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This volume is the work of many hands. Wolfhart Heinrichs’ 65th 
birthday, on October 3rd, 2006, seemed a propitious occasion to pry 
loose articles that might otherwise never have seen the light of day. 
The list of contributors is long and varied: it includes Wolfhart’s col-
leagues and doctoral students at Harvard University as well as his 
former colleagues in Europe. A tribute to Wolfhart by Shukri B. 
Abed, entitled Focus on Contemporary Arabic (New Haven and 
London, 2007), has appeared separately. Two articles by Emeri van 
Donzel on Abraha the Ethiopian (under review for Aethiopica, Ham-
burg) and by Estiphan Panoussi on the Senaya verbal system will ap-
pear separately. Wasmaa Chorbachi contributed the artwork for the 
cover. The editor apologizes to those friends and colleagues who 
could not be included—and acknowledges the good intentions of 
those whom circumstances forced to withdraw. 

Wolfhart is an encyclopedist three times over. His foundational ar-
ticles in poetics and law cover a range of critical Arabic terms (badÐÝ, 
istiÝÁra, muÎdath, majÁz, naqd, naÛm, takhyÐl, sariqa and the like), 
reconstructing what the thinkers who coined the terms are likely to 
have had in mind when they did so. Second, for a quarter of a centu-
ry, Wolfhart oversaw as editor and author the completion of the se-
cond Encyclopaedia of Islam. Finally, Wolfhart’s encylopedic know-
ledge, though carried lightly, becomes evident to anyone who asks 
him about even the remotest corners of Arabic-Islamic civilization. 
For these reasons, it seemed only fitting to offer him a gift in the 
form of a mini-encyclopedia, or rather a kashkÙl of terms from -aat 
to zarÁfa, gleaned in what I hope is a pleasantly haphazard manner 
from many fields of pre-modern Near Eastern studies. 

The terms derive mainly from the areas of linguistics, literature, 
literary theory, and prosody, with a few items from religion, ritual, 
economics, and zoology. The contributions deal not only with Arabic 
but also with the adjacent fields of the Old Iranian, Persian, Greek 
and Byzantine written traditions. Some take as their point of depar-
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ture a particular Arabic word—such as cat (qiÔÔa) or giraffe (zarÁ-
fa)—or morpheme (bi-). Others explore literary genres and subgen-
res, including the oration (khuÔba), the ode (qaÒÐda, qaÒÐda ghaza-
liyya-khamriyya), the macaronic poem (mulammaÝ), and the travel 
narrative (safar); figures within them, such as the trickster (ÝayyÁr) 
and the devil (iblÐs); motifs such as clothing (libÁs); and poetic or 
musical meter (hazaj, ÐqÁÝ). Here too are cultural concepts such as 
wishing (tamannÐ), gift-giving (tahÁdÐ), and discourse (khiÔÁb), along 
with aspects of broader phenomena, such as the role of gender in 
dream interpretation (taÝbÐr al-ruÞyÁ) or the relative merits of luxury 
goods and mass-produced commodities in economy (iqtiÒÁd). For 
some authors, the lexicon format made it easier to focus on a specific 
problem, as Benedikt Reinert describes in his letters: “Die Arbeit 
drehte sich ja eigentlich nur um das Vorstrafenregister eines Me-
trums, das längst den Status einer unantastbaren prosodischen Diva 
erlangt hat, und ich gebe zu, daß mir das Wühlen in diesem Sünden-
pfuhl nicht nur Mühe sondern auch Spaß gemacht hat.... Ich war da-
her sehr dankbar, mit meiner Genese eines neupersischen Metrums 
an einer kleinen, aber überschaubaren Ecke einmal beginnen zu kön-
nen und nicht gleich mit ÓÁlib ÀmulÐs Türe in den komplexen mo-
tivgeschichtlichen Palast fallen zu müssen.” As a result, not a few of 
the contributions are the first fruits of larger monographs. 

It is certainly in the spirit of the honoree, who has fruitfully used 
Harvard’s Widener Library for three decades, to thank those indivi- 
duals whose long-standing professionalism, dedication, and expertise 
in changing technologies have placed the books we depend upon at 
our disposal. I gratefully acknowledge my debt to Harvard’s librari-
ans, among them Michael Hopper, head of the Middle Eastern Divi-
sion, and Thomas Bahr, Brenda Briggs, Mary E. Butler, Mike Currier, 
Linda DiBenedetto, Eugenia Dimant, Edward Doctoroff, Ellen Harris, 
Larisa Kurmakov, Walter Ross-O'Connor, and Shoban Sen at the Ac-
cess Services. 

It remains for the editor to thank all those who had a share in 
bringing this volume into being. I thank Alma Giese for her invalua-
ble advice on all matters. If anything can make editing a pleasure it is 
a dependable production editor, and I have been more than spoilt in 
this regard by the technical expertise, elegant layout and unfailing 
precision of Thomas Breier. I am grateful to Gudrun Schubert for 
turning Benedikt Reinert’s typescript into computerized form, to Tara 
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Zend for smoothing the English style in record speed, to Olaf Könd-
gen for facilitating the volume’s acceptance by Brill, and to Trudy 
Kamperveen for directly supervising its production and for keeping 
her eye on the deadline. Due to factors beyond the control of these 
good people, this volume arrives (as some of our term papers did) a 
year after the due date, a delay for which I ask our honoree’s well-
known lenience. 

Beatrice Gruendler  
 

 





PREFACE 

Scholars in our field are often asked why they chose to study Arabic, 
or Persian, or Islam, or whatever the case may be. Many of us find 
the question irritating. For one thing, an honest answer often requires 
us to bare our souls—or, worse yet, to attempt to bare the soul of the 
person we were twenty or thirty or forty years ago. For another, it 
implies that our choice of subject matter somehow requires an expla-
nation or, worse yet, a defense. We cannot speak for all of Wolfhart 
Heinrichs’s colleagues and students, but, speaking only for ourselves, 
we cannot recall him ever asking us this question, or offering any ex-
planation for his own choice of vocation. From our first encounter 
with him, we understood—without having to do anything so awk-
ward as discuss the matter—that, whatever the contingent details of 
personal circumstance, all of us were studying Arabic philology be-
cause it was worth studying for its own sake. In this respect, it was 
no different from other linguistic and literary traditions—a good ma-
ny of which, as we learned, Professor Heinrichs had also studied. 
The biographical sketch that follows will necessarily present a good 
many contingent details of personal circumstance, but disavows any 
attempt to explain the origins of a scholarly commitment that has al-
ways been sufficient unto itself. 

Wolfhart Heinrichs was born on October 3rd, 1941 in Cologne into 
a family of philologists. His father, H. Matthias Heinrichs, was pro-
fessor of ancient Germanic studies at the University of Giessen and 
the Freie Universität Berlin, and his mother, Anne Heinrichs, was a 
lecturer on Old Norse. Anne Heinrichs completed her licentiate thesis 
(Habilitation) at the age of 70, and was made professor at the Freie 
Universität at the age of 80.  

Wolfhart Heinrichs attended the Friedrich-Wilhelm-Gymnasium 
in Cologne, where he studied English and French in addition to Latin 
and Greek. For Hebrew he took lessons with Hans Kindermann. In 
1960, he embarked on his university career. His major field was Is-
lamic studies, with a first minor in Semitic languages and a second in 
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philosophy. At Cologne, where he spent three semesters, he studied 
Arabic with Werner Caskel, Islamic legal texts with Erwin Graef, 
Hebrew with Hans Kindermann, and African languages with Oswin 
Koehler; he also studied Persian with Otto Spies in Bonn. At Tübin-
gen, where he spent two semesters, he studied Arabic theological 
texts and Syriac with Rudi Paret, ancient Arabic poetry with Helmut 
Gätje, Semitics with Otto Rössler, and Old South Arabian and Ethio-
pic with Maria Höfner. After receiving a scholarship from the King 
Edward VII British-German Foundation, he spent a year at the 
School of Oriental and African Studies in London. There, his tea-
chers included R.B. Serjeant, with whom he read JÁÎiÛ’s Book of Mi-
sers; John Burton, with whom he studied radio Arabic; Walid Arafat, 
who taught Islamic studies; and Bernard Lewis, who taught Arab hi-
story. He also read ancient Arabic poetry with David Cowan, Persian 
texts with Ann Lambton, Ottoman texts with C.S. Mundy, and mo-
dern Arabic literature with Jarir Abu Haidar.  

In the meantime, Wolfhart’s parents had moved to the University 
of Giessen. He was unable at first to continue his studies there be-
cause the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, including the Department of 
Oriental Studies, had been closed by the Americans after World War 
II and was only gradually being re-opened. He therefore continued 
his studies at Frankfurt, where he studied Arabic with Rudolf Sell-
heim and medieval Hebrew with Ernst Ludwig Dietrich. After one 
term in Frankfurt, he was able to begin a new round of studies in 
Giessen. His teachers there included Ewald Wagner, in Arabic, Is-
lam, Persian, Syriac, Ethiopic, and Semitics; Klaus Roehrborn, in 
Old Uigur; and Helmut Brands, in Ottoman. He also began working 
with Fuat Sezgin on the Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, 
consulting manuscripts in Istanbul and Damascus, and proofreading 
the volumes in the series. (Volume II of the GAS, on poetry, is dedi-
cated to him.) In 1967, he received his doctorate, for his dissertati-
on on ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ’s reception of Aristotelian poetics. He 
spent the next year at the Institute of the German Oriental Society 
in Beirut. On the way, he stopped in Istanbul to read Helmut Rit-
ter’s manuscript work on ÓÙr½yo (Neo-Aramaic) with the author. 
After listening to tapes and meeting speakers of ÓÙr½yo, he joined 
the Institute in Beirut and saw part of Ritter’s work through the 
press. After his return, he assumed a post at Giessen, first as an as-
sistant professor (Assistent; 1968-72) and then as associate profes-
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sor (Dozent; 1972-8), teaching Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Syriac, and 
Ethiopic.  

In 1971, he was invited by Gustav von Grunebaum to attend the 
Third Levi Della Vida conference at UCLA, where he delivered a 
paper on “Literary Theory: The Problem of Its Efficiency.” Six years 
later, he was invited by the Department of Near Eastern Languages 
and Civilizations at Harvard University to spend a year as visiting 
lecturer in Arabic. The purpose of the invitation was to determine his 
suitability for the position vacated by George Makdisi. On the 
strength of his lecture on “IstiÝÁrah and BadÐÝ and Their Terminologi-
cal Relationship in Early Arabic Literary Criticism,” he was offered a 
full professorship in Arabic.  

In 1980, Wolfhart married Alma Giese. The two had met for the 
first time in London, at a party held by a mutual friend, but neither 
realized this until, years later, they discovered that they had been in 
London at the same time and had attended the same event. Alma is a 
fellow scholar: she studied Islamic cultures, Semitic linguistics, Ara-
bic, Persian, Turkish, anthropology, and psychology at the universi-
ties of Freiburg and Giessen, and received her doctorate from 
Giessen in 1980. Working as an independent scholar, she has produ-
ced acclaimed German translations of some of the most daunting 
Arabic authors, including al-JÐlÁnÐ, al-QazwÐnÐ, al-GhazÁlÐ, and Ibn 
ÝArabÐ, as well as studies of literary, mystical, and zoological topics. 
A bibliography of her work is appended. 

With the retirement of Muhsin Mahdi in 1996, Wolfhart was ap-
pointed to the James Richard Jewett chair in Arabic. During the 
1980s, he served as department chair for three years, and as acting 
chair for one. Beginning in 1989, he served as co-editor of the Ency-
clopaedia of Islam, New Edition, a position that necessitated travel to 
such picturesque destinations as Leiden and Morigny (south of Paris) 
where, however, enjoyment of the local attractions was attenuated by 
the need to complete enormous quantities of proofreading. In additi-
on to his editorial work, he wrote fifty articles himself; these include 
not only major topics such as naqd (literary criticism) but also such 
rarities as taÝawwudh (saying aÝÙdhu bi-llÁh, “I take refuge in God”) 
and washm (tattooing). 

Those fortunate enough to have studied with Wolfhart Heinrichs 
credit him with instilling a sense that all linguistic behavior, no mat-
ter what its source, or how recalcitrant its appearance, is rule-
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governed, and therefore amenable to analysis. Put differently, if one 
human being can say it or write it, another human being can figure it 
out, and—if properly trained—appreciate it. Admittedly, we cannot 
claim to have heard Prof. Heinrichs articulate this principle in so ma-
ny words; rather, it was simply assumed, and acted on, in the little 
classroom on the third floor of the Semitic Museum on Divinity 
Avenue. It has often been remarked that Edward Said’s critique of 
Orientalism fails to address the study of Near Eastern traditions in 
the German-speaking world. Without insisting that Prof. Heinrichs be 
labeled a German Orientalist, one might nevertheless note that his 
approach to texts was based on the (as usual, tacit) principle that me-
ticulous reading, far from being an exercise in “mastery,” is the high- 
est form of respect one can show to the products of another human 
mind. Understood in this sense, philological rigor has nothing in 
common with pedantry; rather, it is the only adequate response to 
what James Baldwin once called the “human weight and complexity” 
of others—or, to use a term Prof. Heinrichs would doubtless regard 
with genial skepticism, the Other.  

As for the substance of a fledgling thesis, for a long time no guid- 
ing comment would come forth—until one was deep into the middle 
of writing. This silence was not uncaring, nor was it part of a con- 
sidered strategy; rather, it reflected a trust in graduate students’ intel-
lectual creativity as well as a desire to give them the space to develop 
it. When it came, the comment (in our minds, the Comment) forced 
us to revisit our new-fangled ideas and decide whether we actually 
believed in them and could stand up for them. Then, after much ink 
had been spilled on a problem, a student’s direct question (sum- 
moned up with much courage) would pry loose an offhand comment, 
lapidary as a caliphal apostille (tawqÐ  Ý ), that would unfailingly strike 
at the core of the conundrum. 

In inverse proportion to pronouncements on content, dissertation 
chapters came back adorned with penciled lacework that would have 
made any medieval ÎÁshiya pale with envy. Occasionally the entire 
rewriting of a translation would end with the comment “I do not mean 
to imply that your translation was incorrect.” More commonly, the 
annotations were reticent, using the conditional, the subjunctive, or 
other modes of understatement—“less than crystal clear” and the  
like—but which the students well knew how to translate. (Wolfhart is, 
after all, what he himself calls a metaphorologist.) In some cases, ÐjÁz 
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(abbreviation) might take the form of a targeted lapse into the verna-
cular: Alma reports finding comments such as “Whazzat?” “Whad-
dayakno!” and “Peleeze!” on the margins of her manuscripts. On oc-
casion, Wolfhart had a co-author named Oskar, who left a QurÞÁnic 
type of brown diacritic dotting on the page, glossed by the impassive 
adviser as “Cat spilled coffee and was severely reprimanded.” 

Idiosyncratic annotations aside, Wolfhart is a prolific Doktorvater. 
The number of his advisees and the diversity of their research attest 
to his wide-ranging expertise and his willingness to let his students 
develop and identify their own interests. Here is a list, with published 
theses given in their published form and ordered accordingly. 

– Kevin Lacey (1984), Man and Society in the LuzÙmiyyÁt of al-
MaÝarrÐ, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

– Pauline E. Eskenasy (1991), Antony of Tagrit’s Rhetoric Book I: 
Introduction, Partial Translation and Commentary, Ph.D. thesis, 
Harvard University. 

– Shoukri Boutros Abed (1991), Aristotelian Logic and the Arabic 
Language in AlfÁrÁbÐ, Albany: SUNY Press (Ph.D. thesis 1984). 

– Lisa A. Karp (1992), Sahl b. HÁrÙn: The man and his contribution 
to adab, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

– Magda al-Nowaihi (1993), The Poetry of Ibn KhafÁjah: A literary 
analysis, Leiden and New York: Brill (Ph.D. thesis 1987). 

– Peter Heath (1996), The Thirsty Sword: SÐrat ÝAntar and the Ara-
bic popular epic, Salt Lake City, UT: University of Utah Press 
(Ph.D. thesis 1981). 

– Kristen Brustad (2000), The Syntax of Spoken Arabic: A compara-
tive study of Moroccan, Egyptian, Syrian and Kuwaiti dialects, 
Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press (Ph.D. thesis 
1991). 

– Michael Cooperson (2000), Classical Arabic Biography: The 
heirs of the prophets in the age of al-MaÞmÙn, Cambridge UK and 
New York: Cambridge University Press (Ph.D. thesis 1994).  

– Stephanie B. Thomas (2000), The Concept of MuÎÁÃara in the 
Arab Anthology with Special Reference to al-RÁghib al-IÒfahÁnÐ’s 
MuÎÁÃarÁt al-udabÁÞ, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

– Beatrice Gruendler (2003), Medieval Arabic Praise Poetry: Ibn 
al-RÙmÐ and the patron’s redemption, London and New York: 
RoutledgeCurzon (Ph.D. thesis 1995). 
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– Bruce G. Fudge (2003), The Major QurÞÁn Commentary of al-
ÓabrisÐ (d. 548/1154), Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

– Bazat-Tahera Qutbuddin (2005), Al-MuÞayyad al-ShÐrÁzÐ: A case 
of commitment in classical Arabic literature, Leiden and Boston: 
Brill (Ph.D. thesis 1996). 

– Ahmad Atif Ahmad (2005), Structural Interrelations of Theory 
and Practice in Islamic Law: A study of TakhrÐj al-FurÙÝ ÝalÁ al-
UÒÙl literature, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

– Sinan Antoon (2006), Poetics of the Obscene: Ibn al-ÍajjÁj and 
Sukhf, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University. 

Wolfhart also served as second advisor on the following theses: 

– David Grochenour (1983), The Penetration of ZaydÐ Islam into 
Early Medieval Yemen, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University.  

– Aron Zysow (1984), The Economy of Certainty: An introduction 
to the typology of Islamic legal theory, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard Uni-
versity. 

– Sandra Naddaff (1991), Arabesque: Narrative structure and the 
aesthetics of repetition in The 1001 Nights, Evanston, Ill.: North-
western University Press (Ph.D. thesis 1983). 

– Nargis Virani (1999), “I am the Nightingale of the Merciful”: Ma-
caronic or Upside-Down? The MulammaÝÁt of JalÁluddÐn RÙmÐ, 
Ph.D. thesis, Harvard University.  

– Chase F. Robinson (2000), Empire and Elites after the Muslim 
Conquest: The transformation of northern Mesopotamia, Cam-
bridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University Press (Ph.D. 
thesis 1992).  

– Angela Jaffray (2000), At the Threshold of Philosophy: A study of 
al-FÁrÁbÐ’s introductory works on logic, Ph.D. thesis, Harvard 
University. 

– Maria Mavroudi (2002), A Byzantine Book on Dream Interpreta- 
tion: The Oneirocriticon of Achmet and its Arabic sources, Leiden 
and Boston: Brill (Ph.D. thesis 1998). 

These notes are written in the past tense only because their authors 
completed their studies with Wolfhart some time ago: longer, indeed, 
than we enjoy admitting. As of this writing, he is still teaching and 
writing with undiminished vigor, and—at the all-too-infrequent oc-
casions when conferences bring all of us together—appears hardly to 
have aged. We delighted by the thought that new generations are, 
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even now, trooping up to the third floor of the Semitic Museum, 
where their transliterations will be picked apart, their translations 
chuckled over, and their flights of fancy checked with a reminder 
that certain questions pertaining to the nature of the circumstantial 
clause remain unresolved. Equally delightful is the thought that the 
newcomers will be initiated into the arcana of click languages and 
the Harvard Yard Joke—both fixtures of the dissertation defense 
“roasts” where recent graduates are honored (or lampooned, or both) 
by limericks of Wolfhart’s own composition. 

It is a commonplace of classical Arabic biography to remark of a 
great scholar that intahÁ ilayhi l-Ýilm, “all the knowledge available in 
his generation ended up with him.” From an American perspective, it 
certainly seems that much of twentieth-century Arabic philology 
(among other fields) ended up with Wolfhart Heinrichs, who, most 
fortunately for us, has always been willing to share, no questions 
asked.  

Beatrice Gruendler and Michael Cooperson 
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-ÀT  
DRINK YOUR MILKS! 

-ÀT AS INDIVIDUATION MARKER IN LEVANTINE ARABIC 

Kristen Brustad, University of Texas 

The suffix -Át is well known as a plural marker across varieties and 
registers of Arabic1 for many feminine nouns, words of foreign ori-
gin, and certain other morphological classes of nouns with a fair de-
gree of predictability.2 Levantine Arabic yields, for example, Îaya- 
wÁn ‘animal’ pl. ÎayawÁnÁt and bsayne ‘cat’ pl. bsaynÁt.3 Two addi-
tional Levantine examples demonstrate the use of -Át as a plural for 
singulative nouns formed by adding tÁÞ marbÙÔa to generic and ab-
stract nouns: samke ‘a fish’ pl. samkÁt ‘fishes’ and Ôabkha ‘a cooked 
dish’ pl. ÔabkhÁt ‘dishes.’4 The singulative form and meaning of 
nouns like samke and Ôabkha gives their -Át plurals a relatively high 

                                    
1  This essay focuses on urban Levantine Arabic and relies exclusively on Leba-

nese informants, but occasional references will be made to other registers and varie-
ties of Arabic for comparative purposes. I am grateful to the Al-Batal and Kasbani 
clans, Amina Mouazen, and Kamil Hamade for their enthusiastic participation as in-
formants, thank Mahmoud Al-Batal and Rima Semaan for additional examples as 
well as invaluable comments and corrections, and retain responsibility for all errors 
myself.  

2  See Wright 1898, 197 and Fischer 2002, 39 and 126 for the classes of nouns 
that take -Át plurals in Classical Arabic. Wright remarks that some grammarians 
permit any word ending in feminine singular -a(t) to take the plural -Át.  

3  The transcription here is roughly phonemic, owing to the wide range of vowel 
phonemes in Levantine speech, and follows most of the conventions of Cowell 
1964. On the phonetics of Levantine Arabic see Cowell 1964, 1–33 and Fischer and 
Jastrow 1980, 174–182. The symbol * indicates structures that informants rejected 
as ungrammatical or not used. 

4  Cowell uses the term singulative as an umbrella term for both the unit noun 
(ism al-waÎda) and the instance noun (ism al-marra), 1964, 297. It is convenient to 
group singulative nouns together in opposition to generic or collective nouns, and 
unnecessary for our purposes here to distinguish subcategories of either group; we 
are likewise not concerned here with abstract nouns; this -Át is not an abstract plural, 
as we shall see.  
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degree of individuation, meaning that they will tend to refer to spe-
cific, prominent, individual entities.5 Each singulative noun has a 
corresponding generic or abstract noun from which it was formed; in 
formal Arabic, this generic noun often has its own broken plural 
(jamÝ taksÐr). A full set of concrete nouns in formal Arabic thus in-
cludes a count singular and plural and a collective or mass singular 
and plural: samaka ‘a fish’ pl. samakÁt ‘fishes,’ in contrast to samak 
‘fish (collectively)’ pl. asmÁk ‘groups or types of fish.’ Of these two 
types of plurals, -Át is associated with individuals and small numbers, 
the so-called jamÝ al-qilla ‘the plural of paucity,’ whereas broken plu-
rals tend to refer to groups as collectives or large numbers, jamÝ al-
kathra ‘the plural of abundance,’ in both Classical and Levantine 
Arabic.6 In Levantine, -Át sometimes constitutes one of a pair of plu-
rals of the same singular noun that have little apparent distinction in 
meaning and usage, such as meÒriyyÁt or maÒÁri ‘money,’ both plural 
forms of the obsolete Levantine singular meÒriyye ‘an Egyptian 
coin.’ Even if we identify the former as a plural of paucity and the 
latter as a plural of abundance, what does that mean? Is there some 
amount of money below which one uses meÒriyyÁt and above which 
one uses maÒÁri?  

More often, Levantine generic nouns tend to take -Át plurals rather 
than broken plurals. A number of broken plurals of the pattern afÝÁl 
are judged by my informants not to belong to the colloquial Levan-
tine register: *asmÁk ‘(types of) fish’ and *awsÁkh ‘(piles of?) dirt’ 
are both deemed to belong to the formal register only. A more typical 
Levantine pattern of generic word formation is a singular collective 
or generic noun, a singulative formed from that generic noun if ap-
propriate semantically, and an -Át plural: 

                                    
5  The individuation continuum is a proposed cluster of features of which nouns 

have a greater or lesser degree depending on both context and speaker perception. 
The features that constitute individuation include definiteness, specificity, agency, 
contextual (textual or physical) prominence, qualification, and quantification. Spea-
kers tend to mark nouns that have a relatively high degree of individuation with cer-
tain “optional” nominal markers such as definite and indefinite specific articles or 
plural forms and agreement. See Khan 1988 and Brustad 2000, 18–26 and 52–61 for 
a more detailed discussion of these concepts.  

6  See for Levantine, Cowell 1964, 369, and for Classical Arabic, Fischer 2002, 
53–64 and Wright 1898, 1:233–4. The paucity vs. abundance distinction in Classical 
Arabic is also associated with different types of broken plural patterns, with the pat-
terns afÝÁl, afÝul, afÝila, and fiÝla classified as plurals of paucity and the rest as plurals 
of abundance. 



-ÀT 

 
3

samak ‘fish’  samke ‘a fish’ samkÁt ‘fishes’  

wasakh ‘dirt’  waskha ‘a spot of dirt’ waskhÁt ‘dirt’ 

The plural samkÁt is semantically logical, since individual fishes can 
be counted; the plural waskhÁt is a bit less so, since it does not refer 
to quantifiable ‘spots of dirt,’ and begs explanation. The function of  
-Át in Levantine Arabic in the title expression of this essay makes 
even less sense:  

shrÁb ÎalÐbÁtak!  
Drink that milk [literally, your milks]! 

The use of -Át on this generic noun seems to fly in the face of reason: 
ÎalÐbÁt ‘milk(s)’ is not by nature a countable substance, unless one 
were referring to servings, or glasses, or perhaps cow “milkings,” but 
here it surely does not refer to more than one serving of milk that the 
poor addressee must consume. Why does the speaker of this impera-
tive choose to use this form rather than ÎalÐb ‘milk’? Moreover, if -Át 
constitutes a plural of paucity or a count plural, then it is difficult to 
explain the choice of samkÁt in the following expression, the point of 
which is that the fish are too many to count: 

bÎibbik Þadd il-baÎr u-samkÁtu!  
I love you as much as the sea and its fishes! 

The function of -Át in these two contexts seem quite different, since 
one refers to a small quantity of a substance and the other to an infi-
nite amount of individual entities. Do these two plurals have any-
thing in common? 

Wright remarks that broken plurals differ “entirely” in meaning 
from sound plurals, “for the latter denote several distinct individuals 
of a genus, the former a number of individuals viewed collectively, 
the idea of individuality being wholly suppressed.”7 This observation 
provides an important clue to the distinction in meaning between -Át 
plurals and broken plurals. This statement may be reformulated as a 
general principle in Arabic, that plurals formed by suffixation tend to 
be marked for individuation. In the case of Levantine -Át, however, 
individuation does not appear to include quantification, and if this -Át 
is a plural of paucity, its function does not extend to count plural.8 
                                    

7  Wright 1898, 1:233, emphasis in original. 
8  This finding provides strong counter-evidence to the role of quantification in 

the continuum of individuation as described in Brustad 2000. 
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My informants confirm that these plurals may not occur with numer-
als, and reject forms such as *tlatt waskhÁt ‘three piles of dirt’ and 
*tlatt ÎalÐbÁt ‘three milks.’ Cowell gives for laÎmÁt a meaning my 
informants reject, ‘pieces of meat,9 (e.g., *tlatt laÎmÁt ‘three meats’) 
in favor of tlat shuÞaf laÎem ‘three pieces of meat.’ Similarly, they 
corrected *tlatt khubzÁt ‘three breads’ to tlat tirghfit khubez ‘three 
loaves of bread.’ Cowell also cites two plurals for ramel ‘sand’: rmÁl 
‘sands’ and ramlÁt ‘(a batch, or batches, of) sand,’ but notes that 
*tlatt ramlÁt ‘three batches of sand’ is not permissible. He assigns 
the meaning *‘grains of sand’ to ramlÁt as a count plural, a meaning 
not recognized by my informants, who prefer ÎabbÁt ramel ‘grains of 
sand.’10 They assign the meaning ‘a particular patch of sand’ to ram-
lÁt, as in: 

mÁ Þidirna nuÞÝud Ýa ha-r-ramlÁt laÞinnon wiskhÐn. 
We couldn’t sit on this (particular patch of) sand because it is dirty. 

In addition, they attest that ramlÁt cannot be used to specify quantity; 
though one may say, for example, *shwayyit ramlÁt ‘some sand,’ the 
preferred form is shwayyit ramel. But if the function of ramlÁt is not 
to specify count or quantity, then what is its function? Other particles 
are available to mark specificity; why the plural? 

A number of Levantine -Át plurals are formed from generic nouns 
like ÎalÐbÁt that have no singulative. Levantine Arabic in particular 
allows this formation of -Át plurals from generic nouns; examples in-
clude zarrÐ ÝÁt ‘plants,’ from the generic singular zarrÐÝa ‘plants,’ and 
ÎummÒÁt ‘hummus.’ Cowell identifies this plural as one of “identifi-
cation and indefinite quantification” and observes that these generic 
nouns “have plurals (in -Át) designating a certain batch or indefinite 
quantity of that substance.”11 He explains the difference between the 
singular and the plural forms as one of classification (the singular) as 
opposed to indefinite quantification or identification (the -Át plural). 
His explanation is partly right: the plural does identify a “certain 
batch” of the substance. In the title example, ‘Drink your milk(s)!,’ 
the speaker is clearly referring to a particular ‘batch’ or serving of 
milk that is definite and very specific. Other generic nouns with -Át 

                                    
9  Ibid. 
10  Cowell 1964, 368.  
11  Ibid., 370. 
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occur in similar contexts; the next example highlights a very specific 
batch of bread: 

ÎammÒÐ-li ha-l-khubzÁt. 
Toast this bread for me. 

In this idiomatic expression, zÁytÁtu ‘his oil’ is used metaphorically, 
but it is nonetheless a very specific “batch:” 

khilÒu zaytÁtu. 
His oil is all used up (i.e., he died). 

The prominence and specificity of these nouns makes them highly 
individuated, and hence good candidates for some kind of individuat-
ing marking. It is this role that -Át appears to play here, and it is pre-
cisely because generic nouns are uncountable that the choice of the  
-Át plural provides a felicitous form to express individuation, since  
-Át is not serving in any other capacity in these contexts. These nouns 
will be called here ÎalÐbÁt plurals. 

It will be argued here that ÎalÐbÁt nouns constitute a functional ca-
tegory rather than a lexical or semantic category. It is important to 
note that a few count -Át plurals serve both as ÎalÐbÁt plurals and as 
regular count plurals. The noun shaÝrÁt ‘hair(s),’ for example, can be 
used either as a count plural, as in (a), or a ÎalÐbÁt plural, as in (b): 

(a) bÁÞÐ-lu tlatt shaÝrÁt Ýa rÁsu  
 He has three hairs left on his head. 

(b)  lÿsh ÞaÒÒetÐhon la-shaÝrÁtik ya RÐm? 
 Why did you cut your hair, Rime? 

Here, the number ‘three’ in (a) identifies shaÝrÁt ‘hairs’ as a count 
plural, whereas shaÝrÁt in (b), although highly individuated, does not 
refer to a quantity of hair but to a specific “batch.” For -Át nouns 
formed from singulatives, then, it is thus the context that will deter-
mine their interpretation as count plural, the primary function of -Át, 
or a ÎalÐbÁt plural, a secondary, extended function.  

The primary function of -Át as a count plural occurs in grammati-
cally obligatory contexts. In other words, when counting hairs, one 
must use shaÝrÁt. In contrast, the ÎalÐbÁt plurals constitute optional 
forms. As such, they are under the control of the speaker; that is, the 
speaker chooses to use a ÎalÐbÁt plural rather than another plural or a 
generic noun. The remainder of this essay will explore the features 
that motivate speakers to choose this form of a word. From approxi-
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mately forty examples elicited from Lebanese speakers, several fea-
tures emerge: 

1. Plural -Át nouns must be modified with plural verbs and adjec-
tives.12 Feminine singular agreement is deemed ungrammatical by 
my informants, who confirm hawayÁt ÎilwÐn ‘beautiful breeze,’ re-
ject *hawayÁt Îilwe, and verify the following judgments: 

il-ÎalÐbÁt illi bi-l-barrÁd ÎayintizÝu! (not *ÎatintiziÝ) 
The milk that’s in the refrigerator will spoil!  

lÿk, iz-zarrÐÝÁt Ýam bimÙtu! (not *Ýam bitmÙt) 
Hey, the plants are dying! 

The use of plural verb forms rather than feminine singular under-
scores the specificity and contextual prominence of ‘this milk’ and 
‘these plants.’  

2. As Cowell points out, the -Át plurals tend to occur on nouns modi-
fied with possessive pronoun suffixes, such as trÁbÁtu ‘its dirt’ and 
meÒrÐyyÁtna ‘our money’ in the following:13  

trÁbÁtu mnÁh—mÁ beddon taghyÐr!  
It’s [the planter’s] dirt is good—it doesn’t need changing! 

ÎaÔÔayna meÒriyyÁtna bi-l-bank. 
We put our money in the bank. 

In fact, informants confirm that the second example cannot be ex-
pressed with the plural maÒÁri:  

*ÎaÔÔayna maÒÁrÐna bi-l-bank. 
We put our money in the bank. 

Nor is it permissible to say *maÒÁrÐhon ‘their money,’ or *maÒÁrÐkon 
‘your (pl.) money,’ or assign any specific monetary possession with 
maÒÁri. Conversely, meÒriyyÁt is not used to refer to money in gen-
eral, only to a particular “pot” of money belonging to a known per-
son or institution, and it carries no implications about the amount of 
money involved. The high degree of correlation between possessive 
marking and -Át provides further evidence that the individuation of a 
noun plays a role in the choice of plural marking in spoken Arabic, 

                                    
12  Cowell attests that plural agreement “almost always” goes hand-in-hand with 

paucal plurals, “especially plurals of unit nouns,” 1964, 425.  
13  Ibid., 371. 
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and that, in cases where two plurals exist of the same noun,-Át marks 
a relatively high degree of individuation rather than paucity.14 

3. ÎalÐbÁt plurals are regularly modified with the anaphoric demon-
strative article ha, 15 which marks entities that are exactly identifiable 
to both interlocutors and that have contextual prominence:  

khayy! ma-aÎla ha-l-brÙdÁt!  
Ahh! How beautiful this cool air is! 

shÐlÙ-li ha-l-waskhÁt min h½n! 
Get this dirt out of here (for me)! 

Similarly, ÎalÐbÁt plurals are occasionally marked with the “ethical 
dative” la-:16 

lÿsh ÞaÒÒetÐhon la-shaÝrÁtik ya RÐm?  
Why did you cut your hair, Rime?  

The ethical dative indicates the speaker’s empathy as it elicits empa-
thy on the part of the hearer; in other words, it invokes a shared point 
of view or attitude among interlocutors. Its use here on shaÝrÁt draws 
attention to this noun and signals some kind of attitude or feeling to-
ward it.  
                                    

14  That a similar relationship between the plural of paucity and individuation 
may be at work in Classical Arabic is suggested by an anecdote in which al-NÁbigha 
al-DhubyÁnÐ criticizes ÍassÁn b. ThÁbit’s use of paucal plural forms jafanÁt ‘bowls’ 
and asyÁf ‘swords’ to refer to a large number in the following line (YaÝqÙb 1998, 
301): 

la-nÁ l-jafanÁtu l-ghurru yalmaÝna bi-l-ÃuÎÁ  
Ours are the white bowls glistening in the midmorning sun, 
wa-asyÁfunÁ yaqÔurna min najdatin damÁ 
and our swords drip blood from [our] heroism. 

YaÝqÙb notes that others disagreed with this criticism on the basis that the pronoun 
suffix -nÁ on asyÁf “turns it into the [plural of] abundance,” and that al-jafanÁt can 
function as either paucal or abundant precisely because it is a sound plural (jamÝ sÁ-
lim) (ibid.). The implication of this reasoning is that a highly individuated plural of 
paucity (as indicated by, e.g., the definite article or a possessive pronoun) provides a 
kind of emphasis similar to that of a plural of abundance. Disagreements over the 
usage of plurals of paucity and abundance may result in part from an incomplete de-
finition of the function of plurals of paucity. It may be that jamÝ al-qilla functions as 
an individuated plural as well as the plural of a small number. In this case, then, the 
paucal plurals of swords and bowls would not refer to a small number but rather 
highlight their specificity and importance. SÐbawayh (d. ca. 795) cites this verse as a 
counter-example to the principle that -Át functions as a paucal plural, without men-
tion of al-NÁbigha or his criticism (3:578). 

15  Discussed in Brustad 2000, 115–7. 
16  Described in Cowell 1964, 483. 
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4. These plurals normally refer to a noun in the immediate vicinity of 
the speech act and are contextually important. In fact, it is precisely 
because speakers understand the -Át plurals to have this function that 
they can use it to invoke an entity as if it were present. One might 
say about a mutual friend,  

shift dyÁn il-y½m, shaÝrÁta shu ÔawlÁnÐn!  
I saw Diane today, her hair has gotten so long!  

These ÎalÐbÁt plurals allow speakers to describe something unseen, 
but which they want their interlocutor(s) to imagine. One might de-
scribe a lovely summer day to someone who was or was not present 
by saying, 

ÞaÝadna bi-ha-sh-shamsÁt!  
We sat in that sun!17  

Obviously, the use of the plural shamsÁt ‘sunrays’ has nothing to do 
with either identification or quantity, since the sun is a unique entity 
known to all parties, but it does have to do with invoking the beauty 
of the sun and the day, as if the speaker would like to transport his or 
her listeners to that exact time and place. Likewise, an unrealized 
event can be evoked: here, the co-occurrence of the anaphoric de-
monstrative ha- and the plural shamsât combine to summon the im-
age to the present in a speech act meant to make us wish we were al-
ready there: 

tacu u u’cudu macna bi-ha-sh-shamsât …  
Come and sit with us sit in that sun … 

The shared features of ÎalÐbÁt plurals, specificity, contextual promi-
nence, and plural agreement patterns, all constitute features of the in-
dividuation paradigm. Examples and informant judgments adduced so 
far support three claims: (1) Speakers use the -Át plural suffix to high-
light very specific entities central to the speech context. (2) Although 
the entities so designated normally constitute a small amount—if only 
because they are physically present—this plural has no intrinsic rela-
tionship to a small number or count plural. (3) These plurals do not 
usually refer to more than one “batch.” However, in some contexts, 
the “batch” referred to by ÎalÐbÁt plurals is not contextually promi-
                                    

17  We might paraphrase the English in a colloquial register: ‘We caught some 
rays!’ with the caveat that this American English expression has a more limited so-
ciolinguistic register than the Arabic. 
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nent and can be rather abstract. Informants agree that the following 
compliment constitutes a general statement that does not necessarily 
refer to cooked food immediately present or even to a specific dish: 

ÔabkhÁtik shu ÔayybÐn!  
Your cooking is [always] so tasty!  

Although ÔabkhÁtik is specified with a highly animate second person 
possessive, the fact that it does not refer to anything specific in the 
immediate context would seem to lower its overall individuation and 
make it a counter-example to our theory. A similar example refers to 
the local grocer’s yoghurt cheese (labne) in general, not to a specific 
batch:  

Abu Jiryes labnÁtu ÔayybÐn! 
Abou Jirius’ yoghurt cheese is delicious! 

If -Át does not emphasize specification in this particular type of con-
text, what nuance does it add? The plurals in both examples appear to 
be closely linked with their possessors, as if the human element were 
an important factor in the choice of form here. 

It may be stated with some confidence that these plurals are not 
used in indefinite noun phrases or to express a small but unspecified 
quantity. Several informants judged the following examples to be 
ungrammatical: 

*fÐ shwayyit laÎmÁt beddi sÁwi minnon bÁmye. 
There is a little bit of meat I want to make okra with. 

*baÝd fÐ nitfit ÎummÒÁt, beddik tÁklÐhon? 
There is still a tiny bit of hummus, do you want to eat it? 

Rather, the indefinite generic nouns are used to express an unspeci-
fied small quantity. Contrast the preceding examples with the follow-
ing accepted versions: 

fÐ shwayyit laÎm beddi sÁwi minnon bÁmye. 
There is a little bit of meat I want to make okra with. 

baÝd fÐ nitfit ÎummuÒ, beddik tÁklÐhon? 
There is still a tiny bit of hummus, do you want to eat it? 

A ÎalÐbÁt plural may be used to indicate a small amount only if it is 
definite, specific, and immediately present. The context of the fol-
lowing utterance appears to emphasize the smallness of the quantity 
as well: 
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ha-sh-shwayyit il-laÎmÁt mish ÎarzÁnÐn baÞa, khallÒÐhon! 
This tiny little bit of meat is not worth [keeping], finish it! 

It remains to explain what particular nuance is added to expressing a 
small quantity by the use of laÎmÁt ‘meat’ here. The smallness of the 
quantity is exaggerated as if to enhance the appeal to the listener to 
eat the meat, as if the speaker were using a diminutive. The embel-
lished emphasis on the small here suggests that this type of phrase 
represents a kind of periphrastic diminutive. But does this mean that 
we can claim a diminutive meaning as a secondary function of this  
-Át plural? 

Traditional descriptions of the Classical Arabic diminutive list, in 
addition to its primary function indicating smallness, secondary func-
tions that include endearment or tenderness (tamlÐÎ), contempt or 
disdain (taÎqÐr), and enhancement (taÝÛÐm).18 These secondary func-
tions are all closely related in that they express speaker attitude. In 
fact “enhancement” subsumes both distaste and endearment, which 
are after all merely opposite ends of the same emotional continuum, 
one that represents the speaker’s feelings about an entity. The spe-
cific value of the “enhancement” may depend either on context or on 
the particular lexical item, or both. The diminutive form is an op-
tional way to name or identify an entity; hence, speakers choose to 
use it, and they do so in order to express a particular attitude or feel-
ing toward it. Similarly, speakers of Levantine Arabic choose to use 
an -Át plural in its secondary role—that is, not to express a count plu-
ral but as a marker on a generic noun—in order to convey an attitude 
about it. It has been argued that point of view or empathy plays a role 
in sentence role marking in Levantine Arabic;19 here it will be argued 
that part of the function of -Át is to express feeling in a way similar to 
the diminutive in those varieties and registers of Arabic in which it is 
productive.  

 

                                    
18  Wright 1898, 166 and Fischer 2002, 51. Fück finds these functions for the di-

minutive of paucal plurals as well, 1936, 636. In addition, these functions are cata-
logued in several dialect descriptions, such as Masliyah’s study of diminutives in 
Iraqi Arabic, 1997, 68–9. He includes in this category a wide range of morphological 
forms, perhaps a bit too wide at times, but his argument that diminutive meanings 
are conveyed by a wide range of morphological forms deserves consideration. How-
ever, he does not include -Át in his survey. 

19  Brustad 2000, 359–60. 



-ÀT 

 
11

Some circumstantial evidence for a linkage between the diminu-
tive and ÎalÐbÁt plurals is found in their distribution. In spoken Ara-
bic, morphological diminutive forms and the ÎalÐbÁt plurals as pro-
ductive categories appear to lie in complementary distribution with 
each other: the former is productive mainly in bedouin and western 
sedentary dialects, whereas the latter is found mainly in the urban 
Levant, where there exists no productive form to express diminutive 
meaning other than a periphrastic ~ ÒghÐr ‘a small ~.’ 20 More signifi-
cant is the contextual distribution of both forms. Rosenhouse notes 
that North African sedentary dialects employ “diminutive patterns in 
great frequency, and in women’s speech, especially, these patterns 
are used both for endearment and for contempt, according to 
needs.”21 It is true that a large percentage of these elicited examples 
of the ÎalÐbÁt plurals belong to the category of foods, from ÔÎÐnÁt 
‘flour’ to fÙlÁt ‘fava beans’ to rezzÁt ‘rice,’ but while this observation 
might bring to mind the centrality of food in Levantine culture, clo-
ser inspection of the situations in which they occur reveals that it is 
the acts of cooking and eating that stimulate the production of 
ÎalÐbÁt plurals. These acts take place in the intimate setting of the 
home among family, a context that allows free emotional expression. 
Moreover, they often appear in imperatives, in which their role may 
to be to emphasize the smallness of the object of the command, 
thereby softening its tone. The following imperatives contain -Át plu-
rals used in interactions among family members. The occurrence of 
the ethical dative -li ‘for me’ on the first two makes overt a height-
ened degree of speaker attachment; here, it is argued that the use of 
the -Át plural forms plays a similar role. In effect, the -Át plurals here 
function as a kind of tenderness from speaker to addressee: 

nazzil-li ghasÐlÁtak ÎabÐbi. 
Bring me your dirty laundry, dear. 

ÎuÔÔi r-rezzÁt Ýa n-nÁr.  
Put the rice on the stove. 

                                    
20  Cowell 1964, 310 notes that “only a few Syrian Arabic nouns have diminu-

tives,” and Rosenhouse 1984, 23 considers the diminutive as a productive category 
to be a feature of bedouin and western sedentary dialects. De Jong, however, reports 
that evidence of its productivity among Sinai bedouins is “inconclusive” (2000, 38). 
Moreover, I cannot claim that the function of ÎalÐbÁt plurals as I describe them here 
are limited to the urban Levant, merely that I have enough data to attest to them and 
analyze them in this region.  

21  Rosenhouse 1984, 24. 
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khalli s-sekkrÁt Ýa janab.  
Leave the sugar aside. 

Many of the sentences cited previously provide stronger evidence, 
since they constitute speech acts in which the speaker seeks to elicit a 
reaction (rather than an action), which is usually an emotion: ‘Your 
cooking is so tasty!’ ‘Look—the [poor] plants are dying!’ or ‘Why 
did you cut your [pretty] hair?!’ Thus, although it may be the case 
that morphological forms expressing an emotional “enhancement” 
occur more often in women’s speech, it may also be argued that it is 
the intimate context rather than the speaker’s gender that provides 
the motivation for choice of such forms. This certainly appears to be 
the case for Levantine, in which my male informants easily produce 
the -Át forms without any apparent apprehension that they are pro-
ducing “women’s speech.”  

More significantly, ÎalÐbÁt plurals and diminutives share the same 
semantic functions. The primary function of the diminutive is, of 
course, to express a small size or amount, and -Át fulfills that func-
tion in contexts such as this one (cited previously):  

ha-sh-shwayyit il-laÎmÁt mish ÎarzÁnÐn baÞa, khallÒÐhon! 
This tiny little bit of meat is not worth [keeping], finish it! 

The next sentence, like many other examples here, is understood to 
refer to a very specific small amount that is immediately at hand: 

ghasslÐ-li ha-l-baÞdÙnsÁt. 
Wash this (bit of) parsley for me. 

“Smallness” is, of course, relative; hence it is natural that the func-
tion of diminutives would extend semantically to include other judg-
ments associated with small size, such as tenderness or disdain. Simi-
lar extensions of meaning occur with ÎalÐbÁt plurals. 

The secondary function of the diminutive to express tenderness is 
paralleled by Levantine -Át. Many of the examples cited in this essay 
find their natural occurrence in tender or intimate situations, such as 
the pleasure of the speaker enjoying cool mountain weather, ‘Ahh! 
How beautiful this cool air is!’ and the evocation of a beautiful set-
ting, ‘We sat in that sun!’ Our title phrase, ‘Drink your milks!’ would 
normally be heard among family members, and especially from a pa-
rent to a child, in a situation calling for tenderness, concern, or cajol-
ing. Likewise, the use of these plurals in imperatives—this is quite 
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literally “kitchen Arabic”—may be a way of softening the tone of the 
verb, as in this gentle directive not to add the sugar just yet: 

khalli s-sekkrÁt Ýa janab.  
Leave the sugar aside.  

In addition, Levantine speakers often use arÃ ‘land’ and ahl ‘family’ 
with -Át: arÃÁt ‘land(s)’ and ahlÁt ‘family (members) in particular 
kinds of contexts,’22 such as inquiring about each other’s families: 

kÐfon ahlÁtik? shu akhbÁron? sallmÐ-li Ýalÿhon ktÐr. 
How is your family? What’s new with them? Please give them my 
best. 

Here the use of ahlÁt enhances the speaker’s solicitousness of her 
addressee’s loved ones. 

Another secondary role of the diminutive is to express disdain or dis-
taste, and this function can be carried out by Levantine -Át plurals as 
well: 

laÎmÁta mbayynÐn  
Her flesh is showing (she is improperly dressed). 

emta Îa-tshÐl ha-l-waskhÁt? 
When are you going to clean up this dirt/mess? 

The idiom ÞeÒaÒ u khabriyyÁt, which can mean either ‘tall tales’ or 
‘troubles and hardships, trials and tribulations,’ expresses either dis-
approval or aversion: 

mÁ ÝÁd ili jlÁde iÎki maÝu, zhiÞt ha-l-ÞeÒÁÒ wi-l-khabriyyÁt. 
I no longer feel like talking to him, I’m fed up with those tall tales. 

It often occurs in narratives about loathesome experiences as a catch-
all of distaste:  

ÒÁr maÝi khabÔ u Ãarb … u ÞeÒaÒ u khabriyyÁt 
I underwent bumping and hitting … and trials and tribulations. 

The plural diminutive wlaydÁt ‘little children’ (or perhaps ‘little 
brats?’) is cited by informants in reference to immature children or 
young people who are misbehaving or misspeaking, as in: 

                                    
22  It is interesting that Classical grammars admit both sound plural endings -Ùn/ 

-Ðn and -Át on both of these nouns: arÃ pl. arÃÙn or arÃÁt ‘land’ and ahl pl. ahlÙn or 
ahlÁt ‘family’ (Fischer 2002, 66 and Wright 1898, 1:195, 198). According to the 
grammars, these -Át plurals should be plurals of paucity, but it is difficult to imagine 
such a context and meaning for them.  
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shu beddak fÐhon, hayd½le wlaydÁt mÁ byaÝrfu shi  
Never mind them, they are little children who don’t know anything. 

The same idea can be—and often is—conveyed by the phrase wlÁd 
ÒghÁr ‘little kids:’ 

shu beddak fÐhon, hayd½le wlÁd ÒghÁr mÁ byaÝrfu shi  
Never mind them, they are little kids who don’t know anything. 

However, the “enhancement” of wlaydÁt in the former expresses 
contempt on the part of the speaker. The next example expresses a 
very gentle criticism in which the “enhanced” -Át of il-mayyÁt works 
with the adjective mbaÎbaÎ ‘generous’ to soften the phrase. The ad-
dition of diminutive ‘a bit’ to the English translation conveys a simi-
lar softening: 

il-ÝadsÁt mÁ raÎ yistwu hÿk—il-mayyÁt mbaÎbÎÐn  
The lentils will never cook like that—the water is a bit too “gener-
ous.” 

This comment may be contrasted with a more direct and harsh alter-
native: 

lÿsh kattarti l-mayy?  
Why did you put so much water?’ 

The word “contempt” might be a bit strong for the word shawbÁt 
‘hot weather,’ but informants confirm its negative connotation: 

maraÞ ÝalÁyna shwayyit shawbÁt byiÞtlu! 
We had some killer hot weather!  

The unpleasantness of the hot weather stands in complete contrast to 
the very pleasant nature of cool weather:  

ha-l-brÙdÁt shu ÎilwÐn!  
This cool air is so nice! 

This last pair demonstrates another feature of the “enhancement” 
function of this marking, namely, that the positive or negative conno-
tations of words that commonly take -Át plurals appear to be constant 
for most words. Informants agree that, for example, brÙdÁt means 
‘cool air’ rather than ‘cold air’(bard), while shawbÁt is universally 
detested as unpleasantly hot. Even the word laÎmÁt, which at first 
seems to be an exception, is actually used in two different senses, ef-
fectively making them two different words: the first, ‘meat,’ indicat-
ing food, has a positive connotation, while ‘flesh’ in reference to hu-
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man beings is disdainful. However, this is not always the case. The 
negative emotion expressed by -Át plurals, such as impatience, may 
be directed not at the object itself but rather at the situation or the in-
terlocutor. A frustrated parent might yell, 

khalliÒni shrÁb ÎalÐbÁtak ta-nrÙÎ ba’a! 
Hurry up, drink your milk so we can go! 

Context thus remains the key determinant in interpreting the emo-
tional value of the ÎalÐbÁt plurals. 

If this analysis is correct and -Át does, in fact, have a secondary 
enhancement function, where did it come from? Is it a Levantine in-
novation? In Classical Arabic, -Át represents one possible pattern for 
the so-called jamÝ al-jamÝ ‘plural of a plural.’ SÐbawayh and Wright 
both list several examples of this form, such as jimÁlÁt ‘camels,’ ri-
jÁlÁt ‘men,’ and kilÁbÁt ‘dogs,’ but do not specify their meaning;23 
Fischer offers an “enhanced” meaning for the plural of buyÙt 
‘houses:’ buyÙtÁt ‘noble families.’24 This lone clue to the function of 
the plural of the plural provides just enough of a toehold to speculate 
that Classical -Át as the plural of a plural might have had a secondary 
function of “enhancement”—a function not entirely different from its 
Levantine use on generic nouns. In both cases, -Át is superfluous as a 
plural marker: in the case of Levantine, because the original noun is 
generic, and in the case of Classical Arabic, because it represents an 
“extra” layer of plurality. The word wlaydÁt ‘little kids, brats’ 
(above) and the contemptuous klaybÁt ‘little dogs’ underscores an as-
sociation between -ât and the diminutive in emotionally enhanced 
contexts in Levantine Arabic. An example of this same association 
with an intimate, tender meaning is a Lebanese expression for ‘Home 
Sweet Home:’ 

bayti yÁ bwaytÁti yÁ msattir-li ÝwaybÁti 
My house, my little house, you cover up my little faults. 

Within the spoken register, Rosenhouse notes the use of -Át as plural 
of a plural in bedouin dialects, listing examples alf ‘thousand’ pl. 
ulufÁt and farg ‘difference’ pl. furugÁt, both of which are words that 

                                    
23  SÐbawayh 3:618–20; Wright 1989 1:232. Wright restricts the use of “secon-

dary plurals,” as he calls jamÝ al-jamÝ, to numbers nine or greater or an indefinite 
number (ibid.), but does not distinguish between broken and sound secondary plu-
rals.  

24  Fischer 2002, 68. 
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can conceivably be semantically “enhanced.”25 Less clear are exam-
ples given by de Jong from a northern Sinai bedouin dialect that con-
trast paucal plural and broken plural nouns only in count noun con-
texts. Most of his examples consist of the expected contrast between 
count (sound) and non-count (broken) nouns, but this one contains an 
unexpected broken plural with the number five: 

itfarrig itwaddiy lÿhin iÎÒaÒ laÎam … inkÁn ikhwÁnhiy thalÁthih,  
talga thalath ÎuÒÒÁt, w inkÁnhum khamsah, khamas iÎÒaÒ 
You will distribute and send them portions of meat … if she has three 
brothers and sisters, you will find three portions, and if they are five, 
five portions.26 

This last utterance suggests that the contrast between these two plural 
forms does not always rest on quantity alone. However, more contex-
tualized non-count examples are needed to establish an “enhance-
ment” function. 

So far we have examined only substantives. The relationship of 
substantive plural marker -Át to the use of -Át on attributive adjec-
tives and participles presents another problem; unfortunately, it is 
one for which little data is available. Cowell mentions an attributive 
use of -Át in urban Syrian on “some” adjectives “when attributive to 
a plural in -Át of a feminine count noun: banad½rÁt mÁwiyyÁt ‘juicy 
tomatoes’ (or, more usually, banad½rÁt mÁwiyye).”27 My Lebanese 
informants categorically reject both forms, a judgment that under-
scores the well-known dialect variation within the Levant region. 
The construction banad½rÁt mÁwiyyÁt is more likely to be found in 
bedouin dialects, which make greater use of -Át as an option for plu-
ral concord of all types. Rosenhouse reports attributive -Át plurals in 
both female human and feminine non-human contexts and, con-
versely, records that human feminine plurals take either feminine 
plural or masculine plural agreement, as in bgarÁt guwiyyÁt ‘strong 
cows’ and the variant forms niswÁn zÿnÁt or zÿnÐn ‘good women.’28 
Ingham’s Najdi examples include three possible attributive agree-
ment patterns with byÙt ‘tents/houses:’29  

 

                                    
25  Rosenhouse 1984, 102 and 271. 
26  De Jong 2000, 242–3. 
27  Cowell 1964, 201. 
28  Rosenhouse 1984, 46, citing also Johnstone 1967, 165–6.  
29  Ingham 1994, 51, 64, and 63. 
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byÙt-in ÔuwÁl ‘tall houses’  

al-byÙt mafrÙshÁt ‘the tents (were) carpeted’  

byÙt-in zÿnah ‘good houses’ 

Existing data indicate that attributive -Át is always optional. For fe-
male humans it is usually paired with -Ðn or a broken plural, and for 
nonhuman plurals, it may be paired with a broken plural or collective 
-a. Examples containing female human plural nouns with collective 
feminine singular agreement seem not to exist, and this gap suggests 
that -Át implies a degree of individuation. Also, Ingham’s examples 
ÁdhÁnu mitsaddidÁt ‘his ears (were) closed (he was deaf)’ and al-
arÃÿn mitjÁwirÁt ‘the two plots were adjacent’ score high on the in-
dividuation scale, and contrast with as-sinÐn is-sÁbgah ‘by-gone 
years’ and maghÁtÐr zÿnah ‘good white camels.’30 The individuation 
analysis finds support in Ingham’s observation that “[t]he use of the 
feminine plural in reference to an inanimate (nonhuman) plural is ve-
ry common when a pronoun affix is involved”31—in other words, 
when the noun is highly individuated. Thus attributive -Át may func-
tion as a marker of individuation for nonhuman nouns in those varie-
ties of spoken Arabic in which it is productive. Without a body of 
contextualized examples, however, this remains mere speculation. 

Available data thus support the thesis that Levantine -Át plurals 
function on three levels: first, as a count plural for singulative nouns; 
second, as a highly individuated plural for generic nouns in which 
the important features are specificity and contextual prominence, and 
third, in some contexts, as an “enhancer” that expresses either ten-
derness, in positive contexts, or distaste, in negative ones. Evidence 
has shown a high degree of correspondence between the secondary 
functions of the diminutive on one hand and those of the Levantine 
generic -Át plural on the other: both mark high specificity, contextual 
prominence, and enhancement on an emotional scale. While Classi-
cal grammars express the “disparaging” function of the diminutive in 
a stronger term (taÎqÐr) than those used here for the ÎalÐbÁt plurals, it 
is not qualitatively different. Hence, although it would be rash to call 
the ÎalÐbÁt plurals diminutives, they can be said to fulfill functions 
similar to those of the morphological diminutives in those registers 
and varieties in which they exist.  
                                    

30  Ibid., 64. 
31  Ibid. 
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We are now in a better position to appreciate the full meaning of 
the phrase bÎibbik Þadd il-baÎr u samkÁtu, in which samkÁt is the 
plural of samke, but its meaning here goes beyond “fishes,” even 
highly salient ones. It is clearly not an individuated plural with em-
phasis on the quantity, nor a diminutive of smallness—in fact, its 
connotation is quite the opposite, since the phrase clearly aims to ex-
press an immeasurable amount. In this context, -Át clearly functions 
in its secondary role as “enhancer,” echoing the tender meaning of 
the endearment, and amplifying it. 

The ÎalÐbÁt plurals thus provide further evidence of the impor-
tance of individuation features in explaining nominal marking in 
Levantine Arabic. More importantly, the parallels in function be-
tween ÎalÐbÁt plurals and diminutives, added to the prevalence of the 
ethical dative in spoken registers, indicate that the attitude of the 
speaker toward nominal entities is expressed morphologically in 
spoken Arabic, and suggest that some kind of “speaker attitude” may 
belong to the constellation of features in the individuation contin-
uum. In addition, this study of Levantine -Át plurals calls for further 
exploration of the relationship between number and individuation in 
all registers of Arabic. Such a study will need contextualized exam-
ples in order to provide the pragmatic and functional meanings of the 
forms. Did plurals of paucity in Classical Arabic have a secondary 
function to mark a high degree of individuation, or even enhance-
ment? These questions await further exploration; meanwhile,  
 

bsaynÁtak l-ÎilwÐn Ýam yishrabu ÎalÐbÁton. 
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ÝAYYÀR  
THE COMPANION, SPY, SCOUNDREL 

IN PREMODERN ARABIC POPULAR NARRATIVES 

Peter Heath, The American University in Beirut 

I. Ruler, Hero, ÝAyyÁr 
II. The Independent ÝAyyÁr 

III. ÝAyyÁr as Friend and Foe 
IV. Women of Wiles: The Female Trickster 

V. Conclusion 

An early series of episodes in SÐrat ÝAntar describes how ÝAntar ibn 
ShaddÁd is transformed from a young slave herding his master’s 
flocks to a hero whose goals are to win his freedom and the hand of 
his beloved cousin, and to achieve wide renown as the most powerful 
warrior of his age. In these episodes, the young ÝAntar slays first a 
wolf and then a lion attacking his flocks, gains a special sword and a 
mighty steed, protects his tribe against numerous attacks, wins free-
dom and paternal acknowledgment, achieves fame as a warrior and 
poet, and finally—after many trials—marries his beloved, ÝAbla.  
Simultaneously, a concurrent narrative unfolds, that of ÝAntar’s half-
brother, ShaybÙb. Unlike his brother ÝAntar, whose father is Arab, 
ShaybÙb is the child of two black slaves, and throughout the SÐra he 
has a lower social status. Yet in its own way, his story parallels that 
of ÝAntar. If the SÐra assigns ÝAntar the role of hero and main pro-
tagonist, it assigns to ShaybÙb the secondary although still signifi-
cant role of ÝAntar’s companion and helper, a role that the SÐra terms 
ÝayyÁr. Like ÝAntar, ShaybÙb displays distinctive characteristics and 
abilities. On the same day that ÝAntar kills a wolf that has attacked 
the flocks and recites his first poem, ShaybÙb spends the whole day 
running down a fox. His speed of foot remains a primary characteris-
tic throughout the story; in all of his extensive journeys, ShaybÙb al-
ways travels by foot. While ÝAntar demonstrates his prowess with 
lance and sword, ShaybÙb emerges as unrivaled in his skills with 
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bow and arrow. If ÝAntar is the “brawn” who wins battles through 
courage and strength in arms, ShaybÙb is the “brains,” who scouts 
out terrain and spies on the enemy, who is courageous in battle but 
prefers to rely on cunning and stealth. While ÝAntar is impetuous, 
willing to rush into battle no matter what the odds, ShaybÙb is prac-
tical and offers his brother commonsensical—if rarely heeded—
advice about how to solve problems without plunging into full-scale 
battle. In other words, if the figure of ÝAntar recalls Homer’s mighty 
Achilles, ShaybÙb’s character echoes the Iliad’s cunning Odysseus.  

Narrative focus in SÐrat ‘Antar centers on ÝAntar and his heroic 
deeds, but interwoven in these events is a delineation of ShaybÙb’s 
personal story and actions. As with ÝAntar, ShaybÙb also grows to 
manhood, travels widely and braves many adventures (with and 
without his brother), falls in love, marries and has children, and fi-
nally dies and is mourned near the end of the narrative. Nor is Shay-
bÙb the only example of this character-type in the story. Just as the 
SÐra duplicates the structure of ÝAntar’s story in those of other he-
roes, including the accounts of ÝAntar’s various children, who black 
like him must prove their worth in battle, it replicates that of Shay-
bÙb as well. One example of this is the account of ShaybÙb’s son, 
KhudhrÙf, who inherits his father’s skills and becomes a companion 
and helper to his cousin and ÝAntar’s son, the hero al-GhadbÁn.  

This character type—cunning helper and companion to heroes, 
spy, trickster, and master of disguises—is the figure that M.C. Lyons 
in his study, The Arabian Epic (I:118-27), aptly terms “the man of 
wiles.” My purpose here is to build on and expand Lyons’s useful 
discussion of this character-type—the ÝayyÁr—and in the process to 
add several permutations beyond those which Lyons mentions. Spe-
cifically, I will broaden his description to analyze more completely 
the roles that this character-type plays in these popular epics.1  

The word ÝayyÁr has a historical as well as a literary existence. In 
premodern Muslim Arab societies, the term ÝayyÁr was applied to 
groups of urban low-class ruffians, or local toughs, and vigilantes, or 
gangsters. These were young men who “protected” low-class city 
quarters and who on occasion became active participants in the 
struggles and conflicts of rulers. This group also came to have asso-
                                    

1  Summaries of major Arabic popular epics may be found in volume III of  
Lyons 1995. For the sake of convenience, I shall refer to this work hereafter. Another 
summary of SÐrat ÝAntar, based on the same Arabic text, is contained in Heath 1996. 
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ciations with the futuwwa movement in later medieval times 
(Taeschner 1960; al-NajjÁr 1981, 109-258; Irwin 1994, 140-58). The 
present study restricts itself only to manifestations of the character-
type in Arabic popular fictional works and will not attempt to draw 
connections with any of the historical activities of this social group, 
although it will become evident that some such connections may 
have existed in the minds of the audience of popular sÐras. This mat-
ter, however, must remain the subject for a separate investigation. 

One meaning of the root from which the word ÝayyÁr stems is “to 
frequently come and go, or wander” (among other things, as is the 
case with many Arabic words; see Ibn ManÛÙr n.d. 4:622-3). From 
this root sense the word ÝayyÁr assumes the connotations of vaga-
bond, rogue, or scoundrel. In narratives of urban tricksters, such as 
the stories surrounding the figures of ÝAlÐ Zaybaq or AÎmad al-
Danaf, terms such as shÁÔir (sharper, conman) or azÝar (ruffian, 
rogue) also appear, but more on this later. 

M. C. Lyons describes the “man of wiles” in the following way: 
“as guide and resolver of difficulties he embodies the hero’s good 
fortune and his character lies at the heart of the favorite paradox of 
the cycles, the relationship between superhuman and miraculous vir-
tue and lies, theft and deception” (Lyons 1995 1:118) In his discus-
sion of these characters—helpers, guides, spies, tricksters—Lyons 
includes the figures of al-BaÔÔÁl in SÐrat DhÁt al-Himma, ÝUthmÁn 
and ShÐÎa in SÐrat Baybars, ÝUmar in SÐrat AmÐr Íamza, BihrÙz in 
SÐrat FÐrÙz ShÁh, ShaybÙb in SÐrat ÝAntar, and ÝAlÐ Zaybaq in the 
story of same name. He also notes that in regard to SÐrat BanÐ HilÁl 
“in the absence of an acceptable substitute, the qualities of guide are 
attached to AbÙ Zayd. Here ... we have a full-fledged paladin, who is 
also “a master of wiles,” and who lays claim to a thousand tricks” 
(Lyons 1995 I:126). I will expand on Lyons’s admirable discussion in 
four ways. First, I will argue that this character-type, and certain un-
derlying narrative principles of the Arabic popular epics themselves, 
may be better understood if we initially expand the dichotomy of 
brave hero and cunning helper to include a third party, that of their 
ruler/liege. For just as the helper serves the interests of the hero, the 
hero serves those of the ruler. Second, I will illustrate how in certain 
narratives ÝayyÁrs attain significant levels of autonomy from the 
hero. Third, I will suggest that in many sÐras, such figures may be 
best considered in terms of their personal traits and actions rather 
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than which particular master they serve. Once one considers these 
three aspects, a certain moral ambiguity emerges, since it becomes 
clear that in many cases one side’s perfidious and vile spy is the 
other side’s brave and loyal undercover agent. In other words, char-
acters whom Lyons in a later discussion terms “villains” (Lyons 1995 
I:127-32) are in fact reflections of certain manifestations of the “man 
of wiles.” Finally, I will propose that we can expand the concept on 
“man of wiles” to encompass not only men but also “women of 
wiles”—and mainly old women at that. 

I. Ruler, Hero, ÝAyyÁr 

In general, characters in Arabic popular epics are what T. Todorov 
termed “narrative-men” (Todorov 1977, 66-70). These are basic, one-
dimensional figures possessing limited sets of characteristics and 
functions who play specific roles in the narrative. They become indi-
vidualized and assume distinct personalities partly due to their varied 
social roles, partly due to their specific experiences in the narrative, 
and sometimes, in pseudo-historical works, due to the audience’s his-
torical background knowledge that tends to imbue characters with 
individual connotations. Characters with culturally and historically 
famous traits—the wise Shah AnÙshÐrwÁn or the great Caliph HÁrÙn 
al-RashÐd—evoke particular audience responses. There is little inter-
nal character development, however, and characters in Arabic popu-
lar epics tend to remain what E.M. Forster termed “flat characters” 
(Forster 1977, 73-81). For example, despite the fact that a king of a 
tribe in a work such as SÐrat ÝAntar differs in rank from the ruler of 
the city of Hira, the Persian shah, or the Byzantine emperor, all play 
similar roles in regard to their narrative function and their relation-
ship with other characters. They may differ in terms of social status 
or narrative scope—some make short appearances while others are 
more enduring—but their personalities and main characteristics show 
similar traits.  

In analyzing the role of the helper, it is useful to view it in terms 
of its relationship with the hero. First, however, it is equally useful to 
analyze the hero in regard to his, or her, relationship with the ruler. 

Regardless of social status or narrative importance, rulers tend to 
exhibit the following sets of characteristics. They are usually male 
(unlike heroes, who can be of either sex) and present themselves as 
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imperious, arrogant, and jealous of their authority. Autocratic and of-
ten rash, they need be neither wise nor brave, since they depend on 
others for these traits. Wisdom and mental agility (whether virtuous 
or ill-disposed) are key characteristics of the minister or vizier who 
advises the ruler, while in battle rulers depend on the hero for cour-
age and prowess. Confronted with the military aptitude of heroes, 
rulers may become suspicious, since the hero can easily be viewed as 
a potential rival. Heroes often unwittingly exacerbate this suspicion 
by their capability in battle. Although heroes tend to be loyal and 
courageous, they are also inclined to be personally impetuous and 
politically naïve, and thus unsettling for the ruler. Heroes can be very 
aggressive in offering solutions, direct confrontation being their de-
fault strategy, and this aggressiveness tends to worry the ruler, who 
fears its being turned on him.  

The hero’s relationship with his or her liege lord is therefore often 
tumultuous. In SÐrat ÝAntar, ÝAntar’s primary allegiance belongs to 
the leader of ÝAbs. Over time the identity of this person changes as 
one king succeeds the other. Yet the nature of the relationship be-
tween ruler and hero remains consistent, whether it involves the first 
king of ÝAbs, Zuhayr b. JadhÐma, or his successor, his son Qays. In 
both cases, the ruler views the hero as an important tool of royal 
power and as a potential source of trouble for himself and the tribe. 
Zuhayr is generally suspicious of ÝAntar and resents him as an un-
controllable upstart, although ÝAntar remains loyal and rescues the 
tribe numerous times. The younger king Qays is generally friendly 
toward ÝAntar. Nevertheless, toward the end of the SÐra, even he 
comes to resent ÝAntar and eventually exiles him because ÝAntar is a 
magnet for trouble who continually involves the tribe in war and 
conflict. ÝAntar’s presence is just too dangerous.  

ÝAntar serves other, loftier rulers as well: King al-NuÝmÁn of Hira, 
King al-ÍÁrith of Damascus, the Persian shah AnÙshirwÁn and the 
Byzantine emperor, among others. In these relationships, the patterns 
of interaction described above persist. Despite the hero’s martial 
prowess and personal virtue, his power elicits in the mind of the ruler 
not only admiration and appreciation, but also suspicion and distrust. 
This dichotomy stems from the fact that even when rulers themselves 
lead their armies into battle, it is clear that they could not defeat the 
hero in single combat if such a situation should arise. Hence we have 
the contradiction that the person with the higher and more powerful 
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social status is personally weaker than those who serve and protect 
him in war. This leads to a contrast between the hero’s absolute devo-
tion and the ruler’s attitude of support and alienation. Fear counter-
balances appreciation. Fear is also spurred by rival heroes, royal min-
isters and advisors, noble courtiers, and other attendants who oppose 
the hero and compete for royal favor. As a result of these mixed feel-
ings, rulers often send the hero on quests against formidable enemies. 
This is a win-win situation for the ruler. If the hero succeeds, so 
much the better, but if he or she is defeated, then the ruler has one 
less potential challenger to worry about. When heroes return victori-
ous from such apparent suicide missions, their very success only ag-
gravates royal concern and suspicion. There are also times when he-
roes will directly disobey the ruler. Heroes follow a set code of 
honor, and when they believe that a ruler has acted in contravention 
of it, they go their own way and at times even fight against the ruler. 
This tension between ruler and hero is also present in other heroic 
literatures; it lies at the heart of the Iliad, for example, when war be-
tween Trojan and Greek becomes secondary to the angry struggle be-
tween the great king Agamemnon and the “godlike” Achilles. It also 
appears in Firdausi’s ShÁhnÁma, in which the relations between the 
hero Rustam and the successive rulers that he serves are often 
strained.  

Just as ÝAntar is periodically mistrusted by those rulers to whom 
he is the closest, so are DhÁt al-Himma and her companions alterna-
tively hailed and feared by the successive caliphs whom they serve. 
Similarly, in the beginning of al-MÁlik Baybars, the honest and loyal 
young slave Baybars must overcome the suspicions of a succession 
of masters whom he serves. The hero is thus a socially liminal char-
acter whose great utility in battle provokes the very mistrust that he 
or she assumes will be assuaged by success on the battlefield.  

The ruler has other “helpers” besides the hero. There are, for ex-
ample, rival heroes. Also prominent is the figure of the royal minis-
ter, who embodies intellectual activity—whether benevolent or mali-
cious. “Good” ministers are friends and supporters of the hero, but 
“evil” ministers also exist (Aybak in Baybars, for example), and they 
often plot with the hero’s rivals against him or her.  

From an analytic point of view, it is helpful to view the ruler, min-
ister, and hero as three aspects of a single powerful entity, such as the 
god, king, and warrior of myth. This mythic entity combines royal 
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authority with characteristics of divine might and supernatural wis-
dom. The popular epic has divided these three aspects into separate 
character-types with distinct, limited spheres of activity. This divi-
sion becomes a useful device for structuring and developing narra-
tives, since popular epics can align these three character-types or set 
them at odds. When the ruler is in harmony with the wisdom and 
knowledge of the minister and the military might of the hero, the 
kingdom is well served and internal peace prevails. Just as often, 
however, the ruler is at odds with one or both of these aspects; in 
these cases, conflict arises and narrative resolution occurs only when 
harmony is restored. 

In like fashion, it is possible to view the duo of hero and helper as 
complementary aspects of heroic action: prowess in battle but also 
stealth and cunning when necessary (again, the Achilles/Odysseus 
dichotomy). However different, both character types serve the same 
ends, and therefore their personal relationship tends to be more 
straightforward and harmonious. The helper remains unquestionably 
loyal. No matter how often a falling out occurs between ruler and 
hero, the helper remains at the hero’s side. Indeed, it is often the 
helper who serves to clear up misunderstandings between ruler and 
hero by using his wits to uncover the truth about the false charges 
that rivals make against the hero. The helper also relies on guile in 
ways that are very useful, although apparently viewed as “unheroic” 
by these narratives. He scouts out foreign terrain, sneaks into enemy 
camps or cities, tricks foes, and frees captives. All this he does on 
behalf of the hero and whomever the latter is serving at the time. 
Ironically, therefore, the loyalty of this character type, whose person-
ality is permeated with cunning and craftiness, remains unequivocal. 
His relationship with the hero is never sullied by antagonism or sus-
picion, ostensibly because the hero can prevail if any conflict were to 
arise, but really because the hero needs the helper to perform tasks 
generally beneath his or her dignity. Furthermore, as the loyalty or 
service of the hero shifts from one ruler to another, the loyalty of the 
ÝayyÁr follows accordingly.  

One should not assume that such characterizations are completely 
uniform in all the stories. After all, narratives sometimes create and 
increase dramatic tension by working against audience expectations. 
Yet in a general way, these characterizations comprise the structural 
template that underlies the introduction of new characters in these 
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stories. Let us take the story of DhÁt al-Himma as an example. The 
main protagonists are Arab tribal leaders who spend most of their 
time waging jihÁd against the forces of the Byzantines, as well as 
competing against each other. At the story’s beginning, the protago-
nist is Jundaba, the leader of the KilÁb tribe during the Umayyad pe-
riod. Upon his death, the focus shifts to his son ÑaÎsÁÎ, whose helper 
is NajjÁÎ. Tellingly, when ÑaÎsÁÎ dies, his companion NajjÁÎ com-
mits suicide, since he is bereft of a role to play. Upon ÑaÎsÁÎ’s death, 
the story turns briefly to the affairs of his son, MaÛlÙm. Yet these 
episodes serve mainly as a prolegomenon to introduce the latter’s 
daughter and the story’s namesake, the warrior princess FÁÔima DhÁt 
al-Himma. In turn, her major heroic supporter becomes her black 
son, ÝAbd al-WahhÁb, and their helper, ÝUbaydallÁh b. Íusayn b. 
ThaÝlab, nicknamed al-BaÔÔÁl, who furnishes the most prominent ex-
ample of the ÝayyÁr in the narrative. These three figures become the 
protagonists for the remainder of the lengthy tale. In their battles 
against the Byzantines, they serve a succession of Umayyad and 
ÝAbbasid caliphs, from al-SaffÁÎ, through HÁrÙn al-RashÐd, to al-
WÁthiq. But throughout this time, their relationship with each caliph 
remains essentially the same: long periods of service interrupted by 
shorter periods of alienation due to royal mistrust or displeasure.  

An exception in the relationship between hero and helper is the 
figure of AbÙ Zayd al-HilÁlÐ, who as Lyons notes is both a fearsome 
fighter in battle and the tribe’s main scout and spy. When King 
ÍassÁn ibn SirÎÁn contemplates leading his BanÐ HilÁl tribe to Tunis 
in search of more fertile grazing lands, it is AbÙ Zayd to whom he 
assigns the task of charting their course and scouting the new lands. 
In later events, AbÙ Zayd continues to play the dual roles of mighty 
warrior and cleverly disguised spy. On the battlefield he leads troops 
into battle and defeats mighty warriors in single combat. At other 
times he assumes disguises as an itinerant poet or a wandering der-
vish to infiltrate enemy councils behind the lines of battle. In con-
trast, AbÙ Zayd’s heroic counterpart among the BanÐ HilÁl, DiyÁb ibn 
GhÁnim, is limited to the primary role of warrior. In many important 
respects, therefore, the ÝayyÁr is the alter-ego of the hero, just as the 
brave hero and the wise minister are alter-egos of the ruler. Yet at 
times the ÝayyÁr assumes a measure of independence, as we shall see 
below. 
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II. The Independent ÝAyyÁr 

In the preceding discussion of the character of ShaybÙb in SÐrat ÝAn-
tar, I focused on his role as loyal companion to ÝAntar to clarify ba-
sic aspects of the relationship between hero and ÝayyÁr. Yet in other 
sÐras, the ÝayyÁr moves from trusty sidekick to loyal colleague and 
ally. In such cases, as with such figures of al-BaÔÔÁl in SÐrat DhÁt al-
Himma or ShÐÎa in SÐrat al-MÁlik al-ÚÁhir Baybars, the role of spy 
or trickster definitely overshadows that of companion. For example, 
in order to steal a precious lamp from the Byzantines, al-BaÔÔÁl on his 
own initiative disguises himself as a monk, infiltrates their court, and 
impresses all with his saintliness (Lyons 1995 III:328). At times he 
drugs his enemy (Lyons 1995 III:335, as does AbÙ Zayd al-HilÁlÐ at 
times); opens the gates of enemy fortresses (Lyons 1995 III:339); or 
rescues prisoners (Lyons 1995 III:340). During these same episodes 
both DhÁt al-Himma and ÝAbd al-WahhÁb maintain traditional but 
distant roles as heroes who prevail in single combat.  

