabb al-Zarif (661—88/1262—89), merely produced insipid imita-
tions, but occasionally it was given elegant and charming expression, as in
some of the work of Safi al-DIn al-Hilli (676—740/1277—1339).

47 DJwany 77-9, 498.
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CHAPTER 10

HUNTING POETRY (TARDIYYAT)

Perhaps one of the first types of poetry to have emerged from the
framework of the polythematic qasldah as an independent genre - a process
often held to mark the beginnings of the development of "modern" poetry
— was the hunting-poem or tardiyyah. There can be no doubt that the
peoples of the Arabic-speaking world have practised hunting in some form
or another as far back into the past as our records go. Pre-Islamic poetry,
stereotyped as it undoubtedly is, nevertheless records ample vivid
descriptions of the oryx hunt, and it is in such poetry that we must look in
order to find the origins of the hunting-poems of the late Umayyad and
cAbbasid eras, although the poetry of the chase of these later periods is
vastly different from the compositions of the Arab poets of pre-Islamic
days. It was not only the poetic revolution of the late Umayyad and early
cAbbasid periods which brought about this change. The "moderns"
{muhdathun) felt no qualms in depicting quarry and hunter which could play
no part in the strictly limited area in which the pre-Islamic poet was forced
by convention to operate; in addition, the oryx, the Jahill hunter's
traditional quarry, from an early date was over-hunted and by the time of
the cAbbasid assumption of the caliphate the animal's numbers must have
been seriously depleted. The moderns were thus in part forced, though in
part also perfectly willing, to broaden the scope of their poetic descriptions
of hunting. Now, too, the Islamic borders were far and away beyond the
desert confines of the Arabian peninsula proper. Mountainous and even
wooded areas, terrain of relatively high rainfall and dense vegetation, were
within the ken of the poet, as was the varied game of such areas, which had
to be hunted by much more sophisticated methods than those employed by
the pre-Islamic bedouin.

In pre-Islamic poetic descriptions of the oryx hunt, victory went
frequently to the huntsman and his faithful accomplices, his saluki (Ar.
saluql) hounds. The oryx might, however, free itself from the hounds and
make good its escape. Tradition indeed dictated that in odes of elegy
(marthiyati) and exhortation {mawQi^aK) the hounds must triumph over the

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.012
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:17, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core


l68 G. REX SMITH

hapless oryx; whereas in odes of eulogy (madlh), when the poet, for
example, in an extended simile comprising a depiction of the hunt,
compares his riding beast with the oryx, it is the latter which must escape
from the salukis.1 These descriptions were of course merely parts of the
longer ode {qasldah), and this traditional account of the oryx hunt continued
along with the qasldah itself into Umayyad times. Although only the oryx
hunt is depicted in this early poetry, it must be assumed that the bedouin of
the peninsula at this time would also have hunted the gazelle, and the hare
too would have been a welcome change of diet. If we are to be guided by the
relative silence of early poetry and hadith literature, falconry can be said to
have been known, but by no means widespread. It undoubtedly gained
great popularity under the Umayyad caliphs.

THE MAJOR POETS IN THE GENRE

It is necessary to go back into the Umayyad era in order to find the true
beginnings of the tardiyjat, short poems (qifahs) devoted to the single
theme of hunting. Abu Dl-Najm al-cIjli, who died towards the end of the
Umayyad period, is the first poet in chronological order worthy of mention.
We have no extant diwan in his name, though a number of relatively short
pieces is to be found in different literary compilations. The majority of his
poetry is composed in the raja% metre and there are pieces on several
different types of hunt, including one on coursing with cheetahs.2 The latter
is, however, only part of a longer poem which in fact begins with the
traditional pre-Islamic amatory prelude (nasib). We remain within the
Umayyad period with al-Shamardal b. Shurayk (or Sharlk) al-Yarbuci who
died after 109/727 and is the most interesting of the early tardiyjat
composers. He wrote poetry in the pre-Islamic mould, as well as at least one
poem in the raja% metre which has all the hallmarks of the later
tardiyjat.3There are two editions of his fragmentary Dwan> reconstructed
from various sources.

Abu Nuwas (d. c. 200/815) is undoubtedly the major figure in cAbbasid
hunting poetry. His complete Diwan is extant and is the earliest to contain a
section specially devoted to the chase. His hunting poetry consists of pieces
in both rajav^ and the other metres. cAbd al-Samad b. al-Mucadhdhal died in
240/854. Though of less importance for our study, Ibn al-Mucadhdhal has
nevertheless left a long urju^ah (poem in rajat^ metre; for a fuller definition

1 Jahiz, Hayawan, n, 20, spells out clearly how the main subject of the ode dictates the outcome of the
hunt.

2 Abu 31-Faraj al-I§fahani, Agham, ix, 82; on Abu 31-Najm al-cljli's raja% poetry, see CHALUPy 416-18.
3 Gedichte, no. 20.
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HUNTING POETRY (TARDIYYAT) 169

of this poetic form, see below) concerning the cheetah and some pieces
from more lengthy poems no longer extant. Only a passing mention needs
to be made here of Ibn Abl Karimah, a contemporary of Jahiz, who has left
to posterity a thirty-three line poem on the cheetah. Al-NashiD al-Akbar (d.
293/905) is credited with twenty-four tardiyjat in all, mainly urju^ahs^ but
also composed in the tawt/and mutaqarib metres. His poems cover the whole
range of mammals and birds of prey employed by medieval Arab huntsmen.
Ibn al-Muctazz, the "caliph of one day", who was assassinated in 296/908, is
the second major figure, after Abu Nuwas, in the field o£ tardiyjat. He has a
complete and published Dtwan of which the first section of the fourth part is
devoted entirely to the genre. His urju^ahs are not classed separately, as in
the Dtwan of Abu Nuwas, but merely appear in order of the rhyming letter
along with hunting-poems composed in other metres. The latter are in the
main in the sarf and mutaqarib metres. To this list must be added the names
of Abu Firas al-Hamdani (d. 357/968) and Kushajim (d. c. 350/961). The
former's Dtwan includes a lengthy urju^ah^ perhaps the longest on this
subject in Arabic, which makes mention of a number of different hunters
and quarry. Kushajim is reputed to have composed about twenty hunting
poems which find a place in his Kitab al-Masayidwa-l-matarid(a book which
deals with the instruments of hunting, including animals) as well as in his
Dtwan.

THE HUNTERS AND THE HUNTED

Tardiyjat show such a predilection for metonymy, the omission of the noun
and substitution of a characteristic adjective or descriptive phrase (a
favourite device in pre-Islamic poetry), that it is sometimes not immediately
obvious to the reader what mammal or bird of prey is engaged in the hunt
and what exactly the quarry is. Dealing with the hunters first, the following
all figure in the tardiyjat with greater or lesser prominence.

The great favourite as hunter among the poets is the hound. Although
called only rarely saluqt or so identified in any way, it is certainly the saluki
which is in question, both in this poetry and also in that of the pre-Islamic
and Umayyad poets. The saluki is of medium-size, belonging to the
gazehound family, that is the hounds which hunt entirely by sight. The
saluki has long and pendulous ears, to which reference is frequently made in
the poetry, and also possesses great stamina. The only other mammal used
as a hunter in the Umayyad and cAbbasid periods and described frequently
by the tardiyjat poets is the cheetah (At.fahd, Lat. Acinonyxjubatus). We can
assume with some confidence that the cheetah played little or no part in the
chase in pre-Islamic Arabia, for the poetry of that period fails to mention
him. It is probable that this member of the cat family became a popular
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hunter under the hunt-loving Umayyads. It certainly figures prominently in
lists recorded by historians of gifts passed between rulers, subordinates and
rulers, etc., from Umayyad times onwards. It is a spectacular performer,
particularly in dealing with gazelle, and, perhaps less commonly, hare.
Undoubtedly the swiftest mammal, the cheetah, in common with his
cousins in the cat family, is, however, lacking in stamina and relies on a
quick kill.

Falconry — strictly speaking hunting with long-winged falcons — and
hawking — hunting with short-winged hawks — also, to a large extent, owe
their popularity in the Islamic world to the Umayyad caliphs. The tardiyjat-
poets portray hunting with both falcons and hawks. Of the latter, short-
winged hawks with yellow irises, the goshawk (Ar. ba% or ba^l, Lat.
Accipter gentilis) is most popular in this genre of poetry. Indeed, she forms
the subject of the tardiyyah more frequently than any other bird of prey and
takes second place after the saluki in the relevant sections of the diwans. The
hawks in general are fierce and aggressive and less easily manned and
trained for the hunt than the falcons. The gos is capable of tremendous
short bursts of speed, and prefers a wooded environment in which to hunt
both bird and hare quarry and in which she steers herself deftly with her
large tail feathers. The male, smaller than the female by approximately one-
third and hence called the tiercel (Ar. ^urraq), is also specifically mentioned
in the poems. The other hawk to be listed here is the sparrow-hawk (Ar.
bashaqjbashiq, Lat. A.ccipiter nisus)^ which is much smaller than the gos and a
hunter of small birds, generally by stealth and in short, quick dashes.

Of the falcons, long-winged birds with black irises, hunting particularly
in open terrain and often attaching the quarry by stooping from above, the
saker (Ar. saqr, Lat. Falco cherrug) should take pride of place. This is a true
desert bird, extremely hardy and inured to the rigours of desert life, as well
as less demanding with her food than other birds of prey. She is an expert
performer against the houbara (Ar. hubara^ Lat. Chlamydotis undulata
Macqueenii) and may be employed on occasions to tackle the desert hare. She
was sometimes used together with the saluki in the hunting of the gazelle
(see below). The peregrine (Ar. shahln, Lat. Falcoperegrinus) is a delicate bird
to keep for falconry, although her ringing-up and spectacular stoop from
above on to the quarry make her popular with the Arab hunter. She is
particularly good at hunting water birds, her quarry in the wild. The list of
true falcons which form the subject of our hunting-poems can be brought
to an end with the merlin (Ar. yuyu^ Lat. Falco columbarius). This tiny
falcon, much loved, incidentally, by Mary Queen of Scots during her long
years in captivity, is an excellent performer against the lark and it is in this
role that she is described by our Arab poets.
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It might perhaps be added here that the poet sometimes speaks at length
about his other companion in the chase, his faithful horse. Such passages
belong rather to the extensive equine literature that exists in Arabic, than to
this discussion of the tardiyyat. On rare occasions too the poets sing of
hunting with nets and spears.

A variety of game, both mammal and bird, was hunted by the hounds,
cheetahs and birds of prey described above. It is not possible to deal here
with every species found in the poetry: the addiction of some of the poets to
metonymy has already been mentioned, and even when the quarry's name is
precisely given, in some cases it is not sufficient to make a positive
identification possible. A tuwwal^ for example, is clearly a long-legged
wader, presumably quite small, since it is hunted in the poetry by the tiercel
goshawk. Sometimes, too, the poet is not precise enough; "wild geese"
could indicate any one of four or five species. Only the more common types
of quarry need be mentioned here therefore, and it would seem best to
begin with the mammals.

The oryx (Ar. baqarwahshlot maha, Lat. Oryx leucoryx), the largest Middle
Eastern antelope, just qualifies for a place in the list, for this handsome
creature had almost been hunted to extinction by the time our poets were
composing their hunting-poems. The pre-Islamic oryx hunt has been
briefly referred to above and the practice continued into Islamic times. The
oryx stands at about forty inches at the shoulder and its long, straight,
spear-like horns were particularly dangerous, bringing death and injury to
the hounds engaged in the chase. The gazelle (Ar. invariably %aby^ Lat.
Ga^ella ga^ella) is the most popular mammal quarry in the poems. There are
numerous species of this antelope, of varying size and colour. It can be said
in general terms that the gazelle stands about the same size as the saluki and
is equally swift, as well as showing itself a match for its stamina. This
outwardly delicate creature is therefore a formidable adversary and,
although this does not occur in the poems, it is generally recognized that the
gazelle is best hunted by both hounds and falcons. The hare must always
have been a popular quarry. In relative abundance until quite recent times,
it would be readily taken by hound, cheetah, goshawk and possibly saker
alike as an acceptable substitute for the gazelle. The Arabian hare is small
and a fast and tricky opponent in the chase. Although the fox appears on
occasions in the tardiyyat\ as if the principal quarry hunted by salukis, it
would seem doubtful that the huntsman would have set out to hunt with
the fox specifically in mind. He certainly could not have eaten the quarry
and it is doubtful that the fox would provide thrilling sport when coursed
by hounds. Naturally the latter would pursue a fleeing fox, as indeed they
would pursue anything moving, and it appears safer to assume that the
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pursuit of the fox where it does occur in the poetry would have resulted
from a chance encounter.

Of the bird quarry introduced by the hunting-poets, mention might be
made of the following. The houbara (MacQueen's bustard), a desert bird, is
usually the speciality of the saker. A large bird, larger than the saker, it is a
powerful quarry, kicking viciously when held by the talons of the falcon.
Smaller game which features in the poems includes the francolin (Ar. durraj,
Lat. Francolinus francolinus), the lark (Ar. mukka'\ Lat. Alaemon a/audipes),
hunted by the merlin, and one of the sandgrouse family (Ar. qatah, qata or
collectiveghatat). The crane (Ar. kurki, Lat. Grusgrus) appears also, usually
hunted by the goshawk. This latter event is surprising, for the crane is a
high-flying bird and best hunted by a cast of peregrines in order to match
the bird's high aerial skills. It should be said, however, that the goshawk is
depicted in other Arabic hunting literature as the worthy hunter of the
crane.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE TARDIYYAT

There is nothing complicated about the structure of the hunting-poems of
the period. It can be said in general terms that every tardiyyah from the
structural point of view falls into one of two categories: (a) the more
common, "early-morning expedition" category and (b) the "descriptive".
It seems likely that the first must have its origins in such pre-Islamic
stereotypes as the first hemistich of a line of the Muallaqah of Imru5 al-Qays:
"Oft I go forth in the early morning, while the birds are still in their nests."4

In hunting-poems of this type, the poet devotes his first, possibly also his
second, line to a reference to his early departure for the hunt, and usually,
though not always, employs an expression similar to that quoted above,
"Oft I go forth in the early morning". Phase two of the poem begins with
the preposition "with" (£/-), plus the hunting-animal or bird of prey the
poet decides to take out with him on this outing. On occasions the poet
does not introduce the usual name of the hunter (hound, cheetah, goshawk,
etc.), but prefers metonymy, referring to the animal or bird by one of its
distinctive features. The way is now open for the poet to launch into a
physical description of his hunting-animal, its prowess on the hunting-field
and the dread it inspires in the quarry, etc. He may devote some space to an
actual happening at the hunt, e.g. the kill, which may be presented in very
graphic, not to say bloody, terms, and he may end this second phase of the
poem with a mention of the number of the quarry taken. There may then be

4 T i b r i z i , Sharh, 2 1 , 1. 53.
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a brief third phase, which, if it is included at all, is a reference to the
preparation and cooking of the meat after a successful day in the field.
Again, a pre-Islamic inspiration for these culinary references is suggested
by Imru3 al-Qays's line: "The cooks continued [their work], some cooking
well the grilled meat, others preparing a hasty stew."5 Alternatively the
poem may terminate with an exclamation concerning the fine qualities of
the huntsman's hound or bird of prey. He may even praise God for its very
existence. This "early-morning expedition" type poem can be illustrated as
follows, in extracts from a piece by Abu Nuwas:6

phase one
Oft I go forth in the early morning, with the birds still in their nests and their

voices not yet joined to the dawn chorus,

phase two
With hounds in a cheerful mood, their collars on, [all] reckoning the oryx as

part of their rations.
Their sunken eyes have taken the place of plump ones . . .
[All this] to separate the hare from its life. The hound's life lies in the death of

the hare . . .

phase three
So that you can see the cooking-pot in its place, [surrounded by] numerous

guests.

The second category of tardiyyah^ the descriptive hunting-poem, can
scarcely be divided into phases at all. The poet moves straight into his
physical description of his favourite hunting-animal with the expression, "I
will sing the praises of..." {atfatu). He may then bring the poem to an end,
as in the first category, by proclaiming the excellent qualities of this animal.

Examples of the descriptive category are: "I will sing the praises of a
hound whose owners' good fortune is assured by his tremendous effort
. . .", ending as follows: "Hunting them down, twenty [of them], in his
headlong course!/What a fine hound you are, without equal!" and: "O my
gos! I will sing your praises and sing them again, both in raja^ and in
qasldahs" (both by Abu Nuwas);7 and: "I will sing the praises of [a hound],
bouncy of step, digging [into .the ground] as he courses desert quarry,
swiftly wreaking havoc", and: "I will sing the praises of [cheetahs] like
[arrows], well and truly feathered, sharpened by the long course" (both by
Ibn al-Muctazz).8

The popular "early-morning expedition" category is found throughout
the whole historical range of the genre, from Umayyad times well into the
fourth/tenth century. The second, "descriptive" category may have

5 Ibid., 25, 1. 68. 6 Dlwany n , 194. 7 Ibid., 179, 211. 8 DJwan, iv, 14, 20.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.012
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:17, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.012
https://www.cambridge.org/core


174 G. REX SMITH

appeared on the scene at a later date and perhaps was the invention of Abu
Nuwas. From that time on, however, it occurs from time to time, and the
lengthy urju^ah of Abu Firas, who died in 357/968, comprising 137 lines,
should be counted in this type. Line 5 reads: "I will describe (atfatu) a day
which I spent in Syria, the most pleasant day that I ever spent".9

METRES AND RHYME

In a verse already quoted above ("O my gos!"), Abu Nuwas, the
unquestioned doyen of hunting-poets, clearly distinguishes two types of
tardiyyah. He says he will sing the praises of his goshawk over and over
again, "both in rajat^ and in qasldahs"'. This division is maintained by the
compilers of his Dlwan and is a convenient one to employ here. The two
terms, urju^ah and qasldah indicate only the metre used and nothing more
(indeed in the context of the poems of the cAbbasid era in general the qasldah
is often a piece written in a metre other than raja%). Throughout the whole
of the historical range of the poems under discussion, the urju^ah is in the
overwhelming majority. From our first exponent, Abu Dl-Najm al-cljll, who
died before 132/750, right through into the late fourth/tenth century the
raja% metre is closely associated with the tardiyyat. Indeed in the lengthy
Dlwans of Abu Nuwas and Ibn al-Muctazz, for example, with one or two
minor exceptions in the latter, raja% is kept exclusively for the hunting-
poems. Shamardal, who, it has already been remarked, produced pre-
Islamic style verse and one surviving true tardiyyah, appears to have written
qasldahs for the former and an urju^ah for the latter, and fragments of
otherwise lost hunting-poems by Shamardal are also in ra/a%.10 It should be
admitted that Ibn Abl Karimah's one extant tardiyyah is a qasldah, and al-
Nashi3 has a higher percentage of qasidahs (approximately forty) than any
other poet of the genre. This, however, does not alter the overall picture of
the great preponderance of ur/'u^ahs. As for the metres of the qasldahs, those
most commonly found are mutaqarib, tawi/ and sarf. In all urju^ahs the two
hemistichs of each line rhyme with each other, overwhelmingly on the
pattern aa aa aa, etc. (i.e. every single hemistich has the same rhyme
throughout the poem). A notable exception is the hunting-urjU^ah of Abu
Firas, which has an aa bb cc, etc., rhyme-pattern.

LANGUAGE AND STYLE OF THE TARDIYYAT

There are no particularly difficult problems of syntax for the reader of the
hunting-poems. The "early morning" poems usually begin with, "Oft I go

9 Diwany in, 43 5-48; see p. 318, below, for the background of this poem.
10 See Gedichte, nos. 19, 21—9.
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forth in the early morning . . . " (qad aghtadt . . .), or some such formula,
immediately followed by a circumstantial clause, e.g. ". . . while the birds
are still in . . . " (wa-'l-tayrufi'...). Once we arrive at the hunting-animal — the
hound, cheetah or bird of prey, which is invariably an indefinite noun or
adjective, e.g. "with a hound" (bi-kalbiri), or, in poems of the "descriptive"
category, after "I will sing the praises of", "a hound" {kalbari) — there may
be verbs expressed dependent on the indefinite noun, but much more likely
is a whole series of adjectives, compound adjectives and other epithets,
perhaps running for several lines, again all dependent on the indefinite
noun, the hunting-animal. This being so, the major difficulty encountered
in the reading of the tardiyyat is the lexical one, and this difficulty presents
itself in two forms. We are in any case dealing here with a subject possessing
its own technical vocabulary; and we are also discussing a literary genre,
elaborated by individual contributors. Thus, many of the poems,
particularly, it would seem, those portraying hounds, have a distinct desert,
bedouin flavour with its accompanying rich vocabulary, greatly reminis-
cent of that of pre-Islamic poetry. However, in the specific case of Abu
Nuwas, who offers us the most and the best tardiyyat^ we find a plethora of
Persian vocabulary. This cannot be the place for a discussion of whether
Abu Nuwas was a Shucubi — Persian vocabulary is found in his other
poetry too — but as far as his hunting-poems are concerned, his wide use of
Persian words and expressions may well reflect a continuing powerful
influence from the east of the Islamic empire on hunting in general, and on
hawking in particular. The goshawk, for example, in the Middle Eastern
context, was from early times thought of as the Persian bird of prey, much
suited as she was to the eastern terrain. In short, then, the vocabulary of the
tardiyyat is at the same time rich, extensive and, in parts, technical, and, in
Abu Nuwas's tardiyyat\ it is heavily laced with words of Persian origin.

Little needs to be said of the style of the hunting-poems; it is in any case
extremely difficult to try to categorize the style of a whole genre of poetry,
composed by numerous different poets. One point should be stressed,
however. The majority of both categories of tardiyyah comprises a
description of the hunting-animal, and this is always a vital passage which
retains our interest throughout; we feel that the hunting-field is never far
away and, with the constant interjection of vivid similes and a not
infrequent description of the kill, the pace too is never allowed to slacken.

POETIC DEVICES OF THE TARDIYYAT

The reader of the hunting-poems of this period can expect to encounter the
full range of the poetic devices usually employed in Arabic. Three in
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particular, however, require special mention: simile, metaphor and
metonymy, while a fourth, hyperbole, is also worthy of remark.

Simile
The profusion of similes scattered throughout is a remarkable feature of the
poetry and one which strikes the reader immediately. Most are extremely
apt and easily understood, though some may appear obscure without a
complete understanding of the technicalities of the hunt, of climatic
phenomena, of zoology, of botany, etc. The following are examples:

" . . . a hare, jinking and obstinate, like a lad of the tribe
chasing around, playing the game of dabbuq." (Abu Nuwas, Dlwan, II,

180) (From the available evidence, it is impossible to identify this
children's game exactly. It may be something to do with catching
birds — dabbaqa means "to catch with bird-lime" — or it may simply be
a ball-game, since the same root is sometimes found linked with the
game of polo.)
" . . . a hound pulling to and fro on his tether, like a madman fleeing

from having medicine introduced up his nose . . ." (Ibid. 181)

The stars, heavenly bodies or natural phenomena figure commonly in these
similes:

"[A hound] like the brightly shining star as it appears . . . " (Ibid., 181)
"[A hound] like a flash of lightning, throwing up white stones,

as he gathers up the ground like something fried flying out [of the pan] . . ."
(Ibid., 182)

"[A hound] like a saker stooping on her sandgrouse prey." (Ibid., 183)
"Many's the pot too, grumbling like a refractory stallion . . . " (Ibid., 200.)

(This refers to the cooking of the game.)
"The sides of the mouth [of the goshawk], when she screams out in hunger, are

like two split pieces of a juniper tree." (Ibid., 206)
"[The gos's] eyes when they stare are like two identical stones of carnelian,
[Set] in a broad head which guides her beak, this latter like the curve of a letter

jim [written] by someone left-handed" (Ibid., 207)
"[The saluki's] tail is raised like a brown scorpion's . . .
Like a maddah [the sign ~ ] from a pen with black ink . . . " (Ibn al-Muctazz,

Diwan, iv, 2)
"[A saluki] with ears hanging down each side like the flower of a purple iris."

(Ibid., 3)

Metaphor

Metaphors are distinctly less in number, though no less effective. Some
examples are as follows:

" . . . and [the saluki's] flanks, when he stretches forward to move,
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HUNTING POETRY (fARDIYYAT) IJJ

You suggested, are two sandal straps, excellently fashioned, cut of TaDif leather
and slit length-ways." (Abu Nuwas, Dlivan, n, 185)

"[The quarry] finds [the hound] an unjust judge . . . " (Ibid.)
"[The saker] is a stone, hurling down on other stones." (Ibid., 219) (This is a

reference to the great distance of the flight, when both the hunter, the saker,
and its quarry appear as small stones in the sky.)

"[The hound] is our store-house during a barren year, when it comes round;
such as he is stored up as treasure for lean times." (Ibid., 246)

"[My horse] is a blazing fire, burning brightly . . . " (Ibn al-Muctazz, DJjvan, iv, 8)

Metonymy
Metonymy is commonest at the beginning of phase two of the "early
morning" category oitardiyyah^ or after "I will sing the praises of" (ancatu)
in the "descriptive" category with the first mention of the hunted, the
hound, cheetah or bird of prey. Examples are:

" . . . and with a well-made [saker], under control as a result of her training."
(Ibid., 8)

"Oft I go forth early as morning appears, with a joyful [goshawk], greedy for
game." (Ibid., 16)

"I will sing the praises of [a hound] bouncy of step . . ." (Ibid., 14)

On occasion metonymy is used in other situations, e.g.:

"[The hound] advances on three speedy, lean [gazelles] . . . " (Ibid.)

Hyperbole
Brief mention must now be made, with examples, of the role of hyperbole in
the tardiyyat. It is most apparent in the tally of game at the end of the day,
usually fifty, in most cases an impossible total for any one creature. But
again huntsmen everywhere like to exaggerate! Examples are:

"What [the gos] hunts will never escape; before the violent dust-carrying wind
she had hunted down

Fifty wild geese and francolins . . . " (Abu Nuwas, DJwan, n, 204)
" . . . [the tiercel gos] accounted for
Fifty [tuwival birds] [previously] spared the slaughter!" (Ibid., 216)
" . . . [the saker] has hunted
Fifty, like slaughtered victims . . . " (Ibid., 221)

Other examples are:

"Even if the quarry were to pass beyond the cAyyuq star [Capella]
[The hound] would bring it down . . . " (Ibid., 180)
". . . . the plain buzzes with the speed [of the hound], as he runs

hard; he does not touch the surface of the ground as he flies along"
(Ibid., 188)
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178 G. REX SMITH

THE TARDIYYA T

It is now proposed to allow the hunting-poems to speak for themselves.
Examples below are given under the heading of the hunting-animal in the
order in which each appears in the Dlwan of Abu Nuwas, from which, with
the exception of numbers 6 and 15, all the poems are taken. Where applicable,
the first line is also quoted in Arabic, to give some idea of stylistic features
which it has not been possible to render into English.

Hunting with hounds
1 ancatu kalban ahluhu ft kiddihi qad scfidat jududuhum bi-jaddihi

I will sing the praises of a hound whose owners' good fortune is assured by
his tremendous effort.

All the good things they have come from him; all the assistance they have
come from him.

His master is always like a slave to him; at night he brings him nearest to
his bed.

If he is uncovered, his master puts on him his own coat.
He has a blaze and his legs are white.
His excellent conformation is pleasing to the eye; also the receding corners

of his mouth and his long muzzle.
Gazelles are really in trouble when he is hunting; he relishes his hard-

funning attacks on them,
Hunting them down, twenty [of them], in his headlong course!
What a fine hound you are, without equal! (Abu Nuwas, DJwan, 11, 179)

2 anatu kalban laysa bi ^l-masbuqi mutahhamanyajrl cala ^l-curuqi
I will sing the praises of a hound who cannot be outstripped, of perfect

conformation, he courses over all types of terrain.
He was brought by kings from Saluq, as if on a long, flexible leash.
When he charges forward like someone who cannot be deterred, coursing

over plain and wide, wind-blown deserts
A hare, jinking and obstinate, like a lad of the tribe chasing around playing

the game of dabbuq;
And curing by his hunting the passion of him afflicted by it.
Even if the quarry were to pass beyond the cAyyuq star,
He would bring it down, bloody at the throat; this is his most solemn duty
Towards every man of the chase sustained by him. (Ibid., 180)

(In line 2, the reference to "kings from Saluq" reflects the traditional view
of the Arab geographers and lexicographers that the saluqi hound comes
from a place named Saluq or Saluqiyyah. The word can be taken to refer to
the Seleucid dynasty which controlled vast areas of the Near and Middle
East in the fourth century BC. For some reason the Arabs regarded the
hound as "Seleucid".)11

11 See Smith, "The Arabian hound".
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HUNTING POETRY (fARDIYYAT) 179

A brief quotation of the final two lines of a tardiyjah:

3 Some roast what can be roasted of [the game], while the cook cooks the
offal,

Until the smell of its cooking rises high in the air, like smoking naphtha
from a machine of war. (Ibid., 181)

4 cfdattu kalban It ^l-tiradi salta idha ghada man nahama ashatta
I prepared a hound for the chase, long in body (when he comes forth in the

morning, the hungry lick their lips),
Bedecked in collars and hemp ropes.
He is like a saker when she stoops, or the flame of a fire fed with naphtha.
He is beauty [itself], noble of pedigree; you can see his jaws marked out in a

line;
Also cheeks with little flesh and soft whiskers; all this and his flanks when

he stretches forward to move,
You suggested, are two sandal straps, excellently fashioned, cut of TaDif

leather and slit length-ways.
When slipped suddenly, he rips his hairless, stony-black paws.
With his claws he tears his ears to pieces; you would imagine they drew no

blood from their incisions.
[The paws] hit the ground only at times.
He speeds away from the cry of a sandgrouse, taking the measure of the

mottled desert jack hares.
They find him an unjust judge, breaking bones and rending skin
(As the manufacturer tears sabir and qubt garments) when good, wholesome

food is mixed with the dust.
Praise be to God for what He has provided! (Ibid., 185)

(The picture of hounds tearing their ears with their claws is frequently

painted by the tardiyyat-poets. It is in fact another example of hyperbole; it is

a physical impossibility for a saluki to injure itself in this way. In the

penultimate line, sabir and qubt ("Coptics") are types of cloth.)

5 idha °/-shayatJnu raat %unbura qad qullida ^l-halqata wa ^l-suyura
When the jinn see Zunbur with his collar and leash on,
They call out perdition to the desert jack hares. He is long in the neck and

his jaw wide.
When you come across him with his mouth open, you can see his daggers

cultivated in rows;
Closing together, they reach right through to the ribs [of the hare]; he was

well trained as a pup,
Until he was a full six months old and had reached the age of cocking his

leg.
He knows how to read signals and whistles, also to hold off if you make

signs to him.
He gives his utmost in his coursing, stored up as treasure; as he runs into

the attack you can see his claws,
Tearing strips from his ears; he goes on lapping up the blood of a fox

which he has left wounded or a hare brought down.
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l8o G. REX SMITH

May God allow my lord the prince to enjoy him long! May he continue
happy with [his hound],

Revered in exultation, gladdened, as he embellishes the minbar and the
throne! (Ibid., 196)

(Zanbur, literally "hornet", is the name of the hound. For the image of the
hound throwing himself so eagerly into the chase that he rips his ears with
his claws, see the note to poem 4. In the last line, the minbar or "pulpit" is,
like the throne, a symbol of rulership.)

Hunting with cheetahs
6 la say da ilia bi-waththabatin tatiru cala arbacin ka °l-cadhab

There can be no hunting without a bounding [cheetah], flying like motes on
four [gazelles].

When she is slipped from her collar, the dust flies up and the chase is joined
in earnest,

Like a whirlwind, one of the daughters of the winds, she will show you
something amazing over the ground . . .

If the quarry sees her running behind it, its conscience whispers perdition in
its ear.

Ah! Many's the day when she cannot be blamed! She pours forth blood and
relieves us from hunger.

She has her seat behind the rider like a Turkish woman captured by Arabs.
Her eye runs with kohl . . .
She goes forth early, confident that she can provision a mighty army.
The meat of the desert gazelle is constantly on the coals, quickly snatched

away;
'Tis as if their knives disperse dyed meat above the plentiful supply of

firewood. (Ibn al-Muctazz, Dlivan, iv, 12)

(The comparison of the cheetah to "a Turkish woman captured" is based
on the fact that the cheetah — here a female hunting-animal, hence "she" —
lacks stamina and is invariably carried to the hunt, either by cart, or, as here,
on the crupper of the horse behind the rider. The eyes of the cheetah are
usually surrounded by black fur, hence the reference to kohl.)

Hunting with the goshawk
7 qad aghtadi iva ^l-laylufi maswaddihi wardun yuraqqi^l-tayrafi munqaddthi

Oft I go forth in the early morning, while night is still black, a dark-bay
colour, sending the birds flying as it breaks up.

[It is] the morn of one desiring the hunt . . .
With a [hawk] ruddy in colour or light-bay with a blaze on her cheek.
The Maker has fashioned her with the finest body; she is the same before

and after the hunt.
She has a blaze; whomsoever she sees, she menaces noisily, in a tunic sewn
Of pure brocade or silk.
She gazes hard, if game show itself far off, with an eye which fixes on it

before the strenuous flight . . .
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HUNTING POETRY (TARDIYYAT) l8l

We only had to set her down from her bow-perch
And slip her with her jesses; off she went over the land at great speed.
She wheeled round and the quarry then behind her; 'tis as if it then sought

refuge from her punishment.
[All the birds] collect together when they see the hawk's persistent endeavour,

the family of Chosroes on the day when [they gather to play] dastaband.
She hunted for us, before giving her full measure of effort, fifty birds

counted by both hands of the reckoner.
We are granted gifts and favours by her; [she is] the father of a family,

having provided them with food by her exertion.
All good things they have come from her; what a fine hawk you are,

without equal! (Abu Nuwas, Dlivan n, 202)

(A ruddy colour would indicate the goshawk's youth. The blaze is a feature
of the markings of a horse, possibly a hound, and scarcely appropriate here:
the poet presumably refers to a light patch of feathers on the cheek.
Dastaband, a Persian word, is a game played by numerous participants
holding hands.)

8 . . . When shining morn appears
From dark obscurity over the mountain passes, I untie her jesses, as a

hopeful austringer does.
Then I call in a whisper to her and she is off like lightning, without

deviating.
What she hunts will never escape; before the violent dust-carrying wind she

had hunted down
Fifty wild geese and francolins which I reckoned up myself without

commotion.
What a fine companion for a needy young man! (Ibid., 204)

Hunting with a tiercel goshawk
9 qad aghtadl bi-^urraqin jura^i mahdin raqiqi ^l-riffi n>a ^l-tira^i

Oft I go forth in the early morning with a sharp-set tiercel gos, pure, with
fine feathers and feather shafts.

He was trapped and taken from Nacman Shuradaz [a place-name] and now
hunts for us, darting forth [into the attack] straight from the fist.

He is an intrepid fighter and called Abu Khurraz, frequently into the attack,
swift of movement.

He is the adornment of the fist and of the glove of him who carries him;
how many quick-walking tuwwal^

As long as they settle in their watery habitat, does he bind to in hard, open
terrain!

He foots them with a swift prick of his talons which thrust in hard,
Like the awl of a master cobbler; he selects his quarry individually without

[need of] a scout.
Nor by scanning at the hover; with a thrust he breaks the back right in the

middle
Like the [true] son of a hawk and with the skill of a hawk; what a fine

friend in time of need! (Ibid., 216)
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182 G. REX SMITH

(The word "Khurraz" is clearly to be associated with the moult; the bird's
name, Abu Khurraz, indicates that he is an intermewed hawk, i.e. one
which has been retained from a previous season and moulted in the mews.)

10 . . . How many tuwwals there are, constantly raising their eyes, whose aerial
jinks do not save them

From the sudden, swift and unremitting [attacks of the gos], tossed hither
and thither by the wind,

And from a blow with a poisoned javelin! Before becoming tired and
troubled, he accounted for

Fifty [previously] spared the slaughter. (Ibid., 216)

Hunting with the saker
11 . . . The flock [is divided], some petrified with fear, some escaping; 'tis as if

she, when she climbs high like someone lying in wait, has
inverted eyes, always on the watch, swift in pursuit of their panicking flock,
A stone hurling down on other stones, which suffer either from imminent

death cantering on,
Or from a torn back, ripped to pieces . . . (Ibid., 219)

iz la say da ilia hi ^l-suquri ^l-lummahi kulli qatamiyyin bacldi ^l-mitrahi
There can be no hunting without sharp-sighted sakers, each one greedy for

meat, far-sighted,
Displaying the bone of the eye which has no injury; she had not been fed on

milk mixed with water
By her mother, nor was she born on the flat plain, rather in the lofty

mountains.
She takes the jinking desert jacks, attacking them with head raised high,
With a long [talon] like a short poisoned spear and a beak hooked like a

spoon.
. . . She is spotted between the back and the throat, her primaries little

distinguished one from another at the extremities, nimble.
Before she becomes completely exhausted and before the distant herder

returns in the evening, she hunted
Fifty, like slaughtered victims (Ibid., 221)

(The saker is to this day regarded as having the keenest sight of all the birds
of prey. She is always employed to scan the terrain to seek out game for her
falconer. The "bone of the eye" is the supra-orbital ridge, the prominent
bone which protects the eyes in most birds of prey. The image in lines 2-3
might be more appropriate for a mammal: the poet means simply that the
bird has not had a soft upbringing. The primaries are the feathers at the end
of the wings, the main flying feathers; on the saker they are found close
together, though in some birds of prey they can be spaced out with clear
gaps between them.)
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HUNTING POETRY (TARDIYYAT) I 83

Hunting with the peregrine
13 qad aghtadi qabla ^l-sabahi ^l-ablaji wa-qabla naqnaqi ^l-dajaji ^l-dujjaji

Oft I go forth early before morning is clear and before the slowly advancing
hens cluck,

With a [peregrine] ruddy and whitish in colour, sitting up on the fist like a
little eagle,

With garments tucked up away from her feet, which seem to have been
dyed with indigo . . .

My companions continue with their do Ice vita, eating the meat of their
quarry and drinking wine.

You can see some of them quick [to eat], and others thoroughly cooking
their meat; some actually lighting a fire, others not bothering to do so.
(Ibid., 227)

(The legs of a peregrine are of a distinct blue colour, hence the image of
line 3.)

Hunting with the merlin
14 qad aghtadi wa^l-subhu fi dujahu ka-turrati ^l-burdi cala mathnahu

Oft I go forth early, while morning is still dark, [but] like the hem of a robe
folded over,

With a merlin admired by all who see her and whose falconer has brought
her up from the nest.

There is no merlin like her; [she is admired] for the blackish patches with
which her cheeks are streaked.

She has black eyes which never deceive her; if a falconer could see what she
can see

Because of her far sight, he would sacrifice his mother — and one actually
did!

Its shoulders cannot save the lark, nor its wings protect it
From her; when the lark flies up, with her in pursuit, its lungs will be

snatched away from its intestines.
Even if it were to invoke constantly God's protection, it would not deliver

the lark which God has granted to us.
God who made us a present of the merlin is ever blessed! (Ibid., 230)

Hunting with the sparrowhawk
15 ja kaffi ma khubbibti idh ghadaivti bi-bashiqinyu tiki ma °btghayti

O my fist! You were not deceived when you went forth early with a
sparrowhawk which gives you all you desire.

Only quarry escaping her grasp fear her; she is an arrow which hits the
mark whenever you [the fist] shoot it.

Well trained, she hastens in when you summon her; she has no fault save a
passion for death. (Ibn al-Muctazz, DJwati, iv, 14)

Out of the sections devoted to the oryx hunt in longer pre-Islamic poems
came the encouragement to the "moderns" of the Umayyad and cAbbasid
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184 G. REX SMITH

periods to commit their hunting experiences to poetry. That the goal at the
end of the day was a banquet of fresh meat is undeniable, though the
excitement of the chase and the immense pride in the animals and birds
which carried it out shine through equally strongly. In addition, this was
excellent training, and a substitute, for battle. Thus despite the stereotyped
openings and finales of the tardtyyat, with few exceptions it seems clear that
the poets involved were not armchair observers of the hunt. Certainly the
major exponents, Abu Nuwas and Ibn al-Muctazz, must have gained wide
practical experience on the hunting-field, for technical faults are negligible
and their works utterly convincing. On the other hand, the formulaic
structure of the tardiyyat not only reflects the unvarying technicalities of the
hunt; in the opportunities it affords for coining similes etc., there are clear
links with the new vistas opened up by these same poets in descriptive
poetry (wasf) in other genres.

We can only speculate in this context on why the genre appears to have
run out of steam with Kushajim (d. c. 360/971),12 whose compositions, in
his Kitab al-Masayid wa ^l-matarid (an adab work concerned with the
etiquette of hunting rather than a scientific work on the chase), represent
the last examples of the genre worthy of a place beside the verses of the
giants, Abu Nuwas and Ibn al-Muctazz. With Kushajim, in the late fourth/
tenth century, the tardiyyah loses its importance as a genre and passes into
relative obscurity.

12 See Giese, Was/.
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CHAPTER 11

POLITICAL POETRY

If poetry in which the beliefs or acts of the leaders of a particular socio-
political system are supported or opposed can be defined as political poetry,
then there is no doubt that this type of verse flourished in Arabia well before
Islam. Indeed, whatever the subject treated, the ultimate aim of the sizeable
surviving body of pre-Islamic poetry was the glorification or criticism of
the tribe, the nucleus of the system on which the contemporary social
structure was based. In an earlier volume, the political verse, tribal or
otherwise, of Jahili Arabia and of Arab society in the early Islamic period,
has been treated in broad outline.1 It is, however, necessary to retrace some
steps in order fully to comprehend the background of the later political
verse covered in the present chapter. In ancient bedouin poetry, self-
glorification (fakir) celebrated tribal exploits, and satire (hija°) rebuked
the tribe or individuals for unworthy behaviour. Poetry of a quasi-
revolutionary type was composed by the sdatik^ the so-called brigand-
poets, who attacked not this tribe or that, but the entire social order.2 The
advent of Islam impelled a change in these types of political poetry. The
Prophet recognized the important political function of poetry, and
employed poets to respond in kind to the attacks of the pagan poets of
Quraysh; the weapons were still those of fakir and hi/a0, but the new way of
life gave far greater prominence to the religious element than had been
found in old bedouin verse. This was the beginning of a process by which
political themes, in the theocratic Islamic states which evolved later, came
to be conceived and expressed in confessional terms. However, with the
death of Muhammad and the temporary consolidation of the internal order
of Islam under the first caliphs, political and religious poetry alike seemed
to stagnate, and were replaced by a genre which C. A. Nallino has called
"the poetry of conquest";3 for, when the tribal soldiers of Islam thrust
beyond the Arabian peninsula, their verse again resumed the ancient
themes of battle, hardship, valour and lands traversed. But this stasis was of

1 CHALUP, 67-85, 368-73, 413-16, 419. 2 Ibid., 32.
3 La Litterature arabe, 81; cf. also ch. 9, n. 8, above.
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l86 R. RUBINACCI

brief duration. Fresh impetus was given to politico-religious poetry by the
murder of the third caliph, cUthman (3 5 /65 6), which inaugurated a series of
internecine wars. The origins - sometimes obscure or controversial - of
these factions may be briefly described, together with the types of poetry to
which they gave rise.

After the Prophet's death, leadership of the Muslim community
devolved, by election, on his Companions; but the murder of cUthman and
election of cAli b. Abi Talib, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, resulted
in a fresh outbreak of the rivalry between the Meccan families — both of
Quraysh — of Banu Hashim (to which the Prophet had belonged) and Banii
Umayyah, which had initially opposed Muhammad. cUthman's Umayyad
kinsman, Mucawiyah, governor of Syria, demanded vengeance on his
cousin's murderers; this cAli was unable to effect, and not a few Medinans
considered him implicated in the murder and refused him their allegiance.
So two parties came to dominate the political scene: the cUthmaniyyah,
partisans of the murdered caliph, whose most powerful supporter was
Mucawiyah in Damascus, and the Party of cAli {shfat C.AIJ)> based on Iraq,
where CA1I had his headquarters. However, there were still further divisions
within and in addition to these larger groupings, all of which turned their
divergent political stances into articles of faith and used poetry, among
other weapons, to defend them. (Only the Zubayris, supporters of the
Meccan anti-caliph cAbdullah b. al-Zubayr who was defeated by the
Umayyads in 73/692, seem to have produced no poetry which fused
political and religious creeds, for the Zubayri movement was motivated by
Mucawiyah's violation of the elective principle by appointing his son as his
successor, and did not rest on a theoretical religious foundation that would
have assured its continuation after the death of its leader. The sole objective
of the rare Zubayri poets whose names tradition has preserved was to
celebrate the valour of their most famous captain, Muscab b. al-Zubayr.)

THE KHARIJIS

The KharijI movement was a schism which arose in cAli's camp after the
battle of Siffin (37/657) as a result of his acceptance of arbitration over the
murder of cUthman and his own succession to the caliphate. A minority in
cAli's army refused to accept human intervention, proclaiming that
"judgement belongs to God alone" (la hukma ilia It ^llah) and quitted
{kharaju) cAli's ranks. KharijI intransigence was soon further manifested in
affirmations of principle and, in extreme cases, in acts of terrorism. In the
eyes of the Kharijis, anyone who committed a serious offence became an
infidel (kafir) and was to be combated as such; accordingly cUthman was
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condemned for his behaviour when caliph and considered unworthy of
vengeance, while cAli, whom the Kharijls held to have been in the right at
the battle of Siffin, was condemned as an infidel for accepting arbitration,
and Mucawiyah was considered a usurper. In the light of these criteria, the
Kharijls maintained — in sharp contradistinction to the legitimism of the
Shicis and the quietism of the Murji^is, which will discussed below — that
any worthy Muslim, "even a black slave", might be elected imam. This
conception of the caliphate is reminiscent of the bedouin concept of the
sayjid, who becomes chief by the free choice of the men of the tribe. Such
factors may explain the success that the movement won among the
bedouin, despite its links with urban settlements, and also the fact that
while the literary sources have bequeathed us specimens of Khariji poetry
that are typically bedouin in form and diction, the historical sources
describe a faith and devotional practices more typical of urban culture. The
Khariji movement in the east was at its most active in the period roughly
coinciding with Umayyad rule; the poetry which it produced served both as
a stimulus to action and as a commentary on contemporary events, on
which it casts a vivid light. Medieval Muslim sources are known to have
devoted anthologies and monographs to Khariji verse, which was admired
for its simplicity and vigour,4 but little has survived beyond brief
fragments, mainly retailed in historical sources dealing with the Umayyad
period. The approximately 340 verses published by Gabrieli in 1943 include
those of only two professional poets, the moderate cImran b. Hittan al-
Sadusi (d. 84/703), and al-Tirimmah b. Hakim (d. c. 105/723), who held
extremist beliefs.5 The latter's DJwan is extant, but only some dozen or so
verses can be considered of Khariji inspiration; the following two pieces
seem faithfully to reflect the austere life of prayer and struggle of the Khariji
militant, the sharl (pi. shurah), who has "sold" his life to God:
How splendid the shurah, for when heads droop with drowsiness, they keep

vigil,
Groaning from time to time; and when overwhelmed with groans, they break

into choking sobs.
For fear of God they pass the livelong night with throbbing hearts which

almost rend their breasts.

Lord, if the hour of my death be near, let me not be carried on a bier draped in
green silk;6

Let my tomb be the crop of a vulture hovering ever with its fellows in the
depths of the sky.7

4 See e.g. the list of Khariji orators, poets and jurists drawn up by Jahiz, Pellat, "Djahiz et les
Kharidjites". 5 CHALUP, 414, 326, 340.

6 I.e. let me die in battle.
7 Gabrieli, "La poesia harigita", L, LII; the flocking of the vultures to the battlefield to gorge

themselves on the slain is often alluded to in early Arabian poetry.
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Repression of the Khariji movement by cAli at the battle of Nahrawan (38/
658), and then by Mucawiyah, who inherited the full odium of the
movement, was duly lamented in verse, but despite the lengthening toll of
martyrs, Kharijism continued to flourish, and was only destroyed in
Arabia, after years of struggle, in the reign of cAbd al-Malik, while a revolt
which erupted in the upper Tigris districts in 76/69 5, threatening the unity
of the re-established Umayyad empire, ended only with the death in battle a
few years later of Qatar! b. al-Fuja°ah. In the poetry attributed to him, he
appeared as the very personification of the ideal sharr.

I say to my soul dismayed —
"Courage! Thou canst not achieve,
With praying, an hour of life
Beyond the appointed term.
Then courage on death's dark field,
Courage! Impossible 'tis
To live for ever and aye . . ."8

Despite these reverses, the movement gained a second wind with the
decline of the Umayyads, and the anarchy caused by Khariji revolts aided
the rise of the cAbbasids. But the Kharijis were equally opposed to cAbbasid
rule, and remained for some time a thorn in the flesh of the new dynasty, not
so much in the East, where their frequent revolts lacked broad support, but
in North Africa, where on two occasions, from 141/758 to 144/761 and in
156—7/772—3, Khariji forces checked the advance of the caliph's troops.
But the times when an Tmran b. Hittan or a Qatar! b. al-Fuja°ah could rouse
the ardour of their coreligionists with their verse had passed, and, as
Charles Pellat notes, there is no surviving report of any Kharij! poet during
the cAbbasid era (though the movement survived, notably in eastern Arabia
and in North Africa, where it produced a noted school of theologians, the
Ibadiyyah).9

Like the poetry of the Kharijis, Sh!ci poetry drew its first inspiration from
the events of the Umayyad period, but Shicism, unlike Kharijism,
continued to be a disruptive element and to generate a poetic literature
throughout the cAbbasid caliphate. Forced into relative clandestinity after
Mucawiyah's triumph over cAl! and the renunciation of the caliphate by
cAl!'s elder son, al-Hasan, cAlid partisans nevertheless occasionally broke
cover. The slaying at Karbala0, on 10 Muharram 61/10 October 680, of al-
Husayn, cAl!'s younger son, by the troops of the Umayyad caliph Yaz!d,

8 Ibid., xxvn; trans. Nicholson, Literary History, 213. 9 Pellat, Le Milieu basrien, 175.
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was the crowning act of the tragedy of the House of CA1I. The cAlid party
drew fresh inspiration from the martyrdom of al-Husayn and gained
ground, particularly in southern Iraq and in Persia, both because dynastic
legitimacy was traditional there, and because the cAlids supported the claim
of new converts to Islam, the mawati^ to be treated equally with Arabs.
Meanwhile, support of the family of CA1I was being transformed from a
simple dynastic issue into a new religious outlook of sometimes only
marginal othodoxy. This transformation was initiated by al-Mukhtar b.
Abl cUbayd, an adventurer who, proclaiming himself the avenger of al-
Husayn, led an uprising against the Umayyads in 66/685—6 in the name of
the imamate of Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah, cAH's son not by Fatimah, the
Prophet's daughter, but by a woman of the Banu Hanifah. Though the new
imam greeted his champion with passivity, the uprising spread, gaining the
adhesion of the mawatt and posing a considerable threat to the Umayyads
until its suppression some two years later. The success of the movement
was due to the distinctly religious character of al-Mukhtar's propaganda;
aspects of this were his presentation of himself as an inspired prophet, the
cult of the vacant throne, and the theory of the mutability of divine decrees
according to circumstances (badaD);10 but most significant was the concept
of the Mahdi, the coming saviour of the world, a borrowed concept which
al-Mukhtar vigorously promoted, claiming that the Mahdtv/zs embodied in
the person of Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah. The name most generally given
to al-Mukhtar's movement is that of Kaysaniyyah, after a mawla who played
a prominent part in al-Mukhtar's revolt, but, after the death of Muhammad
b. al-Hanafiyyah in 81/700, the Kaysanls split into several groups. The
Kuraybiyyah maintained that Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah was still alive,
hidden in a cave on Mount Radwa, west of Medina, where he conversed
with the angels while awaiting the moment of his return to liberate
humanity. (Other concepts that seem to emerge among this group are hulul
(reincarnation), tanasukh (metempsychosis) and, in part linked to them,
rafah, the idea that upon the Prophet's death his prophetic mission passed
to cAli, and thence to cAli's eldest son, and so on.) Another group, on the
contrary, recognized that Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah was dead and
recognized as imam his son Abu Hashim; hence thdre arose a group of sects
called Hashimiyyah, the most important of which was involved in the
beginning of the cAbbasid propaganda in Khurasan and in Iraq. (This
propaganda was based on the teaching that at the time of his death in c. 96—
7/715-17 Abu Hashim bequeathed the imamate to Muhammad b. CA1I b.

10 See Moscati, "Per una storia", 257; interpretations of the religious content of al-Mukhtar's
movement and of the role played in it by the mawafi are summarized in Hawting, The First Dynasty,
51-2.
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190 R. RUBINACCI

"Abdullah b. al-cAbbas — whose ancestor al-cAbbas was the uncle of the
Prophet — who in turn transmitted it to his son Ibrahim, who finally
transmitted it to his brother Abu Dl-cAbbas "Abdullah al-Saffah who, in 13 2/
750, became the first cAbbasid caliph.)

Tradition has it that the Shfi poet, Kuthayyir b. cAbd al-Rahman al-
Khuzaci (d. 105/723—4), known as Kuthayyir cAzzah after the love-poems
he wrote for cAzzah al-Damriyyah, contributed to a large extent to
spreading the Kaysani dogma of the hidden imam, and so to rekindling
opposition to the Umayyad regime.11 The passages devoted to the poet by
Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahani in the fourth/tenth-century Kitab al-Aghant also
state that he publicly professed belief in tanasukh and rafah, though in a
fragment cited by H. Peres, Kuthayyir seems, on the contrary, to espouse
the beliefs of the Hashimiyyah, who recognized Abu Hashim as imam, for
he eulogizes the later Umayyads by associating them with Abu Hashim.12

However, it seems more probable that the verses about the hidden imam,
though attributed to Kuthayyir by two sources, are in fact by another
celebrated ShIcI poet, whose life straddled both the Umayyad and cAbbasid
dynasties, Abu Hashim Ismacll b. Muhammad, known as al-Sayyid al-
Himyari (d. 171/787—8): the same verses are found, without significant
variation, in the famous qasidah which the author of Kitab al-Aghanl himself
elsewhere attributes to al-Sayyid al-Himyari. That al-Sayyid al-Himyari
believed in the return of Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah is also attested by
verses attributed to him by the fourth/tenth century historian al-MascudI.13

Originally a KharijI, al-Sayyid al-Himyari embraced the Kaysani doctrine -
"by the grace of God", as he is reported to have said — during the crucial
years of the transition of power from the Umayyad to the cAbbasid dynasty.
For about forty years, in innumerable poems, he celebrated the House of
CA1I with an enthusiasm attributable only to genuine zeal, and with a talent
which moved even his adversaries to admiration. In around 150/767-8,
weary of awaiting the return of Muhammad b. al-Hanafiyyah, he
abandoned Kaysani beliefs and, as he put it, "Jacfarized" himself,
recognizing as imam the fifth in the line of cAli's descendants, Jacfar b.
Muhammad al-Sadiq (d. 148/765).

Kuthayyir and al-Sayyid al-Himyari, as members of the Kaysaniyyah,
were both followers of a movement with a particularly heterodox religious
content. A no less celebrated poet, al-Kumayt b. Zayd al-Asadl (60-126/
679—743), on the contrary, supported the Shlci claim to the sole dynastic
legitimacy of the descendants of cAli by Fatimah. The Hashimiyjaty

u in

11 CHALUP, 419; see Nagel, Untersuchungen, j$ff. 12 Dlwan, i, 268.
13 Abu Dl-Faraj al-I§fahani, Agharii^ vn, 9; trans. Barbier de Meynard, "Le Seid Himyarite", 247-9;

Mascudi, Muriij, v, 182-3. 14 S e e CHALUP, 414-15.
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which he eulogizes the Prophet's House, the Banu Hashim, present perhaps
the oldest testimony to this Shici doctrine. Though al-Kumayt failed to take
part in the rebellion of Zayd b. cAli Zayn al-cAbidin, grandson of al-
Husayn, against the Umayyads in 122/740, a fact for which he bitterly
reproached himself, he continued to direct his diatribes against both the
Umayyads and the Yemenis, their staunchest supporters, and these
lampoons — of which the most famous is the long Qasldah Mudhahhabah
("Golden Ode") — eventually led to his murder by Yemeni soldiers. But
Shici poetry lacked the pugnacity and aggressiveness of contemporary
Khariji verse, and, even in the heat of polemic, the dolorous fate of the
House of CA1I gave rise to elegy rather than hard-line protest. To quote an
earlier volume in this series: "In al-Kumayt's poetry and in that of other
Shfi poets of this period, three important traditions were established... the
poem of mourning, which was to become a most important part of Shfi
literature . . . the religious eulogy which enumerates the great qualities
{manaqib) of the Hashimites, which, even at this stage of its history had
become highly ritualized15 . . . the guilt poem, its importance stemming
from the fact that guilt had never before been a vital element in Arabic
poetry . . . Personal regret and private sorrow mingle with a general guilt
and shame which Shfi Muslims feel at the death and persecution of the
Prophet's family . . . it is the translation of this general feeling into a
personal sense of guilt and failure that. . . introduces . . . new horizons of
meaning and attitude."16

SHICIS AND MURJI^IS

The accession of the cAbbasids — who, having seized power with the aid of
the Shfi sects, had disappointed their expectations by opting, once in
power, for the continuation of Sunnism — further stimulated Shfi polemic.
Al-Sayyid al-Himyari opposed the new regime until his death: the greeting
which he extended to al-Saffah on his accession17 should probably be
regarded as a piece oitaqiyyah (tactical dissimulation of his true beliefs), and
he shortly afterwards reaffirmed his loyalties. The equally famous pro-Shfi,
Dicbil (Abu cAli Muhammad b. Razin al-Khuzaci, 148-246/765-860), who
did not share al-Sayyid al-Himyari's KaysanI beliefs but, like al-Kumayt,
was an exponent only of the principle of dynastic legitimacy, sang the
praises of CA1I al-Rida, eighth imam of the Twelver Shf is (d. c. 203/818), and
in not a few other compositions attacked the cAbbasid caliphs generally,
from Harun al-Rashid (reigned 170-93/786-809) to al-Mutawakkil

15 For later examples of the genre, cf. pp. 107-8. 16 CHALUP, 415-16.
17 Trans. Barbier de Meynard, "Le Seid Himyarite".
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(reigned 232—47/847—61); the lampoon which he directed against the eighth
cAbbasid caliph, al-Muctasim (reigned 218-27/833-42), is particularly
caustic.18 Shici contempt was not reserved for the newly successful
cAbbasids, but included those movements which had been prepared, under
certain circumstances, to accommodate themselves to established authority
if not actively to support it. One such was the MurjiDah; exponents of ir/a°
(deferment) - a principle derived from the QurDan according to which
judgement of a man's inner life is removed from human criteria, subjected
to God's judgement alone, and thereby deferred to the Hereafter19 - held, in
sharp contrast to the Kharijis, that no judgement could be made of
cUthman, CA1I and their partisans, and that it was therefore legitimate to
support the Umayyads and combat those who rebelled against them. (Some
verses by Thabit Qutnah, a poet of pronounced Murjfi tendencies who also
fought bravely on the borders of Khurasan and was governor of one of its
provinces, contain valuable testimony to this political and religious creed,
dating back as they do to the first half of the first/seventh-eighth century.)20

The ShIcIs, obviously, opposed the stance of the Murji^Is, and the verses in
which al-Sayyid al-Himyari calls upon them to renounce it are famous:

[Once, when the infants] Hasan and al-Husayn visited the Prophet, there the
two of them sat and played . . .

Then the two rode upon his two shoulders - a goodly steed, goodly its riders
twain!

Two infants of a pious mother [Fatimah], a pure, chaste spouse,
Two embodiments of CA1I b. Abl Talib — two goodly offspring, goodly the

parents twain!
Then, my friends twain,21 suspend not judgement: you must know the true

path is not what you twain maintain,
That blind doubt after certainty, weak insight after seeing face to face
Are sinful erring - so persist not in them, for by your lives, they are wicked.
Is judgement to be suspended upon CA1I, imam of the true path, and cUthman?

— how perverse are the Murjî is!
And on Mucawiyah and his partisans, and the Kharijis, rash to the point of folly

at Nahrawan?
Their imam, on Judgement Day, will be one of evil inclination, a believer in

al-Shaysaban.22

That the Shlcis were more irritated by the Murji^is' suspension of
judgement on cAli's actions, than were the Sunnis by their parallel refusal to
judge the conduct of cUthman, comes through in two short poems which

« CHALUP, 332. 19 ibid., 221.
20 Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahani, Agbam, xin, 52; see Nallino, La Litte'rature arabe, 201-2.
21 The conventional address to two anonymous companions adapted to theological argument.
22 Abu 31-Faraj al-Isfahani, Agharii^ VII, 16; al-Shaysaban is said to be the name of the Devil or of a tribe

of the jinn.
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al-Mascudi attributes respectively to the cAbbasid caliph al-MaDmun
(reigned 198-217/813-33), well known for his partiality to the Shfah, and
to his uncle Ibrahim, whose Sunni convictions were unshakeable:

If you would like to see a Murji3! expire instantly before his time,
Just repeat before him the praises of cAli, and bless the Prophet and his House.
If a Shfl mutters when he speaks and you would like to reveal his secret

thoughts,
Just bless the Prophet and his two Companions, his viziers and neighbours by

his tomb.23

However, the neutrality of the Murjrts was not unconditional, and when
they felt that the Umayyad government, which they neither openly opposed
nor supported, was not acting in conformity with "the Book of God and
the sunnah of the Prophet", they rebelled; thus, for more than a decade (116-
28/734-46) a bloody revolt was waged in Khurasan under the leadership of
al-Harith b. Surayj al-Murji3!, with Jahm b. Safwan as the theorist of his
movement, which favoured the Persian mawati^ the new converts to whom
the Umayyads had denied the rights they ought to have acquired on
conversion.24 (It could be said that some mawati themselves began to
participate to some extent in the political poetry of this period, if we grant
political status to the literary movement which authors of the next two
centuries were to call Shucubiyyahy the reaction to the flaunting of Arab
claims to superiority, whose pioneer was probably the Umayyad poet,
Ismacll b. Yasar.)25 This revolt, in which al-Harith was said to have adopted
"the black banners" (a foreshadowing of the "black banners" of the
cAbbasids whose significance has not been explained), ended with his own
death in 128/743; but by this time the province of Khurasan had become a
minefield.

ABBASID PROPAGANDA POETRY

It was from their base in Khurasan that the cAbbasids had set on foot an
intensive propaganda campaign against the Umayyads; that the nascent
religious branch of the Muctazilah may have participated in this propaganda
can be presumed from a poem by the Muctazill poet Safwan al-Ansarl, a
contemporary of the founder of the Muctazili school of theology, Wasil b.
cAta°, whom the poem describes as commanding emissaries thoughout the
Muslim world.26 At all events, with or without Muctazili support, and
whatever the truth of their claim to have been bequeathed the imamate by
23 Mascudi, Murujt v, 4. The first two caliphs, Abu Bakr and cUmar, were buried beside the Prophet's

tomb. 24 For this new orientation of ir/S*, see Nallino, 1M Litterature arabey 209-10.
25 See pp. 33-4. 26 Jahiz, Bayan, 1, 36-8; trans. Pellat, L.e Milieu basrien, 175.
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Abu Hashim, the cAbbasids began to show their hand immediately after
Abu Hashim's death and some thirty years later open insurrection broke
out in Khurasan under the command of one Abu Muslim, a mawla of
probably Persian origin. The insurrectionary forces of the Abbasids
included both Persian mawafi&nd Iraqi Shlcis, but the revolt was not, as has
sometimes been argued, a revolt of Persians against Arabs:27 it paraded
under religious colours, upholding the demand that the rights of the Alids
be honoured. Once in power, the Abbasids required propagandists to
uphold their own claim to the caliphate against those of the Alids. This
claim was based on their descent from the Prophet's uncle al-Abbas, and
was championed in verse by Aban b. Abd al-Hamld al-Lahiqi (d. 200/815-
16);28 the lines which he declaimed before the caliph Hariin al-Rashid at the
urging of his Barmecide patrons are famous:

Which is more closely related to the Prophet of God, his uncle or his nephew?
Which of them has more claim on him and his legacy; who is his rightful heir?
If cAbbas has the sounder claim, then despite cAli's claim,
The sons of cAbbas are his heirs, just as an uncle's claim on an inheritance

debars a nephew's.29

Some time later the caliph al-Mutawakkil, for a fee of 10,000 dirhams, had
the satisfaction of listening to another edifying lesson in hereditary rights,
composed by Marwan b. All al-Janub:

Yours is the inheritance of Muhammed, and by your justice is injustice banned,
The daughter's children desire the rights of the caliphate but theirs is not even

that which can be put under a nail;
The daughter's husband is no heir, and the daughter does not inherit the

Imamate;
And those who claim your inheritance will inherit only repentance.30

Legitimacy, righteousness, etc. are standard themes in the panegyric
qasidahs dedicated to the Abbasids, their administrators and generals, most
of which thus contain elements which could be described as "political";
while it should be noted that both sides in the polemic between Shfis and
Abbasids employed weapons more insidious than verse, such as fabricated
hadlth and accusations of tampering with the text of the QurDan. Nor were
the weapons of the new dynasty directed against the ShIcIs alone. Claiming
to have inaugurated a regime modelled upon that of the Prophet and the

27 Interpretations of the role and character of these Persian mawaB are summarized in Hawting, The
First Dynastyr, 112—13.

28 A favourite of the Barmecides, the Iranian family of kuttab (secretaries) and viziers, for whom he
made a verse translation oiKalilah wa-Dimnah; see Ullman, Untersuchungen, 54, and Gimaret, Le Livre
de Bilaw bar, 35—6.

29 Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahani, Aghanl, xx, 76; Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 11, 100.
30 Trans. Goldziher, Muslim Studies, n, 100-1.
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POLITICAL POETRY 195

first caliphs, the cAbbasid rulers, especially al-Mahdi (reigned 15 8—69/775—
85), mercilessly persecuted both heresy and the resurgence of un-Islamic
beliefs which went under the broad appellation o£%andaqah?x Thus the poet
Marwan b. Abi Hafsah (d. 181/797—8), who later also won the favour of
Harun al-Rashid by composing verses against the ShTis, ingratiated himself
with the caliph al-Mahdi by means of the following compliment:

The Commander of the Faithful Muhammad [al-Mahdi] has revived the sunnah
of the Prophet regarding what is unlawful (haram) and what is lawful

Conversely, it was in the name of the sunnah^ because he understood the
danger to the state of ideas contrary to Sunnism, that al-Mahdi ordered the
deaths of Bashshar b. Burd and Salih b. cAbd al-Quddus: Bashshar did not
conceal his sympathy for the Persian maiPali&nA was said to have professed a
heterogeneous doctrine that appeared to include Manichaean beliefs tinged
with Zoroastrianism; Salih b. cAbd al-Quddus, a poet of a similar stamp to
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah, was accused of dualism (thanawiyyah), and it is said sealed
his fate by confessing to al-Mahdi that he was the author of the lines:

The greybeard will not leave what in the bone is bred
Until the dark tomb covers him with earth o'erspread;
For, tho' deterred awhile, he soon returns again
To his folly, as the sick man to his pain.33

THE 2ANJ REVOLT

Zandaqah, whose recruits came primarily from the ambient Persian cults,
was in essence a reaction against Arab political supremacy and cultural
pretensions, and, though it might be perceived as a threat to the established
order, it is doubtful whether its adherents, a mixed bag, had clear political
objectives. But the authority of the cAbbasid caliphs in the provinces was
now declining, and the decline was accompanied by a gradual erosion of
their power even in Baghdad, where the Turkish military caste, whose
recruitment had begun in the reign of al-Muctasim (218—27/833—42), held
real power. Anarchy had followed al-Mutawakkil's attempt to curb the
military, and in 25 5/869 revolt broke out among the Zanj, the black slaves
who worked the lands around Basra. Their leader was an agitator, CA1T b.
Muhammad, who claimed to be an cAlid and called himself MahdI.
Displaying brilliant military qualities, he rapidly defeated several armies
and established effective control over most of southern Iraq and south-

31 See pp. 41-2. 32 Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahanl, Agharii, ix, 45.
33 Trans. Nicholson, Literary History, 374; see Goldziher, "Salih b. cAbd al-Kuddus".
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196 R. RUBINACCI

western Persia. If, as seems likely, the hundred-odd verses attributed to him
are authentic, they enable us to understand the origins of the movement and
to follow its phases, in outline at least. CA1I b. Muhammad claimed kinship
with the cAbbasids and made no attempt to conceal his fears for the fate of
the empire in Turkish hands:

Cousins mine, kindle not the fire of civil war, slow to subside with passing
time;

Cousins mine, we and you are the fingers which the joints of the palms close
together;

Cousins mine, you have entrusted command of us, first and last, to the Turks,
as we bear witness.34

Indignant at the lax and corrupt life led in the palaces of Baghdad, he felt it
his duty to protest and take action, and urged the poor and disinherited to
insurrection:

How my soul grieves over palaces in Baghdad and what they contain — every
kind of sinner —

And for wines openly drunk there, and for men lusting after sins.
I am no son of the noble Fatimahs if I do not hurl my horsemen into those

courts . . .

Submissively to adopt a moderate stance is humiliation for God's servant
When the spark will not catch, I fan it;
When some leave the sharp blade in its sheath on the day of battle, others will

draw theirs!35

In a foretaste of the struggle to come, he cried:

When our swords are drawn on the bloody day of battle, our palms will be
their pulpits, their sheaths the heads of kings.36

Grave defeats only sharpened his appetite for vengeance:

May my noble steeds be taken from me if I do not lead them, mounted by
brave mail-clad men, commanders!

Does cUryan reckon I would forget my knights, fallen on the morning they
dismounted their camels to fight on horseback at the barrier, death looming
over them?

Do cAbd al-Qays reckon I have forgotten them? Never will I forget them,
never will I renounce my vengeance!37

A sense of destiny spurred him on:

When my soul disputes with me I say: Decide! Death that grants rest, or to
mount the pulpit [as caliph]!

34 Husri, Dhayl Zahr, 192.
35 Ibn Abl i-Hadld, Shark Nahj, VIII, 127; Fatimahs: Fatimah, daughter of the Prophet and her

ancestresses. 36 Ibid.; pulpits: the sword will preach the message of the rebels.
37 Mascudl, Tanbih, 393; cUryan and cAbd al-Qays: the enemy general and his tribe.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.013
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:19, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.013
https://www.cambridge.org/core


POLITICAL POETRY 197

What has been decreed must be; bear with it, and you will be safe from what
has not yet been decreed.38

Plainly these verses are informed not by the resignation of the Shfl but by
the bellicose ardour of the Khariji militant, and though he presented
himself as a Shici, it was as a Khariji that the leader of the Zanj appeared to
his contemporaries,39 as is confirmed by the testimony of al-Mascudi.

THE CARMATHIANS

The Zanj revolt, a serious threat to the Empire for some fifteen years, was
suppressed by 270/883, but this did not spell the beginning of a period of
tranquil rule for the cAbbasids. In 277/890, a new and far more dangerous
revolt erupted in the very same regions of lower Iraq, its instigator taking
advantage of the prevailing economic and social disorder. Hamdan Qarmat
was an Iraqi peasant who claimed to be an cAlid and was recognized as such
by many. He had joined the nascent Ismacili movement, to which the
majority of those Shfis who professed esoteric doctrines had adhered when
the accession of the cAbbasids had brought about the disappearance of the
line of Hanafiyyah pretenders; however, the exact relationship between the
Carmathians (Qaramitah), as the followers of Hamdan Qarmat are usually
called, and the wider Ismacili movement is still problematic. The
Carmathians taught that the line of cAlid imams ended with the seventh
imam, who would reappear as the Mahdl, that his advent was at hand, and
that it would bring the era of Muhammad to a close, revealing the truth of
previous religions. In reality Carmathianism, like other insurrectionary
Shlci movements before it, was basically the expression, in a theocratic
environment, of the revolt of the lower classes, Persian and Arab alike,
against the establishment. (The class character of such heresies is clearly
suggested by the following verses of mid-fourth/tenth century:

My wife reproaches me for not praying; I replied: Get out of my sight! I
divorce you!

By God, I will not pray to God so long as I am poor; let . . . the general of the
Army of the East and West pray

Whose cellars are stuffed with treasure . . .
Why should I pray? Where is my garden and my mansion?
Where are my horses, my jewels and my gold-and-silver-embroidered belts?
Where are my slaves with faces lovely as new moons?
Where are my beautiful, nubile serving-girls?
Should I pray when I own not span of land? I should be a hypocrite indeed.
(Of course, if God makes me rich I'll never stop praying to him as long as the

lightning-flashes brighten the sky)40

38 Ibn Abl Dl-Hadid, Sharh Nahj, vm, 311.
39 For the tendency to brand insurrectionaries as Kharijis, cf. ch. 23, n. 67.
40 Barbier de Meynard, "Tableau litteraire", 329-31, 358-9.
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198 R. RUBINACCI

After the death of Hamdan Qarmat, the revolt was brought under control
in Iraq in 294/907, but the movment had already spread along the Arabian
coast of the Gulf in the territories called al-Bahrayn, so that by 286/899 t n e

entire region was controlled by a Carmathian state powerful enough to
carry out devastating incursions in Iraq in the first half of the following
century, and even to seize Mecca during the Pilgrimage of 317/930 and to
carry off the Black Stone from the Kacbah. One of the chiefs of the
Carmathian state, Abu Tahir al-Jannabi, is credited with composing the
following famous verses on the occasion:

Were this indeed the House of God our Lord, he would have poured down a
stream of fire upon us,

For we have made a venerable pagan pilgrimage that no longer existed in East
or West,

And we have left, between Zamzam and al-Safa3, corpses that desired no Lord
but the Lord of the Kacbah.41

The allusions to pagan pilgrimage and to the desecration of the holy sites of
the well of Zamzam and the mound of al-Safa° show that the Carmathians
wished to demonstrate that the Muslim era was at an end. Abu Tahir now
decided to deliver the coup de grace to the caliph of Baghdad, and in 319/931,
from his capital of al-Hajar, threatened the inhabitants of Iraq in these
terms:

My return to Ha jar has deceived you, but it will not be long before you hear of
me;

When Mars ascends from the land of Babylon and Saturn is in conjunction with
it, then — beware, beware!

I shall send my armies against Egypt and Cyrenaica, against the armies of the
Turks, Byzantines and the Khazar.42

But events took a different course. In the same year (probably chosen
because it corresponded to the fifteen hundredth anniversary of Zarathus-
tra), Abu Tahir is believed to have recognized a young Persian boy from
Isfahan as Mahdi. However, he soon admitted that he had been deceived,
whereupon he had the boy executed. Demoralization set in among the
Carmathians, many of whom went over to the cAbbasids. The Carmathian
state nevertheless survived, and for more than a century continued to be
admired, even by non-Carmathians, as a paragon of order and social justice.

THE FATIMIDS

At the same time as the Carmathians were establishing themselves in
Arabia, another branch of the Ismacili sect, the Fatimids, had founded an
anti-caliphate in Tunisia. In 3 5 8/969, they took Egypt and soon threatened

41 De Goeje, Memoire, n o . 42 Ibid., 113—15.
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POLITICAL POETRY I99

Syria. Their political and military power was based less on the strength of
their armies than on a highly organized religious hierarchy commanding
numerous agents, propagandists and sympathizers in the cAbbasid
provinces. As ever, a favourite medium of propaganda was poetry, and,
while still heir-apparent, the Fatimid caliph al-QaDim himself (reigned 322-
34/934-46) made the following admonition to the Egyptians and,
indirectly, to the cAbbasid caliphs, while leading an expedition against
Egypt:

0 people of God's eastern lands, have you lost your wits, or are you led astray
by weak understanding and ignorance?

Who leads your prayers? Who heads your pilgrimage? With whom do you
campaign? Answer, and no lies!

Your prayer, your pilgrimage and your campaigns, misguided wretches, are
with wine-bibbers and men given over to vice.

Stir yourselves: the sword's edge is the best remedy for the sick, the weapon
most fitting to bring about justice.

Do you not see that I have exchanged ease for night sorties, that I have risen in
the cause of God,43 as is my duty? . . .

1 called out to the people of the West with the summons of one trusting in a
Generous Lord: nor can there fail whomsoever He taketh under His charge,

And swiftly they flocked to [me] . . .
And I advanced with the knights of God towards your land, and amid the veils

of dust loomed forth the face of death.44

Like the cAbbasids, the Fatimids were served by professional poets. The
Andalusian, Ibn Hani3 (d. 362/973) was a sincere admirer of al-Mucizz, the
fourth Fatimid caliph and conqueror of Egypt (reigned 341—65/95 3—75); a
convinced adherent of the Fatimid sect, he upheld the legitimacy of the
Fatimid caliphate in poetry noted for its lyric quality. A frequent theme is
the caliph's ancestry: "He [al-Mucizz] is heir to the Earth through two
ancestors, one Chosen [Mustafa, i.e. the Prophet], one pleasing to God
[Murtada, i.e. cAli]."45 In accordance with the Ismacili doctrine that the
imam was a reflection of the Divine Light, he depicted the sovereign as a
supernatural being, the predestined Lord of the World:

They come at morn, their gaze lowered before a Caliph gnostic of God's
mystery though untaught,

Of guidance the very spirit, in light incorporate, whom rays from the sublime
world incorporeal sustain,

Whom firm, unseverable bonds link to the Deity.46

Other recurrent motifs in Ibn HanF's poetry are fierce attacks on the two
rival caliphates: the cAbbasid, which he considered a usurper now bound by

43 An allusion to his later regnal title, al-Qa°im bi-amri DUah, and to al-qaim as an Ismaclli designation of
the Mahdi. ** Canard, "L'Imperialisme", 172-3.

45 Divan, 1, 782; Canard, "L'Imperialisme", 159. 46 Dlivan, 1, 665; Canard, "L'Imperialisme".
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2OO R. R U B I N A C C I

its "senility" to yield to the youthful and worthier energies of the "virgin
dynasty", and the Umayyad caliphate of Cordoba, which he disparaged as
vigorously as he extolled the Fatimids. But the poet who above all others
dedicated his energies to the propagation and glorification of the Fatimid
creed was Abu Nasr Hibat Allah, known by the nickname al-MuDayyad ft Dl-
Dln (d. 469/1077). His Diwan^ containing sixty-three qasldahs, is certainly
one of the most remarkable of efforts to make poetry serve politico-
religious ends.47

"CONSERVATIVE" SHICIS

Alongside the Carmathians and Fatimids there were those whom
Massignon has dubbed "conservative" ShIcTs, like the Hamdanids of Syria
and Mesopotamia, who never attempted to implement their legitimist
aspirations and were happy, in return for lucrative sinecures, to serve the
Sunni cAbbasids.48 The names of Abu Firas, a Hamdanid prince and poet,
and of al-MutanabbI, the greatest Arab poet of the fourth/tenth century, are
among the many associated with the outstanding works of literature
produced in Mosul and Aleppo under Hamdanid patronage. Abu Firas,
who was a cousin of Sayf al-Dawlah, ruler of Aleppo, wrote poetic
commentaries on his own exploits and those of his forebears, and though he
occasionally attacked the cAbbasids in his verse, this was more to defend the
political interests of his own family than because of the difference in creed;
nevertheless, generalized expressions of cAlid sentiment ("Forever do I
love him who loves the Prophet and his family, and anyone who hates him,
I hate") are occasionally given a sharper edge:

Dead is the faith, justice not done its due,
The booty due to the family of God's Prophet is shared out among others.
The Sons of cAli are become subjects in their own lands
While womenfolk and menials hold power.
Let not the godless dominion (mulk) of the Sons of al-cAbbas tempt them into

excess:
The Sons of CA1I are their Lords, despite their pretensions.49

It cannot be claimed that Abu Firas's contemporary and rival, al-
Mutanabbl, shared his dedication to the cAlids; there are few concrete
references or allusions to Shlci beliefs in his Dlwan, with the exception of
such Carmathian elements as his allusion to Abu Tahir's massacre of the
pilgrims at Mecca, and it is probable, as Gabrieli maintains, that such

47 See Rizzitano, Letteratura araba, 82-3, and El1, "al-Mu3aiyad fi Dil-DIn", for his activities as a general,
dtfl (propagandist), his correspondence with al-Macarri and other literary works, which include an
autobiography. ^ Massignon, Opera Minora, 1, 402. 49 Gabrieli, "Note", 328.
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elements were simply picked up in his youth and played no significant part
in his thought or poetry.50

While the Hamdanids were asserting their rule in Syria during the
fourth/tenth century, another Shici family, the Buwayhids, founded a
dynasty in Iran which soon took power in Baghdad itself. The triumph of
Shicism seemed irreversible, but in fact the Sunni caliphate was not
abolished, and Sunnism remained the majority creed. Contemporary cAlid
poets, such as the statesman al-Sahib Ibn cAbbad or the only Shici poet of
real distinction during this period, al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1016), represent
"conservative" Shicism, rather than the militant and self-assertive Shicism
of the Fatimid poet-propagandists.

50 See pp. 305—6; and Gabrieli, "Imamisme", 111.
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CHAPTER 12

LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL)

No independent love lyrics survive from the pre-Islamic period, but love
remembered is frequently the first of the themes through which the archaic
qastdah ranges. In the introductory section of the qastdah, the nastb, the poet
conjures up lost love through a variety of conventional motifs: the
recognition in a deserted encampment of the place where he and a loved
woman once enjoyed days of friendship; a dream haunted by the woman's
phantom; or the evocation of the morning when her tribe, neighbours for a
season, made ready to leave. At times, the poet's grey hair has caused the
woman to deny her favours; less often, the poet has tired of waiting for
them. Some poets — al-Acsha for example — describe the lady in sensuous
detail. The names vary but it is, from top to toe, always the same woman: all
pampered softness, languor, plenitude.

The poet may suffer and weep, but he lets us know that he can bear it. By
the conventions of the poem, the loss of intimacy with a gentle, sweet and
indolent creature of luxury leads him to proclaim his intimacy with
hardship and danger in the desert. The poet al-Muthaqqib al-cAbdi tells in
three lines of Hind's change of heart, then continues:

Dost thou then mean it so? Shall I tell thee how many a land, what time in the
summer days the Sun stood still thereon

And the singing cicadas shrilled in the sunshine, and the shining sun-mist, with
its white sheets folded and its striped veils, showed its side to me,

I have traversed on a she-camel with well-knit fore-legs . . -1

In the ancient Arabian poems paired memories of good and bad often
express stoical endurance in the face of the world's changes. The contrast
between the nastb and the journey scene that commonly follows it also
makes for a stoical tone, and, while the narrative link between the two
scenes is flimsy, the ethical one is strong and essential. Its place in the ethos
of the heroic poetry sets apart the nastb from the love lyrics of later times,
which succeeded to much of the stock: capricious hearts, partings, the visit
of the phantom of the beloved to the sleeping poet and the rest.

The nastb is not usually, in the old poets, an erotic idyll. Scenes of

1 Trans. Lyall, Mufaddafiyat, no. 28.
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LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 203

tenderness (as distinct from tender descriptions) tend to be sketchy, or by
way of hint. The following passage — the leisurely, simile-laden dwelling
over the evocative landscape and the plain, brief flashback to the
rendezvous — is fairly representative:

Suwaiqah of Balbal, as far as its runnels flow and the plain of dwarf tamarisk,
filled my eyes with tears at the memory of my trysts with Salma -

Places of meeting where now feed only the black troops of ostriches, dark of
hue like Indians taking short steps as though they were sore-footed;

They feed together, in the raviny ground, in the company of a male ostrich,
small-headed and long-necked, looking like a gatherer of acacia pods in
Dhu-t-Talh, who culls them without lopping the tree.

She stood towards the side of the tent-curtain — and the passion that was in her,
but for the eyes of men, had overwhelmed me;

And she said — "Wilt thou not stay and satisfy a desire, O father of Hasan,
among us, and fulfil what thou has promised to me?"2

(The Muallaqah of ImruD al-Qays, with its moments of farcical ribaldry, is
not in the mainstream.)3

As J.-C. Vadet has shown, the nasib does not reflect a single, coherent
social reality.4 Some of the women are very much their own mistresses;
others obey a code dictated by men, and are carefully watched. The
conservative formulas of poetry may reflect archaic customs: partings after
temporary marriages between members of tribes that occupied adjacent
encampments for a season; perhaps even, from a more distant past,
woman's matriarchal right to receive in her tent whomever she wished.
Only some such sedimentation can explain the diversity of scenarios, in
some of which the lover's visits are unproblematic, while in others the poet
can speak of:

The nights when I paid no heed to him that would hold me back, and my
waist-wrapper flowed down over my ankles,

And I disobeyed him that chid me, and I achieved delight, and vexed, by my
visits, one stirred by jealousy5

or (as in ImruD al-Qays's Mucallaqah)y recall a visit to a camp where the men
would be only too happy to kill him. There is every reason to believe that
already in the sixth century AD this poetry was not merely conventional,
but, having derived its conventions from successive periods of Arabian life,
was a mixture of stylized representations of what might occur and what, by
then, could only be fiction. This situation continued in the century after
Islam.

2 Muzarrid b. pirar al-Dhubyani, trans. Lyall, ibid., no. 15 (emended sequence of verses).
3 Cf. CHALUP, 61-2.
4 L'Esprit courtois, 48ff; for a dissenting view, see Wagner, Grund^uge, 31-2.
5 Bishr b. Abl Khazim, trans. Lyall, Mufaddafiyat, no. 98.
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In that century, after the power of the Umayyad house had been established
and the political centre of gravity had moved to Syria, the cities of Mecca
and Medina enjoyed a life of wealth and ease, and there was in them a high
society that nurtured wit, gallantry and style in the place of political
ambition. Here the love-poem made itself independent and gha^al emerged
as a distinct genre, in the verse of such men as cUmar b. Abl Rabfah (d. c.
103/721) - the foremost poet of this Hijazi school - Waddah al-Yaman, al-
cArji, and others.6 Some of their poetry takes the form of nasib without
qasldah\ but much of it breathes a light-hearted atmosphere of easy
adventures (for which the pilgrimage often serves as occasion), lovers'
quarrels and secret messages. Even where the poet chooses to boast of the
danger of his visits to a woman, there may be a touch of humour — as when
cUmar slinks out of the camp at dawn dressed in women's clothes and
flanked by his lady's sisters. cUmar can also put on the persona of the
humble lover abasing himself before the cruel Beauty who commands his
heart — a persona that rules the love poetry of the cAbbasid age. For
example, he writes a verse letter from "an afflicted lover who admits his sin,
who has suffered punishment though he has done no wrong". "It is for you
to command" (anti ^l-amiratu) he tells the lady. Making free with Quranic
references, he goes so far as to say "I offer you my repentance" and "I take
refuge with you from your wrath".7 His wit too anticipates later patterns:

My hearing and sight are both her allies against my person: how could I have
the fortitude to do without hearing and sight?8

But cUmar is most in his element when he inverts the traditional roles and
makes the poet the rakish object of the ladies' yearning and delight. One of
them addresses him so:

You get bored with those who love you; ever running after new loves, you are
a man of fickle desires, disbursing false tokens of affection and trivial
favors.9

Whether the Hijazi love-poems are chaste (cUmar: "I did not obtain
anything forbidden . . ."), or licentious (Waddah al-Yaman: "I went to her
after her husband had fallen asleep, his head pillowed on her hand. By now
the night had grown chill. She gave me a glance as if to say: 'Welcome; you
will have what you desire, despite the envious')"10 has less to do perhaps
with the poet's experiences than with the audience's expectations. The
Kitab al-A.ghariiy a fourth/tenth century compilation, reports that great
ladies of early Islamic times were pleased to receive homage in the form of

6 Cf. CHALUP, 422-4, 448. 7 Dlwan, nos. 1, 91. 8 Ibid., no. 8. 9 Ibid., no. 3
10 Ibid., no. 233; Abu 31-Farajal-Isfahani, Aghanl, vi, 45, cited Kinany, Development of Ga^al^ 206.
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LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 205

love-poems.11 Such poems must have had obvious limits. But these ladies'
literary salons were not the only places for the gathering of the wealthy and
the clever, and less exalted occasions must have called for a freer sense of
fun. We may note a line by Waddah al-Yaman which suggests that in some
cases the love-poem is not so much homage as fair exchange: "I am
Waddah. If you are kind to me, I will write you fine love-poems and
describe your beauty.")12

In the Hijazi love-poem, language is incomparably simpler than in pre-
Islamic verse. Dialogues between the actors - lover, lady, her companions,
the messenger - quicken the pace. New, light metres are frequently used: it
is not clear how much this has to do with the musical fashions of the time.13

There is a second kind of love poetry traditionally ascribed to poets of the
first/seventh century. This is the poetry of cUdhri love: a poetry of faithful,
chaste and debilitating passion for unattainable objects. The legends have it
that these bedouin lovers (Jamil, Majnun, etc. - not all of them of the tribe
of cUdhrah) endured passions that led to deep melancholy and often to
death. The poets of cUdhri love are shadowy characters, their biographies
full of conventional narrative motifs. It seems quite impossible to separate
history from fiction. It has been suggested that cUdhrI poetry is the product
not of bedouin Arabia, but of Empire sophistication; that it is the romantic
creation of the early cAbbasid age, projected backwards in history at a time
when biographies of bedouin poet-lovers were a popular form of
entertainment literature in Baghdad.14 But already the earliest cAbbasid
poets know of these cUdhri poets, and it is hardly likely that their romance-
biographies (for which the Kitab al-Aghamh now our principal source) did
not from the first contain a core of poetry. In the cUdhrI gha^al all the
equilibrium which alternations of sweet and bitter give to the pre-Islamic
qasldah is thrown aside: the long view becomes one of permanent obsession.
Not so much the memory of past joys, as consummation forever deferred, is
at the heart of these poems. Love is a cherished disaster into which one is
hurled by fate and which one nurtures with a somewhat ostentatious
chastity, as in the line, "My ardour dies when we meet and revives when we
part",15 described by some medieval literary men as, "the most perfect verse
of gha^al ever uttered by an Arab." The medieval biographies supply in
each case reasons for the impossibility (or, in one case, forced dissolution)
of that much too prosaic relief, marriage. Love is thus a durable fire:

11 Vadet, U Esprit courtois, 11 of.
12 Ibid., 44. « Cf. CHALUP, chs. 20, 21.
14 El2, "Ghazal"; for arguments for a cautious but less sceptical view, see Kratchkovsky,
"Friihgeschichte". 15 Jamil, Dlwan, 67.
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2O6 A. HAMORI

Love, I have found, is a blaze with lovers' hearts for fuel.
If only they perished in the flame! But as soon as they are burned they must

burn again
Like the people of hell, for whose greater torment the roasted skin is endlessly

renewed.16

The cUdhri lover's romantic tragedy, willed and fated, strikes one as a
plangent attenuation of the readiness, in the heroic verse of the pre-Islamic
age, to throw away wealth and life, of the need to reject counsels of sane,
commonplace self-interest. Islam had put an end to the pagan ethos;
perhaps, as in the Old French courtly romances, love emerged "as a
substitute for other possibilities of motivation".17 The poaching on
religious language, which is in fun in cUmar and the poets of his school, is
meant in the cUdhri lyric to express the extent of this dangerous devotion.
Thus for Jamil those who die of love are martyrs, no less than those who fall
in thejibad (Holy War), and Majnun at prayer faces towards the place where
Layla lives.18 Play with such language is frequent in later poets.

