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Introduction

Why has a French professor with a PhD in Comparative Literature written a book about the Qur’ān and Arabic poetry? I am not an Orientalist—neither the evil sort bent on abetting English, French and American world domination and therefore pilloried by Edward Said and his vast tribe of irascible minions, nor the more mundane kind gone giddy at counting long vowels and short in snippets of Semitic verse, although I am not wholly unfond of the latter. The purpose of this book is not to explain the Qur’ān. Devoted to such a task are vast resources accumulated over more than a millennium and ever more readily accessible thanks to digitization. The Qur’ān nonetheless continues to defy explanation, despite the legions engaged in the vast Islamic and Orientalist intellectual industry intent on doing just that. In this book I instead prefer to explore a series of anomalies and disjunctions that pull at the seams of the discourse woven around and through the Qur’ān and poetry. I am interested not in explicating, clarifying or amplifying the Qur’ān per se, all noble and hoary tasks, but instead in the exploration of the complexities of the work and the multiple discourses into which it is integrated in order for it to mean. The title, Qur’ān and the Lyric Imperative, is not the result of shoddy editing, with an initial definite article mysteriously gone AWOL, for my argument implies that there is no “the Qur’ān,” that it is a work constantly in the making and unmaking, and that this process of becoming and unbecoming depends to a great extent on Arabic poetry, without which there would not have been and there could not be a Qur’ān or the Qur’ān or even a qur’ān.

Well, then: what is the Qur’ān? It is many things, not the least of which is a fascinating medieval literary text rich with ambiguity, although thinking and writing about the Qur’ān as Literature is today bound to raise the hackles of those who see the secularity of literary analysis as practiced in the Euro-American academy antithetical to the obligatory reverence for the founding text of Islam. As I will point out in Chapter 3, however, analysis of the Qur’ān’s language has long been a vital part of attempting to understand its meaning. Indeed, so manifold are the puzzles of the Qur’ān’s possible interpretation that its wealth of potential signification grew exponentially over the centuries following its sending-down1 in the early seventh century, as did the volume of learned commentary engaged in deciphering it. Scholars attempting to make sense of the Qur’ān as the era of Muḥammad and the first generation of Muslims receded beyond memory and became the stuff of anecdote turned to its genre-cousin poetry in order to set hermeneutical parameters. In some ways, poetry served later scholars as a sort of firebreak meant to stem the advance of the blaze of interpretation. Since poetry was the only genre of Arabic Literature coterminous with and even predating the Qur’ān, it alone could serve the function of checking the meaning of words otherwise no longer remembered. Unfortunately, the Qur’ān itself is decidedly unambiguous about its disdain for poetry and poets. The disjunction between poetry’s utility in making sense of the Qur’ān and poetry’s disrepute in the Qur’ān generates a series of anomalies and contradictions in Arabic Literature. It is these I explore here.

A title imagined for this book at its long-ago inception, The Qur’ān and the Lyric, evolved into Qur’ān and the Lyric Imperative as the project itself evolved from its relatively uncomplicated (but certainly complicated enough) original intention to read the Qur’ān through the prism of poetry citation in the great commentaries of the ninth through the twelfth centuries. The “the” has disappeared because I want to insist on the Qur’ān as a qur’ān, as the Qur’ān refers to itself, as a literary genre drawing its name from the acts of recitation and reading implied in the breadth of the word qara’a embracing both. As recitation and reading are not actions restricted to the Qur’ān, they in fact insist on the relationship between this genre and others, especially poetry. “The lyric” became “the lyric imperative” once it became clear that this book would not be so much a comparison of the Qur’ān and poetry, relying on the commentaries as a sort of hinge allowing me to go back and forth between the two genres, but instead that poetry and qur’ān were two manifestations of one Qur’āno-arabic discourse. Since one might (mistakenly) imagine the possibility of a Qur’ān that continued to exist once all poetry had been forgotten or lost or removed from the tradition, I want to insist that it was and is poetry that makes the Qur’ān possible and comprehensible. Perhaps more important than permitting possibility and comprehension, poetry also demonstrates the Qur’ān’s improbability and, by its constant reminder of the ultimate murkiness marking the limits of the lexicon, it does not allow one to imagine a Qur’ān ever fully comprehended, regardless of the intentions of the commentators who have labored in its margins for centuries.

The Qur’ān is not poetry and the Prophet is not poet. On this point the Qur’ān is insistent and consistent. This has ramifications for our understanding of what the Qur’ān is as well as what role poetry took in Arab culture once the Qur’ān had been sent down. Why is the Qur’ān so adamant that Muḥammad is not a poet? What does the Qur’ān mean by shi‘r (poetry) and shā‘ir (poet)? It goes without saying that what the Qur’ān means by shi‘r and what an early twenty-first-century Euro-American reader means by “poetry” is not the same. It should also go without saying that what shi‘r meant to Muḥammad and his contemporaries is not necessarily the same as what the word means to today’s Arab poets, nor what it meant to the Arab poets of fifteenth-century al-Andalus or tenth-century Iraq. Although Modern Standard Arabic is in some ways a very conservative language, since the grammar and vocabulary of the Qur’ān remain normative, it is nonetheless not the same language used fourteen centuries ago. Nor has the much more rapid revolution of the colloquial versions of the language been without its influence on the written language. One cannot assume that any particular word in use today has precisely the same shades of meaning as it did during the time of Muḥammad and his companions. It is important then to take a closer look at shi‘r and related words to determine its meaning within the Qur’ān, and therefore what exactly it is that the Qur’ān refuses to be.

Shā‘ir (poet) and its plural shu‘arā’ appear six times in the Qur’ān. Shi‘r (poetry) appears once. Its verbal form, sha‘ara in the perfect or yash‘uru in the imperfect, meaning “to know” or “to be aware,” appears twenty-five times, but is always accompanied by negation.2 This means that the sort of knowing performed by seventh-century poets or the sort of awareness they possessed is negated in every instance by the Qur’ān. The awareness/knowingness from which poetry arises in the pre-Islamic Arab context is then always about unawareness or false awareness or denied awareness, according to the Qur’ān. Two of the instances of shā‘ir (poet) mark accusations from Muḥammad’s opponents:

“But,” they say, “they are just jumbled dreams.” “No, he made it all up.” “No, he’s a poet. Let him bring us signs like the messengers of old.” (Sūrat al-Anbiyā’ [of the prophets], 21:5)3

For when it was said to them that there was no god but God, they were insolent, saying, “Shall we abandon our gods for a jinn-possessed poet?” (Sūrat al-Ṣāffāt [of the ranks], 37:35–36)

These verses are generally understood as representing the voices of Muḥammad’s contemporaries who mock him and his recitation of the Qur’ān, which reminds them of poetry—and not in a good way. For Muḥammad’s enemies, the Qur’ān is still merely a qur’ān, or a recitation not unlike those they have heard from poets or other sorts of public speakers, rather than the Recitation.4 He is either ineptly recounting a dream or fabricating something that sounds like poetry. When reciting he reminds them of a poet possessed by a jinn, that is, majnūn or crazy.

In another verse, the Qur’ān indicates its contempt for poets:

As for poets, erring men follow them; don’t you see that they wander from one dry river bed to the next, saying one thing and doing another? (Sūrat al-Shu‘arā’ [of the poets], 26:224–26)

Although titled “The Poets,” the sūra in which this verse is found is composed primarily of a series of terse, allusive narrative fragments about several prophets of Islam—Mūsā (Moses), Ibrāhīm (Abraham), Nūḥ (Noah), Lūṭ (Lot), who have counterparts in the Hebrew Bible, and Hūd, Ṣāliḥ, and Shu‘ayb, who do not—and the difficulties they had in convincing the peoples to whom they were sent by God to heed their admonishments. Although individual sūras of the Qur’ān are not always thematically homogeneous and almost never provide a single coherent narrative from beginning to end (with the exception of Sūrat Yūsuf [of Joseph, 12]), so that the reader must be careful not to impose unity where there is none, the reference to poets at the end seems to offer a counter-example to the difficulties encountered by earlier prophets. According to the Qur’ān, not only is Muḥammad not a poet, but poets are fundamentally unlike prophets, who must confront the doubts of their peoples and the frustration of not being heard, whereas poets easily attract listeners because they pander to whoever will listen. The reference to their wandering from one dry river bed (wād) to another seems to indicate disdain for the unsettled life of the poet attached to his transhumant tribe, which contrasts with the urban existence of the Meccan merchant-become-prophet Muḥammad.5

Twice the Qur’ān directly addresses the accusations of poetry:6

So give warning, for you are, by the grace of your Lord, neither a soothsayer nor jinn-possessed. Or do they say, “A poet!—we expect the calamity of time to befall him!?” (Sūrat al-Ṭūr [of the mountain] 52:29–30)

Truly this is spoken by a noble messenger; it is not the speech of a poet—how little faith you all have! Nor is this spoken by a soothsayer—how little attention you all pay to admonishment! It is sent down by the Lord of the realms. (Sūrat al-Ḥāqqa. [of the catastrophe], 69:40–43)

The first example seems to say that Muḥammad’s enemies suspect he will be struck dead for his presumption. In the second, they accuse him of being a kāhin, or soothsayer, perhaps even worse than accusing him of poetry, since soothsayers “were frequently depicted as something of social misfits, sometimes deformed or defective in body, dwelling outside the pale of normal urban and nomadic communities” (Zwettler, 1990, 78).

If the Qur’ān were merely the usual sort of literary work, I would consider these references to poets and poetry signs of the text’s anxiety—it doth protest too much. In his brilliant study, Gott ist schön. Das ästhetische Erleben des Koran [God is Beautiful. The Aesthetic Experience of the Qur’ān], Navid Kermani turns to ḥadīths7 about early reactions to the Qur’ān as recitation in order to understand the context of its reception according to Muslim historical memory (which he distinguishes from history tout court). He sees the labels assigned to the Qur’ān by those resisting Muḥammad as attempts to find a place among genres of speech already familiar to them. In these ḥadīths, the result is inevitably failure to keep the Qur’ān within the limits of one of these genres coupled with failure to resist its aesthetic pleasure.8 Leaving aside the problem of how one determines the veracity of any particular ḥadīth, a question around which an entire branch of Islamic Science has developed and which is far too complex for detailed explanation here, I would argue that the accounts cited by Kermani represent not the world of the Qur’ān at the moment it was sent down and first recited (as he tacitly acknowledges), nor even the historical memory of Muslims who recognized the difficulty of assigning the Qur’ān to one genre or another, but instead a later moment when it had become necessary to illustrate a rapprochement of sorts between Prophet and poetry. The attempt to overcome or supersede the categorical rejection of poetry by the Qur’ān and to return poetry to the center of Arab culture is a source of productive tension we find over and over in the history of Arabic Literature.

Coupled with the rejection of poetry is an insistence on the fundamental ability of the Qur’ān to make things clear:

We did not teach him poetry; it is not appropriate, for it is nothing other than a reminder and a clear qur’ān to admonish those who are alive and affirm the truth of that spoken upon the unbelievers. (Sūrat Yā’ Sīn [of yā’ and sīn], 36:69–70)

In the text there are hundreds of references to the clarity of the Qur’ān and other manifestations of God’s message sent down to earlier prophets. Although there are also scattered references to difficulties in interpreting God’s word, assertions of clarity far outnumber them, making the Qur’ān seem relatively reticent about its disdain for poetry. One of the difficulties in interpreting the Qur’ān today is that the text’s fundamental obscurity and ambiguity have been ruthlessly eliminated by centuries of commentary. It is all but impossible even to begin to read the text without accepting some sort of hermeneutic machinery exterior to it (as evidenced by my interpretation of the handful of passages cited above—how do I know who “We” or “him” is, for example? Or even that “We” is “We” and not “we”?). For over a thousand years, scholar after scholar has chipped away at the difficulties of the text until the Qur’ān’s essential clarity has been vindicated. They have made what the Qur’ān says about itself true.

In order to explain how this has been done, one must first imagine what the difficulties in interpreting the Qur’ān might be if it were not already fully understood. By this I do not mean that all disputes about the meaning of any particular verse have come to an end, or that there are no longer any puzzling passages in the Qur’ān, but that the vast scaffolding of interpretation erected since the seventh century make it impossible to read the Qur’ān innocently, without any preconceptions. As Todd Lawson makes clear in his brilliant and exhaustive study The Crucifixion and the Qur’ān, both Muslims and non-Muslims conflate commentary with text and so believe that the Qur’ān says things it never actually says.9 Such are the difficulties of the text that it cannot be scaled without use of this scaffolding of interpretation already transmitted across sixty-five generations, but, unfortunately, this scaffolding also blocks the text from view.

The reader approaching the text for the first time discovers to his surprise that the sūras, or chapters, of the Qur’ān are not organized chronologically. With the exception of the opening sūra, they are organized for the most part (though not strictly so) according to length, with the longest at the beginning and the shortest at the end, which the classicist Norman Brown calls the “beautiful inconsequentiality of the arrangement of the suras” (Brown, 90). The point of view or voice of the text may change without warning from one verse to the next, or even within one verse. The text is reticent with a restricted vocabulary (unlike poetry of the same period) and very few proper names (only one woman, Maryam [Mary, the mother of Jesus] is indicated by name in the entire Qur’ān, for example), so that it isn’t always immediately clear to exactly whom a particular passage refers. Narratives that might otherwise be familiar from other traditions are more alluded to than recounted, with little concern for the usual niceties of plot and causality. The allusions to these narratives are seldom found within one sūra or in contiguous sūras; elements of the Moses narrative, for example, are found scattered across twenty-nine different sūras (Mahallati, 150). The text may have been composed in a version of Arabic used for communication among seventh-century tribes rather than in a version of the language spoken by a particular tribe, although scholars are by no means in agreement on this.10 This disjunction between the language of recitation and the everyday spoken language is, of course, complicated by the passage of nearly fourteen centuries. As Kermani points out, Norman Brown compares the experience of reading the Qur’ān to that of reading Finnegans Wake:

We are the first generation in the West able to read the Koran, if we are able to read Finnegans Wake. In fact Carlyle’s reaction to the Koran—“a wearisome confused jumble, crude, incondite; endless iterations, long-windedness, entanglements”—is exactly our first reaction to Finnegans Wake. The affinity between this most recalcitrant of sacred texts and this most avant-garde of literary experiments is a sign of our times. . . . In both the Koran and Finnegans Wake this effect of simultaneous totality involves systematic violation of the classic rules of unity, propriety and harmony; bewildering changes of subject; abrupt juxtaposition of incongruities. (Brown, 89)

The Qur’ān would seem then to be the first and greatest text of High Modernism.

Readers of texts of such difficulty, whether Finnegans Wake or the Qur’ān, require mediating works of exegesis. There are two primary categories of qur’ānic exegesis: tafsīr and ta’wīl. Tafsīr means the clear explanation of that which is hidden. It is related to the verb fasara, whose fundamental meaning is “to discover,” but which can mean as well, under certain circumstances, “to examine the urine of an ill man,” presumably in order to explain the cause of the illness, which is otherwise not immediately apparent (Lane, s.v., f-s-r). The tafsīr presents the problem of clearly explaining something that has already declared itself clear. The putative goal of a tafsīr is to find the one true meaning of any particular passage of the Qur’ān, although many function in practice more like compendia of competing and contradictory explanations. Ta’wīl, on the other hand, means to return something to its origin, which in this case would be the origin of the text, God himself. According to Henry Corbin ta’wīl and tanzīl are a complementary pair of terms; the tanzīl was sent down by God, while the ta’wīl is a return to that source (Corbin, 35). Great mystic scholars such as the twelfth-century Ibn ‘Arabī believed that every verse of the Qur’ān held an infinite number of meanings. Their aim is not to establish the true, fixed meaning of the Qur’ān as intended by God, but to exploit its ambiguities in a search for other, more profound, perhaps even personal meanings. The medieval tafsīr tradition would seem to be about removing the possibility of imagination from the interpretation of the Qur’ān, while the ta’wīl commentaries, on the other hand, return imagination with a vengeance to Qur’ānic interpretation. Although as a comparatist and scholar of poetry I am particularly drawn to ambiguity, I will focus my attention on tafsīr rather than ta’wīl, for reasons that will become obvious.

A typical tafsīr relies on three sources in order to explain the Qur’ān: ḥadīth (or texts themselves based on ḥadīth, such as eighth-century Ibn Isḥāq’s Sīrat Rasūl Allāh [Life-Path of the Messenger of God], a sort of early biography of Muḥammad, as already explained in footnote 7 above); the Isrā’iliyyāt, stories of the prophets in the Jewish and Christian traditions, whether preserved in the Midrash or in popular form; and Arabic poetry, primarily but not exclusively pre-Islamic. The ḥadīths provide narrative context for individual verses, which would otherwise remain obscure: an individual verse or handful of verses of the Qur’ān is attached to something in particular that Muḥammad did or said. Christian and Jewish stories of figures from the Bible provide details to fill in the narrative gaps of the extremely terse Qur’ānic versions.11 Lines of poetry are cited in order to explain the meaning of difficult words or challenging grammatical constructions. The use of each of these three extra-Qur’ānic sources has at times been contentious, but together they have proven a powerful set of tools to transform reception of the Qur’ān.

In a sense there are two Qur’āns today. The first is the fully aestheticized object that exists beyond understanding, recited by hundreds of millions of believers who do not speak or understand Arabic (or understand it at best imperfectly), yet nonetheless is sung with astonishing beauty by those rigorously trained to do so, and written out with equally astonishing beauty by those trained in calligraphy. The other Qur’ān is the over-understood text that has been elaborated and narrativized by the tens of thousands of ḥadīths, popular retellings, and volume after volume of commentary. The result is that beauty has been emptied of meaning, and meaning has been shunted off into erudite and recondite commentaries. Although the focus of this book is on the dynamic relationship between the Qur’ān and Arabic poetry rather than on strategies for reading the Qur’ān, my argument nonetheless depends on the reunion of form to meaning—the rejoining of the aesthetic and hermeneutic aspects of reading the Qur’ān—accomplished by returning poetry to it. From the perspective of a scholar of literature, the great beauty of the Qur’ān is in the very ambiguity that scholars of the Qur’ānic sciences have spent more than a millennium attempting to erase.

In his Itqān fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān (Mastery in the Qur’ānic Sciences), the fifteenth-century Egyptian polymath, Jalāl al-Dīn al-Suyūṭī lists either 188, 189 or 190 citations of poetry used to explain difficult or rare words in the Qur’ān, depending on who is counting (Boullata, 1991, 27, 30; Rippin, 1981, 16). Al-Suyūṭī, the author of as many as 981 books and a particularly meticulous and rigorous scholar, counts only those citations he can trace back to the Prophet Muḥammad’s cousin ‘Abd Allāh ibn ‘Abbās, who died roughly fifty years after Muḥammad himself and, as I have already mentioned in note 4, is considered a particularly knowledgeable source (Spevack, 396). Al-Suyūṭī “. . . was called the ‘Doctor (ḥabr/ḥibr)’ of the Community, and the ‘Ocean (baḥr)’, on account of his legendary knowledge” which extended to “pre-Islamic history and the early genre of biography of the Prophet know as maghāzi (military expeditions’) . . . fiqh (Islamic law), and . . . pre-Islamic poetry” (Cooper, xv). As its title indicates, Mastery ranges widely through various fields of scholarship concerning the language, structure and meaning of the Qur’ān; its first half is especially concerned with pin-pointing the context of individual sūras, parts of sūras and even verses. Al-Suyūṭī had an acute sense of the text’s challenges and earlier scholars’ attempts to account for them. His decision to draw a line roughly at the end of the seventh century is not merely about recognizing the authority of a companion and relative of the Prophet with detailed knowledge of both the Qur’ān and poetry, but also implies that poetry composed beyond this date is of little use to Qur’ānic exegesis. This in turn implies that only poetry either predating or roughly contemporary to the Qur’ān’s first generation of hearers is useful in the decoding of words whose meanings have been lost or obscured by the passage of time, or perhaps had always been “deeply enigmatic” (Hoffmann, 101). Of course, this also implies that within fifty years of the death of Muḥammad, Muslims already found nearly two hundred words of the Qur’ān puzzling enough to require annotation (or, at least, that later Muslim historical memory believed this to be the case).

By the eighth century, philologists and grammarians were transcribing recitations of Jāhilī poetry (meaning poetry from the Jāhiliyya, the Age of Ignorance that existed before the sending-down of the Qur’ān, in other words pre-Islamic poetry) that they believed had been transmitted orally over generations with little or no change, putatively in an attempt to preserve a storehouse of information about the Arabic language that would permit them to better understand the language in its purest state and to create a lexicon useful to Qur’ānic exegesis.12 Of course, there were other motivations for this enthusiastic rediscovery of pre-Islamic poetry (if, indeed, it had ever fully disappeared from view), not the least of which was a desire on the part of the ruling class to re-Arabize itself within the context of a multilingual, pluricultural empire whose high culture was profoundly influenced by conquered cultures.13 As increasing numbers of non-Arabs converted to Islam, more and more Arab Muslims became concerned about their Arabness. Nonetheless, regardless of the motives for collecting it, pre-Islamic poetry does not seem to have existed until the middle of the eighth century. This is not to say that there was no poetry before the advent of Islam, but instead that there was no need for a category labeled pre-Islamic until it became useful as a repository of uniquely Arab values, both ethical and aesthetic. The pre-Islamic past had once been condemned “as an age of wrong belief, dominated by conflicting tribal interests and rivalries,” but “came gradually to be seen as a unified Arab past, in which the ‘true’ values of Arab ethnic identity were manifested, and even emphasized as against Persian values” (Drory, 35). In his now-notorious Fī al-Shi‘r al-Jāhilī (On Pre-Islamic Poetry), published in 1926, the famed Egyptian scholar Ṭāhā Ḥusayn claimed that virtually the entire corpus of pre-Islamic poetry had been fabricated by ‘Abbāsid scholars.14 Although Ḥusayn’s theory is extreme and has long been out of favor among scholars (it would make for an extraordinary conspiracy), it is not beyond belief that at times the need for commentary has led to the invention of verse; the Qur’ān as potential source for the very poetry it was determined to replace is yet another paradox in the relationship between the two.

Even if one accepts every line of poetry currently found in the diwāns of pre-Islamic poets as genuine and correctly ascribed, it is nonetheless obvious that the category of pre-Islamic poetry was not created by the poets themselves, since they could not possibly have shared the historical perspective that understands their time as past. Understanding of poetry citation in the tafsīr as a sort of linguistic archaeology must be tempered by the realization that the collection and transcribing of the poetry was contemporary with the urgent need for it as a hermeneutic tool. One should also keep in mind that the ‘Abbāsid gatherers (and Bedouin reciters, who, after all, were no longer polytheists, or Associationists, a term I will explain later in this book) of pre-Islamic poetry were both imbued and suffused with the language of the Qur’ān. It is inconceivable that by the middle of the eighth century Qur’ānic language would not have seeped into the consciousness (or perhaps better yet, the unconscious) of both performers and consumers of pre-Islamic poetry. In other words, just as pre-Islamic poetry is already in the Qur’ān in the form of two hundred or so words that are otherwise incomprehensible, so, too, is the Qur’ān already in pre-Islamic poetry, since it must have been virtually omnipresent among Arabs at the time these poems were first written down. Even as sharp a critic of oral-formulaic theories of composition applied to pre-Islamic poetry as Gregor Schoeler acknowledges that “[u]ndoubtedly, pre- and early-Islamic poetry was subjected to frequent modifications on the long journey from its creators to its redactors” (Schoeler, 2006, 101).

When I began to look through tafsīrs for citations of poetry, I was surprised to discover that several citations in the most standard of these reference works were not from pre-Islamic poetry, but instead from Umayyad or even ‘Abbāsid poets. While the overwhelming number of citations are from poems deemed pre-Islamic, the anomalous citations from poems postdating Muḥammad, which by definition have no archaeological value as explicatory survivors from a putative lost age of pure Arabic language, would seem to suggest that at some level the commentaries understand the possibility of a different sort of relationship between the Qur’ān and poetry. Lines of poetry are useful in explaining the Qur’ān not simply because some guy roaming the desert (to borrow the Qur’ān’s own image of the typical poet) pronounced some word at roughly the same time that Muḥammad happened to recite it, but because the way in which poets—even poets postdating Muḥammad—use language is somehow akin to the way the Qur’ān uses language. The Qur’ān may not be shi‘r, but is it nonetheless poetry?

In his path-breaking The Poetic Qur’ān. Studies on Qur’ānic Poeticity, Thomas Hoffmann offers a long list of features in the Qur’ān that attest to its “poeticity”:

. . . recurrence (e.g., rhyme, alliteration, parallelism, various structures of equivalence and patterning), stylistic deviation from conventional language (e.g., tropes, figures of speech, hyperboles, and various forms of poetic license), semantic ambiguity (e.g., allusions, contradictions, enigmatic words or phrases), sound-symbolic devices (e.g., figura etymologica, onomatopoeia, puns (jinās), and the pervading rhythm. (Hoffmann, 3)

He then goes on to list several other traits that “add up to a powerful sensation of the poetic”:

. . . terseness (e.g., compositions written in cola, sing. colon), passionate speech, ‘chantability,’ apostrophes and vocative hailings, structural dominance of personal pronouns, unexpected shifts of pronouns (i.e., iltifāt), and a recurring self-reflexivity of the text . . . . (Hoffmann, 4)

Hoffmann is careful throughout his book not to claim that the Qur’ān is poetry but instead insists that it is “poetic.” One might not agree that every trait listed is poetic, but as Hoffmann’s list shows, it is difficult to understand the Qur’ān as anything other than poetic in a post-Romantic Euro-American sense. Nonetheless, looking at genres across a cultural divide using translated terminology has its perils, although I would argue that the breadth of the cultural divide separating Arab and Euro-American cultures sometimes has been grossly exaggerated. In any case, we run the risk of being forced by our own genre categories to ask silly questions, such as, “Why didn’t the Chinese compose epic poetry?” or “Why didn’t the Incas write tragedies that follow the classical unities as understood by 17th-century French playwrights?” This is not to say that looking at non-European literary genres with European literary critical terminology cannot be useful. In a collection of essays edited by Philip Kennedy, On Fiction and Adab in Medieval Arabic Literature, several scholars explore the notion of fiction, a genre that medieval Arabs had not imagined, alongside the notion of adab, a genre that does not exist in European Literature (although Modern Standard Arabic has borrowed adab from Classical Arabic to mean “literature” in the Euro-American sense). At the beginning of the twenty-first century in the so-called West, fiction is understood as the opposite of nonfiction, both being subcategories of prose, while the opposite of prose is poetry, which then has no place in the distinction between fiction and nonfiction.15 As Rina Drory points out in Kennedy’s collection, in the West one instead distinguishes “poetry from prose according to formal features (constraints even) such as metre and rhyme.” The difference between poetry and prose “in classical Arabic Literature [instead] lies mainly in the conveying of reality in either fictional or non-fictional ways.” For Drory, “Hadith prose literature (re)presents reality, whereas poetry does not—cannot, even—pretend to convey reality realistically; it is patently far too stylized and formulaic” (P. Kennedy, 2005, xviii). In other words, when the Qur’ān insists that it is not poetry, it is not claiming to be prose, but instead claiming to be true.

One of the most common complaints of Euro-American readers of the Qur’ān, both the great Orientalists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and the curious nonspecialist reader today, is that it is organized in such a way as to deny access to what little narrative one might seek to reconstruct. As Bible scholars and readers, Europeans and Americans have been conditioned to expect truth in the form of narrative from their reading of the stories of Genesis and Exodus, as well as the Gospels of the New Testament. The Qur’ān, however, wants to be recognized as true without being prose. As I have already pointed out, the purpose of ḥadīth is to explain the Qur’ān by rendering it narrative, by attaching anecdotes to verses or groups of verses that have no apparent context. There is a corresponding genre attached to Arabic poetry, the khabar, which provides a narrative context in the form of an explicatory biographical anecdotes about the poet:

All Jāhilī [pre-Islamic] poetry is occasional in that it is linked to event; the art does not occur without that armature. Narrative verse per se is absent, yet narrative is always implicit in the poetry’s event-grounded nature, and rendered explicit by the commentary which Baṣran and Kūfan scholars added to elucidate it. This is nowhere more evident than in the Ayyām al-‘Arab, a prosimetric genre in which narrative and verse are interdependent. In ‘Iqd, Kāmil and Nihāyat al-arab the poetry validates and authenticates the prose narrative; in the Naqā‘iḍ and Aghānī the prose narrative explicates the poetry. The mostly third person narrative of prose and heightened, usually first person discourse of poetry further complement each other. (Oller, 256)16

Oller’s point is that the Arab Literary Tradition’s great anthologists brought poetry and prose together, although some anthologies used the prose to explicate the poetry, while others used the poetry to punctuate and validate the prose. The Kitāb al-Aghānī (Book of Songs, explained in the endnotes below) in particular narrativizes poetry; seventh-century Jamīl’s poetry, for example, is clearly secondary to the narrative romance of the characters Jamīl and Buthayna organized chronologically with the occasional citation of verse that is otherwise all-but-inscrutable. As Beatrice Gruendler points out in an article focused on the presentation of long ninth-century poems in fragmentary form in compilations such as the Book of Songs, “. . . the akhbār staged the odes and anchored them within a historical context” (Gruendler, 327). Both ḥadīth and khabar then arise from a deep-seated need for narrative when confronting texts that refuse to tell stories. When the Arab listener trained to understand pre-Islamic poetry within a narrative context provided by prose biography faced a different genre that refused, for the most part, to participate in narrative, he would feel compelled to ask, “Where’s the story?” and then cast about for the tools that would permit him to construct one. The tradition obliges him by providing tens of thousands of ḥadīths. The general Euro-American reader may ask the same question, but his ignorance of the tradition blocks the obliging answer. The point is that within the boundaries of their own culture’s genre conventions, both pre-Islamic poetry and the Qur’ān develop similar strategies for elucidation because it is not so much form that differentiates them (as it would according to Euro-American genre boundaries) but content. The Qur’ān is true; poetry is not. In Chapter 3 I will explore this question further.

Ṭāhā Ḥusayn addressed the question of the Qur’ān’s genre in 1930 while giving a lecture at the Geographical Society in Cairo titled “Prose in the Second and Third Centuries after the Hijra”17 (Ḥusayn, 1969, 25; Boullata, 2000, ix):

But you know that the Qur’ān is not prose and that it is not verse either. It is rather Qur’ān,18 and it cannot be called by any other name but this. It is not verse, and that is clear; for it does not bind itself by the bonds of verse. And it is not prose, for it is bound by bonds peculiar to itself, not found elsewhere; some of those bonds are related to the endings of its verse and so to that musical sound which is all its own. It is therefore neither verse nor prose, but it is “a Book whose verses have been perfected then expounded, from One Who is Wise, All-Aware.” We cannot therefore say it is prose, and its text itself says it is not verse.

.و لكنكم تعلمون أن القرآن ليس نثراً، كما أنه ليس شعراً. إنما هو قرآن و لا يمكن أن يسمى بغير هذا الاسم

،ليس شعراً، وهذا واضح، فهو لم يتقيد بقيود الشعر. وليس نثراً

لأنه مقيد بقيود خاصة به، لا توجد فى غيره، وهى هذه القيود التى يتصل بعضها بأواخر الآيات، وبعضها بتلك النغمة

الموسيقية الخاصة. فهو ليس شعراً ولا نثراً، ولكنه (كتابٌ أحكمَت آياتهُ ثم فصلتْ منْ لدُنْ حكيم خبير). فلسنا نستطيع

.أن نقول إنه نثر. كما نص هو على أنه ليس شعراً

What I find most fascinating here is the way in which the word “verse” (shi‘r) will simply not go away. Just as the Qur’ān’s displacement of poetry from the center of Arab culture is also somehow responsible for its return, Ḥusayn’s rhetoric rejecting verse is so sticky that it nearly convinces us that the Qur’ān is verse. In the first sentence he casts responsibility for the notion that the Qur’ān is not poetry back upon the audience. The second sentence insists that the injunction to desist from calling the Qur’ān poetry comes from an external authority. The third sentences rejects the bonds of verse, but a similar sort of bonds—and verse—return to a description of the Qur’ān in the very next sentence. In the end he asserts the authority of the Qur’ān to call itself what it will. Ḥusayn seems to have learned from his earlier experience of religious scandal; he never takes it upon himself to directly refer to the Qur’ān as verse, but nor does he ever take responsibility for explicitly rejecting the label himself. The closest he gets to doing so is when he says “and that is clear,” but the Qur‘ān’s own anxious insistence over and over that it is clear may indicate that rather than affirming clarity Ḥusayn is instead using the Qur’ān’s rhetoric against itself. After fourteen centuries scholars still feel they must defend the Qur’ān against charges of poetry.

Nonetheless, it is not the arrival of Western-influenced skepticism in the twentieth century that marks the first attempts of the poetry to return to the Qur’ān. Many ḥadīth tell of Muḥammad’s encounters with poets. What is interesting about these stories is that although the Qur’ān and Muḥammad are inevitably victorious, the competition is on the terms of the poets and poetry. In one example, an excerpt from the second sūra of the Qur’ān is hung on the doors of the Ka‘ba next to a poem by Labīd, considered by many the greatest poet contemporary to Muḥammad. Despite his skepticism, he recites the Qur’ānic passage, recognizes that it has outdone his own poem and immediately converts.19 In another example, according to tradition, only the greatest poems were hung every year on the doors or walls of the Ka‘ba. The language of the Qur’ān is put in the position—literally—of competing with poetry on its own terms. In another ḥadīth, found in Ibn Isḥāq’s Sīrat Rasūl Allāh, Muḥammad agrees to participate in a poetry duel (Ibn Isḥāq, 270). His challenger quits in despair before the duel goes very far, but what is extraordinary is that this fictive version of Muḥammad would agree to recite the Qur’ān as if it were mere poetry. While it is unlikely that either ḥadīth is “true,” the point is that regardless of what the Qur’ān has to say about poets and poetry, Arab historical memory insists on seeing a close relationship between them.

Some later scholars believed that the Arab penchant for poetry predisposed them to accept the Qur’ān, again modifying its categorical rejection of poets and their texts. The twelfth-century Andalusī ‘Iyāḍ ibn Mūsa wrote in his Al-Shifā’ bi-Ta‘rīf Ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafā (Healing through the Knowledge of the Truths of the Chosen One) that

God had anchored this particularity [the facility for poetry] like a predisposition and an ability in the nature and character of the Arabs, so that they were able to spontaneously produce beautiful things and could find the right word for every occasion. At every conceivable opportunity they were moved and without a second thought would recite verse to mock, attack, praise or ridicule others. (Kermani, 22)

The ninth-century philologist Ibn al- A‘rābī, who transmitted the manuscript of the Mufaḍḍalīyāt, traditionally considered the most scrupulously collected eighth-century anthology of pre-Islamic poetry, puts it more bluntly:

The Arabs were enthusiasts of singing and songs of virtually every form. When the Koran came down, they loved it, and allowed it to take the accustomed place of singing. (Kermani, 48)

At some point early in the history of Arabic Literature, the Qur’ān’s rejection of poetry is reversed or at least elided. The Arab predilection for poetry is no longer a source for worry, but instead represents a great gift from God that prepared them to accept and then transmit the Qur’ān. Only God loves poetry more than the Arabs and only God has a greater facility for it. He sent down the Qur’ān in a form close enough to poetry that the Arabs would appreciate it, but different enough that they would not merely confuse the two.20 The Arabs were primed to appreciate the lyric nature of the Qur’ān’s language; its superiority to that of mere poetry would guide them to accept the Qur’ān’s message and leave off following poets.

This book is divided into four chapters. In Chapter 1, “Al-Akhṭal and the Exactions of Genre,” I explore the characteristics and boundaries of the classical Arabic genres poetry, history, commentary, and qur’ān in order to make sense of how they work together as part of a larger Qur’āno-arabic discourse. I look at a series of links joining these genres, ranging from the odd recurring image of a praying or reciting chameleon in seventh-century al-Akhṭal’s dīwān, the citation of a line containing this image from one of his poems to illuminate a difficult word in the Qur’ān, and how the event the poem was composed to celebrate is represented differently in poetry and history. Over the course of the chapter it becomes increasingly clear that poetry and qur’ān share many more characteristics that differentiate them from the other genres than characteristics which differentiate them from each other.

Having distinguished poetry from qur’ān while never letting one genre wander too far from the other in the first chapter, in the second chapter I explore the relationship of poets to prophets in the work and person of the tenth-century poet al-Mutanabbī. Considered by many the greatest Arab poet of all time, the very name by which he is known means “he who professed himself a prophet.” I examine both the textual and biographical evidence for the origin of his name against the backdrop of the anomalous citation of a line of his poetry to explain an odd moment in the life of a prophet as recounted in the Qur’ān. What does it mean to cite a poem postdating the Qur’ān by more than three centuries in order to explain it? What does it mean that for centuries Arabs and Orientalists have been arguing over whether the greatest Arab poet of all in his youth composed his own qur’ān and led an uprising as a prophet?

If the first chapter asks, “What is poetry? (and, by the way, what is the Qur’ān?)” and the second chapter asks, “What is a poet? (and by the way, what is a prophet?)” then the third chapter asks, “How do poetry and the Qur’ān mean?” Inspired by the eleventh-century scholar al-Jurjānī, who understood that the rhetoric of the Qur’ān and poetry, whether the latter was pre-Islamic, Umayyad or ‘Abbāsid, functioned the same way, according to patterns that could be determined, isolated and analyzed, I look at several citations of verse in medieval commentaries to determine just what it is they are trying to explain about the Qur’ān with recourse to poetry. The metaphors of artisanal craft that al-Jurjānī employs to describe the workings of Qur’ānic and poetic rhetoric allow me to demonstrate that the Qur’ān and Ummayad poetry depend on one another for the production of meaning. The citations provide nodes of ambiguity where the layer of obvious meaning has worn away (or was always absent), permitting us to see that poetry is the warp and the Qur’ān is the woof of a single intertextured Qur’āno-arabic discourse.

Finally, the fourth chapter, “The Alhambra and the Qur’ān of Poetry,” then asks how poetry and the Qur’ān are read. Both popular and scholarly writings on the Alhambra have mistakenly applied Western conceptions of the printed book to the poetry found on its walls. I suggest instead that the Alhambra had other, more appropriate models of both reading (poetry and the Qur’ān) and the inscription of what was to be read (the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem and the pre-Islamic sanctuary of the Ka‘ba in Mecca). Because every detail of the Alhambra is intended to remind the reader of the essential unity of all aspects of the present world and the world beyond, the natural world and the world constructed, the spoken and the written, speaker and listener, seer and seen, poetry and the Qur’ān, the visitor to the complex experiences the possibility of a near-magical elocutionary union.

NOTES

1.	Although the term “revelation” to describe how the Qur’ān was transmitted to the Arabs of the seventh century is commonly used in Euro-American Qur’ānic Studies, I have consciously avoided it. The Qur’ān uses many different terms to refer to itself, but the act of transmission to the Prophet Muḥammad, tanzīl, means “the sending down” or “the sent down,” derived from nazzala (to send down), and related to nazala (to come down) or nazala bi (to bring down). “Revelation,” on the other hand, comes from the Latin revelare, meaning “to draw back a veil or curtain.” The Arabic term insists on the hierarchical act of transmission from God to Prophet, while the English refers instead to the discovery of something already present but hidden or obscured in some way. The Euro-American obsession with the veil in Islam should discourage scholars from translating tanzīl as “revelation.” The verb waḥā (from the root w-ḥ-y), common in the Qur’ān, is also often translated “to reveal,” but its meaning shades off into “to inspire” and “to indicate”—that is, God is pointing out or even whispering something to Muḥammad rather than uncovering it. “In pre-Islamic Arabia the word . . . applied to the communication of a message of especial or mysterious import (blessing, cursing, divination, incantation, spell binding) by voice, sound, sign, and was commonly used in this sense by poets and soothsayers. With the rise of Islam it acquired a sacred meaning representing direct communication from God to man” (Sherif, 40).

2.	Nearly all Arabic words are formed from triconsonantal roots, although there are several, mostly of foreign or very ancient origin, that are formed from roots with four consonants. The manipulation of this feature of Semitic languages for rhetorical purposes is known in Arabic as jinās, mujannas, or tajnīs (root play).

3.	Although all translations from the Arabic are my own unless otherwise noted, I have consulted several other translations of the Qur’ān into various European languages and, whenever possible, have consulted other translations of the poetry cited in this book as well. It is all but impossible to translate ambiguity from one language to another, so any translation will inevitably smooth over those very qualities of the Qur’ān and poetry I find most intriguing. My translations are guided by a desire to keep them as literal as possible, although in the interest of making them accessible to nonspecialists they are sometimes colloquial and explanatory. I have chosen not to provide the Arabic text for Qur’ānic passages, since reproducing all its diacritical marks poses numerous challenges. In any case, the Qur’ān in Arabic is readily available in print or online, which is not true for the other sorts of Arabic texts this book trades in. See the bibliography for details.

4.	As far as can be determined, qur’ān’s oldest meaning is “recitation” from qara’a, to recite, although the commentaries and other types of Islamic scholarship offer several other possibilities (Madigan, 127–30). It later takes on the meaning “to read” as well. It is traditionally believed that the first verse sent down to Muḥammad was the first verse of Sūrat al-‘Alaq (of blood clots, 96), which begins with iqra’, the imperative of qara’a, which in this context makes much more sense as “Recite!” rather than “Read!” Claude Gilliot points out that some “Western scholars, however, think that it is derived from the Syriac qeryānā (reading, script, lectionary)” (Gilliot, 2006, 41). A ḥadīth traced back to Ibn ‘Abbās, Muḥammad’s cousin and considered a particularly knowledgeable source, suggests that the written word preceded the spoken and thus the written Qur’ān the recited: “Truly the first thing God created was the pen” وإن أوّل شىء خلق اللّه القلم (Ṭabarī, Ta’rīkh, 1:34). What the word meant in reference to the Qur’ān in the early seventh century remains open to debate; the Qur’ān’s frequent references to itself as al-kitāb, “the book,” or perhaps better, “the written,” allow for much ambiguity in our understanding of how early Muslims thought of it as a text.

5.	Zwettler sees what he translates charmingly as “wildering in every valley” as “a slightly disingenuous allusion to the primary structuring topos of the conventional pre-Islamic qaṣīda . . . the seemingly aimless fictive journey that the poet typically represents himself as making by camel (or, rarely, by horse) through the desert with a couple or more companions” (Zwettler, 1990, 114). In other words, according to Zwettler, the Qur’ān is here mocking one of the conventions of the premier genre of pre-Islamic poetry. For his part, Montgomery points out the “clever use in the septet of the language and style of pre-Islamic poetry” in these lines (Montgomery, 1996, 51). Montgomery’s use of the term “septet” of course insists on thinking of the Qur’ān as organized like poetry.

6.	Thomas Hoffmann points out that in the Qur’ān “the most explicit passages on poetry are the least poetic” (168). This may be true, but the larger issue is that Hoffmann at this point in his book confuses the “poetic” with “poetry” in its seventh-century Arab context. When the Qur’ān denies that Muḥammad is a poet, it means that he is unlike Imru’ al-Qays and Labīd, for example, rather than unlike Baudelaire and Ezra Pound.

7.	The ḥadīth is a brief, orally transmitted account of what Muḥammad, or in some cases, his companions, did or said. They provide many details about the life of Muḥammad and early Muslims that we do not find in the Qur’ān, which is famously reticent on such matters.

8.	Kermani gives several examples. In one, taken from Guillaume’s translation of Ibn Hishām’s early ninth-century version of Ibn Isḥāq’s foundational eighth-century (and otherwise lost) Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Life-Path of the Messenger of God), Walīd bin Mughrīra, a powerful and wealthy leader of the Quraysh tribe who opposed Muḥammad and the early Muslims in Mecca, asks fellow-tribesmen who have heard Muḥammad’s qur’ān to explain what it is like because he wants them to all agree. He rejects each of their suggestions (soothsayer, sorcerer, poet) by explaining how Muḥammad’s speech is unlike the speech of these other figures, in effect making an argument for the singularity of the Qur’ān despite himself (Kermani, 56; Guillaume, 121).

9.	Lawson’s entire book is about the ambiguity of the sole verse in the Qur’ān that refers to the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, Sūrat al-Nisā’ (of the women) 4:157. He points out that while the commentaries almost always interpret this verse to mean that the Qur’ān denies that the crucifixion occurred, the language of the verse is ambiguous enough to allow for a more nuanced understanding. He goes on to point out that some translations into English distort the meaning of the verse through an over-reliance on the commentaries (Lawson, 16).

10.	There is a great deal of argument over whether pre-Islamic poetry was composed in a “supra-tribal” version of Arabic and whether this was identical to the language of the Qur’ān. For a lengthy examination of the linguistic evidence, see Versteegh, Chapters 4 and 5.

11.	As Andrew Rippin points out, “. . . the Qur’ān is not simply a retelling of the biblical stories but a reflection of the popular form of the prophet stories in the Near Eastern milieu of the seventh century. Elements in the Quranic versions of these stories are sometimes found in works such as the Jewish Talmud or Midrash, for example. Thus, the context within which the Qur’ān must be read is far more than the framework provided by the text of the Bible alone; rather, the living tradition of Judaism and Christianity, and all the other faiths and folklore of the area are reflected in the Qur’ān and provided the necessary background for its comprehension” (Rippin, 2001, 23).

12.	In his ‘Uyūn al-Akhbār (Translated by Tarif Khalidi as The Most Noteworthy Reports, Khalidi, 109), the ninth-century scholar Ibn Qutayba explains that “Poetry is the mine of the knowledge of the Arabs [meaning here ‘the Bedouins’], the scripture of their wisdom, the archives/records/register of their annals, the repository of their battle-days, the wall erected to protect their glorious deeds, the trench safeguarding their praiseworthy exploits, the just witness to the day honor is challenged, and the definitive proof when there is a dispute” (Ibn Qutayba, 2.185). I will look more closely at the complete version of this passage in Chapter 3.

الشعر مَعْدِنُ عِلمْ العرب، و سِفْرُ حِكمتِها، و ديوانُ أخبارها، مستَوْدَعُ أيامها، و السّوُرُ المضروبُ على مآتَرها، و الخَنْدَقُ

المحجوزُ على مفاخرها، و الشاهدُ العَدْلُ يوم النِّفار، و الحجّةُ القاطعة عند الخِصَام؛

13.	Marshall G.S. Hodgson, in his sweeping Venture of Islam, goes so far as to suggest that we might consider “Arabic culture of the High Caliphate” better understood as “an overlay of Arabic ‘borrowing’ upon Iranian and Syriac ‘survivals’” (Hodgson, 32).

14.	According to Pierre Cachia in his book-length study of Ḥusayn, it was not so much the argument that pre-Islamic poetry had been forged as the assertion that the Qur’ānic stories of Ibrāhim and Ismā‘īl had been fabricated that caused such a scandal (Cachia, 60). Ḥusayn was not the first to suggest forgery of pre-Islamic poetry. The ninth-century Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī accused the eighth-century rāwiya (transmitter) Ḥammād of inserting forged lines into important pre-Islamic qaṣīdas, but this is far from a wholesale rejection of the entire corpus (Arazi, 212). We have some evidence that seventh- and eighth-century poets expected their ruwāt to “iron out their poems,” but this again does not indicate full-scale forging of texts (Schoeler, 1997, 427).

15.	Someone will object that the novel in verse, a form that has become less rare over the past three decades, defies this genre distinction. The epic is a more obvious exception, although it has become quite rare, the qualities of epic having instead found their way into certain kinds of film.

16.	The many references in this passage demand annotation. Baṣra and Kūfa were the Iraqi cities in which the two dominant schools of Arabic philology developed. The Ayyām al-‘Arab (Battle-Days of the Arabs) are accounts mixing poetry and prose of the battles of pre-Islamic and early Islamic Arab tribes that seem to have been first compiled in the eighth century. The Al-‘Iqd al-Farīd (The Unique Necklace) is an anthology of adab (in this case, poetry and belles-lettres) compiled by the late ninth- and early tenth-century Andalusī scholar Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih. The other two works are also anthologies of adab. The Kitāb al-Kāmil fī al-Adab (The Book of the Consummate in Adab) is a ninth-century anthology compiled by al-Mubarrad. The Nihāyat al-Arab fī Funūn al-Adab (The Utmost Aspiration of the Branches of Adab) is a fourteenth-century encyclopedia compiled by the Mamluke al-Nuwayri that cites a great deal of poetry. The Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Farazdaq (Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Farazdaq) and the Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Akhṭal (Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Akhṭal), are compilations of vituperative poetry duels between the Umayyad poets, while the Kitāb al-Aghānī is a vast tenth-century compendium of poetry, songs and biographical notices compiled by Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī.

17.	I have borrowed Boullata’s translation, although I note one possible minor modification.

18.	I might translate this second occurrence of Qur’ān as qur’ān, since in this instance Ḥusayn means that the Qur’ān is its own genre, rather than belonging to any other proposed for it. The Qur’ān is a qur’ān.

19.	Kermani cites three great Orientalist sources for his account of this ḥadīth, but I have not been able to find it independently (Kermani, 15).

20.	Dmitry Frolov argues that saj‘, the form of “Arabic rhythmic speech” that at least part of the Qur’ān seems to have been composed in, has been misidentified as “rhymed prose.” This label may be accurate when applied to later literary forms, such as the maqāmāt, “but if one goes back to the times when more refined forms of verse were still absent, then saj‘ is nothing but primitive verse” (Frolov, 98). Devin Stewart describes saj‘ as “a complex interplay of accentual meter, rhyme, and morphological patterns,” pointing out that the Modern Arab poet Aḥmad Shawqī said, “Saj‘ is Arabic’s second poetry” (al-saj‘u shi‘ru ’l-arabiyyati ’l-thānī)” (Stewart, 134).


Chapter 1

Al-Akḥtal and the Exactions of Genre

In this chapter I explore the relationships among various genres of Arabic Literature in order to better understand how the Qur’ān and poetry are alike and how they differ. I analyze how the citation of a seventh-century Christian Umayyad poet in the Qur’ān commentary of a ninth-century scholar and historian affects the interpretation of both the Qur’ān and the poem cited. This leads to a broader examination of the Bedouin world as represented in pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry through the image of a desert chameleon, which in turn leads to a discussion of the political (though not formal or aesthetic) reconciliation of poetry and the Qur’ān. It is only with the comparison of how the deed of one man celebrated in this same poetry and of how it was recorded in an example of the genre of History that it becomes obvious how similar poetry and the Qur’ān are in their dissimilarity—formal, aesthetic, and ethical—to History.

It is difficult to underestimate the effect of categorization on our understanding of a literary text; the Qur’ān is no exception. It, too, requires categorization so that the reader or listener may begin to interpret it, although since at least the early ninth century, within Islam the Qur’ān has generally been considered inimitable and unsurpassable and therefore beyond category (von Grünebaum, 1020). The Qur’ān is understood to be sui generis, so unique as to exist beyond genre, beyond even this world. However, if there is any category of writing into which Islam reluctantly admits the Qur’ān, that would be the kitāb of ahl al-kitāb, a phrase usually translated “people of the book.” It is safe to say then that the Qur’ān considers itself this sort of “book,” a book of a people. The Qur’ān recognizes Judaism and Christianity as Islam’s faulty precursors, and as a result the practitioners of these other two monotheistic faiths, each organized around its own book, traditionally are granted a protected though lesser status under Muslim rule not accorded to those of other faiths. Accorded no legal status under Islam are those peoples who are not of a book.1 In the Qur’ān, for example, there are several references to the mushrikūn, often translated “pagans,” who practice shirk, the association of God with other deities, meaning that they consider Him one among many gods, and are therefore not monotheistic (Waardenburgh, 4). Unlike Jews, Christians and Muslims, these Associationists have no book around which to organize their community.

“Book,” however, is an unnuanced and therefore problematic translation of kitāb; for that reason the translation “people of the book” is also problematic. The most fundamental meaning of kitāb is “that which is written,” which encompasses a wide variety of forms and practices.2 The categorization of the Qur’ān as a book like the books of Jews and Christians (which no doubt are also usually under-theorized and oversimplified with regard to the term ahl al-kitāb) inevitably leads to gross misunderstanding of what the Qur’ān is and how it functions. This genre miscategorization has borne unhappy hermeneutical fruit. As I will show in Chapter 4, the pre-twentieth-century Arab notion of what kitāb was is quite different from the modern Euro-American notion of what a book is, which in turn leads to a serious misunderstanding of what it means to read the poetry on the walls of the Alhambra. For their part, nineteenth-century European Orientalists, often also scholars of the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament, were confounded by the Qur’ān’s apparently haphazard organization and its refusal to tell the sorts of stories they expected to find in it. It did not read like the holy books with which they were familiar and therefore was deemed defective.3 In this chapter I take a closer look at what the Qur’ān is by putting aside the question of its genre with respect to the religious traditions with which it encourages itself to be considered, and instead juxtapose it with examples of other genres of Arabic Literature. I want to remove the Qur’ān from its unhelpful and misfruitful genre association with the Torah and Gospels, and return it to a literary context specific to the language in which it is written.4 What then is the genre of the Qur’ān?

As I have already explained in the Introduction, the Qur’ān is adamant that it is not poetry; that is one genre with which it refuses identification. Unless soothsaying, from which the Qur’ān also takes pains to distinguish itself, is considered a literary genre, that would mean that the Qur’ān refuses identification with what seems to have been the only Arabic literary genre contemporary with it, the only Arabic literary genre the Qur’ān knew when the Prophet Muḥammad began reciting it early in the seventh century. Although Muslims may believe that the Qur’ān is eternal, that should not mean that it exists fixed (or even trapped) in an eternal and timeless seventh-century Arab context. Understanding and interpretation of the Qur’ān has evolved over the past fourteen centuries and part of that evolution has been determined by the rise of other Arabic literary genres. Because the Qur’ān, although not poetry, is also resolute in its resistance to narrative—its most narrative of sūras, Sūrat Yūsuf, which putatively tells the story of the character known in English translations of Genesis as Joseph, has long puzzled readers beyond the Muslim world for its refusal to adhere to any of the conventions of story-telling—the genre of ḥadīth develops in reaction. As explained in the Introduction, the ḥadīth is an anecdote recounting what the Prophet Muḥammad said or did and is often attached to a specific verse of the Qur’an whose meaning is otherwise unclear. The purpose of the ḥadīth is twofold: it explains by providing biographical context (the Qur’ān has virtually nothing to say about Muḥammad’s life), and makes narrative of a nonnarrative genre. The ḥadīth and its secular counterpart the khabar (anecdotes not about Muḥammad or his Companions, but instead about poets, to give just one example) later form the fundamental building blocks of other narrative forms, such as maghāzī (accounts of battles of the early Muslims), sīra (biography), and tarīkh (history), as well as the explanatory genres of tafsīr and ta’wīl, which I have already described in the Introduction.

The Bible (from the Greek biblia, which is plural: books) already contains within itself these and other genres: poetry, biography, history, letters, and even commentary. The Qur’ān does not. The birth, development and evolution of these other genres of Arabic Literature in the wake of the Qur’ān tell us what the Qur’ān is not. Believers wanted narrative and could not find it in the Qur’ān itself, and therefore created it in other, ever more complex genres. On the one hand, this meant that the Qur’ān could be excused from narrative, but on the other, it meant that it became increasingly difficult to read without the ever-expanding narrativizing context woven around and through it. Similarly, although the Qur’ān was not poetry, poetry became essential to the explication of obscure words in the Qur’ān, therefore it became increasingly difficult to read the Qur’ān without reference to poetry. Although one is certainly meant to understand the kitāb of ahl al-kitāb as the Qur’ān, the book around which Muslims constructed Islam, the broader meaning of kitāb, that which is written, could also encompass the other forms of writing that complement the Qur’ān, and without which the Qur’ān would have remained largely incomprehensible.

In order to move beyond generalizations, definitions and abstractions, in this chapter I explore the complexities of a particular puzzling image and a particular puzzling historical event as refracted through the genres of qur’ān, shi‘r (poetry), tafsīr (commentary), and tarīkh (history). Rather than follow a straight line leading from one of these genres to another, I zigzag among them and across the centuries to make some sense of how they work together to form interdependent genres of a larger Qur’āno-arabic discourse. Again, the point is not to explain the Qur’ān (or history or poetry or anything else), but instead to try to make some sense of the points of contact among these various genres in order to better understand how they work together. By examining how these other genres of Arabic Literature treat images and concepts found in the Qur’ān, it may be possible to make sense of what the Qur’ān is and is not, what its function is and is not.

When I was a child my father and I used to watch Connections, a ten-part BBC documentary series that demonstrated the surprising origins of things central to late twentieth-century Euro-American life. You’d reach the end of an episode and chuckle at having learned that movie projectors were invented thanks to the modification of medieval castles reacting to the invention of the cannon many centuries before, and also due to the need to manufacture billiard balls with something other than ivory at the end of the nineteenth century. Now that the movie projector is going the way of the dinosaur (celluloid? what’s that?), university students may well wonder why in 1978 anyone fussed over such things, but for me the point of Connections was not simply its gotcha cleverness, but the acknowledgment that the acceleration of change depended on the erasure of the past’s complexities. The Qur’ān is a work with very little concern for the past and no concern at all for History, since it is largely preoccupied with an imminent “eschatological event” that was supposed to render History irrelevant and yet never came to pass (Shoemaker, 119). Although it is impossible to determine what the Qur’ān was nearly fourteen hundred years ago, the great care with which it has been preserved and transmitted has obscured the fact that what it is today is unlikely to have much relation to what it was in the seventh century. By this I do not mean that the text itself is necessarily different (although it is true that the earliest written representations of the Qur’ān differed from today’s because the Arabic writing system had not yet fully evolved), but that the vast machinery of Arabic kitāb—the written in its broadest sense—has created both the meaning and the aesthetic experience of the Qur’ān, which today is simultaneously immanent and transcendent. The herculanean efforts to keep the Qur’ān exactly as it was has, oddly enough, in some sense erased it or, at least, hidden it from view. If without ersatz billiard balls and modified castles there would be no movie projectors, without the Arabic genres of history, poetry and commentary there would be no Qur’ān.

Although the Qur’ān insists on dividing prophets from poets and poetry from qur’ān, the boundaries between other genres are more permeable, their frontiers more readily crossed; few writers restricted themselves to one genre. Al-Ṭabarī (839–923), so named because he hailed from Ṭabaristan in what is now northern Iran and which was then a remote province of the ‘Abbāsid Empire, is equally celebrated for his multi-volume commentary on the Qur’ān as for his history of the world from its creation down to his own lifetime. As if writing the first great commentary on the Qur’ān and the first comprehensive history in Arabic were not enough, he was also an erudite scholar of ḥadīth and law and is a towering intellect in the Arab and Islamic traditions. His Jāmi‘ al-Bayān ‘an Ta’wīl al-Qur’ān (Comprehensive Elucidation of the Interpretation of the Qur’ān) looms so large in the Qur’ānic sciences that it is usually simply referred to as Al-Tafsīr (The Commentary). “[W]ith its compilation and methodical arrangement of the first two and a half centuries of Muslim exegesis,” al-Ṭabarī’s Commentary does nothing less than “inaugurate the classical period of Islamic exegetical activity” (McAuliffe, 107). I will turn to al-Ṭabarī’s History later in this chapter, but for now I want to take a close look at a moment in his Commentary illustrative of the relationship among commentary, poetry and the Qur’ān.

Working his way through the Qur’ān verse by verse, when al-Ṭabarī reaches Sūrat al-Ḥajj (of the pilgrimage, Sūra 22) he deems verse 20 sufficiently obscure to warrant explanation. Al-Ṭabarī was not the first Qur’ān commentator to gloss this word, but to the best of my knowledge he is the first to cite a line of poetry in order to do so.5 What is the context of this verse? This sūra is called Sūrat al-Ḥajj because of a reference to the Ḥajj in verse 25, which seems to suggest that Muḥammad’s followers were being denied the right to participate in the pilgrimage around the Ka‘ba in Mecca. The ensuing verses 26–41 enjoin Muslims to perform the Ḥajj and offer guidance on how it should be done. The first section of the sūra, however, evokes the Hour الساعة al-Sā‘a (of Final Judgment), the imminent eschatological event that never came to pass that I mentioned above. Verses 19–22 of this section describes the punishments awaiting those who disbelieved كَفَرُوا kafarū while verse 23 describes the rewards awaiting those who believed أَمَنُوا amanū. Here is the sentence in the Qur’ān containing the word that interests al-Ṭabarī (beginning at the end of the previous verse in order for its antecedent to be clear), telling what will be done to those who do not believe, with the word in question transliterated rather than translated:

There will be cast upon their heads from above boiling water, so that يُصْهَرُ yuṣharu by it both what is in their bellies and their skin.

Since the task of the commentaries at hand is to explain yuṣharu, I have left it untranslated for the moment. In order to explain yūṣharu al-Ṭabarī cites a line of poetry from seventh-century Ibn Aḥmar, one of the Mukhaḍramūn, those whose lives spanned both the pre-Islamic and Islamic eras. From the perspective of a commentator this makes perfect sense, since the Mukhaḍramūn were by definition contemporaries of Muḥammad and therefore composed poetry using language corresponding to that in which Muḥammad recited the Qur’ān. Al-Ṭabarī seems then to be performing a sort of linguistic archaeology, digging through the lyric past in order to find a helpful semantic artifact corresponding to the puzzling word in the Qur’ān.

The line al-Ṭabarī cites is from Ibn Aḥmar’s most famous poem, known for its description of a sandgrouse, a bird “frequently referred to in early poetry” (Jones, 2011, 181). It is one of a large number of desert creatures anthropomorphized in pre-Islamic and later Arabic poetry so that their attributes and actions correspond to human experience of the desert. The sandgrouse is particularly well-adapted to the desert environment, needing to drink water only every two to three days. The male sandgrouse “has a patch of water-absorbent feathers on his belly,” which he uses to transport water back to his nestlings (Jones, 2011, 182). Although the sandgrouse is not referred to explicitly in the line from Ibn Aḥmar’s poem, al-Ṭabarī in this case may have expected his learned readers to recognize the line and its source. In any case, the image of the sandgrouse was common enough in pre-Islamic poetry that al-Ṭabarī’s listeners and readers might have understood the line’s antecedent from context, even if they did not know the poem. Here is the line as it appears in The Commentary (al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 17.158):

Bearing water to one cast off, cast upon a desert plain, which the sun while melting it [taṣharu] had not yet evaporated [yanṣhir]6



	

	تَصْهَرُهُ الشَّمسُ ولا يَنْصَهِرْ

	تَرْوِي لَقًى أُلِقيَ في صَفْصَفٍ





For today’s reader, unlikely to have as vast a knowledge of pre-Islamic poetry as al-Ṭabarī or his listeners and readers, finding the complete (or as near to complete as possible) text of the poem in order to read a few lines before the one cited allows him to determine that the subject of “bearing water” is indeed a sandgrouse protecting her fledgling chick from a greedy hawk in the sky, mentioned two lines earlier in the poem. The chick is like a castaway upon the desert plain, while the sandgrouse manages to give it water before the desert sun has evaporated it all. The implied near-failure of the sandgrouse to protect her chick is a reminder of the great danger inherent in the Bedouin’s crossing of the desert.

Curiously, it is not immediately evident on reading the line of poetry that taṣharu (and therefore yuṣharu) means “melting,” so that al-Ṭabarī has no choice but to simply tell us what it means. Indeed, he provides a definition before he offers the line of poetry: the melting of fat by flame. If the definition and the example do not correspond precisely, what then is the purpose of the citation? It does not seem to explain the Qur’ānic verse so much as provide evidence that the word exists in the Arabic lexicon beyond but contemporary to the Qur’ān. And yet, by citing a line of mukhaḍram poetry that uses the same word, al-Ṭabarī returns the language of the Qur’ān to the world evoked by poetry. The sandgrouse may deliver water to her imperiled chick just before the sun has robbed her of it, but those who do not believe at the Hour (of Final Judgment) will experience no such reprieve. The melting is present in the Qur’ān; the protective sandgrouse is not; punishment of those who do not believe is therefore unavoidable.

Al-Ṭabarī must have been aware that Ibn Aḥmar’s line was not a fully satisfactory example, so he also cites a line of rajaz, a meter used to compose shorter poetry less formal than the great qaṣīdas or odes that form the most prestigious canon of Arabic Literature. He does not give the poet’s name, but the line appears in the dīwān of al-‘Ajjāj (al-Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 17.158; al-Ajjāj, 1.87):7

He pierced the broiling skewers of melting fat (al-muṣṭahar)

شَكَّ السَّفافِيدِ الشِّوَاءَ المُصْطَهَرْ

The two citations work at fundamentally different levels of meaning; in the line of rajaz, fat literally melts from meat, as flesh is expected to melt from those who do not believe, while in the Ibn Aḥmar poem the melting evoked is metaphorical, since the one cast off in the desert is not literally held over a flame until his fat melts. If I now plug al-Ṭabarī’s gloss into my earlier translation, allowing some flexibility for the demands of English word order, I get:

There will be cast upon their heads from above boiling water, so that both what is in their bellies and their skin will be melted by it.

One might think that the experience of skewered meat being roasted over a flame is more clearly analogous to the experience of melting under boiling water that awaits the nonbeliever, but, as I will demonstrate, the commentary tradition after al-Ṭabarī instead chooses to preserve the image of the powerful sun in the desert (I know of no other citation of the anonymous line of rajaz elsewhere in the commentary tradition, which suggests that although it is more literally appropriate, al-Ṭabarī’s successors were not taken by it). This could be an attempt to draw a parallel with an experience, suffering under the heat of the sun, not unknown to Bedouins. This would be a way then of bringing the Qur’ānic passage’s terrors closer to an experience forming part of the common cultural memory of the early tenth-century urban elite to whom al-Ṭabarī’s commentary was necessarily addressed. Perhaps the sun overhead is more akin to the boiling water coming from above than the flame below. Or perhaps the experience of the nonbeliever is like that of someone cast off from the tribe and abandoned in the desert. In any case, the citations do not innocently explain the verses, but instead modify our understanding of them by inserting them into a web of relationships found within the poetry. Qur’ānic imagery is recontextualized in human experience as represented within the conventions of (primarily) seventh-century poetry.8 What the citation of Ibn Aḥmar does most powerfully is not define the word in question, but instead remind the reader of how especially terrifying the notion of being forced to drink boiling water would have been to a Bedouin, since the scarcity of water plays such an important part in his life. Water is the most precious thing in the desert; the verse in the Qur’ān turns the miracle of water in the desert into an instrument of God’s punishment.

Al-Ṭabarī may have been the first commentator to employ poetry to make sense of the punishment to be meted out to those who do not believe, but he is not the last. Later scholars find additional lines of poetry useful in understanding yuṣharu. The philologist Ibn al-Anbārī (885–940), “famous for his phenomenal memory,” examines this verse as well in his Kitāb Īḍāḥ al-Waqf wa al-Ibtidā (Book of End-Pauses and Beginnings), a study of word endings in the Qur’ān that probably postdates al-Ṭabarī’s commentary by two or three decades (Brockelman, 485). Although not strictly speaking a tafsīr commenting on the Qur’ān verse by verse, Ibn al-Anbārī’s work is concerned with understanding the language of the Qur’ān and, like al-Ṭabarī, gathers and presents older exegetical material. One of these sources is known as the Masā’il (Questions), composed of a dialogue between Ibn ‘Abbās (c. 619–c. 686) and Nāfi‘ ibn al-Azraq (d. 685), which by the end of the fifteenth century will have become the primary source for the roughly 190 citations of poetry used to explain difficult words in the Qur’ān. In his exhaustive and erudite description of the multiple versions of the Questions that have come down to us, as well as of the modern scholarship, in both Arabic and English, editing, correcting and comparing these versions, Issa Boullata makes clear how extremely problematic this text is (Boullata, 1991, 27–40):

The modern editors of the text of the masā’il . . . have been unable to identify many of the poets whose names were not specifically mentioned. If the poets’ names were mentioned, the modern editors or commentators have often been unable to locate the quoted verse or verses in the dīwāns of the poets named or in other early sources, probably taken from the masā’il materials available to them by that time. This raises the possibility that some of the poetic citations attributed to early poets, named and not named, were themselves composed by later persons to authenticate a particular Qur’ānic exegesis. (Boullata, 34)

Not least of the complexities of the Questions is the oddity of pairing Ibn ‘Abbās with Nāfī‘. As I have already mentioned, Ibn ‘Abbās was a younger paternal cousin of the Prophet Muḥammad. Muḥammad having produced no male heir, the ‘Abbāsids based their claim to the caliphate on their descent from his father, who was paternal uncle to Muḥammad. Ibn ‘Abbās is reputed to have had an encyclopaedic knowledge of poetry and profound insight into the Qur’ān, such that he is often anachronistically considered the father of Qur’ānic exegesis (Veccia Vaglieri, 40–41). His partner in the text, Nāfi‘, was the leader of an extreme faction of the Khārijites, those Muslims who rejected the fourth Caliph ‘Alī’s agreement with Mu‘āwiya, the first Umayyad Caliph and eventually ‘Alī’s successor, after the Battle of Ṣiffīn in 657 to submit to a tribunal that would settle their differences (Della Vida, 1074–77).9 Although little is known of the details of Nāfi‘‘s life, he seems to have gone so far as to condone the murder of the women and children of fellow Muslims who did not agree with this rejection of ‘Alī’s compromise (Wensinck, 877–78). The Questions does not explain why Nāfi‘ would be so interested in the appearance of Bedouin poetic vocabulary in the Qur’ān. I will return to the putative occasion of their almost certainly apocryphal meeting later.

The Questions is a highly formulaic text: Nāfi‘ asks the meaning of a word in the Qur’ān, then Ibn ‘Abbās defines it; Nāfi‘ asks if the Bedouins knew of it, then Ibn ‘Abbās cites a line of (presumably pre-Islamic or mukhaḍram) poetry as evidence of their knowledge. For example, Nāfi‘ asks Ibn ‘Abbās the meaning of yuṣharu, the word whose meaning I have been exploring over the past few pages, and whether it is found in Bedouin speech. Ibn ‘Abbās replies by citing first a line he ascribes to the Khārijite Ibn Abī Mayyās al-Murādī, best known for poetry lauding the assassination of ‘Alī, committed by Ibn Muljam, another Murādī (Ibn al-Anbārī, 1.93):10

So we persisted after the forenoon stretched into high noon between Dhī Qidr and Minnā, melting (muṣhir)



	

	بيَن ذي قِدْرِ و مِنّا مُصهِرُ

	فظَلَلْنا بعد ما امتدَّ الضُّحى





Muṣhir is not yuṣharu, but it is a verbal noun formed from the same triconsonantal root. This line cited by Ibn ‘Abbās in the Questions is not unlike that of Ibn Aḥmar cited by al-Ṭabarī. An analogy is implicitly drawn between the punishment of those who do not believe and the suffering imposed by the heat of the desert as the sun rises toward midday.

Stranger yet by far is the second line cited by Ibn ‘Abbās in Ibn al-Anbārī’s book, which is from a qaṣīda by al-Akhṭal (c. 640–c. 710), although here he is identified only as “the poet” (Ibn al-Anbārī, 1.94). I will explain in great detail who al-Akhṭal was and what a qaṣīda is in a moment, but for now I want to focus on this different extant versions of the line itself. First, in al-Anbārī’s version of the Questions:

He continued to stand erect facing the sun, which melted him, until the sun set and he turned from it.11



	

	حتى إذا الشّمسُ مالَتْ جانِباً عَدَلا

	فَظلَّ مرْتَئبّا للشَمْسِ تَصْهَرُهُ





The line in the dīwān of al-Akhṭal, as collected and annotated by the celebrated philologist and dīwān compiler al-Sukkarī (827–88), appears in a slightly different form (Akhṭal, 1995, 211):

He continues to stand erect facing the sun, which melts him; only once he sees the sun set does he turn away from it;



	

	إذا رأى الشّمسَ مالَتْ جانبًا عَدَلا

	يَظَلُّ مُرْتَبِيًا للشّمْسِ تَصْهَرُهُ





There is another, but unsatisfactory, version of this line in Al-Durr al-Manthūr fī al-Tafsīr bi al-Ma’thūr (Scattered Pearls in the Commentary Based on Transmitted Reports) by al-Suyūṭī, the fifteenth-century Persian polymath whom I mentioned in the Introduction, naming Ibn al-Anbārī and al-Ṭastī (880–957), another compiler and annotator of the Questions, as his sources. He recounts the requisite and formulaic exchange between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ and then cites the line (al-Suyūṭī, 6.21–22):12

Ibn ‘Abbās was asked by Nāfi‘ ibn al-Azraq about “yuṣharu.” He said: “it melts ‘what is in their bellies’ when they drink hot water.” He said, “And do the Bedouins know that?” He replied: “Yes, did they not hear it in the words of the poet?:

He continued confused facing the sun melting him until the moment the sun stood aside, turning . . .”

.عن ابن عباس أن نافع بن الازرق سأله عن قوله “يصهر”. قال: يذاب “ما في بطونهم” إذا شربوا الحميم

:قال: وهل تعرف العرب ذلك؟ قال: نعم، أما سمعت قول الشاعر



	

	حتى اذا لشمس قامت جانبا عدلا

	وظل مرتثيا للشمس تصهره





The strange turn that the transmission of al-Akhṭal’s line takes in the fifteenth century suggests that al-Suyūṭī was not aware of his authorship; at the very least he was unaware of the context for it provided by the rest of the poem surrounding it, which I will discuss at length below. For the moment, suffice it to say that the “he” of the poem is a chameleon; while the Arabs were inveterate anthropomorphizers, it is unlikely that they would characterize a chameleon as confused, so it is likely that it is the citation that is confused or that the text has been garbled in transmission.