Baybars is fortunate to have two helpers, ÝUthmÁn and ShÐÎa. The 
first joins Baybars as his trusted groom, but also acts as messenger, 
spy, and trickster who ridicules and terrorizes religious judges (cf. 
also Herzog 2003). He thus plays the traditional role of companion 
and helper. This role is superseded and expanded, however, with the 
appearance of JamÁl al-DÐn ShÐÎa. This figure is notable in that he 
becomes the leader of the IsmaÞÐlÐ sect in Syria, and hence he brings 
the support of a whole group with him. ShÐÎa is small and dark-hued. 
He “cannot fight, is not a skilled rider, and ‘were you to walk beside 
him, you would find that his head only came up to your chest.’ But 
he will appear wherever his name is mentioned and can make him-
self look like ‘your mother, sister, son, or daughter’.” (Lyons 1995 
3:124-5) The consummate spy, ShÐÎa is both a source of information 
and master of stealth and disguise. He is less a companion and helper 
like ShaybÙb than a trusted ally in battle and combination of wise 
counselor and secret agent throughout the political intrigues and per-
sonal rivalries that inform this popular epic. His death toward the 
SÐra’s end presages that of Baybars himself. 

The shift in the role of the character-type that ShÐÎa exemplifies 
suggests another way in which we might understand the figure of the 
ÝayyÁr: as the more independent rogue, trickster, and secret agent 
personified for example by the characters of AÎmad al-Danaf and 
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‘AlÐ Zaybaq. From one perspective, these two figures can be studied 
as a separate character type, the playful and criminally inclined 
scoundrel. In this context such characters are petty criminals who 
lead the city’s low-class gangs of ruffians (usually forty in number). 
In some stories these characters appear indeed as conmen, thieves, 
and gangsters who prey on hapless peasants and merchants. But they 
also play another, competing role: they aid rulers by acting both as 
the police force (following the rule that it takes a thief to catch a 
thief) and as counter-intelligence operatives, uncloaking and thwart-
ing the pernicious plans of foreign agents sent by enemy rulers to 
disrupt the affairs of the city. In such cases, the military role of the 
hero, which popular epics focus on, disappears. The helper character 
type now operates fully independent from any hero, working instead 
directly for himself, or herself, and the ruler. Like ShÐÎa, however, 
this figure does not act alone but commands a group in the service of 
the ruler. 

Let us pursue this point by examining the story of AÎmad al-
Danaf as presented in Manuscript 203 (untitled), part of the very rich 
collection of Arabic popular narratives in the Bibliotheca Lindasiana 
now housed in the John Rylands Library in Manchester, England. 
This text contains a cycle of rogues’ tales with a series of interlock-
ing narratives focusing on AÎmad al-Danaf and his companions. The 
manuscript begins by relating AÎmad al-Danaf’s early career, then 
introducing the stories of many other rogues, including Íasan 
ShumÁn, DalÐla the Crafty, and ÝAlÐ b. al-ZayyÁt, and concluding  
with a version of ÝAlÐ Zaybaq’s story. This text, which was copied in 
1210 AH or 1794, thus provides a detailed account of the narrative 
world of these rogues and how their tales interrelate. Equally impor-
tant, by providing us with the individual stories of a series of charac-
ters, it constitutes an excellent source for understanding how narra-
tors of this type of story tended to structure their tales.  

Manuscript 203 is episodic yet cohesive in structure. Its major 
episodic breaks are often structured around the appearance of a new 
central character, usually a young man who aspires to join the society 
of rogues or scoundrels (azÝar, pl. zuÝr). The first such character is 
AÎmad al-Danaf (folios 1-10, Cairo), then Íasan ShumÁn (10-14, 
Baghdad), then a number of others: ÝAlÐ b. Wajh al-FuraÒ (folios  
24-8, Basra); ÝAlÐ b. al-ZayyÁt (28-32, Baghdad); ÝAlÐ b. al-KhayyÁÔ 
(32-8, Baghdad); ÝAlÐ al-ÍajjÁr (38-43, Baghdad); ÑÁlih ibn al-
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RammÁÎ (43-50, Cairo); ÑÁliÎ al-SarrÁj (55-62, Basra); BÁkir al-KÙfÐ 
(62-5); ÝAlÐ al-BusÙÔÐ (65-73, Baghdad); ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-
DimashqÐ (73-87); ÝAlÐ al-ManÁwÐ (87-97, Baghdad); and finally ÝAlÐ 
Zaybaq (ÝAlÐ in Cairo, 105; ÝAlÐ goes to Baghdad, 108; ÝAlÐ with 
DalÐla, 113-32). 

Interspersed are several episodes of adventures of AÎmad al-
Danaf or another of the characters: AÎmad visits the lands of QÁf 
(14-17); HÁrÙn al-RashÐd becomes angry with Ahmad and sends him 
into exile (17-24); ÝAlÐ b. Wajh al-FuraÒ falls captive in Tiberias  
(50-5); the tale of al-DÁmiriyya, princess of Antioch (97-105). 

These tales portray a society of rogues similar to the societies of 
rulers, heroes and helpers depicted in popular epics. Gaining admit-
tance to and even leadership in this society is the quest of such char-
acters. Success is achieved by out-maneuvering more experienced 
scoundrels or by saving the city in some way. In these narratives, the 
social, geographical, and political framework is well-established. The 
Caliph of Baghdad is HÁrÙn al-RashÐd, his vizier JaÝfar al-BarmakÐ, 
and his executioner MasrÙr. Here one recognizes the pseudo-histori- 
cal socio-political world of the stories of The Thousand and One 
Nights or such popular epics as DhÁt al-Himma. The narrative geog-
raphy of the surrounding areas is the same as that of the Nights and 
popular epics such as al-MÁlik Baybars: Cairo, Damascus, Basra, 
Kufa, Antioch, and Tiberias all figure as prominent provincial capi-
tals, each with its own ruler, who in some cases, such as that of 
AÎmad b. ÓulÙn of Cairo, is identified. Constantinople is the capital 
of the Byzantine empire, which is more or less viewed neutrally; that 
is, the Byzantines are not represented as active foes. Enemies come 
instead from the East. These are the ÝajamÐ (Persian) Khans, leaders 
with names like AzdashÐr. It is these eastern rulers who send rival 
groups of rogues to act as spy and agent provocateur. In sum, a rela- 
tively fixed political world provides the context of the rogues’ tales. 

Aspiring young tricksters gain entrance into AÎmad’s group in 
three ways: first, by exhibiting their talents against already estab-
lished scoundrels, such as the rivalry of AÎmad and DalÐla, or Íasan 
ShumÁn against AÎmad’s group, or ÝAlÐ Zaybaq against DalÐla’s 
daughter Zaynab. Second, they save the day by detecting and foiling 
the machinations of ÝajamÐ spies or even invading armies; third, they 
gain entrance as a result of successfully fulfilling a quest, which 
sometimes involves magic. These narrative motivations recur, with 
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variations making each story an individual entity. AÎmad al-Danaf’s 
own story, for instance, will clarify this point.  

AÎmad is the son of a well-to-do merchant of Cairo. When the 
merchant dies, leaving a fortune, AÎmad becomes head of a house-
hold that consists of his mother and his sister FÁÔima. As many a 
merchant’s son in the Nights, AÎmad is foolishly profligate. He falls 
into bad company and squanders his inheritance in the span of a few 
years. Penniless, AÎmad turns to crime. He spends his last few 
qurÙsh to purchase a staff, finds a mosque that is empty of worship-
pers, and promises the imam that he will fill the mosque for him. Ac-
cordingly he shames those passing by the mosque into entering and 
praying, and when they leave he forces them to “donate” alms to him 
by threatening them with his staff. This extortion embarrasses the 
imam, who shuts the mosque. Undeterred, AÎmad moves from 
mosque to mosque continuing his collection tactics until all the 
mosques of Cairo are closed. Seeking other sources of funds, AÎmad 
steals a cow from a peasant who had brought it to town to sell. It is at 
this point that he encounters the chief of the rogues of Cairo, ÑalÁÎ 
al-DÐn al-KalbÐ, and his forty companions.  

ÑalÁÎ and his men are dressed as dervishes. When they see young 
Ahmad with the cow, they decide to steal it from him. ÑalÁÎ con-
vinces AÎmad that he will buy it for his dervishes’ dinner. He takes 
the cow but doesn’t return with the payment as promised. Having 
cheated worshippers by pretending to be pious, AÎmad has now been 
cheated by scoundrels pretending to be dervishes. 

AÎmad learns who has cheated him and vows revenge. He dis-
covers their lair and disguises himself as a young girl after he has 
heard ÑalÁÎ ask his men to procure a girl for him. AÎmad manages to 
lock the men in their sleeping quarters, then drugs, binds, and beats 
ÑalÁÎ, and runs away. AÎmad continues to play tricks on and torment 
ÑalÁÎ until the latter recognizes him as his superior and relinquishes 
leadership of the rogues to him. Eventually, AÎmad is appointed by 
AÎmad b. ÓulÙn, governor of Cairo, as leader of all the rogues in the 
city. 

ÑalÁÎ grieves that he has lost his leadership. An old friend return-
ing from Baghdad finds him in this state and promises to restore him 
to his former position. He and ÑalÁÎ tell AÎmad that an old woman, 
DalÐla the Crafty, has managed to become chief of the rogues of 
Baghdad. Outraged that a woman would gain this position, AÎmad 
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vows to defeat her in a contest of knavery. He travels to Baghdad, 
challenges and defeats DalÐla (as we shall discuss below), and be-
comes both the leader of the ruffians and the chief of police.  

Rogues in these stories tend to follow AÎmad’s pattern. They are 
children of merchants with a natural inclination toward crime. As 
adults, they remain liminal characters who both serve the populace 
and fleece it. They live in their own society with its rules of admit-
tance based on its specific definition of merit. And they entertain an 
official relationship with governmental figures who employ them as 
policemen and as counter-espionage agents.   

This pattern of character motivation is comparable to that of the 
heroes of popular sÐras and contrasts with that of the protagonists of 
the Nights’ tales of magic and romance. Protagonists of the sÐras are 
heroic by nature. Their martial abilities and their commitment to ide-
als of honor compel them to behave as they do; intrinsic character 
traits determine action and fate. Mature and recognized, such heroes 
enjoy a well-developed relationship with the rulers of society in ex-
change for service and protection. The hero is accepted by society as 
a valuable although dangerous entity, but he or she is never incorpo-
rated into it; at most heroes create their own micro-societies by form-
ing bands of heroic companions who are their peers and helpers.  

The rogue shares a similar marginal social position, even if he re-
lies more on guile than raw strength of arm. Like the hero, the rogue 
remains on the margins of society. Rogues also have their own bands 
of companions, with their own tales and individual backgrounds, 
who serve their chiefs, whether AÎmad or later ÝAlÐ Zaybaq, as 
henchmen and friends. Even if many stem from the merchant class, 
rogues aspire only to be rogues. They do not regret becoming crimi-
nals; for in doing so they have followed their natures and desires. 
They feel only satisfaction that they have found their rightful social 
position. Like the hero, the rogue begins at the bottom of the social 
ladder and then moves up to find a position in a marginal social sub-
group, that being the only role to which he can attain. 

What has happened to the role of the martial hero in these narra-
tives? Has the helper lost the hero whom he once served, or has he 
replaced him? Just as the hero AbÙ Zayd al-HilÁlÐ takes over some of 
the functions of the ÝayyÁr, has the above-described ÝayyÁr com-
pletely superseded the hero? Or is this form of the ÝayyÁr a funda-
mentally different character-type? Whatever one’s views on this mat-



ÝAYYÀR  

 
33

ter, these examples show the varied manifestations of the “man of 
wiles” in Arabic popular literature; there is little doubt that in many 
ways their spheres of activity overlap. If one removes the dimension 
of service to the ruler from these tales of urban scoundrels, then one 
might justifiably argue that we are dealing with a different type of 
story as opposed to a variant of a larger category. But service to the 
ruler appears to be an intrinsic element of stories such as those of 
AÎmad al-Danaf or ÝAlÐ Zaybaq. These are “good rogues” whose ac-
tivities are socially redeemed by their service to the authorities. 

III. ÝAyyÁr as Friend and Foe 

Examining these tales of urban rogues, with their clearly extra-legal 
inclinations, raises one’s awareness of the moral ambiguity involved 
in the character-type of the resourceful helper who is a master of guile 
and subterfuge. In this context, one notices that such characters often 
function on both sides of conflicts. Just as the hero type appears on ei-
ther side of the battle line, since a favored hero must have a dangerous 
foe to fight, so must both sides engage the services of spies and infil-
trators. Two notable examples of such antagonistic ÝayyÁr characters 
are ÝUqba in SÐrat DhÁt al-Himma and JuwÁn in al-MÁlik Baybars. 

SÐrat DhÁt al-Himma purports to relate the battle between Muslim 
and Byzantine armies along their frontier. Even prior to the appear-
ance of the traitor, ÝUqba, the narrative mentions Byzantine agents 
who seek to spread chaos among their Arab foes. One example of 
these is the monk ShammÁsh, who infiltrates the Arab forces by  
assuming the appearance of a Muslim holy man (Lyons 1995 III: 
313-15). Just as ShammÁsh is unveiled and executed, ÝUqba, the most 
perfidious of these enemy ÝayyÁrs, is born to an Arab woman. ÝUqba 
begins his traitorous career by counseling DhÁt al-Himma’s cousin 
and husband, ÍÁrith, whose sexual advances have been resisted by 
the unwilling bride, on how to drug and rape her. For the first part of 
the narrative, ÝUqba remains a prominent counselor among Arab tribal 
leaders, but when his patrons, ÚÁlim and his son, ÍÁrith (DhÁt al-
Himma’s husband), defect to the Byzantine side, ÝUqba joins them. 
ÚÁlim and ÍÁrith soon meet their ends but not ÝUqba, who converts to 
Christianity (Lyons 1995 III:328). Throughout the remainder of the 
narrative, he plays a major role, clandestinely serving the Byzantines 
while he purports to remain on the Arab side. He and al-BaÔÔÁl vie 
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constantly with one another in espionage and subterfuge, each assum-
ing multiple disguises to infiltrate and disrupt the enemy’s ranks.  

In SÐrat al-MÁlik Baybars the character who corresponds to the 
evil ÝUqba is JuwÁn. The narrative even identifies JuwÁn as ÝUqba’s 
offspring. Born on a storm-filled night of an ill-omened day of the 
month, JuwÁn is so ugly as a baby that he must be suckled by a  
cur and “grows up to be ‘an affliction’” (Lyons 1995 III:80). Just as  
ÝUqba continually matches wits with his counterpart, al-BaÔÔÁl, so 
does JuwÁn spar with Baybars’s helpers, first ÝUthmÁn and then the 
cunning ShÐÎa. Both JuwÁn and ShÐÎa are masters of languages, 
learning, and disguise. JuwÁn, for example, spends a good part of the 
narrative disguised as the learned qÁÃÐ ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn, whose knowl-
edge he mastered and whom he subsequently murdered in order to 
assume his identity. In this guise, JuwÁn alias ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn becomes 
the helper of Baybars’s court rival, the minister Aybak, and continu-
ally tries to have Baybars sentenced to death on false charges, just as 
his plans are continually thwarted by Baybars’s friends.  

When the SÐra formally introduces Baybars’s helper ShÐÎa into its 
narrative, it provides a background story that indicates that ShÐÎa and 
JuwÁn are locked in a struggle that has been predicted by heavenly 
forces (Lyons 1995 III:113). When Baybars finally assumes royal 
power, having resisting its call despite many opportunities, the narra-
tive shifts towards wars between the Muslims and their enemies. At 
this point, JuwÁn moves back to the Christian side to direct opera-
tions. He constantly plots war and intrigue against Baybars, but is de-
feated by Baybars’s prowess on the battlefield and by ShÐÎa and his 
IsmaÞÐlÐ forces off it. For much of the narrative, ShÐÎa pursues JuwÁn 
doggedly from place to place and finally assists in his execution, at 
which point ShÐÎa’s own death is presaged (Lyons 1995 III:225). 

In his analysis of sÐra characters, M.C. Lyons places helpers of 
foes, such as ShammÁs, ÝUqba, and JuwÁn, among the villains (Lyons 
1995 I:127-32). There is justification for this determination. As Ly-
ons notes, characters such as JuwÁn are not only cunning and duplici-
tous, but ugly and sinful as well. JuwÁn is persistently godless, “las-
civious” and “ill-omened,” bringing “destruction with him” wherever 
he goes (Lyons 1995 I:132). ÝUqba similarly has a “bedrock of pure, 
impartial wickedness.” He is a “man with no friends” who boasts that 
“throughout his life he had never kept his word and ‘there is not in 
my heart so much as a grain of pity’” (Lyons 1995 I:130). Yet  
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Lyons also notes the similarities of these characters with those who 
join the ÝayyÁrs and whom he terms “men of wiles.”  

It is true that these villains and helpers mirror each others’ skills in 
many ways. Yet beyond this, they also fill the same functions in the 
narrative, albeit on opposite sides. Although the villains are por-
trayed as treacherous, this depiction rests largely on the religious an-
tagonism that permeates and motivates the wars in both DhÁt al-
Himma and Baybars. It is clear which side is favored in this antago-
nism and this favor sometimes justifies acts on the Muslim side that 
are not ethically defensible. To cite one example, ShÐÎa at one point 
kills a pederast and then falls in love with his daughter. She in turn 
“addresses him by name, telling him that she has been shown by al-
ÑÁliÎ in a dream that she would become a Muslim and marry ShÐÎa. 
ShÐÎa tells her to prove her sincerity by killing her mother, which she 
does” (Lyons 1995 III:122). ShÐÎa’s provocation of this deed hardly 
seems the act of a virtuous man. This suggests that wiles are a two-
sided weapon. How one evaluates their use and effect depends on the 
side of the struggle one espouses.  

IV. Women of Wiles: The Female Trickster 

Heroes can be male or female, whereas rulers and ministers are al-
most uniformly male. The assumption of rule by the princess Shajarat 
al-Durr in Baybars, for example, is a historically driven incident. 
Even so, it is presented in the narrative as a source of contention. She 
only succeeds by appointing Baybars as her chief minister, designat-
ing him as her successor, and finally by agreeing to marry him (Lyons 
1995 III:116-17). There are cases, however, of female characters of 
great cunning and guile. These characters are never termed ÝayyÁr. Yet 
they are comparable to the independent ÝayyÁr character-type who has 
gained some level of autonomy in service to the ruler. Such a figure is 
DalÐla the Crafty, mentioned above as a secondary character in the 
stories of AÎmad al-Danaf and ÝAlÐ Zaybaq. A review of the contest 
she engages in with AÎmad al-Danaf illustrates this point. 

AÎmad comes to Baghdad after being outraged that DalÐla has 
been appointed by the Caliph as chief of police. Tracked down by 
him, DalÐla hosts AÎmad for three days before their contest. As an 
initial test, she asks him to figure out how to release the catch of a 
trick sword scabbard. When he succeeds, she decides that he is a 
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worthy rival and agrees to compete with him in a dual of chicanery. 
She takes the first turn. 

She tricks the servant of ShÁh Bandar, a noble, to give her the no-
ble’s newborn child. She then leaves the infant as collateral at a Jew-
ish goldsmith from whom she obtains gold jewelry, claiming the 
mother wants to inspect it; she also takes the jewels with which the 
parents have adorned the child. ShÁh Bandar sends guards to search 
for the baby; the Jewish goldsmith, who has lost his merchandise, 
joins the search. DalÐla then goes to the goldsmith’s house and tells 
his wife that she is the old woman who left the child with him. The 
wife permits DalÐla to enter the house. DalÐla ascends halfway up the 
stairs when the goldsmith appears. She grabs him and causes them 
both to fall down the stairs; she then pretends to have died from the 
fall. The goldsmith decides to bury her in secret and gives her body 
to a gravedigger, claiming that she is his mother. When they reach 
the graveyard, DalÐla urinates on the gravedigger, pretends to have 
returned from the dead, and sends him to tell the goldsmith. Then she 
steals the cloak and tools that he, in his haste, has left behind. 

The next morning she visits a rich merchant’s house. He has mar-
ried a beautiful but stupid young girl. The marriage is not happy and 
DalÐla convinces the wife to leave her house and advise DalÐla’s son 
against marriage. Then she brings the girl to the shop of a dyer and 
tells the handsome youth minding the shop that she has a daughter 
who has seen him and wants to marry him. She takes them both to an 
empty house and tells them to undress and puts them in different 
rooms. Then DalÐla returns to the shop to steal cloth from it. Hailing 
a porter, she convinces him to use his donkey to carry the cloth. She 
then tricks the porter into breaking all of the earthenware in the 
dyer’s shop, claiming that she is going out of business and doesn’t 
want to leave any wares behind. While he breaks pottery, she steals 
his donkey laden with cloth. Meanwhile the young wife and the 
young shopkeeper discover they have been tricked, as does the por-
ter. Everyone searches for DalÐla.  

Wandering the market calling “My donkey, my donkey!” the por-
ter finds DalÐla and she promises to lead him to his donkey. Instead 
she takes him to a doctor and tells the latter that the porter is her son 
who has gone mad and only calls for his donkey. She asks the doctor 
to extract the porter’s teeth so he does not embarrass her anymore. 
The doctor complies. Then the goldsmith and the dyer catch her and 
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take her to the governor’s guards. The guards fall asleep, so DalÐla 
enters the governor’s house and offers his wife two disobedient 
slaves (the guards) DalÐla claims she has inherited and now wants to 
sell. The governor’s wife agrees to buy them and gives DalÐla some 
of her clothes so she can escape. More characters are now in pursuit 
of DalÐla. When they finally catch her, she explains who she is, why 
she played all these tricks, and then returns everyone’s goods. 

Now it is AÎmad’s turn so demonstrate his cunning. DalÐla in-
structs him to bring her 100 RashÐdÐ dinars without stealing them. 
While AÎmad is out and around the city that night, he sees a man 
taking a case out of JaÝfar the BarmakÐ’s house. Following the man to 
a cave, AÎmad sees him open the case. It conceals JaÝfar the Bar-
makÐ’s daughter, who has been abducted by this man, a slave who 
has fallen in love with her. The girl demands that he take her back. 
The slave is on the point of raping the girl, when AÎmad intervenes 
and kills him. AÎmad then returns her home and a grateful JaÝfar re-
wards him with 100 dinars. JaÝfar also uses his influence to have the 
Caliph appoint AÎmad as chief of police, replacing DalÐla. DalÐla is 
appointed head of the royal carrier pigeons instead. In this duel of 
wits, DalÐla is cunning but AÎmad is lucky. AÎmad prevails, but there 
is little doubt which of them is clever and has played the better tricks.  

DalÐla is not the only example of a crafty old lady. Another exam-
ple appears in the story of ÝAlÐ b. al-ZayyÁt (folios 28-32) in the same 
manuscript. In this case, it is ÝAlÐ’s mother who watches over her son 
as he seeks to join the ÝayyÁr band of AÎmad al-Danaf. Several times 
during the episode, she appears in disguise to help or save her son.  

A final example of the crafty old woman figure is the villain char-
acter of DhÁt al-DawÁhÐ in the story of ÝUmar al-NuÝmÁn, a combina-
tion of sÐra and love story included in the Thousand and One Nights 
(Nights 60-176 in the BulÁq edition). Once again, the story centers, 
initially at least, on the struggle between the Muslims and the Byzan-
tines. DhÁt al-DawÁhÐ is the grandmother of Princess IbrÐza, daughter 
of the ruler of Diyarbekr. Portrayed as a lesbian, an evil advisor to 
her son, and a teacher of tricks who is much disliked by her grand-
daughter, DhÁt al-DawÁhÐ disguises herself several times in the 
course of the story to infiltrate the Muslims’ leadership and create 
chaos amongst them. She also becomes a valued advisor to both her 
son and the Byzantine emperor, devising stratagems for them to de-
feat their enemy. The story concludes in Baghdad with her execution 
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for her many crimes. Although she is portrayed as evil, she shares the 
characteristics of cunning and guile with the figures of al-BaÔÔÁl, 
ShÐÎa, ÝUqba, and JuwÁn. 

V. Conclusion 

It has become clear from the discussion above that one can consider 
these examples of the ÝayyÁr character-type—companion, helper, spy, 
strategist and man or woman of wiles—as variants of the trickster 
character present in almost all folk literatures. What characterizes 
these particular figures is their added role of service, either directly 
to the hero, or to the ruler himself when the hero plays a lesser narra-
tive role. But, just as I have argued that it is useful to view the char-
acters presented above as variants of a single type, one may treat 
them as separate character-types due to the differences in detail and 
personality that distinguish them. Despite such differences, however, 
these characters are united by their use of guile, cunning, and duplic-
ity in the service of their masters. They add a dimension of narrative 
activity that differs from and complements the pristine heroism of the 
hero or the pure but somewhat passive authority of the ruler. At 
times, they become so interesting that they take over the story itself. 
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BALÀGHA 
RHETORIQUE ARISTOTELICIENNE (RETHORICA)  

ET FACULTE ORATOIRE (ORATORIA/BALÀGHA)  
SELON LES DIDASCALIA IN “RETHORICAM (SIC !)”  

ARISTOTELIS EX GLOSA ALPHARABII 

Maroun Aouad, CNRS, Paris 

I. Distinction par les parties du discours.  
II. Distinction par les opérations et raisons  

profondes de la distinction.  
1. Les opérations du discours rhétorique; 2. L’habitus rhétorique 
comme puissance de produire toutes les opérations du discours 

rhétorique; 3. Comparaison de la rhétorique et de la faculté oratoire. 
III. La rhétorique complète, la rhétorique incomplète  

ou nécessaire, la rhétorique défectueuse.  
IV. Le substrat arabe. 

Parmi les obstacles que rencontre le lecteur des Didascalia in “Re-
thoricam” Aristotelis ex glosa Alpharabii,1 il en est un de particuliè-
rement gênant: la différence entre rethorica et oratoria.2 En effet, 
malgré les apparences, il ne s’agit pas de synonymes:  

                                    
1  Conservés dans BnF Lat. 16097 (Sorbonne 954) et, pour certaines parties, dans 

une version imprimée de la renaissance [voir al-FÁrÁbÐ (1971), Deux ouvrages iné-
dits sur la Rhétorique. I. KitÁb al-KhaÔÁba, éd. et trad. J. Langhade (FËL). II. Di-
dascalia in Rethoricam Aristotelis ex glosa Alpharabi(i), éd. M. Grignaschi (FDG), 
Beyrouth, 142-7]. Les Didascalia ont été édités dans FDG, mais les citations en 
français qui seront données dans la présente contribution seront empruntées à la 
nouvelle édition et traduction que préparent M. Aouad et Fr. Woerther et qui doit pa-
raître prochainement (FDAW). FDAW a la même division en paragraphes que FDG. 
Seront ici signalés en notes les cas où FDAW a une autre lecture des mots latins que 
FDG, mais non les différences de ponctuation.  

2  Selon F. Gaffiot (1934), Dictionnaire illustré latin-français, Paris, 1088, Orato-
ria signifierait “l’art oratoire” et l’adjectif oratorius, “oratoire”.  
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La rhétorique (rethorica)3 est une certaine [faculté] oratoire (oratoria), 
le rhéteur (rethor) un certain orateur (orator) et le propos rhétorique 
(rethoria) ou (seu) discours (sermocinatio) un certain dire (ditio) ou 
(sive) langage oratoire (locutio oratoria). Cependant, tout dire ou (vel) 
langage oratoire n’est pas un discours, ni tout orateur un rhéteur 
(FDAW §28).  

Passons rapidement sur un premier type de distinction apparaissant 
dans ces quelques lignes. Il est facile à comprendre: rethorica et ora-
toria se distinguent de rethoria, sermocinatio, ditio ou locutio orato-
ria en tant qu’il s’agit, d’un côté, de puissances, voire d’habitus ou 
capacités stables et, de l’autre, d’actes, de réalisations des puissances 
en question dans des propos (voir, par exemple, FDG §§13 et 15).  

On se concentrera ici sur l’autre type de distinction que met en 
avant le passage précité: la différence entre rethorica et oratoria.  

On ne pourra pas l’expliquer par un recours à la Rhétorique 
d’Aristote,4 car, si l’on trouve dans cet ouvrage un concept corres-
pondant à rethorica, à savoir rhètorikè, on en a aucun pour oratoria. 
Pourtant, la difficulté mérite qu’on s’y arrête, et cela pour plusieurs 
raisons: la fréquence des occurrences des concepts en question5; leur 
centralité, puisqu’ils concernent manifestement l’objet même de 
l’ouvrage; l’importance de celui-ci dans l’histoire de la philosophie. 
Rappelons, en effet, que les Didascalia in “Rethoricam” Aristotelis 
ex glosa Alpharabii sont la traduction du début du Grand commen-
taire de la “Rhétorique” (SharÎ “KitÁb al-KhaÔÁba” li-ArisÔÙÔÁlÐs) 
par al-FÁrÁbÐ (m. 339/950). De ce Grand commentaire non conservé 
dans son entièreté, il ne reste que quelques brèves citations latines et 
arabes, les Didascalia, ainsi que des fragments récemment découverts 
dans l’œuvre du médecin Ibn RiÃwÁn (m. 453/1061 ou 460/1068) et 

                                    
3  Le correspondant latin des termes qui importent à l’argument de cet article est 

donné lors de leur première apparition. Il ne l’est ailleurs que lorsque cela est vrai-
ment nécessaire. 

4  Aristotle (1960-87), Aristotelis Opera ex recensione I. Bekkeri edidit Academia 
regia Borussica, accedunt Fragmenta Scholia Index Aristotelicus. Editio altera ad-
dendis instruxit fragmentorum collectionem retractavit O. Gigon, 5 vols., Berolini, 
II, col. 1354a-1420b 4 (Rhét). 

5  Ainsi, par exemple, on trouve oratoria dans la préface introductive (par Her-
mann) des Didascalia et FDG §§ 1, 2 (3 fois), 12, 13, 20, 28 (4 fois), 31 (5 fois), 32 
(5 fois), 33, 34 (3 fois), 35, 37 (2 fois), 40, 42, 50, 54. Orator: FDG §§13, 14, 20, 28 
(2 fois), 30, 31, 33, 42 (3 fois).  
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ayant un correspondant dans les Didascalia.6 Ceux-ci sont plus préci-
sément la traduction latine, entreprise par Hermann l’Allemand, au 
cours de la période 1243–56, du prologue (composé selon un schéma 
alexandrin) du Grand commentaire, du textus du commencement de 
Rhét (I : 1354a 1-4) et d’une explication générale, puis terme à terme 
de ce dernier. Ajoutons que le Grand commentaire de la “Rhétori-
que” a été massivement utilisé par Averroès (520-95/1126-98)7 et que 
les Didascalia l’ont été assez souvent par les auteurs latins médié-
vaux, notamment Jean de Jandun (c. 1285-1328).8 

Enfin, s’il est vrai, comme cela apparaîtra à la fin de cette contri-
bution, que le couple rethorica, oratoria, n’est pas étranger aux 
concepts de khaÔÁba, par lequel les philosophes arabes ont désigné la 
rhétorique de tradition aristotélicienne, et de balÁgha, qui entre dans 
la dénomination même du Ýilm al-balÁgha, science de tradition sur-
tout arabe de l’éloquence, nous aurions ainsi de précieuses informa-
tions sur la conception qu’avait al-FÁrÁbÐ des rapports entre ces deux 
disciplines.  

La perte de l’original arabe des Didascalia rend particulièrement 
ardue le problème que l’on se propose de traiter. Malheureusement, 
les concepts qui nous occupent ici n’apparaissent dans aucun des 
fragments retrouvés dans Ibn RiÃwÁn.  

Mario Grignaschi, le premier éditeur des Didascalia, évoque, dans 
une note (FDG, 152-3, n. 11) à la fois riche et confuse, la question des 
rapports de rethorica et oratoria. Al-FÁrÁbÐ “parlait d’oratoria à pro-
pos des différentes composantes du discours rhétorique. En d’autres 
termes l’oratoria était pour F. une forme imparfaite de la rhétorique et 

                                    
6  État de la question dans M. Aouad (1997), “La doctrine rhétorique d’Ibn RiÃ-

wÁn et la Didascalia in Rhetoricam Aristotelis ex glosa Alpharabii,” Arabic Sciences 
and Philosophy. A Historical Journal, VII: 164-172. Sur les fragments d’Ibn RiÃwÁn 
et son rapport à la doctrine rhétorique d’al-FÁrÁbÐ, voir ibid, 163-245, ainsi que M. 
Aouad (1998), “La doctrine rhétorique d’Ibn RiÃwÁn et la Didascalia in Rhetoricam 
Aristotelis ex glosa Alpharabii (suite),” Arabic Sciences and Philosophy. A Histori-
cal Journal, VII: 131-60.  

7  Averroès [Ibn Rušd] (2002), Commentaire moyen à la Rhétorique d’Aristote. 
Édition critique du texte arabe et traduction française par M. Aouad, 3 vols., Union 
Académique Internationale, Corpus Philosophorum Medii Aevi, Averrois Opera, Se-
ries A: Averroes Arabicus, XVII, coll. “ Textes et traditions ” 5, Paris : Vrin (CmRhét 
A), I: 20-31. 

8  Voir E. Beltran (1998), “Les Questions sur la Rhétorique d’Aristote de Jean de 
Jandun,” dans G. Dahan et I. Rosier-Catach, éds., La “Rhétorique” d’Aristote. Tra-
ditions et commentaires, de l’Antiquité au XVIIe siècle, Paris, 153-67.  
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non pas une éloquence d’un genre différent.” De cette explication, 
Grignaschi distingue une autre: oratoria rendrait balÁgha, rethorica 
khaÔÁba. BalÁgha serait le genre dont khaÔÁba serait l’une des espè-
ces. Cette hypothèse est étayée sur le passage suivant du Traité du 
Recensement des sciences (MaqÁla fÐ IÎÒÁÞ al-ÝulÙm):  

Dans la septième partie, se trouvent les règles par lesquelles sont mis à 
l’épreuve et testés les énoncés rhétoriques (al-aqÁwÐl al-khuÔabiyya) et 
les diverses sortes de discours (al-khuÔab) et d’énoncés tenus par les 
orateurs (al-bulaghÁÞ) et les rhéteurs (al-khuÔabÁÞ), en sorte que l’on 
sache s’ils sont ou non conformes à la méthode de la [faculté] oratoire 
(al- balÁgha).9 

Mais Grignaschi écarte aussitôt sa deuxième explication au motif que 
balÁgha, attesté dans le ms de l’Escurial et l’édition Palencia, ne l’est 
pas dans le ms du Caire, l’édition AmÐn et la paraphrase d’Ibn ÓumlÙs 
(qui ont al-khaÔÁba), que facundia serait le terme correspondant à ba-
lÁgha10 et non oratoria et que, de toute façon, l’explication en ques-
tion serait infidèle “aux enseignements des Didascalia,” qui indique-
raient clairement qu’oratoria est une forme imparfaite de la rhétori-
que et non pas son genre. Il est dommage que Grignaschi n’ait pas 
plus tenu à sa deuxième hypothèse. En effet, nous le verrons: ni fa-
cundia ni eloquentia ne rendent forcément balÁgha; le passage du ms 
de l’Escurial n’est pas le seul à évoquer balÁgha comme un concept 
plus général que khaÔÁba; enfin et surtout, un examen attentif des Di-
dascalia nous montrera qu’oratoria est bien le genre de rethorica.  

Pour tirer les choses au clair, on essaiera d’abord de repérer les 
explications générales que donnent les Didascalia de la différence 
entre rethorica et oratoria et, ensuite, de trouver des indices sur leurs 
correspondants arabes.  

I. Distinction par les parties du discours 

Une première explication met en jeu la doctrine aristotélicienne des 
parties du discours. De fait, Aristote classifie celles-ci en exorde, nar-
ration, but, vérification et épilogue, et soutient que seuls le but et la 

                                    
9  Al-FÁrÁbÐ, Catálogo de las ciencias, éd. et trad. esp. Angel González Palencia, 

2e éd., Madrid, 1953, p. 49, 4-6 (ar.); al-FÁrÁbÐ (1968), IÎsÁÞ al-ÝulÙm, éd. ÝU. Amin, 
3e éd., Le Caire, p. 88, 10-12. 

10  Ailleurs (FDG, p. 169, n. 3), Grignaschi donne eloquentia comme correspon-
dant de balÁgha.  
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vérification sont nécessaires au propos (logos) (Rhét III: 1414a 30-
1420b 4). Mais il n’a rien qui corresponde à la distinction entre re-
thorica et oratoria comme dans le passage suivant des Didascalia: 

Les hommes croient au sujet du propos rhétorique ce qu’ils disent de 
toute personne qui prolonge son propos (sermonem), à savoir que c’est 
un rhéteur, sauf qu’ils définissent la quantité de longueur par laquelle 
le propos (sermo) devient propos rhétorique, mais en tout cas le pro-
pos rhétorique est pour eux un certain dire digne, excellent.11 Cepen-
dant, il est manifeste que le propos induisant la croyance (oratio in-
ductiva credulitatis), puisqu’il est singulier (singularis), ne sera pas ce 
propos rhétorique parce que de nombreux propos simples (plurimum 
orationis simplicis) qui induisent la croyance consistent en deux pro-
positions (propositionibus) et que le propos qui induit la croyance 
comprend deux choses (res): la chose à partir de laquelle (ex qua) la 
croyance est produite et celle dans laquelle (in qua) la croyance est 
produite. Ces deux parties (partes) sont nécessaires (necessarie) dans 
tout dire oratoire. Le propos rhétorique ne devient pas complet (com-
pletitur) par ces deux parties seulement, mais il faut que ces deux par-
ties soient précédées de l’exorde et suivies de la conclusion. Donc, le 
propos (oratio) qui devient complet par l’exorde, le propos induisant 
la croyance et la conclusion est le propos rhétorique. […]. Tel est donc 
le plus petit nombre de parties dont le propos rhétorique a besoin. 

Dans certains propos (orationibus), celui qui tient le discours (ser-
mocinator) est forcé de disposer la narration. Mais la narration doit 
être disposée entre l’exorde et le propos convaincant (orationem credi-
tivam) ou (seu) induisant la croyance (inductivam credulitatis). La nar-
ration est pour ainsi dire le propos (oratio) par lequel on saisit som-
mairement une certaine prolixité qui se présente dans le propos 
convaincant. Certains hommes joignent ainsi la narration au propos 
convaincant. Aristote l’en sépare. Les propos (orationes) de la cause 
de l’établissement12 et de la cause judiciaire ne peuvent nullement, se-
lon Aristote, se passer de narration, mais la cause délibérative n’en a 
pas selon lui profondément besoin13. En effet, plusieurs parties sont 
nécessaires (necessarie) au propos (orationi); elles sont au nombre de 
quatre: l’exorde, la narration, le propos qui fait croire (oratio credere 
faciens) et la conclusion. C’est pourquoi le propos rhétorique (retho-

                                    
11  Pour un essai d’identification des auteurs auxquels al-FÁrÁbÐ fait ici allusion, 

voir M. Aouad (2006), “La rhétorique d’origine aristotélicienne et la science de 
l’éloquence (Ýilm al-balÁgha): le cas d'al-FÁrÁbÐ,” Colloque international “Rhétori-
que littéraire et rhétorique philosophique dans les mondes grec, syriaque et arabe,” 
organisé par Fr. Woerther, Beyrouth, 3-4 juillet 2006. 

12  C’est-à-dire le genre épidictique: voir CmRhét A, III : 76-7.  
13  Rhét III: 1416b 16-1417b 20.  
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ria14) ou (sive) discours rhétorique (sermocinatio rethorica) est le pro-
pos (sermo) composé de ces quatre parties. Aussi pense-t-on qu’il est 
un propos (sermo) ayant en soi une prolixité parce que, en lui, seul ce-
ci – à savoir le propos qui produit la créance (oratio fidem faciens) – 
est nécessaire (necessarium) au propos (sermonem). Ce qui précède et 
ce qui suit [le propos produisant la créance] ne sont pas nécessaires 
(necessarium) (FDAW §28). 

La thèse de ce paragraphe est que le propos rhétorique est à distin-
guer du dire oratoire en tant que le premier comporte nécessairement 
une certaine prolixité, alors que le second n’en comporte pas une né-
cessairement. 

La démonstration de cette thèse s’appuie sur certains caractères du 
“propos induisant la croyance”. Mais qu’est-ce que cette “croyance,” 
qu’est-ce que ces “propos” et sur quoi portent-ils? Pour comprendre 
ces trois points, il convient de rappeler ce qu’al-FÁrÁbÐ écrit ailleurs 
dans les Didascalia. 

Croyance équivaut, dans le vocabulaire d’Hermann, à conviction. 
Il écrit par exemple, dans FDG §2: “Certaine conviction (creditionis) 
ou (seu) croyance (credulitatis).” La conviction15 peut relever de la 
certitude, de ce qui est proche de la certitude ou de la persuasion. Ces 
trois subdivisions sont ainsi définies: 

Ce qui relève de la certitude est ce au sujet de quoi on croit qu’il est 
ainsi sans rien qui le contredise et qu’il n’est pas possible qu’il soit au-
trement. Ce qui, relevant des deux espèces restantes, est autre que la 
certitude, est ce dont on croit qu’il est ainsi sans son contraire et qu’il 
peut être autrement qu’il n’est, c’est-à-dire qu’il est possible qu’avec 
lui il y ait son contraire. Ce qui est proche de la certitude est ce dont le 
contraire n’est pas pensé ou est admis avec difficulté, alors qu’il a en 
vérité un contraire. Quant au persuasif, c’est ce sur quoi l’âme se re-
pose; cela consiste en ce que l’âme donne son assentiment à une cer-
taine chose, à savoir qu’elle est ainsi sans son contraire; et pourtant 
son contraire pourrait exister avec elle. L’âme admet celui-ci facile-
ment, sauf que l’esprit incline plus vers l’un des contraires que vers 
l’autre. Mais quand [le contraire vers lequel l’âme incline] prend le 
dessus, cela se fait en fonction du grand nombre et du petit nombre, de 
la force et de la faiblesse des inclinations de l’âme vers l’autre 
contraire. Et généralement il y aura croyance relevant de la persuasion 
(persuadibilis), c’est-à-dire satisfaisante (sufficiens),16 quand il y a in-

                                    
14  En lisant rethoria (BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 191rb) et non rethorica (FDG §28).  
15  En arabe taÒdÐq. Sur ce concept, voir n. 27.  
16  Persuadibilis seu sufficiens est sans doute une traduction double pour iqnÁÝi, 

qui signifie “persuasif” et, littéralement, “ce qui satisfait”: voir FËL, 32-3. 
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clination de l’esprit vers l’un de ces deux contraires et si l’inclination 
est modérée, pourvu qu’il y ait dans l’esprit un certain excédent en fa-
veur de l’un des deux contraires relativement à l’autre (FDG §2). 

La conviction dont il s’agit dans le présent contexte est bien entendu 
de l’ordre de la persuasion. 

Par “propos,” on entendra [voir FDG §§3, 4, 9, 10, 35, 36, 43 
(p. 225, 4-6)], dans l’expression “propos induisant la croyance,” 
l’enthymème (ou syllogisme rhétorique: syllogisme moins rigoureux 
que le syllogisme démonstratif du point de vue de ses prémisses 
et/ou de la composition de celles-ci entre elles) et l’exemple. Les 
prémisses comme telles ne sont pas des propos. Seuls le sont les rai-
sonnements fondées sur les prémisses. 

Maintenant sur quoi portent les raisonnements induisant la persua-
sion? Pour répondre à cette question, il convient de se reporter à la 
doctrine farabienne des moyens de la persuasion rhétorique, doctrine 
qui s’appuie sur celle d’Aristote, mais lui fait subir une profonde ré-
élaboration. On se contentera ici d’un bref aperçu tiré de FDG §§4-9, 
17-23: 

– Les raisonnements qui conduisent “en premier et par soi” à la 
conviction relative à l’objet visé. Il s’agit d’une conviction établie 
par les propos eux-mêmes directement et sans le concours 
d’autres procédés. N’entrent pas dans cette catégorie: des procé-
dés extérieurs aux propos du locuteur, mais suffisant à remporter 
la conviction (une convention, par exemple); des propos établis-
sant la valeur de ces procédés extérieurs (montrer que la conven-
tion a été correctement faite la renforce, mais il n’en reste pas 
moins que c’est cette convention qui remporte directement la 
conviction relativement à son objet et non les raisonnements qui 
établissent sa rectitude); des propos ne remportant pas la convic-
tion, mais servant à y préparer le terrain (comme le recours aux 
passions). Aux raisonnements se rattachent, mais comme un élé-
ment extérieur, la beauté de l’expression et la bonne élocution. 

– L’excellence du locuteur peut par elle-même suffire à persuader 
de l’objet visé. Quand on établit cette excellence par des propos, 
ceux-ci entrent donc dans la catégorie des propos qui produisent la 
conviction – indirectement sans doute. 

– Les passions inclinent seulement à la conviction quant à l’objet 
visé et ne la produisent pas. Quand les passions sont induites par 
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des propos, ceux-ci n’entrent pas pour autant dans la catégorie des 
propos qui produisent la conviction. 

– Les caractères de l’auditeur inclinent seulement à la conviction 
quant à l’objet visé et ne la produisent pas. Quand les caractères 
sont induits par des propos, ceux-ci n’entrent pas pour autant dans 
la catégorie des propos qui produisent la conviction. 

– Les huit choses qui ne sont pas des propos de l’orateur : le témoi-
gnage; les convictions induites par l’affirmation d’une personne, le 
récit de ses paroles ou par les lois particulières; les conventions; le 
serment; les paroles et les faits quasi-miraculeux ou miraculeux par 
lesquels l’adversaire est défié; la torture; la réputation d’honnêteté; 
le visage, l’aspect, le corps. Ces choses peuvent par elles-mêmes 
établir l’objet visé. Quand la rhétorique, le propos (allocutio), le 
raisonnement (ratiocinatio) interviennent pour conduire à croire à 
ces choses et les renforcer, ces propos entrent dans la catégorie des 
propos qui produisent la conviction – indirectement sans doute.  

En conséquence, les propos qui induisent la persuasion sont des en-
thymèmes ou des exemples établissant soit directement, soit indirec-
tement la chose dont on cherche à persuader. Dans le deuxième cas, 
ces raisonnements serviraient à l’établissement ou à la valorisation 
soit de l’excellence de l’orateur, soit de l’un des huit procédés exter-
nes. Les raisonnements qui peuvent inciter à une passion ou à un trait 
de caractère ne relèvent pas des propos qui induisent la croyance. 

Revenons au passage qui nous arrête ici (FDG §28). “Le propos 
qui induit la croyance” serait “singulier.” Singularis rend sans doute 
mufrad. C’est le cas dans FDG §15, où, dans la définition de la rhéto-
rique qui reprend celle que donne la traduction arabe anonyme,17 on a 
singularium pour mufrada, qui ne peut dans ce contexte signifier que 
“séparé.”18 En conséquence, dire que le propos induisant la croyance, 
à savoir le raisonnement établissant l’objet même de l’allocution, est 
“singulier,” c’est-à-dire séparé, signifie qu’il constitue une entité in-
dépendante. Et al-FÁrÁbÐ de mettre en avant deux caractères de ce rai 
sonnement: 1) quand il est simple, c’est-à-dire non constitué d’une 
chaîne de raisonnements, il se limite souvent à deux propositions, 

                                    
17  Aristotle (1982), Aristotle’s Ars Rhetorica. The Arabic Version. A new edition, 

with Commentary and Glossary by M. C. Lyons (TAL), 2 vols., Cambridge, I: 7, 11. 
18  Voir CmRhét A III: 31. FDG 194, n. 3, donne un exemple qui conduit au mê-

me résultat. 
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c’est-à-dire sans doute les deux propositions de l’exemple et de 
l’enthymème,19 qui est, selon FDG §36, un syllogisme formé d’une 
conclusion et d’une prémisse, l’autre étant sous-entendue; 2) de toute 
façon – et donc même lorsqu’il n’est pas borné à un seul enthymème, 
mais qu’il est constitué d’une chaîne d’enthymèmes - le propos indui-
sant la croyance ne comporte que “deux choses.” Ce sont “la chose à 
partir de laquelle la croyance est produite et celle dans laquelle la 
croyance est produite,” c’est-à-dire une vérification (un raisonnement 
ou une chaîne de raisonnements) et un but. Bref, le propos induisant 
la croyance est formé seulement de “deux parties,”20 qui peuvent fu-
sionner en un seul raisonnement ou être présentées séparément. Or, et 
c’est le point important, ces deux parties sont “nécessaires” à la cons-
titution d’un propos oratoire, alors que, dans le propos rhétorique, 
sont “nécessaires” les deux parties en question, mais aussi un exorde, 
un épilogue et, dans le cas du discours judiciaire, une narration. 

II. Distinction par les opérations  
et raisons profondes de la distinction. 

Mais al-FÁrÁbÐ donne aussi une autre explication de la distinction en-
tre rethorica et oratoria. Elle ne se borne pas aux parties du discours, 
mais elle met en jeu aussi d’autres facteurs de différenciation. Elle 
présente, en outre, l’intérêt de comporter une analyse des raisons pro-
fondes de la différence. 

II.1. Les opérations du discours rhétorique 

Considérons donc maintenant quelles sont les conditions et les choses 
qu’il faut observer, choses qui, une fois qu’elles ont été trouvées dans 
le propos (oratione) ou l’orateur (oratore), comme le propos (oratio) 
composé de ces quatre ou trois parties, deviennent le propos rhétori-
que, c’est-à-dire le discours rhétorique (i.e. sermocinatio rethorica). 
Disons donc que les conditions – à savoir que le propos (oratio) soit  
adapté au fait de parler (loquendum), par son moyen, à un rassemble-
ment,21 ou au fait de le lire aux gens eux-mêmes – sont celles dont la 

                                    
19  Pace Aouad, 1997, 229-30 (comme n. 6).  
20  Si l’on considère les deux choses dont le propos induisant la croyance est con-

stitué, on a “deux parties,” mais si l’on envisage ce propos qui les englobe, on n’a 
plus qu’une partie: c’est ce qui se passe dans l’énumération de la fin de FDG §28. 

21  Ad collegium quoique BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 191va, et FDG §30, aient collegium. 
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possession a pour conséquence qu’il y ait22 dans le propos (oratione) 
complet, au moyen des parties que nous avons énumérées, plusieurs 
opérations (operationes). Plus le rassemblement de toutes sortes 
d’individus s’accroît, plus il rassemble des hommes d’intellects divers. 
Celui qui prononce un discours (sermocinator) aura donc besoin de 
faire entendre à chacun d’eux ce qu’il comprend et ce en quoi il croit, 
jusqu’à ce qu’il les rende tous égaux sous le rapport de la compréhen-
sion de ce qu’il dit et de la croyance en ce qu’il dit, ou qu’il se rappro-
che de cette égalisation. Si la persuasion n’est pas possible pour tous 
ceux qui sont rassemblés, qu’elle se produise du moins pour la majori-
té d’entre eux. Les hommes dont les intellects sont différents diffèrent 
soit dans la compréhension, soit dans la croyance. C’est pourquoi, 
quand ils diffèrent dans la compréhension, on a besoin d’appliquer à 
chacun d’eux un mode, ou l’intellect de chacun d’eux doit être instruit 
par des moyens différents du mode par lequel l’autre doit être instruit. 
Mais quand ils diffèrent dans la croyance, on a aussi besoin de divers 
modes relativement à chacun d’eux, selon ceux qu’on induit à la 
croyance. Pour cette raison, il est donc nécessaire que le propos (ser-
mo) conçu ou obtenu pour présenter un discours (sermocinandum) à 
une réunion ou une multitude, au fur et à mesure que cette multitude 
s’agrandit, ait un grand nombre de méthodes ou inductions23 préparant 
à la compréhension ou à la croyance et à la conservation [par la mé-
moire] de ce qui est dit par celui qui tient le discours (sermocinante). 
Car d’une grande réunion, on cherche à obtenir trois choses: que les 
hommes comprennent, qu’ils croient et qu’ils retiennent. Les métho-
des ou inductions menant à chacune de ces trois choses sont nombreu-
ses. Elles sont seulement définies en fonction de la multitude en ques-
tion. Il est donc évident que l’assemblée ou multitude à laquelle le 
propos (sermo) est adressé est d’un nombre indéterminé. Cependant 
les méthodes persuadant la multitude sont elles-mêmes définies et les 
nombres qui les contiennent sont déterminés. Puisqu’il en est ainsi, le 
propos rhétorique sera un propos (oratio) composé de quatre ou de 
trois parties. Ce qui est utilisé en lui en fait de modes induisant la 
compréhension et la croyance ne sera pas uniquement un seul mode. 
Bien au contraire, beaucoup de modes divers sont rassemblés en une 
somme unique. Mais quand [le propos] ne réunit qu’un seul mode, 
[l’orateur] ne pourra, par ce [propos], adresser convenablement un 
discours (sermocinari) qu’à une personne ou à une certaine multi-
tude24 dont l’attitude est uniforme quand elle reçoit et croit ce qui est 
dit. En effet, il n’y a pas de différence entre cet homme unique et une 
telle multitude. La similitude qui est posée comme condition quand il 

                                    
22  Sint quoique BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 191va et FDG §30 aient sit. 
23  Inductiones: il s’agit d’inductions à la compréhension, à la conviction… 
24  En éliminant vel que FDG §30 et BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 191va ont ici, mais qui 

n’a pas de sens dans le contexte. 
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s’agit de propos rhétorique ou discours est telle que cette similitude 
rassemble les hommes dont l’attitude diffère quand ils reçoivent, 
comprennent, croient et retiennent ce qui est dit. C’est pour cette rai-
son qu’il faut donc que le discours remplisse les conditions énoncées 
précédemment,25 à savoir: qu’il soit un propos (oratio) prolixe, qu’il 
comprenne plusieurs modes divers induisant la compréhension, la 
croyance et la conservation [par la mémoire]. Or, dans chaque dis-
cours, la définition de ces modes dépend de ceux que contient la mul-
titude à laquelle on doit s’adresser (FDAW §30). 

Les opérations du discours rhétorique envisagées dans ces lignes dé-
coulent d’un caractère essentiel de celui-ci: il s’adresse à une assem-
blée.26 En effet, la persuasion d’un public élargi implique plusieurs 
opérations: la constitution des parties du discours certes, mais aussi 
d’autres facteurs. Pour démontrer ce point, al-FÁrÁbÐ remarque que, 
dans les assemblées, les membres ont en général des intellects diffé-
rents aussi bien quant à leur capacité de comprendre les concepts 
qu’à celle de croire, d’être convaincus.27 Des procédés adaptés à ces 
variations doivent donc être utilisés par celui qui prononce un dis-
cours. En somme, l’égalité du résultat – la compréhension et la 
conviction – requiert une diversité d’opérations. Le discours devra 
donc comprendre toutes ces opérations.  

Qu’est-ce que ces “opérations”? Il s’agit non seulement des “par-
ties” structurant le discours (exorde, narration, but, vérification et 
épilogue), mais aussi de tous les autres moyens de persuader par ce-
lui-ci, qui ont été passés en revue plus haut.  

Ailleurs, al-FÁrÁbÐ donne une autre justification de la complexité 
des opérations mises en œuvre par la rhétorique. Comme elle vise à 
persuader et que la persuasion, contrairement à la certitude, est sus-

                                    
25  Au début de cette citation.  
26  Voir aussi: “La plupart des hommes n’appellent [en lisant nominant (BnF Lat. 

16097, fol. 191va) et non nominantur (FDG §29)] discours que le propos (oratio-
nem) composé de ces quatre ou trois parties, quand elles ont été inventées pour 
qu’on les lise ou qu’on les récite dans quelque réunion (collegio) ou (vel) rassem-
blement (congregatione)” (FDAW §29). 

27  La distinction entre la compréhension (fahm, taÒawwur) d’une part et la con-
viction (taÒdÐq) d’autre part est un thème récurrent de la philosophie arabe (voir De-
borah L. Black (1990), Logic and Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” and “Poetics” in Medieval  
Arabic Philosophy, Leiden-New York-København-Köln, 71-8). Il est évoqué dès 
FDG §2. Il s’agit, pour dire les choses très brièvement, d’un côté, d’une conception 
qui, pour être correcte, doit respecter certaines règles, mais qui n’est pas encore un 
jugement se donnant comme vrai et, de l’autre, d’une adhésion à un jugement 
prétendu vrai. 
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ceptible d’être plus ou moins forte, il ne suffira pas de produire une 
preuve objective pour obtenir la meilleure persuasion possible, mais 
il faudra la renforcer par un maximum d’autres procédés: 

En tout cas, comme la nature de cette puissance ou faculté est telle 
qu’elle ne confère pas de certitude au discours qu’elle produit, mais 
seulement une croyance au sujet de quelque chose, de quelque ma-
nière que ce soit – bien que rien n’empêche cette chose d’être autre-
ment qu’elle n’est – et que cette croyance est susceptible d’être plus 
ou moins forte ou faible, elle a besoin d’être fortifiée par n’importe 
quelle chose qui permet de la fortifier, et cela jusqu’à ce que la chose 
par laquelle on cherche à induire une croyance devienne plus persua-
sive et plus acceptable par l’auditeur et afin que le discours soit plus 
complètement en acte et exerce une impression plus forte sur l’âme de 
celui auquel on adresse un discours. Pour cette raison, Aristote a dit 
dans la définition de la rhétorique qu’elle est une “puissance qui 
s’efforce d’obtenir la persuasion possible,”28 et le sens du mot 
“s’efforce,” c’est parvenir à la possibilité ultime de l’effort ou au-delà 
d’elle. En effet, ce mot est utilisé dans les situations difficiles où il 
existe, espère-t-on, une possibilité d’atteindre la fin qu’on vise; et 
l’homme s’efforce, autant qu’il peut – il voudrait même pouvoir da-
vantage – de parvenir à la chose désirée et recherchée. L’expression 
“persuasion possible” soutient29 qu’il vise par là le sens suivant: il 
s’efforce d’atteindre le possible dans la persuasion ou satisfaction. 
Évidemment il l’atteint de la manière qu’il peut et induit ce qu’il peut 
et au sujet des choses par lesquelles la persuasion propre est destinée à 
se réaliser. L’une des choses par lesquelles il est possible de renforcer 
le discours rhétorique jusqu’à ce que la croyance produite par lui soit 
renforcée est que le contradicteur soit incliné à résister au dire par le-
quel on adresse un discours et dont on cherche la persuasion – ainsi, 
quand le contradicteur est affaibli dans son effort pour résister au locu- 
teur ou à celui qui prononce un discours ou qu’il résiste, mais que le 
locuteur s’oppose à lui par quelque chose par quoi il défend son dire et 
désapprouve l’attaque qu’il subit, la persuasion de l’auditeur devient 
plus complète et plus efficace – et qu’avec cela, le juge soit incliné à 
comprendre et accepter avec clairvoyance ce que celui qui adresse un 
discours propose, ce par quoi celui qui adresse un discours propose, ce 

                                    
28  Rhét I: 1355b 26-7, telle que rendue dans la traduction arabe anonyme (TAL I, 

7, 10-11). Voir, sur la traduction de la définition de la rhétorique, CmRhét A III : 31 
et, plus généralement, sur l’usage par al-FÁrÁbÐ de la traduction anonyme de Rhét, 
FDG 133-7, et M. Aouad (1992), “Les fondements de la Rhétorique d’Aristote re-
considérés par FÁrÁbÐ, ou le concept de point de vue immédiat et commun,” Arabic 
Sciences and Philosophy. A Historical Journal II: 159-63.  

29  Sustinet. En arabe, sans doute yaÎtamil, qui signifie littéralement “supporte,” 
mais qui a aussi le sens de “il est possible que”.  
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par quoi le contradicteur s’oppose à lui et ce par quoi le locuteur réfute 
le dire de ce dernier, afin que le juge écoute les deux dires exposés par 
l’une et l’autre personne, et qu’il juge ce qu’exige le plus efficace des 
deux dires pour la persuasion (FDAW §16).  

II.2. L’habitus rhétorique comme puissance de produire  
toutes les opérations du discours rhétorique 

Si le discours ou acte de la rhétorique consiste en une conjugaison de 
toutes ces opérations, la rhétorique sera un habitus permettant de 
produire ces diverses opérations. 

Puisqu’il en est ainsi, le propos rhétorique complet (completa) ou par-
fait (perfecta) est celui qui est composé des parties que nous avons 
énumérées et dans lesquelles sont réunis tous les modes induisant à la 
compréhension et à la croyance. C’est pourquoi un tel propos rhétori-
que sera valable pour tous les hommes. Ensuite, sera toujours plus 
complet le propos rhétorique qui embrasse de nombreux modes. Ce-
lui-ci dépend des manières d’être30 de tous les hommes. Puisqu’il en 
est ainsi, il faut donc que la rhétorique soit un habitus par lequel 
l’homme a la puissance de tenir un discours (sermocinationem) dans 
chacune des choses singulières selon tous les modes de la persuasion. 
Et peut-être faut-il poser comme condition pour les choses singulières, 
qu’il s’agit des choses singulières dans les affaires humaines. Par 
conséquent, elles sont celles qu’il est nécessaire d’avoir dans le propos 
(oratione) en raison des conditions connues31 afin que le propos (ora-
tio) devienne un propos rhétorique (rethoria). Ce qui suit nécessaire-
ment de ces conditions connues, pour le locuteur (dictore), est 
l’habitus du propos rhétorique dont nous avons parlé. C’est ainsi 
qu’on doit comprendre le terme [d’Aristote] de “puissance.”32 Celui 
qui a en effet l’habitus parfait ne se heurte à aucun obstacle quand il 
adresse un discours (sermocinando) à une grande multitude. Car 
l’obstacle n’arrive principalement à l’homme qu’à cause du manque  
de confiance en soi. Celui qui a l’art parfait est confiant ou sûr de lui-
même à cause de la science de la puissance qui est en lui. C’est pour-
quoi il ne se heurte à aucun obstacle (FDAW §31). 

                                    
30  En lisant manieries (BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 191vb) et non maneries (FDG §31). 
31  Les conditions requises par la nature de l’auditoire en rhétorique, à savoir le 

fait qu’il est constitué d’assemblées de personnes : voir FDG §30, cité ci-dessus. 
32  Voir ci-dessus, n. 28.  
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II.3. Comparaison de la rhétorique et de la faculté oratoire 

Le rapport de la rhétorique à la faculté oratoire est un rapport 
d’espèce à genre. Ainsi, al-FÁrÁbÐ soutient que la rhétorique est 
l’espèce la plus utile et la plus dignes des espèces de la faculté ora-
toire en tant que la rhétorique est, à la différence des autres espèces 
de la faculté oratoire, éminemment politique: 

Avec cela, puisqu’Aristote a cherché par l’art de la [faculté] oratoire à 
le poser comme ce qui prépare à ce qui est utile à l’homme, il a posé 
son propre dire (ditionem) à ce sujet comme s’il préparait à une espèce 
plus utile et plus digne de propos relevant des [facultés] oratoires (ad 
utiliorem specierum orationum oratoriarum et digniorem ipsarum), ce 
qui est le propos rhétorique. En effet, la rhétorique est, parmi les au-
tres (ceteras) espèces ou parties de la [faculté] oratoire, subordonnée 
aux cités et c’est là l’un des instruments de cette [faculté]. Car les 
principales puissances des activités dans les cités sont ces deux cho-
ses: la prudence et la rhétorique ou (seu) éloquence (eloquentia). De 
fait, la suprématie du philosophe est extérieure à cette matière. Mais 
les autres puissances et arts profitables dans les cités sont subordonnés 
à la suprématie de la prudence et de la rhétorique. C’est pour cette rai-
son qu’on entend souvent les orateurs (oratoribus) dire: “L’épée est 
sous le pouvoir du calame, et non le calame sous le pouvoir de 
l’épée.”33 Mais ce n’est pas ici le lieu de discuter de ces sujets. Pour 
cette raison, la rhétorique a été rendue utile, nécessaire et honorable, et 
en raison de cette considération, Aristote a appelé son livre du nom de 
Rhétorique (FDAW §31).  

De même, quand il examine le statut de l’oral et de l’écrit, al-FÁrÁbÐ 
est amené à envisager le rapport des propos rhétoriques aux propos 
oratoires comme un rapport d’espèce à genre. Évoquant le propos 
rhétorique, il écrit: 

Et cela, parce que ce propos (oratio) est le seul qui réunisse les condi-
tions des espèces de tous les propos oratoires (specierum orationum 
oratoriarum omnium). Une fois que l’homme sait les règles de ce pro-
pos (orationis), il pourra transférer ce qu’il veut de ces règles vers les 
autres espèces de propos oratoires (ceteras species oratoriarum ora-
tionum), sur n’importe quel point (FDAW §31). 

                                    
33  Sur ce thème courant dans la littérature arabe, voir M. Aouad et M. Rashed 

(1997), “L’exégèse de la Rhétorique d’Aristote: recherches sur quelques commenta-
teurs grecs, arabes et byzantins. Première partie,” Medioevo. Rivista di storia della 
filosofia medievale, XXIII: 102-4. 
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Les propos rhétoriques sont une espèce parmi d’autres de propos ora-
toires. Mais cette espèce a ceci de particulier qu’elle réunit en elle les 
caractères de toutes les autres, alors que celles-ci n’ont que certains 
caractères à l’exclusion d’autres. 

En conséquence, chacune des puissances constitutives de la rhéto-
rique est aussi une faculté oratoire, bien qu’aucune d’entre elles, 
prise séparément, ne soit une rhétorique. C’est ce qui apparaît dans 
ce passage où al-FÁrÁbÐ montre que l’on possède généralement natu-
rellement l’une ou l’autre des puissances en question. 

On a déjà mis aussi en évidence que l’œuvre (opus) ou (sive) l’acte 
(actus) de la rhétorique est le discours, c’est-à-dire que l’acte de la 
rhétorique est ce par quoi on vise ce dont la détermination est déjà en 
nous34. Les modes de cette rhétorique sont nombreux et il n’arrive pas 
que35 chaque homme ait par nature la puissance de tous les modes du 
discours. Mais il se peut qu’un homme atteigne l’un de ces modes et 
un autre [homme], un autre mode. Les puissances particulières qui 
concernent l’un ou l’autre des modes particuliers de ce discours sont 
les parties de l’habitus de la rhétorique. Donc, en d’autres termes, 
n’importe lequel des modes utilisés dans les matières de la [faculté] 
oratoire – et selon la matière de celle-ci, la détermination précède – est 
un certain acte parmi les actes de la rhétorique; par exemple, dans les 
propos rhétoriques, la plupart [des modes] qui concernent les mots et 
la réception.36 En effet, ces actes sont certains des actes de la rhétori-
que. Mais la [faculté] oratoire embrasse toutes ces puissances, car 
toute puissance selon l’un des modes de la rhétorique appliqués aux 
choses de ce type et tendant vers l’un des buts qu’on a rappelés est une 
certaine [faculté] oratoire. Aucune de ces puissances cependant n’est 
une rhétorique complète. Voilà donc les puissances qui sont dans la 
plupart des gens et par lesquelles la plupart adresse des discours (ser-
mocinantur) quand ils communiquent ensemble dans leurs affaires ré-
ciproques. En conséquence, tous utilisent certaines des actions du pro-

                                    
34  Avant de produire les actes de la rhétorique, nous possédons une puissance dé-

terminée de les produire.  
35  En lisant quod (BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 192ra) et non semper (FDG §32).  
36  Acceptatio. Il s’agit sans doute, comme le soutient Grignaschi (FDG 203,  

n. 2), des procédés acoustiques et des gestes qui visent à capter l’attention de 
l’auditeur. En effet, ils sont subsumés ailleurs sous le terme au sens voisin de recep-
tio: “La manière d’être du visage, la disposition du corps et les choses qui y sont ap-
parentées se rapportent à la réception (receptionem) des modes de la controverse et 
des gestes qu’[Aristote] mentionnera dans le troisième traité” (FDAW §39). Ces dif-
férents procédés sont subsumés par la tradition arabe sous la catégorie d’al-akhdh 
bi-l-wujÙh (la saisie des visages), expression qui correspond à l’hupokrisis 
d’Aristote (“action,” “jeu des acteurs”): voir à ce sujet CmRhét A III: 348-51. 
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pos rhétorique et il y a en eux des puissances particulières qui sont des 
parties de l’habitus de la rhétorique (FDAW §32). 

Al-FÁrÁbÐ établit d’abord ici que l’on peut posséder naturellement 
l’une ou l’autre des puissances qui font partie de l’habitus rhétorique. 
Puis évoquant, à cette occasion, la faculté oratoire, il note que ces 
puissances sont aussi des puissances de la faculté oratoire. Mais cha-
cune d’entre elles constituera une faculté oratoire, car chacune est 
une espéce de faculté oratoire, alors qu’aucune n’est la rhétorique et 
que seule l’est leur réunion. L’exemple des mots et de la “réception” 
n’est pas anodin. C’est ce qui est le plus couramment pratiqué et 
connu indépendamment même de l’art rhétorique hérité d’Aristote. 

En somme, la faculté oratoire ne serait pas un habitus constitué du 
système des puissances de produire les différentes opérations qui 
peuvent concourir, dans l’allocution, à la persuasion – ce qui est le 
cas de la rhétorique – mais le genre sous lequel ces puissances sont 
subsumées. En conséquence, alors que la puissance de l’une ou 
l’autre de ces opérations ne saurait pas à elle seule constituer 
l’habitus rhétorique, elle pourrait en revanche être dite faculté ora-
toire. La faculté oratoire ne conjuguant pas toujours l’ensemble des 
puissances nécessaires à persuader les foules, elle sera moins utile à 
la politique que la rhétorique.  

Cette détermination de la faculté oratoire ne couvre pas tout à fait 
celle que nous avons rencontrée au début de ce travail à propos de 
FDG §28. En effet, selon cette dernière, ce n’est pas n’importe la-
quelle des puissances susmentionnées qui suffit à constituer une fa-
culté oratoire, mais, pour posséder celle-ci, il faut au moins que l’on 
ait la capacité de produire les deux parties centrales du discours, le 
but et la vérification. Toutefois, quelle que soit la détermination de la 
faculté oratoire, elle apparaît comme une sorte de genre de la rhétori-
que et ne saurait être confondue avec ce qu’al-FÁrÁbÐ appelle ailleurs 
la rhétorique incomplète. 

III. La rhétorique complète, la rhétorique incomplète  
ou nécessaire, la rhétorique défectueuse 

“La rhétorique complète” concerne toutes les capacités conduisant à 
la persuasion au moyen de propos, à savoir la maîtrise des procédés 
de la persuasion que l’on peut rencontrer dans n’importe laquelle des 
parties du discours, ainsi que la capacité de structurer celui-ci en ses 
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différentes parties (FDG §§24 et 26). Or, nous avons vu que lors-
qu’al-FÁrÁbÐ présente la rhétorique absolument (c’est-à-dire sans ac-
compagner ce mot d’un qualificatif), il la caractérise précisément par 
le fait qu’elle réunit toutes les puissances de la persuasion par des 
propos. Dans certains passages, rhétorique et rhétorique complète 
apparaissent même explicitement comme équivalentes (voir, par 
exemple, FDAW §§28 et 31, cités ci-dessus). Celui qui maîtrise la 
rhétorique (ou rhétorique complète) est le rhéteur (rethor). Le produit 
effectif, en acte, de la rhétorique (ou rhétorique complète) est le pro-
pos rhétorique (rethoria). En revanche, le propos en général, quel 
qu’il soit, est rendu par les mots de sermo ou de ditio (voir, par 
exemple, FDAW §28, cité ci-dessus). 

De la rhétorique complète, al-FÁrÁbÐ distingue “la rhétorique in-
complète” et “la rhétorique défectueuse.” Il ne s’agit pas des mêmes 
réalités. La rhétorique incomplète est 

la puissance de certains de ces discours au moyen de très peu de par-
ties, par lesquelles on atteint le but recherché par le discours. Cela 
consiste en ce que l’homme a une puissance de discourir au moyen de 
deux propositions seulement, dont l’une est que la persuasion d’une 
certaine chose se trouve accomplie, et en ce que cet homme exprime 
ces propositions en respectant les conditions d’une construction, d’une 
inflexion, d’une composition et d’un ordre corrects, selon les possibi-
lités de ceux qui parlent cette langue ou cet idiome. Quand l’homme a 
donc la puissance de faire un discours composé de mots ayant cette 
disposition et ces significations, on dira d’un tel homme qu’il est37 
rhéteur selon la rhétorique nécessaire bien qu’il n’ait pas la puissance 
d’induire, pour renforcer sa persuasion, les autres choses extérieures 
que nous avons énumérées (FDAW §23).  

Les deux propositions dont il est question dans ce passage sont vrai-
semblablement, comme dans FDAW §28 (voir ci-dessus), les deux 
propositions de l’enthymème ou de l’exemple quand elles établissent 
l’objet même de la recherche. Elles contiennent déjà par elles-mêmes 
une vérification et un but. La rhétorique incomplète est une puis-
sance bornée à la capacité de produire, pour établir l’objet du propos, 
des raisonnements formés de ces deux propositions formulées dans 
une expression correcte. La rhétorique incomplète est aussi dite “rhé-
torique nécessaire,” sans doute parce que les raisonnements qui la  
 

                                    
37  En lisant sit (BnF Lat. 16097, fol. 190rb) et non si (FDG §23).  
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constituent sont nécessaires au propos oratoires (FDG §28). Aristote 
(Rhét III: 1414a 30-6), qui soutient aussi que le but et la vérification 
sont nécessaires au propos (logos), n’intègre pas cette thèse à une 
distinction entre rhétorique complète et rhétorique incomplète.  

La rhétorique défectueuse est une puissance limitée à la produc-
tion de l’un ou l’autre des moyens concourant à la persuasion au 
moyen des propos. Mais il ne s’agit pas forcément des raisonnements 
servant à établir l’objet même du discours. Cela peut être, par exem-
ple, les propos induisant une passion: 

Il se peut qu’un homme n’ait la puissance de son discours que dans un 
certain genre de choses seulement, et non dans un autre; il se peut 
qu’un homme n’ait la puissance de discourir qu’au moyen de propos 
passionnels et relatifs aux caractères; il se peut enfin qu’un homme 
n’ait la puissance de discourir que par les seuls propos induisant la 
croyance. Quand donc il a la puissance de discourir dans un certain 
genre de choses par lesquelles on recherche la persuasion, sa rhétori-
que sera défectueuse (FDAW §23). 

Il est intéressant de noter qu’al-FÁrÁbÐ soutient que l’usage par les 
sciences de la rhétorique incomplète (ou nécessaire) peut être légi-
time. Ce n’est pas le lieu ici d’examiner en détail les rapports de la 
rhétorique et des sciences selon les Didascalia.38 On se contentera de 
présenter de manière très résumée un point tiré de FDG §§11, 15 et 
surtout 27. La rhétorique peut légitimement intervenir dans les scien-
ces à condition qu’il s’agisse de la rhétorique incomplète (ou néces-
saire) et que le savant ne dispose pas encore de démonstrations pour 
établir son objet de recherche. Il peut alors provisoirement recourir à 
des arguments non certains, d’ordre persuasif, relevant de la rhétori-
que nécessaire (ou incomplète). C’est ce qu’aurait fait Aristote, dans 
Le Livre des animaux, à propos de la génération des abeilles. En 
d’autres termes, l’usage des enthymèmes serait parfois admissible en 
sciences, mais jamais l’incitation aux passions. De même que 
l’insistance sur la complexité de la rhétorique par comparaison à la 
moindre complexité de la faculté oratoire n’est pas fondée seulement 
sur un souci de clarification lexicale ou de classification, mais sur des 
raisons plus profondes (le caractère politique de l’auditoire de la rhé-
torique et les degrés d’intensité de la persuasion), de même 
l’élaboration des concepts de rhétorique complète et de rhétorique in-

                                    
38  Voir, pour de plus amples explications, Aouad 1997, 220-42 (comme n. 6). 
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complète (nécessaire) semblent renvoyer, en dernière instance, aux 
tentatives d’al-FÁrÁbÐ de préciser les rapports de la rhétorique avec les 
sciences. 

IV. Le substrat arabe 

Quels sont les termes arabes auxquels correspondent oratoria et re-
thorica?  

Les correspondants de rethorica et des mots de même racine sont 
généralement khaÔÁba et des mots de même racine dans les traductions 
d’Hermann. En voici quelques exemples: al-aqÁwÐl al-khuÔabiyya/ 
sermones rethoricae [extrait du Commentaire moyen à la “Rhétorique” 
d’Averroès inséré par Hermann dans sa traduction de la version arabe 
de Rhét: vir W. F. Boggess (1971), “Hermannus Alemannus’s Rhetori-
cal Translations,” Viator II: 240]; khaÔÐb/rethor (traduction de Rhét: 
TAL I: 119, 23/BnF Lat. 16673, fol. 109ra); khaÔÁba/rethorica [Com-
mentaire moyen à la “Poétique” d’Averroès: ArisÔÙÔÁlÐs (1973), Fann 
al-shiÝr maÝa l-tarjama al-ÝarabÐyya al-qadÐma wa-shurÙÎ al-FÁrÁbÐ 
wa-Ibn SÐnÁ wa-Ibn Rushd, éd. ÝAbdarraÎmÁn Badawi, 2ème impres-
sion, Beyrouth, 250, 20/BnF Lat. 16673, fol. 171vb]. 

S’agissant d’oratoria, il est plus difficile de retrouver le terme 
arabe sous-jacent. Nous avons vu en effet qu’oratoria signifie tou-
jours un propos dans lequel on utilise des procédés produisant un ef-
fet sur l’auditeur. Il y a, dans l’oratoria, une recherche de l’efficacité 
que l’on n’a pas dans les termes de qawl et kalÁm, qui désignent le 
propos en général et qui sont sans doute les mots qu’Hermann rend 
par sermo ou oratio. En revanche, l’idée de parole efficace semble 
plus présente dans le terme de balÁgha.39 On peut donc raisonnable-
ment supposer qu’oratoria traduit balÁgha. 

Pour renforcer cette hypothèse, il n’est pas indispensable de 
s’appuyer sur le passage, d’ailleurs ambigu, du Traité du Recense-
ment des sciences, cité ci-dessus et évoqué puis révoqué par Gri-
gnaschi. D’autres textes, assez nombreux dans la tradition arabe de la 
Rhétorique d’Aristote, exhibent clairement le couple balÁgha/ 
khaÔÁba dans le sens où le premier de ces concepts aurait une exten-
sion plus large que le second. 

                                    
39  Voir CmRhét A III: 8-9.  
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Le plus pertinent de ces passages est le début de la traduction arabe 
anonyme de Rhét. Voici ce qu’on lit au début de celle-ci: en titre, au 
haut de la page, RÐÔÙrÐqÁ ay al-KhaÔÁba; et, dans la marge, al-rÐÔÙrÐqÁ 
balÁgha fÐ al-ÎukÙma. KhaÔÁba apparaît ainsi comme l’équivalent 
exact de rhètorikè, alors que balÁgha est présentée comme plus géné-
rale: elle n’est rhétorique que lorsqu’elle concerne la ÎukÙma. Ce 
terme est ambigu. Son sens de gouvernement (ministres dirigés par un 
premier ministre) est moderne. Dans la langue classique, il s’agit plu-
tôt du procès judiciaire. Mais ÎakÐm, de même racine, peut signifier 
aussi bien le juge que le chef qui décide.40 Comme le contenu de Rhét 
porte clairement non seulement sur le genre judiciaire, mais aussi sur 
les genres délibératif et épidictique, l’annotateur de la traduction 
arabe ancienne ne devait pas viser, pour le titre de celle-ci, le seul 
genre judiciaire, mais tout ce qui concerne la gouvernance. BalÁgha fÐ 
l-ÎukÙma est donc à rendre par “[faculté] oratoire dans les affaires de 
gouvernance.” Certes, bien qu’il soit établi qu’al-FÁrÁbÐ a eu recours à 
la traduction arabe ancienne,41 on ne peut assurer que la note margi-
nale de celle-ci ait été connue de lui: elle est peut-être postérieure. 
Mais il n’empêche qu’il y a là un témoin d’une manière de compren-
dre les rapports de la balÁgha et de la khaÔÁba qui devait être courante 
dans les milieux philosophiques médiévaux. 