In the second/eighth century, the "new poets" or "moderns" (muhdathuri)
of the cities of Iraq developed a rhetorically sophisticated style which,
beginning with Bashshar ibn Burd (d. c. 167/783), also came to dominate
the love lyric. For the scholars who believe that cUdhrI poetry is, on the
whole, a product of cAbbasid times, Bashshar represents even more of a
turning point: in their view, he brought into fashion poems in which "love
is from the first known to be hopeless and draws its lasting character from
this certainty".19 Bashshar, in any event, was not all ethereal sentiment: he
wrote many poems in the nasib style as well, and was not above boasting of
fun he had had, in a sly and humorous manner.20

The ethereal found its most devoted poet in al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf (d. after
193/808), who wrote nothing but love-poems. About his life relatively little
is known, except that he enjoyed the favour of Harun al-Rashid and several
important persons at court. Even in al-cAbbas's poetry, it is true, love is not
all despair. There are many passages that speak of mutual, if thwarted, love.
In some passages the lovers are together, in scenes known from earlier
poets: as in cUmar b. Abi Rablcah, the young lover is disguised in women's
clothes; as in the cUdhri tradition, love began in the shared days of first
youth; there is even room for the elegiac, and decently vague, recollection
of a long-past night.21 Nonetheless, the dominant mood is of hopeless, one-

16 Majnun Layla, Dlwan, no. 83. 17 E. Auerbach, Mimesis (New York, 1957), 123.
18 Jamil, Dlwany 64; Majnun Layla, Dlwan, no. 299. 19 El2, "Ghazal".
20 Cf. e.g. ch. 16, n. 22 for the "Kufan" tradition of love poetry in which he sometimes indulged.
21 Dtwan, 117, 191.
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LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 2OJ

way, all-wasting, yet indefatigable love. Al-cAbbas has been described as the
inventor of the "courtly ghayaV'\22 He had certainly much to do with
promoting the boast, repeated by him and many subsequent poets, that
"there is no good in those who do not feel love's passion".23 Apart from
this, it is hard to see from any one poem what he invented. His motifs are
those of his age (many are illustrated in Joseph Hell's "Al-cAbbas ibn al-
Ahnaf "); but none of these — worrying about messengers, misleading the
spies who try to thwart the lovers, declaring one's submission to the lady,
etc. — is unique. It is true that the lover's happy abjection has an uncommon
intensity ("I laid my face in the dust for you; to me that is an enormous
gain"),24 but much the same hopeless, submissive lover, never unsteadied
by the lady's pitiless whims, agonizes in many poems by his contemporary,
Abu Nuwas, no standard-bearer of courtly love. The difference lies in the
overall tone of al-cAbbas's poetry. He achieved it by subtraction: especially
in his shorter poems, which tend to be free of narrative incident, and are, as
the old anthologies attest, his chief title to fame, feeling is rarely troubled by
seductive shapes and never by humour. His language is plain and shows
little interest in the play of rhetoric. This and the uniformly dedicated tone
have conveyed to some readers a profundity of emotion. In Vadet's view,
this poetry springs from "an ideal apprehended if not actually exper-
ienced", and in it dim stirrings of "absolute love" may be perceived.25 By
contrast, a strong sense of form, wit, and the sparkle of language
distinguish the poetry of Abu Nuwas, who was equally at home with the
sighs of refined love, the ironic twist and the belly-laughs of ribaldry.

By the third/ninth century, the pomp of panegyric claimed the attention of
the mo'st celebrated poets. Their qasldahs often open with naslbs in which
pre-Islamic themes are treated with the "new" rhetoric (bad?), as in these
lines by al-Buhturl:

Your tears, as the howdahs of the ladies of the tribe were moving off into the
distance, showed you what lay beyond tears:

Tears filling the eye, sprung by the fiery pain of separation filling the
breast . . .26

Non-declamatory verse occupied a less prominent place. Perhaps when the
new lyrical style had become a familiar skill it no longer shone with the same
lustre, or earned the same rewards at court or at the soirees of the rich. (This
is not, however, to say that famous poets no longer bothered to write
gha^ah or that these were without beauty; examples from such poets of the

22 Gibb, Arabic Literature, 6of. 23 Dlwan, 190. 24 Ibid., 244.
25 L'Esprit courtois, 193, 207, 227-32. 26 Diwan, n , 1279.
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2O8 A. HAMORI

third-fourth/ninth-tenth centuries as Abu Tammam, Ibn al-Rumi, al-
Sharif al-Radi and Abu Firas may be found in or at the end of this chapter.)
The chief exception to this trend was Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908). In him.
the wit of the "new poets" endured along with their delicacy of touch.
Baha° al-DIn Zuhayr (d. 6 5 6/12 5 8) has also been admired, both by Arab and
by European readers, as much perhaps for writing intelligibly in an age of
rank rhetorical affectation as for the charm of his poetry. Mystical poetry
too found continuing inspiration in the themes of secular love poetry.

The "moderns" more or less completed the tonal range and set the
rhetorical orientation of the gha^al. After the *end of the second/eighth
century, conventions and techniques - outside Andalusia, at any rate - do
not show much change, except, in the direction of least resistance, towards
a certain involution of conceits. The waning of innovation did not,
however, mean a loss of polish or popularity, as is clear from the many
gha^ah by greater and lesser poets in the medieval anthologies. Chief among
these, as far as poets of the eastern empire are concerned, are the Kitab al-
Agharii ("Book of Songs") by Abu Dl-Faraj al-Isfahanl (d. 3 56/967), and the
Yatimat al-dahr of al-Thacalibi (d. 467/1038), continued by the Dumyat al-
qasr of al-Bakharzi (d. 429/1075).

A great variety of themes and attitudes continued to exist: there are erotic
moments, humorous moments, descriptive passages and full catalogues of
charms; there is tender elegiac recollection of mutual love; and there are
also outright imitations of older forms: the Najdijyat of al-Abiwardi (d. 5 07/
1113) imitate the cUdhri style, for example. Gha^ah celebrating the love of
women and of boys had become equally acceptable. (The pronouns
employed do not always tell us whether the poem is heterosexual or
homosexual: in the gha^al the masculine may refer to either gender. It is
thought that the grammatically legitimate use of the masculine in certain
constructions, e.g., "the one whom I love", may have made this practice
possible. It helps the poet "keep the secret"; it also helps the poet broadcast
the secret, since the masculine pronoun is metrically more versatile than the
feminine.) For all the variety, however, it is safe to say that refined yearning,
with its double rhetoric of emotions and phrases, had become the
paramount mode of love poetry. In the work of the "moderns", an elegant
social game and an elegant rhetorical game made a happy marriage, and the
political and social upheavals of the succeeding centuries did not dissolve it.

Refined love and its poetry became part of refined life. Al-Washsha°
(d. ̂ .325 /936), who in his Kitab al-Muwashsha sets himself up as an arbiter of
elegance, gives us a delightful record of that life. We learn what fabrics and
perfumes elegant men and women may wear, how they behave in public
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LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 209

places (they do not roll about on the hot flagstones in the bath-house; they
do not haggle in shops); how they observe good form in their dealings with
friends and acquaintances (they do not enjoy backbiting; they do not show
off), and so on. A large part of this book is devoted to lovers and their ways,
and another, illuminatingly, to verses of love poetry engraved on signet-
rings, embroidered on pillows, or written in gold wash on apples. Being
prone to falling in love is, al-Washsha° says in so many words, one of the
fine traits of elegant men and women; love is the best evidence for a finely
constituted temperament; it is a badge of sensibility.

Love poetry was at once an expression and confirmation of a soul with
style. An endless frisson was ensured by the lover's fidelity, hopeless
yearning and humble devotion; by the beloved's pitiless heart and quick
tendency to boredom; by the malign ambience in which spies would
prevent and gossips blight, the lovers' pleasure. The wash! is an interloper,
like the Provencal /au^engier, who, as the Andalusian Ibn Hazm tells us in his
Tawqal-hamamah (translated by A. R. Nykl in 1931 as The Dove's Neck-Ring,
and since translated several times into English and other European
languages), "acts mostly on the beloved" by insinuating that "the lover is
not keeping the secret", that his love is "not exclusive", or that his
declarations of love are false. The raqlb, "watcher" or "spy", may be the
"guardian of the beloved" (cusios, gardador), but often he is simply a
nuisance who intrudes on the lovers' privacy out of envy or a desire to force
on them the cold wisdom of his own disillusionment. The "fault-finder"
who promotes dull good sense and the "envious one" are other stock
figures. What, though, was the pleasure of love at the best of times? In the
world al-Washsha° draws for us, the romantic figure of the chaste bedouin
lover had become a model for the imagination: "To love is to kiss, to touch
hand or arm / or to send letters whose spells are stronger than witchcraft. /
Love is nothing but this; when lovers sleep together, love perishes. / The
unchaste are only interested in having children"; and verses attributed to
Jamil are quoted, in which the poet disclaims all knowledge of his mistress's
body and assures the reader that he sought only to speak with her and look
upon her face.27 This sexual brinkmanship had already been expressed by al-
cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf: "Will you permit a lover to visit you? He craves to see
and hear. / If he stays long, he does nothing ill: he has a chaste heart, though
sinful eyes."28 Such is the love of the gentle heart, cishqal-muruwwah. Some
poets and some theorists draw more elastic boundaries, as does Bashshar on
occasion, or Jahiz in his Kisalat al-Qiyan).

The sensible assumption seems today that such poems were in their own

27 Muwashsha, 70-1 . 28 Ibid.; al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, Dlwan^ 147.
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2IO A. HAMORI

time understood to be stylized gestures. "Homage to woman cast in the
form of personal experience" is Joseph Hell's view of the poetry of al-
cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf. But the extensive literature on the psychology and
ethics of love that grew up in the medieval Islamic world (English-speaking
readers will find an introduction to this literature in Bell's hove Theory in
hater Hanbalite Islam and Giffen's Theory of Profane hove Among the Arabs)
took these gestures seriously; perhaps because art shapes life, perhaps
because the scholars meant to reach realities behind the stylized gestures.
Among other things, they discussed the elevating power of love. Love, al-
Washsha0 says, lends courage to the cowardly, makes the avaricious liberal,
gives resolve to the feckless. One of the first theorists of love, Ibn Dawiid
(d. 294/909), abhors the idea that the lover's noble actions may be a vulgar
means of ingratiation: "If a man is prompted to do fine things by his desire
of reward, once he obtains his wish or despairs of having it, he will be
prompted to leave off doing them." Ibn Dawiid's dedication of his book
also intimates that the lover's virtues have their origin in the loved person:
"How could one in whom there is no virtue but is traced to you pretend to
have virtues superior to yours?"29 The value of yearning could not be
shrugged off even by religious moralists of a tougher cast of mind. Even the
Hanbali scholar, Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 751/1350), who rejected the
distinction between the permissible glance and the prohibited embrace,
who believed the story that Ibn Dawud had died for the chaste love of a boy
but saw nothing elevating about such a death, who began his list of good
loves with love of God and His word and of the virtues — even Ibn Qayyim
al-Jawziyyah concluded his list of good loves with love of a lawful but
unattainable object such as an absent wife or dead concubine. In his no-
nonsense theology, this unsatisfiable yearning is a good thing because
patient suffering earns rewards in the next life.30

All this is of interest for comparisons with the European poetry and
theory of fin* amors, but it is most important to remember that the poets
themselves do not have much to say about the virtues (makarim) produced
by their yearning. They do not, to be sure, wholly ignore the subject:
"There is nothing shameful about love, love is a noble quality (makrumah)",
writes al-cAbbas ibn al-Ahnaf; "Only lovers count as people."31 In the
Thousand and One Nights a character quotes: "Love never repairs to an
ignoble heart."32 There are such statements, but it seems that in the poetry
(whose traditions should be distinguished from those of the theory of love)
the virtue bred by love is the sensibility itself, and not so much an
awakening to a kind of spring-time of the soul. A theorist like the poet,

29 Zahrah, i. 3° Kawdat al-muljibbln, 130, i8of, 202. 31 Divan, 119, 197.
32 Alf laylah wa-laylah, 1, 237.
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theologian and philosopher Ibn Hazm (d. 45 6/1064) m a y g° s o far a s t o say
that love renders a man of coarse temperament capable of being deeply
moved (of experiencing tarab)y but even this is a different matter from
Bernart de Ventadorn's claim that the joy of love augments his worth (and
improves his writing).33 Hell's observation of the absence in al-cAbbas b. al-
Ahnaf of the troubadours' jubilation holds true of medieval Arab love-
poets in general, and, while the joy of love is a tricky thing (Bernart can
begin a poem with "my heart is so full of joy" and end it with a message of
the "pain and martyrdom I endure because of her"), these differences must
be kept in mind if a typological comparison, or any attribution of affinity, is
attempted.

The books on love and on elegantiae know that refined love is something
of a construct and limited to high society. Al-Washsha° warns that love is
not for the poor: its proprieties - especially the presents - cost too much;
and in his discussion of the lover's humility, Ibn Hazm reassures us that in
love (and in love alone) humbling oneself is no disgrace, for, after all, the
beloved is the lover's social inferior.34 The very boast by al-cAbbas ibn al-
Ahnaf, "I am not the kind that loves slave-girls; the love of slave-girls is for
slaves",35 must mean that Ibn Hazm's observation applied to most cases. In
an anecdote that either reports, or, if fictitious, grasps and projects, the
coexistence of charade and reality, a boy propositioned by the ruler of
Saragossa sends back some verses rejecting his advances, and an attached
letter inviting his friendly affection, explaining that the verses merely
complied with the rules of love poetry.36 The objects even of the "libertine
glance" must as a rule have been slave-women and boys. Perhaps an
awkward lopsidedness in such relations promoted balancing fictions. The
poets at times poked a bit of fun at the exalted claims of elegant love.
Bashshar's joke about his love-sick donkey's refined language is often
quoted: "Her cheek" (had said the donkey of his donkey lady-love,
according to Bashshar) "is as smooth as that of a shayfuran" "What's a
shayfurati?" (Bashshar is asked). "How should I know?" (replies Bashshar),
"it's a frightfully rare word (gharlb) used only by donkeys; if ever you
happen to meet mine, ask him!"37 In one of the poems at the end of the
present chapter (no. 4, by Abu Dl-cAtahiyah) the poet is at death's door, but if
the lady cannot be kind to him this year, he will manage to hang on until the
next. Abu Nuwas on occasion blended the language of refined love with
double entendres, or led with it into scenes of debauchery. Ibn al-Haj jaj (d. 391 /

33 Ibn Hazm, Tawq al-famamah, 13; R. T. Hill and T. G. Bergin, Anthology of the Provenqal Troubadours
(New Haven, 1941), 46. 34 Muwashsha, 158; Tawq al-fyamamah, 43.

35 Divan, 86. 36 Garcia Gomez, "Convencionalismo e insinceridad", 42.
37 Abu Dl-Faraj al-I§fahani, AghanJy in , 64.
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IOOI), an extravagantly foul-mouthed poet, followed this practice and
turned parody into one of his conventional devices; in one poem, for
example, the line, "My heart belongs to the Banu cUdhrah; love has ever
made my body thin and drenched my eyes with tears", introduces a string of
scatological obscenities.38 The great poet of Hispano-Arabic colloquial
verse (%ajal), Ibn Quzman (d. 555/1160) in one poem turns his back on
elegant love altogether:

As for refined love i^ishq al-muruwwah) — let others claim it.
May God, instead, give me contentment:
Kisses, embraces, and the rest.
(If you ask any further, you prove yourself nosey.)39

As with so much European love-poetry (for example, Petrarch's Pace non
trovo e non ho da far guerra; \ E temo, e spero; et ardo, e son unghiaccio), the basic
mode of cAbbasid love poetry is paradox. Apart from reflecting the
confusion of feelings we experience when in love, paradox makes for a
dramatic quality in the poem, and invites rhetorical organization of its text.
The principal paradoxes — the lover's choice of pain over indifference, and
his submission to a person weaker and of humbler rank — are clearly stated.
Ibn Dawud quotes a verse attributed to an anonymous early poet of the
tribe of Hudhayl: "A wounded heart is dearer to me than a calm mind
without you".40 A verse attributed to the cAbbasid princess cUlayyah goes
further and lays down the first rule of rapt flirtation: "Love is founded on
injustice. If the beloved were just, love would become foul."41 A whole
complex of paradoxes is neatly summed up in the line (of uncertain
attribution): "By Him who made masters, in love, into servants of slaves
and put the leashes of lions into the hands of gazelles, the rose is no more
beautiful than a blushing cheek . . ."42

The fine love may begin with the slightest of accidents and lead to the
gravest disasters: "Many a man has, with a single glance, opened the gate of
misfortune and gained sorrow without end."43 One impending disaster is
gravest of all: the lover in his obsession loses sight of the final accounting.
Bashshar describes himself as a man who, before falling in love, had lived
like a monk, worrying through sleepless nights about what end he would
come to, "but was then turned away from his devotions by passion for a
full-breasted maiden, / who with love of herself drove the Great Judge's
reckoning out of his mind".44 Nor is it a balanced relationship. The lover's
darling would try a sane man's patience. Promises put off, and accusations
founded on fancy, torture the poor aspirant; he is forever in suspense: "Can

38 Thacalibl, Yafimab, in , 66. 39 Todo Ben Quzman, n , 642. 40 Zahrah, 27.
41 Suli, Ashcar awlad al-khulafif, 66; Vadet, L'Esprit courtois, 259. 42 Thacalibl, Yatlmab, 1, 73.
43 Al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, Dlwan, 141. 44 Trans. Beeston, Selections, no. 10.
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I find a way to you, or else a way to despair?", asks the Hispano-Arab poet
known as the Blind Man of Tudela (al-Acma Dl-Tutill, d. 525/1130-1).45

Even when seen in a dream, the lady is true to form: "A phantom that
visited me kept sleep from my eyes. When I said 'Grant me a favour', it went
out in silence, saying neither yes nor no."46 If it is not the lady's cruelty or
whim that frustrates the lover, it is the difficulty of arranging a rendezvous:
"God knows I only left off visiting you for fear of my enemies and those
who keep an eye on me. / If I could come I would — crawling on my face or
walking on my head!" writes Abu Nuwas. Charming difficulties keep the
willing lady from the lover in another poem (no. 16, p. 218). If by chance the
lovers do manage to meet, wit may transfer the essential imbalance of the
situation to the perception of time: "I accuse my nights (and this is no mere
lover's quarrel) of being either too long or too short: long when you avoid
me, short when you are with me — we never meet for the right time. / But O
that one night! Evening and daybreak were so close they nearly stumbled
over one another."47

When the lady is cruel, the lover, humble though he is, cannot help
resorting to occasional argument. A paradoxical argument of course: to
further a love affair that can receive no religious approval, he warns her of
divine punishment for killing him. Ibn al-Rumi (d. c. 283/896) gives this
motif a sentimental twist: "How can it have happened that she is a sword
held over me though I found my love when I entered her door? / Lord, if
there must be retribution, make me her shield; let me suffer for her sins."48

Love is rough on soul and flesh: "Just see how love has mistreated his body!
But for his wandering glances, people would bury him." "In her beauty she
is like a pearl the sea has tossed on the shore. / Her mouth, her eyes seem
inhabited by the sorceresses of Babylon. / All that love for her has left of me
is a last gasp in a gaunt body."49 Love must remain a secret: "I know that in
keeping my distance and concealing my feelings there is a truer union of our
hearts than in my being near and causing shame."50 To conceal the identity
of their ladies (an endeavour that renders a fictional lady more real and a real
lady more comfortably fictional), the poets frequently invent allusive names
for them, rather like the Provencal senhal. Al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, for
example, writes to Faw% ("Good Fortune") and Zalum ("Tyrant"). But if
the lady is captious, she may accuse the lover of having brought her into
notoriety; and, even if the lover has the best of intentions, his tears may give
it all away. The secret no doubt has social realities behind it, but it is also an

45 Dlwan, 253 . ^ B a s h s h a r , in B e e s t o n , Selections, n o . 2.
47 A b u N u w a s , Dlwan, i v , 74; a l - S h a r i f a l -Rad i , Dlwan, 1, 398. 48 DJwan, 1, 315.
49 Al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, Dlwan, 284; Abu VAtahiyah, Astfaruh, 618.
50 Al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, Dlwan, 74.
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214 A - HAMORI

element in the rhetoric of paradox in love poetry; providing for contrast
between inside and outside, feeling and behaviour. "He who loves
passionately, remains chaste, conceals his love, and dies is a martyr", the
often-recalled (and often-impugned) tradition runs:51 concealment is
indeed an essential part of the martyrdom of love.

Since so much of what happens, happens at a distance, the eyes get
starring roles. The lady's eyes shoot fatal arrows: the lover's eyes drown in
tears. (This is a piece of rhetorical luck, for inwardly he is on fire.) The eyes,
at least, have a chance: "May I be your ransom! All I obtained of you was a
glance — and all the rest of me envies my eyes!" Some poets are more
modest: "The eye that yearns to see you is much too ambitious./ Is it not a
fair portion for an eye to see someone who has seen you? / Or to see
someone who has seen someone who has seen someone who has?" Where
love is mutual, but surrounded by spies, eye must speak to eye: "As our
signals of love we used the most subtle glances, more secret than magic. / A
soft glance would tell me of union, an oblique one of coldness."52

Apart from the tensions that define the basic dramatic shape of the love-
poem, there is also a predilection for oxymoron and antithesis in the weave
of details: "His kindness is avoidance and reproof, his favour is harsh
withholding. / If for a short while I cannot see him, it is death; when I do
meet him - the throes of agony", writes Abu Nuwas. The situation of the
moment may contain contradictory elements: "I write, and my tears erase
my writing."53 Paradox inhabits the lover's reactions, and emotions: "You
whose eyes hurt and soothe . . . " "Whenever a day with you vexed me to
tears, I wept for that day after it had passed." "When I come to her, she
bashfully turns her face from me, and I delight in an avoidance sweeter than
union . . . / When she passes judgment, she wrongs me — a wrongfulness
sweeter than justice."54 The asymmetry is characteristic in, "My glance
brought the blood to her cheeks, and her glance bloodied my heart",55

where parallel and antithesis (the lover's passion and the beloved's blushing
reluctance) are worked into one verse. These elements give rise to more and
more involved rhetorical surfaces: "If I wanted to find solace and forget
you, O delight of my eye, I would be as criminal as those who took part in
killing Husayn. / You assault my heart with your spear-slim figure as CA1I
assaulted the enemy at Badr and Hunayn." "Since you separated from me,
my eyelids have remained separated: they only touch through the stream of

51 E.g. Ibn Dawud, Zahrah, 66; Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah, Rawdat al-mufyibbln, i8off.
52 Abu Nuwas, Dtwan, iv, 92; Ibrahim b. al-cAbbas, cited Ibn Dawud, Zahrah, 101; Muslim b. al-Walid,

ibid., 92. 53 Abu Nuwas, ed. Ghazall, 395; Al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, Dtwan, 6.
54 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cited Thacalibl, Yafimak, 11, 71; al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf (attrib.), cited Barudi,

Mukhtarat, 111, 198; Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cited Thacalibi, Yattmah, 11, 70.
55 Ahmad Kayghalagh, cited ibid., 1, 77.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.014
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:19, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.014
https://www.cambridge.org/core


LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 215

'You who are like the moon when it is full, take pity on a man who is
like the moon when it is worn to a sliver."56 "Desire does to endurance
what repentance does to sin." "Were you to set a millstone to my tears, their
stream would make it turn." "She and I spent the night, the wine-skin
making a third. Till morning we gave each other to drink; / As if the dark
bunches of her curls were grapes whose wine was on her lips."57

In its manner of composition the love-poem lends itself to great variety.
The narration of anecdotes and vivid scenes, common in cUmar b. Abi
Rabicah, is less frequent in later poets, in whose work the witty and delicate
manipulation of conventional postures and phrases becomes most
important. Several of the poems given below show - even, it is hoped, in
prose translation - the subtle and intricate (and at times humorous) weave
that can compose these conventions into an enticing intellectual music.
First, three poems by Abu Nuwas (d. 200/815):

1 I shall give you contentment: I shall die of grief, silent, not grieving you
with reproaches.

I knew you once when you wished us to be together, but today you wish to
avoid me.

Time has changed you — everything tends towards change and passing
away.

If the right thing, as you see it, is to leave me, may God blind you to the
right thing.

2 I love the north wind because it passes where my lover is now said to live.
No doubt he feels the same when the south wind goes to meet him.
Brief is the contentment, long the grief, when we welcome the wind with

what is in our hearts.

3 God is Dananir's master and mine. He sees what I suffer on her account
morning and night.

For love of her, I am scorched by two fires: I burn in mind and in heart
[literally: heart and bowels].

I have forbidden my tongue clear speech; only my feeble signs express what
I feel.

Alas, before my own kinsfolk I fade away on my bed, and they do not
know my sickness.

If with the whole world you were the ascetic you are with me, you could no
doubt walk on water.58

Next, two love-poems from Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's (d. c. 210/825) earlier
period, before he devoted himself to the wholesale production of ascetic
poetry (zuhdiyyat):59

56 "Al-Khabbaz al-baladi" ("the Common Baker"), cited ibid., n, 190; the vizier al-Muhallabi, ibid.,
216; Abu Dl-Faraj al-BabbaghaD, cited ibid., 1, 223.

57 Ibn al-Rumi, Dlwan, 1, 316; al-WVwa3 al-Dimashqi, cited Thacalibi, Yatlmah, 1, 236; Abu Firas al-
Hamdani, ibid., 44. 58 Dlwan, iv, 26, 176-7, 11. 59 See pp. 286-7, 268-9.
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2 l6 A. HAMORI

4 O my friends, love is killing me. Get my shroud ready, quick!
Do not scold me for following my passion - I am too preoccupied to hear.
A stream of tears for cUtbah falls from my eyes.
Who ever saw a victim weeping with passion for the killer?
I stretch my hand towards you in entreaty. How do you answer a suppliant?
If you have nothing to give him, let him have a kind word instead of a gift;
Or, if you are caught short this year, make him yet wish for the next.60

5 How often I try, in shame, to hide my tears from some friend!
When he looks at me closely, he scolds. Then I say: "I am not crying,
The cloak grazed my eye as I was putting it on."61

Three poems by al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf (d. after 193/808) follow:

6 I buried my passion for you in the tomb of my heart.
I struggled to hide my love; I guarded your secret by staying away.
I was contented with less than contents a lover from his beloved.
But yes, do suppose that I have wronged you, so that you may forgive me

those wrongs.

7 She left you [the poet addresses himself] — not for any wrong you have
done her, but mankind has little fidelity.

The passing nights had bent her from mindfulness of our love; the term of
our friendship had arrived.

A king's robes, for all their splendour, wear out once they have been put
on.

After a quarrel there is yet hope of tenderness, but wearying of a love is
incurable.

I have seen despair clothe me in lowliness - but then I hope for her, and in
that hope exceed all bounds.

("Exceed all bounds" {yutghlnl I-ra/a°): in the QurDan there is a recurrent
phrase in which the verb tagha is used of Pharaoh, a model of tyranny; there
is perhaps a cross-reference here to "a king's robes", etc. in line 3.)

8 If you wish to fashion a thing that will amaze and delight,
And to know what a beloved is like who has sipped the cup of love,
Paint here a picture of Fawz and there of cAbbas.
Measure out a span between them; or if more, no matter.
If they do not move towards each other until the two heads seem one,
Give her suffering the lie; give the lie to his.62

The next poem is ascribed to Muslim b. al-Walid (d. 208/823):

9 In the night of her masses of hair, the moon above a thin sapling upon a
soft sandhill [moon, sapling, sandhill: face, waist, hips].

Her breath is purer than musk; the bloom of her beauty is more delicate
than breath.

60 Abu VAtahiyah, Ashcaruh, 616-18.
61 Cited Ibn Khallikan, Biographical Dictionary•, s.v. Abu Dl-cAtahiyah. 62 Dltvan, 45, 4, 164.
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LOVE POETRY (GHAZAL) 2.IJ

When she walks proudly swaying, my heart is like her jewelled sashes; her
heart is silent as her bracelet.

Her love courses through her lover's heart as health through the limbs of a
relapsed patient.63

(The jewelled sash {wishaft) goes diagonally from shoulder to waist; its
looseness is a conventional reference to a slender waist, and a swaying walk
makes its ornaments jingle. The conventional beauty has plump arms,
therefore the bracelet is tight. The poet's heart races noisily; hers is
unimpressed.)

Abu Tammam (d. 232/846), chiefly known as a panegyrist, also wrote a
small number of love-poems of much more accessible diction than his
grand public pieces:

10 You have taken me past the limits of pain. Because of you my tears of
blood never cease.

Alas my heart . . . and the spy all but keeps me from saying even this, "alas
my heart . . . "

I do not, O loveliest of mankind, blame in the envious that they as one man
envy me:

How could I blame them when you are the cause? They saw the new moon
from the sky obey my hand!64

A poem by Ibn al-Rumi (d. c. 283/896):

11 She is in my embrace but my soul desires her still. Is there a closeness
beyond embrace?

I kiss her mouth that my fever might end, but my mad thirst only grows.
The lovesickness in me is not of the kind healed by kisses.
Nothing, it seems, can cure my heart's thirst except to see our souls

mingle.65

Two poems by Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908):

12 O eyes that gave love into my heart's safekeeping! Your turning away
branded me inwardly; I burn.

0 tender sapling on a hill, that felt the breeze, bent and straightened!
Have mercy on an erring lover who relapsed after it was said of him that he

had sobered up and seen the light of reason.
Tears have inscribed upon my cheek: "This man is the prisoner of love."
1 have had no gift from him but this: my sleeve brushed his, then he turned

away.

13 You are the one who made me submissive to others, and multiplied the
sorrows of a dread-filled heart.

You made my eyes forth a their stream of tears and taught them glances of
doubt and fear.

63 Diwan, 325; Muslim b. al-Wafid is considered one of the pioneers of badf, cf. p. 158 above.
64 Dlwan, iv, 188. 65 Dtwan> 27. On Ibn al-Rumi's descriptive poetry, see pp. 164-5, above.
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2 l8 A. HAMORI

I did not use to give love and tears meekly, but from now on, O eyes, do
what you will.

Bearing up bravely, I see, offers no intercession with one who is no beloved
of tears - so intercede, O eyes.

Do you not see [the poet addresses himself] that star rising above you? It is
good for lovers;

Perhaps my glance and his will meet at heaven's arc and it will bring us
together, for nothing will on earth.66

A brief poem by Abu Firas (d. 357/968):

14 My daily lot from you is reproof- I will use it as my plea.
I have endured your cruelty. It is not that I am so tough: I had no choice

but to wait on your free-will.67

An erotic passage from a poem by Abu Firas, the main topic of which is the
recalling of the past glories of his kin:

15 . . . She who had long put it off paid me her debt, and my heart that had
flown returned.

All night I drank the wine of her mouth - it leaves you drunk but not hung
over —

Until the cloak of night grew too sheer and she said: "Get up, my bracelet
has grown cold."

She walked away stealing glances at me, timorously as oryxes turn their
heads . . ,68

From Alf laylah wa-laylah {The Thousand and One Nights):

16 Afraid of spies and the wrath of the envious, she is by three things kept
from visiting:

The light of her forehead, her jewels' whisper, and the amber scent in her
clothes.

Suppose with a broad sleeve she hides her forehead; suppose she takes off
her jewels. What can be done about the drops of sweat?69

66 Diivan, 26, 306. 67 Dlwan, n , 191. 68 Ibid., 173. 69 Alf laylah wa-laylah, 1, 3 5 1 .

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.014
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:19, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.014
https://www.cambridge.org/core


CHAPTER 13

WINE POETRY (KHAMRIYYAT)

Wine poetry is found in all periods of Arabic literature, though with
fluctuating frequency, and variation between incidental references and
pieces devoted wholly to wine; in some periods, the theme of wine
dominated poetic production. Prose works devoted to wine are also found,
but far less frequently; two typical examples may be cited. In North Africa,
at the turn of the fourth—fifth/tenth—eleventh centuries, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim
b. al-Qasim, known as al-Raqlq al-Nadlm, wrote Qutb al-surur ft awsaj al-
khumur ("The Acme of Joy in Praise of Wine"), an encyclopaedic work
discussing the etiquette of wine and wine-parties, wine's remedial qualities,
how to profit from its blends, textual citations dealing with it, legal
arguments centred on it, entertaining stories about it, and an appendix of
poetical references. In the East, at the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth
century, Muhammad b. Hasan b. cUthman al-Nawaji wrote Halbat al-
Kumayt ("The Bay's Racetrack"; a punning allusion to the fact that kumayt,
"bay-coloured", is a conventional epithet for both horses and wine), which
discusses the origins of wine, its names, appearance, advantages and
properties according to learned writers, tales about persons accused of
addiction to it, its qualities, both material and moral, the correct behaviour
for a drinking-partner or boon-companion {nadini)y how to offer wine and
issue an invitation to a wine-party, and description of the wine-party and all
its appurtenances — drinking-vessels, singing, instrumental music, candles,
flowers and gardens.

PRE-ISLAMIC WINE POETRY

The Arabs came to know wine at an early period, probably from their
Mediterranean, Mesopotamian and Persian neighbours. Wine drinking was
current among all classes in pre-Islamic Arabia, but it was the particular
boast of chieftains (sayyids), because wine was rare and costly. References to
wine in pre-Islamic poetry are in accordance with the bedouin life-style and
the position occupied by sayyzds, which required conspicuous displays of
extravagance and hospitality. Thus Tarafah b. al-cAbd boasts:

219
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22O F. HARB

Unceasingly I tippled the wine and took my joy, unceasingly sold and
squandered my hoard and my patrimony,

Till all my family deserted me, every one of them, and I sat alone like a lonely
camel, scabby with mange.1

Similarly, Labid b. Rabicah brags to the woman who has rejected him:

Ah, but you do not know how many a night (mild of air and sweet in laughter
and revelling)

I have passed chatting away the dark hours; how often a trader's sign has been
my goal, when it is hoisted to proclaim costly wine -

I pay high prices for its purchase, all stored in ancient dark skin or jar,
broached by breaking of its seal.2

cAlqamah b. cAbadah's description of wine includes a reference to the
cupbearer:

Wine of cAnah, strong enough to make you shiver, not seen for a year, hidden
in a clay-stoppered vessel,

Always sparkling in the cup as it is poured by a Persian boy, mouth masked
with linen.3

(The server wore a mask to prevent himself being overcome by the fumes of
the wine.) Both the wine's age and concealment, in this and the preceding
example, and the cupbearer, are themes often used in cAbbasid khamriyjat.
Similarly, in his Mucallaqahy the pre-Islamic cAmr b. Kulthiim infringes the
convention of beginning a qasldah with the "amatory prelude" (nasib) by
devoting his exordium to wine, on which he confers the aura normally
reserved for the deserted encampment of the beloved, a precedent followed
by some cAbbasid poets, notably Abu Nuwas (though it has been argued
that this bacchic prelude does not belong originally to cAmr's Muallaqah^
but was an independent fragment grafted on to it simply because of the
identity of rhyme and metre). Typically, though, pre-Islamic wine
description focuses on the wine's material properties, those which impinge
directly on the poet's outward senses. The wine's colour is usually red, as in
the image coined by al-Acsha Maymiin b. Qays, "Wine have I often bought,
red as the blood of the sacrifice", an image copied by Hassan b. Thabit.4

Elsewhere, al-Acsha likens the colour of wine to saffron, rubies or the
crimson dye of the dragon's-blood tree. Pre-Islamic poets were fond of
comparing the fragrance of wine to musk, as with Hassan b. Thabit's "like
musk which you mingle with the pure rain of heaven", an image often used
by al-Acsha too, while Tarafah notices the same scent on the breath of his
drinking-partners.

1 Trans. Arberry, The Seven Odes, 86. 2 Trans. Beeston, "An experiment", 5.
3 Dltvan, 69-70. This and following translations by A. F. L. Beeston unless otherwise indicated.
4 Al-Acsha, DJn>an, no. 3; Hassan b. Thabit, Dlwan, 1, 29.
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WINE POETRY (KHAMRIYYAT) 221

Incidental and not very detailed references to wine-parties are also
common in pre-Islamic poetry, as in cAlqamah's line, "I often attend a
drinking, where the guitar is strummed and the company is laid prostrate by
strong ruddy wine", and Hassan b. Thabit's fleeting allusion to a gathering
filled with topers, which he prefers to wealth and flocks.5 More elaborate
descriptions may be devoted to the wine-jug, as in cAlqamah's lines: "Their
wine-jug, slender-necked as a gazelle on a hill-top, with linen strainer
veiling its mouth - / Shining silver when brought out to the light by its
keeper, garlanded with sprigs of myrtle wafting their odour."6 A similar
description is found in cAntarah b. Shaddad: "And often I have drunk good
wine, after noon's sweltering calm, from a bright figured bowl / In a
glittering golden glass scored with lines, partnered to a lustrous filtered
flask on its left."7

Such images, though purely sensuous, are vivid and pulsating with life.
Descriptions of the nadim are similarly couched in terms of the external
senses. A favourite description of him is as pale-complexioned, probably
alluding to his being upper-class: "My boon-companions are white as stars,
and a singing-wench comes to us in striped gown or saffron robe," says
Tarafah;8 in al-Acsha, a similar description is developed by the addition of
non-physical qualities:

Among youths as brilliant as candles in the dark, radiant with well-being and
joyfulness,

Good tempers reigning in their assembly, no matter how some cur of a man
may yelp.9

The effects of wine are a frequent motif, and again they are usually depicted
purely in physical terms: "It makes a weakness creep through the limbs; the
hair of one's temples covers its throbbing heat"; "You see the drinkers
lying prone with drunkenness, like spread out monkey-skin rugs, / Some
quite overcome with cheek in the dust, some (though no cripples) with no
use of their legs."10 Sometimes, however, wine's after-effects are stated in
paradoxical terms: "One cup I drank for pleasure's sake, the second I took
to cure the first"; "It cures the headache, and the strongest sort does you no
harm; no swimming in the head goes with it";11 "We drink it, and it leaves
us kings, and lions undismayed by the conflict."12 Less frequent are
references to the censure incurred by drunkenness, though Tarafah's
kinsfolk shunned him like a mangy camel for squandering his inheritance
on drink.

Al-Acsha Maymun, unquestionably the greatest wine-poet of the
5 Dtwan, i, 316. 6 Divan, 70-1 . 7 Trans. Arberry, The Seven Odes, 181. 8 Ibid., 85.
9 Divan, no. 36. 10 Ibid., nos. 64, 36. n Ibid., no. 22; cAlqamah, Divan, 69.

12 Hassan b. Thabit, Divan, 1, 17.
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222 F. HARB

Jahiliyyah, is virtually the only major pre-Islamic poet to devote whole
poems exclusively to wine (though it seems that the poets of al-HIrah were
already beginning to develop the wine-song as an independent genre).13 He
also sowed the seeds of narrative wine poetry, an example being a piece
couched in a pleasant story-telling style, combining narrative with
conversation like a stage dialogue, in which the poet and his companion
start on a drinking-bout before cock-crow and bargain with the wine-seller
over the price of the wine. There follows a description of the wine and the
serving-boy; finally, the poet sells his white she-camel and some of his flock
to buy wine, which the wine-merchant pours for them, and its intoxication
steals through their limbs.14 Al-Acsha, again by contrast with other pre-
Islamic poets, devotes long incidental passages to descriptions of wine-
parties and the beauties of the gardens in which they are held:

We are witnessed by the rose, the jasmine, the singers with their accompanying
flutists -

Our flute is constantly in use - and for which of these can I be blamed?15

EARLY ISLAMIC WINE POETRY

Islam thus found wine-drinking deeply rooted in the habits of the
Jahiliyyah, and proceeded towards its prohibition only by gradual steps.
The first revelation on the subject was given in Qur^an, surah xvi.67: "From
the fruits of the date-palm and the vine you get intoxication {sakar) and
goodly nourishment"; but there is a divergence of views on the meaning of
sakar. Wine was then described, in surah ii. 219, as "involving great sin", and
surah iv.43 forbids Muslims to pray while intoxicated. At last wine was
explicitly prohibited in surah v.90—1: "You who believe: wine and gambling
and idols and divination by arrows are a defilement of the Devil, so avoid
it." Yet, despite the plain prohibition in QurDan and sunnah^ there was acute
controversy among exegetes and legists, apparently arising from disagree-
ment about what is meant by "wine" — whether it is only wine made from
grapes or whether it also includes date and raisin wine, etc.16 Abu Hanifah
(d. 150/767) interpreted the prohibited wine as meaning only that made
from grape juice and regarded nabidh (made by boiling dates or raisins) as
permitted, provided the quantity drunk was not enough to cause
intoxication, in which he was probably following cAbdullah b. Mascud al-
Hudhali, leader of the Iraqi school of law, whose views were widely
adopted in Kufah; a Kufan poet says:

13 See pp. 282, 291. 14 DJwan, no. 8. 15 Ibid., no. 22.
16 Cf. p. 86 for examples of the prose literature on the subject.
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Over there, they forbid pure water mingled with juice of grape-clusters in the
belly of a jar,

But I hate the severity of such expositors, and favour the saying of Ibn
Mascud.17

The legal controversy over wine provides frequent matter iotjeux d*esprit
in cAbbasid poetry, as in Ibn al-Rumi's lines:

The Iraqi holds nabidh to be permitted, and the drinking of it, but says that
grape-wine and intoxication are both forbidden;

The Hijazi says both drinks are alike. The two dicta together license wine -
I'll take one half from each and drink wine — let the burden of guilt rest on him

who imposes it.18

Early Islamic poetry and the anecdotes surrounding it show a picture of
poets openly disregarding the Islamic prohibition of wine, despite repeated
floggings. Abu Mihjan al-Thaqafi, also famous as a warrior-poet, was
flogged several times and banished by the caliph cUmar for drinking wine:

When I die, bury me beneath a vine, that its roots may give drink to my bones
(Do not bury me in the desert, for I fear lest I never taste wine after death),
That my flesh may be refreshed by saffron wine, and I'll be its captive who once

used to lead it captive.19

Even more blatantly, al-Harithah b. Badr al-Ghudani (d. 64/684) declares:

I'll drink it openly, alone or with anyone who'll bear me company, so long as
any pilgrims ride to Mecca

and:

If you are my drinking partner, take wine and give me some; pay no heed to
him who sees you quaffing deep.

I'm no man to drink under the cover of darkness; I sip my nabidh
In all submission to God — He knows what we are about whether in secret or

openly.20

It was during this period that the free-standing wine-poem, the khamriyjah,
emerged into the mainstream of Arabic poetry; but the themes associated
with wine-drinking follow the same lines as in pre-Islam, as in the following
descriptions of flamboyant excess and of drinking-companions: "I'll drink
it, ruddy in colour and musk-scented, drink it in every company and every
place"; "In distress and evil times I've shared my cup with companions
whose faces are as bright as gold coins"; "I aid my companions while I
satisfy my own desire, and I'm freely spendthrift of all that I own"

17 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, clqdt vi, 368. « Al-Raghib al-I§fahani, Mukadarat al-udaba\ 1, 670.
19 Abu 31-Faraj al-I§fahani, Agbattl, xxi, 210. 20 Ibid., xxi, 32, 33.
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224 F. HARB

(al-Harithah b. Badr);21 "We drink wine until it makes us reel, like one
sleeper's head tumbling against another's" (Ibn ArtaDah).22

U M A Y Y A D W I N E P O E T R Y

Umayyad society achieved a higher peak than ever before of luxury, and
with the general relaxation of mores came a tolerance of wine-drinking and
wine-songs which was aided by the attitude of the Umayyad caliphs
towards drinking; they are said to have set aside days for drinking, and to
have sat with a curtain between themselves and their drinking-companions,
so that the latter could not see how they behaved; al-Jahiz tells us that some
Umayyad caliphs were not ashamed to dance or to appear undressed before
their boon-companions and singers. Umayyad descriptions of wine
conform to the earlier models of concrete imagery. Al-Akhtal (d. 92/710)
uses a simile comparable to al-Acsha's likening of wine to the sun: "They
poured out wine looking to the eye of the beholder like a firebrand being
consumed";23 the Umayyad prince al-Walid b. Yazid, in the view of some
the most influential writer of khamriyyat before Abu Nuwas, uses a similar
image: "The wine in its glass seems a firebrand, blazing as a light in the eye
of the watcher."24 Al-Akhtal, like earlier poets, compares the scent of wine
to musk: "As though musk were a booty brought to our homes, by reason
of the scent wafting from the new-broached wine as it flows out";25 again,
al-Walid b. Yazid employs the traditional term of comparison: "Surely it's
musk in the goblet, or in the hand of my cupbearer."26

The effects of wine are also described in terms that develop earlier
imagery: "It creeps through the frame like ants crawling through drifted
sand" (al-Akhtal);27 "The heady wine in the goblet creeps up from my feet
to my tongue" (al-Walid b. Yazid).28 But a thematic innovation, to be
encountered again in Abbasid times, is al-Akhtal's metaphor of wine as a
virgin freshly revealed to men's sight: "A virgin whose beauty was never
revealed to suitors, until my servants revealed her - at the price of a gold
coin".29 Moreover, the bravado and defiance of wine-drinking are
accentuated:

Among men of Umayyah's stock, folk of glory, mighty exploits and high
renown:

In all mankind there's none like them, and none like me among them, and none
can claim an ancestry like mine,30

21 I b i d . 2 2 I b i d . , n , 86 . 23 $b?r al-Akhtal\ 1, 19. 24 DJwan, 35.
25 Shfr al-Akhtaly 1, 71. 26 Dtwan, 35. 21 Shfr al-Akhtal\ 1, 19. 28 Dlwan, 57.
29 Sbfr al-Akhtal 1, 170. *> Al-Walid b. Yazid, Diwan, 25 . '
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WINE POETRY (KHAMRIYYAT) 225

boasts al-Walid b. Yazid, himself "of Umayyah's stock", while Ibn Harmah
al-Qurashi (d. c. 176/792) develops the idea further by envisaging a code of
conduct for drinkers which carries echoes of a more respectable code of
honour:

My fellow-drinker surely has honour in my eyes, and shall have from me
whatever boon he desires;

When he leaves something in the goblet, I'll not say to him "Drink up", if he
declines,

But I give him "Good health" and respect him; I'll drink what he leaves, and
make him drink only as much as he wishes.31

The blatant flouting of religious teaching is also accentuated, and this not
only in the case of a Christian like al-Akhtal ("We drank, and died like
pagans who never knew what Muhammad is"),32 but also in that of a prince
and later caliph, al-Walid b. Yazid, notorious for his disgraceful behaviour,
who is reputed to have travelled from Damascus to Hirah merely because
he had heard tell of a superlatively excellent vintner there. The following
lines typify his attitude:

I call to witness God and the pure angels and all pious folk
That I yearn for music, and quaffing the goblet, and planting kisses on

beauteous cheeks,
And a noble drinking partner, and a Persian servant to bring me the wine

bowls.33

Al-Uqayshir al-Asadi (d. 80/700) projects his own cynicism into this
caricature of his drinking-companion:

I told him to stand up and pray, but he prayed sitting, overcome by the fever
of intoxication;

He tied the noon-prayer to the afternoon one, as a young she-camel is tied to
her brother-foal;

He omitted the dawn-prayer, and did not recite it, but included the surah
"Kawthar" in his recitation.34

(QurDan, surah cviii, gets its title from its first verse, "We have given thee
abundance (al-kawthar)"\ in popular tradition, the word was supposed to be
the name of one of the rivers of Paradise, which would particularly
recommend the verse to a drinker.) The conflict between religion and
pleasure appears in verses written by Ibn Harmah when the amir of Medina
had threatened to have him flogged for drunkenness, but is stated, this time,
in terms of paradox:

31 Sbfr Ibn Harmah, 63. 32 Sb?r al-Akhtal, 11, 732. 33 JXwan, 38.
34 Abu 31-Faraj al-I§fahani, Aghanl, x, 93.
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226 F. HARB

The Prophet's descendant forbids me wine, and gives me noble teaching;
He says, "Abstain from it and leave it alone, for fear of God, not for fear of

man."
Yet how can I abstain from it, when my love for it is a love which has gained

control over my frame?
For me, the comfort of what is lawful is an evil, and my soul's comfort lies in

the evil of what is forbidden.35

Paradox and playfulness are found, again, in Abu Dl-Hindi (Ghalib b. cAbd
al-Quddus), perhaps the foremost of the Umayyad wine-poets (though he
died in cAbbasid times), who gives a new twist to Abu Mihjan al-Thaqaffs
prayer:

When I come to die, make vine-leaves my winding-sheet, with the wine-press
as my grave;

I hope in future to have from God the boon of pardon, after all the wine I've
drunk.

The same casuistry is apparent in lines also attributed to Abu Dl-Hindi:

If I pray five times a day, God will pardon my offences;
My faith is pure; I am sure of salvation.36

Abu Dl-Hindi also continued the narrative mode of wine poetry, initiated by
al-Acsha, in a poem beginning, "Drinking-companions met together after
three days, lured by wine to Mount Zayan", in which he describes how he
got drunk at Zayan in Sistan; he introduces a conversation between a group
of topers and the vintner; the topers see Abu Dl-Hindl drunk, ask who he is,
and are told by the vintner that he is a toper. They beg to drink in order to
get as drunk as he is; Abu Dl-Hindl sobers up, puts the same question to the
vintner, is told they are topers, and begs to get as drunk as them, with the
result that the drinking goes on for three days.37 With Abu Dl-Hindi, wine
poetry, which beside features hardly differing from those of earlier times
had shown some developments in concepts and phraseology and in the
adoption of elegant, tripping metres, also extended its geographical
horizons beyond the Arab lands, for Abu Dl-Hindi migrated to Khurasan,
and there devoted his poetic productivity to wine. He gives a faithful
representation of the life-style of a class of Islamic society given over to
luxury and pleasure; and thereafter there was to be a merging of Arab and
non-Arab taste in bacchic imagery.

35 Al-Raqiq al-Nadim, Qutb al-surur, 120.
36 Abu Dl-Faraj al-l§fahanl, Aghant, xxi, 279, 280. 37 Ibid., 278.
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WINE POETRY (KHAMRIYYAT) Zl~f

ABBASID WINE POETRY

The change of dynasty brought far-reaching changes to life and society, and
the spirit of the new age was reflected in wine poetry. We find both
occasional pieces and longer poems devoted to wine, and the names of some
cAbbasid poets are indissolubly associated with the theme, above all that of
Abu Nuwas (al-Hasan b. HaniD al-Hakami, d. 200/815). Some cultural
developments which had already begun to make themselves felt in the
Umayyad age now became a characteristic mark of the period. Palaces were
adorned in the Persian style, filled with flowers, gardens and fountains,
forming a suitable setting for parties of wine and pleasure; the vocabulary
of wine poetry extended in consequence of this development in refinement,
luxury and dissipation. At the same time, a diversity of theological and
philosophical schools were disseminating their teaching, and translations
from Greek and Persian were being circulated; these found an echo in
poetic allusions and gave further development to the paradoxical and witty
side of the khamriyyah genre. "In the way that I exalt [wine] I am like a
Qacadi exalting the takhlm" writes Abu Nuwas: the takhlm {la hukma ilia It
°llaf), "judgement belongs to God alone") was the battle-slogan of the
Kharijls,38 while a Qacadl (stay-at-home) was one who, though sympathiz-
ing with the cause, was debarred by age or physical incapacity from taking
part in the fighting; in another allusion to Kharijism, Muslim b. al-Walid
speaks of "Wine well-matured, with no complaint of the feet that trod the
grapes, a Haruri in whose belly the blood boils":39 Haruri, derived from the
name of the Syrian town Hamrah, was an alternative name for KharijI. Abu
Nuwas begins a poem, "Cease blaming me, for blame is merely an
incitement; give me as remedy that which was itself the malady",40 and
draws in a number of philosophical ideas and images in connection with
wine, as well as principles of law. Not only ethical or religious but also
Shucubi subversiveness — antagonism to the Arab exclusiveness that had
characterized the Umayyad regime — served the turn of cAbbasid wine-
poets. Abu Nuwas uses the themes of wine to mock Arab classicism; he
debunks the "romantic preface" (nasiV) of the conventional qasldahy with its
theme of the deserted encampment ("... a stupid kind of eloquence: devote
your descriptions to the daughter of the vine"), and, in casting scorn on the
evocative use of the bedouin women's names, Layla and Hind (he proposes
instead dedications to "matured ruddy wine"), disparages the haughty
Arab tribes of Tamim and Qays. Throughout his khamriyyat^ he loses no

38 Djwan, 29; on the Kharijls, see pp. i86ff, above. 39 Shark Dwant 37. ^ See p. 293.
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228 F. HARB

chance of decrying the Arabs and extolling the Persians, as in a piece he
composed on a visit to Sabat, a Persian village near Ctesiphon:

Wine is passed round among us in a silver jug, adorned by a Persian craftsman
with a variety of designs,

Chosroes on its base, and round its side oryxes which horsemen hunt with
bows.

Wine's place is where tunics are buttoned; water's place is where the Persian
cap {qalansuwah) is worn,41

a passage showing the evolution of poetic taste and the blending of
cultures, symbolically expressed by the mingling of wine and water in the
cup, and the way in which water is poured on top of wine. One modern
critic suggests that this prevalence of Persian imagery and vocabulary
corresponds to the prevalence of the Persian language in everyday cAbbasid
life and among the dissolute Zoroastrian youths with whom the poet
associated (Zoroastrians, like Jews and Christians, were allowed to make
wine, and Christian monasteries, which turned remote spots into oases of
fruit trees and vines, were favourite resorts for pleasure parties, and their
names are frequently encountered in poetry). Abu Nuwas's Shucubi
tendencies have given rise to varied comment by modern writers. Taha
Husayn believes that "his attitude towards wine is not simply a poetic one,
but both poetic and political; he blames the older style not because it is old
but because it is also Arab, and praises the newer one not because it is new
but because it is also Persian". By contrast, Shawql Dayf claims that the
attack on the naslb is only a somewhat overdone joke, since Abu Nuwas
himself often uses the motif without mockery. cAbbas Mahmud al-cAqqad
gives a psychological explanation based on the poet's narcissistic personal-
ity which "attracts him towards unconventional habits, in an age of
contending claims to prestige of birth, so that he can find solace in drinking-
parties where there was no boast of ancestry, among people for whom he
felt an affinity, people who made no boast of ancestry". This explanation is
not dissimilar to one which has been advanced to explain the development
of modern (muhdath) poetry generally.42

cAbbasid writers re-used earlier techniques of describing wine's colour,
scent, etc., in material terms; but they also developed a wide range of new
imagery. The following examples will give some idea of the interaction of
old and new. Abu Nuwas describes wine as "Golden-yellow before mixing,
pale thereafter, as though haloed in the rays of the sun", Ibn al-Muctazz
(d. 296/908) as "Ruddy before mixing, golden-yellow thereafter, coming

41 D7n>any 37; see R i t t e r , " T r i n k s c h a l e " .
42 Husayn, Hadtth al-arbfa, 11, 113-14; I?ayf, al-Asr al-cabbasiy 231; cAqqad, Abu Nuwas, 137-53.
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WINE POETRY (KHAMRIYYAT) 229

dressed in the garb of both narcissus and poppy";43 for Abu Nuwas it is also
like a flame or pure gold. Its scent reminds poets of musk, apples or attar:
"Perfume of aloes would be made more redolent by its scent; noontide is
filled by its allure" (Abu Dl-Shis b. Razln al-Khuzaci, d. c. 200/815).44

Though references to the age of the wine, as indicating its excellence, are
traditional, Abu Nuwas works them up into striking new hyperboles:
"wine that recalls the days of Noah, when he built the ark"; and sometimes
depicts it as "old as time" or "having seen all nations' history"; "It was
stored up for Adam before his creation, and preceded him by one step in
antiquity."45 Wine is a virgin, and the drinker courts it as his bride: this is so
frequent in Abu Nuwas that one modern critic describes his love of wine as
sexual, since he calls it virgin, unravished, maid, while the water poured
into it "looses its girdle" and so forth. Yet the metaphor of virginity is also
found in earlier poets such as al-Akhtal, and in contemporaries of Abu
Nuwas such as Muslim b. al-Walid:

We sent one of our number as spokesman to seek her espousal, and he brought
her back, coming with slow and stately step;

He charmed her master until he won her, but paid a high price for his treasured
lady, heedless of kith and kin;

And he bestowed her, still virgin, on some generous fellow, lavish with his
gifts, of no mean or worthless quality.46

Abu Dl-Shis also wrote a poem describing wine as a virgin who fears men yet
hastens to them when the goblet reveals her. Can all these poets have had a
"sexual" love of wine? The fact is, the description of wine as a virgin is a
poetic commonplace, especially among the contemporaries of Abu Nuwas.

cAbbasid developments in.the description of the accompaniments of
wine are especially noticeable in the description of the cupbearer (saql). The
cupbearer of Abu Nuwas, among other characteristics, is beautiful, with
curling forelocks; Muslim b. al-Walid changes the note, and makes his
cupbearer a slender girl like an antelope. The cupbearer may be as much a
focus of the drinkers' attention as the wine:

In an assembly where the goblets circulated, and the company were reeling or
stretched flat,

While the wine was handed round to them by a fawn-like figure, well-approved
by heart and eye;

The gazing eyes, when he appears, are likely to make a modest blush suffuse his
cheek.4?

A major innovation in cAbbasid wine-drinking was its association with
pederasty, due to the fact that the monasteries and wine-shops usually

43 Al-Raqlq al-Nadim, Qutb al-surur, 651. M Ibn al-Muctazz, Tabaqat, 85. 45 Divan, 42.
46 Diwan, 31-2. 47 Ibn al-Muctazz quoted al-Raqiq al-Nadim, Qutb al-surur, 670.
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23O F. HARB

employed a boy to serve the wine; the customers did not hesitate to abuse
either him or the under servants sexually, as Abu Nuwas explicitly declares:

Give me wine to drink in public; clasp me tight and play the whore with me.48

The poem beginning, "Come on, give me wine, and say 'It's wine'; don't do
it secretly when openness is possible", contains a conversation with the
proprietress of a tavern, and ends with her bringing the drinkers a boy to
bugger.49 The drinker's attitude to his fellow-drinkers is less casual, and
Abu Nuwas, like Ibn Harmah, describes it in detail:

I do not say to my true friend, when his eye shows sign of his being overcome
with drink,

"Take it, or I'll not taste a drop", so that he goes on when it is too much for
him;

Instead, I pass the goblet away from him, when he asks with a lift of the
eyebrow to be excused;

When he disposes his pillow to sleep off his cups, I pass him my pillow as well:
That is my way of saying "Good health" to him, and thereby am I kindlier to

him than his parents.50

Rules for a wine-party are listed by the early third/ninth-century poet,
Muhammad b. cAbd al-Rahman al-cAtawi, in a poem beginning, "The laws
of the goblet and the drinking-partner are five: the first is to be graced by
dignity of bearing", the remaining four being mutual forbearance,
avoidance of boasting, not talking too much, and forgetting what others
have said in their cups.51

cAbbasid poets expatiate at greater length than earlier poets on the open
drinking of wine and disregard of religion; Abu Nuwas begs his
companion, "Sing to me, Sulayman, and give me wine to drink; serve me a
goblet to distract me from the muezzin's call", while his companion
demands more to drink and carries on through the time of prayer. Muslim
b. al-Walid prefers as a drinking-partner someone who cannot distinguish
between the noon-prayer time and the afternoon one when in his cups; Abu
Nuwas is much distressed by Ramadan, and if only he could find a drinking-
partner during that month he would break the fast and enjoy forbidden
pleasures; he argues that the Quranic prohibition of wine cannot restrain
him because it is permitted in the Torah and Gospel. Similarly, the magical
effects of drinking are amplified; for Muslim b. al-Walid, "It diverts a man's
spirit from that which grieves him, and makes miserly tongues give
expression to kindliness";52 for Abu Nuwas, it drives away care, puts an end
to sorrow and brings joyfulness; and an innovatory note is struck by his

48 DJn>any 33. 49 Ibid., 28. 50 Al-Raghib al-I§fahani, Mukadarat al-udaba\ 11, 695.
51 Al-Raqlq al-Nadlm, J 2 # / £ a/-surury 299-300. 52 Dlwany 36.
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declarations, "Drink at dawn; it will bring youth back to the old man, and
you will see him both lively and happy", and:

Wine is called mudam ["perpetual"], so drink it perpetually;
Take goblet after goblet: it will turn the old man into a boy.53

If the pun on mudam in the line just quoted is typically "modern", so too is
his description of wine's physical effects in the line, "It flows through their
limbs like healing through a sick body", which owes its originality to the
combination of a material description with an abstract simile.54

The narrative wine-poem had been developed earlier by Abu Dl-Hindi,
but it was Abu Nuwas who brought it to full fruition, and there are many
examples in his Dlwan. An instance is the piece beginning: "At night I have
often made my camels, exhausted by travel, kneel at a wine-seller's door."
He wakes the wine-seller from sleep, and the latter can hardly believe his
eyes, saying: "Tell me how you came to my secluded home." The plot
thickens: the poet answers by asking for entertainment because he had been
guided there by the dawn light shining from his tent; the other grasps the
situation and says that there is no dawn and no light except the light of wine.
He goes to the jars and covers them up, and immediately it is as dark as ever.
Denouement: he pours out a goblet of wine for the visitor.55 Here we have a
dramatic dialogue such as Abu Nuwas was much enamoured of, in which
he displays his skill at sketching, with a few words, a situation in its entirety.
Dramatic irony is an obvious component in the conversations which he was
so good at representing.

DEVELOPMENTS OF THE KHAMRIYYAH

Abu Nuwas's was the decisive influence on the subsequent development of
the genre. Thus when wine poetry was carried over into Muslim Spain, the
ideas of Abu Nuwas came as well. The Andalusians were fervent followers
of material pleasures, and great wine-drinkers; their poetry on the subject
was traditional in content, but innovatory in manner, and one outstanding
innovation consisted in the poetic forms they developed side by side with
the traditional types of composition brought from the East. These poetic
forms (which were used for other genres besides the khamriyjah) were the
muwashshah, a multi-rhymed, strophic verse-form written in classical Arabic
with the final line (khar/'ah), usually in colloquial Arabic or another
vernacular, being in direct speech and acting as a punch-line, and the %ajal,

53 Al-Raqiq al-Nadim, Qutb a/surur, 5 5 9; al-Raghib al-Isfahanl, Mufyadarat al-udaba°, 11, 704.
54 Abu Nuwas, Dlwan, 41. 55 Dwan, 77. For another example, see p. 292, below.
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232 F. HARB

the colloquial Arabic counterpart of the muwashshah. Both %ajal and
muwashshah were especially adapted to singing, and singing was a normal
accompaniment of drinking-parties. As an example we may quote part of a
muwashshah by Ibn Zuhr (Muhammad b. cAbd al-Malik, d. 595/1198):

ayyuha °l-saql ilayka ^l-mushtaka qad daawnaka wa-in lam tasmai
wa-nadimin himtu fi ghurratih
wa-sharibtu °l-raha min rahatih
kullama ^stayqa^a min sakratih
jadhaba °l-%iqqa Hay hi wa °ttaka wa-saqani arbacanfi arbaci56

Cupbearer, to you we make our complaint: we have called you though you did
not respond.

I've a companion whom I love for his excellence;
I've shared wine with him,
And as soon as he sobers
He draws the wine-skin to him, sits up again, and makes me drink "four times

four".

In Mamluk Egypt and Syria too, stanzaic verse-forms were applied to the
khamriyyah. Since the age was one highly favourable to the badf style,
descriptions of wine are replete with tournures involving double entendre and
allusive references; the poets introduced rules embodying that studied
artificiality in which the taste of the age delighted, while at the same time
adhering to the conventions of describing wine as sun, virgin, bride, etc.
An innovation characteristic of the period was the use in wine poetry of
tadmin ̂  a device in which lines are constructed around quotations, as in this
example, taken from the Egyptian poet Ibn Nubatah (Abu Bakr Jamal al-
Dln Ibn Nubatah, 686-768/1287-1366), which incorporates Quranic
phrases (italicized in the translation):

hammalatu ^l-halyl wa ^l-dibaji qamatuhu tabbat ghusjinu ^l-ruba hammalatu
H-hatabi

in kanajisml Aba Dharrin bihi saqiman fa-inna qalbi bi-khaddayhi Abu Lahabi

Bearer of jewelry and satin is his tall frame, beside which each wooded hill,
bearer of brushwood, is as nothing (tabbat);

While love-sickness for him, O Abu Dharr, has wasted my body, my heart is
made by his cheeks a (iFather of Flame'9.

(Cf. QurDan, surah cxi: "Perish (tabbat) the hands of Abu Lahab ["father of
flame"] znd perish he . . . he shall roast in a flaming fire, he and his wife, the
bearer of brushwood . . . " ) 5 7

Beside such internal developments as these must be set the use by the Sufi
mystics of the wine-poem as a medium for propagating their spiritual

56 Ibn Sacid, Mughrib, i, 272. 57 Nawaji, Halbat al-kumayt, 107.
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beliefs. While their physical descriptions of wine conform to traditional
models, wholly different meanings are implied, centred on the love of and
union with God. It has been suggested by L. Massignon and P. Kraus that
Sufi poets first began to employ bacchic imagery in the third/ninth century,
on the basis of verses attributed to the Sufi martyr, Mansur b. Husayn
al-Hallaj:

My friend is not chargeable with any injustice;
He invited me, and welcomed me as a host does a guest;
But when the cup circulated, he called for the sword and block:
So it is with one who drinks wine with the dragon in summer.58

However, the lines are also attributed to Abu Nuwas and to his slightly later
contemporary al-Husayn b. al-Khalic, with some variations; it may be that
al-Hallaj, on his way to his execution, simply quoted them as appropriate to
his own situation. In the early fourth/tenth century, however, Shucayb b. al-
Hasan al-AndalusI, known as Abu Madyan al-Tilimsani, wrote several long
poems which refer to wine in mystical terms, for example:

Hand it to us pure; let's have no mixing; we are those who have known
nothing of mixing since we came into being;

It is true wine that does not know any vine of its own, was never revealed by
mortal hand and does not know the jar.59

The most famous of all Sufi wine-songs is that by cUmar b. CA1I Ibn al-Farid
(576-632/1181-1235), throughout which wine terminology is used with
reference to the technicalities of Muslim mysticism, and which begins,
sharibna cala dhikri ^l-hablbi mudamatan\

We have drunk, in contemplation of the Friend, a draught by which we were
intoxicated before the creation of the vine;

To that wine the full moon is a cup, the wine is a sun handed round by a
crescent; a multitude appears, when it is mixed, of stars.

A fuller English version of the poem appears on pp. 255—6. The whole
poem should be read with an elaborate code in mind: the "Friend" is God,
the "wine" His spirit irradiating mankind, the "vine" is the material
creation, the "full moon" the spirit of the Prophet Muhammad, the
"crescent" a semicircle of mystics, the "stars" flashes of illumination
experienced by the ecstatic mystic when infused ("mixed") with the divine,
and so forth. Yet Sufi wine poetry does not merely take over the traditional
imagery of the khamriyyah and imprint it with a mystical meaning; as has
been remarked, the use in Sufi poetry of wine as a symbol of ecstasy goes

58 Akhbar al-Hallaj, no. 16. 59 Nasr, Kam^ 359.
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234 F. HARB

back to the tradition of earlier Christian and non-Christian mystics, who
also spoke of ecstasy in terms of intoxication, rather than to the tradition of
Abu Nuwas, whose imagery had hinted at the miraculous properties of
wine and, with mock portentousness, at ancient mysteries surrounding it.
Hence such passages as line 34 of Ibn al-Farid's poem: "I salute the folk of
the Christian convents, who have often got drunk on it, though they never
imbibed it, but only hoped to do so", which the commentator al-Nabulusi
explains in these terms: "The monks were mystics who inherited a Christian
spirituality; they cherished this metaphorical wine in their hearts, whereby
they came to the brink of the purely spiritual world, and it drove them in the
direction of the light of Muhammad, though they did not actually reach
it."60

60 Ibid., 373; Nicholson, Studies, 184-8.
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CHAPTER 14

MYSTICAL POETRY

GENERAL NOTIONS

The word sufi — usually derived from jw/*(wool), supposedly in reference to
the coarse woollen garments of the early Muslim mystics — does not appear
to have been yet in use at the outset of the cAbbasid period, but for the sake
of uniformity it will be used here throughout - if need be retrospectively -
in the sense of "Muslim mystic". The mystic has by definition one interest
only; Sufi poetry is thus centred, explicitly or implicitly, on the eternal and
infinite source from which the soul of the poet originated and to which it
seeks to return. There is no difficulty in understanding this; but, before we
go on to a separate consideration of individual authors, it is imperative to
comment on two general points which are often misunderstood. One of
these is the state of spiritual expectancy, poised between longing and
patience, a state epitomized in the following distich attributed by Sufis to
the Baghdadi mystic Abu Bakr al-Shibli, (d. 334/945), though in fact al-
Shibli is probably quoting from the second /eighth-century poet Bashshar
b. Burd, or possibly from Abd al-Samad al-Raqashi (d. c. 200/815-16) to
whom the lines, with some variants, are also attributed:1

One day a cloud from Thee o'ershadowed us,
dazzled us with its lightning, but held back its rain;

And its darkness cleareth not away, for the eager to despair,
nor cometh the downpour for the thirsty to drink.2

The same characteristic state is described in the first two lines of a poem by
Abu °\-Abbas Ahmad Ibn AtaD (d. 309/922):

Truly I tell Thee, in excess hast Thou burdened me,
With longing for Thee and with patience - it is wondrous strange!
Thou hast joined two things in my heart to its peril,
Two kinds, two opposites, one a chilling, one a burning.3

1 Sarraj, Lumac
y 251, 403; Shibli, D7jvanyi4y

2 "For the eager to despair": throughout the QurDan, the rain-cloud stands for the promise of divine
bounty (panegyric poetry (madih) uses the same image for the patron's munificence). In metre, the
above and subsequent translations attempt to follow very roughly the rhythm of the Arabic, when
they do not conform to the rhythms of English verse.

3 Sarraj, Luma, 254. For Ibn cA$a°, a friend of al-Hallaj, see Kalabadhi, Taarruf^ trans. Arberry, The
Doctrine of the Sufis.

2 3 5
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236 M. LINGS

It would be a grave mistake — and this is the point which calls for
clarification — to suppose that these and other such plaints could have been
uttered only at an intermediary stage upon the spiritual path. Mystical
systems are in agreement that for one who reaches the end of the path itself
in this life, the divine presence, which constitutes that end, is a framework
that admits of temporary "absences" of the Beloved, although these are
relative and illusory. The consciousness of the saint is by definition a duality
of soul and spirit, inasmuch as he may be said to have two natures, human
and divine, each opening as it were on to the other. The lower nature is not
effaced by the higher except in union, wherein the temporal condition is
effaced by eternity. But when the soul resumes its earthly life it has a sense of
separation, while remaining none the less aware of the supreme presence
which it has not left and cannot leave. A Sufi of recent times, but altogether
in line with tradition, speaks of the divinity "taking one of His slaves to
Himself and bringing him into His presence where sometimes He reveals
Himself to him and sometimes withdraws from him".4 Shibli makes a
parallel observation, this time in lines of his own, where having mentioned
one of these "withdrawals" he adds:

Yet absent He is not, that I might take
To memory for my consolement's sake,
Nor turned away, that I might absent be.5

The reactions to these "separations" within the framework of union cover a
wide range, as expressed in Sufi poetry, from serene acceptance to
unrestrained lamentation, and it is evident that the trial is experienced in an
endless variety of degrees, both as regards duration and intensity, from one
mystic to another. The question is made more complex by the fact that some
mystics, on principle, are not prepared to write about separations since they
are illusory: the supreme identity, being eternal, cannot in truth be lost once
it has been realized; the following anonymous line is continually quoted in
affirmation of this:

Since they reached their destination they have not returned;
And since they prostrated themselves they have not risen.

There is thus a permanent and, as it were, absolute difference between the
fully realized mystic, whatever his momentary state, and all other men. The
poems, for example, of cAbd al-Qadir al-Jilani (d. 561/1166)6, in so far as

4 Ahmad b. Mustafa Ibn cAlawi (Ibn cAliwah, d. 1943), Mina^ 20; see also Massignon, Essai [314], and
for a more general consideration of this question Lings, A Sufi Saintl, ch. 8.

5 Sarraj, h.umac, z^z—y
6 Hanball theologian, preacher and saint; of Iranian origin, he lived and taught in Baghdad; an

important Sufi order {tarlqah) is named after him, see El2, "cAbd al-Kadir al-Djilani", "Kadiriya".
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MYSTICAL POETRY 237

they relate to his own spiritual degree, are concerned exclusively with this
difference, that is, with his realization of his essential identity of God.7 The
same applies, as we shall see, in all that concerns the end of the path, to the
famous "Poem of the Way" or "Great Ta^iyyah" by cUmar b. CA1I b. al-Farid
(d. 632/123 5), a poem written more objectively than his other odes, with a
view to the instruction of disciples. But many of Ibn al-Farid's shorter
poems spring directly from sorrow caused by an "absence", and it is clear
that he takes the alternation in question altogether for granted:

and:

What ease came to me when she8 to me came.
What ease turned from me when she from me turned.9

A year when she is with me is a moment;
An hour of absence is a year to me10

The adept none the less has the certainty that what appears to have gone will
return, and he reasons with himself along such lines. Mansur b. Husayn al-
Hallaj (d. 309/922), for example, affirms that he can always console himself
with joyful expectations and remembrances:

The night of separation, be it long or short,
Mine intimate friend is hope of Thee, memory of Thee.

But this reasoned patience does not prevent the same poet from crying out
elsewhere:

O surfeit of sadness, that I should forever
Be calling upon Thee as if I were far
Or as if Thou wert absent!11

We may also quote in this context a poignant couplet attributed to his older
contempory and fellow-Baghdadi Abu Dl-Husayn al-Nuri (d. 295/907):

Be unto me as Thou wast when I was not,
O Thou for whom I am beset by calamity and sorrow!12

The words "when I was not" could be glossed "when my consciousness of
being a separate entity was overwhelmed and obliterated in union with the
one reality". It would be possible to go on almost indefinitely quoting
examples of sorrow at interruptions of the state of union, since this is one of
the main themes of Sufi poetry. If called to question about these

7 See e.g. Jilani, Fuyudat, 46, 52, 62.
8 The divinity is frequently referred to in Sufi poetry by a woman's name, most often Layla, the

beloved of Majniin (see ch. 8, n. 3), or by the feminine pronoun.
9 Arberry ed., Mystical Poems, xiv, 95. 10 Ibid., xi, 30. n Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, 59; 44.

12 Ibid., 118.
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238 M. LINGS

lamentations, the Sufi would no doubt answer that the "absolute" has its
rights, and that the passage from the absolute to the relative, even if it is
known to be temporary and illusory, warrants and even demands an
"absolute" expression of loss: awareness that the loss is temporary is
outweighed by the absolute worth of that which is lost.

The other general consideration which calls for mention here has to do
with the relationship between mysticism and asceticism. It is obvious that if
every mystic is subordinately or virtually an ascetic, by no means every
ascetic is a mystic. Always allowing for borderline cases, it could be said
that in the ascetic outlook the stress lies objectively on the vanity of the
world and its pleasures, and subjectively on repentance for sins, avoidance
of further temptations, preparation for death and the Last Judgement, and
hope of salvation and Paradise. In the Sufi conception of asceticism, the
stress falls on none of these. The Sufi is expected to take them all, as it were,
in his stride, and to dwell in concentration on the positive finality where
object and subject meet in a beatitude which infinitely transcends salvation
in the ordinary sense of the term. In the words of Shibll, asceticism (%uhd) is
"the turning away of the heart from things unto the Lord of things".13

It must be remembered, however, that if the Sufi is bound to keep himself
detached from earthly things he is also bound to love them because they are
symbols or manifestations of the Beloved. The hadith qudsi}A "I was a
hidden treasure and I wished to be known, and so I created the world", is
one of the most often-quoted traditions in Sufi literature, just as
"Wheresoever ye turn, there is the Face of God" is one of the most often-
quoted verses of the QurDan.15 The twofold attitude in question — fidelity to
the Beloved in Himself and recognition of Him in His outward signs — is
expressed in the lines:

I will weep for Thee with eyes that are sore for Thee,
And look in delight with glances that point to Thee.16

The last sentence is expressive of the realization of the truth which that
verse of the QurDan discloses, the ability to see through phenomena to the
divine face which they both veil and reveal. This sense of the transparency
of things is a fundamental aspect of the standpoint of gnosis which
dominates the perspective of Sufism; the Sufis refer to themselves as "the
gnostics" just as readily as they claim to be "the lovers".

13 SulamI, fabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 314/ed. Pedersen, 343.
14 Holy tradition, so called because in it God speaks in the first person on the tongue of the Prophet.
15 QurDan, ii.115.
16 Ibn al-Zayyat, Tashawwuf, 171, where the lines are quoted without attribution.
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MYSTICAL POETRY 239

EARLY SUFI POETS

Proceeding now to a more chronological treatment of our subject, it may be
noted that as early as the fourth/tenth century the Sufi biographer Jacfar al-
Khuldi (d. 348/959) claimed to know by heart the collected poems of over
130 Sufis,17 and it is evident from the context that his claim was not
exhaustive. Much of this poetry appears to have been lost, though it is not
unreasonable to hope that what has survived includes what is best. One of
the earliest great Sufi poems that has come down to us is the well-known
quatrain generally ascribed to Rabicah al-cAdawiyyah of Basra, who died in
185/801 when she was about eighty-five.18 Nicholson's translation is well-
known,19 but the words "selfishly" and "selfish" introduce an idea which is
alien to the poem, and "my adoring gaze" makes explicit an idea which in
the original is deliberately left implicit. The following more literal if less
pleasing version shows the poem to be a profoundly sober expression of the
already explained "ebb and flow" which every great mystic is bound to
experience during earthly life:

Two loves I give Thee, l6ve that yearns,
And love because Thy due is love.
My yearning my remembrance turns
To Thee, nor lets it from Thee rove.
Thou hast Thy due whene'er it please Thee
To lift the veils for me to see Thee.
Praise is not mine in this, nor yet
In that, but Thine in this and that.20

In commenting on these lines Nicholson speaks of "their mixture of
devotion and speculation", and adds: "The author distinguishes the
illuminative from the comtemplative life, and manifestly regards the latter
as the more excellent way." I confess to finding these remarks quite
incomprehensible, since there is no question here of making a distinction or
choice between two mystical paths. The poem is a record of what lies
beyond the poet's control, a record of the two alternating states within the
divine presence - veiledness and unveiling, or separation and union.
Seldom can things of such profound significance have been recorded with
such simplicity and so restrained an economy. These qualities serve to
convey the truth that the things in question constituted the everyday life of
the speaker - a life lived at so high a level as to exclude all else. To Rabicah
are attributed also some poetical prose discourses with God (munajat), and

17 Sulami, Jabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 434/ed. Pedersen, 454.
18 For a general consideration of her life, see Smith, Rabfa the Mystic, and Badawl, Shahldat al-cishq al-

ilahl. 19 Literary History y 234. 20 Makki, Qut al-quluby 11, 57.
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240 M. LINGS

also some poems of thanksgiving and praise, of which the following -
seven lines in the original - is representative; the first two lines are also
quoted in the original, as conveying more fully than can a translation how
close is the fusion of mystical experience and the poetic recording of that
experience (the metre is ram at):

rahattya ikhwafi ft khalwati wa-habibl dcfiman fi hadrati
lam ajid ti can haw ah u ziwada wa-hawahu fi °l-baraya mihnati

Brethren, my rest is in my solitude,
And my Beloved is ever in my presence.
Nothing for me will do but love of Him;
By love of Him I am tested in this world.
Whereso I be I contemplate His beauty;
He is my prayer-niche; He mine orient is.
Died I of love and found not His acceptance,
Of mankind I most wretched, woe were me!

Heart's mediciner, Thou All of longing, grant
Union with Thee; 'twill cure me to the depth.
O Thou, ever my joy, my life, from Thee
Is mine existence and mine ecstasy.
From all creation I have turned away
For union with Thee — mine utmost end.21

As may be inferred from what has already been said, the "inward
sickness" that is mentioned so often by the great Sufis in their poems is
nothing other than the "contradictory" condition of the relative that has
been touched by the absolute, of the finite that has been opened to the
infinite. The only cure is another touch, another opening. It is this
"sickness" which sets the adept apart from other men, and it is by its very
nature a secret, since none can understand it except those who are smitten
by it. Dhu Dl-Nun Thawban b. Ibrahim al-Misri,22 Rabicah's much younger,
Egyptian contemporary (d. 246/861), the most outstanding Sufi poet of the
first half of the third/ninth century, complains of his sickness as follows:

I die, but my passion for Thee dieth not.
Unfulfilled are my longings to drink deep Thy love.
My desires are the essence of all desire; Thou art they;
And Thou art riches, all riches, for me in my beggary.
Thou art the goal of my quest, the full scope of my wish,
The theme of my plaint,23 the hidden depth of my consciousness.

21 Al-Hurayfish al-Makkl, al-Ran>4 al-jFiq, 214. 22 See pp. 415-16.
23 Or, reading amatt for shahvaya, "the place where my hopes are set".
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MYSTICAL POETRY 241

Burdened through Thee is my heart with what I tell not,
Howso long be my ailing for Thee and my constraint.
And from Thee, between my ribs [in my heart] is what clearly Thou seest,
Though its clarity is not clear unto kinsman or neighbour;
And within me a spreading sickness hath weakened my frame,24

And my secret confiding unto Thee is poured forth.

Art Thou not guide to lost travellers in bewilderment,
And saviour from the brink of the crumbling precipice?
Whom Thou guidest, Thou lightest their way, when themselves
They have not one tenth of one tenth of the light.
Vouchsafe me then favour, that in its nearness I may live.
Help me with ease from Thee, my hardship to repel.25

Elsewhere Dhu Dl-Nun expresses the positive aspect of the same state. The
two poems must be taken, not as contradictory, but as complementary.
With regard to both it is relevant to remember that "nearness" denotes the
end of the path; the technical term muqarrab, "brought near" (by God to
God), is only used of the archangels, the prophets and the highest saints:

The haunt of the hearts of the gnostics is a mead
Celestial — beyond it are the veils of the Lord,
His nearness their sole boundary from the world of the Secret -
Melt they would with love if their moment had come.
For their thirst is a cup purely filled from His love,
And the cool of a breeze beyond words to describe.
Hearts near to the Lord of the Throne26 — they had sought to be near —
With what blessings the King in their nearness hath graced them!
Pleased with them, He hath pleased them unto ultimate pleasure:
The Beloved's welcome is the abode wherein they dwell,
Most penetrant their resolve; by it they have travelled,
By it their thoughts pierce to what is hidden by the Veils.
Their secret ever goeth between the Beloved and themselves,
From other than nearness by nearness made safe.27

The same standpoint is expressed in one of the few poems attributed to the
author of one of the first mystical commentaries on the QurDan, Sahl b.
"Abdullah al-Tustari (b. 203/818, d. Basra 283/896), Dhu ^l-Nun's younger
contemporary and like him one of the greatest of the early Sufis:

The gnostics' hearts with eyes are blest
That see what other see-ers see not;

24 The theme of the lover weakened by love and misunderstood by those around him is a commonplace
of secular love poetry.

25 SulamI, Tabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 28-9/ed. Pedersen, 21; Sarraj, Luma\ 368.
26 Cf. Q u r ^ a n , i i .255 . 27 A b u N u c a y m al-I§fahani , Hilyat al-awliya\ i x , 369 a n d 391 (va r i an t s ) .
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242 M. LINGS

And tongues whose discourse is of secrets
Beyond the recording angels'28 ken,
And wings that all unfeathered fly
To His dominion, Lord of the Worlds.

We have inherited the draught,
Sciences of hidden secret,
Rarer than all lore of old.
Their samples29 speak for them as signs
And nullify impostors' claims.30

Mention has already been made of Sard's contemporary, Abu Dl-Husayn al-
Nuri (the last part of his name — not strictly a name but a style — could be
rendered "the Man of Light"). Several short poems are attributed to him,
and the richest source for these is the Kitab al-Taarruj~by the Sufi Abu Bakr
Muhammad al-Kalabadhi (d. 308/920), translated by Arberry under the title
The Doctrine of the Sufis. Most of the poems are concerned with the inward
states of the contemplative. The following - three lines in the original - is
less abstruse than some others which would need to be annotated:

From time I'm veiled; my veil is my concern for Him,
My wonder at His Infinite worth transcending mine.
That I am absent from its grasp time seeth not,
And I perceive not time's events, how they flow on,
Since I am all attendance to fulfil His due,
Nor care I, all my life long, for the hand of time.31

Of the following, in the same metre — tavvil— as the above, Arberry's spirited
translation is admittedly very free, nor do I find his note on "nearness" and
"farness" convincing. The poem leads up to the mention of the supreme
state, namely "nearness". Henceforth the mystic is solely preoccupied by
that, and by the inevitable temporary "withdrawals" of the Beloved which
seem relatively like "farness". Here is a more literal version:

I would, so overflowing is my love for Him,
Remember Him perpetually, yet my remembrance -
Wondrous to tell — is vanished into ecstasy,
And wonder upon wonder, even ecstasy,
With memory's self, in nearness—farness vanished is.32

28 Cf. QurDan, lxxxii.n-12.
29 Shawahid (witnesses, proofs): each particular example of knowledge derived from these sciences is not

only an eloquent sign that the knower in question is a true gnostic, but also a criterion for judging
false claims to gnosis.

30 Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya*, x, 200, seems to attribute the poem to Sahl, but gives only
the first line. Sahl may however have been quoting from an earlier poet (see Nisaburi, cUqa/a° al-
majanln, 129-30). The above translation is from the recension given by Massignon, who considers the
poem to be by Sahl (see Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, 115). 31 Tcfarruf, ch. 56.