As Boullata points out, the record of the exchanges between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ grew and changed over the centuries, since the

format of the text lent itself to this kind of growth, the parameters of which were, on the one hand, a little-used or rare Qur’ānic word needing explication and, on the other, an exegesis attributed to the authoritative and prestigious Ibn ‘Abbās and offered with a poetry citation, provided the poet quoted was pre-Islamic or early Islamic in order to show that the word in question was in use among Arabs in the same semantic denotation when the Qur’ān was revealed. (Boullata, 1991, 34)

The formulaic nature of the dialogue meant it was easy to insert additional exchanges between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ with other words and lines of poetry, just as it was easy, for example, to insert additional tales into the frame tale of the Thousand and One Nights (so easy in fact that Antoine Galland could insert the stories of Aladdin and Ali Baba in his seventeenth-century French translations, although they are found in no preexistent Arabic manuscript). The context of the exchanges also became more precisely described over the centuries, as if memory were sharpened rather than dulled by the passage of time. Apparently, modern readers were not alone in wondering how an encounter between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ could be explained. A version of these exchanges in an unedited late eleventh-century manuscript describes how Nāfi‘ and his men came to Mecca while in search of knowledge and came across Ibn ‘Abbās “sitting near [the well] Zamzam, wearing a red cloak and a white gown” while he answered questions about exegesis from the crowd around him (Boullata, 35–36). Boullata wonders if there is any historical basis to any of the exegesis attributed to Ibn ‘Abbās (he does not comment on the likelihood of the historicity of Nāfi‘’s questions), but I would argue that even if it were possible to determine which, if any, of the poetry citations could be traced back to Ibn ‘Abbās, far more important is the relatively belated recognition that poetry is so essential to understanding the Qur’ān that ninth-century scholars and their successors felt compelled to retroject it into the Prophet’s family and era, as well as placing the dialogue at the Well of Zamzam, a mere sixty feet or so from the Ka‘ba, the very heart of Islam. The red cloak and white gown of Ibn ‘Abbās is a realistic detail that momentarily diverts the reader from seeing that in these exchanges Nāfi‘ has been shorn of all historic specificity and has become little more than a figure for the Muslim seeking wisdom, the straight guy feeding lines to the wise guy.

Since it is clear that the exchanges between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ cannot be historically accurate, does it make sense to ask why lines of poetry by Ibn Abī Mayyās al-Murādī and al-Akhṭal would be cited? Shouldn’t it simply be dismissed as a mere exegetical fiction already so replete with anachronism that further interrogation is pointless? Perhaps, but if the Questions is evidence not of a meeting between Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘ but instead of the importance of the relationship between Qur’ān and poetry, then it may matter which poets and what sort of poetry are cited as evidence of this relationship. Although there are no firm dates for Ibn Aḥmar, he is generally understood to be mukhaḍram, a poet whose life overlaps both paganism and Islam, so that his poetry is roughly contemporary with the sending-down of the Qur’ān. There are no precise dates for Ibn Abī Mayyās al-Murādī either. His poetry in praise of the assassination of ‘Alī, which took place in 661, roughly thirty years after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad, suggests that he is younger than Ibn Aḥmar, and perhaps an Islamic rather than mukhaḍram poet, but what is known of him is scant enough that one might not protest too loudly the citation of his poetry as part of a project of linguistic archaeology. The case of al-Akhṭal is something else altogether.

As Boullata points out, al-Akhṭal “would only be a young poet to Ibn ‘Abbās and too little-known to be cited as an authority” (Boullata, 34). It is not inconceivable that al-Akhṭal had already reached a certain level of renown at the court of Yazīd (645–83), the second Umayyad caliph, although his reign (680–83) coincided with the final years of both Ibn ‘Abbās and Nāfi‘. It also seems odd that if Ibn ‘Abbās considered this young, contemporary poet significant enough to serve as an authority on the Arabic language, that he would not have mentioned him by name. Strangest of all, however, is the notion that the Prophet’s cousin, while standing near the holiest spot of Islam, would answer questions about the Qur’ān posed by the leader of a sect that advocated the murder of the women and children of men who refused to convert, by citing a line from a poem by al-Akhṭal, a poet notorious for his refusal to convert from Christianity to Islam, who in a poem to be discussed below praises a minor Islamic functionary who freed prisoners who had done even worse than refuse to convert; they had converted from Islam to Christianity and refused to convert back to Islam once captured by a Muslim army. To imagine that Ibn ‘Abbās withholds the poet’s name from Nāfi‘ out of some reluctance to offend coupled with an eagerness to cite relevant poetry that celebrates a Muslim who protected apostates implies a psychological dimension to the exchanges nowhere evident. It does, however, say something about the confidence, even the generosity, of Islam in the eleventh and fifteenth centuries that scholars of both centuries elucidating the Qur’ān did not hesitate to cite the poetry of a schismatic, Ibn Abī Mayyās al-Murādī, and a recalcitrant Christian, al-Akhṭal, who notoriously composed invective in the service of the Umayyads against the Anṣār (the “Helpers” of Muḥammad in Medina who supported him when he was exiled in Mecca early in his Prophethood), calling them Jews, carpenters, the offspring of plowmen, and pure-blooded donkeys (Al-Akhṭal, 1969, 314).

Although Ibn ‘Abbās seems to have been a real historical figure, the Ibn ‘Abbās of the Questions is a character. The Questions is not history, but Qur’ānic commentary made dialogue that, in its later versions, morphs into a one-act two-man play, complete with indications of a set and costumes. Regardless of what the real Ibn ‘Abbās may have known—and the tradition makes him emblematic of the sort of knowledge that later Muslims needed in order to make sense of the Qur’ān—this fictional Ibn ‘Abbās does not know that al-Akhṭal composed the line of verse he cites as evidence that the Bedouins knew the Qur’ānic word yuṣharu. For this fictional Ibn ‘Abbās what matters is the line of poetry. Neither the poet nor the poem in which it is embedded matter, so long as it was not written by, let’s say, an ‘Abbāsid poet, someone like al-Mutanabbī, which would place the line well beyond the grasp of the historical Ibn ‘Abbās on which the fictional Ibn ‘Abbās is based. And yet despite the fictional Ibn ‘Abbās’s lapse, al-Akhṭal is remembered. Modern scholars recognize the line as his and can identify the poem from which it was taken. Why is al-Akhṭal remembered? By whom is he remembered? And how is he remembered? Here I want to take a closer look at al-Akhṭal before turning to his poem and attempting to understand it on its own terms. Then I will reinsert al-Akhṭal and this poem back into history before returning to the Qur’ān.

Most of the poetry ascribed to al-Akhṭal has reached the twenty-first century in a dīwān collected, or at least edited and redacted, by al-Sukkarī, whom I have already mentioned above, a scholar responsible for the transmission of several key seventh- and eighth-century poets, and the Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Akhṭal (Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Akhṭal), which was long believed to have been edited by the poet Abū Tammām (788–845) (Blachère, 1986, 331; Van Gelder, 68). Most of what is known about his life comes from anecdotes presented in the Kitāb al-Aghānī (Book of Songs), a vast tenth-century compendium of poetry, songs and biographical notices on poets and singers compiled by Abū al-Faraj al-Iṣfahānī. Since the Book of Songs postdates al-Akhṭal by well over two centuries, it is safe to assume at the very least that the anecdotes are artfully constructed, perhaps sometimes entirely fabricated, in order to give life to the persona of the poems ascribed to him. Since it is impossible to know what the relationship is between these anecdotes and the historical figure they putatively represent, “al-Akhṭal” in this chapter refers to the character in the Book of Songs and the literary persona inhabiting the poems ascribed to al-Akhtal, which differ considerably. The anecdotes in the Book of Songs are interested in three aspects of al-Akhṭal: his name, his religion, and his predilection for drink. Al-Akhṭal is not the name he was born with, but instead is a nickname attached to him early in his career. Although “the Eloquent” or “the Loquacious” seem the most likely translation, other theories include “the Garrulous” and “the Flabby-Eared” (Qabāwa, 11–18). As for his Christianity and wine-drinking, both contributed to his infamy, but also probably insured the initiation and the longevity of his career as preeminent panegyrist of the Umayyad rulers and most virulent lampooner of their opponents. He first comes to the attention of the Umayyad Court when the poet Ibn Ju‘ayl, a recent convert to Islam, declines to lampoon the Helpers, and instead recommends his fellow tribesman al-Akhṭal for the task, which, as I have noted above, he takes to with some verve (Kilpatrick, 216). The implication is that as a Christian he had no scruples about composing invective against the elite of Islam, which made him useful indeed to the Umayyads.

Despite the seriousness, even danger, of taking on the task of belittling the Helpers, there is something cartoonish about the al-Akhṭal of the Book of Songs, as in what may be the most famous of the anecdotes (al-Iṣfahānī, 4:426–27):13

Al-Akhṭal came before ‘Abd al-Malik ibn al-Marwān, who asked him to recite for him. “My throat is dry,” responded the poet, “Order someone to bring me a drink.” “Bring him some water,” ordered the Caliph. “That’s for donkeys,” said al-Akhṭal, “and we have plenty of it.” “Then give him milk.” “I’ve long since been weaned.” “Then give him honey.” “That’s for the sick.” “Well, what do you want?” “Wine, O Commander of the Faithful!” “Have you ever known me to serve wine, you bastard? If it weren’t for the inviolable bond between us, O what I would do to you!” So al-Akhṭal left and came upon one of ‘Abd al-Malik’s attendants. “Damn you,” he said to him, “the Commander of the Faithful commanded me to recite, but my voice was hoarse. Give me some wine!” And he did. Then al-Akhṭal said, “Match it with another!” So he did. “You have left the two of them fighting in my stomach, better give me a third!” So he did. “Now you’ve me listing to one side, give me a fourth for balance. The servant gave it to him and al-Akhṭal went before ‘Abd al-Malik and recited

Those that dwelt with you have left in haste

departing at evening or at dawn,

Alarmed and driven out by fate’s caprice

they head for distant lands.

When he finished, ‘Abd al-Malik said to a servant boy, “Take him by the hand, boy, and help him out, heap robes of honor upon him, and reward him generously.” Then he proclaimed, “Every people has its poet, and the poet of the Banū Umayya is al-Akhṭal.”

.ودخل الأخطلُ على عبد الملك بن مَرْوان، فآستنشده؛ فقال: قد يَبِس حَلْقي، فمُرْ مَنْ يسقيني. فقال: اسقُوه ماء

:فقال: شراب الحمار، وهو عندنا كثير. قال: فآسقُوه لبنًا. قال: عن اللبن فُطِمتُ. قال: فآسقُوه عسلًا. قال

شراب المريض. قال: فتُرِيد ماذا؟ قال: خمرًا يا أمير المؤمنين. قال: أوَ عهِدتَني أسقي الخمرَ لا أمَّ لك! لولا

حُرْمتك بنا لفعلتُ بك وفعلت! فخرج فلقي فَرَّاشًا لعبد الملك فقال: وَيْلَكَ! إنّ أمير المؤمنين آستنشدني وقد صَحِل

صوتي، فآسقِني شربةَ خمر فسقاه؛ فقال: اعْدِلْه بآخر فسقاه آخر. فقال: تركتَهما يعتر كان فى بطني، إسقني

ثالثًا فسقاه ثالثًا. فقال: تركتني أمشي على واحدة، إِعدِلْ مَيْلي برابع فسقاه رابعًا؛ فدخل على عبد الملك

:فَأنشده



	

	وأزعجتْهم نَوَى في صرفها غِيَرُ

	خَفّ القطيُن فراجوا منك وآبتكَروا





فقال عبد الملك: خُذْ بيده يا غلام فأخْرِجْه، ثم ألق عليه من الخِلَع ما يغمُره، وأحسن جائزتَه، وقال: إنّ لكل قوم

.شاعراً وإنّ شاعر بني أُميّة الأخطل

The al-Akhṭal of the anecdote goes out of his way to antagonize the Caliph—up to a point. Certainly, demanding wine while addressing him as the Commander of the Faithful (amīr al-mu’minīna)14 is a provocation, which ‘Abd al-Malik must necessarily and publicly rebuke. What happens next is most interesting. Not only is it apparent that there is wine about, but that the boy does not hesitate to serve it to al-Akhṭal. The poet returns to perform with no further mention of wine while the Caliph only obliquely refers to al-Akhṭal’s inebriation by ordering a servant to take his hand and help him out of the room. The anecdote is not particularly interested in the poetry itself, but instead in providing a cute story about an amusing eccentric; The Book of Songs is full of such entertaining tales.

Another anecdote a few pages later in the Book of Songs, so brief as to barely merit being considered an anecdote, perhaps offers a more ambivalent representation of the poet and his relationship to the Umayyad ruler (al-Iṣfahānī, 4.430):

Someone said to Abū ‘Amrū, “Isn’t it strange about al-Akhṭal—A Christian unbeliever [kāfir] who lampooned Muslims!” Abū ‘Amrū replied, “Fool! Al-Akhṭal went about wearing silk robes and a silk amulet, a gold chain with a gold cross hanging around his neck, his beard dripping wine when he went before ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwān without permission.”

قال رجل لأبي عمرو : يا عجباً للأخطل! نَصْرانيّ كافر يهجو المسلمين!. فقال أبو عمرو : يالُكَع! لقد كان

الأخطل يجيء و عليه جُبّة خَزٍّ و حِرْزُ خَزٍّ، في عنقه سلسلةُ ذهب صليب ذهب تنفُض لحيتُه خمراً حتى يدخل

.على عبد الملك بن مَرْوان بغير إذن

Abū ‘Amrū [ibn al-‘Alā’, a philologist, d. 771] decries the man as a fool, but from the anecdote it is not clear whether he calls him a fool because he has misunderstood that there was nothing strange about al-Akhṭal lampooning Muslims on behalf of ‘Abd al-Malik ibn Marwān, or if his foolishness lies in not knowing just how strange the situation was, and therefore how truly exceptional the poet must have been. Al-Akhṭal is an anomaly that disrupts a simplistic view of the Umayyad Court. His insistence on wearing a gold cross swinging from his neck to court and his wine-soaked beard are physical manifestations of this disruption. The putative values (adherence to Islam, sobriety) of the Umayyad Court disrupted by al-Akhṭal’s unseemly comportment are called into question by the anonymous “someone” (rajal, literally “a man”) who speaks somewhat awkwardly for History from the vantage point of late eighth-century ‘Abbāsid Baghdad refracted through an anthology composed in tenth-century ‘Abbāsid Baghdad.

Hilary Kilpatrick, a foremost authority on the Book of Songs, points out that the passage of centuries reverses the terms of what is anomalous about al-Akhṭal. He lived most of his life in what is today Syria and Palestine, which had not long before been ruled by the Byzantines and was still administered in Greek and predominantly by Christians, since Arab rule was still young and Muslims still a minority. There was therefore nothing particularly odd about his being a Christian at court. By the time al-Iṣfahānī was compiling the Book of Songs in Baghdad in the tenth century, however, a Christian flaunting his religion at court would have been beyond anomalous, since “already in the later Umayyad period a refusal to abandon Christianity at the caliph’s behest might bring down a savage punishment” (Kilpatrick, 217). Whereas his routine drunkeness might have been shocking to Umayyad sensibilities in the late seventh century, it is unlikely, however, that “any of the caliphs from Harūn al-Rashīd on” would have found this odd (Kilpatrick, 216). The great iconoclastic eighth-century poet Abū Nuwās (curiously absent from the Book of Songs) was guilty of far worse. What most puzzles me is how distant the character al-Akhṭal of the anecdotes devoted to him in the Book of Songs is from the persona of the poet in the qaṣīda to which I now turn. There is nothing cartoonish, buffoonish or drunken (despite the single reference to drink) about the poet-persona of the qaṣīda. Instead I get the sense that al-Akhṭal the poet and al-Akhṭal the speaking “I” of the poem is sober and serious about the task at hand, which is composing the most memorable poem possible that fully satisfies the expectations of his listeners. They knew very well what a late seventh-century qaṣīda was and what it was supposed to do, even if scholars today are uncertain how best to theorize it.

Twenty years ago I would have thought it a fairly simple task to define the qaṣīda. In recent years, however, scholars, especially in the U.K., have called into question the standard description of the form, often translated “ode,” although borrowing this term from Classics may be partially responsible for any misunderstanding of what the qaṣīda was and how it functioned (for this reason I will continue to refer to it as a qaṣīda). While a graduate student I learned that the qaṣīda was composed of a nasīb (an amatory and nostalgic prelude), a raḥīl (a description of a journey), and a concluding section that might be fakhr (praise of oneself or one’s tribe), madīḥ (praise of one’s mamdūḥ, patron, literally “one who is praised”), or hijā’ (invective directed against one’s or one’s tribe’s enemies). While there were also often other elements that did not quite fit into this schema, especially the further along in literary history one reads (how exactly should one categorize ḥikma wisdom poetry, or the khamrīya wine song anyway?), and sometimes the raḥīl might seem unconscionably brief or the nasīb merely perfunctory, this tripartite structure seemed a useful place to start one’s analysis. Nonetheless, James Montgomery demonstrates convincingly in The Vagaries of the Qaṣīda that this theoretical structure does a poor job of representing the actual experience of reading vast numbers of these poems, which seldom strictly adhere to this tripartite schema. He has also argued at great length that scholars have been overly reliant on Ibn Qutayba’s (828–85) description of the qaṣīda, which I have already mentioned in the Introduction, and to which I will return in Chapter 3, perhaps implying that I do not agree wholeheartedly with Montgomery, or that I at least still find Ibn Qutayba’s text useful in some way (Montgomery, 2004). I do, however, agree that the universalizing tendency of scholars of Arabic Literature (and perhaps scholars of Literature in general) does not always lead to the most illuminating analyses and run the risk of making all literary texts mean the same thing. Replacing the theoretical tripartite structure of the Arabic “ode” with a more nuanced understanding of the genre’s complexities makes sense with regard to the qaṣīda by al-Akhṭal I am about to translate, present, explore, and analyze, since in some ways it seems a qaṣīda manqué. Perhaps Renate Jacobi offers the best, if somewhat anodyne, definition of the qaṣīda as a “polythematic” poem that “expresses tribal norms and values” (Jacobi, 630). It is certainly true that there is nothing in al-Akhṭal’s qaṣīda that cannot be found in pre-Islamic qaṣīdas, which may help explain why it was useful to scholars looking for Qur’ānic vocabulary.

How then does an understanding of the qaṣīda help one better understand what the Qur’ān is and does? Like the Qur’ān, the qaṣīda is not history, although that may sound like an obvious observation. If the ultimate function of the qaṣida is praise (or invective), with its other elements, however one might choose to delineate, organize and label them, as ancillary, then the ultimate purpose of the qaṣīda is to incite memory, to memorialize, and often, quite frankly, to make the not-at-all-memorable memorable indeed. I consider the (poly-)thematic elements of the qaṣīda that precede (or, in some cases, interweave) with praise or invective, whether they are a nasīb or a raḥīl, or if scholars want to break them up differently and into smaller units, the evocation of the beloved’s departure, the description of the camel-mount, the evocation of the dangers of the desert crossing (with detailed descriptions of the emblematic creatures who live in the desert), and so on, to be set pieces by which the poet demonstrates to his listeners and readers that he has mastered the language of poetry and has therefore earned the privilege of offering praise or invective. The listener, enthralled by the poet’s satisfaction of the genre’s exactions, is primed to accept the veracity of the praise or invective when it comes, and thereby remember the one so praised or so lampooned. If the task of History is to make some sense of the past, then the qaṣīda is the poet’s thumb on the scale, his attempt to see that History does not forget the heroic deeds of his patron or infamy of his enemy by giving others reason to remember them and transmit them. The qaṣīda is not History, but the poet’s intervention with History, his attempt to bend it or swerve from it; just as the Qur’ān presents itself as God’s intervention in History.

The verse cited by al-Anbārī and al-Suyūṭī reattaches the Qur’ān to the world represented in Arabic poetry. A close look at the poem by which the Qur’ān has been reattached to Arabic poetry enables a clearer understanding of how the genres of qur’ān and poetry function—and how both are different from History. The verse in question is found in a qaṣīda in praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī. He was the governor of a district in what is today Iran who played a small role in the aftermath of the unsuccessful revolt of al-Khirrīt ibn Rāshid al-Nājī, leader of a tribe only recently converted from Christianity, against the fourth caliph ‘Alī after the Battle of Ṣiffīn (657). As I have already mentioned above, this qaṣīda praises Maṣqala for ransoming a group of apostate Muslims who refuse to reject their new religion and return to Islam. Al-Akhṭal would have been barely seventeen years old at the time of the event to which this poem alludes, which suggests that either he was a very precocious young man, or that he wrote the poem at some much later date, or that someone other than al-Akhṭal wrote it. If he composed the poem at a much later date, that would suggest a particular attachment to the symbolic meaning of Maṣqala’s actions, again best explained by his Christianity. If someone else composed the qaṣīda, it may be the case that by the time al-Sukkarī adds the poem to al-Akhṭal’s dīwān, roughly two centuries later, it is its commemoration of the ransoming of recalcitrant Christians that would cause him to do so. There is a scattering of lines praising Maṣqala ascribed to other poets and even to Maṣqala himself, but they are doggerel, which makes it unlikely that one of them was also responsible for this qaṣīda (Mas‘ūdī, 419–20). I will turn to these other poets near the end of this chapter. In any case, the poem’s use of imagery that occurs many times in other poems by al-Akhṭal suggests strongly that it is his or at least by a talented imitator.

The poem begins, as most qaṣīdas do, with the nostalgic evocation of the departure of the poet’s long-ago beloved (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 208–15):

1.Do you know the day her womenfolk set out from the traces of the abandoned encampments of Māwiyya, only one not borne away

2.Along the bed of Umm al-Walīd’s Wādi Khaynaf, your heart enslaved or gone mad?

3.Summer winds strew dust and pebbles over the traces after the people left, changing or obscuring them;



	

	تحمّلَتْ إنْسُهُ منهُ، و ما احْتَملا

	١ هلْ تَعْرِفُ اليومَ مِنْ ماويّةَ الطَّللا




	

	تامَتْ فؤادَكَ، أوْ كانَتْ لهُ خَبَلا

	٢ ببَطْنِ خَيْنَفَ مِنْ أُمّ الوليدِ، و قد




	

	حتّى تغَيّرَ بَعْدَ الأنْسِ أوْ خَمَلا

	٣ جرَّتْ علَيْهِ رياحُ الصَّيْفِ حاصِبَها





It is obvious that the poet is not particularly interested in the details of Māwiyya and her tribe. There is no mention of the usual things found in the nasīb: howdahs in which the women ride, a description of the beloved, a reminiscence of any tryst or longed-for tryst. Nor is there anything noteworthy or surprising or particularly fine in these lines. The poet manages to get in the key word aṭlāl (traces of the abandoned encampments), which in many pre-Islamic qaṣīdas merits several lines describing the poet’s frantic search for these traces, near-impossible to discern from their surroundings, as the third line implies. He seems in a hurry to move them along and move on to something else.

The departure of the tribe from the scene leaves only one figure behind:

4.No one’s there but an oryx buck with mottled legs who hears someone coming from afar;

5.Grazing in Khaynaf at times, the empty land concealing him as water flows among the trees;

6.After the two months of Jumāda in the month of Rajab the earth brings to term its pregnancy;

7.It was as if a perfume merchant had spent the night circling him until he was clad in water and shod in yellow wars

8.From the first yellow-green of the fragrant khuzmān blooming for him at the barren land’s first spring rain’s moisture,

9.When night hemmed the edge of the sky clothed in abundant rain, as the winds milked the downpour from the clouds.

10.The approaching companion-clouds tremble with the burden of water, then stop up the fissures of the land with an inundation.

11.He spent the night wary of lightning, as if it were a night of illness, neither asleep nor awake;

12.And he spent the night sheltering on the sand beneath an arṭāt tree, when he heard the sound of a flood sweeping under his feet;

13.It was as if he had bowed his head and bent his knee in prayer, protecting himself from the rain in constant shower, he spent half the night in supplication,

14.Scattering the dirt with his two horns and chest, just as the leader of a troop of horsemen allots booty,

15.As if drops of water were a string of pearls falling one by one as he raises his horns, each side of his back, and his haunches,

16.Until the sun rose, and with it a gaunt famished man wasting away appeared,

17.Twisted with want like a skulking wolf of the bleakest desert, from whom, out of guile, the wasteland hears not the slightest sound,

18.Calling after his dangling-eared dogs, who rush off, for fear that already on the tracks are the tribesmen of Jadīla or Thu’al,

19.Dog masters who when they hunt give their dogs blood to drink like so much wild honey.

20.The oryx takes off like a star flashing across the sky, rain peeling from it, unleashed in torrent-lengths.

21.Until, I said, the first of the dogs reached him and he wheeled to attack them, so that they caused him to slow his pace,

22.While he kept slashing at them, from right from left, goring the ferocious dog as if striking with a blade to kill it;

23.It was as if the dogs, garbed in thickening blood, had caught fire and were casting flames;

24.When the wounded dog returned to the others, they gathered around him like a band of horsemen who fear the armor-clad hero

25.Until they retreat from him, a hunter who never flees, neither taking a path in flight nor flinching.



	

	إذا أحسَّ بشخْصٍ نابىء، مَثَلا

	٤ فما بِهِ غيرُ موشيّ أكارِعُهُ




	

	أرْضٌ خَلاءٌ و ماءٌ سائلٌ غَلَلا

	٥ يَرْعى بخَيْنَفَ، أخياناً، و تُضْمِرُهُ




	

	أتَمّتِ ألأرْضُ ممّا حُمّلَتْ حَبَلا

	٦ شَهْرَيْ جُمادى، فلمّا كان في رَجَبٍ




	

	حتّى تَسَرْبَلَ ماءَ الوَرْسِ و انْتَعلا

	٧ كأنَّ عطّارَةً باتَتْ تُطيفُ بِهِ




	

	أصابَ بالقَفْرِ مِنْ وَسْميّهِ خَضَلا

	٨ مِنْ خَضْبِ نَوْرِ خُزامى، قدْ أطاعَ لهُ




	

	غَيثٌ، إذا ما مَرَتْهُ رِيحُهُ، سَحَلا

	٩ حتّى إذا اللّيْلُ كفَّ الطّرْفَ ألبسَهُ




	

	بالماء، سَدَّ فُروجَ الأرْضِ واحْتَفَلا

	١٠ داني الرَّبابِ، إذا ارْتجّتْ حَوامِلُهُ




	

	كلَيْلةِ الوَصْبِ، ما أغْفى و ما عَقَلا

	١١ فباتَ مُكْتَلِيّا للبرقِ، يَرْقُبُهُ




	

	إذا أحَسَّ بسَيْلٍ تَحْتَهُ انتَقلا

	١٢ فباتَ في حِقْفِ أرْطاةٍ، يلوذُ بها




	

	مُسَبِّحٌ، قام نِصْفِّ اللّيْلِ، فابتَهلا

	١٣ كأنّهُ ساجِدٌ، مِنْ نَضْخِ ديمَتهِ




	

	كما اسْتمازَ رئيسُ الِمقْنَبِ النَّفَلا

	١٤ ينْفي التّرابَ برَوْقَيْهِ و كَلكَلهِ




	

	إذا علا الرَّوْقَ والمتْنَيِْن والكَفَلا

	١٥ كأنّما القَطْرُ مَرْجانٌ يُساقِطُهُ




	

	صَبّحَهُ ضامرٌ غَرْثانُ قَدْ نَحَلا

	١٦ حتّى إذا الشّمْسُ وافَتْهُ بمَطْلَعِها




	

	لمْ تؤنِسِ الوَحْشُ مِنْهُ نَبأةً خَتَلا

	١٧ طاوٍ أزلُّ كسِرْحانِ الفَلاةِ، إذا




	

	خافَتْ جَديلَةَ في الآثارِ أوْ ثُعَلا

	١٨ يُشْلي سَلوقيّةً غُضْفًا، إذا اندفَعَتْ




	

	يَسْقونَها بدِماء الُأبَّدِ العَسَلا

	١٩ مُكَلِّبين إذا اصْطادوا، كأنّهُمُ




	

	غَيْثٌ تَقَشّعَ عَنْهُ طالَ ما هَطَلا

	٢٠ فانصاعَ كالكَوْكبِ الدُّرّيّ، جرَّدَهُ




	

	كَرَّ علَيْها، و قَدْ أمهَلْنَهُ مَهَلا

	٢١ حتّى إذا قُلْتُ نالَتْهُ سوابِقُها




	

	إذا أصابَ برَوْقٍ ضاريًا، قَتَلا

	٢٢ فظَلَّ يَطْعَنُها، شَزْرًا، بمِغْولهِ




	

	يغشَين مُوقِدَ نارٍ، تَقْذِفُ الشُّعَلا

	٢٣ كأنّهُنَّ، و قَدْ سُرْبِلْنَ مِنْ عَلَقٍ




	

	عَكْفَ الفوارِسِ، هابوا الدَّارعَ البَطلا

	٢٤ إذا أتاهُنَّ مَكْلومٌ، عَكَفْنَ بهِ




	

	و ما هدى هَدْي مهْزومٍ و ما نَكَلا

	٢٥ حتّى تَناهَيْن عَنْهُ ساميًا حَرِجًا





What is an oryx? An oryx is a species of antelope, Oryx leucoryx, perhaps most notable for its very long horns, once gone extinct on the Arabian Peninsula but since reintroduced from captivity, that at its tallest stands three feet at the shoulders (Montgomery, 1997, 111). The heroicization of the oryx in this section of the poem excuses the modern reader, likely unfamiliar with the animal, for imagining him as much larger. Thawr has often been translated “wild bull” or “oryx bull” or even “bull oryx” in English renditions of pre-Islamic poetry, which in itself suggests a much more threatening animal than “antelope buck” (the female is often translated “wild cow,” although there is not much that is bovine about her). In his lengthy exploration of the image of the oryx in pre-Islamic and early Umayyad poetry, Montgomery points out that the animal is sometimes “emblematic of the patron” and at other times “emblematic of the poet and his tribe” (Montgomery, 1997, 161). That the oryx is the only figure left behind when the tribe of the poet’s beloved departs suggests that he might represent the poet himself, but its valor in battle suggests that he might better represent the poet’s patron. Regardless of whether in this case one should associate the oryx buck with the poet, with the patron, or with neither, this scene is intended to demonstrate the poet’s masterful presentation of a qaṣīda set piece.

Since I find this scene so thrilling and beautiful, despite being no aficionado of representations of violence, I was surprised to discover that with the exception of line 13, to which I will return, there is no element of it that is not found in other, earlier renditions of the oryx tableau, as Philip Kennedy refers to it, or the oryx vignette, as Montgomery prefers (Kennedy, 1991, 74; Montgomery, 1997, 118). In their research on the oryx in pre-Islamic and Umayyad poetry, Kennedy and Montgomery between them find similar oryx scenes in the dīwāns of six well-known pre-Islamic poets: Aws ibn Ḥajar, Zuhayr, al-Nābigha, Labīd, al-A‘shā, and al-Mutalammis. Not only are there famished hunters accompanied by their dangling-eared dogs, rainstorms and lightning, horns and gore in many renditions of the oryx tableau, but some elements are always present. As Kennedy points out, “the word arṭāt is more consistent of appearance than any word actually naming the oryx, and is virtually a sine qua non of the oryx tableau” (Kennedy, 1991, 88). Even an odd reminder of the scene’s status as poetry coming out of the mouth of a poet is not unique to al-Akhṭal’s oryx tableau. In line 13 at the climax of the battle between the oryx and the hunter’s dogs, the reader stumbles across “I said” (qultu), an interjection that, as it appears in the dīwān, cannot belong to the world of the desert scene, as the poet is not present to speak it. Nor can it belong to the original moment of recitation of the poem, which would be “I say” (aqūlu أَقولُ) rather than “I said” (qultu قُلتُ). I see this as a reminder that the original performance of the poem has been completed, and that the poem as transcribed text of an oral recitation is the commemoration of a moment—and that moment is the elocutionary act that has brought time to a halt and made this qaṣīda a permanent example of the eternal values of the pre-Islamic Arabs. Montgomery, on the other hand, believes that here “the text should probably read ḥatta idhā qulta [instead of] ḥatta idhā qultu, unless one wishes to see in this a deliberation drawing attention, by the poet, to his role as participant in the panel, which I think unlikely” (Montgomery, 1997, 134). By changing the vowel, Montgomery would take the words out of the mouth of the poet and put them into the mouth of one of his listeners when he performed the poem. He bases his interpretation on two other versions of the oryx scene in the dīwān of Aws al-Ḥajar in which the same outburst is presented slightly, but significantly, differently. In one, qultu is instead qulta, “you said” rather than “I said,” just as Montgomery proposes for al-Akhṭal’s poem as well (Montgomery, 1997, 130). In the other example, qultu becomes qāla (he said), so that the exclamation is attributed to the hunter instead, who comments on the thrill of the chase (Montgomery, 1997, 119). Adjudicating among the three versions—if indeed one must—is impossible. Are they a result of scribal error, different intent of the poets, or something else scholars today do not understand? What is most important is to recognize that the various oryx scenes found in the dīwāns of these several pre-Islamic poets and al-Akhṭal are so similar that they share oddities that are nonetheless puzzlingly divergent.

It is only the metaphor in line 13 likening the oryx buck to someone in prayer that is not found in pre-Islamic poetry, because by definition it cannot be found there without risking anachronism. Even in a qaṣīda ascribed to a Christian poet infamous for his refusal to convert, Islam and its practices that apparently have seeped into the consciousness of the poet manifest themselves in a scene he otherwise borrows whole from his pre-Islamic predecessors. It would be a stretch to imagine Islam as a theme of this poem simply because an oryx is likened to someone praying, but as I will soon explain, this poem is connected to other qaṣīdas by al-Akhṭal and two of his contemporaries because of the chameleon represented with an Islamic metaphor. Although not the lone eccentric Christian at the Umayyad Court that the anecdotes of the Book of Songs might seem to imply, al-Akhṭal was nonetheless among Muslims and their practices begin to pop up in his metaphorical elaborations of the desert despite their pre-Islamic origin. As Kirkpatrick points out, although a Christian poet, al-Akhṭal is classified an Islamic poet by ninth-century scholars writing literary history (Kilpatrick, 217). The categories were temporal rather than religious—pre-Islamic, Mukhaḍram, Islamic, and Modern. There was no category for Christian poets, so by default al-Akhṭal becomes an Islamic poet within this schema. Chronology trumps faith.

If this oryx scene is nothing more than an assemblage of images and stock phrases from earlier poets with a line representing a Muslim practice slipped in, where lies its interest? In the language itself, which stitches together the various and apparently unconnected sections of the polythematic qaṣīda together. I will give just one example for this section of the poem. Although the rapidly sketched-out departure of the beloved and her tribe would seem to have virtually no connection to the oryx and his travails, al-Akhṭal uses tajnīs, a certain kind of punning using the underlying triconsonantal root structure of nearly all Arabic words. Al-Akhṭal emphasizes the connection between the longing implied by the departure of his beloved and the world of the oryx through this sort of root play. Taḥamallat “set out” and iḥtamala “borne away” in line 1 are both words from the triconsonantal root ḥ-m-l, as is ḥumalat “brings to term (a pregnancy ḥaml)” in line 6. It is no mere coincidence that longing gives way to greenery and flowering; it is present at the level of language itself. The sublimation of longing into the rich description of spring coming to term is hardly subtle, although undeniably beautiful. The beloved’s departure marks the impossibility of love ever giving way to sex ever then in turn giving way to reproduction, while the language is so imbued with longing (however briefly presented) that it spills over into a scene that will soon turn violent.

The description of the encounter between the oryx and the hunter with his dogs is itself a vignette within the oryx tableau. This set piece is a tour-de-force of description in which the confusion of battle is emphasized through metaphor. Virtually everything is described as something else: the man is a wolf, the blood of the potential kill is wild honey, the oryx bull is a star from which rain falls, his horns are a blade, the blood covering the dogs is fire, the group of dogs is a band of horsemen, and the oryx bull is an armor-clad hero. The poem’s alternation of perfect aspect with imperfect jumbles our sense of time’s passage and the shifting pronouns leave us uncertain as to their referents, mimicking the chaos of the scene. The “I said” authorial intervention in line 21 that interrupts this vignette is unexpected and yanks the reader out of the scene momentarily. Perhaps, as I have already suggested, it is an error or a mis-voweling or an unwarranted slide from quoting the hunter in an earlier version of the oryx tableau in another poet’s dīwān, but I like to think that it functions to remind the reader that the point of these ten lines is not the description of the oryx bull or the dogs or the fight between them, which abruptly ends without any pretense of resolution in line 25, but instead the demonstration of the poet’s mastery over language in the moment of composition. Whether in the mouth of the rāwī reciting it years later, or on the page of the dīwān collected a century and a half later, or in the memory of a scholar commenting on the Qur’ān seven centuries later, the poem has survived because of the thrilling immediacy of these images that places al-Akhṭal among those poets whose work exemplifies the expressive power of the Arabic language shared with the Qur’ān.

In lines 26–40 the poet shifts without evident transition to the topic of his own life and travails in the face of passing time, although this should not be understood as an autobiographical sketch, but instead the poet’s fulfillment of his listeners’ and readers’ expectations of what a poet’s experience has or should have been:

26.Whenever cares of the spirit make a night visit, their arrows afflict me until they goad me to take action;

27.Neither the land of my enemy nor being lost in the desert without a path makes me frown in fear when the chameleon draws himself up —

28.He continues to stand erect facing the sun, which melts him; only once he sees the sun set does he turn away from it;

29.It is as if he, when the day stretches on for him, rises like a Yemeni reciting at length.

30.I have lived through the seasons of this time until my head flamed white.

31.None of these burdens, if I’d not had a friend I could trust like a brother, would have been inconsequential.

32.I was always lovesick for drink; a husky-voiced songstress gave us to hear the hoarseness to be heard in the vibrato

33.Of songstresses, the arc of their sighs drawn out, reaching boys greedy for pleasure and dalliance.

34.My youth parted from me after slaking its thirst, as if a guest dismounted only to set out again quickly.

35.I do not comply with the demands of my reprovers, nor do I cling to wealth if one in need asks for it;

36.Many a one secretly turned enemy against me have I forgiven, once his rancor and crookedness were made plain —

37.Even if I’m set upon by calamity like a wolf content in what he devours.

38.For many afflicted, among them a kinsman, was I pained one day, the morning after hoping a great hope.

39.I do not see death coming to one to whom it is destined when he is prepared but when he is distracted by other matters.

40.When a man is in an enviably safe place, Fate betrays what he was and moves on.



	

	مِنْها نوافِذُ حتّى أُعْمِلَ الحِيَلا

	٢٦ وقد تبيتُ هُمُومُ النّفْسِ، تبعثُني




	

	عَسْفُ البِلادِ، إذا حِرْباؤها جَذَلا

	٢٧ إذْ لا تجَهَّمُني أرْضُ العَدوّ، ولا




	

	إذا رأى الشّمسَ مالَتْ جانبًَا عَدَلا

	٢٨ يَظَلُّ مُرْتَبِيًا للشّمْسِ تَصْهَرُهُ




	

	إذا استقَلَّ يمانٍ، يقْرأ الطُّوَلا

	٢٩ كأنّهُ حين َ يمْتَدُّ النّهارُ لَهُ




	

	حتّى تَجَلّلَ رأسي الشّيْبُ و اشْتَعلا

	٣٠ و قَدْ لبِسْتُ لهذا الدَّهْرِ أعْصُرَهُ




	

	ما أصبحَتْ أَممًا عِندي ولا جَلَلا

	٣١ مِنْ كُلّ مُضْلِعَةٍ، لوْلا أخو ثِقَةٍ




	

	بحَّاءُ تَسْمَعُ في ترْجيعِها صَحَلا

	٣٢ و قد أكونُ عميدَ الشَّرْبِ، تُسمِعنا




	

	بفِتْيةٍ، يشْتهونَ اللّهْوَ و الغَزَلا

	٣٣ مِنَ القِيانِ، هَتوفٌ طالَ ما ركدَتْ




	

	كأنّما كان ضَيْفًا نازلًا رَحَلا

	٣٤ فَبانَ مِنّي شَبابي، بَعْدلذَّتِهِ




	

	أُبْقي على المالِ، إنْ ذو حاجةٍ سألا

	٣٥ إذْ لا أطاوعُ أمْرَ العاذلاتِ، ولا




	

	و قَدْ أُبَيّن مِنْهُ الضِّغْنَ والَميَلا

	٣٦ وكاشِحٍ مُعْرِضٍ عَنّي، غَفَرْت لهُ




	

	ما كان كالذّيبِ مَغْبوطّا بما أكلا

	٣٧ ولَوْ أَُواجِهُهُ منّي بِقارِعَةٍ




	

	يومًا و أصْبحْتُ أَرجو، بَعْدَهُ، الَأملا

	٣٨ و موجَعٍ، كان ذا قُرْبى، فُجِعْتُ بهِ




	

	إلَّا كفاهُ ولاقى عِندهُ شُغُلا

	٣٩ ولا أرى الموتَ يأتي مَنْ يُحَمُّ لَهُ




	

	إذْ خانَهُ الدَّهْرُ عمّا كانَ، فانتَقلا

	٤٠ وبِيْنَما المرءُ مَغبوطٌ بمأمَنِهِ





Although there is no obvious thematic connection between this section of the poem and what precedes it, just as in the case of the truncated nasīb and the oryx tableau, the poet uses root play to weave the different parts of the poem together. The oryx spent the night awake (bāta, from the root b-y-t) during a storm in lines 11 and 12, while the poet spends the night awake (tabyatu, same verb, but in the imperfect) due to the more abstract cares of the spirit in line 26. The poet’s head flaming white (ishta‘al, from the root sh-‘-l) in line 30 reminds the reader of the metaphorical flames (al-shu‘al, from the same root) leaping from the dogs, which in fact is actually blood, in line 23. That the imagery the poet uses to describe himself (or, at least, his persona) sometimes hearkens back to the oryx bull and sometimes back to the dogs attacking him, should caution us against facile readings that associate him with one or the other. The oryx cannot simply be reduced to a figure of the poet. Instead, the poet demonstrates that he is fully capable of exploiting those qualities particular to the Arabic language, such as root play, that insist on the essential unity of the world evident in its fundamental linguistic structure.

This unity also manifests itself through connections between poems (and through commentary, connection with the Qur’ān). Before turning to the final section of the qaṣīda in praise of Maṣqala, I will take a closer look at an image whose significance remains puzzling, although its repeated use in al-Akhṭal’s poetry might suggest that its meaning would not have puzzled listeners at the time. The chameleon of lines 27–29 draws himself up (jadhala), stands erect (murtabiyan) and rises (istaqalla), as if it were impossible for the animal to move in any other direction. The sun is melting him (taṣharuhu), most interesting to the Qur’ān commentators, and he is compared to a Yemeni reciting something lengthy (yamānin, yaqra’u al-ṭuwal). There is a mixture of these elements in three other al-Akhṭal poems as well as in poems of Dhū al-Rumma (d. 736) and Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr (seventh century), as I will show below. These are fewer poets than those who avail themselves of the oryx tableau and unlike them, Dhū al-Rumma and Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr are not pre-Islamic but Umayyad (and therefore Islamic) and Mukhaḍramūn respectively. It is also noteworthy that lines 28–29 above “are mistakenly attributed to [Dhū al-] Rumma in adab literature” (Papoutsakis, 75, note 41), since it implies an even stronger association with that poet than with al-Akhṭal. That this particular sort of image of the chameleon is not more common and appears to have arisen with Islam itself is significant, but what exactly it signifies is not entirely clear. What is certain, however, is that the citation of the line with the chameleon connects the Qur’ān to a web of images insisting on the dangers of the desert, which then becomes background for its description of the punishment of those who do not believe at the Final Hour.

Another example of the chameleon likened to someone in prayer is found in another description of the dangers of the desert in the qaṣīda “Wāsiṭ of the people of Ridhwā is effaced. . .” (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 156–57):

26.Across many a desolate plain, as if the ostriches at its farthest reaches are like untended camels,

27.In which you see the shimmers of a morning mirage, as if there were men disrobed and then clothed again,

28.Through the heart of the desert, where riders never shut their eyes, nor does their guide, for fear, even blink,

29.Across the entire expanse of parched desert, without guiding landmarks one might learn, nor any waterhole,

30.Through playing fields of the jinn, as if its dust, when whipped by ceaseless winds, were sifted through,

31.Have I crossed when the chameleon rose like a praying Yemeni or a shackled captive,

32.Borne quickly toward Ibn Asīd Khālid by loosely girthed camels, alone across the bleak desert in which travelers are made to lose their way;



	

	بأرْجائها القُصْوى ، أباعِرُ هُمَّلُ

	٢٦ وبَيداءَ مِمحالٍ، كأنَّ نَعامَها




	

	رِجالٌ تَعَرّى، تارةً، وتَسَرْبَلُ

	٢٧ ترى لامعاتِ الآلِ فِيها، كأنّها




	

	ولا عَين هاديها مِنَ الخوْفِ تَغفُلُ

	٢٨ وجَوزِ فلاةٍ ما يُغَمِّضُ ركبُها




	

	بعِرْفانِ أعلامٍ، وما فيهِ مَنهَلُ

	٢٩ بكُلّ بَعيدِ الغَوْلِ، لا يُهتدى لهُ




	

	إذا اطَّرَدَتْ فيهِ الرّياحُ مُغَرْبَلُ

	٣٠ ملاعِبِ جِناّنٍ، كأنَّ تُرابَها




	

	مُصَلٍّ يمانٍ، أوْ أسيرٌ مُكابَّلُ

	٣١ أجَزْتُ، إذا الحِرْباءُ أوْفى كأنّهُ




	

	مَسانيفُ، تَعرَوْري فَلاتً تَغوَّلُ

	٣٢ إلى ابنِ أسِيدٍ خالدٍ أرْقَلَتْ بِنا





Here the chameleon is one of several signs of the perils of a desert crossing. In this raḥīl the greatest peril of all seems to be the inability to see things as they are, despite the unwillingness of the riders and their guide to shut their eyes. Ostriches seem to be untended camels, the shimmering mirage makes men seem naked one moment and dressed the next, while the winds blow dust around, further obscuring the signs of the desert, which the poet is unable to read anyway. This particularly inhospitable desert is where one sort of supernatural beings (jinn) play and another sort (ghūl, sharing a root with taghawwala, translated above as “travelers are made to lose their way”) lead travelers astray. The movement of the chameleon as it draws itself up is like that of a praying Yemeni or a shackled captive.15 It seems that late seventh- and early eighth-century Yemenis rose to pray (or recite, as in the qaṣīda praising Maṣqala) in a way that resembled the movement of a shackled captive—perhaps slowly, bent forward and incompletely. In this passage metaphor borders on the hallucinatory, perhaps appropriate to setting of desert and mirage.

The chameleon appears again in another qaṣīda by al-Akhṭal, “In Praise of Salm ibn Ziyād,” (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 72–73):

6.And I would say to Thawr: Do you see the women in the howdahs urged along by a camel driver whose tenderheartedness for them stems from fear of me?

7.As if at Mt. Raḥā they were ships embarked upon the sea, or a line of date palms, tall and slender, at Juwātha;

8.The mirage buoys them to one who follows them with a steely glance, as well as a glance that drowns before them,

9.Until we overtook them as daylight ended, rock walls leaning toward them from the heights of Khaynaf,

10.Where these women shot arrows at us from every lookout with eyes whose intense color owe nothing to kohl.

11.The women turned the white-haired man from reason, whose only care was Islam, just as a slim vain boy surrenders to them completely.

12.How many men, not ignoble, have I garbed in tattered cloth that fluttered above their heads!

13.I made them wear it on their turbans as if it were a bird tethered by its leg.

14.May I give my life for Abū Ḥarb, taken aback when a troop of jinn appears at dawn,

15.Mounted atop a masculine she-camel, hurling down the road like a demon ghūl at a racing gallop,

16.While the desert’s chameleon continued to face the sun until it were as if his jugular veins swelled in rage,

17.Her rear legs join her forelegs, while on demand the front feet show speed;

18.It is as if she, after the journey’s shrinking her humps, were an oryx from the desert waste of Ghazza, her speckled legs and feet turned entirely white;



	

	يحْدو بهنَّ حِذاري مُشفِقٌ شَنِقُ

	٦ وقَدْ أقولُ لثَوْرٍ: هَلْ ترى ظُعُناً




	

	أوْ حايِشٌ، منْ جُواثا، ناعمٌ سُحُقُ

	٧ كأنّها، بالرَّحا، سُفْنٌ مُلَجِّجَةٌ




	

	طَرْفٌ حديدٌ وطَرْفٌ دونهُمْ غَرِقُ

	٨ يرفَعُها الآلُ للتّالي، فيُدرِكُهُمْ




	

	مالَتْ لهُنَّ، بأعلى خَيْنَفَ، البُرَقُ

	٩ حتى لحِقْنا، وقَدْ زالَ النّهارُ، و قدْ




	

	بأعْيُن لَمْ يخالِطْ كُحْلَها الزَّرَقُ

	١٠ فهُنَّ يَرمِينَنا مِنْ كلّ مُرْتَقَبٍ




	

	و يسْتَقيدُ لهُنَّ لأهْيَفُ الرَّوَقُ

	١١ يُبْطِرْنَ ذا الشّيْبِ، و الإسلامُ همَّتُهُ




	

	سَحْقَ الرّداء، على عَلْياءَ، يختَفِقُ

	١٢ و فتْيَةٍ غَيْرِ أنْذالٍ، رَفَعْتُ لهُمْ




	

	كأنّهُ طائرٌ، في رِجْلِهِ عَلَقُ

	١٣ رفَعْتُهُ، وهْوَ يَهْفو في عَمائِمهِمْ




	

	مخالِطُ الجنّ أو مُسْتَوْحشِنٌ فَرِقُ

	١٤ نَفْسي فِداءُ أبي حَرْبٍ، غَداةَ غَدا




	

	غوُلُ النَّجاء، إذا ما استَعْجلَ العَنَقُ

	١٥ على مُذكَّرَةٍ، ترْمي الفُرُوجَ بها




	

	كأنّه وارِمُ الأوْداجِ مُحْتَنِقُ

	١٦ و ظَلَّ حِرْباؤها للشّمسِ مُصْطَخِداً




	

	وفي يدَيها، إذا اسْتَعْرَضْتَها، دَفَقُ

	١٧ و الرِّجْلُ لاحِقَةٌ مِنْها بأوَّلها




	

	مِن وَحشِ غزَّةَ، مَوْشيُّ الشَّوى، لَهَقُ

	١٨ كأنّها، بَعْدَ ضمّ السّيْرِ جَبْلَتَها





After having read only parts of three of al-Akhṭal’s qaṣīdas, the landscape feels familiar. Again there are women departing from Khaynaf, again there is an oryx (this time in a mere cameo) and again there is a chameleon sunning himself while the rest of the desert’s creatures prefer to avoid the heat. In this qaṣīda the line with the chameleon seems out of place; not thematically—since here as well it may function to indicate a dangerous attribute of the desert, the sort of great heat that would leave the camel’s humps depleted—but the line itself interrupts the extended description of the she-camel’s gallop. Blachère points out that disrupting the usual progression of images as presented in pre-Islamic qaṣīdas was not unusual for al-Akhṭal, so it may make sense to see the intrusion of the chameleon as part of his divergence from the tradition (Blachère, 1966, 472).

In yet another of al-Akhṭal’s qaṣīdas, “Showers effaced the traces of the camp at Ṣarīma . . .” there is a chameleon sunning himself (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 442–43):

13.The men refused to take a midday nap when their day ignited although the rust-colored fawn of the gazelles had already begun to nap.

14.The chameleon raised himself at noon to warm himself while the women continued past the trunks of the great palms.

15.They made haste at late evening as the thickets and valleys of Dhāt al-Ghaḍā enveloped them.



	

	و قَدْ جَعلَتْ عُفْرُ الظّباء تَقيلُ

	١٣ أبَوْا أنْ يُقيلوا إذْ توقَّدَ يومُهُمْ




	

	وهُنَّ على عيدانِهنَّ جُذولُ

	١٤ و أشْرَفَ حِرباءُ الظهيرَةِ يَصْطلي




	

	خمائلُ مِنْ ذاتِ الغضى و هُجُولُ

	١٥ أجَدُّوا نجاءً غيّبَتْهُمْ عَشِيّةً





The nineteen extant lines of this poem, of which I have translated three, seem to form an extended nasīb. The chameleon facing and seeking out the heat of the sun is familiar by now.

These four examples from al-Akhṭal’s own dīwān may be sufficient to give a clear sense of what the chameleon represents in early Umayyad poetry, which in turn allows a better understanding of the resonance of yuṣharu (melting) in the Qur’ānic passage glossed. The chameleon is a sort of stock character of desert journey scenes, always associated with the sun at its hottest, just as one might imagine punishment meted out to unbelievers to be. A look beyond al-Akhṭal’s work only serves to reinforce this association. Although I have not surveyed the entire history of the chameleon in Arabic poetry, I have found eight examples of the chameleon in the dīwān of Dhū al-Rumma, an Umayyad poet roughly a generation junior to al-Akhṭal and famous for his evocations of the desert landscape.16 In each example the chameleon is explicitly linked with the heat of the desert sun. In two instances, from different poems, as there is never more than one reference to a chameleon in any poem, the chameleon is likened to a wrongdoer. Although in English a chameleon’s extremities are not called hands, but instead paws, since the word in Arabic in both examples is indeed yad, “hand,” I have opted to use hand in the English translation as well (Dhū al-Rumma, 1.203, 2.845–46):

30.It is as if the two hands of its chameleon exposed to the sun were the hands of a sinner who, repenting, sought pardon from God.



	

	يَدَا مُجْرِمٍ يَسْتغْفِرُ اللهَّ تَائِبِ

	٣٠ كأَنَّ يَدَيْ حِربائِها مُتَشَمِّساً





41.While the color of the chameleon began as white, his throat turned dark from the burning of the midday heat;

42.It extends its two hands like a criminal whom the executioner has crucified upon a tree trunk.



	

	وَ يَخْضَرُّ من لَفْحِ الهَجيرِ غَباغبُه

	٤١ إذا جَعلَ الحِرباءُ يَبْيَضُّ لونُهُ




	

	أخُو فَجْرةٍ علىَ بِهِ الجِذْعَ صالبُهْ

	٤٢ ويَشْبَحُ بِالكَفَّين شَبْجاً كأَنَّهُ





The final example from Dhū al-Rumma also represents a chameleon extending himself to face the sun, but in addition represents his change of color as related to a change in religious conviction (Dhū al-Rumma, 1.631–33):

32.The chameleon continues to face the sun, extending itself along the trunk, although it does not declare it great.

33.When evening yielded to shadow I saw a Ḥanīf while in the light of morning he turned Christian.

34.At dawn its upper parts are ash-gray and at dusk, through exposure to the sun, it seems to go green.



	

	علىىَ الجِذْلِئ إلّا أنَّه لا يُكَبِّرُ

	٣٢ يَظَلُّ بها الحِرْباءُ لألشمسِ ماثِلًا




	

	حَنيفاً وفي قَرْنِ الضُّحَى يَتَنَصَّرُ

	٣٣ إذا حَوَّلَ الظِّلَّ العَشِيُّ رَأَيْتَهُ




	

	من الضِّحِّ وآستقبالهِ الشمشَ أَخْضَرُ

	٣٤ غَدا أكهبَ الَأعلَى وراحَ كَأنّهُ





Dhū al-Rumma’s vision of the chameleon is much darker than that of al-Akhṭal. Although Ullmann believes Dhū al-Rumma the originator of the chameleon imagery, this is hard to square with al-Akhṭal’s earlier dates, and with the probable very early date of the qaṣīda praising Maṣqala (Ullmann, 175). The chameleon’s stance is that of a criminal begging forgiveness of God, or worse yet, its shift in position, determined by the rise and set of the sun, is like someone shifting from Islam to Christianity.17 Regardless of whether Dhū al-Rumma or al-Akhṭal’s chameleons came first, it is clear that the poses they strike as they face the sun look the same but do not share the same meaning. Dhū al-Rumma’s comparing the position of the chameleon’s forelegs to that of the hands of the penitent is similar to the chameleon likened to a praying Yemeni in al-Akhṭal’s poem. It seems then that the way the chameleon positioned its forelegs was particularly striking to poets of the late seventh and early eighth centuries. Whether in prayer or penance or apostasy, the chameleon is not only a sign of the resistance of a desert creature to the melting sun of its environment, but comes with a religious charge that the oryx and the sandgrouse, for example, do not carry. Perhaps the waywardness of the chameleon evinced in Dhū al-Rumma’s poetry makes him an especially appropriate figure to end up in a line of poetry useful in explaining what will happen to those who do not believe at the Last Hour.

I cannot resist presenting one more example of the chameleon, the penultimate of this chapter, since it is found in a poem all but universally understood to represent the reconciliation of poetry and Islam. Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s “Su‘ād has departed . . .” is embedded in the Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Life-Path of the Messenger of God), compiled by Ibn Isḥāq (704–67), edited and transmitted by Ibn Hishām (d. 828 or 833), and generally understood as the earliest biography of Muḥammad. The reason this qaṣīda is so famous is not because it is a masterpiece or because Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr is one of the greatest Arab poets of all time, but because of the brief narrative preceding it in the Sīra, which explains the context of its composition and first performance. According to this account, the pagan Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr presents the poem to the Prophet Muḥammad in about 631 as a sign of his submission, and in return Muḥammad presents the poet with his mantle.18 In this way, Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr avoids the punishment by death threatened against all pagan poets who had attacked the Prophet, and is both reintegrated into his tribe and freshly integrated into the Muslim community. Nonetheless, although in the poem there are two references to “the Messenger of God” (Rasūl Allāh) and one to the Qur’ān, “The Bānat Su‘ād [“Su‘ād has departed . . .”] has none of the characteristics of a religious poem; it takes its inspiration from the sentiments of pagan poetry . . .” (Basset, 316).19 The purpose of the khabar is to amplify the three out of fifty-five (or fifty-six; one is disputed) lines that appear to refer directly to Muḥammad, and to contextualize them through narrative. Because the khabar is at the start of the poem, the story it recounts becomes the most important part of, perhaps even replaces to some degree, the poem. It is no longer merely a fairly conventional early seventh-century qaṣīda, but instead is evidence of the submission of a poet—and Jāhilī poetry in general—to Muḥammad and his recitation (qur’ān). Its function is not poetic or lyrical, but instead exemplary and explanatory, just as the poems cited in tafsīr have been shorn of their prior purpose and made merely illustrative. Zwettler points out that the encounter between Muḥammad and Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr was so often cited in the ensuing centuries to reconcile the study, transmission and composition of poetry with Islam that one “might be tempted to think that, had no such encounter between the Prophet and a poet taken place, one would have had to be invented!” Zwettler also reminds us that Rudi Paret dismissed the story as “nothing more than a legend” (Zwettler, 1984, 317).

Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s chameleon is not nearly as interesting per se as Dhū al-Rumma’s apostate or al-Akhṭal’s shackled captive, although I suspect that again it is the position of the chameleon’s forelegs over his head that attracts the poet’s attention, although he does not make the connection explicit. This time the chameleon is part of a startling elaborate extended simile comparing the motion of a running she-camel’s legs to the gesticulations of a middle-aged woman mourning the death of her firstborn child (Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr, 14–18):20

25.Tawny-shanked, her feet unshod against the hilltops scatter gravel

26.As if the swift shifting of her forelegs when she’s covered in sweat on the narrow peaks wavering in the mirage —

27.On a day the chameleon persists in standing erect facing the sun as if his sun-exposed side had been baked under cinders,

28.The camel driver calls out to his tribesmen, while agitated ashen locusts stir the gravel, “Rest! It’s noon,”

29.At the height of day—were the arms of a long-necked middle-aged woman who rises to lament, answered in kind by other women bereft of children,

30.Wailing, arms flailing, losing all reason when they announce the death of her firstborn,

31.Tearing at her breast with both hands, her shift hanging from her collarbone in rags.



	

	لم يَقِهِنَّ رُءوسَ الأكْمِ تَنْعِيلُ

	٢٥ سُمْرُالعُجَاياتِ يَتْرُكْنَ الحَصَى زِيَماً




	

	كأنّ ضاحيَه بالنارِ مملولُ

	٢٦ يوماً يَظَلُّ به الحِرْباءُ مُصْطَخِماً




	

	وقد تلفَّعَ بالقُورِ العَساقِيلُ

	٢٧ كأن أوْبَ ذراعيْها وقد عَرِقتْ




	

	وُرْقُ الجَناَدِبِ يَرْكُضْنَ الحَصَى قيلُوا

	٢٨ وقال للقَوِْم حاديهم وقد جَعَلتْ




	

	قامت فجاوبَها نُكْدٌ مَثاكِيلُ

	٢٩ شَدَّ النهارِ ذِراعَا عَيْطَلٍ نَصَفٍ




	

	لما نعَى بِكْرَها الناعون معقولُ

	٣٠ نَوَّاحةٌ رِخوةُ الضَّبْعيْن ليس لها




	

	مشقَّقٌ عن تَرَاقِيها رَعَابِيلُ

	٣١ تَفْرِى اللّباَنَ بكَفَّيْها ومِدْرَعُها





That the first-time mother is middle-aged and in miserable harmony with other suffering women emphasizes the pathos of the image, each detail adding a layer of emotion to the frenzy attributed to the animal’s running legs. Indeed, so extraordinary is the simile that the reader nearly loses track of the chameleon, although considering Arab poetic obsession with the position of its forelegs, it may be the image of the chameleon that initiates the astonishing assimilation of the camel’s forelegs to the woman’s arms. In any case, the chameleon is described as muṣṭakhiman, which Stetkevych translates as “burned” and Sells as “burns,” which makes perfect sense in the context of the line (S. Stetkevych, 2010, 42–43; Sells, 150–51). Lane, however, defines the word as a participle noun of form VIII “Applied to a chameleon, Standing erect, towards the sun; [app. on a branch;]” (s.v., ṣ-kh-m). According to Lane, it is form I, rather than form VIII, of the verb that means “The sun smote, or hurt, or burned, him, or, his face.” To translate strictly according to Lane, as I have done, risks rendering the line nonsensical, since the cause (standing erect toward the sun) instead becomes the effect, while the metaphor for the effect (as if baked under cinders) instead becomes the cause. However, I would argue that the emblematic force of the figure of the chameleon, which apparently by the end of the seventh century can simply be tossed into virtually any scene of overheated desert travel, renders attempts to distinguish between cause and effect pointless. The chameleon is always burning and always standing erect; and sometimes (but by no means always) he is like a Yemeni, whether praying or reciting. What he is not doing, apparently, is witnessing the melting away of his fat, despite what the commentaries want it to mean.

If all the poems included in al-Akhṭal’s dīwān are his (and there is no particular reason to believe otherwise), and if “Su‘ād has departed . . .” is Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s (and there is no particular reason to assign it to anyone else), then al-Akhṭal also wrote a qaṣīda beginning “Su‘ād departed . . . ,” the khabar of which claims that it was written in emulation of or in order to compete with (yu‘āriẓu) Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 409). In al-Akhṭal’s poem there is neither the Messenger of God nor the chameleon, but there is a line that seems curiously incomplete without the latter (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 411):

16.He continued to stand erect, thirsty at the desert way-station, as if baked under cinders by the beating sun.



	

	كأنّما مَسَّ مِنْهُ الشّمْسُ مملولُ

	١٦ فظَلَّ مُرْتَبِياً، عَطْشانَ في أَمَرٍ





The “he” of this line seems to refer to a camel driver of sorts who has to determine where to lead his thirsty charges. Since “stand erect” (murtabiyan) begins the line of poetry cited by Ibn al-Anbārī that first brought the reader to al-Akhṭal and “baked under cinders” (mamlūl) in Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s poem, it seems likely that a listener of the seventh century well-versed in poetry might have wondered where the chameleon had gone. If—and this seems ultimately unknowable—Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s “Su‘ād has departed . . .” was celebrated, as today, more for its Islamic significance than for its intrinsic qualities, then al-Akhṭal’s elision of the context implied within the poem and made explicit in the khabar seems conscious and perhaps even cheeky. In these poets there is a recycling of language and images, a recycling that implicates even the Qur’ān.

While Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr could blithely compose a poem on the occasion of his submission to Muḥammad that seems entirely consonant with the values, structure and language of pre-Islamic poetry, so that Islam seems weirdly absent from it, the address to Muḥammad as Messenger of God no more remarkable than the epithets attached to tribal leaders or perhaps even animals in other poems, and the Qur’ān little more than a prop that pops up to remind the reader of the addressee’s identity, al-Akhṭal’s poetry cannot avoid implication in Qur’ānic language through tafsīr, as has already been seen. Neither can it avoid language unmistakably Qur’ānic. Indeed, the act of recitation (qur’ān) itself is inscribed directly into a verse of the first of al-Akhṭal’s qaṣīdas that this chapter opened with. The “Yemeni reciting (yaqra’u) at length,” to which the chameleon is compared in line 29 of the qaṣīda praising Maṣqala, is ambiguous enough to cause at least one modern editor anxiety. Majīd Ṭirād glosses the recited material as “long qur’ānic sūras” (al-su’ūr al-qur’ānīyat al-ṭawīla) (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 212), not because it is certain this is what al-Akhṭal intended, but because it is not. If a notoriously Christian poet’s chameleon can be like a Yemeni reciting the Qur’ān, certainly he could also be like a Yemeni reciting poetry as well. After all, chameleons are also known for changing their colors, although this is not a characteristic of the animal emphasized by Arab poets. Yet, the further one moves from that moment in the early to mid seventh century when poets and poetry submitted to Islam, the moment represented in but not embodied by Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s “Su‘ād has departed . . . ,” the more likely it is that what seems Qur’ānic is Qur’ānic, even if the poet himself has not submitted to Islam. Apparently the chameleon is in one line like the unbeliever punished with melting heat at the Final Hour and in the next like the devout Muslim reciting lengthy sūras from the Qur’ān. Such is the power of metaphor in Umayyad poetry when it intersects with the urgent needs of tafsīr, whether the text explained is the Qur’ān or the poetry itself, that the tradition seems to collapse in on itself from both sides.

If yaqra’u is merely ambiguous, it is hard to see al-Akhṭal’s use of islām (submission) as anything other than provocative, considering his own notorious refusal to submit to Islam. In verse 11 of “In Praise of Salm ibn Ziyād,” presented above (“The women turned the white-haired man from reason, whose only care was Islam,/just as a slim vain boy surrenders to them completely.”), Islam might also be just islām, “submission,” from which both old men and young boys are easily diverted by songstresses. More directly relevant to the meanings associated with the chameleon, if only through antithesis, is al-Akhṭal’s use of the word ladhdha in line 34 of “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī,” as seen above. Al-Akhṭal’s lovesickness for drink is sated only by ladhdha, which I originally translated as “slaking its thirst,” but here I offer the more abstract “bliss”:

34.My youth parted from me after bliss, as if a guest dismounted only to set out again quickly.

Ladhdha appears twice in the Qur’ān and is a crucial component of the Muslim concept of Paradise. Its occurrence in Sūra 37, the Sūrat al-Ṣaffāt (of the ranks), which describes the different fates awaiting unbelievers and Muslims, the former to be punished with fire and the latter to be rewarded with cups of an unusual beverage, gives the most complete qur’ānic context for the word:

40.. . . except the loyal slaves of God

41.For them there is a known quantity of sustenance,

42.Fruits, and they will be honored

43.In gardens of ease

44.On divans set face to face,

45.Will be passed among them from a spring a cup

46.Of white and ladhdha for those drinking,

47.In it neither ghawl nor yunzafūna;

48.And belonging to them will be women with demure glances who avert their eyes. . .

Unfortunately, no English translation can reproduce the qualities that make these verses particularly poetic. There is, for example, an irregular alternation of the rhymes -īm, ūna, and īna.21 The word ladhdha also appears in Sūrat Muḥammad as “rivers of wine ladhdha to those drinking” (47:15). Sūrat Muḥammad is also remarkable for its rhyming; twenty-six of its thirty-eight verses end in -hum, while ten end in -kum (the remaining two end in -ha). The context of ladhdha in al-Akhṭal’s poem is wine, women and song. In the Qur’ānic text surrounding ladhdha there is wine and a restrained version of the sort of women the poet frequented; song is found in the text’s musicality. In contrast to the alienation of the poet after ladhdha, in the Qur’ān there is community; rather than songstresses there is a singing text. Indeed, since the members of the community themselves recite the text, there is a community of music-makers, while the women represented in the text merely look away.

The words that I left untranslated in verse 47 return the reader to the world of the chameleon and its significance as a link between the worlds of the Qur’ān and poetry. A ghawl is both a headache and a vast, waterless desert (and related to ghūl, the demon that leads desert travelers astray, as already noted above), while nazafa (the singular perfect form of the plural imperfect yunzafūna) means to exhaust a well. This community of music-making drinkers in Paradise will never suffer a hangover, nor will they ever run out of ladhdha, no matter how much of it they drink. The garden that is a reward for believers is the opposite of the hot, dry perilous desert, of which the chameleon turning toward the sun is emblematic. As I have shown above, the special horror of the punishment of unbelievers in Qur’ān 22:20 is not merely that they are burned, but that they are burned by boiling water, that they cannot drink of that resource in such short supply in the desert journeys described by poets and borrowed by commentators to gloss the Qur’ān. Even the chameleon, which in every instance examined except one withstands the drying heat of the sun, to the point of appearing baked in cinders, could not possibly withstand the water so hot it would boil the fat out of his innards. Although the Qur’ān never fully dislodges poetry from its place in Arab culture and, as the story of Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr and Muḥammad’s exchange of gifts would seem to indicate, poetry is awkwardly and incompletely reconciled to Islam perhaps even before the Qur’ān is complete, or at least later Muslim historical memory imagines it so, the enormous weight of the Qur’ān as a text experienced every day in the Muslim Arab world may mean that tafsīr can take unexpected directions. What is truly odd about the verb ṣahara (whether as yaṣharu or taṣharu) is not that it means “to melt” in Qur’ān 22:20, where the context all but demands that meaning, but that it is assumed to mean this in al-Akhṭal’s poem, where that meaning seems forced. The chameleon burns and bakes in the other examples, but never melts. It would seem to be the Qur’ān glossing the poem—and not with perfect accuracy.

Returning to the last section of “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī” after this long digression through the various iterations of the chameleon, the poet finally arrives at the madīḥ, where he praises his patron:

41.Forget about the fool and his perdition; ask instead about Maṣqalat al-Bakrī and what he did,

42.How he is a warrior both generous and exemplary, never flagging nor vanquished, never casting censure.

43.He gives amply while others, when asked, gave to us only under compulsion, as if but a trickle of water, drop by drop.

44.He is a not a horsemen who merely stands beside his battle-flags, but instead put his lance to use.

45.He must be immense to load the camels with the treasure required to pay the blood money levied against the death of hundreds.

46.If a man with weak joints or short arms were charged to load them, he would cough polite refusal.

47.You unbound the prisoners from their shackles, who had hoped neither for refuge nor for intervention;

48.You delivered them out of the dark pit—a coward who saw the like would have fled,

49.Such that they would give their lives for you—without regard for their rank or booty to be had.

50.There is not in Ma‘ad another man so virtuous that when he intends a great deed he follows through.

51.He gives a full hundred camels; the haunches of the one driving them forward ripple when they gallop.

52.So long as God delays the day of your appointed death, all will remain well with the Rabī‘a.

53.He is a noble man who does count on living forever in this world, and who never speaks of what he has lost or why it has gone from him.



	

	واسْألْ بمَصْقَلةَ البكْريّ ما فعلا

	٤١ دعِ الُمغَمَّرَ لا تَسألْ بمَصْرَعِهِ




	

	تُهْلكُهُ النّفسُ، فيما فاتَهُ، عَذَلا

	٤٢ بمُتْلِفٍ ومُفيدٍ، لا يمُنُّ ولا




	

	مُعْطُون زَرّاً، كما تَستوكِفُ الوَشَلا

	٤٣ جَزْلُ العطاء، وأقوامٌ، إذا سُئلوا




	

	يوْمَ الكريهَةِ، حتّى يُعْمِلَ الأسَلا

	٤٤ وفارِسٍ غَيْرِ وقّافٍ بِرَايتِهِ




	

	إذا الِمئُونَ أُمِرَّتْ، فوْقَهُ، حَمَلا

	٤٥ ضَخْمٌ تُعَلَّقُ أشْناقُ الديّاتِ بِهِ




	

	أوْ ضَيّقُ الباعِ عَنْ أمثالها، سَعَلا

	٤٦ ولَوْ تَكَلّفَها رِخْوٌ مَفاصِلُهُ




	

	و ليس يرْجونَ تَلْجاءً ولا دَخَلا

	٤٧ وقَدْ فكَكْتَ عَن الأسرى وثاقَهُمُ




	

	إذا الجبانُ رأى أمْثالها زَحَلا

	٤٨ وقَدْ تَنَقّذْتَهُمْ مِنْ قعْرِ مُظْلِمةٍ




	

	ولا يرَوْنَ هُم جاهًا ولا نَفَلا

	٤٩ فهُمْ فِداؤكَ، إذ يَبْكونَ كلّهُمُ




	

	إذا يهُمُّ بأمْرٍ صالحٍ عَملا

	٥٠ ما في معََدِّ فتًى يُغْني رِباعَتَهُ




	

	تَنْزو يرابيعُ متْنَيْهِ، إذا انْتَقلا

	٥١ الواهِبُ المائةَ الجُرْجُورَ، سائِقُها




	

	ما أخّرَ اللهُ عَنْ حَوْبائكَ الأجَلا

	٥٢ إنَّ رَبِيعَةَ لَنْ تَنْفَكَّ صالحَةً




	

	ولا يقولُ لشيء فاتَ ما فَعَلا

	٥٣ أغَرُّ لا يَحْسبُ الدُّنْيا تُخَلِّدُهُ





The poet (and therefore the poem) is not interested in telling the listener or reader what exactly Maṣqala has done. There is no need, since his intended (or actual) audience no doubt already knows of the deed being lauded. What matters is not the specificity of Maṣqala’s actions, but the way in which they fit, or can be made to fit, into a pattern of laudatory behavior. Maṣqala is generous, and brave, and generous again, perhaps because the poet intended to benefit in some way from this generosity. The act that is presumably the occasion for the poem—although perhaps it might be better to think of this act as a pretext for the poem, the occasion for the poem perhaps instead being some other event now lost to history, such as Maṣqala’s arrival at Mu‘āwiya’s court, or among the Christian Taghlib, al-Akhṭal’s kin, as he makes his way to Syria—is alluded to in lines 47 and 48 only. The account says nothing about the identity of the freed prisoners or the occasion for freeing them; what matters is that this act is evidence of Maṣqala’s bravery. In this way the qaṣīda is like the Qur’ān, which is also reticent about the sorts of details many readers then, now, and over the intervening centuries expect from a narrative. What is important in the Qur’ān, for example, is not the omitted name of the Egyptian official’s wife who attempts to seduce Yūsuf in Sūrat Yūsuf, but that the events alluded to fit the pattern of the lives of prophets. The commentators supply the name; it matters to the readers, not to the Qur’ān.