D’autres traités de la tradition arabe de Rhét entendent d’ailleurs 
aussi balÁgha en un sens plus large que khaÔÁba. Ainsi, Averroès, au 
début de son Commentaire moyen à la Rhétorique, dans lequel il uti-
lise beaucoup le Grand commentaire d’al-FÁrÁbÐ à la Rhétorique,42 
soutient que la balÁgha peut être jusqu’à un certain point le fait de 
tout homme mais aussi un art dont les règles sont systématiquement 
saisies dans un livre, ce qui est précisément la khaÔÁba.43 

Cette détermination des rapports de khaÔÁba et de balÁgha est par-
faitement en harmonie avec celle des rapports de rethorica et 
d’oratoria, quoi qu’en dise Grignaschi. En effet, nous avons vu plus 
haut qu’oratoria ne concerne pas seulement des formes imparfaites 
                                    

40  Sur la remarque marginale (non signalée dans TAL) de la traduction arabe 
anonyme et sur ÎukÙma, voir CmRhét A III: 1-6. Mais alors que je crois toujours que 
ÎukÙma signifie, dans les passages d’Avicenne que je cite dans ces pages, les affai-
res judiciaires, je pense maintenant que ce mot a, dans la traduction arabe anonyme, 
le sens général de gouvernance.  

41  Voir, ci-dessus, n. 28.  
42  Voir, ci-dessus, n. 7.  
43  CmRhét A II, §1.1.2. 
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de rethorica, mais qu’elle en est le genre en tant que rethorica est 
une oratoria à l’usage des foules et donc une oratoria politique.  

Du point de vue du contenu des notions, il semble donc qu’ora- 
toria soit, en droit, parfaitement susceptible de rendre balÁgha. Mais 
Hermann n’a-t-il pas en fait eu recours à d’autres termes pour traduire 
balÁgha?  

Ainsi, il arrive assez souvent que balÁgha et les mots de cette ra-
cine soient rendus par rethorica. C’est, par exemple, le cas de balÐgh 
de la traduction arabe anonyme rendu par rethor (TAL I, p. 85, 20 cor-
respondant à BnF Lat. 16673, fol. 96ra) et de anÎÁÞ al-balÁgha des ex-
traits du Commentaire moyen à “La Rhétorique” d’Averroès rendu 
par rethoricales (Boggess 1971: 240-1). Mais il s’agit toujours d’un 
contexte où il n y a pas à distinguer balÁgha de khaÔÁba. En revanche, 
dans les cas où la distinction s’impose, on voit mal comment il aurait 
été possible de traduire les deux termes de la même manière. 

Qu’en est-il de facundia, que l’on rencontre dans FDG §14? Rien 
n’indique que ce terme ait été le mot utilisé par Hermann pour rendre 
balÁgha: il peut très bien avoir servi à traduire faÒÁÎa (éloquence ver-
bale), comme le reconnaît Grignaschi lui-même (FDG, p. 172, n. 3).  

Quant au mot eloquentia, j’en ai relevé trois occurrences dans les 
Didascalia, deux dans FDG §13, et une dans FDG §31. 

Comme nous avons désormais mis ces choses en évidence, il faut que 
nous disions ce qu’est le but de la [faculté] oratoire (oratorie) ou 
(sive) de l’éloquence (eloquentie) chez Aristote. Or au sujet de 
l’éloquence (eloquentia) ou (seu) rhétorique (rethorica), il apparaît à 
tout le monde que son acte est un certain discours (sermocinatio) 
(FDAW §13)  

En effet la rhétorique (rethorica) est, parmi les autres espèces ou 
parties de la [faculté] oratoire (ortorie), subordonnée aux cités et c’est 
là l’un des instruments de cette [faculté]. Car les principales puissan-
ces des activités dans les cités sont ces deux choses: la prudence et la 
rhétorique (rethorica) ou (seu) éloquence (eloquentia) (FDAW §31). 

Il ressort de la dernière de ces occurrences que eloquentia n’est pas 
un synonyme de oratoria, mais une espèce politique de celle-ci, 
nommée aussi rethorica. En conséquence, dans la citation de FDG 
§13, l’expression eloquentia seu rethorica signifie des termes syno-
nymes, alors que oratorie sive eloquentie n’en signifie pas. Il sem-
blerait donc finalement que rethorica seu eloquentia soit une traduc-
tion double de khaÔÁba.  
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Maintenant si l’on admet que rethorica rend khaÔÁba et oratoria 
balÁgha, rethoria traduirait qawl khuÔabÐ et ditio sive locutio orato-
ria, qawl balÐgh. 

La détermination des rapports de l’oratoria/balÁgha avec rethori-
ca/khaÔÁba ne permet pas seulement de clarifier le sens des concepts 
et de souligner la fonction surtout politique de la rhétorique, mais 
elle est aussi solidaire des jugements d’al-FÁrÁbÐ, dans les Didasca-
lia, sur les points de vue de certains lettrés qu’il n’identifie pas expli-
citement. Comme j’essaie de le montrer ailleurs,44 les affirmations at-
tribuées à ces lettrés indiquent qu’il s’agit de personnalités généra-
lement considérées comme traitant du Ýilm al-balÁgha (la science de 
tradition essentiellement arabe de la balÁgha) et le reproche qui leur 
est fait est de n’avoir donné qu’une détermination partielle de la rhé-
torique. Or, s’il est vrai que balÁgha, outre son espèce rhétorique, 
comporte surtout des espèces n’ayant que l’un ou l’autre des caractè-
res de la rhétorique, il ne faut pas s’étonner que la science qui s’est 
consacrée à cette balÁgha se soit le plus souvent limitée à certains de 
ces caractères. 

 
 
 

                                    
44  Aouad 2006 (comme n. 11). 
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SOME MORPHOLOGICAL FUNCTIONS OF ARABIC  BI-: 

ON THE USES OF GALEX, II1 

Dimitri Gutas, Yale University 

Prepositions are vital elements of a language; they are, essentially, 
the cement that keeps it together. They have numerous functions 
which the genius of each language has assigned to them to perform 
as a first recourse when other means of expressing the desired mean-
ing are lacking; as such, they are paragons of multitasking, to apply 
this new term to a reality that has existed from the very beginning. 
Classical Arabic prepositions are no exception, as is evident to any-
one (and baffling to the beginner) looking at an entry on any preposi-
tion in, say, Lane’s Lexicon; each preposition, it seems, means itself 
and all the others. 

Arguably one of the most talented, if not the most talented, Classi-
cal Arabic preposition in this regard is bi-. The great SÐbawayh la-
conically, but very appositely, simply said that bi- had essentially one 
function, to express adherence and combination, from which all oth-
ers derive.2 Medieval grammarians are deserving of our eternal grati-
tude for expanding upon SÐbawayh’s terse statement and analyzing in 
detail its various uses, conveniently summarized by Wright: it is used 
to express adhesion (ilÒÁq), time and place (Ûarfiyya), swearing (qa- 
sam), companionship (muÒÁÎaba, mulÁbasa), transitiveness (taÝdiya, 
naql), instrument (istiÝÁna), cause (sababiyya, taÝlÐl), and recompense 

                                    
1  It is a great pleasure to offer this minimal congratulatory token of my esteem to 

a colleague and friend, Wolfhart Heinrichs, in appreciation of his lasting contribu-
tions to Graeco-Arabic studies. For GALex see G. Endress and D. Gutas, A Greek 
and Arabic Lexicon, Leiden 1992ff. A first contribution on its uses has appeared in 
the Festschrift for Hans Daiber, ed. A. Akasoy (Leiden 2007): “Arabic Particles and 
Graeco-Arabic Translations. On the Uses of GALex, I.” 

2  al-KitÁb, ed. ÝA. M. HÁrÙn (Cairo 1975), IV,217: innamÁ hiya li-l-ilzÁq wa-l-
iÌtilÁÔ ... fa-mÁ ttasaÝa min hÁÆÁ fÐ l-kalÁmi fa-hÁÆÁ aÒluhÙ. 
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or price (taÝwÐÃ, ×aman).3 This is all well and good (fa-bihÁ, as the ex-
pression with bi- has it), and certainly correct, but it is not sufficiently 
discriminating or explanatory of the particular functions of the prepo-
sition in each case. Some greater clarity of analysis is needed. In an-
ticipation of thorough and truly authoritative studies of Arabic prepo-
sitions, this can be achieved by comparing bi- with what it translates 
from another language that was translated into Arabic: classical 
Greek.  

In the traditional enumeration of the uses of bi- just listed, it is to 
be noted that they do not all belong to the same category of function. 
In all but one the preposition has a semantic function, expressing a 
certain meaning, whereas in one, that of transitiveness (taÝdiya or 
naql), it functions as a morphological element of verbs: it is a feature 
that makes intransitive verbs of motion transitive, as in, to cite the 
Qur’Ánic example given in the traditional grammars, Æahaba llÁhu 
bi-nÙrihim (Q. 2:16), “God removed (took away) their light.” In 
other words, the preposition bi- here has no other function than to 
make Æahaba transitive; in itself it has no (or ceased to have any) 
meaning. This morphological function of bi- was quite well known 
to traditional grammarians, who rightly equated it to an essential 
morphological element of verbs, the duplicated middle consonant of 
the faÝÝala (II) form and the initial hamza of the Þaf Ýala (IV) form, 
which make a verb causative or factitive.4 

Other, and similar, morphological functions of bi- become appar-
ent when the uses to which it is put in translating Greek are exam-
ined. The Greek and Arabic Lexicon (GALex), in this as in many 
other cases, offers ample illustrative material. In general, these uses 
in the case of bi- are six, if one excludes the bi- that makes verbs 
transitive (since this goes with the individual verbs) and the bi- that 
introduces the predicate in nominal sentences or after copulative 
verbs (for which see immediately below). Bi- is thus used to translate 

(1) individual Greek prepositions, either alone or as part of a 
compound word;  

(2) the verb ��� (to have) as well as suffixes of verbs, adjectives, 
and substantives that denote “having” a disease or a condition; 

                                    
3  W. Wright, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, Cambridge 1898, II,163-4. Cf. 

the entry in Lane’s Lexicon, I,141-4, which, given its sources, also follows the tradi-
tional classification of these uses. 

4  See Lane’s Lexicon I,141c for references. 
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(3) the morphology of Greek adjectives, pronominal adjectives, 
and reflexive pronouns, by making adjectives out of Arabic nouns or 
nominal phrases; 

(4) the morphology of Greek cases with an adverbial significa-
tion and, by extension, the morphology of Greek adverbs;  

(5) the adverbial or other modal sense of Greek primitive ad-
verbs and prepositions by making adverbs out of Arabic nouns or 
nominal phrases;  

(6) the adverbial sense of circumstantiality or instrumentality 
implied by the Greek syntactic structures known as the genitive abso-
lute and participium coniunctum. 

From this it is seen that bi- is used in its semantic function, that is, 
to translate a Greek word with a specific meaning, only in cases (1) 
and (2); in the remaining four cases it functions as a morphological 
feature of Arabic, in particular as a marker for adjectives and ad-
verbs. The first two cases need not detain us, for they are transparent 
enough, except to note briefly that in (1), bi- translates various Greek 
prepositions denoting all the usual meanings of the preposition itself 
as catalogued by the Arab grammarians and listed above (viz., ac-
companiment or association, instrument, means or manner, cause, 
agency or origin, accordance or conformity, place or time, respect, 
direction or extent, and distance or difference), and that in (2), the 
preposition with an attached pronoun and the name of a disease or 
condition, in the well-known expression bi-hÐ dÁÞun (he suffers from 
a disease), translates not only the verb ��� (to have, sc. a disease), 
but also verbal and adjectival suffixes expressing the same concept, 
like -��� in ��	
��� (to suffer from leprosy) = man bi-hÐ Êarabun,5 
or -���
 in �	���	����
 (epileptic) = man bi-hÐ ÒarÝun.6 

In case (3) we observe the transition of the function of bi- in (2), 
as just mentioned, from the semantic to the morphological arena, for 
here it functions as a marker for adjectives; i.e., it translates the mor-
phology of Greek adjectives, pronominal adjectives, and reflexive 
pronouns (in essence, the suffixes of these groups of words) by mak-

                                    
5  Diosc. Mat. med. I,144.13 = WGAÜ (M. Ullmann (2002), Wörterbuch zu den 

griechisch-arabischen Übersetzungen des 9. Jahrhunderts, Wiesbaden) p. 231.15. 
For the abbreviations and references to the Greek and Arabic editions cited see the 
List of Sources in GALex. 

6  Diosc. Mat. med. I,144.13, 145.18-19 = WGAÜ p.231.15, Ibn al-BayÔÁr ÉÁmiÝ 
IV,95.2. 
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ing adjectives out of Arabic nouns or nominal phrases. Adjectives in-
dicate the quality possessed by a substantive, and the preposition bi- 
attaches itself to the quality the subject has or is “with,” as in 
��������
 (necessary) = annahÙ bi-ÃÔirÁrin,7 or �
������
 (having 
the nature of a principle) = bi-manzilati l-aÒli.8 The practice is par-
ticularly common in the translation of compound adjectives formed 
with the alpha privativum, as in ����
 (without character) = bi-lÁ 
ÝÁdatin,9 �μ��
�
 (without metre, prosaic) = bi-Èayri waznin,10 
�

�����
 (not rooted) = bi-Èayri uÒÙlin.11 Similarly bi- is also fre-
quently used in the translation of Greek pronominal adjectives, as in 
���
 (as much as) = bi-miqdÁri mÁ12 and bi-mablaÈi mÁ,13 ���
 and 
	�
,  	�
 (whole, entire) =  bi-asrihÐ14 or bi-l-Êumlati,15 ! �"��
 (the 
same) = bi-ÝaynihÐ (used ubiquitously), etc. 

This function of bi-, as marker for adjectives, may incidentally 
throw some light on its well-known duty of introducing the predicate 
in nominal sentences or after copulative verbs, whether affirmative, 
negative, or interrogative.16 The predicate in such sentences (e.g., as 
in the QurÞÁnic mÁ rabbuka bi-ÈÁfilin, Q. 11:123) is essentially a 
predicate adjective, and the bi- can be taken as the morphological 
element that lends this quality to a participle or any other noun that 
constitutes the predicate.  

Cases (4) through (6) all show bi- in its most common function, as 
marker for adverbs, translating different expressions of adverbial us-
age in Greek, as specified above. Greek cases frequently have adver-
bial function, so it is natural to see bi- used in their translation, and 
especially in the translation of the Greek dative which shows amazing 

                                    
7  Arist. Part. anim. III 4, 665b12 =  70.3. 
8  Nicom. Arithm. 27.14 = 30.5. 
9  Arist. Poet. 6, 1450a25 = 232.21 / fol. 134a21. 
10  Arist. Poet. 9, 1451b1 = 238.20 / fol. 135b20.    
11  Arist. Hist. anim. V 15, 548a5 = 233.11. 
12  Arist. Poet. 15, 1454b3 = I, 252.23 / fol. 139a23. 
13  Arist. Poet. 9, 1452a7 I, 242.6 / fol. 136b6 
14  Arist. Phys. III 5, 205a11 = 238.7; IV 1, 224a26 = 489.10; IV 4, 211b22 = 

310.12; IV 4, 212a19 = 325.1. 
15  Arist. Poet. 18, 1456a16 = I, 260.11 / fol. 141a11. 
16  Cf. H. Reckendorf (1895-8), Die syntaktischen Verhältnisse des Arabischen, 

Leiden, 241-3. It is to be noted that the example given at the very top of p. 242 from 
�abarÐ is inaccurate and mistranslated. The preposition does not introduce the predi-
cate but goes with awlÁ bi-, “most likely to be [true],” not “the first one is right,” as 
Reckendorf has it. 
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correlation in its meanings with that of the preposition bi-, such as the 
instrumental dative (���
 	�$
%&��, with the wings = bi-ÊanÁÎihÐ17), 
dative of cause (���', through sickness = bi-maraÃin18), the dative of 
measure of difference (�%��� ��������
, less by two = yakÙnu aqalla 
bi-×nayni19), etc.  

There is little need to document the use of bi- in the translation of 
Greek adverbs, either those with a specific adverbial morphology, 
where bi- translates the adverbial suffix -�
 (	������(
, in an affec-
tive way = bi-l-alamiyyati20) or the primitive adverbs (���	����, 
conversely = bi-Ýaksi ÆÁlika21). More interesting is the use of bi- in 
the translation of the Greek circumstantial structures known as the 
participium coniunctum and the genitive absolute, as in, respectively, 
��μ)��� (having bent) = bi-nawÝi n×inÁÞin (* �+
 ,.��
 	�
+ �/ 

���μ� �0� ����%�0� ��1 	�
���2μ���
 �%������ ��μ)���, for nature 
brought the exit of excretion round near the mouth, having bent [it] = 
min aÊli anna l-ÔibÁÝa ÊamaÝa ÁÌira l-faÃlati qarÐban mina l-fami bi-
nawÝi n×inÁÞin),22 and ����μ��μ$��% (as it is incised) = bi-an tušraÔa 
(�/ �3 4	�5����μ�� ����μ���� 4	������ �� ���
 6	/ �.�� ��.μ���� 

����μ��μ$��% ����
��
 7�%&� ��1 �$��
�%, the so-called juice of the 
balsam-tree is extracted during the heat waves at the time of the Dog-
star as the tree is incised with iron claws = wa-ammÁ duhnu l-bala- 
sÁni fa-innahÙ yuÌarraÊu baÝda ÔulÙÝi l-kalbi bi-an tušraÔa l-šaÊaratu 
bi-mišrÁÔin min ÎadÐdin).23 And finally, bi- figures even in the trans-
lation of the adverbial prefixes �%�- (with difficulty) and �"- (well, 
easily), as in �%�������μ���
 (manageable with difficulty) = lÁ yu- 
dabbaru illÁ bi-Èammin,24 and in �"�%��
μ����
 (easily joined to-
gether), with an affirmative-negative semantic metathesis = lÁ yal-
taÞimu bi-Ýusratin.25  

As a whole, SÐbawayhi is perhaps right in saying that the funda-
mental function of bi- is to express adherence (ilzÁq); but a distinc-
tion must be made between semantic adherence and morphological 

                                    
17  Arist. Hist. anim. IX 33, 619b17 = 415.16.    
18  Arist. Metaph. E 3, 1027b2 = 729.9. 
19  Nicom. Arithm. 95.7 =  75.16. 
20  Arist. Rhet. III 7, 1408b12 = 191.15; III 17, 1418a19 = 217.17 
21  Arist. Eth. Nic. I 4, 1095b1 = 119.15. 
22  Arist. Gener. anim. I 15, 720b19 = 18.13. 
23  Diosc. Mat. med. I, 24.10 = Ibn al-BayÔÁr, ÉÁmiÝ I, 107.33. 
24  Artem. Onirocr. 186.20 = 338.10. 
25  Arist. Gener. anim. I 7, 718a29 = 11.2. 
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adherence. It would improve the analysis and help the understanding 
of this difficult but crucial preposition if in the future its morphologi-
cal functions were listed and discussed in the morphology section of 
grammars rather than in that of syntax. 

 
 
 



HAZAJ  
GENESE EINES NEUPERSISCHEN METRUMS 

Benedikt Reinert, Universität Zürich 

I. Präambel; II. Die Verlockung des Reims; III. Das schwarze Schaf  
im Stall KhalÐls; IV. Das Erlebnis der Überlänge; V. Das Phantom des  
metrischen Formenreichtums; VI. Die Symbiose von Metrum und Reim 

I. Präambel 

I.1. Den Ausgangspunkt des folgenden Beitrags bildet die alte Frage 
nach den Kräften, die die äussere Form der neupersischen Dichtung 
bestimmt haben, so wie uns diese in den Zeugnissen ihrer formativen 
Periode 850 – 950 unserer Zeitrechnung entgegentritt. Neu ist nur die 
Beiziehung einer persischen Koran-Paraphrase, die spätestens zu Be-
ginn des erwähnten Zeitraums in Bukhara entstanden ist, im Folgen-
den BQP genannt, und von AÎmad ÝAlÐ RajÁ’Ð anno 1974 herausge-
geben wurde1. 

                                    
1  Unter dem Titel Poli meyÁn-e sheÝr-e hejÁ’i o ÝarÙªi-e fÁrsi dar qorun-e avval-e 

hejri, Teheran 1353/1974. Es handelt sich um das Fragment einer Abschrift, die mit 
Q. 10:61 beginnt und mit Q. 14:25 endet. Das Buch wurde mir liebenswürdigerweise 
von Herrn Dr. Johannes Thomann zur Ausleihe beschafft. Herzlich danken möchte 
ich an dieser Stelle auch meinem verehrten Kollegen Prof. Dr. Bo Utas, dass er mich 
über eine Xerokopie in seinen grundlegenden und wegweisenden Beitrag „Prosody: 
Metre and rhyme“ zum ersten Band der History of Persian Literature, ed. H. de 
Bruijn (2007), New York, Einsicht nehmen liess. Zu danken habe ich ferner Frau 
Prof. Dr. B. Gruendler für ihre wertvollen Anregungen bei der Durchsicht des Ma-
nuskripts, ganz besonders aber auch meiner hochgeschätzten Kollegin Dr. Gudrun 
Schubert, der ich die Erstellung der Computer-Version übergeben durfte. Für den 
geneigten Leser vorwegnehmen möchte ich eine Bemerkung zur Umschrift. Bei der 
Wiedergabe der Konsonanten folge ich den Regeln der Herausgeber, wobei ich mich 
in der Orthographie an das Manuskript halte. Die Vokale bezeichne ich bei moder-
nen Texten und Namen nach der in Iran üblichen Weise, in klassischen Werken je-
doch nach der vermutlichen damaligen Aussprache, Kurzvokale einfach als a, i, u, 
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I.2. Die Beschäftigung mit der Frage nach der Vorgeschichte der neu-
persischen Dichtung litt bisher unter dem Umstand, dass diese nur 
durch einige wenige, örtlich und zeitlich disparate, eher zufällig erhal-
tene Fragmente bezeugt war, die über die Tatsache einer Existenz hin-
aus nur vorsichtige Aussagen erlaubten2. Erschwerend kam dazu, dass 
diejenigen Bereiche der Dichtung, deren Entwicklung während der 
formativen Periode im Vordergrund des Interesses standen, nämlich 
Lyrik und Panegyrik, zuvor als Gelegenheitsdichtung gar nicht aufge-
zeichnet wurden, sondern der Mündlichkeit überlassen blieben3. Dies 
im Gegensatz zu der entsprechenden arabischen Dichtung, deren 
Schriftlichkeit schon zwei Jahrhunderte früher anfing. 

I.3. Nach der islamischen Eroberung des Sasanidenreichs hatte man 
sich dort des Arabischen zu bedienen, wenn man etwas offiziell zur 
Sprache bringen wollte. Die unterworfene Bevölkerung nahm die 
entsprechende Anregung, sich die Kenntnis des Arabischen anzueig-
nen, in einer uns aus der Kolonialzeit bekannten Art und Weise auf. 
Grob gesagt nahm die Bereitschaft, die persische Muttersprache von 
dem fremden Idiom beeinflussen, beherrschen oder gar ablösen zu 
lassen, von Westen nach Osten ab. Am deutlichsten zeigte sie sich im 
Irak, der Residenz der Sasaniden, dessen grossteils semitische Be-
völkerung jedoch nur oberflächlich iranisiert worden war und z.T. 
auch noch dem Arabischen verwandte Sprachen wie Aramäisch 
sprach. Zentren der Arabisierung, aber vor allem auch des arabisch-
persischen Kulturaustauschs und Ausgangspunkte der Eroberung und 
Verwaltung Irans wurden dort die institutionalisierten Heerlager Bas-
ra und Kufa. Die Methode, ausserhalb der eroberten Städte Heerlager 
als Macht- und Verwaltungszentren einzurichten, die den Kulturaus-
tausch förderten, bewährten sich auch im Westiran, wo zur Zeit der 
Eroberung noch von Adharbayjan im Norden über Medien und Khu-
zistan bis in die Persis zoroastrische Hochburgen blühten. Hervorzu-
                                    

wobei die Färbung offen bleibt, Langvokale als Á (im Falle einer metrisch lang zu 
sprechenden Endung -a als ä), ÿ, Ð, ½, Ù. Bei der Unterscheidung von maÝrÙf- und 
majhÙl-Vokalen versuche ich in klassischen Texten dem Stand der Forschung ge-
recht zu werden, folge aber bei Eigennamen – wie übrigens auch im Falle der Kon-
sonanten – der Gebräuchlichkeit, schreibe also RÙdakÐ, nicht R½dhakÐ. 

2  Genaueres zu ihrer Publikation in den Anmerkungen 1, 11, 12-13, 16-18, 24, 
38, 52. 

3  Der älteste dÐvÁn eines Einzeldichters, der ausdrücklich in den Quellen erwähnt 
wird, scheint der von ÍanÛala-e BÁdhghÿsÐ zu sein (NiÛÁmÐ-i ÝArÙªÐ, ChahÁr maqÁ-
la, ed. Qazvini/MoÝin (1334), Teheran, 49). 



BENEDIKT REINERT 70

heben sind Hamadan und Isfahan, wo die persische Siedlung mit 
dem ursprünglich getrennt angelegten arabischen Heerlager allmäh-
lich zusammenwuchs. Wieder anders gingen die Eroberer im Ostiran, 
dem dritten iranischen Bereich, vor. In der Südhälfte, z.B. in dem 
schwer zu beherrschenden Sijistan (SÐstÁn), einst Land der halbno-
madischen Saker, wo man auch die neue DarÐ-Panegyrik erfunden 
haben wollte4, verfuhren die Araber wie in Westiran. Hingegen ka-
men sie in dem nördlich gelegenen, weiten Khorasan auf den Gedan-
ken, sich im Falle der Hauptstadt Marv einmal nicht konzentriert 
einzunisten, sondern – wie die dortigen Grossen selbst – auf die zahl-
reichen Gehöfte der Umgebung zu verteilen. Hierbei verfestigte sich 
nicht nur der Kulturaustausch in Konversionen und Verschwägerun-
gen, sondern erhob sich auch die Frage, ob man den Koran in persi-
scher Übersetzung rezitieren dürfe5. 

I.4. Damit wären wir bei unserem Thema. Die Antwort fiel vorwie-
gend negativ aus. Doch schon aus dem noch zum dritten Bereich ge-
hörigen Khorasan hat sich in dem von ÝAlÐ RavÁqÐ 1364/1985 he-
rausgegebenen Qor’Án-e Qods ein bejahendes Zeugnis erhalten. Wie 
nicht anders zu erwarten, eine Interlinearübersetzung6, die noch älter 
ist als die freie, metrisch gebundene Paraphrase der BQP, die Urtext 
und Übersetzung stückweise in getrennten Blöcken liefert und aus 
Transoxanien stammt, das mit KhvÁrazm im Norden und Baktrien 
samt dem heutigen Afghanistan im Süden den vierten Bereich bildet, 
also schon seit Pÿr½z I. (459-84) nicht mehr zum Sasanidenreich ge-
hörte, sondern selbständigen Fürsten unterstand und erst durch die 
Kriegszüge Qutayba b. Muslims unter WalÐd I. (705-15) wieder ei-
nem Grossreich eingegliedert worden war. Jetzt machte sich ein Pro-
blem bemerkbar, von dem man mehr als zwei Jahrhunderte verschont 
geblieben war, nämlich Untertan einer Obrigkeit zu sein, die religiös 
gebunden war, ja neuerdings sogar eine bestimmte Religion als sol-
che zu vertreten hatte, und das noch in einer Fremdsprache, die als 
Medium einer letztgültigen Offenbarung geheiligt sein wollte. Be-
troffen davon war in erster Linie Samarqand, ehemaliger Zufluchts-

                                    
4  So nach der entsprechenden Provinzgeschichte TÁrÐkh-i SÿstÁn, ed. BahÁr 

(1314 sh.), Teheran, 209f. 
5  Vgl. van Ess, J. (1992), Theologie und Gesellschaft im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert 

der Hidschra, Berlin/New York, II: 491. 
6  Einschlägige Photokopien aus diesem wichtigen Werk verdanke ich der Lie-

benswürdigkeit der Herren Dr. J. Thomann und Dr. H. Hosravi. 
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ort und Missionszentrum der Heterodoxen, vor allem der Manichäer. 
Dort konnten aber auch Konkurrenten wie Zoroastrier und Buddhi-
sten friedlich nebeneinander agieren. 

I.5. Hierzu eine kleine Randbemerkung. Die BQP richtet sich an die 
Bevölkerung von Bukhara. Dort blühte noch in der Mitte des 10. 
Jhts. ein zoroastrischer Kult, der der Passion SiyÁvushs galt und in 
den ÝÀshÙrÁÞ-Feierlichkeiten der Schiiten weiterleben konnte. Ich ha-
be in der BQP jedoch keine antizoroastrischen Bemerkungen gefun-
den, wohl aber solche, die sich auf den Buddhismus beziehen lassen. 
In den Suren des BQP-Fragments wird immer wieder gegen die Ver-
ehrung eines anderen als Gott polemisiert, und wo diese andere We-
senheit mit Namen genannt wird, heisst sie but, worin unschwer 
Buddha zu erkennen ist. Konkret geht es um die Verehrung von 
Buddha-Statuen7, z.B. Q. 11:111, wo dem Erstaunen Ausdruck gege-
ben wird, dass es Leute gibt, die  

Das verehren, was sie (selbst) zurechtschnitzen 

mÿ bi-parastand Án-ch bi-tarÁshand 

Doch wird andererseits auch versucht, im Koran Gedanken nachzu-
weisen, die buddhistischer Weltsicht entsprechen. So spiegelt sich 
das buddhistische Gebot der Erhaltung und Unverletzbarkeit jegli-
chen Lebens etwa darin wider, dass die BQP den koranischen Gott in 
dem berühmten Vers Q. 11:6 explizit sogar das Weiterleben der 
Ameise als kleinstes und nicht immer willkommenes Tierchen garan-
tieren lässt: 

                                    
7  Der Verfasser verwendet für die Buddha-Verehrung gerne den Terminus 

tashbÐh, „Anthropomorphismus“. Inwieweit er damit auch theologisches Wasser auf 
seine Mühle leiten konnte, wäre noch zu untersuchen. Für seine Predigt selbst gera-
dezu klassisch ist seine Paraphrase von Q. 13:14 („Das wahre Gebet gilt ihm (Gott). 
Diejenigen aber, zu denen sie beten statt zu ihm, schenken ihnen in nichts Gehör. (Es 
ist) vielmehr, wie wenn einer seine Hände nach Wasser ausstreckt, damit es seinen 
Mund erreicht; doch es erreicht ihn nicht ...“, zitiert nach Paret, R. (1983), Der Ko-
ran), was er so wiedergibt (187, 9-12): 

Bete zum Wahren! Denn der Wahre hört (dich). 
  Von anderen als Ihm etwas zu wünschen, ist sinnlos. 
    Der Buddha weiss nichts, noch hört er etwas. 
        Der Buddha kann auch keinen Wunsch erfüllen. 
          Den Buddha anzurufen ist genau so, wie wenn 
            ein Durstiger mit seiner Hand das Wasser herruft. 
              Sooft er herruft oder seine Hand bewegt, 
                schlussendlich bleibt er ohne Zweifel durstig. 



BENEDIKT REINERT 72

junbanda ma-dÁn tu dar zamÐn yaksar 
  illÁ bar mÁ-k ½-rÁ bi-dÁrÿm 
    Án-jÁ ki ½ bÙdh z-Án-jÁ ki Áyadh8  
      bi-kull-i makÁn az ½ khabar dÁrÿm 
        r½zÐ hama-rÁ jarÐda dÁrÿm 
          m½rÿ bi-mathal ªÁyiÝ na-gyÁrÿm 

Wisse, dass auf der ganzen Erde es kein Tier gibt, 
  das Wir nicht zu betreuen hätten, 
    wo es auch sein mag und woher es kommt, 
      an jedem Ort haben Wir Kunde von ihm. 
        Der Unterhalt von allen ist registriert bei Uns. 
          Auch keine Ameise z.B. käme bei Uns zu kurz. 

Doch kehren wir zum Thema zurück. 

I.6. Etwas gab es, das der Bevölkerung der ganzen vier oben erwähn-
ten Bereiche gemeinsam war, nämlich die Koine einer Verkehrsspra-
che, die zwar aus dem Irak stammte, aber bis in den Osten der irani-
schen Oikumene verstanden und gepflegt wurde. Man nannte sie 
DarÐ, „Residenzsprache“, weil man sich zunächst in der Reichshaupt-
stadt (MadÁ’in), besonders auch bei Hofe darin unterhielt. Lingui-
stisch betrachtet stellte sie eine neupersische Erbmischung aus süd-
westpersischem Pahlavi und nordwestpersischem Parthisch dar, den 
Sprachen der beiden vorausgegangenen Dynastien. Nach dem Zeug-
nis des Westpersers Ibn al-MuqaffaÝ (st. 756) wurde sie in Ostpersien, 
dem Entstehungsort der neupersischen Dichtung, von den Balchern 
geprägt9, also dort, wo einst das buddhistische Missionszentrum Na-
vavihÁra (NawbahÁr) geblüht hatte, bis es von den Arabern zerstört 
wurde. Aber man scheint sich im Ostiran des 8. Jhts. auch allgemein 
des DarÐ bedient zu haben, wenn man auf eine gewisse Breitenwir-
kung zielte, nicht nur in der Poesie – in der nach den arabisch orien-
tierten ÓÁhiriden, bei denen sogar ein AbÙ TammÁm auf eine Stellung 
als Hofdichter hoffen konnte, ihre politischen Nachfolger, die ÑaffÁri-
den, eine Blütezeit neupersischer Panegyrik ins Leben riefen – son-

                                    
8  Ich gebe die zweite und die dritte Zeile des Textes in der Umschrift  so wieder, 

wie die Handschrift sie festhält, würde aber dem Metrum zuliebe in der zweiten Zei-
le lieber lesen: illÁ bar mÁ-k * ½-rÁ bi-dÁrÿm, obwohl deutlich ki vokalisiert wird, 
und in der ersten Hälfte der dritten lieber Án-jÁ ki buvadh anstelle von Án-jÁ ki ½ 
bÙdh; der Sinn wäre derselbe, doch bliebe die normale metrische Gestalt der ersten 
Halbzeile erhalten. Die Form buvadh passt besser zu Áyadh und das ½ kommt schon 
in der zweiten Zeile vor, wäre in der dritten somit verzichtbar. 

9  Ibn al-NadÐm, Fihrist, Druck 1348, Kairo, 19. 
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dern vor allem auch in der Prosa. Und hierfür sorgten in Marv beson-
ders die Abbasiden, die während ihrer Umsturzplanung sogar ein 
grundlegendes astrologisches Werk wie das KitÁb al-MawÁlÐd aus 
dem Mittelpersischen nicht nur ins Arabische übersetzen liessen, son-
dern gerade auch in DarÐ.10 Enge Beziehungen zu Marv – vielleicht 
noch mehr als zu Samarqand – pflegte man aber auch in Bukhara, und 
damit kommen wir wieder zur BQP. 

II. Die Verlockung des Reims 

II.1. Die Perser lernten also nun Arabisch, die Sprache des Korans und 
ihrer neuen Herren. Falls sich darüber hinaus mit diesem Entschluss 
auch ein persönliches Erlebnis verband, dürfte es akustischer Natur 
gewesen sein, mag es sich nun um eine Koran- oder Gedicht-Rezi- 
tation, eine Ansprache oder auch nur eine Exklamation wie AllÁhu 
akbar! gehandelt haben, d.h. einerseits der prägnante Sprachrhythmus 
und andererseits der Reim. Wenden wir uns nun dem letztern zu. 

II.2. Reim als bewusst eingesetztes Kunstmittel ist keine Selbstver-
ständlichkeit, ergibt sich aber in gewissen Sprachen aus dem Wesen 
der Wortbildung wie im Chinesischen, während es in anderen – und 
dies ist uns von europäischen Sprachen her vertraut – durch Über-
nahme aus einem fremden Idiom zustande kommen kann. Bei der 
dem Arabischen über die Morphemtypen der Wortbildung geläufigen 
vokalischen Assonanz wäre zu erwarten, dass diese die künstlerische 
Rolle, die sonst der Reim ausübt, übernimmt. Dies scheint ursprüng-
lich auch der Fall gewesen zu sein. Durchgesetzt hat sich aber eine 
Reimkonzeption, bei der die entscheidende Rolle einem Konsonan-
ten, genannt rawÐy, zukommt. Was auf diesen an Lauten noch folgt, 
muss durch alle Reimglieder gleich tönen. Kurzer Vokal vor dem 
rawÐy, kann wechseln, langer nur zwischen Ù und Ð. Die persische 
Dichtung hat diese Regeln während der formativen Periode ver-
schärft, vor allem postuliert sie nicht nur einen (oder mehrere) Reim-
konsonanten, sondern eine Reimsilbe, deren Vokal durch alle Reim-
glieder hindurch gleich bleiben muss, wobei auch Ð und ÿ, Ù und ½ 
sowie sämtliche kurzen Vokale von einander unterschieden werden, 
im Prinzip also nicht reimen. 

                                    
10  Gutas, D. (1998), Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, London/New York, 37f. 
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II.3. Die Perser scheinen den Reim in der skizzierten Weise als 
Kunstmittel vor dem Islam noch nicht verwendet zu haben. Die Ge-
dichte, die sich seiner bewusst bedienen, stammen – soweit sie nicht 
direkt oder indirekt datierbar sind – mit grosser Wahrscheinlichkeit al-
le aus islamischer Zeit, mögen sie nun DarÐ oder noch Pahlavi als 
Sprache benützen11. Zu ihnen zählen einerseits die in Abschnitt 1.2. 
erwähnten DarÐ-Fragmente und andererseits, im Mittelpersischen, ein 
von Henning ans Licht gezogenes Andarz-Fragment12, eine von Tava-
dia bearbeitete BahrÁm-Ballade13 und ein GarshÁsp-Hymnus aus dem 
sistanischen Heiligtum von Kark½y14. In allen wird gereimt, aber auf 
unterschiedliche Weise. 

II.4. Die Verschiedenheit bezieht sich einerseits auf die Länge der 
Reimglieder und andererseits auf die Art und Qualität des Reims. 
Was den ersten Punkt anbetrifft, so ist zwischen Versen, d.h. Doppel-
zeilen, Halbversen, d.h. Zeilen, und Viertelversen, d.h. Halbzeilen, zu 
unterscheiden, wobei der Versbegriff aus dem arabischen Prosodie-
bereich stammt. Henning stellt denn auch beim Andarz-Fragment 
fest, dass es Qasiden-artig mit Binnenreim beginnt und mit entspre-
chendem Versendreim weiterfährt. Auch die BQP reimt vielfach 
Doppelzeilen aufeinander und nur in gewissen Fällen Zeilen15. Noch 
seltener stösst man auf Binnenreim zwischen Halbzeilen. 

II.5. Facettenreicher ist das Problem von Art und Qualität des persi-
schen Reims. Normalerweise endet ein persischer Satz mit dem Ver-
bum. So erstaunt es nicht, dass –wie schon Benveniste feststellte – 
die Karriere des persischen Reims bescheiden mit gleichen Verbal-
endungen beginnt16. So auch noch oft in der BQP. Bald ist es dann 
einmal dasselbe Verbum, das sich im ältesten DarÐ-Zeugnis dieser Art 
zusätzlich mit einem Fragewort verbindet17: 
                                    

11  Hierzu Bo Utas, Prosody, Kap. 5 („The Persian version of the ÝarÙª system“).  
12  Henning, W.B. (1950), „A Pahlavi Poem“, BSOAS XIII/3, 641-648. 
13  Tavadia, J.C. (1955), „A Rhymed Ballad in Pahlavi“, JRAS, 28-36.  
14  TÁrÐkh-i SÿstÁn, 37. Die Lesung ist im Einzelnen umstritten. 
15  Ein charakteristisches Beispiel bildet der in Abs. 3.3. zitierte Vierzeiler. 
16  Benveniste, É. (1932), “Le mémorial de Zarÿr“, Journal asiatique 220, 245-

293; z.B. in einer pentadischen Strophe (entsprechend fünf Halbzeilen in der BPQ) 
mit den Verben nišÐnet, hilÿt, ½μanÿt, rasÿt, vÿnÿt (S. 280). 

17  Vgl. hierzu den grundlegenden Aufsatz von G. Lazard (1970), „Ahu-ye kuhi 
... le chamois d’Abu Hafs de Sogdiane et les origines du robâi“, in: M. Boyce und J. 
Gershevitch (eds.), W.B. Henning Memorial Volume, London 238-244. Beide Zeilen 
endeten ursprünglich wohl auf davadhÁ, „läuft“, was auch der Gangart einer eilen-
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ÁhÙ-yi k½hÐ dar dasht chig½nä davadhÁ 
  yÁr na-dÁradh bÿ yÁr chig½nä davadhÁ 

Wie kann die Berggazelle laufen in der Steppe? 
  Keinen Freund hat sie. Wie kann sie laufen ohne Freund? 

Der nächste Schritt auf dem Entwicklungsweg dieses „Reimrefrains“ 
ist dann die „Verbzusammensetzung“, eine Technik, die schon im 
Mittelpersischen beginnt, um schliesslich im DarÐ auszuufern, und 
die darin besteht, dass man anstelle semantisch prägnanter Verben 
jeweils Nomina desselben semantischen Inhalts als Objekt eines 
blassen Verbums wie kardan, sÁkhtan, numÙdan verwendet und da-
mit einen „Pseudoreim“, beruhend auf dem Gebrauch desselben Ver-
bums, gewinnt. Sofern man sich überhaupt noch die Mühe eines rich-
tigen Reimens macht, kann man sie an der Wahl des Objekts, häufig 
eines arabischen Verbalnomens, abreagieren, wie man dies seit der 
formativen Periode praktiziert hat. Aber die BQP verzichtet oft auch 
auf diese Beschwerlichkeit. 

II.6. Unter solchen Umständen versteht man, dass nominale Reime in 
der BQP seltener sind als verbale. Umso mehr fällt auf, dass die drei 
in Abs. 2.3. erwähnten mittelpersischen Gedichte trotz ihren relativ 
zahlreichen Reimgliedern nominal reimen. Zwei davon, das Andarz-
Fragment und die BahrÁm-Ballade, begnügen sich zwar mit der häu-
figen Silbe –Án, aber das dritte, aus SÐstÁn stammende, verwendet 
achtmal -½sh, und dies noch bei einem Halbzeilenreim, der ohnehin 
anspruchsvoller ist als der Reim von Zeilen und Doppelzeilen. Dem-
entsprechend gering ist denn auch der Bestand an korrekten Halbzei-
lenreimen in der BQP. Doch umso näher liegt es andererseits, auf den 
exquisiten Gegenstand noch näher einzugehen (Kap. 6). 

II.7. Sehr oft haben wir es in der BQP aber gar nicht mit Reim zu 
tun, sondern mit dessen Vorläuferin, der Assonanz. Auch dies wird 
durch die erwähnten neupersischen Kleinode in den ersten beiden 
muslimischen Jahrhunderten eingeläutet. Da ist einmal als eine Art 
Vorzeigemodell volkstümlicher DarÐ-Dichtung das berühmte Spott-
liedchen zu nennen, mit dem die Balcher Jugend anno 726 und 737  
 
                                    

den Gazelle entspricht. Um den Regeln der klassischen Reimtechnik zu genügen, die 
eine derartige Wiederholung im Reim nicht zuliesse, hat die Überlieferung das zwei-
te der beiden davadhÁ durch ravadhÁ, „geht“, bzw. buvadhÁ, „ist“, ersetzt, beides 
blass gegenüber davadhÁ. 
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den arabischen Statthalter Asad b. ÝAbdallÁh begrüsste, wenn er von 
einem Feldzug geschlagen zurückkehrte, eine Halbzeilen-Quartine, 
die ich dem Leser nicht vorenthalten möchte18: 

az KhuttalÁn Ámadhÿh 
  ba-r½ tabÁh Ámadhÿh 
    ÁbÁr bÁz Ámadhÿh 
      khushk nizÁr Ámadhÿh 

Da kommst du ja von KhuttalÁn; 
  Kommst mit Gesichtsverlust nun an; 
    Kommst jetzt zurück als Obdachloser: 
      Dürr ausgemergelt kommst du an! 

mit klassischem Reimrefrain und davor einer Assonanz-Silbe mit lan-
gem Á-Vokal, geschlossen jedesmal mit einem anderen Konsonanten, 
ein Schulbeispiel, das man nicht besser hätte erfinden können, um den 
Weg der Entwicklung mit Belegen zu pflastern. Noch nicht mit Reim-
refrain verziert sind drei ein paar Jahrzehnte ältere, unseriöse Halb- 
zeilen, mit denen der arabische Dichter Ibn Mufarrigh in Basra vor 
persischen Zuhörern die ihnen vertraute Assonanz mit den Zeilenen-
den ... nabÐdh-ast, ... zabÐb-ast und ... sapÿdh-ast verulkte, denn die 
Araber hatten die Assonanz schon in vorislamischer Zeit dem Fort-
schritt des Reims geopfert, auch wenn sie noch gelegentlich im Koran 
anzutreffen ist19. Wie geläufig sie aber noch dem Verfasser der BQP 
war, zeigt die Gewitterschilderung in der danach benannten SÙrat al-
RaÝd (Q:13:13). Der Passus beginnt und schliesst, reimtechnisch kor-
rekt, im Prinzip nur jede zweite Zeile reimend, in den beiden ersten 
und der vierzehnten, letzten Zeile mit dem Reimrefrain padÐdh Áradh 
und einem vorausgehenden langen Á der Reimsilbe selbst, lässt je-
doch die vierte und die zehnte auf ÎarÐq Áradh, die sechste und achte 
auf tasbÐÎ Áradh (bzw. Árand) und die zwölfte auf tashbÐh Áradh en-
den. Formal betrachtet liegt also die spätere persische Ghazal-Form 

                                    
18  Die Begebenheit mit dem Spottliedchen erzählt ÓabarÐ in drei Varianten. 

Zweimal im Jahre 108/726 und einmal 119/737. Die Versionen von 726 erwähnen 
nur zwei Halbzeilen, mit gleicher ersten und ungleicher zweiten (Annales, ed. de 
Goeje (1885-9), Leiden, 2, 1492 und 1494). Die dritte Version (von 737) nimmt die 
beiden Halbzeilen der erstgenannten Fassung auf und fügt zwei neue hinzu (ibid. 
1602f.), wie es sich für eine Halbzeilen-Quartine gehört. Im Ganzen waren also fünf 
Halbzeilen im Spiel; in concreto gab man aber offenbar nur zwei oder vier zum Bes-
ten. Eine Neigung zur Binarität der Reimglieder, die auch in der BQP auffällt. 

19  Als Beispiel sei hier nur Sure 78 erwähnt, wo sich der Reim erst von Vers 19 
an auf –ÁbÁ festzulegen beginnt, aber mit kleinen assonantischen Unterbrechungen.  
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vor, nur eben mit Assonanz statt Reim, und den makhlaÒ-Vers füllt am 
Schluss die „Moral der Geschichte“: 

Betrachte diese Blitze als ein kleines Zeichen, 
  Bis Er ein hartes Strafgericht erscheinen lässt! 

II.8. Abschliessen möchte ich das Reim-Kapitel mit einer Bemerkung 
zum Ursprung des paarweisen Wechselreims, arabisch belegt in der 
muzdawija und persisch im mathnavÐ, beide als metrischer Träger 
langer epischer Gedichte berühmt geworden, beide aber erstmals in 
kurzen Zweiverslern bezeugt. Auf den arabischen hat Manfred Ull-
mann hingewiesen20. Es handelt sich um 2 x 2 rajaz-Verse, die WakÐÝ 
b. AbÐ SÙd anno 715 gesprochen haben soll, als er auf der Suche nach 
dem Kopf des ermordeten Qutayba b. Muslim war21, nachdem er sich 
an dessen Tätigkeiten in Khorasan und Sogdien beteiligt hatte. Aus 
derselben Gegend stammt aber offenbar auch der älteste bekannte 
mathnavÐ-Zweiversler, eine Elegie auf Samarqand, das nach dem 
Straffeldzug Qutaybas wüst geworden war. Überliefert wird er vom 
Enkel eines von dort Vertriebenen und darf als klassisches Beispiel 
für die Metrik der ostiranischen DarÐ-Poesie vor der formativen Peri-
ode und sogar der BQP gelten22. Ob und wie die beiden Urzeugen für 
den arabischen und persischen Wechselreim zusammenhängen, muss 
vorläufig eine offene Frage bleiben. Der makabre Anfang hat dem 
Aufblühen der Gattung jedenfalls nicht geschadet, und ich kann mich 
nun dem eigentlichen Thema meines Beitrags zuwenden. 

                                    
20  Ullmann, M. (1966), Untersuchungen zur RaÊazpoesie, Wiesbaden, 50. 
21  ÓabarÐ, Annales, 2, 1299. 
22  Der Überlieferer hiess AbÙ l-YanbaghÐ ÝAbbÁs b. ÓarkhÁn und lebte im späten 

8. Jht. als gefürchteter Satiriker in Baghdad, dichtete zwar arabisch, liess aber gele-
gentlich auch persische Wörter in seine Verse einfliessen (ein Beispiel bei Ibn al-
MuÝtazz, ÓabaqÁt al-shuÝarÁ’, ed. FarrÁj (1956), Kairo, 131,10f.). Der Name seines 
Vaters war der Titel des Fürsten von Samarqand, als Qutayba b. Muslim bzw. sein 
Bruder dort aufkreuzte. Vermutlich schloss sich ÓarkhÁn später in Marv der abbasi-
dischen Bewegung an und gab seinem Sohn den Namen ÝAbbÁs. Dass dieser selbst 
noch persisch dichtete, ist unwahrscheinlich. Eher noch sein Vater. Wahrscheinlich 
aber stammen die Trauerzeilen vom Grossvater, der die Pracht Samarqands noch 
bewusst erlebt haben dürfte. Vgl. Meier, F. (1963), Die schöne MahsatÐ, Wiesbaden, 
11f. 



BENEDIKT REINERT 78

III. Das schwarze Schaf im Stall KhalÐls 

III.1. Von den fünf epischen Gattungen einer Khamsa nach NiÛÁmÐs 
Vorbild hat jede ihr eigenes, gattungsspezifisches Metrum: die höfi-
sche Romanze hazaj und das Heldenepos mutaqÁrib, beide anstands-
los als katalektische Varianten ihrer KhalÐl’schen Idealform identifi-
zierbar, d.h. als v – – – / v – – – / v – – für hazaj und als v – – / v – – /  
v – – / v – für mutaqÁrib. Eine gewisse Abweichung von der 
KhalÐl’schen Urform zeigen die Metren von Lehrgedicht und Er- 
zählungsheptade, die eine Rahmengeschichte verknüpft, jenes sarÐÝ  
– vv – / – vv – / – v –  und dieses khafÐf  vv – – / v –v – / vv – , wie-
derum beide dem KhalÐl’schen Ideal gegenüber katalektisch, nur dass 
der sarÐÝ zudem jede zweite Versfusssilbe kürzt und der khafÐf jeweils 
die erste, sie aber im ersten Fuss mehrheitlich lang lässt, d.h. letztlich 
als anceps-Silbe behandelt23. Allen vier Metren gemein ist die Elfsil-
bigkeit, in der Bo Utas ein altes Erbgut iranischer Metrik erkennt. 

III.2. Umso eigenwilliger gibt sich das fünfte Metrum, in der Khamsa-
Ordnung das dritte, dessen sich die bürgerliche, aber umso leiden-
schaftlichere Romanze bedient. Schon seine Silbenzahl zehn setzt es 
von den andern vier epischen Metren ab. Offensichtlich handelt es 
sich um eine neupersische Neuschöpfung. Denn auch in KhalÐls Sy-
stem lässt es sich nur einschmuggeln, wenn man es als arg verstüm-
melten hazaj betrachtet. Im ersten Versfuss verliert er seinen Kopf, 
die einleitende Kürze, und wird sein Fuss, die letzte Länge, zur Kür-
ze deformiert. Im zweiten Versfuss packt man seinen Bauch, die 
mittlere der drei Längen, zur Kürze zusammen und im dritten teilt er 
das Schicksal der vier anderen Metren, indem er durch Katalexe sei-
ne letzte Silbe verliert, also 

– – v / v – v – /v – – 

In dieser Gestalt ist das Metrum bereits in einem Lobvers von AbÙ 
SÁlik-i GurgÁnÐ, d.h. noch vor RÙdakÐ, bezeugt24: 

                                    
23  Zum Weiterleben der im Prinzip in der neupersischen Metrik eliminierten ara-

bischen anceps-Silbe vgl. Utas, B., Prosody, Kap. 5, nach Tabelle 5. KhalÐl selbst 
kennt den Begriff der anceps-Silbe nicht, sondern geht von prosodischen Längen 
aus, die – einem erschöpften Kamel ähnlich –zur Kürze erschlaffen (ziÎÁf). Hierzu 
Weil, G. (1958), Grundriss und System der altarabischen Metren, 12f., 25. 

24  Lazard, G. (1964), Les premiers poètes persans II, Teheran/Paris, 21, Vs. 1. 
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Dar janb-i ÝulÙv-i himmat-at charkh 
  mÁnanda-i vushm pÿsh-i chargh-ast 

Vor deinem hohen Streben gleicht der Himmel 
  Der Wachtel gegenüber dem Turmfalken. 

III.3. Auf die Rhythmus-ästhetische Seite dieses im KhalÐl’schen Sy-
stem schwarzen Schafes komme ich im fünften Kapitel noch zurück. 
Hier sei nur darauf hingewiesen, dass auch eine akatalektische Vari-
ante verwendet wurde, die an und für sich die Elfsilbigkeit hätte, 
nämlich – – v / v – v – / v – – –, dass aber die vorgestellte zehnsilbi-
ge Form sich auch in der Epik gegenüber ihrer elfsibigen Schwester 
durchsetzte, obwohl diese ebenfalls schon in der ÑaffÁridenzeit be-
liebt gewesen sein muss, jedenfalls in einem gnomischen Verspaar 
von FÐrÙz-e MashriqÐ (st. 896) Karriere machte25: 

murghÿ-st khadhang ay Ýajab dÐdhÐ 
  murghÿ ki hamä shikÁr-i ½ jÁnÁ 
dÁdhÁ par-i khvÿsh kargas-ash hadyä 
  tÁ bachcha-sh-rÁ baradh ba-mihmÁnÁ 

Ein Vogel ist der Pfeil; wie seltsam! Sahst du schon 
  Je einen Vogel, dessen Beute immer Seelen sind? 
Der Geier gab ihm seine Feder als Geschenk, 
  Damit er ihm sein Junges für die Gäste nehme. 

Auch in der BQP kommt die akatalektische Variante nicht zu kurz, 
wenngleich sie eher verschämt gebraucht wird: etwa, wenn man 
einmal mit zehn Silben nicht durchkommt. Doch gibt es markige 
Ausnahmen, in denen mehrere Zeilen hintereinander dem akatalekti-
schen Elfsilbler folgen, z.B. Q. 13:26 und 2726. Vor allem greift der 
Verfasser gelegentlich zur akatalektischen Form, wenn es ihm gefällt, 
eine Koran-Stelle in einen Vierzeiler einzukleiden, so z.B. bei Q. 
11:11 („Ausgenommen diejenigen, die geduldig sind und tun, was 
recht ist. Die erhalten Vergebung und grossen Lohn“), den er folgen-
dermassen wiedergibt27: 

ÁnÁn-k da[r]balÁ az ÒÁbirÁn bÁshand 
  v-andar naÝmÁ az shÁkirÁn bÁshand 
    v-andar kirdÁr az ÒÁliÎÁn bÁshand 
      ÁmurzÐdhagÁn-i ma’jÙrÁn bÁshand 

                                    
25  Ibid. 19, Vsse 1-2. 
26  Im Ms. 198,1-6, vermutlich dem Reimrefrain bÙdh zuliebe, dem jeweils ein 

arabisches Wort mit der Femininendung –at vorausgeht.. 
27  Ibid. 36,6-8. Zur Lesung der ersten Zeile vgl. Anm. 50. 
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Jene, die in der Prüfung zu den Ausharrern gehören, 
  Und die im Wohlstand zu den Dankbaren gehören, 
    In ihrem Tun zu den Rechtschaffenen gehören, 
      Sie sind’s, denen Verzeih’n samt reichem Lohn gehört. 

Inhaltlich haben wir es mit dem vom Koran vorgegebenen Schema 
aaab zu tun, ebenso auch rhythmisch-metrisch, was türkische Remi-
niszenzen hervorruft28. Ganz klar auf persischem Wege sind wir mit 
Reim und Reimrefrain. 

III.4. Aber noch etwas anderes, das dem metrischen Bereich angehört,  
setzt unser schwarzes Schaf deutlich vom arabischen hazaj ab und 
knüpft an die iranische Vergangenheit an. Es besteht nicht aus einer 
Dreiheit von Versfüssen wie sarÐÝ und khafÐf oder auch der hazaj der 
höfischen Romanze, sondern wird nun auch zweiteilig skandiert mit 
einer mehr oder weniger deutlichen Zäsur nach dem Anapäst des er-
sten Teils, also da, wo diese schon in der altiranischen Poesie ihren 
Platz hatte und bis in die Neuzeit in gewissen volkstümlichen Gat-
tungen bewahrt hat29. Wir haben es offenbar im ersten Teil mit einem 
vier- bis fünfsilbigen und im zweiten mit einem fünfsilbigen prosodi-
schen Gebilde zu tun30. Die akatalektische Variante wiederum ist 
wohl eher als verlängerter rhythmischer Ausklang zu deuten denn als 
Nachwirkung des arabischen hazaj.  

IV. Das Erlebnis der Überlänge 

IV.1. Eine nähere Betrachtung der in den Abschnitten 3.2. und 3.3. zi-
tierten Verse von FÐrÙz und AbÙ SÁlik zeigt, dass die prosodische 
Folge – v an drei Stellen nicht mit zwei Silben, einer langen und ei-
ner kurzen, wiedergegeben wird, sondern mit einer einzigen, die wir 
in quantitierender Metrik gegenüber „Kürze“ und „Länge“ als „Über-
länge“ qualifizieren müssen. Im Falle von vushm und khadang mag 
man dies noch mit der Zäsur in Verbindung bringen, doch im dritten 

                                    
28  Ich denke hier an die von MaÎmÙd al-KÁshghÁrÐ (1072-77), DÐvÁn lughÁt al-

Turk, Facsimile (1941), Ankara gesammelten volkstümlichen Vierzeiler, die eine 
längere Vorgeschichte haben dürften.  

29  Hierzu Lazard, Ahu-ye kuhi 242. 
30  Die Zäsur läge also ungefähr in der Mitte der Zeile. Bo Utas stellt die Tendenz 

zu einer Zeilenmitte-Zäsur auch in der mittelpersischen Dichtung fest (Prosody, 
Kap. 3). Zum Schwanken der Silbenzahl um eine Silbe vgl. 3.3. und 5.7. 
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Fall, murghÿ-st, fällt diese Erklärung dahin31. Vielmehr haben wir es 
mit der Folge einer Verfeinerung des Silbenbewusstseins zu tun, die 
auf die aktive Beschäftigung mit dem Arabischen zurückgeht und im 
Lichte dieser Erfahrung die eigene Muttersprache neu zu erleben und 
betrachten lehrte. 

IV.2. Des arabischen Pudels Kern hat Dmitry Frolov in einer einfalls-
reichen, brillant durchgeführten Studie über Ursprung und Wesen der 
arabischen Silbenbildung und der darauf gegründeten Metrik unter-
sucht und ist dabei zu Resultaten gekommen, die auch für die Analy-
se und das Verständnis der neupersischen Prosodie wichtig sind32. Er 
stellt fest, dass sich das Arabische unter den anderen semitischen 
Sprachen durch eine einschlägige Scheidung der Silben in einmorige 
kurze und zweimorige lange profiliert hat, was dann in der mittelal-
terlichen Orthographie dadurch zum Ausdruck kommt, dass man eine 
kurze Silbe mit einem und eine lange mit zwei Buchstaben schreibt; 
denn ein Buchstabe zählt als More, unabhängig davon, ob er unvoka-
lisiert (sÁkin) oder mit einem kurzen, in der Schrift normalerweise 
nicht festgehaltenen Vokal versehen (mutaÎarrik) ist. 

IV.3. Um den persischen Verhältnissen gerecht zu werden, muss man 
das System erweitern; denn dort gibt es auch Silben, für deren 
schriftliche Fixierung man drei oder sogar vier Buchstaben braucht, 
die also drei- bzw. viermorig sind, jene entweder langvokalisch ein-
fach geschlossen (KWK) oder kurzvokalisch doppelt (KVKK), diese 
nur langvokalisch doppelt geschlossen (KWKK), während die Vari-
ante kurzvokalisch dreifach geschlossen (KVKKK) der neupersi-
schen Dichtung fremd geblieben ist. In der Aussprache wurde aller-
dings auch die langvokalisch doppelt geschlossene Silbe, wie sie in 
murghÿ-st vorliegt, manchmal kurzvokalisch gesprochen und in 
Handschriften gelegentlich auch ohne Alif, WÁw oder YÁ’ geschrie-

                                    
31  Die von Theodor Nöldeke einmal geäusserte Vermutung, bei der Überlänge 

handle es sich im Prinzip darum, dass eine ehemalige Flexionsendung unbewusst 
noch nachwirke und dies in einem Murmelvokal zum Ausdruck komme, hat der 
grosse Altmeister später revidiert. Doch stellte Bo Utas fest, dass die „Nöldekesche 
Praxis“ noch heute unter Türken und Indern anzutreffen sei, wobei der Murmelvokal 
als nim-fatÎa bezeichnet wird (Prosody, nach Tabelle 7). Vielleicht ist auch Nöldeke 
durch einen nicht-persischen Gewährsmann zu seiner Überlegung inspiriert worden. 

32  Frolov, D. (2000), Classical Arabic Verse, Leiden, Teil I, Kap. 2. Den Hinweis 
auf dieses Meisterwerk verdanke ich Herrn Dr. Johannes Thomann. 
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ben33. Jedenfalls unterscheidet weder die Praxis noch die Theorie 
zwischen „einfachen“, dreimorigen, und „doppelten“, viermorigen 
Überlängen, sondern behandelt beide prosodisch als dreimorig, d.h. 
als Realisierung von – v.  

IV.4. Tendenziell verfuhr schon die BQP nach den klassischen proso-
dischen Regeln. Allerdings mit gelegentlichen Freiheiten bei der Be-
handlung von Überlängen als blosse Längen. So z.B., wenn deren 
Endkonsonant mit dem Anfangskonsonanten des folgenden Wortes 
übereinstimmt34. Auch bei einem Ausruf kann das Engagement eine 
Überlänge zur Länge degradieren.35 Relativ häufig machen es sich 
langvokalische, geschlossene Silben vor der Zäsur gemütlich36, ob-
wohl gerade hier die Überlängen etwa ebenso oft mit ihrer dritten 
More die Zäsur als Anfangskürze der zweiten Halbzeile überbrük-
ken37. In der prosodischen Diplomatie besonders geschmeidig zeigt 
sich der Konsonant DhÁl, der nach Langvokal oft nur noch fakultativ 
gesprochen wurde38 und im gleichen Wort bald geschrieben, bald 
wieder nicht geschrieben wird (z.B. zÙdh und zÙ). Eine Silbe wie –
Ádh kann dann in der gleichen Zeile je nach Bedarf als Länge oder 
Überlänge fungieren39. Überhaupt werden Überlängen in der BQP des 

                                    
33  Auch einfach geschlossene langvokalische Silben werden manchmal – offen-

bar mündlichem Sprachgebrauch entsprechend – defektiv geschrieben, so z.B. mah-
tÁb anstelle von mÁh-tÁb. Auch das Umgekehrte kommt vor, dass die Schrift eine 
Vokallänge festhält, wo das Metrum einen kurzen Vokal verlangt. In diesem Sinne 
möchte ich etwa in der ersten Hälfte der in Anm. 57 zitierten Zeile das Ð von gÐr kurz 
lesen und dafür das khalq in der zweiten Hälfte regulär als Überlänge bewerten. 

34  Etwa BÁ’ in der Paraphrase ar kufr Árand * ÝadhÁb bi-chashand von Q. 14:7  
(... wa-la-’in kafartum ‘inna ÝadhÁbÐ la-shadÐdun). 

35  So z. B. in der Paraphrase von Q. 11:72 (qÁlat yÁ waylatÁ ...): guftÁ: kÁshkÿ * 
ki Ðn chunÐn bÙdhÿ („sie sprach: ‚ach, wäre dem doch so!‘“), wo die Überlänge von 
kÁsh sich zur Länge verdichtet. 

36  Desgleichen doppelt geschlossene, kurzvokalische, z.B. Q. 12:22 (... ÁtaynÁ-
hÙ Îukman wa-Ýilman ...) paraphrasiert als ...nubÙva u Ýilm * har dÙ bi-dÁdhÿm ... 

Das Îukman des Koran-Textes ist wohl metri causa durch nubÙva wiedergegeben. 
37  So in der Paraphrase von Q. 11:122 (wa-ntaÛirÙ ‘innÁ muntaÛirÙn):  
Ðn har du gur½h * chashm mÿ dÁrand 
thawÁb u ÝiqÁb * kay padÐdh Áradh 
beide Zeilen bedienen sich effektvoll der besagten Zäsurüberbrückung. 
38  Vgl. Lazard, G. (1963), La langue des plus anciens monuments de la prose 

persane, Paris, 144f. 
39  So ergibt die Paraphrase von Q. 14:5 (... wa-dhakkir-hum bi-ayyÁmi llÁhi ...):  

vÁ yÁdh mÿ dÁdh * shÁn qiyÁmat nur dann die erwünschte Normalform  – – – –  *  
v – v – – , wenn man das DhÁl von yÁdh in der Aussprache ignoriert und das von 
dÁdh zur Überbrückung der Zäsur deutlich artikuliert. 
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öftern noch als gewöhnliche Längen behandelt, die Folge KWK aller-
dings häufiger als KVKK, vielleicht weil man beim Sprechen den 
Langvokal leichthin kürzte40. Diese Erklärung mag zwar in einzelnen 
Fällen richtig sein, genügt aber nicht für alle. Wenn beispielsweise 
rÁst verschiedentlich als gewöhnliche Länge auftritt, bleibt diese Sil-
be nach der Kürzung des Á theoretisch immer noch eine Überlänge 
des Typs KVKK, und um hier eine prosodische Längenbewertung zu 
rechtfertigen, bedarf es eines zweiten Grundes, z.B. dass die beiden 
Konsonanten s und t an derselben Stelle im Mund entstehen, also we-
niger Zeit brauchen als etwa die Folge l und q oder sogar gh und r41. 

V. Das Phantom des metrischen Formenreichtums 

V.1. Was dem an die Metrik der formativen Periode gewöhnten Leser 
bei der Lektüre der BQP vielleicht als erstes auffällt, ist die ausserge-
wöhnliche Vielfalt an Einzelformen des Versmasses. Bei Lichte bese-
hen entspringt diese allerdings weniger dem prosodischen Bewusst-
sein des Verfassers als vielmehr dem morenzählenden Vorurteil des 
Lesers, der im Text einmorige Kürzen, zweimorige Längen und drei-
morige Überlängen als metrische Bauelemente diagnostiziert. Auf 
dieser Basis lässt sich die Vielzahl der Varianten sogar mit genau 355 
beziffern. Dass dem geneigten Leser nicht damit gedient ist, dass sie 
alle aufgelistet werden, versteht sich von selbst. Aussagekräftig dage-
gen ist ihre äusserst unterschiedliche Häufigkeit. Fast die Hälfte – ich 
habe 170 gezählt – treten nur einmal auf, andere dagegen wieder – 
hier sind es vier – in dreistelliger Zahl. Es versteht sich, dass man – 
um das Geheimnis des BQP-Versmasses zu lüften – zunächst von die-
sen ausgeht, während die Eintagsfliegen als zufallsverdächtig zwar 
einen Möglichkeitswert, aber keinen genusbestimmenden haben. In 
minderem Masse gilt dies auch für die 62 zweimal verwendeten. Ge-
                                    

40  So wird gÐr in der ersten Halbzeile der Paraphrase von Q. 12:3 (zitiert 6.3., 
Anm. 57) als Länge behandelt, das khalq in der zweiten Zeilenhälfte jedoch als 
Überlänge. 

41  Ein typisches Beispiel für rÁst als einfache Länge in derselben Sure bildet  
Q. 12:39: 

ki chÙn rÁst g½yand * javÁb dÁnand, 
„Wenn man die Wahrheit sagen will, kennt man die Antwort“, 

was die fast vierzigmal belegte Variante v – – – – * v – v – – ergibt, während über-
lang gesprochenes rÁst die sonst nur noch zweimal fassbare Seltenheit  
v – – v – – * v – v – – bringt. 
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wicht haben auf jeden Fall die in zweistelliger Zahl benützten For-
men. Zwischen 50 und 100 fehlen solche merkwürdigerweise, dafür 
gibt es acht zwischen 40 und 50 und sechs zwischen 30 und 40. Aber 
auch unter den noch weniger häufigen gibt es Zeilen, die weniger 
durch ihre abstrakte metrische Form auffallen als vielmehr durch ih-
ren konkreten, unmittelbar überzeugenden Sprachrhythmus. Hierauf 
kann ich jedoch in diesem Aufsatz nicht eingehen. Kernfrage bleibt, 
welche prosodische Kraft hinter den vier Hauptvarianten steht.  

V.2. Hier also seien sie in der üblichen Zeichensprache vorgestellt, 
wobei rechts die Zahl ihrer Belegzeilen vermerkt ist. 

A.  – – – –  *   – – v – –  184 
B.  – – vv –   *   – – v – –  163 
C.  – – – –   *   v – v – –  155 
D.  – – vv –   *   v – v – – // 155 

Gemeinsam ist allen vier Varianten, dass sie mit zwei Längen begin-
nen und enden. In der zweiten Halbzeile steht vor der Doppellänge 
gewöhnlich eine Kürze. In C und D nimmt sie den jambischen An-
fang nach der Zäsur wieder auf, sodass ein hyperkatalektischer Dop-
peljambus entsteht. Dies wirft nun auch ein Licht auf die Länge, mit 
der die zweite Halbzeile von A und B beginnt. Offenbar ist sie unbe-
tont leicht, während die folgende Länge schwer, betont ist. Dieser 
Gegensatz aber führt uns in den von G. Lazard beschriebenen Be-
reich der parthischen Metrik42. Aus dem Anapäst am Ende der ersten 
Halbzeile von B und D können wir dann weiter schliessen, dass auch 
die Länge unmittelbar vor der Zäsur iktustragend war, denn die Dop-
pelkürze stellt in der persischen Metrik, soweit ich sehe, ein leichtes 
Element dar. Nicht eindeutig festgelegt scheinen die Gewichtsver-
hältnisse nach der Kürze in der Mitte der zweiten Halbzeile zu sein. 
Von der jambischen Idee her müsste die erste Länge die schwere 
sein, nach dem in Absatz 3.3. zitierten Vierzeiler sogar im akatalekti-
schen Fall. In machen katalektischen Zeilen trägt aber deutlich die 
letzte Länge den Ton. Vielleicht war dessen Ort nicht festgelegt. Das-
selbe scheint nun aber auch für die beiden Anfangslängen der ersten 
Halbzeile zu gelten. Hierzu muss ich etwas weiter ausgreifen. 

                                    
42  Lazard, G. (1985), „La métrique de la poésie parthe“, Acta Iranica, Papers in 

Honour of Professor Mary Boyce, Leiden, 374. In diesem Sinne sind wohl auch die 
sporadisch auftretenden Formen der zweiten Halbzeile zu erklären, die vor den bei-
den abschliessenden Längen anstelle der Kürze eine Länge aufweisen. 
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V.3. Zu dem bisher besprochenen Normalfall, der mit einer Doppel-
länge beginnt, gibt es nämlich zwei markante Varianten, die so beliebt 
sind, dass sie sich auch mit allen einschlägigen Varianten der zweiten 
Halbzeile verbinden. Die eine beruht offensichtlich auf einer Gewich-
tung der zweiten Länge und erleichtert die erste zu einer Kürze, so-
dass die beiden Varianten v – – – und v – vv –  entstehen. Dies mag 
an den formativen Versfuss des arabischen wÁfir erinnern, hat sich je-
denfalls in der BQP-Wiedergabe der Basmala niedergeschlagen, deren 
erste Zeile in den vier erhaltenen Suren-Anfängen jeweils judhÁ vÁ 
kun * miyÁn-i sÙrat lautet, die erste Hälfte der zweiten dann bi-nÁm-i 
khudhÁy * und der Vers schliesslich mit einer Suren-bezogenen Quali-
fikation Gottes endet * valÐy-i Îikmat (HÙd) * sazÁy-i midÎat (YÙsuf), 
* mÁlik-i mulkat (RaÝd) und * munÝim-i niÝmat (IbrÁhÐm): 

„Lege nun frei * der Sure Inneres!/ Im Namen des Herrn * des Ver-
treters der Weisheit / des Lobeswürdigen / des Herrn der Herrschaft / 
des Wohltatentäters!“ Programmatisch, d.h. auf die Absicht der Para-
phrase bezogen, ist das „Freilegen des Sureninnern“. Der Verfasser 
will nicht einfach Übersetzen, sondern die Neubekehrten Sinn und 
Gebot der Heiligen Schrift erleben lassen. Doch zurück zur Metrik. 

V.4. Gibt sich somit die erste markante Variante der ersten Halbzeile 
gegenüber deren achtmorigen Urform wie eine Reverenz vor KhalÐl 
zu erkennen, so räumt die zweite nun umgekehrt mit solchen Vorstel-
lungen auf. Sie eröffnet die mit einer Länge beginnenden verschiede-
nen Formen der ersten Halbzeile mit einem Kürzen-Vorschlag, einer 
Art Auftakt. Ähnlich wie in den Varianten A und B der vier Haupt-
formen die zweite Halbzeile zählt nun auch die erste ihre neun, nicht 
nur normale acht Moren. Rein formal handelt es sich um jene vier 
Hauptformen mit einer Vorschlagskürze. Und ähnlich wie jene domi-
nieren auch diese ihre gleichmorigen Verwandten, wobei die Variante 
mit der Doppelkürze jeweils deutlich weniger beliebt ist als die mit 
der Länge. Bei den Varianten mit achtmoriger zweiter Halbzeile ist 
das Verhältnis 40:24, bei denen mit neunmoriger zweiter Halbzeile 
35:26. Um die trockenen Zahlen etwas mit der poetischen Wirklich-
keit zu befeuchten, führe ich für alle vier Varianten ein Beispiel an: 

Q.  12:31: dar Án mihmÁnÐ takallufÐ kard v – – – – * v – v – – 
„Viel Mühe gab sie sich für jenes Gastmahl“ 

Q.  10:101: bi-g½ mÿ chi baradh u mÿ chi Áradh v – – vv – * v – v – – 
“Sprich: Was denn nimmt es und was bringt es?” 
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Q.  11:33: khudhÁy bih dÁnadh dil-hÁy-i ÿshÁn v – – – – * – – v – –  
„Gott kennt ja ihre Herzen besser!“ 

Q. 11:11: fulÁn chÐz ÎarÁm dÐgar ÎalÁl-ast v – – vv – * – – v – –  
„Dies Ding da ist verboten, das andere erlaubt.“ 

Nachzutragen wäre noch, genau wie übrigens auch bei den vier 
Hauptformen, dass auch die entsprechenden akatalektischen Varian-
ten mit Vorschlag alle belegt sind, allerdings nur mit fünf oder sechs 
Zeilen, während es bei den katalektischen Entsprechungen zu den 
Hauptformen A, B, C, D jeweils um die zwei oder drei Dutzend sind. 

V.5. Besonderes Interesse verdient eine Variante der zweiten Halbzei-
le, auch sie in katalektischer und akatalektischer Ausgabe gebraucht, 
nämlich ... * – vv – – (–). Man könnte sie als trochäisches Gegen-
stück zur jambischen Normalform bezeichnen. Begegnet ist sie uns 
in der ersten zitierten Zeile von Abs. 1.5. sowie in zwei Basmala-
Varianten als ein zügiger, markanter Rhythmus ohne arabisches Vor-
bild43. Iktusschwanger bleibt die erste Länge nach der Doppelkürze 
und wird es nun auch die erste Länge nach der Zäsur. Dass sich die 
Form nicht stärker gegen die jambische durchgesetzt hat, liegt viel-
leicht an ihrem energischen Charakter. Dabei fällt auf, dass die tro-
chäische Variante häufiger verwendet wird, wenn die dritte Länge 

                                    
43  Der Verfasser benützt ihn gerne, wenn er gebieterisch, warnend oder pole-

misch wird, etwa in Zeilen gegen die Verehrung von Buddha-Statuen (Vgl. hierzu 
1.5. Q. 11:111). Eine geradezu exemplarische Verwirklichung findet der Rhythmus 
in der Formel vÁ bi-muÎÁyÿm, die dreimal in der Paraphrase von Q. 13:39 (yamÎÙ 
llÁhu mÁ yashÁ’u wa-yuthbitu wa-ÝindahÙ ummu l-kitÁb) auftritt. Wie das MÐm des 
Verbums zu vokalisieren ist, bleibt unklar. Die BQP verwendet das Wort nur gerade 
in der Paraphrase dieses Koranverses. Die sechszeilige Strophe lautet: 

Án-ch mÁ khvÁhÿm vÁ bi-muÎÁyÿm 
  payghÁm bi-dÁdhÿ sÁkin hamÿ bÁsh 
    chu tavba kunand vÁ bi-muÎÁyÿm 
      bi-sabab-i tavbä ÔÁÝat bi-nibÿsÿm 
        uÒÙl-i kutub ba-kas na-dÁdhÿm 
          az nuskhat-i aÒl vÁ bi-muÎÁyÿm 
Wir abrogieren, was immer Wir wollen. 
  Du brachtest die Botschaft; sei du nun ruhig! 
    Bekehren sie sich, dann radieren Wir aus (sc. ihre Sünden im Sündenregister) 
      Und notieren Gehorsam ihrer Umkehr wegen. 
        Die Basisbücher geben Wir keinem: 
          Im Basis-Exemplar (auch) löschen Wir aus. 
Paret gibt den arabischen Text folgendermassen wieder: „Und Gott löscht (sei-

nerseits), was er will, aus, oder lässt es bestehen. Bei ihm ist die Urschrift (in der al-
les verzeichnet ist)“. 
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der ersten Halbzeile als Doppelkürze realisiert ist, als wenn sie Län-
ge bleibt: –  –  vv –  * –  vv –  – 44. Sicher ist die jambische Variante 
mit ihren beiden einfachen Kürzen geschmeidiger zu handhaben, 
zumal sie Platz für zwei Überlängen bietet und die erste sogar das 
Überbrückungsspiel der Zäsur erlaubt45. Vor allem lässt die konse-
quente silbische Binärmorigkeit (nur Längen und Doppelkürzen) den 
Reiz des Wechsels zwischen Zweier- und Dreier-Rhythmus in der 
Zeilenmitte dahinfallen und rückt, wenn nicht auf die Wahrung der 
Zäsur geachtet wird, das Metrum in die Gruppe jener Versmasse ein, 
die einfach zwei Längen mit zwei Kürzen abwechseln lassen. Um ei-
nen Anapäst erweitert hat es sich als Variante des RubÁÝÐ-Metrums 
durchgesetzt. 

