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Introduction

Since the beginning of literature and the start of literary analysis there has been
an ongoing debate about what literature is and how we can distinguish literature
from other texts Uttering words or writing down a text immediately causes a
change in meaning by initiating a process of interaction with the implied re
ceiver of the communication and thus creating something new and variable In
all cultures and at all times we can find attempts to use language as an instru
ment and to develop certain skills in this field The literariness of texts how
ever is defined by a set of ideas and concepts that differ from one time to an
other and from one culture to another 1

In this volume we have assembled articles about artistically produced lan
guage i e products that are purposefully meant to shape language in order to
achieve a specific aim In these collections the art of writing manifests itself
through linguistic refinement rhetorical skills compositional strategies and po
litical circumstances Since these articles focus on classical Arabic literature the
texts are distinguished by two characteristics that influence our way of reading
they are Arabic texts and they are from a former period of history i e the first
centuries after the hijra 2 nd 8 th until the end of 4 th 10 th century

There are many ways of reading historical literature It is a literature which has
been written in another time and therefore reveals information about a particular
period in history It sometimes claims to report about a certain situation and re
veals information between the lines and pages Historical literature tells stories
and recounts events from a bygone time The text still exists but the circum
stances under which it evolved are no longer existent and often hard to re
establish

There are similarly many ways to read Arabic literature It is a literature of a
specific geographical and cultural area It is written in Arabic a fact which causes
numerous further associations such as the divine role of Arabic as the language
of the final revelation for Muslims Arabic as the language of the Bedouin po
etry the assumption that Arabic is especially eligible for rhetorical and poetical
aesthetic perfection and various statements and stereotypes that exist in other
cultures too from within and are marked on it from without

Since readers and audiences vary social conditions change every epoch finds
a new approach to former texts Experts in classical Arabic literature who read

1 Searle pointed to the fact that there are no features that are common to all literary works
hence it is up to the reader to decide whether he calls a text a literary text or not whereas
it is up to the author to decide whether something is fiction or not See John R Searle
Expression and Meaning Studies in the Theoty of Speech Acts Cambridge University Press
1979 chapter 3 here quoting from the translated version Ausdruck und Bedeutung Unter
suchungen zur Sprechakttheorie ubers V Andreas Kemmerling 1990 3 Kapitel 3 8If
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Arabic who know the historical background and think about mechanisms of lit
erature have an exciting and challenging task they try to do the texts justice by
working them up for an interested audience without closing the hermeneutic
door It remains open for every single reader dead ends and detours included

More importantly our authors show the diverse ways of looking at a text
reading and understanding it They put their knowledge about poetics criticism
poetry history and Arabic language at our disposal This rich variety of tools en
ables us to follow the unexpected turns a story can take the contrasting direc
tions of statements given in a plot and the subtle meanings hidden in a text or in
fragments of text Where is that supposed to get us First it is entertaining the
foremost reason to read literature It keeps our brain busy with a lot of informa
tion and emotions It enables us to do something that we normally are denied
to know what others think or what they want us to believe they think the clas
sical authors as well as their literary personnel And last but not least we learn
to a certain extent how the producers of literature and literary pieces worked in
those days the means and instruments the writers used the turns and tricks their
texts take with their knowledge or without how they create illusion and at the
same time reality whatever the difference might be 2

While looking at the textual setup we learn furthermore how literary strategies
and language shaping methods form texts alongside the primary literary sources
We also learn how the knowledge and the skills concerning language help in in
troducing aesthetic categories in fields where those categories are not expected
Our authors show how this knowledge became a powerful apparatus which re
veals a lot more than it actually says in the fabric of the words The task here is
not merely to discover something to be literature to decipher the hidden mean
ing and to unfold the historical procedure of writing rather the whole richness of
hermeneutic and semiotic work is spread out in front of the interested reader in
order to let him take part in the never ending process of understanding a con
struction that is rooted in another brain and in a distant and different time

Arabic literature in the first Islamic centuries consists of a number of very dif
ferent manifestations and serves very different purposes It includes the rich poeti
cal heritage and the oral tradition as well as the Qur anic revelation the court con
versation and entertaining education as well as the collection of valuable informa
tion and scholarly dispute The presentation of anecdotes required performing and
compositional skills that were also necessary in political contexts To master rheto
ric refinement not only secured intellectual praise but established significant influ
ence on matters of importance to be heard and noticed if consulting a higher
authority and to gain respect amongst equals and subjects the authority itself

2 A valuable collection of articles on the relationship between the real the fictive and
the imaginative in Arabic literature is given in Story telling in the framework of non fictional
Arabic literature ed Stefan Leder Wiesbaden Harrassowitz 1998
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In all these fields we find authors of literary pieces be it a story an anecdote
a critical remark a compilation a verdict or a speech who were aware of the
potential impact of their composition The lyrical subject proves to be an active
designer of its fortune at the same time it is bound to a network of relations
that are situated inside and outside the text The following contributions try to
access these complex pictures of perception they consider the cultural and his
torical peculiarities without letting them overshadow the theoretical potential of
the texts In the end what matters is the fact that along with every single text or
fragment of text we witness a production a staging and that it is worth look
ing closer at this act of presentation and self interpretation while being aware
that text analysis means walking on slippery grounds 3

We are glad and grateful to have found experts in the field who were willing
and interested in exploring the nature of very different texts with various theo
retical equipment and in considering the tools then used by the authors of the
investigated texts It is our aim as contributors and editors to demonstrate both
the craft of classical Arabic writing and the possibilities of getting access to it
thus promoting an art that affected and still affects many aspects of human life

We would like to thank both Prof Dr Stefan Leder the current director of the
Orient Institut Beirut and Prof Dr Manfred Kropp director in Beirut from
1999 to 2007 for accepting this book in the series Beiruter Texte und Studien This
publication is after surviving difficult times in Beirut also the result of a fruitful
cooperation between the Orient Institut Beirut and the Lebanese American Uni
versity in Beirut

Our sincere gratitude goes to Dr Sara Binay who has guaranteed the produc
tion of this book as Publication Manager of the Orient Institut and last but not
least to Ms Lana Shehadeh our English editor for her patience and support

Lale Behzadi
Vahid Behmardi

Gottingen Beirut
September 2008

3 The staging Wolfgang Iser calls it Inszenierung would be the never ending human
attempt to come to himself it is the institution of human self interpretation Thus by cre
ating simulacra we can catch a glimpse of the endless number of possibilities temporarily
escaping the feeling of powerlessness See Wolfgang Iser Das Fiktive und das Imaginare Per
spektiven literarischer Anthropologic Frankfurt/M Suhrkamp 1993 508 515





Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s Kalīla wa Dimna and
Boccaccio s On Poetry
A Hybrid Poetics and Avant garde Hermeneutics

Marianne Marroum Lebanese American University

Perhaps as you read you will wonder to see the
meaning that was lately hidden under a rough shell
brought forth now into light

Giovanni Boccaccio 1

Interpretation is not the art of construing but the art
of constructing Interpreters do not decode poems
they make them
Stanley Fish 2

Horace s Ars Poetica 19 BC ʿAbdullāh Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s Kalīla wa Dimna 750
132 and Boccaccio s On Poetry Being the Preface and Fourteenth and Fifteenth Books
of Boccaccio s Genealogia Deorum Gentilium 1350 62/750 763 are the object of this
study in comparative poetics It may come as a surprise to some to juxtapose Ka
līla wa Dimna to works written at disparate times in different languages for dif
ferent purposes by authors belonging to divergent cultures It might even seem
problematic to establish similarities between the works at hand as one may im
mediately think of dissimilarities rather than a correspondence between them
bringing to mind a clash of cultures rather than a confluence Some may also
question the validity and the meaningfulness of such a comparative endeavor To
that query one may respond that such a comparison will lead to a further under
standing of some crucial aspects of critical thought in their intricate convolutions
diachronically and synchronically and to an understanding and valorization of
literature not only as a discipline but also as a tool of cross cultural encounter

Who are the authors whose work is under study and what kind of literature
did they produce All three of Horace Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio occupy a
central position in the annals of world literature Horace Quintus Horatius
Flaccus 65 68 B C is a Roman poet who wrote in Latin His main works are

1 Giovanni Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry Being the Preface and the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Books of Boccaccio s Genealogia Deorum Gentilium 1350 62 Charles S Osgood trans Indi
anapolis and New York The Bobbs Merril Company inc 1956 16 All quotations hereaf
ter are from Osgood s translation

2 Stanley Fish Is There a Text in this Class The Authority of Interpretive Communities Cam
bridge Harvard University Press 1980 327
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the Satires Sermones the Odes the Epistles and The Art of Poetry Ars Poetica The
eighteen satires published early in the poet s career are written in hexameter
verse Enlivened by anecdote dialogue and fable they thematize human folly
especially the insatiable desire for wealth His Odes the works of his middle pe
riod written in old Greek lyric meter imitate those of the Greek poets Alcaeus
and Sappho They contain comments on wise conduct They deal with the brev
ity and uncertainty of life and put forth a hedonistic philosophy Love songs and
songs in praise of wine and the gods are also prominent among his Odes In his
later life he wrote twenty two Epistles or Letters in verse His latest work The Art
of Poetry Ars Poetica is a collection of statements on poetry and the training of
the poet addressed to a young friend interested in producing tragedies 3

Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ4 is an author of Persian origin He was born in Furizabad in
the year 102/720 of a noble Iranian family and was murdered in 139/736 at the
age of 36 He was educated in Middle Persian as well as in Arabic His surviving
work in Arabic include Adab al Ṣaghīr The Lesser Book of Conduct to distinguish it
from Adab al Kābīr The Comprehensive Book of the Rules of Conduct The first of
disputed attribution to him is a collection of aphorisms It is a book of advice
for the growing class of gentry laying the principles of good conduct and illus
trating its application It is partly culled from his Kalīla wa Dimna As t o Adab al
Kabīr it offers practical advice to princes to their courtiers and to men of fash
ion who aspire to a career in government His third work Risālat al Ṣaḥāba Epis
tle on Caliphal Companions is an administrative document and a treatise on po
litical and social issues in a clearly identifiable historical context addressed to
the second ʿAbbasid Caliph Abū Ja ʿ far al Manṣūr

Ibn al Muqaffaʿ was also known as a translator Employed as a secretary by the
Arabic rulers of South East Asia he dedicated himself to the translation of Pah
lavi works such as Khudāynāma Book of Kings Āʾin Nāma The Book of Proper
Conduct Kitāb Mazdak The Book ofMazdak Kitāb al Tāj The Book of the Crown
Letter ofTansar and Siyar Mulūk al ʿAjam The Histories of the Persian Kings His
most famous translation one that singled him out as a brilliant translator was
Kalīla wa Dimna His original text was lost as were many of his other translations
The earliest manuscript available that of Aya Sofia of the 7 th 13 th century re
produced by the The ʿ Azzām edition and the Syrian of the 8 th 14 th century fol

3 Horace, in The Reader s Companion to World Literature second ed Calvin S Brown ed
New York A Mentor Book 1984 249 252

4 See J D Latham Ibn al Muqaffaʿ and early Abbasid Prose, in ʿAbbasid Belles Lettres
Julia Ashtiany T M Johnstone J D Latham R B Serjeant and G Rex Smith eds New
York Cambridge University Press 1990 48 77 F Gabrieli Ibn al Mukaffaʿ, in Encyclo
pedia of Islam new ed vol 3 Leiden Brill 1971 883 885 C Brockelmann Kalila wa
Dimna, in Encyclopedia of Islam new ed vol 4 Leiden Brill 1978 Michael Cooperson
Ibn al Mukaffa ʿ in Dictionary of Literary Biography Arabic Literaty Culture 500 925 vol

311 Los Angeles University of California Gale 2005 150 163 24 August 2005 http
galenet galegroup com
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lowed by Cheikho vary in regard to form and substance that there is perhaps
not a single page where one may be certain of finding the original version in its
entirety 5

Kalīla wa Dimna has been hailed as one of the masterpieces of Arabic litera
ture Its stories originated in India from the Sanskrit classics Pancatantra and Ma
hābhārāta The book is also known as the Fables of Bīdpāi or Baydabā after a leg
endary Indian sage Each fable is narrated by Bidpai or Baydabā at the request of
his king Dabishlīm The book is a mirror for princes intended to instruct them
in the laws of polity 6 From Sanskrit the fables were rendered into Pahlavi a
Middle Iranian language at the request of the Sasanian king Khusraw Anūshir
wān by his physician Burzūya About two hundred years later Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ
translated Burzūya s version which was in Pahlavī and prefaced it with a fourth
introduction as the first chapter is preceded by three introductions that have
their roots in the Indian and Persian traditions

Critics laud Ibn al Muqaffaʿ for having introduced literary prose narrative to
Arabic literature at a time when lyric poetry as a genre was highly regarded J D
Latham notes that Kalīla wa Dimna 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 7 In his view Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s translation of
the Indian fables from Middle Persian forged an effective and pleasing prose
style one that is plain and free and distinguished as much as by the ease and
straightforwardness of its syntactical structures as by its clarity of expression and
simplicity of diction 8

While some critics praise Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ for promoting Arabic prose as a
means of literary expression on par with poetry others go on to say that he was
one of the most prominent exponents of the intellectual awakening and literary
development enjoyed by Arabic prose in the period between the 8 th and the 11 th
centuries 9 F Gabrieli is one of the critics who highlights Ibn al Muqaffaʿ s un
rivalled cultural achievement in having been the first to present this literary jewel
from India to Arabo Islamic civilization and through it to Byzantine and Latin
West 10 One should keep in mind as Saleh Sa adeh Jallad notes that every facet
of the economic social political and religious life during the first half of the
Abbasid rule around 850 AD was influenced by the appropriation and transla
tion into Arabic of works of Hellenistic Persian and Indian civilization origin 11

5 Gabrieli Ibn al Mukaffaʿ, 883
6 Brockelmann Kalila wa Dimna, 503
7 Latham Ibn al Muqaffaʿ and early Abbasid Prose, 53
8 Ibid 52
9 Saleh Sa adeh Jallad Translator s Forward, in The Fables of Kalilah and Dimnah Saleh

Sa adeh Jallad trans London Melisende 2002 14
10 Gabrielli Ibn al Mukaffa 884
11 Jallad Translator s Forward, 14
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Ibn al Muqaffaʿ s translation spread rapidly to other cultures and served as a ba
sis for many others into Syriac Greek Hebrew New Persian Latin and Castilian
to name a few A cross cultural encounter ensued from his translation

Giovanni Boccaccio 12 1313 75 is an Italian storyteller and poet distinguished
in world literature for being the first biographer of Dante Life of Dante and for
his story telling in The Decameron written during the ravaging plague at the time
of the Black Death and over a period of ten years Boccaccio was along with
Dante and Petrarch a pioneer of Italian vernacular literature and of humanism
that characterize the European Renaissance Boccaccio was a narrative and a love
poet in addition to being a scholarly critic His first literary works written in Ital
ian comprised allegorical poems and two romances Filostrato a version of the
story of Troilus and Criseida and Teseida a source of Chaucer s Knight s Tale Un
der Petrarch s urging Boccaccio abandoned composition in the vernacular and
under his guidance wrote exclusively in Latin The fruit of his labor was four
learned treatises among which is Genealogia Deorum Gentilium The Genealogy of
the Gentile Gods This work is an encyclopedic compendium in Latin of Pagan
mythology designed as a guide to the ancient poets culminating with a defense
of poetry against the criticisms of it that reach back to Plato s Republic In the
Preface Books 14 and 15 Boccaccio stands in a long line of practicing poets
who have written in defense of their art from Antiquity to the Romantic period

This synopsis of the authors lives and their works reveals a certain confluence
between Horace and Boccaccio Both lay out important critical theories about po
etry its nature and function Both deal with poetics in its narrow sense defined as a
system or body of theory about poetry and the principles or rules of composition
and in its broader sense as a descriptive or normative theory of literature Where
would one place Kalīla wa Dimna in this binary relation The answer lies in the
preface written by Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ A close reading of the preface reveals a poetics
conceived cross culturally He like Boccaccio espouses concepts harking back to
Horace as to the dual function of poetry to teach and to please He also meets
with Boccaccio in expounding an allegorical theory of literature that of composi
tional allegory as well as a hermeneutics consisting of an allegorical reading and
interpretation of texts or allegoresis In addition one can argue that both Ibn al
Muqaffaʿ and Boccaccio are precursors of the concept of interpretive communi
ties put forth by Stanley Fish in his modern reader response theory 13 According
to Fish interpretive communities are made up of those who share interpretative

12 See Boccaccio Giovanni, in The Reader s Companion to World Literature second ed Cal
vin S Brown ed New York A Mentor Book 1984 67 70 Vincent B Leitch Giovanni
Boccaccio 1313 1375, The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism Vincent B Leitch ed
New York W W Norton Company 2001 253 255

13 Stanley Fish Is There a Text in this Class The Authority of Interpretive Communities Cam
bridge Harvard University Press 1980
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strategies not for reading in the conventional sense but for writing texts and consti

tuting their properties 14 Hence the aim of this study is to bring to light this
trans cultural encounter of poetics one that I propose to call a triangulation of po
etics be it between Horace Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio or al Muqaffa ʿ Boc
caccio and Fish despite the cultural literary and linguistic disparity between Ibn al
Muqaffaʿ w s Kalīla wa Dimn a and the other authors respective works This will sho
how the literary performance of Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ is a presentation of literary theo
ries espoused by critics who preceded him and succeeded him elevating him to
the rank of prominent literary critics and theorists

I Context

In the first lines of his Introduction in a declarative and emphatic statement
Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ introduces Kalīla wa Dimna He then sheds some light on its
etiology and nature as well as its authors and their intentions

This is the book of Kalīla wa Dimna It is composed by the scholars of India It consists
of maxims and fables by means of which they aspired to put forth their most eloquent
thoughts in a manner of their choice The men of wisdom of every sect have always
sought to have their aim understood and thought of contrivances to bring to light the
knowledge they had acquired Hence they thought of placing these doctrines in the
mouths of birds and beasts and deemed it beneficial to have found a way of expression
and a form to adopt 15

Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ chooses to call attention to the wisdom and knowledge of its au
thors in order to introduce an alien literary genre and to lessen the incongruity
between the adopted form and its content Gholam Ali Karimi in Le conte
animalier dans la litterature Arabe avant la traduction de Kalīla wa Dimna states
that Kalīla wa Dimna seems to have inaugurated the tradition of fable and besti
aries in Arabic literature Acknowledging that there are some tales that give im
portance to animals before the fourth century he yet contends they do not have
the characteristics of fables and are classified as anecdotes He concludes by say
ing that we cannot talk of fable per say before the infiltration of the Persian cul

14 Quoted in Stephen D Moore Negative Hermeneutics Stanley Fish and the Biblical In
terpreter, Journal of the American Academy of Religion 54 4 Winter 1986 710

15 All translations and paraphrasing in this paper are rendered by the author from the Arabic
text edited by L Cheikho See Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 2 nd ed L Cheikho ed
Beirut Catholic Press 1923 46

Lo ji,j 1 9 1li jA ii
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ture under the ʿAbbasid period 16 Robert Irwin in The Arabic Beast Fable ex
plains that though a large corpus of beast fables in the Middle Ages were pro
duced in Arabic or translated into that language there was no word or phrase
that corresponds closely to the term fable or beast fable In his view this absence
of nomenclature corroborates the novelty of fables and the lack of classification
of such stories as a distinctive literary genre 17 Even in one of the prefaces of Ka
līla wa Dimna the one entitled Dabshalim the King and Baydaba the Philoso
pher written by ʿ Alī Ibn al Shāh al Fārisī we learn that animal roles were an
amusing novelty however what they uttered was wisdom appropriate to the
highest levels of the sciences arts and letters 18 Hence since readers would be
estranged from such a novel genre and may deem its use inappropriate Ibn al
Muqaffa ʿ sets out to justify it and to explain its modalities

In the Preface of his work Boccaccio refers to the occasion that prompted
him to write his encyclopedic work When he was a young man King Hugo IV
the king of Cyprus and Jerusalem from 1324 to 1358 asked him to write a work
on the mythology of Antiquity to compile a Genealogy of the Gentile Gods and
on the heroes who sprang from them Donino of Parma one of the king s dis
tinguished soldiers transmitted the king s request along with a justification for it

You added a further request that I explain the meaning which wise men had hidden
under this cover of absurd tales on the ground that his renowned Majesty thought it a
stupid notion for men learned nearly in every doctrine to spend time and labor merely
telling stories which are untrue and have only a literal meaning 19

This request reveals an incongruity similar to the one encountered in Ibn al Mu
qaffa ʿ s introduction between the form adopted by the learned men of Antiq
uity and the content this form embodies one that Boccaccio will move to de
fend It also reveals as in the former work that the authors of the tales are men
of great learning contrary to what some may think

One may presume that the king s request was instigated by the cultural and re
ligious setting of the Christian era In Medieval and Humanistic Perspectives in
Boccaccio s Concept and Defense of Poetry, Giovanni Gullace explains that
Plato s condemnation of poetry had never before the Christian era found such a
receptive audience Plato had lambasted poetry for containing no true knowledge
but simply appearances which are the sources of falsehood He also found poetry
misleading and dangerous to society as the words and actions it portrays might
be immoral or emotional Gullace adds that with the advent of Christianity and

16 Gholam Ali Karimi Le conte animalier dans la litterature Arabe avant la traduction de Ka
lila wa Dimna, Bulletin D etudes Orientates 28 1975 51

17 Robert Irwin The Arabic Beast Fable, Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes
55 1992 36

18 Jallad The Fables of Kalilah andDimnah 55
19 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 6
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throughout the medieval period poetry lost favor with a public dominated by
religious preoccupations alien to the poetic world The early Christian concep
tion of life leaned heavily towards asceticism and thought to obliterate whatever
appealed to sense enjoyment Churchmen leveled frequent attacks against poetry
and likened it to sinful pleasure Since poetry was a tradition of the pagan world
they rejected it altogether 20

Boccaccio s task was rendered more difficult because of the number of specific
charges against poets and their poetry A mere compilation and explanation of
the tales of the ancients would not suffice and would lose its validity without a
defense of poets and their works Charles G Osgood the translator of Boccac
cio s preface as well as of the fourteenth and fifteenth books of the Genealogia
Deorum Gentilium asserts that to explore and defend antiquity or mythology is
to explore and defend the art of poetry 21 As described in books IV and V of the
Genealogia maligners claim that poets are tale mongers or in lower terms liars
tellers of untrue stories They are accused of being seducers to evil and the se
ducers of the mind in addition to being philosophers apes As to their poetry it
is a useless futile and absurd craft poems are false obscure lewd and replete
with false absurd and silly tales of pagan gods Plato banished them from the
state Boethius called them the muses drabs Hence it is a crime to read them 22

Boccaccio vindicates a literary form that has been denigrated while Ibn al
Muqaffa ʿ defends a work prior to its denigration as if anticipating one Despite
the positive reception ofe Kalīla wa Dimn a in modern times its reception in th
Middle Ages was somehow negative As Irwin points out Ibn al Nadīm in the
tenth century catalogues in his Fihrist all the known literature of his century
though he devotes special attention to Kalīla wa Dimna he classifies the fables as
part of the larger category of miscellaneous prose such as treatises on farriery on
smells on coming across objects unexpectedly In his view they fall randomly
into his broader category of secular entertainment and instruction Since fable is
something which is not true he lists them as khurāfat stories that are deemed to
be both pretty and fictitious and therefore most suitable to be told in the eve
nings after work if they must be told at all Al Tawḥīdī a late tenth century au
thor suggested that such khurāfat were more suitable for women and children In
the category of such fiction he included Kalila wa DimnaP

20 Giovanni Gullace Medieval and Humanistic Perspectives in Boccaccio s Concept and
Defense of Poetry, Mediaevalia 12 1989 227

21 Charles S Osgood Introduction in Boccaccio on Poetry Being the Preface and the Fourteenth
and Fifteenth Books of Boccaccio s Genealogia Deorum Gentilium 1350 62 Charles S Osgood
trans Indianapolis and New York The Bobbs Merril Company inc 1956 xxix

22 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 35 Osgood Notes 154
23 Irwin The Arabic Beast Fable, 36 37
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II Authors

Both Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio deal with authorial intentions Boccaccio
the critic dwells on the nature of the task at hand cognizant of the difficulty of
unveiling authorial intentions and textual significations

I must proceed to tear the hidden significations from their tough sheathing and I prom
ise to do so though not to the last detail of the author s original intentions Who in our
day can penetrate the hearts of the Ancients Who can bring to light and life again
minds long since removed in death Who can elicit their meaning A divine task that
not human 24

This statement brings to mind what W K Wimsatt and Monroe C Beardsley re
fer to as the intentional fallacy 25 They coined this phrase in 1942 to describe
critical methods that seek to interpret a literary work by reference to the author s
intention They declare that the author s intentions are not available for study
and could never satisfactorily be recovered the work could only be read and
judged in its own terms without reference to extratextual information Yet Boc
caccio does not go as far as saying that the authors intentions are not desirable
as a standard for analyzing the given tales He does not proclaim the death of
the author, 26 an expression that came to mean the resistance to using informa
tion derived from the writer s life or known authorial intentions as part of the
process of interpretation since this presumes that the author imposes the final
limit on meaning and attributes to him or her self a godlike status 27 To the
contrary he invokes the ancients and states that he plans first to write what he
learns from them and then will try to discover the truth by the aid of many
commentators and authorities ancient and modern at his disposal Where they
fail to inform him and when he finds them inexplicit he will set down his own
opinion 28 relying upon what Osgood calls his poetic insight 29

Unlike Boccaccio Ibn al Muqaffaʿ is not estranged from authorial intentions
which consist of transmitting their wisdom He even urges the readers of this
book to know the facets it embodies and the author s purpose for using prov
erbs parables and analogies in addition to animals and non speaking crea
tures 30 He implores them not to be oblivious of the purpose of the Indian

24 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 11
25 See W K Wimsatt and Monroe C Beardsley The Intentional Fallacy, in 20f h Century

Criticism A Reader David Lodge ed London Longman 1972 344 345
26 See Roland Barthes The Death of the Author, in Image Music Text Peter Heath trans

London Fontana Press 1977 142 148
27 Death of the Author, in The Continuum Encyclopedia of Modem Criticism and Theory Julian

Wolfreys ed New York Continuum 2002 842
28 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 12
29 Osgood Introduction, xv
30 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 47
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scholars and not to think that the aim of the book is to tell stories about ani
mals

Both Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio portray their respective authors as men
of great learning distinguished by their wisdom or sapientia Perhaps Ibn al Mu
qaffa ʿ did not feel the need to dwell on the wisdom of the authors of the book
as their knowledge had already been highlighted in the introductions that narrate
the history of the work from its transmission from the time of its supposed
composition by the Indian sage Bidpai until his translation from Pahlavi into
Arabic Unlike him Boccaccio chose to put forth a lengthy defense of the poets
of Antiquity as a response to their denigration Despite his lack of knowledge re
garding authorial intentions he is able to shed some light on the qualities of the
Ancient authors or poets He describes them as great men nursed with the milk
of the Muses brought up in the very home of philosophy and disciplined in sa
cred studies 31 For them to become poets it is necessary to master the precepts
of grammar and rhetoric and to know the principles of the other Liberal Arts
both moral and natural to possess a strong and abundant vocabulary to behold
the monuments and relics of the Ancients to have in one s memory the history
of the nations and to be familiar with the geography of various lands of seas
rivers and mountains 32 The poets under study are the privileged few who re
ceive this gift of poetic fervor from heaven He attributes their poetic inven
tion to divine power springing from God s bosom, 33 rather than to human tal
ent Their words are the words of Holy Writ clear definite charged with unal
terable truth though often thinly veiled in figurative language 34 He asserts that
poets are beholders of a theological physical and moral truth Physical theology
is found in the great poets since they clothe many a physical and moral truth in
their inventions including within their scope not only the deeds of great men
but matters related to their gods 35

III Allegorical Texts

Both the learned men of Antiquity and the Indian sages of Bidpai impart their
wisdom and knowledge by means of texts displaying allegorical modalities The
former use myths and fables identified by Boccaccio as poetry the latter opt for
maxims and proverbs in addition to fables and bestiaries These modes of writ

4 i 0 4 5 if j i JlVila jt AiLblj31 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 54
32 Ibid 40
33 Ibid 41
34 Ibid 11
35 Ibid 122



20 MARIANNE MARROUM

ing have traditionally been subsumed by allegory They may be said to belong to
what critics call compositional allegory in order to differentiate it from inter
pretive allegory or allegoresis The former refers to the way a text is composed
namely with meanings of a possible moral religious political or personal import
embedded masked veiled or concealed under the surface of the story whose
elements have various forms and degrees of concealment Generally such texts
attempt to evoke a dual interest a secondary one in the events characters set
ting presented and a primary one in the ideas they are intended to convey or the
significance they bear Hence these narratives are intended to be read on two or
more levels literal and figurative As to interpretive Allegory or allegoresis it
stands for modes of interpretation of given texts However the readers exegesis
is not necessarily limited to works that are intended to be allegorized

Kalīla wa Dimna has been classified by critics as an allegorical text and rightly
so as it incorporates many of its characteristics Peter Heath identifies it as
prominent landmark of pre modern Islamic allegory as it introduces into Is
lamic literature a genre of beast fable that has attained a high degree of self
consciousness and self reflection He explains that the prefaces that narrate the
history of the work are replete with directives about how the book was formu
lated by a philosopher for the benefit of the intellectuals ʿuqalāʾ who should
seek in it the secrets of wisdom a l ḥikma In his view though the book largely
falls into the genre of political and moralistic allegory it also presents a rational
ist tradition of double meaning 36 Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ himself highlights this dual
ity a number of times He explains that the book comprises a surface/literal level
and a deeper/figurative one In many of his injunctions he urges its readers to be
aware of the apparent/exoteric ẓāhir and the secret/esoteric bāṭin meanings
He says

In a similar manner whoever reads this book and cannot attend to aim both in its sur
face and deep levels and does not reap any profit from its writing is like a man who
when offered a walnut cannot benefit from it until he cracks its shell 37

Boccaccio as well uses the image of the shell and the outer mythological cover
ing 38 to draw attention to the allegorical nature of the tales used by the Ancients
In his view poets express their very deepest meaning in their poems and conceal
it beneath their fables In his address to the king in Book 14 he informs him that
perhaps as he reads the king will wonder to see the meaning that was lately hid
den under a rough shell brought forth now into light as if one were to see fresh

36 Peter Heath Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna Ibn Sind with a Translation of the Book of the
Prophet Muhammad s Ascent to Heaven Philadelphia Philadelphia University Press 1992 4

37 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 47
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water gushing from a globe of fire 39 In his Life of Dante he is as explicit
about the allegorical nature of the fables He makes use of the traditional medie
val image of the hidden fruit in contrast to the bark and the visible leaves to
point to the presence of a hidden esoteric meaning He does not distinguish be
tween wisdom concealed as in pre Homeric riddles and disguised wisdom in au
thors like Homer which is hence accessible only to those who seek it 40 He says

So in order that truth acquired by toil should be more pleasing and that it should be
better preserved the poets concealed it under matters that appeared to be wholly con
trary to it They chose fables rather than any other form of concealment because their
beauty attracts those whom neither philosophic demonstrations nor persuasions could
have touched Was then shall we say of poets Shall we suppose that they are mad men
like those carping fools speaking and not knowing what they say On the contrary they
are profoundly intelligent in their methods as regards the hidden fruit and of an excel
lent and beautiful eloquence as regards the bark and visible leaves 41

Boccaccio uses another conventional Medieval image of allegory that of the
veil Since poets are not constrained by this bond to employ literal truth on

the surface of their inventions, 42 they transmit the truth they possess in a veiled
manner by means of poetic fiction As he puts it poetry veils the truth in a fair
and fitting garment of fiction 43 In his view there is no disgrace in using stories
and fables for

the word fable fabula has an honorable origin in the verb for,faris hence conversa
tion confabulatio which means only talking together collocutio Hence if it is a
sin to compose stories it is a sin to converse which only the veriest fool would admit
For nature has not granted us the power of speech unless for purposes of conversation
and the exchange of ideas 44

However he notes transmitting and exchanging ideas does not reduce poetry to
rhetoric He contends that poetry is superior to rhetoric though it was the prac
tice in the Middle Ages to subordinate poetry to grammar and rhetoric and
hence to debase it He declares that poets know and employ the precepts rules
and method of rhetoric Yet poetry transcends rhetoric in majesty of style and
dignity and particularly in the freedom and spontaneity of its invention espe
cially allegorical invention 45 He retorts Who but an ignoramus would dare to
say that poets purposely make their inventions void and empty trusting in the
superficial appearance of their tales to show their eloquence 46

39 Ibid 16
40 Ernst Robert Curtius European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages Willard R Trask trans

Bollingen Series XXXVI Princeton Princeton University Press 1990 205
41 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 52
42 Ibid 63
43 Ibid 39
44 Ibid 47
45 Osgood Notes, 160
46 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 52
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Boccaccio contends that poetry is in harmony with philosophy Poets never
veil with their inventions anything which is not wholly consonant with philoso
phy as judged by the opinions of the Ancients 47 The difference between poets
and philosophers is that of method Like philosophy poetry does arrive at the
truth though by different means

The philosopher everyone knows by a process of syllogizing disproves what he consid
ers false and in like manner proves his theory The poet conceives his thought by con
templation and wholly without the help of syllogism veils it as subtly and skillfully as
he can under the outward semblance of his invention 48

In addition to being philosophers poets are craftsmen Using etymology Boc
caccio proves that poets are not liars as some choose to portray them Detractors
carelessly choose to attribute the origin of poetry to poio pois which is but Latin

fingo,fwgis which is to cheat or deceive by made up stories In his view poetry
is rather derived from a very ancient Greek word poetes which in Latin means
exquisite discourse exquisita locutio 49 Hence he defines poetry as a sort of fer
vid and exquisite invention with fervid expression in speech or writing of that
which the mind has invented 50 He emphasizes the careful disposition of words
on the one hand and on the other the existence of a hidden meaning an alle
gorical significance Unlike the exponents of formalism he does not favor the
cultivation of an artistic technique at the expense of subject matter To the con
trary he works a symbiosis of the two True his definition of poetry relies on
form for whatever is composed under a veil and thus exquisitely wrought is
poetry and poetry alone 51 Yet he highlights the allegorical significance of po
etry and its content Fiction is a form of discourse which under guise of inven
tion illustrates or proves an idea 52

Hiding or concealing or veiling and disguising the truth leads to the obscu
rity of poetry a fact that Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ acknowledges and Boccaccio defends
Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ brings to notice the obscure information the learned youth finds
engraved in his heart one however that turns out to be useful at the opportune
time They found engraved in their hearts some obscure information they were
cognizant that what is at hand is a written coded text 53 Boccaccio retorts that
obscurity is not confined to poetry poets are obscure so too are the philoso

47 Ibid 79
48 Ibid 79
49 Ibid 40
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phers and the writers of the scriptures The thoughts proceeding from the Holy
Ghost are full of ambiguities yet critics for fear of blasphemy do not accuse
them of deliberate obscurity for the sake of appearing clever If the concealment
of the truth is right in the Bible which is meant for the multitude it is much
more permissible in poetry which is meant for but the few As to philosophers
their close reasoning is not always simple and clear as they say an oration
should be 54 Referring to Plato and Aristotle he states that they abound in dif
ficulties so tangled and involved that they have yielded no clear nor consistent
meaning 55

The rendering of obscure poetry is for Boccaccio a religious duty Poetry seeks
to protect the truth from the many and it makes it available for the few The
poet thinks himself obliged to keep the multitude from debasing the truth that
originates from God For we are forbidden by divine command to give that
which is holy to dogs or to cast pearls before swine 56 Elaborating on such du
ties he adds Rather where matters truly solemn and memorable are too much
exposed it is his office by every effort to protect as well as he can and removes
them from the gaze of the irreverent that they cheapen not by too common fa
miliarity 57 As such while philosophy is without question the keenest investi
gator of truth, poetry becomes its most faithful guardian protecting it as she
does beneath the veil of her art 58

In a similar manner Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ lays bare the elitist nature of poetry and
its philosophical hermeticism He states that the fourth objective of the book
the most sublime is addressed specifically to the philosopher Hence it is ine
luctably addressed to the few those who are able to dwell on its esoteric mean
ings and hidden secrets This aim is at variance with the third objective which
draws the curiosity of the many the kings and the gentry alike and as such is
comprehensible and attractive to a broad spectrum of readers

It is worthy to note that Ibn al Muqaffaʿ himself employs fables in his intro
duction as a philosophical vehicle be it to expound the poetics of Kalīla wa
Dimna and the hermeneutics it engenders or to put forth his own philosophical
doctrines He produces a literary work artistically and didactically on par with
the original Pahlavi fables Nonetheless in an interesting reversal that reveals his
artistry he uses fables to illustrate his clearly stated philosophical views regarding
rationality knowledge active engagement destiny to name a few His approach
contrasts with the book of fables where meaning is embedded and has to be ex
tracted by the reader Furthermore Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ gives prominence to his phi
losophy when he places his doctrines at the centre of his introduction as a core

54 Ibid 58
55 Ibid 58
56 Ibid 62
57 Ibid 59
58 Ibid 84



24 MARIANNE MARROUM

and frames them with the description of the book its etiology and aim In both
instances as with Boccaccio fiction acquires the characteristics of philosophical
reflection

IV To Teach and to Please

From Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s and Boccaccio s allegorical definition of poetry stems a
twofold power that rehearses and reiterates the Horatian dictum to instruct and
delight binding them into a triangular poetics Osgood along with other critics
asserts that Boccaccio owned a copy of Horace s Ars Poetica 59 As to whether Ibn
al Muqaffaʿ owned or read Horace s work nothing can be said but one may sug
gest that he was acquainted with it

Horace in his renowned text views poetry as a craft and sheds some light on
the poet s aims which he views as either to benefit or amuse or to utter words
at once both pleasing and helpful to life 60 Likewise Boccaccio regards poetry as
an art or skill not empty but full of sap 61 that provides profit and pleasure to

the reader 62 In the opening paragraph of his introduction Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ de
scribes the book as one that infuses wisdom and delight 63

For Horace Boccaccio and Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ pleasure may be brought by the
satisfaction of the canons of art For Horace this canon consists of decorum
which requires that the poet fit the part to the whole the subject to the appro
priate genre meter and language to both character and circumstance For Boc
caccio as stated earlier the canon consists of a fervid and exquisite invention
which appeals to the delight of taste and physical enjoyment For Ibn al
Muqaffa ʿ this delight of taste is engendered by the ornamentation engravings
and illustrations that accompany the book and not by any linguistic means

One facet of this pleasure or the dulce resides in the emotional impact poetry
has on its readers or hearers Horace states that Not enough is it for poems to
have beauty they must have charm and lead the hearer s soul where they will 64
Echoing Horace Boccaccio highlights the pleasure poetic fables produce attribut

59 Osgood Notes, 166
60 Horace Ars Poetica or Epistle to the Pisos, in Horace Satires Epistles and Ars Poetica with

an English Translation H Rushton Faircclough transl Cambridge The Loeb Classical Li
brary Harvard University Press 1999 478 479
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ing it concurrently to form and content namely to the veiling of the truth in a
fair and fitting garment and to the narration of pleasant stories He gives the ex
ample of princes who have been deeply engaged in important matters but after
the noble and happy disposal of their affairs of state obey as it were the warning
of nature and revive their spent forces by calling about them such men as will re
new their weary minds with diverting stories and conversation 65 Likewise Ibn
al Muqaffa ʿ declares that one of the aims of the book is to give pleasure to certain
groups of people The second is to portray animals of various kinds and colors
as a diversion for the kings instigating them to cherish the book and value it be
cause of its illustrations 66 In addition to kings the book is intended to delight
the young The ministry of animals was intended to entice the shallow youth to
acquire the book and read it for entertainment so to affect their hearts 67

Another facet of this dulce resides in the alleviation of pain which stands for
the negative definition of pleasure in contrast to the positive one the presence
of pleasure For both Horace and Boccaccio poetry uplifts dejected spirits and
has a rejuvenating power Horace states that the poet to the helpless and sick at
heart brings comfort 68 In the same way Boccaccio points out to the healing
power of fiction By fiction too the strength and spirits of great men worn out
in the strain of serious crises have been restored 69 Elsewhere he adds Fiction
has in some cases sufficed to lift the oppressive weight of adversity and furnish
consolation 70

Poetry can perform the function of the dulce and utile concurrently Horace
commends the poets who are capable of teaching the reader while pleasing him
He has won every vote who has blended profit and pleasure at once delighting

and instructing the reader 71 Boccaccio confirms that poetry teaches by the very
charm of its beauty and its music and not by precept alone 72 Quoting Petrarch

65 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 50
66 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 52
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68 Horace To Augustus, in Horace Satires Epistles and Ars Poetica with an English Transla
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University Press 1999 406 407
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he states Such majesty of style and dignity are not intended to hinder those
who wish to understand but rather propose a delightful task and are designed to
enhance the reader s pleasure and keep with care and support his memory 73
That being so the dulce for Boccaccio can paradoxically bring about edification
Correspondingly Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ posits a causal relation between pleasure and
instruction He contends that the entertainment the fables offer can coax the
young into learning The learned youth memorize the book at hand and conse
quently find themselves involuntarily and unknowingly instructed They are
like a young man who when reaching manhood suddenly finds that his parents
have left him a deed that would spare him the hard work of earning a livelihood
and is enriched with a wisdom that relieves him from seeking any further knowl
edge in other types of letters 74 Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s reference to the involuntarily
edified young lads is commensurate with the story of Robert the son of King
Charles narrated by Boccaccio

How as a boy he was so dull that it took the utmost skill and patience of his master to
teach him the mere elements of letters When all his friends were merely in despair of
his doing anything his master by the most subtle skill as were lured his mind with the
fables of Aesop into so grand a passion for study and knowledge that in a brief time he
not only learned the Liberal Arts familiar to Italy but entered with wonderful keenness
of mind into the very inner mysteries of sacred philosophy In short he made himself a
king whose superior in learning men have not seen since Solomon 75

In both cases to use Boccaccio s terms it is clear that Through fiction the
mind that is slipping into inactivity is recalled into a state of better and more
vigorous fruition 76 Hence fables and the outer glitter of poetry lead to the
fashioning of men of superior leaning comparable to the well rounded indi
viduals of the subsequent Renaissance period

Despite the possible concurrence of the two functions of poetry the dulce et
utile for Horace Ibn al Muqaffaʿ and Boccaccio the useful has prominence over
the delightful and is of a greater import Some critics may think that Horace is
more preoccupied with delight and careful craft than with moral edification In
fact Horace differentiates between various kinds of poets He believes that while
some poets aim at merely giving pleasure delectare others aim at the improve
ment of their readers prodesse Still others aim at combining both As J Tate
notes Horace regards the true poet as someone who ought to instruct He
adds that the ought is that of expediency and not of morality because the au

73 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 61 62
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dience or an important section of the audience desires it and therefore is the
best policy 77

Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ emphasizes that Kalīla wa Dimna is not essentially written for
delight It is imperative for the one who looks at our book not to set his goal to
skim through it to enjoy the engraving and illustrations that often accompany it
but to study its fables up to the last page and to read closely every single parable
and word it incorporates 78 He reiterates the word profit in the series of norma
tive statements that frame his philosophical message Nonetheless he stresses
that the wisdom gained from the reading of the fables loses its intrinsic value if it
is neither transmitted to others and nor put to practice If a sensible man un
derstands this book assimilates its knowledge pursues its reading till the end
and knows what it embodies he should act according to what he has learned
from it in order to reap some profit and should set it as a model to shape his
behavior and a path he should not deviate from 79 He goes on to assert his view
using the following maxims It has been said that knowledge is deficient with
out action Knowledge is like a tree and action is its fruit A learned man should
put to practice what he acquires in order to benefit from it Failing to do so he
cannot be called wise 80 Ibn al Muqaffa c follows the Greek belief that poetry
contains and must contain not only secret wisdom but also universal practical
knowledge 81

Turning to Boccaccio he maintains that the poet is essentially a dispenser of
truth and not of pleasure as was believed by the Christian community He brings
to the fore a number of aspects pertaining to the usefulness of poetry in its theo
retical and practical aspects He refutes Plato s classic condemnations that poets
are corrupters of morals if the reader is prompted by a healthy mind not a dis
eased one they will prove actual stimulators to virtue either subtle or poignant
as occasion requires 82 One aspect of the usefulness of poetry consists of moral
edification In Boccaccio s view poets are useful to the individual as they rouse

77 J Tate Horace and the Moral Function of Poetry, The Classical Quarterly 22 2 1928 68
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the reader s mind to higher feelings 83 Their fiction subdue s the senses with
the mind 84 and has been the means of quelling minds aroused to mad rage
and subduing them to their pristine gentleness 85 In a lengthy passage he ex
pounds the multifarious effects of poetry

It can arm kings marshal them for war launch whole fleets from their clocks nay coun
terfeit sky land sea adorn young maidens with flowery garlands portray human charac
ter in its various phases awake the idle stimulate the dull restrain the rash subdue the
criminal and distinguish excellent men with their proper meed of praise 86

Likewise Horace acknowledges and praises the moral edification poetry effectu
ates In his epistle To Augustus he states describing the poet

Though a poor soldier and slow in the field he serves the State if you grant that even
by small things are great ends helped The poet fashions the tender lisping lips of child
hood even then he turns the ear from unseemly words presently too he moulds the
hearts by kindly precepts correcting roughness and envy and anger He tells of noble
deeds equips the rising age with famous examples and to the helpless and sick at heart
brings comfort 87

Nevertheless Horace Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio are aware that some of
their readers or listeners are not edified by poetry and fables Horace differenti
ates between the hearers who merely desire pleasure and those who demand in
struction Boccaccio categorizes people into the learned and the unlearned
Such then is the power of fiction that it pleases the unlearned by its external

appearance and exercises the minds of the learned with its hidden truth and
thus both are edified and delighted with one and the same perusal 88 Ibn al Mu
qaffa ʿ also distinguishes between those who read the book for edification and
those for pleasure Wise men choose to read it for instruction and ignorant men
for the entertainment it offered 89

83 Ibid 105
84 Ibid 39
85 Ibid 50
86 Ibid 39 40
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V Readers and Interpretive Communities

Allegory requires not only a particular way of writing narratives but of reading
and interpreting There is in allegory an intrinsic need for allegoresis Both Ibn
al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio contend that edification requires the unveiling of a
hidden and disguised truth as the pedagogic merit lies beyond the literal sense
and could only be achieved through interpretation However Boccaccio asserts
that it is not one of the poet s various functions to rip up and lay bare that
meaning which lies hidden in his inventions 90 Who then would remove the
veil if it is not the author Clearly it is the reader Hence Boccaccio presents us
with a hermeneutics consisting of an interpretive act or allegoresis that shifts the
emphasis from the author and the text to the reader while still acknowledging
that the author is the conveyor of this concealed or veiled signification So does
Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ with the series of injunctions addressed to the readers to help
him break through the hermeticism of the allegorical text These injunctions
which constitute the bulk of his preface and frame his philosophy set an appro
priate hermeneutical methodology Consequently his preface becomes a mani
festo of hermeneutics in addition to being a vehicle for philosophical expres
sion

As stated earlier Boccaccio s definition of fiction is allegorical and ineluctably
requires the reader s stripping the surface of the poetic cover in order to reach
the meaning the author has embedded Fiction is a form of discourse which
under the guise of invention illustrates or proves an idea and as its superficial
aspect is removed the meaning of the author is clear 91 Boccaccio follows the
steps of medieval writers who commonly refer to the interpretive act as a crack
ing open of the shell to obtain the nourishing seed in the context of both bibli
cal exegesis and secular enarratio For example Dominicus Gundissalinus refers
to the author s intention as the kernel to neglect the intention is to leav e the
kernel intact and to eat the poor shell Both the writer who performs allegoresis
on a classical text and the reader who interprets an allegorical fiction extract the
kernel of the truth from the husk removing the veil or integumentum that con
ceals the meaning 92

Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ refers to the reader as one who has to extract the meaning the
author has concealed like a walnut from its shell Whoever reads this book and
cannot attend to aim both in its surface and deep levels and does not reap any
profit from its writing is like a man who when offered a walnut cannot benefit

90 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 59
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from it until he cracks its shell 93 He then offers the readers directives as to how
interpretation should proceed Such a hermeneutical paradigm consists first of
all to be cognizant that the primary aim of the book is not to tell stories about
animals The reader has to be aware that the fables comprise two levels Subse
quently s/he has to perform a leap from its surface exoteric level to its deeper
esoteric one Failing to do so is an act of ignorance hindering any kind of edifi
cation

Similarly the ignorant who do not think deeply about this book those who fail to dwell
on its secret meanings and are satisfied with the superficial meanings disregarding the
deeper ones are like the man who has the knowledge of philosophy yet spends his time
in merriment He is like the farmer who did not gain any benefit from having spent his
time rooting out the thorns out of a field picking the wild flowers around his plants and
neglecting to tend them 94

Heath describes such a hermeneutic approach that assumes a semantic bifurca
tion between exoteric ẓāhir and esoteric bāṭin levels of meanings as radical In
his view it is at variance with the standard approach of traditionalist Qurʾanic
commentary tafsīr which assembles materials of a historical and philological
nature to help clarify and explain the meaning of the text However he notes
the Qurʾan provides foundation for this radical stance when it states that its text
consists of verses whose meaning is clear and others whose verses are ambigu
ous 95

As to Boccaccio he chooses his own interpretive tools rules and stratagem
by means of which he is able to decipher the allegorical text Rather than follow
to the letter the Medieval traditional fourfold interpretation consisting of the
literal moral allegorical and anagogical levels he opts for a simpler classifica
tion As Osgood explains Boccaccio was aware that trying to unfold all four tra
ditional meanings in each myth would impede his freedom and pleasure His fa
vorite interpretations were the deeper ones the moral and the allegorical in con
trast to the superficial one the literal 96 Boccaccio dwells on the difficulty of the

93 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 47

4 i o i jo Is jl jOj i jSj4 9 U 0 j i A jl
94 Ibid 52
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UjW J 4 JLTsjuW Sjjlj 1 jLij95 Heath Allegory and Philosophy in Avicenna 195

96 Osgood Introduction, xviii



IBN AL MUQAFFʿ S KALĪLA WA DIMNA AND BOCCACCIO S ON POETRY 31

leap from a surface to a deeper level He states that in some cases the nature of
the veiling and the language of the author may be a hindrance

Some things though naturally clear perhaps are so veiled by the artist s skill that
scarcely anyone could by mental effort derive sense from them as the immense body of
the sun when hidden in clouds cannot be exactly located by the eye of the most learned
astronomer 97

At other times the veil exists in the minds of the audience and not in the lan
guage of the poet Some truths are so profound that though expressed in the
clearest terms they will appear obscure to most people

These cavillers should have realized that when things perfectly clear seem obscure it is
the beholder s fault To a half blind man even when the sun is shining its brightest the
sky looks cloudy Some things are naturally so profound that not without difficulty can
the most exceptional keenness in intellect sound their depth 98

Though Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio uphold a traditional view that meaning
is embedded in a text to be extracted they concurrently expound a more mod
ern position that brings to mind Fish s early reader response criticism Such a
stance allows the text to retain its manipulative role in relation to the reader and
yet posits meaning as an experience one has in the course of reading Literature
as a consequence is not regarded as a fixed object of attention but a sequence of
events that unfold within the reader s mind 99 The emergence of meaning re
sides in the reading process and stems from it Hence the locus of signification
for both Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ and Boccaccio comes to be seen in the reading con
sciousness 100 As such both authors offer their readers some guidelines as to the
process of approaching their allegorical texts Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ states that reading
should be characterized by patience reflection and scrutiny

It is imperative for the one who looks at our book not to set his goal to skim through it
to enjoy the engraving and illustrations that often accompany it but to study its fables
up to the last page and to read closely every single parable and word it incorporates 101

Boccaccio dwells on a process of reading that is congruent with the one dictated
by Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ In order to appreciate poetry and unwind its difficult invo
lutions the reader has to follow these guidelines You must read you must pre

97 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 59
98 Ibid 59
99 Jane P Tompkins An Introduction to Reader Response Criticism in Reader Response

Criticism From Formalism to Post Structuralism Jane P Tompkins ed Baltimorejohn Hop
kins University Press 1980 xvi xvii

100 Moore Negative Hermeneutics, 709 See Fish Is There a Text in this Class 21 67
101 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 51 52
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serve you must sit up nights 102 The process of reading should not be discur
sive as it will not enable the reader to derive any profit from the stories and will
push him/her to believe that poets invented useless shallow and harmful tales In
addition the readers of the tales of Antiquity like those of the Indian Fables
must inquire and exercise their rational faculties Wherefore I again grant that
poets are at times obscure but invariably explicable if approached by a sane
mind 103 The truth to be discovered is not and should not be easily accessible
but should be the object of strong intellectual effort challenging the reader not
to succumb to sloth and to exert his utmost mental power

Boccaccio puts forth a second modern view of a reader who succeeds in un
veiling not merely a fixed and stable repository of meaning but in engendering
one that is in the process of formation The reader becomes the critic who deliv
ers the pregnant text What is more fitting than to unite with such discourse the
pregnant meaning of a myth 104 Such a text does not embody one meaning but
multiple significations construed by multiple potential interpretations

Surely no one can believe that poets invidiously veil the truth with fiction either to de
prive the reader of the hidden sense or to appear the more clever but rather to make
truths which would otherwise cheapen by exposure the object of strong intellectual ef
fort and various interpretation that in ultimate discovery they shall be more pre
cious 105

Clearly this multiplicity of interpretation owes its existence to the fact that
these myths contain more that one single meaning They may indeed be called
polyseme that is of multifold sense 106 In Boccaccio s view this multiplicity
was earlier acknowledged and commended by Saint Augustine in The City of God
Book Eleven when he states that the obscurity of the divine word was a source of
enrichment as it caused many opinions about the truth to be started and dis
cussed each reader seeing some fresh meaning in it 107

This multiplicity or instability of interpretation brings to the fore another
avant garde hermeneutics whereby the reader for Boccaccio and as we shall see
for Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ becomes the producer of meaning dethroning and supersed
ing the author Boccaccio urges the reader to do the following If one way does
not lead to the desired meaning take another if obstacles arise then still an
other until if your strength holds out you will find that clear which at first
looked dark 108 This statement is reminiscent of the distinction E D Hirsh Jr
makes between the validity of interpretation which implies the correspondence

102 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 62
103 Ibid 60
104 Ibid 104
105 Ibid 60
106 Osgood Introduction, xvii
107 Boccaccio Boccaccio on Poetry 60
108 Ibid 62



IBN AL MUQAFFA S KALlLA WA DIMNA AND BOCCACCIO S ON POETRY 33

of an interpretation to a meaning represented by the text and conceived by the
author in contrast to inventiveness of interpretation 109 Boccaccio tends towards
inventiveness in the reading of the pagan myths and fables One can argue that
his exegesis is determined and shaped by a specific explicit belief system that of
the Christian community He reconciles the pagan and Christian elements in
order to salvage the literature of the ancients from religious condemnations and
denigration To use Robert de Beaugrande s phrase he shifts from the ethical
mandate of traditional criticism serving the interest of truth and objective
knowledge to a political mandate serving the critic and his or her commu
nity 110 Boccaccio posits himself as a member of a Christian interpretive com
munity when he extracts a Christian structure of meaning or truths that might be
at odds with the original authorial intentions and the form that embodies them
The mechanism of this process is described by Fish in his own reading

Rather than intention and its formal realization producing interpretation the normal
picture interpretation creates intention and its formal realization by creating the condi
tions in which it becomes possible to pick them out In other words in the analyses of
these lines from Lycidas I did what critics always do I saw what my interpretive prin
ciples permitted or directed me to see and then I turned around and attributed what I
had seen to a text and an intention 111

Hence Boccaccio s interpretation ceases to be an art of construing and be
comes as Fish would see it an art of constructing 112 Instead of decoding the
fables and myths he makes them

Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ like Boccaccio puts forth in the opening and closing lines of
his preface a hermeneutics that brings to mind Fish s interpretive communities
Despite his fear of not having the authors intentions understood he in the
opening and closing of this preface undermines the authors authority by indi
rectly foregrounding the readers as members of a variety of interpretive commu
nities It is true that in a conventional manner he calls for the active engagement
of a reading subject to extract the esoteric meanings posited by the wise scholars
of India yet he denotes that this meaning is established as much by the reader as
by the author He abolishes the existence of the text as an entity which always
remains the same from one moment to the next Adopting a modern stance he
views the text as a protean entity dependent on the subjectivity of specific kinds
of readers who assign to the text its properties As such in their reading they
write it either as philosophical artistic entertaining or informative text or one

109 E D Hirsh Jr Validity in Interpretation New Haven and London Yale University Press
1967 10

110 Quoted in Moore Negative Hermeneutics 712 see Robert de Beaugrande Surprised
by Syncretism Cognition and Literary Criticism Exemplified by E D Hirsh Stanley Fish
and J Hillis Miller Poetics 12 1983 116

111 Fish Is There a Text in this Class 163
112 Ibid 327
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that is a source of employment depending on the interpretive community they
belong to Paradoxically their writing of the text is acknowledged and aimed at
by the original authors of the fables who favor one interpretive community over
the others namely that of the philosophers He says

It is essential for the reader of this book to know that this book has four parts and aims
The ministry of animals was intended to entice the shallow youth to acquire the book
and read it for entertainment so to affect their hearts The second is to portray animals
of various kinds and colors as a diversion for the kings instigating them to cherish the
book and value it because of its illustrations Third is to drive the royalty and the gen
try to acquire the book leading to the proliferation of its copyists contributing to its
lasting preservation and bringing employment to the copyists and illustrators alike The
fourth aim the most sublime addresses the philosopher 5

Hence a community of interpreters produces the text with their interpretive
strategies and would continue to do so as it has happened since Kalīla wa
Dimna s inception The fables have been appropriated by a variety of interpretive
communities and were subjected to their rewriting preempting authorial author
ity and intentions H J Blackman in the Fable as Literature explains that the
book translated from Sanskrit was thus domesticated in Zoroastrian Islamic
Christian and Hebrew religious cultures and the various versions have interpola
tions and adaptations suited to the purpose of the translators in his own cultural
content 114 In fact Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ himself as a translator of the text greatly
adapted his material to suit his literary objectives and to make known and ap
preciated the cultural values of his Persian civilization and that of India 115 The
end result is with Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ as with Boccaccio a cross cultural encounter
in addition to a hybrid poetics and an avant garde hermeneutics foreshadowing a
modern reader response Fishian theory

113 Ibn al Muqaffaʿ Kalīla wa Dimna 52

114 H J Blackman the Fable as Literature London and Dover The Athlone Press 1985 16
115 Seejallad Translator s Forward, 25



Short Stories in Classical Arabic Literature
The Case of Khālid and Umm Salama

Jaakko Hameen Anttila University of Helsinki

In his lifetime the courtier orator and tribal nobleman Khālid ibn Ṣafwān
d 135/752 1 was rather famous Stories circulated about his witty answers and

extemporized jokes his masterful use of language in both panegyrizing and sati
rizing people was admired or feared and his sometimes outspoken sermons to
the high and mighty reminded the Caliphs and their court of the basic religious
truth that there is more to life and death than meets the mortal eye In a
lighter vein he was also known and laughed at for his misogyny and his ava
rice bukhl Yet he left us no written works

Until the mid eighth century little prose literature had been written in Arabic
The epistolary genre was taking its first steps and translations from Persian had
started to be made However one cannot as yet speak of any developed prose lit
erature during this time Later in the eighth century philologists started system
atically collecting verses rare words and ancient expressions writing down stories
and sayings derived from the mouths of the uncouth but at the same time un
spoiled Bedouins the genuine speakers of Arabic Historians started working with
script collecting oral lore from those who still remembered or had heard of ear
lier events which had been crucial in moulding the emergent Arab Islamic em
pire and writing these akhbār down Historical monographs were compiled on
the birth of Islam the early internal wars in the empire and various other subjects

It was probably historical interest that led Abū l Ḥasan ʿ Alī ibn Muḥammad
al Madāʾinī d between 215 235/830 850 2 to collect a great deal of material
that was in circulation at his time and to compile several monographs on various
events and characters 3 One of the persons who caught his attention was Khālid

1 For the date of his death see Yāqūt Irshād al arīb ilā maʿrifat al adī b ed D S Margoliouth
I VII E J W Gibb Memorial Publications VI 2nd ed London Luzac Co 1923 1931
IV 160 165 I have discussed Khālid in two articles in the early 1990s Jaakko Hameen
Anttila Unity and Variation in a Medieval Anecdote in The Middle East Unity and Di
versity Papers from the Second Nordic Conference on Middle Eastern Studies Copenhagen 22 25
October 1992 Heikki Palva and Knut S Vikor eds Nordic Proceedings in Asian Studies
no 5 1993 153 164 and Khālid ibn Ṣafwān The Man and the Legend Studia Orien
talia 73 1994 69 166 In the latter I also gave a translation here revised of the story dis
cussed in this paper and in the former an analysis of its various versions

2 Fuat Sezgin Geschichte des arabischen Schrifitums I Leiden Brill 1967 314 315
3 For a list of his works mostly later lost see especially Ibn al Nadīm Fihrist I II Gustav

Fliigel ed Leipzig F C W Vogel 1871 100 104 translation in Bayard Dodge The Fihrist
of al Nadīm A Tenth Century Survey of Muslim Culture I II Records of Civilization Sources
and Studies LXXXIII New York Columbia University Press 1970 220 227 The mono
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ibn Ṣafwān In the early ninth century Khālid was still famous and there were
plenty of stories about him still in circulation for al Madāʾinī to collect 4 Like so
many other works by him and by his contemporaries this book was lost but not
before it had been extensively excerpted by al Balādhurī d 279/892 for his
Ansāb al ashrāf vol 7/1 55 89

Al Balādhurī s work contains more than 110 stories about Khālid mainly de
rived from al Madāʾinī s lost monograph in many stories the isnād leads ex
plicitly back to al Madāʾinī in many others we have to presume that the stories
come from the same source 5

Among the stories told by al Madāʾinī there are some that are of considerable
length the longest being those in Ansāb 7/1 65 67 and 77 79 6 The first belongs
to the genre of maqāmāt al ʿulamāʾ the latter to tribal mufākhara or maḥāsin wa
masāwī Both consist mainly of Khālid s long and eloquent speeches These stories
are more focused on the use of language than on developing narrative structures It
is probable that neither of these anecdotes is an accurate report of what Khālid had

actually said as the speeches are very ornate and complicated and should have
been written down immediately after the performance to have been transmitted in
an authentic form We do not know who recreated the versions that found a place
in al Madāʾinī s book and thence in Ansāb But the speeches would probably have
been taken as the actual words of Khālid by al Madāʾinī as well as by his infor
mants and audience In this sense al Madāʾinī s material is historical 7

Most of the stories however are rather brief Two such brief stories deserve our
attention in the light of what later became of them The first Ansāb 7/1 59 reads

al Madāʾinī from ʿAdī ibn al Faḍl who told that Khālid said Do not marry one wife so
that when she menstruates you will menstruate with her 8 and when she is in childbed

graph on Khālid is mentioned on p 104 Dodge Fihrist 226 Another later lost mono
graph on Khālid was compiled by ʿAbdalʿazīz ibn Yaḥyā al Julūdī d after 330/941 see
Ibn al Nadīm Fihrist 115 Dodge Fihrist 252 The latter monograph seems to be quoted
in Abū Hilāl al ʿ Askarī Dīwān al maʿānī I II Bayrūt Dār al jīl s a repr of ed al Qāhira
1352 A H 1,291 292

4 We have no information on the extent of al Madāʾinī s monograph but the work was
probably a booklet which perhaps did not much exceed the article on Khālid in al
Balādhurī sn Ansāb al ashrāf 7/1 Ramzī Baʿlabakkī ed Bibliotheca Islamica 28i Beirut i
Kommission bei United Distributing co 1997 55 89

5 This is true especially in cases where we have after one item explicitly derived from al
Madāʾinī others that simply begin with wa qāla Khālid or the like In some cases the paral
lel tradition proves this derivation correct

6 Both are given in Ansāb without an isnad but the closest preceding isnād in both cases
leads to al Madāʾini and the subsequent stories are thus probably derived from him

7 Al Jāḥiẓ Kitāb al Bayān wa l tabyīn I IV ʿAbdassalām Muḥammad Hārūn ed repr
Bayrūt Dār al jīl s a I 317 318 was confident that both Khālid s and Shabīb ibn
Shayba s speeches had been transmitted up to his time in an authentic form but I cannot
share his belief

8 I e during her periods you will have no legally and ritually pure bedfellow so that you
too may be said to share her state
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you will be there too When she is away visiting someone you are when it comes to
having sex as if you were away and when she travels it is as if you were travelling too
When she is sick it is as if you were sick too Do not marry two wives you would be
between two evils sbarratayn nor three you would be as a cauldron on three stones
athāfī Do not marry four wives they will wear you out yujfirnaka and make you old

and penniless

Ibn Ribāṭ al Fuqaymī said to him You have forbidden everything that God has al
lowed 9 Khālid answered Better than that is having two loaves of bread two old rags
and two jugs and worshipping God 10

The story presents Khālid as speaking against marriage but here he is not so
much a misogynist as in some other stories In this anecdote his adverse attitude
towards women is explained in his final words by his piety and asceticism which
are recurrent themes in many Khālid stories Mostly however his frugal life style
is related to his meanness not to a nobler characteristic and we may perhaps as
sume that here too there is at least a hint at avarice 11

