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Courts were the most important frameworks for the production, performance,
and evaluation of literature in medieval Islamic civilization. Patrons vying for
prestige attracted to their courts literary people who sought their financial
support. The most successful courts assembled outstanding literary people from
across the region.

The court of the vizier and literary person al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad
(326-85/938-95) in western Iran is one of the most remarkable examples of a
medieval Islamic court, with a sophisticated literary activity in Arabic (and, to a
lesser extent, in Persian). Literature and the Islamic Court examines the literary
activity at the court of al-Sahib and sheds light on its functional logic. It is an
inquiry into the nature of a great medieval court, where various genres of poetry
and prose were produced, performed, and evaluated regularly. Major aspects
examined in the book are the patterns of patronage, selection, and auditioning;
the cultural codes and norms governing performance, production, and criticism;
the interaction between the patron and courtiers, and among the courtiers them-
selves; competition; genres as productive molds; the hegemonic literary taste;
and the courtly habitus. This book reveals the significance these courts held as
institutions that were at the heart of literary production in Arabic.

Using primary medieval Arabic sources, this book offers a comprehensive
analysis of Islamic courts and as such is of key interest to students and scholars
of Arabic literature, Islamic history, and medieval studies.

Erez Naaman is Assistant Professor of Arabic at American University in Wash-
ington, DC. His research focuses on medieval Arabic literature and culture, and
intellectual Islamic history.
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Introduction

I The court as an institution

I started this research project with a big question, or rather, problem, in mind:
how exactly was literature produced at a great medieval Islamic court? Not infre-
quently we find in the medieval sources evidence on a cultivated patron, a signi-
ficant number of literary protégés acting under his (and, very rarely, her)
enlightened auspices, and a body of literature created by virtue of this encounter,
which makes one wonder about the workings of this enterprise as a whole. It is
precisely this Patron—Protégé—Production triangle and the relations between each
of these elements that is the crux of the problem. How, for example, was the
style of poetry composed for the patron influenced by the latter’s aesthetic pref-
erences? To assume it was highly influenced because of the patron’s support is,
of course, unsatisfactory; we should still study textual and contextual evidence
carefully in order to establish this assumption. The extent to which literary pro-
duction in such circumstances was affected by the power of the patron is indeed
a very important question. Like other related questions, it has to do with the
court as an institution established on certain social and cultural practices that are
taken as the norm and maintained over time with regularity.

The Biyid period of the fourth/tenth century, an age of openness and toler-
ance characterized by a remarkable cultural and intellectual efflorescence,' was a
great time for literary patronage and literature. In place of a single imperial
court, in this socio-politically decentralized age there were many courts of rulers
and potentates. Offering patronage to various types of scholars and literary
people, these courts competed for prestige.” Among these, the court of the vizier
al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad (326-85/938-95) stands out as an excellent opportunity for a
case study addressing our initial question. In fact, anyone leafing through al-
Tha‘alibi’s great anthology, Yatimat al-dahr, would easily note that. The entry
dedicated to the vizier is very long and includes various poems and prose pieces
he composed, in addition to offering abundant information about him supplied
by others (many of whom were his courtiers). Noticeably, al-Sahib’s achieve-
ments as a great patron of literature and knowledge in the fourth/tenth century,
as well as his court enterprise, are highlighted and well documented by the
anthologist. Al-Tha‘alibl emphatically ascribes the flourishing of so many great
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poets and littérateurs to the vizier’s enterprise as seen throughout the anthology.
The availability of this rich source of material (and others) makes the study of
al-Sahib’s court a very promising path to explore.

Before more is said about al-Sahib, we should go back to our initial question.
The basic assumption behind it is that a literary piece is not an abstract and
detached entity, and that the conditions governing its production do leave their
marks on it. The sociologist Pierre Bourdieu successfully showed in his writings
on culture the validity of this position and its indispensability for the study of
literature.® He introduced the concept of field to describe a given “social uni-
verse” with its power relations and laws of functioning. The agents in the field
have common stakes, and ceaselessly compete among themselves on the
resources available in it.* Therefore, any attempt to understand literature created
at the court requires us to probe its literary field. That is, the social universe to
which certain conventions of literary production, performance, and evaluation
are applicable. Bearing in mind the important factor of power relations, and the
obvious hierarchic superiority of the patron over his protégés, a crucial question
emerging is how dominant he was at shaping these conventions. This question
will be explored at different places in this work and in various contexts.

A brief clarification of “court” is in order here. Throughout the present work,
this word is used in the sense of an elite social configuration created by a poten-
tate. The potentate patronizes qualified agents specializing in the production and
performance of cultural contents, and the ensuing artistic and intellectual activity
takes place according to specific codes in a supportive environment enabled by
temporary dimming of power relations. The institution of the court, under the
auspices of which the majority of artistic and intellectual activity in medieval
Islamic civilization developed, matured in the early ‘Abbasid period.® Since the
court is first and foremost a social configuration and an institution, its spatial
dimension is of lesser importance. The courtiers and rules that make this enter-
prise possible are the mainstay of the court, and not a certain place. Therefore,
we may say that al-Sahib’s court followed him wherever he went. The texts
mention it mostly as existing in the western Iranian locations of Esfahan,
al-Rayy, and Jurjan, where he resided at different times.®

The literary field is not a synonym of the court; the court of al-Sahib, for
example, had a theological field, too. Theology was one of the disciplines that
attracted him, and the main stakes and contours of the theological field, and often
its personnel, were different from those of the literary field. The court of al-
Sahib, a learned potentate with many scholarly interests, was a hub of patronage
of different varieties of scholarship and art. Hence, every literary person with
significant activity at the court was a courtier, but not every courtier was a lit-
erary person. Despite the primary place occupied by poetry, a literary person was
not necessarily a professional poet; this term could also refer to those recognized
as having literary knowledge of one or more cultural practices such as artistic
prose and literary criticism. Hence, many secretaries who were usually only
amateur poets, but had a good command of artistic prose belonged in the literary
field of al-Sahib’s court, and were—at least by virtue of that—courtiers.
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As any social configuration, interaction at the court was established on certain
practices and perceptions deemed normative. Functioning within the literary
field of the court required that a literary person master the normative rules
applicable to it in order to succeed. These were not only aesthetic standards, but
rather rules governing the way one should act in the broadest sense. Most of
them were not directly taught or transmitted but nevertheless inculcated and
understood as natural and obvious by the courtiers. The set of dispositions
enabling social agents—once inculcated and naturalized—to perceive their
environment and behave in it “correctly,” was their habitus, which was very
likely to be highly influenced by the dominant element of power controlling the
field. As we shall see, the habitus concept as used here is well known for its
development by Bourdieu, although its roots go back to antiquity. This origin-
ally Aristotelian concept was familiar to the philosophically-informed of the
fourth/tenth century thanks to the translation of major philosophical works into
Arabic and the intellectual discourse that it initiated. Indeed, more than a thou-
sand years before Bourdieu, this concept was known and applied in con-
temporary analyses of real life situations and interactions, including at the court
itself. The acquisition of the courtly habitus applicable to the court of al-Sahib
was an indispensable key to successful functioning at it, which to the literary
person meant being productive and thus rewarded. We will see examples of
success and failure, the latter of which are at least as instructive as the former in
understanding the courtly habitus and its indispensability.

To sum up, the cardinal goal of the present book is to shed light on the lit-
erary activity at the court of al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad and expose its functional logic.
In doing so, I have attempted to pay attention to all three factors that were part
of it, namely, the patron, the protégés, and production, and study closely the
interrelations between them.

II Al-Sahib and his court

Al-Sahib Abu 1-Qasim Isma ‘il b. Abi I-Hasan ‘Abbad b. al-‘Abbas b. ‘Abbad b.
Ahmad b. Idrs al-Talagani, whose honorific was Kafi 1-Kufat (“The Competent
of Competents”), was born on 16 Dhii 1-Qa‘da 326/14 September 938. Already
during his lifetime, there were conflicting reports regarding his place of birth:
Talagan (a town near Qazwin), Talagan (a village near Esfahan), or Istakhr (a
town in Fars located 12 farsakh/72km from Shiraz). The village Talaqan near
Esfahan, as reported by al-Tha‘alibi, is the most probable one. Al-Sahib came
from a Persian family of high position; his father—a Mu ‘tazili scholar—was a
vizier of the Bliyid amir Rukn al-Dawla. After his father’s death in 334/945 or
335/946, while al-Sahib was still a young boy, he became a protégé of the great
vizier Abii 1-Fadl b. al-*‘Amid, who trained him as a secretary (katib) and admit-
ted him to his session (majlis) in al-Rayy. He was sent to Baghdad in 347/958 to
accompany the future Blyid amir Mu ayyid al-Dawla (amir Rukn al-Dawla’s
son) as a secretary, where he seized the opportunity to associate with notable
scholars. Abt Ishaq al-Sabi wrote in Kitab al-taji that the sobriquet al-Sahib
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(“the Friend”) was given to him by Mu’ayyid al-Dawla, because he had
befriended him since childhood. Others ascribed it to his befriending of Abt
I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid. After al-Sahib, “al-Sahib” became one of the common sobri-
quets of viziers and high functionaries.

Following Abii 1-Fadl’s demise in 360/970, his vizier position was transferred
to his son Abi I-Fath b. al-*‘Amid. In the very same year, al-Sahib was appointed
Mu’ayyid al-Dawla’s vizier in Esfahan. Following the death of Rukn al-Dawla
in 366/976, Mu’ayyid al-Dawla assumed power in al-Rayy as the amir. In spite
of the latter’s will, owing to Abt I-Fath’s great power and control of the military,
al-Sahib had to be reduced to the position of a secretary, while Abu I-Fath
became the amir’s vizier. Abu 1-Fath was inimical to al-Sahib, because of his
tight relation with Mu’ayyid al-Dawla, and al-Sahib had to leave for Esfahan
intimidated by the army. Later that year, Abt I-Fath was arrested, put to death,
and al-Sahib became once again Mu'ayyid al-Dawla’s vizier. In 373/983,
Mu’ayyid al-Dawla died. Through his vast influence, power, and political skill,
al-Sahib was the one who led to the appointment of Fakhr al-Dawla as the amir’s
successor. He kept his vizierate also under the amir Fakhr al-Dawla, proving
himself to be an efficient statesman and military commander. Al-Sahib enjoyed
an unprecedented level of independence and power for a Biiyid vizier until his
death (after eighteen years in office as a vizier of amirs). He died in al-Rayy on
24 Safar 385/30 March 995; he was greatly honored in his funeral ceremonies,
and was later buried in Esfahan.

Al-Sahib was an extremely talented, cultivated, and erudite person. He
studied the philological disciplines with his father, with Abt 1-Fadl b. al-*Amid,
and the grammarian Ahmad b. Faris (d. 395/1004), and amassed a huge collec-
tion of books. He has been widely considered as one of the most prominent prose
writers and poets of the fourth/tenth century. In prose especially, al-Sahib was
among the first exponents of the artistic prose style named insha’, which was
distinguished by the use of rhyme (saj ), thythmic balance, and poetic artifice. In
addition to a diwan of poetry and another of letters (comprising ten volumes),
Ibn al-Nadim counts twenty-five works composed by al-Sahib in such various
fields as theology and religion, adab, literary criticism, prosody, lexicography,
grammar, history, and medicine. Al-Sahib was also a hadith transmitter who dic-
tated to big crowds.”

Al-Sahib was a Zaydi Shi‘T who followed the Hanafi legal school and adhered
ardently to Mu‘tazili theological thought. He propagated the Mutazili doctrine
energetically, made al-Rayy a Shi‘T center, wrote intensively on religious and
theological topics, and made numerous references to his tenets in poetry, prose,
and oral discourse. His outspokenness in respect to his religious belief is illus-
trated in this verse: “The love of “‘Ali b. Abi Talib is the one leading to paradise/
If my giving preference to him is considered a heretical innovation (bid ‘a), then
may God curse the sunna!”®

Impressive as they were, al-Sahib’s political, administrative, and military
skills have not been the only reasons for his remarkable place among the viziers
of Islamic history. In fact, his renown derived even more from his own literary
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achievements as well as his patronage of numerous poets and scholars who
packed his court during his ministerial career centered in Esfahan, al-Rayy, and
Jurjan.’ Driven and supported by his political and economic power, he managed
to attract many of the greatest literary talents of the age.'

Despite the Persian descent of al-Sahib, the hegemonic language of inter-
action and creativity at his court, in addition to the dominant cultural ethos, was
Arabic. At that time, the Persian language, having already started its renaissance
in the province of Khorasan to the east, played only a subsidiary role in this
mostly Arabophone court of western Iran.'' Nevertheless, there is sufficient evid-
ence to indicate that Persian was not solely a language used occasionally for
communication, but also a language used for artistic purposes.'? Based on the
sources, when ethnic and cultural tensions in the spirit of the shu @biyya (anti-
Arabism) polemics rose at court, al-Sahib stood up to defend the Arabs and Arab
culture from the pro-Persian detractors.'® At the same time, it seems that he was
also censured for Persian partisanship and was sensitive to that."* The fact that
“Persian—Arab merits” appear commendable to al-Sahib in his poem about Banii
1-Munajjim (added to the artistic use of Persian at his court) hints at a complex
cultural vision, which did not find explicit expression in the Arabic sources. This
vision is more intricate than the one portrayed by the anecdotes, in which
al-Sahib expressed strong anti-shu bt sentiment. While the Arabic heritage had
indubitably a prevalent standing in his view, there was still a legitimate place for
Persian components in a more balanced cultural picture. It is not accidental that
he pointed to Banti I-Munajjim as a model. It was believed that since Sasanid
times this noble Persian family handed down from one generation to another the
craft of serving kings as viziers and courtiers. During the Islamic period, many
of them properly fused this traditionally Persian knowledge with a command of
the Arabic language and literature in addition to Islamic theology. They, there-
fore, appeared to al-Sahib to represent the right model of taking the best of the
Arabic and Persian heritages, a model to which he himself adhered.

At al-Sahib’s court the dominant, although not exclusive, cultural activity was
based on language. The literary field, encompassing poetry, artistic prose, lit-
erary criticism, and subsidiary disciplines like grammar and lexicography, was
the most prominent at the court. Within this framework, his religious and theo-
logical beliefs and commitments were at times interconnected with the literary
activity, and found expression in his literary output and in that of others’. At the
regularly held sessions (majalis), poetry in its manifold genres, as well as artistic
prose, were recited and criticized, and learned debates on various topics took
place. Moreover, poetry and scholarly works were constantly commissioned
from noted poets and scholars by al-Sahib, or sent by the former in the hope of
valuable reward (and sometimes with expectations of being admitted to his pres-
tigious milieu). The multitude of literary people competed for the much sought-
after goal, namely, high standing in the literary field. The symbolic capital
(knowledge and competences in the literary disciplines) of the successful among
them was converted into economic capital in the form of rewards bestowed by
al-Sahib. As a seal of prestige, his rewards were a major springboard in the
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career of many poets. This is due to his reputed discerning eye and attested talent
as a literary person, and not least, for his great political eminence. In this
demanding arena, the standing of a certain poet could always change; it could
improve for a good performance, deteriorate for a failure to impress, or crash
due to criticism of competitive rivals in the field in their struggles to improve
their own positioning.

Al-Sahib was able to establish a court, wherein literary activity flourished to
the point that it had more poets than those assembled at the court of the caliph
Hartn al-Rashid. Furthermore, al-Sahib’s poets did not fall short of al-Rashid’s.
Al-Tha‘alibi, who made this observation, emphasized that no caliph or king has
assembled master poets (fuhilat al-shu ‘ard’) to the extent done by al-Rashid.'
There is no doubt that al-Sahib’s success in establishing the greatest court of his
day was owed in part to his being a very powerful vizier who enjoyed a high
level of autonomy. His political and economical status made this enterprise pos-
sible, and contributed greatly in attracting literary people to the court.

Roy Mottahedeh notes that al-Sahib was an “unusually powerful” vizier. This
is shown by the fact that he exchanged oaths with the amir Fakhr al-Dawla,
despite the latter’s hierarchical superiority, when he brought him to the throne.'
The evidence at our disposal suggests that the vizier’s unusual power should be
attributed to: (1) his skills as an administrator, military commander, and politi-
cian; (2) the decentralized character of the Biiyid ruling system; and (3) his fam-
ily’s administrative heritage.

(1) Al-Sahib’s strong administrative abilities made the amirs depend on him.
This dependency helped him to gain power wisely through his sharp political
sense. Claude Cahen and Charles Pellat write that:

Ibn ‘Abbad himself is remembered as one of the great viziers of Muslim
history, even by those who were his adversaries in doctrine (see, e.g., Nizam
al-Mulk, Siyasat-nama, x1, 33 and xli, 21-6). Like the latter, he belongs to
the category of ministers who, in the service of princes who were either not
suited to or were indifferent to the tasks of administration, who were able to
acquire an almost autonomous personal power and to become temporarily
the true masters of the State.!”

According to the historian al-Dhahabi, during al-Sahib’s tenure he occupied fifty
fortresses and handed them over to Fakhr al-Dawla, whose father (Rukn al-
Dawla) had less than ten of them.'® This accomplishment and others led to a far-
reaching trust and deference to the vizier coming from the amirs Mu’ayyid
al-Dawla, Fakhr al-Dawla, and their overlord brother ‘Adud al-Dawla.’” The
dependency of the amirs on al-Sahib is well attested in the following story: In
373/983, having brought Fakhr al-Dawla to the throne, al-Sahib requested to
retire from the vizierate. Al-Sahib took this shrewd step in order to see whether
the amir still resented his role in making him run away as a refugee to Nishapiir
during Mu’ayyid al-Dawla’s reign. Fakhr al-Dawla went out of his way to satisfy
him saying: “O al-Sahib! Do not say that. I only wish power (al-mulk) to be
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yours, and only through you, my rule can be established. If you dislike engaging
in my affairs, I would dislike it, [too], because of your dislike, and quit.”
Al-Sahib thankfully obeyed the wish of the amir, and following that, Fakhr
al-Dawla “bestowed upon him the vizierate’s robes of honor, and honored him
in an unprecedented way in what concerned [the vizierate].”?

(2) The Biuyid government adopted a decentralized system of rule. To a
certain extent it was the outcome of the Biiyids’ military and financial weakness.
Local leaders and functionaries took advantage of the governmental decentrali-
zation to expand their power, and the state became less able to take away
acquired status from men who acquired it.?!

(3) Hand in hand with decentralization, hereditary claim to posts and offices
became more and more accepted and legitimate throughout the Biiyid period.?
The case of al-Sahib, whose father was a vizier of Rukn al-Dawla, illustrates that
well: Fakhr al-Dawla told al-Sahib when he asked to resign from the vizierate
following the former’s ascendance to power: “You have in this State, in respect
to the heritage of vizierate, what we have in it, in respect to the heritage of
emirate. The proper way for each of us is to uphold his right.”? This remark
explains the verse recited to the vizier by one of his favorite poets, Abt Sa‘id
al-Rustami [al-kamil]:

Waritha l-wizarata kabiran ‘an kabirin
Mawsiilata l-isnadi bi-l-isnadr

Yarwr ‘ani l- ‘Abbasi ‘Abbadun wiza
Ratahii wa-isma ‘tlu ‘an ‘Abbadr

He inherited the vizierate, handed down from father to son,
With its chain of transmission bound with another [= that of the Biyid
amirs]

‘Abbad passes on his vizierate on the authority of al-*Abbas
And Isma 7l on that of ‘Abbad*

According to this verse, al-Sahib was a third generation vizier, inheriting the
office from his father ‘Abbad, who inherited it in his turn from his father
al-‘Abbas. The phrasing and terminology used is that of hadith transmission,
evoking the authority attained by each transmitter by virtue of hearing it from a
qualified and legitimate source.

IIT The sources and the current state of research

The evidence for the present inquiry is rich, even if scattered in medieval Arabic
sources of various types. These are mainly literary anthologies, biographical dic-
tionaries, works of literary criticism, adab works, chronicles, diwans of poetry,
and collections of letters. Of all the works, Yatimat al-dahr deserves a special
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mention. The anthologist, al-Tha‘alib (350-429/961-1038), was a contemporary
of al-Sahib to whom we owe much of what we know about literary people of the
fourth/tenth century and their output.”® The literary pieces and information pre-
sented by him in Yatimat al-dahr are, for the purpose of this inquiry, peerless.
Many of his informants were notable courtiers of al-Sahib, from whom he col-
lected first-hand materials related to his court (poems, prose pieces, accounts,
and anecdotes), when he met them in eastern Iranian cities like Nishapir and
Bukhara. Among these are figures we will come across throughout this book,
such as Abtu Bakr al-Khwarazmi, Abt Talib al-Ma’miini, Badi* al-Zaman al-
Hamadhani, Abt 1-Qasim ‘Alf b. Muhammad al-Karkhi, and Aba I-Hasan ‘Alt
I-Jawhari.*® Unfortunately, no critical edition of Yatimat al-dahr exists.?’ In this
book, I decided to use the 188687 Damascus edition, which is the editio prin-
ceps, since none of the subsequent editions offers a substantial improvement of
the text. Moreover, being in the public domain, it is accessible for free on the
internet. Unfortunately, al-Tha‘alib1 did not preserve Persian materials from the
court of al-Sahib. The little evidence gleaned from two Persian works (‘AwfT’s
Lubab al-Albab, the earliest extant Persian literary anthology; and Dawlatshah
Samarqandt’s Tadhkirat al-shu ‘ard’, the earliest systematic biographical diction-
ary of Persian poets) is apparently the only reliable surviving information about
poets composing in Persian at al-Sahib’s court and their output.

The rich evidence collected from the medieval sources makes the present
inquiry possible, although it obviously cannot answer all the questions we may
have. Regarding those which it can answer, I have found at times that the
application of analytic tools from other disciplines in the social sciences and
humanities have proved to be very helpful. Hence, I applied in a critical fashion
relevant concepts from other disciplines (mostly sociology, anthropology, and
literary criticism), whenever I considered them necessary to shed more light on
the findings or useful in placing them in a wider context for better understand-
ing. Indeed, my study emphasizes the importance of bridging the gap between
the textual approach to early sources and the pertinent work done in the social
sciences and humanities. Based on a careful examination of the medieval sources
and a critical use of analytic tools, my research presents the first serious account
of al-Sahib’s court and contributes to the understanding of pre-modern Islamic
courts in general.

Turning to modern scholarly literature, one may find many monographs and
articles written on al-Sahib. As a whole, even the better studies among them have
concentrated on al-Sahib and his works as a discrete entity without offering an
analytic framework to examine the complex and vibrant literary activity organized
by him. Among the monographs, Muhammad Al Yasin’s A/-Sahib b. ‘Abbad:
hayatuhu wa-adabuhu is the most satisfactory one in Arabic, attempting to offer
an analytic portrayal of the man and his works without falling into a descriptive
and unselective display of the medieval sources. Notwithstanding a worthwhile
survey of his life, works (extant and lost), and religious and theological stances, it
falls short in discussing his literary style in somewhat too sketchy a manner.
Badawi Tabana’s A/-Sahib b. ‘Abbad: al-wazir al-adib al-‘alim dedicates more
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space and thought than Al Yasin to al-Sahib’s style in prose and poetry and to
further questions of literary criticism. It is only in that respect, however, that
Tabana’s monograph constitutes an improvement over Al Yasin’s. Maurice
Pomerantz’s more recent dissertation, “Licit Magic and Divine Grace: The Life
and Letters of Al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad (d. 385/995),”* studies the vizier’s training
and career, his contributions to diverse fields of knowledge, his patronage, and the
various types of letters he wrote. Pomerantz’s primary object of study is al-Sahib,
and he is successful at portraying a detailed picture of this eminent person.
However, it is not a study of a milieu, of the group of people that surrounded al-
Sahib and engaged in massive cultural production based on certain rules and con-
ventions. It is not a study focusing on the court, nor is it examining closely the
literary enterprise, so successful and resplendent, that al-Sahib was able to estab-
lish at his court. Considering shorter treatments, Joel Kraemer dedicated an indi-
vidual profile to al-Sahib in Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam.”® Kraemer’s
account is succinct and informative, referring to al-Sahib’s political career, beliefs,
cultural capacities, patronage, and personality. Nevertheless, having stressed
throughout the book individuality as one of the characteristics of the renaissance of
Islam,*® he treats al-Sahib as an individual personality without analyzing ade-
quately his role as a leading political and literary figure amidst an exceptional lit-
erary milieu. Charles Pellat’s chapter on al-Sahib, included in ‘Abbasid
Belles-Lettres, adds an annotated list of his works to the account of al-Sahib’s
political and literary career.*! This chapter is more elaborate and up-to-date than
his EI2 article (co-authored with Claude Cahen).*

Some important works addressing various facets of courtly culture in the
medieval Islamic world have not set out to study thoroughly the interrelations
between the literary output and the literary field of the court in which it material-
ized. J.E. Bencheikh’s attempt to portray the group of cultural producers (literary
people and entertainers) selected as courtiers by the caliph al-Mutawakkil (“The
Poetic Coterie of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (d. 247H): A Contribution to the
Analysis of Authorities of Socio-Literary Legitimation™) is too skeletal. It may
have to do with the space limitations of the article format, but the study does not
g0 beyond biographic details and general historical background to discuss per-
formances and the rules that underlie this cultural scene.’* Jean-Claude Vadet’s
L’Esprit courtois en Orient dans les cing premiers siécles de 1’Hégire™* sees
“courtly spirit” through love and observes its different theories and manifesta-
tions among various groups and individuals starting with Arabia’s pre-Islamic
nasib. Vadet’s approach of connecting the advancement of cultural (including
behavioral) repertoires with social groups and interests is valuable;*® yet a broad
study of the place of literature at court is not among his aims. In Medieval
Persian Court Poetry,*® Julie Scott Meisami views (quite similarly to Vadet)
love as the major theme in the poetry produced in the Arab-Persian court tradi-
tion reflecting an essential courtly ethic ideal.’’ In tandem with Meisami’s per-
ception of courtly poetry,® her discussion throughout the work is mainly limited
to the various literary representations of love and its meanings in Persian court
poetry. As she acknowledges in her conclusion (pp. 311-14), there are still great
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scholarly gaps in the understanding of socio-literary aspects of the court like
patronage, the nature and role of the audience, tastes, etc. Beyond literary motifs
or abstract ideas, in Algazi and Drory’s inspiring article, love at the ‘Abbasid
court (focusing on the period 157-217/774-833) is seen as a key code meant to
induce a positive transformation in male elite members by making them adopt
the courtly repertoire and hence to become cultured. Thus, love at the ‘Abbasid
court replaced poetry in prior periods (the pre-Islamic and Umayyad periods) as
the inculcator of elite social values.*® Of all the above works addressing love,
Algazi and Drory’s is the best attempt to decipher its meaning and function for
the courtly milieu, integrating well literary manifestations in the social frame-
work. Nevertheless, I believe that by observing the court through the prism of
love, this work to some extent, and—even more so—the others, overstated its
importance (the common explicit or implicit equation “love is courtliness,” made
by some scholars, is telling enough). This overstatement was done at the expense
of another key code in medieval Islamic courts: the mastery of language or elo-
quence. Advanced linguistic competence was indispensable for any courtier, and
love was after all learned, expressed, and inculcated by words.*® At least at the
court of al-Sahib, the most highlighted code, indispensable for proper function-
ing, was the command of language.

I would like to mention here several works that probe, in various ways, the rela-
tions between medieval Arabic literary output and broader social and cultural con-
texts. These works offer significant insights based on close textual reading and the
application of analytic tools from the humanities and social sciences. Although
without a close focus on the court, in Poétique arabe, Jamel Eddine Bencheikh
attends thoughtfully to the social and cultural forces that molded and affected the
literature and literary life of the first half of the third/eighth century.*' Beatrice
Gruendler’s Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry: Ibn al-Riumi and the Patron’s
Redemption is an in-depth study of Ibn al-RamT1’s (221-83/836-96) praise poetry
pointing to the intricate ways in which the poet used the genre to interact with his
patron.* The poet—patron relationship in the classical Arabic literary tradition is
scrutinized by Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych in The Poetics of Islamic Legitimacy:
Myth, Gender, and Ceremony in the Classical Arabic Ode, with a focus on the
poem-prize ritual exchange.® In Ibn Abi Tahir Tayfir and Arabic Writerly
Culture: A Ninth-Century Bookman in Baghdad,** Shawkat Toorawa sets out to
portray writerly culture in the third/ninth century, its development and traits, as
different from the model of patronized culture. Samer Ali’s Arabic Literary Salons
in the Islamic Middle Ages: Poetry, Public Performance, and the Presentation of
the Past sheds light on the mujalasat, “collegial salons” of the third/ninth century,
and their contribution to the process of canon creation.* Ali’s book, as well as
Toorawa’s, contribute in delineating social frameworks and conditions of literary
production which were emerging alternatives to the court model.

Recently, a collection of papers edited by Albrecht Fuess and Jan-Peter
Hartung, Court Cultures in the Muslim World: Seventh to Nineteenth Centuries,
was published. The contributors dealt with various periods and aspects of the
court, often stressing the lack of sufficient research on the topic. In each of their
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contributions, Nadia Maria El Cheikh and Syrinx von Hees even question
whether the terms and concepts of “court” and “courtier” are applicable to the
‘Abbasids and Ayyiubids they have studied.*® In fact, the present book shows that
we can certainly speak of a court institution in the pre-modern Islamic world. It
also includes an elaborate discussion of the indigenous Arabic terminology in
the texts. As already stated, my main goal will be to shed light on the intensive
literary activity at the court of al-Sahib, and hence to elucidate the key role
played by linguistic mastery in that elite milieu.

IV Description of the chapters

Chapter 1 addresses patronage in the literary field of al-Sahib’s court. I examine
al-Sahib’s model of patronage, the duties and rights of the patron and protégés,
and the way in which the economy of literary production was understood by
those active in the field. The terminology used in the contemporary sources to
describe literary patronage and production is discussed, and the illocutionary
acts confirming the benefit-based relations in the literary field are analyzed.

Chapter 2 focuses on the courtiers: their function and use for the patron; the
interaction modes between them and the patron; the social definition and sub-
jective construal of the formal versus informal parts of al-Sahib’s schedule;
familiarity with and application of the Aristotelian concept of habitus; and the
screening and auditioning by al-Sahib and intermediaries acting on his behalf.
Then, we look into the frameworks and structures of literary activity at the court,
where the courtiers played a major role. Events were governed by certain
unscripted rules according to their type, and the courtiers were expected to
perform successfully—guided by their courtly habitus—in varying situations
providing different opportunities and risks. Their performance and response to
challenges are evaluated alongside the strategies they adopted to affect the audi-
ence. A discussion of competition among the courtiers ends the chapter.

Chapter 3 concentrates on representative genres of the literary field as molds
for the agents to cast their literary products and compete for standing in the field
and the patron’s benefits. This process necessitates that we conceive of genres as
an interface between the composer and the audience, whose specific configura-
tions and variety are determined by tradition in addition to the specific con-
ditions of the field. The genres described in this chapter come with examples
demonstrating their usage in the field.

Chapter 4 probes the hegemonic, or dominant, literary taste in the field. The
underlying question is to what degree, if at all, al-Sahib’s literary taste affected
that of the poets who were his protégés. One should not take for granted that it
was highly influenced, or even determined, by the patron without appropriate
analysis.*’ Apart from other poetic evidence, I probe poetry recited on the occa-
sion of al-Sahib’s move to his new mansion in Esfahan (The Mansion Odes), in
order to assess its stylistic features. I compare the findings with the stylistic pref-
erences of the vizier to understand how and to what extent the poets responded
to them.
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Chapter 5 focuses on the well documented case of Abti Hayyan al-Tawhidi, a
philosophically informed littérateur of great talent who nevertheless failed in his
attempt to achieve a lucrative and stable position at al-Sahib’s court. Al-
TawhidT’s interactions and performance at the court reveal a mirror image of the
competent courtier. Nonetheless, inasmuch as his failure tells about the incom-
petent courtier, it tells about the competent one. This chapter illustrates how
crucial the acquisition of the courtly habitus was for success at the court.

The Appendix presents the text of al-Rustami’s Mansion Ode with my trans-
lation and annotations where necessary.
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1 Al-Sahib

A potentate and patron

I The patron and his political power

Al-Sahib was a very powerful vizier and enjoyed a high level of autonomy. We
saw in the introduction how this power was established on his administrative and
military skills, the decentralized character of the Biiyid ruling system, and his
family heritage in administration. This is a significant fact, for the court he estab-
lished was reflective of this power, and through the prestige accrued to the court,
his power became legitimized to a higher degree. In this chapter, we will see
how literary production took place in a concrete context of power relations,
shaping specific patterns of patronage.

The commonly used terminology for literary patronage is the one also found
in the realms of Biyid administration and the military. As already indicated by
Roy Mottahedeh in connection to administrative and military patronage, the
words “patronage,” “patron,” and “protégé” originate in the root s.n. ., whose
basic meaning (Form I) is “to make,” and in addition “to tend,” “to rear,” “to
nourish,” and “to treat well.” The Form VIII verb has the similar meaning of “to
rear” and “to choose” with the reflexive idea of “for oneself.”! In the sources, we
commonly find isting, the Form VIII masdar, used for “patronage,” while the
active participle mustani* denotes “patron,” and the noun sani’ or sani‘'a (pl.
sana’i‘) “protégé.” A good example that combines all these terms is given by
al-Tawhidi, who quotes the poet al-Za farant:

Ibn ‘Abbad governs his protégés badly (sayyi’ al-siyasa li-sand i ihi). This
is because he gives a person some present, and then afflicts him with such
harshness that makes him wish for a bunch of date-stones from the rows of
palm-trees [instead of the vizier’s present]. The noble patron (mustani®) is
he whose patronage of tongue is above his patronage of hand (istina uhu bi-
lisanihi fawqa istind ‘ihi bi-yadihi).?

The Form VIII verb istana ‘a meaning “to patronize” occurs, for example, in
al-Tha‘alib1’s praise of al-Sahib, when he itemizes the objectives of his ambition.
Among these, he refers generically to “a learned man he would patronize” (fadil
yastani ‘uhu).?
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Yet, the patron—protégé relationship between al-Sahib and his literary
people is not always explicitly expressed by words derived from the root s.n. .,
which have an evident sense of hierarchy. Often, other terms are used which
(i) are suggestive of hierarchy in a more subtle way, or (ii) apparently have no
such sense at all: (i) nadim (pl. nudama’ or nudman; “a boon companion”) and
jalis (pl. julasa’; “a companion with whom one sits”) frequently occur, regu-
larly in the context of entertainment sessions (majalis al-uns);* and (ii) sadig
(pl. asdiga’), sahib (pl. ashab) and akh (pl. ikhwan) all in the sense of “a
friend.” All these words suggest an intimate relationship with the vizier, and
so more than one of them may be applied to the same person who has this type
of connection with him. Yet, they may appear together with sani‘, as in the
case of Abti Muhammad al-Khazin, who was both described as a famous
protégé of al-Sahib (wa-min ... mashahir sand’i ihi) and a nadim.® This is
indeed a telling juxtaposition to be heeded; while sani ‘ evokes the more formal
aspect of patronage, the other expressions (type [i]) and [ii] alike) call to mind
its informal aspect. Linked together, both are well representative of the ever-
shifting double face of the court patronage bond.” It is important to remember
that while it is justified and convenient to apply the English word “courtiers”
for the agents active in the literary field,® there exists no single paralleling term
in Arabic. By means of the more analytic separation to sani ‘ on the one hand,
and nadim, jalis, sadiq, sahib, or akh on the other, the indigenous Arabic ter-
minology is more focused on the formal versus informal aspects that make up
court patronage.

A fact that had an important bearing on the patronage patterns at the court of
al-Sahib was that, albeit a vizier of two Biiyid amirs, he was often referred to in
the sources as a king (malik or shah). That he was addressed or otherwise
depicted as a king points to his significant power as a quasi-autonomic ruler, and
it tells a lot about the expectations the protégés had of him. We see that in many
odes recited to al-Sahib, as in the following line from the Mansion Ode of
al-Shaykh Abu 1-Hasan, the superintendent of the post and intelligence (Sahib
al-Barid) [al-basit]:

Wa-hadhihi wuzara v I-mulki qatibatan
Bayadiqun lam tazal ma baynana shaha

And these viziers of kingship—all without exception—
Are pawns; you are still—as long as you live among us—a king’

Isma ‘1l al-‘AmirT connects in a eulogy al-Sahib’s supposed kingship with his lib-
erality, and finishes it with two lines elevating him above kings [al-basit]:

Lakinnahu malikun hamat ‘aza’imuhi
Bi-l-judi fa-hwa yariimu [-badhla bi-I-hiyalt
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Ya man da ‘athu mulitku [-ardi ra iyaha
Hasha li-ma anta ra tht mina l-khalalr

Inna l-mulitka ‘ala ayyamina muqalun
Fa-khluq bi-ra’yika ajfanan ‘ala I-muqalt

But he is a king whose resolution is in love with
Liberality, and he desires giving bountifully by [employing] stratagems

O he whom the kings of the land summoned as its guardian,
Far be all that you guard from harm!

The kings are indeed eyeballs over our fates,
So create with your discretion eyelids over the eyeballs!'

One may make the argument that addressing high-ranking political figures, man-
ifesting great success and power, as kings was a legitimate panegyric hyperbole.
In fact, al-Buhturi did the same in an ode composed in 229/845 in praise of the
general Muhammad al-Thaghri celebrating his campaigns against the Babak
insurrection.!' Still, we find al-Tha‘alibi, who was not—by any way—a protégé
of al-Sahib’s, subsuming the vizier more than once under the category of kings
in his Fiirstenspiegel. He cites two lines from a Mansion Ode recited to al-Sahib
by “a stranger” in the section on grandiose building projects of kings as a way to
leave “traces on the face of time.” Apart from the reference to al-Sahib, the
section discusses the construction activity of the ‘Abbasid caliphs al-Mutawakkil
and al-Mansiir, in addition to that of the Buyid amir Baha' al-Dawla
(d. 403/1012). In a “Section on Kings’ Courtiers,” al-Sahib is quoted as speaking
in favor of one of Bant I-Munajjim. Some of the members of this notable family
were counted, as we know, among the vizier’s courtiers. Another powerful vizier
of the Buyids that speaks highly of a courtier of his in this section is al-
Muhallabi."

In 347/958, the young al-Sahib traveled to Baghdad as a secretary with the
future Bayid amir, Mu’ayyid al-Dawla, to ask for the hand of Mu‘izz al-Dawla’s
daughter.”® From there he sent his travelogue (al-riizanamaja) to Abii 1-Fadl b.
al-*‘Amid informing him about his social and intellectual interactions. Al-Sahib
met with al-Muhallabi and took part in his sessions where he encountered his
noteworthy courtiers, enjoyed great music and in general was impressed by the
cultural refinement of his court.* In one of the lines sung by a slave-girl behind
the screen to al-Muhallabi and to those present in his session, al-Muhallabi was
addressed as a king (malik)." In light of al-Sahib’s strong impression from his
meeting with al-Mubhallabi, it is likely that he considered him (aside from his
patron Abt I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid) to be a model of a powerful vizier with some
privileges of a ruler reflected in a sumptuous court.
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One of the indications of al-Sahib’s quasi-ruler status was his bestowal of
robes of honor (khila ‘) and holding nithar (“scattering”) ceremonies. The vizier
had a repository of robes (khizanat al-khila ‘), and one winter, we are told, the
number of silk turbans included with the robe outfits given to servants and
retinue reached 820. The vizier, we learn, was much fond of silk and dressed his
servants and retinue with superb silken garments. One day, the poet Abt Sa‘id
al-Rustami entered the mansion of al-Sahib and saw “sovereign robes of honor
and gifts carried by the order of al-Sahib while the people were organizing the
ceremony of scattering for them” (al-khila ‘ wa-l-ahbiya al-sultaniyya al-mahmiila
bi-rasm al-Sahib wa-I-nas yugimiina rasm al-nithar la-ha)."® At some point in
his turbulent career at al-Sahib’s court, the poet Ibn Babak was granted a khil ‘a,
which he mentioned in an ode lauding the generosity of the vizier.!” On yet
another occasion, the vizier bestowed a robe of honor on the arch-criminal
al-Agta‘, as recounted by the shocked al-Tawhidi.'®

Despite al-Sahib’s quasi-ruler privileges and governmental style, he was after
all not quite a ruler. In our context, it is important to bear that in mind, given the
limitations it placed on his ability to co-opt a first-rank littérateur like Abt Ishaq
Ibrahim al-Sabi (313-84/925-94). A descendant of two distinguished related
Sabian families of physicians, philosophers, and scientists (and a physician and
astronomer himself), Abt Ishaq was appointed chief secretary by Mu‘izz al-Dawla
in 349/960. Yet, ever since the death of al-Muhallabi in 352/963, his administra-
tive career fluctuated between high and low points, reaching its lowest between
367-71/978-81. Caught up in the rivalry between ‘Izz al-Dawla Bakhtiyar and his
cousin ‘Adud al-Dawla, Abu Ishaq was held under arrest by ‘Adud al-Dawla
during this period and his life was at risk. Shortly before ‘Adud al-Dawla’s death
he was released—according to al-Raghib al-Isbahani’s version, thanks to
al-Sahib’s involvement—but was never again employed until his death."” Al-Sabi
was considered to be one of the greatest littérateurs of his age, and the long entries
dedicated to him in literary anthologies, like Yatimat al-dahr and Yaqut’s Mu jam
al-udaba’, which are full of his prose and poetry, attest to that.?’

Al-Sahib had an extremely favorable view of al-Sabi’s talent. Al-Tha‘alibT
comments:

Trustworthy people such as Abt 1-Qasim ‘Ali b. Muhammad al-Karkhi,
who was very close to al-Sahib, informed me that he often used to say: “The
secretaries of the world and the eloquent prose stylists (bulagha’) of the age
are four: al-ustadh [Abt 1-Fadl] b. al-'Amid, Abt 1-Qasim ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b.
Yusuf, Abt Ishaq al-Sabi, and if I were to wish so, I would mention the
fourth”—meaning himself.!

This view about the four great prose stylists of the time was probably an
accepted one during that period, for we find the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan asking al-
Tawhidi about al-Sahib’s eloquence (baldgha) and “manner” (tariga) vis a vis
Ibn al-‘Amid, Ibn Yiasuf, and al-Sabi.”> A keen admirer of al-Sabi, al-Sahib
wished following his release, “either out of desire or superiority,” that he join his
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court guaranteeing him an attractive reward. Nevertheless, al-Sabi declined,
despite his poverty and unemployment, “and did not abase himself to join the
entourage (jumla) of al-Sahib, after [the latter] had been among his peers and
adorned himself with leadership (riydsa) during his days [in office].”® It is
evident, then, that even though al-Sahib obtained the leadership position of a
vizier, to someone like al-Sabi, who had already been his peer as a secretary and
a high-ranking civil servant of amirs, the formal gap between the leadership
position of an amir and that of a vizier did matter. Nonetheless, al-Sahib and al-
Sabi still maintained a long-distance patronage relationship: “Al-Sahib loved
him ardently, sided with him, and took good care of him—despite the distance—
by presents, and Abil Ishdq would serve his court by praise poetry.”*

Al-Sahib’s status as a quasi-ruler, falling short of being considered a full-
fledged one, may also be viewed through the prism of praise poetry. While
Yatimat al-dahr comprises numerous praise poems (mostly selections but also
complete poems, both in his entry and all over the anthology) in which the vizier
is extolled, one comes across very few poems in which he extols others. The
latter, seven in number (four selections from odes and three monothematic
poems), are located in a section dubbed mulah min mada’ihihi within his long
entry. These were, naturally, addressed to his superiors in various points of his
career and arranged in this order: ‘Adud al-Dawla (three), Abu I-Fadl b.
al-‘Amid (one), Mu’ayyid al-Dawla (one), and Fakhr al-Dawla (two).>® This
balance reflects well his rank as a powerful vizier with a significant span of auto-
nomy, but not quite a ruler. Being positioned just below the very top did not only
facilitate the founding of a flourishing court—rather, the court of his time; it also
had significant implications on al-Sahib’s literary style, and this fact should be
highlighted. When al-Tha‘alibi takes up the much discussed question of the best
prose writer (al-tarjih ... fi [-kitaba) among al-Sahib and Abu Ishaq al-Sabi, he
makes the following observation: “Al-Sahib would write as he pleased, while
Abi Ishaq would write as he was ordered, and between the two conditions there
exists a great difference.””

II The court: terminology and usage

Abi Muhammad al-Khazin was a talented Esfahani poet and prose writer, whom
al-Sahib had patronized and made his librarian. When he was admitted again to
the vizier’s court in Jurjan after leaving his service disrespectfully ten years
earlier, he sent a letter to Abli Bakr al-Khwarazmi?’ starting thus:

My letter ... is from the court (hadra) which we leave voluntarily and return
to out of necessity. We go away from its shade when benefit (al-ni ‘ma)
makes us insolent and unthankful, and then we come back to its sides when
exile teaches us a lesson.?®

The word hadra, “court,” stems from the verb h.d.r. whose basic sense (Form
I) is “to be, or become, present.” Originally an infinitive noun (masdar), the
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meaning of hadra is “presence,” and then “a place of presence.” Applied as a
title to a great man with whom people are wont to be present, it means “an object
of resort.” The other two related meanings are spatial: “the vicinity of a thing”
and “court, or yard, in front, or extending from the sides, of a house.”” Hadra is
commonly used in the texts when referring to al-Sahib, and it is often difficult to
differentiate between the two fundamental strands of meanings having to do with
the idea of presence in/with or the location where it takes place. In fact, the word
“court” in English has these strands of meanings as well; in the senses relevant
to us, “the place where a sovereign (or other high dignitary) resides and holds
state, attended by his retinue,” “the establishment and surroundings of a sover-
eign with his councillors and retinue,” and “the body of courtiers collectively;
the retinue ... of a sovereign or high dignitary.”*® Therefore, hadra should be
translated as “court” without attempting to distinguish between these strands of
meanings, something which is often difficult to do, let alone artificial.®! An
exception to that is the unequivocal expression al-hadra al- ‘aliya, a deferential
circumlocution referring to great men that should be translated as “the exalted
object of resort.”*

A synonym of hadra is fina’ signifying lexically “a yard or an exterior court
in front, or extending from the sides of a house.”® When it is applied to al-
Sahib in the sources, however, it is impossible to conceive of it only in the
spatial sense, and it is necessary to add the institutional and relational (i.c.,
presence with the patron) senses of the word “court,” too.* It is likewise with
the words saha, “the court, or open area, of a house,” and sahn, “the court of
the middle of a house.”* Slightly different from the four terms discussed so far
and more ambiguous is dharan; despite sharing with them the sense of “court,
or yard of a house,” it has the lexical senses of “shelter” and “protection” too,
which often convey the idea of financial support (to a protégé).*® Therefore,
dharan, appearing commonly enough in respect to al-Sahib, frequently does
not mean “court,” but “shelter” or “protection” mostly in the context of finan-
cial support extended to the vizier’s protégés. Indeed, the latter two senses are
more explicitly and narrowly focused on patronage itself. This difference that
sets dharan apart from hadra, fina’, saha, and sahn is made visible through the
instances that follow. A line from an ode recited by Ibn Babak to al-Sahib in
Jurjan, in which “he spoke boldly against his generosity trusting his affection,”
reads [al-wafir]:

A-ashabu fi dharaka fudiila dhaylr
Wa-yashabu dhayla ni ‘matika I-duyiifii

Should I drag along at your court the redundant part of my skirt
While the guests draw the skirt of your favor?!*’

Dragging along (the redundant part of) one’s skirt means strutting proudly, and
hence dharan here should have a spatial and concrete primary sense of “a
court.”® In contrast, the following selection from an ode recited by Abu Bakr
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al-Khwarazmi to al-Sahib features dharan in its more prevalent sense of protec-
tion/shelter [al-tawil]:

Wa-inni wa-ilzamika bi-I-shi 'vi ba ‘damd
Ta ‘allamtuhit min-ka [-dhara wa-I-fawadila

Ka-mulzimi rabbi I-dari ujrata dariht
Wa-mithluka a ‘ta min tarigayni na’ila

Indeed, —imposing on you by means of poetry,
Having learned it from you, [to grant me] shelter and gifts—

Am like one imposing on the landlord [to pay] the rent of his residence,
And someone like you granted a favor in two ways®

Since al-Khwarazmi thanks al-Sahib for granting him dharan in addition to gifts,
the meaning here cannot be “court” (as something awarded). Between “protec-
tion” and “shelter,” it is more likely that he aimed at the latter, given the compari-
son to the landlord who pays the rent, and for being one of the two constituents of
the favor awarded to him (“and someone like you granted a favor in two ways,”
that is, free accommodation and gifts). In the last instance—a line from an ode by
Abii Talib al-Ma’minT recited to the vizier—the meaning of dharan is ambiguous,
and may be understood as either “court,” or “shelter,” or “protection” [al-basit]:

Innt la-"ahwa maqami fi dharaka ka-ma
Tahwa yaminuka fi [- ‘afina an tahaba

Indeed, I like my position at your court (or shelter or protection)
As your right hand likes to award the seekers of favors*

A lexical synonym of dharan as “shelter” and “protection,” but not “court,” is
zill*' The secretary and poet Abii ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Hamid says in a
poem to al-Sahib [al-tawil]:

Fa-in zallati I-amalu tashkuru zillahi
Fa-inna lisana I-mali gad zalla shakiya

Ka-anna ilaha I-khalqi qala li-jidihi
Afid kulla ma tahwihi wa-rzuq ‘ibadiya

Thus, if the hopes [of favor seekers] keep thanking his protection
The tongue of money keeps complaining

As if the deity of creation told his liberality:
“Pour forth whatever you possess and provide [it] to my servants!”*
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By the same token, Ibn Babak, when asking al-Sahib for his compassion in a
poem, says [al-khafif]:

Ana mudh harraqat samiumuka zillt
Jamratun fi shuwazika I-wahhaji

Since your hot sandstorm burned my shelter,
I am an ember in your blazing flame*

To conclude, in practice—even if not always lexically—hadra, fina’, saha, and
sahn, terms frequently found in texts dealing with al-Sahib’s literary patronage
enterprise, share a broad meaning of “court”; to wit, in both the social (presence
in a place/with another or others) and the spatial (the location where gathering
takes place) senses. Dharan—the more “tricky” one—may at times share these
with them, but would more often have a more specific sense (synonymous with
zill) of protection/shelter, which is a cardinal constituent of patronage. While this
last sense may be directly expressed by dharan, it is connoted even when the
word is used in the broad sense of “court.” Likewise, protection/shelter is
implied whenever hadra, fina’, saha, and sahn are used. Therefore, the broad
sense of “court” includes in practical usage a non-lexical institutional sense in
which patronage is a crucial element.

III Benefit for gratitude

It is the bond of patronage—the cornerstone of the court institution—that should
be now discussed in greater detail. This bond between the patron and the protégé
was a type of acquired loyalty between individuals based on benefit (ni ‘ma) in
exchange for gratitude. Roy Mottahedeh defined and discussed this type of
acquired loyalty, alongside others, in relation to the Biiyid military and civil
administration.* The ties created by benefit were not contracted ceremoniously
like oaths, but could nonetheless be formal and were often considered binding.

Ni ‘ma differed from the oath and the vow in that benefaction and gratitude
were less definable commitments, and commitments that could be retracted;
in contrast, an oath or vow was a clear commitment that could be retracted
only in extraordinary circumstances.*

According to the commercial analogy frequently and self-consciously used, this
type of loyalty was an open-ended barter in benefits and gratitude; “for all the
calculus of benefit, neither seller nor customer wanted a final ‘reckoning’ of
accounts between them, since such a reckoning would sever the bonds of loyalty
that the exchange had created.”*

Al-Sahib used to praise al-Buhturi’s emblematic words, “gratitude is the breeze
of benefits” (al-shukr nasim al-ni ‘am).*’ The benefits conferred by the vizier on his
courtiers were material and abstract. Material benefits were commonly gifts of
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money, often combined with garments. We should bear in mind that the vizier
spent very generously on philanthropy and patronage: more than 100,000 dinars
per year, “seeking worldly prestige and heavenly reward,” according to the his-
torian Abii Sa‘d al-Abi, a courtier of al-Sahib; and during the month of Ramadan,
he spent more than in all other months combined.*® Standard gifts for courtiers
ranged from 100 dirhams plus a garment (thawb) to 500 dirhams. A 1,000 dirham
gift was considered rare, and higher amounts very rare. Aside from gifts of money
and garments (or garments exclusively), material benefits could include other
presents, accommodation, or even the much coveted profits from the land tax of an
estate (day ‘a).* For the sake of comparison, a secretary entering the service of al-
Sahib was reported to have been assigned a position with a 500 dirham monthly
salary.®® An abstract benefit refers to the position of power and significance
attained simply by the closeness to the great vizier, as well put by the poet al-
Za'farani in his Mansion Ode [al-khafif]:

Ajma ‘a I-nasu annahii afdalu I-na
Si dtiraran aghna ‘ani [-taqlidr

Fa-li-hadha a ‘uddu qurbiya min-hii
Ni ‘matan laysa fawgaha min mazidr

The people have unanimously agreed that he is the best of all
To have recourse to, and the least in need of following [others]

This is why I consider my closeness to him
A benefit above which there is nothing more®!

Even if not originally material, the abstract benefit of closeness to the vizier
would often be converted to concrete economic gain. Not only for the avail-
ability of significant means and possessions, thanks to which the vizier could
easily reward those near him; but also for the fact that closeness to such an
eminent person significantly increased one’s chances to move to another profit-
able position (often supported by al-Sahib’s recommendation letters, to be dis-
cussed later). The material and abstract benefits of al-Sahib were usually gained
by the same people, although the minority whom he supported without physical
attendance at the court (like the poet Ibn al-Hajjaj) could obviously not benefit
from his closeness. Both types of benefits were a mark of prestige for those lit-
erary men of the period, who gained them, as said by the poet Abii I-Hasan al-
Salami (336-93/947—1003) in a praise ode to the vizier: “We seek your grace
from afar to be honored and obtain it close at hand.”*

While ni‘ma is the key term defining the type of patron—protégé relation
found in al-Sahib’s court (as attested, for instance, by the expressions shukr al-
ni ‘malkufr al-ni ‘'ma, “gratitude for benefit”/“ingratitude for benefit”), other terms
designating the benefits of the vizier, the awarding patron, appear in the sources
as well. These, however, are employed without suggesting an alternative type of
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relation, and should usually be understood as synonymous with ni ‘ma: nu‘'ma
(an exact synonym of ni ‘ma derived from the same root); ilan or alan (pl. ala’),
“grace”; birr and khayr, both meaning “beneficence,” “favor”; rifd, “gift”;
‘atiyya, “present”; minha, “grant”; and na il, “award.”™

In the case of the Biiyid military and civil administration, the gratitude of
those receiving benefits usually amounted to allegiance and cooperation with the
processes of government. However, that of the literary agents who were al-
Sahib’s courtiers was different. Their gratitude meant committed participation in
the literary and social life of the court, loyally adhering to the explicit and
implicit rules set by al-Sahib, and accepting his elevated status and privileges as
the patron. Yet, more than anything else, this gratitude found expression in
acting as the vizier’s public relations personnel, as it were, by means of com-
posing praise poetry aimed at spreading everywhere the good reputation of the
vizier. At the same time, in addition to good publicity for the patron, the poetry
of both professional and non-professional poets who were al-Sahib’s courtiers
contained direct and indirect messages acknowledging the gratitude of the poets,
and affirming (or reaffirming) their full commitment to the patronage bond of
loyalty in speech acts. This procedure was necessary especially for the lack of a
fixed formal formula of a binding oath to the patron ceremoniously declared, or
a contract signed by both parties, as in some other established types of relations
during that period. As we shall see, such poetic messages delivered in front of
the vizier were in practice commissive (and other) illocutionary acts, even if not
as binding as ceremoniously taken oaths.

Moreover, whenever literary people also held offices or performed adminis-
trative or political tasks—for example, AbtG Muhammad al-Khazin (the librarian
of al-Sahib), and AblG Bakr al-Khwarazmi (doubling as al-Sahib’s spy in
Samanid lands, according to al-Tawhidi)—their gratitude was measured in addi-
tion by proper fulfillment of their duties in these capacities. It is noteworthy that
Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi expressed his desire to join the vizier’s army as a
fighter in a letter to al-Sahib, when he came to Jurjan to fight the amir Qabds b.
Washmgir. Abt Bakr considered joining the vizier’s army his and other literary
protégés’ obligation to him, given his benefaction to them.>*

Abii 1-Hasan ‘Ali b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, better known as al-Qadi I-Jurjant
(d. 392/1002), was one of al-Sahib’s most notable protégés. A learned littérateur,
poet, and Shafi‘T jurist, he joined the court after extensive travels. He became
very close to the vizier, and was appointed by him to the office of the Qadi of
Jurjan.> In the introduction to his non-extant maghdazi work, Tahdhib al-ta rikh,
preserved in Yatimat al-dahr, the Qadi sets out the two objectives, religious and
worldly, that motivated him in writing it. Before we approach them, however, it
is important to note briefly that this historical work was written in ornate prose
style (insha’), which was famously al-Sahib’s preferred prose style. As such, this
work was valued not only for its historical content but equally for its rhetorical
merits. Indeed, the introduction parts cited by al-Tha alibi are aimed at illustrat-
ing his excellent prose style, and hence it is a manifestation, or position-taking in
the terms of Pierre Bourdieu, in the literary field.>
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The religious objective of the work is to make manifest God’s great succor to
the Muslims at the time of the Prophet and after his death, which led them—a
few against many—to astonishing victories. The Qadi undertakes to “call atten-
tion to the graces of God and point out His benefits” (tadhkir bi-ala’ allah wa-
tanbih ‘ala ni‘am allah) by telling edifying stories about the ancients and early
Muslims, and by expounding admonitory Qur’anic verses.’” Thus, “the intelli-
gent man will strive to retain God’s benefit (ni ‘ma) to him through gratitude
(shukr), which the people to whom God denied those benefits had neglected. He
is wary of the calamities of ingratitude (ghawa il al-kufr) that made those retri-
butions descend upon them”; the worldly objective is:

to raise at the court of the glorious al-Sahib—may God make the splendor
of knowledge lasting through his long life—someone to take my place in
reiterating my reputation at his court, and repeating my name at his session.
[1t is, likewise, to raise] someone to act in my stead in the fierce competition
of his service for acknowledging the claim of his benefit (al-i tiraf bi-haqq
ni ‘matihi). 1 knew I would not [be able to] appoint anyone to take my place,
who is closer to him in kinship ... and nobler at his court in the way of
dignity and status than knowledge. It thrives near him as shoots of a palm
tree, and is then multiplied as abundant production, is sweet in taste, fra-
grant in odor, and excellent in renown. Hence, I chose this book, relying on
its distinction, and knowing its close standing [to him]. And why should it
not be for him distinguished and high-ranking, amiable and affable, while
it is solely the offspring of his upbringing and the fruit of his shaping...?! If
it had not been for his care, [my] intention would not have been firm; if it
had not been for his guidance, [my] astuteness would not have been penet-
rating; if it had not been for his assistance, [my] state of affairs would not
have been good. And what keeps him away from honoring the disciplines of
knowledge and glorifying them, from advancing them and making them
closer, while he is the one whom God raised for them as a model, put him in
charge of them as a lighthouse, made him a support for them, and a cause
for their revival?!®

The Qadr’s introduction is revealing for stressing the duty of responding thank-
fully to a benefit—that of God as well as that of man—in a telling parallel. His
two objectives may be concisely put as: highlighting the indispensable divine
intervention in favor of the Prophet and early Muslims (“religious”); and pre-
serving his high position at the court of al-Sahib while absent, by means of a
proxy—a book holding cherished knowledge (“worldly”). The ni ‘ma of God is
His intervention in favor of humans, and in the context of the Qadi’s maghazt
work, especially the intervention that made Islam a victorious religion. The
Prophet himself, described once as “[God’s] benefit lavishly bestowed on us,” is
an important component of it.*” The ni ma of al-Sahib is his much fought-over
support, not merely financial, but as the author spells out clearly, intellectual and
spiritual as a patron totally committed to the cause of knowledge. From the
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“worldly” point of view then, the Qadi composed his historical work to keep on
responding gratefully to the ni ‘ma of al-Sahib. By doing so, he tried to make
sure he remain a valued and rewarded courtier, despite the distance that set the
patron and protégé apart. Describing the book as “someone to act in my stead in
the fierce competition of his service for acknowledging the claim of his benefit,”
the Qadi did not conceal his concern that his standing might be lowered while
absent, given the possibly successful manifestations of competitors.®® The
analogy found here between the duty of gratitude to the ni ‘ma of God and al-
Sahib, using the same terms and referring to the same kind of relation, although
remarkable for being outlined in the same context, should be hardly surprising.
The relation between man and God as depicted in the Qur’an was shown by Roy
Mottahedeh to serve as a model for the moral relation between ruler and subject,
in the case of benefit-based obligations and others.®!

The ni ‘ma of God to man is placed alongside that of man to man also in Abt
Muhammad al-Khazin’s letter to Abti Bakr al-Khwarazmi:

The benefits (ni ‘am) of God upon our lord al-Sahib—may God perpetuate
His support to him—follow one another, and His favors (ayadihi) to him are
multiplied. 1 see the beneficiaries (awliya’ al-ni ‘am)®*—May God abase
their enemies—vying every day for extolling him in beauty, and their minds
compete in honoring him vigorously.**

In this passage benefits are presented in a clear hierarchical order: first from God
to the ruler, and then from the ruler to his subjects. Whereas the way the ruler
(i.e., al-Sahib) responds to these multiple benefits from God is not specified, the
way the subjects respond is. The poets receiving the benefits of al-Sahib are dis-
played as fighting daily over the much-sought-after duty to praise him in poetry.
Similarly to the Qadi’s introduction, the dynamic of preserving benefit by grati-
tude is revealed here by al-Khazin, too.

The idea of the benefits descending in a hierarchical order from God to the
patron and then to his protégés appears in an even more evident way in a letter sent
from al-Rayy in 366/976 by Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt to the tax collector (bundar)
of Nishaptr after al-Sahib was reappointed a vizier: “Praise be to God the Sublime
for the benefit (ni ‘ma) to him [=al-Sahib] first and to us through him last.”** While
distinguishing the ruler—in this case al-Sahib—from those lower in rank under his
tutelage, this order reveals the expectations of him, and his own duty to pass down
the goodness of God. Indeed, in the Islamic tradition, the wealth of the powerful is
often conceived as a blessing from God, but with this privilege comes the duty to
pass down a portion of it to their inferiors, as stated in a hadith attributed by ‘Ali
to the Prophet: “The benefit of God to a person will not become great unless the
burden of the people becomes great upon him. Hence, he who does not undertake
this burden of the people, exposes that benefit to cessation.”® Along the same
lines, the imam Muhammad al-Baqir said: “He upon whom [God] confers a benefit
following which he confers upon the people, obtains a safeguard against blame
and casts off the tie of bad outcomes from his neck.”®
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A point to note here is that the patron’s support to his literary protégés is on
the same level as philanthropic activity. The same process of benefit transfer
from God to the patron and through him to his literary protégé (as we saw in
respect to al-Sahib) is the one appearing in the tradition with reference to the
duties of the powerful to pass down benefit in general, probably with an empha-
sis on financial aid. In fact, the best proof for this analogy between cultural
patronage and philanthropy is the normal use of shared vocabulary for both fin-
ancial aid to poets and the poor, in such words as ni ‘ma, ihsan, birr, etc.

Al-Sahib’s courtiers would often state in their poems the constituents of the
benefit and acknowledge their gratitude for it through illocutionary acts. Here it
is necessary to briefly outline a few rudimentary notions of speech act theory as
introduced by J.L. Austin and developed by John Searle. In How to Do Things
With Words, Austin specified three main sorts of speech acts in language usage:
locutionary acts are performed by speakers when they utter sentences with a
certain propositional reference, as when giving a description; illocutionary acts
with different forces are performed when speakers intend to execute conven-
tional acts, as in making promises or commands; perlocutionary acts are per-
formed whenever speakers’ utterances have consequences or effects on hearers
(e.g., delighting or persuading them). Austin later realized that illocutionary acts
are essential for meaning and understanding in language in general beyond per-
formative sentences, describing being just as much an action as ordering. At
first, performative sentences had been construed by him to constitute the
opposite of constative sentences. While the latter may be either true or false
according to their agreement with the condition of things in the world, these
values cannot be applied to the former, which instead are happy or unhappy
according to the success or lack of success of speakers in meeting certain con-
ditions in the proper context. Illocutionary acts with felicity conditions are then
the minimal complete units of human linguistic communication in fofo, and so
making a statement is an illocutionary act just as making a promise, for
example.®’

Searle contributed to the development of speech act theory by making a case
for the limited number of all possible types of illocutionary acts which had been
considered to be infinite. In every illocutionary act there is a distinction between:
(i) the content of the act; and (ii) the type of act it is, or—in other words—the
illocutionary force it has. The structure of illocutionary acts may therefore be
represented as F(p), where F stands for illocutionary force and p for proposi-
tional content. The sentences “please leave the room” and “you will leave the
room,” for example, express illocutionary acts with the same propositional
content (that you will leave the room) but with different forces (request vs. pre-
diction). In order to narrow down the potentially enormous number of types of
illocutionary acts, Searle suggests focusing on certain common features by intro-
ducing the idea of illocutionary point. Each type of illocution has a point or
purpose which is internal to its being an act of that type. An illocutionary point
is just one component of an illocutionary force but it is its most important and
basic one. For example, the point of statements and descriptions is to tell people
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how things are, and the point of promises and vows is to commit the speaker to
doing something.

When a person makes a promise, he or she might make a promise for a
variety of reasons, and with a variety of different degrees of strength. But
insofar as it is a promise, then, qua promise, it counts as a commitment or
an undertaking of an obligation by the speaker to do something for the
hearer.®

Searle proceeds to argue for the existence of only five different types of illo-
cutionary points: (i) the assertive point presents the proposition as representing a
state of affairs in the world, like in statements and descriptions; (ii) the directive
point is to attempt to get hearers to behave in such a way as to make their behav-
ior match the propositional content of the directive, like in orders, commands,
and requests; (iii) the commissive point is a commitment by the speaker to under-
take the course of action represented in the propositional content, like in prom-
ises, vows, pledges, contracts, guarantees, and threats (albeit the latter run
against the hearers’ interest and not for their benefit as in the other instances);
(iv) the expressive point is to express the sincerity condition of the speech act.
Examples are apologies, thanks, and congratulations; and (v) the declaratory
point is to bring about a change in the world by representing it as having been
changed, like in “I pronounce you man and wife” and “War is hereby
declared.”®

It is not difficult to detect illocutionary acts—especially those whose points
are assertive, commissive, and expressive—in the praise poetry composed by al-
Sahib’s courtiers and performed in front of him. They are usually located at the
parts of the poem focusing on the patron—protégé relation between the vizier and
the poet. The four last lines ending the eulogy of a certain old man from Antioch
(shaykh antaqr), recited to al-Sahib among the Mansion Odes, serves us well in
illustrating that [al-munsarih]:

In aghdu dha ni ‘matin fa-wahibuha
Anta fadaka I-warda wa-munshiha

Wa-ma tarahii ‘alayya min hulalin
Fa-anta kasin bi-ha wa-mu ‘ttha

Wa-kullu ma damma manzilt wa-yadi
Min ni ‘matin [7 fa-anta miltha

La nasiya llahu husna fi ‘lika bal
As’aluhii fi I-hayati yunstha

If I become the possessor of a benefit, its giver
Is you; may mankind and [this ode’s] composer be your ransom!
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The outfits you see on me
Have been presented and granted by you

And whatever benefit my house and hand have gathered,
You are its renderer

May God not forget your benefaction! Rather,
I ask Him to prolong the life [of yours]!”

The goal of the poet in these lines is to make al-Sahib’s benefit and its constitu-
ents known, to acknowledge it and thank him, making use of assertive, expres-
sive, and commissive illocutionary acts. The assertive are statements to the effect
that the giver of benefits to him is al-Sahib and no one else (“If I become the
possessor of a benefit, its giver is you”; “And whatever benefit my house and
hand have gathered, you are its renderer”), and the description of dress and
unspecified financial aid and gifts granted; the expressive are the wishes “may
mankind and [this ode’s] composer be your ransom!” and “May God not forget
your benefaction!”; wrapping up this acknowledgement section and bringing it
to its culmination is the commissive “Rather, I ask Him to prolong the life [of
yours]!,” in which the poet, thankful for the patron’s benefaction, undertakes to
solicit with God for al-Sahib’s long life.

Likewise, when the poet Abii Talib al-Ma’miini asks al-Sahib for permission
to leave the court in an ode, he performs (twice) an illocutionary act with a com-
missive point, undertaking to spread the word of al-Sahib’s generosity wherever
he goes, owing to his gratitude [al-basit]:

Asiru ‘anka wa-It fi kulli jarihatin
Famun bi-shukrika yujri migwalan dhariba

Lakin lisaniya yahwa l-sayra ‘anka li-an
Yutabbiqa l-arda madhan fi-ka muntakhaba

I will go away from you having in each member of the body
A mouth that gives thanks to you putting in motion an eloquent tongue

But my tongue would like to leave you to
Spread throughout the land selected praise of you”!

Remarkably, it is possible to detect in one line, in the very same utterance, two
different acts performed by the poet. Having asserted “This is why I consider my
closeness to him a benefit above which there is nothing more” (cited above),
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al-Za'farani proceeded to make a commitment to the patron in his Mansion
Ode’s last line [al-khafif]:

La dhakartu - ‘iraga ma ‘ishtu illa
An arahii ya ummuhii fi I-junidi

I shall not mention Iraq as long as I live
Until I see him aiming at it among soldiers™

This is, no doubt, a commissive as the poet pledges not to mention Iraq as long
as he lives until the vizier aims at it, leading a military campaign. Still, it would
be a mistake, if we only focus on the commissive point, failing to notice that at
the same time he prompts the vizier to do something (inducing the addressee/s to
do things has been among the functions of Arabic poets since old times). In an
indirect way, al-Za'farani expresses here his desire that al-Sahib should set out
on a campaign to conquer Iraq, which in terms of illocutionary points is a direc-
tive. In fact, we do know that al-Sahib had always entertained the hope to admin-
ister Baghdad and Iraq, as remarked upon by the vizier to ‘Abbasid caliphs,
littérateur, and chronicler Abti Shuja‘ al-Radhrawari (437-88/1045-95) in his
notes on the year 379/989: “Al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad has always wanted Baghdad and
leadership in it. He lay in wait for opportunities to achieve this goal.” The oppor-
tunity finally came in 379/989, and al-Sahib managed to convince Fakhr al-
Dawla to launch a campaign to occupy Iraq. The campaign failed due to
unexpected floods and the tight-fisted amir’s refusal—against al-Sahib’s
advice—to compensate adequately the army.”” The directive in this line of
poetry, then, should have been a well-planned step by the poet who knew that it
would resonate well with the vizier’s political aspirations. Yet, unlike commis-
sives as pledges, vows, and promises, a directive coming from the lower in rank
to the higher requires special care from the former. Al-Za‘farani had to think
carefully about how to express his desire that the addressee would do the dir-
ected act without phrasing it too directly as a command, and hence he opted for
an additional indirect message. Indeed, thinly veiling the directive by a commis-
sive appears as a clever strategy on his part; the two acts he meticulously per-
formed—the commissive and directive—express his gratitude to the vizier’s
ni ‘ma by showing his dedication and care about the latter’s political aspirations.
Like the previous examples, this one is telling of how poetry was employed by
al-Sahib’s protégés to affirm their commitment to the patron for his benefit, and
equally, how those mastering language benefited from its elasticity.”

The ni ‘'ma-based acquired relation between al-Sahib and his courtiers was
deemed to be a very important one to the extent that it could even overshadow
one’s relation to the house of the Prophet and outweigh established family rela-
tions with the vizier. This is apparently unexpected given the fact that the rela-
tion based on ni ‘ma was normally not as well defined and irrevocable as oaths.
Abi I-Husayn ‘Ali b. al-Husayn al-HasanT 1-Hamadhani was a respectable ‘Alid
notable, a remarkable littérateur, and a virtuous and affluent man. Having
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married the vizier’s only daughter and child, he became al-Sahib’s son-in-law
and the father of his grandson ‘Abbad. Al-Sahib was much honored and pleased
that Abt 1-Husayn had become his relative and extremely happy and proud that
his grandson was a descendant of the Prophet, as one learns from the poems he
composed following his birth and those recited by his poets.”” Abii 1-Husayn
demonstrated his dexterity as a poet and left a mark on the literary field of the
court when he recited a unique lipogram ode. Al-Sahib had previously composed
lipogram odes from each of which one letter of the alphabet was entirely
excluded, covering thus the whole alphabet except for the letter waw. It was his
son-in-law who finally met this challenge successfully composing a waw-less
ode in praise of al-Sahib.”

Given Abt I-Husayn’s high socio-economic status, let alone his descent from
the house of the Prophet, with which the vizier was so delighted to establish
family ties, one is rather surprised to read his verse eulogizing al-Sahib [al-
basit]:

Inni wa-in kuntu man yudnihi abtahuhii
1la I-fakhari wa-tanmiht akhashibuhi

Hatta tu ‘alliyahii tawran fawatimuhii
1la I-nabiyyi wa-atwaran zayanibuhii

La- ‘abdu an ‘umika I-lati mala 'na yadr
Tawlan wa-mayyaztani ‘am-man undasibuhii

I, although being someone whose river bed brings close
To glory and his great mountains elevate

To the point that his Fatimas raise him once
To the Prophet, and his Zaynabs at other times

Am indeed the slave of your benefits that filled my hand
With bounty, and you distinguished me above those with whom I am
related”’

Abi I-Husayn asserts that despite his noble pedigree descending from the house
of the Prophet, he is bound by al-Sahib’s benefits (“the slave of your benefits”).
His juxtaposition of inherited relation and acquired relation markedly shows the
latter as prevailing, notwithstanding the wide social veneration of the former.
Moreover, he leaves no place for doubt that this type of relation gives him an
added value which distinguishes him from his fellow ‘Alids. Needless to say, in
Abt I-Husayn’s case the economic value of the benefits could hardly play a role
because of his wealth, and thus the benefits counted for their abstract or sym-
bolic value—being a token of his closeness to the great vizier. It seems that this
is what the Ziyarid king Kaykawis meant advising his son:
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although the honor of service of royal masters is the best form of capital
(sarmayah), the money which accrues from it is no better than usury.... As
long as the capital remains secure, there is always the hope of interest,
whereas if the capital is lost no profit can ever be gained.”

While al-Sahib highly cherished the merger of the Prophet’s bloodline with
his own through Abii I-Husayn,” in the above selection, Abii 1-Husayn does not
mention at all his family ties to al-Sahib as a son-in-law; instead, he compares
his inherited relation to the acquired (patronage) relation, to the detriment of the
former. Evidence found in the Mansion Ode of al-Shaykh Abi 1-Hasan Sahib al-
Barid (the superintendent of the post and intelligence), the paternal cousin of al-
Sahib, may suggest that this was not a peculiar case. The last two lines of his ode
read [al-basit]:

Kasawtant min libasi - ‘izzi ashrafahii
Al-mala wa-I- ‘izza wa-I-sultana wa-I-jaha

wa-lastu aqraba illa bi-l-wald’i wa-in
kanat li-nafsiyi min ‘ulyaka qurbaha

You presented me with the noblest of honor garments:
Property, glory, power, and dignity

And I am not a relative except by clientship, although
I am related by kinship to your highness®

First, al-Shaykh Abii I-Hasan enumerates the beneficial things bestowed upon him
by the vizier. Then, he notably clarifies that the relation that ties him with al-Sahib
is not that of kinship but clientship (wal@’). By definition, wald’ is not based on
blood relation, as in its different forms throughout Islamic history it was a binding
affiliation between a non-kinsman client (freedman or other) and a patron.’! Roy
Mottahedeh writes that while the Turkish “slave” soldier and his ‘Abbasid patron
were bound together by the tie of wala’ and istina ', patrons in the fourth and fifth
centuries preferred istina ‘ to wala’ when reminding their soldiers of their obliga-
tions.®> Whether Abii 1-Hasan uses wal@’ strictly or not, he by all means down-
plays—if not ignores—blood relation, defining instead his relation with the vizier
as a standard tie of patronage. At that, he acts like Abi I-Husayn who ignores his
family ties with al-Sahib, too. These two cases suggest that for those taking part in
the literary field the benefit-based relation was the cardinal one, even if they had
other ties with the vizier. In addition, if this type of acquired relation overruled
family and blood ties with the vizier and overshadowed one’s descent from the
house of the Prophet, it must be thought of as a strong formal tie, even if it mis-
leadingly appears to be less than that for its looseness and open-endedness.

The proverbs of al-Sahib on the subject of benefaction leave no doubt
regarding his expectations for gratitude from his protégés. Couched in the
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language of intimidation, these are warnings for the recipients of his benefit
(ni ‘ma): “Whoever is ungrateful for benefit, deserves retribution” (man kafara
[-ni ‘ma stawjaba [-nigma); “Ingratitude for benefits is the indication of retribu-
tions” (kufran al-ni ‘am ‘unwan al-nigam); “Denial of favors is a cause of cata-
strophes” (jahd al-sana’i‘ da ‘iyat al-qawari”);, “Receiving benefaction with
denial is exposing benefits to flight” (talaqqi [-ihsan bi-l-juhiud ta ‘rid al-ni ‘am
li-I-shurid); “He for whom benefit is an unbearable burden, loses weight, and
he who persists in negligence, long lasts his sorrow” (man thaqulat ‘alayhi
[-ni ‘ma khaffa waznuhu, wa-mani stamarrat bi-hi I-ghirra tala huznuhu).®® The
effect of these proverbs is undoubtedly empowered by their evocation of
Qur’anic verses recounting the catastrophic fate of those who denied the bene-
fits of God and warning the believers not to follow their example, such as:

Have you not seen those who exchanged God’s benefit for ingratitude
(baddalii ni ‘mat allah kufran), and caused their people to occupy the abode
of destruction? [That is,] hell, in which they are roasted. What a wretched
place to inhabit!™

God gives the example of a city that was secure, tranquil, whose provi-
sions came to it abundantly from everywhere, but it was ungrateful for the
benefits of God (fa-kafarat bi-an ‘um allah), and then God made it taste
hunger and fear for what they had done. Indeed, a messenger from among
them came to them, but they called him a liar, and so they were punished
while they were doing wrong. Hence, eat the lawful and good things that
God has provided you, and be grateful for the benefit of God (wa-shkuru
ni ‘mat allah), if it is He that you worship.®

And indeed, in practice, the vizier could be very harsh with those he found
ungrateful. In a letter of reproach directed to Abu Ishaq, the disgraced and
imprisoned chamberlain (hgjib) of al-Sahib,*® Abl Bakr al-Khwarazmi elabo-
rated on the benefits al-Sahib had bestowed upon Abu Ishaq, their binding
nature and the latter’s grave error of ingratitude. While this letter is directed to
a specific person, its message regarding benefit and its duties has a universal
claim. Speaking of al-Sahib’s leading Abt Ishaq to adopt the Mu ‘tazili doctrine
and supporting him financially, he says: “His clientship (wala uhu) is incum-
bent upon you twice, and his benefit (ni ‘matuhu) closes in on your neck from
two directions; for he saved you from hell [by the adoption of the Mu‘tazilt
doctrine], just as he saved you from disgrace [poverty].” Abt Ishaq’s fall from
favor, says Abt Bakr, is the punishment of Fate in what is described (despite
the evocation of an apposite Qur’anic verse) as a cosmic reaction for his being
thankless for benefit: “When you repaid for benefit with ingratitude (jazayta
[-ni ‘ma bi-l-kufran) and forgot ‘Is there any reward for goodness but good-
ness?,’®” Fate (al-ayyam) looked askew at you and gave you difficulty in
exchange for ease.” Although the ingratitude of the chamberlain is not clearly
described, Abtu Bakr alludes to it, mentioning that it has to do with expressing
criticism against the vizier:
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Your least duty to your master was that you not make use of his benefit to
disacknowledge it (/@ tasta ‘ina bi-ni ‘matihi ‘ala kufran ni ‘matihi), and not
write his good deed (hasanatahu) on the leaf of his faults; not draw forth
against him a sword [made] of your tongue, which his hand polished, and
not direct towards him a spear [made] of your words, which his hand put
straight.®

Thus, in using eloquence against al-Sahib, Abi Ishaq turned his back on another
benefit conferred upon him by the vizier, namely, eloquence. This seems to Abi
Bakr to be a grave act of ingratitude for when he was first patronized by the
vizier, he reminds him, “you were not ennobled by pedigree (nasab), nor were
you raised by good education (adab).” As we saw in the case of Abiu Bakr
himself, ascribing the acquisition of one’s literary and linguistic competences to
the vizier’s tutelage was a common expression of gratitude."

Abi Bakr proceeds to mourn the general human tendency to be thankless to
benefit,”” but adds that all the same it is a forbidden behavior averse to the human
nature regardless of the decrees of religion: “Know that if Revelation (shar’)
were to declare ingratitude for benefit (kufran al-ni ‘ma) lawful, nature (tab ")
would declare it unlawful, and if it were to be permitted by the way of faith
(milla), 1t would be interdicted by the way of virtue (murii'a) and honor.” Abt
Bakr defines the ni ‘ma-based relation as a binding and exclusive commitment,
saying:

Whoever takes upon himself the benefit of God (ni‘mat allah) from a
person, makes himself responsible for [the benefactor’s] honor ( ird), and
becomes his slave by virtue of his benefaction (iisan). If he serves another
while [the benefactor] is alive, he betrays the first concerning his benefit
(ni ‘ma), and acts insincerely towards the second in respect to his service.

Abi Bakr claims that to live up to this type of restrictive commitment he
“divorced people irrevocably” and disengaged himself from praise definitely.
This disengagement lasted until he met the vizier after extensive globe-trotting
and realized that in him his dream came true. He, therefore, devoted himself and
his resources (thought, poetry, and prose) wholly and exclusively to the vizier
“sealing with him the leaf of praise and eulogy, and closing with his name the
gate of solicitation and request.”"

He then slashes the lack of integrity and sincerity, opportunism, and greed of
al-Mutanabbi, whose cthics are reprehensible: “He thanks and then complains;
praises and then lampoons; gives testimony and then invalidates it.... How many
free people had he distinguished as excellent and then censured!... From how
many bowls had he eaten and then spat into them!” It is most likely that al-
Mutanabbi was not picked up upon accidentally; despite the many notorious
poets who behaved so, Abli Bakr probably chose him for al-Sahib’s enmity to
him (to be discussed in Chapter 4). Still, he concedes that al-Mutanabbi’s poetry,
in contrast to his conduct, is excellent. At this point, Abti Bakr prides himself on
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being the opposite of al-Mutanabbi, a poet with sound ethics: “But under the
shirt of Abii Bakr there is a man, who, when giving, does not take back.... If
praising, does not tread on the heel of a panegyric with blame.” Perfidy, explains
Abi Bakr, is a feminine trait, and if occurring among men, it is an indication of
effeminacy. “Observing a compact (hifz al-‘ahd) is among the conditions of
manliness.” Abl Bakr stresses that whoever goes against the auspicious, namely,
the Biiyid dynasty and the vizier, who are protected by God and Fate, envying
their benefit from God, is doomed. Before winding up, Abt Bakr reiterates the
offense of Abt Ishaq:

I do not grieve for you because of the jail and its fright, nor because of the
degradation and its bite, as I do because of your benefactor’s (wall
ni ‘matika) look at you and the falling of his sight on you. You had borne the
burdens of his bounty (a 'ba’ birrihi) and requited his benefaction with
ingratitude (gabalta ihsanahu bi-kufiihi).”* In respect to you, the benefit
(ni ‘ma) was sown in a piece of land that did not yield.”

The relentless criticism of Abu Bakr constitutes a detailed—and as such,
valuable—depiction of the benefit-based relation between patron and protégé in
the fourth/tenth century. It should be emphasized that the content and tone are
unmistakably objective, namely, reflecting the hegemonic vantage point and
expectations, not the subjective one of the individual agent. By virtue of its
power, the hegemony fashioned, universalized, and made natural an order of
things that places a heavy burden of indebtedness on the shoulders of the
protégé. Indeed, Abii Bakr, representing the hegemonic voice, reiterates it once
and again. The case of Abli Ishaq the chamberlain also shows that a benefit-
based relation is terminable. The termination of this type of relation could be
either: (i) the patron’s decision, or (ii) that of the protégé:

i Termination of the relation would occur for dissatisfaction of the patron
with the gratitude or service of the protégé. Abtit Muhammad al-Khazin, for
one, who as a youth became a very close protégé, courtier, and librarian of
al-Sahib, did not live up to the standards of service (khidma) expected by
the vizier. Al-Tha‘alibi does not claborate on his dissatisfactory perform-
ance, but explains it by his young age. Al-Khazin himself, however, later
said with remorse that he had become spoiled by the benefit (ni ‘ma) of al-
Sahib. At any rate, after recurrent punishment and dismissal, “he went away
in anger or fled away.”* His case then reveals that a failure to meet the
standards of service expected by al-Sahib, that is, failing to show gratitude
for his ni ‘ma, led in this way or another to the termination of the relation. In
this specific case, al-Kahzin was pardoned ten years later and returned to the
vizier’s service.

ii  Termination of the relation would also occur for the protégé’s dissatisfac-
tion with the patron’s benefit. Beneficence marks and underpins the mastery,
as opposed to servility or subservience, of a patron. Withholding it or being
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stingy with a poet’s reward meant that the patron is a servant like the poet
who praised him. That necessarily annulled his mastery and voided the
poet’s service to him. On the more practical level, this betrayal of loyalty on
the part of the patron could, and often did, push the poet to avenge the
patron’s disloyalty through satire. This state of affairs no doubt gave the
otherwise hierarchically inferior poet some advantage over the superior
patron, whose good reputation as a master might be severely compromised,
and put the poet in a favorable position to apply pressure and even black-
mail him. Abi 1-Hasan al-Nawgqati, one of al-Sahib’s courtiers, explains
lucidly in a monothematic poem (git ‘@) whose addressee is unknown, how a
patron loses his status as a master and the benefit-based relation as a whole
[al-mujtathth]:

Idha bakhalta bi-birrt
Wa-lam anal min-ka rifda

Fa-anta mithliya ‘abdun
Wa-fima akhdimu ‘abda

If you are stingy with beneficence to me
And I do not attain a gift from you

You are a slave like me
And why should I serve a slave?*

The case of al-Tawhidi (to be discussed in detail in Chapter 5) shows that his
failure to function adequately at court led al-Sahib to limit his benefit to him,
which finally made al-Tawhidi leave and compose his renowned prose satire,
Akhlagq al-wazirayn. Although he was sure the vizier failed to grant him his due
benefit based on their patron—protégé relation, there are clear indications in his
account that the vizier reacted to al-Tawhidi’s severely wanting gratitude from
the very beginning. This is, therefore, an instance of different interpretations of
an interaction (and a relation as a whole) coming from each party involved, an
epistemological disparity leading to disagreement on the responsibility for the
broken tie. This instance demonstrates that often different expectations and inter-
pretations stood as a cause for the termination of a ni ‘ma-based relation. Unlike
the richly documented interaction between al-Tawhidi and al-Sahib, it may be at
times very difficult or even impossible for us to understand whether a tie was
broken for want of gratitude or lack of benefit. The relation of Abu Bakr al-
Khwarazmi and al-Sahib is a good example for that. As we shall see in a
moment, the different interpretations of each party for the relation’s dissolution
found expression in a satire and a response.

Abi Bakr al-Khwarazmi, who commended al-Sahib’s generosity and rebuked
Abt Ishaq for his ingratitude to the vizier, fell out with al-Sahib at some point.
The only source that claims to supply the reasons for the dissolution of their
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benefit-based relation is al-Tawhidi’s Akhldaq al-wazirayn. Al-Tawhidi says that
he questioned Abl Bakr about his opinion of al-Sahib given the fact that he was
very generous to him, advanced him and led to his great success with the amir
‘Adud al-Dawla. In a way that accords with al-Tawhidi’s general opinion of al-
Sahib, Abli Bakr disparages al-Sahib’s weakness in noble deeds, grave sins
(among them passive sodomy), lending ear to slander, and religious hypocrisy.
Al-Tawhidi wondered in front of the poet al-Za‘farani, a notable courtier of the
vizier, why Abtu Bakr was critical of al-Sahib despite all that he rewarded him.
His answer was that while al-Sahib gave “something” to his protégés, he treated
them roughly. He recounts how the vizier once kept slapping Abt Bakr on his
face while deriding him for what he said, until he bled from the nose. Interest-
ingly, al-Tawhidi, relying on Aba 1-Tayyib al-Nasrani, a confidant of Mu’ayyid
al-Dawla, has a scoop for his readers. Notwithstanding the fact that Abli Bakr
was “among the most eloquent people—we have not seen anyone like him
among the Persians,” al-Sahib conferred favors upon him only for spying on
Muhammad b. Ibrahim Simjiri, the army commander in Nishapir, and for
reporting to him the news of the East (Khorasan and other areas controlled by
the Samanids). With this intent, al-Sahib also drew favors for him from the king
of Baghdad (‘Adud al-Dawla) through the mediation of the latter’s secretary and
intimate ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Yusuf. This, says al-Tawhidi, was the real reason for
patronizing Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi, although apparently al-Sahib granted him
for his adab, poetry, and erudition.*®

Al-Tawhidi’s report, at least Abti Bakr’s cited opinion of al-Sahib, is not
without problems. Since ‘Adud al-Dawla is mentioned as living at the time the
conversation took place, al-Tawhidi must have met Abt Bakr before the amir’s
death in Shawwal 372/March 983. We also know that when Abu Bakr fled
Nishapiir, disguised from his arrest, which was ordered by the Samanid vizier,
Abi 1-Husayn al-‘Utbi, he came to al-Sahib’s court in Jurjan where he was
favorably accepted and rewarded. He stayed there until he was invited to return
to Nishapir following the assassination of al-‘Utbi that occurred in, or shortly
after, 372/982. Al-Tawhidi had been in Baghdad since returning from al-Sahib’s
court in 370/980 and was definitely there, according to his testimony, when the
death of ‘Adud al-Dawla was ascertained.”’” Therefore, al-Tawhidi should have
heard Abii Bakr’s opinion about al-Sahib before 370/980. If indeed this was Abt
Bakr’s view of the vizier, one wonders why, when he was later in trouble, he ran
away to this very court. Another difficulty rising from Akhlag is related to the
typology of al-Sahib’s protégés made by the poet al-Jilthi. The latter told al-
Tawhidi that Abt Bakr was among the poets whose potential satire intimidated
the vizier, who therefore “sought to restrain [their] evil by means of benefac-
tion.””® This remark, if correct, changes the picture of their relationship, as
depicted earlier by al-Tawhidi, where Abui Bakr was a mistreated victim.

When we compare al-Tawhidi’s report of Abii Bakr’s opinion of the vizier to
the one found in his own letters, we find even more points of discrepancy. The
letter Abt Bakr wrote “to the tax collector of Nishaptr from al-Rayy, when the
vizierate returned to the vizier Ibn ‘Abbad, and he pardoned the courtiers of



40 Al-Sahib: A potentate and patron

[Abt 1-Fath] b. al-‘Amid,” presents a diametrically opposed picture. The event
of al-Sahib’s succession of Abii 1-Fath took place in 366, which is very close
to the three-year time-range during which al-Tawhidi was most likely to ques-
tion Abu Bakr (to wit, after he left Baghdad in 367 for al-Sahib’s court in al-
Rayy, where he stayed until 370). Abt Bakr, writing from al-Sahib’s court,
described enthusiastically to the unnamed tax collector “a man to whom high
rank added humility and honor [added] humbleness”; someone whose cordial
manners have remained despite his appointment to the high position, who—
unlike the reported claim of al-Za'farani—"“awards his cheerful countenance
before he awards his favor, and revives hearts by encountering him before he
kills poverty by his grant.”” Abt Bakr lauds al-Sahib’s noble ethics and piety
for pardoning Abt I-Fath’s (unnamed) courtiers and keeping them at his own
court, despite the fact that they had viciously instigated against him and
defamed him. He says that their fate could have been catastrophic, had their
matters not reached the hands of a man adhering to the tenets of unity and
justice (al-tawhid wa-I- ‘adl, the motto of the Mutazila), a man whose forbear-
ance (hilm) and shame (haya’) intercede for those under his governance.'®
Since this private letter in which he speaks extensively and passionately about
the vizier’s noble, generous, and praiseworthy character was directed to the
Samanid tax collector of Nishapiir and not to al-Sahib or another Biiyid offi-
cial, his words are more likely to represent his genuine thoughts at the
moment.

Whether owing to want of gratitude or lack of benefit, there is no doubt that
the relation between the two broke at some point.'?! It is obvious that while Abii
Bakr believed he had been mistreated by al-Sahib, the latter considered his
behavior as completely thankless. We learn that from the satiric lines composed
by the former and the response by the latter:

Something happened between al-Sahib and Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi, and
then al-Sahib heard that he lampooned him in his words [al-basit]:

La tamdahanna bna ‘Abbadin wa-in hatalat
Kaffahu bi-l-jidi sahhan yukhjilu I-diyama

Fa-innaha khataratun min wasawisihi
Yu ‘tt wa-yamna ‘u la bukhlan wa-la karama

You should not praise Ibn ‘Abbad! Even if his two palms
Pour down torrents of generosity putting to shame continuous rains

These are insanities from his demons
He gives and withholds neither out of stinginess nor out of liberality

He treated him unjustly with these words, so when al-Sahib heard about the
death of Abu Bakr, he recited [al-tawil]:



Al-Sahib: A potentate and patron 41

Sa’altu baridan min Khurdsana ja’iyan
Amata Khawarizmikumii gala It na ‘am

Fa-qultu ktubii bi-lI-jissi min fawqi qabriht
A-1a la ‘ana l-rahmanu man kafara [-ni ‘am

I asked a messenger coming from Khorasan:
Did that Khwarazmi of yours die? He said to me: Yes

I then said: Carve in plaster above his grave:
Did The Merciful not curse him who disacknowledged benefits?!'%

The fact that this initially ideal benefit-based relation between al-Sahib and Abt
Bakr ended as each party finding fault with the other’s fulfillment of his part,
tells a lot about its limitations. As already said, unlike oaths and compacts,
where the terms and commitments within a definite time frame are clearly stated
and ceremoniously signed, the benefit-based relation, which is the modus oper-
andi of patronage in the literary field, is loose and open-ended. In fact, the
information we have about the termination of Abu Bakr and al-Sahib’s relation
has ni ‘ma at stake, and reflects different interpretations of the fulfillment of the
duties it entails. Abi Bakr satirizes the apparently whimsical and irrational per-
formance of al-Sahib’s patronal duty to extend benefit, negating the laudable
motive of generosity (expected to be organic to a potentate) by reducing it to a
demonic-driven action in respect to which al-Sahib was only an instrument.
Undoubtedly, this accusation is at least as injuring to a patron as that of miserli-
ness. Al-Sahib, on his part, blames Abt Bakr for ingratitude for benefits (man
kafara [-ni ‘am), which brought upon him his death due to a divine curse. The
disagreement we face here and in other cases on the performance of the involved
parties stems from the inexplicit and indefinite nature of this type of relation.
“Benefit for gratitude” is too general and ambiguous a formula; it is only natural,
for instance, that when the time frame is not explicitly stipulated a change of cir-
cumstances for the patron or protégé necessitates a change in the exchange pat-
terns practiced beforehand. If the patron is the affected party he may well
condemn the protégé as an ingrate; if the protégé suffers because of the change,
he is likely to satirize the patron. In addition, the fact that the illocutionary
speech act that commits the protégé and affirms his indebtedness to the patron is
performed mostly in praise poetry, without any contract written and signed, con-
tributes to its lesser binding nature.

IV Poetry as a commodity and the court as a market

Unlike artists of modern times, medieval poets did not shrink from speaking
openly of their and others’ poetry in terms of commodities with a defined eco-
nomic value traded in the market. This candid view of art by no means con-
sidered the discussion of its materialist functions to be reductive of its noble
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immaterial merits as an elevated human creative form, or harming the legitimacy
and reputation of its creator as an artist. Let us see, for example, how Abu
I-Hasan al-Nawqati describes the ongoing trends in poetry values in Baghdad
sometime in the second half of the fourth/tenth century [al-tawil]:

Ghala l-shi ‘ru fi Baghdada min ba ‘di rukhsiht
Wa-inniya fi I-halayni bi-llahi wathiqii

Fa-lastu akhafu I-diga wa-llahu wasi ‘un
Ghindahu wa-la I-hirmana wa-llahu raziqii

Poectry became expensive in Baghdad after it was cheap
And I trust God in both situations

1 do not fear distress while God’s wealth
Is vast, and not deprivation while God is the provider of sustenance'®

Likewise, Abii Bakr al-Khwarazmi says in one of his letters: “The happiness
of the poet, when his poetry was favorably received and its price found a
ready market (nafaqa si‘ruhu), is like the happiness of the merchant who
owns precious stones when his incomparable costly pearl is sold.”'** The
word “market” is used by al-Tha‘alibi when he speaks highly of al-Sahib’s
patronage activity: “If it were not for him, there would be no market (siiq) for
learning in our time.”'% In a more detailed way, Yagqiit delineates the attrac-
tion of poets to al-Sahib’s court in pure economical terms: “When the poets
found for their commodities (bada’i ) much demand (nafdq) and a market
(siig) with Ibn “‘Abbad, they brought the products of their thoughts to his court
and conveyed them in his direction in big numbers.”'” The anthologist al-
Bakharzi (d. 467/1075) described the success of the poet Abti Bakr al-Yusuft
and his poetry at al-Sahib’s court in this commercial language: “His business
profited at [al-Sahib’s] court, and his sale brought no loss in his transaction
with [al-Sahib]” (wa-rabihat bi-hadratihi tijaratuhu wa-lam takhsar fi
mu ‘amalatihi safqatuhu).'"’

Therefore, since according to the cultural norms of the period the economical
functions of poetry were fully acknowledged and poetry was often legitimately
treated as a commodity, the establishment of a brisk market for poetry and
knowledge became one of the motifs employed in the praise of al-Sahib as a
patron. We find this motif in a selection from an ode composed by Abt Bakr al-
Khwarazmi extolling the vizier [al-kamil]:

Wa-la-qad ‘ahidtu I- ilma aksada min
Buhtani fir ‘awnin lada miisa

Fa-aqama qad ‘ida suqihi rajulun
Maytu l-raja’i bi-babihi yahya
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Fa-l-‘ilmu asbaha fi [-warda ‘alaman
Wa-I-shi ‘ru amsa yaskunu [-shi ‘ra

Indeed, I had been familiar with knowledge as selling worse than
The false accusation of Pharaoh before Moses'®

And then a man resurrected its inactive market
At whose gate he who has no hope alive is revived

Thus, knowledge turned to a manifest mountain among mankind
And poetry has come to a point where it inhabits Sirius'®

It is, therefore, expected that in the economy of benefit for gratitude, which
drives court patronage, poetry as units in which gratitude often materializes will
be considered for its economical value. As we shall see, its aesthetic value—a
major focus of interest in this arena of connoisseurs—is inseparable from it; as
in any market, and the court was expressly described as one, certain products
may enjoy higher or lower demand given their defined characteristics, which in
turn determines their prices.

V Co-optation of protégés and terms of patronage

An important characteristic of the court as a social configuration is that poetry
and prose were not judged abstractly by the patron, but rather along the profiles
of their creators. Especially with regard to those who were patronized for longer
periods (unlike temporary visitors), aside from artistic competence—important
as it could be—there were other factors that played a role in the evaluation of al-
Sahib. As the court’s patron, he had the privilege to determine the criteria of
selection, decide who would be co-opted and sponsored, and define the terms of
their patronage. Besides various anecdotes and quoted sayings, these are visible
in recommendation letters he wrote for his courtiers, when they asked for his
permission to leave the court for another or to return to their homeland. One of
these letters was written to Abii 1-Hasan al-NawqatT:''

[Abt 1-Hasan al-Nawqati] had stayed at the court of al-Sahib some time,
profiting from its sessions, and gaining from its advantages. When he asked
him for permission to return to his homeland and requested a recommenda-
tion letter (al-kitab bi-l-wasa bi-hi), al-Sahib signed on the back of his peti-
tion (ruq ‘a):

We would prefer—may God, most high, extend your life—that you stay and
not go away. For you had brought together means of excellence that
required your patronage (istina ) among the closely-related companions: the
intelligence is of a perfect nature, the religion is soundly esoteric (salim al-
batin), the knowledge is a rich resource, and the natural gift (fab ") is an
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overflowing spring, a place of sweet waters. As for the poetry, it is
extremely bountiful and features brilliant opening lines; it is plentiful of
badr’, lively, and the water of beauty flows in it easily; its purity has been
protected from the stiffness of harshness, and its fluency from the softness
of weakness. The two mainstays of adab are grammar and lexicography,
and you have in each one of them an arrow shuffling to bring you the por-
tions of the slaughtered camel.!'" You had gained—praise be to God—
from the knowledge of theology what is called the capacity of the certain,
albeit not the treasure of the eager. If [your wish to leave] were not for a
religious duty (fard), your friends, who are with us, would cling to both
sides of your place for a long time. Moreover, your tongue is a security
with us for your return. Then, [may your departure be with] God-inspired
peace of mind, His protection, blessing, and succor. He who reads this
response—my handwriting in it is a proof and my wording in it is an evi-
dence—will not need [al-Nawqati] to approach him with a [formal recom-
mendation] letter, as I have made it the refuge of truthfulness and the
mainstay of certitude.'"?