Tarif Khalidi argues that in the Qur’ān, “[a]ll cultural and ethnic differences are submerged in historical abstraction” and that the text is marked by “an ever-presentness which infuses past and future at once, obliterating historical signposts” (Khalidi, 13). Although the pre-Islamic and early Umayyad qaṣīda lacks the desire to universalize to the same degree as the Qur’ān, and remains Arab, it also eliminates historicity in favor of abstraction. Its ever-presentness is found in the very language of the text, which once memory is set in motion moves effortlessly from past to present and back. The text also shifts perspective easily, referring to Maṣqala in both the first person and the third person.22 The pre-Islamic virtues embodied by this qaṣīda as composed, performed, recited, and transmitted were, are and will be the same, just as Maṣqala remains a paragon of these virtues, whether he is referred to or addressed, that is, regardless of the position of the speaker. The virtues embodied by Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s “Su‘ād has departed . . .” remain startlingly pre-Islamic despite the way in which the tradition has yanked the poem into Islamic history by using it to construct Muḥammad’s biography, very little of which can be found in the Qur’ān. It is clear that some elements of the qaṣīda, such as the chameleon, have lost their complex realness (there are actual chameleons in the desert, although I suspect that they do not behave precisely as they do in qaṣīdas), and have been abstracted into mere signs of the dangers that the pre-Islamic or early Umayyad Arab faced. This figure of the seventh-century desert-roaming Arab is himself more a gathering of abstract values than a depiction of a complex individual; the dangers of the desert are obstacles he overcomes in order to assert his adherence to these values. That these values persisted long after the triumph of Islam says something about the power of the qaṣīda to safeguard them.

Al-Akhṭal tells his listeners and readers to forget about some fool and his end, and tells them to ask instead what Maṣqala did, but in the end does not quite answer the question he has solicited from them. He wants them to forget some things and remember others. He redirects their attention from the act to praise of it, having up to that point composed a qaṣīda remarkable enough to earn their trust. As a poet, his rhetorical tools are rhythm, rhyme, adherence to the genre expectations of his listeners and readers, and a set of stock images common to pre-Islamic and Umayyad poetry, the pre-assigned meanings of which would have been completely familiar to his Umayyad audience. His task is to demonstrate mastery of these tools and insert an idealized version of the mamdūḥ (the one praised, the patron) into the poem, thereby attaching Maṣqala’s feat to the eloquence of his poem and assuring that both are remembered. If he succeeds, the audience will react positively, the patron will reward him, his transmitter will recite and explain to others the poem, which may eventually be written down and collected into a dīwān, part of which may be adapted to song and wind up in the Book of Songs, and centuries later a philologist may recall an appropriate line when confronted with a word or some grammatical usage in the Qur’ān that requires elucidation. The qaṣīda’s primary task is to cause others to remember; the poet’s representation in the nasīb of his attempt to find the traces of the abandoned encampments and thereby unleash his own memories is the point at which his indulged nostalgia for a lost past allows him to create a poem that will inspire nostalgia in future listeners, and readers for a present or just-past moment that will thereby be rendered ever-present.

The Qur’ān also wants to be remembered. Since in some sense it has no discernible maker, the topic of how it assures this end is somewhat more delicate. One might simply assign the text’s origin to God and leave it at that, but since it was presumably always intended for human listeners and readers, the question of how it sustains its memory remains. Like poetry, the shorter sūras, which are traditionally understood as having been presented earlier in the roughly two decades that the Qur’ān came to Muḥammad, are strongly marked by rhythm and rhyme, although neither is ever as regular as that found in the qaṣīda.23 The Sūrat al-Ṣaffāti (of the Ranks) and Sūrat Muḥammad mentioned above lend themselves then more easily to memorization because of their restricted end-rhymes and rhythm, than say Sūrat Āl-‘Imrān (of the family of ‘Imrān), which, while not devoid of end-rhyme is far less consistent in its deployment. Because remembering the Qur’ān consistently and perfectly becomes a concern early in the history of the Muslim community (there is anecdotal evidence that suggests it was less of a concern to Muḥammad himself24), and because its divergence from the mnemonic qualities of pre-Islamic poetry make that task more difficult, an entire apparatus of memory has been gradually constructed and its use enforced through the present day: the gathering of the text and elimination of variants under Caliph ‘Uthmān (579–656), the replacement of a defective script (one that seemed to serve more as an aide-mémoire, since up to five different consonants could be represented by a single letter, than as a definitive version) with a fully voweled text over the course of the eighth century (which further eliminated the possibility of ambiguity), the rise of interlinear commentary beginning in the early to mid eighth century, and the development of Qur’ān recitation as a highly complex art form with elaborate rules. Although even to this day “no one has yet produced a critical edition of the Arabic text of the Qur’ān according to the standards of European scholarship,” nonetheless the Qur’ān cannot not be remembered (Ernst, 29).

What Qur’ān and poetry most have in common is the ineffectiveness of their resistance to narrative. Like that of most of pre-Islamic and Umayyad poetry, the task of the Qur’ān is to evoke an experience not confined by the usual restrictions of temporality. For readers in the so-called West, this makes the Qur’ān profoundly lyrical, or, as Hoffmann puts it, “poetic.” The language, or visions that become language, sent down to Muḥammad in bits and pieces are, borrowing a definition of poetry from a prominent contemporary American poet, “[e]piphanic experiences [that] exist outside ordinary time” (Hirsch, 242). Each moment of language that Muḥammad experienced caused him to know something that he did not know before. The qaṣīdas of al-Akhṭal and Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr may return over and over to the stiff-backed chameleon in the desert, as if the poet were on some sort of recurring loop, and the Qur’ān may divide everyone into two categories, unbelievers who burn and slaves of God who drink ladhdha, or prophets who proselytize and those who mock them, as if all human experience could be so neatly split, but once Arabs leave the desert and its cyclical demands for the more complex lives of urban West Asia, North Africa, and Spain, and once Muslims go beyond the Arab world and encounter cultures with other categories, the desire to remember gives way to an even stronger desire to understand (or reinvent) the significance of what has been remembered. The world of Qur’ān and poetry—marked by ambiguities of person, place and time, but certainties of moral categories—gives way to the world of History, marked by certainties of person, place and time, but ambiguities of moral judgment. Indeed, it would seem that both poetry and Qur’ān all but incite narrative, the primary purpose of which “is to strengthen the bonds of consequence” (Hirsch, 242). Consequence is over by the time one reaches the moment of commemoration in the qaṣīda, while in the Qur’ān consequence and consequences are the domain of God alone, who therefore has no need for narrative.

The al-Akhṭal of the late seventh century, who has the power to determine (within certain limits) what actions are worthy of praise (or denigration) and thereby remembered, shrinks into the role of the al-Akhṭal of the tenth century, the eccentric character in a few colorful anecdotes in the Book of Songs that tell us something about the Umayyads, and the author of a few poems, parts of which have survived as songs to be sung in ‘Abbāsid courts. While there is, for example, no mention of him in al-Ṭabarī’s History, two lines of poetry that may be his are cited by the historian, although ascribed to someone else (Ṭabarī, 1990, 222, note 7). As already noted, practitioners of the Qur’ānic sciences eventually mis-cite his poetry without attribution. Al-Akhṭal all but disappears into the assimilation of poetry as a mere tool for exposition of the Qur’ān, becomes little more than an odd character in a handful of anecdotes, and awaits rediscovery as a major poet in the nineteenth century.

If what a poet most wants is for his poetry to be remembered (with the avoidance of untimely execution a close second in this case), then Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr was particularly fortunate in his choice of mamdūḥ. The usual terms of the unspoken contract between poet and patron are reversed in his case. The poem is intended to commemorate the moment of forgiveness on the part of Muḥammad that itself brings to pass, but instead its illustration of a moment in the life of the Prophet ensures that it will not be forgotten. The poem has become part of the raw material assembled to establish the narrative of the Prophet’s life. What makes this particular poem unusual is that it is one of the few cited in the Sīra that is not mere doggerel. Already in the ninth century Ibn Isḥāq was sharply criticized by ‘Abd al-Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 845) as “one of those who did harm to poetry and corrupted it and passed on all sorts of rubbish . . .” (Monroe, 1983, 372). Even the editor responsible for the Sīra’s survival and transmission, Ibn Hishām, finds Ibn Isḥāq so inept that he could not distinguish between saj‘ and poetry (‘Arafat, 1958, 458). While twentieth-century scholars disagree as to the authenticity of the Sīra’s verse passages, none of them argues that they are any good. M.J. Kister says they “are generally of rather poor quality” (Kister, 358). ‘Arafat contends “that a high proportion of it is the work of more or less professional forgers who supplied narrators with poems especially prepared to suit the narrative” and that “these forgeries usually betray extreme inferiority” (‘Arafat, 1965, 32). Monroe dismisses the accusations of forgery, insisting that “the author’s uncritical acceptance of what he gathered from the contemporary poetic tradition makes the poems all the more valuable as an example of early Islamic verse” (Monroe, 1983, 368). He argues that “[s]uch a poetry can be authentic only in the sense that all oral poetry is authentic, despite its lack of original texts” (Monroe, 1983, 372). In other words, most of the Sīra’s poetry is bad not because it is poorly forged, but because it is badly composed in the first place—and therein lies its value! Of course, Monroe sees this bad verse as valuable because it illustrates the evolution of poetry during the first century of Islam. For a scholar attempting to reconstruct the life of Muḥammad—a sort of proto-historian—the bad poetry is valuable as the building blocks of narrative. In fact, bad poetry may be more useful than good, since its own ideological purpose is lost due to its own incompetence in propagating it.25 An argument can be made for the quality and the authenticity of Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s qaṣīda because the pre-Islamic values it embodies are out of synch with the fully Islamic values of the text into which it has been inserted.

Perhaps because of the increasing value of bad poetry in the construction of narrative, al-Akhṭal all but disappears from History in the golden age of Arab historians in the late ninth and early tenth centuries, but Maṣqala does not. Neither al-Ṭabarī nor al-Mas‘ūdī mention al-Akhṭal as a historical figure. Both historians do, however, give fairly lengthy accounts of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī. Their reliance on evidence and narrative allow for a morally ambiguous portrait of an individual human being that is impossible in the pre-Islamic/Umayyad qaṣīda (al-Akhṭal has neither an ideological nor a pecuniary interest in presenting multiple ethical perspectives on the actions of Maṣqala), and would seem to be precluded from the eschatological passages of the Qur’ān linked to the al-Akhṭal’s poetry, in which human beings fall into two categories: those who burn and those who drink ladhdha. In addition to al-Akhṭal’s poem, there are two extant historical accounts that narrate the events surrounding Maṣqala’s action. One is found in the Mukhtaṣar Ta’rīkh al-Rusul wa al-Mulūk wa al-Khulafā’ (The Abridged History of the Messengers, Kings and Caliphs), written by al-Ṭabarī whose tafsīr is cited above. The other account is in the Murūj al-Dhahab wa Ma‘ādin Jawhar (Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems) by al-Mas‘ūdī (c. 893–956), about whose life little is known. It is known, however, that unlike al-Ṭabarī, al-Mas‘ūdī demonstrates a keen interest in and a great knowledge of the world beyond Islam, including Western Europe (Al-Azmeh, 515).

Al-Ṭabarī provides two different accounts of what Maṣqala did. The first is very brief and gives a summary of the incident from the perspective of an eyewitness to the capture of the rebellious army of the Bānu Nājiya by the forces of ‘Alī. The Christians, and the Muslims who had once been Christians, were released. The Muslims who had converted to Christianity and now refused to return to Islam were immediately put to death, according to ‘Alī’s policy. The eyewitness then explains what happened to the women and children of the executed men (Ṭabarī, 1986, 188–95):26

The dependents were brought to ‘Alī, and Maṣqala b. Hubayrah came and bought them for 200,000 dirhams. He delivered 100,000 (dirhams) but ‘Alī would not accept it (requiring the whole of the agreed sum to be paid), and Maṣqala went off with the money, came to the captives, and set them free, and himself set out to join27 Mu‘āwiyah. ‘Alī was asked, “Will you not recapture those dependents?” but he refused and did not concern himself with them.”

The motivations of ‘Alī and Maṣqala are unclear in this telescoped version. One might interpret Maṣqala’s departure to join ‘Alī’s enemy as betrayal, or might find ‘Alī’s insistence for immediate payment of the entire sum as unnecessarily greedy. Al-Ṭabarī then returns to the primary narration of his account, back to a point before battle was joined. After a few pages it returns to the fate of the widows and orphans of the executed Christians. Ma‘qil ibn Qays, the commander of ‘Alī’s forces,

brought along the prisoners and passed with them by Maṣqala b. Hubayra al-Shaybānī, who was ‘Alī’s governor over Ardashīrkhurra. There were 500 of them, and the women and children were weeping while the men cried out, “Abū al-Faḍl [i.e., Maṣqala], protector of the men and liberator of the captives, be good to us—buy us and free us.” Maṣqala said, “I swear by God that I will give ṣadaqa for them (i.e., to buy their release) for ‘God repays those who give ṣadaqa.’28

This account contradicts somewhat the first version, since the men do not seem to have been executed, but are captive along with the women and children. Perhaps it would have been unseemly for the women or children to call out to Maṣqala. Although it is not spelled out explicitly, it seems to be mere coincidence that Maṣqala was on hand to witness the passage of the prisoners. They do not necessarily know who he is, but somehow recognize his importance or power, since they address him as “Father of Grace,” in the hope that he will prove to be so. There is no indication that Maṣqala is predisposed to switch his allegiance to Mu‘āwiya, but is instead swept up in the moment and makes an oath to which he is then bound.

When contrasted with the endless generosity and other noble qualities ascribed to Maṣqala by al-Akhṭal, the obsession with lucre that overruns al-Ṭabarī’s account seems sordid. Maṣqala vows “I will give alms to them” ataṣaddaqanna ‘alayhim, or on their behalf, in other words, he will pay off their ransom, but then immediately quotes from the Qur’ān “for truly God compensates those who give alms” (12:88), as if he had come across a business opportunity rather than encountered a group of captives. There is some irony in this, since giving alms ṣadaqa is supposed to be a sign of the giver’s ṣidq, sincerity of religious belief (Weir, 709). There is some further irony in Maṣqala’s desire to pay ṣadaqa on behalf of the prisoners, since one of the signs of their rebellion was their refusal to pay ṣadaqa for two years, but in this case the word does not refer to alms in general, but to a sort of tax imposed on the Arabic tribes and called “alms” (Hawting, 186).29 There is a corruption of language here that compares poorly with the use of metaphor in the qaṣīda. When things are not what they seem in al-Akhṭal’s poetry, the intention is to make the listener or reader see them more clearly or experience them more vividly. In this narrative, alms that are not really alms, but instead taxes or ransoms (both of which go unpaid), indicate a misuse of language in order to obscure meaning rather than heighten it.

As al-Ṭabarī’s account continues, the other historical figures also act in ways that would be unseemly for a pre-Islamic hero:

Ma‘qil was told about that and said, “By God, if I knew that he had said that out of compassion for them and contempt for you, I would cut off his head, even if that meant the mutual destruction of Tamīm and Bakr b. Wā’il.”

Then Maṣqala sent Dhuhl b. al-Ḥārith al-Dhuhlī to Ma‘qil b. Qays and he said to him,30 “Sell me the Banū Nājiya,” and Ma‘qil replied, “Alright, I will sell them you for a million dirhams,” and he sent them to Maṣqala, telling him, “Send the money quickly to the Commander of the Faithful.” Maṣqala said, “I am sending a first installment immediately, and then I will send another similar and keep on until all is paid, please God.” Ma‘qil b. Qays went to the Commander of the Faithful and told him what he had done regarding that, and ‘Alī told him, “You have done well and acted right.” ‘Alī waited for Maṣqala to send him the money, and he heard that Maṣqala had set free the captives without asking them to help him in any way in liberating themselves. ‘Alī said: “I suspect that Maṣqala must have borne the burden of expenditure. I think that you will soon see him cleaving to the ground.”

Ma‘qil seems uncertain of Maṣqala’s motives, so refrains from executing him, realizing that to do so would risk igniting a war of vengeance between their two tribes (Tamīm and Bakr ibn Wā’il). Perhaps angered at Maṣqala’s flouting of ‘Alī’s rules concerning the execution of apostates, Ma‘qil names what seems to be an exorbitant price (“a thousand thousand” feels like the sort of sum one calls up without much thought) to Maṣqala’s messenger and then sends the prisoners to him without waiting for a reply. ‘Alī does not come across well in this passage. He seems to take pleasure in the destitution that Maṣqala’s gesture is certain to bring about.

Although Muslims would later invent algebra, mathematics does not seem to have been a strong suit of the first generation. Al-Ṭabarī continues his account. None of the numbers ever add up:

Then ‘Alī wrote to Maṣqala: “One of the worst types of falseness is falseness regarding the community, and one of the worst forms of deception against the men of the garrison is deception of the imam. You owe the Muslims 500,000 dirhams. Send them to me as soon as my messenger reaches you. Otherwise, come (yourself) as soon as you have looked at this letter, for I have told my messenger to you not to allow you to wait for one hour after he has come to you unless you send the money. Peace be upon you.” The messenger was Abū Jurra al-Ḥanafī, and Abū Jurra said to Maṣqala, “Send the money now or set out for the Commander of the Faithful.”

Does that mean Maṣqala had already made a down payment of 500,000 dirhams? Or has ‘Alī offered him a 50% discount? The sums do not seem to matter in the end. The immense and shifting figures represent instead the unsteady relationships among the principal players, each of whom doubts the intentions of the other. After waiting for his money for an unspecified amount of time, ‘Alī accuses Maṣqala of khiyāna, which Hawting translates as “falseness,” although its most literal meaning is, according to Lane, the breaking of a compact (Lane, s.v., kh-w-n). It appears twice in the Sūrat al-Anfāl (of the spoils), one passage of which ‘Alī seems to have taken to heart:

If what you fear from a people is that they intend to break a compact (khiyāna), then default on them in like manner, for truly God does not love those who break compacts (al-khā’inīna). (8:58)

‘Alī also accuses Maṣqala of ghishsh, which Hawting translates as “deception.” Lane offers a more complex definition, “dishonest, or insincere, conduct, or advice or counsel; dissimulation, pretense of the contrary of what one conceives in his mind.” It can also refer to an “adulterating alloy in coin” (Lane, s.v., gh-sh-sh). Maṣqala is trying to pay less than he has promised, as if he has adulterated the coin with which he pays. Implied in ghishsh is that he knew from the beginning, when he first vowed to pay the alms of the prisoners, that he would not follow through, that this act intended to prove the sincerity of his religious belief was insincere and all but counterfeit.

Maṣqala does not entirely obey ‘Alī’s orders, but neither does he yet altogther abandon his responsibilities:

After he had read the letter, Maṣqala went and lodged in Baṣra, where he remained for some days, and then Ibn ‘Abbās asked him for the money, for the governors dependent on al-Baṣra would bring the tribute from those districts that were subordinate to it to Ibn ‘Abbās, and it was he who would send it to ‘Alī. Maṣqala replied, “All right, but give me a few days.” Then he wrote to ‘Alī, who granted him some days but then asked him for the money. He brought him 200,000 but was powerless (to get the rest) and could do nothing about it.

This is the same Ibn ‘Abbās, the cousin of Muḥammad, who had such a profound knowledge of poetry and the Qur’ān. It is only natural that one of the forefathers of the ‘Abbāsids would be found siding with ‘Alī against the upstart Umayyads. Here the flow of the narrative is interrupted by an eyewitness account by Dhuhl ibn al-Ḥārith, whom Maṣqala had earlier employed as emissary to Ma‘qil ibn Qays, that grants a closer and more sympathetic look at Maṣqala:

Maṣqala called me to his place of abode. His evening meal was set before him and we shared it, and then he said, “By God, the Commander of the Faithful is asking me for this money and I cannot give it to him. “I answered, “By God, if you wanted, you could get it all in less than a week,” but he said, “By God, I am not going to impose it upon my fellow tribesmen and I will not seek it from anyone else.” Then he said, “Indeed, by God, if Ibn Hind (Mu‘āwiya) were seeking it from me, or Ibn ‘Affān, they would cancel the debt. Did you not see Ibn ‘Affān give al-Ash‘ath 100,000 dirhams annually from the kharāj of Ādharbayjān?” I answered Maṣqala, “This man (‘Alī) will not see things that way. No, by God, he is not one who generously gives away something that you have taken.” He was quiet for a while and I too remained silent, and indeed, by God, just one night after this talk he set out to join31 Mu‘āwiya.

Ibn ‘Affān is ‘Uthmān, the third Caliph and a member of the Umayyad clan, whose assassination paved the way for ‘Alī’s elevation to Caliph. Maṣqala is then contrasting ‘Alī’s stinginess with the generosity of both his predecessor and eventual successor. Apparently Maṣqala believed, on the basis of precedent, that he would not be held responsible for the entire amount of one million dirhams. Because the eyewitness is someone Maṣqala considers trustworthy, the reader at once believes that Maṣqala could indeed come up with all the money and that he has good, or at least sincere, reasons for refusing to do so. Al Ash‘ath is a curiously appropriate figure to mention at this moment, since he once paid 3000 camels for his own ransom, led his clan in revolt against the Muslims after Muḥammad’s death (and barely survived it), and “is represented as having forced ‘Alī to accept the principle of arbitration” after the Battle of Ṣiffīn (Lewis, 696–97).

Maṣqala’s flight puts an end to all possibility of reconciliation between them:

‘Alī heard about that and said, “What is the matter with him, God confound him! He acted like a noble Arab [in ransoming the captives] but fled like a slave and was treacherous like an evildoer (fājir). By God, if he had stayed here and could not pay, we would not have done any more than put him under detention, and then, if we had found that he had anything of value we would have taken it, but if we could not get any money we would have left him alone.” ‘Alī then went to Maṣqala’s house and destroyed and demolished it.

Maṣqala’s brother Nu‘aym b. Hubayra was a partisan (shī‘ī) and sincere adviser of ‘Alī. Maṣqala sent one of the Christians of the Banū Taghlib, whose name was Ḥulwān, to Nu‘aym from Syria with a letter: “I have spoken to Mu‘āwiya about you and he has promised a position (al-imāra) for you and give grounds to hope for some honor (al-karāma). Come to us immediately when my messenger reaches you, God willing. But Mālik b. Ka‘b al-Arḥabī seized the messenger and brought him to ‘Alī, who took his letter and read it. He then cut off the hand of the Christian, who died.

What should one think of how ‘Alī acts and his claims for how he would have acted, if Maṣqala had stayed rather than fled? What is to be made of Maṣqala’s actions? Was he predisposed to betray ‘Alī, or was it ‘Alī’s actions that forced him into treachery? This passage discloses why al-Akhṭal may have taken such an interest in Maṣqala. He sends a Christian from al-Akhṭal’s tribe, the Banū Taghlib, as a secret emissary to his brother. Although the text is not explicit, one might imagine that Maṣqala sought their help because of the service he had rendered to their fellow believers. Was this the sort of compensation he had expected from God when he first vowed to pay the ṣadaqa of the Christian prisoners?

His brother replies with a letter in verse, no doubt eager to disavow his plans to bring him to Mu‘āwiya’s court:

Do not cast against me, may God guide you, an imputation

of your suspicions. I had nothing to do with Ḥulwān.

That one who coveted what he could obtain by greed

is dead, and do not let his death grieve you.

What did you want in sending him, stupidly,

hoping to trip up a man who is not found sleeping?

You exposed him to ‘Alī, who is a lion,

walking with a proud gait, one of the lions of Khaffān.

You benefited from a good position under him,

defending Iraq and being called the best of Shaybān,

Until you rushed into something for which, secretly and openly,

you had expressed a dislike for those who took part.

If you had brought that which was due to the people, persevering

for the truth, you would have revived our quick and our dead.

But you have joined the people of Syria, seeking

the favor of Ibn Hind (Mu‘āwiya). That is a position that

grieves us.

Today you regret your debt, repenting,

but what can you say? What has happened has happened.

All the clans together have come to hate you,

and God has never exalted any man in hatred.

It is not clear from the text what reason Nu‘aym had to impute motives of covetousness and greed to Ḥulwān. Since al-Akhṭal wrote a qaṣīda in praise of him, obviously not all the clans had come to hate him, although the end of the narrative reveals that his relationship with the Banū Taghlib was not untroubled either:

When this [letter] reached Maṣqala, he knew that his messenger was dead, and soon the men of Taghlib also learned of the death of their fellow tribesman, Ḥulwān. They went to Maṣqala and said, “You sent our fellow and you caused his death. Either restore him to life, or pay blood money for him.” He answered, “To restore him to life I cannot, but I will pay blood money for him,” and he did so.

It is appropriate that the last mention of Maṣqala in al-Ṭabarī’s History is about the payment of blood money (diya). This time there is no negotiation, no hesitation—but also no naming of any sum, perhaps because it was understood what a man’s life was worth in these circumstances, while the lives of 500 apostates were at once worthless (they should have been condemned to death for their actions, according to ‘Alī’s orders) and inestimably valuable (as a sign of Maṣqala’s trustworthiness or, perhaps, his foolish willingness to bankrupt himself over a vow made in passing). In any case, once Maṣqala pays the debt owed the Banū Taghlib, he disappears from al-Ṭabarī’s History.

He reappears in al-Mas‘ūdī’s Murūj, a work of history that is probably a condensed version of a much longer work that has been lost. The arc of the story is familiar, even if some of the details are different (Mas‘ūdī, 419–20):32

[‘Alī] dispatched after them Ma‘qil ibn Qays al-Riyāḥī, who killed al-Ḥārith and those with him who were apostates on the seashore and took prisoner their dependents and offspring. This was on the coast of al-Baḥrayn and Ma‘qil halted with his captives in the a district of al-Ahwāz that was administered for ‘Alī by Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī. When the women shouted to him, “Show favor to us!” he bought them for 300,000 dirhams and emancipated them; but acted like a nobleman, but ran off like a slave. If he had only stayed we would have taken what we could of the ransom, and if he had been pressed we would have granted a reprieve, and if he had been incapable we would have taken nothing. And ‘Alī nevertheless followed through with the emancipation. Commenting on this affair, Maṣqala spoke these verses:

I left the women of Bakr ibn Wā’il free, and emancipated the prisoners of

Luwayyi ibn Ghālib;

And I quit the best of men after Muḥammad, all for a paltry sum that would have

soon been spent.

Another poet says about this:

Maṣqala, who made a profitable transaction, the day of the Nājiya ibn Sāma.

In the Book of the Middle [al-Kitāb al-Awṣaṭ, one of Mas’ūdī’s lost works] we recorded what Maṣqala said about his deeds and ruses in his poetry.

Al-Mas‘ūdī has wrung most of the ambiguity out of al-Ṭabarī’s narrative; there is no confusion about the sums involved. Maṣqala is more clearly the villain, or at least more clearly misguided, since al-Mas‘ūdī does not include any partially exculpating eyewitness testimony. If there were any doubt about right or wrong, al-Mas‘ūdī gives two lines from Maṣqala’s own hand in which he expresses regret for having left ‘Alī’s service over the issue of a mere 100,000 dirhams. Although neither al-Mas‘ūdī nor al-Ṭabarī make any reference to al-Akhṭal’s qaṣīda, whether because they did not know it or did not consider it valuable as evidence for a historical narrative, our knowledge of the qaṣīda makes it difficult to believe that a man so celebrated by al-Akhṭal, representing either the perspective of the Umayyad Court of Mu‘āwiya or his own Taghlibī tribe, would go on to write lesser poetry of self-denigration. It also seems very unlikely, having betrayed ‘Alī and fled to the protection of Mu‘āwiya’s court, that Maṣqala would then compose a poem (keeping in mind that poetry composition was a public rather than a private act) praising his former patron. It would have been a particularly pointless exercise, since ‘Alī would be assassinated in less than two years after Maṣqala’s flight to Syria. These lines and the rest of Maṣqala’s poetry and the “deeds and ruses” it describes, lost when al-Mas‘ūdī’s Kitāb al-Awsaṭ was lost, must be an anti-Umayyad forgery composed by an ‘Abbāsid and/or Shī‘ī hack at least a century later trying to retroject a convenient change of heart into the past.

Despite the neatness with which al-Mas‘ūdī has shorn away nearly all the ambiguities of al-Ṭabarī’s text, the final cited line by an anonymous poet puzzles. How did Maṣqala make a profitable deal that day? As everyone knows, one makes a profit by buying cheap and selling dear, not by merely buying dear. Further damning details, discovered or invented, must have adhered to the historical record after the completion of al-Ṭabarī’s account. Although al-Akhṭal’s poetry continued to be valued—and indeed it was, since it was collected by such major figures as Ibn al-A‘rābī and al-Sukkarī and has survived to the present day—his praise of Maṣqala, however beautiful the qaṣīda in which it is found, is unable to fix his image in pre-Islamic heroic mode once and for all. The commentary traditions surrounding the Qur’ān have proved adept at adjusting the meaning of the text as necessary, as the astonishingly elastic text of Ibn ‘Abbās’s replies to Nāfi‘ ibn al-Azraq’s in the Questions makes clear. History as an Arab genre has proven itself yet more elastic, due to its reliance on evidence that seems bound to contradiction and ambiguity, and further sifting and elimination by its later practitioners. Nonetheless, the case of the tantalizing details of Maṣqala’s career that did not turn up in al-Akhṭal’s poem and were lost with al-Mas‘ūdī’s expanded text reminds us that its status as a genre entirely dependent on written transmission has also rendered it more fragile. Both the Qur’ān and poetry have conserved mnemonic qualities (rhythm, rhyme and other forms of repetition) to safeguard their transmission through recitation and performance, qualities that seem poetic to twenty-first century Euro-American readers. Narrativizing texts have adhered to both Qur’ān and poetry, appropriating what is most useful about History as a genre without sacrificing what is most valuable about their own genres, those characteristics History cannot appropriate for itself without losing its identity as a genre.

Al-Akhtal’s verse serves as a sort of node at which the genres of poetry, history, commentary, and Qur’ān (as an example of the genre qur’ān) intersect. Although each of these genres has its own set of conventions and concerns, the relentless desire for narrative of both the formal commentary and informal folk traditions has over the centuries somewhat blurred the distinctions among them. If, as H. Porter Abbot claims, with a nod to Robert Musil, “narrative itself can be a kind of underreading insofar as it is rooted in the desire (and necessity) to underread the complexity of life” (Abbot, 81), I hope that reading across these converging genres has helped reassert their complexity and divergence from the normality of an overly pre-determined comprehension. The tradition has calmed itself by rendering both the Qur’ān and pre-‘Abbāsid poetry into narrative through two sorts of anecdotes, khabar and hadīth, and various narrative genres constructed by stringing these anecdotes together. This glance at Maṣqala in historical accounts, in which he is ambiguous and contradictory yet part of an inexorable narrative arc, should demonstrate just how irreducibly nonnarrative (and from a Western standpoint, then, lyrical or poetic) and ahistorical both the Qur’ān and poetry are.

NOTES

1.	The early eighth-century conquest of the Indus river valley, in what is now Pakistan, led to the extension of the category “people of the book” to include Hindus. Three references in the Qur’ān to the Sabians, a “vaguely defined third religion . . . made it possible to extend ‘protection’, beyond Jews and Christians, first to Zoroastrians in Persia, then also to Hindus and other group,” although they are not mentioned explicitly in the Qur’ān (Wink, 193).

2.	The most erudite and penetrating discussion of the Qur’ān as kitāb is Daniel Madigan’s The Qur’ān’s Self-Image, an invaluable study to which I refer several times in later chapters. So thorough is Madigan’s research that he spends an entire chapter on what kitāb does not mean in the Qur’ān (Madigan, 53–77).

3.	For more on this, see Chapter 2 of my Neither a Borrower: Forging Traditions in French, Chinese, and Arabic Poetry.

4.	Stefan Wild argues that the Qur’ān “emerges as a contested and embattled text, embattled because it was under constant pessure of contextuality with other holy texts” (Wild, 433). This is no doubt true. Moving the Qur’ān to the contextuality of other genres of Arabic Literature, which by the time of the great classical commentaries pose it no threat, renders the battle metaphor moot.

5.	Muqātil ibn Sulaymān (d. 767), preceding al-Ṭabarī by several generations, also glosses this word, but without reference to poetry. Muqātil is usually considered the first scholar to have compiled a complete tafsīr, although it is more famous for being early than for being perspicacious. There is no evidence that al-Ṭabarī made use of this commentary (Plessner, 508).

6.	Edward Lane translates the line as “[She bearing water to a castaway, cast upon a plain,] which the sun was melting, [or severely affecting,] and [which, did not melt, meaning] which endured the sun’s melting it” (Lane, s.v., ṣ-h-r). Ḥusayn ‘Aṭwān, the modern editor who gathered Ibn Aḥmar’s verse into a dīwān, vowels the text slightly differently than al-Ṭabarī (Ibn Aḥmar, 68):



	

	تَصْهَرُهُ الشَّمسُ فما يَنْصَهِرْ

	تُرْوَى لَقىً أُلُقِيَ في صَفْصَفٍ





7.	As Jayyusi points out in an essay on Umayyad poetry, rajaz was an “everyday metre” composed for “everyday purposes: in dance rhymes, when drawing water from wells, in ḥidā’ (songs used to prod on camels).” She goes on to explain that the poets al-‘Ajjāj and his son Ru’ba attempted to elevate this meter to higher purpose. They were particularly valuable to philologists because they “had a great mastery of the language with all its archaic, obsolete and specialized vocabulary” (Jayyusi, 1983, 417).

8.	It is crucial to keep in mind that the poems cited represent an idealization of pre-Islamic Arab culture already at least two centuries removed from the urban, literate, cosmopolitan, trans-regional milieu of the scholars citing them. As the great Syrian poets Adūnīs (1930–), who has written extensively on the influence of the Qur’ān on Arabic Literature, points out, the imposition of an explicatory function on poetry by scholars has insured the preservation and transmission of what is most conventional (Adūnīs, 66–67). Regardless of how faithful (or even merely error-free) one believes—and the impossibility of providing convincing evidence assures that this will always be a question of belief—the transcription of Bedouin poetry to be, it is impossible to deny that as a whole the body of “pre-Islamic” poetry is primarily an eighth-century construction of a repository of language and values pre-dating Islam. See Drory, 33–49.

9.	It is, of course, the struggle over the validity of ‘Alī’s succession to the caliphate that to this day divides Islam into Shiite (pro-‘Alī) and Sunni.

10.	Several lines of his poetry praising the assassination can be found in al-Ṭabarī’s History (5.150). For a translation by G. R. Hawting, see Ṭabarī, 1996, 17.225.

11. The meaning of مُرْتَبِيًا, which I have translated “to stand erect,” is not entirely clear. The verb rataba means both to remain still and to hold oneself upright. Lane also says that it can be used in the phrase رَتَبَ فِي الصَّلَاةِ, which means “he stood erect in prayer.” The latter construction will prove to be important in understanding the symbol of the chameleon in al-Akhṭal’s poetry (Lane, s.v., r-t-b).

12.	Al-Suyūṭī also returns to the poetry of melting fat, citing another line, an outside source for which I have not found, just before he cites al-Akhṭal’s:

Its fat has heated up, so that its smoke continued to swell from it in a shayṭal, coming and going



	

	في شيطل كعب به تتردد

	سخنت صهارته فظل عثانه





I have been unable to find any other reference to shayṭal, but it may be related to burning or boiling, perhaps some sort of cooking utensil (Biberstein-Kazmirski, s.v., sh-w-ṭ, sh-y-ṭ).

13.	It is difficult to imagine improving upon Suzanne Stetkevych’s masterful translation, so I have borrowed it (S. Stetkevych, 2002, 86).

14.	Al-mu’manīna is from the same triconsonantal root as amanū, those who believe. The Caliph is the leader of those who need not worry about the punishments outlined in the Sūrat al-Ḥajj.

15.	Modern editors disagree on the meaning of yāminin in this poem. Īliyā Salīm al-Ḥāwī (al-Akhṭal, 1968, 266) claims that the chameleon rises up as if he were praying facing Yemen while Majīd Ṭirād (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 157) and ‘Abd al-Raḥmān Al-Maṣṭāwī (al-Akhṭal, 2003, 207), explain that he is facing the right (which might also indicate facing Yemen, since we would otherwise expect a praying Muslim to face east). Majīd Ṭirād’s note is particularly surprising, since he explains the same word elsewhere as “a man from Yemen” in his note to line 29 of the qaṣīda praising Maṣqala (al-Akhṭal, 1995, 212).

16.	In his book on Dhū al-Rumma, Papoutsakis lists five other Jāhilī, Mukhaḍramūn and early Umayyad poets, the most famous of which is Jarīr, in whose poetry are found chameleons (Papoutsakis, 74, note 41).

17.	Although Euro-American readers almost certainly associate crucifixion with Jesus and recognize it as a form of punishment common in the Roman Empire, it was also a fairly widespread punishment under the Umayyads. When I first came across the chameleon described as if crucified, I incorrectly assumed that the imagery must somehow be related to Christianity, but this was not the case. See Sean Anthony’s fascinating Crucifixion and Death as Spectacle for a thorough examination of seventh- and eighth-century accounts of crucifixion.

18.	Following her excellent translation, Suzanne Stetkevych provides a fascinating exploration of the significance of the exchange of gifts implied in this account S. Stetkevych, 2010, 1–69.

19.	The relevant lines are (Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr, 19–20):

36.I’ve been informed that the Messenger of God has threatened me, but one comes before the Messenger of God in hope of pardon.

37.Gently! May you be guided by He who made you gift of the Qur’ān in which its stern exhortations are laid out.

40.It [an elephant] would continue to tremble until, God willing, given the grace of God’s messenger.



	

	والعفُو عند رسولِ الله مأمولُ

	٣٦ أُنبِئتُ أن رَسُولَ اللهِ أَوْعَدْنىِ




	

	قرآنِ فيها مواعِيظٌ وتفِصيلُ

	٣٧ مَهْلًا هَدَاكَ الذى أعطاكَ نافِةَ ال




	

	من الرسولِ بإذنِ اللهِ تنويلُ

	٤٠ لظَلَّ يُرْعَدُ إلا أن يكون له





20.	I follow the ordering of the lines of Ka’b ibn Zuhayr’s qaṣīda as preserved in the Sīra (Guillaume, 600). Guillaume’s translation is keyed to a nineteenth-century German edition of the Arabic text (Ibn Isḥāq, 1858, 886–92). The dīwān places line 27 between 25 and 26, disrupting the description of the she-camel. It is impossible to know which is the original or correct ordering of the lines (or even if the notion of original or correct makes any sense in this context). The intrusion of the chameleon may be evidence of an implicit comparison between the camel’s forelegs and the chameleon’s forelegs.

21.	These lines are a perfect example of saj‘, the “most ancient form of Arabic rhythmic speech,” which as already noted in the Introduction, may be nothing more than a primitive form of verse predating the more rigid forms theorized by al-Khalīl (Frolov, 98).

22.	This shift in pronouns is called iltifāt, which means “to turn/turn one’s face to” (Abdel Haleem, 408). There are well over 300 instances in the Qur’ān (Abdel Haleem, 412), which makes it far more common in that text than in pre-Islamic poetry. Nonetheless, as Abdel Haleem points out, the term is usually traced back to a line of anonymous poetry (Abdel Haleem, 408):



	

	عنّي الطلولُ تلفَّتَ القلبُ

	وتَلفَّتتْ عَيْني فَمُذْ خَييتْ





My eye turned to the remains of (my beloved’s encampment); when they passed out of sight, my heart turned to them.

The meaning of iltifāt as used by scholars evolves over the centuries, but by the twelfth century it has come to mean almost exclusively the sudden shift from one pronoun to another, usually within one sentence. While the Qur’ān makes far greater use of iltifāt than poetry, it is yet further evidence of the ties that bind Qur’ān to poetry that a term primarily used to describe an aspect of Qur’ānic rhetoric has its origin in poetry.

23.	These shorter, earlier sūras are generally assigned to the Prophet’s time in Mecca before the Hijra (migration to Medina), while the longer, more prosaic sūras are generally assigned to his time in Medina. Although this distinction is partly based on internal evidence that connects individual suras to events whose chronology has been more or less agreed upon, it is primarily stylistic. These two distinct styles are then assigned a chronological significance, “accounted for by the mere fact that Muḥammad grew considerably older in the course of his activity as a prophet and accordingly moved away from a more dynamic to a calmer mode of expression” (Paret, 203). This seems to me yet another instance of an attempt to impose narrative upon a text that nearly always refuses to narrate. There is very nearly a horror of story in the Qur’ān.

24.	Alan Jones cites an account from al-Zamaksharī: “Muḥammad was dictating to [‘Abdullāh b. Sa‘d b. Abī Sarḥ] a passage that began at xxiii.12. Toward- the end of verse 14 he paused and ‘Abdullāh added aloud the phrase, ‘Blessed be Allāh, best of creators.’ The Prophet told him to write the phrase, as those were the actual words of the revelation. Muḥammad’s apparently uncertain grasp of the revelation shattered ‘Abdullāh’s confidence in him, and he returned to Mecca an apostate” (Jones, 234–35). In this anecdote, Muḥammad appears open to suggestion as to the composition of the Qur’ān even as he oversaw its transcription. I do not repeat the anecdote because I believe it to be true, factual or historical, but because, regardless of its veracity, it reveals a strand of Muslim thought that allows for contingency in the transcription of the text.

25.	As Monroe points out, Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr’s poem is the only qaṣīda cited in Ibn Isḥāq’s Sīra. The poems cited (or forged, according to Kister and ‘Arafat) “represent instead a type of occasional verse (qiṭ‘ah) also cultivated by pre-Islamic poets” (Monroe, 1983, 369). This genre is by definition less elevated and less likely to be transmitted on the basis of literary quality alone.

26.	I quote G.R. Hawting’s excellent translation, Volume XVII of the forty-volume SUNY Press translation of al-Ṭabarī’s Ta’rīkh. For the Arabic text of the entire episode, see Ṭabarī, 2000, Ta’rīkh, 124–32. In order to be consistent in transliteration, I have changed Hawting’s rendering of the ة tā’ marbūṭa from ah to a.

27.	Hawting translates laḥiqa as “absconded,” but the text of al-Ṭabarī is more neutral than the choice of this word implies, so I have substituted “set out to join.” This is my only divergence from Hawting’s translation.

28.	I cannot fault Hawting for leaving ṣadaqa untranslated, since it is a Qur’ānic word whose meaning has evolved and is the subject of lengthy discussions in legal texts. A simple definition would be “a form of voluntary alms-giving with pious overtones.” See Weir, 708–16.

29.	A further irony is that Maṣqala is quoting the words of the brothers of the Prophet Yūsuf, who never gave alms and were never deserving of any compensation from God.

30.	Hawting translates “and he said to him” as “asking,” but it seems to me that we should understand the tone of Maṣqala’s message as brusque, if not impolite.

31.	I have again changed Hawting’s translation of laḥiqa as “absconded” as unnecessarily harsh.

32.	The translation is mine, although I’ve consulted the French translation of Barbier de Meynard, as revised by Charles Pellat.


  Chapter 2


  Al-Mutanabbī and the Poetics of Prophets


  In this chapter I take up the case of tenth-century al-Mutanabbī, generally perceived as the greatest of all Arab poets, and also understood as living near the end of the Golden Age of Classical Arabic poetry. I consider the ramifications of citing an early poem by such a late poet in Qur’ān commentaries in order to explain a disputed passage of Sūrat Yūsuf. The commentaries seem to recognize—or at least bring attention to the fact—that al-Mutanabbī’s allusion underscores the praise of his patron. This allusion would merely be an oddity of his poetry, if it were not for the rumors, persisting for over a millennium, that al-Mutanabbī attempted to declare himself a prophet. I then read several passages of his poetry for evidence that prophethood interested him against the background of his ever-greater disappointment with the would-be patrons of poets of his time. Finally, I analyze the several anecdotes about his nickname, which means “he who professed himself a prophet” or “he who would be a prophet.” Although it is impossible to determine at this far remove whether he tried in his late adolescence to become a prophet, that the question still interests (and angers) scholars of Arabic Literature is intriguing.


  One of the hazards—and pleasures—of being a comparatist is the temptation to import insights from other languages, literatures and cultures. In Arabic a poet is a shā‘ir and a prophet is a nabī, words that come from two different triconsonantal roots and are therefore wholly unrelated. Just for a moment—or, at least for the purposes of this chapter—my thoughts turn to these words in their French translation: poète and prophète. Or even better, in Spanish: poeta and profeta. English, French and Spanish trace both words back to Greek via Latin. A ποιητής poiētḗs is “one who creates or makes,” while a προφήτης prophḗtēs is “one who speaks before,” presumably, in this case, on behalf of a god. Although these words do not share a common etymology and are clearly dissimlar in meaning, that they sound similar makes a poiētḗs seem much closer to a prophḗtēs, than a shā‘ir seems to a nabī. An early meaning for shā‘ir is “one who knows,” someone who possesses knowledge, while nabī appears to be related to the verb nabb’a, which means “to inform” or “to announce” (and is therefore similar to the Greek word for prophet). The difference is crucial, for while a poet knows, a prophet knows what he has been told to transmit, or at least that is the starting-point of his vocation. Believing Muḥammad to be a poet was and is an anathema, because it implies that he composed rather than merely transmitted the Qur’ān; he is not the source of the Qur’ān, he delivers it as God’s رسول rasūl (messenger), another term often used to refer to him. As I have already pointed out, the Qur’an is resolute in defending Muḥammad from the accusation that he is a poet and is adamant that it is not poetry. For this reason it is nothing short of astonishing that the very name by which the man all but universally considered the greatest Arab poet of all time seems to imply that al-Mutanabbī (915–65) had once intended a career not as a poet but as a prophet, since mutanabbī means, “one who claims to be a prophet.”


  Perhaps equally odd is that by the eleventh century Qur’ān commentators felt that it was appropriate to cite a line of poetry by al-Mutanabbī in order to explain a puzzling verse in Sūrat Yūsuf (of Joseph, 12). As I discussed in Chapter 1, it is already somewhat puzzling that the recalcitrant Christian Umayyad poet al-Akhṭal’s verse would be cited in Qur’ān commentary, but unlike al-Akhṭal, who was born about eight years after Muḥammad’s death, al-Mutanabbī was born roughly three centuries after the Qur’ān was sent down to Muḥammad. Because this chapter is so much about the contentious details of al-Mutanabbī’s biography, I do not want to get ahead of my argument by saying too much about his life too soon. However, for now it is important to know that the poet was born in Kūfa, a city in what is now southern Iraq, into a humble family that nonetheless may have been of noble descent. Perhaps he was influenced, even swept up, by one or more of the many innovative sects within Islam that were then current. Since the ‘Abbāsid Empire was crumbling into smaller states ruled by other dynasties, al-Mutanabbī found it difficult to align himself with a patron he considered worthy of his talents, such that he moved from one court to another in the Islamic world. He famously dies while traveling between cities in an ambush arranged by someone he had lampooned in his poetry; he lived by the sword and died by the sword, his weapon being his poetry. Although there are dangers in a reductive reading of his poetry that looks through it only for clues to his biography, since al-Mutanabbī kept unusually tight control over his dīwān and created a poetic persona intersecting (to a degree that cannot be determined with any accuracy today) with his actual life, nonetheless that very insistence on determining how he would be remembered suggests to me that the romance of al-Mutanabbī, the epic manqué of his frustrated ambition, is a literary construction that demands his poems be read in a certain way. I am not then so much as reading his life as reading the semi-fictional construction of his life as refracted through his poetry and anecdotes about his life and poetry that have been transmitted over generations to the present day. The narrative implied in the anecdotes suggests that elements of al-Mutanabbī’s life story had spun beyond his control. The tales attesting to his attempted prophethood, whether or not true, form a narrative that both reinforces and recasts his enormous and frustrated ambition, while also adding a chapter to the story of the relationship between the Qur’ān and Arabic poetry.


  If the thirteenth-century al-Bayḍāwī was the only Qur’ān commentator to cite al-Mutanabbī to explain a verse in the Sūrat Yūsuf, it might be possible to dismiss this anachronistic reliance on a tenth-century poet to explain a seventh-century text as an aberration. However, al-Bayḍāwī is not known as a particularly original thinker; his Anwār al-Tanzīl wa Asrār al-Ta’wīl (Illuminations of the Sent-down [the Qur’ān] and Mysteries of Interpretation) became popular among Orientalists not for its brilliance, but instead for its relative brevity and its heavy reliance on earlier scholars, making it a sort of condensed synthesis of late medieval Qur’ānic commentary (Robson, 1129). It should come as no surprise then that al-Bayḍāwī borrows this citation (and a great deal more) from al-Zamakhsharī, whose Kashshāf ‘an Ḥaqā’iq al-Tanzīl (The Uncovering of the Truths of the Sent-down) was written in the eleventh century. Al-Zamakhsharī was an unabashed Mu‘tazilite, which made reliance on his commentary increasingly uncomfortable for scholars, since the Mu‘tazilite insistence on a rational approach to the Qur’ān came to be seen as ever more heretical by later generations of Muslims (Madelung, 841). Al-Bayḍāwī attempted to wring out what was heretical in al-Zamakhsharī; but apparently he did not deem the references to al-Mutanabbī troublesome.


  Al-Bayḍāwī follows al-Zamakhsharī in glossing this verse from the Qur’ān (Sūrat Yūsuf, 12:31):


  When she heard of their double-dealing she sent for them and prepared for them banquet-pillows and gave each of them a knife and said [to Yūsuf] “Go out to them!” When they saw him they thought him grand and cut their hands and said, “God preserve us! This is no mere mortal. Truly he is nothing other than a noble angel.”


  It is clear from the preceding verses of the sūra that “she” refers to the wife of the ruler of Egypt, who is outraged that the women of the city are gossiping about her unrequited desire for Yūsuf. She arranges an elaborate tableau so that they can see for themselves how beautiful and irresistible he is. Al-Bayḍāwī’s comment on the entire verse is too long to cite in full, so I offer instead only the still-lengthy section devoted to explaining the meaning of akbarnahu (al-Bayḍāwī, 3.162; Beeston, 18–19):1


  . . . “they thought him grand” and were awed at his superlative beauty. There is a tradition of the Prophet saying, ‘I saw Yūsuf on the night of the Ascension [looking] like the moon at its full’. It is also said that the effulgence of his face could be seen on the walls. Another interpretation is that akbarna has the sense here of ‘menstruated’, since one says of a woman akbarat meaning ‘she menstruated’ because a woman enters on adulthood with the [beginning of] menstruation . . . they menstruated because of him out of the violence of lust. Compare Mutanabbi [the line of poetry follows, which I will discuss in great detail below]


  عظمنه و هبن حسنه الفائق. و عن النبي “رأيت يوسف ليلة المعراج كالقمر ليلة البدر” و قيل كان يرى تلألؤ


  وجهه على الجدران. و قيل أكبرن بمعنى حضن من أكبرت المرأة إذا حاضت لأنها تدخل الكبر بالحيض… أي


  :حضن له من شدة الشبق كما قال المتنبي


  When al-Bayḍāwī quotes the Prophet, he is citing a ḥadīth that forms part of the evidence for the narrative constructed by Ibn Isḥāq in his Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Life-Path of the Messenger of God), in which Muḥammad undertakes a miraculous night-journey from Mecca to Jerusalem and an ensuing ascent up a ladder (mi‘rāj) to various levels of the heavens, where he meets several of his prophet predecessors, among them Yūsuf (Ibn Isḥāq, 181–87). For al-Bayḍāwī, the Prophet Muḥammad himself then is the authority on which the certainty of the Prophet Yūsuf’s great beauty rests. His face was so dazzling that it not only shone like a full moon, a cliché of Arabic literary descriptions of beauty, but also illuminated the walls of the city. This in turn might explain the alternative definition of akbarnahu that al-Bayḍāwī includes. Akbarna has the basic meaning of “they (female) became big” or “they (female) reached maturity,” but since menstruation is a sign of a girl’s entry into maturity, it also, apparently, has taken on the meaning of menstruation itself. In other words, the women are so struck by Yūsuf’s beauty that they spontaneously menstruate.


  Al-Zamakhsharī tells us largely the same thing, but the differences between the two commentaries are instructive (al-Zamakhsharī, 2.317):


  It is said that when Yūsuf traveled through the alleyways of Egypt that one saw the glow of his face on the walls, as one saw the light of the sun reflected in water. It is said that someone could describe Yūsuf this way. It is said that he resembled Adam on the day of his creation by the Lord. It is said that he inherited his beauty from his grandmother Sāra. It is said that akbarna has the meaning “to menstruate,” with the hu unspoken, meaning “the women reach maturity when they menstruate,” and the truth is that they enter in maturity, because at menstruation they cross the boundary between immaturity and maturity. It is as if Abū al-Ṭayyib [al-Mutanabbī] had inferred this explanation when he said . . . [and then follows the same line of poetry mentioned above, which I will discuss below]


  و قيل: كان يوسف إذا سار في أزقة مصر يرى تلألؤ وجهه على الجدران، كما يرى نور الشمس من الماء


  عليها. و قيل: ما كان أحد يستطيع وصف يوسف. و قيل: كان يشبه آدم يوم خلقه ربه. و قيل: ورث الجمال


  من جدّته سارة. و قيل: أكبرن بمعنى حضن، و الهاء للسكت، يقال: أكبرت المرأة إذا حاضت، و حقيقته: دخلت


  :في الكبر لأنها بالحيض تخرج من حدّ الصغر إلى حدّالكبر، و كأن أبا الطيب أخذ من هذا التفسير قوله


  Al-Zamakhsharī’s Yūsuf is more historical, or at least is much more like the Yūsuf found in the Hebrew Bible. Al-Zamakhsharī makes no reference to Yūsuf’s role as prophet, while al-Bayḍāwī insists on Yūsuf as such. It seems that al-Bayḍāwī has attempted to render Yūsuf less specfically Hebrew and more universally Muslim. Even when he explicitly borrows al-Zamakhsharī’s description of Yūsuf’s face gleaming so brightly that it casts light on walls, al-Bayḍāwī removes the reference to Egypt (and as a result the description seems somewhat unmoored). Perhaps most telling is the difference between the commentator’s references to al-Mutanabbī. Coming roughly two centuries after the poet, al-Zamakhsharī refers to him by his kunya, Abū al-Ṭayyib (Father of Excellence) and seems to express some wonder at the ability of his poetry to have foreseen the way in which his commentary explains the Qur’ānic verse. Although there is no way to be absolutely certain that al-Zamakhsharī is the first commentator to connect this verse with al-Mutanabbī, to the best of my knowledge the connection appears in no earlier written commentary still extant today. Al-Bayḍāwī also seems to be the first commentator since al-Zamaksharī to cite al-Mutanabbī to explain this verse. Born roughly three and a half centuries after al-Mutanabbī and therefore as far in time from the poet as the poet himself was from the time of the Prophet Muḥammad, al-Bayḍāwī, unlike al-Zamakhsharī, refers to the poet by his infamous nickname al-Mutanabbī, and blithely cites him as an authority on a word in the verse of the Qur’ān first recited a good three centuries before he composed his own poetry. To the best of my knowledge there is no other evidence about al-Bayḍāwī’s attitude toward al-Mutanabbī, while al-Zamakhsharī’s own poetry shows sign of al-Mutanabbī’s influence (Madelung, 841). Nonetheless, whether because the sobriquet has ceased to be hostile or contentious by the late thirteenth century or because the poet’s reputation has grown to the point where his nickname is irrelevant, al-Bayḍāwī, unlike al-Zamakhsharī, treats al-Mutanabbī’s poetry as no less unsurprisingly relevant and authoritative in explaining an ambiguous word in the Qur’ān than that of those poets preceding or contemporary with the sacred text.


  Obviously, a line of poetry composed three centuries after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad (and therefore three centuries after the original recitations of the Qur’ān) could serve no archaeological purpose. As I pointed out in Chapter 1, the commentators usually cite pre-Islamic or early Islamic poetry in order to demonstrate that an obscure word in the Qur’ān was in circulation among Bedouin poets and their audiences either during or before the two decades in which the Qur’ān was sent down to Muḥammad.2 Neither al-Bayḍāwī nor al-Zamakhsharī before him can cite al-Mutanabbī in order to demonstrate that akbarnahu was current in the first half of the seventh century. In fact, citing the verse from al-Mutanabbī does not even demonstrate that the word was current in the poet’s own century, since akbarnahu is nowhere to be found in the verse cited, the poem in which the verse is found, or anywhere else in most editions of al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān. This is the verse as cited in the commentaries of al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamakhsharī:


  Fear God and hide that beauty with a burqa‘, for if you were to appear maidens kept in seclusion would menstruate.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        فَإِنَ لحتَ حَاضَتْ فِي الخُدُورِ العَواتِقُ

      

      	
        خَفِ اللهِّ وَ اسْتُرْ ذَا الجَمَالَ بِبرقعٍ

      
    

  


  Citing al-Mutanabbī does not give insight into the meaning of akbarnahu, but instead gives poetic evidence for the existence of the phenomenon of spontaneous menstruation among girls on the cusp of womanhood when suddenly confronted with masculine beauty. This implies that rather than sharing the same linguistic universe, as the Qur’ān and pre-Islamic poetry are presumed to, the Qur’ān and late ‘Abbāsid poetry share instead the same relationship to the experienced world. If the reader of al-Bayḍāwī or al-Zamakhsharī’s commentary is skeptical that a mere glimpse of the Prophet Yūsuf’s beauty could cause spontaneous menstruation through the feminine lust it inspired, he need only turn to this early poem of al-Mutanabbī to see that the beauty of the poet’s patron risked doing the same.


  Turning to al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān, however, I note that the reference to menstruation is missing (Yāzijī, 94):3


  22.Fear God and hide that beauty with a burqa‘, for if you were to appear maidens kept in seclusion would melt.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        فإنْ لُحتَ ذابَتْ في الخُدُورِ العَواتِقُ

      

      	
        ٢٢ خَفِ اللهَ وستُرْ ذا الجَمالَ بِبُرْقُعٍ

      
    

  


  Although spontaneous menstruation induced by the sight of masculine beauty is an odd, perhaps otherwise unattested, phenomenon, the melting of the maidens must be understood as merely metaphorical, since no corresponding metaphorical heat has been assigned by the poet to the man’s beauty. The nineteenth-century commentary of the Lebanese writer and scholar Nāṣīf al-Yāzijī makes no reference to any alternative to melting, while in his commentary al-Ma‘arrī, while preferring melting maidens, notes that dhābat (“they menstruated”) had also been transmitted (Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1.277). Since there is evidence that some ruwāt (transmitters) were notorious for altering the texts of the poets whose works they transmitted, it may be the case that the alternative version of al-Mutanabbī’s verse was the responsibility of a transmitter eager to improve it. Or it may be that some editors and commentators chose to bowdlerize his text, relegating an offending word to a note in the eleventh century, while seeing it disappear altogether by the nineteenth. In any case, clearly al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamakhsharī had knowledge of and selected the version of the line most useful to their commentaries.


  As I did with al-Akhṭal’s poem in Chapter 1, I will return the line cited by the two commentators to its original context within al-Mutanabbī’s poem in order to better understand its relationship to these commentaries and to the Qur’ān itself. According to the dīwān, this qaṣīda was composed in praise of Al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq al-Tanūkhī, the Governor of Latakia and the much younger brother of Muḥammad ibn Isḥaq al-Ḥusayn al-Tanūkhī, upon whose death al-Mutanabbī had composed a rithā’ (threnody). Not yet famous, al-Mutanabbī had to content himself with lesser patrons, such as this “illustrious family of litterateurs, judges, secretaries, and transmitters of prophetic sayings” as he moved back and forth between Latakia and Antioch, in what is today northwestern Syria and southernmost Turkey (Larkin, 20; al-Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1.256, note 1). This poem would then seem to have been composed when he was still in his late teens, not long before the murky events that led to his being nicknamed al-Mutanabbī, and to which I will turn in some detail at the end of this chapter.


  The first five lines of this qaṣīda are best understood as a gesture toward the scene of departure often found in the nasīb (Yāzijī, 92–95):


  1.This is parting: when the groups no longer linger, and O heart! even you are among those from whom I separate.


  2.We paused, our pause made the more sorrowful in that both sides were impassioned, one desiring while the other incited desire.


  3.Eyelids have become running sores from weeping, while cheeks have turned from red coquelicots to yellow ox-eye flowers;


  4.This is how mankind goes: meeting and separation, the dead and the newborn, the hater and the lover.


  5.My condition changed, as did the nights’; I went gray but tender Time did not.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        وياقَلبُ حَتى أَنتَ مِمنَّ أُفارقُ

      

      	
        ١ هُوَ الْبَين حَتى ما تأَنَّى آلْحَزائقُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        فَريقَيْ هَوًى مِنَّا مَشُوقٌ وشائِقُ

      

      	
        ٢ وَقَفْنا ومِمَّا زادَ بَثّاً وُقُوفُنا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و صارت بَهاراً في الخُدودِ الشّقَائِقُ

      

      	
        ٣ و قد صارَتِ الَأجفانُ قَرحَى من البُكا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و مَيتٌ ومَولودٌ وقالٍ ووامِقُ

      

      	
        ٤ عَلَي ذا مَضَى النّاسُ اجتِماعٌ وفُرقةٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و شِبْتُ و ما شابَ الزَمانُ الغُرانِقُ

      

      	
        ٥ تَغيَّرَ حالي واللَيالي بِحالِها

      
    

  


  The images of these lines are conventional and the figure of the poet-persona gone gray with grief (despite the poet’s obvious youth) is familiar from the al-Akhṭal qaṣīda in Chapter 1. The poet is so enamored of the departing beloved that even his heart is departing, going with her.


  In the next section of the poem al-Mutanabbī gets to the point quickly:


  6.Ask the desert plains how the jinn compare to us in crossing them, and ask the Mahārī camel rider how the ostrich compares to his mount.


  7.Many a pitch-black night, it was as if the barren plain revealed your face from within it to guide us.


  8.Its darkness was endless but for the light of your face; no mount crossed it except our she-camels.


  9.A jolt made sleep fly from me until it was if I slumped drunk in the stirrups like a tattered cloak.


  10.They sang of Ibn Isḥaq al-Ḥusayn, the backs of the camels’ heads touching their saddles and saddle pads,


  11.Of him who makes the earth shudder when he walks upon it and makes the lofty mountains quake,


  12.A great man like a black cloud, both feared and hoped for, its rain hoped for, its thunder feared.


  13.But clouds move on, while he makes camp; they lie at times while he ever tells the truth.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        وعن ذي الَمهارِي أَينَ منها النَقانِقُ

      

      	
        ٦ سَلِ البِيدَ أَينَ الجِنُّ مِنّا بجَوزِها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        مُحيّاكَ فيهِ فاهتَدَينا السَمالِقُ

      

      	
        ٧ و لَيلٍ دَجوجيٍّ كأَنّا جَلَتْ لنا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و لا جابَهَا الركُّْبانُ لْولا الأيانِقُ

      

      	
        ٨ فما زالَ لَوْلا نُورُ وَجهِكَ جِنحُهُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        منَ السُكِرِ في الغَرُزَينِ ثوبٌ شُبارِقُ

      

      	
        ٩ و هَزٌّ أطارَ النَومَ حتى كأَنّني

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ذفارِيَها كِيرانُهَا والنَمارِقُ

      

      	
        ١٠ شدَوا بِابنِ إسحَق الحُسَين فصافحَتْ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        عليها و تَرتَجُّ الجِبالُ الشّواهِقُ

      

      	
        ١١ بِمَن تَقشَعِرُّ الَأرضُ خَوفاً إِذا مشَى

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        يُرَجَّى الحَيا منها و تُخشَى الصَواعِقُ

      

      	
        ١٢ فتًى كالسَحَابِ الجُونِ يُخشَى و يُرتَجَى

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وتَكذِبُ أَحيانًا وذا الدَهرَ صادِقُ

      

      	
        ١٣ و لَكِنّهَا تَمضي وهاذ مُخيِّمٌ

      
    

  


  In pre-Islamic poetry the raḥīl (journey) usually includes a lengthy description of the poet’s camel (or, less often, his horse), the desert landscape and desert animals (such as the sandgrouse, oryx, and chameleon seen in Chapter 1). Indeed, these descriptions that remind the reader or listener of the perils of the desert crossing are usually the journey’s point. The Umayyad and ‘Abbāsid journey, however, is usually made in the direction of the patron being praised; once the poet-persona reaches him he can begin to praise him in earnest. In this qaṣīda, so eager is the poet to reach al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq that the latter is not only present in some way, but also somehow enables the poet and his companions to complete the journey. The featureless desert plain on the darkest possible night would be all but impossible to cross, if it were not for the illumination coming from the patron’s beautiful face. According to al-Ma‘arrī’s commentary, the camels recognize the name of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq, raise their heads and accelerate until their motion brings their saddles to the point of touching the bone protruding from the back of their heads between their ears (Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1.273–74). The name of the patron alone is enough to illuminate the desert and incite the camels to run ever faster, although the poet himself is so exhausted that he is little more than a drunk, tattered cloak. Other than this poem there is no evidence that al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq was a great beauty, but that is not the point. Ḥusayn is a diminutive for ḥusn, which means “beauty.” Al-Mutanabbī makes concrete the beauty implied by his patron’s name, has it illuminate the way (and prepares the reader or listener for the further references to his beauty to come), just as the mere sound of his name goads on the camels. Al-Mutanabbī makes al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq both the goal and the means of the journey.


  The rest of the poem is devoted exclusively to the praise of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq. Al-Mutanabbī first describes his prowess in battle (Yāzijī, 94):


  14.He withdrew from the world to be forgotten, but neither its western reaches nor eastern have relinquished memory of him.


  15.He feeds Indian swords with skulls and necks; they are their combs and necklaces.


  16.Garments are rent at the breast when he attacks, while hair and beards are dyed red.


  17.Spared are those of whom Death is heedless, while those whose souls have divorced them are seared.


  18.They tell riddles about him: “What speaks but is silent?” Answer: “He is silent but his sword speaks for him.”


  19.I did not know you until I had been long astonished by you, but there should be no astonishment at the beauty God creates.


  20.You give away so much that you seem to hate wealth, while in war you love Death.


  21.Oh they rarely stay to face what you force them to confront: the horses and spears you wield against them.


  22.Fear God and hide that beauty with a burqa‘, for if you were to appear maidens kept in seclusion would menstruate.


  23.Storytellers will enliven the nights with tales of you so long as stars shine, and travelers will journey forth for you as long as there is a sun that rises.


  24.The Fates do not sustain those you refuse, nor do they refuse those you sustain.


  25.And the days do not tear apart what you have mended, nor do they mend what you have torn apart.


  26.I wish you the best! Others solicit wealth from someone else, others go elsewhere than Latakia,


  27.But it is my destination, to see you is my destiny, your stopping place is the world, and you are all creation.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        مَغارِبُها من ذِكرِهِ والَمشارِقُ

      

      	
        ١٤ تخَلَّى من الدُنيا لِيُنَسى فما خَلَتْ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        فَهُنَّ مَدارِيها وهُنَّ المخانِقُ

      

      	
        ١٥ غَذَا الهِنْدُوانيَّاتِ بالهامِ والطُلَى

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وتُخَضَبُ منهنَّ اللِّحَى والَمفارِقُ

      

      	
        ١٦ تَشَقَّقُ منهنَّ الجُيُوبُ إِذا غزا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ويَصلَى بها مَن نَفسُهُ مِنْهُ طالِقُ

      

      	
        ١٧ يُجنَّبُهَا مَنْ حَتفُهُ عَنْهُ غافلٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        يُرَى ساكتاً والسيَفُ عن فيهِ ناطِق

      

      	
        ١٨ يُحاجَى بهِ ما ناطِقٌ وَهْوَ ساكِتٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ولا عَجَبٌ من حُسنِ ما اللهُ خالِقُ

      

      	
        ١٩ نكَرْتُكَ حتى طَالَ منكَ تَعَجُّبي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وفي كلِّ حَربٍ للمنيَّةِ عاشِقُ

      

      	
        ٢٠ كأنّكَ في الإعطاءِ للمَالِ مُبغِضٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وحَلَّ بها منكَ القنَا والسوابِقُ

      

      	
        ٢١ ألا قَلَّما تَبَقى علَى ما بدا لها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        فإِنْ لُحتَ ذابَتْ في الخُدُورِ العَواِتقُ

      

      	
        ٢٢ خَفِ اللهَ واستُرْ ذا الجَمالَ بِبُرْقُعٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ويَحُدو بكَ السُفَّارُ ما ذَرَّ شارِقُ

      

      	
        ٢٣ سَيُحْيي بكَ السُمَّارُ ما لاحَ كَوكبٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ولا تَحرِمُ الَأقدارُ مَنْ أَنتَ رازقُ

      

      	
        ٢٤ فَما تَرزُقُ الَأقدارُ مَنْ أنتَ حارمٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ولا تَرتُقُ الأيَّامُ ما أَنتَ فاتقُ

      

      	
        ٢٥ ولا تَفْتقُ الأيَّامُ ما أنتَ راتقٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وغَيري بِغَيرِ اللاذِقيَّةِ لاحقُ

      

      	
        ٢٦ لَكَ الخَيرُ غَيري رامَ من غَيرِكَ الغِنَى

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        ومَنزِلُكَ الدُنيا وأَنتَ الخَلائِقُ

      

      	
        ٢٧ هِيَ الغَرَضُ الأقصَى ورُؤْيَثُكَ الُمنَى

      
    

  


  Having compared his patron to a dark cloud in line 12, al-Mutanabbī then contrasts the unreliability and dishonesty of the clouds with his steadfastness and truthfulness. And the darkness of the cloud is in stark contrast to the effulgence of his beautiful face in line 8. Indeed, al-Mutanabbī’s favored rhetorical device in this poem is ṭibāq (antithesis), the juxtaposition of opposites. The patron wants to be forgotten, but the world won’t forget him (neither the East nor the West, another example of ṭibāq). In line 20 he hates wealth but loves Death. In line 23 there is both night and day. In line 25 tearing and mending are reversed, and so on.


  Al-Mutanabbī returns to the theme of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq’s beauty in the final lines of the poem, at the same time shifting from describing him in the third person to addressing him in the second person. It might help to imagine this as the moment when during his performance of the poem al-Mutanabbī turns from the other members of the audience to face the one praised (although there is no record of how or even whether the poem was performed). According to the poet, the beauty (ḥusn) of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq is so astonishing, and so amazing, that it either precluded al-Mutanabbī’s knowing him for some time, or perhaps it was not necessary to know him in order to be aware of his beauty. Al-Mutanabbī tells him, presumably tongue in cheek, to hide his beauty (jamāl) by covering it head to toe, for it is so dazzling that it risks inspiring lust even among young women kept properly secluded by their families. Jamāl and ḥusn, both of which I have translated “beauty,” seem to be interchangeable in this poem; presumably one is used rather than the other for metrical reasons.


  Although al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamaksharī seem to intend to explain an alternative understanding of the Prophet Yūsuf’s effect on the women of Egypt—one they do not necessarily endorse—with their reference to the verse from al-Mutanabbī, what they accomplish instead is to bring attention to the intertextual play between the poem and the Qur’ān. The evocation of the beauty of his patron at first depends on the poet’s use of a long-standing cliché of Arabic poetry and a playful reminder that beauty is spelled out in his name in lines 7–10. When al-Mutanabbī returns to the topic of his beauty in lines 22 and 23, the implicit connection to Sūrat Yūsuf, helpfully made explicit by the commentaries, catapults al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq into a very restricted category of beautiful men, namely the prophets Yūsuf and Muḥammad. Al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamakhsharī turn to the poetry of al-Mutanabbī for an analogous situation, because al-Mutanabbī dares praise his patron not only in terms normally reserved for the most beautiful of prophets, but in terms proposed by an alternative to the mainstream understanding of the Qur’ānic verse. When al-Mutanabbī says that a mere glimpse of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq’s beauty risks causing spontaneous menstruation among secluded maidens, he not only goes beyond the bounds of literary decorum, causing most transmitters to prefer melting maidens, he also goes beyond the norms of ‘Abbāsid poetry and borrows from Qur’ānic imagery otherwise reserved to the description of the most beautiful of prophets. Of course, he has not only evoked a moment in the Qur’ān to heighten (or, perhaps, exaggerate) the beauty of his patron, but has also chosen as intertext an exaggerated interpretation of this moment that itself goes beyond the bounds of decorum, such that, to the best of my knowledge, no commentator postdating al-Bayḍāwī has chosen to transmit it. Shifting al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq’s pulchritudinous company from the poetic to the prophetic is akin to shifting the reaction of the women of Egypt from admiration to menstruation. In the end, al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamaksharī’s reference to al-Mutanabbī serves to illuminate the poem more than the poem illuminates the Qur’ān.