32 Ibid., ch. 47.
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There is a considerable contrast between the poems of Nuri and those of his
contemporary Sumnun b. Hamzah al-Basri (d. 303/915). Moreover
Sumnun is surnamed al-Muhibb ("the Lover"); but it would be as erroneous
to draw any far-reaching conclusions from this as from the title Sultan al-
CA shiqin ("Sultan of the Lovers") which is given to the highly intellectual
Ibn al-Farid, whose poems are discussed in the last section of this chapter.
Both these "lovers" are typically Sufi in their perspective and the closing
line of one of Sumnun's poems is no less than a masterly formulation of
what might be described as love in the framework of gnosis, which is, as we
have seen, the Sufi norm:

Thou hast thrown me to swim in the ocean of Thy holiness,
And inexistent, without trace, I desire Thee from within Thee.33

A dozen or more short poems are attributed to Sumnun — enough for us to
form a sense of his particular style, which is marked by a touching
directness and simplicity. The following is very characteristic (the metre is
basit):

Thou'rt the Beloved — no doubt is in my breast.
My soul, were it to lose Thee, would not live.
Thou who hast made me thirst so longingly
For union which Thou hast power to give,
Were there for me in Thee a place of rest,
If "Ah, my thirst, my thirst!" I cried to Thee?34

The following, which is known to have been recited by Hallaj on one
occasion, is considered by Massignon — and I am inclined to agree with him
— to be the work of Sumnun:

If ever once mine eye a vigil kept,
For other than Thyself, or if it wept,
Be it ne'er given the gift it was inspired
To long for, and so longingly desired!
If e'er it did deliberately gaze
On other than Thyself, may it ne'er graze
Upon the Meadows of Felicity,
Thy Countenance! May its sight darkened be!35

This could well have been written by the poet who wrote the following
lines — in the same metre, tawll— which are attributed to Sumnun on good
authority:

Empty I was within me ere Thy love I found,
Idly on men and things I thought, oft merry-making,

33 Sarraj, Lumac
y 250.

34 Sulami, Tabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 197/ed. Pedersen, 188. It is difficult to convey in English the effect of
his final cry wa catashl ("Ah, my thirst!"). 35 Kecueil, 72; Hallaj, Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, 117.
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But when Thy love summoned my heart, it did respond,
Nor can I see it ever now Thy court forsaking.
May I be smitten with severance from Thee if I lie.
If in this world I ever joy in aught but Thee,
If any thing in any land ever to me
Seem beautiful, if Thou art absent from mine eye!
So take me to Thee, if Thou wilt, or say me no,
Whichever it be, for none but Thee my heart will do.36

The idea that love calls and the mystic answers occurs also in Sumnun's
most often-quoted poem, again in tawlk

With yearning at each dawn and dusk I long,
And when at night love calls I answer her.
More our days vanish, more my love grows strong,
Even as if love's time unvanishing were.37

Abu Bakr al-Shibli must have known Sumnun, and perhaps known him
well. They moved in the same circles, and he was already over fifty when
Sumnun died; and he may have had the above lines in mind when he himself
based two lines, in tawll, on the idea that love for the divinity has power not
only to escape from time but also to draw with it the lover into eternity:

Strange is my case, in strangeness I am all alone,
Unique amongst mankind, peer have I none.
My time, in Thee eternized, is Eternity,
And from myself Thou has extinguished me.
So am I from createdness withdrawn, set free.38

On another occasion Shibli condensed two lines of Sumnun into one (two
in translation):

If "Step into fire" Thou saidst, I eagerly
T'wards it would haste, in joy that Thou hadst thought on me.39

Shibli is known to have been one of the most spiritually intoxicated of
Sufis, and one has the impression that he lived as it were on the verge of
poetry — whence the many single lines and couplets, both brilliant and
profound, which flashed forth from him so spontaneously. Here are two
more examples of single lines {m afar id)'.

Not one heart didst Thou captive make in me;
Mine every limb a heart is unto Thee.

36 Sulami, Tabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 198/ed. Pedersen, 189.
37 Ibid., ed. Shuraybah, 198/ed. Pedersen, 191; Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani, Hilyatal-awliya', x, 311; Ibn al-

Zayyat, Tashawivuf, n o (anonymously).
38 I b n a l - Z a y y a t , Tashawwuf, 108 ( a n o n y m o u s l y ) ; S a r r a j , l^umd\ 365 .
39 See Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya', x, 210; 373.
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They said: "Thou art mad [with love] for Layla."40 I said:
"Madmen know only the easier part of love."41

The following lines (two in the original) are also characteristic:

Said my friend: "How now is Thy patience with them?"42

So I said: "Is there patience, to be asked of, how it is?

Fiercer than fire is love's heat in my heart,
Sweeter than piety, and sharper than the sword."43

He expresses much the same state of soul in the following poem:

To access they44 inured me - union is sweet!
Then barred my way — how hard, barriers to meet!
They, my reprovers,45 my excess reproved
Of love for the beloved — no sin there!
By beauty of humility at tryst, I swear
The lover's meed is not that he should not be loved!46

Complementary to both these last is a serene expression of the permanent
consciousness which the great mystic retains over and above any
vicissitudes he may have to undergo:

Let the moons set or still be bright,
Ours is a full moon: in its sight
Full moons are humbled; for us its light
A splendour is by day and night.
No change of time can alter it.47

More than one brief extract has already been quoted from Mansur b.
Husayn al-Hallaj, but, since he is the greatest Sufi poet of all this earlier
period, he must be considered in more detail. He is reported to have been in
his youth a disciple of Tustari, one of whose poems we quoted earlier, and
also of Abu Dl-Qasim b. Muhammad al-Junayd (d. 298/910),48 and he was
the friend of Shibli, who was three years younger but outlived him by over
twenty years. At the age of about sixty-five, Hallaj was cruelly put to death
(in 309/922) on a charge of blasphemy - for having said ana °/-haqq, "I am
the Truth" (al-Haqq meaning God). These words occur in fact in one of his
poems, though this may not be the actual source against which the

40 See n. 8.
41 Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya', x, 373; 372; see also Shibli, Dlwan, 170.
42 When the object of love is plural in Sufi poetry, the reference is to the divine qualities; see Ibn cArabi,

Tarjumdn al-Ashwdq, 1. 43 Shibli, Dlwan, 112. ** See n. 42.
45 A conventional character in Arabic love poetry, the "reproacher" or "railer" reproves the lover for

extravagance, thus enabling him to retort.
46 See Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani, Hilyat al-awliya*, x, 367. 47 Ibid., 372.
48 Accounted, together with his contemporary al-Muhasibi, "the greatest orthodox exponent of the

'sober' type of Sufism" and as having "laid the foundations on which the later systems of Sufism were
built", J572, "ai-Djunayd".
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accusation was levelled. He — or any other great mystic — might well have
made the formulation more than once. The same consciousness is expressed
— somewhat less dangerously — in what is perhaps his best-known line (two
in translation), though the poem which it opens is seldom quoted in full:

I saw my Lord with the eye of the heart.
I said: "Who art thou?" He answered: "Thou."
Thus where no where hath, as from Thee,
Nor is there, as to Thee, a where.
Thou givst imagining no image
For it to imagine where Thou art.
He art Thou who hath filled all where —
Beyond where too. Where art Thou then?49

The poems of Hallaj have a relatively wide range, from more simple but
none the less profound affirmations of pious devotion - far more than pious
in the ordinary sense — to veiled expressions of truths which are mainly
ineffable. But, in either case, one is conscious of a striking spontaneity
suggestive of an inward cause too powerful for the lines in question to have
remained unwritten. The following is representative of his simpler writing:

Diverse longings had my soul,
But seeing Thee hath made them one.
Mine envied now mine envier is,
And lord of men I have become
Since Thou becamest Lord of me.
They chided me because of Thee,50

My friends and foes, in ignorance
How grievously I had been tried.
Their world and their religion I
Have left to men, for Thy love's sake,
O my religion and my world.

Here is another example which belongs to the same category and is in the
same metre, baslt:

I swear by God, sun riseth not nor setteth,
But in each breath I breathe my love for Thee,
Nor go I e'er apart with friends for discourse
But Thou, as I sit with them, art my theme;
Nor dwell my thoughts on Thee, sadly or gladly,
But Thou art in my heart, I murmur Thee.
Nor have I mind to drink of water in thirst,
But I behold Thine image in the cup.
And could I come to Thee, then speed I would
Upon my face, or walking on my head.51

49 Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, 46.
50 Because of what they deemed to be my extravagant behaviour with regard to Thee - see n. 45.
51 Le Diwan d'al-Hallaj, 38-9; 67.
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At the opposite pole to these two poems are three lines which express the
profoundest of realities, the immanence of the divinity in the depth of every
being. It is this immanence which makes possible the beatific vision, for
only the divine can see the divine:

For the Lights of religion's Light are Lights in men,
For the Secret, Secrets in secret depths of souls,
And for Being, in beings, is a Being that saith "Be".
Reserved for it my heart is, guided, and chosen.
O ponder what I say with the Intellect's eye.
Keen is the Intellect of hearing and of insight.52

Close to this in theme - at any rate in its opening - but very different in
mood is a poem which has already been quoted from at the beginning of this
chapter:

Within my heart Thou dwellst; therein, of Thee, are secrets.
Good be that house for Thee, nay, good Whom there Thou findest!
Therein no secret is but Thee, none that I know of.
Look with Thine Eye; doth any other tenant dwell there?
The night of separation, be it long or short,
Mine intimate friend is hope of Thee, memory of Thee.
Well pleased am I if it should please Thee to destroy me,
For what Thy choice is, O my Slayer, that I choose.53

The second line reads, literally: "May the house suit Thee, nay, rather, may
the neighbour suit Thee!" The reference is to the proverb, "the neighbour
first, then the house", that is, "in choosing a home, inspect the neighbours
first, then the dwelling". Rabicah has characteristically quoted this proverb
in the sense of, "Put God before Paradise". No less inspired is the
profoundly ingenious inversion by which Hallaj here addresses the
divinity, merging the idea of "neighbour" into that of "tenant". To the
same context - that of the divine immanence - belongs another poem of
which the first two lines (four in the translation) are frequently quoted
throughout Sufi literature, often without mention of an author:

O Secret of my secret, so subtle, Thou art veiled
From all imaginations of all beings that have life,
Yet outwardly, inwardly, Thou manifestest
Thyself in every thing to every thing.
Ignorance it were that I should proffer Thee my pleas,
Enormity of doubt, excess of impotence!
Sum of Totality, other than me Thou art not:
How then shall I plead for myself unto myself?54

52 Ibid., 5 8. Cf. QurDan, ii.i 17, etc.: "When He decreeth a thing, He only saith unto it, Be, and it is."
53 UDiwand'al-Hallaj, 59. 54 Ibid., 1.
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Centred upon the same mystery, seen from another angle, and again very
different in mood, is a poem which, especially in its last line (two in
translation) has been much commented by Sufis of subsequent generations:

Is it I or Thou? These twain! Two gods!
Far be it, far be it from me to affirm two!
Selfhood is Thine in my nothingness forever:
Mine all, over all, casts illusion twofold:
For where is Thine Essence, where from me, for me to see,
When mine hath no where, as already is plain?
And Thy Countenance, where with my two sights may I seek it,
In the seeing of my heart, or the seeing of mine eye?
Twixt Thee and me an "I am" is, o'ercrowding me:
Take, by Thine own "I am", mine from between us.55

All the verse quoted so far was clearly written for a spiritual elite. Most of
what it expresses would be beyond the aspirations, let alone the experience,
of the majority of believers. But in addition to its exclusive aspect Sufism,
like other mysticisms, has also an inclusive aspect — witness the thousands
of men and women who are at the fringe of all the great Sufi brotherhoods,
spiritually dependent upon them, yet not fully integrated into them; and
there is a certain type of religious verse which may be called mystical and
which in Islam is classed as Sufi poetry, but which expresses ideas which
everyone can understand, and which can awaken an echo in every believing
soul. This "openness" does not however make it any the less profound, and
it is in fact mystical precisely in virtue of the depth from which it springs.
Let us take, by way of example, three often-quoted lines ascribed to Hallaj's
younger contemporary, Abu Dl-Qasim al-Sayyarl of Marv (d. 342/953):

Patiently pleasures I shunned till they shunned me.
I made my soul56 forsake them; steadfast she stood.
The soul's for man to make her as he would:
If fed, she seeks more; else, resigned she'll be.
Mine was an arrogant soul; but when she knew
Me resolute for humbleness, humble she grew.57

The typical dry sobriety of the content of these lines, which does not make
them any the less melodious in the original, is to be found in an even starker
degree in three lines attributed to the North African cAbd al-cAzi2 al-Tunisi
(d. 486/1093), which, rhythmically,- the metre is ramal - have a distinctly
martial quality which serves as a reminder that one of Sufism's definitions of
itself is "the greater Holy War" (al-jihad al-akbar)\

55 Ibid., 90. 56 Feminine in Arabic.
57 Sulami, Tabaqat, ed. Shuraybah, 444/ed. Pedersen, 464-5; Ibn al-Zayyat, Tashawwuf, 141 (less

complete, and unattributed).
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inna li °llahi c ibadan futuna tallaqu °l-dunya wa-khafu ̂ l-fitana
fakkaru fiha fa-lamma zalimu annaha lay sat li °l-hayyi w at ana
jacaluha lujjatan wa ^ttakhadhu saliha zl-acmali fiha sufuna

God hath slaves of insight: they
The world divorced have, lest she tempt them.
They thought on her, and when they knew her
To be no homeland for the living,
They took her as a sea, embarking
On best of deeds as boats to cross her.58

No less profound and equally open to the generality of pious souls is the
elegy which is said to have been composed by the great theologian Abu
Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 505/1 i n ) on himself shortly before his death. Of its
twenty-seven lines, we will translate the first eight:

Say unto brethren when they see me dead,
And weep for me, lamenting me in sadness:
"Think ye I am this corpse ye are to bury?
I swear by God, this dead one is not I.
I in the Spirit am, and this my body
My dwelling was, my garment for a time.
I am a treasure: hidden I was beneath
This talisman of dust, wherein I suffered.
I am a pearl; a shell imprisoned me,
But leaving it, all trials I have left.
I am a bird, and this was once my cage;
But I have flown, leaving it as a token.
I praise God who hath set me free, and made
for me a dwelling in the heavenly heights.
Ere now I was a dead man in your midst,
But I have come to life, and doffed my shroud."59

The Sufi poets of all this earlier period, even as far as the beginning of the
sixth/twelfth century, have this in common, that they are little concerned
with literary conventions. They say what they have to with relative
directness and simplicity. When they are obscure, the obscurity results
mainly from the abstruseness of the theme itself, from the fact that they are
seeking to express the inexpressible. They are not given to using allegory,
and there is no great profusion of symbols.

58 Ibid., 69; the "best of deeds" is remembrance of God {dhikr Allah).
59 Nabulusi, Kawkab (see Pedersen, "Ein Gedicht al-Gazali's"); there is a full translation in Smith, Al-

Gha^ati the Mystic, evidently from a different recension. Although the poem is also attributed to
others, in particular to Abu Hamid's brother, Ahmad al-Ghazali (d. 5 20/1126), and to Abu Dl-Hasan
CA1I al-Sibtl (d. 600/1203), Pedersen remarks ("Ein Gedicht") that the weight of manuscript authority
is strongly in favour of the attribution to Abu Hamid.
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POETS OF THE LATER ABBASID PERIOD

By the end of the fifth/eleventh century, a change was beginning to take
place. The symbolism used by cAbdullah al-Shahrazuri (d. 511/1117) in his
best-known poem60 is an anticipation of what was to follow; and a little
more than a century later, within the last fifty years of cAbbasid rule, we find
that the two greatest Sufi poets of this period make full use of conventions
which had come to prevail in literary circles, in particular of the formal
love-poem which had been developed from elements of the pre-Islamic
ode.61 Thus, in certain outward respects, both Ibn al-cArabI and Ibn al-Farid
have less in common with their own spiritual ancestors, such as Shibli and
Hallaj, than with the poets of the caliphal and princely courts. But as
regards ultimate content, Sufi poetry remains, needless to say, unchanged —
as it still does to this day. The four poets just mentioned, despite stylistic
differences, are identical in their outlook.

Muhyi Dl-DIn Muhammad b. CA1I Ibn al-cArabi, or, less correctly but
more commonly, Ibn cArabi (d. 6 3 8/1240), was born in Murcia in Spain, and
brought up mainly in Seville; but he went to the East in his early thirties,
and finally settled in Damascus, where he died at the age of seventy-five. He
was the most prolific of Sufi writers in verse as well as in prose. In this
connection it must be remembered that mystical poets are first of all mystics
and then poets. This does not mean that they are not capable of poetry in the
highest and fullest sense of the term, but they recognize that verse can serve
certain practical purposes. As mystics they are potentially, if not always
actually, spiritual instructors; and verse can sharpen the expression of
formulations which the master may need to "shoot like arrows into the
heart" of a disciple. It can also serve dialectical and other purposes: it can be
the medium through which concepts are developed; and in the case of Ibn
al-cArabi another factor which is perhaps relevant is his extraordinary
facility for verse. His prose writings, such as al-Futuhat al-makkiyjah and
Fususal-hikam, and some of his shorter doctrinal treatises, abound in verses
which cannot all be said, strictly speaking, to belong to the domain of art.
The same applies to much of his voluminous Dlwan, which is one of the
unquestionably authentic works ascribed to him. Its themes are many and
various — questions of doctrine and practical theology, comments on single
Quranic verses or longer passages, with at least one poem on each of the 114
surahs of the Qur^an. There are also comments on traditions of the Prophet,
reflections on all the obligatory ritual practices of Islam and on many of its
voluntary practices, and on a number of other subjects, some personal and

60 For Arabic text and English translation of this forty-four line poem, see Nadeem, Critical
Appreciation, 112-15. 61 See chs. 9, 12.
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MYSTICAL POETRY 251

others general. The whole is a rich and largely unexplored field which
deserves a well-annotated edition. But the full flowering of Ibn cArabi's
poetical gifts is rather to be found in his Tarjuman al-ashwaq ("The
Interpreter of Desires"), where the great Sufi consciously invests himself,
as it were, with the apparel and insignia of the bard, as one bent on writing
in the grand style and on exploiting all the beauty of the Arabic language
and all the resources of its poetic art. The sixty-one odes in question were
written, Nicholson convincingly argues in the preface to his edition of
Tarjuman, in6n / i2 i5 , when he was about fifty years old. He tells us in his
commentary - written to explain that they are purely mystical - that the
different women's names mentioned all refer, as regards their earthly
starting point, to the beautiful daughter of a Sufi friend whose house he had
frequented during his visit to Mecca some twelve years previously. The
poems, he tells us, convey only a small part of the longing that he felt, even
in restrospect, for the 14-year-old beauty, wise and accomplished far
beyond her age, who personified for him "harmony of union with God" -
for so he interpreted her name, Nizam (poem xxiv, 14). That, we may
conclude, is her central significance in these poems; but, being for him as a
semi-transparent veil between this world and the next, her beauty was also
his means of beholding the various divine aspects, whence the frequent
references to a plurality of loved ones.

The most current theme in the poems is, as usual, grief at parting with the
beloved — the lament of the visionary for the loss of the beatific vision,
expressed in terms of the stock elements of the nasib (amatory prelude).
Thus the conventional lamentation over the ruined and now deserted
dwellings is a reference to the poet's own heart. The departing beauties in
the camel howdahs are spiritual mysteries, aspects of gnosis, and the camel-
driver, whom the poet begs to delay departure or to stop, once departed, is
the voice of God who has summoned back to Himself these divine
manifestations. The white tents in which the departed ones halt at noon are
the veils of light which cover the splendours of the divine countenance.

These few simple examples may serve to give a general impression, but in
fact the symbolism is very detailed and complex. Nicholson speaks of "the
obscurity of the style and the strangeness of its imagery", and no one can
deny that many of the poems contain abstruse passages calling for
explanations which only the author's commentary can give. But this must
not be allowed to overshadow the majesty of the verses and their
compelling melodious flow which is such an eloquent reminder of the
author's general claim never to have written anything except under the
pressure of inspiration. Moreover many of the poems are simple enough to
be enjoyed without any recourse to the commentary, which can be replaced
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252 M. LINGS

by the general knowledge that, for the mystic, the divinity is always the
ultimate object of love. Here is an example in translation:

Endurance went, and patience went, when they went.
Gone, even they, tenants of mine inmost heart!
I asked where the riders rest at noon, was answered:
"They rest where the shlh and ban tree spread their fragrance."
So said I to the wind: "Go and o'ertake them,
For they, even now, in the shade of the grove are biding,
And give them greetings of peace from a sorrowful man,
Whose heart sorroweth at severance from his folk."62

The following qasldah expresses the idea that the earthly beloved is a symbol
of that which lies beyond all plurality:

There rose for me twixt Adhricat and Busrah
A maiden of fourteen like a full moon.
Higher than time she stood in majesty,
Transcendent over it in pride and glory.
Each moon when it hath reached its plenitude
A waning sufTereth to fulfil the month,
Save this: no movements hath she through the Signs [of the Zodiac},
Nor maketh, being repeated, two of One.63

Treasury, thou, of blended fragrances,
Meadow that putteth forth spring herbs and flowers,
Beauty hath reached in thee her utmost end.
For others like to thee there is no room
In all the scope of what is possible.64

The arresting content of the most famous lines of the Tarjuman has certainly
distracted attention from their poetical excellence, and for this reason they
are given here not only in translation but also in Arabic (metre: tawil):

la-qad sara qalbl qabilan kulla suratin
fa-marcan li-ghi%lanin wa-dayrun li-ruhbani

wa-baytun li-awthanin wa-kaQbatu tcfifin
wa-alwahu tawratin wa-mushafu qur^ani

adinu bi-dlni ^l-hubbi anna tawajjahat
raka ibuha fa ^l-dinuy dini wa-imani

My heart is capable of every form:
Pasture for deer, a monastery for monks,
Temple for idols, pilgrim's Kacbah,
Tables of Torah and book of Qur^an.
My religion is love's religion: where turn
Her camels, that religion my religion is, my faith.65

62 Tarjumdn, vi. 63 I.e. as each new moon does in relation to the old moon. 64 Tarjumdn, XL.
65 Ibid., xi.
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In the mystical poetry of most religions - and Islamic mysticism is no
exception - there is a category of poems which are obscure by intention
because the author is bent on emphasizing the mysterial aspect of what he is
expressing. A much-quoted example is to be found in three lines generally
attributed to Ibn cArabI:

Make thine ablution with the waters of the Unseen,66

If hast the secret; else, with earth or stone;67

And take as leader one whose leader thou'rt become,
And pray the dawn prayer in mid afternoon.68

This is the gnostics' prayer; if of them thou be,
Then flood the land with waters of the sea.69

cUmar b. cAli, called Ibn al-Farid (d. 632/123 5), an Egyptian whose father's
family came from Hama in Syria, was the slightly younger contemporary of
Ibn cArabI, who outlived him by about five years. In the main lines of their
destinies the two men have much in common. Each was revered as a saint in
his lifetime, and the tomb of each is a shrine of pilgrimage to this day. Their
spiritual outlook was the same, and the writings of both have been
copiously commented. Their poetry also has many features in common, as
might be expected. But, unlike the exceedingly versatile Ibn cArabI, Ibn al-
Farid was, as regards his writings, exclusively a poet; and even in this
respect he wrote far less than his Andalusian brother. His poems consist of
one long qasldah of 761 verses, and some nineteen shorter odes ranging
from 151 to seven verses.

Ibn al-Farid is thought by some to be the greatest of all Arab poets.
Nicholson, in his Literary History of the Arabs, speaks of "the fervid rapture
and almost etherial exaltation" which has won for his poetry "a unique
place in Arabic literature". But the examples with which he seeks to
illustrate these remarks are too freely translated to give a close enough
impression of their originals. Here is a more literal translation of the first of
the two poems in question:

Give me excess of love and so increase me
In marvelling at Thee; and mercy have
Upon a heart for Thee by passion seared.
And when I ask of Thee that I may see Thee

66 With the infinite reality of God, of which water is the symbol; so also in the final line of the poem.
67 The ritual ablution may be performed with sand, etc., in the absence of water; the allusion in this and

the following line is to those who have not achieved gnosis.
68 Combine illumination (the escape from darkness, i.e. dawn) with readiness to receive it, spiritual

maturity (mid-afternoon).
69 Shacranl, al-Tabaqat al-kubray n (s.v. Muhammad Abu 31-Mawahib al-Shadhill, who quotes and

interprets the lines); see also Shadhili, Qawariin, trans. Jurji, Illumination, 80—1.
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254 M - LINGS

Even as Thou art, in Thy reality,
Say not: Thou shalt not see,70 but let me see.

Heart, thou didst promise patience in love of them.
Take heed, and be not troubled, be not anguished.
Verily love is life, so die in love,
And claim thy right to die, all sins forgiven.
Tell those before me and those after me,
And whoso witness of my sorrow was:
Learn from me, my example take, and hear me,
And tell mankind the story of my love.

Alone with the Beloved I have been:
A secret subtler than wind's lightest breath,
When on the night it steals, between us passed;
He granted to my gaze a longed for sight,
Whence I, till then unknown, illustrious am.
Between His Beauty and His Majesty
I marvelled, and my state of marvelling
Was like an eloquent tongue that spake of me.
Turn then thy looks unto His Countenance,
To find the whole of beauty lineate there.
All beauty, if it gathered were and made
One perfect form, beholding Him, would say;
There is no god but God; God is most great.71

Ibn al-Farid's poems have received lavish attention from western scholars;
and finally, in 1952, they were re-edited by Arberry from the oldest extant
manuscript, which however omits five odes, including the one just quoted,
which are to be found in the next oldest collection, said to have been made
by the poet's grandson from an autograph manuscript. The poems in
Arberry's edition were subsequently translated by him and extensively
annotated. With remarkable scholarship, he has noted a wealth of single
lines and longer passages from previous poets, some of them pre-Islamic,
which Ibn al-Farid may have been echoing, consciously or unconsciously.
It must be admitted however — and Arberry would have been among the
first to do so — that the result of such "echoing" is never an effect of
triteness. The following is an example of opening lines in a poem which
express "newly" an idea that is not new, and use conventional rhetorical
devices, such as tajnls (paronomasia), to suggest mystical correspondences:

Did lightning (barq) flash on the slopes of Ubayriq,
Or see I a lantern in the hills of Najd?

70 God's reply to Moses when he asked the same favour, QurDan, vii.139; see n. 90 below.
71 DJwan, 99.
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Or hath Layla, even she, the cAmiriyyah, unveiled
Her face in the night {layIan), changing darkness to daybreak?72

Another comparable example of what has, without being altogether new,
all the freshness of originality, is the opening of his famous "wine-song"
{khamriyyah). Arberry quotes passages from previous poets — Fakhr al-Din
al-Razi, Abu Nuwas, al-Thacalibi and Ibn al-Muctazz — which contain ideas
and images expressed in the first two lines alone; and there follow other
parallel quotations for later passages. But Ibn al-Farid's poem has not only
the last word, in virtue of the mystical dimension which he adds, but also in
a sense "the first word" inasmuch as that dimension is itself the very track of
inspiration. The poem has been translated in full by Nicholson in his Studies
in Islamic Mysticism', as well as by Arberry, not to mention others. I will
therefore translate only its opening and closing passages here.

Remembering the Beloved, wine we drink
Which drunk had made us ere the vine's creation.
A sun it is; the full moon is its cup;
A crescent hands it round; how many stars
Shine forth from it the moment it be mixed!
But for its fragrance ne'er had I been guided
Unto its tavern; but for its resplendence
Imagining could no image make of it.
Time its mere gasp hath left; its vanishing
Like hiding is of secrets pent in the mind.
Yet if it be but mentioned in the tribe,
All become drunk — no shame on them nor sin . . .
So in the tavern seek it; bid it unveil
To strains of music — they offset its worth,
For wine and care dwelt never in one place,
Even as woe with music cannot dwell.
Be drunk one hour with it, and thou shalt see
Time's whole age as thy slave, at thy command.
He hath not lived here, who hath sober lived,
And he that dieth not drunk, hath missed his mark.
With tears then let him mourn himself, whose life
Hath passed, and he no share of it hath had.73

Immediately before the closing passage given here is a line of great
importance not only for the poem as a whole but also for Ibn al-Farid's
other poems, and Sufi poetry in general. It can be paraphrased: "You
should drink the wine pure; but if you wish to dilute it, then it would be

72 Mystical Poems, in . "Did lightning flash . . . or a lantern": cf. ImruD al-Qays, Muallaqah (CHALUP,
94); Layla of the tribe of cAmir: the beloved of Majnun, see n. 8 above. 73 Mystical Poems, x.
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256 M. LINGS

wrong to do so with anything other than the water of the Beloved's mouth"
(as the kiss is conventionally called in Arabic love poetry). It is well known
that throughout the ancient world saliva was considered as one of the great
potential vehicles of theurgic power. In Sufi symbolism the "saliva of
God", which is not fully separate from Him yet none the less virtually
separate, is the Logos or the divine spirit, known in Islam as al-ruh al-
Muhammadi (the spirit of Muhammad). The pure wine is the Beloved in
Himself, the divinity, or the divine essence. But if, the poet tells us, you
cannot take it at the supreme level, only dilute it with that water which is
nearest to its nature and which is the first created thing to proceed from it.
At this lower degree of concentration, the wine mixed with the water is the
divinity manifesting Himself in His word. The stars (line 4) which result
immediately from the addition of water to the wine (a conventional image
in secular wine poetry), that is, from the appearance of the spirit of
Muhammad, are the spirits of the Companions of the Prophet, whom he
likened to stars in a well-known tradition: "My Companions are even as the
stars: whichever of them ye follow, ye shall be rightly guided"; by extension
the stars must be taken to include the subsequent saints of Islam. In some of
Ibn al-Farid's other poems, there is no question of anything other than
"diluted wine": the object of love is the divine beauty as manifested in its
first creation. As regards the following passage, which will serve as an
example, let it be mentioned in passing that the first line (two in the
translation), given here in the original, is often chanted by the Sufis at their
sessions, especially during the sacred dance:

law asmau Yaquba dhikra malahatin
ft wajhihl nasiya ^l-jamala ̂ l-y

Had they recalled his face's loveliness to Jacob,
From his remembrance Joseph's beauty would have vanished;74

Or if Job even in his sleep had seen him come
A visitant, the sooner had his plague been cured.
To him when he is manifest and face to face
Every full moon and every lesser form do lean.
His virtues are perfections: had he given his light
To the full moon, it never would have been eclipsed.
Said I "all love for thee is in me", he would say:
"Loveliness is mine; the whole of beauty is in me."
For all the art of those who would describe his beauty,
Time shall run out, and never he be full described.75

It goes without saying that such passages as this may be taken to refer to the
Prophet at every degree in the hierarchy of existence, cosmological,
74 Although Muhammad is after Jacob in time, his spirit is the starting-point of creation and therefore

needs to be "remembered" by Jacob. 75 Mystical Poems, vn, 11.3 8-42.
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historical, etc., from the spirit of Muhammad to the Arab of Abrahamic
descent who brought the religion of Islam to mankind. On the other hand,
it must not be forgotten that the spirit has an uncreated aspect which, as it
were, opens on to the divinity. In some of these poems where the Prophet is
addressed, the feelings expressed are so absolute and the dedication so total
that the poet could scarcely be called a monotheist if the object in question
were not conceived as being mysteriously identical with the divinity. But in
all the poems, other than the five already noted, the Beloved is God in
Himself, as indeed we might expect, for the poet has said, "Drink it pure",
and has only accepted dilution as a second best. Moreover it is normal for
the Sufis, as for every Muslim, to address God directly; and in Sufi love-
poems, it is normal to refer to the divine essence (dhat, a feminine word) by
the name of a woman. I, therefore, can see no reason why we should
suppose, as Arberry would have us do, that Nucm in ode ix, for example,
and the unnamed maiden in ode XIII represent the spirit of Muhammad or
indeed anything other than the divinity. This applies also, predominantly,
to the "She" of his longest and most celebrated work, Na%m al-suluk
("Poem of the Way"). This poem is equally well known as al-Ta^iyyah al-
kubra ("The Great Ta*iyyah")y so-called to distinguish it from "The Lesser
Ta^iyyah", his shorter ode rhyming in to*. About three-quarters of it were
translated by Nicholson into prose in Studies in Islamic Mysticism, and the
whole of it by Arberry into verse {The Poem of the Way). Its 761 lines oitannl
amount to 2,363 lines of Arberry's blank verse, which does not however
mean that his translation is unduly wordy, since an average line of tarvil has
twenty-eight syllables. The few passages translated below are done into
blank alexandrines.

The poem differs in more than one way from Ibn al-Farid's other odes,
and one of the main differences, its instructive intention, has already been
noted at the beginning of this chapter. It would be a simplification to say
that the poems of a mystic are written either for God or for men, the truth
being that all are written for both; but it is none the less possible to speak of
a predominance, and this poem sets out to be for the enlightenment of
disciples. In consequence, it has none of those intimate complaints, for
God's ear alone or for the ears of fellow-adepts, about the relative absences
and severances that the fully realized mystic has to endure in this life within
the framework of the great presence. The expressions of woe near the
outset are those of one who has received only a fleeting foretaste of the not-
yet-reached end, for the poem, as its title suggests, concerns the whole path.
These sufferings are related objectively and as a thing of the past, but the
manner of expression makes it clear that the experience, though
incomplete, was none the less related to the Absolute:
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Even as my lamenting tears was Noah's flood,
The blazing fires lit for God's Friend76 were as my passion.
But for my sighs my weeping would have drowned me;
But for my tears, my sighs had me to ashes burned,
All the distress of Jacob was my smallest woe,
And all the suffering of Job but part of mine.
Last agonies of those who loved and died of love
A fragment were of what as novice I endured.

But when the end is reached the final drunkenness is followed by a sobriety
which is quite different from the loss of rapture referred to in the above
lines. The poet says that he was able to embrace the object of vision and to
retain that embrace and his effacement in it even in his subsequent sobriety.
It is this retention of the essential which is the mystic's guarantee that the
end has been reached. The stress of the poem is on this and on the total and
absolute oneness of lover and Beloved. The fact that the earthly aspect of
the mystic is not immune from fluctuations is implicitly admitted here and
there, but it is never a matter for complaint, as it is in most of Ibn al-Farid's
other poems. The following translation quotes lines 210-18 according to
the manuscript of the poet's grandson; the order of the lines differs slightly
in the manuscript used by Arberry:

Showing Herself, She showed forth Being to mine eye
So that I saw Her in my seeing's every sight.
Her showing made me witness mine own hidden deep:
There, once my secret was displayed, I found me Her.
So mine existence in my seeing vanished,
Seeing's existence I sloughed off, effacing it,
And I embraced the Object I did contemplate,
With seeing effaced in what it saw. This state I kept
For my sobriety after my drunkenness.
Thus once effaced, ev'n sober I am none but She:
Her shining forth my robing was of self with self.
Since that not two is, I must be described as She,
And Her appearance, since we are but one, is mine.
Thus I, if She be summoned, am the answerer,
And She my summoner answereth with "here am I",
And if She maketh utterance it is I that speak,
And She, whene'er I tell a tale, the teller is.
Gone from between us is the one-to-other's "Thou";
Gone, at its going, I from separation's sect.

The poem follows a somewhat undulating course, for there are backward
glances, as one would expect from the title, to different stages upon the

76 Khatil Allah: Abraham, the first Muslim, whose heathen enemies tried to destroy him by burning,
Qur3an, xxi.68-70; xxvii.97-8.
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path. But such reminiscences are as a hand held back to the disciple, whose
powers of conception are then quickly drawn forward once more to the
finality, seen from a slightly different angle. Thus, for example, the last-
quoted lines are followed by an assumption that the disciple has been
prevented, by a secret polytheism, from fully understanding what is meant.
He is told to abandon his belief in outward appearances, that is, in a
multiplicity of separate entities:

From separation's error separate thyself,
Seek to be joined, reap joining's fruit, the guidance
Of that good company that vied for union.
Beauty is absolute: declare it; count it not
Relative, lured by glitter of some ornament.
Every fair youth, every fair maid their beauty have
On loan from Hers: She was it that Qays loved
In Lubna,77 every yearning lover loved but Her.

The poet goes on to mention some of the most famous lovers of Arab
history as being all nothing other than manifestations of the divine beauty.
The inevitable shortcomings of a translation are here increased by the fact
that these lovers' names, melodious and charged with significance for the
Arab, are unfamiliar to both ear and tongue of the English reader. We will
however translate the concluding part of this superb passage:

In every guise to yearning lovers She appeared,
Arrayed in forms most marvellous in their loveliness.
Thus on a time by name of Lubna She is called,
And now Buthaynah, now again the longed-for cAzzah.78

Other than She they are not, no, nor ever were,
For in Her beauty She without a sharer is.
Even so, as She in others unto me appeared,
Clad in their forms, so I, united with Her beauty,
Appeared to Her in every lover thralled by love
Of youth or maid of wonder-striking loveliness.
Although before me, other than I these lovers were not,
Since them I had preceded in the Eternal Nights.
Other than I men are not in their love for Her,
I manifest myself in them in every guise.
I have been Qays, then as Kuthayyir I was seen,
Then yet again I was Jamil who loved Buthaynah,
Outwardly manifest in them, yet veiled by them -
O marvel how I show a thing by hiding it!
Beyond delusion, they and they, women and men,
Theophanies are, where love and beauty We display.

77 Qays and Lubna: a proverbial pair of lovers, cf. CHALUP, 421, 426.
78 Buthaynah was the beloved of Jamil, and cA2zah of Kuthayyir, see ibid., 421, 424-7.
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Thus every loved one's man am I, She every man's
Beloved, and each one a name is of disguise,
Names wherewith I the named was in very truth;
For I to Me appeared in them, with Self concealed.
I ever She am, and She I hath ever been —
No difference, but it was Myself that loved Myself,
And there is nothing with Me in the world but I,
No thoughts of with-ness trespass mine intelligence.

The poem as a whole might be described as an objective exposition of
metaphysical doctrine inextricably combined with a profound and subtle
disclosing of the secrets of the mystic path — a disclosing which convinces
us that it is drawn from supreme personal experience. (In this connection it
is perhaps worth mentioning that, according to an eyewitness, the poet's
states of ecstasy would sometimes last for ten days or more, during which
time he would remain motionless, without speaking, eating or drinking.)

Doctrinally the exposition would not be complete if there were no
reference to the Logos, and in fact the spirit of Muhammad subsequently
figures in the poem in the way that is the norm for Sufi poetry and for Sufi
doctrine, not as the Beloved but as the ideal lover, with whom the mystic
must be identified before he can attain to union with the Beloved. It
becomes subsequently clear that the oneness expressed in the last-quoted
passage owes its absoluteness to the poet's identification with the highest
aspect of the spirit, the uncreated aspect which opens on to the infinite.

Though Ibn al-Farid's verses are chanted by the Sufis at their sessions,
they were not written specifically for this purpose, with the possible
exception of one or two short poems. But his younger contemporary, Abu
Dl-Hasan CA1I b. cAbdullah al-Shushtari (d. 668/1268—9), was a singer and a
musician as well as a poet, and he wrote most of his poems with a view to
their being chanted. Like Ibn cArabi, Shushtarl was born and brought up in
Andalusia, and like him also he went to North Africa, and finally to Egypt,
Syria and Lebanon, with many pilgrimages to Mecca. He too was venerated
as a saint in his lifetime, and is still considered as one of the great mystics of
Islam, but his place of burial, near Damietta, has been lost sight of. He was a
learned man, well versed in jurisprudence and other Islamic sciences. In
particular he had a considerable knowledge of Sufi literature and was
himself the author of several treatises, mainly on Sufism. Only three of these
appear to have survived.79 It was in Bijayah (Bougie, now cAnnabah),
Algeria, in 648/1248, that he met Ibn Sabcin,80 whose disciple he became,
and whose successor he was to be; and, although before and after this he

79 See Shushtarl, Dlwan, 13-14.
80 Sufi and Aristotelian; for this controversial but compelling figure, see El2, "Ibn Sabcin".
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received teaching from other Sufis, especially from followers of Abu
Madyan and Abu Dl-Hasan al-Shadhili,81 Ibn Sabcln must be considered as
his chief and, as it were, central Shaykh. One day the master told his disciple
to stroll through the market-place chanting: "With mention of the Beloved
I begin, and life for me is good." For two days he wandered, chanting these
words again and again, unable to add anything to them. On the third day
however he made them the basis of a complete poem.82 Since he was already
thirty-six, this significant event probably did not mark the outset of his
poetical career. His Shaykh may have simply wished to encourage or
confirm a mode of spirituality which was already strongly developed in
him. However that may be, his life from then on — though possibly also
before — appears to have been a semi-nomadic one; and he would often
chant his lyrics as he walked along or rode, sometimes accompanying
himself on a stringed instrument. He would interrupt his travels with
shorter or longer visits to Sufi %awzyahs;S2> and sometimes in his later years,
after the death of his Shaykh, whose successor he had become, he would
camp at the outskirts of towns and villages with as many as 400 disciples. He
also had contacts with Christian monks, who invited him to stay in their
monasteries.

Ibn cArabi is said to have been the first to write Sufi poetry in the form of
the muwashshah - the lyric in stanzas with a change of rhyme and sometimes
a refrain; his Dlwan contains many examples. Shushtari also wrote many
muwashshahat, and he was the first Sufi poet to write the vgjal which differs
from the muwashshah only by being in colloquial Arabic. Many of his avyal
are borderline cases, verging on classical Arabic. Some others are in the
broadest dialect. In the later part of his life his native Andalusian-
Moroccan parlance became influenced by the spoken language of Egypt
and Syria. He must have spent some earlier years in Meknes in Morocco,
since one of his best known a^jal begins:

A shaykhling from the land of Meknes
In the market's midst is singing:
What care I about the people?
What care the people about me?84

These last two lines are repeated as a refrain throughout. The poems of
Shushtari became quickly known in both East and West, in Sufi circles and
beyond them. According to Massignon this particular lyric was a source of
inspiration for the Catalan mystic, Raymond Lull, who adapted it for a

81 See El2, "Abu Madyan"; El1, "Shadhillya", and p. 233, above.
82 Shushtari, DIn>any 339; see also ibid., 9.
83 A %an>iyahy literally "corner", is a place where the Sufis meet and where many of them live.
84 Shushtari, DJwan, 272.
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262 M. LINGS

poem of his own.85 Another very characteristic %ajal begins, and has for
refrain:

qulu li ^l-faqlh cannl
cishqu dha :"l-matih fanril

Tell of me the man of law:86

Love for the Beautiful is my doctrine,87

My drinking with Him from the cup,
My presence in the midst of friends,
Wise friends who sit with me and take
All my cares away from me.
Tell of me the man of law . . . .88

Of all his poems, the one most often chanted at Sufi gatherings is no doubt
the muwashshah on the letters of the divine name, which begins: "Alif before
double lam and ha° [Allah] - coolness of the eyes [delight]."89

Shushtarl had much admiration for his two great older contemporaries,
Ibn cArabI and Ibn al-Farid, and one of his best and most often-quoted atyal
recalls certain already quoted lines from "Poem of the Way", while being
very different in style. It is here translated in full, in a rhythm close to that of
the original:

Truly I am a wondrous thing
For him who sees me:
Lover and Beloved, both am I,
There is no second.
O seeker of the essential Truth,
Thine eye's film hides it.
Return unto thyself, take note:
None is but thee.
All good, all knowledge springs from thee;
In thee's the Secret.
Stored up in thee is what's poured forth
from all the vessels.
Hear my word and drink it in,
If thou canst grasp it:
Thy treasure naked is, not hid
Neath riddling spell.
There Speaker, Spoken-to90 are on

85 "Investigaciones", 30.
86 The word faqtb denotes one who is an authority on all the more outward aspects of religion.
87 Or "my art", "my expertise", "my occupation". 88 Shushtarl, Dlwan, ijG.
89 Ibid., 243; French translation with commentary of Ibn cAjIbah, Michon, Le Soufi marocain Afymadibn

cAjiba, 124-31.
90 Al-kattm\ Moses, in the QurDan the forerunner of Muhammad and the only mortal to whom God has

spoken "except by inspiration or from behind a veil" (Quran, xlii.50-1) or through an angelic
intermediary: "He said, O Lord, shew me thy glory, that I may behold thee. God answered, Thou
shalt in no wise behold me; but look towards the mountain, and if it stands firm in its place, then shalt
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The mount of knowledge.
Hearken to my call from near,
Not with thine ears.
My self's sun setteth ne'er from vision
Face to face.
Behold my beauty, witness of me
In every man,
Like the water flowing through
The sap of branches.
One water drink they, yet they flower
In many hues.

In awe of Majesty prostrate thee
As thou approachest.
Perfection's verses, oft repeated,
Recite, the seven.91

Shushtari also wrote classical Arabic odes {qasizid) in the traditional
metres of Arabic poetry. One of the most celebrated of these reflects his
visits to monasteries. In it he imagines himself asking the priest to give him
the wine of the Eucharist to drink. On being refused he remonstrates and
offers various gifts in exchange. Finally the priest agrees to barter the wine
for his sacred mantle {khirqah^ the mystic's coarse robe). But when offered
the wine in a chalice he tells him that it is the reality he wants, not the
symbol.92

Another of his odes is said to have been written in Libya after he had been
called a madman for rejecting the post of qadi (judge) offered him by the
authorities of Tripoli:

The slave to love well pleased is with his madness.
Let him wear out his life even as he will.
Reprove him not; your blame will nothing serve:
Forsaking love is not in his religion.

I swear by Him for whom cAqiq93 was mentioned -
A lover's oath by his beloved — none
But ye94 are mine; yet have I to repent me
Remissnesses in loving, waveringness.

Why, when I hear the dove coo in the glade,
Why yearn I ever at his sorrowing?

thou see me. But when his Lord appeared in glory in the mount, he reduced it to dust. . . God said
unto him, O Moses, I have chosen thee above all men . . . by speaking unto thee." Qur3an, vii. 143-4,
trans. Sale, The Koran.

91 i.e. Surat al-FatHjah, the first chapter of the Qur3an; it has seven verses. Shushtari, Dlwan, zGj.
92 Ibid., 59. The poem is modelled on secular narrative, khamriyyat, cf. pp. 222, 231, above.
93 A valley near Medina through which the route to Mecca passes. An angel told the Prophet that cAqIq

was especially blessed by God. 94 See n. 42.
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264 M. LINGS

And though his way is weeping without tears,
When lover weeps, the tears pour from his eyes.95

In this summary survey of Sufi poetry in the cAbbasid period, literary
interests have taken precedence over other considerations. Nonetheless,
the passages quoted tell us not a little about Sufism itself; and they serve to
demonstrate once again that the poetry of the mystics reveals certain aspects
of their spirituality more clearly than any other source is capable of doing.

95 Shushtari, Dlwan^ JJ.
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CHAPTER 15

ASCETIC POETRY (ZUHDIYYAT)

PRECURSORS OF THE ZUHDIYYAH

"To renounce", "to withdraw", "to abstain from gratification" - these are
the senses of the verb %ahada. The verbal noun %uhdcamz in Islam to mean a
life of self-denial and devotional exercises. The master-themes of the poems
that medieval Arab anthologists and editors placed in the category of
^uhdiyyat are, accordingly, the cold look at the allurements of the world in
which fortune is capricious and life frail, and the need for repentance before
time runs out and the accounts are closed. Many f^uhdiyjat are built on
motifs of the first kind alone, dwelling on mortality and the vanity of
human wishes.

The literary history of many of these motifs goes back to the pre-Islamic
age. This was obvious to the authors of medieval literary studies and adab
works (treasuries of prose anecdote and verse, intended for the pleasant
teaching of practical wisdom and polite culture). Verses on the inevitability
of death, or the succession of feeble old age on vigorous youth, are quoted
from pagans and Muslims alike in the %uhd chapters of such books as al-
Jahiz's Kitab al-Bayan wa ^l-tabjin or Ibn Qutaybah's cUjunal-akhbar. Pagans
and Muslims both used such motifs as premises, but to different results. Al-
Jahiz, for example, quotes the pagan poet cAntarah: "I answered her: death
is a watering stop where, no doubt, I will have to drink." This, a
convention of the pre-Islamic poetry, is the warrior's reply to a scold who
disapproves of his reckless ways with his money and his blood.1 A man
should take what pleasures he could, and stand his ground in battle, for only
a good name escaped the general ruin: this was, on the pagan view, the
sensible conclusion from the premise of mortality. Life, in pre-Islamic
poetry, has its bitterness, but the world is not in any moral sense evil. The
Muslim %uhdiyyah inherited but rethought the old preoccupation with death
and mutability. The preoccupation itself became a pious exercise. In a
tradition the Prophet is asked: "Who does most truly renounce the world?"

1 Bayan, in, 183. For the stock figure of the scold, see ch. 16, n. 64, below.
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266 A. HAMORI

He replies: "He who is ever mindful of decay in the tomb, who prizes the
enduring above the transitory, and who numbers himself among the dead."

It is possible to observe the infusion, in early Islamic times, of new
content into the old attitudes. Of the poems ascribed to Khariji warriors —
fierce puritans of the Umayyad age who loathed compromise with sin or
politics and did not shrink from assassination to save the world, or
martyrdom to save themselves - some are well in the pre-Islamic mould. A
Khariji leader, Qatarl b. al-Fuja°ah (d. c. 79/698), urges himself to be of
good courage: "Soul, no entreaty will gain you as much as a day beyond the
appointed term. Bear yourself with fortitude then in the arena of death.. ."2

Some of these poems make new connections. In a piece attributed to cImran
b. Hittan (d. 84/703), we find reflections on the approaching judgement and
on the mind's frivolous attention to this life, then come to the argument, at
once old and new: "Why does the soul crave this life in which, once it has
lasted a while, death catches up with it?"3 The world begins to turn
malignant. Al-Titimmah b. Hakim (d. c. 105/723) foresees, with the relish
of a pagan warrior, that vultures will eat his flesh and that his disjointed
bones will lie strewn over the desert, but his companions "are joined in the
guidance of God", and "when they leave this world, it is an injurious thing
they leave".4

The prehistory of the ^uhdiyyah also includes a pre-Islamic poet of the
sixth century who devoted entire poems to meditation on the fugitive
nature of life and human achievement. This was cAdi b. Zayd (d. c. 600 AD) a
Christian Arab from al-Hirah, the vassal principality near the Euphrates,
who served the Persian emperors in various capacities at court and abroad,
and who secured for Nucman III the succession to the Hiran throne.
Nucman later had him imprisoned and eventually killed. The poems cAdi is
thought to have written in prison served in some respects as models for
^uhdiyyat. His poems speak of great men swept away like so many withered
leaves, of palaces where the owl hoots and at dusk the reedpipe answers. He
recalls the lord of the castle of al-Khawarnaq, the Sasanian king, Yazdigird
I, who gazed on his possessions with delight and suddenly knew that there
was no joy in a life that must come to death.5 He recalls, too, a grimmer
emblem of the strokes of fate: the blood-spattered braids of the pampered
princess of al-Hadir, whom the Persian emperor Shapur, uneasy at the love
that had prompted her betrayal to him of her father and her father's
stronghold, had tied to a horse's tail and dragged to her death.6 cAdT's verse
owes much to the rhetorical tradition of the homilies of the Eastern Church.

2 See p. 188 for Nicholson's translation of this poem and pp. i48f, 186f on Kharijism and Khariji poets.
3 cAbbas, Shir aI-Khawarijy 39^ 4 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cIqd, in, 245.
5 See CHALUP, 92, and Nicholson, Literary History, 40-1. 6 cAdi b. Zayd, Dlivan, nos. 16, 5.
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ASCETIC POETRY (ZUHDIYYAT) 267

As C. H. Becker has shown, his elaborations of the ubi sunt motif are
reminiscent of ideas and phrases in the Syriac of Saint Ephraim and, farther
back, the Greek of Cyril of Alexandria.7 The melancholy "Where are they?"
is repeated in many Islamic ^uhdiyyat.

The t^uhdiyjahy however, is most profoundly rooted in the QurDan. The
QurDan proclaims to people that they will die and live again to be judged. It
summons to repentance and speaks of the evil end of those who prefer this
world over the next. Its reports of peoples annihilated by the wrath of God
give a cautionary air to the passing of the happy and the great: ". . . those
before you, who were more powerful than you, and richer in possessions
and in children. They enjoyed their portion and you have enjoyed
yours. . ." (ix.69). Or: "Does it not give them guidance how many
generations We have destroyed before them, in whose habitations they now
walk?" (xx. 129). The Qur^an teaches that greed for the goods of this world
goes with moral irresponsibility and a bad end: "Those who hoard up silver
and gold and do not spend it in the way of God" will be branded in Hell
with their own treasures (ix.34— 5). "As for those who wish for the life of
this world and its glitter, We will give them in this life the wages of their
works in full, and they shall not be shortchanged in it. These are the ones
who in the next world have nothing but fire" (xi.16—17). But, despite the
stress on the transitory nature of this life, despite the ascetic mood of many
passages, the QurDan, so the Muslim could feel, did not represent the world
as an altogether evil place. The bloom, to be sure, withers:

This life may be likened to water We send down from heaven: the vegetation of the
earth, that men and cattle eat, absorbs it, until when the earth has put on its finery
and has been made beautiful, and its people think they have mastery over it, Our
command comes to it, by night or day, and We leave it as cut grain, as if it had not
flourished the day before. Thus We expound the signs for those who think, (x.25)

Nevertheless it is bloom:

The dead earth is a sign for them. We bring it back to life and bring forth grain from
it, so that they may eat. We have placed in it gardens of datepalms and grapes, and
caused springs to flow, so that they may eat of its fruits, although it is not of their
hands' work. Will they not give thanks? (xxxvi.34—6)

The ^uhdiyyahy as it emerges in the early Islamic age, tends to see in the
bloom of this world only evil, a baited snare. In this it resembles the
literature of pious admonition. By the time al-Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728)
writes his famous epistle to the Umayyad caliph cUmar II, he not only
advises the caliph to beware of the world, for life in it is short and full of
reverses, but he can say:

7 "Ubi sunt".
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as I have been told, God has created nothing more hateful to Him than this world,
and from the day He created it He has not looked upon it, so much He hates it. It
was offered to our Prophet with all its keys and treasures and that would not have
lessened him in God's sight by so much as the wing of a gnat, but he refused it.8

Hasan's bleak view of the world was shared by many pious Muslims of the
age. Islam had always had room for asceticism; several of the Prophet's
Companions are known for their self-denying ways. In the age of conquest
and empire, when wealth and power were fiercely and often viciously
pursued, and the wheel of fortune spun fast, many pious people saw no
safety for their souls except in flight from the world. The ̂ uhdiyyah is, by and
large, a reflection of this mood.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE ZUHDIYYAH

The genre is not well-defined. It overlaps with gnomic verse (e.g., the two-
line poem by Jarlr cited below)9 and with poems of contemplation. For
example, in a long poem by Salih b. cAbd al-Quddus (executed 167/783—
4),10 which labels itself as naslhah (sincere advice), the poet, conventionally
spurned by a lady on account of his grey hair, resolves that it is time to give
up the world, reminds himself of the Recording Angels and the
impermanence of all things on earth, but then proceeds to blend %uhd with
maxims of general piety and practical wisdom (on dealing with enemies,
flatterers, etc.).11 It does appear, however, that by the time of Abu Dl-
cAtahiyah (d. c. 210/825) the poetry of %uhd was recognized as a distinct
literary activity. According to an anecdote, this poet urged Abu Nuwas to
stick to pleasure poetry and warned him ofi^uhd, which Abu Dl-cAtahiyah —
the only major poet, in fact, who owes his fame to ̂ uhdiyyat— regarded as his
private preserve. Zuhdiyyat had of course been written before they were
thought of as a genre. A poet of the Umayyad age, Sabiq b. cAbdullah al-
Barbari (late first/early eighth century), is the earliest Muslim writer to
whom a significant body of zuhdiyyat is ascribed. One of these is a sermon in
verse, said to have been addressed to the pious caliph cUmar II.12

Two important figures in the early history of the ̂ uhdiyyah — Salih b. cAbd
al-Quddus and Abu Dl-cAtahiyah — were suspected of tainted religious
beliefs. Abu Dl-cAtahiyah is reported to have incorporated Manichaean
tenets into his Islam, and Salih ibn cAbd al-Quddus was executed on the
charge of Manichaeism.13 Their poems offer no evidence for these charges,
which may have been slanderous. There is a chance, however, that

8 Trans. Arberry, Sufism, 336 9 Cf. CHALUP, 90-3. 10 Cf. p. 195.
11 Khatib, Salty b. cAbd al-Quddus, 123-7. 12 Kannun, Sabiq al-Barbarl, 6-8.
13 See ch. 11, n. 33, and Vajda, "Les zindiqs".
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Manichaean notions about the evil nature of this world and of the
accumulation of wealth were channelled into the poetry of these men, or
perhaps that their ^uhdiyyat were directed against a worldly social order that
retaliated by calling into question the purity of its critics' faith. On the other
hand, it is clear that, if the story of his warning to Abu Nuwas is genuine,
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's gloomy ascetic preaching, much respected by the
common people of Baghdad, was at least in part a deliberately chosen
literary attitude and, if the poetry attributed to Sabiq al-Barbari is genuine,
some of Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's verses owe more to convention, and less to
particular circumstances, than has sometimes been argued.14 In any event,
once the t^uhdiyyah had become a distinct type of poem with its own
conventions, a poet might determine to write one just to try his hand at it.
There is no textual evidence for deciding whether particular ^uhdiyyat by
Abu Nuwas, for example, are flourishes of poetic versatility, or expressions
of religious anguish from a man better known for his devotion to the
senses.

There is no question about the authenticity of the voice of a much greater
poet than Abu Dl-cAtahiyah: Abu Dl-cAla° al-MacarrI (363-449/973-1058).
Acknowledgment of a divinely ordained fate, puzzlement at the meaning of
life, and despair of all happiness shape this poet's work. It uses many motifs
common in ^uhdiyyat, but, contemplative rather than homiletic — thinking
of death, for one thing, more as a source of release than a passage to dreadful
judgement — it does not readily fit into the %uhdcategory. Many historians of
literature have, however, stretched the limits of the ^uhdiyyah to include
Macarri's pessimistic verse.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GENRE

On the whole, ^uhdiyyat tend to be extremely conventional in theme and
simple in language. Links in form and substance to sermons and homiletic
writings, and perhaps a feeling that pomp of any sort was ill-suited to the
subject, account for this. There are frequent echoes of phrases from QurDan
and hadlth. In construction, ^uhdiyyat range from strings of pious maxims,
through simple sequences of argument, to pointed epigrams. Al-Jahiz
remarked that poems of the first type — he refers to the works of Sabiq al-
Barbarl and Salih b. cAbd al-Quddus — did not, despite the excellence of the
individual verses, create a forceful effect.15

Since the conventions of the ^uhdiyyah do not change much with time, its
chief motifs may be illustrated without reference to chronology. The old

14 E.g. by Kafrawy and Latham, "Perspective". 15 Bayan, i, 206.
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cry, "Where have they all gone?", is much heard. "Where are the kings who
never heeded their true concern until the cup of death was passed to them?"
asks Sabiq al-Barbari.16 The living should contemplate the dead: "Those
that are gone are a lesson to us as we shall be a lesson to ponder
tomorrow."17 "The silent graves have admonished you; your death has
been announced by speechless ages."18 Earthly glory is vanity: "How many
haughty, ambitious kings, wearers of crowns, who burned for war, who
reclined on silk brocades, secluded in royal pavilions, have been left by
death — stripped of their arms, hurled to the ground, their faces strewn with
dust. . ."19 Abu Nuwas casts an ironic glance at the boast of noble origins:
"Every living man is mortal, the son of a mortal. Every last one is
descended from a long line of purebred mortals."20 "You who are proud of
your share of this world and its splendour," Abu Dl-cAtahiyah exclaims,
"there is no cause for pride in exalting clay with clay." Human endeavour
would strike us as altogether derisory if we did not insist on ignoring our
state: "Man strives for glory while giving off the stench of decay."21

Mortality is made the more bitter by the casual speed with which bonds
of feeling, once all-important, are cast off: "People will turn from my
memory. Their love for me will be forgotten; I will be dead and my friends
will find new friends." The living have more urgent concerns than to think
of the dead: "They have grown tired of weeping; no more tears will be shed
for you. Gossip about the estate is so much more absorbing!"22 If mortality
makes human striving laughable or pitiful, fate - which in Islamic poetry
means the divine will - makes it foolish. There might be, in early Islamic
times, intellectual debates about whether the moral choices of men are
determined by God. There might be hadith and proverbs in support of the
view that God helps those who help themselves. In popular piety there was
no question but that God foreordains whether a man will live or die,
whether he will be rich or destitute. "Seeking his fortune," al-MacarrI
writes, "man strives with sword and spear, mounted on horse or camel. If
he stayed put, he would still receive the much or little that fate has allotted
him."23 Such striving implies an element of distrust in God. A minor %uhd-
poet, Mahmud al-Warraq (d. early third/mid-ninth century) writes: "Is it
not odd that when a man offers himself as guarantor for another, the
claimant accepts him, but when God, who keeps His promises, offers his
guarantee, man is not content?"24 Tawakkul (trust in God) was a master
concept of early Muslim asceticism and mysticism. In its extreme form, it

16 Kannun, Sabiq al-Barbarl, 5. 17 Abu Nuwas, DJivan, ed. Wagner, n , 165.
18 Abu Dl-cAtahiyah, Astfaruh, 78. 19 Kannun, Sabiq a/-BarbarJ, 7.
20 Dlwan, ed. Wagner, 11, 159. 21 Astfaruh, 392, 222. 22 Ibid., 317, 310.
23 Luyum ma layal^am, iv, 79. 24 Dlivan, 42.
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ASCETIC POETRY (ZUHDIYYA T) 271

could mean the dismissal of all concern in one's livelihood (a sound
conclusion, but hard on society, and, indeed, there are traditions in which
the Prophet censures this degree of tawakkut). It could mean limiting
oneself to mere sufficiency. Thus, in an anecdote, when two men of great
piety discuss which manner of life is best for man, one wishes for a plot of
land that will just free him of dependence on others; the other calls that man
happy who finds his breakfast without knowing how he will eat in the
evening. Abu Dl-cAtahiyah writes: "If you look for the man most worthy of
honour, look for the king in beggar's clothes." But the less extreme view is
also represented: "He who is not satisfied with mere sufficiency (ka/af) will
find the whole world, spacious as it is, too narrow."25

Trust in God will lead a man to slough off ambition, but contemplation
of this world may do so as well. A quiet life spares one the misfortunes of
the great. One should not be like one whom "his appetites lead without a
halter; whom you see now on a cushioned saddle, now naked under the
whip", warns Ibn cAbd Rabbih (d. 328/940).26 A contemporary of Abu Dl-
cAtahiyah, al-cAttabi, recalls the famous, fallen favourites of Harun al-
Rashld, the Barmecides: "This woman of Bahilah [the stock figure of the
scold, referred to at the beginning of this chapter] rebukes me for
indifference to wealth . . . All around her she sees women flouncing about in
fine clothes, their necks clasped with necklaces. / Would it please you to
think that I came to Jacfar's and Yahya's fate? . . . / Let my death, when it
comes, be tranquil; I would not seek such horrors."27

By and large, however, love of this world is incurable. Oddly so: "A
man, if he serves others ill, draws their hatred on himself. The world ever
hurts us, yet keeps our passionate love."28 The warnings of religion and the
wisdom of experience are alike lost on most people, for whom the real
object of worship is money: "People make a show of religion, but their
Kacbah is the dinar."29 Corrupt and corrupting, people are best left alone:
"Be content with God for a companion, and turn your back on mankind. /
Look at them closely from every side - you will find people so many
scorpions."30 Or: "Be humble towards God, not your fellow men. Be
content with giving up worldly hope - that is where nobility lies. / Learn
to do without kin and connections - he is wealthy who can do without
others."31 This melancholy view of mankind also has parallels in the prose
writings of pious ascetics: "Beware of the people of thy time: it is not good
to live with any that men today think well of, nor with any they think ill of

25 Goldziher, Introduction, 122; Abu 3l-cAtahiyah, Ashcaruh, 392, 54. 26 cIqd, m , 202.
27 Cited ibid., 208. 28 Macarri, Lu^um ma layal^am, m , 193. ™ Mahmud al-Warraq, Diwan, 72.
30 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cIqd, 111, 213, attrib. Ibrahim b. Adham, an early Sufi.
31 Ibn Abl Hazim, cited cIqd, in, 207.
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272 A. HAMORI

either. It is better to die alone, then to live . . . If thou givest them power
over thee, they will incite thee to sin, and if thou avoidest them, they will lay
a snare for thee," writes Bishr b. al-Harith (d. 227/841).32

The heedlessness of man is an all-important religious theme. The
QurDan repeatedly warns those for whom death and judgement are out of
mind while out of sight: "Those who took their religion for a frivolous
game, those whom life in the lower world deluded — today We shall forget
them just as they forgot that they would come to this Day" (vii.52). The
deluded sinner is lulled by a complacent belief in his safety: "Are the people
of the towns secure from the calamity We may send upon them by night as
they sleep? Are the people of the towns secure from the calamity We may
send upon them in the daytime while they are at play? Are they secure from
God's stratagem? No one believes himself to be secure from God's
stratagem except those who are to perish" (vii.98-100). There is no time to
procrastinate; punishment catches up suddenly with the sinner: "We seized
them all at once, before they knew what was happening to them" (vii.96).
These matters - the forgetfulness, the perverse feeling of security - are
among the dominant themes in homiletic literature, and in the ^uhdiyyah as
well. Worldly desires shut man's eyes to reality: "You rejoice in what passes
away and delight in wishes, as a dreamer is fooled by the pleasures he
dreams."33 "People are heedless, while the mill of death grinds."34 "Funeral
processions strike fear into us as they approach, but once they are past, we
are soon distracted. / We are like a grazing herd that takes fright when a
wild beast attacks, and again falls to grazing when it is gone."35 "He who
feels safe from the world is like one who would hold a fistful of water and is
betrayed by the spaces between his fingers." "Many a man goes to bed and
gets up in the morning thinking himself safe when his shroud has already
been woven."36 The deceptive hopes of earthly happiness and longlife may
be personified: "Hopes frequent him, till at length they lay him in the dust
next to all the others they have made their prey."37 So too may death: "How
long will you trifle and play, while death, its mouth gaping, is leaping to
seize you?"38

Already cAdI b. Zayd had used travel and the call to make ready to depart
as metaphors of mortality. These metaphors become Islamic. In Abu °l-
cAtahiyah's verse, "The crier of mortality calls; take your provisions and tie
on the saddles!" "provisions" {gad) means, of course, fear of God and good

32 Arberry, Sufism, 4of. 33 Attrib. cUmar II; cited Ibn Qutaybah, cUyun al-akhbary n, 309.
34 Abu VAtahiyah, Aslfaruh, 381.
35 Jarir (d. c. 112/730; see CHALUP, 401-13), quoted Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cIqd, 111, 186.
36 A n o n . , i b i d . , 177 , 199. 37 I b n a l - M u c t a z 2 , Dln>any 264 .
38 A b u 3 l - c A t a h i y a h , Ashcarub, 4 1 9 .
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works (cf. QurDan, ii.197).39 Paraphrasing a hadtth about those who at the
age of forty have not repented, a poet writes: "When Iblls [the devil]
glimpses his face, he salutes him and says: 'How dear to me is a man whose
soul will never prosper'."40 In one t(uhdiyyah, fragmentary syntax reminds
the reader of the uncertainty of life and the abrupt stroke of death: "Be with
God, He will be for you. / Fear God, perhaps you . . . / Make sure you are
prepared to die, as if you.. ."41 Indeed, one should regard oneself as already
dead: "If you must wail for anyone, wail for yourself." "It is as if the earth
had already closed over me and I had been taken from my possessions."42

Finally, the \uhdiyyah deals with the emotions with which man looks to
the Last Judgement: fear, and hope in God's mercy. The former
predominates, as pious self-awareness acknowledges that it should. As
Hasan al-Basri is reported to have said: "Fear should be stronger than hope,
for when hope has the upper hand, the heart is corrupted." The twin
emotions of fear and hope are summed up in a hadlth: "God has prohibited
hellfire from touching anyone who weeps for fear of God."42a Mahmud al-
Warraq reminds the reader of the other side of the coin: "You commit sin
after sin, but hope to enter Paradise and obtain the reward of the pious. /
You have forgotten that God cast Adam out of Paradise and into the world
for a single sin."43 If judgement were a matter of justice untempered by
mercy, the result would be sad indeed: "Alas for us who will stand in a court
where nothing can be more terrifying than that the judge should act
justly!"44 For that day in court, the only preparation is repentance: "Let
others bring excuses and arguments before you. My excuse is the confession
that I have none."45 Each theme of the ^uhdiyyah implies the fearful
judgement and urges repentance. But hope is not abandoned: "O you
whose sins are great! God's mercy is greater."46 In a descriptive poem, Ibn
al-Rumi (d. c. 283/896) speaks of ascetics "between fear and hope" who,
with tears streaming from their eyes, call upon God to forgive their sins:
"And they were answered, by a voice heard in no human ear: 'What you do,
my holy ones (aivliya3!) does not go to waste. Give up your souls to me; they
will be in my safe-keeping'."47 Eschatological elements are used less than
one might expect, but we do hear of the Book, the Scales, the Fire, "the
Bridge from whose knife's-edge, those who fall, fall to lasting ignominy
and pain".48 A less-common form of eschatological prompting is offered by
Abu Nuwas: "Raise your eyes to the women whose bride-price is paid in

39 Ibid., 41. 4° Gited Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cIqd, in, 185.
41 Mahmiid al-Warraq, Dtwan^ 100 (sometimes attrib. Abu Nuwas).
42 Abu VAtahiyah, Asbcaruh, 99, 442. 42a Cited cIqd, in , 178, 199. « Dlwan, 61.
44 Ibn cAbd Rabbih, cIqd, in , 182. 45 Abu Nuwas, Dlwany ed. Ghazall, 579.
46 Dtwan^ ed. Wagner, 11, 166. 47 DJn>any iv, 1482. 48 Abu 3l-cAtahiyah, Ashcaruhy 30.
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274 A - HAMORI

good works. The black-eyed houri is displayed only before the man whose
scales tip in his favour."49

Perhaps the ̂ uhdiyyah probes most deeply when it questions the speaker's
own steadiness of purpose. Already Sabiq al-Barbari knows the problem:
"If only the thought of the lasting world kept my eyes from sleep as much as
this fleeting world does!"50 So too does Abu "l-cAtahiyah: "I have
renounced the world, and yet crave it."51

49 Diwan, ed. Wagner, n , 158. 50 Kannun, Sabiq a/-BarbarJ, 7. 51 Aslfaruh, 71.
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CHAPTER 16

BASHSHAR B. BURD, A B L P L - C A T A H I Y A H AND
ABU NUWAS

Abu Mucadh Bashshar b. Burd al-Muraccath (<r. 95-167/f. 714-83), Abu
Ishaq Ismacil b. al-Qasim, nicknamed Abu Dl-cAtahiyah (130—c. 210/748—c.
825) and al-Hasan b. HaniD al-Hakami, known as Abu Nuwas (c. 140—zoojc.
757—815) are among the earliest and most important representatives of a
group of poets whom medieval Arab critics describe as "moderns"
{muhdathuri). In this context, "modern" simply means that these poets
belong to the "modern", that is cAbbasid, period, or, to be precise, that
their poetic activity falls mainly within this period. However, these three
poets can be grouped together not only because they lived at much the same
time, but also because they came from the same region and belonged to the
same ethnic stock or to the same social class. All three were from Iraq or the
neighbouring part of Persia: Bashshar from Basra, Abu Dl-cAtahiyah either
from Kufa or cAyn al-Tamr, and Abu Nuwas from a village near Ahwaz.
The first two passed the formative years of their lives in their native towns;
Abu Nuwas spent his youth first in Basra, then in Kufa. All three poets were
decisively influenced by the social and cultural life of Basra or Kufa
respectively before they came into contact with the newly founded capital
of the cAbbasid empire, Baghdad, and its court. Abu Dl-cAtahiyah and Abu
Nuwas settled permanently in the new centre; it is not quite clear whether
Bashshar did so too, although we often find him there, and for extended
periods. Bashshar died near Basra, Abu Dl-cAtahiyah and Abu Nuwas in
Baghdad. None of the three poets was of Arab stock; all three were Persians
or of Persian descent. They were clients (mawati^ sing, mawla)^ standing
under the protection (wa/a°) of an Arab bedouin tribe; for the inhabitants of
the garrison towns in Iraq consisted mainly of two groups, pure Arabs on
the one hand (bedouin settlers of north or south Arabian origin), and their
clients, mostly of Persian origin, on the other. We shall see that the time at
which the three poets lived, where they lived, and their ethnic or class
affinities are of decisive importance for an understanding of their art.
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276 G. SCHOELER

BASHSHAR B. BURD

Bashshar b. Burd, the eldest of the three poets, was born blind (and his
biographers state that he was also exceptionally ugly). Doubt has always
been cast on his religious orthodoxy, but his Dlwan contains no evidence
that he in fact had leanings towards i^andaqah (a blanket-term used for
Manichaeism or suspect orthodoxy), a charge sometimes brought against
him. However, Bashshar was certainly a Shucubi: in his poems he very
frequently plays off the glorious past of the Persians against the bedouins'
alleged lack of culture. He died at the age of nearly seventy, after the caliph
al-Mahdi had ordered him to be flogged, apparently in retaliation for a
lampoon which Bashshar had composed against him.

Bashshar had already distinguished himself as a poet in the time of the
Umayyads; for this reason some Arab critics classify him as "straddling
both dynasties" {mukhadram al-dawlatayri)\ many consider him the first
modern poet: Bashshar, says the literary theorist Ibn Rashiq (390-^. 456/
1000-̂ r. 1063), "has been compared to Imru3 al-Qays, because he was the
most outstanding (and earliest) of those poets who are not of pure Arabian
blood (li-taqaddumih cala ^l-muwalladiri) - just as Imru^ al-Qays was the most
outstanding Arab poet — and because they borrowed from him; Bashshar is
called the Father of the Moderns".1

It is sometimes claimed that it was an achievement of the moderns to
have introduced new genres into Arabic poetry; they started a process, so it
is said, which can be described as the splitting up of the old Arabic qasidah,
cultivating for the first time in independent forms and more extensively
themes such as love, drinking and hunting that had earlier been treated
predominantly in the context of the larger unit, the polythematic ode.
However, this is true neither of Bashshar nor of other early moderns; in
Bashshar's case in particular it can be shown that, on the whole, the poet
took over and developed further the genres that had traditionally been
cultivated in his time and in his city.

Madih (eulogy)

The long praise-poem or panegyric qasldah was able to preserve its
importance and popularity in Basra principally because there were
governors in the city who modelled their courts on those of the Umayyads
of Damascus or the cAbbasids of Baghdad, and one of the main aspects of
courtly ceremonial was the glorification of the ruler by the recitation of

1 Ibn Rashiq, cUmdah, i, 131.
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panegyrics at the Great Audience {majlis camm). Striking innovations in this
genre cannot be expected from Bashshar, for in public poetry the poet must
always conform to the taste of the addressee; and the dominant political
powers operated, as in all traditionalist milieux, not only towards
maintaining the political status quo, but also towards preserving with as
few changes as possible the traditional artistic forms. However, other
factors must also be taken into account to explain why madlh, and the other
"classical" genres, retained more or less their traditional outline in the
Basra of Bashshar's time. One of the most important of these may well have
been the activity of the philologists who at this time, in Basra and Kufa,
were systematically collecting and editing the poems of pre-Islamic and
early Islamic poets from oral transmitters (ruwah, sing, ram), or from
written versions made by these same transmitters, thus favouring a revival
of the old Arabic qasldah. Another factor may have been the influence of the
two famous "classical" (/ah/) poets of the Umayyad period, Jarir (d. c. 112/
730) and al-Farazdaq (d. c. uo/728),2 who frequently stayed in Basra and
published some of their most famous poems there.

Bashshar addressed his panegyrics to the Umayyad and cAbbasid
governors of Basra; he also celebrated princes and caliphs, including the last
Umayyad, Marwan, and the cAbbasid, al-Mahdi. In form, most of his
qasldah^ are traditional (i.e. they consist of two or three sections) or
variations on tradition; the example given below, addressed to Marwan, is
eighty-five lines long in the original and has the following succession of
themes, which may be compared with the scheme outlined by the theorist
Ibn Qutaybah (213—76/828—8c>):3 amatory prelude (naslb), lines 1—6; gnomic
aphorisms (hikmah), lines 7-10; description of a night-ride through the
desert (rahll), lines 11-14; praise (madlh) of the Qays cAylan tribe, to which
the poet was attached as a client and to which the caliph Marwan was
indebted for a decisive victory (the passage includes a description of the
battle); eulogy of the caliph.4 This qasldah also conforms to the "rules" in so
far as the rahll has a bedouin background, while in the naslb, adopting an
innovation used by such Umayyad poets as Dhii Dl-Rummah, Bashshar
refers, not to a fictitious bedouin maiden, but to his beloved, cAbdah, to
whom he dedicated the major part of his love-poems. The following is a
translation of the first three sections of the poem:

2 CHALUP, 401-13.
3 Amatory prelude, designed to catch the attention of the listeners; description, to the addressee, of the

hardships the poet has passed through to reach him; praise of the addressee and request for generous
recompense, Introduction au Lwre de la poe'sie, 13-14; cf. p. 343 below. On the validity of Ibn
Qutaybah's description of the qasldah, see Jacobi, "The camel-section of the panegyrical ode".

4 For examples of how Bashshar adapts such "classical" patterns to new encomiastic themes, see
Meisami, "Uses of the qasida".
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Have springs of kindness dried, its course gone crooked, or is the partner [i.e.
the poet] tedious and scorned, to be so chidden still?

My friends, do not deny love's sting, do not refuse a smitten, sorrowful heart
its consolation:

Soul's cure is sight of cAbdah, and the healing that my spirit used to find;
But stout heart is now subdued — it's touch of love that brings me low with its

assaults.

If your brother is an oft-taster of passion, the steeds of his inclinations hither
and thither turned,

Then leave open for him the way of parting, and do not be the mount of a
rider whose goings are all too frequent.

Your true friend is he who, when you give him cause for suspicion, says, "It
was I that did so" and when you upbraid him receives it mildly.

If you are inclined to reproach your friend for everything, you'll never find
anyone whom you never have cause to reproach.

So live in solitude, or be at amity with your brother; sometimes he may avoid a
fault, but sometimes cling to it:

If you do not at times drink a bitter cup and endure it, you must go thirsty;
what man is there whose drink is always limpid?

Many's the gloomy night (when boys and girls sleep through its dreariness, and
the whole household too)

I have denied the boon of sleep to eyes of self and steed until the troops of
darkness dispersed;

Often at a water-hole with sandgrouse feather floating there,5 a hidden well, its
markstones unseen,

Bordering the trackless waste, far from men's homes - there has my hard
night's travelling brought me to drink . . .6

Hi/a0 (lampoon)

Bashshar's lampoons are also constructed in a traditional way. The
lampoon had always had two possible forms: it could be a short, often
improvised, occasional poem, or it could be a long qasldah the formal
structure of which had more or less adapted itself to that of the panegyric
qasjdah. In the Umayyad period the traditional lampoon had remained alive
thanks especially to the rivalries that were always liable to break out
between the Arabian tribes;7 it throve particularly in Basra, where Jarir and
al-Farazdaq, surrounded by a large audience, used to settle their literary
feuds on the Mirbad, the famous caravan-halt by the city gate. Their
polemic poems {naqaid) are often complex in structure; besides the amatory

5 I.e. at earliest dawn: the sandgrouse, proverbially early risers, have only just left the water-hole.
6 DJwany 1, 306-25; trans. A. F. L. Beeston (hereafter A.F.L.B.). With the exception of the panegyric

poem on p. 296, this and all other translations in this chapter have been supplied by the editors; their
interpretations do not necessarily reflect those of the author of this chapter.

7 Cf. CHALUP, 409-13.
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prelude (often omitted by al-Farazdaq) and lampoon proper, they
frequently contain self-praise {Jakhr) and the eulogy of a patron. In his
multi-part lampoons, Bashshar continues the tradition of Jarir and al-
Farazdaq, whom he had heard in the flesh. An abusive poem of thirty-seven
lines on his fellow-poet Hammad cAjrad is constructed as follows: amatory
prelude; eulogy of an unnamed comrade; lampoon on Hammad:

O Salma, will your guardian tarry;
if I hasten, will you stay?

My love is utter and complete;
reverses make my ardour grow:

0 Salma! Passion's laid me low
in weariness of piercing-glancing blows . . .

1 have a comrade like a sword in hand -
vainly to gild it might its maker seek -

Who is the death of every mortal care,
whose goodness is a charter for abuse,

Who does not worship lucre, but pursues
the foe unflaggingly, unswervingly,

Who's been with me through wealth and pauperdom,
his love for me untinctured, unforsworn . . .

But cAjrad the Flasher jumps on his mother —
a sow giving suck to a hog —

Though any appeal to his purse is met
with a leonine baring of fangs.

What good to anyone is a man
who won't even pray, the scum?

You son of a rutting beast, you are
a pustulous, foul, filthy bum! . . .8

Fakhr (self-praise)

Bashshar also follows his predecessors in the formal structure of his poems
of self-praise, often combining it with lampoon in one poem. Thus he casts
the following fakhr-poem in the form of a message, as the old Arab poets
frequently did, though the content of the message is anything but Arabian:
addressing all the Arabs, Bashshar makes known to them the fame of the
old Persian rulers, whose descendant he proclaims himself, while at the
same time pouring ridicule on the bedouin and their primitive mode of life:

Is there a messenger who will carry my message to all the Arabs,
To him among them who is alive and to him that lies hid in dust?
To say that I am a man of lineage, lofty above any other one of lineage:
The grandfather in whom I glory was Chosroes, and Sasan was my father,

8 DJwan, 11, 61-9; trans. J. Ashtiany (hereafter J.A.).
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Caesar was my uncle, if ever you reckon my ancestry.
How many, how many a forebear I have whose brow was encircled by his

diadem,
Haughty in his court, to whom knees were bowed,
Coming in the morning to his court, clothed in blazing gems,
Splendidly attired in ermine, standing within curtains,9

The servitors hastening to him with golden vessels:
He was not given to drink the thin milk of goatskins, or to sup it in leather

vessels;
Never did my father sing a camel-song, trailing along behind a scabby camel,
Nor approach the colocynth, to pierce it for very hunger,
Nor the mimosa, to beat down its fruits with a stave;10

Nor did we roast a skink, with its quivering tail,
Nor did I dig for and eat the lizard of the stony ground,11

Nor did my father warm himself standing astraddle a flame;12

No, nor did my father use to ride the twin supports of a camel-saddle.
We are kings, who have always been so through long ages past;
We brought the horsemen from Balkh, with no lie,
Until we watered them (for we are not to be taken by surprise by the enemy) in

the twin streams13 of Aleppo;
Then, when they had trampled on the hard earth of Syria,
We marched them to Egypt, in a noisy host,
Seizing that realm in place of our own, plundered realm,
And the horses brought us past Tangier, place of wonder,
So that we restored the sovereignty into the family of the Arabian Prophet.14

Who is there that has fought against guidance and religion without being
stripped?

Who, O who, has rebelled against it without being plundered?
For the sake of God and Islam we are wrathful with a most noble wrath;
We are the possessors of crowns and of disdainful, stiff-necked kingship.15

Gha^al (love poetry)

We must now turn to the genre in which Bashshar produced perhaps his
best work and which makes up a large part of his Dzwan, love poetry. Some
Arab critics distinguish two classes of poetic genres, one serving public, the
other private purposes. While in genres of the first class — eulogy, "official"
lampoons, elegy (ritha?), etc. — poets were bound by more or less strict rules,
in genres of the second class — love poetry, drinking-poems (khamriyyat),
9 I.e. veiled from the vulgar gaze.

10 Both colocynth and mimosa are extremely bitter fruits.
11 The bedouin relish for foods viewed by their more cultured neighbours as disgusting was a standard

theme of anti-Arab abuse, cf. pp. 46, 88, 108.
12 An indecent posture in anyone wearing the short bedouin kilt. 13 Poetic licence.
14 Bashshar claims that the Iranians, not the Arabs, are the true upholders of Islam; he credits them with

overthrowing the Umayyads of Syria and giving the caliphate to the cAbbasids, the "family of the
Prophet". The reference to Tangier is probably hyperbolic.

15 DJwan, 1, 377-80; trans. A.F.L.B.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
https://www.cambridge.org/core


BASHSHAR B. BURD, ABU DL-CATAHIYAH, ABU NUWAS 281

etc. — they were fairly free. We may therefore expect Bashshar's love-poems
to differ perceptibly from the poems belonging to the genres so far
discussed.16 In the Jahiliyyah, independent love-poems scarcely existed; the
subject was dealt with almost exclusively in the nasib of the qasidah. In the
Umayyad period or even earlier the nasib developed into the independent
love-poem {ghav^al)}1 but also continued to function as a prelude to the
various types of qasidah^ a tradition continued by Bashshar and illustrated in
the first two poems quoted in this chapter. Apart from these qasidah-
preludes, in the Umayyad period, three different trends or kinds of love
poetry can be distinguished, though, since they rarely occur in their "pure"
form, the following categories should be regarded as ideal types.18 The
H.i]2izigba!(a/9 best exemplified in the work of cUmar b. Abl Rabicah, usually
presupposes an urban background, though bedouin reminiscences are still
very frequent; it is written in simple language, recounts gallant adventures
and reproduces conversations and correspondence between the lover and
his beloved. The lover is a seducer and irresistible breaker of hearts, while
the maiden — who is always a free-born woman — is compliant, although
capricious and jealous. The cUdhri gha^a/, associated with such poets as
Jamil, is, on the other hand, still set against a bedouin background; it sings
of a love that may have begun even before birth and lasts until death or
beyond, a love that makes the lover ill, sometimes drives him mad, and
inevitably leads to his death. The lover subjects himself to the beloved and
humbles himself before her; she is a bedouin maiden of noble birth who
marries another man and appears, through the worship given to her by the
poet, in a stylized form already suggesting the Lady of the Provencal
troubadours. These first two ghat(al types are well-known and have been
discussed at some length in chapters 9 and 12, but the existence of a third
type, the Kufan gha^al, is generally overlooked.19 The Kufan gha^al is
decidedly more urban than the Hijazi variety. It reflects the interests and
activities of certain elements of Kufan society which would today be
described as bohemian. Here we find for the first time independent poems
on female slaves,20 often singers, whose charms are described in detail, and
also poems on boys. Unlike the other two types of gha%a/, the Kufan love-
poem is often obscene: gha^al becomes mujuniyyah (licentious verse).
Alongside love poetry, and often connected with it, the drinking-song - a
poetic genre only poorly represented in the cities of the Hijaz and among
cUdhri poets — flourished in Kufa. This was certainly due to the influence of

16 For the relationship between Bashshar's "public" and "private" verse, see Beeston, Selections, 3-4.
17 See Jacobi, "Die Anfange der arabischen Gazalpoesie".
18 Cf. the typology recently established ibid., 226.
19 It was first noted by Nallino, La Litterature arabe, 85—6, 223-31.
20 For earlier descriptions of singing slave-girls in the context of the qasldah, see CHALUP, 438-9.
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the city of al-HIrah, only a few miles distant from Kufa, where the wine-
trade and drinking-songs already flourished in pre-Islamic times.

It should be emphasized once again that Hijazi, cUdhri and Kufan love
poetry — especially the first two — frequently overlap in their motifs. In
addition it should be noted that some scholars are inclined to regard
cUdhrism as a later phenomenon projected back into the work of the
nevertheless by and large historical cUdhri poets, in the second/eighth and
third/ninth centuries.21 However, for Bashshar (as also for Abu Nuwas),
the existence of cUdhrI poetry was already &fait accompli\ as references to
cUdhri lovers in their poetry show. In his own poetry Bashshar, the native
of Basra, works with all three varieties of gha^al. The Hijazi and cUdhri
traditions seem to have reached Basra by way of the migration of singer-
composers from the peninsula to Iraq in the first quarter of the second/
eighth century. The Kufan tradition had also found entry to Basra long
before Bashshar's time, as is evidenced by the love- and drinking-songs and
obscene poetry written in the Kufan style by Harithah b. Badr al-Ghudani
in Umayyad times.22 The only group of Bashshar's love-poems with which
it is possible to deal here in detail is that which continues the cUdhri
tradition, and this is, in any case, both the largest and in every way the most
important group. These poems sing of a lady whom the poet usually calls
cAbdah, though she is also addressed by other names; she is supposedly the
wife of a Basran notable. Bashshar offers her a love which, rightly or
wrongly, has been dubbed "courtly",23 a passion without much hope of
fulfilment, but none the less — or perhaps all the more — lasting. The cAbdah
of Bashshar's poems is an ideal figure who certainly bears no relation to the
"real" cAbdah: she is designed by the poet as a contrast to all the women
whom he had known and associated with.24 It has been pointed out that the
surroundings in which Bashshar wrote were highly favourable to such
"emotional exaltation"; in the Basra of his time, "mystical experiences were
particularly to be observed among women" (the most famous example
being Rabicah al-cAdawiyyah), while in Basra, as in Kufa, "a giddy society,
free-thinking and morally lax" was addicted to light-hearted pleasures
which must sometimes have given rise to a longing for purer and more
genuine joys.25

At the centre of Bashshar's cAbdah poems stands the phenomenon of
love itself. We learn far more about the state of the lover than about that of
the beloved; the latter is described chiefly in terms of her character-traits,

21 See p . 205 .
22 See p. 223; a poem by Bashshar showing elements of Kufan gha^al is translated by Beeston in

Selections, xvn . 23 Cf. Vadet, L'Esprit courtois. 24 Blachere, Analecta, 5 89-90.
2* EP, "Ghazal".
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actions and reactions, to which the poet alludes or which he recites in detail;
descriptions of her physical charms are much rarer. Occasionally Bashshar
makes use of the conventional motifs of the bedouin naslb, such as the
morning of parting, the long night, the abandoned dwelling; the stock
figures of the slanderer {washt'or nami) and the jealous watcher (raqlb) - old
Arabian, Hijazi and cUdhri traditions — also appear.26 Less common themes
are a letter to his beloved, a device familiar from Hijazi poetry, and the
description of visits to a fortune-teller, who foresees the poet's death, and to
a witch, who promises to prepare him a love-spell:

"Seer in the great city, as you peer into the inky depths,
Is it revealed to you that I shall live to see cAbdah under my roof?"
"Draw near! - I see only death and a path leading to death."
But a girl well-known in fame said to me,
"Do you bemoan the passing of love, and not bemoan your own passing?
I'll cast a spell on her and she shall come to you, even from the sea-monster's

dwelling."
Then I cried, "Come straight to me, by virtue of your fastings and prayers!
(How delightful is what you say, the good news you bring, the hopes you

raise.)
If she cares at all for me, you will foster that care and will have brought

fulfilment;
But if forgetfulness sways her, you will remind her and call on her name,
And my life will be rejoiced by her, through her goodness and yours.
Accept my affection, for what you have favoured me with and what you bring

about —
If only the hidden future may be as she and you have shown!"
But she replied, "In what we have uttered to you lies surcease from doubting

hopes."*?