Responding to Abt 1-Hasan’s petition (rug ‘a) in a signature phrase (tawgqi”), as
was often his practice, al-Sahib gives expression to various laudable qualities
and competences he found in this courtier: intelligence, knowledge, religion,
poetry, grammar, lexicography, and theology. The items al-Sahib specified and
approved of disclose what his preferences as a patron were, what he deemed
important, and what he thought other patrons should know about Aba 1-Hasan.
Clearly, given the long reference to Abt 1-Hasan’s literary capacity, this was a
significant criterion for al-Sahib (these remarks are subjected to analysis in
Chapter 4). When writing that “the religion [of Abi 1-Hasan] is soundly eso-
teric,” al-Sahib shows his approval of the Shi'T faith of this courtier. This is not
at all to suggest that Sunnis were barred from his court, but it nevertheless
demonstrates a predilection for Shi'T protégés, given his own Zaydi Shi‘1 belief.
As for theology, despite his approval of Abii I-Hasan’s position—which he does
not fully unveil—he is somewhat reserved because of his lack of eagerness to
accumulate more knowledge in this field.

In other instances, al-Sahib was more explicit regarding denominational affili-
ation and theological doctrine when communicating with actual or would-be
protégés. A signature phrase (tawqi ) by al-Sahib on the petition (ruq ‘a) of Abi
1-Hasan al-Shaqiqt I-Balkht stipulates plainly and exactly who are those deserv-
ing the vizier’s patronage: “Whoever takes care of his religion, we take care of
his worldly prosperity. If you opt for justice and unity, we will grant you favor
and ease. If you abide in compulsion, your fracture will find no setting.”''* More
information on al-Shaqiqi 1-Balkht and the situation in question could not be
found, but at any rate, al-Sahib made it clear to him that clinging to his present
theological stance (jabr) instead of switching to the Mu ‘tazili theological school
would prevent him from taking advantage of the vizier’s support. Therefore, at
least according to this signature phrase, we gather that al-Sahib was adamant to
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co-opt only those who “cared about their religion,” as understood by him, and
adhered to the Mu‘tazil tenets.

Al-Sahib’s co-optation policy of Shi'T and Mu‘tazili religious scholars has
already been observed by Wilferd Madelung, who noted the systematic way in
which he drew them into his circle and generously supported them. “It was evi-
dently to a large extent due to his efforts that al-Rayy became the center of a
current in both Zaydi and Imami Shiism which tended to identify itself fully with
Mu ‘tazilite theology.”!'* While the evidence at our disposal suggests that adher-
ence to the Shi‘a and Mu'tazila was not an absolute requirement in the literary
field, it is clear that it was much encouraged and that the vizier used his political
and economical power to advance his denominational and theological causes. A
red line for the agents was certainly active negation or questioning of Shi‘T and
Mu ‘tazilt principles and tenets, which would lead to exclusion from the court.
Having won the admiration of al-Sahib immediately upon his arrival at the court,
the poet Abii Talib ‘Abd al-Salam b. al-Husayn al-Ma’mini (d. 383/993 before
his fortieth birthday) achieved an eminent standing that greatly frustrated fellow
courtiers. Eventually, al-Ma’miini’s competitors managed to have the upper hand
after an aggressive defamation campaign that tarnished his image in the eyes of
the vizier and led to his exclusion. This was accomplished by accusing al-
Ma'miin1 of satirizing the vizier, plagiarizing the panegyrics with which he
praised him, and by claiming that he was a staunch partisan of the ‘Abbasids and
held strong anti-Sh1‘T and anti-Mu ‘tazilf sentiments. Indeed, in reference to this
court, the accusations made by al-Ma’miini’s competitors were the gravest, “the
ugliest lies,” according to al-Tha‘alibi, which indicates the strength of al-Sahib’s
Shi‘T and Mu ‘tazili sympathies.'!?

Given the Shi‘T and Mu ‘tazili orientation of this court, it would be hardly sur-
prising to find literary people responding to al-Sahib’s religious sympathies. Con-
cerning the poet Abli Bakr al-Yisufi, we know that he sought access to the vizier
by means of adherence to the Mu‘tazilT school. He was certainly a talented literary
man, but was served well by this adherence, and prospered at the court.!'® The poet
and adventurer, Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji, who dedicated to al-Sahib his gasida
sasaniyya (more on that in Chapters 3 and 5), answers in the closing section of the
poem (1. 180-8) those who supposedly blame him for being a globe-trotter. He
does so by evoking the model of the “pure” Sayyids (descendants of the Prophet)
who became scattered all over the Islamic world due to persecution.!'” Just as his
birth and death dates are unknown, it is unclear whether Abu Dulaf was a Shi‘T or
not.'"® Still, this type of answer and the praiseful way in which he describes the
family of the Prophet, whether indeed truthful to his sentiments or contrived to
appeal to those of the vizier, is meaningful. AbG Dulaf was a favored protégé of al-
Sahib; he gained a lot from him, and was generously rewarded for this ode.!” It is
indubitable that besides his great appreciation for the argot and lore of the Bant
Sasan exposed in the gasida, this pro-Shi‘T ending resonated well with al-Sahib. In
addition to Abti Dulaf, Abti Bakr al-Khwarazmi—another courtier who greatly
benefited from al-Sahib and who was a Shi‘T himself—praised the vizier’s moral
behavior, which he attributed to his being a Mu ‘tazili.'*
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Despite the determined exclusionist message of al-Sahib cited above
(“whoever takes care of his religion...”) and the additional evidence pointing to
the vizier’s preference of Shi'T and Mu'tazili courtiers, he was definitely not
excluding from his court Sunnis or those professing theological stances other
than his; knowledge, talent, and skill were still the foremost criteria for co-
optation. When the young Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhan1 (358-98/969-1008)
came to the court of al-Sahib and demonstrated his amazing literary talent, he
was patronized and honorably treated. Badi® al-Zaman was “an unyielding parti-
san of the supporters of tradition and Sunna,” and theologically was suspected of
being an Ash‘ari. This fact, however, did not stand in his way to achieve imme-
diate success at the court, although it was later used against him by scheming
competitors and led to his departure.'! In this context, we should also mention
al-Qadi I-Jurjani, a Shafi ‘T jurisprudent,'?*> who prospered under al-Sahib.

Al-Sahib’s policy of co-optation, which while showing greater sympathy to
Shi‘is and Mu ‘tazilis, was far from making religious denomination, theological
position, or legal school an overruling criterion, is best illustrated by his ties with
Abt Bakr b. al-Mugqri’ (285-381/898-991):

It was said to al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad: you are a Mu ‘tazili man and Ibn al-Muqri’
a traditionist (muhaddith), and you like him. He replied: he was a friend of
my father, and it was said “those whom fathers like are relations for their
sons”; it is also because I was once asleep and saw the Prophet in my dream
saying to me: “You are asleep while a friend of God is at your door.” I woke
up, called the doorkeeper, and said: “Who is at the door?” He answered:
“Abt Bakr b. al-Mugri’.”

Abi ‘Abdallah b. Mahdi said: I heard Ibn al-Muqri’ saying: “In respect
to the principles (usil; of religion or jurisprudence), I subscribe to the school
of Ahmad b. Hanbal and Abl Zur‘a al-Razi” ... And I [= al-Dhahabi] said:
al-Sahib Isma ‘1l b. “Abbad used to respect him and he was his librarian.!'*

Given the well-known enmity between Hanbalis and Mu tazilis, Ibn al-
Mugri’—a reputed Hanbali traditionist—would seem an unnatural protégé for a
Mu ‘tazili like al-Sahib. Yet, this evidence is a manifest proof of al-Sahib’s
primary reliance on criteria other than denomination or theological stance. In
what stands as another proof of the mutual appreciation and solid relationship
between the two scholars and attests to the possible cooperation and trust
between ideological rivals, Ibn al-Mugqri’, despite his seniority, is counted among
those who passed on traditions from al-Sahib.!?*

As is only to be expected, one’s personal traits and conduct—besides reli-
gion, knowledge, and intellectual abilities—were an important factor among al-
Sahib’s considerations in selecting his protégés. In this respect, we are fortunate
to have enough information on the poet Abii I-Hasan ‘Alf b. Ahmad al-JawharT,
who hailed from Jurjan, and was a close protégé and courtier of al-Sahib.
Explaining how the poet was co-opted, al-Tha'alibi remarks that the vizier
“extremely admired the way his face and poetry harmonized in beauty, and the
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way his animated spirit and witty nature resembled each other, and patronized
him.” Al-Sahib would send him on a mission to different provinces, and thus al-
Tha‘alibi met him when he arrived in Nishaptr as a messenger to the amir Abt
l-Hasan al-STmjtrT in 377/987. When he returned from this mission and wished
to visit the court of Abi I-°Abbas al-DabbT in Esfahan, the vizier supplied him
with a lengthy recommendation letter, produced by al-Tha alibi.'*

In this letter, al-Sahib lavishes praise on him as the most distinguishable poet
of Jurjan and Tabaristan ever, despite his young age. He notes that unlike his
fellow Jurjanis (native speakers of Persian), the eloquent al-JawharT was fluent in
Arabic and Persian, expressing himself eloquently in poetry and prose in both
languages. Yet, it is the vizier’s approval of al-Jawhari’s mastery of the court-
ier’s craft, his command of the social and cultural codes that make one an apt
courtier, which deserves our special attention here. Al-Sahib highlights al-
Jawhar1’s merits in this realm as follows:

Perspicacity in the etiquette of service (adab al-khidma); knowledge of the
courtier’s craft and companionship (al-nidam wa-I- ‘ishra); obedience with
which he fills the [formal] assembly (majlis al-hafla), listening silently to
the leader unless when speaking is requisite,'*® and revering [voicelessly]
the master unless when response is imperative; wit (zarf’) filling up the
private [informal] session (majlis al-khalwa); a speech with which he
silences the Hazar Dastan birds and vies with nightingales.'?’

In addition to these extraordinary competences—and, in fact, owing much to
them—al-Jawhari made an accomplished diplomat. Al-Sahib attests to his
success at a sensitive and demanding mission to the over-critical amir of Kho-
rasan Nasir al-Dawla Abii I-Hasan Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-Stmjari.!*

The fondness of al-Sahib for this protégé is seen throughout the letter. Among
other things, it is observable in his meticulous instructions to al-Dabbi concern-
ing the careful, considerate, and even pampering treatment that al-JawharT
deserves. This is, no doubt, the result of embodying a totality of qualities associ-
ated with the métier of the courtier, which al-JawharT mastered. While not an
acquired skill, his good looks appealed to the vizier as well and increased his
value as a courtier. Al-JawharT was a versatile man who was not only a remark-
able littérateur, but could also serve on sensitive political missions as an accomp-
lished envoy. This was definitely not anticipated from all courtiers, but those
who could fulfil this function (Abii Bakr al-Khwarazmi included) were taken as
an even greater asset by the vizier. On top of that, al-JawharT demonstrated Shi‘1
sentiments in his poetry addressed to the vizier."” Whether genuine or affected,
these must have been well received by the vizier, too.

Thus far, it was the vantage point of the patron that concerned us the most, not
that of the courtier. We have just seen how al-Sahib draws a distinction between
formal and informal circumstances at the court when it comes to the conduct
expected of the courtiers. In Chapter 2, we shall examine this distinction, so funda-
mental at the court, with a greater focus on the point of view of the courtier.
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for al-Mutanabbi snubbed him ignoring his request to be praised by him; Abi
Ishaq’s diwan is lost, but selections from his poetry are preserved in various sources:
GAS, 11, 592.

Y, 11, 28; quoted by Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 141; Abt 1-Qasim ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b.
Yasuf was the secretary of ‘Adud al-Dawla and among his closest courtiers through-
out his reign. He served as a vizier of his sons several times: Y, I, 86—7; baligh (pl.
bulagha’), literally, “eloquent,” refers here specifically to prose style. This use of
bulagha’, paralleling it to kuttab (“secretaries”), agrees with Shawkat M. Toorawa’s
observations that (in the third—fourth/ninth—tenth century) baligh referred to “an elo-
quent master of prose style” or an “eloquent prose stylist,” with a primary emphasis
on epistolary writing: Ibn Abt Tahir Tayfir and Arabic Writerly Culture: A Ninth-
Century Bookman in Baghdad (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2005), 59.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta“, 1, 61; the interaction between Ibn Sa‘dan and al-Tawhidi is
studied in detail in Chapter 5.

Y, 11, 27-8; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 140-1 (cites al-Tha‘alibi). Whereas in
Yatimat al-dahr the two possible motives of al-Sahib to have al-Sabt as a courtier
are imma tashawwugan aw tafawwuqan (“either ... desire or superiority”), the cited
text in Mujam al-udaba’ reads imma tashawwugan wa-imma tasharrufan
(““...desire or becoming honored”); al-Sahib’s (unfulfilled) desire to have Abi Ishaq
al-Sabi as his secretary while administering Iraq, was also reported by Hilal b. al-
Muhassin, Abti Ishaq’s grandson: Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 715.

Y, 11, 27; al-Tha‘alib1 produces two short selections from a letter sent by al-Sabi to
al-Sahib, where he thanks him heartily for his presents, and a short poem in which
the former expresses his love to the latter: Y, II, 35-6, 53.

Y, 111, 99-101.

Y, 11, 28.

Abl Bakr Muhammad b. al-'Abbas al-Khwarazmi (323-83/934-93) was born in
Khwarazm but descended from Tabaristan (hence nicknamed Tabarkhazmi). A
knowledgeable young man, good poet and littérateur, he left for Iraq and Greater
Syria (al-Sham) to study with scholars and poets, and became—in the words of al-
Tha‘alibi—"“matchless at his time considering adab and poetry.” The highlight of his
travels was his service to the amir Sayf al-Dawla (r. 333-56/945-67). At the latter’s
prosperous court in Aleppo he benefited greatly from the many distinguished
scholars, poets, and littérateurs he encountered. Back in the eastern areas of Bukhara,
Nishapiir, Sijistan, and Tabaristan, he praised several great men, not always with
favorable results. Nevertheless, he succeeded immensely after praising al-Sahib at
his court in Esfahan. Al-Khwarazmi entered the circle of his close courtiers, was
generously awarded and supplied with a letter of recommendation that introduced
him to ‘Adud al-Dawla’s court in Shiraz. The great profits he made allowed him to
buy real estate and live comfortably in Nishaptr, but the fact that he sided fanatic-
ally with the Biiyid dynasty and detracted from the sultan of Khorasan led to his
imprisonment and the confiscation of his property. He ran away disguised to the
court of al-Sahib in Jurjan, where he was generously rewarded as in the past. In
around 372/982, after the assassination of the Samanid vizier Abii I-Husayn al- Utbi,
who had ordered his arrest and confiscation, al-Khwarazmi returned to Nishapir,
invited by the new vizier Abu I-Hasan al-Muzani who was a great admirer of his. In
Nishapir, he led a comfortable and respectable life again until the dismal effects of
losing a debate to Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani precipitated his death: Y, IV,
123-7; Y, 1, 8; al-Dhahabi, Ta rikh al-islam, XXVII, 68-9; C.E. Bosworth,
“al-"Utb1,” EI2.

Y, 111, 148; al-*Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, 1V, 236.

Lane, A.d.r.
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John Simpson (ed.), “Court, n.1 (branch II)” The Oxford English Dictionary (2nd
ed. 1989), OED Online, Oxford University Press, 13 May 2009 http://dictionary.oed.
com/cgi/entry/50052372

For instances of hadra in connection with al-Sahib, see: Y, III, 32, 243; Y, II, 27,
159; al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 114; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 706.

Abili Muhammad al-Khazin, for example, used this deferential expression in refer-
ence to al-Sahib in the mentioned letter: Y, 111, 148.

Lane, fn.y. and h.d.r. (under hadra as a “court,” fina’ is mentioned as a synonym).
See, for example, Y, III, 149; Y, 111, 243; Y, IV, 126 (where fina " and hadra are used
synonymously).

Lane, s.w.h. See, for example, Y, III, 51; Lane, s.4.n. See, for example, Akhldq, 186;
Y, 111, 46, 48, 54.

Lane, dh.r.w.; there inna fulanan la-karimu l-dhara is translated by Lane, “verily,
such a one is generous in disposition.”

Y, II1, 194.

Compare it to the last line of Abii ‘Tsa b. al-Munajjim’s Mansion Ode, “And were it
not for your dragging along the hinder skirt at the court (saha) of sublimity and
reciting poetry, its [= poetry’s] JarTr would be returned”: Y, 111, 51.

Y, IV, 140; these are the last two lines of Abt Bakr’s Mansion Ode: Y, 111, 54-5 (al-
nada, “liberality,” appears instead of al-dhara).

Y, IV, 85. I changed tabahd (an obvious typographical error) to tahabd, as appear-
ing in Y, A, IV, 162; dharan is also mentioned in a poem recited to al-Sahib in Y,
IV, 275.

Lane translates ana fi zill fulan wa-fi dharahu “1 am in the protection of such a one,
and in his shelter”: dh.r.y. (see also the entry z./.1.)

Y, 1V, 162.

Y, II1, 194.

Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 72—-82.

Ibid., 78.

Ibid., 72, 78-9.

Mahmid b. ‘Umar al-Zamakhshari, Rabi‘ al-abrar wa-nusiis al-akhbar, ed. Salim
al-Nu‘aymi (Baghdad: Wizarat al-Awqaf, 1982), IV, 325.

Yagqit, Mu ‘jam al-udaba’, 11, 693 (citing from al-AbT’s lost History of al-Rayy); Y,
111, 36.

These figures were given by al-Tawhidi on the authority of the poet al-Jiltihi
(Akhlag, 193; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 689). Given al-Tawhidi’s bias, the actual
figures might have been higher than reported. According to an unrelated account, al-
Sahib awarded 500 dirhams plus one of his own robes of honor to a courtier, whom
he prompted to describe extempore in poetry the bread on his table (the bread was
given to him as well): Yaqat, Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 2302; Y, 111, 33—4 (garments);
Akhlaq, 188 (garments and perfume); Y, III, 34-5 (a reward combining “a robe of
honor, two camels, and a present” for a praise ode); here are several examples for
the allotment of land-tax profits to courtiers: the poet Abli Sa‘id al-Rustami, whose
poetry al-Sahib highly appreciated, was allotted the land tax of his estates (wa-
yusawwighuhu khardj diya ‘ihi) among other rewards: Y, III, 130; Abii Muhammad
al-Khazin reports happily to Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi in a letter that he was assigned
a landed estate in Esfahan (wa-min khabart anna It day ‘a bi-isbahan mugta ‘a). The
reason for this assignment is a panegyric on the occasion of the New Year addressed
to the sultan, which he composed following the order of al-Sahib: Y, III, 150; Abu
Sa‘d Nasr b. Ya'qub, a secretary, littérateur, and poet, sent al-Sahib an anthology of
similes he composed alongside a well-written letter and a unique ode. Al-Sahib
praised the literary merits of Abl Sa‘d as a fashbihat anthologist, prose writer, and
poet in his response letter. He then touched upon the matter of a landed estate
(day ‘a), which Abii Sa‘d addressed to the vizier, promising to concede it to him
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although in a gradual process: Y, IV, 274-5; the littérateur and bilingual poet Abi
‘Abdallah al-Ghawwas was identified as Abii ‘Abdallah al-Junaydi in Muhammad
‘AwfT’s Persian literary anthology Lubab al-albab (ed. Sa‘id Nafisi, [Tehran:
Kitabkhanah-yi Ibn Sina, 1957], 261) and a poet of al-Sahib’s. Al-Tha‘alibi men-
tions that al-Ghawwas was conferred “a benefit and landed property” (la-hu ni ‘ma
wa-dihqana; dihgana may also refer to the local administrative position of village
heads in Persia, who were principally responsible for tax collection). The identity of
the patron conferring these is unknown, although given the poet’s association with
Khorasan, it was probably by a patron other than al-Sahib: Y, IV, 318; on the dele-
gation of the state’s fiscal rights over lands to beneficiaries in the Biiyid period, see
Claude Cahen, “Ikta ‘)’ EI2.

Abii Sa‘d Mansiir al-Abi, Nathr al-durr, eds ‘Ali 1-Bijawi and Muhammad Qurna
(Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-1-Kitab, 1980-91), V, 305.

Y, III, 50; cf. Miskawayh’s pride for being constantly with the vizier Aba 1-Fadl b.
al-'‘Amid, “day and night,” during his seven years of service as a librarian and
courtier: The Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah of Abii Sulaiman al-Sijistant, ed. D.M.
Dunlop (The Hague: Mouton, 1979), 136.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Khass al-khass, ed. Ma'min al-Jannan (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Ilmiyya, 1994), 214.

For example, nu ‘ma: Y, 111, 45. Likewise, the nu ‘ma (“benefit”) of God to al-Sahib
is mentioned by Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi: Rasa il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut
ed.), 75/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 218; ilan/alan: al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man
ghaba, 171 (ala’ contracted to ala’ to fit the meter); al-Tha‘alibi, Khass al-khass,
214 (alaka); birr: Akhlaq, 110, Y, 11, 36; Y, IV, 239; khayr: Akhlag, 110; rifd: Y, 11,
36;Y, 1V, 239; ‘atiyya: Akhlaq, 109; minha: Y, 11, 27; na’il: Y, IV, 140.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt (Beirut ed.), 75-7/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
217-20; al-Khwarazmi’s spying is mentioned in Akhlag, 108—-10.

Y, 111, 238-9; Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, 111, 278-81; Khayr al-Din al-Zirikli,
al-A ‘lam (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm li-I-Malayin, 2002), IV, 300.

Y, III, 242; al-Tha‘alib1’s opening of the Qadi’s entry shows how much he prized his
prose as a whole, among other artistic and scholarly merits, extolling it as “al-Jahiz’s
prose™: Y, 111, 238; Tahdhib al-ta rikh is not mentioned in GAS.

Note the use of a/a@’ and ni ‘am as synonyms.

Y, 111, 243-4.

Ni ‘matuhu I-mufada ‘alayna: Y, 111, 242.

There is no indication of the circumstances that set the patron and protégé apart.
This separation could have possibly happened when al-Jurjani was appointed as the
Qadi of Jurjan, while al-Sahib’s court was in al-Rayy or Esfahan; we shall discuss
competition at the court in Chapter 2.

Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 72—4 (ni ‘ma); likewise, oaths, compacts, and covenants in the
Biyid era (and earlier) were shaped by Qur’anic models of binding relations
between God and humans: ibid., 42—6.

The expression wali I-ni ‘'ma often denotes “a benefactor,” as in (referring to al-
Sahib): Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt (Beirut ed.), 10, 16, 61 (twice), 106/Rasa il
al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 131, 139, 199, 201, 259. Nevertheless, here, awliya al-
ni ‘am has the sense of “beneficiaries,” as determined by the context. This is possible
either for ideas of proximity (to benefits) or possession (of benefits) conveyed by
waliya: Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-‘arab, V1, 4925 (w.Ly.).

Y, III, 44.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 108/Rasa il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
261; the same hierarchical order of divine benefits (ni ‘am allah) to the vizier fol-
lowed by benefits (ni ‘am) extended by the latter to his protégé Abii Bakr appears in
another letter as well: Rasa’il Abi Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 75/Rasd’il al-
Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 217-18; the addressee of Abu Bakr’s letter is only identified
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as bundar nisabir. The Persian word bundar has many meanings, but in our context
it denotes a high-ranking official in charge of tax collection and government revenue
(see Muhammad Rida Naji, “Bundar (1),” in Danishnamah-yi jahan-i islam, ed.
Ghulam-‘AlT Haddad ‘Adil (Tehran: Bunyad-i Da’irat al-Ma‘arif-i Islami, 1996-).
Later, after the Samanid defeat in Jurjan (371/981), the bundar of Nishaptr, Abu
1-Mugzaffar al-Ru‘ayni, was involved in the process of Abl Bakr’s arrest and the
seizure of his property (Y, IV, 126). It is unclear whether al-Ru‘ayni was the bundar
nisabir addressed by Abu Bakr in his letter five years earlier.

‘AlT “alayhi I-salam rafa ‘ahu: ma ‘azumat ni ‘mat allah ‘ala ‘abd illa ‘azumat ‘alayhi
maiunat al-nas. Fa-man lam yahtamil tilka I-ma’ina li-I-nas ‘arrada tilka I-ni ‘'ma
li-I-zawal: al-Zamakhshari, Rabi‘ al-abrar, 1V, 329; this tradition is cited in “The
Chapter on Benefit and its Gratitude...” (bab al-ni ‘ma wa-shukrihd...). In the same
chapter (ibid., 317), we find an almost identical but shortened version of this hadith
cited directly from the mouth of the Prophet: “the benefit (ni ‘ma) of God to one will
not become great unless the burden of the people becomes great upon him”; the
longer version of this hadith is also found in a chapter set apart for the Prophet’s
sermons and exhortations in the earlier History of al-Ya‘qubi (f. second half of the
third/ninth century): Ahmad b. Abi Ya'qub, Ta rikh al-Ya 'qubi, ed. Muhammad
Sadiq (al-Najaf: al-Maktaba al-Haydariyya, 1964), 1, 86.

Muhammad b. ‘Ali b. al-Husayn b. ‘Ali b. Abt Talib radiya llah ‘anhum: man
an‘ama ‘alayhi ni ‘ma fa-an ‘ama ‘ald I-nas fa-qad akhadha amanan mina I-dhamm
wa-khala ‘a ribgat si’ al-‘awaqib min ‘unugihi: al-Zamakhshari, Rabi‘ al-abrar,
IV, 328.

J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words, eds J.O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa, 2nd
ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1975).

John Searle, Mind, Language and Society: Doing Philosophy in the Real World
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1999), 13547 (citation is from p. 147); John
Searle and Daniel Vanderveken, Foundations of Illocutionary Logic (Cambridge:
Cambridge Universty Press, 1985), 12—-15.

Searle, Mind, Language and Society, 148-50; in my outline, I benefited from the
brief historical survey of speech act theory given by the editors Daniel Vanderveken
and Susumu Kubo, Essays in Speech Act Theory (Amsterdam: John Benjamins,
2002), 1-8.

Y, 111, 54.

Y, IV, 85.

Y, 111, 50.

Miskawayh, Tajarib al-umam, V11, 196-205 (citation taken from p. 196); on Abl
Shuja’, see C.E. Bosworth, “al-Rudhrawari,” E12; on al-Sahib’s desire to administer
Iraq and Baghdad, see also Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 715.

For another application of speech act theory to medieval Arabic poetry with a focus
on the poet Ibn al-Rimi, see Beatrice Gruendler, Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry:
Ibn al-Rami and the Patron’s Redemption (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 36-9,
59-76, 235-46.

Y, III, 223-4; Y, 11, 74-7; T, 11, 99-100. Interestingly, al-Tha‘alibi dedicated two
entries to Abi I-Husayn: one in Yatimat al-dahr’s third volume and the other in the
Supplement (Tatimmat yatimat al-dahr); ‘Abbad, al-Sahib’s grandson, was later
married off to the daughter of a relative of Fakhr al-Dawla: Y, 111, 76.

Y, III, 2234 (a part of the ode is presented).

T, 11, 100.

Kaykawtis b. Iskandar, Qabiis-nama, ed. Ghulam-Husayn Yisuft (Tehran: Bungah-i
Tarjuma wa-Nashr-i Kitab, 1967), 199. The translation above is Levy’s: A Mirror

for Princes: The Qabiis Nama, tr. Reuben Levy (London: The Cresset Press, 1951),

193. This celebrated mirror for princes was composed in 475/1082.
T,11, 99; Y, 111, 74.
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Y, 111, 46.

P. Crone, “Mawla,” EI2.

Mottahedeh, Loyalty, 84.

Y, 101, 77-8; Kitab rawh al-rith, 1, 571; al-Tha‘alibi, Khdass al-khass, 138.

Q 14:28-9.

Q l6:112-14.

The editor Pargul suggests that al-Hajib Abt Ishaq may be identified with Abt Ishaq
al-Nasibi: Rasa il al-Khwarazmi, 129. Al-Nasibi was a student of Abu ‘Abdallah al-
BasrT’s, the Baghdadi Mu ‘'tazili who was among al-Sahib’s teachers. When al-Sahib
asked al-BasrT to send him a Mu‘tazili propagandist, he sent him Abu Ishaq al-
Nasibi, but the vizier was displeased by his ill nature and let him go (al-Safadi, Kitab
al-wafi bi-l-wafayat, XVIII, 32). Al-Tawhidi mentioned al-Nasibi in several places,
noting that he was (unflatteringly) nicknamed Maqada, “buttocks.” While acknow-
ledging his knowledge, he criticized him violently for being a religious skeptic, a
grave sinner, and a promiscuous person. He cites al-‘AttabT who claimed that al-
Nasibi was the one who “ruined” al-Sahib by making him an apostate (mulhid): al-
Tawhidi, al-Imta‘, 1, 141; idem, al-Mugabasat, ed. Muhammad Husayn (Baghdad:
Matbaat al-Irshad, 1970), 159-60 [mugabasa no. 35); Akhlag, 202, 211-12, 297.
The Abi Ishaq in question, however, cannot be Abiti Ishaq al-Nasibi, since the latter
came to al-Sahib as a Mu‘tazili propagandist, not as a chamberlain. In addition, far
from being disgraced and imprisoned, when he was sent away, the vizier refrained
from punishing him and let him go with money and gifts (al-Safadi, Kitab al-wafi
bi-l-wafayat, XVIII, 32). Most importantly, in the present letter Abu Bakr al-
Khwarazmi mentions that al-Sahib influenced Abii Ishaq to become Mu'tazili
(Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 11/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
132), that is, this could not have been al-Nasibi, who as a student of al-Basii’s was
Mu ‘tazilt already in Baghdad before his arrival. The disgraced Abii Ishaq, therefore,
remains unidentified.

Hal jaza’ al-ihsan illa l-ihsan: Q 55:60.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 9—-12/Rasa ‘il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
129-34.

Ibid.; in his line (quoted above), “Indeed, [-——imposing on you by means of poetry,
having learned it from you, [to grant me] shelter and gifts,” Abta Bakr claimed to
have acquired his poetic skills from the vizier.

Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi voices the same pessimistic view in his letter to Abt Bakr
b. Samaka, where he says: “But the human being is ungrateful for benefit and
unfaithful to compact” (wa-Iakinna bna adam li-I-ni ‘ma kafiir wa-bi-I- ‘ahd ghadiir):
Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 152/Rasd’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Pargul, 322.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 12—14/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Purgul, 135-6; in his letters, both to al-Sahib and others, Abli Bakr lauds in numer-
ous places the great liberality of the vizier toward him, an acknowledgment which is
a significant part of being grateful. In a letter he wrote to al-Sahib after the death of
the latter’s sister, he expressed thankfully his surprise at the munificence of the
vizier, for his benefits were bestowed on him not only while he was in his presence
but were also tracking him down when he was away: Rasa il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi
(Beirut ed.), 104-6/Rasa il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 255-8; in the letter to the tax
collector of Nishapiir, Abii Bakr wrote enthusiastically about the indescribable
wealth granted to him by the vizier, which he looked forward to showing off in his
home town Nishaptir in front of friend and foe: Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi
(Beirut ed.), 109/Rasa il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Pirgul, 263.

Aside from the expression a ‘ba’ birrihi, we find in Abu Bakr’s letters equivalents
such as a‘ba’ ni‘amihi (“the burdens of his benefits”) and a ‘ba’ minanihi (“the
burdens of his graces”) referring to the obligations undertaken by the protégé of
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al-Sahib: Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 106/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi,
ed. Pairgul, 258-9.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 14—6/Rasa il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
136-40; Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi refers to his practice of censuring poets who
praised a person and then lampooned him also in his letter to Abta Bakr b. Samaka:
Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt (Beirut ed.), 152/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul,
322-3; despite priding himself for not doing that, he did praise and lampoon al-
Sahib, as we shall see.

Y, III, 148, 39. Al-Tha‘alibi’s dhahaba mughdadiban alludes to Q 21:87, wa-dha
l-niin idh dhahaba mughdadiban ... (“And Dhi I-Nin—when he went away in
anger...”) This verse refers to Dhii 1-Ntn (Prophet Jonah) who fled angrily without
God’s permission, thinking He has no power over him, but once in distress in the
belly of the fish, called for His help acknowledging his sin. Likewise, al-Khazin fled
away inappropriately, but had to return out of need and called upon al-Sahib to
forgive him; cf. al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhadarat, 1V, 117.

Y, IV, 239; Kitab rawh al-rih, 1, 488 (Abu 1-Hasan’s nisba is misspelled in both
sources as al-Nawgqani). This git ‘a was possibly a part of a longer satire, but the cir-
cumstances that made Abl I-Hasan al-Nawqati to compose it are unknown. Given
the strong letter of recommendation written for him by al-Sahib (translated below),
it is very unlikely that he left the vizier’s court displeased. It, rather, seems that he
addressed the git'a to another patron. Abii I-Hasan ‘Umar al-Sijz1 1-Nawqafi is
described by al-Tha‘alibi as a littérateur, poet, and jurisprudent from Sijistan who
traveled more than once to Khorasan and Iraq in quest of adab and knowledge (Y,
111, 238; the year of his death is not provided). Yaqit dedicated no entry to him in
Mu jam al-udaba’, but mentioned his name in an entry on his father, the secretary,
scholar, and littérateur Abli ‘Umar Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Nawqati, who died after
Rajab 382/September 992. He commented that Abli ‘Umar’s place of origin in
Sijistan was called Nawqat, the Arabized form of Nawha. In comparison, Nawqan
was a town in the district of Tus in Khorasan (Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 2345—6; idem,
Mu jam al-buldan [Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1977], V, 311). Thus, apart from Yaqut’s
comment, Abl 1-Hasan’s first nisba, al-Sijzi, and a poem in which he refers to his
roots in Sijistan (Kitab rawh al-rith, 11, 635) confirm that the correct form of his
second nisha was al-Nawqati.

Akhlag, 107-10; according to al-Tawhidi, his scoop’s source, Abu 1-Tayyib al-
Nasrani, knew a lot of shameful things about al-Sahib. He quotes him as saying: “if |
were to reveal the accounts about this catamite (ma 'bin) 1 keep to myself, the moun-
tain would split apart and the stones uproot”: Akhlag, 110.

Al-Tawhidi recounts that he was at the house of Abl Sulayman al-Sijistant with
other members of the circle when ‘Adud al-Dawla’s death was ascertained, and
those present uttered sayings on this occasion demonstrating their attitude toward
worldly power: Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 148.

Akhlag, 192.

Rasa’'il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 108/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Plrgul,
261-3; Abu Bakr refers to al-Sahib’s cheerful countenance, when awarding, in his
Mansion Ode, too (Y, III, 54): “gardens as beautiful as the life of those who ask you
[for favors] and cheerful as your face when you view someone who hopes [for
favors].”

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 109-11/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Purgul, 264-6; caught between the requirements of gratitude for the benefit of the
executed vizier (Abll I-Fath b. al-*‘Amid) and his strong commitment to the present
vizier, Abli Bakr walks on a thin line. While not shrinking from mentioning Abt
1-Fath positively and acknowledging his benefits to him, he also takes him to task for
not being more thoughtful when selecting his courtiers as expected of a leader
(Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 110/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Pirgul,
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265-6). The relatively favorable mention of the dead vizier, who at that point natur-
ally could not have been a source of any benefit to Abli Bakr (rather, he became a
liability), tells us a lot about the power of the religious and social injunction to be
thankful. The dominance of this injunction over immediate interest is a proof for the
strong moralizing function of a cultural superego; as for Abt I-Fath b. al-‘Amid’s
courtiers, in a poem addressed to al-Sahib (Kitab rawh al-rith, 11, 603), Abt Bakr
was less charitable compared to the above letter. In fact, he calls upon al-Sahib to
take the necessary measures against them, finding fault with his leniency toward
them.

A letter that Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi addressed to al-Sahib (possibly written after
he left for Nishaptr, following al-Muzani‘s invitation), in which he shows anxiety
on account of al-Sahib’s ignoring him while corresponding with another, may be
related to the termination of their relation. Toward the end of the letter, Abt Bakr
pleads: “Let the vizier not sell me, because I had bought him for the world’s inhabit-
ants” (la yabi'ni l-wazir wa-qad ishtaraytuhu bi-ahl al-dunyd). In what may be
understood as a hinted intimidation to lampoon him, Abt Bakr writes that just as al-
Sahib was not stingy with him financially, he expects him not to be stingy with his
letters, so that his name would not be recorded among the stingy. Unfortunately, the
lack of contextualizing details in the letter does not allow us to be sure about its
place in their broken relation: Rasa il Abi Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 194-5/
Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 361-2.

Abt 1-Barakat Kamal al-Din b. al-Anbari (d. 577/1181), Nuzhat al-alibba’ fi tabaqat
al-udaba’, ed. Ibrahim al-Samarra’l (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Andalus, 1970), 239;
Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, IV, 401 (with some minor changes); Abl Ishaq al-
HusrT (d. 413/1022) adduces the above poem of al-Sahib as evidence for Aba Bakr’s
irreverent insolence toward his benefactors: Jam ‘' al-jawahir fi l-mulah wa-I-
nawadir, ed. ‘Alt 1-Bijaw1 (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1987), 254; another satirical couplet,
which Abt Bakr composed against al-Sahib, blamed him for silliness (in the first
line) and for passive sodomy (in the second): “The position of our Sahib is lofty, but
his chamber is empty/If you knew the secret of his sickness, you’d ask God for
nothing but [his] health”: Y, III, 110. “Empty chamber” is a euphemism describing
the condition of a silly (empty-headed) person (al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab al-kindya wa-I-
ta r1d, ed. Usama al-Buhayr1 [Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1997], 103). Satires of the
period often paired the silliness of the victim with a “dreadful sickness” of the lower
part of the body—a euphemism for passive sodomy (ubna)—as done by al-Sahib
himself (Y, III, 103; al-‘Abbast, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, 1V, 132; cf. Y, IV, 71; Ahmad
al-Jurjani, Kinayat al-udaba’ wa-isharat al-bulagha’, ed. Mahmud al-Qattan [Cairo:
al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘Amma li-1-Kitab, 2003], 146; al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab al-kindya,
91; Franz Rosenthal, “Ar-Razi on the Hidden Illness,” Bulletin of the History of
Medicine 52 [1978]: 47-8).

Y, 1V, 239.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 109/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Pargul, 263.

Y, 111, 32.

Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 706; likewise, Yaqut cites al-Tawhidi from his lost

work Kitab al-muhadarat, speaking of the ready market knowledge had with the
vizier Abt 1-Qasim al-MudlijT in Shiraz (kana yanfuqu ‘alayhi siq al-ilm). After
him, commodities became unsaleable (barat al-bada’i ‘) and the knowledge market
stagnant (wa-kasada siiq al- ilm): ibid., V, 1929.

‘Ali b. al-Hasan al-Bakharzi, Dumyat al-qasr wa- ‘usrat ahl al-‘asr, ed. Muhammad
al-Tunj1 (Beirut: Dar al-J1l, 1993), 11, 1356.

The word buhtan (as “calumny,” “slander”) appears six times in the Qur’an, but
none of its occurrences is related to Pharaoh. “The false accusation of Pharaoh
before Moses” glances at the two charged meetings between Pharaoh and Moses
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(and his brother Aaron), when he is demanded to release the Children of Israel and
is shown “signs” of God, as described in Strat Ta Ha (Q 20:49-73), Surat al-
Shu‘ara’ (Q 26:18-51), and Strat Yanus (Q 10:75-82). Pharaoh, however, refuses
and accuses Moses falsely for sorcery (Q 20:56-8). In Q 20:71 Pharaoh baselessly
accuses his sorcerers, who were defeated by the sign of Moses and declared their
belief in God, of having learned sorcery from Moses, their “master.” A relevant use
of buhtan appears in the interpretation of Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1372) to Q 10:76
(“Thus, when the truth came to them [=Pharaoh and his council] from Us, they said:
‘This is certainly evident sorcery’”): “It was as if they ... swore this, knowing that
what they said was a lie and a false accusation (kidhb wa-buhtan)...”: Tafsir Ibn
Kathir, ed. Muhammad al-Khann (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-Risala, 2000), 646. Based
on the Qur’an and this exegetic vein, we understand that Pharaoh’s sorcery accusa-
tion was a hard sell, something that one would not buy. Knowledge before al-Sahib,
says Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi, sold even worse than that; interestingly enough, Abt
Bakr’s line revolving around the bad conditions of patronage before al-Sahib con-
nects well with the bad patronage extended by Pharaoh to Moses, as told in Q
26:18-22. When Moses demands Pharaoh to let his people go, Pharaoh condemns
him as ungrateful (wa-anta min al-kafirin), because he was reared as a child in his
household. Moses denies this accusation saying that at that time he was away from
the right, but since then he has become a Messenger of God, and proceeds to charge
(Q 26:22): “And is that a benefit you bestowed upon me? That you have enslaved
the Children of Israel?” (wa-tilka ni‘'ma tamunnuha ‘alayya an ‘abbadta bant
isra’l).

Y, IV, 140; in the last line, ‘alam may also be translated as a waymark or a banner.
On Sirius (al-shi ‘ra al- ‘abiir), the brightest of the fixed stars, see note to 1. [B]7 in
my Appendix translation.

Two other extant letters of recommendation were written by the vizier for the poet
Abu 1-Hasan al-Salami (336-93/947-1003), who sought ‘Adud al-Dawla’s patron-
age in Shiraz (Y, II, 162-3), and to the poet Abi I-Hasan al-Jawhari, who wished to
be admitted by Abii I-°Abbas al-Dabbi in Esfahan (Y, 111, 260-2). Al-Tha‘alib1 refers
to Abl Dulaf al-Khazraj1’s taking along with him in his travels al-Sahib’s letters of
recommendation, but provides no example (Y, III, 175). He also mentions a letter
of recommendation al-Sahib wrote for Abti Bakr al-Khwarazmi that was the cause
of his great success with ‘Adud al-Dawla in Shiraz (Y, IV, 125).

Wa-laka fi kull minhuma qidh yajilu hatta yajliba ilayka a ‘shar al-jazir. The meta-
phoric image employed here by al-Sahib is that of the pre-Islamic maysir, a gamb-
ling game played with arrows, which could be roughly described thus: a slaughtered
camel is divided to ten portions (a ‘shar al-jaziir; the erroneous jazil is printed in Y
and in the later editions of the text) for which seven players contend. Each player
has his own arrow marked by notches from one to seven standing for a respective
share of the camel. Three unmarked arrows are added to the seven for control pur-
poses, and then all arrows are shuffled in a container with a small opening by an
entrusted person. He shakes out one winning arrow at a time until the total indicated
by the arrows reaches ten or more (e.g., 1, 4, and 5; or, 6 and 7). The players whose
arrows did not come out split the price of the camel and pay for it. The winners are
expected to donate their shares to the poor of the tribe: Franz Rosenthal, Gambling
in Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1975), 74-7; for detailed terminology, see Lane, b.d.".
(bad’), j.z.r. (jazir), y.s.r. (maysir); al-Sahib’s image displays Abu 1-Hasan al-
Nawqati as a lucky winner of a high share of knowledge in each of grammar and
lexicography.

Y, 1V, 238.

Man nazara li-dinihi nazarna li-dunyahu fa-in atharta I-‘adl wa-I-tawhid basatna
la-ka I-fadl wa-I-tamhid wa-in agamta ‘ala l-jabr fa-laysa li-kasrika min jabr: Y, 111,
39; al-Tha'alibi, Khass al-khass, 139; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 708; al-Tha‘alibt
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comments (Y, III, 39) that Abt 1-Hasan al-Shaqiqi 1-Balkhi showed this fawgi‘ to
him; the text of Y reads “if you abide in tradition” (khabar), which I rejected in
favor of the reading “if you abide in compulsion” (jabr), found in Y, A, III, 201, as
it is clearly required by the context. Jabr, “compulsion,” means that all actions
emanate from God and not from humans, in contrast to gadar, “free will,” a tenet
held by the Mu‘tazilis. The latter applied the name Mujbira to traditionists, Ash‘art
theologians, and others who denied their doctrine of gadar: W. Montgomery Watt,
“Djabriyya, or Mudjbira,” EI2; I translated the second jabr in the tawqi " literally as
“setting” despite the fact that it is also understood tropically (see Lane, j.b.7.): restor-
ing someone from a state of poverty to wealth or sufficiency; conferral of benefits
upon a poor man (likened to one with a broken bone).

Wilferd Madelung, “Imamism and Mu‘tazilite Theology,” [1979], repr. in Religious
Schools and Sects in Medieval Islam (London: Variorum Reprints, 1985). VII: 20.
Y, 1V, 84-5.

Al-Bakharzi, Dumyat al-qasr, 11, 1356; T, 11, 26-9.

Y, III, 193; Clifford Edmund Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld: The
Banii Sasan in Arabic Society and Literature. Part Two: The Arabic Jargon Texts.
The Qasida Sasaniyyas of Abii Dulaf and Safi d-Din (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976), YA,
212-13 (for his edited text and translation).

Clifford Edmund Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld: The Banii Sasan in
Arabic Society and Literature. Part One: The Banii Sasan in Arabic Life and Lore
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976), 48, 94.

Y, 11, 174-5.

Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi (Beirut ed.), 109/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Piirgul, 264.

Y, 111, 36; Y, 1V, 168; Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 234—6 (wa-kana . .. muta ‘assiban
li-ahl al-hadith wa-I-sunna); his strong Sunni belief is seen also in his poetic
response to the Shi‘T Abli Bakr al-Khwarazmi, who defamed the Prophet’s Compan-
ions in an ode: ibid., 249-51; for a more detailed analysis of Badi‘ al-Zaman’s reli-
gious views, see Everett K. Rowson, “Religion and Politics in the Career of Badi*
al-Zaman al-Hamadhani,” JA0OS 107: 4 (1987), 653-73, and Wadad al-Qadi, “Badi’
al-Zaman al-Hamadhani and His Social and Political Vision,” in Mustansir Mir
(ed.), Literary Heritage of Classical Islam: Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of
James A. Bellamy (Princeton, NJ: The Darwin Press, 1993), 215-16; Badi* al-Zaman
al-Hamadhant’s departure from the court will be discussed in Chapter 2 according to
information gleaned from his poetry.

Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, 111, 278.

Al-Dhahabi, Ta'rikh al-islam, XXVII, 39-40; idem, Siyar a‘lam al-nubala’, ed.
Akram al-Busht (Beirut: Dar al-Risala, 1984), XVI, 401; idem, Tadhkirat al-huffaz
(Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Tlmiyya, 1998), 111, 974-5.

Al-Dhahabi, Ta rikh al-islam, XXVII, 93.

Y, 111, 259-60; Abu 1-'Abbas Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Dabbi (d. 399/1008) was a poet
and prose writer, and al-Sahib’s friend and protégé. He was al-Sahib’s deputy during
his lifetime, and after the vizier’s death, Fakhr al-Dawla appointed him as his vizier
together with Abd ‘Alf I-Hasan b. Ahmad b. Hamila. Al-Dabbi’s honorific was al-
Kafi I-Awhad: Y, III, 118-24, 199-200; Y, 111, 259—-60; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1,
175-81.

The mirrors for princes literature prescribes that the ruler be the first to open a con-
versation or discussion, while the courtier listens silently unless his response is
required: Pseudo-al-Jahiz, Kitab al-taj fi akhldaq al-mulik, ed. Ahmad Zaki Basha
(Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Amiriyya, 1914), 49-50.

Y, III, 261; Lane (“n.d.l.b.) glosses ‘andalib (pl. ‘andadil, but here ‘anadib) as “a
small passerine bird called Hazar Dastan” (In Persian, “[teller] of a thousand tales”),
identified by some with the nightingale (bulbul, pl. balabil). The nightingale is
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characterized by a beautiful voice and a tuneful and harmonious song (see Ali Nihat
Tarlan, “Bulbul,” E£12), hence, by attributing to al-JawharT superiority to this bird, al-
Sahib seeks to highlight his exquisite oral delivery and storytelling skill.

128 Y, III, 261; al-Tha‘alibi writes that al-Jawhar died soon after he returned happy
from Esfahan to Jurjan, but provides no date: ibid., 262.

129 Y, 111, 75; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 708.



2 The courtiers

The way one sits, moves, and behaves while alone at his home is not the same as
in front of a mighty king; nor are his speech and unreserved manner while among
his family and relatives as his speech at the session of the king.

Maimonides, Dalalat al-ha 'irin'

Who can name certain changing colors that vary depending on the various lights
in which one views them? Likewise, who can define the court?
La Bruyeére, Les Caractéres*

I Why courtiers?

Courtiers (nudama’, julasa’) were indispensable for a leader like al-Sahib, as we
saw, but we have yet to discuss their functions and functioning in greater detail.
We are interested first and foremost in the courtier’s profile as perceived by al-
Sahib’s contemporaries and close contemporaries. Al-Tha‘alibi’s mirror for
princes, Adab al-muliik, discusses manifold aspects of kingship, and is certainly
a good place to start. Like other mirrors composed in the medieval Islamic
world, it draws on Islamic, Persian, and Greek cultural models. The two pas-
sages to follow explain why courtiers’ services were essential and why those in
leadership positions relied on them:

A king’s courtiers (nudama’) are the lamps of his session (majlis), the keys
to his happiness, the cores of his heart and God’s gifts to his soul. It is
necessary that they be from people of distinction, the most select elite,
bringing together decorum (adab al-nafs) first, education (adab al-dars)
second, and service ethics (adab al-khidma) third. [They should be]
acquainted with the requisites of the courtier’s craft and conditions of
intimate fellowship, hitting seriousness and jesting with victorious arrows,
and zealous in disputation and contention. [They should be] listening unless
speech is necessary and refraining from unreserved behavior (vanbasitiin)
unless an order has been issued...

The souls of kings are exhausted by the great tasks of conducting wars and
armies, corresponding with kings on weighty matters, weighing thoroughly
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how to close up breaches, and other significant matters. Among the things that
relieve, soothe, relax, and assist them in bearing the burdens of kingship and
enduring the affliction of leadership are holding entertainment sessions
(majalis al-uns), stringing the necklace of courtiers, in addition to asking the
clouds of happiness for rain and producing the fire of pleasure by drinking the
blood of a bunch of grapes [i.e., wine]. The foundation of this condition
[namely, the kings’ relaxation] is superior and royal music.’

Courtiers should be highly qualified elite members, refined, well versed in many
fields, and masters of etiquette and tact. These qualifications, with certain vari-
ations, are prescribed by many mirrors for princes (and related works) and are
ultimately traced back to Sasanid models.* The models in question also prescribe
that rulers have a balanced daily schedule combining time spent for the benefit
of the subjects and another for relaxation; hence, the kings of ancient Persia are
said to have divided their day into four parts and the Sasanid king Bahram Giir
(r.420-438 AD) into two—in each case half of the daily schedule was dedicated
to work and the other to recreation.’ The mirrors literature emphasizes that rulers
sorely need their courtiers with whom they engage in informal recreational and
intellectual activities to counterbalance the unavoidable exhaustion and stress
concomitant with their office. The problem is that to really enjoy his time in
these situations, the ruler must be familiar and informal with his courtiers. When
the ruler is rigid and formal, the courtiers are uncomfortable or, worse, petrified,
and no enjoyable interaction could possibly take place. Nevertheless, the risk
faced by the ruler is that his courtiers may become emboldened and arrogant by
his familiarity, which as a result may make him less awe-inspiring than desired
for a leader. The solution proposed is to take professional courtiers, and avoid
office holders whose interaction with the ruler is to be restricted to the formal
part of his schedule.® One ruler who was adamant about not letting his office
holders double as courtiers was ‘Abdallah b. Buluqqin, the last Zirid king of
Granada (r. 465-83/1073-90). Ibn Bulugqin’s comments on that are included in
his autobiography.” This solution, however, turned out to be not quite practical,
as medieval Islamic history documented enough cases of courtiers who were
also office holders.® This was the case of al-Sahib as well, among whose
courtiers we find office holders such as secretaries alongside poets, littérateurs,
and scholars. Using the terms and dramaturgical analysis of the sociologist
Erving Goffman, it would be possible to say that al-Sahib did not attempt to
apply the measure of audience segregation, so that the individuals witnessing
him in one of his roles (entailing the formal “frontstage behavior language”) will
not be those witnessing him in another role (entailing the informal “backstage
language of behavior™).”

The hierarchical gap between the superior and the inferior at the court, and
the problem which the intimacy between the two parties created for the former
was clearly seen from the perspective of the courtier as well. Abli Bakr al-
Khwarazmi, one of al-Sahib’s prominent courtiers, argued apologetically in an
ode that the superior’s (al-rajul al-kabir) intimate association ( ‘ishra) with the
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inferior (al-rajul al-saghir) did not degrade the former. Not only did the superi-
or’s dignity remain intact, he said, but in order to function properly, the superior
had to rely on the inferior. He, therefore, considered the intimacy to be of mutual
benefit to both parties.!® This is, of course, not a transaction unique to medieval
Islamic societies. Discussing interaction in everyday situations in the modern
world (with an emphasis on Anglo-American society), Goffman shows that
despite the general tendency to maintain social distance between inferiors and
superiors (subordinates and superordinates in his usage), there are spaces and
times calling for its relaxation. He comments:

Such relaxation of front provides a basis for barter; the superordinate
receives a service or good of some kind, while the subordinate receives an
indulgent grant of intimacy. Thus, the reserve which upper-class people in
Britain maintain during interaction with tradesmen and petty officials has
been known to give way momentarily when a particular favor must be asked
of these subordinates. Also, such relaxation of distance provides one means
by which a feeling of spontaneity and involvement can be generated in the
interaction.'!

In our case, based on the benefit for gratitude patronage bond, the courtier
received for his service to the patron material benefits as well as abstract bene-
fits. In fact, the abstract benefits are comparable to Goffman’s “indulgent grant
of intimacy,” which was made possible by the relaxation of front on the part of
the patron.

The interaction patterns between al-Sahib and his courtiers are inseparable
from the court institution. Norbert Elias looked at the medieval European court
as a specific social configuration that brought about a change in the psychologi-
cal make-up of its members, constructing the civilized personality. By elaborat-
ing and refining his conceptualization, Gadi Algazi and Rina Drory contributed
to a better understanding of this institution and its dynamics. In their usage,
which is followed here, it does not designate highly hierarchical court systems
limited to formalized ceremonies, but rather elite social configurations in which
power relations are dimmed at times to allow models of interactions and creativ-
ity based on cultural competences.'?

Courts are established on complex patterns of cultural codes involving behav-
ior, language, and aesthetic perceptions, according to which the agents interact.
The patron, by means of whose power the cultural activity is maintained, enjoys
the privilege of having a significant influence on their structures. The first thing
the courtiers have to know is how to adapt themselves to the different demands
of the formal and informal parts of his schedule. The success of artistic, intellec-
tual, entertainment, or leisure activities, taking place during the informal part,
depend fundamentally on loosening up the hierarchic tension between patron and
courtiers. Nizam al-Mulk stresses that “courtiers need to be familiar; if a courtier
is not familiar the king will not find any pleasure in his company.”"® This recom-
mendation contradicts the idea that the monarch should be distanced from his
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courtiers to preserve his majesty, and that strict formality should be observed
even during recreational activities. We should remember that drinking and
enjoying music may make him behave in a way which, some believe, does not
behoove an exalted monarch. The material manifestation of this separation was
the curtain (sitara, hijab), setting apart the ruler and his courtiers, which was an
old practice of the Persian kings. The Umayyad caliphs (with some exceptions)
kept the practice; the ‘Abbasids did not at first, but then reinstated it. Caliph al-
Mahdi (r.158-69/775-85) broke with it for finding no pleasure in being dis-
tanced from his courtiers, whereas Caliph al-Rashid (r. 170-93/786-809) is said
to have observed it."

The decision whether or not to be separated by the curtain and how strictly to
follow this practice was clearly a personal choice that had to do with the ruler’s
character and proclivities. Al-Sahib, we are told in a eulogy by the secretary Abt
‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Hamid, was “ecasy with [lifting] the veil for newcomers
and guests” (sahlu I-hijabi li-zuwwarin wa-wuffadi)."”> After serving as a sec-
retary for al-Sahib, Abii ‘Abdallah was at some point appointed by him as the
superintendent of the post and intelligence in Qom.!® His was also a case of a
courtier who was an office holder at the same time, which with al-Sahib was cer-
tainly not uncommon. Yet, the limits were set clear: “Al-Sahib used to say at
night to his courtiers (julasa’), when he wanted to make them feel unreserved
and intimate with him, ‘we are sovereigns during the day, but friends at night’.”"’
The same message was also transmitted, apparently by al-Sahib, from the
opposite angle: “(Abt) ‘Abbad said one day to Abl Bakr al-Muqri’, ‘beware of
taking liberties not in place, for we are friends at night and sovereigns during the
day. Excess of liberty-taking prompts vexation’.”'®

This motto (phrased twice) contrasts the formal part of the vizier’s schedule
with the informal part. It frames two binary time zones, the formal governed by
hierarchy, stringent protocol, and strict obedience of subjects (as forcefully
described by the historian al-Abi and by the vizier himself in al-JawharT’s recom-
mendation letter);!? the informal governed by equality and congeniality. We shall
see that the motto is somewhat misleading, since friendship between the vizier
and his courtiers was limited and hierarchy by no means disappeared during the
informal part. It was only temporarily dimmed, still requiring the courtiers to
rely on their developed “second nature” to know the proper boundaries in inter-
action with the superior. The dormant hierarchy in the informal relationship
between the vizier and his courtiers is betrayed by the pluralis majestatis in this
motto (“We are...”). Al-Sahib could never be just a friend, and was always at
least to some extent, a vizier, or, as he defined himself, a sovereign.

The account to follow gives an idea of the level of tolerance and the relaxa-
tion of hierarchy shown by al-Sahib during informal activities: al-Sa@hib relates
that four nonpareil witty poets (al-shu ‘ara’ al-zurafa’) silenced and shamed him
with their unique witty rejoinders. The first among the four—all, curiously, share
the kunya Abu 1-Hasan—was Abu I-Hasan al-Badihi who was at the vizier’s
residence in Esfahan among other courtiers, when plates with fruits, including
delicious Esfahani apricots, were served. Al-Badihi’s attention was held by the
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apricots and he fixed his eyes on them. Al-Sahib, then, told him that apricots
upset the stomach and he replied, “The host does not please me when he is
engaged in medicine.” Al-Sahib later commented: “[With this response, al-
Badihi] dressed me with the veil of shame and cut me off.”* It was indeed the
opinion of physicians, such as Ibn Sina (370-428/980-1037), that apricots are
quick to rot and become sour in one’s stomach, which is the cause of fever.”!
Still, the vizier could not have made the remark seriously (otherwise, why would
he have apricots served at his table?), but rather sought to tease his courtier for
showing robust appetite. Al-Badihi silenced al-Sahib with his rejoinder because
the vizier realized that his “medical remark” was not in agreement with table eti-
quette. The courtier obviously took advantage of the informal situation that toler-
ated bold rejoinders of this sort, and al-Sahib himself made it clear that the way
he was silenced in this situation actually pleased him.

Also having to do with appetite, albeit of a different type, the third case in
which al-Sahib was speechless involved a very attractive youth. When Abt
I-Hasan al-Munajjim came once to al-Sahib, he saw him with this youth, and
could not help staring at him, “almost eating him with his eyes.” Al-Sahib said
to Abl I-Hasan “sikb@™ (sour meat stew), and the latter replied promptly
“kashkiyya” (meat dish with dried dough), which left the vizier amazed at his
quick grasp of this cryptic wordplay and his rejoinder in the same form.?* This
meaty wordplay is established on intentional zashif (misreading or miswriting of
the diacritics), a refined linguistic game requiring the decipherment of a message
encoded by altering the diacritics of an expression. Al-Tha‘alibi provides no key,
but it seems that sikbaj (z\Kw) means taniku ya akhi (¢4 ¢3), “would you fuck
[him], my friend?,” while the reply kashkiyya (&XsS) means kuntu niktuhu
(45 <S), “I already have!”? Evidently, al-Sahib was silenced and shamed by
Abi 1-Hasan al-Munajjim for his prompt and apt response, and—beyond mere
words—for outdoing the vizier in action: the rather arrogant and teasing message
targeting the unrestrained lust shown by Abt I-Hasan was met with another ridi-
culing the vizier’s sense of privilege, precedence, and achievement with regard
to the youth. This case and others, as we shall see, attest to the high level of
freedom and the relaxed atmosphere during informal activities and interactions
at the court. The courtiers were certainly not in a state of permanent fear of the
vizier, and felt free to poke fun at him, or to criticize him, when the situation called
for it. Although hierarchy could never vanish, even during the entertainment
session (majlis al-uns) and other informal courtly activities, it was necessarily
relaxed and often sublimated on such occasions to appear in a more subtle way
(e.g., turn-taking in improvised poetry competitions). Otherwise, as we already
saw, the requisite conditions for recreation and relief for the preoccupied leader
could not have materialized. We should, therefore, be cognizant that the contours
of hierarchy in effect during formal activities were certainly different from those
of informal activities. This difference should not be overlooked,?* because it
created the conduct patterns and atmosphere characteristic of each time zone.

It is evident, then, that medieval Islamic sovereigns conceived of their
schedule as divided in a binary fashion into two zones, formal versus informal,
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although this division could not have been as clear-cut as displayed, and would
be better understood as a continuum ranging from the most formal to the least.
This division begs an essential question that should not be taken for granted:
How were these time zones socially defined and subjectively construed in such
a way that the agents related to activities according to their meaning? Or, in
other words, how were these time zones framed as such? Goffman saw social
experience as organized by frames, which (after Gregory Bateson) he described
as “principles of organization which govern events—at least social ones—and
our subjective involvement in them.”® If we are to borrow Goffman’s term, our
concern here is with the framing of the formal and informal time zones. For
the sake of comparison, Richard Bauman, in a chapter of his illuminating
work, Verbal Art as Performance, sought to describe the ways in which
performance (as a mode of speaking) is framed; those characteristics that define
for the audience a certain event as a performance of verbal art, distinguishing
it from other modes of speaking. Bauman overviews communicative means
that have been widely documented in various cultures as serving to key
performance: special codes, figurative language, parallelism, special paralin-
guistic features, special formulae, appeal to tradition, and disclaimer of per-
formance. Through the culturally-conventionalized use of these or other means,
the framing of performance in a given community is accomplished, that is,
all communication taking place within that frame is to be understood as
performance.?

As any frame, the time zones we study may be misread by individuals, or as
Goffman puts it “misframed.”” Obviously, the risk of misframing the formal
time zone as informal could have grave consequences for a courtier, who might
lose his life for showing wit at the expense of the ruler. A courtier, however,
might lose his job if he misframes the informal time zone as formal, and refrains
from showing wit and humor. At the court, there was not much room for errors
of this type. Still, albeit possible, misframing the formal as informal, or vice
versa, was not likely to happen. Several of the major characteristics that defined
the formal/informal frames at the court of al-Sahib and precluded errors were:
time—intellectual and entertainment activities were often, although not always,
scheduled at night. In contrast, formal activities related to al-Sahib’s official
duties as a vizier were usually scheduled during daytime; space—despite the
dearth of evidence in this respect, some spaces, such as gardens, were always
linked with informal activities; event—the designation of an event was probably
the strongest frame indicator as it carried with it for those present a whole gamut
of meanings. Hence, discussions with the amir about a military campaign or the
campaign itself were obviously framed as formal events. An entertainment
session or a meal with courtiers were by definition informal.

Nevertheless, a greater challenge for the courtier was to interact properly
within the frame. Since hierarchy was only dimmed, or relaxed, in informal
activities, there existed sufficient ambiguities that made it harder for the courtier
to know how to interact with the patron. Even when an event was framed as
informal, how could one know what “excess of liberty-taking” means? How
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could one tell whether a certain timing was ripe for a risqué anecdote? How
should one avoid dangerous faux pas? The volatility of monarchs was notorious
and so was their punishment for violating their usually unwritten rules. Al-Sahib
expressed that well in the following [al-wafir]:

Idha adnaka sultanun fa-zidhi
Mina I-ta ‘zimi wa-hdharhii wa-raqib

Fa-ma l-sultanu illa [-bahru ‘uzman
Wa-qurbu I-bahri mahdhiiru I- ‘awaqib

If a ruler brings you close to him,
Glorify him even more, beware him, and be on your guard!

The ruler is nothing but an ocean in might,
And being near an ocean has outcomes one should beware of*®

Speaking about newly established royal dynasties, Ibn Khaldiin comments on the
adoption of “royal character qualities” (khulg al-mulk) by the rulers. These are
“strange, peculiar qualities,” of which people who interact with the rulers are
often not adequately aware, and fail in their performance. Consequently, the
rulers become displeased and prone to punish them. The command of interaction
manners (adab) with the rulers becomes “the sole property of their special
friends.”® Ibn Khaldiin describes here specific and exclusive cultural codes
known to a small elite group only. This leads us to the inquiry of the cultural
mechanism that made one succeed, or, in the case of its absence, fail at court.
We now turn to discuss the habitus concept with a special reference to the
courtly habitus.

II The courtly habitus

The preliminary question to be asked is what made a literary person successful
in that specific historical environment. The success or failure of agents in a given
social setting may be normally explained by their own performance vis-a-vis the
accepted hegemonic rules (success or failure are understood in their ability to
command these rules, from an objective institutional point of view). To succeed
at court, one had to acquire the relevant courtly habitus, in other words, to incul-
cate a set of dispositions capable of generating practices and perceptions, which
is indispensable for functioning correctly at it. Agents who have internalized this
“practical sense” behave in a manner which is not necessarily calculated or con-
scious, rather it becomes a second nature to them.*® The concept of habitus as
elaborated and used by the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu makes an efficient analytic
tool for studying the navigation and success or failure of an agent in the literary
(or any other) field. In the context of the court in particular it is expedient to point
to Norbert Elias’s previous employment of this concept. In The Civilizing
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Process, Elias undertook to explain how the modern European personality was
shaped to become “civilized” in reaction to changing social developments—the
gradual establishment of more stable central organization and a firmer monopol-
ization of physical force—in a long process starting in the twelfth century and
ending in the nineteenth century. Elias located the initial site of transformation
in medieval court society, when the monopoly of force became more and more
concentrated in the hands of fewer predominant rulers, in whose courts poorer
warriors had to assemble owing to their inability to maintain independent estates.
The co-existence of a number of people, whose actions constantly intertwined,
and the forced interdependence in a monopolistically controlled competition
under a strong ruler led them to a stricter control of their conduct and a greater
restraint of their affects. Hence, through the ascending dominance of the super-
ego in the “civilized” personality, sublimation and refinement gave expression to
the various types of behaviors, manners, and cultural repertoires we identify as
courtly. Through self-regulation people have become able to act in accordance
with the demands of the social network, and cope successfully with the growing
differentiation of social functions in a complex society. With the passing of cen-
turies this process, starting with the warriors, by slow and steady permeation
changed Europeans of all classes bearing the modern European personality.’!
Elias employs habitus in the meaning of a psychological make-up that enables
people to act in a given society and argues for the gradual changing of the Euro-
pean habitus in response to the mentioned far-reaching and stabilized social
changes. Hence, he sees self-restraint as “the decisive trait built into the habitus
of every ‘civilized” human being ... only in conjunction with these monopolies
does this kind of self-restraint require a higher degree of automaticity, does it
become, as it were, ‘second nature’.”*?

Habitus is by no means a modern concept; rather, it has a long history in the
East (which I discuss in detail elsewhere) and West.*® The idea of practical habit-
uation forming character and finding expression in one’s behavior goes back to
Aristotle.> The latter used the Greek word hexis, later translated by the Romans
into the Latin habitus, to refer to rather stable traits of character or expert know-
ledge acquired through habituation and practice. In his discussion of quality
(Categories 8b26—9al13), Aristotle differentiates between habitus and condition
according to the criteria of length of time and changeability: habitus (e.g., of
justice in a person) both lasts a long time and is hard to change, while condition
(e.g., of hotness in a person) does not last a long time and is easy to change.
Elsewhere in Categories (11b16—13b35), Aristotle employs Aexis in a different,
albeit related, sense. One of the four ways by which things are opposed to one
another is habitus and privation. This opposition is spoken of in connection with
the same thing, for example, sight and blindness in connection with the eye.** In
Metaphysics (1022b4—14), Aristotle, concentrating on the process and nature of
having, discusses hexis as the intermediate state that exists between the haver
and the thing had. Considered from the angle of the agent, this state is an action,
and, from that of the patient, it is the undergoing of an action. For example, hexis
is the state between a person who /as (=wears) a garment and the garment had
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(=worn). Another sense of the term is a disposition by which something is well
or badly disposed, either independently (e.g., one is well disposed by health) or
in relation to something else (e.g., one is well disposed by health compared to
another). Hexis is also the disposition of a part of the disposition of a whole.
Hence, the excellence of a certain part is also the excellence of the whole thing.*
Far from being a philosophical concept devoid of practical application, the prac-
tical aspect of hexis is well-seen in Aristotle’s ethical writing. He makes it clear
that excellences of character (as well as their opposites, or the various sorts of
expert knowledge)—to find expression in behavior—result from habituation and
are hexeis (habitus, pl.). Humans possess the natural capacities to achieve excel-
lences of character through habituation that requires one’s engagement in activ-
ities. Once acquired, the benefit of hexis is realized solely through practice.”’ In
short, habitus (kexis) is discussed in relation to: (1) length of time and changea-
bility in qualities; (2) opposition of things; (3) the process and nature of having;
and (4) the ethical implications of quality acquisition. These aspects are largely
connected to logic and ethics.

The translation of Aristotle’s works into Arabic introduced the concept of
habitus to the Islamic world. The concept appeared in the late third/ninth century
Arabic translations of Aristotle’s Categories, NE, and Metaphysics and soon
afterwards started to appear in works composed by indigenous philosophers and
philosophically-inspired authors. The appropriation and naturalization of this
concept in various intellectual systems and environments (Muslim and non-
Muslim) is not quite surprising given what we know about the trajectory of
Greek knowledge in general in the Islamic world, as shown by A.I. Sabra in a
seminal article.® The translations made by Ishaq b. Hunayn (d. 289/910) and
Ustath (fI. third/ninth century) made it possible for philosophers such as al-
Farabi (¢.256-339/¢.870-950) to acquaint others with the concept and apply it in
new ways.*’

Here, I will focus mostly on key philosophers active in the Islamic world of
the fourth/tenth century, who employed habitus in various ways. Most of these
thinkers were associated in this way or another with the Baghdad philosophical
school, founded by the Nestorian Matta b. Yanus (d. 328/940), or interacted
intellectually with figures associated with it. At the time, Baghdad was the main
philosophical center of the Islamic world, where philosophy was taught and dis-
cussed, and where philosophical works were translated, commented upon, and
composed.”” The Baghdad school had a special focus on logic and ethics; these
were, as a matter of fact, the broader philosophical contexts in which habitus
was employed in the Aristotelian corpus.*! The approach of the said fourth/tenth-
century thinkers to habitus in these aspects, especially the ethical, will be now
discussed.

The term commonly, although not exclusively, used in medieval Arabic
philosophical works to express the idea of an acquired disposition through
habituation is malaka, which literally means “possession.” Hay ‘a, “disposition,”
is also employed as habitus, often interchangeably with malaka. Likewise, the
alternative terms qunya (“acquired disposition”), hal (“state”), hal lazima
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(“inseparable state”), and even ‘dda (“custom”) may convey the technical sense
of habitus.* In Book I of NE, Aristotle opines that the chief good is excellence,
and stresses that it still matters whether it merely means the (acquired) habitus or
its (actual) activity. The Arabic version features the synonymous pair qunya and
malaka standing in contrastive parallel with isti ‘mal and fi I

Presumably the difference is not slight between the belief that the chief good
is in acquired disposition and habitus (al-qunya wa-I-malaka) and the belief
that it is in use and act (al-isti ‘mal wa-I-fi ‘), because habitus (malaka) may
exist in a man without his doing any good at all, as in the case of the sleeper
or some other who is precluded from action in some way.*

Abi Nasr al-Farabi (d. 339/950) studied in Baghdad with the Nestorian scholar
Yuhanna b. Haylan and was scholarly active for a long period in this city, before
leaving for Syria in 330/942.* “The second teacher” (the first being Aristotle),
as al-Farabi became to be known, set out to elucidate Aristotle’s Categories, one
of his cardinal logical works, in an introductory monograph. What is most
important for us in al-Farabi’s Paraphrase of the Categories of Aristotle is his
discussion of quality (kayfiyya), the summum genus, and its four intermediate
genera (ajnas mutawassita). The first among these intermediate genera is
“habitus and condition” (al-malaka wa-I-hal): “Habitus and condition are [1]
every disposition (hay a) in the soul and [2] every disposition in the animate
being gqua animate.” [1] The dispositions in the soul (i) come either out of voli-
tion and habituation (irdda wa- ‘tiyad), or (ii) are natural. The former (i) are
fields of knowledge, arts, crafts, skills, morals (akhlag), etc., like wrestling; the
latter (i7) are the natural types of knowledge, like knowledge of the first premises
and some moral dispositions (akhldaq), with which humans are born (likewise,
animals are born with various types of knowledge or skills). [2] The dispositions
(hay’at) in the animate being qua animate, like health and sickness, when con-
solidated and difficult to vanish are called “habitus” (malaka), and when uncon-
solidated and quick to vanish, “condition” (hal).*

It is not clear from al-Farabi’s discussion of habitus and condition in Cat-
egories, whether the criterion of length of time and changeability is applicable to
“every disposition (hay’a) in the soul” ([1]) as it does to “every disposition in
the animate being qua animate” ([2]). We understand that it is applicable from
his words in one of his ethical works, Kitab al-tanbih ‘ald sabil al-sa ‘ada.
Setting out to explicate how noble dispositions (akhlag) become habitus
(malaka), and then how the potentiality to apprehend what is correct (al-sawab)
turns into a habitus, he says:

By habitus (malaka) 1 mean that [a disposition] becomes impossible or hard
to vanish. Thus, we say: all dispositions, noble and ignoble, are acquired. It
is possible for one whenever he does not have a disposition existent in him,
to attain one for himself. Likewise, when he finds himself in some matter
with a disposition—either noble or ignoble—he can shift through his
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volition to the opposite of that disposition. The means by which one
acquires a disposition or carries himself away from a disposition he finds in
himself is habituation (i tiyad). By habituation I mean to repeat doing one
thing many times over a long period in close intervals ... I therefore say that
the things by means of which we acquire a noble disposition when done
habitually, are actions associated with those who possess noble dispositions.
The things that impart us an ignoble disposition are actions characteristic of
those who possess ignoble dispositions. The state (4al) in which dispositions
are obtained is the same as that of the arts and crafts (sina ‘at). For skill in
the secretary’s craft (kitaba) is only attained when one gets habituated to the
functioning of someone who is a skilled secretary (katib), and the same
applies to the rest of the arts and crafts.*

Al-FarabT’s younger contemporary, the philosopher Abu 1-Hasan Muhammad
al-‘Amiri (¢.300-81/¢.912-92), was mostly active in Khorasan and Transoxania.
While not a member of the Baghdad school, he did interact with some of its
members intellectually, also during two visits to the city.*” Like other philo-
sophers of the time,*® al-‘AmirT composed a commentary on Cafegories, surviv-
ing only fragmentarily without the sections from the complete work discussing
habitus. The surviving parts display al-‘AmirT’s familiarity with earlier and con-
temporary commentaries on Categories; citations are made from Greek (e.g.,
Porphyry) and Arabic philosophers, such as al-Farabt and his teacher Abii Bishr
Mattd, recognized as the master of logic in Baghdad at his time.* In a response
from an unknown work, al-‘AmirT praises philosophy, “knowledge of the truth
and acting in accordance with the truth,” as a peerless habitus (kay 'a and qunya
synonymously) for the soul.’® Likewise, the link between epistemology and
praxis as ingrained in habitus is indicated in a definition of faith made by him:
“Faith is submission of the soul to the truth by way of affirmation (tasdig) of it
with certainty; and when (this) becomes a habitus (malaka) of the soul it will
lead to doing what accords with the truth.”™!

In his ethical and political work, al-Sa ‘Gda wa-I-is ‘dd, al-‘AmirT cites exten-
sively from Plato and Aristotle (largely from NE) and comments on their words.
In defining excellence of character (fadila), al-‘Amirl quotes Aristotle (NE
1106b36-1107a2) describing it as “a habitus [put into practice] by will, in an
intermediacy [between two excesses] relative to us, defined in word” (hal lazima
bi-irada fi tawassut mudaf ilayna mahdida bi-I-qawl). Al-‘AmirT adds (based on
NE 1105b19-1106b35) that moral traits must be actualized consistently for an
extended period to the point they “become habitus like a nature” (sarat hay’'a
ka-I-tab ).>*> Here and elsewhere he shows his familiarity with the ethical teach-
ings of Aristotle, which includes the concept of habitus.*

A student of Matta b. Ytinus and al-Farabi in Baghdad, the Jacobite Yahya b.
‘Adi (d. 363/974) repeats the Categories’ criterion of length of time and change-
ability as distinguishing between the two relatives habitus (malaka) and con-
dition (hal) in the first genus of quality; the former being “long lasting, difficult
to vanish,” and the latter “short lasting, quick to vanish.”* Interestingly, he does
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not use the term malaka in his ethical work Tahdhib al-Akhldaq. The equivalent
idea to malaka as a “second nature,” however, is conveyed at times with ‘ada,
“custom,” as he already says in the introduction:

We will also indicate the way to train oneself in the praiseworthy manner,
and to exercise it, as well as to refrain from the blameworthy manner, and to
shun it, so that it becomes for the person who trains in it a wont (daydan)
and custom (‘dda), natural disposition (sajiyya) and nature (tab 9.5

Ibn ‘Adi’s argument is similar to the one we found in al-Farabi’s Kitab al-tanbih
(and in Miskawayh’s Tahdhib al-akhlag—see below) in that all moral disposi-
tions—good and bad—are acquired; acquisition (iktisab, igtina’) of virtues and
their consolidation through habituation is necessary for the refinement of one’s
character and the obtainment of happiness.>®

Noteworthy is Ibn ‘Adi’s three-time employment of the reflexive Form V
verb takhallaga, which—as it may happen with this Form>—expresses aptly the
idea of gradual progress in an activity and endeavoring to acquire a quality, in
this case of akhlag (morals or dispositions). In the first occurrence, when Ibn
‘Adi explains that a young person acquires the morals of those around him and
hence becomes good or bad, he adds on the latter possibility: “When the youth
also looks at the leaders and those above him, and envies them for their ranks, he
opts for imitating them and to be molded by their morals” (al-takhallug bi-
akhlagihim).® He shows that he is well aware of the element of power relations
in this process, when he clarifies: “People by nature imitate one another, and the
subordinate always emulates the conduct of the leader.”®

Habitus (malaka) also appears in the writings of Ibn ‘Adi’s student, the philo-
sopher and historian Abti ‘All Miskawayh (325-421/936-1030). In his ethical
work Tahdhib al-akhlaq (The Refinement of Character), Miskawayh—following
Aristotle—repeatedly emphasizes the indispensability of practice in achieving
the perfection of character and subsequently human happiness; one’s virtue must
necessarily develop, be exercised, and perfected among many other people in a
city, hence there exists no way to attain it through a reclusive hermitic way of
life.®® This is a fundamental perception for it entails a model of character forma-
tion in which one’s personality is molded—for the good or for the bad—by
means of interaction with others. And indeed, when Miskawayh approaches the
definition of character, he says:

Character (khulg) is a state of the soul which causes it to perform its actions
without thought or deliberation (min ghayr fikr wa-la rawiyya). This state is
of two kinds. One kind is natural and originates in the temperament
(mizaj).... The other kind is that which is acquired by custom and self-
training (bi-I- ‘ada wa-I-tadarrub). It may have its beginning in deliberation
and thought, but then it becomes, by gradual and continued practice, a
habitus (malaka) and a trait of character (khulg).*!
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We see here clearly that Miskawayh was of the opinion that the human character
was established on the interplay between genetic and habituation-based ele-
ments, which he also repeated elsewhere.®* According to him, malaka, the non-
natural habituation-based element of character becomes one’s “second nature.”
We should now turn to one of Miskawayh’s answers to al-Tawhidi’s queries
involving sensations and their control vis-a-vis stimuli appearing in al-Hawamil
wa-Il-shawamil, most likely from the 360s/970s. Al-Tawhidi wondered about the
reason for one’s feeling of strong disgust for an open wound, while the surgeon
looked at it, treated it, and spoke about it directly without shrinking from it at all.
How could one get accustomed to something running against his nature and
custom, he asks, to the point that he becomes as someone who was born and
lived long with it? Miskawayh responds:

As for the practitioner ... who is accustomed to the wound by habituation, it
is only for the recurrence of the form and because this action has become as
a nature for him.... When forms recur to the soul, they bring about some-
thing fixed that is like their essence.... If it were not for this condition we
would not [be able to] educate the young, and accustom boys to noble
customs at the beginning of their growing up. This is because the soul gets
habituated to actions, when they become continuous and persistent, regard-
less of their being noble or ignoble. Thus, if a person perseveres in [practic-
ing] them, they become a habitus (malaka) for him and an acquired
disposition (qunya), and then their vanishing is difficult.*®

Abil Sulayman al-Sijistani (¢.300—c.375/912-85) was a student of Yahya b.
‘Adi in Baghdad and later became an influential teacher who led a philosophi-
cal circle in the city.* His admiring follower, Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidi, pre-
served an answer he gave to a question in a session regarding the fixation of
one’s soul on—among other things—God. Al-Sijistani explains that the soul
desires peace and aspires to become free of anxiety. Recurrent thinking of God
leads to one’s awakening (yagaza) by “the acquisition of a good habitus, an
enduring acquired disposition, and divine moral dispositions.” (iktisab al-
hay’a al-hasana wa-I-qunya al-bagiya wa-l-akhlaq al-ilahiyya). Al-SijistanT
proceeds to specify the virtues in question that are the “sources of good
deeds.”® Note that in his application of habitus, al-Sijistani bridges between
the psychological and the ethical, describing a process that starts in one’s mind
and ends in action.

It is possible to say, then, that for those associated with the fourth/tenth-
century Baghdad philosophical school, habitus was the term used to denote a
well-established disposition or set of dispositions, which, having been acquired
and habituated, enables one to act successfully in a certain way. Despite the
ethical emphasis of this discourse, it is evident that habitus also applies to value-
free practices, disciplines, skills, arts, and crafts. It combines both mental and
behavioral aspects—perceptions and practices—as demonstrated by Miska-
wayh’s apt example of the surgeon who through habituation becomes able to
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perceive an open wound in a neutral and calm way, and act accordingly in order
to treat it. Human potential for adjustability is high, and facing conditions one
cannot cope with, he can become adapted to them over time through the acquisi-
tion of the proper disposition; or, says al-Farabi, in case one has a disposition
opposite to that desired, he can shift to the latter through volition and habitu-
ation. Ibn ‘Adi grasps well the dimension of power relations inherent in the
process of disposition acquisition, when he remarks on the model always set to
the lower in rank by the conduct of the “leader.”

A thorough comparison of this medieval concept of habitus to those of the
twentieth century is beyond the scope of the present chapter. I will only note that
as a whole the modern concept moved beyond the logical and ethical emphasis
toward a social and cultural one, as class, cthnicity, gender, and other related
factors came to the fore; after all, social scientists and not philosophers have
been those studying habitus since the twentieth century. In the fourth/tenth-
century Baghdad, habitus belonged to the philosophical discourse, but given the
ethical emphasis, habitus was not conceived as a mental (or intellectual) process
solely, but rather primarily as a mental process realized and finalized in action
(as stressed by al-Farabi, al-‘Amiri, and Miskawayh). The difference between
this medieval concept and the modern one is, therefore, more a question of
focus, point of view, and application, than one of essence. Whereas in this
section I displayed habitus from a theoretical point of view, in Section IV we
will use it as an analytic tool to examine the performance of al-Sahib’s courtiers.
In Chapter 5, I will show that the concept has already been applied for this very
purpose by a notable figure of the Baghdadi scientific and philosophical milieu
of the fourth/tenth century.

III Screening and auditioning

“Those arriving at his flourishing gate are like a great swarm of locusts.”® This
is but one description of the multitude of poets flocking to al-Sahib’s court. His
court enterprise attracted continuously many hopeful and would-be courtiers
who sought recognition and financial success. While not every candidate was a
qualified one, the demands on the time and attention of al-Sahib as a court patron
(let alone his responsibilities as a chief administrator) were very high. Therefore,
access to the busy vizier had to be monitored and screened to make sure that
only those literary men demonstrating talent and knowledge be admitted. When
he first arrived at al-Sahib’s court, Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani was a twelve-
year-old prodigy. Because of his fame and reputation, al-Hamadhani’s admission
is well documented, and sheds light on a somewhat obscure selection process,
which was not of primary interest to the sources:

I was twelve years old when I came to al-Sahib. While I was at his library
(dar al-kutub), the poet Abti 1-Hasan al-Himyari, a venerable elderly man,
entered. They said to him, referring to me, “this boy is indeed a poet!,” and
in order to examine my skill, he said: [al-kamil]
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Qul [t idha thakilatka um-
-Muka man yaqumu bi-amri darik

Aw man yaqiimu bi-ma yahum-
-Muka min shi‘arika aw ditharik

Tell me, if your mother loses you
Who will be in charge of your household?

Or who will take care of
Your loved ones or other folks?

Al-Himyari had a donkey he had made stand opposite to him, and that
[examination] coincided with the donkey’s putting forth its member. I, then,
said:

Ya shaykhu innaka sha irun
La yastalt ahadun bi-narik

Ra’st wa-rijli fi hiri m-
-Mika wa-l-mu ‘allaqu min himarik

O shaykh, you are a poet
No one can beat

My head and leg are in your mother’s slit
Together with the thing hanging from your donkey

I pointed to the donkey, and those present laughed and were full of amaze-
ment at that coincidence.®’

According to this account narrated in the first person by al-Hamadhani, a rising
talent arriving at the court had first to prove himself in an audition administered
by a poet. In the case of al-Hamadhani, the examiner was a revered elderly poet,
whose condescending attitude to the very young newcomer (stemming from his
position and old age) is very visible in the poem he expected al-Hamadhani to
continue in keeping with its thematic and prosodic characteristics. “Tell me, if
your mother loses you...” has a manifest mocking tone, which becomes even
more disrespectful with the insinuation that the young addressee has no father
(and hence, might be an illegitimate child), who is the head of his household.
Clever and quick-witted youth that he was, al-Hamadhani retaliated promptly,
initially belittling the revered poet’s skill by sarcastic praise. He then shifted
gears abruptly to a crude lampoon tearing apart his examiner’s honor while
taking advantage of the coincidental behavior of the latter’s donkey. We hear
nothing of the examiner’s reaction; he must have been not only furious from the
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boldness of the very young al-Hamadhani, but also amazed at his improvisatory
poetic skill and wit. Whether he liked it or not, this was the type of courtiers
sought by al-Sahib, and al-Hamadhani’s turning the table on his examiner was
appreciated by the audience, if not by its victim. We have no information about
al-Sahib’s reaction to this audition, but given his fondness of crude humor of this
sort and quick wit (to be discussed in detail in Chapter 5), he must have loved it.

Based on the available evidence, we cannot tell whether the examiner or the
audience broke the news about the young talent and his successful performance
to the vizier. Still, the subsequent account—preserved in a Persian literary
anthology of the early seventh/thirteenth century, but not in the Arabic sources—
describes al-Hamadhani’s demonstration of his prodigious skill before al-Sahib.
This was the audition of the vizier himself, who after hearing about the talent,
needed to see it for himself. When the twelve year old reached the court,’® we
are told, he was able to compose difficult Arabic verse and had “an overflowing
natural gift” (fab 7 fayyaz). Al-Sahib asked him to recite some poetry of his, and
the confident al-Hamadhant’s reply was “test me, please.” The vizier recited to
him a Persian ghazal of three lines composed by a favorite courtier of his,
Mantiqt, requesting al-Hamadhani to render it into Arabic verse. The latter asked
the vizier to determine the rhyme and meter for the translated version, and he
did. Without any delay, al-Hamadhani improvised an Arabic equivalent which
was almost a replica of the original.* This was an astounding literary feat, and
although we have no information about the vizier’s reaction, we do know that al-
Hamadhani stayed for a while as one of al-Sahib’s courtiers. It was certainly not
al-Hamadhant’s only feat of this sort, given his reputation—among other
things—for rendering Persian verse with rare motifs into Arabic brilliantly and
spontaneously whenever he was challenged to do so.”

As a patron who was also a distinguished literary man with a sharp eye, al-
Sahib set the bar high for prospective courtiers. Among the manifestations of his
very high standards of literary excellence and expectations of poetic skill and
knowledge was the stipulation that no littérateur be entered to see him unless he
had memorized 20,000 lines of Arabic verse. This was what he told his cham-
berlain (kajib) in Arrajan (a city located in the south-western Persian province of
Khuzistan), who let him know that someone identifying himself as a littérateur
(ahad al-udaba’) sought access to him. When the chamberlain returned to the
vizier with the littérateur’s reply, “that much from the poetry of men or
women?,” al-Sahib realized immediately that he must have been the great con-
noisseur of poetry, Abli Bakr al-Khwarazmi, and ordered to admit him.”!

The vizier was certainly not easy to impress, especially because of his
command of the literary canon and enthusiasm about criticism, which made him
a tough examiner. When the blind littérateur and poet Abt Hafs al-ShahraziirT
sought access, one of al-Sahib’s secretaries admitted him. At first, the vizier,
who held his own audition was not at all impressed with al-ShahraziirT’s know-
ledge of the discussed topics, and taunted the secretary in verse for his poor
judgment.” However, when he asked al-Shahraziiri to recite fine verse selections
(mulah) of his, al-Sahib was pleased by what he heard. He, still, made some
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critical notes. First, he traced the origin of the poetic idea in one of al-
Shahraztri’s poems to Jamil’s, and then he compared it to a poem by Ibn al-
Mu ‘tazz, only to find al-Shahraztiri’s inferior. Although we hear nothing about
the audition’s results, we are told that following the recital of another poem, the
vizier ordered that al-Shahraztri’s two poems be collected in his anthology of
fine verse selections (safinat al-mulah) together with the lines of Jamil and Ibn
al-Mu ‘tazz quoted by him.”

The discussed accounts reveal the involvement of various intermediaries in
the indispensable screening process: al-Hamadhani faced a venerable elderly
poet, al-Himyari, who administered the first audition; it was the chamberlain,
asking for further directions from the vizier, who stood in the way of Aba Bakr
al-Khwarazmi; al-ShahraziirT gained initial access to al-Sahib, based on the judg-
ment of a secretary. Of these three intermediaries, hopeful literary people neces-
sarily had to face the chamberlain. Bearing in mind that the chamberlain was
responsible for controlling access to the vizier, maintaining order and security,
facing him was unavoidable, even if not quite pleasant. Indeed, the poet al-Jiltthi
decried “the humiliation brought by the chamberlains (hujjab) and the bad
manners of the doorkeeper (bawwab)” among the obstacles in the way of those
seeking al-Sahib’s patronage.” In Arrajan, only the chamberlain separated
between the protégé al-Khwarazmi and his patron, probably because it was not a
location in which al-Sahib resided for a long period. Whether he was there on
campaign or for another purpose, he could not have taken with him the full per-
sonnel available at the more permanent sites of his court (Esfahan, al-Rayy, and
Jurjan). This may explain the increased involvement of the chamberlain in al-
Khwarazmi’s screening process. At the more permanent sites, there were addi-
tional intermediaries (poets, secretaries) who had the cultural competences
required for screening literary people. Filtering the stream of hopefuls was
necessary so that the final arbiter, al-Sahib, could audition only the most promis-
ing among them, and make the last decision in the process.

An aspect on which our sources are completely silent is failure in auditions.
The story of those who were not selected as qualified literary men was not found
worthy of telling by the sources. Literary anthologies and biographies were inter-
ested in those whose production and verbal performance was found by the com-
pilers and contemporary audiences to be of high quality. Hence, we have some
accounts of selecting and admitting the successful with their pertinent produc-
tion, while the “losers” are left out of the picture. This may be justified from the
vantage point of the compiler, but is unfortunate for the modern student of
Arabic literature, who would wish to know more about the practical side of the
fourth/tenth century’s aesthetic judgments. We occasionally come across a bitter
poet, who, having been turned down by those entrusted with the selection
process, vented out his frustration. This was the case of Abt Bakr al-YasufT, a
poet and littérateur, who, finding success at al-Sahib’s court notwithstanding, did
not find it elsewhere later: “The most splendid poetry came to be rejected, and
the most ignorant of it are the literary critics (man nagad)/Indeed, the one who
puts aside our poems is better suited to be a herdsman than a critic.””
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IV Frameworks and structures of the literary activity

Literary activity at the court was relatively structured, and framed in ways that
made it possible for the courtiers to “read” it properly and relate to it accordingly.
There were no specific written rules of conduct, of course, but those equipped with
the right courtly habitus were not in need of them. That is, those who have come
with the suitable cultural sensibilities and fine-tuned them by studying attentively
the “ways” of this particular patron could enjoy a relatively high level of security
and predict what course of action would be best at a given time.

Literary events, as other activities belonging to the informal part of the
agenda, would often take place at night. The fragmentary nature of the evidence
at hand makes it impossible to answer questions connected to the frequency of
events with literary activity, whether they were exclusively held for that purpose,
or—in case they were not—what other content was discussed or performed. A
man with a broad range of intellectual interests like the vizier, who showed a
keen interest in artistic and intellectual interchange with other qualified indi-
viduals, was certainly not focusing on literature solely. In fact, we learn that at
one point in Jurjan he used to hold a session (majlis) attended by jurists and the-
ologians during most nights of the week. The specified participants and the
vizier’s known fondness of theological disputation suggest that this was their
main purpose.’® Nevertheless, literature—performed, discussed, and criticized—
appears to be the main topic in the entertainment sessions (majalis al-uns) held
by al-Sahib. Literature, and more specifically, formal recitation of special odes
(gasa’id), was the highlight of events held on festive occasions such as holidays,
inaugurations, military victories, and official visits. These were big events in
which al-Sahib’s courtiers or other poets congratulated and praised him in ori-
ginal odes composed for the occasion.”” Compared to the big events, the typic-
ally more casual entertainment sessions were more subtle in presenting power
relations, more flexible in their organization, and featured a higher degree of art-
istic and behavioral improvisation on the part of the courtiers and the vizier. The
bits and pieces of evidence culled from the sources present altogether some
picture of these events, their structure, and unscripted rules.

1 Festive occasions

To get a sense of the role of literature—more precisely, poetry—in festive occa-
sions, let us look at the available evidence on the inauguration of al-Sahib’s new
mansion in Esfahan. Whatever we know about the event appears in a letter con-
taining the Mansion Odes (al-diyariyyat) sent by Abt Muhammad al-Khazin to
Abii Bakr al-Khwarazmi. Before presenting generous memorized selections from
the poetry recited at the inauguration, al-Khazin remarks:

[Al-Sahib] moved to the flourishing building with the auspicious omen, and
then we saw a well-attended day, and a holiday driving away a holiday, the
eulogists got together and the poets recited.”
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The picture we get from this concise description, the selections from the recited
odes, and the brief comments preceding each one of them is of a festive event
with a long list of performing eulogists (selections of eighteen poets are recorded
and there may have been more) and a big audience. Al-Sahib is said to have
prompted the poets to compose odes on the newly-built mansion, but their prod-
ucts do not only concentrate on the magnificent mansion or the praiseworthy
vizier; the building and its builder are also eulogized in an interconnected way
that displays them as being inseparable from each other, a splendid representa-
tion of each other, and as a towering figure overlooking a towering building.
This is not surprising since the main feature of the big events we discuss is
solemn praise of the patron from the angle of the given occasion (mansion inau-
guration, holiday, etc.) Here are a few examples from the Mansion Odes:

*  From the ode of Abii I-Hasan al-Jurjani [al-tawil]:

Li-yahna wa-yas ‘ad man bi-ht sa ‘ida [-fadlii
Bi-darin hiya l-dunya wa-sa’iruha fadlii

Tawalla la-hii tagdiraha ruhbu sadrihi
‘Ala qadrihi wa-l-shaklu yu jibuhu [-shaklii

Wa-lakin araha law hamamta bi-raf iha
Aba llahu an ta ‘lii ‘alayka fa-lam ta ‘i

Let the one through which excellence has become happy take pleasure and
prosper

In a mansion which is the world, while the rest of the mansions are leftover

His wide chest undertook assigning the mansion’s measures for him
According to the chest’s magnitude, and a form is delighted by a likeness”

But—I believe—if you were to plan elevating the mansion
God would refuse that it exalt itself against you,* thus it would not®!

+  From the ode of Abii ‘Isa b. al-Munajjim [al-tawil]:

Mu ‘azzamatun illa idha qisa samkuha
Bi-himmati bantha fa-tilka naziruhda

The mansion is sublime except when its roof is compared
To the ambition of its builder, for that is its parallel®
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Setting the tone of the big event, these panegyric odes were its cornerstone and
the principal medium by which the vizier’s capacities and authority were pub-
licly affirmed and legitimized. Still, despite the more formal nature of such
events, these did not belong to the formal part of the vizier’s schedule as did, for
example, discussions of state affairs with high-ranking bureaucrats. This is
because the big events were not directly connected to the process of administra-
tion and governing, even if they reaffirmed these capacities held by the vizier.
The dimension of entertainment, more pronounced in the entertainment sessions,
was still present in a big event like the inauguration. Among the ode selections
included in the letter there was a humorous one (gasida hazliyya), which,
however, also contained serious lines. The inclusion of an ode incorporating ser-
iousness and jest (al-jidd wa-I-hazl), a guiding principle of adab literature and
social gatherings held in its spirit, is an indicator that a certain amount of jest
was a legitimate component of the big events. Here is this part of the letter:

What follows is from a humoristic ode by Ibn ‘Atiyya al-Sha‘ir [al-kamil]:

Al-milku milkun wa-I-amiru amiri
Wa-I-daru darun wa-l-waziru waziri

The estate is an estate and the amir is an amir
The mansion is a mansion and the vizier is a vizier

From it, as well, are lines where Ibn ‘Atiyya was serious (wa-qad jadda):

Tuzha I-mulitku bi-diriha wa-la-anta man
Tuzha bi-hi I-dunya fa-kayfa I-diri

La ya ‘damu l-umard v minka siyasatan
Lawla sa ‘adatuha waha I-tadbiri

Kings vaunt their mansions, and you are indeed whom
The world vaunts, and how much more the mansions!

The amirs are not devoid of your government;
If not for the bliss of the mansion, your management would be weakened®?

The first line is all we have of the humorous part of this “humorous ode,” but it
is evident that the opening is tautological, which conceivably was meant to
parody solemn panegyrics of this sort. That it appears just as all other memo-
rized selections in the letter and commented upon in a matter-of-fact way means
that this ode and its humor were not taken as offensive and agreed with accept-
able norms.

Another thing to notice about the inauguration event is the fact that the pane-
gyrists were not only professional poets or even regular courtiers. Out of the
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eighteen specified, three were office holders of al-Sahib (Abii 1-'Abbas al-Dabbi,
Abu I-Hasan Sahib al-Barid, Abu 1-Tayyib al-Katib), four non-regular courtiers
and visitors (a young resident of the city, two “strangers” (ghuraba’), an old
visitor from Antioch).®® The rest, eleven in number, were professional poets and
courtiers of al-Sahib. This makes up a diverse group, and serves as another
indication that the vizier did not try to assign office for office holders and verbal
art for professional poets. Unfortunately, this letter does not provide us with
more details that could have shed light on this big event, since what really mat-
tered to the sender and receiver was the poetry itself.

An additional piece of information we have about this type of events appears
in an account taking place during the Mihrajan festival. The narrator recounts
that it was very crowded when he entered, and that he had to wait for two rounds
of poets to finish, until it was his turn to recite in front of al-Sahib. The host of
reciting poets has taken a toll on the vizier’s attention, and he is reported to
become sluggish.®® What may be gathered from this account is that the festive
events were less selective in terms of those allowed access to the vizier com-
pared to the more intimate entertainment sessions. The narrator of the account
said that having been abandoned by the vizier before, he took advantage of the
festival to approach him and praise him among the multitude of congratulators.
Indeed, holding royal audiences for a// subjects during the Mihrajan and Nawriiz
festivals without barring anyone is an old Persian tradition commended in the
mirrors for princes literature.®’

2 Entertainment sessions

The entertainment session (majlis al-uns) was at the core of the court. The most
informal activity of the vizier’s informal part of the schedule, it had many of the
features that were uniquely courtly in accordance with the conventions charac-
teristic of elite ‘Abbasid society. A motto of al-Tha'alibi reads, “Entertainment
is found at the private session, not at the overcrowded assembly.”® Indeed, the
aim of these events, as seen in short, ornate prose pieces written by al-Sahib to
invite courtiers to them, was pure entertainment. The participants are called
“refined” (ziraf, pl. of zarif’), referring to those embodying the ideals of ele-
gance, urbanity, wit, and good taste in every respect. Taken together, these fea-
tures show similarity to those characterizing people of adab (or udaba’).¥ The
refined are said to adhere to the principles of manly virtue and friendship dubbed
Sfutuwwa and muruwwa. The setting of the session is always described as beauti-
ful, elegant, and luxurious, sometimes in a blossoming garden, near a pool, or a
stream, surrounded by lovely scents. The atmosphere is pleasant, happy, and
amicable, not only for the courtiers—and the attractive young women and men
who are present, too—but also for the wine, music, and singing. This is nicely
put by “the tongues of the lutes address the courtiers, saying ‘come now to the
cups!’.” The wine, in fact, was taken as a precondition for the success of social
interaction to the point that one would be tagged as a disagreeable person (thagil)
if he did not drink. Although the “famous” statement of the vizier spoke of
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122

events in this spirit as held at night (“We are ... friends at night!”), the majority
of events described here are held during daytime. And, as the description of one
event tells, even a day of gloomy weather cannot spoil the entertainment ses-
sion’s charms.”