V.6. Weniger Glück war vier anderen Halbzeilen-Varianten beschie-
den, die seit der formativen Periode vom Gebrauch suspendiert wur-
den, aber gerade deshalb Erwähnung verdienen. In allen vier Fällen 
geht es um dieselbe Erscheinung, nämlich das Einfügen einer 
Schmarotzer-Kürze zwischen ein Längenpaar, genau gesagt, zwi-
schen das Längenpaar am Anfang oder Ende der Zeile oder zwischen 
die als Länge realisierte Doppelkürze und Länge vor der Zäsur in der 
ersten Halbzeile oder schliesslich das mögliche Längenpaar am An-
fang der zweiten Halbzeile, das wir im letzten Abschnitt als Daktylos 
kennen lernten46. Den konkreten Grund für solche metrischen Lizen-
zen bildet vor allem die sprachlich geforderte Stellung der Schlüs-
selwörter im Satz. So beginnen manche Zeilen mit kÁfirÁn, „Ungläu-
bige“, von deren Tun die Rede ist. Metrisch hätte man sie erst über 
die Zäsur hinweg oder in der zweiten Halbzeile unterbringen kön-
nen47 und ähnlich erging es den ÁmurzidhagÁn in dem Vierzeiler von 
                                    

44  Die Bewegung in der ersten Halbzeile scheint eine entsprechende in der zwei-
ten zu provozieren. Vgl. hierzu 5.8. 

45  Hierzu 4.4. Anm. 37. 
46  Nicht als Schmarotzerkürze zu deuten ist wohl das gelegentliche Auftreten ei-

ner Kürze nach der zweiten Länge in der ersten Halbzeile, wenn die Doppelkürze als 
Länge realisiert wird. Hier liegt eher eine Verwendung der Zweithalbzeilenform der 
Hauptvarianten A und B vor (vgl. 5.2. und 5.8.). 

47  Als metrisch brauchbare Alternativen hätten sich für den Zeilenbeginn gebro-
chene Pluralformen wie kuffÁr oder kifÁr angeboten, doch das Zielpublikum der 
BQP, die soghdischen Neubekehrten, waren in der überwiegenden Mehrheit mit dem 
Arabischen nicht über einen regulären Sprachunterricht bekannt geworden, sondern 
durch das Hören einzelner Wörter, Floskeln und Wendungen, die man allenfalls 
noch in das Netzwerk der eigenen Sprache einflocht, und machten deshalb den „Un-
gläubigen“ kÁfir über eine heimische Pluralendung zu einer Mehrheit. 
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Abs. 3.3. Die Wiedergabe von Q. 13:30 Ende verlangte sogar gleich 
zwei Sprosskürzen in einer Halbzeile, da das, was zu sagen war, in 
der zweiten stehen musste: 

muÞminÁn-rÁ bi-g½ * yaqÐn bi-dÁnÿdh 
Den Gläubigen sage: Wisst mit Gewissheit!48 

Im Hintergrund des Sprosskürzenproblems lauert natürlich die Frage, 
ob hier noch mittelpersische Iktus-Gewohnheiten nachgewirkt hat-
ten, die erst in der formativen Periode endgültig liquidiert wurden. 

V.7. In denselben Problemkreis führt letztlich auch die Frage nach 
dem Umgang der BQP mit der Doppelkürze. Seit der formativen Pe-
riode kann im Prinzip jede prosodische Doppelkürze sprachlich als 
Länge realisiert werden. Mit einer Ausnahme allerdings: am Vers- 
oder Zeilenanfang zieht man die Folge – v vor, wohl um die Zweisil-
bigkeit zu wahren49. Das Umgekehrte jedoch, dass man eine prosodi-
sche Länge als Doppelkürze realisiert, stand damals nicht mehr zur 
Diskussion. Dies ganz im Unterschied zur BQP. Hier erscheinen oft 
zwei kurze Silben, wo die Prosodie eine Länge oder eine Einzelkürze 
verlangt, jedenfalls eine leichte Silbe, aber auch Doppelkürzen sind 
ja leicht, und wir spüren wieder einen Hauch mittelpersischer Metrik. 
Auf solche Weise können dann bis zu drei Doppelkürzen in einer 
Zeile auftreten, die für Bewegung und Erregung sorgen, und in der 
Tat handelt die Hälfte der betreffenden Zeilen von fasÁd, sittlicher 
Verdorbenheit, und will die äussere Bewegung vielleicht die innere 
zum Ausdruck bringen, etwa wenn in Q. 11:85 nach der Aufforde-
rung zu Ehrlichkeit in Handel und Wandel die Bemerkung folgt: 
da[r] zamÐn-i KhudhÁy fasÁd ma-kunÿdh: „Fröhnt nicht auf Gottes 
Erde dem Laster!“50. Dagegen begnügt sich die Polemik gegen die 

                                    
48  Man beachte, dass das an und für sich verzichtbare Verbalpräfix bi- dem Ver-

fasser wichtiger war als die Morenzahl des Metrums, die er schon mit dem 
mu’minÁn gestört hatte. 

49  In der persischen Metrik eines der wenigen Überbleibsel der arabischen  
anceps-Silbe (vgl. Utas, Prosody, Kap. 5, nach Tabelle 5). 

50  Hier zwei Bemerkungen zur Orthographie der Handschrift. Die Präposition 
dar wird an verschiedenen Stellen nur durch DÁl ohne RÁ’ bezeichnet. An anderen 
Stellen, die metrisch ebenfalls eine Kürze verlangen, steht das RÁ’ zwar, doch ist das 
DÁl mit einem FatÎa markiert. Ich setze das RÁ’ in der Umschrift in solchen Fällen 
in eckige Klammern. Ein Beispiel in der ersten Zeile der in Abs. 3.3. zitierten Quar-
tine. Gleich davor wird dort auch das zweite orthographische Problem berührt. Es 
betrifft die Schreibung der Pronomina bzw. Konjunktionen ki und chi. Die Ple-
neform mit HÁ’ oder YÁ’ tritt zwar immer wieder auf. Häufiger jedoch, besonders bei 
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Verehrung von Buddha-Abbildungen mit zwei gereizten Doppelkür-
zen. Zu der bereits erwähnten Paraphrase von Q. 11:111 (in 1.5.) tritt 
hier noch Q. 12:39: 

az mis bi-kanand * az zar bi-zanand 
„Aus Kupfer schneiden sie sie aus und schlagen sie aus Gold!“ 

V.8. Der geneigte Leser hat vielleicht mit Befremden festgestellt, 
dass in der soeben zitierten Zeile die zweite Hälfte nach dem Schema 
der ersten Halbzeile gestaltet ist. Dies geschieht des öftern genau so 
wie das Pendant, dass beide Halbzeilen einer Form der zweiten 
Halbzeile folgen, widerspricht in gewissem Sinne jedoch der Absicht 
des Erfinders. Denn der Anapäst vor der Zäsur sorgt für einen dyna-
mischen Schwung, der auf diese zusteuert und über den Doppeljam-
bus der zweiten Zeilenhälfte in deren abschliessenden Längen aus-
klingt. Auch die in Abs. 5.5. erwähnte Daktylus-Variante der zweiten 
Halbzeile scheint eine ähnliche Wirkung auszuüben: In beiden Fällen 
findet eine rhythmische Bewegung in einer Doppellänge ihre Ruhe51. 
Dieser Konzeption und Erfahrung widerspricht allerdings eine Ver-
tauschung der beiden Halbzeilen, die aber vielleicht gerade deshalb 
ihren Reiz hat, jedenfalls immer wieder vorkommt. Ähnliches gilt 
auch für die bereits im letzten Abschnitt begegnete Verwendung der 
Ersthalbzeilenform in beiden Zeilenhälften, besonders effektvoll, 
wenn sie sich der Doppelkürze bedient und dann erst noch reimt. 
Weniger aufregend wirkt sie bei ausschliesslicher Verwendung langer 
Silben, was mehr als doppelt so häufig eintritt (42 gegen 17). Was 
aber der ersten Halbzeilenform recht ist, kann der zweiten billig sein, 
sodass auch deren Form sporadisch beide Halbzeilen beherrscht, in 
achtmoriger Gestalt v – v – – achtmal und in neunmoriger – – v – –  
doppelt so oft. Als „single“ hat allerdings nur die achtmorige Karrie-
re gemacht; wie es sich gehört, in der zweiten Halbzeile, aber nicht 
nur im „schwarzen Schaf“. Vielmehr missbrauchte sie auch der pro-

                                    

ki wird nur ein KÁf bzw. ChÐm geschrieben. KÁf wird dann entweder an das voraus-
gehende Wort angehängt oder dem folgenden verbunden vorgesetzt oder gelegent-
lich als Einzelbuchstabe geschrieben. Im ersten Fall blieb es, offensichtlich aus me-
trischen Gründen, wie in der erwähnten Quartine wohl ohne Vokal gesprochen; 
desgleichen ChÐm. Interessanter ist der zweite Fall. Hier erhält das KÁf oft ein Kas-
ra-Strichlein. 

51  Verstärkt wird diese Wirkung in der akatalektischen Variante. Die Toleranz 
gegenüber deren beliebigem, manchmal eher zufälligem Auftreten hat vielleicht 
hierin ihren unbewussten Grund. 
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sodische Tausendsassa MasÝÙd-i SaÝd (st. 515/1121) dazu. in einer 
98-versigen Repräsentationsqaside die zweite Hälfte des vierfüssigen 
mujtathth-Halbverses v – v – / vv – – / v – v – /vv – auf die zweite 
Halbzeile unseres schwarzen Schafes v – v – –  zurückzustutzen, eine 
Leistung, auf die er im übrigen sehr stolz war52.  

VI. Die Symbiose von Metrum und Reim 

VI.1. Anders als die altarabische Dichtung, für die im Rajaz die Ein-
zelzeile Reimglied ist und im QarÐÃ die Doppelzeile, lässt die BQP 
beliebig Zeile oder Doppelzeile reimen. Doch hie und da profiliert 
sich, wie wir sahen, auch die Halbzeile als Reimglied, vorwiegend in 
Einzelzeilen, gelegentlich aber auch in einem Zeilenpaar. Formal re-
sultiert hieraus dann eine Halbzeilenquartine, die zwar in den Text 
eingebunden bleibt, aber manchmal einen künstlerischen Eigenwert 
erhält. Dies allerdings in der Regel deshalb, weil der Verfasser vor-
nehmlich an inhaltlich pikanten, wichtigen oder kritischen Stellen zur 
Halbzeilenquartine greift. So, wenn sich Josephs Brüder in Q.12:9 be-
raten, wie sie diesen Liebling ihres Vaters loswerden könnten, und 
zum Schluss kommen: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     ½-rÁ bi-kushÿdh * yÁ z ½ bi-duzdÿdh 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        jÁyÿ bi-barÿdh * pinhÁn bi kunÿdh 

Tötet ihn oder nehmt ihn ihm (Jakob) weg! 
Bringt ihn irgendwo hin! Lasst ihn verschwinden! 

Auch das Strafgericht über die Leute von Sodom und Gomorrha bie-
tet eine willkommene Gelegenheit in Q. 11:82: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         Án khÁksÁrÁn * u Án nigÙsÁrÁn 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        kardÿm hama-rÁ * mÁ sang-bÁrÁn 

Jene mit dem Kopf im Staub und jene mit dem Kopf nach unten 
Begossen Wir alle mit Steinregen. 

Dann natürlich die Verehrung von Buddha-Statuen und -Blattgravu- 
ren. Hierzu Q. 11:111 (s. Kap. 1.5) und die erst zur Hälfte zitierte Pa-
raphrase von Q. 12:39: 
                                    

52  Es handelt sich um die Qaside MasÝÙd-i SaÝd, DÐvÁn, ed. Yasemi, R. (1339 
sh.), Teheran., 234-8, wo er im achtzigsten Vers (237,-4) hervorhebt: 

mafÁÝilun faÝilÁtun mafÁÝilun faÝ * 
  zi vazn-i mujtath bÁshad bi-vazn(-i) kamtar 
...* gehört zum Metrum mujtath, ist metrisch aber kürzer. 
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                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     khudhÁy mÐhÐn * dÐgar kÐhÐn 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           az mis bi-kanand * az zar bi-zanand 

Gott ist ganz gross, das andere ganz klein: 
Sie schneiden es aus Kupfer und schlagen es aus Gold. 

Selbstredend fehlt auch das ceterum censeo von der Verstocktheit 
früherer Völker gegenüber der Botschaft ihrer Propheten nicht unter 
den Halbzeilen-Quartinen. So Q. 13:42: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Ýajab bi-mah-mÁn * az makr-i ÐnÁn53 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      ki Án pÿshÐnÁn * ham makr kardand 

Wund’re dich nicht so sehr, dass die da Ränke schmieden; 
Wo doch vor ihnen jene schon das Ränkespiel betrieben! 

VI.2. Dem geneigten Leser wird nicht entgangen sein, dass jede der 
vier zitierten Quartinen einem anderen Reimschema folgt. In der er-
sten ist es das uns vom Balcher Spottlied (s. 2.7.) her bekannte „persi-
sche“ aaaa, in der zweiten das vom Qasiden-Anfang vorgezeichnete 
„arabische“ aaba, in der dritten dann das im Soghdien des frühen ach-
ten Jahrhunderts ungefähr gleichzeitig arabisch und persisch bezeug-
te, binär wechselreimige aabb (s. 2.8.) und in der vierten schliesslich 
das aus Mittelasien vertraute, möglicherweise von dort nach Soghdien 
gelangte „türkische“ aaab, bei dem das dem Binnenreim fremde Glied 
b die Einzelquartine als Reimglied höheren Grades in eine strophische 
Ordnung einbinden kann54. In der BQP treten noch weitere Quartinen-
reim-Schemata auf, die für die vorliegende Studie aber keine Bedeu-
tung haben55. 

 

 

                                    
53  Ich betrachte das mah (in der ersten Halbzeile) als Prohibitiv-Partikel ma-, die 

hier metri causa plene geschrieben ist, möchte aber mögliche andere Deutungen of-
fen lassen. 

54  So offensichtlich in verschiedenen Gedichten des DÐvÁn lughÁt al-Turk von 
MaÎmÙd al-KÁshgharÐ, vgl. Anm. 28 zu 3.3. 

55  Z.B. baaa, was manchmal dadurch zustande kommt, dass die erste Halbzeile 
ein Subjekt erwähnt, dessen Wesen oder Tätigkeit die drei nächsten Halbzeilen ge-
widmet sind, z.B. Q. 13:28: 

                                                                       qavmÿ ki ÿshÁn * ba-mÁ bi-gravand 
                             Qur’Án shinavand * dil-rÁ dar ½ bandand 
                                                                                            Leute sind sie, * die an Uns glauben, 
die, hören sie Koran, * an ihn die Herzen binden. 
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VI.3. Was uns hier als nächstes interessiert, ist die Frage, inwieweit 
das Faktum einer Reimbeziehung auch die metrische Struktur im 
Sinne einer Angleichung beeinflusst. Bei grösseren Reimgliedern wie 
Zeile oder gar Doppelzeile bedarf es hierfür rhetorisierender56 Ambi-
tionen. Bei kleineren dagegen, angefangen mit Halbzeilen, drängt 
sich eine rhythmische Angleichung natürlicherweise auf. Schon bei 
den beiden Hälften einer Einzelzeile lässt sich dies beobachten57, erst 
recht bei Quartinen von Halbzeilen wie den in 6.1. zitierten. Eine 
vollständige metrische und reimtechnische Parallelität der vier Halb-
zeilen konnte ich jedoch in keiner BQP-Quartine dingfest machen. 
Die vier in 6.1. erwähnten sind in dieser Hinsicht paradigmatisch.  
Im ersten Beispiel, vom Reim her aaaa, setzt sich die zweite Halbzei-
le mit dem – an und für sich angemessenen – Zweithalbzeilentyp  
– – v – – von den übrigen drei Halbzeilen ab, die der klassischen 
Ersthalbzeilenform – – v v – folgen, liegt metrisch also abaa vor. Im 
dritten Beispiel hätte das Wechselreimschema aabb zwar eine metri-
sche Entsprechung dadurch, dass die erste Zeile nach dem Ersthalb-
zeilentyp ohne Doppelkürze und die zweite mit Doppelkürze gebaut 
ist, doch ist in der ersten Halbzeile ein v – – – gegeben und in der 
zweiten ein – – – – . Metrisch haben wir es also nicht mit aabb son-
dern mit abcc zu tun. In prosodische Minne löst sich das Problem 
auf, wenn wir einmal mehr nicht vom neupersischen Quantitieren, 
sondern vom mittelpersischen Iktuieren ausgehen. Dieselbe Konzili-
anz verlangt auch ein metrisches Verständnis unseres vierten Bei-

                                    
56  Ich gebrauche den Ausdruck „rhetorisierend“ hier in dem von Jacobi, R. 

(1987), „Frühabbasidische Dichtung. Der neue Stil (al-badÐÝ)“ in Gätje, H. (ed.), 
Grundriss der Arabischen Philologie, Wiesbaden, II: 43f. verwendeten Sinne, weil 
die poetische Tendenz bei MukhtÁrÐ dieselbe ist (vgl. Abs. 6.7.). 

57  Ein charakteristisches Beispiel stellt die Paraphrase von Q. 12:3 dar, wo MuÎ-
ammad aufgefordert wird, „die schönste Erzählung“, d.h. die Geschichte Josephs, 
seinem Publikum vorzutragen: 

yÁdh gÐr zi Qur’Án * bar khalq bar khvÁn 
Lern’ vom Koran sie! * Trag sie den Leuten vor! 

Die je nach Lesung neun- bis elfmorige erste Halbzeile ist am besten der neunmori-
gen zweiten entsprechend zu skandieren. Für die dort verlangte Kürze zwischen 
zwei Doppellängen sorgt der „Entstehungsabstand“ zwischen den Lauten LÁm und 
QÁf in der Überlänge khalq (vgl. 4.4. Ende). Eine metrische Angleichung der ersten 
Halbzeile an die zweite via Aussprache (Wegfall des DhÁl von yÁdh und Kürzung 
des Ð von gÐr)  liegt schon deshalb nahe, weil die dadurch entstehende Form in der 
BQP noch weitere fünfzehn Male belegt ist, während die Varianten mit ungekürzter 
Überlänge in der ersten Zeile sonst überhaupt nicht oder nur einmal vorkommen. 
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spiels. Im Gegensatz zum durchwegs ersthalbzeiligen dritten ist es 
ausschliesslich zweithalbzeilig, wobei die erste Hälfte der beiden 
Zeilen jeweils mit einer Kürze und die zweite mit einer Länge be- 
ginnt. Nur in der dritten Halbzeile steckt der Iktus-Kobold in der lan-
gen ersten Silbe von pÿshÐnÁn, die das erwünschte metrische abab zu 
abcb macht. Metrisch ganz aus den Fugen neupersischer Ordnung 
geht das zweite Beispiel. Die erste und die vierte Halbzeile lassen 
sich als neunmorige Zweithalbzeilenvariante verstehen und die dritte 
als Ersthalbzeilenform mit Doppelkürze, wenn man es nicht vorzieht, 
khÁksÁrÁn als Folge von drei Längen zu betrachten und dann die be-
liebte Längenvariante der ersten Halbzeile erhielte. Ganz über die 
Stränge schlängt aber die 8+2-morige akatalektische zweite Halbzei-
le. Als Schema erhalten wir somit entweder abca oder abcd. Nach 
diesem ganzen metrischen Gerangel möchte ich den geneigten Leser 
zum Abschluss noch zum Genuss einer seiner reifsten und schönsten 
Früchte einladen. 

VI.4. Zwölf Jahre vor der Veröffentlichung der BQP wies JalÁloddÐn 
HomÁ’Ð in seiner gelehrten und gedankenreich kommentierten Aus-
gabe von MukhtÁrÐs (st. vor 548/1154) DÐvÁn auf einen Zweiversler 
RÙdakÐs (st. 329/941) hin, in dessen ungewöhnlichem Metrum jener 
zweieinhalb Jahrhunderte später eine zehnversige Lobqaside gedich-
tet hat58. Für Shams-i Qays ist das Metrum „lästig“ und wird nur 
durch den Binnenreim erträglich59. HomÁ’Ð vermutet, dass solche 
„ausgeflippten“ Metren eng mit gesungenen Zweiverslern verbunden 
waren60. Dies könnte sehr wohl auch für unser Gedicht gelten, in 
dem der Sänger-Dichter RÙdakÐ nach einem alten persischen, auch in 
die arabische Poesie eingegangenen Brauch einen Schenken auffor-
dert, ihm in üppiger Weise Wein zu kredenzen: 

gul-Ð bahÁrÐ but-Ð tatÁrÐ 
  nabÐdh dÁrÐ chi-rÁ na-yÁrÐ 
nabÐdh-i r½shan chu abr-i Bahman 
  ba nazd-i gulshan chi-rÁ na-yÁrÐ 

                                    
58  MukhtÁrÐ, ÝUthmÁn, DÐvÁn, ed. HomÁ’Ð (1962), Teheran, 221f. 
59  ShamsuddÐn MuÎammad b. Qays ar-RÁzÐ (Anf. 13. Jh.), al-MuÝjam fÐ maÝÁyÐr 

ashÝÁri l-ÝAjam, ed. Qazvini/ Raªavi (1338/1959), Teheran 179. 
60  MukhtÁrÐ, DÐvÁn, 375, Anm. 1. 
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Du Frühlingsrose61, Tataren-Idol! 
  Du hast doch Wein62, warum bringst du ihn nicht? 
Den leuchtenden Wein, warum bringst du ihn nicht 
  Wie die Bahman-Wolke zum Rosenhain? 

Wie man sieht, formal einfach eine Kombination von „persischer“ 
und „türkischer“ Halbzeilen-Quartine. Inhaltlich bildet die zweite 
Zeile den Ausgangspunkt des Gedichts, und ihre zweite Hälfte (chi-
rÁ na-yÁrÐ) qualifiziert sich dann in der vierten Zeile als „Reimre-
frain“. Dies erinnert an den Zweizeiler, den RÙdakÐs Landsmann AbÙ 
ÍafÒ-i SughdÐ der Berggazelle gewidmet hat (Abs. 2.5.), und der 
RÙdakÐ sicher bekannt war, wenn es sich nicht sogar um eine dort 
gebräuchliche Vorstufe des Reims handelt. Ebenso typisch für die 
persische Dichtung ist die Wiederaufnahme eines Begriffs (hier 
nabÐdh) des einen Verses in syntaktisch gleicher Stellung im folgen-
den, um ihn näher zu bestimmen oder zu qualifizieren, hier durch das 
Epitheton r½shan, „leuchtend“, das die Perser dem Wein nicht nur als 
lichtbedingtes Akzidens zubilligen, sondern als inhärente Kraft und 
Fähigkeit. Er ist gewissermassen „leuchtend rot“63, sodass sich Az-
raqÐ (st. vor 465/1172-3) zur Hyperbel versteigt64: 

                                    
61  Dies ist die normale Bedeutung von gul-Ð bahÁrÐ. Im buddhistisch beeinflus-

sten Soghdien könnte bahÁr allerdings im Sinne von vihÁra, „buddhistisches Klos-
ter“ gemeint sein und die „Klosterrose“ eine züchtige dortige Schönheit bezeichnen, 
was nicht schlecht zum Vollmondgesicht einer tatarischen Buddha-Statuette passen 
würde. 

62  Das altpersische Wort ni-pÐta bezeichnet zunächst den Obst-, vor allem Trau-
bensaft. Die Araber lernten den Ausdruck in seiner mp. Form nibÐdh kennen, mach-
ten daraus eine faÝÐl-Form der Wurzel n-b-dh, „werfen, hin-, wegwerfen“, bezogen 
auf die Trauben, die man zwecks Gärung in ein Becken wirft. Das islamische Wein-
verbot sorgte für eine neue Karriere des Ausdrucks, da im Koran ja nur der „Wein“ 
(khamr) als etwas alkoholisch-Vergorenes verboten ist, nicht etwas „Hingewor- 
fenes“. 

63  Die Farbe des Weins ist in Soghdien wie in Ostiran generell immer rot, wäh-
rend der irakische Wein die Farbe des Goldes hat und erst einige Zeit nach RÙdakÐ in 
der persischen Dichtung auftritt. Hierzu gibt es ein Motivspiel zwischen AbÙ NuwÁs 
und RÙdakÐ. Jener räsoniert über iraqischen Wein in einer goldenen Trinkschale (DÐ-
vÁn, ed. GhazzÁlÐ (1953), Nachdruck Beirut, 5, 3f.): 

Ich fragte, da sie sich dank Ähnlichkeit so glichen: 
  „Wer denn von euch ist in dem Gleichheitsschein (tashÁbuh) das Gold?“ 
Sie steh’n auf gleicher Ebene, nur unterscheidet sie, 
  Dass fest die eine ist, der andere noch flüssig“. 

Mutatis mutandis klingt dies bei RÙdakÐ so: 
Es griff zur Harfe RÙdakÐ und spielte. 
  Setz du nun Wein ein, wie er Lieder einsetzt! 
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Huscht eine Fee des Nachts in seinem Licht vorbei, 
  Kann sie dem Menschenauge sich nicht mehr verbergen. 

VI.5 Unverkennbar bildet RÙdakÐs Gedicht ein formal und inhaltlich 
abgeschlossenes Ganzes. Nichts weist darauf hin, dass noch weitere 
Verse folgten. Schon die älteste Quelle, Shams-i Qays, erwähnt aus-
drücklich die Zweiversigkeit. Die erste Zeile ist dem Schenken ge-
widmet, die zweite spricht das Anliegen aus, die dritte und vierte 
schliesslich präzisieren die Qualität des Weins, seine erwünschte Fülle 
und den Ort des Zechens. Alles in einem ausgewogenen, flüssigen 
Satz, der durch die Wiederholung des Reimrefrains und verschiede-
nen Binnenreim sinnfällig zweigeteilt wird. Wesentlich zu seiner Ele-
ganz trägt der Umstand bei, dass die in den Reimgliedern verwende-
ten Wörter im ersten Vers von Zeile zu Zeile, im zweiten sogar Halb-
zeile um Halbzeile nicht nur syntaktisch, sondern auch wortartlich 
verschieden angelegt und gebaut sind. Diese einfallsreiche Form der 
Intensivierung fällt vor allem auf, wenn man zum Vergleich das Ge-
dicht von MukhtÁrÐ beizieht, das demselben Reimprinzip folgt und 
HomÁ’Ð zum Hinweis auf das Meisterwerk RÙdakÐs angeregt hat. Ge-
wiss, es handelt sich im Unterschied zu diesem um eine zehnversige 
Lobqaside, die sich nicht wie ein Zweiversler in einem sprühenden 
Formenspiel verzetteln darf, und die auch – im Unterschied zum au-

                                    

Den karneolfarbenen Wein, den jeder, der ihn sieht, 
  Nicht unterscheidet von geschmolz’nem Karneol. 
Von gleichem Wesen sind die zwei, doch von Natur 
  Ist dieser starr, jener geschmolzen. 

(Ed. NafÐsÐ, S. (1319 sh.), AÎvÁl u ashÝÁr-i RÙdakÐ, Bd. 3, Teheran, 974). Ein kon- 
kretes, sichtbares Erlebnis, nämlich gelber Wein in einer goldgelben Schale, wird bei 
dem blinden RÙdakÐ zu einer abstraken Vorstellung. Während hier eine Bezugnahme 
auf AbÙ NuwÁs offenkundig ist, hat man in anderen Fällen immer zu untersuchen, 
ob bei Parallelerscheinungen nicht beide von derselben kulturellen Tradition zehren, 
die wie die DarÐ-Sprache selbst von Soghdien bis in den Irak reichte. 

64  AzraqÐ-i HiravÐ, DÐvÁn, ed. NafÐsÐ, S. (1336 sh.), Teheran, Vs. 1622; derselbe 
Gedanke auf Ahriman bezogen Vs. 1482. NawÁjÐ schreibt AbÙ NuwÁs einen Vers zu, 
der möglicherweise auch die Leuchtkraft des Weins im Auge hat (Íalbat al-Kumayt, 
Bulaq 1859, 90):  

lÁ yanzilu l-laylu Îay×u Îallat. 
  fa-dahra sharrÁbihÁ nahÁru 
Nicht steigt die Nacht ab, wo der Wein wohnt: 
  So ist es immer Tag, wenn man ihn trinkt. 

Wenn nicht einfach an ein Dauertrinken gedacht ist. So oder so wird der geneigte 
Leser schmunzelnd festgestellt haben, dass hier dasselbe Metrum zu Ehren kommt 
wie im Zweiversler RÙdakÐs, nur ohne Binnenreim. 
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tonomen Zweiversler RÙdakÐs – nicht gleich mit viertelversigem Bin-
nenreim beginnt, sondern – wie eine ordentliche Qaside – mit Halb-
versreim, sodass erst vom zweiten Vers an der Quartinen-Binnenreim 
herrscht.  

VI.6. Doch bevor wir das Problemfeld der Qaside berühren, müssen 
wir nochmals zu unserem Ausgangspunkt, dem Schwarzen Schaf, zu-
rückkehren. Verschiedene Möglichkeiten, seinen Vorder- und Hinter-
teil zu verändern und zu kombinieren, haben wir in der BQP kennen 
gelernt und zuletzt noch die Verdoppelung seines Hinterteils in einem 
sahl-i mumtaniÝ, einem unnachahmlich eleganten Meisterwerk 
RÙdakÐs bewundern können. Hier hat sich dem Leser vielleicht die 
Frage gestellt, ob etwas Ähnliches auch bei der Verdoppelung des 
Kopfteils zustande kommt. Ansätze dazu sind uns in der BQP ja 
mehrfach begegnet. In der folgenden Periode dagegen fehlen sie. 
Nun mag dies daran liegen, dass der Rhythmus – – vv – Initial- 
charakter hat, der Rhythmus v – v – – hingegen eher finalen65. Beider 
Verdoppelungsform liess sich auch gar nicht ohne weiteres im 
KhalÐl’schen System unterbringen. Bei – – v v – * – – v v –  störte 
dies nicht weiter, weil diese Variante sowieso nicht gebraucht wurde. 
Aber v – v – – * v – v – – war nun einmal belegt bei RÙdakÐ. Als 
Heimatschein stellte ihr Shams-i Qays den eines „zusammengepack-
ten, schartigen mutaqÁribs aus66. Er hatte sich zwar zu Beginn des 
13. Jhts. noch einige Jahre in Bukhara aufgehalten67, aber mit der 
BQP war er dort sicher nicht mehr in Berührung gekommen, umso 
aktueller muss sie zu RÙdakÐs Zeit gewesen sein, aus der – nach der 
Manuskript-Beschreibung des Herausgebers – auch das erhaltene 
Fragment einer Kopie stammt68.  

                                    
65  Vgl. hierzu Abs. 5.8. 
66  Die Deutung geht davon aus, dass bei einem normalen mutaqÁrib-Halvers  

v – – / v – – / v – – / v – – // im ersten und dritten Versfuss die zweite Länge  
„zusammengepackt“ i.S. v. gekürzt wird und im zweiten und vierten Versfuss die 
einleitende Kürze wegfällt, sodass eine „Scharte“ im prosodischen Silbengefüge ent-
steht, in Zeichen v – v / – – / v –v / – – //. Vom Zweiversler RÙdakÐs her einleuch-
tend wäre dies nur im Hinblick auf die dritte Halbzeile nabÐdh dÁrÐ, wo nun tatsäch-
lich der Gedanke des Gedichts seinen Anfang hat. Von der Idee eines hyperkatalekti-
schen Doppeljambus sind wir dann freilich weit entfernt. 

67  MuÝjam, Einleitung wÁw. 
68  BQP, Einleitung, sÐ u haft. 
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VI.7. Mit einer völlig anderen Welt als bei RÙdakÐ haben wir es im 
Falle der Qaside MukhtÁrÐs zu tun. Hier ist alles auf jene Rhetorisie-
rung der Sprache angelegt, die drei Jahrhunderte früher in der arabi-
schen Dichtung einen neuen Stil hervorgebracht hat. Mit der leicht-
füssigen, musikalisch inspirierten und diskret eleganten Ausdrucks-
kunst eines RÙdakÐs hat dies nichts mehr zu tun, und doch könnte 
dessen Zweiversler bei der Gestaltung von MukhtÁrÐs Qaside eine 
Rolle gespielt haben. Hier fügen sich nämlich dreimal zwei aufein-
ander folgende Verse zu einem Verspaar zusammen69, das jeweils im 
Qasiden-Verlauf eine bestimmte, formal-inhaltliche Aufgabe wahr-
nimmt, während die übrigen vier Verse als Einzelverse zur Verbin-
dung und Abrundung dienen. Nach einem Eröffnungsvers, der das 
Herz zum Reden auffordert, würdigt das erste Verspaar (Vsse 2-3) 
die Redekunst des Belobigten: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           chu jÁn na-mÐrad * bahÁ padhÐrad 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                chu nÙr gÐrad  * bi-Òadr-i Án bar 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 ki nÁma-yÐ ½  * bi-kÁma-yÐ ½ 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                zi khÁma-yÐ ½  * girift gavhar 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Unsterblich ist sie  * und gewinnt an Pracht, 
                                                                                                                                                                                                      wenn sie erleuchtet wird  * am Busen jener Brust70, 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            dessen Epistel * nach seinem Wunsch 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                 von seinem Schreibrohr  * sich Perlen nimmt71. 

Dichte und Intensität des Gleichklangs steigern sich im zweiten Vers 
wie in keinem anderen des ganzen Gedichts: die ersten drei Reim-
glieder unterscheiden sich nur durch verschiedene Anfangskonsonan-
ten der jeweils ersten zwei Wörter. Nachdem sich MukhtÁrÐ von die-
sem sprachlichen Furioso im vierten Vers bei einem der üblichen Ver-
gleiche des Belobigten mit dem Himmel kurz erholt hat, setzt er im 

                                    
69  Hiervon abgesehen gibt es nichts, was darauf hinwiese, dass MukhtÁrÐ den 

Zweiversler RÙdakÐs überhaupt gekannt hat. Sicher wollte er keine „Antwort“ darauf 
schreiben, sonst hätte er nicht nur dasselbe Metrum, sondern auch denselben Reim 
verwendet, wie er dies in seiner berühmten Antwort (DÐvÁn 391-8) auf RÙdakÐs Qa-
side mÁdar-i may-rÁ bi-kard bÁyadh qurbÁn getan hat und wie dies allgemein üblich 
war. 

70  Das arabische Wort Òadr und das persische bar bezeichnen beide zunächst die 
Brust, doch hat sich Òadr bis zum Begriff „Vorsitz“, „Vorsitzender“ etc. hochgear- 
beitet. 

71  Gavhar bezeichnet oft Wesen und Essenz einer Sache, auf die Muschel bezo-
gen die Perle, die darin ist. Selbstverständlich gibt es wie bei uns auch „Rede- 
perlen“. 
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mittleren Verspaar (Vsse 5-6), dem gurÐzgÁh, zur Präsentation und 
Namensnennung des Belobigten an, und zwar in einer an RÙdakÐ er-
innernden wortartlichen und syntaktischen Buntheit der Reimglieder: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   tu ay mubÁriz  * ba-justan-Ð Ýizz 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 bi-dÁn ki hargiz  * ba-faªl u gavhar 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             dar Ðn ÎavÁlÐ  * na-khÁst ÝÁlÐ 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      chu BÙ-l maÝÁlÐ  * jihÁn-i mafkhar 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        Du grosser Kämpfer  * voll Drang nach Ehre, 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 wisse dass niemals  * an Wert und Wesen 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            in solchen Zeiten  * ein Hoher auftrat 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              wie BÙ-l maÝÁlÐ,  * die Welt des Ruhmes! 

Das hieran unmittelbar anschliessende dritte Verspaar (Vsse 7-8) 
sorgt dann wieder für rhetorisierende Zucht und Ordnung mit einer 
beliebten Methode, die darin besteht, dass ein paar spezifische Quali-
täten oder Tätigkeiten des Belobigten in formal parallel strukturierten 
Halbversen, in unserem Fall Viertelversen, aufgezählt werden. Der-
gleichen schreit dann geradezu nach Reim der betreffenden Glieder: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          ÝadÙ gudÁzad  * walÐ navÁzad 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   sukhan ÔirÁzad  * chu durr u shakkar 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           bihÐ panÁhad  * niyÁz kÁhad 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           ba-Ýudhr khvÁhad * ki bakhshadat zar 

                                                                                                                                                         Er schmilzt den Feind weg,  * hätschelt den Freund, 
                                                                                                                                                                                             macht schmuck die Rede  * wie Perlen und Zucker. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           Er schützt die Güte  * und mindert die Not, 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          erbittet Nachsicht,  * wenn er dir Gold schenkt. 

Es folgen noch zwei abschliessende single-Verse, in deren erstem die 
vorausgegangenen Parallelismen wenigstens auf Halbversebene noch 
nachwirken, während sich im Schlussvers alles in einem Treuebe-
kenntnis zum Belobigten normalisiert. 

VI.8. Der steinige, manchmal auch dornige oder überwachsene Pfad 
des BQP-Metrums hat uns schliesslich zu RÙdakÐs goldenem Ein-
gang in den Zaubergarten manieristischer Dichtung geführt, aus dem 
ich mir in Form von MukhtÁrÐs Lobqaside eine kleine Blume zu 
pflücken erlaubte, wohl wissend, dass eine fruchtbare Betreuung die-
ser Gartenpracht den kundigen Händen unseres hochverdienten Jubi-
lars am besten ansteht. Aber gelegentlich wetzt sich ein Sperling den 
Schnabel auch da, wo man gewöhnt ist, dem Gesang der Nachtigall 
zu lauschen. 



IBLÏS  
IBLÏS AND THE JINN  

IN AL- FUTØÍÀT AL-MAKKIYYA 

William C. Chittick, Stony Brook University 

I. Spirits and Angels 
II. The Jinn 

III. Shape Shifting 
IV. Suggestions of Angel and Satan  
(Satan’s Cosmological Dimension) 
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A few years back Professor Heinrichs was teaching a course on Iblis 
in Arabic literature. During that semester, we happened to meet on 
several occasions and he recounted a number of interesting texts. I 
recall that he asked me if I knew of any good material from Ibn  
ÝArabÐ. I believe I responded that nothing stuck in my mind, though I 
had many references in my notes. The invitation to contribute to his 
Festschrift seemed like a good opportunity to give some order to  
those notes. 

Although Iblis or al-shayÔÁn, “the Satan,” is one of the jinn, not a 
fallen angel like Lucifer, the distinction between angel and jinn is not 
especially clear. In Christianity, once Lucifer fell, he became a de-
mon, devil, or evil spirit. When Iblis fell he became the first satan—a 
word the QurÞÁn sometimes uses in the plural. Not all the jinn be-
came satans, however. “The ‘satans’ among the jinn are specifically 
the wretched (shaqÐ), those driven far from God’s mercy, and the 
name ‘jinn’ remains for the felicitous (saÝÐd).”1 

                                    
1 Ibn ÝArabÐ (1911), al-FutÙÎÁt al-makkiyya, 4 vols., Cairo, II: 466, line 30. 

Those passages also found in ÝUthmÁn YaÎyÁ’s partial edition of the FutÙÎÁt (1972-
92), 14 vols., Cairo: al-HayÞa al-MiÒriyya al-ÝÀmma li-l-KitÁb, are indicated hereaf-
ter as “YaÎyÁ.” 
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Iblis might be called an evil spirit, but the believing jinn are not 
evil, nor are they angels. Rather, they are good spirits, but the sense 
in which they are “spirits” needs to be clarified. And we cannot say 
that “satans” are simply the evil jinn, because the QurÞÁn uses the ex-
pression shayÁÔÐn al-jinn wa-l-ins, “the satans of jinn and mankind” 
(Q. 6:112). So the satans are not only evil jinn but also evil people, 
just as believers are not only good people but also good jinn. Ibn ÝA-
rabÐ makes these points as follows: 

God created the jinn both wretched and felicitous, and so also man-
kind, but He created angels felicitous without any portion of wretch-
edness. The wretched jinn or human being is named an “unbeliever,” 
and the felicitous jinn or human being is called a “believer.” God also 
made mankind and jinn share in satanity. He said, “the satans of jinn 
and mankind.”2 

To understand the distinction that Ibn ÝArabÐ draws between angels 
and jinn, we need to examine how he fits them into the structure of 
the “cosmos” (al-ÝÁlam, defined as “everything other than God,” mÁ 
siwÁ llÁh). The nearest thing to a cosmological scheme that he pro-
vides is found in chapter 198 of the FutÙÎÁt on the Breath of the All-
merciful, one of the longest chapters of the book. There he describes 
the cosmos as the articulation of twenty-eight divine letters arranged 
phonetically. The first is hamza, the First Intellect, and the final two 
are mÐm, man (al-insÁn), and wÁw, the levels, stations, and waysta-
tions (al-marÁtib wa-l-maqÁmÁt wa-l-manÁzil). By this last he means 
the differentiation of human beings into a vast range of types and in-
dividuals according to their degree of achieving the perfections of the 
human state. In this scheme angels and jinn are respectively the 
twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth letters of the alphabet.3 

This depiction of the universe is a version of the notion of al-
mabdaÞ wa-l-maÝÁd, “the origin and the return,” much discussed in 
philosophy. In Sufism the same topic is commonly dealt with in 
terms of the “two arcs” (qawsÁn) of the circle of existence, an ex-
pression derived from the QurÞÁn’s account of the Prophet’s miÝrÁj 

                                    
2 FutÙÎÁt III: 367.34. 
3 For the overall scheme, see William C. Chittick (1998), The Self-Disclosure of 

God: Principles of Ibn al-ÝArabÐ’s Cosmology, Albany: State University of New York 
Press, xxviii-xxxii and Titus Burckhardt (1977), Mystical Astrology According to Ibn 
ÝArabi, Gloucestershire: Beshara Publications. 
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(Q. 53:9).4 The descending arc traces of the emergence of all crea-
tures from God, and the ascending arc maps out the stages of their  
return. In Ibn ÝArabÐ’s twenty-eight letter scheme, the descending arc 
includes the first twenty-one letters, from the First Intellect down to 
the four elements. As we will see shortly, Satan’s role is prefigured in 
the eighth level of manifestation, the Footstool, where the pure 
mercy of the previous level, the Throne, branches into two sorts of 
mercy, one of which is mixed with wrath. Without the repercussions 
of divine wrath in the cosmos, there can be no distinction between 
good and evil, no revealed laws, and no place for Iblis to act out his 
role as enemy to the prophets. 

The ascending arc includes minerals, plants, animals, jinn, angels, 
and human beings, and it reaches its culmination with those human 
beings who achieve perfection. By placing angels and jinn right be-
fore humans, Ibn ÝArabÐ is indicating that each designates a major ca-
tegory of creatures, like plants or animals, and that both play impor-
tant roles in bringing about the full actualization of “the Intended En-
tity” (al-Ýayn al-maqÒÙda), which is perfect man (al-insÁn al-kÁmil). 
This generic term designates those human beings who achieve the 
divine purpose in creating the cosmos, a purpose announced in the 
famous hadith of the Hidden Treasure—for God to be known. An-
gels, however, in contrast to the jinn, also play an important role in 
the descending arc, given that the arc’s differentiation depends on 
their intermediacy between God and the creation. The first two stages 
of cosmogenesis are the First Intellect (the Highest Pen) and the 
Universal Soul (the Guarded Tablet), both of which are angels.5  

I. Spirits and Angels 

The QurÞÁn divides the cosmos into two realms, unseen and visible, 
or heaven and earth, and these are frequently glossed as the world of 
spirits and the world of bodies. Ibn ÝArabÐ and many others, however, 
were not inclined to take this as a stark dualism. They typically 
added an intermediate realm, to which they saw reference in the 
QurÞÁnic expression, “what is between the two,” that is, between 
heaven and earth. They called this realm the barzakh or isthmus. For 

                                    
4 On the two arcs in Ibn ÝArabÐ, see Chittick 1998, 233ff. 
5 FutÙÎÁt I: 148.13; YaÎyÁ, II: 349. 



WILLIAM C. CHITTICK 102

Ibn ÝArabÐ, it is the mundus imaginalis (ÝÁlam al-khayÁl), the world 
of imagination that is neither spiritual nor bodily but partakes of the 
qualities of both sides. 

Angels and jinn pertain to the realm of unseen things, though both 
have the ability to appear in the sensory world through imaginaliza-
tion (tamaththul). Both are spirits, but Ibn ÝArabÐ differentiates be-
tween them by calling angels “luminous spirits” (al-arwÁÎ al-
nÙriyya) and jinn “fiery spirits” (al-arwÁÎ al-nÁriyya). As for satans, 
he sometimes contrasts them with angels by speaking of pure, an-
gelic spirits (al-arwÁÎ al-ÔÁhira al-malakiyya) and impure, satanic 
spirits (al-arwÁÎ ghayr al-ÔÁhira al-shayÔÁniyya).6  

The fact that angels are luminous and jinn fiery is supported by 
QurÞÁnic verses and a well-known hadith: “God created the angels 
from light, God created the jinn from fire, and He created man from 
what you have been told.” The light from which angels were created 
is “natural,” says Ibn ÝArabÐ, though this certainly does not mean 
physical. In his vocabulary, nature ( ÔabÐÝa) has two basic senses. It re-
fers either to the Breath of the All-merciful itself, within which the 
divine words become imprinted ( ÔabÝ), or to everything below the 
Universal Soul, whether spiritual, imaginal, or corporeal.7 

Ibn al-ÝArabÐ uses the words malak and rÙÎ, angel and spirit, in-
terchangeably. He points out that when a distinction is drawn be-
tween the two, it is done because the word malak derives from a root 
meaning “message,” so this specific quality is being taken into ac-
count.8 Spirits that carry messages are angels, and those that have 
other functions should not properly be called by this name. He classi-
fies angels/spirits into three sorts: enraptured (muhayyam), governing 
(mudabbir), and subjected (musakhkhar), but he adds that only the 
third sort are angels in the strict sense. 9  

The enraptured angels are so totally engrossed in the contempla-
tion of God that they have no awareness of themselves. The First In-
tellect was originally one of them, but God turned its attention away 
from himself and employed it to create the universe. The governing 
spirits are put in charge of all bodies in the cosmos, whether these be 

                                    
6 FutÙÎÁt III: 390.33. For the whole passage, see Chittick 1998, 366-8. 
7 On his use of the word, see Chittick (1989), The Sufi Path of Knowledge,  

Albany: State University of New York, 139-43. 
8 FutÙÎÁt II: 255.22, 254.8, 254.12; YaÎyÁ XIV: 567, 556-7. 
9 FutÙÎÁt II: 250.2 (YaÎyÁ XIV: 527); III: 38.2, 209.10. 
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luminous, fiery, or elemental. They are the spirits of all “living 
things” (ÎayawÁnÁt), a word which means, in the view of “the folk of 
unveiling” (ahl al-kashf; Ibn ÝArabÐ’s term for those who achieve vi-
sionary knowledge), every natural and elemental body. The subjected 
spirits are the angels properly so called, because they alone act as 
messengers. Unlike governing spirits, they are not limited to a single 
body. They have been entrusted with specific affairs in the cosmos, 
for God wanted to give them “leadership” (imÁma) over all things. 
Highest among them is the First Intellect. Among their functions are 
revelation, inspiration, provision, taking spirits, giving life to the 
dead, asking forgiveness for believers, and cultivating the plots of the 
Garden. 

II. The Jinn 

Ibn ÝArabÐ is well aware that there is much confusion about the dif-
ference between angels and jinn. The QurÞÁn does not always distin-
guish between the two, because it uses both terms in broad and nar-
row senses. Sometimes it uses angel in the literal sense of “messen-
ger” and includes the jinn, and sometimes it uses jinn in the literal 
sense of “concealed” and includes the angels.  

God made angels and satans share in being curtained (istitÁr), so He 
named both of them “jinn.” He says concerning the satans, “[I take 
refuge ...] from the evil of the slinking whisperer, whether jinn or man, 
who whispers in the breasts of men” (Q. 114:1-6). Here by “jinn” he 
means the satans. He says concerning the angels, “They have set up a 
kinship between Him and the jinn,” i.e., the angels, “and the jinn 
know that they shall be arraigned” (Q. 37:158).  

The angels are messengers (rusul, s. rasÙl) from God to man, given 
charge of man, guardians, and writers of our acts. The satans are given 
authority over man by God’s command, so they [also] are envoys 
(mursalÙn, s. mursal) to us from God... . Since God made Iblis share 
messengerhood (risÁla) with the angels, He included him with the an-
gels in the command to prostration.10 

Ibn al-ÝArabÐ devotes the ninth chapter of the FutÙÎÁt to the “true 
knowledge of the existence of the flaming, fiery spirits.” As usual, 
the chapter begins with a QurÞÁnic verse, in this case Q. 55:15: “He 
created the jinn from a flame of fire.” He explains that after God had 
                                    

10 FutÙÎÁt III: 367.18. 
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created the four elements, smoke (dukhÁn) rose up to the inside sur-
face of the sphere of the fixed stars, and inside the smoke, God un-
stitched (fataqa) the seven heavens. To each heaven he revealed a 
command (Q. 41:12), and then he brought about the marriage of 
heaven and earth. Heaven “cast” (alqÁ) into earth something of the 
commands that God had revealed to it, “just as the man casts water 
into the woman in intercourse,” and the result was the birth of the 
progeny (muwalladÁt)—minerals, plants, and animals. To create the 
jinn, God heated air to produce a “flame” (mÁrij). The first dictionary 
meaning of this word is “mixture,” and Ibn ÝArabÐ says flame is 
called by this name because it is fire mixed with air. 

The jinn were created of two elements, air and fire, and Adam was 
created from the other two, dust (turÁb) and water. Ibn ÝArabÐ does 
remind us, however, that elemental creatures are by definition cre-
ated from all four elements, so the issue is rather the predominance 
of one or more elements over the others. In Adam’s case, water and 
dust were called “clay,” and in the jinn’s case air and fire were called 
“flame.” Air gives jinn the ability to take any shape (tashakkul), and 
fire makes them insubstantial (sakhÐf) and subtle (laÔÐf). Fire also 
drives them to subjugate (qahr) others, claim to be great (istikbÁr), 
and consider themselves exalted (Ýizza). Iblis refused to prostrate 
himself before Adam precisely because of fire’s exalted place among 
the elements. He did not understand that clay is more excellent than 
fire, because water extinguishes fire and dust is more fixed than fire. 
Fire bestows arrogance (takabbur), and clay humility (tawÁÃuÝ).  

In support of water’s superiority, Ibn ÝArabÐ comments on a hadith 
that tells us that God created water stronger than fire, air stronger than 
water, and the children of Adam stronger than air. Fire’s weakness ex-
plains why “Satan’s guile is ever feeble” (Q. 4:76). The strength of 
clay allows man to achieve unhurriedness, deliberation, reflection, 
and circumspection. “He has ample intellect, because dust hinders and 
restrains him, and water softens and smoothes him.” When Iblis said 
about Adam, “I am better than he” (Q. 7:12), he combined ignorance 
and ill manners because of the lightness of his intellect.11  

The importance of air in the jinn’s make-up is suggested by Ibn 
ÝArabÐ’s statement here that “Angels are spirits blown (manfÙkh) into 
lights, jinn are spirits blown into winds (riyÁÎ), and mankind are spir-

                                    
11 FutÙÎÁt I: 133.33; YaÎyÁ II: 287. 
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its blown into apparitions (shabaÎ).”12 That the in-blown spirit (rÙÎ) 
has qualities associated with air and wind (rÐÎ) is shown, of course, by 
its very name, as in the case of spiritus. When God blows the spirit 
into wind and fire, which are already characterized by constant agita-
tion (iÃÔirÁb), the agitation increases. This provides another key to the 
constantly shifting and changing shapes that characterize the jinn.  

When the jinn engage in sexual intercourse, this takes the form of 
twisting (iltiwÁÞ ), “like the smoke you see coming from a furnace or 
a potter’s kiln. Each of them interpenetrates the other, and both de-
rive pleasure from the interpenetration.”13 Procreation takes place 
through “casting air” (ilqÁÞ al-hawÁÞ), just as in the human case it 
takes place through casting water.14 “What they cast is like the pollen 
of the palm tree, which emerges with the slightest breeze.”15  

The food of the jinn is the aroma of grease from bones. Ibn ÝArabÐ 
cites two hadiths to this effect and the words of one of the folk of 
unveiling, who reported to him that he saw some of the jinn coming 
to bones and sniffing them, like wild animals. Then they went away, 
having taken their provision.16 The fact that the jinn take nourish-
ment is alluded to in the story of Solomon (Q. 21:8), and this helps 
differentiate them from angels, who do not take food, as we know 
from the story of Abraham and his guests (Q. 11:70).17  

The first jinn, Ibn ÝArabÐ recounts, was created 60,000 years be-
fore Adam. According to one report, it had the sexual organs of both 
male and female; in order to reproduce, one part of it copulated with 
another part, and children were born as either male or female. Some 
people say that reproduction among jinn comes to an end after 4,000 
years and among mankind after 6,000 years, but in fact this has not 
yet happened and reproduction continues in both races. No one has 
any verified knowledge as to how many years ago Adam was cre-
ated, nor as to how many years remain until the end of this world. 
People who claim to know such things “are a little gang whose words 
are of no account.”18  

                                    
12 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.20; YaÎyÁ II: 281. 
13 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.31; YaÎyÁ II: 283. 
14 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.14; YaÎyÁ II: 280. 
15 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.33; YaÎyÁ II: 283. 
16 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.30; YaÎyÁ II: 282. 
17 FutÙÎÁt I: 133.13; YaÎyÁ II: 284. 
18 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.20; YaÎyÁ II: 281. 
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As for Iblis, Ibn ÝArabÐ rejects the common idea that he was the 
first of the jinn. Rather, he was like Cain among humans, the first 
sinner.19 All the jinn continued to worship God until the creation of 
Adam. Then one of them, called al-ÍÁrith, was overcome by hatred 
for him, and it is he who came to be known as Iblis.20  

The jinn have many tribes and families, though it is said that 
originally there were twelve tribes, which then became subdivided. 
Tremendous wars take place among them, and some, but not all, 
storms and whirlwinds are the result of their wars. There is the “well-
known and often retold” story about ÝAmr al-JinnÐ, who appeared af-
ter having been mortally wounded in a storm that had been a battle 
among the jinn. Ibn ÝArabÐ does not go into details, however, and he 
tells us why: “Were this work based on the telling of reports and sto-
ries, we would mention a few, but this book is only the science of 
meanings (Ýilm al-maÝÁnÐ), so you can look for stories about the jinn 
in the chronicles of literature and poetry.”21  

When Ibn ÝArabÐ does tell stories about the jinn, he typically has a 
clear teaching in mind. In a later chapter, for example, he tells an an-
ecdote in order properly to cite a hadith that is gharÐb or unattested 
by any other line of transmission. The context concerns a point he of-
ten makes: The believing jinn were better than people at listening to 
the QurÞÁn when the Prophet recited it.22 

I have recounted a gharÐb hadith from one of the community of the 
jinn. It was narrated to me by the blind man, IbrÁhÐm b. SulaymÁn in 
my home in Aleppo. He was from Dayr al-RummÁn, one of the dis-
tricts of KhÁbÙr. He had it from a trustworthy man, a woodcutter, who 
had killed a serpent. He was then abducted by the jinn, who brought 
him before a very old shaykh, the leader of the people. They said, 
“This man has killed our uncle’s son.”  

The woodcutter replied, “I do not know what you are saying. I am a 
woodcutter, and a serpent interfered with me, so I killed it.”  

The group said, “That was our uncle’s son.” 

Then the shaykh—God be pleased with him—said, “Let the man go 
and take him back to his place. You can do nothing against him, for I 
heard the Messenger of God say, while he was speaking to us, ‘He 

                                    
19 FutÙÎÁt I: 134.13; YaÎyÁ II: 289. 
20 FutÙÎÁt I: 133.25; YaÎyÁ II: 286. 
21 FutÙÎÁt I: 133.3; YaÎyÁ II: 283. 
22 See, for example, FutÙÎÁt II: 467.9, III: 3.20, 48.24. 
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who assumes a form other than his own form and is slain had no intel-
lect, and there is no retaliation.’ The son of your uncle assumed the 
form of a serpent, which is one of the enemies of human beings.” 

The woodcutter said, “I said to him, ‘Sir, I see you saying that you 
heard the Messenger of God. Did you meet him?’ He said, ‘Yes. I was 
one of the jinn of NaÒÐbÐn who went before the Messenger of God. So 
we heard from him. But I am the only one of that group left. I judge 
among my companions according to what I heard from the Messenger 
of God.’” 

But the narrator did not mention the name of this great man [rajul, i.e., 
the shaykh] of the jinn, nor did I ask it from him.23 

III. Shape Shifting 

In chapter 198 on the Breath of the All-merciful , Ibn ÝArabÐ associ-
ates each of the twenty-eight cosmic levels with a divine name. An-
gels manifest the properties of the Strong (qawÐ), and jinn those of 
the Subtle (laÔÐf). As a divine name, laÔÐf is usually understood to 
mean Gentle or Kind and is taken as the complement of qahhÁr, the 
Severe or Subjugating. In the cosmological sense that Ibn ÝArabÐ has 
in mind here, laÔÐf is opposed to kathÐf, dense or solid. The elements 
are ranked in degrees of increasing subtlety in the order dust, water, 
air, and fire. The unseen worlds are subtle in relation to the visible 
realms. The jinn are subtle compared to creatures of clay, but dense 
relative to angels. Their intermediacy means that they pertain to the 
barzakh or isthmus. 

They are a creation between angels and man. They are elemental, 
which is why [Iblis] showed arrogance; had he been purely natural, 
without any property of the elements, he would not have shown arro-
gance and would have been like the angels. Their configuration is bar-
zakhÐ: It has a face turned toward the luminous spirits through fire’s 
subtlety, and thereby they possess the veil (ÎijÁb) and the assumption 
of shapes; and it has a face turned toward us, through which they are 
elemental and a flame. The name Subtle gives the jinn the ability to 
flow in the children of Adam like blood without their being aware of 
this.24 

                                    
23 FutÙÎÁt III: 49.3. 
24 FutÙÎÁt II: 466.31. 
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Because of their subtlety the jinn can take on any sensory form they 
desire.25 This form is called jasad, “tangible body,” as opposed to 
jism, the ordinary, corporeal body possessed by creatures of the visi-
ble world (cf. Q. 38:34, where the jinn appears as a jasad). “The 
name Subtle makes the jinn heirs to being curtained from the eyes of 
people, so eyes do not perceive them unless they become tangibly 
embodied (tajassud).”26  

The jinn can be seen only if they choose to be seen, “unless God 
desires to bestow unveiling upon one of His servants, who then sees 
them.”27  

When God desires a person to see them even though the jinn do not 
desire it, He lifts up the veil from the eye of him whom He wants to 
perceive them, and he perceives them. God may command angels or 
jinn to become manifest to us. Then they become tangibly embodied 
for us and we see them. Or, God unveils the covering from us, and we 
see them with the vision of the eye. We may see them as tangible bod-
ies in forms, or we may see them not in human form, but rather in 
their own forms in themselves, just as each of them perceives himself 
in the form that he possesses.28  

In chapter 51, “On the Knowledge of Certain Men among the Folk of 
Abstention (waraÝ) who have Realized the Waystation of the Breath 
of the All-merciful,” Ibn ÝArabÐ mentions some of the dangers posed 
by the jinn for travelers on the path to God. The chapter describes 
various sorts of ascetics or renouncers (zuhhÁd, s. zÁhid). The lowest 
ranking group of these ascetics sit with the jinn to their own detri-
ment: 

Some of them become sitting-companions (julasÁÞ) of the spirituals 
(rÙÎÁnÐ) from among the jinn, but these are the lowest of this group in 
level—if this should be their only state. The reason for this is that the 
jinn are very near to mankind in meddling (fuÃÙl). The clever person 
flees from the jinn just as he flees from people, since sitting with them 
is extremely vile; few people gain any good from it. This is because 
their root is from fire, and fire has a great deal of movement. Anyone 
with a great deal of movement is quick to meddle in everything. 
Hence as sitting-companions they are a more severe trial than people, 
for they may come together with people to unveil shameful things of 
which it behooves the intelligent person not to gain cognizance. 

                                    
25 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.8; YaÎyÁ II: 278. 
26 FutÙÎÁt II: 467.4. 
27 FutÙÎÁt I: 132.9; YaÎyÁ II: 278. 
28 FutÙÎÁt III: 367.27. 
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Moreover, if someone sits with people, this will leave no trace of arro-
gance in him, in contrast to sitting with the jinn. By nature they leave 
in their sitting-companion the trace of displaying arrogance over peo-
ple and every servant of God. If any servant of God arrogantly sees 
himself superior to others, God has hated (maqata) him in Himself 
while he is unaware. ... He imagines that he has gained, but he has 
lost. 

Know also that the jinn are the most ignorant of the natural world 
about God. They report to their sitting-companion about the occur-
rence of events and what transpires in the cosmos, and they acquire 
this by eavesdropping on the Higher Plenum (cf. Q. 15:18). Then he 
[sc. the zÁhid] imagines things, and he supposes that God is honoring 
him, but he should beware of what he supposes! This is why you will 
never see any sitting-companion of the jinn who has gained any 
knowledge of God whatsoever. The furthest limit of the man to whom 
the spirits of the jinn show their concern is that they grant him knowl-
edge of the characteristics of plants, stones, names, and letters. This is 
the science of sÐmiyÁÞ.29 Hence he will not acquire from them anything 
but knowledge blamed by the tongues of the religions (al-sharÁÞiÝ ). So 
if someone claims to be their companion—and if he speaks the truth in 
his claim—ask him a question in the divine science (al-Ýilm al-ilÁhÐ). 
You will find that he has no taste (dhawq) of that whatsoever. 

The Men of God flee the companionship of jinn more than that of 
people, for [the jinn’s] companionship cannot but bring about in the 
soul of him who is their companion an arrogance by nature (bi-l-ÔabÝ) 
toward others30 and a disdain for anyone who has no share in their 
companionship.  

I saw a group who really were their companions and who made mani-
fest demonstrations of the soundness of the companionship that they 
claimed. They were all folk of diligence, effort, and worship, but on 

                                    
29 SÐmiyÁÞ (Gk. semeia), one of the occult sciences, is exemplified by the activity 

of the sorcerers in the time of Moses (FutÙÎÁt III: 288.9; Chittick 1998, 356).  
30 In other words, the individual nature of the person is changed by his consorting 

with the jinn. This can happen because the soul (nafs) is the least fixed and most 
prone to change of the three main components that make up the human individual 
(the other two are the body (jism) and the divine spirit blown into it (al-rÙÎ al-
manfukh fÐh)). The discussion of how the soul changes often falls under the rubric of 
khuluq (character—and note the close connection of this word with khalq, creation; 
and khilqa, created nature). AkhlÁq, the plural of khuluq, is typically translated as 
ethics. In both philosophy and Sufism, the process of moral and spiritual training 
aims to reshape the soul by eliminating blameworthy character traits (akhlÁq 
madhmÙma) and replacing them with praiseworthy ones (akhlÁq maÎmÙda). Ibn ÝA-
rabÐ is saying here that associating with the jinn changes character traits for the  
worse.  
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their own they had not the slightest whiff of knowledge of God. I saw 
in them exaltation and arrogance. I did not leave them until I came be-
tween them and their companionship with the jinn, for they were just 
and sought the best. But I have also seen others who were not like 
that.  

So, he who speaks the truth in claiming to have this attribute has not 
prospered, nor will he prosper. As for him who is lying, we do not 
concern ourselves with him.31 

In chapter 283, on the “shatterers” (qawÁÒim), Ibn ÝArabÐ tells us 
more about the dangers of consorting with the jinn. At the outset, he 
says that when he entered this waystation, he saw “the transmutation 
of sensory forms within corporeal forms, just as spirituals assume 
shapes in forms.” He goes on to explain various sorts of transforma-
tion perceived or created by travelers on the path. One of the several 
methods that certain shaykhs use for manipulating imagination is 
precisely what is done by the jinn.32 

Another way is that the individual makes the air surrounding him take 
the shape of any form that he wills, while he stays on the inside of this 
form. Hence perception falls on that airy form that has been shaped in 
the form in which he desired to become manifest. However, if that 
form should speak, this occurs only in the tongue recognized by the 
viewer. He hears the sound and recognizes it, but he sees the form and 
does not know it. The person who has this state cannot get rid of his 
own voice.  

The jinn’s power over those who recognize them is of the same sort, 
for they become manifest in whatever form they desire, but the voice 
is the voice of the jinn. They have no power over anything else. He 
who does not know this much about the jinn knows nothing. 

There are certain people with whose intellects the jinn play games. 
They make their eyes imagine forms, just as the sorcerers [in the time 
of Moses] made people imagine that they saw ropes in the form of 
sliding serpents. Such people reckon that they are seeing jinn, but they 
are not jinn. The forms that they are made to imagine speak to them, 
but the forms are not speaking, in contrast to the jinn when they tangi-

                                    
31 FutÙÎÁt I: 273.28; YaÎyÁ IV: 232. 
32 Part of what he has in mind in this chapter is the sort of assumption of forms 

ascribed to Sufi shaykhs like QaÃÐb al-BÁn of Mosul, whom Ibn ÝArabÐ sometimes 
mentions in similar contexts. For a long anecdote that he relates from the Persian 
Sufi poet AwÎad al-DÐn KirmÁnÐ about the ability of some shaykhs to assume forms, 
see chapter 311, translated by Chittick in Ibn al ÝArabi (2002), The Meccan Revela-
tions, New York: Pir Press, 169-80. 
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bly embody themselves. Those of the gnostics who recognize the 
voice of each tribe recognize what they see and are never overcome by 
confusion (talbÐs) in what they see. 

I knew a group of people in Andalusia who used to see the jinn 
whether or not they assumed shapes. Among them was FÁÔima bt. Ibn 
al-MuthannÁ of Cordova,33 who recognized them without any confu-
sion.  

In the city of Fez I saw a group whose eyes the jinn would make 
imagine to see forms. The forms would address them however they 
liked so as to enthrall them, though the forms were not the jinn, nor 
were they the shape of the jinn. Among them was AbÙ l-ÝAbbÁs al-
ZaqqÁq in Fez. The whole situation was confused for him. He was 
made to imagine that jinns’ spirits were addressing him, and he was 
convinced of that. The reason for this was his ignorance of their 
voices. When he sat with me and was present in my session, he would 
be stupefied (baht). Then he would describe what he had seen, so I 
knew that he was being made to imagine things. In this he reached the 
point of play, companionship, and conversation. Sometimes there 
would be quarrel and hostility between him and what he witnessed. 
The jinn would harm him in one way, and he would imagine that the 
harm had issued from those forms. He was completely overcome by 
this—God have mercy upon him! AbÙ l-ÝAbbÁs al-DahhÁn and all of 
our companions used to witness that from him.  

He who recognizes the voices will never suffer confusion by a form, 
but there are few who recognize them. So, people are often deluded as 
to the truthfulness of what becomes manifest from these forms.34  

IV. Suggestions of Angel and Satan  
(Satan’s Cosmological Dimension) 

Most people may not need to worry about encountering jinn, but this 
does not mean that they pose no danger, particularly the satans. In 
strictly cosmological terms, everyone interacts with angels and sa-
tans because they play an essential role in the deployment of the pos-
sibilities latent in the twenty-eighth and final letter of the All-
merciful Breath, “the levels, stations, and waystations.” Both are pre-
sent in the unseen realms of the human substance. Satan “runs in the 
blood of Adam’s children,” as the Prophet put it. Ibn ÝArabÐ agrees 

                                    
33 One of Ibn ÝArabÐ’s important early teachers. See R.W.J. Austin (1971), Sufis 

of Andalusia, London: George Allen & Unwin, 143-6. 
34 FutÙÎÁt II: 621.22. 
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with the common notion that each person has his own satan and an-
gel, or rather, it seems, several of each. In any case, angels and satans 
are antagonists inside the human soul. Each offers “suggestions” 
(lamma), which the soul is free to follow or ignore. The term derives 
from this hadith:  

The satan makes a suggestion to the son of Adam and the angel makes 
a suggestion. The satan’s suggestion promises evil and denies truth. 
The angel’s suggestion promises good and affirms truth. When a per-
son finds the latter, he should know that it is from God, so he should 
praise God. If he finds the former, he should seek refuge in God from 
the accursed Satan: “Satan promises you poverty and commands you 
to indecency” (Q. 2:268). 

Ibn al-ÝArabÐ makes a brief reference to the “angels of suggestion” 
(malÁÞikat al-lammÁt) in chapter 160. This is the third of three chap-
ters dealing with messengerhood (risÁla), first in a general sense, se-
cond as a human role, and third as an angelic role. The discussion is 
put into the context of cosmology when Ibn ÝArabÐ says toward the 
beginning of the first of these three chapters (158), “The station of 
messengerhood is the Footstool, because from the Footstool the di-
vine Word becomes divided into reports (khabar) and rulings 
(Îukm).”35 Theologically, he is clarifying the distinction between two 
sorts of divine command (amr), the creative or engendering (takwÐnÐ) 
and the prescriptive (taklÐfÐ).  

“Our command,” says God in the QurÞÁn, “is but one, like a glan-
ce of the eye” (Q. 54:50). This one command is precisely the divine 
Word that becomes divided at the Footstool. Ibn ÝArabÐ calls it kali-
mat al-ÎaÃra, “the word of the [divine] Presence,” and explains that 
it is the command “Be!” (kun). It is addressed to the entire cosmos 
and becomes manifest as the infinite words articulated in and by the 
All-merciful Breath. 

As the command descends through the First Intellect, the Univer-
sal Soul, and the higher levels of the cosmos, it retains its oneness as 
far as the Throne, the seat of the All-Merciful. Then the All-merciful 
puts his “two feet” on the Footstool. These are the “foot of firmness” 
(Q. 10:2), also called the “Foot of the Lord,”36 and the Foot of the 
Compeller (qadam al-jabbÁr), a term that derives from a hadith in 

                                    
35 FutÙÎÁt II: 257.17; YaÎyÁ XIV: 580. 
36 FutÙÎÁt III: 202.32. 
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which the Prophet says that God will put it in hell to make hell stop 
saying, “Are there any more?” (Q. 50:30). The Foot of Firmness is 
pure mercy, but the Foot of the Compeller is mercy mixed with 
wrath. Appropriately, the word jabbÁr has both wrathful and merciful 
connotations, given that it has the double sense of compeller and re-
storer (from the latter sense we have jÁbir, bonesetter).  

At the Footstool, the engendering command is supplemented by 
the prescriptive command, which embraces all the commandments 
and prohibitions that God addresses to human beings. The prescrip-
tive command can be disobeyed, in contrast to the engendering com-
mand. The fact that disobedience comes into play here allows for the 
appearance of wrath, for wrath has no other object. Mercy, however, 
takes precedence over wrath, so disobedience also plays the more 
important role of actualizing the attributes of forgiveness and pardon. 
Ibn ÝArabÐ likes to cite the sound hadith, “If you did not sin, God 
would replace you with a people who did sin, and then He would 
forgive them.” 

At first glance, the prescriptive command seems to pertain simply 
to law and morality, but in fact it is an extension of the engendering 
command, for it results in the existence of paradise and hell, which 
have no raison d’être outside of free choice and responsibility, attrib-
utes that appear only in human beings and jinn. Moral agency actual-
izes a variety of existential and ontological possibilities demanded by 
divine attributes such as love, generosity, justice, and compassion. So 
basic are these attributes to the nature of things—to the real world—
that they determine the way in which the cosmos unfolds not only in 
society and the environment, but also in the unseen realms that are 
experienced after death.  

Ibn ÝArabÐ summarizes the cosmology of the prescriptive command 
and the reason why it becomes differentiated into detailed prophetic 
messages in terms of two sorts of mercy, nondelimited (muÔlaq) and 
delimited (muqayyad), also called raÎmÁnÐ (pertaining to the All-
merciful) and raÎÐmÐ (pertaining to the Ever-merciful). He commonly 
cites Q. 7:156 to make the distinction: “My mercy embraces every-
thing,” i.e., it is nondelimited in keeping with the engendering com-
mand that is addressed to all things, “and I write it for those who are 
godfearing and pay the alms... ,” i.e., it is delimited on the basis of the 
prescriptive command. The nondelimited mercy becomes manifest as 
the entire cosmos—the Breath of the All-merciful—and the delimited 
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mercy finds its full actualization in paradise. The delimited mercy has 
its counterpart in wrath, which becomes manifest cosmologically as 
hell. For paradise and hell to appear, choice must be offered to those 
who have free will, and this is precisely the function of prescription, 
with all its differentiated details.  

God let down the two feet from the Throne to the Footstool, and mer-
cy split open like a seed. The attribute of mercy branched into nonde-
limitation and delimitation. The delimited mercy, which is one foot, 
became manifest, and the nondelimited mercy became distinguished 
from it by the manifestation of this other foot. The division of the One 
Word of the Throne thereby became manifest in this foot as report and 
ruling, though no division had been manifest in the Throne itself. Rul-
ing became divided into commandment (amr) and prohibition (nahy). 
Commandment became divided into necessity (wujÙb), recommenda-
tion (nadb), and indifference (ibÁÎa). Prohibition became divided into 
precaution (ÎaÛar) and reprehensibility (karÁha). Report became di-
vided into many kinds, including question, statement, supplication, 
denial, story, and teaching.37  

In his brief reference to the angels of suggestion in chapter 160, the 
third chapter in this series, Ibn ÝArabÐ explains that their role pertains 
to the five rulings of the Shariah, and the satans get into the act by 
offering contrary suggestions. Like mercy and wrath, angels and sa-
tans are complementary, even if they appear to be antagonistic. Inter-
estingly, he does not connect the ShariÝite rulings here and in some 
other relevant passages with prophetic messages, showing that he 
considers them part of the cosmic order itself. He mentions that peo-
ple become aware of the suggestions through “passing thoughts” 
(khawÁÔir), and he alludes to how one can distinguish between the 
angelic and the satanic sort.38  

Passing thoughts are a common topic in Sufi texts. As Ibn ÝArabÐ 
indicates in chapter 55, “On the Knowledge of Satanic KhawÁÔir,” 
the traditional discussion typically addresses how people can distin-
guish among four basic sorts: Lordly (rabbÁnÐ), angelic (malakÐ), 
soulish (nafsÐ), and satanic (shayÔÁnÐ). Other contexts make clear that 
he considers the angelic and satanic sort to include the “suggestions” 
mentioned in the hadith. He connects the angels of suggestions with 
passing thoughts in chapter 260, whose topic is self-disclosure (ta-

                                    
37 FutÙÎÁt II: 676.9. 
38 FutÙÎÁt II: 259.31; YaÎyÁ XIV: 598. 
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jallÐ), which he defines as “the lights of unseen things that are un-
veiled to hearts.”39 Among the various sorts of lights, some pertain to 
the “winds” (riyÁÎ), and it is these that come by way of these angels.  

The lights of the winds are elemental lights hidden by the intensity of 
their manifestation, so eyes are prevented from perceiving them. I  
have witnessed them only in the Isthmus Presence (al-ÎaÃra al-
barzakhiyya), even if God did give me a vision of them in sensory 
form in the city of Cordova one day, as a divine designation and a 
prophetic inheritance from Muhammad. These wind lights have an au-
thority and power over all the children of Adam except the Folk of 
God... . 

These are specifically the angels of suggestions and inspiration. In this 
self-disclosure, the casting is to the souls. From this self-disclosure 
arise passing thoughts, and all of these pertain to the winds, since the 
winds pass quickly and do not become fixed. If someone says they are 
fixed, that is not wind.40  

Ibn ÝArabÐ devotes chapter 262 to passing thoughts, which he defines 
as “that which enters in upon the heart” (mÁ yaridu ÝalÁ l-qalb). He 
explains that this means everything that comes to mind without self-
conscious effort (taÝammul). God sends passing thoughts in keeping 
with the five rulings of the Shariah, and the angels and satans play a 
role in how the heart receives them.  

Know that God’s emissaries (sufarÁÞ ) to the heart of His servant are 
named “passing thoughts.” They stay no longer in the heart than the 
time it takes them to pass through it and convey to it that with which 
they were sent, without taking up residence. God created them in the 
form of the message (risÁla) with which they were sent, so each pass-
ing thought is itself identical with His message. When the eye of the 
heart falls upon it, he understands it, and then he either acts in accor-
dance with what has been brought to him, or he does not. 

God appointed between Himself and the heart five paths upon which 
these passing thoughts walk to the heart. God originated these paths 
when He originated the religions (al-sharÁÞiÝ ). Were it not for the relig- 
ions, He would not have originated the paths... . He named the first 
path “necessity” and “obligation” (farÃ), the second “recommenda-
tion,” the third “precaution,” the fourth “reprehensibility,” and the 
fifth “indifference.” He created the angel put in charge of the heart so 
that [the angel] would guard the person by God’s command, and He 
designated for him the paths of necessity and obligation. He placed 

                                    
39 FutÙÎÁt II: 485.20. 
40 FutÙÎÁt II: 487.35, 489.8. 
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counter to the angel a satan to hold him back on his side without 
God’s ShariÝite command; [the satan] acts in envy, because he sees 
that God is concerned for this human configuration rather than for him 
and that the human is superior to him; [for the satan] knows that the 
person will reach felicity if he performs what is rightfully due (Îaqq) 
in the ShariÝite acts and avoidances.  

God also placed the like of these on the paths of both precaution and 
reprehensibility. On the path of indifference, He placed a satan with-
out an angel counter to it.41  

V. Iblis 

If we look at the “divine roots” (al-uÒÙl al-ilÁhiyya) of creation, 
which are the divine names, then the prophets make manifest the 
name hÁdÐ, the Guide, and Iblis manifests the properties of the name 
muÃill, the Misguider. In the QurÞÁn, God is the usual subject of the 
verb “to misguide,” but Satan and not God is described as “mis-
guider” (Q. 28:15). Ibn ÝArabÐ does not list this word as a divine 
name in his lengthy chapter 558 on the ninety-nine most beautiful 
names, perhaps because it is not so beautiful, but he does mention it 
in chapter 362. There he sets down the principle at work, briefly and 
clearly: “If you move toward Him, He is the Guide; if away from 
Him, that is from His name the Misguider.”42  

That God should be both Guide and Misguider follows from 
tawÎÐd, which does not allow for any real agency outside the activity 
of the Real. Ibn ÝArabÐ cites an anecdote and then a few QurÞÁnic 
verses to make the point: 

Iblis asked for a meeting with Muhammad. When permission was 
given to him, it was said to him, “Speak the truth to him.” The angels 
surrounded him, and he was in the station of meekness and abasement 
before Muhammad. He said to him, “O Muhammad! Surely God cre-
ated you for guidance (hidÁya), and there is nothing of guidance in 
your hands. He created me for leading astray (ghawÁya), and there is 
nothing of leading astray in my hands.” Thus he spoke the truth to 
him, and he acknowledged his truthfulness.  

God says, “You do not guide whom you love, but God guides whom-
soever He will” (Q. 28:56). He says, “He inspired [the soul] with its 
lewdness and its godfearing” (Q. 91:8). He says, “All is from God” 

                                    
41 FutÙÎÁt II: 564.4. 
42 FutÙÎÁt III: 304.28. 
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(Q. 4:78). And He says, “There is no crawling thing but that He takes 
it by the forelock” (Q. 11:56).43  

As this little dialogue suggests, Ibn ÝArabÐ holds that Satan accepted 
tawÎÐd. On several occasions he insists that the sin of Iblis had noth-
ing to do with shirk or associating others with God, such as in the 
following example: 

The most disobedient of creatures is Iblis, but the limit of his igno-
rance was that he saw himself better than Adam because he was from 
fire and he believed it to be the most excellent of the elements. The 
limit of his disobedience was that he was commanded to prostrate 
himself before Adam, and he claimed to be too great to prostrate him-
self because of what we mentioned, and he refused, so he disobeyed 
God’s command. Hence God named him an unbeliever, since he com-
bined disobedience and ignorance.44  

Such passages seem to imply that Ibn ÝArabÐ wants to offer a defense 
of Satan in the manner of al-ÍallÁj and others, but he does not go that 
far. Certainly he acknowledges the necessity of Satan’s activity not 
only for human wretchedness, but also for felicity. He does not, how-
ever, defend Satan’s motivations. His theological position can again 
be clarified in terms of the distinction between the two commands and 
their connection with the two sorts of mercy, nondelimited and delim-
ited, also called the mercy of gratuitous favor (minna or imtinÁn) and 
that of necessity (wujÙb). The first sort of mercy is none other than 
wujÙd (being, existence), which is bestowed on all things by the 
Breath of the All-merciful and the engendering command. “The abode 
of mercy is the abode of wujÙd.”45 This cosmic mercy is nondelimited 
because it reaches everything without exception. As for the delimited 
kind, God makes it obligatory on himself through his promises to re-
ward those who do good works, but not others. 