Perhaps surprising, yet characteristic of Bashshar's personality as a poet, is
the fact that he did not feel "sublime" love was sacred enough to keep from
parodying it from time to time, as in the occasional poem in which his dead
donkey appears to him in a dream, declaring that he died of unrequited love
for a beautiful she-ass.28

The question arises in what Bashshar's "modernity" consists. He did not
introduce new genres, and the thematic innovations which could be
adduced are anything but striking. The simple diction, close to the spoken
language, which he uses particularly in his love-poems but also, for
example, in elegies on members of his family, is already familiar from Hijazi
poetry. What is really new in Bashshar and his modern successors is a
stylistic peculiarity, the frequent and conscious use oibadf (literally, what is
new, unprecedented), i.e. of rhetorical figures and images. Nearly all badf

26 See Roman, "Themes", for a fuller listing of motifs.
27 D7wany 11, 16-18; trans. A.F.L.B. 28 Cf. p. 211.
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devices already occur in old Arabian poetry; but, as the first literary theorist
to give a systematic analysis oibadf, Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908), observes,
modern poets employ them much more frequently and with greater
awareness. Badf, in modern poetry, increasingly becomes an artistic
principle rather than merely an artistic instrument. It has been suggested
that the rhetorical colouring thus given to poetic language, its "rhetoriciza-
tion" - a process said to begin with Bashshar - should be seen as a reaction
to the traditionalism of Arabic poetry in point of content: since thematic
innovations, especially in the qasldah, were difficult to introduce, so the
argument runs, poets were driven to focus their attention exclusively on
form. There is certainly some truth in this, but it does not suffice to explain
the phenomenon completely; for why did poets abandon the traditional
treatment of prescribed themes for a new one at a particular time and not
before? The conscious use and accumulation oibadf devices is rather, it may
be argued, primarily a socio-psychological phenomenon, which can only be
understood by reference to the specific circumstances of Bashshar and the
early moderns.29 Most modern poets were clients (mawafi)^ who did not at
first find it easy to gain recognition as valid representatives of Arabic poetry
in the eyes of the guardians of bedouin tradition (nor indeed did poets of
Arab stock who wrote in the modern idiom). The point is illustrated in
several anecdotes about Bashshar himself. It is said that a bedouin who had
learned that Bashshar was a client exclaimed, "What have clients to do with
poetry?" — a remark which naturally inspired Bashshar to produce a
lampoon on the bedouin and their way of life; and there are three versions
of a story which tells how, at the beginning of his career, Bashshar walked
up to Jarlr and lampooned him, simply in the hope of being thought worthy
of a reply by the great poet. However, Jarlr considered it beneath his
dignity to react. "Had he lampooned me," Bashshar is said to have
commented, "I should have become the best poet in the world."30 This
feeling of inferiority vis-a-vis the Arabs and their poetry, for which Bashshar
sought to compensate by emphasizing his own, allegedly glorious Persian
origin, also led him to compete with the "classics" and, wherever possible,
to outdo them, and this on their very own ground: the qastdah, raja^-poems,
the use of rare Arabic vocabulary (gharlb), and the coining of striking
similes; thus after hearing a famous verse by the pre-Islamic poet ImruD al-
Qays which contains a double simile, Bashshar is said to have been unable
to rest until he produced an even more ingenious double simile.31 The
compulsion which Bashshar and the early moderns seem continually to

29 See Schoeler, "fiin Wendepunkt".
30 Abu i-Faraj al-Isfahani, Agbam, in, 33-4, 23-4. 31 Ibid., 47-8.
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have felt to emulate and outdo the classics must also be adduced in
explanation of their interest in rhetorical figures. This was another area
where they could outdo the classics on their own ground: "When . . . the
moderns . . . observed the striking effects achieved by the uniqueness and
beauty of those [ancient] verses [which contained rhetorical figures] and felt
their superiority over the others in elegance and charm, they strove to
imitate them, and called the result bad?."32 But the rhetoricization of
language also has an audience-related aspect. This becomes clear when we
note which figures of speech the early moderns are most often said by Arab
critics to have preferred, pun (tajriis) and antithesis {tibaq^ mutabaqah).^ In
this connection a side-glance at depth-psychology may prove interesting.
Freud sees the pun as a kind of joke motivated by an ambitious urge to show
off one's own cleverness, to display oneself, its aim being to gain acceptance
with the listener;34 and this was precisely the situation of the early moderns.
Antithesis could be similarly interpreted; the striving to parade contrasts
and to create them in speech, even where they do not genuinely exist, is
intended to arouse or arrest the audience's attention. Another favourite
figure in modern poetry is hyperbole, which creates amazement by evoking
images that surpass reality; a similar end is served by metaphor (istfarah) of
the more far-fetched kinds.

A few examples will illustrate something of Bashshar's style. A verse
which Bashshar wrote in his youth and later rejected — apparently even his
contemporaries found it tasteless — nevertheless gives a clear indication of
some of the characteristics of badf poetry:

If you put onions close to Salma
the musk scent overpowers the onion stench;35

and the following metaphor, because it is so far-fetched, exposes something
of the mechanism of the figure:

O thou liver [heart], half of which longing has roasted
while the other half roasts on the fire of passionate love . . .36

More characteristically, perhaps, pun and antithesis are combined in a motif
to which Bashshar often returns:

Sucda's saliva [kiss] . . . is a healing fluid,
so give it me to drink! Every malady (dc?) has a remedy (dawa*)?1

32 Al-Qacli 31-Jurjanl, Wasatah^ 33-4.
33 For these and other rhetorical terms, see chs. 20, 21.
34 Der Wit^ und seine Be^iehung %um Unbewussten ( F r a n k f u r t , 2 n d . e d n . , 1970) , 134, 9 1 , 9 8 .
35 Diwan, iv, 129. 36 Ibid., 11, 95. 37 Ibid., 1, 113; full trans. Beeston, Selections, xi.
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and melodic and conceptual patterning are typically combined38 in the
following piece (of which the first three lines are also quoted in Arabic;
metre: khaflf):

ayyuha °l-saqiyani subba sharabl
wa ^sqiyarit min rlqi bay0a rudi

inna dcfl ^l-gama wa-inna daivcfj
shurbatun min rudabi thaghrin barudt

wa-laha madhakun ka-ghurri ^l-aqahl
wa-hadithun ka ^l-ivashyi washyi ^l-burudi. . .

You pages, pour me out a potion,
pour me to drink her soft, sweet kiss:

I suffer drought; its healing draught
is drinking from her moist, fresh lips.

The smiling corners of her mouth are brilliant as camomile;
her speech is like embroidery, a mantle with embroidery.

Lodged in the core and kernel of
my heart, she is insatiable.

She said to me: "I'll meet with you a few nights hence."
But night and day will wear away, and nothing new will come my way.

She is content without me; my
portion is sighs to gnaw a heart of steel.39

From Bashshar's time onwards, despite occasional setbacks, the "rhetori-
cal" style was to dominate most Arabic poetry and, soon, Arabic prose as
well, though its original function of self-advertisement gradually changed,
and badf might be employed simply to advertise its user's culture, his
membership of the social and intellectual elite.

ABU L- ATAHIYAH

Abu Dl-cAtahiyah is said to have been a potter in his youth, together with his
brother, but soon his talent for poetry gained him a certain celebrity;
following the Kufan style referred to above, and passing his time with a
group that had formed round the notorious bohemian Walibah b. al-Hubab
(d. c. 170/786),40 he at first produced mainly love-songs and drinking-songs.
In the reign of the caliph al-Mahdi he moved to Baghdad; there he fell in
love with a slave-girl called cUtbah, to whom he dedicated numerous poems
without her reciprocating his love.41 Under Harun al-Rashld he suddenly
decided to give up life at court and indeed in the world, and to become an
ascetic. It is tempting to see Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's renunciation of a life of

38 Cf. Meisami, "Uses of the qaslda", 48-9.
39 Beeston, Selections, vm; Dltvan, 11, 272-3; trans. J.A.
40 See Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 24-5. 41 For examples, see ch. 12, nos. 4, 5.
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pleasure that in the last analysis failed to bring fulfilment, as a similar,
though more drastic reaction to that displayed by Bashshar when he took
refuge in "sublime" love.42 This, though possible, is by no means certain;
doubts have sometimes been expressed as to the sincerity of Abu Dl-
cAtahiyah's conversion; he is represented as jealous of what he regarded as
his own, very profitable, literary preserve, and the "pious" poet, like the
"irreligious" Bashshar, was even suspected of sympathizing with the views
of the f(ind!qs.A1> Whatever the case may be, he henceforth wrote nothing but
ascetic poems (^uhdiyyat), and even an imprisonment by the caliph designed
to induce him to write love-poems again was of no avail. So famous did
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah become thanks to his yuhdiyyat that even the Byzantine
emperor is said to have tried, without success, to lure him to his court.

The Arabs regard Abu Dl-cAtahiyah as the poet of renunciation par
excellence. Although his poetry certainly marks a climax in the development
of the genre, he did not create it any more than Bashshar created the love-
lyric or Abu Nuwas the drinking-song. Some of the motifs employed by
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah can already be seen in the gnomic sections of old Arabian
qasldahs; in particular, bedouin poets would often begin an elegy (ritha0)
with a consideration of the transitory nature of all things earthly. There are
also pre-Islamic poems devoted exclusively to expressions of gnomic
wisdom (hikmah), for example a poem by the Christian cAdi b. Zayd of
HIrah in which the ubisunt (aynd) scheme is already developed - a theme that
was later to become part of the stock-in-trade of the ^uhdiyyah. Such poems
as cAdi's naturally lack any specifically Islamic ideas; the first ̂ uhdiyyatm the
true, Islamic, sense of the word would seem to belong to the Umayyad
period, when Sabiq b. cAbdullah al-Barbarl (d. first quarter second/eighth
century), imam and qadt under the caliph cUmar II in the Syrian town of
Raqqah, was the outstanding practitioner of the genre.44 It is possible that
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah was directly influenced by Sabiq al-Barbarl, though it is
possible too that the ^uhdiyyah tradition had already undergone further
development in HIrah and neighbouring Kufa.

Ascetic poetry cannot readily be assigned to either of the two categories
referred to earlier in this chapter, poetry serving either private or public
ends, and, according to the Kitab al-A.ghanl^ Abu Dl-cAtahiyah himself once
characterized the style and public of the ^uhdiyyah in the following terms:
"[Good] poetry should either be like the poems of the classics (fuhut) of old,
or like that of Bashshar and Ibn Harmah.45 Failing this, the poet's words

42 Blachere, Analectay 588. 43 See Martin, "Religious beliefs", and pp. 195, 268, above.
44 See pp. 268-9.
45 D. c. 176/792; regarded by medieval critics both as linguistically authoritative and as an outstanding

practitioner of badf.
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should at least be so chosen that they are understood by the masses - as
with my poetry - and this is especially true of %uhd poetry, for %uhd does not
appeal to kings, nor to transmitters of poetry, nor to students of lexical
rarities; the people who really delight in it are ascetics, students of hadtth,
scholars of religious law, people who make a show of piety, and the
common people, who most admire what they can understand."46

Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's ^uhdij/yat deal with the transitoriness and vanity of
earthly things - the ubi sunt motif is of frequent occurrence - and with the
uselessness of wealth and futility of worldly pleasures; they preach the need
to perform good works in this life with a view to the life to come, and warn
of men's heedlessness in this respect; they criticize love of pleasure and
covetousness, calling on men to fear God, renounce the world and practice
patience in the face of tribulation; they lament the rarity of true friendship,
and describe with peculiar insistence the grave and its denizens, death and
its horrors, though they also speak of the resurrection and what awaits man
in the hereafter, thank God for his blessings and beg for forgiveness of sins
(O. Rescher's German translation of the Diivan> which provides the poems
with titles, gives a good general view of their thematic content). The
language of these poems, though simple, is by no means artless. A frequent
device is the re-use or reinterpretation of classical motifs borrowed from
the qasldak\ for example a motif characteristic of the naslb (amatory prelude),
that of weeping over the ruins of the dwellings where the poet's beloved
and her tribe used to live, is adapted by Abu Dl-cAtahiyah to man's dwelling
in this world: "It is as if I stood by houses already in ruins and beheld the
many tears that are shed . . ."47 Where the bedouin poet despaired because
the ruined encampment could not answer him and tell him where his
beloved had gone, Abu Dl-cAtahiyah wonders at the muteness of the grave:
"Why do graves not answer when the afflicted call on them?"48 He also
draws inspiration from contemporary life; he was, for example, said to have
been prompted, by watching a fuller at work, to write a poem which
imitated the rhythm of the fulling-stick; the first verse speaks of the blows
dealt by death (metre: rarnal):

al-manunu mufniyatun wahidan fa-wahida
Death annihilates us one by one.49

A favourite device is anaphora (takrar), the repetition of a word or phrase
at the beginning of a line, intended to hammer home the ideas expressed; as
an example, the first six lines of one ^uhdiyyah begin, "I want to bewail...",
the next two, "O house, O house", lines 10 and 11, "O eye", and lines 21
and 22, "O soul".50 Such repetitions or echoes occur not only at the

46 A b u Dl-Faraj al-Isfahani, Aghanl, i n , 161. 47 Astfaruh, 54. 48 Ib id . , 35.
49 Ib id . , 523. so Ib id . , 4 5 3 - 7 .
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beginnings of lines, but in a variety of positions within the lines; they can be
subtle as well as insistent, and occur so frequently as to produce a positively
mannered effect; Abu Dl-cAtahiyah too is a badf poet

satara bdda ma tar a ghayra hadha °lladhl tar a
satara ma baqlta ma yamnacu ^l-na°ima °l-kara
satara manyasiru bac -da nacimin ila ^l-thara
satara kulla hadithin kayfayajrl idhajara

(metre: khafif):

Hereafter thou shalt see, shalt see
things hidden now from thee, from thee:

In fullness of time thou shalt see
what makes rest from the sleeper flee;

The rich and happy thou shalt see
depart from hence to dust and dearth;

In all that happens, thou shalt see
the course of things eternally.51

For the rest, of the stylistic devices generally associated with modern
poetry, pun and striking metaphor are of less frequent occurrence in Abu Dl-
cAtahiyah's verse than antithesis. In the following extracts from a twenty-
two line poem, anaphora, pun and metaphor all function as components of
antithesis; as the combined effect cannot be reproduced in English, the first
two lines are also quoted in Arabic (metre: kamil):

inna ^l-fancfa mina ^l-baqat qarlbu
inna ^l-^amana idha rama la-muslbu

inna ^l-^amana li-ahlihi la-mi?addibun
law kanayanfa^ufihimu ^l-ta'dibu . . .

Living's so close to dying; Time's aim is so unfailing;
Time chastens mortals so, could they be chastened.
Wise and eloquent is Time; Time's a poet and a preacher . . .
Often Time speaks to you in tongues of Arabic: I see you mute;
Could you but understand Time's words, you would be seized with grief and

tears . . .
Born were you to reason, yet I see no sign of reason in you;
Long have you sought your object, but I see no sign of your succeeding . . .52

One long poem deserves special mention, the urju^ah (poem written in the
raja^ metre) nicknamed Dhat al-amthal ("The Proverb-Poem").53 As this
suggests, it contains proverbs, aphorisms and exhortations, and in point of
content is of a piece with the poet's other ^uhdiyyat. What differentiates it
from the rest of his output is its length - 320 verses are extant, but it is said
originally to have run to several thousand lines - and the fact that it is
written not in monorhyme but in rhyming couplets (aa> bb, cc, etc.);

51 Ibid., 150; trans. J.A. 52 ibid., 27-8; trans. J.A. 53 Ibid., 444-65.
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Bashshar is also said to have written mu^dawij verse of this kind, but none
has survived. This form later served for very long poems, mainly with
didactic content; Abu Dl-cAtahiyah's urju^ah mu^dawijah may thus perhaps be
regarded as a forerunner of the didactic poem in Arabic.

ABU NUWAS

In his youth Abu Nuwas received a thorough grounding in the religious
sciences and secular learning in both Basra and Kufa. Of all his teachers,
those who most influenced the development of his character and work were
the Kufan bohemian and poet, Walibah b. al-Hubab, whose contacts with
Abu Dl-cAtahiyah have already been referred to, and the Basran philologist,
ram and poet, Khalaf al-Ahmar (d. 180/796). In Basra, Abu Nuwas fell in
love with the singing slave-girl Janan, the only woman ever to have played
any role in his life. In 170/786 he moved to Baghdad, and attracted some
patronage from the vizieral BarmakI (Barmecide) family; after their fall, he
withdrew to Egypt, but was soon able to return to the capital. The high
point of his career was the period during which he was the close confidant
and boon-companion (nadlm) of the caliph al-Amin; the caliph died in 198/
813 and Abu Nuwas himself soon after.

Abu Nuwas is undoubtedly one of the most versatile of the early
moderns, indeed one of the most versatile of all cAbbasid poets, as can be
seen from the chapter-headings of his T>iwany the first extant diwan to have
been classified according to subject-matter (most earlier diivans were
arranged alphabetically according to rhyming-letter). In the redaction of
Abu Bakr al-Suli (d. ̂ .335 /946),54 it comprises ten sections: drinking-songs;
hunting-poems; panegyrics; lampoons; love of boys; love of women;
licentious verse; poems of reproach; elegies; ascetic verse.55 Genres serving
private ends occupy a striking amount of space, but, while this may reflect
the poet's own temperament, inclinations and background, it should be
borne in mind that his patrons at the court of Baghdad, especially the caliph
al-Amin, were by no means averse to the kind of pleasures such poetry
celebrates and liked to have poems of an appropriate kind recited to them at
their social gatherings {majalis al-uns). Thus "public" poetry was not the
only kind to receive official patronage, as is evidenced earlier by the caliph
Harun al-Rashid's having made a favourite of al-cAbbas b. al-Ahnaf, who
wrote only love poetry in the cUdhri style; similarly, after Abu Nuwas's
time, though drinking-poems and hunting-poems did not command the
same universal esteem as poetry serving public ends, they appear in the

54 See ch. 4, n. 4. 55 For sources and editions, see Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 1-9.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
https://www.cambridge.org/core


BASHSHAR B. BURD, ABU °L-C AT A HI YAH , ABU NUWAS 291

dlwans of several poets in separate chapters, side by side with those
containing poems in the "official" genres.

Abu Nuwas's hunting-poems (tardiyyat) are dealt with extensively in
chapter 10, and specimens of his Ĵ /OW poetry are referred to in chapter 15. In
this chapter we shall treat exclusively the drinking-songs, panegyrics (in
brief), and love poetry.

Khamriyyat (drinking-songs)

Abu Nuwas is the most celebrated and heavily imitated writer of khamriyyat
in Arabic; however, the genre had already passed through a long process of
development before his time. This process is described in some detail in
chapter 13, but the points of more immediate relevance to Abu Nuwas's
handling of the genre merit separate discussion. The role played in the
development of the khamriyyah by pre-Islamic Hirah has already been
referred to; in Hirah it was cultivated as an independent genre, but most of
the early poets who continued to treat it within the framework of the
polythematic qasldah also had links with Hirah. In the Islamic era, after the
founding of Kufa in the immediate vicinity of Hirah, Kufan poets showed
particular enthusiasm for the independent khamriyyah; the Kitab al-Aghant
contains the biographies of many minor poets of the new era who wrote
such khamriyyat together with love-songs and obscene verse, notably
cAmmar b. cAmr Dhu Kinaz (early second/eighth century). According to
tradition, the Umayyad caliph al-Walid b. Yazid (d. 126/744), probably the
most important writer of khamriyyat before Abu Nuwas, thought highly of
this poet, and it seems likely that al-Walid himself wrote in the Hiran—
Kufan tradition.56 The first wine-poet of the modern school was Mutic b.
Iyas (d. 169/785), a drinking-companion of cAmmar Dhu Kinaz, and
apparently it was mainly he, and, later, another Kufan, Muslim b. al-Walid
(d. 208/823), who brought the genre to Baghdad and made it popular there.
Abu Nuwas's own teacher in the genre was Walibah b. al-Hubab, yet
another Kufan, who also introduced him to gha^al and obscene verse and to
whom belongs the credit of "discovering" the poet. Abu Nuwas's
khamriyyat seem to have been influenced by those of al-Walid b. Yazid and
are sometimes difficult to distinguish from them, as is shown by an early
misattribution. However, according to Arab tradition, the chief influence
on Abu Nuwas as a wine-poet was Abu Dl-Hindi, in all probability yet
another Kufan, though his later life was spent in the eastern part of the
Islamic empire.57

56 Ibid., 290. 57 See p. 226.
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Abu Nuwas's wine-songs are relatively free in their subject-matter. In
many khamriyjat the main theme is naturally the description of wine, its age,
strength and effect on the drinkers. However, much space is often devoted
to descriptions of the boy or girl who pours the wine, of the drinkers, of the
male or female singer who entertains the revellers, or of the Jewish,
Christian or Zoroastrian innkeeper (members of all these religions being
permitted to make wine). Some poems take the form of quite realistic
narratives describing how the poet and his companions set off for the tavern
in the dark of the night, waken the innkeeper and persuade him or her to sell
them wine:

Behold an ostleress in whom remained a trace of youthful bloom,
towards the hostelry of whom we three set out one eve.
The night upon us and around did hang, as though it were a gown,
and neither man nor jinn
rode with us, but that in the sky the stars were pendant upon high
to guide us to our goal.
At last we beat upon her door (first taking pause to have a snore);
"Who knocks?" she cried. "Us," we replied,
"A group of youths who, met by chance,
before your door, by happenstance benighted wandered hither.
Refuse us and our band must scatter;
unite us and we're friends forever."
"Come in," she said, "a welcome visit;
you're fine young blades, and brainy with it."
"Pour by the book," said we to her, "full bottles bring, no less, no more."
She brought wine like the sun, with rays like stars, fair wine, in glass ablaze.
"Your name, your price," said I, "pray let
us know the price, and you will get
our custom here forever."
"Hanun's the name," she said, "the price
nine dirhams, three times three a glass,
and that's my going rate."
When night was nearly on the turn, she came with scales to test our coin;
I said, "We didn't bring a lot of money with us; could you not
take one of us in pawn?"
"You be the pawn," she said to me, "and if with cash you're not set free
I'll keep you prisoner with me
forever."58

In another, much-admired poem, Abu Nuwas describes a gold Sasanian
drinking-cup, engraved with old Persian figured motifs.59 Since taverns
were often decorated with flowers, and since wine-parties often also took
place in gardens, extensive descriptions of flowers and gardens are
frequently found.60 Some poems are melancholy in tone, recalling the

58 DJwan, ed. Ghazali, 49; trans. J.A.; other examples trans, p. 230-1, above, and Monteil, Abu Nuwas,
66-8. 59 Cf. p. 228. 60 E.g. trans. Schoeler, Naturdichtung, 60-85.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
https://www.cambridge.org/core


BASHSHAR B. BURD, ABU 3L-° AT A HI YAH , ABU NUWAS 293

pleasures of the poet's long-lost youth.61 Abu Nuwas's khamriyyat are also
diverse in terms of structure. Often they begin with a prelude, sometimes
modelled on that of the classical qasldah, as in one poem which begins with a
naslb and a ride through the desert.62 But a much more frequent motif is the
invitation to turn to the joys of wine instead of weeping over deserted ruins,
a mockery of classicizing attitudes in which Abu Nuwas, like Bashshar
before him, sometimes pokes fun at the uncouth habits of the real,
unromanticized bedouin. Another favourite opening theme is the rebuttal
of criticism of his scandalous way of life, the most famous example being
the poem beginning:

dac Qanka lawmi fa-inna °l-lawma ighrciu
wa-dawirii hi ^llati kanat hiya ̂ l-dciu

Cease blaming me, for blame is merely an incitement;
give me as remedy that which was itself the malady [i.e. the hair of the
dog]."

The simultaneous pun on and antithesis between da* (malady) and dawa°
(remedy) are already familiar from the poetry of Bashshar. In the additional
antithesis between "blame" and "incitement", Abu Nuwas is teasing his
right-minded critics. The following poem elaborates this theme:

Cease, scold;64 my face is not besmirched;
I do not sell my honour cheap;

A gentleman of peerless fame,
I draw no censure, deal no blame:

Scold! Tattered though my raiment be,
beneath it beats a lordly heart:

I'm sire to folly, and folly's scion
as sure as grapes grow on the vine.65

I do not put my pleasures off
from day to day, like creditors,

Nor push the cup away until
my fellow-drinkers twist my arm.

- I've a comrade of high intent,
no stranger he to noble deeds,

To whom I cried "Go get it, lad!"
when stars shone in the firmament,

Swearing my humblest love in terms

61 E.g. trans. Monteil, Abu Nuwas, 79-80. 62 Trans. Schoeler, Naturdichtung, 76-7.
63 Dlivan, ed. Ghazafi, 6-7; full trans. Monteil, Abu Nuwas, 80-1.
64 A stock figure of bedouin poetry whose role, as the representative of moderation, is to let the poet

give vent to a bout of self-praise in which he expresses his contempt for small-minded values.
65 The line is almost impossible to translate literally; the following is an approximation: "I was rent

asunder {shuqiqtu) by the folly of youth, and it came from/is derived from me {wa-sbtuqqa minm) as
grapes (kuriim) come from/are derived etymologically from generosity (karam)" - (and/or . . . "come
from the vine (karm)").
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that kith and kin to blazes sent.
He rose, I rose, two brothers bent

on pleasure, in the dead of night:
I drag the wineskin, he his feet,

which sleep has suborned, straightens course:
Ask him (the toper) what good she

(the wine, his bride) has done to him;
ask her how the fine fellow did;

By law, both parties can expect
the right to satisfaction;66 she's
fulfilled herself, and made him - sick.67

A possible explanation for the frequency with which Abu Nuwas prefaces
his drinking-songs with preludes might be that he wanted to raise this
genre, which he had made his own, to the rank of the qasldah - though it
should be borne in mind that many of the khamriyjat are improvisatory in
manner and do not aspire either to the linguistic or to the structural
complexity of the panegyric qasldah. Another suggestion is that, in
inverting classical themes, Abu Nuwas was casting himself in the role of an
anti-hero, at a time of uncertain values, when heroic pagan values were no
longer tenable and Islamic ones did not always fill the gap left by them;68

other scholars view the procedure as an expression oiShuubiyyah (although
it is by no means certain that Abu Nuwas was a Shucubi).

The wine imagery draws heavily on simile (tashblh), the drink being
compared in particular to precious stones, light or the heavenly bodies.
Metaphorical description is rarer, though actions may be described
metaphorically, as when the unstopping of the wine is presented in terms of
the unveiling of a bride or deflowering of a virgin; and elaborate figures
sometimes occur, as in the figure known as phantastic aetiology (husn al-
tacltl)y through which Abu Nuwas explains the little bubbles that form
when wine and water are mixed as the expression of elemental repugnancy,
of wine's "hatred" of water.69 With the description of the cupbearer an
element oigha^al- and with it the specific imagery of this genre - enters the
wine-song. The description of the boy in the opening lines of the following
poem consists of a series of antitheses the components of which are in some
cases expressed by metaphor:

A boy of beckoning glances and chaste tongue,
neck bowed enticingly, who scorns the rein,

Proffers me wine of hope mixed with despair,
distant in word and deed, yet ever-near.

66 Islamic law recognizes both marriage partners' right to physical satisfaction.
67 DJwan, e d . G h a z a l i , 55; t r a n s . J . A . 68 Hamori, The Art, ch. 2.
69 Trans. Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 411, 416.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
https://www.cambridge.org/core


BASHSHAR B. BURD, ABU L- ATAHIYAH, ABU NUWAS 295

When sense has serious talks with me about him,
hope's discourse gives the lie to common sense;

So I will write as fantasy inspires me,
belie the evidence of my own eyes,

And make a virtuoso composition
of simple words and many-sided sense,

So deep-rooted in my imagination
that I reach out, to find it isn't there,

As though drawn onward by a loveliness
in front of me, that just eludes my sight.

— I cheered myself with vintage, unmixed wine
that grew up in the lap of ages past,

Ancient as Time itself to practised eyes,
two milk-sisters who sucked at the same breast

(Oblivious of them, night and day rolled on,
tripling the wine's strength as its substance shrank).

What I deflowered, then, was a tart brew,
brisk as a virgin, yielding as a drab . . .

I weep for the red wine that's all been drunk;
let poets weep for classic mistresses!70

Madlh (panegyric)

Part of Abu Nuwas's panegyric poems consists of qasldahs made up of a
prelude and a main section (the eulogy proper), the other part being longer
or shorter monothematic poems. The qasldah^ may be constructed in a
thoroughly traditional way, and some of them even feign a bedouin setting.
Sometimes we find the following sequence of themes: naslb, occasionally
with a description of the ruined encampment of the beloved; camel-ride
through the desert; eulogy. This scheme, which corresponds strictly to Ibn
Qutaybah's description, is, however, rather rare; frequently the desert-ride
or, occasionally, the naslb is omitted, the result being a two-part qasldah.
Thus the famous qasldah in the metre raja% known as al-Manhukah, which
became the object of a long and learned commentary by the grammarian
Ibn Jinni (d. 392/1002), consists simply of camel-ride and eulogy.71 In
another group of poems, the traditional amatory prelude gives place to
other themes; frequently, as in the khamriyyat, Abu Nuwas mocks the
classical theme of weeping over ruins and contrasts the bedouin way of life
with the comforts of urban living.72 Still further removed from classical
models are those poems in which the naslb is replaced with descriptions of
revelry or hunting.73 That, even in Abu Nuwas's day, such alterations to the
framework of the qasldah were considered daring innovations is suggested

70 Diwan, ed. Ghazali, 18-19; trans. J.A. ?i Trans. Monteil, Abu Nuwas, 125-7.
72 E.g. trans. Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 244-6. 73 Ibid., 252-7.
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by the fact that he thought it advisable, in a panegyric of the caliph al-Amin
beginning with a description of wine, to prefix the recitation with a few
words "excusing"74 his procedure. Finally, some poems dispense with
introductory matter altogether.

The main theme of panegyric is the virtues of the addressee, and these
differ according to his rank. In the case of a caliph, the virtues of the old
Arabian sayjid are adduced: generosity, judicious mildness, bravery, noble
birth and so on, though the caliph's severity towards his enemies is also
emphasized, as is his piety (an important factor in the cAbbasids' claim to
legitimacy). Viziers, on the other hand, are praised as good advisers to the
caliph, as showing resolve in difficult situations, etc. Unusual themes,
which occur in shorter poems in praise of al-Amin, are descriptions of a
dome which the caliph had restored, and of boats shaped like various
animals which he had built for pleasure-trips on the Tigris. The following
poem is an example:

The "full moon" [i.e. the caliph] in the dark night was astride the "dolphin"
[i.e. a boat shaped like this animal].

Dashing into the waves, it reached the fathomless depths of the river.
The Tigris was illuminated by its light; the river banks shone and were

delighted.
Never had my eyes beheld a boat more beautiful in motion or in repose.
Goaded by the oars, it dashes over the waves or idles along.
God has distinguished with it al-Amin, who wears the crown of the realm.75

Ghayal (love poetry)

Perhaps the most immediately striking feature of Abu Nuwas's love-poems
is that they are divided into poems about girls (mu° annathat) and poems
about boys {mudhakkarat), the latter, as already mentioned, being a genre
which had already existed in Kufa as early as Umayyad times. However,
though Walibah b. al-Hubab, Abu Nuwas's teacher, had written mudhak-
karat y the genre had previously been cultivated only by minor poets; Abu
Nuwas was the first to give it full literary status, and in fact wrote about
twice as many mudhakkarat as he did muannathat. In his poems to women
Abu Nuwas also, very often, continues the Kufan tradition, many of them
being addressed to singing slave-girls. The cUdhri tradition, though mostly
not in its completely pure form, is mainly represented by a smaller group of
poems in which Abu Nuwas celebrates his beloved Janan. Notwithstand-
ing, the mudhakkarat and muannathat may be treated as a single group, for in
essentials they do not differ; so much so that the various redactors of the

74 Ibid., 253-4. 75 Dwany 1, 266.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.018
https://www.cambridge.org/core


BASHSHAR B. BURD, ABU L- ATAHIYAH, ABU NUWAS 297

Dlwan of Abu Nuwas sometimes disagree as to whether a given poem refers
to a girl or a boy. (There is also a kind of transitional form, ghulamiyyat,
addressed to girls who dress and look like boys.) The following brief survey
attempts, wherever possible, to assign themes to the particular tradition to
which they are related, though it should once again be noted that these
traditions frequently overlap.

Many of the love-poems consist exclusively of physical descriptions of
the beloved, in the Kufan tradition;76 the cUdhri tradition is represented by
musings on love itself, the unhappiness of the lover, his tears, emaciation,
sleeplessness and submissiveness to the beloved.77 Other poems centre on
the joy of reunion, in the Hijazi tradition. Yet other themes are the blamer,
the slanderer, the jealous watcher (old Arabian, Hijazi and cUdhri
traditions), love-letters (Hijazi tradition), go-betweens, procuresses, the
poet's reproach to his eye for revealing the beloved to him, and descriptions
of the apple which serves as the messenger of love. Less usual subjects are a
love-poem addressed to the caliph al-Amin, a conjuration of the devil, in
which Abu Nuwas threatens to turn pious if the devil does not make his
beloved come to him, and an arithmetical problem in which the poet gives
up trying to count how many parts of his heart belong to Janan, how many
to other loves and the cupbearer respectively, and a description of a boat-
trip to Basra to see the beloved.78 But reminiscences of old Arabian love
poetry also occur — descriptions of the interminable night through which
the lover struggles, of the visit of the phantasm of the beloved to the poet's
bedside, etc., and on one occasion Abu Nuwas describes Janan's departure
from Baghdad in the same terms as bedouin poets used to describe women
riding off in howdahs.

In the imagery of the love-poems, the physical charms of the beloved
seem to be more frequently expressed through metaphor than was the
appearance of wine in drinking-songs (which was described mainly in terms
of simile). A famous example of accumulated metaphors occurs in the two
opening lines of a poem describing a weeping girl: "O moon, whom I
glimpsed at a funeral, lamenting amid her companions, weeping, and
shedding pearls [tears] from narcissi [eyes] and striking roses [cheeks] with
jujubes [henna-tinted fingers]."79 One of the redactors of the Dlwan
(unpublished section) of Abu Nuwas, Hamzah al-Isfahanl (d. after 3 5 0/
961), gave a special place to lines and poems — nearly always love-poems —
which contain what he considered to be exaggerated badf of this kind;
interestingly enough, they nearly always exemplify a particular kind of

76 See Monteil, Abu Nuwas, 91-2, 101. 77 See ch. 12, nos. 1-3.
78 Dlwan, iv, 195; trans. Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 60; Dlwan, iv, 216-17, 83-4 (trans, ibid., 48), 184-5.
79 Dlwan, i v , 15 .
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298 G. SCHOELER

metaphor, based on the genitive of identification,80 which has already been
encountered in the poetry of Bashshar (". . . roasts on the fire of passionate
love"), e.g. "You wanted to slay me with the lance of your glances" and
"The crescent-moon of union rose, and the cloud of rejection was
dissipated".

Examples of complete poems will give a fuller idea of Abu Nuwas's
technique:

On every path Love waits to ambush me,
a sword of passion and a spear in hand;

I cannot flee it and am sore afraid
of it, for every lover is a coward.

My hearth affords no amnesty, and I
have no safe-conduct if I stir outside.81

His face, a goblet next his lip,
looks like a moon lit with a lamp;

Armed with love's weaponry, he rides
on beauty's steed, squares up eye's steel —

Which is his smile, the bow his brow,
the shafts his eyes, his lashes lances.82

As in Abu Nuwas's khamriyyat^ semi-narrative may also be employed:

I caught sight of someone who
no longer seemed to care for me,

Sitting on a prayer-mat
with a group of schoolboy-slaves;

He darted a glance at me -
that's the way he hunts his prey.

(All this was at Hafs's ac-
ademy; lucky old Hafs!)

Hafs exclaimed, "Away with him!
The boy's nothing but a dunce;

Ever since he's been at school
he hasn't paid attention once."

One by one and layer by layer
they stripped his clothes and laid him bare,

Threatening to fetch a strap
(limp and flaccid) to his back;

Whereat my beloved yelled,
"Teacher, teacher, I'll behave!"

"Please, Hafs, let him off," said I,
"he'll be a good little boy,

Learn his book off pat and do
anything you want him to."83

80 See Heinrichs, "Istfarah and badf". 81 DJivan, iv, 131; trans. J.A.
82 Ibid., 188; trans. J.A. The last two half-lines use the figure taqsim (distributio).
83 Ibid., 194; trans. J.A.
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Abu Nuwas was noted for his love of teasing and shocking, as numerous
anecdotes attest, and this characteristic finally led to his passing into legend
as a jokester; he appears in some of the stories of the Thousand and One Nights
as the court jester of Harun al-Rashld. This love of mockery, which as we
have seen found expression in the ridicule of classical themes, is also applied
to himself; his elegies include a number of poems in which he sardonically
describes the decay of his own body shortly before death. Most such poems
occur, however, in the sections of his Dlwan entitled "lampoons" and
"licentious verse", examples from the latter being a humorous depiction of
an unhappy love-affair with a boy, and a "Testament of Libertines" in
which the poet, apparently in all seriousness, though really of course just to
shock, invites his readers to commit every conceivable infamy.84

Finally a word should be said about the poetic forms used by Abu
Nuwas. By far the commonest, as one would expect, is verse written in
standard monorhyme, but, exceptionally, strophic forms are employed,
examples being a poem in rhymed couplets {mu^dawijah) on the game of
chess, and a poem rhyming in blocks of five lines (mukhammasah): aaaaa\
bbbbb, etc., which warns against marriage and advises masturbation.85 Of
particular interest is a wine-poem which can be read both as a qasldah
written in regular monorhyme and as a strophic poem with recurring
rhyme (musammatah) on the pattern aaaa bbba ccca, etc.86 It has rightly been
described as a pte-wuwashshah, for there is much evidence to suggest that
the strophic, multi-rhymed Andalusian—Arabic mwwashshahf (in classical
Arabic), and f(ajal(in colloquial Arabic) stemmed from this or a similar type
of musammatP

84 Trans. Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 104-6. 85 Trans. Monteil, Abu Nuwas, 134-40.
86 Text and trans. Monteil, Abu Nuwas, jz—4. 87 Schoeler, "Strophendichtung".
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CHAPTER 17

AL-MUTANABBl

LIFE

Abu Dl-Tayyib Ahmad b. al-Husayn, known as al-Mutanabbl, was born in
303/915 into a poor Kufan family. He took up the career of professional
panegyrist while still a boy, and early began his travels in search of patrons.
For years he had to content himself with offering hyperboles to men of
modest distinction. In 322/933 we find him in prison in Hims (Horns):
according to most Arabic sources, he had attempted to lead a bedouin
revolt in the Syrian desert. The religious tincture of his call (of which his
collected verse may retain some samples) earned him, according to this
tradition, the name al-Mutanabbi, "He who sets up as a prophet." This
appears to have been his only try at advancement by extraliterary means.
Gradually he grew in fame, and his patrons in rank. The nine years he spent,
from 337/948 to 346/957, at the court of the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-
Dawlah1 in Aleppo were his longest stay with any one patron, and must
have been the most satisfying. Sayf al-Dawlah was an Arab prince - a matter
of great importance to Mutanabbi - and he truly possessed the virtues -
generosity and courage - that are the twin pillars of the Arabic panegyric. It
was not an altogether easy relationship: Sayf al-Dawlah was quick to anger,
and Mutanabbi had more pride than pliancy. But respect appears to have
been mutual. Sayf al-Dawlah accepted MutanabbT's conditions for the
ceremonial recitals: the poet would not have to kiss the ground before the
prince, and would not stand to recite.2 At court, literary rivals and other
enemies intrigued against Mutanabbi, at length with success. He fled to
Egypt, dedicating his praises to Kafur, a former slave and now ruler of the
country. Mutanabbi appears to have entertained hopes of a high
government post. This was denied him; he fled once more and made Kafur
a theme of venomous satire. His next journeys took him to Baghdad, then
to Iran. After a stay with the Buwayhid amir cAdud al-Dawlah in Shiraz, he
returned to Iraq in 354/965. On the road bedouins attacked his party and
killed him.

1 Cf. pp. 318-19. 2 Badfi, Subh, 71.
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AL-MUTANABBI 3OI

P O E T R Y AND P E R S O N A L I T Y

"His verse," we read in al-ThacalibI's (d. 429/1038) survey of the poetry of
the fourth Islamic century, Yatimat al-dahry "flourishes alike where scholars
meet for study and where friends join for pleasant conversation. It is upon
the pens of epistolarians and the tongues of orators. It is sung by singers and
chanted by wandering preachers (qawwaluri). It fills the books of writers and
anthologists . . . " He has ardent partisans and ardent detractors, "and this is
the chief indication of the abundance of his gift, of his superior
achievement, and of his peerlessness in his age". Abu Dl-cAla° al-MacarrI
(d. 449/105 7) referred to MutanabbI as "the Poet";according to a plausible
report, he would head a quote with "Abu Nuwas says", "Abu Tammam
says", "the Poet says".3 Abu Tammam, al-Buhturl and al-Mutanabbl were
thought of as the panegyrists par excellence', they invited comparison. For
al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1016), Abu Tammam was an orator, Buhturi a
delicate painter in words, MutanabbI a leader of armies. For Diya° al-DIn
Ibn al-Athir (d. 637/1239), Abu Tammam was the supreme inventor of
conceits, Buhturi was pre-eminent in the graceful nobility and music of
language, MutanabbI "wished to follow in the path of Abu Tammam,
could not equal him . . . but excelled in his aphoristic verses and showed
particular invention in the descriptions of battle". Of all the poets, Ibn al-
Athlr found Abu Tammam and MutanabbI richest in original conceits, and
he writes: "the fortunes of the man were more brilliant than his poetry, for
in truth he is the seal of the poets."4 Mutanabbl's particular glory, on this
view, is that, the last in a line of great panegyrists, he stands at the summit of
a tradition. In a similar appraisal of Mutanabbl's place in the history of
Arabic verse, Taha Husayn, a critical but sympathetic reader, judges that
MutanabbI, the model for his successors {imam li °l-sbuycara°), must bear the
blame for the vices - laboured conceits the chief among them - that they
adopted.5

The medieval critics' lists of vices and virtues are useful to the reader who
would place MutanabbI in his age. The handiest of these are Thacalibl's; for
the European reader, the main lines of attack and defence are detailed in
Blachere's Un Poete arabe du IVe siecle. Such lists are, it is true, largely
predictable, generated by conventional do's and don't's. On the debit side,
instances of substandard or bizarre words, arbitrary grammar, and
obscurity of expression are offered, along with such breaches of decorum as
the employment of ill-omened phrases at the beginning of poems, and the
like. There are pages after pages of quotations to substantiate the charge of

3 Ibid., 72. 4 Ibid., 177-9. 5 Maca '/-MutanabbJ, 1, 203.
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3O2 A. HAMORI

plagiarism. This is a conventional line of attack;6 still, no subsequent poet
invited such a storm about his use of received material. Mutanabbi was
indeed the seal of those poets who tended the efflorescence of the panegyric
in the grand neo-classical style, which linked a "modern" rhetoric of
conceits, antitheses, syntactic symmetries, etc., to themes and a lexicon
which hark back to the "classical" poets of pre-Islamic and early Islamic
times. Some of the quotations used to prove Mutanabbl's plagiarism are of
verses merely reshuffled to suit metre and rhyme; some are of lines in which
an earlier conceit is refined, as where the second/eighth-century love-poet
al-cAbbas ibn al-Ahnaf's, "She wept, unaccustomed to weeping; the tears in
her eyes looked like strangers", yields Mutanabbi's description of girls
weeping for Sayf al-Dawlah's mother: "Calamity struck when they little
expected it, and tears of grief stood where tears of coquetry had."7 In either
case, such verses remind us of the degree to which, even in reading a
medieval Arab poet as distinctive as Mutanabbi, we are reading a tradition
that delighted in tying, by imitation or innovation, text to text.

On the credit side of their balance sheets, the critics quote brilliant
conceits and metaphors, striking maxims, rhetorical felicities. Some
remarks, however, draw attention to aspects of Mutanabbl's poetry that
they considered peculiar to him. Thacalibi lists among the virtues
Mutanabbl's invention of "addressing the patron as one addresses one's
beloved", and "using expressions proper to love poetry in the description
of war".8 Such breaching of the boundaries between the different domains
of poetry must have struck contemporaries as extremely bold; al-Wahidi
(d. 468/1075) objects at one point to Mutanabbl's use (not infrequent in his
practice) of grim gnomic verses to introduce a panegyric: "This kind of
thing is considered proper in laments for the dead, not in panegyrics."9

Perhaps more than any other Arab poet of the Islamic age, Mutanabbi
has tempted readers to see his poems in the light of the biographical
anecdotes about him. This is true especially of his early work. Much of it
consists in wholly conventional (if on occasion blasphemously hyperbolic)
qasldahs, introduced by the conventional elegiac love theme (naslb) —
though, as Blachere notes, in line with a practice which had developed over
the previous half-century, the old theme of the poet's desert-journey (rahil)
in quest of the patron is of rarer occurrence.10 There are also about a dozen
pieces of self-praise (Jakhr) blending contempt for mankind and the world
with promises of great and violent deeds. Most of these pieces are relatively

6 Cf. p. 351 7 Al-Qaqli 31-Jurjani, Wasatah, 228. 8 Yatlmah, 1, 163, 165.
9 Gabrieli, Studi, 5 5.

10 Un Poete arabey 47. On Mutanabbl's use of the conventional divisions of the qasldah, see Gabrieli, Studi,

5 3"5-
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AL-MUTANABBI 303

short. Two are done in qasldah style, with naslb (Y, i, 112, 135 /W, 26, 5 2).11

Some of the panegyrics use passages of gloomy sententiae or scorn for the
world as overtures (Y, 1, 124, 231/W, 38, 160). A few use self-praise built
into the naslb (Y, 1, 200/W, 128); a few a combination of gnomic verse and
self-praise (Y, 1, 208, 326/W, 137, 245). Blachere and Taha Husayn, in their
thoughtful large-scale studies, try to find the fit between poems and
anecdotes. Life is not, for them, far from these texts, in which they see wild
exultation, inflammatory harangues and reflections of bitterly disappointed
hopes. They may be right. Their readings require them to suit the
chronology of texts to the tale, but since the received chronological order
(as in Wahidi's commentary) is rough, rearrangements are certainly
possible. Blachere writes of the poems he dates from 318—24/930—6 (the
period, in his view, of Mutanabbl's agitation and revolt in Syria) that,
although the qasldahs and occasional poems Mutanabbi produced during
these years are scattered throughout the Dlwan, they are similar enough in
form and content to be easily identified by their mounting vehemence,
which dictates the chronological sequence in which Blachere sets them. But
it is not certain that likeness of form and substance must spring from
unitary experience. In another place, Blachere himself suggests that a
melancholy ubisunt passage in a panegyric may owe as much to Mutanabbi's
wish to vary the plan of the qasldah as to his pondering of mutability
(although he is still tempted to see it as an attempt by the poet to inject his
personality into an impersonal verse-form). The case may be the same with
the passages of self-praise in panegyrics, in the fakhr in which the poet, as
Blachere notes, reached back to the old tradition of heroic verse. Blachere
also believes, however, that these passages of Mutanabbi's reintroduced
life into what had, in a "century of drawing-room poetry", become mere
school exercises.12 But other interpretations are possible and perhaps more
probable. In a panegyric to a member of the Tanukhi family, which
befriended the poet in Latakia, the heroic spirit works as a neat overture to
expressions of gratitude:

My resolve guarantees that in desert and town
the Khatti lances will be running with blood.

How much more of this hanging back? How much more
of this delay after delay?

Of letting the sale of verses in a sluggish market
keep my soul from the paths of glory?

11 Y = Dltvan with the commentary of al-Yaziji; W = Diwan with the commentary of al-Wahidi.
12 Un Poete arabe, 58, 85.
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304 A. HAMORI

What has passed of youth will not return. A day
once gone cannot be brought back.

When my eye glimpsed the white in my hair, it was
[like a painful object] in the black of my eye.

After the perfection of youth, each added day
diminishes me.

Shall I be content to live and not offer just
recompense for the Prince's liberality?13

To take the line about the sale of verses out of context, as an expression of
Romantic discontent, is very likely to increase the distance between us and
the poet. It is the panegyric itself that puts an end to "delay after delay" and
guarantees "the Prince's liberality". Later in his life, when the adventures
that had led to the prison in Hims were long past, fakhr — as in the qasldahs
dedicated to Sayf al-Dawlah — still played an important part in the texture of
themes in Mutanabbi's panegyrics. To vary this texture; to create a
signature, or even to conquer, as it were, a province of writing (as a century
and a half earlier Abu Dl-cAtahiyah had claimed, according to the story, the
^uhdiyyah as his preserve),14 or indeed to gain followers for some wild,
dubious enterprise - any of these motives may have drawn the young poet's
interest to fakhr. They may have overlapped. Perhaps he thought there
might be a market for pure fakhr. one short poem (Y, 1, 132/W, 48) is
glossed, "to be spoken by one of the Tanukhis" (qala cala lisan bacd
a I- Tanukhiyyln).

Several anecdotes jeer at Mutanabbi the man. At a moment of princely
magnificence he makes a show of standing aloof, only to end up scrambling
after dirhams on the floor. He rides with Sayf al-Dawlah's army, but panics
when his turban is caught on a branch.15 These stories have a prototypal air.
Perhaps they were sparked — not unlike our modern biographical curiosity
— by the strident foregrounding of the panegyrist's ego; perhaps they are
gestures pointing at the literariness of the poetry. There are, to be sure,
admiring remarks as well. Ibn al-Athir finds it worth mentioning that
Mutanabbi saw battle with his own eyes; Ibn Khallikan (d. 681/1282) calls
him "a man of high soul and lofty thought". In the story of his death,
Mutanabbi is attacked by a band of bedouins, and turns to flee. A servant's
remark - "Where is your verse 'I am known to horse, night and desert, to
sword and lance, to parchment and to pen'?" - causes him to turn again and
fight until he is killed.16 The last anecdote cancels the embarrassment of
literariness.

13 Y, 1, 208-9/W, 158. Khatti (from Khatt in Arabia): a conventional epithet of lances.
14 See p. 268. 15 Badfl, Sub/?, 92, 78-9.
16 Ibid., 175, 178; Ibn Khallikan, Biographical Dictionary, 1, 106-7.
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AL-MUTANABBI 305

Massignon thought that Mutanabbl's QarmatI (Carmathian) convictions
accounted for his "bitter and combative thought,"17 for such verses as
these:

What station shall I attain! What power shall I fear
When all that God has created and all that he has not
Is of no greater account to my high resolve (himmah) than one hair of my

head?1*

or as these, with the strange echo of the QarmatI attack on the pilgrims
returning from Mecca:

In me the sword will have a companion like its own sharp edge;
my fame will be that of the boldest of the bold.

I have exhausted the utmost measure of patience. I will
now hurl myself into the perils of war, to the utmost measure . . .
With men of resolve who have long awaited that I should
turn over to them the power I took from the hands of slaves,

[With] a shaykh who regards the five prayers as supererogatory,
and permits shedding the blood of pilgrims in the sacred enclosure . . .
Tomorrow is the rendez-vous between the slender blades
and the kings - Arab or non-Arab - who do not submit . . .19

But how much can we know of Mutanabbl's convictions? Some medieval
commentators attempt to play down Mutanabbl's more scandalous
utterances; others throw them in relief. In a famous anecdote, Mutanabbi
reveals to a certain Abu cAbdullah Mucadh b. Ismacil al-Ladhiqi that he has
been sent "to this erring community" as a prophet. "To do what?" the man
asks. "To fill the world with righteousness, as it has been filled with
iniquity," Mutanabbi replies.20 Supposing that Mutanabbi kindled a
religiously tinged uprising in the Syrian desert, are we to take these words
seriously? The phrase is traditional, therefore he may have spoken it; or
therefore it may be a tag in a stylized narrative. A short poem of pure
wzrlikefakbr follows, but neither in this nor in any of the rest of the Diwan is
there anything that goes beyond the bitter and the combative. If there is no
evidence in Mutanabbl's poems to prove he was a rebel, there is still less to
suggest he was a would-be reformer, as Taha Husayn would have it. All
accounts agree that Mutanabbi was not a devout man, and he occasionally
wrote lines to which a devout reader could object. But what he thought of
man and God we do not know. Unlike Macarri's Lu^umiyjat, for
Mutanabbl's poetry human perplexity and off-stage suffering are not
essential topics. The biographical anecdotes do not permit us to look

17 "Mutanabbi", 13; for the Carmathians and the events alluded to in the verses which follow, see pp.
197-8, above. 18 Y, 1, 141/W, 60. 19 Y, 1, 137-8/W, 56-7. 20 Badfi, Subh, 52; Y, 1, 158.
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306 A. HAMORI

behind the texts, and even the texts are ambiguous. Gabrieli cites a large
selection of verses in which readers have seen signs of religious nihilism or
philosophical interests, but he is probably right in believing these to be
instances of rhetorical hyperbole and sententiae. Blachere sees no merit in
medieval comparisons of apophthegms by MutanabbI and Aristotle; he
does however discern an intellectual and spiritual kinship between
MutanabbI and Macarrl.21

The poetic persona of the early fakhr may tempt the reader to see the
stamp of personality elsewhere in Mutanabbl's poetry. In his sensitive but
deeply Romantic work, Taha Husayn writes of the panegyric to Badr al-
Kharshanl, whose centre-piece is this man's fight with a lion: "It has a
nobility of spirit and a power which I cannot but think the poet borrowed
from himself for the adornment of his patron."22 It is indeed difficult not to
think of the exuberant power of some of the celebrations of Sayf al-
Dawlah's border wars as the work of a poet who has found a hero worthy of
him. We note how MutanabbI applies to Sayf al-Dawlah certain images that
he previously used in self-praise:

and:

Only he mentions his ancestors who stands before defeat
[in a contest for superior honours] and has no other resource left

The nights have not attained their wish: they did not,
as they passed, have me on their lead-rope,23

over against:

Praise belongs to Ibn Abl Dl-Hayja° [Sayf al-Dawlah] himself. To have to
bring his Jahili ancestors to his aid is to be tongue-tied and feeble-minded

and:

The visitations of time upon the people follow his [Sayf's]
bidding; he holds in his hand the lead-rope of time.24

But then one looks at the tables, compiled by medieval critics, of the many
instances in which MutanabbI repeats a poetic idea, and the curtain between
word and motive comes down once again.

PANEGYRIC (MADIH)

Poems in the big, public genres - panegyrics mainly, along with some
elegies and satires - make up the greatest part of Mutanabbl's Diwan. Such

21 Gabrieli, Studi, 68-78; Blachere, Un Poete arabe, 30, 72, 278.
22 Ma a ^l-Mutanabbi, 1, 239; for a brief analysis of this poem, see p. 157, above.
23 Y , 1, 4 5 6 , 1 5 9 / W , 364, 85 . 24 Y , 11, 132, 2 1 1 / W , 4 9 0 , 556.
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AL-MUTANABBI 307

poetry had a job to do, but once the job was done, its second, longer life
would begin. It would enter circulation and become, more often than not in
the form of single lines or brief passages, the cash of the literate life. From
scholarly worrying-bone and rhetorical stiffener, its uses stretched to
literary re-casting — Thacalibi has a section on conceits by Mutanabbi
elegantly done into prose and used in epistles {rasa'"iI) by al-Sahib Ibn
cAbbad, the vizier and litterateur who nursed a grudge against Mutanabbi,
but knew a good phrase when he saw one25 — and to playful allusion (known
as talmih) in social intercourse.26 Mutanabbi is certainly quotable. His
aphorisms are forceful:

Rage against Time is like a fire in the belly,
but it is the captive's rage against the thongs

or:

A mindless ignoramus needs polite learning (adab) as
a headless donkey needs a halter.27

His images can be astonishingly bold and, within a mannerist system of
perception, beautifully precise:

Their hair blackened the trees on the mountain-side;
it was as if low-flying crows flitted among the trees.

Crimson blood ran upon the leaves, seeming oranges
among the boughs

or:

Above the clashing waves the birds are like
riders of dappled horses, who have lost hold of the reins.28

For its first job, however — for its use as a panegyric or the like — a qasldah
needed to work as a piece. It might be a suite on a succession of themes, but
as a piece it had to hold the attention of the audience and enhance the impact
of its message. This is not to say that poems were recited in the respectful
silence of the concert-hall. In an anecdote of Mutanabbi's recital of the
qasldah written to thaw a chill between himself and Sayf al-Dawlah, Abu
Firas (the prince's kinsman, rival poet, and Mutanabbi's enemy) throws,
line after line, accusations of plagiarism and ill-decorum at the poet. The
prince himself interrupts the performance when the verse,

If you are gladdened by my envier's tales [it is
well]; no wound that gives you pleasure causes pain

25 Yatimah, 1, 101; for Mutanabbi's relations with Ibn cAbbad, see pp. 105-6, above.
26 See e.g. Badfi, Subh, 313-37.
2? Thacalibi, Yatlmahii, 173; Y, 11, 438/W, 752; Y, 1, 337/W, 254.
2» Y, 11, 258/W, 599; Y, 1, 224/W, 153.
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308 A. HAMORI

moves him to embrace MutanabbI.29 The anecdote may be stylized, but it
presents a scene thought conceivable. Nor is there reason to think that all
the poems are constructed with equal care. It is clear, however, that in many
cases MutanabbI takes pains to keep the poem moving and to give to the
whole text, or to certain passages in it, effective form. A few examples may
be offered.

The Sayf al-Dawlah period, with its endless border war against the
Byzantines, supplied the poet with stories of brave doings — the handiest
means of pulling a panegyric together. To be sure, a panegyrist wants to
persuade the audience not so much of the mere fact that his patron did thus
and so, but rather of his affinity for doing thus and so. A passage relating
specific events will usually be framed in general statements about the
patron's valour and munificence. Nor does the panegyrist write history. In
a poem about a military expedition, place-names may provide a kind of
armature; outstanding details may be briefly recalled; but the fibre of the
narrative comes from its images - of burning cities and wild mountains, of
armed might, danger, endurance, violence and death — and from great set-
pieces of marching and clashing armies, and the decisive intervention of the
hero. Such elements are combined in the poem celebrating the battle for the
fort of al-Hadath. The reader will note how the poet gradually moves from
compact reference to detail and then to broad canvas, giving the poem a
sense of movement. After the opening maxims and their application to the
patron, the poem moves through several, increasingly specific, compact
references to the event that occasioned it. Then, with the verb of motion
("they came . . . " ) , a detailed if stylized chronicle begins. These are frequent
patterns of composition in MutanabbI, as is the subsequent narrowing of
focus on to the hero. The theme of the fledgelings is perhaps intended to
frame the passage (metre: tawll)\
cala qadri ahli ^l-Qa%mi tatl ^l-^a^imu wa-tafi cala qadri ^l-kirami :"l-makarimu
wa-td^umu ft cayni ^l-saghiiri sigharuha iva-tasghuru fi cayni ^l-Qa%imi ^l-zage?imu

According to the degree of the people of resolve come the resolutions, and
according to the degree of noble men come the noble actions.

Small deeds are great in the eyes of the small, and great deeds are small in the
eyes of the great.

Saif al-Daula charges the army with the burden of his own zeal, which
numerous [enemy] armies have proved incapable of bearing,

And he demands of men what he has in himself - and that is something which
(even) lions do not claim.

29 Badfl, Subh, 89-91.
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AL-MUTANABBI 309

The longest-living of birds, even eagles of the desert, the young ones and the
old ones of them, offer (themselves as) ransom30 for his armoury;

It would not harm them that they were created without talons, seeing that his
swords and hilts have been created.

Does al-Hadath the red recognise its31 own colour, and does it know which of
the two wine-bearers was the clouds?

The white [rain-] clouds watered it before he descended, then when he drew
near it the skulls watered it (again) [with blood].

He built it, and built it high, whilst lances were clashing against lances and the
waves of the fates surged around it;32

The like of madness possessed it, then amulets consisting of the corpses of the
slain thereafter bedecked it.33

(It was) an exile driven away by destiny, then you restored it to the (true)
religion with Khatti lances in destiny's despite.

You cause the nights [fate] to lose (forever) anything that you take (from
them), whereas they are debtors repaying what they take from you.

When what you intend is a future verb (act), it becomes past tense before any
conditional particles can be prefixed to it;

And how can the Byzantines and Russians34 hope to destroy it (al-Hadath),
seeing that that thrust (of yours) is for it foundations and pillars?

They had summoned it to justice, and the fates were the arbiters; and no
wronged man died, nor did any wronger live.

They came against you trailing their steel,35 as though they travelled by night
on horses that had no feet.

When they flashed, their swords could not be distinguished - and their
garments and headgear were of the like (steel);

An army that marched slowly from the east of the earth and the west, confused
noises proceeding from it (echoing) in the ears of the Gemini;

Gathered together in it was every tongue and nation, and only interpreters
could make the speakers understand.

What a time, the time whose fire melted away the counterfeit, and all that
remained was a sharp (sword) or a sturdy warrior (lion)!

Broken to pieces was all that could not break through armour and lances, and
of the champions there fled whoever did not strike against (the enemy).

30 I.e. "salute" (the expression is a polite form of address to superiors, equivalent to "your humble
servant"). The birds are vultures, which do not have powerful claws.

31 Or "her": the city is feminine; cf. Abu Tammam's personification of the city of Amorium, pp. 159-
61, above.

32 The Byzantines had earlier taken the fortress and razed it; the Muslims were rebuilding it as the attack
came.

33 Madness: the city's possession by the Byzantines, which the Muslims "cure" with amulets.
34 Byzantine mercenaries. 35 Long chain-mail reaching almost to the ground.
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3IO A. HAMORI

You stood firm, when there was no doubt that any who stood must die, as
though you were in the very eyelid of death, and death was asleep,

The champions passing you by, wounded and in flight, whilst your face shone
brightly and your mouth was smiling.

You surpassed the bounds of courage and reason, so that people said you had
knowledge of the unseen.

You pressed their two wings36 tightly upon the heart, so that the under-feathers
and wing-tips died under the squeezing,

With a blow that struck the crania while victory was still absent, and proceeded
(forthwith) to the upper breasts as victory advanced.

You despised the Rudaini37 spears so that you flung them away, and so that it
was as though the sword was reviling the lance;38

Whoever seeks a great victory, its keys are only the light, cutting white swords.

You scattered them over all [the hill of] al-Uhaydib, just as dirhams are
scattered over a bride,

Your horses trampling with you the nests [of the eagles] on the mountain-tops,
and many dishes of food lay about the nests.

The eagles' chicks thought you visited them with their mothers, whilst they
were (in reality) sturdy, noble steeds;

When they [the horses] slipped you made them go on their bellies, as snakes
crawl along on the earth's surface . . ,39

We see why al-Sharif al-Radi called Mutanabbi a leader of armies. Blachere,
who is a Romantic reader with little use for mannerist brilliancies, and who
writes of the poetry of the Sayf al-Dawlah period that it seldom achieves the
vibrancy of the poetry from before Mutanabbi's imprisonment, neverthe-
less agrees with this opinion, and concedes that the praise of Sayf al-Dawlah
sometimes calls forth an epic grandeur unexampled in earlier Arabic
poetry.40

One text, in which Mutanabbi gives his version of a check to a planned
raid into Byzantine territory, is an instructive example of poetic power as a
means of managing the news. In the section quoted below, the large-scale
composition is not unlike that in the last example. The poem moves from
the broadest view — "Byzantium", "the land" — closer, through distinctions

36 The pun ("wings of an army"/"wings of a bird") is the same in Arabic as in English.
37 An antique poetic term of uncertain origin.
38 The sword (sayf, a play on Sayf al-Dawlah's title) is the weapon of a braver man than the lance,

because it is used in close combat.
39 Y, II, 202-8/W, 548-54; trans. Arberry, Arabic Poetry, 84-8. For further analyses, see Latham,

"Toward a better understanding", and Hamori, "Reading al-Mutanabbi's ode".
40 Un Poete arabe, 187.
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AL-MUTANABBI 3 I I

of mountain and cave and then the names of particular places, to focus on
the hero; then it broadens to the general again, to Sayf al-Dawlah's habit of
being a hero, after which it seems ready to seal the matter with an aphorism,
but, refusing to let performer and audience catch their breath, contradicts
itself and only then, with a second gnomic verse, comes to a cadence. The
poet uses this compositional scheme of focusing and broadening, and then
of the false before the true cadence, to catch us up in a powerful current.
The propagandist uses the current to announce, and yet conceal as the mere
exception that proves the heroic habit, the setback — "except when the
Sayhan freezes over":

. . . Do not be amazed: there are many swords, but today there is only the one
Sword of Dynasty [Sayf al-Dawlah].

His noble nature unsheathes him in war, and the habit of benevolence and
mercy sheathes him.

When I saw that mankind were beneath his station, I knew that Fate \dahr\ tries
mankind and separates the true coin:

Most worthy of the sword is he who smites men's necks, and of secure peace he
who takes hardships lightly.

Most wretched of lands is, thus, the land of Byzantium; none in it can deny
your glory.

You have poured out your horsemen upon it, so that even beyond Faranjah
[i.e., at the farthest end of the Byzantine empire] all eyes were sleepless.

The land is daubed with the saffron dye of blood; the people, although not at
prayer, are prostrate on the ground; the land is like so many painted
mosques.

You overthrow them though they take to the mountains — those are now their
fast horses - and you thrust at them the lances of your stratagems.

You hew them to pieces though they hide beneath rocks as snakes hide in the
belly of the dust;

And the lofty strongholds on the mountaintops are encircled by your
horsemen, a necklace around their necks.

They [your horsemen] annihilated them [the Byzantines] on the day of the
Luqan, and drove them at Hinzit, till Amid was white with captives;

They made [the fort of] Safsaf join in the fate of [the fort of] Sabur and it fell;
their people, their very stones, tasted destruction.

In the wadi there marched with them [with your horsemen] in the night a man
of courage, of blessed face, devout,

A man [fata] who desires that the land be broad and time long, for time is too
narrow for him, and no goal is far enough,
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312 A. HAMORI

A man of raids whose swords are never absent from their necks unless [the
river] Sayhan freezes over,41

So that not one of them is left except those whom their dark lips and high
breasts protect from the sword [i.e. the women] -

The patricians weep over them in the gloom, while among us they are
unwanted goods cast aside on the market.

This is what fate [al-ayjam\ has decreed for those it rules: a disaster to one
people is a benefit to another.

But, because of the nobility of your valour, you, though their killer, are loved
like a benefactor among them,

And the blood you shed is proud of you, and the heart in which you strike fear
sings your praise,

For everyone sees the ways of courage and generosity, but the mind is
governed by its temper . . ,42

Poems of pure, general praise may rely on degrees of formal organization.
The following seems a plausible breakdown of such a text (Y, i, 326-32/W,

245-5 0 :

A Introduction: gnomic verses leading into self-praise; eleven verses (of
which the last is the hinge-line, takhallus^ included here because it
depends syntactically on verse 10).

B Patron praised in the third person; six verses.
C His kin praised; eight verses.
D Patron praised, addressed in the second person; six verses.
E Poet and patron (in which it is explained why the poet has only now

come to praise him); four verses.
F Patron praised in cosmic and religious terms (Time would obey his

bidding, God is his guide, etc.); six verses. (Grouping such terms of
praise near the end of a poem is frequent practice with Mutanabbl.)

G Poet and patron: some poetry is trash but this patron deserves (and
gets) the best; two verses, end.

The recurrence of sixes may well be an accident, but the alternation of
passages, and the rough proportions, are very likely planned (Blachere
observes that as the young Mutanabbi's craft matures, the parts of the
qasjdah — nasib and the panegyric proper — achieve a certain equilibrium).43

Besides supplying an armature, such organization allows the poet to move,
as it were, in a spiral, re-working the same limited stock of virtues on level
after level. Rhetoric may also organize smaller regions. A plain example is

41 It was the freezing weather that had checked Sayf al-Dawlah's campaign.
4 2 Y , 11, 9 9 - 1 0 5 / W , 4 6 0 - 7 . 4 3 Un Poete arabe, 9 3 .
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passage B of the same poem. The six lines quoted below illustrate how the
poet orders his matter and manipulates syntax and sentence rhythms to give
the passage shape:

Polished in learning (adlb), refined in manners, grave, a man of deeds,
intelligent, magnanimous, noble, a hero,

The vicissitudes of time are among his captives, among those jealous of his
hands are the rainclouds [symbols of liberality].

He cures his riches by impoverishing himself through generosity, as if wealth
were an illness.

He is beautiful, but in the eyes of his enemies he is more abhorrent than a guest
is to his cattle.44

If anything protected a noble chief from death, death's veneration and
exaltation of him would protect him,

Along with gleaming naked swords, whose religion is to permit all, although
they are bare as pilgrims observing the sacred prohibitions.45

The design is built on asymmetries and symmetries. The passage starts with
the choppiest, most percussive kind of syntax and winds down with a
leisurely, but syntactically complex, two-line period.46 After the catchall
chain of adjectives in the first verse, two lines are devoted to the addressee's
generosity, then a turn-line ingeniously combines generosity and valour
into a single conceit; then two lines follow about valour alone. The
symmetry is pointed up by the chiastic arrangement, around the turn-line,
of the verbs in the couplets about generosity and valour. The most arresting
conceit is placed at the end, making the formal break there also into a pause
for thought.

In the following passage grammatical parallelism, and the like, are
somewhat obscured in translation, but the shaping by imagery remains:

He has two armies: his cavalry and his birds of prey [which scavenge after the
battle].
When he hurls them against the enemy, only skulls remain.

Their horse-cloths are the clothes of every impious
ruler; their hooves trample the face of every unjust usurper.

The light of morning is weary because of the jealousy
you excite in it; the black of night is weary because you press it hard.

The spears are weary from your breaking their points;
the Indian steel is weary from your striking it against steel.

44 Because the guests will eat the cattle.
45 In the sacred enclosure no blood may be shed and the pilgrims, although not bare, may not wear sewn

garments. ^ Cf. Scheindlin, Form and Structure, 102, 125.
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A cloud of vultures beneath which a cloud marches . . .
If they ask for a drink, their swords offer it to them.47

The last line ties it up neatly: it resumes the opening metaphor, the
antithesis between light and dark from the third verse, and the clashing
weapons from the fourth (for the swords are lightning in the dust of battle,
promising a certain rain). The sense that a circle is being closed is
strengthened by the symmetry in the metaphorical extensions: army from
cavalry to birds, cloud from birds (its primary metaphorical referent) to
cavalry. The rhetoric delights in shifting relations: bright weapons against
the light, a dark mass of soldiers against the dark; then weapon against
weapon; then bright weapon against dark cloud. Or: above and below, on
and under, and the strange inversion where the cloud that brings rain is
beneath the cloud that absorbs it.

TRANSMISSION OF MUTANABBI S POETRY

Mutanabbi himself oversaw a recension of the poems he wished preserved
and helped his scholarly admirers on difficult points; a commentary
(partially preserved) by the grammarian Ibn Jinni, who followed
Mutanabbi on his journeys after the departure from Aleppo, was heavily
used by later commentators. The best-known medieval commentaries are
by al-Wahidi (d. 468/1075), and al-cUkbari (d. 616/1219); Wahid! is
regarded by Blachere, and indeed generally, as the best medieval
commentator; cUkbari lacks his finesse, but his commentary quotes from
several other scholars. Among modern commentaries, pride of place
belongs to the extremely clear work of Nasif al-Yaziji, first published in
Beirut in 1882 and reprinted many times since then.48 Among scholarly
works, the ones by Blachere and Gabrieli, quoted in this chapter, are
indispensable. Taha Husayn's Maca ^l-Mutanabbi, not intended as an
academic book, is a thoughtful reading with a most learned and sensitive
eye for the nuances of Arabic poetry. A selection of poems in English
translation was published by A.J. Arberry (Poems of al-Mutanabbl) in 1967.
A bibliography of studies in Arabic and in European languages is Ka°id al-
dirasah can al-Mutanabbl, edited by G. and M. cAwwad (Baghdad, 1979).

47 Y, 11, 20/W, 380-1.
4 8 Yaziji omits several lines from t w o poems , see Blachere, Un Poete arabe, 303.
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CHAPTER 18

ABU FIRAS AL-HAMDANI

BACKGROUND AND UPBRINGING

Abu Firas al-Harith b. Sacid was a grandson of Abu 3l-cAbbas Hamdan b.
Hamdun al-Taghlibi, founder of the Hamdanid dynasty. The Banii
Hamdan were a distinguished Arab family of bedouin origin and Shfl
inclination which played a leading role in the affairs of the declining
cAbbasid caliphate from near the end of the third/ninth century until about
the end of the following century; al-Thacalibi, in his Yatlmat al-dahr (written
sometime before the close of the fourth/tenth century), calls them "kings
and princes, comely of face, eloquent of tongue, liberal of hand, weighty of
mind", describing the amir Sayf al-Dawlah as "the centre-jewel of their
necklace".1 Into this princely and distinguished line Abu Firas was born in
the year 3 20/9 3 2 or 3 21 j<) 3 3, at the time when the fortunes of his family were
approaching their zenith; when he died in 3 5 7/968 their hour of glory had
already passed. His mother was of Greek origin, and, although she would
have been classed as umm walad{?i slave freed on giving birth to her master's
son), yet Abu Firas speaks of himself as the son of a free-born woman, ibn
hurrah,2 showing his pride in his mother's origin in defiance of taunts and
innuendoes from other kinsmen. In one of his earliest poems he remarks:

I see that my people and I are different in our ways, in spite of the bonds of
parentage which should tie us;

The furthest in kinship are the furthest from injuring me, the nearest kin are
the closest to harming me.3

Later, in one of his Rumtyyat, the collection of poems written while he was a
captive in Byzantium (Rum), he bitterly says: "Should I fear a single wrong
from my Byzantine maternal uncles, then also must I fear fourfold from my
paternal uncles."4

Ibn Khalawayh, the famous grammarian, who taught Abu Firas as a boy,
and was the transmitter and commentator of his poetry after his death, and

1 Yatlmah, 1,15. 2 Diivan, 81.
3 Ibid., 20; this and all following translations by A. F. L. B. 4 Ibid., 134.
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the witness of many events of the fourth/tenth century both in Iraq and in
Syria, tells us that the poet's father, Abu Dl-cAla° Sacid b. Hamdan, had
"merits more than can be described", and that he was permanently on duty
at the court of the cAbbasid caliph al-Muqtadir, "was fully trusted by him,
and most of his heroic actions were performed before him and at his very
gate" (this suggests that Abu Finis's birthplace was most probably
Baghdad).5 A series of power struggles for the amirate of Mosul between
Abu Firas's cousin Nasir al-Dawlah and his father Abu Dl-cAla° Sacid ended
with the latter's death in 323/935, when Abu Firas was a child of two or
three. His mother took refuge with her son-in-law Sayf al-Dawlah, who had
not yet established himself as an independent prince, but was still his elder
brother's vassal, with a shaky hold over some areas in the vicinity of Wasit
in Mesopotamia. In 330/942 both he and his brother played a decisive part
in crushing a rebellion against the caliph, whereupon they received the titles
respectively of Sayf al-Dawlah ("Sword of the Realm") and Nasir al-
Dawlah ("Supporter of the Realm"). Of this honour Abu Firas speaks in
the Hamdaniyyah (a poem of 22 5 lines treating of the annals and noble deeds
of the Hamdanids; metre: (awl/):

iva jina li-dini ^llahi ci%%un iva-mun^atun iva-fina li-dini ^llahi say fun iva-nasjru
huma wa-amiru ^l-mu miriina musharradun ajarahu lamma lamyajid man yujaiviru
iv a raddahu hatta mallakahu sarirahu bi-cishrlna alfan baynaha ^l-mawtu safiru

Among us is a glory and a defence of God's religion, among us a sword and
supporter of God's religion:

These two, when the Commander of the Faithful was but a fugitive, gave
shelter to him when there was no other to do so,

and brought him back to his throne, so that he was again able to campaign
with twenty thousand death-dealing troops under him.6

In 333/945 Sayf al-Dawlah took possession of Aleppo and Hims, and
extended his territory over the larger part of Syria and Diarbakr, and
became henceforth an independent amir. Abu Firas was taken by his
mother to his court, where he received the attention and care of Sayf al-
Dawlah as a growing boy. He says of this period, in a poem addressed to
one of his literary contemporaries:

I lost my father as a child, but afterwards I found a father in one whose nature
among men is of evergreen nobility;

He is my cousin as to blood-kinship, but also my revered elder and my master
whom I do not disobey.

5 Ibid., 245. 6 Ibid., 114.
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ABU FIRAS AL-HAMDANI 317

He has been my shelter to escape from whatever I have feared; may he forever
find shelter and escape from whatever he fears;

May the wiles of fate spare his abode, and we shall not care whose abode they
strike.7

Sayf al-Dawlah gained renown throughout the world of Islam not only
because he appeared to be the sole defender of Islam against its enemies and
ensured peace and safety for travellers and pilgrims against bedouin
marauders, but also because he was a cultured patron of letters. Nothing
like the splendour of his court had been seen since the days of the early
cAbbasid caliphate, for it was enriched by the great scholars, poets, masters
of belles-lettres and philosophers of his day, among them such men as the
preacher Ibn Nubatah, the philosopher and musician al-Farabi, and above
all the poet al-Mutanabbi, who joined his court in 337/948 and was
associated with it for nine years afterwards. Growing up in this cultured
atmosphere, Abu Firas distinguished himself in early youth in his literary
studies as well as in the practice of war. Sayf al-Dawlah recognized his
merit, and in 3 36/948, when he was only sixteen, made him amir of the rich
province of Manbij in appreciation of his valour and brilliance. Later the
town of Harran was added to Abu Firas's governorship, and he continued
to serve with honour until one day in 351/962 he was taken captive by a
Byzantine army near his headquarters at Manbij. The Crusades were to be
launched in earnest more than a century later, but the ferocious campaigns
of the emperor Nicephorus II Phocas at this time seem to have
foreshadowed them. (Ibn Khallikan, writing in the seventh/thirteenth
century, speaks also of an earlier occasion in 348/959 when Abu Firas was
captured by the Byzantines but escaped by jumping on horseback from the
summit of the castle of Kharshanah;8 but this romantic feat is dismissed as a
mere legend by some of the poet's recent biographers.) It is to the well-
documented captivity of 351/962, lasting for four years, that we owe the
group of qasldahs called al-Rumiyyat, in which is to be found some of Abu
Firas's finest poetry. Sayf al-Dawlah was now beginning to suffer some
serious reverses in his contests with the Byzantines; on one occasion, he was
forced out of his main capital Aleppo and had to make his headquarters at
Mayyafariqin in Diarbakr, and with defeat came sickness and financial
hardship. Abu Firas sent Sayf al-Dawlah letter after letter requesting to be
ransomed in exchange for the captured nephew of the Byzantine emperor,
but Sayf al-Dawlah appears to have felt that he could not secure the release
of his kinsman alone, leaving another 6,000 Muslims in captivity. Four

7 Ibid., 184. 8 Biographical Dictionary, 1, 367.
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3 I 8 A. EL TAYIB

years passed before Sayf al-Dawlah was finally able to secure the release of
Abu Firas and all the other prisoners, after the payment of a large ransom
which he was only able to raise by means of a legacy. Abu Firas, however,
was only concerned about his own plight in captivity, and whether or not
his absence had affected his political standing with his patron. Fluctuating
between hope and despair, tormented by grief, loneliness and frustration in
his ignorance of the true situation, he sought consolation in poetry.

THE INFLUENCE OF AL-MUTANABBI

Long before his captivity, he had shown himself to be a highly
accomplished poet in the qasldahs addressed to Sayf al-Dawlah in praise of
his victories over both the rebellious bedouin tribes of the Syrian desert and
the Byzantines. The Hamdanijyah by its sheer length testifies to his mastery
of metre and rhyme, though it may appear to us now as rather tedious and
prosaic; like the long ra/a^-pocm in which the cAbbasid poet-prince Ibn al-
Muctazz (d. 296/908) chronicles the times of his uncle the caliph al-
Muwaffaq, the Hamdaniyjah sacrifices the classical bedouin ideal of pith and
economy (Ja^a/ah) to the voluble bragging proverbially associated with the
Muallaqah of Abu Finis's distant tribal ancestor, the Taghlibi cAmr b.
Kulthum.9 To this period also belong some of Abu Finis's love-poems on
boys and women, wine-songs, hunting poetry and verse on similar courtly
and light-hearted themes.10

The early poetry of Abu Firas and most of the Kumiyjat carry strong
echoes of al-Mutanabbi, by whom he could not have escaped being
influenced as he was still very young when al-Mutanabbi first appeared at
the court of Sayf al-Dawlah and only in his middle twenties when he left it.
Al-Thacalibi tells us that al-Mutanabbi showed some deference towards
Abu Firas and avoided any conflict with him;11 no doubt, for all his
arrogance, he did not dare to ignore the close ties of blood between Abu
Firas and his patron Sayf al-Dawlah. Nevertheless, there is evidence that
Abu Firas took part in the hostile criticism of a poem which al-Mutanabbi
recited in front of Sayf al-Dawlah, together with his teacher Ibn Khalawayh
who was an open enemy of al-Mutanabbi.12 This may indicate some kind of
early rivalry, due perhaps to the secret instigation and machinations of Ibn
Khalawayh and others who took advantage of Abu Firas's princely pride; it
is said that al-Mutanabbi's taunt, in the same poem:

Let not your keen eyes, I beseech you, be deceived by the appearance of fat
where there is really nothing but a bloated body

9 See CHALUP, 34, 38. 10 Cf. pp. 169, 174, and ch. 12, nos. 14, 15. n Yattmah, 1, 35.
12 MutanabbI, DJwan with commentary of Yaziji ( = Y), n, 120; cf. pp. 307—8, above.
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was meant for Abu Firas, though more probably it was intended for Ibn
Khalawayh, whose obsessive competitiveness with al-Mutanabbi lasted
long after the latter's death.

Abu Finis's early imitations of al-Mutanabbi take the form of crude
echoes of his words, ideas and epigrams, as in this description of raiders'
horses:

wa-jawa%na :"l-budayyata sadiyatin yulahigna °/-saraba wa-la saraba
And they crossed the desert of al-Budayyah thirsting, their gaze fixed on

phantom water where there was not even mirage13

which recalls Mutanabbl's

wa-khaylan taghtadhi riha ^l-mawami wa-yakfiha mina ^l-mcii "l-sarabu
Horses feeding on the wind of the sands, satisfied by mirage in the absence of

water14

both being in the metre wafir. Similarly, the conceit:

kaanna ^l-hija wa ^l-sawna wa ^l-caqla wa ^l-tuqa ladayya li-rabbati ^l-khuduri
darctiru

It is as if my forethought, continence, wisdom and piety were my rivals for the
love of fair ladies15

imitates Mutanabbl's

Every fair woman sees as a rival for her love of me, my chivalry, honour and
pride;

These prevent me from taking advantage of pleasure when there is privacy, and
not only fear of consequences.16

Many more such instances are to be found in Abu Firas's youthful poetry.
Later, in the Rumiyyat, he had no need to place himself in competition with
al-Mutanabbi, for he had a rich emotional reserve from which to draw his
own ideas, and themes, but the qasldahs of al-Mutanabbi still served him as
artistic models. Unlike his teacher Ibn Khalawayh, Abu Firas seems to have
developed during the period of his captivity a more genuine understanding
of al-Mutanabbi and a more sympathetic admiration for his poetry, judging
from the spontaneous way in which he quotes from his qasldahs and
borrows from his expressions and stylistic techniques, a type of stylistic
imitation called by the Arab critics "caique" (hadhni). Illustration of the
caique process appears in one of the Rumiyyat, beginning a-ma li-jamilin
cindakunna thawabun}1 which is modelled on a poem in the same metre
(tawil) and rhyme addressed by al-Mutanabbi to Kafur, the governor of
Egypt, with whom he took employment after leaving Sayf al-Dawlah.18 In

13 Dlwan, 14. 14 Y, n, 200. 15 Divan, 105.
16 Ditvan with commentary of Barquqi, 1, 349. 17 Diwan, 21-5. 18 Y, 11, 352-8.
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32O A. EL TAYIB

his own piece al-Mutanabbi starts with a satirical treatment of the frailty of
amorous youth and fickle love, a variation on a beautiful and humorous
erotic prelude (nasib) by the pre-Islamic poet cAlqamah, and then proceeds,
after a poignant passage of self-praise and self-justification, to put his case
before Kafur, now eulogizing, now protesting and blaming, now uttering
words of wisdom, now giving vent to reckless and bitter expressions of
disappointment. This scheme is faithfully followed by Abu Firas, to the
extent of borrowing whole lines or hemistichs with very slight alteration.
He begins:

Is there no reward among you for a good action? Nor any mercy to be shown
when a mistake is made?

Indeed, he is gone astray who is beguiled by a woman, and weak is he who is
under the spell of a maiden.

Praise be to God, my heart is whole, and when other necks are bent and
humbled by women, mine is raised up.

No beautiful woman possesses my heart entirely, even though she be as a
blossom in her youth;

I run the course of love without fully yielding my reins to it; I may err, but am
not blind to what is right.

Then, taking up the theme of yearning for the homeland, he continues:

If a friend drifts away from you for no other reason than weariness, then the
only remedy is to let him go.

If I fail to get my desire in one land, I seek another with strong will and ready
mount.

I do my utmost to avoid separation, but if it happens there will be no return
for me.

I am patient and enduring even when exhaustion is extreme, fearless in speech
and eloquent even when faced with naked swords,

Imperturbable when struck by the darts of fate and when death is coming and
going all around me;

I gaze at the changes and chances of time with an eye that perceives the truth
and distinguishes it from falsehood.

In whom shall a man confide when misfortune befalls him? Whence can the
generous free-spirited man find his peers?

All men - save a very few - are but wolves clothed in men's garments.
I overlook the folly of my folk and they think it is folly in me; but which of us

is more foolish? Dust and ashes be on his head.
If they knew me as well as I know them, they would understand that I am the

one with vision and they are far removed from it.
Many words fall on my ears, but are like buzzing of flies in the midday glare.
To God I complain of being in a place where lions are ruled by dogs.
I am everyone's neighbour, my hospitality unhesitatingly extended to them, and

my door never closed to hoard my wealth in times of need.
I do not seek out their faults to taunt them with, myself without blemish that

could be attacked by the envious.
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ABU FIRAS AL-HAMDANI 321

I wield influence, and love of me is implanted in people's hearts; I am gentle
towards the ignorant, and am revered.

This may be compared with the following lines from al-Mutanabbi's poem:

I used to long that white could be a dye, so that by whitening my locks I could
hide my youth,

In the time when the hair of my temples was an enchantment for women and
something to boast of, though that boast was for me a shame . . .

Within my body is a soul which will not grow old as the body does, even
though the white hairs were to pierce my cheeks like spears;

Time may change whatever else in me it pleases, but my soul it will not change;
however long I live that will remain young.

I am guiding star for my companions when dark clouds obscure the stars;
I have no need of homeland, not fretted by desire to return to a land from

which I have once departed . . .
I suffer thirst without disclosing need for water, when the sun casts shimmering

haze over the trotting camels . . .
A fair woman has but an hour from me, to be followed by a desert leading to

no meeting.
Love is nothing but being taken unawares, and overcome with desire: a heart

exposes itself and is smitten.
But it is not my heart that is a target for fair women, nor are my fingers made

to hold the wine-glass . . .
The noblest place in the world is the saddle of a charger, and the best

companion is a book.

The similarity in the satirical treatment of love and nostalgia is
unmistakable; the likening of men to wolves is also found in a qasidah of al-
Mutanabbi where Kafur's rivals are compared to dogs and wolves. Then
comes Abu Finis's main theme, his grief, the bitterness of captivity, his
shattered hopes and conflicting feelings of doubt, anger and loyalty for Sayf
al-Dawlah. First he addresses his Hamdanid cousins:

banl ^ammina mayasnau ^l-sayfufl ^l-wagha idhafulla minhu madribun wa-dhubabu
bant ^ammina la tunkiru ^l-wudda innana shidadun cala ghayri ^l-hawani silabu
banl cammina nahnu ̂ l-sawacidu n>a ^l-%uba wa-yushikuyawman anyakuna dirabu

Cousins, what can a sword do in battle if its edge and tip are blunted?
Cousins, do not gainsay our mutual love; we are firm and steadfast against

humiliation.
Cousins, we are both the sword-arms and the blades they wield: soon there will

be fighting to be done.