These events were depicted as a feast for the senses and a celebration of good
taste. In the above invitation pieces, literature is not mentioned among the con-
tents of the entertainment session, and it is likewise the case in prose and poetry
depicting it collected in the adab anthology Zahr al-adab (405/1014).°' We do
see the literary component, however, in many anecdotal materials revolving
around the occurrences at certain sessions which were found worthy to be
recounted. The entertainment session is less structured than the big events held
on festive occasions, as it provides more room for improvisation and is more
open-ended. At one session, the vizier brought a handsome and skillful slave-
boy who specialized in performance with swords. Al-Sahib asked his courtiers to
describe him in poetry, but after they failed to do so, he did.”> This example
shows the unpredictability and relatively loose structure of the entertainment
session; it could not be known in advance to the vizier whether his courtiers
would respond well to the challenge. The sword performer “episode” could have
lasted a longer time had they responded and would have developed in a different
way. For instance, their improvised poetry could have been criticized, com-
mented upon, or supplemented by the vizier as had happened on similar occa-
sions. In comparison, the odes recited on festive occasions were prepared in
advance by the poets who were scheduled to perform, and, thematically, the
recited poetry was eulogistic, whereas according to the circumstances, the enter-
tainment session made it possible to recite or discuss poetry of any theme or
genre. We will now turn to the various types of literary activity that took place at
the entertainment session.

3 Poetic interaction and collaboration

Over all, we have more information on the performative aspects of poetry at the
entertainment sessions than at the festive events. This is for the greater propen-
sity of the sources to supply readers with contextual details when poetry is part,
or rather the heart, of an adab anecdote focused on incidents occurring at the
sessions. When, as often, whole or parts of praise odes are quoted without any
details apart from “Said by X in praise of Y,” our picture of the performance is
limited to the speech acts observable in the poet’s text (discussed in Chapter 1).
The session, we should bear in mind, was typically not the place for reciting the
long polythematic odes, but for the relatively short, monothematic poems of all
modes (git ‘a; on the differences, see Chapter 3). These gif ‘as were frequently
performed by the participants for artistic and communicative purposes, as we
shall see in the following.

The entertainment session’s more intimate and relaxed atmosphere invited
interactivity, an important performative aspect that was more pronounced at the
session than at the festive event. This interactivity is most evident in bilateral (or
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multilateral) improvisation of poetry, a favorite literary game called ijaza or
tamlit. ljaza, “completion”: a hemistich or line were improvised by one parti-
cipant and completed by another who had to do so in an aesthetically pleasing
way, following the theme, meter, and rhyme chosen by the starter.”® This game
was not randomly played; its dynamics disclose the power structure at the court
and—more specifically—at the informal session. The evidence at hand shows
that it was initiated by the highest-ranking participant who had the most control
over the event and chose to respond to a certain stimulus. In general, it was the
prerogative of court patrons to challenge the poetic skill of their protégés, when-
ever they wished and for whatever reason, expecting them to complete their
verse. Thus, when al-Sahib was a protégé of Abu I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid, he was
once summoned urgently at an unusual hour to complete a line of his patron’s,
after the latter was unable to continue. Anxious notwithstanding, he picked up
where Ibn al-‘Amid left off, to the full satisfaction of the latter.**

Tamlit, “finishing,” is a near synonym of ijaza, and both terms are sometimes
used interchangeably. Unlike ijaza, it does not appear in Yatimat al-dahr, but al-
Sahib includes malata and amlata in his dictionary in the sense of one’s com-
posing a hemistich to be finished by another.”” Ibn Rashiq distinguishes tamlit as
an improvised poetry competition in which one poet attempts to outdo another
leaving him unable to continue a hemistich or line (in accordance with the sug-
gested theme and rules of prosody). Still, the competitive element is found in
ijaza, too, and in fact the two pieces of evidence adduced by Ibn Rashiq display
interchangeable use of the terms. Ibn Zafir who builds on Ibn Rashiq’s discus-
sion, sees famlit as an endeavor on the part of two or more poets who agree in
advance to take turns composing a poem on a certain theme.”® Examining the
evidence, one may often find it difficult to understand the grounds for classifying
a composition as ijaza and not tamlit (or vice versa), although examples of the
latter tend to be longer. A subtle difference setting ijaza apart from tamlit, is that
the former is associated to some degree with an unequal patron—protégé relation-
ship whereas the latter is associated with a consensual peer endeavor. When a
patron is involved, as it is often the case at the court, both ijaza and tamlit
operate similarly, and hence the taxonomical classifications (vague and unsys-
tematic as they are) are hardly important.

In that respect as well, al-Sahib followed the model set by his patron Aba
I-Fadl b. al-*‘Amid. When a beautiful citron (utrujja) was presented to him by a
visitor, Ibn al-‘Amid suggested that he and the courtiers describe it: “He said
to them, ‘Let us apply ourselves to describe it.” They answered: ‘if our master
sees fit to commence, let him do so.” And he commenced and said....” Follow-
ing Ibn al-‘Amid’s extemporized hemistich, each one of the five courtiers fol-
lowed up with his own one, continuing each other’s contribution to describe
the citron while heeding the meter and rhyme. Ibn Zafir classifies this collabo-
rative composition as “a finishing carried out by five [composers]” (al-tamlit
al-waqi‘ bayn khamsa), although in Yatimat al-dahr it is subsumed under Ibn
al-‘Amid’s poetic interchanges (mugdaradat).”’ This was a collaborative poetic
undertaking alternately composed to consist of three lines in total. On another
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occasion, prompted by Ibn al-°‘Amid to follow a given topic, meter, and rhyme,
each courtier improvised independently a complete monothematic poem. That
time, Ibn al-‘Amid was the last to perform, improvising a poem of nineteen
lines and outdoing the other courtiers who had composed four- and seven-line
poems respectively.”

To engage in collaborative—interactive composition of this sort, a patron
had to be confident in his poetic skill and improvising ability. A failure on his
part would certainly harm his reputation as a whole in a society that attached
great importance to excellence in language and poetry. A chief goal of the
patrons initiating extempore collaborative composing was to demonstrate their
excellence and superiority over other skilled individuals in order to gain soci-
etal prestige. The accounts reporting about the patrons’ outstanding perform-
ances were propagated orally and in a written form, perpetuating their name as
highly-skilled leaders and thus contributing largely to their political legiti-
macy. As a genuinely talented court patron, al-Sahib was at ease showcasing
his extempore poetic skill and gained for that (and for his other literary and
intellectual achievements) great prestige as a political leader. Here is an
example for collaborative and interactive composition at his court, classified as
tamlit by Ibn Zafir:

Abi Hafs ‘Umar b. ‘Alf I-Mutawwi T said in his book, Darj al-ghurar wa-
durj al-durar, that contains beautiful poetry pieces of the amir Abu 1-Fadl
al-Mikali: I heard the amir Abt I-Fadl saying: I heard Abt 1-Qasim al-
KarkhT saying: One night, I was at al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad’s and with us was
Abi I-“Abbas al-Dabbi. Serving us was a slave-boy, [as handsome] as if he
had been split off the moon. After he disappeared, al-Sahib said improvising
[al-ramal]:

Ayna dhaka l-zabyu aynah

Where is this gazelle, where is he?

And Abu 1-*Abbas al-Dabbi said:

Shadinun fi ziyyi gaynah

A fawn in a singing-girl’s garb

Al-Sahib said:

Bi-lisani I-dam i tashki
Abadan ‘aynaya ‘aynah

By the tongue of tears
My eyes always complain to his eye[s]
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Abi 1-Qasim said:

Liya daynun fi hawahii
Laytahii anjaza daynah

He owes me his love
I wish he had paid off his debt

The amir Abu 1-Fadl added following Abii 1-Qasim’s recitation:

La qada llahu bi-baynin
Abadan bayni wa-baynah

May God never decree a separation
Between me and him®”

Triggered by the beauty of the slave-boy, al-Sahib, the patron, initiated this inter-
active composition with a homoerotic ghazal hemistich. Al-Dabbi was the first
courtier to respond with the second rhyming hemistich ( ‘ajuz), pursuing the poetic
direction taken by al-Sahib, content- and form-wise. Although he opened this
collaborative—interactive composition on a hemistich to hemistich basis, the patron
indicated the expansion of each participant’s contribution to a full line merely by
his choice to do so himself when taking the next turn. Abi al-Qasim al-Karkht
closed with his line, which made the composition in fofo a three-line collaborative—
interactive ghazal, but that was not the end of this piece. When al-Karkh recited it
to the amir Abti 1-Fadl al-Mikali, the mayor of Nishapir, a literary man and patron
of poets (d. 436/1044),' he found it worthy enough to add his own closing line to
this ghazal and became the fourth collaborator albeit separated by time and dis-
tance. An after-the-fact non-interactive collaboration was not a rare practice at all,
and it was common for someone who considered a previously-composed poem
worthy of his continuation to undertake it. Ibn Zafir treats non-interactive collabo-
ration as “the completion of old poetry” (al-ijaza ... li-shi r gadim) illustrating it by
many examples.!”! At times, a patron would assign a courtier a previously-
composed poem to continue as done by al-Sahib.!”> We can, therefore, speak of
collaborative—interactive composition and collaborative composition as two prac-
tices in which poets, who were also poetry connoisseurs, engaged at the court.

The upper hand in collaborative—interactive composition was plainly the
patron’s as the initiator, the one who could choose the content and form of the
composition, determine the length of each participant’s contribution, change it
during the performance (if he willed), and decide on its closure. At the same
time, it would be a mistake to underestimate the agency of the courtiers. The
court qua court was not controlled by a puppeteer who pulled the strings of mere
objects. A refined environment in which the patron dimmed hierarchical rela-
tions during informal activities, the court was a place where the patron would
expect—and had to tolerate—intricate messages that challenged his decisions in
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a delicate way. To illustrate this, let us look at this completion. When al-Sahib
praised the judge of Sijistan saying [al-sart ]:

Wa- ‘alimin yu ‘rafu bi-I-sijziyt
There is a religious scholar known as al-Sijz1

He motioned the courtiers to complete it (ashara ila al-nudama’ bi-l-ijaza).
When it was Sharif’s turn, he said:

Ashha ila [-nafsi mina [-khubzi
More craved by the soul than bread
And he [=al-Sahib] ordered to bring the food.'"

The hungry courtier, Sharif, manipulated this collaborative—interactive composi-
tion (ijaza) to allude that it was about time to stop versifying and have a good
meal. The vizier got the message instantly. The scholastic rhetoricians bring
forth this composition, and more specifically Sharif’s completion, as evidence
for a simile (tashbih) in which the purpose (gharad) is to show interest in the
secundum comparationis (al-mushabbah bi-hi) rather than in the primum compa-
rationis (al-mushabbah). That is, to Sharif who drew the analogy between the
eminent judge and bread, what mattered solely was the bread (al-mushabbah bi-
hi), not the judge (al-mushabbah). Al-Sakkaki, followed by others, called this
type of purpose, distinguishing certain similes, “disclosure of the desired” (izhar
al-matlib), stipulating that it should be only employed when one sought the ful-
fillment of a wish.'® When we look at it rhetorically, this allusion is a pragmatic,
non-referential message; even though the referential meaning of “[the judge was]
more craved by the soul than bread” cannot be understood as “I am hungry,” its
pragmatic meaning—the use of “bread” in that situation—signified to the vizier
that it was about time to feed his courtiers. The composition in its context shows
that even when the patron decided on the activity, its rules and practice could be
subversively manipulated by a protégé to disrupt it and direct all to another
activity, preferable to him at that point. This is but one example demonstrating
that the protégé had a certain range of agency and that his courtly habitus could
guide him in finding the right way to realize it. As long as the protégé asserted
his agency “properly,” the patron was willing to concede some of his power to
create and maintain the courtly environment.

Collaborative—interactive composition was a regular undertaking at al-Sahib’s
court, and is even reported to have been practiced while asleep. It is narrated that
al-Sahib’s courtier, Abti 1-Qasim b. Abi 1-‘Ala’, one of Esfahan’s notables, was
addressed in his dream by a speaker, who questioned him about his failure to
compose an elegy on al-Sahib after his death. He responded that the many excel-
lences of the late vizier made him concerned he might not do them full justice. In
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response, the domineering speaker (the voice of his superego?) commanded him to
complete his poetry (ajiz ma aqiilu!), and started to exchange hemistichs with the
sleeping Abt 1-Qasim. The speaker’s opening hemistich was “Generosity and al-
Kafi [=Kafi 1-Kufat, i.c., al-Sahib] remained together in a grave.” Abu 1-Qasim
responded adequately to the elegiac mode to compose with the speaker a three-line
piece commemorating, of all other excellences, the “unique” liberality of the late
vizier, and established on the motif of Generosity’s passing away with the
patron.'™ We should note the fact that the challenging, and arguably punishing,
position of the speaker in the dream was the one regularly taken by the patron. He
is the party that, given its superior power, is culturally authorized to initiate a col-
laborative—interactive composition and demand that the inferior play by its rules.'%
Curiously, this reported dream composition might have goaded Abii I-Qasim on to
fulfill his duty to the dead patron in real life, because al-Tha‘alibi referred to
several (!) elegies of his on al-Sahib, and included selections from two.'"’

A different manifestation of poetic interactivity was the impromptu trans-
lation of Persian verse into Arabic (and, probably, vice versa). The only fully
documented case of that practice at the court was al-Hamadhani’s, as discussed
above. Nevertheless, the bilingual al-Sahib patronized other bilingual poets as
well, and Persian—albeit not as artistically substantial as Arabic at that time and
place—was still a language of literary production and a medium of high culture
and scholarship. It is very likely that the dearth of extant evidence veils a
common literary exercise, as suggested by Browne.'® Except in rare cases, the
Arabic sources—even those written by bilingual speakers of Arabic and Persian
like al-Tha ‘alibi—did not quote Persian poetry and prose. This may be explained
by the bigger target audience of Arabic speakers who did not know Persian and
the fact that, unlike Arabic, New Persian has only emerged as a legitimate lan-
guage of artistic expression in the fourth/tenth century. Later Persian anthologies
preserved only a little of the bilingual literary production in the western Iranian
territories of our period. As a result, all that we have is fragmentary evidence for
the impromptu poetic translation practice.'®”

Finally, the fact that the structure of the festive occasions was more fixed and
less encouraging of poetic interaction in comparison to the sessions does not
mean that interaction was completely absent from it. The vizier would interject
or otherwise interrupt a praise ode addressed to him on festive occasions in order
to criticize, comment, show pleasure, or displeasure.''® At least in one case, he
got so passionate about a hemistich that he brought the recitation of the eulogy
to a halt and completed the line himself. This happened during an official visit to
al-Ahwaz, when he stopped (for the second time) the poet Abt 1-Raja’ al-Darir
to guess the intended second hemistich in a way that gave expression to his
above-mentioned desire to take Baghdad. The vizier then asked Aba 1-Raja’ if
this was indeed his intended second hemistich, and the poet answered in the
affirmative. Al-Sahib said, “You did well,” and the poet responded, “My master,
you did well; it took me a night to compose it, while only a moment to you.”'!!
To us, it hardly matters whether the poet was sincere in his affirmation or not;
the importance of this anecdote lies in showing the confident impulsiveness of
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al-Sahib, who—having stopped the recitation of a eulogy addressed to him—
assigned himself the completion of this line out of his burning passion for poetry
and desire that his wish come true.

4 Challenging, criticizing, and discussing

Al-Sahib’s court brought together learned and skilled literary men, who were his
natural interlocutors, given the vizier’s literary interests, knowledge, and talent.
When literature was discussed and produced, the atmosphere was enjoyable,
albeit competitive, and the directing hand was to a large extent the vizier’s. He is
the one who usually appears in the sources as picking the topic for discussion or
setting a literary challenge to his courtiers, even if it was possible for them to
reciprocate and come up with theirs in certain circumstances. The picture we
have is of a milicu of literary connoisseurs who aside from possessing the
“passive” skills of literary criticism were able to be creative on demand putting
their knowledge into practice. As composers, they were expected to defend suc-
cessfully their products, and to meet challenges set to them in order to maintain
their position in this selective group of skillful men. Likewise, making valuable
critical observations and answering the vizier’s questions correctly ensured that
he would not lose interest in their company.

The two discernible types of challenges set at the court were: (1) creative, and
(2) critical. Unsurprisingly, poetry rather than prose is the object in both cases.

(1) The creative challenges came as assignment of collaborative—interactive
compositions, discussed in the previous section (including the interactive Persian
into Arabic poetic translation), and as assignment of independent compositions:
(1) on a certain topic, and (ii) in a certain form. We will focus here on inde-
pendent compositions.

(i) Topic: Al-Sahib’s courtiers had to be ready to employ their improvisatory
skill when he commanded them at various places and times to versify on a given
topic. This happened in reaction to various stimuli, as in the following instances.
When an anonymous man recited an anti-Arab and pro-Persian poem, al-Sahib
stopped him and started looking for Badi' al-Zaman al-Hamadhani among the
audience members attending the session. He had to ask where he was, in order for
al-Hamadhant to get up from his place and kiss the ground in front of the vizier,
ready to comply with his orders. These details indicate that this was not an intimate
entertainment session, but rather a more formal and crowded one. Al-Sahib com-
manded al-Hamadhani to defend his culture, descent, and faith. His defense of the
Arabs and Arab heritage at the behest of al-Sahib was a true demonstration of
improvisatory poetic skill. This would not have been a due response, of course, if
it had not been delimited by the formal strictures (meter and rhyme) of the original
anti-Arab poem, as a pair of naqa’id (contradicting poems), the pre-Islamic and
early Islamic poetic duels between members of opposing clans or tribes.''?> A
courtier had to be ready for poetic challenges of this sort whenever he was with al-
Sahib, who would assign them whenever and wherever he pleased, not necessarily
at his sessions. Indeed, one day, while riding alongside Abii 1-Qasim b. Ab1 l-"Ala’,
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the vizier commanded him to describe his horse. The courtier improvised immedi-
ately a short gif ‘a depicting the swiftness and beauty of the vizier’s horse.!!®

Al-Sahib, himself, was no stranger to these poetic topic challenges. He had
acquired this improvisatory skill in his socialization process, and he gave a
successful demonstration of it in 347/958, as a young man, when he arrived in
Baghdad as the secretary of the prince Abt Mansir (later to govern as
Mu’ayyid al-Dawla). The purpose of the latter’s visit was to get engaged to
Zubayda, the daughter of the Biyid ruler Mu‘izz al-Dawla. There, the vizier
al-Muhallabi, at a pleasurable entertainment session, commanded al-Sahib to
describe the event in verse, and so he did, on the spot, with a poem that won
the approval of the audience.'"* As a vizier, when his courtiers failed to extem-
porize poetry on a topic assigned by him, al-Sahib did that himself, proving
that he was skillful enough to outdo them in handling the challenge.''

(i) Form: In creative challenges, the formal aspect was usually not explicitly
stated. Most of the time, it was not necessary since the poets were familiar with
poetic conventions. It was obvious that in poetic dueling the respondent’s poem
employed the same meter and rhyme of his opponent, as in the dueling between
the anonymous man and Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani treated above. Likewise,
when a courtier composed a mu ‘Grada (an emulation of a model poem seeking
to honor it while attempting to surpass it),''® he adopted the model’s meter and
rhyme. This happened when Abi Bakr al-Khwarazmi paid homage to the
Mansion Ode of al-Rustami, his fellow courtier. The former undertook the “emu-
lation” of the model poem for its excellence, and his poem should be seen as
responding to the challenge set by al-Rustam1’s poem.!!'” Nevertheless, at least in
one documented case, form comes to the fore to become the main object of the
poet responding to a challenge. This is the lipogram, a quintessential formal
exercise, in which the author avoids using a certain letter. As already mentioned
in Chapter 1, al-Sahib challenged himself to compose a lipogram ode for every
alphabet letter, and succeeded except for one without the letter waw. His son-in-
law, Abii I-Husayn, undertook the non-improvisatory challenge and was success-
ful.'® His achievement in writing a waw-less ode, should be also seen as
outdoing his father-in-law and patron, but as we shall see in a moment the vizier
was normally not exasperated when a courtier had the upper hand as long as he
was surpassed in an acceptable way. And Abii I-Husayn’s lipogram was an ode
in his praise, which was easy for him to appreciate.

(2) The critical challenges assessed the proficiency of the courtiers and the
vizier in such topics as the Arabic literary heritage, stylistics, and grammar.
Under the following subheadings, I study some examples that focus on these and
additional aspects.

(i) Testing the courtiers’ critical skills and familiarity with the literary her-
itage: One night, al-Sahib recited to Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi and other courtiers
a ghazal poem of his [al-rajaz]:

Bada lana ka-1-badri fi shuriigih
Yashkii ghazalan lajja fi ‘uqiiqih
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Ya ‘ajaban wa-I-dahru fi turiigih
Min ‘ashigin ahsanu min ma ‘shiiqih

He appeared to us like the full moon in its rising
Complaining about a gazelle who was obstinately refractory

How strange it is that while being smitten by Fate
A lover is more beautiful than his beloved!

He went on to ask whether they knew of a comparable poetic idea in the poetry
of the “moderns” (muhdathiin). Al-Khwarazmi replied that he knew of none
aside from al-BuhturT’s line [al-mutagarib]:

Wa-min ‘ajabi l-dahri anna l-ami—
Ra asbaha aktaba min katibih

Among the wonders of Time is that the amir
Became more skilled in the secretary’s craft than his secretary

Then, the vizier commended him and his memory of poetry.'"” The critical
challenge of the vizier was successfully met by al-Khwarazmi, who detected
the poetic idea (ma ‘na) and thanks to his proverbial memory was able to trace
the original line that inspired al-Sahib’s poem.'?® Al-Buhtur’s line was cer-
tainly not from one of his famous poems; it is the third and last line of a satire
against Abti Ghanim, the secretary of the amir Abu Nahshal (a patron of al-
Buhturi),'”! in which the poet sought to discredit the secretary. This was not
only a challenge whose purpose was to assess the critical skills of the courtiers.
It was also a demonstration, in front of a knowledgeable audience, of the
vizier’s familiarity with the literary heritage and his ability to establish an
intertextual link with earlier poetry. In this particular case, it was the deft
transference of a poetic idea from the satiric to the ghazal mode. The common
denominator between the two closely-related poetic ideas underlying al-
Buhtur’s line and al-Sahib’s poem boils down to “one excels another where
he is not expected to” (the lover is more beautiful than the beloved, and the
amir is a better secretary than his secretary). The vizier gave the existing
poetic idea a twist, applying it in a different mode, and hence developing it.
Medieval literary critics often approved of this practice considering it sariga
hasana, “good literary borrowing.”'?*> Thus, al-Sahib’s challenge was also
aimed at increasing his reputation as a dexterous and knowledgeable poet in
front of literary connoisseurs, to whom the evaluation of intertextual links and
the genealogy of poetic ideas was aesthetically pleasing.

(i) Real-time criticism during poetic delivery: Reciting poetry before the
vizier exposed the poet to his scrutiny and criticism. One had to be well prepared
and ready to defend his artistic choices when these were questioned. While eulo-
gizing al-Sahib, the poet al-Awsi Kadi reached the following line [al-kamil]:
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Lamma rakibtu ilayka muhri un ‘ilat
Badra I-sama’i wa-summirat bi-kawakibr

When I rode my colt to you, she [sic] was shod
With the full moon with stars as nails

He was then interrupted by the vizier, who asked him why he had applied the
feminine gender to the masculine colt (muhr); and why he had likened the horse-
shoe to the full moon, which did not resemble it, instead of to the crescent moon
which did. The poet answered that he used the feminine gender because he had a
filly (muhra) in mind. As for the analogy he made between a horseshoe and the
full moon, what he meant was the bar shoe (al-na ‘I al-mutbiga; a shoe with a
closed—rather than open—heel that has a circular shape).'* We are not informed
about the vizier’s reaction, but the defense of the poet seems unconvincing, and
so it probably sounded to the vizier. The formula “and God knows best,” an
insertion made by the anthologist (or a copyist) at the end of the report, suggests
that the poet’s explanation was found dubious and hard to believe. What counts
most to us, however, is the attentive and critical reception of the vizier, who
would not wait to the end of the eulogy to grill the poet over his grammatical
(gender agreement) and stylistic (use of tropes) choices.

(iii) Stylistics as indicating genuineness of poetry: The poet and prince Abt
Firas al-Hamdani (320-57/932—68) was admired by al-Sahib to the point that he
said “poetry was started by a king and ended by a king,” referring to Imru’ al-
Qays and Abii Firas, respectively.'** Stylistically, the poetry of Abii Firds was
characterized as “natural” and elegant,'” possessing the combination of poetic
qualities that appealed to the vizier. Moreover, Abli Firas’s Shi‘T verse and
dislike for al-Mutanabbi must have made his poetry even more attractive to al-
Sahib.'?* When once Abi Firas was discussed by al-Sahib and his courtiers, the
vizier averred that no one could forge his poetry. In response, Badi' al-Zaman
al-HamadhanT (the narrator of the report) questioned the possibility that someone
would be able to do that to Abt Firas, the poet who—he said—composed the
two lines he went on to recite. Following al-Hamadhani’s recitation, al-Sahib
replied that he was right, but to the astonishment of the vizier, the jubilant al-
Hamadhani revealed that he had just been successful at forging Abi Firas’s
poetry.'?’

This is a good example for the literary discussions at the court and the bril-
liance of the participating discussants. Although al-Sahib often used to set chal-
lenges explicitly to his courtiers, this time he had just made a decisive statement,
confident that Abu Firas’s style was inimitable. Nevertheless, he was proved
wrong by the genius of his courtier, al-Hamadhani, and fell for his forgery,
which was established on a thorough knowledge of Abu Firas’s style and a
formidable poetic dexterity. Bringing together the critical and the creative, al-
Hamadhani demonstrated once again his literary gifts and gained the upper hand
with his discerning patron. We have no sign that the latter was annoyed by his
failure to detect the forgery and for being proven wrong. The dimming of
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hierarchy when al-Sahib engaged in activities of this sort facilitated artistic vic-
tories of gifted courtiers over the powerful and knowledgeable vizier. As long
as these little challenges to the intellectual authority of the patron agreed
with accepted courtly conventions—most importantly, that they were executed
graciously and at the right time and place—they were considered legitimate.

(iv) Al-Sahib as a plagiarist: One might think that it was even bolder for a
courtier to make an accusation of plagiarism against al-Sahib.'”® This, indeed, is
the impression created by the following anecdote. Abii Muhammad b. al-
Munajjim said:

I recited to Abii 1-Qasim al-Za farani al-Sahib’s poem [al-kamil]:

Raqqa l-zujaju wa-raqqati I-khamri
Wa-tashabaha fa-tashakala I-amri

Fa-ka ' annama khamrun wa-la qadahun
Wa-ka annama qadahun wa-la khamri

The glass was clear and so was the wine
And they became confused for their resemblance to each other

As if it were wine without (glass) goblet
Or (glass) goblet without wine

Then, al-Za‘farani said: “May God curse the one who [claimed to have]
composed these two lines, for he had stolen (saraga) them from Abu
Nuwas!” I responded: “They were composed by al-Sahib.” He said: “May
God curse Abli Nuwas, for he had stolen them from our master al-Sahib!” I
said: “How could Abt Nuwas steal from our master al-Sahib?!” He
responded: “Enough of that! He stole from no one but him [=al-Sahib].”'¥

The famous early ‘Abbasid poet, Abti Nuwas, had died around 128 years before
al-Sahib was born. Therefore, the insistence of al-Za‘farani that Abt Nuwas
stole poetry from the vizier was obviously unreasonable, albeit understandable.
Not having been told initially whose the poem was, he rushed to curse him for
his alleged plagiarism from Abl Nuwas. When al-Za‘farani learned that he actu-
ally cursed his patron and declared him a plagiarist, he became alarmed and
backed down on his accusation by reversing it, at the price of looking foolish.'*
Still, when a courtier blamed al-Sahib for raiding (ighara; objectionable out-
right plagiarism in both meaning and expression) a line of al-Mutanabbi, the
vizier showed no sign of exasperation but rather his tolerance toward unflatter-
ing criticism of this sort. His reaction was simply to demonstrate that al-
Mutanabbi did the same when he raided a line by the poet al-‘Abbas b.
al-Ahnaf.’®! The vizier’s argument gives the literary discussion an ethical turn;
that is, he should not be disapproved of for plagiarizing al-Mutanabbi’s line,
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because the latter did the same to another poet. To us, this anecdote suggests that
taking the vizier to task concerning blameworthy plagiarism would not have
been possible without a high level of liberty and security for his discussants
when they exchanged views on literature. This is, of course, when the criticism
was made in the right way.

One would be justified in asking what was meant by “the right way.” Obvi-
ously, it is not merely the polite manner in which the courtier just mentioned
phrased his plagiarism accusation (“I think our master had raided in his words ...
al-Mutanabbi’s words...”). His polite speech, showing awareness of hierarchy dif-
ferences between the two parties, was important in circumstances like these, but it
was one component only of a broader pattern of behavior. It was the courtly
habitus of the courtiers that assisted them in assessing variables, such as the proper
timing and the vizier’s mood, before they set a challenge to al-Sahib’s authority.
How to respond to challenges and set them successfully without risking one’s
position was an acquired competence among others serving the courtier. In the
next section we will look at more evidence that shows how, in addition to their
previous experiences in similar social environments, the accumulated attentiveness
of the courtiers to the vizier—his speech, body, and schedule—reinforced their
courtly habitus and made them better agents at the court.

Evaluating altogether the evidence of interactive and independent composi-
tions presented in Sections 3 and 4, we can conclude that the conventions at al-
Sahib’s court provided opportunities for the vizier to set critical challenges to
the courtiers and vice versa. As for creative challenges, interactive compositions
were assigned by the vizier and not the other way around, but given that he often
participated in verse completion games, the challenge (and poetic strictures) was
also self-imposed. I have not encountered any piece of evidence in which al-
Sahib, as a vizier, is prompted to complete verse initiated by a courtier. This is
unconceivable despite the fact that the non-formal part of the vizier’s schedule
does show a high degree of freedom for the courtiers and loosened manifestation
of hierarchy. It is another indication that hierarchy was dimmed, but in its sub-
limated form it was reflected in the unspoken rules of entertaining literary
games. Similarly, independent composition was assigned by the vizier only, but
was also a self-imposed challenge when the courtiers failed to produce or when
al-Sahib pleased (as with the lipograms). Finally, according to the available
evidence, the most exceptional demonstration in which a courtier met a creative
challenge was arguably Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani’s in his audition. The
three constraints of topic, form, and language (Persian into Arabic translation)
were imposed on him by the vizier (in fact, with his encouragement), let alone
the extemporaneous stricture. Moreover, his astonishing creative skill was but-
tressed and complemented by a thorough familiarity with the Arabic literary her-
itage and his fine critical skills. It was for this ideal combination that he was able
to forge dexterously and successfully the poetic style of Abii Firas al-Hamdanf,
and mislead a literary man of the stature of al-Sahib. Indeed, al-Hamadhani may
have well been one of the most versatile courtiers to grace al-Sahib’s court, if
not the greatest literary virtuoso of them all.
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5 Strategies, messages, and effects in performance

Even in an informal environment in which the atmosphere was relatively relaxed
and the superior dimmed the hierarchical differences, the courtiers could never
relax completely and had to stay tuned to the reactions of the audience—first and
foremost the vizier, but also their peers. This was, a fortiori, the case when the
courtiers had to decide whether the vizier had opted to frame a certain activity as
an informal one. Familiarity with some cultural conventions acquired at other
courts before reaching al-Sahib’s could assist the courtiers at that. Still, given the
different personality and preferences of each patron, this familiarity based on
previous experience could only selectively and cautiously be relied on. Thus, the
crucial means to determine what course of action was feasible for them at a
certain time was to follow closely the expression given off by the vizier. My use
of “expression given off” draws on Erving Goffman, who referred by it to a
presumably unintentional and largely non-verbal type of communication, which
he contrasted to “expression given,” intentional and conventional verbal com-
munication. The expression people give off consciously or unconsciously is
interpreted by their interactants as information different from what was signified
on the apparent level; it is received in a given context as a non-referential, prag-
matic message that creates a certain impression.'*?

While non-referential messages of this sort are found in everyday life, their
function is even more pronounced at the refined and sophisticated environment
of the court. Indeed, al-Sahib expected his courtiers to interpret properly the
expression he gave off and was quoted as highlighting the crucial role of atten-
tiveness to cues and bodily signs as a mark of intelligence: “Whoever unaffected
by a little hint will not benefit from much expression” (man lam yahuzzahu yasir
al-ishara lam yanfa ‘hu kathir al- ‘ibara); “For the intelligent person a glance is
enough and a glimpse spares him a word” (al-labib takfihi I-lamha wa-tughnihi
‘an al-lafza al-lahza); “the intelligent one is he to whom a gesture is sufficient,
an indication is adequate, a word will do, and on whom a glance makes an
impression” (al-labtb man al-"tma’ yakfihi wa-I-"tha’ yughnihi wa-I-lafza tujzihi
wa-I-lamha tu’aththiru fihi).'>

At that, al-Sahib was following a long courtly tradition as attested by mirrors
for princes and adab sources. The old Sasanid tradition prescribed in Kitab al-taj
specified the eye signals exchanged between the ruler and a courtier seeking depar-
ture to answer the call of nature. The courtiers had also to be attentive to the king’s
glances and gestures to know when and how to stand up or sit down as the king
was on his way out or as he took his seat at the session.** As in other respects, the
Sasanid tradition influenced later Islamic rulers. In his adab encyclopedia, al-
Raghib al-Isbahant listed signs (amarat) given by pre-Islamic Persian, Umayyad,
and ‘Abbasid rulers to their courtiers, when they wished them to take off. While
each ruler had his own sign, they all deemed it necessary to resort to messages,
verbal and non-verbal alike, whose pragmatic meaning was the equivalent of the
referential message “now, leave!” Thus, for instance, the Sasanid king Yazdgird
(I?) is reported to say “the night passed” (shab be-shod) and so did the caliph
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Mu ‘awiya, albeit in Arabic (dhahaba [-layl); as for gestures, stretching, rubbing
eyes, or touching the cheeks are among those mentioned.!*® Describing the
requisite qualities of the courtier, Kushajim values presence of mind, which
allows one to understand the mind of the leader he is serving, based on acquaint-
ance with his character. When the courtier grasps the meaning of the leader’s
glimpses and hints, he can spare him the trouble of expressing himself in elabo-
rate detail, and is hence able to act accordingly before the leader’s wishes are
clearly spelled out.!*

The attention of the courtiers to the expression given off by al-Sahib during
performance of verbal art was very close. The vizier, who for the performers was
the key member of the audience, was closely observed by the other members,
while all members were paying attention to the performer. In a report showing
among other things the degree of attention paid by the courtiers to the vizier’s
expression, Abil ‘Abdallah al-Hamidi recounted to al-Tha‘alibi how he first saw
al-Sahib’s courtier, Abi Muhammad al-Khazin. The poet was reciting before the
vizier an ode starting with a nasib that, says al-Hamidi, elicited the following
reaction from the vizier:

I saw al-Sahib gazing at him intently, listening carefully to his recitation,
repeating most of the lines, and showing his admiration and thrill to an
extent that those present were amazed. When he reached the lines [al-basit]:

Ud‘a bi-asma’a nabzan fi qaba’iliha
Ka anna asma’a adhat ba ‘da asma’t

Atla ‘tu sha ri wa-alqat sha ‘raha taraban
Fa-allafa bayna isbahin wa-imsa’t

I am called “Asma’” derogatorily among her tribesmen
As if Asma’ became one of my names'®’

I let my hair appear and she lets her hair down in excitement
And they put together dawn and evening'*®

He crawled away from his seat of honor in excitement (zahafa ‘an dastihi
taraban). When [al-Khazin] reached the part of the praise [where al-Sahib is
eulogized as a highly eloquent and powerful leader adhering to Mu tazilt
principles], he began moving his head with approval. Then, when he
recited:

Na ‘am tajannaba la yawma [- ‘ata’i kama
Tajannaba bnu ‘Ata’in luthghata l-ra’t

Yes, he avoided “no” on the day he awarded

Just as Ibn ‘Ata’ avoided pronouncing ra’ defectively'®
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[al-Sahib] asked him to repeat it and clapped his hands. When he concluded
the ode with these lines:

Utri wa-utribu bi-l-ash ‘ari unshiduha
Uhsin bi-bahjati itrabt wa-itra’t

Wa-min mana’ihi mawlana mada ihuhi
Lianna min zandiht gadht wa-ira’v

Fa-khudh ilayka bna ‘Abbadin muhabbaratan
La I-Buhturiyyu yudaniha wa-la I-Ta't

I praise and excite with the poems I recite
I do good with the splendor of my exciting and praising

Among the grants given by our master are his [own] eulogies
For it is from his piece of wood that I produce fire and kindle

Take, O Ibn ‘Abbad, an adorned poem
To which neither al-Buhturi nor [AbGi Tammam] al-Ta’1 measure up

[Al-Sahib] said: You did very well! Divinely are you gifted (/i-llah anta)!
He took the copy [of the text] and got engaged in examining it. Then, he
bestowed on him a robe of honor, two camels, and a present.'*

This informative report sheds light on the dynamics of verbal art performances
at the court and reveals several important patterns.

(1) The narrator of the report, al-Hamidi, who was also among the secondary
members of the audience leaves no doubt that the attention of al-Sahib, the
primary member of the audience, was given (almost) exclusively to the per-
former. The distinction between the “primary” and “secondary” members of the
audience is significant because the performer addressed his artistic creation first
and foremost to the patron and was dependent on his recognition for income and
prestige. While peer recognition mattered for the poets’ career as well, compared
to the patrons’ recognition, its significance was relatively marginal, given the
dominance of the latter in the literary system of the time and the centrality of
their financial sponsorship. As part of the audience, the narrator followed the
performance of al-Khazin, but at the same time his attention and that of the other
secondary members of the audience was equally given to the vizier’s reactions to
the performer. In contrast, there is no indication that the vizier paid attention to
his courtiers, the secondary members of the audience, during the performance.
Still, given the situation and similar accounts of performances, it should be
assumed that to a limited degree he paid attention to them as well. We learn
nothing about the attention paid by the performer to the audience. This was prob-
ably not as important for the narrator as the attention dynamics he explicitly
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Performer

Primary Member Secondary Members
of Audience (al-Sahib) of Audience (courtiers)

The attention of each agent (or group) is marked by a different color (black for the
performer, dark gray for the primary member of audience, and light gray for the
secondary members of audience). Its intensity is signified by the width of the arrow’s
shaft. Arrows with dashed lines represent attention that is not explicitly mentioned in
the report, although it is assumed to exist based on the context and accounts of
similar performances.

Figure 2.1 Distribution of attention at al-Khazin’s performance.

mentioned. In contrast, when we have first person account by the performer, his
attention to the patron’s response is found relevant and given from his own point
of view."! Al-Khazin, therefore, must have paid close attention to the primary
member of the audience while performing and to a lower degree to the second-
ary members. The described dynamics of attention are well encapsulated in “/
saw al-Sahib gazing at [the poet] intently, listening carefully to his recitation,
repeating most of the lines, and showing his admiration and thrill to an extent
that those present were amazed.” These dynamics, shaped by the realities of per-
formance and the differences in power between the participants, are graphically
displayed in Figure 2.1.

The report is very sensitive to the expression al-Sahib gave and gave off
during the performance. In this case, there is plainly no discrepancy between the
expression the vizier gave and gave off. During the performance, his gestures
and actions (expression given off) indicated close attention and excitement as
expressed by the following verbs followed by adjuncts and complements: gaze
intently, listen carefully, repeat lines, show admiration and thrill, crawl away ...
in excitement, move his head with approval, ask the poet to repeat a line, clap
hands. Following the performance, the vizier gave expression verbally and expli-
citly to his impression by saying “You did very well! Divinely are you gifted!”
Given the intensity of the expression given off during the performance, this affir-
mation was hardly necessary for the courtiers. The match between his bodily and
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verbal reactions in this case made it easy for the courtiers—always on the
lookout for signs of discrepancy between the expression given and given off by
the vizier—to interpret him.

(2) Various ethnographic studies have shown that verbal art performers are
extremely sensitive to the reactions of their audience, modifying accordingly
their performances to elicit positive responses in a given situation, to counter a
lack of interest or fatigue, to respond to a change in the composition of the audi-
ence (e.g., female audience members joining males), etc.'** Therefore, within the
context of the structured, conventional performance system in a given com-
munity, the text and event structure of particular performances are characterized
by individuality defined as their emergent quality:

The emergent quality of performance resides in the interplay between com-
municative resources, individual competence, and the goals of the particip-
ants, within the context of particular situations.'*

Unlike ethnographers who are able to observe closely performers and their audi-
ences in real time, we are at the mercy of the written text at hand, which does
not always include observations on the poet—audience interaction. We have no
information on the interaction between the poet and the primary member of the
audience from the point of view of the former; nor are we provided by the narra-
tor with observations on the poet’s reactions, and—more specifically—his reac-
tion to the positive reception of the vizier. What is nonetheless evident is that the
poet was successful at gaining control over the primary audience member
through the rhetorical power of his performance. Richard Bauman considers the
power to transform social structure the third kind of structure emergent in per-
formance (in addition to text and event structure), which he explains here:

There is, however, a distinctive potential in performance by its very nature
which has implications for the creation of social structure in performance. It
is part of the essence of performance that it offers to the participants a
special enhancement of experience, bringing with it a heightened intensity
of communicative interaction which binds the audience to the performer in
a way that is specific to performance as a mode of communication. Through
his performance, the performer elicits the participative attention and energy
of his audience, and to the extent that they value his performance, they will
allow themselves to be caught up in it. When this happens, the performer
gains a measure of prestige and control over the audience—prestige because
of the demonstrated competence he has displayed, control because the deter-
mination of the flow of the interaction is in his hands.'**

Al-Hamidi’s detailed description leaves no doubt that al-Sahib was completely
captivated by the performance of al-Khazin. The poet who extolled in the ode
his own ability to excite, fill with joy, and bring to ecstasy—all meanings are
captured in the verb atraba he used—did achieve that goal as can be judged by
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the vizier’s ecstatic reactions. An interesting instance of al-Khazin’s (temporary)
control over the vizier during the performance is seen in the latter’s taking a cue
from the poet. After the poet said “I let my hair appear and she lets her hair
down in excitement (taraban) and they put together dawn and evening,” al-
Hamidr reported that the vizier “crawled away from his seat of honor in excite-
ment” (taraban). Indeed, the audience’s reaching tarab, a psychological
condition that stirs the body,'*> marks the success of the performer and the high
moment of his control over it. It is a manifestation of the transformation of social
structure achieved during a successful performance that an accomplished artist,
despite his obvious hierarchical inferiority vis-a-vis the vizier, governs the lat-
ter’s behavior by virtue of his rhetorical power. That the poet was aware of his
power—and proud of it—we learn from his words: “I praise and excite (ufribu)
with the poems I recite, I do good with the splendor of my exciting (ifrabi) and
praising.”

(3) The close attention of the courtiers to the vizier’s expression was not
merely driven by the existential need to assess the mood of a powerful superior.
Since most, if not all, of his courtiers were professional or non-professional
poets, they wished to establish or reinforce impressions regarding his preferred
literary taste in order to meet success at the court. We will investigate the vizier’s
literary taste and the response of the courtiers in Chapter 4. Here, however, it
should be briefly remarked that this report supports the observation made there
about al-Sahib’s preferred “natural” poetic style, being a perfected hybrid of the
ancient Bedouin style and the “modern” urban style. The five lines of the nasib
starting the ode (omitted above) are plainly Bedouin in style and mention place
names in Arabia (mostly) and Iraq common in ancient poetry. Still, it also con-
tains refined rhetorical techniques typical of “modern” poetry. The line “I let my
hair appear and she lets her hair down in excitement and they put together dawn
and evening,” for instance, features a hyperbolical metaphor (“put together dawn
and evening”) established on the intertwining of the lover’s white hair with his
beloved’s black hair. This type of hyperbolical imagery is more typical of the
“modern” style. The analogy between white hair and dawn on the one hand and
black hair and youth on the other was a well-known motif during the ‘Abbasid
period.'*® The white hair of the poetic persona in al-Khazin’s line is not some-
thing he is brooding over, but rather boasting of as a telling mark of an experi-
enced and mature man who was able to overcome hardships in his life. The
positive value ascribed to white hair here is made evident by the excited reaction
of the young beloved and the sexual union hinted by “they put together dawn
and evening.” The boasting of the poetic persona evokes pre-Islamic and early
Islamic poetry in which white hair is a boastful marker of manliness, unlike later
‘Abbasid poetry that tended to associate it with opposite phenomena such as
bodily decline and rejection by women.'*” Moreover, al-Sahib’s enthusiasm
about al-Khazin’s line “I let my hair appear...” should be considered in connec-
tion with his admiration for poems that showed white hair in a positive light, as
remarked by al-Tha alibi.'*® The poet might have been aware of that and crafted
the line accordingly.
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The line, “I am called ‘Asma’’ derogatorily among her tribesmen, as if Asma’
became one of my names,” is another remarkable example of al-Khazin’s hybrid
style. As shown above, the beloved’s name added derogatorily to al-Khazin’s
poetic persona evokes poets—not simply poetic personas—of early Islamic
times who were called after their beloved women to mark their excessive love.
Still, while evoking early poetry and poets in the mind of the connoisseur audi-
ence, al-Khazin plays artfully with both meanings of the homonym asma’,
namely, Asma’ (a female proper name) and “names” (noun, pl. of ism) that form
a “complete paronomasia” (tajnis tamm).'* In addition, the first hemistich fea-
tures istikhdam, a rhetorical figure employing both meanings of a homonym.'*’
Hence, alongside “I am called ‘Asma’’ derogatorily,” one reads “I am called
names derogatorily.” In Kitab al-badi‘, Tbn al-Mu‘tazz emphasizes and demon-
strates that paronomasia (tajnis), the second type of badi‘ according to his clas-
sification, was not invented by the “modern” poets, even if they expanded its use
significantly.”' However, the combination of paronomasia and istikhdam in this
line adds up to artifice that is unmistakably typical of the “modern” style. At the
same time, the homage to early poetry and poets by the evocation of the deroga-
tory naming “tempers” this “modernity” to create the desired aesthetic experi-
ence of a mixed style.

Clearly, al-Khazin infused his poetry with an ancient flavor, which was highly
appreciated by the vizier as attested by his reaction. The stylistic hybridity illus-
trated here on the micro line level was pointed out by al-Tha‘alibi’s source, al-
Hamidi, on the macro ode level, while describing the vizier’s enthusiastic
response to al-Khazin’s creation: “an ode ... bringing together the sweetness of
civilization and the beauty of nomadism, while he [=al-Sahib] was worshipping
it” (qasida ... tajma ‘u halawat al-hadara wa-talawat al-badawa wa-huwa yata-
zahhadu la-ha).">* Al-Tha‘alibl rephrases here the same idea of praiseworthy
stylistic hybridity championed by al-Sahib, which he expresses elsewhere as
“bringing together” or “perfecting” “the eloquence (fasaha) of nomadism with
the sweetness of civilization.”** Thus, an important aspect of the report on al-
Khazin’s performance is that the contextual details delineating al-Sahib’s verbal
and bodily reactions to al-Khazin’s performance support the textual evidence,
here and elsewhere, regarding the vizier’s poetic literary taste; namely, an
optimal combination of ancient eloquence and “modern” refinement.

The poet’s thoughtfulness when it comes to creating in a style that would
appeal to the aesthetic preferences of his patron is manifestly seen in the last line
of the poem: “Take, O Ibn ‘Abbad, an adorned poem to which neither al-Buhturt
nor [AbG Tammam] al-Ta’'1 measure up.” This line constitutes an illocutionary
act with a directive point. As the poet bestows on the patron his creation using
the imperative (“take!”), he determines its stylistic nature in a certain way that
pleases al-Sahib. The poets al-BuhturT and Abti Tammam signify respectively in
an indexical way the “natural” versus the artful/artificial poetic style. By deter-
mining his creation as “an adorned poem to which neither al-Buhtur nor [Abt
Tammam] al-Ta’'T measure up,” al-Khazin not only places himself above them;
since the two poets were conceived as the two contrasting aesthetic poles of the
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contemporary poetic field, al-Khazin’s poem necessarily falls in between in
terms of its style, given the specified range of possibilities. By undertaking this
illocutionary act at the last line of the ode, al-Khazin uses the control he gained
over his primary (and secondary) audience as a successful performer to reinforce
an impression of his poetry he has already projected by his aesthetic choices
throughout the poem.

Despite the absence of the poet’s point of view in this account, or at least a
more detailed description of his delivery from the narrator’s vantage point, the
ode itself attests to al-Khazin’s careful consideration of the primary audience
member while preparing the ode prior to the performance. The importance of
careful thought for the performing poet, not only in respect to the text but also
the context, was noted in medieval literary criticism. The critic Ibn Rashiq notes
in connection with the saying “every occasion has an apt expression” (li-kull
magam maqal) that poets must be very thoughtful of their poetic style, the
manner of delivery, and level of preparedness based on the audience, genre, and
event.'* The critic’s emphasis on the pragmatic nature of poetic production and
performance according to social functions and cultural conventions reveals a
systematic and objective point of view. To receive a more balanced and realistic
picture of poetic performance at al-Sahib’s court (and in general), we should
read alongside the account on al-Khazin’s performance and Ibn Rashiq’s com-
ments another account that highlights the subjective point of view of the poet-
performer. The account in question was narrated to al-Tawhidi by the secretary
‘Al b. al-Hasan:

[Al-Sahib] abandoned me one day in a way that really harmed me and left
me vulnerable. I was at my wits’ end and could not contrive anything for
my good. The Mihrajan festival came, and I entered to him among the
multitude of people, and after they recited poetry in two rounds, I proceeded
and recited. He was not delighted by me, nor did he look at me. I had
incorporated (dammantu) in my lines one line of his from an ode in the same
rhyme of mine, and when the line was delivered to him, he woke up from
his sluggishness and looked at me as if finding fault with me. I lowered my
head and said in a low voice: “Do not scold and do not expand my wound,
for I cannot bear it. I only stole (saraqtu) this line from your poem to adorn
mine with it. You—praise be to God—bestow liberally every valuable
object and grant all hidden gems; would you really begrudge me this [small]
amount and shame me in this assembly?” He raised his head and voice and
said: “My dear boy, repeat this line!” I repeated it and he said: “By God,
sounds great! Hey, return to the beginning of your ode, for we neglected
you and our thought carried us away to another thing; we got absorbed by
the world and this has become injustice to you without purpose on our part
and no intent.” I repeated it, delivered it fluently, moved [him] in its recita-
tion, and articulated its verses clearly. When I reached its end, he said: “You
did well. Adhere to this technique (fann), for it is stylistically elegant, and it
is as if al-Buhturi had appointed you as a successor! Amass wealth at our
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court and rise in our service! Do your utmost to obey us, and we will support
your interests by paying you your due, setting you up, and raising your
standing against your competitors.”'>®

This report contributes greatly to our understanding of composition and per-
formance practices at the court through the first person narrative that sheds
light on the unique features of a performance and its particular background.
While it focuses on one unique case, it shows the conventional features of per-
formance practices at the court that provided opportunities for clever and com-
petent courtiers to alter them for their own individual goals. The background
for this performance, as the secretary ‘Ali b. al-Hasan tells us, is the “abandon-
ment” of al-Sahib that had an adverse effect on him and left him helpless and
perplexed. The reasons for the vizier’s step and its actual meaning are not
specified but it would be safe to assume that the “abandonment” had severe
economic and status consequences for the secretary who had probably lost his
job. In this dire situation, he was finally able to strategize how to be reinstated.
His strategy evidently entails familiarity with performance practices at the
court and with the setting. Al-Hasan knew that in the big event of the Mihrajan,
when numerous poets recite their praise odes before the vizier, he could easily
get tired and distracted given the quantity of poetry (not necessarily of the
highest quality). To attract his attention and stand out from the crowd, he real-
ized he had to resort to a clever scheme, which eventually proved to be
successful.

By incorporating in advance one line of al-S@hib’s in his own poem, al-
Hasan provoked the vizier who must have been initially shocked at the bold-
ness of the secretary who plagiarized a line of his and delivered it before him
as part of his ode. Once he was able to attract al-Sahib’s attention, al-Hasan
explained his strategic plagiarism in a way that flattered the vizier. The latter
got interested and—finally—very appreciative of the poet and his work to the
point of offering him a lucrative position. What concerns us most here is
the way the performer changed the structure of his text, and consequently of
the event itself by means of his scheme. Obviously, outright plagiarism before
its powerful victim was not part of the acceptable performance practices at the
court and hence a radical transgression on the part of the performer by which
his performance stood out from the rest.”® We saw that Richard Bauman
referred to this uniqueness in an individual performance that set it apart from
the conventions as its emergent quality. In our report, the emergent quality is
observable in the text, the event (interruption for unusual reason), and even the
social structure, as the performer succeeded at changing an adverse state of
affairs in his favor, standing vis-a-vis the power holder as the inferior. And,
indeed, for a while after the reported event, he prospered at the court, even if
ultimately his reinstatement turned out to be temporary only. According to his
words, quoted by al-Tawhidi, he was later incarcerated and had his books
burned.!” On the long term, then, the power structure has not changed, as the
vizier for whatever reason was able to put him “back in his place.” It should be
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still noted that through the performance, al-Hasan was able to have his own
way, because he commanded the rules and could figure out a possible trans-
gression, which, despite its boldness, would work out for him.

At the end of this section, I would like to shed some more light on one of the
significant transformational powers of qualified performers of verbal art, namely,
the power to affect their audience by inducing a mood change, and thus doing
quite astonishing things with their words. When it comes to eulogy, we mostly
talk about the eulogists’ role and goal to excite their patrons with their magnify-
ing praise and uplift them to a euphoric state. This was one of the cultural roles
and responsibilities the poets of the pre-modern Islamic world were entrusted
with. We saw above al-Sahib’s ecstatic behavior while he was listening to al-
Khazin’s ode in his praise. The poet himself referred boastingly to his own
ability to bring about this mood change by means of his poetry, saying “I praise
and excite with the poems I recite, I do good with the splendor of my exciting
and praising.” The natural competitor of the poet in this role was the musician;
indeed, words expressing “excitement,” often derived from the root £.7.b., have
traditionally been associated with music at least ever since Bedouin camel
drivers used to urge their animals with their singing.'™® It is for this “inferiority”
of poetry vis-a-vis music that poets adopted an apologetic tone to place their art
on the same footing as music, or even higher, when they sought to uplift the
patron’s mood. This was also an intended indirect message to the patron to the
effect that the poet’s verbal art was indispensable for him and that due reward
was hoped for.

Still, the patron’s favorable response was not expected to be shown merely
financially; patrons were expected to respond to an effective eulogy behavio-
rally giving a visible form to their excitement and euphoria, and thus also indi-
cating the poets’ artistic mastery and recognizing their transformational
powers. On top of delivering effective poetry, competent poets often included
in their praise cues urging their patrons to give visible form to their excite-
ment, in order to intensify their reaction. The following verse, displayed by al-
Tha‘alib1,'® illustrates well the poetics of mood change characteristic of
‘Abbasid praise poetry:

i Abt Tammam, praising Mahdi b. Asram [al-wafir]:

Wa-naghmatu mu ‘tafin ta’tthi ahla
‘Ala udhunayhi min naghmi l-sama

The recitation sound of a favor-seeker reaching him is sweeter
To his ears than the sound of music!'®

it  Al-Buhturi, praising Abt Ayytb Ahmad b. Shuja‘ [al-kamil]:

Nashwana yatrabu li-l-madihi ka annama
Ghannahu Maliku Tayyi’in aw Ma ‘badi
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Intoxicated, he is transported with joy by the praise section of the ode as if
Malik of Tayyi’ or Ma ‘bad sang it'®!

Ibn al-Rumi, praising al-Hasan b. ‘Ubaydallah [a/l-basit]:

Ka annahii wa-hwa mas “ilun wa-mumtadahun
Ghannahu ishaqu wa-l-awtaru fi I-sakhabt

When asked for favor and praised, he looks as if
Ishaq [al-Mawsili] sang to him while the [lute’s] strings sending forth loud
sounds'®

Al-Qadt Ibn ‘Abd al-"Aziz, praising al-Sahib [al-kamil]:

Nashwana yalqa [-mu ‘taft mutahallilan
Yahtazzu min madhin bi-ht ‘itfahu

Wa-idha asakha ila I-madihi ra aytahii
Wa-ka anna Maliku Tayyi’in ghannahii

Intoxicated, he receives the favor-seeker beaming with joy
His whole body sways for the praise to him

When he listens to the praise section of the ode, he looks
As if Malik of Tayyi’ sang it

Abi 1-Husayn al-Mustaham al-Halabi (a student of the poets al-Mutanabbi
and al-Babagha’), praising an unspecified amir [al-sari :

Tutribuhu l-ash ‘aru ft madhiht
Wa-lam yasugh'®® qa’iluhd lahna

Fa-laysa yadri in atd sha irun
Yunshiduhii anshada am ghannd

He is transported with joy by the odes in his praise
While their composer did not set them to music

For he does not know, when a poet comes
To recite [his poetry] to him, whether he recites or sings

Abl Tammam’s line highlights the patron’s generosity by delineating his joy

when poets, hoping for his favor, praise him. To the patron, this joy even sur-

passes the one experienced by music.'* Al-Buhturi shifts the motif by ampli-
fying the element of joy to describe it as intoxication and euphoria parallel only
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to great music, and as a result downplaying the generosity element. Ibn al-Ramf,
in contrast, reverts to the emphasis on the patron’s generosity, and indeed in the
line that follows in the diwan, he says about the patron: “Hearing the praise, his
whole body sways from the delightful sensation of magnanimity (majd), not
from that of excitement (tarab).”'®® This “clarification” did not prevent al-
Tha‘alibi from subsuming Ibn al-Rtim1’s lines under the category Praise Odes
that Fill with Joy (al-mada’ih al-mutriba) following the above line of Abt
Tammam.'*® Benefiting from AbGi Tammam and al-Buhturl (on that in more
detail, see below), al-Qadi Ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz gives the most forceful picture,
compared to the others, of the intense joy with which his patron is transported.
He combines a vivid depiction of al-Sahib’s euphoric mental state (“intoxi-
cated”) and bodily reaction (“beaming with joy,” “his whole body sways”) when
praised, while comparing them to the effect of music played by an illustrious
musician. In contrast, al-Mustaham’s employment of the motif, in two lines as
well, makes no specific reference to the bodily reaction of the patron and draws
no comparison to eminent musicians.

Generalizing and abstracting the verse we have read at the referential level,
we see that all poets represent a certain state of affairs in the world (an asser-
tive illocutionary act) to the effect that the patron is extremely welcoming and
moved by eulogy. Yet, the chief message conveyed by all poets—save,
perhaps, Ibn al-Rimi—in the context of their delivery, is a non-referential,
pragmatic one. By representing favorably the euphoric state of a generic over-
joyed patron when eulogized, the poets urge their particular patron to respond
equally to their performance. This is, therefore, a verbal cue to the primary
audience that, given the control gained by competent poets over their audi-
ences thanks to their skill, was likely to be followed. An emphatic response on
the part of the addressed patron agreed with the cultural conventions related to
the performance of praise poetry, conventions which the poet mediated and
propagated in a non-disinterested way. All this does not suggest that patrons
waited for such cues to express their excitement or that they were even a
necessary part of the ode; in fact, the report recording al-Sahib’s reactions
when addressed by al-Khazin (a quite unique report in its careful and detailed
attention to the vizier’s reception) shows that the vizier was transported with
joy by the aesthetic pleasure he derived from the verse and by the flattering
representation of his character and deeds. As their employment by various
poets suggests, pragmatic cues of this sort were a rhetorical technique at the
disposal of poets to intensify the audience’s favorable reception, but such
reception required first and foremost effective verse.

6 Competition

Speaking of “envy” (hasad) among literary people, al-Tawhidi once observed that
it “rages in the souls of this group. Seldom does one take pains to get close to a
leader or vizier, without finding every single person going out of their way to dis-
tance him from his goal.”'” The court was an institution in which individuals
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aspired ceaselessly to improve their standing. With reference to literary people,
“standing” (manzila) meant their value as professionals and individuals, measured
against their peers at the literary field of the court, based on the judgment of the
patron (given the dominance of al-Sahib as the source of power, peer judgment
meant little).'®® Courtiers wished to achieve a standing better than their peers’ in
order to benefit from a larger share of the financial resources made available by the
patron, closer relationship with him, greater security, and higher prestige. The fin-
ancial resources designated by al-Sahib for his expansive literary sponsorship
enterprise were enormous,'® albeit not infinite, and his informal time for recre-
ation and intellectual activity was limited by the numerous engagements and
responsibilities of a chief administrator. As a result, an improvement in one’s
standing came at the expense of another’s, which yielded a strong spirit of com-
petition among the courtiers.

A desire to outdo peers and thus attract the patron’s attention and appreciation
lurked behind all literary games and activities at the court. Indeed, these were
established on sublimation of aggression toward rivals, transforming culturally-
disapproved impulses into approved cultural manifestations, hence growing the
literary output of the court, increasing its literary sophistication, and—most
importantly—solidifying the institution’s social cohesion and marking it as a
civilized environment. For its constructive role as the key drive behind the
success of the court institution, we may consider this variety as positive competi-
tion. This competitive spirit is encapsulated by equestrian terminology applied to
al-Sahib’s poets such as racing (jary) and hippodrome (maydan) in al-Tha‘alib1’s
heading for the Mansion Odes: “The Racing of the Poets in al-Sahib’s Presence
in the Hippodrome of His Prompting them [to Compose] the Mansion Odes.”
This terminology was applied also to other fourth/tenth-century courts, such as
Sayf al-Dawla’s, which was dubbed “the poets’ racing course (halba).”'”

Existing alongside positive competition, negative competition seeking to
undermine a fellow courtier’s standing, and by extension, compromise his rela-
tionship with the patron (and possibly others, too), harm his reputation, and lead
to his marginalization, or even banishment was all too common. I call it negative
not because it necessarily had an adverse effect on cultural production; in fact, it
stimulated it marginally. It is negative because it weakened social cohesion and
interaction at the court by resorting to slanderous and deceitful strategies target-
ing peers instead of distinguishing oneself through positive competition. As a
result, the court lost great talents such as Abh Talib al-Ma’mni and Badi al-
Zaman al-Hamadhani, whose high standing made them a target of high priority
for rivals. While positive competition is mostly inferred from the sources, its
negative counterpart is explicitly raised; sometimes in comments made by
anthologists like al-Tha‘alibi, but even more by the victims themselves when
addressing the vizier in verse. In the poems in which they ask his permission to
leave the court, they deplore the negative competition of courtiers who are often
called “enviers” (hussad, hasada) and remain anonymous.'”!

Manifestations of negative competition at the court, found in the sources, are
largely associated with: (i) the professional ethics of the courtier; and (ii) the
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religious belief of the vizier; (i) al-Sahib expressed his concerns about the phe-
nomenon of plagiarism with its negative effect on the general literary system of
his time, and, as a vizier and court patron, showed his strong opposition to it.!”?
In addition, as any other patron, he would consider criticism coming from a
protégé, a fortiori when it is rendered as a lampoon, to be a severe act of disloy-
alty; (ii) he made his religious and doctrinal positions, that is, his Shi‘T and
Mu ‘tazili sympathies, well known, and would not tolerate a protégé’s attempt to
engage actively in countering them. Since the vizier felt strongly about profes-
sional ethics and religious belief, these two realms were a fertile ground for neg-
ative competitors to discredit a peer and induce al-Sahib to lower his standing.
Positive competition imbues courtly activities and practices discussed above
(e.g., tamlit as an improvised poetry competition) and in Chapter 3 (production
of literature in certain genres); it is not in need of further explanation here. I
would like to dwell now on negative competition, whose pronounced presence in
the sources begs our careful consideration.

When the poet Ibn Babak first came to the court in 372/982 or shortly after
and recited odes in praise of the vizier, one of those present vilified him (fa ‘ana
‘alayhi) and said he was a plagiarist (muntahil), who recited odes by Ibn Nubata
al-Sa“di. Al-Sahib wanted to test Ibn Babak to find out whether he was a plagi-
arist incapable of original creation. He prompted him to describe the elephant
captured from the Khorasani army in an ode and prescribed the meter and rhyme
to be used. He, then, recited an ode which al-Sahib found excellent and censured
the defamer (¢a ‘in) for his lie and false claim that Ibn Babak was a plagiarist.
The defamer’s response that Ibn Babak had memorized sixty ekphrastic poems
on elephants in this meter, all by Ibn Nubata, was found laughable by the
vizier.'” Al-Sahib was not reported to take any measures against the defamer.
Al-Abi, a literary man, historian, and courtier of al-Sahib’s (later appointed a
vizier in al-Rayy; d. 421/1030),'™ who witnessed this event, reported it in his
adab encyclopedia in the chapter devoted to mendacity (fi I-kadhib) next to other
humorous anecdotes featuring ridiculous lies and comments of mendacious
figures. Neither in this case nor in others do we have evidence that slander of
this type was taken as an offense meriting punishment that goes beyond a
reproach. Rather, the manifestations of negative competition, even when
they turned out unquestionably to be based on false allegations, were seen as a
normal—albeit deplorable—part of courtly life.

Another type of unprofessional behavior was criticism and resistance to the
patron coming from his protégé. When al-Tawhidi was asked to copy the thirty-
volume epistle collection by al-Sahib, he suggested preparing an anthology
instead so that readers not be bored and the vizier not be criticized. His tactless
and unveiled criticism of al-Sahib’s skills, let alone his reluctance to comply
with his wish, was a boon for his competitors. As he quickly found out, “that
was raised to him [=al-Sahib] in an offensive way without my knowledge.” Con-
sequently, al-Sahib was furious and vowed to make him pay dearly for what he
said.'” In contrast to the competitor of Ibn Babak, those who informed on al-
Tawhidi did not create it out of whole cloth, even if they made him look even
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worse. This evidential basis, unlike the ludicrous plagiarism claims against Ibn
Babak, facilitated the retaliatory response of al-Sahib. Obviously, when a mani-
festation of negative competition has some evidential basis, the victim’s chances
of preserving his challenged standing become grimmer.

We saw in Chapter 1 that adherence to the Shi‘a and Mu‘tazila was not an
absolute requirement at the literary field of the court, even if it was much encour-
aged. It was unacceptable, however, for courtiers in the literary field to engage
actively in countering religious and doctrinal positions held by al-Sahib. There-
fore, manifestations of negative competition in the realm of religious belief
involved accusations to the effect that certain courtiers criticized openly Shi'l
and Mu ‘tazili tenets. The high standing acquired by the young brilliant poet al-
Ma'miinT immediately following his arrival at the court deeply concerned some
of his fellow courtiers. Although he was charged as a plagiarist, and even as a
defamer of the vizier, in his case, as a descendant of Caliph al-Ma mdn, it was
almost unavoidable that the religious and political cards be used against him.
After all, the Shi'T Buiyids were successful at having the ‘Abbasid caliphs, the
legitimate leaders of Sunni Muslims, under their control, and any sign of pro-
‘Abbasid Sunni activism would be taken as threatening this control. Al-
Tha‘alibi’s account of al-Ma 'miini’s time at the court paints a vivid picture of
negative competition:

[Al-Ma'miinT was] among the descendants of the Caliph al-Ma’'miin. He
was one—rather, a unique one!—of the peerless people of his time in terms
of noble spirit and pedigree, accomplishment in excellence, and adab. His
mind overflowing with poetry of badi ‘ artifice, of beautiful molding, cast in
the mold of beauty and excellence. After he left his hometown, Baghdad,
because of some desire in his soul, as a youth whose face had not put forth
its beard, he arrived in al-Rayy and praised al-Sahib with singular poems
that amazed him, and by which he was dazzled with astonishment. He
treated him honorably upon his arrival and during his stay, received him
with good hospitality, made promises to him and raised hopes in him. Then,
the scorpions of enviers among the courtiers and poets of al-Sahib crawled
about him, and started at once acting without caution or care, calumniating
him for baseless things, and fabricating against him the ugliest lies: some-
times, they would charge him with spreading propaganda for the ‘Abbasids;
at other times, they would describe him as engaged in excessive disparage-
ment of “AlT b. Abi Talib and his two sons (al-nasb), and as believing firmly
in accusing Shi‘is and Mu‘tazilis of infidelity; on other occasions, they
would attribute to him a lampoon against al-Sahib giving expression to
abominable calumny, and would swear on his plagiarizing his praise poetry
[from others]. It reached the point that undermining his standing (isqat man-
zilatihi) in al-Sahib’s view was accomplished, his livelihood was disrupted,
and al-Sahib became angry with him. Al-Ma miinT composed an ode about
this, asking his permission to leave.... He then left al-Rayy and came to
Nishapir.'”
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Al-Tha‘alibi leaves no doubt that the aggressive negative campaign of al-
Ma'miinT’s competitors was effective. The poet lost his source of income as a
courtier, and was practically shown the way out. In these circumstances, a
courtier would not leave independently, but rather had to ask the patron for per-
mission to do so in an ode that while showing gratitude and promising continued
loyalty, decried the injustice that was done to him at the court. Despite the bitter-
ness of the courtier, he was prudent enough to blame only his competitors for the
defamation that irrevocably tarnished his name, while the patron was portrayed
respectfully as misled by it. Applying famous Qur’anic imagery (based on
Q 12:18) and speaking of the patron—protégé relationship as the one between
father and child, al-Ma’'miini says: “I was Joseph, they were the Children of
Israel, the father of the children was you, and their claim was false blood.”
Hence, al-Sahib-Jacob, whose love for al-Ma’mini-Joseph was the reason for
the bloody lie of his envious fellow courtiers-brothers, was also a victim. Al-
Ma’mini proceeds to point out courtly competition and mentions proudly that
his initial high standing came at the expense of (unidentified) others: “There is a
group of people in which wrath was set ablaze since you erected for me standing
positions (rutab) over the enemies’ necks.”'”” Those frustrated others would later
craftily bring about his fall, making the most of his descent and resorting to con-
ventional accusations as well.

If we are to believe a certain anecdote, the short, albeit brilliant, period of
Badi‘ al-Zaman al-Hamadhant at al-Sahib’s court ended because of a fart. Sup-
posedly, he broke wind at the session of al-Sahib and felt embarrassed. He tried
to explain it away as “the squeak of the seat” (sarir al-takht), to which al-Sahib
rejoined “I am afraid it is the squeak of the bottom” (sarir al-taht). Al-Tha‘alib1
adds with noticeable doubt: “It is said that this embarrassing incident was the
reason for his departure from the court and moving out to Khorasan.”'”® Indeed,
al-Abi includes this very story in his adab encyclopedia in the chapter dedicated
to farting, but the victim is not al-Hamadhani but rather “a courtier of al-Sahib”
(ba ‘d julasa’ al-Sahib)."™ To be sure, accidental farting in his presence was not
conceived by al-Sahib as improper behavior. Al-Hamadhani himself told al-
Tha‘alibi about the jurisprudent Ibn al-KhudayrT who used to attend al-Sahib’s
nightly theological sessions and once broke wind noisily after falling asleep. Out
of embarrassment, he did not return to the session, but al-Sahib sent him a
message in verse to let him know there was nothing to feel embarrassed or be
concerned about: “O Ibn al-Khudayri, do not leave embarrassed for something
that came out of you as it comes out of the flute and the lute/It is the wind; you
cannot withhold it, for you are not Solomon son of David.”"® Unsurprisingly,
later authors present versions that are the product of elaboration and conflation
of these two related anecdotes brought by al-Tha‘alibi.!®! Therefore, given the
emphasized doubt of al-Tha‘alibi, the varying identification of the victim, al-
Sahib’s tolerance toward accidental farting at his sessions, and—most impor-
tantly—indications (soon to be discussed) that al-Hamadhani departed because
of a different reason, we cannot really believe that he left his distinguished posi-
tion for a fart.
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In his study of al-Hamadhani’s life within its political and religious environ-
ment, Everett Rowson comments that the reason for Badi’ al-Zaman al-
Hamadhani’s departure from al-Sahib’s court is not clear.'®? It is true that a direct
and clear-cut statement regarding the reason is not found in the sources, but
information gleaned from al-Hamadhani’s diwan sheds some light on this ques-
tion. In a poem in which he apologizes to al-Sahib and praises him, there are
some essential hints to consider.'® Based on the poem, this exceptional literary
man was on the run having learned that al-Sahib made threats against him. He
was terrified and restless fearing his punishment, while apparently unsure about
the reason behind the vizier’s wrath, despite his dedicated and remarkable
service to him: “Then, what falsehoods did the slanderers possibly say against
me?'® And from which direction did every calamity rise against me?/Which fire
was kindled by which arsonist? And which disaster was provoked by whichever
frivolous play?”’

Another poem from al-Hamadhani’s diwan is likely to provide the reason.
Accused of being a nasibi, an extremist Sunni who declared hostility to “Ali b.
ADbT Talib, al-Hamadhani polemicizes with the anonymous accuser and defends
himself forcefully against the accusations. He presents himself as a Sunni who
acknowledges the special place of ‘Al and the Prophet’s family, while being
devoted to the Prophet’s Companions (in this context, the Rightly-Guided
Caliphs Abti Bakr and ‘Umar, whose leadership and religious authority were
rejected by rafidi Shi‘ls) as well. He rebels against the slander (buhtan) and
against the slanderer who, he says, cursed the Companions yet sought interces-
sion (a-yarjii I-shafd ‘a man sabbahum). He then says [al-mutaqarib]:

U ‘izzu I-nabiyya wa-ashabahi
Fa-ma l-mar’u illa ma ‘a I-Sahibt

Hananayka min tama ‘in baridin
Wa-labbayka min amalin kha ibt

Tamannaw ‘ala llahi ma milakum
Wa-khuttiithu fi I-jamadi [-dha ibt

I love the Prophet and his Companions
And one is only [in line] with al-Sahib

“Be merciful” of a frustrated aspiration
And “at your service” of a dashed hope

Ask God for what you hope for
And write it on melting ice!'

The accusation that al-Hamadhani is hostile to “Ali, and his passionate apolo-
getic response aimed at showing his special love for the Prophet’s family as
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congruent with his devotion to the Prophet’s Companions are imaginable only in
a milieu dominated by a Shi‘1. This applies to the short phase in al-Hamadhani’s
career when he was a courtier of al-Sahib, before he moved to the Sunni lands of
the east.'® In addition, the occurrence of al-Sahibi at the end of the first quoted
line (and the poem’s rhyme word b7) could hardly be accidental; they convey the
message to al-Sahib that al-Hamadhant does not exceed the boundaries of sec-
tarian positions accepted by the patron as legitimate. The line to follow (““‘Be
merciful’...”) expresses al-Hamadhani’s wish that al-Sahib thwart the attempt of
the competitor, who pleads for the patron’s support and promises his loyalty,'s’
to portray him as an extremist Sunni in order to harm his standing. Defying his
anonymous competitor and his hope to harm him, al-Hamadhani dismisses his
chances to succeed by comparing the attempt to a vanishing inscription on
melting ice. It, therefore, seems very plausible that al-Hamadhani had to defend
himself with this poem against accusations in the realm of religion (similar to
those directed against al-Ma’miini) made by some Shi‘T competitor at the court.

Given the famous rivalry between al-Hamadhani and al-Khwarazmi, it is
tempting to guess that the anonymous competitor was the latter, especially since
he was a staunch Shi‘T and a courtier of al-Sahib. This, however, is not conceiv-
able, since al-Hamadhani did not meet al-Khwarazmi during the period he spent
at the court. Their first meeting was, rather, in 382/992, some time after he left
the court, choosing Nishapir as his destination in order to meet al-Khwarazmi
whom he esteemed then, and for whose warm reception he had hoped.'®
Although the diwan says nothing of the addressee or referent of al-Hamadhant’s
poem, Abii Ishaq al-HusrT (d. 413/1022) comments that it was composed in reac-
tion to al-Khwarazmi’s charges that al-Hamadhani hated ‘Ali—charges meant to
set the Talibids (descendants of Abti Talib) on him—and hence al-HusrT con-
siders it to be a product of their heated rivalry in Nishapiir.'®* In fact, at that very
period, al-Hamadhani responded in verse to al-Khwarazmi’s attack on the Com-
panions, praising them and lampooning al-Khwarazmi.'” It is possible that this
evidence of sectarian polemics between the two led al-Husr to consider the
former poem as another product of their rivalry. Nonetheless, the former poem
has an undeniable apologetic tone that strives to establish al-Hamadhani’s love
for ‘Al and the Prophet’s family, whereas in the latter, composed in a Sunni
environment, the poet speaks in a very confident Sunni voice that focuses on the
merits of the Companions and does not attempt to emphasize the author’s love
for ‘Ali. Furthermore, the mention of al-Sahib in the former poem is a clear sign
that it was composed in reaction to an anonymous competitor’s attack at the
Shi‘T dominated environment of the court. Despite the belief of al-Hamadhani
that the competitor’s hope was vain, all signs show that his period at the court
ended involuntarily, as he found himself running away because of negative
competition.

Positive competition was the major stimulating force behind literary produc-
tion at the court, while it was self-evident to the degree that it was seldom raised
in the sources. Things were quite different with negative competition; even if we
take into consideration the poems of the victims protesting against it, as in the



The courtiers 111

case of al-Ma'muni and al-Hamadhani, and others composed by newcomers,
such as Ibn Babak, to prove genuine poetic skills, negative competition was a
marginal stimulating force. Nevertheless, despite this marginality, the victims
(through their verse) and the literary anthologists (through their comments and
anecdotes) gave us a glimpse of it. Although manifestations of negative competi-
tion at the court are largely associated with professional ethics and religious
belief, there exists evidence that some courtiers came up with different ones.
AI-Abi tells us about the arrival of a destitute secretary, whom al-Sahib had
known from his visit to Baghdad as a young man. Al-Sahib assigned him a posi-
tion with a 500-dirham-monthly salary in his written payment order (sakk). One
of the men present envied the secretary (hasadahu) and told al-Sahib he was a
catamite (ma 'biin), who would spend all his salary on the partner “committing
with him the shameful act.” He dispraised the secretary and his alleged vices
excessively until he was sure he ruined him (afsada halahu). At that point, the
slanderer (al-sa 7) had no doubt the vizier would cancel the order once it was
returned for his signature. Instead, however, al-Sahib added to the secretary’s
allotted monthly salary “fifty dirhams for a boy serving and assisting him,” and
signed the order."! This story shows that negative competitors seeking to under-
mine the standing of peers might opt for whatever way they deemed likely to be
effective, in this case, an accusation of “dishonorable” sexual behavior. It also
demonstrates that the vizier was well aware of negative competition as a
pattern of courtly conduct and did not always fall prey to it. In the present
case, he indicated humorously by raising the secretary’s salary for that “shame-
ful” purpose that he grasped the competitor’s intent and thwarted his attempt.
We, again, have no indication of a punitive measure against the competitor,
which suggests that this type of slander was seen as a normal—albeit deplorable—
part of courtly life.
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zurafd’. His description as the first among the zurafa’ poets who silenced al-Sahib
should be understood as merely referring to his being a witty person, as translated
above.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Khass al-khass, 82-3; Abu 1-Hasan al-Munajjim should not be con-
fused with Abt I-Hasan ‘Ali b. Yahya b. Abi Manstr al-Munajjim (d. 275/888;
Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 2008-22). Nor could he be identified with Abi
I-Hasan ‘Al1 b. Har@in b. al-Munajjim (276-352/889-963), whom al-Sahib met in
Baghdad in 347/958 (ibid., V, 1991-6). Rather, it was probably another, younger,
member of this notable family, whose name is mentioned in a fuller way by al-
Thaalibi elsewhere (Khass al-khass, 220) as Abt 1-Hasan b. al-Munajjim al-Asghar
right after mentioning his older relative Abt 1-Hasan “Ali b. Hartin (b.) al-Munajjim.
As often happens in the vocative, ya (in ti-i <) s written defectively and the first
person suffix 7 is shortened to -i: W. Wright, 4 Grammar of the Arabic Language, 3rd
rev. ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), I, 295 and II, 87, this inter-
action and tashif (kashkiyya only) seems to be inspired by an earlier model involving
the caliph al-Wathiq (r. 227-32/842-47) and the legal scholar and courtier Yahya b.
Aktham (d. 242/857: Ton Khallikan, Wafayat, V1, 147-65): Abu 1-Faraj Ibn al-Jawzi,
Dhamm al-hawa, ed. Khalid al-‘Alami (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1998), 136. Van
Gelder has already linked between the two accounts (God’s Banquet, 115, 152), and
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although he did not “solve the riddle”—as he put it—of the fashif exchange between al-
Sahib and al-Munajjim, his reference to Dhamm al-hawa and comments proved to be
helpful in my attempt to do so; al-Abi collected many examples of intentional fashif,
including sikbaj and kishkiyya (without the above account). The former expression is
deciphered as thinyuka bakha (¢ k), “your strength decreased,” and the latter
kuntu niktuhu (in the edited text: &5 <87, “T have (already) fucked him”: Nathr al-
durr, V, 263. Whereas the latter (with the requisite change of the 5 to o) fits within
our account, the former—probably a corruption—does not. This is especially
because of the obvious use of the root n.y.k within the context and the fact that the
exchange would lose much of its pungency and wit if we follow the readings pre-
sented in al-AbT’s edited text.

As in Dominic P. Brookshaw, “Palaces, Pavilions and Pleasure-gardens: The context
and setting of the medieval majlis,” Middle Eastern Literatures 6: 2 (2003): 200,
and Samer M. Ali, Arabic Literary Salons in the Islamic Middle Ages: Poetry,
Public Performance, and the Presentation of the Past (Notre Dame, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 16-18.

Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience
(Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 1986 [first publ. 1974]), 10-11.
Richard Bauman, Verbal Art as Performance (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press,
1977), 15-24 (The Keying of Performance). “Key,” a term Bauman uses after
Goffman (Frame Analysis, 43—4), is the set of conventions by which a certain activ-
ity, already meaningful, is transformed into something patterned on this activity, but
seen by the participants to be something else. The process of transcription is dubbed
by Goffman “keying.” Hence, for instance, a stage play may key a fight between two
actors, who are not really fighting.

Goffman, Frame Analysis, 308-21, 444-5.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Adab al-mulitk, 55; Y, 111, 107; Kitab rawh al-rith, 1, 498; see also
Pseudo-al-Jahiz, Kitab al-taj, 61; al-Raghib al-Isbahant, Muhadarat, 1, 384.

Ibn Khaldtin, Muqaddima, 11, 101; the translation of quotations is by Rosenthal, The
Mugqaddimah, 11, 112.

Pierre Bourdieu’s formal definition of habitus is “systems of durable, transposable dis-
positions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is,
as principles which generate and organize practices and representations that can be
objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends
or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them”: The Logic
of Practice, tr. Richard Nice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1990), 53; for
beneficial discussions of this concept, see Randal Johnson’s introduction to Bourdieu,
The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 5-6;
Deborah Reed-Danahay, Locating Bourdieu (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 2005), 103—10; and Niilo Kauppi, The Politics of Embodiment: Habits, Power,
and Pierre Bourdieu’s Theory (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2000), 31-47.

Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process, tr. Edmund Jephcott, rev. ed. (Oxford: Black-
well, 2000 [first published 1939 in German]), 363-447.

Elias, The Civilizing Process, 366-9; Bourdieu’s concept of habitus shows a synthe-
sis of Elias’s more psychological theory of habitus and Marcel Mauss’s theory of
bodily habits and habitus: Reed-Danahay, Locating Bourdieu, 104-5.

My forthcoming articles, “Nurture over Nature: Habitus from al-Farab1 through Ibn
Khaldiin to “Abduh,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 137, 1 (2017), and
“Maimonides and the Habitus Concept,” Journal of the American Oriental Society
137, 2 (2017), focus on the history of the concept in the Islamic world from the
third/ninth century to the thirteenth/nineteenth century; on habitus in the West and
the theoretical debate provoked by its late twentieth-century application, see Kauppi,
The Politics of Embodiment, 47-59 and passim; discussing habitus, Bonnie Kent
makes the right point that the common English translation, “habit,” is misleading,



34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

The courtiers 115

for it may denote any routine performance or action. “A hexis or habitus, in contrast,
is a durable characteristic of the agent inclining to certain kinds of actions and emo-
tional reactions, not the actions and reactions themselves”: “Habits and Virtues,” in
Brian Davies (ed.), Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Little-
field, 2006), 224.

Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics (henceforward: NE), tr. Christopher Rowe, intr.
and comm. Sarah Broadie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 111-13 (Book
1. 1-2, 1103a14-1104b3), 203 (Book VII. 10, 1152a30-34); idem, Eudemian
Ethics: Books I, 1I, and VIII, tr. and comm. Michael Woods, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1992), 15-16 (Book II. 2, 1120a36-b5).

Aristotle’s Categories and De Interpretatione, tr. J.L. Ackrill (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1963 [1974 cor. repr.]), 24-5 (Chapter 8), 31-8 (Chapter 10). In
Chapter 8, Ackrill translated /exis as “state,” while in Chapter 10 he opted for “pos-
session” (as opposed to “privation”).

Aristotle, The Metaphysics: Books I-1X, tr. Hugh Tredennick (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1989 [first publ. 1933]), 271-3.

Aristotle, NE, 99 (1096a25), 103—4 (1098b32-1099a5), 111-13 (1103a14-1104b3),
115-18 (1105b19-1107a27).

A.1. Sabra, “The Appropriation and Subsequent Naturalization of Greek Science in
Medieval Islam: A Preliminary Statement,” History of Science 25 (1987): 223-43;
See also Dimitri Gutas, Greek Thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-Arabic Trans-
lation Movement in Baghdad and Early ‘Abbasid Society (2nd—4th/8th—10th centu-
ries) (New York: Routledge, 1998).

Mantiq Aristi, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman Badaw1 (Kuwait: Wikalat al-Matbai‘at, 1980), I,
55-6, 64-9, 75 (kitab al-magulat [Categories], tr. Ishaq b. Hunayn); The Arabic
Version of the Nicomachean Ethics, eds Anna A. Akasoy and Alexander Fidora, intr.
and tr. Douglas M. Dunlop (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 598 (occurrences of Aexis listed in
the Graeco-Arabic Glossary). This is probably Ishaq b. Hunayn’s translation; Aver-
ro¢s, Tafsir ma ba‘d al-tabi‘a, ed. Maurice Bouyges, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Dar el-
Machreq, 1967), 11, 638—40. The greater part of the lemmata appearing in Averroes’s
commentary on the Metaphysics, including this one (1022b4-14), was made by
Ustath: idem, Tafsir ma ba'd al-tabt‘a, v. Notice, LVI, CXIX; Ustath’s translation
of the Metaphysics was commissioned by the philosopher al-Kindi
(c.185-252/801-66): Richard Walzer, Greek into Arabic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1962), 119.

Joel Kraemer, Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1986), x,
24-5; Gerhard Endress, “Matta b. Yunus,” EI2.

Note that Aristotle’s discussion in NE connects the excellences with his logical clas-
sification of things in Categories: The excellences are in the category of quality (NE
1096a25), and of the four subdivisions of this category (Categories 8b25-10al6),
Aristotle shows that they must be habitus (hexeis) (NE 1105b19-1106a13).

To convey hexis, the translator of NE, for one, opted for hal, malaka, and hay ‘a: The
Arabic version, 598 (hexis in the Graeco-Arabic Glossary); Ustath, the translator of
the Metaphysics, employed hay’a: Averroes, Tafsir ma ba'd al-tabi ‘a, 11, 638-40
(1022b4-14); Walzer provides beneficial comments on hexis as malaka, hay 'a, and
hal lazima: Abt Nasr al-Farabi, On the Perfect State, ed. and tr. Richard Walzer
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 371 (n. 223), 413; on hay’a as habitus
(hexis) and its interchangeability with malaka, see R. Arnaldez, “Hay’a,” EI2; hal
may cause some confusion. In the Arabic text of Categories (including al-Farabi’s
Paraphrase discussed below), hal means the transitory “condition” as differentiated
from malaka: Mantiq Aristii, 55-6.

Aside from my replacing “acquisition and possession” with “acquired disposition
and habitus” (for al-qunya wa-l-malaka) and “possession” (for malaka) with
“habitus,” the translation from Arabic is Dunlop’s: The Arabic Version, 138
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(1098b32-1099a2); Dunlop indicates that the “Arabic malkah” in this passage
renders the Greek hexis. Although malka (iXLls) appears in the medieval Arabic
dictionaries, it is less prevalent than malaka, as one may learn from Murtada al-
Zabidi, Taj al- ‘ariis, ed. “Ali ShirT (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1994), XIII, 64654 (m.Lk.);
considering the two pairs of synonyms, Dunlop remarks (The Arabic Version, 138,
n. 75) that the Greek offers two pairs of contrasting terms which were rearranged in
the Arabic; cf. NE, tr. Rowe, 103.

R. Walzer, “al-Farabi,” EI2.

Al-Farabi’s Paraphrase of the Categories of Aristotle, ed. and tr. D.M. Dunlop,
The Islamic Quarterly 1V, 4 (1958): 1767, 190-1 (the quoted translation is Dun-
lop’s; I replaced “the state” and “form” with “habitus” and “disposition”); al-Farabi
stresses that arts, crafts, and skills (sina ‘at) are habitus and conditions, as long as
we speak of what was acquired in them through habituation, and not of the natural
aptitudes enabling certain people to do well some actions related to them. Hence,
for example, the natural disposition (al-isti ‘dad al-tabi'7) existing in a person’s
body to wrestle is a natural power (quwwa tabi ‘iyya, which together with the
absence of natural power—/a quwwa tabi ‘iyya—rforms the second intermediary
genus of quality), but the skill in wrestling acquired by habituation is subsumed
under habitus and condition: ibid., 177, 191.

Al-Farabi, al-A ‘mal al-falsafiyya, 1, ed. Ja‘far Al Yasin (Beirut: Dar al-Manahil, 1992),
235-7 (from Kitab al-tanbih ‘ald sabil al-sa ‘dda). In my translation, I preferred “[a
disposition]” to the editorial interpolation ““[al-sawab]” which is not meaningful or
warranted by the context. In another case, I opted for a more fitting variant presented
in the critical apparatus; cf. idem, On the Perfect State, 260-3, 462-3.

Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 233—41; Everett Rowson, 4
Muslim Philosopher on the Soul and its Fate: Al-‘Amiri’s Kitab al-Amad ‘ald l-abad
(New Haven, CT: American Oriental Society, 1988), 1-7 (editor’s introduction).

For a list of Arabic commentaries, epitomes, and works on Categories, see J.N.
Mattock, “al-Makdtlat,” E12.

Rasa’il Abt I-Hasan al- ‘Amiri wa-shadharatuhu al-falsafiyya, ed. Sahban Khalifat
(Amman: al-Jami‘a al-Urduniyya, 1988), 441-67; Endress, “Matta b. Ytnus,” EI2.
Al-‘Amiri, Rasa il, 519-20.

Abi ‘All Ahmad Miskawayh, al-Hikma al-khalida: javidan khirad, ed. ‘Abd al-
Rahman Badawi (Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahda al-Misriyya, 1952), 365; the translation
is by Everett Rowson, 4 Muslim Philosopher, 327. 1 modified “an engrained habit”
to “habitus.”

Al-*Amiri, al-Sa ‘ada wa-1-is ‘ad fi I-sira l-insaniyya, ed. Ahmad ‘Atiyya (Cairo: Dar
al-Thaqafa, 1991), 159-61; Aristotle’s definition, as produced by al-‘Amiri, differs
in phrasing from the one in the Arabic NE available to us: The Arabic Version, 173
(fa-l-fadila idhan hal mukhtara mawjida fi I-tawassut alladhi huwa ‘indana
mutawassit mahdid bi-I-qawl); cf. NE, tr. Rowe, 117, 306 (1106b36-1107a2; “by
rational prescription” [orthos logos] appears where the Arabic shows “in word” [bi-
l-gawl]).

Al-‘Amiri, al-Sa ‘Gda, 120-1 (on obtaining happiness as dependent on acquiring
good habitus [hay ‘at]); 288-9 (the people in the happy city obtain wisdom inter alia
by acquiring excellent habitus [/iay ‘at] of the soul, namely, good moral traits).
Magalat Yahya b. ‘Adr I-falsafiyya, ed. Sahban Khalifat (Amman: Al-Jami‘a al-
Urduniyya, 1988), 171, 187 (in the 7th epistle: Ta ‘aliq ‘idda fi ma ‘anin kathira); for
an annotated summary of this epistle, see also Gerhard Endress, The Works of Yahya
Ibn ‘Adi: An Analytical Inventory (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 1977), 87-98 (on habitus,
see pp. 88, 92).

Yahya Ibn ‘Adi, Tahdhib al-akhldaq, ed. Jad Hatim (Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1985),
46; the work has also appeared in a bilingual Arabic—English edition: The Reforma-
tion of Morals, tr. Sydney H. Griffith (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press,
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2002); according to the very detailed and informative index in Hatim’s edition, Ibn
‘Adi repeats ‘ada thirty-seven times in this relatively short treatise. Most of the uses
have the meaning of a routine performance or action, but some (like the one cited
above and ibid., 53, 72) denote a durable characteristic of the person inclining to
certain kinds of actions.

Ibn “Adi, Tahdhib (ed. Hatim), 534, 87; virtues’ acquisition (iktisab, igtina’) is also
mentioned ibid., 74, 77.

Joyce Akesson, Arabic Morphology and Phonology: Based on the Mardh al-arwah
by Ahmad b. ‘Alt b. Mas ‘iid (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 118; Sibawayh explains the idea
of endeavoring to acquire a quality found in Form V, and gives examples like
tahallama, “he endeavored to acquire forbearance” and tamarra’a, “he endeavored
to acquire virtue.” Ta ‘ammagqa, “he dived deeply,” is among the instances he pro-
duces for the idea of gradual progress in an activity found in the very Form;
ta ‘ammagqa is counted among those verbs understood as occurring “one action after
another, a little by little” (‘amal ba'd ‘amal fi muhla): Abd Bishr ‘Amr Sibawayh,
al-Kitab, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hartin (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya al-‘amma 1i-1-Kitab,
1975), 1V, 71-3.

Ibn “Adi, Tahdhib (ed. Hatim), 53, (for takhallug, see also pp. 58, 67).

Ibid., 54.

Abl ‘Al Ahmad Miskawayh, Tahdhib al-akhldg, ed. Qustantin Zurayq (Beirut:
American University of Beirut Press, 1966), 29-30; idem, The Refinement of Char-
acter: A Translation from the Arabic of Ahmad ibn-Muhammad Miskawayh'’s
Tahdhib al-Akhldg, tr. Constantine K. Zurayk (Beirut: American University of
Beirut Press, 1968), 25-6; the English translation of Miskawayh’s Tahdhib in the
following is Zurayk’s with my replacing “aptitude” by “habitus” for malaka. In each
reference to this work, page numbers in Arabic and English will be given; NE (and
Aristotle in general) contributed significantly to Miskawayh’s thought, as displayed
in Tahdhib, despite his mentioning NE explicitly only once: Tahdhib, 116/The
Refinement, 103; on Miskawayh’s familiarity with NE and its commentaries and his
use of them in Tahdhib, see Dunlop’s remarks in The Arabic Version, 28-31.
Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 31/The Refinement, 29 (the translation above is Zurayk’s. For
‘ada, 1 changed “habit” into “custom”); Miskawayh uses malaka also in Tahdhib,
29/The Refinement, 26, averring that he who does not mingle with others cannot
show excellences as “all the faculties (quwan) and habitus (malakat) with which he
is equipped are nullified, since they are not directed towards either good or evil”;
among Aristotle’s various divisions of the good he mentions that “some are like fac-
ulties and habitus” (al-quwa wa-I-malakat): Tahdhib 77-8/The Refinement 71; in
another place he uses iktisab, “acquisition,” when he speaks about the proper educa-
tion of the young, which ends with their learning through philosophy how to acquire
the virtues: Tahdhib, 35/The Refinement, 32; in a similar fashion igtina’, “acquisi-
tion” (of good traits of character), is used: Tahdhib, 167/The Refinement, 149 (the
quotations from Miskawayh’s Tahdhib in this note are in Zurayk’s translation).
Al-Tawhidi and Miskawayh, al-Hawamil wa-I-shawamil, eds Ahmad Amin and
Ahmad Saqr (Cairo: Matba‘at Lajnat al-Ta’lif, 1951), 262.

Al-Tawhidi and Miskawayh, al-Hawamil, 145—7 (the relevant part of the answer is
quoted above); note that Miskawayh gives the education of boys as an example for the
validity of the habituation process he delineates. In Tahdhib he gives a special empha-
sis to the education of boys in a section adapted from the first-century Greek neo-
Pythagorean Bryson. He makes the point that while the dos and don’ts he prescribes in
the name of philosophy and Islamic Law are valid for older people as well, they are of
even higher importance for boys in order to adapt themselves to the right way from the
beginning of their growing up: Tahdhib, 55-64/The Refinement, 50-7; apart from
the paragraph translated above, malaka is used elsewhere in al-Hawamil in exactly the
same sense of habitus: (1) al-Tawhidt asks about envy among the learned, who know it
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is disgraceful and distressing. In his reply, Miskawayh explains what envy exactly is
and what may seem to be envy but is actually not. Envy is of the affections (infi ‘alar)
one should do away with to refine one’s character. This could be done by attaining
good character traits and manners through the education of the parents, the govern-
ment of the ruler, and the Law. “Through these things, a person receives forms (suwar)
and conditions (ahwal) that subsequently become an acquired disposition (qunya) and
a habitus (malaka), and are named virtues and good manners”: al-Hawamil, 70-2; (2)
Why is it, asks al-Tawhidi, that we feel attached to places and people after we know
them for some time? Miskawayh answers that

attachment (i/f) is the recurrence of one form to the soul or to the nature (tabi ‘a)
many times. The recurrence to the soul originates either in the senses or the intel-
lect.... The soul sets up syllogisms of what it takes from the intellect, and draws
from them forms that are ... foreign. Then, after the recurrence, impression is left
[on the soul] and familiarity (uns) takes place, although in this case it is not called
attachment (i/f), but rather knowledge and habitus ( i/m wa-malaka). This is why
the sciences require much study, for initially the thing called condition (kal) is
caused by it, which is like a weak trace. Subsequently, through recurrence, it
becomes an acquired disposition (qunya) and a habitus (malaka), and the union
[between the form and its receiver] we have mentioned occurs

(ibid., 110-12)

(3) when al-Tawhidi asks Miskawayh about the good and bad effects of one’s com-
panion on oneself, the latter carefully explains how this influence takes shape, and
comments on the habituation process:

Since the soul within us is of primary matter (hayilaniyya), the bad is innate
nature (tiba‘) for it, while the good [requires| affectation and learning. We,
mankind, are therefore in need of toiling with the good until we benefit from it
and acquire it (naqtaniyahu). Then, it is not sufficient for us to attain its form
(sitra) in order to become used and accustomed to it. We repeat to our souls for a
long time the state attained from it [= the good], so that it become a habitus
(malaka) and a quality firmly rooted in the mind (sajiyya), after it was a condition
(hal)

(ibid., 177)

(4) Miskawayh says that in respect to many arithmetic, geometrical, and other prob-
lems, the philosophers had no intention that the supreme goal of deriving their spe-
cific benefits be achieved; rather, they wished to make the soul exercise through
speculation to become habituated to enduring deliberation and reflection, “and so
that the soul has a habitus (malaka) and an acquired disposition (qunya) for long
reflection, and disengage itself from the senses and corporeal things”: ibid., 331.
Kraemer, Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, 299-300 (mugabasa no. 72).

Y, 111, 44.

Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, Diwan, eds ‘Abd al-Wahhab Ridwan and
Muhammad al-Makk1 (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Mawsii‘at, 1903), 38. The dimeter kamil
here is muraffal, “having a train” (on that, see Wright, 4 Grammar, 11, 363).

Everett Rowson (“Religion and Politics,” 654, and “Badi’ al-Zaman al-Hamadhani,”
EAL) establishes al-Hamadhani’s age when seeking al-Sahib’s patronage as twenty-
two years old, according to reports on his birth in 358/968 and arrival at al-Sahib’s
court in 380/990 (Y, IV, 168-9; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 235-6). Unless he was
first introduced to the vizier at age twelve, went back to his hometown, and then
arrived again ten years later—an assumption that finds no support in the sources—he
must have been admitted to the court in 370/980 as a twelve-year-old lad or in 380/990
as a twenty-two-year-old young man. Both al-Hamadhani, Diwan, 38 (of which
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Rowson is aware), and ‘Awfi, Lubab al-albab, 255, describe al-Hamadhani explicitly
as a twelve year old when reaching the court. Al-Tha‘alib1’s report on the authority of
al-Hamadhant himself (Y, III, 36) that his father took him to al-Sahib suggests that he
was still very young and supports this possibility. Al-Tha‘alibi’s depiction of al-
Hamadhani (Y, IV, 168; quoted by Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 235), when he left his
hometown for the court in 380/990 is rather vague, “he was in the prime of his youth
and young of age” (wa-huwa mugtabal al-shabiba ghadd al-hadatha). According to
Lane (sh.b.b.), shabab, shabiba, and the synonymous hadatha refer to the age ranges
of puberty to thirty years old, or sixteen to thirty-two. In fact, al-Hamadhani was not
the only courtier described as arriving at the court at that young age; the arrival of al-
Ma’miini, another brilliant talent, at the court is described by al-Tha‘alibi thus:

After he left his hometown, Baghdad, because of some desire in his soul, as a
youth whose face had not put forth its beard (hadath lam yabqul wajhuhu), he
arrived in al-Rayy and praised al-Sahib with singular poems that amazed him, and

by which he was dazzled with astonishment.
(Y, IV, 84; instead of lam yanqul, 1 read lam yabqul as appearing in Y, A, IV,
161)

Therefore, while on the basis of the evidence a case could be made for either twelve
or twenty-two years old, I believe the younger age is likelier for its explicit mention
in the Diwan (in the first person, supposedly by al-Hamadhant himself) and Lubab
al-albab, and based on al-Hamadhant’s reference to his father’s escorting him to the
court. In this case, the wonder of The Wonder of [his] Time (Badi' al-Zaman) is
even greater.