That this distinction is the key to Ibn ÝArabÐ’s understanding of Ib-
lis seems to be suggested by the longest anecdote about Iblis in the 
FutÙÎÁt, an account related from Sahl al-TustarÐ, whom Ibn ÝArabÐ 
considered one of the greatest Sufi shaykhs. In his introduction to 
and commentary on the anecdote, Ibn ÝArabÐ wants to explain that 
God’s nondelimited wujÙd includes in its nondelimitation the as-
sumption of every delimited form, a point that is basic to his ontol-
                                    

43 FutÙÎÁt II: 89.13; YaÎyÁ XII: 413-14. 
44 FutÙÎÁt II: 95.34; YaÎyÁ XII: 459-60. 
45 FutÙÎÁt IV: 4.32. 
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ogy.46 This means that the (delimited) mercy of necessity is in fact a 
form taken by the (undelimited) mercy of gratuitous favor, just as the 
prescriptive command is a form taken by the engendering command. 
From the human point of view, it may seem that faith and good 
works necessitate the delimited mercy, but if we are strict in our 
tawÎÐd, nothing can impose necessity on God except God himself. 
Hence, as Ibn ÝArabÐ writes, “He attracts His munificence (jÙd) 
through His munificence,” which is to say that the nondelimited 
mercy drives the servant to seek out the delimited mercy. Grace al-
ways precedes faith. 

Know that God has a delimited munificence and a nondelimited mu-
nificence, for He has delimited some of His munificence by necessity. 
He says, “Your Lord has written upon Himself mercy” (Q. 6:54). In 
other words, He has necessitated and obligated (farÃ) Himself to be 
merciful toward a specific people whom He describes with specific at-
tributes, which are that, “Whosoever of you does something ugly in 
ignorance, and then repents and makes well, He is Forgiving, Ever-
merciful” (Q. 6:54). This is the munificence delimited by necessity for 
those who have this attribute. It is a compensation for this specific 
work. 

Repentance and making well, however, derive from the nondelimited 
munificence. Thus He attracts His munificence through His munifi-
cence. So, no one determines His properties except He, and no one de-
limits Him but He. As for the servant, he is a vanishing accident and 
an object on display. 

Our scholar and leader Sahl b. ÝAbdallÁh said, “I encountered Iblis and 
recognized him, and he knew that I had recognized him. There oc-
curred between us a debate. He spoke to me, and I spoke to him, and 
the discussion became intense. The quarrel was drawn out until I 
stopped short and he stopped short. I was heated and he was heated. 
One of the last things he said to me was this: 

‘O Sahl! God says, “My mercy embraces everything” (Q. 7:156), so 
He made it general. It is not hidden from you that I am a thing, with-
out doubt, for the word thing demands encompassment and generality. 
Thing is the most indefinite of the indefinites, so His mercy embraces 
me.’”  

Sahl said, “By God, he silenced me and bewildered me with the subt- 
lety of his argumentation. He won with verses like this. He understood 
from them what we had not understood. He knew what we did not 

                                    
46 For details, see Chittick 1989, 109ff.  
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know about them and their significance. So I remained bewildered and 
thinking. I began to recite the verse to myself, and when I came to His 
words in it, ‘So I shall write it’ etc., I became happy. I imagined that I 
would win the argument by making manifest to him what would break 
his back. I said to him, ‘O accursed one! God has delimited it with 
specific descriptions that remove it from generality, for He says, “I 
shall write it.”’ 

Iblis smiled and said, ‘O Sahl! I did not think you were so ignorant. I 
did not think that you did not know, O Sahl, that here the delimitation 
is your attribute, not His attribute.’” 

Sahl said, “So I returned to myself and I choked on my spittle, and the 
water caught in my throat. By God, I found no answer, and I did not 
shut the gate in his face. I knew that he was craving something, but he 
turned away, and I turned away. By God, I did not know what would 
come to be after that. For God did not state plainly anything that 
would eliminate this ambiguity. So, for me the situation stayed with 
His will in His creation. I do not judge that He gives it a duration that 
comes to an end or that does not come to an end.” 

Know, brother, that I [sc. Ibn ÝArabÐ ] have gone deeply into the argu-
ments recounted from Iblis, and I have not seen anyone who falls 
shorter than he in arguments or who is more ignorant than he among 
the ÝulamÁÞ. So, when I came to understand this question from him as 
told by Sahl b. ÝAbdallÁh, I was surprised. I came to know that Iblis 
may have some knowledge in which there is no ignorance, for he is 
the teacher of Sahl in this question. 

As for me, I do not take it except from God, so I do not owe a favor to 
Iblis in this question or in any other—praise to God. And I hope it will 
be so for the rest of my life. 

This is a question of roots, not branches. Iblis is expecting to reach 
God’s mercy from gratuitous favor and nondelimited munificence it-
self, through which He necessitated for Himself what He necessitated 
and with which He turns toward those who repent and make well. So 
the property belongs to God, who is High and Great beyond delimita-
tion in the midst of delimitation. So, nothing is necessitated for God 
other than what He necessitates for Himself.47  

Human beings, then, play a role in cosmogenesis, because their 
works “necessitate” God’s recompense. In fact, however, the neces-
sity derives from God’s delimitation of himself, not man’s influence 
on God. In effect, God creates paradise and hell through human ac-

                                    
47 FutÙÎÁt II: 662.7. For two briefer mentions of this meeting in similar contexts, 

see II: 45.12 (YaÎyÁ 12, 92); III: 466.21. 
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tivity. “If not for us,” says Ibn ÝArabÐ, “the next world would not be-
come distinct from this world.”48 

Given the repercussions of human activity in worlds that extend 
indefinitely beyond the visible realm, it is impossible to understand 
the full implications of human nature without receiving knowledge 
from God, e.g., through prophecy, which comes in the form of re-
ports and rulings, the latter being the specific realm of the prescrip-
tive command. In order for prophetic guidance to be meaningful, 
however, there must also be a call to misguidance, or there would be 
no reason to turn away from God in the first place. This is to say that 
God’s mercy and guidance demand the existence of Iblis. As Ibn 
ÝArabÐ puts it, “Were there no prescription, no satan would ever come 
near a human being to lead him astray, for that would be useless  
(Ýabath), and the Real does nothing useless, for all is His act ‘and to 
Him the whole affair is returned’” (Q. 11:123).49  

Ibn ÝArabÐ reminds us that it is prescription itself that brings the 
satans into existence while advising “courtesy” (adab) in dealing 
with God. Even though everything comes from God, directly or indi-
rectly, people should acknowledge that good (khayr), but take evil 
(sharr), if they must, from Iblis. 

If the Real makes you blind and deaf and uses you in the grip of evil, 
it is part of courtesy that you do not take it from the hand of the Real. 
Take it from the hand of the one named “Satan,” for evil comes to you 
on his hand. Were this postman (barÐd) to disappear, the property of 
evil would not occur in existence. And, the only thing that made evil 
itself manifest from this Satan is prescription.50 

The cosmic role of Iblis allows us to recognize that Adam, Eve, and 
Satan did not fall (hubÙÔ) from the Garden for the same reasons. 
Adam and Eve were not being punished. Rather, they were being 
honored, for God created Adam to be his vicegerent and Eve to be 
the mother of his children. Only Iblis was being punished, but he was 
also being sent to lead people astray.51 Nonetheless, he is held ac-
countable for his blameworthy activity, for God did not force him to 
do what he did. Ibn ÝArabÐ makes this point in a number of ways, for 
example in a little dialogue:  

                                    
48 FutÙÎÁt III: 253.21. 
49 FutÙÎÁt III: 527.6 (Chittick 1998, 120). 
50 FutÙÎÁt IV: 223.25. 
51 FutÙÎÁt I: 231.34 (YaÎyÁ 3, 404-5); III: 143.33, 382.3; IV: 4.26. 
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Iblis said to the Real, “You commanded me to do what You did not de-
sire to occur from me. If You had desired that I prostrate myself before 
Adam, I would have prostrated myself.” 

God said to him, “When did you come to know that I did not desire 
prostration from you? Was is after the occurrence of your refusal and 
the elapse of the time of the command, or before it?” 

[Satan] said to Him, “After the occurrence of the refusal, I came to 
know that, if You had desired me to prostrate myself, I would have 
prostrated myself.” 

God said to him, “That is why I took you to task.”52  

The conclusion that Ibn ÝArabÐ immediately draws is typical of his 
perspective: “No one is taken to task for anything but ignorance.” The 
way to salvation lies in knowledge, specifically knowledge of tawÎÐd. 
He often quotes or refers to the sound hadith, “Those who know that 
there is no god but God will enter the Garden.” One might respond 
that if this is the case, Iblis has nothing to worry about, because he 
certainly knows that much. Ibn ÝArabÐ writes, “Iblis knew that Ge-
henna does not allow the folk of tawÎÐd to stay forever within it and 
that God will never leave a muwaÎÎid in it, whatever may be the path 
of his tawÎÐd. Iblis depended on this in his own case, so in one respect 
he had knowledge, but in another respect he was ignorant.”53  

Some of his ignorance was his belief that the people of shirk will 
suffer forever. This is why his goal is not simply to get people to dis-
obey the prescriptive command, but rather to become mushriks. Iblis 
knows that God has denied the mushriks entrance to paradise, and 
like many theologians, he takes this to mean that their suffering will 
never end. Ibn ÝArabÐ, however, offers numerous scriptural and theo-
logical arguments to show that the suffering will eventually cease. 54 
Mushriks will not leave hell, but they will find that it is a pleasant 
and appropriate place for them to be. Ibn ÝArabÐ makes some of these 
points while explaining the significance of the verse, “Satan prom-
ises you poverty and commands you to indecency, and God promises 
you forgiveness from Him and bounty” (Q. 2:268). 

                                    
52 FutÙÎÁt III: 124.15. 
53 FutÙÎÁt III: 382.20. 
54 See William C. Chittick, “Ibn al-ÝArabÐ’s Hermeneutics of Mercy,” in: Stephen 

Katz, ed. (2000), Mysticism and Sacred Scripture, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
153-68 and idem (2005), Ibn ÝArabÐ: Heir to the Prophets, Oxford: Oneworld, 2005, 
chapter 9. 
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The fall of Iblis was for the sake of leading astray. Then, when God’s 
mercy becomes all-inclusive, everything by which he leads astray the 
children of Adam will recoil upon him. For God made man’s every 
opposition (mukhÁlafa) to derive from the casting and leading astray 
of the Enemy. He says, “Satan promises you poverty and commands 
you to indecency,” that is, [he commands you] to make it manifest, 
which is to say that it should occur from you. For Satan knows that the 
Real relieves man from [responsibility for] what his own soul says to 
him and from the ugliness within him, unless he manifests it with his 
own limbs through activity. That is “indecency.”  

Thus God says, “And God promises you forgiveness from Him” for 
the indecency that occurs from you because Satan has commanded 
you to do it; “and bounty,” because of the poverty that Satan has pro-
mised you.  

This is the most enormous and difficult verse heard by Iblis, because 
he knows that his leading astray will not profit him. This is why he is 
eagerly desirous only of shirk specifically, for he has heard the Real 
say, “Surely God does not forgive that anyone be associated with 
Him” (Q. 4:48). He imagines that the duration of punishment for shirk 
is endless, but God did not say that. The mushrik has no escape from 
punishment or from dwelling in Gehenna, for he will not emerge from 
the Fire (Q. 2:167), so he will dwell there everlastingly. But God did 
not remark upon the end of the duration of chastisement and wretch-
edness within it. There is nothing to be feared except that—not the 
fact that it is an abode of staying for those who inhabit it.  

So, God declared it true that the mushrik will be taken to task for his 
shirk. This is like the enactment of a penalty for those who are desig-
nated for it, whether it be in this world or the next world. These are 
divine penalties that the Real enacts on His servant if He does not for-
give their causes. Iblis was ignorant of the end of the duration of the 
punishment of the mushrik for his shirk.55  

Ibn ÝArabÐ mentions that Iblis was a muwaÎÎid and not a mushrik on 
a number of occasions, but he maintains nonetheless that Iblis will 
suffer the punishment of the mushriks and something additional as 
well. His chastisement in hell will be more severe than that of any 
other creature,56 and he will stay in hell forever. Ibn ÝArabÐ explains 
the severity of his punishment in terms of the hadith, “He who sets 
down an ugly sunna will carry its burden (wizr) and the burden of 
those who act by it.” 

                                    
55 FutÙÎÁt III: 382.4. 
56 FutÙÎÁt I: 300.8; YaÎyÁ IV: 382. 
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The fall of Iblis was a fall of abandonment, punishment, and acquiring 
burdens, for disobedience does not demand the everlastingness of 
wretchedness. After all, he was not a mushrik. Rather, he was proud of 
the way God had created him. God, however, wrote him down as 
wretched, and the abode of wretchedness is singled out for the folk of 
shirk. So, God sent him to the earth to set down the sunna of shirk by 
whispering in the hearts of the servants. When they associate, Iblis de-
clares himself quit of the mushrik and shirk (Q. 59:16). But, declaring 
himself quit has no profit for him, for he is the one who said to him, 
“Disbelieve!,” as God has reported (Q. 59:16). Hence the burden of 
every mushrik in the world recoils upon him, even though he is a mu-
waÎÎid, for he set down an ugly sunna, and upon him is its burden and 
the burden of those who acted by it.57  

Ibn ÝArabÐ continues this passage by telling us that the only way Sa-
tan can instill shirk in people, given that it goes against human na-
ture, is to keep it firmly fixed in his own imagination. In effect, he is 
participating in shirk, even if he knows it theoretically to be false.  

So Iblis is never separate from shirk, and that is why God made him 
wretched, for he cannot conceive of tawÎÐd for a single breath, be-
cause he clings to this attribute and eagerly desires that it persist in the 
soul of the mushrik. Were it to leave the soul [of Iblis], the mushrik 
would not find anyone to speak of shirk in his soul, so shirk would 
leave him.58 

VI. WaÎdat al-WujÙd Revisited  

In the Muslim popular imagination and much of the secondary litera-
ture, Ibn ÝArabÐ’s name is inseparable from waÎdat al-wujÙd, “the 
Oneness of Being.” It is not difficult to see why his metaphysics and 
cosmology might be given this label. He commonly uses the basic 
philosophical term wujÙd as a designation for God, and he often re-
turns to God’s creation of the universe by means of the command 
“Be!” This is what he calls an “existential utterance” (lafÛa wujÙdi-
yya), because its fruit is “being” (kawn) as a whole, the wujÙd that is 
given to every word articulated in the All-merciful Breath. Nonethe-
less, given the diverse ways in which people have understood waÎdat 
al-wujÙd over history, the statement that he believed in it is a fre-
quent and gross misrepresentation of his teachings. Suffice it to re-

                                    
57 FutÙÎÁt I: 232.3; YaÎyÁ III: 404-5. 
58 FutÙÎÁt I: 232.14; YaÎyÁ III: 406.14. 
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member that the first person to claim he supported it was the Han-
balite polemicist Ibn Taymiyya, who considered it synonymous with 
kufr (unbelief) and ilÎÁd (heresy). For Ibn Taymiyya, as for some 
supporters of Ibn ÝArabÐ in the past and not a few aficionados in the 
present, waÎdat al-wujÙd means “All is He” (hama Ùst)—to use the 
gloss of Shaykh AÎmad SirhindÐ.59 

There is no doubt that Ibn ÝArabÐ asserts the Oneness of the Real 
Being (al-wujÙd al-Îaqq), but so does every other Muslim theolo-
gian. More importantly for the human situation, Ibn ÝArabÐ also as-
serts the multiplicity of the Real’s manifestations and the necessity to 
differentiate among them. As he says in a typical passage,  

Were we to halt with “Be!” we would see nothing but One Entity (Ýayn 
wÁÎida). But we halt only with the traces (ÁthÁr) of this word, and 
these are the engendered things (mukawwanÁt). So they become many, 
numerous, and distinct through their individuals.60 

The fact that Ibn ÝArabÐ halts with the traces of the One Word has 
been lost on most of those who categorize him under waÎdat al-
wujÙd, whether as praise or blame. If we look carefully, we can see 
that for him, claiming that “All is He” is the pretext offered by Iblis, 
who thinks that he can depend on the engendering command to reap 
the fruit of God’s nondelimited mercy. The key to people’s existential 
and ontological situation lies not in the oneness of wujÙd that is af-
firmed by the engendering command, but in the diversity of manifes-
tation and the delimitation of mercy affirmed by the prescriptive 
command. Only prescription allows people to reap the fruit of their 
freedom. This is the point that Ibn ÝArabÐ is making in this passage: 

God gives to His servants by Himself and on the hands of His mes-
sengers. If something comes to you on the Messenger’s hand, take it 
without any scale (mÐzÁn), but if something comes to you on God’s 
hand, take it with a scale. For God is identical with every giver, but He 
has forbidden you to take every gift. This is why He says, “Whatever 
the Messenger gives you, take; whatever he forbids you, forgo” (Q. 
59:7). Hence, if you take from the Messenger, this will be more profit-
able for you and better for achieving your felicity. Your taking from 
the Messenger is nondelimited, but your taking from God is delimited. 

                                    
59 See William C. Chittick (1994), “RÙmÐ and WaÎdat al-wujÙd,” in: A. Banani, 

R. Hovannisian, and G. Sabagh, eds., Poetry and Mysticism in Islam: The Heritage 
of RÙmÐ, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 70-111 and idem (2002), “WaÎdat 
al-ShuhÙd,” EI2 XI: 37-9. 

60 FutÙÎÁt III: 284.16; Chittick 1998, 197-8. 
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The Messenger himself is delimited, but taking from him is nondelim-
ited. God is not delimited by any delimitation, but taking from Him is 
delimited.61 

Ibn ÝArabÐ did not employ the expression waÎdat al-wujÙd, and there 
is no reason to suppose from his own writings that he would have 
considered it an appropriate designation for his perspective. His pre-
ferred term for his activity was taÎqÐq, “realization.” The word 
means to understand and actualize Îaqq. As a QurÞÁnic divine name, 
Îaqq means the Truth and Reality, that is God, the Real wujÙd. As a 
human attribute, it designates the right, the true, the worthy, the ap-
propriate, and the just, as well as duty and responsibility. The Îaqq 
that is accessible to human beings appears by means of the delimited 
disclosure of the nondelimited One, for the Real created everything 
with a reality (ÎaqÐqa) appropriate (ÎaqÐq) to its own niche in the Di-
vine Breath. Everything is a disclosure of the Real, and as such eve-
rything is real, right, appropriate, and true.  

For people to make good use of their embodiment in clay, they 
need to recognize the differing Îaqqs of things, that is, the diverse 
demands that things make upon them. These are determined not by 
the fact that things manifest the One wujÙd, but by the fact that each 
is a unique and delimited disclosure representing a specific Îaqq that 
must be understood if one is to act appropriately and rightly. Thus the 
basic human task is encapsulated in the sound hadith, “Give to every-
thing that has a Îaqq its Îaqq.” In order to do this, people need to 
recognize things for what they are in the context of the Îaqq of God, 
the Îaqq of the cosmos, and the Îaqq of the knowing self. Having 
gained this understanding, people need to act bi-l-Îaqq, appropriately 
and rightly. It is precisely the prescriptive command that provides the 
guidance for discernment and activity. 

In short, Ibn ÝArabÐ’s cosmology attempts to clarify not only the 
structure of the cosmos, but also its relationship with al-wujÙd al-
Îaqq and the human self. The mythic language of the QurÞÁn—
angels and jinn and satans—helps bring home the fact that the world 
out there is not distinct from the world in here. Given the real pres-
ence of Iblis in both the cosmic process and the human soul, ethics 
and morality cannot be placed into the category of the conventional 
or the subjective, but instead must be recognized as having an objec-
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tivity at least as real as our own physical embodiment. Making a 
sharp distinction between self and other, subject and object, values 
and facts, is contingent upon ignoring the Îaqq of things. It is true 
that such dualistic thinking has dominated the Western mindset since 
the Enlightenment and has made possible the appearance of modern 
science, but this historical fact says nothing about whether or not this 
way of looking at things is Îaqq—true and appropriate to the cosmic 
and human situation.  

 
 



ÏQÀÝ 
MUSIKALISCHE METRIK BEI AL-FÀRÀBÏ (GEST. 950)  

UND IHR EBENBILD BEI THOINOT ARBEAU (GEST. 1595) 

Eckhard Neubauer, Universität Frankfurt 

Mit zu den frühesten Zeugnissen der arabischen Literatur in islami-
scher Zeit gehören Bücher über die Theorie der Musik. Sie entstan-
den seit dem 2./8. Jahrhundert und sind uns in Zitaten oder auch voll-
ständig erhalten. Bereits die älteste bekannte Musiktheorie in arabi-
scher Sprache umfasste die drei Aspekte „Töne“ (nagham), musikali-
sche Metrik (ÐqÁÝ) und „Komposition“ (taÞlÐf), die für die musikali-
sche Praxis grundlegend sind.1 

Die Lehre vom ÐqÁÝ, wörtlich das „Fallenlassen“ eines Stabes (qa-
ÃÐb) zum Markieren von Metrum und Rhythmus, war in Analogie zur 
prosodischen Metrik (ÝarÙÃ)2 gebildet. Zwei musikalische „Perioden“ 
(dawr, pl. adwÁr) bilden eine metrische Einheit (ÐqÁÝ) wie zwei 
Halbverse (miÒrÁÝ) den Vers (bayt) eines Gedichtes. Danach bestand 
das arabische Kunstlied (Òawt) offenbar in der Regel aus geradzahli-
gen musikalischen Perioden. Als metrisches Skelett der Lieder war 
der ÐqÁÝ Hilfe bei der Komposition und Mittel musikalischer Analyse. 

Die sechs zentralen Metren der Kunstmusik (ghinÁÞ) bildeten je 
drei „schwere“ (thaqÐl) und drei „leichte“ (khafÐf) „Gattungen“ (ajnÁs, 
sing. jins) mit jeweils langen oder kurzen Grundschlägen im Verhält-
nis 2:1.3 Hierunter fiel der auch als Versmass bekannte ramal,4 der zu-

                                    
1  Farmer, H.G. (1965), The Sources of Arabian Music, 2. Aufl., Leiden, 1 ff.; 

Neubauer, E. (1998), Arabische Musiktheorie von den Anfängen bis zum 6./12. Jahr- 
hundert, Frankfurt, 43 ff. 

2  Zur arabischen Prosodie s. Heinrichs, W. (1987), „Poetik, Rhetorik, Literatur-
kritik, Metrik und Reimlehre“, in: H. Gätje (ed.), Grundriss der Arabischen Philolo-
gie, II: Literaturwissenschaft, Wiesbaden, 177-207, hier 190-200. 

3  Dazu zählen das „erste schwere“ Metrum (al-thaqÐl al-awwal) und seine 
„leichte“ Form (khafÐf al-thaqÐl al-awwal) mit Folgen von „schweren“ bzw. „leich-
ten“ Schlägen, die in westlicher Notation als 4/2- bzw. 4/4-Takte darstellbar sind, 
sowie das „zweite schwere“ Metrum (al-thaqÐl al-thÁnÐ) mit seiner „leichten“ Form 
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sammen mit hazaj und rajaz einen der Metrenkreise des al-KhalÐl b. 
AÎmad bildet.5 Der hazaj hatte im ÐqÁÝ zunächst, wie auch in der frü-
hen prosodischen Metrik,6 eine Sonderstellung als Aussenseiter oder 
sogar als Teil einer eigenen hazaj-Familie,7 während der rajaz im ÐqÁÝ 
ganz fehlt. Dieser gehörte nicht in den Bereich des metrisierten  
Gesangs im professionellen ghinÁÞ, sondern zur metrisch freien Kan-
tillation (tarannum) von zunächst Arbeitsliedern8 und später auch 
Lehrgedichten, die nicht Sache der städtischen und höfischen Musik 
waren. 

Analog zu den Versmassen bestanden die Grundformen der musi-
kalischen Praxis aus bestimmten Folgen von Kürzen und Längen. 
Beim „schweren“ ramal beispielsweise waren es eine Länge und 
zwei Kürzen, gefolgt von einer Pause.9 Die Grundform wurde in der 
Praxis vielfach modifiziert und bildete so das metrisch-rhythmische 
Gerüst einer gesungenen Melodie oder auch eines Tanzes. Ein dem 
„schweren“ ramal vergleichbares Metrum liegt noch der Sarabande 
(pers. sar-band) zugrunde, deren charakteristischer „schwerer“ zwei-
ter Taktteil ein der westlichen Musik fremdes Element bildet. 

Zur Bestimmung und Benennung eines Liedes wurde im frühen 
Islam an erster Stelle das Metrum genannt. Es wurde als wichtiger 
angesehen als der melodische Modus. Dieser war dem Metrum unter- 
geordnet.10 Die musikalische Metrik der Bagdader Hofmusik un- 
ter IbrÁhÐm al-MawÒilÐ (gest. 188/804) und seinem Sohn IsÎÁq al-

                                    

(khafÐf al-thaqÐl al-thÁnÐ), darstellbar als 5/2- bzw. 5/4-Takte, s. Neubauer 1998, 
202-5. 

4  Der „schwere“ ramal (al-ramal al-thaqÐl) entspricht einem 3/2-Takt, seine 
„leichte“ Version (khafÐf al-ramal) einem 3/4-Takt, s. Neubauer 1998, 200-1. 

5  Heinrichs 1987, 197. 
6  Ebd. 192. 
7  Als einzelnes, ins ÐqÁÝ-System integriertes Metrum lässt sich seine Schlagfolge 

einem 6/8-Takt vergleichen, s. Neubauer 1998, 205-7. 
8  Heinrichs 1987, 192. 
9  In seiner auf die Schläge der „Periode“ reduzierten Form, die aus einer Länge 

und zwei Kürzen besteht, entspricht der ramal der Praktiker dem gleichnamigen 
Versmass. Dessen Silbenfolge fÁÝilÁtun hat analog zwei gleichwertige Teile: fÁÝi (ei-
ne Länge = 2) + lÁtun (zwei Kürzen = 1 + 1). Der prosodische ramal ist hier also 
nicht als „hinkende“ Sequenz stereotyper Längen und Kürzen der Form 2 (fÁ) + 1 
(Ýi) + 2 (lÁ) + 2 (tun) zu werten, sondern als die rhythmisierte Folge 1 1/2 (fÁ) + 1/2 
(Ýi) + 1 (lÁ) + 1 (tun). In Notenwerten ausgedrückt sind das ein punktiertes Viertel 
mit einem Achtel (oder das erste und dritte Viertel einer Vierteltriole), gefolgt von 
zwei Vierteln, s. Neubauer 1998, 200-1, 206. 

10  Ebd. 16-18, 104-5. 
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MawÒilÐ (gest. 235/850) fand nicht nur Eingang in das bedeuten- 
de „Grosse Buch der Lieder“, das KitÁb al-AghÁnÐ al-kabÐr von AbÙ 
l-Faraj al-IÒfahÁnÐ (gest. 356/967),11 sondern blieb auch bis ins 5./11. 
Jahrhundert in den östlichen islamischen Ländern12 und bis ins 7./13. 
Jahrhundert im muslimischen Spanien13 grundlegend für die musika-
lische Praxis und die dieser verbundenen Kompositionslehre. 

Im Unterricht war die musikalische Metrik ein wesentlicher Be-
standteil des Stoffes für Sänger, Lautenisten und Komponisten bei-
derlei Geschlechtes. Nach heutigem Wissen kann sie, auch wenn ge-
wisse griechisch-byzantinische14 und sasanidisch-persische15 Anre-
gungen verarbeitet wurden, als eine im wesentlichen autochthon ara-
bische Disziplin angesehen werden und scheint in ihrer Art einzig 
gewesen zu sein. Praxis und Theorie des ÐqÁÝ gelangten nach Nord-
afrika und al-Andalus, über Iran nach Zentralasien und von dort ins 
muslimische Indien und westlich bis ins Osmanische Reich. 

Die einheimische Metrenlehre wurde auch von Universalgelehrten 
wie AbÙ YÙsuf al-KindÐ (gest. nach 256/870) aufgegriffen, wenn die-
se im Rahmen ihrer Schriften über Musik handelten,16 und sie wurde 
von AbÙ NaÒr al-FÁrÁbÐ (gest. 339/950) einer kritischen Prüfung un-
terzogen und dem Leser in einer eigenen Darstellung vor Augen ge-
führt, die in der islamischen Musikliteratur nicht ihresgleichen hat. 
Das in mehreren Anläufen entstandene17 und mehrfach modifizierte 
                                    

11  Ebd. 187. 
12  Ibn Zayla (gest. 440/1048), al-KÁfÐ fi l-mÙsÐqÐ, ed. Z. YÙsuf, Kairo 1964, 44-63. 
13  MuÎammad b. TÁwÐt al-ÓanjÐ (1968), „al-ÓarÁÞiq wa-l-alÎÁn al-mÙsÐqiyya fÐ 

IfrÐqiya wa-l-Andalus“, al-AbÎÁth 21:93-115, speziell 98-102. 
14  Bei al-FÁrÁbÐ, s. Neubauer 1998, 192-5. 
15  Ibn KhurradÁdhbih (gest. 300/913) schreibt den Persern bereits in vorislami-

scher Zeit die Verwendung von Metren zu, s. ebd., 16-17, 64. 
16  Neubauer 1998, 78-80. 
17  Zunächst zwei Kapitel in seinem KitÁb al-MÙsÐqÐ al-kabÐr, ed. Gh. ÝA. Kha- 

shaba und M. A. al-ÍifnÐ, Kairo 1967, 435-81, 983-1055; franz. Übers. R. d'Erlan-
ger, La musique arabe, Paris 1930, 1: 150-7, ebd. 1935, 2: 26-48. Anschliessend sei-
ne erste Monographie KitÁb al-ÏqÁÝÁt, Text in Faksimile und Übers. bei Neubauer 
1998, 128-84. Schliesslich seine zweite Monographie zum Thema, KitÁb IÎÒÁÞ al-
ÐqÁÝÁt, Text und Übers. ebd., 185-308. Für Studien über al-FÁrÁbÐ's Metrik s. G. Sa-
wa (1983-4), „Al-FÁrÁbÐ's Theory of the ÐqÁÝ: An Empirically Derived Medieval Mo-
del of Rhythmic Analysis“, Progress Reports in Ethnomusicology, Baltimore, Mary-
land (Department of Music, University of Maryland Baltimore County), 1,9: 1-32; 
ders., Music Performance Practice in the Early ÝAbbÁsid Era 132-320 AH/750-932 
AD, Toronto 1989, 2. Aufl., Ottawa 2004, 35-71; ders. (2002), „Theories of Rhythm 
and Meter in the Medieval Middle East“, The Garland Encyclopedia of World Mu-
sic, 6: The Middle East, New York und London, 387-93. 
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Gebäude der musikalischen Metrik al-FÁrÁbÐ's trug gegenüber der ein-
fachen Lehre der Praktiker der musikalischen Realität besser Rech-
nung. Das der Prosodie entlehnte metrische Paar der kurzen, „leich-
ten“ und der langen, „schweren“ Silbe, das den Musikern in der Regel 
zur Darstellung der Metren ausreichte, erweiterte al-FÁrÁbÐ zu einer 
Trias von drei „Zeiten“ (zamÁn), in der zum kurzen (khafÐf) und dem 
langen (thaqÐl) Zeitwert ein mittellanger (mutawassiÔ) hinzukam. Er 
vereinheitlichte die Schlagfolgen der Praxis und reduzierte sie zu 
taktartigen Gebilden in Gruppen mit jeweils gleichlangen, kurzen, 
mittleren oder langen Schlägen. Aus dem „schweren“ ramal der Prak-
tiker mit einer Länge, zwei Kürzen und anschliessender Pause wurde 
so bei al-FÁrÁbÐ eine Grundform mit zwei Längen und einer Pause, in 
der die ursprünglichen beiden Kürzen die zweite Länge ergeben. Die 
Form der Praxis (2+1+1+Pause) war nach seinem System bereits eine 
Modifikation der Grundform (2+2+Pause), in welcher der zweite 
Schlag verdoppelt wird. Al-FÁrÁbÐ stellte auch die Schläge und ihre 
Zeitwerte durch Merksilben dar. Diese Merksilben oder Lautsymbole 
der musikalisch-metrischen Fachsprache sind es, die uns hier interes-
sieren. Bei al-FÁrÁbÐ lauten sie:18 

ta- oder na- für den kurzen Zeitwert  =  1, 
tan für den mittleren Zeitwert  =  2  und 
tannan oder tanna für den langen Zeitwert  =  4. 

Diesen „in allen Sprachen“19 artikulierbaren Tonsilben, wie al-FÁrÁbÐ 
sagt,20 entsprachen aber nicht, wie man erwarten würde, von der 
menschlichen Stimme gesungene Töne unterschiedlicher Länge, 
sondern „Schläge“ (naqra, pl. naqarÁt) auf dem Hauptinstrument der 
arabischen Hof- und Kunstmusik, der Laute (ÝÙd). Wie das Tonsy-

                                    
18  Genauer gesagt ist ta (1) bei al-FÁrÁbÐ die Umsetzung der prosodischen Kürze, 

tan (2) die Umsetzung der prosodischen Länge als kleinster „schwerer“ Schlag ge-
genüber einem mittleren „schweren“ Schlag der Länge tannan oder tanna (4), s. 
Neubauer 1998, 206. 

19  Eine Folge nahezu identischer Silben mit einer Mischung aus metrischen und 
lautmalenden Elementen verwendete schon der römische Dichter und Vermittler 
griechischer Sprache Quintus Ennius (239-169 v.u.Z.). In seinen der römischen Ge-
schichte gewidmeten Annales charakterisierte er den kriegerischen Klang der tuba 
mit dem Wort taratantara, s. J. Vahlen (ed.) (1903), Ennianae poesis reliquiae, 
Leipzig, 2. Aufl., Nachdr. Amsterdam 1963, 140; Günther Wille (1967), Musica Ro-
mana, Amsterdam, 77. 

20  AbÙ NaÒr al-FÁrÁbÐ, KitÁb al-ÏqÁÝÁt, in: Neubauer 1998, 179 (arab. Text), 142 
(Übers.). 
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stem der arabischen, persischen und türkischen Kunstmusik bis ins 
9./15. Jahrhundert hinein auf der Laute dargestellt wurde, so war zu-
nächst auch die musikalische Metrik auf dieses Instrument bezogen. 
Erst im 7./13. Jahrhundert wird die Rahmentrommel (daff) ausdrück-
lich als „Hüter“ (nigÁh-dÁr) des Metrums gegenüber den Melodiein-
strumenten genannt,21 und erst im 10./16. Jahrhundert zeigt sich die-
se Funktion der Rhythmusinstrumente in einer wesentlich veränder-
ten metrischen Fachsprache (s. unten). 

Al-FÁrÁbÐ stellt die grundlegenden Zeitwerte der drei „schweren“ 
Metren als vierwertige tannan-Schläge dar, die Grundschläge der 
drei „leichten“ Metren als zweiwertige tan-Schläge und diejenigen 
des schnellsten der Metren mit Namen hazaj als einwertigen ta- bzw. 
na-Schlag. Danach stehen die Zeitwerte der Schläge in folgendem 
Verhältnis zueinander: 

tannan   tannan  4 4 
tan  tan  tan tan 2  +  2 2  +  2 
ta-na  ta-na  ta-na ta-na 1+1+1+1 1+1+1+1 

Die „Grundformen“ (uÒÙl, sing. aÒl) der Perioden der einzelnen Me-
tren bestehen, bei den Musikern wie bei al-FÁrÁbÐ, aus einer Anzahl 
von Schlägen und einer abschliessenden Pause oder „Trennung“ 
(fÁÒila), die streng genommen nicht mehr zur Periode zählt. Das „er-
ste schwere“ Metrum (al-thaqÐl al-awwal), das wir als vier Halbe 
(4/2) notieren würden, ist eine Folge von drei tannan-Schlägen und 
einer von al-FÁrÁbÐ durch Punkte (...) oder kleine Kreise (o o) darge-
stellten Trennpause: 

tannan  tannan  tannan  o o 

In seiner Beschreibung der Metren verzeichnet al-FÁrÁbÐ im An-
schluss an die Grundform eine Reihe charakteristischer „Veränderun-
gen“ (taghyÐrÁt) oder „Modifizierungen“ (maÝdÙlÁt). Zunächst kann 
die Pause, deren Länge derjenigen eines der Grundschläge entspricht, 
durch einen „Übergang“ (majÁz) genannten Schlag ausgefüllt werden: 

tannan  tannan  tannan  tannan 

Der „Übergang“ verbindet die erste mit der zweiten Periode. Der 
gleiche Schlag nach der zweiten Periode, der den ÐqÁÝ abschliesst, 
heisst „Stütze“ (iÝtimÁd).  
                                    

21  ÝAlÁÞ al-DÐn ÝAlÐshÁh al-Munajjim al-BukhÁrÐ (schrieb 686/1287), AshjÁr wa-
athmÁr, Hds. Teheran, Majlis 6400, fol. 133a, mit Dank an Amir Hosein Pourjavady. 
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Als nächstes können Schläge verdoppelt werden. Im zweiten ÐqÁÝ-
Kapitel seines KitÁb al-MÙsÐqÐ al-kabÐr22 und den nachfolgenden 
monographischen Schriften zum Thema, dem KitÁb al-ÏqÁÝÁt23 und 
dem KitÁb IÎÒÁÞ al-ÐqÁÝÁt24 nennt al-FÁrÁbÐ die folgenden Beispiele 
für Modifikationen der Grundform des „ersten schweren“ Metrums 
(al-thaqÐl al-awwal) in  lockerer Reihenfolge: 

Zunächst können alle Schläge verdoppelt werden: 

tan tan tan tan tan tan tan tan 

Anschliessend kann der jeweils zweite Schlag des verdoppelten er-
sten, zweiten und vierten Schlages fortfallen: 

tan  o tan  o tan tan tan  o 

Diese Möglichkeit wird nur einmal erwähnt, ist aber sicherlich ana-
log anwendbar. Anschliessend folgt die Verdoppelung des ersten, 
zweiten und dritten Schlages. Der vierte Schlag kann dabei „ange-
deutet“, „gehaucht“ oder als kürzerer Schlag gespielt werden (wofür 
es noch keine spezielle Merksilbe gibt): 

tan tan tan tan tan tan tan  o 

Möglich ist weiterhin die Verdoppelung des zweiten und des vierten 
Schlages („angenehm für das Ohr“): 

tannan  tan tan  tannan  tan tan 

Oder die Verdoppelung nur des zweiten Schlages (auch „angenehm 
für das Ohr“): 

tannan  tan tan  tannan  tannan 

Es folgt die Verdoppelung des vierten Schlages: 

tannan  tannan  tannan  tan tan 

Die Verdoppelung des dritten Schlages: 

tannan  tannan  tan tan  tannan 

Die Verdoppelung des zweiten und des dritten Schlages: 

tannan tan tan tan tan tannan 

                                    
22  al-FÁrÁbÐ, KitÁb al-MÙsÐqÐ al-kabÐr, 1045-8; franz. Übers. d'Erlanger 1935, 45-

6. 
23  Text und Übers. in Neubauer 1998, 150-1, 176. 
24  Text und Übers. ebd. 227-30, 287-91. 
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Die Verdoppelung des ersten Schlages: 

tan tan  tannan  tannan  tannan 

Die Verdoppelung des ersten und des zweiten Schlages: 

tan tan  tan tan  tannan  tannan 

Die Verdoppelung des ersten, zweiten und dritten Schlages: 

tan tan  tan tan  tan tan  tannan 

Und schliesslich die Verdoppelung des zweiten, dritten und vierten 
Schlages: 

tannan tan tan tan tan tan tan 

Al-FÁrÁbÐ beschreibt auch zahlreiche weitere Möglichkeiten, die 
Grundformen zu modifizieren oder auch unterschiedlich strukturierte 
Perioden miteinander zu verbinden, die in unserem Zusammenhang 
nicht weiter von Interesse sind. 

Die metrische Silbensprache, die uns bei al-FÁrÁbÐ entgegentritt, 
wurde im Prinzip bis ins 9./15. Jahrhundert hinein verwendet. Die 
Entwicklung hin zu längeren und komplizierteren Metren, die zwi-
schen dem 5./11. und 7./13. Jahrhundert stattfand, machte es aller-
dings erforderlich, die Fachsprache der Musiker der neuen Situation 
anzupassen. Die Silbenfolgen wurden jetzt konsequent nur noch ad-
ditiv quantitierend verwendet, so dass eine Form wie tanan jetzt 
nicht mehr zwei Töne mit den Zeitwerten 1 und 2, sondern einen Ton 
des Zeitwertes 3 bezeichnete. Das Resultat, zuerst fassbar im Werk 
von ÑafÐ al-DÐn al-UrmawÐ (gest. 693/1294)25, lautet: 

ta  oder  na =  1 Zeiteinheit 
tan =  2 Einheiten 
tanan =  3 Einheiten 
tananan =  4 Einheiten 

Jetzt wurde das Metrum ramal, je nachdem ob „leicht“ oder 
„schwer“, mit zehn, zwölf oder gar vierundzwanzig Zeitwerten (etwa 

                                    
25  S. sein KitÁb al-AdwÁr und die al-RisÁla al-Sharafiyya, Faksimile-Ausgabe 

(der Handschriften Istanbul, Nuruosmaniye 3653 und Topkap� Saray�, Ahmet III, 
3460) Frankfurt 1984, 74-89 (1. Titel) und 123-9 (2. Titel); entsprechend KitÁb al-
AdwÁr, ed. Gh. ÝA. Khashaba und M. A. al-ÍifnÐ, Kairo 1986 und ed. H. M. al-
Rajab, Bagdad 1980; franz. Übers. R. d'Erlanger (1938), La musique arabe, Paris, 3: 
474-515; al-RisÁla al-Sharafiyya, ed. H. al-Rajab, Bagdad 1982, 198-207; franz. 
Übers. d'Erlanger 1938, 161-72. 
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tan ta-na tan tan ta-na tan = 12, mit Verdoppelung des zweiten und 
fünften Schlages) dargestellt. 

Das neue System der erweiterten Metren wurde nach wie vor auch 
in der traditionellen, von al-FÁrÁbÐ eingeführten Silbensprache über-
liefert. In dieser Form gelangte es von Persien in die osmanisch-
türkische Musikpraxis, wie es aus den Schriften von MuÎammad b. 
ÝAbd al-ÍamÐd al-LÁdhiqÐ (gest. nach 890/1485)26, MaÎmÙd b. ÝAbd 
al-ÝAzÐz b. ÝAbd al-QÁdir al-MarÁghÐ (um 900/1500)27 und den tür-
kisch schreibenden Theoretikern des 9./15. Jahrhunderts aus Anatoli-
en28 hervorgeht.  

Spätestens seit dem 4./10. Jahrhundert gab es noch andere Metho-
den, die Länge der Schläge und die Grundformen der Metren darzu-
stellen, was hier der Vollständigkeit halber erwähnt sei. Entweder 
verwendete man die Buchstaben des arabischen Alphabets in ihrem 
Zahlenwert. Das ergab für die obigen vier verschiedenen Längen, mit 
der kürzesten beginnend, alif (= ta = 1),  bÁÞ (= tan = 2), jÐm (= tanan 
= 3) und dÁl (= tananan = 4). Oder man bediente sich der aus der 
Prosodie bekannten Silbenfolgen der Wurzel f-Ý-l.29 Der oben ge-
nannte, „moderne“ zwölfwertige ramal (der mit dem ersten schweren 
Metrum der frühen Theoretiker nur noch den Namen teilt) lautete 
danach entweder muftaÝilÁtun faÝilun oder muftaÝilun muftaÝilun.30 Zu-
sätzlich gab es noch die ebenfalls der Prosodie entlehnten und für 
den musikalischen Bereich uminterpretierten Begriffe Îaraka oder 
sarÐÝ (= ta = 1), sabab oder khafÐf (= tan = 2), watid oder khafÐf al-
thaqÐl (= tanan = 3) und fÁÒila oder thaqÐl (= tananan = 4).31  

Ein später Ableger der metrischen Silbensprache al-FÁrÁbÐ's im 
europäischen Raum findet sich in verblüffend ähnlicher Form in der 
Orchésographie des französischen Geistlichen und Musikliebhabers 

                                    
26  S. seine al-RisÁla al-FatÎiyya, ed. H. M. al-Rajab, Kuwait 1986, 220-63; 

franz. Übers. d'Erlanger (1939), La musique arabe, Paris, 4: 460-98. 
27  S. seinen MukhtaÒar dar Ýilm-i mÙsÐqÐ, Hds. Istanbul, Nuruosmaniye 3649 (da-

tiert 908/1502), fol. 48b-54b. 
28  S. z.B. E. Popescu-Judetz und E. Neubauer (Ed. und Übers.) (2004), SeydÐ's 

Book on Music. A 15th Century Turkish Discourse, Frankfurt, 113-23. 
29  Heinrichs 1987, 196-7. 
30  ÑafÐ al-DÐn al-UrmawÐ, al-RisÁla al-Sharafiyya, ed. H. al-Rajab (wie Anm. 

25), 206, 207. 
31  Neubauer 1998, 86; ÑafÐ al-DÐn al-UrmawÐ, KitÁb al-AdwÁr, ed. H. M. al-

Rajab (wie Anm. 25), 139-53 passim; ders., al-RisÁla al-Sharafiyya, ed. H. al-Rajab 
(wie Anm. 25), 192-3, 198 ff. 
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Thoinot Arbeau (Anagramm für Jehan Tabourot, 1520-1595).32 Ob-
wohl dieses Buch, das sein Autor in hohem Alter und mit grosser 
Zuneigung zum Thema schrieb, der Darstellung der zeitgenössischen 
Tänze gewidmet ist, beginnt es mit einer Einleitung über Militärmu-
sik und ist zu nahezu einem Viertel der Marschmusik gewidmet. Der 
Grund dafür liegt offensichtlich darin, dass Arbeau in der militäri-
schen Trommelpraxis eine Methode gefunden hatte, Metrik und 
Rhythmus mit Hilfe eingängiger Merksilben zu beschreiben. Er woll-
te die Methode ursprünglich wohl auf die verschiedenen Tänze an-
wenden, hat es dann aber nur bei zweien wirklich getan. Arbeau 
übernimmt die mnemotechnischen Silben der Trommler für die drei 
grundlegenden Tonlängen, die er pesant, moyen und concité nennt33 
– man vergleiche thaqÐl, mutawassiÔ und khafÐf –, und verwendet 
daneben die musikalische Notation seiner Zeit in dem uns bekannten 
System aus fünf Linien, die wir hier, der Einheitlichkeit halber, in 
Zahlen umsetzen (1 = eine Achtelnote): 

tan =  eine halbe Note =  4 
tere =  zwei Viertelnoten =  2 + 2 
fre =  vier Achtelnoten =  1  + 1 + 1 + 1 

Arbeaus tan ist ein „schwerer“ Wert, dem langsamen Marschschritt 
der Zeit entsprechend. Seinen Werten lassen sich al-FÁrÁbÐ's Silben-
muster wie folgt zuordnen: 

bei Arbeau:  bei al-FÁrÁbÐ: 

tan =  eine halbe Note = tannan oder tanna 
tere =  zwei Viertelnoten = tan tan 
fre =  vier Achtelnoten = tana tana 

Arbeaus fre fällt jedoch als Abkürzung für einen kurzen Wirbel me-
thodisch aus dem Rahmen. Seine Möglichkeit, eine lange Silbe durch 
zwei kurze im Verhältnis 2 : 1 zu unterteilen, ist mit der Silbenfolge 
tere als Unterteilung von tan bereits erschöpft. Hier wirkt die ältere, 
trotz al-FÁrÁbÐ's Reform verbreitetere Methode nach, die musikali-
schen Zeitwerte analog zu den prosodischen auf das Paar Länge und 
Kürze zu reduzieren. Soll auch die Unterteilung der musikalischen 

                                    
32  Thoinot Arbeau (1589), Orchésographie, et traicté en forme de dialogue, par 

lequel toutes personnes peuvent facilement apprendre et pratiquer l'honneste exerci-
ce des danses, Langres, die Edition ist foliiert. Nachdr.  Hildesheim, New York 
1980. 

33  Ebd., fol. 7b. 
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Kürze durch sprachliche Hilfssilben ausgedrückt werden, so muss 
man zu anderen Mitteln greifen. Daher ist Arbeaus Darstellung, se-
mantisch gesehen, um einen Zeitwert gegenüber al-FÁrÁbÐ's System 
verschoben, das seinerseits in sich schlüssig ist: 

bei Arbeau:  bei al-FÁrÁbÐ: 

    tannan (4) 
tan =  eine halbe Note (4) =  tan (2) 
te =  eine Viertelnote (2) =  ta  (1) 
fre =  vier Achtelnoten (à 1)  

Als Alternative für tan nennt Arbeau die Form plan, verwendet sie 
aber in seinen Beispielen nicht. Er beschreibt nun seitenlang und auf 
gleiche Weise wie al-FÁrÁbÐ ein metrisches Grundmuster im vier-
Halbe-Takt (4/2) und seine Modifizierungen.34 Auch er nimmt zwei 
Takte als metrische Einheit, mit dem Unterschied allerdings, dass aus 
Gründen geregelten Marschierens nur die Schläge des ersten Taktes 
modifiziert werden, während es im zweiten Takt stets bei dem einen 
Schlag auf der „Eins“ bleibt. Vor dem fünften und letzten tan aller 
seiner Beispiele haben wir uns daher einen imaginären Taktstrich zu 
denken. 

In penibler Vollständigkeit beschreibt Arbeau alle denkbaren Ver-
doppelungen und gibt sie in Noten und metrischer Silbenschrift wie-
der. Er beginnt mit den unverdoppelten Grundschlägen. Nach al-
FÁrÁbÐ's Metrenlehre wäre dies das „erste schwere“ Metrum (al-
thaqÐl al-awwal) mit „Übergangs“-Schlag: 

tan tan tan tan tan 

Als erste Modifikation folgen die vier Möglichkeiten der Verdoppe-
lung jeweils eines Schlages. Der abschliessende tan-Schlag bleibt 
auch in allen folgenden Beispielen als einzelner und betonter Grund-
schlag bestehen: 

tan tan tan tere  tan 
tan tan tere tan tan 
tan tere tan tan tan 
tere tan tan tan tan 

Dann werden je zwei Grundschläge verdoppelt: 

 

                                    
34  Ebd., fol. 9b -14a. 
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tan tan tere  tere  tan 
tan tere tere tan tan 
tan tere tan tere tan 
tere tere tan tan tan 
tere tan tere tan tan 
tere tan tan tere tan 

Als Nächstes kommt die Verdoppelung von je drei Schlägen: 

tan tere tere tere tan 
tere tan tere tere tan 
tere tere tan tere tan 
tere tere tere tan tan 

Abschliessend zur einfachen Verdoppelung gibt Arbeau die innerhalb 
seines Systems einzig mögliche Verdoppelung von vier Schlägen, 
d.h. aller vier Schläge des ersten Taktes, da der abschliessende und 
betonte tan-Schlag auf dem Beginn des zweiten Taktes als solcher 
bestehen bleiben muss: 

tere  tere  tere  tere  tan 

Es folgen die weiteren Unterteilungen, die Arbeau ebenfalls systema-
tisch und ausführlich darstellt. Es sind Verbindungen des Grund-
schlages tan (4) mit der Schlagfolge fre (1+1+1+1). Zunächst wird 
wieder nur einer der Grundschläge unterteilt: 

tan tan tan fre tan 
tan tan fre tan tan 
tan fre tan tan tan 
fre tan tan tan tan 

Dann folgt die Unterteilung von je zwei Grundschlägen: 

tan tan fre fre tan 
tan fre fre tan tan 
tan fre tan fre tan 
fre fre tan tan tan 
fre tan fre tan tan 
fre tan tan fre tan 

Vier Möglichkeiten ergibt die Unterteilung von je drei Grundschlä-
gen: 

tan fre fre fre tan 
fre tan fre fre tan 
fre fre tan fre tan 
fre fre fre tan tan 



ECKHARD NEUBAUER 138

Abschliessend zu dieser Abteilung folgt die Unterteilung aller vier 
Grundschläge des ersten Taktes, wieder unter Beibehaltung des ab-
schliessenden tan-Schlages: 

fre fre fre fre tan 

In der nächsten Gruppe werden je drei tere (2+2) und ein fre 
(1+1+1+1) mit abschliessendem tan (4) kombiniert: 

tere tere tere fre tan 
tere tere fre tere tan 
tere fre tere tere tan 
fre tere tere tere tan 

Es folgen je zwei tere (2+2) und zwei fre (1+1+1+1) mit abschlies- 
sendem tan (4): 

tere tere fre fre tan 
tere fre fre tere tan 
tere fre tere fre tan 
fre fre tere tere tan 
fre tere fre tere tan 
fre tere tere fre tan 

Zum Schluss dieser Abteilung kommen je ein tere (2+2) und drei fre 
(1+1+1+1), wieder mit abschliessendem tan (4): 

tere fre fre fre tan 
fre tere fre fre tan 
fre fre tere fre tan 
fre fre fre tere tan 

Nun folgen, das abschliessende tan nicht gerechnet, die zwölf mögli-
chen Kombinationen von je zwei tan (4) sowie einem tere (2+2) und 
einem fre (1+1+1+1), beginnend mit: 

tan tan tere fre tan 

und endend mit: 

fre tan tan tere tan 

Anschliessend bringt Arbeau die zwölf Kombinationen von je einem 
tan (4), zwei tere (2+2) und einem fre (1+1+1+1), beginnend mit: 

tere  tere  tan   fre tan 

und endend mit: 

fre tere tere tan tan 
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Zum Abschluss kommen die acht möglichen Kombinationen von ei-
nem tan (4), einem tere (2+2) und zwei fre (1+1+1+1), beginnend 
mit: 

fre fre tere tan tan 

und endend mit: 

tan fre fre tere  tan 

Mit unbedeutenden Abweichungen werden hier am Beispiel einer 
metrischen Periode, eines Taktes, die Möglichkeiten, oder besser ein 
Teil der Möglichkeiten durchgespielt, die in der musikalischen Me-
trik al-FÁrÁbÐ's angelegt sind, so als gäbe es eine direkte Verbindung 
zwischen den beiden Autoren, die es nach Lage der Dinge nicht ge-
geben haben kann. Doch ist der Fall äusserst ungewöhnlich. Aus den 
wenigen Beispielen, die al-FÁrÁbÐ seinen Lesern gegeben hat, ent-
steht bei Arbeau in Form eines Kompendiums für angehende 
Trommler die ganze Palette der möglichen Modifikationen innerhalb 
der drei Tonlängen „schwer“, thaqÐl oder pesant (4), mittel, muta-
wassiÔ oder moyen (2) und „leicht“, khafÐf oder concité (1). Bei der 
verblüffenden Ähnlichkeit der Systeme und ihrer Darstellungsweise 
fragt sich natürlich, welchen Weg diese spezielle Metrik von al-
FÁrÁbÐ zu Arbeau genommen haben kann, nachdem eine direkte Ver-
bindung auszuschliessen ist. Al-FÁrÁbÐ's zwei Schriften zu diesem 
Thema wurden bis in Arbeaus Tage weder ins Lateinische noch in ei-
ne andere westliche Sprache übersetzt. Das gleiche gilt für sein 
„Grosses Buch der Musik“. Der Weg führte demnach nicht über die 
Theorie, sondern offensichtlich über die Praxis. Arbeaus Quelle, die 
Militärmusik, gibt dabei die Richtung an. 

Im Anschluss an die lange Reihe der Modifikationen seines 
Hauptmetrums kommt Arbeau auf die vergleichbare Silbensprache 
der Schweizer Trommler zu sprechen.35 Damit weist er einen mögli-
chen Weg über Italien in die Türkei als möglichen Ursprungsort der 
militärischen Trommelpraxis. Ein anderer führte direkt von Istanbul 
nach Paris im Rahmen des Bündnisses zwischen François Ier und 
                                    

35  Im Gegensatz zu den Franzosen (und in Übereinstimmung mit der fÁÒila in al-
FÁrÁbÐ's Grundform) machten sie auf dem vierten Schlag des ersten Taktes grund-
sätzlich eine Pause. Er notiert also drei halbe Noten mit einer halben Pause für den 
ersten Takt und eine abschliessende halbe Note im zweiten Takt. Das als schweize-
risch empfundene Silbenmuster, das er unterlegt, lautet Colin tan plon, s. ebd., fol.  
15b. 
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¬ÁnÙnÐ SüleymÁn von 1543, das sowohl auf dem Gebiet der Mili-
tärmusik (s. unten) als auch der höfischen Kammermusik seine Fol-
gen hatte.36 

In der osmanischen Türkei war die altertümliche Silbensprache al-
FÁrÁbÐ's mit ihren Modifikationen im 9./15. Jahrhundert noch allge-
mein bekannt, jetzt erweitert durch Silben wie tÁn und tÁran.37 Sie 
wurde erst später durch die bis heute üblichen Silben düm, tek, tÁhek 
und tekke abgelöst, mit denen nun nicht mehr, wie seit al-FÁrÁbÐ, die 
Quantität, also die Länge der Schläge, sondern ausschliesslich ihre 
Qualität, die „Hoch“- und „Tiefschläge“ in der Mitte bzw. am Rand 
von Trommelinstrumenten bezeichnet werden. Eine Übergangsform 
begegnet uns bei Evliya †elebi. Er notierte im Jahre 1048/1638 bei 
einem Umzug der Gilden in Istanbul den Rhythmus beim Baumwoll-
schlagen als Metrum düyek mit der (noch quantitativ scheinenden) 
Silbenfolge tÁr teke tÁr tek tÁr tÁr tek teke. In der osmanischen Mu-
sikpraxis wurde die Silbe tÁr durch düm ersetzt,38 und Evliyas Me-
trum endet bereits mit tÁr tÁr tek teke wie das spätere türkische, rein 
qualitativ ausgedrückte çifte düyek (düm tek tek düm düm tek teke mit 
den Zeitwerten 1+2+1+1+1+1+1). Hier sind die Zeitwerte der Schlä-
ge aus ihrer Silbenstruktur nicht mehr ableitbar. 

Im Hinblick auf die bis ins 10./16. Jahrhundert hinein noch ver-
breitete ältere Terminologie ist ein Weg der Trommelsilben vom Os-
manischen Reich nach Europa über die Praxis der Militärkapellen 
denkbar. Die europäische Militärmusik verdankt bekanntlich dem is-
lamischen Orient wesentliche Impulse seit der Zeit der Kreuzfahrer 
und bis zur Imitation der Janitscharenkapellen im 18. Jahrhundert.39 
Die zweifellige türkische Militärtrommel erscheint in Europa in der 
zweiten Hälfte des 15. Jahrhunderts, kurz bevor die Militärmusik 
hier von Grund auf umorganisiert und Marschmusik als eigene Dis-
ziplin in französischen (und Schweizer) Militärkapellen eingeführt 

                                    
36  de Laborde, J. B. (1780), Essai sur la musique ancienne et moderne, Paris, 

1:117-8; Kösemihal, M. R. (1939), Türkiye-Avrupa musiki münasebetleri, Bd. 1: 
(1600-1875), Istanbul, 49-51. 

37  S. z.B. FatÎ AllÁh al-ShirwÁnÐ, Majalla fi l-mÙsÐqÐ, Faksimile-Druck Frankfurt 
1986, 144. 

38  Sanal, H. (1964), Mehter musikisi. Bestekâr mehterler – mehter havalar�, Is-
tanbul, 53. 

39  Kösemihal 1939, 24-33; Panoff, P. (1938), Militärmusik in Geschichte und 
Gegenwart, Berlin, 71-9. 



ÏQÀÝ 

 
141

wird.40 Arbeau unterscheidet die von den Deutschen gespielte „persi-
sche Trommel“ (tambour des perses), nach seiner Beschreibung eine 
Pauke, von der zweifelligen französischen Militärtrommel, auf die 
sich seine metrisch-rhythmische Lehre bezieht.41 Es bot sich jeden-
falls an, mit den Instrumenten auch die griffige östliche Lehrmethode 
zu übernehmen, deren Merksilben, wie al-FÁrÁbÐ so richtig bemerkt, 
„in allen Sprachen“ artikulierbar sind. Die Ähnlichkeit der Tonsilben 
bei al-FÁrÁbÐ und Arbeau, das gleiche System, die gleiche Methode 
und beider nahezu identische Art der Präsentation der Metren ma-
chen ein ganz und gar unabhängiges Entstehen der jüngeren Methode 
von der älteren sehr unwahrscheinlich.  

Gestützt wird unsere Vermutung aus einem Gebiet der musikali-
schen Praxis, die viele Jahrhunderte lang vor allem in der persischen, 
der mogul-indischen und der osmanisch-türkischen Musik gepflegt 
wurde und bis heute in abgewandelter Form noch als metrische Fach-
sprache der Trommler in Indien lebendig ist,42 während sie in der 
Türkei nur noch historisierend in bestimmten Kompositionen der 
Kunstmusik angewandt wird.43 Es ist die Praxis der im Persischen al-
fÁÛ-i naqarÁt („Lautenschlag-Silben“), im Türkischen terennüm 
(„Kantillation“, arab. tarannum) und im heutigen Marokko tarÁtÐn 
genannten Gesangsmanier.44 Sie besteht darin, dass an bestimmten 
Stellen in einem Kunstlied statt Versen des Liedtextes Silbenfolgen 
gesungen werden, die aus der metrischen Fachsprache (ta, na, tÁ, nÁ, 
tan, nan, mit Komposita wie tannÁ, tananan etc.) und weiteren ton-
malenden Silben (dir, dirÐ, dara, dilÐ, lil, lan, hÁ, yal, lala, la, lallÐ, 
lÁ, mit Komposita wie lÁlÐ, taralÁlÐ, tarallÐ, dirilÐ etc.) gebildet wer-

                                    
40  Farmer, H. G. (1912), The Rise and Development of Military Music, London, 

16-21 passim. 
41  Thoinot Arbeau 1589, fol. 6b-7a. 
42  S. z.B. Powers, H. S. (1980), „India: Ancient Indian drums and drumming“, 

in: The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, London, 9: 133-9. 
43  S. die älteren Liedertexte in den Türk musikisinin klasikleri, £stanbul: £stanbul 

Konservatuvar� ne¢riyat� o.J., 180 Nummern, davon Nr. 1-120 in arabischer Schrift, 
Nr. 121-80 in Lateinschrift, vgl. Öztuna, Y. (1990), Büyük Türk mûsikîsi ansiklope-
disi, Ankara, 2: 390, s.v. terennüm. 

44  Zur älteren persischen und türkischen Praxis s. Neubauer, E. (1973-4), „Ta-
rannum und terennüm in Poesie und Musik“, Mélanges de l'Université Saint-Joseph 
48:139-53. Zur heutigen marokkanischen Praxis s. das entsprechende Kapitel der 
kürzlich vollendeten Dissertation von Carl Davila, Al-MÙsÐqÁ al-Andalusiyya in Fez: 
The Preservation of a Mixed-Oral Tradition, doct. thesis, Yale University 2006, auf 
die mich freundlicherweise Beatrice Gruendler aufmerksam gemacht hat. 
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den.45 Mit den onomatopoetischen Silben werden vornehmlich Vo-
gelstimmen, insbesondere der Schlag der Nachtigall, imitiert. Dabei 
können auch Text- und naqarÁt-Silben miteinander abwechseln. Zu-
dem gilt das naqarÁt-Singen als vokaler Ersatz für das Instrumental-
spiel.46 

In einer Komposition des oben genannten ÑafÐ al-DÐn al-UrmawÐ, 
die zu den frühesten erhaltenen Beispielen für das naqarÁt-Singen 
gehört und von QuÔb al-DÐn al-ShÐrÁzÐ (gest. 710/1311) aufgezeich-
net wurde, finden wir die Silbenfolge tili lili lara dirnÁ, tili lili lara 
dir tÁn tÁn tÁdir dirnÁ tÁnÁ tara diri tala nala dili und so fort47. In 
einer Komposition von ÝAbd al-QÁdir al-MarÁghÐ (gest. 838/1435) 
heisst es später tanan tanan tÁnÁnÁ tanan tanan tÁnÁnÁ tan dir dir 
nÁ tan tan tan tannÁ.48 Ein im vergangenen Jahrhundert publiziertes 
ostarabisches tawshÐÎ beginnt mit dem gesungenen naqarÁt-Teil 
tÁnÁ tÁnÁ dÐdÐrÐtÁn darah dillar larÐ dÐrÐtÁn darah dillar larÐ dirtÁn 
nanna darah dillÐtÁn dÐrÐ dÐrÐ tÁn tillÐlÁn ah darah dillÁr larÐ dÐrÐtÁn 
                                    

45  Die verbreiteten Artikulationssilben der Blasinstrumente wie tara, dara, tere, 
lere, tacha, teche etc. (Silvestro Ganassi, Fontegara, Venedig 1535), ler, der, ter, te-
re, teche etc. (Girolamo dalla Casa, Il vero modo di diminuir, Venedig 1584), te, de, 
ler, ter (Richardo Rogniono, Passaggi per potersi essercitarsi nel diminuir, Venedig 
1592) oder lere, dere, tere (Francesco Rogniono, Selva de varii passaggi, Mailand 
1620), ta und ra (Marin Mersenne, L'harmonie universelle, Paris 1636) sind zwar 
verwandt, dienen aber dem speziellen Zweck des Anblasens und bleiben daher hier 
ausser Betracht, s. Horsley, I. (1960), „Wind Techniques in the Sixteenth and Early 
Seventeenth Centuries“, Brass Quarterly 4:49-63, hier speziell 57-8, 63. 

46  Über die formalen Aspekte und die Funktion des naqarÁt-Singens im per-
sisch-türkischen Repertoire des 15. und frühen 16. Jahrhunderts s. Wright, O. 
(1992), Words Without Songs. A musicological study of an early Ottoman anthology 
and its precursors, London, 90-1 und passim. Überlegungen zum instrumentalen 
Aspekt, bezogen auf Frankreich, s. Phan, Ch. (1990), „Les refrains onomatopéïques 
en ancien français comme indicateurs de techniques instrumentales“, in: Atti del XIV 
Congresso della Società Internazionale di Musicologia. Trasmissione e recezione 
delle forme di cultura musicale, Bd. 3: Free papers, Turin, 647-51. 

47  Nach QuÔb al-DÐn ShÐrÁzÐ, Durrat al-tÁj li-ghurrat al-DubÁj, ed. M. MishkÁt, 
Teheran, 5 Bde., 1939-45, hier Bd. 5, 148-9 und Wright, O. (1978), The Modal Sys- 
tem of Arab and Persian Music A.D. 1250-1300, Oxford, 236-7, 240-2. 

48  ÝAbd al-QÁdir b. GhaybÐ al-MarÁghÐ, MaqÁÒid al-alÎÁn, ed. T. BÐnish, Teheran 
1344/1965, 102, vgl. Land, J. P. N. (1885), „Essais de notation musicale chez les 
Arabes et les Persans“, in: Études archéologiques, linguistiques et historiques  
dédiées à M. le Dr. C. Leemans, Leiden, 315-6, hier 316; ders. (1886), „Tonschrift-
versuche und Melodieproben aus dem muhammedanischen Mittelalter“, Viertel-
jahrsschrift für Musikwissenschaft 2:347-56, hier 355; Wright, O. (1994), „ÝAbd al-
QÁdir al-MarÁghÐ and ÝAlÐ b. MuÎammad BinÁÞÐ: Two fifteenth-century examples of  
notation“, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 57:475-515, hier 
502 u.ö. 
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darah dillÁr larÐ dÐr tÁn nannÁ dÁrah dillÐtÁn.49 Auch in marokka-
nisch-hebräischen baqqashot können längere Vokalisen mit derarti-
gen Silben vorkommen. Sie lauten nanana teretay tananay tananana 
tay tay nananay und ähnlich.50 Unter den orientalisierenden nonsen-
se-Silben der Moresken von Orlando di Lasso (gest. 1594) finden 
sich neben dem Geklimper des gimbrÐ (tam bi-li-li-li lÐ mit den 
Zeitwerten 2+1+1+1+1+2)51 oder einem mauresken Gestammel (cu-
cu-ru-cu mit den Zeitwerten 2+1+1+4)52 auch Silbenfolgen eines 
Lauteninterludiums (don don don diri-diri don mit den Zeitwerten 
2+2+4+1+1+1+1+2)53 sowie eine sechsstimmige Passage, in der mit 
den Silben tron (4), tron tron (2+2) und tiri tron (1+1+2) ebenfalls 
das Lautenspiel imitiert wird.54 Es gibt dort auch die an ein türki-
sches Wiegenlied erinnernde Wendung cian cian nini (neutürk. can, 
can, nenni).55 

In italienischen oder spanischen volkstümlichen Liedern sind na-
qarÁt-Silben im Refrain, in metrisch freien Passagen (latelera in ei-
nem Arbeitslied) und namentlich im galizischen alalá (tailalila taila-
lá) zu finden.56 So auch in einem französischen Gedicht über orienta-
lische Frauen, dessen Refrain laire la, laire lanlaire // laire la // laire 

                                    
49  d'Erlanger, R. (1959), „Deuxième album musical. Les diverses formes classi-

ques de composition artistique connues en musique arabe moderne de tradition ori-
entale. Transcription musicale de 30 morceaux de chant et de musique instrumenta-
le“, in: ders., La musique arabe, ed. MuÎammad al-MannÙbÐ al-SanÙsÐ, Paris, 6: 443 
ff., hier 470-1. 

50  Seroussi, E. (1990), „La música arábigo-andaluza en las baqqashot judeo-
marroquíes: estudio histórico y musical“, Anuario musical 45:297-315, hier 310. Zur 
marokkanischen Praxis jetzt auch Davila 2006. 

51  Sandberger, A. (ed.) (o.J. [1898]), Orlando di Lasso. Sämtliche Werke, Bd. 10: 
Madrigale: Fünfter Teil, IV: Libro de Villanelle; Moresche ed altre canzoni (1581), 
87 (Nr. 8) und 97 (Nr. 13); vgl. Sandberger, A. (1903-4), „Roland Lassus' Beziehun-
gen zur italienischen Literatur“, Sammelbände der Internationalen Musikgesell-
schaft 5:402-41, hier 414-20. 

52  Sandberger o.J., 120 (Nr. 19). Mit cucurucu ist hier nicht das Gurren der Tau-
ben gemeint, eher ein „maurischer“ Name, s. Sandberger 1903-4, 416. 

53  Sandberger o.J., 92-7 (Nr. 12), hier 94-7. 
54  Ebd. 112-9 (Nr. 18), hier 113-4. 
55  Ebd. 104-7 (Nr. 16); vgl. Valenza, L. (1896), „Ninne-nanne di Tunisi“, Archi-

vio per lo studio delle tradizioni popolari. Revista trimestrale 15:82-4; Canova, G. 
(1980), „Immagini e motivi ricorrenti nelle ninnenanne dell'Alto Egitto“, Annali di 
Ca' Foscari 19,3:15-23. 

56  S. z.B. Anglès, H. (1938), „Das spanische Volkslied“, Archiv für Musikfor-
schung 3:331-62, hier 358, 362. 
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lanla lautet.57 Ältere französische militärische vaudevilles enthalten 
Refrains wie dondaine, don don, oder ran tan plan tire lire, oder ta-
rare pompom, oder turlututu, oder lanturlu lanture,58 denen allen, 
neben ihrem lautmalenden, ein deutlich metrisch-rhythmisches Ele-
ment innewohnt. Die Volksetymologie, die den Tanz und den Namen 
der süditalienischen tarantella vom Biss der Tarantel ableiten will, 
woran man heute sowohl von der Sache her als auch etymologisch 
zweifeln darf,59 entstand ohne Berücksichtigung des in Liedern und 
Tanzliedern rund ums Mittelmeer60  verbreiteten naqarÁt-Singens. 

Als ein spezielles Gebiet dieser Praxis können im europäischen 
Bereich die vokalen Schlachtenimitationen gelten, in denen sich, 
ganz wie im islamischen Orient, mnemotechnische Silben der musi-
kalischen Metrik mit Klangimitation mischen. Die bisherige Interpre-
tation dieser Stücke ging eher vom klangmalenden Element aus,61 
das zwar vorhanden, aber in diesem Fall zweitrangig ist. Die me-
trisch-rhythmische Abstufung und Unterteilung der langen Schläge 
steht auch hier im Vordergrund. Ein sinnfälliges Beispiel unter den 
sogenannten battaglia-Kompositionen,62 in dem das metrische Ele-
ment überwiegt und sich ähnlich wie bei Arbeau darstellt, ist der be-
rühmte vierstimmige Satz La guerre von Clément Janequin (ca. 
1485-1558), der wohl an die Schlacht von Marignano (1515) erin-
nern soll, in der der französische König François Ier durch seinen 

                                    
57  Martino, P. (1906), L'Orient dans la littérature française au XVIIe et au  

XVIIIe siècle, Paris, 237. 
58  Kastner, G. (1855), Les chants de l'armée française ou Recueil de morceaux à 

plusieurs parties composés pour l'usage spécial de chaque arme et précédés d'un 
Essai historique sur les chants militaires français, Paris, 39. 

59  Man beachte die naqarÁt-Form ntarantantera, die in der Schrift La tiorba a 
taccone von Filippo Sgruttendio (Neapel 1642) vorkommen soll und auf die im Vo-
cabolario delle parole del dialetto napoletano der Academici Filopatridi (Neapel 
1789) im Zusammenhang mit der Etymologie des Wortes tarantella hingewiesen 
wird, s. Cofini, M. (1998), „Tarantella“, in: Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegen-
wart. Sachteil,  9: 1998, Sp. 409. 

60  S. z.B. Bonifa¦i¦, R. (1988), „Tar'ankanje na otoku Krku“ [über das Tanzlied 
tar'ankanje auf der Insel Krk, dessen „Text“ aus naqarÁt-Silben wie tanana, tarara 
etc. besteht], Zbornik radova XXXV kongresa SUFJ [= Saveza Udruμenja Folklorista 
Jugoslavije], Titograd, 357-65. 

61  S. z.B. Brenet, M. (1907-8), „Essai sur les origines de la musique descriptive“, 
Rivista musicale italiana 14 (1907): 725-51, 15 (1908): 457-87, 671-700, hier 
15:468-72. 

62  Zum Genre s. Gläsel, R. (1931), Zur Geschichte der Battaglia, Leipzig, und 
das Schlagwort in den neueren Musik-Enzyklopädien. 
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Sieg über die Schweizer das Herzogtum Mailand zurückeroberte. Im 
zweiten Teil der Komposition63 werden naqarÁt-Silben in folgender 
metrischer Verteilung gesungen, wobei die Zeitwerte von einer gan-
zen Note (16) über Halbe (8) und Viertel (4) bis zu Achteln (2) und 
Sechzehnteln (1) reichen: 

fan         <                                                                                        16 
fan    fan     8 8 
fan    fey-   ne  8 4                                                                                    +                                                                                              4 
fa ri ra ri ra  ri ra ri 2                               +                                 2                                 +                                 2 + 2 2                           +                                  2                                       +                                2 + 2 
frere le le lan fan frere le le lan fan 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 2 + 2 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 2  +  2 

Ob die Hauptsilbe nun tan, plan oder fan lautet spielt keine wesentli-
che Rolle. Das französische fan wurde vermutlich an das Wort fanfare 
angeglichen, welches das arabische Wort anfÁr, den Plural von nafÐr 
(Fanfare, Trompete) wiedergibt. Daher lassen sich auch Silbenfolgen 
wie fa-ri-ra-ri und frere le le lan fan als sängerische Umsetzung von 
Trompetenstössen interpretieren.64 Der eigentliche Ursprung der laut-
malenden battaglia dürfte jedoch im Bereich der musikalischen Metrik 
zu suchen sein, also bei den Schlaginstrumenten, angereichert durch 
das lautmalende Element von naqarÁt-Silben der Blasinstrumente. 

Auch in anderem Zusammenhang stossen wir auf Reminiszenzen 
aus der ehemals weit verbreiteten, ursprünglich orientalischen Praxis 
des naqarÁt-Singens, vom ‘Tandaradei, schône sanc die Nachtigall’ 
im Gedicht „Unter der Linden“ des Jerusalemfahrers Walter von der 
Vogelweide65 bis zum Tri-tra-trallala (2+2+1+1+2) im Auftrittslied 
des deutschen Kaspers66. Selbst das die Dorfkapelle kennzeichnende 
Dum-didel-dum (2+1+1+2) enthält so viel metrische wie lautmalende 
Elemente.67 Arbeau ist nur die akademische Spitze einer Tradition ost-

                                    
63  Clément Janequin (c. 1485-1558), Chansons polyphoniques. Édition complète 

publiée avec une introduction par A. T. Merritt et F. Lesure. Vol. I: Période Borde-
laise [= 1505-31], Monaco 1965, 33(-9). 

64  Brancour, R. (1906-7), „Les Maîtres musiciens de la Renaissance française et 
leur historien“, Sammelbände der Internationalen Musikgesellschaft 8:115-35, hier 
120; Farmer, H. G. (1950), Military Music, New York, 16; vgl. Brenet 1908, 486. 

65  In einem anonymen, vielleicht von Jean Vaillant stammenden Lied singt die 
Nachtigall, ähnlich „orientalisch“, ihr tan-ti-ny tan-ti-ny tan-ti-ny tan, li-ry li-ry li-ry 
..., s. Brenet 1907, 745. 

66  Im türkischen Schattenspiel (karagöz) ist das Auftrittslied des Hacivat,  
mit dem jedes Spiel beginnt, ein Lied der Form semâî mit alfÁÛ -i naqarÁt, türk.  
terennüm. 

67  Ohne ersichtliche metrische Komponente, trotz naqarÁt-identischer Silben, 
und auch als Artikulationssilben nur beschränkt geeignet sind die Silbenfolgen in 
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westlicher naqarÁt-Praxis, deren Ursprünge für uns gemeinhin im 
Dunkel liegen, da sie schon seit langem Allgemeingut geworden ist. 

Das Erscheinen des metrischen Systems im Werk des Thoinot Ar-
beau, das sich wie eine Kopie der musikalischen Metrik al-FÁrÁbÐ's 
liest, erweckte meines Wissens kein Interesse in der europäischen 
Musikliteratur. Die Anregung, spät wie sie kam, ging ins Leere. Auch 
dies dürfte ein Zeichen dafür sein, dass hier ein für die allgemeinere 
Musiklehre fremdes Element auftaucht, das lediglich in der Praxis 
der europäischen Militärmusik eine Heimat gefunden hatte. So ken-
nen nur Spezialisten wie Georges Kastner (gest. 1867), der Chronist 
und Lehrmeister der französischen Militärmusik, die Trommelspra-
che mit Silben wie ta (kurzer starker Trommelschlag rechts), da 
(kurzer schwacher Trommelschlag rechts), ra (kurzer Wirbel), fla 
(Doppelschlag, rechts leicht, links stark), tra (Schlag mit Vorschlag) 
und dem Kompositum rataplan.68 

Die heutigen Basler Trommler haben ihrerseits Klangsilben wie 
tlém (dem französischen fla entsprechend), drréng (für eine Quinto-
le), dlédebe (für eine Triole mit betonter Eins), dledebéng oder dle-
debem (für zwei Sechzehntel mit folgendem betontem Achtel), bata-
flafla (vom Französischen: vier Sechzehntel, zwei leise, zwei laut), 
dlédéng oder déléng (betonter Schlag mit zwei kurzen Vorschlägen), 
tleng („Doppelstreich“ mit Vorschlag, franz. doublé) oder dédebede 
(Übungsmuster für vier Sechzehntel).69 Im 17. Jahrhundert trommel-
ten die Schweizer noch biri bamb bamb,70 ein Berner Trommelsignal 
aus dem 18. Jahrhundert wurde Prran-prran-prran-Tan-prran-Tan-
prran-tan notiert,71 Schlusstakte eines Marsches markierte man im 
späten 19. Jahrhundert noch mit drréng dedetlém drréng,72 und der 

                                    

den Trompetenlehrbüchern von Cesare Bendinelli (Tutta l'arte della trombetta, Ma-
nuskript von 1614, gedruckt Kassel u.a. 1975): da (4) ten (4) te (4) na (4) da (2) te 
(2) etc. und Girolamo Fantini (Modo per imparare a sonare di tromba, Frankfurt 
1638, Repr. Nashville 1976): da (1) ton (1) del (1) la (1) da (1/2) ton (1/2) da (1/2) 
ton (1/2) etc., hier auch wieder auf der Basis 1 = eine Achtelnote dargestellt, beide 
zitiert von Squire, W. B. (H.G. Farmer, E.H. Tarr) (1980) im Artikel „Military calls“, 
in: The New Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians, London, 12: 318. 