  How does the complex provenance and intertextuality of this poem’s evocation of masculine beauty illuminate al-Mutanabbī’s poetry? To answer this question I need to take a detour through al-Mutanabbī’s biography. The individuality and idiosyncracy of al-Mutanabbī’s voice makes biographical criticism all but unavoidable. His enemies, who were legion, were keen to ascribe this idiosyncracy to bad taste and worse manners, or to deny it altogether by pointing out his borrowings from earlier poets. The eleventh-century Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-‘Amīdī, for example, compiled over two hundred pages of examples of al-Mutanabbī’s purported plagiarism in his Al-Ibānat ‘an Sariqāt al-Mutanabbī (Clarifications of the Thefts of al-Mutanabbī) (Blachère, 1993, 772). Al-Mutanabbī seems unable to keep himself, his ego and his voice out of his poems, although this in and of itself does not make him unique in the Arabic literary tradition. The pre-Islamic poet Imru’ al-Qays and the early ‘Abbāsid poet Abū Nuwās have long been recognized for their remarkably individual voices. I would argue that the Umayyad poets al-Akhṭal and Jamīl are similarly idiosyncratic and distinctive, but the former has receded from view because of his Christianity and the latter because his love poetry of irrevocable and unbearable loss became so influential that his imitators robbed him of his idiosyncracy. Al-Mutanabbī also had the misfortune to live in a chaotic time of great political and social upheaval, as well as religious and literary ferment, so that the details of his life against this background are too fascinating to ignore. As a result, modern Arab and Euro-American literary scholars alike inevitably make some foray into biography, regardless of their initial intentions. The life of al-Mutanabbī, or perhaps better put, the “life” of al-Mutanabbī, since his biography is as entirely textual as his dīwān, and of more dubious accuracy, has taken over the poetry, just as the “life” of the Prophet Muḥammad, compiled and narrated from tens of thousands of ḥadīth, has taken over the Qur’ān, in which his life is mostly elided. I do not mean to imply that either al-Mutanabbī or, more importantly, the Prophet Muḥammad, never had an extra-textual or pre-textual existence. Today, however, nothing remains of them except text, contentious narratives extrapolated from at times contradictory anecdotes.


  Was al-Mutanabbī a mutanabbī or wasn’t he? It is impossible to come up with a compromise between the two positions. He either was or he wasn’t. And, as I discovered when presenting a paper on the topic a few years ago, still today there are scholars passionate on the topic to the point of rabidity, capable of insult and invective that would make al-Akhṭal and al-Mutanabbī proud. Of course, the case of al-Mutanabbī is not the only or even the first instance of a seemingly unresolvable difference of opinion among scholars of Arabic Literature. In her seminal article “Archetype and Attribution in Early Arabic Poetry: Al-Shanfarā and the Lāmiyyat al-‘Arab,” Suzanne Stetkevych take up the question of whether al-Shanfarā’s famous pre-Islamic poem was a ninth-century forgery, which has exercized scholars for over a millennium. Or rather, Stetkevych does not take up this question, but instead offers a way of resolving the debate over the authenticity of the poem by sidestepping the unhelpful binary at the heart of the argument. She writes:


  . . . the association of various poems and biographical incidents/anecdotes with a particular poet is neither historical nor arbitrary. Rather, there is a semantic underpinning that binds the disparate elements of the literary biography together into what constitutes a coherent poetic personality. These poetic personality constructs are of a mythic, folkloric, and archetypal nature, with the result that there is a degree of correlation between the archetype reflected in the poet’s akhbar and the dominant genre of the poetry that has come to be attributed to him. (S. Stetkevych, 1986, 364)


  Scholars will never know who al-Shanfarā truly was, but they can easily reconstruct “al-Shanfarā,” or perhaps more accurately, can recreate the Muslim reconstruction as represented by the tenth-century Book of Songs, which pieced together “a disrupted and largely lost ‘pagan’ tradition” (S. Stetkevych, 1986, 363). Since Stetkevych in this article restricts the application of her theory to early Arabic poetry, she did not intend for it to be used to read either al-Mutanabbī (not an early Arab poet, but instead a late ‘Abbāsid poet) or the Prophet Muḥammad (not a poet at all, as the Qur’ān makes quite clear). Nonetheless, although far more is known about al-Mutanabbī’s time than about al-Shanfarā’s and, as far as I know, there is little debate about the ascription of one poem or another to him, since he seems to have edited a version of his dīwān himself before his untimely death, Stetkevych’s theorization of how the Book of Songs and other similar ‘Abbāsid sources affix to certain names a distinct poetic personality through anecdote and attribution may help us understand how certain qualities come to adhere to al-Mutanabbī. Indeed, it may help us understand how al-mutanabbī comes to adhere to al-Mutanabbī. It is uncertain that all the putatively historical information that exists about the life of al-Mutanabbī is true (and the record is reticent on just those points I would like to know more about), but what has adhered to him has also cohered into a recognizable poetic personality that is in keeping with the voice found in the poems of his dīwān and the handful of others ascribed to him that have been transmitted by other means.


  As I have already mentioned, al-Mutanabbī seems to have composed the qaṣīda I have just presented not long before the events that resulted in his nickname. If al-Mutanabbī may have been preparing his own prophethood or even composing his own Qur’ān, as some sources suggest, it would make sense that he would have at this moment a particularly intimate knowledge of the attributes of prophets. Zubaidi points out that in “his early poems . . . al-Mutanabbī often resorts to the use of far-fetched ideas and images based on Quranic verses which describe the nature, power, light, gifts and words of God or refer to the virtues and miracles of prophets” (Zubaidi, 331). Of course, the apparent allusion to a prophet in the poem could also serve as (slender) evidence that at this moment al-Mutanabbī had his own prophethood on his mind. The arguments are necessarily circular; if the poem and biographical anecdotes do not reinforce each other, then one or the other or both would need to be reassigned to other poets, or used to create a different and more appropriate poetic personality. Since al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān has been more or less stable since his death (the option of substituting “melting” for “menstruating” seen above is an exception that demonstrates that even his text is not entirely fixed),4 it is probably the case that the poems generate the anecdotes—just as it is the case that verses of the Qur’ān, mysterious because unanchored in context, generated ḥadīth that provided asbāb al-nuzūl (reasons for descent).5 In order for anecdotes about the poet to be transmitted, they need to provide context that at least jibes with the poetry and the persona it presents.


  Having worked through two Qur’ānic commentaries to establish the connection of al-Mutanabbī’s poetry to the Qur’ān, indeed the reliance of this particular poem on the Qur’ān as a meaning-generating intertext, I would now like to suggest a reading of his poetry and the biographical anecdotes that refocuses attention both on the meaning and significance of the poetry itself, as well as on the significance of the meaning and origin of his nickname. What do these links between al-Mutanabbī, his poetry, the Qur’ān and the commentaries suggest about the relationship between poets and prophets? Rather than take a side on the debate as to whether al-Mutanabbī was sufficiently arrogant, cynical, foolhardy or crazy to declare himself a prophet (since I have never encountered any scholarship suggesting that he actually was a prophet), I would like instead to ask a different question: why is there a thousand years of debate as to whether a poet, considered by many to be the greatest the Arabic language has ever known, may have declared himself a prophet? Did he or didn’t he, could he or couldn’t he, would he or wouldn’t he—these are all questions that seem to have been impossible to answer a millennium ago, let alone ten centuries later. What reading the dīwān of al-Mutanabbī does make clear is that he often pushed against the limits of poetry and against the limits of the role of the poet that shrank as the ‘Abbāsid Caliphate dwindled away.


  I have already shown how an early poem, the qaṣīda in praise of al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq al-Tanūkhī, pushes at the boundaries of decorous language and, by implying a comparison between his patron and a prophet, at the boundaries of appropriate praise as well. One of al-Mutanabbī’s last poems (and a great many in between) also pushes at boundaries. This qaṣīda praises the Persian Būyid ruler, ‘Aḍud al-Dawla, and his two sons Abū al-Fawāris and Abū Dulaf, and famously describes the path through the mountain valley of Bawwān. Again, it is all but impossible to avoid biography in analyzing the poem. Al-Mutanabbī, deeply disappointed in all his attempts to find a suitable and worthy patron in the Arab-speaking world, journeys to the Persian-speaking world. This literal crossing of boundaries both astonishes and distresses him (Yāzijī, 599–605):


  1.The dwellings of the mountain valley in their delight are to all dwellings as spring is to all the seasons of the year;


  2.But the Arab boy in the valley is strange of face, strange of hand, strange of tongue;


  3.This valley is a playing field of the jinn—if Solomon had journeyed through it he would have taken an interpreter along;


  4.The dwellings called out to our horsemen and our horses until I feared that despite their nobility they would balk at continuing the journey.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        بِمَنزِلةِ الرَّبِيعِ منَ الزّمانِ

      

      	
        ١ مَغانِي الشِعبِ طِيباً في الَمغانيِ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        غَرِيبُ الوَجهِ واليَدِ واللِّسانِ

      

      	
        ٢ ولَكِنَّ الفَتَى الْعَرَبىَّ فِيهَا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        سُلَيْمانٌ لَسارَ بِتَرِجُمَانِ

      

      	
        ٣ مَلاعِبُ جِنَّةٍ لو سارَ فِيها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        خَشِيتُ وإِنْ كَرُمْنَ مِنَ الحِرانِ

      

      	
        ٤ طَبَتْ فُرسانَنا والخَيلَ حَتَّى

      
    

  


  The first line of the poem at once evokes the most familiar image of the nasīb and remakes it in order to better represent the alienation of his experience. One is to understand that the first word, maghāni means dwellings, but can also be more specific: abandoned abodes that had once contented their inhabitants, before their departure. The houses in the mountain valley are delightful in and of themselves, but this word also reminds us of the pre-Islamic poet who always forced to move on, to leave loved ones behind, to look back to moments of happiness with bittersweet nostalgia. It is impossible to read this line without thinking back to al-Mutanabbī’s own life of constant motion, powered by nostalgia for a time, real or imagined, when Arab rulers were heroes and the poets who praised them mattered. By comparing the dwellings to the manzila, the season, or more literally, the way-station of spring, al-Mutanabbī insists on the impermanence of the pleasure of the moment.


  The second line retreats from the delight of the first, as if the loaded words used to represent the delightful houses reminds the poet that he and his poetic tradition are alien to the place. He refers to himself in the third person, significant because in this line the poet does not observe, but instead imagines himself observed and deemed strange, alien, out of place. Fatā, which I have translated “boy,” following Arberry’s translation as “lad,” which is too British for my taste, can also mean a powerful man, or a man of all the virtues (Arberry, 134). If the poet here is a mere boy, an Arab boy, it is because he enters this Persian world knowing little of it. If the poet here is meant to be understood as a great man, and al-Mutanabbī certainly considered himself one, then why must he abandon the Arab world for the Persian? Why is he leaving the world where his power of expression should be of the greatest value?


  In the third line al-Mutanabbī continues to use loaded words. In pre-Islamic poetry a playing field of the jinn refers to those portions of the desert particularly difficult to cross, since the jinn interferes with human travelers. Although here al-Mutanabbī is not crossing a desert, the voyage is nonetheless filled with danger. He is in an alien world rendered yet more alien by his attempts to use heightened language from the traditional Arabic poetic lexicon to represent it. Not even Solomon, whom the Qur’ān describes as having been taught the speech (manṭiq) of the birds (Qur’ān 27:16), would have crossed this valley without a translator, so inscrutable is the language of the Persians. Nonetheless, the place is so delightful that the poet fears that his companions and their horses, despite their nobility, will be tempted to stay.


  His fears are baseless, although when they set out again the next morning the valley is even more enchanting (Yāzijī, 600):


  5.We set out at morning, tree branches shaking over their manes what seemed pearls.


  6.I journeyed on, the branches veiling the sun from me while letting through enough light to suffice me;6


  7.From them the East flung upon my garments gold coins that fled my fingertips;


  8.On the branches were fruits pointing out to you drinks without cups;


  9.There are streams in which pebbles jingle with the clink of trinkets on the arms of girls.


  10.If this were Damascus, my reins would be tied back by a man skilled in stews, to be served in bowls of china;


  11.Logs of aloeswood would be kindled for the guest, their smoke fragrant as rarest incense;


  12.You would alight at his place with a bold heart and part from it with a coward’s;


  13.The phantoms of way stations did not cease to see me off all the way to al-Nawbandhajān;


  14.When gray doves sing within them, the melodies of the songstresses answer.


  15.Those who dwell in the valley, when they sing and wail, have greater need of eloquence than the doves;


  16.The two descriptions approach each other, while the two things described diverge.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        عَلَى أَعرَافِها مِثلَ الجُمانِ

      

      	
        ٥ غَدَونا تَنفُضُ الَأغصانُ فِيهَا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَ جِئْنَ مِنَ الضِياءِ بِما كَفانِي

      

      	
        ٦ فَسِرتُ وقَد حَجَبْن الشَّمْسَ عَنِّي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        دَنانِيراً تَفِرُّ مِنَ الْبَنَانِ

      

      	
        ٧ و أَلقَى الشَّرقُ مِنها في ثِيابِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        بِأَشرِبَةٍ وَقَفْنَ بِلا أَوانِ

      

      	
        ٨ لَها ثَمَرٌ تُشِيرُ إليكَ مِنهُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        صَلِيلَ الحَلْيِ في أَيدِي الغَوانِي

      

      	
        ٩ و أَمواهٌ تَصِلُّ بِها حَصاها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لَبِيقُ الثَرْدِ صِينِىُّ الجِفَانِ

      

      	
        ١٠ و لَو كانَتْ دِمَشقَ ثَنَى عِنانِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        بِهِ النِيرانُ نَدِّيُّ الدُخانِ

      

      	
        ١١ يَلَنْجُوجيُّ ما رُفِعَتْ لِضَيفٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و تَرحَلُ مِنهُ عن قَلبٍ جَبانِ

      

      	
        ١٢ تَجِلُّ بِهِ عَلَى قَلبٍ شُجاعٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        يُشَيِّعُني إِلَى النَوْبَنْذَجانِ

      

      	
        ١٣ مَنازِلُ لم يَزَلْ مِنها خَيالٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        أَجابَتْهُ أَغانيُّ القِيانِ

      

      	
        ١٤ إِذا غَنَّى الحَمامُ الوُرْقُ فِيها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        إِذاغَنَّى وناحَ إِلَى البَيانِ

      

      	
        ١٥ و مَن بِالشِعبِ أَحوَجُ من حَمامٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و مَوصوفاهُما مُتَباعِدانِ

      

      	
        ١٦ و قد يَتَقارَبُ الوصفانِ جِدّاً

      
    

  


  In the pre-Islamic qaṣīda it is the discovery of the traces of the abandoned encampments, which represent the beloved and her tribe that have moved on, that unleashes nostalgia. This trigger does not work in this poem, despite al-Mutanabbī’s use of the same sort of language, because neither the beloved nor her tribe have passed through this valley. Instead, a sonic reminder of the songstresses who often performed earlier poetry set to music (as indicated in the Book of Songs) unleashes nostalgia for the time the poet had spent in Syria, among his own people. He contrasts the hospitality of that world with the mere beauty of this one. As line 14 indicates, there is a harmony between the doves and singing girls of Damascus, while those who sing in the mountain valley, as line 15 shows, have to strain to make themselves understood. Arberry glosses line 16, explaining that the Persians “are compared with the minstrel-girls of Damascus who spoke pure Arabic, and whose accents resembled the cooing of doves” (Arberry, 137). I would expand the scope of his understanding of the line to include the entire series of comparisons of the natural, Persian world with the civilized, Arabic world. Not even the skilled poet, with all the tools of the Arabic language at hand, can bring the Arabic-speaking and Persian-speaking worlds into anything other than a forced and superficial resemblance, despite the power of metaphor. In this way al-Mutanabbī also neatly turns the usual contrast between the Arabs of the desert and the Persians of the city, such as is found in Abū Nuwās (756–814), for example, on its head.


  Although in some sense the entire poem is a journey to the patron, the first part of the poem was more about arrival than departure. The poet’s horse resists departure by speaking, but al-Mutanabbī responds with praise of his new patron:


  17.My horse said to me in the Valley of Bawwān, “Need we leave this place to travel to sword fights?


  18.Your father Adam set an example of disobedience and taught you how to leave the Garden.”


  19.So I said, “When I saw Abū Shujā‘ I gave up thinking about mankind and this place;


  20.For people and this world are but a road to one whose match cannot be found among people.”


  21.I taught myself to speak of other people, which was like learning to fight without a spearpoint.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        أَعَنْ هذا يُسارُ إِِلى الطعانِ

      

      	
        ١٧ يَقولُ بِشِعِبِ بَوَّانِ حِصاني

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و عَلَّمَكُمْ مُفارَقةَ الجِنانِ

      

      	
        ١٨ أَبُوكُمْ أَدَمٌ سَنَّ الَمعَاصِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        سَلَوتُ عَنِ العِبادِ و ذا الَمكانِ

      

      	
        ١٩ فَقُلتُ إِِذا رَأَيتُ أَبا شُجاعِ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        إِلى مَن ما لَهُ في النَّاسِ ثانِ

      

      	
        ٢٠ فَإِنَّ النَّاسَ و الدُنيا طَريقٌ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        كتَعلِيمِ الطِرادِ بِلا سِنانِ

      

      	
        ٢١ لَقَد عَلَّمتُ نَفسي القَولَ فِيهِم

      
    

  


  The talking horse compares the poet’s departure from the mountain valley with Adam’s departure from the Garden of Eden.7 Al-Mutanabbī’s reply suggests that the honor of serving ‘Aḍud al-Dawla is worth the departure from Paradise. Everyone else he has ever met and all paths he has taken have only prepared him for this moment in his life. All the many poems of praise he composed before were but awkward and incomplete practice for the praise he is about to offer.


  And al-Mutanabbī is indeed unstinting in his praise (Yāzijī, 602–4):


  22.Due to ‘Aḍud the state is unassailable and strong, for no one who lacks a forearm has hands,


  23.Nor any grip on the cutting white blade, nor the pleasure of the supple brown spear.


  24.The state calls him asylum for its members on a day of war, whether virgin or middle-aged.


  25.No one is given a name like Fannākhusra, nor is anyone given a kunya like Fannākhusra.


  26.His virtues are not accounted for through supposition, or by anecdotes about him or even eyewitness accounts.


  27.The lands of other people are of dust and fear, while the land of Abū Shujā‘ is secure.


  28.He protects every merchant from thieves and guarantees every malefactor to the sword.


  29.When their cargoes require reliable guarantee, they are defended in valley twists and on mountain peaks,


  30.And so they spend the night atop them unaccompanied, crying out to passersby, “Don’t you see me?”


  31.His spell is cast by every dazzling Mashrafī blade that renders deaf and dumb every viper and asp,


  32.Yet his two hands full of gold coins are not protected by a spell against his magnanimity, nor his honorable wealth against lesser men.


  33.A decisive man now secures the borders of Persia, inciting everlasting existence through annihilation,


  34.With a blow that stirs the raptures of the Fates, not the mere plucking of the lute’s third and second strings.


  35.It is as if skulls’ blood dotting sparse hairs garbed the land with the plumage of spotted grouse.


  36.So that if lusting hearts were flung there, they would not fear beautiful eyes.


  37.Before I knew him I’d never seen two lions cubs such as his, nor two such Muhrā racing colts,


  38.Fiercest in rivaling each other in noble origin and in most resembling their distinguished father,


  39.And in spending more time listening in assemblies to: so-and-so stuck so-and-so with a spear;


  40.The first sight they saw was the heights and grew attached to them too soon;


  41.The first speech they understood was a cry for help and the first they spoke was “Free the captive!”


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        و لَيسَ لِغَيرِ ذِي عَضُدٍ يَدانِ

      

      	
        ٢٢ بِعَضْدِ الدَولةِ امتَنَعَتْ و عَزَّتْ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَ لا حَطٌّ مِنَ السُمرِ اللِدانِ

      

      	
        ٢٣ وَ لَا قَبضٌ عَلى البِيضِ الَمواضِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لِيَومِ الحَربِ بِكرٍ أَو عَوان

      

      	
        ٢٤ دَعَتْهُ بِمَفزَعِ الَأعضاءِ مِنها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَ لَا يَكني كَفنَّاخُسِرا كانِ

      

      	
        ٢٥ فَما يُسمِي كَفنَّاخُسرَ مُسْمٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَ لَا الِإخبارِ عَنهُ وَلَا العيانِ

      

      	
        ٢٦ وَ لَا تُحصَى فَضائِلُهُ بِظنِّ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و أَرضُ أَبِي شُجاعٍ من أَمانِ

      

      	
        ٢٧ أُرُوضُ النَّاسِ من تُرْبٍ و خَوفٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و يَضمَنُ لِلصَوارِمِ كُلِّ جانِ

      

      	
        ٢٨ يُذِمُّ عَلَى اللُّصوصِ لِكُلِّ تجْرٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        دُفِعنَ إِلى الَمحانِي والرِعانِ

      

      	
        ٢٩ إِذا طَلَبَتْ وَدائِعُهُمْ ثِقاتٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        تَصِيحُ بِمَنْ يَمُرُّ أَلَا تَراني

      

      	
        ٣٠ فَباتَتْ فَوقَهُنَّ بِلا صِحابٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لِكُلِّ أصَمَّ صِلِّ أُفعُوانِ

      

      	
        ٣١ رُقاهُ كُلُّ أَبيَضَ مَشرَفِيِّ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَلَا الَمالُ الكَرِيمُ مِنَ الهَوانِ

      

      	
        ٣٢ وَ ما تُرقَى لُهاهُ مِن نَداهُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        يَحُضُّ عَلى التَباقِي بِالتَفانِي

      

      	
        ٣٣ حَمَى أَطرافَ فارِسَ شَمَّرِيُّ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        سِوَى ضَرْبِ الَمثالِثِ والَمثاني

      

      	
        ٣٤ بِضَربٍ هاجَ أطرابَ الَمنايا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        كَسا البُلدانَ رِيشَ الحيْقُطانِ

      

      	
        ٣٥ كأَنّ دَمَ الجَماجِمِ في العَناصِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لَمَا خَافَتْ مِنَ الحَدَقِ الحِسانِ

      

      	
        ٣٦ فَلَوْ طُرِحَتْ قُلُوبُ العِشقِ فِيها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        كَشِبْلَيْهِ وَلَا مُهْرَيْ رِهانِ

      

      	
        ٣٧ و لم أَرَ قَبلَهُ شِبْلَيْ هِزَبْرٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و أَشبَهَ مَنظَراً بِأَبٍ هِجانِ

      

      	
        ٣٨ أَشَدَّ تَنازُعاً لِكَريمِ أَصلٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        فُلانٌ دَقَّ رُمحاً في فُلانِ

      

      	
        ٣٩ و أَكثرَ في مَجالِسِهِ استِماعاً

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        فَقد عَلقا بِها قبلَ الَأوانِ

      

      	
        ٤٠ و أَوَّلُ رَأْيةٍ رَأَيا الَمعالِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        إِغاثةُ صارخٍ أَو فَكُّ عانِ

      

      	
        ٤١ و أَوَّلُ لَفظةٍ فَهِما وَقالا

      
    

  


  Despite the praise, the poet cannot shake off the unease he feels at having crossed into the Persian-speaking world. In line 22, al-Mutanabbī plays on the name of his patron, ‘Aḍud, forearm, just as he played on Ḥusayn in the much earlier qaṣīda presented above. In line 25, however, he twice drops into the text Fannākhusra, ‘Aḍud al-Dawla’s “proper name,” according to Arberry, like so much Persian gibberish into the Arabic language. Insisting that no one else has this for a name or a nickname may sound like praise of the patron’s uniqueness, but it also reminds the reader or listener just how odd it is for a poem in Arabic to praise or even contain it. Fannākhusra, both the name and the man it represents, are as alien to Arabic poetry as the Arab boy is alien to the Valley of Bawwān. Line 26 could—and should—be interpreted as meaning that ‘Aḍud al-Dawla’s virtues are so self-evident that they are known to all without “reckoning, or by reports of him, or through eyewitness accounts.” However, it might also be the case that all the normal means of coming to know of worthy deeds do not function because from al-Mutanabbī’s perspective all of them must be accomplished in Arabic. Gray doves in Damascus have a greater chance at communicating the greatness of ‘Aḍud al-Dawla than any Persian speaker, regardless of the eloquence of his singing or wailing, which may very well have sounded like the same thing to al-Mutanabbī.


  In the final seven lines al-Mutanabbī addresses ‘Aḍud al-Dawla directly, focusing his praise on his two sons (Yāzijī, 604–5):


  42.You were the sun dazzling every eye; how will it be now that two more have appeared?


  43.They live the life of sun and moon, bringing life with their glow yet never envying the other;


  44.May they rule only kingdoms of their enemies and may they inherit only from those they kill;


  45.May the two sons of an enemy with whom they vie in number be to him as two yās in the word unaysiyān.8


  46.This my supplication is like praise without hypocrisy, from one heart to another;


  47.Due to it you are now found in the sword’s luster, while due to you my poem has become a Yemeni sword.


  48.If you did not exist among people, they would be mere babble, like words without meaning.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        فكَيفَ وقَد بَدَتْ مَعَها اثْنَتانِ

      

      	
        ٤٢ و كُنتَ الشَمسَ تَبهَرُ كُلَّ عَينٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        بِضَوئِهِما وَ لَا يَتَحَاسَدانِ

      

      	
        ٤٣ فَعَاشا عِيشةَ القَمَرَينِ يُحيَا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        وَلَا وَرِثا سِوَى مَن يَقتُلانِ

      

      	
        ٤٤ وَ لَا مَلكا سِوَى مُلكِ الَأعادِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لَهُ ياءَي حُروفِ أُنَيْسِيانِ

      

      	
        ٤٥ و كانَ ابْنَا عَدُوِّ كاثَراهُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        يُؤَدِّيهِ الجَنانُ إِلى الجَنانِ

      

      	
        ٤٦ دُعاءٌ كالثَنَاءِ بِلا رِئَاءِ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و أَصبَحَ مِنكَ في عَضْبٍ يَمانِ

      

      	
        ٤٧ فَقد أَصبَحتَ مِنهُ في فِرِنْدٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        هُراءً كالكَلامِ بِلا مَعانِ

      

      	
        ٤٨ وَ لَو لا كَونكُمْ في النَّاسِ كانُوا

      
    

  


  In line 44 when al-Mutanabbī wishes for the sons of ‘Aḍud al-Dawla to rule only kingdoms of their enemies or that they inherit only from those they kill, he is in effect praying for the patron to live forever. This is, of course, impossible, but typical of the sort of exaggeration the poet deploys, particularly at the end of his qaṣīdas. The difference here is that exaggeration is followed by ambiguity. The final four lines resonate strangely after the repeated reminders of how difficult communication with Persians can be. Although ‘Aḍud al-Dawla spoke Arabic, unlike his uncle, Mu‘izz al-Dawla, who when he conquered Baghdad and deposed the ‘Abbāsid caliph in 946 needed a translator, since he was “alien to Arab culture,” it is important to keep in the mind that the native language of the Būyids was not only not Arabic, it was not strictly speaking Persian either, but a “Northern Iranian dialect” (Kraemer, 35). Al-Mutanabbī presented this poem and others to the Persian court at Shiraz. I cannot help but speculate that some of the finer points of his wordplay may have been lost on at least part of his audience. Line 46 also seems odd in its insistence that the poet praises without hypocrisy, while line 47 insists that the poet’s words embellish the patron even as the patron transforms the prayer into more than mere words.


  The final line of the poem means that ‘Aḍud al-Dawla is so exceptional that he gives meaning to mankind, but it could also suggest that the people surrounding him are nothing more than babble, because, of course, they are unable to speak Arabic. As appears to have been the case throughout his career, whether in Baghdad, Syria, Egypt or Persia, al-Mutanabbī seems incapable of restraining himself from sticking a poetic thumb in the eyes of those who surround his patron. More important, however, is the representation of his frustration at being the world’s greatest Arab poet, and therefore, in his eyes, simply the world’s greatest poet, stuck in a world where not only that greatness but his language itself can hardly be understood. The world’s greatest poet is stuck reciting poetry to a patron and audience that could not possibly fully understand the value of that poetry, which may be why he does not stay long. It is understandable that the boy of more than three decades earlier might have considered becoming a prophet rather than a poet, since the job market for poets, as it were, was rapidly disappearing. The man at the height of his poetic powers at age 50 is merely an Arab “boy” in a land of babble. Perhaps he was right to try his hand at being a prophet first.


  It is remarkable, and a testament to both his genius and ambition, that this boy from Kūfa would grow up to be either a great poet or a would-be prophet. Entries in pre-modern Arab biographical dictionaries of famous people are formulaic and inevitably include a discussion of the subject’s genealogy. Facts about al-Mutanabbī’s family are particularly scarce, which does not, of course, prevent speculation. He is generally said to be the son of a water bearer, a lowly occupation, but proud of his noble South Arab origins. In his Ma‘a al-Mutanabbī (With al-Mutanabbī), Ṭāhā Ḥusayn insists that nothing at all is known about al-Mutanabbī’s family and should assume that he is of lowly origin, since there is nothing in his poetry about any of his relatives except his grandmother, for whom he composes a eulogy when he learns of her death. Encouraged by a few lines in which the poet appears to downplay the importance of genealogical glory, Ḥusayn goes so far as to speculate that al-Mutanabbī may not have known his mother (Ḥusayn, 17), or that his family was not Arab at all, which would account for his silence (Ḥusayn, 21). Without denying that Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s speculations may be correct (it is simply impossible to be certain from such a great distance), I would like to suggest a different way of reading these allusions to genealogy so that they inform us about the poetic persona al-Mutanabbī creates (and, to some extent, is created for him), and that the biographical anecdotes or speculations sustain.


  If al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān as it has been transmitted is roughly, if imperfectly, chronological, the first apparent dismissal of the overriding importance of ancestry comes in a poem described as something “he said in his youth” (Yājizī, 37).9 After a long and fairly conventional nasīb (although it, too, contains a shocking line that I will return to later), the poet describes his prowess on the battlefield (at this point entirely imagined). He then praises himself in other terms (Yāzijī, 40):10


  32.It is not through my tribe that I am noble, but instead they are noble through me; of myself I boast and not of my forefathers,


  33.Of whom all those who articulate ḍāḍ are proud, refuge of the malefactor and aid to the outcast.


  34.If I am amazed at myself, it is the amazement of an amazing man who has not found anyone who exceeds him.


  35.I am the peer of munificence, the master of rhyme, poison to my foes, and the ire of the envious.


  36.I am in this community—may God set them right—a stranger like Ṣāliḥ among the Thamūd.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        و بنفسي فَخَرتُ لا بجُدُودي

      

      	
        ٣٢ لا بِقَومي شَرُفْتُ بل شَرُفُوا بي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        د و عَوْذُ الجاني و غَوْثُ الطَرِيدِ

      

      	
        ٣٣ و بِهِم فَخرُ كُلِّ مَن نَطَقَ الضا

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لم يَجِدْ فوقَ نفسِهِ من مَزِيدِ

      

      	
        ٣٤ إِنْ أكُنْ مُعجَباً فعُجْبُ عجيبٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و سِمامُ العِدَى و غَيْظُ الحَسُودِ

      

      	
        ٣٥ أنا تِرْبُ النَدَى و رَبُّ القوافي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        هُ غريبٌ كصالحٍ في ثمودِ

      

      	
        ٣٦ أنا في أُمَّةٍ تَداركَها الل

      
    

  


  Although al-Mutanabbī’s boasting of his ennobling of his people in general and ancestors in particular is not entirely without precedent—after all, al-Ma‘arrī’s commentary on this poem notes similar gestures in a line of poetry ascribed to the sixth-century al-Nābigha and in another ascribed to the early eighth-century al-‘Akūk—it is notable that these examples are distant from the tribe-conscious and genealogy-mad tenth century (al-Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1.81–82). According to al-Mutanabbī, nobility is not something that he inherits from his ancestors, but instead something that he has devolved upon them, reversing the usual direction of inheritance so that nobility is dispensed retroactively. Since scholars in the centuries following his death invented a noble genealogy for him, if Ṭāhā Ḥusayn is correct about his lowly origins, al-Mutanabbī did indeed ennoble his ancestors in some sense, at least in the eyes of literary critics and historians. Of course, line 33 insists that the Arabs—the only people able to articulate correctly ḍāḍ, a sound found only in Arabic—were proud of his ancestors. He does not mean to claim that his people were base, but that as an amazing man he has further ennobled them. Yet more important than this is that al-Mutanabbī now finds himself not among his own people, but in what is today Lebanon, as he indicates earlier in the poem. And perhaps most important of all, his generosity and prowess as a poet sets him off from those around him, no less singular than the Arab prophet Ṣāliḥ, rejected by the Thamūd tribe. Al-Mutanabbī’s purpose here seems less autobiographical than self-mythologizing. His power as poet, the master of rhyme, trumps all.


  In a three-line poem composed either during his early youth (Yājizī, 72), or somewhat later, while he was in Syria (Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1.202), al-Mutanabbī imagines a different means of establishing one’s genealogy, and the nobility that implies, in the face of the words of others (Yāzijī, 72):


  1.I am the very essence of a chieftain born to rule, although your dogs have provoked me with their barking.


  2.Are the high-born not high-born? Are the pure not pure?


  3.They are ignorant of me, but if I live a bit longer, the tips of spears will tell them my lineage.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        هَيَّجَتْني كِلابُكُم بالنِّباَحِ

      

      	
        ١ أنا عَيْن ُ الُمُسَوَّدِ الجَحْجَاحِ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        أَم يكونُ الصُراحُ غيرَ صُراحِ

      

      	
        ٢ أَيَكونُ الهِجانُ غيرَ هِجانٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        نَسَبَتني لهم رُؤُوسُ الرِّماحِ

      

      	
        ٣ جَهِلوني و إِنْ عَمَرتُ قَليلًا

      
    

  


  Al-Ma‘arrī identifies “your dogs” with “the vile among poets” (Ma‘arrī, 1.202), implying that others of his profession have been speaking ill of him, presumably out of jealousy. Their poetry is mere barking. The tautological questions of line 2 demonstrate that the dogs/vile poets are too stupid to recognize the obvious. According to line 3, al-Mutanabbī will answer their barking by proving the nobility of his genealogy through the menace of arms, but the first line implies that his power lies instead in the poetry that sustains the rule of a great chief, a poetry that is beyond the ability of mere barking dogs.


  While in his early twenties, during his time at the Ḥamdānid court of Sayf al-Dawla in Aleppo, of all al-Mutanabbī’s patrons the most admirably close to his ideal of an Arab warrior-ruler and therefore the most worthy of the expression of his great poetic gift, the poet learned of his grandmother’s death back in the city of Kūfa, where he had grown up. It is at times deeply moving in the sincerity of its grief and the helplessness the poet feels in his desire to take revenge. In line 18 he asks, “but how would I take vengeance on a fever?” (الحُمَّى فَكَيْفَ بأَخذِ الثّأْرِ فِيكِ مِنَ) (Yājizī, 198). The poet then returns to the topic of noble origins (Yājizī, 198–99):


  22.Even if you had not been daughter to a most noble progenitor, your tremendous lineage would be your being my mother.


  23.And if the gloaters’ day was made sweet by her death, she bore me to be a pain in the nose.


  24.He traveled abroad, considering no one great but himself, consenting to no one’s judgment but his Creator’s,


  25.Finding no path but through the heart of a dust-storm, finding no savor but in the noble deed.


  26.They say to me in every land, Who are you? and What do you seek?—It is too great to be heard.


  27.It is as if their sons knew that I bring with me metals to orphan them.


  28.Uniting water and fire in my hands is no harder than uniting good fortune and intellect.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        لَكانَ أَباكِ الضَّخْمَ كَونُكِ لي أُمَّا

      

      	
        ٢٢ و لو لم تَكُوني بِنتَ أكرَمِ والدٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        لَقَدْ وَلَدتْ مِنِّي لَأنفِهِمِ رَغْما

      

      	
        ٢٣ لئِنْ لَذَّ يَومُ الشامِتِين بيَومِها

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و لا قابِلًا إِلَّا لِخالِقِهِ حُكْما

      

      	
        ٢٤ تَغَرَّبَ لا مُستَعظِماً غَيرَ نَفسِهِ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و لا واجِداً إِلَّا لَِمكرُمةٍ طَعْما

      

      	
        ٢٥ و لا سالِكاً إِلَّا فُؤَادَ عَجاجةٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        و ما تَبتَغِي جَلَّ أَنْ يُسمَى

      

      	
        ٢٦ يَقُلونَ لي ما أَنتَ في كُلِّ بَلدةٍ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        جَلُوبٌ إِليهِم من مَعادِنِهِ اليُتما

      

      	
        ٢٧ كأَنَّ بنِيهِم عالُمونَ بأَننِي

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        بأَصعَبَ من أَنْ أَجمَعَ الجَدَّ و الفَهْما

      

      	
        ٢٨ و ما الجَمعُ بين الماءِ و النارِ في يَدِي

      
    

  


  Although line 22 suggests, perhaps disingenuously, that his great-grandfather was a man of noble birth, it also insists that it does not matter, for his grandmother is ennobled for having been a mother to him. Noble or not, his family is ennobled for having engendered him, just as in line 32 of the poem above composed in his youth. In any case, his travels beyond Kūfa mean that he can only rely on God and must take pleasure in solace in the nobility of action rather than rely on the sort of nobility that is merely inherited. It is interesting to note that in line 26 he does not respond to the first of the two questions he says is put to him everywhere. Al-Mutanabbī is not somebody, but instead he is what he wants, and that is beyond naming. Line 27 implies that the questions of line 26 are asked in fear. Will al-Mutanabbī be responsible for the deaths of their fathers and thereby bring them their orphanhood? When he speaks of “good fortune” in line 28, he refers to worldly success, but the word jadd can also mean “grandfather” or “ancestor.” It seems clear that the reader or listener must choose to consider worldly success as that which is as difficult to pair with intellect, as fire is to water, but our elimination of ancestor as a potential meaning here mimics al-Mutanabbī’s own rejection of ancestry as responsible for his own success. Despite his love for her and the sorrow he feels at her death, his grandmother’s value resides in having raised him. A psychological reading à la Ḥusayn would insist that the poet’s inferiority complex causes him to denigrate the value of noble origins. I would suggest instead that the poetic persona created by al-Mutanabbī, whatever its relationship to the “real” man (of which, of course, there is no unmediated trace), is rendered all the more powerful if he denigrates even his own purportedly noble origins. It may not be so much that al-Mutanabbī felt he had to disparage the value of noble birth in order to excuse the lowly origins of his own family, but that disparaging his own noble origins leads him to devalue all noble birth.


  Although the distance of a millennium has eliminated the possibility of determining precisely what sort of family al-Mutanabbī sprang from (or whether he ever actually declared himself a prophet), that distance may allow us to better understand the historical context that made the creation of this particular poetic persona possible. An insistence in his poetry on the genealogies of his three most famous patrons would have made for uncomfortable audiences. As seen above, al-Mutanabbī praises the Būyid ‘Aḍud al-Dawla not for his ancestors, but for his sons. It was probably better not to allude to the ruler’s grandfather, who had been nothing more than “an obscure Daylamī pauper” (Kraemer, 35). Kāfūr, his patron during his time in Egypt, meanwhile, was a black eunuch who ruled Egypt in the name of the Ikshīdid princes he had once tutored. Al-Mutanabbī says of him in lines 41 and 42 of a panegyric composed in 958 (Yāzijī, 520):


  41.You do not need people to trace your lineage, since all noble deeds are traced back to you;


  42.The worth of which tribe merits you? Let Ma‘add ibn ‘Adnān and Ya‘rub be your ransom!


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        إِلَيكَ تَناهَى الَمكرُماتُ و تُنسَبُ

      

      	
        ٤١ و يُغنِيكَ عَمَّا يَنسُبُ النَّاسُ أَنَّهُ

      
    


    
      	
        

      

      	
        مَعَدُّ بْنُ عَدنانٍ فِداكَ ويعرُبُ

      

      	
        ٤٢ و أَيُّ قَبِيلٍ يَستَحِقُّكَ قَدرُهُ

      
    

  


  Ma‘add ibn ‘Adnān is the ancestor of the northern Arabs, while Ya‘rub is the ancestor of the southern Arabs. Al-Mutanabbī means to say that none of their descendants—none of the Arabs at all—is worthy of Kāfūr, regardless of their impressive genealogies. Arberry says that this “is taken by some as a sly satire on Kāfūr’s ignoble descent” (Arberry, 102, note 41). Of course, any text can be read ironically and the modern reader is hard put to take any of the exaggerated praise presented in the classical Arabic qaṣīda with a straight face. In addition, from the perspective of al-Mutanabbī’s later invectives against Kāfūr, when he is disappointed at the ruler’s failure to keep his promises, it is difficult not to read any earlier praise of him ironically. However, what would al-Mutanabbī have hoped to gain from Kāfūr by publically presenting him with ironic praise so early in his stay in Egypt? Perhaps verse 41 should be read as encouraging noble deeds, by their definition in Arabic acts of generosity, so that the poet might be among their beneficiaries.


  Even in his praise of Sayf al-Dawla, whom he seems to have genuinely and most ardently admired, despite his eventual disappointment in him, al-Mutanabbī is also reluctant to trace the source of his glory back to his ancestors. A qaṣīda composed in praise of Sayf al-Dawla in 956 foreshadows the line in praise of Kāfūr two years later (Yāzijī, 460):


  47.Their glory can be traced back to you, while only their origin can be traced back to ‘Adnān.


  
    
      	
        

      

      	
        أَنسابُ أَصلِهِمِ إِلى عَدنانِ

      

      	
        ٤٧ أَنسابُ فَخرِهِمِ إِلَيكَ و إِنَّما

      
    

  


“Their” refers to the Arabs (which should be understood as “Bedouins”) mentioned in line 46 as fighting alongside Sayf al-Dawla. It is possible to read the repackaging of the sentiment in this line as ironic when applied to Kāfūr, but it seems clear to me that al-Mutanabbī’s poetic persona truly had little use for the niceties of genealogy. It is also the case that although Sayf al-Dawla’s Ḥamdānid dynasty claimed descent from the Taghlib, al-Akhṭal’s Arab tribe, they may have been of Kurdish origin (Bianquis, 104). It begins to seem as if no one in al-Mutanabbī’s world, except perhaps the near-powerless ‘Abbāsid caliph in Baghdad, would have much interest in any poet’s poking around too much in his genealogy. Qualities other than purity of origin seem to have been paramount in this chaotic and convulsive moment of history, so that Al-Mutanabbī’s rejection of the value of glorious genealogies may be as much a sign of his times as an indication of his own penchant for outrageous statement. Sayf al-Dawla may have been Kurdish, Kāfūr was Nubian, and ‘Aḍud al-Dawla was only a generation away from upstart North Persian rustic. The other peoples that the Arabs had once conquered, incorporated into their empire, and gradually converted to Islam over the three centuries since the death of the Prophet Muḥammad were now ruling the kingdoms salvaged from the wreckage of the ‘Abbāsid Empire. Perhaps it should not be a surprise then that the greatest living Arab poet leaves the Arabic-speaking world for the Persian-speaking. Since it was also a time of radical new religious movements that often clashed violently, would it be such a surprise that he also may have at one time declared himself a prophet?11 Or is this simply beyond the realm of possibility for an Arab Muslim poet of the first half of the tenth century?

There would seem to be three possible explanations for the nickname al-Mutanabbī. The first is that the poet declared himself a prophet and led a rebellion of Bedouins. The second is that his malicious enemies distorted the meaning of his adolescent rebellion against the state and thereafter mockingly referred to him as “that guy who called himself a prophet.” The third is that the sobriquet reflects the mistaken construction of a persona based on a few particularly arrogant lines of self-vaunting that have religious overtones (this seems to have been the preferred opinion of al-Mutanabbī himself later in life, as I will show below). There is no scholarly consensus on this matter; the paucity of evidence inspires a multitude of impassioned opinions. Ṭāhā Ḥusayn, for example, acknowledges that the poet must have done something serious to merit two years in prison, but insists that accounts that al-Mutanabbī claimed a qur’ān had been sent down to him were nonsense (Ḥusayn, 99). Wolfhart Heinrichs, the contemporary Western scholar who has written most penetratingly on the matter, on the other hand, presumes “that there actually was a time in the early career of our poet when he claimed to be a prophet” (Heinrichs, 1990, 125). Any attempt to evaluate the conflicting arguments relies on a handful of anecdotes traced back to a few who knew al-Mutanabbī when he first appeared in Syria, or accounts of those who asked him about the rumors of his postadolescent prophethood much later in his life. Some of these anecdotes have suffered withering criticism from within the tradition itself, as I will show below, which leaves even less historical evidence for what exactly al-Mutanabbī was doing in his late teens.

Modern scholars can find most of these anecdotes in Maḥmūd Muḥammad Shākir’s 1936 Al-Mutanabbī, or in one of its later editions. Shākir wrote this book employing the methodologies of traditional Arabo-Islamic scholarship in protest against his teacher Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s much more Westernized approach to the poet, which had caused the latter to dismiss out-of-hand accounts of his putative prophethood (Wahba, 190).12 This is our good fortune, since it means that earlier materials are presented scrupulously and intact. Much of his material is either taken from or coincides with that found in the seventeenth-century Syrian scholar Yūsuf al-Badī‘ī’s Al-Ṣubḥ al-Munbī ‘an Haythīyat al-Mutanabbī, which Wen-chin Ouyang has translated as “Enlightening [others] of the Standing of al-Mutanabbī” (Ouyang, 130). Shākir and al-Badī‘ī’s sources are the Nishwār al-Muḥāḍara (translated by Margoliouth as Table-Talk of a Mesopotamian Judge, and by Van Berkel as Chit-chats at Gatherings) compiled by al-Muḥassin ibn ‘Alī al-Tanūkhī (940–94), “a collection of anecdotes mainly on upper-class officials, their intrigues and struggle for influence,” and therefore not primarily concerned with poetry or poets, although al-Tanūkhī himself was a poet whose dīwān is no longer extant (Van Berkel, no page; Seidensticker, 757); the Al-Fasr aw Sharḥ Dīwān Abī al-Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī (The Exposition or Explanation of the Dīwān of Abū Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī) by Abū al-Fatḥ ‘Uthmān Ibn Jinnī (d. 1002); and the Mu‘jam al-Buldān (Dictionary of Countries) and Mu‘jam al-Shu‘arā’ (Dictionary of Poets, a work no longer extant) of the scholar and traveler Yāqūt al-Rūmī (1179–229). Yāqūt was born more than a century too late to have known al-Mutanabbī himself, but both Ibn Jinnī and al-Tanūkhī were the poet’s much younger contemporaries. Ibn Jinnī, a famous grammarian who “founded the science of etymology,” was “on friendly terms with al-Mutanabbī, with whom he discussed grammatical questions and on whose dīwān he wrote two commentaries” (Pedersen, 754). As a result, they either report on their own encounters with the poet or, like Yāqūt, report those of other figures who knew him, or of eminent near-contemporary scholars like the polymath Abū al-Rayḥān Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad al-Birūnī (973–1048).

Beginning with the third theory, which lines of poetry might have suggested to al-Mutanabbī’s contemporaries a desire to declare himself a prophet? Three lines of a 36-line qaṣīda he wrote while still in his youth have long given pause. The opening line seems perfectly conventional for a nasīb, but returning to it after reading the other, controversial lines reveal it as potentially odder than when first read (Yāzijī, 37):

1.How many of the slain have been killed as I have been killed, a martyr to the whiteness of necks and the rosiness of cheeks?



	

	لِبَيَاضِ الطُّلَى و وَرْدِ الخُدُودِ

	١ كم قَتِيلٍ كما قُتِلتُ شَهِيدِ





His being a martyr shahīd resonates oddly when in line 6 of the same poem he evokes the shahāda, the declaration by which a Muslim gives witness to his faith. Amid his descriptions of the beautiful women who make martyr of him, al-Mutanabbī compares the words of his poetry inspired by them favorably to the conventionally sweet kisses of the beloved by calling them even sweeter than the tawḥīd (the oneness of God) when pronounced in the mouth of the believer Yāzijī, 38):

6.That suck from my mouth sips that in it are sweeter than “God is one.”



	

	هُنَّ فيهِ حَلاوةُ التَّوحِيدِ

	٦ يَتَرَشَّفْنَ من فَمِي رَشَفاتٍ





I suspect that the young poet, in his desire to move beyond the conventions of the nasīb with exaggerated language reaches for a metaphor that crosses into bad taste or even blasphemy. A poet who had not yet sufficiently honed his own talent might lunge for the shocking; the easiest way to assure heightened language would be to borrow Islamic vocabulary, and to do so blasphemously. Regardless of his intentions, in any case impossible to determine, line 6 made readers uncomfortable enough that they tried to explain away what made it upsetting. A tawḥīd is redefined by some commentators as a sort of date in ‘Irāq (Yāzijī, 38, Arberry, 19). Of course, even if a tawḥīd was a type of Iraqi date, and al-Mutanabbī intended for his readers to understand it as such, the ambiguity is nonetheless powerful. In order to complete the work of the metaphor, the reader-listener must compare the sweetness of the words of the poet in his mouth with the sweetness of the word tawḥīd in the mouth of the witnessing believer. The sweetness of the beloved’s saliva and the putative date heighten the force of the comparison, but the reader cannot remove “God is one” from the poem unless he strips it of all Islamic context. Al-Mutanabbī’s choice of the loaded word shahīd has made that impossible.

Half way through the poem, al-Mutanabbī praises himself with an audacious simile comparing himself to an earlier Islamic prophet (Yāzijī, 39):

18.My stay in the land of Nakhla is like nothing but the stay of the Messiah among the Jews.



	

	كمُقامِ المسيحِ بين َ اليَهُودِ

	١٨ ما مُقامي بأَرضِ نَخْلةَ إ َّلا





Nakhla was a town near Ba‘albak in what is today Lebanon, in a region inhabited by the Banū Kalb tribe.13 In this line, the poet seems to compare his troubles among the Banū Kalb with those of Jesus among the Jews. The Jews rejected their prophet and the Banū Kalb reject al-Mutanabbī. Did he mean for us to understand that they reject him as their prophet? How far does the simile extend? Al-Ma‘arrī notes that a tradition had been transmitted saying that this line of poetry was the source of the poet’s nickname, which means that at least by the eleventh century someone authoritative had believed that the simile should be understood to its full extent (Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1:76).

In another early poem, although al-Mutanabbī does not compare himself explicitly to one prophet or another, he appears to place himself beyond even the prophets in his relationship to God (Yāzijī, 57):

1.To which way-station will I climb? What greatness should I fear?

2.All that God has created and all He has not yet created

3.Are no more than a hair on my head compared to that which I aspire.



	

	أَيَّ عظيمٍ أَتقِي

	١ أَيّ مَحَلٍّ أَرْتَقي



 
	

	هُ و ما لم يخلُقِ

	٢ وكُلُّ ما قد خَلَق الل



 
	

	كشَعْرةٍ في مَفِرقيْ

	٣ مُحتَقَرٌ في هِمَّتي





The fear mentioned in line 1 is the sort of fear one feels before God or a great personage or a terrible blow. According to al-Mutanabbī, that to which he aspires is not only beyond God, but beyond even what God has failed to imagine. It is difficult to imagine the Prophet Muḥammad, or any of the other prophets alluded to in al-Mutanabbī’s poetry (Yūsuf, Ṣāliḥ, and ‘Īsā) naming their aspiration as beyond God’s creation present or future. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine them claiming any aspiration beyond what God wills. Al-Mutanabbī may have compared himself to prophets, but his ambition remains that of a poet, or that of some sort of poet. When later serving in the court of Sayf al-Dawla, al-Mutanabbī chastises his patron for preferring and promoting a rival. Not quite half way through the poem he points out the power of his poetry, in case it were not self-evident (Yāzijī, 363):

15.I am one whose writings the blind see and whose words the deaf hear;

16.I sleep full-lidded as my words stray, but all Creation is sleepless in argument because of them.



	

	وأَسمَعَتْ كَلِماتي مَن بِهِ صَمَمُ

	١٥ أَنا الَّذي نَطَرَ الَأعمَى إِلى أَدَبي



 
	

	و يَسهَرُ الخَلقُ جَرَّاها ويَختَصِمُ

	١٦ أَنامُ مِلْءَ جُفُونِي عن شَوارِدِها





Although these lines do not risk blasphemy as earlier ones did, the miraculous nature of his poetry is beyond that of normal men. The word al-Mutanabbī chooses to refer to them, khalq, insists on their created nature, within bounds that somehow do not fully apply to him. This would seem to put him beyond the realm even of prophets.

Some of the anecdotes about al-Mutanabbī purporting to explain the origin of his nickname merely cite a line or two of poetry, leaving the reader to understand that it was little more than the encapsulation of a reaction to the most extravagant aspect of his oeuvre. According to Heinrichs, “several historians . . . and philologists . . . are known to have compiled whole lists of poets who were named after a word or an idea in one of their lines” (Heinrichs, 1990, 127). For this reason it should not surprise us to read a report attributed to Ibn Jinnī (Shākir, 2.267):

I heard Abū al-Ṭayyib say: But I was given the nickname al-Mutanabbī because of having said:

:سمعت أبا الطيب يقول : إنما لُقِّبْتُ بالمتنبى لقولى

Followed by lines of poetry already familiar, brought together from different parts of an early poem, with the order reversed:

I am in this community—may God set them right—a stranger like Ṣāliḥ among the Thamūd.

My stay in the land of Nakhla is like nothing but the stay of the Messiah among the Jews.

A somewhat more complex (and perplexing) reference to a line of poetry is traced back to Miskawayh (932–1030), a historian and philosopher who also served ‘Aḍud al-Dawla. He presents the line (taken from a poem in praise of ‘Alī ibn Muḥammad ibn Siyār ibn Mukram al-Tamīmī) and then gives an explanation for its citation (Shākir, 2.268):14

One of the misfortunes of the world for the noble is that he sees an enemy whose friendship is incumbent upon him.

He [Miskawayh] said, it was said to al-Mutanabbī, over whom have you declared yourself a prophet? He said, over poets. And it was said, every prophet has a miracle, so what is your miracle? He said, This line of poetry.



	

	عَدُوّاً له ما مِن صَدَاقَتِهِ بُدُّ

	و مِنْ نَكَدِ الدُّنْيَا على الحُرِّ أَنْ يَرَى





قال : قيل للمتنبى : على مَن تَنَبَّأْت ؟ قال : على الشعراءِ . فقيل : لكل نبى معجزةٌ ، فما معجزتك ؟ قال : هذا

.البيت

The anecdote provides virtually no context for the reported dialogue. Miskawayh seems to be recounting either something he overheard or that was reported to him later, although in the latter case it would be reasonable to expect the name of the man who transmitted it to him. That both men were attached to ‘Aḍud al-Dawla’s court seems to imply that al-Mutanabbī here was in the last stage of his career. The tone of his response is difficult to determine. Does he speak with sarcasm? Weariness at being asked yet again about his youthful indiscretion? Or is he in earnest? Serious or not, his answer restricts his ambition to poetry and makes his prophethood merely metaphorical (something like “a prophet among poets”). It is difficult to take seriously the poet’s assertion that this line of poetry is his miracle, since it is far from one of his best, although perhaps its cynicism had a special appeal to al-Mutanabbī at this moment in his life. Perhaps al-Mutanabbī considered the question of his miracle particularly ill-informed, and therefore unworthy of serious reply. Although popular Islam has long ascribed miracles to the Prophet Muḥammad, the word for miracle mu‘jiza does not even appear in the Qur’ān.15 There are, however, over 300 occurrences of āyāt (āya in the singular), signs from God demanded by the people (it can also mean a verse of the Qur’ān), and therefore miracles of a sort. In nearly every instance, God is either chastising the people for not being convinced by the signs he had sent with earlier prophets or refusing to send any through Muḥammad. In the Qur’ān itself, the Qur’ān is Muḥammad’s only sign from God. If all the anecdotes about al-Mutanabbī’s putative prophethood are both genuine and accurate (and I am certainly not claiming that they are), it would seem that he hedged his bets by attempting to produce both a miracle and a qur’ān of his own.

In the following anecdote related to al-Tanūkhī by Abū ‘Alī ibn Abī Ḥāmid, there is a brief description of al-Mutanabbī’s defeat, capture, imprisonment, recantation and two verses of the qur’ān he had claimed was sent down to him (Tanūkhī, 8.198–99, Margoliouth, 879–80):16

I heard, he said, several people in Halab [Aleppo] narrate how Abū al-Ṭayyib Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn who at the time was claiming to be a prophet there had been in the desert of Samāwa and the neighbouring regions till Lu’lu’ was dispatched against him from Ḥims by the Ikshīdī rulers, fought against him, and captured him, while his followers from Kalb, Kilāb, and other Arab tribes dispersed. Lu’lu’ kept him in prison a long time till he fell ill and came near dying. Being petitioned on his behalf, Lu’lu’ demanded that he should retract, and drew up a deed wherein he attested that his former claims were false, that he reverted to Islam, that he repented of his profession and would not resume it. Lu’lu’ then discharged him. He had recited to the Bedouins a discourse which he declared to be [a] qur’ān revealed to him; and they repeated numerous sūras by him, of which I took down one. I lost it, but retained the commencement in my memory. It is as follows: “By the traveling star, and the revolving sphere, and night and day verily the unbeliever is in a risky way.” “Proceed on the road and follow the track which the Muslims before thee trod. For by thee will Allah suppress the error of those who have perverted His faith, and erred for His path.”17

The sūra (he added) is lengthy, and this is all of it that I can remember.

سمعت خلقاً بحلب ، يحكون : أنّ أبا الطيّب ، أحمد بن الحسين ، المتنبىء بها إذ ذاك ، كان في بادية

.السماوة، و نواحيها

إلى أن أخرج إليه لؤلؤ من حمص ، من قبل الإخشيدية ، فقاتله ، و أسره ، و شرّد من كان اجتمع إليه من كلب

.و كلاب ، وغير هما من قبائل العرب

و حبسه في السجن دهراً طويلًا ، فاعتلّ ، وكاد أن يتلف ، حتى سئل في أمره ، فاستتابه ، و كتب عليه و

.ثيقة ، أشهد عليه فيها، ببطلان ما ادّعاه ، و رجوعه إلى الإسلام ، و أنه تائب منه ، ولا يعاود مثله ، و أطلقه

قال : و كان قد تلا على البوادي ، كلاماً ، ذكر أنّه قرآن نزل عليه ، و كانوا يحكون له سوراً كثيرة ، نسخت منها

:سورة ، فضاعت ، و بقي أوّلها في حغظي ، هو

<< .و النجم السيار، و الفلك الدوار، و الليل و النهار، إنّ الكافر لفي أخطار >>

امضِ على سبيلك ، و أقف أثر من كان قبلك من المرسلين ، فإن الله قامعٌ بك زيغ من الحد في دينه ، و >>

<<.ضلّ عن سبيله

.قال : و هي طويلة ، و لم يبق في حفظي منها غير هذا

Lu’lu’ was governor of Ḥims,18 a town between Aleppo and Damascus, who represented the Ikhshīds, the rulers of Egypt, who recognized the nominal suzerainty of the ‘Abbāsid caliph in Baghdad but were in reality completely autonomous. Their rule in al-Shām, roughly corresponding to what is today Syria and Palestine, would be replaced by that of the Ḥamdānids, with Sayf al-Dawla at their head, just a few years later. The anecdote does not tell exactly what al-Mutanabbī had to repent and, unfortunately, the two snippets from his qur’ān, if they are authentic (or even if they are not), tell us nothing about the doctrinal aspects of the religion he was purportedly establishing. Whether it was al-Mutanabbī who composed the two verses reproduced in the anecdote, or the work of a forger presumably determined to slander him, they clearly represent two different aspects of Qur’ānic discourse. The first imitates the early sūras in its rhythm, rhyme, imagery and admonition. The second verse is more like the later sūras in its more prosaic rhythm and rhymelessness, as well as in its theology. Regardless of its (in)authenticity, this peek into a purportedly early tenth-century imitation of the inimitable Qur’ān gives of some sense of what someone in the second half of the tenth century considered appropriate to the holy text of a would-be prophet. Either al-Mutanabbī or whoever was trying to implicate him in would-be prophethood was audacious in his mimicry.

In one of a series of anecdotes attributed by al-Badī‘ī to someone named Abū ‘Abdallāh ibn Ismā‘īl al-Lādhiqī, who presumably was from Latakia, but about whom otherwise nothing is known, there is a sense of what al-Mutanabbī or some other prospective prophet would have been doing in the desert among the Bedouin while reciting his qur’ān (al-Badī‘ī, 55):

Among the deceits he practiced on the Bedouin (ahl al-bādīyati) was that on a journey he was a powerful walker, that he could make a journey without wandering off course, that he knew the waterless desert, and in which places there was water, and the way stations of the Bedouin (al-‘Arab) in it, that he could travel from one way-station to another in the desert, the journey between them but four days. When he reached water, he would wash his face and hands and feet, and go to the people of this way-station to give them news of events of that way-station from which he had just departed, making them believe that the earth had been rolled up for him.

He was asked during those days about the Prophet, may Allāh honor him and grant him peace, and he replied, “He announced my prophethood when he said, No one will be prophet after me, for my [al-Mutanabbī’s] name in Heaven is “No one.””

و مما كان يُخرق به على أهل البادية أنه كان مشاء قويّاً على السير ، يسير سيراً لا غايةَ بعده ، و كان عارفاً

بالفلَوات ، و مواقع المياه ، ومحالّ العرب بها . و كان يسير من حِلّة إلى حِلة بالبادية ، و بينهما مسيرة أربعة

أيام ، فيأتى ماء ، فيغسل وجهه و يديه ورجليه ، ثم يأتى أهل هذه الحلة فيخبرهم عما حدث فى تلك الحلة التى

.فارقها و يوهم أن الأرض تُطْوى له

و سئل فى تلك الأيام عن النبى صلى الله عليه و سلم فقال : أخبر بنبوتى حيث قال : أنا لا نبىّ بعدى و أنا

.(اسمى فى السَماء (لا

It goes without saying that this is an unflattering portrait of al-Mutanabbī. He resembles the sort of trickster figure encountered in the Maqāmāt of Badī‘ al-Zamān al-Hamadhānī at the end of the tenth century. He claims to journey through the desert without doing so and has the audacity to claim that when the Prophet Muḥammad said that no one would be prophet after him he did not literally mean no one, but someone named No One, and that would be him. This might remind one as well of the story of Odysseus who tricks the Cyclops into believing that his name is No One. In fact, the story of the shyster taking advantage of rubes is so ancient, perhaps even the most ancient of stories, that it seems plausible to assume that at some point al-Mutanabbī was assimilated to a narrative type and then never quite escaped it. The world of the historical al-Mutanabbī was no less chaotic than the fictional world of al-Hamadhānī’s crooks and con-artists, so it should not surprise that a poor young man on the make might choose a path other than hard work and steady advancement; or at the very least, that someone of al-Mutanabbī’s great talent would have been accused of doing so by men of lesser talent.

Another account ascribed to Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh ibn Ismā‘īl al-Lādhiqī paints a portrait of both the young poet and his older self, and in doing so represents both the enthusiasm and regret al-Mutanabbī inspired. Because of its length, I have chosen to present the text of the narrative in smaller portions in order to enable a less unwieldy analysis. It begins by referring to some sort of dīwān of al-Mutanabbī (Shākir, 2.260–61; Heinrichs, 1990, 137):19

I [probably ibn al-‘Adīm] read in a copy I acquired of the poetry of al-Mutanabbī, and on the occasion of [one of his poems]:

1.Abū ‘Abdallāh, my place in battle is hidden from you.

2.You mention the momentousness of what is my aspiration and that for it we risk [our] thick heart blood.20

3.Will calamities take away from the likes of me, will the likes of me shy away from meeting destiny?

4.If Time were to come forth against me as a person, my sword would dye the hair on the crown of His head.21

5.The Nights [=Time] have not achieved their wish and have not passed with my rein in their hand.

6.When the eyes of the squadron are filled with me, then woe [to them] in waking and in sleep.

There was mentioned the following: Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh ibn Ismā‘īl al-Lādhiqī reported: al-Mutanabbī came to Latakia in 932,22 when he was still beardless, and he had an abundance of hair down to his earlobes. He attached himself to me, and I honored him and held him in high esteem because of his eloquence and the good composure that I perceived in him. Once intimacy between us was firmly established23 and I [once] was alone with him in the house in order to take advantage of looking at him and to derive benefit from his literary culture and when what I saw amazed me, I said: By God! You are a serious young man fit for intimate friendship with a great king!24

:قرأت فى نسخة وقعتْ إلىّ من شعر أبى الطيّب المتنبى ذُكر فيها عند قوله



	

	خَفِىٌّ عَنْكَ فِى الهَيْجَا مَقَامى

	أَبَا عَبْدِ الِإلهِ مُعَاذ ، إنّى




	

	نُخَاطِرُ فِيه بالُمهَجِ الجِسَامِ

	ذَكَرْتَ جَسِيمَ ماطَلَبِى و أَنَّا




	

	و يَجْزَعُ من مُلاقَاةِ الحِمَامِ

	أَمِثْلِى تأْخُذُ النَّكَبَاتُ مِنْهُ




	

	لَخَضَّبَ شَعْرَ مَفْرِقِهِ حُسَامى

	و لو بَرَزَ الزَّمَانُ إلىَّ شَخْصاً




	

	و لا سَارَتْ و فى يدهَا زِمامى

	،و مَا بَلَغَتْ مَشِيئَتَهَا اللَّيَالِى




	

	فويْلٌ لِلتَّيَقُّظِ و المنامِ

	،إذا آمُتَلَأَتْ عيونُ الخَيْلِ منّى





و قال ، قال أبو عبد الله مُعَاذُ بنُ إسماعيل اللاذقِىُّ : قدِم المتنبى اللّاذقيَّةَ فى سنة نيّف و عشرين و ثلاثمئة ، و

هو كما عذّرَ ، و له وفْرَةٌ إلى شحمتى أُذُنِهِ ، وَضَوَى إِلىّ فأكرمْتُه و عظَّمْتُه ، لَِمِا رأيتُ مِنْ فصَاحَتِهِ وحُسْنِ

سَمْتِهِ . فلما تمكَّنَ الأنسُ بينى و بينه و خَلَوْتُ مَعَهُ فى المنزل اغتناماً لشاهَدَتِهِ و اقتباساً من أَدَبِهِ ، و أعجبنى

.ما رأيتُ قلتُ : و اللهِ إنَّكَ لشابٌّ خَطِيرٌ ، تَصْلُح لُمنَادَمِةِ ملكٍ كبير

Heinrichs identifies the “I” at the beginning of the narrative as “probably” Ibn al-‘Adīm, a thirteenth-century historian, who transmits a written account of al-Mutanabbī’s youth and career as a would-be prophet, that was in turn based on an oral account provided by the patron praised in the poem, again Abū ‘Abdallāh ibn Ismā‘īl al-Lādhiqī, and then inscribed in the dīwān’s manuscript (Heinrichs, 1990, 137). Since the narrative is attached to a poem, it is most likely intended to explain its origin and provide its context. Al-Mutanabbī is still beardless and has long hair when he arrives in Latakia in 932, at most 17 years old. There is a whiff of homoeroticism in Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh’s desire to be alone with him in order to look at him, which should perhaps remind us of the great beauty of the Prophet Yūsuf. The narrator adds that he wanted to acquire knowledge from the young man’s adab, which Heinrichs translates as “literary culture,” but that has a wide variety of meanings, ranging from “culture” and “good manners” to “literature” and “belles-lettres,” but nonetheless it remains what he saw that amazes him. The narrator soon discovers that the young poet has ambitions beyond munādama (“intimate friendship” or “drinking companionship” (Shākir, 2.261–62; Heinrichs, 1990, 137)):

He said to me, Woe to you! Do you know what you are saying? I am a prophet sent!—I thought that he was joking, then I remembered that, since I had known him, I had never noticed a word of jest from him. So I said: What do you say?—He said: I am a prophet sent.—I said to him: Sent to whom?—He replied: To this community [umma], which is straying and leading astray.—I said: To do what?—He said: To fill it with justice as it is [now] filled with injustice.—I said: By what means?—He said: By showering sustenance and reward, worldly and otherworldly, on those who obey and come and by executing and depriving sustenance those who disobey and refuse.—I said to him then: That is a dangerous thing [amrun aẓīmun], which I am afraid for you lest it become public.—And I reproached him for what he had said, whereupon he spontaneously spoke the following lines [of poetry] . . . Then I said to him: You said that you are a prophet sent to this community. Has anything been revealed to you?—He said: Yes.—I said: So recite to me some of what has been revealed to you.—So he brought forward for me a speech something nicer than which had never reached my ear.—I said: How much of this has been revealed to you?—He replied: 114 admonitions [‘ibra].—I asked: And how long25 is an “admonition”?—And he produced something to the extent of the longest verses in the Book of God.26

فقال لى : ويْحَك ! أتدرى ما تَقُول ؟ أنا نبىٌّ مُرْسَل ! فظننتُ أنه يَهْزِلُ ، ثم ذكرتُ أنى لم أحَصِّلْ عليه كلمة

هَزْلٍ منذ عرفْتُهُ ، فقلت له : ما تقولُ ؟ فقال : أنا نبىٌّ مرسلٌ . قلتُ له : مرسل إلى مَنْ ؟ قال : إلى هذه الأمةِ

الضالةِ المضلّة . قلتُ : تفعل ماذا ؟ قال : أمْلَأ ها عَدْلًا كما مُلِئَتْ جَوْراً . قلت : بماذا ؟ قال : بإدْرار الأرزاق و

الثوابِ العاجِل و الآجلِ لمن أطاعَ و أتَى ، و ضَرْبِ الأعْناق و قطع الأرزاق لمن عصى و أَبَى . فقلتُ له : إن هذا

آمرٌ عظيمٌ أخاف منه عليك أنْ يَظْهَر ! و عَذَلْتُه على ، قوله ذلك ، فقال بَدِيهاً… فقلت له : قد ذكرتَ أنك نبىٌّ

مرسلٌ إِلى هذه الأمة أَفَيُوحَى إِليك ؟ قال : نعم . قلت : فآتلُ علىَّ شيئاً من الوحى إِليك ! فأتانى بكلام ما مرَّ

بسَمعى أحْسَنُ منه ، فقُلْتُ : و كم أُوحِىَ إليك من هذا ؟ فقا ل : مئة عِبْرَةٍ و أَرْبَعَ عَشْرَةَ عِبْرَةً . قلت : و كم

.العِبرةُ ؟ فأتَى بمقدار أكْبَرِ الآى من كتاب الله

At first Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh thinks that the young poet is joking, which may give some sense of the boundaries of humor in the first half of the tenth century. The sort of language the young poet uses to answer his patron’s questions is suitably grandiloquent. What is interesting is that the patron does not counter with a religious argument or cite the Prophet Muḥammad or suggest that what the young poet has said is blasphemous; he merely fears that al-Mutanabbī will be caught. The lines of poetry respond to Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh’s concerns for his safety by asserting the poet’s courage and valor. If necessary, he will split the skull of Time himself, and thereby dye his hair with blood. As these lines are entirely in keeping with the motifs and diction of the qaṣīda, the patron asks for further proof of al-Mutanabbī’s prophethood, in the form of a qur’ān. The poet responds by citing words more beautiful than the patron had ever heard.

Unfortunately, the text provides only the slightest hint as to the content of al-Mutanabbī’s 114 admonitions (Shākir, 2.262–63; Heinrichs, 1990, 137):

I said: I understand from these “admonitions” that you have an obedience in the heavens. What is it?—He said: I can keep back the abundant rain in order to deprive the rebels and the sinners of their sustenance.—I said: You can stop the rain from the skies?—He said: Yes, by Him Who created them! Wouldn’t that be a prophetic miracle?!—I said: By God, certainly!—He said: Now, if I keep it away from a certain place that you can look at and about which you have no doubts, will you then believe in me and regard as true what has been brought to me from my Lord?—I said: Yes, by God!—He said: I’ll do it. Don’t ask me about anything after this, until I produce for you this miracle, and don’t make any of this public, until it becomes public [by itself]. Wait for what you have been promised without asking for it.—After a few days he asked me: Would you like to look at the miracle that has been mentioned?—I said: Yes, by God!—He told me: When I send you one of the servants, ride with him and don’t tarry. Let no one go out with you.—I agreed. On a wintery day a few days later the sky became overcast, and lo, there came his slave and said: My master says to you: Ride to the tryst!—So I rode with him fast and I asked: Whither did your master ride?—He said: Into the desert and none but I went out with him.—The pounding of the rain became intense and he said: Let us hurry that we shelter with him from this rain, for he is awaiting us on the top of a hill on which no rain hits him.—I said: How did he do it?—He replied: He started looking at the sky, when the black clouds first appeared, saying things I did not understand. Then he took a whip and let it circle at a place that you will see, on the hill, while mumbling, and the rain was in the area adjacent to him and there was no drop of it on him!—I rushed on with him until I saw him. He was standing on a hill at half a parasang’s distance from the town. I approached him and he was standing upright on it with not a single drop on him from that rain, while I was wading in the water up to the knees of my horse, and the rain was absolutely pouring. And I looked at about two hundred square cubits of that hill, dry, with no moisture and no raindrop on it. I greeted him and he returned the greeting and said: What do you see?—I said: Stretch out your hand, for I testify that you are the messenger of God.—He stretched out his hand and I paid him homage, thereby acknowledging his prophethood. Then he said to me: What did this scum tell you, when he called on you?—alluding to his slave. So I explained to him what he had told me on the way, when I had inquired. Thereupon he killed the slave and said:27

1.To which way-station will I climb? What greatness should I fear?