‘Awfl, Lubab al-albab, 255. Mantiqi’s Persian ghazal and al-Hamadhani’s Arabic
version are produced in Lubab al-albab by the anthologist; for translations of both
versions, see Edward Browne, 4 Literary History of Persia (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1902), 1, 463—4.

Y, IV, 167-9; Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 234—6.

Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, IV, 401.

“There is a secretary who brought us a blind man, having neither knowledge nor
penetration/So, I said to those present ‘give it up! The heart of this [secretary] is like
the eye[s] of that [poet]’.” The heart was considered the human instrument of under-
standing and its perceptive faculty was compared to the eyes’, as seen in Q 7:179
(“they have hearts with which they fail to understand and eyes with which they fail
to see”) and Q 22:46 (“Have they not traveled in the land to have hearts to under-
stand with or ears to hear with? Indeed, it is not the eyes that are blind but the hearts
in the breasts”). The witty vizier, underwhelmed by his intermediary’s perceptive-
ness as by that of the man he was auditioning, alluded to this Qur’anic usage.

Y, 111, 206-7.

Akhlag, 193; for the duties of al-Sahib’s chamberlains, see Yaqut, Mu jam al-
udaba’, 11, 690-3.

T, 11, 26-9 (the poem is presented on p. 29); ‘Ali b. al-Hasan al-Bakharzi, Dumyat
al-qasr wa- ‘usrat ahl al-‘asr, ed. Muhammad al-Tanj1 (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1993), 11,
1356-7.

Y, II, 219; his passion for theological disputation is recurrently visible in Akhlag
(often shown in a negative light), for example, ibid., 127ff., where he is reported to
hold a disputation session (majlis jadal).

Akhlaq, 180-2; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 681 (the Mihrajan, festival of the
autumn equinox); Y, III, 197 (the Nawriz, festival of the vernal equinox—the
Persian New Year’s Day, and ‘Id al-adha); Akhldq, 161 (the Nawriiz and Mihrajan);
Y, III, 44-55 (the inauguration of al-Sahib’s new mansion in Esfahan); Y, 111, 68-74
(the victory over the army of Khorasan in the Battle of Jurjan in 372/982); Yaqiit,
Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 695 (an official visit to al-Ahwaz).
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Y, III, 44; several brief selections from the Mansion Odes, but without any details
on the event, are also presented by Abu I-Fadl ‘Ubaydallah al-Mikali, Kitab al-
muntakhal, ed. Yahya al-Jubtir (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2000), I, 117-20.
Wideness of chest (ruhb al-sadr) means that its possessor is “free from distress of
mind” or “munificent”: Lane, r.h.b. (see under rahb); the poet took the metaphor
literally.

Al-Jurjant alludes to Q 44:19 “and do not exalt yourselves against God; indeed, I
come to you with a manifest authority” (wa-an la ta‘li ‘ala llahi inni attkum bi-
sultanin mubinin). In doing so, he elevates the praised al-Sahib, who is compared to
God by means of this paraphrase.

Y, 111, 48-9.

Ibid., 51.

Ibid., 53.

For a discussion and examples of similar humorous tautological poetry, see Geert
Jan van Gelder, “Amphigory and Other Nonsense in Classical Arabic Literature,” in
Dominic P. Brookshaw (ed.), Ruse and Wit: The Humorous in Arabic, Persian, and
Turkish Narrative (Boston, MA: Ilex Foundation, 2012), 23-5.

Y, 111, 44-54.

Akhlaq, 180; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 681

Pseudo-al-Jahiz, Kitab al-taj, 159—63; Nizam al-Mulk, Siyasat-nama, 30-1/The
Book of Government, 42—4; al-Ghazali, Nasthat al-mulik (Persian), 167-170/
Ghazali'’s Book of Counsel for Kings, 102—4.

Al-uns fi I-majlis al-khass la fi [-mahfil al-ghdss: Abt Manstr al-Thaalibi, Sikr al-
baldagha wa-sirr al-bard ‘a, ed. Ahmad ‘Ubayd (Damascus: al-Maktaba al-‘Arabiyya,
n.d.), 201.

J.E. Montgomery, “Zarif,” EI2; L.A. Giffen, “zarf,” EAL.

Y, 11, 80-2; Kitab rawh al-riih, 1, 293—4; cf. Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Husri, Zahr al-
adab wa-thamr al-albab, ed. Salah al-Din al-HawarT (Sidon: al-Maktaba al-"Asriyya,
2008), 11, 190.

Al-Husri, Zahr al-adab, ed. al-Haward, 11, 190ff.

Y, 111, 44 (translated in Chapter 3).

To my knowledge, the ijaza has not been well studied. This is somewhat surprising,
since it is at the center of many adab anecdotes and was also described in medieval
literary criticism. The discussion of the term by I. Goldziher and S.A. Bonebakker,
“ijaza,” EI2, is a bit sketchy. Ibn Zafir dedicated a substantial part of Bada’i*
al-bada’ih (pp. 61-163) to ijaza, describing it and providing numerous examples.
One of the sources of Ibn Zafir, Ibn Rashiq al-Qayrawani defined it, offered possible
etymologies for the term, and presented examples in al- Umda fi mahdsin al-shi'‘r
wa-adabihi wa-naqdihi, ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Hamid (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1981),
II, 89-91; see also Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Maqqari, Nafh al-tib min ghusn al-
andalus al-ratib, ed. lhsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1988), III, 607-8, 612,
616-17.

Ibn Zafir, Bada'i ‘ al-bada’ih, 100.

Malata fulanun fulanan: daraba hadha [-nisf min al-bayt wa-atammahu I-akhar
wa-qad amlata imlatan: al-Sahib Isma‘1ll b. ‘Abbad, al-Muhit fi [-lugha, ed.
Muhammad Al Yasin (Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1994), IX, 184 (m.Lt.)

Ibn Rashiq, al- ‘Umda, 11, 91; Tbn Zafir, Bada'i  al-badd’ih, 167-8.

Y, III, 21; Tbn Zafir, Bada'i  al-bada’ih, 233-4.

Y, 11, 21-2.

Ibn Zafir, Bada’i* al-badd’ih, 223—4; ‘Umar b. ‘Ali 1-Mutawwi‘1, Darj al-ghurar
wa-durj al-durar, ed. Jalil al-‘Atiyya (Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1986), 109-10; al-
Mutawwi T was a protégé of Abu 1-Fadl al-Mikali and finished Darj al-ghurar (not
Dark al-ghurar as the title appears in Bada'i* al-badd’ih) in 398/1007; compared
to the text of Bada’i‘ used in the above translation, Darj’s contains a few minor
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variants, none of which is significant except “After he disappeared” (referring to the
slave-boy), which is absent from Bada i “ and is integrated above.

Y, 1V, 247-68; GAS, 11, 70, 77-8, 642-3; al-Mikali, Kitab al-muntakhal, 1, 11-18
(editor Yahya al-Jubtiri’s introduction); Abt al-Fadl al-Mikali was the friend and
patron of al-Tha‘alibi: Y, IV, 262-3; GAS, 11, 642; on the Mikalis, a notable Persian
family of Khorasan, see C.E. Bosworth, “Mikalis,” E12.

Ibn Zafir, Bada'i* al-bada’ih, 147-63.

Y, 1V, 279; Ibn Zafir, Bada’i * al-bada’ih, 157.

Sharaf al-Din Husayn al-Tibi (d. 743/1342), Kitab al-tibyan fi ‘ilm al-ma ‘ani wa-I-badi
wa-I-bayan, ed. Hadi I-Hilalt (Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1987), 202; this composition and
anecdote was presented earlier in a slightly different version by Abt Ya'qlib Ytsuf al-
Sakkaki (d. 626/1229), Mifiah al-‘uliim, ed. Na‘Tm Zarzor (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Tlmiyya, 1987), 345-6; and al-Khatib al-Qazwini (d. 739/1338), al-Idah fi ‘uliim al-
balagha, ed. Ibrahim Shams al-Din (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘IImiyya, 2003), 184.
Al-Sakkaki, Mifiah al- ‘ulim, 345-6; al-Khatib al-Qazwini, al-Idah, 184; al-Tibi,
Kitab al-tibyan, 202.

Ibn Zafir, Bada’i‘ al-bada’ih, 177-8; Yaqut, Mujam al-udaba’, 11, 703—4;
al-‘Abbast, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, IV, 136; al-Tha alibi, who had a high opinion of Abi
1-Qasim, included his entry among the poets of Esfahan (Y, III, 146—7) and comple-
mented it later with another (T, I, 119-20).

For additional instances of collaborative—interactive composition at al-Sahib’s court,
see Y, IV, 279 (also cited by Ibn Zafir, Bada'i* al-bada’ih, 99), and Akhldg, 186.
Both are translated in Chapter 3.

Y, I, 112; T, 1, 120.

Browne, A Literary History, 1, 464.

The Persian poetry composed at al-Sahib’s court is discussed in Chapter 3; al-
Hamadhant’s Diwan (21, 56, and elsewhere) presents some poems of his, in which
he translated to Arabic “a Persian motif” (ma ‘na farist), without including the ori-
ginal; for a rare case in which al-Tha‘alib1 displays the original Persian poem along-
side the Arabic translation (by the Khorasani secretary Abli Manstir b. Ab1 ‘Al1), see
T, II, 25. Elsewhere, al-Tha‘alibi cites a line in Persian by al-Ma‘rafi (without
Arabic translation) pointing to the poet’s use of a motif existing in Arabic verse pre-
sented before: Y, 111, 164.

For example, al-Bakharzi, Dumyat al-qasr, 1, 104-5; Akhlaq, 180; Yaqut, Mu jam
al-udaba’, 11, 681, 695.

Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 695.

Ibn Zafir, Bada’i* al-bada’ih, 55-7; al-‘Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, IV, 118-19;
G.J.H. van Gelder, “naqa’id,” EAL.

T,L 119.

Y, II, 13—14; Ibn Zafir, Bada'i “ al-bada’ih, 293-4.

Y, II1, 44.

G.J.H. van Gelder, “mu ‘arada,” EAL.

Y, III, 54-5 (al-Khwarazmi’s “emulation”); Y, III, 468 (al-Rustami’s model poem).
Y, III, 223—4; discussed again in Chapter 4 in the context of style.

Y, 111, 91; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 717.

On his proverbial memory of poetry, see Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, 1V, 401
and Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, V1, 2543.

Al-Buhturt, Diwan, ed. Hasan al-Siraft (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1963), I, 78.
Wolthart Heinrichs, “An Evaluation of Sariga,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 5—6
(1987-88): 360—1; idem, “Sarika,” EI2; the legitimacy and even praiseworthiness of
developing existent poetic ideas (either by transferring them to another genre or not)
was made evident by the following critics, who wrote during al-Sahib’s lifetime or
not long thereafter: al-Tha‘alib1 (Y, II, 285); al-Qad1 ‘Ali b. ‘Abd al-'Aziz al-Jurjani,
al-Wasata bayn al-Mutanabbi wa-khusiimihi, ed. Muhammad Ibrahtm and ‘Al
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1-Bijaw1 (Sidon: al-Maktaba al-‘Asriyya, 2006), 163—7, 177-9; Abt Hilal al-*AskarT,
Kitab al-Sina ‘atayn: al-kitaba wa-I-shi r, eds ‘Ali 1-Bijawi and Muhammad Ibrahim,
2nd ed. (Cairo: ‘Tsa 1-Babi 1-Halabi, [1971]), 202-5; Ibn Rashiq, al- ‘Umda, 11,
290-3.

Al-Bakharzi, Dumyat al-qasr, 1, 104-5; 1 was not successful at finding more details
on the poet al-AwsT Kadi beyond al-Bakharzi’s entry, which includes this report
only.

Y, 1, 22; al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 82.

Y, L, 22.

On Abu Firas, see GAS, 11, 480-3; J.S. Meisami, “Hamdanids,” EAL; J.E. Mont-
gomery, “Abil Firas al-Hamdani,” EAL.

Y, I, 60-1; Yaqtt, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 244; lbn Zafir, Bada'i* al-bada’ih, 353;
al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar, X11, 53; al-Hamadhani’s forgery is not included in his
Diwan.

On the question of literary influence in connection to al-Sahib in his various capa-
cities, see my article “Sariga in Practice: The Case of al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad,” Middle
Eastern Literatures 14: 3 (2011): 271-85.

Al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhadarat, 1, 177. Only the first hemistich of the first line is
presented by al-Raghib (as he does, ibid., II, 700), but he does quote the whole two
line monothematic poem in this work (ibid., 648; with few minor variations com-
pared to the text above). I completed the missing hemistich and line from al-
Tha‘alibi, Ahsan ma sami ‘tu min al-nathr wa-l-nazm, ed. Muhammad Zaynahum
(Cairo: Al-Dar al-Thaqafiyya, 2006), 36; Kitab rawh al-riih, 1, 283 (the poem only
with the comment: “By al-Sahib, and it is [also] said to be by Abli Nuwas”).

Here, sariga does not denote a legitimate literary borrowing (e.g., allusion or quota-
tion), but rather outright plagiarism, because the question of authorship is clearly at
stake. In fact, al-Raghib al-Isbahani, quotes the poem elsewhere under the heading
“Describing the Clarity of the Goblet and Wine together” (Muhadarat, 11, 648),
attributing it to al-Sahib while adding “and it was said that the two lines were by
Abii Nuwas.” Abii Nuwas’s Diwan, eds Ewald Wagner and Gregor Schoeler (Berlin:
Klaus Schwarz Verlag, 1958-2006), does not contain the lines. What might have
caused the attribution of al-Sahib’s poem to Abli Nuwas—apart from his reputation
as a composer of fine wine poetry—are two lines of the latter featuring a related
motif, collected under the category “...on [the Wine’s] Clearness and That of the
Cup Containing It” by al-SarT 1-Raffa’ (d. 362/972) in his topically-arranged verse
anthology (al-Muhibb wa-I-mahbiub wa-lI-mashmiam wa-I-mashrib, eds Misbah
Ghalawanji and Majid al-Dhahabi [Damascus: Majma’ al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya,
1986], IV, 180—1; Abl Nuwas, Diwan, 111, 34): The poetic persona in Abti Nuwas’s
poem feigns ignorance claiming he cannot distinguish between the white wine, met-
aphorized as gold for its yellowish color, and the golden wine vessel for their simil-
arity, only to end up establishing the difference as between liquid and solid gold. At
any rate, the motif of the clear glass goblet as indistinguishable from the clear white
wine was traced back to “modern” poets earlier than al-Sahib: Al-Raghib quotes
(Muhadarat, 11, 648) an earlier poetic fragment with this motif by al-BuhturT
(206-84/821-97), and in another place (Muhadarat, 11, 700) by al-Sanawbarl
(d. 334/945). Al-Tha‘alibi (Ahsan ma sami ‘tu, 36) displays another poem by a con-
temporary of al-Sahib, Abti ‘Uthman al-Khalid1 (d. ¢.400/1010), who employs this
very motif. Aside from AblG Nuwas’s mentioned fragment, al-SarT quotes sufficient
fragments with the motif in question composed by “modern” poets (al-Muhibb, 1V,
174-86, nos. 371, 374, 375, 381, 382, 385). In sum, there exists no available evid-
ence to suggest that al-Sahib committed a real plagiary and attributed to himself a
poem by Abii Nuwas. It is evident, though, that the vizier was not the first to employ
this motif, even if with a different wording, which would make it a sariga in the
sense of legitimate borrowing; for this motif’s influence on Persian verse, see Umar
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Daudpota, The Influence of Arabic Poetry on the Development of Persian Poetry
(Bombay: The Fort Printing Press, 1934), 138—40.

Y, 111, 108; Y, 1, 92; Kitab rawh al-rith, 1, 224.

Goffman, The Presentation of Self, 2—6 and passim.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Sihr al-balagha, 186-7; the first two sayings are also cited in Y,
111, 77.

Pseudo-al-Jahiz, Kitab al-taj, 22, 52.

Al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhdadarat, 1, 397-8.

Kushajim, Adab al-nadim, 35.

The poetic persona is called by his beloved’s name, Asma’, similarly to the poet
‘Ubayd Allah b. Qays (c.10-80/c.631-99), who became known as Ibn Qays al-
Rugayyat for composing love poetry on three women, each called Ruqayya: Ibn
Qutayba, al-Shi 'r wa-I-shu ‘ara’, ed. Ahmad Shakir (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1958), I,
539—-40; ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hartn
(Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1984), VII, 278-89; GAS, 11, 418-19; adding the belov-
ed’s name to the lover’s in the construct state was also characteristic of other early
Islamic poets, who—unlike Ibn Qays al-Ruqayyat—composed chaste love poetry
often subsumed under the category “‘UdhrT poetry” for its association with the Banii
‘Udhra Bedouin tribe of the Hijaz. Hence, the poet Kuthayyir ‘Azza (d. 105/723)
carried the name of his beloved (Kuthayyir [the lover] of ‘Azza): Aba 1-Faraj al-
Isfahani, Kitab al-aghanit (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub, 1927-1974), XV, 284; Ibn
Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, 1V, 106-13; al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab, V, 221,
GAS, 11, 408-9; likewise, the ‘Udhri poet Jamil was called Jamil Buthayna
(d. ¢.82/701; GAS, 11, 406-8), and al-Majniin al-‘Amiri was known as Majniin Layla
(first/seventh century; GAS, 11, 389-93); discussing Q 6:74, the exegete and philolo-
gist al-ZamakhsharT (467-538/1075—1144) adduces this line of al-Khazin (identified
only as “one of the ‘modern’ poets”) as poetic evidence while drawing a parallel
between “I am called ‘Asma’’ derogatorily” and the naming of Ibn Qays al-
Ruqayyat after his beloved women. One reading of the Qur’anic verse takes Azar,
usually understood as the name of Abraham’s father, as a name of an idol the father
worshipped devotedly to the point it became a derogatory name of his. This interpre-
tation, al-ZamakhsharT suggests, may be supported by the derogatory naming “al-
Rugayyat” and “Asma’,” for Ibn Qays’s and al-Khazin’s personas’ devotion to their
beloved women: al-Kashshaf, eds ‘Adil ‘Abd al-Mawjiid et al. (Riyadh: Maktabat
al-‘Ubaykan, 1998), II, 365.

The hair of al-Khazin’s aging poetic persona is associated with the shining white-
ness of dawn. In contrast, the hair of his youthful beloved is associated with the
blackness of evening.

The theologian Wasil b. ‘Ata’ (80-181/699-797), who established the Mu‘tazila,
shunned the letter »@” in his expression due to a speech impediment. This avoidance
did not affect his speech, nor was it felt by the audience, for his astounding
command of the language, thanks to which he easily replaced words including ra’
by others: al-Jahiz, al-Bayan wa-I-tabyin, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Harin (Cairo: Makta-
bat al-Khanji, 1998), 1, 16-17, 21-4; Abu 1-'Abbas Muhammad al-Mubarrad, al-
Kamil fi I-lugha wa-l-adab, ed. ‘Abd al-Hamid Hindawi (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Tlmiyya, 2012), 111, 34-5; Tbn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, V1, 7-11.

Y, III, 34-5 (the version followed above); al-‘Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, IV, 114-15
(presenting al-Tha‘alib’s full version with minor variations); Yaqut, Mu jam al-
udaba’, 11, 7023 (the greater part of al-Tha‘alibi’s version with a few minor changes);
al-Thaalib1, Kitab zad safar al-muliik, eds Ramzi Baalbaki and Bilal Orfali (Beirut:
Orient-Institut, 2011), 77 (first five lines of al-Tha‘alib1’s [ Yatima] version, plus a sixth
line not in al-Yatima; the poem is ascribed to al-Harithi); al-Mikali, Kitab al-
muntakhal, 11, 790-1 (third to fifth lines of al-Tha‘alibi’s version only); al-Dhahabi,
Ta rikh al-islam, XXVII, 967 (only nasib lines are presented, two of which are not in



124 The courtiers

141
142

143
144
145
146

147

148

149
150

151

152
153
154

155

156

157
158
159
160

161

162

al-Tha‘alibi’s version or elsewhere found); for another crawling response in poetry
performance coming from an ecstatic prince, see Ali, Arabic Literary Salons, 29.

Cf. Akhlaq, 180-1.

Albert Lord, The Singer of Tales, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2000), 16—17; Bauman, Verbal Art, 38—40; Dwight Reynolds, Heroic Poets,
Poetic Heroes: The Ethnography of Performance in an Arabic Oral Epic Tradition
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 184-5, 190-206.

Bauman, Verbal Art, 38.

Ibid., 43-4.

See Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, IV, 2649 (t.r.b.); J. Lambert, “Tarab,” EI2.

As in Ibn al-Mu‘tazz’s line, “To the point that dawn appeared in respect to the
curtain [of night] as white hair that befell youth”: Ibn Ab1 ‘Awn, Kitab al-tashbihat,
ed. Muhammad Khan (London: Luzac, 1950), 17.

See A. Arazi, “al-Shayb wa '1-Shabab,” EI2.

Tahsin al-qabih wa-tagbih al-hasan, ed. Shakir al-‘Ashir (Baghdad: Wizarat al-
Awqaf, 1981), 69-70.

On fajnis and its varieties, see W.P. Heinrichs, “Tadjnis,” EI2.

W.P. Heinrichs, “Rhetorical figures,” EAL (istikhdam is defined and illustrated under
“Figures of the meaning”).

Kitab al-badr’, ed. Ignatius Kratchkovsky (London: E.J.W. Gibb Memorial, 1935),
1-2, 25-35; presenting tajnis, Ibn Rashiq illustrates “modern” varieties and distin-
guishes them from the ancient ones, while at times showing disapproval of the affec-
tation characteristic of the former: al- ‘Umda, 1, 321-32.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab zad, 77.

Y, 1,7: Y, 111, 129.

Ibn Rashiq, al- ‘Umda, 1, 199; cf. al-Jahiz’s use of “every occasion has an apt expres-
sion” regarding taboo words (Kitab al-hayawan, ed. ‘Abd al-Salam Hartn [Cairo:
Mustafa 1-Babi 1-Halabi, 1965], 111, 43), discussed in Erez Naaman, “Eating Figs and
Pomegranates: Taboos and Language in the Thousand and One Nights,” Journal of
Arabic Literature 44: 3 (2013): 337-8.

Akhlaq, 180-2; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 681. 1 preferred the readings found in
Mu jam al-udabd’ in three places (indicated by footnotes in the Akhldq text).

For al-Sahib’s alertness to infringements of intellectual property (poetry and prose)
in his capacity as a vizier and court patron, see Naaman, “Sariga in Practice,” 2814,
and al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhddarat, 1, 177.

Akhlaq, 182.

See Lane, t.r.b.

T,1, 11-12.

Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh al-Khatib al-Tibrizi, ed. Muhammad ‘Abduh ‘Azzam
(Cairo: Dar al-Maarif, 1957), 11, 339. The text of the Diwan shows the slightly dif-
ferent reading yarjithu (‘“hoping for his [reward]”) instead of ta tihi.

Al-Buhturi, Diwan, 1, 629; Malik b. Abt I-Samh al-Ta’1 (d. ¢.136/754) was one of
the great musicians of the first/seventh century, counted among the four finest
singers by Ishaq al-Mawsili (see below). He was not considered by himself and
others as a creative artist, but concentrated on the refinement of others’ melodies and
the beauty of their execution: A. Shiloah, “Malik b. Abi 1-Samh ’1-Ta’1,” EI2;
Ma‘bad b. Wahb (d. 125 or 126/743 or 744) was one of the great singers and com-
posers in Umayyad times. The leading musician of the Medinan school, from his
lifetime on, Ma‘bad figures in Arabic poetry as the musician par excellence. Among
his students was Malik b. AbT I-Samh: H.G. Farmer and E. Neubauer, “Ma‘bad b.
Wahb, Aba ‘Abbad,” EI2.

Ibn al-Rami, Diwan, ed. Husayn Nassar (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub, 2003), I, 194; Abu
I-Hasan ‘Ali b. al-'Abbas, known as Ibn al-Rimi (221-83/836-96), was one of the
great poets of the ‘Abbasid period, whose strong Shi‘T and Mu ‘tazili opinions stood in
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his way to become a court poet for the ‘Abbasids: G.J.H. van Gelder, “Ibn al-Rami,”
EAL; Ishaq al-Mawsilt (150-235/767-850) was like his father Ibrahim, the greatest
musician of his time. He had a magnificent voice, was an excellent composer and was
highly appreciated by the caliphs from al-Rashid to al-Mutawakkil: J.W. Fiick, “Ishaq
b. Ibrahim al-Mawsili,” E12.

In al-Tha‘alibi, Khass al-khass, 243, we read yada ‘ instead of yasugh. The meaning,
however, is the same (“to compose [music]”).

Abt Bakr al-Sult (d. ¢.335/946) traces back the origin of this motif to an older one,
featured in a celebrated panegyric line by the pre-Islamic poet Zuhayr b. AbT Sulma
(d. 609 cE) that lauds the patron’s generosity: “When you approach him, you see him
beaming with joy, as if you gave him what you asked for.” Here, the extraordinary
delight of the patron at the opportunity to give a reward is acclaimed, but no com-
parison to music is drawn. According to al-Stli, the comparison, to the effect that
music was found less enjoyable by the patron than the voice of the favor-seeking
panegyrist, was “extracted” (walladithu) from Zuhayr’s older motif: Akhbar Abt
Tammam, eds Khalil ‘Asakir et al. (Beirut: Dar al-Afaq al-Jadida, 1980), 81; Ibn
Qutayba, al-Shi‘r wa-l-shu‘ara’, 1, 139; in addition to the above line by Abu
Tammam elevating praise poetry over music, another pertinent example is by the
poet al-SarT 1-Raffa’ (d. 362/972) addressing his patron: “Beautiful praise odes have
diverted you from the beauty of music, as they keep transporting a listener with joy”:
Y, 1, 470.

Ibn al-Rami, Diwan, 1, 194.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 165 (the first hemistich’s text differs from the
Diwan’s version).

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta , 11, 1.

Y, 1V, 84; Y, 11, 162; cf. Elias’s use of “value”: The Civilizing Process, 398.

Y, 111, 31-3.

Y, 11, 44; Y, 1, 9; al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 11, 136.

For example, Y, III, 194; and Y, 1V, 84.

Naaman, “Sariga in Practice,” 281-4.

Al-Abi, Nathr al-durr, V1, Pt. 2, 535-6; al-* Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansts, 1, 68-70; Y,
111, 68-9; Ibn Nubata al-Sa'd1 (327-405/939-1015) was an acclaimed contemporary
Baghdadi poet, who praised many notable figures of the time, such as Sayf al-Dawla
and al-Mubhallabi. He also praised al-Sahib, albeit in writing only, and in terms of his
quality as a poet was placed by al-Tha‘alibi on the same footing with his fellow
Iraqi, Ibn Babak: Y, II, 143-57; Y, 111, 33; T, 1, 20; al-Tawhidi, al-Imta", 1, 136-7;
Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 111, 190-3; GAS, 11, 594-5.

T, 1, 100-7; U. Marzolph, “al-Abi1,” EAL; GAS, 11, 646.

Akhlag, 492-3.

Y, IV, 84-5; 1 read sharaf nafs wa-nasab (“in terms of noble spirit and pedigree”)
and lam yabqul (“had not put forth its beard”), as in Y, A, IV, 161, instead of sharif
nafs wa-nasab and lam yanqul; this paragraph is paraphrased in the biography of al-
Ma’'mini found in Muhammad b. Shakir al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat wa-I-dhayl
‘alayha, ed. Ihsan ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, [1973]), 1I, 320; al-Tha‘alibi,
who met al-Ma’miini afterwards in Bukhara in 382/992, comments that al-Ma mini
aspired to becoming the caliph and indulged in the hope of occupying Baghdad
aided by Khorasani armies. He died, however, before he could realize his wish: Y,
1V, 94.

Y, 1V, 85; all three surviving selections from the ode are translated in Chapter 4.

Y, 111, 40; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 244.

Al-Abi, Nathr al-durr, V1, Pt. 2, 554; similarly, the victim is “one of those present at
[al-Sahib’s] session” in Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 1, 415.

Y, II1, 40; al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhadarat, 111, 540 (the jurisprudent addressed in
the poem is Ibn Diishab, but an additional poem with the same message is addressed



126  The courtiers

181

182
183
184

185

186

187

188

189
190
191

to Abu 1-Hasan al-Khudayr); Ibn Zafir, Bada i, 3534 (a slightly different version);
Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, 1, 415; Kitab rawh al-rith, 11, 718 (addressed to Ibn al-
Has1T); Solomon’s divinely-given power over the wind is mentioned in Q 21:81 and
38:36; for other accounts featuring al-Sahib’s tolerant and witty response to acciden-
tal farting at his sessions, see al-Abi, Nathr al-durr, V1, Pt. 2, 554, and al-Safadi,
Kitab al-wafi bi-l-wafayat, 1X, 131.

Khalil b. Aybak al-Safadi (696-764/1297-1363), al-Ghayth al-musajjam fi sharh
lamiyyat al-‘ajam (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-'Ilmiyya, 1975), 11, 106 (al-Hamadhani,
as in Y, 111, 40, tries to blame the seat for the fart sound and leaves embarrassed after
al-Sahib’s rejoinder. Consequently, al-Hamadhani departs from the court, and al-
Sahib sends him the poem said to be addressed to Ibn al-Khudayri in Y, II1, 40); al-
Safadi, Kitab al-wafi bi-l-wafayat, 1X, 131-2 (Ibn Abi 1-Huzayri [sic], not
al-Hamadhant as in Y, III, 40, tries to blame the seat for the sound and leaves embar-
rassed. Al-Sahib sends the poem to him); al-*AbbasT (869-963/1463—-1556), Ma ‘ahid
al-tansts, IV, 117 (the same account appearing in Kitab al-waft, although the victim
is named Ibn al-KhutayrT).

Rowson, “Religion and Politics,” 654.

Al-Hamadhani, Diwan, 21-3.

Fa-madha ‘asa l-washiina khadii ‘ala damrt: ‘asa (“possibly”, “perhaps”) is followed
by the perfect, not—as it is by far more common—the imperfect. It is the verb that
follows ‘asa that determines the tense of the whole sentence—in this case, the past.
See Manfred Ullmann, Arabisch ‘asa “vielleicht”: Syntax und Wortart (Munich:
Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1984), 40-1, 54-5, 76-7; al-
Hamadhant’s hemistich evokes Majntiin Layla’s line wa-madha ‘asa lI-washiina an
yatahaddathii siwa an yaqilii innant laki ‘ashigi (“And what could the slanderers
possibly say except that I love you?!”) from a poem in which he defiantly and
unapologetically expresses his love for Layla (Abu |-Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghant, 11,
61). In the context of al-Hamadhani’s apologetic poem, this allusion could be seen
as expressing ardent love for his patron, al-Sahib, standing in the place of Layla,
Majniin’s beloved. Approximately 100 years later, al-Mu‘tamid b. ‘Abbad’s former
vizier Ibn ‘Ammar pleaded for the king’s mercy in a poem of apology after betray-
ing him and evoked the same line (Abtu 1-Hasan ‘All Ibn Bassam, al-Dhakhira fi
mahdasin ahl al-jazira, ed. Thsan ‘Abbas [Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, 1997], 111, 421-2):
wa-madha ‘asa l-washiina an yatazayyadii siwa anna dhanbi thabitun mutasahhihii
(“And what could the slanderers possibly fabricate except that my offense is proven
and attested?!””) The meter in the mentioned poems of Majniin, al-Hamadhani, and
Ibn ‘Ammar is the same (al-tawil).

Al-Hamadhani, Diwan, 8; Abu Ishaq Ibrahtm al-Husr1, Niar al-tarf wa-nawr al-zarf,
ed. Lina Abu Salih (Beirut: Mu assasat al-Risala, 1996), 160-1; idem, Jam * al-

Jjawahir, 255; al-Maqqari, Nafh al-tib, V, 307-8.

On the sectarian affiliation of al-Hamadhant’s patrons, see Rowson, “Religion and
Politics,” 670-3.

Al-Hamadhani refers to the competitor’s use of the formula handanayka ... wa-
labbayka addressed to the patron. Cf. Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, ed. ‘Abd al-
Rahman al-Barqiiqi (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1938), I, 199 (hananayka
mas ‘tilan wa-labbayka da ‘iyan).

Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani, Kashf al-ma ‘ant wa-I-bayan ‘an rasa’il Badi‘ al-
Zaman, ed. Ibrahim al-TarabulsT (Beirut: al-Matba‘a al-Kathulikiyya, 1890), 30; al-
Husri, Zahr al-adab, ed. al-Hawari, 11, 197-8; idem, Nir al-tarf, 188; idem, Jam
al-jawahir, 260—1; Rowson, “Religion and Politics,” 658-9.

Al-Hust1, Nir al-tarf, 159-60; idem, Jam * al-jawahir, 255.

Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 1, 249-51.

Al-Abi, Nathr al-durr, V, 305.



3 The literary field of the court

Representative genres

I The generic repertoire of the literary field

Literary activity and production are never random practices; rather, they are
characterized by a certain logic, with which one must come to terms in order to
understand the literary products themselves. That is because a set of certain con-
ditions of production always marks the final product.

Pierre Bourdieu’s field concept constitutes—with some necessary modifica-
tions and adaptations—a valuable theoretical basis for the description and ana-
lysis of the literary activity at al-Sahib’s court. He defines the literary field thus:

The literary field ... is an independent social universe with its own laws of
functioning, its specific relations of force, its dominants and its dominated,
and so forth. Put another way, to speak of “field” is to recall that literary
works are produced in a particular social universe endowed with particular
institutions and obeying specific laws.... It is a veritable social universe
where, in accordance with its particular laws, there accumulates a particular
form of capital and where relations of force of a particular type are exerted.
This universe is the place of entirely specific struggles, notably concerning
the question of knowing who is part of the universe, who is a real writer and
who is not.'

The literary field (similarly to all other fields, for instance, the field of politics,
economics, religion) is structured by the distribution of available positions (e.g.,
genres, schools, etc.), occupied by agents that compete for the interests and
resources specific to the field. Bourdieu calls the manifestations of the social
agents involved in the field (i.e., the literary works but also political acts or
polemics) position-takings. Just like the positions themselves, every position-
taking is defined in relation to other possible position-takings, past and present,
and receives “its distinctive value from its negative relationship with the coexist-
ent position-takings to which it is objectively related and which determine it by
delimiting it.”

This, in short, is Bourdieu’s literary field concept. The evidence in our par-
ticular case, however, makes it necessary for us to adopt some modifications and
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adaptations to this theoretical framework: Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the
field refers primarily to the modern West, when artistic and intellectual life has
already released itself progressively from the direct tutelage of aristocrats and
ecclesiastics; yet, in our case, al-Sahib was an involved patron who exerted
strong influence (albeit not exclusive) on the literary field, and therefore we
cannot ascribe to it independence.’ The dominance of the field of power—
embodied mostly by al-Sahib—was strong (but not absolute), and thus the auto-
nomy of the literary field was rather low. Second, one cannot really observe any
solid positions in al-S@hib’s court in terms of literary schools or genres to which
literary agents pertained exclusively. The struggles, in which they took part,
were not undertaken under flags like those of the ancients and the modernes.
Rather, many of them composed poetry in various genres at the same time and
usually not in a clearly distinct style (e.g., matbii * or masnii °).* Therefore, in our
case, the struggles were not organized strictly, as Bourdieu’s notion of position
suggests, but in a loose and more individualistic competitive fashion.’

It seems right, then—given the conditions of our field—to dispense with the
unfitting concept of positions, and focus instead on the possible genres as the
field’s primary features. These made up the available molds for the agents (as
poets and prose writers), in which they could cast their products making use of
their cultural capital, and consequently compete with their peers for standing
and benefits. This process necessitates that we conceive of genres as an inter-
face between the composer and the audience, whose specific configurations
and variety are determined by tradition in addition to the specific conditions of
the field. In this chapter, I will attempt to portray representative genres in the
field, taking account of poetry and prose alike. While poetry was part of the
literary field by definition (as a creative undertaking composed according to
accepted conventions, and whose primary function was artistic), prose was not
necessarily so. Administrative correspondence, even if crafted according to
artistic prose standards (as it was often the case with al-Sahib and others in
this period), still had the primary function of bureaucratic communication. In
contrast, private correspondence should be taken as part of the field, not only
for being couched in artistic prose, but also for its reflection of cultural prac-
tices organic to it, and for often dealing with its social fabric (e.g., in letters
whose focus is on relations between courtiers). This approach, I believe, finds
support in al-Tha‘alibi’s (implicit) selection criteria in Yatimat al-dahr—
the veritable treasure trove of literary and cultural life in the fourth/tenth
century—where administrative correspondence is marginalized, although not
completely ignored.

Naturally, delineation of representative genres entails generic classification.
Difficult and rough as it may be in any literature, in Arabic literature it may well
be even more so. That is mainly for the following reasons: (1) the absence of any
systematic traditional classification system, or rather, a consensus among the
medieval critics on the criteria for such an endeavor; (2) the central role played
by the polythematic ode (gasida); and (3) the meager critical attention given to
prose in contrast to poetry.
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1 The different approaches to the classification of poetic genres (gharad,
“aim,” “theme,” is the closest indigenous term to our notion of “genre”)
taken by the various critics are over all based on content and rarely on form.
The typological criteria revolve around grammatical categories (e.g., in
praise, one says anta [you are]; in invective, lasta [you are not]; and in
elegy, kunta [you were]), the psychological states of the poet that engender
different types of poetic creativity (e.g., desire is expressed in panegyric and
thanksgiving), functional (as a discourse whose purpose is, for instance, to
command, predicate, question, and request), and purely thematic (division
of all poetry to praise and blame, and subdividing each to subgenres).

2 The classification problem of the polythematic ode, having by nature more
than one gharad, was practically faced by anthology compilers. The latter
normally opted for the dominant gharad of the ode as their criterion for
arrangement. Nevertheless, sometimes poems were split up to be classified
under different headings.

3 Lastly, due to the superior status of poetry over prose as the highest art
form, and its much easier definition in terms of form (as metrical rhyming
speech; in contrast to the much more difficult classification of prose, for its
sundry formal manifestations in numerous texts), “the traditional typology
of prose forms is less developed.”®

Among the different medieval classificatory approaches, the more promising are
the functional and thematic ones, concerned with the gharad of the piece, under-
stood as both aim and theme. It is because the gharad standing behind each line
or passage of poetry was often understood by the critics as person-directed.” As
such, poetry is set in its cultural and social context, allowing us to understand the
work and its creation in a fuller fashion. Yet, even these two approaches taken
together are far from being an adequate generic classificatory theory, and are
severely lacking by neglecting the formal aspects—to name but one shortcom-
ing. The tools that can assist us in expanding these approaches toward the forma-
tion of some necessary classificatory principles are found in modern formal
generic theories and performance-centered approaches.

As previously noticed by Geert Jan van Gelder, Alastair Fowler offers a useful
formal generic classification. Its main categories, kind, mode, and subgenre—
despite its original application to English literature—prove to be helpful in our
case, t00.% Kind is “a type of literary work of a definite size, marked by a complex
of substantive and formal features that always include a distinctive (though not
usually unique) external structure.” By “external structure,” he means a linear
sequence of parts, or even word division or grammatical pattern in very short
forms. “This gives kind a certain palpability, by comparison with mode, which is
not characterized by external structure.”® Mode, therefore, has always an incom-
plete repertoire, a selection only from the corresponding kind’s features. Perhaps
for their being built on external structures, kinds are always nouns, while modes
are adjectives (comedy vs. comic, for instance). When a mode is linked with a
kind, it is a combined genre, whose overall form is determined by the kind alone.'
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Finally, kinds may be divided into subtypes; they have the common features of the
kind, the same external structure, but add special substantive features on the level
of subject matter or motifs.'!

The polythematic ode, therefore, should be regarded as a kind, just like the
muwashshah and zajal, for example. The ode’s tripartite (or bipartite, in its
common ‘Abbasid form) form, the identical meter and rhyme, and the introduc-
tory thymed hemistich (fasri ‘) make the external structure. As for the substantial
aspect, the nasib, rahil, and madih—if we think of the common Umayyad
ode—are the amatory (or lyrical), ekphrastic, and panegyric themes respectively.
These may also function as modes (then named ghazal, wasf, and madh) in
monothematic poems (gif ‘a, pl. gita“) or even in prose. The ode as a kind, as
proved by its history,'? is quite elastic and allows for changes inasmuch as its
external structure and a certain dialogue with its thematic tradition are preserved.
Even if one of the conventional themes is missing, another one—or more—is
added (e.g., an invective), or a conventional theme is replaced by another
mocking it (e.g., the “anti-nasib” of Abl Nuwas), the composition in question
remains an ode. In cases where the composition in question is an ode, the classi-
ficatory principle for the whole poem should be the character of the dominant
theme.'"® Therefore, since praise is usually, but not at all necessarily, expressed in
a bipartite or tripartite ode, the panegyric theme (madih), being the dominant one
in such a poem, should determine its classification. Often, one can notice the aim
of the whole ode as praise on account of features like the length of the panegyric
part, its reference to specific names and events, the poet’s asking for something
well defined (be it a material or immaterial object of desire, e.g., the financial
support or mercy of the patron), or performing certain illocutionary acts like the
acknowledgment of benefits and undertaking commitments. In such cases, the
panegyric part is at odds with the oftentimes rather short and hackneyed fashion-
ing of the other parts.!* Fowler’s subtypes, with a requisite adjustment of his
narrow thematic conceptualization of the term to a broader functional-thematic
one, could be of use when we classify odes with various dominant themes. A
panegyric ode, an elegiac ode, and an argot ode should be considered panegyric,
elegiac, and argot subkinds sharing similar, but not identical, external structure
yet differing in function and hence thematically.

It is clear that in the Arabic literary tradition modes significantly outnumber
kinds. In poetry, a mode is formally set in a gif ‘a, which by definition lacks any
identifiable external structure (as “linear sequence of parts,” the hallmark of
kinds) relating it to a specific theme. The division between the git ‘a and ode is
important beyond simply taxonomic considerations; for as noted by J.S.
Meisami, the formal and stylistic differences between the git‘a and the ode
(qasida) reflect their different functions. The ode was recited in ceremonial occa-
sions, while the often improvised git ‘a was recited in informal gatherings.'

As for prose, we have to stick to an even more functional classificatory principle,
given the identity of external structure among several kinds on the one hand, and
different external structures of some variants of the same kind on the other. A frater-
nal letter, a fasl, and a rug ‘a—albeit varying in length—normally have the same
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external structure but may have a different function. Contrarily, tawgi ‘at with the
same function may range from one letter of the alphabet to a long prose piece, dis-
playing completely different structure. Likewise, a mathal with the same function
could be phrased in prose or poetry. Hence, when we focus on prose, the functional
factor among our classificatory tools becomes weightier than the formal.

Fowler’s generic analytic framework supplies one with helpful tools in dis-
cussing types of texts from a formal aspect. Nevertheless, despite acknowledging
the fluidity of genre boundaries and genre transformation, because of isolating
textual objects from their social contexts, his theory does not address the social
and cultural arenas of generic production as a framework that induces such
changes.'® In contrast, performance-centered approaches “conceive of genres not
solely as classificatory categories for the organization of cultural objects but also
as orienting frameworks for the organization of ways of producing and interpret-
ing discourse.” Seeing genres as historically specific conventions and expecta-
tions shaped by the interrelationships of composers and audiences, can account
for the flexibility, open-endedness, and manipulability of genres. Likewise, it
can explain how textually identical or closely similar utterances can be inter-
preted in different occasions as relating to different genres.!” This is especially
significant, because generic conventions help define the possibilities of
meaning.'® Although the dynamics of performance are studied in Chapter 2,
attention to genres as negotiated and socially specific is paid in the following as
well, whenever the available evidence allows that.

The literary repertoire of our field includes the following noteworthy poetic
types: panegyric (madh); ekphrastic (wasf); licentious or scatological (mujiin and
sukhf’); invective (hija’); argot (munakat bani sasan); elegiac (ritha’); enigmatic
(mu ‘amma); secretarial (shi ‘r kuttabi); and fraternal poetry (ikhwaniyyat). As for
artistic prose, the following kinds have significant presence in the field: fraternal
(ikhwaniyya) letter; short passage (fas/) and rug ‘a (note, short letter, short peti-
tion); signature phrase (tawgi); and proverb, aphorism (mathal). This is not an
exhaustive list. Nevertheless, I tried to take account of those genres, which have
a palpable presence in the field, as may be judged by a survey of the sources. In
addition, only when I could make sure that compositions in a certain genre were
created or performed by al-Sahib or his courtiers within the field’s time-frame
(366-85/976-95), I deemed the genre as eligible for inclusion.

Al-Sahib took pride in having been praised in 100,000 odes in Arabic and
Persian."” Alongside the Arabic literary genres, Persian poetry played a part in
the literary field, but unfortunately, only scant evidence has come down to us.
The little we can confidently say, based on the available information in early
Persian sources, is that the vizier had bilingual poets at the court who eulogized
him in Persian, and that extemporized Persian—Arabic verse translation was
among the literary activities practiced.?’ Owing to this fragmentary evidence, it
is impossible to study in a substantial way the place Persian literature had in the
literary field, and therefore our inquiry should be limited to Arabic. Neverthe-
less, it is possible to say that at the time and place in question, Arabic was still
indubitably superior to Persian as a language of literary production and as a
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medium of high culture and scholarship in general. In what follows, I will present
each genre—in poetry and prose—appearing on the mentioned list. The composers
of the examples I adduce were the various agents active in the field (i.e., poets and
prose writers), including al-Sahib himself, who was a patron directly involved in
the processes of literary production, performance, and criticism.

II Types of poetry

1 Panegyric poetry (madh)

The panegyric theme was the dominant part of odes (gasa ‘id) composed for the
purpose of praising patrons on ceremonial occasions. Nonetheless, because it
could also be the topic of a monothematic poem (git ‘@),?! or appear accidentally
in compositions that are not essentially panegyric, it is a mode and not a kind.
Panegyric—among all other modes—won the highest prestige and prime atten-
tion on the part of patrons, poets, and literary critics.”> Since pre-Islamic times,
on account of its role as a means of good publicity and as an effective tool of
political legitimization, panegyric poetry served the praised addressee (the tribal
leader, notable, or even a tribe) by celebrating his merits and exploits. Hence,
panegyric poetry constituted for al-Sahib, who possessed the multiple capacities
of political functionary, military leader, administrator, secretary (katib), poet,
and theologian, a medium by which each one of them was publicly affirmed and
legitimized. Furthermore, as we saw in Chapter 1, very often in the poets’ praise,
al-Sahib is addressed and portrayed as a king.

I will focus here on the praise of al-Sahib in his capacity as a secretary, which
was produced to the effect of celebrating his masterful command of language:
Al-Tha‘alibi, in al-Yatima’s entry on Abu I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid, endorses al-
Sahib’s phrase “Baghdad among cities is like the master among servants (or
humans),”* and continues:

It was said: “the craft of writing (kitaba) started with ‘Abd al-Hamid** and
ended with Ibn al-‘Amid.” They were mentioned together proverbially by
Abli Muhammad ‘Abdallah b. Ahmad al-Khazin al-Isbahani, in a unique
ode in which he praised al-Sahib. When he ultimately got to the description
of his eloquence (balagha), he said, and he carried out well what he wanted
[to do] [al-basit]:

Da it l-aqasisa wa-l-anba’a nahiyatan
Fa-ma ‘ala zahriha ghayru bni ‘Abbadr

Walt bayanin mata yutliq a ‘innatahi
Yada * lisana iyadin rahna aqyadt

Wa-muridun kalimatin ‘attalat zahran
‘Ala riyadin wa-durran fawqa ajyadr
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Wa-tarikun awwalan ‘Abda I-Hamidi bi-ha
Wa-bna - Amidi akhiran fi abi jadi

Put the stories and accounts aside
For there is none above them except for Ibn ‘Abbad

A governor of eloquence, who whenever letting loose its reins
Leaves the tongue of Iyad subject to fetters

Producing utterances that left flowers untended
In gardens and [likewise] pearls on necks

By means of which he, first, leaves ‘Abd al-Hamid behind
And, finally, Ibn al-‘Amid by [his mastery of] the alphabet®

This four-line excerpt quoted by al-Tha‘alibi stands as a good example for madh,
which distinguishes al-Sahib over two exemplary secretaries. Al-Sahib’s secre-
tarial skill, being a common motif in praise recited to him, is also matched with
his military prowess, as done by Abt 1-Fayyad Sa‘d b. Ahmad al-TabarT in the
following line [al-basit]:

Amma yadu [-Sahibi I-yumna fa-akramu ma
Yadun tasahaba fi-ha [-sayfu wa-I-qalamii

As for the right hand of al-Sahib, it is the most liberal
Hand in which sword and pen kept company with one another®

The pen and the sword are normally not held by the same hand, namely, by the
same person, and are often juxtaposed as rivals, representing metonymically the
secretaries versus the military.?” That, however, is not the case with al-Sahib
who is commended as competent in both domains, nay the most liberal among
those who possess such competence.?

The poets praising al-Sahib built on the available literary motifs to tailor their
panegyric verse specifically to the ideology of the addressed vizier and the spe-
cific ways in which he wished to be publically viewed. To be seen as surpassing
the two outstanding secretaries and excelling in both the secretarial and military
pursuits was important for the vizier’s self-perception. Those active in the lit-
erary field knew that and exploited it to elicit his appreciation. As demonstrated
in Chapter 1, the panegyrists employed various speech acts strategically to
accomplish their goals while performing. And, while not every doing of a poetic
genre was framed as performance (in the sense of “assumption of accountability
to an audience for a display of virtuosity, subject to evaluation for the skill and
effectiveness with which the display is accomplished”),” the ceremonial pane-
gyric certainly was.
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2 Ekphrastic poetry (wasf)

A notable mode in the literary field of al-Sahib, wasf manifests itself there as: (1)
fragments**—often extemporized—in which the poet describes an animate or
inanimate object; (2) a part, or several separate thematic sections in a descriptive
part of an ode; and (3) a complete ode.

1

The attraction of patrons to improvised ekphrastic fragments, the adaptation
of the poets to this trend, and consequently the palpable boost given to it,
are clearly characteristic of the ‘Abbasid courtly culture.’ It occurred fre-
quently that a poet described someone or something at the request of al-
Sahib. Based on hierarchical differences, it was the superior who challenged
his inferiors, but when they failed to respond, al-Sahib would do that
himself. A short narrative depicting the circumstances of the improvisation
may come before the poetry:

I heard from ‘Awn al-Hamadani [sic] who said: al-Sahib brought a slave-
boy performing with swords (ghulam muthagqif), who played in front of
him. Al-Sahib found his figure beautiful and was pleased with his perform-
ance. He said to his friends: “say [some poetry] describing him (f7 wasfihi)!”
but they did not produce anything, so al-Sahib said [al-sart ]:

Muthagifun fi ghayati I-hidhqt
Faga hisana I-gharbi wa-I-shargt

Shabbahtuhii wa-I-sayfu fi kaffiht
Bi-l-badri idh yal ‘abu bi-I-barqi

A performer with swords of the utmost skill
Surpassed the beautiful ones in the west and east

I likened him, while the sword is in his palm,
To the full moon when playing with the lightning*?

Wasf constituted frequently a section or sections in odes recited to al-Sahib,
and as such a long tradition since pre-Islamic times was followed.™ In
laments on Abii ‘Isa b. al-Munajjim’s black-reddish horse (see below), for
example, various poets of al-Sahib dedicate a considerable part of the ode
for a description of the horse. In a selection from an ode by the poet Abii
I-Fayyad al-TabarT addressed to the vizier, al-Tha‘alibi indicates four sec-
tions of description: (i) of horses led to al-Sahib from Faris, (ii) his robe of
honor (khil ‘a) and sword, (iii) the knife, the inkwell, and the pens, and (iv)
the desert.** Section (iii) is translated and studied in Chapter 4 as part of the
discussion of the mannerist masnii * style. This, however, is not done arbit-
rarily, because wasf was normally not focusing on an action or a narrative,
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but rather on a passive object (inanimate or animate, as the wasf fragment
on the slave-boy above shows), which as such renders itself easily to a man-
nerist description. The potentiality of the mannerist wasf is probably best
seen in the fragments of al-Ma miini, who spent some time in al-Sahib’s
court, although unfortunately al-Tha‘alibl does not supply us with any clue
regarding the addressee or circumstances of their composition.

3 We also have instances of complete odes whose dominant theme and aim—
rather, their raison d’étre—were wasf, and therefore should be considered
to be wasf poems. The composition of these poems, whose text has usually
not been fully preserved, was initiated by al-Sahib who had prompted his
poets to describe a certain object in an ode. Al-Tha alibi recorded significant
selections from such poems recited on two separate occasions: the festive
inauguration of al-Sahib’s new mansion in Esfahan, probably in 366/976;%
and al-Sahib’s capturing of an elephant from the army of Khorasan in the
Battle of Jurjan in 372/982.3¢ While al-Tha‘alib1 does not report on any lim-
itation regarding the extent of description binding the poets in the case of
the Mansion Odes (al-diyariyyat), in that of the Elephant Odes (al-filiyyat)
description was limited to the fashbib (or nasib) of an ode. In both cases
there is also a concomitant panegyric theme, whose accomplishment is
nevertheless completely dependent on the described object. As such, it does
not differ from other ekphrastic odes, like al-Buhturi’s famous one on the
ruins of Ctesiphon, in which the described object functions as an essential
and indispensable catalyst for additional aims.?’

Whereas the wasf fragment was mostly extemporized and as such a spontaneous
informal piece, the wasf section and wasf poem were—just like the panegyric
ode—prepared in advance and formally delivered. Noticeably, the Elephant
Odes, delivered on a festive occasion, were established on intertextual relation-
ships through genre.*® Following the 372/982 victory, when the vizier prompted
his court poets (man bi-hadratihi min al-shu ‘ara’) to describe the captured ele-
phant in the tashbib, he also limited them to the rhyme and meter of a line by
‘Amr b. Ma‘dikarib, a pre-Islamic and early Islamic (mukhadram) warrior and
poet of a noble Yemenite family. It is the third line of an ode in which ‘Amr
extolled his exploits, courage, and horse: “I prepared for misfortune a large coat
of mail and a big fast-running horse.”® By this intertextual strategy, the vizier,
proud of the victory in battle, created an indexical connection extending beyond
the present setting to a mythical hero. Moreover, he also “traditionalized” the
poetic output of his poets by the link to the ancient warrior-poet in a manner that
committed them stylistically and ideologically to the fabled heritage of the Arabs
(not the Persians). All this was accomplished through the ekphrastic generic link
between two big military animals, which in both cases serve as catalysts for the
glorification of humans associated with them.
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3 Licentious and scatological poetry (mujiin and sukhf)

The wide semantic field of each of these two terms (mujiin and sukhf’) comprises
the aspects of behavior, speech, and literature.*® Whereas mujiin is more related
to hedonism, sukhf deals with grossing out language and conduct.’ Among the
two modes, sukhf, as “obscene and scatological parody that also encompasses
frivolous, intentionally irrational and blasphemous elements,” is more charac-
teristic of the literary production in our field. The main function of the scatologi-
cal verse in our field was to lampoon, criticize, or taunt another person and as
such it is strongly connected with invective poetry (hija’). Antoon indicates the
important influence the poetic language and conventions of Aija’ played on
sukhf:*® In fact, sometimes one finds it rather difficult to determine the generic
classification of a certain piece as hija’ or sukhf, as the two modes intertwine.
Generic ambiguity, it should be remembered, is a familiar phenomenon even
beyond Arabic literature; ethnographers often discover that against their expec-
tations locally constructed classification reveals generic overlapping and inter-
penetrating.* In addition, this ambiguity may often spring from insufficient
evidence on the way a given piece was originally contextualized or performed.

Al-Tha‘alib1 includes many of al-Sahib’s invective epigrams under the
heading mulah min shi‘rihi fi I-hija’ wa-I-mujin (“Fine Selections from His
Invective and Licentious Verse”).* More confusing is the fact that many of the
epigrams included there may well be described as sukhf, not mujin, albeit sub-
sumed under that heading. This suggests that the borders between the modes
were rather blurred conceptually among contemporaries and warrants subsuming
both mujiin and sukhf under the present heading. In some cases, like the three
lines directed by Abu 1-Qasim Ghanim b. Abl I-‘Ala’ al-Isbahani against al-
Quwaydi, I am inclined to consider a certain piece sukhf with invective function.
This is mainly for the way al-TawhidT sees similar pieces by al-Sahib as sukhf,*
but also for the excess of graphic obscenity; indeed, sukhf as a genre feasts on
taboo words and shuns euphemistic speech [al-mujtathth]:

Rijli wa-ayri wa-baydr
F1isti ummi I-Quwaydr

Lamma arada hija’t
Wa-fayduhii dina ghaydr

Wa-rama tadnisa ‘irdr
Fa-sara khirgata haydr

My leg, cock, and balls
Are in the ass of al-Quwayd1’s mother

When he wanted to lampoon me,
While much [of his invective] does not measure up to a little of mine,
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And wished to stain my honor,
He became a menstruation rag®’

Not graphic but still suggestive is the following mujiin example by Abi 1-‘Ala’
al-Asadi—clearly designated so by al-Tha‘alibl (wa-la-hu fi I-mujiin)—in which
the poet expresses his unconditioned desire to his male beloved, probably a
soldier [al-khafif]:

Ana wa-Ilahi ashtahika fa-kun ‘An
Tara in shi’ta aw ka- ‘Amri bni Ma ‘di

Wa-tufaris in shi 'ta aw fa-turdjil
Laysa hdadha mimmd yadurruka ‘indi

By God, I desire you; thus be ‘Antara,
If you wish, or like ‘Amr b. Ma“dikarib

You may be mounted, if you wish, or on foot
This is not something that may adversely affect my opinion of you*®

4 Invective poetry (hija’)

Generally, this mode may take many forms, mostly in poetry and rarely in prose
(as, famously, al-Tawhid1’s Akhldq). It may be one theme among others in an ode
(the others being love, panegyric, etc.), the sole theme of a lengthy one (especially
from the ‘Abbasid period onwards), or a brief and witty epigram—this being the
form most characteristic of 4ija’.* Indeed, in our field the brief and witty epigram
is the only observable form of invective poetry as far as the extant evidence can
tell.*° The three main functions noticed are: (i) settling a score with someone (for
political or other reasons); (ii) attacking a collective in the framework of a social
or cultural conflict; and (iii) jesting.”! Each of these often materializes in a very
obscene way. To name but one example of type (i), the envy-based conflict
between the poets Abii Dulaf al-KhazrajT and al-Salam1 found an expression in an
exchange of invective poetry.” Type (ii) is demonstrated by al-Sahib’s invective
against the Persians and his urging of Badi‘ al-Zaman al-HamadhanT to extempo-
rize verse to the same effect.™ As for (iii), the biting humor and wit in the follow-
ing line, although we know nothing of the circumstances of its composition,
suggest that it might have been an invective composed for amusement:

[al-Sahib] said about two brothers, one handsome and one ugly [al-sari :

Yahya haka I-mahya wa-lakin lahii
Akhun haka wajha abi yahya

Yahya resembled everlasting life, but he has
A brother resembling the face of death™
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5 Argot poetry (munakat bani sasan)

This poetic mode concentrates on the life of marginal social groups, those known
under the umbrella term of Banii Sasan (beggars, vagabonds, rogues, tricksters,
and other figures of low life), and is couched in their own argot (mundaka or
mundghd) to a great extent. Historically, the interest in low life appeared in the
Islamic world of the third/ninth century in tandem with the progress of urbaniza-
tion and sophistication. In contrast to the traditional noble Arabic and Islamic
virtues praised in poetry, this mode celebrates profligacy and shamelessness
often using obscene language.*

The gasida sasaniyya was dedicated to al-Sahib by Aba Dulaf al-Khazraji,
who modeled it after (‘arada), a previous qasida sasaniyya by al-Ahnaf
al-"UkbarT (d. by 385/995).% It constitutes an embodiment of the argot poetry
mode in a polythematic ode, and does so in following an already established lit-
erary model (al-'UkbarT’s). It describes in detail and with a proud tone the
miscellaneous types of Banii Sasan, their habits, tricks, and professional secrets,
based on an insider’s knowledge and experience. That it was not understood by
the uninitiated, we learn from al-Tha‘alib1, and also from the fact that Aba Dulaf
appended a comprehensive commentary to it.*’ Structurally, it opens with a
nasib, moves to boasting (fakhr), then launches a lengthy description of the wiles
of the different kinds of beggars and rogues—this being the cardinal part of the
poem. It closes with a section in which the poet justifies his globe-trotting by the
model of the Sayyids (descendants of the Prophet) and expresses his resignation
to the vicissitudes of Fate.’® For the sake of illustration, I will translate here one
line, referring to one class of charlatans “among us” (=Banii Sasan), followed by
Abii Dulaf’s commentary (in Bosworth’s translation) for those out of the know
[al-hazaj]:

Wa-barkiishun wa-barkakkun
Wa-mu ‘tv haliki I-jazrt

And the charlatan pretending to be deaf, and the tooth-drawer,
And the one peddling eye remedies

Barkush is the person who feigns complete deafness. He says to someone,
“Pronounce your own name and your father’s name over this signet ring.”
He listens stealthily to what the man says, and then is able to tell him
exactly what he has said. Barkak(k) is the person who extracts molars and
gives treatment for them. Al-halik means “a healing drug.” Al-jazr means
“the faculty of sight”; the eye is called al-jazzara.”

This line is couched almost entirely in jargon terms, which made Abh Dulaf
gloss every single word except for mu #7. In his own commentary on the line,
Bosworth indicates a linguistic characteristic of jargon observable here, namely,
antiphrasis: while in standard Arabic Aalik is “one who perishes,” here it denotes
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“a healing drug.”® Indeed, because halaka is an intransitive verb, an exact
antonym should have been muhlik, “deadly.” One may assume that especially
because halik and muhlik are equal in respect to the meter, the poet’s choice of
the former indicates a non-standard jargon use as well. In addition, the prove-
nance of the jargon terms used in the first hemistich appears to be Persian and
Syriac,®! whereas in the second they come from Arabic. This goes hand in hand
with Bosworth’s remarks on the Arab-Persian and Syriac-speaking ethnic com-
position of the beggars known to Abii Dulaf, as inferred from their names.®

The rough and coarse speech of marginal figures, with whom al-Sahib used to
associate, was not restricted to long polythematic odes. It could also be seen in a
qit ‘a like the following line extemporized as a collaborative—interactive com-
position. It has no expressions in argot but well demonstrates the obscene lan-
guage and style of the genre. Al-Tawhidi recounts:

I saw this al-Aqta‘ standing in front of Ibn ‘Abbad at the house’s courtyard,
and that one [=al-Sahib] was also standing. Then, Abtu Salih al-Warraq
appeared, and Ibn ‘Abbad said while looking at him and at his combed
beard [al-rajaz]:

Wa-lihyatin ka-annaha l-qabati

A beard as though it were fine white clothes
And al-Aqta‘ responded immediately:

Ja ‘altuha waqfan ‘ala durati

I made it an endowment for my farting®

This line may be classified as sukhf, given its sacrilegious obscenity, and also as
hija’ for the scoffing of its addressee: the copyist’s fine beard, likened by al-
Sahib to a garment, is compared by al-Aqta“ to the hair on his own anus endowed
by him as a wagf for his farting. Nevertheless, despite the lack of argot expres-
sions (even the gasida sasaniyya of Abu Dulaf, one should remember, is not
entirely phrased in argot), it appears more suitable to subsume it under the argot
category. Besides the fact that scatology and bawdiness are dominant traits of
argot poetry, two weighty reasons to do so are the identity of its arch-criminal
composer, and his capacity as al-Sahib’s indispensable teacher for various under-
world groups’ argots.** Thanks to the contextualizing details provided by al-
Tawhidi, it is clear that the argot or argot-like gif‘a was performed in an
improvised informal way. To the vizier, the literary game of the ijaza was a
common medium to prompt the coarse and “counter-culture” traits of this mode
from the socially marginal at his court.
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6 Elegiac poetry (ritha’)

Originating in pre-Islamic women’s bewailing their male next of kin, the elegiac
mode took shape in various forms until al-Sahib’s time: in rhymed prose (niyaha)
and verse (garid) in the pre-Islamic period; later developed the marthiya—nor-
mally as a bipartite ode form (without nasib)—to which a letter of condolence
(ta ziya) to the deceased person’s parents (usually in prose but also in verse) was
added starting in the second/eighth century.®® Excluding the elegies (marathi)
lamenting al-Sahib’s death (examples of which are quoted by al-Thaalibi)* for
being outside the temporal limits of the field, we are left with two short pieces in
which al-Sahib lamented Abi 1-Hasan al-Silmi and AbG Manstr Kuthayyir b.
Ahmad,” and eleven excerpts from long odes lamenting Abii ‘Isa b. al-Munajjim’s
black-reddish horse.®® The first piece in which he laments al-Silmi reads [al-fawil]:

Idhd ma na ‘a I-nd ‘una ahla mawaddatt
Bakaytu ‘alayhim bal bakaytu ‘ald nafst

Na ‘aw muhjata [-silmiyyi wahya salamatun
Ghulibtu ‘alayha fa-lI-salamu ‘ald l-unst

When the death announcers announce the death of those whom I love
I cry over them, rather, I cry over myself

They announced the departure of al-Silm1’s soul and it is well-being
Taken from me by force; there goes intimacy!®

7 Fraternal poetry (ikhwaniyyat)

These monothematic poems focus on various themes related to friendship and rela-
tions between companions. The ikhwaniyyat are normally short pieces,” frequently
having the brevity, wittiness, and “point” of the epigram,”' as the examples col-
lected by al-Tha‘alibi throughout Yatimat al-dahr demonstrate.” The fact that all
the composers of these ikhwaniyyat poems were high state officials, writing to
their equals or inferiors in rank, and the lack of such poems composed by inferiors
to superiors, suggests that hierarchy was an important element behind their pro-
duction. The pieces by al-Sahib (each between one to six lines) follow this line.
They are not pieces to be performed, but mostly written messages in verse com-
municating the following: reproaching a dear friend (Abu I-Fadl b. Shu‘ayb) for
delaying his visit; or another one (Abt 1-Qasim al-Qashani) for not visiting; calling
the physician (Abi I-Husayn); inducing a courtier (Abi Bakr al-Khwarazm) to get
drunk on a cold cloudless day; censuring (Abt 1-Qasim al-Qashani) for not invit-
ing al-Sahib to drink wine; declaring strong love to a friend (Abu I-Talib); calling
on a pimp (Ibn Ya‘quib)” to intercede on his behalf with a handsome boy named
Masrtr; asking a courtier (Abii 1-°Ala’ al-Asadi) a cryptic question to be under-
stood by him; sending sweetmeats warranted by an (anonymous) friend’s sweet
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love; warning those (like the merchant Mahmiid) who did not visit him when he
was sick that he would not attend their grave when they pass away; rejecting a
friend and protégé’s (al-Qadi Abt Bishr al-Jurjani) excuses for delaying his visit;
and longing for an (anonymous) friend staying far away.”* Here is his poem to the
Qadi Abt Bishr al-Jurjani [al-wafir]:

Yasuddu I-fadla ‘anna ayya saddin
Wa-qala ta’akhkhurt ‘an du fi mi‘dah

Fa-qultu la-hii ja ‘altu I- ‘ayna wawan
Fa-inna I-du ‘fa ajma ‘a fi I-mawaddah

He withholds the favor [of his visit] from us completely
Saying: my delay is due to a stomach weakness

I then said to him: I changed the ‘ayn to waw

For the weakness altogether is in the love [of yours]”

In another place, al-Tha‘alibi produces an ikhwaniyya of al-Sahib to Abt 1-°Ala’
al-Asadi following one by Abil I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid, for they both share the same
topic—inquiring of a friend the morning after his marriage about the consumma-
tion. Al-Tha‘alibT finds al-Sahib’s more explicit and wittier (aqrab min al-tasrih
wa-azraf) and Ibn al-‘Amid’s purer and more implicit (ajzal wa-akhfa). Here is
the ikhwaniyya of al-Sahib [al-sart .

Qalbr ‘ala l-jamrati ya ba I- ‘Ala
Fa-hal fatahta I-mawdi ‘a [-muqfala

Wa-hal fakakta I-khatma ‘an kisihi
Wa-hal kahalta I-nazira l-akhala

Innaka in qulta na ‘am sadigan
Ab ‘ath nitharan yamla 'u I-manzila

Wa-in tujibni min haya’in bila
Ab ‘ath ilayka [-qutna wa-l-mighzala

My heart is on burning coal, O Aba 1-‘Ala’,
Did you open the locked up place?

Did you break open the seal off its purse?
Did you smear the black eye with antimony?

If you say “yes” truthfully
I will send scattered gold pieces that will fill the house
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But if you respond to me, out of bashfulness, “no”
I will send you cotton and spindle’®

8 Enigmatic poetry (mu‘'amma)

We have two short enigmatic poems (gifa ) directed by Badi' al-Zaman al-
Hamadhani to al-Sahib (termed mu ‘amma) making clear that this mode was
represented in our field. The enigma in verse named mu ‘amma (‘“blinded”) is
strictly speaking different from lughz (“riddle”); for whereas the latter—often
appearing in interrogative form—is solved by correctly combining concepts, the
former’s solution is based on combining the alphabetic or numerical value of
letters (or on other similar techniques like inversion). In practice, however, the
two terms are often used indiscriminately.” In Yatimat al-dahr we find an
example of a one-line mu ‘amma, dubbed thus by al-Tha‘alibi, composed by the
poet Abii 1-Qasim al-Zahi [al-kamil]:

Man kana Adama jummalan fi sinnihi
Hajarathu Hawwa 'u l-sinina mina I-dumd

Whoever is Adam—in terms of numerical value—at his age
Is abandoned by Eve of the years among beautiful women

Al-Tha‘alibi adds that Adam equals forty-five, according to the numerical
value of its letters, whereas Hawwa (Eve) makes fifteen.”® The “blinded”
meaning in this case does not require much reflection,” to wit, old men are
abandoned by beautiful young women. Given this type of solution (combina-
tion of letters’ numerical value), the use of the term mu ‘amma for this specific
enigma is strict.

In contrast, the following so-called mu ‘amma composed for al-Sahib by al-
Hamadhani, is actually a lughz in a strict use [al-kamil]:

Akhawani min ummin wa-ab
La yafturani ‘ani l-shaghab

Ma minhuma illa danin
Yashkiu mu ‘anata I-da’ab

Wa-kilahuma haniqu I-fu’a
Di ‘ala akhihi bi-ld sabab

Yughrihima bi-I-sharri sib

Tu [-rthi wa-bnu abt I-khashab
Ma minhuma illa biht

Shartu l-yubiisati wa-I-harab
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Fa-lana bi-sulhihima radan
Wa-lana bi-harbihima nashab

Ya ayyuha l-maliku I-ladht
Fi kulli khatbin yuntadab

Akhrijhu ikhraja I-dhakiy
Yi fa-qad wasaftu kama wajab

[They are] two brothers from [the same] mother and father
Who will not give up quarelling

Both of them are worn out
Complaining about the pains of perseverance

Each one of the two has a heart enraged
Against his brother for no reason

The grandson of the wind
And the son of the father of wood provoke evil from them

Only by it do they satisfy
The condition of separation and anger

Their reconciliation brings about destruction for us
While their war yields property for us

O king who
Is always promptly obeyed

Figure it out the way a sharp-witted person does
For I gave an adequate description

The solution given is the millstone (hajar al-raha);¥° to be more precise, the pair
of millstones consisting of the stationary bedstone and the uppermost runner
stone, used to grind grains, whose driving mechanism is the flowing water (“the
grandson of the wind”’) and a water wheel made of wood (“the son of the father
of wood”). One is expected to figure it out based on the conceptual picture
evoked by the description, which in its style is reminiscent of ekphrastic poetry.
In addition, as it is often the case with lughz, the composer directs his words to
the addressee, al-Sahib, here referred to as a king. Yet, without contextual
details, we cannot infer from that whether this piece was orally performed or
was sent out as a written message.
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9 Secretarial poetry (shi‘r kuttabi)

Neither mode nor kind, secretarial poetry should be rather described as the
approach taken by a non-specialist educated elite group toward the composition
of poetry.

The poetry of secretaries was studied by Bencheikh with due attention to its
socio-cultural aspects during the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries. Mostly
from Persian descent, the secretarial group gained much power and influence in
the second/eighth century, and at the same time started to play a major role in
literary life. With regard to poetry, one wonders in what way the secretary-poet
differed from the professional poet and what was the nature of his poetic produc-
tion in comparison to the latter’s. Bencheikh shows that given the fact that the
secretaries—unlike the professional poets—did not have to depend on their
poetry for subsistence, they could compose their poetry for pleasure without
being expected to meet the high reqirements set to the professionals. Thus,
instead of composing the “staple” modes of the poets, for example, panegyric
and invective, they could indulge in writing poems that expressed their cultural
model, namely, adab (meaning here “good education, elegance of behavior,
knowledge, practice of arts and letters”). Hence, their poetry represents more the
collective spirit of a milieu than the personality of a professional poet. Despite
its socio-cultural expressiveness, however, it loses—through the banalization of
its common employment in everyday life and as a means of communication—
the artistic qualities of great poetry and consequently resorts to affectation.’!

Given its legitimate dilettante nature, it is not surprising, therefore, that al-
Sahib was not holding a favorable opinion of secretarial poetry, as revealed by
his praise of the secretary, adib, and poet Abt Sa‘d Nasr b. Ya‘qub: “It indeed
amazes me that a secretary is a poet, just as I am amazed that his poetry is widely
known.”®? Other than belittling the secretaries whose poetic production al-Sahib
did not consider “real” poetry, this statement of his alludes to the fact that he did
not consider himself among those dilettante secretary-poets. For otherwise, being
a secretary himself (until becoming a vizier), he would probably not have made
such a remark, unless he was assured of his position—at least in his self-
view—as a “real” poet.

Secretarial poetry was taken as a category per se, because of its composer’s
occupation and typical competences, bearing production that could be judged as
good or bad according to its own standards; namely, how good the poetry of a
non-specialist literate elite member could be. We learn that from al-Tha‘alib1’s
appreciation of al-Ustadh Abi 1-‘Ala’ Muhammad b. ‘Al1 b. al-Husayn Saft
|-Hadratayn and his presented selections. Before citing highlights of Abt 1-‘Ala’,
he refers to “his far-aiming and coherent secretarial poetry” (shi ruhu [-kuttabr
l-ba‘id al-maram al-mustamirr al-nizam).%* The highlights make it clear that
shi ‘r kuttabrt is an approach to poetry and not a mode that has to do with some
unique secretarial topics. This is because it actually finds expression in various
modes (praise, ghazal, invective, gnomic) in addition to poems composed as an
occasional comment on different specific social situations.® It also demonstrates
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that secretarial poetry (dubbed thus by al-Tha‘alibi) could embrace modes, for
example, praise, that were apparently—according to Bencheikh—in the domain
of the professional poet.*

The following is an example for secretarial poetry in our field composed by
Abli Muhammad al-Hasan b. Ahmad al-Bartijirdi, preceded by al-Tha‘alibi’s
portrayal of the secretary and his poetry:

A secretary rightly and truly, deeply penetrating in his epistle writing, peer-
less among the secretaries of his age. ... He had served al-Sahib in the prime
of his youth, became well-mannered in his etiquette, was closely related to
him, and trained his nature to adopt his way. From his court (janib) he
arrived to the land of Khorasan, and then became famous there. ... His apt
quotation (muhddara) is beautiful and meaningful. His secretarial poetry
(shi‘r kuttabi) has many embellishments (mahdsin)®® and uninterrupted
coherence (mustamirr al-nizam). Among its primary examples is the follow-
ing: al-Sahib blamed one of the beardless youths at his session (majlis) for
stealing his books, saying [al-mujtathth]:

Saraqta ya zabyu kutbi
Alhagta kutbi bi-qalbt

O gazelle, you stole my books;
You added my books to my heart!

He ordered AbGi Muhammad to complete it (bi-ijazatihi), and he said:

Fa-law fa ‘alta jamilan
Radadta qalbi wa-kutbt

If you were to act nicely
You would return my heart and my books

Some other day, these two lines were recited at his court [al-madid]:

Ya nasima [-rthi min baladin
Khabbirt bi-llahi kayfa humii

Laysa I7 sabrun wa-la jaladun
Layta shi 1t kayfa sabruhumii

O breezy wind coming from a certain town,
Inform [me], by God, how they are!

I have no patience and no endurance
I wish I knew how patient they are
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[Al-Sahib] then ordered [al-Bardjirdi] to complete these two lines (bi-
ijazatihima), and he said:

Wa-lisanu I-dam T yashhadu It
Wa-hwa mimman laysa yuttahamii

The tongue of tears bears witness to my condition
And it is not to be doubted®’

In these two cases, the—often characteristic—occasional and recreational
nature of this poetic approach is seen. Al-Bartijirdi’s completion (ijaza) of
these lines was well done, but by no means could it be considered as great
poetry. It shows, though, that this secretary possessed the competence to
versify extempore, which was a valuable skill for courtiers. This, in addition
to the information in al-Tha‘alibi’s introduction, indicates his successful
acquisition of adab, its behavioral and cognitive aspects alike. Adab, as
described by Bencheikh, was indeed the main trait of the secretarial poetry,
well embodying the secretarial “spirit.”

III Types of artistic prose

1 Fraternal (ikhwaniyya) letter

A distinction is drawn between two types of letters whose main function is strict
communication (unlike the monograph epistle): the administrative (risala
diwaniyya or sultaniyya) and fraternal (risala ikhwaniyya). Unlike the risala
diwaniyya, the ikhwaniyya is an informal private correspondence, often between
two friends.® When it focuses on the ties of affection between the two, the letter
constitutes a substitute for the absent friend longed for by the writer in nostalgia.
Nonetheless, it must not necessarily concentrate on affection and yearning; being
an informal correspondence, it may engage in many matters that have to do with
the two friends, their relations and feelings, or discuss relevant events in their
lives. Thus, for example, it may be composed to congratulate on the birth of a
son or on the occasion of a marriage, to offer condolences, to accompany an
exchange of gifts, to welcome, to invite, to intercede, to excuse oneself, to
reproach, to lampoon, etc. Some of these issues were traditionally treated in
poetry before the ‘Abbasid period, and those who started fashioning them in
prose as well were the secretaries.”

Zaki Mubarak notes that despite the ikhwaniyya’s previous history (in poetry
as well as prose), one may think that it was a new type created in the fourth/tenth
century for its many formal developments during this period.” These develop-
ments were related to general trends in the realm of artistic prose at that time:
mainly the expansion of the figurative language of badi‘ from poetry to prose,
parallelisms, application of the phonic effect of rhyme (saj ‘), and assonance.
These essential elements of the artistic prose style (kitabat al-insha’) developed
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by the secretaries affected the ikhwaniyya letter as well as various other types of
communication and correspondence of the period.”!

We have several examples of fraternal letters in our field, most are by al-
Sahib to others, some are by al-Khwarazmi to al-Sahib, and others are between
two courtiers.”” For the sake of illustration, here is a letter®® sent by al-Sahib to
an anonymous friend as a felicitation on the occasion of the birth of a daughter.
It is the greeting letter type:

May God congratulate my master on the arrival of his daughter, increase
through her the number of his highborn offspring, and make her a harbinger
of righteous brothers that will fill the assemblies of learning and live for the
rest of time. The news of the newborn girl—may God honor her and raise
her up as a beautiful plant—reached me. I also learned on your change for
the worse after the news came out and on your denial of what God predes-
tined for you. You had known that daughters are closer to the hearts, and
that God the Sublime started with them in sequence, for the Exalted said:
“He bestows on those He wills females and He bestows on those he wills
males” (Q 42:49). What He called “bestowal” is more deserving of gratitude
and more worthy of good acceptance.

Welcome to the excellent woman and mother of sons! The one securing
family relations by marriage and the affinity of the descendants of the pure;
the forerunner of brothers in proper order and noble ones in close succession
[al-wafir]:

Fa-law kana l-nisa’u ka-mithli hadht
La-fuddilati I-nisa’u ‘ala l-rijalt

Wa-ma I-ta 'nithu li-smi I-shamsi ‘aybun
Wa-la [-tadhkiru fakhrun li-I-hilalt

If women were like this one
They would be preferred to men

The feminine gender of the sun’s name is not a fault,
Nor is the masculine gender a source of pride for the crescent moon*

God will acquaint you with the blessing in her ascendant and the felicity in
her descendant. Therefore, arm yourself with joy and invigorate yourself;
for the world (al-dunya) is feminine, and men serve it; the fire (al-nar) is
feminine, and males worship it; the earth (al-ard) is feminine, and from it
all beings were created, and on it the progeny is abundant; the sky (al-
sama’) is feminine, and it had been adorned with stars, and embellished
with celestial bodies of piercing brightness (al-nujiim al-thawaqib: Q 86:3);
the soul (al-nafs) is feminine, and it is foundational for the body and indis-
pensable for the animal; life (al-hayah) is feminine, and if it were not for it,
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bodies would not act freely and mankind would not be known; paradise (al-
janna) is feminine, and it was promised to the God-fearing, and is inhabited
delightfully by the prophets. Thus, may God congratulate you with what you
were given, and inspire you with thankfulness for what you were awarded.
May God extend your life as long as your progeny and offspring exist, and
as long as Time lasts. He is wont to do what He wills.”

This letter is a typical product of the artistic prose (insha’) style:*® It is almost
entirely rthymed with saj (e.g., wa-l-mubashshira bi-ikhwa yatanasaqin wa-
nujaba’ yatalahaqin), and with assonance (twice: fa-huwa bi-l-shukr awla wa-
bi-husn al-tagabbul ahra; ya ‘murina andiyat al-fadl wa-yaghburina bagiyyat
al-dahr); rich in parallelisms (e.g., “the sky is feminine and it had been adorned
with stars and embellished with celestial bodies of piercing brightness”; note
also the previous three examples); detailed and overflowing description, espe-
cially after the poem; quotations from the Qur’an and the poetic legacy (two
lines of al-Mutanabbi) that are not only aptly chosen for consolidating the writ-
er’s apologetic argument, but also in the case of the poetry serve as a platform
on which the second part of the letter is built. At first glance, the thematic devel-
opment of the irrelevance-of-the-object’s-gender-for-its-significance motif
appears to continue from al-Mutanabbi’s second line until the letter’s end as if it
were a case of hall al-nazm (unraveling of poetry into prose).” Yet, in a closer
look, it turns out to be a development contradicting the argument in the second
line of the poem. For in his itemization of admirable entities whose gender is
feminine, al-Sahib seeks to “prove” the advantage of the feminine by means of
the husn al-talil (fantastic etiology) trope. The fact that this world (al-
dunyad)—to name but one example—is of the feminine gender is not in reality
the reason men serve it; division to proportional sections—in the Arabic edition
used there are two, each amounting to eight lines—separated by the poetry; as a
whole it is poeticized prose “marred” only by the dearth of rhetorical figures
(badi ) like metaphors and similes in comparison to similar letters.”®

The argumentative tone discernible in this letter is given a boost by the strong
effect of itemizing a long rhyming list of entities of the feminine gender which
are nevertheless worshipped or otherwise indispensable to humans. Such an
urgent tone is absent from an analogous letter by Hilal al-Sabi
(359-448/969-1056) included in his work on model correspondential writing for
all occasions. This is in spite of raising several arguments similar to al-Sahib’s
(criticizing the disapproval of God’s decree and ingratitude to His present in
addition to noting the merits of women) and quoting the same Qur’anic verse.
Al-Sabi’s inclusion of a model for such a letter also suggests that encouraging a
friend in writing following the birth of a daughter was a common practice and a
literary type.”” One might be tempted to claim that al-Sahib’s tone in this letter
has only to do with the fact that he fathered one daughter and no sons at all.
However, other pieces of writing by al-Sahib characterized by disputative tone
exist, and this characteristic may well be related to his adherence to Mu ‘tazili
theology.'®
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2 Short passage (fasl) and ruq‘a

The above letter is presented by al-Tha‘alibi inter alia under the rubric of al-
Sahib’s fusil and riga“ (short passages and notes).'”" A fas/ is a short passage
from a letter deserving to be extracted and collected for its artistic value. It is
used interchangeably with figra (paragraph).'® The shortest among these fissitl of
al-Sahib, titled simply fasl, is the following:

I am on the edge of a garden, whose opened roses reminded me of your
character, its flowing streamlet reminded me of your nature, and its paradis-
iacal flowers reminded me of your nearness.'*

In other cases, fusil denote short passages of refined composition “on all kinds
of subjects and for different social occasions,” collected and established as
models of prose literature.'™ The latter meaning of fusi! differs from the former,
since it refers to independent compositions, which are not parts of whole
letters.'®

Rug‘a (pl. riga“) is a note, a short letter, or a short written petition to a
potentate.'* Stylistically, the riga‘ composed by al-Sahib are not different
from other texts in artistic prose he used to write in terms of the rhyming, par-
allelisms, rhetorical figures, and the embedment of quotations (poetic,
Qur’anic, proverbial, etc.) Therefore, the difference between ruq ‘a and fasl is
mainly in their function.

A ruq ‘a as a note may carry a message like inviting someone to come, wel-
coming a visitor, or thanking someone for a present. For instance, the following
ruq ‘at istizara (invitation) was sent by al-Sahib to an anonymous person:

This days, sir, is gloomy, and its murky clouds astonish me. Since the sun of
the sky had withdrawn from us, it is necessary that the sun of the earth come
close to us. If you feel like showing up, you will join us in our happiness. If
not, there is no compulsion and no coercion, and you have the choice when-
ever you want.'"”’

As a short letter, an example of rug ‘a'® is brought above (the felicitation letter).
Regarding rug ‘a as a short written petition, which clearly reveals the hierarchi-
cal gap between the petitioner and the petitioned party, al-Tha‘alibT presents a
splendid example:

One of the Esfahanis showed me a petition (ruq ‘a) of Abt Hafs al-Warraq
(the copyist) al-Isbahani. The rug ‘@ was in a worn condition, and there was
the tawgqi * of al-Sahib on it. Here is the petition’s copy:

If not for the fact that being reminded'”—may God extend the life of our
exalted master al-Sahib—is of advantage to the believers, and the brandish-
ing of the sword helps those who draw it, I would not give a reminder and
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not brandish a sharp sword. Yet, the needy person, for his distress, desires to
accelerate the favorable outcome, and presses the bountiful liberal man. The
condition of the slave of our master—may God perpetuate His support to
him—in respect to wheat is [now] different, and the rats of his house turned
away from it. If he thinks proper that his slave be mixed with those whose
dwelling he made abundant, and that he not fasten his saddle [to leave], he
will do that—God, the Sublime, willing.

Here is the tawgi °s copy:

You spoke well, Abti Hafs, and we will act well. Therefore, announce abun-
dance to the rats of your house, and set their mind at rest from drought. The
wheat will reach you this week, and you are not deprived of other support—
God, the Sublime, willing.''

It is noteworthy that both the petitioner and the addressee in this case use the
insha’ prose style in their writing. This is yet another example for the consolida-
tion of artistic prose as the current and hegemonic style in the literary field of the
court.

3 Signature phrase (taw(qi’)

The tawgi* originates in the practice of Persian kings and viziers to sign with
concise and eloquent expressions on complaints of wrongdoing submitted to
them. This custom was followed by ‘Abbasid caliphs and viziers, who signed on
letters of complaint or petitions (named gisas and riga ‘). Their tawgt ‘at, often
with an apt Qur’anic verse, poetry line, or saying were copied and preserved by
the secretaries.!"! Formally, at least since the times of the Sasanians, it was the
duty of the secretary to sit in front of the ruler during public audiences and note
down his decisions in the most concise and stylistically perfect way. Nonethe-
less, many learned rulers and potentates, like the vizier Yahya b. Khalid al-
Barmaki, were able to make decisions and epitomize them eloquently as tawqgt ‘at
on their own.'? Al-Sahib should also be counted among those, and at least in
some cases it is completely clear that he wrote the signature phrases on the peti-
tion letter by himself.!!?

Al-Kala‘l, the Andalusian secretary and vizier (d. c¢. mid-sixth/twelfth
century), defines fawgi‘ as “the type of speech, in which prolixity and repeti-
tion were relinquished in favor of concision and brevity.” He goes on to say
that tawqi‘ may contain: (i) several utterances (bi-I-kalimat), (ii) one utterance
(bi-I-kalima al-wahida), or (iii) one letter (bi-I-harf al-wahid), illustrating this
with three anecdotes on al-Sahib drawn from the latter’s entry in Yatimat al-
dahr:'""* (i) an informer of al-Sahib sent a message to him about a man harbor-
ing unsympathetic feelings against the vizier who would enter his mansion
among other people and then keep eavesdropping for a long time. Al-Sahib
signed: “This mansion of ours is an inn; to be entered by those who are loyal



The literary field of the court 151

and those who are disloyal” (daruna hadhihi khan, yadkhuluhda man wafa
wa-man khan; note the paronomasia, jinas); (i) once, when the mint
employees sent a complaint letter opening with “the mint employees” (al-
darrabin; also meaning those who fashion or mint), he signed below it “in
cold iron” (fi hadid barid). Al-Sahib—referring to the proverb “you fashion
cold iron” (tadribu fi hadid barid),'" that is, entertain false hopes—made it
clear to them, concisely and wittily, that he denied their appeal; (iii) one of al-
Sahib’s friends wrote to him a petition (rug ‘a) about some matter, on which
the vizier signed, but when it was returned to the petitioner he could not see a
signature phrase (tawgqi ). The reports on the vizier’s signing on it persisted, so
he presented the petition to Abl 1-*Abbas al-Dabbi, who kept scrutinizing it
until finding out that the tawgqi* was a single alif: the petition included the sen-
tence “thus, if our master deems appropriate to bestow that, he will do it
(fa‘ala), and al-Sahib wrote an alif facing fa ‘ala, meaning thereby af alu
[=‘will do’].”

In contrast to al-Kala‘1’s stress on brevity as a characteristic of the tawgi‘, we
find that al-Sahib would at times write a rather long one. Responding to a peti-
tion (ruqg ‘a) addressed to the vizier by Abt l-Hasan al-Nawqati, in which he
asked for his permission to leave and for a recommendation letter, al-Sahib
granted his approval and spoke highly and at length of Abt I-Hasan’s merits. He
made it clear in the end that this fawgi  also constituted a substitute for a formal
recommendation letter.!'® In terms of style, it is no different from other examples
of insha’ writing (apart from the quite limited use of saj ) and does not have the
condensed nature of other tawgrt ‘at of the vizier. Likewise, the above cited tawgri "
on the petition of Abt Hafs, albeit shorter, is still relatively long, and has “une-
conomic” parallelisms and persistent rhyme found in more extensive insha’
pieces.!”

4 Proverb, aphorism (mathal)

The Arabic philologists attributed the three essential characteristics of compari-
son, brevity, and familiarity to mathal (pl. amthal). They have established that
amthal are based on experience and hence contain practical common sense
(hikma); that they allow pointed and intelligible statement of facts in an indirect
fashion; that since they can be used individually to represent all analogous cases
while remaining unchanged, they make it easier to communicate matters that
would be difficult to communicate in a more straightforward way. These charac-
teristics and qualities in their totality do not necessarily apply to every single
mathal, and therefore the understanding of mathal is wider than “proverb.” It
also includes the “proverbial saying,” containing comparisons employing the
af ‘alu min form; “adages” (hikam and agwal), including mottoes and aphorisms;
“set turns of speech,” as used in optative and maledictive exclamation; and
“parable” and “fable.”!!®

Amthal by al-Sahib and his courtiers were often cited by al-Tha‘alibi. Many
times the proverbs are built as two, or more, paralleling rhyming units, while
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other figures like paronomasia (jinas) or antithesis (mutabaqa) might be used,
too. The following examples are by al-Sahib unless otherwise stated.

Abti Bakr al-Khwarazmi: “This world is a female that gets married to
everyone asking her hand, and a tractable mount that carries every rider”
(al-dunyd untha tankihu kull khatib wa-dabba dhalil tahmilu kull rakib).'”

“The world is a whore; one day she is at the perfumer’s, another day at the
veterinarian’s” (al-dunya qahba fa-yawman ‘inda ‘attar wa-yawman ‘inda
baytar)."® The whore’s volatility and unreliability represents the world’s, hence
those dwelling in it are strongly affected. A less literal translation would be:
“one day is rosy, another stinks.”

“Prose is dispersed like sparks and poetry remains like engraving on stone”
(al-nathr yatatayaru tatayur al-sharar wa-l-nazm yabga baqga’ al-nagsh fi
l-hajar)."*'

Abti Bakr al-Khwarazmi: “Guarding jealously books is among the noble
traits, nay, it is the sister of guarding jealously close female relatives” (al-ghayra
‘ald I-kutub min al-makarim 1 bal hiya ukht al-ghayra ‘ald I-maharim).'*

Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhani combines two paralleling thyming units with a
part of a Qur’anic verse which matches them with its internal rhyme: “Do not
endeavor to surpass God in his lands and attempt to turn him from His will;
{indeed, the earth is God’s; He bequeaths it to whoever He wants among His
servants}” (la tukathiri llah fi biladihi wa-la turaddithu fi muradihi {inna [-arda
li-llahi yirithuhd man yasha u min ‘ibadihi}).'*

Paralleling rhyming units (two or more) may also be phrased as rhetorical
questions, as shown for instance by Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi: “Can a sick person
recover amidst two physicians?! And can a sheath contain two swords?!” (hal
yabra u [-marid bayna I-tabibayn wa-hal yasa ‘u I-ghimd sayfayn).'*

The paralleling construction with two rhyming units is, however, not the only
one. The conditional man construction is also common, for example (with rhyme
and jinds): “Whoever is ungrateful for benefit, deserves retribution” (man kafara
[-ni ‘ma stawjaba I-nigma);'* a simple proposition, albeit with an assonance and
Jjinas, may occur: “The years change the customs” (inna [-sinin tughayyiru
[-sunan);'*® and finally thyming is not necessarily limited to the end of parallel-
ing units: “Obey the sultan of prohibition before the satan of passion” (ati ‘ sultan
al-nahy diina shaytan al-hawad).'”’

In the introduction to his work al-Tamthil wa-I-muhadara, al-Tha‘alibi—
unfortunately without defining what mathal is—declares his far-reaching goal of
including amthal of different periods, peoples, religions, schools of thought (e.g.,
philosophers, ascetics, etc.), social strata, and professions, in both poetry and
prose.'?® He, therefore, supplies us with a precious source for “current amthal”
coined by his contemporaries, including al-Sahib and his courtiers. Many of the
amthal cited by al-Tha‘alibi are originally poetry lines extracted from their ori-
ginal place for their proverbial quality. It is clear that many of these poetic
amthal are so defined in the broadest sense of the term, for sometimes they are
nothing but a nice metaphor. Here are some examples of this type composed by
courtiers of al-Sahib and the vizier himself.
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Abi Sa‘1d al-Rustami [al-tawil]:

A-fi I-haqqi an yu ‘ta thalathiina sha ‘iran
Wa-yuhrama ma diima I-rida sha ‘irun mithli

Kama samahiui ‘Amran bi-wawin ziyadatan
Wa-dityiqga bismi llahi fi alifi [-waslt

Is it fair that thirty poets are granted
While a poet like me is denied what is below contentment?

As they gave ‘Amr a waw in excess
And bismi llah was harshly treated in respect to alif al-wasl'®

Abi 1-Hasan al-Salami [al-wafir]:

Tabassatna ‘ala I-athami lamma
Ra’ayna I- ‘afwa min thamari l-dhuniibt

We have become emboldened regarding offenses when
We saw pardon among the fruits of misdeeds'*’

Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi [al-tawil]:

Wa-la ta jaba an yamlika I- ‘abdu rabbahii
Fa-inna l-duma sta ‘badna man nahata I-duma

Do not marvel at the slave’s being a master of his owner
For the idols enslaved those who sculptured them'?!

Isma ‘il al-Shashi [al-fawil]:

Wa-kuntu ara annd I-tajariba ‘uddatun
Fa-khanat thigata l-nasi hatta I-tajaribi

153

I used to think that trials are a ready gear [to meet the vicissitudes of Time]

But even trials have betrayed people’s trust!®?
Abi Talib al-Ma’ ' mini [al-basit]:

Wa-kuntu yiisufa wa-I-asbatu hum wa-abii [-
Asbati anta wa-da ‘wahum daman kadhiba

I was Joseph, they were the Children of Israel, the father of the
Children was you, and their claim was false blood'*
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Al-Sahib [al-mutagarib]:

Fa-innd I-humiuma bi-qadri I-himam
Worries are to the extent of ambitions'*
Al-Sahib [al-rajaz]:

Hifzu I-lisani rahatu I-insant
Fa-hfazhu hifza [-shukri lil-ihsant

Fa-afatu l-insani fi I-lisant

Guarding the tongue is one’s peace of mind
So guard it the way gratitude guards benefaction

Because the harm to a person is found in his tongue'®®

On the appreciation for proverbial poetry we can also learn from al-Sahib’s com-
pilation of the amthal in al-Mutanabbi’s diwan. In the introduction to this com-
pilation, al-Sahib notes that al-Mutanabbi, in addition to his distinguished skill
in the poetic craft, leaves his rivals behind especially in amthal. This compila-
tion is dedicated to Fakhr al-Dawla, whom al-Sahib frequently heard quoting
fine verses of al-Mutanabbi as amthal."*® The following examples deal with hilm
(forbearance, clemency, patience, reason) and its opposite jah! (ignorance, folly,
ruthlessness) [al-fawil]:

1dha qila rifqgan qala lil-hilmi mawdi ‘un
Wa-hilmu [-fata fi ghayri mawdi ‘iht jahli

If it is said, “gently,” he says: “forbearance has its place,
But youthful forbearance out of place is folly”'?’

[al-tawil]:

Mina I-hilmi an tasta ‘mila l-jahla dinahi
Idha ttasa ‘at fi I-hilmi turqu I-mazalimi

Deliberate forbearance requires that you apply ruthlessness instead of it,
If the ways of iniquity are widened by forbearance'

The verse mathal type was widely represented and appreciated by al-Tha‘alibi,
al-Sahib, and their contemporaries. Dressed in poetic garb, the message, with its
concision, universality, and (often) practical wisdom, was even more appealing
in its reception. The critic and poet Ibn Rashiq al-Qayrawani (390-456/1000—63)
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wrote that the reason behind versifying a mathal was to make it more wide-
spread, lighter to utter, and more enduring.'*® From a historical perspective, the
verse mathal’s attractiveness has to do with the ancient Arabic tradition of
making sentential observations in poetry. A Prophetic saying avers that “in
poetry there is wisdom” (inna [li-I-shi‘'r hikma). Later, poets relied more and
more on Greek and Persian materials to make gnomological observations to the
effect that wisdom (hikma) poetry became a favorite mode of the “modern”
poets of the ‘Abbasid period (muhdathiin).'*

The influence of hikma is palpable in the amthal used by al-Sahib and his
courtiers. As a result, it is often impossible to distinguish between amthal and
hikam (aphorisms). We see it in amthal that have a clear admonitory, disillusioned,
or instructive tone normally associated with aphoristic expressions. In prose: al-
Hamadhani’s “Do not endeavor to surpass God in his lands...”, and al-Sahib’s
“Obey the sultan of prohibition before the satan of passion”; in poetry: Isma ‘il al-
Shashi’s “T used to think that trials are a ready gear [to meet the vicissitudes of
Time] but even trials have betrayed people’s trust,” al-Sahib’s “Worries are to the
extent of ambitions,” al-Mutanabbi’s “Deliberate forbearance requires that you
apply ruthlessness instead of it, if the ways of iniquity are widened by forbear-
ance.” The blurry borders between proverbs and aphorisms are also reflected in the
headline given by al-Tha‘alibi to the part in his work, Silr al-baldagha, focusing on
them: “The Book of Proverbs, Aphorisms and What Follows Their Model” (kitab
al-amthal wa-I-hikam wa-ma yahdhii hadhwahd).'*!

Based on what we saw, the inclusiveness of the term mathal as used in our
sources certainly agrees with Sellheim’s definition summarized above. It is yet
another reminder that “all genres leak.”'*> While it is crucial for this and other
studies to have a classificatory framework to discuss genres, one should bear in
mind that any framework will necessarily show overlapping, ambiguity, and
even contradictions. Yet, to a large extent, these are reflective of the real life
conditions of any literary field. The genres depicted in this chapter were the main
molds for the agents, poets, and prose writers available in the literary field of al-
Sahib’s court. In these molds they cast their products using their cultural capital,
and competed with their peers for standing and benefits.