68  Kastner, G. (1848), Manuel général de musique militaire à l'usage des armées 
françaises, Paris, Notenteil im Anhang, 19 ff. 

69  Berger, F. R. [1928], Das Basler Trommeln nebst vollständigem Lehrgang und 
einer Sammlung aller Trommelmärsche, Basel, 49-59. 

70  Duthaler, G. (1985), Trommeln und Pfeifen in Basel, Basel, 26. 
71  Ebd. 85. 
72  Ebd. 26. 
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Beginn des „Alten Berner“ Marsches wurde mit den Merksilben trem 
trem träre didi (4+4+1+1+2+4) tradiert,73 womit wir wieder im Be-
reich der naqarÁt-Silben wären. 

Noch im modernen Schlagzeugspiel erinnern Termini für be-
stimmte Schlagfolgen wie flam, flamacue, pataflafla, paradiddle und 
ratamacue an die naqarÁt-Tradition der Trommel- und Paukenspieler 
im Militär und weisen indirekt auf die seit den Kreuzzügen in die 
westliche Militärmusik eingegangenen Einflüsse aus dem seinerzeit 
tonangebenden islamischen Bereich. 

 
 

                                    
73  Ebd. 108. 
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IX. Vers un monde régulé, porteur de projets d’avenir.  
X. En Orient, gestion des possibles et adaptation aux contraintes.  

XI. Porosité des frontières: la corruption, outil de domination.  
XII. Faible perception immédiate du phénomène.  

XIII. Conclusion rapide. 

On distingue dans le travail de l’historien deux temps successifs, le 
temps du rassemblement des données, textuelles ou autres, et de leur 
analyse, puis le temps de la confrontation entre le matériau ainsi ras-
semblé et les écrits des historiens qui l’ont précédé ou qui lui sont 
contemporains, confrontation critique qui aboutit à proposer un nou-
veau modèle censé rendre mieux compte de l’enchaînement des évé-
nements étudiés en éclairant les situations qui y prévalaient. Bien que 
ma recherche ait surtout porté sur l’Orient arabe entre le début du 
IVe/Xe siècle et la fin du Ve/XIe siècle, je m’intéresse ici aux VIe-VIIe/ 
XIIe-XIIIe siècles, période durant laquelle les rapports, tant conflic-
tuels et militaires que politiques et commerciaux, entre l’Orient arabe 
et l’Europe méridionale et occidentale ont pour la première fois atteint 
un niveau élevé et une continuité certaine et sur laquelle, on dispose 
de bien plus de documents tant orientaux qu’occidentaux que sur 
l’époque précédente. 



IQTIÑÀD 

 
149

I. Axiome initial: divergence accrue entre deux sociétés 

Une opinion courante, non démontrée, nous tiendra lieu d’axiome 
initial: ces deux siècles virent le décollage de la civilisation occiden-
tale face à l’embourbement relatif de la civilisation de la Méditerra-
née orientale. À l’arrivée des Croisés à Antioche à la fin du Ve/XIe 
siècle, la vie sociale et économique et la civilisation matérielle 
comme intellectuelle, paraissaient plus avancées dans les provinces 
arabes et turques de l’Est et du Sud-est de la Méditerranée, qu’en Eu-
rope Occidentale, notamment au Sud, en bordure de cette même Mé-
diterranée, alors qu’à la fin du VIIe/XIIIe siècle, un gigantesque mou-
vement de bascule s’était accompli. Durant ces deux siècles, la re-
mise en cause des pesanteurs traditionnelles et la transformation de la 
vie sociale, économique et politique de la société, s’étaient considé-
rablement accélérées en Europe occidentale et méridionale, alors 
qu’un ralentissement certain des évolutions pouvait se constater dans 
l’ensemble du monde musulman en Méditerranée.  

En Occident, les fondements institutionnels des nouveaux États en 
voie de constitution témoignaient d’un désir de vivre ensemble, d’un 
projet politique tourné vers un avenir prévisible, d’un juridisme de 
plus en plus efficace face à l’arbitraire des seigneurs féodaux, puis 
des souverains urbains, impliquant notamment une ébauche de 
contrôle par les sujets des prélèvements et des dépenses publics; pa-
rallèlement, se manifestait le souci de séparer plus nettement le do-
maine profane du domaine religieux. Les puissants et les riches, pour 
se faire mieux accepter par des populations urbaines, de plus en plus 
nombreuses et instruites, consacraient une partie de leurs revenus à 
des ouvrages édilitaires destinés à assurer le bien-être au quotidien de 
tous et à affirmer l’identité souveraine des cités (la place centrale ou-
verte à tous et le beffroi élevé en étaient les signes évidents), ou des 
États, ainsi qu’à afficher une chrétienté unitaire triomphante. 

En Orient, à la même époque, on remarquait surtout une militari-
sation et une personnalisation accrues du pouvoir, retranché à l’abri 
de puissantes citadelles urbaines, élevées entre la fin du Ve/XIe siècle 
et la fin du VIIe/XIIIe siècle, à Alep, à Damas, au Caire et ailleurs. 
Les seuls vastes espaces ouverts en ville, ou à proximité de celle-ci, 
étaient les mÐdÁns, ces Champs de Mars destinés à faire manoeuvrer 
la cavalerie des émirs. 
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La population musulmane, majoritairement sunnite, n’était plus 
consultée sur les décisions politiques des maliks et des sultans. Du-
rant les siècles précédents, chaque vendredi, les notables et chefs de 
famille de la cité, avaient été réunis par le calife ou par son représen-
tant local dans la grande mosquée de la cité, pour la prière du jumÝa, 
afin qu’après celle-ci, ils soient informés et, au besoin, consultés. 
Cette coutume disparut partiellement au cours du Ve/XIe siècle; cha-
que canton des villes importantes disposait désormais de sa grande 
mosquée où les notables du quartier se réunissaient pour le jumÝa. 
Les civils musulmans manifestaient un désintérêt de plus en plus 
évident envers une vie politique gérée par des militaires, en général 
turcs ou kurdes, sur lesquels ils n’avaient aucune prise.  

L’action du souverain était désormais jaugée par les civils à l’aune 
du respect qu’il témoignait à l’égard de la tradition sunnite; était éga-
lement prise en compte, la manière dont il remplissait certaines obli-
gations religieuses, choix et financement des cadis, organisation du 
Îajj, entretien généreux des hommes de mosquée, des enseignants 
des madrasas et des soufis des khÁnqahs. L’activité édilitaire 
s’exerçait avant tout par l’institution privée de waqfs, constitués par 
des souverains locaux, leurs épouses, leurs émirs ou quelques puis-
sants marchands, permettant la construction et le financement du 
fonctionnement d’édifices à fonction religieuse, de bains et, quelque-
fois, de khÁns commerciaux. Le financement de ceux-ci était souvent 
prélevé sur la rente agraire, appauvrissant encore plus les campagnes 
au bénéfice des cités. 

II. Origines de cette divergence 

Les quelques pages schématiques qui suivent ne prétendent pas ap-
porter des informations nouvelles sur une époque déjà bien décrite 
par les spécialistes, tant pour l’Occident que pour l’Orient. En partant 
de cet axiome non démontré, la séparation et l’inversion des évolu-
tions, elles formulent quelques interrogations quant aux causes pos-
sibles de ce mouvement de bascule dont les effets se lisent encore au-
jourd’hui dans la vie politique internationale et dans les relations en-
tre l’Occident et le monde arabo-musulman. Il reviendra aux futurs 
étudiants avancés, débutant des recherches approfondies après avoir 
rassemblé et analysé l’énorme corpus de textes tant orientaux 
qu’occidentaux disponibles, de proposer de nouvelles grilles d’ana- 
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lyse et d’inventer des modèles pour expliquer comment l’avantage 
décisif est passé de l’Est à l’Ouest. 

III. Homme et nature 

L’espace conquis par l’islam entre le Ier/VIIe et le IIe/VIIIe siècles 
formait une vaste mais relativement étroite ceinture de terres; cet es-
pace recoupait de l’Atlantique aux confins de la Chine, un grand 
nombre de méridiens mais ne s’étendait guère en latitude que de la 
Géorgie au Yémen. De ce fait, malgré son immensité, le monde mu-
sulman ne connaissait, hors quelques rares régions océaniques ou 
caucasiennes, qu’une faible variété de climats, allant du climat tem-
péré, aride l’été, ou méditerranéen, au climat steppique à très longue 
saison sèche et, enfin au climat désertique totalement aride. Au Nord, 
il n’atteignait pas la zone de climat océanique, très arrosé, ni celle du 
de climat continental froid accompagné de pluies d’été. Au Sud, il 
connaissait au Yémen un climat tropical à courte saison humide mais 
ne s’étendait pas jusqu’au climat tropical à longue saison humide, ni 
encore moins au climat équatorial humide. 

De ce fait, les forêts y couvraient de faibles superficies et étaient 
dispersées; le bois d’oeuvre comme le charbon de bois furent tou-
jours rares et chers dans le monde musulman jusqu’à la conquête des 
Balkans par les Ottomans. On trouvait quelques couvertures végéta-
les très typées, riches plaines littorales, flancs montagneux arrosés et 
verdoyants, vallées de grands fleuves générant sur leurs lits majeurs 
d’immenses oasis, plus quelques oasis autour de nappes d’eaux endo-
réiques dispersées, chacune de ces couvertures n’occupant que des 
espaces réduits, à la façon d’un archipel aux îles nombreuses mais 
dispersées sur les immenses steppes à faible pluie d’hiver et sur les 
véritables déserts.  

Les peuplements sédentaires étaient particulièrement denses sur 
ces espaces discontinus, arrosés ou irrigués, réduits mais très fertiles, 
puis la densité  humaine s’abaissait rapidement vers les grandes plai-
nes sèches. La steppe et le désert étaient le domaine de populations 
nomades allant d’oasis en oasis, soit pour y transporter de lointaines 
marchandises soit pour percevoir un tribut sur les sédentaires. Ces 
nomades constituaient pour les sédentaires tout à la fois un lien in-
dispensable avec les autres taches de développement et une menace 
sur leurs biens et leurs vies. 
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Le peuplement par taches avait facilité la forte concentration de 
populations sur des espaces réduits, riches en eau et fertiles. En géné-
ral, dans chacune de ces taches de peuplement, quelques communau-
tés coexistaient, protégeant leur homogénéité par un recours renforcé 
à l’endogamie. Durant le millénaire précédant l’apparition de 
l’empire musulman, ces communautés avaient en général résisté avec 
succès aux efforts d’uniformisation du statut de la religion et de 
culture auxquels s’étaient livrés les grands empires occidentaux, 
grec, hellénistique, romain, enfin byzantin, ou orientaux, perse 
achéménide, parthe arsacide, puis perse sasanide.   

Lors de la conquête arabe, ces petites unités de peuplement ne vi-
rent pas avec hostilité venir ces envahisseurs, car, contrairement, aux 
Byzantins ou aux Sasanides, les musulmans  n’essayaient pas de leur 
imposer une religion d’État unique aux dogmes et rites prédétermi-
nés. Les indigènes préservaient également, à l’abri de leur endoga-
mie,  leur statut familial, leur droit domestique et l’organisation de 
leurs communautés autour de conseils de notables civils ou religieux. 
En contrepartie, ils acceptaient de payer une double imposition, 
dhimma pour leurs vies dont les envahisseurs leur faisaient grâce, et 
kharÁj pour leurs champs qu’ils pouvaient continuer à cultiver. Ils ne 
demandaient pas à participer aux décisions politiques autres que lo-
cales car ils ne se sentaient pas concernés; écartés par les Arabes, du 
service armé, ils y voyaient l’avantage de ne pas être envoyés com-
battre au loin. 

Les produits récoltés sur l’ensemble de terres dominées par ce 
nouveau pouvoir musulman étaient, tout à la fois, abondants, variés et 
souvent de haute qualité. Les régions régulièrement arrosées par les 
pluies, Jabal al-AkhÃÁr en Libye, reliefs occidentaux du Yémen, mon-
tagne syro-palestinienne, reliefs situés au Sud et au Sud-est de la Cas-
pienne, ou les régions munies d’un réseau soigné d’irrigation, oasis 
persans, grandes vallées fluviales, par exemple celles du Tigre et de 
l’Euphrate, du Nil et dans l’Occident musulman, du Guadalquivir, as-
suraient une production abondante de fruits et de légumes, consom-
més frais, ou séchés pour être exportés, ainsi que des céréales, no-
tamment le blé et le riz. Un élevage intensif était pratiqué et dans cet 
environnement, l’empire musulman put voir se développer très rapi-
dement un grand nombre de villes bien approvisionnées et installées 
sur les principaux itinéraires d’échange. La végétation était moins 
exubérante dans les régions, pré-steppiques et steppiques à précipita-
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tions de saison froide, soumises d’une année sur l’autre aux aléas du 
climat, mais, grâce à l’irrigation dont les Umayyades et les premiers 
ÝAbbÁsides financèrent les installations, la ceinture de terre immédiate 
des cités était travaillée en jardins, vergers et potagers, alors que plus 
loin on trouvait des cultures sèches extensives de céréales, notamment 
du blé, des plantations espacées d’oliviers, d’amandiers, de pista-
chiers, ou l’élevage de troupeaux de moutons et de chèvres, en semi-
liberté. Un va-et-vient permanent permettait aux troupeaux, conduits 
par des semi-nomades, de pâturer, l’été après la moisson, sur les terres 
cultivées à proximité des villes ou dans les montagnes, pour 
s’éloigner, l’hiver venu, dans la steppe à la recherche de dépressions 
verdissantes sous l’effet des pluies. Pour bien fonctionner, ce système 
s’appuyait sur une entente constamment renégociée, entre des groupes 
humains très variés. Il ne pouvait subsister sur le long terme que si 
l’accroissement du nombre des citadins, et par voie de conséquence 
l’augmentation de leur consommation, étaient suffisamment lents 
pour être gérables. 

IV. Sources de revenu et financement public 

Le prélèvement fiscal et la rente foncière des propriétaires étant éle-
vés, aucun surproduit ne pouvait être accumulé par les agriculteurs 
qui dépendaient des citadins pour leurs investissements, aménage-
ment de l’irrigation, achats de bêtes, longue attente des récoltes après 
la plantation d’arbres fruitiers, etc.   

L’artisanat ne produisait pas non plus de capitaux importants. Les 
artisans, s’appuyant sur une habileté et une inventivité rares, devaient 
faire face en permanence à la pénurie, celle du bois de chauffe  
et d’oeuvre, celle des métaux, dont la production, bridée par la rareté 
du minerai et surtout du charbon de bois, connaissait un coût élevé, 
celle des oxydes variés, indispensables pour les teintures, en général 
importés de loin. Même le travail des textiles, lin, coton, chanvre, 
laine, produits en abondance dans nombre de régions, ou importé 
comme la soie, dépendait du bois d’oeuvre pour ses métiers à tisser 
et des importations de teintures végétales ou animales. Les artisans 
avaient su s’inspirer des cultures précédentes, byzantine ou sasanide, 
ou voisines, indienne ou chinoise, pour maintenir une production re-
lativement abondante aux motifs variés, éloignée en général de toute 
répétitivité. Pour imiter la porcelaine ou le grès chinois ou la vais-
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selle d’or byzantine, ils avaient su créer de nouvelles techniques, no-
tamment les pâtes composées, la faïence, le lustre, qui, plus tard, 
connurent en Europe un grand succès. Mais chaque atelier, dont le 
développement était bridé par la modicité des ressources naturelles 
locales, n’occupait qu’un petit nombre d’ouvriers et répondait aux 
commandes sans pouvoir accumuler de stocks. Il fonctionnait sur un 
mode familial fragile dans le temps. Les cours des souverains et la 
bourgeoisie urbaine la plus aisée constituaient la principale clientèle; 
la qualité de l’objet, le renouvellement des formes et des décors, 
étaient privilégiés sur la capacité de produire des quantités abondan-
tes d’objets identiques ou de faire baisser le prix de revient. 

À l’inverse, une activité économique assurant souvent un enri-
chissement important était le commerce au long cours. Vu la disper-
sion des productions à travers l’espace musulman, le rôle des mar-
chands était de faire circuler les produits du lieu où on les trouvait à 
meilleur compte pour les envoyer dans les cités où on les consom-
mait au plus haut prix. Le long d’itinéraires souvent très étirés, bien 
identifiés par les géographes, les transports, principalement terres-
tres, qui usaient de chameaux, de mulets ou d’ânes portant une 
charge modeste, connaissaient un coût élevé; de ce fait, le négociant, 
pour maximaliser son profit, jouait davantage sur la rareté et la diffé-
rence des prix d’achat et de vente que sur la quantité présentée au 
marché. La spéculation sur la durée de la pénurie de tel produit et de 
l’importance de la demande solvable étant constante, le fonctionne-
ment de l’économie était aléatoire, les fortunes commerciales pou-
vant être aussi rapidement amassées que dispersées.  

La mainmise sur la rente foncière et/ou sur la rente fiscale était un 
moyen plus sûr de s’enrichir. Dans les premiers siècles de l’islam, le 
kharÁj, impôt sur la terre cultivée, avait constitué le socle du finan-
cement des structures ‘étatiques’; à partir du IIIe/IXe siècle, les délé-
gations de perception concédées par iqÔÁÝ aux grands officiers en 
guise de soldes avaient diminué la part du kharÁj revenant au pou-
voir central qui, pour se financer, s’était tourné vers les taxes diver-
ses, péages, droits d’enregistrement, droits de marché, ventes obli-
gées de tel ou tel produit dans un ensemble de bâtiments contrôlés 
par les percepteurs du souverain. À compter des croisades et du dé-
veloppement en Méditerranée orientale du commerce maritime ita-
lien, provençal et catalan, un système complexe de douanes fut insti-
tué dans les grands ports de Syrie et d’Égypte; à l’époque mamluke, 
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ce système, avec les monopoles concédés sur certaines fabrications 
comme le sucre, assurait le revenu le plus important et le plus régu-
lier du pouvoir central au Caire. 

V. Aléas du système agricole 

Le système de production agricole, décrit plus haut, semble avoir 
fonctionné sans heurt jusqu’au milieu du IVe/Xe siècle, puis il s’est 
grippé. Plusieurs témoignages nous signalent la diminution des sur-
faces arborées et des vergers autour des cités de la zone d’agriculture 
sèche, notamment en JazÐra. Le développement d’immenses conurba-
tions à Basra, puis à Bagdad et à Samarra en Iraq, au IIIe/IXe siècle, 
exigeait un approvisonnement quotidien en céréales panifiables de 
plus en plus considérable alors que les révoltes des ZuÔÔ, puis des 
Zanj, enfin des Carmates, mettaient à mal la riche agriculture de 
l’Iraq méridional et créaient une tension sur le prix des céréales et 
des autres denrées d’usage courant.  Pour répondre à une demande 
très solvable grâce aux achats publics au profit des citadins, et sous 
la pression des émirs locaux, notamment ÎamdÁnides, l’agriculture 
diversifiée et soignée des zones irriguées autour des villes d’Iraq, de 
JazÐra et de Syrie du Nord, fut remplacée par une monoculture des 
céréales, conduite sans prendre en compte la fragilité des sols soumis 
à des climats à longue saison sèche. La grande révolte, qui en 
415/1024-5, vit les tribus nomades ou semi-nomades, kurdes, arabes 
ou berbères, de la JazÐra à l’IfrÐqiya, sortir de la zone aride pour en-
vahir les terres cultivées plus proches du littoral, les piller et les ra-
vager, s’explique avant tout par la montée du prix du blé. Grâce à 
l’historien FÁÔimide al-MuÒabbiÎÐ (d. 420/1030), nous pouvons sui-
vre avec précision la rapide montée, cette même année, des prix, soit 
au détail, soit en gros, des pains, de la farine et du grain, pour la 
grande conurbation MiÒr al-QÁhira. 

Il est probable que l’on assista à un phénomène de rendements dé-
croissants, aggravé au début du Ve/XIe siècle par une série 
d’anomalies météorologiques, vents violents, crues, sécheresses, que 
nous signalent après 430/1038-9 les chroniques. Quelques années plus 
tard, au milieu du Ve/XIe siècle, les difficultés sur le marché interna-
tional des céréales expliquent la rupture entre les Byzantins et les 
FÁÔimides, et la marche des BanÙ HilÁl d’Égypte vers l’IfrÐqiya.  
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Des désordres s’ensuivirent en Égypte et en Syrie; de plus,  cette 
dernière province fut envahie par les Turcomans, puis par les Turcs 
saljÙqides qui mirent à sac la plus grande partie des régions fertiles. 
Les villes et les campagnes de la vallée de l’Oronte et la région 
d’Alep furent particulièrement ravagées par les nomades turcs. 

On peut dire que les Croisés francs arrivèrent dans une Syrie, qui 
sortait à peine d’une très grave crise agricole, économique et démo-
graphique. L’Égypte avait connu, de 457/1065 à 464/1072, sa pire 
famine; par la suite la situation s’était améliorée, le calme étant reve-
nu dans les campagnes. Les campagnes iraqiennes, moins ravagées 
que les campagnes syriennes, étaient pourtant elles-aussi, au cours de 
la deuxième partie du Ve/XIe siècle soumises aux méfaits de groupes 
nomades bédouins, kurdes, turcomans. 

VI. Sorties de crise en occident et en Orient 

Certes, durant ces mêmes périodes, l’Occident avait également connu 
des crises graves mais les sorties de crise en Orient et en Occident 
étaient très différentes.  

Dans le monde musulman, les espaces, intensément cultivables, 
étaient nombreux, mais de taille limitée et de nature fragile, et large-
ment artificiels, car résultant d’un travail intense et régulier de 
l’homme. Pour une production abondante, il fallait en général recou-
rir à l’irrigation; hors l’Égypte qui, grâce à sa crue annuelle régulière, 
constituait un cas spécifique, les ouvrages principaux, murs de sou-
tènement, canalisations, digues, partages, devaient être entretenus 
avec soin. Le surproduit accordé aux paysans étant très faible, une 
part importante de ces travaux devait être financée au départ par le 
détenteur du bien, un propriétaire citadin ou un attributaire d’iqÔÁÝ ou 
encore par le pouvoir politique ou des institutions pieuses. Or, après 
des famines, des épidémies et surtout des massacres militaires, la 
main d’oeuvre comme le financement venaient rapidement à man-
quer. L’entretien des canaux et des digues étant abandonné, la partie 
haute des versants était ravagée par l’érosion mettant à nu le sous-sol 
infertile et la roche en place, alors que les terres les plus fines étaient 
entraînées au fond des thalwegs qu’elles colmataient, créant des nap-
pes d’eau stagnante et des marécages facilement colonisés par les 
fauves et les insectes nuisibles. De même, dans les plaines sèches, les 
oliviers, amandiers, pistachiers, coupés par les envahisseurs nomades 
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pour cuire leur nourriture ou pour se chauffer ne pouvaient être rem-
placés que par des nouvelles plantations qui mettaient une quinzaine 
d’année avant de produire des fruits. Le bétail était également mis à 
mal et à cause des famines les semences manquaient souvent. Tout 
cela accentuait les mouvements de population des campagnes appau-
vries vers les grandes cités autour desquelles d’immenses ceintures 
de misère se développaient, mettant gravement en cause la sécurité 
urbaine. Ces populations urbaines parasites ruinèrent Basra et Bag-
dad, et envahirent le QarÁfa et de vastes quartiers  de FusÔÁÔ-MiÒr. La 
bonne volonté de populations paysannes désireuses de recoloniser 
l’espace abandonné à la friche ne suffisait donc pas, tant que la sécu-
rité ne revenait pas et que des financements importants n’étaient pas 
consentis. 

En Occident, le cycle de réappropriation des terres, après une dé-
sertification due à une épidémie ou à une guerre, était tout autre. En 
zone atlantique, les champs abandonnés étaient envahis d’abord par 
les broussailles, puis par la forêt, qui constituait un conservatoire 
idéal des sols, empêchant l’érosion et enrichissant chaque année les 
sols de ses feuilles mortes. Dès qu’une situation meilleure le permet-
tait, la population revenait, abattait et brûlait les arbres et remettait à 
découvert, un sol profond et riche qui pouvait immédiatement être 
labouré grâce aux chevaux puissants, bien nourris, attelés par un col-
lier d’épaule rigide à une charrue avec grand soc en métal. Cela né-
cessitait un financement d’une année, le gibier, les baies et les raci-
nes naturelles pouvant être consommés avant la première récolte.  

Des charrettes construites en bois pouvaient transporter des char-
ges incomparablement plus élevées que ce que pouvait supporter le 
dos des chameaux, des mulets et des ânes des pays musulmans pour 
une consommation identique d’un fourrage récolté bien plus aisé-
ment en Occident. Les eaux courantes toujours abondantes faisaient 
tourner des moulins aux engrenages de bois dur et de métal de plus 
en plus perfectionnés. En effet, contrairement au monde musulman, 
le bois était partout présent, bois calciné pour le charbon de bois in-
dispensable à la fusion des minerais métalliques, bois d’oeuvre pour 
fabriquer les manches d’outils, pour lancer des ponts, produire des 
engrenages de moulin, des voitures tirées par des chevaux ou des 
boeufs, des embarcations spacieuses en rivière ou en mer. Enfin, 
avantage ultime, les variations climatiques d’une année sur l’autre 
n’avaient pas l’ampleur de celles que l’on connaissait au Sud-est de 
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la Méditerranée et en Asie occidentale; en général, la terre qui avait 
été bien cultivée tenait ses promesses. 

VII. Deux rythmes: désordre maîtrisé en Orient 

L’Orient musulman, pour sa production agricole et artisanale, ne 
pouvait guère compter sur un retour régulier des mêmes conditions 
d’année en année. Pour surmonter ce handicap, né d’un climat varia-
ble, de transports terrestres vulnérables et d’un coût élevé, et pour 
contourner des lacunes d’approvisionnement, souvent imprévisibles, 
paysans et artisans ne ménageaient pas leur peine. Ils cherchaient à 
trouver une solution pour affronter chaque difficulté nouvelle à la-
quelle ils se heurtaient. Malgré ce contexte difficile, l’Égypte retrou-
va dès la fin du Ve/XIe siècle, puis dépassa le niveau de production 
qu’elle connaissait avant la grande crise sous al-MustanÒir.  

Quant à la production d’objets de haute qualité, en verre, en cris-
tal, en bois, en ivoire, en céramique ou en bronze, elle s’accrut 
considérablement à compter du VIIe/XIIIe siècle pour répondre à la 
demande très solvable des sultans, des émirs et des notables religieux 
ou civils. D’autres objets de qualité étaient exportés en Occident, les 
étoffes précieuses et ces tapis somptueux qu’on trouve représentés 
sur les portraits des nobles et des riches bourgeois d’Occident, dans 
leur cadre domestique. On en retient l’image d’un artisanat d’Orient, 
brillant et inventif. Vivant constamment sous la menace de manquer 
de tel ou tel élement nécessaire à la fabrication, il était peu soucieux 
de produire en abondance mais de résoudre chaque problème qui se 
posait. La qualité artistique de l’objet produit, sa capacité de répon-
dre à l’exigence esthétique de celui qui le commandait, entraînaient 
très souvent un long temps de travail, minutieux et incompressible, 
ne permettant aucun gain sur le prix de revient, ni la mise en route 
d’une production régulière et abondante. C’était le règne de 
l’hétérogénéité, du discontinu, de l’imprévisible. Aucun projet à long 
terme ne pouvait être monté; d’ailleurs, dans l’espace dominé par 
l’islam, l’artisan et sa famille se déplaçaient au gré de l’installation 
de nouveaux pouvoirs aux moyens de financement assurés. 
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VIII. Deux rythmes: ordre rationnel en Occident 

À ce désordre harmonieux de l’Orient, on peut opposer une mise en 
ordre toujours plus rationnelle de la production en l’Europe méridio-
nale et occidentale. S’appuyant sur l’abondance des près et des terres 
arables, du bois d’espèces variées, du fer de qualité toujours supé-
rieure, des plantes textiles, lin et chanvre, des toisons de moutons et 
du cuir, l’Occident put organiser sur le long terme ses structures de 
production dans des ateliers de plus en plus vastes. Grâce à l’action 
avisée des donneurs d’ordre, la production fut normalisée, des consi-
gnes de fabrication, édictées et appliquées. Ainsi, après 494/1100, 
s’appuyant sur la maîtrise d’une nature moins capricieuse et plus gé-
néreuse, l’accroissement de la population a pu être accompagné en 
Occident d’une croissance régulière de la production de denrées ali-
mentaires et d’objets utilitaires. A la fin du VIe/XIIe siècle, on voit se 
développer dans les églises et sur les manuscrits des figurations 
d’hommes au travail, paysans labourant ou fauchant, vignerons, ton-
neliers, menuisiers et charpentiers, effectuant leur tâche avec des ges-
tes précis et des outils minutieusement détaillés par le sculpteur ou le 
mosaïste. Cela témoigne d’un intérêt de la société à l’égard de ceux 
qui produisaient des biens de consommation plus abondants en usant 
d’un outillage perfectionné qui s’adaptait toujours mieux aux métiers 
divers. Ces artisans étaient respectés et glorifiés, car ils éloignaient le 
spectre de la disette et de la famine. En Orient, à la même époque, la 
représentation des métiers manuels est rare et peu précise. 

Les progrès réalisés en Occident dans la production des céréales, 
l’élevage de puissants chevaux de guerre, l’acheminement des den-
rées et des bêtes sur de vastes navires, ainsi que les perfectionne-
ments de la charpenterie navale, de la taille de la pierre, de la métal-
lurgie pour produire des armes défensives et offensives toujours plus 
efficaces, apparaissent particulièrement bien lorsqu’on compare la 
description donnée par les chroniques arabes des combats de la pre-
mière croisade à la fin du Ve/XIe siècle et de ceux de la troisième 
croisade en 585-87/1189-91.  

Ces progrès, ainsi que tout ce qui touche la filature et le tissage, se 
répandent en Europe occidentale grâce aux foires et à la circulation 
plus aisée des artisans. Les financements, rendus possibles par 
l’accumulation d’une partie du surproduit agricole ou des bénéfices 
du commerce, qui contrairement à ce qui se passe alors dans le 
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monde musulman, n’étaient pas immédiatement confisqués par le 
pouvoir local, permettaient une rationalisation de l’outil de produc-
tion. On passe de l’artisanat individuel ou familial à des ateliers col-
lectifs où les tâches sont distribuées par un donneur d’ordres, dispo-
sant de ressources financières assurées et connaissant les attentes du 
marché; parfois, la tâche put être répartie par le maître d’oeuvres aux 
paysans qui occupaient leurs soirées ou leur inactivité d’hiver à filer 
et à tisser. On abandonna à l’Orient la production des tapis ou des 
étoffes précieuses mais on gagna beaucoup d’argent en fabriquant et 
en exportant en grande quantité des tissus courants solides, faciles à 
transporter et à vendre. 

En Occident, la richesse de la couverture agricole, la régularité re-
lative du climat, l’abondance de l’eau, la disposition de bois de 
chauffe, de bois d’oeuvre et de charbon de bois à volonté, l’existence 
de mines assurant une fourniture régulière en minerais métalliques, 
permettaient la prévision d’actions répétitives. On pouvait donc 
construire sur la longue durée un projet d’accroissement de la pro-
duction, de l’amélioration de la qualité des objets et de l’abaissement 
des coûts.  

IX. Vers un monde régulé, porteur de projets d’avenir 

Notre hypothèse est la suivante; l’esprit qui a présidé à la création de 
ces entreprises conçues pour durer et pour progresser, a été le modèle 
sur lequel se sont organisés à la même époque des pouvoirs souve-
rains de nature et d’étendue variées. Le maître d’oeuvre évaluait le 
marché qu’il voulait occuper sur une période prolongée; en fonction 
de son projet, il recrutait des compagnons, rédigeait des consignes 
strictes de fabrication, récoltait des capitaux et prévoyait avec préci-
sion, dépenses et recettes. C’est en transposant ce modèle que les 
bourgeoisies d’Italie et de Flandres ont lentement édifié des structu-
res étatiques organisées et durables, aux ressources et aux dépenses 
financières prévisibles et contrôlées et surtout dotées d’un projet 
d’avenir. Ce type de souveraineté partagée et rationnelle a mis un 
demi-millénaire à s’imposer à la totalité de l’Europe occidentale, 
puis à l’Amérique du Nord, pourtant ce fut véritablement au VIe/XIIe 
siècle que le mouvement se mit en branle pour la première fois. 
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X. En Orient, gestion des possibles et adaptation aux contraintes 

Le terme État, utilisé en Occident, vient du latin et désigne quelque 
chose de fondé et de durable qui transcende le pouvoir de chaque 
souverain succédant à son prédecesseur. Le terme arabe dawla, par 
lequel on le traduit parfois, renvoie à l’inverse à la roue qui tourne, au 
pouvoir qui, comme un furet, passe de souverain en souverain, de fa-
mille en famille, de dynastie en dynastie (autre signification du terme 
dawla). Celui qui tient le plus fermement cet élément essentiellement 
volatil en est le plus digne. La seule véritable preuve de la légitimité 
d’un pouvoir est que son détenteur l’exerce pleinement et le conserve 
à travers la tourmente. Pour cela, le souverain, comme l’artisan qui 
doit s’adapter aux matériaux que lui a livrés la dernière caravane, doit 
faire face avec habileté ou avec brutalité aux circonstances, inventer 
des solutions, contourner les obstacles, résoudre au quotidien les 
conflits et les rivalités qui déchirent sa cour, éliminer sans pitié les ri-
vaux possibles. On n’attend pas de lui qu’en plus il construise un pro-
jet d’avenir pour établir une prospérité sur le long terme pour ses su-
jets. La structure familiale du pouvoir, quand le souverain comptait 
nombre d’épouses ou de concubines et que la succession n’était pas 
gérée par une loi claire de primogéniture, remettait en cause grave-
ment, à chaque décès de sultan, de malik ou d’émir, l’équilibre de la 
chose publique. De plus, l’endogamie dominante, la tradition de la 
famille élargie exerçant naturellement ses droits à l’égard des mem-
bres de celle-ci ayant accès à un revenu conséquent, accroissait le 
nombre de parents proches ou lointains susceptibles de parasiter 
l’accès à la rente d’État ou à la dépense publique. 

Un certain nombre d’autres éléments fragilisaient le pouvoir 
s’exerçant dans le monde arabe d’Orient. Le souverain n’avait pas la 
légitimité pour produire de loi, dont la révélation avait été achevée à 
la mort de Muhammad. Il ne pouvait qu’implorer ses juristes de 
trouver dans le Coran, dans le ÎadÐth et dans l’importante jurispru-
dence accumulée depuis le IIe/VIIIe siècle, la faille, la ruse qui per-
mettait de résoudre tel ou tel problème de société ou de l’exercice 
politique, à première vue insoluble, ou qui lui ouvrirait une voie légi-
time vers une réforme du système d’imposition.  
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XI. Porosité des frontières: la corruption, outil de domination 

La fin du Ve/XIe siècle avait vu les Croisés se lancer à l’assaut de 
l’Orient arabe; grâce à leur puissance militaire, ils imposèrent assez 
rapidement leur pouvoir sur la façade méditeranéenne du BilÁd al-
ShÁm sans pouvoir dominer les grandes villes, Alep, Homs, Damas, 
situées à l’Est, à l’intérieur des terres, sur l’itinéraire Nord-sud. De 
jeunes chercheurs s’interrogent sur les motifs réels, tout à la fois, de 
ces premiers succès militaires, et de leur rapide limitation continen-
tale. Près d’un siècle plus tard, en 583/1187, la bataille de ÍaÔÔÐn et 
les défaites enregistrées à sa suite, ouvrirent une seconde phase, celle 
d’une présence franque moins étendue territorialement mais mieux 
intégrée en Orient arabe grâce au développement des échanges hu-
mains et commerciaux. Ce n’est qu’un nouveau siècle plus tard, en  
690/1291, que toute présence d’un pouvoir franc autonome disparut 
du littoral du BilÁd al-ShÁm.  

Les Italiens avaient transporté les Croisés sur leurs navires et 
avaient financé certaines expéditions; en contrepartie, ils avaient pu 
installer des centres importants d’achat et de vente dans les grands 
ports croisés de Syrie. Mais après l’échec des croisades de 616-
18/1219-21 et de 646-48/1248-50 en Egypte, ils avaient modifié 
leurs projets. La guerre coûtait cher et son résultat était aléatoire. 
Plutôt que de continuer à soutenir l’installation croisée en Orient, ils 
avaient préféré utiliser les ports égyptiens pour leurs échanges, ac-
ceptant de payer aux sultans des droits de douanes d’un montant éle-
vé mais bien moins ruineux que le financement d’actions militaires. 

En acceptant les avanies que leur imposaient les fonctionnaires 
des sultans, chargeant toujours plus les droits de douane et exigeant 
des pots de vin pour mener à bien les opérations d’entrées et de sor-
ties des marchandises, les marchands italiens paraissaient perdants 
sur le court terme mais s’assuraient une situation d’avenir. En effet, 
le kharÁj étant en grande partie dépensé par les émirs pour l’entretien 
de leurs soldats et de leurs chevaux mais aussi pour leurs dépenses 
somptuaires personnelles, l’État ayyoubide puis l’État mamlÙk ne 
purent compter pour assurer leur ordinaire que sur le revenu des 
taxes perçues localement, des droits de douane et des monopoles. Le 
fait que le taux de change des monnaies musulmanes était établi en 
Italie, que les Italiens, par les droits de douane qu’ils versaient, fi-
nançaient partiellement l’État dominant la Syrie et l’Égypte et que 
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par ailleurs ils prêtaient parfois de fortes sommes aux sultans, doit se 
lire comme le signe précurseur d’un nouveau modèle de rapport in-
ternational, inconnu jusque là. Les frontières de l’espace politique et 
celles du champ économique ne coïncidaient plus. Le pouvoir finan-
cier des Italiens dépassait largement le territoire de l’Occident chré-
tien. Pour ce faire, ils devaient user de leur position de créditeurs 
pour enserrer les souverains d’Orient dans leur filet, leur proposer 
des avantages comptants et trébuchants immédiats, pour se voir pro-
mettre en contrepartie, plus ou moins sincèrement, des facilités futu-
res. Le sultan, les fonctionnaires des douanes pensaient ainsi rouler 
leurs partenaires alors que ceux-ci les tenaient toujours plus étroite-
ment dans leurs rets. 

La réussite de ces nouveaux États, fortement structurés, apparus 
en Italie, puis en Europe occidentale durant l’époque des croisades, 
grâce à la révolution agraire et surtout à la préindustrialisation de 
l’artisanat, leur permettait de lancer des projets dépassant l’espace 
qu’ils contrôlaient politiquement ou militairement; un nouveau type 
de domination immatérielle était en train d’apparaître, que six siècles 
plus tard on qualifiera d’impérialisme économique et financier. 

XII. Faible perception immédiate du phénomène 

L’acquis de l’Orient arabe pendant les cinq premiers siècles de 
l’islam, sa propre faculté de récupération après les crises  (l’Égypte 
était alors particulièrement prospère et la Syrie avait retrouvé ses ca-
pacités anciennes sous NÙr al-DÐn et les avait largement dépassées 
sous SalÁÎ al-DÐn), étaient tels que les contemporains continuaient à 
percevoir la richesse et le luxe du monde musulman comme immen-
sément supérieurs à ce que pouvait connaître alors l’Occident. Jus-
qu’à la fin du VIIe/XIIIe siècle on ne peut diagnostiquer en Occident 
qu’un changement rapide et complexe des rapports sociaux, écono-
miques et surtout politiques, entre les différents éléments de la socié-
té alors qu’en Orient, les avantages acquis par ceux qui détenaient le 
pouvoir et les armes ne paraissaient plus pouvoir être remis en ques-
tion que par d’autres militaires du même statut et qui conserveraient 
après leur victoire la même stratification sociale et politique. 

Avec la diffusion de la peste en Orient et en Occident au milieu du 
VIIIe/XIVe siècle, les deux mondes connurent à nouveau une chute 
démographique et économique brutales, aggravée en Orient par la 
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menace mongole et en Occident par les conflits incessants qui oppo-
saient les nouveaux pouvoirs en cours d’édification. Les deux mon-
des connurent à nouveau disettes et misère. 

Ce n’est que bien plus tard, une fois la Méditerranée abandonnée 
au profit du grand large atlantique, que des rapports d’inégalité com-
plexes s’établirent à nouveau, faisant appel à la corruption ‘passive’ 
des États et des souverains de l’Orient musulman, avides de profiter 
dans l’immédiat de tous les avantages qu’on leur offrait et de tous les 
gains faciles qu’ils pouvaient réaliser en négligeant de respecter le 
principe de continuité des règles établies. En face, les États d’Occi- 
dent recouraient à la corruption ‘active’ en consentant tout de suite de 
fortes libéralités et en feignant de fermer les yeux sur les infractions 
aux règles établies et aux contrats, pour, dans le futur, mieux enfermer 
leurs partenaires dans une contrainte financière irrésistible dont ils 
comptaient tirer un très large profit. La culture occidentale de la cons-
truction d’un projet, fondée sur la reproductibilité régulière des cir-
constances dans le futur, l’emportait irrésistiblement sur la culture 
orientale de l’immédiat, de l’adaptibilité instantanée et de la spécula-
tion constamment recalculée.  

XIII. Conclusion rapide 

Que le lecteur qui, abandonnant son exigence habituelle de référen-
ces fournies renvoyant à des textes anciens et à des analyses contem-
poraines, a accepté de nous suivre jusque là, veuille bien nous excu-
ser pour ces quelques pages de ‘para-histoire’. Notre but était de 
creuser le lit du temps pour faire apparaître des interrogations nou-
velles concernant ce premier essor de l’Occident et ce premier enva-
sement de l’Orient arabe; en aucun cas, nous nous sentons capables 
d’y apporter des réponses cohérentes et fondées sur des documents 
irréfutables, mais, heureusement, de nombreux jeunes chercheurs 
sont prêts à le faire. 
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I. Introduction  

In the Islamic sciences ordinary conversation is the dominant model 
for understanding all forms of communication. The concept of khiÔÁb 
is the very basis of the science of uÒÙl al-fiqh, though it is a term 
whose proper locus is literature and linguistics. Here we offer a very 
brief survey of the concept of discourse (khiÔÁb) in one medieval  
scholar’s work on Islamic legal theory.1 To do full justice to the topic 
is not possible here; a full treatment of the notion of khiÔÁb would re-
quire an expertise in law, grammar, literary theory and literature found 
perhaps uniquely in the honoree, Professor Wolfhart Heinrichs.  

I have chosen here to work mostly from al-WÁÃiÎ fÐ uÒÙl al-fiqh 
by Ibn ÝAqÐl (513/1119).2 He is interesting because, as G. Makdisi 

                                    
1  “KhiÔÁb” is directed discourse, an address to someone. But it may be to some-

one present or someone absent (apostrophe). As such it may have any of the features 
of speech, whether imperative or narrative. Hence, what is true of directed discourse 
is true of discourse in general. For the most part, we will translate the term khiÔÁb as 
“discourse”, bearing in mind that it may have more or fewer features of addressed 
speech. For a brief overview of the scope of the root, see Ibn ManÛÙr (d. 710/1311), 
LisÁn, s.v. kh-Ô-b. 

2  Circumstances compel me to cite from two different versions: George Mak-
disi’s monumental edition Ibn ÝAqÐl, al-WÁÃiÎ (abbreviated “Makdisi”) and ÝAb-
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has shown in countless venues,3 Ibn ÝAqÐl attempted to straddle the 
line between the sophistication of philosophy and kalÁm—as seen in 
his near contemporaries ImÁm al-Íaramayn al-JuwaynÐ (478/1085) 
and al-GhazÁlÐ (505/1111)—and the scripto-centrism and religious 
populism of BaghdÁdÐ Íanbalism. He is generous in citation and dis-
cusses precisely the differences between madhhab doctrines that al-
low us to understand something of how central khiÔÁb is for the 
ShÁfiÝÐs, and the ÍanbalÐ school that clearly derives from it, though 
Ibn ÝAqÐl appears at times not to agree with his own school.  

Ibn ÝAqÐl’s WÁÃiÎ fi-uÒÙl al-fiqh is a curious work. One wonders 
whether it is really a book at all (much less a great summa), or 
whether it is instead something like curriculum notes for his lec-
tures.4 However, the book’s repetitious quality allows us to see how 
khiÔÁb functions in several different domains so that we might begin 
to understand the scope of this crucial concept in the literature of 
uÒÙl al-fiqh.  

The centrality of the concept is clear from Ibn ÝAqÐl’s assertion 
that a discussion of khiÔÁb must precede every topic—including obli-
gation, the Book of God, and the acts of the Messenger, because 
“[uÒÙl al-fiqh] is constructed (mabnÐ) from the khiÔÁb.”5 This means 
that uÒÙl al-fiqh is constructed from a study of the khiÔÁb of  

God, and the khiÔÁb of His Messenger, and their implicature (faÎwá) 
and their evidence (dalÐl) and their unstated assumptions (laÎn) and the 
semantic senses (maÝÁnÐ) derived from them, and the analogized  
[instances] about which they are silent, grounded in those about which 
they do speak (qiyÁs al-maskÙt Ýanhu Ýalá l-manÔÙq bih); these [in par-
ticular] require inference from the ratio [of the analogized assessment]. 

                                    

dallÁh al-TurkÐ’s very fine 2 volume edition Ibn ÝAqÐl, al-WÁÃiÎ. (abbreviated 
“TurkÐ”). On Ibn ÝAqÐl see EI2, s. v. “Ibn ÝAqÐl.”. 

3  E.g., Makdisi 1963. 
4  Whatever it it is, it is certainly not a summa as Professor Makdisi proposes. 

There are such works—the MughnÐ of ÝAbdaljabbÁr would certainly qualify—but the 
repetitiveness, the cursory and unfinished quality of some of Ibn ÝAqÐl’s discussions, 
and the lacunae in citation suggest we have something more like the Musawwada of 
the Àl Taymiyya than a finished work like the RawÃa of Ibn QudÁma (Àl Taymiyya, 
MajdaddÐn (d. 653/1255), ShihÁbaddÐn (d. 682/1283), and TaqiyyaddÐn (d. 728/ 
1326), al-Musawwada, Ibn QudÁma (d. 620/1223), RawÃat al-NÁÛir). What is one to 
make, for instance, of what appears to be a kind of table of contents for an essay 
(TurkÐ 2: 191-2)? Topics are addressed, then addressed again, as if previously un-
mentioned. The work is invaluable, but I am far from certain that it is a deliberately 
authored work. 

5  Makdisi 4/1:1. 
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Because of all this, one must present a definition of the khiÔÁb and pre-
sent in detail a discussion of it.6 

It is clear that Ibn ÝAqÐl does not understand by khiÔÁb only the 
speech of God but all aspects of a communication that can, using any 
possible analytic tool, be understood to convey information. “Dis-
course” comes closest to approximating the semantic field of the 
word khiÔÁb as it is used in Islamic jurisprudence.  

The khiÔÁb has all the features of ordinary speech; it includes 
commands, information, and everything derived from these two spe-
cies of communication.7 This divine discourse is conveyed in three 
modes. (1) All messengers received God’s discourse through angels. 
Ibn ÝAqÐl is at pains to insist that this angelic translation is 

sounds and words (ÎurÙf wa-aÒwÁt) that frame the concepts of the dis-
course. These either summon to action (or to refraining from acting), 
or provide knowledge of the past or future; [they are] imparted from 
the very presence of God (ladun allÁh), or from the angel.8  

That the discourse is conveyed by intermediary of angels compro-
mises in no way the exactitude and literalness of the khiÔÁb that origi-
nates from God.  

(2) Messengers may also receive inspiration in their minds (qulÙb) 
either while waking or sleeping. This too is discourse from God. (3) 
And finally, two privileged prophets, Moses and MuÎammad, au-
dited the discourse of God directly without intermediary.9 Indeed, 
MuÎammad in particular was graced with all three modes of dis-
course as the QurÞÁn and sunnic texts establish.10 So khiÔÁb is both 
heard and ‘felt.’ It is conveyed not only in words, but also in con-
cepts that need to be given words.  

In keeping with ÍanbalÐ originalism, Ibn ÝAqÐl asserts that the 
“discourse [of God] from the Prophet comes in one manner—speech 
and comprehensible signs—to those present with him; it is given in  
a categorically different manner—writing—to those absent (al-ghÁ- 
ÞibÙn).”11 Additionally, God’s khiÔÁb is conveyed in practices (iqrÁr) 

                                    
6  Ibid. 
7  Ibid. 
8  Ibid. 
9  Ibid. 
10  Makdisi 4/1:1-2. 
11  It is part of this mythic construct that Muslims are either present with the Pro-

phet or absent from him. In other ÍanbalÐ constructs, particularly those that empha-
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seen as direct permissions for others’ acts or practices that were per-
mitted by default; these become thereby indicants, and form part of 
the discourse of God to humankind.12 

This broad understanding of discourse comprises the semantic 
scope of a term we might otherwise be inclined to misunderstand—
lisÁn, language, in the QurÞÁnic passage, {We did not send a Messen-
ger except with the lisÁn of his people to make it clear to them  
(Q. 14:4)}. “The Messenger clarifies for them what is scattered about 
in the khiÔÁb and what is gathered together (manthÙr al-khiÔÁb wa-
majmÙÝih).”13 Consequently lisÁn is not purely lingual, but includes 
practice—both implicit and explicit— and the implications of speech 
and practice. It is not just the Prophet’s Arabic that was comprehensi-
ble but his action as well, and the sum of all the actions he permitted. 

II. Apprehending the khiÔÁb 

To apprehend discourse is a process. First comes form—the sounds 
of words arranged together—then the concepts associated with them. 
There is no spontaneous apprehension here, and the conceptual space 
between sound, as such, and comprehension, might be seen to allow 
the possibility of an arbitrary value for the sounds and the words they 
form. On the question of convention versus revelational determina-
tion of language values (tawÃÐÝ/tawqÐf), Ibn ÝAqÐl takes the position 
that language is conventional while also a part of the creation proc-
ess; sound and concept may be inseparably bound together, but they 
also may not be.14 As someone schooled in the science of language, 
he can hardly deny the dynamism of language. But as a committed 
ÍanbalÐ Scripturalist he cannot deny God’s sovereign dispositional 
power. Hence Ibn ÝAqÐl asserts that both are features of the khiÔÁb. 
Some khiÔÁb language occurs by inspiration to some creatures not 
normally gifted with speech, whereas other khiÔÁb language conveys 
its meaning by analogically extending language through human tal-

                                    

size the “pristine early community” in Hodgson’s phrase—versus the corruption of 
the times (fasÁd al-zamÁn)—it is temporality that estranges rather than lack of pro-
pinquity; later scholars are understood to have had categorically less knowledge than 
earlier ones.  

12  Makdisi 4/1:2. 
13  Makdisi 4/1:3. 
14  See Weiss 1974 and 1984 and Versteegh 1997, 101-14. Makdisi 4/1:3-4. 
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ent (qarÁÞiÎ) to frame through the use of words a meaning that had 
not conventionally had that meaning previously. The possibility of 
linguistic innovation does not exclude the idea of language’s inspira-
tional origins. Ibn ÝAqÐl seems rather impatient with this whole ar-
gument. “There is no resolving it!”15 Both positions can be justified, 
on the one hand by God’s ability to inspire non-speakers to speak—
infants, or the primordial Adam—and on the other hand, by the ob-
served extension of terms like baÎr—ocean—to refer to generosity, 
learning, heroism, or liberality.16 Likewise, the question of the prior-
ity of convention in speech or inspiration is of limited consequence 
to him.17 What matters is that from diverse origins and in diverse 
ways, the auditor apprehends concepts intended by another, in this 
case God, or His Messenger. 

III. The Quality of Discourse 

Following apprehension of the concept comes the listener’s belief or 
positive disposition toward what is said (iÝtiqÁd). Then comes resolu-
tion (al-Ýazm), followed by action or inaction (al-fiÝlu awi l-tark) in 
response to commands, or evaluation and acceptance (taÒdÐq) in re-
sponse to information. At this point there is no affect. Emotional re-
sponse follows, Ibn ÝAqÐl explicitly says, with the sentiments of hope 
in response to a promise or fear in response to a threat.18 

There is a sense in which God’s communication with humankind 
is needlessly obscure. He could, indeed, have implanted His speech 
directly in those whom He addressed and compelled them to under-
stand it.19 Instead, he supererogatorily (khÁriqa) used indicants to 
convey His meanings as an occasion to reward those who take the 
trouble to infer knowledge from the signs provided. 20 

Unique features distinguish the address of God (khiÔÁb allÁh) 
from ordinary speech. It may not be manifestly self-contradictory (as 
                                    

15  Makdisi 4/1:4, lÁ yumkinu sadduhu! 
16  Makdisi 4/1:4-5. 
17  Makdisi 4/1:4-12. 
18  Makdisi 4/1:3. 
19  Makdisi 4/1:12. 
20  This is analogous to the way in which He provided indisputable signs but not 

direct knowledge of the existence of a single Creator in nature; but instead He pro-
vided the minimum of instinctual knowledge. He could have done otherwise but, 
again, the effort to infer the existence of God is an occasion for reward. 
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in “Zayd is alive not alive,”) or implicitly self-contradictory (as in 
“Zayd is alive, dead”). This unique feature of God’s discourse is 
known not just from Scriptural evidence but from a reasoned under-
standing of the nature of God—His perfection requires His non-self-
contradiction since speech is of His essence and His essence is with-
out flaw.21 

Yet God’s discourse can be figurative (rather than straightfor-
wardly literal) and of potentially uncertain meaning (al-ishtibÁh). It 
may not be utterly uncertain—capable of any possible meaning—but 
it may be susceptible of at least two meanings, or even more. Exam-
ple: “Or you have touched woman (Q. 4:43; 5:6).” LÁmasa (to touch 
another) can mean merely touch (literal) or sexual congress (figura-
tive). This figurative possibility makes the QurÞÁnic text by itself in-
determinate (mutashÁbih).22 Likewise there are terms that are mul-
tivocal, and some, such as the “mysterious letters” at the beginning 
of some sÙras, that are incomprehensible.23 Some ambiguities are re-
duced through rational reflection, some through proof texts, others 
not at all.24 One tries to understand, and for that effort, there is re-
ward; if, further, one understands correctly there is a further reward; 
if one misunderstands though, there is no fault to the scholar.25 Here 
Ibn ÝAqÐl slides off into general features of language of which Divine 
Discourse is a species but not different in genre. The QurÞÁn and 
other features of the Divine Address are, in the end, Arabic, and so, 
having addressed its unique qualities, Ibn ÝAqÐl then discusses the 
features shared with all other Arabic “speech.”26 

IV. Indirect Discourse 

The discourse Ibn ÝAqÐl describes is not the sort of “the cat jumped 
on the table” information conveyance normative for linguists and 
certain sorts of  linguistic philosophers. Discourse can occur oblique-
ly or, in a sense, illocutionarily in (at least) three ways; we may call 

                                    
21  Makdisi 4/1:14. 
22  Makdisi 4/1:15. 
23  Ibid. 
24  Makdisi 4/1:18. 
25  Makdisi 4/1:19. 
26  Makdisi 4/1:32. 
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these processes implicative, indicative, and semantic, translating, re-
spectively, the Arabic terms faÎwá, dalÐl, and maÝná al-khiÔÁb.27 

(1) FaÎwá al-khiÔÁb is often understood by the logic-oriented as a 
fortiori extension of an utterance, and in such a way some uÒÙlÐs also 
understood it. In logic, a fortiori arguments assert that when some-
thing exists, something less remarkable than that which exists has an 
even stronger likelihood of existence. It is an argument usually un-
derstood to belong to the domain of logic.  It it is quite significant 
though that many, especially textually-oriented uÒÙlÐs like Ibn ÝAqÐl, 
understood faÎwá al-khiÔÁb to be a feature solely of language, not a 
form of syllogistic extension.28 In both cases, the idea is that the ut-
terance that calls attention to one thing, calls attention also to another 
thing belonging in the class where the first is higher (aÝlá), that is, 
more tangentially a member of the class, and the second is lower 
(adná), that is, more certainly a member of that class. The classic ex-
ample is the proscription on making disrespectful sounds to one’s pa-
rents (Q. 17:23) which precludes also more extensive harm (adhÁyÁ), 
because of the implicative features of its language.29 Others referred 
to this process as “manifest analogy” (qiyÁs jalÐ). Yet Ibn ÝAqÐl per-
sists in seeing it as a feature of linguistic implication rather than ei-
ther logical or analogical extension. He argues that the Arabs had 
conventionalized faÎwá usage in rhetoric, and so it is best understood 
as an aspect of linguistic conveyance-of-meaning.  

(2) The indicative aspect of language (dalÐl al-khiÔÁb) establishes 
that, as well as including implications, discourse can exclude as well. 
When the text of the QurÞÁn says “If they be pregnant, then support 
them (Q. 65:6)” it thereby establishes also that divorced women who 
are not pregnant are not supported.30 Similarly, [the ÎadÐth] “the 
whole of the earth has been made for me a place of prostration and 
its soil ritually pure”31 indicates to the ÍanbalÐs that substances other 

                                    
27  See e.g., TurkÐ 1:36-38. 
28  TurkÐ 1:36-37. More elaborately TurkÐ 2:41-43. 
29  In one place (TurkÐ 1:42), Ibn ÝAqÐl allows faÎwá al-khiÔÁb to go only from 

the aÝlá to the adná. In another (TurkÐ 2:42), however, he allows it to work in both 
directions, making it more clearly linguistic implicative rather that a fortiori logical 
extension. On this understanding, one may not make rude noises to one’s parents; 
one also may not, because of this prohibition, feel annoyed with them or be exasper-
ated with them (TurkÐ 2:42). 

30  TurkÐ 1:37. 
31  Muslim, ÑaÎÐÎ, “MasÁjid” 1.  
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than soil are not ritually pure.32 It appears that this concept is peculiar 
to the ShÁfiÝÐ and ÍanbalÐ schools.33 The ÍanafÐs in particular some-
times accept this kind of linguistic formulation as a method of proof, 
but deny that there is really a silent indicant that is at work. Rather, 
they say, such a conveying of information is simply a function of the 
very nature of the words employed. In the famous proof text the Pro-
phet says, “Whoever sells a palm tree after it has been pollinated—its 
fruits belong to the seller, unless it has been otherwise stipulated. 34” 
The ShÁfiÝÐs and ÍanbalÐs say, “We understand by indication of the 
discourse (dalÐl al-khiÔÁb) that therefore if the tree has not been pol-
linated, the fruits consequently belong to the buyer.” But others ob-
ject to the argument though they agree with the underlying legal rea-
soning. “It is not,” the ÍanafÐs say, “some kind of unsaid indicant 
that moves one to the conclusion that the un-pollinated palm’s fruit 
belongs to the buyer, but it is part of the straightforward meaning of 
the ‘address’ itself.” “Whoever” (man) is a stipulative word (min 
ÎurÙf al-sharÔ),” they say, “and therefore pollination is the stipulation 
for the seller to get the fruit.”  The ÍanbalÐs and ShÁfiÝÐs, however, 
deny that man is a stipulative word.35 Other attempts to suggest that 
the ruling results from an implicit ratio (Ýilla) or implication itself 
(faÎwá) are likewise rejected since it is precisely silence about the 
inverse of the linguistic assertion that ends up being used as an indi-
cant. Since this is what the Ibn ÝAqÐl believes to be the case in a dalÐl 
al-khiÔÁb, he asserts that one might as well call it what it is.36  

Yet it is a notable inconsistency of his school’s position that not all 
utterances imply, in their absence, the inverse of the normal stipula-
tion. The QurÞÁn stipulates that “if you are ill or traveling [and find 
no water for ablutions] then perform tayammum (Q. 4:43).” For the 
ÍanafÐs, this means (also inconsistently) that one can only perform 
tayammum when ill or traveling. The ÍanbalÐs and ShÁfiÝÐs, however, 
say that “in kuntum …Ýalá safarin” is not an indicant such that its ab-
sence is also an indicant. Rather this is just something mentioned 
(dhikrun) since most of the time when one might not find water, one 
is traveling.  Therefore, one can perform tayammum if there is no 

                                    
32  TurkÐ 2:45. 
33  TurkÐ 2:186-7. 
34  al-BukhÁrÐ, ÑaÎÐÎ, “BuyÙÝ” bÁb 90. 
35  TurkÐ 2:188. 
36  TurkÐ 2:188-9. 
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water, even if one is not traveling. Likewise, when one is told to free 
a slave (as expiation, kaffÁra) for killing someone errantly (Q. 4:92), 
the ÍanafÐs see this as a qualification (takhÒÐÒ) that limits expiation 
to cases of manslaughter. The ÍanbalÐs and ShÁfiÝÐs see this text ra-
ther as a kind of supplement that reminds one to expiate even when 
the killing is inadvertent, since it is obvious that one owes expiation 
for deliberately killing someone.37 

DalÐl al-khiÔÁb, the bi-directional indicative quality of discourse, 
is not without its controversies. It is not obvious to everyone that ty-
ing a command to some attribute or condition or threshold implies 
the absence of the command in the absence of those qualifying fea-
tures. In short, is absence or silence in all circumstances a positive 
indicant as most ÍanbalÐs claim? Ibn ÝAqÐl sometimes seems equivo-
cal.38 Yet elsewhere he defends the school’s position.39 

(3) Finally, the semantic of discourse (maÝná al-khiÔÁb) refers to 
the method of analogy that stands at the center of the legal process. 
MaÝná al-khitÁb is a view of discourse that is open-ended, so that if 
more than one thing can be understood from a stipulation, both pos-
sible things are understood to be included in the single discourse-
statement. The simple analogy makes the basic (aÒl) extend analogi-
cally to the derived (farÝ), which is also a purely linguistic process.40 
So something true of rice will be true of wheat, since both are food-
stuffs.41 By asserting that analogy is a function of speech, Ibn ÝAqÐl 
defends the use of qiyÁs against those—including other ÍanbalÐs—
who deny that it is part of fiqh epistemology. He is also thereby rein-
ing in the logicians like his contemporary al-GhazÁlÐ who would see 
logic and not language as the prolegomenon to the study of Islamic 
law. 

The reason “analogy” is a linguistic process is that it is precisely 
the linking of common meanings that makes legal extension possible, 
in the view of “right-thinking” (muÎaqqiqÙn) jurists. QiyÁs here is de-
fined as the attribution of the derived to the original by means of a 
concept (maÝná) common to the two of them. There are several sorts 
of this kind of analogy, says Ibn ÝAqÐl: the analogy by ratio (Ýilla), the 

                                    
37  TurkÐ 2:189-90. 
38  TurkÐ 2:43-44. 
39  TurkÐ 2:188. 
40  TurkÐ 1:37-8. 
41  TurkÐ 2:47-8. 
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analogy by indicant (dalÁla), and the analogy by similarity (shibh), in 
addition to categorizations of analogies as sound or false.  

The classic form of analogy links a common ratio found in both 
the original and the derived ruling. The leads to the ruling of the ori-
ginal being applied to the derived case. Ibn ÝAqÐl is emphatic that this 
is the best form of analogy and he has heard it defended by the most 
outstanding teachers.42 The classic example is cited: nabÐdh is ban-
ned because, like khamr (which is forbidden in the QurÞÁn) it is in-
toxicating (Ibn ÝAqÐl calls it “powerful delight” shidda muÔriba), and 
intoxication is the ratio for the banning of khamr. 

Indicative analogy rests not on a ratio but on a particular feature 
found in both original and derived case. This particular feature 
(khaÒÐÒa) is an indicant of their meaningful, and in the context of a 
legal ruling, functional, similarity. So, prostrating during recitation of 
the QurÞÁn (at certain specified parts) is optional—good to do, but 
there is no harm in not doing it. This optionality allows us to call it a 
supererogatory act (nÁfila) and therefore all the other features of su-
pererogation apply to it too. Likewise ÛihÁr oaths forbidding sexual 
relations43 are forbidden to Muslims and analogically to non-
Muslims44 since in both cases it creates an impediment to marital re-
lations by placing the genitals of the wife off-limits. The oath then, in 
both cases, is an indicant of the divorce.45 The relation between the 
prostration and other supererogatory acts, or between the ÛihÁr of a 
Muslim and a ÛihÁr of a non-Muslim can be seen as a logical analogy 
(it is expressible syllogistically), but for Ibn ÝAqÐl it is simply that 
two cases have a similar linguistic indicant that ties the two together. 

The final kind of analogy, thought by some to be  a species of in-
dicative analogy, is called by Ibn ÝAqÐl an analogy of similarity (qi-
yÁs al-shibh). Here, the similarity seems to be more general, and 
there is no one indicant that links the two. For example, both worship 
and rituals of purification must be done in sequence and without in-
terruption. One analogizes from the one to the other because either is 

                                    
42  TurkÐ 2:47. 
43  Literally, the oath that “you are to me as my mother’s back” that is, sexually 

off-limits; by this declaration a marriage is voided. 
44  It is not clear if this means that a Muslim who swears ÛihÁr to his non-Muslim 

wife is divorced irrevocably from her, or whether the Muslim courts will enforce a 
ÛihÁr between two non-Muslims. 

45  TurkÐ 2:48-9. 
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invalidated by a minor impurity (Îadath). But in Ibn ÝAqÐl’s view, 
this shared vulnerability to a Îadath is not, strictly speaking, an indi-
cant but a simple similarity between the two.46 

V. Conclusion 

From the initial point in the fiqh process to its furthermost extension, 
from the moment of revelation to the scholar’s attempt to discern 
God’s intention for a novel case, the key to all legal epistemology is 
the khiÔÁb and the rules for understanding it. For Ibn ÝAqÐl, revelation 
and its interpretation is a process of linguistic apprehension, and there 
is no need for extra-linguistic tools like logic or metaphysics. God’s 
speech has several unique features, and humankind’s response to it 
too is unique. Yet in the end, the complex process of discourse links 
God to humanity such that He becomes immanent in the process of 
Muslims’ apprehending His speech. Inferring that a new intoxicating 
substance is also prohibited is like re-reading a letter and finding a 
new nuance, another layer in it. In this way, God remains speaking 
long after the event of revelation, to those separated in time and in 
space from the revelation event.  
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We know of no orations (khuÔbas) except by the Arabs and Persians. As 
for the Indians, they have inscribed themes, ageless books, that cannot 
be ascribed to any known man … The Greeks have philosophy and the 
craft of logic, but the author of the Logic [Aristotle] himself … was not 
described as eloquent … The Persians have orators, except that the 
speech of the ÝAjam … derives from long contemplation and … the 
studying of books … [As for] the [speech] of the Arabs it is all extem-
poraneity and spontaneity, as though it is [simply] inspiration …  

(al-JÁÎiÛ, d. 255/868 or 9, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn)1 

In the seventh and eighth centuries C.E., rather than painting or 
sculpture or music, the peoples of Arabia assiduously cultivated the 

                                    

*  This paper is dedicated with deep gratitude to Wolfhart Heinrichs, a true men-
tor and a rare scholar, whose many works on classical Arabic literary theory have 
been foundational in the field. 

**  Many of the khuÔbas cited in this article derive from the following three an-
thologies: Ñafwat 1933-4; al-SharÐf al-RaÃÐ (d. 406/1015), Nahj al-balÁgha; ÓayfÙr 
(d. 280/893), BalÁghÁt al-nisÁÞ. 

***  “Oral literature,” being equivalent to “oral writing” (Latin: littera: a letter), 
is a contradiction in terms, but for lack of a more precise expression, I use in this pa-
per the terms “literature,” “literary,” and “belles-lettres” to include the written and 
the oral artistic productions of language. 

1  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 3:27-9. 
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art of the spoken word—the eloquently, metaphorically, rhythmi-
cally, appositely spoken word. It is well known that a major genre of 
this oral tradition was poetry; it is less well known that the primary 
prose form of that art was the khuÔba, or oration. 

The khuÔba was a crucial piece of the Arabic literary landscape, 
and a key component of political and spiritual leadership. In both the 
pre-Islamic and early Islamic phases of Arabian life, it had signifi-
cant political, social, and religious functions. It roused warriors to 
battle, legislated on civic and criminal matters, raised awareness of 
the nearness of death and the importance of leading a pious life, 
called to the new religion of Islam, and even formed part of its ritual 
worship. For a long time, it was the only prose genre in existence; it 
included both speeches and sermons, and partially subsumed prov-
erbs (amthÁl)2 and the rhymed pronouncements of the soothsayers 
(sajÝ al-kuhhÁn). Written epistles and treaties, although existent, 
came a distant second in terms of volume, and did not pretend to 
high style. The khuÔba texts extant in the medieval Arabic sources 
form some of the most beautiful and powerful expressions of the 
Arabic literary canon. 

Moreover, the early khuÔba had enormous influence on subsequent 
artistic prose. Indeed, the QurÞan itself contained many of the stylistic 
features of the oration, such as parallelism, vivid imagery, direct ad-
dress, rhyme, and assonance. For over a century, alongside the 
QurÞan—without its divine authority, certainly, but with a great deal 
of spiritual and temporal clout—the khuÔba reigned supreme as the 
preeminent prose genre of the Arabic literary corpus. Towards the end 
of the Umayyad period, a vibrant new genre of written epistolary 
prose, called the risÁla, emerged.3 The risÁla was greatly influenced 
by Persian and Greek administrative writings, but it was also largely 
shaped by the form, themes, and style of the Arabic khuÔba.4 The 

                                    
2  Proverbs, sometimes derived from poems, were at other times single sentences 

wrested from a khuÔba or a khuÔba-like speech.  
3  On the transition of Arabic culture from oral to written, see Toorawa 2005, 34; 

Schoeler 2006. 
4  One indication of the influence of oratory on chancery prose is the direction 

given by writers of important chancery manuals to secretaries, to study and memo-
rize khuÔbas: AbÙ HilÁl (d. after 395/1005), KitÁb al-ÑinÁÝatayn, 64; al-QalqashandÐ 
(d. 821/1418), ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:210, quoting AbÙ JaÝfar al-NaÎÎÁs (d. 338/950) and 
AbÙ HilÁl. 
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risÁla’s chancery prose style of inshÁÞ,5 as it came to be called, gave 
rise in turn to the major fictional genres of medieval times, particu-
larly the maqÁma.6 The maqÁma, in its own turn, partially inspired the 
modern Arabic novel. In this context, then, the early khuÔba may be 
called the mother of the prose genres of Arabic literature. 

Compared to other world cultures that produced orations still ex-
tant, such as the Greek and the Israelite, pre-Islamic and early Is-
lamic society appears to be at a point on the oral-written continuum 
closer to a pristine primary orality.7 The Arabic orations under study 
in this paper thus form an important and perhaps unique set of mate-
rials for the study of this genre in its largely oral stage.  

In light of its literary and cultural importance, it is surprising that 
Western critical scholarship on the early khuÔba has been reticent. 
Several studies have been published in Arabic (mostly descriptive 
rather than analytical),8 but almost none outside it. In European lan-
guages, the only monograph is Stephan Dähne’s published disserta-
tion, Reden der Araber, which focuses on the rhetorical features of 
Umayyad and Abbasid political speeches.9 Encyclopedia entries that 
touch on the khuÔba, though useful, are brief,10 as are book subchap-
ters on oratory.11 Just a handful of articles analyze specific khuÔbas 
(these articles are footnoted at relevant points in this paper). More-
over, as Philip Halldén correctly pointed out, the numerous modern 
European studies of Arabic balÁgha (rhetoric, eloquence) have gen-
erally ignored the khaÔÁba (oratory) tradition.12 

                                    
5  On the inshÁÞ style, see Meisami 1998a 1:105-6. 
6  Particularly in the 10th century, the genre that rendered poetry into prose named 

“loosening the rhyme,” or “Îall al-naÛm,” also played a part in giving literary prose 
its ornate character, by importing into it a large number of poetic motifs. Cf. Sanni 
1998. 

7  A comprehensive study of orality/literacy issues is Ong 1982. 
8  Arabic monographs on the early khuÔba include: al-NuÒÒ 1963 & 1965; 

DarwÐsh 1965; al-ÍÁwÐ 1970; al-ÍÙfÐ 1972; ManÒÙr 1979; AbÙ Zahra 1980; Íasan 
1980; ShalabÐ 1983; MaÎfÙÛ 1984; Jabr 1988; RamaÃÁn 1998; BadrÁn 1999. See 
also Âayf 1960, 27-41, 52-95. 

9  Dähne 2001. 
10  The more recent encyclopedia articles that touch on the khuÔba are by Mei-

sami 1998b, Leder 1998, and Bosworth 1998 in the Encyclopedia of Arabic Litera-
ture. Earlier ones are by Wensinck and Pederson in the EI2.  

11  Subchapters on oratory in books include Mez 1937, 317-32, Serjeant 1983, 
117-28. 

12  See Halldén 2005, 19-38. He finds that no European studies on balÁgha have 
commented significantly on khaÔÁba, from the earliest European exposition in 1853 
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This lack of interest in a major genre of Arabic literature may be 
attributed partly to the fact that the medieval Arabic critics presented 
no sustained treatments of oratory. It may also reflect modern West-
ern perceptions that the khuÔba is undeserving of serious attention, 
being of inferior quality,13 that khaÔÁba belongs to the realm of phi-
losophy, not literature,14 or that the early khuÔbas are—this, accord-
ing to the eminent historian Albrecht Noth—“fictions from beginning 
to end.”15 The first perception is disproved quite easily, by referring 
the reader to the texts themselves (see Appendix). The second is re-
futed equally effortlessly, by referring the reader to the numerous 
medieval belletrist anthologies that made a point of including exam-
ples of khuÔbas, thus demonstrating its validity as a literary genre; 
and by calling attention to the fact that, although Muslim philoso-
phers used the term khaÔÁba in discussing the Aristotelian syllogism, 
literary critics used it to denote the art of oratory, independent of  
philosophy. As to the third perception, it should be noted that Noth’s 
opinion does not reflect a consensus among scholars. R.B. Serjeant, 
in contrast, holds that the early orations could well be authentic in 
gist and even in some of their language.16 Noth’s negative assessment 
of the genuineness of the early khuÔba material seems to be based 
solely on the fact that speeches made in late (Western) antiquity are 
known to be inauthentic. He does not provide further justification, 
apparently admitting no possible effect of the indigeous Arabian cul-
ture of memorization and transmission. The question of authenticity 
that he raises, however, is a grave one. Its ramifications will be exam-
ined later in this paper, where it will be shown that although a defini-
tive authentication of individual orations is not possible because of 
the problems raised by its oral transmission, a genuine core of early 

                                    

by Mehren and forward, including the writings of the leading scholars in the field 
today, namely, W. Heinrichs and S.A. Bonebakker. He advocates a synchronized 
look at the two sister sciences. 

13  A blithe unawareness of the literary qualities of pre-Islamic khuÔbas, or per-
haps of their very existence, is suggested in a comment in the (otherwise quite excel-
lent) anthology of classical Arabic literature by Robert Irwin 2001, 29, who states 
that “no literary prose worthy of the name has come down to us from the pre-Islamic 
period.” See also Swartz’s 1999, 36 discussion of scholars’ unfavorable assessment 
of the style of the later homily. 

14  Cf. discussion of this perception in Halldén 2005. 
15  Noth and Conrad 1994, 87-96, esp. 87. Noth refers the reader to the case of 

the 6th century Byzantine historian Procopius.  
16  Serjeant 1983, 118. 
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khuÔba material clearly exists, and even the possibly forged texts con-
form, by and large, to earlier conventions. Thus, a collective study 
based on the corpus of khuÔba materials as a whole rather than on sin-
gle, individual texts, allows for a meaningful assessment of the genre.  

Using a broad sampling of early khuÔba texts, this paper examines 
the evolution of its types and characteristics, focusing on the two 
centuries of the pre-Islamic, early Islamic, and Umayyad periods; the 
paper makes a brief foray into the subsequent Abbasid period, when 
the term came to denote solely the ritual sermon delivered with the 
prayer on Friday and the two Eids. Sections I, II, and III of the study 
present respectively a prefatory discussion of the denotations of the 
terms khuÔba and khaÔÁba, our sources for the early khuÔba, and the 
issues of oral transmission and authenticity. Section IV traces the de-
velopment of the various types and subtypes of political, religio-
political, religio-ethical, legislative, and civic khuÔbas. Section V de-
scribes the khuÔba’s characteristics, analyzing its structure and set-
ting, as well as its literary traits. Finally, the Appendix presents the 
texts and translations of some of the most famous khuÔbas of pre-
Islam and early Islam, with brief comments pointing out the catego-
ries and attributes isolated earlier. 

I. Denotations of the Terms khuÔba and khaÔÁba 

The early Arabic khuÔba (pl. khuÔab17) may be defined as an official 
discourse (for various purposes and containing diverse themes) 
which was extemporaneously composed and orally delivered in for-
mal language to a large, live public audience, with the orator—with 
some exceptions—standing on a high place (later, the pulpit) and fac-
ing the audience. These characteristics may be considered prerequi-
sites for classification as khuÔba (historical details follow in Section 
IV). 

The term “oration” appears to be the best available one-word Eng-
lish equivalent for the Arabic term “khuÔba.” According to the Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED), the oration is “a formal discourse deliv-
ered in elevated and dignified language, especially one given on a 

                                    
17  A less common plural form is makhÁÔib, which is also said to be a plural of 

makhÔab, a noun of place, meaning the place where the khuÔba is delivered. 
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ceremonial occasion such as a public celebration.”18 It subsumes 
meanings conveyed by multiple English terms—exhortation, admo-
nition, discourse, sermon, homily, debate, and speech—which also 
express the wide range of applications of the khuÔba. The definition 
of the term khuÔba by E.W. Lane, based on the medieval lexica, in-
cludes the umbrella category of “oration,” as well as the subcatego-
ries mentioned in the OED.19  

All these applications of khuÔba (and several others, such as the 
proposing of marriage), are associated with the underlying denota-
tion of “direct address” of the root kh-Ô-b. The scribe and critic IsÎÁq 
b. IbrÁhÐm al-KÁtib (wrote in or after 335/946 or 7) as well as the 
famed lexicographer Ibn ManÛÙr (d. 711/1311) offer an alternative 
derivation from “khaÔb,” which means “an important event” or “a ca-
lamity,” saying the khuÔba was thus named because the Arabs only 
delivered it on momentous or catastrophic occasions.20 

The morphological classifications of the relevant derivatives of 
kh-Ô-b are as follows: The form I verb “khaÔaba” (with a fatÎa on the 
2nd root letter), according to the medieval lexicographers, means to 
deliver an oration, while “khaÔuba” (with a Ãamma on the 2nd root 
letter), means to become a preacher. To indicate the orator, the inten-
sive noun form (ism al-mubÁlagha) “khaÔÐb” (pl. khuÔabÁÞ) is gener-
ally used in place of the active participle form (ism al-fÁÝil) “khÁÔib.” 
However, the intensive sense of khaÔÐb is not completely lost, for the 
term is also used to connote a superb orator or a professional 
preacher. The word “khuÔba” is most commonly categorized as a 
form I verbal noun (maÒdar). Alternatively, it is categorized as a sub-
stantive used as a maÒdar or passive participle (ism al-mafÝÙl) 
equivalent to makhÔÙba.21 

                                    
18  The OED also offers two other specialized meanings of the word “oration:” a 

derogatory usage, denoting “any impassioned, pompous, or long-winded speech;” 
and, in the 15th-19th centuries, “a prayer or supplication to God,” derived from the 
Latin etymon orare = to pray; this latter usage is now rare, and confined chiefly to 
the Roman Catholic Church. 