Then he chides his cousins for refusing to come to his aid while the
Byzantine ruler was ready to help his nephew, and goes on to address his
complaint directly to Sayf al-Dawlah, his erstwhile benefactor, his brother-
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in-law and closest cousin, in lines which owe much to the passage in which
al-Mutanabbl addresses his patron, Kafur:

I do not claim to say what God knows is untrue: the dwellings of CA1I [i.e. Sayf
al-Dawlah] are wide open for the destitute;

His deeds are generous and noble, his wealth a gift for seekers of bounty.
Yet he, that was a sharp sword in my hand, has failed me; before my eyes his

bright star has darkened.
He has been slow to help me, while the Fates are swift, and death is at hand

with tooth and claw.
Even had there not been between us long-standing friendship and the family

ties which bind men,
Still for the sake of Islam he should not desert me, for I am a defender of it and

a fighter on its behalf.
Nevertheless, I am content in any event, so it be known on which side

appearances are deceitful.
I have always been contented with a small measure of love from him, though

there would have been no bar to much being given.
I would wish to remain in his land for friendship's sake, though my fame is

sought as a boon elsewhere.
Pure friendship is thus: no reward is expected for it, no torment feared while it

endures;
I do not desire to be bribed into loving, for weak is the passion for which

reward is desired.
I used to fear parting, when prosperity brought us together and we met and

talked daily;
But how is it now, with Caesar's lands between us, and I am encompassed by

the surging frothy sea?
Why, when I have sacrificed myself for your sake, is the only reward I get

bitter reproach?
I could have wished that you had been sweet when life was bitter, satisfied with

me when others were angry,
And that between me and you there should have been a flourishing field of

friendship, between me and all the world besides a desolation.
If I secure your friendship, all else is worthless, all that is upon the face of the

earth mere dust.

Abu Finis's mother died before his return from captivity, and he wrote
an elegy for her in which he borrowed many ideas and themes from al-
Mutanabbl, particularly from the latter's elegies on his grandmother and on
Khawlah, the sister of Sayf al-Dawlah. In the elegy on his grandmother, al-
Mutanabbi tells us that he wrote announcing his approaching return after a
long absence, and that she died from excess of joy; in the lament of Khawlah
he speaks of her piety and liberality.19 Reversing the former theme and
elaborating the latter, Abu Finis writes:

19 Ibid., 19-25, 280-6.
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ay a urn ma °/-asIri saqaki ghaythun bi-karhin minki ma laqiya ^l-asiru . . .

Mother of the captive (may your grave be refreshed by rain), the fate which the
captive has met was in despite of you.

Mother of the captive (may your grave be refreshed by rain), he is perplexed,
unable to stay or go,

Mother of the captive (may your grave be refreshed by rain), to whom can the
bearer of the good news of the ransom go?

Mother of the captive, now that you are dead, for whom will his locks and hair
be grown?

When your son travels by land or sea, who will pray for him and seek God's
protection for him? . . .

You have faced the calamities of Fate with no child or companion at your side;
The darling of your heart was absent from the place where the heavenly angels

were present.
May you be mourned by every day that you fasted patiently through the

noontide heat;
May you be mourned by every night you remained wakeful until bright dawn

broke;
May you be mourned by everyone oppressed and fearful to whom you gave

shelter when there were few indeed to do so;
May you be mourned by every destitute and poverty-stricken man whom you

made rich when there was little marrow left in his bones.
Mother, how many a long care have you suffered with no-one to help you . . .
Mother, how often did good news of my approach come to you, but was

forestalled by your untimely death;
To whom can I complain, in whom confide, when my heart is overwhelmed by

its sorrows?
By what prayer of woman shall I be shielded? By the light of what face shall I

gain comfort?20

The fatherless Abu Finis's attachment to his mother is understandable and
is further illustrated in a poem he wrote on hearing how she had implored
Sayf al-Dawlah to raise his ransom and had fallen ill from disappointment at
receiving an unfavourable answer. This poem, again, contains many
stylistic and rhythmic echoes from al-Mutanabbi:

What excuse have you for turning away a broken-hearted woman who relies on
you above all mortals else?

She came to you pleading for the return of her only son, and men were all
expectant — how could you shut the door to her?

By sacrificing me you have sacrificed a noble soul, whose hope, in face of
despair, lies in you.21

This poem, together with the elegy on his mother, has recently met with
considerable appreciation from some Arab critics who appear to have been
influenced in this respect by the early nineteenth-century German scholar

20 DJwan, 215 . 21 I b id . , 332.
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Freytag. But the style of both poems falls markedly short of the dignity of
spirit and purity of diction found in most of the Rumzyyat, and with their
undisciplined flow of emotion they verge somewhat on the prosaic.

OTHER INFLUENCES

The influence of that other great exponent oibadf^ the third/ninth-century
Abu Tammam, is also discernible in the Rumzyyat. Borrowing the technique
whereby Abu Tammam weaves strands of historical allusion into his poems
to increase the grandeur and significance of their subject-matter,22 Abu
Firas displays his familiarity with the early history of Islam, showing an
unmistakable Shicl bias, as in the famous line:

wa-la khayra fl dafc i ^l-rada bi-madhallatin kama raddahu yaw man bi-stfatihi QA.mru

No good can come of seeking to avoid death by an ignoble action, as did cAmr
in exposing his nakedness.23

which alludes to the encounter between CA1I b. Abi Talib and cAmr b. al-cAs
in single combat at the battle of Siffin. Another example is his reference to
the desertion of CA1I by his brother cAqil, who defected to join his opponent
Mucawiyah:

Of old treachery has been one of the common traits of man, and there have
been complaints of fate's adversity and friends proving false:

cAmr b. al-Zubayr deserted his brother and cAqil abandoned the Commander of
the Faithful.24

We may also note a poignant allusion to the Khariji Shabib:

wa qad zalimat umml bi-anna maniyyatl bi-haddi sinanin aw bi-haddi qadibi
kama calimat min qablu anyaghraqa ^bnuha bi-mahlakihl fi ^l-mcfi ummu Shablbi

My mother knows that my death will be by blade of sword or spear,
As Shabib's mother knew beforehand that her son would die by water.25

Shabib's mother allegedly had this premonition in a dream, but fortunately
for Abu Firas's mother, she did not live to see her apprehensions fulfilled.

Abu Tammam's younger contemporary, al-Buhturi (d. 284/897), whose
panegyrics were greatly admired for their purity of diction, superb cadence
and relative simplicity, was a lesser influence on Abu Firas, yet some aspects
of his verse reflect the same kind of lucidity, and it is from al-Buhturi that
Abu Firas seems to have learned how to look back to the pre-Islamic bards

22 See Stetkevych, "The cAbbasid poet interprets history". 23 Dlwan^ 209.
24 Ibid., 315; for Shfl themes in Abu Firas's poetry, cf. also p. 200, above. 25 DJwan, 3 5 .
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for the purpose of achieving a sort of new, urbanized bedouinity; thus he
seems to have been particularly influenced by cAntarah, the model "knight-
poet",26 and by his own tribal ancestor, the Taghlibi al-Muhalhil.27 The
latter employed the device — known as takrar — of repeating the first
hemistich of some lines several times for rhythmic and artistic effect; Abu
Firas uses the device in the Kumiyjat (as illustrated in some of the quotations
above) in a way that singles it out as one of his most distinctive stylistic
characteristics. One short poem by Abu Firas, inspired by his hearing the
cooing of a dove in his captivity, almost approaches the rhythmic elegance
of al-Buhturi (the metre is tawliy.

aqulu wa-qad nahat bi-qurbt hamamatun
maQddha ^l-hawd ma dhuqti tariqata ^l-nawa
a-tahmilu mah^una ^l-fuadi qawadimun
ayajarata ma ansafa ^l-dahru baynana
tacalay tara ruhan ladayya darlfatan
a-yadhaku ma'surun wa-tabkl tatiqatun
la-qad kuntu awla minki bi ^l-damci muqlatan

ayajarata hal bata haluki hall
wa-la khatarat minki ^l-humumu bi-bali
Qala ghusunin na°t °l-masafati cali
taQalay uqasimki °l-humuma taQtt
taraddadu ft jismin tuadhdhabu bati
wa-yaskutu mah^unun wa-yandubu sali
wa-lakinna damQt ft ^l-hawadithi ghali

I say to a dove, mournfully cooing nearby, Neighbour, is your condition indeed
mine?

Love forbid! You've not tasted the pang of separation, anxieties have never entered
your mind.

Can a burdened heart be borne aloft by your pinions, or to a topmost distant
branch?

Neighbour, fate has not dealt justly between us; come, let me give you a share of
my distresses.

Come, see my feeble soul which haunts a body worn out with torment.
Can a prisoner laugh and a free bird weep? Can a sorrowful man hold his peace and

one at his ease lament aloud?
Indeed I have a better right to a tearful eye than you; but my tears in these troubles

are too costly.28

The best-known today of the Kumiyyat is a piece beginning araka casiyya D/-
damci, selections from which have been popularized by the famous modern
singer Umm Kulthum. The following lines too are often quoted (the metre
is again tawll):

usirtu wa-ma sahbt bi zu%Jin lada ^l-wagha
wa-lakin idha humma ^l-qadc?u Qala ^mrfin
wa-qala usayhabt °/-firdru awi ^l-rada
wa-lakinnant amdi li-ma layaQlbuni

wa-la farasl muhrun wa-la rabbuhu ghamru
fa-laysa lahu barrunyaqthi wa-la bahru
fa-qultu huma amrani ahlahuma murru
wa-hasbuka min amrayni khayruhma ^l-asru

26 Cf. CHALUP, 46, 64, 82, and pp. 141-2, above.
27 CHALUP, 49.
28 Dlivan, 325; cf. the use of repetition in the ^uhdiyyat of Abu VAtahiyah, p. 289, above.
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I was taken prisoner, though my companions were not unarmed in the battle, my
horse no untrained colt and its master not inexperienced;

but when a man's allotted day comes, no land or sea can shelter him.
My craven companions said, "It's flight or death," but I answered, "Two things of

which the sweeter is itself bitter;
Yet I'll press on to a goal which will not disgrace me — it's bad enough to have two

choices, the better of which is captivity."29

After four years of captivity, Abu Firas was ransomed; but his joy was
short-lived. Though he was restored to his former amirate and political
status with his patron, Sayf al-Dawlah died only a year after his release, in
356/967. This was soon followed by the disintegration of the Hamdanid
dynasty. Sayf al-Dawlah's brother Nasir al-Dawlah began to show signs of
mental derangement after his brother's death, and was placed under arrest
by his own son. In Aleppo there was an estrangement between Abu Firas
and his 15 -year-old nephew Abu Dl-Macali, son of Sayf al-Dawlah by the
poet's sister Sakhinah. Abu Firas, overestimating his popularity among the
bedouin of the Syrian desert, and extending his largesse in the hope of
winning support for his own claim to the succession, made a rash attempt to
capture Hims as a prelude to taking Aleppo. Abu Dl-Macali sent his able
general Farghawayh30 to deal with his uncle's rebellion; the poet's troops
and allies failed him at the crucial moment, and he was put to death by
Farghawayh, acting either independently or on orders from Abu Dl-Macall
(historical reports are conflicting on this issue). Before meeting his tragic
end, Abu Firas is said to have addressed these lines to his young daughter,
herself a widow (metre: kamil):

a-bunayyati la tah^arii kullu ^l-anami ila dhahabi
a-bunayjafi sabranjamilan It ^l-jatili mina ^l-musabi
nuhi calayja bi-hasratin min khalfi sitriki wa °l-hijabi
quti idha nadaytini wa-cayitu mina ^l-jawabi
%aynu ^l-shababi Abu Firasi lam jumattaz bi ^l-shababi

Dear daughter, do not grieve: all men must depart;
Dear daughter, show the virtue of patience under heavy misfortune.31

Mourn me with true sorrow, but in your secret chamber.
Say, when you call to me and I have no power to answer,
Abu Firas, adornment of youth, had little joy of his own youth.32

Thus on Jumada II 3 5 7/April 968 ended the short and crowded life of Abu
Firas. His sister was allegedly so grief-stricken that she plucked out one of
her eyes.

29 DJivan, 213. 30 There is some uncertainty about the initial letter of this name.
31 Alluding to Jacob's steadfastness at the loss of Joseph, QurDan, xii.18, 83. 32 Diwan, 47.
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The memory of Abu Firas has outlived that of both his own and his
father's vanquishers; his Rumijyat, inspired by the sufferings of captivity,
have won him a secure place in the forum of Arabic poetry. He may not
rank as high as such masters as Abu Tammam, al-Buhturi, al-Mutanabbi
and al-MacarrI, but surely it is not merely because of his kinship to Sayf al-
Dawlah (as is suggested by Ibn Rashiq)33 that he was not totally eclipsed by
al-Mutanabbi. For the Kumiyjat are remarkable in the combination they
offer of pathos, dignity and pride with real artistic accomplishment. His
near contemporary al-ThacalibI summed him up as:

singular in his time, a shining sun of his day in manners, excellence, generosity,
nobility, celebrity, eloquence, brilliance and courage, and his poetry is famous and
noted for its beauty and polish . . . and princely lustre; qualities such as were never
found before in any poet except Ibn al-Muctazz, to whom, however, Abu Firas is
considered superior by professional poets and by the critics. The Sahib Ibn cAbbad
used to say, "Poetry began with a prince and ended with a prince" (meaning Imru3

al-Qays and Abu Firas).34

33 Quoted ibid., 465. 34 Ibid., 462.
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CHAPTER 19

ABU DL-CALAD
 A L - M A C A R R I

In the early decades of this century, the poet and prose-writer al-Macarri
was an object of particular interest to western scholars as one of a number of
possible links between medieval Christian and Muslim literature. More
recent studies have investigated his writings in the light of a wider range of
concerns, literary, historical and philosophical. A more general approach is
attempted in the present chapter; many aspects of al-Macarri's thought are
of great contemporary appeal, and it is these that it is proposed to address
here.

LIFE

Abu Dl-Ala° Ahmad b. Abdullah b. Sulayman al-Macarri (363-449/973-
1058) was of Arab stock, a member of the tribe of Tanukh, and was born
into a learned and distinguished family at Macarrat al-Nucman, a town near
Aleppo which had long been a resort of eminent qadls, scholars and poets;
from the first he was trained up to assume his rightful place as a member of
this social and cultural elite.1 At the age of four, however, he contracted
smallpox, which left him not only disfigured but blind; his education
nevertheless continued to follow a conventional course, but his blindness
ultimately transformed both his personal and his artistic development. His
father supervised his studies; he was taught the Qur^an by some of the
leading shaykhs of Macarrah, and hadith by his father, grandparents and the
local traditionists, and proved so proficient at the Islamic sciences and at
Arabic that he was sent to his mother's family in Aleppo to continue
studying Arabic under the leading scholar of the city. All this while, he
refused to make concessions to his disability, played chess and backgam-
mon with his sighted companions and joined in their games; his learning he
viewed not merely as a compensation but as a weapon, and his early poetry
bears witness to his ambition and fierce pride (metre: (ami):

1 For biographical sources, see Margoliouth, ed. and trans., Letters of Abu ^/^Ala?, preface, and al-
Jundi, Jami1.
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3*9

wa-qad sara dhikr'i ft ^l-biladi fa-man lahum
bi-ikhfiii shamsin danfuha mutakdmilu

yahummu D/-/aya/t bacdu ma anna mudmirun
wa-yathqulu Radwa duna ma ana hamilu

wa-innl rva-in kuntu ^l-akhlra ^amanuhu
la-atin bi-ma lam tastatfhu ^l-awciilu

wa-aghdu wa-law anna ^l-sabaha sawarimu
wa-asri wa-law anna ^l-^alama jahafilu

My fame has gone out into all lands; who is there that can douse the sun's all-
embracing ray?

The Fates themselves would be overwhelmed by a small part of what is in my
heart, and Radwa's mountain2 would find less than I bear too heavy a load.

Though I come late in time, I will achieve what men of old could not;
I'll face the morning though it were to dawn sharp swords, and the evening's

gloom though it be menacing hosts.

Another poem in the metre wafir.

liya ^l-sharafu :"lladhi jata"u ^l-thurayya
maca ^l-fadli ^ladhit bahara °/-cibada . . .

ufillu naive?iba ^l-ayyami ivahdi
idhajamacat kata°ibaha ^htishada

Mine is a nobility that sets the Pleiades beneath its foot, mine a grandeur to
dazzle mankind; . . .

I'll parry fate's assaults by my sole effort, when its squadrons are massed in
battle array.3

For a while he enjoyed his status as a local celebrity, a wit, scholar, poet
and social lion; in his early poetry, with a fine disregard for his personal
circumstances, he describes his yearnings for love, depicts night as a dusky-
skinned bride, and in the diwan entitled al-Dirciyjat (see below) sings of
weapons and war and celebrates the heroism of the champions in the wars
between Arabs and Byzantium. But even in the most bombastic of the
youthful odes there are flashes which reveal the psychological strain of the
conflict between al-Macarri's ambitions and his handicap, his will to live and
his sense of life's futility and consequent impulse towards resignation. This
struggle reached a crisis with the death of his father in 3 9 5 /100 5, when al-
Macarri was thirty-two. The blow had deprived him of a friend, teacher and
guide; the long elegy which he wrote on the occasion is a portrait not only
of his father but of his own inner state and of the development which his
feelings of anguish and impotence forced on his poetry. His already acute
sense of human tragedy deepened, and, when a beloved relative of his died,

2 Mount Radwa: a mountain near Mecca. This and subsequent verse translations by A. F. L. B.
3 Saqt al-^and, Bk. 2, 11, 522—5; 567, 570.
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330 A ISHAH ABD AL-RAHMAN

he mourned him in a poem which is really an elegy for all mankind (metre:
khaftf):

sahi hadhl quburuna tamla u ^l-rahbafd-ayna ^l-quburu min cahdi cA.'di
khaffifi ^l-wafa ma apginnu adima ^l-ardi ilia min hadhibl ^l-ajsadi. . . .
sir ini °statactafi ^l-hawcii ruwaydan la ^khtiyalan cala rufati ̂ l-Qibadi
rubba lahdin qad sara lahdan miraran dahikin min ta^ahumi ^l-addadi
wa-dafinin cala baqaya dafinin ft tawili ^l-a^mani wa ^l-abadi . . .
tacabun kulluha :"l-hayatu fa-ma acjabu ilia min raghibinfi \dtjadi

My friend, these are our graves filling the plain; but where are they all from
antique time on?

Tread softly; the whole face of the earth seems to me nothing but the dead . . .
So, if you can, step gently through the living air, and do not roughly trample

the bones of the departed.
Many a grave space has served time and time again, so as to rejoice in the

piling up of so many different men;
Body is buried on top of remains of body, as the long ages roll on . . .
All life is a wearisome thing; the wonder is that any should wish to spin it out.4

In the first shock of his father's death, al-Macarri had thought of going to
Baghdad; in fact it took him three more years to make up his mind to leave
his mother and two brothers and chance his luck in cosmopolitan society.
We can only speculate as to the reasons which prompted him, blind and
helpless as he was, to undertake such a hazardous move; equally open to
conjecture is the nature of the experiences he underwent in Baghdad, the
effect of which was to make him choose a life of permanent retirement and
seclusion. Ostensibly, having charmed provincial Aleppo and Damascus
with his literary gifts, he was drawn to the capital by "its library facilities",
as he says in his "Epistle to the people of Macarrah";5 but in all probability
he had deeper motives. Events had sharpened his self-awareness while
showing him how futile was his boast of "parrying fate's assaults", but he
refused to give way to despair and decided to put his powers of endurance
to the test by travelling to Baghdad. His hopes were staked on the gamble
that the reputation he had won in Damascus and Aleppo for almost
legendary sharp-wittedness, prodigious learning and astounding literary
talent would survive transplantation to the capital. He arrived in Baghdad
modestly provided for and took a house by the Tigris; his provincial fame
had preceded him, and the Baghdadis flocked to try him out. He passed the
test with flying colours and was universally conceded to be "the marvel of
the age for his memory and his attainments in Arabic". His poetic gifts were
acknowledged also, and he lectured to packed audiences on his own poetic

4 Ibid., in, 974-7. 5 Trans. Margoliouth, Letters of Abu ^/-cA/a^, vni, 42-4.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.021
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:19, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.021
https://www.cambridge.org/core


diwan entitled Saqt al-^and(see below). But it was not long before the capital
revealed its rules and standards and forced him to reassess his ability to
survive there. Literature was profitless unless it gratified those in power and
abjectly flattered the placemen; high society seemed to have more regard for
mountebanks than for men of genuine learning; integrity was little in
demand in a market ruled by sharp practice. He resolved to withdraw
without waiting for the outcome of the fight, recognizing that he was
poorly armed to combat sycophancy and humbug, incapacitated as he was
by his blindness, guilelessness and a character which made him uncomforta-
bly conspicuous in a world of time-servers. His withdrawal, as he declares
in his "Epistle to the People of Macarrah", began before ever he left
Baghdad. He left no richer than he came, though the Baghdadis made him
"lavish offers" to stay and flocked around him lamenting his departure. He
too was bitterly disappointed and, as he says in his "Farewell Ode" in Saqt
al-%and, went into mourning for his crushed hopes, observing that he
wished he could at least turn to drink to drown his worldly sorrows.

He set off for Macarrat al-Nucman at the end of Ramadan 400/1010, his
feelings a mixture of apprehension for his own situation, for his mother's
health — word had reached him that she was ill — and for the dangers of the
road, which he recorded in a qasidah. He was preceded by his "Epistle" to
his fellow-townsmen, which tells them of his fixed resolve to live in
seclusion, and begs them not to visit him in his cell at home so as to spare
him the trouble of turning them away. On reaching home, he found his
mother already dead. Writing of her to his uncle, her brother, he refers to
her as his "only comfort": "We shall meet again on Resurrection Day; alas!
how distant is that day!" "My grief for her loss is no sooner exhausted than
renewed; to tell it would weary the hearer and wear out Time itself."6 With
his mother's death came a feeling of rootlessness, and, when his two
brothers also died, he wondered how it was that the loss of parents and
brothers had not destroyed him utterly, and how he could call himself loyal
to his departed kin while he still ate, drank, dressed and sheltered within the
family home.7 From his return to Macarrah until the end of his life he kept to
his room, doubly a prisoner to his blindness and seclusion. At first only his
servants were admitted to see him; later he relented, and received a constant
stream of scholars and students. Otherwise his regime remained unaltered
for forty-nine years: his time was shared between teaching, dictating his
compositions, religious duties and meditation; he never married or had
children, fasted continually, was a vegetarian, dressed in the coarsest cotton
and slept on his prayer-mat. He had a small income from a charitable trust,

6 Ibid., VII, 34-6. 7 al-Fusul wa^l-ghayat.
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amounting to twenty-odd dinars a month, of which half was spent on the
salaries of his servant and amanuensis and the other half on personal
necessities and the support of indigent pupils. He would never accept any
remuneration for his scholarship, and refused to supplement his income in
any way, turning down the offer of a government pension paid from local
taxes.

Not surprisingly, it was popularly believed that he had achieved an
other-worldly serenity, but this was far from being the case. He was still
torn between a deep-seated love of the things of this world and a passionate
rejection of them; to the end of his days, he groaned over his inability to
turn his back completely on the world and achieve the peace of
disillusionment. His writings reveal the agony of the struggle and confirm
that only by fleeing the world was he able to triumph over it:

ayjuha ^l-dunya lahaki ^llahu min rabbati dalli
ma tasalla khaladt canki wa-in %anna ^1-tasalU
Curse you, World, for a coy mistress!
I cannot dismiss you from my mind, however much I think to do so.

muhjati diddun yuharibuni ana minrii kayfa ahtarisu
My own soul is my adversary; yet it is part of myself, and what defence have I

against myself?

wa-qala ^l-farisuna hatifu %uhdin wa-akhta ati °l-%unzinu bi-ma farasnah
wa-lam urid cani ^l-ladhdhati ilia li-anna khiyaraha canni khanasnah
They scan my face and say, "A thorough ascetic!", but their guess is wrong;
I have not turned my back on pleasures, it is they that have shunned me.

law anna cishqaka li ^l-dunya lahu shabahun sawwartahu la-mald'ta ^l-sahla wa
^l-jabala

If your passion for the world possessed a bodily form for you to fashion, you
would fill plain and mountains with it.8

But if al-Macarri never found peace from wild hopes nor was able to stop
his mind dwelling on the pleasures denied him by his disabilities — and these
are crucial factors for the understanding of the literary works he produced
in the course of nearly half a century — he was nevertheless able to adapt to
deprivation as the price of freedom of thought and speech. His withdrawal
from society and from careerism was a rejection of an age whose values he
considered false and distorted. For his blindness, solitude and intellect gave
him a heightened insight into the practical issues of the outside world. With
rare simplicity, he countered tyranny with outspokenness and declared war
on those who exploited popular ignorance, politics, religion and learning
for their own ends. The masses, stultified by their long subjection and the

8 Lu^umiyjat, n , 239; 10; 352—3; 193.
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numbing effects of constant misguidance, got no exoneration from al-
Macarri while they were content to hug their chains in sleepy irresponsibi-
lity (qad%alamatna ^l-muluku wa-nahnu cala dufina a%lamu, "We are oppressed
by kings, yet it is we who do the greater wrong, for all our weakness").9

In contemporary opinion, al-Macarri was a rebel against society,
revolting in word and deed against the established order. Naturally, his
enemies wished to gag him and, since it was impossible to seduce him by
bribery, frighten him with imprisonment or threaten him through wife or
child, they threatened him instead by impugning his religious orthodoxy.
Al-Macarrl's conduct was at variance with that of the generality of Muslims.
He shunned the good things of life which God, according to the QurDan,
has placed at mankind's disposal; he was unmarried, in defiance of the
Prophet's dictum that there should be "no monkery in Islam"; he
unreservedly uttered expressions of doubt and perplexity, some of which,
indeed, directly challenged the zealots. One might have expected his
asceticism to shield him from slander, but his very austerity seemed suspect:

la-camri la-qad ca^a ^l-mubahu calaykumu wa-hana bi-jahlin mayusanu
wa-yuh^aru

For you, licensed indulgence is a precious thing, while you ignorantly belittle
what should be protected and shielded.10

As an example, he aroused the antagonism of the chief dacl (propagandist)
of the Fatimids, the Shlci rulers of Egypt and Syria; al-Macarri, as noted
above, was a vegetarian, although meat is licit in Islam; did he, the daci
enquired, mean to be kinder to animals than his Creator was? The issue
developed from an examination of the conduct of an individual ascetic into
an acute scholastic debate about the wisdom of God, the ordering of the
universe, the problem of good and evil and the categories of licit and illicit
(halal and bar am).n The dac I may well have succeeded in vexing al-Macarri
(now a man of eighty-five), but neither he nor his colleagues ever managed
to induce him to change his ways; he simply regarded trials of this nature as
a sort of tax payable by those who defy custom. Nevertheless, he was
frequently subjected to false accusations, his sayings were distorted and his
verses misrepresented, and, despite his patent self-denial and the personal
testimony to his piety given by those who knew him, his deviation from the
community at large would always present the rabble-rousers with a weapon
they could hope to turn against him.

Al-Macarri died at the beginning of Rabf I 449/1058, leaving

9 Ibid., 277. 10 Ibid., 311.
11 Trans. Margoliouth, "Abu ^l-'Ala3 al-Macarri's correspondence on vegetarianism"; cf. ch. 11, n. 47

above.
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334 A ISHAH ABD AL-RAHMAN

instructions that these words should be written on his tomb: "This trespass
did my father commit against me; I never trespassed so against any man."
Crowds followed his funeral; eighty-four poets recited elegies and for seven
days afterwards the QurDan was recited over his grave.

THE WORKS OF AL-MACARRI- A CHARACTERIZATION

Al-Macarri's seventh/thirteenth-century biographers record nearly seventy
works by him, including four diwam of verse. The following have survived
and it is to be hoped that manuscripts of others may yet be discovered:12

Poetry: two divans'. Saqt al-%and ("Spark from the Fire-Stick"), which
comprises pieces composed up until c. 411/1020 and has a subsection
(sometimes treated as a separate diwan), al-Dirciyyaty on arms and war;13 and
Lusjim ma layal^am, often known for short as al-hsU^umiyyat (the full title,
"Assuming of Unnecessary Obligations", refers to the rhyme-scheme,
described below).14

Prose\ the "Epistles" (Rasa°il); a/-Fusu/ wa °l-ghayat ("Paragraphs and
Periods", discussed below); Mulqa ° l-sabil ("Met on the Road", see below);
Risalat al-Sahil wa °l-shahij ("The Neigher and the Brayer", see below);
Risalat al-Mala° ikah ("Epistle of the Angels"), which debates questions
about Heaven and Hell;15 Risalat al-Ghufran ("Epistle of Forgiveness", see
below); Kitab al-llgha^ ("The Book of Riddling", see below); and cAbath al-
Watid ("Child's Play"), a commentary on the Dwan of the poet al-Buhturi
(206—84/821—97), the title of which is a pun on the poet's name, Abu
cUbadah al-Wafidb. cUbayd al-Buhturl.

Up until the present century, literary historians have been concerned with
al-MacarrI's beliefs virtually to the exclusion of his writings - a fate which
other writers of more suspect orthodoxy, such as Bashshar, Abu Nuwas
and al-Mutanabbi have nevertheless escaped - and have been puzzled
whether to class him as a literary figure or as a philosopher. The beginning
of the twentieth century saw a revival of interest in al-Macarri as a writer,
pioneered by R. A. Nicholson, whose study of a manuscript of Risalat al-
Ghufran appeared in 1900—2. European scholars thereafter became
engrossed in the question of whether there was any justification for M. Asin
Palacios's hypothesis, advanced in 1919, that this work influenced Dante's

12 Cf. Smoor, Kings and Bedouins, 205, 217; for the most recent bibliography, see El2, "al-Macarri".
13 Discussed, with some translations, in Cachia, "Dramatic monologues".
14 Discussed, with translations, in Verity, "Two poems"; Nicholson, Studies, 43—289.
15 See Smoor, Kings and Bedouins, 214.
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Divine Comedy. In 1898, D. S. Margoliouth had published the first critical
edition of a work by al-Macarri, the "Epistles" {The Letters of Abu °l-cAla° of
Maarrat al-Nucman), which drew the attention of Arab scholars, and in
1915 the Egyptian scholar Taha Husayn produced his "Memorial" (Dhikra
Abl °l-cAla°)\ in 1938 appeared the first oriental critical edition of any of al-
Macarri's works, the first part of al-Fusul wa ^l-ghayat, edited by Hasan
Zanati, still a valuable contribution to literary studies; and in 1944 a
celebration of al-Macarri's millennium was held in Cairo which further
stimulated research.

The chief characteristic of al-Macarri's works is an unusually passionate
sincerity, embracing all aspects of his personality, as a very human writer, as
a thinker and as a scholar deeply imbued with a feeling for the Arabic
language. He was a poet who had found himself, and expressed his inmost
feelings with the utmost frankness; a controversial thinker who knew his
mission and declared his position in relation to the world and mankind
boldly and unashamedly. This is quite contrary to the notion entertained by
many students of his works, that he "concealed the secret of his
personality" by employing symbolic language to wrap up his meaning in
riddles. In fact his works are characterized by a remarkable candour, and his
passion and sincerity are transparent in such features as the emotional bond
he felt with his works. Just as no father would let his children be deprived of
distinctive names, so al-MacarrI was unwilling to allow his various works to
go out into the world without titles and merely distinguished by the
author's name, as had been the practice of many earlier poets and prose-
writers alike, whose works were often merely given - whether by the
author himself, by the pupils to whom those works were dictated or by the
editors who collated them - descriptive titles such as dtwan (for poetry),
amali("dictations"), majalis ("sessions") or "epistles", etc., for prose. Each
child of al-Macarri, whether prose or poetry, had its own distinctive title,
and the independent commentaries which he wrote on these works were
also given their own titles, such as LWC al-Saqt ("Light of the Spark"),
Rabat al-Lu^um ("Repose from the Obligatoriness"), Iqtidal-Ghayat ("Key
of the Periods"), Lisan al-Sahilwa °l-shahij ("Tongue of the Neigher and the
Brayer"). Nor would al-Macarri allow his offspring into the world without
their birthdays' being recorded; each of his works, prose or poetry, carries
indications of the date of its conception, either in explicit terms or by
reference to historical events and personages, so that the date of
composition is easily identifiable.

All this allows us clear insights into his mental and emotional world and
the technical stages by which his art developed. He gives us unmistakable
glimpses of his personality and circumstances — as, of course, do other
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writers; but what is unique to al-MacarrI is that it is his literary works
themselves, rather than secondary biographical material, that provide us
with a convincing record of his life and development. Secondary sources
are of far less value in establishing a picture either of the writer or of the
man; his verse and prose give us an artistic appraisal of his worldly
circumstances, of the events and personalities that he witnessed and of the
details of the phases through which he passed from childhood almost until
his death, while the sincerity of his writings suggests a congruity of feeling,
thought and action which emphasizes the close connection of the writer
with his works, the thinker with his words.

In his younger days al-Macarri made no attempt to assume, prematurely,
the role of the scholar, despite being equipped for it by his superior
attainments in Arabic and Islamic learning. This phase produced no such
demonstrations of literary and linguistic virtuosity as the later "Epistles",
but only the diwan of an ambitious and gifted poet engaged in a defiant
struggle, truthfully delineated in the lines of Saqt a/-%andy directed by the
spark of ambition and accompanied by revelatory flashes of his sensitivity
to his personal tragedy. The lines are instinct with youthful vigour
unfettered by anything except the normal conventions of the qasldah, with
single-consonant monorhyme at the end of each line. Later, in the
Lu?(umiyyat, he adopted a double-consonant rhyme scheme not observed by
any previous poet, and every letter of the alphabet is exemplified; an artifice
which parallels his code of conduct in the latter part of his life, when he
fettered himself with an abnormal code of retirement and self-abnegation.

Along with the Lu^umiyyat\ there come in his phase of retirement all the
prose works, cast in highly original moulds. They combine the elements of
his personality as litterateur, scholar, critic and controversialist and are
characterized by extreme freedom of speech in the interests of truth and
beauty. In al-Fusulwa ^l-ghayat, begun after his withdrawal from Baghdad,
he formulated his griefs in a kind of poetic prose, where the last letters of all
the clauses form an alphabetic acrostic (there is some parallel here with the
procedure of the Lu^umiyyat). In Mulqa ^l-sabll, written at the beginning of
his retirement, we find a collection of moral sententiae, similarly arranged
alphabetically, with each one formulated first in literary prose and then in
verse. The "Book of Riddling" is a collection of versified conundrums, to
each of which is appended an explanation of its vocabulary and the point of
its double entendre. In "The Neigher and the Brayer", composed around 410/
1 o 19 when he was close on fifty, we have a uniquely formulated historico—
literary document. It is put into the mouths of a horse and a mule, and also
brings on to the stage a dove, a camel, a hyena and a fox. Yet it is no way like
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the Kalilah wa-Dimnah stories,16 which are intended to give instruction by
way of fables unconnected with any temporal events or geographical
setting, simply using animals to point a moral for mankind. "The Neigher
and the Brayer", on the contrary, is a connected narrative in a series of
scenes (not leading on to any "moral"), told by the author in a dramatically
representational way; we seem to be watching a play with animal actors,
written, produced and directed by al-Macarri. The beasts' conversations
turn on real events in the history of Syria and Egypt at the time of
composition; the names which occur in the conversations are those of
actual personalities in the political and literary world of the time. The
author was not inventing a world of animals and composing moral fables;
he was observing important events of the time and analyzing the trends and
covert motives underlying those events. He then presents his own
interpretation and evaluation of them in the speeches put dramatically into
the mouths of the beasts.17

This very original literary form was developed further in the "Epistle of
Forgiveness", composed around 424/1033 when he was in his sixties, in
reply to an epistle he had received from a scholar of Aleppo, CAH b. Mansiir
Ibn al-Qarih.18 But his reply to that epistle begins only after he has taken Ibn
al-Qarih on a visit to Paradise and Hell, remarkably vividly presented.
Students of al-Macarri have always tended to be puzzled about how to
classify the work: is it narrative (qasas), or a written account of learned
discussions (amati) such as would normally be classified as adab> or a
maqamah, or the epistle form extended to book length? Literary historians
have been accustomed to insist that there was no pre-modern dramatic
writing in Arabic, apart from the shadow-plays of Ibn Daniyal;19 but the
"Epistle of Forgiveness", to an even more striking degree than "The
Neigher and the Brayer", has features markedly reminiscent of deliberately
"dramatic" orchestration.20 The text begins with an introduction full of
references to various kinds of snakes and their common names in peasant
dialect; this functions like the musical overture to a play, and is intended by
the author as an allegory for the hypocrisy and malice of Ibn al-Qarih,
preparatory to his appearance on the stage. Then follow three acts, the first
two set in Paradise and Hell, the last portraying the return to Paradise. The
author does not appear in person on the stage but is present in the
background, directing the action, changing the scene, moving the
characters around and teaching them their lines. The tricky — perhaps

16 See pp. 50-3. l7 cAbd al-Rahman, Madkhal\ see also Smoor, "Enigmatic allusion".
18 For which see Monteil, trans., L'Eptire dupardon.
19 D. 710/1310; see Badawi, "Medieval Arabic drama". 20 cAbd al-Rahman, QircPahjadidah.
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crucial — balance in the play is that it has to express the personality of the
author while at the same time adapting itself to that of its "hero", Ibn al-
Qarih, although the two are at opposite poles, outwardly and inwardly, in
life, morals and conduct. There is no simple line of demarcation. The
character of the author — noble, chaste, truthful and valiant — appears in his
vision of the world to come, as imagined by a man learned, refined, blind
and helpless: there he would find relief from the repression of his natural
desires and fulfilment of his dreams and yearnings. When, however, he
expatiates on sensual satisfactions, the embodiment of material lusts, then it
is the greedy, dissolute and false Ibn al-Qarih who inspires his elaborate
description of desires satiated — as Ibn al-Qarih would wish them to be. The
"Epistle of Forgiveness", with its depictions of life to come, has often been
cited as an attack on Islam on the part of the author. This is perhaps a rather
naive view; the "Epistle" is an artistic vision in which the doubly
imprisoned captive surveys his private world, as he envisages it in his hopes
and dreams, shadowed, throughout the composition, by Ibn al-Qarih's evil
presence.

In both the "Epistle of Forgiveness" and "The Neigher and the Brayer",
there is an obvious spirit of irony and sarcasm. In thus laying bare the world
of men and the spirit of the age, al-MacarrI uses the evidence he has exposed
to summon up the courage needed in his struggle to conquer his innate
attachment to a world which he has rejected. Both works also display
features common to all his writings: a love of rhyming, punning,
symbolism, allusion and conundrums; al-Macarri's work was based on his
rich fund of Arabic lore, so that his compositions are full of rare proverbs
and unusual vocabulary, metrical and linguistic conceits, and critical
comments on language, literature and history. These are the building-
blocks; but most importantly, al-Macarri's works demonstrate the validity
of the notion of a writer's being a recluse whose isolation and imprisonment
allow him to battle for human freedom more effectively than those
competing on the world stage. His stance and technique show the
difference between the self-imposed bondage of responsibility, integrity
and freedom of thought, and the externally conditioned bondage of writers
forced to exercise their craft according to the directives of sectaries and
censors. Freedom, though the antithesis of bondage, is nevertheless, as al-
Macarri realized, a heavy burden of trust.
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CHAPTER 20

LITERARY CRITICISM

BASIC ISSUES AND PRINCIPLES

Writing in 274/887, the cAbbasid poet and literary theorist Ibn al-Muctazz
expressed the feeling that he was exploring a new territory of literary
enquiry by identifying a new "poetics" which had emerged with the
"modern" poets {muhdathuri) of the second and third centuries of Islam. The
term al-badf by which he characterized this poetics had been used before by
al-Jahiz in a brief reference attributing the actual coinage of the term to the
transmitters {rams) of poetry.1 The time gap between the first appearance of
the term and its usage to designate a distinct trend in Arabic poetry might
well span a whole century. Yet when Ibn al-Muctazz wrote, delimiting its
boundaries and identifying its constituents, he did so with an obvious
degree of tentativeness. His work, he said, represented a personal choice
and allowed for the possibility of others defining the new poetics and
identifying its elements in different ways.2 A few decades later, another
critic of a very different temperament and education, Qudamah b. Jacfar,
wrote on poetry with an equal feeling of being a pioneer, asserting that,
despite much work on various aspects of poetry, nobody had produced a
book on its critical evaluation.3 Moreover, Qudamah felt that his was a new
territory unmapped by critics and thus lacking a specialized terminology
which could furnish the necessary background for his discussion. He had to
invent terms to designate the concepts which he had undertaken to define;
terms (asma>s) were signs over which there should be no dispute, for should
anybody dissatisfied with Qudamah's terms wish to coin different ones, he
would not be in disagreement with them. This indeed was to happen later
on, although many of Qudamah's terms became well-established in Arabic
poetics and literary criticism. The pioneering spirit running through the
works of both writers emerged round the last quarter of the third/ninth
century and the first quarter of the fourth/tenth; Qudamah died in 3 37/948.
The Arabs had then been producing poetry for about five centuries,

1 Bayan, iv, 55—6. 2 Badf, 57—8; see summary, ch. 21, below. 3 Naqdal-shfr^ 1.
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according to the conservative estimate of al-Jahiz, and possibly for much
longer. Thinking about poetry - and thinking critically - had been in
evidence at least since the late pre-Islamic poet al-Nabighah al-Dhubyani is
reported to have judged poets at cUkaz.4 As Qudamah himself observed,
works had since been written on four aspects of poetry: its metres and
prosody, its rhymes, its language (and "strange", archaic or abstruse
vocabulary, gharlb) and its themes or subjects and "the intention behind
them". A fifth aspect about which he had now undertaken to write was the
knowledge of good and bad poetry. Meanwhile, debates over "modern"
poetry had raged for at least a century, its great representative Abu
Tammam, who proved a focal point for such debate, having died in 231/
846. If anything, these facts point to the late emergence of systematic,
specialized analyses of poetry as an independent field of enquiry, though
interest in and enthusiasm for poetry had long been dominant features of
cultural life.

All known previous works had sprung from two motives. The first, and
more powerful, was an extension of the pre-Islamic and early Islamic
impulse of "vying" between poets and the placing of them in classes on the
basis of very elementary and fragmented aspects of their works (sometimes
one poem or one line); the second was theorization on the nature of
language and eloquence {balaghah) which originated, as will be suggested
later, in disputes over the theological rather than the literary aspects of the
QurDan. It is true that some titles of early books reportedly dealing with the
critical evaluation of poetry have been preserved in late biographical
works,5 but the exact nature of such books is difficult to determine. Al-
Nashi3 al-Akbar (d. 293/905), for instance, himself a poet, is reported to
have written a "Book of Poetry" (Kitab al-Shfr)y but what little is known of
it shows no sign of its being the type of work that Qudamah had in mind
when he proclaimed the uniqueness of his own work. Writing on aspects of
language and balaghah in general was, however, very much in evidence from
the end of the second/eighth century; but the works produced were either
outside the domain of poetry (e.g. Maja% al-Qufan by Abu cUbaydah,
discussed later in this chapter), or treated of poetry externally, in ways
which had little bearing on the development of poetics, literary theory or
literary criticism. The major exception to this is Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi's
Tabaqat fuhul al-shuara* which merits a brief discussion.

4 See CHALUP, 30. On pre-cAbbasid critical anecdotes, see cAbbas, Tarikh al-naqd, 43—59.
5 Cf. ibid., 63-76.
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The "classification" of poets

Ibn Sallam (d. c. 232/847) gave the first reasonably methodic articulation to
the old impulse of comparing and classifying poets, extending the
application of this impulse to cover every poet of note up to the middle of
the second/eighth century. The idea of a systematic classification of poets
can potentially form the basis for a fruitful critical analysis, if the works of
various poets are subjected to methodic enquiry based on clearly defined
theoretical principles and an in-depth analysis of the poetry of each
individual poet. But Ibn Sallam was probably writing too early to be
expected to perform such a task. He uses no definite criteria for
classification, with the exception of the implicit criterion which necessarily
forms the very basis of his work, namely, the "goodness" (Jawdah) of
poetry, as all the poets he includes in his work are, by definition, good
poets,/#/>#/. Beyond this, only the number of excellent poems a certain poet
has produced functions as a definite criterion for placement within a given
class. Since excellence is not defined, the value of the latter criterion
becomes questionable. A third criterion was the multiplicity of themes in a
poet's work. A fourth was the similarities and interconnections between
poets, applied as a basis for the grouping of poets in one given class. But
such interconnections are often difficult to detect, and the author does not
identify them; it is not easy to see interconnections between al-Acsha,
Zuhayr and al-Nabighah. The similarities obviously used as criteria are
those of theme (e.g. elegy) or place (e.g. urban environment) or ethnic or
religious (e.g. Jewish) origin, or genre (e.g. writers of ra/'a^ the least
prestigious of the classical metres). It is interesting to note that he places
three of the Muallaqat poets (whom he calls "poets of a single poem") in the
sixth class, one in the third, one in the second and one in the fourth. But his
scheme is blurred by several factors. At the outset, he states that he groups
poets in ten pre-Islamic and ten Islamic classes, with four poets in each. Yet
at the end of the first ten he adds three new categories, but only the first is
designated a "class" {tabaqah)6 and explicitly annexed to the preceding ten
(it groups four elegiac poets). The other two groups (poets of Arab towns,
and Jewish poets) do not contain the regulation four. After this he goes
back to his original scheme, giving ten Islamic classes with four poets in
each, without any appendix. Secondly, his choice of four poets in each class
seems arbitrary, as he himself recognizes. He puts Aws b. Hajar7 in the
second class but says that he is equal to the poets of the first class although
he is obliged by his scheme to put him in the second; conversely, he admits

6 The modern editor, however, gives the rubric tabaqah to all three. 7 See CHALUP, 89, 95.
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that the fourth poet in the first Islamic class is "below" the other three.
Thirdly, as the classes of Islamic poets approach the tenth, the names of the
poets become less familiar and less prominent, and a total absence of
commentary makes it difficult to see what justifies grouping them together
(this is especially the case with class 8).

Ibn Sallam's work was, according to Ihsan cAbbas, a collection of ideas
developed by his teacher al-Asmaci (d. 213/82 5 ),8 which may well be true.
Yet it is of undeniable importance that he laid the foundations for two
aspects of literary study: the specialization and independence of criticism;
and the authority of the critic as ultimate judge. He also devoted an entire
work (possibly two) to one single theoretical problem which had been of
central interest to the culture. His contribution is significant for his
articulation of the problem of authenticity and forgery (nab/), and his
attempt to develop ways of discriminating between genuine and forged
poetry. His treatment of the subject is unbiased, unhesitating and displays a
remarkable lack of any sense of the sacredness of tradition - a quality rare in
his age. Of interest in his discussion of nahl is his remark that it was fairly
easy to detect in modern poetry, but extremely difficult to uncover in the
case of poetry forged by the bedouin themselves. Finally, some of Ibn
Sallam's observations on the disposition of a poem, on rhyme and metre, on
the qualities of certain poets, and his relating the work of some poets to
their cultural environment (cAdI b. Zayd as a city poet, and differences
between urban and bedouin poets), are interesting though embryonic in
nature. He also offers some of the earliest remarks on defects of metre and
rhyme, quoting examples from the "great" tradition.9

The principle of classification continued, at least as a general notion, to
occupy a place in critical thinking. It formed the basis for two works by
immediate successors of Ibn Sallam, Ibn Qutaybah and Ibn al-Muctazz. But
a new type of purely theoretical interest in poetry, approaching the concept
of "poetics", begins to emerge almost simultaneously with the interest in
classification. It seems that the notion of specialized writing on poetry was
by now well-established: a number of writers or poets are reported to have
written on poetry, some surviving in quotations by encyclopaedic writers of
later periods (such as al-Tawhidi), others now lost. Famous among these
are the poet Dicbil's Kitab al-Shfr and al-NashiD al-Akbar's similarly entitled
work mentioned above. Concurrent with this there was developing a
specialized type of analysis of the QurDan from a literary point of view, a
trend reported to have begun with a (lost) book by al-Jahiz entitled Nagm
al-Qur^an, Abu cUbaydah's work mentioned above, and others including

8 Tarlkh al-naqd, 80-2. 9 Tabaqat al-shuarci, 46-9, 66-81.
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Ibn Qutaybah's Tawll mushkil al-Qur^an ("Interpretation of Difficult
Expressions in the QurDan"). A background to these developments is the
great force represented by the work of al-Jahiz, encyclopaedic and
unspecialized as it was, but full of insights from which a considerable
amount of material was to run into the mainstream of critical writing. Of a
similar nature, but much less influential, was the work of al-Mubarrad (d. c.
285 /89s), one of the very earliest writers to comment favourably on modern
poetry and to relate its differences from ancient poetry to the process of
evolution on the social and cultural levels,10 He also compiled an anthology
of the work of modern poets.

If Ibn Sallam's work represented the canons of poetry as defined by the
"establishment" of linguists, rawls and collectors (of traditions and
language), the next two tabaqat works, by Ibn Qutaybah d. (276/889) and
Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908), seem to have come as a rejection of his strictly
conventional views. Ibn Qutaybah sets out in his introduction (the most
interesting part of the book, available to European readers in Gaudefroy-
Desmombynes' French translation, Introduction an Livre de la poe'sie et des
poetes) with the explicit aim of refuting the conventional view which judged
poetry purely on the basis of the period in which its author lived. This, Ibn
Qutaybah intimates, was preference for the poets rather than for the poetry,
and he does his best to shift the balance the other way round. In the course
of his endeavour he makes some important points, five being of particular
significance:

1 Poetry should be judged according to intrinsic qualities and criteria,
not by chronological standards.

2 His description of the structure of the qasldah and its movement from
one theme to another discerns behind the multiplicity of themes an
inner logic — a psychological drive to keep the hearer's attention alive
and render the poem more effective. Although he attributed this
description to "some knowledgeable people", he can be credited with
this first attempt to go beyond the individual text and the surface
composition to reach a basically structural account of the movements
of the poem.

3 He emphasizes that later poets were unable to make a break with the
themes and images of the traditional structure, by substituting scenes
of modern life for the desert ones (inhabited buildings instead of
deserted encampments, fields of roses and narcissus instead of the
thorny plants of the desert, running streams of pure water instead of
muddy water-holes). His views here hardly contradict principle 1

10 Cf. p. 21.
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above, for what seems to be the case is that he is fully aware of the inner
logic of development of the poem, and the power of this logic to elicit
the right response: ruined encampments, then the ordeals of the
journey (thorny plants and muddy waters), have a powerful function
as they heighten the sense of crisis and deprivation suffered by the poet
before he comes ultimately to his patron, an arrival which is in total
contrast to what went before; the patron is hope against despair,
affluence against deprivation, and so on. In other words, the qasldah
structure has a symbolic dimension, akin to ritual. If we change the
functions, in the sense used by Vladimir Propp, within this structure,
we shall destroy its power and effectiveness, since for a poet to say, "I
live in a marvellous place, travel comfortably, and my road is strewn
with roses", and then to say, "yet you are my hope and saviour",
would be nonsense. Ibn Qutaybah evidently recognizes this funda-
mental symbolic dimension and function of the qasldah's structure;
however, his views here have no bearing on, but are rather simply
unrelated to, his views about the ancient and the modern.

4 In his attempt to explore the psychological basis for poetic compo-
sition, he gathers together most of what was considered by the
commentators on poetry to represent its motives and the difference
between the dispositions of poets and the roles of the qualities of tabQ

and sanah\ of these two fundamental terms, the former can be
approximately evaluated as "innate", "unforced", and the latter as
"conscious artistry" (a poet or poem predominantly characterized by
one or the other is respectively matbuc or masnu1). He further asserts the
relationship between true feeling or experience and good poetry —
though he seems to disregard this link when he talks about the
Umayyad poet Jarir's love poetry (gha^al) compared with that of
al-Farazdaq.11

5 He tries to distinguish "good" poetry from "bad" by dividing poetry
into four types - good meaning expressed in good words; good
meaning in bad words; bad meaning in good words; bad meaning in
bad words. But the duality of meanings and words in his work is so
sharply defined that it destroys the wholeness of the poetic text. His
divisions, though influential in some circles, were to be strongly
rejected by major figures during the next two centuries.

The second book on tabaqat is Ibn al-Muctazz's Tabaqat al-shuara° [al-
muhdathin\y devoted entirely to modern poets. While not explicitly taking a
stand against Ibn Sallam, it represents a strong reaction against his views in

11 Cf. a modern evaluation of these poets, CHALUP, 404-5, 408-9.
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its scope, and in the author's refusal to write about ancient poets because
"many have written about them and they have become boring", and
because "everything new is enjoyable".12 He deals both with poets ignored
by Ibn Sallam and with those who came after his time. The starting point of
the book is Ibn Harmah (d. c. 176/792), who was declared by traditional
linguists and rams to be the "seal" placed on poetry, meaning that he was
the last of the "authentic" poets (yet one manuscript of the work, the fullest
one, does not start with him but with Bashshar b. Burd, the first of the
major exponents of modernism). The book's range of poets demonstrates a
genuine shift in ideas both on the nature and on the function of poetry.
Here, for the first time, we witness the involvement of poetry in everyday
life, in experiences which by older standards were mundane and outside the
domain of poetry. Here also we see the dominance of a modern sensibility.
But, perhaps more significantly, we also see an excellent representation of
the work and lives of poets who were genuine rebels and total outsiders. We
even have a selection of "mad" poets who receive high praise from the
author for the quality of their poetry.13 Altogether, the book is a good
embodiment of the poetry of conflict in Arab culture and society - conflict
social, moral (sex, wine, homosexuality), political, religious, racial, partisan
and, above all, literary. It is the ceuvre of dislocation and displacement.
Although brief and restricted to a limited number of poets, Ibn al-Muctazz's
comments are often full of insights into poetry and the changes in its
language and diction. He enthuses over a couple of poets writing in the
traditional style, but his major attention is given to the poets of modern
sensibility. His comments on them and lavish praise for their achievement
are unparalleled in his time. He clearly views them differently from other
critics, who on the whole had identified tabc with the ancients and sarfah
with the moderns. Ibn al-Muctazz rejects this, describing poets like
Bashshar and Salam al-Khasir, pillars of modernism, as matbit,14 His
concept oitabc is different from that of Ibn Sallam or Ibn Qutaybah; indeed,
he describes four poets as being the most matbif of any, and all four are
moderns.

Another deviation from the course Ibn Sallam had taken is evident in the
fact that Ibn al-Muctazz, like Ibn Qutaybah, concentrates on individual
poets rather than on grouping poets into classes. The whole notion of
hierarchic structure is absent from their works, which are more in the
nature of biographical notes on selected poets, whose merits are determined
by their achievements in their own time rather than by their place in a given
hierarchy. With all these points in mind, one can perhaps accept Ihsan

12 Tabaqat al-shuara', 86. 13 Ibid., 384-6. 14 Ibid., 100, 24.
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cAbbas's remark that the tabaqat scheme was a difficult one to operate, and
hence abandoned by critics after Ibn Sallam, notwithstanding the number
of works with titles containing the word (apparently tabaqat'had undergone
a major semantic change and ceased to designate, at least in the literary
tradition, preference, and had acquired the general sense of "poets of
note").

Baa?

Ibn al-Muctazz's interest in the modern poets was such that, in addition to
devoting a whole work to them considered as individual poets, he also
explored the properties of their poetry as a collective trend with its own
distinctive character. Thus, he produced the first theoretical treatment of
"ornamentation", a/-baaTy which lay at the heart of the modernists' work,
identifying its elements and placing it within the historical development of
Arabic poetry. The genesis of this work, Kitab al-BaaT, is discussed in detail
in chapter 21. The significance of this book has hardly been fully realized.
His epoch-making delimitation oial-badf as "the new, creative, beautiful"
opens up some interesting possibilities for the contemplation of the nature
of the modern as a stage in the process of development of poetry. The actual
breakthrough is represented by the very conceptual act of identifying a
distinct space within the poetic corpus and thinking of certain linguistic and
intellectual processes as belonging within this space, and placing other
processes outside it. One must ask, why these processes and no other? What
do such processes have in common? Are they interrelated or are they just a
group of isolated features? These questions will be considered after a brief
summary of Ibn al-Muctazz's analysis.

He states, in the briefest possible manner, that badf consists of five
elements:15 istfarah (roughly, metaphor); tajriis (paronomasia); tibaq
(antithesis); radd acja% al-kalam cala sudurih (internal repetition); and al-
madhhab al-kalami (the "dialectical" manner). For each element he quotes,
after a concise definition, good and bad examples. His basic argument is
that badf existed in the discourse of the Arabs before the modern poets, but
that the latter made it into a doctrine and sought to make extensive use of it
in their poetry. The only exception is the last element, which, he says, is not
in the QurDan. Significantly, this element is said to be mutakallaf (artificial,
affected, forced) - a quality impossible to associate with the QurDan on
doctrinal grounds.

Roman Jakobson and other modern linguists have provided a descrip-

15 Cf. also pp. 393-4.
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tion of language in terms of two elements, the message and the code.16 This
binary opposition can be used in the present context to illuminate badf as
defined by Ibn al-Muctazz, and to offer possible answers to the questions
posed above concerning the identification of its elements. If we conceive of
badf, as described by Ibn al-Muctazz, as forming a structure, a system within
which the elements are not isolated but interrelated, we can see that the
basic property of the structure is that it is formed on the level of the code,
rather than the message of discourse; it explores relations of opposition and
similarity, of oneness and multiplicity, between the linguistic constituents
of poetry. Istfarah is a process which involves a double-relationship, a
linguistic and semantic similarity-in-difference; the signifieds are similar but
different, their signifiers, originally different, are now to be made one. Tajnls
is based on similarity (or identity) of signifiers with difference in the
signifieds. Tibaq is based on total opposition between the signifieds and no
relationship of signifiers. Radd involves identity of signifiers together with
identity of significance. The fifth element, al-madhhab al-kalaml, deserves
special attention, since it appears to be of a different nature. Having defined
it as "artificiality and laboured deliberation", Ibn al-Muctazz gives
examples which reveal that it consists in the relating of two distinct,
unrelated thought-processes, ideas or experiences, in an effort to establish
the validity of the first (felt initially to be invalid or illogical) by linking it
with the second (which is clearly valid and logical). The first is usually an
abstract or theoretical statement, the second a physical image. No direct
similarity is usually pointed out in such a process, but, by putting two
things next to each other, an implied similarity becomes the operative force
in linking the signifieds, whereas the signifiers are in no way related to each
other. Such a method of validation is based on a degree of what cAbd al-
Qahir al-Jurjanl (see below) was later to call "self-deception", and is a
process which may be identified with the notion of the conceit in
seventeenth-century English poetry.17 Because of its inherent properties,
this device, unlike the first four, cannot be said to exist in the QurDan; it was
the product of a new cultural environment in which kalam, the art of
argumentation and polemics over religious issues, generated this power of
persuasion, of showing that things can be what they seem not to be.

The extremes of Ibn al-Muctazz's system are thus radd and tibaq, the first
representing total oneness on the level of both signifier and signified, the
second total difference on both levels. Mediating between them are tajnls
(oneness of signifiers with difference of signifieds) and al-madhhab al-kalaml

16 Roman Jakobson and Morris Halle, The Fundamentals of Language (The Hague, 1971).
17 Abu Deeb, Al-Jurjan?s Theory, 11-14. For a contrasting interpretation of Ibn al-Muctazz's

understanding of badf, see Stetkevych, "Toward a redefinition".
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(difference of signifiers with oneness of signifieds). Istfarah combines all
these elements: total difference of signifiers becomes oneness (substitution),
similarity and difference of signifieds become identification, yet preserving
a certain degree of tension between them. Badf thus represents a system of
relations, a type of poetry which explores the complex network of
relationships between signifier and signified, creating a high degree of
intensity and fullness on the level of the code, rather than that of the
message conveyed. Ibn al-Muctazz's perception of it can thus be seen as a
first criterion of modernism: that modernism shifts the emphasis in the text
from the level of the message to the level of the code.

The authority of the critic

One definite sign of early maturity in literary criticism was the claim critics
made to specialization and authoritative knowledge. From the early
cAbbasid Khalaf al-Ahmar, we learn that the authority of a knowledgeable
judge overrules the subjective response to poetry (or, for that matter, to any
other "product") of the non-specialist.18 The critic was seen as a special
kind of agent, performing an act which required a special kind of
knowledge, not within the reach of an ordinary recipient. As early as Ibn
Sallam, we witness this confidence in the critic's role, which he compares to
the role of any other professional master in any other profession or craft
(sinacah). The comparison was to acquire great currency in following
centuries. In the fourth/tenth century, for instance, al-Amidi, in al-
Muwa^anah^ goes further, restricting knowledge of poetry to the specialists
and saying that ordinary people ought to leave the matter of judgement to
them altogether.19 The principle was reiterated in similar terms in the
following century by Ibn Rashiq, who collected the views of a number of
prominent writers in support of his argument in his al^Umdah.20

Criticism thus began and continued to be a specialized knowledge, and it
is interesting to note that emphasis was almost always placed on acquired
knowledge (ci/m) and understanding rather than evaluation — an emphasis
which denies the value of the subjective response, whether positive or
negative, and asserts that knowledge requires long training added to a
special type of disposition or innate preparedness. This special knowledge
cannot be arrogated to oneself; it must be demonstrated through analysis
and justification of judgement by the discovery of the qualities of a given
work of art. Al-Amidi, in the passage referred to above, advises his

18 Quoted Ibn Sallam, Tabaqat al-shuara3, 7. 19 Muwa%anah,i, 410-19. 20 cUmdah, 113-19.
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opponent to test his degree of knowledge by looking at the choices of the
masters of this craft and trying to discover the reasons for their preferences.
Despite the fact that the nature of this knowledge is not explored in
analytical terms (more often than not it is defined negatively, by asserting
what it is not rather than what it is), the conditions pertaining to its
acquisition are clearly stated. According to al-Amidi, knowledge of poetry
is an "experience" of countless individual instances and the power to
abstract from them; it is the product of long "looking" at poetry, long
intimacy and long training; it is a natural disposition nurtured by
experience, knowledge of the literary traditions of the Arabs, coupled with
refined taste and linguistic competence plus that undefined and undefinable
quality, the mysterious "power of recognition and discrimination".
Nevertheless, in spite of its crucial importance, this special power of
discrimination is not a sufficient condition: there remains an area of
inexplicability in poetry, as much as in other areas of human activity. Two
things may possess the same definable conditions of goodness, yet one may
still prefer one to the other. Here one reaches the limits of explanation; the
ultimate criterion is indefinable. Both al-Amidi and, at around the same
time, al-Qadl 31-Jurjani (see below), put this very effectively, but it had been
stated in a less definitive form as early as Ibn Sallam.

The whole notion of "authoritative knowledge" and the authority of the
specialist ought perhaps to be seen in the wider context of the emergence of
religious authority, especially that type of authority claimed by the fuqahcf
(jurisconsults) in connection with the interpretation of the QurDan,
religious doctrine and its legal principles. It is not a coincidence that many
of the leading critics were at the same time steeped in kalam^ theology and
religious studies in general; some of them were even professional judges.

Poetics and practical criticism

By the first quarter of the fourth/tenth century many important questions
about poetry, its nature, function and structure had been asked; and some
interesting answers given. The issues which were to dominate the thinking
of Arab critics for centuries to come had been identified and discussed in
varying degrees of comprehensiveness and depth. The one major
dimension to emerge after this period derived from the increasing influence
of Aristotle's Rhetoric and Poetics and the commentaries on them in
philosophical circles. Poetry began now to be defined in terms of mimesis
(so much so that by the seventh/thirteenth century, Hazim al-Qartajanni
was to refuse to describe as poetry metrical and rhymed discourse in which
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the mimesis (muhakah) was unappealing),21 and as an imaginative (takhylli)
type of discourse which stood in direct opposition to prose (khatabah) on
the level of function. The distinction between poetry and prose acquired
greater importance, and the study of poeticality generated new ideas in
sharp contrast with ideas derived originally from considering poetry just
another form of discourse, distinguished by purely formal constraints such
as metre and rhyme. Criticism, on the theoretical level, shifted now from
rhetoric to poetics, and from the study of discourse in general to the study
of those properties specific to poetry as a distinct and different activity.

The fourth/tenth century was, however, also distinguished by the strong
development of practical criticism, since most of the major theoretical
issues had, as was suggested earlier, been defined by the first two decades of
that century. This powerful new impulse found its scope in the disputes
over ancient and modern, or over the merits and demerits of the work of
one particular poet or the comparative achievements of two poets. It issued
from the strong sense of dislocation generated in the previous century, and
attempted to bring back into equilibrium both Arabic poetry and critical
theory. This is well reflected in the titles of the two major works of this age:
al-Muwa%anah ("The Counterbalancing") of al-Amidi and al-Wasatah ("The
Mediation") by al-Qadl Dl-Jurjani (d. 392/1002). Outwardly, the former
was an attempt to analyze the achievements of two major poets of the
previous century, Abu Tammam and al-Buhturi, through detailed
comparison of their work, without reaching a judgement on which was the
better poet; the latter was an attempt to mediate between the opponents and
supporters of a single poet, al-Mutanabbi. On a much deeper level, each was
seeking in its own way to re-establish a lost equilibrium and a sense of
continuity within the great tradition. Al-Amidi soon deserted his
"balancing out" effort to reaffirm the supremacy of the ancient notions of
poetry which preceded the new school and to establish, in their most rigid
form, the "traditional" criteria. Similarly, al-Qadl Dl-Jurjani could not but
desert his mediatory effort to seek a sense of equilibrium, in asserting not so
much the newness and freshness of the poetry of the controversial poet he
was studying, as his equality with the great poets of the past: if he had made
mistakes, well, they too had made mistakes; if he achieved anything good,
he must be accorded recognition for it - good being defined in moderate
terms which mediated between the old and the relatively and reasonably
new. The excessively new was rejected, because it was difficult to assimilate
within a system possessing its inner equilibrium.

In the light of this search for equilibrium, we can begin to understand the
21 See cUsfur, al-Surah al-fanniyjah, 88-9; see ibid., for a discussion of the influence of philosophy on

Arabic poetics; cf. ch. 21, nn. 45, 46, below.
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critics' preoccupation with the otherwise rather puzzling issue of
plagiarism (sariqah). The literature devoted to this problem far exceeds that
devoted to any other single problem in Arabic literary history. This entails a
striking paradox; for the whole notion of plagiarism, the search for the
minutest form of one poet's "stealing" something from another, is tenable
only in a cultural context where originality is a highly valued aspect of
poetic creativity. Yet this search takes place in a culture which has often
been described as traditional, in which creativity and originality are
generally ruled out in favour of emulation and continuity. The paradox is
unresolvable unless we understand the obsession with plagiarism not as a
manifestation of an underlying preoccupation with originality, but as a
keen search for equilibrium, for the affirmation of the continuity of the
classical model, of the deep-rootedness of the new in the old, in the
structure of the poetic world which preceded the dislocation. This is
immediately evident in the first work on the "new", Ibn al-Muctazz's Kitab
al-Badf, the premise of which, as we have already seen, was that badf was
not new in kind, since it all existed in the classical model; its novelty was one
of degree. It is also evident in the domain most affected by the interest in
plagiarism: the poets whose plagiarisms were hunted out most keenly were
the poets of the "new" school, who generated or contributed to the process
of dislocation, rather than those poets who continued to write within the
established tradition (although, of course, it is in their work, almost by
definition, that one would be more likely to find plagiarisms of all types).
Whereas the critics of the time often found plagiarism a peculiar problem,
superficial and extraneous to the study of poetry, we can see it now in a new
light as being functional within the total structure of critical and cultural
activity, as having in fact a kind of therapeutic effect, since it helped to
reveal the survival of the classical model in the new poetry and to regain the
lost equilibrium. Another factor underlying the interest in the phenome-
non, and it is an important one, relates to the image of the world as finite and
explorable in totality, as will be mentioned later.

It is remarkable that, in what is usually presumed to be a strongly
religious culture, poetic criticism remained almost entirely secular; major
critics argued that poeticality had nothing to do with religiosity. This is
undoubtedly paradoxical, for all critical activity ultimately originated in
religiosity, yet critics separated poetry from religious faith and morality.
Such separation is attributable to two factors: first, the great poetic
tradition was pre-Islamic, composed by those who knew nothing of Islam,
and included the great Imru3 al-Qays himself, an "immoral" poet; secondly,
poetry like all forms of writing or composition was split into two
dimensions, thought and language — thought could be judged morally only
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as raw material, as reality, but once it entered the domain of art it ceased to
be reality and became "reality-made" {pott;sis), and this has no relationship
to morality, since the "made" has to be judged in terms of the conditions
pertaining to its making rather than to any moral, social or religious values.
Thus critical activity had to concern itself with the factors and processes
whereby an object of art becomes what it is. This is reflected most
expressively in the comparison dominant in all Arabic criticism between
poetry and other forms of "making". The poet was fundamentally a
"maker" (just as the Greek poietes was). This view was ultimately
responsible for isolating poetry, as conceived of and discussed by the
critics, from its cultural, political and economic conditions and turning it
into a body of "knowledge" (^ilm) superimposed on those conditions. It
also ultimately turned most literary criticism into rhetoric and poetics,
excluding any possibility of critical trends which would have concentrated
on the "vision" of a poet, or the social, political or moral conflicts in the
corpus of poetry.

This same view of poetry formed also the conceptual basis responsible
for making literary criticism the worldly activity it was, an activity
preoccupied with the here and never with the there (to use modern critical
terminology only for the purpose of illustration).22 This preoccupation
found its best manifestation in the following three forms:

1 Total concentration on the text as a physical reality of genuine material
weight. The materiality of the text and its immediacy are conspi-
cuously present in the work of all Arab critics. The text is viewed as a
well-defined, well-shaped, well-conveyed and well-received material
object. It said everything and left nothing beyond its power of
articulation. The few instances in which, in the view of some critics, it
failed to do this were harshly criticized.

2 Preoccupation with the text as an article of exchange, taking place to
express a specific, definable intention and to serve a specific, definable
purpose. The conditions governing this exchange between the
producer and recipient were present in the mind of almost every critic
and writer on poetry.

3 Concentration on the type of poetry which was part and parcel of the
life of the establishment; poets writing outside the establishment were
rarely the subject of discussion or enquiry.

Yet paradoxically this concentration on the code, on the nature of poetic
language and treatment of an already recognized or definable experience,
embodied a religious conception of the world and man's role in and
22 Cf. Thomas MacFarlane, "Poetry and the poem", Literary Theory and Structure: Essays in Honor of

William K. Wimsatt, eds. F. Brady et al. (New Haven and London, 1973), 83-113.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.022
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.022
https://www.cambridge.org/core


LITERARY CRITICISM 353

relationship to it. According to this conception, the world was created,
perfected and revealed in its totality by God. Hence it was fixed,
unchanging, ahistorical; man's role in it was that of witness to its creation
and perfection and to the manifestations of God in it. The world was finite
and totally comprehensible; indeed it had been comprehended once and for
all by a bygone generation; hence one poet differed from another not in
terms of his individual comprehension of the world, but in his ability to
reformulate the inherited comprehension in more (or less) effective and
eloquent modes of expression. Experience as an individual confrontation
with, and an independent exploration of, reality was never central to the
discussion of poetry; only craftsmanship was.23 It is this conception that
was responsible for the attempts to produce a typology of meanings, which
was put in an extreme form by the early cAbbasid poet al-Qisafi, who argued
that all poetry could be subsumed in the words, "You are [thus]: eulogy;
you were [thus]: elegy; you are not [thus]: satire", a dictum which survived
in the fifth/eleventh century in the work of Ibn Rashiq (d. c. 456/1064).24

Such efforts culminated in the work of Hazim al-Qartajanni in the seventh/
thirteenth century, having begun with the endeavours to define the sections
of the poem and its motifs which we encountered for the first time in Ibn
Qutaybah's work.

The finite nature of the world was closely linked to a fundamental
preoccupation of all Arabic literary criticism: the relationship of meanings
to words. From the earliest phases, we witness the crystallization of a view
of poetry, indeed of all discourse, as consisting of the dual elements mdna
(meaning) and lafs^ (expression). The amount of material devoted to the
study of this duality even so early as al-Jahiz, is rather astonishing; the
whole notion of balaghah (rhetoric) was defined in terms of it. On many
occasions, words and meanings seem to represent not merely a duality but
even a binary opposition, as if words were not the very constituents which
generate meaning. We face this conception as early as a paper {sahlfah)
attributed to Bishr b. al-Muctamir (d. 210/8 2 5) and quoted by al-Jahiz,25 and
also in the latter's own formulations. It appears too in an acute form in the
divisions of poetry described by Ibn Qutaybah, in which words and
meanings can be qualified as good or bad in total isolation from each other.
From these studies to Ibn Sinan al-Khafaji's (d. 466/1072) "measurement"
of words and meanings and their coincidence ("if this is as long as that"),26

the duality often determines the outcome of critical activity on the one
hand, and restricts its scope on the other. The restriction results from the

23 For an important discussion of this, see the modern poet and critic Adunis, a/- Thabit wazH-muta}}awwil, n.
24 Quoted Ibn al-Jarrah (d. 296/908), Waraqah, 9; Ibn Rashiq, cUmdah, 1, 123.

, 1, 135—9. 26 Sirr al-fasafyah, 199—206.
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practical need to select units of expression of a manageable length for the
purpose of discussion. Such a unit will also have to be complete in what it
states in order for one to be able to judge the degree of suitability of its
words to its meanings. Behind this notion lies a concept of meaning as an
independent, complete, solid entity which it is possible to isolate, describe
and express in differing ways of precision, concision and eloquence.
Meaning as a vague, undefinable, evolving presence in the text, inseparable
from the language used to embody it, was hardly ever conceived of by Arab
critics. It was generally believed that it was possible to restate a meaning of a
line of poetry and then compare this restatement with the way in which the
poet formulated it, and thence judge his ability as a poet. The one major
exception is cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, who rejects the "heresy of
paraphrase" (in Cleanth Brooks' phrase), as will be seen later.

The problem was accentuated by the fact that discussions of this duality
took place in the total absence of a properly worked-out theory of meaning.
From the sahlfah of Bishr b. al-Muctamir and al-Jahiz, meaning is discussed
from many angles, but is taken completely for granted, as if it were the most
obvious thing to comprehend. Yet in fact, a great many of the
misconceptions and shortcomings of literary criticism arose precisely from
the fact that meaning is a vague entity; different writers were talking about
different things, though they were all in superficial appearances discussing
the relationship of meaning to words. In al-Jahiz, a preliminary examin-
ation has revealed four different ways of using the term "meaning", and
each way generated independent critical statements resulting in real
contradiction between some of his views. His famous statement that
"meanings are to be found in the highways and byways", and that "poetry
is a type of formulation and casting",27 offers an example of the confusion
caused by the ambiguity of the concept of meaning. Many critics asserted
that al-Jahiz gave priority to words over meaning; cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani
rejected this interpretation, saying that al-Jahiz's passage reveals the
importance of construction rather than words, and adding that construc-
tion was a process of constructing meanings, not words. But in so speaking,
he was clearly referring to meaning in a sense altogether different from that
which it had in the works of his opponents. It is highly significant that the
two writers who made the finest contribution to the study of construction —
al-Khattabi (d. 388/988) in his Bayan ija^ al-Quran ("Exposition of the
QurDan's Inimitability"), and cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani himself- made the
cornerstone of their work a close analysis of the nature of meaning, giving it
definitions consistent with their own theoretical constructs. Most other

27 Hayawan^ in , 131-2.
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writers dealt with questions of poetics in the absence of such definitions; al-
Amidi, for instance, who lays great stress on the study of meaning in his
comparison of Abu Tammam and al-Buhturi, at times describes two
general notions as being "meanings" and at other times distinguishes
between very close statements on the basis that the meanings in them are
not the same. The confusion between the two designations of "meaning" is
evident in most discussions of the subject. Underlying the application of the
first designation there is a reductive view of meaning, for in order to
identify two meanings as being one, it ignores language, syntactic structure
and other elements of discourse and seeks behind all these a general notion,
an idea, a conception, which is common to the two formulations. In this
fashion, Ibn Tabataba (d. 322/934) considers four pieces of writing, widely
different in their language, imagery, tone, details and so forth, two being in
verse and two in prose, as conveying the same "meaning", because they all
revolve around the idea of lamenting the death of one ruler and
congratulating his successor.28

The concentration on writing as a craft, on the "secrets" of the
superiority of the QurDan, and on the function of discourse both in secular
writing and in religious life, resulted in a current of critical enquiry which
perhaps represents the central achievement of Arabic literary criticism,
namely the exploration of the nature and structure of literary, especially
poetic, language. From such remarkable studies as al-Amidi's analysis of
certain instances of metaphorical language (e.g. his discussion of Abu
Tammam's metaphor of the "width" of time),29 to the subtle and
penetrating analysis by cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani of the way metaphor
operates within the syntactic structure30 and the refined discussions of the
power of expression embodied in certain Quranic verses, we witness the
analytical vigour of minds enchanted with the beauty and power of
language and yet rigorous enough to try to describe the mechanism by
which the beauty and power are achieved. Qudamah's discussion of the
interconnections between the semantic units of a line or group of lines,
defined not as single words but as complete thought processes, and his
search for harmony and balance, are extended in Ibn Tabataba's work to
apply to the entire poem.31 Similarly, al-Jahiz's comments on the
significance of syntactic relations on the level of a single sentence are
enlarged by cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani to form a critical principle which
explores the power of expression and the semantic properties of syntactic
relations on the level of an entire line or a larger unit of composition,
sometimes even a whole, though short, poem. The purely phonetic

28 cIyar al-shfr, 78-80. 29 Muwa^anah, 1, 196-203. 30 E.g. Asrar al-balaghah, 21-4.
31 Qudamah b. Jacfar, Naqd a/sbfr, lyyfi; Ibn Tabataba, cIyar a/shfr, 5—7, 43—4, 124—8.
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properties of literary composition were discussed at length: Ibn Sinan al-
Khafaji devoted an entire work (Sirral-fasahah, "The Secret of Eloquence")
to such properties, developing observations originally made by, amongst
others, al-Jahiz. Although such studies suffered from a major defect - the
acoustic level of literary language being discussed in almost total isolation
from the semantic structure - some observations are undoubtedly of
genuine critical significance.

This current of critical thought, which concentrated on the linguistic
structure of poetic composition, runs parallel right from the start to
another, theoretically oriented, current which was preoccupied with the
structural properties of Arabic poetry and, ultimately, with "poetics", with
the general rules and conditions controlling not particular texts but the
meta-XzxX.. Foremost amongst the representatives of this trend is Ibn
Qutaybah, discussed above. Into this category fall a number of other works
such as Qawcfid al-shfr ("The Bases of Poetry") by Thaclab (d. 291/904),
which divides poetry into four types, these being in fact four semantic
categories, imperative, prohibition, statement and interrogation, with
poetic quotations to illustrate each type. Thaclab also describes the "arts" of
poetry, identifying them as themes such as praise, elegy, satire and
"similizing" (comparison). The book's bearing on literary theory and
criticism is very limited,32 but it offers an example of the kind of thinking
about poetry current in the circles of traditional linguists. The two most
important works in this tradition up to the fifth/eleventh century are
undoubtedly Qudamah's and Ibn Tabataba's, both of which will receive
further attention below. Almost all the ideas and most of the material
known up to the end of the fourth/tenth century was collected in Abu Hilal
al-cAskari's (d. 395/1005) work Kitab al-Sinacatayn ("The Two Arts", i.e.
poetry and prose), a famous handbook on the craft of writing which,
however, makes very little - if any - personal contribution except for the
occasional comment on some detail; the book may have played a role in the
development of the science of ba/aghah, but its role in the development of
literary criticism is negligible.

Poetry as a craft is the cornerstone of Qudamah's entire work. Starting
from the premises that "poetry has a craft to it", and that the intention be-
hind every craft is to carry what is made and done by it to the ultimate
degree of perfection, Quadamah believes the craft of poetry to have two poles,
extreme goodness and extreme badness; all poetry belongs to one of these
poles or falls between them. He then illustrates these extremes and the
factors which produce each of them, constructing a logical model in terms

32 Cf. pp. 403-4-
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of which all poetry can be described and evalutated. The basic elements of
the model are words, meaning, metre and rhyme. These four constituents
can be joined in six permutations, with some modifications resulting from
the role of rhyme. His final model yields four modes of conjunction: words
with meaning, words with metre, meaning with metre, meaning with
rhyme. Thus the types of poetry become eight: the four simple types
generated by the basic constituents, and the four generated by their
conjunction. Each type can be good or bad, and all poetry can be described
by describing how the goodness or badness is achieved. If all types of
conjunction are good in one poem, it reaches the ultimate degree of
goodness; and vice versa. The rest of poetry falls between these two
extremes. The remainder of the book is a detailed study of the eight types,
starting with "properties of words" and ending with "defective conjuga-
tion of meaning with rhyme"; thus offering a unique model of logical
organization with some real insights into poetry and the conditions of its
appeal or "goodness" as Qudamah puts it.

Ibn Tabataba carries this trend a step further by identifying some of the
basic constituents of what he calls, "the customs and traditions of the Arabs
in composing poetry",33 not merely with reference to the structure of the
poem, but also in so far as detailed aspects of poetic composition are
concerned. His analysis of the traditions governing simile, for instance, is of
interest in revealing the obscurity which underlies a large number of
instances of simile; he explains them by placing them in the wider cultural
context in which they were constructed. Throughout his discussion he
relates poetry to its geographical, cultural and linguistic environment,
viewing its conventions as being necessarily generated by the conditions of
its production (a view which he does not readily apply to modernist
poetry). Yet despite this reverence for tradition, Ibn Tabataba praises the
subtlety and variety of modes used by the modern poets to link the opening
section of the panegyric poem to its main part, claiming that the ancients
were limited and lacked subtlety on this particular level.34

A further degree of refinement in the description of poetic structure was
achieved in the fourth/tenth century by al-Amidi in the course of his
detailed comparison of Abii Tammam with al-Buhturi (see below). This
current of critical enquiry culminated in the fifth/eleventh century in the
work of al-Marziiqi (d. 421/1030), best known for his final formulation of
what has been called the theory of zamud al-shfr (constituents of
[traditional, good] poetry). Al-Marzuqi's work represents a shift in interest
from the structure of the poem to the structure of poetry. The question he

33 cIyar al-sht<r, 32-40. 34 Ibid., 111-19.
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tries to answer is not, how is a poem constructed? but, how is good poetry
constituted? The answer he gives represents, as Ihsan cAbbas has shown, a
fusion into one theoretical framework of criteria and concepts proposed
and developed by his predecessors, especially Qudamah, al-Qadi Dl-Jurjani
and al-Amidi. The constituents, in the final form given them by al-Marzuqi,
are:

1 Nobility and correctness of meaning
2 Tautness or strength of words (Ja^alah), and their "uprightness"

(istiqamah)
3 Correctness and precision of description
4 Closeness of similarity
5 Tightness of construction and fusion of its parts, coupled with the

choice of enjoyable metre
6 Suitability of the extremes of metaphor to each other
7 Homogeneity of words and meaning and the demands made on them

by the rhyme, so that no discordance may exist between them.35

QA.mud al-shfr serves a definite purpose for al-Marzuqi: it is not simply a
study of poetry in the absolute, but a descriptive statement on the
properties of "classical" poetry. Its purpose is "to distinguish old art
(satfati) from new, and the ancient system of poetry from the modern". But
it is also an aesthetic evaluative scheme, with a clear historical dimension as
the basis for evaluation. The last phrase of the passage just quoted runs, "so
that the difference between masnuc and matbtt may be known". Placed in the
context of al-Marzuqi's definition of these two terms, both of which he
views as emanating from the same impulse yet differing in the degree of
conscious application of a critical, selective faculty to the original impulse
on the level of composition, it becomes evident that camud al-shfr has an
aesthetic and critical function rather than being a merely descriptive one.
Matbuc

y al-Marzuql believes, is the poetry of the ancients par excellence-,
whereas the moderns vary in their degree oitabc and the degree oisanah to
which they subject their compositions.

As part of the growing interest in poetics, a definite trend is observable,
the search for a definition of poetry itself: what it is, what function it has,
how it relates to other artistic activities, and to morality and religion. It is
often said that the Arabs defined poetry in terms of metrical composition
and rhyme; but this is a false impression resulting from generalizing on the
basis of one famous instance, Qudamah's definition of poetry as "metrical,
rhymed and expressive of meaning".36 In fact, two distinct viewpoints on
the nature of poetry are evident in the culture. The first defines poetry in

35 cAbbas, Tarlkh al-naqd, 404-5. 36 Naqd a/shfr, 1.
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terms which exclude other forms of writing by identifying formal
conditions which are exclusive to poetry; the second attempts to define
poetry in terms of the nature of the imaginative activity generating it as well
as its formal properties, placing more emphasis on the first where
divergence between the imaginative and the formal criteria is in evidence.

The strictest example of the first tendency was not in fact Qudamah's
definition, but the one offered in an almost unknown text by Abu Dl-Jaysh
al-Ansari, who saw rhyme itself as the most distinctive and essential feature
of poetry, thus reducing the constituents of a definition from three to one.37

Qudamah's definition stated that poetry was metrical, rhymed and
significant discourse; yet even he refused to consider merely metred
discourse, devoid of other properties of poeticality, as poetry. All
significant critics shared this view with him; no critic is known to have
described as poetry the metrical compositions of grammarians or
philosophers, or even verse composed by known poets but lacking in such
other almost indefinable qualities as tatf\ rawnaq (charm), talawah (elegance)
and badihah (spontaneity), which most critics believed to be essential
constituents of poeticality. So early and conservative a critic as Ibn Sallam
al-Jumahi distinguished poetry from what he called "constructed, textured
discourse, based on rhyme".38 Similarly, Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. c. 322/933—
4), who asserted that poetry could only be metrical, hastened to add that shfr
(which is indeed related to the verb shaara "to feel, to know intuitively") is
so called because it is "intuitive apprehension of things not immediately
obvious".39

The second trend related poetry to creativity, to the power of emotional
and intellectual apprehension, to intuition and imaginative creation. One of
the best instances of this view is provided by Ibn Wahb (whose al-Burhanfi
wujuh al-bayan was once mistakenly attributed to Qudamah) and he says,
"shcfir (poet) derives from shcfara (to feel); he does not deserve this name
until he produces what nobody else than he can feel. Therefore, whoever is
devoid of this quality is not a poet, even if he composes metrical and
rhymed discourse". Going even beyond this definition, writers within
philosophical circles identified poetry with imagination (takhyll) and
mimesis (muhakah) first and foremost. This new, distinctive mark of poetry
was soon to be incorporated in critical writings, and to find its finest
expression in the work of cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani in the fifth/eleventh
century. But as early as the first part of the fourth/tenth century, Ibn Abi
cAwn had confined poetry to three types of activity which are in essence
three modes of imagery: rare and accurate simile; striking (gharlb)

37 British Library Ms. Add. 23, f. 446. 38 Tabaqat al-shuara\ 8. 39 Zinah, 130.
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metaphor; and am thai ("proverbial" sayings — though the scope of this
Arabic term is much wider than that of English "proverb"). In this
formulation metre and rhyme find no place.40

However, the finest achievement within this current of thought is
undoubtedly that of the philosopher al-Farabi (d. 339/950), who not only
lays greater stress on the imaginative aspect of poetry, but goes further, to
distinguish between poetry and poeticality.41 This was the first such
distinction in Arabic writing, and would only be grasped and elaborated
much later in the works of Hazim al-Qarta janni and al-Sijilmasi.42 For al-
Farabi, discourse can be poetic without being "poetry". Its poeticality is a
property derived from its power of mimesis, but in order to be poetry it has
to be divided into parts and organized metrically. As mentioned above, this
new emphasis on the imaginative activity involved in poetry came
essentially from the new major influence on literary studies, the commen-
taries on Aristotle's Poetics and Rhetoric, although its roots in Arabic literary
traditions go much deeper than is generally recognized. They originate in
the concept of poetry as magic, demonic, spiritual and different. This deeply
rooted conception appears in the fact that contemporaries of the Prophet
first reacted to the QurDan by saying that it was poetry and magic, meaning
that it had qualities which were identical with certain properties of poetry as
they conceived it, albeit on a totally different level. The full significance of
this early response to the QurDan deserves further analysis in a more
specialized context.