Notes

1 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 163—4; on the nature of the field, see
also, 181-3, 187.

2 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 30.

3 Bourdieu refers to the patron dependency of pre-modern and early-modern European
writers in contrast to the increased liberty of the modern ones in The Field of Cul-
tural Production, 112—14.

4 This state of affairs goes hand in hand with the observation of Wolfhart Heinrichs
on the typology matbi* (“natural”) and masni* (“artificial/artful”): “It should be
noted, however, that there are no schools with these labels. The same poet may write
verses in both categories, even within the same poem. The most that can be said is
that a given poet has a tendency one way or the other”: “matbi* and masni',”
EAL, 516.
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Another observation of Bourdieu’s which is irrelevant to the present inquiry is his
division of the modern literary field to the two sub-fields of high culture (e.g., sym-
bolist poetry) and low culture (e.g., bestsellers). The court, being an elite institution,
had no similar division. Nevertheless, in an interesting “alchemic” socio-literary
process, the low (the underworld argot and cultural lore, as reflected among other
things in the qasida sasaniyya genre) became attractive and “exotic” to members of
the high society (foremost among whom was al-Sahib himself). Thus, low materials
had high demand; coarse and bawdy poetry and gutter slang became chic only
through the mediation, control, and consumption of the elite. This is the context in
which the commission of Aba Dulaf al-Khazraji’s gasida sasaniyya as well as the
co-optation of underworld figures by al-Sahib should be understood. On the attrac-
tion to the underworld and the obscene in the context of al-Sahib and some of his
courtiers, see Clifford Edmund Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld: The
Banii Sasan in Arabic Society and Literature. Part One: The Banii Sasan in Arabic
Life and Lore (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1976), 60-79.

Geert Jan van Gelder, “Some Brave Attempts at Generic Classification in Premodern
Arabic Literature,” in Bert Roest and Herman Vanstiphout (eds), Aspects of Genre
and Type in Pre-Modern Literary Cultures (Groningen: Styx, 1999), 15-31 (the cita-
tion above is from p. 17); Julie Scott Meisami, “genres, poetics,” EAL; idem, Struc-
ture and Meaning in Medieval Arabic and Persian Poetry: Orient Pearls (London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 26-30; Wolfhart Heinrichs, “Literary Theory: The
Problem of its Efficiency,” in Gustave Edmund von Grunebaum (ed.), Arabic
Poetry: Theory and Development. Third Giorgio Levi Della Vida Biennial Confer-
ence (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1973), 35-43; on medieval Arabic generic
classification (in poetry only), see also Gregor Schoeler, “Die Einteilung der Dich-
tung bei den Arabern,” ZDMG 123 (1973), 9-55; the problematics of genre in
general are well explained by Charles Briggs and Richard Bauman, “Genre, Inter-
textuality, and Social Power,” in Alessandro Duranti (ed.), Linguistic Anthropology:
A Reader, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 223-4.

See Van Gelder, “Some Brave Attempts at Generic Classification,” 20—1.

Van Gelder made use especially of the term “mode” (paralleled by him to the
medieval critics’ gharad), applying it to the various poetic Arabic genres: Van
Gelder, “Some Brave Attempts at Generic Classification,” 16-17, 20-1 and
passim; unlike some other formal theories of genre, Alastair Fowler’s emphasizes
tradition and the diachronic dimension, besides the synchronic, in generic forma-
tion and transformation.

What produces generic resemblances ... is tradition: a sequence of influence and
imitation and inherited codes connecting works in the genre. As kinship makes a
family, so literary relations of this sort form a genre.... Naturally the genetic
make-up alters with slow time, so that we may find the genre’s various historical
states to be very different from one another. Both historically and within a single
period, the family grouping allows for wide variation in the type.
Alastair Fowler, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and
Modes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 42-3

Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 74, 60—1.

Ibid., 106—7; Fowler illustrates the distinction between kind and mode thus: “[Shake-
speare’s| The Winter’s Tale is a tragicomedy in kind, with parts that are pastoral or
romantic in mode. But it is not a romance in kind”: ibid., 55.

Ibid., 111-12; “A piscatory or a sea eclogue is just as much an eclogue as a pastoral
one, but it adds a new range of topics relating to fishermen rather than shepherds”:
ibid., 112.

See R. Jacobi, “gasida (pl. qasa’id),” EAL; following Jacobi, I also treat the ode
(gasida) as a polythematic poem and not simply a long poem.
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That is also in keeping with the common practice of medieval anthology editors to
classify according to the dominant gharad: Heinrichs, “Literary Theory,” 43.

The qasida sasaniyya of Abt Dulaf al-Khazraji (see below) is a case in point as the
brief and trite nasib and final part are completely overshadowed by the lengthy
essential part celebrating in detail Banii Sasan and their practices.

Julie Scott Meisami, “qit ‘a,” EAL.

Fowler, Kinds of Literature, 42-3, and 170-90, where one clearly sees that he
acknowledges synchronous and diachronic changes in genres, yet does not discuss
extra-textual reasons for these.

Richard Bauman, “Genre,” in idem (ed.), Folklore, Cultural Performances, and
Popular Entertainments: A Communications-centered Handbook (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1992), 57—-8; William Hanks illustrates this approach in his
study of the rise of new discourse genres in sixteenth-century colonial Yucatan,
treating genres as elements of linguistic habitus on which actors improvise in the
course of linguistic production: “Discourse Genres in a Theory of Practice,” Ameri-
can Ethnologist 14: 4 (1987), 668-92.

“Whether we read a text as fiction, parody, prayer, or documentary is a generic
decision with important consequences for interpretation”: Hanks, “Discourse
Genres,” 670.

As reported by his poet Ibn Babak: Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 699.

Dawlatshah Samarqandi, the earliest systematic biographer of Persian poets whose
work has survived, mentions al-Sahib as a patron of Pindar-i Razi. This able poet is
said to have composed poetry in “three languages,” namely, Arabic, Persian, and the
Daylami dialect: Tadhkirat al-shu ‘ara’ (dated ¢.892/1487), ed. Edward G. Browne
(London: Luzac, 1901), 43; Browne lists Pindar among other poets who versified also
in a Persian dialect and discusses the little information we have about him: Edward
Browne, A Literary History of Persia (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1902), I,
85-6, and II, 117, 157-9, 419; Muhammad ‘Awfi, the author of the earliest extant
Persian literary anthology (dated 617/1220), included a short entry on Abu ‘Abdallah
Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah al-Junaydi, a poet of al-Sahib’s. He described him as a
learned littérateur, who had full command of Arabic and Persian, and was skillful at
both poetry and prose. As noted by ‘Awfi, al-Junaydl was mentioned in Yatimat al-
dahr (Y, 1V, 318-19), although in our text he appears as Abl ‘Abdallah al-Ghawwas,
without any reference to his relation to al-Sahib. ‘AwfT ascribes to Abt ‘Abdallah two
lines from an Arabic Mansion Ode composed for the vizier, but according to al-
Tha‘alibi these lines were describing the mansion of Abt Ja‘far al-Musawt: Lubab al-
albab, 261; Abt ‘Abdallah is mentioned briefly in Browne, 4 Literary History, 1, 453,
467, ‘Awfl presents Persian poetry composed by the poets Mantiqi and KhusrawT in
praise of al-Sahib. He also notes that al-Sahib paid great attention to the (Persian)
poetry of Mantiqi, and preserves a Persian ghazal of his and its extemporized Arabic
version by Badi® al-Zaman al-Hamadhant (discussed above): Lubab al-albab, 254-7.
For a translation of these Persian and Arabic poems and remarks on Mantiqt and
Khusrawi, see Browne, 4 Literary History, 1, 463—6 and II, 93-94. These surviving
Persian poems dispel the doubt expressed by Charles Pellat, commenting that “[al-
Sahib] may have patronized poets writing in Persian”: Charles Pellat, “al-Sahib Ibn
‘Abbad,” in Julia Ashtiani et al. (eds), The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature:
‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 108 (italics
are mine); on al-Sahib’s patronage of Persian poetry, see also Jan Rypka, History of
Iranian Literature (Dordrecht: D. Reidel, [1968]), 112, 147; Gilbert Lazard, Les pre-
miers poétes persans, [Xe—Xe siecles: fragments rassemblés, édités et traduits (Tehran:
Dép. d’iranologie de I’Institut francoiranien, 1964), I, 15.

Meisami, “git ‘a.”

Julie Scott Meisami, “madih, madh,” EAL; for a monograph studying the panegyric
genre as represented by the poet Ibn al-Riimi, see Beatrice Gruendler, Medieval
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Arabic Praise Poetry: Ibn al-Rimi and the Patron’s Redemption (London:
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003); for a detailed study of various classical panegyric odes,
see Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The Poetics of Islamic Legitimacy: Myth, Gender,
and Ceremony in the Classical Arabic Ode (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 2002).

Baghdad fi I-bilad ka-l-ustadh fi I- ibad; “the Master” (al-ustadh) was one of the
appellations of Abu 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid (d. 360/970), the great secretary and vizier,
and the patron of the young al-Sahib.

‘Abd al-Hamid b. Yahya (d. 132/750), the chief secretary of the last Umayyad caliph
Marwan I, is considered to be the founder of Arabic epistolary style: H.A.R. Gibb,
“‘Abd al-Hamid b. Yahya,” EI2.

Y, 1L, 3; I read nahiyatan and abr jadi, as in Y, A, 111, 159, instead of najiyatan and
abr jiyadr, Tyad in the second line refers to the ancient Arab tribe that settled in Iraq
long before the Islamic period and was reputed for its command of Arabic writing:
Ibn Kathir, al-Bidaya wa-I-nihaya, ed. Abdallah al-Turki (Cairo: Dar Hajar, 1998),
IX, 528; in the last line, the meaning of abii jad equals abjad, the first of the eight
mnemotechnical terms into which the twenty-eight consonants of the Arabic
alphabet were divided: G. Weil and G.S. Colin, “Abdjad,” EI2. Here, it stands syn-
ecdochically for the whole alphabet.

Y, 111, 282.

See Geert Jan van Gelder, “Conceit of Pen and Sword,” Journal of Semitic Studies
32: 2 (1987): 337, 339-40; Adrian Gully, “The Sword and the Pen in the Pre-
Modern Arabic Heritage: A Literary Representation of an Important Historical Rela-
tionship,” in Sebastian Glinther (ed.), Ideas, Images and Methods of Portrayal:
Insights into Classical Arabic Literature and Islam (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 403-30;
Cl. Huart and A. Grohmann, “Kalam,” E/2.

Associating the pen and the sword with the same man (the mamdiih) in a panegyric
occurred from time to time, from the ‘Abbasid period; van Gelder brings a line by
Abli Tammam (d. 231/845) as the first example for that: “Conceit of Pen and
Sword,” 340—1, 345; as for al-Sahib himself, maybe because of his ascending from
the ranks of the secretaries, in one paragraph cited by al-Raghib al-Isbahani, he lauds
the pen (without mentioning the sword) and speaks highly of its great power in the
administration and rule of the world, and even over Fate: Majma ‘ al-baldgha, ed.
‘Umar al-SarisT (Amman: Maktabat al-Aqsa, 1986), I, 170.

Briggs and Bauman, “Genre, Intertextuality, and Social Power,” 222.

It should be borne in mind, however, that while commonly dubbed “fragments” by
scholars, they were mostly independent short pieces.

A. Arazi, “Wasf,” E12; two monographs on ‘Abbasid ekphrastic poetry are J. Chris-
toph Biirgel, Die ekphrastischen Epigramme des Abii Talib al-Ma 'mini (Gottingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965); and Alma Giese, Wasf bei Kusagim: eine Studie
zur beschreibenden Dichtkunst der Abbasidenzeit (Berlin: Klaus Schwarz, 1981).

Y, 11, 44. I read muthagifun, as in Y, A, 111, 206, instead of wa-muthaqifin, which
does not agree with the meter.

Biirgel, Die ekphrastischen Epigramme, 225-8.

Y, III, 282-3.

Y, 111, 44-55 (the Mansion Odes).

Y, III, 6874 (al-Tha'alib1 preserved large selections from three Elephant Odes by
‘Abd al-Samad b. Babak, Abu I-Hasan al-Jawhart, and Abii Muhammad al-Khazin);
al-‘Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansts, 1, 6870 (Ibn Babak’s selection and much shorter
ones by al-JawharT and al-Khazin); Kitab rawh al-riih, 11, 879 (only a much shorter
selection by al-JawharT); al-Sahib himself described the Battle of Jurjan in his
Rasa’il, 22-30, 33 (the capturing of the elephant is mentioned on p. 28); other histor-
ical accounts of the Battle are: Abli 1-Nasr Muhammad al-Utb1, al-Yamini fi sharh
akhbar al-Sultan Yamin al-Dawla wa-Amin al-Milla Mahmud al-Ghaznawrt, ed.
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Ihsan al-Thamir (Beirut: Dar al-Tali‘a, 2004), 5661 (al-Jawhari’s Elephant Ode,
probably in its entirety, is produced by al-‘UtbT in the end of the account; according
to him the Battle took place in the previous 4ijr7 year, namely, Ramadan 371/March
982); Miskawayh, Tajarib al-umam, VII, 38-9.

Stefan Sperl shows how the encounter with the other, materialized for al-Buhturi
through the carefully described ruins of Ctesiphon and the Sasanian frescos he
observes, leads to the recovery of his “alienated self”: Stefan Sperl, “Crossing
enemy boundaries: al-Buhturi’s ode on the ruins of Ctesiphon re-read in the light of
Virgil and Wilfred Owen,” Bulletin of SOAS 69: 3 (2006): 365—79; Samer Ali points
out that the poet’s sympathy with the Sasanians’ misfortune and by extension that of
the ‘Abbasids, achieved through the encounter with the ruins, seeks to heal a com-
munal rift: Samer M. Ali, Arabic Literary Salons in the Islamic Middle Ages: Poetry,
Public Performance, and the Presentation of the Past (Notre Dame, IN: University
of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 153-70.

See Briggs and Bauman, “Genre, Intertextuality, and Social Power,” 225-7.

Y, 1L, 68; Shi'r ‘Amr b. Ma dikarib al-Zubaydi, ed. Muta' al-Tarabishi, 2nd ed.
(Damascus: Majma“ al-Lugha al-‘Arabiyya, 1985), 79-82; Charles Pellat, “*Amr b.
Ma‘dikarib,” EI2; GAS, 11, 306-7.

See Charles Pellat, “Mudjtn,” EI2; Everett K. Rowson, “mujiin,” EAL; J.E. Mont-
gomery, “Sukhf,” E12; Everett K. Rowson, “sukhf,” EAL.

Rowson, “mujin,” and “sukhf,” EAL.

Sinan Antoon, “The Poetics of the Obscene: Ibn al-Hajjaj and Sukhf” (PhD Diss.,
Harvard University, 2006), 30.

Ibid., 43-5.

Briggs and Bauman, “Genre, Intertextuality, and Social Power,” 223.

Y, III, 101-5; this generic classification (wa-li-I-Sahib fi I-hija’ wa-l-mujin) is
visible also in al-‘Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis, IV, 129.

Akhlaq, 166; for sukhf (as dubbed by al-Tawhidi) in heavily-rhymed prose, see
Akhlag, 173.

Y, 111, 147; cf. al-Hamadhani’s improvised answer (Diwan, 38; discussed in Chapter
2) to al-HimyarT, “my head and leg are in your mother’s slit/together with the thing
hanging from your donkey”; on the application of language censorship by medieval
Arabic speakers and the various ways in which the language reflected taboo con-
cepts, see Erez Naaman, “Women Who Cough and Men Who Hunt: Taboo and
Euphemism (kinaya) in the Medieval Islamic World,” Journal of the American Ori-
ental Society 133: 3 (2013): 467-93.

Y, III, 161; ‘Antara b. Shaddad was a sixth-century AD warrior-poet of the ‘Abs
central Arabian tribe, who displayed great exploits in the inter-tribal battlefield: R.
Blachére, “‘Antara,” EI2.

G.J.H. van Gelder, “hija’,” EAL; for a monograph on this mode, see idem, The Bad
and the Ugly: Attitudes towards Invective Poetry (hija’) in Classical Arabic Liter-
ature (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1988).

performed by al-Sahib. These pieces directed against various individuals were
couched in an abusive and often obscene language. What differentiates them from
street cursing is the high register of language usually used, and features character-
istic of artistic prose (rthyme, parallelisms, paronomasia, etc.): Akhlag, 121-2, 1234,
140, 394; we do have an invective ode section directed against al-Sahib long after
his demise (and as such, naturally, outside our field) by the famous philosopher and
historian Abu ‘All Miskawayh (c.320-421/932-1030), who was a bitter enemy of
his: T, I, 99-100.

Jesting hija’ is to be studied from the vantage point of power relations. The extent to
which the hierarchically superior al-Sahib may amuse himself or others (other than
the victim) is by all means larger than that of his inferiors.
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For the invective poems related to this conflict, see Y, II, 162 and Y, III, 175.

Y, III, 102; Ibn Zafir, Bada’i * al-badda’ih, 557, and al-*Abbasi, Ma ‘ahid al-tansis,
IV, 118-19.

Y, III, 107; al-Tha‘alibi produces this line also in Kitab al-kinaya, 148, where euphe-
misms (kinayat) for bad omens are discussed. Among the antonymic euphemisms he
specifies is “Abll Yahya” [=the Father of He’ll-live] for the angel of death (malak
al-mawt); Abi Yahya also means simply “death”: Lane, “/.y.y.”

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 30; Bosworth’s work, including a
comprehensive study of Banli Sasan from social, cultural, and philological aspects,
is centered on two gasida sasaniyyas composed by Abt Dulaf al-KhazrajT and Saft
1-Din al-Hilli (edited, translated, and commented upon in Vol. 2).

Y, III, 175; ten lines from the model gasida are preserved in al-Tha‘alibi’s entry on
al-‘UkbarT: Y, II, 285-6; on these two poets, see GAS, 11, 566, 645.

Y, 111, 175.

Y, 1II, 176-94; see Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 80-95 for a
detailed discussion of form and context in the gasida.

Y, 111, 184; Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 11, 201.

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 11, 250.

Barkiish seems to have something to do with the Persian giish, “ear.” In literal trans-
lation bargiish means “on the ear,” and given the context, one wonders whether it
was not originally bigish, “without an ear.” Barkakk, however, appears to be from
the Syriac kakka, “tooth.” Bar means “the son of,” but also “the possessor of,” and
therefore barkakk denotes “the possessor of a tooth.”

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 93.

Akhlag, 186; on the eloquent multifaceted criminal al-Aqta‘, see Chapter 5.

Akhlaq, 185.

G. Borg, “ritha’,” EAL; Charles Pellat, “Marthiya,” E12.

Y, I, 112-18.

Each as a git ‘a of two lines: Y, 1L, 107.

Y, L, 55-68 (dhikr al-birdhawniyydt); composing an elegy on the loss of an animal
was a legitimate act: Pellat, “Marthiya.” For several interesting examples of elegies
on animals (a goat, a cat, an unidentified bird, and a ring-dove) composed by the
secretary al-Qasim b. Yaisuf (f7. first half of third/ninth century), see K.A. Fariq, “An
‘Abbasid Secretary-Poet who was Interested in Animals,” Islamic Culture 24: 4
(1950): 261-70.

Y, 111, 107.

Among the ikhwaniyyat poems collected by al-Tha‘alibi, the only relatively long
pieces, in addition to an ode, were composed by Abt 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid: Y, 111, 17-21.
On epigrams, see Geert Jan van Gelder, “epigram,” EAL.

Yatimat al-dahr includes ikhwaniyyat composed by al-Sahib, Abu 1-Fadl b.
al-‘Amid, Abi 1-Fath al-BustI (poet and katib under the Ghaznawid rulers Sebiikti-
gin and Mahmud: J.W Fiick, “al-Busti, Abai I-Fath ‘All b. Muhammad,” EI2), Abi
Firas al-Hamdani, and Abu 1-Fadl al-Mikali.

Ibn Ya'qub is described as naqib al-budiir, “the chief of full-moons,” that is, moon-
faced boys. Nagib, however, is also a euphemism for “pimp” (gawwad): al-Tha‘alibi,
Kitab al-kinaya, 157; Shihab al-Din Ahmad al-Tifashi, Nuzhat al-albab fima la
vidjadu fi kitab, ed. Jamal Jum‘a (London: Riad El-Rayyes, 1992), 91-2.

Y, III, 97-9.

Y, 11, 99; al-Sahib plays with the two words saxs and 554s, whose graphic representa-
tion is the same, except for ‘ayn in the former where the latter has waw.

Y, III, 20—1; the first line is also cited in Y, III, 160; cf. (in prose) Y, III, 84 and al-
Husrd, Nir al-tarf, 271-2.

G.J.H van Gelder, “lughz” and “mu ‘amma,” EAL; M. Bencheneb, “Lughz,” EI2; an
additional term, uhjiyya (pl. ahaji), “conundrum,” means fairly the same as lughz



78

79

80

81

82

83

84

85

86

87
88

The literary field of the court 161

(Bencheneb, “Lughz,” see his example), but may also be employed indiscriminately
with the other terms: van Gelder, “/ughz,” EAL; according to Ewald Wagner, Abt
Nuwas might have been among the first poets to write independent puzzle poems
(Rdtselgedichte), cultivating only one specific sort of puzzles, namely, the mu ‘amma.
Wagner, describing this mode as “especially letter or word puzzles,” goes on to
translate and discuss various examples: Abit Nuwas: eine Studie zur arabischen Lit-
eratur der friihen ‘Abbasidenzeit (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1965), 379-83; apart
from the meaning (and function) discussed here, mu ‘amma also denotes “secret
writing” and “code,” like those employed for secret correspondence. On that, see
C.E. Bosworth, “Mu‘amma,” EI2, and M. Mrayati et al. (ed.), Three Treatises on
Cryptanalysis of Poetry (Riyadh: King Faisal Center, 2006) for a bilingual edition of
three illuminating medieval works (the earliest was composed by Ibn Tabataba,
d. 322/934).

Y, 1, 173; al-Tha‘alibi regarded (Y, I, 171) Abt 1-Qasim al-Zahi as an excellent com-
poser of ekphrastic (wasf) poetry. Indeed, van Gelder is right in pointing out the sty-
listic similarity between /ughz and much ekphrastic poetry, like al-Ma 'mtinT’s: van
Gelder, “lughz,” EAL; reading the enigmatic poems of Abli ‘Abdallah al-Husayn b.
Ahmad al-Muflis, who composed a lot of /ughz and ahaji poetry for Baha’ al-Dawla
(the supreme Biyid amir, r. 379-403/989-1012), one may easily consider them
wasf: T, 1, 16-18.

Although normally solving a mu ‘amma does require much thinking, according to a
line by al-Hasan b. ‘Abd al-Rahim al-Zulalt: Y, I, 222.

Al-Hamadhani, Diwan, 7-8; the second mu ‘amma (also a lughz strictly speaking)
addressed to al-Sahib by al-Hamadhani is found ibid., 56.

Jamel E. Bencheikh, “Les secrétaires poctes et animateurs de cenacles aux Ile et Ille
siécles de I’hégire: contribution a 1’analyse d’une production poétique,” Journal Asi-
atique 263 (1975): 265-8, 271, 312-13.

Y, IV, 274; this statement of al-Sahib is also cited by al-Tha‘alibi speaking in praise
of Abii ‘Abdallah al-Baghawi, who excelled in both the secretarial craft of corres-
pondence and poetry: T, I, 57.

T, I, 107 (the poetic highlights are on pp. 108-12); Abt 1-"Ala’, son of the secretary
Abi 1-Qasim, who was incarcerated by al-Sahib, grew up in al-Rayy, and was
appointed to high bureaucratic positions under the Ghaznawids Mahmid and
Mas‘ad: T, I, 107.

Such a comment, for instance, is a five-line poem on a deposed functionary who sat
above Abii I-'Ala’ in the session (majlis) of the vizier: T, I, 109.

Likewise, al-Tha‘alibi preserves for us a part of an elegy on Fakhr al-Dawla by Abt
1-Faraj al-Sawi. Al-Saw is introduced as the most famous of al-Sahib’s secretaries
for his beautiful handwriting and as a very eloquent man. His poetry is said to be
among the most exemplary secretarial poetry (shi r al-kuttab): Y, 111, 211; in three
other places in al-Yatima, however, when a person’s poetry is characterized as shi 7
kuttabt, we do not find examples of “heavy” modes, such as madh and marthiya: Y,
Iv,297-8; T, 11, 25; Y, IV, 278-81.

Mahdsin is probably used here in the technical sense developed by Ibn al-Mutazz,
and thus characterizes al-Bartjirdi’s poetry as artful/artificial, a trait of the secretar-
ies’ poetry according to Bencheikh; Ibn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908), the first critic to
devote a monograph to badi’ (“new style”), listed twelve “beauties” of speech
(mahasin kalam) to complement the five key figures of badr: W.P. Heinrichs,
“badi‘)” EAL.

Y, 1V, 278-9; Ibn Zafir, Badad'i * al-bada’ih, 99.

A slightly different typology comes out of al-Tha‘alib1’s Sikr al-balagha, an anthol-
ogy of exemplary prose—part of which is poetry unraveled into prose by the com-
piler—dealing with various subjects. The material is almost exclusively from
al-Tha‘alib1’s period, but is usually presented without attribution to the authors. One
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chapter is dedicated to ikhwaniyyat, where we find (anonymous) extracts from
sample letters expressing feelings and referring to conditions like affection, yearn-
ing, union, admonition, complaint, anger, and apologies. The chapter, however, does
not include greeting and consolation letters, or correspondence regarding sickness
and recuperation, to which he dedicates three separate chapters. As for formal
correspondence, several examples are found in the sultaniyyat chapter.

A. Arazi and H. Ben-Shammay, “Risala,” EI2; Mahmud Salih, Funiin al-nathr fi
l-adab al-‘abbast (Amman: Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 1994), 101-24; ‘Umar al-Sarisi
suggests to divide rasa’il ikhwaniyya to three categories: private (discussing all
kinds of matters, relations, and feelings between two friends), private with some
generalization (a private correspondence between two friends notwithstanding, some
abstraction or universalization of the issue at stake moves it beyond the reciprocal
level), and general (epistles on the topic of friendship in general, like al-Tawhidi’s,
not directed to a specific person or discussing a certain relationship): Umar al-Sarisi,
FTadab al-‘asr al- ‘abbast (Amman: self-publishing, 2004), 8—11.

Zaki Mubarak, al-Nathr al-fanni fi I-garn al-rabi‘, 2nd ed. (Cairo: al-Maktaba al-
Tijariyya, 1934), 1, 163.

S. Leder, “prose, non-fiction, medieval,” EAL; Stefan Leder and Hilary Kilpatrick,
“Classical Arabic Prose Literature: A Researchers’ Sketch Map,” Journal of Arabic
Literature 23 (1992), 8-10; for illustrated discussions of the friendship letter see
Salih, Funiin al-nathr, 101-24; Shawqt Dayf, al- ‘Asr al- ‘abbast I-awwal (Cairo: Dar
al-Ma‘arif, [1966]), 491-506; idem, al-‘Asr al-‘abbast [-thani (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma‘arif, 1973), 562-73.

Among the relevant fraternal letters we hold, whose composer is not al-Sahib, are
those by Abu Bakr al-Khwarazmi recorded in Rasa’il Abi Bakr al-Khwarazmi
(Beirut ed.): three fraternal letters to al-Sahib (pp. 75-7, 1047, 194-5), one to Abli
Ishaq the chamberlain (9-16; in which he chastises him for his ingratitude to al-
Sahib), one to the poet Abt 1-Hasan al-Badihi (235-50; in which Aba Bakr severely
attacked and ridiculed al-Badthi, claiming he had committed an offense against him),
and one to al-Qadi I-Jurjant (253-4).

It is described by al-Tha‘alibi once as a letter (risala; Y, 1, 89), and at other times as
a short letter (ruq ‘a; see below under “Short Passage (fas/) and Ruq ‘a”); letters may
be sometimes very long, as the one (dubbed kitab by al-Tha‘alibl) written by Abi
Muhammad ‘Abdallah al-Khazin to Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi—both courtiers of al-
Sahib’s: Y, III, 148-51; frequently, letters—for their length—are not produced in
full by anthology compilers, but only the most exquisite or relevant passages (fusi/)
are displayed, as in Y, III, 274-5 (a passage from “a long letter” [kitab tawil] from
al-Sahib to the father of the poet Abli Mu'ammar al-Isma‘1l1).

These two (unattributed) lines, with a small change, are from an elegy by al-Mutanabb1
on the death of Sayf al-Dawla’s mother: Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr, 111, 149; al-
Tha‘alibT alerts the reader to that and notes the small change made by al-Sahib (Y, I,
89): al-Mutanabb1’s wa-law kana I-nisa’u ka-man faqadna (“if women were like the
one we lost”) turns into fa-law kana Il-nisa’u ka-mithli hadhihi. This change is in
tandem with the common observation of the medieval critics regarding the thematic
similarity between praise and elegiac poetry with only the anta (you are) changing to
kunta (you were). Thus, al-Sahib recontextualizes two lines from an elegy, with a
minor change only, as praise. Since this elegy was well known, and because of its
recontextualization by al-Sahib, he was not charged as a plagiarist for using it without
attribution to its author. Indeed, al-Tha‘alibi does not include the lines among those
specified as sarigat (“literary thefts”) from al-Mutanabbr: Y, I, 91-4.

Abi Ishaq Ibrahim al-Husri, Zahr al-adab wa-thamr al-albab, ed. ‘Ali Muhammad
al-Bijawi, 2nd ed. ([Cairo:] Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1969), 347-8; different
versions of this letter are found in Y, III, 83—4 (and Y, I, 89—only the very begin-
ning and the two lines); al-Tha‘alibi, Tahsin al-gabih, 62; idem, Sihr al-baldgha,
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91-2; Kitab rawh al-rith, 1, 408-9; whereas al-Yatima (in both places), Tahsin al-
qabith, and Kitab rawh al-rith mention al-Sahib as the composer, the identity of the
writer is not disclosed in Sikr al-baldgha and Zahr al-adab.

On its characteristics and development, see Julie Scott Meisami, “artistic
prose,” EAL.

Al-Mutanabbt did not develop this motif in the elegy beyond that line; unraveling
poetry into prose and using it in correspondence was one of al-Sahib’s composition
practices. Al-Tha‘alibi dedicates a sub-chapter in his entry on al-Mutanabbi to show
the great influence played by the poetry of the latter on the vizier’s and others’ output
(Y, I, 87-91). These two lines are among the examples produced by the anthologist.
The difference between the earlier ‘Abbasid prose style and the later ‘Abbasid insha’
is clearly demonstrated by Mahmid Salih’s juxtaposition of a shorter version of al-
Sahib’s letter to another by Ibn al-Mugaffa’ (102-39/720-56) on the very same topic
(congratulating a friend on the birth of a daughter): Funiin al-nathr, 121-2. Ibn al-
Mugqaftfa“’s is a much simpler, pithy piece of three lines with no quotations. It none-
theless seems to already have the potential for future development with the
assonance, saj ‘, and parallelisms it does have.

Abi 1-Husayn Hilal al-Sabi, Kitab ghurar al-balagha, ed. Muhammad al-Dibaji
([Casablanca]: Jami‘at al-Hasan al-Thani, 1988), 379-82 (titled: “ila rajul wulidat
lahu bint”).

For remarks on the relation between Mu‘tazili doctrine and the development of
prose, see Leder and Kilpatrick, “Classical Arabic Prose Literature,” 8.

Y, 111, 79, 83—4. This version is shorter than the one translated above.

Y, 111, 85, 88.

Y, 1, 81-2: fasl: ana ‘ala taraf bustan adhkarani warduhu l-mutafattah * bi-
khulgika * wa-jadwaluhu [-sayih * bi-tab ‘ika * wa-zahruhu I-janniyyu * bi-qurbika
* (thyming has been marked with asterisks).

Leder and Kilpatrick, “Classical Arabic Prose Literature,” 10; Leder, “prose, non-
fiction, medieval,” 617.

This is made clear by Abii I-Husayn Hilal al-Sab1’s introduction to Kitab ghurar al-
balagha, 45-6, where he disagrees with the methodological approach of a previous
collection of fusil extracted from letters of epistolary writers, and instead stands up
for fusiil created ad hoc by the author. This was the approach he adopted in his work,
which includes model fusi/ (and also formal documents of appointment, oaths, etc.)
of the different correspondence types, formal and informal alike. At least in one
place Abt I-Husayn uses figar (paragraphs) in the sense of fusil: ibid., 45 (1. 10-11).
Lane, “r.q. " ”; the basic meaning of ruq ‘a (pl. riga ‘) is “a patch.”

Y, II1, 80; in the last sentence of the present note, al-Sahib puns on the words com-
pulsion (ikrah), coercion (ijbar), and choice (ikhtiyar), alluding clearly to the
Mu‘tazili tenet of free will espoused by him; for two other samples of note-type
riga‘, see Y, 111, 86 (al-Sahib welcomes a visitor, the Qadi Abii Bishr al-Jurjani) and
86—7 (al-Sahib thanks someone for a Qur’an copy presented to him).

Thus defined by al-Tha‘alibi in Tahsin al-qabih, 62 (wa-hadhihi nuskhat ruq ‘a li-bni
‘Abbdd fi I-tahni’a bi-bna); in Y, 111, 834, it is less clear, titled simply “tahni’a bi-
bint,” but placed after and before riga ; as mentioned above, it was also described by
him as a risala: Y, 1, 89.

The word al-dhikra, translated above as “being reminded,” is connotative of several
Qur’anic verses, in which the meaning ranges (according to Lane, under dhikra)
between remembrance with the reception of exhortation (Q 47:18), repentance
(Q 89:23), a reminding (Q 11:120), an admonition (Q 38:43), and being reminded
(Q 38:46). Consequently, the use of this word evokes the believer’s duty to follow
the right way and fear God’s punishment.

Y, III, 37-8; the copyist Abli Hafs wittily alludes to two sayings (brought by Lane
under juradh): akthara llahu jirdhana baytika and tafarraqat jirdhanu baytihi. Lane
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translates the former literally “may God multiply the large rats of thy house, or tent,”
and writes that it means “may God fill thy house, or tent, with wheat, or food.” The
latter, literally “the large rats of his house, or tent, became dispersed,” refers to the
opposite situation (the lack of food); al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhadarat, 11, 375, pro-
vides this version as an example of allusion (ta 7id): “Abu Hafs al-Warraq said to al-
Sahib: ‘Indeed, the rats in my house walk with a cane due to their emaciation.” He
answered: ‘Announce to them the arrival of wheat’.” This very version appears in
the selective Persian translation of Muhadarat by Muhammad Qazwini
(d. 1117/1705), Nawadir (Tehran: SurGish, 1993), 140; al-Tibi produces as an
example for allusion (talwih) a terse anecdote whose pragmatic message goes along
the same lines of the ruq ‘a translated above: “a woman complained to one of the
children of Sa‘d b. ‘Ubada about the scarcity of mice at her house and he said: ‘Fill
her house with bread, clarified butter, and meat!””: Kitab al-tibyan, 266.

Dayf, al- ‘Asr al- ‘abbast l-awwal, 489-90; see ibid. for various examples; for exam-
ples of poetic and Qur’anic tawqi ‘at, see Abu 1-Qasim Muhammad al-Kala‘1, /hkam
san ‘at al-kalam, ed. Muhammad al-Daya (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafa, 1966), 162—4.

Ibn Khaldtin, Mugaddima, 11, 23; Mohsen Zakeri, “Some Early Persian Apophtheg-
mata (fawgqi ‘at) in Arabic Transmission,” Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 27
(2002): 286, 292-3, 300; Zakeri indicates the transformation of fawgi ‘at, originally
epitomizing the decisions of Sasanian kings in specific cases, to mottoes and prov-
erbs. This happened owing to their detachment in the course of time from their ori-
ginal context: ibid., 293-4; Zakeri notes as well the importance of the tawqi ‘at,
spoken by learned rulers and policy makers, as representative of the elite’s attitudes
at a given time: ibid., 300.

For example, “He who reads this response—my handwriting in it is a proof, and my
expression in it is an evidence™: Y, IV, 238; “al-Sahib wrote an alif facing fa ‘ala,
meaning thereby af“alu [=will do]”: Y, 111, 38.

Al-Kala‘T, Thkam san ‘at al-kalam, 160—1; al-Tha‘alibi produces these anecdotes in a
section on the vizier’s signature phrases (tawqi ‘at): Y, 111, 38-9.

Abii I-Fadl Ahmad al-Maydani, Majma ‘ al-amthal, ed. Muhammad Ibrahim (n.p.: ‘Tsa
1-Babi, n.d.), I, 221. Al-Maydani comments “it is coined for those who hope for a thing
not to be hoped for”; Abii 1-Mahasin Muhammad al-Shaybi illustrates this proverb
with several poems and also paraphrases the anecdote on al-Sahib’s signing with it:
Timthal al-amthal, ed. As‘ad Dhubyan (Beirut: Dar al-Masira, 1982), I, 396-7.

Y, IV, 238 (translated in Chapter 1); writing letters of recommendation by one’s
master were mentioned in eighth/fourteenth-century Egypt as al-madh fi ruq ‘a, and
they were supposed to be honest and factual: Franz Rosenthal, “‘Blurbs’ (tagriz)
from Fourteenth-Century Egypt,” Oriens 27 (1981): 179.

A tawqi’, in which al-Sahib gives a name and a kunya to the newborn son of a
descendant of ‘Ali b. Ab1 Talib in response to his father’s request, also shows a
manifest insha’ style and is relatively long for a fawgqi 'Y, 111, 37.

R. Sellheim, “Mathal,” EI2.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil wa-l-muhadara, ed. ‘Abd al-Fattah al-Hulw (Cairo: Dar
Thya" al-Kutub al-‘Arabiyya, 1961), 250.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 250; Torahim Ibn Ab1 ‘Awn (d. 322/934), al-Ajwiba al-
muskita, ed. Mayy Yiusuf (Cairo: ‘Ayn li-I-Dirasa, 1996), 188; al-Isbahani,
Muhadarat, IV, 62; in the last two references, the saying is attributed to a resident of
Medina.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 187.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Sikr al-balagha, 192.

Ibid., 196; the citation in braces is from Q 7:128.

Ibid., 194; this mathal appears (with the insignificant variation of ‘a/il instead of
marid) in a letter from Abl Bakr al-Khwarazmi to al-Sahib’s chamberlain Aba Ishaq
(discussed above), when the writer rejects the possibility of genuinely serving a
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second patron while the first is still alive. This letter could well be the source from
which al-Tha‘alibi took the mathal: Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt (Beirut ed.), 13/
Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed. Purgul, 136.

Y, III, 77; a close variant of this proverb says, “whoever is ungrateful for benefit,
invokes retribution” (man ghamata I-ni ‘ma istanzala l-nigma): al-Tha'alibi, Sihr al-
baldagha, 187; three other proverbs with the same message indicate al-Sahib’s venge-
ful approach as a patron to ingratitude on the part of protégés: Y, III, 78; al-Tha‘alibi,
Sihr al-balagha, 189.

Y, II1, 78.

Ibid.; the pair sultan and shaytan may also be taken as jinds.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 5.

Ibid., 162; these two lines are part of an ode addressed to al-Sahib (Y, III, 142-3,
with the two lines slightly modified). In his protest, al-Rustami eloquently uses a
simile from the realm of grammar, or, to be more precise, orthography: While the
private name ‘Amr was given a superfluous waw (written , ..¢), “in the name” in the
basmala formula was deprived of alif al-wasl (written ).

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 117; al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 171 (al-Tha‘alibi adds
that al-Sahib was extremely moved by it); this line was taken out of an ode eulogiz-
ing al-Sahib in Esfahan, for which al-Salami was generously rewarded: Y, II,
159-60; the medieval diwan of al-Salami did not come down to us, but his surviving
poems were collected and edited by Sabih Radif, Shi7r al-Salami (Baghdad:
Matba‘at al-Iman, 1971).

Al-Thaalibi, al-Tamthil, 125; this line appears in Y, IV, 129, under the heading of
witticisms from Abiu Bakr’s amatory verse; dumya (pl. duman) is also a beautiful
woman.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 126; this line by al-Shashi is extracted from an ode in
praise of al-Sahib: Y, 111, 202.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 20; the origin of this line is an ode, in which al-Ma min1
asked al-Sahib for his permission to leave: Y, IV, 85 (translated in Chapter 4); al-
Ma’'miinT compared himself to Joseph, as narrated in stirat Yaisuf. Joseph’s brothers
presented his shirt with false blood on it to their father, Jacob, as evidence that their
brother had been devoured by a wolf: Q 12:18.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 122; this is the second hemistich of a line starting with “I
then said, leave me with my agony” (fa-qultu da int ‘ala ghussati): Y, 111, 108; Kitab
rawh al-rith, 1, 549.

Al-Tha‘alibi, al-Tamthil, 123; al-Husri, Nur al-tarf, 225.

Al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, al-Amthal al-sa’ira min shi r al-Mutanabbi, ed. Muhammad Al
Yasin (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Nahda, 1965), 21-22; Fakhr al-Dawla, with the assist-
ance of al-Sahib (who had been beforehand an opponent of his), assumed power in
373/983 in al-Rayy as the head of the Biyid family and an independent prince:
Claude Cahen, “Fakhr al-Dawla, Abt 1-Hasan ‘Ali b. al-Hasan,” E12; the honorifics
Shahanshah and Malik al-Umma added to the title Fakhr al-Dawla by al-Sahib
suggest that this compilation was dedicated after 373/983. Before that date, al-Sahib
had continuously opposed Fakhr al-Dawla.

Al-Sahib, al-Amthal al-sd’ira, 24; al-Barquqt (ed.), Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, 111,
305. The line was extracted from an ode in praise of Shuja’ b. Muhammad al-Ta'1
1-Manbiji, and “gently” means in the context: “[treat your opponents in battle] gently.”
Al-Sahib, al-Amthal al-sa’ira, 32; al-Barquqi (ed.), Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, 1V,
238. The line was extracted from an ode in praise of the amir Abi Muhammad al-
Hasan b. Tughj.

Ibn Rashiq, al- ‘Umda, 1, 282.

Julie Scott Meisami, “hikma,” EAL.

Al-Thaalibi, Sikr al-balagha, 183.

Briggs and Bauman, “Genre, Intertextuality, and Social Power,” 227.



4 The hegemonic taste in the
literary field

I Poetry recited at the inauguration event as a test-case

Following al-Sahib’s move to his newly-built mansion in Esfahan, probably in
366/976,! a memorable inauguration event took place at which many poets
recited odes. The vizier had prompted the poets to describe the mansion in their
odes, and this indeed was their key theme, besides the lauded figure of its owner
which was often inextricable from the mansion. Twenty selections from this
poetry came down to us in a letter sent by Abii Muhammad al-Khazin to Abil
Bakr al-Khwarazmi. Al-Tha‘alibi, to whom Abii Bakr read the letter, preserved
it in Yatimat al-dahr.* Despite the fact that the odes have not survived in their
complete versions, we still have a significant poetic collection, in which nine
odes exceed ten lines, the longest being al-Rustam1’s (46 lines). Unfortunately,
except for a few general remarks at the beginning of the letter, we have no com-
ments on the performance, which could have enhanced our understanding of the
odes and the event. These two limitations of incompleteness and lack of sufficient
contextual detail notwithstanding, the surviving material constitutes an important
opportunity for the study of the prevalent stylistic tendencies in the field.

My working assumption was that given the great importance of this event, the
recited Mansion Odes reflected to a large extent the hegemonic stylistic norms in
the literary field of al-Sahib’s court. Given the uneven selections at hand,
however, a close comparative study of the poems’ structure cannot yield system-
atic results that could help shed light on their dominant style. Instead, as I will
explain, it would be more productive to subject one ode, al-Rustam’s, to a close
scrutiny. One of the few structural conclusions we may still draw is that all
selections, except the last two, feature the ode’s monorhyme at the end of both
hemistiches in the first line, and hence it is most likely that they were cited from
the start. The Mansion Odes as a whole show a leaning toward the “natural”
(matbi1 *) style rather than the artful/artificial (masnii ), while they do moderately
incorporate features from the latter. This is despite the fact that wasf may give
itself easily to a mannerist descriptive style.> Marbii * and masnii* were binary
oppositions used at the time of the “moderns” (muhdathiin) of the ‘Abbasid
period to typify those whose poetry (or the poetry itself) was spontaneous
against those whose poetry (or the poetry itself) was “crafted” with rhetorical



Hegemonic taste in the literary field 167

figures to make the content strange and novel. The poets Abti Tammam and al-
BuhturT came to personify (respectively) the masnii * verses matbii * dichotomy.*

Of all the Mansion Odes, al-Rustami’s deserves to be scrutinized, since it is
the longest selection (46 lines), and the one whose length and structure indicate
that it is the closest to its complete form. It is also because Abu Bakr al-
Khwarazmi, as he told al-Tha‘alibi, subsequently emulated al-Rustami’s ode in a
mu ‘arada, based on its superiority to all other Mansion Odes.’ “Emulating” is an
act based on artistic appreciation for a model poem (acknowledging, at the least,
that it deserves to be challenged). Abti Bakr’s eminence as both a literary con-
noisseur and an esteemed courtier of al-Sahib at the time, suggests that al-
Rustam1’s ode was highly valued. Furthermore, al-Sahib had a remarkably high
opinion and admiration for al-Rustami’s poetry. He once said that al-Rustami
was the best poet of his city (Esfahan) and at another time that he considered
him the best poet of his period, “and promoted him over the majority of his
courtiers and protégés.”® Al-Sahib’s high opinion of al-Rustam1’s verse is mani-
fest in a comment made by the poet Ibn Babak:

I heard al-Sahib saying: 1 was praised—and God knows [the precise
number]—in 100,000 odes in Arabic and Persian ... I have never been
delighted by poetry and by a poet to the degree that Abti Sa‘id al-Rustami
1-Isfahani delighted me in his words [al-kamil]:

Waritha l-wizarata kabiran ‘an kabirin
Mawsiilata l-isnadi bi-l-isnadr

Yarwr ‘ani l- ‘Abbasi ‘Abbadun wiza
Ratahii wa-Isma Tlu ‘an ‘Abbadr

He inherited the vizierate, handed down from father to son,
With its chain of transmission bound with another [=that of the Buyid amirs]

‘Abbad passes on his vizierate on the authority of al-*Abbas
And Isma ‘1l on that of ‘Abbad’

Al-Tha‘alib1 presents two considerable pieces of this ode, which I will call A
and B (comprising 32 and 14 lines, respectively). It starts with a nasib (A:
lines 1-5) in which the poet speaks of his desperate love, followed by a rahil
(A: lines 6-16) describing his tireless pursuit of fast riders whom he believed
to be traveling to his patron al-Sahib. It continues with a wasf (A: lines 17-32)
of al-Sahib’s mansion, at which he arrives at the end of his journey. Following
it, al-Tha‘alibi introduces the second piece (B) that he finds the best of its kind,
being the wasf of water running (in the mansion’s garden), which is probably
the continuation of the mansion’s description (B: lines 1-3). The selection
ends with a madih (B: lines 4—14) of al-Sahib, whose last line might well have
ended the poem given its emphatic eulogistic declaration. Hence, the two
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pieces making up this selection form a quadripartite ode (nasib, rahil, wasf,
madih).

While we cannot view this selection as a complete poem, it is still necessary to
give due consideration to the four parts that are clearly evident in it. For this struc-
ture distinguishes al-Rustami’s ode from the prevalent structure of the ‘Abbasid
ode, which was normally bipartite, consisting of nasib and madih—the rahil being
omitted or alluded to in a few lines as an introduction to the madih. The long
Bedouinic rahil (11 lines), depicting the poet’s exertions in reaching his patron,
places it with the typical early Islamic or Umayyad panegyric tripartite ode.® Like
the Umayyad ode, it unfolds (A: line 6) with waw rubba a descriptive narrative of
the desert journey addressing directly the patron (...ilayka) in this introductory
line.’ The poet emphasizes his perseverance in this journey following and serving
fast riders, with the repetitive use of the wa-in anaphora twelve times. He ends the
rahil (A: line 16) by alluding to his humiliation (“They think that I beg for the left-
overs of their provisions”) due to his passionate love (whose effect—crying his
eyes out—is seen in A: line 15), in a way that ties the rahil with the previous
nasib, and hints to the suffering of his swift she-camel and those of others traveling
to the vizier. Thus concluding the rahil calls to mind the famous description of the
Umayyad ode by Ibn Qutayba, in which the poet—having narrated his hardships
as well as those of his she-camel during the journey—justifies his expectation for
proper reward from the addressed patron.' On the whole, the narrative rahil is
almost completely devoid of figures of speech and gives the poem a dynamic
spirit.

Before I proceed to analyze the style of this selection focusing on its meta-
phors, it is necessary to discuss briefly the nature of this major rhetorical figure.
The key feature of muhdath poetry since its beginning in the early ‘Abbasid
period (mid-second/eighth century), distinguishing it from the ancient style, was
the bold use of isti ‘arat (metaphors). Indeed, in the early days of Arabic literary
criticism, the badi‘, the new unexpected poetic element of the muhdathiin
(“modern” poets), was a synonym of is#i ‘ara. This type of isti ‘Gra was the one
called by Wolfhart Heinrichs “analogy-based,” and described as “the intrusion
of an element into a context that is foreign to it in the real world—no matter
whether or not this element is metaphorically equated with one of the elements
of the alien context.” He illustrates it by Abii Dhu’ayb al-Hudhali’s line, “When
Death sinks its claws in, you will find all amulets of no avail” (wa-idha
[-maniyyatu anshabat azfaraha alfayta kulla tamimatin la tanfa ‘). This, for the
ancient authorities, was a case of isti ‘ara (literally, “borrowing”); Death has no
claws and nothing comparable to claws, but the implied beast of prey was under-
stood as the donor of “claws” to the recipient Death, as it were. Thus, the meta-
phor is based on “an analogy between the inevitable assault of death and the
relentless attack of a predatory beast.” This metaphor, being based on analogy, is
unlike the later type which is based on a simile (the “ruby”-for-“lip” kind).!!
Heinrichs counted “three general characteristics which set the muhdath metaphor
off against its predecessor” (the “claws of death” being an example for this
predecessor):
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[1] ...the generating mechanism of the isti ‘ara: while the ancient poet
would start from an analogy and project the analogue onto the topic,
thus creating an image which, although possibly containing an imagi-
nary element, would seem natural, the muhdath poet would often con-
struct an imaginary element by taking an already existing metaphor
(mostly a verb metaphor) and proceeding on the level of the analogue
to an adjacent element with no counterpart in the topic.

[2] ...the influx of “new” metaphors (the “ruby”-for-“lip” type) into the
formation of “old” metaphors [i.e., famthil (=analogy)-based meta-
phors]. This means that the resulting metaphor will at the same time be
based on a tamthil “analogy” and a tashbih “simile” or, to put it differ-
ently, the isti ‘ara will not be an imaginary metaphor; rather, it will have
a counterpart in the topic to which it will be tied on the basis of a
simile. Because of the rich productivity of this type of metaphor it
became the favorite of the muhdath poets.

[3] ...the poet would very often firmly tie the isti ‘Gra into the line of poetry
by introducing a concomitant isti ‘ara and/or a mutabaga (antithesis, use
of opposites) or a tajnis or any other figure of speech involving repeti-
tion, in which the isti ‘@ra would then function as one of the two terms
involved."

II Metaphors in al-Rustami’s Mansion Ode

In this section, I will subject all the metaphors in al-Rustami’s selection to an
analysis relying on the aforementioned observations made by Wolfhart Hein-
richs. Note that the present classification aims at the metaphorical unit in a line.
Therefore, metaphorical elements that form it, while indicated in the analysis,
are not counted separately but as constituents of the unit. For instance, if a line
features two type [2] muhdath metaphors paired by an antithesis, I will point to
all these constituents, while classifying the unit as type [3]. The conclusions are
displayed graphically in Figure 4.1 and Figure 4.2. The whole surviving Ode is
produced and translated in the appendix.

Al
Nasabna li-habbati I-quliibi haba’ila
‘Ashiyyata halla [-hajibatu habad’ila

The women set snares for the cores of the hearts
On the evening when the female gatekeepers loosened snares

The selection’s first line is probably, given the rhyming sadr and ‘ajuz, the one
opening the nasib, so an amorous narrative is expected. The line contains two
semantically-opposed analogy-based imaginary metaphors, “set snares” and
“loosened snares,” each comprising a verbal and a nominal element. We have
two topics and two analogues here: the first topic is the allurement of the poetic
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persona (represented synecdochically by “cores of the hearts”) by attractive
women, and the second, the slackening of their supervision by elder women. The
first analogue is hunters setting snares for game animals, and the second, other
hunters loosening snares allowing the entrapped animals to escape. The metaphors
“set snares” and “loosened snares” express the topical ideas of allurement and
supervision, but do not have a substratum in the topic. The two topics are con-
nected by an antithesis (mutabaga)—"‘set snares” and “loosened snares” are oppo-
sites—underscoring the paradox of the ensnared ones turning into ensnaring ones.
Unusual for the nasib, the imagery of the line is taken from the vocabulary of
hunting. Thus, one may question the aptness of “gatekeepers” (which may not be
really counted as a metaphor, because keeping an alert eye on the “gate” and those
seeking to see the secluded young women was a responsibility of the elder women)
for not matching well with “loosened snares.” Moreover, this lacking match may
also be explained by the fact that analogy-based metaphors usually work well
when applied to recipients which are abstract concepts (e.g., Death), but often not
well with concrete recipients (like “gatekeepers” here).”® The two analogy-based
metaphors in this line form a type [3] muhdath metaphor.

A4
‘Uyiinun thakilna I-husna mundhu fagadnaha
Wa-man dhd ra’a qabli ‘uyiinan thawakila

Eyes that were bereaved of beauty since they lost her
And who has seen before me bereaved eyes?

The topic of the analogy-based metaphor “eyes ... bereaved of beauty” (recapit-
ulated as “bereaved eyes” in the second hemistich) is eyes cut off from the view
of the beloved. The analogue is a person who became bereaved of his beauty-
embodying (or, simply, beautiful) loved one, “bereaved” and “beauty” being the
elements carried over to the topic. The nucleus of the metaphor—that is, the verb
metaphor “bereaved”—is imaginary as it has no substratum in reality; yet,
“beauty” standing for the beloved is a non-imaginary simile-based metaphor.'
The creation process of this metaphor yields the personification of “eyes,”
for—as the wondering question of the narrator suggests—only humans can be
really bereaved (of a child, friend, etc.). The wonderment (fa ‘ajjub) is, of course,
a conceit based on the literally-understood metaphor. This type of conceit is an
important subcategory of takhyil as described by the literary critic ‘Abd al-Qahir
al-Jurjani.’® While there is no feature in this analogy-based metaphor to make it
a clearly muhdath one, its combination with the subsequent takhyil entailing rep-
etition of its significance taken for real, does give it a muhdath quality. Hence, it
should be subsumed under the category of type [3] muhdath metaphors.

A21
Wa-samiyatu I-a ‘lami talhazu diinaha
Sana [-najmi fi afaqiha mutada’ila
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And you see below the loftiest of waymarks
The glistening of the Pleiades waning in its horizons

The non-imaginary metaphor “the loftiest of waymarks” stands for al-Sahib’s
towering and illuminated mansion. It is a metaphor as in reality the mansion was
not built to serve as a waymark for travelers. “Waymarks,” a lam (singular
‘alam), are set up for desert travelers to guide them on their way, and may also
refer to buildings where travelers alight and are guided by. In addition, ‘alam
may denote a lighthouse (manara). Metaphorically, a ‘lam are those stars that are
signs for travelers on their journey as in the lexical item a lam al-kawakib.'® This
metaphor is based on a simile and an analogy (clearly seen when considering the
previous and subsequent two lines): just as the towering mansion that guides
travelers outstrips its glorious rivals (topic), the loftiest of stellar waymarks out-
shines the Pleiades (analogue). The waymark simile-based metaphor (the tower-
ing and illuminated mansion is like the loftiest star) is a bifurcation point from
which the poet proceeds on the level of the analogue. What makes it elegant and
casily grasped, however, is the fact that all the analogue elements appearing in
the line have counterparts in the topic: “The glistening of the Pleiades waning in
its horizons” refers to the outshining of other great waymarks (like the Twan of
Kisra mentioned in the subsequent line) by al-Sahib’s mansion. This metaphor is
quite similar to type [2] muhdath metaphors (and thus it is classified), although it
is not followed by imaginary elements and hence does not really have an artful/
artificial character."”

A25
Yunatihu qarnu [-shamsi min shurufatiha
Sufiifa ziba'in fawgahunna mawathila

The horn of the sun butts—with respect to its battlements—
Rows of antelopes; standing erect above them

The poet refers to garn, “horn,” which in connection with the sun forms an
everyday metaphor meaning “the first visible part of the rising sun.” Owing to
the preceding verb metaphor “butts” (and the zoological descriptions to follow),
it is evident that he takes this non-imaginary attributive genitive metaphor liter-
ally as “the horn of the sun,” pretending to forget its metaphoricalness (tanasi).'s
Simile-based, it also draws on an analogy, and is therefore a type [2] muhdath
metaphor: the sun beams on the battlement’s merlons just like a horned animal
butts another. “Antelopes” here is a non-imaginary simile-based metaphor stand-
ing for a type of merlons" that resembles their horns (see below for a more
detailed analysis of the imagery in the A25-28 battlement section). When the
poet says “rows of antelopes,” he probably means a square-like battlement plat-
form which has antelope-horn-shaped merlons on its four sides. Sharing the
same topic and analogue with “the horn of the sun,” “rows of antelopes” is a
type [2] muhdath metaphor. Since “horn” is by definition a part of the horned
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animal (“antelopes” in our case), both metaphors are paired by the rhetorical
figure of mura ‘at al-nazir (harmonious choice of ideas or images) to form a type
[3] muhdath metaphor.

A26
Wu ulun bi-atrafi l-jibali tagabalat
Wa-maddat qurinan li-lI-nitahi mawa’ila

Are ibexes on the peaks of the mountains facing each other
And extending horns lowered to butting

Similarly to “antelopes” in A25, “ibexes” is a non-imaginary simile-based meta-
phor. The substratum is a curved type of merlon (different from the “antelope”-
like one) which resembles of the ibex horn (see below). The “ibexes” image is
also suitable for they often live “on the peaks of the mountains,” another non-
imaginary simile-based metaphor for the raised battlement platform of the
“ibexes” located higher than that of the “antelopes.” The metaphors rely on
analogy as well for the curved merlons are lined one aside the other on the
battlement platform (topic) just as ibexes with their horns lowered to butting are
arrayed against each other (analogue). “Ibexes” and “on the peaks of the moun-
tains” are type [2] muhdath metaphors.

A28
Wa-raddat shu ‘a ‘a l-shamsi fa-rtadda raji ‘an
Wa-saddat hubiiba I-rihi fa-rtadda nakila

They warded off the sun rays, so they reflected back
They blocked the blowing of the wind, so it withdrew dispirited

“Dispirited” is an imaginary analogy-based metaphor used for the blowing of the
wind vanquished by the “ibexes” and “antelopes” from A25 and A26. The wind,
having been blocked by the merlons, withdrew fast (topic) just as a person
defeated in a battle runs away dispirited (analogue).

A30
Kana'isu natat bi-I-nujumi kawahilan
Wa- ‘adat fa-algat bi-l-nujiami kalakila

Beautiful women who leaned their upper backs on the stars
Returned and rested their breasts on the stars

The non-imaginary simile-based metaphor “beautiful women,” including “upper
backs” and “breasts” which are parts of their bodies, stands for al-Sahib’s
mansion. The substratum is the buildings and the projecting battlements, which
bear resemblance to women’s upper backs and breasts.** The metaphor also
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draws on an underlying analogy: the elegant building’s battlements on its two
sides reach a considerable height (topic), just as beautiful women who lean their
upper backs and rest their breasts on the stars (analogue). It is a type [2] muhdath
metaphor.

A3l
Wa-fayhd a law marrat saba [-rihi baynaha
La-dallat fa-zallat tastaniru l-dala’ila

[1t is such] a spacious building that if the East Wind were to pass amidst it
It would go astray and keep seeking illumination for signs

“Go astray” and “seeking illumination” ascribed to the East Wind are imaginary
metaphors based on an analogy: the East Wind, were it to pass in the building,
would go about without direction due to the building’s vastness (topic), just like
anyone who passes in this huge mansion goes astray and keeps seeking illumina-
tion for signs (analogue). The element of “go astray and keep seeking illumina-
tion for signs” was carried over from the analogue to the topic. This is the more
typically ancient analogy-based metaphor.

B3
Ka-anna bi-ha min shiddati l-jaryi jinnatan
Fa-qad albasathunna l-riyahu salasila

As though there was in them [=streamlets in the mansion’s garden], with
respect to the strong flowing, insanity
For the winds had dressed them with chains

“Chains” is the origin of the image here, since this non-imaginary simile-based
metaphor stands for the attached, ring-like shape created on the surface of the
streamlets’ water by the blowing of the winds. The image requires the verbal
metaphor “dressed” in order to describe the action done to the personified
streamlets by the personified winds. The poet offers something of an etiological
explanation for the chaining, given as a simile (“as though...”) and as such
acknowledged by the poet as actually unreal: the strong flowing in the streamlets
reflects their insanity (like a madman running amok). This comes close to a
mock etiology, a conceit of the type subsumed by ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani under
takhyil;*' for it relies on a literal understanding of the metaphor (streamlets’
surface is dressed with chains because of insanity in them). Yet, the mock etiol-
ogy is weakened by the poet’s choice of a simile and not a metaphor (“as though
there was in them ... insanity”, and not “there was in them ... insanity”). Albeit
secondary to the simile-based metaphor (“chains”), an analogy still underlies this
line as a whole: the wind dressed the streamlets with chains just as the physician
(or some other person of authority) chains the insane. Being based on tashbih
and tamthil the “chains” metaphor should be classified as a type [2] muhdath
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metaphor. It should be noticed, however, that the poet shows some “natural”
restraint by offering the reason for the chaining phrased as a simile and not a
metaphor, as a more artful/artificial-oriented poet would have it.

B8
Wa-la gharwa an yastahditha l-laythu bi-l-sura
‘Arinan wa-an yastatrifa [-bahru sahila

There is no wonder that the lion creates in his night-journeying
A den, and that the sea makes a shore

This line displays two pairs of a non-imaginary metaphor and a correlated noun
to complement the image. Each pair is established on a stock-in-trade metaphor:
the lion stands for the courageous man and the sea for the liberal one. These are
simile-based metaphors (the vizier is as courageous as a lion and as liberal as the
sea) like “ruby”-for-“lip” and “narcissus”-for-“eye.” The poet started with these
two worn-out-similes-turned-metaphors,”> commonly used in praise poetry to
describe the patron, and moved to complement them with another two nouns that
given the context are their logical correlative on the figurative level: the lion
goes with the den and the sea with the shore. That is, the simile-based nominal
metaphors “lion” and “sea” are also analogy-based ones as they are bifurcation
points for a topic and analogue: the courageous and liberal vizier built his abode
just as the lion and the sea build their den and shore. Thus, as a whole the line
with the two images has actually only one topic this being the appropriateness of
the mansion for the vizier. The repetition conveying this idea is rather simple
and does not display any additional figure of speech (say, a mutabaga or mura ‘at
al-nazir) connecting the two elements that form it.>> Nonetheless, the repetition
of the two simile-based and analogy-based metaphors pairs them as a type [3]
muhdath metaphor.

B13
Akhadhta bi-dab i lI-ardi hatta rafa ‘taha
lla ghayatin amsa bi-ha lI-najmu jahila

You seized the upper arm of Earth to the point that you lifted [Earth]
To an extremity of which the Pleiades became ignorant in the evening

This line features two imaginary analogy-based metaphors, “upper arm of
Earth,” and “ignorant.” Obviously, Earth has no upper arm which one can pos-
sibly seize, but it is ascribed to it in an imaginary manner by borrowing it from
humans. This metaphor, therefore, relies on an analogy between the elevation of
Earth to an extremely lofty location (the topic) and the raising of an individual
by a patron to a high-ranking position (the analogue).* In the process of project-
ing the analogue to the topic one element of the image, namely, “the upper arm,”
was used to create the image although it has no counterpart in the topic. In that
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respect, it is similar to the renowned “claws” metaphor in AbG Dhu’ayb al-
Hudhali’s line mentioned above. The expression akhadha bi-dab ‘ihi is used to
refer to a patron’s graces toward a protégé, and indeed this layer of meaning
delineates al-Sahib’s mastery of Earth. Al-Rustami applies it to laud the height
of the mansion vis-a-vis the sky, the former reaching a point of which the Pleia-
des know nothing. The Pleiades’ “becoming ignorant,” is the second metaphor
that forms the topic. Naturally, it cannot become “ignorant” for its lack of human
(or animal) consciousness, and thus this personification stands for the remote-
ness of Earth’s elevation. The two main elements “Earth” and “Pleiades”
forming the one topic of this line (i.e., the elevation of Earth to an extremely
lofty location) are opposites in the sense of lowest and highest, and hence we get
a mutabaga connecting the two metaphors. This quality characterizes type [3]
muhdath metaphors.

III Analysis of the metaphorical evidence

For a selection consisting of forty-six lines, the use of eleven metaphors and
eight similes (see Figure 4.1) is rather economic, and suggests that the poet did
not opt for creating an artificial universe of rhetorical figures, as was often done
by masnii* poets. Moreover, as expected of a “natural” composition, the great
majority of metaphors and similes are concentrated in the wasf part and are only
scantily found in the other parts (metaphor occurrences: 2 in nasib, 7 in wasf, 2
in madih; simile occurrences: 1 in rahil, 7 in wasf). On the other hand, the rela-
tion metaphor to simile is 1.37: 1 disclosing a predilection on the part of the poet
for artiface; the preference of metaphors over similes was shown to be an
attribute of a “modern,” if not a mannerist style (in contrast to “classical”).®
Figure 4.2, displaying the findings considering metaphor typology, adds to that
impression too, since it reveals a clear inclination toward muhdath metaphors at
the expense of the more typically ancient one (“analogy-based metaphor”) with
a 4.5:1 relation. Yet, this is only apparently a paradox, for al-Rustami aptly
combines in his poetry muhdath imagery moderately—quantitatively and quali-
tatively—in a way that does not interfere much with its “natural” essence, but at
the same time “spices it up.” Note that among muhdath metaphors the poet
shows a clear predilection for types [2] and [3] (amounting to 4 and 5 occur-
rences respectively) with no type [0] and type [1]. The absence of type [1] may
be related to its having no counterpart in the topic while at the same time not
being built on analogy, a detachedness that may often make it more mannerist in
nature in comparison to type [2].

Indeed, al-Tha‘alibl mentions al-Rustami’s natural gift for poetry (fab ‘) and
attests to al-Rustami’s bridging the two stylistic contrasts of “natural” and artful/
artificial, when he praises his poetry as “bringing to a finish the parts of beauty
and skill, perfecting the eloquence of the desert with the sweetness of civiliza-
tion” (al-mustawfi agsam al-husn wa-I-bard‘a al-mustakmil fasahat al-badawa
wa-halawat al-hadara).*® Al-Sahib himself points out al-Rustami’s natural gift
for poetry (tab ) “...saying about him jokingly” [al-basit]:
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Abii Sa ‘idin fatan zarifun
Yabdhilu fi I-zarfi fawga wus ‘ih

Yaniku bi-I-shi ri kulla zabyin
Fa-ayruhi fi ‘iyali tab ‘ih

Abi Sa‘1d is a witty young man,
Who does his best, and beyond, at witty speech

He fucks in poetry every gazelle,

For his cock is a dependant of his natural gift [for poetry]”’

Probing al-Rustami’s poetics would benefit from following three interconnected
criteria derived from the work of Sperl in his comparative analysis of al-
BuhturT’s ship description versus Mihyar’s (representing classical vs. mannerist
style):®

1

The specific or generic trait of description is an important indicator for the
extent of artfulness/artificiality in a poem. Because when a poem’s object of
reference becomes poetry and poetic tradition through excess in motifs and
images or any sort of type portrayal (e.g., in enigmatic poetry), description
turns generic and the particularity of the object in question is compromised.
Our poem does not yield a generic description of mansion caught in a play of
forms that detach the object from its specificity, and not only for the measured
use of images. The figure of al-Sahib (in second and first person and in his
name) is frequently associated with the mansion in the wasf and madih parts
(. A18, A19 [Isma‘Tl], A22, A29 [Ibn ‘Abbad], B4, BS, B6, B7, B8, B13,
B14) thus connecting this specific building with his specific personality. In
addition, al-Rustami’s depiction, among other things by distinguishing the
mansion, makes it singula—whether explicitly comparing it to other great
buildings or not; for example, in 1. A22 the mansion is described as taking the
place of a great and renowned building, Iwan Kisra, which alludes to its
unparalleled standing among its peers and its eternality (explicitly asserted in
B14) in contrast to the great old abandoned building being in ruins: “You
replaced by it the Twan of Kisra son of Hurmuz for it [=the Twan] has become
destitute in the land of al-Mada’in.” Although any poem must include to some
degree conventional signs of the poetic idiom (motifs, images, etc.) in order to
communicate successfully with the audience, their quantity and quality do
matter. Whereas al-Rustami’s is of course not devoid of these, he nonetheless
stylized his poem through image economy and contextualization in such a
way that description does not enter the zone of the generic.

Dynamic or static description. When a poet chooses to emphasize the formal
aspect in his description, it necessarily has a bearing on the sense of action
and movement. Such descriptions gain a static quality, and may even
become abstractions. Sperl makes an apt point in his analysis of Mihyar’s
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ship, noting that even when the vessel’s plowing through the waves is
depicted, “the imagery portrays the form of movement in general rather than
its significance at any particular time: the description is static.” In our
poem no similar static feeling is felt, since in no point a substantially thick
metaphorical layer is created that moves the narrative to another figurative
universe. In addition, the rahil (A6-A16) is remarkable for the dynamic
spirit it introduces in the poem with a narrative of ongoing action devoid of
any object depictions (containing no metaphors and solely one simile) and
rich in verbs (and especially those denoting movement). In terms of struc-
ture, a conditional phrase (mostly in the pattern “if the riders do x, I do the
same”) recurs fifteen times in the rahil, a repetition that besides expressing
the persona’s clear attempt at conforming with the riders, conveys well his
routine hardships, stress (especially as a man in love), and the pressures
under which he functioned.

Ordering of experience process directed toward referent and function
thereof, or toward body of motifs, the referent being a catalyst only. In other
words, the question is whether al-Rustami’s imagery is subservient to the
aim of endowing the object with an innate meaning arising from its func-
tion, or the object is detached as a form and rendered estranged and extra-
ordinary. A case in place is the four-line section delineating the battlements
in the wagf part (A25-A28):

Yunatihu qarnu [-shamsi min shurufatiha
Sufiifa ziba'in fawgahunna mawathila

Wu tilun bi-atrafi l-jibali tagabalat
Wa-maddat qurinan li-I-nitahi mawa’ila

Ka-ashkali tayri [-ma’i maddat janahaha
Wa-ashkhasna a ‘nagan la-ha wa-hawasila

Wa-raddat shu ‘a ‘a I-shamsi fa-rtadda raji ‘an
Wa-saddat hubiiba I-rthi fa-rtadda nakila

The horn of the sun butts—with respect to its battlements—
Rows of antelopes; standing erect above them

Are ibexes on the peaks of the mountains facing each other
And extending horns lowered to butting

[The ibexes are] like shapes of aquatic birds that extended their wing
And raised their necks and the craws

They warded off the sun rays, so they reflected back
They blocked the blowing of the wind, so it withdrew dispirited
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The imagery in this section has to do with the defensive (and decorative) merlons
of the battlements. “Antelopes” and “ibexes” are non-imaginary metaphors
based on simile and analogy standing for merlons of two types, each being part
of an independent battlement, the latter located above the former. The two
animals refer to different merlon shapes: “antelope” to a merlon split into two
rectangular and straight units (quite like the horns of an antelope), while “ibex”
to a merlon split into two curved units (quite like the recurved horns of an
ibex)—both shapes possibly with a sharpened edge. The merlons are arranged as
“rows” (first type), and “facing each other” (second type), on what seems to be
two square battlement platforms. The aquatic birds simile referring to the curved
merlons add another dimension of animation to the already animated merlons,
for similarly to the “antelopes” and “ibexes” under the sun’s “offensive,” one
can think of the birds as disturbed by a threat and consequently flapping their
wings with a stretched body ready to defend. The fourth line of the section wraps
it up celebrating the victory of the “antelopes” and “ibexes” (the subject of wa-
raddat) over the sun and the “dispirited” wind. Evidently, the poet in choosing
the horned-animals battle imagery for these lines also refers to the height of the
battlements, for the sun as a horned animal attacks others on the same level in
which it is located.*® When we look at the imagery in this four-line section, we
see that it indeed brings to the surface innate qualities in the object, that is, the
height, robustness, strength, and the readiness for battle of the battlements, as
well as their elegance (the “antelopes™). All these qualities have to do with the
battlements’ defensive function (and secondary decorative one), and as such, the
ordering process is directed toward the object itself.

A comparison of this description by al-Rustami with another by Abt I-Fayyad
al-TabarT (a badi‘ specialist [mubdi ] excelling at his praise of al-Sahib),*' con-
sisting of four lines as well, which clearly exemplifies the mannerist style, will
show the more classical nature of the former in an even clearer light. The objects
described here by al-TabarT are an inkwell, pens, and a knife (essentials among a
secretary’s stationery), and the description is extracted by al-Tha‘alibi from an
ode in praise of al-Sahib [al-basit]:

Wa-mutfilin min banati lI-zanji murdi ‘atin
Man lam talidhu wa-lam yukhlaq la-ha rahimi

Hatta idha wada ‘at ‘ddat ajinnatuhda
1la hashaha fa-la talgun wa-la wahami

1 jab li-atfaliha tabki ‘uyinuhumii
In arda ‘athum wa-1a yabkiina in futimii

Ullafu madhrabatin in taba ‘at la-humii
Fi I-dhabhi sahhii wa-in a fathumii saqimi>

There is a mother of toddlers, from the daughters of the blacks, suckling
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Those whom she did not give birth to, a womb not having been created for
her

Even when she gives birth her embryos return
To her belly without labor pains and pregnancy craving®

Be astonished about her children whose eyes cry
When she suckles them and do not cry when they are weaned!

[They are] lovers of a sharpened knife, if she proceeds to
Slaughter them (by slitting the throat), they are healthy, and if she spares
them, they are ill**

It is noticeable that the topical level of description (the inkwell, the pens, and
the knife) is almost entirely abandoned for the metaphoric analogue level (the
black mother, her children, etc.), which although mostly non-imaginary (as the
metaphors have counterparts in the topic), is leading to a complete personifica-
tion of the objects with their human motivations. I will concentrate on the third
line (“Be astonished about her children whose eyes cry when she suckles them
and do not cry when they are weaned!”) to demonstrate two typical masnii
aspects in a more detailed way: (a) “her” [=suckling black mother] and “chil-
dren” are simile-based and analogy-based type [2] muhdath metaphors stand-
ing for the inkwell and pens already introduced in the first line. Likewise,
“eyes” is a nominal metaphor with a counterpart in the topic, namely, the
longitudinal slits in the pens’ points and thus is non-imaginary and built on a
simile (the slits are like eyes) and analogy. The poet starts with “eyes” and
stays on the analogue level with the verb metaphors “cry,” “suckles,” and
“weaned” to form a total image based on analogy: the pens’ points’ slits dis-
charge ink in writing if charged by the inkwell and do not when not (topic),
just like children who cry when suckled and do not when weaned (analogue).
As the “be astonished” starting the line suggests, the image we end up with is
paradoxical, but generated as a takhyil, it was absolutely intended; (b) takhyil:
one of the phenomena of this figure is a feigned wonderment conceit (ta ‘ajjub),
in which the metaphor is understood literally, in this case, with regard to the
secretary’s stationery. When al-TabarT says, “Be astonished about her children
whose eyes cry when she suckles them and do not cry when they are weaned!,”
the poet uses the metaphor of children for pens and the suckling black mother
for inkwell. In reality, children do not cry while suckled, but they do when
weaned. The poet, staying on the metaphorical plane, thus wonders why the
opposite is the case here; that is, the reed-pens’ points’ slits (“the children’s
eyes”), charged with ink in the inkwell (“suckled”), discharge ink while
writing (“cry”), and do not (“do not cry”) while dried, being kept away from
the ink in the inkwell (“weaned”). The feigned wonderment is, therefore,
created because of the logical tension between the topical and the analogue,
the real and the metaphoric.
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Unlike al-Rustami’s section where the battlements are explicitly mentioned,
the objects inkwell and pens, with the exception of the “sharpened knife,” are
not mentioned at all in al-Tabar?’s section. That gives the latter’s section a
genuine enigmatic quality. Having in mind Sperl’s three criteria, we see that al-
Tabar1’s wasf is utterly generic; the objects depicted by him possess no specific
features whatever, and as such gain universality that may allow us to recite the
lines as a riddle and expect the addressee to guess—following some hard think-
ing, to be sure—that we aimed at “an inkwell, pens, and a knife.” At the same
time, al-Rustami’s battlement description explicitly refers to this specific man-
sion’s battlements (min shurufatiha). Moreover, he delineates a particular pattern
of crenellation, shaped like antelopes’ and ibexes’ horns, and topographically-
speaking, indicates that the location of the latter is higher than the former
(namely, specific location in this mansion). Al-Tabar’s stationery description is
oriented toward its characteristics of usage (the aspects of charging, keeping,
writing, and nibbing) and as such amounts to an itemized list static in nature for
lacking any linear narrative development. In contrast, al-Rustami presents a
dynamic mini-narrative of a battle between the “antelopes” and “ibexes” and the
sun (and wind), where the development of action starts with the sun’s assault,
goes through the horned animals’ reaction, and finally winds up with their
victory. Lastly, reading al-Tabari’s wasf one easily notices that the referent is
completely overruled by the overwhelming imagery in the sense that it has
become more the portrayal of the black suckling woman and her children than
the stationery’s which was reduced to a mere catalyst given its form and charac-
teristics. Indeed, unless we are familiar with the “black suckling mother” and her
“children” motifs from the literary tradition,® the referent objects may even be
unrecognizable as overly transformed by metaphor. The tension between the real
and figurative layers (i.e., the “world” of stationery and that of mothers and chil-
dren) creates a normative extraordinariness, which is the origin of several
intended paradoxes: a wombless mother who nurses children she did not give
birth to; even when she does give birth [=pens kept in the inkwell were taken
out to be used], “her embryos return to her belly without labor pains and preg-
nancy craving”; her children weep when nursed and do not when they are
weaned; they love the knife whose slaughter makes them healthy and refraining
from it ill. Each of these four paradoxes appears in a line and reflects an unusual
universe operating according to strange rules. Al-Rustami’s description, on the
contrary, maintains the referents of the scene (battlements, sun, and wind) in
their real names with the exception of the merlons that are the elements carried
over from the analogue to the topic. When only one main element is treated per-
sistently on the figurative level, the scene is closer to its topic and subsequently
casier to understand. In addition, the imagery that al-Rustami chose, despite
being—of course—unrealistic (the sun does not really assails horned animals
with its horn, etc.), is quite easy to conceive; for, unlike al-Tabari who focuses
on many formal and functional aspects of stationery, what leads to a descriptive
density (or, some may say, congestion), al-Rustami really concentrates only on
one major aspect of the horned animals, to wit, their defensive quality, strength,
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and readiness for battle. This is exactly the major function of the substratum, the
merlons, and by extension the battlements as a whole. The choice of the horned
animals’ imagery for that aspect is indeed exact and “natural” and does not give
rise to paradoxes which in the case of al-TabarT are evidently meant to provoke a
sense of wonderment for their playfulness and extraordinariness. Indeed, Sperl’s
remark on Mihyar’s mannerist ship description fits well al-TabarT’s stationery:
“Rather than highlighting the extraordinary, Mihyar’s metaphorical register
makes extraordinariness the norm.”

As another instance of “natural” versus artful/artificial style, it would be inter-
esting to compare the two takhyils we have encountered in al-Rustami’s 1. A4
and al-TabarT’s third line:

‘Uyiinun thakilna I-husna mundhu faqgadnaha
Wa-man dha ra’a qabli ‘uyinan thawakila

Eyes that were bereaved of beauty since they lost her
And who has seen before me bereaved eyes?

1 jab li-atfaliha tabki ‘uyinuhumii
In arda ‘athum wa-1a yabkiina in futimii

Be astonished about her children whose eyes cry
When she suckles them and do not cry when they are weaned!

In both cases, eyes are at the core of the takhyil, but whereas those in al-Rustam1’s
line are the real referents, the ones in al-TabarT’s are a metaphor standing for the
reed-pens’ points’ slits. In each case the wonderment effect of the takhyil is
achieved through an implicit comparison with real human eyes whose normal
functioning is other than the one presented (“bereaved eyes” or children whose
eyes cry when suckled). Yet, in the former, a simple adjective is the element that
produces the wondering while in the latter a more complicated process operates;
that is, in the first case the audience should just bear in mind that eyes are not
animate and hence cannot be bereaved, while in the second it has to figure out first
what these eyes stand for and then compare their functioning to that of real chil-
dren’s eyes which of course do not cry when the children are nursed. Due to the
fact that the mannerist poet’s takhyil demands an initial translation phase from the
figurative to the real level, it becomes more complex and in need of further think-
ing in contrast to the significantly greater simplicity and easiness of the former
takhyil. 1t follows from here that despite the fact that takhyil is a figure mostly
appearing in artful/artificial poetry, it is likely to be shaped differently in poetry
leaning to the “natural” style, like that of al-Rustami.’

The comparison with al-Tabari’s description style as well as the discussion that
preceded it show that in this poem by al-Rustami the ordering of experience process
is mostly directed toward the referent and function thereof. More generally, we
have seen that al-Rustami’s poem reveals a style oriented toward “natural” poetry,
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even if it also manifests—in a moderate way—features normally associated with
muhdath poetry. Looking at the other Mansion Odes, one reaches pretty much the
same conclusion; namely, that while the poems in general do display muhdath
metaphors, they do not add up—quantitatively and qualitatively—to make the
poems’ style masnii ‘*® Rather, while these metaphors enrich them, when we con-
sider these poems with the three criteria of Sperl in mind (as applied above to al-
Rustami’s poem), they still show a leaning toward the marbii * style.

IV The literary taste of al-Sahib

We now turn to al-Sahib’s views on poetry in general as well as to his poetry itself.
By the end of this section we will become familiar with his explicit and implicit
theoretical positions and be able to examine the degree to which his own poetry
lived up to them. This will give us an idea of his literary taste, and we will be better
equipped to ask whether there exists an overlap between it and the style displayed
by his poets. A theoretical point of departure is al-Kashf ‘an masawt shi'r al-
Mutanabbi (The Disclosure of al-Mutanabbt’s Poetry’s Shortcomings), a treatise
composed by al-Sahib sometime between 354/965 and 360/970, that is, before he
became a vizier. The latter time limit, as the editor Al Yasin notes in his introduc-
tion, derives from the fact that the vizier Abt 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid (d. 360/970) was
still alive, as attested by al-Sahib’s salutations. The former time limit is set because
al-Mutanabb1’s praise of Ibn al-‘Amid and ‘Adud al-Dawla took place in 354/965.
Following the poet’s praise of these two figures, al-Sahib sent him a message,
which was never answered, expressing his wish to be praised, too.** Apparently, al-
Sahib’s al-Kashf had nothing to do with hurt feelings and anger owing to the poet’s
slighting disregard, although according to the medieval sources he was driven to
write it exactly because of this experience.** Al-Sahib wrote to the addressee of al-
Kashf*' that his goal was to respond to a challenge set to him by an anonymous lit-
térateur. The latter was stirred up by al-Sahib’s opinion that al-Mutanabbi “is
far-reaching in his poetry and frequently hitting the mark in his verse, but often pro-
duces a brilliant best line (figra) accompanied by a bad utterance.”*

Having stressed that he only chose to analyze a few of al-Mutanabbi’s numer-
ous errors, he mourns the scarcity of sound literary criticism and the multitude of
would-be foolish critics of his day. He then goes on to highlight his own twenty
years of study with great scholars and poets, stressing that none equals al-Ustadh
al-Ra’1s Abii I-Fadl b. al-*‘Amid as a genuine connoisseur of poetry:

For he goes beyond the criticism of lines to that of particles and words, and
he is not satisfied with putting the meaning in a good shape, to the point that
he demands the [proper] choice of rhyme and meter. It is from his session—
may God exalt him—that I took away what I present on this subject.®’

To further solidify his claim for having the qualifications for criticism (without
explicitly saying so) he adduces two anecdotes. In the first, al-Jahiz concludes
from his experience that the only real authorities in the knowledge of poetry ( ilm
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al-shi r) are literary scholars among the secretaries (udaba’ al-kuttab) and not the
philologists. In the second anecdote al-Buhturi argues that only those engaged in
poetry as poets—again, unlike philologists or transmitters—really know poetry to
the effect that they can make observations with regard to it.* According to these
two anecdotes, al-Sahib and his patron and model Ibn al-‘Amid appear as the ideal
critics; after all, both men were literary scholars (among other things) with a form-
ative background of secretaries and were active poets on top of that.** Before
heading to his own criticism of al-Mutanabbi, al-Sahib bolsters his critical author-
ity once more with various snippets on Ibn al-‘Amid’s exemplary criticism of
poetry.* These snippets indeed attest to the finesse of Ibn al-‘Amid’s critical
observations revolving around such diverse aspects as the phonological, prosodic,
stylistic, grammatical, semantic, and even the pragmatic. Al-Sahib does not only
argue indirectly for his own critical capacity by displaying the masterly perform-
ances of his teacher; rather, in several snippets he focuses on his own performance
when replying (almost always successfully) to questions posed by the master.

Throughout al-Kashf al-Sahib’s critical remarks are full of irony and sarcastic
humor aimed against al-Mutanabbi.*’ In one case the animosity he harbors
toward the poet is laid bare completely, when instead of commenting on the line
he found flawed he cannot help but cursing him:

He has [the following line, revealing that] he dove and brought out a stone
[al-kamil]:

Law lam takun min dha l-wara I-ladh minka hi
‘Aqimat bi-mawlidi nasliha hawwa'ii

If you were not from this mankind which is from you
Eve would be barren, [unable] to give birth to her offspring*®

And I say: Would that Eve had been barren and had not brought into the
world someone like him! Rather, would that Adam had abstained from her,
and so he (=al-Mutanabbi) had not been among his offspring! How nice are
the words of al-Hasan [al-sarT ]:

Fa-rahmatu llahi ‘ala adama
Rahmatu man ‘amma wa-man khassasa

Law kana yadri annahu kharijun
Mithluka min ihlilihi la-khtasa

Thus may the mercy of God be on Adam
The mercy of Him who embraced all and singled out

Had he known that someone like you
Would come out of his urethra, he would have castrated himself*
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The criticism made by al-Sahib in the body of a/-Kashf is not topically organ-
ized. It usually only briefly indicates the shortcoming of a line without a
detailed explication.’® In a few cases al-Sahib did not even go beyond averring
his disapproval of a line, leaving the readers to their own devices in their
attempt to detect its flaw. In order to gain a better understanding of al-Sahib’s
criticism, I outline in what follows his points and present them under the
rubrics of stylistic flaws, grammatical and metrical flaws, and ethical and reli-
gious flaws (followed by page numbers in the Al Yasin edition). In the few
cases that al-Sahib’s criticism is pertinent to two rubrics, the same point is sub-
sumed under each of them:

Stylistic flaws

Combining good and bad poetry in one line (44).

Lack of harmony between good and bad lines (54).

Lack of harmony between the two hemistichs in a line (59—60).

Stfi-like obscurity of meaning (45, 52).

Incomprehensibility (“...poetry entered in charms and written in talismans”)

(60, 62-3).

Unequaled knotty style (ta ‘gid) (51).

Loathsome change of letters in a word (Jibril— Jibrin), with the line’s

meaning being unlawful, too (60).

Disorder of expressions and corruption of themes (aghrad) (62).

Unsound reasoning (501, 53).

Failure to derive the praise’s content from the name of the praised (62).

Employment of distasteful odd and rare Bedouin expressions, unfitting for a

village-born person like al-Mutanabbi, in order to feign eloquence

(48-9, 73-4).

0dd and “heavy” words, or words unfit for poetry (54, 55-6, 59-60).

“Heavy,” abominable, and “cold” expressions (63).

Excessive paronomasia (jinas) (48).

Distasteful excessive repetition of the same word in a line (68).

Affectation and uninformed use of vocabulary (takalluf, ta ‘assuf) (58-9).

Feigned skillfulness (tahadhugq) (55).

Bad expressions, meaning (ma ‘na), artifice (san ‘a), and grammatical form

(sigha) (56).

Bad choice of metaphor (49).

* Bold treatment of metaphor (istirsalatuhu ila I-isti‘ara), and distasteful
opening of the gasida (59).

* Bad improvisation, opening, and meaning (ma nd) in addition to ineloquent
expressions (53-4).

* Failing in matching similes harmoniously (71).

* Beginnings of poems shedding fear and blocking joy (56).

* Exaggeration and going against poetic conventions while taking over (akhdh)

another’s motif (56-7).
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“Literary theft” (sariga) and taking over (akhdh) of motifs with a result infe-
rior to the original (54-5, 64-5, 66-7).

Line falling short of Abli ‘Ubada al-Buhturi’s two lines on the same motif of
praise (64).

Ineffective oaths in his poetry attempting to imitate others (50).

Vain-glorious line falling short of al-Farazdaq’s (66).

Line falling short of its model (70).

Ineffective horse description (51-2).

Artistically weak description of his poetry and showing contempt to
others (58).

Composing two lines which are nothing but a comprehensive lexicographical
list (61-2).

Poetry disclosing a lack of understanding of the battlefield and its terror (65-6).
Bad poetry composed under the influence of wine (61).

Unsuccessful line (68-9).

Unpleasing line (laysa bi-hulw) (70).

Grammatical and metrical flaws
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Bad expressions, meaning (ma ‘na), artifice (san ‘a), and grammatical form
(sigha) (56).

Transgressing grammatical rules (takhfif of a stressed consonant) beyond
license (71-2).

Wrong declension (tasrif) of a noun (tagyis instead of giyas) (69).

Narcissism, erring in meter (67—8).

Ethical and religious flaws
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Lack of decorum and adequate sensitivity in choosing literary forms and
expressions out of place (45-8).

Lack of chastity evident in his use of explicit instead of euphemistic
language (75).

Narcissism, erring in meter (67—8).

Despicable haughtiness (71).

Disgraceful presumptuousness and arrogance (74).

Over-confidence in his genius leads him to ludicrous results in a poem with a
difficult rhyme (72-3).

Line disclosing al-Mutanabbi’s admission in people’s enmity to him (70).
Artistically weak description of his poetry and showing contempt to
others (58).

Shameful line suggesting the mamdiih (object of praise) is worth more than all
creation (69).

Loathsome change of letters in a word (Jibril— Jibrin), with the line’s
meaning being unlawful, too (60).
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Al-Sahib’s exposition of what he considered to be al-Mutanabbi’s errors indi-
rectly sheds light on his own view of poetry. Based on some of the major stylis-
tic points just outlined we find out the following: harmony (tandsub; in the sense
of the quality balance between good and bad poetry, and thematic agreement and
cohesion) is mandatory both between the two hemistichs of a line and the lines
themselves. The meaning of a verse should be clear without impediments for
understanding rising from twisted syntax, and vague and odd expressions. It
should also be logical, in the sense that the argument’s conclusion be adequately
inferred (but not necessarily realistic). Alliteration or excessive repetition of the
same expression in one line is not at all elegant or pleasing. One should adhere
to vocabulary that characterizes one’s own background (Bedouin, village, or city
dweller, etc.) without feigning another for the purpose of achieving eloquence.’!
Affectation in poetry in general is in bad taste.

All these preferences add up to create an inclination to a “natural” style.
Still, in order to advance our comprehension of al-Sahib’s taste, and in par-
ticular, his assessment of the poetic tradition and opinion of the major stylistic
trends and controversies, we have to explore two issues in al-Kashf in greater
detail. These are: (i) “literary theft” (sariga), and (ii) al-Sahib’s approach
to metaphors, especially in connection with the poets al-Mutanabbi, Abu
Tammam, and al-Buhturi.

(1) When al-Sahib is about to commence his criticism of selected lines by al-
Mutanabbi, he makes an important remark considering sariga.

As for sariga, [al-Mutanabbi] should not be blamed for it, owing to the
agreement of the poets of the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods on it. He
should be blamed, however, for taking over (ya khudhu) from the “modern”
poets like al-BuhturT and others the majority of poetic motifs (al-ma ‘ani),
and then saying: “I do not know them and have not heard of them”; then,
their poems were recited and he would say: “This is poetry on which there
exists influence of earlier motifs” (athar al-tawlid).>*

Unfortunately, al-Sahib’s statement that sariga is legitimate comes without elabo-
rating further in order to shed light on what he exactly means by the term; more-
over, the nature of the “ancient” poets’ “agreement on it” and their reasons are not
disclosed. Nevertheless, the term here is not used negatively as “plagiarism,” but
unmistakably in a neutral light as quotation, allusion, or borrowing of pre-existing
poetic motifs.”* The problem with al-Mutanabbi, says al-Sahib, is not his employ-
ment of already existing poetic motifs in his poetry, but his false denial that he
took them over from “modern” poets like al-Buhturi. It should be noticed that the
“modern” poets (muhdathiin) are here understood temporally as those following
the pre-Islamic and early Islamic ones and not qualitatively; we learn it not only
from the chronological element in al-Sahib’s argument, but especially from his
choice of al-BuhturT as an example for a “modern” poet. Qualitatively speaking,
al-Buhtur?’s poetry was considered “natural” and classical, and he was often posi-
tioned against “modern” poets, Abli Tammam in particular, whose “modernity”
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finds expression in the artful/artificial style of their works (besides their temporal
position in the history of Arabic poetry).** According to al-Sahib, al-Mutanabbi
goes beyond false denial to unfair denigration of the poetry of the “moderns”
claiming that they extract their motifs from earlier ones. The implication of his
words is manifest: unlike himself, the “moderns™ are unoriginal. As for al-Sahib’s
position, we learn from this discussion that he viewed sariga as akhdh, namely,
taking over a poetic motif from an earlier poet, and not plagiarism. In fact, he does
use ya khudhu interchangeably with sariga, averring that sariga is not reproach-
able, but given al-Mutanabbi’s false denial his akhdh is.

According to al-Sahib, al-Buhturi was not the only poet from whom al-
Mutanabbi “stole,” and then untruthfully denied it; he did the same with the output
of the poet who represents al-Buhturi’s stylistic opposite, namely, his teacher Abt
Tammam. Once again, al-Sahib uses sariga synonymously with akhdh:

It has come to my knowledge that whenever the poetry of Abi Tammam
was recited, [al-Mutanabbi] would say: “This is a badly-woven fabric and
poetry whose motifs were extracted from old ones (hadha nasj muhalhal
wa-shi ‘r muwallad), and 1 do not know this Ta’1 of yours,” while he was
exerting himself “stealing” and taking over [his motifs] from him (wa-huwa
da’ibun yasrigu minhu wa-ya’khudhu ‘anhu).>® He would then bring out
what he “stole” (yasriguhu) in the ugliest form like a virgin dressed with a
Bedouin sleeveless robe and a bride shown in an ascetic woolen garb.’

Owing to space limitations, al-Sahib declines to display an exhaustive list of al-
Mutanabbi’s numerous “literary thefts” (sarigat), but he still presents two exam-
ples of al-Mutanabbi’s sarigat/akhdh from AbG Tammam, from which we can
learn what exactly he means by these terms:

Among that [considerable group of al-Mutanabbi’s sarigat/akhdh] is his
saying [al-tawil]:

‘Azumta fa-lamma lam tukallam mahabatan
Tawada ‘ta wa-hwa I- ‘uzmu ‘uzman ‘ani l- ‘uzmi>®

You are great, and since you were not addressed out of fear
You became humble—and it is the greatness—out of holding yourself above
haughtiness

How many are the bones (izam) in this line! If an owner of dogs came
across it with all his dogs hungry, they would have in it [enough] suste-
nance. It, nonetheless, originates from the words of [Abii Tammam] Habib
b. Aws al-Ta'1 [al-fawil]:

Ta ‘azzamta ‘an dhaka I-ta ‘azzumi fihimi
Wa-awsdaka nublu [-gadri alla tanabbald



190 Hegemonic taste in the literary field

You held yourself above this haughtiness on their part
And nobleness of rank determined that you did not simulate nobleness®

Apart from ridiculing the repetition of words denoting greatness from the root
“z.m. for their morphological resemblance of bones (derived from the same root:
‘azm, pl. ‘izam), and indicating the provenance of al-Mutanabbi’s line from
another by Abli Tammam, al-Sahib does not furnish us with an analysis of this
sariqalakhdh. Still, scrutinizing these two lines (composed in the same meter)
can give us an idea about the motif employed by al-Mutanabbi and Abt
Tammam, and then enable us to evaluate their relationship. Al-Mutanabbi’s line
is based on the seemingly paradoxical idea that the mamdiih’s humbleness is
greatness: although one would think that greatness finds expression in haughti-
ness, the awe-stricken subjects of this mamdiith did not even address him, which
made him humble and disdaining of haughtiness. Al-Wahidi (d. 468/1075) com-
ments that being humble about one’s greatness is the greatness, “for the eminent
man’s (al-sharif) humbleness about his eminence is more eminent than his emi-
nence.”® What is therefore aesthetically pleasing in this line, which concludes
al-Mutanabb1’s ode, is the paradox that lies in it.

Abl Tammam’s line—drawn from an ode in praise of the vizier Muhammad
b. ‘Abd al-Malik al-Zayyat®'—may hardly be comprehended without the
previous one in mind:

Idha ahsana l-agwamu an yatatawalii
Bi-la ni ‘matin ahsanta an tatatawwala

While peoples excel in making a show of benefaction
Without a favor, you excel in benefaction

Al-Khatib al-Tibriz1 (421-502/1030-1109) explicates in his commentary that in
contrast to Form V tatawwala (namely, bestowing benefits on someone),
tatawala—on account of Form VI—has here the idea of affectedness (i.e., affect-
ing benefaction).®® Returning to Abii Tammam’s line in question, we see that the
praised vizier Ibn al-Zayyat is depicted as looking disdainfully at those affecting
this unjustified haughtiness; his already achieved noble rank means that he is not
in need of simulating nobleness.

When the two lines are compared the shared motif that constituted for al-
Sahib the evidence for al-Mutanabbi’s sariga/akhdh is pretty plain: the elevated
man’s holding himself above haughtiness (Abt Tammam: ta ‘azzamta ‘an dhaka
[-ta ‘azzumi; al-Mutanabbi: ‘uzman ‘ani [- ‘uzmi). Obviously, this is not a case of
outright plagiarism for the phrasing has some variation and more importantly the
motif is embedded in different contextual environments. With Abii Tammam the
motif is merely subsidiary to the idea of affectedness characterizing others but
not the (more) elevated vizier commenced in the previous line. Indeed, in the
same vein, the second hemistich of our line goes on to laud the lack of any need
to simulate nobleness on the part of the already noble vizier. Al-Mutanabbf,
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however, amplifies the motif to become of central importance in the line by
developing a strong paradox connecting humbleness with greatness in the
mamdith. The recurrence of words derived from the root “z.m derided by al-
Sahib is of course a part of that process.

Before providing his second example for a sariga/akhdh from Abi Tammam
made by al-Mutanabbi, al-Sahib remarks that the literary scholars (al-udaba’)
believe Abt Tammam went too far with the line [al-khafif]:

Shaba ra’st wa-ma ra aytu mashiba [-
Ra’si illa min fadli shaybi I-fu’adr

My head became hoary and I have only believed the hoariness of
The head to stem from the excess of the heart’s hoariness

This man [=al-Mutanabbi] made this motif (ma ‘na) his object, took it over
(akhadhahu), and carried hoariness away to the liver. He attributed to it
henna [to dye its hoariness] and fading, saying [al-basit]:

1lla yashib fa-la-gad shabat la-hii kabidun
Shayban idha khaddabathii salwatun nasald

Even if he did not grow old, his liver had become hoary
In such a way that if comfort dyes it, it [=the dye] fades®

The poetic persona in Abi Tammam’s line ascribes the origin of his head’s hoar-
iness not to old age but to that of his heart (due to its worries, as explained by al-
Tibrizi, Abti Tammam’s commentator). Abii Tammam elaborates on this idea in
the line that follows saying that the hearts are the vanguards of the bodies in any
matter—good or bad. Similarly to al-Sahib, al-Wahidi (al-Mutanabbi’s com-
mentator) points to al-Mutanabbi’s transfer of the heart’s hoariness to the liver
noting that Abli Tammam’s “heart’s hoariness” metaphor was disapproved of in
the first place.** Again, as we saw in the previous case, there is no question of
real plagiarism here; despite the fact that the motif underwent a negligible
semantic change with the move from the heart to the liver, it was significantly
protracted. A negligible change because the lover’s liver was believed to be con-
sumed, wasted away, and burned, due to his sorrows.®® The suffering of this
organ when its possessor is in love (note that both poets’ lines with the motif in
question are extracted from the nasib) is not unlike the heart’s which was con-
ceived as the seat of the lover’s passion, and for which the lovers’ tears were
said to be the tongues.®® While Abli Tammam gave the human heart the van-
guard role in the human body, three lines before, he placed the hearts and livers
together as yet heated (or cooled, according to another reading) by the tears of
the agonized lover.®’ It is not impossible that given the mention of livers in this
previous line of Abii Tammam’s ode and the identical psychological situations
associated with both heart and liver, added to the need to distinguish himself
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from his predecessor, al-Mutanabbi opted for the liver and not the heart in his
line. In comparison to Abii Tammam’s line, al-Mutanabbi’s manifests a protrac-
tion of the motif; whereas the common denominator between the two is the
hoariness of a lover’s internal organ in premature age, al-Mutanabbi introduces
the new element of unceasing and prevailing whitening process against the
dyeing of comfort. The persistent whitening takes place due to the anguish of the
inconsolable lover.