The story is told with little context His interlocutor Durust ibn Ribāṭ al Fuqay
mi is a little known contemporary of Khālid He seems to have had during his
own time some slight reputation as a poet 12 and he is mentioned in a few anec
dotes in connection with the same persons whom we know to have been ac
quainted with Khālid 13 Thus there is nothing inherently unhistorical in the anec
dote moving around in the same society the two would probably have known
each other Had they not met each other one cannot easily see what motive there
would have been for connecting Khālid with a person scarcely known by later
generations Thus we may a priori accept the story as basically historical even if it
may have undergone changes during the period of its oral circulation The saying
of Khālid is also brief enough not to tax the memory of the narrators If Khālid did
not say exactly what the anecdote claims him to have said he may well have said
something like it And his interlocutor may well have been Ibn Ribāṭ

9 Cf Q 66 1 quoted and discussed below
10 For the last maxim of Khālid cf Ansāb 7/1 58 and Hameen Anttila Khālid no 80 The

story about Khālid is very similar to a saying attributed to an anonymous Bedouin in al
Rāghib al Iṣfahānī Muḥāḍarāt al udabāʾ I IV Bayrūt Dār maktabat al ḥayāh 1961 III
202 and cf also the previous anecdote in III 201

11 Note especially the last item in Khālid s speech against marrying the wives will make him
penniless

12 Al Firūzābādī al Qāmūs al muḥīṭ I IV aṭ Ṭāhir Aḥmad al Zāwī ed 3rd ed al Dār al
ʿarabiyya li l kitāb 1980 s v DRST defines him as a poet He is probably not to be iden
tified with Durust al Muʿallim who lived in Baghdad and is mentioned in al Ṣafadī Kitāb
al Wāfī bi l wafayāt XIV Sven Dedering ed Bibliotheca Islamica 6n Wiesbaden in
Kommission bei Franz Steiner 1982 9 10

13 Al Jahiz Kitab al Bayan wa l tabyin I IV Abdassalam Muhammad Harun ed Bayrut
Dar al Jāḥiẓ s a repr II 166 al Āb ī Natbr al dur r I VII ʿAlī Muḥammad al Bajāwī et al
eds al Qāhira al Hayʾa al Miṣriyya al ʿāmma li l kitāb 1981 1991 here II 192 on the
authority of al Aṣmaʿī mentions him having visited Bilāl ibn abī Burda when the latter
was imprisoned In Bayān II 284 there is an invective verse on Ibn Ribāṭ by al Farazdaq
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As such the saying fits well with the pithy nature of most of Khālid s sayings
We may easily conceive this piece having been received as such by al Madāʾinī
from his informant ʿ Adī ibn al Faḍl 14 Naturally though we cannot prove that
it were not a fragment of a longer story which otherwise would have been lost
Yet there is no obvious reason ready at hand as to why the historian al Madāʾinī
would have left out its context especially if it originally involved a Caliph or
some other well known person

The second noteworthy passage is located on p 61 15

al Madāʾinī from Ibrāhīm ibn al Mubārak who told Abū l ʿAbbās the Commander of
the Believers said to Khālid ibn Ṣafwān People have said so much about women
What kind of woman pleases you most Khalid answered O Commander of the Be
lievers I love most a woman who is neither little and frail nor big and old As to her
beauty I am satisfied if she is stately from afar pretty from near her upper part like a
palm branch without leaves and her lower part like a sand hill She shall have been nur
tured in wealth but then poverty shall have befallen her so that wealth has edified her
and poverty made her humble She should be unrestrained towards her husband chaste
towards her neighbour When we are alone we will be people of this world and when
separated from each other people of the world to come

This passage is unrelated to the first one Even al Madāʾinī s informant in this
story is different from that in the first one so that we cannot easily derive the
two from one larger fragmented story Here Khālid on the Caliph s order de
scribes his dream woman in a way that is similar in tenor to his speech in the
story Khālid and Umm Salama to which we shall soon turn although in details
the two descriptions of women have little in common

Read together the two anecdotes combine to make a story of maḥāsin wa
masāwī or pro et contra for and against marriage Yet in al Madā inī s monograph
they are given separately the only common denominator being the identity of
the protagonist The passage against marriage is contextualized as a mini sermon
to a friend of Khālid Ibn Ribāṭ the voluptuous description of a lady is set in the
court of the Caliph al Saffāḥ No mention is made of the Caliph s wife Umm
Salama

Both stories are written in elegant language but neither of them would deserve
much attention as such Completely unrelated to them there is in the Ṣaḥīḥ of
al Bukhārī a ḥadīth no 4913 16 involving an Umm Salama one of the wives of
the prophet This ḥadīth cognate to another no 5191 called the Ḥadīth of

14 ʿAdī ibn al Faḍl Abū Ḥātim al Baṣrī d 171/787 see al Ṣafadi Kitāb al Wāfī bi l wafayāt
XIX Riḍwān al Sayyid ed Bibliotheca Islamica 6s Beirut in Kommission bei Franz
Steiner 1993 534

15 There are three further similar stories in al Balādhurī s Ansāb 7/1 62 63 For other ver
sions of this particular story see Hameen Anttila Khālid nos 129 130

16 Ṣaḥīḥ al Bukhārī Muḥammad Nizār Tamīm and Haytham Nizār Tamīm eds Bayrūt Dār
al arqam s a from Kitāb Tafsīr al Quʾān bāb Sūrat al Taḥrīm 1 2
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Choice by Sylvia Akar in her recent dissertation 17 belongs to a cycle relating to
and explaining Q 66 1 5 the passage beginning with Prophet why do you
prohibit that which God has made lawful to you in seeking to please your
wives God is forgiving and merciful 18

In this particular ḥadīth ʿ Umar ibn al Khaṭṭāb is displayed as worried when he
hears that some of the wives of the prophet are not quiet and obedient but cause
their husband trouble He comes to learn this when his own wife meddles as he
thinks in his business and she defends her behaviour by referring to the
homelife of the prophet times have changed with Islam and women have their
say in family matters When ʿ Umar goes to see his daughter the prophet s wife
Hafsa he learns that the wives of the prophet do really sometimes oppose their
husband After leaving Ḥafṣa he next visits Umm Salama who turns out to be a
lady with firm opinions Having heard what ʿ Umar is up to she exclaims You
are a wonder ʿ ajaban laka Ibn al Khattab you put your nose dakhalta fī in eve
rything And now you want to come between the Apostle of God and his wives
Umm Salama makes it clear that she does not welcome any busybodies wishing
to influence her husband and his relations with his wives

Dumbfounded ʿ Umar leaves her The rest of the ḥadīth need not detain us
any longer except for the end After having been absent for a while c Umar
comes to see the prophet and finds him lying on a reed mat with no cushions to
soften them so that the imprint of the reeds is clearly visible on his side Seeing
this ʿ Umar starts crying When the prophet asks the reason for his behaviour he
answers O Apostle of God the Persian and Byzantine kings Kisrā wa Qayṣar
have all their luxuries fīmā humā fīhi You are the Apostle of God yet you live
in such poor conditions The prophet said Does it not satisfy you that they
have this world we have the next world Thus the ḥadīth also contrasts the as
cetic behaviour of the prophet with the luxuries of earthly rulers

With this the ḥadīth comes to an end The ḥadīth is explicitly related to the
position of women and their behaviour towards their husbands and it is given
to explain the background of a Qurʾanic verse which asks why the prophet pro
hibits that which God has made lawful to him

An unknown author seems to have detected the similarities between the situa
tion of al Saffāḥ the mighty Caliph reputedly monogamously married to Umm
Salama and the prophet Muḥammad also married to an Umm Salama whose
relations with his wives were the reason for revealing a Qurʾanic verse Likewise
this author realized that there is something similar between the behaviour of the

17 Sylvia Akar But if You Desire God and His Messenger The Concept of Choice in Ṣaḥīḥ al Bukhārī
Studia Orientalia 102 2006 76 In this paper I will use the title Ḥadīth of Choice in speak
ing about ḥadīth no 4913

18 The translation is based on N J Dawood s The Koran Penguin Books 1956
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courtier Khālid ibn Ṣafwān describing women to the Caliph and that of ʿ Umar
ibn al Khaṭṭāb in his role as an outsider coming between the prophet and his
wives

We have no way of knowing who this author was What we do know is that
no later than the middle of the tenth century a longer story emerged here called
Khālid and Umm Salama This story involves Khālid the Caliph al Saffāḥ and
Umm Salama the wife of the Caliph and this story was enthusiastically received
by other literati The earliest extant sources for this story are al Mas ʿ ūdī s d
345/956 Murūj al dbahab and al Bayhaqi s early fourth/tenth century al
Maḥāsin wa l masāwī The two versions deviate from each other so widely that
they have to be taken as independent versions making it less probable that ei
ther of their authors would have been the first author of Khālid and Umm Salama
Had one of them been its first author the other should have received the story
from a written and well known contemporary source and would perhaps have
been less ready to modify it at will 19 There is also a third version found in Ibn
Badrūn s Sharḥ qaṣīdat Ibn ʿAbdūn which can be derived from neither al Mas ʿ ūdī
nor al Bayhaqī Other attestations in various sources are derivable either from al
Bayhaqī or more often al Mas ʿ ūdī 20

Khālid and Umm Salama contains elements from the Ḥadīth of Choice and the
two Khālid anecdotes translated above It hardly has any historical background
as it turns up rather late and elements of it are found in other contexts in al
Madāʾinī s monograph on Khālid In addition one would be hard put to explain
why the story should have been cut into pieces and one piece set in a context
involving an obscure Ibn Ribāṭ The reverse development is of course most un
derstandable Thus Khālid and Umm Salama has to be considered a fictitious nar
rative though based on historical sources and ascribed to historical characters
Thus it merits analysis as an independent piece of fictitious literature not as a
historical report That it and similar long anecdotes have received but little at
tention seems at least partly due to the anonymity of their authors we do not
know the name of the author who first created this story from various elements
and we cannot even be certain whether al Mas ʿ ūdī and al Bayhaqī are responsi
ble for the versions attested in their books or whether they merely put down a
version they found in an earlier source It seems that in general scholars work
ing with Medieval Arabic literary studies prefer well defined authors who can be
securely dated and placed within their context to vague and shadowy anony
mous authors about whom we know next to nothing

19 Let it be added that it is immaterial whether the first author of Khālid and Umm Salama
was al Masʿūdī al Bayhaqī or some anonymous author The present article concentrates
on how the anecdote was created and how it is structured not on who its author was

20 For all attestations see below footnote 32 The relations between the various versions
have been studied in Hameen Anttila Unity
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Yet a closer look at many such long anecdotes will show that in Classical Arabic
literature prose narratives do exist that have been constructed with care and that
exhibit a creative though anonymous genius Let us study the case of Khālid and
Umm Salama more closely

Translation

One day during Abū l ʿ Abbās al Saffāḥ s Caliphate Khālid ibn Ṣafwān was alone
with him and said O Commander of the Believers I have thought about you
and the extent of your power Yet a single woman holds sway over you 21 and you
are confined by her If she is sick you have to be sick with her and if she is
away 22 you are yourself away You have prohibited yourself the pleasures of try
ing other girls getting to know them and enjoying whatever you want of them
Know O Commander of the Believers that among them there are the young
and delicate with lofty stature the tender and white the dark emancipated the
brown slave the Berber with her heavy buttocks the half breed Medinese who
charms you with her conversation and of whom you can enjoy in privacy too
And what about freeborn girls O Commander of the Believers To look at what
they have and to speak with them O Commander of the Believers if you would
but see the tall white the brown the red lipped the blond the one with heavy
buttocks And the half breed Basrans and Kufans who have a sweet tongue a
slender body and a slim waist golden curls painted eyes and cup shaped breasts
Their fine clothes jewels and shapes Now there is something for you to see In
this way Khālid excelled in description and went on and on with his sweet words
and his well known eloquence

When Khālid had finished the Caliph said Woe to you Khālid By God I
have never heard anything as beautiful as what you just said Repeat your
speech 23 it has affected me indeed Khālid repeated his speech even more beau
tifully than the first time Then he departed Abū l ʿ Abbās was still pondering
upon what he had heard when his wife Umm Salama entered When she saw
him deep in thought and looking worried she said You look strange O Com
mander of the Believers has something bad happened or have you heard a wor
rying report Nothing of that sort he answered and she asked Well what is

21 According to a well known story Abū l ʿAbbās had promised his wife neither to marry an
other wife nor to take concubines see al Masʿūdī Murūj al dhahab wa maʿādin al jawhar I
VII Charles Pellat ed Publications de I Universite Libanaise Section des etudes histori
ques XI Beyrouth 1966 1979 2326

22 Var menstruates The word ḥāḍat was considered improper when addressing a king see
al Thaʿālibī Yatīmat al dahr I IV Dār al kutub al ʿ ilmiyya 1399/1979 I 167

23 The repeating of special witticism to the caliph is a topos found sometimes in similar con
texts cf e g Ibn ʿAbdrabbih al ʿIqd al farīd I VII Aḥmad Amīn et al eds 3rd ed Al
Qāhira Dār al kitāb al ʿarabī 1384/1965 III 211,1 2
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it then Abū l ʿ Abbās tried to change the subject but she kept asking him until
he had to tell her what Khālid had said And what did you say to that son of a
bitch she cried but he said By God the man is giving me counsel and you
scold him Umm Salama left furious and sent to Khālid some 24 of her Bukha
ran slaves with their clubs 25 with orders not to leave a single one of his limbs
unbroken or sound

Khālid himself said So I left the Caliph and headed homewards I was glad
about the effect my speech had had on him I did not doubt in the least that his
gift would soon reach me It did not take long until those Bukharans came to me
while I was sitting in my doorway When I saw them draw near I was positive
about the present and the gift They stopped in front of me and asked about me
I m Khālid I said but then one of them dashed towards me with the club he

was carrying When I saw him coming I jumped up entered my house and
locked the doors behind I then remained hidden for some time without going
out It crossed my mind that the men might have come from Umm Salama

Meanwhile Abū l ʿ Abbās kept asking for me urgently All of a sudden some
people rushed in and said to me Answer to the Commander of the Believers I
was sure I was going to die Still I mounted and rode being all jelly and no
bones While on my way to the palace several messengers came to me When I
entered and found him alone I calmed down a little I greeted him and he beck
oned me to sit down I looked around and saw behind me a door with curtains
drawn across it and I noticed some movement behind it

So Abū l ʿ Abbās said to me Khālid I have not seen you for three days I
was sick O Commander of the Believers I replied and he continued Woe to
you Khālid last time you described women and slavegirls to me and I have
never heard a speech more beautiful Now repeat your words to me It is a
pleasure O Commander of the Believers I replied I told you that the Arabs of
the olden days derived the word ḍarra second wife from ḍarr harm 26 None
of them took more than one wife without getting into trouble What he
cried that wasn t what you said Oh yes it was O Commander of the Believ
ers I insisted Moreover I told you that three wives are like the three stones on
which the cauldron boils and you too 27 Abū l ʿ Abbās exclaimed May I be

24 Al Bayhaqī s version has here the truly gargantuan number of one hundred
25 Kāfirkūbāt The word is often used in connection with al Saffāḥ cf e g al Maqdisī Kitāb

al badʾ wa l ta rīk h I VT CI Huart ed Publications de l Ecole des langues orientales vi
vantes IV e Serie vol 16 18 21 23 Paris 1899 1919 repr Bayrūt Dār ṣādir s a Arabic
text only VI 72

26 The problems inherent in taking a second wife were often described in literature and the
jinās between ḍarrat and DRR did not escape the notice of other authors e g al Qālī
Kitāb al Amāl ī I II s l s a II 35 36 Ibn ʿAbdrabbih ʿIq d III 172 1 2 3 al Tawḥīdī
Kitāb al lmtāʿ wa l muʾānasa I III Aḥmad Amīn and Aḥmad al Zayn eds Bayrūt al
Maktaba al ʿ aṣriyya 1373/1953 I 15

27 The phrase taghlī ʿalayhinn a is ambivalent in Arabic it boils you boil
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absolved from my relationship with the Messenger of God if I ever heard you
say anything like that

I went forth Yes and I told you that four wives are the sum of all evil com
bined for their husband they turn his hair grey and make him senile and sick
Abū l ʿ Abbās cried Woe to you By God I have never heard this from either
you or anybody else before this moment I said Yes you have by God Do
you call me a liar he asked and I replied And you do you want to kill me
turīdu an taqtulanī O Commander of the Believers Go on he said and I

continued Then I told you that virgin slavegirls are no more than men without
a pair of testicles 28

I heard laughter from behind the curtain and went on Yes and I told you also
that the tribe Makhzūm is the flower of Quraysh and that you have with you one
of these flowers 29 Still your eye covets freeborn women and slavegirls thereto
Then a voice came from behind the curtain You have said the truth dear uncle
and been true So you told the Commander of the Believers but he altered your
words and changed them and put words in your mouth Abū l ʿAbbās said
What s the matter with you may God kill you and put you to shame 30

I left him and went out sure that I was saved It was but a moment until the
messengers of Umm Salama came to me bringing ten thousand dirhams a robe
of honour a horse and a slave for me 31 al Mas ʿ ūdī Murūj 2327 2330 3 2

28 Cf al Balādhurī Ansāb 7/1 88 Khālid said Slavegirls are a bad substitute for freeborn
women they are dirtier and have less reason Someone said to him But you yourself
only marry slavegirls Khālid replied Have you not heard it said Accept what the priest
says not what he does

29 The metaphor rayḥān fragrant basil for women is very common cf e g al Tha ʿ ālibī
Thimār al qulūb Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm ed Dhakhāʾir al ʿarab 57 Al Qāhira
Dār al maʿārif s a 270 al Jurjānī al Muntakbab min kināyāt al udabaʾ wa ishārāt al bulaghāʾ
Muḥammad Shamsalḥaqq Shamsī ed Haydarābād 1403/1983 17 Ibn ʿAbdrabbih ʿIqd

III 79 1 14 15 and III 158 1 8e ʿAl ī ibn abī Ṭālib Banū Makhzūm are called th
rayḥān of the Quraysh e g in al Thaʿālibī Thimār 298 and Ibn abī l Hadīd Sharḥ Nabj
al balāgba I V Ḥasan Tamīm ed Bayrūt Dār maktabat al ḥayāh 1979 V 395 com
mentary until p 411 The Prophet s wife Umm Salama also belonged to Makhzūm see
e g Ibn abī l Hadīd Sbarḥ Nabj al balāgba V 409

30 These are formulaic exclamations of admiration see e g al Suyūṭī al Muzhir fī ʿulūm al
lugba wa anwāʿihā I II Muḥammad Aḥmad Jād al Mawlā Beg Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl
Ibrāhīm and ʿAlī Muḥammad al Bijāwī eds Bayrūt al Maktaba al ʿaṣriyya 1406/1986 I
331

31ʾ These were the usual gifts sent by the magnates cf e g al Zajjājī Majālis al ʿulamā
ʿ Abdassalām Muḥammad Hārūn ed al Turāth al ʿarabī 9 al Kuwayt Wizārat al irshād

wa l inbāʾ fi l Kuwayt 1962 54 55 a story which contains other similarities with the pre
sent stories

32 Cf al Bayhaqī al Maḥāsin wa l masāwī Friedrich Schwally ed Giessen Ricker sche Ver
lagshandlung 1902 420 422 ps al Jāḥiẓ Kitāb al maḥāsin wa l aḍdād al shaykh
Muḥammad Sawīd ed Bayrūt Dār iḥyāʾ al ʿulūm 1412/1991 221 222 Ibn Hilāl al
Sābi ʾ al Hafawāt al nādira Ṣāliḥ al Ashtar ed Dimashq Maṭbū ʿ āt majma ʿ al lugha al
ʿarabiyya bi Dimashq 1387/1967 101 105 Ibn Badrūn Sbarḥ qaṣīdat Ibn ʿAbdūn R P A
Dozy ed Leyde S et J Luchtmans 1846 216 218 Ibn al Jawzī Kitāb al Adbkiyāʾ
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Analysis

Khālid and Umm Salama is a long and elaborate story in comparison to the brief
anecdotes in al Balādhuri s Ansāb which derive from al Madāʾin s lost work Al
Madāʾinī was something of a historian or journalist his stories seem to aim at
reporting what the historical Khālid had said or done in various situations even
though he may well have embellished or elaborated his sources Obviously al
Madāʾinī not only wanted to educate but also to entertain these two being the
cornerstones of adab but he did this within the limits of historical reports An
ecdotes witty sayings and longer speeches form the material of al Madāʾinī and
though at least the authenticity of the exact wording of the speeches may be
doubted one may easily accept that al Madāʾinī worked more or less bona fide
recording what material was circulating about Khālid by his time

The anonymous author of Khālid and Umm Salama worked in a different way
Whereas al Madāʾinī was a historian our author created freely a piece of ficti
tious literature He must have been aware that what he tells is not the plain
truth and that he is dealing rather liberally with his sources In using the Ḥadīth
of Choice as his intertext and in creating a story around the figures of Khālid and
Umm Salama the wife of al Saffāḥ he consciously stepped outside of the his
torical into the fictitious Historical material provided him with usable elements
but from these he freely created a new story which probably contains little his
torical fact His relation to his historical or would be historical sources was

Bayrūt al Maktab al tijārī li l ṭibāʿa wa l tawzīʿ wa l nashr s a 116 117 al Itlīdī Iʿlām al
nās Bayrūt Dār ṣādir 1410/1990 46 48 al Shirwānī Nafḥat al Yaman Kabīraddīn
Aḥmad ed Calcutta 1278 64 66 Ibrāhīm al Aḥdab Dhayl Thamarāt al awrāq in the
margins of al Ibshīhī,I al Mustaṭraf fī kull fann mustaẓra f I II Bayrūt Dār al fikr s a I
292 296 The story is translated in Max Weisweiler Arabesken der Liebe Friiharabische Ge
schichten von Liebe und Frauen Leiden Brill 1954 no 67 The story is referred to also in
Dīwān Abī Tammām bi sharḥ al Khaṭib al Tibrīzī I IV Muḥammad ʿAbduh ʿAzzām ed
Dhakhāʾir al ʿarab 5 al Qāhira 1965 1972 I 403 wa ḥadīthubu mashhūr maʿa Umm Sala
ma imraʾat Abī l ʿAbbas and Abū l ʿ Alāʾ al Maʿarri Risālat al Ṣāhil wa l shāḥij ʿĀʾisha
ʿAbdarraḥmān Bint al Shāṭiʾ ed Dhakhāʾir al ʿ arab 51 al Qāhira Dār al maʿārif
1404/1984 360 See also Ulrich Marzolph Arabia Ridens Die humoristische Kurzprosa der

friihen adab Literatur im internationalen Traditionsgejlecht I II Frankfurter Wissenschaftliche
Beitrage Kulturwissenschaftliche Reihe 21/1 2 1992 II 104 105 no 420 al Damīrī
Ḥayaṭ al ḥayawān al kubrā 5th ed al Qāhira Maṭbaʿat Muṣṭafā al Bābī al Ḥalabī
1398/1978 170 172 s v birdhawn The same story is later told about Hārūn al Rashīd
Lady Zubayda and Abū Nuwās in several popular Nawādir Abī Nuwās collections e g
Nawādir Abī Nuwās Silsilat al ḍaḥikūn Bayrūt Maktabat al maʿārif s a 33 40
Nawādir Abī Nuwās Bayrūt s a 3 6 Dīwān Abī Nuwās ḥayātuhu tārīkhuhu nawādiruhu
shiʿruhu Bayrūt Dār al kutub al ʿilmiyya s a 21 27 W H Ingrams Abu Nuwas in Life
and Legend Port Louis Mauritius 1933 36 38 A popular story with some similar features
may be found e g in Inea Bushnaq Arab Folktales Penguin Folklore Library Penguin
Books 1987 274 Ingrams Abu Nuwas 42 43 For another story of contest between the
Caliph and Umm Salama see e g al Tha ʿ ālibi Thimār 201 202 with ʿUmāra ibn
Ḥamza
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probably the same as Shakespeare s we are not to take Shakespeare s history
plays as accurate versions of history as understood at his time but as free elabora
tions only vaguely based on the historical sources the author was using

The author of Khālid and Umm Salama substituted the more famous protago
nist the Caliph Abū l ʿ Abbās al Saffāḥ for the scarcely known Ibn Ribāṭ of
Ansāb 7/1 59 Incidentally in some late versions Hārūn al Rashīd Lady Zubay
da and Abū Nuwās have been substituted for the original protagonists it is a
general tendency in adab and especially popular stories for famous characters to
draw around themselves material that fits their character but originally derives
from elsewhere The same happened in poetry which is why Abū Nuwās Abū l
ʿAtāhiya and ʿ Umar i Khayyām are credited with verses that are by less famous
authors

The author combined anecdotes that originally had nothing to do with each
other He perhaps noticed the opportunity provided by the name of the Caliph s
wife being the same as that of the prophet s Umm Salama He used this coinci
dence to play with a religious intertext and selected Umm Salama the wife of
al Saffāḥ as another protagonist in the story The ḥadīth may even have inspired
him to create the story in the first place

When we turn to inspect the literary structures of and devices used in the
story we immediately come across a wealth of features beginning with subtle al
lusions and double entendres and ranging to intertexts We see that Khālid and
Umm Salama is not a simple anecdote but an elaborate piece of literature with an
intricate net of allusions and careful and subtle characterization

To start with the author has selected a speech by Khālid Ansāb 7/1 59 which
in its original context is a refutation of marriage in general In Khālid and Umm
Salama he turns the tables around what originally was the beginning of a speech
against marriage is now introduced as an admonition against taking only one
wife This is achieved by postponing the rest of Ansāb 7/1 59 to Khālid s second
speech where the further arguments of Khālid and Ansāb 7/1 88 are used to
create a case against marrying more than one wife

The two parts of Ansāb 7/1 59 have thus been separated from each other
They have been given two different foci neither of which was found in the origi
nal Instead of asceticism and celibacy we find first polygamy and then monog
amy exulted The end of this latter part is close in tenor to theʾ maqāmāt al ʿulamā
admonitions to the high and mighty which are attested in the Khālid corpus
Thus standing against a Caliph and opposing his lowly instincts was not un
heard of when it comes to Khālid though in the¬ maqāmāt al ʿulamā ʾ it is obvi
ously never the protagonist himself who kindles the flame of temptation to begin
with If we were to read Khālid and Umm Salama in the framework of maqāmāt al
ʿ ulamāʾ it would sound like a parody the same person first leading the Caliph
into temptation and then criticizing him for falling into such temptation
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The protagonists of Khālid and Umm Salama have been given specific charac
terizations which make them alive and distinct unlike the stereotypical charac
ters found in many anecdotes The Caliph is described as a person wide open to
influence In the beginning he seems to be quite satisfied with his life with just
one wife but once Khālid has had his say the idea of polygamy begins to haunt
the Caliph s mind When she later enters Umm Salama finds her husband deep
in thought and looking worried 33 It seems that the ascetic feature of monog
amy when all the lovely young women would be available is not so much al
Saffāḥ s conscious choice as the avoidance of luxury by the prophet is certainly
to be understood to be in the ḥadīth but something he has merely accepted
without further ado the active role must have fallen to his energetic wife Umm
Salama 34 Once reminded of the luxury of polygamy al Saffāḥ contrary to the
example set by his ancestor is tempted by it Far from being content with leav
ing the luxury to others and claiming the world to come as his he wants his
share of the luxury once his courtier has pointed it out for him Ironically
enough the Caliph himself refers though only rhetorically to the ties between
himself and the prophet being severed May I be absolved In fact it is his
own morally ambivalent behaviour that absolves him morally at least from his
relationship with the prophet Unknowingly he pronounces his own verdict

Yet even lust cannot entice the Caliph out of his passivity He does not do
anything during the story except for wishing to hear the first speech again and
again and uttering weak exclamations of wonder or indignation during the sec
ond speech These exclamations moreover only incite Khālid to an escalating
series of statements against polygamy and in the end to the exultation of Umm
Salama along with respective blame on the Caliph After the first speech the Ca
liph may be burning for these Basran and Kufan beauties not to mention young
concubines yet he does not act He does not reward his courtier as the latter
seems to have expected This is not spelled out in the story but is clearly in
ferred it is the private army of Umm Salama that comes to see Khālid not gift
bearers from the Caliph and these it should be emphasized never appear on
the scene not even after the servants of Umm Salama have paid their nefarious
visit to Khālid s house Later the Caliph simply remains agape when Khālid im
pertinently lies to his face The Caliph knows that the story went differently but
Khālid may fearlessly turn everything upside down the Caliph does not punish
him for his lies and impudence as he should have done He cannot push him

33 Incidentally this resembles the beginning of the Ḥadīth of Choice where the wife of ʿUmar
ibn al Khaṭṭāb comes in and finds her husband pondering on some matter of importance
When she volunteers her opinion the story is set in motion

34 Note that this is not a historical fact but the implicit context of the fictitious Khālid and
Umm Salama According to al Masʿūdī Murūj 2326 al Saffāḥ after his recovery from
temporary impotence during their wedding night swore not to marry other wives or to
take concubines Reading this in the light of Khālid and Umm Salama one might suggest
that the idea was not his own but put into his head by Umm Salama
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self into any action either rewarding or punishing the courtier 35 And naturally
he could not on his own initiative send for the belles Khālid had described 36
His greatest feat is to send for Khālid to repeat his sweet description of girls
When at first he does not find his courtier he can again do nothing more than
send his servants to search for him although in fact it was not Khālid the Ca
liph ultimately wanted but the beautiful girls But to reach out for them was too
much for him especially without further incitement from Khālid

The Caliph does not have one of the brightest minds either During his sec
ond speech Khālid tries to hint at his real situation at the same time insinuating
that the behaviour of the Caliph himself is reprehensible but the Caliph notices
neither since they are not spelled out by Khālid In Arabic Khālid s crucial
phrase is ingeniously ambivalent What he says is wa turīdu an taqtulanī where
taqtulanī may as well be 2nd person masculine Do you want to kill me as 3rd
person feminine Do you want her to kill me Khālid is making one last ef
fort to wake up the Caliph When this goes unnoticed he rather openly moves
over to side with Umm Salama

In this phrase there is also a clear allusion to Q 28 19 where Moses is ad
dressed by a man who fears for his life a Yā Mūsā a turīdu an taqtulanī kamā qatalt
nafsan bi l amsi In turīdu illā an takūna jabbāran fī l arḍi wa mā turīdu an takūna
mina l muṣliḥīn Moses would you kill me as you killed that wretch yesterday
You are surely seeking to be a tyrant in this land not an upright man The sub
tle allusion seems to evade the Caliph who is not infuriated by Khālid actually
insinuating that he is aspiring to become a tyrant as he did not realize that
Khālid is desperately trying to refer to the secret presence behind the curtain
And when Umm Salama is in the end satisfied and she and Khālid join forces
the Caliph can hardly do more than whine The reader starts feeling that the Ca
liph in his impotency does not deserve the beautiful wives and concubines
Khālid had been describing In fact in Murūj 2326 al Masʿ ū dī does refer to al
Saffāḥ s reputed temporary impotence on his wedding night Al Saffāḥ s physical
impotence is mirrored in his impotence in taking any independent action

The real al Saffāḥ may have been quite a different person More importantly
in later literature he is generally described as brisk and active The usual image
arises from pseudo al Jāḥiẓ s Kitāb al Tāj 37 40 a Caliph who rewards his enter
tainers and companions without the slightest delay This was the received image

35 The phrase may God kill you and put you to shame may have yet another implication if
taken literally cf above footnote 30 instead of acting himself al Saffāḥ can only wish
someone else to take the action which he is unable to in his passivity

36 In the version of al Bayhaqī we have a very vivid picture of the Caliph tapping the ink
well in front of him with his pen obviously totally absorbed in the thoughts Khālid has
implanted Was he thinking of writing to his agents to procure the girls his verbose court
ier had described to him If he was he never proceeded from thoughts to action but was
waiting for Khālid to come and prompt him once more

37 Kitāb al Tāj Fawzī ʿAṭawī ed Bayrūt al Sharika al lubnāniyya li l kitāb 1970
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of al Saffāḥ and the change in his characterization was made purposefully by the
author of Khālid and Umm Salama and is thus highly significant he is not using
some traditional way of describing al Saffāḥ as an inert daydreamer and weakling
but is startling the reader by presenting a surprising characterization He is creat
ing a character far removed from the historical person who bore the same name

Umm Salama the Caliph s wife on the other hand is an active protagonist
Even before the story begins she has made her husband feel her influence and
forego the pleasures of polygamy Once she realizes that there is something sus
picious going on she very determinedly first squeezes the story out of her hus
band and then quickly acts upon it sending his servants with their kāfirkūbāt to
beat the poor Khālid and to give him a lesson Later when Khālid is confronted
with both the Caliph who is quite unaware of the presence of his wife and
Umm Salama who dominates the situation from behind the curtains Khālid
knows who really is the boss in the house or palace and acts accordingly giv
ing no more than lame excuses to the Caliph When the Caliph asks whether he
calls him a liar Khālid does not choose to answer properly but replies by asking
his own question And do you want to kill me The reply is on the surface in
solent well if you don t like it go ahead and kill me and below the surface
either again insolent if the Caliph picks up the allusion to Moses or a desperate
call for help which the Caliph needless to say does not notice Nor does he
realize that his wife is overhearing their discussion

Here we are far from the atmosphere of the Ḥadīth of Choice The ḥadīth grew
out of an ultimatum from God Q 66 1 5 towards refractory wives and the
well known end of the story was the surrender of the wives to the will of God
and His prophet When our story ends the Caliph remains inert Either he has
not been following what happens and remains uncertain as to what is actually
going on or he is too weak to do anything when the conspiracy between Umm
Salama and Khālid is laid bare before his and the reader s eyes

Khālid is right in siding with Umm Salama Hardly has he returned home af
ter his second speech when Umm Salama s servants arrive this time with gifts
Umm Salama knows how to use both the stick and the carrot The Caliph
should have done this very thing after the first speech but instead began day
dreaming After his second speech there is nothing for Khālid to be afraid of no
punitive expedition will be sent by the passive Caliph Umm Salama is the active
one in the palace thus reversing the traditional roles of men and women There
were active ladies in the Abbasid palace but basically it was a man s world Thus
again the author has reversed the expected situation and characterized a histori
cal person in a novel way

Khālid the courtier is described as promoting his own interests First he
thinks that the Caliph is the right person to have on his side but when he real
izes the power relations between him and Umm Salama he loses no time in
switching sides He knows which way the wind blows The historical Khālid or
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the Khālid of al Madāʾinī to be more exact had been suspicious of women
finding divorce one of his greatest joys 38 The protagonist of this story is in the
beginning quite different finding his pleasure in describing charming women

On the other hand Khālid s character is perhaps the truest to history of these
three The historical Khālid was witty and quick to comprehend and to react he
had a way with words and loved describing things be they women or something
else Perhaps the main innovation concerning the historical person derives from
the ḥadīth in this story Khālid is shown meddling in business not his own and
getting bettered by a woman

Although there is always a danger of over interpretation I would nevertheless
like to draw attention to the parallelism in Khālid and Umm Salama and Q 66 1
between the role of Khālid and that of God Khālid begins by taking God s role
in admonishing the Caliph to do as the prophet was admonished to in the
Qurʾanic verse Seen in this light the story becomes a tale of hubris Forgetting
that he cannot act towards the Caliph as God had acted towards His prophet
Khālid goes to the Caliph to prompt him so that he should search for female
pleasures instead of prohibiting that which God had made lawful to him This
hubris nearly leads to a downfall which Khālid avoids only by withdrawing to
the seclusion of his house It is only when Khālid resumes his more servile posi
tion not vis a vis the Caliph but his wife that he gets out of harm s way and
is even rewarded 39 Instead of emulating God he meekly listens to the words
from behind the curtain and obeys this lisān al ghayb Khālid is not a god but the
servant of an unseen yet dominant character That this was ever in the mind of
the author of Khālid and Umm Salama or his Medieval audience is far from obvi
ous but it does add some piquancy to the story as we read it 40

The characterization of the protagonists is carefully drawn and essential for
understanding the story The description of the protagonists is not and does not
aim at being historical The author of Khālid and Umm Salama is drawing a pic
ture that does not claim to be historical and is not following the received image
He is freely using his imagination to devise a good story

In addition to characterization the author is using structural devices to make
his story as impressive as possible One such feature relates to the change in
point of view in the middle of the story The first part is narrated in the third
person as told by an omniscient narrator The second part is of heightened ten

38 Cf Ansāb 7/1 86 Hameen Anttila Khālid no 125
39 After the first part Khālid was nearly beaten with kāfirkūbāt unbeliever smashers from

Persian kūftan kūb to smite Now he is no more kāfir ungrateful towards Umm
Salama but a muslim resigning himself to the will of Umm Salama

40 In general one should be careful about reading modern ideas into Medieval texts There is
more in these texts than meets the eye but that does not mean that we may let our inter
pretative mind roam freely The reader should thus take this paragraph as an example of
how we might interpret such longer and more complicated stories in Medieval literature
but not how they necessarily should be interpreted
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sion and is respectively told in the first person from Khālid s point of view His
surprise when the Bukharans arrive his horror when he is summoned to the pal
ace and finally his realization of the situation are all told in his own words This
makes the tension even more palpable than it would perhaps have been had the
story been told as in the first part by an omniscient and detached narrator who
can neither be surprised nor emotionally involved 41

The change of viewpoint is also useful in showing the gradual growth of
Khālid s understanding It first crosses his mind that the servants might have
been sent by Umm Salama but he remains uncertain of this When he sees
movement behind the curtain the suspicion grows that Umm Salama is not
only behind the curtain but behind the whole affair The laughter from behind
the curtain finally settles the question and Khālid proceeds to the climax of his
second speech a eulogy of Umm Salama and a direct accusation of the Caliph
for being lascivious 42 To achieve this gradual movement most effectively the au
thor appropriately chose first person narration

The story is also symmetrically structured It is basically divided into two and
the division is marked by the change of narrator in the middle We can further
divide both parts into four movements which mirror each other 43

1 Khālid comes to meet the Caliph
2 Khālid speaks to please the Caliph

3 Khālid returns to his house
4a Nothing comes from the Caliph
4b A punishment comes from Umm Salama

Khālid comes to meet the Caliph
Khālid speaks to please Umm
Salama
Khālid returns to his house
A gift comes from Umm Salama
No punishment from the Caliph

The expectations of Khālid change diametrically in the two parts of the story
The first part shows him confident in his expectations of being rewarded by the
Caliph the nexus between the parts presents his disillusionment and in the sec

41 One might also note that in the ḥadīth ʿUmar tells his story in the first person singular in
the same way as Khālid tells the second part of his and the first person narration may
have been inspired by the ḥadīth There are also some further similarities between the
ḥadīth and Khālid and Umm Salama After ʿUmar has been sent away by Umm Salama he
tells that he stayed away ghibtu from the prophet cf Khālid staying away from the palace
after Umm Salama s action Later ʿUmar is propelled into action by a knock at the door
fa idhā ṣaḥibī l anṣārī yaduqq al bāb e in the same way that Khālid is activated by peopl

rushing in As such these parallels are not conclusive but added to the other similarities
they strengthen the case of seeing here a conscious use of an intertextual relation between
the two texts

42 Incidentally the accusation is not false the Caliph does lust for these women though
only after Khālid has himself put the idea into his head

43 The implied events which are not explicitly stated are given in brackets We could also see
this structure as cyclical expectation of reward speech return home close escape from
being beaten return to palace speech reward but I am doubtful as to whether this
would contribute anything new to the analysis or whether the author built his story with a
cyclical structure in mind
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ond part he has changed his attitude It would be too much to say that his char
acter develops in a modern sense but there is a certain growth in his understand
ing What he learns in the story is that it is Umm Salama who is to be flattered
not the weak Caliph their real power relation becomes clear to him as the events
unravel Khālid basically remains the same throughout the narrative this is not a
story of his growth to become a new man Yet in relation to the Caliph and
Umm Salama Khālid has changed now knowing who it is he must beware of
and please Had there been a second episode to this anecdote we would have
met a new Khālid

Thus far we have analysed al Mas ʿ ūdī s version In its main lines al Bayhaqī s
version does not much differ from al Mas ʿ ūdī s and one may roughly take the
above analysis to fit both and thus in broad lines the original Khālid and Umm
Salama Al Bayhaqī reinterpreted the focus of the story by appropriating it into
his work dedicated to maḥāsin wa masāwī stories 44 In al Mas ʿ ūdī the story was
narrated for its comic effect In al Bayhaqī the same reason obviously is impor
tant but the story has been classified on the basis of the juxtaposition of
Khālid s two speeches listing first the good points of polygamous life and then
the bad points of the same Al Bayhaqī s version is though artistically clearly in
ferior to that of al Mas ʿ ūdī

The original author of Khālid and Umm Salama was a creative writer He took
several Khālid anecdotes connected these with a ḥadīth and seasoned his story
with allusions to the Qurʾan and other sources He worked with his sources
much in the same way as early Renaissance European authors such as Boccaccio
or the other authors of novelle

Al Bayhaqī however still has a predilection for historical writing He retains
the names of the protagonists and creates a story which has some historical veri
similitude the events described in the story could have taken place and the
characters do bear a certain resemblance to the historical persons behind them
The historical i e al Madāʾinī s Khālid had a reputation for stories connected
with women and the historical al Saffāḥ reputedly did confine himself to mo
nogamy 45

Thus the author has not quite freed himself of history and would perhaps
not have felt that he was working within a genre completely detached from his
tory Despite many embellishments and considerable freedom concerning his
sources he is after all producing a khabar a piece of historical information and

44 The story could also be classified under al faraj baʿd al shidda Al Madāʾinī is credited
Sezgin Geschichte I 314 no 6 with a short text on the theme but there is nothing to sug

gest that the present story would have been included in this work
45 One might note here a certain parallelism with the prophet Muḥammad who was mo

nogamous during the life of Khadīja The story told by al Masʿūdī in Murūj 2326 of
how al Saffāḥ came to marry Umm Salama resembles the story of the prophet
Muḥammad and Khadīja and may well have been modelled on it
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his story was later used as such Al Mas ʿ ūdī is a historian though a charmingly
loquacious one and his Murūj al dhahab is not a collection of novelle but a his
torical work Had al Mas ʿ ūdī thought that the story is clearly unhistorical he
would probably not have included it in his Murūj al dhahab at least not without
a word of warning The author of Khālid and Umm Salama was a creative writer
in spite of himself

This trend of rather free composition of stories is typical of the period around
800 1000 Arabic prose literature of the period created few stories from nowhere

as a modern author is generally supposed to do but it freely used stories and
elements derived from written or oral sources and modified these Al Tanūkhī is
a name which we know but many other authors have remained anonymous
Khālid and Umm Salama is one example of anonymous but highly developed lit
erature and the anecdote collections and other adab works contain many other
such long narratives which come close to early Renaissance novelle in their artful
use of structure and literary devices The story of the Weaver of Words 46 is another
example of some fame but these stories have usually received little attention de
spite their merits as rare pieces of prose belles lettres from Medieval times

Most authors seem to have worked with characters and plots which had some
connection with historical persons and events such as in Khālid and Umm
Salama Al Tanūkhī for example besides using written sources collected oral
stories from persons he knew thus remaining within the limits of the historical
or pseudohistorical The final step in this direction was taken by al Hamadhānī
in his maqāmas

Badī ʿ azzamān al Hamadhānī sifted traditional adab sources as well as perhaps
folklore to find suitable plots for his maqāmas He took the decisive step outside
of history by replacing the original characters of the stories by characters he him
self had created and who thus had no real historical basis 47 Moreover when he
reattributed anecdotes he left this undisguised what he wrote was literature not
history by any standard and he did not try to convince his readers that they were
reading historical akhbār He also combined anecdotes which originally were
completely unrelated to each other and built from these multiepisodic maqāmas
where two or more stories are narrated within one maqāma the protagonists con
tinuing their adventures from one episode to another The author of Khālid and
Umm Salama took a step towards this by fusing together elements taken from dif
ferent sources but he did not go beyond a single though bipartite episode

46 For which see Jaakko Hämeen Anttila MAQAMA A History of a Genre Diskurse der
Arabistik 5 Harrassowitz Wiesbaden 2002 80 82 and Jaakko Hämeen Anttila Al
Hamadhānī and the Early History of the Maqāma in Philosophy and Arts in the Islamic
World Urbain Vermeulen and Daniel de Smet eds Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 87
1998 83 96

47 On the lack of his protagonists historicity see Hämeen Anttila Maqama 41 43
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As is commonly known Medieval Arabic literature did not favor long fictitious
prose genres In prose it concentrated on the short and witty anecdote basi
cally a nukta with or without its background story sālifa which it preferred to
be historical or at least in a historical guise Such stories were either based on
historical events or purported to be the only major exception being stories that
were not told about individuals but about types a Bedouin a pretty
slavegirl and which were accordingly ahistorical

Khālid and Umm Salama the Weaver of Words and the works of al Tanūkhī and
al Hamadhānī distanced themselves from this model of literature which had
handicapped Arabic prose literature and had directed the attention of authors
towards history and away from fiction Their works were admired during their
time were eagerly read but for some reason not further developed Later au
thors shifted their focus more on the exquisite use of language and less on the
narrative itself Maqāma authors did continue writing unhistorical stories but be
ginning with al Ḥarīrī their main interest usually lay in rhymed prose with all its
tropes and delicacies Occasional attempts were made especially in Islamic
Spain to reorient the genre towards fiction but these were exceptions to the
rule Some risāla writers especially those writing hunting risālas risāla ṭardiyya 4H
created plots which do not seem to derive from any pre existing model but are
truly artistic creations ex nihilo Yet in the final analysis such overtures remained
marginal and mainstream literature steered away from longer prose narratives

Yet there were attempts at producing long narratives in Medieval Arab society
These however were reduced to a secondary role by being limited to genres that
were not considered serious or suitable to a well read civilized audience Popular
sīras with their faulty language from a Classical point of view never at
tained high status but remained confined to being popular entertainment not
worthy of the attention of the literati Animal tales such as Kalīla wa Dimna and
other popular stories such as those incorporated into the Arabian Nights did for
a while receive some attention but they too fell out of vogue at about the same
time as anecdotal literature stopped creating longer and more complex prose
narratives

In geographical literature the same period produced many tall tales of ʿajāʾib49
but these too were marginalized as non serious literature Thus Classical Arabic
literature never produced longer prose genres despite the fact that all the ele
ments were there and certain authors between 800 and 1000 did start the devel
opment with promising results It seems impossible exactly to pinpoint the rea
sons for this it is always easier to explain why something happened than why

48 Cf Hämeen Anttila Maqama 213 215
49 Syrinx von Hees Enzyklopadie als Spiegel des Weltbildes Qazwīnīs Wunder der Schopfung eine

Naturkunde des 13 Jahrhunderts Diskurse der Arabistik 4 Wiesbaden Harrassowitz 2002
and Syrinx von Hees, The Astonishing A Critique and Re Reading of ʿAǧāʾib Literature
Middle Eastern Literatures 8/2 2005 101 120
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something did not One might search for reasons for this non occurrence from
the high regard enjoyed by exquisite language which it is difficult though not
impossible to maintain over a long period

One might also turn to an extra literary reason In a manuscript culture long
narratives demand much effort not only from the writer but also from the copy
ist As is well known Arab copyists preferred anthologies abridgements and re
writings Naturally Arabic and Persian literature can boast of huge works consist
ing of scores of volumes But all these works were highly prestigious Dictionar
ies select anthologies religious works biographical dictionaries and world histo
ries were copied and recopied despite their length because they were considered
handbooks or otherwise specially valuable works It would have been far more
difficult to get one s novel of entertainment copied A long novel may make
good reading but few would be prepared to copy it by hand or to pay for the
copyist The technical problems of reproduction may partly explain why long
narrative forms were not prone to develop in Classical Arabic literature In
Europe too the novel began to flourish only after the invention of printing

Whether it was a matter of taste or economy or both Medieval Arabic litera
ture did not develop genres such as the short story or the novel It could have
done so as this essay has aimed to show all the necessary elements were present
and the skill of Medieval Arab authors is not to be doubted A similar reluctance
towards longer genres may be noticed in poetry Arab poets were able to write
highly complicated poetry and in Persian epics they even had a model of epic
poetry before their eyes yet they did not find it necessary to create Arabic epics

But it is perhaps a misplaced question to ask why such genres were not devel
oped It might be more just to question the universality of Western genres Even
though longer prose narratives are met with in world literature Japanese and
Chinese novels for example they are far from self evident in developed litera
ture Western literature did not develop any genres equivalent to the Japanese
haiku or tanka and we accept this non development without problems Why
should Western literature have developed such exotic genres Why then should
one expect to see a universal drive towards short stories or novels in non Western
literatures



Literary Criticism as Literature

Geert Jan van Gelder University of Oxford

There is no compelling reason why literary criticism should itself be literary part
of belles lettres A description or a scientific study of an object say food or a phe
nomenon such as religion does not resemble either food or religion However if
a description is a form of representation the links become closer especially if the
medium is similar or identical Thus a visual representation of a tree by a painter
it might be called a study of a tree does resemble a real tree a composer s imi

tation of bird song though it will not fool any bird will show some acoustic cor
respondences with the real thing If the medium is language and style such as in
literature we could also expect some resemblance even though the analogy is not
perfect The history of literary criticism and theory abounds with examples and
counter examples Horace s Ars poetica is itself a good poem but nobody will find
anything particularly poetic in Aristotle s Poetics apart from the verses quoted in
it English literary criticism and poetics in prose boast many influential works that
firmly belong to literature itself often written by those who were poets the
names of Sidney Dryden Shelley and Empson spring to mind there is no need
to list examples of the less readable forms of LitCrit 1 It may be an advantage for
literary criticism to be itself literary because then ideally it teaches by example as
well as by instruction and it practises what it preaches The advantages are some
times outweighed by disadvantages however because literary texts often lack the
clarity and precision that are found in plain scholarly prose

The case is not different throughout the history of Arabic literature Literary
criticism al naqd al adabī is a modern term used here for the rather heteroge
neous collection of works on poetics rhetoric and stylisticsd ʿilm al balāghah an
practical criticism of poetry naqd al shiʿr These are often found together in
various admixtures combining the descriptive and the prescriptive and often
accompanied by an anthological element which may contribute to the literary
character of a work as a whole or by a linguistic and philological component
insofar as this can be distinguished from literary criticism To define literary in
the context of medieval Arabic is another difficulty and one that is so central to
the present volume that I shall not venture to offer my own version other than
adopting the editors term artistic Roughly literary prose or artistic prose
is what the early critics themselves would have called kalām or nathr balīgh any
prose employing rhymet sajʿ should be considered literary prose or at leas

1 Satire and parody are effective means of elevating unreadability to highly entertaining lit
erature as demonstrated by Frederick Crews Postmodern Pooh London Profile Books
2002 a scathing sequel to his equally entertaining but milder The Pooh Perplex A Fresh
man s Casebook New York E P Dutton 1965
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prose with literary aspirations t Saj ʿ is by no means a necessary component bu
merely one of the numerous stylistic and rhetorical devices that contribute to the
literary character of a text such as metaphor simile irony allusion forms of
repetition and parallelism and other figures tropes and schemes and fiction The
term adab often close to literature but always with connotations of ethics and
edification is too vague to be very useful for our purpose When Ibn Khaldūn
d 808/1406 discusses ʿ ilm al adab he says that

We have heard from our teachers in their lectures that the fundamental cornerstones of
this discipline are four compilations Adab al kātib by Ibn Qutaybah d 276/998 al
Kāmil by al Mubarrad d c 285/898 al Bayān wa l tabyīn by al Jāḥiẓ d 255/868 9
and al Nawādir usually entitled al Amālī by Abū ʿAlī al Qālī al Baghdādī d 356/967
All works other than these four are dependent on them and derived from them 2

It is sometimes concluded from this passage that the works mentioned are them
selves examples of adab but it should be noted that Ibn Khaldūn calls them the
cornerstones not of adab itself but of knowledge ʿilm or the study of adab they
are sources of literary prose and verse rather than literary works With the excep
tion of al Jāḥiẓ the personal style of the authors is not particularly artistic if this
style can be discerned at all submerged as it is by copious quotation In fact in al
Bayān wa l tabyīn itself although it is concerned with literary style and communi
cation in general al Jāḥiẓ s stylistic qualities are less conspicuous than in some of
his other works Nevertheless in view of al Jāḥiẓ s many perceptive and often
seminal remarks about literary style poetics and rhetoric not only in al Bayān wa
l tabyīn but also in al Ḥayawān and other works he must be considered as an early
master of Arabic literary literary criticism to coin a rather inelegant expression

Even al Jāḥiẓ s al Bayān wa l tabyīn which deals with clear exposition or
clarity bayān and eloquence balāghah should not be automatically con

signed to the category of belles lettres as James Montgomery has argued convinc
ingly in a recent article al Jāḥiẓ s theory of rhetoric and eloquence is part and
parcel of his Mu ʿ tazilite ideas on religion 3 The purpose of eloquence and ora

2 Ibn Khaldūn al Muqaddimah ed ʿAlī ʿAbd al Wāḥid Wāfī Cairo Lajnat al Bayān al
ʿ Arabī 1962 vol 4 1267 1268 cf Franz Rosenthal s translation Ibn Khaldūn The Muqad
dimah An Introduction to History Princeton Princeton University Press 1967 vol 3 340
341 See also the very similar saying attributed to Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm b Qāsim al Aʿlam
al Baṭalyawsī d 642/1244 5 or 646 in Ibn Sa ʿ īd al Andalusī al Muqtaṭaf min azāhir al
ṭuraf ed Sayyid Ḥanafī Ḥasanayn Cairo al Hayʾah al ʿĀmmah li l Kitāb 1984 217 In
kāna gharaḍuka iqrāʾ al adab wa l ishtihār bi kutubihi fa ʿalayka bi arkān al adab al arbaʿah al
Bayān li l Jāḥiẓ wa l Kāmil li l Mubarrad wa l Amālī li l Qālī wa l Zahrah l i l Ḥuṣrī T he
last mentioned work is Zahr al ādāb by al Ḥuṣrī al Qayrawānī d 413/1022 this literary
anthology is obviously more appropriate than Ibn Qutaybah s Adab al kātib which is more
concerned with linguistics and lexicography Ibn Khaldūn should rather have mentioned
Ibn Qutaybah s ʿUyūn al akhbār

3 James E Montgomery Al Jāḥiẓ s Kitāb al Bayān wa al Tabyīn in Writing and Representa
tion in Medieval Islam Muslim Horizons Julia Bray ed London New York Routledge
2006 91 152
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tory is never merely aesthetic and always includes elements of edification in
struction paraenesis homily and other non literary matters Nevertheless it is
possible to speak of literariness as a quality of texts in which the form style
diction structure has obviously been given special attention as a means to con
vey the meaning Thus poetry with its strict formal characteristics its density of
tropes and figures of speech is far more obviously literary than most prose
genres Al Jāḥiẓ s prose when he discusses matters of style and eloquence or
anything else is often itself eloquent and stylistically arresting

The earliest artistic forms of literary criticism however antedate al Jāḥiẓ Poets
themselves include in their own poetry interesting snippets of criticism and re
flection on their art but since the present volume deals with prose criticism in
the form of poetry will have to be ignored 4 As for prose the pithy eloquent
impressionistic judgments recorded from the mouths of the first consumers of
pre Islamic and early Islamic poetry the Bedouin are often of an undoubted lit
erary character 5 Such sayings employ arresting metaphors as when the Umayyad

poet ʿ Umar ibn Lajaʾ al Taymī boasts in prose to another poet I am a better
poet than you because I put a verse next to its brother and you put a verse next
to its cousin 6 or in the famous if slightly obscure statement in rhymed prose by
al Akhṭal on the merits of the other two of the Umayyad triad of great poets
Jarīr scoops from a sea al Farazdaq hews from a rock Jarīr yaghrifu min baḥr

wa l Farazdaq yanḥitu min ṣakhr 7 Many such sayings are like these concerned
with ranking poets and making comparative judgments Other sayings are more
general When Isḥāq ibn Ibrāhīm al Mawṣilī d 235/850 asked an anonymous
Bedouin Who is the best poet he replied in saj ʿ imitated in my translation
He who composes fast without delays When he is fast he will amaze He makes

people listen to what he says When speaking in praise he will raise When he
inveighs he will debase alladhī idhā qāla asraʿ wa idhā asraʿa abda ʿ wa idhā takal
lama asmaʿ wa idhā madaḥa rafaʿ wa idhā hajā waḍa ʿ 8 The main inspirations for

4 For a much later literary form of poetics written in verse see e g my The Antithesis of
urjūza and badīʿiyya Two Forms of Arabic Versified Stylistics in Calliope s Classroom
Studies in Didactic Poetiy from Antiquity to the Renaissance M A Harder A A MacDonald
and G J Reinink eds Leuven Peeters 2006 153 172

5 See on this material Nabia Abbott Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri III Language and Litera
ture Chicago University of Chicago Press 1972 108 148 chapter A Bedouin s Opinion
of Jarir s Poetry as Expressed to the Caliph Hisham section Modes of Early Literary
Criticism 122 148

6 Quoted in many sources and also ascribed to others such al Ra ʿ i see Abbott Studies 131
G J van Gelder Beyond the Line Classical Arabic Literary Critics on the Coherence and Unity of
the Poem Leiden Brill 1982 26 27

7 See e g Ibn Sallām al Jumaḥī Ṭabaqāt fuḥūl al shuʿarāʾ ed Maḥmūd Muḥammad Shākir
Cair Dār al Ma ʿ ārif 1952 387 408 al Jāḥiẓ al Bayān wa l tabyīn ed ʿAbd al Salām
Muḥammad Hārūn Cairo al Khānjī 1968 vol 2 117 273 cf Abbott Studies 134 136
wrongly having yanʿatu tot yanḥitu

8 Ibn Rashīq al ʿUmdah fī maḥāsin al shiʿr wa ādāhih ed Muḥammad Muḥyī l Dīn ʿAbd al
Ḥamīd repr Beirut Dār al Jīl 1972 vol 1 123
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poetry are summed up in the answer given by the poet Artah ibn Suhayyah to
the caliph ʿ Abd al Malik who had asked for a poem By God I feel no emotion
I am not angry I am not drinking I desire nothing Poetry comes only with one
of these things Again rhyming prose is used Wa llāhi ma aṭrab wa lā aghḍab
wa lā ashrab wa lā arghab 9 Such aphorisms remain a staple part of Arabic writ
ings on literature In many works of literary criticism they alternate with more
discursive passages

Between the short adage which is often part of an anecdote and the treatise
one finds more sustained passages in prose on specific matters related to criti
cism or eloquence There are several examples of such longer passages that deal
with eloquence and oratory it is not surprising that texts on eloquence should
themselves be eloquent When al Jāḥiẓ quotes answers to the question what is
eloquence mā l balāghah he gives both kinds Short and eloquent though
somewhat cryptic are for instance the answers given by a Persian eloquence is
knowing disjunction from junction maʿrifat al faṣl wa l waṣl a Greek mak

ing sound divisions and selecting speech taṣḥīḥ al aqsām wa khtiyār al kalām
and a Byzantine apt conciseness in extemporizing and abundance on a day
when length is needed ḥusn al iqtiāb ʿinda l badāhah wa l ghazārah yawm al
iṭālah 10 one notes the use of sajʿ and parallelism Much longer however are pas
sages on eloquence and oratory by Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ by Sahl ibn Hārūn by an
unknown Indian and by Bishr ibn al Muʿtamir all of them quoted by al Jāḥiẓ
to each of these I shall turn in due course When Ibn al Muqaffaʿ d c 137/155
is asked the identical question his answer as quoted by al Jāḥiẓ is one hundred
words long 11 Its literary character is less obvious than in the bon mots quoted
above it is found in the subtle balance between phrases and the clarity of
thought and is not in need of sajʿ

Eloquence is a word that brings together meanings applying to many different aspects
Some of it lies in silence and some in listening some in allusion ishārah and some in
argumentation some of it is replying and some is initiating some of it is poetry some

9 Ibn Rashīq ʿUmdah vol 1 120 which has the fullest version compare the versions in e g
Ibn Qutaybah al Shiʿr wa l shuʿarāʾ ed Aḥmad Muḥammad Shākir Cairo Dār al Maʿārif
1966 1967 vol 1 80 Ibn Ṭabāṭabā ʿIyār al shiʿr ed ʿAbd al ʿAzīz ibn Nāṣir al Māniʿ Ri
yadh Dār al ʿUlūm 1985 206 al Marzubānī al Muwashshaḥ ed ʿ Alī Muḥammad al
Bijāwī Cairo Dār Nahḍat Miṣr 1965 377 378 Ibn ʿAbd Rabbih,ad al ʿIqd al farī d ed Aḥm
Amīn Aḥmad al Zayn Ibrāhīm al Abyārī repr Beirut Dār al Kitāb al ʿArabī 1983 vol 5
326 Abū l Faraj al Iṣfahānī al Aghānī Cairo Dār al Kutub al Hayʾah al Miṣriyyah al
ʿĀmmah 1927 1974 vol 13 31 In some versions one finds lā arhab I am not afraid or
even non rhyming elements lā aḥzan I am not sad

10 Al Jāḥiẓ Bayān vol 1 88 the sayings are often quoted in later works
11 Al Jāḥiẓ Bayān vol 1 115 116 also quoted in later sources such as Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī

Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn ed ʿ Alī Muḥammad al Bijāwī and Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm
Cairo ʿĪsā al Bābī al Ḥalabī 1971 20 The original speech may have included other say
ings by Ibn al Muqaffaʿ quoted after what is obviously an explanatory interruption either
by al Jāḥiẓ or his source Isḥāq ibn Ḥassān al Qūhī
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of it isd saj ʿ and speeches and some is epistles Collectively these various kinds shoul
reveal waby or allude to ishārah the meaning 12 Concision ījāz that is eloquence
but in formal orations 13 or speeches for the reconciliation of discord use prolixity
without garrulity length without causing boredom Let there be in the beginning of
your words an indication of your business just as the best verse in poetry is a verse of
which as soon as you have heard the beginning you know its rhyme word

The syntactic and semantic balancing in this passage is not of the rigid and pre
dictable kind one would have expected for instance silence to be balanced
by speech rather than listening but speech may have been too obvious for
inclusion The series of opposite or complementary pairs allusion vs explicit ar
gumentation revelation vs allusion concision vs prolixity is interrupted by the
triad poetry oratory epistles where it should be noted that rhymed prose is
still associated with oratory only and not yet with epistles which in a later age it
would come to dominate The last sentence is self descriptive in that the word
rhyme word may be anticipated by the listener

Half a century after Ibn al Muqaffa ʿ s death an Indian physician called Bah
lah was asked about Indian eloquence Instead of giving his own views he pro
duced a page or sheet ṣaḥīfah written in Indian presumably Sanskrit which
was duly translated into Arabic 15 Here follows a translation of the passage as
quoted by al Jāḥiẓ 16

12 Instead of or allude to the meaning the version of al Ṣināʿatayn has but alluding to the
meaning is more eloquent

13 al khuṭab bayn al simāṭayn lit speeches between the two rows referring e g to a court
situation where the ruler is flanked by two rows of attendants

14 Although ṣaḥīfah could mean scroll cf Q 74 52 and 81 10 it is here probably a loose
leaf or folio The Indians did not use scrolls but codices as my colleague Prof Christo
pher Minkowski informs me

15 Bahlah is said to be one of the Indian doctors imported in the days of the Barmakid vi
zier Yaḥyā ibn Khālid who retired from office in 181/797 One of Bahlah s Indian col
leagues mentioned by al Jāḥiẓ s informant Bayān vol 1 92 is Mankah who was also ac
tive as a translator from Indian into Persian and Arabic according to Ibn Abī Uṣaybiʿah
ʿUyūn al anbāʾ fī ṭabaqāt al aṭibbāʾ ed Nizār Riḍā Beirut Dār Maktabat al Ḥayāt n d 475
and Ibn al Nadīm al Fihrist ed Gustav Fliigel Leipzig 1871 1872 repr Beirut Khayyāṭ
n d 245 It is doubtful whether he is responsible for the polished Arabic prose of the pre
sent translation

16 al Jāḥiẓ Bayān vol 1 92 93 in a story told by the rather obscure Mu ʿ tazilite called
Muʿammar ibn al Ash ʿ ath in Ibn al Nadīm Fihrist 100 Yāqūt Muʿjam al udabā ʾ repr
Beirut Dār Iḥyāʾ al Turāth al ʿArabī n d vol 14 127 reads Ma ʿ mar Parts of the text are
found in numerous other sources all going back to al Jāḥiẓ Ibn al Mudabbir al Risālah al
ʿadhrāāb ʾ Ibn Qutay ba ʿUyūn al akhbā r al Bāqillān ī Iʿjāz al Qur ʾān al Ḥuṣ rī Zahr al ād
al Ābi Nathr al durr Abū Ṭāhir al Baghdādī Qānūn al balāghab Ibn Abī l Iṣbaʿ Taḥrīr al
taḥbīr The text is discussed at some length by Abī Hilāl al ʿAskarī in his al Ṣināʿatayn 25
43 The passage has been translated into Russian by Kratchkovsky who thinks that the text
is unlikely to be a straightforward translation from an Indian text HrHaraH lOjiHanoBHH
KpaHKOBCKHH I Y Kratchkovskij OparMeHT hii/ih R ckoh peTopHKH b apa6cKofi nepeaane
M36pawibie Commeuun T om II MocKBa JleHHurpaa MxnaTejiCTBO AKaaeMHH HayK 1956
309 316 and into French by Charles Pellat Djahiz et la litterature comparee Cahiers
algeriens de la litterature comparee 1 1966 94 108 see 104
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The beginning of eloquence is that all the tools 17 of eloquence come together This hap

pens when the orator is composed his body motionless his glances few does not look
around too much his diction well chosen He should not address the master of a slave
girl 18 with the words of the slave girl nor kings with the words of the common people
It should be in his powers to deal with every class He will neither refine the meanings
thoughts ideas too much nor polish the expressions overmuch nor 19 purify them
thoroughly nor revise them excessively but only do all this when he meets a wise man
or a learned philosopher someone who has made it his habit to delete any superfluous
speech and to omit words that share more than one meaning someone who has studied
the art of speech 20 as an art and as a means to come across 21 not in order to raise objec
tions and to be pedantic 22 or to make a curious point and to be witty
He said 23 To do justice to a meaning the word chosen for it should correspond to it
and this situation be in accordance with it The word used for it should give neither
too much 24 nor too little it should neither fall short nor be a homonym nor be
made to imply other meanings 25 One should in addition to this remember the point
made at the beginning of one s speech One should pay as much attention to what one
has come from as to what one will arrive at One s words should be pleasing and one
should make oneself accustomed to the stress lit terror of these speech situations
The whole matter revolves around making oneself understood by each group of people
to the extent of their ability and imposing on them according their stations His tools
should be easily available to him and his instrument should be free to act together with
him 26 He should be just in doubting 27 himself and be frugal in thinking well of