Criticism and Quranic studies

As was suggested earlier, thinking critically about poetry dates back at least
to the age of the great pre-lslamic poets. The rise of Islam generated sharper
critical thinking, particularly about the function of poetry, when Islam
attempted, as does any revolution with a total vision of society, to subject
poetry to its overall vision of social order and religious values. The really
important questions concerning literary language and eloquence (balaghah)
were no longer asked with reference to poetry, but rather to the new text
which superseded it as the high point of literary achievement within the
culture: the QurDan. Such questions were generated from within the text
itself, not only as a literary, but as a religious text raising issues of vital
importance to the very existence of man, his conception of God, and his
relationship to Him. Although such questions were not in essence of a
literary nature, they were language-based not simply because no conception

40 Tashblhat, 1-2. 41 See cUsfur, al-Surah al-fanniyjah, 166.
42 Hazim al-Qarta janni, Minhaj al-bulagha\ 70-3; Sijilmasi, Man%f, 218-61.
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of God or the universe can be formulated outside language, but also
because the language of the Qur3an was on certain issues ambiguous and
open to more than one interpretation. Of the many possibilities in such a
language, two became of crucial importance: the first centred on the nature
of the divine being, the second on man's relationship to Him in so far as
man's freedom of action and responsibility for his acts were concerned (free
will against predestination). On a very different but no less important level
for the development of critical thinking, a third issue acquired great
significance, the question of the inimitability (fja%) of the QurDan. The first
two will be considered briefly, before closer examination is given to the
third, which was to acquire increasing relevance to the development of
literary criticism in the following centuries.

Of central importance to the development of critical enquiry into the
nature of poetry is undoubtedly the awareness of the dual nature of
language itself, as a literal statement of meaning and as a non-literal
statement. In Arabic culture this awareness first crystallized in theological
circles and with reference to questions of free will versus predestination and
of anthropomorphism; in both matters two currents of thought dominated
the culture. With respect to the former question, the Jabriyyah held that the
only true agent and creator of actions is God, and that man is not such an
agent; the Qadariyyah asserted man's freedom of action. With regard to
anthropomorphism, the first group believed that God was "in the image of
man" and had the psychological and physical attributes of man; the second
negated all divine attributes and all likeness to man. Each group found
evidence in the QurDan to support its claims; and, in the course of the
disputes, each resorted to "interpreting" those Quranic verses which were
antagonistic to its own views; this interpretation involved the notion that
such passages did not mean what they seemed on the surface to mean, but
something beyond that. This "something beyond" came to be called majav^
and thence evolved the concept of language as being "literal" or "non-
literal": verses such as surah xx.5, "God is seated on the throne", were said
to have a literal (haqiqi) meaning, and a non-literal (maja^J) one, according
to which the meaning would not be a physical act of "being seated" with the
physical attributes that presupposes, but rather God's power and total
control. Similar interpretations were offered for other verses, such as surah
xlvii.io, "God's hand is above their hand". The domains in which the
concepts of haqiqi and maja^i were exploited were many, but the most
interesting for our purpose is that of literary studies. Here, al-Jahiz (a
leading Muctazili as well as pioneering litterateur) played a key role in
secularizing these concepts and beginning to use them in the study of
poetry. He identified figures such as istfarah (metaphor) and made use of his
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theological notions in discussing it as it appears in poetry; he was also the
first to record the usage of the term badi:, which in his example seems to
relate closely to a particular way of using istfarah. Significantly, Ibn al-
Muctazz was later on to consider istfarah the first element of bad?.43 Study
of the metaphorical nature of language opened totally new horizons to
critical enquiry.

Within this trend came the first work on the maja^J nature of an entire -
and considerable - text in any major critical tradition: Maja^ al-Qufan by
Abu cUbaydah (d. 209/824-5), in which maja^ does not mean simply
"transference" or "metaphorical usage", but in fact any kind of deviation
from the norm, the norm being understood not only in terms of common
usage but also in terms of the shape the text would have taken had it been
constructed in a manner showing the fullest possible form a given meaning
can take. Deviation here is almost identical with what Michael Riffaterre has
recently called "destruction of mimesis".44 Abu cUbaydah is, in this sense,
the founder of the deviationist approach to literary language; the
significance of his work has not yet been fully realized, and it deserves much
greater attention than it has received. Within the same tradition come two
books by the Shici poet al-Sharif al-Radi (d. 406/1016), Talkhis al-bayanfi
maja^at al-Quf'an ("Summary Exposition of Quranic Majat^9) and al-
Maja^at al-nabawiyyah ("Ma/a% Usages of the Prophet"), as well as, earlier,
Ibn Qutaybah's Tawll mushkil al-Qufan ("Interpretation of Difficult
Expressions in the qurDan"), all of them highly specialized studies with
revealing insights into the language of the QurDan and, by implication and
extension, the language of literature generally.

The issue of the inimitability (//^) of the QurDan, which was to be of
central importance for literary criticism, was not an external one, since fjat^
was proclaimed by the Book itself, and in such a forceful manner that it
staked its very authenticity as the word of God on its uniqueness and the
inability of men or jinn to produce anything "like it". The challenge thus
posed, however, was ambiguous as it specified no particular qualities which
those who were challenged were to match. But it was just this ambiguity
which was to enrich literary enquiry perhaps more than any purely literary
issue up to the fifth/eleventh century, as scholars began to examine the
multitude of possibilities which might have rendered the QurDan inimi-
table. Of such possibilities only those which relate to linguistic or literary
aspects concern us here, and central among these is the view that the
inimitability resided in the language of the QurDan. Initially, two positions
seem to have been taken, one attributing inimitability to the "meanings"

43 Seech. 21. M Semiotics of Poetry (Bloomington/London, 1978), 1-10.
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and the other to the words. In the fourth/tenth century however al-
Khattabi, in the short but important treatise on fja\ referred to earlier,
advanced the new thesis that the fja^ resided in three elements: words,
meanings, and a link between those two, this link being represented by the
"construction" (nagm) <5f the text. The notion was perhaps not absolutely
new, because, as noted at the beginning of this chapter, al-Jahiz is reported
to have written a whole book on the na%m of the QurDan. But al-Khattabi's
treatment of the subject is the first mature attempt to go beyond the duality
of words and meanings in search of a higher, more fundamental principle
determining the nature of literary expression. Underlying his notion of
construction was the concept of meaning as a well-defined element, namely
the significance of a single word which could be conveyed by no other
word. His criterion for the distinction between two apparently synony-
mous words was the context in which they occur. By showing the
differences between the set of syntactic and grammatical relations each
word effects, studied through the word's contextual meaning, he estab-
lished that two constructions could not express the same idea. There is a
mutual effect between the context and the word, and eloquence was said to
be "putting the right word in its most suitable place", where it could not be
replaced by another without changing the meaning or corrupting the
expressive power of the construction. This was his most valuable
contribution to the theory of construction, and it was, in its historical
setting, a remarkable one indeed.

Of the many writers on the inimitability of the QurDan after al-Khattabl,
two in particular contributed significantly to the analysis of its literary
qualities, al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013) and the Muctazill qadi cAbd al-Jabbar al-
Asadi (d. 415/1025).45 The latter applied the term fasahah to literary
superiority, and to this aspect of the QurDan, and defined it in terms of "the
joining together of words in a particular way".46 Fasahah, he argues, does
not appear in single words but in an expression, and it derives from
convention (muwadacah)9 the vocalization of the word, or its position. These
elements are all related to the "joining together". He also argues that
meanings, despite their importance, are not a factor contributing to the
fasahah of the expression. Two writers, therefore, may express the same
meaning with varying degrees of fasahah; a nobler meaning may also be
expressed with less fasahah than a less noble one. His most important view is
that the word may have mote fasahah in one context than in another, which
was to be a fundamental idea in cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani's theory of
construction. cAbd al-Jabbar discusses the problem of haqlqah and

45 For whom see ch. 5.. ^ Mugbm, xvi, 199.
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(literal versus non-literal) as part of his concept o£fasahah and "joining"; he
declares that the fluency of the expression and its rhythm or musical appeal
do not add any extra distinction to the fasahah, and that "there is no
difference between majat^ and haqlqah as far as what we are discussing is
concerned: indeed, rnaja^ may be more a part of fasahah than haqlqah".
According to him, the conditions of the fasahah of a literal expression apply
equally to a non-literal one, although the latter may have some inherent
qualities which contribute to its fasahah. Finally, it is significant that he
employs the comparison between discourse and other arts which depend on
"joining", or the composition of interrelated parts.47

Al-Baqillani's endeavour was to demonstrate Quranic inimitability by
comparing it with the best poetry produced by the Arabs; he selected for his
purpose the famous Muallaqah of ImruD al-Qays and a poem of al-Buhturl,
trying in each of these to reveal instances of internal weakness, lack of
coherence, imprecision of expression, defective use of language and
discordance in texture. (This section of his *Fja\ al-Qur°an is available in von
Grunebaum's English translation, A. Tenth-Century Document of Arabic
Literary Theory and Criticism) Contrary to this, he argues, the Quran's
construction and composition are invariable: each and every part of it
possesses the same degree of eloquence regardless of the theme with which
it deals. In this way, he established clear-cut criteria for literary
achievement, deriving them from a consideration of the entire text rather
than a line or group of lines. His was the first attempt in Arabic criticism to
examine a whole text and make judgements which related one part of the
text to another, but he failed to develop this into a fully-fledged critical
method. This has prompted Ihsan cAbbas to dismiss his enterprise on this
level, arguing that he offered nothing of significance when it came to
revealing the positive properties of the Quranic verses he dealt with, and
had ultimately to fall back on the QurDan's psychological effect on the
recipient, just as his predecessors had done, as the cause of its power and
inimitability.48 Al-Baqillanl's work reveals the shortcomings of a critical
method based on a view of the text as a "grouping" of elements, features
and rhetorical categories. In refuting the views of those of his predecessors
like al-Rummani (d. 386/996), who held that the inimitability of the QurDan
is due to the badf it contains,49 al-Baqillanl based himself on an extraliterary
position, arguing that badf can be produced by learning, acquired skill and
training; and that anything that can be learned in this fashion cannot
possibly be an aspect of the inimitability of the QurDan. Underlying this
refutation is a view of badf as consisting of rhetorical categories

47 Ibid., 227. 48 Tarikh al-naqd, 5^-4. 49 Tbalath rasa''i/, 75-6.
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independent of any particular linguistic structure or any particular context.
Only according to such a view can he argue that use of metaphor or
antithesis or any other elements of bad? is not part of the properties that
render the Qur^an inimitable. As if he senses the implication of this
argument, he quickly retracts his position and states that what he refuses to
accept is that any single element of badf independently of its position or
usage can be an element of the inimitability; but, "if it is claimed that a verse
which contains a simile (for instance) is inimitable because of its words,
construction and composition, I will not declare this wrong, but I will not
attribute the inimitability of the verse to the occurrence of the simile".
Further, the very notion that badf can be learned, and skilful use of its
elements acquired by practice, shows the extent to which the belief that
writing was merely a craft had developed. It is as if using a metaphor, or
antithesis or paronomasia, was a process totally independent of the nature
of the experience or the vision of reality, of emotion and thought, which
generates the poetic text. One can understand how, in such an intellectual
environment, the poetry of Abu Tammam was never studied except as an
exercise in language, a play with words and rhetorical categories.

In his determination to demonstrate the uniqueness of the QurDan, al-
Baqillani makes one or two points of real interest. One of his major
principles is that the construction of the QurDan differs from the genres, or
types of discourse, known to the Arabs: poetry (metrical, rhymed
discourse), various types of saf (balanced and rhymed discourse without
strict metre), balanced prose which does not rhyme, and other kinds of
uncontrolled or free discourse. Yet he, like others before him, recognizes
that the QurDan has rhyming verses and verses which can be analyzed
prosodically and seem to fit into Arabic metres. Faced with this fact, he
searches for definitions of poetry which will make it possible to reconcile its
being metrical with the dogma of the seemingly metrical parts of the QurDan
not being poetry. He finds this possible by negating an established view
which defined poetry in terms of metre; he argues that being metrical is not
sufficient to make a piece of discourse poetry, and that two other conditions
must be satisfied - intention of metricality and length of composition.50

The Quranic text lacks both conditions and is therefore not poetry. In itself,
the argument is important, though it was not used either by him or others to
the ultimate point of ridding poetry of the condition of metrical
organization. Strangely, no critic took the step of applying to non-metrical
discourse criteria which were established for the assessment of the quality
of "poeticality"; and this in spite of the fact that quite a number of non-

35, 55.
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metrical texts satisfy those criteria to a high degree. A second point of
interest in al-Baqillani's work, as has been pointed out by Ihsan cAbbas, is
the statement that poetry is "the depiction of what is in the composer's soul
and mind to others", which lies (admittedly in a much more sophisticated
form) at the root of all romantic, creative concepts of poetry. But again, he
fails to make the fullest use of this seminal notion.

Literary studies of the QurDan were of major importance for the
development of some specialized aspects of critical analysis, most
significantly in the domain of metaphorical language. Starting perhaps with
the work of al-Rummani, with his definition oibalaghah and its constituents
and his insights into the nature of the "point of similarity" in simile and
metaphor, especially his identification of a psychological (nafsT) type of
similarity,51 and ending with the remarkable work of al-Sharif al-Radi, this
trend made a great contribution to the development of the study oibalaghah
and poetic imagery, as well as to methodological analysis itself.

FIVE MAJOR CRITICS

Having described the basic issues with which Arabic criticism was
preoccupied and the critical principles it developed, we will now deal
(necessarily in a condensed fashion) with specific aspects of the work of five
major figures, placing emphasis on features which constitute each one's
individual contribution.

Ibn Tabataba

Ibn Tabataba's critical approach is largely determined by his conception of
the domain of poetry. In a chapter oiQlyar al-shfr ("The Gauge of Poetry")
entitled, "The suitability of the meanings of poetry to its structures", he
argues that poetry cannot be anything except:

1 Poems which "narrate" things already present in men's souls and
minds (al-nufuswa ^l-c-uqul)y expressing them well and revealing what is
hidden in the heart. The recipient delights in receiving such poems
because he receives what his disposition had already known and his
understanding had accepted; thus what had been buried is brought to
light.

2 Poems endowed with a "wisdom" with which souls feel familiar, so
that they contentedly accept its truthfulness.

3 Poems which contain truthful descriptions, suitable similes and

51 Thalath rascf i/, 80-1.
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illuminating amthal (perhaps in this context best rendered as
"parables"), in which "the distant is brought closer and what is close
distanced, for fear of repetition engendering boredom."

Beneath this view lie three basic conceptions:
1 That thought is pre-linguistic, well-formed and delimited; poetry

expresses thought well or badly.
2 That the domain of poetry is restricted and finite, hence it can easily

end up in repetition; this necessitates skill and awareness in handling
meanings, so that new elements can be added for the sake of variety
and avoidance of repetition.

3 That what poetry offers is already known by the recipient, since it
derives from a store of common knowledge and shared experiences; its
virtue is to reveal this covert knowledge and present it in a manner
attractive to the hearer.

Concomitant with this conception of the domain of poetry is Ibn
Tabataba's view that poetry should be governed by principles of "perfect
rationality" (kamal al-caql) and "well-formedness" (/tidal)?2 the outcome
of this being that the ultimate criterion of good poetry is that it should be as
lucidly, tightly and regularly structured as prose. Behind this is the belief
that poetry, because of the demands of metre and rhyme, imposes greater
constraints on the poet; and the really fine poet is he who contrives to meet
those demands without having recourse to linguistic constructions which
deviate from the natural lucid prosaic alternative. Ibn Tabataba concedes
that poets often do deviate from the norm, but condemns such deviation. In
this way, his views are diametrically opposed to modern deviationist
theory. The same conceptual basis determines his views on poetic meaning,
on the norm and the exaggerated in conveying meaning; following the
passage quoted above, he devotes a longish section to "exaggeration"
(jghraq), which does not appeal to him. Among things that also do not
appeal to him are some fine-drawn metaphors and comparisons which
would hardly strike us now as exaggerated.

The shortcomings of his approach are reflected in the metaphor through
which he conceives of meanings, a metaphor reflecting the ubiquitous
antithesis of substance or essence versus accidents or attributes. He regards
meaning as an essence isolable from language, just as gold, silver or colour
is an essence regardless of the shape or pattern in which it occurs; a poet is
thus like a craftsman - a goldsmith or silversmith who can take a piece of
gold or silver in one shape, melt it and refashion it better than before; or a
weaver who can create a variety of patterns out of his raw material. Ibn

52 cIyara/-sb?<r, 5, 15.
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Tabataba uses this concept in assessing the poet's handling of old themes,
whether expressed originally in poetry or prose, and his representation of
them; and it naturally determines his whole attitude towards plagiarism.53

There is a wide gap between Ibn Tabataba's attitude to meaning, as here
expounded, and some genuinely fresh theoretical pronouncements he
makes on poetry, which could have opened a new path for critical study.
None of these is more remarkable than his statement on the power of poetry
to express the hidden depths of man's soul and "the truthful ideas which
pulsate there", and "to articulate and make explicit what had been kept
secret within". Comparable with this view of poetry as "revelation of the
hidden self" is the view of it as "magic" to the same degree as the verbiage
of sorcery or shamanism; a view expressed in a saying which had already
become a proverb of long standing, that poetry is "white magic" (sihr
halal).™

Unfortunately, in his practical criticism, Ibn Tabataba's obsession with
meaning and the suitability of construction to it, and the tightness of its
composition and texture, overrides his interest in the structure of the poem
as a totality. His practical analysis is at times of considerable subtlety and
sophistication, but it remains localized, concentrating on details of textual
coherence and the suitability of the poetry to status or genre, hardly ever
going beyond this to produce the sort of criticism that his theoretical
remarks encourage us to expect. Similarly his insight into the structure of
the poem in ancient and modern poetry, where he finds the moderns
superior, would have acquired an added dimension had it been applied
analytically. The ancients, he said, knew only one manner of thematic
bridging {takhallus)\ compared with them, the moderns were more creative,
inventing new methods of takhallus.55 These remarks have a nice
structuralist bent, but he fails to make much use of them.

However, Ibn Tabataba's main achievement remains his conception of
the compositional aspect of the poem; virtually for the first time, we find a
critic transcending the limited notion of the composition of a line or group
of lines, to concentrate on the composition of a poem as a totality. In doing
this, and despite the constraints imposed by the lack of a well-defined
terminology, he formulates principles that even today possess a certain
degree of relevance. Of special interest is his statement:

The best poetry is that in which discourse is organized in a fashion which
harmonizes its beginning with its end .. . so that if one line is replaced by another it
is dislocated . . . its composition will not be good if it is put together like segments,
such as can stand by themselves, of epistles and orations, or like gnomic dicta which
are self-sufficient, or proverbs which are distinguished by their concision. The

53 Ibid., 76-9. 54 Ibid., 16-17. 55 Ibid., 11-19.
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poem must be in its entirety like one word in the harmony and homogeneity
(ishtibah) of its beginning with its end, in texture, beauty, eloquence, compactness
and strength of words, precision of meanings, and accuracy of composition,... so
that each word will presuppose what follows it, and what follows will be related to
and dependent on it.56

In the analogy he makes between "understanding" and the other faculties,
Ibn Tabataba established what approaches a naturalistic and determinist
theory of poetry, looking at it solely from the recipient's viewpoint. His
thesis is that each of the faculties "accepts what is proper to it and what it is
prepared for by its own nature, if that comes upon it in a gentle,
unobtrusive, just manner, in a way which is agreeable and arouses no
opposition. Thus the eye feels at home with a pleasant sight, but is hurt by
an ugly one; the nose . . ., etc." These faculties respond in a determinist,
natural fashion, and "understanding" responds to poetry in exactly the
same way; since the properties of objects which appeal to the physical senses
are fixed, determined by their own inherent qualities, so too the properties
of poetry that appeal to the understanding are of the same nature. The
understanding feels at home with "just, fair, truthful, known, probable
discourse", and dislikes discourse which is "unjust, untruthful, improb-
able, unknown, unfamiliar". The conditions in which discourse of the
former kind is produced are when it is "purified of ineloquence, free of the
weakness of error and linguistic impropriety (Jafyri), free of inequability of
composition, balanced out in the scales of correctness in words, meanings
and constructions". The ultimate cause of beauty and acceptability is well-
formedness and harmony (/tidal), and the cause of ugliness is discordance
and absence of harmony. In a further elaboration, he defines the elements of
appeal and well-formedness as "the well-formedness of prosodic rhythm,
the correctness and accuracy of meaning and the beauty of words". If these
conditions are met, "the audible and comprehensible dimensions of poetry
will be pure of any discordance and it will be perfect". If, on the other hand,
poetry lacks any of these conditions, its imperfection will be proportionate
to the lack. When it possesses the qualities mentioned plus (as the author
adds a little further on) "completeness of revelation", its power is like the
power of magic: "it commingles with the soul and suits the understanding,
it penetrates more powerfully than the spells of magic, more subtly than the
sorcerer's charm, more enchantingly than singing . . . it is like wine in the
gentleness of its mysterious spreading, its enchantment, thrill and
excitement."57

The weakness of this view of poetry is that it rules out difficulty,

56 Ibid., 126-7. 57 Ibid., 14-16.
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unfamiliarity and allusiveness by appealing not to an explicit subjective
response but to a universal innate disposition. The recipient is not a
particular individual, but (very much as he is in modern reader-oriented
criticism) the critic himself masquerading as "the universal man". The
tyranny of subjectivism is evident here, and manifests itself in the rejection
of any "unfamiliar" or "untruthful" linguistic usage. Ibn Tabataba ends up
by advocating a type of poetry devoid of any power of suggestion, of
shading, ambiguity or multiplicity of implication. He wants poetry to
reveal itself totally and completely, failing to realize that poetry does not
simply express the already-formed and wholly definable, but is often an
attempt to explore the ambiguity and undefinable nature of human
experience itself.

Qudamah b. Jacfar

At the heart of Qudamah's permutation of the elements of poetry and their
combinations lies "the conjoining {ftilaf) of words with meanings",58

which is the central process in poetic composition as he sees it. His
formalistic logical classification has obscured the importance of this and
another aspect of his work, the study of the properties of prosodic
organization {ndt a/-wa%n).

The most significant aspect of his discussion of the first of these topics is
that it is based on a relational concept of the process. His is a study of the
semantic complexity of modes of expression in poetry and the mechanism
by which meaning is generated; it is concerned with the questions: How
does language acquire meaning? What is the nature of the signification of
which words are capable, and how does this ultimately form meaning? Put
differently, the analysis is an attempt to reveal the mechanism by which
poetic language communicates meaning. The mechanism is of two types:
one a process of unfolding meaning in which, to use modern terminology,
the signifier embodies its own signified; the other a process of double or
multiple signification, where the signifier—signified relationship itself forms
a new signifier whose signified is a totally new entity in relation to the first
signified. The former type has only one manifestation, equality {musawah)^
whereas the second has a variety of different manifestations according to the
manner in which the first signifier—signified relates to the new signified.
Among these manifestations Qudamah distinguishes between, on the one
hand, the case of two meanings sharing the same word, which he terms
"correspondence" (mutabaqah)\ and, on the other hand, the case of two

58 Naqd al-shfr, 81; for the technical terms discussed below, see ibid., index.
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meanings expressed by two words sharing the same derivational base,
which he terms "mutual resemblance" (tajanus). Both varieties were
indifferently termed by Ibn al-Muctazz "paronomasia" (tajms)\ Qudamah's
attitude was and remained unique in Arabic studies, since other writers
took as their starting point the linguistic sign as phonetic entity and viewed
it as having two meanings, rather than working in the opposite direction
and seeing two meanings as sharing the same phonetic representation.
Qudamah's analysis is a system consisting of musawah as a base, and a
number of processes which move away from the base in various directions.

In discussing the properties of metrical organization, Qudamah uses the
criterion of "ease of prosody" (which most likely refers to the smoothness
and fluency of the rhythmic structures), quoting examples based on metres
other than those dominant in ancient poetry, such as sarf.59 Most
significant, however, is his identification and analysis of a feature which he
calls tarsf\ this, he says, is "when there is an effort to make the endings of the
sections of a line either rhyming (or near rhyming), or exhibiting the same
type of morphological structure (tasrlf)". So what he means by tarsf is both
morphological and metrical harmony and internal rhyming; it can occur in
single words or in phrases. He says that the most successful poets, ancients
and moderns, have aimed at this process. Such a feature is obviously a
structural property belonging to the level of organization and symmetry,
considered by Roman Jakobson to be a distinctive feature of poetic
language. Qudamah's contribution to its analysis takes the form of
appreciating it if it occurs not haphazardly but in a position "suitable" for
it. He argues that it loses all appeal if it becomes dominant in a poem,
because it is then a product of "artificial deliberation". Even more
significantly, he quotes sayings of the Prophet based on this deliberate form
of organization, and then concludes, "as they are at times deliberately aimed
at in prose, their use in metrical discourse is more attractive and more
worthwhile", thus regarding this form of organization a natural property
of poetic language. His theoretical explanation is that poets "aim in this
respect at achieving closeness in discourse between similar elements". This
is a fundamental principle of modern critical theory, as evident in
Jakobson's analysis of equivalent patterning and organization in general.60

A few pages later, describing rhyme, Qudamah goes back to the same
process as manifested in one particular way, the principle, enshrined in
tradition, that both hemistichs of the first line of a qasidah should have the
same rhyme as the whole poem. His study expands from one line to the
whole poem, and concludes with a remarkable statement: "Naturally-gifted

59 On such metres, which gained prominence in Umayyad poetry, cf. p. 152, above.
60 See e.g. "Poetry of grammar and grammar of poetry", Lingua, xxi, 1968, 597—609.
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and good poets seek to achieve this because the structure of poetry lies in
internal rhyming and end rhyming; the more that a poem includes this, the
closer it is to the essence of poetry and the more distant from the art of
prose." As in Jakobson, this identifies poetic language as a structure of
rhyming and repetition which distances it from prose.

Of the many relations of meanings that Qudamah describes, none is more
remarkable than takaftf, which he defines as a relation of tension between
meanings, in the form of either contrast and opposition, or equivalence, or
taqabul (complementarity?). It subsists not only between words but also
between phrasal meanings (e.g. black versus white and black versus not
black). It is noticeable that he identifies this phenomenon mainly with the
modernist school, explaining this by the fact that "it has more affinity with
the natures of those whose poetry results from forethought and reflection,
and who consciously strive for structural organization (tajnls), than it has
with the natures of those who, like the bedouin compose spontaneously just
as things come into their minds; nevertheless, even the latter, with their
own natures, have also produced a lot of it". This use of the term tajriis
deserves notice, because it is quite different from the normal later use in the
sense of paronomasia of various kinds.

Al-Amidi

Al-Mwva%anahy al-Amidi's chief critical work, is one of the high points of
achievement in the history of Arabic criticism. Conceptually, it is an
articulation of the ancient impulse of comparing two major poets; but in its
scope, methodology, analytical power and care for detail, it is a massive
development of this simple impulse. Right from its inception, it purports to
be different: its aim is to analyze and compare, but not to reach a definitive
value-judgement between the two poets with whom it is concerned, Abu
Tammam and al-Buhturi.61 It devotes a large introductory section to
statements by the supporters of each poet, in which is contained the body of
ideas and preferences known to the culture on many issues of literary
creation: the old and the new, poetry and science (linguistics as well as
philosophy and logic), meaning and form, poetic imagery, prosody, rhyme,
texture and construction, plagiarism, etc. It then compares in exhaustive
detail, the merits and defects of the two, by listing what they said on each of
the numerous themes which al-Amidi conceives of as forming the
groundwork of the Arabic poem from pre-Islamic times down to the age of
the two poets. It devotes special chapters to the constituents of the new

61 Nluwa^anah\ i, 6.
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poetry, and how each poet made use of them (e.g. metaphor, antithesis,
paronomasia, etc.). However, underneath this impressive design lies, not
totally concealed, the temperament of a critic with strong likes and dislikes,
who undoubtedly and unequivocally considers the ways of the ancient
Arabs, their conception of poetry and methods of composing it, and their
judgements on it, to be almost sacred, inviolable, non-historical. For al-
Amidi, language itself, especially in its metaphorical, non-literal usage, is
fixed and permanent; no modern poets are permitted to create a single
figurative expression unknown to the tradition, or if a new usage is made, it
must copy or mirror to a perfect degree one existing in the tradition. In al-
Amidi's eyes, it seems, the world was conceived once and for all, and
expressed once and for all, by the ancient Arabs; nothing new or different
can be even thought possible. Still, his considerable achievement lies in his
ability to sound serious and fair as he repeatedly asserts that he is not saying
who is the better poet, even as he enthuses over an image, a phrase or an idea
of Abu Tammam's (his bete noire). He does not hesitate, however, to
describe him at times as deluded {mwwaswas)^ ignorant, etc.

In his act of balancing out the merits and defects of the two poets, he sets
out a clear-cut binary opposition which gives greater substance to the
notions of old and new. The first pole of this opposition is what is "delicate
of meaning" {latlf al-mana or daqlq al-mana)^ and he gives the impression,
while describing the poetry of ImruD al-Qays and Abu Tammam, that he
regards this as the very essence of great achievement; he argues that if we
accept the view of some of al-Buhturi's supporters, who concede that Abu
Tammam is a poet of "delicate meanings", then we are "yielding to him
that which has always been the topmost ambition of poets"; it is these
qualities that have made Imru3 al-Qays the greatest of poets. Yet a little
later, we find al-Amidi retracting and arguing that "delicate meanings" are
available to all people and exist in all types of language, whereas poetry is
nothing but "niceness of approaching a subject, familiarity and ease of
handling it, the selection of words and the placing of them in their proper
positions, and that the sense be conveyed in the words usually employed to
express it . . . and that the metaphors (Jstfaraf) and similes {tamthllaf) be
suitable to the ideas which they express".62 This contradiction runs through
al-Amidi's entire enterprise, and seems to be due to the very nature of the
opposition he identifies. For delicacy of meaning cannot be placed in
dichotomy with "ease of handling, selection of words", etc., without
turning poetry into a formulation of the common and trite. What he seems
unable to appreciate is the dominance of an intellectual force in poetry, a

62 Ibid., 420, 423.
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force which generates difficulty and ambiguity and relates poetry to
philosophy and intellectual exploration. It is here that he becomes the
perfect representative of traditional thought: incapable of coping with
multiplicity, ambiguity and open possibilities, searching constantly for a
single and only meaning.

It is this, rather than any one other problem, that seems to have troubled
him in his treatment of Abu Tammam's poetry. Traditional approaches
tend to settle and become one-dimensional, or "automatized" to use the key
term of Russian formalist critics,63 allowing only one possibility of
interpretation and response. A fresh approach is unsettling, because it
demands a new response and allows for more than one interpretation, for
other ways of seeing the world, language and experience. Faced with such
an approach, an image or a "meaning", al-Amidl reacts with a degree of
animosity and anger incongruous with the nature of the problem in hand.
Nowhere is this clearer than in his reaction to two lines of Abu Tammam's,
the first of which conceives a traditional theme or response in a totally new
way, while the second extends the application of an old metaphor beyond
the "accepted" limits. Al-Amidl thus denies the poet the right to feel
differently from traditional ways, or to explore individual experience. He
rejects Abu Tammam's whole attitude to women because the poet shows
signs of defiance vis-a-vis a woman, is prepared to forget a woman he has
loved, and describes a woman's tears over him.64 No less restrictive is al-
Amidl's negation of individual experience not simply because it deviates
from the traditional usage, but because it deviates from, or does not
absolutely correspond to, social habits or social reality. Abu Tammam
describes a woman and her friends as being "beyond-human and unique",
and then says that they went out "wearing a greenness like the greenness of
spring gardens", to which al-Amidl responds by asserting that bedouin
women do not wear green, nor (except rarely) do urban ones; Abu
Tammam's usage is correct but unfamiliar, and by unfamiliar al-Amidl
undoubtedly means bad. In all this, al-Amidl discusses the instances with
which he is preoccupied in isolation from the text as a whole; at times he
describes one half of a line as bad and the other half as reaching the ultimate
degree of skill and beauty. Conceptually his atomism far exceeds that of any
other fourth/tenth century critic.

Of particular interest in his scheme for the comparison of two poets is the
chapter he devotes to the way each of them linked the nastb section to the
panegyric section. Detailing the ways each poet followed to achieve this
movement (termed khurtij or takhallus), he comes close to identifying a

63 Cf. Tony Bennet, Formalism and Marxism (London, 1979). 64 Muwat^anah, 1, 143, 261; n , 37.
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fundamental principle of structuralist analysis: the search for changing
contents but invariable forms. A poet might describe a journey on camel-
back, another a journey on a ship, but the one is only a substitute for the
other. The identity of different terms in the structure is an identity of
function, to use the terminology of Vladimir Propp in his analysis of the
morphology of the folk-tale. Al-Amidi, in a more restricted way, is in fact
trying to describe the morphology of the panegyric poem. In the course of
his discussion, he makes detailed comparisons between the ways of ancient
and modern poets in the takhallusy and for once the ways of the latter seem to
appeal to him more; in this, he follows in the footsteps of Ibn Tabataba.

Ultimately, al-Amidl's enterprise in his detailed act of balancing out
seems to rest on a theoretical notion of the morphology of the poem — more
specifically of the panegyric; since the divisions he uses for his comparative
effort represent a strict division of the poem into functions, beginning with
"the effacement of the ruins of the campsite by the wind", and ending (in
the incomplete, printed edition) with the completion of the panegyric
movement, having covered a number of functions and a number of
different ways of moving from the nasib to the praise section. Each division
represents a fixed function which can, however, have differing manifes-
tations. Without such a theoretical conception of the poems, the act of
"balancing" would have been impossible, for there would have been no
common grounds of comparison between the two poets. The fact that such
a conception exists in al-Muwa^anah in itself shows to what extent the
structure of the panegyric poem had become a traditional one by the third/
ninth century, and certainly by the time al-Amidi was writing.

Al-Qadt ^l-J

The sense of dislocation caused by the poetry of badf in the second/eighth
and third/ninth centuries was deepened in the fourth/tenth century by the
poetry of al-Mutanabbi. Disputes over his poetry acquired an added
personal dimension which had been lacking in the disputes over Abu
Tammam. Though of interest for the study of al-Mutanabbi's life and
works, this personal dimension is of little significance in the present
context; of greater relevance are those aspects of the works written about
him which contributed directly to the development of literary criticism and
theory. In this respect, the works of al-Hatimi (d. 388/998) and al-Sahib Ibn
cAbbad offer no more than critical observations on minute details of al-
Mutanabbi's poetry: defective uses of language, grammatical deviations,
"inaccuracies" of meaning, and so forth.65 The controversy over al-

65 On al-Hatimi, cf. van Gelder, Beyond the Line, 82—9.
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Mutanabbi did, however, produce one major work of literary criticism, al-
Wasatah bayna ^l-Mutanabbiwa-khusumih by al-Qadi CAH b. cAbd al-cAziz al-
Jurjani (d. 392/1002). A professional judge, of a balanced temperament and
with a clear ability for mediation, this critic attempts to offer a fair
judgement on al-Mutanabbi transcending both the attacks on him by his
adversaries and the extravagant enthusiasm of his admirers. He concedes a
lot of points made by the former, but proceeds to suggest that no poet has
ever been perfect. Defects are common in the work of the great poets of the
past, and just as this does not undermine their achievements so it should not
undermine that of al-Mutanabbi. On the other hand, he is a poet of
undeniable qualities and talent; this should be acknowledged by his
adversaries, but without submitting to the extravagant claims of his
supporters. This was a genuine work of mediation which succeeded at the
same time in formulating coherently many of the critical principles which
had been evolving, to varying degrees of maturity, in the works of al-Qadi
Dl-Jurjanfs predecessors.

The first striking feature of his approach is its ability to transcend the
dislocation, not by rejecting the modernist achievement, but by establish-
ing that its distinctive features are no more than analogical extensions of
features present to a lesser degree in the classical tradition. If these are
defects, then they must be so considered wherever they are found, in
classical as well as in modern poetry. In this way, both parties are to blame,
and, as the blame is shared, the modern is acquitted of any serious offence.
On the other hand, if those features are tolerated, then they must be
tolerated in the works of the modernists including those of al-Mutanabbi.
This critic thus resolves the opposition between modern and ancient, and
speaks of common defects rather than a perfect tradition and a defective
modernity. Underlying this attitude is a feeling that modern poets are
judged with unjust harshness for any errors they make, whereas ancient
poets were treated differently. Grammarians and scholars had pointed out
many defects in words, composition and meanings in ancient poetry, but
then proceeded to offer excuses for defects and explain them away, the spirit
behind their work being one of reverence for the ancients. What our critic
advocates is a similar stance vis-a-vis the moderns, including al-Mutanabbi, a
stance which acknowledges virtues and overlooks defects. Once positive
achievements establish a certain writer as a good poet, his defects should no
longer matter.

A modernist in philosophical outlook, al-Qadi Dl-Jurjanl offered perhaps
the first theoretical view of modernity not simply as situated on a time scale
but as a process of change. Modernity for him is the climax of a historical
process whereby increasing refinement of urban life is reflected first and
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foremost in a more refined mental, psychological and linguistic state in
man.66 The modern is by definition the opposite of the bedouin, who is
rough in temperament, habits, speech and even the acoustic quality of his
utterance. This modern spirit becomes a new tabc, inherent sensibility, just
as the ancients had their own, different, tabc. Deviation from one's own tabc

y

any conscious effort to suppress it and imitate the ancients, is a betrayal of
authenticity which produces only clumsiness and ugliness. For the first time
we see here not only a rejection of the ancient tradition as a model to be
emulated, but the overt distinction between ancient and modern as two
modes of feeling, observing, behaving and writing poetry — as two
conflicting sensibilities. Each is embodied in its poetic and linguistic
expression as well as in its way of feeling. The modern cannot emulate the
ancient without losing his own self, his sweetness, smoothness and
eloquence, and ending up discordant, lacking in eloquence and appeal, and
with ragged texture (ikhlaq al-dtbaj). As an example of this is cited the poet
who had come to be seen as the most modern of all moderns, Abu
Tammam: he tried in many of his linguistic usages to emulate the ancients
and ended up with ugliness in more than one place in his corpus. In the same
context, al-Qadi 31-Jurjanl identifies what seems to him to be the worst
thing a poet can do: to mix the very ancient with the very modern. Abu
Tammam has done just this, using the difficult, laboured language of the
ancients and adding to it bad?, together with obscure meanings and hidden
implications. This type of poetry is the most exhausting and least appealing.
Yet at the same time, al-Qadi Dl-Jurjani is not willing to denigrate Abu
Tammam: "Alas, how can I do so, when I esteem him so highly, glorify him
and consider him to be the Kacbah of poets of meaning and bad? " His
adherence to his principle, however, is such that he criticizes modern poets
who are betrayed, in the course of a poem embodying their modern
sensibility, into introducing a line or even a phrase which, in his view,
"disrupts your joy and ruins your pleasure". He wants modern poets to
allow their modern spirit to flow uninterrupted, smooth and easy, but
without falling to the level of the mundane.

His modernist spirit is reflected in his attitude to the poetry of his own
age and the immediately preceding centuries, as is clear in his comments on
al-Buhturi, whom he regards as a prime example of the matbtt poet. He
selects al-Buhturi, he says, because "he is closer in time to us, and we are
more at home with him, his discourse is more suited to our disposition and
more similar to our habits. The soul feels at home with what is
homogeneous with it (majanasaha), and readily accepts what comes ever

66 Wasatah, 18-22.
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closer to it."67 In this passage, he almost reverses the old equation of ancient
poetry with spontaneity, tabc, absence of artificiality and labouring of an
idea or phrase; he suggests that smoothness and fluency are marks of the
modern age. When he does deal with ancient poetry, he chooses that type
which is most in harmony with his modern sensibility. In all this, his criteria
are harmony of the lines of a poem and of its parts, suitability of one section
to the others, absence of artificiality, purity of texture; and when this is
coupled with creativity, delicate sancah9 fine metaphors and other types of
bad?, then poetry reaches a degree of effectiveness which induces in the
hearer a state of pure delight (aryahiyyah). Ultimately he summarizes the
values of achievement in ancient Arabic culture in a manner which was to
prepare the way for the final formulation of c amud' al-shfr\ He then offers the
most detailed analysis of elements of badf in poetry up to the end of the
fourth/tenth century, taking three of Ibn al-Muctazz's elements, istfarah,
tajriis and mutabaqah^ and adding the elements of tashlf (visual punning
between words distinguished only by their diacritical dots), taqsim
(distributio)68 and jamc al-awsaf (cumulation of epithets); and further
allowing the possibility of considering procedures such as iltifat (change of
person, e.g. when a poet switches from speaking in the first person to
addressing himself in the second) as types of badf.

In the course of his discussion of current attitudes to poetry, he
establishes, perhaps for the first time in Arabic criticism, a dividing line
between modernist poets based on the criteria of pure sarfah, sanah mixed
with tabc

y and predominating tabc. The poets of pure sarfah are headed by
Abu Tammam, those with predominating tabc by al-Buhturi, those ofsarfah
mixed with tabc by Muslim b. al-Walid. On the basis of these criteria, he
divides al-Mutanabbi's poetry into two phases, an earlier one in which he
belongs to the school of Abu Tammam, and the later phase in which he
belongs to that of Muslim.69 Carrying the observations of his predecessors a
step further, he defines the constituents of camud al-shfr in a more
comprehensive way, without explicitly formulating the problem theoreti-
cally. He argues, like al-Amidi, that the ancient Arabs did not care for the
adornments of badi\ provided that they achieved camud al-shfr and the
systematic composition {ni%am al-qarld) inspired by native genius. The
constituents of this system are:

1 Nobility and correctness of meaning
2 Strength or tautness (Ja^a/ah) and correctness of words
3 Precision of description
4 Closeness of comparisons

67 Ibid., 29. 68 For an example of this figure, see p. 298. 69 Wasatahy 27-33, 4I~5°-
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5 Richness of spontaneous response (or the spontaneous flow of
composition)

6 Abundance of pointful expressions and quotable lines70

His formulation was the basis for the more rigid account of camud al-shfr
presented by al-Marzuqi, which has been briefly considered earlier in this
chapter.

cA.bd al-Qahir al-Jurjanl

The numerous questions relating to the Quranic text as well as to prose and
poetry which had been formulated and considered up to the fifth/eleventh
century came to fruition in the work of this second al-Jurjani (d. 471/1079),
who assimilated the diverse currents of thought in his background and
developed a new approach to literary expression. Basing his approach on a
view of language as a system of relations, and of the text as totality, he
argues that single elements have no value, semantic or aesthetic, in
themselves and independently of an actual linguistic context. The text is a
body of interacting elements which acquires shape only as a totality. All
semantic, phonetic and syntactic features of the text are subject to the same
rule and are all governed by the same principle, which can be called
structural inasmuch as it relates individual features of the text to an overall
structural force which determines their function and operation. Figurative
language, such as metaphor, is part of this process and has no independent
value of its own. Going even further, he assigns literary analysis the role of
discovering the properties of the artistic text, emphasizing that, although
grammatical in nature, his approach is not concerned with correctness or
grammaticality but with texts as literary products in which language
transcends the mere state of correctness in order to fulfil an artistic
function.71 His exploration of "superiority" focuses entirely on the body of
language present in the text, viewing the text as a network of relationships
determined by the structure of experience itself; poetry expresses by
embodying the structure of thought and emotion, and the structure of
reality in all its complexity, by using a set of linguistic relations. Within this
set, poetic imagery plays a fundamental role, as it functions through a
principle different from that at work in literal language, forming a double-
layered process which moves from meaning to the meaning of meaning, as
will be seen later.

By assimilating poetic imagery in all its forms into the totality of his
system, he made a major contribution to textual analysis. Imagery is no

70 Ibid., 33-4. 71 See Dalciil al-fja^ 306; cf. Abu Deeb, Al-]urjan7s Theory, 39-40.
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longer viewed either as ornament or as a substitute for literal statement.
Imagery in his view exists at times without there being any possibility of its
having a literal origin or equivalent. This is the core of religious language
which attributes human traits to God, where the admission of a literal
counterpart would lead to "error" (da/a/ah).72 He thus introduces a totally
new notion, creating a new possibility for exploring human thought, the
possibility of actually thinking in images or metaphor. As such, poetic
language could be analyzed on a different level from non-poetic language,
rather than as deviation from it.

At the heart of his system is his detailed re-examination of such basic
concepts as "meaning" and "words", and his rigorous definition of both.73

He devotes much energy to the refutation of imprecise notions prevalent in
the works of certain writers, and demonstrates the dangers inherent in
them. Meaning is no longer separable from language; semantics and syntax
become two dimensions of the same creative process, meaning being a
function of the syntactic structure within which semantic units appear.
Hence two sentences cannot mean the same thing unless the one repeats the
structure of the other using identical semantic units — in which case the two
would be identical replications of the same utterance. The slightest change
in linguistic, especially syntactic, usage creates a new "meaning" alto-
gether; so a sentence based on an image cannot express the same meaning as
one not based on that image. In this fashion, the dynamics of literal and
figurative usages of language are shown to be different. Literal usage works
through a process that generates "meaning", figurative usage through one
which generates "the meaning of meaning" ("I met a lion" intended
literally contrasts with figurative usage in which "man" and "lion" are
subsumed under the common attribute of courage).74

The inseparability of meaning, imagery and syntactic structure from each
other is demonstrated in abundant instances in al-Jurjani's work. One such
is his study of al-Muzarrid's hemistich wa-salatbi-anaqi ^l-matiyyi ^l-abatihu
in which he attributes the beauty of the image, "and the valleys were
flooded with the necks of the riding-beasts", not only to "the highest
degree of precision possible in comparison", but to the fact that the image
appears in this particular syntactic structure and in the context of the
experience of performing the pilgrimage. The "dominant emotion" (to use
Coleridge's phrase) is of such a richly overflowing kind that nature and man
are fused together in a moment of total harmony and joy, so that the valleys
themselves "overflow" with the camels' necks. The dominant emotion

72 Asrar al-balaghah, 47.
73 E.g. Da/a7/ al-fja^ 194-203. 74 See Abu Deeb, Al-JurjanTs Theory, 75-81.
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spreads through all elements of the linguistic structure, and no other
structure would be capable of embodying the same experience.75

Another instance is his analysis of the Quranic phrase {surah xix.4) wa-
^shtaala °l-rasu shayban, "the head was lit up, all hoary", where he argues
that the beauty and expressive power are not due merely to the metaphor
(similarity of the spreading of fire and the spreading of hoariness), but to the
very structure in which the image is presented. Construct the sentence as wa-
°shtaca/a rasi hi ̂ l-shaybi, "my head was lit up by reason of hoariness", he
says, and it will lose its beauty and effectiveness.76 In such an analysis,
thought (or meaning) is no longer conceived as an isolable essence capable
of expression first in a linguistic structure without imagery, and secondly by
the use of an added image to improve or decorate it. Language and thought
or experience, and the linguistic embodiment, are not even two items
brought together; they are much more than this, they are a structure in
which all elements function as part of a totality inconceivable in any other
way. Imagery thus becomes a thought process expressible in one, and only
one, linguistic structure.

As he transcends the duality of meaning and words, and searches for
means of designating the oneness and wholeness of literary expression, he
coins the term "form [surah, here in the philosophical sense antithetic to
"matter, substance"] of meaning".77 This term remains even today one of
the most precise notions to designate the unity and inseparability of
experience and language, content and form. He uses, he says, the term surah
"to express an intellectual concept by analogy with a visual object", e.g. the
way one individual of the species man differs from another individual;
similarly, as we reali2e intellectually that the meaning in a line of poetry has
distinctive features not present in another line, we indicate the difference by
saying that the meaning has a surah in the first line different from the surah in
the second.

Having positioned imagery within his total theoretical system, he
embarks on a detailed enquiry into poetic imagery for its own sake,
exploring its nature, function, forms and its relationship to its creator and
impact on the recipient; thus constructing a theoretical universe which
deservedly earned him the epithet "founder of the sciences of bayan and
balaghah" (both terms have been translated as "rhetoric", and the
differentiation between them, if any, is hardly perceptible). The following
brief sketch of his ideas on imagery cannot adequately depict the vitality
and subtlety of his work, and in particular his remarkable powers of textual

75 Asrar al-balaghah, 21-4; see Abu Deeb, Al-JurjanTs Theory, 75-81.
76 Dalcfil al-fja^ 309, 300-1. 77 Ibid., 388-9.
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analysis. A central feature is the distinction he makes between two types of
relationship through which one thing may be seen in terms of another:
similarity and contiguity.78 Similarity is the basis of simile, metaphor, etc.;
contiguity produces figures like allusiveness (kinayah) and tropes not based
on similarity such as part/whole, cause/effect relationships, etc. Failure to
recognize these basic distinctions results in a serious misunderstanding of
the nature and function of figurative language, and — significantly —
religious language in some of its fundamental aspects.The differences he
discovers between similarity and contiguity go beyond classification of
similes, as he explores the structural differences between statements
containing these types. Similarity, for instance, can be expressed in terms of
direct identification using the subject—predicate structure, or direct
substitution, as in one type of istfarah\ or complex analogy as in another
type of this figure; or in tamthil, the coining of a "parable" (using this word
in the sense of the New Testament parable, introduced in the New English
Bible by the form, "The kingdom of heaven is like this: a man . . .").
Contiguity can only be expressed in the form of simple substitution, and
here, no real difference exists between the suppressed statement and the
overt one replacing it, as in the phrase laka ca/ayjajad, "I am indebted to
you for a hand", where jW, "hand", is substituted for nfmah, "favour".
Similarity receives greater attention in al-Jurjanfs work because it forms
the basis for the major types of poetic imagery. He elaborates a classification
into various types, each generating one distinct form of the image and
involving different imaginative and linguistic processes. The most
important of his divisions is based on the identification of two kinds of
similarity. The first occurs "in the attribute itself", as with, "her hair is the
night", blackness being an attribute of both hair and night; the second
occurs in a corollary or consequence presupposed by the attribute, as in,
"her words are like honey", since sweetness is actually present in honey, but
can only be attributed to words in respect of the psychological effect on the
recipient.79

Making extensive use of these basic divisions, al-Jurjani identifies
different forms of imagery and studies them as imaginative and linguistic
processes. He rejects the notion that a subject-predicate statement of the
type, "cAli is a lion", is a metaphor (Jstfarah), firstly because it involves no
transference, and secondly because it fails to achieve the fusion between
"cAli" and "lion" characteristic of the istfarah', it lacks the tension
generated in true istfarah by the latter's being a double unit in which both
elements must be present imaginatively, but only one of them expressed

78 See Abu Deeb, Al-JurjanTs Theory, 184-8, 190-3. 79 Ibid., 104-8, 123-42.
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overtly in the linguistic form. He also rejects the dominant view that simile
{tashbih) and metaphor are interchangeable, and the latter only a concise
equivalent of the former (a view expressed by Aristotle and by a number of
Arab critics); he shows that simile cannot always be reformulated as
metaphor, and explores the conditions which govern their interchangeabi-
lity in certain circumstances only.80 His classification oiistfarah is the first
of its type in Arabic and the basis for practically all subsequent work on the
subject. It is here that the major difference between this work and that of his
predecessors - including both Aristotle's analysis and the studies written by
commentators on it - is best displayed.81

As a religious thinker, a mutakallim (scholastic) in the Ashcari tradition,
he starts from the same conception of the world as finite and revealed, as
possessing an objective existence, from which other critics started. This is
most evident in his search for the roots of similarity: does it lie hidden in the
world until a searching mind manages to discover or reveal it, or is it
something connected immediately with the act of perceiving it? At times, he
seems to move strongly in the direction of the latter possibility, especially in
his enthusiasm for the power of the image to strike us with fresh, unfamiliar
links between various seemingly unrelated objects or aspects of experience.
In such contexts, he borders on the language of creativity, invention, total
individuality. But then he faces the deep paradox emanating from the
contradiction between this view of man (as a poet), and the central religious
view that only God creates out of nothing, and that the world is finite,
delimited, objectively present, possessed of all its attributes so that nothing
can be "added" to it. This sense of paradox emerges in his work in a
modified form, almost an aesthetic one: if we emphasize the creative aspect
of the discovery of similarity in dissimilar objects, where is the limit to be
placed on this process of discovery (a problem similar to that faced by
Coleridge in the course of articulating his "theory" of imagination and its
unifying power, e.g. in Biographia Literaria)? Is any image revealing
similarity acceptable? Answering this question positively would open
totally new doors for poetry, for criticism and for man; but this goes against
the very core of the enshrined religious conception of the world which
dominated the culture and al-Jurjani's thinking alike. Hence, he answers it
negatively, asserting that not every act of linking objects through similarity
is justified; the similarity has to be "there already", the poet merely
"revealing" it through an act of penetration and an unusual power of
perception:

80 Ibid., 178-89, and ch. 4.
81 See Asrar al-balaghah, 40-80, and Abu Deeb, "Al-Jurjani's classification of istfara".
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one must find a correct and comprehensible similarity between them . . . I do not
mean that one can invent a similarity which has no origin in the intellect. What I
mean is that there are hidden similarities which have very subtle paths to them. If
one's mind penetrates and comprehends them, then one deserves honour . . . for
you to find something where it has not previously been found is equal, in exciting
the sense of wonder and great enjoyment in him who feels that wonder, to the
creation of something which did not exist and whose substance and qualities were
not known.82

The deep paradox he faces underlies al-Jurjanfs analysis of another
extremely important aspect of literary creation: the nature of meaning itself
and the role of imagination, as opposed to reason, in it. He recognizes two
distinct kinds of meaning — in fact, of processes of seeing, thinking and
feeling — in discourse, an intellectual (caqlt) type and an imaginative
(takhytlt) one, reaching areas of enquiry not touched upon by his
predecessors.83 But as he describes those types and states his own position
on their appeal and importance for literary creation, the tension generated
by the paradox becomes evident.

His concentration on the differences between the various forms of
imagery permitted him to produce hypotheses which, although in
embryonic fashion, constitute the basis for a better understanding of his
notion of modernity. In one such formulation, having described the
difference between tashbih and tamthil, he states that one can describe the
poetry of Ibn al-Muctazz as abundant in tashbih and that of Salih b. cAbd al-
Quddus, the ^uhd-poet, as abundant in tamthil. He also hints at a possible
link between tamthtl and the imagery of the modernist poets.84 Concise
though this formulation is, it can form the basis for a closer analysis of Abu
Tammam and the modernist poets in Arabic, and for classical and modern
poetry in general. The point of similarity in classical poetry tends to be
predominantly of a physical nature, whereas modern poetry tends to exploit
similarities of a non-physical nature between objects or domains of
experience. When he develops his analysis of tamthtl to cover the type of
image displayed in, for example, Abu Tammam's "Don't be surprised to
find a generous man devoid of wealth, for flood-water is in constant war
against the highest of peaks",85 he identifies and describes in a very detailed
fashion the type of image which came to be considered central for an entire
school of poetry in seventeenth-century England: the conceit. His analysis
of this type is of interest even within the context of modern European
studies of its nature and function. Using his discussion of it as the
groundwork for the study of Arabic badf offers a new approach to the

82 Asrar al-balaghah, 139-40, 136. 83 Ibid., 241-5. 84 Ibid., 85-8, 244-96. 85 ibid., 245.
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latter, totally different from the way critics like al-Amidi approached it.
Through al-Jurjani's analysis of tamthll, we can perhaps reach a better
understanding also of the perplexing fact that Ibn al-Muctazz considered al-
madhhab al-kalaml ("the manner of dialectics") an element of badf but
denied its existence in the QurDan. Al-Jurjanfs analysis of this type of
tarn thill, taking the form of imaginative explanation or justification {tatll
takhyltl) brings out the element of self-deception at its roots. An illogical,
untruthful statement is rendered logical and truthful through the relation of
similarity, explicit or implicit, on which tactll takhyltl is based. As such, its
function is to present as valid a statement which is recognized initially as
being invalid. This being so, al-madhhab al-kalami cannot, from a religious
point of view, exist in the QurDan, which is the word of God, the
All-Truthful.

Al-Jurjam's discussion of takhyll must be seen in its proper context. He is
not concerned here with the problems of truthfulness and falsehood in the
crude form which they take in most discussions of the matter, but with the
nature of poetic statement. He defines takhyll as that in which a poet
"affirms something which is not certain at the outset, and makes a claim
which cannot be verified, and says something by which he deceives himself
and makes himself see what he sees not". He then distinguishes grades of
takhyll, some of which are close to truth, while others are more remote and
are clearly "deception of the mind and a kind of ornamentation". In the
light of this, he deals with the famous contradictory sayings, "The best of
poetry is that which lies most", and "The best of poetry is the most
truthful", and interprets them in a manner placing them outside the sphere
of crude lying or crude faithfulness to reality; he demonstrates that each of
them refers to a particular mode of poetic expression, the first involving
artistic treatment, craftsmanship, intelligence, and so forth. As for the
second dictum, he views the truthfulness of poetry not as faithfulness to
objective reality, such as when a poet praises a man for certain qualities only
when it is known that he in fact does possess them, but as making
statements which express a "wisdom" acceptable to reason, or a sermon
which tames uncontrolled emotion and urges piety, or reveals the seat of
beauty and ugliness in human action, or separates praiseworthy from bad
qualities. It is to be noted that in distinguishing these two types of meaning,
al-Jurjani is not rejecting one and accepting the other; he considers them
both proper modes of poetic creation. His concern is to assert that,
although it may be thought that the takhyltl type allows a greater freedom
and creativity, the caqlltype allows such creativity also.86 He denies that the

86 Ibid., 253, 249-52.
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latter type is a static stock which leaves no room for the poet's individual
perception of things or inventive powers and ability to add new truths to
what has already been discovered. While his admiration for the various
types of takhyiti meanings reaches the highest degree of enthusiasm that he
shows for any aspect of poetry whatever, the fact that he identifies takhyll
with non-verifiability remains a descriptive analytical operation and never
turns into a moralistic attitude favouring rationality, common sense, or
crude faithfulness to reality.

His approach to literary expression is essentially structural, in that he sees
every single element of the text in terms of its relationship to the totality of
the experience underlying it, and to the linguistic structure of which this
element is a constituent. In terms of application, however, the unit to which
he applies his critical principle varies according to the nature of the
particular point under consideration.87 Theoretically, he does not refer to
"text" as the totality subjected to analysis; but in practice the units of
composition he deals with can be an image within a poem (in which case he
views the image in terms of its position within the poem), or a line or group
of lines forming one short poem or, in one case at least, an entire longish
poem. With this in mind, we can see his approach as a theoretical apparatus
which can be applied to small units of composition but can also be extended
to cover any unit no matter how large. Conceived of in this way, his work
can be justifiably related to much that has happened in modern critical
theory on the level of the structural analysis of the text as a total closed
entity which forms a system of relationships, an interactive body within
which a total organizing structural principle operates. His five fundamental
concepts are:

1 That language is a convention.
2 That the linguistic sign is arbitrary; there is no inherent relationship

between its "meaning" (more accurately signifie) and its phonetic
shape; thus no one of two words can be, in isolation, better or worse
than the other.

3 That a poem (or for that matter a piece of prose) is first and foremost a
linguistic body of material which functions as a system of relation-
ships, a structure formed by the interrelationships between its
linguistic components.

4 That literal and figurative usages of language represent two modes of
comprehension and two modes of generating meaning: the former
generates "meaning", the latter the "meaning of meaning".

5 That the second process has two main categories, that of similarity

87 See Abu Deeb, "Studies in Arabic literary criticism".
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{istfarah), and that of contiguity (synecdoche, kinayah, and other types
of maja%).

These five points have been at the heart of some of the most important
currents of thought in modern studies of language and literary analysis
from Ferdinand de Saussure to Roman Jakobson. There can be no finer
tribute to al-Jurjani's genius than to acknowledge this fact.
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CHAPTER 21

IBN AL-MLTTAZZ AND KIT AB AL-BADT

The foregoing chapter offered a general survey of cAbbasid literary theory
and criticism, described some of their basic concerns and discussed a
number of major critics. It must always be remembered, however, that the
background to much cAbbasid criticism is still far from having been
exhaustively researched, and this must be borne in mind in any attempts at
interpretation. A case in point is one of the most notable works of Arabic
criticism, Ibn al-Muctazz's (d. 296/908) Kitab al-Badf. This chapter will
discuss some of the technical problems surrounding the use of this text.

MODERN STUDIES OF KITAB AL-BADIC

At the time of its appearance in 1935, the edition by I. Kratchkovsky of
Kitab al-Badf did not receive the attention it deserved. Only in the years
following the Second World War have scholars become fully aware of the
importance of this publication, which brought to light one of the first, and
certainly the most fundamental, work of a genre that was to be amongst the
most brilliant achievements of medieval Muslim scholarship. In the
introduction to his edition, Kratchkovsky made a significant attempt to
shed light on the early history of Arabic rhetoric. A further contribution by
Kratchkovsky dealing with the terminology of Ibn al-Muctazz and the
history of Arabic rhetoric in general was published posthumously in 1960
in the edition of his collected works, and appeared in a French translation in
1962. In addition to reviews published in the late thirties, there were some
incidental observations on the book in the fifties by G. von Grunebaum, H.
Ritter, and the present writer; more thorough studies were conducted in the
next two decades, notably by W. Heinrichs.

Any attempt to outline the history of Arabic rhetoric, both in its earlier
and its later stages, meets with considerable difficulties. The work
published as early as 18 5 3 by A. F. Mehren under the title Die Rhetorik der
Araber was aimed at providing a key to the understanding of medieval
Arabic literature. Though it still stands out as a major achievement, it was
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essentially a summary of compendia dating from the late Middle Ages.
Mehren may have felt that the time was not yet ripe for a study of Arabic
rhetoric as a genre. He must have been aware of the fact that most medieval
authors depend heavily on their predecessors; often definitions and even
examples are borrowed by one author from another without acknowledge-
ment, and few authors feel themselves called upon to give their readers an
insight into the history of Arabic literary theory and criticism (a notable
exception is Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac, d. 654/1256, whose observations will be
examined below). Moreover, the number of texts available to Mehren may
have been limited and probably did not supply sufficient data to enable him
to attempt a detailed investigation into the history of Arabic literary theory,
especially its early stages. The quotations which Mehren found in the later
medieval handbooks he used prompted him to add a "Literaturgeschicht-
licher Anhang" to his book. Though this is no more than an alphabetically
arranged list of scholars and poets, it nevertheless gives the names of all
those who played an important role in the evolution of the genre. Since
medieval authors are unanimous in considering Ibn al-Muctazz (Abu °\-
cAbbas cAbdullah b. al-Muctazz) and Qudamah b. Jacfar (d. 337/948) as the
first scholars to deal with Arabic literary theory, Mehren, following their
example, described Ibn al-Muctazz as the scholar who was the first to offer,
in his Kitab a/-BaaT, an analysis of the "various rhetorical devices of Arabic
poetry". Mehren gave some details about Ibn al-Muctazz's career, but
found himself apparently unable to give details about Abu Dl-Faraj
Qudamah b. Jacfar al-Baghdadi, whom he describes merely as a con-
temporary of Ibn al-Muctazz and the author of a work on rhetoric entitled
Naqdal-shfr ("Poetic Criticism").

Some twenty years earlier G.W. Freytag, in his Darstellung der arabischen
Verskunst, had drawn attention to Ibn al-Muctazz's work and had correctly
enumerated the five categories oibadf distinguished by Ibn al-Muctazz. The
history of the numerous other, mostly erroneous, references to the book in
Arabic and European sources has been outlined in detail by Kratchkovsky
in the introduction to his edition of Kitab al-Badf. As had happened so often
in the history of Arabic literature, the existence of quotations as well as
unacknowledged borrowings, often incorporated in more detailed and
systematic treatises on the same subject, had eliminated the need for the
original text, which was given over to oblivion. Only a single manuscript of
Kitab al-Badf is known to have survived, even though the book had had, in
Kratchkovsky's words, "a vivid and effective influence over the develop-
ment of that branch of knowledge to which it is devoted" and "few books
in this field . . . can compare with it in their legacy to the thought of
succeeding ages". There is no exaggeration when Kratchkovsky observes
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39° S. A. BONEBAKKER

that one cannot find any book in which an organic tie cannot be traced with
the work of Ibn al-Muctazz, which had led the way in a new direction. Yet
Kratchkovsky himself admitted that the influence of Qudamah's Naqd al-
shfr was at least equal to that of Kitab al-Badf and that the early history of
Arabic literary theory cannot be studied without also including the works
of Thaclab (d. 291/904) and Jahiz (d. 255/868-9).

Recent studies have not substantially altered this view. Even though a
detailed study of the connections between Ibn al-Muctazz, Qudamah and
their predecessors and followers has still to be made, there can be no doubt
that (a) possible models and sources of inspiration of these two authors
were, with rare exceptions, unknown to or overlooked by later critics; that
(b) Ibn al-Muctazz was the first author to consider the frequency of the
occurrence of certain figures of speech from the point of view of the literary
historian; that (c) the title of Ibn al-Muctazz's book, which was taken from
the collective term for the first five rhetorical devices which Ibn al-Muctazz
enumerates, was adopted as a collective term for rhetorical devices in
general; and that (d) his treatise, for better or worse, became the archetype
of a long series of writings, the sole purpose of which was to define, analyze
and illustrate figures of speech and stylistic devices and even some
questions that were closer to grammar than to literary theory. The
following pages will focus on the motives that prompted Ibn al-Muctazz to
write Kitab a/-Badfy and will try to identify some of the older texts or
traditions that could have been known to him and from which he could
have borrowed terms, definitions, or examples. There will be no attempt to
offer an analysis of the figures of speech themselves; such an analysis could
hardly stand on its own and would necessarily involve the interpretations
which Ibn al-Muctazz's successors gave of his definitions and examples.
Though there was never complete agreement on these examples, there
emerged from many centuries of discussion a "school version" of Arabic
rhetoric, which then became the basis of Mehren's book. No doubt much
could be learned by tracing a given term or concept through the entire
source material, not only for the sake of establishing the exact connotation
of a term, but also to determine, by establishing the dependence of one
author on another, what artistic, dogmatic-exegetic, or philosophical views
may have influenced individual interpretations; however, such a task would
go beyond the limited scope of this study.

TEXTUAL PROBLEMS

In the third chapter of the introduction to his edition of Kitab al-Badf,
Kratchkovsky expresses his feeling that, at least on the basis of the material
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 391

at his disposal, the attribution of Kitab al-BaaT to Ibn al-Muctazz could not
be questioned; nor did he find good reasons to doubt the authenticity of the
text found in the unique Escorial manuscript of the work, with the possible
exception of some examples which might have been added or deleted by a
copyist. A different opinion was expressed by M. Guidi in his review of
Kratchkovsky's edition.1 Guidi doubted that a passage, which in
Kratchkovsky's edition appears as the introduction of the book, was in its
proper place. This introduction begins as follows: Qad qaddamna ft abwabi
kitabina hadha bacda ma wajadnafi ^l-Qur^ani . . . wa-ashcari '' l-mutaqaddimtna
mina ^l-kalami ^lladhi sammahu ° l-muhdathuna ^l-badfa, "In the chapters
which make up this book of ours we have put first {qaddamna) some
examples we found in the QurDan . . . and the poetry of the ancient [poets] of
the style of composition which the new generation [of poets] calls bad?".
Guidi found the translation of qaddamna by "we have put first" difficult to
accept since there is no mention in the same passage of a second section.
Other translations, such as "we have submitted" or "we have offered", he
felt, were unusual and awkward in this context. He also observed that the
basmalah ("In the name of God.. ." , the conventional opening formula for a
book or chapter) on page 2 of Kratchkovsky's text suggested that the text
originally began at this point, and that a passage on pages 2-3 repeated the
introduction on pages 1—2. He thought it possible that two versions had
existed of a passage on pages 57—8, both beginning with qad qaddamna. A
copyist, he argued, might well have found both versions in his original and
have decided to move the old version to the beginning of the book. The
survival of the basmalah on page 2 would support this assumption. The
problem became even more complicated when it was found that part of the
passage now on pages 5 7-8 of Kratchkovsky's edition was, according to
Ibn Abl Dl-Isbac, part of the beginning (sadr) of the book.2

The whole question may, at first sight, appear somewhat trivial, the more
so since the authenticity of the passage now on pages 1—2 of Kratch-
kovsky's edition (according to Guidi the "old version" of pages 5 7—8
misplaced at the beginning of the book) is supported by a quotation in Abu
Dl-Qasim al-Hasan b. Bishr al-Amidl's (d. 370/980—1) al-Muwai^anah bayna
shfr Abl Tarn mam wa-l-Buhturl ("The Counterbalancing of the Poetry of
Abu Tammam and al-Buhturi").3 It becomes important, however, if one
keeps in mind that it has some bearing on the question of the distinction
between badf devices and mahasin, "beauties" (Kratchkovsky's translation
of the term), i.e. distinctive marks of good style, stylistic and rhetorical
devices. This distinction is part of Ibn al-Muctazz's thesis and, in

1 Rivista degli Studi Orientally xvi, 1936, 409-15.
2 Bonebakker, "Ibn Abl Dl-I§bac's text", 86; Ibn Abl 31-I§bac, Takrir, 84.
3 Muwa^anah, 1, 16-17. O n this work, see pp. 372-5, above.
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Kratchkovsky's opinion, suggests that the second half of the book dealing
with these mahasin may not have been part of the work as it was originally
planned (it occupies a little more than a quarter of the text) and may even
have been written at a later date. The question, therefore, deserves some
attention, even in the context of an introductory survey. To facilitate the
discussion it is necessary to give a summary of the introduction as it now
stands in Kratchkovsky's edition, and of the passage on pages 57-8 which
connects the bad? section with the section on mahasin. At the same time this
summary will serve as a useful outline of Ibn al-Muctazz's views on the
position otbadf in the history of Arabic poetry and the origin of the debate
on the figures of speech. As indicated earlier, not much is to be learned at
this stage from an analysis of the individual figures that make up the two
sections. They are divided by headings each introducing a particular figure
of speech. First, though not always, there is a definition of the term as it
appears in this heading. This definition is immediately followed by a series
of examples, which are sometimes accompanied by brief explanations or
comments. In the bad? section, the order observed in presenting these
examples is always: quotations from the QurDan, the sayings of Muhammad
and his Companions and other fragments of ancient prose; quotations from
poets belonging to the pre-Islamic, early Islamic, and Umayyad periods;
quotations in prose and poetry from the "new generation" (muhdathuri)y i.e.
the authors who lived in the early cAbbasid period; examples of the
infelicitous use of the figure under discussion. In the mahasin section we find
that a distinction is made between ancient and modern authors in one
chapter only, and that the lists of examples demonstrating the "wrong" use
of the figures are dropped. Neither section offers any further elucidations
on such questions as the consistency of the examples with the terms and
definitions, the choice of the terms, or the function of badf in different
periods of Arabic literature. The resulting difficulties of interpretation,
though they are strictly speaking outside the scope of this chapter, cannot
be entirely disregarded, and two of them will be mentioned later. The
content of the passages (pages 1-3 and 57-8) may be summarized as
follows:

Page 1

1 In the chapters which make up his book, Ibn al-Muctazz intends to
present examples of what the poets of the new generation call the
"new" (or "innovated", bad?) style of composition (qad qaddamna fi
abwabi kitabina hadha, etc.). These examples have been taken from the
QurDan, the lughah (uncommon, idiomatic expressions), tradition,
sayings of the Companions of the Prophet and "others", as well as
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from the poems of the ancients, in order that it be known that
2 Bashshar, Muslim b. al-Walid, Abu Nuwas, and those resembling

these three poets and following in their footsteps were not the first to
engage in this art (fann, i.e. the use of badf).

3 What did happen, however, was that it appeared frequently in their
poetry and attracted so much attention that eventually this term {al-
badf) was adopted as an appropriate means of referring to the new
fashion.

4 In the next generation we find Abu Tammam being so much
attracted to badf that it became a dominant feature in his work;
sometimes this enhanced its quality, but at other times he spoiled his
poetry by exaggerating the use of badf.

5 [Abu Tammam's failures cannot be attributed to badf as such.]
Earlier, badf would appear only once or twice in a qasidah, or not at
all. Whenever it was used sparingly it would improve a poem or
prose composition.

Pages i—2

6 Ibn al-Muctazz quotes an unnamed scholar as saying that Abu
Tammam's exaggerated use of badf could be compared to the %uhd-
poet Salih b. cAbd al-Quddus's (d. 167/783) excessive use of proverbs
(amthal) in his poetry. If Salih had brought in these proverbs less
frequently he would have been an outstanding poet.

7 Basmalah (opening formula) followed by examples of badf in prose
and poetry. These examples are identified as illustrations of the use of
is tfar ah (metaphor), which is briefly defined.

8 The figures of tajriis (paronomasia) and mutabaqah (antithesis) also
belong to badf. Ibn al-Muctazz repeats that the ancients were the first
to use these figures and that they were not invented by the new
generation. The same can be said of the fourth and fifth chapter of
badf [identified on pages 47 and 5 3 respectively as raddacjat^ al-kalam
cala ma taqaddamaha and madhhab ka/aml].4

9 In quoting traditions from the Prophet and his Companions he will
omit chains of transmitters and will limit himself to well-known
traditions.

Pages 2—j

10 Ibn al-Muctazz's originality in composing a treatise of this kind may
prompt others, who hope for a share of the fame it has earned him, to

4 See pp. 346—8.
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suggest a different terminology, or to add examples or explanations
which Ibn al-Muctazz himself found unsuitable or unnecessary.

11 This can happen to any book (i.e. this kind of criticism can be
directed against every book; or every book can be replaced by
another book on this basis).

12 Even if his book did not offer as much as it does, he would still
achieve his aim which is to make clear that the new generation were
not the first to use any of the categories of badi'.

Page j /

13 He has presented the five categories of badf and therewith the
subject, in his opinion, has been dealt with in full (qad qaddamna
abwaba '"l-badflal-khamsata wa-kamula cindana).

14 People who are inclined to engage in disputations and to detract from
the merits of others may argue that there are more badf categories, or
that badf consists of only one or two of the five devices he has
presented {al-funun al-khamsah allati qaddamnaha).

Pages jy-8

15 Few, however, are entitled to an opinion on such matters, because
16 badf is a term adopted for certain devices in poetry (funun min al-shfr)

discussed by poets and the educated critics among the poets {nuqqad
al-mutc?addibin minhum). As for

17 philologists and scholars [engaged in the study] of ancient poetry
(^ulamcf al-lughah wa-l-shfr al-qadlm), they do not know this term and
what it stands for.

18 Nobody before him has made a catalogue of badf devices [according
to Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac this statement appears at the beginning of the
book].

19 He composed the book in 274/887 [according to Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac this
statement comes at the beginning of the book].

20 CA1I b. Hariin [b. CA1I] b. Yahya b. Abi Mansur al-Munajjim (born 276
or 277, i.e. two or three years after Kitab al-Badf was completed!) was
the first to make a copy of his autograph [Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac, who places
the passage at the beginning of the book, gives the name of the
scholar as CAH b. Yahya b. [Abi] Mansur al-Munajjim; CAH b. Yahya
died in 275].

21 He will now mention a number of mahasin (ornaments, rhetorical
devices) of [prose] compositions and poetry.

22 These mahasin are numerous; nobody can enumerate, let alone be
acquainted, with all of them.
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 395

2 3 (a) He hopes that thereby the book will be more useful to students of
literature {al-mutaaddiburi). (b) In stating the number oibadf devices
to be five he is making a choice based on experience [ikhtibaran, or: is
making a deliberate choice, ikhtiyaran, if we follow the reading of Ibn
Abi Dl-Isbac],5 and is not ignorant of the existence of these other
m ah a sin.

24 One can follow him in this and limit badf to these five devices; or one
can adopt a different viewpoint and count some of the mahasin^ even
mahasin which he, Ibn al-Muctazz, does not mention, among the badf
[devices].

At this point we may propose a solution to the problem raised by Guidi's
review and the passage in Ibn Abi Dl-Isba°s Tahrlr. Guidi questioned the
position at the beginning of the book of pages 1-2 of Kratchkovsky's
edition (i)-(6) of summary, and its claim to be part of the final version of
Kitab al-Badf. Once the existence of two different versions of a particular
passage is assumed and the correct position of this passage is uncertain, the
number of emendations that can be suggested sometimes appears almost
unlimited. Without excluding other and perhaps better solutions, we might
suggest that Ibn al-Muctazz did indeed substitute a new version for part of
the original text. For reasons outlined elsewhere,6 it may be argued that
(io)-(i2) of the summary (pages 2-3 of Kratchkovsky's text) were later
replaced by (i3)-(2o) (pages 57-8 of Kratchkovsky's text). The two
sections are both directed against Ibn al-Muctazz's critics, but (13)^20) is
more specific than (10)—(12). A later copyist finding both versions in his
original may have decided that it would be more appropriate to have (13)—
(20) after the discussion of badf figures, not only because the mention of a
transcript suggests that part of the book was already in existence, but also
because (i3)-(2o) would fit well in the context where it stands now.

One of several objections that could be raised against this emendation is
that it does not solve the problem of how to interpret the words qad
qaddamna with which the treatise begins. Guidi does not rule out the
possibility that one could translate qaddamna by "we have presented" or
"we have put first", but feels that since the book was written in two parts,
the second dating from a later period, this last solution is difficult to accept.
If, however, one removes the reference to the transcript from where it
stands now and assumes that the introduction was written only after the
book had been completed, it is possible to consider Kitab a/-BaaT as
intended from the beginning to consist of two sections, one comprising five

5 Quoting (21 )-(24), Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac states that this passage occurs between the end of the bad? section
and the beginning of the mahasin section {Tabrlr, 84).

6 Bonebakker, "Ibn Abi 31-Isbac's text", 84-9.
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396 S. A. BONEBAKKER

categories of bad?:, and the second dealing with mahasin^ and it then makes
sense to translate qad qaddamnafi abwabi kitabinahadha... by "In the chapters
which make up this book of ours we have put first . . .".

BACKGROUND TO THE COMPOSITION OF KITAB AL-BADIC

We may now address the more fundamental question of the motives which
prompted Ibn al-Muctazz to write his Kitab al-Bad? and the various claims
he makes in the two introductory sections of his book. The above summary
may serve as an outline for our discussion. According to Ibn al-Muctazz,
bad? devices do not appear for the first time in the work of the early
cAbbasid poets such as Bashshar, Muslim b. al-Walid and Abu Nuwas; still
they are more frequently found in their work than in the poems of the
ancients. This claim is twice repeated ((8) and (12) of summary) and seems
to be the central theme of Kitab al-Bad?. The first part of this claim is
supported by the examples Ibn al-Muctazz gives in the five chapters of the
bad? section, even though, as Kratchkovsky observes, the number of
instances in the two last chapters is somewhat less. No study seems to have
been made, in medieval or in modern times, of the frequency of the
occurrence of bad? devices in the early cAbbasid period as compared to the
pre-Islamic, early Islamic and Umayyad periods; E. Wagner has studied the
rhetorical devices in the poetry of Abu Nuwas, but has made no attempt to
compare Abu Nuwas's use of rhetorical devices to that of any of the older
poets.7 We therefore have, as things stand, to accept Ibn al-Muctazz's word
for the accuracy of the second part of his claim. His statement (3) on the
appearance of the term bad? in the early cAbbasid period, particularly in
reference to the "new generation of poets" {al-muhdathun)^ is amply
supported by other evidence. The word bad? occurs in an elegy on Abu
Nuwas (d. c. 200/815), but is perhaps used there of the poet, not of his
poetry, and therefore not in a technical sense.8 The same may be true of a
passage in the Muwashshah of al-Marzubani and the Kitab al- Aghanl of Abu.
31-Faraj al-Isfahani, works dating from the fourth/tenth century: Asmaci
(d. 213/828) is asked to compare the two early cAbbasid poets, Bashshar
(d. c. 167/783) and Marwan b. Abi Hafsah (alive during the reign of Harun
al-Rashid, 170—93/786—809); he supports his preference for Bashshar by
observing that Bashshar trod a new path on which he travelled alone, so
that he became unique and outstanding, while Marwan followed the
methods of the ancients. Bashshar's poetry is more diversified; he manages
to be more versatile, more productive, and more original {akthar bad?an).9

7 Abu Nuwas, 384-441. 8 Mihzami, Akbbar AbiNuwas, 36; Wagner, Abu Nuwas, 97.
9 Marzubani, Muwashshah, 251; Abu 31-Faraj al-I§fahani, Agharil, in , 25.
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It is far from certain that the term bad? in this passage has to be understood
in a technical sense; however it definitely must be taken as a technical term
in a saying by a certain Hudhayfah b. Muhammad, apparently a pupil of
Asmacl, who speaks of Abu Tammam (d. 231/845 or 232/846) as a poet who
"intends bad? but ends up with absurdities" {yuridu ^ l-bad? a fa-yakhruju ila
°/-muha/).m If we may believe the Kitab al-Agham, Muslim b. al-Walld (d.
208/823) w a s t n e ^ r s t p o e t "to have composed the poetry known as bad?
[and] to have styled this type of poetry the bad? and the subtle" (. . . laqqaba
hadha ^l-jinsa °/-bad? a wa-l-latlf).n The author of Kitab al-Aghariigoes on to
say that the best-known among Muslim's followers was Abu Tammam,
because he "made all his poetry follow the style of bad?, while Muslim had
[still] shown diversity and versatility in his work". This statement echoes a
tradition about a certain Qasim b. Mihrawayh (who seems to have lived in
the middle of the third/ninth century) which appears on the same page of
Kitab al-Aghariiand contains a similar assertion: Qasim observes that "the
first to corrupt poetry was Muslim b. al-Walld. He introduced the style
(fann) which people call bad?'. He was followed by [Abu Tammam] al-Ta3!
who used this style without restraint (?), so that people became confused
[and did not understand his poems]". (According to another version of the
same tradition: "Abu Tammam admired the method of Muslim and wished
no line of his to be without one of these figures (asnaf). He followed a rough
path, strained word and meaning, and thus corrupted his poetry, so that it
lost elegance and its sap dried out".)12 Ibn al-Muctazz himself quotes in his
Tabaqatal-shuarc? one Salih b. Muhammad al-cAwfi (who, according to one
of the manuscripts, quotes in his turn one Ibrahim b. Abi Yahya al-Madani
al-Ansari) as saying that "Muslim b. al-Walld was the first to enlarge the
scope of bad?. Bashshar had been the first to introduce it, but Muslim filled
his poetry with it. Then Abu Tammam came, exaggerated the use of bad?,
and exceeded the proper limits".13 Finally the Muwashshah has, again in the
form of a tradition, a statement by the poet Kulthum b. cAmr al-cAttabi (d. c.
220/835) introducing his contemporary, Abu Nuwas, as a bad? poet. Abu
Nuwas, he says, is a witty poet who used an exquisite vocabulary, except
that he exaggerates in affecting the bad? [style] to such an extent that he once
said: "When the fox of avoidance appeared to us, I sent the dog of union in
pursuit."14

From the above it would appear that Ibn al-Muctazz took up the thesis
put forward in the tradition of Qasim b. Mihrawayh, and perhaps also the

10 Amidi, Muwa^anah^ i, 20, 138-9; Marzubani, Muwashsha^ 304.
11 Abu Dl-Faraj al-I§fahani, Aghanl, xix (Cairo, 1972), 31. 12 Amidi, Muwa^anah, 1, 17-18.
13 Ibn al-Muctazz, Tabaqat\ 235. On this work, see pp. 344-5, above.
14 Marzubani, Muwashsha^ 286. Ibid., 271, offers a different version where the use of al-badf in a

technical sense does not appear so clearly.
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398 S. A. BONEBAKKER

traditions of Salih b. cAwf and cAttabi. Ibn al-Muctazz seems to modify this
thesis in what he says under (1)—(5) of the summary, though one notes that
the three poets mentioned by Ibn al-Muctazz are the same as those discussed
in the traditions. Unfortunately Ibn al-Muctazz does not refer explicitly to
any of these traditions, or to the sharp attack on the poet Abu Tammam by
Hudhayfah.15 Nor is any such reference to be found as part of the discussion
of the figures of speech. We will see later that Ibn al-Muctazz may have
drawn some inspiration from his predecessors in selecting definitions and
examples for the badf and mahastn devices but, with one interesting
exception (the mention of Jahiz as the author of the term madhhab kalaml),
found it unnecessary to refer to the numerous traditions which reflect the
work of these predecessors. Ibn al-Muctazz's motives and his sources of
inspiration are therefore a matter of speculation. It may well be that Ibn al-
Muctazz was not as critical of Abu Tammam as his contemporaries and
predecessors, though at first sight his introduction may create this
impression. He may have felt that the fact that badf devices are also found in
the work of the ancients justified a more temperate judgement. For the same
reason he may also have felt that the discussion of terminology, definitions
and examples of figures of speech should be revived and that the relation of
these figures of speech to the work of the early cAbbasid masters should be
put in its proper perspective. In dealing with these figures of speech, the
philologists of the second/eighth and the first half of the third/ninth
centuries had drawn their examples almost invariably from ancient poetry.
On the other hand, critics like Qasim b. Mihrawayh had associated badf
with the generation of Bashshar, Muslim b. al-Walid and Abu Nuwas, a
viewpoint which Ibn al-Muctazz was ready to accept only in the case of a
limited number of figures and only with the understanding that Bashshar,
Muslim, and Abu Nuwas had not "invented" these figures.

That Ibn al-Muctazz may have had good reason to be dissatisfied with the
way these questions had been dealt with, not only by earlier critics but also
by his immediate predecessors, is shown by some passages from authors of
the third/ninth century in which the term badf appears in a technical sense.
From these passages it can be seen that no attempt was made to define the
term or to associate it with specific categories of examples. Jahiz (d. 255/
868-9) observes that cAttabi followed Bashshar's badf style. cAttabi in his
turn was imitated by all post-classical {muwalladuri) badf poets, such as his
contemporaries, Mansur al-Namari and Muslim b. al-Walid. Among the
post-classical poets the best badf poets were Bashshar and Ibn Harmah (d.
between 140/75 7 and 170/786). A few pages later Jahiz observes that badf is

15 But Amidi, Muwa%anaby i, 13 8-9, sees a connection between K. al-Badf and the Hudhayfah tradition,
and probably also the tradition of Qasim b. Mihrawayh.
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADIC 399

limited to the Arabs and that, on account of it, their language is superior to
all other languages. The (Umayyad) poet al-Raci used badf frequently in his
poetry; Bashshar's badf was good and with cAttabi badf became a regular
pattern (yadhhabu shfruhufi ^l-badf). In the same passage Jahiz illustrates
what he understands by badf by quoting a line from an elegy by al-Ashhab
b. Rumaylah, an early Islamic poet: "They are the forearm of Fate by which
people defend themselves; what good is there in a hand that is not lifted by a
forearm?"16 In his commentary Jahiz identifies the expression, "they are the
forearm of fate", as a mathal (figurative expression),17 adding that "this is
what the ruwah (here: professional reciters?) call badFy\ an interesting
reference to a badf line by an ancient poet and (depending on whom one
identifies as the rrnvah) an indication that the term badf may be quite old. He
further illustrates this type of metaphor by quoting a line from al-Raci:
"They are the base of the neck of Fate by which people defend themselves,
etc.," and a hadith: "The razor of God is sharper, and the forearm of God is
stronger." Jahiz also knows the term istfarah and uses it to explain a line by
an anonymous raja^-poct: "The eyes of the clouds shed tears on its [the
dwelling's] deserted courtyards." He defines istfarah, but curiously enough
does not mention it as a badf device.18 Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/889) speaks of
the subtlety of Muslim's poetry and offers examples of that poet's badf,
presumably his metaphors, and according to Ibn Qutaybah the style of
Muslim and Abu Nuwas was closely followed by Abu Tammam.19

Kratchkovsky concludes that in Jahiz's books the term badf "is felt to be
new and as yet unconfirmed". By this Kratchkovsky does not mean to say
that the term was not yet used in a technical sense. It seems likely that
precisely because Jahiz, and later, in some contexts, Ibn al-Muctazz, use
badf as a common qualification for outstanding, original compositions,
they must have assumed that their readers were able to distinguish between
the general and the technical sense of the term. On the other hand, it can be
seen from the passages quoted from Jahiz and Ibn Qutaybah, if one may
consider them as representative, that there was room for a more precise
definition, and Ibn al-Muctazz may have realized that these passages could
lead people to believe that metaphor was the only figure to be considered
when discussing the "new style". In a more positive vein, one could
suggest, on the basis of the examples, that the idea of looking for badf
examples in the poetry of older poets was borrowed by Ibn al-Muctazz from
Jahiz, but there is no proof of this.

16 Bayan, i, 51; iv, 55-6.
17 On discussions of Jahiz's use of the term mathal, see Heinrichs, The Hand of the Northwind, 7-8.
18 Bajan, 1, 15 2-3. Similarly, K. al-Hayawan^ n, 57-9, a chapter on bad? which offers no definition of the

term and no explanation of the examples; cf. Heinrichs, The Hand of the Northwind, 10, 26-30.
19 K.a/Shfr, 528-9.
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400 S. A. BONEBAKKER

As regards Ibn al-Muctazz's elaboration of his own thesis, as set forth in
(2) and (4) of the summary, there is no evidence that, in singling out
Bashshar, Muslim, and Abu Nuwas in the introduction, he wished to do
more than cite typical representatives of the badf school mentioned
repeatedly as such by his predecessors; he certainly did not intend to limit
his investigations to the work of these three poets: of the 213 examples cited
in the badf section, five are from Bashshar, six from Muslim, and fifteen
from Abu Nuwas. Nor did he pay particular attention to the poets
mentioned by Jahiz: there are four quotations from cAttabI, and none from
Ibn Harmah, Mansur al-Namari and al-Raci. Limiting ourselves again to the
badf section, we find that Ibn al-Muctazz has thirty-one quotations from
Abu Tammam (against six in the mahasin section). Two of the quotations
are anonymous (but attributed by Kratchkovsky to Abu Tammam), so that
actually only twenty-nine quotations have to be taken into consideration.
Of these twenty-nine quotations only six are unfavourable to Abu
Tammam. Kratchkovsky's assertion that Abu Tammam is singled out with
special frequency in specimens of how people should not write therefore
needs some qualification.20 What Kratchkovsky probably meant was that
against a total of twenty-four specimens of infelicitous use ofbadf in poetry,
the number of Abu Tammam quotations is significant. Kratchkovsky also
observes that Ibn al-Muctazz quotes fragments from nearly 200 poets, in the
majority of cases once only {Kitab al-Badf contains 312 quotations). These
quotations show only a slight majority for the "new", that is cAbbasid,
poets. That the principal, or one of the principal, aims of the book was to
demonstrate that badf devices were not the exclusive property of the new
generation is thus clear, not only from Ibn al-Muctazz's twice-repeated
statement, but also from the ratio between quotations from old and new
poets.