2.All that God has created and all He has not yet created

3.Matter as little to my ambition as a strand of hair on my head.

قلت : فأسْمَعُ فى هذه العِبَر أنَّ لك طاعة فى السماءِ فما هى ؟ قال : أحْبِسُ المدْرَارَ لقَطْعِ أرْزَاقِ العُصَاةِ و

.الفُجَّار . قلت : أتَحْبِسُ من السماءِ مَطَرَها ؟ قال : إِى ، وَالذِى فَطَرها ، أفما هى مُعْجزة ؟ قلت : بَلَى و اللهِ

قال : فإن حَبَسْتُ عن مكانٍ تنظر إليه و لا تشك فيه ، هل تُؤْمِنُ بِى و تُصَدِّقُنى على ما أُتِيتُ 28 به من ربى ؟

قلت : إى و الله . قال : سأفعل ، و لا تسألنى عن شىءٍ بعدها حتى آتيك بهذه المعجزة ، و لا تُظْهِرْ شيئاً من

هذا الأمر حتى يَظْهَرَ ، و آنتظرْ مَاوُعِدْتَهُ من غير أن تسألُهُ . فقال لى بعد أيامٍ : أُتحب أن تنظرَ إلى المعجزةِ

اللتى جرى ذكرها ؟ قلت بَلَى و اللهِ . فقال لى : إذا أرسلتُ إليك أحدَ العبيد فاركبْ مَعَه و لا تَأَخَّرْ ، و لا يَخرُج

:معك أحدٌ . قلت : نعم . فلما كان بعد أيامٍ تَغَيَّمَتِ السماءُ فى يوم من أَيَّامِ الشتاءِ ، و إذا عَبْدُهُ قد أقبل فقال

يقول لك مولاىَ آرْكَب للوعدِ ، فبادرتُ بالركُُّوبِ معه و قلت : أين رَكِب مولاك ؟ فقال : إلى الصحراِ ، و لم يخرجْ

معه أَحَدٌ غيرى و اشتدَّ وَقْع الَمطر ، فقال : بادِرْ بنا حتى نَسْتَكِنَّ معه من هذا الَمطَرِ ، فإنَّه ينتظرنا بأعْلَى تَلٍّ لا

يُصِيبُهُ فيه المطرُ . قلت : و كيف عمل ؟ قال : أقْبَلَ ينظُرُ إلى السماءِ أوّل ما بَدَا السحاب الأسْود و هو يتكام

بما لا أَفْهَم ، ثم أخَذَ السَّوْطَ فأدار بِه فى موضِعٍ سَتَنْظُر إليه من التَّلِّ و هُوَ يُهَمْهِم ، و المطر مّما يَليِه ، و لا

قطرة منْهُ عليه ! فبادرت معه حتى نظرتُ إليه ، و إذا هو على تلّ على نصف فرسخٍ من البلدِ ، فأتَيْتُه و إذا هو

عليه قائمٌ ، ماعليه من ذلك المطر قطرةٌ واحدةٌ ، و قد خُضْتُ فى الماء إلى رُكْبَتَى الفرس ، و المطر فى أشَدَّ ما

، يكونُ . ونظرتُ إلى نحو مئتى ذراع فى مثلها من ذلك التلّ يابسٌ ما فيه ندًى و لا قطرةُ مطر . فسلمتُ عليه

فردَّ علىَّ و قال لى : ما ترى ؟ فقلت : آبْسُطْ يدك ، فإنى أشْهَدُ أنك رسولُ الله ! فبسط يده فبايعتُه بَيْعَةَ الإقرار

بنبوّنه ، ثم قال لى : ما قال هذا الخبيثُ لما دَعاَ بِكَ ؟ - يعنى عبدَه - فشرحت له ما قال لى فى الطريق لما

:استخبرته ، فقتل العبد و قال

١ أَىَّ مَحَلٍّ أَرْتِقى أَىَّ عظيمٍ أَتقَّى

٢ وكُلُّ مَا خَلَق الله و مَا لَم يَخْلُق

٣ مُحْتَقِرٌ فى هِمّتى كشَعْرةٍ فى مَفْرِقى

Something that al-Mutanabbī recites incites the curiosity of Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh, which gives the poet the opportunity to propose the staging of a miracle that will seal the deal. On a first reading, the poet’s murder of his slave might seem gratuitous and unprovoked, but perhaps al-Mutanabbī objects to the slave’s having recounted the hocus-pocus that preceded the miracle. This will prove to be an important point later in the account. The patron’s witnessing of the miracle provides the context for yet another poem by al-Mutanabbī, which I have already mentioned above. It would seem to be the case that al-Mutanabbī, or the character in the narrative corresponding to al-Mutanabbī, if one prefers to reject its authenticity, saw no contradiction between reciting his qur’ān, producing miracles and versifying. The second half of the tenth century seems to have understood the boundary between prophet and poet as much more permeable than the Qur’ān did in the seventh century.

Al-Mutanabbī successfully “converts” Abū ‘Abdallāh Mu‘ādh, but the latter later discovers that the miracle was little more than a common type of magic (Shākir, 2.264; Heinrichs, 1990, 137):

I entered into an oath of loyalty with him also for my family, and later the oath of loyalty [bay’a] actually spread through all the cities in Syria. And all this through a most insignificant little trick that he had learned from some of the bedouins, which is called ṣadḥat al-maṭar [rain-bead] and with which one can turn the rain away from any spot one wishes, after one has circumscribed it with a stick and has spit on the bead they have. I have seen many of these [people] among the [tribes of] al-Sakūn, Ḥaḍramawt, and Sakāsik, all from Yemen, who do this and do not consider it a significant feat. One of them might even keep the rain away [yaṣdaḥ, not in the dictionaries] from his sheep, camels, and kine and from a [whole] town and no raindrop would hit them, and the rain would fall next to the ṣadḥa area. This is a kind of magic [siḥr]. I have seen them perform even greater magic than that. Later I asked al-Mutanabbī: Have you been among the Sakūn?—He said: Yes, and my father is from them. Have you not heard my line:29

Are al-Sakūn and Ḥaḍramaut and my mother and Kinda and al-Sabī‘a forgotten?

From there did he learn what he applied [jawwaza?] to the rubble of the people of Syria! After that [episode] several things befell him, fights and imprisonment and moving from place to place, until he ended up at Sayf al-Dawla’s and his fame grew.

I [ibn al-‘Adīm] say: The ṣadḥa which he alludes to as preventing the rain is known to this day. Several people whom I trust from among the Yemenites have reported to me that they turn the rain away from the camels and the sheep and the fields of their enemy. The camelherds and shepherds in their lands use it, and it is a kind of magic.

و أخذتُ بَيْعَتَه لأهلى ، ثم صحَّ بعد ذلك أن البيعة عَمَّتْ كلَّ مدينةٍ بالشام ، و ذلك بأصغر حيلةِ تَعَلَّمَهَا من بعض

العرب ، و هى << صَدْحَت المطر >> يَصْرفُه بها عن أىّ مكان أحبَّ بعد أن يَحْوِى عليهِ بعصاً ، و ينفُثُ

بالصّدحة التى لهم ، و قد رأيتُ كثيراً منهم بالسَّكُون ، و حَضْرَموت ، و السكاسك من اليمن يفعلون هذا ولا

يتعاظمونه ، حتى إن أحَدَهُم يَصدَح غن غَنَمه و إبله و بقره ، و عن القَريةِ من القُرى فلا يصيها من المطر قطْرة

و يكون المطر مما يلى ( الصَّدْحَة ) و هُوَ ضربٌ من السِّحْر ، و رأيت لهم من السِّحر ما هو أعظم من هذا . و

سألتُ المتنبى بعد ذلك : هل دخلتَ السَّكُونَ ؟ قال : نعم ، و وَالدى منها ، أما سمعت قولى

أمُنْسِىَّ السَّكُونَ و حَضْرَمَوْتاً وَ وَالدى و كِنْدَةَ و السَّبِيعَا

فقلت : مِنْ ثَمَ استفاد ما جَوَّزَه على طَغامِ أهلِ الشامِ ! و جَرَتْ له أشياء بعد ذلك من الحروب و الحبس ، و

.الانتقال من موضع إلى موضعٍ ، حتى حصل عندَ سيفِ الدولةِ و عَلَا شَأْنُهُ

قلت : و << الصدحَة >> التى أشار إلى أنها تمنع المطر معروفةٌ إلى زماننا هذا. وأخبرنى غير واحد ممن أثق

به من أهل اليمن أنهم يصرفون المطرَ عن الِإبل و الغنم ، و عن زرْع عدُوّه ، و إن رِعاءَ الِإبل و الغنم ببلادهم

.يستعملون ذلك ، و هو نوع من السحر

That al-Mutanabbī engaged in sorcery in order to fake his prophethood may not be any more convincing to a modern reader than the notion that he actually was a prophet, but the late tenth-century reader or listener (this text blurs the boundary between them) evidently believed that someone as crafty as al-Mutanabbī could conjure up belief in his prophethood using the tools of the miracle-making magician and the qur’ān-reciting poet. Of course, the Qur’ān’s insistence that Muḥammad was neither poet nor miracle-maker perversely only serves to remind the reader or listener of the links among the three trades. It is important to remember that these anecdotes not only represent what was thought about al-Mutanabbī, or perhaps better, what was permissible to be recorded as thought about al-Mutanabbī, in the second half of the tenth century, but also represent what was deemed acceptable, interesting or convincing enough to be copied and recopied over the centuries leading to our own.

Two surviving anecdotes represent al-Mutanabbī as crazy. One is provided by an early commentator on al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān, al-Waḥīd al-Baghdādī (d. 995) (Ibn Jinnī, 2.32):30

He would cover himself with that [claiming that the line comparing himself to Ṣāliḥ was the origin of his nickname], but he did declare himself a prophet in Jabala and Latakia among the bedouin of the Banū al-Qaṣīṣ and he produced for their children a written collection. When al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq heard about that, he ordered him hidden so he could be sent away covertly, but a boy of the house spread his story and the people gathered before it to demand him, so then he ordered the doctor to go out from the house and say, “This is a man in need of bloodletting from his arms, and then vomiting several times in a row, and it is necessary to extract pumpkinseed oil for him so that he can snuff from it. For truly in him is the beginning of melancholy, which is craziness.” When the doctor said that, the people dispersed, saying, “Crazy man!” When they no longer paid attention, he [al-Mutanabbī] left for Damascus and then for Jabal Jarash, and so vanished for a time. Then he returned riding a colt that a man of Ṭā’ had given him. On it he headed straight for Abū al-‘Ashā’ir and so ascended from there.

كان يستر بهذا على نفسه ، و إِنما تنبأ بجبلة و لاذقيّة في بدو بن القصيص31 و أظهر لأولادهم مُصحفاً ، فلما

سمع الحسين بن اسحق بذلك ، أمر بكتمانه ، ليخرج على خُفيةٍ32 ، فأفشى حديثه غلامٌ من الدار ، اجتمع

الناس على ما به يطلبُونه ، فأمر الطبيب أن يخرج من عنده و يقول : هذا رجل يحتاج الى الفصد من يديه ، ثم

الاستفراغ مرات على ترتيب ، و يجب أن يُستخرح له دهن حب القرع ، فيسعَّطِ منه ، فان به بدو الماليخوليا وهو

المجنون ؛ فلما قال ذلك الطبيب تفرَّق الناس و قالوا : << رجل مجنون >> حتى اذا غفلوا خرج من عندهم

إلى دمشق ، ثم إلى جبل جرش33 ، فغاب34 زماناً ، ثم رجع فارساً على مهر دفعه إِليه رجل طائيٌ ، فعليه

.قصد أبا العشائر ، ثمّ ارتفع من هنالك

This anecdote calls the qur’ān of al-Mutanabbī a muṣḥaf, which is specifically the written form gathered together and bound. This would seem an odd, even quixotic endeavor, since at least the eighth century eager young urban poets traditionally spent time among the Bedouin precisely because they maintained the oral tradition that supposedly could be traced back to the time of the sending-down of the Qur’ān to Muḥammad. In addition, producing a musḥaf specifically for their children seems a peculiarly un-prophetlike gesture. In any case, the Governor of Latakia, al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥaq, the patron praised in the qaṣīda at the beginning of this chapter, when his beauty was compared to that of the Prophet Yūsuf, hides al-Mutanabbī for what seems to be his own protection. It is noteworthy that to shield al-Mutanabbī from the consequences of having tried to pass himself off as a prophet, the governor creates an alternative spectacle of a physician performing for the crowd that seeks the poet. It is not entirely clear why the people want al-Mutanabbī released. Have they heard from the Bedouin that he is a prophet, or have they heard that he has posed as a prophet? Do they want him released so that they can join him or so that they can punish him? The witnessing of the physician is enough to convince them that al-Mutanabbī is crazy, that is majnūn, jinn-possessed. The Prophet Muḥammad was accused of being majnūn as well. The difference in the case of al-Mutanabbī is that the accusation is clearly false and that his appearance of insanity is orchestrated by someone else, although the poet’s apparent willingness to leave Latakia once the uproar has died down suggests that he was at least complicit.

Another account indicates that a mental disturbance of some sort was responsible for al-Mutanabbī’s attempt to lead the Bedouin as a latter-day prophet. A long list of transmitters leads to Miskawayh, who in turn cites Ibn Jinnī, although the narrative’s ultimate source seems to be the philosopher Abū al-Rayhān al-Birunī (973–1048) (Shākir, 258; Heinrichs, 1990, 130):

He did not talk about the reason for his nickname, despite his truthfulness, but he found a way to deal with it, as Abū al-Fatḥ ‘Uthmān ibn Jinnī reports from him that the reason for it was this line:

I am in this community—may God set them right—a stranger like Ṣāliḥ among the Thamūd.

However, it was that the fibers35 in his head that made him go in circles and disquieted him, so that he waited for Sayf al-Dawla to go away on a military expedition, and then went immediately to the Bedouins of al-Shām, and led astray some thousand of them. News of this reached Sayf al-Dawla, who returned to attack and fell upon him. His companions scattered from him and he was brought to him as a prisoner. He said to him, “Are you the prophet?” “ No, I am the one who declares himself a prophet, that is, until you feed me and give me to drink. When you do that, I will be Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn!” He [Sayf al-Dawla] was astonished by his self-composure and the brazenness of his answer, so he spared his blood and cast him in prison in Ḥims until his superiority was established, and so set him free and made him his own. And because they kept referring to his having declared himself a prophet, he took it as a nickname, lest it become disparagement that when he shrank from it could not be spoken of him, and the affair continued on the basis on his having taken it as a nickname.

I [Ibn al-‘Adīm, according to the note] said, none of what Abū al-Rayhān said about his [al-Mutanabbī’s] waiting for the absence of Sayf al-Dawla on one of his military expeditions or anything that he referred to is correct, for none of the people of al-Shām or any transmitters other than them have conveyed anything like this that appeared from al-Mutanabbī during the days and reign of Sayf al-Dawla in Aleppo and al-Shām, or that he imprisoned him while he was attached to him, but that this was during the days of Lu’lu’ the Ikhshīd governor of Ḥimṣ.

و لم يدكر سبب لقبه — على صدقه ، و إنما وجه له وَجْهاً ما، كما حكى عنه أبو الفتح عثمان بن جنى أن سببه

:هو قوله

أنا في أُمَّةٍ تَدارَ كَها اللهُ غريبٌ كصالحٍ فى ثمُود

و إنما هو أن الخيوط فى رأسه كانت تديره و تزعجه ، فتحيَّن غيبة سيف الدولة فى بعض غزواته ، وقصد

أعراب الشام ، و استغوى مقدار ألف رجل منهم ، و اتصل خبره بسيف الدولة فكَّر راجعاً و عاجله ، فتفرق عنه

أصحابه ، و جىء به أسيراً ، فقال له : أنت النبىءُ ؟ قال : بل أنا المتنبِّى ، حتى تطعمونى وتقونى ، فإذا فعلّم

ذلك فأنا أحمد بن الحسين ! فأُعْجِب بثبات جأشه و جرأته فى جوابه ، و حقن دمه ، و ألقاه فى السجن

بحمص إلى أن قرِّر عنده فضله ، فأطلقه و استخصّه. و لما أكثروا ذكره بالتَّنَبِّى تلقب به كيلا يصير ذمّا إذا

.احتشم أُخْفِىَ عنه ، و شتماً لا يُشَافه به ، و استمر الأمر على ماتولى التلُّقب به

قلت ؛ قول أبى الريحان إنه تحين غيبة سيف الدولة فى بعض غزواته ، إلى آخر ما ذكره ، ليس

بصحيح ، فإن أهل الشام و غيرهم من الرواة لم ينقلوا أن المتنبى ظهر منه شىء من ذلك فى أيام سيف الدولة

.و مملكته بحلب و الشام ، و لا أنه حبسه منذ اتصل به ، و إنما كان ذلك فى أيام لُؤلؤٍ الإخشيدى أمير حمص

As Ibn al‘Adīm points out this account is obviously false, because al-Mutanabbī’s imprisonment predated the rule of Sayf al-Dawla over al-Shām. Leaving aside for a moment this error, the explanation for al-Mutanabbī’s leading astray of the Bedouin, which one might choose to understand as his pretending to be a prophet, although the account is not explicit on this point, is some sort of nervous condition, his restlessness. Or perhaps even mere ambition, since his response to Sayf al-Dawla’s point-blank question, “Are you the Prophet?” indicates that he declared himself as such simply to get the ruler’s attention and patronage. According to this narrative, no matter how apocryphal its faulty chronology has proven it to be, there are no lasting consequences to al-Mutanabbī’s actions. At least it provides an explanation for the great mystery that confounds anyone who theorizes that the poet did indeed claim prophethood: how did someone who blasphemed so blatantly escape a fate that should have been far worse than two years in prison? According to this narrative, because al-Mutanabbī’s composure impressed Sayf al-Dawla.

Another account of al-Mutanabbī’s imprisonment, or in this case, of a mutanabbī’s imprisonment, further demonstrates the tradition’s ability to correct itself (Shākir, 268–69; Heinrichs, 128–29):36

I read in the epistle of ‘Alī ibn Mansūr al-Ḥalabī, known as Dawkhala—that is the only one that he wrote to Abū al-‘Alā’ ibn Sulaymān [al-Ma‘arrī] and to which the latter replied with his Risālat al-Ghufrān (Epistle on forgiveness)—and he says, mentioning ibn Abī al-Azhar and al-Quṭrabbulī and their jointly composed “history” [as his source], that the vizier ‘Alī ibn ‘Īsā had him [al-Mutanabbī] brought to his audience and said to him: You are Aḥmad al-Mutanabbī [or: Aḥmad the pseudoprophet]? He replied: I am Aḥmad the Prophet and I have a sign on my belly, the seal of prophethood.—And he showed them something like a wen [sil‘a] on his belly, whereupon the vizier ordered him to be slapped. So he was slapped and shackled, and he ordered him to be detained in the dungeon.

Later I perused the above-mentioned “History” and in it I read under the events of the year 302 [914–15] the following: In it [that is, the year 302] the vizier ‘Alī ibn ‘Īsā sat in court to look into grievances and al-Mutanabbī was brought to his presence—he had been jailed—in order that he be set free. So he [the vizier] interrogated him in the presence of the judges and jurisconsults, and he replied: I am Aḥmad the Prophet and I have a sign on my belly, the seal of prophethood.—And he bared his belly and showed them something like a wen on it, whereupon the vizier ordered him to be slapped. So he was slapped a hundred times and beaten and shackled, and [the vizier] ordered him to be detained in the dungeon.

It became clear to me that Abū al-Ḥasan ‘Alī ibn Manṣūr al-Ḥalabī had found the mention of Aḥmad al-Mutanabbī in the “History” of ibn Abī al-Azhar and al-Quṭrabbulī and had thought him to be Abū al-Ṭayyib Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn; and so he made a monstrous mistake because of his ignorance of history. For in this “History’ the above-mentioned event was in the year 302, and al-Mutanabbī was not even born yet, since his birth, according to the correct opinion, was in the year 303. Some say that his birth was in the year 301 so that he would have been one year old. Abū Muḥammad ‘Abdallāh ibn al-Ḥusayn al-Kātib al-Quṭrabbulī and Muḥammad ibn Abī al-Azhar both died before al-Mutanabbī grew up and became known. This Mutanabbī which ‘Alī ibn. ‘Īsā had summoned before him was a man from Isfahan who had posed as a prophet in the days of [the caliph] al-Muqtadir [reigned 295/908–320/932] and who was called Aḥmad ibn ‘Abd al-Raḥīm al-Iṣbahānī. I found him mentioned with this nisba in the book which ‘Ubaydallāh ibn Aḥmad ibn [Abī] Ṭāḥir wrote as a supplement to the book of his father on the “History of Baghdad.”

قرأت فى رسالة على بن منصور الحلبى المعروف بِدَوْخَلَلة ، و هى التى كتبها إلى أبى العلاء بن سُليمان ، و

أجابه عنها برسالة الغفران ، و ذَمَّ فيها أبا الطيب المتنبى ، و قال : و ذكر أبن أبى الأزهر و القُطْرُ بَّلىُّ فى

التاريخ الذى اجتمعا على تصنيفه : أن الوزير على بن عيسى أحضره إلى مجلسه فقال له : أنت أحمدُ

، المتنبّى؟ : فقال : أنا أحمدُ النبّى ، و لى علامَةٌ فى بطنى ، خاتم النبوة . و أراهم شبيهاً بالسَّلْمة على بطنه

.فأمر الوزير بصفعه فَصُفِعَ و قيِّد ، و أمر بحبسه فى المطبق

ثم طالعت التاريخ المشار إليه فقرأت فيه فى حوادث سنة اثنتين و ثلائمئة قال : و فيها جلس الوزير على بن

عيسى للنظر فى المظالم ، و أحضر مجلسه المتنبِّى ، و كان محبوساً ليخلى ىسبيله ، فناظره بحضرة القضاة

و الفقهاء فقال : أنا أحمد النبى ، و لى علامة فى بطنى خاتَم النبوة ، و كشف عن بطنه و أراهم شبيهاً

بالسلعة على بطنه ، فأمر الوزير بصفعه فصفع مئة صفعة ، و ضربه و قيده و أمر بحبسه فى المطبق . فبان

لى أن أبا الحسن على بن منصور الحلبى ، رأى فى تارىخ ابن أبى الأزهر و القُطْرُ بّلىّ ذِكْر أحمد المتنبى

فظنَّه أبا الطيب أحمد ابن الحسين ، فوقع فى الغلط الفاحش لجهله بالتاريخ ، فإن هذه الواقعة مذكورة فى

هذا التاريخ فى سنة اثنتين و ثلاثئمئة، و لم يكن المتنبى وُلد بَعْد ، فإن مولده على الصحيح فى سنة ثلاثٍ و

ثلائمئة ، و قيل إن مولده سنة إحدى و ثلائمئة ، فيكون له من العمر سنة واحدة و أبو محمد عبد الله بن

.الحسين الكاتب القُطْرُ بلّى ، و محمد بن أبى الأزهر ماتا جميعاً قبل أن يترعرع المتنبى و يعرف

و هذا المتنبى الذى أحضره علىُّ بن عيسى هو رجل من أهل أَصبهان تنبَّأ فى أيام المقتدر يقال له : أحمد بن

عبد الرحيم الأصبهانى ، و وجدتُ ذكره هكذا منسوباً فى كتاب عُبَيْد الله بن أحمد بن طاهر الذى ذيّل به كتاب

.أبيه فى تاريخ بغداد

This account, although obviously not about the great poet al-Mutanabbī, nevertheless offers insight into how the Arabic scholarly tradition selects, gathers, retains and corrects information about a famous person: a reference in a literary text leads the scholar to a history, which recounts an episode in the life of the figure who interests him. In his presumed excitement at having found a historical reference to a disputed and controversial aspect of al-Mutanabbī’s life, the scholar fails to notice that the episode had taken place before his birth. However, a later scholar notices the discrepancy when he turns to the history referenced. As Heinrichs points out, not only is this history no longer extant, but except for in Ibn al-Qāriḥ, the original scholar, and in Ibn al-‘Adīm, the scholar correcting and chastising him, there is no other attestation to the existence of this work (Heinrichs, 1990, 237, note 28). As manuscripts are lost, or go missing, or are forgotten, or fail to be copied from one generation to the next (for lack of resources or interest), eventually there are only scattered accounts collected and perhaps anthologized by later scholars, sometimes in contradictory, multiple versions. Notwithstanding the disturbing and, yes, funny story of the hapless mutanabbī, the point is that as early as the eleventh-century scholars were scouring texts of the previous century for references to al-Mutanabbī. It is clear from this anecdote that would-be prophets of the tenth century were more risible than threatening, and that their foolishness might lead to something other than capital punishment. According to Heinrichs, there is a “small but recognizable genre . . . which aims at entertaining the reader with the often ridiculous claims of mentally retarded pseudoprophets” (Heinrichs, 1990, 128). It is possible that Ibn al-Qāriḥ, in his desire to learn more about al-Mutanabbī’s early career, misunderstood the genre conventions of cretinous prophet wannabes. If moronic mutanabbīs were a fairly common source of entertainment for early tenth-century observers and readers, then the nickname must have been difficult for al-Mutanabbī to bear, especially if he were already sensitive to slights about his origins, and even more so if his attempt—his alleged attempt—to become a prophet were motivated by ambition rather than by delusion.

Of all the accounts of al-Mutanabbī’s nickname, the following strikes me as the most likely to be factual, not only due to the delicacy of al-Mutanabbī’s interlocutor, but also because the latter simply cannot make up his mind what the former’s reticence to address the question must mean. Al-Tanūkhī tells us that Abū ‘Alī ibn Abī Ḥāmid told him (Shākir, 2.344–45):37

It often occurred to me to ask Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī about his having declared himself a prophet and his reason for it, and whether this name had settled on him the way a nickname does, or instead in the way it had reached us. But I was embarrassed to do so, since there were so many present in his Baghdad circle. I hated to open a door for him that he disliked so much. So when he came to al-Ahwāz, on his way to Fāris, I was alone with him, and conversations with him were long, and I led them to where I said to him, “I want to ask you about something I have had on my mind for years, but I was too embarrassed to address you about it while among so many who were attending you in Baghdad. But now that we are alone, I must ask you about it.” There was between my hands a section of his poetry on which was written “Poetry of Abū al-Ṭayyib al-Mutanabbī.” And he said, “You want to ask me about the reason for this?” And he put his hand over the writing that said “al-Mutanabbī.” So I said, “Yes.” He said, “This was in my youth and brought about by my youthfulness.” I had never seen more subtle avoidance of communication than that, since it carries two meanings: that he had declared himself a prophet relying on a lie, or that according to himself he had been telling the truth. Regardless, he had acknowledged being al-mutanabbī.

He said, I saw that this was difficult for him, so thought it would be shameful to inquire further and force him to tell the story more frankly and so I stopped.

و كان يتردد فى نفسى أن أسأل أبا الطيب المتنبّى عن تنبّيه و السبب فيه ، و هل ذلك اسم وقع عليه على

سبيل اللقب، أو أنه كما كان يبلغنا ؟ فكنت أستحي منه لكثرة من يحضر مجلسه ببغداد ، و أكره أن أفتح عليه

باباً يكره مثله . فلما جاء إلى الأهواز ، ماضياً إلى فارس ، خلوتُ به ، و طاولته الأحاديث و جررتها إلى أن

قلت له : أريد أن أسألك عن شىءٍ فى نفسى منذ سنين ، و كنت أستحي خطابك فيه من كثرة من كان يضرك

ببغداد ، و قد خلونا الآن ، و لا بدَّ أن أسألك عنه . و كان بين يدىّ جزء من شعره عليه مكتوبٌ << شعر أبى

، <<الطيب المتنبى >> ، فقال : تريد تسألنى عن سبب هذا ؟ و جعل يده فوق الكتابة اللتى هى << للمتنبى

فقلت : نعم . فقال : هذا شىء كان فى الحداثة أو جبته صُورة . فما رأيت رَهْسَمَةً ألطف منها ، لأنه يحتمل

.المعنيين فى أنه كان تنبَّأَ و اعتمد الكذب ، أو أن عنده أنه كان صادقاً ، إلا أنه اعترف بالمتنبى على كل حال

.قال : ورأيت ذلك قد صُعب عليه ، فاستقبحت أن أستقمى و ألزمه الإفصاح بالقصة، فأمسكت عنه

This account contains evidence of al-Mutanabbī’s fame: in Baghdad he is surrounded by admirers and acolytes; he is addressed respectfully and tentatively by the transmitter; and manuscripts of his poetry are in circulation (that “al-Mutanabbī” figures in the title may indicate that their circulation is widespread and unauthorized, since the poet seems to indicate a sufficiently unhappy relation to the nickname that one might assume that only someone else would have affixed it to the poems). It is also clear that al-Mutanabbī has retained his capacity for self-dramatization. His response is so vague as to be virtually gnomic. Al-Tanūkhī underestimates al-Mutanabbī’s ambiguity; his gesture and explanation do not carry merely two possible and contradictory meanings, but could mean anything or nothing at all. Blaming his unflattering nickname on youthful indiscretions might merely refer to the handful of famously transgressive and blasphemous lines of poetry he composed early on. Pointing to the collection of poetry with his hand may be a way of pointing to the poetry. Perhaps it was never anything more than his poetry that made him a would-be prophet. When he tells Sayf al-Dawla proudly that his poetry made the blind look and the deaf hear, perhaps rather than sleeping peacefully he should have worried about what it would make the dumb say.

As I have already mentioned, one of al-Mutanabbī’s great champions was the later poet al-Ma‘arrī. Like al-Mutanabbī, he was also known for the oddities of his biography. He was famous for amazing powers of retention, which compensated for his inability to read due to the blindness caused by childhood smallpox. Also like al-Mutanabbī, he was tarred by accusations of irreligiosity. His Al-Fuṣūl wa al-Ghāyāt fī Tamjīd Allāh wa al-Mawā‘iẓ (Chapters and Endings about Glorifying God and Admonitions), now mostly lost, was written in saj‘ similar enough to the language of the Qur’ān that he was not only accused of having attempted to imitate it, but some “late historians who apparently never saw the Fuṣūl with their own eyes” augmented and emended its title to read Al-Fuṣūl wa al-Ghāyāt wa/fī Muḥādhāt/Mu‘āraḍat al-Suwar wa al-Āyāt (Chapters and Endings and/in the Gaining Mastery Over or the Rivaling Emulations of the Sūras and Verses) (Smoor, 932). Al-Mutanabbī and al-Ma‘arrī become so closely linked that by the seventeenth century Yūsuf al-Badī‘ī begins his work on al-Mutanabbī by recounting narratives about al-Ma‘arrī’s childhood. The trajectories of these poets are diverted or blunted by the exigencies of Islam, at least as understood by scholars who attempted to make sense of their idiosyncrasies. It is entirely possible that the qur’āns of both al-Ma‘arrī and al-Mutanabbī were fabricated out of nothing more than paranoia confronting on the one hand the overreaching of a young poet straining to impress in the case of al-Mutanabbī, and on the other the adoption of Qur’ānic cadence and image by a blind man swept up in the fervor of his creation.

Was al-Mutanabbī a mutanabbī? Clearly, would-be prophets were not unheard of during his lifetime. In fact, they seem to have been common enough to serve as targets of derision, dismissed as charlatans, madmen, and cretins unworthy of greater punishment than a hundred slaps and a beating. If al-Mutanabbī had been merely a charlatan, a madman or a cretin, it is unlikely anyone would ever have heard anything of him. His moronic namesake showing his belly to a vizier clings to a footnote in history only because a historian mistook a reference to him for a reference to the great poet. The Arabic language’s pattern of noun construction that turned a nabī into a mutanabbī could also turn a shā‘ir into a mutashā‘ir, a merely would-be poet. In a poem composed not long after his release from prison but before he joined Sayf al-Dawla’s court, in praise of Badr al-Kharshanī, governor of the town of Tiberias, al-Mutanabbī decries his enemies among poets as just that. He seems to be saying that although he may have proven to be a merely would-be prophet, his competitors and detractors are merely would-be poets.

That the world was crowded with would-be prophets and would-be poets was part and parcel with the source of al-Mutanabbī’s frustration, for it was also a world of merely would-be Arab rulers. The role of the poet had shrunk over the previous three centuries. He was no longer the spokesman and memory of his pre-Islamic tribe, nor was he the powerful enemy of the Prophet who needed to be tamed and supplanted. He was no longer the court poet of the Arab Umayyads nor that of the re-arabizing ‘Abbāsids. His patrons were mere governors or kinglets of either the wrong or dubious origin. It would have taken a particularly visionary seventeen-year-old boy to have realized in the desert between Syria and Iraq that the surest and perhaps only path to greatest glory would have been to rejoin in himself the figures of poet and prophet that had been split irrevocably asunder by the admonitions of the Qur’ān.

It is impossible to know what precisely happened in that desert over a thousand years ago. What is interesting is that it still matters, that the argument over who he was, what he did and what his name meant continues. Perhaps it is no coincidence that nearly the last of the great classical Arab poets (al-Ma ‘arrī’s is so odd and so unlike what came before that it is really only his profound attachment to al-Mutanabbī that keeps him—perhaps—within this category) was very nearly a new prophet, or at least was believed capable of trying to become one. The age of the great poets was coming to a close, about to give way to the age of the great exegetes (such as al-Zamakhsharī) and the great historians (such as Ibn Khaldūn) and the great philosophers (such as Ibn Rushd), who over the ensuing three centuries would far and away be the most important representatives of Arab intellectual life, notwithstanding the poetry of al-Andalus, which I will take up in the final chapter of this book. It is tempting to conclude that the long history of coexistence between poetry and Qur’ān, improbable as it may seem when viewed from within the text of the Qur’ān itself, recognized the ultimate triumph of the Qur’ān when al-Mutanabbī was murdered while crossing back from the Persian-speaking world into the Arabic-speaking world, but his very name is a reminder of just how uneasy that coexistence had been.

Did al-Zamaksharī and al-Bayḍāwī single out a line of poetry by al-Mutanabbī to illustrate the possibility of an alternative interpretation of a moment in Sūrat Yūsuf because of his own brush with prophethood or because he was accused of such? Or did this line of poetry come to mind because the florid praise of al-Mutanabbī’s patron depends so much on the allusion to this verse in the Qur’ān? What al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī cite from al-Mutanabbī in order to explain a phenomenon beyond normal human experience in Sūrat Yūsuf, perhaps they recognized that the only possible source was the work of a poet who, when a young man, wished to be so great a poet that he may have attempted to transcend the very category by trying to produce language that could be bested only by God’s language in the mouth of a prophet.

NOTES

1.	I borrow A.F.L. Beeston’s translation with two changes. Since I have decided to distinguish between Yūsuf of the Qur’ān and Joseph in the English translations of the Hebrew Bible, I have changed Beeston’s “Joseph” to “Yūsuf.” I have also changed Beeston’s “they thought him marvelous” to “they thought him grand” because grand in English can be either superlative or big (as in the Grand Canyon), which better fits the sense of the Arabic verb akbara here.

2.	It might be better to follow James Montgomery’s lead and refer to this poetry as “pseudo-oral” rather than strictly oral. According to him, “The majority of pre-Islamic poetry, especially the most cherished and hence the supposedly most representative, is not oral poetry, and has very little to do with such poetries, but is rather pseudo-oral poetry, composed, for oral delivery, in the manner of an oral poetry, in the seventh century by an intellectual (bedouinising) elite connected with centres of political power and cultural influence in the Arabian Peninsula traditionally conceived, for whom it was expedient to espouse matters nomadic” (Montgomery, 1997, 258). In other words the orality of this poetry was merely a performance, a pose indicating nostalgia for a time when it was oral in the most essential sense, if such a time ever truly existed.

3.	Except where otherwise indicated, I have followed the recension and commentary of al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān compiled by Nāṣif al-Yāzijī (cited as Yāzijī). I have also consulted the recension and commentary of al-Ma‘arrī (973–1058), a brilliant poet in his own right who was one of al-Mutanabbī’s greatest admirers and champions (cited as Ma‘arrī, 1986).

4.	Some modern editions of the dīwān exclude some of the more vicious hijā’, whether out of pudeur or to present al-Mutanabbī in a more flattering light (Van Gelder, 11).

5.	As Daniel Madigan points out, the “usual translation” for this phrase is “occasions of revelation,” which elides their explanatory purpose (Madigan, 67). According to Muslim tradition, the individual instances of transmission of the Qur’ān from God above to Muḥammad below were purposeful and related to events in the life of the early Muslim community. Restoring knowledge of these events to the reader or listener of the Qur’ān (or inventing them, in the case of spurious ḥadīth), brought clarity to the meaning of individual verses.

6.	I follow the variant of the line given in the note.

7.	A speaking horse is the sort of exaggeration that tests the bounds of metaphor that al-Mutanabbī’s critics found so distasteful in his poetry. One of al-Mutanabbī’s sharpest contemporary critics, Abū ‘Alī Muḥammad ibn al-Ḥasan al-Ḥātimī, records having presented al-Mutanabbī with counter-examples from other poets of expressive horses that do not quite cross into the absurdity of human speech (Sanni, 167–68).

8.	Unaysīyān is a diminutive meaning something like “little man.” If one removes the two letter yā s from the word it becomes insān, which means “people.”

9.	Even if the chronology of the poems is artful rather than real, it is clear that al-Mutanabbi organized them so that his readers and posterity would understand the astonishing nature of his rise to the pinnacle of Arab poetry.

10.	For a translation of the entire poem, see Arberry, 18–23.

11.	Heinrichs notes that at this moment there were aggressive Ismā‘iliyya, Qarmatian and Shi‘ite branches of Islam with “secret missionary organizations to convert people and incite them to open rebellion” that “were particularly successful among the bedouin tribes of the Syrian Desert,” where al-Mutanabbī led his own rebellion (Heinrichs, 1990, 123–24).

12.	In the first chapter of Ma‘a al-Mutanabbī, Ṭāhā Ḥusayn tells us that he does not much like al-Mutanabbī and does not want to write a book about him, a curious way to start a book of nearly 400 pages!

13. An alternative tradition noted by al-Ma‘arrī in his commentary says that Nakhla نخلة is said to be in Kūfa, while Naḥla نحلة, is in al-Shām, which presumes that one version or the other is a scribal error (Ma‘arrī, 1986, 1:76). In his commentary, Shākir maintains the spelling as Nakhla, but makes no reference to Kūfa (Yājizī, 39). Moving the setting of the poem (and, then, presumably its composition) to Kūfa would resituate it the earliest period of al-Mutanabbī’s life as a poet and would also then presumably render the poem useless as evidence for his putatively self-professed prophethood. Al-Ma‘arrī does not indicate if one tradition predates the other. It may be that between the eleventh and nineteenth centuries the commentary tradition comes to prefer textual evidence in support of al-Mutanabbī’s prophethood and therefore shifts the geographical references. Even fixed and apparently stable texts can migrate when the narrative construction of the poet’s persona demands it.

14.	This is line 8 in one of his qaṣīdas in praise of ‘Alī ibn Muḥammad ibn Sayyāri ibn Mukram al-Tamīmī (Yāzijī, 221).

15. It does, however, appear in the title of al-Ma‘arrī’s annotated edition of al-Mutanabbī’s dīwān, معجز أحمد Mu’jiz Aḥmad, which Heinrichs translates “The (prophetic) miracle of Aḥmad” (Heinrichs, 1990, 136, note 54).

16.	I borrow D.S. Margoliouth’s translation, although I have adapted the transliteration of proper names to match the usage of my book.

17.	Al-Badī‘ī gives the same two verses with only a slight difference. Instead of dīnaka his text reads al-dīn, replacing “your religion” with “the religion,” which Margoliouth translates “faith” (al-Badī‘ī, 55).

18.	His name means “pearl,” which is “a noun often given as a proper name to a person of servile origin, a guard or an officer or a leader of a special body of ghulāms in the service of a prince” (Canard, 820).

19.	I have borrowed Heinrichs’s translation of this passage, following his emendations of Shākir’s text. I will indicate where Heinrichs modifies Shākir and where I modify Heinrichs. I have also edited Heinrichs so that it follows the same citation form as the other texts I present elsewhere in this book.

20.	The dīwān vowels the first words as dhakartu, rather than dhakarta as it is in this anecdote. According to the dīwān then the line should begin “I mention” rather than “you mention” (Yāzijī, 68).

21.	I have modified the second hemistich. Heinrich completes it “hair of his [Time’s!] parting,” but Arabs did not part their hair in the time of al-Mutanabbī.

22.	Heinrichs gives the date in Hijra and the place in transliteration.

23.	I have replaced Heinrichs’s “When our relationship had become close” for reasons that will become clear.

24.	I have replaced Heinrichs’s “fit to be the companion of a great ruler.”

25.	I have changed Heinrichs’s “much” to “long” as more colloquial.

26.	I have changed Heinrichs’s “Qur’ān” to “Book of God” as a more literal translation, which is also a reminder of the discussion of kitāb in Chapter 1.

27.	Heinrichs does not include the three lines of poetry.

28.	Heinrichs has emended the text. Shākir reads أُنِيتُ.

29.	Heinrichs does not include the line of poetry.

30.	I have followed Heinrichs’s textual emendations for this passage, and indicate them where appropriate (Heinrichs, 1990, 237–38, note 34).

31. Heinrichs has emended the text. Ibn Jinnī reads تدوين القصص.

32. Heinrichs has emended the text. Ibn Jinnī reads خفّيِهِ.

33. Heinrichs has amended the text. Ibn Jinnī reads جرس.

34. Heinrichs has amended the text. Ibn Jinnī reads فغلب.

35.	Heinrichs translates al-khuyūṭ as “nerves” (Heinrichs, 1990, 131).

36.	I have borrowed Heinrichs’s translation.

37.	Shākir’s text is a slightly more elaborate version of the version found in the Nishwār, where it appears just after the account of al-Mutanabbī’s capture by Lu’lu’ (Shākir, 199–200).


Chapter 3

The Umayyad Brocade of Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse

In this chapter I borrow the argument of an eleventh-century scholar who sought to analyze the rhetoric of the Qur’ān with the tools used to analyze and evaluate lines of poetry. My seven examples bring together a wide range of poets, as well as scholars borrowing lines from these poets to make sense of troublesome passages, words, and grammatical usage in the Qur’ān. The juxtaposition of Qur’ān and poetry not only demonstrates how they are interdependent in the generation of meaning, but also how they are two sides of a single, intertextured Qur’āno-arabic discourse.

In the middle of the eleventh century—more than five hundred years after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad and roughly a century since the death of al-Mutanabbī—in the town of Jurjān in what is now northeastern Iran, not far from the Caspian Sea but quite far from the era’s great centers of learning, one of the most original scholars of Islam and the Arabic language to have ever lived, now known as al-Jurjānī (d. 1078), called for a reconsideration of the value of poetry. Near the beginning of his masterwork Dalā’il al-I‘jāz (Proofs of Inimitability), he sums up the attitude of his contemporaries and recent predecessors (al-Jurjānī, 8):

As for poetry, it appears to them that there is not much of merit in it, other than witticisms and jokes, weeping over the stopping-places, or the description of the traces of the abandoned encampments, or the characterization of the she-camel mount or the he-camel, or exaggerated speech in praise or invective, but having nothing urgently required for the good of religion or this world.

أما الشِّعر فخُيِّل إليها أنه ليس فيه كثير طائل، و أن ليس إلَّا مُلْحَةً أو فُكاهة، أو بكاءَ منزلٍ أو وَصْفَ طَلَلٍ، أو

نعت ناقةٍ أو جَمَل، أو إسْرافَ قولٍ فى مدح أو هجاء، وأنه ليس بشىء تمسُّ الحاجةُ إليه فى صلاح دينٍ أو

.دُنْيا

Although al-Jurjānī intends for his readers to disagree with the genre’s denigrators, the description of poetry he puts in the mouths of his straw men is not a wholely inaccurate characterization of a typical pre-Islamic poem, nor of one composed in a later era but still respecting its pre-Islamic conventions. It is also true, however, that from the second half of the eighth century through the first half of the tenth, that is from the rise of the ‘Abbāsids to their eclipse, Arabic poetry was reinvented without ever entirely losing its attachment to these conventions. It must then be the case that here al-Jurjānī has in mind pre-Islamic and early Islamic poetry; or at least that is what he wishes his readers to think for the time being.

At this point al-Jurjānī asserts more than argues that the study of poetry—the particular sort of poetry indicated—is crucial to understanding the Qur’ān’s eloquence (al-Jurjānī, 8–9):

That is to say: when we come to know by what means the argument of the Qur’ān, evident and dazzling, is established, such that it is at the limit of eloquence, beyond the reach of human ability, extending to an extreme to which thought cannot rise, it is impossible to understand its existence as such except through understanding poetry, which is the dīwān of the Arabs, and the model of adab, and of which there is no doubt that it is the arena for men when they compete in eloquence and clarity, and vie to be champion in these two things—it is by searching for the causes of the differences in quality, how some poems surpass others; turning away from all this would be turning away from the argument for God on high . . .

و ذاك أنَّا إذا كنَّا نعلم أن الجهةَ التى منها قامت الحجة بالقرآن و ظَهَرت ، و بانت و بَهَرَتْ ، هى أَنْ كان على

حدٍّ من الفصاحة تَقْصُر عنه قُوَى البشر ، و منتهياً إلى غاية لا يُطْمَح إليها بالفِكَر ، و كانَ مُحَالًا أن يعرفَ

كَوْنَه كذلك ، إلَّا من عَرَفَ الشِّعْر الذى هو ديوان العرب ، و عُنْوان الأدب ، و الذى لا يُشَكُّ أَنّه كان مَيْدَانَ القوم

إذا تجارَوْا فى الفصاحة و البيان ، و تنازعوا فيهما قَصَبَ الرِّهَان ، ثم بَحَثَ عن العِلَل التى بها كان التباين

…فى الفضل ، و زاد بعض الشعر على بعض كان الصَّادُّ عن ذلك صادّاً عن أنْ تُعْرَف حجةُ الله تعالى

Al-Jurjānī equates the refusal to study poetry with refusing to know God Himself, which seems perilously close to putting poetry and the Qur’ān on the same plane, although he is careful to insist that the eloquence of the latter is beyond human ability. What is generally understood as the function of poetry in Arab culture does not interest al-Jurjānī much. He does not care much about what Arabic poetry says, considering its function as a register of deeds anodyne, but instead wants to extrapolate from Arabic poetry its poetics. He wants to understand how poetry means so that he can then use these insights to understand how the Qur’ān means. In order to better appreciate how radical al-Jurjānī’s rejoining of poetry to Qur’ān is, it is important to first understand what he is reacting against.

When he turns from the Qur’ān to poetry in the passage above, al-Jurjānī reminds the reader that the latter was considered the “dīwān of the Arabs.” According to Heinrichs, this “oft-repeated formula” first appears in Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī (d. 845), referring specifically to pre-Islamic poetry (Heinrichs, 1997, 249). At the end of a lengthy and convincing (although nonetheless contentious) exploration of the word’s etymology, Heinrichs comes to the conclusion that “what the dīwān was to the Persians [a royal archives], poetry was to the Arabs, namely a preserver of historical records” (Heinrichs, 1997, 251).1 Even in the unlikely case that Heinrichs is completely mistaken in his ultimate conclusion, for both the Umayyads and the ‘Abbāsids, a dīwān was a register, some sort of list of names for purposes of recording military service or the payment of taxes, for example, or an office in which a registry was kept. Poetry then is that place where a man’s deeds are recorded. Postdating Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī’s by a generation or two, Ibn Qutayba’s (828–85) famous formulation of the role played by poetry in Arab culture also refers to it as a dīwān. His elaboration makes clear what is at stake and brings into focus as well how al-Jurjānī’s understanding of the role of poetry differs from the norm (Ibn Qutayba, 2.185):2

Poetry is the mine of the knowledge of the Arabs [meaning here “the Bedouins”], the scripture of their wisdom, the archives/records/register of their annals, the repository of their battle-days, the wall erected to protect their glorious deeds, the trench safeguarding their praiseworthy exploits, the just witness to the day honor is challenged, and the definitive proof when there is a dispute; as for a man for whom there is not one line of poetry taking as its theme his nobility or claiming the noble virtues and praiseworthy deeds of his predecessors, his glorious endeavors will be scattered even if famous, and will be effaced with the passing of days even if weighty. But a man who secures/inscribes [qayyada] them with rhymes of poetry, and strengthens them with its meters, and brings them renown with an extraordinary line, or a lasting maxim, or an elegant signified, he will then make them outlive Time itself and will secure them from rescission, he will raise them beyond the ruse of the enemy and will lower the eye of the envious.

،الشعر مَعْدِنُ عِلمْ العرب، و سِفْرُ حِكمتِها، و ديوانُ أخبارها، مستَوْدَعُ أيامها، و السّوُرُ المضروبُ على مآتَرها

و الخَنْدَقُ المحجوزُ على مفاخرها، و الشاهدُ العَدْلُ يوم النِّفار، و الحجّةُ القاطعة عند الخِصَام؛ و من لم يقم

عندهم على شرفه و ما يدعِيه لسلفه من المناقب الكريمة و الفَعَال الحميد بيتٌ منه ، شَذَّت مَساعيه و إن كانت

مشهورة ، وَ دَرَسَت على مُرور الأيّام و إن كانت جِساما ؛ و من قَيَّدها بقوافى الشعر ، و أوثقها بأوزانه ، و

أشهَرها بالبيت النادر ، و الَمثَلِ السائر ، و المعنى اللطيف ، أخلدها على الدهر ، و أخلصها من الجَحْد ، و رفع

.عنها كَيْدَ العدُو و غَضّ عيَن الحسود

This passage is a model of Arabic prose, with its use of tarṣī (a form of listing in which all words have the same rhythmic structure), ṭibāq (antithesis) and root play (tajnīs). It is also resolutely monothematic; the purpose of poetry, although perhaps complex in practice, is simple in theory: preservation of the noble in memory (as I have discussed in the first two chapters of this book). Juxtaposing al-Jurjānī’s reference to the dīwān of the Arabs with that of Ibn Qutayba—a rhetorical move that al-Jurjānī would have appreciated—reveals the former as perfunctory. Al-Jurjānī is not interested in what poetry or any particular line of poetry carries as meaning-content, which makes its preservation of memory irrelevant to his argument.

Al-Jurjānī also describes poetry as a model of adab, another term with multiple valences of meaning, as I have had occasion to explain earlier in this book. Used in Modern Standard Arabic as a synonym for the Euro-American word “literature,” adab’s meaning evolved from “custom, habit” in the seventh century to “the equivalent of Latin urbanitas, the civility, courtesy, refinement” of the cities in contrast to pastoral life, narrowing to something more like “belles-lettres” by the time of al-Jurjānī (Gabrieli, 175–76). It is not clear to me exactly how broad or narrow a meaning al-Jurjānī assigns to adab, but since this aspect of poetry does not interest him, it seems unlikely that he would want his readers to fret much about it. Having merely tossed out references to dīwān and adab, al-Jurjānī then turns to the function of poetry as an arena in which poets attempt to outdo each other in eloquence and clarity. The imbalance of al-Jurjānī’s prose is in stark contrast to the perfect balance of Ibn Qutayba’s. Since Ibn Qutayba is most interested in poetry’s ability to impress its meaning upon the listener (and thereby cause it to be remembered) without apparently any thought for its clarity, a quality that the Qur’ān assigns to itself many times over, al-Jurjānī’s introduction of clarity as a goal pursued by competitive poets may be his way of further realigning poetry with the Qur’ān. The shift in emphasis to the competition between poets is also a way of introducing a third figure: the scholar. Al-Jurjānī is not interested in the evaluation of poetry merely in order to determine which poem or poet is best, but instead sees the striving for eloquence and clarity as a means to produce the material with which someone like him can determine the causes of differences in quality between poems and, more importantly, can use what he has learned in analyzing the most rhetorically powerful lines of poetry to point out just how passages in the Qur’ān achieve the ultimate—the unreachable and hitherto unfathomable—limits of powerful rhetoric. This is why refusing to study poetry is a refusal to attempt to understand God. Al-Jurjānī has taken something that the Qur’ān spurns—poetry—and transforms into something essential for understanding the Qur’ān’s beauty, power and argument.

Although ‘Abbāsid philologists and grammarians frequently cited lines of poetry in order to explain what unusual words meant and how grammatical constructions worked, they were rarely interested in how the line itself functioned. To the best of my knowledge they did not, nor did al-Jurjānī, however, consider how meaning was constructed across lines of poetry or how entire poems worked. The citation of an entire line when the scholar was truly interested in only one word or the grammatical function of part of one was no doubt due to the line’s being the smallest memorizable unit that could be extracted from a poem. It would have made little sense to cite one word only or a mere hemistich. Unlike his predecessors, however, al-Jurjānī wants to understand how a line of poetry works, how the elements of a line work together, and then uses the construction of a line as the basis for his theorization of how rhetoric functions. His other great innovation is that when consulting poetry in order to better analyze the language of the Qur’ān he feels no compulsion to restrict his sources to the chronologically appropriate poets of the seventh century and earlier. Although he cites pre-Islamic and Umayyad poets, most of his material comes from Abū Nuwās, Abū Tammām, al-Buḥturī, and al-Mutanabbī, who postdate the Hijra by one-and-a-half to three centuries. The implication seems to be that for al-Jurjānī, poetry and the Qur’ān share qualities unrelated to coexistence in a particular historical moment. In this al-Jurjānī’s understanding of poetry in relationship to the Qur’ān is more like Hoffmann’s ahistoric understanding of “poeticity” and Brown’s comparison of the Qur’ān to Finnegans Wake, than it is like Ibn Qutayba’s famous description of the role of poetry in Arab culture.

Of course, two centuries separate al-Jurjānī from Ibn Qutayba. Poetry in the eleventh century, or seen from the perspective of the eleventh century, was not the same as poetry in the ninth century, or as seen from the perspective of the ninth century. Al-Jurjānī was as far or farther removed from the ‘Abbāsid poets crowding his pages of examples as Ibn Qutayba was from the pre-Islamic poets that form the basis for his theorization of Arabic poetry. It is also true that poetry had continued to evolve during the two centuries separating al-Jurjānī from Ibn Qutayba, while the Qur’ān had not, although, as I have already pointed out, to this day there is no critical edition of the Qur’ān, and its interpretation has continued to evolve, as anyone who has compared early commentaries with later can attest. Part of the reason al-Jurjānī can rely on poetry to theorize about the Qur’ān is that between the 7th and 11th centuries poetry had become more like the Qur’ān. This may be due to the enormous prestige of an omnipresent text; so saturated was the ‘Abbāsid Arabic-speaker’s world with the language, images and themes of the Qur’ān, that they inevitably leave their traces in other forms of literary expression. Or perhaps the process implied by al-Jurjānī’s examination of the most rhetorically powerful poetry in order to understand the most rhetorically powerful text of all time, according to Muslims, should be understood as instead working in reverse. If by the eleventh century the primary point of poetry is to explain the Qur’ān—and al-Jurjānī’s perfunctory and attenuated references to poetry’s other purposes surely indicate that he believed this to be the case—then it is inevitable that poetry most useful for this sort of explanation would be assigned greater value. If it is the structure of a line of poetry that is useful for understanding the Qur’ān, then it makes sense that al-Jurjānī’s unnamed contemporaries and predecessors would have little taste for what they saw as its irrelevant and all-but-embarrassing content, which has nothing in common with that of the Qur’ān. To a great degree, the value of a line of poetry for al-Jurjānī is the unintended by-product of what poetry’s practitioners thought they were doing. The great line of poetry does not memorialize a noble man of the past, regardless of the intentions of the poet, but instead manifests universal laws of rhetoric equally applicable to the Qur’ān and poetry.

A term that al-Jurjānī returns to repeatedly when explaining the rhetoric of the Qur’ān and poetry is naẓm, which Kamal Abu Deeb translates as “construction” and Hrazem Rachad as “l’agencement de l’énoncé” (something like “the layout of what is said”) (Abu-Deeb 3, Rachad 35).3 For al-Jurjānī naẓm is an active process of ordering, of determining which words in a line of poetry go where, with consideration given to how they interact with the other words around them in order to produce meaning and effect. He then demonstrates that the power of the Qur’ān also depends on the relationships among words in a particular order. He explains what naẓm is by likening the task of the poet to those of various sorts of artisans: embroiderers, joiners, jewelers, goldsmiths, silversmiths, and masons. In the following passage he points out the difficulty of the scholar’s task (al-Jurjānī, 36–37):

If someone offered you this explanation of eloquence—“The particularity of the ordering [naẓm] of words and the joining of some of them with others in a particular way, or in a mode that makes their intended meaning evident”—or something somewhat like it, and it represented adequate knowledge and sufficient learning of the topic, then such would be true of the knowledge of all crafts. It would then suffice if one’s knowledge of the weaving of a brocade of many motifs were nothing more than the arrangement of thread in a particular way, and the joining of some of the silk threads with others in various ways. This however runs counter to common sense. Summing up, to know something of the crafts, from the bitter to the sweet, is to reach knowledge of what in them is faulty and what correct, so that you can then distinguish between the inferior and the superior, even to the point where you can determine the best of the superior and recognize levels of excellence.

This being the case, you know that it is insufficient in terms of the science of eloquence that you set up a certain analogy to it or describe it in a general sense, and that you speak about it without restraint.

You are therefore not at all knowledgeable about it until you have classified speech and extracted its essence, and have placed your hand on the characteristics that are manifest in the ordering [naẓm] of words and enumerate them one by one and name thing after thing, so that your knowledge becomes that of skilled workmanship, knowing the place of each thread of silk in a brocade, and every panel of wood in the woodwork of the door of a joiner, and every brick of the bricks in the building of a mason.

ولو كان قولُ القائل لك فى تفسير الفصاحة : (( إنها خصوصية فى نَظْمِ الكلم و ضمِّ بعضِها إلى بعض على

طَريقٍ مخصوصة ، أو على وجوه تظهر بها الفائدة)) ، أو ما أشبه ذلك من القولِ المجمل ، كافياً فى معرفتها، و

مُغْنِياً فى العلم بها ، لكفى مِثْلُه فى معرفة الصِّناعات كُلِّها . فكان يكفى فى معرفة نَسْج الديباج الكثيرِ

التَّصاوير أن تعلم أنه ترتيب للغَزْل على وجه مخصوص ، و ضمٌّ لطَاقاتِ الِإبْرِيسَمِ بعضها إلى بعض على

.طُرُق شَتَّى . و ذلك ما لا يقوله عاقلٌ

و جملة الأمر أنك لن تعلَم فى شىء من الصِّناعاتِ علماً تُمِرُّ فيه و تُحْلِى ، حتى تكون ممن يعرفُ الخَطَأ فيها

من الصواب ، و يَفْصِل بين الإساءة و الإحسان ، بل حتّى تُفاضِل بين الإحسانِ و الاحسان ، و تعرف طبقات

.المحسنين

و إذا كان هذا هكذا ، علمت أنه لا يكفى فى علم \ (( الفصاحة )) أن تنصِبَ لها قياساً ما ، و أَن تصفها

وصفاً مُجْمَلًا، وتقول فيها قولًا مُرْسَلًا بل لا تكون من معرفتها فى شىء ، حتى تفصِّلَ القول و تُحَصِّلَ ، و تضعَ

اليدَ على الخصائص التى تعرضُ فى نظم الكلم و تَعُدَّها واحدةً واجدة ، و تُسَمِّيَها شيئاً شيئاً ، و تكونَ

معرفتك معرفة الصنَّعَ الحَاذِق الذى يعلم عِلْمَ كل خيطٍ من الِإبْريسَم الذى فى الديباج ، و كُلِّ قطعةٍ من القطع

.الَمنْجُورة فى الباب المقطَّع ، و كل آجُرَّة من الآجُرِّ الذى فى البناء البديع

What follows in the body of his book is an analysis of the naẓm of hundreds of lines of poetry and verses from the Qur’ān, as well as a few sample sentences that he invents when he needs to make his point immediately clear. Although by the terms of his analogy a word is like a thread of silk and a poem like a brocade, and a word is like a panel of wood and a poem like a door, and a word is like a brick and a poem is like a building, because al-Jurjānī is not a poet constructing a poem but a scholar constructing an argument, by the end of his book it is obvious that he has woven together lines of poetry and verses of the Qur’ān to form a brocade of language representing what is most rhetorically powerful and beautiful in all of Arabic literary production.

Although making artisans of poets (and, by extension, implying that the creator of the Qur’ān is an artisan as well, although al-Jurjānī never dares make this analogy explicit) might seem odd to Euro-American readers who remain attached to Romantic notions of poets as great artists rather than mere craftsmen, al-Jurjānī’s purpose is to redirect attention from meaning to form.4 Since determining what individual verses or groups of verses of the Qur’ān mean has been the primary task of the commentaries (with perhaps the demonstration of the Qur’ān’s perfection and normativity as a secondary task) since at least the early ‘Abbāsid, al-Jurjānī’s insistence that one thinks of poetry and the Qur’ān in the same way that one thinks of brocade, doors and buildings, things not normally read for meaning (although this will change when reading the Alhambra’s walls in the next chapter), is a radical gesture. Brocade, doors and buildings do, of course, have meaning as well, but it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate this meaning from awareness of their form and, perhaps, function. Al-Jurjānī compares the composition of poetry to the work of a goldsmith in order to show how easy it is to misunderstand the source of its merit (Jurjānī, 254–55):

It is known that speech works like jewelry in a goldsmith’s mold; meaning is like the molten metal cast into the mold, like silver or gold from which a ring or bracelet is forged. Just as it is the case that when you want to understand the forging of a ring and the excellence of a work and its substance, you look to the silver that carries the form, or to the gold that this labor and craft have cast into this form, it is also the case that when you want to know where the quality and superiority of speech are to be found you look to its naked meaning. However, if we prefer one ring over another for its superior silver, or for the most precious stone set in it, this is not a preference for it as a ring as such. In this way, it must be the case that when we prefer one line of poetry over another with regard to its meaning, this is not a preference for it as poetry or speech as such.

و معلوم أن سبيلَ الكلام سبيلُ التصوير و الصِّياغة ، و أنَّ سبيل الَمعْنَى الذى يعبَّر عنه سبيلُ الشىء الذى يقع

التَّصوير و الصوغُ فيه ، كالفضة و الذهب يصاغ مِنْهما خاتَمٌ أو سِوَارٌ. فكما أن محالًا إذا أنت أردتَ النَّظَر

فى صَوْغ الخاتَم ، و فى جَوْدة العَمل و رداءته ، أن تَنْظُر إلى الفِضّةِ الحاملةِ لتلك الصورة ، أو الذهب الذى

وقع فيه ذلك العمل و تلك الصنعة كذلك محال إذا أردتَ أن تَعْرِف مكان الفضلِ و المزيّة فى الكلام ، أن تنظر

فى مُجَرَّد معناه و كما أنَّا لو فضَّلنا خاتَماً على خاتَمٍ ، بأن تكون فِضَّة هذا أجود ، أو فَصُّه أنفس، لم يكن ذلك

تفضيلًا له من حيث هو خاتَم كذلك ينبغى إذا فَضَّلنا بيتاً على بيت من أَجْل مَعْناه ، أن لا يكون تفضيلًا له من

.حيث هو شِعْرٌ و كلامٌ. و هذا قاطعٌ ، فاعرفه

Just as a ring or bracelet is mistakenly valued for the silver or gold that composes it, so is poetry or speech mistakenly valued for the meaning out of which a poet constructs a poem. For al-Jurjānī the study of poetry and the rhetoric of the Qur’ān has been obsessed with meaning when it should be attentive to form.

Putting aside the question of evaluation, which admittedly is one of al-Jurjānī’s primary interests, I want to borrow from his analogies and methodologies in order to reconsider the relationship between poetry and the Qur’ān in a broader sense. For al-Jurjānī, poetry and the Qur’ān meet where the scholar sees, records and analyzes the mechanics of textual beauty and power. I would like to suggest that although in the commentaries poetry and the Qur’ān intersect most obviously at moments of ambiguity, uncertainty or unreadability, where, borrowing al-Jurjānī’s comparison of poets to artisans, the threads of the brocade of Qur’āno-arabic discourse-brocade unravel and fray, the bricks laid by the mason sit unevenly upon each other, and the decor set upon a door by a joiner has darkened to illegibility—these intersections or poetry and Qur’ān are neither merely occasional nor end-stopped. They run beyond the limits imposed by the commentary form. The relationship between these Umayyad poets and the Qur’ān is intertextual—both poetry and the Qur’ān depend on each other for the generation of meaning—or perhaps even intratextual, since al-Jurjānī demonstrates, whether intentionally or not, that poetry is the warp and the Qur’ān the woof of a single intertextured Qur’āno-arabic discourse.

The opening of verse 255 of the Sūrat al-Baqara (of the cow) provides an example of how the naẓm of words in the Qur’ānic text affects the experience of it, although perhaps not in quite the way al-Jurjānī means. The verse initiates a series of evocations of God’s bounty, power and distinction from human beings (2:255):

God—there is no god but He, alive and eternal, whom neither drowsiness (sinatun) nor sleep (nawmun) ever seizes;

The commentators al-Ṭabarī, al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī (who hews fairly closely, as usual, to the analysis of al-Zamakhsharī) take great pains to explain the difference between the words sinatun and nawmun, the latter being a very common word for sleep. Sina (the uninflected version of the word, stemming from the triconsonantal root w-s-n) is a less common word, whose meaning is given by commentators in “speculative glosses aiming at establishing a difference between this word and nawm, which is however most prob. its synonym” (Ambros, s.v., w-s-n). Elevated discourse in Classical Arabic often pairs words with the same or similar meanings in order to emphasize them and to add to the rhythmic amplitude of the spoken word. The commentaries nonetheless insist on differentiating between these two words. All three cite a line by ‘Adī ibn al-Riqā‘, while al-Ṭabarī also cites two additional lines from the pre-Islamic poet al-A‘shā Maymūn ibn Qays. Al-Bayḍāwī explains what is at stake in this passage of the Qur’ān (al-Bayḍāwī, 1.154):

Sina is the lassitude that precedes sleep [nawm] . . . [here he cites the line of poetry] Sleep [nawm] is the state that befalls the living creature due to the slackening of the sinews of the brain from the moisture of ascending vapors, so that the internal senses suspend the sensations straightaway, and dispatch drowsiness [sina] upon him . . . This phrase rejects any anthropomorphism of God and confirms that His existence is of everlasting life, while for one whom languor [nu‘ās] or sleep [nawm] seizes, the spending of a life is brief in plan and conduct.

…السنة فتور يتقدم النوم قال ابن الرقاع

والنوم حال تعرض للحيوان من استرخاء أعصاب الدماغ من رطوبات الأبخرة المتصاعدة، بحيث تقف الحواس

الظاهرة عن الإحساس رأساً، وتقديم السنة عليه … والجملة نفي للتشبيه وتأكيد لكونه حياً قيوماً، فإن من

أخذه نعاس أو نوم كان موؤف الحياة قاصراً في الحفظ والتدبير، ولذلك ترك العاطف فيه وفي الجمل التي

.بعده

Al-Bayḍāwī describes a complex process by which living, created beings are made to sleep, something that never happens to God; the commentator is anxious to dispel any notion that the Qur’ān anthropomorphizes God. Al-Zamakhsharī, for his part, recounts a ḥadīth about Mūsa [Moses] that further represents how God cannot be overtaken by sleep (Zamakhsharī, 1.384):

He asked the angel (and it was like a request from his people for a vision): Does our lord sleep [yanāmu]? So God sent a vision to him in which they beat him three times and did not let him sleep [yanāmu], then he said, Take with your hand two bottles, and he took them up, and God sent languor [nu‘ās] upon him so that he struck one bottle with the other and broke both of them. Then he sent a vision to him: Say to them that truly I am holding up the heavens with one bottle and the earth with the other and if sleep [nawm] or languor [nu‘ās] were to seize me, both would cease to be.

أنه سأل الملائكة (وكان ذلك من قومه كطلب الرؤية): أينام ربنا؟ فأوحى الله إليهم أن يوقظوه ثلاثاً ولا يتركوه

ينام، ثم قال : خذ بيدك قارورتين مملوءتين. فأخذهما، وألقى الله عليه النعاس فضرب إحداهما على الأخرى

.فانكسرتا، ثم أوحى إليه : قل لهؤلاء إني أمسك السموات والأرض بقدرتي، فلو أخذني نوم أو نعاس لزالتا

Why do al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamakhsharī feel compelled to bother citing poetry at all, since the ḥadīth about Mūsa explains why God cannot be overtaken by sleep both clearly and vividly? Unfortunately for the argument they wish to make, this ḥadīth does not actually contain the word they wish to explain. Rather than provide an example in context that demonstrates what sina means, the anecdote about Mūsa introduces yet a third term nu‘ās meaning sleep of some kind. Al-Bayḍāwī’s explanation of the distinction between various kinds or stages of sleep is obviously based on al-Zamakhsharī’s citation of the Mūsa anecdote, since in this context the only reason to call this sort of almost-sleep nu‘ās rather than sina is that the ḥadīth was transmitted that way. The citation of Ibn al-Riqā‘, however, not only provides evidence for the meaning of sina, but also provides evidence for the word’s existence. The word nu‘ās, which I have translated languor, as given in the ḥadīth, is insufficient to illuminate God’s puzzling sleeplessness; the commentators must then turn to poetry in order to report the existence of sina, which I have translated drowsiness.

Al-Ṭabari’s citations of al-A‘shā further complicate the discussion of how one (although never God) comes to be seized or taken up by sleep. He cites the poet, whose nickname means “night-blind,” as “proof” (al-dalīl, the singular of dalā’il) of sina as the “thickening” (khathūra) of sleep in the eye (Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 3.11):

She serves her bedfellow when she draws near, soon after languor [nu‘ās] and before drowsiness [wasan].



	

	بُعَيْدَ النُّعاسِ وَقَبْلَ الوَسَنْ

	تُعاطِي الضَّجِيعَ إذَا أقْبَلَتْ





For al-Ṭabarī it seems there are stages of sleep, or stages through which one passes on the way to reaching full slumber, and these stages are recorded in Arabic poetry (although slumber is not the sort of valiant act that merits memorialization, nonetheless the rare word’s presence in the poetic lexicon is a reminder of poetry’s function as repository for Arab culture). According to him, the Qur’ān distinguishes between nawm and sina (of which wasan is a variant from the same triconsonantal root) because poets, as the registrars of the Arabic language, have safeguarded words in all their precision. Unfortunately, since nawm is absent from the line, it is not certain that wasan’s meaning is not “sleep” rather than “drowsiness.” The line may be drawing a distinction between languor and sleep, rather than between languor and drowsiness with sleep understood as the missing stage. The slightly different version of the line in al-A‘shā’s dīwān (in a poem in praise of Qays ibn Ma‘di Yakarib al-Kindā) further complicates the matter (al-A’shā, 52):

20.She serves her bedfellow when she draws near, soon after sleep [ruqād] when he was drowsy [wasan].



	

	بُعَيْدَ الرُّقَادِ وَ عِنْدَ الوَسَنْ

	٢٠ تُعَاطِى الضَّجِيعَ إِذَا أَقْبَلَتْ





In this case, ruqād seems to be a synonym for nawm, both meaning “sleep.” When the poet says that the bedfellow was ‘inda al-wasn (literally “he had sleepiness” or, as I have translated it above “was drowsy”), wasn/sina then appears to be not a stage on the way to sleep but an attribute of someone waking up from sleep. Ruqād can substitute for nu‘ās, not necessarily because they mean the same thing, but because they are metrically identical, which fits perfectly with al-Jurjānī’s notion of tarṣī (the serial use of metrically identical words). Replacing either with nawm would make the line’s rhythm irregular, so it does not fit. A note in al-A‘shā’s dīwān comes full circle, by defining al-wasn as al-nawm, insisting that they are synonyms. Perhaps this is why neither al-Zamakhsharī nor al-Bayḍāwī choose follow al-Ṭabarī’s example of citing al-A‘shā.

The other line from al-A‘shā cited by al-Ṭabarī, from a poem in praise of someone named al-Aswad ibn al-Mundhir al-Lakhmiyya, however, makes it difficult to see nawm and sina as synonymous. Because it is all but incomprehensible in isolation, I have translated both the line cited and the one preceding it in the poem as collected in the dīwān (al-A‘shā, 41):

15.It is as if aged wine from al-Isfinṭ had been mixed with fresh water;

16.The flow at first dawn in the drowsiness [sina] of sleep [nawm] washes over thorns of milk-thistle



	

	طِ مَمْزُوجَةً مماءٍ زُلَالِ

	١٥ وَ كَأَنَّ الخَمْرَ العَتيقَ مِن الِإسْفِنْ



 
	

	مِ فَتَجْرِي خِلالَ شَوْكِ السَّيالِ

	١٦ باكَرَتْها الأغْرَابُ في سِنَةِ النَّوْ





These lines compare the saliva of the poet’s beloved washing over her teeth to a mixture of aged wine and sweet water, while the teeth are represented as the white blossoms of the milk-thistle. The significance of sleep and drowsiness to the evocation of the beloved is unclear and, unfortunately, the surrounding lines are unilluminating on this point. Relevant to al-Ṭabarī’s desire to explain the significance of Qur’ān 2:255 is that here sina does not precede nawm, nor is it equivalent to nawm, but instead it is an attribute of nawm.