17 tools the Arabic ālah is singular
18 The editor vocalises the word as amah most others either leave it unvowelled or read it as

urnmah people as do Kratchkovsky napoaa Hapoay and Pellat la nation But
there can be little doubt that the former reading is correct since sayyid al amah is a com
mon expression e g in Islamic legal texts

19 The negative lā here and at the next verb is not found in all parallel texts
20 ṣināʿat al manṭiq apparently does not mean the art of logic here
21 ʿalā jihat al mubālaghah The usual meaning of mubālaghah exaggeration hyperbole

does not seem to fit here I have connected it with balāghah eloquence from balagha to
reach come across

22 al iʿtirāḍ wa l taṣaffuḥ The literal meaning of taṣaffuḥ is turning over the pages taqlīb al
ṣafaḥāt derived from this is the meaning to scrutinise examine critically pay attention
on which my conjectured translation is based But Pellat may be correct with his par haz
ard et superficiellement connecting the words with ʿaraḍ and ṣafḥah surface respec
tively which in a sense is the opposite of my interpretation Note that taṣaffuḥ is used
later in the passage as paying attention

23 The speaker is presumably the anonymous author of the passage as was apparently be
lieved also by al c Askari and some others who quote this passage Some others who quote
from Bahlah s text however end here or slightly before as if they believe that another
speaker takes over

24 The words wa lā mafḍūlan not found in all MSS and therefore put between brackets by
the editor and here between is also absent from most other versions

25 lā mushtarakan wa lā muḍammanan Pellat ni ambigu ni incomplet The word muḍam
man and the verbal noun taḍmīn have several meanings including enjambment which is
how al ʿAskarī and following him Pellat it seems interpret it although normally this ap
plies to poetry rather than prose

26 Pellat que son outil se plie a ses exigences
27 cf Pellat II ne doit douter de lui meme probably better than accuse suspect himself
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himself For if he accuses himself unduly he does himself an injustice and consigns to
himself the humiliation of those that are wronged and if he thinks well of himself un
duly he gives himself false assurance and consigns to himself the ignominy of those
who feel assured All this implies a certain amount of work shughl every work implies a
certain measure of weakness and all weakness implies a certain degree of ignorance

Kratchkovsky doubts whether the ideas in this passage do in fact have an Indian
source and both its style and its ideas make a thoroughly Arabic impression
even though some of the ideas may also be found in Indian rhetoric 28 One
could almost suspect that al Jāḥiẓ wrote or revised it himself Despite some
clumsy repetitions 29 its style is undoubtedly literary marked as it is by a re
strained use of rhyme laḥẓ lafẓ ḥakīmā ʿalīmā ṭibqā wafqā ālātuh adātuh
by an extensive use of syntactic and semantic parallelism often with assonance
e g lā yudaqqiqu l maʿāniya hullal tadqīq wa lā yunaqqiḥu l alfāẓ kullal tanqīḥ

and by its conclusion with a catena or gradatio a chain of aphorisms It seems to
ramble a bit jumping from the orator O to his speech S from there to the
audience A and so forth but even here it may be possible to detect some or
der for the passage seems to have a symmetrical structure OSASASO One
could argue that it sins against some of its own precepts for it is not free of repe
tition and redundancy Yet the Arabic text has obviously been carefully refined
and polished as if the reader were to be flattered by thinking himself to be the
wise man or a learned philosopher mentioned in the text

Bishr ibn al Mu ʿ tamir an early Mu ʿ tazilite theologian who died in 210/825
also had literary gifts Some interesting poems are quoted by al Jāḥiẓ in his al
Ḥayawān and a passage about oratory is found in al Bayān wa l tabyīn and other
sources 30 Again it is a ṣaḥīfah a written page carefully composed min taḥbīrihī
wa tanmīqihī with advice addressed to would be orators somewhat rudely
given to some young men in the presence of their teacher Ibrāhīm ibn Jabalah

28 I thank my Oxford colleagues Dr Firuza Abdullaeva for her help with Kratchkovsky s Rus
sian and Prof Christopher Minkowski for his comments on the possible Indian back
ground

29m e g awwal al balāghah ijtimāʿ ālat al balāghah instead of lā yukallim sayyid al amah bi kalā
al amah he could have said lā yukallim al sayyid bi kalām al amah

30 Al Jāḥiẓ Bayān vol 1 135 139 or 140 It is not wholly clear where Bishr s text ends
Also quoted in al Zubayr ibn Bakkār al Akhbār al muwaffaqiyyāt ed Sāmī Makkī al ʿ Ānī
Baghdad al Jumhūriyyah al ʿIrāqiyyah Riʾāsat Dīwān al Awqāf 1972 163 165 Ibn ʿ Abd
Rabbih ʿIqd vol 4 55 56 al ʿAskarī Ṣināʿatayn 140 Ibn Rashīq ʿUmdah vol 1 212 214
See I Y Kratchkovskij MyTa3HJiHTCKHH TpaicraT VIII b o JiHTepaTypnoM TBop iecrBe in
his M36paHHbie CoimeHM vol 2 221 229 Arabic text and Russian translation Wolfhart
Heinrichs Arabische Dichtung undgriechische Poetik Beirut Wiesbaden Franz Steiner 1969
47 48 ʿAdnān ʿUbayd al ʿ Alī ed Bishr ibn al Muʿtamir shiʿruhu wa ṣaḥīfatuhu 1
balāghiyyah Majallat Maʿhad al Makhṭūṭāt al ʿArabiyyah 31 1987 503 541 For a partial
translation see Suzanne R Stetkevych Abū Tammām and the Poetics of the ʿAbbāsid Age Lei
den Brill 1991 16 17 attributing the text to al Jahiz rather than Bishr a useful summary
is given by Josef van Ess Theohgie und Gesellschaft vol 3 Berlin de Gruyter 1992 112 115
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al Sakūnī Do not pay attention to him 31 The passage here given in a short
ened form shows some parallels with the page produced by Bahlah the Indian

Take for yourself a moment when your mind is full of energy free of preoccupations
and ready to respond to you for a little of what is made at such time 32 is more precious
nobler better to the ear sweeter to the heart freer of bad mistakes and more productive
of choice and brilliant things than many a noble expression and novel idea Know that
this will yield more to you than what a long day of toil drawn out exertion and
strained repeated effort will give you Whatever you may fail to achieve you will not
fail to make your intended meaning accepted and to be light and easy on the tongue
just as it sprang from its well and came up from its mine Be careful not to take a rugged
path for the rugged path will deliver you into the hands of tangledness and tangledness
is what will consume your ideas and mar your expressions Whoever desires a noble
idea let him seek for it a noble expression for a lofty idea deserves a lofty expression
both deserve to be protected from what may spoil them and debase them
Be on one of three levels If the first level happens to be out of your reach if it will
not come to you and be available at a first attempt as soon as you make an effort when
you find that the expressions will not fall in their proper places or settle in their right
positions allotted to them or when a rhyme word will not take its proper place when it
cannot be joined to its like when it is uncomfortable in its place and loath to stay in its
position then you should not force the expressions to usurp their places and to settle
where they are not at home For if you do not engage in composing metrical verse and
if you do not take it upon yourself to produce choice speech in prose nobody will
blame you for not doing so If however you engage in either of them while you are not
proficient or naturally talented no expert who can see the pros and contras of a case
then even those who are more deserving of criticism than you will criticise you and
those inferior to you will deem themselves superior

The above passages that of the Indian and Bishr s advice are mainly con
cerned with oratory although Bishr also mentions poetry When the poet Abū
Tammām gives advice on composing poetry to his younger colleague al Buḥturī
he dwells on similar themes 33

31 As van Ess remarks there is some doubt about the story for this Ibrāhīm ibn Jabalah
seems to have been active in the mid eighth century see al Jahshiyārī al Wuzarāʾ wa l
kuttāb Cairo Muṣṭafā al Bābī al Ḥalabī 1980 82 106 107 and he was therefore much
older than Bishr But Bishr who died at an advanced age could have been a young man

32 fa inna qalīl tilka l sāʿah al ʿAskarī has fa inna qalbaka tilka l sāʿah the editors of al ʿlqd re
cord a variant that has nafsaka instead of qalbaka

33 The authenticity of Abū Tammām s recommendation waṣiyyah is not above suspicion
since it is first found in a relatively late work al Ḥuṣri Zabr al ādab repr Beirut Dār al Jīl
1972 152 153 also in Ibn Rashīq ʿUmdah vol 2 114 115 and several later sources See
Jamal Eddine Bencheikh Poetique arabe essai sur les voies d une creation Paris Anthropos
1975 88 90 Geert Jan van Gelder Inspiration and Writer s Block in Classical Arabic Po
etry in Poetica medievale tra oriente e occidente Paolo Bagni Maurizio Pistoso eds Rome
Carocci 2003 61 71 see p 66 and note 52 for more references The version in Ibn Abi l
Isba Taḥrīr al taḥbīr ed Ḥifnī Muḥammad Sharaf Cairo Lajnat Iḥyāʿ al Turāth al Islāmī
AH 1383 410 411 or al Nawājī,t Muqaddimah fī ṣināʿat al naẓm wa l nath r Beirut Maktaba
al Ḥayāt n d 40 42 is markedly more flowery
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Choose moments when you have few worries and are free of anxieties Know that usu
ally if one wishes to compose or memorize something one aims at doing so at dawn
for then the soul has taken its share of rest and sleep If you want love poetry then
make the diction elegant and the ideas subtle Provide much in the way of displaying
ardent love complaining of the pains of grief the agitation of yearnings and the tor
ment of separation If you embark on praising a munificent patron then make public
his virtues demonstrate his lineages and elucidate his known characteristics and the
nobility of his status Arrange 34 your thoughts and be on your guard against those that
are unknown Beware of disfiguring your verse with ugly words Be like a tailor who cuts
the cloth to the measures of the body If you are confronted with boredom then rest
yourself only make poetry when your mind is empty 35 Make your lust 36 for making
verse the means towards good composition for lust is a good helper In general com
pare your poetry with earlier poetry of those who went before Seek what the experts
deem good and avoid what they reject then you will follow the right path if God wills

It may strike us as surprising that Abū Tammām the innovative poet appears so
conservative here in his warning against unknown or unfamiliar poetic ideas
and his recommendation to hold fast to the canon and critical consensus His
advice is cast in simple but eloquent language without the far fetched imagery
for which he was notorious 37 There is a modest use of parallelism and rhyme
qalīl al humūm ṣifr min al ghumūm ijʿal al lafẓ rashīqā wa l maʿnā raqīqā ṣabābah
kaʾābah ashwāq firāq manāqibah manāsibah The direct incentive that leads

to good poetry is a strong desire lust to make it it almost sounds as I artpour
I art even though such a concept hardly existed in medieval Arabic poetry or
poetics

While the use ofa saj ʿ is often a clear indication of the literary character of
piece of prose it is by no means a necessary element A passage on balāghah and
the use off saj ʿ by Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī stresses this eloquently for it is itsel
eloquent while almost devoid of8 sajʿ 3

I shall mention to you the varieties of eloquence in a summary by means of which you
may find out about the details Know that the first of its kinds is the speech that is
granted by natural talent ṭabʿ even though this natural speech is never free of art
ṣināʿah The second kind is the speech that is obtained by means of art even though

34 naḍḍid Ibn Rashīq has taqāḍa Ibn Abī l Iṣbaʿ has taqāṣṣ the meanings of which are not
clear in this context The clause is lacking in al Nawājī

35 Obviously meaning not preoccupied
36 He uses shahwah usually associated with either sex or food
37 One should keep in mind that our only and perhaps not wholly reliable source for the

text is al Buḥturī whose own style is often contrasted with that of his teacher
38 Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī al Baṣāʾir wa l dhakhāʾir ed Wadād al Qāḍī Beirut Dār Ṣādir

1988 vol 2 68 69 Parts of this passage are also found in al Tawḥīdī s Mathālib al wazīrayn
Damascus Dār al Fikr 1961 date of preface 94 95 where they are attributed to a Chris
tian kātib called Abū ʿUbayd who is praised for his eloquence ibid 93 and who is identi
cal I suspect with Ibn thus ʿUbayd al Kātib an associate of al Tawḥīdī whom he men
tions several times in his al Imtāʿ wa l muʾānasah and other works See e g Joel L Kraemer
Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam The Cultural Revival During the Buyid Age Leiden Brill
1992,198,201
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this artful speech is never free of naturalness The third kind is the free flowing continu
ous speech al musalsal i 9 that spontaneously comes in the course of the two former two
methods Examples of these varieties will be found in these Anecdotes and Insights 40 if
you look for them you will find them But whatever your own gifts are in this matter do
not be overly fond of saj ʿ for it is difficult to achieve if one aims at doing it in its proper
place Neither should you avoid it altogether for then you will be deprived of half the
beauty The course to follow in this is to aim at a proportion such as that of the embroi
dered hem ṭirāz to the robe as a whole the ornamented border to the silk gown the
beauty spot to the face the eye in a human being the pupil to the eye or the gesture to
movement For you know that when a face has many moles to the point of being
dominated by them the extent of the black parts will take away the perfection of
beauty Sajʿ runs smoothly in some places but not in others and free flowing un
rhymed speech istirsāl is a better indication of natural talent Try to be like a gold
smith who takes a gold flake casts it then moulds it then engraves it then drives it
then embellishes it and then offers it for sale

During al Tawḥīdī s lifetime we find the first instances of more sustained compo
sitions of artistic literary criticism neither the short aphorisms of the earliest
times nor the somewhat more extended passages of one or a few pages Al
Tawhidi himself contributed to this trend for instance in his collection of es
says entitled al Imtāʿ wa l muʾānasah presented as the faithful record of conver
sations and discussions in the presence of his patron the vizier Ibn Sa ʿ dān d
374/983 but no doubt carefully edited by the author One of these sessions

the seventh night is a report of al Tawḥīdī s dispute with Ibn ʿ Ubayd the
Christian kātib mentioned before on the merits of the two main types of kātib
the chancery scribe standing for balāghah and literary art and the accountant
standing for the utilitarian no nonsense use of language 41 another is devoted
to the difference between prose and poetry 42 Both compositions are not meant

39 I am not certain of the precise meaning of musalsal literally concatenated here In
Mathālib al wazīrayn it is said that this style is found in al Jāḥiẓ s works

40 Al Nawādir wa l baṣāʾir he seems to refer to the present work
41 Al Tawḥīdī Imtāʿ vol 1 96 104 for a translation and brief discussion see Geert Jan van

Gelder Man of Letters v Man of Figures The Seventh Night from al Tawḥīdī s al lmtāʿ
wa l muʾānasa in Signa Scripta Vocis Studies about Scripts Scriptures Scribes and Languages in
the Near East presented to J H Hospers H L J Vanstiphout et al eds Groningen Egbert
Forsten 1986 53 63 The theme was taken up later by al Ḥarīrī in his 22 nd maqāmah al
Furātiyyah It is somewhat paradoxical that Ibn ʿUbayd is presented as attacking artistic
prose while al Tawḥīdī praises him for his eloquence elsewhere see note 38

42 Al Tawḥīdī Imtāʿ vol 2 130 147 see Klaus Hachmeier Rating adab Al Tawḥīdī on the
Merits of Poetry and Prose The 25 th Night of Kitāb al lmtāʿ wa l muʾānasa Translation and
Commentary Al Qanṭara 25 2004 357 385 The conclusion of the text some 100 words
with statements by Ibn al Marāghī Ibn ʿUbayd and the vizier is not included in this
translation perhaps because it deals with a topic aphorisms kalimāt qiṣār that is resumed
in the following 26 th night However this truncation somewhat spoils the unity of the
text and Ibn al Marāghī s remark corroborated by Ibn ʿ Ubayd on the felicitous combina
tion of prose and poetry in one text is surely a fitting conclusion to the debate See also
Ziyad Ramadan az Zuʿbī Das Verhdltnis von Poesie und Prosa in der arabischen Literaturtheorie
des Mittelalters Berlin Klaus Schwarz 1987 191 196
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as systematic scholarly treatises reading them is as Klaus Hachmeier said of the
latter essay an enlightening and entertaining experience each is a work of
adab about adab Ai They are obviously intended not merely as collections of
aphorisms and appropriate quotations although they contain much of this but
as unified compositions each embedded in the framework imposed by the for
mat of al Imtāʿ wa l muʾānasah as a whole a conversation with the erudite vizier
who solicits prompts and himself provides opinions

Al Tawḥīdī s report of the debate between the man of letters kātib al inshāʾ
and the man of figures kātib al ḥisāb is prompted by the vizier s question I
heard you shouting today in the Palace with Ibn ʿ Ubayd what was it all about
In the body of the text al Tawḥīdī refutes sentence by sentence Ibn ʿ Ubayd s
claims for his own profession given at the beginning At the end after a particu
larly eloquent passage by al Tawḥīdī in which he finishes uncharacteristically
with a few maxims inh sajʿ the vizier speaks again expressing his satisfaction wit
al Tawḥīdī s refutation and commenting on the latter s career After a few ex
changes they note that it is midnight and the text ends with one of the closing
formulas used in the collection wa nṣarafi and I left

The same formula ends the debate on poetry vs prose The topic is suggested
by the vizier Al Tawḥīdī at the outset remarks that speech about speech is dif
ficult since it revolves around itself and is entangled with itself innahū yadūr
ʿala nafsihī wa yaltabis baʿḍuhū bi baʿḍihī 4 4 The point made here is crucial to our

topic Just as thinking about thinking or being conscious of being conscious
could lead to a kind of vertigo and just as speaking about speech or literary
criticism of literary criticism requires the deployment of a different level of dis
course conventionally indicated by the prefix meta so an artistic literary ex
pression of ideas on artistic expression runs the risk of being entangled in its own
clothes as eloquently suggested by al Tawḥīdī s use of the verb iltabasa which
combines the concepts of clothing and confusion But not every passage in the
text in which many different persons are quoted is equally flowery and artistic
and even if they are literary in their use of elegant balancing parallelism and
other devices this does not necessarily impair their clarity of meaning Particu
larly interesting is a long and somewhat puzzling quotation from al Tawḥīdī s re
vered master Abū Sulaymān al Manṭiqī al Sijistānī d c 375/985 in which he
distinguishes between seven different kinds of balāghah eloquence or rhetoric
as Hachmeier translates those of poetry oratory prose apparently written
prose as distinct from the spoken prose of oratory proverb or parable exem
plum al mathal ,y intellect al ʿaql perhaps standing for scientific and scholarl
discourse extemporizing al badīhah and exegesis or interpretation al taʾwīl 45

43 Hachmeier Rating adab 359
44 Al Tawḥīdī lmtāʾ vol 2 131 cf Hachmeier Rating adab 360
45 Al Tawḥīdī lmtāʾ vol 2 140 143 cf Hachmeier Rating adab 377 379
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The categories seem to overlap for one could imagine that extemporizing and
aphorism could be combined for instance with oratory And to take the

one most relevant to the present volume what is eloquence of prose balāghat
al nathr According to Abū Sulaymān it implies that

its expression lafẓ should be readily understood mutanāwal its meaning maʿnā well
known its text refined the composition taʾlīf should be simple the intent murād
should be sound it should be shining brightly and of gentle appearance its blades
should be polished analogies parables or examples Arab amṯāl should be easy to
grasp the necks al hawādī should be connected and the hind quarters al aʿjāz set
apart 46

The translator s final parenthesized question mark is justified for the passage be
gins with phrases that are straightforward and easily understood but then plunges
into a series of disparate metaphors that are by no means wholly clear One can
see what is meant by rawnaq lustre splendour but what about the ḥawāshī

borders seams that should be raqīqah thin fine delicate 47 and what pre
cisely are the burnished blades or swords ṣafāʾiḥ probably an allusion to
written pages ṣaḥāʾif or the necks and hindquarters of the text Why should
the necks be connected muttaṣilah but the hindquarters set apart or separated
mufaṣṣalah It is this unfocused imagery and obscurity that can make artistic lit

erary criticism alternately a source of admiration when one grasps the general
drift and irritation when one grapples with the details of interpretation Simi
larly Abū Sulaymān s distinction between various kinds of styles each requiring
different standards of excellence is valid and useful but the apparent lack of
logical rigour can only rub in the fact that literary criticism is not a science

Literary criticism in the 4 th 10 th century takes on other extended forms that in
one way or another belong to artistic prose The earliest monographs dating
back to the end of the preceding century do not fall into this category Although
Ibn al Muʿtazz was himself an important poet and also produced some highly
literary prose 48 his seminal treatise on literary devices and rhetorical or poetic
embellishments¬ Kitāb al Badīʿ written in 274/887 is written in a factual un
adorned style as is his practical criticism in other works 49 Another proficient
poet Ibn Ṭabāṭabā d 322/934 wrote his ʿ Iyār al shiʿr The Standard of Poetry

46 Al Tawḥīdī lmtāʿ vol 2 141 as translated by Hachmeier Rating adab 377 378
47 raqīq al ḥawāshī is in fact a very common expression for anything that is delicate and re

fined
48 See for instance the short passages on bayān and balāghah in Rasāʾil Ibn al Muʿtazz fī l naqd

wa l adab wal ijtimāʿ ed Muḥammad ʿAbd al Mun ʿ im Khafājī Cairo Muṣṭafā al Bābī al
Ḥalabī 1946 62 64

49 e g in his Ṭabaqāt al shuʿarāʾ al muḥdathīn ed ʿAbd al Sattār Aḥmad Farrāj Cairo Dār al
Maʿārif 1968 and his Risālah ʿalā maḥāsin shiʿr Abī Tammām wa masāwīh On the Good and
Bad Points of Abū Tammām s Poetry quoted in al Marzubānī al Muwashshaḥ ed ʿAlī
Muḥammad al Bijāwī Cairo Dār Nahḍat Miṣr 1965 470 490 also in Rasāʾil Ibn al
Muʿtazz 19 31
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in the form of a series of essays on poetry and poetics such as the poetic process
descriptions and similes good and bad poetry depending on either the ideas or
the expression far fetched motifs transitions between themes Although some
passages may be called literary the style of the book as a whole is not Even less
so is the first true poetics in Arabic literary history Naqd al shiʿr Criticism of Po
etry by Qudāmah ibn Jaʿfar d perhaps 337/948 In subsequent centuries Qu
dāmah is sometimes called a paragon of eloquence 50 yet his own style is that of
the scholar rather than the adīb The titles of the books by Ibn Ṭabāṭabā and
Qudāmah are literary in that they employ metaphor both are derived from
testing coins but the analogy between monetary and literary currency was al
ready conventional 51 and not particularly literary In the following I shall briefly
discuss some longer texts that qualify by my standards The discussion will not
be exhaustive but is intended merely to highlight a hitherto somewhat neglected
aspect of texts that have been studied by many scholars in some detail but rarely
with an eye to their literary characteristics

Abū Bakr al Ṣūlī d c 335/947 all round courtier unrivalled chess player
court historian editor of the poetry of several of the most important modern
poets also wrote several valuable works of literary criticism Some of these have
an anthological or biographical character such as his monographs on Abū Tam
mām and al Buḥturī His own style may be appreciated in a remarkable and
lengthy epistle addressed to a certain Abū l Layth Muzāḥim ibn Fātik about
whom nothing is known It is prefixed to his book on Abū Tammām 52 and deals
with the controversial status of that poet and compares him favourably with
that of younger contemporaries such as al Buḥturī and Ibn al Rūmī The signifi
cance of this epistle or essay has been stressed by several recent scholars for in
stance by Stetkevych 53 and Ouyang 54 it is an important document in the con
troversy about Abū Tammām that inspired many works of literary criticism But
not only its contents are interesting its style as may be expected from an epistle
that is addressed to a specific person and deals with the personal preferences of
the writer contrasts with that of the author s monographs It is more rhetorical
more personal and altogether more literary To give a short example when al
Ṣūlī wanted to say that his patron apparently had an unstated demand he
could have written simply something like I saw that you wanted something else

50 e g by al Ḥarīri in his introduction to his Maqāmāt ed A I Sylvestre de Sacy Paris Im
primerie Royale 1847 1853 11 even if one possessed the eloquence of Qudāmah

51 See Ibn Sallām al Jumaḥī Ṭabaqāt 6 7 8
52 Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Yaḥyā al Ṣūlī Akhbār Abū Tammām ed Khalīl Maḥmūd

ʿAsākir et al Cairo Lajnat al Taʾlīf 1937 for the the risālah to Muzāḥim ibn Fātik see 1
56

53 Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych Abū Tammām and the Poetics of the ʿAbbāsid Age Leiden Brill
1991,38 48

54 Wen chin Ouyang Literary Criticism in Medieval Arabic Islamic Culture The Making of a Tra
dition Edinburgh Edinburgh University Press 1997 138 140
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from me but did not say so perhaps to spare me further trouble Such a state
ment would be personal but plain Instead he expresses himself as follows in a
manner distinctly literary by the standards of his own time

Then the eye of thought showed me there was something left in your mind which your
tongue did not reveal to me either because you were unwilling to trouble me or fearing
that you would add to my labour what with all that was allotted to me the injustice of
Time jawr al zamān the harshness of the ruler jafāʾ al sulṭān and the altered attitude
of friends taghayyur al ikhwān

When he embarks on actual literary criticism he remains personal giving his
own views in a straightforward manner rather than by quoting other people s
opinions and hiding behind them He rarely usesr sajʿ high flown metaphors o
far fetched similes but his style is rhetorical and artful with exclamations innu
endos rhetorical questions and syntactic suspensions as in a passage also quoted
by Stetkevych 56

If these people knew what others have condemned in skilled poets ancient and modern
alike there would be so much that whatever they blame Abū Tammām for would dwin
dle if only they believed in being fair and looked at it fairly Someone who blames Abū
Tammām a leading poet who began a new school followed by every good poet after
him but without reaching his level so that people speak of the Ṭāʾite school some
one to which every skilled poet after him is traced back following his footsteps he has
a rank so lowly that Blame itself should be safeguarded from mentioning it lowland
would rise above it 57 Before Abū Tammām poets would come up with something origi

nal in one or two verses in a whole poem this was reckoned to be a token of their most
sublime excellence Then Abū Tammām put his mind to it and drove his talent to be
original in the greater part of his poetry And so he did by my life and well did he do
it Even if he had fallen short in a small portion but he did not this would have
drowned in the seas of his excellence Who is so perfect in a thing that he is not allowed
to make a mistake Only someone without sense would imagine that

This eminently readable epistle partisanship is often more attractive than sober
impartiality concludes with a conventional apology for having been long
winded I have written such a long epistle God give you strength because I
took such delight in addressing you and being passionate to provide what you
desired 58 The excuse sounds genuine

Polemical criticism informs some of the more literary works of criticism of the
generations following al Ṣūlī The obsessively literate statesman of the Būyids al
Ṣāḥib ibn ʿAbbād d 385/995 composed a treatise on that other great and con
troversial poet al Mutanabbī d 354/965 Al Kashf ʿan masāwī al Mutanabb ī Ex

55 Al Ṣūlī Akhbār Abī Tammām 5
56 ibid 37 cf Stetkevych s translation Abū Tammām 44 45 with some differences on minor

points
57 Stetkevych s lower than the lowest bog sounds even better but may be somewhat less

precise for yartafiʿu ʿanhā l wahd
58 Al Ṣūlī Akhbār Abī Tammām 56
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posing al Mutanabbī s Faults is also a risālah addressed to an unnamed person 59
In the introduction he depicts himself as an unbiased critic normally loath to
find fault but reluctantly doing so on this occasion having been provoked by an
uncritical admirer of the poet As Pellat says Ibn ʿ Abbād was most noted and
sometimes criticised for his fondness of¬ sajʿ but he did not employ it indiscrimi
nately 60 In the present treatise he hardly uses it The literary character lies in the
style not only of the introduction but also where he criticises individual verses
Whereas many critics would express their condemnation in plain terms such as
this is extremely ugly and might deploy their philological skills to explain the

failing in some detail al Ṣāḥib regularly has a mocking quip or an original scath
ing remark and mostly omits scholarly pedantry A verse by al Mutanabbī is said
to be ugly like love lyrics by old men 61 Of the poet s hemistich and No to
you when you ask No O No No 62 he says I had heard of the faʾfāʾ a stam
merer who says fa fa fa and and and but I had not heard of the laʾlāʾ by anal
ogy someone who says lā lā lā No no no 63 Another verse he declares fit to be
inscribed on talismans and charms apparently because of the ungrammatical il
lāka for illā anta except you 64 When the poet changes Jibrīl Gabriel into Ji
brīn for the sake of the rhyme Ibn ʿ Abbād wonders if the archangel would be
pleased with this distortion of his name Of the striking opening verse Was it
single or sextuple in a single our sweet night Uḥādun am sudāsun fī uḥādī
luyaylatunā 65 Ibn ʿ Abbād says with some justification that it perplexes the
mind and transcends ordinary arithmetic it resembles the speech of the Jikil
Chigil a central Asian Turkic people or the jabber of the Zuṭṭ Gypsies 66 And

so relentlessly he goes on entertaining the reader
A contemporary critic author of a valuable work on stylistics and poetics 67 and

himself an accomplished poet and prose writer Abū ʿ Alī al Ḥātimī d 388/998

59 Published as an appendix to Abū Saʿd Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al ʿ Amīdī al Ibānah ʿan
sariqāt al Mutanabbī ed Ibrāhīm al Dasūqī al Bisāṭī Cairo Dār al Maʿārif 1969 239 270

60 C Pellat Al Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿAbbād in ʿAbbasid Belles Lettres Julia Ashtiany et al eds Cam
bridge Cambridge University Press 1990 110

61 Ibn ʿ Abbād Kashf 258
62 Wa lā laka fī suʾālika lā alā lā al Mutanabbī Dīwān ed F Dieterici Berlin Mittler 1861

221
63 Ibn ʿAbbād Kashf 260
64 Ibid 260 261
65 Al Mutanabbī Dīwān 137
66 Ibn ʿAbbād Kashf 262 Instead of al Jikil on which see e g Yāqūt s geographical diction

ary Muʿjam al buldān s v some later quotations al Badī ʿ ī al Ṣubḥ al munabbī ʿan ḥaythiyyat
al Mutanabbī ed Muṣṭafā al Saqqā et al Cairo Dār al Ma ʿ ārif 1963 305 and al Tha ʿ ālibī
Yatīmat al dabr ed Muḥammad Muḥyī l Dīn ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd Cairo Maktabat al Ḥusayn
al Tijāriyyah 1947 vol i 147 have al ḥukl voiceless insects e g ants which is less likely
on several obvious grounds

67 Abū ʿ Alī Muḥammad ibn al Ḥasan al Ḥātimī Ḥiyat al muḥāḍarah fī ṣināʿat al shiʿr ed
Jaʿfar al Kattānī Baghdad Dār al Rashīd 1979
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also attacked al Mutanabbī in a polemical treatise 68 Its title has been translated as

illustrative treatise on the mention of the appropriations of Abū al Ṭayyib al
Mutanabbī and that which is worthless of his poetry 69 but it is nastier than that
for mūḍiḥah in addition to its normal sense of revealing also means laying
bare the bone said of inflicting grievous wounds as the author himself reminds
us he intends it to be a hatchet job 70 Al Ḥātimī wrote this lengthy epistle
which runs to nearly 200 pages in a modern edition in the form of a report of

his dispute or rather a series of disputes with the poet that took place attended
by a gathering of students in the poet s house in Baghdad around the year
352/963 Bonebakker calls it perhaps one of the most accomplished pieces of
caricature from mediaeval Arabic literature 71 Opinions on al Ḥātimī s own sty
listic gifts are divided Whereas al Tha ʿ ālibī praises him as an excellent stylist in
prose and poetry 72 al Tawḥīdī is far less positive and criticizes him for his lack of
smoothness and his rough diction more appropriate to a Bedouin than a city
dweller al Ḥātimī is intoxicated with speech but when he is sober again he has a
hangover 73 The tone of al Mūḍiḥah is set in the introduction with a satirical
portrait of the haughty and disdainful poet clad in seven robes each of a differ
ent colour in the heat of summer 74 Without any deference to the poet s fame or
seniority the young al Ḥātimī launches an attack choosing a verse that in his
view and by most modern standards too seems tasteless 75 Tell me about your
verse Fear God Cover that beauty with a veil for if you showed yourself
young women in their chambers would menstruate 76 is this how one speaks
about lovers The poet defends himself by referring to an interpretation of a

68 Abū ʿAlī al Ḥātimī al Risālah al mūḍiḥah fī dhikr sariqāt Abī l Ṭayyib al Mutanabbī wa sāqiṭ
shiʿrih ed Muḥammad Yūsuf Najm Beirut Dār Ṣādir Dār Bayrūt 1965 For shorter ver
sions see the text given as an appendix in al ʿAmīdī Ibānah 271 290 entitled al Risālah al
Ḥātimiyyah wa hiya l munāẓarah bayn al Ḥātimī wa l Mutanabbī bi madīnat Baghdād and
that quoted in Yāqūt Muʿjam al udabāʾ ed Aḥmad Farīd Rifāʿī Cairo Dār al Maʾmūn
1936 1938 vol 18 159 179 and in al Badīʿ ī Ṣubḥ 130 142

69 Ouyang Literary Criticism 149 On al Ḥātimī and his polemics with al Mutanabbī see S A
Bonebakker Ḥātimī and his Encounter with Mutanabbī A Biographical Sketch Amsterdam
North Holland Publishing Company 1984 also Amidu Sanni The Historic Encounter
Between al Mutanabbī and al Ḥātimī Its Contribution to the Discourse on ghuluww Hy
perbole in Arabic Literary Theory Journal of Arabic Literature 35 2004 159 174

70 Al Ḥātimī Mūḍiḥah 4 5
71 Bonebakker Ḥātimī 6
72 al Thaʿālibī Yatīmah vol 3 103
73 lmtāʿ vol 1 135
74 al Ḥātimī Mūḍiḥah 9 10
75 ibid 13 14
76 al Mutanabbī Dīwān 126 in an ode praising a patron where the text has dhābat would

melt of desire the variant ḥāḍat would menstruate prompted by sexual desire is men
tioned by the commentator al Wāḥidī Al Qāḍī al Jurjānī says that the poet changed ḥāḍat
to dhābat would melt after having being criticized al Wasāṭah bayn al Mutanabbī wa
khuṣūmih ed Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm and ʿ Alī Muḥammad al Bijāwī Cairo ʿ Īsā
l Bābī al Ḥalabī n d 90
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Qurʾanic expression from the story of handsome Yūsuf/Joseph when he is shown
to the women of the town When they saw him akbarnahū 7 7 most commenta
tors think that the last word means they thought much of him but another
interpretation is they menstruated 78 Al Ḥātimī rejects this and when al
Mutanabbī asks him to forgive this expression for the sake of the quality of the
following verses al Ḥātimī goes on to point out how many motifs of these verses
were taken from earlier poets Seemingly impartial and unbiased he stresses that
al Mutanabbī has one or several undeniably good verses in every poem but regu
larly couples them with verses that are silly sakhīfah in meaning and expression
verses that raid on the good meanings and expressions like hairless wolves on
roaming sheep it is one of the worst failings when one expression is a bad
companion to its sister 79 Here al Ḥātimī seems to suggest that mixing good and
bad verses is somehow worse than composing uniformly bad poems it does not
help the poet that his good lines are compared to sheep or even sheep of infe
rior quality the word used is naqad Thus al Ḥātimī employs various rhetorical
means to belittle his famous adversary It is obvious that the text cannot be a
faithful rendering of what was said in the debate as Bonebakker notes the sar
casm is too strong at times to be believable in a polite debate in al Mutanabbī s
own surroundings 80 and it is unlikely that the proud poet would have suffered re
peated public humiliation in the manner described 81 In short the debate is a fine
specimen of rhetorical fiction which in spite of its obvious partiality and the
equally obvious pettiness of some of the carping is remarkably effective as
Bonebakker admits one almost ends up feeling that Mutanabbī was after all a
mediocre poet who was not only lacking in originality but also had insufficient
competence in grammar lexicography and rhetoric and sometimes gave evi
dence of incredibly bad taste 82

Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī d 398/1008 younger contemporary of al
Ḥātimī and originator of the fictional prose genre par excellence in Arabic the

77 Q 12 31
78 This interpretation is already found and rejected in Abū ʿUbayda s Majāz al Qurʾān ed

Fuʾād Sazkīn Fuat Sezgin Cairo Maktabat al Khānjī 1970 vol 1 309 Al Zamakhsharī
and al Bayḍāwī mention it in their Qurʾan commentaries without rejecting it they quote
al Mutanabbī s verse Although it is intriguing from a literary point of view to connect the
blood shed by the ladies cutting their fingers with menstrual blood al Ḥātimī is surely
right in his rejection the context and the syntax make the other explanation more plausi
ble how to explain for instance the object suffix hū in akbarnahū The explanation
given in Lisān al ʿarab is very contrived it is said to be a pausal h not an object suffix

79 al Ḥātimī Mūḍiḥah 22
80 Bonebakker Ḥātimī 46 on the critic s reaction to a striking line a metrical tour deforce by

the poet He is a showery cloud son of a showery cloud son of a showery cloud son of a
showery cloud I suppose Abū l Ṭayyib al Mutanabbī conversed with the stars all night
long until the morning greeted him when he composed this verse Mūḍiḥah 35 rain
was supposed to be caused by constellations

81 Bonebakker Ḥātimī 52
82 ibid 44
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maqāmah used the form for literary criticism on a few occasions in which he was
followed by subsequent maqāmah writers Unlike most of the texts discussed so
far in this essay the literary character of the maqāmah has been discussed exten
sively the contribution of the genre to literary criticism has received less atten
tion which is not altogether surprising since it is relatively slight with a few ex
ceptions It is not known who ordered al Hamadhānī s collection as we know it
today but perhaps it is not wholly a coincidence that the maqāmah that opens it
is entiteld al Qarīḍiyyah Of Poesie in Prendergast s rendering It consists of a
series of aphoristic characterizations of poets such as were discussed above inʿ saj
as the genre demands put into the mouth of the trickster hero Abū l Fatḥ al
Iskandarī The narrative interest is slight Abū l Fatḥ is rewarded for his elo
quence as is the critical content all is conventional In al Jāḥiẓiyyah the famous
prose writer after being praised by a gathering of banqueters is criticised by the
same Abū l Fatḥ for not being a competent poet and because his prose is rela
tively unadorned with metaphor and other embellishments It is sometimes taken
for granted that Abū l Fatḥ s views are identical with those of al Hamadhānī but
there is no reason to believe that the latter necessarily agrees with the otherwise
ill mannered Abū l Fatḥ he may have wanted to show that it is possible to ad
vance contrasting views 83 Al Shīʿriyya h Of Poetry an d al ʿIrāqiyya h Of Iraq
are not strictly concerned with criticism both contain a series of riddle like ques
tions about well known and not so well known lines of poetry e g What is the
verse that cannot be touched the answer being a verse attributed to Abū Nu
wās A breath of fragrance in a shirt of water a stature of light in a skin of air 84
In his study of the maqāmah genre Jaakko Hämeen Anttila classifies these texts as
philological and aesthetic maqamas 85 Their main aim seems to be not to con

tribute seriously to critical debates or literary theory but to display wit and esprit
and to provide the reader or listener with striking lines of poetry that could prof
itably be memorised and used at suitable occasions The same may be said of
some of al Ḥarīrī s Maqāmāt such as al Ḥulwāniyyah on poetic similes and meta
phors among them the often quoted verse by al Waʾwāʾ on a weeping girl She
let pearls tears rain from narcissuses eyes watering the roses cheeks and bit
ing the jujube fruits henna dyed fingers with hail stones teeth 86

83d See Mohamed Salah Omri There is a Jāḥiẓ for Every Age Narrative Construction an
Intertextuality in al Hamadhānī s Maqāmāt Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 1 1998
31 46

84 Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī Maqāmāt with comm By Muḥammad ʿAbduh Beirut
Dār al Mashriq 1973 144 149 y The Maqdmdt of Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī translated b
W J Prendergast repr London Curzon 1973 114 117 with a rather different translation
I have not found the verse in Abū Nuwās Dīwān it is ascribed to al Khubzaruzzī in al
Thaʿālibī Thimār al qulūb ed Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm Cairo Dār al Ma ʿ ārif
1985 600

85 Jaakko Hämeen Anttila Maqama A Histoiyofa Genre Wiesbaden Harrassowitz 2002 58
86 Al Ḥarīrī Maqāmāt 29
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A more sustained piece of literary criticism in maqāmah form with a fictional
narrator who provides brief characteristics of numerous poets was composed by
Ibn Sharaf al Qayrawānī d 460/1068 87 who lived in the fifth Islamic century
and therefore falls outside the scope of the present volume It is the same with
several other interesting writers of that century such as Abū l ʿ Alāʾ al Ma ʿ arrī
449/1058 who packs much of literary criticism into his various eccentric mas

terpieces such as Risālat al ghufrān The Epistle of Forgiving and Risālat al ṣāhil
wa l shāḥij The Epistle of Neigher and Brayer and ʿ Abd al Qāhir al Jurjānī d
471/1078 who is often dubbed the greatest and most perceptive of medieval
Arabic literary theorists and critics and whose own style in Asrār al balāghah The
Secrets of Eloquence is remarkably eloquent Whereas al Ma ʿ arrī has been stud
ied extensively for his literary rather than his literary critical qualities it is the re
verse for ʿ Abd al Qāhir whose literary gifts would deserve further attention

Although the Andalusian poet and prose writer Ibn Shuhayd 426/1035 also
wrote just outside the allotted time span he wrote his Risālat al tawābi ʿ wa l
zawābī ʿ probabl y c 417/1026 I may be allowed to include him in this survey
His Epistle or Treatise of Familiar Spirits and Demons is an imaginative essay in fic
tion and literary criticism 88 As Monroe has put it in the introduction to his
translation it is a voyage to the medieval Arab Parnassus in the course of which
the author will make value judgments and indicate his own literary preferences
and ideas 89 Monroe goes on to analyse the critical ideas in the epistle discover
ing Neoplatonic ideas about poetic creativity and aesthetics as well as Ibn Shu
hayd s own poetry less is said about the author s prose style

The principal literary quality of al Tawābi ʿ wa l zawābi ʿ is to be found in the
inventive conceit that forms the scaffolding of the composition as a whole the
dialogues of the author s persona with the inspiring demons jinn of pre
Islamic and Islamic poets and prose writers of the past while he is being guided
by another demon on a black horse In the case of the poets these dialogues
consist mainly of an exchange of poetic recitations first poetry by the older
poet followed by that of Ibn Shuhayd who is obviously meant to be the supe

87r Published several times as Rasāʾil al intiqād ed Ḥasan Ḥusnī ʿAbd al Wahhāb Beirut Dā
al kitāb al jadīd 1983 orig published 1911 also incorporated in Rasāʾil al bulaghāʾ ed
Muḥammad Kurd ʿ Alī Cairo Lajnat al taʾlif 1954 300 343 as Aʿlām al kalām ed ʿ Abd
al ʿAzīz Amīn al Khānjī Cairo Maṭba ʿ at al Nahḍah 1926 and with French translation as
Masāʾil al intiqād/Questions de critique litteraire ed tr Charles Pellat Alger Editions Car
bonel 1953 The maqāmah remained a vehicle of literary criticism witness e g the maqā
mahs on poets and on poetry vs prose by al Saraqusṭī Ibn al Ashtarkūwī d 538/1143 al
Maqāmāt al luzūmiyyah ed Badr Aḥmad Ḍayf Alexandria al Hayʾah al Miṣriyyah al
ʿ Āmmah 1982 353 383 and 547 565 transl by James T Monroe Leiden Brill 2002 307
330 403 417

88 Ibn Shuhayd Risālat al tawābi ʿ wa l zawābiʿ ed Buṭrus al Bustānī Beirut Maktabat Ṣādir
1951 translated by James T Monroe Risālat at tawābiʿ wa z zawābiʿ The Treatise of Familiar
Spirits and Demons Berkeley University of California Press 1971

89 Monroe Risālat at tawābiʿ 19



74 GEERT IAN VAN GELDER

rior one Thus the composition as a whole is an example of the old poetic mode
of fakbr vaunting or boasting in a novel form Most of the ideas on criticism
and poetics are implied rather than stated On a smaller scale the text is enli
vened by numerous and often humorous digressions on incidents or descrip
tions of persons and locations that have little or nothing to do with literary criti
cism or aesthetic theory When he does turn to criticism he often uses lively
metaphors and similes As Hämeen Anttila observes,9 0 in its theme and style the
work comes close to what he terms the aesthetic maqama yet without belong
ing to the genre for one thing rhymed prose is used only occasionally except
when he wishes to show off in a set piece such as the amusing epistle on sweets
or the descriptions of a flea and a fox embedded in the text 91

In spite of the scarcity off saj ʿ in the main flow of the text the familiar spirit o
al Jāḥiẓ rebukes Ibn Shuhayd for his fondness of it You are truly a gifted orator
a skilled weaver of words were it not that you are seduced by sajʿ your speech
is poetry not prose This prompts Ibn Shuhayd to inveigh against the literary
standards of his own time Then the familiar spirit of ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd ibn Yaḥyā
d 132/750 one of the founders of Arabic prose style interferes accusing Ibn
Shuhayd of affecting the unaffected unrhymed style of al Jāḥiẓ upon which Ibn
Shuhayd directs his invective to him accusing him of Bedouin coarseness and
alluding to the contrast between Umayyad primitiveness and Abbasid sophistica
tion

Your bow is made of hard nabʿ wood the sap of your arrow is poison what are you
hunting a wild ass or a human being What do you seek a loud noise or eloquent clar
ity bayān By your father eloquence is a difficult thing and you are dressed in a cloak
of it that exposes the arses of your ideas just as a goat s tail exposes its arse It is warmer
now not cold and fine speech is that of Iraq not Syria I can see the blood of jerboas
upon your hands and I can spot the tail fat of lizards on your mandibles 92

As we saw before it is often in invective and debunking criticism that our liter
ary critics tend to be most entertaining and eloquent and often their negative
criticism is more trenchant and illuminating than the flowery praise fulsome yet
empty that fills much of the literary anthologies of later times Nevertheless al
though the Arabic words most commonly used for eloquence stress the convey
ing of information balāghah and clarity bayān it is obvious that highly literary
and rhetorical criticism is normally less precise and clear than plain unadorned
scholarly prose The scurrilous image just quoted may serve as an example what
does Ibn Shuhayd mean precisely by saying that the ideas or topics of the prose
of ʿAbd al Ḥamīd Ibn Yaḥyā who certainly was not a Bedouin and probably not
even an Arab are exposed like a goat s arse and that its author has donned a

90 Hämeen Anttila Maqama 219 229
91 Ibn Shuhayd Risālat al tawābiʿ 162 166 170 72 tr Monroe 74 76 78 79
92 Ibn Shuhayd Risālat al tawābiʿ 158 161 cf tr Monroe 71 73
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Bedouin cloak How can this be reconciled with the opinion of Ṭāhā Ḥusayn
that there has perhaps never been any writer to equal ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd in purity
and euphony of language clarity of concept and aptness of style 93 or that of
J D Latham who speaks of the formal perfection achieved in his epistolary prose
and who observes that he uses relatively few rare or recherche words 94 Ibn Shu
hayd unfairly bases his obloquy on the prose that he himself put into the mouth
of ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd s familiar spirit Abū Hubayra and in which he lets him pro
duce a grammatical mistake as Monroe has noted 95 It is the prerogative of the
writer of fiction not of the serious critic to deploy such devious rhetorical
stratagems

It is here that finally I must turn to the passage on oratory by Sahl ibn Hārūn
d 215/830 mentioned before as being quoted by al Jāḥiẓ Responding to the

opinion voiced by an unnamed Indian who stresses that a handsome appearance
is a great asset to the orator Sahl ibn Hārūn himself good looking as al Jāḥiẓ
notes rejects this In an eloquent passage he points out that if two people speak
or argue one being handsome and imposing and the other puny and ugly while
their eloquence and the soundness of their ideas are equal then people will gen
erally come out in favour of the latter the amazement caused by the unex
pected the paradox of the beautiful coming from the ugly turns into admiration
and tips the balance 96 1 am not entirely convinced that Sahl was right or wholly
serious he had a penchant for defending paradoxical or unpopular views but it
is an interesting thought and one that could be applied to our topic ultimately
literary criticism couched in beautiful literary language may not always be more
convincing for that reason even though one may be carried away at times by the
lure of the language and the rhetoric of the orator Literary literary criticism to
use for the last time this ungainly phrase is a dubious genre but it has enriched
Arabic belles lettres and even literary criticism

93 Ṭāhā Ḥusayn quoted without giving source by J D Latham The Beginnings of Arabic
Prose Literature The Epistolary Genre in Arabic Literature to the End of the Umayyad Pe
riod A F L Beeston et al eds Cambridge Cambridge University Press 1983 154 179 see
165 In his Min ḥadīth al shiʿr wa l nathr Cairo Dār al Maʿārif 1975 40 46 Ṭāhā Ḥusayn
argues that ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd was strongly influenced by Greek thought and stylistics

94 Latham Beginnings 164 176
95 Ibn Shuhayd Risālat al tawābiʿ 160 tr Monroe 73 Abū Hubayra says lā li l aʿrābiyyah lā

tūmiḍ where he should have said mā li l aʿrābiyyah
96 Al Jāḥiẓ Bayān vol 1 89 90





Love in the Time of Pilgrimage or
A Lost Maqāma of Ibn Durayd 1

Philip F Kennedy New York University

In his eloquent and well received anthology of translations and commentaries on
Medieval Hebrew poems on the Good Life also known as Wine Women and Death 2
Ray Scheindlin writes amid a discussion of the stylization that prevails in love
poetry that we if should not blame the poets for our frustration at not finding
in their poetry the hard biographical data one seeks their purpose was to write
poetry not autobiography p 78 It is as well to remember this caution when
we read the plentiful narratives of the life of Abū Nuwās whose poetry is often
coupled with aetiological anecdotes in the Akhbār which act as if to foist
enlightening and more often simply entertaining concrete facts upon vague
though sometimes quite theatrical poetic sentiment Just as asbāb al nuzūl ac

crued traditionally around individual clusters of verses of the Qurʾān so a simi
lar explanatory literature though one far less prestigious and rigorous in its
transmission mechanisms was accreted to the literary persona of Abū Nuwās In
the paper that ensues we will narrate in a full translation and then discuss one
particularly striking anecdote that closes the first section devoted to the Naqāʾiḍ
of Ḥamza al Iṣfahānī s recension of Dīwān Abī Nuwās It is uncharacteristically
long cuts an unusual image of the poet and displays several intertexual
prosimetrical and stylistically ornate literary features that combine to give off the
flavor of enhanced fiction far more than hard fact The subject however is not
that exceptional in summary form the pilgrimage as a setting and occasion for
love and poetry

si

Though Abū Nuwās d ca 814 C E is not known for matters of religion except
in their breach he must have visited Mecca on pilgrimage at least once in his
life perhaps from Basra initially following the tracks of his beloved Janān some
time before 786 C E and possibly also thereafter from Baghdad accompanying
the Abbasid prince al ʿ Abbās ibn Jaʿfar 3 The evidence lies in several celebrated
anecdotes about this or these occasions and a handful of poems which treat

1 This article is dedicated to Professor Raymond Scheindlin on the occasion of his 65 th
birthday

2 Wine Women and Death Medieval Hebrew Poems on the Good Life Philadelphia The Jewish
Publication Society 1986

3 See Dīwān Abī Nuwās ed Ewald Wagner vol 1 Wiesbaden and Cairo 1958 pp 148 50
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the Ḥajj as an excuse for erotic and literary play 4 These poems are indeed inter
esting as variations upon a theme 5 that had its marked precedent in the poetry of
ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿa born ca 644 C E a century earlier

The Dīwān of ʿ Umar who was a prominent Meccan of the tribe of Makhzum
and for whom finding a woman to leer upon lyrically during the pilgrimage sea

son was apparently as easy as shooting fish in a barrel is suffused with detailed
language and imagery that is unmistakably and often quite arrestingly Islamic 6
Indeed he offers an important contemporary gauge of the extent to which Ara
bic had utterly absorbed the language of the Qurʾān and Islamic practice by the
mid seventh century The Ḥajj provides a good example of this offering in one
instance linguistic and factual details for a solemn oath

By the One for whom the pilgrims enter the sacred state

and then by the place of offerings and by the sacrificial beasts

By the House lying in its ancient valley

and its covering of thefinest Yemeni cloth

By the shaven headed one s shouting labbay ka and doing the ṭawāf

between al Ṣafā and the maqām and the pillar
And by Zamzam and the pebbles when they are thrown

and the two jamras which are in the valley at Minā 7

More typical of ʿUmar s persona as an avatar of philandering poets are treat
ments of the Ḥajj that are impious certainly but quite sensuous

When he comes in the afternoon embrace
the stone as he does his tawaf

Make yourself show through your clothesfor him
to stir his yearning when he sees you s

And the following brief cameo taking place now outside Mecca is a comedy of
errors spoiling the solemnity of religious ritual yet wryly accomplished in show
ing up a man flustered by infatuation

A sun covered by Yemeni cloth showed herself to me with

the pilgrimage at al Muḥaṣṣab at Mīnā

4 There is always the possibility that some of this evidence is either apocryphal or falsely at
tributed but the interest for us lies not so much in what the evidence shows as the very
enhanced literary nature of the evidence itself

5 It is tempting to label this theme facetiously mutʿat al ḥajj the religious and socio historical
significance of which will be discussed at the end of this essay

6 See Alan Jones Central but Skewed the Qurʾān Islam and ʿUmar ibn Abī Rabīʿa forth
coming ʿUmar is particularly interesting because he has no one to please but himself
and his friends If he and they take Islam for granted it can only be because it was natural
to do so it is quite staggering that of the 440 poems and fragments in his Dīwān
roughly 190 have at least one phrase that stands out as Islamic and a good many of them
have much more than that

7 Dīwān Beirut Dār Ṣādir 19 p 423 lines 1 4 trans Jones
8 Ibid p 187 lines 13 14 trans Jones
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On the day that she threw the pebbles a wrist appeared
and a hand adorned withfingers dyed with henna

When we met on the pass she greeted me

and my accursed mule refused to obey my directions

And by God I do not know though I am good at counting
whether I threw seven pebbles or eight 9

The more one exercises oneself about the profound numerological significance
of the number seven the more deftly silly and mischievous this becomes as if
handing the Devil a pebble to cast back in the pilgrim s face

Abū Nuwās composed several short poems in a similar vein The occasion for
the most celebrated of these is given thus on the authority of Jammāz and Su
layman Sakhṭa 10

We made the pilgrimage the same year as Abū Nuwās and we all gathered together to
perform the circumambulation of the Ka ʿ ba He stepped out in front of me and I saw
him following a woman round though I didn t yet know who she was I then progressed
to the Black Stone and beheld the woman kissing listen the stone and there he was kiss
ing it alongside her in such a way that their cheeks touched I said to myself He is the
most perverse of people Then I realized this was Janān When they had departed I met
up with him and told him You wretch Does not even this holy site bring you to your
senses He answered that I was a fool to think that he would have crossed so many de
serts and desolate tracts for any other reason And how 11

Abū Nuwās then recited his poem about his encounter with Janān 12

Two lovers cheeks wrapped together

while they kissed the Black Stone

Their passion felt reprieve without sin being committed
as if they were on a tryst

And if it were notfor the people heaving at them
they would have stayed entranced forever

We tarried there each of us hiding hisface

from his neighbor with his hand
Doing in the mosque what others

were not doing in the mosque

9 Ibid p 399 lines 1 4 trans Jones
10 Dīwān IV 42 4 the full reference to the five volume critical edition is Dīwān Abī Nuwās

vols 1 3 and 5 ed Ewald Wagner vol 4 ed Gregor Schoeler Wiesbaden and Cairo 1958
Wiesbaden and Beirut 1972 2005 the anecdote is told identically but on the authority of
Jammāz only omitting Sulaymān Ṣakhṭa in Ibn Manẓūr s Akhbār Abī Nuwās Cairo
1924 vol 1 pp 195 6

11 Dīwān IV 58 poem 72 offers further evidence that Abū Nuwās made the pilgrimage to fol
low Janan

12 Al Suli considered this poem wrongly attributed to Abu Nuwas however we should re
mark that al Ṣūlī s judgments on the subject of authenticity appear often overly cautious
and conservative
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Conceivably this is the same occasion that drove the poet to compose the less
captivating erotic lamiyya of Dīwān IV 13 302 3 which contains the line lamyunsi
nī l saʿyu wa l ṭawāfu wa lā l dāʿūna lammā btabaltu wa btabalū qaḍība bāni 14
Neither the running at Safa and Marwa nor the ritual circumambulation nor

even those invoking God and supplicating could make me forget this branch of
a Ben tree

The tone of all these verses is in any case happier than those he is said to
have composed by Hātim al Sijistānī when he espied perhaps a few weeks ear
lier her tribe the Thaqafiyyun of Basra processing out of the Mirbad on their
way to Mecca 15 verses in which he thus aped the manner of the pre Islamic po
ets often forlorn witnesses of seasonal decampings describing himself in the up
shot as a soulless body having neither movement nor rest 16

13 Also relayed in Abu Hiffān s Akhbār Abī Nuwās pp 98 9 according to this anecdote told
on the authority of Yūsuf ibn Dāya Abū Nuwās while on the Ḥajj in 190 h spotted
Muḥammad ibn Ismāʿīl performing the ṭawāf and composed the poem beginning lam
yunsi nī l saʾyu about him

14 Simple logic mention of one Ḥasan rather than Janān would suggest that the short
nūniyya on page 363 of Dīwān IV was written on a quite different occasion not necessarily
when Abū Nuwās was on the Ḥajj rather upon the pilgrimage of Ḥasan whose folk the
poet addresses with the words yā ayyu hā l nafaru l ḥujjāju

15 Ibid 114 5
16 There are also instances when the Ḥajj is said to have been simply one of the occasions

when he recited some of his verses See e g Dīwān IV 121 2 In this instance the use of the
root ḥurma in the first line may have crafted a spurious link between the ensuing verses
about trying to keep love under wraps yet being a talking point of gossip and the Ḥajj

with its obvious association with iḥrām Iḥrām is specifically mentioned in fact in another
poem Dīwān V 50 wa ghazālin yasbī l nufūsa idhā huttika /minku maʿāziru l iḥrāmi Other
references to the Ḥajj include Dīwān V 162 Dearer to me than prodding my mount on
to the curtain draped Holy House is to go on pilgrimage to the tavern monastery of
Māsarjusānā Dīwān V 206 amid a long and unusually truculent poem containing ad
vice e g to throw a recalcitrant lover off a mountain summit we find the prohibition
quite in spirit with the poem Do not go near the Holy House leave it be till the time of
Iḥlāl comes round and Dīwān V 212 wa bayta in ḥajjū fa ḥujja muhādiran ḥānūta
khammārin wa ʿuj shahrā
Anecdote 69 the final anecdote in Abū Hiffān s Akhbār Abī Nuwās ed ʿ Abd al Sattār
Aḥmad Faraj Cairo Maktabat Miṣr n d should also be noted pp 119 20 Abū Hiffān
relays Abū Muslim Ibrāhīm ibn ʿAbdullāh said Abū l Mughīth Mūsā ibn Ibrāhīm al
Rāfiqī related to me I went on the Ḥajj one year when we arrived in Mecca we were told
that Sufyām ibn ʿUyayna was there and giving audiences My brother Abū l Ḥārith Aḥ
mad ibn Ibrāhīm had come on the pilgrimage with me I would go and frequent the ses
sions of Sufyān ibn ʿ Uyayna in order to listen to what he had to say while I was at his ma
jlis one day and he had just finished dictating a young boy came up to me saying Young
man I was listening with you but had nothing to write would you lend me your
note book so that I can make a copy of what you heard and noted down I handed him
my note book and he sat a little way off then returned it to me So I placed it in my sleeve
and set off to see my brother Abū l Ḥārith He said to me What did you hear today from
Sufyān So I handed him my note book which he began to read he smiled then said to
me Did this note book ever leave your hand and find its way into someone else s I told
him Yes a young boy from Iraq sat next to me he told me he had listened with me and
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Most readers and students of classical Arabic literature are aware of the above
material either in part or in their entirety 17 and have an impression of the ro
bust literary persona they portray and in some measure exemplify the persona
of a poet who postured strongly often mischievously with religion as his foil ei
ther to channel the expression of intense emotions or to show that he had none
none that is for the sensibilities of the pious But less well known is the long

anecdote that forms the core of this short article a likely story about Abū Nu
wās that has the Ḥajj as its frame It smacks of utter fiction as we will discuss in a
brief commentary after a full translation The episodes given above are likely to
be fictive and spurious but the poetry associated with them is at least probably
genuinely by Abū Nuwās The anecdote below emits the flavor of pure and en
hanced concoction all round both in form and content It is given somewhat
curiously as already indicated at the tail end of the section on naqāʾiḍ in the re
daction of Ḥamza al Iṣfahānī

Translation 18

Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn Durayd related to me Makhlad ibn al Qāsim
told me Ismāʿīl ibn Naybakht related to me Abū Nuwās told met 1 91 wen
on the pilgrimage with al Faḍl ibn Rabī ʿ a When we had reached the territory of
the Banū Fazāra 20 during the first days of spring we stopped to pitch camp in
an area of luscious vegetation adjacent to their desert holdings The land was
covered in a splendid mantle of flowers that competed with the cushioned and
orderly idylls of Paradise described in Sūra 88 of the Qurʾan 21 The scene was a

asked me to lend it to him so I did He replied God curse all wickedness That was Abū
Nuwās He never lets up his licentious ways anywhere Then he returned the book to me
in which Abū Nuwās had written
O namesake of the one summoned by the flanks of Mount Sinai i e Mūsā

Of the one who spent time with the tribe of Midian
O you whose byname has been coined after the rain i e Abū l Mughīth

Come to us and go easy
17 Ewald Wagner discusses the issue of Abū Nuwās and the Ḥajj briefly in his study Abū Nu

wās Eine Studie zur Arabischen Literatur der frühen ʿAbbāsidenzeit Wiesbaden 1965 pp 43 5
18 Dīwān I 98 105 The subsection of this bāb is entitled fī riwāyāt li abī nuwāsin alḥaqtu hā

bi ākhiri hādhā l bābi wa fīhi qaṣīdatāni la hu
19 This isnād will be discussed below
20 The geography implicit in this anecdote is quite plausible The Banū Fazāra were denizens

of Wādī al Rumma not to be confused with Wādī Rūm in modern day Jordan an area
situated on the pilgrimage route from Iraq north east of Medina midway between the Hi
jaz and Jabal Shammar due south of Ḥāʾil and the great Nafūd beyond that Wādī al
Rumma is indeed a verdant valley a fact visible to the eye from publicly accessible satel
lite photos see Google Earth at 25 39 32 36 North 42 36 15 76 East elevation 2395 feet

2 See Qurʾān 88 verses 1 7 describing Hell and verses 8 16 describing a heavenly idyll The
Arabic here al arḍu Itaḥafat fī anwāʿi zakhraft hā l bāhin bi mā yaqṣuru ʿan hu l namāriqu l
masfūfatu wa lā yudānī bahjata hā l zarābiyyu l mabthūthatu evokes Qurʾān 88 15 16 fī jan
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pleasure to gaze upon and left our hearts in rapture to its fragrance with its
low canopy of clouds auguring rain and vegetation it was redolent of a scene de
scribed by the great pre Islamic poet ʿ Abid ibn al Abras n

It was a laden cloud that skirted dose above the ground
So near one could almost push it away with one s palm

The sky now shed tears in a drizzle then released a shower and then a heavy
downpour all of which flooding left the hill tops scoured like ravines the cloud
then dispersed and left crevices brimful as pools and the lowlands a luscious vi
brant carpet of gardens and vegetation from which wafted a fragrant scent the
flowers now in bloom beamed at us luxuriantly such that had you wanted to
liken the scene to another in a simile the object compared would force you to re
turn the compliment to the object compared I was enraptured by the beauty
of the sight and breathed in the perfume that wafted pleasantly like a heady
musk Then I said to my companion