The rather dominant position of Abu Tammam's work among the
quotations from the new generation of poets also makes it likely that in
writing Kitab al-Badf, Ibn al-Muctazz may indeed have drawn inspiration
from the second part of the traditions about Qasim b. Mihrawayh and Salih
b. cAwf cited above. The modern critic Muhammad Mandur even seems to
believe that it was the controversy over the appreciation of Abu Tammam's
poetry which was Ibn al-Muctazz's principal motive in composing Kitab al-
Badf.21 There can be no doubt that this controversy attracted much
attention; a whole host of contemporary critics had expressed negative
judgements on the poet. The question as to whether this controversy was
still alive when Ibn al-Muctazz wrote Kitab al-Badf in 274/887 should be

20 Ibn al-Muctazz, Badf, introd., 12. 21 Cf. al-Naqdal-manhaji, 47-63, 75.
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 4OI

answered in the affirmative. Although in the Kitab al-Shfr of Ibn Qutaybah
the only reference to Abu Tammam is the brief statement quoted earlier,
this could be interpreted to mean that Ibn Qutaybah took no interest in Abu
Tammam and had lined up with the critics of the poet, in spite of his strong
emphasis on the need for an impartial judgement on poets from all
generations.22 The existence of treatises by Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Yahya
al-SulI (d. 335/946 or 336/947) {Akhbar Abl Tammam), and al-Amidi (al-
Muwat(anah) shows how much interest this controversy created even in the
next century. A more convincing argument can be derived from the fact
that Ibn al-Muctazz himself wrote a treatise on the merits and shortcomings
of Abu Tammam's poetry23 as well as a book on plagiarisms, Kitab Sariqat
a/-shucara°, which included quotations from Abu Tammam, and criticized
the prejudice which the philologist Ibn al-Acrabi had against the poet.24 Ibn
al-Muctazz's teacher, Mubarrad, also appears to have been interested in the
question.25 But one can also turn this argument around and suggest that the
existence of a treatise from Ibn al-Muctazz's own hand made a second work
specifically dealing with this subject unnecessary. Most likely Ibn al-
Muctazz wrote his Kitab a/-BaaT to demonstrate not simply the early
existence of the badf devices, but also, implicitly, the poet's right to use
them as he sees fit, provided he does not go to extremes. The reference to
Abu Tammam therefore seems to be incidental rather than a dominating
subject of the thesis, and the predominance of quotations from Abu
Tammam may be the result of the author's continued interest in this poet.

In any case, it is highly unlikely that Ibn al-Muctazz's interest in badf has
to be associated with the general controversy over the merits of ancient and
"modern" poetry, that is, the controversy over the early cAbbasid poets as a
category not limited to Abu Tammam. In the first place, this controversy
no longer, it seems, attracted much attention in the days of Ibn al-Muctazz.
Secondly, there seems to be evidence that not only Ibn al-Muctazz himself,
but also some of his immediate predecessors, such as Ishaq b. Ibrahim al-
Mawsili (d. 235/849—50), Abu Hatim al-Sijistani (d. 252/866), and al-
Mubarrad (d. 28 5 /89 s or 286/899), fe^tnat t n e Po e t ry of the new generation
did not present a break with tradition.26 Ibn Qutaybah, the only author who
explicitly mentions the existence of a category of scholars who were hostile
to modern poetry, would have mentioned badf if the appearance of badf
devices had been a reason for rejecting these modern poets.

22 Cf. p. 343.
23 Quoted Marzubani, Muwashsha^ 307-19 (Ibn al-Muctazz, Rasa"il Ibn al-Mu ta\^ 19-31).
24 Amidi, Muwa^anah, 1, 77, 278, 304; Suli, Akhbar Abl Tammam, 175-6.
25 See e.g. §uli, Akhbar Abt Tammam\ 96-7, 202-4; Marzubani, Muwashsha^ 306, 319-20.
26 Cf. p. 21, and Bonebakker, 'Poets and critics", 94-6.
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4O2 S. A. BONEBAKKER

ORIGINS OF IBN AL-MU TAZZ S TERMINOLOGY

It should not surprise us that Ibn al-Muctazz chose to list istfarah
(metaphor) as the first figure of bad?, and even anticipated the more detailed
treatment oiistfarah which follows shortly afterwards in the first chapter by
offering examples and a brief definition. We have seen that previous
discussions of badf, at least as far as they are known to us, are limited to
metaphor. Ibn al-Muctazz may very well have felt that it would be
appropriate to draw the attention of his readers to this most familiar
category before setting out to list what, in his view, were the other figures
characteristic oibadf. It is now time to examine the second of the two main
subjects of the introduction, Ibn al-Muctazz's reply to real or imaginary
critics of his work and his attitude towards, and possible dependence upon,
his contemporaries and predecessors. Since (13)—(20) of the summary may
be a later version of (10)—(12), it is enough to give attention to (13)—(20) and
more specifically (13)—(18) which take up the argument set forth in the
earlier passage in a more detailed manner.

Given that Ibn al-Muctazz may have felt that the association oibadf with
metaphor, as we find it in Jahiz, was too limited, it is perhaps this that he has
in mind when he introduces a critic as saying that bad? consists of only one
or two of the categories he has enumerated. He also leaves open the
possibility (in the earlier passage under (10)) that one may prefer a different
terminology. In the seventh/thirteenth century Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac observed,
in speaking of the five categories oibadf, that Ibn al-Muctazz attributes the
fifth, madhhab kalami^ to Jahiz, but that the remaining four categories might
have been known under different names among "the Arabs". He suggests
that Ibn al-Muctazz had introduced new terms that were more in keeping
with his own views.27 It is not clear whom Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac has in mind
when he speaks about "the Arabs"; perhaps he is thinking of the
professional reciters from whom the earliest generations of Iraqi philolo-
gists received their information (cf. Jahiz's reference to the use of the term
bad? among the ruwah). We have seen that Jahiz uses mathalm the sense of
"figurative expression", and there are other instances of the use of mathal
for zstfarah;28 moreover the term continued in use long after istfarah had
become the common term used in all handbooks on literary theory.
Another early synonym of istfarah may have been the term ishtiqaq,29 but
there is no way of telling whether these terms went back as far as the ancient
Arabs, as Ibn Abi Dl-Isbac asserts. There may also have been subtle
distinctions between mathal, ishtiqaq and istfarah that some day will be

27 Tafyrir, 84. 28 El2, "Istfara". 29 See Kratchkovsky, "Deux chapitres", 5 7, 5 9-60.
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 403

elucidated by further research. Similarly, the term raddat was reportedly
used in the sense of tajnis by the poet cUmarah (alive during the caliphate of
Mutawakkil, 232—47/847—61), a great-grandson of the poet Jarir, who
actually compares the raddat of Abu Tammam to those of his ancestor,30 and
Ibn Rashiq (d. c. 456/1063-4) even thinks it possible that the poet Rucbah
(d. 145/762) used the term W/for tajnis and believes that the term tajnis was
first used by Ibn al-Muctazz.31 This opinion perhaps deserves some credit,
since Abu Hilal al-cAskarI (d. c. 400/1009) uses the term tacattuffor a form of
tajnis.32

It is difficult to identify the "scholars of language and of ancient poetry",
to whom Ibn al-Muctazz denies any knowledge of the term badf and what it
stands for. From the above examples, it is easy to see that figures of speech
had been discussed frequently before Ibn al-Muctazz's time, and that Ibn al-
Muctazz in all likelihood borrowed examples from early philologists, such
as Asmaci and Abu cUbaydah. It is also true that these scholars did not use
the term badf in the context of their discussions of these rhetorical devices.
But what to say of the Qawcfid al-shfr ("The Bases of Poetry") of Abu Dl-
cAbbas Ahmad b. Yahya Thaclab (d. 291/904)? We have to admit that this
treatise is an example of a discussion of the figures of speech by a "scholar of
language and of ancient poetry" who failed to use the term badf. Yet, in
view of the fact that Thaclab is said to have been Ibn al-Muctazz's teacher
and that three of Ibn al-Muctazz's badf figures, is tfar ah, tajnis and
mutabaqah, show an affinity, if not an actual agreement, with figures
discussed by Thaclab, it is strange that Ibn al-Muctazz keeps silent about this
treatise.33 The question of the authenticity of Qawcfid al-shfr has been
raised; it is not mentioned among the works of Thaclab, but a treatise of the
same name is listed among the works of Mubarrad whose kunyah, Abu °\-
cAbbas, is the same as Thaclab's. However, there seems to no good reason to
question the attribution oiQawaidal-shfr'to Thaclab. Moreover, even if the
treatise were by Mubarrad, we would still be faced with the same problem,
since Mubarrad is also mentioned among Ibn al-Muctazz's teachers. One
could suggest the following answers to the question, none of which are
entirely satisfactory: (a) Ibn al-Muctazz was not aware of the existence of
Thzclab's £)awacid; (b) he found no reason to take notice of Thaclab's work
because only "poets and educated critics who were also poets were
competent to deal with badf, even though others might have dealt with
figures of speech"; in other words, philologists such as Thaclab engaged in
collecting and interpreting ancient poetry were not aware of the

30 Bonebakker, Notes, 36. 31 cUmdah, 1, 33 if. 32 Sinaratayn, 307.
33 See Kratchkovsky, "Deux chapitres", 29, for points of agreement between Ibn al-Muctazz and

Thaclab.
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404 S. A. BONEBAKKER

significance of the frequent occurrence of badf figures in cAbbasid poetry;
(c) the treatise by Thaclab was not yet in existence when Ibn al-Muctazz
wrote his Kitab al-Badf. Ibn al-Muctazz wrote his treatise in 274/887 and
Thaclab died in 291/904 at the age of ninety-one, but considering that
Thaclab was born in 200/815 a nd Ibn al-Muctazz in 247/861 there is a
considerable likelihood that Qawarid al-shfr was the older of the two
treatises. However, it is reasonable to suggest that Qawcfid al-shfr never
enjoyed much popularity, since it is, apparently, never quoted in other
treatises on literary theory. It may conceivably have remained unnoticed,
even during the author's lifetime and even among some of his pupils;
moreover, it must not be forgotten that, though Ibn al-Muctazz met
Thaclab and studied with him, no close teacher-student relationship may
have existed between the two men. If, however, Ibn al-Muctazz deliberately
ignored gawa"2 id al-shfr, it can have been for no other reason than that, on
the one hand, the scope oiQarvaid al-shirr was much wider than that of his
own Kitab al-Badf and that, on the other hand, the two main subjects of his
book, the enumeration of badf devices and the carrying over of these
devices from the pre-Islamic days into his own times, were not a matter of
concern to Thaclab.

This brings us again to the question of the extent to which Ibn al-
Muctazz's claim that badf was a term common among, and only understood
by, poets and his claim to have composed the first monograph on the
subject can be justified. The only evidence that poets used the term comes
from the statement, quoted earlier, by Abu °1-Faraj al-Isfahani, who
believes that the poet Muslim b. al-Walid invented it. However, he does not
substantiate this assertion with a tradition, as one would expect him to do
(the tradition about Qasim b. Mihrawayh only says that others used the
term badf in speaking of Muslim's poetry). On the other hand, Jahiz uses
the term badf and associates it with metaphor. It may well be, however, that
Ibn al-Muctazz did not place Jahiz in the category of "scholars of language
and of ancient poetry" and recognized the diversity of objectives and the
versatility of Jahiz's work as well as his qualities as a critic. Being himself a
poet of the new school, Ibn al-Muctazz could hardly have disagreed with
Jahiz's list of typical badf poets.

In an article published in 1973, W. Heinrichs distinguished four stimuli
which led to the genesis and development of Arabic literary theory, and
which, by their diversity, account for the lack of homogeneity which
characterizes this branch of literature. First on his list are the endeavours of
the philologists, the collectors and commentators of ancient poetry, among
whom he counts Thaclab. Another stimulus was the concern with Quranic
exegesis, which had to face the problem of how to interpret anthropo-
morphic passages in the Qur'an and to demonstrate the stylistic
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 4°5

inimitability of the Holy Book. The third stimulus, the one with which we
are here concerned, was the challenge of the bad? style, the need to define
the term bad? and to assess the significance of the appearance of this style in
early cAbbasid poetry. Lastly, Heinrichs notes the attempts to offer a
systematic and coherent presentation of literary theory. This last tendency
he sees as the result of "the imprint of philosophy, or to be more precise,
logical training". He rightly observes that "the individual works usually
consist of a mixture of these different traditions and must be analyzed
accordingly."34 To take these items in a slightly different order, a point
could be made of considering the exegetic, or if one prefers the apologetic,
endeavours by Ibn al-Muctazz in Kitab al-BaaT to explain the occurrence of
Quranic examples of bad?. This question needs further investigation; from
our present perspective Ibn al-Muctazz's interest in the QurDan appears to
be wholly subordinated to his interest in the history of the figures of speech.
However, the agreement between the terms and examples used by Ibn al-
Muctazz and those used earlier by the philologists deserves to be given some
attention. The Hilyat al-muhadarah of Abu cAli Muhammad b. al-Hasan al-
Hatimi (d. 388/998) contains traditions which could have been known to,
and used by, Ibn al-Muctazz, Qudamah and others.35 Since Ibn al-Muctazz
(except in the case of the term madhhab kalami)^ does not mention his
sources, these parallels offer no proof; in fact the interest of the collection of
traditions in Hilyah should be seen more in that it proves the early existence
of discussions of figures of speech among philologists, and to a lesser extent
among poets, than that it supplies firm evidence of specific traditions being
known to this or that author of a work on literary theory. From these
traditions it can be seen that Ibn al-Muctazz used examples, and sometimes
terms, that were already familiar to such scholars as Abu cAmr b. al-cAla° (d.
c. 154/770), Khalaf al-Ahmar (d. 180/796), Yunus b. Habib (d. 182/798),
Asmaci, and Thaclab. The lines of poetry quoted are from pre-Islamic, early
Islamic, or Umayyad poetry. As noted earlier, the term bad? is never used in
any of these traditions. Moreover there is hardly any mention of
contemporary poets in reports of this kind. This adds weight to the other
claim by Ibn al-Muctazz which is less clearly formulated, but undoubtedly
implied, namely that philologists were not aware of the frequency of the
appearance, much less the significance, of bad? figures in the poetry of the
new generation. On the other hand, we have no proof either that the term
bad? was known to poets. It will be remembered from the majority of the
examples quoted earlier that when poets discussed poetry, they used
isolated terms, not the general technical term bad?\ and that these were
terms, moreover, not reproduced in Kitab al-Bad?\ thus the poet cUmarah in

34 "Literary theory", 30-2. 35 See Bonebakker, "Materials".
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406 S. A. BONEBAKKER

discussing the work of his contemporary, Abu Tammam, compares the
latter's raddat to those of his own ancestor Jarir; Abu Tammam himself,
referring to figures of speech, quotes an example of tar did from the work of
the pre-Islamic poet Zuhayr b. Abi Sulma, and discusses istitrad with his
pupil al-Buhturi.36 JLaddat and istitrad> however, correspond respectively to
tajriis and husn al-khuruj (skilful transition) in the chapter on tajnis in Kitab al-
BaaT. What is more, two of cUmarah's examples appear in this same
chapter. If, therefore, the term tajnis was known to and used by poets, there
is some reason to expect we would find it at least in the tradition about
cUmarah. Thus this part of Ibn al-Muctazz's claim — that poets understood
what was really meant by badf — is still only supported by the statement in
Kitab al-Agharii and the observation on the poetry of Abu Nuwas by the
poet cAttabi quoted earlier.

Among those literati belonging to Ibn al-Muctazz's circle, four should be
mentioned as authorities from whom Ibn al-Muctazz could have received
information on figures of speech. They are: Abu Dl-Hasan cAli b. Yahya al-
Munajjim, Abu Bakr Muhammad b. Yahya al-Suli, Abu Dl-Qasim Jacfar b.
Qudamah b. Ziyad (d. 319/931), and al-Mubarrad. The name of the scholar
who was the first to copy the autograph of Kitab al-Badf (see (20) of
summary) should probably read cAli b. Yahya b. Abi Mansur al-Munajjim
(not CA1I b. Harun b. Yahya b. Abi Mansur al-Munajjim).37 Hatiml's Hilyat
al-Muhadarah mentions °A1T b. Yahya in the isnad (chain of transmitters) of a
tradition about Abu cAmr b. al-cAla° which Ibn al-Muctazz used in a learned
discussion with Abu Bakr al-Suli reported by a later author. It again
mentions him in the isnad ofa. tradition about iltifat (apostrophe), which Ibn
al-Muctazz could have used in the mahasin section of Kitab al-Badf ?* The
same iltifat tradition could have reached Ibn al-Muctazz through al-Suli
who appears as the latest authority in the chain of transmitters. Al-Suli may
also have transmitted to Ibn al-Muctazz a tradition on Bashshar discussing
tashbih (simile) in which we find the line quoted on page 69, number 262, of
Kitab al-Badf ^

In what seems to be the only detailed biography of CAH b. Yahya, he is
characterized as a literary historian who wrote a Kitab al-Shuarci al-qudama0

wa-*l-islamiyyin on pre-Islamic and Islamic poets and a Kitab Akhbar Ishaq b.
Ibrahim [a/-Mawsi/i\y a life of the poet-musician and court companion who
died in 235/849— 5o.40 As appears from quotations and anecdotes, he was
also an accomplished poet, a scholar, and a boon-companion of several
caliphs of the cAbbasid House. It is easy to imagine that the interest in
ancient and contemporary poetry which the two men had in common

36 Ibid., 55, 62-3. 37 Bonebakker, "Ibn Abi Dl-I§bac's text", 90-1 .
38 Bonebakker, "Materials", 33, 58. 39 Ibid., 66. 40 Yaqut, Irshad, v, 459-77.
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IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 407

brought them together, and that Ibn al-Muctazz could have heard some
traditions from him. His friendship with Ibn al-Muctazz, though not
recorded in any of the biographies, is nevertheless attested in Ibn al-
Muctazz's Dlwan by several elegies that he composed after the death of his
friend. Ibn al-Muctazz wrote Kitab al-Badf in 274/887 at the age of twenty-
seven. In the above-mentioned discussion with al-Suli, which may have
taken place at a much later date (al-Suli died in 3 3 5 or 3 36/f. 947, the date of
his birth is not known), he introduces the figure muqabalah which does not
yet appear in Kitab al-Badf. Perhaps for this term we have also an
antecedent: in Hatimi's Hilyah and the Kitab Nadrat al-ighrld of Abu CA1I al-
Muzaffar b. al-Fadl al-Husayni (d. 642/1244?), the terms appears in a
tradition which may go back to Qudamah b. Jacfar's father, Jacfar b.
Qudamah.41 If this theory is correct, we may have identified another scholar
to whom Ibn al-Muctazz was indebted. For we know of one Abu Dl-Qasim
Jacfar b. Qudamah [b. Ziyad] (d. 319/931) who was a close companion of
Ibn al-Muctazz, as attested by Kitab al-Aghani. One might also suggest that
the first verse example in Kitab al-Badf (a line by cAbd al-Rahman b. cAli b.
cAlqamah quoted to illustrate is tfar ah) was borrowed from Jacfar b.
Qudamah, for this same example is found in a tradition on Hammad b.
Ishaq al-Mawsill, who was Jacfar's teacher and himself a pupil of Abu
cUbaydah and al-Asmaci.42 One could go even further and speculate that
wherever there are agreements between Kitab al-Badf and Qudamah's Naqd
al-shfr, these should be attributed to the fact that Jacfar was the teacher of
both Ibn al-Muctazz and his own son, Qudamah. The same kind of
speculation could be applied to Thaclab with whom both Ibn al-Muctazz
and Qudamah were acquainted. Both suggestions, however, depend on
scanty evidence; the identification of Abu Dl-Qasim Jacfar b. Qudamah b.
Ziyad as the father of Qudamah remains to be proven, and neither Ibn al-
Muctazz nor Qudamah appears to have been intimately acquainted with
Thaclab.

Ibn al-Muctazz's contacts with al-Mubarrad seem to have been more
frequent than his contacts with Thaclab. One would expect a comparison
between Kitab al-Badf and the works of Mubarrad, notably al-Kamil, to
yield interesting results, but Kratchkovsky found no striking parallels
between the two works.43

THE QUESTION OF FOREIGN INFLUENCE

A few words remain to be said on the question of a possible foreign origin
of some of the early terminology and definitions of figures of speech in

41 Bonebakker, Notes, 16-20, 27-9. 42 Ibid., 19. 43 "Deux chapitres", 40-1.
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408 S. A. BONEBAKKER

Arabic. This question was first raised by Taha Husayn; it has never been
answered satisfactorily, and probably cannot be answered as long as the
early history of Arabic literary theory is still largely unknown. Compari-
sons between Greek and Arabic texts therefore lack cogency. The
traditions in Hatimi's Hi/yah and in the other texts referred to earlier were
largely unknown in Taha Husayn's time. They were also apparently
unknown to Kratchkovsky at the time he wrote his introduction to Kitab al-
Badf and the other papers referred to in this chapter. If the traditions
transmitted in such texts are genuine, one would have to begin looking for
foreign influence as far back as the early days of the cAbbasids. The answer
to the question may therefore depend to a large extent on the outcome of
further research on these traditions and their authors. Could, for example,
early authors such as al-Asmaci, Abu cUbaydah, Hammad al-Rawiyah (d. c.
156/772), and Abu cAmr b. al-cAla° have discussed istfarah, as al-Baqillani
(d. 403/1013) asserts?44 Or is this an anachronism in the sense that, even
though they analyzed instances of metaphor, they did not use a technical
term for it? Let us assume that the term was indeed current in their days,
which seems likely, since it would be difficult to eliminate or paraphrase in
our texts of the traditions (though the term mathal might have served
instead): was this due to the influence of a Graeco-Roman tradition that had
not died out and found imitators'among students of Arabic poetry who
then substituted a terminology of their own making? Or did these terms
come from a native tradition which went back to the Umayyad or even the
pre-Islamic period?

More frequently the suggestion has been made that it was the generation
of Ibn al-Muctazz and Qudamah which first came under the influence of
Greek rhetoric, particularly the Rhetoric and Poetics of Aristotle, transla-
tions of which are known to have existed in their days. For various reasons
Aristotelian influence is unlikely; on the one hand no reference is made to
either work, and on the other hand it is difficult to see how these two works
could have been of any use to the Arabic literary theorists who were dealing
with categories of literature quite different from those discussed by
Aristotle.45 Still the absence of any traces of Aristotle's Rhetoric and Poetics
in the Naqd al-shfr of Qudamah is surprising, since influence from other
philosophical texts can be demonstrated there. The only safe assumption
seems to be that influence from the Rhetoric and the Poetics or any Hellenistic

44 Tja^ 108. On al-Baqillani, see pp. 364-5, above.
45 This was most clearly demonstrated, in the centuries that followed, by the digests of the Poetics by

Farabi, Avicenna and Averroes; see Heinrichs, Arabische Dichtung und griechische Poetik, and
Bonebakker, "Reflections", 192-3, 196-7.
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IBN AL-MUCTA2Z AND KITAB AL-BADIC 4°9

writings on the subject of literary theory, if it ever existed, remained
marginal and did not lead at any time to the integration of Greek rhetoric
into the Arabic system.46 This appears nowhere more clearly than in the
terminology; as far as Ibn al-Muctazz is concerned, the only close parallel
between his terminology and that of the rhetoricians of the West is the use
of the term iltifat which could very well be a literal translation of the term
"apostrophe". Since, however, this term is a definition in itself, the
agreement is likely to be coincidental.

IBN AL-MU TAZZ AND QUDAMAH B. JA FAR

Together with Kitab a/-Badf, the Naqdal-shfr of Qudamah b. Jacfar is one
of the most frequently quoted texts from the early period. Ibn Abl Dl-Isbac

considers both works classics and takes as a basis for his own work the
terminology of both Ibn al-Muctazz and Qudamah.47 It is appropriate,
therefore, to conclude with a few observations on Qudamah. It is at least
probable that Kitab al-Badf is the older of the two treatises; and that
Qudamah must have known Kitab al-Badf and borrowed from it.48 Neither
of these conclusions is certain; one could argue, for instance, that even if
Naqdal-shfr is later than Kitab al-Badf> the two authors might have written
their treatises independently using the same texts and traditions as a basis
for their terminology and examples. A related question is that of the
identity of Abu Dl-Qasim Jacfar b. Qudamah b. Ziyad, referred to above. If
this person was indeed the father of the author of Naqd a/-shicr, then
Qudamah could hardly have ignored the treatise written by a close friend of
his father. One would have to assume that he deliberately chose to omit any
mention of the existence of the work of his illustrious predecessor, or that
he felt that the scope of his own treatise was so much different that he could
conveniently disregard it. Again this hinges on facts which have not been
established with certainty. According to Ibn al-Nadim, Qudamah wrote a
book against Abu Tammam (Kitab Diryaq al-fikr ft ma caba bihl Aba
Tammam), as well as a book against Ibn al-Muctazz (Kitab al-Kadd cala Ibn al-
Mucta%%). In Yaqut's biography of Qudamah, which quotes the titles of
Qudamah's works from Ibn al-Nadim, the titles appear as Kitab al-Diryaq
and Kitab al-Radd cala Ibn al-Mucta%p^fima caba bihl Aba Tammam.A9 Which
of the two is the correct title of the book? In Naqdal-shfr, Qudamah quotes
Abu Tammam only twice, once to show how he imitated the pre-Islamic
poet, al-Acsha, and in a second even less complimentary reference to show

46 See Biirgel, "Remarques". 47 Tahrzr, 83. 48 Naqdal-shfr, introd., 6-7, 29-30.
49 Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist, Tajaddud, 144/Dodge, 1, 285; Yaqut, Irshad, vi, 204.
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4IO S. A. BONEBAKKER

how Abu Tammam built a whole verse around a meaningless term in the
rhyme.50 Qudamah's attitude towards Abu Tammam, as evidenced by these
two passages, suggests that he wrote a work against Abu Tammam rather
than a work in which he repudiated Ibn al-Muctazz's criticism of Abu
Tammam, which would mean that the second work criticized Ibn al-
Muctazz in more general terms. But would the existence of such a work (the
title of which does not specify that it was a refutation of Kitab al-Badf) in
itself be sufficient to explain one of the most curious facts resulting from a
comparison of Naqd al-shfr with Kitab al-Badf, namely the absence of the
term badf from the former? The term had been common for half a century,
perhaps even longer, and by using it Qudamah would not necessarily have
indicated that he was following in the footsteps of his rival. Yet no other
explanation comes to mind. Qudamah may have felt that his own treatise
was vastly superior to that of his predecessor, since it set forth, for the first
time, logical and therefore well-founded criteria for distinguishing good
from bad poetry. If he had referred, even obliquely, to the work of Ibn al-
Muctazz, he would have had to admit that it had sections on the infelicitous
use of the figures of speech which would have invalidated part of his own
claim to originality. Qudamah's systematic classification of the figures of
speech may be suggested as a second motive. He may have feared that his
book would attract less attention if he declared himself a follower of Ibn al-
Muctazz or conspicuously agreed with him in matters of terminology (cf.
Qudamah's discussion of the istfarahl).51 Perhaps he hoped that by keeping
himself wholly independent of his predecessor, his more systematic
approach would secure him a place in the history of Arabic literature as the
first critic to deal with literary theory and criticism in all its aspects. It must
be admitted that, if these were Qudamah's intentions, he was to a large
extent successful; his Naqd al-shfr is quoted hardly less frequently than
Kitab a/-BaaT.

It is curious that the framework of both treatises was almost forgotten,
and that only the terminology, the definitions, and some of the examples
continued to be a subject of discussion. In the case of Qudamah it is easy to
see that there were good reasons to disregard the framework of his treatise
in future discussions. This framework may have helped him to arrange his
material in a logical and orderly fashion, but was too rigid and exclusive to
lend itself to further development.52 In the case of Ibn al-Muctazz, the lack
of interest in the book's original purpose has to be explained along
somewhat different lines. His book was built around a thesis which, while
widely discussed in Ibn al-Muctazz's own days, could not have held the

50 Naqd al-shfr, 46, 141. 51 Ibid., 103-4. 52 Cf. pp. 356ff, 370.
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IBN AL-MUCTAZZ AND KITAB AL-BADI 411

same fascination for future generations even though, as with similar
discussions on the relative merits of groups of early poets, the debate was
never closed. The fate of the book might have been different if Ibn al-
Muctazz had outlined his thesis in greater detail and had dwelt at length on
the historical importance oibadf as one of the characteristics of a new trend
in the poetry of the cAbbasid period.53 The aims and characteristics of this
trend, which often appears to us as marked as it is difficult to define, must
have been clear to the author of Kitab al-Badf, who was not only an
authority on ancient poetry, but also a poet of considerable merit peculiarly
associated with the development of the modern genre of descriptive poetry

53 It may have been Ibn al-Muctazz's very success in isolating the components of badf that pushed a
definition of its contribution to the modern movement into the background; cf. Stetkevych,
"Toward a redefinition". 54 See pp. 165, 217-18.
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CHAPTER 22

REGIONAL LITERATURE: EGYPT

REGIONAL IDENTITY

In common with general historians, most literary historians view the year
656/1258, in which Baghdad fell to the Mongols, as the end of an era, the
ensuing period, lasting until modern times, being considered an age of
decadence. While the wisdom of such periodization is strongly to be
questioned, it may be useful to point out some significant dates in Egyptian
history which might serve as more appropriate terms of reference for the
discussion of Egyptian literature.

Only eight years before the fall of Baghdad, the Crusaders of Louis IX
had suffered a crushing defeat near the Egyptian town of al-Mansurah; the
fact that the common people had taken part in the campaign added to its
importance. The year in which Baghdad fell also witnessed another, less
momentous event: an epidemic raged in Cairo, and one of its victims was
the old poet Baha° al-Din Zuhayr, who had for the first time given
expression to the Egyptian character as we now know it. Thus we might
accept 6 5 6/12 5 8 as approximately marking the end of our period, albeit for
other reasons than those posed by the general historian. On the basis of the
two events just described, we might characterize this period as witnessing
tne maturing of the Egyptian national character within a community of
Arab entities. The purpose of this chapter1 is to try to discover some of the
main traits of this character as reflected in creative literature, bearing in
mind that the increasing role played by Egypt as a meeting-ground for
various trends coming from East and West prepared the developing Arab-
Egyptian culture to act both as a focus and as a point of diffusion to a wide
circle of Arab lands which enjoyed less political stability and ethnic
homogeneity.

If it seems plausible to distinguish the middle of the seventh/thirteenth
century for the manifestation of a well-defined Egyptian character, thus

1 This chapter could not have been written without the work carried out over the past thirty-five years
by the late M. Kamil Husayn and by cAbd al-cAziz al-Ahwani and Shawqi Dayf.
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concluding a stage in the evolution of Arab culture, no such clear-cut
demarcation is possible when we try to look for the embryonic stage in the
formation of this character. However, it seems certain that the Arabiciza-
tion of Egypt progressed at a relatively slow pace compared to that of Syria,
Iraq or even some of the eastern parts of the Islamic empire. On the other
hand, once the Arabicization of Egypt was complete (about the fourth/
tenth century), there was no setback. We might compare the famous
complaint of al-Mutanabbi in the fourth/tenth century that in Shicb
Bawwan in Iran an Arab was "alien of countenance, hand and tongue",2 or
the sixth/twelfth-century grammarian al-Zamakhshari's dismay at the
decline of the Arabic language in the eastern provinces of Islam, with the
fact that by the fourth Islamic century the Egyptian monk Severus (Sawiris)
Ibn al-Muqaffac had to labour, with his assistants, through Greek and
Coptic texts in order to turn them into Arabic for the benefit of his Coptic
readers. The difference is all the more striking when we compare the
progress of Arabicization and Islamization on both sides. While the peoples
of central Asia readily adopted Islam and only temporarily, as well as
partially, the Arabic language, reverting afterwards to their national
idioms, with Arabic reserved for collateral use only as a literary vehicle, the
Copts of Egypt appropriated the Arabic language for all their needs, with
the Coptic language gradually disappearing both as a spoken and as a
literary language; by contrast, a great number of Copts kept their Christian
faith. Arabic, fast developing as a language of culture - with the added
advantage of its establishment for official use some sixty years after the Arab
conquest — gradually gained sway over Coptic, which was torn between
several dialects, with a tenuous, straggling literary heritage that could not
hold its own beside the all-pervading Greek. While this was happening in
the sphere of language, Islam must have seemed to more conservative
Copts a mere revival of the Arian heresy (which denied the divinity of
Christ), which the Egyptian patriarchs had been combating for more than
two centuries.

For about a century after the Arab conquest, political activity was
confined to the ruling Arab community in the garrison town (misr) of al-
Fustat. Soon al-Fustat grew into a metropolis, while the Arab community
itself spread all over Egypt, generally taking up quarters at grazing areas on
the outskirts of the arable lands. The Arab community of Egypt was
involved in the internal strife in the Arabian peninsula that started during
the reign of the third caliph, cUthman; but there are indications that
Egyptian interests came to the fore at important junctures, strengthened by

2 Dlivan, 11, 452.
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the feeling that Egypt was geographically isolated from the mass of the
domains of the caliphate.3 The economic policies which the cAbbasids
followed in the province not only bred general discontent and led to
frequent armed uprisings among the Coptic population, but also withdrew
practically all the privileges the Arab community had enjoyed until then,
leaving them no better off than their Coptic neighbours. The separation
between the Arab—Egyptians and the central government in Baghdad was
clinched by the former's wavering attitude during the civil war that raged
after the death of Harun al-Rashid, and led to the consolidation of power in
the hands of al-MaDmun and the "Persian" party. Henceforward the
demarcation line between Arab—Egyptians (misriyyuri) and Copts became
more and more vague, almost dwindling to a difference between two
denominations, especially when most Arabs began to drop their tribal
affiliation and use instead a nisbah derived from their home town or region.4

THE EMERGENCE OF A REGIONAL LITERATURE

Poetry

While it can be shown that Arab-Egyptians acquired a sense of regional
identity at a relatively early stage, it is more difficult to trace the beginnings
of a regional Arabic literature in Egypt. Most scholars have tended to link
its appearance with the emergence of Egypt as an independent state under
the Tulunids in the second half of the third/ninth century. However, the
successes of Ahmad b. Tulun, the founder of the dynasty, were due not only
to his own qualities but also to the existence in Egypt of a growing society
in the process of establishing its own way of life, of which Ibn Tulun was
rather the expression than the begetter, and some evidence of a distinct
cultural identity can be found in Egyptian literature as early as around the
beginning of the third/ninth century, some fifty years before the arrival of
Ibn Tulun, at a date which coincides approximately with the ultimate
decline of Arab supremacy and the virtual assimilation of Arab elements
within Egyptian society. The first such hint of the existence of a genuinely
regional literature — apart from poems connected with local political events,
which in literary terms show no particular characteristics that would
differentiate them from the common tradition of political poetry in the
Umayyad and early cAbbasid periods — occurs in one of the classics of
Arabic criticism, the fourth/tenth-century Wasatah by al-Qadi Dl-Jurjani.
Referring to Abu Tammam (d. 231/846) as the inaugurator of a
philosophizing trend in Arabic poetry, which he condemns, al-Qadi Dl-
Jurjani clinches his point by observing:

3 Cf. MaqrizI, Mawaci£, i, 300—2. 4 MuDnis, "Tarikh", 370.
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In this I am only upholding Abu Tammam's own case against Yusuf al-Sarraj,
Egypt's poet at that time; for Abu Tammam says:

It's enough to make Zuhayr5 turn in his grave!
When did his verse ever demand glosses derived from Hippocrates the

Physician?
Poetry should flow sweetly through our hearts like a stream caressed by basil.6

We know nothing more about Yusuf al-Sarraj, and none of his poetry is to
be found in the anthologies now extant (regrettably, the earliest anthology
devoted to Egyptian poets, the fourth/tenth-century Shu am Misr by al-
Suli, is considered lost). However, three important facts are implied in the
full text of Abu Tammam's poem as it appears in his Dlwam firstly, that
Yusuf al-Sarraj actually got his nickname from being a saddler (sarraj), an
indication that he was probably Egyptian by origin, since at this time Arabs
looked down on manual trades; second, that he was fond of (presumably
inept) archaisms, which again suggests that he was not a "pure" Arab; and
last, that his poetry defied conventional analysis (according to Abu
Tammam and al-Qadi Dl-Jurjanl) because of its pseudo-philosophical
content. While this tells us little enough about Yusuf al-Sarraj himself, it
does suggest that Abu Tammam may have owed the philosophical
orientation of his later style to the days of his apprenticeship in al-Fustat, his
satire of al-Sarraj revealing only a first reaction to be followed by a gradual
assimilation of the new style.

Fortunately, we have more biographical data about another important
figure of the same period, the mystic sage Dhu Dl-Nun al-Misri (d. 246/861).
Dhu Dl-Nun, who was of Nubian origin, apparently spent the greater part of
his life in the town of his birth, Akhmim in Upper Egypt, which had
managed, from Pharaonic through Graeco—Roman to Arab times, to retain
its reputation as a seat of learning and an industrial centre. He was reported
to be "versed in the old script", which meant either Greek or Coptic or
both. If this is true, and it seems natural enough, he must have acquired
such knowledge from the monasteries which spread along the Nile valley
both in Upper and Lower Egypt. But he was also a traditionist (muhaddith)
generally accepted as trustworthy. He appears to have kept aloof from the
dogmatic controversies of his day, notably the thorny question of whether
the QurDan was created in time or coeternal with God;7 subjected to the
Muctazili inquisition in Baghdad, he seems to have managed to avoid
committing himself either way. He was even less inclined to involve himself
in public affairs, unlike the early mystics who appeared in Alexandria
during the turbulent years of the civil war which followed the death
of Harun al-Rashid. His brand of Sufism was of a contemplative,

5 Zuhayr b. Abl Sulma, a famous pre-lslamic poet, see CHALUP, ch. 2.
6 Wasatah, 20; Abu Tammam, Dtwan, iv, 315-16. 7 See p. 5.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.024
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.024
https://www.cambridge.org/core


416 S. M. AYYAD

individualistic character. The authenticity of the sayings attributed to him
in Hilyat al-awliyci by Abu Nucaym al-Isfahani (d. 430/1038) and other
sources must be critically examined before any conclusions may be drawn
from them; however, for their sheer simplicity and crystalline purity we
cannot hesitate long in accepting these lines:

Seek your peace of mind
as I did find:

I've found a haven
of love requited.

Whenever I stray
He draws near me;

When I draw near
He comes closer still.8

There is little doubt that Dhu Dl-Nun's influence was great, particularly
when he moved to al-Fustat, where he had many disciples. Several
miraculous events were reported to have happened to him during his life
and even at his funeral. If we accept the sayings and acts attributed to him as
representative of a popular attitude, without regard to their historical truth,
we may note a certain disinclination to debate points of doctrine
compensated by an emotional faith in the mysterious, unfathomable, all-
pervading presence of an omnipotent but bountiful and loving God. The
vaguely religious and easy-going attitude of most Egyptians is noted even
today; however, nobody should jump to the conclusion that this is a
constant trait of the Egyptian character, the heated debates and bloody
trials of the Roman and Byzantine periods offering convincing proof of an
opposite disposition. Be this as it may, the philosophizing tradition, if the
surviving references to Yusuf al-Sarraj offer sufficient proof that there was
one, was to be set back for some time to come.

Early slrah literature and jurisprudence

The first two centuries of the Islamic era witnessed the growth of two main
literary activities, in which Egypt played an important role: the slrah
(biography of the Prophet),9 and fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence). Both
depended, as their chief source, on the sunnah or sayings and practice of the
Prophet. It seems that the father of Islamic historiography, the Medinan
Muhammad b. Ishaq (c. 85—15 0/704—67), first conceived the idea of writing
a biography of the Prophet when he was in Alexandria in 115/733, a nd m e t

several Egyptian traditionists from whom he got much of his material. cAbd

8 Hilyat al-arvliya'\ ix, 344. Further poems by Dhu Dl-Nun are quoted pp. 240-1, above.
9 For a general outline of the slrah genre, see CHALUP, ch. 17.
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al-Malik b. Hisham, who edited Ibn Ishaq's Strah (which as a consequence is
commonly known as the Sir ah of Ibn Hisham), came to Egypt as a young
man from Basra, where he was born, and died at al-Fustat in c. 218/833.
Ibn Hisham, a linguist as well as a historian, described his contribution to
the Sirah as mainly a process of refining and condensing and of eliminating
digressions and much interpolation. Thus the sirah-foim took final shape as
a literary genre, to be followed in its main lines by medieval heroic
legends,10 while the material of Ibn Hisham's Sirah became a quarry for
countless authors, who drew upon it freely in more popular productions,
such as verse panegyrics of the Prophet and rhymed-prose mawlids
(celebrations of the Prophet's birthday), two of the most common
entertainments not only at religious but also at purely social festivities,
characteristic of the Arab and Egyptian way of life until very recently.

Al-Layth b. Sacd (d. 197/812), a Persian by origin but Egyptian by birth,
was a contemporary of one of the first leading jurists in Islam, Malik b.
Anas,11 whom al-Layth met and corresponded with. Although al-Layth
gave his own fatwas (legal opinions) on matters of public concern, the
younger generation of Egyptian jurists were more inclined to follow those
of Malik, since the latter lived in the original seat of Islam, where the
traditions of the Prophet were considered to be consolidated in common
usage. It seems that al-Layth himself did not contest this preference. At the
turn of the century, another leading jurist from the Hijaz, Muhammad b.
Idris al-Shafi CI (150—204/767—820), who for many years had been a disciple
of Malik but had also studied in Iraq and become versed in the syllogistic
method of the Hanafis,12 came to live and teach in Egypt, where he
perfected his method. Al-ShafiTs teachings seemed more congenial to the
Egyptians, because they effected a delicate balance between Prophetic
sunnah and local usage. Perhaps, too, al-ShafTi himself was the type of jurist
the Egyptians desired: his emotional temperament can be deduced from the
fact that he loved poetry and is supposed occasionally to have composed
verses himself; and though he was not actually a Shici, a story about his
involvement in a Shfl conspiracy in Yemen when still a young man made
him all the more likeable, for the Egyptians, short of embracing the Shfi
cause, had developed a reverence for the descendants of the Prophet which
verged, in later times and with simpler souls, on sheer idolatry. It should be
mentioned as an instance of the deep-seated conformism - whether it be
viewed as group solidarity or as conservatism - of the typical Egyptian that
some found even such a slight shift as that from the Malik! to the Shafici
school an actual mischief. Thus a certain cTsa b. al-Munkadir, who was

to Cf. ch. 8. » Cf. CHALUP, 272-3. 12 Cf. CHALUP, 477-8.
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appointed chief judge of Egypt, used to shout at al-Shafici: "You! When
you came to this town we were of one mind; we were like one man. Now
you have sown discord and bred mischief among us!" The words of the
Muslim judge bear a striking resemblance to many a phrase in Severus Ibn
al-Muqaffac's "Lives of the Patriarchs" relating the discords within the
Egyptian church. It is curious how a keen sense of belonging could foster
rancours that led to mutual destruction: just as the Egyptian church had
witnessed many fierce battles between Orthodox and Monophysite, so the
rivalry between Malikls and ShafTis now led to frequent scuffles, one of
which was reported to have involved al-ShaficI himself and ultimately to
have caused his death.

Chancery prose

Among the many factors which enter into the making of a given literature,
those which shape the role of the writer himself are perhaps the most direct
and obvious. The Arabic literature of the pre-Islamic period was essentially
the product of the tribe's poet or orator, mysteriously inspired, filled with
the spirit of the tribe's ancestors; by contrast, the main corpus of the
literature of the first two centuries of Islam is clearly the work of men deeply
involved in the theological, political and racial issues of the day. The
dominant influence of subsequent centuries was undoubtedly that of the
katib or secretary. The katib might be a "secretary of state" or minister, or
merely the secretary of a governor or local judge, but the difference in rank
did not imply a difference of category. The ideals of the profession were the
same, and to varying degrees they left their imprint on official and on
"creative" prose alike.

The drafting of official documents leaves no room for self-expression;
reticence and decorum must be strictly observed and the taste and aims of
the ruler fully adopted. However, state documents are rarely composed of
mere formalities which leave the zealous scribe with nothing more to do
than play with verbal effects. More often they serve practical purposes, and
in delicate situations might call for the most refined handling of a difficult
subject, and the most expert distribution of effective nuances and balancing
of contradictory innuendoes. On such occasions, an official scribe may rise
to unusual heights of functional rhetoric. Few specimens of such writing
have been preserved by historians; fortunately, some of these are Egyptian.
Special mention should be made of the epistle composed by Ibrahim b.
cAbdullah al-Najirami for the fourth/tenth-century Egyptian ruler al-
Ikhshid,13 in reply to one from the Byzantine emperor Romanus Lecapinus.

13 See p. 12.
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The character of al-Ikhshid, a self-made ruler, was a curious combination of
ruthless ambition, affected modesty, cunning and greed. Romanus, as can
be gathered from al-Ikhshid's reply, had approached the latter for an
exchange of prisoners and trade, but in a manner calculated to show the
Byzantine emperor's superiority. There can be little doubt that al-Ikhshid
rejoiced at receiving Romanus's epistle. He decided to grant his requests,
while giving a suitable rebuff to his presumptuous attitude. The reply had
to be couched in friendly terms without showing undue cordiality,
Romanus's proposals accepted with dignity, and his arrogance met with
equal hauteur, for he was an enemy although he was offering peace. Al-
Najlrami, whose draft was approved by al-Ikhshid in preference to several
other attempts, was rightly proud of his literary achievement.14

EPISTOLOGRAPHY IN THE FATIMID AND AYYUBID PERIODS

As well as the requirements of individual political masters, the changing
style of political regimes also influenced literary production and especially
official documents. The canonization of rhymed prose (saf) and other
verbal tricks and their speedy invasion of most forms of writing, including
chancery documents and historiography, throughout the Arab domain
including Egypt, is more easily understood when we remember that
political power in most regions of the cAbbasid empire from the latter half
of the third/ninth century fell gradually into the hands of barbarian
mercenaries, mostly manumitted slaves, who might be expected to
appreciate a ringing rhyme or an unsuspected pun (even a poor one) above
all else. At the same time, local developments in Egypt were to produce
some documents of a highly individual stamp.

In more than one respect the Fatimid period (3 5 8—5 67/969—1171) marks a
crystallization of the "Egyptian way of life" whose beginnings we noted at
about the turn of the third/ninth century. The Ikhshidids, no less than the
Tulunids before them, had considered themselves vassals of the caliph in
Baghdad, and Baghdad had been looked up to as the source of everything
stylish: the Iraqi writer was considered superior to the Egyptian, and
masons were brought from Samarra in Iraq to build Ibn Tulun's famous
mosque. Yet it seems that both Ibn Tulun and al-Ikhshid after him were
holding in check more radical aspirations. The staunch resistance deployed
against the invading troops of the caliphate and the ruthless measures taken
by those troops to liquidate all supporters of the Tulunid regime prove that

14 Full text in Ibn Sacld, Mughrib, i, 167-72; Qalqashandl, Subh, vn, 10-18.
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the re-establishment of the authority of Baghdad was not just a coup d'etat,
but an attack designed to check the growth of a new, independent society.
By comparison, the ease with which the Fatimid troops made their way to
al-Fustat (the description of the expedition offered by the historians recalls
the splendour of a pageant rather than the grimness of war) indicates a well-
founded belief on the part of most Egyptians that the new era, which made
the new capital, Cairo, the feared rival of Baghdad, was certain to be more
propitious to their self-realization.

The Fatimid state came into being as the implementation of a particular
branch of Shfi ideology, Ismacilism, which owed much to Greek
philosophy and Christian theology in giving its own solutions to such
problems of Islamic dogma as the attributes of God and the metaphysical
interpretation of the Qur3an,15 as well as to other more practical ones such
as the meaning and scope of theocratic government and even the place of
women in Islamic society. When the Fatimid theology became the guiding
philosophy of the state, the practical considerations of how to govern a
country with deeply rooted traditions that had managed to live through
many changes of government and religion obliged the ruling class to place
greater emphasis on ritual than on dogma. Many Coptic festivals were
freely celebrated and were heartily shared in by Muslims, including
sometimes the Fatimid caliph himself; the description of the Feast of the
Epiphany (ghitas) in commemoration of the birth of Christ cited by Taqi al-
Dln al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442) leaves little doubt that in social life not only
Christian but also pagan elements were given free play.16 While the more
abstruse points of Ismaclll doctrine were reserved for initiates, popular
practices were looked upon tolerantly by the more philosophically minded,
since the doctrine itself gave an "interior" and an "exterior" meaning to
almost everything. (This attitude was to have a lasting legacy, for it is clear
that it was shared by the Sufis, and when the Ismacili creed was, to all
appearances, completely eradicated in Egypt, Sufism carried on as a
powerful institution, disregarding differences of dogma and helping to
weld together the disparate elements of society.) However, for all this
tolerance, ideological propaganda remained one of the main concerns of the
Fatimid state. The caliph was, above all, the Imam of the Age, the infallible
leader appointed by God. Since his exterior as imam concealed an interior
which was that of the Prime Mover, an imam was not only the seat of all
temporal power but also the source of all knowledge. A well-knit system of
propaganda, designed to reinforce public acceptance of the Fatimid caliph's
sacred character, was carefully devised and put into action with the imam, at

15 Cf. ch. 23, nn. 12, 71. 16 Maqrizi, Mawcti^ i, 497-8.
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its head, holding special meetings with his closest followers and entering,
on more public occasions, into direct contact with the mass of the people.
This last procedure was effected through the communal Friday prayers, as
well as through caliphal documents.

Official documents

For the historian, S. M. Stern's Fatimid Decrees provides the English-
speaking reader with a detailed general introduction to Fatimid official
documents — which differ in a number of significant respects from their
cAbbasid counterparts — as well as translations and analyses often surviving
original specimens. That the Fatimids kept an able and highly organized
secretariat seems clear from the guide to chancery practice written by the
Fatimid katib Ibn al-Sayrafi (d. 5 42/1 \/\-f)yQanun diwan al-rascfil; but there is
evidence to prove that at least the first, powerful caliphs took it upon
themselves to compose some of the more important documents. The
Fatimid caliphs considered rhetorical ability a part of the dignity of their
high rank, and in the "Biography" of Ustadh Jawdhar (see below), who
held something like the post of chamberlain at the Fatimid court at al-
Mahdiyyah in North Africa, before the conquest of Egypt, we find several
documents and addresses which the author ascribes explicitly to the caliph
al-Mansur, both before and after his succession to the imamate. It matters
little that the wording of these and similar documents may not all have been
the caliph's own work, but that of some katib, for some contain ideas and
expressions which could not possibly be attributed to a scribe. Among the
more interesting passages, the following introduces a theme rarely found in
documents other than Fatimid ones; it occurs in an epistle from the caliph
al-Mustansir (427—87/1036—94) to his representative (dacl) in Yemen, cAli b.
Muhammad al-Sulayhl,17 conferring certain favours and higher titles on the
recipient and his sons (a whole series of such letters has survived, and is
published under the title al-Sijillat al-mustansjriyjah)\

The Commander of the Faithful is not ignorant of the ways of your noble and pious
spouse, Protectress of the Faithful, that zealous, God-fearing, righteous and
constant promoter of the faith, a virtuous lady such as ever pursue good works,
never failing to relieve the broken and succour the destitute, in never-failing
compassion towards the infant and the aged alike. Verily the tree of her hopes shall
she find laden with fruits of noble meed, and her deeds shall stand witness for her on
Judgement Day.18

Into such passages, within the bombastic, flowery language characteristic
not only of the chancery documents but of all the prose of the period, a

17 See pp. 444, 454-60. 18 Al-Sijillat al-mustansirijyah, 36; cf. Hamdani, "Letters".
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more lively spirit is infused. Moreover, the Fatimid imam being, in a sense,
inspired, his obiter dicta and casual remarks were piously recorded, and the
few specimens of these preserved in the "Biography of Ustadh Jawdhar"
suffice to indicate the existence of another type of prose, stamped by the
same natural, functional rhetoric that was common at the beginning of the
Islamic era,19 with the difference that here the language is of course more
modern. There is something startling in the vehemence of some of al-
Mansur's letters, especially when he complains of the misdemeanours of
certain members of his own family; but we need only remember the letters
that passed between the second "Orthodox" caliph, cUmar b. al-Khattab,
and his governor in Egypt, cAmr b. al-cAs, to conclude that there was
nothing altogether unprecedented in al-Mansur's letters except, perhaps,
that they were all too human. However, the theoretically sacred status of
the imam in the Ismacili creed notwithstanding, the curious blend of
worldliness and spirituality found in these letters seems the key not only to
the personal behaviour of the Fatimid rulers, but also to the whole outlook
of the society they tried to establish.

We do not possess anything like a corpus of literary texts comparable to
al-Mansur's informal letters, as preserved in the "Biography of Ustadh
Jawdhar"; these neither inaugurated a new tradition nor re-established an
old one, and if they had any literary influence at all, it was through the
historical writings of the period (it might be more apt to treat such
ostensibly historical material as a distinct literary genre, giving it the name
of narrative prose, under which heading the "Biography" will be discussed
below). Meanwhile, the few sparks of realism which appeared in the earlier
Fatimid documents were soon smothered by pedantic allusions, irrelevant
descriptions and jarring metaphors. The author of this metamorphosis, al-
Qadi cAbd al-Rahim b. CA1I al-Fadil (529—96/1135—1200), was a man who
managed to straddle comfortably the decline of the Fatimid era and the
emergence of the Ayyubid state. Saladin is reported to have said: "I took
Egypt not by force of arms but by al-Qadi Dl-FadiPs pen." Many of al-Qadl
Dl-Fadil's contemporaries claimed that he introduced a new style (to which
they gave his name); modern scholars deny this, since flowery language was
anything but new in cAbbasid poetry or prose generally. However, there are
some historical grounds for the claim: the ornate style dominant since the
fourth/tenth century was probably held in check for a while in Egypt itself
by the example of the Fatimid imams. The fact remains, outside all honours
claimed or apologies offered, that "al-Qadi Dl-FadiPs manner" was nothing
but mannerism.

19 Cf. CHALUP, chs. 3, 5.
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The informal epistle

Official documents were not the only literary form to be contaminated by
mannerism. The genre of the informal epistle (al-risalah al-ikhwaniyyah)^ in
the hands of Jahiz and Hamadhani, had proved flexible enough to express
the changing moods of sophisticated societies; but now stylized forms
consecrated by " al-Qadi Dl-Fadil's manner" replaced what little spontaneity
the medium still possessed with a sort of pale, insipid beauty. It is certainly a
healthy breeze that blows from the letters of Muhammad b. Muhriz al-
Wahrani (d. 574/1178). Little is known about al-Wahranl's life; the most
valuable information is to be found in his own letters. He was born in
Wahran (Oran, in present-day Algeria) but settled in Egypt, where he made
his living as a copyist and gave a daughter in marriage to an Egyptian; he
travelled occasionally to Syria, where he died. It seems either that he was
not satisfied with working as a copyist, or that his eyesight failed with age,
so that he had to shift for himself, and sought to ingratiate himself with a
number of potential patrons by writing panegyric poetry, in the turbulent
days which witnessed the fall of the Fatimids and the rise of the Ayyubids.
Whether his satirical prose, on the other hand, was genuinely intended as
criticism of his masters, or merely follows the literary convention of
buffoonery or the "jocular manner", as described a generation or so later by
the Andalusian critic, Hazim al-Qartajanni (d. 684/1285),20 it is difficult to
decide. However, one thing is certain: he ridiculed al-Qadi Dl-Fadil's
manner, throwing off the yoke of rhyme together with all its paraphernalia
of verbal refinements — though when confronting al-Fadil himself he was
generally on his guard, seeing that the proverbially serene dignity of the
Ayyubid sultan's katib would not allow any mockery of his person. The
Manam ("Dream") — a piece of writing, also in the form of a letter, which
was highly praised by the biographer Ibn Khallikan (d. 681/1282)21 — is a
parody of the more famous Kisalat al-Ghufran of al-Macarri. Although the
parodic use of quotations from serious literature has always been one of the
main devices of the "jocular manner", the parody as an avowed literary
genre has hardly been represented in Arabic literature until very recent
times. Al-WahranI may be considered one of its pioneers.

20 "The enunciation should lower itself to disreputable qualities, should not stop at the limits of shame
nor hesitate to descend to the lowest things", Minhaj al-bulagha'', 331.

21 Trans, de Slane, Biographical Dictionaryp, in, 95: "This work, copies of which are very common, is a
proof of the buoyant humour, acute mind and accomplished wit possessed by the author."
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NARRATIVE PROSE FROM THE TULUNIDS TO THE FATIMIDS

Historiography has always been the handmaid of politics, but contains, as
well, the two basic elements of all literary production: entertainment and
edification. Among the earliest forms of history, genealogy (probably
reflecting the still more primitive cult of ancestor-worship) formed an
essential part of pre-Islamic culture: one of the assets of the first caliph, Abu
Bakr, was that of being a good genealogist. The historical material included
in the Qur^an moved away from genealogy to give a universal conception
of history as being essentially a covenant between God and man. The first
Umayyad caliph Mucawiyah's well-known interest in history22 seems to
furnish a meeting-ground between Islamic and pre-Islamic concepts. When
Islam itself started to "make history" in the figurative sense, it also had to
make history in the literal one. Precedents attributed to the Prophet and his
first successors laid the legal foundation of the new era and had therefore to
be recorded. There was no clear dividing-line between tradition (hacfith) and
historical accounts {akhbar^ sing, khabar), except that true traditionists were
concerned only with the sayings and acts of the Prophet and observed strict
rules to sift the material that was transmitted orally for many generations
after his death; the early historians, being less stringent, were severely
attacked by the former group. However, historians proved hardly less
indispensable than traditionists; in one field at least, their work was of
prime importance to the newly established state: namely the accounts of
Islamic invasions (m aghast) P since the status of the annexed lands and their
inhabitants was determined according to whether they were "surrendered
by negotiation" or "conquered by force". This question opened up new
vistas to regional history, and books on magha^l, such as Ibn cAbd al-
Hakam's Futuh Misr, while supplying necessary information about the
proper administration of new territories, also included much legendary
material about the ancient history of the lands in question.24 In the
meantime, history had developed as an independent discipline. As a pure
science pursued for its own sake, albeit with an eye to contemporary
demands, it had to record incidents of common interest with the greatest
possible accuracy and thoroughness. Hence the emergence of the annalistic
form, used by most historians from Muhammad b. Jarir al-Tabarl (d. 310/
923) to the Egyptian chronicler of the Napoleonic invasion, cAbd al-
Rahman al-Jabarti (d. 1240/1825). Concomitant with the annalistic and
regional forms and infiltrating through them was the other, common form
of the biography. The biography of the Prophet was soon followed by that

22 See p. 137. 23 See CHALUP, 344-5. ™ Cf. p. 138.
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of his Companions; other biographical works were, in most cases, devoted
to single categories of subject, e.g. grammarians, men of letters, jurists, etc.,
thus supplying material for the history of civilization or other subclasses of
history. The "Biographical Dictionary" of Ahmad b. Muhammad Ibn
Khallikan, who lived and worked for much of his life in Egypt, crowned
these efforts in the seventh/thirteenth century; it became and has remained a
standard reference-work, and ushered in a train of similar, general
compilations, although specialized biographical works (tabaqat) dealing
with single categories of subject continued to appear. Regional history gave
birth to a more developed form, that of districts (khitat, the chief example
referred to in this chapter being the Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi's al-
Mawari^ wa:7-/tibarfi' dhikr al-khitat wa ^l-athar), which apparently began in
Egypt as early as the third/ninth century.25 Futuh Misr ("The Conquest of
Egypt"), already referred to, by Ibn cAbd al-Hakam (d. 257/871) is mainly a
book oimagha^t^ while al-Wulah and al-Qudah by Muhammad b. Yusuf al-
Kindi (283-350/895-961) are biographical works dealing with Egyptian
governors and judges respectively. Of the voluminous works of the
Fatimid historians, Muhammad b. cUbayd Allah al-Musabbihi (366-420/
977-1029), cAbd al-cAziz b. cAbd al-Rahman b. Muhadhdhab (see below),
Muhammad b. Sacd al-Qurtl and al-Rawhi, only a few excerpts survive,
giving only a faint idea of their literary value.26 The chief specimens of
narrative prose to be discussed below belong, by their authorship as well as
by their subjects, to an earlier period. Centred around the Tulunid and
Ikhshidid dynasties, they are more than dynastic history, which is often an
abridged form of annal: in place of mere tabulations of a ruler's succession
and the chief events of his reign, these narratives offer life-pictures which
are not without sympathetic insights and do not spurn popular legend, but
manage nevertheless to remain sober and realistic.

The great exponent of this genre is Ahmad b. Yusuf al-Misri (d. 340/
951). His father, Yusuf b. Ibrahim, was a katib in the service of Ibrahim b.
al-Mahdi, the cAbbasid prince who had briefly headed a revolt against the
caliph al-MaDmun but was better known as a musician. Yusuf's mother
having served as wet-nurse to Ibrahim b. al-Mahdi, it seems that relations
between the prince and his scribe were more than usually close, hence
Yusuf's nickname of Ibn al-Dayah ("Son of the Wet-Nurse"), which his
son, the historian, inherited and by which he is usually known. On the death
of Ibrahim, Yusuf wisely left Iraq for Egypt, where he became a wealthy
merchant, keeping at a safe distance from the cAbbasid court at al-Fustat,
though as one of the notables of that city who also had important

25 Husayn, Adabuna, 81. 26 See Fu'ad Sayyid, "Nu§u§ ffiTah" and "Lumieres nouvelles".
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connections in the capital, Baghdad, it was both desirable and inevitable
that he should come into contact with influential persons around the amir.
His son's relations with the Tulunids were equally cautious, for there is no
mention that he was ever in their service. Nevertheless he is sometimes
called the "Scribe of the Tulunids", probably on account of his biographies
of Ahmad b. Tulun and his son Khumarawayh. He also wrote a collection
of tales to which he gave the title al-Mukafaah ("Just Deserts"); only this
and fragments of the biography of Ibn Tulun are extant. Al-Mukafaah
treats a theme which was popular with Arab story-tellers both before and
after Ibn al-Dayah, that of God's unfailing mercy towards those who bear
tribulation with fortitude. CA1I b. Muhammad al-Mada°ini (135—234/75 3—
849) had written a short book of anecdotes entitled al-Faraj bdd al-shiddah
("Deliverance after Distress") on the same theme, and the subject was taken
up again by cAbdullah b. Muhammad b. Abi Dl-Dunya (known as Ibn Abi °l-
Dunya, 208-81/823-94) and later by al-Tanukhl (d. 384/994),^ both of
whom used the same title. Ibn al-Dayah's originality lies in the morality his
tales are made to expound, which is based on utilitarian principles rather
than blind faith. Apart from its literary merits, al-Mukafdah, besides being
partly autobiographical, also helps to establish the text of Ibn al-Dayah's
biography of Ibn Tulun, which has only survived in a copy incorporated by
the Andalusian Abu Dl-Hasan CA1I b. Musa b. Sacid (Ibn Sacid, d. 685/1286)
in the section of his voluminous history al-Mughrib which deals with Egypt.
Parts of al-Mukafa°ah draw on the same material as the biography; collation
of the relevant passages leaves no doubt as to the authenticity of the text
transmitted in al-Mughrib, though which of Ibn al-Dayah's two texts
predates the other cannot be ascertained. Ibn al-Dayah's biography of Ibn
Tulun's son and successor, Khumarawayh, though mentioned by Brockel-
mann,28 must be assumed to be lost, if it was ever written: not even excerpts
survive. Whatever the case, the two works cannot be spoken of as one
book, as does Brockelmann, for the text of the life of Ibn Tulun
incorporated in al-Mughrib ends with a clear finis.

This biography is sometimes referred to as a sir ah, and Ibn al-Dayah's
title is given as "Choicest Accounts of Ibn Tulun" — clear indications of the
author's attitude towards his subject. Ibn Tulun's character was indeed rich
stuff for tragedy. Extremely emotional, highly intelligent, with a relentless
will bent solely on achieving his lifelong goal of becoming and remaining a
leader of men, he could by turns be tender, ruthless, vicious, cunning; but
he was never simple. Under Ibn al-Dayah's pen he commands our deepest
feelings of sympathy and fear. No mere extract from this unique book can
do it justice, since much of the writer's art lies in the piecing together of the

27 See ch. 7, n. 10. 28 GAL, 1, 149.
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numerous episodes collected from eye witnesses. However, one such
episode from towards the end of the book will convey something of its
flavour:

In that year he entered Tarsus with a mighty host and in great pomp . . . Abu Dl-
cAbbas al-Tarsiisi (who washed Ibn Tiilun's body after he died), a truthful, clean-
living man, said as follows: "There was in Tarsus a ragged Sufi, who had forsaken
great wealth and ease to seek God, learned to weave palm-fronds from which he
earned his livelihood, and campaigned year after year as a simple foot-soldier.
When Ibn Tulun was in Tarsus, he used to visit him and marvel at his words. One
night he said to me: 'Go before me to the house of such a one [i.e the Sufi]; I shall
follow hard on your heels. Be sure not to make him feel that deference to my rank
requires his compliance, approach him humbly, but tell him how I have been
longing to see him and ask him if he is willing to see me.'" Abu Dl-cAbbas said: "I
went, found him at home, and said: 'The amir Ibn Tulun sends you his greetings
and says he longs to see you. He is hard on my heels.' The Sufi replied: 'I was angry
with him, but your message has won me over.' I repeated Ibn Tulun's command
that the message should be delivered with the utmost courtesy; the Sufi said: 'He
can come when he likes.' I hurried back to Ibn Tulun and found him on his way
with only a small entourage; when I told him what had passed he rejoiced and
hastened to the meeting. At his approach the Sufi went up to him, saying, 'This
duty we owe to our rulers', and Ibn Tulun wept. When the two of them were alone
together, the Sufi said: 'What have you got against God that you run away from
him like this? You may shun him, but you cannot escape him. Spare your soul a
burden which it cannot bear; do not put your trust in this world, this joyless world;
remember that when you return to God, your deeds will go with you.' Ibn Tulun
made no reply, but wept. 'Look,' said the Sufi, turning to me, 'He is quite racked
with pain.' Then he looked up at the sky and said: 'Open his eyes; guide him; spare
him Your wrath. - Go now in God's keeping, lest you infect me with the love of
this world and I yield to my own judgement. God willing, I shall remember you in
my prayers."' When asked by Ibn al-Dayah how it was that he knew what the
hermit had said and could repeat it so exactly, Abu Dl-cAbbas replied that he could
not have done so, but that Ibn Tulun had a confidential secretary who wrote down
everything the Sufi said so that the two of them could ponder it afterwards. He
added that whenever Ibn Tulun sent an aide with a verbal message, he had the
confidential secretary write it down for reference, and when the messenger came to
take leave he would question him to see if he had got the message right; if he had, he
was sent on his errand; if not, Ibn Tulun would throw him in jail and appoint a
replacement.29

CA1I b. Muhammad al-Balawi al-Madani (c. mid-fourth/tenth century), who
wrote another sirah of Ibn Tulun, followed closely in the footsteps of Ibn al-
Dayah, but his is neither a reshaping nor an imitation of the latter's book; he
admits his debt to Ibn al-Dayah but claims at the same time to be attempting
a more detailed and exhaustive work. Comparing the two, it should be
noted that al-Balawi not only took more pains with his style than Ibn al-

29 Ibn Sacid, Mughrib, 1, 117-18.
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Dayah, who is often too unstudied and offhand, but also added many lively
touches of his own. For example, Ibn Tulun took revenge on Shuqayr, the
chief of the caliph's intelligence service (band), for trying to undermine his
position as amir by accusing him of fomenting rebellion; this is how Ibn al-
Dayah describes the event:

Ahmad b. Tulun had him brought from his house on foot; he was jostled about so
severely on the way that he nearly died. Then he was stripped [for flogging] and
cried for mercy. When he could cry no more, he was carried out, sent home and put
under guard. He died the following day.

This is how al-BalawI describes the same episode:

Ahmad b. Tulun had Shuqayr the eunuch brought from his mansion on foot,
directing that on the way from his house in Fustat to the amir's palace he should be
jostled about unmercifully: Shuqayr the eunuch being fat and pampered, Ibn Tulun
designed that he should die of exhaustion; and indeed on arrival he was already
half-dead. When at last he was brought before Ibn Tulun, the latter sent for whips
and whipping-posts, had him tied to the posts, and then ignored him. He cried for
mercy awhile, till he could cry no more, then collapsed like a dead thing, though
not a finger had been laid on him. Ibn Tulun sent him home, on horseback, and
there he died that same evening. Ibn Tulun then sent certified witnesses to inspect
his naked corpse and testify that he had died, not of a beating, but simply because
his hour had come.30

Al-Hasan b. Ibrahim b. Zulaq (306—87/919—98) wrote a life of al-Ikhshid in
imitation of Ibn al-Dayah's life of Ibn Tulun and a (lost) life of
Khumarawayh; it is quoted by Ibn Sacid and al-Maqrizi. Ibn Zulaq has a
flair for characterization and follows Ibn al-Dayah's technique of piecing
together episodes heard from eyewitnesses, but is less happy with the
general construction, sometimes allowing his narrative to get bogged
down by disconnected episodes. One would hesitate to place in the same
category another of his works, Akhbar Sibawayh al-misrl ("The Egyptian
Slbawayh"), although it has considerable importance as a social document.
"The Egyptian Sibawayh" (his real name was Abu Bakr Muhammad b.
Musa al-Kindl al-Sayrafi), presumably so nicknamed for his outstanding
ability as a grammarian, was also a poet whom al-Thacalibi included in his
Yatlmah.31 However, his reputation rested mainly on his eccentricities or, in
the eyes of his contemporaries, a kind of madness, which secured for him
the rare privilege of blurting out caustic remarks in the faces of the most
influential men of his time. Ibn Zulaq's book consists of a collection of
anecdotes (akhbar) without any plan, and continues a tradition of books

30 Ibid., 79; Balawi, Slrat A.hmad b. Tulun, 58—9.
31 Abu Bishr cAmr b. cUthman Sibawayh (d. 177/793-4) had written the most famous of all Arabic

grammars, which was consequently known simply as al-Kitab, ("The Book"). In his Yatlmah,
Thacalibl cites the men he considers prominent literary figures of his own period.
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about "wise fools" already represented in the previous century by such
writers as al-Mada°ini and Ibn Abi Dl-Dunya.

Of the rare Fatimid historical texts to have reached us in integral form,
special attention must be accorded to Sirat al-Ustadh Jawdhar ("The Life of
Ustadh Jawdhar") by his secretary Abu cAli Mansur al-cAzizi al-Jawdhari.
Jawdhar, the manumitted eunuch slave who held the post of chamberlain to
three successive Fatimid caliphs, al-Qa°im, al-Mansur and al-Mucizz, died
when the Fatimid expedition to Egypt had only reached Cyrenaica; but his
secretary, Mansur, continued in the service of the Fatimid caliphs until the
reign of al-Hakim (d. 411/1021). While as a historical document the book is
of the highest importance, its literary value should not be overlooked. It is a
palace history as reported by eyewitnesses, the events being selected by the
writer with the aim of showing the confidence his master enjoyed in the eyes
of the sacred caliphs. Accounts of revolutions and campaigns are
interspersed with money-matters and family vexations, the whole being
imbued with a deep veneration which gives the work a peculiar affective
unity. Since the narrative records the incidents either as they were imparted
to the writer by his master, or on the direct evidence of the caliph's written
commands to Jawdhar, the first and second persons gain predominance
over the customary third person of biography, a quality which enhances the
book's narrative appeal.

Finally, mention must be made of Sirat (?Siyar) al-a^immah ("Biogra-
phies of the Imams") by cAbd al-cAziz b. cAbd al-Rahman al-Muhadhdhab
(after 411/1020), excerpts from which are included in the second part of Ibn
Sacid's Mughrib, and which reveal a writer with an exquisite narrative talent.
As against these brief extracts, the emergent popular slrahs (Sirat cAntar,
etc.),32 which may also be included in this section, have survived, in later
versions, as fully fledged narrative texts of stupendous length. They are, in
fact, flagrant deformations of history, but the mere fact that they adopt the
historical formula of a recorded narrative is at least symptomatic of the
narrators' wish to attach themselves to the genre of the historical slrah.
Analytical study of the texts will probably show closer and more significant
affinities, due allowance being made for the fact that the folk slrah, ranging
widely beyond the facts of history, incorporated more primary mythologi-
cal structures.

POETRY

From the third/ninth century, four trends combined, with varying
emphasis, in shaping the poetic production of Arab Egypt. The same trends

32 See ch. 8.
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were in evidence throughout the Arab world, each associated with the
name of one or more exponents whose influence continued in force
everywhere for centuries to come. They may be summarized under the
following heads: the "licentious" manner (mujun) of Abu Nuwas; the
asceticism (%uhd) of his contemporary Abu Dl-cAtahiyah; the descriptive
poetry (was/) of Ibn al-Muctazz; the stately and magniloquent idiom,
connected especially with panegyric (madlh), consecrated by Abu Tam-
mam, al-Buhturi and al-Mutanabbi. In the Egyptian context these trends or
genres take on a special, arguably local colouring, and in order to emphasize
the particular regional and historical circumstances which fostered their
development in Egypt, we shall discuss them in the following order: mujun\
was/; madlh; and S(uhd.

The hedonist trend (mujun)

Rather than speak of a "licentious" or libertine trend (mujun) in Egyptian
poetry, it is perhaps more apt to speak of a hedonistic tradition. The rakish
but strangely solemn wine-songs of Abu Nuwas, sometimes almost
devotional in tone, were perhaps never to be repeated in the whole history
of Arabic literature; the true spirit of libertinism, as a long-lived tradition in
Arabic poetry, found expression in a careless, cynical, lightly blasphemous
attitude; its crystallized form, the "jocular manner" already spoken of in
connection with the letters of al-Wahrani, demanded certain qualifications
of its votaries: self-vilification, feigned stupidity, and complete surrender to
what normal people consider base instincts — all, in an age of rampant
sectarianism, glorified, even raised to the level of a minority cult. Some
minor Egyptian poets in the period under discussion were professed
"Nuwasists", as boastfully proclaimed by one of them;33 it seems that the
social and cultural climate of the reigns of the Tulunids and Ikhshidids
(third-fourth/ninth-tenth centuries) was particularly favourable to this
trend: Arabic culture had not yet struck roots deep enough in the Egyptian
soil to produce any great poet, and a minor poet could easily compose a few
light verses, seasoned with the requisite amount of ribaldry, to gain the
favour of a semi-literate amir. The prosperity which characterized this
period, after long years of internal strife and unstable economic conditions,
made such a trend widely congenial. Thus a certain Sacid, known as Qadi
Dl-Baqar (either a nickname meaning "Judge of the Kine", or the title of a
real judiciary office, "judge to the clan of Baqar"), who acted as a jester of
sorts at al-Ikhshid's court, describes his idea of the good life:

33 cImad al-DIn al-I§fahani, Kharldat al-qasry n , 5 7.
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Wake up to the cup of morn!
heed not good advice, nor scorn!

Grab whatever life may bring;
soon you'll be upon the wing.

Shun the man of paltry mind
to wine and women grossly blind!

Prithee, gracious God, prithee
no redemption grant to me!

Long as I live, I would fain
a toper and a rake remain.34

It seems that even during this relatively undeveloped phase, a circle of
intimates, most of them katibs and all of them lovers both of poetry and
good living, carried on a sort of epistolary conversation in verse.
Unfortunately little of this survives, but, from what does, we can picture a
group of polished epicureans savouring all the delights life could offer, with
as little fuss as possible about what comes or what goes. The Salih of this
little elegiac poem by Ahmad b. Abi Dl-Tsam is perhaps Salih b. Rashdin,
who was the "lion" of the group. The poem is striking in its simplicity:

Death has undone for Salih
all that Salih has done.

The porter has left his door;
where once he entertained, the mourner cries.

He has been left in the House of Decay,
and in his own house he is bewailed.

What, I wonder, did he say
as he was lowered into the grave?

"Listen to me, O men!
This I tell you out of pity for you:

Seek something better than this world!
The difference is plain to see.

All praise and thanks to God,
every man shall depart and leave his kin."35

Later we find another such circle centred round the Fatimid prince Tamim
b. al-Mucizz (337-74/948-84), who came with his family to Egypt when
barely twenty and was soon to find its climate most suitable for his youthful
escapades. However, he has been too readily pictured by modern scholars
as a prodigal prince, just as he was too simply categorized by tradition as an
Egyptian copy of the cAbbasid poet-prince Ibn al-Muctazz.36 His Dlwan,
now available in two editions, calls for the most attentive reading; as a
character he is evidently many-sided; as an artist, he has his own way of
using the rich tradition of Arabic poetry and the legacy of others besides

34 Ibn Sacid, Mughrib, i, 272. 35 Thacalibi, Yatlmah, 1, 361.
36 Cf. Tamim b. al-Mucizz, Diwan, introd., and Husayn, Ft adab Misr al-fatimiyyah, 170-3, 247-52.
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Ibn al-Muctazz. On the testimony of his Dwan alone one would hesitate to
categorize him as a hedonist, much less a libertine poet.

Ibn Waki Cal-Tinnlsl (d. 3 9 3 /100 3) is a less complicated man, and as a poet
he is more committed to the tradition oimujun. He is rather outspoken in his
erotic poetry, without, however, falling into the vulgar or clownish; and
when he plays the debauchee, it is a light-hearted debauchery even more
agreeable than that of his great master, Abu Nuwas. Here are some of his
more audacious lines:

. . . Don't tell me to stifle passion —
life consists of flouting shame.

What a bore to be a stuffed shirt -
life is a rumbustious game.

Whoever only does what's right
reaps a crop of scant delight.

. . . On seeing him, I said - my heart
fluttering with painful delight —

"No beauty in this world - O beauty bright!
but lacks of your perfection part.

Methinks (I said) that only boors
prefer a girl's beauty to yours."37

CA1I b. al-Husayn b. Haydarah al-Sharif al-cAqili probably lived until 450/
1058. Although very little is known about his life, his Dwan, which has
been preserved in good shape and is now published, confirms the scanty
information we have about his life as a well-to-do gentleman, living
comfortably at al-Fustat, where he owned some orchards. He is further
revealed as a perfect aesthete in both life and art. Not only did he enjoy good
food and good wine, he was a fine cook himself; and not only are his verses
highly melodious, but he himself set some of them to music and sang them.
The hedonist trend in Egyptian literature can have no worthier exponent.
His sizeable Diwan is devoted almost entirely to singing the beauties of
nature (of which more later), wine, women and young boys. Nevertheless,
it contains no trace of either the "dissolute" or the "jocose" traditions. His
short poems (he seldom writes at any length) are finely chiselled statuettes,
often so complete in their objective conception of beauty as to leave no
place either for a gloating smile or a sly chuckle. Here is a vignette of a
young boy:

A Persian boy in a smock resplendent
houris and cherubs did outshine.

As if upon a wasp's waist pendent
his purses dance all in a line.

37 Tha c a l i b l , Yatlmah, i , 3 3 4 - 5 , 333.
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Like camphor smudged with a musk streak
the jet tress on his dazzling cheek.38

Pictorial charm and epigrammatic wit are combined in this portrait of a
young woman:

Bewitching her every limb, maddening her figure,
of the element of darkness her tresses, of light her cheeks.

When my loving complaint runs wild, she grants her sympathy;
if yet ungratified, she assuages it with a promise.

If my eyes upbraid her with their flowing tears,
how wise is she! More of her cruelty must I suffer.39

The English reader may notice here a certain amalgamation of feeling and
thought that reminds him of the Metaphysical poets. Here are two more
cases in point:

Toy of transparent element,
willowy girl with smooth, small fingers,

You have become so very distant
my hand and yours will never clasp.

Then, since your bounty is not wide enough,
let your greetings pass between our outstretched hands.40

A thirsty sash of red lips I recall, and a smile,
displaying daisy-teeth tiny as hail,

Her mouth a-kissing, wine meanwhile
and flowers around, fragrant and frail,

I felt the night, for all its realms,
too narrow to hold our embrace.

No sooner had dusk shown its face
than morning rose and seized the place.41

This mode of sensibility was by no means restricted to an elite. Let us
illustrate it by two more examples, taken this time from a poet from a
humble background, chiefly known as a panegyrist. Zafir al-Haddad,
originally a blacksmith, as his name indicates, died in 529/1134, which
means that he was most probably born and brought up in the years that
followed the famine of 450/1058, when terrible stories of that "Great
Scourge" were still in the air. This short poem describes a popular beverage
made of fermented barley:

A purveyor of fragrant barley-beer (Juqqac)
which warms the cockles with its scent

Is this venerable old man who for many a year
has laboured to this sole intent.

38 Al-Sharif al-cAqili, Dwan, 155. 39 Ibid., 120. *° Ibid., 205. 41 Ibid., 102.
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He's mixed it up with spices sweet -
of mixers all, there's none so neat -

And steeped green beans in it - a sight
to whet the appetite —

Like a jeweller who's set
chunks of emerald in jet.42

It certainly takes a strong appetite to make poetry of such a common thing.
In another mood of pensive emotion, Zafir commemorates a night of
requited love:

I never shall forget the sweetness of embracing,
especially in the chill of dawn;

We clasped each other so very tight
that our two skins became one,

Like streams running down two slopes of a hill
that flow together into one pool.

Were death to try and seize us singly
it never would succeed.43

These and a few similar examples may be considered as high points marking
the "spirit of the age" in its truer and deeper sense. Much exists besides that
should be treated as sub-literature, emotional rehash or plain burlesque. In
this last category we must include the innumerable lampoons composed by
a group of poets at the court of TalaDic b. Ruzzlk (496-5 5 6/1102-61), one of
the military dictators who brought the Fatimid caliphate under their
tutelage for more than a century before its ultimate collapse. One of his
favourite pastimes was to set his poets against each other, half in earnest and
half in jest. Some of their lampooning was not completely devoid of literary
merit; the rivalry, by sharpening wits, often produced good epigrammatic
verse.

Humour was not lacking in other, more serious spheres. Certain social
types were held up to ridicule by al-Sharif al-cAqili, whose few satirical
poems offer valuable data for social history. Some occupations, particularly
those of physician and barber, were easy targets for sarcasm. Scenes from
the daily life of Egyptians in the Middle Ages, such as the public bath,
supplied ready themes for most poets. In the field of social satire, which
might be considered the obverse of hedonistic poetry, special mention must
be made of Dawud b. Miqdam al-Mahalli (c. 550/115 6), a plebian poet who
was bold enough to produce a long poem mercilessly castigating a local
administrator no doubt typical of his class.44

The sanguine hedonism of the fourth-fifth/tenth-eleventh centuries
thinned down during the following two centuries into a sort of easy

42 Zafir al-Haddad, Dtwan, 75. 43 Ibid., 138.
44 cImad al-DIn al-I§fahani, Kharldat al-qasry n , 45-51.
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affability, or degenerated into an undiscriminating pursuit of purely
physical pleasure. A mixture of both, with a grain of humour to sustain the
mixture, makes a poet like Baha° al-DIn Zuhayr (581—656/1185—1258)
worth reading, and even worthy of general admiration. Many (among
whom is a highly respected professor of Islamic philosophy, the Shaykh
Mustafa cAbd al-Raziq) have considered him as the representative of the
Egyptian character par excellence.^ E. H. Palmer, who discovered him for
the English reader, compared him to the Cavalier poets. He was on sounder
ground when he drew his readers' attention to "that peculiar trifling of
words and sentiments, of which the English poets of the Restoration were
so fond". This observation does not justify describing Zuhayr as
"eminently the poet of sentiment",46 unless it is a light, skipping, pleasure-
loving sentiment. Compared to al-Sharif al-cAqili, Zafir al-Haddad or even
Ibn Wakic al-TinnisI, Zuhayr is evidently a trifling lover.

Earlier, Ibn Sana3 al-Mulk (545-608/1150-1211) had tried, with little
success, to escape into the muwashshah or "girdle-poem", a strophic and
multi-rhymed form, often of considerable formal complexity, which owed
its development to the poets of Spain and North Africa. The muwashshah'^
high degree of musicality offered a sort of compensation for Ibn Sana3 al-
Mulk's triviality of feeling, but in overworking this asset he was left with
nothing to ply but verbal wit. Zuhayr's facility (some would say felicity) of
feeling and expression came as a healthy, rejuvenating experience after such
abortive attempts.

Descriptive poetry (wasj )

The welding together of hedonism and description is characteristic of the
manner of Ibn al-Muctazz (d. 296/908),47 who was looked up to as a master
by most Egyptian poets, from al-Sharif al-cAqili to Ibn Sana3 al-Mulk.
Description is, of course, a component of all poetry, and the descriptions in
pre-Islamic poetry had always provided a source of inspiration and
emulation.48 Among early cAbbasid poets, the verse of Abu Nuwas
abounds in descriptions of wine: of its colour, odour and effects; of the jars
it is stored in, the glasses into which it is poured, and of the cupbearer who
carries it round, as well as of those who assemble to drink it: the boon-
companions, the singer and their host; but his poems combine description
and narrative. To speak of the manner of Ibn al-Muctazz as mainly
descriptive is to use the word in a special sense: what holds his poems, or for
that matter his entire poetic output, together is not the personality that

45 cAbd al-Raziq, Al-Baha Zuhayr. ^ Palmer, ed. and trans., The Poetical Works, n, xvii, xxv.
47 Cf. pp. 165, zi7f.

 4» Cf. CHALUP, 93-104.
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informs them (although this is an inescapable element), nor the poems'
function (panegyric, elegy, etc.), but the thing described for its own sake.
Thus it can be said with some justice that Ibn al-Muctazz's poetry
constitutes something akin to "pure" art. Similarly, the erotic poems
discussed above owe much of their hedonist, as distinct from libertine,
character to the fact that they are constructed on the basis of description:
that the poet is thinking objectively, rather than emotively, of the person of
the beloved or of his own feelings towards him or her. It should be borne in
mind that these two attitudes are essentially different, although there is no
clear line of division between them and each might easily shade into the
other.

Most wine-songs by Egyptian poets are static descriptions of the wine-
party in natural settings - a private orchard or garden, a secluded spot on
the Nile island or the bank of the canal which joined al-Fustat to Cairo, or
some similar spot. The influence of Ibn al-Muctazz is strongly felt, with the
exception that attachment to particular places is rarely felt in Ibn al-
Muctazz. In fact the role of place — not simply "nature" but a particular
environment, lovingly personified — is characteristic of much Egyptian
poetry of this period. In classical Arabic poetry, the distinguishing marks of
place came to the fore only with the remembrance of past, human
attachments; nature, as such, was impenetrable, intractable, almost
inhuman. Here, by contrast, it is a partner. In longer poems of this sort —
pastoral in tone and feeling though not in form — nature, wine and love are
often linked by the use of metaphors: roses, the beloved's cheeks and the
colour of wine are by turns vehicle and tenor; so are pearls, dew-drops,
daisies, wine-bubbles, etc. Often, in an attempt to combine all that is
considered beautiful or pleasing, the figurative material becomes so dense
as to smother the feeling. Sometimes a descriptive passage or a whole poem
lacks any true feeling, so overloaded is it with pure sense-images. This is
particularly true of descriptions of different dishes, which became a major
theme in Egyptian poetry, almost on a par with wine or nature description.
Trivial as this might seem to a modern reader, it acquired a kind of topical
importance, thanks to the vogue for epistolary conversation in verse
mentioned earlier, and is a reasonable development of a hedonistic attitude
towards nature.

Although the amount of nature-description produced by the Egyptian
poets of the period is considerable, it is almost uniform in tone. Perhaps the
physical environment as well as the annual cycle in Egypt do not inspire
that strong feeling of wonder which makes for great nature poetry. The
change of seasons, steady, assured and monotonous, provides material only
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for such an uninteresting poem as Ibn Wakic al-Tinnisi's on the subject.49

Egyptian poets rise to vivid descriptions of nature only when they are
expressing attachment to their place of origin. Thus Zafir al-Haddad, who
left his native Alexandria to seek a better fortune in Cairo, distinguishes
himself as a nature-poet when he sends touching songs of yearning and
remembrance to his old friends in the "White City".