19  Lane 1863, kh-Ô-b. Lane leaves out the OED’s (internet site) oration subcate-
gory of debate; but, as we shall see in Section IV, this was a valid subtype of the 
khuÔba. 

20  IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm al-KÁtib (d. after 335/946), al-BurhÁn fÐ wujÙh al-bayÁn, 
192; Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab. 

21  Lane 1863 says it is “a word of the measure fuÝla in the sense of the measure 
mafÝÙla, like nuskha in the sense of mansÙkha.”  
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The term “khuÔba” secondarily denotes the written taÎmÐd preface 
of a book or epistle (risÁla or kitÁb), which contains mainly praise of 
God and blessings on the Prophet.22 This naming is probably due to 
its adoption of three visible features of the oral khuÔba: a formulaic 
structure, parallelism, and sajÝ. The sense of direct address conveyed 
by the root kh-Ô-b would appear at first sight to be the connecting fea-
ture between the epistle and the oral khuÔba; but this is not the case, 
for although the epistle has a direct addressee, the taÎmÐd khuÔba of 
the epistle often takes the third grammatical person. Regarding paral-
lelism and rhyme, the celebrated critic ÝAbd al-QÁhir al-JurjÁnÐ (d. 
474/1081) stated that the epistle’s khuÔba should “deliberately in-
clude parallelism and sajÝ-rhyme.”23 Ibn ManÛÙr emphasized the 
connection between rhyme and the term khuÔba even more strongly, 
claiming that any rhymed prose (al-kalÁm al-manthÙr al-musajjaÝ) 
may be denoted by the term khuÔba.  

The second form I maÒdar “khaÔÁba,” which denotes the act (and 
sometimes the art) of oratory, is often placed by the critics alongside 
the term “balÁgha.” The eminent belletrist al-JÁÎiÛ used the two 
terms ambiguously; seemingly assuming them to be identical, he 
switched back and forth between them without apparent distinction.24 
IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm, on the other hand, characterized balÁgha mainly as 
the use of sajÝ, and deemed it a necessary component of khaÔÁba (and 
of epistle-writing).25 Yet a third manner of characterization is repre-
sented by Ibn al-NadÐm (d. between 380 and 388/990 and 998), who 
deemed both khaÔÁba and balÁgha to be expressions of eloquence, 
differentiating between them along the fault line of oral (=khaÔÁba) 
versus written (=balÁgha); in his Fihrist, he listed the names of ora-
tors under the term “khuÔabÁÞ” and scribes (kÁtibs) under the term 
“bulaghÁÞ.”26 

                                    
22  See examples in al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:302, 14:353; al-GhazÁlÐ (d. 

505/1111), IÎyÁÞ, 1:9.  
23  al-JurjÁnÐ (d. 471/1078), AsrÁr al-BalÁgha, 9. 
24  See, for example, al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:92. Moreover, under his 

category of “the best person in terms of khaÔÁba,” (akhÔab al-nÁs), he often mentions 
the popular preacher and story-teller (wÁÝiÛ and qÁÒÒ; see discussion of these two 
terms in next section) indicating that he considers khaÔÁba, at least in this context, to 
be the more general concept of eloquence, rather than one defined within the nar-
rower context of the ritual sermon (ibid., 1:291, and elsewhere). 

25  IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm, al-BurhÁn, 191. 
26  Ibn al-NadÐm, al-Fihrist, 181. 
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In contrast to the critics, Muslim philosophers followed the Greek 
rhetorical tradition in characterizing khaÔÁba as focusing on logic 
and syllogism, alongside subordinate concerns about style and deliv-
ery.27 The philosopher al-FÁrÁbÐ (d. 339/950) wrote a commentary on 
Aristotle’s Rhetoric titled by the very term al-KhaÔÁba, in which he 
defined it as “a syllogistic skill (ÒinÁÝa qiyÁsiyya), the goal of which 
was persuasion (iqnÁÝ).” He went on to say—highlighting an aspect 
of Greek rhetoric that overlaps with Arabic oratory—that khaÔÁba 
used modes of persuasion that were “not specialized, but shared by 
all.”28 The Arabic lexicographer al-FÐrÙzÁbÁdÐ (d. 817/1415), after 
defining khaÔÁba in its oratorical aspect as “a literary prose art, 
whose purpose was the persuasion of the audience, or [its] counsel,” 
added that “in the science of logic, [khaÔÁba] was a syllogism con-
sisting of premises”—also touching on an aspect overlapping with 
Arabic oratory—“that were axiomatic or assumed” [Aristotle’s en-
thymeme].29 Ibn ManÛÙr wrote a slightly longer but similar defini-
tion of the philosophical khaÔÁba in his LisÁn al-Ýarab, in which he 
included examples of syllogisms. He stated that the active participle 
of khaÔÁba, its agent, was, like the orator, called a khaÔÐb. 

“KhiÔÁba” (with a kasra after the kh), yet another form-I maÒdar, 
is described in Lane’s Lexicon and the LisÁn al-Ýarab as “the office of 
the preacher of a mosque.” In modern times, some collapsing and 
modification appears to have taken place in the denotations of the 
three maÒdars, and both khaÔÁba and khuÔba have relinquished to 
khiÔÁba some of their semantic implications. Hence, Hans Wehr’s 
dictionary of Modern Standard Arabic describes khiÔÁba in terms as-
                                    

27  Cf. Aristotle (d. 322 B.C.), Rhetoric I:1: “… rhetorical demonstration is an en-
thymeme, which, generally speaking, is the strongest of rhetorical proofs; … the en-
thymeme is a kind of syllogism [from which part of the logical sequence is omitted, 
because of its obvious, or dubious, nature].”  

Deborah Black (1990, 4), critiques what she calls “the current annexation of [the 
Rhetoric and Poetics] to the realm of literary studies,” and attributes this “annexa-
tion” to modern sholarship’s dismissal of the medieval (Greek and then Arabic) 
viewing of those texts as part of the logic-focused Aristotelian Organon. 

28  al-FÁrÁbÐ, al-KhaÔÁba, 1, 25. Cf. Aristotle, Rhetoric I.2: “Let rhetoric be [de-
fined as] an ability, in each [particular] case, to see the available means of persua-
sion. This is the function of no other art; for each of the others is instructive and per-
suasive about its own subject: for example, medicine about health and disease … 
But rhetoric seems to be able to observe the persuasive about “the given,” so to 
speak. That, too, is why we say it does not include technical knowledge of any par-
ticular, defined genus [of subjects].” 

29  For some of Aristotle’s comments on the enthymeme, see n. 27. 
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sociated with medieval khaÔÁba (rhetoric, oratory, art of eloquence), 
as well as terms connected with the medieval khuÔba (speech, lecture, 
discourse). 

II. Sources 

Of the two major literary genres of the early Arabs, much poetry was 
preserved, but the majority of early orations were lost. Poetry bene-
fited from inbuilt mnemonic devices of rhyme and meter, multiple 
recitations such as the ones at the annual fair at ÝUkÁÛ, and the per-
sonal and collective transmitter (rÁwÐ and rÁwiya), who were the 
sources for the earliest dÐwÁn collectors. Although the khuÔba’s 
rhythm and partial rhyme helped to some extent, it lacked poetry’s 
other aids to memorization, and thus did not fare as well. KhuÔba 
texts from the pre-Islamic period, in particular, were mostly lost, be-
cause, among other things, they experienced the longest time lag be-
fore being written down. To be sure, hundreds of oratorical texts de-
rive from the early Islamic period, but this abundance is just a frac-
tion of the khuÔbas that must have been delivered before and after the 
coming of Islam. Al-JÁÎiÛ correctly stated that “what we have re-
maining of the early Arabs’ spontaneous literary production—of 
khuÔbas, battle-verses in rajaz, and camel driving chants—is but a 
fraction of the whole, of which none but the God who is cognizant of 
the number of water-droplets in the rain-clouds, and the number of 
sand-particles in the world, is aware.”30 

Diverse literary, historical, and jurisprudential sources contain 
large numbers of early khuÔba texts and related material, including 
reports (akhbÁr) framing the orations, anecdotes about the orators, 
and some critical evaluations of the genre. The major genres and 
works from which the texts and culture of the early khuÔba may be 
culled, are the following:  

– Al-JÁÎiÛ’s literary critical text-cum-anthology al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn 
is particularly useful for anecdotes and analysis as well as texts. 

– Medieval compilations of the orations of ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib, the Nahj 
al-balÁgha, compiled by al-SharÐf al-RaÃÐ (d. 406/1015), being the 
best known. Its major commentary by Ibn AbÐ l-ÍadÐd (d. 655 or 

                                    
30  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 3:29. 
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6/1257 or 8) contains more khuÔbas by ÝAlÐ and other early person-
ages. Other extant collections include al-QÁÃÐ al-QuÃÁÝÐÞs (d. 
454/1062) DustÙr maÝÁlim al-Îikam wa-maÞthÙr al-shiyam min 
kalÁm amÐr al-muÞminÐn ÝAlÐ ibn AbÐ ÓÁlib; and al-QÁÃÐ AbÙ l-FatÎ 
al-ÀmidÐ’s (d. 550/1155) Ghurar al-Îikam wa-durar al-kalim.31 

– Literary anthologies, such as Ibn AbÐ ÓÁhir ÓayfÙr’s (d. 280/893) 
BalÁghÁt al-nisÁÞ, Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih’s (d. 328/940) al-ÝIqd al-farÐd, 
the two AmÁlÐ works of al-QÁlÐ (d. 356/967) and al-SharÐf al-
MurtaÃÁ (d. 436/1044), AbÙ al-Faraj al-IÒfahÁnÐ’s (d. ca. 363/972) 
AghÁnÐ, Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 276/889) ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr32 and al-
MaÝÁrif, and al-Mubarrad’s (d. 285 or 6/ 898 or 9) al-KÁmil. AbÙ 
ÝUbayd al-QÁsim b. SallÁm’s (d. 224/838) early anthology of ora-
tions of the prophets, al-KhuÔab wa-l-mawÁÝiÛ, is an interesting 
source, although the Arabic khuÔbas attributed therein to Abraham 
and Moses are either apocryphal, or translations.  

– Historical texts, such as the works of al-WÁqidÐ (d. 207/823), NaÒr 
b. MuzÁÎim al-MinqarÐ (d. 212/827), Ibn HishÁm (d. 218/833), Ibn 
SaÝd (d. 230/845), pseudo-Ibn Qutayba, al-BalÁdhurÐ (d. 279/892), 
Ibn AÝtham al-KÙfÐ (fl. 2nd-3rd/8th-9th c.), al-ÓabarÐ (d. 314/923),  
al-MasÝÙdÐ (d. 345/956), al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn (d. 363/974), and Ibn 
al-AthÐr (d. 650/1233).  

– Chancery manuals, such as al-QalqashandÐ’s (d. 821/1418) ÑubÎ 
al-aÝshÁ fÐ ÒinÁÝat al-inshÁ, IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm al-KÁtib’s (d. after 
335/946) al-BurhÁn fÐ wujÙh al-bayÁn, and AbÙ JaÝfar al-NaÎÎÁs’s 
(d. 338/950) ÝUmdat al-kÁtib. 

– Critical works, such as al-BÁqillÁnÐ’s (d. 403/1013) IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn 
and AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ’s (d. after 395/1005) KitÁb al-ÑinÁÝatayn.  

– Proverb collections, such as AbÙ HilÁl’s Jamharat amthÁl al-Ýarab, 
and al-MaydÁnÐ’s (d. 518/1124) MajmaÝ al-amthÁl. 

– Jurisprudential (fiqh) works and ÍadÐth compilations yield various 
kinds of information on the khuÔba in their sections on the Friday 
and Eid prayers, such as MÁlik’s (d. 179/795, SunnÐ MÁlikÐ) al-
MuwaÔÔaÞ, al-KulaynÐ’s (d. 329/941, Twelver ShÐÝÐ), al-KÁfÐ, and al-
QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn’s (Fatimid-IsmÁÝÐlÐ) DaÝÁÞim al-IslÁm.  

                                    
31  22 compilations of ÝAlÐ’s khuÔbas and rasÁÞil compiled before the Nahj al-

balÁgha (some extant, some lost) are listed in ÝAbd al-ZahrÁÞ 1975, 1:51-86.  
32  See Marshall 1972, 91-110, in which he translates and briefly describes a se-

lection of the orations in Ibn Qutayba’s ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr. 
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– An adab al-khaÔÐb treatise from later medieval times by Ibn al-
ÝAÔÔÁr al-DimashqÐ (d. 724/1324) offers details of the requirements 
for an official ritual preacher and his khuÔba. 

Most of the extant khuÔba texts are fragmentary, probably because of 
their oral transmission; of the few intact ones, some, or even most, 
may have been compiled from earlier fragments. Also, most of our 
extant texts are rather short—perhaps due to their fragmentary na-
ture, or because the early orations were, indeed, short (a prophetic 
ÍadÐth praises brevity in the khuÔba).33 However, we do have some 
texts and reports of longer orations. A very long khuÔba is attributed 
to MuÎammad himself—he is said to have begun preaching immedi-
ately after the ritual prayer of late afternoon, and to have ended three 
to four hours later at the time of the sunset prayer.34 Two long 
khuÔbas named al-AshbÁÎ (Phantasmic Beings) and al-QÁÒiÝa (The 
Striker or Thirst-Allayer) are attributed to ÝAlÐ.35 The MuÝtazilite 
theologian WÁÒil b. ÝAÔÁÞ reportedly delivered long khuÔbas.36 

There are several modern anthologies of early khuÔbas. These an-
thologies include AÎmad ZakÐ Ñafwat’s three-volume Jamharat 
khuÔab al-Ýarab, which deals with the pre-Islamic and early Islamic, 
Umayyad, and early Abbasid periods. Other scholars have published 
collected volumes of the khuÔbas of MuÎammad,37 AbÙ Bakr (d. 
13/634),38 ÝUmar (23/644),39 and numerous tomes of khuÔbas attrib-
uted to ÝAlÐ.40 They have also published khuÔba anthologies for the 
early caliphs,41 the collected khuÔbas of al-Íusayn b. ÝAlÐ (d. 61/ 
680),42 and his great-grandson JaÝfar al-ÑÁdiq (d. 148/765).43  

                                    
33  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:303. Muslim, ÑaÎÐÎ, section on “JumÝa,” 

(internet ÍadÐth site). 
34  Ñafwat 1933 1:151, #6; after al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn. 
35  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha: al-AshbÁÎ, 188-209, #90; al-QÁÒiÝa, 394-413, #190. 
36  al-Mubarrad (d. 286/899), al-KÁmil, 3:193. 
37  al-KhaÔÐb 1983; al-ZanjÁnÐ, [1985]; al-AÝlamÐ 1988. 
38  M. ÝÀshÙr and al-KÙmÐ [1994]. 
39  M. ÝÀshÙr 1984. 
40  An 8-volume collection is al-MaÎmÙdÐ 1965. See also n. 31 above. 
41  ÓÁsÐn [1966]; QumayÎa 1985; Q. ÝÀshÙr 1998. 
42  al-MÙsawÐ 1961; BayÃÙn 1974; SharÐfÐ 1995. 
43  al-WÁÝiÛÐ 1988. 
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III. Authenticity 

Since the early Arabic khuÔbas were initially transmitted orally, none 
can be definitively authenticated, nor can individual lines or words. 
Yet, given the large corpus of multiply transmitted and distinctly ar-
chaic orations extant, the body of early khuÔba material, as a whole, 
gives an approximate picture of the typology and characteristics of 
the genre in its early stages. The oral transmission took place over 
over two to four generations. A few khuÔbas were written prior to de-
livery;44 others may have been recorded in writing soon after being 
delivered.45 However, as far as we can tell, the majority were re-
corded in the late Umayyad and early Abbasid periods, a hundred to 
a hundred and fifty years after their original delivery, after the prolif-
eration of paper and the (relative) spread of literacy.46 This long  
period of oral transmission raises questions about the reliability of 
the extant materials, questions which will probably never be fully  
answered. Later individuals certainly had incentives to fabricate 
khuÔbas and attribute them to their predecessors. Some put words in 
the mouths of religious leaders like MuÎammad (d. 11/632) or ÝAlÐ 
(d. 40/660) to bolster sectarian and other views.47 

Nevertheless, we have ample evidence to suggest that the Arabs 
consciously made an effort to memorize and transmit those khuÔ- 
bas—or, more accurately, those parts of a khuÔba—that they found 

                                    
44  Cf. some records in the sources, from varying periods in early Islamic times, 

of orators writing a khuÔba prior to delivery (a systematic search would probably 
yield many more): 1) Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd (d. 655/1257, SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha, 2:88) 
recounts that in the wake of the attack on AnbÁr, ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib wanted to encour-
age the KÙfans to fight MuÝÁwiya, but he was unwell and unable to deliver a speech, 
so he wrote a khuÔba, gave “the kitÁb” (written text) to his mawlÁ SaÝd, and had him 
read it out aloud to the people. 2) We can extrapolate that some early khaÔÐbs wrote 
their khuÔbas in advance, from al-JÁÎiÛ’s (al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:124) comments 
lauding orators who did not write down their khuÔbas beforehand: he thus cited 
verses by BashshÁr praising WÁÒil b. ÝAÔÁÞ for never writing down his khuÔbas be-
forehand; he also stated (ibid., 1:331) that DÁÞÙd b. ÝAlÐ b. ÝAbdallÁh b. ÝAbbÁs al-
ways delivered extemporaneous orations, that he “never ever wrote down a khuÔba 
ahead of time”. 3) Verses by AbÙ MismÁr al-ÝUklÐ (ibid., 1:133) mention orators 
writing down khuÔbas ahead of time. 

45  On Arabic writing in pre-Islamic and early Islamic times, see Abbott 1967, 5-
63; Pederson 1984, 3-11. 

46  On oral transmission in early Islam, see Vajda 1983; Schoeler 2006.  
47  On the phenomenon of attributing apocryphal material to founding figures, see 

Mourad 2006. 
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remarkable from a literary, tribal, political, and/or religious point of 
view. MuÎammad’s frequent injunctions to the early Muslims to re-
member and pass on his words are evidence of this conscious effort. 
For example, he is reported to have said in a khuÔba at al-Khayf dur-
ing his last pilgrimage, “May God refresh the face of the servant [of 
God] who hears my speech and takes it in, then conveys it to one 
who has not heard it. For many a carrier of knowledge is not knowl-
edgeable, and many a carrier of jurisprudence carries it to one who 
has more understanding than he.”48 In his famous khuÔba at ÝArafÁt in 
the same pilgrimage, he is reported to have said: “Let those present 
convey [this speech] to those absent.”49  

Moreover, the public setting of the khuÔba meant that there were 
many potential first transmitters. In one report, when a man asked ÝAlÐ 
to explain the concept of belief (ÐmÁn), ÝAlÐ directed the questioner to 
come back the next day to receive the answer “in a public audience 
(����� ��	 
��) so that if he forgot [ÝAlÐ’s] speech, others would 
remember,” and, presumably, pass it on.50 The fact that we have many 
different versions of the better attested orations results from this 
multiple mode of transmission, and supports their authenticity.  

It is well known that the early Arabs routinely memorized enor-
mous amounts of literary material, thousands of verses of poetry, and 
the entire 114-sÙra, 6236-verse long QurÞan; it is therefore entirely 
believable that they could memorize orations as well. We know that a 
parallel history of oral transmission belongs to pre-Islamic poetry51 
and prophetic Íadith,52 yet many recent scholars agree on the credi-
ble existence of a genuine core. So why should we not accord a simi-

                                    
48  Ñafwat 1933 1:151; after al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; also in al-QÁÃÐ al-

NuÝmÁn (d. 363/974), DaÝÁÞim al-islÁm, 1:80, The Pillars of Islam, 1:99; and al-
ShÁfiÝÐ (d. 204/820), al-RisÁla, 401. 

49  ��
��������������� ������  Ñafwat 1933 1:155, #13. In a similar vein, an Umayyad gover-
nor of Medina named AbÙ Bakr b. ÝAbdallÁh is reported to have begun a long khuÔba 
by saying: “I am about to deliver a speech. Whosoever takes it in and conveys it, 
God will reward him.” ����� �� 
�!� ���"	# ���# $%� &'( )*��( +,-, Ñafwat 1934 3:227; after al-
NuwayrÐ, NihÁyat al-arab; and al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ. 

50  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 687, #267. 
51  Writings against the possibility of any kind of poetic material existing from 

pre-Islamic times include Íusayn 1926 and Margoliouth 1925. Works arguing for 
the existence of a genuine core include al-Asad 1956, Arberry 1957, Monroe 1972, 
ShahÐd 1996 and Schoeler 2006. On the transmission of this poetry and its recording 
in the early Abbasid period, see Drory 1996, 38-49. 

52  Cf. Motzki 1991. 
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lar degree of acceptance to the corpus of khuÔba materials, which 
represent another oral genre from the same time? 

Even in the case of those khuÔbas which are later forgeries, they 
conform closely to early conventions of style and theme. For the per-
petrators were near in time to the early orators, familiar with the 
conventions of pre-Islamic and early Islamic oratory, and successful 
in passing off their creations as earlier productions to a likewise 
knowledgeable audience. Even though this complicates our detective 
work in determining the provenance of individual khuÔbas, the possi-
bly fabricated khuÔbas, when taken together, lend themselves effec-
tively to a study of the earlier period. 

IV. Types:53 
Political; Soothsayer’s Utterance; Religious (Pious Counsel); Civic 

(Marriage); Religio-Political (including Legislative and Ritual) 

The khuÔba appears to be an old, indigenous genre, attested in the 
Arabian Peninsula from about the late sixth century C.E., when it had 
numerous applications. Sifting through the Arabic historical and lit-
erary sources, we can identify distinct types of early orations based 
on function and theme. These types and their subtypes experienced 
modification in response to the changing literary, social, political, 
and religious scene. Some earlier subtypes gradually merged, result-
ing in the materialization of new ones. With the coming of Islam in 
the early seventh century C.E., the various types of khuÔba continued 
to develop under the aegis of the pre-Islamic oratorical tradition 
combined with the relevant doxology and praxis of Islam, especially 
its ritual prayers, ethical teachings, and the QurÞÁn.  

Not surprisingly, since it was a genre so deeply rooted in the na-
tive culture, there are few perceptible foreign influences on Arabic 
oratory. Neither before nor after the coming of Islam did the rhetori-
cal traditions of the Greeks, the Persians, the Indians, or the Byzan-
tines have much influence on the development of the khuÔba. During 
the period of intensive Greek-to-Arabic translation in Baghdad from 

                                    
53  Cf. discussions of the types of the early khuÔba in some of the Arabic mono-

graphs on the subject, such as al-NuÒÒ 1963, 145-260; al-ÍÁwÐ 1970, 29-52; al-ÍÙfÐ 
1972, 62-119; ShalabÐ 1983, 77-118. 
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the 8th through the 10th centuries C.E. (2nd-4th c. H.),54 none of the 
works containing the famous speeches of the Greeks appear to have 
been translated: not the speeches of Demosthenes and other Attic 
orators, nor Thucydides’ history of the Peloponnesian war, nor the 
epics of Homer. To be sure, Aristotle’s theoretical work on oratory, 
the Rhetoric, was rendered into Arabic by an anonymous translator  
in the early part of the 3rd/9th c.55 But, although this book—along 
with his other logical and ethical works—greatly influenced Islamic 
philosophy,56 it had little impact on Arabic literature, and none on the 
practice or theory of the khuÔba. 

As is well known to classicists, the Greek and Latin rhetorical 
corpus is generally viewed through the lens of Aristotle’s division of 
oratory into the categories of forensic (court), epideictic (exhibition), 
and deliberative (political assembly) oratory, dealing respectively 
with past, present, and future events, in which the syllogism played a 
critical role.57 In contrast, in the early Arabic khuÔba tradition, the fo-
rensic and epideictic oration is completely missing. However, the 
category that Aristotle had termed deliberative oratory developed—
without reference to Aristotle—in a large number of original direc-
tions. In addition, several completely new and primarily ritualistic 
categories unknown to the Greeks emerged. 

The major types of the early Arabic khuÔba are the political and re-
ligio-political speech (which include the Islamic ritual sermon deliv-
ered on Friday and the two annual Eid days), the pre-Islamic sooth-
sayer’s utterance, the religious sermon of pious counsel (khuÔba of 
waÝÛ), and the civic category of the verbal marriage contract. Details 
of their development and particulars of their subtypes follow.  

                                    
54  For information on the Graeco-Arabic translation movement and the impact of 

Greek philosophical and ethical thought on Islam, see Rosenthal 1965; Gutas 1998. 
55  Aristotle, al-KhaÔÁba: al-tarjama al-Ýarabiyya al-qadÐma. The work was 

probably translated before the movement’s best-known translator, Íunayn b. IsÎÁq, 
arrived on the scene. In the fourth/tenth century, the bibliographer Ibn al-NadÐm 
stated that he had seen a 100-page copy of the translation, and he mentioned IsÎÁq 
and IbrÁhÐm b. ÝAbdallÁh as possible translators (al-Fihrist, 349)—cf. details in al-
BadawÐ’s introduction to al-KhaÔÁba, z. 

56  Aristotle’s Rhetoric was commented on, as mentioned earlier, by al-FÁrÁbÐ, al-
KhaÔÁba, and Ibn SÐnÁ (d. 428/1037), KitÁb al-MajmÙÝ aw al-Íikma al-ÝarÙÃiyya fÐ 
maÝÁnÐ kitÁb riÔÙrÐqÁ, and abridged by Ibn Rushd (d. 595/1198), TalkhÐÒ al-KhaÔÁba. 

57  Aristotle, Rhetoric, I.3, 1-4. For an overview of Greek, Roman, and European 
rhetoric, see Russell 1996, Winterbottom 1996, Herrick 2001. 
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Table 1: Typology of the Early Arabic khuÔba 

period types subtypes delivered by 

1. political 
speech 

a. during ayyÁm battles 
 
b. blood money (diya) negotia-

tions 
c. social rank dispute 

(munÁfara) 
 
d. judgment of social rank dis-

pute 
 
e. addressed to Persian monarch 

a. tribal chiefs &  
nobles 

b. tribal chiefs &  
nobles 

c. (i) nobles 
 (ii) contenders for 

leadership 
d. (i) tribal chiefs & 

nobles 
 [(ii) soothsayers] 
e. NuÝmÁn b. Mundhir 

& nobles 

   

P
re

-I
sl

am
ic

 

2. soothsayer’s  
utterance  
(sajÝ al-
kuhhÁn) 

a. interpretation of dreams 
b. divination of future events 
c. adjudication 

 soothsayer 

    
3. religious  

sermon of  
pious counsel 
(khuÔba  
of waÝÛ) 

 

a. containing general themes of 
piety, contemplation of the 
imminence of death, obedi-
ence to God. [Also testament 
(waÒiyya)] 

b. containing specific themes of 
(i) condolence, (ii) revering 
of the KaÝba, etc. 

a. religious or religio-
political leaders (in-
cluding MuÎammad 
and his Compan-
ions, esp. ÝAlÐ)  

b. (i) prominenent tribe 
members  

 (ii) BanÙ HÁshim 

   

P
re

-I
sl

am
ic

 &
 I

sl
am

ic
 

4. marriage  
taÎmÐd &  
contract 

 
 person officiating at 

the marriage 

    

Is
la

m
ic

 

5. religio-
political 
speech  
(including  
ritual sermon) 

a. ritual sermon 
 Friday—Eids (al-FiÔr, al-

AÃÎÁ) 
 [drought relief (istisqÁÞ)— 

eclipse (kusÙf)] 
 
b. legislative speech (laying 

down laws) 
c. speech delivered at various 

religious occasions 
d. accession and policy speech 
 
e. battle oration 
 
 
f. sectarian sermon 
g. elite women’s speech  

(in special circumstances) 

a. (i) Prophet 
MuÎammad,  

 (ii) caliph, (iii) gov-
ernor, (iv) official 
preacher or khaÔÐb 
(Abbasid period ff.) 

b. Prophet MuÎammad 
 
c. Prophet MuÎammad 
 
d. (i) caliph, (ii) gov-

ernor 
e. (i) caliph, (ii) com-

manders, (iii) rebel-
lion leader 

f. sectarian leader 
g. noblewoman 
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The evolution of Arabic khuÔbas begins in pre-Islamic times, when the 
most common type was apparently the political speech.58 In general, 
tribal leaders were expected to possess spontaneous eloquence, a qual-
ity necessary in their roles of verbally provoking the tribe’s members 
to certain forms of action, social or military. In addition to leaders’ 
speeches, we have some indication that just as a tribe often had a des-
ignated poet or shÁÝir, it may have had a designated orator or khaÔÐb, 
whose function was the vocal and eloquent promotion of the tribe’s 
glory and valor. An anecdote about early Islamic times could reflect 
pre-Islamic practice, in which a delegation from TamÐm to the Prophet 
MuÎammad in Medina asked him permission for “their poet, and their 
orator” to hold forth in a nobility-cum-eloquence contest with the early 
Muslims.59 Several observations by al-JÁÎiÛ support this hypothesis. 
He asserts that the standing of the pre-Islamic orator was slightly less 
than that of the poet, which indicates that such an institution probably 
existed.60 He states that ThÁbit b. Qays b. ShammÁs al-AnÒÁrÐ was 
MuÎammad’s official orator, who defended his cause just as his offi-
cial poets did, a practice that could, again, reflect earlier practice.61 He 
names a few early Islamic poet-orators—ÓirimmÁÎ b. ÍakÐm, Kumayt 
b. Zayd, Quss b. SÁÝida, ÝAmr b. al-Ahtam, al-BaÝÐth al-MujÁshiÝÐ, ÝIm-
rÁn b. ÍiÔÔÁn, Daghfal b. ÍanÛala, al-QaÝqÁÝ b. Shawr, NaÒr b. SayyÁr, 
Zayd b. Jundub, ÝAjlÁn b. SaÎbÁn, and ÝImrÁn b. ÝIÒÁm.62 

One of the contexts of pre-Islamic political speeches was inter-
tribal revenge killing (thaÞr) and subsequent negotiations over blood 
money. The orations exchanged by members of the tribes of Taghlib 
and Bakr about thaÞr initiated the bloody forty-year War of BasÙs 
(494-534 C.E.).63 Tribal wars and battles (ayyÁm, sing. yawm) were 

                                    
58  Perhaps because of the predominance of the political oration in early times, 

Bosworth, in his brief entry on “khuÔba” (1998), confines the pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic oration to this type, saying the khuÔba at that time “was … a tribal political 
or sectarian rallying cry.” Note that these “political” speeches could well have had a 
religious element to them that invoked pagan gods, and which the early Muslims 
purged, but since the texts at hand do not mention religious entities, the term religio-
political would be speculative. 

59  Ñafwat 1933 1:163 #17; after al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; Ibn 
HishÁm, SÐra; and al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ. 

60  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:241. 
61  Ibid., 1:201. 
62  Ibid., 1:45-50. 
63  Ñafwat 1933 1:40-1, #24; after Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; Ibn al-AthÐr, 

al-KÁmil; AbÙ l-Faraj, al-AghÁnÐ. 
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themselves a fertile environment for producing rousing military ora-
tions, such as the said War of BasÙs and the famous Battle of DhÙ QÁr 
(late 6th or early 7th c. C.E.) The speech of HÁniÞ b. QubayÒa during 
the latter battle inciting the ShaybÁn to fight is a prime example.64  

Other settings for the political speech were struggles over leader-
ship (munÁfara). These orations were couched in the framework of 
proving oneself nobler and abler than one’s opponent. Public debates 
on this issue survive in the sources, such as the debate between two 
paternal cousins of the BanÙ ÝÀmir over the leadership of their 
tribe.65 Judgments of these munÁfaras are also in the form of public 
speeches, such as the judgment of Harim b. QuÔba al-FazÁrÐ arbitrat-
ing between the same ÝÀmirite cousins, equating them in nobility. 
The munÁfara judgements were sometimes pronounced by a kÁhin, 
such as the pronouncement of the KhuzÁÝÐ kÁhin favoring HÁshim (d. 
524 C.E.) over Umayya;66 they were also delivered by other persons 
of consequence, such as the same HÁshim judging between the tribes 
of Quraysh and KhuzÁÝa.67  

A subtype of political orations is the set of speeches addressed by 
the Lakhmid king of ÍÐra, al-NuÝmÁn b. al-Mundhir (r. ca. 580-602 
C.E.) and other Arabian nobles to the Persian monarch KisrÁ and his 
court in praise of the Arabs, to avert the covetous eyes of the Persians 
from Arabian lands.68 Even if KisrÁ did not understand Arabic, as is 
most likely the case, we can surmise that given the lively trade, cul-
tural, and political contact between the Arabs and the Persians at the 
time, he would have had translators.  

Many political speeches were delivered not singly, but in pack-
ages, often constituting some kind of eloquence-cum-politics contest, 
one speech on the heels of another, often as a response.  

The formal, rhymed pronouncements of pagan soothsayers (kÁhin, 
pl. kuhhÁn, fem. pl. kawÁhin), may be categorized as a second type of 
khuÔba, as they are sometimes delivered to what appears to be a fairly 
large public audience. A number of texts in the sources are credited to 
female soothsayers, being the only khuÔbas in pre-Islamic times at-

                                    
64  Ibid., 1:37, #18; after al-QÁlÐ, al-AmÁlÐ. 
65  Ibid., 1:41-5, #25; after AbÙ l-Faraj, al-AghÁnÐ; al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; 

Ibn NubÁta, SarÎ al-ÝuyÙn; Ibn RashÐq, al-ÝUmda. 
66  See text in Appendix. 
67  Ñafwat, 1933 1:75-6, #48; after al-ÀlÙsÐ, BulÙgh al-arab.  
68  Ibid., 1:50-64, #31-41; after Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd. 
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tributed to women. The soothsayer’s khuÔba is always conspicuously 
and completely in rhymed prose (sajÝ) and therefore commonly 
named the sajÝ of the kuhhÁn. Its themes, after the initial divining-of-
secrets test (“what’s hidden in my bag?” … “a locust”), include the 
interpretation of dreams, the divination of momentous future events, 
the arbitration of high status mentioned earlier (munÁfara), and the 
adjudication of guilt. Many of these themes have a strong political 
underpinning. 

A connection can be hypothesized between the domain of the 
khuÔba, particularly that of the soothsayer, and the judgment of a case 
in pre-Islamic times. C.H. Becker and A.J. Wensinck have pointed 
out the influence of the setting of pre-Islamic judgment pronounce-
ments on the practices of the later Islamic ritual sermon. They ex-
plain that a) like the old Arabian judge, the Muslim preacher deliver-
ing the sermon is required to sit down between the two khuÔbas, and 
b) to lean on a staff or sword during them.69 To these points may be 
added the observations that c) the judges (including the soothsayers) 
perhaps pronounced judgments in a khuÔba format, d) some of the 
most famous orators of the jÁhiliyya were also judges, such as al-
Aktham, and e) the term khiÔÁb, which is derived from the same root 
as khuÔba (in addition to its more commonly known meaning of di-
rect address or epistle), denotes the act of judging. Lexicographers 
and exegetes discuss at great length the exact nature of the quality 
that God bestowed upon the Prophet David expressed in the QurÞÁnic 
phrase “faÒl al-khiÔÁb,”70 and they proffer the following meanings, all 
variations on the theme of judging:71 deciding a case, passing sen-
tence, judging; deciding between truth and falsehood; understanding, 
intelligence, sagacity, or knowledge in judging or passing sentence. 

This category of khuÔba is adjudicatory, consisting of a judgment 
pronounced by an arbiter.72 It differs from the Greek forensic cate-
gory where a plaintiff and a defendant each present their case. 

                                    
69  Wensinck, “KhuÔba,” in: EI2; Becker 1906, 331. 
70  QurÞÁn 38:19 .�/01� 2*342� # 25%67� ����89 # 
71  Cf. Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab, “kh-Ô-b,” al-QurÔubÐ, TafsÐr, and al-

ZamakhsharÐ, al-KashshÁf Ýan ÎaqÁÞiq ghawÁmiÃ al-tanzÐl, both accessed from 
<http://www.alwaraq.net>.  

72  Modern Arab scholars categorize these as “legal orations” (khuÔab qaÃÁÞiyya, 
cf. al-ÍÁwÐ 1970, 24). 
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A third type of pre-Islamic oration is the khuÔba of pious counsel, 
either generic (more common) or specific. The generic subtype con-
centrated on reminding the audience of the inevitability of death, and 
subsequently, the necessity of leading a pious life; it focused on indi-
vidual morality and ethical issues like truthfulness. The most famous 
orator of pious counsel is an Arab Christian, Quss b. SÁÝida al-IyÁdÐ 
(d. ca. 600 C.E.), who is known as “the orator of the Arabs.”73 Other 
well known orators of pious counsel are al-MaÞmÙn al-ÍÁrithÐ, the 
muÝallaqa poet ÝAmr b. KulthÙm (d. 584 C.E.),74 and al-Aktham  
b. ÑayfÐ (d. 9/630) who preached mostly in the jÁhiliyya but lived to 
embrace Islam. Some of these pious counsel sermons are condo-
lences (taÝziya),75 a context in which one would expect the speaker to 
dwell on death. But rather unusually, one sermon about the inevita-
bility of Fate is addressed by a marriage suitor to his lady’s tribe.76  

Other pious counsel sermons are attributed to MuÎammad’s fore-
bears, KaÝb b. Luwayy (7th generation forebear), HÁshim (great- 
grandfather), ÝAbd al-MuÔÔalib (grandfather, d.ca. 579 C.E.), and AbÙ 
ÓÁlib (uncle, d. 620 C.E.) As keepers of the KaÝba in Mecca, they 
exhorted the Quraysh to revere the Sacred House,77 and urged them 
to provide provisions for Íajj pilgrims.78 The BanÙ HÁshim appear to 
have been an eminent pre-Islamic (and early Islamic) clan of orators. 
Once at the Umayyad court, when a prominent partisan of ÝAlÐ 
named ÑaÝÒaÝa b. ÑÙÎÁn expounded on the oratorical abilities of his 
own tribe of ÝAbd al-Qays, MuÝawiya (d. 60/680) jibed that ÑaÝÒaÝa 
had left nothing for the Quraysh; ÑaÝÒaÝa responded by saying that 
(the Qurashite clan of) HÁshim were the best orators. (He deliber-
                                    

73  Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab, “kh-Ô-b.” See entry on Quss and his eloquence in 
Ibn Íajar al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ (d. 852/1449), al-IÒÁba fÐ tamyÐz al-ÒaÎÁba, 7:253-6. A Polish 
monograph on Quss and his literary output is by Dziekan 1996. See also articles by 
Dziekan 1997 and Chraïbi 1996. See text of Quss’s famous ÝUkÁÛ oration in Appendix. 

74  Ñafwat 1933 1:37, #19; after al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn. 
75  Ibid., 1: 17-18, #6, 7 (after al-QÁlÐ, al-AmÁlÐ); Ñafwat 1933, 1: 37-38, #20 (af-

ter Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-NuwayrÐ, NihÁyat al-arab). 
76  Ibid., 1:19-20, #9; after al-MaydÁnÐ, MajmaÝ al-amthÁl; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-

l-tabyÐn; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd. 
77  Ibid., 1:73-7, #46-50 (after al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, 

SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha; al-ÀlÙsÐ, BulÙgh al-arab; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; 
Ibn Úafar, AnbÁÞ nujabÁÞ al-abnÁÞ ); Ñafwat 1933 1:161, #16 (after al-ÀlÙsÐ, BulÙgh 
al-arab); all treat the Îaram in some respect. 

78  Cf. khuÔba of HÁshim, Ñafwat 1933 1:74, #47; after Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ 
Nahj al-balÁgha; see also extract in al-ZamakhsharÐ (d. 538/1144), AsÁs al-balÁgha, 
“Ã-Þ-Ã-Þ”. 
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ately left out MuÝÁwiya’s Qurashite clan of the BanÙ Umayya).79 The 
prominence accorded by the sources to the orations of the BanÙ 
HÁshim should be viewed, on the one hand, in the light of their 
known leadership role prior to Islam, but also with regard to their 
genealogical relevance, first to MuÎammad, and then to the 
Abbasids, and their importance to the ShÐÝa in general. This impor-
tance could be viewed as a motive for fabrication, or it could have 
been the catalyst that prompted the sources to preserve a relatively 
greater number of HÁshimite orations. 

Some testaments (waÒiyya) may be categorized as a subtype of the 
sermon of pious counsel or a quasi-khuÔba. KhuÔba anthologists, such 
as al-RaÃÐ80 in medieval times and Ñafwat81 today, often include 
them, perhaps because even if the two appear to be separate genres, 
there is significant overlap. For even though most testaments are not 
technically khuÔbas—in that they are made to a small, private audi-
ence usually comprised of the offspring of the legator—some are de-
livered to a larger, public audience consisting of several members of 
the legator’s tribe, such as the testaments of AbÐ ÓÁlib to the 
Quraysh,82 and the testament of Qays b. Zuhayr to the BanÙ al-
Namir.83 In many cases, testaments were delivered standing, but on 
the death bed, they were presumably delivered sitting or lying down.  

A fourth type of pre-Islamic khuÔba is the marriage contract 
(khuÔbat al-nikÁÎ or al-zawÁj). This khuÔba begins with praise of God, 
then identifies the bride and groom and mentions the dower. It is de-
livered by the person officiating at the ceremony. The text of AbÙ  
ÓÁlib’s khuÔba during MuÎammad’s marriage to KhadÐja is one of few 
                                    

79  Ñafwat 1933 1:442, #341; after al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; al-MasÝÙdÐ, 
MurÙj al-dhahab.  

80  In his section on the khuÔbas of ÝAlÐ, al-RaÃÐ (Nahj al-balÁgha, 33) includes 
non-khuÔba material, that he considers similar to the khuÔba, indicated in the (long) 
chapter title: “Chapter one, containing selections from the khuÔbas of AmÐr al-
MuÞminÐn (AS) and his commands; included in this are selections from his words 
that are like khuÔbas [uttered] in specific situations (maqÁmÁt), particular circum-
stances (mawÁqif), and momentous affairs (khuÔÙb).” 

81  Ñafwat 1933 1:20-5, #10&11, 1:41-9, #25-30, 1:66-72, #43-5 includes artistic 
oral prose, mostly fully musajjaÝ, that does not possess the formal features of the 
khuÔba genre, dialogues, debates, disputations, such as were said in the courts of 
kings, caliphs, and chieftains He claims (ibid., 1:4) that they “enter into the field of 
khuÔbas, and are threaded in their necklace.” 

82  Ñafwat 1933 1:161, #16; after al-ÀlÙsÐ, BulÙgh al-arab.  
83  Ñafwat 1933 1:127-9, #81; after Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-SharÐf al-

MurtaÃÁ, al-AmÁlÐ; Ibn NubÁta, SarÎ al-ÝuyÙn. 
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existing examples of what could have been a common type.84 After 
the initial praise formula, it outlines the merits of both parties to the 
marriage. Al-JÁÎiÛ cites a short formulaic version of the pre-Islamic 
marriage khuÔba used by the Quraysh: “In your name, O God. Such-
and-such a woman has been mentioned. Such-and-such a man is en-
amored of her. In your name, O God. For you, what you ask for; for 
us, what you give.”85 The application of the term “khuÔba” to the mar-
riage contract could indicate the public nature of the ceremony; or 
perhaps it indicates the taÎmÐd opening of the oral text of the contract. 

Apart from these four major pre-Islamic types, a few miscellaneous 
khuÔbas have also come down, including a khuÔba of congratulations 
(tahniÞa) upon military victories by ÝAbd al-MuÔÔalib b. HÁshim.86  

After the coming of Islam, a few types and subtypes of the jÁhiliyya 
khuÔba died out, such as the munÁfara boast and the rhymed prose of 
the soothsayers (with the exception of the rhymed pronouncements 
of pseudo-prophets, such as SajÁÎ and Musaylima). Other khuÔba 
categories continued to be regularly utilized, albeit with significant, 
mostly religious, modifications. The political khuÔba was adapted to 
a new imperial political milieu, and a new religious setting, with the 
inclusion of Islamic themes and QurÞÁnic vocabulary. It evolved into 
the Islamic religio-political khuÔba (fifth type) which was delivered 
during battles and power struggles. The sermon of pious counsel also 
continued to be an important part of the literary landscape, taking on 
several additional religious hues. It now contained—in addition to 
reminders about death, similar to pre-Islamic times—injunctions to 
follow the example of the Prophet, and detailed advice about leading 
a pious life (rarer in pre-Islamic times); a familiar phrase in these 
sermons was “I enjoin you to be pious” (�� :';<= >6�?#�). The marriage 
khuÔba also continued to be used. The Islamic marriage khuÔba in-
cluded a modified praise formula to encompass blessings on the 
Prophet, and an invocation of the Islamic sharÐÝa.  

Most importantly in early Islam, the political speech and the ser-
mon of pious counsel came together in Medina to form the major  
new Islamic type of religio-political khuÔba that accompanied the rit-

                                    
84  See text in Appendix. 
85  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:408. 
86  Ñafwat 1933 1:76, #49; after Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; Ibn Úafar, An-

bÁÞ nujabÁÞ al-abnÁÞ). 
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ual prayer. The first Friday khuÔba was delivered by MuÎammad in 
Medina in the year 1/623.87 It displayed many of the features that 
were to become standard in the later Islamic Friday/Eid sermon, viz., 
taÎmÐd, numerous QurÞÁn citations, counsel to be God-fearing, and 
other moral advice.88 Although in large part moralistic, the ritual 
khuÔba in this earliest manifestation already contained some critical 
political material, such as injunctions to obey God and His Prophet. 
Moreover, the moral code was cast in a religio-political frame, equat-
ing virtue with Islam. In the verse: “Call to the path of your Lord 
through wisdom and good counsel” (5���@27� 052A0�3'2B�# 5%607�= �CD=�E F*�
G H� �I3"J�), 
the QurÞÁn had enjoined MuÎammad to conduct the call (daÝwa) to 
the new religion and to the state it had established with moral advice 
(mawÝiÛa). The preaching of virtue was intrinsically connected with 
his religious and political mission, and the religio-political ritual 
sermon was one expression of this relationship.  

It is somewhat more problematic to categorize as a khuÔba proper 
the oration-cum-prayer that went along with the ritual prayer (ÒalÁh) 
in two special cases—asking God for rain in times of drought 
(istisqÁÞ), and for protection in times of eclipses (kusÙf). Although 
both medieval and modern scholars refer to these texts as khuÔbas, 
they do not completely fulfill its formal requirements: according to 
most reports, they are almost entirely prayers addressed to God 
rather than to a large public audience,89 and at times are delivered sit-
ting down facing the KaÝba in Mecca (qibla), rather than standing 
facing the audience. There are, however, accounts to the contrary. 
These include one of a rain khuÔba ascribed to ÝAlÐ, in which he ini-

                                    
87  Ñafwat 1933 1:148-9, #3; after al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh, 2:394-6, The History of al-

ÓabarÐ, 7:2-4. 
88  In Islamic practice, the Friday and Eid khuÔbas are considered a segment of 

the ritual prayer, the two-part Friday khuÔba taking the place of two rakÝas. The 
khuÔba itself comprises of two sub-khuÔbas separated by a short interval, and is de-
livered by the prayer-Imam before the ÒalÁt al-jumÝa, and after the ÒalÁt al-ÝÐd. The 
first khuÔba contains mainly pious counsel (waÝÛ), the second, mainly supplication 
(duÝÁÞ). It was the second khuÔba that, from the Umayyad period forward, contained 
the key political feature of praying for the reigning caliph’s long life. The Friday 
khuÔba is introduced by a taÎmid, whereas the Eid khuÔba is introduced by takbÐr. 
Fiqh manuals and Ibn al-ÝAÔÔÁr’s work detail the content and format of these ritual 
khuÔbas. 

89  Cf. a rain-prayer khuÔba by MuÎammad in Ñafwat 1933 1:154-5, #12 (after 
Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha); and one by ÝAlÐ in al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-
balÁgha, 253, #114. 
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tially addressed the audience in the second person, reminding them 
that the sky and the earth bend to God’s will, informing them of the 
fact that droughts and similar natural disasters are a result of collec-
tive sins perpetrated by the people of the time, and counseling them 
that the current calamity could be alleviated by asking God for for-
giveness; only after this khuÔba-style advice did he turn to the prayer 
section, in which he beseeched God for rain.90 The preface of another 
rain khuÔba attributed to MuÎammad states that he climbed atop a 
pulpit (thus, probably standing facing the audience) in which he then 
prayed for rain.91 Hence, the large, public audience, even though not 
always addressed and faced directly, connected the format of the rain 
and eclipse prayer-orations with the khuÔba. Moreover, the ritual na-
ture and the duÝÁÞ component of the rain and eclipse prayer-orations 
were common to the ritual Friday/Eid khuÔba. 

Al-JÁÎiÛ says that an Umayyad Syrian governor, al-WalÐd b. al-
QaÝqÁÝ, would pray for rain (kÁna yastasqÐ) in every khuÔba. Here the 
prayer for rain becomes a component in khuÔbas of all types, versus 
being a stand alone type of quasi-khuÔba. 

A new component in Arabic khuÔbas was the laying down and ex-
plication of civic and criminal laws. This legislation included prohi-
bitions on usury and blood revenge, penalties for murder or man-
slaughter, and regulations regarding fasting. The lawmaking function 
of the oration was restricted to the Prophet, and legislation is found, 
for example, in MuÎammad’s khuÔbas at the conquest of Mecca,92 
during his last pilgrimage,93 and at the onset of RamaÃÁn.94  

The majority of extant Islamic khuÔbas of all types dating from 
MuÎammad’s lifetime are his own. 

In the three decades between the death of MuÎammad and the 
death of ÝAlÐ, and continuing into the Umayyad and early Abbasid 
period, the khuÔba genre developed in response to the changing po-
litical and sectarian climate. Other than the legislative feature which 

                                    
90  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 291, #141. 
91  Cf. n. 96. 
92  See text in Appendix. 
93  Ñafwat 1933 1:155, #13; after al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; Ibn ÝAbd Rab-

bih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj al-
balÁgha; al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; Ibn HishÁm, al-SÐra al-
nabawiyya. Studies of this khuÔba include: Blachère 1956; Alwaye 1975; Serjeant, 
1983, 119-22; Sah 2000. 

94  al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn, DaÝÁÞim al-islÁm, 1:268-9. 
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died out with MuÎammad, the categories established in his lifetime 
continued to be used and elaborated upon, viz., religio-political,95 rit-
ual, pious counsel, and marriage96 khuÔbas. Like MuÎammad before, 
caliphs delivered speeches containing military instructions and in-
junctions, as well as some homilies of pious counsel. 

The largest number of khuÔbas from the early Islamic period, the 
most thematically varied, are attributed to the caliph ÝAlÐ.97 Al-JÁÎiÛ 
cites AbÙ al-Íasan saying that among the early caliphs, ÝAlÐ was “the 
best orator.”98 SaÎbÁn WÁÞil99 (d. 54/674 C.E.) also serves as a pro-
verbial model of oratory, even though just one sermon of pious coun-
sel is attributed to him; an eloquent person is described idiomatically 
in classical sources as “afÒaÎ min SaÎbÁn” or “akhÔab min SaÎbÁn” 
more eloquent or a better orator than SaÎbÁn).”100 A third distin-
guished orator of pious counsel was al-AÎnaf b. Qays (d. 72/691).101 

New subcategories of the religio-political khuÔba emerged. Ca-
liphs delivered accession speeches—of which there are several ex-
tant—delineating their future policies in kernel form. Army chiefs, 
such as KhÁlid b. al-WalÐd (d. 21/642) in ÝUmar’s time, and ÓÁriq  
b. ZiyÁd102 (d. 102/720), the Umayyad general who first entered 
Spain, delivered impassioned exhortations to their legions. Newly 
appointed provincial governors, such as the Umayyads ZiyÁd b. 
AbÐhi103 (d. 53/673) and al-ÍajjÁj b. YÙsuf al-ThaqafÐ104 (d. 95/714), 
used eloquent, strongly worded speeches to introduce their policies 
to the people. Sectarian leaders delivered speeches calling to rebel-
lion and uprising. The KhÁrijites produced fiery specimens, including 
AbÙ Íamza al-ShÁrÐ’s105 (d. 130/748) famous address to the residents 

                                    
95  On the Umayyad political khuÔba, see al-NuÒÒ 1965; Dähne 2001. 
96  Cf. section on marriage khuÔbas in Ñafwat 1934 3:344-9, #2-13 (all Islamic 

except #4, which is pre-Islamic). 
97  Cf. Qutbuddin 2005a, 68-76. A translation and commentary on one of ÝAlÐ’s 

khuÔbas is contained in Ousseiran 1994. 
98  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 2:353. 
99  See text in Ñafwat 1933 2:482, #455; after Ibn NubÁta, SarÎ al-ÝuyÙn. 
100  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn. See verses by SaÎbÁn boasting of his ora-

torical skills in Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab, “kh-Ô-b”. 
101  On al-AÎnaf, see al-NuÒÒ 1963, 367-400. 
102  See text in Appendix. 
103  See text in Appendix. 
104  On al-ÍajjÁj’s khuÔbas, see Oseni 1994. See text of his famous khuÔba in Ap-

pendix. 
105  See text in Appendix. 
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of Medina. The early QadarÐ ascetic al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ106 (d. 110/728) 
and the MuÝtazila leader107 WÁÒil b. ÝAÔÁÞ108 (d. 131/748) gave ser-
mons skirting overt politics (interestingly, WÁÒil delivered only rÁÞ-
less khuÔbas, as he could not pronounce that letter.) Proto-ShiÝite 
ÝAlid leaders included al-Íusayn b. ÝAlÐ, who delivered moving ora-
tions to his supporters and enemies in Kerbala. His grandson, Zayd b. 
ÝAlÐ, was likewise a powerful orator.109 Anti-establishment com-
manders, such as al-MukhtÁr al-ThaqafÐ (d. 67/687), urged revenge 
for the killing of al-Íusayn.  

As mentioned earlier, female soothsayers had delivered khuÔbas in 
the jÁhiliyya, but no women among the tribal nobility appear to have 
done so. In contrast, in early Islam, women from prominent religio-
political families are reported to have delivered public khuÔbas in ex-
ceptional circumstances. Among them is an extraordinarily strong 
and eloquent khuÔba by FÁÔima (d. 11/632), daughter of the Prophet 
and wife of ÝAlÐ, delivered from behind a curtain to AbÙ Bakr and the 
assembled Companions defending her husband’s greater right to the 
caliphate, and claiming her own inheritance of the lands of Fadak 
from her father.110 ÝÀÞisha (d. 58/678), widow of the Prophet and 
daughter of AbÙ Bakr, delivered several khuÔbas in Medina defend-
ing her father, and later, instigating the populace against ÝAlÐ before 
and during the Battle of the Camel.111 Zaynab (d. 62/682) and Umm 
KulthÙm (d. ca. 65/685), daughters of ÝAli, delivered a number of bit-
ter, threatening khuÔbas to the Umayyad governor and caliph after the 
martyrdom of their brother al-Íusayn in Kerbala.112  

 
 

                                    
106  On al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ’s life and legacy, see Mourad 2006. See text of his fa-

mous khuÔba in Appendix. 
107  For a study of a MuÝtazilite khuÔba, see van Ess 1983. 
108  See text in Appendix. 
109  See oration by Zayd b. ÝAlÐ in al-NaÎÎÁs, ÝUmdat al-kÁtib, 400. 
110  See text in Appendix. 
111  Cf. texts of ÝÀÞisha’s khuÔba in Ñafwat 1933 1:207-10, #73, 74; after al-

QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-NuwayrÐ, NihÁyat 
al-arab; al-ÍuÒrÐ, Zahr al-ÁdÁb; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn. Some khuÔbas by 
her also in ÓayfÙr, BalÁghÁt al-nisÁÞ, 35-53. 

112  Cf. text of Zaynab’s khuÔba in Appendix; her biography in Qutbuddin 2005b. 
See Umm KulthÙm’s khuÔba in Ñafwat 1933 2:134-6, #123, after ÓayfÙr, BalÁghÁt 
al-nisÁÞ, 74-7.  
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During the Abbasid, Fatimid,113 and Spanish Umayyad114 periods, 
and forward through modern times, as mentioned earlier, the term 
khuÔba came to denote solely the ritual Friday/Eid khuÔba.115 Al-
though the Fatimid caliphs continued to deliver the Friday/Eid khuÔba 
themselves,116 the Abbasid caliphs gradually handed over the respon-
sibility of delivering the Friday khuÔba to an officially appointed 
preacher, and the word khaÔÐb came to indicate him exclusively. Hand 
in hand with this shift in denotation, the focus of later scholars writing 
about the “khuÔba” came to dwell squarely on the ritual sermon, in 
stark contrast to the contextually and thematically eclectic presenta-
tions of earlier scholars, such as al-JÁÎiÛ and Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih. The 
earliest fiqh manuals had already dealt in detail with the content and 
form of the ritual khuÔba, but now, model (ritual) khuÔba works were 
composed, such as the one by the Aleppo preacher Ibn NubÁta al-
KhaÔÐb (d. 374/984-5),117 as were mawÁÝiÛ (pious counsel) works such 
as the one by al-ZamakhsharÐ (d. 538/1144).118 In the appointment let-
ter of a judge (who was also presumably to fill the office of the Friday 
khaÔÐb), the late Fatimid chancery scribe al-QÁÃÐ al-FÁÃil (d. 596/ 
1200) described the “khuÔabÁÞ” as “knights of the pulpits, tongues of 
assemblies, interpreters of feelings, imÁms of prayer-gatherings, and 
ambassadors of hearts.”119 In the course of his praise, he went on to 
outline common expectations from them: eloquence, good articula-
tion, emotive arousal skills, dignified demeanor, and, above all, the art 
of effective moral counseling.120 Ibn al-ÝAÔÔÁr laid out dos and don’ts 
in his full-blown adab al-khaÔÐb work, whose high level of prescrip-
tive detail demonstrates the increasingly rigid thematic and formal pa-
rameters of the ritual khuÔba.  

Despite the takeover of the term khuÔba by the ritual khuÔba, many 
other earlier categories persisted under a different name. At some 
                                    

113  Cf. forthcoming monograph on the Fatimid khuÔba by Paul Walker. 
114  On Andalusian sermons, see Jones 2004. 
115  Numerous collections have been published of modern Friday/Eid khuÔbas. See  

for example, Azharite scholars 1986, topically organized model khuÔbas); KhayyÁÔ 
[1968] (collection of sermons delivered in Mecca). 

116  Cf. Mez 1937, 319; after al-MaqrÐzÐ, al-KhiÔaÔ; and al-SuyÙÔÐ, Íusn al-
muÎÁÃara. 

117  Ibn NubÁta, DÐwÁn KhuÔab Ibn NubÁta (including the sermons of his son AbÙ 
ÓÁhir). 

118  al-ZamakhsharÐ, AÔwÁq al-dhahab fÐ l-mawÁÝiÛ wa-l-khuÔab. 
119  al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 10:432. 
120  Ibid., 10:433. 
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point, the khuÔba of pious counsel lost the appellation “khuÔba” and 
came to be progressively represented by the term “waÝÛ” (rather than 
“khuÔba of waÝÛ”). The change was not solely in name, for many of 
the formal requirements of the khuÔba, including its official nature, 
and the orator’s standing on a pulpit or high place, also ceased to ap-
ply. Side by side with the official ritual khuÔba, the new sit-down 
waÝÛ developed as a non-ritual, semi-official branch of preaching, 
with its own set of regulations and features, until the Seljuks institu-
tionalized the position of the wÁÝiÛ (preacher) at the NiÛÁmiyya in 
5th/11th century Baghdad.121 Perhaps the most famous wÁÝiÛ of the  
later Abbasid period was the Íanbalite Ibn al-JawzÐ (d. 597/1097), 
who preached abundantly to large audiences up to a reported number 
of 300,000 (sic) listeners, and also wrote copious model waÝÛ texts in 
full rhyme.122 A parallel oral genre of storytelling that existed in the 
Umayyad period and enjoyed high visibility in late Abbasid times 
was promulgated by the qÁÒÒ, a popular (as opposed to scholarly) 
preacher.123 However, the related verbal noun qaÒaÒ (and its verb 
qaÒÒa ÝalÁ) might have been used much earlier to mean a khuÔba; the 
term occurs in ÓabarÐ’s TaÞrÐkh of the year 76H to denote what ap-
pears to be an oration by the KhÁrijite ÑÁliÎ b. MusarriÎ. To compli-
cate matters still further, ÓabarÐ relates that this qaÒaÒ [=khuÔba] was 
sent by a man named QubayÒa b. ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn to some fellow 
KhÁrijites in written form (kitÁb).124 The religio-political khuÔba also 
persisted after the end of the Umayyad period, and we see it today in 
the speeches of modern Arab leaders who consistently invoke Islam 
in the validation of their policies;125 the term khiÔÁb, rather than 
khuÔba, is generally used for these. Similarly, the marriage khuÔba 
(exceptionally, still called by that name) continues to be pronounced 
across the world. 
                                    

121  Cf. Radtke and Jansen, “WÁÝiÛ,” in: EI2. A biographical work on preachers is 
Ibn al-JawzÐ’s (d. 597/1201) KitÁb al-QuÒÒÁÒ wa-l-mudhakkirÐn. On the origins of 
the institutions of qÁÒÒ and wÁÝiÛ, see Berkey 2001, 22-35. 

122  Ibn al-JawzÐ divided the sit-down waÝÛ into four segments: 1) the khuÔba, a 
stylized taÎmÐd, in the sense of the ornate prelude mentioned earlier; 2) the waÝÛ or 
tadhkÐr, pious counsel or contemplation of mortality; 3) the qiÒÒa, or story; and 4) 
the khawÁtim, verses of poetry used to end the session. Cf. Swartz 1999, Hartmann 
1987-8; Seidensticker 1998. 

123  Cf. Pellat, “¬Áss,” in: EI2. 
124  al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh, 6:216 (year 76H), The MarwÁnid Restoration, 22:33. I 

thank Professor Rowson for bringing this denotation to my notice. 
125  Cf. collected speeches of the late President Anwar Sadat of Egypt 1971. 
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In this way, the manifold types of religious, political, religio-
political, and civic orations developed through the pre-Islamic and 
early Islamic eras. Some forms died out, others changed or fused, 
and new forms emerged, until, from the Abbasid period forward, a 
new nomenclature evolved. 

V. Characteristics: 
Structure, Setting, and Style 

There was a noticeable degree of evolution in the structure, setting, 
and style of the oration, as generation after generation of orators ex-
hibited new sensibilities of literary taste, as well as changing social, 
religious, and political mores. Key impulses to change were the com-
ing of the new religion of Islam, the shifting political climate from a 
tribal to an imperial setting, and most significantly, the gradual trans-
formation of the literary culture from a primarily oral to a primarily 
written one. While some features such as direct address and public 
audience persisted, others, such as spontaneous improvisation, the 
use of QurÞÁnic and poetic quotations, and the format of the praise in-
troduction, were modified. 

Data about the characteristics of the oration have to be gleaned 
from here and there. In contrast to their expositions on poetry126 and 
chancery prose, medieval Arabic literary critics did not present a sys-
tematic, normative exposé of oratory. However, their works contain 
comments pertinent to the subject. Al-JÁÎiÛ’s long exposition in the 
BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, in his typically rambling style, is probably the 
fullest.127 Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih in his anthology al-ÝIqd al-farÐd,128 and 
IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm, in his chancery manual al-BurhÁn fÐ wujÙh al-
bayÁn,129 also offer brief analytical remarks. Morever, the khuÔba 
texts themselves, along with adjacent anecdotes and comments, yield 
relevant information, both about expectations from an orator, and the 
standard features of a khuÔba.  

                                    
126  On medieval Arabic poetics, see ÝAbbÁs 1986. 
127  See index entry on khaÔÁba in al-JÁÎiÛ’s al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 4:107-8.  
128  Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd, introduction of chapter titled “KitÁb al-

WÁsiÔa fÐ al-khuÔab,” 4:51-3. 
129  IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm, al-BurhÁn, 191-216. 
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Table 2: Structure, Setting, and Style of the Early KhuÔba 

Period Structure Setting Style 

P
re

-I
sl

am
ic

 (
ci

rc
a 

la
st

 q
ua

rt
er

 o
f 6

th
 c

.-
61

0)
 

Fixed format:  
1. Probable praise for-

mula (taÎmÐd). 
2. “… and after that” 

phrase (ammÁ baÝd). 
3. Body of khuÔba. 

1. Large public 
audience.  

2. Orally deliv-
ered.  

3. Delivered 
standing from 
high ground, 
or back of 
camel (except 
marriage 
khuÔba); fac-
ing the audi-
ence.  

4. Official set-
ting.  

 

Extemporaneously com-
posed. Aimed to persuade. 
Features included: 
1. Rhythm: strong parallelism 

(izdiwÁj), assonance (mu-
wÁzana), and repetition 
(takrÁr); brief sentences; 
sporadic rhyme (sajÝ); 
some paronomasia (jinÁs) 
and antithesis (ÔibÁq).  

2. Audience engagement: di-
rect address; oaths and 
other emphatic structures 
and exclamations; rhetori-
cal questions; imperatives.  

3. Imagery of the desert, 
animals, and cosmos (both 
metaphorical and literal) 

4. Citations of poetry.  
5. Formal language; simple 

syntax and vocabulary.  
M

uÎ
am

m
ad

  
(6

10
-6

32
) 

Same as above, plus: 
4. Military instructions at 

end of ritual khuÔba 
(sometimes). 

5. Prayer (including ask-
ing God for forgive-
ness). 

Same as above, 
plus:  
3. Also delivered 

from ad hoc 
pulpit (min-
bar). 

Same as above, plus: 
4. QurÞÁn citations. 

 

   

E
ar

ly
 c

al
ip

hs
 

(6
32

-6
61

) 

Same as above, plus: 
1. Praise formula modi-

fied to include Islamic 
creed of faith.  

5. Prayer for forgiveness 
often used the phrase: 
“I say these words and 
beg forgiveness from 
God for myself and for 
all believing men and 
women.” 

Same as above. Same as above. 

U
m

ay
ya

d 
 

(6
61

-7
49

) 

Same as above, plus:  
5. Prayer for caliph intro-

duced at end of ritual 
khuÔba, and, less con-
sistently, cursing of 
enemies. 

 

Same as above, 
plus: 
3. Permanent 

pulpit in 
mosque. 

Same as above. 

 

   

� 
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L
at

er
--

A
bb

as
id

 fo
rw

ar
d 

(7
49

 ff
.)

 

Same as above. Same as above. 

Often composed in writing 
prior to delivery, or prepared 
based on model khuÔbas.  
1. Longer sentences; more 

sajÝ, often completely 
rhymed; more jinÁs.  

3. Imagery/vocabulary no 
longer of desert and ani-
mals. 

4. More QurÞÁn quotations; 
fewer citations of poetry.  

The format of the oration became gradually established during early 
Islamic times.130 By the end of the Umayyad period, the khuÔba al-
ways began with a formulaic taÎmÐd introduction, which generally 
encompassed most or all of the following:131 the name (basmala) and 
praise (Îamdala) of God;132 the double testimonial (shahÁda), that 
“there is no god but God and MuÎammad is the Messenger of God”; 
glorification of God (subÎÁna) and an entreaty for His aid (istiÝÁna); 
and invocation of blessings upon the Prophet (ÒalawÁt).  

The essential nature of the taÎmÐd, particularly the naming and 
praising of God, is underscored by the Muslims’ coining of the nega-
tive term “maimed oration” (khuÔba batrÁÞ) for the anomalous khuÔba 
that opened without it, an epithet given to ZiyÁd’s famous Basran 
khuÔba, which begins directly with the address “O people of Iraq.”133  

The taÎmÐd was followed by the phrase ammÁ baÝd (“… and after 
that”), or, more rarely and only in pre-Islamic times, by a simple 
thumma (“then”). According to some reports, Quss was the first ora-
tor to have used ammÁ baÝd.134 Later, the use of this oratorical phrase 

                                    
130  Cf. taÎmÐd openings of MuÎammad’s khuÔbas in Ñafwat 1934 3:361, after Ibn 

Qutayba, ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr; see also al-NaÎÎÁs, ÝUmdat al-KÁtib, pp. 344-5. Cf. open-
ings of ÝAlÐ’s khuÔbas in al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 222, 358-9, 388, #100, 111, 176, 
188. 

131  For details of the evolution and role of the taÎmÐd formula in Arabic litera-
ture, see forthcoming doctoral thesis by Aziz Qutbuddin, School of Oriental and Af-
rican Studies, University of London. 

132  In a boast situation (munÁfara or mufÁkhara), the khaÔÐb often used the di-
vine praise formula to introduce praise of his own tribe (cf. Ñafwat 1933 1:163-4 
#17). 

133  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 2:6. 
134  Ibn Íajar, al-IÒÁba, 7:254, #7334. The ammÁ baÝd phrase is also attributed to 

the prophet David, in one explanation of the QurÞÁnic phrase faÒl al-khiÔÁb (Ibn Ma-
nÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab, kh-Ô-b). 

Period Structure Setting Style 
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following the prefatory taÎmÐd became de rigueur in epistolography 
as well.  

The existence of the transition phrase in pre-Islamic times may be 
taken as an indication that the Islamic taÎmÐd formula had a precursor 
therein, in the form of a formulaic opening of sorts, perhaps even a 
taÎmÐd. We cannot be sure of this, because rather than full orations, 
only parts of pre-Islamic khuÔbas survive, and the preserved pieces, 
with one exception, lack a formulaic opening. The khuÔba pronounced 
by AbÙ ÓÁlib at MuÎammad’s marriage to KhadÐja before the coming 
of Islam represents the only surviving example of a pre-Islamic 
taÎmÐd (and it might not be genuine). But if there was an ammÁ baÝd 
(what comes after), there must have been an ammÁ qabl (what comes 
before). The pre-Islamic taÎmÐd probably invoked the pagan gods, 
and was, in consequence, deliberately excised by early Muslims.  

The ammÁ baÝd phrase was followed by a phrase of direct address 
to the audience, and often by instructions to the audience to listen. 
The main body of the khuÔba followed, and it contained different 
themes, depending on the occasion, including moral counsel, exhor-
tations to battle, other political issues, or legal maxims. Ritual 
khuÔbas of early Islam often contained military instructions towards 
their end. The khuÔba often concluded with prayer (duÝÁÞ) for the  
orator, the audience, and all Muslims,135 in some variation of the 
phrase “I say these words and beg forgiveness from God for myself 
and for all believing men and women” (aqÙlu qawlÐ hÁdhÁ wa-
astaghfiru llÁha lÐ wa-li-jamÐÝ al-muÞminÐna wa-l-muÞminÁt.)136 In 
later times, the supplication also included a prayer for the caliph’s  
long life. The naming of the caliph (e.g., Fatimid vs. Abbasid) pub-
licly proclaimed the townspeople’s allegiance, making the final seg-
ment of the khuÔba an important religio-political implement.137 Ibn 
KhaldÙn (d. 780/1378) reports that ÝAbdallÁh b. ÝAbbÁs, who was 
ÝAlÐ’s governor in Basra, was the first to include this formula, saying 
in his orations, “O God, help ÝAlÐ, who represents the truth!”138 Also, 
                                    

135  Cf. endings of khuÔbas by AbÙ Bakr, ÝUmar and ÝAbd al-Malik, in Ñafwat 
1934 3:361; after Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd.  

136  Cf. ending of AbÙ Bakr’s khuÔba, in Ñafwat 1933 1:180; from al-ÍuÒrÐ, Zahr 
al-ÁdÁb. Cf. also ending of ÝÀÞisha’s khuÔba in Ñafwat 1933 1:209, #73; after al-
QalaqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-NuwayrÐ, NihÁyat 
al-arab. 

137  Cf. Ali 1979. 
138  Ibn KhaldÙn, The Muqaddimah, 2:71. 
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the final segment occasionally included curses upon the enemies of 
the state. The Umayyads used to curse (al-laÝn or al-sabb) ÝAlÐ in 
their khuÔbas.139 Later, the Fatimids publicly cursed the Umayyads.  

The fixed structure of the khuÔba worked to the advantage of the 
orator by setting up and fulfilling expectations in the audience. 

Significant aspects of the setting of the early khuÔba are: public audi-
ence, oral delivery, official nature, and (physically) high placement 
of the khaÔÐb. 

The audience of the khuÔba was a general, public one. Any person 
from the community, regardless of social standing or gender, could 
attend. However, a significant segment of the audience was com-
posed of men with religious, social, political, and military weight. In 
many cases, the phrase “al-ÒalÁtu jÁmiÝa,” literally meaning “Ritual 
prayer gathers,” was proclaimed loudly to gather people for a khuÔba, 
either by the orator himself or an aide.140 According to Ibn SaÝd,141 
the phrase was originally used as a call for the ritual prayer; when the 
adhÁn replaced it, its own use shifted to collecting all the people 
around to listen to a khuÔba. The open spaces outside the dwelling ar-
eas, and later the mosque, were used to deliver khuÔbas, and both 
were public spaces. The sources tell us that at its largest, the audi-
ence could number in the thousands (probably a rare occurrence). 
MuÎammad’s audience for his sermon on Mount ÝArafÁt during his 
last pilgrimage was enormous, according to some reports, ten thou-
sand, when most of the Muslims of the Arabian Peninsula are said to 
have attended. Although the orator presumably had a bold voice, 
clear diction, and mastery over the art of voice projection, one won-
ders how such huge audiences could have heard the speaker. These 
numbers are probably not meant to be taken literally—historians  
 

                                    
139  Cf. the following records of the Umayyads’ cursing of ÝAlÐ: al-MuÞayyad al-

ShÐrÁzÐ, al-MajÁlis al-MuÞayyadiyya, 3:119, # 227; YÁqÙt, MuÝjam al-buldÁn, 3:191 
(“SijistÁn”); verse by Ibn SinÁn al-KhafÁjÐ re. ÝAlÐ, in MuÎammad al-SamÁwÐ, al-
ÓalÐÝa min shuÝarÁÞ al-shÐÝa, bio. #157, retrieved from the alwaraq internet site: “Do 
you curse him on the pulpit, when it was by his sword that its planks were erected 
for you?”  K
@� L'��!8 M=��B� 
�� 	–��"�'�	 >6� N
4, KO�@=#  ; al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn, al-MajÁlis wa-
al-musÁyarÁt, 176. 

140  Cf. khuÔba of MuÝÁwiya II, in al-Óabari, TaÞrÐkh, 5:530; a search of the phrase 
on the alwaraq website yields 255 hits in 79 different classical texts, including early 
works of Ibn SaÝd, al-WÁqidÐ, and al-BalÁdhurÐ. 

141  Ibn SaÝd, ÓabaqÁt, “Dhikr al-AdhÁn.” 



KHUÓBA 

 
209

could have used them to emphasize the large size of an audience. But 
several reports explain how such a vast audience could indeed be ad-
dressed satisfactorily; they point out that a second, loud-voiced per-
son often stood by the orator, or at a short distance from him, and re-
peated his words to the farther audience. RabÐÝa b. Umayya b. Kha-
laf, a Companion who possessed a resounding voice, stood just be-
low the neck of MuÎammad’s camel to thus broadcast the pilgrimage 
khuÔba.142 Reports of similar broadcasting appear in later ÍadÐth dic-
tation assemblies, in which one or two people would relay the lecture 
at intervals to those sitting at a distance from the professor.143 

The orator addressed his audience directly. Accordingly, a pleas-
ing physical appearance and a powerful manner of delivery were es-
sential to the effectiveness of his presentation. Medieval critics dis-
cussed at some length the expected demeanor of the orator while de-
livering the khuÔba, as well as desirable physical traits. Al-JÁÎiÛ, for 
example, praised loud voice, wide mouth, and stillness of deport-
ment.144 He deplored trembling, excessive sweating, and missing 
teeth,145 and disapproved of coughing and blowing one’s nose.146 
IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm added to the list of disapproved physical expres-
sions playing with one’s beard, as well as hemming and hawing.147  

The stylized government epistle (risÁla) that appeared in the late 
Umayyad period was composed in writing, but influenced in part by 
the oral oration, and adopting some of its functions, it was likewise 
delivered orally to a large public audience. So was the appointment 
letter (taqlÐd). The oral delivery was probably more efficient in en-
suring the message reached the populace, which was still largely 
unlettered. 

Other than the marriage khuÔba, which was delivered sitting 
down, the orator maintained a physically higher position vis-à-vis the 
audience. He stood on a rise or mound in the ground, on an ad hoc 
pulpit facing the audience,148 or sat on the back of a camel (or a horse 

                                    
142  Ibn HishÁm, al-SÐra al-nabawiyya, 4:448. 
143  Cf. al-SamÝÁnÐ (d. 562/1166), Methodik des Diktatkollegs. 
144  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:58-64, 120-3, 127, 132-3. 
145  Ibid., 1:134. 
146  Ibid., 1:40. 
147  IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm, al-BurhÁn, 213. 
148  Cf. al-BalÁdhurÐ, AnsÁb al-ashrÁf, 1:120-1; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 

1:118, 1:333; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha, 2:76.  
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in battle).149 Besides enabling the audience to better see and hear the 
speaker, this bodily elevation could have symbolized the elevated 
status of the orator. Exceptionally while delivering his last khuÔba, 
because of his illness, MuÎammad sat down on the pulpit.150 Accord-
ing to al-QalqashandÐ, MuÝÁwiya was the first to routinely preach 
seated because “his fat increased.”151 The expression “qÁma khaÔÐ- 
ban” (he stood up orating), which is common in the medieval histori-
cal and literary sources, indicates that a standing position was typical 
for the orator (except when he sat on his mount, of course).152 The 
earliest sermons were delivered from the location of the prayer-
leader/preacher’s place of prayer (muÒallÁ) standing in front of and 
facing the congregation, without being higher than them, or just 
slightly raised. MuÎammad’s pulpit in Medina was said to be two or 
three steps high, which was increased in the early Umayyad period to 
six.153 According to al-QalqashandÐ, TamÐm al-DÁrÐ built the first 
pulpit for the Prophet, having seen the church pulpits of Syria.154 Ac-
cording to other reports, MarwÁn (r. 64-5/684-5) may have been the 
first to build a permanent pulpit.155 

The setting of the khuÔba was in all cases a formal, official one. As 
mentioned earlier, the political and religio-political speech provided 
a vehicle for tribal or state policy from the earliest times, and was de- 
livered only on momentous or catastrophic occasions. In the case of 
apolitical sermons of pious counsel, the setting was still formal and 
serious, and the orator a person of spiritual authority, whether en-
dowed with political weight or not. In all cases, unwritten regulations 
regarding silence and close attention of the audience prevailed. The 
location of khuÔba delivery from the pulpit of the mosque also lent it 
authority. Another visual symbol of the orator’s authority was the 

                                    
149  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:309, 3:7; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-

farÐd, 4:117. 
150  Ñafwat 1933 1:158, #14; after al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil. 
151  al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:421. 
152  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 2:55. 
153  Ibn al-ÝAÔÔÁr, Adab al-khaÔÐb, 208. 
154  al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:421. 
155  Cf. Wensinck, “KhuÔba,” in: EI2. Wensinck does not indicate his primary 

source, which is probably Muslim’s chapter on “Going to the prayer-place in the two 
Eids” in the ÑaÎiÎ, the source he cites for statements before and after this. Muslim’s 
chapter does contain a reference to MarwÁn building a pulpit of bricks and clay for 
the Eid prayer; although the report admits of the possibility of MarwÁn’s being the 
first to build a permanent pulpit, the wording is ambiguous. 
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staff or sword upon which he leaned during the khuÔba. Quss is said 
to have been the first to preach leaning on a sword or staff (or 
mounted on a camel).156 The pre-Islamic judge supposedly also did 
the same. MuÎammad is said to have leaned on a staff during the  
Friday khuÔba, and on a sword during khuÔbas delivered in battle.157 
The custom prevailed in al-JÁÎiÛ’s time (and later as well), and he 
defended it, citing the QurÞÁnic examples of Solomon and Moses.158  

The early Arabic khuÔba displayed five kinds of literary characteris-
tics:159 (1) heavy use of brief, parallel sentences, and repeated 
phrases, as well as the sporadic utilization of rhyme (sajÝ)—which 
yielded a strong rhythm in the khuÔba and facilitated its comprehen-
sion; (2) frequent direct address, emphatic structures, and rhetorical 
questions—which engaged the audience in the speech act; (3) vivid 
imagery to portray abstractions as observable, desert phenomena—
which gave physical form to theoretical concepts; (4) citation of 
QurÞanic and poetic verses—which anchored the orator’s words in 
the sacred or semi-sacred literature of pre and early Islam, bestowing 
divine or semi-divine authority to them; and (5) employment of dig-
nified yet simple language—which rendered the oration formal and 
made it understandable to its public audience. 