Damn it man Let s make for those tents We may find someone to tell us a
choice and authentic story worth telling when we return to Baghdad 23 When
we had reached the outlying habitations we found ourselves in front of a tent at
whose entrance sat a servant girl wearing a Bedouin veil burqu ʿ She was gazing
with such eyes as cause the malady of passion to stir they were languid and
brimful of magic She stretched out a dyed hand that was as delicate as the
tongue of a bird Then a gust of breeze blew and lifted the veil from her face to
reveal a woman 24 as beautifully white as an ostrich egg 25 1 said to my friend

natin ʿāliyatin wa namāriqa masfūfatin wa zarābiyyu mabthūthatun Sūra 88 is evoked in
the Maqāma Iblīsiyya of Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī in a similar way this is relevant in
a pointed way since other features of this long anecdote about Abū Nuwās recall features
of the Maqāma genre in general and the Maqāma Iblīsiyya in particular see below

22 Al Aṣma ʿ ī attributes these verses and the poem they are excerpted from to ʿAws ibn Ḥajar
The lines of ʿAbīd let us say quoted here evoke because of the context in which they are
set the last line of the originali qaṣīda fa aṣbaḥa l rawḍu wa l qīʿānu mumriʾatan min bayn
murtafiqin fī hi wa minṭāhī This is a form of deliberate literary allusion See Dīwān ʿAbīd
ibn al Abraṣ Beirut Dār al Kitāb al ʿArabī 1994 pp 44 8

23 There may seem to be something forced and self reflexive about this statement It is an old
narrative device though and one still used that the story of the search for a story be
comes the story that was being sought Barton Fink 1991 the film by the justly celebrated
Coen Brothers, is a delightful recent example on the silver screen

24 When we encounter the wind in cahoots with the author to reveal the face of a woman we
are encountering a medieval romance topos an enchanting example of this is found in
Nizami s Haft Paykar See Nizami Haft Paykar A Medieval Persian Romance trans and in
troduced by Julie Scott Meisami Oxford OUP 1995 p xviii In the third tale section
34 the Green Dome/Moon/Monday Bishr falls in love with a passing woman whose veil is
lifted by the wind He goes on pilgrimage to Jerusalem to purify himself of temptation on
his return journey he is accompanied by a godless know it all named Malikha who meets
a suitably gruesome end when he drowns in a well which he mistakes for a jar of water bur
ied in the desert When Bishr returns Malikha s belonging s to his wife he finds that she is
the same woman by whom he was tempted impressed by his honesty she persuades him to
marry her
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She has an entrancing look for which there is no incantatory cure Get her to
speak

How am I to do that he replied
By asking for water, I suggested

He thus approached her and asked for drink
Why of course You are both most welcome

Then she rose and walked off twisting gently in her gait like the branch of a
Ben tree or a stem of bamboo I was in complete thrall to what I saw She
brought us water I took it drank some then poured the rest upon my hands
and then said

My friend too is thirsty
So she took the water vessel and went into the tent I said to my companion

alluding to the way her face had been exposed to us

Ifever God blesses an item of clothing
May he yet never bless the burqu

It shows you the eyes ofa cute girl unsuspecting

Then reveals a sight more deadly in its effect

She returned having taken off her burquʿ donning instead a black scarf reciting
verses in her turn

Greet two travelers 26 whom I once saw tarry long

not knowing what they wanted
Asking for water though not thirsty so as to look with pleasure

upon the girl who served them

They vilified the wearing of the burqu ʿ just as a merchant

pours scorn on goods he seeks to buy

Her speech was like a necklace of pearls whose string has grown weak and breaks
to let them spill The words came from her with a sweet and soft timbre Their
sound was like a dew that would cause even mute rocks to yield water at this I
remembered the words of the Umayyad poet Dhū al Rumma d 735 27

25e The archetype of this image of beauty is in the Muʿallaqa of Imruʾ al Qays as part of th
descriptive passage that forms the final part of his lengthy nasīb

26 It is only rarely we witness the formulaic dual form of address lyrical poetry having actual
relevance to the scene the poetry evokes This is a minor point but already the woman
who recites the verse is shown to be deft in manipulating her art to suit the situation

27 Abū Nuwās often quoted other poets in his own verse among them notably al Aʿshā Jarīr
Abū Miḥjan al Thaqafi and Dhū al Rumma whose full name was Ghaylān ibn ʿ Uqba
For a full discussion of this subject see Andras Hamori Convention in the Poetry of Abū
Nuwās Studia Islamica 30 1969 25 6 and Alan Jones Final Taḍmīm in the Poems of
Abū Nuwās Arabicus Felix Oxford 1991 61 73 We might note here also an anecdote in
Ibn Manẓūr s Akhbār Abī Nuwās featuring Abū Nuwās and Dhū al Rumma in a context
quite different from a pilgrimage journey see Akhbār p 202 it tells how Abū Nuwās once
spent the night in prayer was spooked by a voice from a grave Returning form the tavern
through a graveyard he had spontaneously uttered a verse by Dhū al Rumma At
Ṭayzanābādh are vines I have never passed by without being astonished at those who
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When we met tears poured from our eyes

Which we staunched with our fingers

And we were treated to a speech that seeped unctuously from her mouth
Like the honey harvest of bees mixed with the waterfrom rain clouds 28

She had a brilliant face which darkened the light of our thoughts which made
our hearts cower with fear and which even sound minds would have failed to
grasp It would perturb all who glance upon its splendor I could not help but
prostrate myself before her without reciting any formulae glorifying God as
one usually does in prayer 29

Raise your head, she said You ll receive no recompense for such prostra
tion and be on your way carrying off the burden of your sin Never again dis
parage the burquʿ For how often in other ways is that which puts rout to
sleep and diminishes your strengths exposed without attainment of the object of
pleasure and desire In such instances death is simply fated and hope preor
dained for disappointment

I was tongue tied and unable to reply to her and completely perplexed as to
what was most appropriate to say or do 30 My friend glanced at me and when he
saw how agitated I was he said as if to console me from what was wilting me

What is this impertinence from a face that shines so brightly with beauty It
seems impossible to know what lies beneath it Have you not heard the line of
Dhu al Rumma

Mayy s face has a touch of prettiness

But under her clothes lies shame

If only you could see it 31

The woman retorted
What are you aiming at you bastard No rather I resemble his other verses

drink water the ghostly voice riposted In Jahannam there is water which no man can
drink and keep hold of his guts

28 These verses are in Dīwān Dhī al Rumma ed al Maktab al Islāmī li l Ṭibāʾa wa l Nashr Bei
rut 1964 447 8 lines 14 15 it may conceivably be that the burquʿ has brought Dhū al
Rumma initially to mind since he mentions barāqiʿ elsewhere in poetry of similar senti
ment ibid p 336 ka annā ramat nā bi l ʿuyūni llatī badat jaʾādhiru hawḍā min juyūbi l
barāqiʿi

29 This is something of a topos in Abū Nuwās See Dīwān III pp 178 9 poem 148 this is an
11 line narrative khamriyya recounting a long bout of indulgence ending wa ḥāna minnā
ṣalātu nā l ḍuḥan qumnā nusallī bi ghayri takbīrī

30 Being bested in expression is a topos as is being impotent to describe a person s beauty
31 According to one anecdote in the Kitāb al Aghānī of Abū al Faraj al Iṣfahānī this verse was

ascribed falsely to Dhū al Rumma a fact which incensed him due to its relatively lewd
content Beirut Dār al Thaqāfa 17 327 In another fuller anecdote which appears to be
more intertextually pertinent to this tall tale of Abū Nuwās it was part of a brief exchange
in a contretemps between Dhū al Rumma and Mayya upon hearing this verse she bared
her body kashafat thawba hā ʿan jasadi hā and asked Do you then see any shame You
bastard ibid 17 329 It is the baring of a body that resonates meaningfully within this
anecdote
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She is gorgeous and spoiled with intensely black eyes
Her waistband draped upon quivering hips

Below a slender middle

She then lifted her clothes up to her neck beyond her shoulders to reveal a
torso that resembled a silver branch whose sap was a liquid gold trembling upon
a fleshy dune like hip Her chest was like a polished silver tray with two pome
granates upon it like two round ivory caskets that would fill the hand of him
who touches them She had a slender waist tapering upon a plump backside and
a navel so exquisitely round it is quite beyond me to describe it

She then said Do you see any flaws 33
By God no I replied I see only what will accelerate my anxiety and sick

ness
At this point an old woman emerged from the tent saying 34

You man Be off on your business Anyone smitten by her will stay un
avenged There is no ransom or release for those whom she captivates And the
girl added

Leave him be for he fits the description of Ghaylān Dhū al Rumma when
he wrote

Tlwughyou might slake the thirst of my longing for only an hour
Just a fraction ofthat time would benefit w 35

The old lady turned away reciting

You can have nothing to do with her
Except that your eyes fornicate with hers 36

But will this benefit you I wonder 1

32 These verses are not in the Dīwān of Dhū al Rumma though clearly this anecdote which is
highly sensitive to his poetry and literary persona considered that they were part of his
tradition and this excerpt is to be taken as a well judged quotation

33 See note 28
34 For a fascinating discussion of the variable tradition of an Old Woman Go Between or

Alcahueta featuring in the relationship and exchanges between men and women see Cyn
thia Robinson Medieval Andalusian Courtly Culture in the Mediterranean New York
Routledge 2007

35 Dīwān 634 line 14
36 This is something of a motif in a one erotic poem by Abū Nuwās about a dīwān boy

people made love to him with their eyes and if he passed by them when they slept they
made love to him in their dreams cf also Diwan IV p 300 poem 233 recurring iden

tically on p 309 poem 253 iʿa marra bi nā wa l ʿuyūnu taʾkhudhu hu//tajraḥu min hu mawāḍ
l qubalī and ibid p 272 poem 187 wa idhā aqbala kādat aʿuyunun naḥwa hu tajraḥu fīhi
bi l ḥadaqī,ī and ibid p 260 poem 171 wa rakhīmi l dalāli kāda mina l riqq ati yudm
adīma hu waqʿuṭarfī ibid p 206 poem 87 linell ibid p 196 poem 70 ṭarfu ka zānin
qultu damʿī idhan /yajlidu hu akthara min ḥaddī

37s In Arabic fa mā la ka min hā ghayra anna ka nākiḥun bi ʿaynay ka fa hal dhāka nāfiʿū thi
is not in Dhū al Rumma s Dīwān yet it may be a rude and deliberate evocation of his
more chaste n fa mā l qurbu yashfī min hawā ummi sālimin wa mā l buʿdu ʿanha min dawāʾi
bi nāfīʿi Dīwā n 447 line 11
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While we were thus embroiled we heard the drum beat to announce the cara
van s imminent departure and so we hastened to depart afflicted by a fatal an
guish and an inner sorrow I thus recited

All traces of sleep are effaced from my eyes
Worn away by duration of tears over you 38

When we had completed our pilgrimage and were returning home we passed by
that spot The vegetation had intensified and was enhanced in its beauty attain
ing a perfect splendor So I said to my companion

Let us go and see that lady friend of ours
When we were close by the tents walking through a garden where drops of

dew flirted with the flowers their eyes wide open upon emerald stems a Zephyr
breeze blew and the branches of the trees shook twisting like ebullient drunk
ards There we climbed up a hillock and down the other side into a ravine where
all of a sudden we saw her among five women none of whom she was fit to
serve so exquisite were they They were picking flowers amid the plants and
flouncing about on the grass that covered the land like a turban When we saw
them we stood still and I greeted them She alone among them greeted me back
then she told them my story So they said to her

Shame on you Have you not provided him with something to heal his
pains

She replied
Rather I have provided him with an attendant despair and an anxious mind

The girl who had the most graceful cheeks elegant build and most charming
disposition now said

You ve behaved badly from start to finish requiting the man evilly failing to
return his affection I can see that he is fond of you and longs to meet with you
There is nothing to stop you from coming to his aid since the place is deserted
no one around to spread gossip about you

She answered

I will do no such thing unless you join in with me for better or worse
The other woman replied
That would be an iniquitous division 39 It is you who have waxed proud and

humbled the man refusing him any return yet you order me to do that which
you in fact have an appetite for and I am more inclined to sneer at This is injus
tice in both word and deed

38 Dīwān Abī Nuwās IV 93 4 Oddly or ironically Abū Nuwās is said according to Ḥamza
al Iṣfahānī to have composed these verses about Janān having followed her on the Ḥajj as
we know see above Thus the citation here is either wry and humorous or clumsy con
coction or conceivably it contrives to be the former because of the latter

39 The Arabic here is extremely significant tilka idban qismatun ḍīzā To the letter this is verse
22 of Qurʾan Sūrat al Najm 53 For more on the intertextual and hermeneutic signifi
cance of this verse in the precise context of this anecdote see the commentary below
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The women then approached me and asked What have you come for
I replied I have come to slake a thirst and put out the fire of a longing that

has set my liver alight melted my body eviscerated my guts and joined my days
to my nights

They asked me if I had composed any poetry about this I replied that I had
and recited

I went on pilgrimage in the hope of reward
To unburden the guilt of grave sins

Yet return an empty handed wretch

With feelings that pay no dividend in heaven

The young woman afflicts me with her eyes

Herface is brilliant as the sun though languid of gaze
Were she to appear before the decayed bones of a dead man

He would return among the living in full body
If she were the light ofthe moon

No other star could appear in the sky
She is like an ostrich egg bred 40 by the Banū Fazāra

For the people of the highlands the Banū ʿĀmir and Sulaym

If she gives I shall attain all my hopes
If she refuses I shall visit the graves 41

They responded to this by drawing lots for me and the lot fell to the most
charming among them They told me to make for a recess where I waited im
patiently for one of them Then lo in walked a black man as dark as a night
cloud with a large stick in his hand

What do you want I asked
To fornicate with you He said

Terrified I called for my companion who only just managed to save me from
him We ran from the cave and saw the women darting towards their tents like
pearls spilling from a broken string laughing and dangling between themselves
the ropes upon which my heart had been strung I left that place dejected

40 The Arabic here mina l bīḍ tunmī hā fazāratu lil ʿulā takes us back to the description of the
Fazārī woman as bayḍatu naʿāmin taḥta ummi riʾālin at the outset of the first encounter p
100 line7 A reductionist view but also a tenable one would see this detail of the poem as
giving rise to the full complex version of the anecdote as we have it here with Abū Nuwās
as its main player This is the least satisfying view of intertextuality in the anecdote but it
should not be ignored

41 This poem is only relayed in this anecdotal setting Since the anecdote is an intertextual
concoction and a complex variation of a motif the fact might argue for the poem s lack
of authenticity it survives only within a fiction That argument is not conclusive however
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Commentary

This is something of a shaggy dog story a long drawn out narrative of a
largely jocular tone that holds us in suspense intensifying its descriptive idyll
and multiplying the sources of temptation only to deliver bathos and an anti
climactic joke at the poet s expense just when he seems posed to enjoy some re
quital The poet was certainly capable of laughing at himself 42 Here however
even though he is said to have narrated the story himself he is not in all likeli
hood the principal propagator of the literary prank Abū Nuwās escapes a scene
in the end which he probably never attended The anecdote stands out indeed
as something of an anomaly in a number of ways stylistically in its use of en
hanced rhyming prose to set the idyllic scene at the outset 43 thematically in
what it says about the poet s sexuality and more essentially in the way it re
flects at least some perceptions about that sexuality already in Abbasid times That
is to say the quite exceptional nature of the anecdote in fact tells us more about
the variables of posthumous perception than about actual biographical events

These are the elements of the story that are markworthy

i The intertextual element the interlacing of poetic quotations within the se
quence of events and in particular the repeated evocations of the legendary
love affair between the Umayyad poet Dhū al Rumma and his beloved Mayy
The event given the category of poetry in which it is relayed in the Dīwān by al
Iṣfahānī the satirical flytings is principally viewed as a poetic exchange But it
is only mildly invective by the normal standards of naqāʾiḍ literature and thus
our attention is drawn to the more purely intertextual aspect of the exchange
privileging the erotic register Real love is evoked with mention of Dhū al
Rumma striking an amorous note which the narrative ultimately fails to live up
to Yet in fact even to say ultimately is misleading for things go tonally awry
long before the end of the story When the woman unabashed bares her body
before her two interlocutors well before the denouement of events it happens
with little warning and we are struck by the abruptly permissive element by the
exposure What are we being exposed to exactly It seems unlikely at first blush
that a figure like Mayy or any other ʿudhri beloved would behave so brazenly
The least we might expect at this point is that the men s physical desire which
lies transparently below the surface of infatuation will be consummated Yet it is
not in this way in consummation that the anecdote flouts ʿudhri convention

And the fact is Mayy did bare herself once according to one account in re
sponse to the very same verse that piques the young girl in this story as re

42 See Philip F Kennedy Abū Nuwās A Genius of Poetry Oxford Oneworld 2005 48 9
43 The anecdote is reminiscent of the opening of the Maqāma Iblīsiyya by Badīʾ al Zamān al

Hamadhānī in this respect For more comment on the textual significance of this see be
low
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marked already in note 28 Here in full are the two mutually exclusive variants
of the occasions on which this verse was recited in the Aghānī they may of
course both be anecdotal concoctions certainly at least one of them must be

Version I Kathira was a servant girl adopted by the Āl Qays ibn ʿĀṣim the family of
Mayy she was Umm Sahm ibn Burda the thief killed by Sinān ibn Mukhayyas al
Qushayrī in the days of Muḥammad ibn Sulaymān Now Kathīra composed the verses

Mayy s face has a touch ofprettiness
But under her clothes lies shame

If only it were visible

Do you not see that water can have a nasty taste

Even though it may look limpid to the eye

She then attributed them falsely to Dhū al Rumma he was furious about this and
vowed upon his faith that he had not composed them How could I compose such
verses when I have spent my whole existence and expended my youth making love to
her in verse and praising her And now I m supposed to have said this He then learnt
that Kathīra had composed them and attributed them to him 44

Version II Mayy had spent a long time without seeing Dhū al Rumma although during
this period she heard his poetry and swore to slaughter a sacrificial camel for him upon
seeing him again When she then saw that he was a swarthy and ugly man while she
was one of the most beautiful of creatures she exclaimed O woe how terrible What
a waste of a sacrificial camel So Dhū al Rumma recited

Mayy s face has a touch of prettiness

But under her clothes lies shame

If only it were visible

She then lifted her robes from her body and said Do you see any blemishes you bas
tard He continued

Do you not see that water can have a nasty taste
Even though it may look limpid to the eye

She then said Well you ve seen what lies under these robes and know that there are no
blemishes it remains simply for me to tell you Just try and taste what lies behind it By
God you never will He then recited

What a waste of my persistent poetry when the upshot

With Mayy left my heartfarfrom obtaining what it sought

Then matters were patched up between them and his love for her resumed as before 45

Whichever version might be alluded to the latter being the more credibly
evoked what is clear is that this long anecdote about Abu Nuwas has deliberate
and pointed intertextual associations and resonances It is in a sense an extended
literary clin d oeil and reenactment and it may also in this respect be a riddle

44 Abū al Faraj al Iṣfahānī Kitāb al Aghānī Cairo reprint 1993 vol 18 pp 25 6
45 Ibid p 28 This version in the Aghān ī quotes Ibn Qutayba s Kitāb al Sh i ʿr wa l Shuʿarāʾ
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developed upon the following verse of Dhū al Rumma which is we might well
aver conspicuous by its absence

The Ḥajj is only complete when your mounts
Have halted before Kharqāʿ her veil lifted and bare of face 46

This needs some explanation There is a curious interlude in Dhū al Rumma s
amorous poetry during which he wrote for Kharqāʾ a mature woman of the
Banū ʿ Āmir Several explanations exist for this interlude see Aghāni 18 36 ff
One version has it that she was a Kaḥḥāla who cured an ailment in his eyes
when he asked her how she wanted to be recompensed she requested ten verses
of erotic poetry so that men might still consider her desirable Most anecdotes
about her paint the picture of a woman with unusual charm and wit including
the following story which shows her skilled in genealogy and more to the point
explains the verse quoted above in a way highly relevant to our study

Abū al Faraj al Iṣfahānī records I have copied out from Muḥammad ibn Ṣāliḥ ibn al
Naṭṭāḥ s book the following anecdote Muḥammad ibn al Ḥajjāj al Asadī al Tamīmī
and I know no one of Tamīm more knowledgeable than he said to me I had been on
the pilgrimage and was leaving Marrān when lo there appeared before me a young
man with dusty hair shepherding his sheep I approached him and asked him to recite
some poetry but he replied Go away I am busy But I insisted so he replied I will
tell you who can give you what you want See that house in front of you there your
need will be requited That is the house of Dhū al Rumma s Kharqāʾ So I went towards
it and said hello from a distance The woman replied Come closer So I approached
and she asked You are a town dweller but who are you exactly I said From the tribe
of Tamīm thinking that she had no knowledge of peoples and their genealogies She
then asked From which clan of Tamīm So I told her and she kept on asking me for
precise details until I had traced my genealogy to my father at which she said al Ḥajjāj
ibn ʿUmayr ibn Yazīd Yes, I replied She then said God have mercy on Abū al
Muthannā we had hoped that he would inherit from ʿUmayr ibn Yazīd Yes, I said
but death overtook him as a young man God give you life she went on Where do

you come from now From the Ḥajj, I said at which she retorted Why then did you
not come to me then when I am one of the rituals of the Ḥajj Your pilgrimage is defi
cient so set it aright or would you deny one of its precepts How so I asked she
said Have you not heard the words of Ghaylān ibn ʿ Uqba Dhū al Rumma

The Ḥajj is only complete when your mounts
Have halted before Kharqāʾ her veil lifted and bare of face 47

This is simply the most involved and artful of a number of anecdotes cast from
similar elements an encounter with Kharqāʾ upon a return from the Ḥajj and
her insistence on the occasion that she is one of the manāsik According to Ibn
Qutayba al Mufaḍḍal al Ḍabbī related a similar episode about himself

46 Tammāmu l ḥajji an taqifa l maṭāyā ʿalā kharqāʾa wāḍiʿata l lithāmi
47 Aghānī 18 39 40
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It would seem rash to deny that this verse of Dhū al Rumma about Kharqāʾ is
intentionally evoked by the anecdote 48 More conjectural is the intertextual use
made by the anecdote of the Qurʾān When the women towards the tail end of
the story rebuke the young lady by whom Abū Nuwās has been enticed with the
words tilka idban qismatun ḍīzā that would be an iniquitous division we have
already noted the word for word quotation of Qurʾān Sūrat al Najm 53 verse
22 On one level this simply makes for a linguistically rich indeed prestigious
way of saying That would be unfair Perhaps indeed nothing more is to be
made of the phrase However we should also note that in the Qurʾān the phrase
is set into the following passage about the three pagan idols of Mecca

Q 53 18 22 Have you considered al Lāt and al ʿUzza and Manāt the other one the third of
them Are you to have the male and He the daughters That would he an iniquitous division

The contextual point seems to be quite clear we are taken in the story with these
words straight back to Mecca from which the pilgrims have just returned and
strange menacing female figures are evoked The pagan Meccans had thought
they were gods if they existed at all they were other than gods demons of
some kind Just what kind of devilish women we seem justified to ask ourselves
do Abū Nuwās and his companion really have dealings with in this story On
this level of association the story is akin to those tales of ominous encounters
with Jinn during journeys in far flung parts mostly on abandoned desert tracts 49
And the exchange that ensues in such encounters often turns upon the subject of
poetry a fact which the Maqāma Iblīsiyya of al Hamadhānī celebrates in a rela
tively rich game of literary allusion Doubts about the women thus subliminally
stirred are justified at the close

ii Stylistically with its strikingly polished passages of rhyming prose the anec
dote is hardly of a piece with the bulk of roughly hewn anecdotes that survive
about Abū Nuwās themselves of doubtful authenticity in the majority of cases
precisely because they tend to be more jocular than naturalistic The finest aes
thetic element of the narrative one that scarcely comes across in translation is
the passage that evokes the Qurʾanic description of Heaven in Sūra 88 The anec
dote reads much more convincingly as an example of stylistically sophisticated
10 th century adab prose of the kind that Ibn Durayd and Badī ʿ al Zamān al
Hamadhānī were either composing or recording as bookends to that century At
times and arguably in its entirety depending on what view one takes of the shape

48 One is even tempted to suggest more rashly that the fact that the name Wādī al Rumma
home of Banū Fazāra is so acoustically close to Dhū al Rumma is intentionally toyed
with which fact might combine with the contextually striking effect of the word rimma
meaning cadaver in the long poem of Abū Nuwās

49 For a bibliography on this subject see Philip F Kennedy Some Demon Muse structure
and allusion in al Hamadhānī s Maqāma Iblīsiyya in Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures
vol 2 No 1 1999



92 PHILIP F KENNEDY

of the whole yarn it reads like an early Maqāma It is the enhanced texture of the
rhyming prose at the outset which gives this impression albeit rhyming prose or
sajʿ¬ is not a sustained effect In short because of this stylistic aspect the attribu
tion to Ismāʿīl ibn Abī Sahl of the A1 Nawbakhyt with whom Abū Nuwās had
close dealings of patronage towards the end of his life can hardly be taken seri
ously He and other members of his family would have provided a convenient
source for forgers and false attributors of apocryphal materials

Yet while we might fault Ḥamza al Iṣfahāni for his sense of authentic anecdot
age in this case he can hardly be faulted for his taste The anecdote is a superb
narrative curio

iii How does the anecdote reflect Abū Nuwās sexuality Is the biggest clue to
its lack of authenticity the fact that it depicts Abū Nuwās as heterosexually at
tracted to first one exquisitely beautiful woman then a whole group of them If
this is deemed anomalous then how is the fact distinct from those many other
poems and anecdotes that establish Abū Nuwās heterosexual love for Janān in
Baṣra and ʿ Inan et al among the elite circle of qiyān singing girls in Baghdad
And what are we then to make of the apparently homophobic feint with which
the episode ends Or is the final lewd point rather a racist one Is the ending
indeed a deliberate dig at what became standard fare in tawdry depictions and
confessions of Abū Nuwās s sexual antics These are all fair questions and they
are all equally unresolvable The anecdote is ambiguous in all respects There are
various perceptions about Abū Nuwās conveyed in this story we simply cannot
be sure exactly which one holds sway other than that at some point in his life
or afterlife it would not have seemed at all queer for him to be attracted to a

group of strange young women We should note simply that the quite deliberate
sting in the tail 50 of this anecdote works by virtue of the nature of the heterosex
ual subject matter that has gone before

iv Love in the time of pilgrimage was something of a motif for Abū Nuwās as
we know Here at least it was not at the Ka ʿ ba itself that the poet indulged his de
sire There is some tension between religion and love but really not that much as
the spheres of religion and love are kept physically apart And when al fahisha is
mentioned at the end the intention is to force it grotesquely upon the poet

The literary quality of the story centers in fact it seems to me on two related
images which reflect the way events unfold the first is that in which the woman is
described when she speaks as spilling pearls that are loosened from her their
metaphorical string These are ordered pearls breaking from their necklace as she
speaks It is hard to detect a threat or caution in the evocative beauty of the image
Yet in the closing image of the story the women are seen racing home laughing at

50 A homosexual threat only by virtue of the fact that Abū Nuwās would presumably have
the passive rather than active role
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the poet s expense like pearls scattering from a broken string The pleasing prom
ise of the first image is routed and dispersed almost literally by the second and
with them finally the misplaced hopes of Abū Nuwās It is this finely enhanced
internal consistency of imagery together with the delicate and veiled allusions to
Dhū al Rumma which suggests that the whole story is an accomplished literary
contrivance The story holds us for the larger part to the false hope of poetry

ordered pearls and delivers us to a prosaic and burlesque ending where the
promise of amorous and erotic verse falls apart And the Ḥajj is a faded memory

Three issues remain to be discussed 1 The significance of Ibn Durayd in the
chain of transmission 2 The formal and stylistic aspects of the narrative that are
redolent of the Maqāma and 3 The possible relevance to the fantasist s general
theme of love and pilgrimage of the formal subject in Islamic law and ritual of
mutʿat al ḥajj

The first two subjects are linked For one of the more puzzling and unre
solved issues of Arabic literary history is Ibn Duryad s d 924 role according to
al Ḥuṣrī d 1022 as a precursor to Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī d 1008 in
developing the Maqāma as a genre The whole subject which is in the end some
thing of a cul de sac in literary history has recently been reviewed helpfully and
in detail by Jaakko Hämeen Anttila i¬ n Maqama A History of a Genre 5 1 What fol
lows is deeply indebted to Hameen Anttila s judicious review with which this
author is largely in accord simply wishing to add the significance of this con
spicuous anecdote into the mix

These are the main points In a now famous passage of his Zahr al Ādāb the
North African litterateur al Ḥuṣrī avowedly a great admirer of al Hamadhānī s
newly minted Maqāmāt quoting them severally during the course of his rich
discursive anthology made the following statement about the origins of the new
genre 52

al Hamadhānī saw that Abū Bakr ibn Durayd al Azdī had composed forty novel sto
ries aghraba bi arbaʿīna ḥadīthan and had mentioned that he had extracted them from
the fountains of his own heart and had selected them from the mines of his own
thought He had disclosed them to both eyes and insights and conducted them as a
bride for both thoughts and minds in Persian garments s maʿāriḍ ʿajamiyy a and curiou
ḥūshiyya expressions However the minds of the readers shied away from most of

what he had produced aẓhara and they did not open their ears to it because he had
used words and their meanings in different ways and in everchanging patterns al
Hamadhānī countered ʿ āraḍa hā them with four hundred maqamas on mendicancy fī
l kudya 53

51 Wiesbaden Harrassowitz Verlag 2002 pp 66 73
52 Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm Ibn ʿ Alī al Ḥuṣrī al Qayrawānī Zahra al Ādāb wa Thamar al Albāb ed

ʿ Alī Muḥammad al Bajāwī Cairo 1970 2 vols vol 1 p 261
53 Trans Hämeen Anttila p 67 with minor emendations
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The passage is intriguing though in the end baffling because al Ḥuṣrī is not at
all clear about identifying the¬ arbaʿīn ḥadīth This locution does not seem to al
low one to understand this as reference to a single work such as The Forty Sto
ries he is referring rather seemingly to forty stories or simply a fair few sto
ries He then qualifies them They owed much to his own invention extracted
from the fountains of his own heart which is significant in so far as we know
the Maqāma to have been fictional and were full of curious expression This
makes sense from what we know concretely about Ibn Durayd the greatest re
pository in his day of Arabic philological lore

All writers who have commented on the Maqāmāt during the last century
have been apprised of this passage 54 Most have dismissed it as a confusing dead

end unable to explain what precisely in Ibn Durayd s writing may have fed al
Hamadhānī s inspiration Only Zakī Mubārak in his 1931 La Prose arabe au
quatrieme siecle de I hegire clung enthusiastically to the significance of this passage
naively he seems to have taken ʿarabīna ḥadīth as the title of a specific work a
transparent mistake and he trawled a number of works to find examples of these
misplaced but surviving anecdotes of Ibn Durayd persuaded particularly by
the evidence of anecdotes relayed in the Āmālī of al Qālī a student of the for
mer as examples of the kind of literature al Ḥuṣrī may have been alluding to
Few recent authors have been convinced as Hämeen Anttila puts it Mubarak
chose forty stories quoted in Amālī on the authority of Ibn Durayd which had a
distant resemblance to the maqamas of al Hamadhānī Al Qālī s work does
contain several lengthy stories transmitted on the authority of Ibn Durayd but
in none of these is Ibn Durayd considered an author on his own Ibn Durayd
was an important transmitter of philological material which included longer
prose anecdotes but so were many others too al Aṣmaʿī d 213/828 being the
foremost philologist under whose name prose narrative circulated 55

On the basis of the evidence that Mubarak provides Hämeen Anttila suggests
in conclusion that the theory of Mubarak has been proven wrong the discus
sion has died out and Ibn Durayd has been buried deep in the field of maqama
studies 56 Though a caveat to such a view is helpfully noted in the words of
Malti Douglas In all fairness we must conclude that there is a considerable

54 These authors have been conveniently listed in a by no means dismissive discussion of
the relevance of this passage to the study of theories of fiction in medieval Arabic litera
ture by Rina Drory in Models and Contacts Arabic Literature and its Impact on MedievalJewish
Culture Leiden Brill 2000 p 14 note 7 They include Prendergast in 1915 Margoliouth
in 1927 Balchere et Masnou in 1957 Beeston in 1971 Kilito in 1976 Bosworth in 1976
Pellat in 1986 Malti Douglas in 1985 and Richards in 1991

55 Op cit p 67 8
56 Ibid p 68
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possibility that the Maqāmāt of al Hamadhānī were instigated by a series of sto
ries by Ibn Durayd apparently no longer extant 57

Indeed Hämeen Anttila is himself ambivalent adding a question as a rider to
his own conclusion Yet has he really received the fate due to him It seems
that no matter how much one tries to bury Ibn Durayd with regard to his role as
a forefather of the Maqāma genre a hand or foot pokes alluringly out of his lit
erary grave In lieu of the anecdotes in al Qālī examined earlier by Mubarak for
which Ibn Durayd was simply a transmitter rather than a source the Finnish
scholar offers for scrutiny a book which was actually composed by Ibn Durayd
certainly circulating under his name the Kitāb Wasf al Maṭar wa l Saḥāb an

ecdotes about rain clouds and rain augury among the Bedouin tribes
This is a gem of medieval Arabic literature well worth perusal in its own

right And suffice it to say here that Hämeen Anttila s presentation is quite per
suasive in highlighting shared formal features with certain Maqāmāt of al
Hamadhānī Anecdote 9 of Wasf al Maṭar recalls significant elements al Hama
dhānī s Dīnāriyya for our purposes we might note that in Ibn Durayd s anecdote
16 we have after a short isnād a story about a Bedouin stopping by a group of
pilgrims The pilgrimage is a backdrop as one would expect of all sorts of en
counters fictional or otherwise that are given a literary rendering In addition to
9 and 16 in the light of Hämeen Anttila s argument we can further suggest the
relevance of anecdote 12 in which scouts from three clans of the southern tribal
group of Sa ʿ d al ʿ Ashīra are dispatched to espy grassland after rain 58 They each re
turn and give account of their sightings in simple eloquence characterized by at
tractive i e not overburdened rhyming prose at times reminiscent of what we
know of the utterances of the pagan kāhins language as well as being descriptive
is thus competitive agonistic and seeks to persuade it is this tone that is ger
mane to some of the antics of the Maqāma in its standard form

In summarizing his argument about the relevance of Wasf al Maṭar anecdote
9 Hämeen Anttila singles out eight formal features that are redolent of the
maqāma I Ample use of rhymed prose 2 Isnād 3 Some kind of story i e
they are not exclusively of philological interest 4 Philological interest 5 A
ragged but eloquent hero 6 First person narration 7 A travel theme 8 All en
counters are standing ones as opposed to seated learned sessions

All of these features are loosely present in Abū Nuwās s unlikely pilgrim s
progress whose proto maqāma traits we should now focus on having alluded to
them only intermittently thus far

57 Fedwa Malti Douglas Maqāmāt and adab al Maqāma al Maḍīriyya of al Hamadhānī
in Journal of the American Oriental Society 105 247 258 citation from pp 248 9

58 Abū Bakr Muḥammad ibn al Ḥasan ibn Durayd al Azdī Kitāb Wasf al Maṭar wa l Saḥāb
ed ʿ Izz al Dīn al Tanūkhī Damascus 1963 pp 46 52
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The isnād is a spurious one in so far as it cannot authenticate the narrative
which is clearly fictional as told But the e rijāl of th e isnā d are real enough w
know The only one not mentioned in passing in the foregoing essay is Makhlad
ibn al Qāsim al ʿAtakī Ibn Durayd s informer for the anecdote He is appar
ently unheard of in medieval Islamic literature with this particular nisba with
the nisba al Balkhī however we find mention of him in Ibn Ḥajar al ʿ Asqallānī s
Lisān al Mīzān¬ as well as his Mīzān al Iʿtidāl as a highly unreliable source apro
pos the sole tradition he had a role in reporting Ibn Ḥajar comments that he
was considered ḍaʿīf by al Dārquṭnī The isnād of our anecdote is in short
problematic Perhaps Ibn Durayd did make this all up mine it from his heart,
as al Ḥuṣrī might have said

Ibn Durayd himself was not always a very reliable source either we can ob
serve in passing Yāqūt al Ḥimawī records the following about him in the lrshād
al Arīb ilā Maʿrifat al Adīb Muʿjam al Udabāʾ

Abū Manṣūr al Azharī has said in the Introduction of Kitāb al Tahdhīb Among the
people of our time who compose books and concoct the Arabic language inventing
words inserting in them that are not the genuine speech of the Arabs is Muḥammad ibn
Durayd the author of the Kitāb al Jamhara Kitāb Ishtiqāq al Asmā ʾ and th e Kitāb al
Malāḥin I have attended his house in Baghdad more than once and seen him transmit
ting information from Abū Ḥātim al Sijistānī al Rayāshī and ʿ Abd al Raḥmān al
Aṣmaʿīʾs nephew I asked Ibrāhīm ibn Muḥammad ibn ʿArafa about him and he said he
paid no attention to him finding him an untrustworthy transmitter I myself have
found him drunk despite his age unable to control his tongue from intoxication I have
perused his book which he entitled al Jamhara and not found any acumen there or fine
scholarly instinct indeed I have come across many locutions I find unacceptable I do
not know what his sources were and have made a note for myself and others to inves
tigate them This sounds familiar

There is rhymed prose in our anecdote it is not sustained throughout but quite
remarkable in the introductory section that sets the scene that part which carries
by association the prestige of the Qurʾānic scene it alludes to and whose lan
guage it borrows see note 18 As Julia Bray has discussed in a detailed study the
partial inconsistent use of rhymed prose may be a feature and indicator of in
cipient or proto Maqāma materials that were or might have been stylistically
enhanced with time 59

It is striking though it may be due to happenstance that the scene setting of
our anecdote is both stylistically and thematically that part which reminds one of
the Maqāma Iblīsiyya of al Hamadhānī itself a studied and literary working up of
pre existing proto materials and generic anecdotal norms of desert encounters
with inspiring demons the jinn that were the familiars of poets according to pre

59 See Julia Ashtiany Bray Isnāds and Models of heroes Abū Zubayd al Ṭāʾī Tanūkhī s
Sundered Lovers and Abū l ʿAnbas al Ṣaymarī in Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 1
pp 7 30
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and early Islamic belief The subject matter rings a bell when we think of Abū
Nuwās s fantastic encounter and the familiar resonance is intensified when we
consider that each story has a sting in the tail that involves instructions for the
protagonist to make for a dark cave to find what he is looking for camels in one
case and sex in the other These are inconclusive perhaps tendentious details
the point is simply that it is consideration of the Maqāma Iblīsiyya in particular
that allows one to taste the flavor of the Maqāma genre in the anecdote Ibn
Durayd relayed to Ḥamza al Iṣfahānī

In the light of all these remarks about the scene setting an essential further
point should now be made Abū Nuwās description of the luscious natural
scene he comes upon where he is entranced by rich vegetation then distracted
by the pluvial downpour from a thickly layered low hanging cloud etched in the
kind of detail only the Arabic language can muster so eloquently would have
appealed to Ibn Durayd indeed the passage spanning from page 99 line 10 to
page 100 line 2 60 itself enriched by an apt quotation from the pre Islamic lumi
nary r ʿ Abīd ibn al Abraṣ could be aptly transplanted to his Kitāb Wasf al Maṭa
which Dr Hämeen Anttila has so pertinently guided us to exulting as it does in

the often mesmerizing linguistic celebration of rain and the vegetation it brings
The arguments of this essay have been rehearsed on three occasions at the

School of Abbasid Studies St Andrews University June 2006 at the Yale Ara
bic Colloquium October 2006 and at Chicago University s Center for Middle
Eastern Studies April 2007 On each occasion the proposition that Abū Nu
wās s anecdote can be deemed a proto Maqāma in some of its aspects has re
ceived varied responses It is not an unassailable position to adopt Yet on the
whole it would seem stylistically there is something helpful to be salvaged from
the proposition in our understanding of the development of Arabic prose before
the end of the 9 th century C E On one of these occasions that Dr Julia Bray sug
gested intuitively and helpfully I think that one might reconsider the debate
about Ibn Durayd in the light of the anecdote

Zakī Mubārak s zeal in positing Ibn Durayd as exemplar for al Hamadhānī has
meant that some details of his views have passed below the radar screen in recent
overviews of his work They contain the following astute hunch

Quelles sont ses oeuvres en prose That is what are the works in prose that Ibn
Durayd had a role in transmitting which could be considered proto maqama ma
terial J ai beaucoup cherche pour les retrouver Celui qui raconte le pelerinage d Abou
Nowas est un recit tres vivant parfaitement digne d avoir inspire le genre makamat et c est

d une maniere sure un des quarante d lbn Doraid Mubārak gives a further brief ac
count of this anecdote without adequately and therefore persuasively setting out
those features that would allow one to think of a work digne d avoir inspire le genre

60 Dīwān Abī Nuwās ed Ewald Wagner vol 1
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du makamat It is a shame only in so far as Mubārak short changed himself as it
were Upon careful scrutiny his instinct seems entirely justified We do not in the
end know what al Ḥuṣrī meant exactly by arbaʿīn ḥadīth of Ibn Durayd Mubārak
was perhaps too fanatical in wanting to give exact form to lines only loosely
drawn by the comments of the adīb from Kairouan But to look for elements of
literature simply redolent of the Maqāma in works that Ibn Duryad had a part in
relaying seems now entirely justified on the basis of al Ḥuṣrī s comment and in
deed in general beyond the work of Ibn Durayd since al Hamadhānī was cer
tainly influenced and inspired in many different ways by much of the literature
that pre dated him the Maqāmāt did not arise ex nihilo bX In a sense regarding
specific elements we have come full circle since Zakī Mubārak s 1931 publica
tion

Epilogue

One might assume that the coupling of the themes of love and pilgrimage is a
fantasy that has left traces in anecdotal literature and poetry only There may be
more to it though Consideration of the issue of mutʿat al ḥajj offers tantalizing
possibilities The concept of mutʿat al ḥaj j has its origins in Qurʾān Sūrat al
Baqara verse 196

Wa atimmū l ḥajja wa l ʿumra li llāhi fa in uḥṣirtum fa mā staysara mina l hady fa ishā
amintum fa man tamattaʿa bi l ʿumrati ilā l ḥajji fa mā staysara mina l hady

Complete the ḥajj and the ʿumra for God and if you are prevented i e by enemies ill
ness etc then offer whatever sacrifices that can be obtained with ease And when
you are secure then whoever derives enjoyment from the ease And when you are se
cure then whoever derives enjoyment from the ʿumra until the ḥajj shall offer what
ever sacrifice that can be obtained with ease

The simplest definition of what is intended here by tamattu ʿ which came to be
referred to most commonly ass mutʿat al ḥajj is that it is one of three method
of performing the ḥajj the pilgrim deconsecrates himself between the ʿ umra and
the ḥajj the former being performed upon arrival at Mecca during the ḥajj
months i e Shawwāl Dhū l Qaʾda and Dhū l Ḥijja and the latter commenc
ing on the eighth of Dhū l Ḥijja 62 During the period of deconsacration the
pilgrim may indulge in activities forbidden in a state of iḥrām

61 For a recent review of some aspect of these influences and the way they were distilled into
al Hamadhānī s Maqāmāt see Philip F Kennedy The Maqāmāt as a Nexus of Interests
Reflections on Abdelfattah Kilito s les Seances and Other Writing in Julia Bray ed Writ
ing and Representation in Medieval Islam London Routledge 2006

62 Arthur Gribetz Strange Bedfellows Mutʿat al nisāʾ and Mutʿat al ḥajj A Study Based on Sunnī
and Shīʿī Source1 s of Tafsīr Ḥadī th and Fi qh Berlin Schwarz Verlag 1994 p
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Some scholars have averred that confusion between mutʿat al nisāʾ and mutʿat
al ḥajj have colored our understanding of the latter thus J Burton

It may be a forgivable assertion to state that the Muslims simply did not understand the
meaning of the Qurʾān s undefined term tamattuʿ Certainly the confusions in the tafsīr
ḥadīth and fiqh discussions of this term do nothing to shake that assertion What is
demonstrated in the foregoing study is the gradual convergence and ultimate intersec
tion of originally independent exegeses of two unrelated and unconnected statements in
the Holy Qurʾān i e 2 196 referring to mutʿat al ḥajj and 4 24 believed to refer to
mutʿat al nisāʾ owing to the quite fortuitous circumstance that each of the two verses
featured a function of the Arabic root m t bi

Arthur Gribetz s monograph is in large measure an attempt to refute Burton s
view Although the confusion may have been fostered by the linguistic coinci
dence of two distinct practices being calledm mutʿa the connection between the
was based on more solid ground This connection will be in investigated
thereby refuting Burton s claim that the twon mutʿa s are unrelated other than i
name 64 In one or two significant ḥadīths there was it appears confusion be
tween the two mutʿas Gribetz deals with these confusions lucidly on pages 35 40
of his study What follows that section of his study is more important to us here
to wit The Connection between the Two Mut ʿ as pp 40 ff The sociology of
this connection is partly conjectural but certainly worth noting

A concrete question which if answered could determine the connection between the
two¬ mutʿas is the identity of the wome n nisā ʾ who crop up in so many of th e ḥaj j tra
ditions Are these the men s wives who are engaged in sexual intercourse during mutʿat
al ḥajj or are they other women who contract temporary marriages for the occasion
In light of the social liberties traditionally associated with Mecca and the pilgrimage the
idea of mutʿat al nisāʾ s connection with the ḥajj is by no means far fetched The less
than ascetic character of the ḥajj during the first century of Islam is portrayed for exam
ple by al Fākihī d after 272/885 He describes thee ṭawāf as a parade ground for eligibl
young women and slave girls who would circumambulate in beautiful clothing and jew
elry with uncovered faces while prospective husbands and masters would observe This
fashion of selling slave girls was apparently encouraged by ʿ Umar 65

With the following remark we come full circle yet again Prostitution is known
to have existed in Mecca during the ḥajj season Stories are related about Kharqa
from Banū ʿĀmir who reserved herself for pilgrims and prided herself on being
one of the rites anā mansik min manāsik al ḥajj bb From what we know already

about the lady in question this seems too unambiguous in its glossing Dhū al
Rumma at least was more poetic about this

63 John Burton Mutʿ tamatttuʿ and istimtaʿ a confusion of tafsīr s, Union Europeenne des
Arabisants et Islamisants Tenth Congress Edinburgh 1980 Proceedings ed Robert Hillen
brand Edinburgh 1982 pp 9 10 Quoted in Gribetz op cit p 2

64 Gribetz op cit p 2
65 Op cit p 40 1
66 Op cit p 41





Tawqī ʿ Apostille
Royal Brevity in the Pre modern
Islamic Appeals Court

Beatrice Gruendler Yale University

I Introduction

In his anthology of modern poets which he was not to complete al Ṣūlī bent
the rules and interrupted the section on poets beginning in alif and their ta
lented kin with a writer of prose namely the chief secretary of al Maʾmūn
Aḥmad b Yūsuf d 213/828 and his family This deviation allegedly satisfied
the request of an unidentified noble and it also reflected the taste of al Suli who
devoted to it well over a hundred pages Not only did he include the accounts
and poetry of the Āl Ṣubayḥ but also their prose among it a number of apos
tilles written or received by them which thus attained the same literary status as
poetry 1 Al Ṣūlī d c 335/946 was not unique in gathering apostilles of rulers
and scribes His contemporaries al Jahshiyarī d 331/942 3 2 and Ibn ʿ Abdrabbih
d 328/940 and later al Tha ʿ ālibī d 429/1038 likewise devoted sections of
their books toa tawqīʿāt and Ibn ʿAbdrabbih who ordered his anthology as
necklace placed them next to the sermons that formed the center The lexico
grapher and poetic critic Abū Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī d 382/993 3 and his more fa
mous student Abū Hilāl d c 400/1010 4 placed prose on a par with poetry and

1 al Ṣūlī 1401/1982 al Awrāq Akhbār al shuʿarāʾ al muḥdathīn ed Heyworth Dunne Lon
don Luzac 1934 repr Beirut Dār al Maṣīr hereafter Awrāq 143 See the apostilles re
ceived by Yūsuf b al Qāsim to pleas made to his three successive employers al Manṣūr s
uncle ʿAbdallāh b ʿAlī al Mahdī s vizier Yaʿqūb b Dāwūd and Yaḥyā b Khālid for
whom he substituted in recording apostilles ibid 147 8 153 4 156 6 and apostilles
composed by him ibid 158 159 60 an example for a characteristically impassive descrip
tion of feelings 161 162 For apostilles by his son gathered in a separate chapter see
ibid 229 31 esp on not wanting to repeat himself 229 on writing having the impact of
speech 230 and on mistrust of elaborate arguments as usually misrepresenting facts 230
An excuse for giving a petitioner mustamīḥ a present beneath his rank ibid 231 resem
bles one such apostille by his father ibid 161 Al Ṣūlī mentions an earlier and longer col
lection of Aḥmad s apostilles in his Book of Viziers ibid 231 which has not survived

2 See Muḥammad b ʿAbdūs al Jahshiyārī 1357/1938 al Wuzarāʾ ed Muṣṭafā al Saqqā
Ibrāhīm al Abyārī and ʿ Abd al Ḥafīẓ Shalabī Cairo Muṣṭafā al Bābī al Ḥalabī 205 for the
collected apostilles of Yaḥyā b Khālid

3t See Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī 1402/1982 al Maṣūn fī l adab ed ʿAbdassalām Hārūn Kuwai
1960 repr Cairo 113 15 for a chapter of pithy sayings by Yaḥyā b Khālid For an apos
tille by Abū ʿUbaydallāh Muʿāwiya b ʿUbayd vizier of al Mahdī see ibid 107

4 See Abū Hilāl al ʿ Askarī 1971 K al Ṣināʿatayn al kitāba wa l shiʿr ed ʿ Alī Muḥammad al
Bijawī and Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm Cairo 1952 repr 1971
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in this expansion of the concept of literary art the apostille exemplified the ideal
of brevity in eloquence ījāz One definition of eloquence is the gathering of
many meanings into few words 5 In this essay I will focus on the minimalistic
genre that received such distinction by the poetic critic al Suli

The following lays no claim to offering an exhaustive study of the apostille
tawqīʿs but rather a brief characterization of its salient literary qualities as a basi

for further inquiry I limit myself to the two early meanings of¬ tawqī ʿ as the re
cording of a verdict in a tort redress or audit and a written edict leaving aside
the other early meanings of a signature or motto concluding a letter also
ʿ alāma 6 and the postclassical meanings of an appointment letter and the looped
continuous script employed therein 7

1 1 History

To believe the Arabic sources tort redress begins with the Sasanians where it
took three different forms Periodically the early Sasanian kings held audiences
in an open space to allow victims of injustice to approach them and submit their
cases without being hindered by the rules and personnel of the palace In a two
step procedure local leaders likewise gathered grievances at the beginning of
each month and submitted them to the king for adjudication 8 A more formal
event was that of the annual royal audiences on the occasion of the Nawrūz and
Mihrgān festivals described in detail in the Kitāb al Tāj 9 People were given ad
vance notice to prepare their cases qiṣṣa ḥujja in written notes ruq ʿ a to be col

5 See Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī 1418/1998 al Tafḍīl bayna balāghatay al ʿarab wa l ʿajam ed
Ḥamd b Nāṣir al Dukhayyil Barīda Saudi Arabia Nādī al Qaṣīm al Adabī 121 and 132
The quotations are comments on the preceding apostilles by Jaʿfar b Yaḥyā and Sasanian
kings ibid 120 130 2 See also Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī al Ṣināʿatayn 43 162 and 181 and
idem 1424/2003 Dīwān al maʿān ī ed Aḥmad Salīm Ghānim 2 vols Cairo 11 831 4

6 See e g al Ṣūlī 1341 Adah al kuttāb ed Muḥammad Bahja al Atharī Cairo al Maṭbaʿa
al Salafiyya 134 5 See also in this meaning the Abbasidd dīwān al tawqī ʿ which certifie
all royal edicts not only tort cases in the following section and n 19

7 F Babinger and C E Bosworth 2000 art Tawqīʿ, in The Encyclopaedia of Islam new ed
Leiden Brill vol VI 933 5 hereafter EI 2

8 Arthur Christensen 1936 L Iran sous les Sassanides Annales du Musee Guimet Bibliothe
que d Etudes vol 48 Paris and Copenhague Geuthner and Munksgaard 296 and 298 ba
sed on Niẓām al Mulk 1340HS/1962 Siyar al mulūk Siyāsatnama ed H Darke Tehran
B T N K 19 and 1960 The Book of Government or Rules for Kings trans H Darke repr
Surrey Curzon 2002 14 See also Niẓām al Mulk s exemplary tales on the auditing of tax
collectors and the invention of tort redress by A nūshirwān Siyāsatnama 29 52 Book of
Government 22 42

9 Pseudo Jāḥiẓ 1332/1914 al Tāj fī akhlāq al mulūk ed Aḥmad Zakī Bāshā Cairo al
Maṭbaʿa al Amīriyya 159 63/ 1954 Le livre de la couronne trans Charles Pellat Paris So
ciete d Edition Les Belles Lettres 179 82 This anonymous Arabic work on Sasanian cul
ture relied on probably translated Pahlavi sources and was dedicated to al Mutawakkil s
familiar al Fatḥ b Khāqān Cf also Christensen Iran 296 7
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lected at the beginning of the meeting Obstruction to access was punishable by
law The audience opened with a ceremonial submission of the king to the high
priest and the trial of any grievance against the king himself preceded all others
This form of tort redress was abolished by Yazdagird II r 439 57 A third pro
cedure appears in the purported autobiography of Kisrā b Qubād or Anūshir
wān r 531 79 who recounts how he delegated trusted envoys and judges to
gather cases of fiscal abuses by local governors at the beginning of his rule 10 Af
ter a twenty eight year interval he had the situation reviewed first through dele
gation to the high priest then after the conclusion of his campaigns taking
charge himself 11 he dispatched new trustees who were to examine cases of
grievances together with local judges but without the governors knowledge and
to send back the claimants with their sealed case files to the capital The judging
of the cases was then conducted in full audience and without requiring proof
against high placed defendants as the king always assumed with two very un
equal litigants the guilt to lie with the powerful party Cases were tried immedi
ately except for complex ones that required local judges and witnesses In that
event the king dispatched a threefold delegation of a chancellery scribe legal ex
pert and trusted envoy together with the claimant to his hometown to adjudicate
the case there 12 Anūshirwān thus used the priesthood the judiciary and his per
sonal envoys as parallel powers to control the fiscal administration

Arab geographers report a similar practice from China The anonymous Akh
bār al Ṣīn wa l Hind from 235/851 tells of a tort redress system in all Chinese
cities A uniquely Chinese feature is to ring a bell on the king s head attached to
a wire stretched along the road outside of the royal palace which any victim of
injustice could pull to alert the king to his case 13 Al Idrīsī d c 555/1162 pre
sents a more elaborate version according to which only the supreme king
Baghbūgh in the city of Khānfū adjudicated torts weekly in full audience with all
his viziers 14 Al Idrīsī s added detail of a set of stairs reserved for victims of injus
tice to ascend directly to the king echoes the Sasanian guarantee of uninhibited
access while the Friday date the submission of the claims in written form and
the direct immediate royal verdict reflect Islamic customs 15 The Chinese prac

10 Miskawayh 1379HS/2001 Tajārib al umam ed Abū l Qāsim Emāmī 3 vols Tehran So
roush 1 190 1 reproduced in al Nuwayrī 1369/1949 Nihāyat al ʿarab fī funūn al adab vol
15 Cairo Dār al Kutub 197 For the autobiography see Miskawayh Tajārib al umam I
188 204 reproduced almost verbatim in al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV 195 207

11 Miskawayh Tajārib 1 194 5 and al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV 200 1
12 Miskawayh Tajārib 1 195 7 and al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV 201 2
13 Anon 1948 Akhbār al Ṣīn wa l Hind ed trans and comm Jean Sauvaget Paris Societe

d Edition Les Belles Lettres 18 19
14 The name derives from Parthian bghpwhr son of God, which arrived via Soghdian into

Arabic with the Persian variant Faghfūr and was understood to render the Chinese royal
title T ien tzu Son of Heaven see Editors 1991 art Faghfūr, in El 2 II 738

15 al Idrīsī n d Nuzhat al mushtāq fī ikbtirāq al āfāq 2 vols ed R Rubinacci U Rizzitano
et al Napoli Istituto Universitario Orientale 1970 repr Port Said I 97 8
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tice of tort redress documented from the 3rd century CE through the Tang pe
riod 618 907 CE and institutionalized in the Sung period 960 1276 CE rather
employs a drum and a box outside the city gates where petitions were deposed
and then investigated by officially designated censors The bell seems to be a
folkloric elaboration of what was originally a suspended lung shaped stone in
countries surrounding China such as Japan and Siam which adopted the prac
tice In the Arabic sources the bell s inventor is Anūshirwān and it is also desig
nated with a Persian term darā in the Akhbār al Ṣīn wa l Hind b The collected
tawqīʿām t contain Chinese and Sasanian samples but these do not deviate fro
the Arabic ones in substance and style and must have been at the very least re
formulated 17

Before the advent of Islam the Quraysh had redressed abuses that occurred in
Mecca under their authority The prophet later condoned the pagan practice and
made it legal in Islam But redress of torts maẓālim was not officially regulated
before the Umayyads when abuses by governors and leaders justified the crea
tion of a specific office that combined administrative and judicial authority
ʿAbdalmalik treated abuses still behind closed doors ʿUmar II presided person
ally over a maẓālim court The Abbasids al Mahdī al Hādī al Rashīd al
Maʾmūn and al Muhtadī continued the practice 18 With al Rashīd tort redress
was for the first time delegated to a vizier Yaḥyā b Khālid Thereafter it alter
nated between constituting a separate dīwān or being assumed by the vizier who
often delegated it to a substitute for example by Yaḥyā to Yūsuf b al Qāsim or
requested the help of legal experts 19 During the Abbasid Muʿazilite intermezzo

16 Edward Kracke 1976 Early Visions of Justice for the Humble in East and West, JA OS
96 492 8 Henri Maspero 1927 La chine antique Paris de Boccard vol IV 87 and 149
50 and Chunyan Huang 2004 Songdai dengwengu zhidu On the System of Appealing
to the Emperor in the Song Dynasty Zhongzhou xuekan Academic Journal of Zkongzhou
6 112 16 I am indebted to Hyunhee Park for the references on the Chinese tort system

17 For Sasanian apostilles see e g Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī Tafḍīl 130 2 Ibn ʿAbdrabbih
1359 72/1940 53 al ʿIqd al farīd 7 vols ed Aḥmad Amin Aḥmad al Zayn and Ibrāhīm

al Abyārī IV 222 3 hereafter ʿIqd and al Thaʿālibī 1414/1994 Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ ed
Maʾmūn al Janān Beirut Dār al Kutub al ʿIlmiyya 124 5 hereafter Khāṣṣ For one
specimen attributed to a Chinese king called Yaʿbūr corruption of Faghfūr see Khāṣṣ
123 Cf also the recent collection by Muḥammad al Durūbī and Ṣalāḥ Jarrār 1421/2001
Jamharat tawāqi¬ ʿ al ʿarab 3 vols al Ain U A E compiled from ca 200 premodern liter
ary biographical and historical sources

18 al Māwardī 1409/1989 al Aḥkām al sulṭāniyya wa l wilāyāt al dīniyya ed Khālid Rashīd
al Jumaylī Baghdad 129 31/ 1915 Les statuts gouvernementaux ou Regies de droit public et
administratis trans E Fagnan Algiers Adolphe Jourdan 160 4 and Abū Yaʿlā b al Farrāʾ
1386/1966 al Aḥkām al sulṭāniyya ed Muḥammad Ḥāmid al Fiqi Cairo Muṣṭafā al

Bābī al Ḥalabī 59 60 For a historical overview see Jorgen S Nielsen 1991 art Maẓā
lim, EI 2 X 392 3

19e In the dīwān al tawqī ʿ requests on any subject together with the caliphal decisions wer
drawn up as formal documents for the dīwān al dār to be dispatched for execution to the
respective office in charge taxation estate treasury stipends etc Qudāma b Ja ʿ far
1981 al Kharāj wa ṣināʿat al kitāba ed Muḥammad Ḥusayn al Zubaydī Baghdad Minis
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and the Buyid rule the courts fell under religious authority After a Tulunid lapse
the Fatimids restored the practice The Ayyubids formalized the procedure in
cluding standard wording to be used for the petitions which were dealt with
administratively more often than in public session Later the process became in
creasingly bureaucratized Zangids and Mamluks housed it in a specific building
the dār al ʿadl where its ceremonial function came to take precedence over the
granting of justice to individuals

1 2 Procedure

The earliest detailed description of maẓālim in Islam belongs to the brief restora
tion of the caliphate under al Qādir r 381 422/991 1031 and al Qāʾim r 422
67/1031 75 when manuals of rulership aḥkām sulṭāniyya produced for the latter
emphasized the caliphal role in ensuring universal justice 20 The short pro
nouncements of caliphs or viziers that were collected as quotable literature form
only a fraction of the irretrievable proceedings described in detail by al Māwardī
d 450/1058 and Ibn al Farrāʾ d 458/1066 The head of the court unless the

caliph or vizier performed this function themselves was a judge chosen for his
probity sense of justice and kindness towards people 21 In comparison with a
civil judge the maẓālim judge enjoyed greater latitude in accepting evidence
summoning witnesses and expediting procedures The activity of the maẓālim
court relied on the presence of clerks summoning the powerful defendant
judges aware of the litigants rights jurisconsults scribes and witnesses In the
presence of all these and the parties involved cases were heard and tried immedi
ately it was a public performance of the exercise of justice at the highest level of
appeal Not all cases required the individual leveling of a complaint ẓulāma
Review of governors wulāh tax agents ʿ ummāl accountants kuttāb and public
pious endowments wuqūf was automatic Individual complaints in turn were
necessary to restitute or expedite missing government stipends dīwān al ʿaṭāʾ
The same applied to property confiscated by the authorities or taken by force
ghuṣūb the former requiring only the consultation of the registry of deeds the
latter additional evidence Individual complaints were further needed to review

try of Culture 53 4 and Dominique Sourdel 1959 60 Le vizirat ʿabbāside de 749 a 936
132 a 324 de I He gire Damascus I 228 9 272 280 1 297 307 On the maẓālim office see

al Jahshiyārī Wuzarāʾ 177 al Ṣūlī Awrāq 158 60 Walther Bjorkman 1928 Beiträge zur
Geschichte der Staatskanzlei im islamischen Agfpten Hamburg De Gruyter 6 7 and Sourdel

Vizirat II 640 4
20 See Eric Hanne 2004 Abbasid Politics and The Classical Theory of the Caliphate, in

B Gruendler and L Marlow eds Writers and Rulers Perspectives from Abbasid to Safavid
Times Wiesbaden Reichert 49 71 esp 56 and 67 For a later period see the detailed study
by Jorgen S Nielsen 1985 Secular Justice in an Islamic State Maẓālim under the Baḥrī Mam
lūks 662/1294 789/1387 Istanbul Nederlands Historisch Archeologisch Instituut

21 Qudāma b Ja ʿ far Kharāj 63
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private pious endowments Finally the maẓālim court acted as an authority execut
ing verdicts or enforcing laws vis a vis powerful individuals who had resisted
lower judges or market overseers and the courts also mediated between litigants
and supervised public religious festivals 22 A case either received its final verdict in
the maẓālim court or was referred iḥāla to another party with more or less spe
cific instructions such as to grant and carry out the petitioner s claim or to inves
tigate the truth of his allegation and a number of the literary apostilles indeed
take this form e 23 Both verdict and referral are designated as tawqīʿ Beyond th
procedural specifics the rules of the Abbasid era share the principles of speed and
direct access to the highest authority with the tort redress of later periods

The preserved apostille collections list the decisions accompanied by a terse
introduction of the initiator the accused and the accompanying circumstances
Theict tawqīʿāt at thus create the impression that the hearing examination verd
and enforcement were all accomplished in one sitting The entire procedure ap
pears as a one stop event with the ruler dispensing and recording his decision ad
hoc This must be understood as a literary abbreviation in a similar way adab ac
counts of literary gatherings majālis select a few high points from an entire eve
ning The reality of maẓālim justice certainly included prior attempts to obtain
justice from regular courts At times the apostilles may have simply reopened a
case and that led to further protracted or abortive procedures at a lower court
Some tawqīāt explicitly indicate the dependence of the ruling on certain condi
tions or evidence or contain instructions for further action or examination 24

The procedures did not exclude the possibility that justice was immediately
granted especially when an apostille was accompanied by the action of the caliph
or the sitting judge But it is vital not to confuse the actual redress of torts with its
literary products and depiction What we have before us are those rulings and re
sponses that have been selected for their literary merit and potentially reformu
lated as can be seen in extant variants This does not mean however that the
language of a plea came as an afterthought for it was the prime tool to gain the
attention of the judge Al Ṣāḥib b ʿ Abbād once rewarded a good formulation
with the granting of its petition whereas the bad language of another had the op
posite effect 25 Irritated by a language error al Manṣūr annotated a letter from his
governor of Ḥims with Replace you scribe or be replaced ʿIqd IV 212 12 26

22 al Māwardī Aḥkām 132 6 Statuts 164 72 and Ibn al Farrāʾ Aḥkām 60 3
23 al Māwardī Aḥkām 149 52 Statuts 193 8 See also next note
24 E g ʿIqd IV 221 al Ḥasan b Sahl 2 to a complainant and ʿIqd IV 222 Ṭāhir 6 to an

informer and other examples in section II 4 make the truth of the allegations a condi
tion