Before we draw conclusions about al-Sahib’s view of sariga, it would be
profitable to examine the third occurrence of this critical observation in al-Kashf.
This time al-Mutanabbi is accused of “stealing” from the poet Bashshar b.
Burd:®

[al-Mutanabbi] has a line of which I am not sure whether it praised or cast a
spell on the addressee [al-tawil]:

Shawa’ila tashwala I- ‘aqaribi bi-l-qana
La-ha marahun min tahtihi wa-sahili

[The horses] raising the spears [they carry] the way scorpions raise [their
tails];

They have joy and neighing beneath it [=the spear]®

He was not content with “stealing” (bi-an saraqa) from Bashshar his words
[al-kamil]:

Wa-I-khaylu sha’ilatun tashuqqu ghubaraha
Ka- ‘agaribin qad raffa ‘at adhnabaha

And the horses are raising [the spears they carry] cutting through their dust
Like scorpions that had raised their tails™

Until he destroyed the appropriate simile (fashbih) among expressions like
disasters. I have no doubt that a multitude of those who stand up for him
believe that shawa ila tashwala is more wondrous in describing horses than
the words of Imru’ al-Qays [al-tawil]:

La-hii aytala zabyin wa-saqa na ‘amatin
Wa-irkha 'u sirhanin wa-taqribu tatfult

It has the flanks of a gazelle, the shanks of an ostrich,
The fast running of a wolf, and the slow trot of a fox cub”!

The resemblance between the spear raising motif in Bashshar’s line and al-
Mutanabbi’s is closer than the other two examples we have seen. It should be
noted that leaving out the word “tails” (for scorpions), al-Mutanabbi is less
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explicit than Bashshar with regard to the tail raising of the scorpion, suggesting
that he trusts the audience’s literary baggage to make the necessary associations.
The former is more economic opting for a maf il mutlag structure that conveys
the simile in a more condensed fashion in one hemistich (shawa’ila tashwala
I-‘agaribi bi-l-ganad). Bashshar, despite not mentioning the indirect object of
sha’ilatun (bi-I-ganda, bi-I-rimah, etc., which he might have done previously in
the unknown lines), spreads the simile to the second hemistich as well
(ka-‘agaribin...) forming it in a more straightforward and detailed manner.
Besides the shared idea of the galloping horses raising high the spears they carry
as part of the warriors’ gear, each poet stresses a different nuance of the image:
Bashshar highlights the horses’ speed outstripping the enemies (“cutting through
their dust”), while al-Mutanabbi dwells on their “psychological” feeling of being
in high spirits and ready for battle (“they have joy and neighing beneath it”).

When we turn to al-Sahib’s remark, which is more argumentative than crit-
ical, it is hard to miss its conservative overtone finding Imru’ al-Qays’s classical
model of horse description an invincible one. Notwithstanding his evaluation of
Bashshar’s simile as “appropriate,” it appears that al-Sahib (in spite of not saying
it unequivocally) did not find the muhdath scorpion simile very appealing, mani-
festing his preference for a classical model. Indeed, he especially took issue with
the way the motif was fleshed out by al-Mutanabbi, whom he reprimanded for
destroying Bashshar’s simile with his phrasing. It was the choice of the scorpion
simile that led al-Sahib to say sarcastically about al-Mutanabbi’s line: “I am not
sure whether it praised or cast a spell on the addressee” (a-madaha [-magqiil la-hu
am raqahu). Ruqyat al- ‘agrab, a magical spell against scorpion bites, has already
been used by him to refer to an incomprehensible line by al-Mutanabbi.”* The
employment of ragahu here, besides having the overtone of incomprehensibility
and bad phrasing, also scornfully reduces it to some popular incantation.” It is
indeed interesting that a rugya against scorpion bites cited by Lane mentions the
scorpions’ “raising the joints of the tails.” If this was a characteristic trait of such
spells, it may be the major reason for al-Sahib’s negative opinion of the scorpion
simile used by al-Mutanabbi.”

Since the aforementioned are the only three examples of sariga raised against
al-Mutanabbi by al-Sahib (two from Abii Tammam and one from Bashshar b.
Burd), it is possible to conclude that what al-Sahib meant by this term was legiti-
mate borrowing and not plagiarism.”” We reached this conclusion by subjecting
his poetic evidence (shawahid) to examination, but it is also supported by the
interchangeable use of sariga and akhdh in his comments, and his statement
regarding the legitimacy of the practice in the views of pre-Islamic and early
Islamic authorities. In none of the three examples have we seen word-for-word
plain plagiarism. What we have seen is amplification, protraction, and nuancing
of the motifs respectively. Therefore, at least in our case, placing “theft” or “to
steal” between quotation marks when translating sariga or saraga is apposite.
Likewise, I placed above a slash between sariga and akhdh to express the iden-
tity of “theft” and taking over of a motif, given the terms’ role in al-Sahib’s al-
Kashf. From al-Sahib’s remarks and examples, one infers that a sariga, in which
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the already existent poetic idea is thematically developed in an apt manner or
shows improvement in wording, is not only legitimate but commendable. This
goes hand in hand with the opinion of other critics, who called such sariga:
sariqa hasana (a good “literary theft,” i.e., a good borrowing). In contrast to
that, the argument in al-Sahib’s annotated examples goes, the fault of al-
Mutanabbi’s unacknowledged sarigat is his poor judgment with regard to the
motifs deserving to be “stolen,” and the deterioration observed in his employ-
ment of them compared to their original occurrence.

(i) We do not have in al-Kashf a positive definition of metaphor and a critical
evaluation of its types. In order to find out what was al-Sahib’s view of this
major figure of speech (whose bold use was the fundamental characteristic of the
muhdath style), we have to look at relevant critical comments he made. These
accumulate to give us some picture of his point of view and stance vis-a-vis sty-
listic controversies, in which the supporters of the muhdath and classical styles
were involved. First, let us examine his view of what constituts a metaphor:

When [al-Mutanabbi] applied badi‘ (abda ‘a; referring to the lafz) in this
elegy and invented (ikhtara ‘a; referring to the ma ‘na), he said [al-wafir]:

Salatu llahi khaligind haniitun
‘Ald I-wajhi I-mukaffani bi-l-jamali’®

The prayer of God, our Creator, is a corpse perfume
On the face shrouded in beauty

And one of those who go too far with [their admiration of] him had told me:
“This is a metaphor (isti ‘ara).” 1 replied: “You are right, but it is a metaphor
of black garments of mourning in a wedding” (isti ‘arat hidad fi ‘urs). 1 do
not know whether this metaphor is better, or his attribution of beauty to the
face of a king’s mother he elegized, or his words while describing her entou-
rage and slave-girls.””’

Our line includes two metaphors, “corpse perfume” and “shrouded,” although al-
Sahib’s comment treats both collectively as a metaphor. The problem for al-Sahib
with this metaphor (and more generally, with the poet’s approach in this and other
lines of the elegy) is al-Mutanabbi’s irreverent and improper treatment of an
elegized woman—and a noble one, to be sure—in a way resembling love poetry;
bringing together “corpse perfume” and “shrowded” and applying it to a beautiful
face of a woman is an cthical failure and consequently a generic dissonance.
Having quoted another line in this ode, he goes as far as to blame him for “rending
the veil” (intihak al-sitr), that is, transgressing the sacred zone of one’s protected
female relatives.”® Thus, he does not find fault with the metaphor except for its
being out of place given the circumstances (“black garments of mourning in a
wedding”). Al-Mutanabbi’s insensitivity to the pragmatic meaning of this amatory
style of description made al-Sahib comment after citing the first line of the ode:
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He yearns for her and commits an unprecedented offense; only he who
clegizes a member of his family speaks like that. As for his use of it
(namely, amatory style) in this place, it points to the weakness of [his]
insight in regard to the impressions of speech (mawdgqi‘ al-kalam) [on the
audience].”

The present line features a pair of analogy-based imaginary metaphors
forming a type [3] mithdath metaphor. Al-Wahidi grasps the analogical nature of
the first metaphor when he comments (emphasis is mine):

The prayer of God is his forgiveness and mercy. He invokes God in favor of
her to the effect that His mercy to her be in the place (manzila) of corpse
perfume to the dead person. He made her face shrouded in beauty, as if
beauty were a shroud to her face, and as if he were saying ‘may God have
mercy on her beautiful face!”®

The first analogy can be rephrased thus: let it be that God’s prayer ameliorate her
spiritual standing (topic), just as corpse perfume ameliorates the physical con-
dition of the dead person (analogue). From here it seems that the poet went on
through mura ‘at al-nazir to the concomitant element of shrouding. The second
analogy: her face is molded in beauty (topic) as the dead body is shrouded in a
winding sheet (analogue). The only typical element of muhdath metaphors we
find in this line is the pairing of the two analogy-based metaphors through
mura ‘at al-nazir. Given the fact that each metaphor per se is of the more typic-
ally ancient style, this pairing may still not be considered bold or outrageous
enough in the view of critics leaning to the classical style.

Following this line’s analysis, it is possible to say that by his affirmative reply
to the anonymous interlocutor, al-Sahib takes for the term isti ‘Gra an analogy-
based metaphor. We also see that he reveals no stylistic reservations with regard
to this figure of speech, except for taking the poet to task for using it out of
context. As we shall see soon this is not the case with other types of metaphors,
namely the more typically muhdath ones.

In two places, al-Sahib disapproves of metaphors—in his use, badi‘ (or
abda ‘a as a verb) and isti ‘ara interchangeably®'—in the poetry of al-Mutanabb,
which upon examination turns out to be type [1] and [2] muhdath metaphors.
Here is the first case:

When [al-Mutanabbi] heard the poets before him who had applied badr
(abda it) and said [al-kamil]:

Bi-yadi l-simaki khitamuha wa-zimamuhda
Wa-la-hit ‘ald zahri I-majarrati markabii

Its halter and nose-rein are in the hand of al-Simak
And it has a riding animal on the back of the Milky Way
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He imitated them and attributed sweetness to sons saying [al-tawil]:

Wa-qad dhugtu halwa’a I-banina ‘ala I-siba
Fa-1a tahsibanni qultu ma qultu ‘an jahli®

And I had tasted the sweetness of sons in my youth
Thus, by no means suppose that I said what I said out of ignorance

We were still wondering about the words of Abli Tammam [al-kamil]:

La tasqint ma’a I-malami fa-innant
Sabbun qadi sta ‘dhabtu ma’a buka 1

Do not make me drink the water of blame, for I am
Ardently enamored; I have found the water of my crying sweet

When they became more palatable for us through “the sweetness of sons.”
True indeed is what was said by Abt Bakr b. AbT Quhafa to ‘Al b. Abi

Talib: “There exists no calamity except there is another one worse than
it.”84

This piece of criticism puts together three lines, and like other examples in al-
Kashf,® it is arranged as a case in which al-Mutanabbi “got something wrong”
from an earlier poetic model—in this case, in the realm of metaphors. The first
anonymous line, which I was not able to identify, has a badi —here in the
meaning of a metaphor—which was said to be imitated by al-Mutanabbi’s
metaphor “the sweetness of sons.”® Although al-Sahib does not say that expli-
citly, it seems logical that the metaphor he has in mind as the source for al-
Mutanabbi’s “imitation” is “the hand of al-Simak,” both being attributive
genitive metaphors. “The hand of al-Simak” is a metaphor based on analogy,
whose topic has to do with the supreme position of al-Simak star in connection
with the Milky Way. The analogue is the command of a riding animal by its
rider. Note that the second hemistich rephrases and elucidates the motif intro-
duced in the first without adding essentially new information. What makes this
a type [3] muhdath metaphor is the pairing of “hand” with “halter” and “nose-
rein,” two other metaphors. The motif we have here is actually already present
in a celebrated line by the mukhadram poet Labid b. Rabi‘a (d. 40/660—61),
considered exemplary for the analogy-based metaphor of the ancients it fea-
tures (“the hand of the northwind”).*’ It is the imaginary ascription of a “hand”
to al-Simak and “sweetness” to sons that forms the basis for al-Sahib’s com-
parison between the two metaphors. Yet, it is the latter case of badi‘ he disap-
proved of; to al-Sahib, al-Mutanabbi’s metaphor is outrageous to a degree that
it diminishes the outrageousness of Abii Tammam’s “water of blame.” Al-
Mutanabbi’s metaphor is related to the first rhetorical question asked by the
poet in the previous line:
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Hal-i I-waladu I-mahbiibu illa ta ‘illatun
Wa-hal khalwatu [-hasna i illa adha I-ba ‘11

Is the beloved child anything other than a diversion?
And is intimacy with a beautiful woman anything other than a harm for the
husband?

Al-Wahidi interprets that the child one loves is only a diversion for one’s soul
“and the sadness derived from him is bigger than the happiness he causes” (we
should bear in mind that al-Mutanabbi tried to comfort Sayf al-Dawla who had
lost his son). In the following line the poet stresses that he said what he said
about children out of his own experience at the time of his youth. The metaphor
seems to be generated by al-Mutanabbi thus: The poet started with the already
existing verb metaphor “tasted” (which in its metaphorical use as “experienced”
is not exclusively poetical but also a lexical term)® continuing on the analogue’s
level to an adjacent element with no counterpart in the topic, that is, “sweet-
ness.” This is, therefore, a type [1] muhdath metaphor.”

When we look at Abu Tammam’s “water of blame,” we find that it is also a
genitive attributive metaphor. Like “the sweetness of sons,” it constitutes a type [1]
muhdath metaphor, the “water” element springing from the verb metaphor fasgint
(it is customary in Arabic to use “make someone drink it” in context of criticism
and blame).”' Al-Sahib, lamentably, does not elaborate on the reason for his neg-
ative view of al-Mutanabbi’s and AbG Tammam’s metaphors. Still, given his juxta-
position of these two metaphors which, as shown, are similar in their generation
process (each based on an already existing verb metaphor) and type, it appears in all
likelihood that he deemed the added imaginary elements in these muhdath meta-
phors (“sweetness” and “water” respectively) distasteful. These elements have no
counterpart in the topic, and the lack of similarity obstructs a spontaneous and easy
understanding of the metaphors. The fact that he did not censure the anonymous
line for its metaphor, which he cited as the origin for al-Mutanabbi’s, is telling; its
metaphor (“the hand of al-Simak”) is of the analogy-based type characteristic of the
ancients (albeit paired with another two in a more muhdath fashion). Thus, although
it projects an imaginary element from the analogue (“hand”) without a counterpart
on the topical level, it still seems natural for setting out directly from an analogy.
Moreover, the fact that the motif is rephrased in an elucidative way in the second
hemistich renders it even easier to grasp.

Al-Sahib’s negative view of these metaphors by Ablii Tammam and al-
Mutanabbi should be ascribed—I believe—to their being of a secondary nature
(built on another) without anything connecting them to the topic’s semantical
context.”? Al-Tha‘alibi, in a somewhat more detailed fashion, seems to refer to
this point of connectedness with the topic. Having cited this line by al-Mutanabbi
(and others with apparently outrageous metaphors) and right before producing
al-Sahib’s comment on the “sweetness” metaphor making Abii Tammam’s
“water of blame” more palatable, he remarks: “These are metaphors (isti ‘arat)
which are not guided by close or distant likeness (shabah). A metaphor is only
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sound and good [when based] on an aspect among the corresponding aspects (al-
wujith al-mundsiba) and on ways of likeness and closeness (mugaraba).””

We should now examine the second case where al-Sahib finds fault with a
metaphor of al-Mutanabbi for stylistic reasons:

which no intelligent person would be content, and to which no learned
person would turn, are his words [al-kamil]:

F1 l-khaddi an ‘azama [-khalitu rahilan
Matarun tazidu bi-hi I-khudiidu muhiila®

Over the cheek, because the beloved decided to depart,
Rain [pours down], due to which the cheeks increase [its] barrenness

This is because barrenness in the cheeks is among the rejected metaphors
(al-badr* al-mardiid). Furthermore, this opening (ibtida’) of the ode is so
repulsive that it causes a constriction in one’s chest.”

This piece of criticism by al-Sahib gives us the opportunity to understand what
the “bold metaphors” he disliked were. There are two simile-based metaphors in
this line, both in the second hemistich: “rain” and “barrenness.” “Rain,” standing
for tears, is the starting point for “barrenness” that, to cite al-Wahidi, stands for
“the wanness of the cheeks, the furrowing of its flesh, and the vanishing of its
fresh beauty.”® Underlying the two metaphors lies an analogy with a contradic-
tion between the topic and the analogue: the pouring down of tears makes the
cheeks dry and furrowed (topic) in contrast to the pouring down of rain that
makes the ground invigorated and fertile (analogue). The combination of these
two type [2] metaphors connected with antithesis (mutabaga) makes them a pair
of type [3] muhdath metaphors.

The effect of the line is created through the paradox of rain taken literally,
whose outcome is opposite to the one naturally expected. Al-Sahib did not find it
pleasing at all noting that “barrenness (muhiil) in the cheeks is among the
rejected metaphors,” yet without explaining why. It is likely that the association
of barrenness with cheeks driven by “rain” (the bifurcation point of the topic and
analogue in the image) seemed outrageous to him; after all, muhiil (or other mor-
phological permutations derived from the root) is lexically associated mostly
with ground (ard) as well as place (balad), time (zaman), and even humans who
suffer from drought (or are of no use).”” The fact that there is no conventional
lexical association of muhiil and khudiid (and probably no poetical precedent,
t00) as it exists for example in English with furrow,”® might have made it seem
artificial to al-Sahib. Alternatively, or in addition to that, because muhiil has also
the meaning of “withholding of rain” (ihtibas al-matar),” that is, drought, al-
Sahib could have found it nonsensical that in this line it was associated with the
cheeks over which the rain poured down.
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The cases we studied above attest to al-Sahib’s recognition of isti ‘ara as an
analogy-based metaphor (even if paired in a more typically muhdath fashion) in
our terms, and show no objection to this type which characterizes more ancient
or classical style. At the same time he censured harshly examples of the two
characteristic muhdath metaphors, types [1] and [2]. Although he does not elabo-
rate on the reasons for his criticism, his choice of the poetic evidence and terse
remarks are our best possible guide in evaluating his position on metaphors.
Therefore, the close examination of the poetic evidence above sheds light on
what may be described as a rather conservative taste.'”

In order to further solidify these findings about his stylistic inclinations, we
may benefit from assessing the place of Abti Tammam and al-Buhturi, the para-
gons of muhdath and matbii * poetry respectively, in his al-Kashf and beyond.
The presence of al-Buhturi’s poetry in al-Kashf and the almost entirely positive,
frequently laudatory, references to it are quite remarkable: Al-Buhtur (in a
similar way to al-Jahiz who was cited before him) is brought as a specialist
authority insisting that only those creating poetry actively—unlike those who
solely memorize it—are able to pass a critical judgment on verse; in the prelimi-
nary part where al-Sahib sets out to depict through various snippets the exem-
plary criticism of his patron and model Abii 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid, al-Sahib says:
“[Tbn al-*Amid] did full justice to him [=al-Buhturi], which he deserved for the
purity of his expression, the uniformity of his weaving, the profusion of his
natural gift, and the sweetness of his poetry” (jazalat lafzihi wa-tashabuh nasjihi
wa-ghazarat tab ‘ihi wa-halawat shi ‘rihi). When someone said that he refrained
from indicating an error of the poet for his familiarity with Ibn al-‘Amid’s love
of him, Ibn al-‘Amid rejected any status of immunity ( isma) from poetic errors
for al-Buhturi, despite his excellence (fadl). He spotted defects (al-kasr), absurd-
ities (al-ihala), grammatical mistakes (al-lahn), and deviation from the meter in
his poetry, showing his flaws (even a case of affectation!) in several examples.
(Al-Sahib clearly seeks to show here his master’s fairness and remoteness from
blind partisanship, aside from his dexterity as a critic); Ibn al-‘Amid remarks
that most poets do not know how to compose a poem, which requires one to take
into consideration the aimed genre (gharad), the poetic idea (ma ‘na) relied upon,
and the best meter and rhyme in terms of flowing. He then gives a poem of al-
BuhturT (and the story connected with it) as an instance for such a way of com-
position; al-Sahib takes al-Sali'® to task for claiming that his poetry is on a par
with al-BuhturT’s. He then quotes a poem by Ibn al-‘Amid that glorifies al-
BuhturT (one line of which is: “Loftiness pulled up his upper arm and shifted him
to an abode between the Milky Way and the Simak™), and ridicules a man who
alleges to have challenged him.'” Al-Sahib’s high appreciation for the verse of
al-Buhturi is observable also when he cites lines of al-Mutanabbi, and then
adduces other lines on the same topic by al-Buhturi, which in his view are
superior.'®

The predilection of al-Sahib for the style of al-Buhturi, probably acquired
while he was a protégé of Ibn al-'Amid’s, did not preclude him from expressing
his passionate love for a line by Abi Tammam, and from considering a line by
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the latter superior to al-Mutanabbi’s.!* It is clear that al-Sahib was familiar with
Abli Tammam’s poetry as it constituted an object of critical discussion between
him and Ibn al-‘Amid and appeared in his own criticism throughout the
treatise.'®

There could hardly be any clearer expression for al-Sahib’s predilection for
al-BuhturT and the “natural” style in general than al-Tha‘alibT’s. In the first
chapter of Yatimat al-dahr’s first part, titled “The Superiority of Greater Syria’s
Poets over Those of the Rest of Lands and the Reason for That,” al-Tha‘alibi
states that ever since pre-Islamic times the Arab poets of Greater Syria (shu ‘ara’
‘arab al-sham) and its surrounding areas have been superior to those of Iraq and
its surrounding areas. He proceeds to enumerate the different generations of
poets that include the ancients (mutaqaddimiin), early moderns (muhdathin),
late moderns (muwalladiin), and contemporaries ( ‘asriyin), and mentions some
distinguished names to support his argument (like the towering two Ta is—Abu
Tammam and al-Buhturi—among the muhdathiin). According to al-Tha alibi the
explanation for this phenomenon lies in: (i) the proximity of the Syrians to the
lands originally inhabited by Arabs (khitat al- ‘arab) and especially to the people
of hijaz; (ii) their distance from the lands of the Persians (bilad al- ‘ajam); and
(iii) for the fact that their tongues were unharmed by the nearness of Persians
and (Syriac-speaking) Nabataeans,'” who corrupted those of the Iraqi Arabs
who intermingled with them. Since the contemporary Syrian poets combine the
eloquence of nomadism and the sweetness of civilization (fasahat al-badawa
wa-halawat al-hadara) and endow their poetry to the best Arab kings and amirs
(namely, Al Hamdan and Banii Warqa’), who love poetry and subject it to criti-
cism, they excel and achieve mastery of poetry. Al-Thaalibi then says:

A group among the friends of al-Sahib Abt I-Qasim Isma ‘1l b. ‘Abbad told
me that he used to admire their exemplary way, which is the way of al-
BuhturT in purity, sweetness,'”’ eloquence, and fluency (al-jazdala wa-I-
‘udhitba wa-I-fasaha wa-l-salasa). He strived to obtain their new poems,
and kept taking from dictation from those coming to him from that land
[=al-sham] the wonderful and subtle poems (al-bada’i* wa-I-lata’if) they
memorized, until he had a big volume recording them. This book would not
leave his seat and no one except him would fill his eyes with it. [The poetry]
he collected in it became on the tip of his tongue, and on the nib of his reed
pen; sometimes he would readily quote it (yuhddiru bi-hi) in his conversa-
tions and disputations, at other times he would unravel it into prose
(yahulluhu) or cite it in his epistles.'%

A contemporary of al-Sahib, al-Raghib al-Isbahani quotes his somewhat roman-
tic statement explaining the change poetry underwent with the Arabs’ move from
nomad to urban setting. Far from offering an impartial analysis, al-Sahib views
this historical process in a negative light as deterioration of both poetry and
poets, and does not hide his disparaging view of modern poets and their inferior
linguistic competence in contrast to their ancient predecessors:
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Al-Sahib wrote: poetry left the hair [tents] (wabar) and inhabited the clay
[houses] (madar) [i.e., left the desert in favor of urban civilization]. There-
fore, the market assemblies [of pre-Islamic and early Islamic times; mawdsim]
do not stir [the poets’] natural dispositions, and the great wars (malahim) do
not stimulate their geniuses. You will only see among them the inarticulate
(mu jim), the unsuccessful (mujbil), and the failing (mukdi).'”

The secretary al-Hasan b. Bishr al-Amidi (d. 371/981) was a contemporary of
al-Sahib working in both Basra and Baghdad, and is mostly known for his work
of literary criticism al-Muwazana bayn shi‘r Abi Tammam wa-I-Buhturt (“The
Weighing of the Poetry of Abli Tammam and al-Buhturm’).!"® This work,
designed to objectively compare and evaluate the poetry of Abti Tammam and
al-Buhturi, opens with a lucid exposition of the two poets’ different styles and—
most importantly—speaks of the taste preferences of each one’s following in
social terms:

And I found ... most transmitters of the later poets alleging that the good
poetry of Abti Tammam Habib b. Aws al-Ta’1 outstripped the good poetry of
his peers, while his bad poetry was rejected and disapproved of. His poetry
was, therefore, disparate and unequal. [On the other hand, they alleged] that the
poetry of al-Walid b. ‘Ubayd Allah al-Buhturi had a sound molding (sahih al-
sabk) and was stylistically elegant (hasan al-dibaja); it had no bad, corrupt, or
rejected [parts] in it, and thus became equal, one part of which resembling the
other. I found them comparing the two poets to determine who was superior,
because of the profusion of their poetry, and the abundance of the good and
wonderful [in it] (jayyidihima wa-bada’i ihima), without agreeing on the best
poet among the two. Likewise, they did not agree on the identity of the best
among the pre-Islamic, early Islamic, or later poets (shu ‘ara’ al-jahiliyya wa-I-
islam wa-I-muta akhkhirin). Those who preferred al-Buhturi and attributed to
him sweetness of expression, beauty of transition (husn al-takhallus),'" place-
ment of words in their [right] place, soundness of utterance, easy comprehen-
sion (qurb al-ma 'ta), and clarity of motifs are the secretaries, the Bedouins, the
“natural” poets (al-shu ‘ara’ al-matbu %n), and the people of eloquence (ah!
al-balagha). The ones who preferred Abii Tammam and attributed to him
vagueness and subtlety of motifs, in addition to many other poetic characteris-
tics requiring derivation, exegesis, and elicitation (istinbat wa-sharh wa-
stikhraj), are those after conceits (ahl al-ma‘ani), the mannerist poets
(al-shu‘ara’ ashab al-san ‘a) and those leaning to sophistication and speech
philosophical (al-tadqiq wa-falsafi I-kalam). Although many people believed
the two [poets] to be of one class and were of the opinion that they were on the
same footing, they are indeed different: Because al-Buhtur is Bedouinic in his
poetry (a rabr l-shi r), “natural” (matbii ‘), pursuant to the way of the ancients,
did not part with the famous mainstay of poetry ( ‘amiid al-shi r),'"'* would stay
away from syntactic complication, forced expressions and uncouth speech (al-
ta ‘qid wa-mustakrah al-alfaz wa-wahshi I-kalam), he is more entitled to be
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compared with Ashja‘ al-Sulami, Mansiir al-Namari, Abt Ya'qib al-Khuraymt
I-Makfuf and their likes among the “natural” poets;'!® because Abii Tammam
was rigorously affectatious (shadid al-takalluf), a master of conceits (sahib
san ‘a), forcing expressions and meanings, and his poetry did not resemble the
poems of the ancients and not in accordance with their way for its far-fetched
metaphors and the motifs extracted from old ones (al-ma ‘ant I-muwallada), he
should be rather included in the sphere of Muslim b. al-Walid and those fol-
lowing his example.'"* 1, nevertheless, do not find anyone to associate him
with, for he was below the rank of Muslim given the soundness of the latter’s
poetry, the beauty of its molding and the faultlessness of its motifs, while he
was above the rest of those who went this way and traveled this road, for the
abundance of his embellishments, novelties, and inventions (mahasinihi wa-
bada’i ihi wa-khtira ‘atihi)."®

According to al-Amidi, the supporters of al-Buhturi characterized his poetry,
among other things, as “stylistically elegant” (hasan al-dibdja). This very
characteristic was associated with the poet and those who followed him by al-
Sahib himself, as we can learn from the account of the secretary ‘Ali b. al-
Hasan (translated and discussed in Chapter 2). Approving of the secretary’s
verse, al-Sahib exclaims: “You did well. Adhere to this technique (fann), for it
is stylistically elegant (hasan al-dibaja), and it is as if al-Buhtur had appointed
you as a successor!”!''® Contextualized by al-Amid1’s discussion, this enthusi-
astic comment provides another piece of evidence for the inclination of al-
Sahib to al-Buhturi’s poetry.

The sources we have seen clearly show al-Sahib’s leaning to the “natural”
style whose paragon was al-Buhturi. This stylistic preference went hand in hand
with Abt 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid’s, al-Sahib’s acknowledged master, and in gen-
eral—as we learn from al-Amidi—suited the taste of the secretaries. Therefore,
it is in this light that we should read the statement that “al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad was
mad about the poetry of al-Buhturi, and was excessive in lauding and admiring
him.”""” The question in place now is: how representative is this express theoret-
ical stance of al-Sahib’s own poetry? In order to answer it, three poetic examples
will be examined, the first of which is a monothematic poem composed by al-
Sahib on the Biiyid ruler Fakhr al-Dawla “after he built his palace in Jurjan.”
Note that this git ‘a shares its theme with the Mansion Odes, namely, praising a
leader who has built a new house [al-sari ]:

Ya baniyan li-I-qasri bal li-I- ‘ula
Hammuka wa-I-farqadu siyyant

Lam tabni hadhda l-qasra bal sughtahi
Tajan ‘ala mafraqi jurjant

Wa-qasruka I-mabniyyu min gablihi
Mulkuka wa-llahu huwa I-bani



Hegemonic taste in the literary field 203

Fa-gbal nithara - ‘abdi bal nazmahi
Fa-innahii wa-I-durra mithlant

Wa-sma * maqalan lam yuqal mithluhi
Mudh kanati I-dunya li- insani

Law kana li-I-khalqi ilahant
La-kana fakhru [I-dawlati [-thant

O builder of the palace, rather, of sublimity
Your design and the Fargad are two likes''®

You have not built this palace, rather, you have molded it
As a crown on the middle of the head of Jurjan

And your palace built before it
Is your kingdom, and God is the builder

Hence, accept the scattering of the slave, rather, his poetry
For it and pearls are two equals'"”

And listen to a proposition whose like has not been said
Since the world was for man:

If creation had two Gods
Fakhr al-Dawla would be the second one'*’

The figurative language of this short piece includes only two metaphors, “crown”
and “middle of the head” (1.2; both are type [2] muhdath metaphors), outnumbered
by three similes, “sublimity” (1.1), “your kingdom” (1.3), and “the scattering” (1.4).
It is indeed simple, and the pattern of “x rather y” simile occurring twice (1.1: “O
builder of the palace, rather, of sublimity”; 1.4: “Hence, accept the scattering of the
slave, rather, his poetry”) exemplifies it well. This is because in each of these cases
we are actually told explicitly what is the real object for which an analogue is sup-
plied: the palace is like sublimity, the poetry is like a scattering. This overt and
clarifying analogy is by definition of the nature of simile, but here it is also nicely
arranged with the idea of the duality of sameness: the ruler’s design (=the palace)
and the Farqad; al-Sahib’s poem and pearls; God and the other god (=Fakhr al-
Dawla). All these pairs are said to be equals. On top of that, the semantic idea of
the duality of sameness is reinforced phonologically with the poem’s rhyme —ani,
evoking the nominative dual case ending (which it practically is in the first and
fourth lines). As for the last line, al-Sahib refrained from a bold (and impossible)
hyperbole by phrasing it as a hypothetical conditional sentence. Over all, the two
muhdath metaphors do not make this poem an artful/artificial one, but are rather
outweighed by the dominant “natural” style of the poem.'*!
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At the same time it is feasible to cite examples for clear-cut artfulness/artifici-
ality in the poetry of al-Sahib like the following ghazal line produced by al-
Tha“alibi [al-tawil]:

La-in huwa lam yakfuf ‘agariba sudghiht

If he does not restrain the scorpions of his temple,
Ask him to liberally grant the antidote of his saliva'?

The “scorpions” metaphor refers to the love-lock(s) of the beloved’s temple(s),
bearing similarity in their curliness to the curved tails of scorpions. In addition
to a simile, it is also based on an analogy: the unrestrained love-locks of the
beloved’s temples inflict sickness on the lover just as unrestrained scorpions do
when they bite their victims. It is therefore a type [2] muhdath metaphor, which
al-Sahib—as it often happens with this type—took literally and proceded to
“antidote.” Similarly to the former, “antidote” is a type [2] muhdath metaphor
based on a simile (the saliva looks like the liquid antidote)'* and an analogy (the
saliva in the kiss of the beloved heals the ailing lover just as the antidote cures
the bitten victim of the scorpion). Note, however, that while the former metaphor
is attributive genitive, the latter is identifying genitive (in “the antidote of his
saliva” the antidote is his saliva). The two metaphors “scorpions” and “antidote”
are tied by mura ‘at al-nazir and mutabaga (being two opposites), thus constitut-
ing an overarching type [3] muhdath metaphor. On top of that, another rhetorical
figure is added, namely, paronomasia (tajnis) seen in the partial phonetical iden-
tity between tiryaq and rig. Al-Tha‘alibi remarks elsewhere that the motif of the
temple’s scorpion is customary “especially when there was artifice (san ‘a) in it,”
and exemplifies it with this line of al-Sahib (among others)."** Indeed, stylisti-
cally speaking, it is not difficult at all to see that this line is evidently artful/
artificial.

The following is a similar case; this eulogistic gif ‘a by the vizier was said
about Fakhr al-Dawla who had let blood [al-basit]:

Ya ayyuha I-shamsu illd anna tal ‘atahd
Fawga l-sama’i wa-hadha hina yaqtasidi

Lamma ftasadta gadayna li-I- ‘ula ‘ajaban
Wa-ma hasibtu dhira ‘a l-shamsi yaftasidii

O sun! Even if its aspect is
Above the sky, and this [happens] when he acts moderately

When you let blood we were full of amazement because of [your] eminence
And I did not think that the arm of the sun would let blood'*



Hegemonic taste in the literary field 205

Al-Sahib starts with the non-imaginary simile-based metaphor “sun” applied to
Fakhr al-Dawla (standing for the ruler’s might and benevolence). In stating that
the ruler is the sun seen above the sky when it acts moderately, al-Sahib employs
a hyperbole (mubalagha), which is impossible (ghuluww) without meeting the
conditions of an acceptable hyperbole (mubalagha magbiila)."*® He continues in
the second line with a fakhyil, which is here a conceit based on literal under-
standing of the sun metaphor and pretended forgetting of its metaphoricalness,
which leads to the eulogist’s wonderment (fa ‘ajjub). In fact, al-Sahib opted in
this case for a mannerist estrangement that even increases the wonderment, since
not only that the real sun does not let blood, it obviously has no arm at all.
Indeed, if he had so wished, he could have effectively created the takhyil figure
with the sun only (i.e., by saying: “and I did not think that the sun would let
blood”). The semantic superfluity of the imaginary “arm” is an indication of type
[1] muhdath metaphor, derived from the verb metaphor yaftasidu without
recourse to an underlying analogy (unlike the more typically ancient analogy-
based imaginary metaphor). Note that the process of wonderment is created
when the ruler—sun is compared to a real sun, which in a more schematic way
may be described thus: the ruler is the sun; the (arm of the) ruler lets blood —
the arm of the sun lets blood; yet, the arm of the real sun does not let blood.
Therefore, the figurative language in this two line gif ‘a is very rich consisting of
a simile-based metaphor, an “unacceptable” hyperbole, a takhyil, a type [1]
muhdath metaphor and a verb metaphor. All these make it undoubtedly a typic-
ally artful/artificial piece.

Although al-Sahib, as it turned out from our examination of a/-Kashf above,
was critical of type [1] and [2] metaphors, these examples from his poetry demon-
strate that he did use them in his own poetry. He also paired metaphors in a quint-
essential muhdath manner. Granted, the figurative language of the git ‘a praising
Fakhr al-Dawla and his new palace leans over all to the “natural,” despite featuring
two type [2] muhdath metaphors. Still, the other gif‘a praising Fakhr al-Dawla
after letting blood, and the ghazal line featuring muhdath metaphors, display
unmistakable artful/artificial style. This evidence is corroborated by al-Sahib’s
penchant for self-imposed unprescribed rules, attested by his voluntarily under-
taking the composition of lipogram odes. A formal exercise and a language game,
each of these odes exclude completely one letter of the alphabet. Thus, al-Sahib
started with “alif, the most common letter in poetry and prose and the first [letter
of the alphabet]” in an ode in praise of the family of the Prophet (ak/ al-bayt), and
followed it with others devoid of the other letters. The only ode of this series he
did not compose was one exclusive of waw, a challenge successfully met by his
son in law Abii I-Husayn ‘Al1.'”” The lipogram, like other language games assum-
ing constrained writing (e.g., palindromes), gives precedence to expression over
meaning (or the signifier over the signified) as an ordering principle of a certain
composition. By definition, this self-imposed letter-dropping game is not “natural,”
but rather an artifice similar in essence to luziim ma 1a yalzam.'*

While in prose, as we have seen in Chapter 3, al-Sahib’s style is utterly artful/
artificial in the secretarial insha’ tradition, the findings on al-Sahib’s poetic taste
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reveal a more complicated picture: Whereas his literary criticism and other
historical and biographical evidence show a clear preference for the “natural”
style, one finds in his poems—even in those that may over all be characterized
as “natural”—elements which are undoubtedly artful/artificial (figurative lan-
guage, motifs, and practices typical of artful/artificial poets). Moreover, aside
from those “natural” poems, one comes across plainly artful/artificial poems in
his output. We must, therefore, question further what al-Sahib meant by the
commendable “natural” style and its relation with the artful/artificial. The only
piece of evidence, to my knowledge, in which the vizier addresses this question,
even if fleetingly, is a paragraph from the recommendation letter supplied to Abt
I-Hasan al-Nawqati (fully translated in Chapter 1). Among his merits, high-
lighted by al-Sahib, are natural gift and poetry. Since, according to the vizier,
these two characteristics (in addition to others) required his co-optation as one of
the closest courtiers, we can be sure that they resonated well with his own aes-
thetic preferences:

[al-Nawqati’s] natural gift (tab ) is an overflowing spring, a place of sweet
waters. As for the poetry, it is extremely bountiful and features brilliant
opening lines (mushriq al-matla); it is plentiful of badr‘ (kathir al-badr”),
lively, and the water of beauty flows in it easily (yataraqraqu fi-hi ma’ al-
qabiil); its purity (jazala) has been protected from the stiffness of harshness
(salabat al-qaswa), and its fluency (saldsa) from the softness of weakness
(rigqat al-rikka).'*

The complexity we noticed before, trying to make sense of the various appar-
ently conflicting pieces of evidence, is condensed in this short, albeit meaning-
ful, extract. That is, plenty of badi‘ in poetry of easy flow prompted by an
overflowing natural gift, while not necessarily a contradiction, attest to a style
that brings together what is often conceived of as contrasts. For the excess of
rhetorical figures of the ornamented badi* may easily require extra intellectual
digestion for comprehension, obstructing the easy flow of a “natural” style. Al-
Sahib’s highly appreciative opinion of al-Nawqati’s poetry, then, points to an
ideal combination of “natural” and artful/artificial stylistic elements, in which
the two complement each other in harmony.

In addition to that, we gain here a significant clarification considering the
desirable “natural” style for a contemporary poet. While al-Sahib lauds the
Bedouin style, he definitely does not expect an urban poet of his time to include
certain vocabulary of the nomads. In fact, in a/-Kashf he slashed and ridiculed
al-Mutanabbi’s use of such Bedouin vocabulary calling it “distasteful expres-
sions and odd words” (al-alfaz al-nafira wa-I-kalimat al-shadhdha) unfitting for
a city-dweller like him."*® This is why he states that in al-NawqatT’s poetry
“purity (jazala) has been protected from the stiffness of harshness (salabat al-
qgaswa),” referring to the rough phonology of many Bedouin expressions. The
Bedouin “stiffness of harshness” is the pitfall of an urban poet intending
“feigned eloquence (tafasuh),” as al-Mutanabbi was blamed by al-Sahib."!
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Whereas al-Nawqati kept away from it, he also shunned its equally bad opposite,
namely, the fluency (salasa) of his poetry is devoid of “the softness of weakness
(rigqat al-rikka).” Out of wish to refrain from stiff Bedouin vocabulary, one may
end up with excessive smoothness, simplification, and facility of expression,
which is not considered as admirable fluency. Al-Qadi I-Jurjani, in a literary-
historical presentation studied in more detail below, addressed exactly this sort
of unfavorable fluency in the speech and poetry of city-dwellers. Seeking to rid
their language of rough and even repugnant Bedouin expressions, they exceeded
proper bounds and compromised it to the point of allowing for ungrammatical
mistakes (lahn) that made it weak.'** Al-Nawqati, therefore, was credited by al-
Sahib also for composing fluent poetry while at the same time maintaining solid-
ity and keeping it free from weakness.

In sum, the “natural” style of which al-Sahib speaks highly as the model for
the contemporary poet is a perfected hybrid. Easy flowing despite being rich in
badi; pure like the ancient Bedouin style without using archaic and uncouth
expressions; fluent but devoid of the weak excessive facility of “modern” urban
poetry and hence preserving the solidity of the Bedouin style. This remarkable
statement outlines an ideal poetic style, which may hardly materialize in prac-
tice, but was nonetheless aspired to by al-Sahib and others. This was probably
the “natural” style shown to him as a model by his admired master Aba 1-Fadl b.
al-*Amid, and the one preferred by his social group of the secretaries (according
to al-Amidi). Likewise, this seems to be the highly praised style of the con-
temporary Syrian poets, admired by al-Sahib according to al-Tha‘alibi, combin-
ing “the eloquence of nomadism and the sweetness of civilization” (fasahat
al-badawa wa-halawat al-hadara)."> Given the fact that in the history of Arabic
literature matbii  and masnii * were not really exclusive literary schools with rigid
rules, but inclinations or tendencies that could yield inclusive and mixed produc-
tion, the position of al-Sahib should not be very surprising after all. Indeed, the
notable critic Ibn Rashiq al-Qayrawani (390-456/1000—63) describes both Abi
Tammam and al-BuhturT as poets given to artifice (san ‘a). In this respect, the
difference between the two is only in the way each of them applies it. Abl
Tammam is taken to task by the critic for his affected and difficult artifice,
whereas al-Buhtur is praised for his graceful artifice and discourse, which is free
of affectation and difficulty. Ibn Rashiq endorses measured use of artifice as a
virtue, while condemning exaggerated use as a deficiency (‘ayb) indicative of
the lack of a natural gift.!*

Lastly, the fact that al-Tawhidi’s total attack against al-Sahib included a harsh
and extensive criticism of his literary taste in prose but nothing against his poetic
style is telling. As we shall see in Chapter 5, al-Tawhidi (and other men of letters
he apparently interviewed) relentlessly slashed the ornate prose of al-Sahib from
a stylistic point of view for its alleged artificiality. Al-Tawhidi supplied copious
examples to convince the reader that his criticism was valid. It is hard to believe
that al-Tawhidi, who disapproved of artfulness/artificiality in speech in general
and held al-Sahib in especially low esteem, would have not seized the oppor-
tunity to attack his poetry too for stylistic grounds, had it been “excessively”



208 Hegemonic taste in the literary field

ornamented. This fact, I believe, gives further support to the observation I made
about the attempt on the part of al-Sahib to reach a “natural” style perfected by
the artful/artificial.

V The response of the court poets to al-Sahib’s taste

We have already seen that despite a general leaning to the “natural” style, al-
Rustami’s Mansion Ode reveals a moderate influence of the artful/artificial style
through its figurative language. It was al-Rustami, whose poetry was com-
mended by al-Tha‘alibT as “bringing to a finish the parts of beauty and skill, per-
fecting the eloquence of the desert with the sweetness of civilization”
(al-mustakmil fasahat al-badawa wa-halawat al-hadara).'® Another important
critical observation to the same effect comes from ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, com-
menting before the presentation and discussion of the takhyil in al-Rustami’s
Mansion Ode line B3 (“As though there was in them...”): “Manifestly superior
compared to other verse, for the beauty of ornamentation (ibda ‘) without being
damaged by affectation (takalluf), is...”'%

In what follows, I will try to demonstrate that these stylistic choices on the
part of al-Sahib’s poets were not accidental at all. In other words, such a stylistic
hybrid with a leaning to the “natural” was the way in which the court poets
responded to al-Sahib’s taste. We find more than one statement concerning poets
of al-Sahib’s speaking of their ability to combine the good aspects of both the
natural and artful/artificial styles. Al-Tha‘alibT opens his entry on Aba 1-Qasim
‘Abd al-Samad b. Babak thus:

A poet whose banner is the command of molding (iksan al-sabk), mastery
of patterning (ihkam al-rasf), and excellence in description (ibda * al-wasf’).
At times, his poetry resembles in its purity and clarity (al-jazala wa-I-
fasaha) the speech of the wonderful among the ancient poets (al-mufligin
min al-shu ‘ard’ al-mutaqaddimin). At other times, it is similar in its beauty
and elegance (al-rashaqa wa-I-malaha) to that of the excellent among the
carly “moderns” and late “moderns” (al-muhdathin wa-l-muwalladin).
Describing his poetry, he said [al-wafir]:

Azartuka ya bna ‘Abbadin thana’an
Ka-anna nasimahii shariqun biraht

Wa-lafzan nahaba [-halya I-ghawanit
Wa-ahda l-sihra li-I-hadaqi I-milaht

I have covered you, O Ibn ‘Abbad, with praise
Whose breeze, as it were, blends with the sun

And with an expression that robbed pretty women of [their] ornament
And granted magic to beautiful pupils'’
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Al-Tha‘alib1’s choice of poetic selection illustrates well his observation consid-
ering the poet’s stylistic vacillation between “the purity and clarity” of the
ancients and the “beauty and elegance” of the “moderns.” For Ibn Babak,
addressing Ibn ‘Abbad with a description of the poetry he composes in his
praise, highlights exactly this point with well-chosen motifs and imagery. In the
first line, he proudly parallels his praise for the vizier to a breeze blending har-
moniously with the sun (the vizier). These two similies—natural objects by defi-
nition—evoke distinctive features of “natural” poetry, to wit, pleasantness and
gentleness (breeze) on the one hand, and conspicuousness and clarity (sun) on
the other.'*® The poet matches between his pleasant praise and the conspicuous
vizier as two natural objects in close agreement. In the second line, his expres-
sion (/afz) is said to have plundered the ornament, a metaphor standing for figu-
rative embellishments, from pretty women. Similarly, the poet boasts of his
expression as granting magic, namely, rhetorical and technical artifices that
transform reality, to beautiful pupils.'* The imagery in this line, as a whole, sug-
gests that the poet’s expression is rich in artful/artificial stylistic devices. It is
probably not accidental that when describing the “natural” aspect of his poetry in
the first line, Ibn Babak mostly uses similes (except the metaphor “covered”),
whereas in the second line, when its artful/artificial aspect is described, he uses
metaphors. Each of these two tropes is more characteristic of each style
respectively.

As we shall momentarily see, this idea is expressed by al-Qadi 1-Jurjani in
even clearer terms. Al-Tha‘alibi, speaking highly of al-Qadi’s erudition and
excellence in all the disciplines he studied, also says that “he combines the cal-
ligraphy (khatt) of Ibn Mugla with the prose of al-Jahiz and the poetry of al-
Buhtur1.”'* In another place he explains al-Qad1’s literary fineness by his stay in
Syria, just as he did in respect to Abli Bakr al-Khwarazmi (following his account
of al-Sahib’s admiration for the Syrian style epitomized by al-Buhturi’s poetry):
... for he [=al-Qadi] reaped its [=Syria’s] fruits and held fast to its traditions, to
the point that he rose to the lofty position and assumed the natural gift of al-
Buhtur?’ (tatabba ‘a bi-tab ‘ al-Buhturi).'"*' We, therefore, learn that al-Qadi was
classified as a “natural” poet, who similarly to Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi owes it
to his Syrian training. Based on what we know about al-Sahib, this reputation
must have helped him to win the vizier’s esteem. At the same time al-Qadi gives
a slightly different description of his poetic style that we should consider care-
fully. The Yatimat al-dahr’s entry dedicated to him includes a section titled
“Pearls from his Poetry on the Description of Poetry,” where we find the follow-
ing selection from an ode which in all likelihood was addressed to al-Sahib [al-
kamil]:

Ahdat li-majdika hullatan mawshiyyatan
Taksu I-hasiuda ka abatan wa-dhubila

Ahyat habitban wa-l-walida fa-fassala
Minha washa’i ‘a nasjiha tafsila
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Fa-afadaha [-Ta iyyu digqata fikratin
Wa-I-Buhturiyyu damathatan wa-qabiila

It [=the ode] presented an embroidered garment to your glory
That covers the envious person with grief and wilt

It revived Habib [=Abt Tammam] and al-Walid [=al-Buhturi] and both of
them did cut
From it the hems of its texture

Al-Ta’'1 [=Abl Tammam] benefited it fineness of thought
And al-Buhtur easiness of nature and grace'*

Priding himself upon taking the best of both worlds, that is, “fineness of thought”
and “easiness of nature and grace,” al-Qadi evokes the two paragons of the
masnii * and matbu * styles, Abi Tammam and al-Buhturi, who are said to have
tailored his ode.'"* Luckily, a close look at al-Tha alibT’s tracing of a motif in
another place allows us to see an example illustrating the statement of al-Qadi in
this selection. Al-Tha‘alibt presents the following motif genealogy in the entry
on Abu I-Husayn al-Mustaham al-Halab1, a student (ghulam) of the poets al-
Mutanabbi and al-Babagha'. It starts with two lines from a eulogy al-Mustaham
composed for an unspecified amir [al-sart ]:

Tutribuhu I-ash ‘aru fi madhiht
Wa-lam yasugh qa’iluha lahna

Fa-laysa yadri in atd sha ‘irun
Yunshiduhii anshada am ghanna

He is transported with joy by the odes in his praise
While their composer did not set them to music

For he does not know, when a poet comes
To recite [his poetry] to him, whether he recites or sings

This is a beautiful motif artfully employed by the discerning (al- ‘ugala’),
among whom Abt Tammam—perhaps the first to come up with it—when
he says [al-wafir]:

Wa-naghmatu mu ‘tafin ta'tihi ahlda
‘Ala udhunayhi min naghmi l-sama T

The recitation sound of a favor-seeker reaching him is sweeter
To his ears than the sound of music
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Then al-Buhturi, when he says [al-kamil]:

Nashwana yatrabu li-I-madihi ka annama
Ghannahu Maliku Tayyi’in aw Ma ‘badi

Intoxicated, he is transported with joy by the praise section of the ode as if
Malik of Tayyi’ or Ma‘bad sang it

Then Ibn al-Raimi, when he says [al-basit]:

Ka annahii wa-hwa mas “ilun wa-mumtadahun
Ghannahu ishaqu wa-l-awtaru fi I-sakhabt

When asked for favor and praised, he looks as if
Ishaq [al-Mawsili] sang to him while the [lute’s] strings sending forth loud
sounds

Then al-Qadi Ibn ‘Abd al-"Aziz, when he says about al-Sahib [al-kamil]:

Nashwana yalqa [I-mu ‘taft mutahallilan
Yahtazzu min madhin bi-ht ‘itfahu

Wa-idha asakha ila I-madihi ra aytahii
Wa-ka anna Maliku Tayyi’in ghannahii

Intoxicated, he receives the favor-seeker beaming with joy
His whole body sways for the praise to him

When he listens to the praise section of the ode, he looks
As if Malik of Tayyi’ sang it

And the words of al-Mustaham are more beautiful and graceful than all of
these.'"*

Abl Tammam’s motif focuses on the generosity of the patron, his welcoming
reception of the favor-seeking poet, through a comparison: The melodious reci-
tation of the favor-seeker resonates better with the patron than the melody of
singing. At the same time, al-BuhturT’s employment of the motif does not refer
explicitly to this aspect, but instead he elaborates on the euphoric feeling that
possesses the praised patron, who is as if moved by the singing of one of the two
great musicians named. Ibn al-R@imi, concentrating on the patron’s feeling, is
influenced by al-BuhturT (note also his use, like the latter, of the verb + suffixed
pronoun ghannahu in exactly the same location), although the word mas ‘il
(“asked for favor”) discloses that he paid some attention to AbGi Tammam, too.
In his turn, al-Qadi expands the motif to two lines and plainly gives more weight
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to al-BuhturT’s realization in his detailed depiction of the patron’s euphoric
feeling and body language. His debt to al-BuhturT is greater than Ibn al-RGmi’s,
as formally he follows his meter (al-kamil), opens with “intoxicated” (nashwan)
as did al-Buhturi, and—while making an analogy to the same musician through
simile (ka 'annamal/wa-ka’anna)—reproduces the bigger part of al-Buhturi’s
second hemistich in that of his second line (al-Buhturl: ghannahu Maliku
Tayyi’in aw Ma ‘badii; al-Qadi: wa-ka anna Maliku Tayyi’in ghannahii). Yet, al-
Qadi’s use of the very expression chosen by Abti Tammam for “favor-secker”
(al-mu ‘tafi) bears evidence to his desire to infuse his lines with Abti Tammam’s
stress on the generosity of the patron. And the patron is al-Sahib, who—as we
already know—would welcome poetry that while leaning to the side of al-
Buhturi, pays tribute to Abii Tammam. Indeed, al-Qadi’s reputation as a
“natural” poet following the tracks of al-BuhturT in the Syrian style, while not
refraining from a measured use of the artful/artificial style, resembles the
approach of al-Sahib. In addition, this suggests that a moderate employment of
masnii ‘ features did not affect a poet’s classification as “natural.”

It is in his literary critical work al-Wasata, where al-Qadi 1-Jurjani elaborates
on the “natural” style he espouses following a presentation of general trends in
the history of Arabic poetry. A major differentiation he makes is between the
stiffness and roughness of Bedouin expression on the one hand, and the excess
of facility and smoothness in that of urban people. Al-Qadi mostly focuses on
these two characteristics in a diachronic way that reflects the wider socio-cultural
change undergone by Arabic speakers with the move from nomad to urban life
following the appearance of Islam. Through this civilization process, the charac-
ters of Arabic speakers have become urbane and refined (ta ‘addub, tazarruf’),'™
and consequently their language has softened and become more delicate and
simplified. This process changed poetry to the point that any civilized person
wishing to turn his back on his urbane nature and follow the tracks of the ancient
poets had to resort to affectation (takalluf’), which ended up with aesthetically
distasteful results. Among those poets was Abti Tammam who attempted to
emulate the expressions of the ancients, and—what made his poetry even more
difficult—applied to it badi‘ extensively and drew on vague motifs. It was
impossible for Abii Tammam and his followers, however, to persist in this
manner in a poem without occasionally being attracted by their civilized nature
(al-tab * al-hadart) and led to produce “an effeminate line” (al-bayt al-khanith).
This unevenness between the rugged and difficult, and the smooth and facile,
brings about weakness (rakaka) of style. The affectation and unevenness of Abt
Tammam’s poetry notwithstanding, al-Qadi is quick to announce his great admi-
ration for Abti Tammam in the language of religious devotion:

I do not say this to detract from AbGi Tammam, not to excoriate his poetry,
and not for zealous partisanship with another against him. How can it be so,
while I profess his distinction and precedence, and embrace clientship and
glorification of him (adinu bi-tafdilihi wa-tagdimihi  wa-antahilu
muwalatahu wa-ta zimahu)!? 1 consider him the ideal of those after conceits
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and the model for the adherents of badr‘ (giblat ashab al-ma ‘ani wa-qudwat
ahl al-badr ).'*

Al-Qadi emphasizes that when he calls upon the “modern” poet to follow his
natural gift (fab ) and smoothen (fashil) his poetic style, he by no means has in
mind “the smooth and easy which is flabby and weak” (al-samh al-sahl al-da Tf
al-rakik); nor—what he derogatively genders—*the delicate and elegant which
is effeminate and feminine” (al-latif al-rashiq al-khanith al-mu’annath). What
he does aim at is the middle way (al-namat al-awsat) “that is above the [speech
of the] vulgar rabble (al-saqit al-siigi) and below the uncouth Bedouin (al-
badawt I-wahshi).”'¥” When he urges to abandon affectation (takalluf, ta ‘ammul)
and give one’s natural gift free rein (al-istirsal li-I-tab ), he clarifies:

I do not mean by that every natural gift, but the refined one (al-muhadhdhab)
that adab had polished, transmission (riwaya) had honed, and intelligence
(fitna) had burnished; that which had been inspired by the division between
bad and good, and had conceived of examples of beauty and ugliness.

The poet, whose poetry exemplifies this fab ‘, says al-Qadi, is al-Buhturi (and in
case one wants to become acquainted with it in the poetry of an ancient poet, he
is referred to Jarir).!4

Through this presentation we come closer to understanding al-Qadi’s position
as a critic who supports “natural” poetry and a poet known for composing in this
style. To him, natural gift and consequently “natural” poetry deserve to be thus
dubbed only when polished by thorough and active knowledge of poetry,'® its
heritage and general cultural refinement (adab), in addition to being honed by
intelligence. Yet, it should not become too crafted to the effect that fluency and
case get obstructed. The desideratum is, therefore, nature perfected by culture, a
balanced middle-ground. It is for this reason that he rejects the crudeness of the
Bedouins on the one hand and the over-smoothness of the civilized on the other,
each of which represents nature and culture in its pure form. While Aba
Tammam is taken to task for his excessive affectation, he is still highly-prized
by al-Qadi for his poetic achievements in the realm of motifs and rhetorical
figures. Indeed, the latter speaks ardently of his indebted adherence to him. We
gather, then, that the “natural” poet of the time should take the model of al-
Buhturi, but benefit as well from the innovation, wit, and playfulness in the
artful/artificial style of Abti Tammam.

We previously viewed how al-Qadi 1-Jurjani flaunted the names of al-Buhturt
and Ablii Tammam in a poem as signs of literary styles. Making use of a celeb-
rated poet’s name as a sign was, however, not limited in its application to the
poet himself but could also be connected with the patron. We see that in the last
line of Abii ‘Isa b. al-Munajjim’s Mansion Ode [a/-tawil]:

Wa-illa jararta I-dhayla fi sahati I- ‘ula
Wa-qulta I-qawafi qad u ‘ida jariruha
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And were it not for your dragging along the hinder skirt at the court of
sublimity
And reciting poetry, its [=poetry’s] Jarir would be returned'*°

Abii ‘Isa based the line’s argument nicely on a jindas connecting the verb jararta
(long skirt denotes metonymically wealth and pride)'*! with Jarir. As shown and
exemplified by the traditionist and philologist of the Basra school Ibn Sallam al-
Jumaht (139-231/756-845), of the two notable poets Jarir and al-Farazdaq (both
classified among the first generation of early Islamic poets), the former was
judged by the Bedouins themselves as the superior.'*? Likewise, the choice of al-
Qadi 1-Jurjant to illustrate with an ode of Jarir the good type of “natural” poetry
written by an ancient (gadim) poet bears evidence to his reputation as an expo-
nent of the excellent “natural” Bedouin style.'> That Abt ‘Tsa opted for putting
al-Sahib as a poet on the same footing with Jarir should be taken as a well-
thought-out choice. This is especially because the last line of the recited ode
constitutes its climax, and the choice of a certain model-poet, and not another,
for comparison with the publicly addressed patron necessarily draws much atten-
tion in performance. It is to respond to al-Sahib’s known appreciation for the
(good) Bedouin style and its exponents that Abii ‘Isa appears to have done so.
Given what we saw so far, the case of Abl Talib al-Ma’miinT might possibly
set a challenge to our developing understanding of the poets’ response to al-
Sahib’s taste, and it therefore deserves careful consideration. Despite his known
preferences, al-Sahib highly appreciated and favorably received the mannerist
poet al-Ma’mini in al-Rayy as a protégé. The latter and his poetry were depicted
by al-Tha‘alibi, our cardinal source on the poet,'** thus: “His mind overflowing
with poetry of badi‘ artifice (shi‘r badi* al-san ‘a), of beautiful molding (malth
al-sigha), cast in the mold of beauty and excellence.”' While no indication
exists that his utterly mannerist ekphrastic poetry was recited to the vizier,'>® we
do know that “he praised al-Sahib with singular odes (qasa’id fara’id) that
amazed him, and by which he was dazzled with astonishment.”'>” As we saw in
Chapter 2, al-Ma 'miini’s final failure with al-Sahib is ascribed by al-Tha‘alibi to
schemes of envious courtiers, with no explicit word on stylistic issues related to
that. Unfortunately, the only extant ode addressed to al-Sahib by al-Ma’mini—
the one in which the poet asked for permission to leave—is presented to us as
three selections (marked here as [A], [B], [C]) and not in its full form [al-basit]:

[A]
Ya rab ‘u law kuntu dam ‘an fi-ka munsakiban
Qadaytu nahbt wa-lam aqdi l-ladhi wajaba

La yunkiran rab ‘uka I-bali bild jasadi
Fa-qad sharibtu bi-ka’si I-hubbi ma shariba

Wa-law afadtu dumii T hasba wajibiha
Afadtu min kulli ‘udwin madma ‘an sariba
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‘Ahdr bi- ‘ahdika li-I-ladhdhati murtabi ‘an
Fa-qad ghada li-ghawads I-suhbi'>® muntahiba

Fa-ya saqaka akhi jafni I-sahabi hayan
Yahbi ruba I-ardi min nawri [-riyadi hiba

Dhii barigin ka-suyifi [-Sahibi ntudiyat
Wa-wabilin ka- ‘atayahi idha wahaba

O abode, if I were tears shed over you,
I would dry up without completing what was due

Your obliterated abode should not find my emaciated body strange,
As I had drank in the goblet of love what it drank

If I were to shed my tears in accordance with their duty,
I would make a streaming channel of tears flow from each member [of my
body]

My thinking back is to your first rain, pasturing over delights,
As [the rain] had come because of morning clouds weeping

Let the brother of the clouds’ eyelid drench you with rain
That gives the hills of the land garden flowers as a gift

Possessors of lightning [=clouds] like the swords of al-Sahib unsheathed
And of heavy downpour like his awards when granted

(B]
Fa-kuntu yiisufa wa-I-asbatu hum wa-abii -
Asbati anta wa-da ‘wahum daman kadhiba

Wa- ‘usbatin bata fi-ha l-ghayzu muttaqidan
1dh shidta It fawga a ‘naqi - ‘ida rutaba

Qad yanbahu I-kalbu ma lam yalqa laytha Sharan
Hatta idha ma ra’a laythan qada rahaba

Ard ma’aribakum fi nazmi gdfiyatin
Wa-ma ard liya fi ghayri I- ‘uld araba

‘Addii ‘ani [-shi i inna I-shi ‘ra manqasatun
Li-dhi I- ‘ald’i wa-hatii I-majda wa-I-hasaba

Fa-l-shi ru agsaru min an yustatala bi-ht
In kana mubtada ‘an aw kana muqtadaba
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I was Joseph, they were the Children of Israel, the father of the
Children was you, and their claim was false blood'*’

There is a group of people in which wrath was set ablaze
Since you erected for me standing positions over the enemies’ necks

The dog may bark as long as it does not meet the lion of Sharan'®
When it sees one, it is extremely terrorized

I see your wants in composing a poem,
While I do not see me in want of anything but glory

Turn away from poetry! Indeed, poetry is a deficiency
For he who has high standing, and let me have grandeur and esteem!

For poetry falls short of being beneficial,
Even if it is innovative or improvised

[C]
Asiru ‘anka wa-It fi kulli jarihatin
Famun bi-shukrika yujri migwalan dhariba

Wa-man yaruddu diya’a lI-shamsi idh sharaqat
Wa-man yaruddu tariga I-ghaythi in sakaba

Inni la-"ahwa magami fi dharaka ka-ma

Tahwa yaminuka fi I- ‘afina an tahaba'®'

Lakin lisaniya yahwa l-sayra ‘anka li-an
Yutabbiqa l-arda madhan fi-ka muntakhaba

Azunnuni bayna ahli wa-l-anamu humii
Idha tarahhaltu ‘an maghnaka mughtariba

I will go away from you having in each member of the body

A mouth that gives thanks to you putting in motion an eloquent tongue'®?
Who rejects the sun’s light when it shines?!

And who drives away the rain when it pours down?!

Indeed, I like my position at your court
As your right hand likes to award the seekers of favors

But my tongue would like to leave you to
Spread throughout the land selected praise of you
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I consider myself among my people, and they are mankind,
If I leave your abode for a foreign land'®

Thematically, these three selections from an ode are respectively: nasib (delim-
ited by husn al-takhallus in its last line starting with dhii barigin); fakhr in which
the poet voices his complaint and contends with his enemies; and madih where
the poet praises the vizier and excuses his wish to leave. Whereas the nasib elab-
orates on the traditional theme of the lover standing by the beloved’s traces of
deserted encampment and crying, it has one feature which is remarkably man-
nerist. That occurs when the poet says in the third line, “If I were to shed my
tears in accordance with their duty, I would make a streaming channel of tears
flow from each member [of my body].” The estrangement of the human body
and the extraordinary form observable in “...a streaming channel of tears flow
from each member [of my body]” is a typical mannerist technique (as we saw
above), which appears here in a restrained form due to the hypothetical condi-
tional sentence. Al-Ma minT reiterates this very technique in the first line of the
madih, now without restraining the hyperbole saying: “I will go away from you
having in each member of the body a mouth that gives thanks to you putting in
motion an eloquent tongue.”'®* Nevertheless, the most characteristic feature of
the masnii * style, to wit, bold use of metaphors is not present in these selections,
although al-Ma 'miint excelled in it.

There is therefore not enough, quantitatively and qualitatively, in the avail-
able selections to consider them on the whole masnii . One should note that in its
present form this ode does not include a wasf part. If it has ever had one, in the
light of al-Ma’muni’s mannerist ekphrastic pieces, it might have tipped the
balance toward the artful/artificial style.'®® In the selections we have in hand,
however, there is a possible hint that could explain the lack of a clear-cut masnii ‘
character. The last line of the fakhr (“For poetry falls short of being beneficial,
even if it is innovative or improvised”) has the particle in opening the second
hemistich, which may be understood as “if” or “even if.” If we opt for the
former—the conditional “if”—and especially if we take mubtada ‘an to mean
“ornamented” (i.e., in badi‘ style), we may hear a complaint of the poet about
poetry’s not paying off when thus composed: “For poetry falls short of being
beneficial, if it is ornamented or improvised.” Despite conveying different and
irreconcilable meanings, this reading is as legitimate grammatically and lexically
as the other (preferred) reading. Since this ode was recited to al-Sahib while the
young al-Ma’miini was his protégé, a possible complaint about undeserving
treatment due to the poet’s stylistic and performative preferences should have
been directed to him. If this indeed was the case, the absence of clear-cut
artfulness/artificiality from the ode selections would be more understandable.

It would be too risky then to pass a judgment on the response of the poets to
al-Sahib’s taste relying on al-Ma’'miini’s case alone. A more prudent approach
would be to consider the limited conclusion we can draw from it, namely, that
the evidence we possess does not show that al-Ma’miini’s praise to the vizier
had a clear-cut masnii * character, together with other pieces of evidence. When
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we do that, we find al-Ma’mini’s case not standing against our prior findings;
rather, stylistically speaking, his ode selections appear to be not much different
from al-Rustami’s and from those of other poets who recited Mansion Odes, and
along the same lines with Ibn Babak and al-Qadi I-Jurjant who spoke of enrich-
ing their “natural” poetry with artful/artificial features, and acted upon it. Thus,
it is possible to speak about a dominant taste of the patron—*“natural” style per-
fected by the artful/artificial—that received a response along the same lines from
his protégé poets.

That there was a constant dialogue between the poetic output of the poets and
al-Sahib’s aesthetic judgment we learn inter alia from the last three lines of Abt
1-‘Ala’ al-Asadi’s Mansion Ode [al-kamil]:

Hadhi |- ‘agilatu min bant asadin
Tujli wa-tahdharu sawlaha l-usudii

Bikrun fa-lam ya ‘rid la-ha basharun
Qablt wa-lam yagdah la-ha zandii

Zuffat ilayka wa-halyuha adabun
Wa-zakat ladayka wa-mahruhd naqdi

This noble woman of the Banii Asad [tribe]
Is left alone by the lions who are wary of her assault

A virgin, no human being has attended to her
Before me, and a stick (of a fire drill) has not struck her

She was given in marriage to you, her ornament being adab
And she throve with you, her dowry being criticism'®

The poet describes his ode figuratively as a noble bride ( ‘agila) he married off to
al-Sahib. By boasting of the bride’s virginity (nicely paralleled with the other
meaning of ‘agila: “a pearl” or “a pearl in its shell”; hence, a pearl unpierced or
unopened in its shell), al-Asadt refers to the ode’s originality. When al-Asad1
speaks of his giving the bride—ode in marriage to the vizier adorned with adab,
he transmits two messages by playing with two meanings of nagd: cash money;
and assaying of poetry, that is, literary criticism.'”” While the former alludes to
his desire to be rewarded for the ode (figuratively rendered as the bride’s dowry),
the latter expresses his confidence that the ode be subjected to the criticism
of the discerning vizier and be met with a favorable reception. Since in these
lines the ode is the topic and the bride is the analogue, I give preference to nagd
as “criticism” in my above translation for it conveys the chief message. Thus,
the significance of these three lines for us lies in their indicating from the poet’s
vantage point the dialogic process of his submission of creation to the patron—
connoisseur’s critical judgment. The fact that the poet anticipated as part of this



Hegemonic taste in the literary field 219

process criticism from a specialist who was also the patron on whose reward he
relied, entails that he must have taken seriously the latter’s taste attempting to
agree with it in his production.

Notes

1 The date is unspecified, but my assumption above is based on the following clues.
Praising Esfahan as a center of learning and literature, al-Tha‘alib writes (Y, III,
124-5):

After it produced al-Sahib Abt 1-Qasim and many of his friends and protégés, and
became the center of his power, the gathering place of his courtiers, and the
destination of his visitors, it deserved to be called the congregation place of learn-
ing and assembling place of adab.

The italicized text seems to indicate the year 366/976 in which al-Sahib was reinstated
as Mu’ayyid al-Dawla’s vizier, consolidating and securing his power until the end of
his life. The last line of al-Za‘farant’s Mansion Ode (“I shall not mention Iraq as long
as [ live until I see him aiming at it among soldiers™: Y, III, 50) makes it inconceivable
that the event took place after 379/989, for in this year al-Sahib and Fakhr al-Dawla
actually aimed at it and failed. It is also impossible that such a line was recited between
367/977 and 372/983, that is, between the conquest of Baghdad (and Iraq) by the
powerful Biyid overlord ‘Adud al-Dawla and his death in it (Ibn al-Athir, al-Kamil fi
I-ta’rikh, VI, 358, 388). Apart from that, between 367/977 and 370/980, as we learn
from al-Tawhidi’s account, al-Sahib’s court was located in al-Rayy (see below). There
is additional evidence suggesting that al-Sahib’s court was in Esfahan at the very
beginning of his tenure. This city is mentioned by al-Tha‘alibi first in sequence, before
al-Rayy and Jurjan, as the location of his court (Y, III, 32). Moreover, a letter sent to
him by Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Sabi is addressed to “al-Sahib ... the vizier of the amir
Mu’ayyid al-Dawla ... in Esfahan” (al-Mukhtar min rasa’il Abt Ishdaq Ibrahim b. Hilal
b. Zahrin al-Sabr, ed. Shakib Arslan [Beirut: Dar al-Nahda al-Haditha, {1966} ], 404).
Mu’ayyid al-Dawla died in 373/983, not long after ‘Adud al-Dawla (Miskawayh,
Tajarib al-umam, VII, 114-15). While theoretically one still cannot rule out com-
pletely the possibility that the event took place between 373 and 379, another piece of
evidence makes it improbable. Al-Sahib remarked that Ab@i Sa‘id al-Rustami
I-Isfahani, the poet whose Mansion Ode surpassed the others’, “was counted among
the group of our friends in Esfahan.” He mentioned the deterioration of al-Rustami’s
poetry and the end of his affection to the vizier that occurred /afer, bitterly noting the
poet’s unjustified abandonment of his service (Y, III, 130). Since al-Rustami’s
Mansion Ode was considered the best of many good others’ (Y, III, 54), he was
indubitably in his prime at the time of its recitation. That, according to al-Sahib’s
passage, was in the early phases of his career in Esfahan. Given all that, it is probable
that the event took place in 366/976; according to Yaqut, Esfahan was known for
making its inhabitants misers due to its climate and character, and so whenever al-
Sahib wanted to enter the city, he would say: “Whoever has a need, let him ask me for
it before I enter Esfahan. For when I enter it, I find in myself stinginess, I do not find
in other cities”: Mu jam al-buldan, 1, 209; writing between 465-85/1072-92, Mufaddal
b. Sa‘'d al-Mafarrukhi mentioned al-Sahib’s mansion as inhabited at some point after
his death by al-Shaykh al-Jalil Ahmad b. ‘Abd al-Mun'im al-wazir: Kitab mahasin
Isfahan, ed. al-Sayyid Jalal al-Din al-Tihrani (Tehran: Majlis, 1933), 90.

2 Y, I, 44-55.

3 See, for instance, the ship description of Mihyar al-Daylami (d. 428/1036) as ana-
lyzed by Stefan Sperl, Mannerism in Arabic Poetry: A Structural Analysis of
Selected Texts. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1989, 64—70.
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26.

Jacobi, “The Camel Section,” 16.

Ibn Qotaiba, Introduction au livre de la poésie et des poétes: muqaddimatu kitabi s-
Si‘ri wa §- Su‘ara’, ed. De Goeje and tr. Gaudefroy-Demombynes (Paris: Les Belles
Lettres, 1947), 13—14.

Wolfhart Heinrichs, “Isti ‘arah and Badi‘ and their Terminological Relationship in
Early Arabic Literary Criticism,” Zeitschrifi fiir Geschichte der Arabisch-
Islamischen Wissenschaften, Bd. 1 (1984): 180; idem, ‘“Paired Metaphors in
Muhdath Poetry,” Occasional Papers of the School of Abbasid Studies, no. 1 (1986):
3—4 (the quotations are from the latter source).

Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 5, 7-8, 9.

On that, see Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 10—11.

Other examples for similar non-imaginary simile-based metaphors brought by ‘Abd
al-Qahir al-Jurjani are “lion” for a (courageous) man, “antelopes” for (beautiful)
women, and “light” for right guidance (huda) and elucidation (bayan). He makes the
point that what renders these easy to grasp is the underlying substratum on the topic
level, which is not found in analogy-based metaphors like “the hand of the North
Wind,” for instance: Asrar al-baldgha, ed. Hellmut Ritter (Istanbul: Matba‘at
Wizarat al-Ma‘arif, 1954), 42-5.

W.P. Heinrichs defines takhyil, according to ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani, thus: “Briefly
put, it consists in a kind of make-believe in the form of giving, to a fact stated in the
poem, a fantastic interpretive twist which on the surface explains and supports that
fact, but on closer inspection turns out to be an illusion”: “Takhyil,” E12.

See Lane, ““Lm..”

Cf. Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 7-9.

The tanast of the metaphor (i.e., the poet’s pretending to forget its metaphoricalness
and taking its content literally) was noted by ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjant as one of the
important procedures that may produce takhyil conceits: Heinrichs, “Takhyil.”
Merlon is “a part of a crenellated parapet between two embrasures; a raised section
of a battlement”: John Simpson (ed.), “merlon, n.” OED Online, June 2008, Oxford
University Press, 10 April 2009 http://dictionary.oed.com.cgi/entry/00306357; cf.
the battlements’ descriptions in the Mansion Odes of al-Dabbi, 1.6; al-Shaykh Abu
I-Hasan, 1.4-5; Al-Za‘farani, 1.14; Abu I-Hasan al-Ghuwayri, 1.3; al-Khwarazmi
(second short poem), 1.1: Y, 111, 45, 50, 52, 55.

In identifying the mansion’s buildings as the substratum of “beautiful women,” we
are supported by line 6 of al-Dabbi’s Mansion Ode, “Battlements branch out on its
[=the mansion’s] shoulders, which drive back the dim-sighted who looks at them™:
Y, 111, 45.

Indeed, ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjant adduces this line (and the one preceding it) in his
discussion of takhyil examples: Asrar al-balagha, 265; he also studies cases of
takhytl in verse by al-Sahib (ibid., 267. The line is misattributed to [Ja‘far b.] ‘Ulba;
see H. Ritter’s note and cf. Y, III, 95, 108) and by several poets who were at some
point his courtiers: Ibn Babak (4Asrar al-balagha, 266; other examples from Ibn
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Babak’s poetry on pp. 255 and 260 are clearly addressed to other patrons), al-Shasht
(ibid., 260; from an ode addressed to al-Sahib: Y, III, 203), al-Ma’muni (4srar al-
baldagha, 274; praising a vizier in Bukhara).

Tropes of the type “narcissus”-for-“eye” were not considered metaphors but similes
by the medieval critics for a long time. This is because they are based on worn-out
similes (“the eye is like a narcissus”) and in spite of the fact that they have long lost
the particle of comparison and the primum comparationis. ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani
(d. 471/1078 or 474/1081) was the first to regard them tashbih (simile-based) meta-
phors alongside the tamthil (analogy-based) ones, but those who later relied on his
work extended fashbih as the rationale to all types of metaphors: Heinrichs, “Isti ‘Gra
and Badi",” 187.

In terms of imagery use, this line bears resemblance to one by Dhi I-Rumma
adduced by Wolfhart Heinrichs which despite featuring one topic and two analogues
(like many muhdath lines) does not parallelize them with a figure of speech. Hein-
richs preceded this line by Dhii I-Rumma to another by Ashja‘ al-Sulami that does
tie two images by mura ‘at al-nazir: “Paired Metaphors,” 12—13.

Lane (d.b.") glosses jadhabahu bi-dab ‘ayhi = akhadha bi-dab ‘ayhi = madda bi-
dab ‘ayhi thus: “he raised him, or set him up, and rendered his name famous”’; on this
expression, see also Wright, 4 Grammar, 11, 160; in Akhlag, 182, for example, al-
Sahib promises to extend patronage to ‘All b. al-Hasan al-Katib in exchange for his
service, using “setting you up” (al-jadhb bi-dab ‘ika); compare the power given to
the patron al-Sahib over earth in this line to another with the same metaphor by Abt
I-Fadl b. al-'Amid speaking highly of the poet al-BuhturT raised to greatness by
“loftiness” [al-kamil]: “Loftiness pulled up his upper arm and shifted him to an
abode between the Milky Way and the Simak” (jadhaba I-‘ald’u bi-dab ihi fa-
ahallahii bayna l-majarrati wa-I-simaki riba ‘a): al-Sahib, al-Kashf ‘an masawr shi ‘v
al-Mutanabbi, ed. Muhammad Al Yasin (Baghdad: Maktabat al-Nahda, 1965), 43
(henceforth, al-Kashf). Al-Simak may refer to one of the two bright stars al-simak
al-a zal (o Virginis) or al-simak al-ramih (o Bootis). The former is the fourteenth
among the twenty-eight lunar mansions: Paul Kunitzsch, “al-Nudjim,” “al-Manazil,”
EI12; idem, Untersuchungen zur Sternnomenklatur der Araber (Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1961), 105; Lane, s.m.k.; ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi, Kitab suwar al-
kawakib (Hyderabad: Da’irat al-Maarif al- ‘Uthmaniyya, 1954), 189, 193.

Sperl found that metaphor overwhelmingly dominated at the expense of simile in
Mihyar al-Daylami’s mannerist poetry: Mannerism in Arabic Poetry, 59; when it
came to the classical style (that of the Bedouins, al-‘arab), success at creating
similies was counted among the essential and desirable qualities, while the use of
metaphors (and other tropes) was considered to be of a lesser importance: al-Qadi
1-Jurjani, al-Wasata, 38.

Y, III, 129; regarding fasahat al-badawa wa-halawat al-hadara, cf. al-Tha‘alibi,
Kitab zad, 77; al-Tha‘alibi writes (Y, III, 130) that “when the dawn of hoariness
shone on Abl Sa‘id and the haughtiness of eminence came upon him, he composed
little poetry: either for deeming himself above it, or for the deterioration of his
natural gift [for poetry] (tab ‘ihi).”

Y, I, 129-30. Al-Sahib seems to poke fun at al-Rustami, reducing his sexual
prowess to the domain of poetry—essentially saying that he is good at talking rather
than doing. This teasing is in line with the report on the vizier’s penchant for poetic
banter with al-Rustami: al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar, XV, 205.

Sperl, Mannerism in Arabic Poetry, 65-70.

Ibid., 66 (italics are mine).

The height of the battlements was lauded also by other poets among those describing
the mansion, as in the fourth line of al-Shaykh Abu 1-Hasan’s ode (Y, III, 45):
“Above it there are battlements whose lowest reaches the hand of the Pleiades, thus
tell me how far its highest [battlements] go!”.
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31

Y, II1, 282.

32 Y, III, 283; other description sections in this ode focus on horses led to al-Sahib

33

from Faris, his robe of honor and sword, and finally the desert; for technical details
and other information on materials, preparation, types, usage, and maintenance of
inkwells, pens, knives, and ink, see Abli 1-°'Abbas Ahmad al-Qalqashandi, Subh al-
a ‘sha fi sind ‘at al-insha’ (Cairo: Dar al-Kutub al-Misriyya, 1928), 11, 440-77. As for
the crying metaphor of the pen, al-Qalgashandi cites (ibid., 447) the adage “with the
crying of the pen, the books smile” by the secretary and poet Kulthim b. ‘Amr
al-"Attab1 (d. ¢.220/835). He also adduces (ibid., 449) the line by the literary critic
Abt Hilal al-*AskarT (d. after 400/1010) “[the pen] appears to its beholder of yellow
color, black tear channels, and thin body”’; the children of the black mother—pens—
are the “lovers of a sharpened knife,” and indeed, when it comes to the secretary’s
craft, nibbing them properly was considered the most basic and indispensable action.
Al-Qalqgashandi cites many authorities who spoke to that effect (ibid., 455-7), but
ends by commenting that there was someone who went against this injunction,
namely, al-Sahib. He recounts an anecdote from al-Ghazali’s Nasthat al-muliik,
which varies to some degree from the available source. According to the Persian and
medieval Arabic translation (the two differ only slightly—I preferred the original
Persian whenever they show minor discrepancies), Shahanshah (“king of kings”;
among the Biiyids, this honorific was especially applied to ‘Adud al-Dawla) had ten
viziers, al-Sahib being one of them. When all agreed to instigate against him, they
claimed that he could not nib his pen. When the king heard about it, he summoned
all of them, and al-Sahib averred that his father taught him the secretary’s craft and
not that of a carpenter. He added that he knows least about sharpening the pen’s
point, and challenged them all to write a complete letter with a pen whose point is
broken. They were unable to respond to the challenge, and the king urged al-Sahib
to do that himself. He took a pen, broke its nib and wrote a complete letter, after
which all acknowledged his excellence: Nasthat al-muliik (Persian), 191-2; al-Tibr
al-masbik fi nasthat al-mulitk, ed. Muhammad Damaj (Beirut: ‘Izz al-Din, 1996),
238-9; Bagley provides a slightly different translation of this anecdote: Ghazali’s
Book of Counsel for Kings, 115; Abti Bakr Muhammad al-Salt’s (d. 335/947) treat-
ment of inkwells, pens, and other writing materials in Adab al-kuttab, ed.
Muhammad al-AtharT (Baghdad: al-Maktaba al-‘Arabiyya, 1922), 92—-117, is more
literary and linguistic compared to al-Qalqashandi’s more technically informative
presentation. The motif of the inkwell as a mother of children appears in a poem
without reference to blackness, which appears separately (min banat Ham) in the
poem to follow (both written by scribes): al-Suli, Adab al-kuttab, 92-3; al-Raghib
al-Isfahant cites an anonymous line on the inkwell described as a black woman with
a child (or children) [al-mutaqarib]: “Many a black woman has not been given birth
to by females and in whose belly there is a child (or children) from another” (wa-
zanjiyyatin lam talidhd Il-inathii wa-fi jawfiha min siwaha walad): Majma" al-
baldagha, ed. ‘Umar al-Saris1 (Amman: Maktabat al-Aqsa, 1986), I, 172; for another
literary entry comprising poetry and prose pieces on writing and writing utensils, see
Abiu Hilal al-‘Askari, Kitab diwan al-Ma ‘ant, ed. Ahmad Ghanim (Beirut: Dar al-
Gharb al-Islami, 2003), 816-31; for a discussion of ekphrastic stationery motifs in
the poetry of Kushajim and other ‘Abbasid poets, see Alma Giese, Wasf bei
Kusagim: eine Studie zur beschreibenden Dichtkunst der Abbasidenzeit (Berlin:
Klaus Schwarz, 1981), 270-3; al-Ma’'mun1’s fragments on this topic are translated
and annotated in J. Christoph Biirgel, Die ekphrastischen Epigramme des Abi Talib
al-Ma 'mint (Géttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), 258—-60.

Note that in fa-Ia talqun wa-la wahamu both substantives after /a al-ndfiya are in the
nominative. That is possible when the /a is repeated and the conjunctive waw con-
nects the two negated substantives. See Wright, 4 Grammar, 11, 97.

34 Cf. al-TabarT’s stationery descriptions to those of Abt Talib al-Ma’'muni on the pen
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holder and pens (miglama wa-I-aglam), where the pregnant mother and children’s
motif is used, and on the tailed knife (al-sikkin al-mudhannab) which “embraces in
the inkwells spears of reed and what seeks protection from sickness lasts”: Y, IV,
108-9; Biirgel, Die ekphrastischen Epigramme, 259—60; there is no reference that
connects these gifa ‘ to al-Sahib, although al-Ma’'miinT was his protégé as a young
man: Y, IV, 84.

See above for some notes on these motifs.

Sperl, Mannerism in Arabic Poetry, 60.

Similarly, al-Rustami shows some restraint in his quasi-fakhyil in line B3: “As
though there was in them [=streamlets in the mansion’s garden], with respect to the
strong flowing, insanity, for the winds had dressed them with chains.” As analyzed
above, a masnii‘* poet would have opted for a metaphor instead of a simile (“as
though...”) in order to make it a real etiological explanation conceit.

Here are two examples for muhdath metaphors in the Mansion Odes. The first is line
16 of Abii 1-Qasim al-Za‘farant’s poem (Y, I, 50; [al-khafif]): “May I not encounter
Time, except for in a face whose water does not go about a rock” (/a laqitu I-zamana
illa bi-wajhin ma vhii 1@ yajilu fi julmidi). M@’ al-wajh means the luster of one’s face,
and hence his honor or reputation: Lane, h.g.n. (hagana ma’a wajhihi). Therefore,
speaking of al-Sahib’s face, the poet uses water as a non-imaginary metaphor for its
luster. From this bifurcation point he moves onto the analogue’s level to aver that the
water does not go about a rock, which is an imaginary metaphor based on an analogy
for a miser; it is an allusion to the proverb said of a miser rashaha jalmaduhu
(=julmiiduhu) “his rock sweated,” that is, “he gave something”: Lane, r.sh.h., and
Jj.L.m.d. The total analogy is: al-Sahib’s luster is honorable unlike that of the stingy
person who gives a trifle, just like water which is not going about a rock. The image is
dominated by “water” which is a muhdath type [2] metaphor. Al-Za'farant’s establish-
ing the line on the pretense that the luster of the face is real water is similar to Abi
Nuwas’s way in “in the area of a cheek whose water has not trickled away and which
the eyes of people have not waded in.” The imagery in this line is micro-analyzed in
Heinrichs, Paired Metaphors, 7-9 (the translation of Abli Nuwas’s line is Heinrichs’s).
The second example is line 5 of Abii ‘Tsa b. al-Munajjim’s ode (Y, 111, 51; [al-tawil]):
“Thus, the eye of Time has not dreamt of its like, and its like [=the mansion’s] is far
from being perceived” (fa-ma halamat ‘aynu l-zamani bi-mithlihd wa-hasha la-ha min
an yuhassa naziruhd). Here the verb metaphor “dreamt” is the origin of “the eye”
nominal metaphor, the latter being an adjacent element on the analogue’s level. That it
was thus “artificially” constructed and not through an underlying analogy (as in
analogy-based metaphors), we can deduce from the semantic superfluity of “eyes”;
dropping it and having instead “Thus, Time has not dreamt of its like” would still leave
the proposition valid syntactically (cf. Heinrichs, Paired Metaphors, 6). The “eye” is
then a type [1] muhdath metaphor.

Al-Sahib, al-Kashf, 19-20; the formulations al-Sahib uses to salute Ibn al-'Amid
“may God perpetuate his life and strengthen His favor bestowal upon him” and “may
God exalt him” leave no doubt that he was alive at the time: ibid., 31 (see other
similar salutations on pp. 34, 35, 41).

Y, I, 86-7; al-Safadi, Kitab al-wdafi bi-lI-wafayat, 1X, 135 (a different version of the
story, showing even greater belittlement of al-Sahib by al-Mutanabbi, following
which the former wrote his treatise).

One, Abii 1-Husayn Hamza b. Muhammad al-Isbahani, whose name—says Al
Yasin—does not appear in the text itself but added in the title by the Escorial manu-
script’s copyist: al-Sahib, al-Kashf, 19.

Al-Kashf, 29-30; this is a recurrent critical point made by al-Sahib in al-Kashf, for
example, ibid., 44, where he argues that “there is no clearer proof for the oscillation
of the natural gift (tab ‘) than bringing together good and bad poetry in one line” (an
example follows).
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Al-Kashf, 31.

Al-Kashf, 30-2; on the key role played by secretaries in the development of literary
criticism, see W.P. Heinrichs, “Nakd,” EI2.

According to his biography in Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah, 136-9, not only was
Abt 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid “the greatest secretary of his time and the holder of the
biggest stationery collection,” but besides being a great poet he also possessed
unparalleled proficiency in lexicography and rare words, grammar and prosody,
etymology and metaphors (isti ‘Grat), in addition to his deep knowledge of the
Qur’an. His prodigious memory and memorization of diwans of poets from pre-
Islamic and Islamic times are illustrated in several anecdotes narrated, among others,
by Miskawayh.

Al-Kashf, 34-41.

See, for instance, al-Kashf, 45, 47, 50, 53, 54, 56, 69 (irony); 66 and 72-3, 74
(sarcasm).

Diwan Abt I-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi wa-fi athna’i matnihi sharh al-imam al-‘allama
al-Wahidr (henceforward: al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi), ed. Friedrich Die-
terici (Berlin: Mittler, 1861), 201; al-Wahid1 interprets this line, the last in an ode
praising Abl ‘Al Hartin b. ‘Abd al-*Aziz al-Awariji 1-Katib, thus:

he says “if you were not from this mankind, which is as if from you (for you are
its beauty, its honor, and its best), Eve would be as good as a barren woman who
would not give birth. Nevertheless, thanks to you she eventually had
descendants.”

Al-Kashf, 68-9; al-Hasan’s (i.e., AbG Nuwas) two lines are extracted from a
lampoon: Diwan Abt Nuwas, 1, 48; instead of ihlil, we find jurdan (“penis”) in the
Diwan’s text.

Note that al-Tha‘alibi, within the long entry dedicated to al-Mutanabbi in Yatimat
al-dahr, presents many selections from al-Kashf. These, in addition to criticism
made by the anthologist and others, are topically arranged: Y, I, 105-26.

Cited by Ibn Rashiq (al- ‘Umda, 1, 133), al-Jahiz, too, emphasizes that one’s back-
ground and audience determine the expression he may use. Hence, only a Bedouin
may use uncouth (wahshi) expressions. In another place (ibid., II, 266), Ibn Rashiq
criticizes Abl Tammam’s affectation for his frequent use of crude uncouth vocabu-
lary. Likewise, al-Mutanabbi’s affected use of rare vocabulary, says Ibn Rashiq, was
meant to show off his knowledge; Abil 1-Qasim al-Amidi (d. 371/981), discussing a
censured line by Abti Tammam, expresses an idea similar to al-Sahib’s in greater
detail: An urban poet (al-sha ‘ir al-hadari) has to employ in his poetry the expres-
sions in current use among city dwellers. If he does choose to use expressions of the
Bedouin, these should not be uncouth (a/-wahshi) ones which they hardly use, he
should scatter them within his expressions (unlike Abi Tammam who condensed in
one hemistich Bedouin words only), and put them in their right place. This would be
approved of and telling of his eloquence. Even the Bedouin poet (al-sha ir al-
a ‘rabi), if he employs in his poetry uncouth expressions rarely used in his normal
prose, makes it faulty. “Except if he is in need of one or two expressions, making
use of a little and not much, for speech is of [various] sorts; if something appears
with another not of its sort, the former separates itself from the latter, avoids it, and
brings to light its ugliness”: al-Muwazana bayn shi‘r Abi Tammam wa-I-Buhturi, ed.
al-Sayyid Ahmad Saqr (Cairo: Dar al-Ma‘arif, 1961), 1, 443-4.

Al-Kashf, 42; tawlid as the extraction of new poetic motifs from old ones may have
a negative connotation: W.P. Heinrichs, “Muwallad,” EI2. Al-Mutanabbi, as
reported above, clearly uses it negatively.

Al-Sahib’s neutral view of sariga goes hand in hand with the findings of Wolfhart
Heinrichs, who demonstrated how unlike the negative meaning of literary theft, the
collections of sarigat lead one to regard sariga as “a whole gamut of possibilities
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from quotation via allusion, borrowing, and plagiarism.” To a great extent, he notes,
sariqa lost its original negative connotation of theft to be used in the sense of akhdh,
namely, “taking over the poetical idea of an earlier poet”: “An Evaluation of
Sariga,” Quaderni di Studi Arabi 5—6 (1987-88): 3589, 368; one of al-Sahib’s most
famous protégés, al-Qadi 1-Jurjant ‘Ali b. "Abd al-"Aziz (d. 392/1002), voices a view
similar to his patron’s in a line of poetry, legitimizing sariga as the lending and bor-
rowing of women’s ornaments [al-wafir]: “Indeed, poetry is like an ornament in my
view: It is permissible for it to be lent and borrowed” (wa-inna I-shi ‘ra mithlu I-halyi
‘indt haldalun an yu‘ara wa-yusta ‘ard): al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Majma * al-baldgha,
I, 125.

J.S. Meisami, “al-Buhturi” and “Abt Tammam,” EAL; likewise, al-Buhtur is taken
as a muhdath poet by Abii Bakr al-Khwarazm1 with the approval of al-Sahib in Y,
111, 91; thus, in connection with the definition given by W.P. Heinrichs to muhdath
(“ancients and moderns,” EAL), it seems to me important as well to highlight that a
muhdath poet may denote: a modern poet exclusively from a temporal point of view,
regardless of his stylistic preferences (“natural” or artful/artificial), or a modern poet
whose poetry is characterized as artful/artificial (specialist in badi ).

Such interchangeable use is observable also in Y, II, 285, where al-Tha‘alibi says
“he took over (akhadha) the motif (ma ‘na) ... and indeed he performed a good ‘lit-
erary theft’ (ahsana Il-sariga, i.e., “good literary borrowing”), ameliorated the
expression (/afz) and extended the motif.”

The poet Abt Tammam (c.189—¢.232/805-45), whose father was a Damascene
Christian wine-seller, altered the latter’s name Thadhis to Aws and made up a pedi-
gree connecting him with the Tayyi’ tribe. He was hence called al-Ta’'1 (“The
Tayyite”): H. Ritter, “Abt Tammam,” E12; J.S. Meisami, “Abt Tammam,” EAL.
Al-Kashf, 64-5; al-Tha‘alibi remarks in the same vein that “Abt 1-Tayyib [al-
Mutanabbi] used to take over a lot [of motifs] (kana ... kathir al-akhdh) from Ibn al-
Mu‘tazz, while neglecting to acknowledge that he examined the poetry of the
moderns.” He adds a few examples: Y, I, 98-9.

The poem is an encomium addressed to al-Husayn b. Ishaq al-Tantkhi: al-Barqiiqf,
Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbt, 1V, 165; the cited line is the last one of the ode: ibid.,
178; in the second hemistich I relied on a reading differing from Al Yasin’s text
which has “... ‘uzmun mina I- ‘uzmi.” ... ‘Uzman ‘ani I- ‘uzmi” is the reading found
in Ibrahim al-Dasitiqi 1-Bisati’s edition of al-Kashf (Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif, 1961;
appended to al-*Amidi, al-Ibana ‘an sarigat al-Mutanabbi), 243, al-Barquqt’s Sharh
and in al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, 135. Given the context, ‘uzman makes
more sense adverbially related to the verb fawdda ‘ta, and ‘an fits better for the idea
of the mamdiih’s holding himself above greatness (see the discussion below).
Al-Kashf, 65; Al Yasin’s text reads Abli Tammam’s second hemistich “...an
tatanabbala.” This reading, aside from being unlikely for not having the contextual
paradox (see my analysis of the line), differs from al-Bisatt’s text of al-Kashf, 244
and from Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh al-Khatib al-Tibrizt, 111, 100 (where the first
hemistich as well has minhumii instead of fihimii, which does not make a real differ-
ence for the meaning). Both of these sources read alla@ tanabbala, which was also
preferred by me.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, 135; al-Wahidi interprets ‘uzman ‘ani
- ‘uzmi as “ta ‘azzuman ‘ani I-ta ‘azzumi” (“out of holding yourself above haughti-
ness”); note that ‘azumta is clearly positive (al-Wahidl comments “he says: ‘you are
great in rank, spirit, and ambition’”) and so are the following two occurrences of
‘uzm to the exclusion of the last one (glossed fa ‘azzum by al-Wahid1), which was
therefore translated as “haughtiness.”

Ibn al-Zayyat, a secretary and man of letters, was appointed as a vizier by the caliph
al-Mu‘tasim ¢.221/833. Reputed for his harshness and cruelty, he was executed by
al-Mutawakkil in 233/847: D. Sourdel, “Ibn al-Zayyat,” EI2.
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Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh al-Khatib al-Tibrizt, 111, 100; al-Tibrizi marked (with
the letter ‘ayn) this comment as derived from his teacher the distinguished poet,
critic, and thinker Abt 1-'Ala’ al-Ma'arr1 (363-449/973-1057); tatawala may also
mean “to behave haughtily” as indicated by al-Tibrizi (in al-Ma‘arri’s comment) and
in Lane, £.w.l. It is less likely to be the primary meaning here because of the contrast
drawn in the line between Form V and VI in the context of benefaction. It is likely,
however, that fatawalii in its additional meaning of haughty behavior yielded Abu
Tammam’s reference to dhaka I-ta ‘azzumi fihimi in the following line.

Al-Kashf, 66-7; Abt Tammam’s line is taken from an ode in praise of his patron the
Mu ‘tazili judge Abt ‘Abdallah Ahmad b. Abi Du’ad: Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh
al-Khatib al-Tibrizi, 1, 360; al-Mutanabbi’s line is from an ode in praise of Sa‘id b.
‘Abdallah b. al-Hasan al-Kilabi composed in his youth: al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-
Mutanabbr, 24; al-Barquqi, Sharh Diwan al-Mutanabbr, 111, 283.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr, 24.

See M. Rodinson, “Kabid,” £/2 (under “Primitive and popular psycho-physiology of
the liver”).

See J.C. Vadet, “Kalb,” EI2; an anonymous line reads: “The tears of lovers when
shed continuously in secret are the tongues of the hearts™: Ja‘far al-Sarraj, Masari*
al- ‘ushshaq, ed. Basma al-Dajani (Amman: Wizarat al-Thaqafa, 2004), 592.

Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh al-Khatib al-Tibrizi, 1, 358.

Abii Mu‘adh Bashshar b. Burd (¢.95-¢.167/714-84) was considered by the Arab
critics to be the first among the “modern” poets and one of the pioneers of badi .
Bashshar was of Persian descent, and was said to be a shu b7 and a zindig (a heretic
with Zoroastrian tendencies). As the result of a plot against him, he was charged
with heresy and executed by order from Caliph al-Mahdi: J.S. Meisami, “Bashshar
Ibn Burd,” EAL.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbt, 516; al-Barqiqi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr,
III, 221; the line is from an ode in praise of Sayf al-Dawla (and his exploits) recited
in 342/953; al-Wahidi remarks on this line:

he meant raising the spears the way scorpions do with their tails (shawa ilu bi-I-
qana tashwala I-‘aqaribi bi-adhnabihd). He likened (shabbaha) the lances
[carried] on the horses with the tails of scorpions when they raised it. It is said:
shala I-shay 'u (something rose up) when it goes up (irtafa ‘a);

according to al-Barqtiqt the suffixed pronoun in tahtihi goes back to spears (qand) or
possibly to the mamdith. The latter possibility seems to me less likely, since the
pronoun in the fronted predicate /a-ha (continuing the description from the previous
line) refers to the horses in plural and not the specific horse of the mamdiih. Because
tahtihi has a masculine referent, we should assume that the poet refers to a singular
spear (ganat), although the context requires that we conceive of each horse carrying
a single spear on its back.