The first line that all three commentators cite to elucidate Qur’ān 2:255 is also difficult to understand out of context, so I will look at it as part of the nasīb in which it is found. The complication here is that the poem presently exists in two versions of different length and line-order. A 1990 edition provides a mere six lines, while a 1987 edition gives a much more fulsome thirty-seven. The discrepancy might give pause in considering the cited line within context, since scholars do not agree on the reconstruction of that context. Nonetheless, al-Riqā’ is most celebrated for the “grace of his nasīb” and both recensions agree on the identity of the several lines immediately surrounding the line in question (Pellat, 1986 (1) 196). Although I follow the 1987 edition, I have consulted the notes of the 1990 edition as well (Ibn al-Riqā‘, 1987, 121–24; Ibn al-Riqā‘, 1990, 99–100).

1.Halt at the traces of the abandoned encampments between al-Dha’īb and Ghayb al-Nā‘im that many who have come here before have effaced,

2.And which, along the drag-track of the hyenas to the gazelles’ hiding place, are covered behind me in the unknown of its accumulated dust.

3.Let us visit the ashes, as if her texts [mutūn] on the ground about her pilgrimages were the backs [mutūn] of gray doves.

4.And so I became gloomy, as if my memory of what I had known of her were but the ramblings of a dreamer.

5.Then I returned to my senses and said after a moment, “What reply would a close- mouthed mute give?”

6.Afflictions beset me, after which my eyelids choked with rivulets of grief.

7.If not for shyness and my sight grown dim and my hair gray, I would have visited Umm al-Qāsim.

8.It was as if, amid the women, the sharp contrast of the black and white of her eyes was like that of a fat oryx doe;

9.He drowses [wasnānu]; though languor [nu‘ās] has felled him and drowsiness [sina] wheels in his eye, he is not sleeping [nā’im].

10.Her chitchat hunts the sleepless among men, while her bliss takes wing on the wind of sleep.

11.When she smiled, there appeared one sweet to the taste from whom he’d been separated, by which she startled the heart of the dreamer.

12.Out of error after the boy had gone, my gaze met the intense contrast of black and white in the eyes of tender girls.

13.They fear the baldness of the men and their gray hair; they love tenderly the nature of every slim violent man.



	

	بين الذؤيبِ و بين غَيْبِ النّاعِمِ

	١ أَلِْممْ على طَلَلٍ عفا متقادِمِ



 
	

	بَعْدِي بمُنْكَرِ تُرْبِها المتراكِمِ

	٢ بمَجَرِّ أَهْبِرَةِ الكِناسِ تَلَفَّعَتْ



 
	

	في الأرضِ عن حِجَجٍ متونُ حمائِمِ

	٣ لنزورَ أَرْمِدَةً كأَنَّ مُتُونَها



 
	

	مما عَرِفْتُ بها تَوْهُمُ حالِمِ

	٤ فظَلِلْتُ مُكْتَئِباً كأنَّ تذكّري



 
	

	ماذا يَرُدُّ سؤالُ أخْرَسَ كاظِمِ

	٥ ثمّ انتبهتُ و قلتُ بعدَ لجاجَةٍ



 
	

	شَرِقَ الجفونُ بماءِ شجوٍ ساجِمِ

	٦ و تجلَّتِ الكأباءُ عنّي بَعْدَما



 
	

	فيه المشيبُ لزرتُ أُمَّ القاسمِ

	٧ لولا الحياءُ و أنَّ رأسِيَ قد عَشَا



 
	

	عَيْنَيْهِ أَحْوَرُ من جآذِرِ جاسِمِ

	٨ و كأنَّها وَسْطَ النساءِ أعارَها



 
	

	في عَيْنِهِ سِنَةٌ وليسَ بنائِمِ

	٩ وَسْنَانُ أَْقصَدَهُ النعاسُ فَرَنَّقَت



 
	

	و تطيرُ لذَّتُها برُوح النائِمِ

	١٠ يصطادُ يَقظانَ الرجالِ حديثُها



 
	

	عَذْبٌ تروعُ بهِ فؤادَ الحالِمِ

	١١ و اذا هي ابتسمَتْ بدا مُتَشَتِّتٌ



 
	

	نَظَرِي إل حُورِ العيُونِ نواعِمِ

	١٢ و من الضلالةِ بَعْدَ ما ذَهَبَ الصِّبا



 
	

	و يَمِقْنَ شِيمَةَ كلِّ أَهْيَفَ عارِمِ

	١٣ يَذْعَرْنَ مِن صَلَعِ الرجال وشَيْبِهِمْ





This nasīb, which comprises roughly half the extant poem, opens with a series of images about the difficulty of looking for the traces of the abandoned encampments. They have been effaced by others who have passed that way before, hyenas have dragged kill over them, and dust has fallen on them. The frustration of looking for the traces is like reading the undifferentiated backs of gray doves. The poet wonders if he has merely dreamed her, and then reminds himself that his surroundings cannot speak to him. The obscurity of the present gives way to the clarity of the past—the stark contrast between the black and white of his beloved’s eyes are the opposite of the indistinguishability of the traces. The poet seems to wake from the drowsiness of his nostalgic dream to look into the eyes of girls looking at him.

The first five lines not only give concrete expression to the desperation of the poet attempting to trigger memories of the lost beloved, but also thematize more generally the attempt to discern among things that are essentially the same (like all the words under discussion that seem to mean more or less the same thing: sina/wasn, nawm, nu‘ās, ruqād). In some ways, the search for traces of the abandoned encampments among hyena drag-tracks and ashes undifferentiated as dove-backs is not wholly unlike the attempt to distinguish between words that all mean one sort of sleep or another. In other words, the vast lexicon of Arabic poetry not only promises to be useful—even if that promise is not always kept, due to the complexities and contradictions within the textual and historical parameters of that lexicon—in defining words in the Qur’ān whose meanings have been lost or have somehow slid into ambiguity, but the images that embody the obsessions embedded in the structure of Arabic poetry itself inform the preoccupations of the philologists and grammarians staring at texts. Ibn al-Riqā‘ stares at things that look the same, and although he fails to differentiate between them, and is never certain that he has found the right ashes—and even if he has they look like something else anyway—that would connect him again to his beloved, it is the relentless quest for significance that unleashes the memories. The commentators’ scouring of the dīwān/dīwāns of the Arabs for individual words leads them to lines of poetry that provide them with ambiguous, contradictory and puzzling evidence that nonetheless allows them to better understand the Qur’ānic text.

Al-Zamakhsharī extrapolates from line 9 of Ibn al-Riqā‘’s poem that (Zamakhsharī, 1.384)

Sina is what precedes sleep [nawm], from the lassitude [fatūr] which is called languor [nu‘ās].

.والسنة: ما يتقدّم النوم من الفتور الذي يسمي النعاس

Al-Ṭabarī extracts (Ṭabarī, Tafsīr, 3.10–11)

Languor [nu‘ās] does not seize him so that he is languid [fayan‘isu], and he does not sleep [nawm] so that sleep [nawman] weighs heavily. Wasn is the thickening of sleep [nawm] . . .

 . . . لا يأخذه نعاس فينعس، ولا نوم فيستثقل نوماً. والوسن: خثورة النوم

The odd thing is that the sleep of line 9 is not—and cannot be—actual sleep. As the note in the 1987 edition of the dīwān points out, the sleep in this line is merely metaphorical. Recalling the extraordinary beauty of his beloved’s eyes, the poet enters a sort of dream state of nostalgia, struck so hard by the languor this state induces it all but kills him. The beloved flies off (again metaphorically, one must presume) on the bliss of her own sleep to hunt down [yuṣṭādu] other, fully sleepless men. If the sole reality within the world of this nasīb is the poet’s attempt to find the site where he last knew the lost beloved, with everything else memory or imagination, then the sleep [nā’im], languor [nu‘ās] and drowsiness [sina] found there are not stages of slumber, but notations to a state of mind both too confused and too rich for sleep—or any of its synonyms, stages or attributes—to mean but one thing. By reconnecting the Qur’ān to this poetry, the commentators remind the reader that it is a human state of mind against which God defines himself, regardless of whether He simply never sleeps, or if He never sleeps and is never drowsy.

Sometimes Qur’ān commentators face not two words that seem to have one meaning, but instead one word that may have two (or more) distinct meanings. In his Ma‘ānī al-Qur’ān (Meanings of the Qur’ān), the grammarian al-Farrā’ (d. 822) examines what appears to be an anomaly in the usage of a word at the beginning of Sūrat al-Bayinna (of clear proof) (98:1–3):

Those who disbelieved among the People of the Book and the Associationists were not munfakkīna until clear proof came to them, a messenger from God who recited purified pages, on which are correct writings.

Munfakkīna, the active participle of the verb infakka in the accusative (due to the verb kāna), has proven resistant to translation, as a survey of renditions into European languages indicates: “stop” (Cleary), “leave off” (Arberry), “of diverse views” (Khalidi), “did not desist” (Dawood), “sich lösen” (to disengage; Paret), abtrünnig (disloyal, separatist; Henning), “non cesseranno” ([they] did not stop; Piccardo), “ne se trouvaient point déliés” ([they] did not find themselves released; Blachère), “ne se sont divisé en deux parties” ([they] were not divided into two camps, Kasimirski), “no estaban desligados” ([they] were not separated, Vernet). This diversity reflects the several meanings of the verb according to Lane: to become separated from, to become dislocated, to be freed, to be released, to cease, to desist, and to stop (Lane, s.v., f-k-k). Extrapolating from these definitions of the verb infakka, munfakkīna might mean “those who stop,” “those who leave off,” “those who hold diverse views,” “those who did not desist,” “those who disengage,” “those who are separatists,” “those who did not stop,” “those who do not find themselves released,” “those who are not divided into two camps,” or “those were not separated.” How does one determine which meaning is most appropriate for this verse of the Qur’ān? By turning to poetry, naturally.

Al-Farrā‘ describes the challenge of the verse’s ambiguous deployment of munfakkīna before citing a line by Dhū al-Rumma, whose poetry I have already explored in Chapter 1 (al-Farrā’, 281):

Perhaps al-infikāk [the verbal noun form of the pattern VIII verb infakka] indicates yuzālu [he leaves/quits/abandons]. It would be the al-infikāk [leaving/quitting/abandoning] of someone/something you know. If it indicated yazālu [to abate/come to an end] then there must be a pronoun which is object of the verb, and must be accompanied by a negation. For you say, “I did not stop [anfakaktu] mentioning you,” which means “I did not stop [zaltu] mentioning you.” If it had the other meaning, yuzālu, you would say, “I am leaving you,” and “something is leaving something,” without negation and without a verb after it.

وقد يكون الانفكاك على جهةِ يُزال ، و يكون على الانفكاك الذى تعرفه ، فإذا كانت على جهة يَزال فلا بد لها من

: فعل ، و أن يكون معها جحد ، فتقول : ما انفككت أذكرك ، تريد : ما زلت أذكرك ، فإذا كانت على غير معنى

…يزال، قلت: قد انفككت منك ، و انفك الشيء من الشىء، فيكون بلا جحد ، و بلا فعل

Al-Farrā‘ is pointing out that the reader expects both a sign of negation and a direct object with the verb infakka (and, by extension, with the active participle of the verb), but that the passage contains neither. Lam, the negating particle in the Arabic original, comes at the beginning of the sentence (where it is awkward to place “not” in English translation) and negates yakun (a conjugation of kāna, to be), rather than any derivative of infakka. This grammatical analysis points out the semantic problem with the passage; the Qur’ān does not tell us what it is that either the People of the Book (meaning Jews and Christians) or the Associationists stopped doing (what is the verb?) or abandoned (what is the noun?), and so on, which makes it difficult to determine which of the word’s meanings would be appropriate. In any case, the negation that begins the Arabic is part of a construction that includes ḥattā (until). This is a way of expressing not that something ended or was stopped, but instead that it began at a particular moment. When they receive evidence—the Qur’ān? the Prophet Muḥammad?—the People of the Book and the Associationists stopped or abandoned a particular practice or belief or something else that the Qur’ān leaves ambiguous. I would be tempted to translate “the People of the Book and the Associationists weren’t about giving anything up until. . . ,” since part of the point of leaving out the direct object seems to be that the emphasis is laid on the action of stopping/ending/desisting rather than whatever it is they might stop or end. What matters, after all, is not what ends, but rather what the Prophet Muḥammad causes them to begin, which is hearken to the Qur’ān and, implicitly, convert to Islam. For that reason that thing which is abandoned or that action which has stopped is left unspecified.

According to al-Farrā‘, the line of poetry by Dhū al-Rumma suggests that the word in question means “abandon” rather than “stop.” The version cited by the commentator is nearly identical to that in the dīwān, since only the first word and the ensuing negating particle differ (al-Farrā’, 281):

Young-but-strong she-camels, which you do not abandon except when on their knees famished, or by which you cross a desolate land.



	

	على الخسف أو ترمى بها بلداً قفرا

	قلائص لا تنفك إلَّا مُناخة





Instead of qalā’iṣ, which according to Kasimirski is the plural for “a young she-camel already appropriate to carry loads or to be mounted, but that does not yet have its adult teeth in the front (since then she would be called nāqa)” (Kasimirski, s.v., q-l-ṣ), the dīwān gives ḥarājīḥ, which according to Kasimirski is the plural for a “big, strong and quick she-camel” (Kasimirski, s.v., ḥ-r-j) and according to Lane is the plural for “Lean, lank, light of flesh, slender, or lank in the belly” when applied to a she-camel, but also “large-bodied” or “strong” (Lane, s.v., ḥ-r-j). Since Dhū al-Rumma is famous for having been exceptionally useful to eighth-century lexicographers “due to the great number of rare expressions used by the poet,” and since “the profuse richness of the poet’s descriptions of the camel, onager and oryx and the desert . . . aroused admiration,” it should not be a surprise to find rare words for she-camels in the two versions of the line (Blachère, 1991, 246). It is also hard to imagine something more substantial than a camel abandoned by a Bedouin to stand in contrast to the uncertainty and insubstantiality of what is (possibly) being abandoned in the passage from the Qur’ān.

Indeed, the carefully-observed and minutely-described world of the qaṣīda by Dhū al-Rumma, from which the line cited by al-Farrā‘ (line 17) is taken, is the perfect foil for the abstractions of the punishments threatened and rewards promised in the shorter and (according to traditional understanding of the Qur’ān’s composition, therefore) earlier sūras. Although Dhū al-Rumma was a Muslim, the world he evokes is still imbued with at least the aesthetic values of the pre-Islamic period, valuing even while regretting the particular and ephemeral, which stand in stark contrast to the images such as “gardens of Eden below which rivers flow” (98:8) that evoke general and eternal landscapes (Ḍhū al-Rumma, 482–85):

1.My soul heaved one nightfall at Mushrif, and the day we were separated by the sands of Ḥuzwā I said to it, “Patience!”

2.It yearned for Mayya like the camel trembling with impatience longs for home; passion summons him and he wants to be free from his confining fetters.

3.I said, “Pause, O my two companions at the remnants, overgrown with weeds, her stopping places deserted for an age.”

4.Your eyes are troubled by them until it is as if they have satisfied a vow with the flow of tears.

5.There is no Mayya unless you visit Mushrif or the desert sands of the traces of her abandoned encampments, deserted remnants,

6.Effaced by winter rains, the steady east winds of summer dumped dust over them.

7.The oryx doe does not pasture where sand has fallen, the dripping morning cloud clothes her with green leaves.

8.From the heights she descended to a watering trough and faced a long band of dusky-white sand dunes.

9.She saw a solitary man; she approached, and expressed no fear except in turning her face away.

10.A beauty great as Mayya’s would one night rip a hole or a gash in your heart;

11.As would her face like the sun’s pure first rays, her glance shattering this heart already broken.;

12.As would her eye, as if the two Babylonians had confounded your heart with magic one day at Ma‘qula,

13.As would her teeth, white like the chamomile with which strands of sand cover themselves, though neither near salt marsh nor sea.

14.As would her long neck and breast of purest white, yet unsullied by his staining sweat.5

15.O Mayya, what could make known to you where we changed camels? The gaunt-jawed ruddy Yemeni she-camel

16.Has left far behind her the rugged highlands while before her are the twists and turns of the valleys of Khaffān clad with lote-trees,

17.Lean-lanked she-camels, which you do not abandon except when on their knees famished, or by which you cross a desolate land.



	

	وَيَوْمَ لِوى حُزْوَى فَقُلْتُ لَهَا صَبْرا

	١ لَقَدْ جَشَأَتْ نَفْسِي عَشِيَّةَ مُشْرِفٍ



 
	

	دَعَاهُ الهَوَى فآرْتَادَ مِنْ قَيْدِهِ قَصْرا

	٢ تَحِنُّ إلى مَيٍّ كَمَا حَنَّ نَازعٌ



 
	

	بِذِي الرِّمْثِ قَدْ أَقْوَتْ مَنَازِلُها عَصْرا

	٣ فَقُلتُ آربَعَا يَا صَاحِبيَّ بِدِمْنَهٍ



 
	

	تُحِلّانِ مِنْ سَفْحِ الدُّمُوعِ بِهَا نَذْرا

	٤ أَرَّشتْ بِهَا عَيْناكَ حَتَّى كَأَنَّما



 
	

	أَوِ الزُّرْقِ مِنْ أَطلالِها دِمَناً قَفْرا

	٥ وَ لَا مَيَّ إلّا أَنْ تَزُورَ بمُشْرِفٍ



 
	

	بِهَا نَائِجَاتُ الصَّيفِ شَرْقيَّةً كُدْرا

	٦ تَعَفَّتْ لِتَهتَال الشِّتاءِ وَ هَوَّشَتْ



 
	

	كَسَا الوَاكِفُ الغَادِي لَهَا وَرَقاً نَضْرا

	٧ فَمَا ظَبْيَةٌ تَرْعَى مَسَاقِطَ رَمْلَةٍ



 
	

	مِنَ الحَبْلِ ذِي الَأدْعَاصِ آمِلةً عُفْرا

	٨ تِلَاعاً هَرَاقَتْ عِنْدَ حَوْضى وَ قَابَلَتْ



 
	

	وَلَمْ تُبْدِ إلَّا فِي تَصَرُّفِها ذُعْرا

	٩ رَأتْ أَنَساً عِنْدَ الخَلَاءِ فَأَقْبَلَتْ



 
	

	لِتَجْعَلَ صَدْعاً فِي فُؤَادِكَ أَوْ وَقْرا

	١٠ بِأَحْسَنَ مِنْ مَيٍّ عَشِيَّةَ حَاوَلَتْ



 
	

	تَهِيضُ بِهَذَا القَلْبِ لَمحَتُهُ كَسْرا

	١١ بِوَجْهٍ كَقَرْنِ الشَّمْسِ حُرٍّ كَأَنَّما



 
	

	بِقَلْبِكَ مِنْهَا يَومَ مَعْقُلَةٍ سِحْرا

	١٢ وَ عَيٍْنٍ كَأَنَّ البَابِلِيَّيِنِ لَبَّسَا



 
	

	حَنَادِيجُ لَمْ تَقْرَبْ سِبَاخاً وَ لا بَحْرا

	١٣ وَ ذِي أُشُرٍ كَالُأقْحُوَانِ آرْتَدَتْ بِهِ



 
	

	إذَا لَمْ تَكُنْ مِنْ نَضْحِ جَادِيَّهِ صُفْرا

	١٤ وَ جِيدٍ وَ لَبّاتٍ نَواصِعَ وُضَّحٍ



 
	

	مُعَرَّقَةَ الَأَلْحِي يَمَانِيةً سُجْرا

	١٥ فَيَا مَيُّ مَا أَدْرَاكِ أَيْنَ مُنَاخُنَا



 
	

	ضَوَارِبُ مِنْ خَفَّانَ مُجْتابَةٌ سِدْرا

	١٦ قَدِ آكتَفَلَتْ بِالحَزْنِ وَ آعْوَجَّ دُونَها



 
	

	عَلى الخَسْفِ أَو نَرْمي بِهَا بَلَداً قَفْرا

	١٧ حَرَاجِيحَ مَا تَنْفَكُّ إلّا مُنَاخَةً





The reference in line 12 to the Qur’ānic account of the angels Hārūt and Mārūt who were sent to test the people of Babylon with magic (Sūrat al-Baqara, of the cow, 2:102), reminds the reader or listener that Dhū al-Rumma was a Muslim of the eighth century rather than an Associationist of the sixth. Even then, the line has no particular Islamic significance; Dhū al-Rumma instead assimilates figures from the Qur’ān to enrich the familiar image of the beloved’s bewitching gaze. Despite the reference to the Qur’ān, the poem does not stretch itself beyond the world of the pre-Islamic qaṣīda. This does not, however, prevent it from evoking the landscape and describing the she-camel in such a way that the reader or listener is convinced that Dhū al-Rumma knows both extremely well. What would it mean to abandon one’s she-camel when confronting the harsh desert, which stands in contrast to the lush vegetation described earlier in the poem? Juxtaposing this poem with Sūrat al-Baniyya not only offers insight into the meaning of munfakkīna, but also gives emotional depth to the act of abandonment or desisting performed by the People of the Book and Associationists upon the coming of the Prophet Muḥammad and the sending-down of the Qur’ān. The camel has already taken the poet through so much and so far from his beloved Mayya, only in an extreme case would he abandon her. Since the poem evokes the extremes of travel and the limits of the camel that would finally provoke the poet to abandon her, it is interesting that the next stage of the journey is through a valley forested with lote-trees. In the Sūrat al-Najm (of the star), the lote-tree marks the boundary beyond which is God, a signpost beyond which even prophets and angels may not pass (53:10–18). Although the poem postdates the Qur’ān by roughly a century, it evokes a desert little different from the deserts evoked in pre-Islamic poetry. Returning this verse of the Qur’ān to the idealized Bedouin context made explicit in Dhū al-Rumma’s poem lends the abandonment of pre-Islamic belief and practice the pathos of the abandonment in the desert of a camel, something done only in extremis, for the Arab was as attached to his Associationist creed as the Bedouin is to his camel. In this example, the Qur’ān needs poetry in order to fully realize the depths of emotional resonance it contains.

If, as al-Jurjānī claims, lines of poetry and verses of the Qur’ān depend on the ordering of words for their rhetorical power, what does it mean when a word is repeated in exactly the same form without any intervening word between them? Is this mere tautology? In the Sūrat al-Wāqi‘a (of the event), God says that at the Event (which is spelled out as the Resurrection in 56:47) there will be three groups of people. Those on the right go to Paradise, those on the left go to Hell, while the third group has a special place reserved for them. Called the sābiqūna, they will be waited upon by eternal boys bearing drink, of which they can imbibe all they want without fear of headaches, will recline on jewel-studded couches, and can have whatever they want to eat (56:15–26). Who are these lucky folks? (56:10–12):

And the sābiqūna are the sābiqūna, those are brought nearest in the gardens of bliss.

At first glance the Qur’ān seems to say that the sābiqūna are just that, the sābiqūna. It is no surprise that the commentators are unsatisfied with allowing the repetition to remain tautological. Al-Bayḍāwī explains who the sābiqūna might be and then cites a line of poetry by Abū al-Najm, who composed primarily in rajaz in praise of the Umayyads (d. after 724) (Pellat, 1986 (2) 142, Bayḍāwī 5.178). The sābiqūna are:

those who preceded (sabaqū) in faith and submission after the appearance of the Truth immediately and without hesitation, or preceded (sabaqū) in the acquisition of virtues and perfections, or who were prophets, for they came before the people of religions . . .

والذين سبقوا إلى الِإيمان والطاعة بعد ظهور الحق من غير تلعثم وتوان، أو سبقوا في حيازة الفضائل

…والكمالات، أو الأنبياء فإنهم مقدموا أهل الأديان

If I understand the Qur’ānic passage and al-Bayḍāwī’s gloss correctly, sābiqūna occurs twice because there are two distinct moments of precedence. This group of people were either the first to convert, the first to act virtuously, or the Prophets, who necessarily preceded the religions they founded (or that were founded through them). Because of this precedence, they will also take precedence among those in the gardens of bliss, they will be those who will be brought nearest to something or someone, presumably God, although perhaps it cannot be ruled out that the verse simply implies that they will have first dibs on the booze, the boys or the couches. They will have earned it.

Apparently content with the ambiguous reference of sābiqūna, al-Bayḍāwī does not turn to poetry to determine which of all the possible meanings he suggests is most likely, but instead to indicate an example of a word repeated in exactly the same form without any intervening word between them (Abū al-Najm, 106–7):

1.I am Abū al-Najm and my poetry is my poetry (shi‘rī shi‘rī) —

2.From God my deed!, not from some jinn’s possessing my chest —

3.From the everlasting words of passion.

4.While my eyes sleep my heart travels

5.With demons [al-‘afārīt] of a bleak land;

6.With a vast host it returns gaunt.

7.Among all the keen-sighted middle-aged mares is one who has not given birth;

8.She did not conceive although he was not sterile.

١ أنا أبو النَّجْم و شِعْري شِعري

٢ للَّهِْ دَرِّي مَا يُجِنُّ صَدْرِي

٣ مِنْ كَلِماتٍ باقياتِ الحَرِّ

٤ تَنامُ عَيْني وَ فُؤادي يَسْري

٥ مع العَفاريتِ بأَرضٍ قَفْرِ

٦ بِجَحْفَلٍ يَأتابُ ثُمَّ يَبْري

٧ مِنْ كُلِّ شَوْهاءَ عَوانٍ بِكْرِ

٨ حالَتْ حِيالًا لَمْ يَكنْ عَنْ عَقْرِ

This is the most expansive version of the poem; two other editions of his dīwān offer only two lines (Abū al-Najm, 1981, 99) or five (Abū al-Najm, 1993, 32). The mystery of the longest version of the poem is the relationship of lines 7 and 8 to the rest of it. Although the other two versions of the poem exclude these lines, I have retained them, because only this version includes line 6, whose connection with the rest of the poem does not strike me as wholly tenuous, although only verses 1 through 5 are fully and convincingly appropriate together.

What does Abū al-Najm mean by declaring shi‘rī shi‘rī, “my poetry is my poetry”? He sounds like nothing other than a Muslim poet attempting to practice a pre-Islamic art in a Muslim world, with the resulting awkwardness (or even schizophrenia) not unexpected. By “my poetry” the second time around, he means that his poetry does not result from jinn possession (“my poetry is my poetry”). As I pointed out in the Introduction, the Prophet Muḥammad fended off accusations that he was a jinn-possessed (and therefore majnūn, or crazy) poet by denying that he was a poet. Since Abū al-Najm is neither claiming prophethood nor denying that he is a poet, he says “my poetry” twice and ascribes his deed—the composition of poetry—to God, as if, he, too must defend himself, but as a poet in a prophet’s world. However, having, rather formulaically, invoked God, the poet then ascribes his poetry to the sort of “everlasting words of passion” found among pre-Islamic poets. And while the poet might not be possessed by a jinn, his heart is not averse to traveling with fierce demons of another sort through a bleak landscape. Since the travel with demon-companions is undertaken while the poet is asleep, perhaps the journey should be understood as a dream or even a wish. A century after the Prophet Muḥammad was accused of being jinn-possessed, the poet simultaneously rejects the possibility and allows for it in a different form and with a different level of consent. Although al-Bayḍāwī ostensibly uses the line of poetry from Abū al-Najm to gloss the Qur’ānic verse, in fact in this case it is the Qur’ān that lends meaning to the poem. Again, the Qur’ān and poetry work together in order to create meaning.

When al-Zamakhsharī (who is then echoed by al-Bayḍāwī) reaches the Sūrat al-Nūr (of light) in his commentary, he attempts to revise the usual meaning of a phrase with recourse to another citation from Dhū al-Rumma. This sūra is named for the elaborate metaphor comparing God to light that begins in verse 35. This section is followed by a description of God’s relationship to believers. The Qur’ān then builds on the metaphor of light and its opposite, darkness, as it turns to the relationship between God and those who do not believe (24:39–40):

While as for those who disbelieve, their works are like a mirage on a plain that a thirsty man believes is water until he reaches it, when he finds it is nothing. Yet he will find that God is before him and that He will pay his account in full. For God is swift in keeping accounts. Or their works are like layers of shadow in a fathomless sea, concealed by surging waves over it, in turn concealed by surging waves over them, and by dark clouds, some of which are over others; when one put forth his hand, he nearly did not see it/did not see it at all [lam yakad yarāhā], and one for whom God did not make light then has no light.

Al-Zamakhsharī is not content with the normal meaning given to lam yakad, which is “to nearly not do something.” Kasimirski lists the very same phrase found in the passage above, lam yakad yarāhā, as meaning “il l’a vue” (he saw it, it referring to his hand, which is grammatically feminine in French) [s.v., k-w-d]. The idea seems to be that the layers of shadow and waves upon waves and clouds upon clouds have left the landscape so dark that one can barely see one’s hand when outstretched, but one nonetheless can still see it. Lane takes up this issue at great length, as the meaning of lam yakad in this verse seems to have caused great controversy (Lane, s.v., k-w-d):

It is a well-known opinion of many, that, used affirmatively, it is negative; and used negatively, it is affirmative: so كَادَا زَيْدُ يَفْعَلُ means [Zeyd was near to doing/ but] he did not [or did not immediately].

He takes up the example of this very verse in the Qur’ān a few sentences later, finally admitting the following contradictory possibilities:

“He does not see it: or this means he is not near to seeing it: or, as some say, he sees it after his having been not near to seeing it by reason of the intenseness of the darkness: [or he hardly, or scarcely, or tardily, sees it].”

What is at stake? Why does it matter whether the hand can be seen, if barely, in the darkness or instead by no means can be seen? What light (or darkness) can poetry shed on the subject?

Al-Zamakhsharī wants the landscape to be still darker and so redefines the phrase. For him lam yakad yarāhā is (Zamakhsharī, 3.69)

Hyperbole for “he did not see it.” It means, he did not come close to seeing it, it was impossible that he see it.

.مبالغة في لم يرها؛ أي: لم يقرب أن يراها؛ فضلًا عن أن يراها

In other words, according to al-Zamakhsharī, the landscape was so dark that he came nowhere near to seeing his outstretched hand: “he did not even see it” or “he did not see it at all.” In order to make his argument, he cites Dhū al-Rumma. Following the two strands of the controversy, I offer my own two divergent translations:

When the distance between two lovers changed, the first feeling of passion of the love of Mayya had barely gone away.

When the distance between the two lovers changed, the first feeling of passion of the love of Mayya was nowhere near going away.



	

	رَسِيسُ الهَوَى مِنْ حُبِّ مَيَّةَ يَبْرَحُ

	إِذَا غَيَّرَ النَّأَيُ الُمحِبِّين لَمْ يَكَد





In the first translation of the line, the feeling of passion had gone away, while in the second, it had not. Can both meanings coexist? Dhū al-Rumma would have made for an inept and unconvincing poetic lover of the early eighth century if once the distance between him and Mayya changed (meaning that it had increased), he no longer experienced passion for her. The futility of this unsatisfied passion is the very point of the pre-Islamic and Umayyad nasīb. If poets got over their passion by simply moving away and moving on, an entire genre of poetry would have all but disappeared, and since neither the qaṣīda nor any of its elements were anywhere near going away in the first half of the eighth century, al-Zamakhsharī must be correct when he points out (Zamakhsharī, 3.69):

This means it had not come near to going away, for his situation was not going away, was it?

أي لم يقرب من البراح فما باله يبرح؟

It is clear that al-Zamakhsharī not only knew pre-Islamic and Umayyad poetry well, but that he understood the world view it represented, and used it to inform his interpretation of the Qur’ān. It makes no more sense for a poet to stop pining for his beloved than it does for the darkness imposed on unbelievers to be anything other than total. Why should an unbeliever be granted enough light to see his hand, especially in a sūra in which God Himself is described as light? It should be impossible for the poet-lover’s passion to dim and equally impossible for the unbeliever to see anything at all of God.

In the dīwān of Dhū al-Rumma there is a different version of the line cited. The construction lam yakad has disappeared, but the alternative version of the line in fact confirms al-Zamakhsharī’s argument (Dhū al-Rumma, 414):

6.When the distance between the two lovers changed, I did not feel the first stirrings of passion of the memory of Mayya go away.



	

	رَسَيسَ الهوى مِنْ ذِكرِ مَيَّةَ يَبْرَحُ

	٦ إذَا غَيَّرَ النَّأْيُ الُمحبّين َ لَمْ أجِدْ





I can only speculate as to why there are two versions, but by this point it should not come as a surprise. Perhaps someone over the centuries of transmission decided that lam yakad was too ambiguous or unfelicitous and changed it to the somewhat uncharacteristically awkward line currently in the dīwān. In other words, perhaps the very qualities of the line that made it valuable to al-Zamakhsharī caused it to disappear from the tradition. Indeed, a look at the first ten lines of the poem’s nasīb reveals the dīwān’s version of line 6 to be out of place in its tepidity (Dhū al-Rumma, 413–14).

1.O pair of stopping-places of Mayya, peace be upon you both! Though far away the far-off one still loves with every good intention.

2.From the setting of Arcturus to the setting of the Pleiades the rain does not cease to pour upon the two of you.

3.If the two of you had been roused, love would have returned to one yearning until the eye persisted in overflowing.

4.Yes—there was nearly a teardrop when I recognized the stopping place of Mayya, if I’d not shed tears I would have strangled.

5.When I’d nearly reached thirty, while my contemporaries had given up love, discernment had nearly returned to ignorance.

6.When the distance between the two lovers changed, I did not feel the first stirrings of passion at the memory of Mayya go away.

7.Being near her does not turn passion to boredom; love for her—even when she is absent from the abode—is not absent.

8.Do the livers of all lovers ulcerate as my liver ulcerates remembering Mayya?

9.When a memory of Mayya was branded on the heart [qalb], it nearly rent your heart [fu’ād].

10.The passions of hearts [al-qulūb] shift, yet I do not see the part of my heart [qalbī]that is yours bestowed on anyone but you.



	

	على النَّأْيِ و النّائي يَوَدُّ وَ ينصَحُ

	١ أَمَنْزِلَتَيْ مَيٍّ سَلَامٌ عَلَيْكُمَا



 
	

	وَنَوْءِ الثُّريّا وَابِلٌ مُتَبَطِّحُ

	٢ وَلَا زَالَ مِنْ نَوْءِ للسِّماكِ عَلَيْكُما



 
	

	لِذِي الشَّوقِ حَتَّى ظَلَّتِ العَيُنْ تَسفَحُ

	٣ وَ إِنْ كُنْتُمَا قَدْ هِجْتُمَا رَاجعَ الهوى



 
	

	لميَّةَ لَوْ لَمْ تُسْهِلِ الدَّمْعَ تَذْبَحُ

	٤ أَجَلْ عَبْرةً كَادَتْ لِعِرْفَانِ مَنْزِلٍ



 
	

	لِدَاتي وَ كَادَ الحِلمُ بالجَهْلِ يَرجَعُ

	٥ على حِيَنَ رَاهَقْتُ الثَّلاثين وآرْعَوَتْ



 
	

	رَسَيسَ الهوى مِنْ ذِكرِ مَيَّةَ يَبْرَحُ

	٦ إذَا غَيَّرَ النَّأْيُ الُمحبّين لَمْ أجِدْ



 
	

	وَلَا حُبُّها - إِن تَنْزَجِ الدَّارُ - يَنْزَحُ

	٧ فَلا القُرْبُ يُبْدي مِنْ هَوَاها مَلالةً



 
	

	كما كَبِدي مِنْ ذِكْرِ مَيَّهَ تَقْرَحُ

	٨ أَتَقرَحُ أَكْبَادُ الُمحِبّين كلِّهم



 
	

	على القلبِ كَادَتْ في فُؤَادِكَ تَجرَحُ

	٩ إذا خَطَرَتْ مِنْ ذِكْرِ مَيَّةَ خَطْرَةٌ



 
	

	نَصِيبَكِ مِنْ قَلبي لِغَيْرِكِ يُمنَحُ

	١٠ تَصَرَّفُ أَهْواءُ القُلُوبِ وَ لا أَرَى





This is not a poem reluctant to exaggerate. It does not simply rain, for example, but rains from the setting of Arcturus to the setting of the Pleiades. Since these stars are on opposite sides of the sky, that means it rains all night. In line 5 the poet says that others at his age had left off the sort of behavior that leaves him weeping for Mayya. In line 7 he insists that nearness to her never causes him to tire of his passion for her and that her physical absence does not register as emotional absence. In line 8 his liver ulcerates for her and, finally, in line 10 he mentions the heart four times using two distinct words. Amid these tears and storms and hearts, the matter-of-fact pronouncement of line 6 is strange. Much more in tune with the rest of the poem would be a passion nowhere near going away. Al-Zamakhsharī’s commentary strongly suggests that one should read the line in the form he transmits, but also to read it against the normal meaning of lam yakad as well. In this case, although the line of poetry is cited in a commentary whose goal is to explain the Qur’ān, instead it is the Qur’ān that glosses the poem, and perhaps even emends it. Since the Qur’ān and poetry are part of the same discourse, the absolute nature of the suffering meted out to the unbeliever corresponds to the absolute nature of the suffering meted out to the thwarted poet-lover. Again, commentary connects the Qur’ān to the emotional world of poetry, but in this case when the line of poetry does not seem to match the extreme nature of the verse in the Qur’ān, the line of poetry’s emotional valence must be recalibrated.

Since by the time of al-Zamakhsharī belief in the i‘jāz, or perfection/inimitability, of the Qur’ān had become a tenet of mainstream Islam, any anomaly in the text required explanation so that it could remain normative and exemplary. For this reason, a verse in the Sūrat Ṭāhā exercizes al-Zamakhsharī (with al-Bayḍāwī, as usual, not far behind). God gives encouragement to the Prophet Mūsā (Moses) who has just witnessed the magicians of the ruler of Egypt turn ropes into snakes. He says (20:69):

Throw down what is in your right hand, it will swallow what they have made. For what they have made is the trick of a magician [kaydu sāḥirin], and the magician [al-sāḥiru] does not prosper [lā yufliḥu], regardless of where he goes.

Elsewhere in the Qur’ān, in Sūrat Yūnas (of Jonas), when Mūsā is accused of performing magic by the ruler of Egypt he denies it (10:77).

Mūsā said, “Is this how you speak of the truth when it comes to you? Is this magic [siḥrun]? The magicians [al-sāḥirūna] do not prosper.

What is the difference between a magician (singular indefinite), the magician (singular definite) and the magicians (plural definite) in Arabic? Since neither al-Zamakhsharī nor al-Bayḍāwī offer any explanation of “magicians” in the plural definite form when it occurs in 10:77, it is obviously the discrepancy between “the magician” in the singular definite form following upon “a magician” in the singular indefinite form (while in 10:77 there is “magic” instead) that worries them. One might even ask if al-sāḥirūna should be translated “the magicians do not prosper” or “magicians do not prosper;” in English the first indicates that some particular magicians do not prosper, while the second indicates that magicians in general do not prosper. Mūsā seems to suggest that the collective of magicians do not prosper and therefore these magicians of the court in Egypt will not prosper either. In English, “the magician does not prosper,” could either mean that a particular magician does not prosper, or speaking in a more elevated and slightly archaic register, as if declaiming, it might mean that magicians in general do not prosper and this one in particular will not either. It seems clear from context that the Qur’ān intends in both cases that magicians in general do not, indeed never, prosper.

The translators of 20:69 do not agree on how best to convey its meaning, struggling with the varying ways their own languages express generality with specificity:

Cleary: . . . a magic trick; and the magician does not prosper . . .

Khalidi: . . . what they devised, but the sorcerer shall not prosper . . .

Dawood: . . . the deceitful show of a sorcerer. Sorcerers shall not prosper . . .

Arberry: . . . the guile of a sorcerer, and the sorcerer prospers not . . .

Rückert: . . . Zauberlist nur, doch unglücklich ist der Zaubrer . . .

Paret: . . . die List eines Zauberers. Dem, der Zaubereit treibt

Vernet: . . . artificio de brujo... el brujo no es afortunado.

Kasimirski: . . . un artifice de magicien; et le magicien ne prospère jamais . . .

Blachère: . . . artifice de magicien, or le magicien n’est point heureux . . .

Before citing a line of poetry from al-‘Ajjāj (d. 715), al-Bayḍāwī explains why “a magician” precedes “the magician” in 20:69 (Bayḍāwī, 4.32–33):

This means that this [al-sāḥir] is the collective noun, while the indefinite of the first occurrence [sāḥirin] is the indefinite of the construct state [muḍaf] as in the line from al-‘Ajjāj:

On that day the souls will see what has been prepared; in worldly striving [sa‘yi dunyā, literally “striving of the world”], extending what has been prolonged.

[applying what is learned by reading al-‘Ajjāj], it is as if it [the verse in the Qur’ān] had said instead “they produced magical tricks.”

:أي هذا الجنس وتنكير الأول لتنكير المضاف كقول العجاج



	

	فِي سَعْيِ دُنْيَا طَالَما قَدْ مَدَّتْ

	يَوْمَ تَرَى النُّفُسُ مَا أَعَدَّت





.كأنه قيل إنما صنعوا كيد سحري

Al-Bayḍāwī explains that here the construct form has an adjectival function, with the second term descriptive of the first. That is to say, the Qur’ān does not here refer to the trick of any magician in particular, but instead “magician” takes on the role of modifying “trick.” Al-Bayḍāwī eliminates the discrepancy between the indefinite and definite forms, by universalizing its meaning beyond the particular.

Al-Zamakhsharī is more expansive in his explanation (more accurately, al-Bayḍāwī’s analysis is a condensed version of al-Zamakhsharī’s). He explains, then cites al-‘Ajjāj, and finally adds a ḥadīth of the Caliph ‘Umar as further evidence (Zamakhsharī, 2.545):

This means that this [al-sāḥir] is the collective noun. You asked: So why is it indefinite in the first occurrence [sāḥirin] and definite in the second [al-sāḥir]? I replied: On the contrary, it is in its indefinite form on account of the indefinite form of the construct state, and not on account of its indefinite form itself . . . [citation of al-‘Ajjāj]

While in a ḥadīth of ‘Umar, may God be pleased with him, we find: “Neither an affair of this world or an affair of the hereafter.” Using the indefinite form of al-amr is as if saying “they did magical tricks” and “worldly striving” and “hereafterish affair.”

أي هذا الجنس. فإن قلت: فلم نكر أولًا وعرف ثانياً؟ قلت: إنما نكر من أجل تنكير المضاف، لا من أجل

…تنكيره في نفسه كقول العَجَّاج

وفي حديث عمر رضي الله عنه: لا في أمر دنيا ولا في أمر آخرة المراد تنكير الأمر، كأنه قيل: إن ما صنعوا

…كيد سحري. وفي سعي دنيوي. وأمر دنيوي وأخروي

Al-Zamakhsharī takes pains to apply his resolution of what had appeared to be a grammatical anomaly to the Qur’ānic passage, the line of poetry and the ḥadīth, implying, just as al-Jurjānī made explicit, that the function of language in all three discourses, regardless of the superiority of the Qur’ān’s rhetoric, is more or less the same. If in this poem there is worldly striving, and in this ḥadīth a hereafterish affair, in the Qur’ān there are magical tricks (rather than “tricks of a magician”).

Although al-‘Ajjāj was “famous for gharīb [rare words] and archaic, obsolete, specialized vocabulary” both he and his son Ru‘ba were also known for replacing components of pre-Islamic poetry with Islamic themes and often wrote about God and religious experiences (Jayyusi, 1983, 416; Zubaidi, 327). This was, generally speaking, more common in the rajaz meter in which he preferred to compose than in the qaṣīda, which was somewhat more resistant to Islamification. This is to say that although its appeal to early lexicographers is obvious, long before al-Jurjānī’s theories or al-Zamakhsharī’s commentaries, the poetry of al-‘Ajjāj was already substantially assimilated to Islam and the language of the Qur’ān. By this point, it should not be a surprise that the version of the line of poetry given in the commentaries differs from that found in the dīwān, where it is line 12 of a hymn (al-‘Ajjāj, 297–98):6

1–2.Praise be to God, by whose leave alone the heavens may come to rest;

3–4.By whose leave was revealed, to the earth and all that is unruly, established repose;

5–6.He fortified the land with anchoring and immoveable peaks; the Lord of the land,and of the slaves, and of the mountain tops;

7–8.He is the Maker of abundant rain that delivers from a year of drought, and the Gatherer of mankind on the appointed day.

9–10.After death he will make the dead live again; on that day the souls will see what has been prepared —

11–12.From their lodgings when events will have come to their close, from worldly striving, which extends what has been prolonged,

13–14.Until all endings have run out and they then reach what is His alone, His creation all-exceeding,

15–16.The overwhelming of mankind, which will descend all of a sudden; that day the skeptic will see what has come true,

17–18.When he sees the vault of the heavens split asunder, the revelation His alone, the land convulsed.



	

	بإذنِه السَماءُ و اطْمَأنَّت

	١ لحَمْدُ للَّهِ الذي اسْتَقلّت



 
	

	وَحى لها القَرارَ فاستَقَرَّتِ

	٣ بإذنِهِ الأرضُ و ما تَعتَّتِ



 
	

	ربُّ البلادِ والعِبادِ القُنَّتِ

	٥ وشدَّها بالراسِياتِ الثُّبَّتِ



 
	

	و الجامِعُ الناسَ ليومِ الَموْقِتِ

	٧ والجاعِلُ الغَيْثَ غِياثَ الُمسْنِتِ



 
	

	يومَ ترَى النُّفوسُ ما أَعدَّتِ

	٩ بعدَ الَمماتِ وَهْوَ يُحيِي الُموَّتِ



 
	

	مِن سَعْيِ دُنْيا طالَ ما قد مُدَّتِ

	١١ مِن نُزُلٍ إذا الأمورُ غَبَّتِ



 
	

	إلى الالَهِ خَلْقَه إذ طَمتِ

	١٣ حتى انقضَى قضاؤها فَأدَّتِ



 
	

	يومَ يَرى الُمرْتابُ أنْ قد حُقَّتِ

	١٥ غاشِيَةُ الناسِ التي تَغشتِ



 
	

	وَحْيَ الإ له والبِلادَ رُجَّتِ

	١٧ إذا رأى مَتْن السماءِ انقدَدَّتِ





This hymn is a reminder that in the Qur’ān, as in praise of God couched in Qur’ānic language, particulars are only valuable insofar as they are universal. The End comes when all endings have run out, all of the particularized, individual ends have come to the rest and repose prefigured by the more stable elements of God’s creation in the first lines. Even the ceaseless movement of the heavens will come to a halt. In the same way, the magicians of Egypt are irrelevant as individual cases. What matters is not a magician, but the category of magician, about which the Qur’ān can safely say: the magician, the magicians, all magicians, any magician will not succeed Even more important, indeed, is that Mūsā himself is irrelevant as an individual case. What matters is that he is a prophet and will categorically succeed where a magician would categorically fail. The souls on the last day, as represented in al-‘Ajjāj’s poem, will come out of their lodgings (nuzul), and out of the striving of the world, which is little more than worldly striving.

What is most interesting in this example is that although the Qur’ān is the text considered perfect and inimitable, whenever some anomaly threatens to chip away at its status as perfect, the commentators turn to texts about which no claim of perfection has been made in order to demonstrate that it is like them and therefore the apparent anomaly is not actually an anomaly, thereby reassuring themselves that the Qur’ān is perfect. In other words, the Qur’ān cannot rely on itself as guarantor of its perfection, but instead relies on poetry, commentary and, in this case, ḥadīth. Furthermore, the poem to which the commentators have recourse in their attempts to account for the anomalous construction in the Qur’ān is replete with language borrowed from the Qur’ān itself. Again, this brings up the key question of this chapter, which is: are the connections among the various categories of Arabic Literature intertextual or intratextual; are Qur’ān, poetry, commentary and ḥadīth so interwoven as to be one?

Sometimes when the commentators turn to poetry it is not a search for rare words or unconventional grammatical usage, but is instead a search for parallels for the figurative use of language. In Sūrat al-Naḥl (of the bee) a garment is given an unexpected metaphorical punch (16.112):

And God struck a parable of a town that had been safe and peaceful, its provisions reaching it in abundance from every place; but then it did not believe the favors were from God. So God gave it to taste the garment of hunger and fear because of what they had been doing.

Both al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī feel that this passage requires extensive commentary, in part to explain the literal meaning of the metaphors, but also to justify the use of this sort of metaphor. The text between brackets indicates the original language of the Qur’ān being glossed (Bayḍāwī, 3.242–43).

{And God struck a parable of a town} means that He made an example of an entire people upon whom God had sent blessings, and the wealth made them insolent, so that they disbelieved; as a result God sent down to them His vengeance, or a blow of the fist. {That had been safe and peaceful} means that its people were not disquieted by fear. {Its provisions reaching it} means that they were rich. {In abundance} means extensively. {From every place} means from its outer regions. [this part discusses various plural forms of ni‘ma]. {So God gave it to taste the garment of hunger and fear because of what they had been doing}—He uses taste metaphorically to make you understand a sign of loss, meaning the clothing that covered them and with which they were wrapped against hunger and fear, and cast upon them the tastes of an appearance used metaphorically, as in the verse by Kuthayyir:

،وَضَرَبَ ٱللهُ مَثَلًا قَرْيَةً أي جعلها مثلًا لكل قوم أنعم الله عليهم فأبطرتهم النعمة فكفروا، فأنزل الله بهم نقمته}

أو لمكة. { كَانَتْ ءَامِنَةً مُّطْمَئِنَّةً } لا يزعج أهلها خوف. { يَأْتِيهَا رِزْقُهَا } أقواتها. { رَغَدًا } واسعاً. { مِن كُلِّ

مَكَانٍ } من نواحيها. { فَكَفَرَتْ بِأَنْعُمِ ٱللهِ} بنعمه جمع نعمة على ترك الاعتداد بالتاء كدرع وأدرع، أو جمع نعم

كبؤس وأبؤس. { فَأَذَاقَهَا ٱللهُ لِبَاسَ ٱلْجُوعِ وَٱلْخَوْفِ } استعار الذوق لإدراك أثر الضرر، واللباس لما غشيهم

:واشتمل عليهم من الجوع والخوف، وأوقع الإذاقة عليه بالنظر إلى المستعار له كقول كثير

So intent is al-Bayḍāwī on explaining figurative language that he goes so far as to render God’s striking a parable in concrete terms, as a blow of the fist (a hermeneutical flourish not found in al-Zamakhsharī). He then cites the lines of poetry by the Umayyad poet Kuthayyir (d. 723) in which clothing has significance beyond the utilitarian and obvious, which he is compelled to explain (Bayḍāwī, 3.242–43):

The copious cloak, when he smiled, laughing, was necks of wealth redeemed against his laughter.

The cloak is a metaphor for beneficence because it protects the well-being of its companion; the cloak protects when put on one’s back; As for “copious” in a genitive construction with it [the cloak], it is what represents beneficence and favor. The figurative meaning of the cloak does not necessarily represent what one observes of it, as seen in the figurative meaning of his lines:

‘Abd ‘Amrū disputed the ownership of my cloak with me—deal gently, o brother, with ‘Amrū ibn Bakr.

For myself I will keep the half which the right hand possesses; draw near and I will wrap the other half around your head

The cloak is a metaphor for his sword, such that when he said “Wrap the other half around” he had in mind its figurative meaning.



	

	غلقَتْ لِضَحْكَتِهِ رِقَابُ المال

	غمرُ الرِّدَاءِ إِذَا تَبَسَّمَ ضَاحِكَا





فإنه استعار الرداء للمعروف لأنه يصون عرض صاحبه صون الرداء لَّما يلقى عليه، وأضاف إليه الغمر الذي هو

:وصف المعروف والنوال لا وصف الرداء نظراً إلى المستعار له، وقد ينظر إلى المستعار كقوله



	

	رُوَيْدَكَ يَا أَخَا عَمْرُو بن بَكْرِ

	يُنَازِعْني رِدَائي عَبْدُ عَمْرو




	

	وَدُونَكَ فَاعْتَجِرْ مِنْهُ بِشَطْرٍ

	لِي الشَّطرُ الَّذِي مَلَكت يَمِيني





.استعار الرداء لسيفه ثم قال فاعتجر نظراً إلى المستعار. { بِمَا كَانُواْ يَصْنَعُونَ } بصنيعهم

Although al-Bayḍāwī does not offer commentary on them, the “necks of wealth” are also figurative, a neck metonymous for the individual animal that in its collective represents wealth. The last two lines of poetry cited, which I have not found in Kuthayyir’s dīwān or anywhere else, demonstrate how far from an object’s appearance or customary use figurative language can take it. A dispute over a wrapping cloak causes the poet to think of it as a sword, which he is all too willing to share.

Al-Zamakhsharī for his part makes it clear that Mecca was the town the parable was meant to warn (Zamakhsharī, 2.431):

{And God struck a parable of a town} This means that he made the town that was in such a situation an example to every people upon whom God has sent blessings, which had then made them insolent. They then disbelieved and turned their backs, so that God sent down vengeance upon them. It is possible that a powerful town would seek such a quality, and it is possible that there was among the towns of the ancients a town in such a situation. And so God struck a parable for Mecca, warning of a punishment like the town’s end. {Peaceful} fear does not trouble it, because serenity comes with peace, and disturbance and unrest with fear {in abundance} broadly [here follows a technical discussion of the singular and plural formation of ni‘ma]

،وَضَرَبَ ٱللهُ مَثَلًا قَرْيَةً } أي جعل القرية التي هذه حالها مثلا لكل قوم أنعم الله عليهم فأبطرتهم النعمة}

فكفروا وتولوا، فأنزل الله بهم نقمته. فيجوز أن تراد قرية مقدرة على هذه الصفة، وأن تكون في قرى الأوّلين

قرية كانت هذه حالها، فضربها الله مثلا لمكة إنذاراً من مثل عاقبتها { مُّطْمَئِنَّةً } لا يزعجها خوف، لأن

الطمأنينة مع الأمن، والانزعاج والقلق مع الخوف { رَغَدًا } واسعاً. والأنعم: جمع نعمة، على ترك الاعتداد

.بالتاء، كدرع وأدرع. أو جمع نعم، كبؤس وأبؤس

Then al-Zamakhsharī goes further than al-Bayḍāwī in accounting for the oddity of the Qur’ānic passage’s metaphor (Zamakhsharī, 2.431):

According to the ḥadīth, the public crier of the Prophet, may God bless him, proclaimed “These are days of feasting and pleasure, so do not abstain.” If I said, taste and garment are metaphorical, what would that mean? Metaphorical taste is located upon the metaphorical garment, and what would be the sense of its projection upon it? I said: As for taste, when the diffusion of the true nature of the bad news of afflictions and calamities, and what concerning them reaches people, they say, “So-and-so tasted misfortune and injury,” and his taste of punishment resembles what one perceives of a trace of injury and pain through what one perceives of the flavor of bitterness and coarseness. As for the garment, it resembles something through the garment’s covering it: what covers the people and which calamities accompany it [this is an example of root play, libās is a garment, while iltabasa bihi is to accompany it]. As for taste’s projecting upon a garment hunger and fear, this is because it places an interpretation on what it conceals and clothes of both of these things . . . . And this resembles the verse of Kuthayyir:

وفي الحديث: نادى منادي النبي صلى الله عليه وسلم بالموسم بمنى: ”إنها أيام طعم ونعم فلا تصوموا“ فإن

قلت: الإذاقة واللباس استعارتان، فما وجه صحتهما؟ والإذاقة المستعارة موقعة على اللباس المستعار، فما وجه

صحة إيقاعها عليه؟ قلت: أما الإذاقة فقد جرت عندهم مجرى الحقيقة لشيوعها في البلايا والشدائد وما يمسّ

الناس منها، فيقولون: ذاق فلان البؤس والضر، وأذاقه العذاب: شبه ما يدرك من أثر الضرر والألم بما يدرك

من طعم المرّ والبشع. وأما اللباس فقد شبه به لاشتماله على اللابس: ما غشي الإنسان والتبس به من بعض الحوادث. وأما إيقاع الإذاقة على لباس الجوع والخوف، فلأنه لما وقع عبارة عما يغشى منهما ويلابس… ونحوه

قول كثير

Al-Zamakhsharī explains that a garment can take on the attributes of hunger and fear because garments take on the shape of what they cover, while one can taste this hunger and fear because this is a common way to express how one senses these experiences. That a garment can include both sorts of metaphorical meaning at once, both that related to its own qualities (taking on the shape of something else) and that related to the qualities assigned to it (hunger and fear), is demonstrated by the lines of poetry in which a disputed wrapping cloak can also be a sword with which the poet protects and avenges it.

The line al-Zamakhsharī and al-Bayḍāwī cite is found in Kuthayyir’s qaṣīda in praise of ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Marwān, the brother of the fifth caliph and the Umayyad governor of Egypt who has been the addressee of other poems already discussed in this book. The poem was likely at least somewhat longer in its original version, but today only twenty-three lines are extant. The first nineteen lines are quite beautiful, but only the final four are directly relevant to the figure of speech that interests al-Bayḍāwī and al-Zamakhsharī. They further define the figurative meaning of the voluminous cloak, and clarify the way metaphorical language works in Qur’āno-arabic discourse (Kuthayyir, 288).

20.I then tossed out a greeting which he returned as a copious cloak, an ample tunic.

21.He gives his kin what they ask for and what he possesses on the Day of Vaunting and the Day of Giving All.

22.You distributed a very generous amount, prepared beforehand for many onlookers on the Day of Vaunting and Archery,

23.The copious cloak, when he smiled, laughing, was necks of wealth redeemed against his laughter.



	

	غَمْرُ الرّداء مُفضْفضُ السّرْبالِ

	٢٠ فنبَذْتُ ثمَّ تحيّةً فأعادَها



 
	

	يومَ الفَخارِ و يومَ كلِّ نَبالِ

	٢١ يُعطي العشيرَةَ سؤلها و يسودُها



 
	

	رَصَداً ليومِ تفاخرٍ و نضالِ

	٢٢ و بثثتَ مكرمةً فقد أعددتَها



 
	

	غَلِقَتْ لضَحْكتهِ رِقابُ المالِ

	٢٣ غَمرُ الرّداء إذا تبسَّمَ ضاحِكاً





When the poet greets the patron whom he is praising in line 20, presumably in poetic form, he receives a large cloak in exchange. The vaunting of poets and prowess of the archers on this day of competition among them results in further gift exchange. In the final line the gift of the cloak is explained as exchanged for the laughter of the patron. It not only here represents the generosity of ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Marwān, but the superiority of the poet’s performance to that of all the others. As was the case in Chapter 1 where I discussed at length how the Prophet Muḥammad’s mantle was offered to Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr in exchange for a poem, which represented the poet’s submission to Muḥammad and Islam, but also in broader terms the submission of pre-Islamic poetry and the pre-Islamic world to Islam, it would seem that clothing is predisposed to metaphorization in Qur’āno-arabic discourse. What neither al-Bayḍāwī or al-Zamakhsharī make much of is God’s giving of the garment to the people of the town who have turned from him. One of the reasons a garment can be imbued with such metaphorical force is not simply because of its value to protect, warm and cover its wearer, but because it can be given away in an act of exchange, appreciation and communication. In a culture that rewards the act of valor or submission with the gift of a garment, God’s gesture toward the insolent town is ironic; he gives not a gift that protects, having already given such a gift to the ungrateful, but that instead harms. The God-given garment is not odd merely because it is described in terms of a sense—taste—inappropriate to the experience of clothing, but also because it runs counter to the usual sense of the gesture itself.

The final example of this chapter concerns the citation of a line of poetry in order to define an unusual or ambiguous word. I have already discussed this passage in Chapter 2, when al-Bayḍāwī cites al-Mutanabbī in order to explain the phenomenon of spontaneous, lust-inspired menstruation. Here I am concerned with the more mundane problem of banquet-pillows (12:31):

When she heard of their double-dealing she sent for them and prepared for them banquet-pillows [muttaka’an] and gave each of them a knife and said [to Yūsuf] “Go out to them!” When they saw him they thought him grand and cut their hands and said, “God preserve us! This is no mere mortal. Truly he is nothing other than a noble angel.”

Before citing Jamīl, al-Bayḍāwī explains the meaning of muttaka’an as “that on which they recline from among cushions/pillows” ما يتكئن عليه من الوسائد and then gives us a greater sense of the scene in which this detail is embedded (Bayḍāwī 3.162, Beeston, 18):7

In order that they might recline with the knives in their hands and when Yūsuf came out to them they would be astonished and forget themselves, so that their hands holding the knives would fall on each other’s hands and cut them, and they would stand rebuked by this proof of the irresistible nature of Yūsuf’s charms; or else Yūsuf would be alarmed at their guile when he came out alone before forty women with knives in their hands. It is said that muttaka’an here means ‘food’ or ‘feast’, since people used to recline to eat and drink, out of luxuriousness, which is why this practice has been forbidden.

حتى يتكئن و السكاكين بأيديهن فإذا خرج عليهن يبهتن و يشغلن عن نفوسهن فتقع أيديهن على أيديهن

.فيقطعنها فيبكتن بالحجة، أو يهاب يوسف مكرها إذا خرج وحده على أربعين امرأة في أيديهن الخناجر

.قيل متكأ طعاماً أو مجلس طعام فإنهم كانوا يتكئون للطعام و الشراب ترفاً و لذلك نهى عنه

According to al-Bayḍāwī’s reading of the psychology of the passage, the wife of the ruler of Egypt is either taking her revenge on the women of Egypt who had been gossiping about her unrequited desire for him, or is taking revenge on Yūsuf for having refused her.

The poem by Jamīl (d. 701), generally considered the greatest of the ‘Udhrī poets, in which the cited line is found (which contains the verbal form ittaka’a rather than the noun mutaka’) is fragmentary and elusive; the different elements of this poem do not necessarily belong together. I have used Gabrieli’s version of the poem, but have relied on the notes from the 1996 and 1967 editions as well to translate it (Gabrieli, 1937, 164–65; Jamīl, 1996, 196–98; Jamīl, 1967, 188–90).

1.At the sign of an abode have I stopped at the traces of the abandoned encampment, nearly done in one morning over what happened there:

2.A desolate place where you see no one, the wind rippling dust unvaried over it;

3.Through the fallen thumām grass you see cuttings of branches and twigs in the thorny rushes

4.Between the great heights and Buliyy and the green grass hidden beneath the brown of its hills.

5.I stood before the abodes of Umm Jusayr from morning to dusk.

6.O my two true friends, Umm Jusayr, when the bedmate nears the damp valley floor between the trees,

7.A meadow-hollow where fragrant ḥanwa grass and huzāmā flowers thrive after the spring rains fall.

8.While the women are together at al-Arāk a rider appears on his camel —

9.Bending to her they say, “Honor him, as you are gathered to prepare his guest feast.”

10.So we spent the day in ease and plenty, reclining on cushions and drinking what was licit from clay jars.

11.I keep this tale from a true friend, not that he would do me harm;

12.Many a true friend have I contentedly treated with sincerity, and many a true friend have I quit out of boredom,

13.But never out of hatred nor estrangement, though I’ve insulted some I’ve feared.



	

	كِدْتُ أقْضِى الحيَاةَ مِنْ جَلَلِهْ

	١ رَسْمِ دارٍ وَقَفْتُ فِى طَلَلِهْ



 
	

	تَسِجُ الرِّيحُ تُرْبَ مُعْتَدَلِهْ

	٢ مُوحِشًا ما تَرَى به أحَدًا تَنْ



 
	

	صَارِمَاتُ الهُدَبِّ مِنْ أسَلِهْ

	٣ وَصرِيعًا بَيْن الثُّمَامِ تَرَقَّى



 
	

	فَالغَمِيمِ الَّذِى إلَى جَبَلِهْ

	٤ بَيْن عَلْيَاءِ رَائِسٍ فَبُلىٍّ



 
	

	مِنْ ضُحَى يَوْمِهِ إلَى أُصُلِهْ

	٥ وَاقِفًا فِى دِيَارِ أمِّ جُسَيْرٍ



 
	

	حِين يدْنُو الضَّجيعُ مِنْ عَلَلِهْ

	٦ يا خَلِيلَىَّ إِنَّ أُمَّ جُسَيٍْن



 
	

	جَادَ فيِهَا الرَّبِيعُ مِنْ سَبَلِهْ

	٧ رَوْضَةٌ ذَاتُ حَنْوَةٍ وَخُزَامَى



 
	

	إذْ بَدَا رَاكِبٌ عَلى جَمَلِهْ

	٨ بَيْنَما هُنَّ بالَأَرَاكْ مَعًا



 
	

	أكرِمِيهِ حُيِّيتِ فِى نُزُلِهِْ

	٩ فَتَأَطَّرْنَ ثُمَّ قُلْنَ لَهَا



 
	

	وَشَرِبْنَا الحَلَالَ مِنْ قُلَلِهْ

	١٠ فَظَلِلْنَا بِنَعْمَةٍ وَآتَّكَأْنَا



 
	

	لا أَخَافُ الَأذَاةَ مِنْ قِبَلِهْ

	١١ قَدْ أصُونُ الحَدِيثَ دُونَ خَلِيلٍ



 
	

	غَيْرَ أَنَِّى أَلَحْتُ مِنْ وَجَلِهْ

	١٢ غَيْرَ ما بِغْضَةٍ وَلَا لاجْتِنَابٍ



 
	

	وَخَلِيلٍ فَارَقْتُ مِنْ مَلَلِهْ

	١٣ وَخَلِيلٍ صَافَيْتُ مُرْتَضِيًا





Virtually nothing is known about Jamīl, except that he grew up in the western Arabian Peninsula, and later lived in Yemen and Egypt, where, like Kuthayyir, he composed qaṣīdas for ‘Abd al-‘Azīz ibn Marwān (Gabrieli, 1991, 428). Not reconstructed (or merely constructed, since there is no agreement as to whether it ever existed) until the twentieth century, Jamīl’s dīwān is an assemblage of misfit lines culled from anthologies such as the Book of Songs, compiled centuries after his death. He is the most famous representative of the ‘Udhrī school of love poetry, named after his tribe, although it should be said that this fame and the stories of chaste and hopeless love that developed around it have made the possibility of knowing anything about his life even more unlikely. Ignorance of his life leaves the reader with little more than the texts ascribed to him and the anecdotes about his life gathered centuries later, primarily in the Book of Songs. Nonetheless, it is probably safe to assume some familiarity with the language and stories of the Qur’ān. The great unanswered, and ultimately unanswerable at this remove, question is whether, since the authors of commentaries such as al-Ṭabarī and al-Zamakhsharī knew poetry well enough to summon to memory lines when needed to explain rare words or unusual constructions, did poets after the sending-down of the Qur’ān, and the Umayyad and ‘Abbāsid transmitters of poetry composed before that moment, know the Qur’ān well enough to think of a word’s occurrence in that text when making it part of their own? Perhaps a better way of posing the question: for Umayyad poets, for example, did the Qur’ān and poetry occupy the same linguistic terrain, the same mental space? Regardless of the answer, even if the intertextuality between this poem and the Sūrat Yūsuf is unintended, it nonetheless deepens our understanding of both.

Both sūra and poem depict a gathering of women surprised by the unexpected arrival of a man. Since the Qur’ānic discourse around prophets often insists on how they are different from other men, contrasting Yūsuf with Jamīl (as a character in the poem ascribed to him) is instructive. Where Jamīl, like any self-respecting pre-Islamic and Umayyad poet, has gone to great pains to find the woman he loves (in this case, Umm Jusayr, generally understood as sister to Buthayna, his fabled love), Yūsuf has fled the woman who loves him and is only brought among the women of Egypt through what al-Bayḍāwī postulates may be a ruse on the part of the ruler’s wife. As Jamīl moves from the struggle to remember Umm Jusayr in the landscape organized so as to make finding the traces of her tribe’s encampments as difficult a task as possible (wind, dust, fallen grass, flood-tracks, dunes), it suddenly turns lush and green, as if desire alone were enough to bring the rains and spring and memory. The sudden appearance of the poet on camel-back is not unlike the sudden appearance of Yūsuf among the women of Egypt. The reaction of these two different groups of women, however, could not be more different. The poet is welcomed by his beloved, encouraged by her friends, while Yūsuf is merely extravagantly admired. One aspect of this moment in the Yūsuf story demanding further explanation is the deplorable breach of hospitality on the part of both of the vengeful wife of the ruler and the women of Egypt.

The poet’s refusal to relate the tale of his encounter with Umm Jusayr is particularly curious when read in conjunction with the Qur’ān. He uses ḥadīth as the noun for what he wishes to keep from his true friend. In a Muslim context the ḥadīth, of course, is precisely that which is meant to be transmitted. The poet then is either insincere or ironic; he may keep the account of his little adventure with Umm Jusayr from his true friend, but he does not keep it from the listener or reader of his poem. Withholding such a narrative from one’s true friend is so odd that some versions, including that of Al-Suyūṭī, replace this word with brother (akh) and then gloss this to mean the beloved’s brother (Jamīl, 1967, 190). It does make sense to not recount such a story to the young lady’s brother, but it hardly makes sense that the poet would not then fear the brother’s revenge when performing his poem or allowing others to transmit it (which, indeed, was the case, since it has reached even the twenty-first century reader in some form). I suspect that it is the implied intertextuality with the Qur’an that lends meaning to the poet’s odd gesture at the end of the poem. The poet is the antithesis of Yūsuf: lovesick to Yūsuf’s indifference, reckless to Yūsuf’s passivity. Yūsuf, like Muḥammad, was not a poet, but a prophet and as such the messenger who spreads the message, not the seeker of memory who feigns the withholding of narrative.

As in the other examples of this chapter, the citations of poetry in the commentaries bring our attention to nodes of ambiguity in both the Qur’ān and the Umayyad poems. Although the citations are ostensibly intended to gloss words where layers of the text’s meaning have worn away, instead it often seems that the Qur’ān instead glosses the poetry. The erudition of the commentators is such that poetry and ḥadīth seem to be part of a larger Qur’āno-arabic discourse—perhaps to the point where one might consider them not as radically distinct genres, but instead as different aspects of a single discourse that over the centuries converge. Borrowing from al-Jurjānī the metaphor of poet as artisan, weaving together the poems and the Qur’ān into a single cloth allows a better understanding of each and makes the brocade of Qur’āno-arabic discourse whole again.

NOTES

1.	For different accounts of the word’s origin, consult the article on “Dīwān” in the Encylopaedia of Islam (Duri, 323–27).

2.	For another translation into English, see Heinrichs, 1997, 252. For an incomplete translation into French, see Arazi, 206.

3.	Because there is no term in English fully adequate to it, I will refer to naẓm as such throughout this chapter.

4.	Although the Qur’ān appears to have nothing to say on the topic, whether the Qur’ān “is co-eternal with God or contingent upon the will of God and thus created and existing within a limited sphere of time” (Martin 467–68). Most Muslims today reject the notion of the creation of the Qur’ān as heretical.

5.	I have to admit that the significance of this line escapes me, as the second hemistich poses many difficulties in lexicon.

6.	I have followed the dīwān in presenting each two lines of rajaz as a couplet, therefore appearing in the translation as one line.

7.	I borrow Beeston’s translation of al-Bayḍāwī, changing only his Joseph to Yūsuf.


Chapter 4

The Alhambra and the Qur’ān of Poetry

In this final chapter I consider the Alhambra as a book, just as I have considered what sort of book the Qur’ān was and is earlier in this book. I point out how the interplay of Qur’ānic citation and poetry inscribed on its walls makes the Alhambra unique. I then examine how the two architectural models for the palace complex lead the Alhambra’s visitor and reader back to models of reading the Qur’ān and poetry. This in turn leads to an exploration of the overriding aesthetic/ethic/theology of the Alhambra, its essential oneness. Finally, I analyze how all these elements come together in the Mirador of Daraxa, where the inscriptions guide the visitor steeped in practices of reading the Qur’ān and poetry to become one with the building, the poet, the ruler, and the world.

The Alhambra has been described in recent years as a “stone book,” “an especially sumptuous book,” “a marvellous book with pages forever open,” “the pages of a book,” even an “inhabitable book” (Irwin, 88, 119; Fernández-Puertas, 663; Muñoz Molina, 15; Jacobs, 77). Putting aside the reference to stone, since the true miracle of the Alhambra is that it has survived seven centuries despite having been constructed almost exclusively of materials far less enduring, this recourse to the metaphor of building-as-book would seem at first to make some sense. After all, the reader reading these books about the Alhambra knows what a book is—or thinks he does. Unfortunately, if the Alhambra is a book, most of its pages are missing; those that remain have been rebound in an order that takes the reader through unintended passages, just as the modern-day Patronato de la Alhambra y Generalife sends tourists through the site on a path not only confounding but impossible before the twentieth century. A fifteenth-century courtier magically transported to today’s Alhambra would be bemused by the “[w]indows . . . converted into doors and beds used as passageways” (Dickie, 135). If a book, the Alhambra has no table of contents or any other prefatory or explicatory material to help the reader understand how it should be read or interpreted. It is a book from a library long ago lost; the buildings standing today are only a fraction of the enormous complex that once covered the site. It is a book rewritten so many times that it has become another book; the original buildings were so fragile and improbable in their conservation that virtually everything a visitor sees today is a reconstruction of some sort. It is a book with few readers, since even those visitors trained to read literary Arabic may feel more shouted at by the endless repetition of slogans on its walls than invited to interpret the lines of poetry inscribed in plaster.