25 See Khāṣṣ 139 Ṣāḥib 22 and ibid 137 Ṣāḥib 1 respectively In the second example he
declined the services of a preacher who misplaced a hamza

26 In the following apostilles will be referenced by a short work title the quoted speaker and
the serial number author s addition in the collection
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Alongside with the apostilles proper the collections also contain edicts i e
orders dispatched or responses given to queries by governors tax collectors gen
erals and foreign monarchs They have become part of the tawīʿāt chapters be
cause of their identical authorship resemblance in form and thematic overlap
Edicts concern issues such as delayed land tax shipments strategic advice on up
risings and battles building construction stipends and other personal matters of
officials But they differ in tone ranging from impatient to threatening or abu
sive always suspicious of the recipient s slothfulness corruption or insubordina
tion 27 The edicts will be included in the discussion in as far as they concern
matters raised in petitions

1 3 Media

Thee tawqī ʿ is a written form of literature even if the personal appearance befor
the court was a vital condition As opposed to poetry the whole process of tort
redress defined itself from the beginning by the writing material papyrus or later
paper on which claims were submitted and afterwards preserved as legal evi
dence By the late 2nd/8th century paper became more widely available and
cheaper than the papyrus produced under government monopoly Nonetheless
in times of crisis paper kawāghid sg kāghad kāghid was hard to come by even
for the government police prefect Muḥammad b ʿAbdallāh b Ṭāhir d 253
867 under siege in Baghdad with al Musta ʿ īn cautioned his scribes Make fine
the pen and short the speech There is no requesting of sheets qarāṭīs sg qirṭās
Peace e Khāṣṣ 134 The tawqīʿ s sparseness was dictated by the encounter in th
tiny space of a scrap note between the highest and lowest ends of society This
economy of the medium is mirrored by that of the language an elliptic phrase
perfectly fitted to the practical limits of its writing support

Petitions qiṣṣa ruqʿa risāla were drawn up ahead of time later in Ayyubid
and Mamluk times a distinct formulary had to be followed and submitted
rufiʿa in writing by the petitioner either previous to or on the audience day
usually a Friday Qudāma b Jaʿfar d 337/948 describes the collection of peti

tions ahead of time into a folder with annotated summaries of each case pre
pared by the head of the redress court The personal appearance of the com
plainant mutaẓallim needed to be accompanied with a written document
through which the claim could be processed In the actual session the caliph
could choose to read the whole original or an attached summary He annotated
the case or its precis with his ruling ore tawqīʿ either directly underneath th

27 For instance ʿIqd IV 212 al Manṣūr 13 a figurative warning ʿIqd IV 213 al Hādī 2 an
insult and ʿIqd IV 213 al Rashīd 4 a figurative threat But note also al Maʾmūn s hu
morous edict dispensing stipends to his companions on ʿĀshūrāʾ ʿIqd IV 216 15
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text or on the back of the note waqqaʿa fī asfalihā/ẓabrihā 1 8 The order of cases
was normally that of the petitioners appearance except under al Mustahdī who
scrambled the order by having people deposit complaints in a box ahead of time
to forestall any manipulation The verdict was often a two step procedure the
caliph or his depute gave the gist of the decision maʿnā in a short phrase
jumla which was then reformulated as a longer explanation sharḥ in easily
comprehensible language yaqrubu min al ʿāmmati fahmuhā for the uneducated
petitioners 29 This is detailed in one instance when general ʿ Alī b ʿ Īsā b Māhān
having been appointed governor of Khurasan in 180/795 6 troubled al Rashīd
with further demands The caliph gave his secretary Yūsuf b al Qāsim b Ṣubayḥ
Aḥmad s father the essence of his answer Let him know the extent of what I
did for him for I think he is not aware of it, and Yūsuf composed the actual
apostille

We gave you enough with the land we made you govern Khurasan is ample for you as
long as life is ample for you

qad kafaynāka bimā wallaytnāka wa Khurāsānu tasaʿuka mā wasi ʿ aka ʿumr

al Ṣūlī Awrāq 161

Al Maʾmūn also stipulated brevity when requesting from his secretary ʿ Amr b
Masʿada d 217/832 depute of Aḥmad b Abī Khālid in thet tawqīʿā t office no
to exceed one line in his instruction to a governor to restore a wronged man s
right The writing must have been small to fit within this space ʿ Amr composed

My letter to you is the letter of one who trusts to whom he is writing is concerned for
the one about whom he is writing and between trust and concern the one in charge
will not err

kitābī ilayka kitābu wāthiqin bi man kutiba ilayhi maʿniyyun bi man kutiba lahu wa lan yaḍīʿa
bayna l thiqati wa l ʿināyati ḥāmiluhu

Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī Tafḍīl 120

The Barmakid vizier Yahyā b Khālid in turn delegated an answer to household
members who had demanded higher allowances to Anas b Abī Shaykh exe
cuted with Jaʿfar 187/803 and the wording Anas chose A little pay that lasts
is better than a lot that stops found Yaḥyā s high praise Khāṣṣ 135 Yaḥyā 7

After the conclusion of the maẓālim hearings the case summaries or the full
petition texts and the names of the complainantse rāfiʿūn were entered into th
court records lists of case folders established and any supporting materials used
by the judge and his assistants copied The apostilles if noted down onto sum
maries were transcribed into the original complaint notes and returned to the
claimants as evidence of the hearing and decision Repeated visits by one peti

282 Qudāma Kharāj 63 4 Once the formulation kataba fī fa ṣl is used al Ṣūl ī Awrā q 16
29 al Jahshiyārī Wuzarāʾ 210
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tioner were kept in one file 30 In some cases copies of the apostilles were for
warded to a third party typically the official accused by petitioners of wrongdo
ing Regarding one complainant al Manṣūr is described to have recorded in his
petition to the attention of the governor p waqqaʿa fī qiṣsatihi ilā l ʿāmili Hel
me in his case lest I help him in yours Kbāṣṣ 130 al Manṣūr 1 31 Similarly
Yaḥyā b Khālid wrote into the note of a complainant so that the apostille
would be shown to the one he accused

Be just to him over whom you rule lest he who ruies over you will be just to him anṣif
man walīta amrahu wa illā anṣafahu man yalī amraka Khāṣṣ 135 4

The large amount of cases and small size of the documents dictated the conci
sion of the rulings But the aesthetic of ījāz came to the encounter of the mate
rial on which the apostille was registered and it grew to be an end in itself see
section H 2 In practice the claim of the maẓālim institution to accord justice to
every candidate on an individual basis was a logistical impossibility This is evi
dent for instance in Ja ʿ far b Yaḥyā creating a blank ruling for a complicated case
he could not himself bring to term on a busy day 32 Without having completely
understood the problem he wrote underneath This is to be treated as its like
according to the rules and intent of the law and the goal and method of equity
God willing 33

II Apostilles as Literature

Viewed as literature,d tawqīʿā t bequeath us portrayals of rulers by themselves an
thus complement the numerous literary genres panegyrics advice literature and
historiography that convey royal iconology as fashioned by the sovereigns infe
riors 34 In this sense the apostilles add a small but unique perspective from
above In the following I have relied on thef tawqīʿā t preserved i n ada b sources o
the early Abbasid period from al Ṣūlī to al Thaʿālibī 35 and focused in their dis
cussion on those themes that most frequently recur The pronouncements as
cribed to historical figures are thus not taken at face value but rather as literary
reflections of rulers acts of speech and as examples of the literary genre of tawqīʿ

30 Qudāma Kharāj 63 4 Bjorkman Staatskanzlei 7 n 3 and Ḥamdī ʿ Abd al Munʿim
1408/1988 Dīwān al maẓālim nashʾatuhu wa taṭawwuruhu wa khtiṣāṣuhu muqāranan bi l

nuẓum al quḍāʾiyya al ḥadītha Beirut Dār al Jīl 141 2
31 See further examples in section II 4
32 al Jahshiyārī Wuzarāʾ 211
33 Ibid 210
34 For case studies on these and other genres see Gruendler and Marlow Writers and Rulers

see n 20
35 For full citation of the sources used see nn 1 6 8 and 17
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11 1 Composition

Despite their diminutive size the apostilles encompass a whole universe of litera
ture and they also derive effect from what remains unsaid y Tawqīʿā t can certainl
fall back on a formulary but in capable hands they vary considerably in two re
spects the directness of the decision on an issue brought forward and the literary
ornament employed Regarding the former aspect the decision comes in three
degrees of directness first it may specify the issue and personally address the re
cipient second it may specify the issue but use an impersonal address mention
ing the recipient in the third person if at all third it may remain implicit replac
ing both issue and recipient by a general statement or quotation whose relevance
to the case at hand must be inferred This leaves to the recipient the interpreta
tion and if he is an official also the execution The statement may draw on Is
lamic tenets principles of government or ethics of rulership The first and third
option i e a direct pronouncement and its underlying rationale are often com
bined such as in ʿUmar II s rebuff of an overeager adviser If you remembered
death it would occupy you more than giving advice ʿ Iqd IV 209 ʿ Umar II 13
Some rulings remain ambiguous either intentionally so or through loss of con
text while in others the apparent ambiguity is clarified by an accompanying ac
tion

Stylistically the apostille tends to be simple matter of fact and bare of deco
rum however certain situations require longer texts Literary ornament may be a
quotation from the Qurʾān poetry or a proverb Thus ʿ Umar II approves of a
Kufan governor s following a decision of ʿ Umar I with the citation of Q 6 90
Those whom God guides their guidance follow ʿIqd IV 209 ʿ Umar II 6

The Qur ānic apostrophe in the second person is easily reapplied to the ad
dressed official Poetry is rare but adds a specific dimension where it appears and
its complex relationship with apostilles is discussed in section III A preferred
figure of style is antithetical parallelism both syntactic and semantic The split
ting of the world into black and white right and wrong suited the apodictic
tone of the apostille offering the recipient the choice between obedience and
disobedience without any room for disagreement The binarism also sufficed the
occasional need to leave a verdict conditional should further inquiry be neces
sary to try the case Other tropes such as analogues and metaphors are infre
quent though later Abbasid and Buyid rulers developed a predilection for paro
nomasia and rhyme

11 2 Linguistic Economy

The predominant feature of style however is to drive to an extreme thes tawqī ʿ
characteristic brevity As initially mentioned the apostille finds entrance into the
canon of literature side by side with proverbs and quotable single verses under
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the ideal of concision ījāz Abū Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī and based on him al Ṣūlī in
his chapter ons tawqī ʿ an d ījāz reports that Jaʿfar b Yaḥyā advised brevity to hi
scribes by positing the model of tawqī ʿ here in the meaning of motto signature
Abu Ahmad explains Jaʿar thereby exhorted them to extreme ellipsis and
concision ḥadhf ikbtiṣār JaTar chose for the form of this injunction the apos
tille itself recording it at the bottom of his scribes letters and obeying the very
brevity he commanded Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī Tafḍīl 120 and al Ṣūlī Adab 134

In his chapter on correspondence Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī comments that apos
tille like brevity gives letters a greater affirmative power in conveying orders and
prohibitions 36 In the chapter on concision and prolixity he compares the
Qurʿānic verse on the legal principle of the lex talionis In retribution is life for
you n lakum fī l qiṣāṣi ḥayāt Q 2 179 favorably against the pre Islamic Bedoui
formulation Death best prohibits death al qatlu anfā li l qatl on several ac
counts the scripture explains both the underlying principle of retribution and
the goal of protecting life it evokes desire and fear more powerfully and above
all its fewer graphemes and avoidance of repetition give the language a greater
impact 37 Unsurprisingly the verse is used in countless apostilles rejecting pleas
of pardon for convicted criminals see the following section

The economy and eloquence ofr tawqī ʿ suited the ideology of power A rule
or high official had no need to show deference by elaborating on his decisions

His elliptic manner expressed his superior power by subjecting the addressee to
exerting his or her mind some address women often wives of convicts to un
derstand the message properly Thus the ruler affiliated himself with the elliptic
divine word while he granted his audience i e his subjects a minimum of so
cial etiquette At the same time the economy of words represented a literary
challenge ījāz and taḍmīn worthy of an educated ruler he had to compress a
maximum of meaning within a minimum of language to produce the trumping
speech act

In apostilles brevity finds its extreme Al Maʾmūn s one line request from
ʿ Amr b Mas ʿ ada see section 1 3 was not truly a feat Among those apostilles
transmitted in the adab collections many do not exceed three words such as
Ja ʿ far b Yaḥyā s rejection of a prisoner s plea for early release

There is Scripture for every term
li kulli ajalin kitāb ʿ Iqd IV 219 Ja ʿ far 1

The usage of two words is rarer such as ʿ Umar s response likewise to the plea of
an imprisoned criminal

Repent to be released

tub tuṭlaq ʿIqd IV 209 ʿ Umar II 11

36 al ʿAskarī al Ṣināʿatayn 162
37 Ibid 181 6
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Al Mahdī responded to a petitioner in dire straits

Help has arrived
atāka l ghawth ʿ lqd IV 213 al Mahdī 7

The notoriously terse Iraqi governor Ziyād b Abīhi denied pardon to a thief
with the verdict

Cutting is your recompense
al qaṭʿu jazāʾuka ʿIq d IV 217 Ziyād 9

Elsewhere he minimized the number of letters in a two word apostille addressed
to a victim of injustice affirming his support

I am with you
ana maʿaka ʿIqd IV 215 Ziyād 5

One mere word was enough for a reassuring answer to another victim of injus
tice

You have been helped

kufīta ʿIqd IV 217 Ziyād 15

The pinnacle of brevity was reached by the Buyid vizier and litterateur al Sāḥib
b ʿ Abbad d 385/995 in a gloss to a plea for financial support If our lord con
sidered granting what I requested he would do so a in raʾā sayyidunā an yunʿim
bimā saʾaltuhu faʿala Khāṣṣ 137 al Ṣāḥib 4 The puzzled petitioner could not
find any answer on his returned letter But with the help of a second pair of eyes
he decoded the awarding of his request the vizier simply inserted an alif before
the final verb form and changed it from the third person of the conditional
mood to the first person of the future tense I will do so e afʿalu Of course on
might top this by a denial through silence but this lacked literary finesse and
clarity for it might be misconstrued as negligence Ṭāhir b al Ḥusayn d 207
822 thus needed to explain to a returning petitioner that Lack of an answer is
an answer tarku l jawābi jawāb Khāṣṣ 133 Ṭāḥir 2 Repetition was a thing ab
horred in apostilles and if discussed it usually conveyed a threat The secretary
Aḥmad b Yūsuf admonished a corrupt tax collector with Do not compel me
to repeat it to you there is after this offer to you but the power of defense to
you lā tuḥwijnī ilā muʿāwadatika fa laysa baʿda l tadqimati ilayka illā saṭwatu l
inkāri ʿalayka al Ṣūlī Awraq 229

Tawqīʿāe t were addressed to a wide range of recipients from the bottom of th
social hierarchy such as overtaxed farmers and convicts to the top such as
courtiers and high officials Caliphal edicts dispatched to governors and local of
ficials or informers followed the style of apostilles Governors close in hierarchy
to the caliphs were likewise expected to use the same concision and leave aside
the elaboration that marked literary offerings from inferiors such as court poets
The Buyid vizier ʿAlī b ʿĪsā thus showed impatience with a governor who pain



TAWQIʿ APOSTILLE 113

stakingly enumerated his stored up treasures Spare me your agile mouth and
gullet and your pretended eloquence with someone who is your equal Speech is
brief pithy and not bothersome Khāṣṣ 138 1 But in special cases caliphs
who addressed high officials or viziers who wrote to their professional col
leagues chose length to convey respect for the recipient The Abbasid ʿAbdallāh
b ʿ Alī responded with a ten line apostille to a poem by his scribe Yūsuf b al
Qāsim inquiring about his withheld stipend In it ʿ Abdallāh reused the word
kindness birr from the scribe s poem

The delay of my kindness was neither for stinginess or miserliness nor for lack of care or
forgetfulness but it was the oversight of him who affirms who knows your right ḥaqq
and who is distracted from you by the share his heart reserves you relying on your
knowing this and on your extending your excuse to him al Ṣūlī Awrāq 147 8

In similar detail al Maʾmūn soon after his own proclamation as caliph in
196/812 officially awarded viziership and a fief to al Faḍl in an edict

You have O Faḍl b Sahl eliminated my concern with your support for me in obeying
God and establishing my might so I saw it fit to eliminate your concern You have pre
ceded people present and absent so I wanted to precede you in writing with my own
hand what I saw fit in my soul Jahshiyārī Wuzarāʾ 306 cf Sourdel Vizirat I 201

Both apostille and edict are addressed by Abbasid leaders to their immediate in
feriors redefining their relationship as one of mutual indebtedness which al
Maʾmūn draws out particularly well in his parallel prose The distinction is owed
in both cases to the officials actions and not their status it is earned and not the
result of privilege

113 Universal Justice

The linchpin of tort redress was a sovereign s universal justice it sought out com
plainants across the realm it crossed social hierarchies it was public and it of
fered a recourse above any other legislative and executive power The enforce
ment of universal justice stood against the concept of mercy Both are the cardi
nal virtues of rulership that also receive the bulk of attention in panegyrics but
with the balance there tilting more towards mercy and generosity

The concern to grant justice to every individual see section 1 1 figures
prominently in the above mentioned autobiography of Kisrā Anūshirwān who
used executive judicial and religious powers to control the regional fiscal ad
ministrations

My concern to establish the redress of wrongs was so immense that if it were not for
the foes and borders I was keeping track of I would assume myself in person the issue of
land tax and subjects village by village familiarizing myself with it and speaking with
every single man in my kingdom Miskawayh Tajārib I 194 5 al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV
200
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The rationale for justice is not only divine obedience but the palpable prosperity
of the kingdom In one of the apostilles attributed to Anūshirwān in the Arabic
sources which captures the gist of his autobiography he explains to a tax collec
tor Land tax is the mainstay of the realm and nothing increases land tax like
justice and nothing decreases it like injustice ʿ Iqd IV 222 5 Jaʿfar b Yaḥyā
would later reuse this saying Khāṣṣ 134 1 expanded with the sentence in pa
rentheses A longer elaboration is contained in two speeches of Anūshirwān to
his officials in the etiological tale of the appeal bell s invention cited by Niẓām
al Mulk The Sasanian king squarely states The peasants are the givers and the
soldiers are the takers so the door ought to be open wider for the giver than for
the taker 38 As with other elements of government the ethics of Sasanian tort
redress can be recognized in many caliphal and vizieral pronouncements of the
Abbasid period which speak to the ideological purpose of the institution more
directly than do the procedural details of the government manuals

In the autobiography Anūshirwān deplores the impossibility of ensuring jus
tice everywhere himself and emphasizes the careful selection and eventually the
failure of his trustees 39 In three separate initiatives the monarch either sends
trustees or corresponds with local judges throughout his realm and has delega
tions with difficult legal cases dispatched to him Here the voice of the disen
franchised is protected in many ways secrecy from the local administration the
double sealing of the recorded hearings that are forwarded to the king by the in
vestigating local judge and the inclusion of members of the rural underclass
among the delegation of local representatives 40

Justice is served in the maẓālim for instance by upholding the convictions of
heavy criminals such as murderers and robbers Pleas for pardon by condemned
criminals are a frequent topic and an opportunity for a ruler to broadcast his pro
tection of the law More often than not in two thirds of the sample 41 pleas are
denied Rulers are not mollified by pleading wives of prisoners responding for ex
ample The law imprisoned him al ḥaqqu ḥabasahu ʿIq d IV 209 ʿUmar II 15
His verdict belongs to God e ʿ Iqd I V 217 Ziyād b Abīhi 10 They make justic

not mercy the decisive factor Right ḥaqq imprisons him and justice inṣāf re
leases him ʿ I qd IV 220 al Ḥasan 3 Justice is not a part of mutual actions but
unconditional al Ṣāḥib writes to a criminal asking for justice Your kind receives
justice without practicing it Khāṣṣ 138 5 Justice is exercised harshly and un
flinchingly by Ziyād who responds to a thief Cutting is your reward to a man

38 Niẓām al Mulk Siyāsatnāma 42 3 and 49 50 Book of Government 33 4 and 39 40 See also
nn 8 and 16 The elements of the governors incorrigibility their responsibility for correct
taxation and justice as producing prosperity recur in ʿAbdallāh b Ṭāhir s speech to his
subgovernors Khāṣṣ 133 4 quoted in H 4

39 Miskawayh Tajārib l 195 al Nuwayrī Nihāy a XV 200
40 Miskawayh Tajārib 1 190 7 al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV 197 202
41 Cf n 35



TAWQIʿ APOSTILLE 115

who caused injury The recompense is injury to a grave robber He will be bur
ied alive in his grave and to burglars who pierced naqabū a wall Their backs
will be pierced by misfortune tunqabu f IqdlV 217 Ziyād 9 18 12 and 11

More often rulers cite the Qurʾān the primary source of divine law to motivate
their denial of pardon as does ʿUmar II with a murderer The Book of God is be
tween me and you ʿIqd IV 209 12 and al Maʾmūn s vizier al Faḍl b Sahl
God s Book is more worthy to be followed ʿIqd IV 220 12 Jaʿfar and in the

variant his father declines a plea for early release from prison by There is a Scrip
ture for every term Q 13 38 d ʿIqd lV 21 9 J a ʿfar 1 Khāṣṣ 135 Yaḥyā 2 an
Hishām b ʿ Abdalmalik explains to a condemned convict The Scripture has re
vealed your lashing ʿIqd IV 209 5 Some rulings even state the exact verse on
which the verdict rests For murder this is the lex talionis which serves to reject a
murderer s plea for pardon In retribution there is life for you O you who reflect
Q 2 o 179 ,ʿIqd IV 213 Mahdī 10 Khāṣṣ 135 Yaḥyā b Khālid 1 Al Faḍl als

cites a divinely stipulated punishment to uphold the condemnation of a band of
highway robbers This is the recompense of those who fight against God and His
Messenger and hasten about the earth to do corruption there CX 4 33 42 ʿIqd IV
220 al Faḍl 11

In the case of Rashīd s toppling of the Barmakids he had to wrest from his vi
zier the moral right to do so Feeling death approach Yaḥyā b Khālid had written
The enemy preceded to the place of decision but you are at the root God is the

just arbiter and you will be judged first and you will know Al Rashīd countered
this with claiming God s law for his own side The arbiter you approve of for the
other world is the one who roused the enemy against you in this world His ver
dict cannot be rejected nor his judgment averted ʿIqd IV 215 al Rashīd 18

In apostilles of pardon the collections never specify the crimes which must
have been lesser than the above treated theft and murder Pardon was a ruler s
unilateral choice but it might reward the individual s remorse and show the
ruler s grace in accepting it Repent to be released ʿIqd IV 209 ʿUmar II 11
Hostility var crime confined him and repentance sets him free var Justice

confines him al Jahshiyārī,9 Wuzarāʾ 205 Ja ʿ far b Yaḥyā 5 ʿIq d IV 21
Jaḥfar b Yaḥyā 2 and 9 He who repents for a sin is like him who did not sin
ʾIqd IV 217 Ziyād b Abīhi 19 He who seeks refuge with God is saved man

lajaʾa ilā llāhi najā ʿIqd IVo 214 al Rashīd 7 and One cannot harm those wh
do good ʿIqd IV 218 al Ḥajjāj 4 A rare exception is al Faḍl b Sahl s condi
tional pardon to a man who broke into the treasury if indeed he had a rightful
claim presumably a withheld stipend or confiscated property Punishment is
warded off him if he has a rightful share in it ʿIqd IV 220 6 43

42 Implied is the verse s continuation they shall be slaughtered or crucified or their hands
and feet shall alternately be struck off or they should be banished

43 No reason for the release is given in ʿIqd IV 222 Ṭāhir 7
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In a political case of pardon by al Maʾmūn for his uncle the failed counter
caliph Ibrāhīm b al Mahdī repentance is associated with Ibrāhīm s submission
to his nephew s reestablished power Ibrahim wrote If you pardon it is by your
grace and if you take my life it is by your right Thus acknowledged as sover
eign al Maʾmūn who already had the killing of a brother to account for could
pardon his uncle without losing face Power eliminates anger repentance is part
of pardon and between the two lies the grace of God var repentance is par
don ʿIqd IV 216 al Maʾmūn 13 Khāṣṣ 130 al Maʾmūn 4

Another frequent subject of individual pleas is for missing or withheld suste
nance which gives the sovereign the occasion to demonstrate his magnanimity
make good his promises and show gratitude to those loyal to him

I 1 4 The Leveling of Social Hierarchy

It lies in the nature of tort law to expect mishandling of justice from the authori
ties The ruler s supreme authority gives him or his delegate the responsibility to
detect instances of this But to sit as judge over his own appointees who normally
enjoy great privilege a ruler must disassociate himself from them Al Maʾmun
thus cautions his general Ḥumayd al Ṭūsī d 210/825 after someone com
plained of his injustice O Abū Ghānim do not let your station with your imām
deceive you for you and the lowest of his servants are equals before the law var
Abū Ghānim 44 you and one of my subjects are equal to me before the law
ʿIqd IV 215 al Maʾmūn 7 Khāṣṣ 131 2 al Maʾmūn 2 cf the close parallel

ʿ Iqd I V 209 Yazīd b ʿAbdalmalik 1 addressed to the governor of Khurasan
This denial of privilege before the law applies to an even higher degree to the

ruler s family To show the ruler as unbiased in the exercise of justice kinship is
declared irrelevant To his brother Abū ʿ Īsā when someone complained of his in
justice al Maʾmūn wrote When the horns are blown on that day there is no
kinship between them and they will not ask each other questions Q 23
Q d ʿ Iqd IV 215 6 cf als o ʿIq d IV 212 al Mahdī 1 The same caliph excuse

himself from a case against his son brought forth by a widow in a versified plea
Al Maʾmūn remained present but surrendered the decision to the chief qāḍī or
in a variant the vizier 45 The strongest leveling of hierarchy occurs in the Sa
sanian ceremonials when the king accepts complaints against his own person
first submits himself to the high priest s supreme verdict and encourages him to
show no mercy 46 According to an apostille attributed to Anūshirwān when read
ing an accusation of himself he responded with Injustice does not behoove the
king it is justice that one seeks from him nor does stinginess behoove him it is

44 Emendation of Abū Ḥāmid
45 al Māwardī Aḥkām 138 9/Statuts 175 6
46 Pseudo Jāḥiẓ Tāj 59 6i/Livredelacouronne 179 82
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generosity that one expects from him Then he summoned the petitioner to
appear together with himself before the nigh priest mūbadh for trial ʿ I qd IV
223 6

But the ruler does not stop at leveling the social hierarchy before the law he
literally inverts it by stepping into the position of his lowest subjects and shoul
dering their plight He takes the stand of the socially weakest against the strong
est Anushirwan concludes the narrative of his maẓālim initiatives with He who
oppressed them sc the subjects oppressed me and he who wronged them
wronged me 47

Ja ʿ far b Yaḥyā echoes this sentiment to two different complainants about offi
cials responding to them I did you injustice not he and I am unjust like
him indeed until he will grant you justice ʿIqd IV 219 8 15 The Abbasid vi
zier takes upon himself the guilt of the perpetrator and the responsibility for
righting the plaintiff s wrong Hishām rhetorically reverts the roles placing the
complainants in the judge s position while he takes their place as plaintiff Let
us put you in charge of the case la nufawwiḍannakum for I am the adversary on
your behalf ʿIqd IV 210 8 The meting out of justice to those who are usu
ally barred access to it against the high and mighty epitomizes the mission of the
maẓālim courts

Petitions about mistreatment by authorities come both in individual and col
lective form In most cases the ruler accedes to them with a general assurance that

he will restore justice responding Justice is your imam ʿ Iqd IV 209 ʿUmar II
10 You have been helped ʿ Iqd IV 217 Ziyād b Abīhi 15 or with a

Qurʾānic quote Those who do wrong shall surely know by what overturning
they will be overturned CX 26 227 ʿ Iqd IV 209 Yazīd b ʿ Abdalmalik 2 At
the same time rulers use the self reflective apostilles spelling out the principles
upon which they are formulated to broadcast their own role Al Mahdī praises
complainants requesting that he recall their oppressive governor for seeking help
at the right place He did right who challenged the Banū Qāra renowned arch
ers in archery ʿIqd IV 212 al Mahdī 9

The official accused of injustice usually a tax collector or governor may only
vaguely be referred to or treated in the third person in the response to the com
plainants Even if my own son ʿĪsā were your governor I would guide him to
the right like a camel is goaded by a nose ring ʿIqd IV 212 al Mahdī 1 and
My covenant shall not reach the evildoers ʿIqd IV 212 al Manṣūr 5 48 The

context of the Qurʾānic quote Q 2 124 in which God bans the unjust among
Abraham s offspring from rulership underscores the edict s message that govern
ance must be just By which further procedures justice would reach the com

47 Miskawayh Tajārib I 197/al Nuwayrī Nihāya XV 202
48 Cf the variant dispatched directly to the governor complained about I would not ever

take those who lead others astray to be My supporters Q 18 51 ʿIqd IV 211 al Saffāḥ
6
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plainants is left open in such summary verdicts except for those that contain
immediate action such as al Rashīd s decision dispatched to a man he knew to
be a victim of gubernatorial ill treatment We have put you in his place avoid
his behavior ʿIqd IV 214 al Rashīd 11

On other occasions the decision was directly imparted to the perpetrator In
such cases a copy of the physical document including the recorded apostille
must have been forwarded as in the next example In some forwarded verdicts
the ruler specifies the plaintiff to the addressee and makes his satisfaction a con
dition for the accused Be just to the one you are in charge of lest he who is in
charge of you will be just to him Khāṣṣ 135 Yaḥyā b Khālid 4 or more
briefly Help me in his case lest I help him in yours Khāṣṣ 130 al Manṣūr 1
see section I 3 Al Maʾmūn identifies to his general al Ḥusayn b ʿAmr al
Rustamī a case of unjust debt It is not virtue that I load you with gold and sil
ver while your debtor is deprived and your neighbor hungry var while you
neighbor is deprived and your debtor howling ʿIqd IV 215 al Maʾmūn 3
Khāṣṣ 131 al Ma ʿ mūn 1 A longer description of a case illustrates the desire of
his chief secretary Aḥmad b Yūsuf to give his writing to an absent governor the
force of a face to face interview I am full of care and seriously concerned about
so and so and I wanted that the letter in what regards him which I give your
eyes to peruse be as if it were entrusted to your ears through my speech al Ṣūlī
Awrāq 230 Unusual was the forwarding of the opposite verdict such as
ʿ Umar s rejection of a group of Egyptian subjects grievance against Marwān b
al Ḥakam 49 ʿ Umar sent it to him with the gloss If they disobey say I am inno
cent of their actions Q 26 216 Khāṣṣ 126 ʿ Umar I 2

In non specific apostilles on petitioners notes forwarded to governors and
other officials justice is the foremost demand as expressed here by al Maʾmūn to
his secretary ʿ Amr b Masʿada ʿAmr cultivate with justice the favor you enjoy
injustice ruins it, and to Muḥammad b al Faḍl al Ṭūsī 50 We have born your
foul tongue and intractable nature but your injustice towards the subjects we will
not countenance ʿIqd IV 215 al Maʾmūn 4 and 11 Ja ʿ far b Yaḥyā or in the
variant al Manṣūr combines for another governor antithesis parallelism and
paronomasia into a rhetorical diamond with not a word to spare Many com
plain about you few are grateful to you be just or be deposed qad kathura shā
kūka wa qalla shākirūka fa immā ʿadalta wa immā ʿtazalta ʿIqd IV 219 4 Khāṣṣ
130 al Manṣūr 2 without the clause qalla shākirūka Only al Ṣāḥib could be
terser using for a governor instead the formal unity of imagery Curb your bridle
from wrongful deeds lest we draw against you the sword Khāṣṣ 138 al Ṣāḥib

49 The caliph in question was more likely Marwān s cousin ʿUthmān whom he served as sec
retary and during whose reign he participated in the North African campaigns C E Bos
worth 1991 Marwān II, EI 2 VI 621 3

50 Perhaps identical with the governor of Mawṣil under al Mahdī al Ṭabarī 1960 9 Taʾrīkh
ed Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrāhīm 10 vols Cairo Dār al Ma ʿ ārif VIII 151
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16 For some governors it was too late as in two of al Ṣāḥib s dismissals Your
dismissal is the better of your two states and your banishment the more effective
of your two bonds Khāṣṣ 138 al Ṣāḥib 13 and the close parallel 10

Not always could an immediate decision be handed down such as when fur
ther oral or written evidence was required Al Maʾmūn s vizier al Ḥasan b Sahl
r 202 18/812 18 thus responds to one complainant The petition will be

looked into The true right ḥaqq is unassailable otherwise the recovery of the
sick is the cure of the disease var ʿIqd The matter of the healthy is the cure of
the disease s ʿIq d IV 220 al Ḥasan b Sahl 1 and to a group of complainant
about a governor The right befits us and justice is our goal If it is correct what
you allege against him we will depose him var remove him and punish him
ʿIqd IV 220 al Ḥasan b Sahl 2 ʿ I qd IV 209 Hishām b ʿAbdalmalik 2

without the sentence added in brackets The following apostille by Hishām b
ʿ Abdalmalik shows the risk a false accusation posed and allows the plaintiff a
way out Help arrives if you have spoken true and punishment falls if you lied
advance now or retreat ʿIqd IV 209 1 Khāṣṣ 128 without the last phrase 51

Few cases were rejected either by stating that justice had been served or by re
ferring the plaintiff to the higher authority of God Instances of the first are Jus
tice has not been transgressed with you ʿIqd IV 214 al Rashīd 8 and The
law is ample for you f al ḥaqqu yasaʿuka ʿIqd IV 217 Ziyād b Abīhi 13 and o
the second God suffices as a helper to the victim of injustice or Be content
for God is with him who suffers injustice, both being adaptations of Qurʿānic
phrases ʿIqd IV 220 al Faḍl b Sahl 5 and 9

Not all types of grievance were accepted with equal openness Citizens of
Kufa because of their historical proneness to rebellion were not given the bene
fit of a doubt when complaining about a governor Such as you are you have
been given a ruler ʿIqd IV 212 al Manṣūr 4 cf also ʿIqd IV 209 ʿUmar II

8 ʿ Alids were problematic in a different way they occupied a paradoxical po
sition being both politically precarious and socially noble and thus they did not
fit the mould of the lowly petitioner or further the ideology of the maẓālim
court They were mostly rejected with the comment that those in power must be
magnanimous and tolerate abuse As for family disputes which were by no
means rare judges might offer exhortation or reprimand but for the most part
choose not to get involved ʿIqd IV 209 Yazīd b ʿAbdalmalik 3 ʿIqd IV 217
Ziyād b Abīhi 16

As certain grievances repeated themselves the semi independent governor of
Khurasan ʿAbdallāh b Ṭāhir d 230/844 composed a summary tawqī ʾ to sub
governors who had failed him stressing in it Reflect for yourselves and treat

51 The beginning is reused by al Mahdī as a two word response for an indigent petitioner
ʿIqd IV 213 7 Likewise qīla buʿdan Q 11 44 is used elsewhere for an unjust gover

nor and vanquished rebels The formulaic nature and brevity of the apostilles understood
within the context made Qurʾānic citations a useful option for time pressed judges
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well those who till the earth because God has made their hands a sustenance for
us their tongues a reverent greeting and mistreatment of them a sin and what
is with God is better and more enduring Will you not understand Q 28 60
Khāṣṣ 133 4 Al Ma mun s last secretary Muḥammad b Yazdād reflecting on
the maẓālim court stresses the importance of incessant government oversight
The gates of kings are mines for needs and homesteads for requests and in or

der to see them find success and fulfillment there is only patience and diligence
and morning visit and evening visit Khāṣṣ 136 1 The few examples make
clear that the single case of grievance was more than one right to restore it was a
means to show the ruler s all embracing justice to the weakest and against those
closer to him in kinship and hierarchy who would be wont to corrupt it

Acts of God

Other common issues for rulers to step in and broadcast their ethics were nature
catastrophes such as spoilt harvests and flooding or loss of estates whether
caused by nature or human intervention In the apostilles Sasanian rulers
pleased themselves in the role of making up out of their own treasuries for dev
astating acts of God In a crisis that engulfed the kingdom Ardashīr r 224 39
decreed to petitioning farmers It is justice that the king shall not be happy
when his subjects are in sorrow and ordered that the content of his treasuries be
distributed in the regions ʿ Iqd IV 222 In a parallel also ascribed to Narsī b
Bahrām r 293 302 he was actually the son of Shāpūr I he addressed the peo
ple of his capital Isṭakhr near Persepolis with When no rain falls the clouds of
the king pour generously var When the sky is stingy with drops the hand of
the king pours generously We have ordered you to receive what sets your broken
bones and frees you from poverty Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī Tafḍīl 130 Khāṣṣ
124 Narsī 1 Kisrā Anūshirwān reacted similarly My kindness and my grace
go out to the subjects for I and they are equals in the benefit from this Abū
Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī Tafḍīl 131

Some Muslim rulers imitated this and likewise sacrificed momentary tax in
come for their subjects future survival taking upon themselves the losses from
droughts and locust plagues Al Mahdī acceded with a tax reduction to a collec
tive petition of drought stricken peasants In a year of drought and in the year
thereafter they will be apportioned sustenance ʿ Iqd IV 212 al Mahdī 4 Al
Maʾmūn welcomed with grandeur the victims of a locust plague that had de
stroyed the harvest of the Sawād We are more suited to host locusts than the
people of the Sawād Half of their land tax shall be rescinded Khāṣṣ 132 8
When governors conveyed such difficulties on behalf of their populations the
response was similar Al Ḥajjāj advised the governor of Khurasan Qutayba b
Muslim d 96/715 on the loss of a harvest to locusts When the land tax is
due consider what is in the best interest of your subjects because the treasury is
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more resilient in this sc the drought than a widow an orphan or a breadwin
ner for a household, describing the petitioners with the adapted Qurʾānic
phrase for the socially weak 52 ʿIqd IV 217 18 al Ḥajjāj 1 Al Mahdī reacted
with practical advice to the governor of Khurasan who complained of price in
flation Hold them to justice in measuring volume and weight ʿIqd IV 212 al
Mahdī 11 This sympathy for governors was exceptional many more edicts to
governors demanded instead a speedy delivery of the revenue Beware of dis
tractions until you have fully delivered your land tax ʿ Iqd IV 212 al Ḥajjāj

6 Maḥfūẓ tax collector of Egypt deliver the land tax whole such as you
are wa anta antdf ʿ Iqd IV 212 al Rashīd 13 Hurry to us the sum of reve
nues that have gathered on your side do not delay it Abū Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī
Maṣūn 107 Abū ʿUbaydallāh Mu ʿ āwiya b ʿ Ubayd vizier of al Mahdī Ṭāhir b
al Ḥusayn barely hid his impatience for overdue land tax in verses addressed to
prince al ʿ Abbās b Mūsā al Hādī governor in Kufa One in charge does not
spend the night sleeping but he spends the night in the saddle ʿ Idq IV 222 5

On other occasions Muslim rulers did not feel compelled to correct acts of
God but rather deferred to His higher jurisdiction Ziyād b Abīhi thus rejected
a petition of people whose estates had been flooded with We do not appear in
matters that belong to God alone, and of peasants whose fields had suffered a
locust swarm with There is no verdict in what God has chosen Iqd IV 217

20 and 21 Some caliphs even seized the occasion to interpret the damage as
divine punishment that had to be atoned for To a subgovernor deploring scarce
rain in his province Hishām b ʿAbdalmalik commanded Order them to ask
God for forgiveness ʿ Iqd IV 209 9 and al Manṣūr exhorted the governor of
Egypt who had alerted him to a low Nile Clean your army camp of mischief
so the Nile will hand you its rope to guide it ʿ Iqd IV 212 11

Human destruction of estates however was not tolerated by caliphs in con
trast to Anūshirwān who had accepted that Slight specific damage is born in
conjunction with greater general good when digging a canal in Madāʾin Ktesi
phon Khāṣṣ 124 1 Al Saffāḥ condemned the flooding of people s estates in
the area of Kufa with an implied reprimand of the governor It is said the unjust
people shall be remote ʿ Iqd IV 21 The Qur ʿ ānic quote 11 44 he aptly used
refers to the sinners swept away by the deluge To citizens of al Anbar whose
homes had been confiscated without compensation for a public construction
project al Saffāḥ himself had ordered he let it be known that this was unaccept
able Such building is not grounded upon piety ʿ Iqd IV 211 al Saffāḥ 1 and
7 The exact course of remedial action however remains unclear In all these
apostilles and edicts the public justifications given are not to be taken at face
value as the decisions certainly obeyed motivations that escape us However the
pronouncements served to advertise a ruler s just self image

52 Dhū l qurbā/al aqrabūna wa l yatāmā wa l masākīn Q 2 177 2 215 8 41 and 59 7
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The leniency shown subjects in distress is contrasted by the strictness in curb
ing governors lavish construction projects After the victory of general Sa ʿ d b
Abī Waqqāṣ d c 50 8/670 8 over the Sasanians in Qādisiyya ʿ Umar allows only
the bare minimum at Saʿd s request to construct a garrison in Kufa whose first
governor he became Build what shelters you from the midday heat and the
damage of rain var what hides from the sun and shelters from the rain ʿIqd
IV 205 6 1 Khāṣṣ 126 Muʿāwiya ridicules the aspirations of Rabī ʿ a b ʿ Isl al
Yarbūʿī tax collector in Khurasan for financial support with procuring 12,000
palm trunksa jidhʿ for his Basrian residence Is your palace in Basra or is Basr
in your palace ʿIqd IV 207 4 53 ʿ Umar II used faith to restrict his governors
ostentatious architecture Upon a request for a city restoration he admonished
Build her with justice and purify her streets from injustice ʿ Iqd IV 208 1

and on another city s need for a garrison he declared Fortify her and your soul
with the fear of God var Fortify her with justice Peace ʿIqd IV 208 2
ʿKhāṣṣ 128 1 The Medinan governor s request for a building site is declined
with Beware of death ʿIqd IV 209 9 Likewise al Ḥajjāj cut a planned garri
son of Qutayba b Muslim whom he had helped with the locust plague with
See to it that your army var the people of your army camp recite the Qurʾān

this is a better defense than your garrisons ʿIqd IV 218 5 54
As with overreaching authorities above harm suffered by the peasant class is

corrected within the powers of the ruler who takes responsibility for his lowest
subjects Those closer in hierarchy are when pleading their own causes met with
admonition mistrust and rejection Their strict treatment is the obverse of the
sovereign s care for the weak and the necessary complement to it in the iconol
ogy of universal justice

Intermediaries

The same attitude is articulated with a third category of persons namely those
who would come in between rulers and their subjects as unsolicited advisers
mutanaṣṣiḥ ,m informers mukhbir or calumniators sāʿī The principle o f maẓāli

rejects precisely such meddling it is the presiding ruler supreme judge or vizier
who listens and adjudicates Accordingly volunteered information is presumed
to serve the interest of the interfering party and rejected in the harshest terms

The Sasanian Anūshirwān is credited with most instances of rejecting cal
umny He bluntly rejected a note listing supposedly ill intentioned courtiers
among his retinue by stating his principle I rule outward bodies not inten
tions I judge with justice not desire and I examine actions not secret thoughts

53 Al Ṭabarī reports this event however as part of a conversation Taʾrīkh V 333
54 Perhaps the citadel he eventually built in Bukhara 94/712 13 after conquering the city EI 2

V 541
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var secrets ʿIqd IV 220 1 Khāṣṣ 125 7 He indirectly blamed a noble
who denounced a commoner for improperly lavishly hosting which the noble
had himself enjoyed We praise you for your advice and blame your friend sc
the commoner for his bad choice of brethren, Abū Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī Tafḍīl
132 Anūshirwān reprimands an overeager informer who reported that some
drunken courtiers had blamed the king If they spoke with different tongues
you have assembled their vices upon your tongue so the injury through you is
deeper and your tongue more false ʿIqd IV 220 3 Another man who had
forwarded false accusations the king threatened with Use your tongue to pro
tect your head ʿIqd IV 220 9 His dislike for calumny was so intense that he
dismissed a long serving high official because of it Khāṣṣ 125 5

Muslim rulers and governors expressed similar attitudes The Umayyad gover
nor Ziyād b Abīhi rejected offered information with a line of poetry

qālat wa lam taqsid li qlli l khana
mahlan faqad ablaghta asma i

She said not intending playful licentiousness,
Slowly You have reached my ears

Iqd IV 217 14 with added first hemistich

The full verse by Abū Qays b al Aslat al Anṣārī d c 1/622 from the beginning
of his Mufaḍḍaliyya no 76 is a lady s unflirtatious rejection of a hoary suitor in
the same way Ziyād roundly rejected the indiscretion ʿ Umar indirectly repri
manded a meddling counselor with If you remembered death it would occupy
you more than giving advice ʿIqd IV 209 13 while Ja ʿ far openly blamed
such a person Sincerity is sometimes ugly ʿIqd IV 219 3 55

If rulers acted on information obtained through indiscretion they did so
wisely To a treasurer who accused a tax collector of theft and wanted to expose
him Ibn al Mu ʿ tazz advised instead Make him whom you appoint too rich to
steal for he whom you do not suffice will not suffice you Khāṣṣ 134 1 Al
Faḍl b Sahl reacted more drastically he blamed the district head of Hamadhān
for listening to a scribe who had verified in the records that his master a postmas
ter had assigned himself a large portion of the fief income Accepting calumny is
worse than calumny because calumny is an indication but acceptance its permis
sion Jahshiyārī Wuzarāʾ 308 2 Here again the concern for truth reigns su
preme The sovereign shows himself skeptical of allegations and demonstrates his
justice by not giving credence to privileged underlings but discerning their self
serving intentions Ṭāhir counters a would be informer with the Qurʾānic citation
Now we will see whether thou hast spoken truly or whether thou art amongst

those that lie sa nanẓuru a ṣadaqta am kunta mina l kādhibīn Q 27 27 with
which king Solomon questioned the hoopoe bird s account of the queen of

55 Cf also Khāṣṣ 130 al Manṣūr 3 reprimanding a judge for calumny
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Shebaid¬ ʿIqd lV 222 6 Khāṣṣ 133 1 703Abdalmalik threatens another indiv
ual to desist should he not be truthful If you are sincere we praise you if you lie
we punish you and if you wish we will drop the matter Khāṣṣ 128 3

There were of course exceptions such as the unveiling of an Alid plot for
which al Rashīd richly rewarded the Zubayrid governor of Medina Bakkār b
ʿ Abdallāh b Muṣʿab d 176/792 May God give Faḍl b Yaḥyā the best re
ward for choosing you The caliph rewards your good intention with 100,000
ʿ Iqd IV 212 12 The caliph is careful to stress in his response the informer s
good intention 56 As a rule however intermediaries are rejected and this is

done publicly to demonstrate the sovereign s impartiality

II 5 Performance

The task of the apostille was not complete with its passing of the verdict but rather
lay in its proclamation of doing so It was exemplary justice for public consump
tion The legal verdict is the perfect representative of John Austin s performative
or John Searle s declarative speech act which describes the very state that it brings
about Eacha tawqī ʿ played a role beyond the specific case as a proclamation of
ruler s ethics and the otherwise terse texts make pronouncements on equality be
fore the law and suchlike that are superfluous to the legal matter at hand but
which are the true point of holding a maẓālim court The Saljuq vizier Niẓām al
Mulk d 485/1092 stresses that the selective performance of exemplary justice had
a multiplicatory effect deterring officials from abuses because they were aware of
the corrective higher court 57 For this reason the sovereign s physical involvement
his direct accessibility for instance by a frequent and regularly held outdoor
venue and the absence of intermediaries were a sina qua non to make the per
formance credible and effective These aspects are emphasized over and over in ac
counts of Sasanian and Muslim rulers such as the insistence of the Samanid
Ismāʿīl b Aḥmad r 279 95/892 907 on snow days to wait alone on horseback in
the square of his capital Bukhara for fear of missing a single complainant

III Apostille vs Ode

Petitions and tawqīʿāt employ elaborate parallel and rhyming prose and prosified
poetic motifs such as al Rashīd s warning to the tax collector of Fars to think of
him as a night of sudden raids, recalling al Nābigha al Dhubyānī s classical to
pos for the ruler s ubiquity ʿ Iqd IV 214 4 58 But poetry too appears at differ

56 But see al Ṭabarī Taʾrīkh VIII 244 7 on Bakkār s ambivalent role in the plot Cf also
Anūshirwān Abū Aḥmad al ʿ Askarī Tafḍīl 131 and ʿAbdallāh b Ṭāhir Khāṣṣ 133 1

57 Niẓām al Mulk Siyar al mulūk 19 Book of Government 14
58 For a warning of actual nocturnal attacks see ʿIqd IV 209 Marwān 3
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ent junctures in the redress of torts Petitioners avail themselves of this subtle
powerful medium to gain the ear of the sitting judge 59 One such case is the
widow who had been defrauded by a son of al Maʾmūn and who alluded to the
high placed suspect with To you appeals O Pillar of the Kingdom a widow
whom a lion has attacked against whom she is powerless Al Maʾmūn grants her
a hearing that day with an improvised poetic response ijāza only to find out
that the defendant is his own son 60

Authors of apostilles and edicts use poetry first as a way of communicating
with members of their household and their professional class especially among
kuttāb of any rank such as the poetry in the responses of Yaḥyā b Khālid Jah
shiyārī Wuzarāʾ 205 1 2 and 4 and his son Ja ʿ far ʿIqd IV 219 7 though
this is not a rule Second poetry carried a special emphasis either in conveying
appreciation 61 or rebuke for an addressee who had shown himself unworthy of
his status Al Rashīd shamed in verse his Basrian governor Sulaymān b Abī
Ja ʿ far al Manṣūr who had failed to quell an uprising 62

I am ashamed of an old man born of al Manṣūr who flees from those bom of Kinda
and Ṭayyiʾ Why did you not meet them face forward show them the broadside of
your sword and act like your cousin Marwān when he went forth with his blank sword
citing as his example the verse of al Jaḥḥāf b Ḥakīm al Sulami 63

mutaqallidīna ṣafāʾiḥan hindiyyatan
yatrukna man ḍarabū kaʾart lam yūladi

Girding themselves with Indian broadsides
that left him whom they struck as if he had not been born

Why were you not like him who fought till he was killed How excellent is the mother
who bore him and the father who made him rise

ʿIqd IV 214 16

The verse composed by one battle leader and cited by another who died in bat
tle combined with his ancestral praise makes the Sulaymān s pusillanimity ap
pear dishonorable in contrast In a like fashion the vizier Abū ʿ Ubaydallāh

59 See for example the successful petitions of al Wāqidī and Abū Ḥ a fṣ al Warrāq Khāṣṣ 132
al Maʾmūn 5 and Khāṣṣ 139 al Ṣāḥib b ʿAbbād respectively the latter using the motif
that even the rats have abandoned his house A poet s dream told in verse also finds ful
fillment by al Ḥasan b Sahl ʿ Iqd IV 220 1 5

60 al Māwardī al Aḥkām 138 9/Statuts 175 6 cf n 18
61 E g ʿAbdallāh b Ṭāhir s verses to a general s request in the form of a dream Khāṣṣ 136

4

62 Probably in the Syrian upheavals during the first decade of al Rashīd s reign Sulaymān
had also deplored the bloodshed and abstained from battle in an Alid revolt in Mecca
when leading the ḥajj caravan in 169/785 al Ṭabari Taʾrīkh VIII 196 9 204 and 346

63 Chief of the Banū Sulaym and leader in their battle yawm Bishr in 73/626 3 in eastern
Syria against the Taghlib and the poet al Akhṭal EI 2 I 1241 and al Iṣfahānī 1374/1955
al Aghārnī 24 vols Beirut Dār al Thaqāfa XII 194 206 With cousin the caliph possibly
referred to Marwān II who fell in Būṣīr in 312/750 in a skirmish with the rising Hāshi
miyya
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Muʿāwiya b ʿ Ubayd warns one of al Mahdī s tax collectors not to adopt his
neighbor s delay tactics with a verse of ʿ Adī b Zayd d c 600 CE on the effect
of bad company on one s character Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī Maṣūn 107 Gover
nor Ziyād b Abīhi sarcastically dismisses calumny with a nasīb verse addressing a
hoary would be lover section II 4

But the apostille is most damning when criticizing the ode The panegyric
genre by nature lengthy and verbose is literally cut down to size Anūshirwān in
an apostille to a note containing an encomium designated with the Arabic ge
neric term madḥ responds cautiously with a blessing for the praised one
mamdūḥ who deserves it and for the claimant who fulfills its demands imply
ing that he does not accept it as his portrayal ʿIqd IV 222 2 Elsewhere he
who responds to a long winded ode displaying all the different styles madḥun
aṭnaba bihi wa asbaba wa dbahaba kulla madhhab with blame for choosing items
of praise that rather ought to be blamed Abū Aḥmad al ʿAskarī Tafḍīl 131 Al
Mahdī goes a step further and registers his disapproval of poetic exaggeration not
only in as tawqī ʿ but with an underpayment of the reward that inversely mirror

the excess of the praise ʿ Iqd IV 213 al Mahdī 5 In terms of genre the
tawqī¬ ʿ is an unfair adversary for th e qaṣīda as its aesthetic of brevity exactly con

trasts the qaṣīda whose length is one of its merits The legal and administrative
functions of thes tawqī ʿ produce a straightforward and lapidary style which differ
from the qaṣīda s indirect way of achieving often equally practical goals

Moreover the relation to truth in the prose of apostilles is a direct and factual
one In the world of government and court where it belongs the word has power
only when it coincides with acts Aḥmad b Yūsuf thus chastises the delay tactics
of a tax collector by accusing him

You do not accompany your speech with acts nor do you follow up your promise
with execution mā tuṣḥibu qawlaka fīʿlan wa lā tutbiʿu waʿdaka injāzan For you have
withheld an installment of money whose delivery is due until its like has become in
cumbent Dispatch then three installments so that what you advance becomes the ful
fillment of what you delayed al Ṣūlī Awrāq 230 1

The truth of an ode in contrast is an aesthetic correspondence between sitter
and portrayal and a negotiation between author and recipient 64 Finally as an
act of speech they tawqī ʿ comes invested with its writer s supreme authorit
which lies outside its sparse language and empowers it while the qaṣīda must

build its own authority precisely through the poetic word
Beyond the ode ther tawqī ʿ expresses a general unease with ornate rhetoric Fo

Aḥmad b Yūsuf the mere excellence of the argument with which a man de
fended ownership of an estate which he had taken in the owner s absence made

64 Regarding one sophisticated concept of panegyric truth see Beatrice Gruendler 2003
Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry Ibn al Rūmī and the Patron s Redemption London and New
York RoutledgeCurzon 247 62
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him suspicious The lack of substantiation then voided his well wrought claim
completely The secretary adumbrates his principle of decision

The novelty of a right does not fade even if it has long endured lies If you articulately
voice your need and clearly remove the complication though var to my mind and in
my experience this is often the means of one who wrongfully appropriates and the ar
gument of one who tries to win right is amply granted to you and led to you without
an effort But if you rely on the clarity bayān of words alone and stop at argumenta
tion then his sc the adversary s argument by proof is higher and his claim worthier
God willing al Ṣūlī Awrāq 230

Ther tawqī ʿ is the rhetoric of those who need no fancy ornament to empowe
themselves and the genre s clipped prose implicitly criticizes those other genres
and styles that rely on length and a different type of fit between word and act
most notably the ode

IV Conclusion

It is always rislcy to deduce social circumstances from the limited purview of a
literary transmission Apostilles paint a picture of rulers sense of justice imparti
ality and incorruptibility which is as idealized as their lavish generosity extolled
in odes At the same time the maẓālim court s mere existence proves that more
often the opposite of justice went on at the lower echelons of the administration
The logistical limitations of a single court with one or two weekly sessions could
not have had a significant remedial effect Nonetheless by creating even a theo
retical possibility of stemming excesses of injustice in select cases apostilles pro
vided a pressure valve for the status quo At the same time the performance of
tort redress substantiated a ruler s claim to uphold universal justice Even if only
a representative minority attained hearings and a fraction of those actually had
their abuses corrected their stories would surely be told It is here in the word
and act of the apostille that literary and political expediency coincide less was
surely more
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The Aesthetics of Pure Formalism
A Letter of Qābūs b Vushmgīr 1

Everett K Row son New York University

According to an oft repeated dictum the art of fine writing kitāba in Arabic be
gan with ʿAbd al Ḥamīd and ended with Ibn al ʿAmīd 2 ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd was the
celebrated Umayyad secretary of the mid second/eighth century 3 and Ibn al
ʿAmīd the famous Būyid wazīr of the mid fourth/tenth 4 by kitāba is meant the art
of the secretaries and specifically the artistic prose displayed in their official and
private correspondence When we look at what survives of this prose however
such a statement seems hardly justified and indeed Ibn al ʿ Amīd appears to repre
sent less the end of an era than the beginning of one Although we have evidence
for the collection and publication of the correspondence of many writers in the
two centuries before the wazīr none of these collections seem to have survived in
integral form 5 yet from Ibn al ʿ Amīd s own generation and that of his immediate
successors there are no less than eight collections of letters extant in manuscript 6
Four of these come from Būyid officials two wazīrs Ibn al ʿ Amīd himselF and

1 This essay represents a somewhat revised version of a talk delivered at the annual meeting
of the Middle East Studies Association of North America in November 1988 1 am grateful
to Professor Vahid Behmardi and Bilal Orfali for inviting me to include the essay in this
volume I hope I have managed to sweep away most of the cobwebs from the original talk
but cannot pretend to have dealt adequately with all the relevant scholarship that has ap
peared in the meantime

2y Budiʾat al kitāba bi ʿAbd al Ḥamīd wa kbutimat bi Ibn al ʿAmīd reported wa kāna yuqāl b
al Thaʿālibī Yatīmat al dahr ed Muḥammad Muḥyī l Dīn ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd Cairo 1956
III 158 and repeated in many later sources

3 The definitive edition and study of the extant epistles of ʿ Abd al Ḥamīd d 132/750 is
that of Iḥsān ʿAbbās ʿAbd al Ḥamīd ibn Yaḥyā al Kātib wa mā tabaqqā min rasāʾilihi wa rasāʾil
Sālim Abī l ʿAlāʾ Amman 1988

4 On Abū l Faḍl Ibn al ʿAmīd d 360/970 see E12 s v Ibn al ʿAmīd CI Cahen
5 See the second fann of the third maqāla in al Nadīm al Fihrist ed R Tajaddud Beirut

Dār al Masīra 1988 129 155 A Arazi and H Ben Shammay calculate EI2 s v Risāla
that al Nadīm lists a total of seventy published collections of epistles by individual au
thors

6 For an illuminating analysis of this change in survival patterns see Klaus U Hachmeier
Die Briefe Abū Isḥāq Ibrāhīm al Ṣābi s st 384/994 A H /A D Untersuchungen zur Briefsamm
lung eines bertibmten arabischen Kanzleischreibers mit Erstedition einiger seiner Briefe Hildes
heim 2002 15 44

7 See Hans Daiber Naturwissenschajt bei den Arabern im 10 Jahrundert n Chr Briefe des Abū l
Faḍl Ibn al ʿAmīd gest 360/970 an ʿAḍudaddaula Leiden 1993 for an edition and Ger
man translation of seven letters on topics of natural science The situation with regard spe
cifically to Ibn al ʿAmīd s diplomatic letters remains unclear but it would appear that col
lections of them survive in a number of manuscripts see ibid p 5 n 4 and Hachmaier
Briefe p 17 n 15
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his successor the Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿ Abbād d 385/995 8 and two heads of the chancery
ʿ Abd al ʿAzīz b Yūsuf d 388/998 9 and Abū Isḥāq al Ṣābiʾ d 384/994 1 0 and it
is precisely these four that the Ṣāḥib himself in another famous and rather im
modest saying identified as the secretaries of the world or world class stylists
kuttāb al dunyā n Of the other four collections three belong to celebrated private
litterateurs Abū Bakr al Khwārazmī d 383/993 12 Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī
d 398/1008 13 and the Qāḍī al Azdī al Harawī d 440/1048 14 and the fourth is

that of an5 amīr Qābūs b Vushmgīr d 403/1012 13 the ruler of Jurjān 1
Clearly later generations recognized that the late fourth/tenth century was a

turning point in the development of Arabic artistic prose and when we look at
these letters ourselves a rapid increase in the elaborateness and rhetorization of
style is immediately apparent Not that it is particularly easy to look at them two
of these eight collections have never been published only one that of the Ṣāḥib
has been both completely and critically edited and despite some valuable recent

8 Rasāʾil al Ṣāḥib b ʿAbbād ed ʿAbd al Wahhāb ʿAzzām and Shawqī Ḍayf Cairo 1947
from a Paris manuscript representing a substantial but far from complete collection of his
correspondence

9n See J Christoph Biirgel Die Hojkorrespondenz ʿAḍud ad Daulas und ihr Verhaltnis zu andere
kistorischen Quellen der frühen Būyiden Wiesbaden 1965 a historical analysis based on a
collection of ʿAbd al ʿ Azīz s official letters in a Berlin manuscript the text of which re
mains unpublished

10 Hachmaier Briefe reviews all previous scholarship discusses the eighteen known manu
scripts of al Ṣābi s letters and edits a substantial selection of them

11 Al Thaʿālibī Yatīma II 246
12 His Rasāʾil are preserved in numerous manuscripts and have been published repeatedly

notably Constantinople 1297 and Beirut 1970 but never critically on him see Aḥmad
Amīn Muṣṭafā Abū Bakr al Khwārazmī hayātuhu wa adabuhu Cairo 1985

13 Ibrāhīm al Aḥdab al Ṭarābulsī ed Kashf al maʿānī wa l bayān ʿan rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān
Beirut 1890 full details in D S Richards The Rasāʾil of Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī,
in Arabicus Felix Luminosus Britannicus Essays in Honour of A F L Beeston on his Eightieth
Birthday ed Alan Jones Oxford 1991 142 162

14 He has been totally neglected by modern scholarship despite the apparent survival of a
collection of his letters assembled by al Maydānī d 518/1124 under the title Munyat al
rāḍī bi rasāʾil al qāḍī see C Brockelmann Geschichte der Arabischen Litteratur 2nd ed Lei
den 1943 I 96 and Supplement Leiden 1937 I 154f On him see al Tha ʿ ālibī Yatīma
IV 348 350 idem Tatimmat al Yatīma ed ʿAbbās Iqbāl Tehran 1353 II 46 53 and al
Bākharzī Dumyat al qaṣr ed Sāmī Makkī al ʿĀnī Baghdad and Najaf 1971 II 89 99

15 It would perhaps be appropriate to add to this list the slightly earlier but elusive writer
Abū l Ḥusayn al Ahwāzī Muḥammad b al Ḥusayn for whom see Brockelmann GAL I
96 and GALS I 153 His K al Durar wa l ghurar preserved in a Leiden manuscript but
unpublished is intended as a stylistic manual for secretaries with all the model letters or
pieces of letters presented being from his own pen while many or most of these are artifi
cal composed only for the book some are real letters with the addressees identified Al
Ahwāzī is also the author of a collection of pithy phrases in rhymed prose for the use of
aspiring litterateurs with the title al Farāʾid wa l qalāʾid which is misattributed in some
manuscripts and published editions to quite a variety of other authors including Qābūs
and al Thaʿālibī and with a variety of other titles but the correct author and title would
appear to be established by the excerpts from it that al Thaʿālibī included in his Siḥr al
balāgha Damascus n d p 200
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work scholarship in this area remains distinctly thin The reason for such neglect is
not hard to find beneath the elaborate rhetoric lies on the whole an extraordi
nary banality of content In his historically rather than literarily focused study of
the correspondence of ʿAbd al ʿ Azīz b Yūsuf J Ch Biirgel comments on the let
ters vagueness allusiveness and lack of concrete detail 16 an observation even
more applicable to the other collections For diplomatic correspondence such
vagueness was no doubt often intentional more concrete and sensitive details be
ing entrusted to the messenger as an oral communication which would leave no
record many of the private letters convey such generalized sentiments as
congratulations and condolences and specificity either is avoided or has been
suppressed by later redactors who often substitute Fulān for personal names
sometimes including those of the addressees Interest in content certainly had little
or nothing to do with the preservation of these documents

In fact the situation is analogous to that of poetry in the same period A gen
eralized and immediately comprehensible sentiment the gharaḍ or genre is
made the basis for a stylistic tour de force The redactor normally informs the
reader of the gharaḍ at the head of the letter labelling it taʿziya condolence or
ʿitābm reproach for example so that the point may be presupposed just as a poe
in an anthology will be labelled marthiya elegy or hijāʾ abuse Even in official let
ters such as the Ṣāḥib s announcement of a Būyid victory in Jurjān concrete de
tail is kept to a minimum and the content subordinated to the recognized struc
ture of ae kitāb fatḥ or victory proclamation This parallelism between artistic pros
and poetry is of course a traditional idea articulated throughout the history of
Arabic literature the discussion of the relative merits of poetry and prose was a
particularly prominent topos in the late fourth/tenth and early fifth/eleventh cen
turies as illustrated for example by a chapter of al Tawḥīdī s d 414/1023 al
Imtā ʿ wa l muʾānasa 17 a letter by al Ṣābiʾ 18 and Abū Hilāl al ʿ Askarī s d after
395/1005 Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn or Book on the Two Arts kitāba and shiʿr epistolo
graphy and poetry 19 It is also in this period that monographs on prosification of
poetry and secondarily versification of prose began to appear including al
Āmidī s d 370/980 Nathr al manẓūm not extant al Nayramānī s d 403/1012
Manthūr al manẓūm li l Bahāʾi 20 and al Tha ʿ ālibī s d 429/1037 Nathr al naẓm wa
ḥall al ʿaqd 11