Bashshar b. Burd’s line appears neither in his Diwan, ed. Salah al-Din al-Hawwart
(Beirut: Dar wa-Maktabat al-Hilal, 1998), nor in al-Mukhtar min shi‘r Bashshar:
ikhtiyar al-Khalidiyayn, ed. Muhammad al-‘Alaw ([Cairo:] Matba‘at al-I'timad,
[1934)).

Al-Kashf, 54-5; Imru’ al-Qays’s line is from his mu ‘allaga: Ton al-Anbari, Sharh al-
qasa’id al-sab’ al-tiwal al-jahiliyyat, ed. “Abd al-Salam Hartin (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma‘arif, 1963), 89 (line 60).

Al-Kashf, 45; rugva means “magical chant,” the pronouncing of magical formulas
for procuring an enchantment. Since it was among the licit magical practices of the
Prophet himself, it is permitted in exceptional cases, only if it benefits people and
does not harm anyone. One may resort to it against poison, bites, fever, and the evil
eye: T. Fahd, “Rukya,” EI2.

According to T. Fahd, although the educated were unanimous in formally forbidding
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the practice of magic, ruqyas prospered among “the more backward milieux of
society”: “Rukya,” EI2.

Lane cites the following line (under ‘gq.r.b.; produced here in his translation),
without, however, dubbing it explicitly rugya [al-rajaz]: “I seek protection by God
from the scorpions, raising the joints of the tails” (a ‘idhu bi-llahi mina I- ‘aqrabr al-
sha’ilati ‘uqada l-adhnabi).

That is, cases when al-Sahib actually employs sariga. He sometimes refers to al-
Mutanabbi’s following others’ tracks with verbs like igtafa, tashabbaha bi, sabba
‘ald qawalib, ihtadha ‘ald tarig (al-Kashf, 70, 49-50, 53). These are disregarded
here for they have more to do with imitating other tendencies or models in a general
way; on the various sorts of imitation, see Gustave E. von Grunebaum, “The
Concept of Plagiarism in Arabic Theory,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 3: 4
(1944): 246.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbi, 390; the line is from an elegy on Sayf al-
Dawla’s mother recited in 337/948.

Al-Kashf, 47, Y, 1, 122.

Al-Kashf, 46; see the remarks to the same effect made by al-Tha‘alibi and (espe-
cially) Abii Bakr al-Khwarazmi about another elegy by al-Mutanabbi celebrating the
sister of Sayf al-Dawla (Y, I, 121). Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmi’s emphatic comment
cited by al-Tha‘alibi is from a letter the former wrote to al-Sahib following the death
of the vizier’s sister. Given what al-Sahib thought of al-Mutanabbi, AbQi Bakr’s
comment must have pleased him: “If someone were to console me over the death of
a sister of mine in this way, I would make him follow her and decapitate him on her
grave”: Rasa’il Abt Bakr al-Khwarazmt (Beirut ed.), 106/Rasa’il al-Khwarazmi, ed.
Pargul, 258-9.

Al-Kashf, 46.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr, 390.

Al-Kashf, 47, 59.

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbrt, 413, al-Barqiqi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr,
III, 178; the line is taken from an elegy in which al-Mutanabbi celebrated the son of
Sayf al-Dawla in 338/949.

Diwan Abt Tammam bi-sharh al-Khatib al-Tibrizt, 1, 25; this is the second line of an
ode in praise of Muhammad b. Hassan al-Dabbi. Abii Tammam previously praised
Yahya b. Thabit with it: ibid., 22; on this line, see Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,”
67,20 (Note 17: references to the medieval critics’ discussions of the line).
Al-Kashf, 49; The Caliph Abi Bakr al-Siddiq’s saying “there exists no calamity
except there is another one worse than it” (ma min tamma illa [wa-] fawgaha tamma)
is also cited by Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- ‘arab, IV, 2705 (t.m.m.)

For example, a/-Kashf, 54-5.

In addition to al-Sahib’s interchangeable use of badi ‘ and isti ‘ara (al-Kashf, 47), al-
Tha‘alib1 discusses this line of al-Mutanabbi (citing part of al-Sahib’s criticism) with
others under the headline “Making Far-Fetched Metaphors (ib ‘ad al-isti ‘ara) and
Exceeding Their Limit” (Y, I, 117-18). It would be, then, safe to assume that in our
context badi ‘ is isti ‘ara.

Ibn al-Anbari, Sharh al-gasa’id al-sab‘, 578 (line 61 of Labid’s mu ‘allaga); al-Qadi
1-Jurjani included “the hand of the northwind” in his list of examples for good meta-
phors: al-Wasata, 39; see Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 10; idem, The Hand of the
Northwind: Opinions on Metaphor and the Early Meaning of Isti‘ara in Arabic
Poetics (Wiesbaden: Deutsche Morgenlandische Gesellschaft, 1977), 1, 9, 49.
Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr, 413.

See Lane, dh.w.q.

As indicated by Wolfhart Heinrichs (“Paired Metaphors”, 6-7) it may be very diffi-
cult at times to distinguish between the analogy-based metaphor (more typical to the
ancient poets) and the type [1] muhdath metaphor. The litmus test he suggests is to
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drop the imaginary metaphor and see whether or not it is semantically superfluous.
Now, if we drop halwa’ and are left with wa-qad dhuqtu I-banina, we are still left
with a meaningful sentence, which does not alter significantly the meaning of the
line in its context. Indeed, Lane (dh.w.q.) glosses dhuqtu fulanan (and dhuqtu ma
‘inda fulan) as “I knew, or tried or tested, what [qualities etc.] such a one
possesses.”

Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 6-7.

Wolthart Heinrichs shows that the uneasiness critics had with these type [1] muhdath
metaphors stems from this reason: “Paired Metaphors,” 7.

Y, I, 117; see in contrast al-Amidi’s defence of this line: al-Muwazana, 1, 261-2
(summarized in Heinrichs, “Paired Metaphors,” 6-7).

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbt, 224; al-Barqiqi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr,
II1, 349; al-Mutanabbi recited this gasida following the amir Badr b. ‘Ammar al-
Kharshant’s fight with a lion. Badr was the governor of Damascus who became al-
Mutanabbi’s patron for about a year and a half at the beginning of 328/939 (on Badr,
see R. Blachére and C. Pellat, “al-Mutanabbi,” E72).

Al-Kashf, 59; al-Bisat1 ed. (p. 240) shows a slight variation in the last sentence:
“...this opening of the ode has flaws ( ‘uyizb) constricting one’s chest.”

Al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-Mutanabbr, 224.

Ibn Manziir, Lisan al- ‘arab, V1, 4147-8 (under m.h.1.).

As one sees in the OED Online entry “furrow,” the word having the original
meaning of “a narrow trench made in the earth with a plough, esp. for the reception
of seed,” may also mean “on the face: A deep wrinkle.” The latter meaning (num-
bered 4b) is demonstrated there for instance with the quotation: “Habitual discontent
had fixed the furrows of their cheeks.”

Ibn Manziir, Lisan al- ‘arab, V1, 4147 (under m.h.L.).

Yet another evidence for al-Sahib’s conservative leaning is found in two places
where he insists that accepted conventions and motifs should be followed: al-Sahib
slashes al-Mutanabb1 for the oscillation between good and bad elements in the line
“May I waste away like the ruins of the abandoned encampment, if I do not stand
over them like a miser whose ring was lost in its soil!” (al-Wahidi, Sharh diwan al-
Mutanabbrt, 374-5). Still, he avers, “more astonishing than that is his assault on a
theme (bab), which had passed from mouth to mouth, was taken up by minds
(qara’ih) and alternated by thoughts, which is the tashbib (i.e., nasib), in the most
insulting way”: al-Kashf, 44 (cf. al-Bisat1 ed., 231). Plainly, the miser’s long search
for his lost ring, a motif strange to those associated with the nasib—and even
worse—one that could be seen as deriding it, was taken by al-Sahib as a charge on
the well-established theme and its conventions; among al-Mutanabbi’s “unbearable
exaggerations” is the line “O he who massacres whoever he wants with his sword! I
became among your killed ones through benefaction” (al-Wahidi comments “i.e.,
you awarded me to the point that you enslaved me by favor and benefaction”: Sharh
diwan al-Mutanabbi, 599). The poet, says al-Sahib, took over (akhadha) the
anonymous hemistich “you made me prosper through liberality, rather you corrupted
me” and changed corrupting to killing “out of impotence and foolhardiness.” He did
it although “the way (madhhab) of the poets is to praise [the patron] with reviving
when bestowed upon, and [to speak of] letting die when a gift is withheld.” Al-Sahib
supported his argument with verse and turned to show a superior employment of the
motif by al-Buhturl: al-Kashf, 56-7 (cf. the slightly different text in al-Bisati ed.,
239). It is noteworthy that al-Sahib does not accept the legitimacy of introducing
changes to the motif (by amplification, in this case) because it runs against poetic
convention; nonetheless, this conservatism did not preclude al-Sahib from attacking
those who follow al-MutanabbT blindly. Finding fault with a poem of the latter, al-
Sahib remarks: “How is the claim of precedence in poetry laid for him, whose
product of genius (garihatihi) in describing [his] poetry is this?! That happens only
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because blind imitation (fag/id) has become the disease of minds and the malady of
intellects™: al-Kashf, 58 (cf. al-Bisati ed., 239).

Abii Bakr Muhammad b. Yahya al-Sail1 (d. 335/947) was a man of letters, courtier of
several caliphs, and expert on poetry and chess: S. Leder, “Al-Stli,” EI2.

Al-Kashf, 32, 35-9, 42-3; the poem censuring the would-be challenger of al-Buhturi
(ibid., 42-3) is quoted also in Akhldq, 384. 1t is preceded there by the following
description, which is absent from a/-Kashfbut attests to his admiration of al-BuhturT:
“Abu 1-Fadl [b. al-‘Amid] was commending al-Buhturi, amazed at his ghazal and
tashbib (i.e., the amatory nasib opening the gasida) and finding his manner smooth
over all (wa-yastashilu fi I-jumla tariqgatahu). A man present countered him on that,
and Abt 1-Fadl said [the poem that shamed and silenced the man].”

Al-Kashf, 57, 64.

Ibid., 70-1, 51.

Ibid., 34, 38, 49, 64-7.

The Nabateans mentioned here (a/-nabat) are those of Iraq, that is, nabat al- iraq (to
be distinguished from nabat al-sham of Petra). For the medieval Arabs, the Iraqi
Nabataeans were the native inhabitants of Mesopotamia before the Islamic conquest,
who spoke Syriac and excelled in agriculture and magic: T. Fahd, “Nabat,” E12.
“Sweetness” ( ‘udhiiba), the masdar of Form 1, is attributed to poetry metaphorically
probably after the original meaning connected with water, “it was, or became, sweet;
or it was, or became, easy and agreeable to be drunk or swallowed”: Lane, “dh.b.; it
refers, then, to poetry which is easily and smoothly received.

Y, I, 6-7; the private anthology of Syrian poets prepared by al-Sahib and mentioned
above may be the one named a/-Safina. Al-Tha‘alibi referred to it elsewhere as a
volume (daftar), in which al-Sahib collected valuable poetry (fawa’id) in his own
handwriting withholding it from others. Abti Muhammad al-Khazin obtained fur-
tively some poems from it (min al-fawa’id allatt saraqtuha min Safinat al-Sahib. ..)
and later recited them to others. Al-Thaalibi produces several of these in the entries
dedicated to their three composers (two of whom are included in the section on
Syrian poets and one in that on Iraqi poets), noting that the poems were originally
collected in the Safina. The identification of al-Sahib’s anthology of Syrian poetry
with the Safina may find further support in al-Khazin’s report that the vizier

wrote on the back of a volume of his, consisting of valuable poetry: This is a book
of collected valuable poetry, collected thanks to the toil of body limbs/And to con-
tinuous night travel in darkness crossing the land from one side to another.

Similarly to the above-mentioned comment by al-Tha‘alibi (Y, I, 6-7), al-Sahib
referred in this line to traveling poets as the raison d’étre of the Safina anthology: T,
1, 27-8 (source of citations), 42-3, 70; in fact, it is possible that the vizier had more
than one anthology of poetry aptly called Safina (“ship,” for carrying on its board—
as it were—various poems). When the diwan of Abt Mitran al-Shashi (or Abt
Muhammad al-MitranT al-Hasan b. “‘Al1 b. Mitran, as he is called in Y, IV, 45-52)
reached al-Sahib, he valued less than ten lines from it, and marked them to be copied
to a Safina collecting delightful poetry for him: al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 147.
Al-Shash, the Central Asian region and town whose name has later changed to
Tashkent (see W. Barthold et al., “Tashkent,” EI2) is of course far away from
Greater Syria. For this reason, “the poet of al-Shash”—as al-Mitrani is praised by al-
Tha“alib1 (Y, IV, 45)—could not have possibly hailed from Greater Syria, and it
does not seem likely that his poetry was added to a volume dedicated to Syrian
poetry; al-Sahib’s non-extant Safina (GAS, 11, 76), a Safina owned by Abt ‘Abdallah
al-Hamidi (T, 1, 42) and yet another dated to the late eighth/fourteenth century (GAS,
II, 80-1) suggest that at least since the fourth/tenth century safina was a generic
name for a poetry anthology recorded and owned by individuals.

Al-Raghib al-Isfahani, Majma * al-balagha, 1, 114.
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W.P. Heinrichs, “Nakd,” EI2; for a discussion of al-Muwazana, see ibid. (under
“The controversy around Abii Tammam”).

Takhallus is the transition from the introduction of the polythematic gasida to the
subsequent themes. From ‘Abbasid times onwards transitions of one or few lines
connecting the two sections have been preferred: G.J.H van Gelder,
“Takhallus,” EI2.

First attested in al-Amidi’s Muwdzana (besides the mention above, see also ibid., I,
18), ‘amiid al-shi‘r, “the mainstay of poetry,” refers to an aggregate of essential
qualities of good poetry. The mainstay idea appeared as a reaction to the more outra-
geous manneristic features of muhdath poetry: W.P. Heinrichs, “‘amiid al-shi‘r,”
EAL; al-Qadi 1-Jurjani elaborated on the quality criteria of the Bedouin style and its
adherence to ‘amiid al-shi ‘r: al-Wasata, 38.

The poet al-Ashja‘ al-Sulami (d. ¢.195/811), born in al-Yamama and brought up in
Basra, was a panegyricist and courtier of Hartin al-Rashid: P.F. Kennedy, “al-Ashja‘
al-Sulami,” EAL; Manstr al-Namari (d. 190/805) from the Banii Rabi‘a ibn Nizar
was a court poet of Hartin al-Rashid: P.F. Kennedy, “Manstr al-Namari,” EAL; from
a Turkish/Persian family of Soghdia, Ab@i Ya‘qlib al-Khuraymt (d. 214/829) was
also a court poet of Harfin al-Rashid and later of al-Ma’'mun. He was principally an
author of panegyrics and dirges: P.F. Kennedy, “Abt Ya'qub al-Khuraymi,” EAL.
Muslim b. al-Walid (c.130-207/748-823) was born and brought up in Kifa and
moved to Baghdad before 187/794, where he had several high ranking patrons and
was introduced to al-Rashid. He was one of the finest poets of the early ‘Abbasid
era, and as one of the first masters of badi, he is believed to have been profoundly
influential on Abi Tammam: P.F. Kennedy, “Muslim Ibn al-Walid,” EAL.
Al-Amidi, al-Muwdzana, 1, 5-6; 1 preferred the reading halawat al-lafz (“sweetness
of expression”) to halawat al-nafs (“sweetness of the soul”), as established in the
fourth edition (from 1992) by Ahmad Saqr.

Akhlag, 181.

Al-Tha‘alibi, Tahsin al-qabth, 69.

Al-Farqad, “the oryx calf,” is the star y Ursae minoris by means of which travelers
direct their course by sea and by land. With its associate star, f Ursae minoris, it
forms al-Farqadan “the two calves,” the “guardians” of the North Pole: F. Vir¢,
“Mahat,” EI2 and Lane, f.7.q.d.

On nithar, “scattering,” see Chapter 1.

Y, III, 100-1. Al-Tha‘alibi produces this piece together with six others from al-
Sahib’s praise poetry under the title “Witty Selections from his Praise Poems”
(mulah min mada’ihihi). Unlike four of these pieces, the one translated above is not
reported to have been extracted from an ode, and is hence assumed to be a monothe-
matic poem (qit ‘a); Diwan al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, 288.

Thematically speaking, I would also remark in passing that the motif of the palace
equated to a lofty stellar waymark in al-Sahib’s poem (l.1) or variants thereof appear
in several Mansion Odes. Al-RustamT expresses exactly the same idea in A21, and in
B13 delineates the mansion as higher than Pleiades (Y, III, 47-8); so does Abi
1-Hasan al-Jurjani (Y, III, 48, 1.3: the elevated mansion is lit like the sky when earth
is dark; 1.5: the mansion is a lighthouse for those reciting poetry); Abt 1-Qasim
‘Ubayd Allah b. al-Mu‘alla (Y, III, 52, 1.6: the mansion is a brightly shining star in
al-Sahib’s horizon); al-Khwarazmi (Y, III, 54, 1.3: the lofty mansion shines like
lamps in the darkness of the evening); as for the motif of al-Sahib in 1.5 and 6 (if
there were two Gods, Fakhr al-Dawla would be the second), we find a more contex-
tualized hyperbolic deification in al-Rustam1’s B14 (Y, III, 48): “Verily, that which
the like of you builds is eternal, while the rest of what mankind builds is [destined]
to crumble.”

Y, 111, 108; T, 1, 50; al-Tha‘alibi, Kitab man ghaba, 169.

In a chapter on antidotes and remedies, ‘Ali b. Sahl al-TabarT (d. after 850) provides
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a recipe for a liquid antidote called Mithruditais, which is also beneficial for scorpion
bites: Firdaws al-hikma fi [-tibb, ed. Muhammad al-Siddiqi (Berlin: Aftab, 1928),
462-3; the origin of tiryag was claimed by some to be from the Arabic r7g, and not
arabicized, “because containing the spittle of serpents”: Lane, t.r.q.

T, 1, 50.

Y, 111, 100; Kitab rawh al-rih, 11, 667-8 (a slightly different version).

In order for it to be acceptable (according to al-Khatib al-Qazwini, d. 739/1338, in
al-Idah), the third subcategory of mubdalagha magbiila, namely ghuluww, must meet
one of the following conditions: 1. a word meaning “almost” should be added to it;
2. the line should contain a beautiful phantastic reinterpretation of reality (takhyil),
and 3. the line should be a joke: W.P. Heinrichs, “rhetorical figures” (under Figures
of the meaning, see mubalagha maqbiila), EAL.

Y, 111, 223-4.

Luziim ma la yalzam is a figure which requires the adoption of a second or more
invariable consonant(s) preceding the invariable rhyme consonant (rawi). Luzim
was rare among the ancient poets: S.A. Bonebakker, “Luztim Ma La Yalzam,” EI2.
Y, 1V, 238.

Al-Kashf, 48-9, 73—4.

Ibid., 48.

Al-Qadi 1-Jurjani, al-Wasata, 24-5; whereas, for instance, city-dwellers found
around sixty words for “long” used by the Bedouins (among them those found
abominable by al-Qadi like ‘ashannat, ‘anatnat, ‘ashannaq, jasrab, shawqab,
salhab, shawdhab, tat, tit, qaq, and qiig), they left out all of them except for fawil
“because of its lightness on the tongue and lack of repugnance to the ears”: ibid., 25;
what makes this part of al-Qadi’s presentation elucidatory of al-Sahib’s extract is
also the fact that both use the same terminology (or its morphological derivatives) in
the relevant context: jazala, salaba, salasa, rigqa, rikka.

Y, 1L 7.

Ibn Rashiq, al- ‘Umda, 1, 130.

Y, I, 129.

‘Abd al-Qabhir al-Jurjani, Asrar al-baldgha, 265.

Y, IlI, 194; al-Tha‘alibi, Khass al-khass, 235 (the verse only); al-Mikali, Kitab al-
muntakhal, 1, 68 (the verse only). Instead of al-mughligin, 1 read al-mufligin, as in
Y, A, 111, 377.

“Breeze” (nasim) is defined by Ibn Manzir as “a pleasant wind” (al-rih al-tayyiba),
and “the beginning of it [=the wind] when it advances gently (bi-/in) before intensi-
fying”: Lisan al-‘arab, V1, 4414 (n.s.m.); the indeclinable proper name barahi or
birahi, “the sun,” is morphologically and semantically related to the abstract noun
barah glossed by Ibn Manziir as “conspicuousness and clearness” (al-zuhiir wa-I-
bayan): ibid., 1, 245 (b.r.h.); note that by poetic license bi-birahi is shortened by Ibn
Babak to birahi.

Cf. the saying “many a discourse has the beauty of pretty faces and the magic of
beautiful pupils” (rubba kalamin la-hu husnu l-wujiihi [-sibah wa-sihru I-hadagqi
[-milah): al-Tha‘alibi, Sikhr al-balagha, 202.

Y, 111, 238; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, IV, 1800; Ibn Fadl Allah al-‘Umari, Masalik
al-absar, XV, 241; Abt ‘Ali Muhammad b. ‘AlT b. Mugla (273-328/886-940) was a
vizier of the ‘Abbasid period, who in addition to his political activities was a famous
calligrapher and a theorist of calligraphy. The invention of a special kind of writing
named khatt al-mansiib, “the proportioned script,” is attributed to him (or to his
brother): D. Sourdel, “Ibn Mukla”, E£12; J. Sourdel-Thomine, “Khatt,” EI2.

Y, 1, 8; for Abii Bakr al-Khwarazm1’s ascription of his intellectual and literary skills
and knowledge to his stay in al-Sham appears, see ibid.

Y, 11, 254. Instead of digqata fikrihi, 1 read digqata fikratin, as in Y, A, IV, 21; the
selection’s rhyme is /a. lam is the last letter in al-Sahib’s first name (Isma /), and
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indeed we find in this entry another selection from an ode in praise of the vizier, in the
same thyme and meter, whose second line ends with Isma ila: Y, 111, 248 (under the
heading: A Little from His Poetry where Beauty of Transition [husn al-takhallus]
Occurs). In the same entry there exists additional selection from an ode in praise of al-
Sahib with the same meter and rhyme: Y, III, 250 (under the heading: Highlights from
His Praise Poetry and What Relates to It). In the last two places the selections are expli-
citly said to be in praise of al-Sahib, and except for these we find no other poem (or
selection) in al-Qadr’s entry which has this meter and rhyme. No manuscript of al-
Qad1’s Diwan has survived, but his poems were collected from various sources and pub-
lished in Diwan al-Qadr I-Jurjant, ed. Samih Salih (Damascus: Dar al-Basha’ir, 2003).
There is no other poem in the published Diwan, except the three selections mentioned,
with the /a thyme: Y, III, 112—13. It, therefore, seems most likely to me that al-Tha‘alib
“sliced” three selections from one ode addressed to al-Sahib and placed them according
to the subject of the relevant sub-entry. While the first two selections (in al-Yatima’s
order of presentation) are explicitly presented with the vizier’s name, he dropped it (like
all other names of patrons in this section) in the last one probably because it did not
seem pertinent to al-Qadi 1-Jurjant’s selections “on the decription of poetry.”

The meaning of fassala here is to “cut a piece of cloth for a garment: Lane, fs./.
Hence, in saying that the two poets “cut from it the hems of its texture,” they are
claimed to be those who tailored or fashioned the ode.

T, I, 11-12. This poetic evidence was also studied above (with some additional
annotation) in the context of performance to shed light on the poetics of mood
change characteristic of ‘Abbasid praise poetry.

Note the dependence between external (environmental, political, etc.) and internal
conditions (one’s character or personality) in the analysis of al-Qadt 1-Jurjani. Inter-
estingly, this point would be the cornerstone in Norbert Elias’s theory of the Euro-
pean civilizing process approximately a thousand years later.

Al-Qadi I-Jurjani, al-Wasata, 23-9.

With regard to the expression al-namat al-awsat, Ibn Manzir cites the following
hadith told on the authority of ‘Al b. Abi Talib, which went against both negligence
and exaggeration in religion: “The best of this nation are the people pursuing the
middle way, with whom the one lagging behind catches up and to whom the one
exceeding proper bounds goes back” (khayr hadhihi l-umma al-namat al-awsat
yalhaqu bi-him al-talt wa-yarji ‘u ilayhim al-ghali): Lisan al- ‘arab, V1, 4549 (n.m.t.).
Al-Qadi 1-Jurjani, al-Wasata, 30-1, 34; Jarir b. ‘Atiyya b. al-Khatafa b. Badr
(d. ¢.110/728-9 at roughly 80) was among the most important /ij@’ poets of the
Umayyad period who famously exchanged lampoons with al-Farazdaq and al-
Akhtal. As for his style, “Djarir’s work does indeed show him to be a true descend-
ent of the old Bedouin poets”: A. Schaade and H. Gétje, “Djartr,” E12.

The active element is discernible in the emphasis given to habituation in al-Qadi’s
definition of poetry: “I say—may God support you—that poetry is a discipline ( 7/m)
of the Arabs, in which nature, transmission, and intelligence (al-tab‘ wa-I-riwaya
wa-l-dhaka’) take part. Then, habituation (durba) becomes strength for it and power
for each of its means”: al-Qad1 I-Jurjani, a/-Wasata, 23.

Y, I, S1.

Because these are the rich and powerful who have long adhyal: Lane, dh.y.l. (til al-
dhayl).

Muhammad b. Sallam al-Jumahi, Tabaqat fuhiil al-shu ‘ara’, ed. Mahmuid M. Shakir,
rev. ed. (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Madani, 1974), I, 378-80; on al-Jumahi, see Charles
Pellat, “Ibn Sallam al-Djumahi,” E72; although not an adherent of the “natural” style,
Abii Nuwas preferred Jarir over al-Farazdagq, too: al-Kashf, 32.

Al-Qadi I-Jurjani, al-Wasata, 31, 34—6.

Al-Tha"alibi recounts that in 382/992 he met al-Ma miini in Bukhara and heard from
him some of his poetry while copying most of it from his handwriting: Y, IV, 94.
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Y, IV, 84; shi'r badr‘ al-san ‘a may also be translated “poetry of innovative artful-
ness/artificiality.”

Of which many examples are cited by al-Tha‘alibi in Y, IV, 94-112, none with con-
nection to the vizier.

Y, IV, 84; paraphrased in al-Ma miini’s biography by al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat,
11, 320.

Suhub, “clouds,” should be read suhb for the meter.

Allusion to Q 12:18. See Chapter 3.

Al-Shara is a place to which lions are attributed. It is said about brave men: “They
are nothing but the lions of al-Shara” (ma hum illa usud al-Shara).... It is said
that it is Shara of the Euphrates (Shara I-Furat) and its region.. .:

Ibn Manzdr, Lisan al-‘arab, IV, 2254 (sh.r.y.);

elsewhere, Ibn Manziir cites a line by al-Farazdaq: “Indeed, he who proceeds to
corrupt my wife is like the one proceeding to the lions of al-Shara (usdi I-Shara) to
collect their urine in his hand”: ibid., I, 389 (b.w.L.)

Instead of tabaha, 1 read tahaba, as in Y, A, IV, 162.

Dharib means, literally, “sharp.” Applied to lisan (or here migwal), it may have
positive, “eloquent,” or negative, “obscene,” meaning in tropical use (Lane, dh.r.b.).
The context here dictates the former.

Y, IV, 84-5; al-Kutubi, Fawat al-wafayat, 11, 321 (showing some minor changes in
the text); these selections produced by al-Tha‘alibi are absent from the entry on al-
Ma’'mini in Ibn Fadl Allah al-‘Umari, Masalik al-absar, XV, 248-52; focusing on
al-Ma’munT’s descriptive output found in Yatimat al-dahr, Biirgel did not include
these ode selections among his translations in Die ekphrastischen Epigramme.

This technique is well developed and present in al-Ma'miint’s ekphrastic gita ‘, for
example, the one about the lamp: Y, IV, 94.

We have already discussed above an artful/artificial wasf part (about the inkwell,
pens, and knife), a selection from an ode addressed to al-Sahib, composed by Aba
1-Fayyad al-Tabari. Al-Tha‘alibi dubbed al-Tabari mubdi ‘, similarly to al-Ma’ mani.
Y, II1, 52.

On the meanings and etymology of naqd, see Ibn Manzir, Lisan al-‘arab, VI,
4517-18 (n.q.d.); Lane, n.q.d.; W.P. Heinrichs, “Nakd,” EI2.
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What went wrong?

Human beings—each one of them—Iearn [the principles of social interaction] to
the extent that they can, getting hold of [their knowledge] through experience in
social intercourse among their kind. In the end, the dos and don’ts become
evident to them, and the habitus (malaka) of social intercourse with their kind is
attained through interaction. ... Nevertheless, those possessing no knowledge or
tradition in this respect, or those averse to listening carefully and observing, will
have to go through a long disciplining process because of that, for they will rush
through the unfamiliar and arrive at inconsistent [knowledge]. Thus, their
manners and social intercourse will be found to be based on bad principles and
manifestly flawed, and their livelihood opportunities among their kind will be
spoiled.

Ibn Khaldiin, Mugaddima, 11, 369

I The unsuccessful interaction

The heavy attack launched by the great man of letters, Abti Hayyan al-Tawhid1
(b. between 310/922-320/932—d. 414/1023), on al-Sahib following their unsuc-
cessful relationship is well known in Arabic literary history. In 367/977, al-
Tawhidi, having despaired from his unprofitable and inauspicious profession of
a copyist in Baghdad, traveled to al-Rayy aspiring to a lucrative and respectable
post at the court of al-Sahib." According to al-Tawhidi’s account, however, out
of envy, malice, and arrogance, the vizier accepted him only as a copyist and did
his utmost to mistreat him until he returned to Baghdad in the end of 370/980,
penniless and without provisions.> Following this frustrating experience, al-
Tawhidi, embittered and angry, composed Akhlag al-wazirayn, a work in which
the personalities of the two viziers, al-Sahib and Abu I-Fadl b. al-'Amid, were
mercilessly analyzed, criticized, and caricatured.® Afraid of the reaction of al-
Sahib, he kept it unpublished in a draft form. Only after his subsequent patron
for a while, the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan,* curious to hear al-Tawhidi’s opinion on al-
Sahib, learned of its existence and promised to keep it strictly confidential, was
he willing to review the draft and hand it to him.’

It would be desirable first to see what al-Tawhidi said about al-Sahib in
Akhldag and al-Imta‘. The qualities he attributed to him recurrently include
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cruelty, imperiousness, vainglory, intolerance, envy, stinginess, heresy, licenti-
ousness, pederasty, effeminacy, craziness, silliness, hypocrisy, neglect of offi-
cial duties, literary incompetence, and bad taste. These negative characteristics
are exemplified in many anecdotes, often entertaining and cartoonish in nature.
The purpose of the humor, according to the author, was to counterbalance the
seriousness of the subject matter (as required by good adab style). Allegedly,
for space concerns and self-censorship, we have been spared of many reports
on shameful and abominable deeds of the vizier.® Al-Tawhidi frequently
resorts to quoting the views other people allegedly had of al-Sahib. The goal
of this disclosed rhetorical strategy is to convince the readers of the soundness
and fairness of the author’s severe judgment of the vizier, and to prevent them
from assuming that he only censured al-Sahib for personal grievances.” The
anecdotes adduced from others concerning the bad treatment they received
from the vizier, or regarding his faulty character, aspire to establish the
objective meanness of the latter, beyond al-Tawhidi’s much deplored bad luck.
In other words, it is as if to say that al-Tawhidi’s case is only one instance
caused by the vizier’s completely flawed personality.® Here are two representa-
tive anecdotes from Akhlag:

Another day, he [=al-Sahib] said to Ibn al-Qattan Abt I-Hasan the jurispru-
dent and theologian: “O Shaykh, are you on the truth (anta ‘ala I-haqq)?”
(Literally; meaning: “are you on the right track?”) He replied: “Yes.” [Al-
Sahib] asked: “Is God the truth (al-haqq)?” He replied: “yes.” [Al-Sahib]
said: “Then you are on God.” Ibn al-Qattan’ said: “Praise be to God for the
rapidness of this conclusion (ingita ‘), the brilliance of this proof, and the
conclusiveness of this judgment.” When Ibn al-Qattan went out, we [=al-
Tawhidi and the others] said to him: “O Shaykh, why did you not go into
detail [denying it], after he had made an allusion about you, and laughed
while pointing to you?” He replied: “Why should I debate a man whom I
would not be safe to address from nearby, even if he were chained in the
insane asylum; hence, how much more when he is free and obeyed?! We
seek the protection of God from an insane person (majniin), powerful and
obeyed, as we do from a sane person, weak and defied.” Then he said: “This
speech coming out of him constitutes bad manners (siz’ al-adab), feeble-
mindedness, insolence, abomination, and impiety. In fact, al-haqq and al-
haqq are two nouns sharing [one] expression (lafz) for two different
meanings (i.e., a homonym). “I am on the truth,” but the truth whose
opposite is the false, and I am not on the truth who has no opposite. Al-haqq
is designated for God meaning that He is muhaqqiq (Actualizer). Al-haqq is
designated for what is other than Him, meaning that it is muhagqag (indubit-
able). God is al-haqq al-muhiqq (Enforcer) al-muhaqqiq, and whatever past
Him is al-haqq al-muhaqq (enforced) al-muhaqqgaq. 1f it is said from
another point of view “God is muhagqgaq,” the meaning is not this one
(enforced); for it is intended that He is Proved, Existent and Believed, to
Whom unity, omnipotence, wisdom, and will are attested.'
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The extent of his [=al-Sahib’s] feeble-mindedness was such that when
Abi Talib al-‘Alawi attended, whenever he heard from him [=al-Sahib] an
utterance in thymed prose, and a message embellished and related, he would
widely open his eyes, spread his nostrils, and make himself appear as over-
taken by a swoon until rose water was sprinkled on his face. When he
regained consciousness, he was asked: “What afflicted you? What befell
you? What hit you and made you faint?” He answered: “The words of our
master kept delighting and pleasing me until my reason parted from me, my
intellect abandoned me, my joints slackened, the bonds of my heart disinte-
grated, my mind became perplexed, and I was separated from my good
senses.” Then the face of Ibn ‘Abbad beamed with joy and he puffed up and
laughed'' out of vanity and folly. Thereupon, he ordered that Abt Talib be
given a gift, a present, a reward, and a grant, and gave him priority over his
paternal cousins and the sons of his father (bant abihi).

He who is thus deceived is not among those who have a share in the sec-
retary’s craft (kitaba) or a part in coherent thinking. He resembles more
foolish women and dim-witted boys than leaders and great men.'?

In the first anecdote al-Tawhidi seeks to demonstrate al-Sahib’s ignorance, silli-
ness, obscenity, shameless impiety, and dangerous insanity. The latter’s pseudo-
logical inference is shown to be contradictory to valid grammatical-theological
analysis, as exercised by Ibn al-Qattan. Al-Sahib was well-versed in the discip-
lines of language as attested by many accounts, by his own scholarly works and
literary production. It is hard to believe that he was unaware of al-haqq as a
homonym with two meanings established on different semantic derivations;"
rather, it seems that both al-Tawhidi and Ibn al-Qattan simply miss the point
here: al-Sahib, whose penchant for humor, often sacrilegious and bawdy in
nature, is well attested, was just jesting. The fact that Ibn al-Qattan and al-
Tawhidi (who adduces the anecdote as incriminating evidence) took it seriously
and resorted to a learned refutation is indicative of a misunderstanding in this
interaction. The second anecdote—aside from showing the manipulation of al-
Sahib’s sqj “ mania by the sly Abta Talib—primarily aims at denying the legiti-
macy of the vizier’s leadership by delineating his gullibility and lack of sound
judgment. One should note that these characteristics are first gendered as fem-
inine and then presented as puerile by al-Tawhidi.'*

II Explanations for the failure

In both medieval and modern times, however, al-Tawhidi’s portrayal was
deemed highly biased, hence presenting a problem for biographers and critics.
Yaqut (574-626/1179-1229) provided the earliest extant critical comment:

Abi Hayyan had headed to Ibn ‘Abbad in al-Rayy, was not maintained by
him, and therefore withdrew blaming him. AbG Hayyan was naturally dis-
posed to a passion for defaming the distinguished, and did his utmost to
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detract from [the reputation of] Ibn ‘Abbad. The merits of Ibn ‘Abbad only
led him to extol his noble qualities and make them manifest, so that his dis-
praise of him turned into praise."

After all, as revealed by sources other than al-Tawhidi, al-Sahib was well known
for treating kindly the great men of letters that packed his court, was considered
a competent administrator and military leader, let alone an adept literary person
and scholar.'® Al-Tha‘alibi, for one, opens his extensive entry on al-Sahib in
Yatimat al-dahr with a long laudatory introduction starting with “I find no satis-
fying words to give expression to his lofty rank in knowledge and adab and his
illustrious standing in liberality and magnanimity.” To be sure, al-Tha‘alibT does
not leave out material that is unflattering to the vizier, namely, his plagiaries and
verse lampooning him (preceded by the reminder: “Sovereigns continue to be
satirized and praised”)."” Still, we find no trace of al-TawhidT’s devastating accu-
sations or other supporting evidence in Yatimat al-dahr. Therefore, one may
justly wonder what stood behind al-Tawhidi’s unparalleled harsh criticism of the
vizier, and what went wrong between these two extremely talented men.

The answers given by medieval and modern authors to this question are char-
acterized by three interpretative lines (some examples follow):

1 The “naturalistic” — Yaquat: “Abt Hayyan was naturally disposed to a
passion for defaming the distinguished” (cit. above); Stern: “he was
employed by Ibn ‘Abbad as an amanuensis. In this case, too, he was any-
thing but a success, owing, no doubt, mainly to his own difficult character
and sense of superiority.”!8

2 The “environmental” — Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (773-852/1372—-1449): “He
[=al-Sahib] loathed whoever was leaning toward philosophy, and thus dis-
missed Abl Hayyan al-Tawhidi; that induced him [=al-Tawhidi] to compile a
work on his shortcomings, most of which is fabricated”;'* Al Yasin: al-
Tawhidi’s improper manners and rude conduct with al-Sahib made the latter
show coldness to him, which consequently caused his disappointment in the
vizier;? al-Hifi: The neglect of al-Tawhidi by al-Sahib was not representative
of the kind treatment encountered by other scholars and udaba’ at his court. It
happened because al-Tawhidi, the proud “scholar, adib, and Sufi,” did not
respect the deferential etiquette to which the vizier was accustomed. He
responded rudely, talked where he had to be silent, showed off his knowledge
and was not mindful of the fact that other courtiers—motivated by interest—
reported the blunt comments he made to al-Sahib;?! Bergé: Al-Tawhidi
expected a relationship of “mutual respect and intellectual equality, since both
men were adibs. In this he was mistaken ... Ibn ‘Abbad coveted Tawhidi’s
services not as a scholar but as a scribe”;** Pellat: Al-Tawhidi was disap-
pointed in being assigned as a copyist, and took every opportunity to confront
and belittle al-Sahib, “who no doubt looked upon him as a literary rival.”?

3 The “naturalistic” and “environmental” — al-Shaykh: al-Tawhidi and al-
Sahib were envious of each other; the former for al-Sahib’s money, power,
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and glory, and the latter for al-Tawhid1’s intelligence, eloquence, and know-
ledge. In addition, al-Tawhidi was by nature an outspoken person, disdain-
ful of flattery, while al-Sahib had a lordly character and expected everyone’s
servile conduct. Al-Shaykh moves on to psychologism later: “Maybe among
the most important reasons for the misfortune of al-Tawhid1 in general and
the reasons for al-Sahib’s antipathy toward him specifically was his inability
to adjust himself to his reality and environment, and to situations befalling
him. This is for reasons possibly going back to his early childhood and the
way he was brought up, about which very little is known.” He relies on
Zakariyya Ibrahim who detects in al-Tawhidi “clear symptoms of wanting
emotional maturity.” His emotional imbalance was even worsened due to
his life experience, “leading to his incapacity for self-control”;** Kraemer:
“Tawhidi was a difficult person. He had a scurrilous tongue and tended to
find fault with everyone he met, especially the highly placed and well-off.”
Referring specifically to the relationship with al-Sahib, Kraemer writes that
al-Tawhid1 “clashed with his patron on personal and doctrinal grounds”;*
Tabana maintains the reason was one of the following: al-TawhidT retaliated
for being disappointed with al-Sahib’s rewards, because of his natural dis-
content and bitterness, or since al-Sahib sought to kill him.?

III Al-Tawhidi, his philosophical background, and the
habitus concept

The proposed answers offer at best partial explanations, for none of them takes
as a whole the wide array of positions and dispositions betrayed by al-Tawhidi
in his severe criticism. Similarly, the question of the veracity of al-Tawhidi’s
accounts of al-Sahib, referred to by almost all medieval and modern critics,”’
albeit important, is missing the point; for the focal point should rather be al-
Tawhid1’s epistemological stance. Indeed, his whole narrative of the unsuccess-
ful relationship reflects unwittingly in his own words, how unfit he was at court,
and subverts his own explanation for the failure, in which he blamed al-Sahib
solely. As we shall see, the very fact of his unawareness is the source of his
failure, and his revealing naivety is the key to our understanding of this relation-
ship. That is, al-Tawhidi’s unwilling attitude toward adaptation to the courtly
habitus kept him in the position of an outsider, from which he could not but fail
time and again to understand where and how he went wrong. Approaching the
inquiry from the veracity aspect of al-Tawhidi’s narrative leads necessarily to
moral judgments, which should be beyond the realm of scholarly discourse. The
different characteristics of the involved figures, as learned from the evidence,
should only be used in the present inquiry as part of the necessary data to study
the functioning of the parties in their interaction at court; interaction governed
by rules that were valid regardless of al-Tawhidi and, to a large extent, even
beyond this specific site.

These rules were mastered by the agents who have successfully acquired the
courtly habitus. The philosophical concept of habitus was in fact well known in
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the milieu in which al-Tawhidi had been intellectually formed. In Chapter 2, 1
showed that for those associated or interacting with the fourth/tenth-century
Baghdad philosophical school, habitus (in its Arabic expressions) was the term
used to denote a well-established disposition or set of dispositions, which,
having been acquired and habituated, enables one to act successfully in a certain
way. We saw how crucial the acquisition of the proper courtly habitus was for
the functioning of the courtiers amid the challenges and dangers lurking at the
court. Now, we should turn to al-Tawhidi’s familiarity with philosophy and
philosophers in order to assess his acquaintance with the habitus concept. Al-
Tawhidi had been interested in philosophy well ahead of his travel to al-Sahib in
367/977, as we learn from his earliest work, the adab anthology al-Basa ir wa-I-
dhakha’ir, composed and published part by part over twenty-five years from
350/961 to 375/985.2® Throughout this work, he speaks highly of philosophy and
equates its merits to those of Stfism, cites numerous sayings of ancient and con-
temporary philosophers, and provides accounts of his meetings with the latter
and their views.” We also know that al-TawhidT studied with Yahya b. ‘Adi, and
made a clear reference to his attending Ibn ‘Adi’s philosophical circle in
361/971.3° Al-Tawhidi saw the philosopher Abii I-Hasan al-'Amiri in Baghdad
in 360/970 and found his discussion of jurisprudence by means of philosophical
terms exquisite. He saw him again in 364/974 with the vizier Abu 1-Fath b.
al-‘Amid conversing with the philosophers of Baghdad, and shared some of
al-'AmirT’s teachings with his readers.’! He was familiar with Aristotle’s Cat-
egories and had a copy at his disposal during his days in al-Rayy—a noteworthy
fact given the discussion of habitus in this work.*”? Based on this evidence, there
is no doubt that when he left for al-Sahib’s court he already had a serious philo-
sophical background, and that to him philosophy was not an abstract theory, but
rather primarily an edifying one to be put into practice in one’s life. The applic-
ability of philosophy and its power to refine one’s character is captured nicely in
his words about Pythagoras and Socrates: “Their words impress marvelously and
refine laudably, so do not turn away from them.”*

We already saw that notable philosophers associated (or interacting) with the
Baghdad philosophical school of the fourth/tenth century made use of the habitus
concept in their writings, following its introduction in the previous century by
the translation movement. Of these key figures, al-Tawhidi was in direct contact
with Yahya b. ‘Adi, Miskawayh, al-Sijistani, and al-‘Amiri. Indeed, in al-
Mugabasat, a work documenting philosophical sessions and conversations in
which al-Tawhidi participated in Baghdad (focusing mostly on al-Sijistani and
his circle), he cites most of these influential figures using the term and explicitly
approves of their authoritative insights.** The discussions in al-Mugabasat cover
a thirty-year span (360-90/970-99), but at least when it comes to al-‘Amiri, the
material al-Tawhidi cites based on hearing him in person (including the refer-
ences to habitus) must come from 360/970 or 364/974. These are the dates he
gives for seeing the philosopher, and hence—at least through hearing
al-‘Amiri—he must have been familiar with the habitus concept prior to his time
at al-Sahib’s court.
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Of great importance to us is the application of habitus by Yahya b. ‘AdT’s
student, Miskawayh, who was al-Tawhid?’s colleague and first mentor.* This is
especially the case with the responsa work titled al-Hawamil wa-I-shawamil, in
which al-Tawhidi collected a diverse and rich body of queries he directed to
Miskawayh with the answers of the latter. Throughout al-Hawamil, al-Tawhidi
asks and Miskawayh answers, in a way that reflects unequal scholarly authority
and a typical student—teacher relationship. Admiring Miskawayh and his erudi-
tion, al-Tawhidi described him as “the treasure of rare knowledge and the cache
of philosophy (hikma),” when referring to him a question he had been asked by
someone else, looking up to Miskawayh’s authoritative reply.*® In Chapter 2 we
saw that habitus was applied as an analytic tool in several discussions in al-
Hawamil. Taking into consideration the dual authorship of the work, this is
another indication that al-Tawhidi should have been familiar with the concept by
the time he was at al-Sahib’s court.?’

It is clear that the habitus concept was known and applied as an analytic tool
by scholars in al-Tawhidi’s milieu, and, most importantly, that he was aware of
that. One wonders whether he actually used it in his own discourse. I was able to
find one usage of qunya by al-Tawhidi when he urges his audience to acquire
(iktisab) the quality of forbearance (hilm)—among other things—for its being “a
rational acquired disposition” (qunya ‘agliyya).’® Taken altogether, the presented
evidence makes the use of habitus in studying the interaction between al-Sahib
and al-Tawhidi crucial. For when I say that al-Tawhidi was unwilling to adapt
himself to the courtly habitus, it is evident that he was himself cognizant of how
one might voluntarily adapt through habituation, so that he would be capable of
handling successfully even what runs against his nature. It is my argument,
which will be eclaborated more in the following, that al-Tawhidi’s conscious
commitment to values derived from the philosophical and Stufi ways of life, in
addition to his well-established aesthetic perceptions, precluded him from
acquiring the courtly habitus. This was despite knowing that a person should
acquire specific traits to handle well a given situation, but in his case these traits
ran against his own values and preferences. He clearly lacked the component of
volition which, as we saw, al-Farabi found necessary for shifting to the opposite
of a given disposition. An echo to the idea of trait acquisition and adjustment to
a social role is found in al-Tawhidi’s reproach of al-Sahib in Akhlag, after yet
another anecdote where the vizier’s behavior is delineated as maniacally envious
and vulgar:

Whoever adorns himself with sovereignty and forces the people to submit to
him obediently is in need of many innate traits. Apart from that, he needs to
be fervently desirous of other traits and of their acquisition (iktisab) from
their possessors through social interaction (mujalasa), listening (sama’),
reading (gira’a), and receptivity (tagabbul).”’

Finally, what should also guide us to study this unsuccessful interaction through
the question of habitus is the fact that, in consonance with the emphasized ethical
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outlook on habitus among contemporary philosophers, the criticism of al-
Tawhidi has a clear moral emphasis; accordingly, his work attacking al-Sahib
(and Abii 1-Fadl b. al-*Amid) was titled “The Morality (or Character) of the Two
Viziers” (Akhlag al-wazirayn).*® This work as a whole is about dispositions, seen
by its author as either noble or ignoble, and purports to describe the profiles of
the vizier, those who follow him, and those who do not. And indeed, the
aggregate of the accounts, when scrutinized and abstracted, disclose a set of
positions and dispositions that was favored by the vizier and shared by those
who made their way into the court, contrasted with another of those who did not.
While the first abstraction amounts to the courtly habitus in effect, the second
makes up the habitus of those who resisted it—first and foremost, al-Tawhidi’s.

IV Incompetent and out of place at the court

Al-Tawhidi was not a poet and—citing copious verses in his works notwith-
standing—did not lay claim to poetic skill, stating once: “I have nothing to do
with poetry and poets.”*' He was an excellent prose writer, but based on the
evidence at hand, he was never employed as a professional chancellery secretary
(katib).** Unlike some other prominent men of letters at the time, he showed no
interest in active political or diplomatic service that not infrequently was a com-
mitment undertaken by courtiers. What did he have in mind, then, when he set
out on his journey to al-Sahib? If we are to judge by dispersed comments he
made and the short-term position he would later hold with Ibn Sa‘dan—one he
would certainly cherish—he was expecting to become one of the courtiers sur-
rounding al-Sahib and offering him at his pleasure counsel, learned companion-
ship, and entertainment based on their scholarship, sagacity, and experience.®
There is no doubt that al-Tawhidi had the learning that was a precondition for
such position. Yet, his case demonstrates that success at the court, an environ-
ment governed by specific social rules and cultural codes, requires of literary
people—professionally competent as they may be—to command them. This is
illustrated, for example, in the biography of the secretary and littérateur al-
Bartijirdi, about whom al-Tha‘alibi writes: “He had served al-Sahib in the prime
of his youth, became well-mannered in his etiquette, was closely related to him,
and trained his nature to adopt his way.”** Some of those who addressed this
relationship have already noted al-Tawhidi’s improper conduct at court and
breach of accustomed etiquette; none of them, however, indicated the wide range
of oppositional positions taken by al-Tawhidi in his criticism of courtly practices
en vogue characterized by obscenity and licentiousness, and of the hegemonic
aesthetic preferences. Beyond simply misconduct, al-Tawhidi presented a coher-
ent challenge to the courtly habitus that included behavioral, linguistic, moral,
and aesthetic aspects. In the following, I will show how severe this habitus mis-
match really was.

“Al-Musayyabi went out of Ibn ‘Abbad’s residence and I [=al-Tawhidi] said
to him: ‘what did you think of the people [there]?’ He answered: ‘I saw the inte-
rior inferior and the exterior superior.’”* This opinion, cited by al-Tawhidi,
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summarizes well his contempt toward what he believed to be the reign of the
ostentatious and the superficial over the plain and meaningful at the court,
including behavior, language, and aesthetics. As for behavior, the first meeting
of al-Tawhidi and al-Sahib serves as an illuminating example for the former’s
lack of understanding how one should treat the court’s patron deferentially. Here
is al-Tawhid1’s description of their first interaction after his arrival to al-Rayy in
the year 367/977:

As for my story with him, when I arrived, he said to me: “What is your kunya
(abii man)?” 1 answered: “Abt Hayyan.” He said: “I heard you are a kind of a
literary man.” I answered: “The way people are these days.” He said: “Then
tell me, is Abt Hayyan triptotically inflected (yansarifu) or not?” I answered:
“If our master accepts him, he won’t go away (yansarifu).” When he heard it,
he became angry, as if it did not please him. He turned to someone beside him
and cursed in Persian, as it was interpreted to me. He then said to me: “Stay in
our house, and copy for us this book.” I replied: “To hear is to obey.” After-
wards I said uninhibitedly to some people at the house: “I only headed from
Iraq to this place, and jostled those seeking the favor of this residence, to be
saved from the inauspicious profession; for [the business of] copying in
Baghdad was not stagnant.” This [remark], part of it, or a distorted version,
made its way to his ear, and increased his hostility.*

Al-Tawhidi, in his own words, shows how misguided his words and actions were
as the relationship with the vizier started. He might have been disappointed that al-
Sahib did not seem to remember him, and was probably offended that the vizier
described him as “a kind of a literary man.”*’ Answering “the way people are these
days” was a disrespectful retaliation, for after all al-Sahib was among the notable
literary people of the time. When he was tested by the vizier regarding the inflec-
tion of Hayyan (the second term of his kunya), he rudely bypassed it returning a
smart-alec answer, as if to indicate he was beyond auditioning. Al-Tawhidi, tact-
lessly or scornfully, disregarded hierarchy and the implications of his being infe-
rior in rank vis-a-vis the vizier; that is, for sure, not the way a prospective protégé
should respond to a patron’s testing, a legitimate and common practice among
learned and confident patrons, as we have already seen. Despite his aspirations for
a rewarding position at court, al-Tawhidi appears unable or unwilling to pay the
price, to wit, accepting hierarchical inferiority without challenging it inappropri-
ately. Moreover, he shows his want of understanding of court politics, speaking
“uninhibitedly” (qultu ... mustarsilan) in defiance of al-Sahib behind his back. His
criticism went from his lips directly to the ears of competing courtiers, who did not
hesitate to make gains at the expense of al-Tawhidi’s mindlessness.

Al-Tawhid1’s faux pas is even more evident when compared to another man’s
successful interaction in a similar situation:

A man unknown to al-Sahib entered, and the latter said to him: “What is
your kunya (abii man)?” The man recited: “Given names and kunyas are
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often the same in wording, while the traits are different.” Then he said to
him: “Sit down, Abii 1-Qasim.”*

The unknown man answered wittily, submissively, and to the point without sound-
ing tastelessly challenging. He knew well that in a courtly environment apt quota-
tion (muhdadara)—the ability to call from memory promptly an expression drawn
from the literary heritage that fits in a certain social situation—was greatly valued.
Moreover, he was refined and thoughtful enough not to break the taboo on men-
tioning one’s name before a leader in case both share it.* Based on the man’s well-
chosen verse, al-Sahib grasped immediately that both of them shared the same
kunya, Abu 1-Qasim. He was probably flattered by the emphasis given in the verse
on the necessary difference in character; Abt 1-Qasim, the proud vizier, must have
seen himself distinct from the other Abt 1-Qasim who approached him. The juxta-
position of (the other) Abiu 1-Qasim’s performance and al-Tawhidi’s provides a
profitable demonstration of a courtly habitus at work and the lack thereof.

A glance at some other episodes in which the two interacted discloses how far
al-Tawhidi was from abiding by the accepted behavior norms at court: al-Sahib
argued in a session that, according to the grammarians, the morphological combi-
nation of fa 7 and af"al is rare and attested in three cases only (each combining a
singular and plural noun: zand and aznad, farkh and afrakh; and fard and afrad).
In response, al-Tawhidi said that he memorized thirty such words (harf),”® which
he enumerated with references. He went on to criticize grammarians (and, indi-
rectly, al-Sahib, who was one, too) who made judgments without a thorough inde-
pendent research. He started to give an example for another incorrect statement
regarding fa 7l (he found more than twenty semantic groups [wajh] in contrast to
the ten claimed), only to be interrupted by the irritated vizier, who said:

Evading your claim concerning fa / is indicative of your false allegation
regarding fa 7. But we shall not allow you to talk, and will not give ear to
your words. Your insolent conduct in our session and your informality
(tabassut) at our court are inappropriate.’!

Here, noticeably, al-Tawhidi fails to interact properly within the informal frame,
showing “excess of liberty-taking,” as al-Sahib once called this type of behavior
on the part of courtiers.™

Al-Tawhidi was asked through Najah, the supervisor of al-Sahib’s library, to
copy the vizier’s thirty-volume epistle collection. Al-Tawhidi suggested pre-
paring an anthology instead so that readers not be bored and the vizier not be put
to blame. Without al-Tawhidi’s knowledge, an offensive version of his response
was reported to al-Sahib, who seethed with anger over the slight to his authority
and ability. On another occasion, al-Sahib asked al-Tawhidi where he had
acquired his embellished writing style. Al-Tawhidi must have noticed a derisive
tenor (or irony) in his question, for he retaliated tauntingly: “How would it not
be this way, since I harvest the fruits of his [=al-Sahib’s] epistles and draw from
the well of his knowledge...” With this retort, al-Tawhidi—although displaying
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surprise, probably more feigned than real—was successful again in irritating al-
Sahib, who could not bear the comparison to what he considered al-Tawhidi’s
begging discourse. On yet another occasion, al-Tawhidi was asked by the vizier
to recite to him the epistle, with which he solicited the favor of Abt 1-Fath b.
al-‘Amid who visited Baghdad in 364/975.5 Al-Tawhidi repeatedly declined,
but was ordered to do so, and the laudatory epistle provoked the vizier’s ire. He
was later reproached by those who learned about it for harming himself in prais-
ing the vizier’s bitter enemy. Al-Tawhidi defended his action saying he could
not have let the honor of an eminent figure (Abii 1-Fath) be injured, and that the
vizier himself prompted him to recite it.

It was also said: You brought about harm on yourself, and neglected pru-
dence in your affairs; for he abhorred and loathed you, and noticed that in
your speech you exceeded your boundaries, ignored your rank, and forgot
your weight. There is no one like you who trespassed to criticize someone
in the standing of this man [=al-Sahib]. When you ventured to do that, you
became fond of it, and hitched with him someone else (i.e., put Abu I-Fath
on the same level with him).

It happened again that the vizier asked al-Tawhidi to tell him about Abt 1-Fath,
in this case about his soirées in Baghdad, to which he agreed without even trying
to evade it. He noticed that al-Sahib became irritated while listening, “without
intention on my behalf to provoke his ire; nor was I cognizant of an intent to
insult him. All this was the reason for [my] deprivation.”*

Al-Tawhidi felt justified, having been viciously harmed by the vizier, in spite of
his immense sacrifices, which included “submission and flattery.”> Although
claimed, “submission and flattery”” are hardly seen in al-Tawhidi’s conduct, and
reading his accounts we may justly wonder if he really realized what these meant;
what one sees is a continuous inability to accept hierarchy and the prerogatives of
the court’s patron. From the very beginning he acted irreverently, in a way that
made al-Sahib cold and angry with him. He did not hesitate to outdo him inappro-
priately in public (as in the session where grammatical issues were discussed),
speaking completely informally and indeed insolently. He, therefore, resorted to
sardonic and derisive remarks whenever he felt the vizier did not treat him honor-
ably, and was proud of that. As we saw, he lacked any necessary political senses,
speaking uninhibitedly behind al-Sahib’s back without thinking of the con-
sequences. An indication of his improper courtly conduct is given in the criticism
of the anonymous courtiers who told him that he should have found a way to avoid
reciting the laudatory epistle to al-Sahib’s bitter foe. It stems from their reproach
that a sensitive courtier must have known how to keep away from such a risky
situation. Moreover, they clearly blamed him for ignoring his inferior standing vis-
a-vis the vizier and for imprudently challenging him. Their remarks support the
view that al-Tawhidi was completely out of place at court. When he says that his
story made the vizier angry “without intention on my behalf to provoke his ire,” he
manifests again how completely unaware he was of normative rules in this
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environment. Such awareness is after all the insider’s logic, while al-Tawhidi
chose to stay outside, a fact that necessarily affected his vantage point.

No less important for al-Tawhidi’s lack of success at court was his strong
revulsion from the patron’s keen interest in the underworld, its people, and argot.
As it was not only an “academic” interest, al-Tawhidi was disgusted with the
zeal of al-Sahib for what he considered to be immoral licentiousness and unbe-
coming gutter slang. There is no doubt that al-Sahib was indeed infatuated with
low-life culture and obscene language, as this is attested even by admiring biog-
raphers such as al-Tha‘alibi.*® Bosworth anchored this fascination in a broader
perspective as a continuation (if not a culmination) of a cultural trend that had
appeared in the Islamic world of the third/ninth century:

[The interest in low life was] undoubtedly related to the progess [sic] of
urbanization and sophistication of life in this period, as was pointed out by
G.E. von Grunebaum. Previously, literature had tended to reflect the Islamic
ideals of high moral seriousness and such attended virtues as liberality, hos-
pitality, fortitude in battle, pride in one’s kin and family, etc. The reverse of
these qualities was now exemplified in sukhf, scurrilousness and shameless-
ness, and mujin, levity and scoffing, which begin to intrude into the themes
of Arabic literature.”’

Bosworth dedicates pp. 60—79 in the first volume of The Mediaeval Islamic
Underworld to study the influence of this trend on al-Sahib and figures related to
him. He notes that alongside al-Sahib’s “laudable literary and scholarly pur-
suits,” embracing such fields as theology, lexicography, epistolography, literary
criticism, and medicine, he was interested in the Islamic underworld and its
jargon, and fascinated with “the pornography of the period.” Bosworth connects
this fascination to the vizier’s homosexual preference, alleged by reports of al-
Tawhidi and al-Tha‘alibi but rejected by the vizier: “Although the Sahib is said
to have angrily disavowed these sentiments, the close correlation noted by
modern psychologists between homosexuality and an interest in pornography
makes the charge not impossible.”®® This problematic speculation aside, Bos-
worth is right in concentrating on al-Sahib as a prominent representative of this
cultural trend at the time (as a patron and keen participant alike). Yet, his expla-
nation for this trend by “the progress of urbanization and sophistication of life in
this period” is circumstantial and not well-argued; this appeal of the low and
dirty for the high and noble is by no means a phenomenon unique to the Islamic
civilization of the fourth/tenth century, and has already been attested and studied
by literary scholars, historians, and anthropologists focusing on other times and
places who offered valuable insights. Taking advantage of some of these studies,
I hope to shed more light on this phenomenon from various angles and offer a
more elaborated explication in what follows. We should first see, however, what
the nature of this interest of al-Sahib was.

Al-Sahib’s penchant for shameless bawdiness in everyday situations and for
various purposes, already as a young man, is well attested in the sources. The
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historian Hilal b. al-Muhassin al-Sabi (359—448/969—1055) relates a character-
istic story on the authority of his grandfather, Aba Ishaq al-Sabi, the secretary of
the Blyid amir Mu'‘izz al-Dawla. When the twenty-one-year-old al-Sahib was
visiting Baghdad with the future amir Mu’ayyid al-Dawla, he was prevented
from seeing the vizier al-Muhallabi, who was busy. After waiting, seated for a
long time without permission to enter, al-Sahib sent al-Sabi a note with this
verse: “I am left prevented from entering the gate like balls, while others go in
and out like cocks.” Al-Sabi read it to al-Muhallabi, who gave order to let him
enter.”’ It should be noted that such a ribald message opened the vizier’s doors
for the young al-Sahib. This short account speaks volumes of the legitimacy,
centrality, and appeal of the obscene for elite members of the time.

Al-Tawhidi devoted a significant portion of Akhldag to rebel against al-Sahib’s
over-indulgence in obscenities and licentiousness, often relying on others’ nar-
ratives to give more weight to his severe judgment. In many accounts and ana-
lyses, the scatological interest of the vizier is linked to the sacrilegious, which
even magnifies al-TawhidT’s revulsion.®® We saw how al-Sahib’s jest playing on
the homonymous /aqq, which has a clear obscene meaning, was taken as shock-
ing and impious. In addition, as mentioned by Bosworth, two of the contexts in
which al-Tawhidi depicts al-Sahib’s debauchery is his ardent Mutazili views
and his teacher al-Basri’s allegedly blasphemous views.®!

Isn’t this the person [=al-Sahib] who says on account of his lewdness and
religious levity: Among my practices, among my practices, is fucking
mature men/I only fuck them, because I am a Mu'tazili/A disciple of an
eminent shaykh nicknamed al-Ju‘al.®*

In this case as in others, when al-Tawhidi cites or reports about the vizier’s lewd-
ness, a harsh criticism of his moral values follows. The recurrent argument is
that such improper indulgence is not expected at all of pious and virtuous people
(kullu dht muruwwa), let alone men in leading positions; it is characteristic of
the scum and riffraff.%

Al-Tawhidi, censuring al-Sahib, relied significantly on al-Khath ‘ami, the sec-
retary of ‘Alf b. Kama,* who contributed many accounts of the vizier’s licen-
tious conduct and speech: al-Sahib used to narrate all kinds of obscene and
scatological anecdotes and poetry (vivid examples are given), from which those
in position of leadership should keep away; he admired and memorized Ibn al-
Hajjaj’s scatological verse in its entirety, noting that Imru’ al-Qays and al-
Nabigha fell short of him in this craft; “scatology, licentiousness and wantonness
(al-sukhf wa-I-khald ‘a wa-I-mujin) were his wont.” He used to make up obscene
stories and put it in the mouth of others with good reputation, only to wash his
hands of them, “and he was filthier than a pig.”®

Al-Tawhidi refers also to two low-life figures with whom al-Sahib associated
(besides Abt Dulaf). One was Ibn Fashisha, chief of the beggars’ platform
(mastaba) in al-Rayy, to whom al-Sahib recited once a hedonistic poem
(employing several argot expressions) calling for unrestrained indulgence in
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pleasure: to pass the night with a large-buttocked beardless youth, have sex with
him, drink wine, and eat well. Al-Tawhidi concludes asking:

Are these the words of a person who calls upon God, secking to be
answered, [wishing] that his religious way be followed, and [aspiring] to be
an intermediary between God and man?! This [person]—may God protect
you—is more deserving to be cursed; to wash one’s hands of him and /is
friends is worthier. How little the shame of these [people] is and how great
their lying and haughtiness are!*

We clearly see how strong al-Tawhidi’s disgust is with what he sees as a mix of
profligacy with impiety and hypocrisy. Note that it was not only al-Sahib, but (as
italicized above) also “his friends” who acted in the same immoral way that
made al-Tawhidi rebel; it was a milieu beyond the patron himself.

The second person, about whom al-Tawhidi provided much more details, was
al-Aqta“ al-Munshid al-Kiifi, a multifaceted criminal and devoted sinner, whose
hand was amputated for robbery (hence called al-Aqta‘, “the amputee™). The
long list of his self-professed crimes and sins discloses that he was inter alia a
gambler, a pimp, a sodomite, a fornicator, a killer, a drunk, and a blasphemer.
Al-Sahib was so fascinated by al-Aqta‘ that he imprisoned him in his house, for
he has never found anyone who could teach him different jargons of beggars,
gamblers, and other low-life figures. Al-Aqta® was at the same time witty,
refined, and eloquent, a man whose prompt versifying skill (and predilection for
scatology) is seen in an extemporized exchange with al-Sahib. In addition, al-
Sahib used to compel him to memorize his poems on the Prophet’s family and
recite them to people in a lamenting style. For each line he received a dirham, if
he mastered it, or one beating with a knotty stick, if he did not. Forbidden to
leave al-Sahib’s house to return to his place and wife, al-Aqta‘ complained about
sexual deprivation, and resorted to masturbation. In a hilarious anecdote (trans-
lated below), al-Tawhidi recounts how al-Aqta‘ managed to satisfy his sexual
needs once when his wife came to visit the vizier’s house, while the excited al-
Sahib was watching closely the intercourse, and finally bestowed upon him a
robe of honor, and endowed the couple with presents. We are then asked by the
repulsed al-Tawhidi: “Is this part of virtue (muruwwa), moral excellence,
manners of leadership, and etiquette of viziership?!” He finds no parallel to al-
Sahib’s conduct among viziers of renown, and strongly condemns his followers:

Indeed, whoever approves of this [person] and his likes, and clears from
blame the leadership and loftiness of people of his ilk is of weak character,
devoid of virtue. Whoever pays attention to this [person] and his kind is
shameless and ignorant.®’

Al-Tawhidi expresses here his strong sense of revulsion toward al-Sahib and his
milieu for their shameless behavior that contradicts the codes men of dignity
should adhere to. In fact, he rightly indicates a discrepancy between the dignified



248  Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court

behavior expected from elite members and that of al-Sahib, who was obsessed
with its negation.

V Transgression as a component of the courtly habitus

The apparently paradoxical phenomenon of attraction by an elite person to the
low and dirty calls for a wider analytic perspective, especially since it is evident
in different times and places. In Purity and Danger the anthropologist Mary
Douglas famously defined dirt as matter out of place in both “primitive” and
modern cultures, as in each culture notions of dirt and defilement contrast with
its notions of positive structure which must not be negated. Faced with the fact
that boundary transgression does nonetheless occur, she asks “how dirt, which is
normally destructive, sometimes becomes creative.” Her answer is that making
intentional use of the impure in specific circumstances like rituals is symboli-
cally empowering (in the sense of harnessing destructive cosmological powers
for the good) and reviving, and in addition that pollution symbols are necessary
for the affirmation of “dark themes” as integral part of nature.®®

In Rabelais and His World, Mikhail Bakhtin delineates the social and cultural
phenomenon of the carnival, which found literary expression more than any-
where else in the work of Francois Rabelais. The carnival, an inherent feature in
medieval and Renaissance European calendar and social life, has later lost its
centrality and became impoverished. Broadly understood by Bakhtin to compre-
hend festivities and other cultural manifestations (like oral and written parodies,
marketplace shows, oaths, curses, etc.), the carnival gave voice to a counter-
hegemonic folk humor that functioned as an alternative to the seriousness and
formality of the official culture and established order. During the time of the car-
nival, hierarchy and certain norms and prohibitions of everyday life were sus-
pended (“all were equal during the carnival”) to create “a special carnivalesque
marketplace style.” This style, in speech and gesture, is “frank and free, permit-
ting no distance between those who came in contact with each other and liberat-
ing from norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times.” The carnival
is characterized by laughter, which is festive (in its collectivity), universal (dir-
ected at all and everyone), and ambivalent (gay and deriding, reviving and
humiliating at the same time). Carnival imagery is an anti-classical counter-
aesthetic characterized by the concept called by Bakhtin grotesque realism. Grot-
esque realism puts the body and the bodily in its focus in a deeply positive way,
the body—"as something universal, representing all the people”—being always
earthy, merry, open-ended, and unfinished. The essential principle of grotesque
realism is degradation, a transfer of the high, ideal, abstract to the material level,
“to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity.” To degrade also
means to center around the lower stratum (in contrast to the upper, the locus of
rationality and spirituality) of the body: the belly, the buttocks, and the genital
organs, and hence to concentrate on the acts of defecation, copulation, concep-
tion, pregnancy, and birth. Bakhtin believed that the carnivalesque, especially
when carnivals were organically part of social life and before it was essentially
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transferred into the literary realm, endowed culture with liberating, rejuvenating,
and innovative forces.®

In The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and Allon
White, relying on literary and historical sources, demonstrate how during the
continuous definition of the early modern and modern European bourgeois iden-
tity, the act of excluding the low, the dirty, and the repulsive was inseparable
from desiring and being fascinated with them. In what may apparently be viewed
as absurd, power and hierarchy always entail to some degree inversion and
transgression:

A recurrent pattern emerges: the “top” attempts to reject and eliminate the
“bottom” for reasons of prestige and status, only to discover, not only that it
is in some way frequently dependent upon that low-Other (in the classic
way that Hegel describes in the master—slave section of the Phenomeno-
logy), but also that the top includes that low symbolically, as a primary erot-
icized constituent of its own fantasy life. The result is a mobile, conflictual
fusion of power, fear and desire in the construction of subjectivity: a psy-
chological dependence upon precisely those Others which are being rigor-
ously opposed and excluded at the social level. It is for this reason that what
is socially peripheral is so frequently symbolically central (like long hair in
the 1960s). The low-Other is despised and denied at the level of political
organization and social being whilst it is instrumentally constitutive of the
shared imaginary repertoires of the dominant culture.”

The observable wantonness in the conduct of al-Sahib, in addition to his enthusi-
asm about the subculture of the underworld, and his direct contact with its dwell-
ers, manifest the component of transgression in the courtly habitus of an elite
personality. This is for the fact that these characteristics were in sheer disagree-
ment with the dominant values and cultural codes (including the linguistic and
aesthetic ones) held by members of the elite. To be sure, this apparently unex-
pected attraction on the part of elite members to the lowest social elements and
their subculture is to the symbolical (e.g., language, literary repertoires, conduct),
while on the political and social levels they were controlled and despised. We
can learn that from the relationship between al-Sahib and al-Aqta‘ reported by
al-Tawhid1 (4khlag, 184-90), which serves as an apt test case. The vizier’s treat-
ment of al-Aqta‘ shows clearly relations based on hierarchy and control, reflect-
ing conventional political and socio-cultural practices conducted against the
marginal, and at the same time desire. Here, al-Aqta‘ narrates how he was sub-
jected to harassment, imprisonment, deprivation of sex, coercion, and physical
and psychological punishment by al-Sahib, while mentioning the vizier’s desire
for him:

On the basis of that [=al-Aqta“’s having committed every thinkable sin and
crime], he [=al-Sahib] has ardent desire for me, he harasses me, troubles
me, and prevents me from returning to my house and to my wife. He had
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imprisoned me in his house in this manner, so whenever I am overcome by
lust, I masturbate out of necessity ...

[Al-Tawhidi recounts:] Ibn ‘Abbad would demand that al-Aqta® memo-
rize his poems on the house of the Prophet and recite them to people in a
lamenting style. He would give him for each line a dirham, and if he did not
master [them], he would beat him once for each line with a knotty stick.
Thus, poor al-Agta® would be beaten daily. I said to him: “Who tasked you
with tolerating this beating? Memorize [them] as you used to do, gain the
dirhams, and rid yourself of the pain!” He then said: “By God, if he were to
beat me with every stick in the world, it would be easier for me than memo-
rizing his graceless (ghathth) poetry and reciting his lifeless (barid) verse.
By God, his poetry on the house of the Prophet is indeed shit!” This is what
he said.”!

Al-Aqta’ embodies many traits of what Bakhtin called the carnivalesque: he has
a grotesque body (being, as an amputee, unfinished), is over-sexed, a hedonist
(loves perfumes and bent on marrying women), vulgar and scurrilous, subver-
sive and degrading in his humor,”” an avowed law-breaker, blasphemous, and
playful in his quackery.” Al-Sahib, writes al-Tawhidi, can find no equal to al-
Aqta’ in his command of the variety of jargons and idioms used by the different
types of underworld people, and hence clings to him.” One of the reasons for
which al-Sahib was keen on learning this lore was to naturalize it in his own cre-
ation, as he did in the hedonistic poem recited to Ibn Fashisha. Banti Sasan
jargon words detected by Bosworth in this poem (used also in Abt Dulaf’s
qasida sasaniyya) are shawzar for beardless youth, samy for wine, and matr for
copulation.” This type of naturalization goes hand in hand with Mary Douglas’s
observation about the reviving power of the dirty (here in the sense of literary
creativeness) and Stallybrass and White’s about the low’s constitutive role in the
production of high cultural repertoires. But al-Sahib went beyond literary cre-
ation to participate personally and passionately in the carnival:

[al-Sahib] would not let al-Aqta“ depart for his home, and he used to com-
plain of vehement carnal desire. His wife would visit him frequently at the
house’s vestibule, change his clothes, take care of his affairs, talk to him,
and take away what he had collected. One day al-Aqta‘ found the vestibule
empty, because the midday heat prevented [people] from going out. He then
seduced her, laid her in the abandoned place, got on top of her, and started
his act. One of the servants glanced at him, and then ran to inform al-Sahib,
reporting on the situation and scene. [Al-Sahib] was stirred from his cool
napping place, his shady spot, and the mattress on which he had lain, bare-
headed and barefoot. Having put the tip of his [robe’s] sleeve on his head
without [wearing] undergarment, he rushed out quickly until he stood over
al-Aqgta‘, who was engaged in sex, thrusting and withdrawing, moving back
and forth like crazy. He said to him: “O Aqta‘, woe to you, son of a bitch,
what are you doing in my house?!” Al-Aqta‘ answered: “O al-Sahib! Go
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away, this is not the site of watchers! This is my wife, [legally married] with
witnesses and notaries, by contract and agreement, go, go!” He was raving
and out of his mind until he ejaculated, while my lord [=al-Sahib] was over
his head laughing, clapping hands, and dancing. Thereupon, having assisted
[al-Aqgta‘] in pulling tight his undergarment drawstring, Ibn ‘Abbad took his
hand and let him in his napping place, scolding him and inquiring about the
act and climax; how did he like it? How did he get [so] aroused? He, then,
bestowed upon him a robe of honor and presents, and presented his wife
with garments and perfume.”

Unable to control his sexual drive, al-Aqta‘ pays no attention to norm and order
and dares to engage in sex with his wife in a non-private area of the vizier’s house.
This is the first phase in the suspension of customary norms in what presents itself
as a completely carnivalesque happening. Its “unnatural” character shows in the
vizier’s amused but surprised reproach to the busy al-Aqta‘ (“O Aqta‘, woe to you,
son of a bitch, what are you doing in my house?!”) and in his scolding after the
sexual activity was over. Al-Aqta“’s irreverent treatment of al-Sahib during this
happening is seen in his dismissive engrossment in the act despite being caught in
flagrante delicto, his rude response to the vizier (“Go away, this is not the site of
watchers...”), and subsequent “raving.” Court patrons realized that cultural crea-
tivity is suffocated by permanent strict hierarchy, and the vizier—eager to satisfy
his desire for the carnivalesque—did not care too much about his temporary
degradation. Indeed, al-Sahib’s desire cannot be missed, starting with his bursting
in, inappropriately dressed from his cool napping place to the midday heat, through
his spirited participation—different from passive voyeurism—by “laughing, clap-
ping hands, and dancing” over the couple’s heads, and ending with his interested
inquiries about the act and climax once it was over.

It would be a mistake, however, to fail to notice the reassertion of authority
once the act ends: al-Sahib takes al-Aqta“ by the hand leading him to one of his
rooms, questioning him, investing him with a robe of honor, and giving presents
to him and his wife. However surrealistic this investiture may seem to us, al-
Sahib assumes the role of a potentate who awards and invests a subject for a
great achievement or service performed. This carnivalesque experience is, then,
a remarkable example for the transgressive component in the habitus of elite
members, which was so foreign to al-Tawhidi and offensive to his sensibilities.”
This type of boundary transgression taken as a natural and healthy element (as
observed by Mary Douglas), reflecting the cosmological balance of things good
and bad, pure and impure, is well defined by Ibn al-Hajjaj, one of al-Sahib’s
favorite poets, justifying the need for his scatological poetry (sukhf’) [al-wafir]:

Wa-shi ri sukhfuhii la budda minhiu
Fa-qad tibna wa-zala l-ihtishamu

Wa-hal darun takiinu bi-la kanifin
Fa-yumkinu ‘agilan fiha lI-maqamii
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The sukhf in my poetry is inescapable
As we have relaxed and bashfulness has vanished

Is it possible for a house to be without a lavatory
And feasible for a sane person to stay in it?7®

To be sure, al-Tawhidi was not a prude; an admirer of al-Jahiz, he, too, believed
in the adab principle of balancing the serious with the humorous, which often
overlapped with the obscene. Thus, he unashamedly scattered in his adab anthol-
ogy, al-Basa’ir wa-I-dhakhd’ir, obscene and scatological anecdotes, whose
advantage was not only to refresh one’s strength and spirits (he urges the readers
to delight in them as a means to recreation and a ladder to seriousness), but also
to give one a better understanding of the world, “knowing its good and bad, its
public and hidden [matters].”” Indeed, alongside obscene anecdotes meant
solely to entertain the readers, there are others acquainting them with transgres-
sors and deviants whose sexual behavior and scatological interests are disap-
proved of, but nevertheless found interesting enough from an ethnographic point
of view.® Moreover, when asked by the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan in their eighteenth
nightly session to entertain him with bawdy (mujiin) materials in order to coun-
terbalance the stress caused by attending to serious matters, al-Tawhidi com-
plies.®! This session, as recorded in al-Imta‘, attests as well to his familiarity
with obscene prose and poetry, and lack of reluctance to impart this content to
others as a counterbalancing measure. To al-Tawhidi, the problem was when
engagement in the obscene became an obsession and a way of life, when instead
of being a refreshing entertainment in the form of risqué anecdotes and poems or
a legitimate intellectual pursuit it became a deviant behavior characterizing one’s
personality.® This approach explains why he was repulsed by al-Sahib, whose
over-indulgence in the low and dirty manifested a transgressive lifestyle. Al-
Tawhidi, in contrast to al-Sahib and other courtiers, did not link the obscene to
his own life; apart from mentioning hearing obscene materials from others, we
do not find self-references and reported active involvement in the obscene anec-
dotes and poems by which he entertained and educated his audience. These
could have been indicators of a transgressive lifestyle, which he had indubitably
not led.

VI Al-Tawhidr’s criticism of the hegemonic literary taste in
prose

Al-Tawhidi’s lack of a fit courtly habitus is also visible in regard to the shibbo-
leth of this court—enthusiasm about linguistic manipulation, playfulness, and
experimentalism. In Akhldq and al-Imta ‘ alike, al-Tawhidi criticized recurrently
the affected prose created and appreciated by the vizier and his favorites. He
often adduced what he considered silly word plays, tasteless repartees, meaning-
less jabber, and cacophonic gibberish in which al-Sahib indulged. We saw above
how al-Sahib fell prey to a trick played on him by a courtier, who feigned a
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swoon in reaction to the vizier’s thymed prose, only to be greatly honored and
awarded. Indeed, al-Tawhidi demonstrated clearly time and again his aesthetic
distaste for the rhymed prose (saj ‘) so extensively used and adored by al-Sahib.
This superficial virtuosity, in saj ‘, use of rare words, affectation, and excessive
focus on prosody—it is reiterated in different ways by him—only disguises a
lack of natural talent, skill, and knowledge. The concentration on formal aspects
is at the expense of meaning.

Al-Khath‘ami, questioned by al-Tawhidi, asks rhetorically: “Does his
madness about prosody ( ‘ariid) indicate anything but a deficient natural disposi-
tion and paucity of spontaneity?” According to him, al-Sahib learned prosody
from the poet al-Badihi, whose poetry was also bad for this reason.® Proficiency
in prosody was for al-Sahib a required aesthetic standard demanded of anyone:

He went so far with his mania for it—to wit, prosody—that he used to
impose it on everyone and demand it of every poet and secretary. It reached
a point these days that he started teaching [prosody] to a Turkish male slave,
another from Quhistan, and yet another black one.

Nevertheless, al-Khath‘ami—as did al-Tawhidi himself elsewhere—granted that
al-Sahib “demonstrated in this [=prosody] and the like dexterity, proficiency,
and learning.”® In fact, al-Sahib’s passion for prosody and his didactic approach
to this topic is attested in his compendium Kitab al-igna“ fi I- ‘ariud wa-takhrij
al-qawaft, which he opens by comparing prosody to syntax as setting the stand-
ards for poetry and speech respectively.®® His “madness about prosody,” as put
by al-Khath ‘ami, should then be understood in the most general way as an enthu-
siastic concentration on the whole theory of meter and rhyme and not a predilec-
tion for rare meters, or rare metrical deviations ( ilal and zihafat), in his poetry.

The secretary ‘Ali b. al-Qasim said to al-Tawhidi: “Saj ‘ for this man [=al-
Sahib] is tantamount to a walking cane for a blind man. If the blind man loses
his cane he is compelled to remain seated, and if this [man] leaves saj ‘ he is
silenced.”® Among the numerous anecdotes and comments on al-Sahib’s passion
for saj °, the following is very telling:

A proof for al-Sahib’s madness about saj ‘ and his going way too far with it,
is his words one day: “Haddathani Abui ‘Ali Ibn Bash, wa-kana min sadat
al-nash (Abu ‘Ali b. Bash related to me, and he was among the notables).”
He changed the sin to shin [in nash], went on with the account, and said:
“This is an (ancient) dialect variant (lugha).” He lied [here]; he was [always]
an inveterate liar.?’

Al-Sahib’s obsession with the formal aspects of speech and composition, as seen
in the anecdotes brought forth in Akhlag, is often taken by al-Tawhidi and his
interlocutors as ravings indicative of various types of mental illnesses. In one
case, al-Tawhidi heard al-Sahib commenting to a shaykh from Khorasan on
ontological questions of being and necessity. His speech in saj “ may be described
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as hardly intelligible with verbs and nouns derived from the roots k.w.n. and
w.j.b. (providing the semantic fields of “being” and “necessity,” respectively)
heavily repeated in almost every sentence. What seemed to the vizier an
important observation, made the Khorasani—speaking with al-Tawhidi later that
night—wonder if they had no insane asylum in their area.®

When asked by al-Tawhidi, the poet Abii 1-Salm substantiates his opinion on
al-Sahib’s speech by a striking example:

Al-Sahib’s speech is stinkier than abnormal armpit odor, heavier than
baggage carried on one’s head, more hated than gravel in food, and more
monstrous than confused dreams. He opens his mouth as if he were an ado-
lescent, thinking that the surface of the Earth has not carried anyone except
him, and that the sky has covered none but him. Haven’t you heard him
these days abusing someone:

“May God curse this rash, crooked, hemiplegic, pigeon-toed, knock-kneed
person who stutters when standing, is bandy-legged when walking, falters
when speaking, languishes when going barefoot, rolls down when walking,
and is bowlegged when running.”

[la ‘ana llah hadha [-ahwaj al-a ‘waj al-aflaj al-afhaj al-hafallaj alladht idha
qgama lajlaj wa-idhd masha tafahhaj wa-in takallama talajlaj wa-in
tana “‘ama tamajmaj wa-in masha tadahraj wa-in ‘ada tafajfaj)

[Abt 1-Salm] said: Have you ever heard of speech more repugnant to the
heart and more revolting than this?! We seek the protection of God from
obscurity (‘wjma) mixed with eloquence (fa rib), and from Arabic
(al- ‘arabiyya) mixed with incomprehensibility (fa jim). If this shortcoming
indicated only expression (lafz), whose place of origin is the tongue, excus-
ing [it] would be more likely; but it unveils the defectiveness of the mind.*

This heavily-rhymed abuse paragraph, jingling throughout with an -@j rhyme,
appeared to al-Tawhidi and Abt 1-Salm completely cacophonic and nonsensical.
It is no less important to note in the end of the poet’s criticism the contrastive
play with the two pairs: ‘ujma versus ta rib and al- ‘arabiyya versus ta jim. This
is an overt allusion to al-Sahib’s Persian descent as an obstacle to eloquence,
commensurate with al-Tawhidi’s own critique of non-Arabs’ deficient linguistic
sensitivities (more on that below).

One of the longer “specialist opinions” al-Tawhidi adduced in Akhldqg is by
Abi ‘Ubayd al-Katib al-Nasrani. While in Baghdad, he asked this secretary,
whose literary skills he appreciated, about al-Sahib’s writing. He opens by
saying:

It is deformed; part of it is extremely polished, another part is extremely
weak, and between these two there is a stagnant languor. [His writing] is
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more similar to the ways of the would-be intelligent, stupid teachers than to
those of the old masters (al-salaf al-awwalin) among the secretaries and
bureaucrats (ashab al-dawawin).

A major criticism of Abti ‘Ubayd was the vizier’s exaggeration with saj ‘, which
should be only used “like salt in food.” Abii ‘Ubayd elaborated on good and bad
writing and went against affectation (fakalluf’) and the use of rare and hermetic
expressions (al-ghartb wa-I-‘awis) and in favor of natural style—reasonable,
easy to pronounce, and pleasant to hear.”® The defects pointed out by Abii
‘Ubayd are indeed those criticized harshly by al-Tawhidi and his interlocutors as
characteristic of al-Sahib’s prose style throughout Akhlag.

VII Reasons precluding adaptation to the courtly habitus

Thus far, al-Tawhidi’s own description allowed us to see his complete inadaptabil-
ity to the courtly habitus, and his strong opposition to the behavioral, linguistic,
moral, and aesthetic dispositions that made it. To him, such adaptation necessarily
requires compromising one’s morality, suspending rational judgment, abandoning
dignity, and accepting humiliation, which is in almost all cases not even worth it.
Besides al-Tawhidsi, this sentiment was perhaps best expressed by one of his cited
interlocutors, the poet al-Jilihi, whose view as an experienced and discerning
person he sought.”! It should now be asked what could have been the reasons for
al-Tawhidi’s total failure to adapt himself to a fit courtly habitus, a key to a suc-
cessful and rewarding interaction with his patron, as experienced by other literary
people. The three significant reasons, I believe, are his STGfT proclivities, his philo-
sophical background, and his aesthetic perceptions.

There is enough evidence about al-Tawhidi’s SGfi proclivities before, at the
time, and after his three-year stay at al-Sahib’s court.”> As already discussed, to
succeed at any court, one had to frame properly the formal and informal time
zones, to interact properly within each frame, and navigate properly between
them. It is true that any human environment requires that agents be well attuned
to various frames that govern events; still, the court environment had a very
nuanced framing requiring great refinement in one’s behavior choices, and there
was much at stake when it came to making or breaking. Al-Tawhidi, not least
due to his inclination to Stifism, and his search for the essential and scorn for the
superficial,”® had little patience for refined codes of behavior and speech, just as
he had only contempt for al-Sahib’s fascination with modish activities and
attractions; especially since those—the kick the vizier got out of the underworld
and its characters comes immediately to mind—often ran against moral codes he
adhered to. “Cool” rough humor for al-Sahib and other courtiers seemed to him
idiotic, tasteless, aimless, and immoral. It is not difficult to imagine how a
hedonistic and obscene poem like the one recited to Ibn Fashisha by the vizier,
calling for carefree pursuing of all pleasures and desires, was accepted by
someone with SUfT inclinations like al-Tawhidi. The vizier’s lack of morality,
religious devotion, and true belief extremely annoyed al-Tawhidi. Under the
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false guise of a keen Mu ‘tazili, he says, al-Sahib had only a little care for prayer,
a weak memory of the Qur’an—and most important in our context—"“he had no
natural disposition for devotion (‘ibada), nor the mark of the ascetics
(muta’allihin).”®** Al-Tawhidi’s reservations about al-Sahib’s debate with the
Safi shaykh Abt I-Faraj al-Baghdadi show how far from the tenets of Stifism he
considered the vizier to be. Al-Tawhidi, who witnessed the debate, cites some
paragraphs from it, and mentions that following the event he wondered in front
of the shaykh why he took part in that. He indicated the futility of discussing
issues related to Stfis with the vizier, especially for a SGff shaykh with a good
reputation like him. The shaykh admitted that al-Sahib was a silly and shameless
person (raqi ‘), but argued that due to his pressing need to make a living he had
to collaborate with his stupidity for a while.”

Al-Tawhidt’s distaste for the profligacy, scatology, frivolity, and irrationality
(often expressed together in the term sukhf) he encountered at the court, the
strong reactions to which we saw above, was no doubt in part due to his philo-
sophical background. From the Aristotelian and contemporary Islamic philo-
sophical point of view there could hardly be anything worse for one’s soul than
unrestrained indulgence in pleasures and levity, which amounts to one’s submit-
ting his rational faculty to the reign of the appetitive faculty. The latter (in addi-
tion to the irascible faculty) is common to humans and animals. Hence, there is
little wonder that those whose appetitive faculty governs the rational are con-
sidered by Ibn ‘Adi “more resembling animals than humans.”® One should
rather subjugate the appetitive and irascible faculties to the rational and empower
it. Among the ways that Ibn ‘Adi prescribes for this purpose is frequenting the
company of ascetics, religious leaders, and scholars, while avoiding the assem-
blies of dissolute, foolish, and shameless people, “and those who jest and joke a
lot.” Each of the two opposite environments has a strong impact—good or
bad—on the person involved and directs his behavior accordingly.”” Indeed,
having been exposed to the carnivalesque atmosphere at the court of al-Sahib,
the shocked and disgusted al-Tawhidi reflects well the moral positions of his
teachers in his reactions. When enumerating the noble dispositions, Ibn ‘Ad1
refers inter alia to preserving oneself from disgrace (fasawwun), which includes:

foul jesting, mingling with those engaged in it, attending their assemblies,
holding back the tongue from obscenity, and from indecent, humorous, and
irrational (sukhf) speak.... And there is no splendor for he who exaggerates
in joking and does so obscenely. Preserving oneself also requires withdraw-
ing from base and low people, from befriending and socializing with them,
being on one’s guard against contemptible livelihoods ... deeming oneself
above seeking one’s needs from vile and lowly people and humbling oneself
before unworthy people.”

Important as well—given al-Tawhidi’s repetitive criticism of al-Sahib’s irration-
ality, bursts of rage, and obscene cursing”—is Ibn ‘Adi’s description of foolish-
ness (safah) among the bad moral qualities:
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It is the antonym of forbearance (%ilm). It is quickness of anger, losing
control for insignificant things, hastening to assault, attacking the annoying
person, going too far with punishing, displaying impatience at the slightest
offense, and obscene cursing. This disposition is considered disgraceful for
anyone, but even more so for kings and leaders.'®”

Al-Tawhidi’s philosophical guide in the 360s/970s, Miskawayh, repeats pretty
much the same moral prescriptions in his own Tahdhib al-akhldg. Remarkable in
the context of his criticism of indulgence in pleasures is his denunciation of
obscene poetry (al-shi ‘r al-fahish) with “references to vile deeds and the pursuit of
pleasures—as is found, for instance, in the poetry of Imru’ al-Qays, al-Nabigha
and their like.” This type of poetry is harmful for the unfortunate person raised on
it for its creation of false positive view of vile deeds (gaba ih) and pursuit of pleas-
ures. It leads him to the service of leaders who encourage him to recite this type of
poetry and compose verse in the same vein, for which he is generously rewarded,
and to association with companions who assist him in obtaining bodily pleasures.
A lifelong engagement in hedonistic practices is misery rather than bliss and is a
way of life which is found extremely hard to eradicate.!” Importantly, Miskawayh
later attacks the connection made between this type of poetry and elegance, saying
with regard to the proper education of boys:

He [=the boy] should also be put on his guard against the study of frivolous
poetry (al-ash ‘ar al-sakhifa) and what it contains about love and lovers, and
against the impression which its authors give that it is a form of elegance
(zarf) and of refinement (rigqgat al-tab ). For this kind of poetry has, indeed,
a strong corrupting influence on youth.'%?

When Miskawayh goes against those who believe themselves to be open-handed
patrons giving money away to undeserving folks like evil people, entertainers
and buffoons, we cannot help thinking of al-Sahib’s patronage of al-Aqta’ and
his ilk. A rational (‘agil) person should never be in a position of helping rulers
with their immoralities (fawahish), commending their vile deeds (qaba’ih) to
satisfy their desires, for the sake of gain.'® To keep a virtuous person’s soul
healthy, he must associate with those who are like him and not with:

the wicked and the defective among the frivolous or among those who
display enjoyment of disgraceful pleasures and commitment of vile deeds
and boast of them and indulge in them. Let him not listen to these people’s
tales with interest, nor recite their poetry with approval, nor sit in their
company with delight; for sitting once in their company, or listening to one
of their tales, or reciting one verse of their poetry would attach to the soul
such dirt and filth as would not be washed away except with the passage of
a long time and with difficult treatments. It could be the cause of the corrup-
tion of [even] the virtuous and experienced man and the seduction of the
discerning knower.!*



258 Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court

The pertinent points to be highlighted in Miskawayh’s discourse are: (i) criticism
of the elite for its enthusiasm about the obscene and immoral, which leads to
patronage of those who create and represent obscenity and immorality; (ii) rejec-
tion of the association of the obscene with the refined; and (iii) dissociation from
leaders and others who engage in the obscene and immoral to avoid harmful cor-
ruption of one’s soul, and association with the virtuous. That said, Miskawayh
emphasizes that pleasant humor, agreeable conversation, jokes and pleasures
permitted by the Law and determined by reason—without excess, as the mean
between dissoluteness and sternness—are not only desirable but necessary to
attain friendship among the virtuous.'®

As for al-Tawhidi’s aesthetic perceptions, his reacting with distaste to the pre-
valent prose style at the court has been demonstrated enough above. It would
still be important to say something about his views on sound literary style, which
provoked his severe aesthetic criticism at the time. After citing some views on
eloquence (balagha) in al-Basa ir, al-Tawhidi expresses his own opinion on this
topic at some length. Eloquence requires natural disposition supported by a
desire to attain it and by the study of adab; that is, both genetic and acquired
capacities. He, then, refers to foreigners (dukhala’) who lack the required natural
sensitivities to appreciate the effects of their language usage and hence fail to
achieve eloquence.

Expansion of regular usage (ittisa ‘) delights them and they ignore its [right]
measure; figurative speech (majaz) pleases them and they exceed its bound-
aries; or an explicit expression (fasrih) is appropriate in their judgment,
while a euphemism (kinaya) may be more perfect in that case, and an allu-
sion (ishara) more common.

He goes on to speak in favor of natural speech (tab ), clear and reasonable. Just as
salt in food, saj “ must not be used more than is necessary (al-saj ‘ fi-I-kalam ka-I-
milh fi-I-ta ‘am). Otherwise, the speech resembles that of the ancient Arab nasa’a
(charged with the intercalation of the calendar during pre-Islamic times) and
kahana (the pre-Islamic soothsayers), or the non-Arabs (‘ajam) who assimilate
themselves to the Arabs (musta ribin). “Natural speech (fab ) is more spontanecous
(a fa), and affectation (takalluf) is odious (makrith).” When one heeds meanings
(ma ‘ant), expressions come upon him spontaneously, but those given to expres-
sions (alfaz) are always resisted by meanings. Thus, when both meaning and
expression are in harmony, soundness of speech in prose and poetry is attained.'%

These views go hand in hand with remarks he and his trusted interlocutors
made in Akhlag. They also agree with specialists’ opinions on al-Sahib’s elo-
quence and style, as compared to those of other great secretaries, cited for Ibn
Sa‘dan by al-Tawhidi.'”” Hence, from the aesthetic point of view, al-Tawhidi’s
perceptions stood in stark contrast to those of al-Sahib, as evident in his artful/
artificial ornate prose. If we add this incongruity to the others springing from al-
Tawhidi’s SGft proclivities and philosophical background, we can better under-
stand his failure to adapt himself to the courtly habitus at al-Sahib’s court.
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VIII Al-Tawhidr’s subsequent failure with the vizier Ibn

Sa‘dan

Despite his attempts, al-Tawhidi has never been able to maintain a stable posi-
tion at any known court. This recurrent lack of success—beyond a certain patron
or court—supports, too, the argument that his unwillingness to adapt himself to
a courtly habitus was the reason for his failure with al-Sahib. It surely makes his
attempt to attribute blame to al-Sahib (or any other patron) more unconvincing.
It would be beneficial at this point to focus on his relationship with the vizier Ibn
Sa‘dan to see the recurrence of some major lines of behavior that had failed him
previously with al-Sahib.

One would think that al-Tawhidi, once connected with this vizier as a respected
courtier, would be finally able to form a stable and rewarding relationship at court.
Ibn Sa‘dan highly appreciated al-Tawhidi’s panoramic knowledge, being always
eager to learn from him, as he showed throughout their nightly conversations. As
for al-Tawhidi, he was especially impressed by the vizier’s piety and ascetic spirit,
never mentioning any characteristics or behavior that irritated and disgusted him.'®®
Despite all that, an epistle he sent to Abii I-Wafa™ al-Biizajani reveals that, at the
time of writing, his relationship with the vizier had deteriorated. He pleaded for
Abl 1-Wafa’’s intercession with Ibn Sa‘dan so that his meager monthly pay of
forty dirhams be increased to a thousand. Of all people, he bitterly complained,
that benefited from the vizier’s generous favors, he was the only one to be left out,
and notwithstanding his devoted service he was suffering poverty and humiliation.
He also referred to false rumors and enmity he was suffering from.'”

Several references in al-Imta‘ indicate that al-Tawhidi performed really
poorly at this welcoming court, too. The scientist and courtier Abii I-Wafa’, who
connected al-Tawhid1 with the vizier, rebuked al-Tawhidi severely for his ingrat-
itude to him and his unbecoming conduct at court. He blamed him for exceeding
proper limits, for being incompetent to interact with the highly ranked, for his
crude manners, and rude speech. Abii 1-Wafa’ attributed al-Tawhidi’s “ignoble
conduct” to his association with wandering mystics—whom the scientist evi-
dently disdained—and acquisition of their ways of behavior (“your ignoble
conduct acquired by befriending Sifis, strangers, and base mendicants”).'"* We
can learn about al-Tawhidi’s boldness from the very fact that he suggested
addressing the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan in the second person already in the first nightly
session. Although his wish was kindly granted by the vizier, etiquette required
that the party higher in standing initiate such a move, if at all. To al-Tawhidi, as
he said, informality was important for the smoothness and vitality of conversa-
tion.""! Moreover, al-Tawhidi’s political performance at court was unsurprisingly
a failure. He evaded involvement that could have strengthened his position, for
instance, by refusing to set out on a mission as ordered by Ibn Sa‘dan. Due to his
poor political senses, he talked harshly about key figures among the vizier’s
close circle. As suggested by al-Shaykh, speaking ill frequently of these figures
could not have remained unknown to them, and they might have used their influ-
ence to make Ibn Sa‘dan ignore al-Tawhidi after a while.''?
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Thus, the record of al-Tawhidi with Ibn Sa‘dan shows noticeable similarities
to his performance at al-Sahib’s court: his “ignoble conduct,” revealing crude-
ness and little attention to refined courtly codes; his difficulty to accept hierar-
chical differences and predilection for excessive informality; his poor
understanding of court politics, failing to solidify his position by greater involve-
ment, and, in fact, destabilizing it by short-sighted backbiting. Indeed, this
repeated performance highlights patterns of behavior at odds with accepted
courtly norms.