Obviously the Alhambra is not a book; nor is it like a book in the Euro-American sense. The metaphor is useful to understanding—reading—the Alhambra only if rejected as misleading and used instead as incitement to imagine how its inhabitants might have understood it. Although the great scholar of Muslim art and architecture Oleg Grabar warns against “[f]ollowing the practice of philologists and of historians of paintings” in assuming “that the earliest state of a building is always the ‘correct’ one,” since to the best of our knowledge no poetry dating from the fifteenth century is to be found on the walls of today’s Alhambra, I will nonetheless take the Alhambra as an imperfectly preserved, fragmentary, and mis-emended text dating from roughly 1400 (Grabar, 1992, 249). In order to determine how those responsible for the construction of the Alhambra over the course of the fourteenth century intended its epigraphs to be read, it may help to ask how they experienced the written in general. Although historians know who the rulers of fourteenth-century Granada were, and therefore who was ultimately responsible for the construction of the palaces and gardens and the inscription of the surviving epigraphs on the walls, virtually nothing is known about the architects, engineers and artisans who designed, built and decorated them. Because many of the poems seem to speak in the voice of the architectural complex (or some part or aspect of it), and many are anonymous, it is tempting to ascribe consciousness to the Alhambra itself, as if it were responsible for its own construction and decoration. However, this consciousness is an effect of the poetry rather than its source.

Who inhabited the Alhambra? Who were the rulers responsible for its construction? Who were the poet-viziers whose works can still be read on the walls? Although in the early eighth century Arab and Berber Muslim armies had conquered nearly the entire Iberian Peninsula, roughly five centuries later their descendants held on to little more than the eastern half of what today is the Spanish region of Andalucía. In 1232, Muḥammad ibn Yūsuf ibn Naṣr ibn al-Aḥmar rose from an obscure and apparently modest background to found the dynasty that would rule Granada until its fall in 1492 (H. Kennedy, 274; Harvey, 21). Muḥammad I’s two nisbas, ibn Naṣr and ibn al-Aḥmar, are important to the history of the Alhambra and to understanding its inscriptions. The plural of al-Aḥmar is al-ḥamrā’, which is the Arabic name for the Alhambra; the palace is therefore not only identified with its rulers, but is called by the same word used to refer to them in the aggregate. His other nisba, Naṣr, from which is derived Naṣrid, means victory, but it shares a triconsonantal root with anṣār, which means Helpers. As the historian Maribel Fierro points out, the nisba al-Anṣārī becomes increasingly common over the course of the history of al-Andalus (Fierro, 233). Originally intended as a name “applied to persons or groups who are seen as helpers of God, the Prophet and the Muslim community,” it is eventually assimilated to the Medinan Helpers of Muhammad and his followers when he migrated from Mecca to Medina (Fierro, 240). In other words, a nisba referring to those who took action to defend the faith eventually is (mis)construed to refer to the descendants of the Prophet Muḥammad’s seventh-century Medinan supporters. This is how the Naṣrids are elevated from humble origins to noble: through the power of tajnīs or root play (explained in Chapter 1, and which I will explore in greater depth later in this chapter) and amnesiacal association. This root play identifies the rulers of Granada with their palace and ennobles them by attaching them linguistically to illustrious ancestors. The poets who praised them exploited the felicitous associations of their names in order to identify them with both the glorious buildings of the present and the glorious personages of the past.

The earliest of the three viziers responsible for the Alhambra’s poetry was Ibn al-Jayyāb (1274–349), who, as Rubiera Mata points out, is remarkable for having lived into his seventies, but even more so for having died a natural death, unusual for a Naṣrid minister (Rubiera Mata, 455). In his dīwān are over 200 qaṣīdas praising no fewer than six different rulers of Granada, written during his five decades as Secretary of the Chancery (kātib dīwān al-inshā’) and then nine years as Double Vizier of the Pen and Sword (dhū al-wizāratayn) (Rubiera Mata, 454; Sumi, 159).1 His successor as vizier, Ibn al-Khaṭīb (1313–74), was not so fortunate in his health, although even more prolific, having penned more than 70 books, many of which are still extant at least in part (García Gómez, 1985, 34; Robinson, 2009, 159–60). He was a historian, a biographer, a travel essayist, and an anthologist of poetry, as well as a poet in his own right, “a bright star in the pleiad of great minds of his age” (Knysh, 365). His political career, however, was tempestuous: deposed in 1359, he went into exile at the Merinid court in Morocco, returned to power in Granada in 1362, defected to the Merinids in 1371, and was strangled in his prison cell in 1375 after an inconclusive trial for heresy (H. Kennedy, 291, Knysh, 362). His successor Ibn Zamrak (1333–93) fared little better (or little worse, depending on one’s perspective). Born into a poor family that had fled the Christian conquest of Valencia, he ascended through the administrative hierarchy as a protégé of Ibn al-Khaṭīb until he eventually became vizier of the pen (although not of the sword) (Sumi, 159). Deemed unoriginal and pedestrian by García Gómez, Ibn Zamrak’s reputation as a poet has experienced a reevaluation upward in recent years, thanks to the 1997 publication of a vastly expanded dīwān that had been in the possession of the editor’s family for centuries (Reynolds, 233).2 Having crossed from al-Andalus to Morocco to personally request the extradition of Ibn al-Khaṭīb, present at the arrest of his friend, mentor, and predecessor, Ibn Zamrak would eventually be assassinated in turn, after having served five different rulers in this convulsive era of the kingdom’s history (Robinson, 2009, 172).

What sort of theory of the practice of reading and writing might a scholar today consider in order to make better sense of the texts of these three vizier-poets? Just as dīwān after dīwān contain nasībs with line after line praising the beauty of poets’ lost beloveds, comparisons of their teeth to chamomile blossoms, and the splendor of their eyes to that of doe-gazelles giving us little sense of what any particular woman actually looked like, their verse often evokes the beauty of the Alhambra or some part of the palace without providing the sort of concrete and telling detail that the twenty-first century reader might hope for in order to visualize it (the fourteenth-century reader standing in front of the poetry did not, after all, have to imagine the building in which he was standing or sitting). The nature of the poetry is such that the Alhambra is always compared to or imagined as something else; it is like, never is. Keeping in mind this insistence on signifying beyond itself, it is noteworthy that among the thirty-one poems or poem fragments extant or transcribed before they were lost, that are or would be displayed on the Alhambra’s walls, there are three lines that refer to books or leaves/pages of books.3 The first two examples focus on the act of writing. The first is anonymous and located in the first niche of the corridor leading to the Hall of Ambassadors (Poem 7, line 3, García Gómez, 1985, 100):

Where the Caliphate dictates from its wonders prodigies to be entrusted to pages and volumes (al-ṣuḥuf wa al-kutub)



	

	غرائباً أودعتها الصحف والكتب

	حيث الخلافة تملى من عجائبها





The second example is by Ibn Zamrak, and is located in the Mirador of Lindaraja (Poem 17, line 11, García Gómez, 1985, 125):

An asp of glass manifests in it wonders, beauty inscribed on the page (ṣafḥi), dictated.



	

	تُخطّ على صفح الجمال وتُستملى

	وأبدى بها أفعى الزجاج عجائباً





In the first example ṣuḥuf, the plural of ṣaḥīfa, means “page, sheet, folio” (Berque, 22). The line depicts the Hall of Ambassadors as a place where the caliphate would dictate wonders and prodigies to be written down by a scribe, the sort of task that would have been familiar to our three poets as they made their way up the hierarchy of the Alhambra’s bureaucracy.4 This indicates an action that would occur in the room, suggests its purpose, but does not compare the walls of the room to a book or pages of a book. The word for page in the second example, ṣafḥ, however, is something else: the face or surface of a flat object. A sheet of paper, for example, has two of them, while any particular wall of the Alhambra would have only one—at least only one available for inscription. Unfortunately, the meaning of 17.11 remains obscure. It may, as García Gómez claims, refer to a jet of water from a fountain that could be seen through the windows of the mirador, but the effacement of the preceding line (and therefore the antecedent of “she,” “it” or “them” ها as well) makes that difficult to confirm (García Gómez, 1985, 76–78). If García Gómez is correct, the fountain seen through the window appears flattened into a shape not unlike that which might be found on one side of a piece of paper, or on a wall (perhaps with the garden at a distance resembling a flat page or a carpet) (Ruggles, 2000, 107). The insistence in the line on beauty’s inscription and dictation is a reminder that writing in the Alhambra is not a silent, intimate act, but a public act intimately related to the spoken word. It is difficult to imagine that anything was inscribed on the walls without first being spoken; and that once it was on the walls, it would be spoken again when read.

Certainly the poems do not understand themselves as forming a book composed of walls standing in for pages. Equally important, writing is not understood as separate from spoken language. A typical book in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century al-Andalus was a manuscript dictated to a transcriber warrāq ورّاق, recited back to check for error, and then read aloud by its next reader (Pedersen, 43). As no description of the relationship between the poet and the artisans responsible for creating the plaster calligraphy of the transcriptions has survived5—indeed, there is virtually no record whatsoever of court life at the Alhambra after the death of Muḥammad V in 1391—one cannot know how the poems ended up on the walls, although I suspect that it would have been more complicated to correct an artisanal error in stucco than a scribal error in ink, especially if the artisans were illiterate, as generally believed by scholars today (Irwin, 79, 100).6 It is difficult to believe that the inscriptions could have been simply dictated onto the walls without some further form of mediation, but one cannot be certain what form that mediation took.

In order to explain fully the third example, I cite Poem 25 in its entirety, eight lines found on the fourth of four epigraphic panels of the Tower of the Captive Woman (La Torre de la Cautiva, also called al-qalahurra al-jadīda, or the New Fortress Tower), all of which have been ascribed to Ibn al-Jayyāb (1274–339), and twice clearly refer to Yūsuf, who ruled 1333–54. All four poems in this tower treat the same themes and follow the same pattern. First, the building is described as a fortress tower without and a lavish palace within. Then the individual decorative elements are named, described and praised hyperbolically. Each panel ends by reminding us that the ruling Naṣrid dynasty insisted on tracing its ancestry back to the Medinan Helpers of the Prophet Muḥammad, if for no other reason than the happy application of root play. The inscriptions’ comparison of themselves here to embroidery is their preferred way of understanding their own nature, as is clear in line 5 below (poem 25, lines 1–8, García Gómez, 1985, 142).

1.A noble fortress (burj) in the sky has exalted the Alhambra (al-ḥamrā’), the most exalted Imām has commanded it (dabbarahu),

2.It is a fortress tower, but within it’s a palace. Say (qul): “It is a fortress” or “home to beautiful forms.”

3.The inscriptions (raqūmun) on its walls are inimitable (a‘jazat) in their extreme attainment/eloquence (balīgh) and their beauty indescribable

4.Delights; their form vies (nāẓara) with every form in proportion, of many colors (muwashshaḥ) and many branches (muṣannaf).

5.Wherever among them you look you see color, its every sort embroidered, gilded and polychromed.

6.Only the wisdom attained by Caliph Yūsuf could have brought about a structure of such wonder;

7.He is such a king, that while other kings vaunt their glory, the Book (al-muṣḥaf) itself recounts (yatlūhu) to us his renown, since he descends

8.From the elite of the Helpers (al-Anṣār); may the victory (naṣrun) of his kingdom in the faith always take a rapid course.



	

	فى الجوّ دبّره الإمام الأشرفُ

	١ قد شرّف الحمرآءَ برجٌ مشرفُ




	

	هى معقلٌ أو للبشائر مألف

	٢ قلهرّة فى ضمنها قصرٌ فقلْ




	

	أمد البليغ فحسنها لا يوصف

	٣ حيطانها فيها رقومٌ أعجزتْ




	

	فى نسبة فموشَّح ومصنَّف

	٤ راقتْ وناظَرَ كلّ شكل سكله




	

	أنواعُه فمذهَّب ومزخرف

	٥ مهما لحظتَ رأيتَ نقشاً وُشِّيَتْ




	

	ما حازها إلّا الخليفْ يوسف

	٦ مبنى بديع أبرزتْه حكمةٌ




	

	فى الذكر يتلوه علينا المصحف

	٧ مَلِكٌ إذا آفتخر الملوكُ ففخرُه




	

	نصرٌ له فى الدين سَعْىٌ مزلف

	٨ مِن نخبة الأنصار دام لملكه





Perhaps the reason some scholars today are so keen on seeing the Alhambra as a book is that the stripping away of color, gilding and other ornamentation over the centuries has eliminated those very elements most important to the Granadans’ own understanding of its artistry, as in lines 4 and 5. Even more than the distressing windows become doors and beds become passageways, the colorlessness of today’s Alhambra, which misleads the tourist into thinking in ink-and-page and black-and-white, would have dismayed the courtiers of six centuries ago. In addition, the epigraphs of the Tower of the Captive Woman may have another conception of kitāb in mind, suggested by the multiple references to the Qur’ān.

Al-ḥamrā’ in line 1 not only refers to the Alhambra, but also to its color (red), and perhaps most importantly to the Naṣrids themselves, as I have already noted. The building and its rulers are made one in the poetry. The fortress that exalts them is a burj, a word which appears several times in the Qur’ān. For example, in Sūrat al-Nisā’ (of the Women) 4:78, the Qur’ān warns, “death will overtake you, even if you are in lofty towers (burūjin),” which would seem to warn against the sort of hubris expressed in this inscription in the Tower of the Captive Woman. Elsewhere in the Qur’ān the plural seems to refer to constellations in the heavens, which are beyond even the reach of towers, except in the Alhambra, which I will turn to later (Qur’ān 15:16, 25:61, 85:1). Running dangerously close in its exaggeration to blasphemy when its subject is Yūsuf, dabbara in the Qur’ān refers to God’s commanding from a throne (Qur’ān 10:3) or from Heaven to Earth (Qur’ān 32:5); the latter seems particularly unlikely to be an accidental allusion, considering what aspect of the tower is here emphasized. The name of the caliph is a reminder of the homonymous prophet whose beautiful face shines like the moon, as seen in Chapter 2.

However, the relationship of the building and its inscriptions to the Qur’ān goes beyond mere allusion. The tower wants to be understood as text, and as a particular kind of text. When their forms vie, they do so with a verb nāẓara that refers to disputing in spoken language. Although I have chosen to translate muwashshaḥ and muṣannaf in line 4 in terms of color and form, the words are polyvalent. García Gómez translates them as “simétricos o aislados” (symmetrical or individual) insisting on the contrast between twoness and oneness, while Olga Bush translates them as “poem and a literary work” (García Gómez, 1985, 143; Bush, 2009, 141). The muwashshaḥ, of course, is not simply a poem, but a specifically Andalusī form of poetry that differs from the qaṣīda (and from all the extant poetry on the walls of the Alhambra), because it is strophic, and its final stanza may be in classical or colloquial Arabic, or even Romance (a sort of proto-Spanish). In addition, muṣannaf can also refer to a collection of writings assembled into one work. The muwashshaḥ is multiple and varied; the muṣannaf is made one (thus Bush’s translation “poem and a literary work”). The Alhambra here insists on its simultaneous multiplicity and unity, its existence as a richly decorated palace and as a text to be read, while line 2 is a reminder that this text insists on being spoken. The imperative qul (say!), appears only twice in the Alhambra, but nearly 350 times in the Qur’ān, where its prevalence is a function of the latter’s origin and form. “Say!” is always followed by a line that the Prophet Muḥammad is instructed to repeat, most often in response to criticism or complaint from his opponents or doubters. He is being fed lines for argument, debate, jousting with words. Whereas the Qur’ān instructs Muḥammad to say things like “I follow only that revealed to me from my Lord” (Qur’ān 7:203), the reader of the epigraphs in the Tower of the Captive Woman is instructed to say aloud a line reflecting on its dual purpose of defense and pleasure, which seems an odd, even troubling, usurpation of a Qur’ānic rhetorical device. Since the tower’s poems refer to the Naṣrids in the third person, it is unlikely that they are being instructed to speak, although perhaps an unexpected shift in perspective from third person to second, not uncommon in either the holy book or poetry, only further underlines the odd Qur’ānicity of the poem and reminds yet again of the poeticity of the Qur’ān.

Perhaps instead visitors of lesser rank, those who, entering for the first time, astonished by the stark contrast between the outer and inner walls, are instructed to speak aloud this antithesis. After this almost whimsical borrowing of a Qur’ānic rhetorical device, describing the balīgh of the inscriptions as a‘jazat in line 3 is nothing short of shocking. A‘jazat comes from the same triconsonantal root as i‘jāz, which means inimitability, as in the inimitability of the Qur’ān. Balīgh can either describe “one who attains by his speech, or diction, the utmost scope of his mind and desire” or can mean “surpassing in any quality” (Lane, s.v., b-l-gh). Since the aesthetic power of the building is described in terms of rhetorical figures in the third epigraphic panel (to which I will return later in this chapter), it is clear that the building considers speech at its most powerful as an appropriate metaphor for the overwhelming effect of the decor. For this reason just as muwashshaḥ should be understood as having several meanings at once, balīgh refers simultaneously to the eloquence of the text and the sumptuousness of the decor, although describing these particular lines of poetry as inimitable in terms of the power and effect of its speech seems at once dangerously heterodox and absurdly exaggerated; it is a serviceable though fascinating poem by a second-rate poet in a tiny kingdom, which, strictly speaking, was merely a client-state of Castile, the artisans of which slap plaster on the wall rather than carve marble while at the nether reaches of a civilization by virtually any measure already in steep decline.

The poem continues in this daring mode, ascribing the tower’s construction to the wisdom of Caliph Yūsuf without reference to God, although calling him caliph, while inaccurate, reminds us that he conceived of himself as God’s representative. Only at the end of the poem is there a reminder that Yūsuf is predisposed to glory, thanks to the illustrious ancestors whose deeds are recounted in the Book. It is telling that the poem chooses to refer to the Qur’ān not as al-Kitāb, which would have insisted on its content, what was written on or inside it, but instead chooses al-Muṣḥaf, which insists on the physicality of the book, since it is a gathering of the individual pages into a bound manuscript, a codex or transcript (Berque, 22; Madigan, 36). Muṣḥaf inevitably reminds us of the traditional account of how the Qur’ān came to take its present physical form, when, according to the traditional account, the third Caliph ‘Uthmān established the authoritative recension in the mid-seventh century. This insistence on the physical nature of the written makes sense in a world where very few people could read; the Alhambra’s epigraphs make writing visible without necessarily making it legible, although it is probably safe to assume that there was a higher incidence of literacy at court than among the general population (and far greater than in Christian Europe of the time). The splendor of the decoration and the odd placement of the epigraphs in the Tower of the Captive Woman—they wrap around a rectangle containing other writing in a different style of calligraphy, as if daring us to mistake their purpose or misunderstand them altogether as mere tracery—value the dazzling physicality of the language over its expressive function, which, in fact, is diminished by its near-illegibility. Written language in Europe and America may take on some of this physicality in film titles, billboards, logos, etc., but never to the extent seen in Arab culture of the medieval Maghreb and Spain. Even these weakly analogous forms of writing do not come to mind when thinking of a book. If the Alhambra is like a book, it is not like the Euro-American sort of book that so many recent critics have in mind. It is instead a book in the way the Qur’ān is a book. By this I do not mean that it is like the Qur’ān as kitāb, that which is written (its content), but as both muṣḥaf, the gathering together of pages, and as qur’ān, recitation, as text spoken aloud, with an existence parallel to that written down.

Considering the Alhambra a book in the Euro-American sense would require imagining standing arm-in-arm with Ferdinand and Isabella, who history would come to know as los Reyes Católicos, on January 2, 1492, looking north from the gates of the Alcazaba (from the Arabic al-qasba, or walled fortress), toward the rest of Spain and Europe and therefore toward the future of the printed book, which had been known in Christian Spain for less than a generation. Despite their later reputation as champions of the Faith in both the Old World and New, Ferdinand and Isabella are said to have shown up to occupy the Alhambra done up in Moorish garb (Menocal, 245). They did not stand at the gates of the Alcazaba to look out at the world, but passed through them to occupy a fortress and palace already long familiar, since the architecture of their Spain had also been built by Muslims (and would continue to be built by them for another century). Like the Alhambra itself, they looked not to the future, but to the past and to the East. In order to understand the significance of this building and the meaning of the writing on its walls, the scholar today must do the same.

Although only two of the original seven palaces of the Alhambra, ruins of its fortifications, and almost nothing of the city that surrounded it on the hill remain, it is nonetheless obvious what made it unique in its time and to this day. It has nothing to do with size; the Alhambra was by no means the largest palace complex of al-Andalus. The Madīnat al-Zahra, northwest of Córdoba, was imagined and constructed on a far greater scale in the tenth century. It is not the integration of fortress and palace; because of the ceaseless warfare this was typical for the Iberian Peninsula in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, although perhaps the Alhambra was unusually well-proportioned and sumptuous for a building also intended to withstand siege. It is not its survival; the tenth-century Great Mosque of Córdoba has survived with greater architectural integrity, despite the addition in the sixteenth century of a graceless cathedral hulking from its center. It is not the writing on its walls; monumental inscription was commonplace throughout the Islamic world of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. It is not even the inscription of poetry on its walls, for there is evidence that other palaces in al-Andalus were also decorated with verse, although none of them survive (Ruggles, 1997, 186–7; Makariou, 97). What makes the Alhambra unique—and why this chapter belongs to this book—is the integration of poetry and Qur’ānic citation, on the one hand, with the architecture and decor on the other; an integration obvious despite the fragmentary and corrupted nature of the evidence. As noted above, the inscriptions of the Tower of the Captive Woman effortlessly, and perhaps even dangerously, integrate into decorative poetry Qur’ānic rhetorical devices and vocabulary generally restricted to describing the sacred text. To the best of my knowledge, the Alhambra is the earliest and perhaps only example of this juxtaposition. It is sometimes forgotten that the apparent accident of the Alhambra’s preservation has made it seem normative, when in fact it was much more likely its singularity that contributed to its partial preservation. Ferdinand and Isabella, and the monarchs who succeeded them, would not have loved the Alhambra so much if it had been merely an overtly Islamic structure. After all, they had its mosque razed. Nor, perhaps, would they have loved it so much without the sublimity of its structures—a sublimity dependent on citations from the Qur’ān as either inspiration or incitation, although they could not have understood the Muslim holy book as this sublimity’s ultimate source.

This is not to say that the Alhambra appears on the stage of architectural history without precedent or analogy, but that like another enigmatic example of Arabic architecture, the late seventh-century Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, whose context has been lost and that also appears to be sui generis, its meaning and purpose is always just beyond one’s grasp.7 Not at all a mosque, but instead a commemorative shrine of some sort, the Dome of the Rock is notable for its dramatic site and for the lengthy inscriptions in mosaic that run above the internal arcades of the octagonal building.8 They appear to be verses from the Qur’ān interspersed with pious declarations expressed in the same sort of language. There has been speculation that the discrepancies between the text on the walls of the Dome of the Rock and the received text of the Qur’ān extant today indicate that there were alternate versions of the Qur’ān or that its text had not yet been fixed.9 Although this is likely true, a counter-argument runs that the inscriptions were not conceived as citations in the strictest sense; they may have been “simply parallel statements of a religious nature that would have been part and parcel of a collective expression of beliefs without necessary tie to the Revelation itself” (Grabar, 1996, 63). In other words, just as it is misleading to think of the Alhambra as a book, it may be misleading to think of the inscriptions on the walls of the Dome of the Rock as intended to inscribe verses from the Qur’ān. Some of the discrepancies—such as “changes from the first to the third person in quoting divine pronouncements about Jesus”—may result from an understanding that a building’s voice functions differently from that of a book (or that of a recitation, since the Qur’ān would have been considered primarily in its orally transmitted form) (Grabar, 1996, 63). Perhaps the builders of the Dome of the Rock did not want to ascribe the words of God to a human structure. If such is the case, it would make the Alhambra epigraphs’ frequent use of the first person to voice elements of the buildings’ imagined consciousness even more noteworthy.

The only other famous Arab building that comes to mind as a potential partial model for the Alhambra is even older than the Dome of the Rock and no longer extant in its original form, having been destroyed in 683 and rebuilt in 693. According to a persistent but certainly apocryphal tradition, before the sending-down of the Qur’ān to the Prophet Muḥammad, every year the most powerful tribes of Arabia met for a series of poetry tournaments in or near Mecca. The best poems were then hung on the walls of the sanctuary of the Ka‘ba, which surrounds the black stone that even today marks the most holy site of Islam. Although this tradition is still widely believed today (and is taught to schoolchildren across the Arab world), most scholars believe it a relatively late invention. The first extant textual evidence dates from first half of the tenth century, in the ‘Iqd al-Farīd (The Incomparable Necklace), an anthology of poems and belles-lettres collected by Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih of Córdoba (860–940), which at the time was the most powerful, important, and culturally productive city of al-Andalus. It may simply be a coincidence that the earliest mention of this tradition is found in this Andalusī text (especially since Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih collected texts only from the eastern Arab world, except, notably, his own), but it does at least suggest that the notion of decorating a building with the greatest poems may have long been part of the Islamic cultural unconscious of al-Andalus in a way it may not have been elsewhere in the Arab world (Boullata, 2007, xiv).10 According to Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, 5:269),

The Arabs [meaning the Bedouins] had reached the point of being so taken with poetry and their esteem for it was such, that they availed themselves of seven qaṣīdas chosen from ancient poetry, and wrote them down in golden ink on rolls of Egyptian linen and hung them between the drapes of the Ka‘ba. From this one speaks of the golden poem of Imru’ al-Qays, the golden poem of Zuhayr; the seven golden poems are therefore called the suspended ones (mu‘allaqāt).

حتى لقدبلغ من كَلَف العرب به و تَفضيلها له أن عمدت إلى سبع قصائد تَخيَّرتها من الشعر القديم، فكتبتها

بماء الذهب فى القباَطى المُدرجة، وعَلّقتها بين أستار الكعبة. فمنه يقال: مُذهَّبة آمرىء القيس، ومُدَهَّبة زُهير

.والمذَهَّبات سبع، وقد يقال لها المُعلَّقات

By the fourteenth century, the story of the hanging of the mu‘allaqāt had been fleshed out. According to Ibn Khaldūn (1332–406), who served the Naṣrids while living in Granada in the 1360s (translation Rosenthal, Ibn Khaldūn, 1967; Arabic text, Ibn Khaldūn, 3.1176),

It should be known that poetry was the archives of the Arabs, containing their sciences, their history, and their wisdom. Leading Arabs competed in it. They used to stop at the fair of ‘Ukāẓ to recite poetry. Each would submit his product for criticism to outstanding and intelligent personalities. Eventually, (Arab poets) came to vie in having their poems hung up at the corners of the Holy Sanctuary to which they made pilgrimage, the house of their ancestor Ibrāhīm (the Ka‘ba).

اعلم أن الشعر كان ديواناً للعرب فيه علومهم و أخبارهم و حِكمُهم. و كان رؤساء العرب منافسين فيه، و كانوا

يقفون بسوق عكاظ لإنشاده و عَرْض كل واحد منهم ديباجته على فحول الشأن و أهل البصر لتمييز حَولهِ،

…حتى انتهوا إلى المناغاة في تعليق أشعارهم بأركان البيت الحرام موضع حجهم و بيت إبراهيم

Unless one wants to believe that poets and artisans of Naṣrid Granada are solely responsible for the spontaneous invention of poetic epigraphs on palace walls, the best possible model available, however distant or spurious it might be, was the hanging of the greatest poems of the pre-Islamic age on the walls or in the windows of the Sanctuary of the Ka‘ba.11

What is most striking in both these examples is the uneasiness that accompanies visible language in sacred space. The citations from the Qur’ān in the Dome of the Rock are not quite citations, are not quite in the same voice as the very similar verses of the holy book; while the holiest place of Islam is retroactively assigned the role of repository for the greatest verses of pre-Islamic poetry, despite the Qur’ān’s repeated insistence that it is not poetry and Muḥammad is not a poet. This is yet another instance of the tangle of unresolved contradictions at the origins of both Islam and Arabic literature that remain just the other side of retrievable historical knowledge. The Qur’ān banishes poetry from the center of Arab culture and rejects it as the source of knowledge and meaning in the life of the Arab, and yet by the tenth century in Córdoba a scholar has reinscribed this poetry by returning it to the holiest place of Islam, even if that return is slightly off-centered by its projection to the final years just before the Qur’ān’s appearance. The Alhambra would seem to be a physical manifestation of the tension between poetry and Qur’ān, and represents yet another attempt to resolve it as al-Andalus entered into its final and splendid decline. What do these two primary sorts of textual experience—the Qur’ānic and the poetic—of a fourteenth- or fifteenth-century literate Andalusī tell us about how he would have read the Alhambra?

The poetry of Naṣrid Granada, at least that which has been transmitted, is conservative, nostalgic, prone to imitation, often formulaic, and less likely to deviate from classical usage than Andalusī poetry of earlier centuries. These qualities are even more pronounced in the poetry on the walls of the Alhambra, where there is no strophic poetry (that is, with multiple end-rhymes, unlike the monorhymed qaṣīda), like the muwashshaḥ, or colloquial poetry (that is, not composed in Classical Arabic), like the zajal, although both genres were likely invented in al-Andalus and arguably represent its most important cultural innovation. The absence of the muwashshaḥ from the walls of the Alhambra is even more remarkable, considering that the word itself is found in one of the lines of poetry inscribed on the walls of the Alhambra, as has already been seen. Although outside these two genres one finds the stray word in Andalusī poetry that seems specific to al-Andalus, in general Andalusī poetry “had a very close, almost symbiotic relationship with Arabic poetry in the East,” despite the Naṣrid awareness that Granada was at the geographic margins of Arab culture (Jayyusi, 2000, 317). For example, as García Gómez points out, the word qalahurra is found only in texts from what he calls “the Mozarabic zone” (where the colloquial language was “Mozarabic” or Romance, evolved from Latin).12 Fortunately, the four epigraphic panels of the Tower of the Captive Woman make the meaning of this word, “fortress-palace,” clear through context (García-Gómez, 1985, 46). Perhaps qalahurra (and a handful of other words connected to the architecture and decoration of the Alhambra) overcomes the Granadan reluctance to depart from the classical poetic lexicon because the Alhambra’s own departure from Arabic architecture created new forms needing new words to describe them. This might lead one to suspect that qalahurra has a Romance etymology, but García Gómez dismisses that possibility. In other words, even when there is a specifically Andalusī word on the walls of the Alhambra, it nonetheless seems to be an Arabic word rather than a borrowing from the non-Arabic colloquial. The multiculturality, pluriculturality, interculturality, or cultural hybridity of al-Andalus is well-attested, but it does not extend to the lexicon of the language of the Alhambra’s inscribed poetry. One would no more put Romance derivations on the palace walls than one would hang Aramaic or Greek script between the windows of the Ka’ba in Mecca. The language of both buildings must be in a triumphal, and therefore necessarily Arabic, register, especially since so much of the Alhambra’s poetry celebrates either the military victories of the Naṣrids or the splendor of their architectural accomplishments.

Panegyric and description are two purposes that the Alhambra’s poetry shares with the mu‘allaqāt, although the pre-Islamic poet praises in his qaṣīda not the patron, but the tribe or himself; he describes not a building or garden, but the desert or his she-camel. Obviously, in the urban world of al-Andalus there is little need to evoke the tribe as such. What is remarkable about the ruler Yūsuf’s purported ancestors is not that they belonged to a powerful tribe, but instead that they feature prominently in the Qur’ān for having helped the Prophet Muḥammad during his exile from Mecca. In this case, mere allusion to their role in early Islamic history is praise enough. The desert and she-camel were even more alien; only the most imitative and retrograde poet would have evoked them. The element of the qaṣīda, however, that seems to completely disappear from the Alhambra’s inscriptions is the naṣīb, the erotic prelude in which the poet searches for the traces of the abandoned encampment where he first met his beloved. Indeed, despite the romantic associations of the fanciful names given to various rooms of the Alhambra in the nineteenth century, there is no love poetry to be found anywhere. The nostalgia everywhere so evident is for a lost world, rather than for a lost love.

During the final century of Muslim rule in Granada, the inhabitants of the Alhambra lived between walls inscribed with the verse of three poets, the last of whom had died in 1394. It is not clear whether the poetry remained unchanged on the walls because no one wished to see it replaced, because the interminable political violence of the period precluded any attempt at redecoration, because of a decline in the craft of the artisans who would have been responsible for inscribing new verse, because the final century of the Naṣrids was without poetry (very little has survived), or because the circumstances of the kingdom had become so straitened that even the relatively cheap plaster used as decorative material was no longer affordable. Even when Ibn Zamrak’s verses were new they must have already seemed old, for both his poetry and prose were “archaicizing, glosses on glosses, commentaries, erudition; reiteration . . . of topic and clichés that had come before” (García Gómez, 1975, 25).13 By the end of the fourteenth century in Granada, it seems that the life had already gone out of poetry; it might as well go up on the walls and lose itself among the geometric shapes of the ceramic tiles and textiles (a surprising number of which are extant) and the stylized tendrils of the plasterwork entangled with the calligraphy. The walls replete with poetry are, oddly enough, then a sign of its absence, its disappearance as cultural production insistent in its appearance as a record of past creation never usurped. The stories of the greatest mu‘allaqāt hung in the Ka‘ba imply that the best poems eventually gave way to new best poems. The poets whose qaṣīdas purportedly ended up hung in the Ka‘ba were not all contemporaries. Although, as already noted above, the anecdotes indicating that the mu‘allaqāt were the prize-winning poems of the ‘Ukaẓ fair are of even later origin than the barest tales of their hanging in the Ka‘ba, and therefore even more dubious as historically accurate records, they do suggest competition among performing poets. It is hard to imagine a face-off among all seven in one year; such an event certainly would have merited preservation in the historical record. Their dates are subject to conjecture, but the latest possible date for Imru’ al-Qays’s death is 565, while the earliest possible date for Labīd’s birth falls in 560. It is unlikely that Imru’ al-Qays would have suffered a five-year-old as a competitor.

Befitting their status as components of the oldest extant texts of Arabic Literature, the nasībs of the mu‘allaqāt—precisely what is missing from the poetry of the Alhambra—are obsessed with effacement and subsequent loss and therefore have a great deal to tell us about how to read poetry that insisted on (af)fixing itself in definitive form to a wall. The survival of this poetry, which already had a long and ultimately unknowable history when the Qur’ān was sent down in the early seventh century, should strike us as no less miraculous than the survival of the Alhambra. So much of this poetry, like so much of the Alhambra, no longer exists. Most nasībs begin with the poet describing his own attempt to forestall the loss of memory. He cannot call back to mind the past until he has found the traces—such things as barely visible ash marks from long-ago fires and dessicated remnants of dung from a passing tribe’s herds—of the encampments abandoned by the tribe of his beloved when they departed for another stage of their transhumant migration. The mu‘allaqa of ‘Antara (late sixth century), for example, begins (Sharḥ al-mu‘allaqāt al-‘ashr wa akhbār sha‘rā’ihā, 105):14

1.Have the poets left behind anything to be pieced together (muttaraddam)? Or have you recognized the abode after your initial doubts?

2.The trace (rasm) of the abode, unspeaking, defied your search until it spoke like a deaf and stuttering foreigner.



	

	أَمْ هَلْ عَرَفْتَ آلدَّارَ بَعْدَ تَوَهُّمِ

	١. هَلْ غَادَرَ الشُّعَراءُ مِنْ مُتَرَدَّمِ




	

	حتى تَكلِّم كالأَصمِّ الأعْجَم

	٢. أَعْيَاكَ رَسْمُ الدَّارِ لم يتَكلِّم





‘Antara would seem to be addressing himself in the second person. He wonders if the poets who have preceded him have left any scraps of cloth to be pieced together, as if the composition of a poem were like making cloth whole.15 As I demonstrated in Chapter 3, the Alhambra’s inscriptions are far from the first instance in Arabic verse of poetry compared to textiles, although the Naṣrid poets prefer brocade (dībāj, 10.1, 22.4) to mere cloth. Although dār is conventionally translated “abode” in English, and later will come to mean house (perusers of Arabic books know that it can also refer to a publishing house), it is safe to say that in the mu‘allaqāt the word refers to the camps the Bedouin established when they fixed their stopping-places, of which they leave virtually nothing behind once they move to the next stop.16 Since the Arab word for a line of poetry, bait بيت, also means “tent” (and “house” in Modern Standard Arabic), it perhaps should not surprise anyone that the Alhambra perceived its walls as cloth.

The basic meaning of rasama, from which rasm in line 2 is derived, is “to make marks on the ground.” Since it also comes to refer to drawing and writing, “trace” is a felicitous English translation. This is a mark, however, that does not easily surrender to interpretation. These traces are nearly always described as difficult to distinguish from their surroundings and even more difficult to interpret. Because the pre-Islamic poet cannot continue with the qaṣīda until recognition of the traces of the beloved unleashes memory, find, recognize and interpret them he must. Because the pre-Islamic poet was either illiterate or had to pretend to be,17 the moment of understanding is not presented in terms of reading, but instead in hearing. When they finally surrender their secret, the traces, although visual, do not look funny, but instead sound funny. Although over the past three decades the theories of pre-Islamic poetry as the result of oral-formulaic composition, proposed separately by James Monroe and Michael Zwettler in the 1970s, have been blasted to smithereens by other scholars, it nonetheless is impossible to know to what degree a poem composed and performed at the end of the sixth century differed from the version transcribed two or two and a half centuries later (Monroe, 1972; Zwettler, 1978). Whether pre-Islamic poetry as known today is a pristine survivor of a world that did not yet know Islam or is heavily marked by the concerns of those urban, literate Muslim scholars who transcribed and collected it, there are traces of an anxiety over (il)literacy and the written word in the versions that have come down to us. Once ‘Antara is able to hear what the traces say, they sound weird, like the voice of a man who has never heard language, or defective, like the halting attempts of a non-Arab trying to speak Arabic.

The mu‘allaqāt of Ṭarafa (sixth century) and Zuhayr (sixth century) also open with evocations of the difficulty of finding and understanding the traces of the abandoned encampments. The mu‘allaqa of Ṭarafa begins (Sharḥ al-qaṣā’id, 132–33):18

1.Traces of the encampments abandoned by Khawla appear against the mottled black-and-white stones of Thahmad like the faded tattooing (washm) on the back of a hand.



	

	تلوح كباقي الوَشْمِ في ظاهرِ اليدِ

	١ ِلخَوْلةَ أَطْلال ببَرقة ثَهْمَدِ





The mu‘allaqa of Zuhayr begins (Sharḥ al-qaṣā’id, 237–38):

1.Are they not of Umm Awfā, these unspeaking traces (dimna) of habitation on the much marched-over ground of Darrāj and Mutathallim?

2.And were her abodes not here, where the water runs between two valley walls, as if tattooing (washm) retraced over forearm sinews?



	

	بحَوْمانة الدَّرَّاجِ فالمتثلّم

	١ أَمِنْ أُمِّ أَوْفَى دِمنة لم تَكلِم




	

	مَرَاجِعُ وَشْمٍ في نواشِر مِعصَم

	٢ دِيارٌ لها بالرقمتْينِ كأنها





Traces are particularly difficult to distinguish against the mottled landscape of Thahmad, while the traces Zuhayr seeks have either been effaced by other travelers or flowing water. In Ṭarafa’s poem, the traces are like faded tattooing and therefore difficult to distinguish from the background. In Zuhayr’s poem, water flowing along the valley floor has not effaced the traces, but instead seems to have swept away that which kept them from being seen, functioning like the retracing of tattooing at risk of fading away. These sixth-century poets seem to have explored the many implications of a repository of common images.

The development of this sort of imagery is much more extensive in the mu‘allaqa of Labīd, perhaps because he lived over a hundred years, well beyond the middle of the seventh century (which permitted his conversion to Islam) (Sharḥ al-mu‘allaqāt, 74–75).

1.Effaced are the abodes, their positions, their sites at Mina, Ghawl and Rijām now deserted;

2.And so are the torrent channels of Rayyān’s traces laid bare, just as their stones entrust writings (al-waḥī) to a smooth surface.

3.As for the black traces of the encampment, since the time of their people the annual pilgrimage cycles have been completed, sacred and profane months elapsed.

4.They received the spring rain of the stars; thundershowers, their downpour and their drizzle, fell on them.

5.From each cloud of night and morning incessant rain, from each evening cloud grumbling replies.

6.Ayhaqān plants leafed and on two sides of the valley female gazelles and ostriches bore young.

7.And the oryx does, having recently calved, stand over their young, assembled in the vast plain.

8.The floods uncovered the traces of abandoned encampments as if they were writings (zubur) whose texts (mutūn) their pens renew;

9.Or the repetition of the tattooer, his indigo sprinkled in circles above which the tattooing (wishām) appears.

10.I stopped, questioning them, but how do we question rocks deaf and dumb, forever in one place, their words (kalām) indistinct?



	

	بمنًى تأبَّدَ غَوْلها فَرِجَامُها

	١ عَفتِ الدِّيارُ مَحَلُّها فَمُقامُها




	

	خلَقاً كما ضَمَنَ الوحيَّ سلامُها

	٢ فَمَدافعُ الرَّيانِ عُرِّي رَسْمها




	

	حججٌ خَلَوْنَ حَلاَلها وحرامُها

	٣ دِمنٌ تَجرَّمَ بَعْدَ عَهْدِ أَنِيسها




	

	ودْقُ الرَّواعِدِ جَوْدُها رَرِهامُها

	٤ رُزِقَتْ مَرابيعَ النُّجومِ وَصابها




	

	وَعَشِيّةٍ مُتَجَاوِبٍ إرْزَامُها

	٥ منْ كلِّ سارِيَةٍ وَغَادٍ مُدْجنٍ




	

	بالجلْهتيْنِ ظِباؤها ونَعامُها

	٦ فعلَافُرُوع الأيهَقَانِ وَأطْفلتْ




	

	عُوذاً تأجّل بالْفضاءِ بهامُها

	٧ وَالعيْنُ عاكفةُ على أطةلَائِها




	

	زُبُرٌ تجدُّ متُونَها أقْلاَمُها

	٨ وجلَا السُّيولُ عنِ الطُّلولِ كأنها




	

	كِففاً تعرَّضَ فَوْقهنَّ وِشامُها

	٩ أوْ رَجْعُ واشمهٍ أُسفَّ نَؤُورها




	

	صُمّاً خَوالِدَ مَا يَبينُ كَلَامُها

	١ فوقَفْت أسأَلها وكَيفَ سُؤَالُنا





The word for “writings” in line 2, al-waḥī, is often rendered as “revelation” by translators of the Qur’ān (see note 1 of the Introduction for further explanation of its nuances). There is some hint of that meaning here, since the passage of time and the sweep of water through torrent channels reveal what has been hidden. The signs are ever clearer, but remain just as hard to decipher, until out of sheer frustration the poet, in search of the traces of the abandoned encampments that will unleash the erotic memories he needs in order to complete the composition of his poem, questions the rocks. They are as unanswering—and more fundamentally, unhearing—as the written word. Suzanne Stetkevych interprets the writing on the rocks as inscriptions of earlier and disappeared civilizations that “non-literate” Bedouins “so often encountered” (Stetkevych, 1993, 20).19 This makes for an irresistible, but irrelevant and anachronistic, comparison with the hordes of tourists who today march through the Alhambra unable to read the calligraphy, but able to identify it thanks to the countless reapplications of plaster to restore its legibility. Just as Labīd fails to read the writing on the rocks, the tourists fail to read the writing on the walls. This is a reminder that it would have been odd indeed for these pre-Islamic poems to have been hung about the Ka‘ba as just so much frippery that would have said as little to the putatively illiterate poet and his tribe as the deaf-mute flood-scoured rocks he questions in vain.

The references to writing in line 8 display a knowledge of an urban literate world of manuscript transmission (more like the world of eighth- and ninth-century philologists and grammarians in Baṣra and Kūfa rather than that of Bedouins in seventh-century Arabia), but also pun in such a way to indicate that the poet remains in the world of oral transmission found in the previous seven lines. In the Qur’ān, zubur often refers specifically to the “Book of David” (what the Bible titles “Psalms”), or more generally to scriptures or scrolls of texts. A zibr is something written, while a zabr is a stone; and zabara, logically enough, is a verb that covers a spectrum of related meanings, ranging from walling a well with stones, to casting stones, to inscribing or engraving on stones, or simply to write. Since there are inscribed stones mentioned a few lines earlier, it seems unlikely that this pun is not intentional. The mutūn, however, take the reader far from the world of rocks. For a Muslim, a matn (singular of mutūn) is first and foremost the text, the narrative to be transmitted, of a hadīth, distinguished from the isnad, which lists the lines of oral transmission back to its source. More generally speaking, a matn is the text proper of a manuscript, without the accompanying commentary or glosses in the margins. In other words, the floods over the rocks are like a tattooer retracing what is most essential of a tattoo. All the possible textual accretions are thereby stripped away. Unfortunately, this is of no help to the poet: the spoken word (kalām) remains indistinct. Making language visible does not make it comprehensible. On the other hand, regardless of his insistence that he does not understand the rocks and cannot read the traces, Labīd then launches into a detailed and masterful description of the departure of his beloved’s tribe. In fact, as Suzanne Stetkevych points out, in lines 4–7 the description of the “plenitude of nature” contains “[g]azelle does and oryx cows” that “are, in Arabic poetry, the conventional simile for the poet’s beloved and the women of her tribe” (Stetkevych, 1993, 20). Labīd surreptitiously begins his evocation of the lost past even before he definitively recognizes the traces of the abandoned encampments. Desire overcomes genre convention.

The anxiety that textualization causes in a society still deeply attached to oral transmission reveals itself not only in both the transcribed text of the mu‘allaqāt, but also in the inscribed text on the walls of the Alhambra. In the mu‘allaqāt, text never gets far from stone. When Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih recounts the tale of the transcription of these mu’allaqāt, he transposes the work of the eighth- or ninth-century scholar back to the sixth century, and although the poems are written on fine white cloth, they nonetheless in this account remain close to the most holy stone of Islam when hung on the walls enclosing it. The mu‘allaqāt not only fear loss of memory, but loss of commemoration. The twelve lines (of which I cite four of the first five) in the Courtyard of the Myrtles by Ibn Zamrak commemorate the (re)taking of Algeciras in a battle that today barely registers in historical memory, a victory that must have seemed fragile and ephemeral then as well, despite the bluster of the poetry (poem 4, lines 2–5, García Gómez, 1985, 94):

2.At how many infidel cities have you arrived at morning so that their people at dusk lived under your rule!

3.You yoked them with a captive’s yoke, and they serve you erecting palaces throughout your domain.

4.You opened Algeciras by sword’s force, and opened a gate once shut to victory.

5.Before that you took twenty strongholds and divided their booty with your army.



	

	وأمسيت فى أعمارهم متحكّما

	٢ فكم بلدة للكفر صبّحت أهلها




	

	ببابك يبنون القصور تخدّما

	٣ وطوّقتهم طوق الأسارى وأصبحوا




	

	ففتحتَ بابا كان للنصر مبهما

	٤ وفتحتَ بالسيف الجزيرة عنوةً




	

	وصيّرتَ ما فيها لجيشك مغنما

	٥ ومن قبلها استفتحت عشرين معقلاً





Unlike either the famed mu‘allaqāt or the Qur’ān, this poem is no longer recited, whether in the Alhambra, Algeciras or elsewhere. Perhaps when the armies of Muḥammad V retook the town in 1368 Ibn Zamrak composed a poem in celebration. Either he or someone else recited it before the ruler. Eventually, twelve lines were committed to the north wall of the Courtyard of the Myrtles. It is possible that the recited version was much longer, since there is evidence that other Alhambra texts were abridged from much longer versions. Another panegyric dedicated to Muḥammad V, for example, is inscribed in twenty lines on the walls of the Room of the Two Sisters, while it has 106 in al-Maqqarī’s Nafḥ al-ṭīb (Waft of the Fragrant) (Monroe, 2004, 346–65). It was common practice for medieval anthologists to collect favorite lines rather than favorite poems; this may have been a guiding principle in inscribing the walls as well, depending on how many lines the space to be inscribed could contain. A century later, once Algeciras (or at least its site, since the Naṣrids do not appear to have rebuilt the city after destroying it) had long ago been retaken by the Spanish, when at least three generations had passed since any new poetry had been inscribed on the walls, and the inscriptions themselves had gone some time without renovation or perhaps even cleaning, what sort of meaning (if any) these lines could have had other than ironic foreboding. While the words may have seemed with the passage of time to have withdrawn into the leaves and tendrils of the stucco-work, to have become little more than another aspect of the complex geometric forms on the tiles found on walls, floor and ceilings, surely someone at some time must have tried to reread them. Their very attachment to the building—both literally and metaphorically—did not so much fix their meaning, as those from a literate society might think, but caused instead the gradual flaking-away of significance. Unlike the mu‘allaqāt, they could not slowly, perhaps to generations of listeners almost imperceptibly, through oral transmission adapt to the world around them, except through utter effacement or faulty restoration by those who could not read them.20 The reification of the text has not fixed it, but instead broken it. If Labīd’s mu’allaqa still hung today on the walls of the Ka‘ba, its effaced lettering inscrutable on tattered cloth, would anyone know what it said?

It is not difficult to imagine that whoever first decided to hang poetry on the walls in the guise of plaster designed to look like lavish textiles had the pre-Islamic Ka‘ba in mind. The textile fragments from Naṣrid Granada that have survived are remarkably similar in their motifs to the stylized plants and geometric designs carved in plaster. When they carry epigraphs as well, their designers and weavers delineated spaces similar to those on the Alhambra’s walls in which to contain them.21 As I have suggested above, however, the Alhambra’s epigraphs also sometimes remind the reader of the Qur’ān, whether because they use Qur’ānic language or assign themselves attributes otherwise reserved for the Qur’ān. In addition, among the Alhambra’s epigraphs are scattered many Qur’ānic citations or citation fragments. The poetic epigraphs are generally “situated somewhat below eye-level and thus perfectly accessible to a person seated on the floor” (Bush, 2009, 134), while citations from the Qur’ān are generally placed far overhead, sometimes to the point where they are difficult to read. Since any Muslim visitor to the Alhambra who could read would also have known the Qur’ān very well, if not perfectly, perhaps it would have been enough to merely recognize a verse or two in order to recall an entire sūra, or at the very least to recognize the sūra from which it came. A. R. Nykl’s 1934 account of reading the Sūrat al-Mulk (of the kingdom) in the Hall of the Ambassadors is worth citing at length, since it indicates the difficulty of seeing the inscriptions as well as the ease of recognizing them—for some. He begins by quoting Antonio Almagro Cárdenas, whose Estudio sobre las Inscripciones Árabes de Granada (Study of the Arabic Inscriptions of Granada) appeared in 1877:

Under the great wooden cupola that covers the hall, we find the inscription that follows, taken from the Qur’ān and written in white lettering that stands out against the dark background of the panel. We do not know if anyone has paid attention to it, since it cannot be made out due to its great elevation.

Nykl then tells us that Almagro misidentifies the sūra; it is not the 63rd, but instead the 67th. He then attests to its present condition:

It is unlikely that the inscription was then found in any better state than it is in today. It is possible that someone with eyes like a hawk could have made out a few groups of words and then realized that they formed a sūra, but it certainly was not Almagro who made this discovery, since he could not have been mistaken about such a simple detail as the number of the said sūra. After having examined the sūra in its present state with binoculars, I can attest to the following: the entire sūra is distributed in a perfect rectangle on the wood panels, three long and one short (roughly one-fourth the size of the long ones) on each side.

He then goes on to describe what is present and what is missing, with most of it “erased” or “lost” (Nykl, 179–80).22 Although the fifteenth-century visitor to the Hall of Ambassadors could not rely on binoculars or studies written by previous scholars, however faulty, in order to obtain the equivalent of an eagle’s perspective, it is likely that the inscriptions were then in a better state. Based on extant decoration and García Gómez’s reconstructions, the fifteenth-century visitor would have entered from the Courtyard of the Myrtles, where he would have seen and perhaps read of the ruler’s victory at Algeciras, since the poem is found on the walls on either side of the entrance. Leaving the courtyard, a garden space both inside and outside, the plants outside echoed by the stylized plants on the walls, passing from the bright sun of southern Spain to the dimmer light of the antechamber, today’s visitor can imagine that an alert fifteenth-century visitor intent on reading would have seen and read two poems of six lines each (although a line is missing from an extant version of the second poem) inscribed in niches of the corridor leading to the Hall of Ambassadors, then would have seen and read two poems of five lines each in the niches in the arch of the entrance to the hall. Once in the Hall of the Ambassadors itself, he may have been dazzled by the play of light from the door-sized latticed windows each with two smaller windows above them in nine alcoves on three sides of the room and the light from a “clerestory” of windows with colored glass just beneath the dark wood cupola (Ruggles, 2000, 187). He would have seen and read the poetry inscribed over the throne placed in front of an alcove of the wall opposite the corridor through which he entered, the Qur’ānic verse (2:225) inscribed above that and then the verses from Sūra 67 that Nykl and Almagro found so difficult to discern. Recognizing a few verses of the sūra would have been enough to trigger the memory of the rest of the text. The gaze ascending to the ceiling may have hesitated in order to take in the Naṣrid motto inscribed over and over in the room: “There is no victor but God” wa lā ghālib illā Allāh 23.و لا غالب إلا اللهEven today, stripped down and stark, the Hall of Ambassadors awes; what sort of experience could it have been to visit it when fully decorated to fulfill its function, which seems to have been public and ceremonial. Of course, it is in this stark, stripped-down state, the only distraction other visitors, that allows a literate visitor to indulge fully in the experience of reading the building.

Although Sūra 67 also reminds the reader of God’s bounty to the believer, roughly two-thirds of its verses are devoted to describing the unpleasant fate of the unbeliever. It is unlikely that the Muslim visitor would fail to think of these alarming verses once he realized that this sūra was inscribed overhead:

6.For those who do not believe in their Lord is the torment of Hell, a miserable destination.

7.When they are cast into it, they will hear it suck in its breath as it boils over,

8.Nearly exploding with rage; whenever a troop is cast into it, its guardians ask them: “Did no one come to warn you?”

9.They said: “Indeed someone came to us to warn us and we scoffing said that God had sent down nothing, you all are but in great error.

10.If only we had listened or learned, we would not be companions of the blaze.”

11.So they acknowledged their sins; let the companions of the blaze be condemned!

Elsewhere in the Alhambra the Qur’ānic citations that have survived the centuries seem randomly placed with no particular connection to their location, although this apparent randomness may simply be an illusion of the twenty-first-century visitor’s ignorance of the function of any particular building, but this is not true in the Hall of Ambassadors. This hall and the Comares Tower that contains it seem to illustrate Sūra 67, or seem to have been constructed with the aim of realizing, or even surpassing, the vision of the universe evoked in it. The coordination of the inscriptions with the purpose of both tower and palace is remarkable. Verse nineteen of the sūra also corresponds to the vertiginous experience of looking at the ceiling:

19.Have they not seen the birds in flight above them, extending and drawing close their wings? The All-merciful alone holds them in place, for truly He watches everything.

The Comares Tower looms over the rest of the Alhambra and juts out from the hillside, so that one can look out over Granada from the viewpoints on three of its sides, allowing the ruler and his court to watch everything as well. Sūra 67 suggests not only the purpose of the building as a tower, but also evokes what is seen within the Hall of Ambassadors as well:

1.Blessed is he who has the kingdom in his hand, powerful over all things,

2.He who created death and life so as to prove which of you is best/most beautiful (aḥsan) in deed/work (‘amalan), All-powerful and All-forgiving,

3.Who created the seven well-ordered heavens . . .

5.We adorned the earthly heaven with lamps (masābīḥ) and launched them at devils; we prepare for them the torment of a blazing fire.

As Ruggles points out in her description of the hall’s ceiling, “[t]he allusion to the seven heavens, over which God is supreme, is reinforced by the geometrical and stellar design of the wooden vault, which consists of six rows of stars rising to the seventh component, a central domelet” (Ruggles, 2000, 190). Sūra 67 has told the reader that he sees and what he sees; it also tells him how he should see:

3.You do not see in the creation of the All-merciful any irregularity (tafāwūtin); so look again: do you see any breach (fuṭūrin)?

4.Look twice more and the gaze will return to you overwhelmed and weary.

The four attempts to find an irregularity, a breach, a flaw in God’s creation or, in this case, in the Hall of Ambassadors, is overwhelmed and exhausted by the impossibility of the task. The visitor is ordered to cast a critical eye on the creation before him. The Qur’ānic citation dares him to find fault with it; the building and its decoration do not merely represent what the sūra says. The text guides the reader in his experience of gazing upon man’s creation likened to God’s. The analogy between God’s creation and the ruler’s might seem like so much overreaching, but it is precisely this analogy encouraged by the poems read before the visitor reaches the Qur’ānic passage just under the cupola. And according to them, God’s creation does not always come out best.

The poems in the niches in the corridor leading to the Hall of Ambassadors and in the niches of the arch of its entrance strain against the submission of the praise of the buildings to the glorification of Islam and God rather than the man more immediately responsible for their construction. The poem in the first niche of the corridor, 7 according to García Gómez’s numbering system, refers to the ruler as not only king but caliph, emphasizing his role as representative of God on earth (poem 7, lines 1–6, García Gómez, 1985, 100):

1.Oh son of kings and of kings’ sons, before whom the stars humbly accept their fate, as I retrace your lineage:

2.If you have built a palace without compare that reaches the Most High, while the stars multiply just beyond it,

3.Where the Caliph dictates from its wonders prodigies to be entrusted to pages and volumes;

4.You built as well for the faith in the loftiness a mighty pavilion of power without having even stretched taut its ropes.

5.How many benefits to Islam have come from you unseen!—but the wonders of their traces are evident.

6.Favor without obligation, gifts without counting, compassion without enmity, forgiveness without reproach.



	

	تعنو النجوم لهم قدراً إذ أنتسبُ

	١ يا ابن الملوك وأبناء الملوك ومَن




	

	حاز العلى ونمتْ من دونه الشهب

	٢ إن كنتَ شيّدتَ قصراً لا نظير له




	

	غرائباً أودعتها الصحف والكتب

	٣ حيث الخلافة تملى من عجائبها




	

	بيتاً من العزّ لم يمددْ له طنب

	٤ شيَّدتَ للدين في العلياء شاهقة




	

	تخفى ويظهر من آثارها العجب

	٥ كم من يد لك فى الإسلام قد سلفت




	

	رحمى ولا غلظة عفو ولا سبب

	٦ نعمى ولا منّة جدوى ولا عِدَةَُ





The stars themselves are humble before the ruler, who has raised the great palace with so little effort that its tent-ropes (yet another hearkening to the ancestral Bedouin past) experienced no strain. Greater even than this building are the actions of a good Muslim, listed in line 6, that are not intended to dazzle the eye but are the greatest qualities of the benevolent ruler. The palace is only the most visible manifestation of the ruler’s devotion to the Faith and success in serving it.

The palace in the first poem reaches beyond the stars. In the poem of the second niche of the corridor, the ruler is capable of inspiring fear even among the stars (Poem 8, lines 1–5, García Gómez, 1985, 101–2):

1.Ibn Naṣr, as you know, is a king from whose palace rise horoscope stars by which victory is foreseen.

2.Bolstered, his assault is feared by thousands; if he threatened the heavens, the stars would not dare appear in them.

3.Fear urges kings to his gates, while appetite urges supplicants as well in that direction;

4.With his customary generosity and nobility, as soon as he seizes wealth he gives it away.

5.May he continue in the glory to which kings humble themselves, the valor of which foreigners and Arabs alike fear!



	

	من قصره طالعات النصر تُرتقَبُ

	١ إنّ آبن نصر فما أدراك من ملك




	

	لو أوعد الأفق ما لاحت له الشهب

	٢ مؤيّد ترهب الآلافُ صولَته




	

	إذا العفاة حداها نحوها الرغب

	٣ يحدو الملوكَ إلى أبوابه الرهبُ




	

	لا يمسك المال إلّا ريثما يهب

	٤ ممّا تعوّد من جود ومن كرم




	

	ويرهب البأس منها العجمُ والعرب

	٥ لا زال فى عزّة تعنو الملوك لها





Clearly both poems are intended to prepare the visitor for the spectacle of the ceiling that appears star-studded both day and night, a feat impossible in the external world, and to guide his understanding of that spectacle. The poem in the right niche in the arch of the entrance to the Hall of Ambassadors, composed by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, points out a further weakening of the stars before the power of the ruler. Indeed, the Hall of Ambassadors is capable of wonders never found in nature, such as the ever-shining moon of line 5 (Poem 9, lines 1–5, García Gómez, 1985, 103):

1.I surpass all beauty through ornament and crown; the stars of the constellations bow down to me.

2.A vessel of water appears in me as if a worshiper standing in the niche of a prayer alcove whispering.

3.My noble deeds assure with the passage of time the quenching of thirst and the needs of the poor;

4.It is as if I bring the signs of bounty from the palm of our lord Abū al-Ḥajāj [Yūsuf].

5.May a full moon ever shine in my sky, even when no full moon shines in the great darkness!



	

	وهوتْ إلىّ الشهب فى الأبراجِ

	١ فقتُ الحسان بحليتى وبتاجى




	

	فىي قبلة المحراب قام يناجى

	٢ يَبْدُو إناءُ الماء فىَّ كعابدٍ




	

	ريَّ الأوام وحاجة المحتاج

	٣ ضمنتْ على مرّ الزمان مكارمى




	

	من كفّ مولانا أبى الحجّاج

	٤ فكأنّنى آستقربتُ آثار الندى




	

	ما لاح بدرٌ فى الظلام الداجى

	٥ لا زآل بدراً فى سمائى لائحاً





The artificial sky in the Hall of Ambassadors is superior to the real sky, because the moon shines in it even when there is no moon to be found outside. Only the ruler himself, depicted as the sun in the final extant poem before today’s visitor enters the Hall of Ambassadors, in the left niche in the arch of the entrance, can outshine the moon and stars seen in the preceding poem (Poem 10, lines 1–5, García Gómez, 1985, 105).24

1.The fingertips of my maker (ṣana‘ī) wrote (raqamat) upon my brocade, after stringing the pearls of my crown.

2.I imitated a bride’s seat and exceeded it; truly I assured the bliss of the couple.

3.Whoever comes to me complaining of thirst, my well is of pure water, cold and sweet without admixture.

4.I am like the rainbow when the sun, our lord Abū al-Ḥajjāj, appears.

5.May it ever be a protected meeting place one need not leave, a dwelling of God, a meeting place of Mecca pilgrims.



	

	من بعد ما نظمتة جواهر تاجى

	١ رقمتْ أنامل صانعى ديباجى




	

	إنّى ضمنتُ سعادة الأزواج

	٢ وحكيتُ كرسىّ العروس وزدته




	

	صرفُ الزلال العذب دون مزاج

	٣ مَن جاءنى يشكو الظماء فموردى




	

	والشمس مولانآ أبو الحجّاج

	٤ فكأنّنى قوس الغمام إذا بدا




	

	بيتُ الإلاه مثابة الحُجّاج

	٥ لا زال محروس المثابة ما غدا





The daring of these poems is in lauding the ruler beyond the bounds of the earthly, which should be reserved for God; their caution comes in the repeated retreat to Islamic contextualization. The fourth poem does not end with the image of Abū al-Ḥajjāj as the sun, but instead returns the Hall of Ambassadors to God and pilgrims returned from Mecca. Indeed, the near-perfect congruence between the last word of line 4, al-Ḥajjāj (part of the ruler’s name) and the last word of line 4, al-ḥujjāj, meaning those who have been on the Ḥajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, indicates that even language itself at its most basic insists on the tawhīd (oneness) of the two realms that seem to otherwise be in competition. What is most important is that the conflict between the extremes of Arabic poetry in its panegyrical function and the constraints of the Qur’ān on praise of the merely human generates a meaningful tension within this oneness.

As I have already mentioned, the metaphor the inscriptions prefer for themselves (and for other elements of decoration) is fabric. This comparison is not wholly alien to the European tradition; textus, for example, the Latin word for text comes from the verb texere, and means “fabric” (Kermani, 254). However, the Alhambra’s text speaks of itself as textile obsessively. Six examples follow. The first has already appeared above; it was composed by Ibn al-Khaṭīb, and is located in the left niche in the arch of the entrance to the Hall of Ambassadors:

The fingertips of my maker wrote upon my brocade (dībājī), after stringing the pearls of my crown.



	

	من بعد ما نظمتة جواهر تاجى

	رقمتْ أنامل صانعى ديباجى





Describing a poem as a strand of pearls, lines strung together, is also a commonplace of classical and postclassical Arabic discussions of poetry. The word for maker (ṣāni‘) here is distinct from the word used for creator in reference to God in the Qur’ān and created/creation in Sūra 67 noted above, all of which come from the root kh-l-q. It has more the sense of an artisan, someone working with his hands (of course, the question as to whether God Himself has hands is fraught with implications for how one understands the function of language in the Qur’ān). The decoration on the wall is not only called brocade, but this brocade is then written upon, although an embroidered text, strictly speaking, was woven into brocade rather than marked upon it; it is not merely the case that writing is like brocade, but that brocade is like writing. The textile works at multiple levels of metaphor at once. The following line by Ibn Zamrak is in The Hall of the Two Sisters (Poem 14, line 13, García Gómez, 1985, 116).

13.You have bedecked it with so much adorning drapery (ḥullati) that its embroidery (al-washā) makes us forget fine Yemeni silk (al-sābirīy).



	

	من االوشى تُنسى السابرىّ الميانيا

	١٣ وكم حلَّة جلّلتَه بحُلِيّها





The following lines are by Ibn al-Jayyāb, and appear on Panel 1 of the epigraphic panels of the Tower of the Captive Woman (Poem 22, lines 4 & 6, García Gómez, 1985, 137–38).

4.The artistry of the tiles on its walls and the floor are like wondrous brocade (al- dībāj).

6.It dresses in a strip of embroidered calligraphy (ṭirāz) of glory once the name of our lord Abū al-Hajjāj appears on it.



	

	والأرض مثل بدائع الديباج

	٤ فصنائع الزلّيج فى حيطانها




	

	فيها آسم مولانا أبى الحجّاج

	٦ لبستْ طراز الفخر لمّا أن بدا





The fabled silk of Yemen would have been extraordinarily rare or perhaps altogether nonexistent in fourteenth-century Granada. Tile floors and walls are also compared to brocade in the textile-centric Granadan imagination. A ṭirāz is a panel of cloth embroidered with writing, often the name and/or title of its wearer, reserved for clothing of the royal family or gifts from them. This line from Panel 4 of the epigraphic panels of the Tower of the Captive Woman I have already mentioned (poem 25, line 5, García Gómez, 1985, 142):

5.Wherever you look you see color, its every sort embroidered (wushshiyat), gilded (muḍahhab), and polychromed (muzakhraf).



	

	أنواعُه فمذهَّب ومزخرف

	٥ مهما لحظتَ رأيتَ نقشاً وُشِّيَتْ





The following line is by Ibn al-Jayyāb and is located on the alfiz (a rectangular molding surrounding an arch) of the Arch of the Entrance to the Chamber of the Generalife from the Courtyard of the Watercourse (Poem 28, line 3, García Gómez, 1985, 148):

3.A prodigious hand inscribes (raqamat) on its walls embroidery (washīyan) as if they were flowers in a sweet-scented garden.



	

	وشياً كمثل أزاهر البستان

	٣ رقمتْ يد الإبداع فى أرجائه





25.5 makes clear that the application of gold and bright colors to the plaster decorations were integral to the brocade effect. As Olga Bush points out, pigment traces have allowed scholars to reconstruct the color scheme:

. . . most of the parietal epigraphy was painted with gold or silverleaf, or in white with black outlines. Executed in these colors, the inscriptions “stood out” on a red, blue, or turquoise ground. Foliate elements in some compositions were also painted with gold or silver leaf, while in others their serrated edges were painted either in red or blue in contrast with the ground color. In a historical account describing a qubba in the Alhambra, Ibn al-Khaṭīb stated that the poetic epigraphy was executed in letters of “pure gold” on a ground of lapis lazuli. (Bush, 2009, 132)25

Perhaps what is most interesting is that every decorable surface, every medium and every material except the wooden ceiling and marble fountains—tiled floors and walls, stuccoed walls, gilded and polychromed inscriptions and tracery, even gardens, not to mention actual textiles hanging from the walls, covering pillows or thrown on the ground, which of course are no longer to be found in the Alhambra—is imagined as part of a single interwoven fabric that subsumes most of the visual arts. It would seem that only the heavens are excluded, but the words of the inscriptions themselves, whether those leading to the Hall of Ambassadors or found in several other buildings of the Alhambra, constantly refer to the stars. The maker(s) of the Alhambra would seem to recognize no limits to the dominion of metaphor and the interweaving it enables.26

The poets of the Alhambra were by no means the first to compare poetry to weaving. As I explained in Chapter 3, no less a figure than the eleventh-century scholar ‘Abd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī compares the analysis of a text in order to properly evaluate it to the analysis of both sides of silk brocade. As Navid Kermani summarizes al-Jurjānī’s approach to poetry-as-embroidery, in order to determine how it was made (or, in the case of poetry, composed), one must examine “how he weaves into each other the warp, weft and threads on this side and the other; how he caused a particular pattern to take form from these threads along its length and width, and which color he introduced first and which second and which third” (Kermani, 258). Since al-Jurjānī used this metaphor to analyze both Qur’ānic and poetic texts in order to explain the Qur’ān’s inimitability (i‘jāz), it is a reminder of the Alhambra’s characteristics: Qur’ānic citation, poetry, and its architecture and decorative elements are all interwoven to create meaning.

Lines of poetry are like ṭirāz, are embroidered into the walls; plaster is cloth, gilt and polychrome are warp and weft. Poetry is like the Alhambra’s decor—is the Alhambra’s decor. As Sumi points out, in lines found in his dīwān, but not on the walls of the Alhambra, Ibn Zamrak describes the composition of poetry describing the palace “using the verb banā (to build),” implying that “ his “construction” of the poem is like the patron’s building of the palace” (Sumi, 183). Returning to the Tower of the Captive Woman, there the converse is true as well: the palace and its decor are composed like poetry, as Ibn al-Jayyāb’s poetry from Panel 3 of the Epigraphic Panels in the Tower of the Captive Woman (poem 24, lines 1–8, García Gómez, 1985, 141).27 Taking a closer look at this panel and the lines of poetry inscribed around it will permit me to demonstrate just how tightly woven together all the elements of the Alhambra and its poetry are.

1.This edifice adorning the Alhambra is the spring camp (marba‘) for both the peace-loving and the warrior,

2.Is a palace (qaṣran) entrusted to the fortress tower (qalahurra); say: It is a fortress or a meeting place (majma‘) for delight,

3.Is a palace that divides its beauty among its sky, its earth and the four directions.

4.In its plaster and tiles are marvels (badā’i‘un), but the carpentry of its ceiling is most marvelous (abda’);

5.It was assembled (jumi‘at) and after assembly (jam‘) its elevation achieved its acme, its highest point.

6.It relates/resembles (yaḥkā) the inventiveness (badī‘a) of poetry in its root play (mujannas), antithesis (muṭabbaq), internal rhyme (mughaṣṣan), and inlay (muraṣṣa‘).

7.It shows us (abdā) the face of Yūsuf like a miracle; in it all beauty has been perfected and collected (ajma‘a)

8.From the most glorious Khazraj, their deeds (athāruhum) for the Faith a bolt of blazing lightning.



	

	هو للمسالم والمحارب مربعُ

	١ قد زيّن الحمراءَ هذا المصنعُ




	

	هى معقلٌ أو للمسرّة مجمع

	٢ قلهرّة قد أُودِعتْ قصراً فقلْ




	

	والأرض منه والجهات الأربع

	٣ قصرٌ تقسّمت البهاء سماؤه




	

	لا كنْ نجارة سقفه هى أبدع

	٤ فى الجصّ والزلّيج منه بدائعٌ




	

	للنصْب حيث لها الحلّ الأرفع

	٥ جُمعتْ وبعد الجمع أحكم رفعها




	

	ومطبَّق ومغصَّن ومرصَّع

	٦ يحْكى بديعَ الشعر منه مجنَّس




	

	فيها تكاملت الحاسن أجمع

	٧ أبدى لنا من وجه يوسف آيةً




	

	فى الدين صاعقة بنور تسطع

	٨ مِن خزرج الفخر الأُلَى آثارهم





Any attempt to make sense of this poem requires some explanation of the terminology in line six, both with respect to the rhetoric of poetry and its metaphorical application to decoration. However, since here the significance of poem and building are so tightly interwoven, a fuller description of the architectural and decorative context of the Tower of the Captive Woman than I have given heretofore is in order.

The Tower of the Captive Woman is roughly 250 meters east of the primary complex of the Naṣrid palaces still extant, forming part of the northern palatine city wall facing the Generalife Gardens. The poems are found on the four walls of the principal room, in the shape of a square. On one side is a large entry-way, while on the three other sides are alcoves with viewpoints; as a result, the room is generally well-lit during the day. Each of the four poems is inscribed in plaster in Maghrebi calligraphy inside bands surrounding rectangles filled with epigraphs in Kufic calligraphy and stylized tendrils. Each of these rectangles and bands are shared by two walls; the center of each coincides with the corner that joins them. The inscriptions are at roughly eye-level for someone sitting on the floor. Beneath the inscription bands are further decorations in plaster, beneath which are elaborately-patterned tiles. Above the inscriptions is yet another field of decoration in plaster; above them are bands of differing plaster decoration. Atop these bands is another epigraphical band, above which is a starred wooden ceiling. The doorways to the alcoves have their own, related plaster decorations and inscriptions.28 Obviously, the inscriptions are part of an enormously complex decorative scheme.