16 Bürgel Hofkorrespondenz 48
17 Al Tawḥīdī al Imtāʿ wa l muʾānasa ed Aḥmad Amīn and Aḥmad al Zayn Cairo 1953 II

130 147
18 Text and discussion in Albert Arazi Une epitre d Ibrāhīm b Hilāl al Ṣābiʾ sur les genres

litteraires, in Studies in Islamic History and Civilization in Honour of Professor David Ayalon
ed M Sharon 0erusalem Leiden 1986 473 505

19 See George J Kanazi Studies in the Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn of Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī Leiden 1989
20 Facsimile edition Frankfurt 1984
21 Numerous editions most recently Beirut 1990 On the genre see the monograph by

Amidu Sanni The Arabic Theory of Prosification and Versification Beirut Stuttgart 1998
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If style is all in the letters of this period and style meant mainly rhetoric per
haps it is worth looking at a sample preferably an extreme one to see how this
rhetoric functioned and where its appeal lay Of the eight collections mentioned
above the two displaying the most elaborate rhetoric are certainly those of Badī ʿ

al Zamān and Qābūs a view supported by a statement by Ibn Shuhayd d
426/1035 in Spain only a few years after their deaths singling these two out as
representatives of a new and admirable style l 22 Badīʿ al Zamān s letters are wel
known and have received a certain amount of scholarly attention 23 but those of
Qābūs have been largely neglected for present purposes they have the additional
advantage of offering probably the best examples from this period of the triumph
of style over content The one significant recent study devoted to them by
Adrian Gully and John Hinde is a valuable but rather narrowly focused quantita
tive analysis of the rhythm of short and long syllables in Qābūs s prose the ob
servations offered below are directed more at broader structural aspects of his
style 24

About Qābūs himself and his rather turbulent career only a few basic facts
need be presented here 25 He came to the throne of Jurjān in 366/977 but lost it
to the Būyids four years later and spent the following eighteen years in exile in
Nishapur before returning in 388/998 and reigning again for fourteen years In a
rebellion in 403/1012 13 he was again dethroned imprisoned died shortly
thereafter of exposure and was buried in the magnificent mausoleum he had
built for himself the Gunbadh i Qābūs One of the intellectual luminaries of the
age he was host to both Ibn Sīnā d 428/1037 and al Bīrūnī d after 442/1050
who dedicated his al Āthār al bāqiya to him and was an intimate of many other
literary contemporaries Al Tha ʿ ālibī presumably got to know him well during his
exile in Nishapur and after his restoration twice visited his court in Jurjān dedi
cating to him at least two of his major works 26 Badr al Zaman probably also
met him in Nishapur and apparently also later spent time in Jurjan he com
posed at least two panegyrics on him and among his extant letters is one re
questing admission to his salon majlis 27

22 Ibn Bassām al Dhakhīra fī maḥāsin ahl al jazīra ed Sālim Muṣṭafā al Badrī Beirut 1998 I
147

23 See in particular Richards D S The Rasāʾil of Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī, Oxford
1991 142 162

24 Adrian Gully and John Hinde Qābūs ibn Wushmagīr a study of rhythm patterins in
Arabic epistolary prose from the 4th century AH 10th century AD Middle Eastern Litera
tures 6 2003 177 197

25 See C E Bosworth in EI2 s v Kābūs b Wushmagir b Ziyār
26 See Ell s v al Thaʿālibī Abū Manṣūr and M A al Jādir al Thaʿālibī nāqidan wa adīban

Baghdad 1976 noting the dedications to Qābūs of his al Mubhij and al Tamthīl wa l
muḥāḍara See also the section on Qābūs in the Yatīmat al dahr IV 59 61

27 Dīwān Badīʾ al Zamān al Hamadhānī ed Yusrī ʿAbd al Ghanī ʿAbdallāh Beirut 1987 58
111 13 Ibrāhīm Efendī al Aḥdab al Ṭarābulusī,ʿ Kashf al maʿānī wa l bayān ʿan rasāʾil Badī
al Zamān Beirut n d 130f
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A selection of Qābūs s letters was collected and published at some unknown
time but probably not too long after his death by an otherwise unknown ʿ Alī b
ʿ Abd al Raḥmān al Yazdādī with the title Kamāl al balāgha and this text is avail
able in an edition made from two manuscripts in private hands and published in
1922 28 The collection comprises twenty seven letters to wazīrs and other high
officials including ten to the Ṣāḥib for which exceptionally al Yazdādī provides
also the latter s replies included he says in order to show Qābūs s obvious su
periority to the famous Būyid stylist An appendix reproduces five philosophi
cal epistles by Qābūs discussed briefly below There is also a short
introduction in which al Yazdādī heaps lavish praise on the amīr and gives a list
of new prose figures, illustrated from Qābūs s letters and presented as a sup
plement to the figures identified by the critic Qudāma b Ja ʿ far d 337/948 in
the previous century

Because al Yazdādī does not elaborate on what Qudāma has already said it is
impossible to determine with certainty which of the latter s works he means He
may well be referring to the brief introduction to the Jawāhir al alfāẓ in which
Qudāma lists fourteen prose figures this possibility is supported by the fact that
al Yazdadi s list also comprises fourteen figures and could be an attempt to
match Qudama 29 On the other hand al Yazdādī mentions Qudāma s presen

tation of illustrative fuṣūl a term probably referring to longer examples than
those given in the Jawāhir which he would probably have called fiqar or qara in
perhaps then he has in mind rather the presumably more elaborate discussion in
the lost third section of Qudāma sy Kitāb al Kharāj wa ṣināʿat al kitāba 3 0 In an
case the point to be stressed here is that the predominance of what may be
called structural over ideational figures arguably already the case in Qudā
ma s list in the Jawāhir is unmistakeable in al Yazdādī A few examples should
serve to clarify this distinction

The two fundamental structuring principles of ornate prose are izdiwāj paral
lelism of phraseology andm sajʿ rhyme of secondary importance are parallelis
of syntax bināʾ and of rhythm wazn or ittizān the latter normally presuppos
ing the former 31 Qudāma s first three figures in the Jawāhir are defined accord

28 ʿ Abd al Raḥmān b ʿAlī al Yazdādī Kamāl al balāgha Cairo 1341 I am grateful to Wolf
hart P Heinrichs for first drawing this text to my attention

29 Qudāma b Jaʿfar Jawāhir al alfāẓ ed Muḥammad Muḥyī l Dīn ʿAbd al Ḥamīd Beirut
1985 2 8

30 See E12 s v Ḳudāma b Djaʿfar and Paul L Heck The Construction of Knowledge in Islamic
Civilization Qudāma b Jaʿfar and Hi s Kitāb al kharāj wa ṣināʿat al kitāba Leiden 2002

31¬ Sajʿ and prose generally do not loom large in medieval Arabic literary theory and criti
cism which are mostly focused on poetry After Qudāma the most important contribu
tions are Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn presumably unknown to al Yazdādī
and much more substantively Ḍiyāʾ al Dīn Ibn al Athīr d 637/1239 ,ī al Mathal al sāʾir f
adab al kātib wa l shāʿir ed Aḥmad al Ḥūfī and Badawī Ṭabāna Cairo n d especially I
210 62 For secondary literature see EI2 s v Sadjʿ Devin Stewart Saj ʿ in the Qurʾān
Prosody and Structure, Journal of Arabic Literature 21 1990 101 39 and Maḥmūd al
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ing to the degree of concord of these factors tarṣīʿ the best alternative re
quires both internal and final¬ sajʿ as well as strict parallelism o f waz n and syn
tax as in the example

ḥattā ʿāda taʿrīḍuka taṣrīḥā wa ṣāra tamrīḍuka taṣḥīḥā

until your allusions become plain statements and your aggravation becomes concilia
tion

Whether Qudāma considered the semantic oppositions which are also part of
this example essential to his definition is unclear The second alternative lacks
internaln sajʿ but preserves the other factors the third retains only parallelism i
rhythm at the ends of the periods withoutm saj ʿ but with implicitly parallelis
of syntax

Most of al Yazdādī s new figures which he claims more or less as inventions
by Qābūs involve further and more complex combinations of these elements
Two examples should suffice as illustrations In al Yazdādī s mutazāwij every
word in two paired phrases rhymes

innī muʾammilu gbamām ghayri jahām wa muʿmilu ḥusām ghayri kahām

I put my hopes in a cloud not devoid of water and set to work a sword not blunt

In the mutawʾam the twinned, the same consonantal substitution is made in
each word of the paired phrases

al dahr qāṣim al aṣlāb wa qāsim al aslāb

Fate is the breaker of backs and the divider of spoils

The point here is not to assess the adequacy or accuracy of al Yazdādi s analysis of
constructions such as these but to show what sort of thing it was that he appreci
ated in Qābūs s style as well as what sort of rhetorical ornament it is that domi
nates nay pervades the latter I have called these devices structural as opposed
to ideational, rather than usingm lafẓī and maʿnaw ī or other terminology fro
within the tradition to emphasize that even semantically dependent figures are
generally employed in a mechanistic way Qābūs does not often come up with
original metaphors or manipulate metaphors to create striking new associations
of meaning for example but rather combines hackneyed metaphors with paro
nomasia or unusual rhythmical structures to create his effects 32

Mas ʿ adī al Īqāʿ fī l sajʿ al ʿarabī Tunis 1986 whose quantitative analyses are the starting
point for Gully and Hinde s study

32 Not all of Qābūs s metaphors are hackneyed to be sure but those that could be dubbed
original seem usually to be serving structural rather than ideational ends as should be
come clearer from the following analysis Nevertheless it is worth noting that Abū Hilāl
al ʿ Askarī follows up his quotation of the letter analyzed here with the comment that In
some of the alfāẓ of this letter there is artificiality takalluj but I have cited it because of
the exaltedness ʿuluww of its maʿānī Dīwan al maʿānī Beirut 1989 104
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Now many people would call this sort of thing vapid and ask first of all
whether al Yazdādī does justice to Qābūs with analysis of this sort Whatever one
may think of al Yazdādī s literary critical sophistication however there would
seem to be little room for doubt that he is appreciating Qābūs s style the way
Qābūs intended it to be appreciated But then if it is true that Qābūs s letters
lack any great originality in maʿnā at either the macro or the micro level in
content or in ideational figures does this mean that Qābūs himself is simply
a vapid writer

As a response to this question I would like to look briefly at a single entire
letter and its structure For my sample I have chosen the letter which seems to
entrance al Yazdādī most an unusually long one addressed by Qābūs to his ma
ternal uncle the Iṣbahbadh of Ṭabaristān which is also quoted in full with some
variants in the Dīwān al maʿānī of Abū Hilāl al ʿ Askarī 33 It is perhaps not en
tirely characteristic being more specific in its intention than a run of the mill let
ter of condolence or congratulation al Yazdādī labels its gharaḍ as reproach and
coaxing fī l ʿatb wa l istimāla explaining that Qābūs had been unable to fulfill a
request by the Isbahbadh with the result that the latter cut off relations with
him in anger Typically we learn nothing more than this about the situation 34
Abū Hilāl quotes the letter in his chapter on self praise iftikhār appropriately

enough as Qābūs s reproaches include a long section describing his own exalt
edness which the Iṣbahbadh has been foolish enough to disregard and labels
the letter itself one of self praise and reproach ft l iftikhār wa ʿ i tāb

The content of the letter can be summarized leaving out nothing of signifi
cance as follows

Why do you insist on being so unfriendly This is not right of you How can you be
stand offish with someone so powerful and lofty as me This is stupid and wrong of
you You think that you do not need me but you underestimate me I am not asking for
your friendship because 1 need you but because you need me But if you prefer your
present abasement I will gladly forget you

33 Al Yazdādī Kamāl al balāgha 52 57 Abū Hilāl al ʿ Askarī Dīwān al maʿānī 102 4 Al
Yazdādī s text is clearly superior to that of Abū Hilāl which will not be taken into consid
eration here A more recent edition of the Dīwān al maʿānī ed Aḥmad Salīm Ghānim
Beirut 2003 offers for this particular letter I 230 32 a text no better than that of the ear
lier edition For a recent overview of the Dīwān al maʿānī see Beatrice Gruendler Motif
vs Genre Reflections on the Dīwān al Maʿānī of Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī, in GhazalAs World
Literature I Transformations of a Literary Genre ed Thomas Bauer and Angelika Neuwirth
Beirut 2005 57 85

34 Our historical sources are of little help here The Iṣbahbadh can be identified as the
Bāwandid Shahriyār b Sharwīn whom al ʿ Utbī twice mentions as an ally of Qābūs with
out noting their familial relationship al Yamīnī ed Iḥsān Dhanūn al Thāmirī Beirut
2004 230 239 but Bāwandid history and genealogy are a hopeless muddle cf Wilferd
Madelung in The Cambridge History of Iran TV The Periodfrom the Arabi Invasion to the Saljuqs
ed R N Frye Cambridge 1975 212 19 and any more specific identification of the
situation prompting this letter seems quite unattainable
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How have these simple sentiments been expanded into a letter of significant
length with a total of fifty four qarāʾin paired rhyming phrases In his edition
al Yazdādī notes at the beginning of each letter the number of qarāʾin which it
contains in order he says to prevent abridgement or interpolation by copyists
Without attempting a full rhetorical analysis of the text which would be much
longer than the letter itself of course I would like to draw particular attention
to its architecture the way itse saj ʿ clauses are laid out in a hierarchy that is at th
same time complex and transparent serving most of all to produce a compelling
rhythm through the coordinated exploitation of rhyme assonance and semantic
parallelism and opposition Here is the Arabic text with the qarāʾin numbered
and with indentations intended to highlight its syntax followed by an English
translation observing the same convention

Ijjiap jLj 1
i

4 4 oJxS J r Vj 3
jaJ3 4sks Li Jub oyj jAjJl 43I ams j j l 5

J jjl3

jjbj 7

4 J Lo 8

Urfl LO 3 0 sAi uWtC

j J 3
0 01 laAJ 14

±c A 3 4 oj5 2 15I, 16
LA1
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4ia i JjA

4 b jS jid S AAUj JOjki jOju iSj

jlf b jX J U Jj i JU J Uij
lA ll ax Sju i3 oK 0 j

dAii 1 oli 5y u j u lldl Jtf

bj j Ubji Oj

L il y jyip Jjj 11 v sSi r J V39 J

o 3 L jllg Jy la j A L 4JL m11 LZ9
JjUl lc tJ X O j J

j L J jj a jdl jji J j crO 5 J J J
jljj J l j V C J jJlp Csuo ojjb A JLoj fijSs oAA 0j 1 jo V plj

sLi lj oLbj jr 4 Ol e U s ifc 4 j j

o Lallj jj j j4 V 1 U JjLxj ji
4 W2P j Jii 3 J i l 0

0 4L ijW ji la 4jl 3 j l
jj xa AS ill Lo 4jl jy a 9 tw jlc Ux j j

frliallj y j jAi Aiisl

Ajsj j 4j f J jjs Aj I a 0 4j
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3 4 a J jj jx j 39
jO dil X 0j2 40

ii ,V 41
U 3 33 oWtxi oAA 4 ic 42

4xLi jb j J jl AxL j JP j S Ji 43
du3 aU jA AJS jj Axljl c i j xs U Jsjj jl 44

w t ,o lCls Ife i l j 1 AjJ J 41 i L3J

AiM J J t jiX j Jj 3 Jv i ij
jk vO OJV 25 AXdi 0 ij s aS

4 Jlx ijia A ji o yjz C j 48
2c cS S O

J if 3 J 3 V 3 O J J 50
r J 3 j iC J 3 51

JUjIt Jj fj J J JLj 52

4j Lfc u 1 3 oc O XXP o S 3 54
Jjpo JiJ jb j jV jj dlSlo Coj j Ul j3

1 Man was created sociable and given a naturally affectionate disposition
2 Wherefore then can my lord the Isbahbadh s wood not be bent nor his re

turn to his former affection be hoped for
3 Nor a cloud be seen promising the blessed rain of his restored equanimity

nor his disaffection be displaced through any stratagem

4 Is his heart made of the stones of Palmyra not to be softened by reproach
or his side made of iron not to be turned by satisfaction rendered

5 Or the shield of his aversion made of the brazenness of Fate so that the
sharp edge of every protestation glances off it or the temperament of his
scorn made of Fate s harshness so that it defies every treatment

6 What is this act of choice that takes fantasy for understanding
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7 And this power of discernment that considers the good to be evil
8 And what is this faculty of judgment that makes the ugliness of disrespect

look fine to him and renders hateful to him fulfillment of responsibilities
9 And what is this avoidance that has become a permanent fixture and this

forgetfulness that has made him forget every duty
10 Where is the nature that is aloof to aloofness and congenial and amicable to

congeniality
11 And where is the character that is the bright cheerfulness in the face of the

world and the gleaming teeth of its smile

12 And where is the modesty by which nobility is made manifest and with
whose virtues qualities are adorned

13 How can one turn away 35 from someone who holds the reins of Fate so that
it follows his lead and submits to his will

14 Awaiting his command in order to comply and watchful for his prohibition
so it may abstain

15 And how can one desert someone beneath whose foot the very earth cringes
and in submission to whom she has become as one of his servants

16 Blooming when she sees him well disposed and drying up when she senses
his displeasure

17 And how can one do without someone whose cavalry are his resolutions and
aspirations and whose supporters are the nights and the days

18 So that he catches the one who flees from him by the devices of the for
mer and the one who comes after him finds him among the ambush parties
of the latter

19 And how can one turn away from someone with whose turning away all
comfort of life turns away and with whose aloofness men s very sustenance
holds itself aloof

20 But with whose receptiveness the star of prosperity shines forth and with
whose welcoming countenance the crescent moon of good fortune appears

21 And how can one vaunt oneself over someone in whose eyes the earth is
contemptibly lowly and who sees the exalted heavens spread beneath him

22 Who has mounted the neck of the celestial sphere and established himself
above the star streaked sky 36

35 I read this verb yuzhad as well as the following parallel verbs yuhjar qarīna 15 yustagbnā
l yuʿraḍ 9 yuzhā 21 andj mhawwan 24 in the passive as does the editor of the Kamāl

al balāghā All could also be read in the active with the Iṣbahbadh as the implicit subject
but this seems it terms of general tone to be too pointed and less likely

36 The star streaked sky dhāt al ḥubuk is an allusion to Qurʾān 41 7 where the phrase is
used in a oath By associating it here with the verb istawā Qābūs would appear to be skat
ing dangerously close to blasphemy given the repeated statements in the Qurʾān that God
istawā ilā l samn ā 2 29 and 41 11 and istawā ʿalā l ʿar sh 7 54 and ofte
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23 So that the zodiacal constellations have adorned themselves for him the
planets have come together 7 to serve him the Milky Way has taken refuge
in his glory and the brilliant Pleides have rejoiced in his splendid achieve
ments

24 Indeed how can one have no regard for someone who if he wished could
congeal the air materialize the sunbeams 38

25 Undo the structures of the firmament reconcile fire and water
26 Dim the light of sun and moon spare them the trouble of moving and trav

eling

27 Block the nostrils of the turbulent winds close the eyelids of the flashing
lightning

28 Cut off the tongues of the thunder with the sword of his threat string the
rain streaming from the clouds like a strand of pearls

29 Rid the earth of the assaults of earthquakes banish with his sound judgment
the descending doom 39

30 Make Satan himself appear in the guise of a man daub the eyes of the
houris with the forms of ghouls

31 Cause the seas to bring forth lush herbage and garb the night in the light of
day

32 And why does he not realize that forsaking one of such power as this is sheer
error and cutting off relations with one of such attributes is sheer folly

33 And that the good will of one capable of such miracles would be worth pur
chasing with one s very life and soul

34 And the affection of one who brings forth such marvels should be sought
with fasting and prayer

35 And anyone who would not attach himself to him with a firm bond is a
beast without blemish 40 and anyone who would not take refuge in his shade
remains cut off without protection

36 And why does he not summon back his wandering judgment and realize
that so long as he does not renew this connection he is being senseless and
seek to restore his absent intellect and understand that so long as he main
tains this separation he is fooling himself

37 Takawkabat unattested in the lexical resources available to me I take this as a denomina
tive verb from kawkaba group of people jamāʿa min al nās according to various lexicog
raphers

38 More literally corporealize the dust particles visible only in a brilliant sunbeam
39 The precise point of this phrase eludes me and I do not understand the basis for al

Yazdādī s ecstatic comment on it Kamāl balāgha 27 noting the brilliance of putting it in
parallel with the assaults of earthquakes

40 This is an echo of Qurʾān 2 71 lā shiyata fīhā in the story of the Red Heifer followed
later in the verse by the phrase they slaughtered it fa dhabaḥūbā
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37 I believe that he considers doing without me wealth and self sufficiency not
knowing that his perverse behavior toward me means attrition and affliction
for him

38 And imagines that his status and dignity suffice for him glorying in his
heaven and earth

39 And not realizing that I am a whole to his part and a height compared to
his breadth

40 And that the strength of the wing lies in the forefeathers and those immedi
ately below them and what makes spears effective are their iron points and
the necks of the shafts to which they are attached

41 My pressing of my lord seeking restoration of relations with him and rectifi
cation of his qualities

42 And my recounting these wonders to him and eager attempt to persuade
him to incline from one side to another

43 Is not because I am someone who pursues one who avoids contact with him
or yearns for one who is averse to his friendship

44 Or plants a firm relation with one who strikes at the root of his dignity or
turns his face toward one who does not make him his qibla

45 For if I knew that the ground did not lap up the dust of my feet I would
deny it my side and that the sky did not long to kiss the top of my head I
would turn my heart from any thought of it

46 But rather I am loath to see his throat denuded of the necklaces of praise
and his forehead lacking the diadem of glory

47 And the face of faithfulness blackened by his seizing its hand and the foun
dation of fraternity demolished by his bruising its arm

48 And I am not pleased that he should clothe the light of his noble deeds with
the blemishes of obscurity and permit the ascending stars of his merits to
set

49 So if my lord prefers dying embers to a blazing fire and non existence to ex
istence

50 And descends from the heights to the depths and from a peak to a plain
51 And removes himself in his aversion and persists in his aloofness
52 And inclines to weariness with our relationship and does not warm himself

at the fire of intimacy
53 I will unbend my little finger crooked in his honor 41 and distract my

thoughts from being occupied with him

41 On this phrase derived from a system of finger counting in which crooking the little fin
ger signifies one, so that the gesture came to mean he is Number One in his field
see R Dozy Supplement aux dictionnaires arabes Leiden 1881 s v khinṣir
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54 Indeed I will wipe all recollection of him from the page of my heart and
consider his friendship one of those things swept by the torrent down the
wadi

For if ties with you become frayed there is someone else to connect to
among the people
And a place in the world to move to from the abode of hostility

This letter is obviously carefully structured The initial qarīna expressing a gen
eral sentiment sets the stage so to speak

al insānu khuhqa alūfā wa ṭubiʿa ʿaṭūfā

Man was created sociable and given a naturally affectionate disposition

Qābūs by the way unlike some of his contemporaries seems to avoid three
phrasem sajʿ elements This short sentence sets the topthe ic Qar īna 2 then poses
first of the relentless series of questions that take up a full two thirds of the letter

fa mā li l iṣbahbadh sayyidī la yuḥnā ʿūdub wa lā yurjā ʿawduh

Wherefore then can my lord the Isbahbadh s wood not be bent nor his return to his
former affection be hoped for

This sentence continues in the third qarīna with two more phrases introduced
with wa lā and not A second set of questions begins with qarīna 4 beginning
with a min and am min is from or from repeated in both phrases of two
qarīnas The rhythm set up begins to build with the next set of questions mā
hādhā wa mā hādhā what is this each extending through both phrases of

four qarāʾin with a changing internal structure Then we have three questions with
ayna wa ayna where also each extending through an entire qarīna and then a
further heightening with four questions beginning with kayfa how each the
length of two qarīnas and a fifth extending over three qarīnas and then a sixth in
troduced with bal kayfa indeed how which stretches for no less than eight
qarīnas Finally the first part of the letter ends with a kind of winding down two
questions with lima why the first four qarīnas in length and the second only a
single qarīna

The rest of the letter from qarīna 37 to the end is composed of four long and
complex sentences again the number of parallel phrases tends to increase as in
qarīnas 49 through 52 with a relatively abrupt conclusion in 53 and 54 capped
with a single line of verse as a conclusion

Of course within this overarching structure there is much more going on
rhetorically as well Particularly prominent is the heavy use of semantic parallel
ism which contributes to the syntactic lucidity but also has its own rhythm
Thus qarīnas 6 9 give us four verbal nouns of which the first three ikhtiyār ta
myīz,h raʾy are technical theological and philosophical terms but the fourt
iʿraḍs is not technical at all and not strictly parallel to the other three and thi

pattern is repeated in qarīnas 10 12 with ṭab ʿ an d khul q as semantic parallels fol
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lowed by the more specific but not parallel ḥayāʾ Qarīnas 13 31 k ayfa wa
kayfa bal kayfa are more regular the verbs in their primary clauses being all
strictly parallel with the sense of turning away, doing without, or disdain
ing yuzhad yuhjar yustaghnā yuʿraḍ yuzhā yuhawwan and so also qarīnas 37
40 where we find the parallel verbs referring to cognition yuqaddir lā yadrī,ya
khāl and lā yashʿur But then in qarīnas 46 47 the initial pattern of parallels plus
final non parallel reappears with the anatomical terms naḥr,jabīn and wajh fol
lowed by the non anatomical rukn All this is clearly not accidental

When such semantic parallelism simultaneously involves imagery it constitutes
the figure that later theorists termed murāʾāt al naẓīr of which there are striking
examples in the kayfa section of the latter This section exhibits a particular den
sity of other rhetorical devices as well and will serve to show how both figures and
phraseology contribute to the dynamic rhythm In qarīnas 17 18 the murāʿāt al
naẓīr of the martial vocabulary khayl anṣār haraba makāʾid ṭalaba marāṣid is
conjoined with the figure al laff wa l nashr also a later term where two sets of
terms are put in parallel and the listener or reader is expected to match them up
here khayl and makāʾid and anṣār and marāṣid respectively 42 In 19 we have tri

ple and then double tajnīs paronomasia yu ʿ raḍ tuʿriḍ iʿrāḍ an d tanqabiḍ
inqibāḍ and in 20 double and then triple tajnīs iqbāl aqbal and ahall hilāl tahal
lal The introduction in 20 of the star and the crescent moon prepares the
way for the cosmlogical imagery of 21 and 22 with the earth, heavens, celes
tial sphere, and star streaked sky, climaxing in 23 with a combination of tajnīs
andd murāʿāt al naẓīr where uniquely in this letter the saj ʿ itself is abandoned an
replaced by the murāʿāt al naẓīr of zodiacal constellations planets Milky Way
and Pleiades while the buildup continues by the expansion of the middle of each
succeeding phrase from lah for him, to li ʿ ibādatih to serve him, to li ʿizzatih
in his glory, to the triple tajnīs without ishtiqāq of the last phrase athrat

maʾāthir thurayyā At this point as the reader or listener assumes that the
climax has been reached and the tension can go no higher Qābūs introduces his
final bal kayfa indeed how followed by a cascade of sixteen short phrases in
rapid succession containing a series of images from the natural world coming
back down to earth here exploited for the most extravagant self praise

Two related points can be made about this kind of writing First it is intensely
linear The content or maʿnā in the larger sense while simple and straightfor
ward and thus to a large extent predictable does not conform to a full pre
determined structure unlike for instance in the classical qaṣīda where the poet
may assume his audience s expectations of nasīb riḥla and madīḥ sections or
whatever variations thereof may have become standard in a given period Rather
expectations are created as the letter writer proceeds by means of what he has al

42 Both murāʿāt al naẓīr and al laff wa l nashr are briefly defined and illustrated in al Sakkākī
Miftāḥ al ʿulūm ed Nuʿaym Zarzūr Beirut 1984 424f
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ready said the listener or reader is led to ask or guess what is coming next
rather than how is he going to complete this section and make his transition to
the next The anticipation of cosmological imagery in the above example is
one of several ways in which Qābūs plays with this kind of expectation Besides
the basic technique throughout line by line of fulfilling or thwarting and
trumping the audience s expectations of another parallel phrase and another
rhyme word Qābūs on occasion will link phrases with a single lafẓ as in the sec
ond half of qarīna 35

wa man lam yaʾwi minhu ilā ẓillin ẓalla ṣarīman lā ʿiṣmata lab

And anyone who would not take refuge in his shade remains cut off without protection

where ẓill/ẓall carries one over the syntactic break in the phrase unlike of
course the otherwise syntactically and rhythmically parallel first half of the
qarīna Al Yazdādī also singles out as one of Qābūs s new figures what he calls
ibdā ʿ al qarāʾin where the second half of a qarīna startles the audience with an

originality outdoing the first half and thwarting its expectation of what will bal
ance the latter as in the example from a different letter

fa l shaykbu man lā yanṭaliqu fī lawmihi lisānu lāʾim wa lā tattajihu ʿalayhi ẓinnatun illā min
ẓālim

And the shaykh is one in blame of whom no blamer s tongue wags and and against
whom no suspicious thoughts are directed except from an unjust person 43

where the illā is completely unexpected and gives the parallelism a new twist
not to mention the complex alliteration of lawm lāʾim ẓinna ẓālim A final exam
ple of how Qābūs plays with audience expectations can be seen in qarīna 10

ayna l ṭabʿu lladhī huwa li l ṣudūdi ṣadūd wa li l taʾallufi alūfun wadūd

Where is the character which is averse to aversion and congenial and amicable to con
geniality

Here the hearer or reader is caught between expecting a second tajnīs p air and
the necessarya saj ʿ if he can think fast enough and gets both wit h muqābal
paired synonymity and luzūm mā lā yalzam double rhyme on top of the fully

predictable muṭābaqa antithesis of ṣudūd and taʾalluf
Linearity and the kinds of expectations it involves is also central to the more

general question of the respective lengths of the pairs of balanced phrases Abū
Hilāl al ʿ Askarī echoes a common opinion when he says

If it is possible to make the two phrases equal in length it is nicer if not then the sec
ond phrase should be longer

but then goes on to say

43 Al Yazdādī Kamāl al balāgha 20 35
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Still it often happens in the parallelism of eloquent writers that the second phrase is
shorter and this is even frequent in the speech of the Prophet 44

and gives some examples From the examples I have already given it should be
clear that this is a question of rhythm played out against expectations and
variation in the respective lengths of paired phrases is one way of articulating a
discourse at a level greater than that of single lines Abū Hilāl has some sense
here that the possibilities are far more complex than a simple prescription by the
critics can encompass

The second point to be made here is that it is precisely the rhetorical expecta
tions of the hearer or reader that make this kind of writing work and that any
expectations with regard to content must be fulfilled at a fairly elementary level if
he is not going to be distracted from the rhetoric To put it more simply in any
culture prose rhetoric is going to flourish most effectively and naturally in forms
of discourse in which the information to be conveyed is most predictable Where
do we find rhetoric most concentrated in Arabic prose before the fourth/tenth
century Leaving aside the Qurʾān one would have to say sermons and formal
documents On the whole sermons do not convey startling information to their
audiences nor do documents of investiture and the like In both cases the effect
lies not in what is said but how it is said Not surprisingly the most famous Ara
bic rhetorical prose outside the chanceries in the late fourth/tenth century was
that of the sermons of Ibn Nubāta al Fāriqī d 374/984 which according to Ibn
al Athīr two centuries later were as beloved as Ḥarīrī s Maqāmāt 45 As indicated
in the comments above on the vagueness of all the letters of this period and the
consequent difficulty in utilizing them as historical sources there was actually
pressure to reduce their informational content The idea is best expressed again
by Abū Hilāl in his Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn

The point does not lie in presenting thend maʿānī for th e maʿā nī are known by Arabs a
non Arabs villagers and Bedouin Rather it lies in the excellence and limpidity of the
lafẓ its beauty and splendor purity and refinement and degree of smoothness and pol
ish with proper construction and articulation and freedom from distortion in structure
and composition All that is demanded of the maʿnā is that it be correct but that is not
sufficient for the lafẓ which must also be characterized by the attributes which we have
described 46

44 Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn al kitāba wa l shiʿr ed Mufid Qamiḥa Beirut
1989 288 See also for the views of Ibn al Athīr in his al Mathal al sāʾir Stewart Sajʿ
113 7 and Gully and Hinde Qābūs, 182f

45 Ḍiyāʾ al Dīn Ibn al Athīr al Mathal al sāʾir fī adab al kātib wa l shāʿir ed Aḥmad al Ḥūfī
and Badawī Ṭabāna Cairo n d I 215 Ibn al Athīr did not however share his contem
poraries enthusiasm with regard to either author On Ibn Nubāta a collection of whose
sermons is extant and has been published see 72 s v

46 Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī al Ṣināʿatayn 72 Abū Hilāl is not however altogether consistent in
his view of lafẓ and maʿnā see Goerge J Kanazi Studies in the Kitāb aṣ Ṣināʿatayn of Abū
Hilāl al ʿAskar ī Leiden 1989 93
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If the art lies in working gracefully and elegantly within constraints many of
them self imposed the maʿnā in the larger sense of informational content is the
most basic of these constraints but at the same time the least interesting That the
letter convey a meaning and a meaning appropriate to the gharaḍ is the sine qua
non but with this basic condition fulfilled it is the rhetoric that counts

At this point an appeal to a musical analogy is virtually irresistible Jaroslav
Stetkevych has written compellingly on the analogy of the qaṣīda to the sonata
form 47 For rhetorical prose the importance of linearity stressed here seems less
reminiscent of classical Western music than of the baroque Without attempting
here to elaborate further I would simply suggest that the kind of pleasure one
derives from hearing or reading an elegant epistle is quite similar in nature to
that derived from listening to Bach in the rich texture of interlaced patterns and
the constant interplay of where is this going and what a perfect twist And
such thoughts lead me yet further to use or indeed I would grant abuse a
famous statement by Walter Pater where he says

Art then is thus always striving to be independent of the mere intelligence to become
a matter of pure perception to get rid of its responsibilities to its subject or material the
ideal examples of poetry and painting being those in which the constituent elements of
the composition are so welded together that the material or subject no longer strikes the
intellect only It is the art of music which most completely realizes this artistic ideal
this perfect identification of matter and form In its consummate moments the end is
not distinct from the means the form from the matter the subject from the expression
they inhere in and completely saturate each other and to it therefore to the condition
of its perfect moments all the arts may be supposed constantly to tend and aspire Mu
sic then and not poetry as is so often supposed is the true type or measure of per
fected art 48

I am here abusing Pater because of course he is speaking of a perfect fusion of
matter and form not the subservience of the former to the latter but what he
means by the matter of music is not clear from his own words and I am not
sufficiently versed in nineteenth century aesthetics to attempt a guess although I
am unable to suppress a suspicious shudder when I think of some of his own mu
sical contemporaries The problem of reducing literature or painting to music of
course is that music must reach outside its proper field to mean, while litera
ture has no choice but to mean program music finds its own resources insuffi
cient while purely rhetorical prose fails to take advantage of its own inherent re
sources Nevertheless I think the delights of musical prose cannot be gainsaid
and the degree to which medieval Arabs revelled in it can hardly be underesti
mated

47 Jaroslav Stetkevych The Zephyrs of Najd The Poetics of Nostalgia in the Classical Arabic Nasib
Chicago 1993 16 25

48 Walter Pater The Renaissance New York 1959 97f



THE AESTHETICS OF PURE FORMALISM 149

Yet even they and even Qābūs found the radical reduction of content I
have described unsatisfactory and the same generation which produced such ex
quisite verbal music began to look for ways to expand their horizons After all no
matter how clever your tropes there are only so many ways to say I wish you
would make up with me or I was sorry to hear that your mother died How
much more clever it would be to use all one s rhetorical resources to say some
thing thus imposing yet another constraint to deal with elegantly In fact I think
we can point to three simultaneous experiments in this direction with varying
degrees of success Qābūs tried his hand at what al Yazdādī calls philosophical
letters, of which he appends five to his collection These deal with the following
subjects a description of the world and its creation an argument that all animals
not only man possess rational souls a refutation of astrology a eulogy of the
Prophet and the four rightly guided caliphs meant in part as an anti Shi ʿ ite po
lemic and a provocative attack on the customary use of the kunya as a form of
address Despite their elegance in none of these letters is Qābūs able to maintain
the degree of rhetorical complexity displayed in his more conventional rasāʾil

The real challenge not seriously confronted by Qābūs was the use of this sort
of prose in narrative where new and unexpected information must be constantly
conveyed Two authors both intimates of Qābūs attempted it in ways which
were ultimately far more influential than his philosophical letters Al ʿ Utbī
d after 413/1022 in his Kitāb al Yamīnī composed a laudatory history cum

biography of the sultan Maḥmūd of Ghazna and his rise to power Drawing from
conventions of poetic madīḥ as well as such set pieces as victory proclamations
kutub fatḥf with their already developed techniques for narrating the outcomes o

battles although to be sure in terms distressingly vague to modern historians
al ʿ Utbī created a form which was to influence such later authors as ʿ Imād al Dīn
al Iṣfahānī al Qāḍī al Fāḍil and innumerable Persian historians to the despair
of their modern successors 49

But most noteworthy and most successful of all was of course the invention
by Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī of the Maqāmāt Picaresque anecdotal literature
offered a form with an amusing and sufficiently simple narrative line with plenty
of occasions for static set pieces Whatever its historical development the word
maqāma serves as a reminder that most of these little narratives are built around a
set speech often a sermon in which predictable content is not allowed to interfere
with the profusion of rhetoric And the plots themselves essentially play with the
reader s expectations in a way strictly comparable to that of the rhetoric we know
that the sermonizer is going to turn out in the end to be the old reprobate Abū l
Fatḥ and if he doesn t or if he occasionally ends up as victim rather than victim
izer well that is just one more delightful rhetorical trick

49 al ʿUtbī al Yamīnī ed Iḥsān Zanūn al Thāmirī Beirut 2004 See also EI2 s v al ʿUtbī C
E Bosworth noting that al ʿ Utbī worked for a time early in his career as a secretary to
Qābūs





Rhetorical Values in Buyid Persia
According to Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī

Vahid Behmardi Lebanese American University

By the beginning of the 4 th 10 th century and geographically in the eastern re
gions of the Islamic Empire which was ruled by the Abbasid dynasty Arabic lit
erature in its broad sense was divided into two major categories the first is what
may be called sciences of literature or sciences of the Arabic language on the
one hand and pure literature on the other The former involves literary criti
cism rhetoric prosody philology lexicology ontology and the like whereas the
latter includes poetry and artistic prose mainly in the form of epistles or letters
Then maqāma genre which was introduced by Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī ca
well fit into the second category

Sciences of rhetoric o ʿulūm al balāgh a had a substantial material at hand t
deal with However the theories that are found in the works on literary aesthetics
of that age and which were composed mostly by Iranian rhetoricians do not
portray the literary values of their own society and age Apparently they did not
consider the Arabic poetry of their contemporaries and particularly those who
belonged to non Arabic speaking societies as adequate enough for their purpose

ʿ Abd al Qāhir al Jurjānī for example rarely refers in Asrār al Balāgha to the
poetry of his contemporary countrymen Interestingly when he quotes a hemi
stich by Abū Bakr al Khwārizmī he does that in order to give an example of bad
poetry on which he comments o kalāmun lā yaḥsulu minhu ʿalā tāiʾ l A speech of n
avail 1 Thus the Arabic literary product of Persia was undermined by literary
critics in favor of the literature of the Arabs 2 It is worth mentioning that men of
letters in the Iranian society under the Buyids were fully aware of the contempo
rary trends of literary criticism Some of them besides being primarily poets or
men of letters were also critics Al Sāḥib b ʿ Abbād who was a man of letters a
poet a philologist and a critic of literature is one such illustrious figure

On the other hand the literature of Arab poets and writers in Syria and Iraq
which formed the main substance for rhetorical sciences and literary criticism
varied in many respects from the literature that was produced in the eastern
provinces of the Abbasid Caliphate and which was neglected by rhetoricians
Therefore in order to formulate a relatively accurate picture of the literary es

1 Jurjānī ʿAbd al Qāhir Asrār al balāgba el H Ritter Istanbul 1958 p 66
2 For more details on the major aspects of literary criticism in the 4th/10th century see

Abbas Ihsan Tārīkh al naqd al adabī ʿind al ʿarab Beirut 4 th edition 1983 pp 127 357
and Gustave E von Grunebaum Themes in Medieval Arabic Literature London 1981 chap
VIII
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thetical values and ideals that were cherished by Iranian men of letters in the
4 th 10 th century it is almost imperative to refer to the literary works of those lit
eratures rather than the works on rhetoric In other words the rhetorical values
in Buyid Persia are found in literature and not in the sciences of literature
The evaluation of literature that one examines in works of pure literature reveals
exclusive rhetorical values that are independent from what is found in the works
of traditional rhetoricians

Badī ʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī is taken here as a representative example of a
writer and a poet who reflects in his fictional work the Maqāmāt and also in his
factual writings the Rasāʾil the rhetorical values which were upheld by men of
letters in Iran during the Buyid age These works by Hamadhānī reflect a rela
tively clear viewpoint on what was considered by the literati then and there as
eloquent or even as popular and unpopular literature with special emphasis on
prose rather than poetry

Literature in General

The idea of novelty and classicism in Arabic literature is an age old controversial
question which has always resulted in schism amidst critics and a general state of
disagreement among all those who dealt with literature In the early Abbasid age
due to the rise of works on anthology and philology anthologists and philolo
gists established a criterion that specifies novelty and classicism in Arabic poetry
They regarded the poets who lived during the Umayyad age as the last heirs and
producers of pure antiquity whereas their Abbasid successors were the modern
ones whose poetry was not regarded as genuine material for theories of elo
quence or matters of philology

Hamadhānī in his turn was not left out of the on going debate on the ques
tion of novelty and classicism He was a student of Aḥmad Ibn Fāris who despite
his reputation as an orthodox linguist was a reformist and propagandist for reno
vation in literature In a letter which he wrote to Muḥammad b Sa ʿ īd al Kātib 3
Ibn Fāris brings forth his opinion on the question of novelty and attacks the con
servative doctors who opposed renovation in the established literature of the Ara
bians claiming as they actually did that what was produced by their predecessors
was so perfect that no new elements or aspects could or should be added Ibn Fā
ris refutes this dogma and argues that as long as people and circumstances are in a

process of change there will always be enough room for the innovation of new
literary material He even goes further to assert that much of what had been in
troduced by the latter ones al muta khkhirūn can be in many respects more
profound than that which has been inherited from the predecessors

3 Thaʿālibī Abū anṣūr ʿAbd al Malik Yatīmat al dahr ed M Qumaiha Beirut 1983 vol
III pp 463 468
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Such a consideration of literature as a progressive aspect of human culture
led to the invention of new literary works in Iran which were novel and unique
in their time Hamadhānī was one of those prose writers who followed the
course of his tutor Ibn Fāris Although Shawqi Daif regards the reform in the
Abbasid age as a reform of old motifs 4 it is noteworthy that in the above
mentioned letter Ibn Fāris attacks Abū Tammām and Hamadhānī in his Ma
qāmāt does the same in regard to Jāḥiẓ This can be seen as a revolt against
what was seen as perfect models of Arabic literature

In the Maqāma of Poesie ʿ Īsā b Hishām asks Iskandarī who is presented as a
master of poetry about his opinion on modern and ancient poets Iskandarī s
answer is the following 5

The language of the ancients is nobler and they are more possessive of denotations
whereas the modern s artifice in composition is more refined altafu ṣunʿan and
their weaving of words more elegant araqqu nasjari

This is a moderate judgment that could be acceptable more or less to advocates
of novelty as well as to patrons of classicism In fact Hamadhānī did not rule
out the nobility i e innateness of ancient poets in regard to their language
However what Iskandari the mouthpiece of Hamadhānī mentions in the
maqāma about denotations remains questionable

Concerning Iskandarī s view on what was then modern literature he gives an
accurate description in two words al ṣanʿa wal nasj craftsmanship and weaving
of words two terms that pertain to the external form of literature This defini

tion of poetry and poets in the 4th/10th century can be reasonably applied to
prose as much as it applies to poetry Hamadhānī can be introduced in this re
spect as an exemplar of that literary trend and one of its outstanding advocates

Artifice ṣanʿa is defined as being the style of diversification in expression
and the introduction of several similes and metaphors for one substantive 6 This
definition of ṣan ʿ a is consistent with the characteristic patterns of composition
which were introduced into Arabic by the Arabicized Persians since the days of
Ibn al ʿAmīd Many scholars have confirmed the role of the Persian scribes in the
evolution of artifice in Arabic prose 7 Others have gone further to say that

4 See Daif Sh al ʿAṣr al ʿabbāsī al awwal Cairo 7 th ed n d p 159 al ʿAsr al ʿabbāsī al
thānī Cairo 3 rd ed n d p 203

5 To reflect the exact and accurate statement in the above maqāma Prendergast s translation
Maqāmāt Badīʿ al Zamān trans W J Prendergast London 1973 p 29 which reads The

language of the ancients is nobler and their themes more delightful whereas the conceits
of the moderns are more refined and their style more elegant has been slightly altered
The original Arabic in M Abduh s edition, Maqāmāt Badīʿ al Zamān Beirut 1973 p 8
contains specific terms which need to be translated literally in order to preserve the exact
significance of the two major terms san a and nasj

6 Bustani B Muḥīt al muḥīt Beirut 1977 p 521
7 cf Khaffaji Muhammad al Ādāb ʿarabīyya fī al ʿaṣr al ʿabbāsī Cairo 1975 PP 40,48
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Hamadhānī for example has given Arabic form to Persian themes in his poetry 8
R N Frye believes that the perfection of Arabic poetry by the tenth century AD
had become almost artificial Arabic literature had become very sophisticated
but had lost its natural quality and its spontaneous character 9 Whatever the case
may be Persians throughout their literary history were keen on the use of syn
onymous similes duplication in speech and metaphors which lead as a rule to
prolixity and exaggeration an almost missing feature in typical writings of native
Arabs Iskandarī in thed Maqāma of Jāḥiẓ attacked al Jāḥiẓ because his prose di
not possess many metaphors qalīl al istiʿārāt and lacked artifice expressions
lafẓatun maṣnūʿatun 10 G Lazard links the refinement of the Iranian courts ḥa
ḍarāt in the Buyid period to the literary styles during that age by saying that

Manṭiqī of Ray for example one of the protegees of the Sāḥib who appreciated his
work is found to have indulged in subtle figures of speech in contrast with the simplic
ity of the early masters This taste for artifice is perhaps less a characteristic of the poet
himself than of the court of Ray where refinements of style were highly esteemed It
was before the Sāḥib that Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī the future author of the
Maqāmāt in Arabic famous for their florid style made his first appearance

To sum up the question of Hamadhānī s view on literary novelty we can con
clude from what he says in the Maqāmāt and the Rasāʾil that he as a writer was
typical of his age one which was characterized as the age of outer ornamentation
in speech To put it in Hamadhānī s own words weaving words became such a
delicate task for writers to the extent that writing prose or composing poetry be
came a craft and thus it was calledo ṣanʾa 1 2 something that can be compared t
the delicate weaving of a Persian silk carpet

Hamadhānī s theory of rhetorical writing reflects the general approach of the
Iranian literati in the 4th/10th century to rhetoric Thes Maqāma of Jāḥiẓ provide
us with a relatively clear picture of the concept of eulogy at Hamadhānī s age and
in his society Verily Iskandarī claims Jāḥiẓ limps in one department of rheto
ric and halts in the other 13 Then he goes on to expand this particular point by
saying that the true eloquent man is the one whose poetry does not detract from
his prose and whose prose is not ashamed of his verse 14 Hamadhānī established
the trend of alternating poetry and prose in Arabic literature when he invented

80 Kik V Taʾthīr ifarhang i ʿarab dar ashʿār I manūchihrīy i dāmghān ī Beirut 1971 p 3
9 Frye R The Golden Age of Persia London 1988 p 124
10 Abduh Maqāmāt pp 75,76
11 Lazard G Rise of the New Persian Language in The Cambridge History of Iran vol IV ed

R Frye Cambridge University Press 1975 p 619
12 Daif differentiated between taṣnī ʿ an d taṣannuʿ both mean artificiality but the latter signi

fies extravagance in that direction Taṣannuʿ is regarded by Daif as the upshot of taṣnīʿ
Hamadhani in the author s opinion belonged to both schools He was the heir of tasnf
and the exponent of taṣannuʿ see Daif Sh al Fann wa madhāhibuh fī al nathr al ʿarabī
Cairo 10 th edit n d p 242

13 Prendergast Maqāmāt p 72
14 Ibid p 72
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the maqāma genre This was the first real step towards demolishing the boundaries
between poetry and prose Before the maqāma was introduced several works of
prose existed which included poetry but these were adoptions from other poets
Before Hamadhānī we do not come across any work in Arabic literature that was
composed equally and contingently of prose and poetry In Hamadhānī s age
major literators were poets as well as men of letters However none of them com
posed a work of alternate poetry and prose This style may be regarded as a pecu
liar feature of the maqāma Even Hamadhānī himself did not apply this theory
on his letters and set it aside as a distinctive feature of his maqāma genre The best
illustration of this style was the fictional figure of Iskandarī the major character of
the Maqāmāt who mastered both branches of literature The Maqāma of Exhorta
tion is most explicit in this respect 15 where Iskandarī acting the role of a
preacher gives a sermon in verse and prose in an interpenetrated form What may
be significant about the structure of the sermon is the relative balance between
the number of verses on the one hand and the number of the sentences in the
interposing prose on the other

Besides the pattern of bringing together prose and poetry in an alternative
manner Hamadhānī went further in adjoining together the two frames of compo
sition by introducing a new art form in epistolary literature which Qalqashandi
calls fann al imtizāj the art of intermingling 16 which means the twinning of
verse and prose in the same text without any apparent distinction between them
as is the case in the maqāma Several such examples can be found among Hamad
hānī s letters 1 7 One example is a letter which he wrote to Khwārizmī and can be
regarded as a good example of fann al imtizāj It reads as follows The parts be
tween parentheses signalize the hemistiches 18

My condition in longing to approach the Master is like the condition of the intoxi
cated man who is tilted by wine and in my gratification to his encounter I am like a
bird which trembles under raindrops and for attaining his amity I hope to be like
the wine which mixes with cold fresh water and in my delight by seeing him I am like
the damp bough which shakes in the hot wind of summer

In the above passage each two consecutive hemistiches which are pointed out
by parentheses have the same rhyme and the four have the same meter It is
very likely that Hamadhānī was the inventor of this style because none of the
examples on fann al imtizāj which Qalqashandī introduces in Ṣubḥ al a ʿ shā pre
dates the time of Hamadhānī

In addition to the above remarks that were mentioned earlier on the character
istics of a perfect writer Hamadhānī through Iskandari s words points out to

15 Ibid pp 104 110
160 Qalqashandī Aḥmad Ṣubḥ al aʿsha fī ṣināʿat al insh ā Cairo 1913 22 vol 1 p 28
175 See Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamā n Beirut n d pp 128 129 139 141 292 37
18 Ibid p 128 129
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what he thought is eloquent by exhibiting the defects in Jāḥiẓ s prose according
to his evaluation They consist of far fetched allusions a paucity of metaphors
and simple expressions He is tied down to the simple language he uses and
avoids and shrinks difficult words 19 Iskandari goes on by asking ʿ Isā Have you
ever heard of a rhetorical expression of his or of any recondite words 20

In the above statement Hamadhānī is referring to what he regards as seven
rhetorical defects a far fetched allusions baʿīd al ishārāt which implies little
speech with far implications 21 a literary phenomenon which the Arabs were re
puted to be fond of whereas the Persians were reputed for their prolixity in com

position b paucity of metaphors qalīl al istiʿārā t c simple expressions
qarīb al ʿibārāt which is an indication to the use of popular patterns of speech
d tied down to simple language ʿ uryān al kalām which is the style that does

not possess ornamentations e shrinks difficult words nafurun min muʿtāṣih f
lack of rhetorical expression lafẓatun maṣnūʿa and g lack of recondite words
kalimatun ghair masmūʿa ,2 2

The Iranians however after introducing their own stylistics into Arabic litera
ture brought forth their own style of prolixity 23 which aimed at avoiding unfa
thomable indications as much as possible Nevertheless this objective was dissi
pated in the 4th/10th century when the excessive use of metaphors difficult
words rhetorical expressions recondite terms and rhymed speech as Hamadhānī
puts it in the Maqāma of Jāḥiẓ dominated simple expressions and clear language

The seven points on rhetoric which Hamadhānī mentions in his criticism of
Jāḥiẓ s prose reflect the main features of the rhetorical and over decorated Ara
bic literature that prospered in Iran in Hamadhānī s age Simplicity was consid
ered a flaw or an artistic frailty among the Iranian literati It can be suggested
that the cause of this phenomenon was the confinement of Arabic literature in
Iran within the intelligentsia while the rank and file had no knowledge of Arabic
and thus the Arabic literature of Iran was not initially addressed to them As a
result the use of intricate and complicated forms of speech which befitted the
intellectual pride of learned men became more appreciated The knowledge of
strange and uncommon words and expressions was a precondition for any poet
laureate A story about Al Sāḥib b ʿ Abbād which was related by Abu Hayyan al
Tawhidi 24 shows how the former considered the knowledge of obscure words as
a testimony to rhetoric excellence

19 Ibid p 72
20 Ibid p 72
21 Abduh Maqāmāt p 75n
22 According to Abduh s comments another reading exists for kalimatun ghair masmūʿa

which is kalimatun masjūʿa rhymed speech See Abduh Maqāmāt p 76n
23 It may be argued that Jāḥiẓ a genuine Arab writer was prolixious in his style In fact Jāḥiẓ

was more digressive rather than prolixious
24 Tawḥīdī Abū Ḥayyān Akhlāq al wazīrayn ed M Tunji Damascus 1965 pp 482 486
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Categories ofLiterature

On three occasions in his letters Hamadhānī points out the types of literary
merits that were cherished by his contemporaries These were the following 25

1 Memorisation ḥifẓ
2 Versification naẓm
3 Prose writing nathr
4 Improvisation badīha
5 Narration riwāya
6 Epistolography tarassul
7 Prosody ʿ arūd

These seven aspects of oral and recorded literature can be summed up in four
categories Memorization and narration 1,5 versification and prosody 2,7
prose writing and epistolography 3,6 and improvisation 4

Arabs had been acquainted with memorization and narration al ḥifẓ wal
riwāya since pre Islamic times Poets were sometimes associated with a memo
rizer and a narrator whose responsibility was to memories and preserve the po
ems orally That may be why pre Islamic poets frequently mention verbs in the
dual form such as Amri al Qais did in the first verse of his Muʿallaqa The two
addressees may have been his two companions the ḥāfiẓ and the rāwiya This
tradition continued in later ages as a tradition Memorization and narration be
came two branches of literary sciences and talented literatures were upgraded for
being skilled in them For example Abū Bakr al Khwārizmī was celebrated as a
man of memorization When Hamadhānī rose to debate with him the former
acknowledged his talent in ḥifẓ and sought to challenge him in that area Ibn
Khallikān relates that when Khwārizmī headed to the court of Al Sāḥib b
ʿ Abbād the chamberlain informed his master about a poet who was asking for
admission Al Sāḥib ordered his chamberlain to tell the poet that he had taken
upon himself not to receive any poet who did not know by heart yaḥfaẓ twenty
thousand verses of Arabic poetry When Khwārizmī was informed about the
condition he asked the chamberlain to return to his master and investigate
whether he means verses of Arabic poetry by men or by women When al Sāḥib
heard that he said That must be Abū Bakr al Khwārizmī 26 Hamadhānī was
also known by the sobriquet al ḥāfiẓ and thus stood against another eminent
al ḥāfiẓ Qalqashandī says that in Hamadhānī s time he was unique in memori
zation and was regarded as an example in that respect 27

25 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān pp 42 65 66 80
26 See Khallikān Aḥmad b Wafayāt al aʿyān ed I Abbas Beirut 1968 vol 11 p 355
27 Qalqashandl Ṣubḥ al aʿshā vol 1 p 454
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The second branch of literature which Hamadhānī mentions is related to po
etry However there is some difference between versification naẓm and poetry
shiʿr Hamadhānī in one of his letters differentiated between shiʿr and naẓm by

relating the first to reading and the second to visualization In other words poetry
is a concept grasped by the mind whereas versification is a form seen by the
eye 28 The latter indicates to the form of poetry rather than its content By admit
ting that Khwārizmī was superior in versification Hamadhānī was probably as
serting Khwārizmī s lack of poetic talent In fact he was acknowledging
Khwārizmī s merits in forming poetry rather than reciting it Prosody ʿarūḍ on
the other hand was founded by al Khalīl b Aḥmad al Farāhīdī as a branch of lit
erary sciences nevertheless the major works on prosody were composed in the
4th/10th century and during the following centuries The Arabicized literators in
Iran were more enthusiastic in this respect than the Arabs and composed
lengthy works on prosody The reason for such an enthusiasm by Iranians towards
prosody may lie in their being aliens to the language that embodied those meters
which they had to adopt For the Arabs it was an innate aspect of their literary
life while for the Persians it was acquisitive and therefore they had to compose
theoretic works on what they had to acquire by learning

As for prose writing and the art of letters al nathr wal tarassut they can be re
garded as the most significant literary aspect of Arabic literature in Iran during
the 4th/10th century Persian literature is renowned for being the literature of
poetry whereas in respect to the Arabic literature of Iran the composition of
letters became its major art form

Improvisation badīha was used as a touchstone for men s literary merits A
talented poet was the one who could compose verses without an advance note
The story of Hamadhānī and al Sāḥib in this respect is quite an expressive ex
ample In 370 AH al Sāḥib made a visit to Hamadhan 29 and at that date
Hamadhānī was twelve years old On that occasion and in Hamadhan it hap
pened that al Sāḥib according to ʿ Awfi 30 examined his literary talents by asking
him to compose some verses When al Sāḥib was given the choice of form he
suggested the translation of three Persian verses in theg sarī ʿ meter and with usin
the rhyme of ṭāʾ The task was accomplished on the spot 3 1 Another account

283 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamā n p 9
29y See Ibn al Athīr al Kāmil fī al tārīkh Beirut 1967 vol IX p 4 C Pellat mentions a slightl

different date He says about al Sāḥib s visit to Hamadhān In 369 976 he was sent to
Hamadhān to the court of Aḍud al Dawla who received him with much honor See Pel
lat C Al Ṣāḥib Ibn ʿAbbād in Abbasid Belles Lettres Cambridge University Press 1990
p 98

30 ʿAwfī Niẓām al Dīn Lubāb al albāb ed E G Browne Leiden 1903 vol 11 p 17
31 For the details of Hamadhānī s encounter with al Ṣāḥib see M Shakʿa Badʿ al zamān al

hamadhānī raʾid al qiṣṣa al ʿarabiyya Beirut 1983 pp 160 164
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which is narrated by Hamadhānī himself 32 states that one day while he was in
the presence of al Sāḥib a poet recited a poem on the supremacy of the Persians
over the Arabs Al Sāḥib was infuriated and ordered Hamadhānī to reply and
he on the spur of the moment composed an anti Iranian poem 33 Al Sāḥib was
pleased and the poet commented by saying that had he only heard about him
he would have never believed it 34

Artistic Prose

It has already been mentioned that the greater part of Arabic literature in Iran dur
ing the 4th/10th century was in the various forms of prose Like poetry prose was
a portrait that reflected the artificiality of its own society Whereas V Danner be
lieves that Iranian writers during the Buyid age had reached the terminal point in
Arabic letters 35 R Frye says that during that age literature had become so so
phisticated in Iran that Arabic lost its natural quality and its spontaneous charac
ter 36 Frye s opinion and conclusion confirm the difference that existed between
the innate Arabic literature of the Arabs on one hand and that of the Iranians on
the other The reason behind this difference between the essence of the Arabic lit
erature of the two nations was that Arabic language and literature for the Iranians
was not an inherited cultural factor but rather an innovated and acquired one

Hamadhānī was regarded as one of the leading men of letters in his age His
literary theory on prose that we come across in his letters reflects some of the
main motives that led to the development of prose in the 4th/10th century into
a sophisticated job that had to be undertaken by proficient writers rather than
ordinary ones The major opinions of Hamadhānī on prose can be formulated in
four propositions

1 Explicitness of expression
2 Rhymed prose
3 Harmony between diction and notion
4 Impact of letters

32 Maqāmāt Badīʿ al Zamān Cambridge University Library MS Qq ll8 8 Ff l28 a,b
129 a also as a supplement to the Maqāmāt Istanbul edition 1298 AH pp 99 100

33 This story sheds light on the nature of the Persian/Arab concept in Iran during the Buyid
age What can be concluded from the incident is that in that age and in that particular so
ciety Arabism was equal to Islam whereas Persianism was the equivalent of Magianism
Hamadhānī was very hostile to the Magians and composed a letter to express and justify
his hostility Seee Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamā n pp 279 284 His preference of the Arabs to th
Persians which is mentioned on two occasions in the Rasāʾil pp 279 310 should be justi
fied in the light of the above theory

34 Both poems are recorded in the source manuscript
35 Danner,V Arabic Literature in Iran in The Cambridge History of Iran ed R Frye Cam

bridge University Press 1975 vol IV p 593
36 Frye R The Golden Age of Persia p 124
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As for the first point Hamadhānī regarded vague expressions as hodgepodges
akhlāṭ that deduction can not perceive and even Hippocrates could not expli

cate 37 This type of inexplicit speech was not probably uncommon in Hamad
hani s society since he had ridiculed it in more than one occasion in the
Maqāmāt The speech of the cupper 38 in the Maqāma of Hilwan can be the best
illustration of what Hamadhānī meant by the confusion and inexplicitness of
speech The dialogue between ʿ Isā b Hishām and the cupper who turned to be
Iskandarī goes as follows 39 Then he the cupper came in and said Peace be to
thee From which town art thou I replied Qum He said May God prosper
thee From a land of plenty of comfort the city of the Sunnis I was present there
in its cathedral mosque in the month of Ramadan when the lamps had been lit
and the tarāwīḥ prayers were inaugurated but before we knew it the Nile rose
and came and extinguished those lights but God made me a shoe which I put on
when it was green but there was no embroidery produced on its sleeve And the
boy returned to his mother after I had performed the evening prayer when the
shadow is equal But how was thy pilgrimage Didst thou perform all its ceremo
nies as was incumbent And thy cried out A marvel a marvel So I looked at
the beacon and how light a thing is was to the spectators And I found the harīsa
in the same state and I knew that the matter was decreed and pre ordained by
God And how long this vexation And to day and to morrow and Saturday and
Sunday but I will not be tedious but what is this prating And I like thee to
know that Mubarrad in grammar wields a keen razor so do not occupy thyself
with the speech of the common people

It is not surprising to read that after hearing that delirium ʿ Isā realized that
madness had overtaken the cupper

It is quite obvious that the whole speech is made of inconsistent statements
and is completely malapropos The cupper described Qum a city with exclu
sively Shiite population as the city of the Sunnis The Nile rose in Qum He
prayed the evening prayer when the shadow was equal that is when it was noon
time The rest of the speech proceeds in an incomprehensible manner which can
be attributed to the inconsistency between the statements that construct the
whole speech In a reference to the unity of motif which was considered essential
by Hamadhānī in any eloquent prose he as a matter of fact had praised a letter
that was sent to him by Abu al Abbas al Isfrāʾīnī as having its beginning pend
ing on its end and its end united with its beginning 40

37 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān p 384
38 Prendergast has translated ḥajjām as barber Maqāmāt p 133 whereas the exact transla

tion would be cupper
39 Prendergast Maqāmāt pp 133,134
40 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān p 273
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This malapropos speech of the cupper can clarify the third point in Hamad
hānī s theories on eloquent prose Harmony between diction and notion al lafẓ
wal maʿnā is a relation similar to that between the soul and body Notion al
though exists potentially without diction nevertheless it can be manifested in
various forms due to the form of speech that brings it into light In one occa
sion Hamadhānī describes meanings as eloquent maʿnā faṣī ḥ 4 1 despite the es
tablished usage of eloquence faṣāḥa for expressions alfāẓ rather than notion
maʿnā This may be an implication to the fact that the content of speech is as

important as its form with respect to eloquence This theory of Hamadhānī con
tradicts the theory of Jāḥiẓ which says that meanings are common property
among people and what distinguishes one individual from another in writing is
merely the form or in other words the way in which meanings are presented 42

The second point is related to rhymed proseh sajʿ Hamadhānī vilified hars
rhyme,d 43 yet degraded common rhymes such as ikbār and inkār or ʿibā d an d bilā
or jannāt al na ʿ īm and nār al jaḥīm 44 These were very common and ordinary
rhymes that everybody knew Writers as it can be deduced from Hamadhānī s
words were supposed to produce original rhymes which people did not know
yet This may be regarded as a trend of rhythmic refinement and peculiarity
which Hamadhānī did not fail to effectuate in his maqāma genre