IX Al-Tawhid?’s performance in the scholarly circle

Each of the two significant courtly episodes in the life of al-Tawhidi, with
which we are sufficiently familiar, ended as a striking failure, but we are yet to
see how he performed in non-courtly circles. In this section, I will show that
he had successful interactions in scholarly circles operating as voluntary
associations of masters (who held no state offices), their colleagues, and stu-
dents. Underscoring the characteristics that set the circle environment apart
from the court’s will clarify why he was “at home” in it. We will see that al-
Tawhidi was able to form meaningful social ties, and took no issue with hier-
archy per se. In contrast, in the court environment he was challenged by
principles of organization, conventions, and contents that were strange and
unappealing to him. He was out of place.

There were four quintessential differences between a fourth/tenth-century
circle led by a master scholar and a court established by a prominent political
figure: (i) the focused purpose of scholarly pursuit of knowledge in the former
(through discussions and teaching of the master) unlike the entertainment-
oriented character, or entertainment with a scholarly component, characterizing
the latter; (ii) the fact that no competition over money, awards, and positions
existed among the circle members rendered courtly behavior, manners, and strat-
egies irrelevant, and hence the courtly habitus;'"® (iii) the absence of political
and economic power in the hands of the circle masters and in addition the narrow
focus on the pursuit of knowledge and the ethics it required (and not on “fun”
and pastime activities)''* made the “vanities,” vagaries, and whimsy behavior of
court patrons unlikely to occur among them; and (iv) the hierarchy in the schol-
arly circle was based on the master’s superiority in a definite field (or fields) of
knowledge over other circle members and not on the “superficial” basis of polit-
ical and economic power, as it may well be at the court.

Fortunately, we do have sufficient information about a scholarly circle in
which al-Tawhidi took a significant part, namely, that led by the philosopher
Abi Sulayman al-Sijistani between 370/980 and his death in around 375/985. It
concentrated on philosophy and the discussion of broad cultural issues in the
residence of al-Sijistani. Al-Tawhidi was one of its members and thanks to his
various pieces of writing we know a great deal about the discussions and the
spirit of the circle. Joel Kraemer, who has written extensively on this circle,
describes succinctly its principles of organization:
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Although no specific doctrine or system was espoused by Sijistani’s circle,
its members did share certain aspirations and sentiments: an ideology of
friendship, a conviction that philosophy is the pathway to salvation, a vener-
ation of the master as a spiritual guide. Insofar as it embraced a soteriologi-
cal goal, religiously tinged ideas, and an ideology of friendship, the
philosophical circle was akin to the type of fraternal society represented by
the Sincere Brethren.!'!

This passage shows well how the circle was conceived as a collective intellectual
and spiritual enterprise. For this reason, it was very different from the essentially
individualist enterprise of the court, designed and established by an individual
patron with his own goals and interests in mind. When in one of the sessions, al-
Bukhari—a student of al-Sijistani—thanks his master for the useful lessons the
circle members gain from him, he replies that he was only able to do so through
the members’ inspiration, and that “when the heart of one friend is completely
ready for another, the truth shines between them, and each of them becomes a
helper to his companion and an aide in his endeavor.”'' It is not that hierarchy
did not play a role in the circle; it did, as we can learn from the dynamics of the
sessions in al-Sijistant’s circle. The manifestations of the hierarchical differences
are discernible in the excess of liberty the master has in navigating the sessions,
interrupting others and challenging them, and on the other hand in their address-
ing questions to him as an authority, their humble admission of not knowing the
answers to his challenging questions, their beseeching him to award them with
his explication, and their grateful thanks (in which God is praised for conveying
His lessons through al-Sijistant). Nonetheless, it was voluntarily maintained by
the members’ recognition of the master’s advantage of knowledge over them, his
authority, and their consequent admiration.!'” This is not a hierarchy established
mainly on political and economic power and sustained by the agents’ need for
subsistence.

Unlike his scathing criticism of al-Sahib and his court, al-Tawhidi admired
al-Sijistani’s intellectual gifts. He expressed his high opinion when asked by Ibn
Sa“dan about al-Sijistani’s standing compared to other philosopher colleagues.''®
Earlier that night—the second night of conversation between Ibn Sa‘dan and al-
Tawhidi—the vizier was curious about al-Sijistani’s approval, after he had
awarded him a 100 dinar stipend. Ibn Sa‘dan explained to al-Tawhidi why ke
should be the addressee of this inquiry: “It has reached me that you are his
protégé and companion, his adherent and follower, going after his steps and
tracks, and retaining the information on him to the utmost degree.”'"” We clearly
see, then, how close al-Tawhidi’s relationship with al-Sijistani was, and how dif-
ferent this interaction was from the one he had with al-Sahib at his court. In
addition to al-Tawhidi’s membership in al-Sijistani’s circle, he had been prior to
that a member in the school and circle of the philosopher Yahya b. "Adi
(d. 363/974).'2° Al-Tawhidi’s opinion of Ibn ‘Adi was not as high as his opinion
of al-Sijistani, and he did not record his sessions in the same meticulous way he
did with those of al-SijistanT’s, but he did have respect for him.'?!
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We saw above that al-Tawhidi, bereft of a courtly habitus, had difficulties in
acting on the basis of hierarchic inferiority to al-Sahib. This is at odds with his
unquestioning willingness to accept the hierarchic superiority in the circle based
on his recognition of the master’s advantage over him. It is, therefore, clear that
al-Tawhidi did not take issue with hierarchic inferiority per se, but with the fact
that it was a cardinal feature of a courtly environment, in which the patron did
not support his hierarchic superiority by intellectual eminence acknowledged by
al-Tawhidi, relying instead on his political and economic power. Moreover, dis-
cussion and learning imbued with the ethics of friendship were completely out of
place there.

Finally, it should be noted that some scholars, unlike al-Tawhidi, could adapt
themselves to the courtly habitus and thus moved successfully between these
two different social environments, manifesting flexibility and being able to make
the requisite compromises. The career of Miskawayh—in contrast to that of al-
Tawhidi—may serve as an example for that. This was realized by the latter, who
acknowledged: “Miskawayh is skillful in the service [of leaders] and accomp-
lished in the etiquette of the courtier” (rusim al-nidama).'** Miskawayh demon-
strated the adjustability in question shifting successfully for a long period
between the court and the scholarly environment, while compromising to some
extent his well-being according to the precepts of philosophy; that was also
admitted by him regretfully later in his life.'*® This flexibility was at least in part
what stood behind al-Tawhidi’s criticism of Miskawayh in front of Ibn Sa‘dan,
censuring him for wasting time on the satisfaction of “his necessary and appeti-
tive needs,” while in Abii 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid’s service, failing to take advantage
of excellent opportunities to seek knowledge.'*

X Al-Tawhid?’s ineptitude expressed by Abii I-Wafa’

The sociologist Norbert Elias described the meaning of value (a term reminis-
cent of “standing,” manzila, in our sources) for the courtier, and its possible
appreciation or depreciation, based on one’s performance in the demanding
arena of the court:

The court is a kind of stock exchange; as in every “good society,” an
estimate of the “value” of each individual is continuously being formed. But
here his value has its real foundation not in the wealth or even the achieve-
ments or ability of the individual, but in the favour he enjoys with the king,
the influence he has with other mighty ones, his importance in the play of
courtly cliques. All this, favour, influence, importance, this whole complex
and dangerous game in which physical force and direct affective outbursts
are prohibited and a threat to existence, demands of each participant a con-
stant foresight and an exact knowledge of every other, of his position and
value in the network of courtly opinion; it exacts precise attunement of his
own behaviour to this value. Every mistake ... depresses the value of its
perpetrator in courtly opinion; it may threaten his whole position at court.



Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court 263

A man who knows the court is master of his gestures, of his ... expres-
sion; he is ... impenetrable. He dissimulates the bad turns he does, smiles at
his enemies, suppresses his ill-temper, disguises his passions, disavows his
heart, acts against his feelings.'?

Elias’s description of “value” at the European court (above all the great absolut-
ist court), its dangerous fragility, and the demands it makes on the courtier is
very pertinent. We are reminded of al-Tawhidi’s many missteps, which led to
the deterioration of his standing at court; first, with al-Sahib, until he had no
other choice but to leave, and later, with Ibn Sa‘dan who neglected him as a
courtier. Obviously, self-control, dissimulation, calculation, and foresight were
quintessential courtly qualities foreign to the rash and short-sighted al-Tawhidi.

As 1 have already emphasized, al-Tawhidi was a bad courtier because he did
not want to be a good one; that is to say, he resisted adaptation to the courtly
habitus which contradicted cardinal beliefs and perceptions he held, and by not
“giving in,” he was unable to adequately perceive and generate the practices
associated normatively with the courtier role. Al-Tawhidi’s performance, espe-
cially at al-Sahib’s court, displays role distance. This term was coined by Erving
Goffman to describe expressed pointed separateness or some disdainful detach-
ment of a performer from the role he is performing.'?® In al-Tawhidi’s case, his
back talk, disrespect for authority, and challenge to hierarchy, suggested disaf-
fection from and resistance against the courtier role. While at the court, he was a
resister from within who gave expression to his opposition by conventional
verbal communication, and also gave it off through his actions and “attitude” in
various situations. His conduct and criticism suggested that he wanted to be a
courtier, but on his own terms, expecting the role to be similar to that of the
member of the scholarly circle.

In light of al-Tawhidi’s unwillingness to adapt, and hence incompatibility
with the normative courtier role, it is evident that his attempt to secure a court
position was a bad career choice. As shown by Shawkat Toorawa, already in
third/ninth-century Baghdad, there existed viable avenues outside the court
patronage system for men of letters with knowledge and skills comparable to al-
Tawhidi’s:

The availability of paper, the rise of a middle class seeking education, and
the growth of a lay readership, meant that one could support oneself as a
teacher, tutor, copyist, author, storyteller, bookseller, editor, publisher, or
any combination of these. These were professions in which one could
engage without recourse to the court or to the indulgence of the caliph or
patron.'?’

The fact that al-Tawhidi made a bad choice and the reason for his failure were
clear to a perceptive man who did not spare him his criticism. As he takes him to
task for his ineptitude at court, he applies insightfully the habitus concept, giving
us immense support in examining al-Tawhidi’s failure through its lens:
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Furthermore, you are inexperienced, possessing no habitus (hay’a) for
meeting the great and conversing with viziers. This is a situation (hal) for
which you need a custom (‘@da) other than yours, a practice (miran) unlike
yours, and an interaction [manner] (/ibsa) that does not resemble yours.'

This statement is taken from a reprimand directed to al-Tawhidi by his friend the
mathematician and astronomer Abil I-Wafa’ al-Biizajani.'® Aba 1-Wafa’, an asso-
ciate of the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan, was the person who had previously put al-Tawhid1
in touch with the vizier after returning from al-Rayy in 370/980, and who later
scolded him for his ingratitude. The context of the cited passage from this scolding
is al-Tawhidr’s forgetting his place with the vizier and exceeding proper limits. It
is remarkable that Abii 1-Wafa’ first stated that al-Tawhidi was bereft of the neces-
sary courtly habitus, and then specified the qualifications (custom, practice, and
interaction manner) he did not have on account of that. Based on this passage, Abta
1-Wafa’ seems to take habitus as an apparatus generating for—and in—a certain
situation (“meeting the great and conversing with viziers”) the appropriate percep-
tions and actions he calls custom, practice, and interaction manner. This piece of
evidence encapsulates well the main argument presented in this chapter: the failure
of al-Tawhidi to succeed at the court of al-Sahib, as well as later at Ibn Sa‘dan’s,
reflects the fact that he was bereft of a courtly habitus, the indispensable key for
successful functioning in this social arena. Given that, al-Tawhidi could have been
greatly comforted by the words of La Bruyere, a sharp critic of Louis XIV’s court:
“In a sense, the most honorable criticism that could be directed at a man is that he
does not know the ways of the court. There is no kind of virtue, which is not con-
veyed by this single expression.”!*

Notes

1 Abu Hayyan al-Tawhidi, Mathalib al-wazirayn: akhldaq al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad wa-Ibn
al-‘Amid, ed. Ibrahtm al-Kilan1 (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1961), 203; al-Tawhidt
must have considered seeking al-Sahib’s patronage before, as he suggested to the
adib and philosopher Abii Bakr al-QuimisT, who had been unlucky with patrons, that
he might profit from the patronage of Ibn al-‘Amid and al-Sahib. AI-QTmisT
declined, saying that it was better to suffer misery than fools. Al-Tawhidi believed
that only he was as afflicted as al-QumisT, but unlike him, he later headed to al-Sahib
with great expectations, having become much distressed with his meager living as a
copyist: Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 1926-8; on al-Qumisi, see Kraemer, Philo-
sophy in the Renaissance of Islam, 59—64; note that the meeting in 367/977 was not
the first one between al-Tawhidi and al-Sahib. Al-Tawhidi mentioned that in
358/968 he was in al-Rayy while al-Sahib had visited the city for some important
matters with Mu’ayyid al-Dawla (at that time al-Sahib served as a secretary to the
future Blyid amir). Al-Tawhid1 stayed at al-Sahib’s house in Bab Sin with three
other men and a group of “strangers” (ghurabd’), when a disputation session (majlis
Jjadal) took place: Akhlag, 127; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 679.

2 Akhlag, 305-11, 492; al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 3-4.

3 In terms of space, the work mainly deals with al-Sahib. To a much lesser extent, it
focuses on Abii 1-Fadl b. al-'Amid, the vizier whose patronage al-TawhidT sought
beforehand to no avail. Al-Tawhidi’s censure of al-Sahib is much harsher and more



10
11

12
13

15

Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court 265

comprehensive than that of Abt 1-Fadl. Al-Tawhidi averred that to the extent that
these two men—to whom no third secretary of the time could be added—were the
greatest figures of their time and laid claim to the highest standards and perfection,
they deserved an unusually detailed criticism: Akhlag, 531.

Abl ‘Abdallah al-Husayn b. Ahmad Ibn Sa‘dan was appointed in 372/983 as a
vizier to the supreme Biiyid amir Samsam al-Dawla in Baghdad. He held his posi-
tion for two years, during which he extended patronage to scholars and literati, until
his deposal and execution in 374/984-85: C.E. Bosworth, “Ibn Sa‘dan,” EI2.
Al-Tawhidi recorded his forty nightly sessions with Ibn Sa‘dan in al-Imta‘. His
description of al-Sahib at the request of Ibn Sa‘dan was given in the fourth and fifth
nights: ibid., I, 53-70; for al-Tawhidi’s references to the draft and the vizier’s per-
sistent desire to view its fair copy, see ibid., 534, 61, 67, 70.

Akhlag, 49-51, 1057, 111-13, 116, 120-2, 133-168, 492 and passim; al-Tawhidi,
al-Imta‘, 1, 53-70; al-Tawhidi commented on the entertaining and humorous style he
employed, addressing his benefactor: Akhlag, 51.

Akhlag, 151; when Ibn Sa‘dan questioned him about al-Sahib’s eloquence and lit-
erary style in comparison to other secretaries, al-Tawhidi typically preferred to cite
the views of those he had asked about that, saying: “Each of them supplied me with
an answer, which, if narrated on his authority, what is said about him [=al-Sahib]
will stick better, and I will be farther from passing judgment against him [=al-Sahib]
or in favor of him”: al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 61.

This (referring to an instance of al-Sahib’s arrogance and belittlement of al-
Tawhidi)—may God support you—although a proof for my bad luck, also proves
his looseness, fabrication [of lies], hastiness, and wickedness. See how he acted
crookedly with me on account of his way, which is his throbbing vein, invariable
nature, and common practice (daydan ma’lif). Hasn’t he treated me in the same
manner as the Egyptian merchant, al-Shadhyashi, so-and-so, and such a one?
Akhlag, 495

Al-Tawhidi, however, contradicts himself when he complains with self pity about
his unjust and undeserved treatment by al-Sahib, arguing that unlike others he was
maltreated by al-Sahib: “As if I was singled out by his baseness alone, or it was
necessary that [ be ill-treated by him, but not others™: Akhlag, 492; likewise, in his
epistle to Abt 1-Wafa’ al-Biizajani, he complains that he has been treated by Ibn
Sa‘dan unfairly unlike others: al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 111, 226.

The text shows “al-Qassar” instead of Ibn al-Qattan, but the context plainly requires
the latter.

Akhlag, 178-9.

Al-Tanji’s text shows yadmahillu, “to melt down or fade out,” but I preferred the
reading of al-Kilani (al-Tawhidi, Mathalib al-wazirayn, 133), which is yadhaku, “to
laugh,” as appearing in Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 689 (who quoted this anec-
dote); while yadmahillu is the lectio difficilior, it is difficult to make real sense of it.
Akhlag, 195-6; 1 was not able to identify Abt Talib al-"Alawi.

Especially in light of his lexicographical and grammatical works: GAS, XIII, 206-8
and IX, 192.

Characterization of al-Sahib’s nature, body language, and speech as feminine occurs
also elsewhere in this work: Akhlag, 113, 125, 140, 395; as for the vizier’s alleged
puerility, cf. ibid., 394.

Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 669; Al Yasin, al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, 41-7; Badawi
Tabana, al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, 147-8, 223-8, 243-6, 330-67; Charles Pellat, “A4/-
Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad,” in Julia Ashtiani et al. (eds), The Cambridge History of Arabic
Literature: ‘Abbasid Belles-Lettres (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990),
101; Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 262-3.



266 Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court
16 See, for instance, Y, 111, 31-3; Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 656; Al Yasin, al-Sahib

17
18
19

20
21

22
23
24
25

26
27

28

29

b. ‘Abbad, 91-132.

Y, III, 31-3, 108-10.

S.M. Stern, “Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” E/2.

Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, Lisan al-mizan, 11, 138. According to Akhlag, 115-16, al-
Sahib disparaged philosophy openly but was interested in it secretly.

Al Yasin, al-Sahib, 45-7.

Ahmad al-Hiufi, 4bii Hayyan al-Tawhidr, 2nd ed. (Cairo: Maktabat Nahdat Misr,
[1964]), 96-107.

M. Bergé, “Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” Abbasid Belles-Lettres, 120.

Pellat, “Al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad,” 101.

Muhammad ‘Abd al-Ghani 1-Shaykh, A4bii Hayyan al-Tawhidi (n.p.: al-Dar
al-"Arabiyya li-1-Kitab, 1983), II, 680-2, 694-5.

Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 213, 215; discussing the courtier’s
traits (ibid., 20), he notes: “Tawhidi was an unsuccessful courtier — he lacked the
requisite sophistication and tact.”

Tabana, al-Sahib, 354-5.

We saw above how Yaqiit and even more so Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani discredited al-
Tawhidi’s narrative; as for the moderns, Tabana works hard to refute “Abt Hayyan
the malicious, envious, and liar” and his “sick imagination,” claiming that had his
accounts been true, the historians would have denigrated al-Sahib (while they did
the opposite) and his court would not have been an object of desire for many great
men. Additionally, he indicates internal contradictions in al-Tawhidi’s accounts of
the vizier (e.g., described both as a ruthless tyrant and a naive child): al-Sahib,
147-8; Al Yasin, having established al-Tawhidr’s rancorous position toward al-
Sahib, decided not to rely on his accounts of the vizier unless supporting evidence is
furnished by other sources: al-Sahib, 46-7; al-Shaykh believes that al-Tawhidi did
not invent anything in his account of al-Sahib, “but rather exaggerated in [his]
description and went to extremes with [his] defamation, according to his custom”:
Abii Hayyan al-Tawhidr, 11, 705; Kraemer writes:

Unfortunately, having suffered at his [=al-Sahib’s] hands, Ab@i Hayyan was
biased.... It is unlikely, however, that he manufactured the charges out of whole
cloth. The portrayal may well touch upon darker sides of the Sahib’s character
omitted in refined biographies

Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 2623

Pellat notes: “Tawhidi may well have been biased against his subject, but his works
are almost the only source to provide details on the conduct, character and capabil-
ities of the Buwayhid vizier”: “Al-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad,” 101.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir wa-I-dhakha’ir, ed. Wadad al-Qadi (Beirut: Dar Sadir,
1988); on al-Basair’s period of composition, see al-Qadi’s study of the work ibid.,
X, 2334.

Already in his introduction to Part I, al-Tawhidi, having mentioned Greek philo-
sophy among the types of beneficial wisdom he included in his work, legitimized it
adducing the saying: “Wisdom (hikma) is the believer’s object of persevering quest,
wherever he finds it, he takes it”: al-Basa'ir, 1, 6 (see also ibid., II, 163, for his
remark on the universal nature of knowledge); likewise he states after citing
Pythagoras and Socrates:

Their words impress marvelously and refine laudably, so do not turn away from
them, as they are an excellent class of people; may God, the Powerful and Exalted,
benefit us with their maxims and protect us from the evil of what is said about
them!

Ibid., I1, 173



30
31

32

33

34

35

36
37

Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court 267

Al-Tawhidi views philosophy and Stfism favorably as two similar disciplines, “this
[Stfi] method (fariga) ... is the full sister of the method of the great philosophers™:
ibid., II, 163. He later repeats this parallelism, expressing his desire to include in the
work a part consisting of Suff aphorisms and anecdotes and another including rare
philosophical maxims, “for Stifism and philosophy are neighbors and visit one
another”: ibid., VI, 194.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, 104, 157 (mugabasa nos 14 and 34).

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa ir, 111, 93—4; idem, al-Mugabasat, 340-54 (muqgabasa no. 90 is
dedicated to dicta and teachings of al-‘Amiri, most of which were recorded directly
by al-Tawhidi. The latter commends the philosopher and regrets the hostility shown
to him by the Baghdad philosophers he met in 364/974).

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 35.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa'ir, 11, 173; on the belief in al-Tawhidi’s milieu in philosophy’s
role in one’s self-formation, see Kraemer, Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam,
X1, Xi.

Al-Tawhidi records an anonymous pledge (al-Mugabasat, 384-7 [mugabasa
no. 94]), identified as Miskawayh’s by Yaqit (Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 498-9), in
which he commits himself to fighting his base drives and becoming a better man
with a refined character. One of the articles reads: “To preserve the condition (hal)
obtained in respect to every single thing for it to become a habitus (malaka) and not
be corrupted by slacking.” This article of his pledge to God is based on the differ-
ence between the Aristotelian terms condition (unconsolidated disposition) and
habitus (firmly-established disposition). Having cited the pledge in full, al-Tawhid1
endorses it enthusiastically; al-Sijistani’s application of hay ‘a and qunya (discussed
in Chapter 2) appears in al-Mugabasat, 299-300 (mugabasa no. 72); in a response
of al-‘AmirT’s, cited by al-Tawhidi (al-Mugabasat, 117 [mugdbasa no. 20]), the
philosopher says:

A person who has achieved progress in his learning finds for his soul an acquired
disposition (qunya) that is different from the rest and a habitus (hay’a) unlike
others. That is philosophy (a/-hikma), which is the knowledge of the truth and the
practice in accordance with the truth.

In the beginning and at the end of the quoted response, al-Tawhidi highlights
al-‘AmirT’s authority and reliability. See also al-‘Amir’s use of qunya, ibid., 341
(mugdabasa no. 90); al-Tawhidi asked Abti Bakr al-Qtimisi (a/-Mugabasat, 91-2
[mugabasa no. 6]), whose authority in philosophy he acknowledged (see ibid., 90-1
and Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 1926-7), to explain a philosopher’s statement that
expressions (alfdz) impress on one’s hearing and the more diverse they are, the
better. At the same time, argues that philosopher, meanings (ma ‘ani) impress on the
soul, and the more in agreement they are, the better. Al-QumisT answers that since
hearing is a sense, it seeks diversity, and hence the expressions obtained by it are not
preserved. In contrast, the soul seeks unity with the meanings it receives, and hence
the form (sira) remains in the soul as an acquired disposition and habitus (qunya
wa-malaka).

On Miskawayh, his career and thought, see The Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah, 151-6;
Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 493-9; Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of
Islam, 222-33; Mohammed Arkoun, L humanisme arabe au IVe/Xe siécle: Miska-
wayh, philosophe et historien, 2nd ed. rev. (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin,
1982).

Al-Tawhidi and Miskawayh, a/-Hawamil, 315.

The authors of al-Hawamil do not disclose the date of its composition. Editor
Ahmad Amin considers al-Hawamil in his introduction (p. ya) as al-Tawhidi’s first
work; S.M. Stern believed that al-Tawhidi addressed Miskawayh with his questions
from al-Rayy during the time he spent at the court of al-Sahib (367-70/977-80):
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“Abt Hayyan al-Tawhidi,” E12; Arkoun concludes in Essais sur la pensée islamique,
3rd ed. (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1984), 90-2, that al-Tawhidi sent the ques-
tions while at al-Sahib’s court in al-Rayy, and Miskawayh responded to them
between 370-72/980-82; in L humanisme arabe, 116, Arkoun suggests that al-
Hawamil was most likely composed earlier than Miskawayh’s Tahdhib al-akhlaq,
since no reference to this important treatise is found in his answers to al-Tawhid1.
He indicates (L humanisme arabe, 111) Miskawayh’s reference in al-Hawamil’s
introduction to the distressful situation in which both al-Tawhidi and he were found.
Given this condition, they shared the commitment to propagate wisdom and
denounce the fecklessness of the many who spread “a purely formal culture.”
Arkoun subsequently modifies al-Hawamil’s composition date to 375/985 (the date
375 is also suggested on p. 116; when he sums up on p. 111, however, he repeats the
date as 365 by mistake); Marc Bergé follows Arkoun in assuming that the relations
between Miskawayh and al-Tawhidi existed between 367—72/977—82, and in dating
al-Hawamil to this period or after 375/985: Pour un humanisme vécu: Abii Hayyan
al-Tawhidr (Damascus: Institut francais de Damas, 1979), 186-7, 421; for the fol-
lowing reasons, however, Arkoun’s later composition date (375/985) is improbable:
right upon al-Tawhidr’s return to Baghdad in 370/980, he became a close adherent
and admirer of the philosopher Abti Sulayman al-Sijistani (¢.300-75/912-85) (al-
Tawhidi, al-Imta’, 1, 29). At the same time, having just started his term as a courtier
of Ibn Sa‘dan (around 372/983), al-Tawhidi’s view of Miskawayh was quite unfavo-
rable. He argues that compared to the others in Baghdad’s philosophical milieu,
Miskawayh is “poor among the rich, ineloquent among the articulate, since he’s only
acquired a bit of knowledge.” Al-Tawhid1 disapproves of Miskawayh’s infatuation
with alchemy and wasting time on the satisfaction of “his necessary and appetitive
needs” while serving as Abti 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid’s librarian. Instead, he says, Miska-
wayh should have been studying with people like the philosopher al-‘Amiri who
spent five years in al-Rayy. He also criticizes him for stinginess and hypocrisy, but
nonetheless concedes that he is intelligent, has good poetry, and eloquence: al-
Tawhidi, al-Imta‘, 1, 35-6 (cited in Yaqat, Mujam al-udaba’, 11, 493-4). Al-
Tawhidi’s criticism of Miskawayh in al-Imta‘, 1, 136, is along the same lines.
Likewise, in al-Akhldaq, 23—4, al-Tawhidi relates how he scolded Miskawayh for not
living up to his philosophical and ethical precepts. It should be reiterated that al-
Tawhidi already had the draft of al-4khlag ready, when his relation with Ibn Sa‘dan
started (al-Imta‘, 1, 54). Therefore, the fact that al-Tawhid1 regarded al-Sijistant as
the greatest philosopher in the Baghdad milieu (a/-Imta", 1, 33), became his closest
adherent, addressed to him many questions, and recorded his sessions (in al-
Mugdabasat), while simultaneously holding a very critical view of Miskawayh (pro-
fessionally and personally), makes it very unlikely that at this time the latter could
have been the esteemed addressee of his al-Hawamil queries. This must have taken
place beforehand. Since Miskawayh served as a very close courtier of the vizier al-
Muhallabl in Baghdad starting in 341/952 until the latter’s death in 352/963 (The
Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah, 151), it is not impossible that al-Tawhidi who was
living, studying, and intermingling with scholars in the same city at that time, met
him there in the 340s/950s. In addition, al-Tawhidi visited al-Rayy in 358/968 and
presented a panegyric epistle to Abt 1-Fadl b. al-‘Amid, but failed to secure his
patronage (Kramer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 214-15). Given that
Miskawayh was then Abu I-Fadl’s librarian and courtier (according to his own
words, during these seven years of service he was constantly with Abt 1-Fadl, day
and night: The Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah, 136), it is hard to believe that al-
Tawhidi did not see him during this visit. Especially because al-Tawhidi narrates
how al-Sahib, who visited then al-Rayy, humiliated Miskawayh wittily, albeit
obscenely, in Abii I-Fadl’s session (4khlag, 464; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 685).
After the death of Abu I-Fadl (360/970), Miskawayh served his son, Aba 1-Fath,
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until his execution (366/976). Then, he became ‘Adud al-Dawla’s treasurer and
courtier until the latter’s demise in 372/982: The Muntakhab siwan al-hikmah,
151-2, M. Khan, “Miskawayh and the Buwayhids,” Oriens 21 (1968-69), 235-47.
Therefore, the available evidence suggests that al-Hawamil is the cooperative fruit
of the two figures in the late 350s or 360s, but no later than that.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, 430—1 (mugabasa no. 101).

Akhlaq, 376; elsewhere (al-Mugabasat, 300 [mugabasa no. 72]), too, al-Tawhidi
endorses al-SijistanT’s response and states passionately that acquisition (kasb and
igtina’) of virtues is necessary for all. This was a recurrent theme in his master’s
teachings, as seen ibid., 120 (mugabasa no. 21).

The editor al-TanjT writes in his introduction that the title of the book as appearing in
the unique manuscript is Akhldaq al-Sahib wa-Ibn al- ‘Amid. His decision to name the
edited work Akhlag al-wazirayn is further supported by the fact that al-Tawhidi
himself said to Ibn Sa‘dan (al-Tawhidi, a/-Imta , 1, 54) “I produced an epistle about his
[=al-Sahib’s] morals and those of Ibn al-‘Amid” ( ‘amiltu risala fi akhlaqihi wa-akhlaq
Ibn al-‘Amid). In addition, al-Tawhidi tells (4khldgq, 318) Abt Sa‘id al-Abhari that he
decided to produce a book about his [=al-Sahib’s] morals (kitaban fi akhlagihi). The
alternative title, Mathalib al-wazirayn, says al-Tanji, was used roughly 200 years after
al-Tawhidi’s death by others: Akhlag, p. jim; al-Tawhidi’s first biographer, Yaqut,
mentions several times (Kitab) akhlaq al-wazirayn of Abt Hayyan: Mu jam al-udaba’,
1L, 663, 669, 688; V, 1933, 1943. Yaqt, however, also lists Kitab dhamm al-wazirayn
among al-Tawhidi’s works, states that al-Tawhidi produced a book about the short-
comings of al-Sahib and Abu I-Fadl b. al-‘Amid (‘amila fi mathalibihima kitaban),
refers to kitabihi fi thalb al-wazirayn, and once makes reference simply to Kitab al-
wazirayn: ibid., V, 1925, 1937, 1924, 1945. Notwithstanding other titles for this work
given by later biographers, al-TanjT’s decision is justified by the way al-Tawhidl
referred to his own work and by the manuscript’s title.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 1, 134.

Hence, Kraemer’s choice of al-Tawhidi, instead of someone like Abii Ishaq al-Sabi,
to represent “The Secretary” of the Bllyid age is regrettable: Humanism in the Ren-
aissance of Islam, 212-22.

Al-Tawhidi was most satisfied when he believed he secured a paid position at the
service of Ibn Sa‘dan (al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 111, 224). Al-Tawhidi’s position, as seen
throughout al-Imta“, could be best described as educating, entertaining, giving
counsel, and informing the vizier, a “job description” overlapping with the functions
of the courtier (nadim).

Qad khadama [-Sahib fi ‘unfuwan shababihi wa-ta’addaba bi-adabihi wa-khtassa
bi-hi wa-rada tab ‘ahu ‘ala akhdh namatihi: Y, IV, 278-9; al-Bar(jirdi did well as a
courtier of al-Sahib, and later became the prominent secretary of the amir Abii Nasr
Ahmad b. “Alf I-Mikali in Khorasan.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir, VIII, 164; al-Musayyab1 was a courtier of al-Sahib, from
whom al-Tawhidi sought information about the vizier: Akhlag, 107, 124, 172, 278;
this anecdote is narrated also in ibid., 392, where instead of “superior” (shakhis) we
find “resentful” (sakhit), and the person asked is Abii I-Salm. The latter, mentioned
in ibid., 480—1, as Aba I-Salm Tahiyya b. ‘Al1 I-Sha‘ir al-Qahtani, was one of the
poets of al-Sahib, whose vast poetic memory and pleasant reciting voice were com-
mended by al-Tawhidi. In Akhlag, 281, as well as in Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11,
686, his first name appears as Najba.

Akhlag, 305—6; 1 preferred al-Kilani’s reading hirfat al-shu’m “the inauspicious
profession” over al-TanjT’s kharazat al-shu 'm.

Balaghant annaka tata’addabu. The use of Form V here conveys the idea of affect-
ing, pretending, or dabbling in some activity. On that, see Joyce Akesson, Arabic
Morphology and Phonology: Based on the Marah al-arwah by Ahmad b. ‘AlT b.
Mas ‘id (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 118.
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Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 669. The editor, Ihsan ‘Abbas, identified the line as al-
Farazdaq’s: Diwan (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1966), 11, 40. In al-Farazdaq’s poem the two
men with the identical name are called Abll Qatan; al-Raghib al-Isbahant (Majma ¢
al-balagha, 1, 227) adduces this line (unidentified and with minor changes) when
speaking about the case of two people sharing the same name; al-Qadi I-Jurjani (a/-
Wasata, 336) adduces al-Farazdaq’s line as an example for al-Mutanabbi’s sarigat.
On muhadara, see Stephanie Bowie Thomas, “The Concept of Muhadara in the
Adab Anthology with Special Reference to al-Raghib al-Isfahani’s Muhadarat al-
udaba’” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 2000); on this taboo, see Michael Cook,
“The Namesake Taboo,” Mugarnas 25 (2008): 11-16.

A more exact definition of the grammatical term harf (pl. hurif), as used here by al-
Tawhidi, would be: “Any discrete unit of an Arabic text that has a linguistic function
(word, morpheme)”: Samvel Karabekyan, “Harf,” in Kees Versteegh et al. (eds),
Encyclopedia of Arabic Language and Linguistics (Leiden: Brill, 2006—09).

Akhlag, 222-3; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 1933-4.

Al-Raghib al-Isbahani, Muhadarat, 111, 26.

As already mentioned in the Introduction, Abii 1-Fath was inimical to al-Sahib, and
in 366/976 schemed to kill him. Later that year, Abii 1-Fath was put to death, and al-
Sahib assumed again the office of Mu’ayyid al-Dawla’s vizier.

Akhlaq, 4924, 494-5, 495-505, 510-14.

Akhlag, 85.

Al-Sahib’s fascination with Bant Sasan (beggars, vagabonds, rogues, tricksters, and
other figures of low life) and his command of their cultural practices and argot is
pointed out by al-Tha‘alib1 in the Yatimat al-dahr entry on Abi Dulaf al-Khazrajt.
The latter was a favorite protégé of his and composed for him the famous gasida
sasaniyya, in which their tricks and underworld lore are unveiled and celebrated. Al-
Tha‘alibi describes al-Sahib’s reaction, when he received this gasida, thus: “He was
moved by joy and got enthusiastic about it, boasted of it, memorized it entirely and
awarded him openhandedly”: Y, III, 175; it is also visible in the selection made by
al-Tha‘alib1 of al-Sahib’s lampoons and lewd (mujin) verse: Y, 111, 101-5; the poet
Abl ‘Abdallah b. al-Hajjaj (330-91/941-1001), whose focus on sukhf (scatology)
made him the greatest exponent of the genre in the fourth/tenth century, also praised
al-Sahib (in correspondence). The vizier was acquainted enough with his poetry to
call a poem of his from memory in a session, when it befitted the situation (foul
smell noticed): Y, II, 219, 266; Y, 111, 32-3; al-Ahnaf al-'Ukbari, “the poet of the
beggars and their wit,” whose daliyya served as a model for Abt Dulaf’s qasida
sasaniyya, was admired by al-Sahib. Al-Tha‘alibi quotes a short passage by al-Sahib
including eight lines from the daliyya, recited to him by the poet, on whom he lav-
ishes praise: Y, II, 285-6; Y, III, 174-5.

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 30. This observation is elaborated
ibid., 65-6.

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 63; in one of the reports (men-
tioned in ibid.), Fakhr al-Dawla teases al-Sahib, saying “it has reached me that you
say that the Mu‘tazila is the only [valid] doctrine and fucking is only [pleasurable]
with men” (al-madhhab madhhab al-i‘tizal wa-l-nayk nayk al-rijal): 'Y, 111, 41;
Kitab rawh al-rith, 1, 430-1; Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 707; an article by
Frédéric Lagrange focuses on al-Tawhidi’s Akhldq al-wazirayn from the angle of al-
Sahib’s sexual behavior as described by the medieval author. Lagrange does not
attempt at probing the relationship between the two men and the reasons for its
failure. He is mostly interested in al-Tawhid1’s strategy of attacking al-Sahib as cor-
rupted sexually in a way that runs against the moral standing expected of a vizier
and discredits his legitimacy as a figure of authority. He argues that al-Tawhidi
accused the vizier of passive sodomy (ubna) while creating a link between active
and passive sexual roles (the latter much more damaging socially) in a male—male
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relationship. Hence, without al-Tawhidi’s explicit mention of that, the vizier fits in
the category of a homosexual understood as “preferring gender over role”: “The
Obscenity of the Vizier,” in Kathryn Babayan and Afsaneh Najmabadi (eds), Islami-
cate Sexualities: Translations across Temporal Geographies of Desire (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 161-203.

Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 715-16 (cited from an unspecified work by Hilal).

Cf. Erez Naaman, “Eating Figs and Pomegranates: Taboos and Language in the
Thousand and One Nights,” Journal of Arabic Literature 44: 3 (2013), 351-6.

Abii ‘Abdallah Al-Basr1 (d. 369/980), nicknamed al-Ju‘al (the Dung Beetle), was a
Zaydi Shi'T and leader of the Ba Hashimiyya Mutazilis at his time. Al-BasrT and
members of this school are depicted by al-Tawhidi as morally and intellectually
depraved. He considers him a skeptic believing in the “equivalence of proofs”
(takafu’ al-adilla), the view that arguments convince for practical considerations or
rhetorical technique. Al-Sahib, who has met him during his visit to Baghdad,
regarded himself as his student. Al-Sahib’s power as a vizier contributed signifi-
cantly to the influence of al-BasrT’s views, and he even appointed the latter’s most
promising disciple, ‘Abd al-Jabbar, chief judge of al-Rayy at his recommendation:
Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 178-91; J. van Ess, “Abi ‘Abd
Allah al- Basri,” EI2.

Akhlag, 214.

For example, see Akhlag, 151, 166, 173, 188-90.

Ibn Kama was Mu’ayyid al-Dawla’s vizier. He was poisoned by Fakhr al-Dawla and
al-Sahib in 373/983, right after the new amir assumed power: Miskawayh, Tajarib
al-umam, V11, 119-20.

Akhlag, 145-51; al-Sahib’s habit of ascribing obscenities to others is also men-
tioned ibid., 175-6; Imru’ al-Qays and al-Nabigha al-Dhubyani were two notable
pre-Islamic poets of the sixth century: R. Jacobi, “Imru’ 1-Qays” and “al-Nabigha
al-Dhubyani,” E4L. Both poets set benchmarks in obscene poetry. Imru’ al-Qays,
for describing his sexual adventures in his mu ‘allaga: Alan Jones (ed. and tr.),
Early Arabic Poetry (Reading: Ithaca Press, 1996), II, 52-86 (NB 1. 16-17). Al-
Nabigha, for his detailed description of king al-Nu‘man b. al-Mundhir’s beautiful
wife al-Mutajarrida, including her private parts: Le diwan de Nabiga Dhobyani,
ed. and French tr. M. Hartwig Derenbourg (Paris: Imprimerie Impériale, 1869),
87-8 (the poem); Abt 1-Faraj al-Isfahani, al-Aghant, XI, 814 (anecdotes related
to the poem); S uzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, The Poetics of Islamic Legitimacy:
Myth, Gender, and Ceremony in the Classical Arabic Ode (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 2002). 4-17 (English tr. and discussion of the poem).
These early benchmarks were later superseded by the much more explicit stand-
ards adopted by ‘Abbasid poets, none of whom reached the graphicness of Ibn al-
Hajjaj’s sukhf poetry; al-Tawhidi’s opinion of Ibn Hajjaj (sic) was quite
unfavorable. When Ibn Sa‘dan asked him to describe “our poet friends” and their
poetry, al-Tawhidi—reluctant at first—complied. He lauded the Bedouin (i.e.,
“natural,” classical) style of Ibn Nubata al-Sa‘di (327-405/938-1014; praised
Sayf al-Dawla and Abi I-Fadl b. al-'Amid: Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, 111,
190-3; Y, 11, 143-57), “the poet of [our] time,” as totally different from the irra-
tional and scatological style of Ibn al-Hajjaj. Al-Tawhidi, however, acknowledges
Ibn al-Hajjaj’s talent in the realm of jesting (hazl): al-Tawhidi, al-Imta’, I,
134, 137.

Akhlag, 215; for an annotated translation of the poem al-Sahib recited to Ibn
Fashisha, see Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 73.

Akhlag, 184-90 (NB addenda p. 673); on al-Aqta‘, see Bosworth, The Mediaeval
Islamic Underworld, 1, 74-5.

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London: Routledge, 2002 [first publ. 1966]), 50,
196, 199, 202, 218-20.
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Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, tr. Héléne Iswolsky (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 1984 [first publ. in English tr. 1968]), 1-34 (citations are
from pp. 10, 19-20).

Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of transgression (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1986), 5-6; the contribution of Bakhtin and Douglas
to the main argument of Stallybrass and White is evident, and the authors acknow-
ledge them as sources of inspiration alongside Elias and Bourdieu: ibid., ix.

Akhlag, 185, 187.

Al-Tawhidi (4khlag, 186) adduces a perfect example for al-Aqta“’s subversive wit:

When we said to him: You love perfume, you are bent on marrying women, and
go too far [with that], he replied: By God, in this respect, I only follow the
model of our Prophet, God bless him, for he said: “Three were endeared to me
from your world—perfume and women.” We said to him: but in the prophetic
tradition [you quoted, the third thing is] “and I have been delighted by prayer,”
while you do not pray at all! He then replied: O fools! If I prayed I would be a
prophet, and [the Prophet], God bless him, had said, “There will be no prophet
after me.”

Al-Aqta‘, as if piously, uses the authority of sanctified Prophetic tradition to justify
his religious impiety; al-Tawhid1 (ibid., 186-7) offers another example demonstrat-
ing his degrading humor:

I saw this al-Aqta‘ standing in front of Ibn ‘Abbad at the house’s courtyard, and
that one [=al-Sahib] was also standing. Then, Abt Salih al-Warraq appeared, and
Ibn ‘Abbad said (in verse) while looking at him and at his combed beard: “A
beard as though it were fine white clothes.” Al-Aqta‘ responded immediately
(completing the line): “I made it an endowment for my farting.” This Abt Salih
used to say: “I am among the descendants of the vizier Muhammad b. Yazdad.”

The last sentence in which al-Tawhidi mentions Abt Salih’s pride of his noble
descent (Abli ‘Abdallah Muhammad b. Yazdad b. Suwayd was the vizier of the
caliph al-Ma'miin, an eloquent secretary and poet: Ibn Ishaq al-Nadim, al-Fihrist,
545, 730) is not superfluous. It clarifies that al-Aqta‘’s scatological remark was
degrading not only of the well-groomed fine white beard but of its owner’s (true or
false) bragging about being high-born, and of the elite in general. The degrading of
the well-kept beard (of the higher bodily stratum) and noble birth to the lower bodily
stratum of the anus is typically carnivalesque.

Al-Tawhidi (4khlaq, 185) indicates one method of quackery, namely, “spitting into
the air” (wa-yabzuqu fi [-jaww) among the numerous sins and crimes of al-Aqta“. In
his translation of the passage in question, Bosworth (The Mediaeval Islamic Under-
world, 1, 75) refers to 1. 77 in the gasida sasaniyya (ibid., 11, 14, 202, 251; Y, III,
184), where Abu Dulaf mentions, among other charlatans, the bazzdg “the one who
claims to achieve cures by spitting.” In his commentary on the line, al-Tha‘alib1
glossed al-bazzag as “the person who uses magical spells to cure madmen and those
with physical defects, and who [as part of these rituals] spits on them” (the trans-
lations in this note are Bosworth’s).

Akhlag, 185.

Bosworth, The Mediaeval Islamic Underworld, 1, 73.

Akhlag, 187-8 (NB addenda p. 673); al-Tawhidi uses the verb hagja twice in this
passage. First, in the sense of “to be stirred or awakened” (“[al-Sahib] was stirred
from his cool napping place”), and then “to become sexually aroused” (“How did he
get [so] aroused?”). The latter sense of the verb is associated with the overpowering
sexual arousal of camels (Ibn Manzir, Lisan al- ‘arab, V1, 4733 [h.y.j.]), hence well-
chosen to depict al-Aqta‘’s “going wild” by frenzied sexual excitement. The clever
(from al-Tawhidi’s satirical vantage point) former employment of the verb for



77

78
79

80

81

83

84

Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court 273

al-Sahib’s awakening from a nap suggests as well that the vizier got sexually
aroused, having listened to his servant’s report on al-Aqta‘’s intercourse.

Robert Irwin claimed (Night and Horses and the Desert: An Anthology of Classical
Arabic Literature [New York: Anchor Books, 2001], 170) that “[al-Tawhidi] made a
habit of consorting with criminals and other low-life types in an age when it was
fashionable to study the techniques and argot of such folk” (see also ibid., 178). No
reference is provided for this statement about al-Tawhidi, and I know of no evidence
that supports it. On the contrary, the evidence at hand, discussed in this chapter,
demonstrates that he was repelled by “criminals and other low-life types,” their prac-
tices, and morals. Perhaps this statement stems from Yaqut’s comment that al-
Tawhidi was “a mainstay of Bant Sasan” (Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 1924) and from
Abii 1-Wafa’ al-Biizajani’s reproaching him for “ignoble conduct acquired by
befriending Stfis, strangers, and base mendicants” (al-Tawhidi, al-Imta’, 1, 7).
Yaqit’s comment should be read carefully in light of Abu I-Wafa'’s reproach. The
“Sufis, strangers, and base mendicants”—clearly despised by the elitist Abi
I-Wafa'—refer to humble wandering mystics with whom al-Tawhidi associated,
traveled, and had a lot in common (see, e.g., ibid., 51). The fact that they were mar-
ginal figures—poor, moving from place to place, and at least sometimes begging for
subsistence—made it easy to confuse or bundle them with the underworld types of
Banii Sasan.

Y, 1L, 214.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa'ir, 1, 55. Obscene and scatological materials are found, for
example, ibid., I, 54, 96-8; 111, 59-62, 76, 845, 87-90.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa’ir, 1, 96-97 (NB his comments in nos 271 and 275); III, 87
(NB his comment in no. 280).

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 11, 50-60.

Samer Ali has already observed—discussing the “more comic-bacchic mode of
mujalasat conduct”—that “one should be careful to differentiate comic-bacchic
expression from a debauched way of life.” He also produces al-Tawhid1’s justifica-
tion for his “bacchic performance” in the eighteenth nightly session as meant to
counterbalance serious matters: Samer M. Ali, Arabic Literary Salons in the Islamic
Middle Ages: Poetry, Public Performance, and the Presentation of the Past (Notre
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), 51; we also learn that al-Tawhidi
took no issue with refreshing entertainment from his description (al-Tawhidi, a/-
Imta‘, 1, 42) of a session held by “messengers from Sijistan,” which he attended with
Abii Sulayman al-Sijistant. It is obvious that the session also had an entertaining part
given the participation of “Bundar the singer, Ghazal the dancer, and ‘Alam [the
singing-girl] behind the curtain”; at one point (4khldag, 228), al-Tawhidi criticizes
al-Sahib’s crossing the appropriate boundaries of “agreeable bawdiness” (al-mujiin
al-mustatab). One infers from this that he accepted “agreeable bawdiness” as a legit-
imate category.

On the poet Abii I-Hasan ‘Al b. Muhammad al-Badihi of Shahrazir, see Y, 111, 163-5;
Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 136-9; al-Badihi is said to be al-
Sahib’s teacher of prosody (meter and rhyme), “with whose teaching and guidance he
composed poetry.” The poet Abli 1-Salm, whom al-Tawhidi considered “eloquent,”
reproached al-Badihi (not the other way around as in Kraemer, Humanism in the Ren-
aissance of Islam, 139) for his affected speech. He advised him to drop affectation
(takalluf) in favor of natural speech and to pursue meaning (ma na) so that expression
(lafz) follow: Akhlag, 118, 393; elsewhere, al-Tawhidi points to al-Badihi’s weakness
as a poet and his compensatory concentration on prosody and lexicography. He criti-
cizes his obscene and shameless speech and finds fault with his proclivity for unsup-
ported lexicographical guesswork: al-Basa ir, 1, 145-6; VII, 272-3.

Akhlag, 165; also when describing al-Sahib to Ibn Sa‘dan, al-Tawhidi acknowledged
that the vizier had a good command of meter and rhyme: al-Imta ", 1, 55.



274 Al-Tawhidr at al-Sahib’s court

85

86
87

88
89

90

91

92

Al-Sahib b. ‘Abbad, Kitab al-igna“ fi I- ‘arid wa-takhrij al-gawafi, ed. Ibrahim al-
Adkawi (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Tadamun, 1987), 57.

Akhlag, 124-5.

Akhlaq, 139; al-Sahib’s fondness of changing letters for rhyme in a playful way is
also evident in a couplet of his produced by al-Tha‘alibi (Y, I, 95; Kitab rawh al-
rih, 11, 709). Al-Sahib emulated the mispronunciation of an attractive lisping youth
named ‘Abbas, who turned s into #4: “There is a fawn whom I asked, what is your
name?, and he answered coquettishly, ‘Abbath/Due to his lisp, I started lisping,
[too], and said, where is the kath (“goblet”, for kds) and the tath (“cup”, for tas)?”
This couplet may serve as a relevant example, even though the lisp (luthgha) of
beardless youths who substituted tha’ for sin and ghayn for ra’ was considered
attractive (cf. the poems by Abli Nuwas, anonymous, and al-Khubzaruzzi: Ibn
Khallikan, Wafayat al-a ‘yan, V1, 9—10), and al-Sahib was supposedly lisping under
the influence of this specific youth. Whether the reported interaction with the youth
happened or not, versifying it and choosing tath as a rthyming word for ‘Abbath
shows that the vizier actively enjoyed this linguistic distortion and wished it to be
known.

Akhlag, 176-8; see also ibid., 124-5.

Akhlaq, 394; presumably, it was al-Tawhidi who originally heard the vizier’s
rhymed abuse and told it to Abd 1-Salm, who repeats it here: ibid., 122-3 (in a
slightly shorter version followed by al-Tawhidi’s criticism); Yaqtt, Mu jam al-
udaba’, 11, 677, for similar examples of saqj* and critical comments, see Akhlag,
121-2, 123-4, 140, 395; for an example of sukhf in saj , see ibid., 173. Al-Sahib’s
penchant for speech in bawdy saj * was observed: al-Tawhidi wondered in front of
al-Khalili whether Abt 1-Fadl b. al-'‘Amid (when he was the young al-Sahib’s
patron) had not heard al-Sahib’s speech. Al-Khalili replied that he had, citing Ibn
al-'Amid as saying that “his saj  attests to his licentiousness and shameless frivolity”
(al-khala‘a wa-I-majana): ibid., 126.

Akhlag, 133-8; al-Tawhidi mentioned this query in al-Imta‘, 1, 61, where this sec-
retary is called Ibn ‘Ubayd.

Al-Jiluhi offers a typology of the people who benefit from al-Sahib’s patronage: (1)
those whom al-Sahib fears for the satire they may direct against him, like [Abt
Bakr] al-Khwarazmi; (2) those who possess a unique competence, like [Badi® al-
Zaman] al-Hamadhani; and (3) those—the majority group—with whom he fools
around and brings close to him for various dubious and scandalous purposes. People
who do not belong to these three groups usually receive an ungenerous reward from
him, and only after much trouble, degradation, and moral compromise: Akhlag, 190,
192-3.

Al-Tawhidl mentions asking the ascetic Ibn al-Jalla’ about the description of the
stranger (gharib) during the pilgrimage in Mecca in 353/964 and his journey back
with a group of Stfis a year afterwards: al-Imta, 11, 79, 155. The Sufi stranger is the
one who wanders ceaselessly and restlessly from one place to another, never at
peace and secure. He is not at home in this world, his true home being in the world
of the spirit: al-Imta’, 11, 79; Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 25,
220; he relates that in 357/968 he was annoyed by a speech of Abii Sa‘1d al-Bistami
in Esfahan, “being then a young solitary stranger” (wahid gharib hadith al-sinn): al-
Basa'ir, 1, 206 (see also ibid., I1I, 152-3 for a discussion he had with an assembly of
wandering Stfis and strangers); al-Tawhidl narrates how he was told by the Suft
shaykh Ja‘far b. Hanzala not to befriend him and his like. When al-Tawhidi met him
again in Baghdad in 358/969 he wondered why he had hurt him thus, and was told:
“In driving you away from me, I wanted to allure you to me, and this is among the
tricks played by masters (mashayikh) on [Sufi] novices (muridiin)’: Risalat al-
sadaqa wa-l-sadiq, ed. Tbrahim al-Kilani (Damascus: Dar al-Fikr, 1964), 292-3; in
the fourth night al-Tawhidi accompanied the vizier Ibn Sa‘dan, the latter accused
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him of having emboldened Nasr, the slave of Khwashadha, to run away from his
court, “as someone had told me that you are a friend of his.” Al-Tawhidi denied any
intimate relationship with him or involvement in his flight. He mentioned that he
only felt sympathy for him because of his patched Stfi garment (muraqqa ‘a), worn
out shoes, and humbleness, seeing him in 369/979 with his master in al-Rayy: al-
Imta‘, 1, 51; while serving Ibn Sa‘dan, al-Tawhidi was criticized by Abu 1-Wafa’ al-
Biizajani for the ignoble conduct he had acquired by befriending Sufis, strangers,
and mendicants: ibid., 7; his first biographer, Yaqut, described him as a Sufi:
Mu jam al-udaba’, V, 1923—4; see also Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of
Islam, 25, 192, 219-21; Bergé, Pour un humanisme vécu, 15-19, 245-53.

The importance al-Tawhidi (al-Basa 'ir, V1, 194) ascribes to content with a genuine
advantage for one’s existence is seen in his praise of Stfism: “Sufism has sound
allusions, correct expressions, and far-reaching aspirations; it has a great deal of sub-
stantial gain and ample advantages” (li-I-sifiyya isharat salima wa-alfaz sahiha wa-
maramat ba ‘ida wa-fiha hashw kathir wa-fawa’id jamma). 1t is clear that the sense
of hashw al-Tawhidi refers to in this place is not the negative one of “padding” as
something superfluous, useless, or inferior (see Ibn Manzir, Lisan, 11, 891 [h.sh.w.]
with regard to speech and people). The word hashw as “padding” may also appear in
positive contexts, as in important Stff sources where the love of God is said to be
the padding of the mystic’s heart. Abi 1-Qasim b. Muhammad al-Junayd
(d. 298/910), the celebrated Baghdadi Siifi, nephew and disciple of the StGfT master
Sart 1-Sakati (155-253/772-867), related that a man asked SarT how he was (kayfa
anta). He replied in verse: “He who does not pass the night while love is the padding
(hashw) of his heart/Does not know how livers are disintegrated” (Abii Nu‘aym
Ahmad al-Isbahant, Hilyat al-awliya’ wa-tabaqat al-asfiva’ [Cairo: Maktabat al-
Khanjt, 1938], X, 119). When in Medina, al-Muzayyin al-Kabir narrated that he saw
a young man lying in the throes of death, who recited the following verse: “If I die,
love is the padding (hashw) of my heart/And the noble die of love sickness” (‘Abd
al-Karim b. Hawazin al-Qushayri, al-Risala al-qushayriyya fi ‘ilm al-tasawwuf
([Cairo]: Maktabat Muhammad ‘Al1 Sabih, [1966]), 239). Even in poetry, hashw,
“padding” (as redundant semantic information), is not necessarily considered faulty,
as evident by its threefold division to “bad and blameworthy,” “unobjectionable,”
and “praiseworthy” (al-Tha‘alibi, Figh al-lugha wa-sirr al-‘arabiyya, ed. Khalid
Fahmi and Ramadan ‘Abd al-Tawwab [Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanjt, 1998], II, 674-8).
Al-Tawhidi used hashw in the sense of “substantial gain” elsewhere as well (al-
Imta‘, 111, 123) alongside other words denoting utility, just as he did in his cited
statement about Stufism (al-Basa 'ir, V1, 194). Therefore, hashw as “substantial gain”
conveys the idea of a genuine advantage found in a given content. To al-Tawhidi, it
is the content found in Stafism.

Akhlag, 116; al-Tawhidi’s remark on the vizier’s lack of inclination to asceticism is
supported by al-Sahib’s disapproval of Stfis and SGfi thought (twice) when finding
fault with vague expressions in al-Mutanabbi’s poetry. He compares them unfavora-
bly to STfT obscurism a /a Abt 1-Qasim al-Junayd, Abt Bakr al-Shibli (d. 334/945),
and Abl Yazid al-Bistami (d. 264/877-8)—three great Stff masters well known for
their vague language: al-Kashf, 45, 52.

Akhlaq, 279-81, 283-4.

Yahya b. ‘Ad1, Tahdhib al-akhlag (ed. Hatim), 49.

Ibid., 69.

Ibid., 55; similar things are said ibid., 60.

For example, in Akhlaq, 374-6.

Yahya b. ‘Ad1, Tahdhib al-akhldq (ed. Hatim), 60.

Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 49-50/The Refinement, 45 (the translation above is Zurayk’s).

Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 57/The Refinement, 52 (the translation above is Zurayk’s); these
precepts and others (e.g., going against attending drinking parties with unvirtuous
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people and being exposed to vile and irrational speech [al-kalam al-qabih wa-I-
sakhafat]: ibid., 59/53) in the same section are also applicable to adults, as noted by
Miskawayh: ibid., 62/55.

Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 110-11/The Refinement, 99—100.

Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 177/The Refinement, 158-9 (the translation above is Zurayk’s.
I replaced “approbation” by “approval”); see also al-Hawamil, 176-8 (discussed
above), where Miskawayh elaborates on the susceptibility of the soul to bad influ-
ence of others, which requires one to keep away from association with evil people.
Miskawayh, Tahdhib, 177-8/The Refinement, 159. The same point is made ibid.,
198/175-6.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Basa ir, 11, 66-9.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 61-6; Ibn Sa‘dan seems to be interested in this comparison
more than in al-Sahib’s character flaws, as he says to al-Tawhidi (ibid., 61): “We left
out of his [=al-Sahib’s] account what is more deserving than what we have already
had. How is his eloquence compared to that of Ibn al-*Amid? And his way compared
to Ibn Ytsuf’s and al-Sab1’s?”

For example, Ibn Sa‘dan admits to have never been appreciative of the profundity
and soundness of Stft thought before al-Tawhidi’s accounts: al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ",
1, 97; considering Ibn Sa‘dan’s devoutness: having heard the description of the
stranger (gharib) and his immunity from the wrath of God when the Hour of Resur-
rection comes, the vizier shed tears out of piety. Al-Tawhidi then depicted his God-
fearing personality and ascetic practices, unprecedented for a vizier: ibid., I, 78-80.
Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 111, 225-30.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta‘, 1, 5-7 (...wa-dhahabika fi fusilatika llatt ktasabtahd bi-
mukhalatat al-sifiyya wa-I-ghuraba’ wa-I-mujtadin al-adniya’ al-ardiya’); in the
opening of their fourth nightly conversation, al-Tawhidi, responding to Ibn Sa‘dan’s
question about his satisfaction with Abu I-Wafa’, expressed his deep gratitude to the
scientist. He described Abii 1-Wafa'’s efforts that led to his much coveted status as a
courtier of Ibn Sa‘dan as “the greatest benefit” (al-ni‘ma al-kubra): ibid., 1, 50.
Indeed, Abii 1-Wafa’ acted as an intermediary and intercessor on behalf of al-
Tawhidi with Ibn Sa‘dan, which explains his rage against al-Tawhid1 for unthank-
fully forgetting and ignoring him after obtaining the desired position: ibid., I, 3-7
(on page 6, Abii I-Wafa’ bitterly describes himself as “he who does favors but is not
thanked,” man yuhsinu fa-la yushkaru). This shows that at the court not only the
patron, but the intermediary who assisted in establishing the relation between the
patron and protégé, expected the gratitude of the latter.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 1, 20—1; 111, 210-11.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 52-3, 42-8; al-Shaykh, Abi Hayyan al-Tawhidr, 11, 717-26.
This, of course, is not to suggest that the members of the scholarly circle did not use
to compete with one another. Al-Tawhidi noticed the boastfulness (mubahat) and
competition (mundfasa) among the discussants in a scholarly session with al-
Sijistant and commented: “This is known among people with different natures, and
is familiar among competitors” (ashab al-tanafus): al-Mugabasat, 58 (muqabasa no.
2). We may assume that asserting oneself as a learned person and winning the mas-
ter’s and other members’ appreciation for one’s knowledge was the motive for com-
petition in the scholarly circle.

The circle members did enjoy conviviality, recreation, and amusement at times.
This, however, was often made a point of departure for philosophical discussion, as
we see for instance in al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, 112—15 (mugabasa no. 19; trans-
lated in Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 162-4), 332-9 (mugabasa
no. 89).

Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 104; Kraemer undertook a thor-
ough presentation of this circle from the biographic, ideological, and philosophical
aspects in his monograph Philosophy in the Renaissance of Islam: Abii Sulayman
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al-Sijistant and His Circle; on circles and other voluntary associations, see Human-
ism in the Renaissance of Islam, 103-206 (Chapter II: “Schools, Circles, and Soci-
eties”), and especially 103—4, 139-65, where he deals in detail with al-Sijistant’s.
Al-Tawhidi, al-Mugabasat, 114 (mugabasa no. 19).

These dynamics are observable, for instance, in the session on which al-Tawhidi
reports in al-Mugabasat, 112—-15 (mugdbasa no. 19).

Al-Tawhidi commended al-Sijistani and found him superior to all of them, while
noting some (negligible) deficiencies of his: al-Imta‘, 1, 33; his esteem for al-
Sijistani is frequently displayed in al-Mugabasat, e.g., on p. 300 (mugabasa no. 72).
Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 1, 29.

On “Yahya b. ‘Adi and his school,” see Kraemer, Humanism in the Renaissance of
Islam, 104-39; al-Tawhidi’s membership in this school is mentioned ibid., 115, 215;
Kraemer makes the point that the classifications of school or circle are fluid in the
case of Ibn “AdT and al-Sijistani. For the latter who had a circle also taught formal
lessons, and the former who had a school also assembled a scholarly circle. “It is the
preponderance of one or the other that determines the designation”: ibid., 104.
Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta‘, 1, 31-3, 37; al-Tawhidi mentioned his presence in Ibn ‘Adi’s
circle and reported on the discussions in al-Muqgabasat, 104 (mugabasa no. 14; the
year 361/971 is specified), 157 (mugabasa no. 34). Elsewhere (ibid., 334), al-
Sijistani addressed al-Tawhidi mentioning Ibn ‘Adi as “our master”; Kraemer,
Humanism in the Renaissance of Islam, 107, 213.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 1, 136.

Warning against the addictive and ruining power of pleasures and luxuries encoun-
tered in the service of leaders, Miskawayh spoke remorsefully of his own experi-
ence, saying that he managed to wean himself off these only in an advanced age
with the consolidation of practice (istihkam al- ‘ada) and a great struggle: Tahdhib,
50/The Refinement, 45—6.

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ", 1, 35-6; see also al-Tawhidi’s censure of Miskawayh’s moral
duplicity in Akhlaq, 23—4; al-Tawhidi cites Ibn Sa‘dan’s criticism of some of his
courtiers, blaming Miskawayh among other things for affected morality: Risalat al-
sadaqa wa-I-sadiq, 67-8.

Elias, The Civilizing Process, 398-9. In the above passage (second paragraph), Elias
cited the French moralist Jean de La Bruyere (1645-96), a keen observer of the
court. For the original French, see La Bruyere, Les Caracteres, 198. In the same
vein, La Bruyére compared the courtie—very hard and very polished at the same
time—to marble: ibid., 199 (cited by Elias, The Civilizing Process, 547).

Erving Goffman, Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of Interaction (Indianap-
olis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1961), 105-10. Goffman clarifies (ibid., 108) that “the indi-
vidual is actually denying not the role but the virtual self that is implied in the role
for all accepting performers.”

Toorawa, Ibn Abt Tahir Tayfir, 112, 117, 121-2, 123-9 (the citation above is from
p. 123).

Al-Tawhidi, al-Imta ‘, 1, 5-6.

Abt I-Wafa’ al-Biizajant (328-88/940-98) was one of the greatest medieval Islamic
mathematicians and a prominent astronomer. Active in Baghdad since 348/959 until
his death: Ibn Khallikan, Wafayat, V, 167-8; GAS, V, 321-5; H. Suter, “Aba ’I-
Wafa’ al-Biizadjani,” E12.

La Bruyere, Les Caracteres, 198.



Conclusion

Numerous literary people were patronized at the great court of al-Sahib, and
literature was produced, performed, and criticized. As in any similar enterprise,
the literary activity at this court was not randomly or irregularly organized.
There was a certain logic in its functioning, which I attempted to uncover in the
present work.

The literary field was the first and foremost part of al-Sahib’s court enterprise.
It is impossible not to see how deeply enamored he was with the written and
spoken word, a fact noted even by his detractors. Still, at the same time, without
any contradiction, he took great advantage of the legitimizing power of literature
as a quasi-autonomic ruler. Al-Sahib was part of an elite society that valued lit-
erary competence and especially poetry as a sublime mode of artistic expression.
It is, therefore, no wonder that as someone who could boast of having been
celebrated in 100,000 praise poems in two languages (Arabic and Persian) and in
addition demonstrated remarkable literary skill himself, he won widespread rep-
utation. During his life, the massive literary activity at his court served him well
in glorifying and spreading his outstanding political and military achievements
as a vizier. Yet, after his death, these became of secondary importance in the
sources, where he was often remembered primarily as a great patron of literature
and a highly-qualified literary man. This should be explained by the immense
dimensions of literary production connected with his name, and by the high
appreciation for literature in the pre-modern Islamic world.

The “gratitude for benefit” patronage relation effective in the literary field was a
rather ambiguous tie omitting to define the exact details of exchange and its dura-
tion. This ambiguity indubitably contributed to the significant flexibility in the
market of literature, where patrons could stop their support to a protégé at some
point for different reasons, and protégés could leave for other patrons. Neverthe-
less, the drawback of its undefined nature was the high chances for the creation of
different expectations of the relation, which would at times lead to its breaking,
yielding varying interpretations for the failure. Illocutionary acts delivered orally
in praise poems, and not signatures on detailed contracts, confirmed benefit-based
relations in the literary field. The greater tendency of spoken words (compared to
those written down) to be of transitory validity reflects well the limited binding
nature of this relation, and the rather low credibility given to the illocutionary acts
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performed by poets. Despite all that, the advantages for both parties in this method
and the potential hazards of breaking it, kept it successfully working to the exclu-
sion of occasional failures. And indeed, as in the case of family relations of al-
Sahib who were also agents in the field, this acquired relation was strong enough
to overrule the inherited relation as the one connecting them with the patron.

The commodification of poetry (or, rather, literature and knowledge in
general) and the understanding of the processes of poetic creation in economic
language is not an anachronistic Marxist interpretation. Rather, as demonstrated,
this candid view of art and scholarly activity is present in the sources; it is
characteristic of pre-modern Islamic cultures, setting it against the modern tend-
ency to veil the economic aspects of art to supposedly prevent its immaterial
qualities from being compromised. To the credit of medieval Islamic cultures,
both material and immaterial aspects of the literary work were understood, and
seriously and openly treated.

Despite promoting Shi'T Islam, Mu‘tazili theology, and those adhering to
both, al-Sahib’s co-optation patterns did normally not exclude others. Notwith-
standing his staunch religious and theological positions, literary merit was con-
sidered the major standard for admission to the field. This approach agrees with
the tolerance shown by the Biiyid rulers. It was very different from the approach
of the Ghaznawid sultan Mahmid b. Sebiiktigin who burned al-Sahib’s library
in al-Rayy in 420/1029, campaigning against Mu tazilis, philosophers, and
Shi‘is.!

The mainstay of the patron, courtiers were indispensable for the well-being of
al-Sahib, and any other leader in general. Yet, enjoyable, stimulating, and fruit-
ful interaction with them during the informal part of the schedule entailed relax-
ation of the hierarchical relation between the superior in rank and the inferiors,
as emphasized by the old Sasanid mirrors for princes tradition, still highly-
influential in its later Islamic guise. Following that tradition, at the court of al-
Sahib two time zones were framed: the one, formal, limited to activities related
to administration and governing; the other, informal, for entertainment and intel-
lectual activity, including cultural production. Some of the courtiers were office
holders (e.g., secretaries) who shifted smoothly between one zone to another on
a regular basis. This efficiency should not be taken for granted given the vastly
different codes of behavior governing each zone and setting it apart from the
other. More challenging was to know the limits of liberty within the informal
zone. We should not forget that during events framed within it, the awe-inspiring
vizier of formal events—before whom the great and powerful kissed the ground
several times>—turned into someone a courtier could poke fun at or criticize.
Hierarchy in the informal zone was only dimmed, or relaxed, and on account of
the sovereign’s need to be congenial while not giving up the position of superi-
ority ambiguities abounded. How to “read” the vizier, then? How to know the
limits? The courtly habitus acquired by the successful courtiers helped them
navigate the dangerous seas of the court. It also helped them understand the
expression given off by the vizier, whose reactions to performance they carefully
observed. Evidence shows that conventional performance practices at the court
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provided opportunities for the clever and competent courtier to strategize a trans-
gression in order to achieve individual goals. As performers of verbal art, poets
at the court had significant transformational powers, uplifting the patron to a
euphoric state by using—among other things—pragmatic cues to intensify the
audience’s favorable reception. Inasmuch as the literary field of the court was a
refined environment, it was an arena characterized by fierce competition among
the courtiers for better standing. I distinguished between positive competition,
the major stimulating force behind literary production at the court, and negative
competition that weakened social cohesion and interaction by resorting to slan-
derous and deceitful strategies targeting peers. The latter variety was seen as a
normal—albeit deplorable—part of courtly life and the literary field.

Bourdieu’s concept of the field, while inspiring and beneficial, had to be mod-
ified in order to fit the present literary field. The direct involvement of the vizier
and his funding for the enterprise made it far from “an independent social uni-
verse.” In addition, there were no solid positions in al-Sahib’s court in terms of
literary schools or genres to which literary agents belonged exclusively and
under the flag of which they competed with their peers. Their struggles were not
organized strictly, as Bourdieu’s notion of position suggests, but in a loose and
more individualistic competitive way. The adaptation of the field concept to this
medieval Islamic arena required dispensing with “positions” in favor of concen-
tration on the available genres. It was in certain generic forms where these lit-
erary people would cast their products making use of their cultural capital, and
consequently compete with their peers for standing and benefits.

As a whole, the effect of al-Sahib as a patron on the literary field was very
strong. His aesthetic preferences in both poetry and prose had great influence on
the hegemonic taste in the field. It means that by and large the poets conformed
to their patron’s stylistic preferences in poetry, that is, a “natural” style perfected
by artifice. The taste of al-Sahib represents well that of the social group among
which he was cultivated, namely, the secretaries. This means that among the two
chief contemporary stylistic possibilities in poetry, discussed by critics of the
day, the one distinguishing the paragon al-Buhturi (and not the other paragon,
Abl Tammam) was chosen. Interestingly, considering this “natural” style as an
ideal one in poetry is in stark contrast to the attraction to the artful/artificial
insha’ prose style. The latter prose style, which al-Sahib and other secretaries of
the era found preferable, was indeed the hegemonic prose style in the literary
field of the court. The conditions of production in this case—al-Sahib’s intensive
involvement in the literary field and endorsement of certain aesthetic preferences
while funding the whole enterprise—did leave their mark on the output of his
poets and prose writers. Those literary people conformed to the vizier’s taste,
and thus in both poetry and prose his taste was the hegemonic one in the field.

We should be grateful to Abi Hayyan al-Tawhidi. In addition to the enter-
taining and informative value of the ample anecdotes in Akhlag, his detailed
character study granted us a relatively rare opportunity to become thoroughly
acquainted with the experience of a literary person in a literary field of a medi-
eval Islamic court. This experience was a great failure and a source of anger and
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frustration for al-Tawhidi, but for us it was a happy historical accident. Al-
Tawhidi was pushed by his strong feelings to document this experience from his
own point of view, making a painstaking case against the vizier relying on his
and others’ grievances. These, he claimed, only reflected the vizier’s severely
flawed and corrupted personality. His narrative made it easier for us to conceive
of the courtly habitus in question, and to understand why a person like him could
not have succeeded at the court. Al-Tawhidi’s conscious commitment to consoli-
dated views and values derived from the philosophical and SGft ways of life, in
addition to his well-established aesthetic perceptions, precluded him from
acquiring the courtly habitus. Only those who wanted to adapt and did acquire it
through imitation of models and practice were able to function successfully.
Devoid of the necessary perceptual and behavioral mechanisms ingrained in the
courtly habitus, he was unequipped to understand his environment and to
conduct himself accordingly. Thus, he failed miserably without realizing why.

It is, therefore, not a question of “a difficult personality”—a vague, judg-
mental, and pointless expression—that failed him, as it has been suggested; in
fact, al-Tawhid1 did function successfully in the scholarly circle, without being
defeated by his supposedly difficult personality. Aside from habitus acquisition,
it is a question of social roles: a man like al-Tawhidi, socially and culturally con-
structed as he was, without any volition to change, could not be expected to
succeed at performing the courtier role. This line of analysis is even more justi-
fied by the findings demonstrating that al-Tawhidi and the fourth/tenth-century
philosophically informed milieu to which he belonged were familiar with the
Aristotelian notion of habitus. Certainly, the members of this milieu were no
strangers to the type of analysis laid out here. To them, habitus was a term denot-
ing a well-established disposition or set of dispositions, which, following acqui-
sition and habituation, enabled one to act successfully in a certain way. As we
saw, this idea was discussed and applied by members of this milicu as an ana-
lytic tool in questions of trait acquisition and social adjustment. Remarkably, this
very tool was used by Abti I-Wafa’ al-Biizajani in his own criticism of the inept-
itude of his friend, al-Tawhidi, at the court of Ibn Sa‘dan. The failure of al-
Tawhidi to gain a stable position at court, therefore, is much more than an
abortive interaction; being a habitus mismatch, it tells us a lot about the social
role of the courtier and his cultural toolbox in general. It also tells us about the
dominant part played by al-Sahib in determining the rules of the game in the lit-
erary field and at his court in general. In other words, as the source of power, al-
Sahib took advantage of his privileges to make his literary taste the hegemonic
in the field, and more generally /is vision of the court and the courtier the one in
effect. Those unwilling to adapt to the courtly habitus that to a high degree took
its shape from the aggregate of the vizier’s cultural preferences, had no place at
court.

I would now like to touch briefly on several aspects of al-Sahib’s court that
should be considered when comparisons are made to other courts within and
without the pre-modern Islamic world. His household had only limited connection
with court life. It is certainly not surprising that we hear nothing of al-Sahib’s wife,
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who must have been secluded from the court enterprise of her husband. We hear
of his daughter, his only child, solely in the context of her giving birth to al-Sahib’s
grandson ‘Abbad, the fruit of a marriage to a respectable ‘Alid. In 384/994, ‘Abbad
was married off to the daughter of a relative of Fakhr al-Dawla. The demise of al-
Sahib’s mother earlier that year in Esfahan was followed by days of mourning
characterized by extreme formality, during which Fakhr al-Dawla, the military
elite, and other notables came to pay their respects. Family events such as the birth
of ‘Abbad and his marriage were celebrated sumptuously with courtiers reciting
festive odes. Nevertheless, of his immediate family, only the son-in-law, Abu
1-Husayn al-Hasani, took part in the regular literary life of the court stressing the
acquired relation of patronage that bound him to the vizier.> Other than him, the
connection of the household with court life was limited to family events in which
the real cause of the event was the eminence of the vizier. This limited connection
(and involvement) is at least in part due to his small household and the fact that he
had no sons. Indeed, his court was almost entirely a male society, much more than
carlier ‘Abbasid models. Cases of free women involved directly in unsegregated
court life (let alone as court patrons like the famous Cordovan Wallada) in pre-
modern Islamic societies were unusual. Still, slave-girls, unrestricted by strict rules
of segregation, played an important role in the ‘Abbasid court and others,* while
their involvement in al-Sahib’s court was most superficial.

Evidently, the court institution in the pre-modern Islamic world, as seen in
the present work, has gone a long way since the beginning of Islam in Arabia.
The simplicity and casualness that distinguished access to the Prophet in Medina,
as portrayed by Michael Cook based on early sources,” have given way to
environments characterized by complexity and sophistication. This development
should be attributed first and foremost to the growth of large political structures,
strong influences of other models (notably the Sasanid tradition of kingship),
cultural efflorescence, and rulers’ need of legitimacy. As a result, certain prac-
tices repeated regularly and governed by rules became characteristic of this elite
social configuration we call court. By the time of al-Sahib, it had already become
an established institution, shaped by earlier ‘Abbasid caliphs. This, of course,
does not mean that all courts were the same; the interests, background, and
personality of the patron, as the source of power in these pre-modern institu-
tions, played a major role in fashioning the court. Al-Sahib’s was the court of the
literary and scholarly patron par excellence. It shares important features with
similar courts like that of another remarkable literary man, king al-Mu ‘tamid b.
‘Abbad of Seville, which I have studied elsewhere.® This similarity allows us to
speak of a certain model of court, typical of literary and learned patrons, who
would tend, for instance, to assert superiority over courtiers during the informal
part of their schedule by literary and intellectual means. However, more research
on courts of the pre-modern Islamic world should be undertaken to achieve a
better understanding of the available models.

The evidence used for the present inquiry leaves no doubt that the informal
time zone was the environment that made al-Sahib’s court what it was. The
formal zone’s contribution to the cultural wealth of the court was insignificant.
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There is nothing quite creative or innovative in ceremonial practices typical of
the formal zone, such as kissing the ground before the vizier, whose sole purpose
was to highlight the hierarchical differences between the vizier and his inferiors
in the crudest way. In contrast, cultural repertoires develop in a meaningful way
once a sovereign relaxed strict hierarchy to stimulate refined activities sublimat-
ing the impulses of power (as in the literary games described in Chapter 2).
Environments dominated by formality tend to preserve cultural patterns, to
encourage scripted reaction, and thus to hinder the development of cultural rep-
ertoires. Given all this, courts with a limited informal time zone or those that had
none are of a lesser importance in terms of their contribution to the broader cul-
tural map, synchronically and diachronically.

Lastly, taking into consideration all that we know about al-Sahib’s court, the
association (and, sometimes, identification) of medieval Islamic courtly culture,
and the court itself, with love is found lacking. Although love is represented in the
repertoire of literary themes, it does not have the force of a key cultural code it
may have elsewhere. In the present literary field, we see love poetry as a literary
platform for al-Sahib to show his skill.” We do not see it, however, as a key code
aimed at inculcating courtly values in would-be courtiers. The key code at this
court (and, I assume, at many others as well), and obviously in its literary field, is
the command of language. What epitomizes beautifully the unassailable domi-
nance of linguistic mastery and refinement over love as the key code at this court
is the enthusiastic and eloquent reaction of al-Sahib to the following story. Yahya
b. Aktham, the legal scholar and courtier of al-Ma miin, once replied to the caliph,
who asked him about a certain matter: “No, and may God support the Prince of
Believers” (la wa-ayyada llah amira I-mu minin). The purpose of the “and” (waw)
used by Yahya in his reply was to separate the “no” (/@ of negation) from the good
wish (du ‘a’) for the asker that followed it. This “and” has no grammatical role; it
only serves as a punctuation mark in the reply to prevent the addressee from mis-
understanding it as the optative statement, “May God not support the Prince of
Believers!” (la ayyada llah amira I-mu 'minin). When al-Sahib heard this story, he
said: “By God, this waw is indeed more beautiful than the waw-shaped lovelocks
on the cheeks of handsome beardless youths!™®

Notes

1 Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 697; Jamal al-Din Abi I-Faraj b. al-Jawzi, al-Muntazam
ST tawarikh al-mulik wa-l-umam, eds Muhammad ‘Ata et al. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub
al-‘Ilmiyya, 1992), XV, 196.

2 Yaqut, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 692.

3 Y, I, 74-7, 2234, T, 11, 99-100; Yaqit, Mu jam al-udaba’, 11, 690-1; Kitab rawh al-
rith, 11, 906.

4 See, for example, Algazi and Drory, “L’amour a la cour des Abbasides.”

5 Michael Cook, “Did the Prophet Muhammad Keep Court?,” in Fuess and Hartung
(eds), Court Cultures, 23-9.

6 Erez Naaman, “The Court of al-Mu'tamid Ibn ‘Abbad King of Seville
461-484/1069-1091" (M.A. thesis, Tel Aviv University, 2001) [In Hebrew with an
English abstract].
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7 For selections of ghazal and other monothematic poems (whose themes are “the cheek,
the down on a youth’s cheek and first growth of beard on the cheeks”) by al-Sahib, see
Y, 111, 88-95.

8 Abi Muhammad al-Qasim b. ‘Ali 1-Hariri, Durrat al-ghawwas fi awham al-khawass,
ed. Bashshar Bakkiir (Damascus: Dar al-Thaqafa wa-l-Turath, 2002), 145-6; al-
Tha‘alibi, Figh al-lugha, 11, 678 (discussing this use of waw among the examples for
“beautiful and refined padding,” al-hashw al-hasan al-latif); al-Safadi, al-Ghayth al-
musajjam, 1, 69; al-Malik al-Afdal, Nuzhat al-zurafa’ wa-tuhfat al-khulafa’, ed. Nabila
Dawud (Beirut: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 1985), 23; al-Raghib al-Isbahani (Muhadarat,
I, 141) presents al-Sahib as guiding someone to the necessary use of this “and” (waw):
“One of the people of our time spoke at the presence of al-Sahib. The latter asked him
something and he responded: /@ atala llah baga’aka (“No; may God prolong your
life!”” which could be misunderstood as “May God not prolong your life!”). Al-Sahib
said: say: /@ wa-atala llah baqd’aka (no, and may God prolong your life!) Then, one
person said: we have not seen a waw more in place than yours!”
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Al-Rustami’s Mansion Ode'
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Translation

What follows is from the ode of Abu Sa‘1d al-Rustamt:

[A]

1

2

The women set snares for the cores of the hearts

On the evening when the female gatekeepers loosened snares

On the Battle Day of Burqat Munshid, the women looked for blood-price
camels

That went astray, and we demanded them back from the noble women?
Noble women from the Bakr and Wa'il tribes

Endear Bakr and Wa'il to the lovers®

Eyes that were bereaved of beauty since they lost her

And who has seen before me bereaved eyes?

I used my emaciated body as a means to gain access to her

And the stream of my tears as a medium to come close to them

I remember riders traveling at night so fast until I thought

That they ran through the stations to [reach] you

If they alight on the ground, they see me alighting

And if they move away from it, they see me moving

If they set out in a certain direction, I turn in their direction

And if they turn away, I turn away

If they arrive to water, I do; if they suffer hunger,

I do; and if they take a midday nap, I turn to the same thing
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If they expose their cheek to the heat,

I become like a chameleon leaning over the stump*

If they know the way-marks, I know them too

If they do not, I deny knowledge of the unknown areas

If they resolve on going, I bind their [camels’] saddles

And if they resolve on unbinding, I unbind the saddles

If they arrive to water, I carry their water skin

Or if they seek herbage, I urge the camels of burden by singing®

Or [if] sunken-eyed camels exhaust a watering place

I bring back to them watering places out of the flood of my tears
They think that I beg for the leftovers of their provisions,

And if it were not for love the camel riders would not deem me a beggar®
And I swear by the newly built house:

It is saluted along with the one making the hooves of the swift she-camels
[traveling] to him [from afar] chafed’

It is the mansion among whose pilgrims are those dependent on generosity
[Arriving] at its courtyards as single travelers and in groups

They visit you with hopes, two by two and one by one,

And leave with property in abundance and a herd of camels®
Foundations whose ceiling Isma Tl raises up

For us; how shall we not consider them a place of refuge?!’

Thus, how many souls seek shelter at it, hastening,

And [how many] hearts strive for it, swarming?!'

And you see below the loftiest of waymarks

The glistening of the Pleiades waning in its horizons'!

You replaced by it the Twan of Kisra Son of Hurmuz

For [the Twan] has become destitute in al-Mada’in'?

If [ITram] Dhat al-‘Imad were to see its pillars

It would turn upside down out of shame'?

If Tadmor of paradisiac splendor were to view [the mansion’s] beauty
It would know how you build palaces after it [was ruined]'*

The horn of the sun butts—with respect to its battlements—

Rows of antelopes; standing erect above them'

Are ibexes on the peaks of the mountains facing each other

And extending horns lowered to butting

[The ibexes are] like shapes of aquatic birds that extended their wings
And raised their necks and the craws

They warded off the sun rays, so they reflected back

They blocked the blowing of the wind, so it withdrew dispirited
Whenever Ibn ‘Abbad walks on its ground

Splendor walks swaying in its flanks from side to side'®

Beautiful women who leaned their upper backs on the stars

Returned and rested their breasts on the stars'’

[1t is such] a spacious building that if the East Wind were to pass amidst it
It would go astray and keep seeking illumination for signs
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When you see it, you’d think the sky a canopy
Over it, and the well known constellations statues

[Al-Tha‘alibi:] [This ode] includes the best description of flowing water I have
heard, despite the existence of many others:

(B]

1

10

11

12

13

14

Breeze like the days of love, exceedingly delicate,

In which the lovers had been without censurers

And there is water streaming on small pebbles as if it were

Plates of silver nuggets molded as streamlets

As though there was in them, with respect to the strong flowing, insanity
For the winds had dressed them with chains

If the whole earth were to become a mansion for you,

It would be too narrow for those who frequent your mansion hoping
Had you built it with the measure of ambition

That elevated you and made the fleet she-camels travel to you by night
You would have raised a wall on the world, gaining control of it

As a whole, and leaving it of no use to others

The most able among mankind to dispense with a mansion is he to whom
Glorious deeds built mansions above the two Sirius stars'®

There is no wonder that the lion creates in his night-journeying

A den, and that the sea makes a shore

He did not rely on a mansion other than the vehemence of battle

And not on servants other than spears and cavalry

Not on a chamberlain other than a sword made of Indian steel

And not on a governor other than a spearhead and spear shaft

By God, I will not be content for you with Time as a servant,

Not with the full moon as a frequenter, or the sea as a gift

Not the revolving celestial sphere as a mansion, not with mankind

As slaves, or the shining of the stars as tribes

You seized the upper arm of Earth to the point that you lifted [Earth]
To an extremity of which the Pleiades became ignorant in the evening
Verily, that which the like of you builds is eternal

While the rest of what mankind builds is [destined] to crumble

Notes

1

2

The Arabic text is based on al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr (Damascus: al-Matba‘a al-
Hanafiyya, 1886-7), III, 46-8. I added full vocalization to the poetry. The meter is al-
tawil.

Burqat Munshid was an oasis (ma’) of Banti Tamim and Banii Asad (Yaqut, Mu jam
al-buldan, 1, 398, with poetic evidence by Kuthayyir). It is not mentioned in Ulrich
Thilo, Die Ortsnamen in der altarabischen Poesie (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1958);
I did not find information on a Battle Day (vawm) called after Burqat Munshid in
‘Adil al-Bayat’s reconstruction of Abii ‘Ubayda’s Kitdb ayyam al-‘arab (Beirut:



290 Appendix

(93]

10

‘Alam al-kutub, 1987); Jarir b. ‘Atiyya and Farazdaq, Kitab al-naqa’id: naqa’id jarir
wa-l-farazdaq, ed. Anthony Bevan (Leiden: Brill, 1905-12); Ibn Rashiq, al- Umda;
Egbert Meyer, Der historische Gehalt der Aiyam al- ‘Arab (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz,
1970); or ‘Umar Kahhala, Mu jam qaba’il al- ‘arab al-qadima wa-I-haditha (Damas-
cus: al-Matba'a al-Hashimiyya, 1949). Still, verse by an anonymous pre-Islamic or
early Islamic Bedouin mentions the Battle Day of Burqat Munshid as an occasion of
fierce fighting (al-Khalidiyyan, al-Ashbah wa-I-naza’ir min ash ‘ar al-mutaqaddimin
wa-l-jahiliyya wa-I-mukhadramin, ed. al-Sayyid Yusuf [Cairo: Lajnat al-Ta’lif, 1965],
1L, 99). Al-Rustam1’s line 3 clarifies that the women in question are from the Bakr b.
Wa'il tribe. In pre-Islamic times, when Bakr’s territory was stricken by draught, the
tribe used to seek pasture on Tamim’s lands and exhaust it completely. That led once
to Yawm al-Zawrayn in which Tamim was defeated (Abt ‘Ubayda, Kitab ayyam
al-‘arab, 438-41). Hence, given the long history of hostilities between Bakr and
Tamim (see Kahhala, Mu jam qabd’il al- ‘arab, 1, 94) and that Burqat Munshid is (at
least in part) on Tamimi territory, it appears that the poetic persona is from the Tamim
tribe, which clashes with the beloved’s Bakr tribe. According to the vague picture
portrayed by the nasib (1. 1-5), free, noble women ( ‘aqa 'il) from Bakr, who were nor-
mally secluded, were sent on this Battle Day to look for lost camels. These camels
were blood-price (‘uqil) that Tamim had paid Bakr. The women had retrieved the
camels but were captured by men from Tamim (including the poetic persona), who
claimed the camels back from the women before releasing them. These were the cir-
cumstances in which the poetic persona met the beloved from the other, hostile,
tribe—an experience that left him deeply in love and heartbroken. As shown by Ilse
Lichtenstddter, women in pre-Islamic times played active role in everyday life and
during battle days. They were often targeted by the tribe that clashed with their own,
captured, and sometimes exchanged for ransom (such as camels): Women in the
Aiyam al-‘Arab: A Study of Female Life during Warfare in Pre-Islamic Arabia
(London: The Royal Asiatic Society, 1935), 21, 24-34, 51-2, 62.

“Bakr and Wa’il” refers to the two ancestors of the Bakr b. Wa’il tribe, hence to the
tribe itself. Indeed, the reading “Bakr b. Wa'il” exists in another work citing this ode
from al-Yatima (Baha’ al-Din al-‘Amili, a/-Kashkiil, ed. Tahir al-Zaw1 [Cairo: ‘Tsa
1-Babi1 1-Halabi, 1961], I, 332); despite the enmity between Bakr and Tamim, the
attraction of the Tamimi poetic persona to the noble woman of Bakr makes her tribe
dear to him.

The chameleon (hirba’), well known to the ancient Arabs and described in poetry,
lives by warmth, and can be seen from morning to night following the path of the sun.
At midday, when the ground is too hot, it climbs to the top of a tree: Charles Pellat,
“Hirba’,” EI12; cf. the line of Ka'b b. Zuhayr from his celebrated ode, Banat Su‘ad,
recited to the Prophet: “On a day when the chameleon became so burned by the heat
of the sun as if its exposed side was like bread baked in hot ashes™: Bdnat So ‘dd:
poéme arabe de Ka'b Ben Zohair, ed. and French tr. A. Raux (Paris: Ernest Leroux,
1904), Y.

Instead of al-zawa’ila, 1 read al-zawamila (“camels of burden”), as in Y, A, III, 209.
The adverse effects of the poetic persona’s love on his body (especially the emacia-
tion mentioned in the nasib) make him appear like a beggar.

Instead of yukhfi, I read yuhfi (“making the hooves chafed”), as in Y, A, III, 210; “the
one” is al-Sahib, the patron who attracts to his court prospective protégés traveling
great distances, despite the hardships they experience along with their she-camels.
Instead of wa-hamila, 1 read wa-jamila (“a herd of camels”), as in Y, A, III, 210.

The reference to Isma ‘1l b. ‘Abbad clearly alludes to Q 2:127, where Ishmael (Isma‘1l)
together with Abraham are mentioned as the builders of the ka ‘ba: “when Abraham
and Ishmael raised the foundations of the house...” (wa-idh yarfa‘u ibrahimu al-
qawd ‘ida mina l-bayti wa-ismd Tlu. . .)

Instead of mufidhdha, 1 read mughidhdha (“hastening”), as in Y, A, 111, 210.
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11 A 'lam denotes waymarks in the desert to guide those going astray, which yielded the

12

13

14

15

16

17

expression a lam al-kawakib, “the stars, or asterisms, that are signs of the way for
travellers” (Lane, /.m.), with which the poet plays; al-najm is an alternative name for
the Pleiades (see Abt 1-Rayhan al-Birani, The Book of Instruction in the Elements of
the Art of Astrology, tr. R. Ramsay Wright [London: Luzac, 1934], 82; P. Kunitzsch,
“Al-Nudjum”, E12), although the term is applicable to every star. Here, “the Pleiades”
reflects the poet’s hyperbole better.

Cf. Abii 1-‘Ala’ al-Asadr’s line from his Mansion Ode (Y, 111, 52): “The tears of Twan
Kisra in al-Mada’in flow uninterruptedly since you have built [your mansion]”; al-
Mada’in, “the cities,” is the Arabic name of the Sasanid metropolis on the Tigris (20
miles south-east of Baghdad), one of whose adjacent cities was Ctesiphon. Twan Kisra
is the great audience hall built in Ctesiphon probably by Khusraw I Aniishirwan
(531-79), who is likely to be the mentioned Kisra b. Hurmuz (despite the fact that
Khusraw I’s father was not named Hurmuz but Kubadh): M. Morony, “Al-Mada’in”
(co-authored with M. Streck), “Kisra,” “Sasanids,” EI2; the past glories of Iwan Kisra
were sang and lamented by al-BuhturT in a famous ode. For the text, translation, and
discussion, see Ali, Arabic Literary Salons, 153-70, 206-8.

The text reads dar al- imad (repeated in Y, A, 111, 210), which is a corrupted form of
dhat al-‘imad. The correct form appearing above exists in two other sources citing
from this ode: Muhammad b. al-Hasan b. Hamdiin, al-Tadhkira al-Hamduniyya, eds
Thsan ‘Abbas and Bakr ‘Abbas (Beirut: Dar Sadir, 1996), V, 387; al-‘Amili, al-
Kashkil, 1, 332; Iram dhat al-‘imad (Iram with the pillars) was mentioned in
Q 89:6-7: “Did you not see what your Lord did to ‘Ad of Iram with the pillars” (iram
dhat al-‘imad). According to most exegetes, it was a city of unparalleled opulence
near Aden in Yemen, built to rival paradise. Before it was inhabited, however, the
city, the ‘Ad people, and their king were destroyed by God for their pride: Paul M
Cobb, “Iram,” in Encyclopedia of the Qur’an, ed. Jane Dammen McAuliffe (Leiden:
Brill, 2001-06); the pillars of this city, emblematic of its magnificence and splendor,
are compared hyperbolically by the eulogist to those of al-Sahib, only to be found
inferior. Iram’s proverbial status was employed by al-Za‘farani, too, in his Mansion
Ode (Y, III, 49): “[Al-Sahib’s mansion is] Iram of the Muslims in which there is no
mention of Shaddad b. ‘Ad and not the name of Shadid.” Unlike al-Rustami, al-
Za'farani matches al-Sahib’s splendid mansion with Iram of the ‘Ad kings (whom he
mentions), while dissociating it from the infidelity of the original Iram.

Tadmor is the ancient city of Palmyra in the Syrian desert. Yaqt notes that it had
marvelous buildings built upon marble pillars. These buildings, for their wondrous
nature, were claimed to be built by the Jinn for Solomon (Yaqut skeptically adds that
whenever people see a wondrous building, whose builder is unknown to them, they
attribute it to Solomon and the Jinn): Mu jam al-buldan, 11, 17-19; this line evokes a
famous panegyric ode to the king of Hira, al-Nu‘'man b. al-Mundhir, by the pre-
Islamic poet al-Nabigha al-Dhubyani. In 1. 21-3 (Le diwan de Nabiga, 74), the poet
finds only Solomon comparable to the king among mankind. He says that when
Solomon was entrusted by God with the task of preventing creation from error, God
told him “And subjugate the Jinn! I gave them permission to build Tadmor with flag-
stone and pillars.” Evoking al-Nabigha’s references to Solomon controlling the Jinn
(thus calling to mind also Q 34:12-13), and to Tadmor as magnificently built by the
Jinn, al-Rustami associates al-Sahib, as the builder of a beautiful mansion, with the
proverbially powerful king; cf. 1. 8 of al-Za‘farani’s Mansion Ode (Y, IlI, 49).

Qarn al-shams, translated above “the horn of the sun,” is also the first visible part of
the rising sun.

Instead of mutama’ila, 1 read mutamayila (“swaying from side to side,” i.e., walking
with a proud gait) as in Y, A, III, 210.

“Beautiful women” stands for al-Sahib’s mansion (see the analysis of the line in
Chapter 4 above).
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18 Instead of al-shi ‘ratayn, 1 read al-shi ‘rayayn (“two Sirius stars”), as in Y, A, III, 211;
in this hyperbolic line the poet plays with the lexical sense of manzil, “house”—in our
context, “mansion”—and the technical astronomical sense “lunar mansion.” Having
mentioned manczil for the first time with the former meaning, al-Rustami follows up
with ideas that have to do with loftiness (ma ‘alihi, fawqa), stellar bodies and positions
(shi ‘rayan, manazil), all of which are concomitant through mura ‘at al-nazir with the
latter meaning. Manzil or manzila (pl. manazil; more fully, manazil al-qamar) refer to
the lunar mansions or stations of the moon, a system of twenty-eight stars or groups
of stars, near which the moon is found in each of the twenty-eight nights of its
monthly revolution: P. Kunitzsch, “al-Manazil,” EI2; see also al-Birani, The Book of
Instruction, 81; “In the dual, al-shi ‘rayan designated the two stars Sirius, a Canis
Maioris, and Procyon, a Canis Minoris, together. Both of them were also given speci-
fying adjectives, Sirius as al-shi ‘ra al-‘abir (‘al-sh. which has crossed [the Milky
Way]’) and al-shi ‘ra al-yamaniya (‘the southern shi ra’) and Procyon as al-shi ‘ra al-
ghumaysa’ (‘al-sh. with eyes filthy from weeping’) and al-shi ‘ra al-sha amiya (‘the
northern shi ra’), and each of them could be named by one of the adjectives alone.”
Al-shi‘ra al-"‘abiir (0. Canis Maioris) is the brightest of the fixed stars: P. Kunitzsch,
“Al-Shi‘ra,” E12; idem, Untersuchungen zur Sternnomenklatur der Araber, 111-12;
Paul Kunitzsch and Tim Smart, Short Guide to Modern Star Names and Their Deriva-
tion (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1986), 22, 24; see also al-Birlini, The Book of
Instruction, 80-1; al-Sufi, Kitab suwar al-kawakib, 288-9, 293; the reference to the
sky and the stellar bodies is not accidental. While al-Sahib totally denied belief in the
influence of celestial bodies and strongly rejected astrology (see his poem cited in al-
Raghib al-Isbahant, Muhadarat, 1, 298, and in Kitab rawh al-rih, 11, 775), there are
signs that this position was not entirely representative of his actions and beliefs—at
least in certain periods. According to al-Tawhidi (4dkhldag, 114-15, 126-7), despite
attacking astrology, al-Sahib would not part with his ephemeris (tagwim), consult it
several times a day and would not travel when he found bad omens. Al-Tawhidi later
presents his horoscope (studied by Oliver Kahl and Zeina Matar, “The Horoscope of
as-Sahib Ibn ‘Abbad,” ZDMG 140, 1 [1990]: 28-31); as for Sirius, al-Tawhidrt cites
(Akhlag, 172) al-Sahib’s words in a session: “I was born while Sirius (al-shi ra) was
in my ascendant (f@/i ). Had it not been for a minute, I would have attained prophecy.”
Indeed, one of the two Sirius stars, al-shi ra al-yamaniya (“the southern shi ‘ra”; o
Canis Maioris) is said in Kitab al-mawalid ascribed to Zaradusht (tr. to Arabic
between 129-36/747-54) to have an extremely lucky temperament: “[It] is the most
excellent fixed star in the sphere. It is southern. It is the object of adoration of the
Arabs. Quadroped animals rejoice when seeing it. It is purely lucky”: Paul Kunitzsch,
“The Chapter on the Fixed Stars in Zaradusht’s Kitab al-mawalid,” in idem, Stars and
Numbers: Astronomy and Mathematics in the Medieval Arab and Western Worlds
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), XI: 246 (article first pub. 1993; translated from Arabic by
Kunitzsch); note in the citation from Kitab al-mawalid the reference to the adoration
of Sirius in pre-Islamic times, also hinted in Q 53:49, where it is emphasized that God
is the Lord of Sirius; based on all that is said above, it is clear that the association of
al-Sahib with Sirius as done in this line was highly laudatory, and given al-Tawhid1’s
report (about Sirius in his ascendant), it must have resonated well with him.
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