The first step to interpreting the relationship of the inscriptions to the building as a whole is a translation of the first word of line 6 that allows for some ambiguity. Yaḥkā is the imperfect form of ḥakaya, which has a range of meanings spanning to relate, to recite, to rehearse, to narrate, to tell, to transmit, to quote, to imitate, to emulate, to resemble, even to tighten a knot and make it strong (paraphrase of Lane, s.v., ḥ-k-y). When the meaning involves speech, it is a certain, restricted kind of speech that involves the transmission of discourse of some sort that already exists. The evaluation of such speech would depend on how closely it hews to the source discourse, which probably explains why the word can also refer to imitation or emulation. The language of this building, that is, all its means of expression, emulate figures of speech found in a certain style of ‘Abbāsid lyric expression, badī‘, known for its elaborate and even controversial constructions that all but demand exegesis because of their inventiveness (as in the badī‘a of line 6). The Alhambra seldom uses this word or others from the same root (badī‘, badī‘a), preferring to describe its wonders with variations on ‘ajab, so that the recourse to badī‘a here must be significant—and as I demonstrate below, badī‘ and its linguistic cousins are scattered through this poem. According to Suzanne Stetkevych, badī‘ originated not with poetry, but with Mu‘tazilite exegesis of what was perceived as metaphorical language in the Qur’ān (it is no coincidence that badī‘ is related to bid‘a, which means heresy). The Mu‘tazilite insistence on tawḥīd, “the affirmation of the unity of God” forces them to interpret anthropomorphic descriptions of God as metaphorical or metonymic (Stetkevych, 1991, 5ff). In other words, the badī‘ of poetry has its origins in the attempt to interpret the Qur’ān’s straining against language in its representation of God. The poetic straining at the limits of language, perhaps even the transgression of them, generates meaning, just as the perfection of the Alhambra strains against the limits on human endeavor imposed by the very Qur’ān it so often cites—and thereby also generates meaning.29

For example, Mujannas30 is a variant of the word tajnīs, a feature of Arabic rhetoric that I have translated in previous chapters as “root play.” Because the term is so crucial in this poem, it is necessary to expand on my earlier discussion. As Suzanne Stetkevych explains, there are two types of tajnīs, “one based on ishtiqāq (etymology) in which two members of the tajnīs derive from the same root and have some shared meaning, and the other based on homonymity, in which the two members share the same spelling but are etymologically unrelated” (Stetkevych, 1991, 26). Since nearly all words in Arabic stem from triconsonantal roots, their form depending on the manipulation of patterns that determine the word’s meaning and grammatical function, this is a particularly rich rhetorical figure in Arabic poetry. The point of mujannas is to make connections between words, some of which may have diverged widely in meaning. There are examples in this poem: badā’i‘un (marvels) and the elative abda‘ (most marvelous) in line 4, badī‘a (inventiveness) in line 6, and ’abdā (appeared) in line 7. Although the last example is not strictly speaking from the same root, lacking the letter ‘ayn, when read aloud it sounds very close to abda‘, especially since the latter falls at the end of a line. This connection suggest that the appearance of Yūsuf’s face is also most marvelous and, indeed, it is called a miracle later in line 7. This example of root play also reminds the reader that the inventiveness of the poetry is akin to the marvels of the room’s decoration, thereby emphasizing the very point of describing its composition with reference to the rhetoric of poetry. As I noted near the beginning of this chapter, root play with the name of the ruling family, Naṣr, is a reminder that they claimed descent from the Anṣār or Helpmates of Muḥammad (13.11, 18.17, 25.8) and are responsible for triumph naṣr (8.1, 12.6). In an architectural complex so obsessive about interconnection, in which everything seems not only to be something else, but often even better, the relevance of this term to the spread of motifs through various decorative materials or across arts should be obvious.

Muṭabbaq, or ṭibāq, is best translated “antithesis,” not in this case as “a choice between opposites but rather a unity in contradiction,” and has been vital to Arabic poetry since at least the sixth century (Bush, 2009, 135). There are examples in the first two lines of this poem: the Tower of the Captive Woman is appropriate to both the peace-loving and the warrior, and it is both a fortress and a meeting place for delight.31 On the facing epigraphic panel is (poem 22, line 2, García Gómez, 1985, 137):

2.It manifests to us as a fortress tower, while hiding within a palace shining its blazing light.



	

	قصراً يضىء بنوره الوهّاج

	٢ قلهرّة ظهرت لنا واستبطنتْ





The best example of this rhetorical figure made architectural is the building itself—there is a contradiction between its external appearance and evident defensive function (protecting not only from attackers, but from sight itself), and its internal appearance and obviously pleasurable purpose. Ṭibāq may also be the best hope to understand how the poems can praise the palaces of the ruler as greater than the creations of God, while the walls continuously recite “There is no victor but God.” As Puerta Vílchez points out, the Naṣrid motto is often represented against the background of a “conventional coat of arms,” which reminds the reader of strictly earthly power, while the words insist on the supremacy of divine power (Puerta Vílchez, 1990, 95). Ṭibāq generates meaning through its refusal to resolve contradiction.

Although Robinson, Bush and García Gómez (presumably their source) all translate the next term, mughaṣṣan, as “caesura,” none of them offer any evidence in support (Robinson, 2008, 1992; Bush, 2009, 133, García Gómez, 1985, 142) . To the best of my knowledge, there is no Classical Arabic term corresponding to caesura (perhaps other than the fairly general waqf, or pause); discussions of poetry focus on the line (bayt, or tent), the hemistisch (shaṭr, half, or miṣrā‘, half of a folding door), the first of which is al-ṣadr (the breast) and the second al-‘ajuz (the rump), or feet (‘aruḍ) (Wright, IV, 351). Taḍmīn (enjambment, related to the verb taḍḍama, to put a line by someone else into your own poem, or even more evocatively, to put something, presumably a corpse, into a tomb) refers to the breaking of the integrity of the line, not the transgression of the caesura.32 As far as I can tell (although it is difficult to prove a negative) none of the inscriptions provide any visual equivalent to the caesura; the poems are always divided by lines with no mind paid to the division into hemistiches. In other words, there are no caesurae on the walls of the Alhambra. Perhaps Euro-American scholars have overemphasized the importance of the caesura because of the way Arabic poems are printed on the page. In any case, it is difficult to imagine that the Alhambra poets and artisans focused on an aspect that they did not deign to represent in the inscriptions, since the point of line 6 is to propose physical correlatives to abstract literary devices. Obviously, mughaṣṣan is an obscure word, but the twelfth-century Andalusī al-Kalā‘ī in his Iḥkām Ṣan‘at al-Kalām (Wisdom on the Craft of Words) describes what he calls al-mughaṣṣan, which J.A. Abu-Haidar translates as “ramified rhymed prose” (Abu-Haidar, 6).33 Abu-Haidar uses this term to describe the development of the muwashshaḥ, explaining that (Abu-Haidar, 6):

The various hemistiches or versicles in the main body of the strophe are called aghṣān ‘branches’ (ramus, rami) because different rhymes or ‘ramifications of rhyme’ appear in them in each strophe. The rhyme scheme in them, in other words, keeps branching out or putting out new rhymes, while the rhyme scheme in the aqfāl [refrains], at the end of each strophe, remains constant.

Although there are no muwashshaḥ among the Alhambra inscriptions, there is, however, internal rhyme. In fact, in each of the four poems in the Tower of the Captive Woman, the final word of the first hemistich rhymes with the final word of the second hemistich (and therefore with the rhyme-word at the end of each line of the poem). In the first poem, ibrāj (towers) rhymes with tāj (crown). In the second, nashā (heights) rhymes with fashā (spread). In the third, maṣna‘ (edifice) rhymes with marba‘ (spring camp). And, finally, in the fourth, mashraf (looms) rhymes with ashraf (noblest). In each case, the paired words have some sort of relationship reinforced by the internal rhyme; the third poem, for example, insists that the edifice raised as fortress tower and the abode intended for fine living are one and the same. As with the other two rhetorical terms already discussed, the text insists that the reader look for connections beneath the surface, perhaps ironic in a culture so preoccupied with decorating every surface.

The final term, muraṣṣa, or tarṣī‘, is misidentified as internal rhyme by Bush, who notes that it “is derived from an expression related to the jeweler’s craft—tarṣī‘ al-‘iqd, or the setting of stones in a necklace in a corresponding or symmetrical manner” (Bush, 2009, 133). Schoeler relies on Lane to define the term as “the act of setting, fixing, or putting together (jewels, precious stones, etc.); the act of making (a thing) according to a measure; the act of forming (it) by the inserting of one part within another” (Schoeler, 1998, 304). A precious stone can only be set if it fits, which means that it can only be put into a setting that corresponds to its size and shape. In the same way, tarṣī‘ is only possible if a word or phrase corresponds metrically to another phrase, so that it could conceivably be set into the same space without disrupting the rhythm of the line. Schoeler gives as example “an oft-quoted utterance of Abū ‘Alī al-Baṣīr” (Schoeler, 1998, 305). The parts in bold are an example of tarṣī‘:

until your allusion turns into explicitness and the care for you into recuperation ḥattā ‘āda ta‘rīḍuka ṭaṣrīḥan wa-tamrīḍuka taṣḥīḥan

حتّى عاد تعريضك طصريحاً وتمريضك تصحيحاً

The four terms I have spent so much time attempting to define are an example of tarṣī‘ as well: mujannas, muṭabbaq, mughaṣṣan, muraṣṣa‘. Again, the text asserts that patterns are meaningful and productive of meaning, but in this case it would make sense to think of these patterns as manifestations of rhythm. Mujannas and muṭabbaq are preoccupied with relationships, whether obscured by the distortion of fundamental patterns by the demands of grammar and word formation, or concealed by the apparent antipathy of contradictory words. Mughaṣṣan is concerned with a central feature of Arabic poetry, rhyme, and how it has branched out beyond classical end-rhyme as it has developed in al-Andalus; the listener needs to hear beyond the obvious. Muraṣṣa‘ is about underlying rhythms that allow the juxtaposition of words that may otherwise seem to have no connection. A visitor to the Alhambra, whether six hundred years ago or today, experiences the architecture and decoration in ways that defy easy analysis because its beauty depends on the complex manipulation of patterns in such a myriad of ways that their underlying unity is not easily recognized. I would argue as well, as I have throughout this book, that much of the Qur’ānic commentary tradition is about making evident the underlying unity of the Qur’ānic and poetic discourses, although the Qur’ān itself would insist on keeping them distinct.

In my discussion of the Alhambra’s inscriptions, I have often seemed to grant consciousness to them and the buildings, as if something beyond the artisans, poets and rulers had developed a meta-consciousness. This is in part because I am reluctant to assign motives and thoughts to figures in the distant past about which so little is known, and in part because the Alhambra’s poetry does seem to speak with a consistent voice, although the lines were composed by at least three different poets over nearly a century—another indication of its essential unity. I want to explore some of the manifestations of this Alhambric voice, or in this case, chorus of voices, in order to demonstrate at the end of this chapter how its voice links the Alhambra back to both poetry and the Qur’ān.

Despite the Alhambra’s apparent consistency of voice, sometimes a particular poem indicates a specific elocutionary I and often even the identity of a particular addressee. The “I” can be the building or some aspect of it, the poet, the craftsman, the patron, while the “you” can be the patron, the beholder or even God. It is clear in the poetry on the north wall of the Courtyard of the Myrtles, for example, that the voice of the poet praises his patron (Poem 4, lines 2–3, García Gómez, 1985, 94):

2.At how many infidel cities have you arrived at morning so that their people at dusk lived under your rule!

3.You yoked them with a captive’s yoke, and they serve you erecting palaces throughout your domain.



	

	وأمسيت فى أعمارهم متحكّما

	٢ فكم بلدة للكفر صبّحت أهلها




	

	ببابك يبنون القصور تخدّما

	٣ وطوّقتهم طوق الأساارى وأصبحوا





Nowhere in the twelve-line poem does the speaker identify himself or refer to himself. The unfiltered third-person narration is easily transferred to the inscriptions without giving the impression that the courtyard or the wall is speaking. Indeed, in this case, the wall functions as a writing surface whose only task, from the perspective of the poem, is to preserve the praise of the poet perhaps first spoken aloud in this spot. A visitor reading aloud these lines would reenact that moment. The inscriptions allow the Alhambra to incorporate the experiences it has made possible, both internalizing and externalizing its history.

Elsewhere, however, the inscriptions bluntly say “I.” In addition to the examples seen above in 7.1, 9.1 and 10.2 (and others), there is this line by Ibn al-Jayyāb in the right niche under the arch of the entrance from the Courtyard of the Myrtles to the Boat Room (Poem 5, line 1, García Gómez, 1985, 97):

1.I am the bridal dais of the bridegroom, a being of beauty and perfection.



	

	ذاتُ حسن وكمالِ

	١ أنا مِجلاةُ عروس





And this line by Ibn al-Jayyāb in the left niche under the arch of the entrance from the Courtyard of the Myrtles to the Boat Room (Poem 6, line 1, García Gómez, 1985, 98)

1.I am a niche of prayer oriented to good fortune.



	

	سمتُه سمتُ السعادَهْ

	١ أنا محراب صلاة





And this line is from an anonymous poem in the central alcove of the Hall of Ambassadors (poem 11, line 4, García Gómez, 1985, 107):

4.If my forms were constellations in its heavens, through me and not between them passes the glory of the sun.



	

	ففىَّ عدا ما بينها شرفُ الشمس

	٤ و إن كان أشكالى بروجَ سمائها





A visitor reading aloud would then speak in the voice of a niche or an alcove or some other element of the palace. He becomes part of the Alhambra, gives voice to part of its consciousness, transforms dazzling and tactile decoration into sound.

In the poem by Ibn Zamrak inscribed in the Hall of the Two Sisters, there is a more dynamic relationship between the “I,” “you,” and, eventually, “we.” The poem begins, in an echo of the gesture seen in verses 3–4 of Sūra 67 just under the cupula of the Hall of Ambassadors, by telling the visitor how to look (Poem 14, line 1, García Gómez, 1985, 115).34

1.I am the meadow-gardens that I have embellished with my beauty (ḥusn); look upon my beauty (jamāl) and infer the commentary (sharḥ) on my state!



	

	تأمّلْ جمالى تستفدْ شرحَ حاليا

	١ أنا الروض قد أصبحتُ بالحسن حاليا





According to Puerta Vílchez, commentators on the Qur’ān distinguished between ḥusn and jamāl; the former is a specific instance of the latter, which is more abstract (Puerta-Vílchez, 1990, 75). It may be the case, here, however, that the exigencies of meter determine which term is placed where. A sharḥ is a commentary attached to poetry. The building tells the visitor to look upon its beauty and then to extrapolate and offer an appropriate commentary on its state. The building speaking through the poem asks the visitor to speak (or, perhaps, write) back to it, rather than merely simply look, read aloud and give voice to it. The next several lines refer to the ruler by name and then with “his” and “him,” while continuing to refer to itself as “I” as it evokes the building’s beauty (García Gómez, 1985, 116):

2.For the lord Imām Muḥammad I strive to match the noblest deeds both present and past.

3.By God! his beautiful edifice—truly Fortune has decreed that it surpass all others.

4.For in it so many charming places are taken up in a glance, that it renews the soul of the secure forbearant man.

5.The five Pleiades take refuge in it overnight and wake in the morning to a strong wind rising.

6.Its luminous dome is unequaled; its beauty both hidden and manifest.

7.Gemini extends a hand to greet it, while the full moon of the heavens nears it to share secrets.

8.The shining stars want to embed themselves in its surface, rather than go near the vaults of heaven.

9.Were they to present themselves for an audience in both courtyards, they would compete with slave girls in serving Him to His pleasure.

10.No wonder that it soars beyond the stars far above, exceeding the utmost extremity of their orbit,

11.They come before my lord to stand in service—who serves the highest gains the heights!



	

	بأكرم من يأتى ومن كان ماضيا

	٢ أباهى من المولى الإمام محمّد




	

	يفوق على حكم السعود المبانيا

	٣ ولله مبناه الجميل فإنه




	

	تُجِدُّ به نفسُ الحليم الأمانيا

	٤ فكم فيه الأبصار من متنزّهٍ




	

	ويصبح معتلُّ النواسم راقيا

	٥ تبيت له خمس السثريّا معيذةً




	

	ترى الحسن فيها مستكنّا وباديا

	٦ به القبّة الغرّاء قلّ نظيرها




	

	ويدنو لها بدرُ السماء مناجيا

	٧ تمدّ لها الجوزاءُ كفّ مصافح




	

	ولم تك فى أفق االسماء جواريا

	٨ وتهوى النجوم الزهر لو ثبتتْ بها




	

	الى خدمةٍ ترضيه منها الجواريا

	٩ ولو مثلتة فى ساحتيْها وسابقت




	

	وأن جاوزت فيها المدى المتناهيا

	١٠ ولا عجبٌ أن فاتت الشهب فى العلى




	

	ومَن خدم الأعلى آستفاد المعاليا

	١١ فبين يدىْ مولاىَ قامت لخدمة





“My lord” seems to be a sort of pivot that allows the poem to switch from referring to the ruler in the third person to direct address. Once he has been acknowledged as responsible for its great beauty, he is then not asked to comment on the building’s beauty, but is instead told how he experiences it:

12.Through it [the dome] the great hall has achieved magnificence, while through it in turn the palace at dawn vies in beauty with the vaults of heaven.

13.You have bedecked it with so much adorning drapery that its embroidery makes us forget fine Yemeni silk.

14.And how many arches in the courtyard look down from columns adorned with light all night! —

15.So that you would count its arches among the celestial spheres revolving, overshadowing the pillar of shining dawn just now appearing.

16.The columns have brought forth every prodigy so that from it proverbs have already flown to circulate its fame.

17.The light off its burnished marble gleams translucent and shines out of the dark to dispel the remaining gloom.

18.When they are lit up by the sun’s rays, you fancy their great mass somehow pearl.



	

	به القصرُ آفاق السماء مباهيا

	١٢ بها النهْو قد حاز البهاء وقد غدا




	

	من الوشى تُنسى السابرىّ الميانيا

	١٣ وكم حلَّة جلّلتَه بحُلِّيها




	

	على عُمُد بالنور باتت حواليا

	١٤ وكم من قسىّ فى ذراه ترفّعتْ




	

	تُظِلّ عمودَ الصبح إذ لاح باديا

	١٥ فتحسبها الأفسلاك دارتْ قسيُّها




	

	فطارت بها الأمثال تجرى سواريا

	١٦ سواريَ قد جاءت بكلّ غريبة




	

	فيجلو من الظلماء كانا داجيا

	١٧ به المرمر الجلّو قد شفّ نورُه




	

	على عِظَم الأجرام منها لآليا

	١٨ إذا ما أضاءت بالشعاع تخالها





The poem then switches from “you” to “we”:

19.We have not seen a palace loftier in its lookouts, more brilliant in its celestial vaults, more spacious in its assemblies.

20.Nor have we seen a meadow-garden flowering more brightly, more fragrant plains or sweeter harvests.



	

	وأوضح آفاقاً وأفسح ناديا

	٩ فلم نر قصراً منه أعلى مظاهراً




	

	وأعطر أرجاءً وأحلى مجانيا

	٢٠ ولم نر روضاً منه أنعم نضرهً





Whom does “we” include? Have the “I” and “you” merged? Or is this a royal “we” representing the voice of the ruler? Are these two lines the commentary demanded of him at the beginning? After likening the play of light in the garden to the glint of coins paid to the magistrate of beauty, the poem returns to “I”:

21.The magistrate of beauty authorized the exchange of two like coinages in it [the garden] as payment.

22.If the breeze fills palms with dawn, dirhams of light will be sufficient for it.

23.Then the enclosure of the garden will be filled, dinars of the sun scattered to adorn the garden among its branches.

24.Between me and Victory (fatḥ) is a most noble kinship; more beautiful than this no kinship can be.



	

	أجاز بها قاضى الجمال التقاضيا

	٢١ مصارفة النقدْين فيه بمثلها




	

	دراهمُ نور ظلّ عنها مكافيا

	٢٢ فإن ملأتْ كفَّ النسيم مع الضحى




	

	دنانيرُ شمسٍ تترك الروض حاليا

	٢٣ فتملأ حجَر الروض حول غصونها




	

	فأحسن منها نسبة هى ما هيا

	٢٤ وبينى وبين الفتح أشرف نسبة





Is this the same “I” with which the poem began? It would be very odd if the last line were spoken in the voice of the ruler, since that would put words of self-praise in his own mouth. Pre-Islamic poets were prone to self-praise, since it implied praise of their tribe, but a ruler’s self-praise would diminish rather than exalt him. The several shifts in perspective represented by the change in pronouns may be jarring to the Euro-American reader, but for a visitor accustomed to hearing the Qur’ān, which often witnesses shifts in pronoun and perspective in mid-sentence, this perhaps would have seemed less strange, and perhaps even familiar and comforting. Although it may be acceptable (or merely necessary) to allow the pronouns of this poem their occasional ambiguity, assigning any of the lines to the voice of the patron would risk putting his words into the voice of any literate visitor reading aloud. Is it safe to assume that the Alhambra’s insistence on the unity of architecture, decor, poetry and Qur’ān also extends to the possibility of identification of the reciting reader with the ruler? I have pointed out instances of the Alhambra telling the reader to look and to speak. Unlike the stones of Labīd’s poem, the walls of the Alhambra speak in many voices, thereby also encouraging the literate visitor to speak in the guise of many voices. The complex interconnectedness of the Alhambra extends beyond appearance to sound as well; the insistence on voice in these poems is a reminder that Arabic poetry was meant to be heard. It is difficult to imagine the Alhambra silent when the very walls seem to shout deafeningly.

It is traditionally believed that the first word of the Qur’ān sent down to Muḥammad was iqra’ which can mean either “Read!” or “Recite!” Although Muḥammad’s putative illiteracy would, of course, have made reading impossible, the Qur’ān is somewhat more ambiguous on this point than tradition would indicate, sometimes alluding to itself as something to be said, instructing Muḥammad to speak with qul, while at other times it describes itself as kitāb (something written down) or, as already noted, muṣḥaf, a collection of pages, implying that it was something to be read. In Muslim practice, the Qur’ān reattaches the spoken to the written, since it exists in both forms, ending the unhappy disjunction between the written and spoken found in Labīd’s poem. The Qur’ān also eliminates the distinction between speaker and listener. In reciting the Qur’ān, the Muslim hears spoken through him the voice of countless other believers, the voice of the Prophet Muḥammad, and even God Himself. The elocutionary act binds them all into one community of listener-speakers, God alone reserving the right to speak only. One might then ask: with whose voice speaks the visitor to the Alhambra reading off its walls? When reading aloud the poem inscribed on the Viewpoint of Daraxa, does the visitor become one with the building? (Poem 17, lines 1–12, García Gómez, 1985, 124–25):

1.I have attained the utmost in every sort of beautiful attribute, so that the stars at the highest point of the celestial vaults imitate them.



	

	تقبّس عنها الشهب فى الأُفُق الأعلى

	١ لقد حزتُ من كلّ االمحاسن غا يةً





By now this gesture is familiar: the building speaks in praise of itself, its achievement so accomplished that the natural world imitates it. The visitor who puts himself in a position that allows him to read the epigraphs, has also placed himself so that he is forced to look through the enormous windows. In the fifteenth century he would have seen the garden below and the city of Granada and the hills beyond it framed by the poem and the surrounding decor (today a sixteenth-century building blocks the view). As Ruggles points out, “The mirador not only provided a place for viewing, it enabled the very act of vision, simultaneously creating one person or place as the subject/viewer and another as the object” (Ruggles, 2000, 107).

2.Truly I am a cool fountain/a fresh eye of this meadow-garden, while the man of this fountain/the pupil of this eye/fountain is really the Lord.



	

	و إنسان تلك العين حقّاً هو المولى

	٢ وإنّى بهذا الروض عين قريرة





The complex root play in this line allows it to mean many things at once and turn Ruggles’s observation on its head. An ‘ayn is either a spring or fountain, the man-made equivalent of a spring, or an eye. The word for garden in the first hemistich reassures the reader that the first ‘ayn must be a fountain, since it would make no sense to find an eye there. However, insān in the second hemistich, which can mean either pupil (of an eye) or a man, forces the reader to reevaluate his initial understanding of the first hemistich. It might make sense to find a man in the garden (although I suppose it depends on who he is), but it would also make sense to connect a pupil with an eye. The poem then insists that this man/pupil is really the ruler Muḥammad V. The purpose of this line is to conflate the ruler’s act of seeing with what he sees and, oddly enough, to make him visible as well. What he sees is his, and what he sees he is. And what the reader sees is the ruler seeing: he is pupil of the eye, the source, and the man of the garden whose place today’s visitor usurps as he reads the inscription. In the Alhambra, sometimes things are not what they seem, or sometimes they are what they seem rather than what they are. The ruler is further transformed in the next three lines:

3.Muḥammad—praise for his valor and bounty—how great is his fame, how sweet his conduct!

4.On the celestial vaults of the kingdom he shows himself as the full moon of divine guidance, his good works recited and his lights ablaze.

5.He is none other than the sun that alights at the lodgings, casting upon it with his shadow every good.



	

	وذو الصيت ما أعلى وذو الهدى ما أحلى

	٣ محمّد المحمود بالبأس والندى




	

	فآثاره تُتلَى وأَنواره تجلى

	٤ تجلّى بأفق الملك بدرَ هداية




	

	يفىء عليه كلّ خير به ظِلّا

	٥ وما هو إلّا الشمس جلّتْ بمنزل





The ruler is not only the center of the fountain below, but the full moon represented on the ceiling and beyond that the sun who has taken up residence in the building. The ruler not only sees, but lights up the palace—and the world—so that sight is possible. No wonder then that

6.The entire capital of the kingdom is viewed through me, clearly revealed from the caliphal seat.



	

	تجلّى بكرسىّ الخلافة فاستجلى

	٦ يطالع منى حضرة الملك كلّما





The poem returns to the speaking I, but still strictly avoids making any reference to a you of any sort. The ruler is always referred to in the third person, creating a space for the unacknowledged reading you-visitor who temporarily takes his place. And what would the ruler do if he were here?

7.The king dispatches the courser of his eye to the playing fields of the East Wind, then the horse returns covered in a blanket

8.To lodgings that are pleasure-place for the eyes, to which the eyes are fettered, bound with rope.

9.The air and its breeze, neighbors, exalt the cold; the air strengthens as the breeze weakens.

11.An asp of glass manifests in it wonders, beauty inscribed on the page, dictated.

12.The colors in it are many while the light is one, you may have opposites or the same, as you desire.



	

	فيرجع مرتاح المعاطف قد جُلّا

	٧ ويُرْسِل طِرْف الطَّرْف فى ملعب الصبا




	

	تقيّد فيها الطَّرفَ أو تعقل العقلا

	٨ منازل فيها للعيون منازه




	

	فصحّت هواءً والنسيم قد آعتلّا

	٩ وجارٌ بها بردَ الهواء نسيمُها




	

	تُخظّ على صفح الجمال وتُستملى

	١ وأبدى بها أفعى الزجاج عجائباً




	

	فإن شئتُمُ ضدّا وإن شئتُمُ مثلا

	١٢ تعدّد فيها اللونُ والنورُ واحدٌ





In a beautiful example of ṭibāq, the ruler’s gaze is imagined as a fast horse running far off and then returning to the palace, where the gaze is then described as bound, presumably to the astonishing beauty of its interior. Line 10 is unfortunately lost, long ago effaced, which makes it difficult to fully understand the end of the poem. The final line, however, is haunting and the perfect summation of the experience of the Alhambra and its poetry. Light, perhaps the light of the ruler as sun, is diffracted through the wondrous asp of glass (which no doubt is the metaphoric metamorphosis of something else lost in line 10), so that its singularity becomes multiplicity. “You” at last makes an appearance in the final line, but here it is in the plural conjugated verb form tum تم. It may be that this is intended as an honorific addressed to the ruler, but since what is offered him (or them) is a choice between things in antithesis (muṭabbaq) or things that are the same (mughaṣṣan or maraṣṣa‘ or even mujannas, to borrow the terms I so laboriously explained above), I like to think that the poem also recognizes the potential multiplicity of the ruler—who could be a man in the garden, the pupil of an eye (that could be a horse, whether galloping or fettered), the half moon or the sun—but perhaps also a you plural so inclusive that it might include the phantom reader-visitor momentarily standing in the place normally reserved for the ruler.

When the visitor enters the room for the first time, the light shining through the windows on the wall of geometrical designs on tiles and stylized leaves and tendrils cause difficulty in making out the lines of poetry. At this moment, it seems to me, the reader-visitor is not unlike the pre-Islamic poet looking for traces of human activity among the nearly indistinguishable signs of the natural world in order to unleash the memories that allow him to make poetry out of loss. When the visitor stands in just the right spot, able to read and recite (the twin meanings of qara’a) the poem and see both the garden below and vast landscape beyond, for one brief moment he sees as if he is the ruler—sultan, king, caliph—and speaks as if he, too, through the magic of the elocutionary union made possible by recitation (qur’ān), were the Alhambra.

NOTES

1.	García Gómez quotes al-Maqqarī as saying that Ibn al-Jayyāb’s poetry was better than his prose, but neither was worth reading (García Gómez, 1985, 31).

2.	For a lengthy description of the dīwān published by the Tunisian researcher Tawfīq al-Nawfal, see Hadjadji, 37–44.

3.	There is no scholarly edition of the Alhambra epigraphs. I have followed the numbering of the texts assigned by Emilio García Gómez in his Poemas árabes en los muros y fuentes de la Alhambra (Arab poems on the Walls and Fountains of the Alhambra), which excludes the inscriptions that are Qur’ānic citations or slogans. For the most part, I have also followed his recension, which is partly based on his own observations, but mostly on the observations and reconstructions of earlier scholars, which he in turn modifies according to his knowledge of Arabic prosody (García Gómez, 1985, 80–82). El Patronato de la Alhambra, the Spanish government agency responsible for the preservation of the Alhambra Palace, published José Miguel Puerta Vilchez’s illustrated guide to all the extant inscriptions, including the Qur’ānic citations and slogans, titled Leer la Alhambra in 2010 and an English translation, Reading the Alhambra, in 2011.

4.	Use of the word caliphate is a twofold exaggeration. First, the caliphate extends beyond the mere man occupying the office, while the office of the caliph is one that no Umayyad or any other ruler in Spain had ever held. Indeed, Granada’s ruler was technically a vassal to the Christian rulers of Castile from the founding of the dynasty with the joint defeat of Muslim Seville in the 1230s.

5.	In a recent article, Olga Bush offers a tantalizing misquote of Rubiera Mata that would seem to tell us something about the relationship between poet and inscription. Rubiera Mata cites from a manuscript of Ibn al-Jayyāb’s dīwān, which before each of the poems found on the wall of the Tower of the Captive in the Alhambra says, according to Bush: “He [Ibn al-Jayyāb] spoke and it was inscribed in the corner of the new qalahurra of the Alhambra.” Rubiera Mata in fact wrote “dijo lo que se escribió en el rincón de la calahorra nueva de la Alhambra,” which should be translated “said that which was written in the corner of the new calahorra of the Alhambra,” which unfortunately does not imply the sequentiality of Bush’s own translation. Rubiera Mata consulted an published manuscript in Egypt, which I have not seen, so I cannot judge the accuracy of his translation, but it is probably the case that the manuscript was simply using the conventional “qāla al-shā‘ir” (the poet said) to identify Ibn al-Jayyāb as the author, without implying anything about dictation. See Bush, 2009, 137 and Rubiera Mata, 459.

6.	However, the discovery, in 1959 during the cleaning of the ceiling of the Hall of Ambassadors, of a zapate, a symmetrical polygon, “usually of six or eight sides,” with writing on the reverse in Andalusī Arabic indicating the colors to be applied to the front, implies that at least someone involved with its decoration could read (Fernández-Puertas, 1997, 95, 401).

7.	It might appear unlikely that architects of al-Andalus would have in mind a building thousands of miles away constructed at least seven centuries earlier that they had never seen, but Jerrilyn Dodds notes that scholars have begun to see the possibility of a more direct influence of Umayyad buildings in Jerusalem and Damascus on the Great Mosque of Córdoba (Dodds, 15). It would be a mistake to underestimate the power of Andalusī nostalgia for the East. Granada was even known as the Damascus of al-Andalus, because so many men Damascenes lived in exile there (Lirola Delgado, 644).

8.	“Muslims around the world believe it was built to commemorate a decisive event in the Prophet Muḥammad’s mission, namely his Night Journey (isrā’) from Mecca to Jerusalem, and his subsequent Ascension (mi‘rāj) from the Rock to Heaven,” but none of the inscriptions make any mention of this. In addition, as late as the early ninth century, Muslim scholars were not unanimous in designating Jerusalem as the site of Muḥammad’s ascent (Rabbat, 12, 19 note 30).

9.	Stephen Shoemaker points out, as he makes an argument for a late date of the Qur’ān’s codification, “. . . it is difficult to explain how or why this variant text came to be inscribed on one of Islam’s most sacred and prominent monuments” (Shoemaker, 148).

10.	Sophie Makariou, Director of the Islamic Art Department at the Louvre, draws a direct parallel between the disposition of the texts on the walls of the Tower of the Captive Woman and the Mu‘allaqāt in the Ka‘ba (Makariou, 99).

11.	Another theory is that the inscriptions represent a monumentalization of a tradition of inscribing scraps of verse on objects and textiles. This, too, dates from the Naṣrids, since their predecessors the Almoravids and Almohads merely inscribed “their names or certain signs (‘alāmāt), which they had adopted specially for themselves, in the borders of garments” rather than lines of poetry, let alone entire poems (Partearroyo, 105).

12.	As Rubiera Mata points out, in the manuscript dīwān of Ibn al-Jayyāb, the Egyptian copyist did not understand the word, since it was “hispanic” (Rubiera Mata, 459, note 29).

13.	García Gómez may go too far when he accuses Ibn Zamrak of “professional cynicism,” but he does demonstrate in his seminal study of the poet that his poetry becomes “a sort of intellectual algebra” that uses reductionist metaphor to both polish and impoverish the reality around it. García Gómez’s citation and translation of three different poems by Ibn Zamrak that compare three different things—a giraffe, a pile of dead game after a royal hunt, and racing horses—to jonquils blooming among anemones is a delicious example of critical derision (García Gómez, 1975, 25).

14.	As the editor of this edition points out, line two does not appear in all versions of the poem (nor does line three, which I have not translated), but was transmitted by al-Khaṭīb. A.J. Arberry, who seems skeptical about ‘Antara in general, discusses in some detail the controversy surrounding the opening lines of his mu‘allaqa’s nasīb. As is customary, the first line of ‘Antara’s qaṣīda has a rhyme both at the end of the line and at the end of the first hemistich; in technical terms, it is a maṭla‘. The second line as translated by Arberry is also a maṭla‘. Adding the line I translate as the second line would then result in ‘Antara’s mu‘allaqah containing three maṭāli‘. In other words, the fullest version of the poem seems to contain three lines that take a form usually (but not exclusively) reserved for a poem’s first line, implying that two of them may have been the first lines of other poems, and therefore do not belong in this poem (Arberry, 1957, 170–71).

15.	Schoeler says that this line “implies a modus operandi which is worlds apart from that of an ‘oral poet’: the author of the Mu‘allaqa (suspended ode) feels restricted by a convention which requires him to clothe a given theme in a new, perhaps even original, form. Obviously, he is hard pressed to pour the ‘old wine’ into ‘new skins’” (Schoeler, 2006, 96). Considering the dispute among scholars as to how to best piece together this poem, one might wonder if the line does not refer to their frustration rather than to the poet’s.

16.	The word manzil (plural manāzil) experienced a similar evolution. In pre-Islamic poetry it refers to a place where one alights (from one’s camel-mount, ass or horse), but can hardly indicate this on the walls of the Alhambra, where it means instead something like “lodgings” (17.5, 17.8, 20.1, 27.2).

17.	As Gregory Schoeler explains, “Thanks to a statement by a literary theorist, Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd al-Ġāfūr al-Kalā‘ī (fl. c. 542/1148), we also know why the use of writing by Bedouin poets was frowned upon:

In their [sc. a group of scholars’] opinion, artificiality (takalluf) is to be rejected, and therefore, they had doubts about the purity of the language (faṣāḥa) of a poet who wrote. They feared that he would be unnatural and affected by using the pen and have recourse to his sense of sight for (68) (poetic) speech, since (when a poet writes) those two [sc. pen and sense of sight] are part of the work and play a role (in the process of) composition.

According to this point of view, writing is not needed as a support by someone endowed with natural poetic talent. Poets working with pen and paper were considered to be ‘unnatural,’ ‘affected,’ and regarded by certain scholars as less talented than those who eschewed these tools” (Schoeler, 2006, 69).

18.	I have chosen the second hemistich as transmitted by al-Aṣma‘ā.

19.	Since the publication of Stetkevych’s book in 1993, some scholars have reconsidered who the authors of these rock-inscriptions might be. See M.C.A. Macdonald’s Literacy and Identity in Pre-Islamic Arabia.

20.	M.C.A. Macdonald’s rumination on the oral transmission of genealogies emphasizes what is at stake: “. . . before and immediately after the rise of Islam, Arab culture was in all important respects fundamentally oral, as is that of the Tuareg today. We know from the early Islamic period that poetry was transmitted orally and that the transmitters were expected to polish and change it, i.e., that it remained a living, protean thing . . . . The other most important aspect of ancient Arab culture, genealogy, also depends on oral transmission. For traditionally, genealogy in the Middle East, as in many other regions, is not simply a historical record, but a way of defining personal rights and responsibilities and of explaining social and political circumstances. For this to be possible, the details at certain points in the genealogy need to be flexible and to change in order to ‘explain’ shifting relationships and political positions in the real world. In an oral society, where ‘fact’ is the consensus of what a sufficient number of people think they remember, it is very important that the tribal genealogy be kept in ‘men’s hearts’, because once it is fixed in writing it becomes a historical document, and no longer a constantly developing way of explaining social and political relationships” (Macdonald, 2010, 22).

21.	See illustrations in Rosser-Owen, 36–37, 58–62, and Bush, 2011, 53–85.

22.	I have visited the Alhambra several times and have taken hundreds of photos, but have never been able to make out the inscriptions from the Sūrat al-Mulk. Art historians, perhaps having sharper eyes, see them. Valérie Gonzales writes, for example, “Sura 67, ‘The Kingdom,’ which describes the seven Islamic heavens, extends along the base of the cupola, directly beneath the muqarnas cornice at the top of the walls” (Gonzales, 255). D. Fairchild Ruggles writes, “Those [inscriptions] that run just below the vault contain the complete Sūrat al-Mulk” (Ruggles, 2000, 190).

23.	So omnipresent is this motto, that it is found even on the tiles of the Alcazar of Christian Seville; the craftsmen brought to this palace from Granada after 1364 undoubtedly added it as part of the decoration. Perhaps it seemed to them a mere motif, but certainly King Pedro the Cruel of Castile could not read it, as it is unimaginable that he intentionally incorporated the overtly Muslim motto of the Naṣrids that had been invented to celebrate the successful 1248 siege of Seville itself (Irwin, 77).

24.	Stars receive even more cavalier treatment in a panegyric dedicated to Muḥammad V by Ibn Zamrak, only part of which is found in the Hall of the Two Sisters. As Akiko Sumi points out, “Although humans normally use the stars for guidance, line 43 reverses the order and has erring stars seeking the ruler’s guidance . . . . The poet compares the palace with the vault of the sky and shows the superiority of the palace by the fact that the stars will now come to the comfortable palace as guests and even as servants (l. 63 [same as line 9 in The Hall of the Two Sisters])” (Sumi, 182) “Ibn Zamrak’s rhetorical strategy is to compare art to nature and to elevate the arts of poetry and architecture by making them superior to nature” (Sumi, 81), which runs the risk of heretically praising the palace’s putative creator, the ruler, as superior to nature’s creator, God. For a complete translation, see Sumi, 160–80. For the Arabic text accompanied by another translation, see Monroe, 2004, 346–65.

25.	Antonio Fernández-Puertas gives a similar description in his contribution to The Legacy of Muslim Spain (Fernández-Puertas, 2000, 667).

26.	As Bush points out, despite the apparent complexity and variety of the Alhambra’s construction, Fernández-Puerta “has demonstrated that all the architectural features of the palatial complex are interrelated through their dependence upon a single geometric proportion—that of the diagonal of a square to its side, or the square root of 2” (Bush, 2009, 130). The Alhambra has a fundamental aversion to exclusion or irregularity. For a fuller explanation, see Fernández-Puertas, 1997, 16.

27.	In my discussion of this poem I am deeply indebted to recent scholarship by Cynthia Robinson and Olga Bush, whose work is acknowledged in the endnotes and in the bibliography.

28.	A much more detailed description may be found in Olga Bush’s article on the tower (Bush, 2009, 124–32). Fernández-Puertas also describes the room in detail (Fernández-Puertas, 1997, 312–14).

29.	The Alhambra may not have been the first palace to conceive of itself in terms of badī‘. Cynthia Robinson points out that one of the palaces of the eleventh-century al-Ma‘mūn of Toledo was called al-Badī‘, adding that this indicates “that both he and his contemporaries conceived of palace and poetics as intimately connected” (Robinson, 2002, 188).

30.	For metrical reasons that will be further explained below, all four terms are adapted to follow the pattern mufa‘‘al, which introduces another level of ambiguity to their interpretation.

31.	Of course, this book’s entire argument is based on understanding ṭibāq, with its insistence on the cohabitation of Qur’ān and poetry in one Qur’āno-arabic discourse.

32.	In The Oral Tradition of Classical Arabic Poetry, Michael Zwettler cites numerous classical sources on taḍmīn, each of which illustrates the term with at least one citation. Although his sources are not exhaustive, they indicate that taḍmīn always refers to enjambment from one line to the next and never refers to enjambment crossing the caesura between hemistiches (Zwettler, 1978, 65–74).

33.	Al-Kalā‘ī’ explains and provides an example that demonstrates internal rhyme (Al-Kalā‘i, 141):

We call this form al-mughaṣṣan because it is a thing of branches (farū‘) and has put forth branches (aghṣāna). It is a style of speech employed only by the people of our time. This is an example from my poetry (Among favor and gift [al-aḥsān] may be that which emanates from the mouth and tongue [al-lisān]/ and among favors and largesse [al-ma‘rūf] that which please through names and letters [al-ḥarūf]).

و سمينا هذا النوع المغصن، لأنه ذو فروع و أغصان. و قلما يستعمله الا الحدَثون من أهل عصرنا. و هو نحو قولي: و

.قد يكون من النعم و الاحسان ما يصدر من الفم و اللسان. و من النعماء و المعروف ما يسر بلاسماء و الحروف

34.	A much longer version of this poem is found in Ibn Zamrak’s dīwān. See Monroe, 2004, 346–65 for all 146 lines.


Conclusion

Qur’ān and the Lyric Imperative has been most interested in exploring the anomalies, extremes and contradictions of the tradition in which both the Qur’ān and Arabic poetry are found. In Chapter 1, I defined the genres of poetry and qur’ān by juxtaposing them with narrative history, all three coinciding at the knot of a relatively minor event in the first century of Islam. In this way I showed that poetry and qur’ān then seem to function alike through their resistance to narrative and yet somehow also their susceptibility to narrativizing commentary. In Chapter 2, I attempted to define and understand the roles of poet and prophet through the examination of the work of a poet—indeed, the greatest Arab poet of all time—who either attempted to unite in himself these figures kept separate for three centuries, or whose poetry was so transgressive and boundary-pushing, taking elements of Arabic poetry to their logical extreme, that the scholarly tradition could only account for him by arguing about whether he had done so. In Chapter 3, I analyzed the composition of both poetry and Qur’ān by taking a close look at those puzzling moments of ambiguity when these two aspects of Qur’āno-arabic discourse can only fully signify with reference to each other. In Chapter 4, I explained the improbable survival of an enigmatic building and its inscriptions by reuniting the reading and recitation practices of both Qur’ān and poetry within the dimensions of space and performance.

Although Islam, like every other human cultural construction, will never reach stasis or take a final, fixed form, unless it one day ceases to be practiced, like the poetry inscribed on the walls of the Alhambra, these very inscriptions may nonetheless mark at least a ceasefire in the conflict between Qur’ān and poetry, if not a final reconciliation. The Alhambra establishes this reconciliation, perhaps temporary and ephemeral, by insisting on the essential tawhīd or unity of everything, so that Qur’ān and poetry are, too, necessarily one. Al-Jurjānī saw poetry and the Qur’ān as sufficiently alike in their manipulation of the Arabic language, that the Qur’ān’s unavoidable perfection could best be understood by recourse to an analysis of the powerful rhetoric of Arab poets, even, indeed especially, those long postdating the sending-down of the Qur’ān itself. Scholarly response to the conundrum of al-Mutanabbī’s adolescent years indicates a long-standing attempt to erase the Qur’ān’s hostility toward poetry, if not by reconciling poet to prophet in his person and career, then by at least attempting to level the prophet-poet playing field. The great Qur’ān commentators and scholars of poetry of centuries past had a tolerance for ambiguity and the consideration of seemingly irreconcilable differences of hermeneutical opinion that scholars of today might rightfully feel nostalgia for. Whether al-Mutanabbī wanted to be both prophet and poet, in his poetry and the anecdotes about him poet and prophet are at least coterminous categories. Similarly coterminous, at least to some extent, were the genre boundaries of qur’ān and poetry, especially when examined within the context of the rise of more rigorously narrative genres, such as ḥadīth and history. Qur’ān commentaries allow the scholar to see where these genres overlap.

As these commentaries demonstrate over and over, a great deal of the Qur’ān’s meaning is brought to it by the reader. Proper names not supplied by the text are nonetheless known to the reader, whether through the commentaries or some form of tradition transmitted orally or both. The context of individual passages not supplied by the text are also already known by the reader, thanks to ḥadīth that may have been invented for that very purpose. Poetry today in the Arab world still retains an eminence that it has in few other parts of the world, so that its condemnation in the Qur’ān may be puzzling to today’s devout Muslim Arabs, even to the point that it needs to be explained away. Although fixed long ago, the Qur’ān remains a living text, so vital a part of the lives of so many believers, that its meaning remains contested and will continue to evolve. That its meaning as understood by today’s exegetes may differ from the most obvious meaning in the text itself should therefore come as no surprise.

Since the age of the great polymaths is gone, it would be impossible for any scholar today to write a book encompassing every intersection of poetry and Qur’ān, whether through allusion in individual poems, examination of shared language and images as these two aspects of the Qur’āno-arabic discourse converge with the passage of time, or the scholarship that seeks to understand an ambiguous holy text by recourse to unsettled and unsettling collections of poetry. The great scholars of the Golden Age of the Qur’ānic Sciences, some of whom I have cited in this book, are awe-inspiring in their erudition; it is difficult to image their being some day surpassed, even with all the digital tools today’s scholar has at hand. For this reason the aspirations of Qur’ān and the Lyric Imperative have been both exceedingly high (well beyond my grasp) and, I hope, virtuously limited by considerations of time, space, and intellectual capacity. I look forward to the questions, comments, criticisms, and even condemnations of other scholars, for there is no field of expertise touched on in this book that some other scholar does not know better than I. 
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Hawting, G. R., 61, 73n30, 73nn26–28

Healing through the Knowledge of the Truths of the Chosen One (Al-Shifā’ bi-Ta‘rīf Ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafā) (ibn Mūsa), 14

Heinrichs, Wolfhart, 101, 104, 122n11, 123n22, 127; emendations of, 124nn26–30, 124nn31–35; on pseudoprophets, 118; translations of, 109, 123n15, 123n19, 123n21, 123nn23–25

helpers. See Naṣr

history, 57, 59, 211; from al-Ṭabarī, 24–25, 60–68, 73nn26–30; al-Mutanabbī and, 117–18. See also “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī”

Hodgson, Marshall G. S., 19n13

Hoffmann, Thomas, 11, 18n6, 59, 129

horse, talking, 91–92, 122n7

humor, 110

Ḥusayn, Ṭāhā, 96, 101–2, 123n12; on genre, 13–14, 19n17, 20n18; on pre-Islamic poetry, 9–10, 19n14

Ibn ‘Abbās, 64, 68

Ibn ‘Abbās, ‘Abd Allāh, 8, 28–33

Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih, 173–74, 206n10

ibn ‘Adnān, Ma‘add, 99–100

Ibn Aḥmar, 25–28, 32

Ibn al‘Adīm, 116, 118

Ibn al-Anbārī, 28–30, 70n11

Ibn al- A‘rābī, 15

Ibn al-Jayyāb, 165, 167–68, 190, 198, 205n1

Ibn al-Khaṭīb, 165–66, 188–89, 191, 207n14

Ibn al-Qāriḥ, 118

Ibn al-Riqā‘, ‘Adī, 136–38

Ibn ‘Arabī, 7

Ibn Hishām, 60

Ibn Isḥāq, 7–8, 14, 50–51; criticism of, 60, 72n25

Ibn Jinnī, Abū al-Fatḥ ‘Uthmān, 102, 115

Ibn Khaldūn, 174

ibn Marwān, ‘Abd al-‘Azīz, 156–57, 159

ibn Mūsa, ‘Iyāḍ, 14

Ibn Qutayba, 19n12, 37, 127–29

Ibn Sallām al-Jumaḥī, 19n14, 127

ibn Sulaymān, Muqātil, 69n5

Ibn Zamrak, 165–67, 181–82, 191–92, 207n13

ibn Zuhayr, Ka’b, 45, 61, 71n20, 72n25, 179; “Su‘ād has departed . . .” by, 50–53, 55, 57, 60, 71nn18–19, 157

Illuminations of the Sent-down [the Qur’ān] and Mysteries of Interpretation (Anwār al-Tanzīl wa Asrār al-Ta’wīl) (al-Bayḍāwī), 77

illusions, 46–47

The Incomparable Necklace (‘Iqd al-Farīd) (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih), 173–74, 206n10

infakka (abandonment), 139–43

inlay (muraṣṣa‘), 192, 197

“In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī” (al-Akhṭal), 37, 56; bliss in, 54–55; enemies in, 44; interjection in, 41, 43; language of, 42–43, 45; listeners of, 41–42; metaphor in, 43; poet of, 38, 43–45, 57–58, 61; root play in, 42–43, 45; time in, 43–44; wakefulness in, 39, 44–45. See also chameleon; oryx

“In Praise of Salm ibn Ziyād” (al-Akhṭal), 47–48, 54

insanity, 114–15, 124n35

inspire (waḥā), 16n1

interjection, 41, 43

invective, 37

Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Akhṭal (Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Akhṭal), 19n16, 33

‘Iqd al-Farīd (The Incomparable Necklace) (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih), 173–74, 206n10

Al-‘Iqd al-Farīd (The Unique Necklace) (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih), 12, 19n16

Isabella (queen), 171

al-Iṣbahānī, Aḥmad ibn ‘Abd al-Raḥīm, 117

Islam, 42; division of, 29, 70n9, 101, 122n11. See also pre-Islamic poetry; Qur’ān

islām (submission), 53–54

Isrā’iliyyāt, 7–8

Itqān fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān (Mastery in the Qur’ānic Sciences) (al-Suyūṭī), 8–9

Jacobi, Renate, 37

Jāhilī poetry, 9

Jāmi‘ al-Bayān ‘an Ta’wīl al-Qur’ān (Comprehensive Elucidation of the Interpretation of the Qur’ān) (al-Ṭabarī), 25

Jamīl, 86, 158–61

Jarīr, 19n16, 33, 71n16

Jayyusi, Salma Khadra, 70n7

Jesus Christ, 6, 18n9

Jews, 7–8, 21–22, 69n1, 103

jinn possession, 3–4, 145

Jonas. See Sūrat Yūnas

Jones, Alan, 72n24

Joseph. See Yūsuf

journey (raḥīl), 36, 82–84

Joyce, James, 6–7

al-Jumaḥī, ‘Abd al-Sallām, 60

al-Jurjānī, 125–27, 212. See also Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse

Jusayr, Umm, 160

Ka‘ba, 14, 173–74, 177, 206n10

Kāfūr, 99–100

kāhin (soothsayer), 4–5, 22

al-Kalā‘ī, Muḥammad ibn ‘Abd al-Ġāfūr, 195, 207n17, 209n33

Kashshāf ‘an Ḥaqā’iq al-Tanzīl (The Uncovering of the Truths of the Sent-down) (al-Zamakhsharī), 77

Kasimirski, Albert de, 141, 146, 150

Kennedy, Philip, 11–12, 41

Kermani, Navid, 5, 18n7, 20n19

khabar (biographical anecdotes), 12–13, 19n16, 23

Khalidi, Tarif, 57, 150

Kilpatrick, Hilary, 35–36

Kirkpatrick, 42

Kister, M. J., 60

kitāb (book), 21–22, 69n2

Kitāb al-Aghānī. See Book of Songs

Kitāb al-Awsaṭ (al-Mas‘ūdī), 68

Kitāb al-Kāmil fī al-Adab (The Book of the Consummate in Adab), 12, 19n16

Kitāb Īḍāḥ al-Waqf wa al-Ibtidā (Book of End-Pauses and Beginnings) (Ibn al-Anbārī), 28

know (sha‘ara, yash‘uru), 3

Kuthayyir, 154–55

Labīd, 177, 183, 202; ḥadīths on, 14, 20n19; mu‘allaqa of, 179–81

ladhdha (bliss), 54–55

lam yakad (nearly not doing something), 146; passion and, 147–49; versions of, 147–48

Lane, Edward, 70n11; translations of, 52, 70n6, 139, 141, 146, 196

languages, 3, 45, 95; Romance, 75–76. See also Arabic; translations

languor (nu‘ās), 134

Lawson, Todd, 6, 18n9

lexicon, 175–76

Life-Path of the Messenger of God (Sīrat Rasūl Allāh) (Ibn Isḥāq), 7–8, 14, 18n8, 50–51, 78

light, 200; darkness and, 146–47; God as, 145–46; layers of, 146–47

lines, 128–30

listeners, 41–42

literature (adab), 11, 19n16, 128; Arabic, 22–23, 37, 69n4

loyalty oath, 112

Lu’lu’, 106–7, 123n18, 124n37

lyric imperative, 2

Ma‘a al-Mutanabbī (Ḥusayn), 123n12

Ma‘ānī al-Qur’ān (Meanings of the Qur’ān) (al-Farrā’), 139–41

al-Ma‘arrī, 80–81, 122n3; al-Mutanabbī and, 96–97, 103, 119–21, 123n13

Macdonald, M. C. A., 208n20

Madigan, Daniel, 69n2, 122n5

madīḥ (praise of patron), 36; actions of, 56–57; generosity of, 55–56

magicians. See al-sāḥirūna

Makariou, Sophie, 206n10

al-Maqqarī, 182, 205n1

Margoliouth, D. S., 123n17

martyr (shahīd), 102–3

Maryam, 6

Masā’il (Questions), (Ibn al-Anbārī), 28–29, 31–33, 68

Maṣqala. See al-Shaybānī, Maṣqala ibn Hubayra

al-Maṣṭāwī, ‘Abd al-Raḥmān, 71n15

Mastery in the Qur’ānic Sciences (Itqān fī ‘Ulūm al-Qur’ān) (al-Suyūṭī), 8–9

al-Mas‘ūdī, 61, 67–68

Mata, Rubiera, 165, 206n5, 207n12

Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems (Murūj al-Dhahab wa Ma‘ādin Jawhar) (al-Mas‘ūdī), 61, 67–68

meaning, 3; of Qur’ān, 3–6, 17n4, 212; in Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse, 131–33

Meanings of the Qur’ān (Ma‘ānī al-Qur’ān) (al-Farrā’), 139–41

Medinans, 165, 168

melting (yuṣharu), 25, 29–30, 33, 70n12; sand grouse and, 26–27, 70n6

memory, 37, 57, 177; Qur’ān and, 58–59, 72nn22–24; sleep and, 136–39

menstruated (akbarna), 77–81, 85

metaphors, 43; of building-as-book, 163–64; about fabric, 153–57, 189–90; about garment, 153–57; sleep and, 136–39

meter (rajaz), 27–28, 70nn7–8, 152, 161

miracles, 123n15; Muḥammad and, 105–6, 113

Miskawayh, 105, 115

mistakes, 132–33

models, 172–75, 206nn10–11

Modern Standard Arabic, 3, 128

Monroe, James, 60, 72n25, 178

Montgomery, James, 17n5, 36–37, 41, 122n2

The Most Noteworthy Reports (‘Uyūn al-Akhbār) Ibn Qutayba, 19n12

motto, 184, 195, 208n23

mu‘allaqāt (suspended ones), 174, 177–78, 207n14; of Labīd, 179–81

mufa‘‘al, 209n30

Mufaḍḍalīyāt (Ibn al- A‘rābī), 15

mughaṣṣan (misunderstood as caesura), 195–97, 209n33

Muḥammad, 54; ibn ‘Abbās and, 8, 28–29; Medinans and, 165, 168; memory and, 58, 72n24; miracles and, 105–6, 113; Mukhaḍramūn and, 25–26; Naṣr and, 165, 168, 194; opponents of, 3–5, 18n8; poets and, 3, 14, 18n6; in “Su‘ād has departed . . . ,” 50–51, 53, 55, 60, 71nn18–19, 157; transmissions of, 122n5; Yūsuf and, 78

Muḥammad V, 182, 203

mujannas. See root play

Mukhaḍramūn, 25–27

Mukhtaṣar Ta’rīkh al-Rusul wa al-Mulūk wa al-Khulafā’ (al-Ṭabarī). See The Abridged History of the Messengers, Kings and Caliphs

munfakkīna (abandonment), 139–43

al-Murādī, Ibn Abī Mayyās, 29, 33

muraṣṣa‘ (inlay), 192, 197

Murūj al-Dhahab wa Ma‘ādin Jawhar (Meadows of Gold and Mines of Gems) (al-Mas‘ūdī), 61, 67–68

Mūsa (Moses), 134; magicians and, 149–51, 153

Musil, Robert, 69

muṣṭakhiman (burnt), 51–52

muṭabbaq. See antithesis

al-Mutanabbī, 15–16, 32, 123nn19–24, 211; admonitions of, 110–11; al-Zamakhsharī and, 79, 121; criticism against, 85–88, 107–8, 120, 122n4, 122n7; enchantment of, 90–91; Garden of Eden and, 91–92; genealogy of, 97–99; God and, 103–4; history and, 117–18; insanity of, 114–15, 124n35; life of, 76–77, 86; al-Ma‘arrī and, 96–97, 103, 119–21, 123n13; nasībs of, 81–82, 89, 96, 102–3; nickname of, 87–88, 103–4, 118–19; nobility of, 96–99; organization by, 96, 122n9; patrons of, 81–84, 88–89, 91–95; praise of, 96–97, 104; in prison, 101, 106, 115–17; as prophet, 75–77, 101–8, 110–20; Qur’ān from, 106–7, 110, 123n17; raḥīl and, 82–84; talking horse of, 91–92, 122n7; youth of, 96–97, 101, 109, 212

Al-Mutanabbī (Shākir), 101–2, 123n13

Mu‘tazilite, 77

muttaka’an (banquet-pillows), 158–59

muwashshaḥ (colloquial poetry), 169–70, 175, 195–96

“my poetry is my poetry” (shi‘rī shi‘rī), 144–45

nabī. See prophets

Nafḥ al-ṭīb (Waft of the Fragrant) (al-Maqqarī), 182

name, 2. See also nickname

Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Akhṭal (Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Akhṭal), 19n16, 33

Naqā’iḍ Jarīr wa al-Farazdaq (Invective Duels of Jarīr and al-Farazdaq), 19n16

narrative, 23, 59

narrative poetry, 12–13

nasībs (prelude), 82, 96, 102–3; nostalgia and, 36, 81, 89, 176

Naṣr (victory, helpers): Granada and, 174–75; Muḥammad and, 165, 168, 194

nawmun. See sleep

naẓm (word ordering), 133, 161n3; in Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse, 130–31

nearly not doing something. See lam yakad

nickname, 87–88, 103–4, 118–19

nobility, 96–99

nostalgia, 38–39, 90–91; nasīb and, 36, 81, 89, 176

novels, 19n15

nu‘ās (languor), 134

numbers, 63–64, 186, 205n3

Nykl, A. R., 183–84

odes. See qaṣīda

oneness of God. See tawḥīd

On Fiction and Adab in Medieval Arabic Literature (Kennedy), 11–12

On Pre-Islamic Poetry (Fī al-Shi‘r al-Jāhilī) (Ḥusayn), 9–10, 19n14

opposition, 194–95; to writing, 178, 181, 207n17. See also criticism

orality, 80, 122n2

The Oral Tradition of Classical Arabic Poetry (Zwettler), 209n32

organization: by al-Mutanabbī, 96, 122n9; of Qur’ān, 12

oryx: chameleon and, 42; heroicization of, 39–41; hunters and, 39–41, 43; poet compared to, 45; in pre-Islamic poetry, 41–42; rain and, 39–40

Ouyang, Wen-chin, 101–2

Papoutsakis, Nefeli, 71n16

Paret, Rudi, 150

passion, 147–49

patrons, 81–84, 88–89, 91–95; praise of, 36, 55–57

patterns, 196–97

Pedro the Cruel (king), 208n23

penitence, 46, 49–50

People of the Book (ahl al-kitāb), 21–22, 69n1, 140, 143

perfection, 153

Persians, 88–95

physicality, 170–71

physician, 114–15

Poemas árabes en los muros y fuentes de la Alhambra (Arab poems on the Walls and Fountains of the Alhambra), (García Gómez), 205n3

poetic, 11–12, 59

poeticity, 11, 129

The Poetic Qur’ān. Studies on Qur’ānic Poeticity (Hoffmann), 11

poetry (shi‘r), 38, 144–45; adab and, 128; colloquial, 169–70, 175, 195–96; prose compared to, 11–14, 19n14; Qur’ān about, 3–6, 10, 17n5, 18n6; Qur’ān compared to, 2, 15, 129–30; role of, 127–28; study of, 126, 128; of Umayyads, 41, 48–49, 53, 58–59. See also pre-Islamic poetry; Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse

poets (shā‘ir), 76, 120–21; of Alhambra, 165–66; as artisans, 130–32; of “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī,” 38, 43–45, 57–58, 61; Muḥammad and, 3, 14, 18n6; Qur’ān about, 3–4, 14; Yūsuf compared to, 160–61

“The Poets,” 4

praise, 36–37, 55–57; of al-Dawla, ‘Aḍud, 91–95; of al-Mutanabbī, 96–97, 104. See also “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī”

prayer, 45–47, 49–50, 53, 71n15

precedence, 143–44

pre-Islamic poetry, 13, 18n10, 141; Hodgson on, 19n13; Ḥusayn on, 9–10, 19n14; Ibn Qutayba on, 19n12; orality of, 80, 122n2; oryx in, 41–42

prelude. See nasīb

prison, 101, 106, 115–17

Proofs of Inimitability (Dalā’il al-I‘jāz) (al-Jurjānī), 125–26

prophets (nabī), 4, 15–16, 117–18; al-Mutanabbī as, 75–77, 101–8, 110–20; etymology of, 75–76. See also Muḥammad

prose: narrative as, 23, 59; poetry compared to, 11–14, 19n14; in Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse, 127–28

pseudo-oral, 122n2

pseudoprophets, 116–18

Puerta Vilchez, José Miguel, 195, 199, 205n3

pun, 180–81

putting together (tarṣī‘), 196–97

qaṣīda (odes), 27, 141; of al-Akhṭal, 38–49; chameleon in, 45–55; definition of, 36–37

al-Qays, Imru’, 177

Questions (Masā’il), (Ibn al-Anbārī), 28–29, 31–33, 68

Qur’ān, 76, 136; from al-Mutanabbī’, 106–7, 110, 123n17; categorization of, 21–22; context of, 7–9, 18n11, 69n4; eloquence of, 126, 130–31; literary analysis of, 1–2; meaning of, 3–6, 17n4, 212; memory and, 58–59, 72nn22–24; name about, 2; organization of, 12; perfection of, 153; about poetry, 3–6, 10, 17n5, 18n6; poetry compared to, 2, 15, 129–30; about poets, 3–4, 14; as recitation, 3–4, 10, 14, 17n4, 22; transmission of, 16n1, 59, 106, 122n5

Qur’ān genre, 12–14; history and, 24, 59; narrative and, 23, 59

Qur’ānic exegesis, 28–29

Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse, 125–26, 212–13; abandonment in, 139–43; al-‘Ajjāj in, 150–53; ambiguity in, 158–61, 211; citations in, 129; dīwān in, 127; God and, 131, 151–55, 161n4; lines in, 128–30; meaning in, 131–33; mistakes in, 132–33; naẓm in, 130–31; prose in, 127–28; repetition in, 143–45; shi‘rī shi‘rī in, 144–45; sleep in, 133–39; Sūrat al-Naḥl in, 153–57; Sūrat al-Nūr in, 145–49; words in, 139–41, 158–61. See also Alhambra

The Qur’ān’s Self-Image (Madigan), 69n2

Rachad, Hrazem, 130

raḥīl (journey), 36, 82–84

rain: miracles and, 111–13; oryx and, 39–40

rajaz (meter), 27–28, 70nn7–8, 152, 161

ransom, 62–63, 67, 73nn28–30

rare words (gharīb), 151–52

recitation: of genealogy, 208n20; Qur’ān as, 3–4, 10, 14, 17n4, 22; speech compared to, 6, 18n10

register (dīwān), 127

repetition, 143–45

revelation, 16n1, 179–80, 208n19

rhymes, 195–96

rhythmic speech (saj‘), 20n20, 54, 71n21

rhythms, 192, 197

Rippin, Andrew, 18n11

rithā’ (threnody), 81

Robinson, Cynthia, 209n29

Romance languages, 75–76

root play (mujannas, tajnīs), 203, 209n30; from al-Akhṭal, 42–43, 45; Naṣr and, 165, 168, 194; as patterns, 196–97

roots, 17n2; triconsonantal, 29, 42–43, 71n14, 75, 133

Ru‘ba, 151–52

Rückert, Friedrich, 150

Ruggles, D. Fairchild, 186, 203, 208n22

rulers, 164–66, 186–89, 199–205

al-Rūmī, Yāqūt, 102

al-Rumma, Dhū, 45, 49–50, 71n16, 140–43

ruqād. See sleep

ruwāt (transmitters), 19n14, 81, 122n5

sābiqūna, 143–44

ṣadaqa (voluntary alms-giving), 61–63, 73nn28–30

al-sāḥirūna (magicians): Mūsa and, 149–51, 153; word form of, 150–51

Said, Edward, 1

saj‘ (rhythmic speech), 20n20, 54, 71n21

Ṣāliḥ, 97, 105, 114–15

sand-grouse, 26–27, 70n6

Scattered Pearls in the Commentary Based on Transmitted Reports (Al-Durr al-Manthūr fī al-Tafsīr bi al-Ma’thūr) (al-Suyūṭī), 30

Schoeler, Gregor, 10, 196, 207n15

Sells, Michael., 52

sending down (tanzīl), 2, 16n1

sha‘ara (yash‘uru) (know, aware), 3

shackles, 46, 50

shahīd (martyr), 102–3

shā‘ir (poet, one who knows), 76

Shākir, Maḥmūd Muḥammad, 101–2, 123n13, 123n19, 124n37

al-Shām, 107, 115–16, 123n13

al-Shanfarā, 86–87

Shawqī, Aḥmad, 20n20

al-Shaybānī, Maṣqala ibn Hubayra, 38, 61–69, 73nn26–28. See also “In Praise of Maṣqala ibn Hubayra al-Shaybānī”

she-camels, 140–43

Al-Shifā’ bi-Ta‘rīf Ḥuqūq al-Muṣṭafā (Healing through the Knowledge of the Truths of the Chosen One) (ibn Mūsa), 14

shi‘r. See poetry

shi‘rī shi‘rī (“my poetry is my poetry”), 144–45

Shoemaker, Stephen, 206n9

“Showers effaced the traces of the camp at Ṣarīma . . .” (al-Akhṭal), 48

sina (drowsiness), 133–39

Sīrat Rasūl Allāh (Life-Path of the Messenger of God) (Ibn Isḥāq), 7–8, 14, 18n8, 50–51, 78

sleep (nawmun, ruqād): abandoned encampments and, 136–38; dream and, 137; drowsiness compared to, 133, 136; memory and, 136–39; metaphor and, 136–39; stages of, 134–35

soothsayer (kāhin), 4–5, 22

sorcery, 112–13

speech, 20n20, 54, 71n21, 132; in Alhambra, 169–70; orality as, 80, 122n2; recitation compared to, 6, 18n10

stars, 169, 186–88, 199, 202, 208n24

Stetkevych, Suzanne, 52, 71n18, 86–87, 180, 194

Stewart, Devin, 20n20

“Su‘ād departed . . . ” (al-Akhṭal), 52–53

“Su‘ād has departed . . .” (ibn Zuhayr): chameleon in, 51–52; context of, 50; history and, 57; Muḥammad in, 50–51, 53, 55, 60, 71nn18–19, 157

Al-Ṣubḥ al-Munbī ‘an Haythīyat al-Mutanabbī (al-Badī‘ī), 101–2

submission (islām), 53–54

al-Sukkarī, 30, 33, 38, 68

Sumi, Akiko, 191–92, 208n24

sun, 48–53, 55

Sūrat al-Baqara, 133

Sūrat al-Bayinna, 139–41

Sūrat al-Ḥajj, 25–26, 69n5

Sūrat al-Mulk, 183–85, 208n22

Sūrat al-Naḥl, 153–57

Sūrat al-Najm, 143

Sūrat al-Nisā’, 18n9, 169

Sūrat al-Nūr, 145; lam yakad in, 146–49

Sūrat al-Ṣaffāti, 54, 58, 71n21

Sūrat Muḥammad, 54–55, 58

Sūrat Ṭāhā, 149

Sūrat Yūnas, 149–51

Sūrat Yūsuf, 23, 57, 75, 83, 85; akbarna in, 77–79

survival, 176–77, 207n13

suspended ones. See mu‘allaqāt

al-Suyūṭī, Jalāl al-Dīn, 8–9, 30, 71n12

al-Ṭabarī, Abū Ja‘far Muḥammad b. Jarīr: gloss from, 25–28, 69n5; history from, 24–25, 60–68, 73nn26–30. See also Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse

tafsīr (clear explanation of the hidden), 7–8, 10, 69n5

tajnīs. See root play

al-Tamīmī, ‘Alī ibn Muḥammad ibn Sayyāri ibn Mukram, 105–6, 123n14

al-Tanūkhī, Al-Ḥusayn ibn Isḥāq, 88, 118–19; beauty of, 83–85, 114; truthfulness of, 83–84; as warrior, 83

al-Tanūkhī, al-Muḥassin ibn ‘Alī, 102

al-Tanūkhī, Muḥammad ibn Isḥaq al-Ḥusayn, 81, 106

tanzīl (sending down), 2, 16n1

tarṣī‘ (putting together), 196–97

al-Ṭastī, 30

tawḥīd (oneness of God), 102–3; of Alhambra, 189, 193–94, 211–12

ta’wīl (return to origin), 7

thirst, 44, 52, 54, 146, 188

Thousand and One Nights, 31

threnody (rithā’), 81

ṭibāq. See antithesis

time, 43–44

Ṭirād, Majīd, 71n15

Tower of the Captive Woman, 167–71, 175, 192–93, 207n10

translations, 17n3, 150; of García Gómez, 166–67, 169; of Heinrichs, 109, 123n15, 123n19, 123n21, 123nn23–25; of Lane, 52, 70n6, 139, 141, 146, 196

transmission, 16n1, 59, 106, 122n5

transmitters (ruwāt), 19n14, 81, 122n5

triconsonantal roots, 29, 42–43, 71n14, 75, 133

truthfulness, 83–84

Ullmann, Manfred, 49–50

‘Umar (caliph), 151

Umayyads, 10, 16, 33–36; crucifixion and, 71n17; poetry of, 41, 48–49, 53, 58–59

unbelievers, 185

The Uncovering of the Truths of the Sent-down (Kashshāf ‘an Ḥaqā’iq al-Tanzīl) (al-Zamakhsharī), 77

The Unique Necklace (Al-‘Iqd al-Farīd) (Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih), 12, 19n16

unity, 169, 202–3; antithesis as, 194–95. See also tawḥīd

universalization, 37

‘Uthmān (caliph), 58–59, 65

‘Uyūn al-Akhbār (The Most Noteworthy Reports ) Ibn Qutayba, 19n12

The Vagaries of the Qaṣīda (Montgomery), 36–37

Venture of Islam (Hodgson), 19n13

Vernet, Juan, 150

victory. See Naṣr

visitors, 183–84, 208n22

voice, 197–98

voluntary alms-giving (ṣadaqa), 61–63, 73nn28–30

wād (dry river bed), 4

Waft of the Fragrant (Nafḥ al-ṭīb) (al-Maqqarī), 182

waḥā (inspire), 16n1

al-waḥī. See writings

al-Waḥīd al-Baghdādī, 114

wakefulness, 39, 44–45. See also sleep

warriors, 83; women as, 47

Wild, Stefan, 69n4

wine, 34–35

women, 160; akbarna and, 77–81, 85; firstborn death and, 51–52; as warriors, 47. See also beloved

word form, 150–51

word ordering. See naẓm

words, 161n3; al-Jurjānī on, 130–31; gharīb, 151–52; in Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse, 139–41, 158–61; in Sūrat al-Baqara, 133

writings (al-waḥī): opposition to, 178, 181, 207n17; revelation as, 16n1, 179–80, 208n19

Ya‘rub, 99–100

yash‘uru (know, aware), 3	

Yazīd, 32

al-Yāzijī, Nāṣīf, 80–81, 122n3

youth, 96–97, 101, 109, 212

yuṣharu. See melting

Yūsuf (caliph), 167–68, 170

Yūsuf (Joseph), 23; banquet-pillows and, 158–59; poet compared to, 160–61. See also Sūrat Yūsuf

al-Zamakhsharī, 72n24, 77–78; al-Mutanabbī and, 79, 121. See also Qur’āno-Poetic Discourse

Zubaidi, A. M., 87

Zwettler, Michael, 17n5, 51, 178, 209n32
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