Hamadhānī s solicitude with rhythmic refinement reflects the important role
that words and even letters point 4 possessed in his literary theory In one of
his letters he mentions the letter mīm M as always being associated with words
of exaltation m kull u shaiʾ ʿalā al mīm fī bāb al tafkhīm 4 5 such a s ʿaẓī m great jasī
immense and karīm generous A survey in Hamadhānī s works affirms his ap

proach to letters as indicative particles rather than being mere phonetic charac
ters This phenomenon must have been an impact of Ibn Fāris Hamadhānī s
teacher on his pupil The former was the first philologist who paid attention to
the indicative qualities of letters in a systematic method His book Maqāyīs al
lugha though considered a dictionary is virtually the earliest work on Arabic
phonetics It was described by Safadi as an unprecedendent noble work jalīl
lam yuṣannaf mithlub 4 6 Ibn Fāris believed that Arabic letters implied specific de
notations For instance he argued that the two letters jīm J and nūn N when
found in a word respectively indicate invisibility and disappearance such as the
words junūn which indicates the disappearance of the mind or junayna which
is a garden made invisible by a wall or jinn who were believed to be invisible
beings and janīn the invisible embryo in the womb

41 Ibid p 273
4299 See Abbas I Tārīkh al naqd al adabī ʿind a l ʿar ab Beirut 1983 p
43 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān pA92
44 Ibid p 77
45 Ibid p 240
46 Safadi Ṣalāḥ al Dīn al Wāfi bil wafayāt ed S Derdering Weisbaden 1972 vol VII p 279
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Hamadhānī s treatment of words in accordance with their indicative letters
was influenced by his teacher s concept For example the 5th Maqāma is cen
tered on the idea of invisibility or occultation Therefore it was not coincidental
that he chose Kūfa as the sitting for this theme since the two letters kāf K and

fāʾ F indicate coverage
This interest even in the letters that writers would use demonstrates the in

tensive punctiliousness that Iranian men of letters were displaying in the
4th/10th century a fact that made the geographer Muqaddasī testify that the
Arabic used in Khurāsān was the purest and highest standard Arabic he ever
heard in his travels throughout the Muslim world 47

Epistolography Tarassul

Hamadhānī in his account of his debate with Khwārizmī refers to four hundred
types of letters but gives only eleven examples 48 Those examples which
Hamadhānī suggested to Khwārizmī in a challenging manner consist of

1 A letter that provides its own reply simultaneously
2 A letter written simultaneously with a poem on the same theme
3 A letter that can be comprehensible if read backwards
4 A letter whose lines if read backwards form its own reply
5 A letter without disconnected characters such as dāl dhāl rā ʾ and zāi
6 A letter without alif and lam the
7 A letter without undotted characters
8 A letter whose lines begin with mīm M and end with jīm J
9 A letter that changes into a poem if read in a twisted manner
10 A letter that can be interpreted as being satire or praise simultaneously
11 A letter that can be memorized without being re read

Unsurprisingly Khwārizmī s reply to Hamadhānī s suggestion to compose such
letters at the spur of the moment was that such letters were jugglery However
Hamadhānī s reply to this accusation was that his opponent did not master ex
cept the composition of artless letters which were current among all people This
justification for favoring the extreme artificiality in the art of letter writing ech
oes Hamadhānī s earlier opinion on rhymed prose where common rhymes were
degraded

47 Muqaddasi Muhammad Aḥsan al taqāsīm fī maʿrifat al aqālīm ed M J De Goeje Leiden
1876 p 32

48 Rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān p 74 76
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Descriptive Literature

Literature in general is the description of outer phenomena abstract realities or
human inner sentiments However the descriptive literature in Iran during the
4th/10th century had an unprecedented phenomenon which reflected the elabo
rative course that literature was heading towards

Arabic descriptive literature which embodied since the pre Islamic age the
bulk of the Arab s literary product became systematically categorized in the
4th/10th century Hence a social or natural phenomenon was described in po
etry or prose in the most detailed manner Afterwards all the descriptions of the
proposed phenomenon would form one unity with a title that refers to the de
scribed object For example several poets would describe an elephant and after
wards the totality of the poems would be called al fīliyyāt 49 The same principle
would be applied to a house or a hackney and the Descriptive poems or prose
on those two objects would be called of al dāriyyāt and al bardhawniyyā t Many
Hamadhānī s maqāmas can be observed in the light of this phenomenon which
was common in Iran during the Buyid age His 30th Maqāma was known as
Maqāmat al faras the Maqāma of Horse 50 It is a descriptive maqāma of the
horse exactly as the elephant or the hackney were described This aspect reflects
the illustrative and prolixious trend in Hamadhānī s literature which exemplified
the general literary trend of his age and society

To sum up the rhetorical values that Hamadhānī upheld and promoted it
should be said that for him novelty was not a shift towards simplicity but
rather a turn towards elaboration and sophistication The use of Arabic in litera
ture after being oriented by the Arabicized Persians in Iraq towards a break with
classicism returned in Iran during the 4th/10th century to the classical lan
guage of the Arabians but in various new and unprecedented forms which re
flected the diversity of the Iranian society in those days as well as the complex
ity of its culture

Hamadhānī in his evaluation of literatuere has introduced the general literary
values of his milieu and was honest indeed in applying them in his own liter
ary product He was a reformist but not in the means i e Arabic language He fa
vored complexity yet not at the expense of delicacy He encouraged the spread
of rhymed prose but not the coarse of it Arabic literature in Hamadhānī s taste
can be observed as an aristocratic phenomina in the process of cultural devel

49 Thaʿālibī Yatīmat al dahr vol III pp 269 276
50 In the Istanbul edition of the Maqāmāt and in Abduh s which adopted the titles of the for

mer this maqāma is entitled the The Maqāma of Ḥamdān However this was a wrong
and misleading title Hamadhānī did not give any titles to his maqāmas but several of
them became known by certain titles according to the content and not the sitting The
30 th Maqāma was known as the Maqāma of Horse cf Cambridge University Library
MS Or 1452 7 fol 69 b
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opment because it was not written in the language of the rank and file and per
haps not even for them since the use of Arabic was becoming less common
among the majority of Iranians at the eve of the Buyid age

The most accurate description of Hamadhānī s literature which was an image
of Arabic literature in Iran during the 4th/10th century in general may be that
of Muhammad Abduh in his introduction to the Maqāmāt He says 51

What distinguished his utterance was the fact that its staidness and loftiness vies in
beauty and elegance the utterance of Bedouins and at the same time its tenderness and
artificiality is blended by the urbanite s innate disposition At the time that the listener
to his utterance imagines himself within the desert tents he conceives himself
among urban edifices as well

51 Abduh Maqāmāt p l



The Art of Entertainment
Forty Nights with Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī

Lale Behzadi University of Gottingen

Al Tawḥīdī s Kitāb al imtāʿ wal muʾānasa The Book of pleasure and enjoy
ment/companionship is a remarkable example for an artistically nested text with
so many layers and ramifications that we can hardly see where the composition
begins and where the textual movements end 1 It displays the skills of the author
and the high quality of literature of that time Above that it shows the richness
literary texts can possess and the turns they take quite often we must assume
without being intended by the author

If we look at al Tawḥīdī s life we can use his work first as a source of informa
tion about the conditions he lived in the political situation of that period and
especially the circumstances of those who wanted to make a living out of writ
ing Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī r 315/927 c 411/1023 travelled around to find the
right place and mentor for his literary ambitions He was an admirer of al Jāḥiẓ
d c 255/868 making an endeavour to reach his unique method of prose writ

ing a combination of huge knowledge and easiness of style The tragedy of al
Tawḥīdī s life is that he failed to reconcile the fact that he as a court writer had
to be at service and was captivated in the usual hive of intrigue with the way he
saw himself an artist of words and a servant of literature As readers we gain a
lot from this inconsistency since he permanently had to close the gap to satisfy
his sponsors without betraying his principles Frustration and restriction as de
structive as they may be for the person sometimes cause creativity and resource
fulness This is what one can witness in al Tawḥīdī s texts especially those like
the one at issue who give hints about their genesis

Second his work provides us as well as his contemporary readers with in
formation about several fields of knowledge especially philosophy theology
rhetoric and behaviour in general It shows above that how the author tried to
present his knowledge in a readable form and artful language using passages of
poetry and rhyming prose parallels and other forms of rhetoric to shape his writ
ing and amuse the audience The abundance of knowledge is stunning leaving
the reader as well as the listener in the book the vizier somewhat exhausted at
the end of each chapter which induces the vizier regularly to ask for an amusing
anecdote before his companion leaves him at the end of the night

This article focuses on the third facet which is connected to the first the nar
rative strategies the text presents in view of the circumstances under which the au

1 Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī Kitāb al imtāʿ wal muʾānasa eds Aḥmad Amīn/Aḥmad al Zayn
vol 1 3 Dār maktabat al ḥayāt lil ṭibāʿa wal nashr wal tawzī ʿ further referred to as IM
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thor has written the book The aim is not simply to explain the text with its his
torical background Instead al Tawḥīdī himself gives a complicated introduction
in which the reader gets a hint on how to find his way through the labyrinth of
frames This concept of presentation shall be our main focus for it provides indi
cations and instructions on how to understand the sequence of the chapters We
are told stories within stories we are lead to paths which end suddenly or go back
to an irritating crossroad Al Tawḥīdī is so eager to take us by the hand that it
should be illuminating to stop turn around and examine the motifs dodges and
wrappings that are arranged around what is called the essence of his book the
philosophical reflections 2 Step by step analysis of the frame construction will be
made to try and find out which paths we are meant to take and which side roads
suddenly open up and what connection this has with a narrative structure

Since the mere sequence of events does not make a story we should ask what
al Tawḥīdī does to make his work attractive One could argue that the philoso
phical thoughts in themselves bear enough attraction that the arrangement and
the introductory remarks are merely details without much importance In the
course of this article I will show the immense impact these arrangements have
and how they can shape our perception of the whole book Although this is only
one reading version amongst others this is the nature of reading in general there
is no isolated validity

1 The Genre

The book Kitāb al imtā ʿ wal muʾānasa belongs to a genre which in a broader
sense can be called court literature Along with the need of the still young Is
lamic society to collect traditions and knowledge in all conceivable fields there
grew the demand of the higher classes to acquire education style and awareness
The vehicle of all this was adab a product as well as an attitude an active process
as well as a condition

At a first glance Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī s work is part of the majālis genre
compilations that were written as materials for the entertainer and guests at the
courts The increasing number of governors and wealthy notables opened a mar
ket for stories texts and pieces of news that had to come along educating excit
ing and amusing but not without a certain intellectual standard to be pre
sented at the soirees and salons The audience had had certain expectations that

2 It should not be denied that we of course can read the whole book as a mine of informa
tion about contemporary intellectual life and that it should prove invaluable for a re
construction of the doctrines of the Baghdad philosophers as S M Stern put it in his Ar
ticle on al Tawḥīdī Encyclopedia of Islam 2 nd Edition 1960 Though acknowledging this
statement and many others which claim al Tawḥīdī above all as a transmitter of philoso
phical ideas the objective of this article is to show that it is quite difficult to extract pure
information without being influenced by the modes of presentation
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had to be fulfilled or at least stimulated by the professional entertainer nadīm
who thankfully used these works to feed the ever hungry minds 3

Compilations of adab works in this way could be used as manuals for intellec
tual court life They showed also the horizon and education of the author and
compiler Above that they were the currency in which the writers authors and
scholars paid back the protection and livelihood they enjoyed under the reign of
the respective caliph governor or emir Al Tawḥīdī himself classifies his book by
stating the exact genesis of the writing the original idea the patron the difficul
ties of translating the idea into action and the relations between the participating
persons He has been hired to entertain the vizier Ibn Sa ʿ dān i e Abū ʿ Abdallāh
al Ḥusayn b Aḥmad b Sa ʿ dān called al ʿĀriḍ being a former army inspector 4
and he documents these conversations in a book This book has several func
tions it provides evidence for his nights at the court it is the favour in return for
having been chosen as the companion of the vizier it shows the educated and
cultivated state of the author it can be used by other readers either to amuse and
educate themselves or to entertain others and organize a social evening

The genre of court literature includes different kinds of books textbooks that
teach the bureaucrats how to write letters calculations lists epistles for exam
ple Qudāma b Jaʿfar d 337/948 5 Kitāb ṣināʿat al kitāba books that collect
news about different topics in order to insert them into the conversation Ibn
Qutayba d 276/889 ʿ Uyūn al akhbār books with instructions for different
groups of professions al Jāḥiẓ Kitāb al muʿallimīn books that elaborate on cer
tain concepts and principles by al Tawḥīdī himself for example al Sadāqa wal
sadīq stressing the positive and negative sides of each phenomenon the sub
genre of maḥāsin wa masāwī thus showing the eloquence of the author 6 Al
though introductory remarks were quite common mainly because of thankful
remarks to the patron the main focus laid on the presented material The author
could show his brilliance and advocate himself this way for further orders

Nevertheless introductions were important to give a foretaste to the coming
treasures and explain the motifs of the author 7 They therefore were composed
very carefully by giving examples of the writer s literary skills What is remark

3 cf Roger Allen The Arabic Literary Heritage The development of its genres and criticism Cam
bridge University Press 1998 238

4 Vizier 373 375 under the reign of Ṣamṣām al Dawla executed 375 For historical deduc
tions see Aḥmad Amīn in his introduction IM I Z Kraemer in his detailed introduction
into Buyid court life gives 374/984 as the year of Ibn Saʿdān s execution Joel L Kraemer
Humanism in the renaissance of Islam the cultural revival during the Buyid age Leiden Brill
1992 2 191 while Berge dates his death to 382 3/992 3 M Berge Abū Ḥayyān al
Tawḥīdī in The Cambridge history of Arabic literature,ʿAbbasīd belles lettres ed Julia Ashtiany
et al Cambridge University Press 1990 112 124 here 122

5 There are other dates as well d 938
6 An example for this can be found in the ninth night providing a list of opposites but

without further elaborations such as certainty doubt knowledge ignorance etc
7 See the article by Bilal Orfali in this book on the Art of the Muqaddimai
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able here is that al Tawḥīdī mixes genres he serves the need to be entertained
and to provide intellectual food which is what is generally expected from ma

jālis literature but at the same time he presents a report on his conversations
with the vizier He goes even further and reveals all the details that led to the
book in the first place

2 The Framework

One of the features that shape this book is its framework or to be more precise
the encapsulation of frames These are connected with the announced addressees
of the book and the relationships of the persons who play certain official and
unofficial roles in the setting

The author through the choice of his title already declares that he wishes to
entertain and to give pleasure to whom There are at least three targets
addressees

A The author claims to be in personae one of the two dialogue partners and
the narrator respectively As the evening entertainer of the vizier it is his
main goal to provide amusement and make conversation We can assume
that he also had the vizier in mind at least theoretically

B The author s friend and mentor Abū l Wafāʾ al Muhandis for whom this
book has been written and who as we learn is eager to know what the vizier
and al Tawḥīdī were talking about

C The broader readership the educated people the salons since the book has
been officially published and distributed

We should look closer at these addressees and relationships and ask some ques
tions for example why al Tawḥīdī gives us this variety of the auditory and what
effect does it have on the readership Moreover what do the multiple embedding
of stories and supposed attendant circumstances do with the main material

A

If the book were written for the vizier only for the record so to speak it would
have been enough to report the conversation itself with some praise to the vizier
at the beginning It would also have been politer and smarter to give the vizier a
more active part or to eliminate the dialogue structure and give the lectures only
Instead we notice that al Tawḥīdī speaks the most With some exceptions the
pattern is the same the vizier poses a question or a demand and al Tawḥīdī an
swers often in a long monologue sometimes interrupted by comments or fur
ther questions This arrangement offers al Tawḥīdī a stage to present everything
he knows and to prove above all of his rhetoric skills and his sharp mind It is
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true that the vizier often initiates the conversation and of course he has to
have an educated horizon to ask the questions and to add his remarks 8 How
ever in comparison to his guest he makes a rather dull impression He asks what
ever comes to mind and seldom contributes original remarks Instead at the end
of the evening he often demands a funny story as though tired of all the intel
lectual conversation While al Tawḥīdī tries to give all he has the vizier remains
on the receiving end of the conversation On the other hand his questions give
the opportunity to explain some thoughts in more detail or to provide the back
ground of theories and theses It seems as if these questions function as the scaf
folding of the conversation building They justify turns and digressions the au
thor cannot be blamed for similar to al Jāḥiẓ whose subject hopping and unor
ganized writing became nearly proverbial 9

The talks with the vizier are embedded into the most visible frame of the
book the division of the text into forty nights The narrator al Tawḥīdī has
spent approximately forty evenings with the vizier each of which contains discus
sions about certain themes like philosophy language theology etc adab in the
best sense of the word

This reminiscence of 1001 Nights immediately brings up certain references of
structure and storytelling more so today since this collection gained a lot of its
popularity only after the first translations into French in the 18 th century The
figure of the storyteller who night by night tries to entertain his audience has
been a well established institution in Arabic literature for a long time The forty
chapters with few exceptions can be read independently from each other
They mostly deal with a certain subject started by the vizier s question about
something followed by al Tawḥīdī s reply and sometimes going on as a dialogue

As in 1001 Nights the partners of this frame have got different positions in the
hierarchy Although al Tawḥīdī unlike Shahrazād is not threatened by death he is
in a dependent position and has to please the vizier in order to earn a living and
useful recommendation Al Tawḥīdī has to manage the difficult balancing act to
appear as the educated and self confident scholar who is worth sitting next to the
vizier and impressing him with his knowledge and rhetoric At the same time he
must neither bore nor lecture his partner and he has to be aware of the vizier s
power and how fate can change within the court from one minute to the next
even the vizier himself will later become another victim of the court intrigues al

though he is still unaware of his fate while talking to al Tawḥīdī 10

8 Kraemer describes Ibn Sa ʿ dān as a rather decent man who established a cordial and cul
tured soiree contrary to the scheming atmosphere at court and the difficult economical
and political situation Kraemer Humanism 19 If

9 For further reading with respect to the audience see Lale Behzadi Sprache und Verstehen al
Jāḥiẓ tiber die Vollkommenheit des Ausdrucks Wiesbaden Harrassowitz 2008

10 See the aforementioned execution of Ibn Saʿdān after his brief intermezzo as vizier fn 4
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B

Another addressee is al Tawḥīdī s mentor and friend Abu l Wafāʾ al Muhandis
d 997 11 This relationship is the primary narrative and the first frame into which

the other mentioned narratives and frames are embedded As we are told in al
Tawḥīdī s preface Abū l Wafāʾ had done him the favour of introducing him to the
vizier and in turn demanded a detailed report on their conversation A closer
look at this preface will reveal how the introduction influenced the whole book

After a few introductory remarks on the importance of a friend s guidance al
Tawḥīdī addresses his benefactor directly Ayyubā l shaykb He praises him and
wishes him well in a delicate manner using rhyme prose and parallelisms

In his speech he refers to a talk they had the day before fahimtu jamīʿa mā qul

tahu lī bil ams thus evoking a presence and nearness to the action i e the
reader can nearly follow in real time Abū l Wafāʾ had apparently given him some
advice regarding the expected encounter with the vizier

Al Tawḥīdī quotes Abū l Wafāʾ who reminds him of the circumstances that
brought him from Rayy to Baghdād and from Ibn al ʿAmīd to Ṣāḥib bād ʿAbb
in the first place at the end of the year 370 after hijra He also reminds him of
the encounters they have had and how they have profited from each other Abū
l Wafāʾ connected his friend to Ibn Sa ʿ dān vizier of Ṣamṣām al Dawla b ʿAḍud
al Dawla in the years 373 to 374/375 after hijra

Yes Abū l Wafāʾ says I arranged all this and I will not stop doing so in my relation
ship to you for all the reasons I gave and you owed this to me that you spend suc
cessive nights alone with the vizier you can talk to him whatever you like and choose
and write to him message after message 12

What starts as an explanation on how al Tawḥīdī got the honour to become the
vizier s company turns into a severe reproach Abū l Wafāʾ continues to dwell on
al Tawḥīdī s lack of experience with court matters and how lucky he can call him
self to come into this position missing the manners and necessary skills to do
well at court He then insinuates that his friend claims all the honour and benefit
for himself without acknowledging that he would never stand where he is now
without his Abū l Wafā s help guidance and conveyance Al Tawḥīdī presents
all this in direct speech quoting Abū l Wafāʾ who gets really annoyed about al
Tawḥīdī s ingratitude along several pages Abū l Wafāʾs rage culminates in the
warning that he will rip the friendship with al Tawḥīdī off his heart unless you
inform me completely about what you two talked about and shared in good and
bad 13 His condition for maintaining the friendship and forgetting the betrayal

11 Famous especially as a mathematician see the article Abu l Wafāʾ al Būzadjānī by H Suter
in the Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd Edition and the chapter on Ibn Saʿdāns court and on
al Tawḥīdī in Kraemer Humanism 191ff 212 222

12 IM I 5
13 IM I 7
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is to take part in the experience of the soirees as if he himself had been present
as if I were watching you or sitting between you and joining you 14

Abū l Wafāʾ threatens al Tawḥīdī to withdraw from their relationship in case
he refuses to do what he asked him to do

And if you don t do this wait for the consequence of my estrangement from you and
expect to be disregarded by me as if I am with you and you become thirsty and
bewildered O Abū Ḥayyān you will eat you finger from regret and you will swallow
your saliva from grief 15

c

The general audience is manifold There is the contemporary audience al
Tawhidi must have had in mind Like any other author al Tawḥīdī tried to pro
duce a text that is worth reading The pleasure he promises is to be found in the
amount of knowledge and anecdotes he provides To gain attention he has to
bring more than a mere collection of material worth knowing He decides to
raise the attention by a special presentation of this material This way the audi
ence gets the impression of being a part of a distinguished company and to wit
ness the results of two interesting relationships al Tawḥīdī and the vizier al
Tawḥīdī and his friend On the other hand the contemporary audience was fa
miliar with the situation at the court To give details about the evolving of a text
may also aid in unfolding the practice of patronage and connection in the higher
society a practice with which al Tawḥīdī was highly unsatisfied

We should ask what happens with the modern reader who knows nothing
about the life at the court in the 10 th century and is not familiar with the names
that are dropped by al Tawḥīdī and his conversation partners Maybe some of
the allusions escape his notice maybe he is not at all interested in sharing the
ideas on philosophy and literary theory going back to the 10 th century Still
there is more about the book than compiling ideas and revealing some embar
rassing facts of court life

3 Perspective

A question which has been discussed with respect to historical texts is the way in
which the author has influenced his material and thus manipulates the reader
While historians try to distinguish between facts and fictional elements or stating
the creative character of every form of writing 16 artful literature from the begin

14 IM I 7
15 IMI 7
16 See Stefan Leder ed Story telling in the framework of non fictional Arabic literature Wies

baden Harrassowitz 1998 and Eva Orthmann Stamm und Macht Die arabischen Stammeim
2 und3 Jahrhundert der Higra Wiesbaden Reichert 2002
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ning tries to create something that is beyond the pure report more than submit
ting details and events One may object that every text in itself is a composition
and always carries subjective characteristics of the author Above that every text
changes in the course of its reception this is common knowledge by now We
also read historical texts and political analyses religious treatises and manuals
from that point of view What is interesting here are the styles used by the Arab
authors who definitely intended to write literary works They consider them
selves professional writers they claim to create a text which is entertaining edu
cating and stimulating It is evident that classical Arabic literature has not been
mainly written as fictional literature Nevertheless it enters realms where readers
have to use their imaginative power Their expectations interact with the linguis
tic material and with other literary and non literary discourses and thus produce
what we call literariness and lead to the result which we call literature

The paradox in the case of al Tawḥīdī is that he uses a conventional pattern
for his book court literature varying it and breaking through it during the writ
ing process These acts of approaching a convention and leaving it in the next
moment add to the appeal of the text Another paradox can be found in the
double figure author/narrator who claims to be both It is not the problem of
authenticity that is of interest here for that see below but the question of
whose point of view the whole story is told from Only if we answer this ques
tion can we make a statement on the reliability of the narrator Author and nar
rator carry the same name al Tawḥīdī He has at least three tasks to fulfil to en
tertain the vizier to report on his friend and to prove himself as an author Since
these tasks sometimes contradict each other for example the report down to the
last detail versus the loyalty to the vizier or the standard of literature we cannot
be sure what to believe Which of these many conditions is responsible for the
rhetoric style Are we sure that we are told everything and if not is that the re
sult of confining court secrets or due to something that has to be hidden from
Abū l Wafāʾ or simply due to the fact that it is too trivial to find a place in a
piece of work by someone who claims to be more than a secretary In the tenth
night for example al Tawḥīdī switches his focus turning from a participating ac
tor to a commenting narrator The narrator in one of the rare occasions enters
the picture whereas he usually is hidden behind the conversation partner and
gives only direct speech describing the vizier s reactions giving summaries of
the conversation and even adding information that was not part of the evening
talks Here the writer wants to complete a chapter to be satisfied with the ar
rangement We learn also that al Tawḥīdī had read this previously composed
chapter aloud to the vizier in the course of two nights 17

17 IM 1,195
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4 Authenticity

The narrator seems to be identical to the author hence giving the book its au
thentic form of a report a report about producing entertaining and artful litera
ture

Beginning with the preface the reader is initiated into the art of creating an
entertaining text

The narrator/author gives the impression of retelling everything that hap
pened in a certain period of time and suggests to the reader the common reader
his friend and the vizier that he the reader witnessed the disclosure of the au
thor s composition process Here the question of real authenticity is of secon
dary importance i e the question of whether these soirees have taken place ex
actly under the reported circumstances or whether every word was spoken the
way al Tawḥīdī has documented 18

The artistic point here is the trick of authenticity which when properly used
never fails to have the desired effect to draw the attention of the audience al
though they surely recognize the construction this being one of the miracles of
good literature we see through the tricks and yet we are spellbound We can even
assume that al Tawḥīdī took the job to entertain the vizier not only to get access
to court to earn money and to gain at least some of the respect he was always
looking for but al Tawḥīdī immediately must have seen the opportunity of proc
essing this experience This prospect in turn would have inspired him during the
talks themselves The result would be an artistically arranged reality the bounda
ries between the so called reality and our perception of it being blurred Thus lit
erature becomes far more than a means to entertain it creates reality because a
certain activity has been undertaken with the prospect of writing about it

As readers we can take the chance to be part of what has happened and of
how the report has been created We could apply performative speech act quali
ties to this sort of literature which comes into being only by being ordered and
vice versa reports on a reality that has been created only by writing about it 19

18 This has been doubted with good reason before as for example in Kraemer Humanism
217 18

19 This phenomenon has been discussed recently in modern literature too where books with
assumed authenticity are presented they are perceived as literature not documentaries see
for examples Thomas Glavinic Das bin doch ich Munchen Hanser 2007 and Christa Wolf
Ein Tag im Jahr Munchen Luchterhand 2003 Beside the critical enthusiasm both have
also been criticized in the feuilletons for taking it too easy just writing about their daily
life instead of making an effort and creating a story However this documentary ap
proach has a special impact on both the reception and the writing which is why one
could question Iser s statement of literature as something that mostly remains without
consequences Wolfgang Iser Das Fiktive und das Imaginare Perspektiven literariscber Anthro
pologic Frankfurt/M Suhrkamp 1993 512 On the contrary not only do these texts leave
traces in the reality the concept itself evokes a certain perception inside and outside the

text
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Again this arrangement creates a sort of diffusion or uncertainty How should
we perceive the assumption that al Tawḥīdī was fully aware of the potential proc
essing of the conversation while performing it How did this influence his role at
the soiree Would his rhetorically refined style and his way of answering the vi
zier have been different had he been unaware that the whole project would end
in a book And how did the assumed charge to report shape his encounters with
the vizier Or the other way round how did the conversation or the pieces on
philosophy literature etc influence the way of reporting

5 The plot

For a long time the plot of a story was used as an instrument for measuring lit
erature There are different definitions to the term let us just start with a simple
old fashioned test to summarize a book 20 There are several ways to do this with
al Tawḥīdī s book each giving away another purpose and another meaning to his
work

1 The book Kitab al imtāʿ wal muʾānasa is the written version of evening conver
sations between the narrator and Ibn Saʿdān that lasted forty nights We are pre
sented with little stories woven around well known scholars ideas on certain sub
jects anecdotes Each chapter is dedicated to one night as previously men
tioned that generally goes the same way the vizier asks a question or makes a
request and al Tawḥīdī answers it The vizier could add this book to the memo
rabilia of his term

2 The book is a wonderful source of contemporary philosophical thought In it
we find not only al Tawḥīdī giving his opinions on matters of life society and
literature he also quotes a lot of other scholars and thus gives us evidence for
statements that otherwise would have been forgotten That is why this book is
often considered as a work on philosophy and not as a literary text albeit liter
arily shaped like the often mentioned title of al Tawḥīdī as a literary philosopher
or a philosophical literary writer 21

3 The book is an example of carefully shaped language Al Tawḥīdī chose his
style very purposefully using all kinds of well known rhetorical and poetical re
finement such as parallelisms,t sajʿ tajnīs or the art of brevity giving the shortes

20 For inspiration I have to refer to Peter Brooks Reading for the plot design and intention in nar
rative Harvard University Press 1992 Although he gives a far more complex definition of
plot he does not rule out the possibility to summarize and look at what we get by that see
for example p 7

21 See for example Ibrāhīm Zakariyya Abū Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī adīb al falāsifa wa faylasūf al
udabāʾ Cairo al Hayʾa al miṣriyya al ʿāmma lil kitāb 1974
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definition of a phenomenon 22 He also presents a theoretical approach to the
field of prose and poetry in Arabic literature 23

4 The book is a story about dependence and pride friendship and misuse of
friendship because it tells us about two men who are related to each other through
the process of writing and submitting a book al Tawḥīdī and Abū l Wafāʾ

5 The book is nothing of the above mentioned or all of it together at the same
time it is mostly and primarily a book about writing under certain historical cir
cumstances as well as the aesthetic setting of the writing process

As we have seen we cannot really decide what sort of book we are dealing with
when we try to make out its plot This is one of the specialties of literary analysis
being itself part of the material that it is dealing with 24

Purposefully or not al Tawḥīdī created a text that no longer if ever at all can
be divided into the main message and the literary measures with which this
message is transmitted The transmitting tools themselves carry and create a
chain of meanings which overlay and change the official meanings Al Tawḥīdī
comments on the transmitting process at the beginning of part two where he as
sures Abū l Wafāʾ that no detail is missing that he even explains the unclear but
declares at the same time that he also added remarks of important personalities
to round off the subject 25

6 Mode of presentation

Court literature is supposed to summarize what has been talked about in the
evenings in order to give the potential reader the essence of the sessions and not
to bother him with unnecessary details By choosing the valuable pieces of the
conversation the writer proves his ability to abbreviate He forms a text corpus
which no longer is a mere reflection of what happened at the majlis instead he
takes the raw material and creates something entertaining for an audience that
was not present at court or would reread the shared ideas and discussions in an
entertaining way It is clear that the writer was not supposed to take the minutes
rather he should and would refine what has been discussed and by doing this
raise himself as well as the conversation partners

22 As in the 26t h night IM II 147 153
23 Which has been translated and commented upon by Klaus Hachmeier Rating adab Al

Tawḥīdī on the Merits of Poetry and Prose The 25 th night of Kitāb al Imtāʿ wa l muʾānasa
translation and commentary Al Qanṭara 25 2004 357 385

24 This is the reason why we according to Paul de Man and others should be suspicious to
all sorts of final statements when it comes to literature See the introduction by Werner
Hamacher to the German edition of Paul de Man Allegorien des Lesens Allegories of Reading
1979 Frankfurt/M Suhrkamp 1988 25

25 IM II If
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Al Tawḥīdī instead of summarizing gives or appears to give the whole ac
count of the evening conversation What the reader is supposed to get according
to the promise to Abū l Wafāʾ is a reflection of what happened al Tawhidi being
only the medium that transfers the information from one place to another

The authenticity of the majālis takes up the performative character of Arabic
poetry which has to be presented to listeners in order to develop the full impact
The author of majālis literature taking part at the session witnessing it and writ
ing the record is situated in the conflict of maintaining the spontaneous charac
ter of the conversation and the ambition to shape his material and to slip off the
role of the secretary It is quite difficult to transform this character into a written
genre The writer wants to give an idea of the atmosphere at court he shows the
skills of the host and the guests and especially his own to answer and maintain a
conversation while upholding a high standard of language and education As an
author however he wants to show his abilities in the written form which sur
vives the moment It has been mentioned before that albeit rarely al Tawḥīdī
openly adds text that does not have any origin in the conversation he feels for
example that the subject of the 13 th night the human soul would not be
treated thoroughly without the ideas of Abū Sulaymān 26 Al Tawḥīdī explains
this unusual digression there is no excuse to withhold them and even elabo
rates on the difference between oral and written commentaries 27

Al Tawḥīdī does not restrict himself to reproduce stories ideas and arguments
the text with at least the same force pronounces the manner in which the soirees
have taken place We learn about the fragile relationship between the author and
his patron we notice that the narrator feels compelled to mark abridgments of
the texts and continuously addresses his patron

This way the reader is periodically interrupted and torn away from his reading
the philosophy anecdote or else part of the information Instead every once
in a while these passages point to the crucial constellation al Tawḥīdī and Abū l
Wafāʾ

It is possible to read this phenomenon historiographically with respect to al
Tawḥīdī s notorious dissatisfaction 28 We can also take al Tawḥīdīs explanation
for granted he apologizes for the scattered presentation but takes no responsibil
ity for it Abū l Wafāʾ being the one who insisted on a reproduction of the court
sessions 29

26 al Sijistānī al Manṭiqī d r 375/985
27 IM I 20If
28 And to point out his need to take revenge see Allen 244 De Man expressed his aston

ishment that literary critics tend to describe structures of meanings mostly in historical
terms rather than in semiotic or rhetoric terms Allegories 118 This is especially the fact
when it comes to historical foreign in our case Arabic literature

29 IM I 225f
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On the other hand the trialogical character of the text al Tawḥīdī the vizier
Abū l Wafāʾ generates suspense not only with respect to the question of how the
conversation continues but also whether al Tawḥīdī sticks to his promise to re
tell everything even the tiniest detail The story behind the story is thoroughly
composed whether it has taken place exactly that way or not The book is enter
taining even on this completely different level which we can assume has been
created quite purposefully to achieve a special effect One can call this a slander
ous way of writing and attribute it to al Tawḥīdī s wounded pride however it is a
literary strategy which keeps awake the interest and this is what counts

Consistently at the beginning and end of a volume the reader gets an insight
of the state of things between patron and writer Again he seemingly takes part in
the process of creating a book again he can have the feeling of being present
when literature comes into being At the beginning of the second part al Tawḥīdī
announces to Abū l Wafāʾ that this volume will reach him within a week He asks
him to treat it like the first part strictly confidential as to protect it from the
eyes of all the jealous rivals 30

The author presents himself as somebody who has to be careful in two ways
in front of the vizier who represents the political power and wants to be enter
tained and in front of Abū l Wafāʾ who wants the report on every detail At the
end of the book we learn how painfully al Tawḥīdī was dependent on payment
and patronage He nearly begs Abū l Wafāʾ for more money lamenting that he
does not get enough for each soiree with the vizier The category of narrative de
sire once introduced to analyse the motor of a text gets a disturbingly practical
meaning 31

7 The making of the text

The aesthetic experience this kind of literature provides takes place not only on
the level of the collected thoughts and anecdotes The joy of reading and listen
ing to this mixture of entertaining material is embedded in and interrupted by
narrative remarks In contrast to al Jāḥiẓ whom he adored so much and whose
style he tried to develop further al Tawḥīdī obviously did not only present a rep
ertoire that teaches and informs the reader His work tells a story and gives in
sights into human behaviour

30 IMII 1
31 See Brooks Reading 37 38 60 61 143 The desire to tell interferes with other shades of

desire such as the desire to take part at and influence the cultural life at court the desire
to thank the patron the desire to raise himself above his patron the desire to fill the well
earned post of a leading intellectual figure etc At the same time desire rises from other
parts of the narrative construction the desire to listen the desire to communicate with the
story etc
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We can look at this kind of composition in different ways as a source of in
formation about the situation at court as a valuable collection of philosophical
ideas of that time as a game to produce literature

However we might read the text it is fascinating to see how many layers of
reading it offers Whenever a reader assumes that they have gotten the right per
spective and understand the aim of the text the next turn crosses their way and
overlays the previous point of view

It is worth asking if this book can today be entertainment if there is some
thing other than the presentation of a historical constellation I am convinced
that early Arabic literature has more to offer than just answering our cultural cu
riosity If we get involved in reading these texts without the attitude of an ar
chaeologist 32 we could let them have their direct impact on us and might get ac
cess to another angle of literature thus becoming aware of the abyss the labyrin
thian qualities every text possesses

As a conclusion I would like to go back to the starting point of the book How
was literature shaped and by which means did it get characteristic features Al
Tawḥīdī s style is elaborated in a way that often got him the label of al Jāḥiẓ s
worthy successor He is a professional in using rhyme prose he knows a lot of
metaphors he also knows where to stop using rhetorical figures as not to appear
too playful something al Jāḥiẓ condemned But at his time all these talents al
though still required from any author were nothing rare nothing to be distin
guished from the growing number of people who wanted to write for a living
Already al Jāḥiẓ moaned about the many who thought to be experts in language
and poetry and heavily criticized I artpour I art in rhetoric Everybody who felt a
talent in this field should examine himself scrupulously before he decided to
publish his works 33

As we have seen we can read al Tawḥīdī s book in a lot of different ways that
even contradict each other a documentary on Arabic Abbasid court life a phi
losophical text book a double faced revenge on all his patrons among them
the vizier and Abū l Wafāʾ a display of his genius in using the Arabic language
or in showing his philosophical excellence etc 34 It also goes without saying that
the conventional expectations of the readers vary not only in time but also ac
cording to their respective background For me the most interesting aspect of
this text and the point where its artful shaping is most clearly visible is its self

32 By which I do not mean to discredit archaeologists literary archaeology as a way to reveal
forgotten texts and to decipher and understand ancient cultures is of course necessary
when studying literature

33 ʿAmr b Baḥr al Jāḥiẓ Kitāb al bayān wal tabyīn vol I IV ed ʿAbdassalām Muḥammad
Hārūn Cairo Maktabat al Khānjī bi Miṣr 1968 vol I 203

34 In one of the numerous Arabic studies on al Tawḥīdī we still find the notion used in clas
sical times that al Tawḥīdī was gifted maṭbū ʿ the opposite to maṣnū ʿ a quasi compensa
tion for the lack of this somehow supernatural talent See Fāʾiz Ṭāha ʿUmar al Nathr al
fannī ʿinda Abī Ḥayyān al Tawḥīdī Baghdad Dār al shuʾūn al thaqāfiyya al ʿāmma 130
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referential power that in one moment takes the reader as its accomplice and in
the next disposes of this confidentiality The setting as a report feigns to leave
the reader outside to leave him the part of the spectator The narrator goes even
further and claims neither to be responsible for the conversations because it is
not he who suggests the subject nor for the presentation because again it is not
he who set the form But it is impossible to narrate or to read without being in
volved 35 The literariness from this point of view evolves when al Tawḥīdī or to
be more precise the text juggles with the interaction of the narrator and his co
actors on one side and with the permanent circumvention of expectations and
genre characteristics on the other side The motivation of the plotting is shat
tered and put together like a kaleidoscope thus hinting to another meaning of
plot the scheming As the reader cannot even be sure who initiated the book

in the first place 36 he step by step is pulled down into the depths and whirls of
the text

The goal of this study is not to expose the author by proving that the text
somehow works against his intentions Rather it should be showed how contra
dictory and inconsistent textual movements can be whether the author was
aware of this phenomenon or not it is not up to us to decide it how the text
claims circumstances which he denies on the next level how very sophisticated
Arabic literature in the 10 th century meets and evades the expectations It shows
furthermore how even the literary analysis enters the same stage as the text itself
and in the course of deciphering creates new meanings and uncertainties 37

35 The need for an interlocutor is especially visible in framed texts see Brooks Reading 216
Roland Barthes stressed the fact that all storytelling is contractual Roland Barthes S/Z
engl transl R Miller New York Hill and Wang 1974 95 96 It is this indissoluble rela
tionship that we find in al Tawḥīdī s writing be it between the narrator and the unknown
reader or between the nadīm al Tawḥīdī and his patron there are more of these relation
ships as mentioned above

36 While in the introduction Abū l Wafāʾ is quoted to have connected al Tawḥīdī to the vi
zier thus doing him a favour the reader in the first night gets to know that the vizier
himself had asked for al Tawḥīdī IM I 19

37 It might be useful to remember Paul de Mans remark on Proust where he states that decon
struction is nothing that we add to the text instead deconstruction forms the text first of
all It is also there that de Man speaks about the double face of every literary text claiming
and at the same time denying the authority of its rhetoric form see de Man Allegories 48





The Art of the Muqaddima
in the Works of Abū Manṣūr al Tha ʿ ālibī
d 429/1039

Bilal Orfali American University of Beirut

By the second half of the 3 rd 9 th century prose in Arabic literature had begun to
supersede poetry as the preeminent form of artistic expression in most literary
functions This development reached its zenith in the 4 th 10 th century as seen in
the Arabic belles lettres the maqāmāt genre and the various adab works of the
period 2 The artistic prose of this period is characterized by a number of features
that became the norm in adab writing in the following centuries lasting until the
advent of the modern period These features are 1 adherence to rhyme and
rhythmical balance al sajʿ wa l muwāzana 2 extensive use of figures of speech
badīʿ 3 synonymity and prolixit y al tarāduf wa l iṭnāb 4 adaptation and in

clusion al iqtibās wa l taḍmīn 5 brilliant exordia barāʿat al istihlāl 3
This style of writing dominated adab works but was rarely seen in scientific or

historical writings which featured a more serious and terse approach It is erro
neous however to assume that the use of artistic prose in the 4 th 10 th century
and onwards was restricted to adab works Frequently this ornamented prose is
encountered in the muqaddimāt4 sing muqaddima introduction preface fore
word opening exordium of many books regardless of the subject of the book
The authors of these muqaddimāt usually employ an artistic style characterized by
verbal fireworks which is not always continued in the works themselves More
over these muqaddimāt share a considerable degree of conventionality featuring
common topoi regardless of the subject of the work they introduce This justi

1 I would like to thank Professors Beatrice Gruendler Everett Rowson Gerhard Bowering
and Dimitri Gutas for reading an earlier draft of this article Their comments and sugges
tions saved me from many a mistake and oversight

2 An examination of the table of contents of five books from this period namely the
Ghurar al balāghaz of Abū Hilāl al Ṣābī al Fuṣūl al adabiyya of al Ṣāḥib b ʿAbbād al Iʿjā
wa l ījāz and Siḥr al balāgha wa sirr al barāʿa of Abū Manṣūr al Tha ʿ ālibī and al Durar wa l
ghurar of Abū al Ḥusayn al Ahwāzī illustrates this new function of Arabic prose These au
thors assemble passages of artistic prose arranged according to aghrāḍ thematic inten
sions/genres such as boast fakhr praise madīḥ admonition ʿ itāb felicitation tahniʾa
lampoon/satirer hijāʾ eleg y rithāʾ condolenc e taʿziya hedonis m lahw licentious o
impudent attitude mujūn description wasf and various other genres and sub genres
some of which were traditionally restricted to poetry

3 These major features of artistic prose did not originate in the 4 th 10 th century as one can
see precursors in the Umayyad and early ʿAbbāsid prose literature It is rather the excessive
application of these features that determines the style of the 4 th 10 th century

4 Synonyms are taṣdīr iftitāḥ madkhal tawṭiʾa tamhīd istihlāl dībāja
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fies the classification of muqaddimāt as an independent literary form of Arabic
prose from the 4 th 10 h century onwards 5

This paper treats the literary aspects of muqaddimāt in the 4 th 10 th century by
concentrating on the works of Abū Manṣūr al Thaʿālibī 350 429/961 1039 The
choice of al Thaʿālibī serves three main purposes 1 al Thaʿālibī composed some
ninety books on a range of subjects almost half of which survived either in print
or manuscript and examining these introductions demonstrates the artistry of
muqaddimāt in a wide variety of subjects 2 modern scholarship celebrates al
Thaʿālibī primarily as a compiler and/or anthologist less frequently as a critic
but only rarely as an author of artistic prose A close study of his muqaddimāt is a
first step towards reassessing this perception of him 6 3 Al Thaʿālibī was a cele
brated figure in numerous fields of knowledge and prodigious in his output On
the whole however he has not received his due in modern scholarship There
fore examining his muqaddimāt will both shed more light on his method of writ
ing and help in determining the authenticity of some of his unpublished works

Muqaddima in Arabic Literature

The Qurʾān the first lengthy written Arabic prose text starts with an opening
al Fātiḥa This set up a convention that Arabic books maintained regardless of

their subject and which developed from the 3 rd 9 th century onwards into an
independent literary form These introductions possess a tripartite structure con
sisting of initial commendations a middle section which provides the objectives
of the introduction and work itself and closing praises

The initial commendations almost always adhere to the custom initiated by
the Qurʾān in starting with the basmala often followed by the ḥamdala 1 In the

5 On the subject of introductions muqaddimāt in Arabic literature see Peter Freimark Das
Vorwort als literarische Form in der arabischen Literatur Ph D thesis Miinster 1967

6 Muḥammad ʿAbdallāh al Jādir was the first to note the activity of al Thaʿālibī as an adīb by
examining his prose and poetry In his relatively short section on al Thaʿālibī s prose al
Jādir cites a number of quotations from al Thaʿālibī s muqaddimāt entries on poets from
his anthology Yatīmat al dahr and various other books In general al Jādir concentrates on
al Thaʿālibī s technique in ḥall al naẓm prosification lit untying the poetic string in his
Nathr al naẓm wa ḥall al ʿaqdn and his use of badī ʿ in general see al Jādir al Thaʿālibī nāqida
wa adīban Beirut Dār al Niḍāl 1991 301 33 This article concentrates on al Thaʿālibī s
muqaddimāt as an independent literary form of Arabic prose but is far from providing a
comprehensive study of al Thaʿālibi s prose To conduct such a study however one needs
first to determine the authenticity of some of his works Most important in this regard is
the history on Persian kings attributed to him th zGhurar muluk al furs We are even faced
with this problem of authorship within al Thaʿālibī authentic works for in several of his
books al Thaʿālibī does not state whether he is quoting or composing original prose In
deed many of his statements in these works can be traced to prominent figures of his
time

7 Basmala is coined from the formula bi smi llāhi r raḥmāni r raḥīm in the name of God the
Merciful the Compassionate while ḥamdala is coined from the formula al ḥamdu li llāhi
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middle section which ranges from several sentences to many pages the author
may state the reason/s for writing the book dedicate it to a patron present the
state of the art of its subject specify its audience explicate its method indicate
its sources and discuss any other technical aspects related to its subject area To
achieve these goals the author usually resorts to certain topoi especially in stat
ing the reason for his composing the work such as I have been requested to
write a book on the subject or I shall report briefly and avoid prolixity No
one has ever written directly or completely on the subject etc 8 The modesty
topos as a captatio benevolentiae is popular in almost all literatures 9 Also equally
admired is the familiar querelle des Anciens et des Modernes 10 as well as the praise
of the virtues of the patron 11 A typical distinguishing feature of Arabic introduc
tions in comparison to other literatures is the request for God s help and succor
in completing the task of writing

Abū Manṣūr al Thaʿālibī and His Works

Abū Manṣūr ʿ Abd al Malik b Muḥammad b Ismā ʿ īl al Tha ʿ ālibī 350 429/961
1039 was a prominent critic of Arabic literature an anthologist and an author
of works on adab and lexicography 12 A prominent figure of his time he partici
pated in the extraordinary literary efflorescence which in his generation made
the cities of his region Khurāsān serious rivals to Baghdād and its wider cultural
sphere Al Tha ʿ ālibī s life was politically unstable due to the continuous conflicts
between the Būyid Sāmānid Ghaznavid and Saljūq rulers who had created in
dependent states that served as destinations for itinerant poets and prose writers

Hence during the course of his life al Tha ʿ ālibī traveled extensively within the
eastern part of the Islamic world visiting centers of learning and meeting other
prominent figures of his time These travels allowed him to collect directly from
various authors or written works the vast amount of material he deploys in his

rabbi l ʿālami n Praise be to God the Lord of the worlds In texts other than the Qurʾān
basmala and ḥamdala can take different forms as illustrated below

8 Freimark points out that many of these topoi have parallels in European literatures of the
late classical medieval and early modern times On the other hand some of the topoi
frequently found in antiquity are relatively rare in the Arabic tradition as when an author
asks a friend to judge his work See ibid 35ff and the references cited there

9 Ibid 68 71
10 Ibid 53 8
11 Ibid 65 8
12 For a detailed biography of al Tha ʿ ālibī see Rowson al Thaʿālibī in The Encyclopaedia of

Islam 2 nd ed X Leiden Brill 2000 426a 427b C Brockelmann Geschichte der arabiscben
Litteratur Leiden Brill 1937 49 I 284 6 S I 499 502 C E Bosworth tr The Laṭāʾif al
Maʿārif of Thaʿālibī The Book of Curious and Entertaining Information Edinburgh Edin
burgh University Press 1968 1 31 al Jadir al Thaʿālibī 15 132 Zakī Mubārak al Nathr al
fannī fī l qarn al rābind ʿ 2 nd ed Cairo al Maktaba al Tijāriyya al Kubrā 1957 2 179 90 a
the primary sources provided there
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numerous wide ranging works many of which are dedicated to the prominent
patrons of his time

Attempting to compose a bibliography of al Thaʿālibī s works presents prob
lems of false attribution and duplication The longest list of his works available
from primary sources is provided by al Ṣafadī 13 and contains titles of seventy
works including some duplications and false attributions 14 Some of these works
survive only in manuscript while more than thirty authentic works have been
published In addition to his authentic published works there are a number of
other published works attributed to him that lack scholarly consensus as to their
authenticity The following is a list of al Tha ʿ ālibī s authentic works that are ex
amined in this article and available either in print or manuscript 15

Abū l Ṭayyib al Mutanabbī mā la hu wa māi ʿalayh
Ādāb al mulūk Sirāj al mulūk al Mulūkī al Khwārizmiyyāt
Aḥsan mā samiʿtu al Laʾālī wa l durar Aḥsan mā samiʿtu min al shiʿr wa l
nathr Aḥāsin al Maḥāsin
Ajnās al tajnīs al Mutashābih al Mutashābih lafẓan wa khaṭṭan Tafṣīl al siʿ r fī
tafḍīl al shiʿr
al Anīs fī ghurar al tajnīs

Bard al akbād fī l d A ʿdād al Aʿdā
Fiqh al lugha wa sirr al ʿarabiyya Sirr al adab fī majārī kalam al ʿ Arab 16 Shams
al adab Maʿrifat al rutab fī mā warada min kalām al ʿArab al Muntakhab min
sunan al ʿ Arab

al I ʿ jāz wa l ījāz al Ījāz wa l iʿjāz K Ghurar al balāgha fī l naẓm wa l nathr
K Ghurar al balāgha wa ṭuraf al barāʿa

al Iqtibās min al Qurʾān
Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ

13 Ṣalāh al Dīn Khalīl b Aybak al Ṣafadī d 696 764 1297 1363 was a philologist literary
critic litterateur and biographer who is famous for his great biographical collection al
Wāfī bi l wafayāt see F Rosenthal al Ṣafadī in The Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd ed VIII
Leiden Brill 1995 759a

14 See al Ṣafadī al Wāfī bi l wafayāt Wiesbaden Franz Steiner Verlag 1988 21 194 9
15 I did not include in my list the works whose attribution to al Tha ʿ ālibi are still debated

most important of these are Tuḥfat al wuzarāʾ and Ghurar Mulūk al Furs
The most comprehensive list of al Tha ʿ ālibī s works with a good discussion of biographical
problems is compiled by M ʿ A al Jādir al Thaʿālibī 58 132 This list however is already
outdated since more manuscripts of al Thaʿālibī s works have been published and/or dis
covered and the discussion of the biographical problems continued in modern scholar
ship A more updated yet less thorough list is provided by Y ʿ A al Madgharī in his in
troduction of al Thaʿālibī Mirʾāt al murūʾāt ed Y ʿA Madgharī Beirut Dār Lubnān 2003
30 41 Another important list is that of Q al Samarrai Some biographical notes on al
Thaʿālibī Bibliotheca Orientalis xxxii 1975 175 86 For a discussion of the general content
of al Thaʿālibī s works see E K Rowson al Thaʿālibī 426a 427b

16 Two different books of al Thaʿālibī are printed under this title Fiqh al lugha and Lubāb al
ādāb
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al Kināya wa l taʿrīḍ al Nihāya fī l kināya al Kunā
Laṭāʾif al ẓurafāʾ min ṭabaqāt al fuḍalāʾ Laṭāʾif al ṣaḥāba Laṭā7ʾif al lutf
Laṭāʾif al maʿārif
Lubāb al ādāb Sirr al adab fī majārī kalām aab l ʿar
al Lutf wa l laṭāʾif
Man ghāba ʿanhu l muṭrib Man aʿwazahu l muṭrib
Mirʾāt al murūʾāat

al Mubhij
al Muntaḥal Kanz al kuttāb Muntakhab al Thaʿālibī al Muntakhab al
Mīkālī
Nasīm al saḥar Khaṣāʾiṣ al lugha
Nathr al naẓm wa ḥall al ʿaqd

Risāla fī mā jarā bayn al Mutanabbī wa Sayf al Dawla
Sajʿ al Manthūr Risālat sajʿiyyāt al Thaʿālibī Qurāḍat al dhahab
Siḥr al balāgha wa sirr al barāʿa

Taḥsīn al qabīḥ wa taqbīḥ al ḥasan al Taḥsīn wa l taqbīḥ

al Tamthīl wa l muḥāḍara Ḥilyat al muḥāḍara al Maḥāsin wa l aḍdād
Tarjamat al kātib fī adab al ṣāḥib

Tatimmat Yatīmat al dahr Tatimmat al Yatīma
al Tawfīq li l talfīq
Thimār al qulūb fī l muḍāf wa l mansūb

Yatīmat al dahr fī maḥāsin ahl aṣr l ʿa

al Yawāqīt fī baʿḍ al mawāqīt Yawāqīt al mawāqīt Madḥ al shayʾ wa dhammih
Zād safar al mulūk

al Ẓarāʾif wa l laṭāʾif al Ṭarāʾif wa l laṭāʾif al Maḥāsin wa l aḍdād

The Content of al Thaʿālibī s Muqaddimāt

I What Makes Thaʿālibī Write

Many of al Tha ʿ ālibī s works are dedicated to prominent patrons of his time and
it is clear from al Tha ʿ ālibī s different dedications and travel route that he like
most contemporary literary figures survived on patronage Al Tha ʿ ālibī considers
the act of dedicating books necessary to fulfill his service khidma to a patron 17
In several instances al Tha c alibi mentions that the subject of the book was sug

17 See al Thaʿālibī al Iʿjāz wa l ījāz ed Ibrāhīm Ṣāliḥ Beirut Dār al Bashāʾir 2001 17 al
Anīs fī ghurar al tajnīs ed Hilāl Nājī Beirut ʿĀlam al Kutub 1996 41 al Tawfīq li l talfīq
ed Ibrāhīm Ṣāliḥ Beirut 1990 p 23 Taḥsīn al qabīḥ ed Shākir al Āshūr Baghdad Wizā
rat al Awqāf 1981 p 28 Mirʾ āt p 66 Thimār al qulūb ed Muḥammad Abū l Faḍl Ibrā
hīm Cairo Dār al Maʿārif 1985 3 Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ ed Ṣādiq al Naqawī Ḥaydarābād
Dāʾirat al Ma ʿ ārif al ʿUthmāniyya 1984 2
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gested by a certain patron 18 In other instances however al Tha ʿ ālibī claims that
he is writing to fill a lacuna especially if no one has ever written on a particular
topic In doing so he claims originality and innovation ṭarāfa badāʿa ikbtirā ʿ 19
In a few instances al Thaʿālibī compiles a work following a personal experience
and with no dedication Such is the case in his Tarjamat al kātib fī ādāb al ṣāḥib
On the proper conduct of friends in which he states that the reason for writing

the book towards the end of his life is his appalling experiences in friendship 20
Finally in¬ al Iqtibās min al Qurʾā n Quoting from the Qurʾān he states that he al
ways had a strong intention niyya qawiyya to compile a book on this subject 21

II Choosing a Title

Al Tha ʿ ālibī states that he sometimes chooses a title that reveals the content of
his work 22 and this holds true for most of his surviving works In most cases al
Thaʿālibī mentions the title of the work in his muqaddima In Ādāb al mulūk
however he seems reluctant to choose one title he writes

CjJ i J iliilS Jjlll ij j JjLU jVl CJis
And I desired to entitle it using his noble name i e al Maʾmūnī but Abū ʿAbdallāh
Muḥammad b Ḥāmid informed me that some authors had preceded me in this So I
said Now if I call it al Mulūkī The royal book I would be sincere and if I called it
Tuhfat al mamlūk wa ʿuddat al mulūk The present of the servant and the provision of the
kings I would not be dishonest But I prefer to glorify it as al Khwārizmshāhī 23

18 Such is the case when the Khwārizm Maʾmūn b Maʾmūn commissioned him to write
Lubāb al ādāb as a literary anthology and Ādāb al mulūk on politics See Lubāb al ādāb ed
Q R Ṣāliḥ Baghdad Dār al Shuʾūn al Thaqāfiyya 1988 19 Ādāb al mulūk ed Jalīl al
ʿAṭiyya Beirut Dār al Gharb al Islāmī 1990 31 Taḥsīn al qabīḥ and Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ were
compiled by the order of bi rasm Abū al Ḥasan Muḥammad b ʿĪsā al Karajī and Abū al
Ḥasan Musāfir b al Ḥasan respectively see Taḥsīn p 27 Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ 1

19 See Yatīmat al dahr Cairo Maṭbaʿat al Ṣāwī 1934 4 5 MS Laleli 1959 Istanbul Siiley
maniye 2v 3r Taḥsīn al qabīḥ 28 Mifat 65 66 al Lutf wa l laṭāʾif M ʿA Jādir Maktabat
Dār al ʿUrūba Baghdad 1984 19 al Kināya wa l taʿrīd ed Faraj al Ḥawwār Baghdād 2006
26 al Mubhij ed Ibrāhīm Ṣāliḥ Damascus Dār al Bashāʾir 1999 23 al Zarāʾif wa l laṭāʾif
and al Yawāqīt fī baʿḍ al mawāqīt printed together in al Ẓarāʾif wa l laṭāʾif wa l Yawāqīt fī
baʿḍ al mawāqīt compiled by Abū Naṣr al Maqdisī ed N M Jād Cairo Dār al Kutub wa
l Wathāʾiq al Qawmiyya 2006 49 50 ī Bard al akbād fī l Aʿdād i n Khams rasāʾil li l Thaʿālib
wa ghayrih Istanbul Maṭbaʿat al Jawāʾib 1881 103

20 See Tarjamat al kātib fī ādāb al ṣāḥib MS Hecimoglu 946 1 Istanbul Suleymaniye 87r
21 See al Iqtibās min al Qurʾān ed I M Al Ṣaffār and M M Bahjat Baghdad Dār al Wafāʾ

1992 37
22 See Lubāb 19 Fiqh al lugha Beirut Dār wa Maktabat al Ḥayāt 1980 11
23 Ādāb al mulūk 32
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The preface provides three titles for the same book It appears that later scholars
referred to the book using different titles 24 This is nevertheless not the only in
stance in which confusion reigns regarding the titles of al Tha ʿ ālibī s works
Many of them survive under more than one title due either to scribal errors or
later catalogers relying on phrases which are not necessarily titles from his
prefaces conclusions or other works as definitive titles 25 In other cases al
Thaʿālibī himself revised a work several times under different titles rededicating
it to different patrons as will be discussed in more detail below

Ill Opening the Muqaddima

Al Thaʿālibī usually adheres to the tradition of Arabic literature by starting with
the basmala following it with the ḥamdala in ornate form and then continuing
with a prayer for the prophet In some instances he adapts or includes Qurʾānic
phrases in his ḥamdala This is a technique he was very interested in as evi
denced by his devoting an entire chapter to it under the title of al taḥāmīd al
muqtabasa min al Quʾān al karīm Phrases of praising God adapted from the no
ble Qurʾān in his al Iqtibās 26 The following are few of his openings using this
technique

ij y jb JjfO J Tj A t Jjt J j Jc Ui
As for what comes after praising God which opens His book 27 and is the last prayer of
the inhabitants of the abode of His reward 28 29

bljjk ji Uj U4I ijjll dis 11 jjill jic jjt jji jJ l

24 For example al Ṣafadī Al Kutubī and Ibn Qāḍī Shuhba refer to it by al Khwārizmshāhī or
al Khwārizmiyyāt see al Wāfī 21 197 al Kutubī ʿUyūn al tawārīkh MS Dār al Kutub al
Miṣriyya 1487 Cairo 457 Ibn Qāḍī Shuhba Ṭabaqāt al nuḥāt wa l lughawiyyīn MS al
Ẓāhiriyya 438 Tārīkh Damascus Maktabat al Asad 388

25 For example in Thimār al Qulūb he quotes from his al Kināya wa l taʿrīḍ referring to it as al
Kunā while in Mirʾāt al murūʾāt he quotes from it as al Kināya In the preface of the book
he refers to the work as al Kināya wa l taʿrīḍ while in the conclusion he calls it al Nihāya fī
l kināya See Thimār 606 Mirʾāt 27 al Kināya 27 341

26 See al Iqtibās 47ff
27 A reference to the opening of the Q 1 1
28 A reference to Q 10 10

29 Al Tamthīl wa l muḥāḍara ed ʿ Abd al Fattāḥ al Ḥulw Cairo al Bābī al Ḥalabī 1961 3 a
very similar phrase is in Nasīm al saḥar ed I M al Ṣaffār in al Mawrid I 1971 131
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Praise be to God who taught by the pen taught man what he did not know 30 and praise
be to God Who guided us to it we would never have been guided had not God guided
us 31 And praise be to God Lord of the worlds 32 the praise of the thankful for his
blessings whose first boundaries are not touched by the last praises of the thankful and
for His gifts whose lowest recompense is not conveyed even by the ends of gratitude 33

In some cases al Tha ʿ ālibī stops at the basmala and skips the ḥamdala 34 While it
can be attributed to al Thaʿālibī s favoring other techniques the absence of ḥamd
may also result from scribal error neglect or a conscious decision on the part of
the scribe to omit it In a few instances al Thaʿālibī also embellishes the prayer
for the prophet For example he says

And may peace be upon the person who acts as the lamps of the night who lifts the
shroud of grief from the nation and peace be upon his family the keys of mercy 35

IV Writing and Rewriting the Work

To justify the continuous re editing of his Yalīmat al dahr al Tha ʿ ālibī quotes the
following wise saying in his preface

4 3 t3 Tt a b
The first weakness that appears in man is that he does not write a book and sleep over it
without desiring on the following day to extend or abridge it and this is only in one
night so what if it were several years 36

The above quotation faithfully describes al Tha ʿ ālibī s scholarly attitude A book
for al Tha ʿ ālibī is a work in progress and its immediate publication is necessary
to satisfy a certain need ḥāja 1 The circulation of the work however does
not prevent the author from re editing re dedicating and even re naming it In
some instances as in the Yatīmat al dahr there is a final version and only this is

30 A reference to Q 96 4 5

31 A reference to Q 7 43
t

32 Q 1 2,10 75,40 65
33 Al Iqtibās 37
34 As is the case in Nathr al naẓm wa ḥall al ʿaqd ed A ʿA Tammām Beirut Muʾassasat al

Kutub al Thaqāfiyya 1990 7 Sajʿ ai Manthūr 82 Ajnās al tajnīs ed M ʿA al Jādir Bagh
dad Dār al Shuʾūn al Thaqāfiyya 1998 24 al Kināya 23 al Mubhij 23

35 Nasīm 131
36 Yatīma 5 MS Laleli 1959 3r
37 Yatīma 5 MS Laleli 1959 2v
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put into circulation although previous versions had been widely circulated and
copied as al Tha c alibi himself admits This final version however is followed by
a continuation Tatimmat al Yatima which adopts the method and regional divi
sions of the original but includes new material that had not been available to
the author earlier Al Tha c alibi could have incorporated the new material into the
original book creating a new edition but it seems he did not want to interfere
with the officially published version that had already gone through a long his
tory of editing which he thus describes

j J cJs Sijij 4 OaJj 4 3 11

Itjj jl j 0 AjAiiAJul jA i XjfT Oljljjj
1 i i j fVj7 f J J 0 j i vH OJO nvH oXto jyfl j 0 3

j j aa Jj j M j A olp C Ss j Wc CtJc j
SyL Jl a Jo j U jil J y y A o Q i J

I had set out to accomplish this in the year three hundred and eighty four when my
age was still in its outset and youth was still fresh I opened it with the name of a vizier
following the convention of the people of adab who do this to find favor with the peo
ple of prestige and rank And I recently found myself presented with many similar re
ports to those in it and plentiful additions that I obtained from the mouths of transmit
ters So I started to build and demolish enlarge and reduce erase and confirm copy
then abrogate and sometimes I start and do not finish reach the middle and not the
end while days are blocking the way promising without fulfilling until I reached the
age of maturity and experience So I snatched a spark from within the darkness of age
so I continued in composing and revising this last version among the many versions af
ter I changed its order renewed its division into chapters redid its arrangement and
tightened its composition This version now contains marvels by the prominent people
of merit the contemporary stars of earth and by those who slightly preceded them in
time It comprises witty rare coinings and anecdotes more pleasurable than the early
basil and the fresh aromatic flowers All of which the first widely circulating version
did not include 38