Panegyric (madlh)

Ever since his panegyrics of Sayf al-Dawlah, the field of encomiastic poetry
had been dominated by the colossal figure of al-Mutanabbl. There were two
major themes in these poems: first, the towering personality of the
Hamdanid amir, made more conspicuous by the surrounding decline in
moral standards; secondly, the moral greatness of al-Mutanabbl himself, in
direct contrast to his actual status as court poet. Later panegyrists were
fascinated by and tried to re-enact this unique combination of heroic
themes, but could only produce a faint echo of al-Mutanabbl, whose wide-
ranging command of the Arabic language was in any case far beyond the
ability of most poets. Very little encomiastic poetry from the Fatimid
period has been preserved, but what remains suggests the important fact
that poetry, no less than official documents, played a sizeable part in the
Fatimid propaganda system.50 For better or worse, poets were treated as a
body of professionals in the service of the state. The rank and file received a
monthly allowance of five dinars (gold coins), but this could be augmented,
and there were also the prizes collected on special occasions.51 This system,
together with the wider opportunities offered by combining the office of
poet with that oikatib in the chancery {diwan al-insha°) or other departments
of the administration, provides a possible explanation for the fact that the
type of the itinerant man of letters, then so common in the eastern empire,
was almost non-existent in Egypt. His place was taken by the man of letters
in government service (a type that prevails to this day). This does not mean
that the poet, any more than other government functionaries, had no cause
for complaint, and it seems that those holding posts in the countryside were
the least fortunate of all (as suggested by Dawiid b. Miqdam al-Mahalli's
satire, referred to earlier). Zafir al-Haddad had had to leave his native
Alexandria to seek his fortune near the court and suffered a great deal before
he was able to attract the attention of the caliph and his grand vizier; the
juvenilia in al-Qadi 31-Fadil's Dlwan contain several bitter complaints which

49 Thacalibi, Yatimah, i, 323-8. 50 See p. 199, for examples.
51 See cImad al-DIn al-I§fahani, Kharldat al-qasry 11, 83; and Zafir al-Haddad, Dtwany 75.
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show what an obscure man of letters was apt to suffer. Nevertheless Fatimid
Cairo, while not exactly an intellectual paradise, seems to have been a
pleasant place for a poet to live in. It was luxurious, lively and tolerant. This
is the impression left by a famous elegy on the downfall of the Fatimids
which Ibn Sacid cites in full.52 The poet and historian cUmarah al-Hakami
al-Yamani (d. 5 69/1174)53 came from his native Yemen to live in Cairo and
enjoyed high esteem as a prominent court poet although he was not himself
an Ismacili - some indication of the liberal and cosmopolitan character of
the capital. Moreover a court poet's duties could be discharged with little
effort. He had only to give expression to the Fatimid ideology to reach
heights of panegyric unattainable by other encomiasts.

It seems that the Ayyubid panegyrists' failure to match the glorious
deeds of Saladin was due, among other things, to a kind of dislocation in
their tools. They were not sure of the right way to deal with their new
patron: to treat him as less than a Fatimid imam was logical enough, but not
really acceptable. Minor poets fell back on the examples of Abu Tammam
and al-Mutanabbl, a course which could not lead to anything better than
different degrees of failure. More talented and experienced poets knew
better or realized soon enough that both styles were inappropriate. Hence,
perhaps, Ibn Sana3 al-Mulk's strange silence on the occasion of Saladin's
victory at Hittin, and recapture of Jerusalem, noted by the editors of his
Diwan. Al-Qadl Dl-Fadil's example is even more enlightening. He had
already achieved eminence in the last days of the Fatimid caliphate; much of
what remains of his encomiastic poetry is devoted to members of the
Fatimid house and high-ranking officers of the Fatimid state. But the texts
have been corrupted in some places and purged in others, making it
impossible to draw any conclusions as to how far or how consistently he
upheld the Ismacill ideology. What strikes the reader more is the fact that
only a few eulogies of Ayyubid princes are included in his Diwan^ one of
which, dedicated to al-cAziz cUthman, is nothing more than a piece of word-
play. However, there is one other such poem (presumably dedicated to
Saladin, because it mentions his first name as Yusuf), which follows a
completely different technique. It is, in many respects, a new and audacious
experiment in the genre. Verbal play, so characteristic of al-Qadl *1-Fadil's
writing, is almost absent here. Absent also are the exaggerated encomia
which have always infested Arabic eulogies. But for the presence of some of
al-Qadl Dl-Fadil's idiosyncratic constructions one would be tempted to
question the authenticity of the poem. As it is, it may be taken as a proof of
his genuine talent, his originality, even his sense of humour. If these gifts

52 Mughrib, 11, 98-100. 53 Cf. p. 457, 460.
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are elsewhere misused by him, it is because he was also circumspect and
practical-minded and had to try to eke out a safe existence amid
unforeseeable perils. The poem, as it stands,54 consists of a hundred
hemistichs (fifty bayts or lines). Unfortunately, the only text now extant is so
disfigured as to make the poem, in some places, almost impossible to
decipher, especially in the case of topical allusions, and we have no idea how
it begins, for the opening lines have been lost. These might have consisted
of the traditional erotic introduction (naslb), but might equally have used an
unconventional theme, probably narrative. The first surviving lines begin:
"The corpses of the foe I saw - their heads lopped off- thus did I see them!"
The poem continues in the same light vein, describing the scene of the
"battle", which we soon discover to be a "battle of wine-jars", Saladin
having issued a decree prohibiting wine. Al-QadI Dl-Fadil describes the act
of destroying wine-jars and spilling out wine as a huge conflagration which
spreads through "the loftiest mansions" of Cairo, and wonders if the earth,
after drinking so much wine, would not yield fiery fruits; whether the stone
jars, in the same way as men, had not incurred God's chastisement. Wine
had once been treasured like gold; let it vanish as, under its spell, the wits of
noble men used once to vanish. Apostrophizing these "noble men",
dwellers in "lofty mansions", he warns them that the easy, luxurious life
they had led on their estates had ended, for war and victory are not
accomplished without due preparation. No more excuses for hanging back
will be accepted: neither the fast of Ramadan, nor extreme heat and cold (an
allusion to one of CAH b. Abi Talib's famous speeches to his men before
battle). The poem concludes with four lines of greeting to the house of the
amir.

Ascetic poetry (%uhd)

In such troubled times an encomiast's lot was not a happy one, especially
when he was trying to sell his poetry to unwilling patrons. Thus Zafir al-
Haddad writes:

If you wish to be hateful to all men,
thoroughly shunned, without hope of reconciliation,

Looked on in the same light as vicious vipers
as a source of injury and detriment,

You have only to seek money and honours from them,
especially if you do so by means of panegyrics.

So let contentment be your sole gain,
for it is a free man's trade, not devoid of profit;

54 Al-Qa# 31-Fa#l, Dlwan, 1, 285-9.

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2012Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.024
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. SHPL State Historical Public Library, on 25 Jul 2020 at 06:15:18, subject to the Cambridge

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/CHOL9780521240161.024
https://www.cambridge.org/core


44° S. M. AYYAD

I give you warning; heed my advice
or leave it and have only yourself to blame.55

Resignation was the only course open to a free man; but in order to accept
this simple truth, he must wage a relentless war against his own strongest
impulses, sustained only by the belief that God was in some mysterious way
near to him, giving him much-needed love. This is an attitude common to
all phases and forms of Sufism, philosophical as well as practical. Dhu Dl-
Nun al-Misri had been one of the forerunners of philosophical Sufism in the
Arab world, but the fact that no great mystic, in the philosophical sense,
appeared in Egypt for almost three centuries after his death has led some
modern scholars to believe that the Egyptian mind has no natural aptitude
for philosophy — a point which may be left for future research to decide.
However, we do witness the appearance, in the latter half of the sixth/
twelfth century, of a mystic philosopher-poet, Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-
Klzani (d. 560/1165), who gained immense popularity. His poetry is
devoted to divine love, which reminds the reader of the little that is known
about Dhu Dl-Nun. As a singer of lost hope, vague yearning and unrequited
love, Ibri al-Kizani was at one and the same time a typical Sufi poet and a
popular bard, the two identities showing a tendency to merge as Sufism
developed into a kind of popular religion. Ibn al-Farid is better known in
western circles. He is, in fact, a better poet, more polished and with a wider
range of themes. His "Great Ta°iyyah" (poem rhyming in tc?) is purely
didactic in manner; but a fuller presentation of the Sufi inner experience is
successfully conveyed in his other poems.56 His poetry, like that of Ibn al-
Klzani, might be called symbolic, with one qualification, namely that the
relation between the surface meaning and the "deep" one is here expected
to be construed more or less clearly (compare the relation between exterior
and interior meanings in the Ismacill creed, referred to above). Thus the
meaning is still outside the poem, as in all classical poetry, and not in it.
Arab Sufism, in general, absorbed elements of rationalist philosophy as well
as of various esoteric cults, a mixture that rendered poetic expressions of it
either too simple, as with Ibn al-Kizani, or too stylized, as with Ibn al-Farid.

A rapid summary may be made of some of the more obvious changes that
occurred in the language of poetry during this period of approximately four
centuries. The key role given to metaphor by such poets as al-cAqili and
Zafir al-Haddad reflects a conscious effort to pin down a fleeting sensation,
or, in less happy but more common moments of creation, a gratuitous
pleasure in joining together disparate things. The equivoques that

55 Dtwan, 82-3. 56 See pp. 253^".
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predominate in the work of later poets seem to function as verbal fireworks,
designed to lure the poet — and the reader — away from their true
preoccupations. The euphonic qualities of the Arabic language, exploited
with varying degrees of felicity by all Arab poets, became almost the sole
aim of the muwashshahs to which Ibn Sana3 al-Mulk devoted so much of his
poetic energy. When depth of feeling or, at the opposite extreme, sheer
cerebration gave way to urbanity, the music of words and simplicity of
thought and feeling became the guiding principles. Both equivoque and
metaphor were now used with an air of natural ease. With the support of
rhythm, direct forms of repetition and the occasional pun, poetry could
become, as with al-Baha° Zuhayr, a language of statement referring to
common sentiments.

The literary and cultural developments outlined above seem to have re-
established Egypt as a well-defined entity, which made the common Arabic
heritage its own, and discovered new ways to continue elaborating it under
different conditions. Important changes occurred, but only a little has been
preserved from each successive stage. Radical innovations were not usually
welcomed, while the mixed heritage, with all its inherent and newly
acquired contradictions, seemed able to survive in an atmosphere of general
tolerance, and every problem that emerged proved liable to be blandly
forgotten or ingeniously solved by some reconciliatory device. Thus it is,
perhaps, that no major work was produced, within the recognized forms of
Arabic literature, to commemorate the long, turbulent years of the
Crusades and the Tatar invasions. But it must not be forgotten that the same
period saw the emergence in Egypt of a popular literature, of the prose
romances and Sufi songs which, in diverging from the paths of formal and
official literature, had moral and political implications which have yet to be
fully explored.
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CHAPTER 23

REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN

This outline survey of Yemeni literature broadly contemporary with the
cAbbasid caliphate of Baghdad by the nature of the present situation
inevitably has many imperfections. Yemeni civilization is very little known
beyond its own borders, and editions of Yemeni texts prepared abroad
often misunderstand the background or are inaccurate in other ways; nor
are Yemeni editors themselves always beyond reproach. Moreover the bulk
of Yemeni literature is still in manuscript, including many major works, so
that much of it remains unknown outside the Yemen.1 A great proportion
of the works known by report from such sources as the medieval
biographical dictionaries and listed by al-Habshi in his Masadir al-fikr . . .ft
^l-Yaman are not known to be extant, though they may yet be discovered in
the Yemen, where some texts previously thought to be lost are coming to
light, as indeed are documents and writings not noted in the literary
sources; but it was only in 1978 that the new catalogue of Sanca° Jamic

Mosque Library appeared, and the four-volume catalogue of documents
stored in the tvaqf depository was published as this chapter was being
written.2 Yet if what has been discovered since 1962 is compared with what
was known to Brockelmann almost half a century ago, it is clear that the
horizon of our knowledge of Yemeni literature is vastly extended.

Only a limited critical investigation of Yemeni literature has so far been
essayed, and analysis of movements, trends, fashions and the like is only in
the earliest of stages. It follows that the selection of what is significant in the
work of individual writers and survey of the literature as a whole is fraught
with difficulties and all too open to misjudgements. Our modest task can
only be to attempt to reveal the Yemen as a province of Islam in touch with
developments in other Islamic centres and with a rich and continuing
intellectual activity and literary output of its own, in no way inferior in
1 For writings of the cAbbasid period, see Shami, Tarlkh al-Yaman al-fikrl.
2 Ruqayhi, Habshi and Anisi, Fihrist makhtutat al-Jamf al-Kablr. Likewise, in Europe, the important

Caprotti collection is still only partly catalogued, cf. Lofgren and Traini, Arabic Manuscripts in the
Biblioteca Ambrosiana. In the following chapter, MS sources appear in footnotes, editions in the
bibliography.
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quality to other provinces of the caliphate in the cAbbasid era. If this chapter
succeeds in highlighting some of the landmarks of this literature, that is
perhaps the most that can be achieved at present.

GENERAL BACKGROUND

Rulers

Yemeni history of the first centuries of the Islamic era is obscure; the
sources supply little more than a list of the governors assigned to the region
first by the Prophet, then by the four Kashidun ("Orthodox") caliphs, the
Umayyads and the cAbbasids. Most of these governors are unlikely to have
exerted much authority beyond the cities. Declining cAbbasid power made
the Yemen an attractive field for cAlid ventures, but the early attempt
(beginning third/ninth century) by Ibrahim, a son of the seventh Shici
imam, Musa al-Kazim, to gain support there for a Zaydi rising against the
cAbbasids in Iraq resulted in struggles without avail until he fled the
country.3 The rule of the cAbbasids, becoming ever more impotent, ended
effectively in 247/861, though certain of the succession of petty local
dynasties acknowledged them as overlords.

It is not the purpose of this chapter to examine the confused and intricate
course of early Yemeni history, but the following table will serve at least to
identify dynasties, the main centres of their power and, where known, their
politico—religious persuasions. Documentation for the third/ninth century
up to the Ayyubid period becomes ampler than for the two preceding
centuries:

Ziyadids Zabid 204—409/819—1019
Yucfirids Shibam Kawkaban 225—387/840—997
Najahids Zabid 403—5 5 5/1013—1161
(These three dynasties recognized the cAbbasid caliphs.)

Sulayhids Sanca°, Dhu Jiblah 439—532/1048—1138
Zuraycids Aden 480—569/1087—1174
Hatimids Sanca° 494—5 69/1101—1174
(These three dynasties were Ismacili Shicis.)

Mahdids Zabid 5 5 3—69/115 9—1174
Ayyubids (Sunni) Tacizz 569-628/1173-1229
Rasulids (Sunn!) Tacizz 628-858/1229-1454
Zaydi Imams (Shlci) Sacdah, Sanca°, Shaharah 284—1382/897—1962

3 Yahya b. al-Husayn, Ghayat al-amarii, i, 48ff. Verses composed on the occasion are quoted by
Hamdani, Ik/I/, n (Cairo, 1963), i$zff.
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The mid-third/ninth century saw the rise in the north of the Yucfirids,
claiming descent from pre-Islamic kings, but more significantly the arrival
at Sacdah in the year 284/897 of the first Zaydl Imam, Yahya b. al-Husayn al-
Hadi ila Dl-Haqq, in the role of mediator between certain Hamdan tribes.
That the tribal and country districts of the North were little more than
nominally Islamized is patently evident from the social conditions al-Hadi
ila Dl-Haqq encountered;4 there is no reason to think the southern Yemen
was any different. In contrast to the tribal districts, the main cities were
centres of diffusion of Islam, with traditionists of some note in Sanca° and
Dhamar. From the outset the Zaydl Imams never relaxed the combat
against un-Islamic practices and propagated Islamic orthodoxy of a very
moderate Shicism.

The Fatimids, following a ShIcI creed of a markedly different com-
plexion, also turned their attention to the Yemen at about this time, and in
268/881 two dacls (FatimI "missionaries"), Ibn Hawshab, who became
known as Mansur al-Yaman, and CA1I b. al-Fadl al-Qarmati, arrived in the
Yemen to win adherents to the FatimI ddwah, though CA1I b. al-Fadl
subsequently broke with the Fatimis.5 By the opening years of the fourth/
tenth century both men were dead. In the fifth/eleventh century however, a
chief in the high Haraz mountains, al-Sulayhl, converted to the FatimI
dctivah. The dynasty he established with its capital at Sanca° was in direct
contact with the Fatimid caliphate in Cairo; the renowned Sulayhid queen,
Arwa, adherent of the infant FatimI imam al-Tayyib, moved her capital to
Dhu Jiblah, where her tomb may be seen to this day. In the north the
Sulayhids were succeeded by three houses of the Hamdan tribe, the
Hatimls, who fought among themselves and against the Zaydl Imams of
Sacdah.

In 5 69/1173 the Ayyubid sultans who had destroyed the Fatimid rulers of
Egypt set out to conquer the Yemen, for a variety of reasons which may
have included the design of extirpating a nucleus of the dawah potentially
dangerous were it left unchallenged.6 With the departure of the last
Ayyubid from Yemen, an amir of the Rasulid house took over and was
confirmed as an independent ruler by the cAbbasid caliph in Baghdad in
632/1234-5; Rasulid rule continued until about the mid-ninth/fifteenth
century.

4 See Serjeant, "Interplay", i9ff.
5 Cf. Geddes, "Apostacy". With the basic sense of "invitation (to accept the faith)", dawah, in Ismaclll

usage, comes to mean "in the religio-political sense . . . an invitation to adopt the cause of an
individual or family claiming the right to the imamate" and also the council oidah (missionaries,
propagandists) and the hierarchy of ranks within this organi2ation; Poonawala, Biobibliography, 375.

6 For a summary of medieval and modern historians' interpretations of the Ayyubid conquest, see
Smith, Ayyubids and Early Rasu/ids, 11, 32-49.
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For some two centuries the political pattern was now to remain more or
less constant. The Shfi Zaydis were paid allegiance by northern tribes; the
Ismacilis (Fatimi-Tayyibis since the reign of queen Arwa, holder of one of
the highest ranks in the Fatimi hierarchy)7 had adherents in various districts
of the Hamdan tribe, and the Sunni Rasulids usually held Sanca° (until the
second quarter of the eighth/fourteenth century, when the Zaydis took it
from them), and dominated the south and the coast as far east as Zafar.
Their capital was at Tacizz, but they wintered at Zabid, and their
administration was based on the Ayyubid model.8 They gave much of the
Yemen a fairly stable era of peace and prosperity. The Zaydi Imams
remained opposed to both the Rasulids and the Ismacilis, the latter more
particularly, and intent on extending their territory when opportunity
seemed to offer.

Religious schools and sects

From the third/ninth century onwards three main groupings - minor sects,
heresies or splinter groups apart - began to take shape: Sunnis, Zaydis and
Ismacilis. The main centres were Sanca°, Janad, Zabid, but also Lahej and
other towns. The people of the Yemen, says the sixth/twelfth-century
Sunni writer Ibn Samurah, either "adhered to a sort of shaft ah or were
Hanaft, it being the majority, or Malikl".9 Perhaps he is to be understood as
meaning that their knowledge of the sharfah, the Islamic legal code, was
imperfect. The Shafi ci school of law (madhhab) he considers as spreading in
Janad, Sanca° and elsewhere only in the first half of the fifth/eleventh
century; Shaficism came to predominate in the south (al-Yaman al-Asfal)
and, in a later age, greatly developed in Hadramawt.

Zaydi writing in the Yemen commences with the first Imam, al-Hadi ila
Dl-Haqq,10 while successive Imams produced an extensive literature oifiqh
(jurisprudence), tafsir (Quranic exegesis), kalam (theology), and indeed
covered the entire range of the "Islamic sciences"; Zaydi law and theology
are permeated by Muctazill thinking. But the Imams were also responsible
for much polemical literature supporting the Imamate and attacking
political sectarianism. They were men of wide culture, notably the Imam al-
Mahdl al-Husayn al-cIyani (d. 404/1013),n but the great expansion of their
activities actually took place in the post-cAbbasid period.

The Ismacilis, whom the other groups regard as heretical, divide
knowledge (cilm) into exoteric {%ahirl) and esoteric (batinl) and have an

7 For Tayyibi Ismacilism, see pp. 454-5. 8 See Cahen and Serjeant, "A fiscal survey".
9 Tabaqat, 74; for Ibn Samurah, see p. 457, below.

10 His writings are listed in Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mu°a//afaty 2-14. n See p. 454.
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elaborate cosmological and philosophical literature, but they also write on
fiqh, history and related topics, tawil and haqa°iq - much of this writing is
not of a specifically Yemeni character12 - and composed polemics against
other Ismacili sects and attacks on the Zaydis, these being especially
virulent.

Whether because their limited power at Sacdah gave them more leisure to
write or because of the necessity to further their cause, the Zaydi Imams'
literary activities contrast with those of the Rasulids, secular rulers who
cosseted the culama> but were themselves preoccupied with administration
and the maintenance of their kingdom by peaceful or warlike means; several
Rasulids wrote on practical matters, as described on pp. 461—2.

The fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh centuries were a period of fierce
sectarian conflict between ShafTis, Zaydis, Ismacllis and the Muctazill and
Ashcarl13 trends (to say nothing of inter-family or tribal clashes). The
scholars, writers and poets of these groups are remembered with pride in
Yemeni literature, especially in the works, discussed below, of al-Hamdani,
Nashwan b. Sacid al-Himyari and cUmarah al-Hakami, in al-Qasim b.
Ibrahim's Tabaqat al-Zaydiyyah}* Ibn Abi Dl-Rijal's Matlac al-budur wa-
rn ajmcf al-buhur}s the Sir at al-Hadl ila °/-Haqq of cAli b. Muhammad al-
cAbbasI al-cAlawi and, in our time, in Muhammad Zabarah's A°immat
al-Yaman.

Since "literature", as defined in the introduction to the first volume in
this series, is held to comprehend "virtually everything that has been
recorded in writing", religion, history, science and other topics are not
excluded here, but their treatment in this chapter is necessarily schematic
and provisional, for it is little more than a decade since the riches of Yemeni
writing have begun to be revealed, far less scientifically edited and printed.
Not included here are scholars, authors and poets who, while having some
connection with the Yemen, were neither born nor lived there for any
length of time, or who received their education elsewhere. Nor does this
chapter deal with celebrated men of Yemeni descent, or who claimed
Yemeni descent, such as the poets Abu Tammam, al-Buhturi and al-
Mutanabbi and the philosopher al-Kindi.

12 For Ismacilis, tawll "became a technical term for the esoterical interpretation and allegorical
exposition of the Qur'an and the sharfah"; haqa'iq (pi. oi fyaqlqah): "truth, reality, a term used for the
ultimate cosmological and eschatological system of Ismacili doctrine" (Poonawala, Biobibliography,
380, 376). For the distinctiveness of Tayyibi-Ismacili/^, cf. Madelung, "Sources".

13 On the two latter, see pp. 5—6.
14 Photocopy of Sanca° MS in Imam Yahya's Library in the Jamic Mosque, Cairo, Dar al-Kutub, no.

13848, #?.
15 MS with Sayyid Muhammad Zabarah; Zabid photocopy at Cairo, Machad al-Makhtutat.
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LITERATURE TO THE FOU RTH/TENTH CENTURY

Verse

The Yemen being a land of tribes unendingly engaged in warfare, verse
from the Jahiliyyah onwards has a heroic quality and reflects the ethics of
tribal concepts of honour, as exemplified in the lines attributed to the semi-
legendary pre-Islamic poet Qudam b. Qadim:16

Act not with bad faith, my sons, in a trust17 committed to you,
For he who betrays a trust is the loser.
Break not a pact because of [some act of] treachery —
He who does not back out of a pledge alone comes out clean [-handed].
Nor eat when your protege's children are empty of belly,
Their eyes reaching out to [the food] you are preparing.
Your neighbour/protege - defend him from all maltreatment,
For there is no worth in a man who defends not one who has sought [his]

protection. . .

Yea, he who acts liberally through his liberality becomes lord;
So, my sons, act liberally and you will be lords over the tribes.
At a call for aid18 rise as a body, all!
At the shock of battle clash with the foe en masse.™

The actual date of composition of these folk-verses in humaynl20 seems
impossible to determine, but they may be very old, and are certainly in an
ancient tradition which has survived up to the present day.

Verse played, as it still does, an important part in war and politics, the
prime example in the literature being the large body of poetry quoted by al-
Hamdani in his Iktil^ and the verse of his own composition. Al-Hasan b.
Ahmad b. Yacqub al-Hamdani (280—334/894—945) was known as Ibn al-
Ha°ik, "Son of the Weaver", because, it is thought, his father "wove"
verses, and not that he was of humble non-tribal birth — al-Hamdani calls
himself "Tongue of the Yemen" {l^isan al-Yamari). Al-Hamdani was not
only a voluminous writer of wide interests, antiquarian, literary and
scientific, as indicated by the published titles listed in the bibliography to
this chapter, but a poet so prolific that the ninth/fifteenth-century polymath
al-Suyuti declared that his poems, if collected together, would fill six
volumes. He was the protagonist of Qahtan, the southern Arabs, and
extolled his own tribe of Hamdan, but his pride lay also in the glories of the

16 See CHALUP, 117. 17 Amanah - perhaps in the sense of safe-conduct, etc?
18 Gharah; for this sense of the word, see Serjeant and Lewcock, Sarfa, 578a.
19 Griffini, "II poemetto", 346. 20 See pp. 452, 465.
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Yemen of ancient times, the evidence of which lay everywhere around. The
famous route-poem by Ahmad b. cIsa al-Radaci (d. c. 230/845), which
Hamdani quotes in his Sifat Jafflrat al-cArab ("Description of the Arabian
Peninsula"),21 boasts, in the same vein, of:

Sanca° of the mansions and towers tall,
High in antiquity, from time afore,
Proud in resisting covetous assault,
Founded through Noah's son Shem's prescience,
Prescience of a lord, a king most wise —
For Shem 'twas who with sureness sought it out,
Sought it more than two thousand years ago,
Set 'tween the hills of Nuqum al-Naqqam
And lofty cAyban where [men] dig for springs.
In bygone former days he founded it.

A land wherein are found Ghumdan and al-Qalis.
The man of valour built them, the Chief, a/-Ra°ls,
Tubbac who held sway there; where also built Bilqis.22

Al-Hamdani's strongly partisan sentiment comes out in his famous qasldah
of over 600 verses, al-Damighah ("The Mortal Wound Cleaving the Brain"),
which was, it is said, a riposte to an attack assailing the honour of Hamdan
tribesmen (Qahtanis) by a group of cAdnani (northern Arab) poets in
Sacdah. In the quarrels that ensued, al-Hamdani departed Sacdah for Sanca°,
where the Yucfirid amir of the city imprisoned and subsequently banished
him (this amir he satirized in his poemQasldat al-Jar).22> His Damighah is one
of a series oidawamigh in verse of identical rhyme and metre, one of the first
known examples of the genre being Abu Dl-Dhulfa°'s riposte to the pro-
Hashimi poet al-Kumayt's Qasldah Mudhahhabah ("Golden Ode") at which
Dicbil al-Khuzaci also aimed a "damighah" blow.24 While the protagonists in
this battle of the poets were partisans of cAdnan or Qahtan respectively, this
antagonism also included the rivalry of the Hashimis, the House of the
Prophet, and their opponents. Al-Hamdani flaunts the honour of Qahtan:25

The earliest pre-eminent in glory were we not?
In it the foremost were we, the ancients,
By race, in speech the pure Arabs are we. To this feign not blindness,
You part-Arabs, later insinuated among us!26

21 Sifah, ed. Miiller, 235— 79/ed. Akwac, 401-58. The numerous faults in this and other of Akwac's
writings on Hamdani are censured in Shami's Jarlmat al-Akwa cala dhakhair al-Hamdani ("Al-
Akwac's Crimes against the Treasures of al-Hamdanl") (Beirut, 1400/1980).

22 Trans. Serjeant and Lewcock, Sanca°, 6; Ghumdan: fortress of §anca°; al-Qalis: ancient castle/church
of §anca°, see ibid.; and Hamdani, Ik/I/, vni, 3-10, trans, (sometimes not very satisfactorily) Paris,
Antiquities, 8-20. Tubbac: title of the ancient kings of Himyar; Bilqis: the "queen of Sheba".

23 In Ik/I/ (Cairo, 1963), 1, introd., 49-56.
24 Cf. p. 191.; Kumayt uses the wafir metre, but later poets sometimes employ baslt. For a discussion of

the genre, see Shami, Damighat al-dawamigh. 25 Ibid., 47ff.
26 Pure and part-Arabs, Qaribun and mustazribun, defined respectively as "those who spoke the language
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 449

You have learned to speak our tongue, you are become,
Through the grace of our tribesfolk, adept at it.
When you were yet unborn, of mankind we were the kings.
We it was whose sway dominated all.

Throughout all ages you have remained our followers,27

Be you ruled or rulers.

Allah, when He willed upon you to confer benevolence,
To you sent the son of Aminah, the Trustworthy (Amm),
That he might instruct you in a Book
Which until then [you had not], to recite;
Of al-Rahman, the Merciful, to bring you tidings,
Of whom, from ignorance, you were uncomprehending.28

The poet then goes on to blame Quraysh for the fate of cAli b. Abi Talib.
The contentious nature of al-Hamdanl's poem brought down upon him a
number of naqaid (flytings),29 in contradiction, but if al-Hamdani is deeply
animated by his bias in favour of Qahtan, the first two volumes of his Ik/I/
were themselves to suffer from the editing of the sixth/twelfth-century
scholar and writer Muhammad b. Nashwan al-Himyari,30 who, for political
and ethnic reasons, cut out what he disliked and added what he favoured. In
the century following al-Hamdani's death, the traditions he had exempli-
fied were continued by Muhammad b. Husayn al-Kalaci (d. 404/1014), who
composed several works on the glories (mafakhir) of Qahtan as well as a
damighah.

Yemeni poets continued to follow the pre-Islamic tradition of poetry
both in its themes and language; their verse was characterized by a certain
fieriness of spirit; it vaunts lineage and heroic deeds, describes strife and
tragedy, exults in victory. The tribal %amil (pi. ^awamil), basically two
rhymed half-verses in ra/'a^ metre declaimed by tribesmen moving in a
body, is remarked upon by al-Hamdani: "I have heard men of Banu Nahd
reciting in their verses and chanting %amih (tu^awmil) in their wars . . . 'Sons
we are of the shaykh pure of race, fair of face, Qudacah b. Malik b.
Himyar'."31 It is, then, apparent that the ^ami/has a respectable antiquity,
alongside the more formal qasjdah.

Celebrated poets of heroic verse are Muhammad b. Aban (d. 175/791)32

of Yacrub b. Qahtan, which is the ancient language" (see Nicholson, Literary History, 14), and "those
who spoke the language of Ismacll the son of Ibrahim" (Ishmael), i.e. the dialects of the Hijaz, etc.
(see Lane, Lexicon); also applied to non-Arabs who adopted Arabic speech and manners, see also pp.
42-3, 46, above.

27 Tabfun, here meaning subordinates owing duty to those in authority, see Serjeant, "Interplay", 17,
n. 2.

28 Aminah: mother of the Prophet; al-Amtn: a title of the Prophet; "a Book": the Quran.
29 See CHALUP, 78-9. *° See p. 466.
31 Shami, Qissat al-adab, 204-5. For the %amil> see Landberg, Glossaire and Hadramout, 143; Serjeant,

Prose and Poetry\ pref., 32. 32 For his Sijill Himyar, see CHALUP, 115.
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45° A - EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

and his contemporary cAmr b. Zayd al-Ghalibl, who fought the cAbbasid
governor Macn b. Za°idah al-Shaybani. Muhammad b. Aban swore that no
roof would shelter his head nor would he lie with a woman until he had
avenged his slain brother; at his death he was succeeded in his capacity as
poet and chief by his son-in-law, Ahmad b. Yazid al-Qashibl/Qushaybi (d.
after 201/816), reckoned an outstanding poet, or "stallion" (fahl), and the
finest poet of the Banu 31-Humaysac. Al-Hamdani states that he followed
the doctrine of al-Kumayt and al-Sayyid al-Himyari in Shici partisanship
and love for the Prophet's House, yet he nevertheless attacked the cAlid
Ibrahim b. Musa for killing some of his fellow-tribesmen during his
abortive Yemeni campaign (referred to at the beginning of this chapter) in
plaintive, melancholy verses displaying wounded Shfi sentiment, but also
vengeful tribal feeling.33 Also to be mentioned in this context is Ahmad b.
cIsa al-Radaci, famous for his route-poem, Urju^at al-Hajj, quoted above
and described by al-Hamdani as "quite unrivalled in its technique", the
route-poem being a well-established genre of verse;34 while of the many
outstanding poets of the period whose verse is cited in al-Hamdani's Ik/J/ot
his "Description", we may note Bakr b. Mirdas al-SancanI (d. 197/813), a
sophisticated love-poem of whose35 with its pretty conceits was admired by
no less a person than Abu Nuwas himself.

The age of the first Zaydi Imam, al-Hadi ila Dl-Haqq, saw poets ranged
on his side or against him and his cause, and both al-Hadi and his son al-
Murtada Muhammad also composed poetry.36 Al-Hadi's poem addressed
to one of his sons when the latter was taken prisoner is a panegyric on him,
but breathes threats of divine wrath and hell-fire against his enemies.37

Ibrahim b. Abl Dl-Balas, a supporter of al-Hadi, praises him as a champion
of the faith in somewhat extravagant terms:

Had your sword been unsheathed on the day he was ordered to prostrate
himself before Adam, Iblls had not [dared] disobey [God].38

Ibrahim b. al-Jadawiyyah/al-Hadubah, of the Abna°39 of Sanca° (d. c. 320/
933), a contemporary of al-Hamdani, mourns al-Hadi in similar vein:

Islam's arm has weakened, its withers shrunk, and the misfortunes fallen on it
have torn away its sons from among mortals.40

33 Shami, Qissat al-adab, 265-6, quoting Hamdani, Iklil, 11.
34 For modern examples of the genre, see Serjeant, Prose and Poetry, pref., yfi.
35 Hamdani, Sifah, ed. Miiller, 56f./ed. Akwac, 841*. 36 See p. 453.
37 cAlawI, Sir at al-Hadi, 285-6.
38 Hamdani, Sifah, ed. Miiller, 66/ed. Akwac, 98. After creating Adam, God commanded the angels to

prostrate themselves before him; all obeyed except Iblls (Satan), Qur3an, ii.34.
39 "Sons" (i.e. descendants) of the Persians who settled in the Yemen in the sixth century, see CHIran,

in, (1), 607; Serjeant and Lewcock, Sanca°, index, "Al-Abna3",.
40 Hamdani, Sifah, ed. Miiller, 58/ed. Akwac, 87.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 45 I

A companion of al-Hadi, cAli b. Ahmad b. Abi Harisah (d. 3 2 5 jy 3 7 or a little
later), composed verse after the manner of Abu Dl-cAtahiyah and is believed
to have been a Sufi, although Zaydism is generally hostile to Sufism.41

The opposition to al-Hadi included two of the most distinguished poets
of the age, cAbd al-Khaliq b. Abi Talh al-Shihabi and al-Ukayli. cAbd al-
Khaliq was a poet of Sanca° and its countryside (badiyah) and fanatically
opposed to the cAdnanis and al-Hadi's allies, the Abnci of Persian descent
living in the eastern sector of Sanca°, of which the Banu Shihab controlled
the western sector. Of the Abna° he says:

Of them our hearts so full of hatreds are
That drunken, you would reckon us, with ire.42

Al-Hamdani describes him as matbuc (fluent, naturally gifted), and quotes
several passages of his verse.43 He was a panegyrist of the Yucfirids and
others, as well as author of a MafakhirQahtan ("Glories of Qahtan"); he was
still living in 275/889. Al-Ukayli (cAbdullah b. Muhammad b. cAbbad al-
Khawlani), whose father was a chief in Sacdah but was slain there, went to
Baghdad where he sought and obtained aid from the caliph. His son
Ahmad, lord of Khawlan in his turn, also went to appeal to the caliph al-
Muctadid in 28 5 /89s for support against the Imam al-Hadi against whom he
had rebelled. This the caliph promised, but when al-Ukayli had audience of
him a second time, he found the caliph had changed his mind, saying: "The
Yemenis attack impetuously, like ravening lions". He composed attractive
verses about his journey to Iraq.44

Among the poetic output of the time are the notorious verses attributed
to a poet of the entourage of CA1T b. al-Fadl al-Qarmati, one of the two
FatimI dcfls sent to the Yemen in 268/881, which CA1I b. Fadl recited in the
Jamic Mosque of al-Janad, and which begin; "Take up the drum, dance and
sing . . ." , inciting to indiscriminate licence in wine, women and song.45

Doubt has been cast on their authenticity, but there is substantial evidence
of opposition to restrictions imposed by Islam on what was regarded as a
part of society's way of life. An attack by al-Hadi's son on the licentious
attitude of his father the Imam's foes in the verse which represents them as
saying:

You prevent folk gainst their will
From enjoying pleasures and desired delights

seems consistent with a Carmathian revolt against this aspect of Islam.46

41 See Habshi, Masadir, 271. 42 ShamI, Qissat al-adab, 304-5.
43 Hamdani, Iktil(Cairo, 1963), 1, 205, 455, 479, 482-525. 44 Ibid., 333-4, 338, 344ff.
45 De Goeje, Memoire, 126-j (trans, ibid., 160-1; Kay, ^Omarah, 198-9); Ibn Samurah, Tabaqat, 75-7.
46 Serjeant, "Interplay", 21. On the Carmathians, see pp. 197-8, 444-5, above. For Carmathian

numbers in the Yemen at this period, cf. Stern, "Ismacills and Qarmatians", 102.
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45 2 A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

Humaynl verse

At this point it seems appropriate to introduce the question of the first
existence of humaynl verse. Humaynl9 a term of unknown origin, today
comprises all popular (shacbl) verse on a wide range of themes, e.g. love
poetry (gha^a/), Sufi mystical poetry, humorous poetry, and the %amil (see
above) sung by individuals or groups on various occasions.47 Humaynl
ignores the inflexions of classical Arabic grammar and abbreviates words; it
has certain prosodic devices of its own and metres not known to Khalll b.
Ahmad.48 Ahmad b. Fulaytah (d. 762/1361) of the Rasulid period is said to
have been its first prominent exponent, but there is evidence of its being
much older. Yaqut (d. 626/1229) quotes the following verses by a local poet
of Sanca° in humaynl (though Yaqut calls it ma/hun):

Alas, O weeping, when the lover be far
From his beloved — to whom makes he his plaint?
To me then will he complain, and to the city,
His tears flowing like [watercourse of] Ghayl al-Barmaki.49

Verses of the ba/aba/type by the poet al-Naqlb al-cAdani on cAbd al-Rahman
b. Rashid, lord of Shihr (d. mid-seventh/thirteenth century) are quoted by
Abu Makhramah;50 from earlier periods still, several humaynl verses by al-
Hamdani and a verse attributed to the first/seventh-century poet Acsha
Hamdan (though rejected by the early philologists) are discussed in al-
Shami's history of Yemeni literature Qissat al-adab fi °l-Yaman, though in
none of these contexts is the term humaynl employed.

Historians, traditionists and other culama°

The earliest Yemeni historical writers have been discussed in an earlier
volume: cAbid/cUbayd b. Sharyah al-Jurhumi, who lived into the caliph
Mucawiyah's time, and Wahb b. Munabbih (d. 114/732), both of whom
wrote in a vein more fabulous than historical.51 A pupil of Wahb's brother

47 See ShamI, Qissat al-adab, 113-3 3.
48 CHALUP, 15-17. At a later period than that discussed here, and in modern times, the distinction is

made between humaynl and hakaml verse; the latter must obey the rules of classical grammar and
metre; see Serjeant, Prose and Poetry, 5-6, and GAL, Sn, 545, 547.

49 Mtfjam al-buldan, in, 830; trans. Serjeant and Lewcock, Sanca°, 22a; for the ghayh (artificial
underground water channels) of Sanca°, see ibid.

50 Tarikh thaghr cAdan, 11,65 ~1\tne poem is in uninflected Arabic and in a non-Khalilian metre in which
the lines are not divided into hemistichs as in classical prosody.

51 For editions of their surviving works, see CHALUP, 385, 535. Al-Isrcflliyyat and K. al-Muluk al-
mutarvwajah, dealing respectively with tales of Old Testament times and the pre-Islamic south
Arabian kings, and attributed to cAbdullah b. Wahb in CHALUP, 3 84-5, but to Wahb himself in the
Arabic sources, may incorporate material going back to Wahb since cAbdullah was his rawl.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 453

Hammam (d. ?IOI/-JI<)),52 Macmar b. Rashid al-Azdi (d. 154/771), is known
for a collection (Jamf) of sunnahs used as a source by later compilers.53 In
fact it is claimed that the first to classify (sannaf) tradition according to
subject-matter were cAbd al-Malik b. Jurayj in Mecca, then Macmar in
Sanca°.54 Another Yemeni traditionist, cAbd al-Razzaq al-SancanI (d. 211/
827), was a transmitter of Ibn Jurayj and pupil to Macmar and, like his
master, author of a musamaf and of a Qur3an commentary (published). An
early scholar famed throughout the Yemen for his rhetorical style in which,
says al-Hamdanl, he became a model unrivalled before or since, was Bishr b.
Abi Kabar al-Balawi (d. c. 184/801), but all that has survived of his writings
are ten letters,55 the first addressed to the cAbbasid governor of Sanca° in
181/799. By the second/eighth century the Yemen had become a fully
developed seat of learning with its own group of Qulama> in the field of
tradition, experts in Quranic commentary, fiqh and philology (among the
scholars of this period may be mentioned Abu Qurrah Musa b. Tarif,
Mutarrif b. Mazin, qacjJ (judge) of Sanca°, his successor as qadi Hisham b.
Yusuf, and Bakr b. "Abdullah . . . Ibn al-Sharud, a QurDan reciter; others are
mentioned in the biographical works). In addition the Yemen was visited
by celebrated SunnI traditionists from elsewhere in the Muslim world: al-
Shafici56 in 179/795, Ahmad b. Hanbal, who heard tradition from cAbd al-
Razzaq, and Yahya b. Macln al-Murri (d. 233/847).

The Imam al-Hadi ila Dl-Haqq (d. 298/910-11) is the most significant
personality of the third/ninth-century Yemen. Acknowledged Imam in
280/894, he was the founder of the Zaydl Imamate at Sacdah (though he
held Sanca° briefly). In many fields of learning he was a scholar as well as a
writer, orator, and, as we have seen, poet. Zabarah notes the titles of
seventy books by him, exluding his poetic Dlwan, and Sezgin lists thirty-
nine extant titles;57 his fiqh cases, in the recension known as al-Muntakhab,
have been edited by CA. K. Kazi. Al-Hadi's son al-Murtada Muhammad
succeeded him but abdicated in 301/913; seemingly more of a scholar and
ascetic than man of action, also an orator and a poet, he resigned in favour
of his brother, al-Nasir, who battled successfully with the Carmathians.
Five of al-Murtada's books and letters are extant, including a QurDan
commentary in seven parts,58 and his verse is cited in CA1I al-cAlawi's

52 Claimed by some to have been the first to make a written record of l?adithy CHALUP, i~jz.
53 CHALUP, 356; GAS, 1, 290-1. See Goldziher, Muslim Studies, n, 168, n. 6. Tabarl quotes from his

lost book on the Prophet's magha^l (raids, see CHALUP, 344-5).
54 Goldziher, Muslim Studies, 11, 196; CHALUP, z7z.
55 Text in Hamdani, Si/ah, ed. Miiller, 58-66/ed. Akwac, 88-96.
56 See CHALUP, 318, and pp. 417-18, above.
57 Zabarah, ADimmat al-Yaman, 1, 5, 52; GAS, 1, 563-6; see also n. 10 above.
58 For his works see GAS, 1, 567-8; Habshi/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mu'allafat, 14-19; Madelung,

Streitschrift.
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454 A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

biography of his father, Sir at al-Hadi. Prominent in al-Nasir's day was Abu
Dl-Husayn Ahmad b. Musa al-Tabari (d. 325/937), a companion of al-Hadi,
who entered into disputations with thec ulamci of the various schools in the
Yemen and through whom the Zaydi school was able to extend its
influence. His best-known work is al-Anwar ft macrifat Allah wa-rusulth^ a
defence of revelation.59 Other Zaydi culama° were al-Hadi's brother
cAbdullah (d. after 300/913), known as Sahib al-Zacfaran, whose al-Nasikh
wa ^l-mansukhy on the vexed question of abrogated verses in the QurDan, is
extant;60 al-Hadi's biographer, CA1I b. Muhammad al-cAlawi (still alive in the
reign of the Imam al-Nasir); the notable Imam al-Qasim al-cIyani (d. 393/
1003), author of a large number of works, including al-Raddlcala ^l-Rafidah
(a polemic against extremist ShIcIs) and various theological-philosophical
writings (the biography of him by al-Hasan b. Ahmad b. Yacqub is
extant);61 and his son, Imam al-Mahdi al-Husayn al-clyanl (d. 404/1013),
who was a prolific writer in the fields of polemics, politics, philosophy,
theology, etc.62 Also to be mentioned are Muhammad . . . b. Abi cUmar (d.
320/932), qadioi Aden, a traditiomst from whom Muslim and al-Tirmidhl
heard tradition, who compiled a musnad (collection of hadith arranged
according to isnadot chain of transmitters),63 and cUbayd b. Muhammad al-
Kishwari, who flourished in Sanca° in the late third/ninth century; his
"History", not now extant, is quoted by al-Hamdani and the Yemeni
historian Ahmad b. cAbdullah al-Razi (see below), and has information on
early Sanca\ He was one of the teachers of the well-known traditionist al-
Tabarani. Other historians of this period known by citation are Muham-
mad b. cAbdullah al-Yahari, the teacher of al-Hamdani, and cAbdullah b.
Muhammad al-Awsani, cited by al-Hamdani in IkUl, 11.

THE SULAYHID PERIOD

CA1I b. Muhammad al-Sulayhl, the son of a chief in the high mountainous
Haraz region, was won over to espouse the Fatimi dacwah by the daci
Sulayman b. cAmir b. cAbdullah al-Zawahi, who declared for it in 439/
1047-8. Al-Sulayhl tried to unite and stabilize the Yemen and conquered
most of the petty sultanates, but was attacked by surprise and killed in 45 9/
1067 by Sacid al-Ahwal al-Najahi of the Abyssinians (Ahbash) of the
Tihamah and his slaves.64 This refragmented the country and plunged it
into civil wars, but the son of al-Sulayhl, al-Mukarram, was able, in the
event, to destroy the Najahids. However he handed over control of the
affairs of state to his wife, Arwa bint Ahmad, who moved south to Dhu

59 See also Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim, 254; HabshI, Masadir, 94. 60 GAS, 1, 42.
61 Ibid., 568-9; Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim, 194-6. 62 GAS, 1, 569-70.
63 See CHALUP, 273-6.
64 For the Najahids and the Abyssinians of the Tihamah (the Red Sea coastal plain), see EIl, "Nadjah".
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 45 5

Jiblah where she established her capital. During her reign, a split occurred
among Ismacilis over the Fatimid succession on the assassination of the
tenth Fatimid caliph al-Amir in 524/1130; many Ismacilis eventually
recognized his cousin al-Hafiz as caliph but others, including the Sulayhids,
held the true imam to be al-Amir's infant son al-Tayyib, who had
disappeared and was considered to be in concealment {satr). Under the
protection of Arwa, the Tayyibis of the Yemen founded an independent
dawah headed by a dacimutlaq or "absolute dacl", who claimed the authority
of the concealed imam and headed a hierarchy of lesser dac7s. This
organization of the Fatimi—Tayyibi dctwah survived in the Yemen until the
mid-tenth/sixteenth century.65

About the beginning of the sixth/twelfth century, the Zuraycids
independently controlled Aden, and the Hatimids, a little earlier, had set up
a principality around Sanca°;66 then, in 5 5 4/1160, Zabid fell into the hands of
CA1I b. Mahdi.67 Three Zaydi Imams ruled at Sacdah during the period but
were constantly at war. This phase of Yemeni history terminates with the
invasion from Egypt of the Ayyubid Turanshah, whose great armies, in a
series of hard-fought campaigns, overran most of the Yemen, destroying
the Sulayhid state.

In literary and intellectual development, the Sulayhid era was one of the
most fertile ages of Yemeni history. Despite the violent political confusion
and destructive sectarian quarrels that marked it, learning, literature and
verse flourished, colleges and mosques were built, roads constructed. Most
rulers of the time, Imams, sultans or princes, were scholars of distinction,
orators, poets and authors in a great variety of fields. As examples, the
Zaydi Imam Abu Dl-Fath al-Daylami (d. 444/105 2) composed books on fiqh
and its bases — the Qur^an, sunnah^ analogical reasoning {qiyas) and
consensus {jjmac) - as well as a QurDan commentary (extant).68 Imam
Ahmad b. Sulayman (500-66/1107-71) likewise wrote on fiqh but also
entered into the scholastic theology (kalam) of the period; some of his verse
is preserved in Sanca° Jamic Mosque Library.69 Both Imams wrote polemics
against the Mutarrifiyyah, a Zaydi heresy thought by earlier western
scholars, chiefly on the basis of the polemical literature attacking them, to
have acquired dualist {thanawi) tendencies and traits, reminiscent of the
Carmathians (like the latter, the Mutarrifiyyah were centred on al-Masanic

in the mountainous northwest), under the influence of Greek philosophical

65 Poonawala, Biobibliography, 10; Bates, "The chapter on the Fatimid Da^Is"; Arwa is known variously
as al-Hurrah al-Malikah and al-Sayyidah al-Hurrah; see Hamdani, "The Daci Hatim"; Serjeant and
Lewcock, Satfc?, Index.

66 For these petty dynasties, see Smith, The Ayyubids and Early Kasulids, n, 58, 63-7, 68-75.
67 For the Mahdids (sometimes called "Kharijis" in the sources, probably as a term of opprobrium), see

ibid., 32-3, 56-62. 68 GAL, Si, 698; Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mu'allafat, 28-30.
69 GAL, Si, 699; Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mu'allafat, 31-5.
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45^ A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

ideas, Magianism, Ismacilism, etc. More recently, however, evidence
appears that they regarded themselves as followers of the first Zaydi Imam,
al-Hadi, and that their most conspicuous divergence from later Zaydi
Muctazilis was in their cosmology and natural philosophy; they became
heretical only in so far as they continued to follow the Baghdad Muctazili
school at a time when the Yemeni Imams favoured Basran Muctazili
theology.70 The founder of the Sulayhid dynasty was, the contemporary
historian cUmarah al-Hakami remarks, a scholar expert in fiqh after the
Fatimi school, perceptive in "allegorical" interpretation {tawll) of the
QurDan, in which the Fatimis had their own special line.71 A convert to the
Fatimi dctwah and ally of the Sulayhids was the poet and chieftain al-Sultan
al-Khattab b. al-Hasan of the Hajur Hamdan tribe. An extremely forceful
character, he killed his brother Hasan who had murdered his sister on
account of a difference over beliefs. This brought al-Khattab into conflict
with his elder brother, Sulayman, himself a poet and scholar but a Sunnl. A
war between them lasted from 500/1107 to 514/1120, when al-Khattab
succeeded in assassinating Sulayman. He took the latter's nephews into his
care, but when they grew up they wreaked vengeance for their father upon
him (533/1139). Both al-Khattab's and Sulayman's verse have survived72

and that of the former has been published. Qadi cImran b. al-Fadl of the
Yam tribe, a supporter of the Sulayhid kingdom, was also a poet of some
note and a man of learning;73 his grandson, sultan Hatim b. Ahmad, a
shrewd, stubborn, resolute man, became ruler of Sanca°. The Zaydi Imam
Ahmad b. Sulayman besieged him there, and, needing paper and soap,
despatched a man by an indirect route to purchase them in the city. Sultan
Hatim interrogated the man but returned him to the Imam with a letter
containing the verses:

For just mere Talhl paper would you take our land
Not yet, amid the dust, contended with the spear?
Would you take Sanca°, our kingdom's heartland and seat,
When greedily we guard our country's borders dear?

He was forced none the less to seek quarter of the Imam when besieged in
the citadel and obliged to capitulate.74

Historians and philologists

Ahmad b. cAbdullah al-Razi's (d. 460/1068) rambling but nonetheless
interesting history of Sanca° is in fact a collection of legends, badltbs and

70 See Tritton, "Mufarrifiya". 71 See Poonawala, Biobibliography, 19-20; and n. 12, above.
72 Ibid., 133-7. 73 H. F. Hamdani, Sulayfyiyyun, 95, 137, 152-3.
74 cUmarah, Mufid, ed. Akwac, 313, 320.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 457

biographies of some early traditionists interspersed with historical and
topographical data. Other biographical collections are those of Muslim b.
Muhammad al-Lahji (d. 545/1151) on the Yemeni poets, al-Utrujjah ft
shucara° al-Yaman, and his Tabaqat mashahtr al-Yaman ("Famous Yeme-
nis"),75 and of cUmar b. CAH b. Samurah al-jacdl (Ibn Samurah), who wrote
a history of the fuqahcf (jurisconsults, sing, faqth) of the Yemen; both
authors were Sunnis. Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Ashcari (d. c. 560/1165)
compiled al-Lubab ft mdrifat al-ansab^ on genealogies, a topic of some
importance in Yemeni society.76 cUmarah al-Hakamfs (d. 569/1174) al-
Mufidfiakhbar San a1 wa-Zabtdis, however, a history in the full sense of the
word, composed for the Fatimid chief secretary al-Qadi Dl-Fadil (see ch. 22);
it commences with the Ziyadids and proceeds dynasty by dynasty up to his
own time. Nashwan b. Sacid al-Himyari (d. 5 73/1178) wrote, in the form of
a poem, al-Qasldah al-Himyariyjah, a history of the pre-Islamic Tubbac kings
(the detailed commentary on it may also be by Nashwan), but he is more
famous for his Shams al-culum, a philological encyclopaedia whose great
range of narrative, however, makes it much more. The former work has
been published several times, but only parts of Shams al-culum have appeared
in print. (Other philologists were the Rabci brothers, cIsa and Ismacil, in the
fifth/eleventh century, Muhammad b. Yahya of Zabid, fifth-sixth/eleventh-
twelfth century, who wrote on rhetoric and syntax, and CA1I b. Sulayman al-
Harithi, sixth/twelfth century, author of Kashf al-mushkil ft ^l-nahw on
problems of grammar.)

The Islamic sciences

In the religious sciences Nashwan b. Sacid - who, it should be noted, was a
Muctazill - again figures, as author of a QurDan commentary, and also of the
religious-philosophical al Hur al-ctn. Meanwhile, scholastic theology/
philosophy {kalam) had now long become the arena of debate between the
schools and sects. The first dact mutlaq of the Fatiml-Tayyibi dacwah in the
Yemen, Dhucayb b. Musa al-Wadici (d. 546/1151), the leader of the Ismaclli
sect there and protagonist of the concealed {mastur) imam al-Tayyib b. Amir
during the reign of queen Arwa, was the author of several surviving
theological-philosophical treatises.77 Next in rank to him in the Ismacili
hierarchy with the grade oimadhun (licensed, i.e. to preach)78 was the poet
al-Sultan al-Khattab, whose violent career has been described above, but
who was a man of culture as well as a warrior and wrote nine theological-
philosophical treatises. His successor in office, Ibrahim al-Hamidl (from
5 36/1141 to 5 37/1142), in his Kan% al-walad (published) makes the earliest

75 Neither title in GAL, Si, 587. 76 Ibid., 558. 77 Poonawala, Biobibliography, 137-9.
78 See CA. Hamdani, "Evolut ion".
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458 A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

reference in Tayyibi literature to the Rasa°J/ ("Epistles") of the Ikhwan al-
Safa°.79 During the Sulayhid regime, a certain Muhammad b. Malik b. Abi
Dl-Fada°il al-Hammadi (d. c. 473/1081) joined the Fatimi daw ah and studied
the exoteric and esoteric aspects of the sect until, as he says, "when he
ascertained the evil nature of their doctrine, he recanted from it", and
turned to account his inside knowledge of the dazwah to attack it in his Kashf
asrar al-Batiniyyah wa-akhbar al-Qaramitah ("The Exposure of the Secrets of
the Esoterics [Ismacilis] and Histories of the Carmathians", published).

Prominent during this period as a Zaydi shaykh was qadt Jacfar b. Ahmad
b. cAbd al-Salam (d. 573/1177), contemporary and supporter of Imam
Ahmad b. Sulayman (whose attempts to purchase soap while on campaign
were described earlier). In addition to treatises on fiqh, philosophical and
sectarian or doctrinal questions, he wrote a book entitled Forty cAlam
hadlthsy and was a distinguished apologist of the Zaydi school.80 The most
eminent authority of the Shafici school during the cAbbasid era was Jacfar's
opponent Yahya b. Abi Dl-Khayr al-cImrani, who wrote his anti-Muctazili
al-Intisar ft ^l-radd cala :' l-Qadariyyah al-ashrar ("Confutation of the
Iniquitous Qadariyyahf = Muctazilis])81 after being alarmed at hearing that
Jacfar, on a visit to Ibb, was disseminating such Muctazili doctrines as their
tenet that the QurDan is created, not coeternal with God. His eleven-volume
Bay an, completed in 533/1138, is perhaps the Yemen's most celebrated
Shafici treatise. Another Shaficl doctor was Ishaq b. Yiisuf al-Sardafl (d. 5 00/
1107) who lectured at a school established in the Jamic Mosque of al-Sardaf
and was an expert on arithmetic (hisab) and the law of inheritance, on which
subject he compiled al-Kafifi °/-fara°id.S2 Also in the fields oifiqh andfara°id
(the fixed shares in the estate of the deceased allotted to his relatives on the
basis of QurDan, iv.i 1, 12, 176) may be noted Imam Ahmad b. Sulayman's
"orator" (khatlb), Ishaq b. Ahmad . . . cAbd al-Bacith (d. 5 5 5/1161), to
whom the Zaydi biographer Ibn Abi Dl-Rijal (d. 1092/1681) attributes great
activity in the systematic compilation oihadtth according to subject-matter
(tasnlf). Sulayman b. Nasir al-Sihami (d. 566/1171) was a pupil of the same
Imam Ahmad and wrote a three-volume legal work, Shams al-sharfah, while
his twin brother cAli, who became an adherent of the deviationist Zaydi
Mutarrifiyyah, subsequently recanted and wrote an exposition offiqh.S3

Most Sufis of this period were ascetics, whose writings commend
austerity and spiritual exaltation. Among them was the poet and faqlh Abu
3l-cAbbas Ahmad b. Khumartash, author of al-Maqa/at, who died some time
after 553/1159 while fleeing the harsh rule of sultan CA1I b. Mahdl of Zabld.84

79 For his other works, see Poonawala, Biobibliography, 141-5; for the "Sincere Brethren", see ch. 6, n.
14, above. 80 GAL, Si, 699-70. 81 Ibn Samurah, Tabaqat, io6f.

82 GAL, 1, 620; GAL, Si, 855. *> Habshi, Masadir, 174.
84 GAL, 1, 301-2 does not list this title.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE! THE YEMEN 459

(One of Zabid's most notable Sufis, Ahmad b. Abi Dl-Khayr al-Sayyad [d.
579/1184], composed a supplement to this work.) In this context we may
note that many of the authors referred to here achieved distinction in
several fields. Ahmad b. Khumartash was no less typical in this respect than
were the Muctazill historian, philologist and exegete Nashwan b. Sacid al-
Himyarl, the Zaydi apologist Jacfar b. . . . cAbd al-Salam, the Ismacili
historian cUmarah al-Hakaml and, earlier, the first Zaydi Imam al-Hadl and
his sons. Inevitably, therefore, in the following pages, certain names will
recur under different headings.

Poets

Principal sources for this period are cUmarah al-Hakami's Mufidy Nashwan
b. Sacid's al-Hur al-cln, Muhammed b. Hatim al-Yamfs al-Simt al-ghaU, and
Ibn Abi Dl-RijaTs Matla al-budur. The output of poetry in this period was
considerable since most monarchs, Imams and their ministers were active
patrons of poetry and of literature in general, some being poets themselves.
As examples, at the Sulayhid court the founder of the dynasty cAli b.
Muhammad, the Fatimi dacz Saba0 b. Ahmad and the amir cAbdullah b. Yacla
al-Sulayhi were all poets of note. Al-Sultan al-Khattab, who was an ally of
the Sulayhids, and his brother Sulayman b. Hasan al-Hajuri, who was not,
battled in verse as well as with arms. Hatim al-Yami, the Hamdanid sultan
whose dynasty succeeded that of the Sulayhids and who was also of the
Ismacili faction, and the Zaydi Imam Ahmad b. Sulayman, with whom
Hatim did battle, were both poets, as were Jayyash, the Najahid sultan of
Zabid, who fought the Sulayhids,85 his minister Khalaf b. Abi Dl-Tahir al-
Umawl, and CA1I b. Muhammad, founder of the Mahdid dynasty; some
indeed were poets of major rank (Juhul). cUmarah al-Hakami's Mufid
alludes to no less than thirty poets belonging to this period, most of them
being reckoned///^/; mention may be made here of cAli b. Abi Dl-Hasan al-
Hakami, a contemporary of cUmarah, and of Abu Bakr al-cAnadi,
cUmarah's teacher, many of whose poems cUmarah quotes; of cAmr b.
Yahya al-Haythami, the poet of the Sulayhid monarch, of al-Husayn b. CAH
al-Qummi, panegyrist of the Fatimi dacl Saba3 b. Ahmad;86 and of Ibn al-
Hubayni, the poet of the Mahdid ruler CA1I b. Mahdi.

Yemeni literature, including poetry, its most important branch, came
under the influence of new trends and motifs as a result of the close links at
this time between Egypt and the Yemen, arising from the Sulayhids'

85 See Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mtfallajat, 30-1.
86 For al-Qummi's official correspondence with the Fatimids on behalf of the daFl, see H. F. Hamdani,

Sulayljiyjun, 308-18.
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460 A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

support for the Fatimid caliphs in Cairo;87 the cultural and political
exchanges which resulted had a perceptible effect on the style of rhetoric
and the stamp of poetry in the Yemen. But it is worth noting, in the light of
our earlier remarks on the survival of heroic characteristics in the Yemeni
poetry, that on the day of the battle of al-Sharazah (5 5 2/115 8), as reported in
Ibn Abi Dl-RijaPs Matlac al-budur, 2. prominent Zaydi, the qadi Muhammad
b. cAbdullah al-Himyari, congratulated Imam Ahmad b. Sulayman on his
victory over sultan Hatim of Yam in exultant warlike verses in the vein of
the Jahiliyyah poets.

AYYUBIDS AND RASULIDS: THE PERIOD OF FOREIGN

INTERVENTION

The period here under review is that of the foreign intervention
commencing in 5 69/1173 with the invasion of the Ayyubid Turanshah from
Egypt and concluding in 85 8/1454 with the fall of the Rasulid dynasty. It is
not intended, however, to proceed much beyond the slaying in battle of the
Zaydi Imam Ahmad b. al-Husayn in 656/1258 (the cAbbasid caliphate of
Baghdad ended in the same year with the Mongol capture of the city).88

When sultan Turanshah overran the Yemen he subdued it militarily,
sweeping away most of the local sultanates and amirates, and turned it into a
province subject to the Ayyubid state, the bases of which were in Egypt and
Syria. The Yemen became a battlefield for Arabs, the Ayyubids' Ghuzz
Turkish mercenaries and Turkomans, Abyssinian slave-soldiers, mamlukes
and mercenary horsemen. After the departure of the last Ayyubids, when
their successors the Sunni Rasulids took over (626/1229), controlling most
of the Yemen, they continued the fight with the Zaydi Imams and the tribes
of the northern Yemen. The Zaydls had been the sole element the Ayyubids
had been unable finally to subdue, and they continued to fight bitterly
against the Rasulids until the Imam was killed. The Rasulid al-Muzaffar
became strong enough almost to unite the "Greater Yemen", but when he
died in 694/1295 it was once more rent apart.

During this period three Imams rose to power: cAbdullah b. Hamzah (d.
614/1218), Yahya b. Muhassin (d. 636/1239) and Ahmad b. al-Husayn (d.
656/1258). Sometimes these Imams were opposed by such petty rulers as
the amirs of the Hamazat Ashraf (of al-Jawf); at others they would form a
coalition with them against al-Muzaffar, or the chieftains would ally

87 See p. 421 for a specimen of correspondence between Fatimids and Sulayhids {al-Sijillat al-
mustamiriyjah); additional texts are given in H. F. Hamdani, Sulayhiyyun, 301-7, 319-22. Cf. also
cUmarah's al-Nukat al-casriyyah.

88 For this period of Yemeni history, see Smith, "Transfer", and Ayyubids and Early Rasulids, 11.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 461

themselves with the Rasulids against the Imams. But despite these shifting
alliances, literature continued to flourish as before; and it was also an age of
building, of colleges, mosques and especially of castles and forts in the high
mountains. Kings, amirs, the notables and the wealthy began to vie with
one another in ostentation and luxurious display, imitating in their
buildings, costume and retinues the monarchs and the wealthy of India,
Baghdad and Cairo, as Ibn Battutah later describes in the eighth/fourteenth
century. Certain customs were introduced into the towns from abroad;
dancing, singing and other amusements, food and drink, jewellery,
costume, weaponry and vocabulary were influenced by foreign fashions
and tongues (noteworthy were the introduction of the poisoned caltrop and
the use of Greek fire - naft - on land and sea,89 the widespread use of slave-
concubines and open consumption of wine by some sultans and amirs).

Writings of the Rasulid monarchs

The era of the Rasulid sultans (626—858/1229—1454) who supplanted the
Ayyubids is accounted one of the most brilliant of Yemeni civilization. The
Rasulid monarchs themselves displayed an interest in a great range of
topics, practical and intellectual. The warrior sultan al-Muzaffar Yusuf b.
cUmar, who reigned nearly half a century from 647—94/12 5 0—94, extended
Rasulid power as far as Hadramawt and Zafar, though he was unable to take
Sanca°. Among his writings are a selection of forty hadlths, a treatise on the
movements of the heavenly bodies (extant), a medical work, a literary
Mufakahat al-jatis on entertainment (both extant, the first published), and,
with that practical bent that characterizes the monarchs of this dynasty, a
volume of ten chapters on the pen, the manufacture of ink, writing in gold
and silver, binders' glues, bindery, soap manufacture, etc.90 However, the
exemplar of Rasulid culture, both in range and depth, is the unique
manuscript which was assembled by al-Malik al-Afdal al-cAbbas b. CA1I (d.
778/1376), a miscellaneous assembly of writings of practical utility, of
intellectual interest or of entertainment.91 There is no very clear
arrangement of the contents, which include astronomical and astrological
data in profusion, tables, the ascension of the stars, the fixed stars, the
astrolabe, Rumi (Greek) and Arab dates and how to work them out,
almanacs, Coptic and Jewish months, the vyj (astronomical handbook),
sundials, agriculture (in which the Rasulids were much interested),
including a summary of al-Malik al-Afdal's own Bughyat al-fallahln?1

89 Cf. Smi th , Ayyubids and Early Rasii/ids, i , g lo s s .
90 Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mtfallafat, 54-6.
91 A facsimile edition by R. B. Serjeant and Daniel Varisco is in preparation.
92 A work on comparative agriculture; see Serjeant, "The cultivation of cereals".
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4^2 A. EL-SHAMI WITH R. B. SERJEANT

passages on animals and animal husbandry; genealogies, court etiquette,
generalship, warfare, the handling of armies, the mangonel, lexicographical
excursus on the names of weapons; fortresses, routes and distances between
Yemeni cities and ports and places in India, and other geographical data;
much on taxes and tax tables; a treatise on the hajj\ the interpretation of
dreams; the distinction between man and other animals; philosophy,
Aristotle's wasiyyah (counsel to Alexander);93 historical material, tables of
dates of events, comparative lexical tables of Arabic, Persian, Armenian,
Turkish, etc., extracts from various non-Yemeni authors — the list is not
exhaustive.

Poets

As in earlier periods, sultans and Imams, leaders and generals were also
Qulamci and men of letters, often of great merit. Thus Imam "Abdullah b.
Hamzah (561— 614/1166—1218), scholar, poet, faqlh and warrior, one of the
most cultured and learned of the Imams, who wrote a thick volume of verse
and of versified treatises on many subjects, is credited by Zabarah with over
forty books, of which the most famous is the four-volume al-Shaft,
concerned with matters of doctrine, while al-Habshi cites eighty-one titles
of works attributed to him. The British Library has a copy of his Diwan and
of his ra/rf^-poem, with commentary, on the points, care and training of the
horse. This Imam engaged in several hard-fought battles with the Hatimid
sultans, and crushed the Zaydl Mutarrifiyyah, destroying their mosque near
Sanca° - which prompted them to write to the cAbbasid caliph for aid.94 A
copy of the Imam's replies to questions on the Mutarrifiyyah is also in the
British Library.95 His son, the amir Muhammad, known as al-Muhtasib,96

wrote a poem in the form of a mufakharah^ or vaunting war of words,
between cAdnan and Qahtan (the Arabs of North and South), entitled Dhat
al-furuc fi buyut (Adrian wa-qaba0iliha iva-fada'ilihim^ which has twice been
printed, besides writing on kalam and producing a commentary on his
father's urju^ah on the horse (also published).97 His brother Ahmad was also
a poet. Another Imam, al-Hasan b. Badr al-DIn (d. 670/1271), wrote a
lengthy urju^ah on the imams of the Prophet's family (citrah)98 and their

93 See CHALUP, 156. 94 See p. 466.
95 For his writings, see GAL, i, 509; GAL, Si, 701, Habshi/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mtfallafat, 36-48,

Tritton, "Mu^arrifiyah", Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim.
96 Title given to a substitute or acting Imam, this being his position in the confusion ensuing on his

father's death. See Strothmann, Staatsrecht, ytf.
97 See Shami, Damighat al-dawamigh, introd., 59; GAL, Si, 460.
98 The Prophet's family in direct patrilinear descent from cAli and Fatimah's offspring.
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REGIONAL LITERATURE: THE YEMEN 4^3

virtues (manaqib) up to his own time, which he provided with a bulky
commentary entitled Anwar al-jaqln — a favourite genre of composition
among the Prophet's descendants."

The House of Hatim, like the other ruling families, had its complement
of poets, in the persons of three brothers, cAmr, cAlwan and sultan Mudrik
b. Bishr b. Hatim b. Ahmad al-Yaml. cAmr's qasldah, in which he appeals to
his father sultan Bishr, when he and his brothers were taken prisoner in 585/
1189 by the Ghuzz Turks outside Sanca°, to ransom them, is quoted in al-
Simt al-ghati\

In no way think I fret for what has befallen [us].
By your troth, truly resolute am I in fortitude,
Fearing naught save the tattle of meaner men:
"Has their father fallen short, by neglect to ransom them?"100

cAlwan with his cousin held Sanca° on behalf of the Rasulid al-Muzaffar
in 619/1223, and engaged in a poetic correspondence with the Zaydi
amir-poet Muhammad b.cAbdullah b. Hamzah,101 for whose brother Ahmad
he wrote a qasldah in praise of al-Muzaffar, whose generals had treated
the Imam's defeated supporters at Sacdah with great mercy. It is not at
all impossible that he is "the poet of Hamdan" quoted under this name in
al-Simt al-ghaU'as author of an outstanding piece of political verse censuring
the action of Imam Ahmad b. al-Husayn for executing several men on mere
suspicion when he occupied Sanca° following the slaying of the Rasulid
sultan Nur al-Din cUmar b. cAli in 647/1250.102 The third brother, Mudrik,
had shown still greater flexibility, writing a qasldah for the two Rasulids,
Hasan b. cAli and cUmar b. CA1I, to send to their masters the Ayyubids in
Egypt describing their victory over the Zaydls at Sanca° in 619/1223, and
composing a poem of consolation on the same event which he sent to the
defeated Zaydi amir Muhammad b. "Abdullah b. Hamzah.103 Al-Qasim b.
cAli b. Hutaymil, the greatest poet of the seventh/thirteenth century, was a
Zaydi who served both the Imam Ahmad b. al-Husayn then the Rasulid al-
Muzaffar. According to Ibn Abi Dl-Rijal's Matlac al-budury he died poor and
aged (probably in 696/1297), having outlived the kings and Imams, his
patrons, whom he had eulogized. Al-cAqili's edition of his Dlwan leaves out
anything "connected with partisanship, narrow sectarianism, unacceptable
hyperbole or uncommendable extremism", and omits the poems on the

99 GAL, Si, 703; Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Muallafat, 52-3.
100 Smith, Ayyubids and Early Rasu/ids, 1, 3 5.
101 Khazraji, cUqud, ed. Asal, m, 4, 36-8/ed. Akwac, 1, 43-5, trans. Redhouse, in, 1, 84-6.
102 S m i t h , Ayyubids and Early Rasulids, 1, 236—9.
103 Ibid., 2, 89; 1, 187-8 and 186-7; Khazraji, cUqud, trans. Redhouse, in, 1, 86-7.
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Zaydi Imams, apparently on this count. Here is Ibn Hutaymil's description
of how al-Muzaffar took prisoner the Imam Ibrahim b. Taj al-DIn in
674/1275:

Around their lord they rallied, but, become certain
Of death, from him they fled, flying both far and wide,
Raining lashes on their horses, five-year-olds,
In headlong flight from the mares and colts [of the foe]104

Like falcons, grey plumage white-flecked, by rain wetted,
Swooping swiftly from the skies down on their aeries.
They escaped! But, firm, Ibrahim commands himself —
Charge yet again, flee not, fearing very shame,105

Till, when white-hot the battle's cauldron grew, so tight -
Pressed, no longer could he the vanguard horse withstand;
His spirit, resolute, bore him, in a castle
To fortify him, not hide skulking in a cave:
Yet none did he encounter turning to his aid,
Nor found he any to fight on behind a wall.106

Another panegyrist of the Rasulids was Muhammad b. Himyar (d. 651/
1253), with whom Ibn Hutaymil used to hold poetic dialogue (muhawarah)\
his prolific and accomplished verse is quoted occasionally in al-Khazraji's
al-cUqud al-luluiyyah.

Other dynasties also had their representatives. A poet variously called
Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Ashraqi (in Yaqut's "Geographical Dictionary")
and Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Umawi (in al-Simt al-ghatt) is noteworthy for
a qasldah, quoted in al-Simt al-gbaUy which eulogizes the Ayyubid al-Mucizz
Ismacil b. Tughtakin (regn. 577-93/1181-97) and the Umayyad caliphs,
from whom al-Mucizz, who aspired to autonomy in the Yemen, claimed
descent (this poem is in a markedly different vein from al-Hamdanl's
Damighah and other poems of the pro-Qahtani or pro-cAdnanI class
described in this chapter). An Ismacili poet whose Dlwan is still extant was
the fifth Fatimi-Tayyibi dac7 cAli b. Muhammad al-Anf.107 Sources for the
numerous other poets of this period — as well as for scholars and political
leaders - are al-Khazraji's al-cUqud al-lu^luiyyah, Muhammad b. Hatim al-
Yami's al-Simt al-ghafi, and Abu Makhramah's Tarlkh thaghr cAdan.10S

Ismacili poets are listed and quoted respectively in two modern sources,
Poonawala's Biobibliography and H. F. Hamdani's al-Sulayhiyyun.

The poets of Hadramawt of this period, the known history of which is
still extremely sparse, are recorded in the modern writer cAbdullah al-
Saqqaf's Tarlkh al-shucara° al-Hadramiyyin. The best known appears to be

104 Al-muharati wa °/-amhar!y a poetic cliche. 105 Bi °/-karn wa-la hi °/-farri, khawja °/-carJ.
106 Shami, Qissat al-adab, 5 5 5. 107 Poonawala, Biobibliography, 156-61.
108 Of particular interest is a poem by a shipwrecked merchant quoted in Tarlkh thaghr cAdany 11, 3 2-6; it

is in quatrains and remarkable for its complex, non-classical metrical and rhyme-schemes.
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Shaykh cAli b. cUqbah al-Ziyadi al-Khawlani of Wadi Dawcan (d. 695/
1295), because he came to the court of the Rasulid al-Muzaffar in Aden.109

Al-Saqqaf says that many of these HadramI poets wrote "verse of the native
{watarii) type, al-humaym, but I have rarely mentioned it since it is local,
restricted". But humayrii, pace Saqqaf, was far from being confined to
Hadramawt and, as described earlier in this chapter, cannot be said to be
restricted. Writing in 1354/1934 and conforming to the literary attitudes of
the time, which still persist today, al-Saqqaf takes a conservatively classical
line; thus his volume on the thirteenth/nineteenth century ignores the
existence of the great humayrii poets of the age.

Historians

Biographical literature flourished during this period, notably biographies
of individuals. As examples, the historian Nashwan b. Sacld's son cAli (d.
614/1218) produced one of the three known biographies of the Imam
"Abdullah b. Hamzah, the inveterate foe of the Ismacili Hatimid sultans;110

Yahya b. al-Qasim b. Yahya b. Hamzah, a fine poet and careful critical
scholar, wrote a biography of the Imam Ahmad b. al-Husayn (d. 656/1258);
the work is well known and in circulation in the Yemen, and a copy exists in
the Egyptian Library.111 Another such biography was Abu Firas Fadil b.
cAbbas Daghtham's life of the Rasulid al-Mansiir Nur al-DIn cUmar, al-
Sirah al-sharlfah al-Mansuriyjah\ Abu Firas had been in charge of the drafting
of the ruler's official correspondence and documents (he was also a
particularly prolific poet).112

General histories and group biographies include Yahya b. Sulayman al-
Hajuri's (d. after 636/1239) Kawdat al-akhbar on Islamic history of the first
two centuries,113 while Humayd b. Ahmad al-Muhalli (d. 652/1254),/^/^
and historian, compiled al-Hada'iq al-wardiyyah ft manaqib d'immat al-
Zaydiyyahy two stout volumes of biographies of the Zaydl Imams and their
illustrious deeds from the time of their ancestor CA1I b. Abi Talib up to his
own day; the British Library has two copies of al-Hadffiq and one of the
same author's Mahasin al-a^harftfadlal-Qitrah al-athar on a similar theme, the
virtues of the Prophet's House.114

A major source, frequently referred to in the latter part of this chapter, is
al-Simt al-ghati. It author, Muhammad b. Hatim, belonged to one of the
branches of the Hatimid family and became a Rasulid official under al-

109 Saqqaf, Tarlkhy i, 65-71; he also gives biographies of five other poets of this period.
110 Cf. Habshi/Niewohner-Eberhard, Muallafit, 37. *" B. 2163; other MSS, GAL, 1, 388.
112 Ibn Abi Dl-Rijal, Matla al-budur.
113 Cairo, Dar al-Kutub, History: 5526; other MSS, GAL, Si, 587.
114 FuDad Sayyid, Masadir, 127-8; other MSS, GAL, 1, 397; GAL, Si, 560.
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Muzaffar; al-Simt al-ghalt covers the complicated political history of the
second half of the eighth/thirteenth century and has been edited by G. Rex
Smith under the title The Ajyubids and Ear/y Kasulids in the Yemen.

Philologists and rhetoricians

Muhammad, son of Nashwan b. Sacld al-Himyarl and brother of the
historian CA1I b. Nashwan, abridged, in his Diya° al-hulum, his father's great
encyclopaedia Shams al-culumy and seems to have had a taste for this kind of
activity, for he also abridged and altered parts of al-Hamdanf s IkUL115 (He
was a contemporary of Imam cAbdullah b. Hamzah [d. 614/1218], who
appointed him to the post of qadl, but he came out in opposition against him
and indited a treatise attacking the Imams which he entitled al-Idah, to
which cAbdullah b. Hamzah retorted with a refutation, al-Ifsah li-cujmat al-
Idah.)116 Other philologists include Muhammad b. CA1I al-QalacI, compiler
of al-Lafg al-mustaghrab min alfag al-Muhadhdhab on difficult vocabulary in a
famous Shaft!fiqh book, al-Muhadhdhab by Ibrahim al-ShlrazI;117 Ibrahim b.
CA1I b. cUjayl (d. 646/1249), author of a commentary on the Ni%am al-gharib
of cIsa b. Ibrahim al-Raba3!;118 and the poet Yahya b. Ibrahim al-cAmak (d.
681/1282), who made a compendium of prosody.119 In the field of rhetoric,
the Mutarrifl poet Husayn b. al-Nassakh, a renowned epistolographer,
composed the famous letter (referred to on page 461) which was sent to the
cAbbasid caliph in6u/ i2 i4 urging him to despatch a military expedition to
put down Imam cAbdullah b. Hamzah, warning him against the Imam —
whose distinguished qualities both as a scholar and a general he describes —
and of the danger he constituted to the cAbbasid caliphate. The letter is
couched in verse and prose and is reckoned a masterpiece of the age.

Qufan commentaries and hadith scholars

The following scholars may be held to represent the activity in these fields
at this period. CA1I Yahya al-Sabahi (d. 656/1258), a Zaydl, wrote a four-
volume commentary on the QurDan; cAtiyyah b. Muhyl Dl-DIn al-Najranl
(603—65/1207), one of the greatest Zaydl scholars, wrote a work on the
science of QurDan interpretation.

Muhammad b. Ismacll b. Abl Dl-Sayf (d. 609/1213), a Shaficl of Zabld, was
an authority on hadith to whom most Yemeni chains of authority (isnads) go

115 See pp. 449, 457. "6 Cf. Habshl/Niewohner-Eberhard, Mu'allafit, 43, no. 48.
117 Habshi, Masadir, 372; cf. GAL, 1, 485; GAL, Si, 669.
118 Habshi, Masadir, 368; cf. GAL, Si, 492. 119 Shami, Qtssat al-adab, 349.
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back. cAli b. Muhammad b. Jadid al-Hadrami (d. 620/1223), of the Hadrami
Ba cAlawi Sayyids, taught hadith in the Shafici part of the Yemen. CA1I b.
Humayd al-Anf (d. c. 646/1249), a Zaydi, wrote Shams al-akhbar on the
sayings of the Prophet (published). Muhammad b. Hamzah b. Abi Dl-Najm
(d. 656/125 8), a Zaydi hadith expert, collected the hadiths cited in Imam al-
Hadi's al-Ahkam in his Durar al-ahadith al-nabawiyyah. Amir Husayn b. Badr
al-DIn (d. 662/1264), another Zaydi, compiled a four-volume work on
hadith) Shifa al-wwam, which is still used as an authority in the Yemen.120

Theologians

Here again it is simplest to list the writers on kalam, many of whose writings
are still little known or completely unknown outside the Yemen.

Zaydis: al-Hasan b. Muhammad al-Rassas (d. 5 84/1189) was a pupil of one
of the great Zaydi culama°, Jacfar . . . b. cAbd al-Salam,121 and author of a
number of theological or philosophical works. Humaydan b. al-Qasim (d.
656/1258) wrote, inter alia, against Muctazilism and Mutarrifi dialectic.122

Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Muhalll al-Hamdanl al-WadicI is best known for
the three-volume cUmdat al-mustarshidin fi usul al-din, but he also wrote
polemics against the Mutarrifis, the Qadariyyah (i.e. the Zaydi Muctazilis),
Ashcari tenets and the Carmathians, in a treatise with the resounding title of
al-Husam al-battar fi ^l-radd cala ^l-Qaramitah al-kuffar ("The Keen-Edged
Sword in Refutation of the Infidel Carmathians"). He was killed fighting
for the Imam in 652/125 5 by the Rasulids.123 cAbdullah b. Zayd al-cAnsi (d.
667/1269) is chiefly known as a polemicist against the Mutarrifiyyah,
against whom he penned a number of books or treatises, one being on the
interesting subject of "The Prohibition of Inter-marriage with the
Iniquitous Mutarrifiyyah Sect*'; another demonstrates the distinction
between Islam and the Mutarrifiyyah.124 The most notable scholar of the
Mutarrifi school itself was Sulayman b. Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Muhalll
(lived probably sixth/twelfth century), author of al-Burhan al-rayiq, which
embodies those tenets of the Mutarrifiyyah which are in conformity with
the school of Imam al-Hadi.125

Ismaci/is: Muhammad b. Tahir al-Harithi (d. 584/1188) was a prolific
writer, of whom Poonawala remarks that his "Ma/miic al-tarbiyah . . . is a
classic chrestomathy of Ismacili literature, which served as a model for later
compilers".126 The third dacl, Hatim b. Ibrahim al-Hamidi (5 57—96/1162—

120 Zabarah, A^immat al-Yaman, i, 183-4; Habshi, Masadir, 109. 121 See p. 458.
122 GAL, Si, 702-3. ™ Habshi, Masadir, 107.
124 Ibid., no ; Madelung, Der Imam al-Qasim, 202, 222.
125 MS: University of §anca3 Library, Theology: 120. 126 Biobibliography, 143-50.
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99) is reckoned one of the greatest Ismacffi scholars; withdrawing from the
internecine warfare of the age to al-Hatib in the Haraz mountains, he
devoted himself to learning and to writing on Ismacffi doctrine, organiza-
tion, cosmology, etc.127 The fifth daci, CA1I b. Muhammad . . . b. al-Walid al-
Anf al-Qurashi (d. 612/1215),128 in whose family the office of daci was to
reside for approximately three centuries, took over the missionary side of
the dcfwah after the death of CA1I b. Hatim al-Hamidl; he wrote extensively in
the Ismacili field and engaged in polemics against the Sunnis, Muctazills,
Zaydis and others; his Taj al-caqa°id is available in English translation.129

Shafifis: Tahir (d. 5 87/1191), son of the famous Yahya b. Abl Dl-Khayr al-
cImrani,130 became qadi of Jiblah and wrote a refutation (radd) against the
notable Zaydi qadi Jacfar . . . b. cAbd al-Salam.

Scholars in fiqh and famid; Sufis

One of the most famous Zaydi faqihs of the Yemen was amir CA1I b. al-
Husayn b. Yahya, a descendant of the first Imam of the Yemen, al-Hadl. His
al-Lumac, on the fiqh of the Prophet's House, is one of the most highly
regarded books of the Zaydis and has been a favourite subject of
commentaries. The author was alive in the reign of Imam Ahmad b. al-
Husayn (d. 656/1258).131 Al-Fadl b. Abl Dl-Sacd al-cUsayfirI (d. 614/1217)
composed a gigantic work in ten volumes on farcFid, al-Fayid', he flourished
in the time of Imam cAbdullah b. Hamzah.132

A noted Shafici/^JA was Ismacll b. Muhammad al-Hadraml (d. 696/
1297), who was made chief qadi at Zabld by the Rasulid sultan al-Muzaffar.
He attained more than purely local note, for half a century or so later the
Egyptian al-Subkl remarks: "His compilations (musannafai) concerning the
[Shaficl] school in the Yemen are famous." He is noted for his commentary
on al-ShlrazI's al-Muhadhdhab, but also produced a collection offatwas (legal
opinions) and wrote on Sufism.133

A source for Sufis of this period is al-SharjI (d. 893/1488), Tabaqat al-
khawass. The Zaydi rite is in general antipathetic to Sufi practices, but the
Shaficls produced a number of famous mystics, such as Abu Dl-Ghayth (d.
651/1253), known as the "Sun of Suns" — a converted brigand. His sayings
were collected by one of his pupils.134 Better known to the outside world is
the great Sufi saint Shaykh Ahmad b. cAlwan (d. 65 5/1267), whose shrine is
at Yafrus; the ecstatics {majadhib) attached to it once travelled widely. His
Diwan, mostly of Sufi verse, is still well known today.135

127 Ibid., 151-5. 128 Ibid., 156-61. 129 In summary in Ivanow, A Creed.
130 See p. 458; for father and son, see Ibn Samurah, Tabaqat. 131 Habshi, Masadir, 178.
132 Ibid., 260. 133 Ibid., 180. 134 Ibid., 173. 135 Zabarah, A^immatal-Yaman, 1, 185.
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APPENDIX
TABLE OF METRES

The Arabic system of metrics is described in CHALUP, 15-17. The following is a
simplified table of the principal metres referred to in this volume. The symbol u
represents the sequence consonant + short vowel; the symbol — represents the
sequence consonant + vowel + consonant; x represents a variable sequence (i.e.
either u or — may be used). Feet are separated by a single stroke (/); the end of a
hemistich is marked by a double stroke (//). All symbols read from left to right. The
symbols are followed by the Arabic mnemonic for each metre, in which rhythmic
stress is marked according to the scheme proposed by G. Weil, to whose article
"cArud" in EP, the reader is referred.

tawll
u — x / u — x — / u — x / u — x — // t w i c e

faulun maffiilunfaulun maffiilun

baslt

x x u — / x u — / x — u — / u u — // twice
mustafilun fa" Hurt mustafilun facilun

wafir
u — u u — /u — u u — /u // twice
mufcfalatun mufacalatunfaculun

kamil
u u — u — / u u — u — / u u — u — // twice

mutafifilun mutafacilun mutafifilun

x x u — / x x u — / x x u — // twice
mustafQilun mustaj^ilun mustasfilun

ramal
x u / x u / x u // twice

facilatun fifilatun fctilatun

sarf
x x u — / x x u — / — u — // twice

mustafQilun mustafilun maj^ulatujfcfilun

469
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47° APPENDIX: TABLE OF METRES

khafif
x u / x — u — / x u // twice

fifilatun mustdfilunfailatun

mutaqarib
u — x /u — x /u — x /u — x // twice

facu/un faculun faculun faQulun
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