Even this continuation of al Yatlma was revised later after the first dedication to
Abu al Hasan Muhammad b c Isa al Karaji 39 This process of revising takes place
in other works of al Tha alibi as well and is by no means restricted to his cele
brated al Yatima In fact the multiple titles of works in his bibliography some
times result from re workings or re dedications a fact about which al Tha c alibi
himself tells us in his prefaces For example in the preface of al Mubhij he ex
plains that he re edited the book after its first dedication to a point that he re
established and re formed it once again 40 He also states in Sihr al balagha that

38 Yatlma 5 6 MS Laleli 1959 2v 3r
39 Tatimma al Yatlma 7
40 al Mubhij p 23 al Kinaya 27
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the final version dedicated to ʿUbayd Allāh b Aḥmad al Mīkālī 41 is the third and
last version after two previous editions close in method and volume the first
dedicated to Abū Sahl al Ḥamdūnī 42 and the second to a certain Abū ʿImrān
Mūsā b Hārūn al Kurdī f 4J The same can be said about his al lʿjāz wa l ījāz o
which three different versions of the book survive in a number of manuscripts
with considerable variance different prefaces and sometimes different titles all
undoubtedly by al Tha ʿ ālibī himself given their distinctive style Thus Al
Tha ʿ ālibī must have re worked the work three times dedicating the first version to
a certain Abū Saʿd Muḥammad b Aḥmad b Ghassān the second to Manṣūr b
Muḥammad al Azdī al Harawī 44 whereas in the third and final version he omits
the dedication altogether as he did in the final copy of the Yatīma 45

V Presenting the Plan and Method

In addition to explaining the editorial process al Tha ʿ ālibī occasionally spends
more time discussing his writing method in composing a certain book In al
Iqtibās min al Qurʾān he notes that he wrote it over a long period of time with
many breaks ranging from days to years 46 In al Muhhij he indicates that he relied
on his memory rather than notebooks and his mind rather than transmission
ʿawwaltu fīh A1 ī ʿalā khawāṭirī lā dafātirī wa ʿalā maʿqulī lā manqūl ī

One of the universal topoi in prefaces is the one of brevity Al Tha ʿ ālibī often
describes a book as light in size heavy in worth and great in benefit khafīf al
ḥajm thaqīl al wazn kabīr al ghanm 48 accordingly he selects the most important
material

AIA t t 1 J oJJfeAnd the condition of this last edition is to include the essential core the innermost
heart the pupil of the eye the point of the phrase the central pearl of the necklace
the engraving of the gem stone 49

41 See his biography in Yatīma 4 326 Al Bākharzī Dumyat al qaṣr wa ʿuṣrat ahl al ʿaṣr ed
Muḥammad al Tūnjī Beirut Dār al Jīl 1993 2 984

42 For information on him see Ibn al Athīr al Kāmil fī al tārīkh Beirut Dār Ṣādir 1966 9
379 381 428 9 435 6 446 458

43 See Siḥr al balāgha Beirut Dār al Kutub al ʿIlmiyya 1984 4
44 For information about him see Yatīma 4 321 Tatimmat al Yatīma ed M M Qumayḥa

Beirut Dār al Kutub al ʿIlmiyya 232
45 See al Iʿjāz wa l ījāz ed Ibrāhīm Ṣāliḥ Damascus Dār al Bashāʾir 2001 17 21
46 See al Iqtibās p 37
47 See al Mubhij p 23
48 See al Iʿjāz 17 19 20 al Kināya 25 Ajnās 25 Laṭāʾif al ẓurafāʾ ed Q al Samarrai Lei

den Brill 1978 4 Mirʾāt 66 See also Sajʿ al manthūr Yani Cami 1188 Istanbul Siileyma
niye 82

49 Yatīma 5 MS Laleli 1959 3v
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iltj jjJl TJJJ OjiaH Ojlj
I entrusted to this book the very elegancies the innermost soul the strings of pearls and
the knots of magic 50

Al Tha ʿ āibī frequently mentions in his muqaddimāt whether he selects his mate
rial from ancient or modern sources or both Moreover he almost always clearly
presents the scope of his books and offers a considerably detailed outline

VI Dedicating the Work

A few of al Tha ʿ ālibī s books take the form of mementos to friends The muqad
dima in these cases acts as a risala or a qaṣīda ikhwāniyya the book however can
deal with any subject For example in Nasīm al saḥar a book on the peculiarities
of the Arabic language dedicated to a friend who is described as using the same
title phrase the early morning breeze al Tha ʿ ālibī writes

j tj 0 J
When the crow of separation cawed between the lovers and fate threatened as is his
habit to separate the brothers I desired that a memento from me accompany him
which will renew my recollection in his presence and will replace me in the service of
brotherly affection Thus I composed this book for him and kept it brief 51

As in the case of most books dedicated to patrons al Thaʿālibī s dedications usu
ally fall into the end of the muqaddima and follow a conventional format In
this regard the preface acts like a panegyric poem Just as the panegyric poem es
tablishes a contract between a poet and a patron so the preface of a book func
tions like a contract between the author and his patron Fulfilling his part of the
contract the author sells his book and draws a flattering portrait of the patron
whom he describes with motifs usually encountered in panegyric qaṣīdas There
are also cases where panegyric poets rededicated their qasīdas to different pa
trons 52 Consequently al Tha ʿ ālibī s act of re dedicating books to other patrons
in his prefaces can be compared to the practice of rededicating qaṣīdas although
with some differences A book is different from a qaṣīda in that it does not con
tain the portrait of the patron but rather it is the muqaddima of the book that
serves this function Thus it was acceptable for al Tha ʿ ālibī to re dedicate his
work to another patron without violating the ethics of patronage if he provided
every new edition with a new preface a rule that he observed faithfully

50 Laṭāʾif al ẓurafāʾ 4 For the same motif see also Tatimma 8 Nasīm 131
51 Nasīm 131
52 See for examples Kilito The Author and His Doubles tr Michael Cooperson Syracuse

N Y Syracuse University Press 2001 24ff
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Indeed al Tha ʿ ālibī s debt to the madīḥ tradition shows in his numerous
common motifs and conventions One of these conventions is praying for the
patron Throughout his muqaddimāt al Tha ʿ ālibī follows the convention of ask
ing God to prolong the patron s life He sometimes adds a prayer for the pa
tron s offspring as well or prays for his patron s life to last until he sees his chil
dren become grey headed 53 Moreover al Tha ʿ ālibī often asks God to bestow on
the patron as many gifts from His bounty as the number of the letters in the
book he is dedicating he says

ijjlli 3j JA U JJfc Jt Jujj U J ojfo jl j
My desire is that God make him witness thousands more of His blessings than the
number of letters in the book 54

Borrowing other motifs from the madīḥ tradition al Tha F ālibī often names his
patron as the reason behind the revival of language literature or proper con
duct 55 the one who encompasses the extreme ends of glory jāmiʿ aṭrāf al
majd 5b or the best qualities in general 57 In other instances al Tha ʿ ālibī finds no
need to name the patron for the superior qualities he mentions are unique to
him 58 Sometimes he claims that his patron is the direction of prayer qibla
and/or a figurative kaʿba for supplicants and pilgrims 59 In other cases he de
clares that his praise cannot possibly live up to the deeds of his patron and thus
he cannot hope to do justice to his patron by praising him or dedicating a book
that matches him 60 Alternatively his praise sometimes matches the deeds in
which case he would state that his book and his patron suit one another 61 or

53 See for example al Yawāqit 51 Taḥsīn 29 Thimār 9
54 Al Tawfīq 24 see also al Iʿjāz 21 Taḥsīn 28 Mirʾāt 69 Zād safar al mulūk MS Chester

Beatty Ar 5067 3 Dublin 44a
55 See al Ẓarāʾif 48 Ajnās 25 Fiqh 4 Ādāb al mulūk 30 Lubāb 18
56 See Ā dāb al mulūk 30 Laṭāʾif al maʿārif ed I al Ibyārī and Ḥ K al Ṣayrafī Cairo Dār Iḥ

yāʾ al Kutub al ʿArabiyya I960 3 F iqh 3
57 See Mirʾāt 65 66 al Kināya 24 5
58 See al Tamthīl 3 al Kināya 24
59 In using the term kaʿba al Thaʿālibī specifies that the patron is the kaʿba of sovereignty or

majesty kaʿbat al mulk or al suʾdud al Tamthīl 4 Yawāqīt 50 on the other hand he uses
the word qibla in common Islamic convention as the direction of prayer see Nathr 7
Fiqh 9 Al Thaʿālibī also uses this same motif in his own poetry see for example Dīwān al
Thaʿālibī collected by M ʿA al Jādir Beirut ʿĀlam al Kutub 1988 102 111 For instances
of this motif in Ibn al Rumī s poetry see Gruendler Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry Ibn al
Rūmī and the Patron s Redemption New York Routledge Curzon 2003 239ff see also
Dīwān Abī Tammām ed M Ṣubḥī Beirut Dār Ṣādir 1997 2 100 248 297 Dīwān ibn
Nubāta,¬ ed Mahdī Ḥabīb al Ṭāʾī Baghdad Wizārat al Iʿlām 1977 1 409 Kushājim Dī
wān ed N ʿA Shaʿlān Cairo Maktabat al Khānjī 1997 61

60 See for example Taḥsīn 28 Bard 103 al Iʿjāz 17 19 Laṭāʾif al Maʿārif 3 al Tawfīq 23 al
Ẓarāʾif 4 al Tawfīq 23 Thimār 3 for examples of this motif in poetry see Gruendler
248ff

61 See Taḥsīn 28
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that his book compared to other speech is like his patron compared to the no
bles of his time 62

Another common topos in al Tha ʿ ālibī s prefaces is apologizing for the delay
in dedicating the work to his patron He usually attributes this delay to his inca
pability of matching the patron s qualities with a product of his composition He
then moves to comparing his books to the qualities of the patron resorting to
the modesty topos and drawing interesting comparisons that can often be ren
dered generally as He who carries owls to Athens or coals to Newcastle 63

My service to him with my books is like him who presents hair dye to a youth like him
who transmits jurisprudence to al Shāfiʿī and poetry to al Buḥturī 64

jr Hs j J lS 4 if
Like him who offers light to the sun and adds a river to the sea 65

cj j3

Like a jug of brackish water carried to a raging sweet watered sea 66

And how can one compose books for al Jāḥiẓ dedicate jurisprudence to al Shāfiʿī po
etry to al Buḥturī and song to Ibrāhīm b al Mahdī 67

cii cS
Like him who offers incense to the Indians carries musk to the land of the Turks and
imports ambergris to the Green Sea 68

In the passages above we see al Tha ʿ ālibī lamenting the inferiority of his works to
his patron yet he justifies the act of dedicating a deficient work with two lines
by his friend Abū al Fatḥ al Bustī 69

I jxJi i j a C jJ to lj V1 a w U 4 tL d a Ag J S3lL V V 3 03
Do not condemn me when I present to you the choicest from your own venerable
sciences or bits from your own literary arts

62 See Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ 1
63 See D E Marvin The Antiquity of Proverbs New York London G P Putnam s Sons 1922

281 2
64 Taḥsīn 28 Bard 103 Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ 2
65 Al Iʿjāz 17 19
66b Laṭāʾ if 3 al Tawfīq 23 al Ẓarāʾi f 3
67 Al Tawfīq 23
68 Thimār 3
69 See his biography in Ibn Khallikān Wafayāt al aʿyān ed Iḥsān ʿAbbās Beirut Dār al

Thaqāfa 1968 3 376
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Indeed the gardener presents to the owner the precious produce from his own garden
by virtue of his service 70

Using this analogy of the gardener al Tha c alibi finds a clever way of justifying
the presentation of a supposedly inferior book Moreover the analogy is even
cleverer in the fact that it suggests that he deserves no credit for what he offers
since it was not his property in the first place By means of this crafty trick al
Thaʿālibī makes the patron the virtual author of the book He states this even
more clearly in another instance claiming that his entire Mirʾāt al murū ʾ āt is a
portrait of his patron s qualities and thus the patron is the real author of the
book 71 In another instance al Tha ʿ ālibī justifies his gift by claiming that adab is
his only possession and he is presenting it to the patron only because he recog
nizes that knowledge of the subtleties of adab are intrinsic to the nature of the
patron 72

The Form of al Tha ʿ ālibī s Muqaddimāt

I Rhyme and Rhythmical Balance Saj ʿ wa Muwāzana

Saj¬ ʿ is rhymed prose whil e muwāzan a is the rhythmical and/or syntactical bal
ance in the sentence traditionally in terms of words 73 Both saj ʿ an d muwā
zana are major characteristics of 4 th 10 th century artistic prose although they can
be traced back to the soothsayers prose n sajʿ al kuhhā n of pre Islamic Arabia I
many cases however and especially in the works of later critics,s saj ʿ assume

muwāzana
One of the earliest rhetoricians to discussl saj ʿ in some detail and in numerica

terms was Ḍiyāʾ al Dīn b al Athīr d 637/1239 74 Ibn al Athīr shows by exam
ples how the length of one rhythmical unit is very close to the length of its part

70 Bard 103 Thimār 3
71 Mirʾāt 65 6 One can see this motif for example in Ibn al Rūmī s panegyrics see for de

tails Gruendler 227ff and especially 253 255 Such a book of course cannot be re
dedicated to another patron after this claim since it is the whole book in this case that
presents a portrait of the patron and not only the muqaddīma Rededication in this case
would obviously violate the ethics of patronage

72 Khāṣṣ al khāṣṣ 2
73s Sajʿ according to Regis Blachere s translation is rhymed and rhythmic prose see Regi

Blachere Histoire de la litterature Arabe des origines a la fin du Xve siecle de J C Paris Adrien
Maisonneuve 1964 189 This definition of saf includes al muwāzana as an integral part of
sajʿin A s Sa jʿ a nd muwaza na do not always presume each other I take them to be separate
this paper

74 See his biography in F Rosenthal Ibn al Athīr in The Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd ed Lei
den Brill 1979 III 723b 5a Some other medieval authors who treated the same subject
are Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī d after 395/1005 in his Kitāb al Ṣināʿatayn and al Qalqashandī
d 821/1418 in his Ṣubḥ al aʿshā fī ṣināʿat al inshāʾ
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ners in terms of words with no mention of syllables 75 In this respect the single
word lafẓa in prose corresponds to the poetic foot tafʿīla in poetry Ibn al
Athir proposes two major categories shortl sajʿ sa j ʿ qaṣīr and lon g sajʿ sajʿ ṭawī
The former consists of two to ten words in each colon while the latter counts
eleven or more 76 Modern scholarship in contrast discusses the numerical bal
ance of¬ saj ʿ with regard to the number of words as well as syllables 7 7 These re
cent studies reveal fascinating rhythmical patterns of¬ saj ʿ some of which one en
counters in Tha ʿ ālibī s muqaddimāt as well One example will suffice to demon
strate this aspect of his muqaddimāt Al Tha ʿ ālibī says

Ai CI a Jj Ll olIJj liV 1 1Liaj c jjj 11 jji pju u li 1 Jj Vf a l o
The days of our lord the supported king, are rendezvous for honor and virtue his pe
riods are times of generosity and glory his hours are seasons for literature and knowl
edge his breaths are blessings and his sayings are always yes His deeds become cus
toms his achievements illustrious his utterances pearls His high ambitions rival the
stars in height and his noble deeds rival the horizon in width His good qualities com
pete with the sun in brilliance and his merits compete with rain in abundance 78

In the first three phrases al Tha ʿ ālibī does not employ rhyme instead he uses mu
wāzana making the three phrases parallel syntactically and almost morphologi
cally This morphological and syntactical parallelism is maintained to the end of
the paragraph and coupled witha sajʿ We can also see that al Th a ʿālibī maintains
rather strict parallelism of syllables throughout the paragraph The following dia
gram shows parallelisms in al Tha ʿ ālibī s three groups of cola in this paragraph

75 See al Mathal al sāʾir fī adab al kātib wa l shāʿir Cairo Maktabat Nahḍat Miṣr 1959 62 1
271 337

76 Al Qazwīnī on the other hand divides saj ʿ into three groups short medium and long
but without specifying the borders of each see al Īḍāḥ fī ʿulūm al balāgha ed Muḥammad
ʿ Abd al Mun ʿ im al Khafājī Beirut Dār al Kitāb al Lubnānī 1949 2 248 9

77y The most important recent works on saj ʿ are Stewart Devin Sa j ʿ in the Qurʾān prosod
and structure Journal of Arabic Literature XXI 2 1990 101 139 Zakī Mubārak La Prose
Arabe au IVe siecle de Hegire, Paris Maisonneuve 1931 78 94 idem al Nathr al fannī fī l
qam al rābiʿ Cairo Dār al Kātib al ʿArabī 1934 1 75 123 137 53 Afif Ben Abdesselem
saf in The Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd ed Leiden Brill 1995 VIII 734a 8b Works taking

syllables as a basis were initiated by Maḥmūd al Masʿadī,s al Īqāʿ fī l adab al ʿarab ī Tuni
Muʾassasat a ʿ Abd al Karīm b ʿAbdallāh li l Nashr wa l Tawzī ʿ 1986 Yunis ʿAlī Naẓr

jadīda fī mūsīqā l shiʿr al ʿarabī¬ Cairo al Hayʾa al Miṣriyya al ʿĀmma li l Kitāb 1993 a sta
tistical approach to saj ʿ is applied in Adrian Gully and John Hinde Qābūs ibn Wush
magīr a study of rhythm patterns in Arabic epistolary prose from the 4 th century AH
Middle Eastern Literatures vol 6 no 2 July 2003

78 Nathr 7
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Group One
ʾay/yā/mu maw/lā/na

ʾaw/qā/tu/hū

sā/ʿā/tu/hū

Group Two
wa/ʾan/fā/su/hul ni/ʿam

wa/ʾaq/wā/lu/hu/na/ʿam

wa/ʾaf/ʿā/lu/hu/si/yar

wa/ʾal/fā/ẓu/hu/du/rar

v v v v

ma/wā/qī tush/sba/ra/fi/wall faḍ/li v v v vvv v
ta/wā/rī/khul/ka/ra/mi/wal/maj/di v v vvv v
ma/wā/si/mu l/ʾa/da/bil/wal/ʿil/mi v v v vvv v

v v v v
v v v v

V V V V

V

V V VVV V

Group Three
wa/ma/ʿā/lī hi tu/bā/hin/nu/jūl/mar/ti/fā/ʿan

wa/ma/kā/ri/mu/hu/tu/ḍā/hil/jaw/wat/ti/sā/ʿan

wa/ma/ḥā/si/nu/hu/tu/bā/rish/sham/sa/ẓu/hū ran

wa/fa/ḍā/ʾi/lu/hu/tu/jā/ri l/qaṭ ra/wu/fū ran

W VV V V
vv vvvv v
vv vvvv v v
V V VVVV V V

This diagram shows that al Tha ʿ ālibī does not only maintain an equal number of
words in everyl sajʿa which constitutes the best type o f sa jʿ according to Ibn a
Athir but also maintains an equal number of syllables with almost perfect paral
lelism

Needless to say al Thas ʿ ālibī does not follow a uniform pattern of saj ʿ in hi
muqaddimāt rather he varies his patterns to avoid boredom as do most authors
of artistic prose of the 4 th 10 th century One can generalize however and say
that most of al Than ʿ ālibī s saf range between two to six words placing his saj ʿ i
the category of shortd saj ʿ according to the division of Ibn al Athīr who stresse
his preference for this type of9 sajʿ 1

II Extensive Use ofFigures of Speech Badī ʿ

Ibn al Mu ʿ tazz gathers as many as eighteen figures of speech in his K al Badīʿ
the initial five according to the author are artifices of figures of speech badīʿ
while the rest are artifices for the embellishment of speech maḥāsin Later how
ever the termre badī ʿ was applied t o bad īʿ figures a nd mahas in alike Even befo
the 4 th 10 th century many books dealt with the subject most importantly the
K Naqd al shi ʿ r of Qudāma b Ja ʿ far d before 337/948 80 K al Ṣināʿatayn of
Abū Hilāl al nī ʿ Askarī d after 400/1010 81 and Iʿjāz al Qurʾ ān of al Baqillā

79 See al Mathal 1 335 6
80 See his biography in S A Bonebakker Ḳudāma b Djaʿfar in The Encyclopaedia of Islam

2 nd ed Leiden Brill 1986 V 318b 22a
81 See his biography in J W Fuck al ʿAskarī in The Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd ed Leiden

Brill 1960 I 711b 13a B Gruendler Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī in The Encyclopaedia of Islam
3 rd ed Leiden Brill in press



THE ART OF THE MUQADDIMA 197

d 403/1013 82 A total of twenty nine figures collected from these books and
their use became customary requirements of balāgha in both prose and poetry
Qābūs b Wushmgir the famous Persian ruler and author of belles lettres 83 for ex
ample claims to have invented fourteen figures of speech 84 By the beginning of
the 5 th 11 th century the number of figures of speech had reached nearly one
hundred 85 Al Tha ʿ ālibī however while not devoting a whole book to a compre
hensive discussion of¬ badī ʿ figures 8 6 sets aside whole books for individual com

mon ones He discusses for example tajnīs paronomasia in his Ajnās al tajnīs
andḍ al Anīs fī ghurar al tajnīs kinā ya allusion/metonymy in al Kināya wa l taʿrī
and gives illustrations of saj ʿ rhymed and rhythmic prose i n Sajʿ al manthūr
Moreover al Tha ʿ ālibī discusses various figures of speech in scattered passages in
his books especially his Yatīmat al dabr It is natural then that al Tha ʿ ālibī s in
terest in badī ʿ finds a place in his own writing he says for example in hi s mu
qaddimāt

jliij J J jli j A I H nnhThe Amīr Shaykh and Master is a masterpiece that collects the virgin thoughts strings
the secrets of tomes enchants the hearts with the coins of prose and the signs of select
poetry 87

It is a grave sin that my works circulate in countries like proverbs and travel like phan
toms being the basil flowers of kings and governors and the fruit of the virtuous and
leaders while I have no work by the order of the Shaykh 88

82 See his biography in R J McCarthy al Bāḳillānī in The Encyclopaedia of Islam 2 nd ed
Leiden Brill I960,1 958b 59a

83 See his biography in C E Bosworth Ḳābūs b Wushmgīr in The Encyclopaedia of Islam
2 nd ed Leiden Brill 1978 IV 357b 358b

84 See Qābūs b Wushmgīr Kamāl al balāgha ed ʿA al Yazdadī Baghdād al Maktaba al
ʿArabiyya 1922 19 32

85er Usāma b Munqidh s work al Badīʿ fī naqd al shiʿ r which was composed in the first quart
of the 6 th 12th century contains 95 figures of speech see al Badīʿ fī naqd al shiʿr ed A A
Badawī et al Cairo al Bābī al Ḥalabī 1960 91 92 For more information on figures of
speech in Arabic Literature see W Heinrichs Badī ʿ in Encylopedia of Arabic Literature ed
Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey London Routledge 1998

86 The Rawḍat al Faṣāḥa that is falsely attributed to al Thaʿālibī by M I Salīm belongs to a
later period Despite the little evidence in the introduction of the work mainly the start
with barāʿat al istihlāl coined with Qurʾānic quotations and the emphasis on the brevity
and the worth of the book the work includes numerous quotations by later authors in
cluding al Ḥarīrī d 516/1122 and al Zamakhsharī d 538/1144

87 al Anīs 41
88 Al lʿjāz 20
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And qualities that the spearheads of pens guard and the tongues of days and nights
study 89

jjjt 1 3 j Sj JV j J
O Lord we seek your assistance to thank your beneficence for a king like an angel a sea
like a castle a full moon in a seat of honor rain stemming from a lion a cosmos in a
garment of a scholar and a ruler shifting between beauty of creation and good
deeds 90

Ill Synonymity and Prolixity al Tarāduf wa l Iṭnāb

Al Jurjānī d 816 1413 defines synonymity tarāduf as unanimity in mean
ing and the succession of the single phrases that point to the same thing under
the same aspect 91 while Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī defines prolixity iṭnāb as ex
panding speech to increase the benefit 92 Both tarāduf and iṭnāb were common
practices in the 3 rd 9 h century especially with al Jāḥiẓ However these two tech
niques were developed further in the 4 th 10 th century to the point that the liter
ary framework became much wider than its content Al Tha ʿ ālibī uses both tech
niques in his prose writing for example

jljit jjl tjLejVt ijcllaij Jl U wljjj iolilVl jJil Jx h

if 1 4k Jyua L o yfj
This is a book that includes the best of pretty utterances the marvelous fragrant mean
ings and subtle descriptions all of which imitate the blossoms of trees the breeze of
early mornings the singing of birds the necks of gazelles the collars of doves the
breasts of falcons and buzzards the green wings of peacocks beautiful gardens and the
charm of the languid eyes
The content of the book moves still minds arouse hidden desires intoxicate without

drink and delight without music and cause tremors from this delight j ust as tl 16 east
winds shakes the bough and as the bird who was splashed by rain shakes off the mois
ture all this being prose that is like the scattering of rose water and poetry like the
stringing of pearls in a necklace 93

Al Tha ʿ ālibī here presents two main points first that his book includes excellent
utterances meanings and descriptions that rival the beauty of nature and sec

89 Al Tamthīl 3
90 Al Kināya 23
91 Al Jurjānī K al Taʿrīfāt Beirut Maktabat Lubnān 1969 58
92 Abū Hilāl al ʿAskarī al Furūq fī l lugha Beirut Dār al Āfāq al Jadīda 1973 32
93 Man ghāba ʿanhu l muṭrib ed N Shaʿlān Cairo Maktabat al Khānjī 1984 3
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ond that it includes both prose and poetry that exert an effect on the human
mind However in repeating the same concepts in different phrases and listing
examples of subtle descriptions he provides the text with a considerable verbal
effect though it adds nothing to the content 94

IV Adaptation and Inclusion al Iqtibās wa l Taḍmīn

Quoting or adapting Qurʾānic verses ḥadīth or lines of poetry is another major
feature of 4 th 10 th century prose writing that al Tha ʿ ālibī employs in his muqad
dimāt In the case of poetry the examples above demonstrate that when al
Tha ʿ ālibī quotes poetry in his muqaddimāt it is usually only a few lines and typi
cally not his own In some instances the poetry is quoted because it reminds al
Thaʿālibī of some meaning or motif he is expressing in the surrounding prose In
these cases the poetry runs parallel to the prose text does not add to the mean
ing and functions simply to illustrate the original motif This also shows al
Tha ʿ ālibī s ability in applying ḥall al naẓm prosification in this practice 95 AI
Thaʿālibī in these cases depends on poetic motifs from ancient or contemporary
poetry Indeed al Tha ʿ ālibī s general works demonstrate an interest in ḥall al
nam in particular a whole book dedicated to this practice his Nathr al naẓm wa
ḥall al ʿaqd Releasing of the Poetic String and Untying of the Knot Drawing his
reader s attention to this technique he says

O 3 J Juu Lolpidi

Thereupon I brought out half of this book from the best outcome of the planets i e
authors of the earth and the best eloquent people of the age in prose writing while I re
leased its other half from releasing the poetic string of the princes of poetry whose
good poetry I cited in my book Yatīmat al dahr b

In other instances al Tha ʿ ālibī quotes poetry as part of the prose text making use
of what al Qalqashandī considers fann al imtizāj the art of intermingling 97

94 See other examples of both techniques in quotations number 6 8 10 11 17
95 On the genre see Amidu Sanni The Arabic Theory of Prosification and Versification Beirut

Stuttgart Franz Steiner Verlag 1998
96 Siḥr al balāgha 3
97 For details see al Qalqashandī Ṣubḥ al aʿshā fī ṣināʿat al inshāʾ Cairo al Muʾassasa al

Miṣriyya al ʿĀmma 1964 1 280 An extreme case of this art one from which the term al
imtizāj might have originated is found in the rasʾil of Badīʿ al Zamān al Hamadhānī a
case that al Thaʿālibī himself quotes in his Yatīmat al dahr

j c isil i jloiil
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In this example the phrase kamā hazzati l ghuṣna rīḥu ṣ ṣibā is a hemistich in al
Mutaqāribs meter, while the second kamā intaḍada l ʿusfūru ballalahu l qaṭṭr u i
in al Ṭawīl m and al Thaʿālibī uses both as part of the prose text with no indica
tion to this fact except for the hint provided at the end of the sentence explain
ing that the book includes both prose and poetry

Al Tha ʿ ālibī in his muqaddimāt applies the same technique of quoting poetry
in his quotation of Qurʾānic verses i e the verses are included in the text as a
part of the main speech and not as a quotation Al Thaʿālibī dedicates a whole
book to this technique entitled¬ al Iqtibās min al Qurʾān which was discussed ear
lier 101 To give an example from another work comparing the family of al Mikali
to the good tree shajara ṭayyiba mentioned in the Qurʾān al Tha ʿ ālibī says in
the muqaddima of Fiqh al lugha

fl Ji ilj i i AJISC1
His Mīkālī tree was situated in the depth of glory and highness its root is firm while its
branches are in the sky 102 103

My condition in longing to approach the Master is like the condition of the intoxi
cated man who is swayed by wine and in my gratification to his encounter I am like
the bird who splashed by rain shakes off the moisture and for attaining his amity I

hope to be like the wine which mixes with cold fresh water and in my delight by seeing
him I am like the damp bough which shakes in the hot wind of summer
See Kashf al maʿānī wa l bayān ʿan rasāʾil Badīʿ al Zamān ed A al Ṭarābulsi Beirut al
Maṭbaʿa al Kāthūlīkiyya 1890 128 9 and Yatīma 4 243 MS Laleli 1959 546v Other ex
amples by al Hamadhānī are in Kashf 139 141 292 375

98 See translation in Quotation number ten above
99 The full line by al Nājim d 314/926 is

See al Ḥuṣri al Qayrawānī Jamʿ al Jawāhir ed ʿA M Al Bajāwī Beirut Dār al Jīl 1987
Idem Nūr al ṭarf ed L ʿA Abū Ṣāliḥ Beirut Muʾassasat al Risāla 1966 258 Ibn Abī
ʿAwn Kitāb al Tashbīhāt ed M ʿA Khān Cambridge Cambridge University Press 122

100 The hemistich is attributed to many poets most probably it originated from the line of by
Abu Ṣakhr al Hudhalī d 80/700

See Abū al Faraj al Iṣbahānī al Aghānī Cairo Maṭba ʿ at Dār al Kutub al Miṣriyya 1932
5 184

101 See Quotation two above
102 A reference to Q 14 24
103 Fiqb 3 see also for another example 10



THE ART OF THE MUQADDIMA 201

V Brilliant Exordia Barāʿat al istihlāl

Al Jurjani defines the term bar a at al istihlal as follows bara at al istihlal occurs
when the author makes a statement at the beginning of his work to indicate the
general subject before entering into the details i e when the beginning of speech
is suitable to the intended subject it frequently occurs in the exordiums of
books 104 Al Tha ālibī often recognizes this convention in writing For example
in Ādāb al mulūk On the proper conduct of kings he says in his taḥmīd

Then praise be to God who made kings his successors in land asked them to look after
the matters of His creation made them the defenders of the common lit black people
and the pure lit white call the keepers of the faith as well as the owners of this
faith 105

Although al Tha ʿ ālibī usually uses barā ʿ at al istihlāl immediately at the beginning
of his muqaddima often in the taḥmīd section he sometimes leaves this to the
middle of his muqaddima For example he employs barāʿat al istihlāl in al Kināya
wa l ta ʿ rīd book of hinting and allusion in praising his patron

Aittf ojjb

This is a description that obviates the necessity of naming and does not need any hinting
for it is special to our master the chief prince and the supported king

In this quotation the word hinting takniya refers to the title of the book
Sometimes al Tha ʿ ālibī indicates the subject of his book more subtly by writing
the preface in a style that constitutes the subject of the book itself An example
of this is the previously discussede al Iqtibās min al Qurʾā n Quoting from th
Qurʾānc in which al Th a ʿālibī starts th e taḥmī d section with the series of Qurʾāni
excerpts quoted above Another example is his Thimār al qulūb where he writes in
its preface

j± a V 4/ J ill Li Jslij J viUi t3 ob
even if in doing so I am like him who offers incense to the Indians carries musk to

the land of the Turks and imports ambergris to the Green Sea 106

This sentence is part of the modesty topos discussed previously which occurs
frequently in al Tha ʿ ālibī s muqaddimāt However the phrases ʿūd al hind misk al

104 Al Taʿrīfāt 64 see also Ṣubḥ al aʿsha 11 73 ff
105 Ādāb al mulūk 30
106 Thimār al qulūb 3
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turk and ʿanbar al baḥr al akhḍar 107 are examples of the material of the book that
is an alphabetically arranged lexicon of two word phrases and cliches 108

Conclusion

Using al Tha ʿ ālibī s scholarship as a point of departure this article has presented
the muqaddima as an independent literary form of Arabic artistic prose by draw
ing attention to both its content and form With respect to content the article
has illustrated the conventional aspects of al Tha ʿ ālibī s muqaddima by examining
its prefatory remarks presentation of the title work delineation of the method
and plan of the work and finally the dedication or rededication of the work In
terms of the content the muqaddima acts as a panegyric poem a contract be
tween the author of the work and his patron by drawing a portrait of the dedi
catee to be matched by his acts of generosity With respect to form this article
has shown that the muqaddima at least in the case of al Thaʿālibī enjoys all of
the features of artistic prose from the 4 th 10 th century thereby expanding the
range of artistic prose to genres beyond those of adab maqāmāt and belles lettres
Indeed biographers and anthologists living shortly after al Tha ʿ ālibī s death did
not hesitate when selecting from al Thaʿālibī s literary product to include his
muqaddimāt as a proof of his excellent prose 109 This fact shows that these mu
qaddimāt where considered to be artistic prose at the time Finally this article
analyzes the artistic techniques employed by the author for the purpose of show
ing his own literary talents on the one hand and attracting and directing the at
tention of the reader on the other In this respect the effect of these muqaddimāt
is like that of an overture with which a composer starts an opera

107 For a discussion of the three terms see Thimār al qulūb 533
108 For an excellent example of barāʿat al istihlāl in al Tha ʿ ālibī s works see Zād safar al mulūk

43b 43a
109 Ibn Bassām is a prime example in this respect for in his entry on al Tha⇿ālibī in al

Dhakhīra includes several of al Thaʿālibī s muqaddimāt filling several pages along with quo
tations from Yatīmat al dahr and al Tha ʿ ālibī s poetry see Ibn Bassām al Shantarīnī al
Dhakhīra fī maḥāsin ahl al jazīr a ed Iḥsān ʿAbbās Beirut Dār al Thaqāfa 1979 8 560ff



The double entendre tawriya
as a Hermeneutical Stratagem
A Forensic Maqāma by Abū Muḥammad
al Qāsim b ʿ Alī al Ḥarīrī

Angelika Neuwirtb Free University Berlin

The alexandrine for instance has value both as meaning
of a discourse and as signifier of a new whole
which is its poetic signification

Roland Barthes Mythologies

A Premodern Arabic Dramatic Genre the maqāma 2

The maqāma an Arabic literary genre that once developed in tenth century Iran
was soon to cross the borders of literary provinces and linguistic traditions to es
tablish itself in such non Arabic literatures as the Syriac and the Hebrew 3 is cer
tainly more than just another genre of narrative Very much like the case claimed
by Roland Barthes for classical European poetry the maqāma written in rhymed
and rhythmically structured prose is a strongly mythical system since it im
poses on the meaning one extra signified which is regularity 4 The classical
maqāma is replete with rhetorical patterns based on analogy and by virtue of its
regularities enjoys the reputation of stylistically exemplary literature apt to ex
emplify grammatical norms thus occupying a place in the core of traditional
Arabic Islamic education In view of the prevalent patriarchal values in classical
Islamic culture it comes as no surprise that the presentation of women in these
texts relies on the repetition of recycled cliches and reverberates fixated views

1 This is an extended and thoroughly revised version of two previous attempts by the pre
sent author to explore this particularly complex text cf Neuwirth 1999 and Neuwirth
2005

2 All too often in Western criticism the particularly artistic character of the maqāma style
consisting ofs saj ʿ and poetry has been taken as merely ornamental and disapproved of a
unduly artificial see for a strikingly sarcastic judgement Charles Pellat Article Maqāma in
EI VI Al Ḥariri gave the genre its classic form freezing it so to speak and diverting
it from its actual function according only a secondary interest to the content and placing
his entire emphasis on the style which often takes on the nature of ponderous obscurity
A1 Hariri s ultimate aim is the preserving and teaching of the rarest vocabulary The success
of al Hariri s Maqāmāt appealed to the taste of readers to such an extent that after the
Qurʾān children were to memorise them

3 Hameen Anttila 2002 Kilito 1983
4 Barthes 1972 133 n 10
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about women not unlike their appearance in the Hebrew maqāma described by
Tova Rosen in her seminal study Unveiling Eve Reading Gender in Medieval Hebrew
Literature 5 It is not least these fixed traits attributed to the female gender in lit
erature that can be subsumed under the heading of ambiguity that easily
lend themselves to a mythicization of woman that is to be encountered in the
Arabic and the Hebrew maqāma alike In rhetoric terms this image of the female
is related to the figure of the double entendre of tawriya b

A case will be studied below 7
The most prolific and influential writer of Arabic maqāmāt Abū Muḥammad

al Qasim al Hariri d 1122 left a collection of fifty maqamat that for their stylis
tic artistry early became part of the Arabic literary canon Al Hariri s maqamat rig
idly follow a stereotypical structure The narrator al rāwī named al Ḥārith ibn
Hammām in each single maqāma reports an event focusing on one and the same
protagonist Abū Zayd al Sarūji a picaresque person who earns his living by his
often treacherous tongue Abū Zayd is the narrator s admired mentor a gifted
poet and rhetorician whom he encounters in diverse places always staging a
drama 8 engaging in it a group of persons present on the spot a kind of antici
pation of the so called Invisible Theatre currently practised in Latin America 9
Each time in the guise of a new identity Abū Zayd by his rhetorical artistry capti
vates his unsuspecting co actors and ends up extracting gifts from them Recog
nized toward the end of the play by al Ḥārith the hero has to submit himself to a
trial and to render account in front of his disciple for his deceptive play a task
he often fulfils in poetic form After this sort of post drama al Ḥārith departs
from the scene thus marking the end of the maqāma Drama and post drama
then are the two main structural elements of al Ḥarīrī s maqāma situated around
the axis of an anagnorisis the unveiling of the main protagonist s identity The
plot thus with striking regularity reiterates the model of crime and rendering ac
count

Yet the maqāma plots are hardly intended to criminalize Abū Zayd 10 The nar
rator functioning as judge is an alter ego of the offender belonging like Abū
Zayd to those intellectuals who take interest not in warranted and established

5 Rosen 2003 8
6 Bonebakker 1966
7 The particular category of the forensic maqāma has been discussed by Neuwirth 1999
8 Moreh 1992 regards the maqāma as a dramatic genre 105f All this confirms our as

sumption that the maqāma proper is an act a written composition for mimetic declama
tion and used a haranguing style with a prodigious store of sophisticated rhetoric and elo
quent turn of phrase These characteristics endowed the maqāma with the seriousness Mus
lims sought and admired in Arabic literature It overshadowed all other oral genres

9 Chenou 1995
10 I do not share Robert Irwins s view 1999 187 who holds that Abū Zayd is a liar and

cheat What is at stake in the maqāma is not a moral but a hermeneutical issue Abū
Zayd s staging adab is not a real discourse but a meta discourse
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knowledge ʿ ilm the ideal human tenet in Islamic culture but rather in the ex
traordinary in miraculous and a normal phenomena ʿ ajīb He follows the so
phisticated well versed men in the ways of the world who choose to rely on
their own experience rather than on pious transmission replacing the religiously
meritorious journey in search of knowledge with its subversive counterpart the
journey in search of the strange and unusual

Kuntu akhadhtu ʿan ūli t tajārib anna s safara mirʾātu l aʿājīb/fa lam azal ajūbu kulla tanū
fah wa aqtaḥimu kulla makhūfah ḥatta jtalabtu kulla uṭrūfah

I had gathered it from men of experiences that travel is a mirror of marvels wherefore
I ceased not crossing every desert and braving every danger so that I might bring into
my reach everything wonderful 11

It is obvious that such a person posing as judge cannot give a convincing verdict
on the offence of Abū Zayd s deceptive play and use of his rhetorical gifts out
side the realm conceded by societal norms Things are different when instead of
al Ḥārith the offender s alter ego a genuine judge a qāḍī is involved and the
play is staged in a court of law Then the debate of the post drama is exposed to
a kind of microscopic magnification Once the spokesman of norms himself is
implied it is no longer the individual act of deception that is tried but rather
the legitimacy of Abū Zayd s practice as such advocating instead of the ideal of
norm abiding traditional behaviour rather the anti norm the ideal of play in
volving the extraordinary and unusual As a maqāma about the maqāma i e
about the legitimacy of play based on fiction and thus deception and fraud in
the categories of the patriarchal norm system the forensic maqāma thus de
serves particular interest within the corpus as a whole

Al maqāma ar ramlīya the argument

Let us turn to the maqāma of Ramleh 12 as an example of such a forensic
maqāma There appears before the judge of Ramleh an old man in shabby guise
together with a beautiful young woman equally clad in rags In front of the qāḍī
they together stage a topsy turvy world in which woman dominates man ver
bally forbids him to bark She unveils shamelessly to anticipate his attempt to
speak up first with a forceful flow of words of her own Her speech consisting of
seven poetical verses making up her great entrance is not without sophisti
cation She claims against her husband that he neglects his marital duties The
claim is presented in a much exaggerated and at the same time disguised form
since she projects the offence the missed intercourse from her body onto the
cosmic centre of the world the Kaʿba It is the rites of the Kaʿba that her hus
band has been neglecting for a long time

11 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 185 Steingass 1898 II 142
12 For a more comprehensive presentation of the maqāma see Neuwirth 1999
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Yā qāḍiya r ramlati yā dhā lladbi fī yadihi t tain rat u wa l jamrab ilayka ashkū jawra baʿli
lladhī lam yaḥjuji l bayta siwa marrab

O qāḍī of Ramleh in whose hands there is for us the date or else the hot cinder coal
to thee complain I of my mate s cruelty who pays his pilgrim s duty but once in a
while 13

Nothing less than a ritual omission that threatens world order itself is at stake
Although her complex metaphor of various pilgrimage performances does allude
to sexual acts yet her speech over the first four verses has no explicit mention
of the female body thus giving the claim a touch of an enigma All the more dar
ing is the reference to the authority of the renowned early Islamic jurist Abū Yū
suf whose recommendations as to the ritual performance of the Islamic pilgrim
age the ḥajj are used frivolously as evidence for the meritoriousness of frequent
intercourse

Wa laythahu lammā qaḍā nuskahu wa khaffa ẓahran idb ram a l jamrah kāna ʿalā raʾyi Abī
Yūsufm/fī ṣilati l ḥijjati bi l ʿumrab

Would that when his devotion has come to end and eased his back is after his pebble
throw he followed Abū Yūsuf s wise rule and wont to join the lesser with the chief pil

14grimage 14

The female body thus is perceived as a cosmically relevant surface on which the
juridical rulings of the classical legal scholar are projected a treatment of the
body which deserves to be called grotesque in the Bakhtinian sense It is only in
the second part of her speech exposing her expired patience that the woman
speaks in her own right as T and threatens in case of a non satisfactory solu
tion of the problem to strip herself of all decency i e to rebel openly against
social norms and give herself up to the rival par excellence of her legitimate
partner Satan himself

Famurbu imma ulfatan ḥulwatan turḍī wa imma furqatan murrab min qabli an akblaʿa
tbawba l ḥayā ft tāʿati sb sbaykhi Abi Murrab

So bid him show me henceforth sweet kindliness or make him drink the bitter draught
of divorce before I put from me the last shred of shame obedient to old Abū l
Murra s i e the devil s hest 15

Woman s beauty is charged with ambivalence she may at any moment threaten
order by exercising temptation fitna which is the very domain of the devil the
Arabic word fitna itself being ambiguous denoting both the female virtue of ex
cessive beauty and the equally female as well as devilish device of beguiling and
deceiving 16

13 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 186 Steingass 1898 II 142
14 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 186 Steingass 1898 II 142
15 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 186 Steingass 1898 II 142
16 Saleh 1999
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The old man strikes back with a rhetorically no less refined reposte As the
woman before he refers to both juridical and social issues constructing a reality
that is diametrically opposed to the normal His house he claims has been
turned from a home into a wasteland the body of his wife has been stripped of
the conventional signs of social esteem i e jewellery

Fa manzilī qafrun ka mā jīduha ʿuṭlun mina l jazʿati wa sb sbadhrah

So my abode is empty as unadorned her neck you see by shell or gold ornament 17

In spite of his legal right to till his field guaranteed by an explicit Qurʾanic rul
ing 18 still he cannot afford progeny

Wa miltu ʿan ḥarthiya lā ragbbatan ʿanhu wa lakin attaqī badhrah

And not from grudge held I aloof from my field only from fear to see the seed spring
in halm 19

His abstinence he claims is in glaring contradiction to his personal faith
since in matters of love he is along the same line with the Udhrites the Banū
ʿ Udhra known for their passion And what is more the offence he claims is
not the social shortcoming he is charged with but a criminal delict robbery of
possessions stripping of his wife s body and devastation of his house committed
not by him but by a third person that is al dahr fate devastating time

Wa innama d dahru ʿadā ṣarfuhu fa btazzana d durrata wa dh dharrah

But Fortune s fitful freak has come over us ruthlessly robbing us of both pearl and
bead 20

The judge equally alienated by the woman s threat of disclosing her hidden fe
male nature and positively impressed by the man s argument admonishes the
woman and decrees that the man is right The woman is left speechless but
quickly changes back to fit the patriarchal image of a chaste and modest female
showing regret and complaining about having suffered public exposure in vain

Wayḥaka wa mā fīnā illā man sadaq wa hataka sawnabu idh nataq fa laytanā lāqaynā
l bakam wa lam nalqa l ḥakam

Alas is there concealment after appeal and remains to us a seal upon any secret There
is neither of us but says that which is true and tears the veil of modesty in speaking out
So would God that we had been visited with dumbness and not repaired to the
judge 21

She then veils herself anew bashfully thumma ltafaʿat bi wishāḥihā wa tabākat li
ftiḍāḥihā

17 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 194 Steingass 1898 II 143
18 Qurʾān 2 227
19 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 195 Steingass 1898 II 143
20 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 194 Steingass 1898 II 143
21 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 196 Steingass 1898 II 144
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Thereupon she covered herself with her kerchief and pretended to weep at
her exposure 22 The judge joins in the man s complaint against fate al dahr and
alleviates their hardships by a generous gift whereupon they part peacefully from
the stage The marital problem seems to be solved and patriarchal order restored

This point when Abū Zayd has received his recompense marks the turning
point where his recognition is due Indeed the judge s admiration soon turns
into curiosity he feels he should know more about the couple whose eloquence
has impressed him

Wa tafiqa l qāḍī baʿda masraḥihimā wa tanāʾī shabaḥihimā yuthnī ʿalā adabibimā wa
yaqūlu bal min ʿārifin bibimā

After they had gone and their persons were at a distance the qadi began to praise their
cultured minds and to ask Is there anyone who knows them 23

Thereupon follows the anticipated anagnorisis the revealing of the deception
which is brought about by the qāḍī s entourage who have recognized Abū Zayd
The qāḍī as the victim feels duped The fictitious case thus turns into a genuine
case i e the post drama demanded by the maqama s structure where now the
qadi has to negotiate the offence of play in the place of seriousness of deception
through the practicing of subversive rhetoric A messenger is sent out to bring the
offenders back to court But too late He has found the couple preparing their es
cape The old man has however left a message to submit to the qāḍī presenting
his defence in written form He hands over to the messenger a poem which con
tains again a pleading for play for fiction Within the debate which has now
widened into a conflict of norms Abū Zayd in his authentic role as an artist as
the spokesman of the norms of art and play confronts the qāḍī as the spokesman
of legal norms First he pays back the qāḍī s generosity with an advice clad into a
gnome a saying of wisdom Never regret a good deed

Ruwaydaka lā tuʿqib jamīlaka bi l adhā

Eh gently let not bounty be followed by injury

Material gain and prestigious praise are not available at the same time fa tuḍḥī
wa shamlu l māli wa l ḥamdi munṣadi ʿ

F or else both thy wealth and fame alike will be lost and gone 24

But since the case is apart from the issue of the particular deceptive play
about the legitimacy of fiction and play in general he reminds the qāḍī that ficti
tious speech to gain material support to win someone as a patron is by no
means new i e in terms of jurisprudence suspicious of a heretical innovation

22 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 196 Steingass 1898 II 144
23 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 198 Steingass 1898 II 144
24 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 201 Steingass 1898 II 146
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Wa lā taiagbaḍḍab min tazayyudi sāʾilin fa mā huwa fī ṣawgbi l lisāni bi mubtadiʿ

And fly not into passion if a beggar exaggerates for he is by no means first to polish
and gloss his speech 25

The qāḍī has simply served as a patron The most striking argument however that
the offender puts forward to support his poetical anti norm is his playful re
interpretation of the juridical key concept of taqlīd emulation through which he
willfully turns the painful and humiliating experience of deception into some
thing agreeable even into a meritorious act in religious terms The qāḍī he ar
gues frivolously has done well to emulate his great precursor the jurist Abū
Mūsā al Ashʿarī whose fame is due not least to his having been fatefully de
ceived as the spokesman of the fourth caliph ʿAlī ibn Abī Ṭālib during the tri
bunal held to decide about the right to the caliphate disputed between ʿ Alī and
his rival Muʿāwiya

Wa in taku qad sāʾatka minnī khadīʿatun fa qablaka sbaykhu l Asbʿariyyīna qad khudiʿ

And if some deceit of mine is taken by thee amiss remember Abū Mūsā before thee
has been deceived 26

The qāḍī is captivated anew and proves again this time intentionally a patron
by procuring the couple through a riding messenger with a generous gift He
openly declares his confirmation of membership to the world of fictitious play

Sir sayra man lā yarn l iltifāt ilā an tara sb sbaykha wa l fatāt/fabulla yadayhimā bi hādha l
ḥibāʾ wa bayyin lahumā nkhidāʿi li l udabāʾ

Fare speedily like one who turns neither right nor left until thou seest the Shaykh and
the wench and moist their hands with this gift and show to them how fain I am to be
beguiled by the literati 27

This spontaneously playful abdication of the official spokesman of public norms
from his judicial office and thus the elevation of the literarily gifted rogue to the
rank of a competent authority a guarantor of new norms moves the narrator al
Ḥārith to utter a justifiedly superlative judgment

Qāla r rāwī fa lam ara ft l igbtirāb ka badba l ʿujāb wa la samiʿtu bi mithlihi mimman jāla
wa jāb

Quoth the narrator Now in all my wanderings abroad I never saw a sight as wonderful
as this nor heard I the like of it from anyone who roved about and roamed through the
lands 28

25 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 201 Steingass 1898 II 146
26 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 201 Steingass 1898 II 146
27 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 202 Steingass 1898 II 146 This confession of a judge will find a

counterpart some 600 years later in the similar closure of another famous forensic affair in
literature Friedrich Schiller s balad The Pledge Die Biirgschaft which also ends up with
the judge joining the offenders ranks Ich sei gewahret mir die Bitte in eurem Bund der
dritte
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Tracing the ʿ ajīb the hermeneutic impact of tawriya

What is the magic in Abū Zayd s practicing his art that finally gives it precedence
over the norms represented by the qāḍī The qāḍī s conversion appears to be due
to a particular aura emanating from subversively employed literary art from the
staging of fiction Obviously a carnivalesque situation had been created domi
nated by particular aesthetics that in Bakhtin s terms is to be called grotesque

The grotesque Bakhtin argues frees from all the forms of inhumane necessity that
the ruling concepts of the world are imbued with It exposes them as being but relative and

limited in nature The element of laughter of a carnivalesque perception of the world that
underlies the grotesque annihilates austerity as well as any claim to timeless validity and
inalterability of the concepts of necessity The representation of the grotesque focuses on the

body and particularly on those parts of it where the body transcends its own limits where
it produces a new body The essential event in the life of the grotesque body the acts of

the body drama eating drinking sexual intercourse take place at the borders be
tween body and world at the borders between the old and the new body 29

The play staged in our maqāma is marked by its extensive verbal and gestural
references to the female body and sexuality conveying a uniquely carnivalesque
touch It is certainly grotesque that the woman claims a cosmic analogue to her
body to illustrate her complaining about her husband s sexual negligence She
further proves frivolous in exposing this cosmically enlarged body to the ritual
rulings of a juridical political authority The realms of erotic and jurisprudence
thus have been made mutually permeable But has not the woman already
deeply invaded the territory of her juridical adversary by drawing a parallel be
tween the Ka ʿ ba and the female body

After all she has hidden her erotic claim under a juridical metaphor Looking
closely at her argument it turns out that she has all the time been alluding to a
particular juridical issue defined by Abū Yūsuf the pilgrimage modality known
ash mutʿat al ḥajj enjoyment of the pilgrimage This pilgrimage pattern whic
demands a temporary interruption of the rites is already put in close context to
sexual pleasure in an early tradition traced back to a companion of the Prophet
saying Two Muʿatāni kānatā ʿalā ʿahdi rasūlī llāh mutʿatu l hajj wa mutʿat an ni sāʾ
enjoyments existed during the time of the messenger of God the enjoyment of
the interrupted pilgrimage and the enjoyment of women 30 Through this iunc
tim the interrupted pilgrimage preserved its erotic connotation in the Islamic ju
ridical lore where the tradition was long discussed By alluding to it the woman
demonstrates how different discourses the juridical the ritual and the socio
traditional are all closely related to the erotic discourse indeed end up in it We

28 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 202 Steingass 1898 II 146
29 Bakhtin 1990 28
30 The relationship between the two enjoyments has been discussed by Gribetz 1994
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are confronted with a most sophisticated use of the rhetorical figure of double
entendre The woman describes without explicitly mentioning the crucial word
enjoyment m¬ mutʿa mutʿat al haj j the enjoyment of the interrupted pilgri

age intending however,s to mutʿat an nis āʾ the enjoyment of women Needles
say that this particular application of the figure of speech presupposes intimate
juridica knowledge

Little surprise then that the speech of the man is committed to the same pro
nouncedly sensual concept of the body He focuses on the erotic play with the
female body fa mudh nabā d dahru hajartu d dumā But since fell fortune fled I
left dolls alone 31 a second metaphor alluding to the act of intercourse is based
on the well known Qurʾānic allegory that pictures women as a field wa miltu ʿan
ḥarthiya lā raghbatan ʿanhu wa lākin attaqī badhrah And not from grudge held I
aloof from my field only from fear to see the seed spring in halm 32 Again
frivolously an authority is brought into the debate on sexuality this time not a
learned but an ideological one the Banū ʿUdhra ā wa kuntu min qablu arā fi l haw

wa dīnihi ruʾya banī ʿ Udhrah Erewhile my views on love and his creed and cult
were those professed so staunchly by ʿ Uzrah s tribe 33 so as if orthodoxy in
causa Veneris was to be demonstrated as if the opening of the juridical discourse
toward the erotic had to be proved a second time

The Poet and his Society a Quarreling Couple

Obviously this sophisticatedly carnivalesque neutralization of the deceptive play
is sufficient for the artist to win his case against the qāḍī in the play but is it
enough as well to make an act of deception committed against a qāḍī indeed a
jurist s subsequent conversion to the norms of the literati acceptable to the lis
teners as well What is it that gives the protagonist the peculiar authority so as to
make his offence against the spokesman of their norms reasonable to them

Here when we leave the internal level of the dramatic interaction and turn to
the perception of the listeners confronted with al Ḥarīrī s particular staging the
antagonism between the artist s and the jurist s norms we come across a set of
symbols that endow the literary artist s relation to the female with virtually
mythical dimensions Already the analogy drawn by the woman between the
Kaʿba and the female body was to arouse suspicion as to the merely private char
acter of the debate The introduction of the intricate juridical problem of the in
terrupted pilgrimage into the debate a topic reaching deeply into the normative
system of the collective had further enhanced the impression that a political
point is being made a socially significant message is being conveyed through a

31 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 195 Steingass 1898 II 143
32 al Ḥarīri 1976 V 195 Steingass 1898 II 143
33 al Ḥarīrī 1976 V 194 Steingass 1898 II 143
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complex allegory Looking closer at the woman s claim against the deficient
partner one finds that the ideas behind both the metaphor pilgrim and its sub
strate husband converge at a common nucleus crucial for the creation of order
both warranting the continuance of the world The pilgrim serves to uphold
world order by performing the prescribed rites the husband contributes to guar
antee the survival of society by procreation What is that momentous role en
trusted to the maqāma hero the artist that is hidden behind the doublefold
metaphor husband pilgrim What is the public relevance of his task

Here again the figure of the double entendre is involved What is actually a
political sous entendu of the play about the quarrelling couple becomes clearer
through the speech of the man He has been the victim of a hostile aggression
of robbery and devastation of the home for which offences he claims the respon
sibility of a figure who has been since time immemorial the adversary of him
who practices the art of poetry namely al dahr fate It is the courageous rebel
lion against al dahr the paralyzing power of the inescapable fate erasing human
works without hope for life beyond death 34 that in ancient Arabic tradition
makes up the heroic profession of the poet who is bound to ever restore the
consciousness of self assertion to his tribal group To be sure what had once
been a matter of personal experience has become for the literary artist of the
ʿ Abbasid era a poetical mimesis in emotion to quote Andras Hamori They
remove us into a world that half knows itself to be poetic rather than realistic 35
Yet in spite of the poet s political significance actually lost poetry still consti
tutes that free space beyond the ruling norms that has been once called Arab
humanism To put it metaphorically The later poet has saved the ancient aura of
the rebel the icon of which is the fight against al dahr To suffer defeat by al
dahr therefore comes equal to his impotence to perform the creative act for his
world that he is due to impregnate his language community with his word to
guarantee her spiritual continuance Claiming that al dahr has overwhelmed him
devastating his abode and stripping his female companion of her jewellery the
artist protagonist clads the public disaster into two images taken from the female
realm that graphically expose the shapelessness and lack of attraction that society
suffers once art and play are banned and absent

The play staged by the literary artist thus projects into the private sphere what
in reality takes place in the public realm Under the veil of his private compan
ion is hidden consciously or unconsciously realizable for the listeners an al
legory of society who takes the case of the defeated and deserted spokesman of
artistic freedom to court Art is neglected the poet has become virtually impo
tent since the patrons supposed to support him in his struggle against destruc
tive fate viz loss of meaning are no longer to be found Once no construction

34 Bowering 1997 57
35 Hamori 1974 65
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of meaning is possible any more world order and continuance in spite of the
continuing validity of normative values are endangered The complaint of the
woman is a true plight only its staging as a private case is deception or for
him who comprehends allegorical theatre For the comprehending listener at
this point the woman s enigma put forward in the beginning of the play through
her introduction of the enjoyment as a double entendre becomes fully soluble
in the end The reference to the enjoyment of the interrupted pilgrimage
mutʿat al ḥajj ,ut as a mask for the enjoyment of women mutʿat al nisā ʾ turns o

to be covering still anotherr mutʿa The truly missed enjoyment is that particula
pleasure that only the literary artist follower of the ancient poet s excessive ways
transcending the realm of norms can convey to his language community the
fulfilment of enjoying meaning of gaining knowledge through unrestrained aes
thetic experience through fiction and creative invention The artist thus has
won his case Artistic norms have prevailed over juridical norms

Woman andfictional literature

The woman in our maqāma is presented as extremely witty able to place her ar
gument into a cosmic context indeed eclipsing her male companion in poetical
invention Accordingly the victory over the judge is essentially hers Yet on
closer look her intrusions into the male discourses the legal and the ritual prove
ambivalent The intertext evoked through her male rhetoric the tradition about
the two enjoyments points to a crude form of male exploitation of women as
objects of sexual pleasure Not only is the legal discourse presented in her speech
as permeated by sexual associations sexuality as such is located unambiguously
into the context of exclusively male competence The woman s case is little dif
ferent from that of her counterparts in Hebrew literature lucidly analysed by
Tova Rosen where dramatic irony continues when the woman stumbles time
and again on talmudic texts of whose implication she is not supposed to be
aware The community of educated males communicates over the head of the
probably illiterate woman who parrots male texts 36 Furthermore in view of her
companion s profession of a poet she must be suspected to play a role that he
has designed for her and we hear little of her once her role in the presence of
the qadi has been ended

Should she then be viewed as a mere mouthpiece of the picaro employed to
dramatize his case Or might the author have introduced her for another sake
In addition to her dramatic function in the play she appears to bear a symbolic
function in the author s vision of art as an embodiment of the very gift of po
etry and fiction itself Such a perception though it is not made explicit by al
Ḥarīrī who more directly introduces her as an allegory of society lamenting ste

36 Rosen 2003 181
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rility in the absence of art would not be unique in pre modern oriental litera
ture Tova Rosen has alerted us to the close association between the beautiful
but untruthful poem and the attractive but deceitful female that was exploited
in a variety of modes and resulted in varying attitudes toward poetry and poetic
enterprise 37 in medieval Hebrew literature The association is not limited to
medieval thought As Rosen shows an intrinsic connection between a particular
norm subverting thinking and the female gender reappears as a key figure in
modern philosophy where according to Nietzsche the female s distrust of the
truth derives from the fact that she does not ever consider truth truth does not
concern her And so for Nietzsche woman paradoxically becomes the symbol
of elusive truth that same alluring but noncommittal entity beguiling and se
ductive that the male forever tries to attain but in vain The scepticism of
the woman for whom the only truth is the realization that there is no truth co
incides with the philosophical view that Nietzsche exemplifies and which under
lies his thought 38

In the pre modern Muslim perspective of al Ḥarīrī s time the woman is of
course not yet looked upon from psychological perspectives Still a number of
gender specific attitudes attributed to her lend themselves to a synopsis of both
the female sex and literary art such as presented in al Ḥarīrī s maqāmāt Since in
the maqāmāt ambiguity even untruth as long as it is presented in adorned
speech is viewed as acceptable indeed as an empowerment of art that helps to
transcend all too sober and uninspired normal reality the assumption that there
is an implicit female gendering of art in the maqāma suggests itself Literature
particularly poetry is beguiling it does like female beauty constitute a fitna a
temptation for the recipients in our case the qāḍī himself found himself be
guiled inkhidā ʿ and thus converted to the adherence to the anti norm Art is
deceptive and untruthful it createsl mutʿa enjoyment by disempowering socia
constraints in the Bakhtinian sense of carnival and replacing the norm
committed reality by a carnivalesque topsy turvy world where patriarchal rules are

out of power What is most telling however is that poetical speech is veiled
through metaphors like the female body should be veiled whereas all the other
realms of medieval Muslim culture are subjected to permanent processes of intel
lectual unveiling kashf Walid Saleh who has investigated The woman as a locus
of apocalyptic anxiety 39 claims that medieval Muslim culture was one obsessed
with unveiling Knowledge lies just beneath a veneer and stripping it is the proc
ess by which knowledge was acquired The female body the only entity in this
culture that should be veiled presents an epistemological crisis 40 There is thus a
convergence of the female image and of the pre modern perception of art par

37 Rosen 2003 65
38 Rosen 2003 65
39 Saleh 1999
40 Saleh 1999 140



THE DOUBLE ENTENDRE TAWRIYA AS A HERMENEUTICAL STRATAGEM 215

ticularly literary art viz poetry which is conceived as ornament and thus as Tova
Rosen as shown for the case of Hebrew medieval poetry a cover of or a subsidi
ary to truth 41 If the naked literal speech constitutes truth then al Ḥarīrī s ex
tremely ornate prose certainly comes close to deception His maqāmāt display a
high degree of syntactical and structural regularity on the one hand and of se
mantic extravagance when it comes to poetical embellishments such as images
and metaphors on the other His dual radicalism his eagerness to meticulously
follow accepted rules that on a linguistic level reflect the social norms established
in a patriarchal system but at the same time to subvert them in a fictitious carni
valesque deceptive play may be understood as indicating a rebellion Viewed
from this perspective al Ḥarīrī writing from the very centre of a strong patriar
chal norm system seems to plead for a less normal /norm oriented and more po
etically minded society where play and fiction have their due part in accordance
with a vision of art inspired by a female image
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The object of this collection of essays is to present various approaches to the evolution
of Arabic prose in the Abbasid age when the art of writing reached the climax of
artificiality under the influence of several cultural factors
While poetry always had the virtue of being the essence of verbal arts among Arabs
prose for a long time maintained its role as a major vehicle for transmitting information
presenting historical or scientific material or elaborating theological issues However
as time passed during the Abbasid age with all the social and cultural changes it
involved prose was gaining merits similar to those that poetry manipulated in Arabic
literature for centuries
The essays focus on types of prose in Arabic literature which evidently demonstrate
certain artistic features that can be classified within the framework of rhetoric This
applies to both form and theme In this volume the editors are interested in presenting
some aspects that pertain to the evolution and the progress of artistic prose not only
as a transmitter of knowledge and information but also as a genre which was chosen
and seen intentionally by the authors as a means for achieving a specific purpose
through specific stylistic and thematic effects
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	[Seite]
	Seite 132
	Seite 133
	Seite 134
	Seite 135
	Seite 136
	Seite 137
	Seite 138
	Seite 139
	Seite 140
	Seite 141
	Seite 142
	Seite 143
	Seite 144
	Seite 145
	Seite 146
	Seite 147
	Seite 148
	Seite 149
	[Leerseite]
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