The consistent, almost relentless use of the first feature of parallel-
ism (izdiwÁj), in which two or more adjacent phrases, clauses, or sen-
tences, show identical or near identical syntax, is one of the most con-
spicuous features of the early Arabic khuÔba.160 Additionally, parallel 
phrases commonly display repetition (takrÁr) of expressions, which 
added emphasis and created a refrain. Parallel clauses were also con-
cise, mostly limited to two to four words. (Non-parallel clauses were 
usually brief too, but not as consistently as parallel ones.) Parallelism 

                                    
156  Ibn Íajar, al-IÒÁba, 7:254, #7345; al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:421. 
157  Ibn MÁja (d. 273/887), Sunan, section on “iqÁma” from internet ÍadÐth site; 

AbÙ DÁÞÙd (d. 275/889), Sunan, section on “ÒalÁh,” from same. 
158  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 3:28. Elsewhere, he says in a tongue-in-cheek 

assessment that if the khaÔÐb used a staff, it was a sure sign that the khuÔba would be 
long. 

159  Cf. discussions of the characteristics of the khuÔba in some of the Arabic 
monographs, such as al-ÍÁwÐ 1970, 53-64, and literary analyses of particular 
khuÔbas; al-ÍÙfÐ 1972, 5-38, 146-205; ShalabÐ 1983, 23-60; Dähne 2001, 141-210. 

160  Cf. Beeston 1983, 180-5; O’Connor 1993, 877-9; Dähne 2001, 179-88; 
Scheindlin 1974. For a detailed linguistic analysis of parallelism in Arabic literature, 
see Johnstone 1991. 
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was often combined with the use of rhyme (sajÝ), paronomasia (jinÁs), 
and assonance (muwÁzana). The critic AbÙ HilÁl directs “writers” of 
(risÁlas and) khuÔbas (sic) to focus on parallelism, and not to force 
rhyme.161 An example of parallelism is an oration by AbÙ ÓÁlib, in 
which, after advising reverence for the KaÝba, he explains his reasons 
for this counsel in the following three syntactically parallel lines 
“faÞinna fÐhÁ marÃÁtan li-r-rabb, wa-qiwÁman li-l-maÝÁsh, wa-
thabÁtan li-l-waÔÞa.” (Indeed, in it is pleasure for the Lord, stability 
for livehood, and pacification for violence.)162 In each of these three 
phrases we observe a maÒdar in the accusative case, followed by the 
particle “li”, followed by a noun.  

Syntactical parallelism was sometimes enhanced by the use of ei-
ther synonymous or antithetical pairs (ÔibÁq). The subcategory of syn-
onymous parallelism can be observed in the many orations with two 
or more adjacent phrases of almost the same meaning. This type of 
parallelism, in which the second, parallel phrase echoed the first, dis-
played rhetorical skill. More practically, as mentioned earlier, it also 
facilitated aural comprehension. For if the audience did not catch the 
first sentence, they would probably grasp the second, and they would 
thus be able to follow along. An example is the following set of lines 
in an oration by ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib, in which he said, describing a dying 
man’s last thoughts, “yufakkiru fÐma afnÁ Ýumrah, wa-fÐma adhhaba 
dahrah.”163 (He thinks about the things he used up his life [doing], 
and squandered his allotted span [achieving].) Synonymous pairs here 
are: afnÁ (spent)/adhhaba (squandered); Ýumrah (his life)/dahrah (his 
span); note that the two phrases also rhyme in “r.” The parallel struc- 
ture can be presented as fÐma +verb+direct-object+pronoun suffix.  

Antithetical parallelism can be observed in the many orations that 
have two adjacent phrases of opposite meaning. An example is the 
set of opening lines in the oration of al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ, in which he 
addressed the “son of Adam,” “al-thawÁÞu hÁhunÁ qalÐl, wa-l-baqÁÞu 
hunÁka ÔawÐl.”164 (Residence here is short, and remaining there is 
long.) The antithetical pairs here are: hÁhunÁ (here)/hunÁka (there); 
qalÐl (little, i.e., short)/ÔawÐl (long); the parallel words either share a 

                                    
161  AbÙ HilÁl, al-ÑinÁÝatayn, 165. 
162  Ñafwat 1933 1:161, #161; after al-ÀlÙsÐ, BulÙgh al-arab. Here and in the fol-

lowing example, the translation is literal, to mirror parallelism in Arabic text. 
163  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 239, #108. 
164  See text in Appendix. 
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morphological pattern (thawÁÞ and baqÁÞ; qalÐl and ÔawÐl), or a deictic 
element (hunÁ); note also the rhyme in “l.” Overall, the layered par-
allelistic construction of the early Arabic oration endowed it with a 
compelling, rhythmic cadence. 

The rhythmic, crisp, concise, and eloquent nature of the khuÔba 
phrases produced many proverbs (amthÁl). Therefore, many of the 
extant khuÔbas survive in etiologies of proverb collections.165 Even 
modern Arabic proverbs might have their roots in the pre-Islamic 
khuÔba: for example, the Egyptian colloquial proverb “illÐ mÁt fÁt” 
(He who dies is lost [forever]) was perhaps influenced by Quss’s 
identical phrase in classical Arabic: man mÁta fÁt. 

Regarding the feature of rhyming prose (sajÝ)—in which the last 
word of two or more succeeding sentences, clauses, or phrases, con-
tained the same consonant—the early khuÔba used it only sporadi-
cally.166 The intermittent and unforced usage of sajÝ kept the pre-
Islamic and early Islamic khuÔba relatively unstylized. Usually, two 
or three consecutive phrases would be rhymed, after which the 
rhyme would either cease, or be replaced in the next few lines with  
a different rhyme letter. In most types of orations, the full khuÔba was 
never rhymed. The use of sajÝ abounded only in the formulaic taÎmÐd 
preface of the khuÔba. An example is the oration by MuÎammad de-
livered to the Quraysh upon the conquest of Mecca. Four of the five 
opening clauses describing God, end in the letter “d” with the pro-
noun suffix “h[Ù]” (note also the full parallelism in clauses three and 
four, followed by the partial parallelism of clause five): “lÁ ilÁha illa  
ÝllÁhu waÎdah, lÁ sharÐka lah, Òadaqa waÝdah, wa-naÒara Ýabdah, 
wa-hazama l-aÎzÁba waÎdah.” (There is no god but God, one; He 
fulfilled his promise; aided his servant; and defeated the confeder-
ates, alone).167 Pre-Islamic sermons of pious counsel sometimes used 
full sajÝ in their early segments, if these segments referred to natural 
phenomena. Such prefaces usually led to the affirmation of a Creator, 
and a reminder of coming death. (Examples follow in the paragraph 
on natural imagery). 

One type of early khuÔba was entirely sajÝ-focused and usually 
fully rhymed, namely, the pre-Islamic rhymed prose of the soothsay-

                                    
165  Cf. Ñafwat 1933 1:43, 65-6, #25, 42-3.  
166  There is significant overlap between the sajÝ of the early khuÔba and QurÞÁnic 

sajÝ; a detailed analysis of the latter is Stewart 1990.  
167  See text in Appendix. 
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ers, the sajÝ al-kuhhÁn. An example is the following warning to the 
BanÙ al-ÍÁrith by their kÁhin not to fight the tribe of TamÐm, in a 
seven-line rhymed (and parallel) pronouncement, with the first six 
ending in the “b” rhyme “ÁbÁ”: “innakum tasÐrÙna aÝqÁbÁ, wa-
taghzÙna aÎbÁbÁ, SaÝdan wa-RabÁbÁ, wa-taridÙna miyÁhan jibÁbÁ, 
fa-talqawna ÝalayhÁ ÃirÁbÁ, wa-takÙnu ghanÐmatukum turÁbÁ.”168 
(Indeed, you will walk one after the other; fight loved ones; [the 
clans of] SaÝd and RabÁb; come to water at deep, full wells; then 
meet upon them battle-thrusts; your booty will be dirt.) The preface 
of these kÁhin pronouncements was mostly in the form of oaths by 
natural objects and phenomena (examples follow in paragraph on na-
ture imagery).  

More common than sajÝ was assonance or balance (muwÁzana), 
meaning rough rhyme similarity, in which vowel sounds resembled 
each other in the last words of the sentence, clause, or phrase, with 
changes in the intervening consonants. Assonance was often created 
through morphological balance. One example is found in a speech by 
al-NuÝmÁn b. Mundhir:“…maÝa maÝrifatihimi l-ashyÁÞ, wa-Ãarbihim 
li-l-amthÁl, wa-iblÁghihim fi Ò-ÒifÁt, mÁ laysa li-shayÞin min alsinati 
l-ajnÁs.”169 (…along with [the Arabs’] knowledge of things, their cit-
ing of proverbs, and their accuracy in descriptions, which is not 
found in the tongues of [other] races). The assonance is created by 
the words ashyÁÞ, amthÁl, ÒifÁt, and ajnÁs occuring at the end of four  
successive phrases; they all have a long Á sound before their final 
consonants, which differ: Ý, l, t, and s. Three of the four words (all 
except ÒifÁÔ) are also morphologically identical, being broken plurals 
in the form afÝÁl. 

The second large category of the khuÔba’s persuasive literary tech-
niques is represented by the devices it used to encode the live audi-
ence into its linguistic format.170 The most obvious of these was di-
rect address, de rigueur, and used throughout the oration. The term 

                                    
168  Ñafwat 1933 1:80, #53; after Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; AbÙ al-Faraj, al-AghÁnÐ. 

Note that the next line, the seventh and last, does not rhyme: “faÞaÔÐÝÙ amrÐ wa-lÁ 
taghzÙ TamÐmÁ.” (So obey my command and do not fight TamÐm). 

169  Ibid., 1:52, #31. 
170  Cf. comments to that effect by Jones 2005, 42: “The ultimate aim of the ser-

mon was to elicit audience response (conversion, repentance, jihÁd, etc.), and thus 
one must be attuned to the rhetorical and narrative devices the preacher uses towards 
this end.” 
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khuÔba and its derivatives all tapped into the root meaning of direct 
address, which was particularly visible at the commencement of each 
new thematic section and served as a section marker. The orator ad-
dressed the audience in the second person plural, in the vocative 
(nidÁÞ) form. Sometimes he overtly used the particle (Îarf al-nidÁÞ); 
at other times, he implied it. He usually used the masculine gender in 
the plural form, often to encompass both sexes. The address was 
sometimes to all people (O people)—generic forms of address in-
clude (nÁs and qawm) words: “ayyuhÁ al-nÁs,” “yÁ ayyuhÁ al-nÁs,” 
“maÝÁshir al-nÁs”;171 at other times, the address was to Muslims 
“maÝÁshir al-muslimÐn,” and servants of God “ÝibÁda llÁh;”172 at yet 
other times, the address was to the people of a particular country or 
town, “yÁ ahl al-ÝIrÁq” (O people of Iraq!) and “yÁ ahl al-MadÐna” 
(O people of Medina!).173 Sometimes, a single person could be the 
overt addressee, with a larger secondary audience present, particu-
larly in the munÁfara debates and addresses to kings and caliphs. In 
such a circumstance, that single person was addressed by name, as in 
Zaynab’s address to YazÐd, and FÁÔima’s address to AbÙ Bakr.  

After the address, the orator often directed the audience to listen, 
bend ears and hearts, and pay heed. Examples abound in the orations 
of pre-Islamic MaÞmÙn al-ÍÁrithÐ, who said “Heed me with your 
ears!” (arÝÙnÐ asmÁÝakum),174 and Quss, who said “Listen and retain!” 
(ismaÝÙ wa-ÝÙ),175 as well as Islamic orators such as MuÎammad, who 
said “Listen to me, so that I may explain to you!” (ismaÝÙ minnÐ 
ubayyin lakum).176 

The orator would often refer to himself in the first grammatical 
person. Alternatively, he used the third grammatical person, often, but 
not always, in an oath format. Quss says of himself, “Quss swears an 
oath by God …”177 Other examples are found in several orations by 
MuÎammad, in which he says “I bear witness that MuÎammad is 
[God’s] servant and His messenger,”178 “… He who prays [for God 

                                    
171  Cf. al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 157, 222, 357, 385, #79, 100, 174, 186. 
172  Ibid., 139, 315, #65, 155. 
173  Ibid., 144, #70; Ñafwat 1933 2:469. 
174  Ñafwat 1933, 1:39, #22. 
175  Ibid., 1:38, #21.  
176  Ibid., 1:156, #13. 
177  Ibid., 1:38, #21. 
178  Ibid., 1:155, #13. 
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to] bless MuÎammad…,”179 and “By Him, in whose hands MuÎam- 
mad’s soul lies.”180 ÝUmar proclaimed in one speech: “Suffice ÝUmar 
as a grievous affair, [his] awaiting of … the Reckoning…”181 One of 
ÝAlÐ’s orations has the following reference to himself: “By the [God] 
in whose hands lies the life of AbÙ ÓÁlib’s son…”182  

The orator also encouraged the audience’s involvement with nu-
merous emphatic structures. He applied the nÙn al-tawkÐd to the end 
of verbs, the lÁm of emphasis to the beginning of verbs, and the par-
ticles inna (Verily!) and alÁ (Lo!) to the beginning of sentences.183 
He also interjected into sentences fervent exclamations such as “hay-
hÁt” (Far be it!) and “qabbaÎakumu llÁh” (May God disfigure you!). 
In an eleven line oration of ÝAlÐ, no less than seven sentences begin 
with alÁ (Lo!), the first of which runs “Lo! Today is the day for pre-
paring [the horses], and tomorrow is the race.”184 In a protracted use 
of the emphatic nÙn and lÁ (combined with some graphic similes and 
strong parallelism) al-ÍajjÁj threatened his recalcitrant Iraqi subjects, 
saying: “I shall skin you (la-alÎuwannakum) as I would skin a rod.  
I shall strike you (la-aqraÞannakum) as I would strike a flint. I shall 
wrap you up (la-uÝÒibannakum) as I would wrap a salama tree. I shall 
beat you (la-aÃribannakum) as I would beat alien camels.”185 Orators 
also incorporated strong oaths, such as the following pronouncement 
by the female soothsayer ZabrÁÞ: “By the sky-wind blowing, by the 
night pitch-dark, by the morning shining forth, by the star night-
rising, by the white rain-cloud pouring…”186 

Yet another device the orator used to encourage audience en-
gagement was questioning. Sometimes, the orator asked of the audi-
ence real questions and they responded with short answers such as 
“Yes, by God” (allÁhumma naÝam). But mostly, the questions were 
rhetorical, with obvious answers. Rather than as a means of eliciting 
information, they served to emphasize. ÓÁriq b. ZiyÁd began his ad-
dress rousing his army to fight the Andalusians by saying “Where is 

                                    
179  Ibid., 1:150, #14. 
180  Ibid., 1:152 #8. 
181  Ibid., 1:212, #77. 
182  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 268, #122. 
183  RamaÃÁn 1998, 54-6. 
184  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 93-4, #28. 
185  See text in Appendix. 
186  Ñafwat 1933 1:111, #68. 
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the escape?”187 The answer is implied: “There is none.” In sermons 
of pious counsel, rhetorical questions were often in the ubi sunt mode 
that emphasized the inevitability of death by asking “Where are the 
kings? Where are those who ruled the earth?” The obvious response 
would be: “They are dead. They are gone. They no longer rule.” 
WÁÒil proclaimed “Where are the kings who built Ctesiphon? And 
strengthened palaces? And fortified gates? And kept masses of 
chamberlains? And trained purebred horses? And possessed [all] the 
lands? And made use of inherited cattle and slaves?—[This world] 
grabbed them along with their carrying litters, it crushed them with 
its breast, it chomped on them with its canines! …”188 

A more direct method of persuasion was through normative, pre-
scriptive phrases. The imperative form “Do this! Do not do that!” re-
curs in khuÔbas of all types, but most heavily in the sermon of pious 
counsel. Al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ began one oration with a string of four 
imperatives, in the first of which he commanded the “son of Adam,” 
“Sell this world of yours in return for your hereafter!”189 

The third category in the khuÔba’s stylistic repertoire was vivid im-
agery. The early oration used metaphorical expressions derived 
mostly from desert flora, fauna, and natural phenomena. Much of 
this imagery (as in early poetry) was related to animals like the 
camel, the horse, predatory birds and beasts, the sand-grouse, the os-
trich, and the lizard. It also referred to water courses and rain/cloud 
formations, as well as the dry desert landscape, with its distinctive 
plants, its twisted sands, and winding dune-valleys. The use of these 
dramatic images well known to the early Arabs helped the orator 
bring abstractions into the realm of the immediate audio-visual. The 
lines of WÁÒil quoted earlier which described death as a beast that 
“crushed [people] with its chest, bit into them with its canines,” are a 
clear example of animal imagery, as are the following lines of ÝAlÐ 
warning his people of brewing agitation, in which he used a camel 
image to drive home the urgency of his message: “Ask me! [before it 
is too late] … before a sedition rushes in raising its hind-foot, step-
ping in its nose-rein.”190 In this last example—and this is typical in 

                                    
187  See text in Appendix. 
188  See text in Appendix. 
189  See text in Appendix. 
190  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 387, #187. 
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early oratory—the word camel is not used, but rather, its image is 
evoked by the use of words specific to it, here the words “hind-foot” 
and “nose-rein.” Similarly, FÁÔima, in her speech, did not mention the 
camel directly, but used the camel-related word al-Ôarq, meaning wa-
ter in which camels had bathed and urinated.191 

In addition to metaphors and similes, the orator also referred to 
natural objects and events literally. In sermons of pious counsel, the 
orator commonly used images signifying the all-encompassing and all 
powerful character of the forces of nature, to remind his desert-
dwelling nomadic audience of the inevitability of death. Quss, in his 
famous khuÔba of counsel, said: “A dark night…a bright day…a sky 
that has zodiacal signs…stars that shine…seas [whose waters] 
roar…mountains firmly anchored…an earth spread out…rivers made 
to flow…” The following phrases indicated to the audience his reason 
for mentioning these objects—to remind them of the coming of death: 
“Indeed, there are signs in the sky. There are lessons in the earth. 
What is the state of the people—going and never returning?…”192  

These natural images also helped the orator lead his audience to 
affirming the necessity of the Creator of the objects. Another pre-
Islamic pious counsel orator, al-MaÞmÙn al-ÍÁrithÐ, said (in full sajÝ) 
“… Indeed, in what you see is a lesson for one who would take heed. 
An earth, laid out…a sky, elevated…a sun, that rises and sets…a 
youth, dying…an old man, gone… Indeed, in [all] this is the clearest 
of proofs of the [existence of] the Planner, the Destiny-Writer, the 
Creator, the Shaper.”193  

The oaths used by the soothsayers in the preface of their pro-
nouncements almost exclusively invoked natural objects and phe-
nomena. This is illustrated by the earlier cited pronouncement of the 
kÁhina ZabrÁÞ. Most widespread were auspicious cosmic images of 
light and fertility, such as stars and rain, which would evoke feelings 
in the audience of bliss and of hopeful expectations for a bright  
future.194  

The nature imagery of the soothsayers, like all their pronounce- 
ments, was rhymed, as were the nature-invoking prefaces ascribed to 
Quss and al-MaÞmÙn cited above. It is likely that the model of the 

                                    
191  See text in Appendix. 
192  See text in Appendix. 
193  Ñafwat 1933 1:39-40, #22. 
194  E.g. Ñafwat 1933, 1:78, #51. 
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soothsayers prompted other pre-Islamic orators, particularly those 
who preached pious counsel, to combine natural images and rhyme 
in their opening statements. 

The fourth set of stylistic tools employed by the orator was the fre-
quent citing of poetic, and later, QurÞÁnic verses, and, less frequently, 
proverbs (the last, in this context, a component of the khuÔba, rather 
than a product as mentioned earlier). Since both poetry and the 
QurÞÁn were beloved to the Arabs, and because the audience had 
large quantities of verses committed to memory, their mention 
evoked strong associations. The orator stacked the odds in favor of a 
positive response by linking his current agenda to literary instru-
ments that were part of the audience’s cherished heritage. QurÞÁnic 
citation became particularly widespread in ritual sermons and ser-
mons of pious counsel;195 there are fewer quotes in political and re-
ligio-political khuÔbas. Gradually, the choice of QurÞÁnic verses cited 
in the ritual sermon became quite standardized. Citation of poetry 
too, had been, and continued to be, a common practice in all types of 
khuÔbas. Half-lines, single lines, or two or three lines, were cited, and 
they occured anywhere in the oration, at the beginning, somewhere 
in the middle, or at the end. Examples are the multiple lines of po-
etry, perhaps his own, cited by Quss;196 the single line by SuÎaym b. 
WathÐl al-RiyÁÎÐ and the cluster of lines by Ruwayshid b. RamÐÃ al-
ÝAnbarÐ cited by al-ÍajjÁj;197 and the half verse by ImruÞ al-Qays 
cited by ÝAlÐ.198 Although the citing of poetic verse was common in 
practice, the theorists and the jurists—particularly the latter, and 
mostly in the ritual sermon—appear to have disapproved, comparing 
it unfavorably with the citing of the QurÞÁn.199 Less often, proverbs 
were quoted. ÝAlÐ, for example, used in his oration the proverb: “In 
the morning, night-travelers will be praised.”200 

In a similar exploitation of the known and accepted, the orator 
connected universal themes such as the inevitability of death and the 
merit of honor with an immediate, particular, context, with a view to 

                                    
195  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 1:118; Ibn al-ÝAÔÔÁr, Adab al-khaÔÐb, 128; 

Dähne 2001; al-Jomaih 1988.  
196  See text in Appendix. 
197  See text in Appendix. 
198  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 326, #158. 
199  Cf. al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn 1:118; Ibn al-ÝAÔÔar, Adab al-khaÔÐb, 122. 
200  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 323, #160. 
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persuading the audience to action. In the many sermons of pious 
counsel, the abstract concept of death is always anchored in the here 
and now, in the reality of the audience’s own mortality, as in the ser-
mon where MuÎammad said: “O people! [You behave] as though 
death in this world is decreed for people other than us! … [You be-
have] as though the dead whose biers we carry are travelers who will 
soon return to us …”201 An example of invoking honor is ÝAlÐ’s 
khuÔba urging the Iraqis to rise up and defend their religion, their 
women, and their property, in which he opened his address by com-
paring his soldiers to women and children: “O parodies of men, not 
men! Minds of children and intellects of canopy-covered ones!”202 
Such an address would presumably shame the audience, galvanizing 
them to fulfil their knightly roles. 

The fifth stylistic category of the khuÔba is that of its language regis-
ter, where simplicity and dignity were the rule. Straightforward syntax 
prevailed, particularly in comparison with the more complex syntax 
of early poetry. The diction was at all times formal and elevated.203 
The lexicon should have been perfectly clear to the orator’s contem-
porary audience; the scribe of the Abbasid caliph al-MahdÐ is reported 
to have censured the use of rare words (gharÐb) in oratory.204 The rea-
son the modern reader finds the early oration less accessible is that, 
like early poetry and the QurÞÁn, it contains numerous words and idi-
oms long since fallen out of use. An example is the following phrase 
in the oration of al-ÍajjÁj: “lÁ yughmazu jÁnibayya ka-taghmÁzi t-
tÐn”205 (“My sides cannot be squeezed to test for freshness like the 
squeezing of figs,” which uses the word taghmÁz that is here taken 
out of its more common context of the good health of fatty sheep, and 
associated with the uncommon one of squeezing figs for freshness.  

The khuÔba’s stylistic features reflect its extemporaneous composi-
tion. In contrast to the Greek way of prior preparation and writing, the 
early khuÔba was typically generated spontaneously. The early literary 
anthologies and chancery manuals unanimously stressed spontaneous, 

                                    
201  Ñafwat 1933 1:153, #9, after al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ. 
202  See text in Appendix. 
203  On the careful choice of vocabulary in the khuÔba, see AbÙ HilÁl, al-

ÑinÁÝatayn, 64-5. 
204  Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd, 4:52. 
205  See text in Appendix.  
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natural orating. Al-JÁÎiÛ, as we saw in the anti-shuÝÙbiyya passage 
cited at the beginning of this paper, lavishly praised this feature, stat-
ing that the Persians, Indians, and Greeks did not possess the art of 
oratory—the only people in the world with real khuÔbas were the Ar-
abs, because they spoke spontaneously through inspiration without 
lengthy preparation. He went on to claim that no formal training was 
required, that orators acquired their skills by pure inspiration and os-
mosis.206 Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih and AbÙ HilÁl cited the following remarks 
which also emphasized lack of artifice: “Oratory’s head is a suitable 
natural disposition. Its backbone is practice. Its wings are the narrat-
ing of [wise] sayings. Its ornament is correct vocalization. Its splendor 
is the appropriate choice of words—for appeal comes with a reduc-
tion in forcedness.”207 Extemporaneity, then, according to the early 
critics, was the true hallmark of eloquence.  

This extemporaneous composition was not of the formulaic, stock-
phrase based, oral composition kind detailed by Albert Lord and 
Milman Parry for Homeric and Balkan epic poetry, then proposed by 
James Monroe and Michael Zwettler for pre-Islamic poetry (and re-
futed in this context by Gregor Schoeler).208 Unlike epic poetry, the 
khuÔba did not contain a fictional, narrative sequence, nor was it met-
rical. However, it did reflect many of the stylistic features that one 
would expect from orally composed literature in general, such as 
short sentences, much repetition, additive rather than subordinative 
phrases, aggregative rather than analytic expositions, and closeness to 
the human lifeworld.209 

Later, oratory became associated with the chancery (kitÁba), and 
the same Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih prescribed scribal training for the orator.210 
From the Abbasid period onward, the preacher often wrote the khuÔba 
beforehand, or had someone (often a chancery official) write it for 
him; he then read it out on the pulpit, or memorized it and delivered  
it pseudo-extemporaneously. HÁrÙn al-RashÐd (r. 170-93/786-809) is 
said to have been the first who committed to memory sermons pre-
                                    

206  al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 3:12-3, 27-8. 
207  Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd, 4:53; AbÙ HilÁl, al-ÑinÁÝatayn, 64. The 

cited scholar is “AbÙ DÁÞÙd”—perhaps the Basran Hadith scholar AbÙ DÁÞÙd Su-
laymÁn b. al-AshÝath al-SijistÁnÐ (d. 275/889). 

208  Lord 1960; Zwettler 1978; Monroe 1972; Schoeler 1998 and 2006. 
209  For details of the characteristics of primarily “orally based thought and ex-

pression,” see Ong 1982, 31-76.  
210  Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd, 4:52. 
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pared by others. His son, al-AmÐn, had his teacher, the grammarian al-
AÒmaÝÐ, prepare for him ten model sermons.211 At this time, many 
preachers began relying partially or completely on model khuÔbas. 

VI. Conclusion 

The khuÔba was a preeminent genre of early Arabic literature, with 
diverse functions. A reflection of these numerous functions can be 
found in the varied types of the oration, and its multiple characteris-
tics. Both the types and features of the oration evolved over time, 
with the changing religious, political, and social milieu. The numer-
ous manifestations of the political speech, the religio-political dis-
course, the sermon of pious counsel, the religious sermon, and the 
marriage khuÔba developed through pre-Islamic and early Islamic 
times in step with the changing lifestyle, values, and aesthetics of the 
increasingly Islamicate and imperialist Arabic-speaking world. The 
terminology was altered too, and in the Abbasid period, the word 
khuÔba came to denote almost exclusively the ritual sermon of Islam. 
The literary features of the oration were also modified over time, in 
response to the transition from an oral and spontaneous culture to an 
increasingly written and stylized aesthetic, and from a tribal, no-
madic lifestyle to a progressively urbanized way of life.  

The characteristics of the early khuÔba—particularly its style, but  
also its setting and structure—reflect its overall literary purpose: con- 
vincing the audience of the validity of a course of action, a mode of  
behavior, a way of thought, or a type of belief. To this end, the early  
oration used logical and emotive persuasion. It combined rational ar- 
gumentation with the evocation of emotions like anger, shame, fear,  
and hope. The khuÔba evoked these emotions chiefly through literary 
techniques such as parallelism and citation of poetry, which, combined 
with an orator’s high status and powerful delivery, rendered an oration 
effective. Those orators who succeeded in fully exploiting these fea-
tures, the ones who took the persuasive characteristics of the oration to 
the heights of sophistication, were recorded in history as models of 
Arabic eloquence, each a brilliant orator, a khaÔÐb miÒqaÝ.  

                                    
211  Cf. Mez 1937, 318; from al-TanÙkhÐ, al-Faraj baÝd al-shidda.  
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VII. Appendix 
Some Famous Early KhuÔbas 

The following are some of the most famous khuÔbas of pre-Islam and 
early Islam, full pieces or excerpts. They illustrate the typology and 
characteristics of the genre at that time.  

As mentioned earlier, there are several versions for most of these 
khuÔbas. Since the purpose of their citation here is to provide an 
overall sense of the famous khuÔbas rather than a comparison of the 
different versions of each, I have noted the sources but not the vari-
ants, and have mostly based the transcription of the text and its trans-
lation, on Ñafwat’s anthology. 

1. Quss b. SÁÝida al-IyÁdÐ  
(Bishop of Najran or ÎanÐf, d. ca. 600 C.E.)212 

Type  pre-Islamic sermon of pious counsel delivered at the Great Fair 
of ÝUkÁÛ in Mecca.  

Features  large, public audience; delivered sitting from back of his camel; 
direct address; mention of natural objects and phenomena as 
signs; swearing of oath in the 3rd person; syntactic and antitheti- 
cal parallelism; some sajÝ; short sentences; simple syntax; citing 
of poetry. 

O People! Listen and retain! He who lives 

dies. He who dies is lost [forever]. Every- 

thing that could happen will happen. A dark 

night…a bright day…a sky that has zodia- 

cal sign…stars that shine…seas [whose wa- 

ters] roar…mountains firmly anchored…an  

 

�3'���# �3'�!�%3G� P����� �QRS	 . 3$�U 3$�U# PV��U �W���
 XE��Q2,# PY��" )*3�2� PV9 ZV9 '� �U [*J\# PV�2� �V��U
 XE��]F=# PM��3�28 X^'_# PY��M3=2	 �V�` Xa�b# PY��G
 XE�Q2,�	# Pc��d3��U Xe3E	# Pc��G3M�U )f��
F�# PM�g3�28
 Fe3Eh� i �L-# P�M�
2j2� 0a�%@�� i kL- Pc��M3l�U

F����� Jf�= �U P�M�
0!2� �3'Jm�E	 PL'!F�MS &# L'
���n�S 
 

                                    
212  Ñafwat 1933, 1:38 #21; after al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; al-BÁqillÁnÐ, 

IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; AbÙ al-Faraj, al-AghÁnÐ; Ibn ÝAbd 
Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-MaydÁnÐ, MajmaÝ al-amthÁl. Also in Ibn IsÎaq al-KÁtib, 
al-BurhÁn, 197-8. Al-QalqashandÐ recorded a sermon by KaÝb b. Luwayy in ÑubÎ al-
aÝshÁ, 1:211, which contains some of the identical phraseology, “a dark night …” 
etc. As noted here, he recorded the Quss khuÔba as well. 
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earth spread out…rivers made to flow. In- 

deed, there are signs in the sky. There are les-

sons in the earth. What is the state of the 

people—going and never returning? Have 

they been satisfied, thus choosing to reside 

[there]? Or were they abandoned, [are they] 

sleeping? Quss swears an oath by God in 

which there is no sin: God has a religion that 

is more satisfactory to Him and better than 

the religion in which you believe. In- 

deed, you do evil deeds.  

�3'�U���2� �'J\FMJ8 ^	 P�'U�(o� . & �p%�@2( F��= qrJ( �>0@�;�S
 $0U J*s�	# PK� 
m3E	 �'�� �p�3S0" F� �L- PK�� �>�t-
 FM3Uh� $0U L'8o<2� >6,- PK��� ><,	 un�� >06�S"

�M263��U.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In those that went before 

in eons past, are instances for us to take 

heed. 

��3��0�k#h� �$3�F
0��n�� i-3M0���4�= ���2� FL3#�MJ;��� �$0U �$��� 
 

  
When I looked at the watering holes of 

death, 

from which there is no returning— 

 �p"FE��'����U �NS	E ��%2�-E0"��4�U �w r�� 0V'%�0�  
  

[When] I saw my people towards them 

going, young and old— 

 ����'3]2, +U3'2( �NS	E#-M0x�?h�# �MF=�2\2h� +0s3%28  
  

The one who passed not coming back to me 

and not from those who remain, he who 

goes. 

�2�- 3+m�B� �yF�3M�S &-MF=�2x �$3�0(��
��� �$0U &# k+� 
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I became convinced that I—without a 

doubt— 

will go213 where the people have gone. 

������]�U & +z,	 �N3�2;3S	-M0��? �^3'2;��� �E��? �{3��d 252� 
  

2. KÁhin of KhuzÁÝa (6th c. C.E.)214 

Type  political khuÔba, sub-type munÁfara judgment in favor of 
HÁshim b. ÝAbd ManÁf over Umayya b. ÝAbd Shams (the per- 
sons, not the clans); contains anti-Umayyad material—could be 
later propaganda; this khuÔba is not famous, but no specific sur-
viving piece of the sajÝ al-kuhhÁn appears to be better known 
than another, so this is as good a sample as any. 

Features  oaths by auspicious natural objects (moon, stars, rain) followed 
by a judgment; full sajÝ; syntactic parallelism; short sentences. 

By the glorious moon, by the shining star, by 

the rain-pouring cloud, by the bird[s] in the air, 

by the beacon that guides the traveler,215 one 

going to Najd and another to Ghawr: Indeed, 

HÁshim has outstripped Umayya to glo- 

rious deeds. There is a first in this and a last.216 

AbÙ Hamhama217 knows this. 

2���# PM0��k��� F�2\3'26��# PM0��
�� FM�%2;��# F^��%
 |>2��!F= :��2<3�� ��U# PM0��} $0U D'�l���F= �U# PM0}�B�
 X>0~�� ���
�G 3�2;2� PM0��x# Z�Fl��U 3$0U PM0���@�U
 25�%�Q3%�� 3'�=	# PM0g9# K�U )fk#	 PM0t��%��� H� 25k��UJ	

MF=�g C�nF=.  

                                    
213  Read ÒÁra here as tÁmma, meaning intaqala. 
214  Ñafwat 1933 1:78; after Ibn AthÐr, al-KÁmil; al-ÍalabÐ, al-SÐra al-Îalabiyya; 

al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh.  
215  There is one problem if the text is read this way with the mÁ taken to be a 

relative pronoun (mÁ mawÒÙliyya), for the required referent pronoun in the jumlat al-
Òila is missing. An alternative reading would be “as long as the beacon guides the 
traveler” with the mÁ being maÒdariyya (Ûarfiyya zamÁniyya). But the first reading is 
more likely because a) the wÁw of ÝaÔf connects it to the previous oath sequence, b) it 
is syntactically parallel to the previous phrase, and c) the meaning of the passage is 
unclear if read in the “as long as” mode. 

216  “Awwal” could also be read in the genitive case, as a badal al-juzÞ min al-kull 
of maÞÁthir. Thus, “HÁshim has outstripped Umayya to glorious deeds, the first of 
them and the last.” But the problem here is that the pronoun hu of minhu is in the 
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3. AbÙ ÓÁlib  
(MuÎammad’s uncle and guardian, d. 620 C.E.)218 

Type  pre-Islamic marriage khuÔba, on the occasion of MuÎammad’s 
marriage to KhadÐja, about 15 years before his message of Is-
lam, and 28 years before Hijra. 

Features  taÎmÐd formula, tracing AbÙ ÓÁlib’s genealogy to Abraham and 
IsmÁÝÐl, followed by a “then” clause (thumma rather than ammÁ 
baÝd); strongly parallel, a sprinkling of sajÝ; mention of KaÝba; 
short sentences; simple syntax; many elements of the later Is-
lamic marriage khuÔba present, such as naming of the two par-
ties and a clear expression of their desire to wed, as well as the 
dower. 

Praise be to God, who made us from the seed 

of Abraham and the progeny of IsmÁÝÐl; who 

made for us a sacred city and a veiled House; 

who made us rulers over the people.  

Then: MuÎammad b. ÝAbdallÁh, my nephew, is 

one with whom no youth of Quraysh can be 

weighed without finding [MuÎammad’s scale] 

heavier, in goodness and merit, generosity and 

intelligence, glory and nobility. If there is scar- 

city in wealth, wealth is but a passing shadow, a 

loan that is to be returned. He desires [to wed] 

KhadÐja b. Khuwaylid, and she him. Whatever 

you [plural] wish in terms of dower, I take upon 

myself. 

 05kSDEJ`# P>���M=� FI3E2� 3$0U ��2��!�� 3un�� F� ��%7�
 ��<3��=# P�U��M�d �p�2��= ��2� 2*�!��# P*�!b�

�^��6J7� ��2��!��# P�=3'�l3]�U����� 
�� .  
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masculine, and maÞÁthir is a broken plural, thus denoted by the feminine. Its singular 
is also feminine, maÞthura. 

217  AbÙ Hamhama was Umayya’s father-in-law and present at the arbitration. 
218  Ñafwat 1933 1:77, #50; after al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; al-BÁqillÁnÐ, 

IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; al-Mubarrad (?), TahdhÐb al-kÁmil; al-ÍalabÐ, al-SÐra al-Îalabiyya.  
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4a. MuÎammad  
(the Prophet of Islam, d. 11/632)219 

Type  religio-political khuÔba; first khuÔba in Islam addressing the 
Quraysh at Mecca, calling them to Islam in the early part of his 
mission; MuÎammad’s uncle AbÙ Lahab is reported to have re-
sponded to this khuÔba by damning MuÎammad, which is when 
the QurÞÁnic sÙra 111 damning AbÙ Lahab was revealed. 

Features  direct address; rhetorical questions; exclamations; simple syn-
tax; vivid imagery of tribe’s battle-readiness reflecting life in 
pre-Islamic Arabia; no sajÝ. 

A grievous morning! … O sons of ÝAbd al-

MuÔÔalib. O sons of ÝAbd ManÁf. … If I in-

formed you that horsemen are riding out [to 

attack you] from behind the foot of this moun-

tain, would you believe me? [They said: “You 

have not lied to us in our previous experi-

ence.”] [He said:] Indeed, I am a warner to 

you before a harsh chastisement!  

 P���d��
�? ��S… �= �S P��/B� �
� �= �S 
 P���U �
�…kL	 >6J83M�
3g	 3'2� 3>J<3S	�E	  p�3��g 

 �+0(D��4�U 3>J<3�J\	 P*
�� �n� F��O�4F= �Y�M�j28] �'��(
"�=n\ C��� ��=kM� �U "f�( [ �$3��= >6� XM3S0n2, +�,��

�3S0��~ |.�2n�� 3u���S.  

4b.  MuÎammad  
(the Prophet of Islam, d. 11/632)220 

Type  religious, ritually prescriptive, early Islamic khuÔba, delivered at 
the onset of the holy month of RamaÃÁn. 

Features  direct address; repetition of the word “month;” brief sentences. 

  

                                    
219  al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh, 2:319; also cited in RamaÃÁn 1998, 55 (from al-ÍalabÐ, al-

SÐra al-Îalabyiyya; Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil); and in Ñafwat 1933 1:147, after the same 
sources, in a slightly varied form; the web-based search engine alwaraq brings up 
nineteen sources for this khuÔba (with slight variants in each), including al-
BalÁdhurÐ, AnsÁb al-ashrÁf, Ibn KatÎir, al-BidÁya wa-l-nihÁya; and Ibn SaÝd, al-
ÓabaqÁt al-kubrÁ. 

220  al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn, DaÝÁÞim al-IslÁm, 1:268-9. 
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O people! An exalted month has come nigh to 

you; a month that contains one night in which  

good deeds performed [count for more] than 

good deeds performed over a thousand months. 

Whosover performs in [this month] a non-man- 

datory act in order to achieve closeness to God, 

is like one who performs a mandatory act at 

other times. Whosoever performs in it a manda- 

tory act, is like one who performs seventy man- 

datory acts at other times. It is a month of for-

bearance, and the reward of forbearance is 

Paradise. [It is] a month of charity.221 A month 

in which the believer’s decreed sustenance is 

increased. Whosoever feeds a fasting person at 

the time of breaking fast, will gain forgiveness 

for his sins and the freeing of his neck from 

Hellfire; he will have the like of [the fasting  

person’s] reward, without any decrease in [that 

person’s] reward. 

 XMQ~ P>�A� XM3Q�~ >6��2�	 �( K,- P����� �QS	
 0��	 i F*%!�� $U X�g �Q�� J*%!�� )5��� K��
 0�1� Ff�40g 3$0U Z52�342jF= K�� �.kM2;28 3$�U PMQ~
 K�� :k"	 $U# P���'0G �%�� �5sSM� :k"	 $%\ L�\
 �%�� �5sSM� �!
G :k"	 $%\ L�\ �5sSM�

PM3
k4�� �MQ~ '�# P��'G P5k�2�� K�=��'2t ��4��# 
 P$U�B� 0��E i K�� �"���S XMQ~ Pc��G��'JB� �MQ~#
 ���<0�# K=3'J,Jn0� pcMO�U K� L�\ �%��? K�� �M�/2� 3$�U
 L	 0�x 3$0U �FM3�2	 J*��0U K� L�\# PE���� $U K0<�
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X�~ �M�	 $U ��J;3��S.  

 

                                    
221  Cf. Hava 1986, gives the meaning of ÁsÁhu muwÁsÁtan as: “He gave him a 

part of his goods; he was munificent to him.” 
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4c. MuÎammad  
(the Prophet of Islam, d. 11/632)222 

Type  religio-political early Islamic khuÔba containing legislative ma-
terial; address to Quraysh upon the conquest of Mecca in 8/630. 

Features  taÎmÐd preface; no ammÁ baÝd, but the marker alÁ (Lo!); paral-
lelism but no sajÝ; short sentences; final direct address; interac-
tive—real questions with audience answering in chorus. 

There is no god but God, [He is] one, He has no 

partner. He has fulfilled His promise, aided His 

servant, and defeated the armies Himself alone.  

 2����? PK� �C3SFM�~ & ���3d�# �� &- �K�- &
 P���3d�# �.���3dh� �^����# P���3
�� �M�42,# P���3��#  

Lo! All claimed honors, blood-revenge, and 

property are below my two feet here, except for 

the caretakership of the House, and the water-

ing of the pilgrim. Lo! Unintentional murder is 

like deliberate [murder] by whip and staff; in 

both there is strict blood money; forty pregnant 

she-camels whose young are in their womb.  

2	�& �N3]28 'Q� 
��3��S |f��U 3#	 |^�" 3#	 Zc�MJt�o�U [*J\ 
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 P���"&3#	 ��Q0,3'J/�= i �52O0��g  

O assembly of Quraysh! God has removed 

from you the arrogance of the jÁhiliyya, and its 

boasting about forefathers. People are from 

Adam and Adam was created from dust. “O 

people! We have created you male and female, 

and we have made you peoples and tribes so 

that you may know one another. Indeed the  
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222  Ñafwat 1933 1:154 #11; after al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; 

Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; Ibn HishÁm, al-SÐra al-nabawiyya. 
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most honored among you near God is the most 

pious.”223 O assembly of Quraysh! What do 

you think I shall do with you? [They said: “You 

will do good.”] [He said:] Go, for you are free 

men. 

5. AbÙ Bakr b. AbÐ QuÎÁfa  
(1st Sunni caliph, d. 13/634)224 

Type  religio-political accession speech followed by pious counsel; 
delivered in 11/632; lays out his policy, explaining to the com- 
munity his personality and weaknesses, and instructing them as 
to how they should behave with him; the pious counsel consists 
of a reminder about death, and encouragement to do good 
deeds. 

Features direct address; heavy use of emphatic particles inna and alÁ; 
short sentences; simple syntax; imperatives. 

O people! Indeed, I am like unto you. I do not 

know whether you will burden me with [re- 

sponsibilities] which the Messenger of God 

(God’s blessings upon him!) was capable of 

bearing. Indeed, God chose MuÎammad over 

all the worlds, and rendered him immune from 

[perpetrating] injuries. Verily, I am a follower; I  

am not one to devise new things. If I stay 

straight, then follow me. If I go astray, then 
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223  QurÞÁn 49:13. 
224  Ñafwat 1933 1:181, #37, after al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Ibn 

AbÐ al-ÍadÐd. 
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straighten me. Indeed, the Messenger of God 

(God’s blessings upon him!) was taken away, 

while no single person from this community 

was claiming restitution from him for an injus- 

tice, a single whip stroke or less. Lo! I have  

a satan225 who possesses me. If I get angry, 

avoid me, [such that] I do not leave a mark on 

your hair and skins. … (one paragraph pious 

counsel) 

…   

6. FÁÔima bt. MuÎammad  
(MuÎammad’s daughter, ÝAlÐ’s wife, d. 11/632)226 

Type  religio-political speech; addressed to AbÙ Bakr and his assem-
bly of Companions; arguing for ÝAlÐ’s right to the caliphate and 
for her own right to inherit from the Prophet her father the lands 
of Fadak; delivered in 11/632. 

Features many QurÞÁnic quotations; archaic vocabulary; strong, rhythmic 
parallelism with short sentences and almost no sajÝ; profusion of 
camel imagery; some proverbs cited.  

[Praise of God, blessings on the Prophet]. “A 

messenger from among you came to you, [a 

man for whom] your suffering is painful; [one 

who is] concerned for you; for believers, [a 

" K��� X�3SF��� 3>J60@JO�,2� 3$0U )f'GE >\a�� �;�
 X�3#���E ��U�B�= >6��� X�3SFM�d 3>[<0��� �U

>�0d�E " P>60��=9 �L3#�" +=	 �#�Fl28 �'�FM3!28 3L��
>6���E �L#" +D%�� $3=� ��g2	#.  

                                    
225  A literal (and negative) explanation of the word “shayÔÁn” is offered by most 

ShÐÝÐs. Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, a MuÝtazilite Sunni, interprets the “satan” metaphorically as 
“anger.” Ñafwat 1933 1:181, n. 2; after Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha. 

226  ÓayfÙr, BalÁghÁt al-nisÁÞ, 54-8. Two other, similar, versions of the same 
khuÔba are provided in ibid., 58-66. In those versions, FÁÔima cites the QurÞÁnic 
verse “And Solomon inherited from David” (16:27) in support of her right to inherit 
from MuÎammad. Cf. same khuÔba with variants in al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn, SharÎ al-
akhbÁr, 3:35-40. 
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man who is] compassionate, merciful.”227—If 

you know him, you will find that he is my fa- 

ther, not yours; my cousin [ÝAlÐ]’s brother, not 

yours.228  

[The Messenger] delivered warning, publicly 

announcing his message, blocking the path of 

the polytheists, striking their backs, seizing 

their necks, crushing the idols, breaking crowns 

[of heads]—until he defeated them all and they 

[fled] showing their backs; night divested itself 

and gave way to morning, pure Truth gleamed 

forth, the leader of religion spoke, and the 

camel-frothings of the satans subsided. You 

were [then] at the lip of the precipice of Hell- 

fire, a draught for the drinker, an opportunity 

for the covetous, a thing easily grasped by the 

speedy, a trampling place for feet; you drank 

camel-urinated water and ate leaves; [you  

were] lowly, humbled, fearful that the people 

around you would swoop down on you.  
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227  QurÞÁn 9:128. 
228  Refers to MuÎammad’s pairing of ÝAlÐ with himself, when he paired  

his Companions in twos as “brothers.” Cf. al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÞmÁn, SharÎ al-akhbÁr, 
1:193-4. 
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Then God saved you through his Messenger,  

“after the small [calamity] and the big one,”229  

after [MuÎammad] was tried with [attacks by]  

brave warrior men, Bedouin wolf-bandits, and  

unbelieving people of the Book. Each time they 

kindled “a fire for battle, he extinguished it.”230  

[Whenever] a horn of error appeared, and a 

polytheist maw opened wide, he would throw 

his brother [ÝAlÐ] into its jaws—[ÝAlÐ] would 

not return until he had stamped on its ear with 

his soles, and dampened its blaze with his 

[sword] edge, toiling for God,231 being near to 

the Messenger of God, a leader among the 

friends of God. [All this,] while you were in 

ample circumstances, calm, secure. 
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Until, when God chose for His Prophet the 

abode of His prophets, the thorny tree of hy-

pocrisy appeared, the robe of religion de- 

cayed, the anger-suppressing one [ÝUmar? AbÙ 

Bakr?] belonging to the covetous evil-mongers 

spoke up, the obscure person [AbÙ Bakr] of the 
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229  Proverb, signifying all sorts of calamities. See its etiology in al-MaydÁnÐ, 

MajmaÝ al-amthÁl, 1:92, #440. 
230  QurÞÁn 5:64. 
231  Literally, “for the essence of God.” 
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transient ones emerged, the camel stallion of 

the error-mongers bellowed and wagged its 

tail232 in your courtyards. Satan raised his head 

from sleep, shrieking out at you, and he found 

you quick to answer his call and attentive to his 

deception; he aroused you and found you quick 

to rise; he toyed with you and found you easy 

to anger. So you branded [as your own] camels 

that were not yours, and brought them to drink 

at a watering hole that was not yours. This, 

when the age [of the Prophet] is still recent, the 

gash still vast, the wound not yet healed. 

 P����2O0g >\�����'2� >62s�Q3�2<3G�� P$3�0A0d��U
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O haste! You claimed that [your assumption of 

leadership] was from fear of dissension. “Lo! 

Into dissension they have fallen, and Hellfire is 

all-encompassing for disbelievers!”233 May 

you be thrown far! Where is it that you are go- 

ing?! How you do lie!—when this, the Book of 

God, is before you, its warnings unmistakable, 

its proofs bright, its commands clear! Do you 

turn away from it in dislike? Or do you judge 

by another [book]? “O what an evil exchange 
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232  I.e., being completely at ease. 
233  QurÞÁn 9:49. 
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the oppressors will obtain!”234 “Whosoever 

seeks a religion other than Islam, it will not be 

accepted from him, and he will be among the 

losers in the hereafter.”235 

You did not wait even for the boiling [of grief] 

to subside,236 “drinking in big gulps while hid- 

ing your true intentions, pretending to sip 

froth,”237 while we forbore your [misconduct, 

which was] like the slashing of a dagger. And 

now you claim that we have no inheritance. 

“Do you seek the judgments of the jÁhiliyya? 

Who is a more favorable judge than God, for 

those who possess conviction!”238 Woe [to 

you] O assembly of Emigrants! Am I to be 

stripped of my father’s inheritance?! Is it said 

in the Book that you inherit from your father, 

and I do not inherit from mine? “You have 

come up with a remarkable lie!”239 Take it 

then! Muzzled and saddled, it will meet you on 

the day of your resurrection. Then what a good 
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234  Ibid., 18:50. 
235  Ibid., 3:85. 
236  I.e., after MuÎammadÞs death. 
237  Proverb, said of one who pretends one thing when he means another. Cf. 

Lane 1863 (r-gh-w). 
238  QurÞÁn 5:50. 
239  Ibid., 19:27. 
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judge will God be; the leader, MuÎammad; the 

meeting-time, the day of reckoning! At the 

Hour, the impostors will lose. “For each report 

there is an appointed time, and you will indeed 

know.”240 

7a.  ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib  
(MuÎammad’s successor according to Shi’a, 4th Sunni caliph,  
d. 40/661)241 

Type  sermon of pious counsel about this world and the hereafter, 
warning of the nearness of the Reckoning; perhaps part of a Fri- 
day khuÔba. 

Features  two-fold division, and taÝmÐm baÝda takhÒÐÒ; direct address in be-
ginning and throughout; short sentences; vivid physical im- 
agery; no sajÝ; short sentences, with slightly longer ones inter- 
spersed; prescriptive; some antithetical and syntactic parallelism 
in last few lines; emphatic structures. 

O people! The most fearful thing I fear for you 

is twofold: following your desires, and lengthy 

yearning. As for the following of desire, it stops 

[you] from Truth. And as for lengthy yearning, 

it makes [you] forget the hereafter. Lo! This 

world has turned away in speed, and nothing re- 

mains of it except for a residue like the residue 

in a vessel which a pourer has emptied. 
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240  Ibid., 6:67. 
241  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 116, #42; also in al-MinqarÐ, K. ÑiffÐn; al-MasÝÙdÐ, 

MurÙj al-dhahab. Cf. similar khuÔba in al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 93-5, #28; also in 
al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; al-ÍarrÁnÐ, TuÎfat al-
ÝÙqÙl; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd. 
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Lo! The hereafter has come forward. Each of 

the two has children. Be you from the children 

of the hereafter; do not be from the children of 

this world, for each son will be returned to his 

mother on the Day of Resurrection. Today is ac- 

tion and no reckoning, and tomorrow is reckon- 

ing and no action. 

 ���x# P.�@d &# )*%� �^'��� kL-# P5U��;��
*%� &# X.�@d.  

7b.  ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib  
(MuÎammad’s successor according to Shi’a, 4th Sunni caliph,  
d. 40/661)242 

Type  religio-political jihÁd khuÔba; excerpt from one of ÝAlÐ’s poign-
ant orations to the people of KÙfa, who were unresponsive to 
his calls for battle; delivered in the wake of the post-ÑiffÐn at-
tack on AnbÁr by MuÝÁwiya’s commander SufyÁn b. ÝAwf al-
GhÁmidÐ, who killed and looted with a free hand. 

Features direct address; some sajÝ; exclamations; rhetorical questions; 
vivid metaphorical language; short sentences; strong parallelism. 

O parodies of men, not men! Minds of children 

and intellects of canopy-covered ones! Would 

that I had never seen you, had never known 

you, a knowing that has, by God, yielded regret 

and ended in grief. May God fight you! You 

have filled my heart with purulence and  
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242  al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 92, #27; also in al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; al-

DÐnawarÐ, al-AkhbÁr al-ÔiwÁl; al-BalÁdhurÐ, AnsÁb al-ashrÁf; al-Mubarrad, al-KÁmil; 
Ibn Qutayba, ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr. 
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weighted my breast with ire. You have made 

me swallow the drink of anguish with every 

breath. You have subverted my judgment 

through disobedience and desertion, so that the 

Quraysh have begun to say, “Abu Talib’s son is 

indeed a brave man, but he has no knowledge 

of warfare.” May God [forgive] their father! Is 

there any one among them more experienced 

and of longer standing in it than I? I was active 

in it when I was not yet twenty, and here I am, 

over sixty. But one who is not obeyed—his 

opinion carries no weight. 
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8.  ZiyÁd b. AbÐhi  
(Umayyad governor of Iraq, d. 53/673)243 

Type religio-political khuÔba; announcing to the people of BaÒra his 
policies as the new governor, with regard to crime and anti-
government activities; the harsh punitive measures for anti-
Umayyad activity, theft, and rape that ZiyÁd outlined in this 
khuÔba appear to have been effective—al-ÓabarÐ reports that “a 
thing would fall from [the hand of] a man or a woman, and no-
body would approach it until its owner came back to it; a 
woman would sleep without locking her door; …”244  

Features  known as the “khuÔba batrÁÞ,” literally, an amputated or maimed 
oration, meaning that it does not contain a formulaic praise intro- 

                                    
243  Ñafwat 1933 2:270-4, #259; after al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn, 2:62-5; al-

ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh, 5:220-1; al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ, 1:216-7; al-QÁlÐ, Dhayl al-
AmÁlÐ, 3:185-6; Ibn al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; Ibn Qutayba, ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr; Ibn ÝAbd 
Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-farÐd; al-MasÝÙdÐ, MurÙj al-dhahab; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj 
al-balÁgha. 

244  al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh, 5:222. 
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duction;245 direct address; QurÞÁnic allusions; emphatic struc- 
tures; oaths; idioms; weapon imagery; parallelism; rhetorical 
questions; some sajÝ; short sentences; repetition of key vocabu- 
lary; antithesis; imperatives. 

Indeed, the most ignorant ignorance, the most 

blind straying, the transgression that will cer- 

tainly lead its people to Hellfire, is that in 

which the fools among you are [entrenched], 

and that which the mature among you subscribe 

to. [These are] grave matters, the young grow 

up in them, and the old do not avoid them. It is 

as though you have never read the Book of 

God, have never heard about what God has pre- 

pared, of generous reward for the people who 

obey Him, and of painful punishment for the 

people who disobey Him, in time eternal which 

will never cease. Will you be like the one 

whose eyes were made too watery by this 

world to see? Whose ears were blocked by de- 

sires? Who chose the transient [abode] over the 

everlasting one? You do not bear in mind that 

you have done something new and impure in 

Islam, something unprecedented. For you have 

let the weak man be subjugated, his property 
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245  According to some reports, ZiyÁd did praise God at the beginning of the ora- 
tion, and thus the khuÔba was not batrÁÞ at all (ibid.) 
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seized, [you have let] brothels be set up, and 

the weak woman be robbed in broad daylight. 

This, when [your] numbers are not small! Were 

there not forbidders among you who could pre- 

vent offenders from going abroad at nightfall 

and attacking in the day? You have brought 

nigh your relatives and distanced religion! You 

proffer unacceptable excuses, and avert your 

eyes from the furtive thief! Each man among 

you defends his own fool, this being the act of a 

person who does not fear a Reckoning, and 

does not hope for a Return. You are not mature 

people; rather, you have followed the fools! 

You continued to shield them, until they rent 

[the fabric of] that which is inviolable in Islam. 

Then, sheltering behind you, they silently crept 

into shady hiding places. May all food and 

drink be unlawful for me until I level them to 

the earth, demolishing and burning!  

 P>\�a�E# �'(�M�}	 >t P^�Gh� �^�M�d �3'J6�Q2<�,�
��SDM�� Fr0,�6�U i ��G3'��J\ . �^�!/�� k+2��� X^��M�d

 ��U3��� eEh�= �Q�SD'�GJ	 
<d .�M���#
�(�M3d-#.  

 

I see that the end of this affair will not be re- 

solved except by that with which its beginning 

was resolved: gentleness without weakness, 

and strength without violence. Verily, I swear 
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by God that I shall punish the owner for [the of-

fences of] the slave, the resident for [the of- 

fences of] the one who has fled, the one who 

comes forward for [the offences of] the one 

who runs away, the one who obeys for [the of- 

fences of] the one who disobeys, the sound of 

soul among you for [the offences of] the dis- 

eased, until [each] man among you, when he 

meets his brother, will say “Save yourself, SaÝd, 

for SaÝÐd has perished”246—[this,] or [un- 

til] your spear shaft becomes straight for me. 

Indeed, a falsehood spoken on the pulpit is [as 

recognizable as] a horse with white in its feet 

up to its thighs.247 If you find that I have lied to 

you, consider it legal to disobey me. If you hear 

[this resolve] from me, blame me, but know 

that I have others like it. 

 P>�;@��= K@O, i >6�U ���]4��# P+?�!��=
<d f';�� ��g	 >6�U J*��kM�� 
2;���S 
" ��!G �±�,�

P��!G �C2��� �;� ">6J8���2( ¥ �>�;<@8 #	 . kL-
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�Q2���U	 u���.  
  

Whosever[’s property] among you is broken 

into, I will be the guarantor for that which he 

has lost. 

 

 ����2` ��%0� X$0U�2m �,o� K��� >6�U ��0;J, 3$�U
K�U.  

                                    
246  SaÝd and SaÝÐd were the sons of Âabba b. Udd who left home in search of 

their father’s camels. SaÝd found them and brought them back, but SaÝÐd was killed 
(cf. Ñafwat 1933 2:272, n. 2). Cf. etiology of this proverb in Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-
Ýarab, “s-Ý-d”. 

247  Presumably because such a horse visibly stands out. 
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Beware of me if [you go] abroad at nightfall! 

No person who goes abroad at nightfall will be 

brought to me without my spilling his blood. I 

am granting you a respite in that,248 of the time 

a report takes to reach KÙfa and come back to 

you. Beware of me if [you give] the call of the 

jÁhiliyya!249 I will not find any who has called 

to it, but I will cut out his tongue. You have 

done new things which were not existent, and 

we have laid down new punishments for every 

transgression: Whosoever drowns people, we 

shall drown him. Whosoever burns people, we 

shall burn him. Whosoever breaches a house, 

we shall breach his heart. Whosoever digs up 

and robs a grave, we will bury him alive in it. 

Restrain your hands and tongues from me, and 

I will restrain my hand and tongue from you. 

Let there not appear from any one of you a  

doubt that is contradictory to what the majority 

of you are agreed upon, or else I shall behead 

him.  
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248  In implementing the curfew and the fatal consequences of breaking it. 
249  I.e., evoking the tribal solidarity of the pre-Islamic period (cf. Ñafwat 1933 

2:272, n. 8). 
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There have been feuds between me and certain 

people, and I have put them behind my ears and 

beneath my feet. Whosoever among you is a 

doer of good, let him increase his beneficence. 

Whosoever among you is a doer of evil, let him 

desist from his evil mongering. If I find out that 

all-consuming enmity for me is killing one of 

you, I will not expose his weapons and will not 

rent his cover, until he shows me its blade. But 

if he does that, then I will not grant him a delay. 

So continue with your affairs, and help your- 

selves. Perhaps one who was made despondent 

by our arrival will be gladdened, and one who 

was pleased by our arrival will be made de- 

spondent. 
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O people! We have become your directors and 

your protectors. We direct you by the power of 

God which He has granted to us, and protect 

you through the tax monies that belong to God, 

which He has bestowed on us. Incumbent upon 

you, for us, is to listen and obey in [all] that 

pleases us. Incumbent upon us, for you, is jus- 

tice in [all] that we have charge of. So become  
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deserving of our justice and our tax monies by 

your sincere counsel for us.  

Know that whatever I fall short of, I will not 

fall short of three [things]: I will not veil myself 

from any seeker of a request among you, even 

if he comes knocking [on my door] at night. I 

will not withhold any salaries and allowances 

beyond their due date. I will not [inordinately] 

detain in enemy lands a battalion [made up of 

people] from among you. So pray to God for 

the soundness of your ImÁms. For they are your 

directors who discipline you, and your succor- 

-cave, in which you take shelter. When they are 

sound, you are sound. Do not make your hearts 

drink of enmity for them, such that your rage, 

because of that, becomes severe; because of 

which your grief becomes prolonged; because 

of which you do not achieve your desire. In ad- 

dition to which, if your prayer [for their down-

fall] were answered, it would be the worse for 

you. I ask God to aid each [person] against 

each other.  
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If you see me executing a command among 

you, then execute it in all its little paths. An 
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oath by God! Indeed, there are among you nu- 

merous people whom I will fell! Let each man 

among you beware of being among the people I 

fell!  

 3$0U �L'6S 3L	 >6�U |²FM3U� [*J\ 3E2n3]����2�
�u��3M�?.  

9.  Zaynab bt. ÝAlÐ  
(MuÎammad’s granddaughter, ÝAlÐ and FÁÔima’s daughter,  
d. 62/682)250 

Type  religio-political khuÔba; addressed overtly to YazÐd, but simul- 
taneously to all people present in his court; denouncing him and 
his killing of her brother al-Íusayn at Karbala, and his humiliat-
ing and cruel treatment of the women of the Prophet’s family; 
together with no. 6, one of the few women’s khuÔbas in early Is-
lam. 

Features  direct address; many QurÞÁnic citations; synonymous paral- 
lelism; idiomatic phraseology; short sentences; rhetorical ques-
tions; taÎmÐd closure. 

God and his messenger spoke truth, O YazÐd: 

“Then the outcome of the evildoers was the 

most evil, because they disbelieved the signs of 

God and ridiculed them continuously.”251 Did 

you think, O YazÐd, when we were forced to the 

ends of the earth, [under] the shelter of the sky, 

being driven as prisoners are driven, that we 

were insignificant to God and you were hon- 

ored? And that this was because of your im- 
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250  Ñafwat, 1933 2:136-138, #124; after ÓayfÙr, BalÁghÁt al-nisÁÞ, Cairo 

HindÁwÐ ed., pp. 70-73, #3. Also in al-ÓabarsÐ, al-IÎtijÁj, ed. MuÎammad BÁqir 
KhurÁsÁnÐ, Najaf: DÁr al-NuÝmÁn, 1966, 2:34. 

251  QurÞÁn, 30:10. 
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mense stature? You raised your nose and 

looked around yourself gay and happy when 

you saw this world gathered to you, all affairs 

flocking to you [like camels]. Indeed, you have 

been given a respite [before punishment] and a 

breathing space, for He says “Let not the disbe- 

lievers think that our giving them a respite is a 

good thing for them, indeed we give them a 

respite so that they increase in trespass and a 

shameful punishment awaits them.”252  
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Is it justice, O son of freedmen,253 your veiling 

of your women and concubines, and your herd- 

ing forward of the daughters of the Messenger 

of God, having torn their veils and made hoarse 

their voices [with weeping], grieving, camels 

speeding with them, enemies herding them 

from town to town, unguarded and undefended, 

the near and the far speaking to them directly, 

[and they] without a protector (walÐ) from 

among their men? How to stop in loathing of 
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252  Ibid., 3:178. 
253  Derogatory term, referring to those of the Quraysh who remained committed 

enemies of Islam until forced to capitulate upon the Muslims’ conquest of Mecca. 
On that day, they would have been forced into captivity according to their standard 
warfare practices, but MuÎammad pardoned them and granted them their freedom—
thus, “freedmen.” Cf. MuÎammad’s khuÔba to the Meccans on the day of the con-
quest, in which he says to them “You are free[d] men” (Appendix, text #4c). 



KHUÓBA 

 
247

us, the one who looks at us with coveting and 

rancor, with hatred and malice!  

Do you say “Would that my venerable forefa- 

thers at Badr had witnessed …”254 without 

considering it a sin, without thinking it a major 

concern? You strike AbÙ ÝAbdallÁh [al-

Íusayn’s] teeth with your cane?! Why should 

this not be, when you have picked the wound 

and extirpated the root by your spilling of the 

blood of the progeny of the Messenger of God, 

the stars of the earth from the line of ÝAbd al- 

MuÔÔalib! You shall come before God soon, as 

they have. And you will wish that you had been 

blind and dumb [earlier], that you had not said 

“Praise God and shine forth in joy!”255  
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O God, give you us our right[s], and exact 

vengeance for us from those who oppressed us. 

By God, you [O YazÐd] have pared naught but 

your own skin. You have incised naught but  
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254  At the Battle of Badr, on MuÎammad’s side, Íamza and ÝAlÐ had killed 

YazÐd’s forefathers, ÝUtba b. RabÐÝa, WalÐd b. ÝUtba, and Shayba b. RabÐÝa (prominent 
members of the opposing pagan Meccan side) in a duel; YazÐd recited the verses 
cited here indicating that he has taken blood vengeance, by killing al-Íusayn, the 
grandson of MuÎammad and the son of ÝAlÐ, and his entire family.  

255  Part of the verses that YazÐd had recited, addressing his pagan forefathers 
who had been killed opposing the Muslims during the Battle of Badr. 
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your own flesh. You will come before the Mes- 

senger of God despite your [wishing the con- 

trary]. His offspring and his family will be with 

him in the garden of Paradise, on the day that 

God brings them together, gathered after being 

scattered. That is the word of God Almighty, 

“Do not think those who have been killed in the 

path of God dead; rather, they are alive near 

their Lord, sustained.”256 He who put you in 

this place and gave you charge over the necks 

of the believers, [i.e. MuÝÁwiya], will know—

when the judge is God, the protagonist MuÎam- 

mad, and your limbs bear witness upon you, 

“What a terrible exchange for oppressors!”257—

“which of you is the most terrible of abode, and 

the weakest of army.”258  

 H�!8 �� Jf'( '�# P{�!k��� $U �U'%�U" &#
Sn�� ¼@· *= ��8�'U	 F�� *�
G i �'�<J( $

L3'J(2�3M�S >¶E ���� Xa��d	 ". 2­2	k'�= 3$�U �>2�3!���G�#
 J�� �>2627� L�\ �`- ��U�B� F.�(FE $0U C���6�U#
 PC��� Xc�0��~ C�dFE��'��# X�%� �>3421�#

"P&���= �B�A�� �r�ªF= " ��!m	# ��,�6U qM�~ >6RS	
��3���".  

  

With all this, I, by God—O enemy of God and 

son of His enemy—find your value little, and 

your oppression great. But eyes are full of tears, 

breasts are on fire, and that, nevertheless, does 

not do anything for us when al-Íusayn has 

been killed, when the party of Satan takes us 

 �M0�4<G	 �D#��� �$=�# �� k#��� �S F��# +,	 �y�U
 �L'��!�� kL	 ��x PC�!SM;8 �>A!<3G	# P­�E3�2(
 �U# C�` uF�3l�S �U# P:kM�d �E#�4��# :M3
��
 FL�/���� �.�d# P��@7� *<J( �(# ��� ����S

3!��0� Pa�QO@�� .�d H� ���=DM2;�S �� 2f�'U	 >�3'J/
�� F F̂E��]�U 0­��Q0<�,� 
�� . ����0/3�28 3u�Sh� �nQ�

                                    
256  QurÞÁn 3:169. 
257  Ibid., 18:50. 
258  Ibid., 19:75. 
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before the party of fools, so that the [latter] give 

them wealth that belongs to God, for violating 

sanctities proclaimed by God. These hands drip 

with our blood; these mouths milk our flesh; 

and those pure bodies!—wolves of the wilder- 

nesses come to them in the dark.  

 P���0U3'�]J� $U �z�]<8 ���'�h� �n�# P��0���U0" $U
�L�@� �Q�U�2<3!�S 3+0\��#k��� �{2�J�� C�8#259 

V��'2�2O��.  
  

If you have taken us as booty, indeed, you will 

find that a sin, at a time when you will not find 

anything except that which your two hands 

have submitted. You will scream [for help] “O 

son of MarjÁna” [ÝUbayd AllÁh b. ZiyÁd], and 

he will scream for you. You, with your follow- 

ers, will howl at the Scale,260 when you find 

that the best provision that MuÝÁwiya has pro- 

vided you with is your killing of the progeny of  

MuÎammad! By God, I do not fear but God,  

and my complaint is to none but God. Plot  

your plot, extend your efforts, and wage  

 

 & ��d ��U�M���U kLnj<<� ��%�����U ��28njz8� $ª��
 ��Fl28-z& J½FM342<3@28 P2­����S 3N�Uk�2( �U " �$=�S
5,��MU " C���
8	# :�#��!2<28# PC= J½FM4<@S #

 2­�"k#2� Z"�� 2*s�	 �V��# �(# PL���B� ���
�<2( J5S#�!U�%� 25SE` C2� . �z�- �N3�2;�8� �U F��'�

�� H- &- �u�'6~ &# P�� . P­��3�2\ 3�062�
 & F��'� P­��3Q�� 3�0?�,# PC�!G �y3G��#

�£�d3M�S261���=	 ����- �N�8	 �U �E�� C�� .  
  

                                    
259  I am not certain of the vocalization of the word L�@� ; Lane states that ÝassÁl 

means wolf, but he gives its plural as Ýussal and ÝawÁsil. The plural of Ýasal (meaning 
honey) is ÝuslÁn, which could also be the vocalization for our word. 

260  I.e. when actions are weighed on the Day of Judgment. 
261  The text edition contains �gMS which means “to permit,” which does not give 

us any clear meaning here; it is clearly a typographical error, with the dot of the ÃÁd 
shifted to the ÎÁÞ. On the other hand, the word £dMS “to wash away” works well with 
“shame,” the two forming an idiom. 



TAHERA QUTBUDDIN 250

your war! By God, the shame of what you have 

done to us will never be washed away!  

Praise be to God who gave an ending262 of fe- 

licity and forgiveness to the chiefs of the youth 

of paradise263 and affirmed for them heaven. I 

ask God to raise their standing, and to affirm 

for them yet more, by his grace. He is a loving, 

all-capable [God]. 

  cMO�B�# c"�!@��= �>2<�g un�� F� ��%7�#
>w ���#o� PL��F�� FL�k
�~ 0V��"��@0�5���  .

 ���'S L	# PV��E��� >w �y�MS 3L	 2�� Jfo3G	
XMS�( q¥# K,�� PK�s� $U ��S�B� >w.  

10. ÓÁriq b. ZiyÁd  
(Umayyad general who first invaded Spain, d. after 95/714)264 

Type religio-political khuÔba delivered 92/711, urging his men to 
fight; the Umayyad governor of North Africa, MÙsÁ b. NuÒayr, 
sent ÓÁriq with a Berber army to raid the Iberian peninsula of 
coastal Andalusia; when the Visigothic king Roderic (Ludh- 
arÐq) learnt of ÓÁriq’s landing at Gibraltar (Jabal ÓÁriq), he 
came forth with a large army; ÓÁriq’s own men, perhaps twelve 
thousand, were vastly outnumbered; to motivate them to fight, 
he burnt his own ships, cutting off the possibility of retreat, and 
delivered the following speech. 

Features rhetorical questions; direct address; antithetical and other paral- 
lelism; sajÝ; QurÞÁnic phraseology; imperatives; short sentences; 
emphatic structures. 

O people! Where will you flee? The sea is be- 

hind you, and the enemy in front. There is  

 

�M3]�
�� Pz�M2O2B� �$3S2� P����� �QS	 P>60���E�# $U 
 J��4�� &- F��# >6� r��# �P�>6�U�U2� R#�!��#

 

                                    
262  I.e. death. 
263  Meaning al-Íasan and al-Íusayn, referring to the prophetic Hadith in this 

vein: “Al-Íasan and al-Íusayn are the chiefs of the youth of paradise.” Cf. al-QÁÃÐ 
al-NuÝmÁn, SharÎ al-akhbÁr, 3:76; al-BalÁdhurÐ, AnsÁb al-ashrÁf, 2:368. 

264  Ñafwat 1933 2:314-5, #302; after al-MaqqarÐ, NafÎ al-ÔÐb; Ibn KhallikÁn, 
WafayÁt al-aÝyÁn. 
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naught for you but truth and patience. Know 

that you, in this [peninsula], will gain fewer [fa- 

vors] than orphans at the table of the base.  

�4��# . �y���m	 cMS��� �n� i >6z,	 �'%���#
^�ª���� F.0"�U i F^�2<3Sh� $U .  

  
The enemy has confronted you with his army. 

His weapons and provisions are abundant. You 

have no refuge except your swords, and no 

provisions except those which you wrest from  

the hands of your enemy. If days go by with 

you still in poverty, without your executing 

your affair, your breath will disperse, and hearts 

will exchange their awe of you for acts of bold-

ness. Cast off the humiliation of such an end to 

your affair by battling this tyrant. His fortified 

city has thrown him out to you, and it is possi- 

ble to snatch the opportunity if you put your 

lives on the line. I do not warn you of some- 

thing while I myself stand on a safe hillock, nor 

do I urge you to a line of action in which the 

cheapest commodity is lives from which I  

excuse my own life.  

 KJ<�]0�3G	# PK��¾ >\R#�� >62�
;<G� �(#
�E2��# & ><,	# PXcE'�'U KJ8�'(	# &- >6� 

 $U K,'4�j<@8 �U &- �V�'(	 &# P>6J�'�G
>\#�� u�S	 . 
�� �^�Sh� >6= 3Vk�2<3U� FL-#

 3N
�` P��MU	 >6� �#�Fl3�J8 ¨# P>\E�;<��
 >6�U �QF
3��E $U �.'�;�� 0N2mk'�!28# P>6�¿E

>6��� �c2	3MJ�� . �L&�n0g >6@JO,	 $� �'!2�"��
�����¤ >\FMU	 $U 05
(�!�� �n� P5�x�/�� �n� 0c��

 kL-# P5��47� KJ<�S�U >6��- K= 3N;�	 �;�
 ><]b L- X$063%�%2� K�� 05?MJO�� 2��Q<,�

V'B�= >6@JO,h . �,	 ��MU	 >\3E�n�dJ	 ¨ +,-#
 ���g3E2	 Z5�/�g 
�� >6J<���%�d &# PZc�'3l��F= K��

+@O�= �Q�� Jo�=3E2	 ��'O��� �Q�� |I�<�U.  
  

Know that if you are patient with the difficult 

for a short time, you will enjoy the luxurious 

and delectable for a long time. So do not turn 

away from me regarding something in which 

 P���( D��~h� 
�� °�? L- >6,	 �'%���#
p�S'} �n2�2h� 0K2�3E2h�= ><!<%<G� . �'
xM8 ��

 M�#	 K�� >6[Ad �%�� +@O, $� >6@O,o=
+Ad $U . �n� 3Vo�,	 �U >62�2��= �(#
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your share of fortune will be more abundant 

than mine. It has surely reached you what man- 

ner of beautiful sloe-eyed women this pen- 

insula has nurtured—daughters of Greece, 

proudly trailing long skirts, wearing pearls and 

coral and garments woven with pure gold, se- 

cluded in the palaces of crowned kings. 

 PL�,'��� 0V����= 3$0U PL��@07� FE3'J7� $U �cMS���
2�J7�# PL��MB�# FE�ER��� i 0V���M�� F*

 E'4( i 0V�E'4;B� PL���;0!��= 05�'@�B�
L�l�<�� u#`# ­'�B�.  

  

Al-WalÐd b. ÝAbd al-Malik, the Commander of 

the Believers, has chosen you, single men, from 

among all the warriors. He has selected you as 

sons and relatives in-law for the kings of this 

[peninsula], trusting that you will be at ease 

with spear thrusts and generous [with your 

lives] in fighting warriors and knights; such 

that his share of fortune, through you, be God’s 

reward for raising His word, and making His 

religion manifest in this peninsula; and so that 

its booty be for you, solely, not for him, and not 

for believers other than you. God Almighty is 

the giver of aid in this [endeavor] which will 

remain a memoriam for you in both abodes. 

 ��U	 C�B� 0�
� $= ����'�� >6
j<,� �(#
 0­'�B >6��0m�E# P��,�=3��� Ff�/=h� $U ��U�B�
 K�U �52;0t P�,�<g	# ��E�Q?	 0cMS��� �n�
 0c��2��l¤ >60d�b-# PL��!�/�� >60d���083E�F=
 �.�'t >6�U K[Ad �L'6��0� PL�G3MJO��# Ff�/=h�

 FE�Q�-# PK0<%�\ 0a��- 
�� �� �n¶ K�S"
 K0,#" 3$0U >6� ��4��g �Q�%�����U �L'6��# PcMS���

>\��'0G ��U�B� FL#" $U# . R+0��# H�!8 J��#
F$S�E�k��� i ��M�\0` >6� L'6S �U 
�� >\0"�_-.  

  

Know that I will be the first to answer that 

which I call you to. When the two armies meet, 

I shall attack the [Andalusians’] tyrant Lu- 

  PK��- >\'�"	 �U H- |��À Jfk#	 +,	 �'%���#
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dharÐq [Roderic], and, God willing, kill him. 

Attack with me! If I die afterwards, you will 

have been sufficed his affair, and will not have 

difficulty finding a sensible, heroic warrior to 

whom you can entrust your affairs. If I die be- 

fore reaching him, then succeed you me in this 

my firm intention, and attack him. Undertake 

the essential part of the conquest of this penin- 

sula by killing him. For after him they shall be 

subjugated. 

 >J<�OJ\ �;� P���!= �N6�� 3L�� P+!U �'�0Á��
 $�# P��MU	2�F'3!�S>\  >\�E'U	 L#�0�3@J8 )*(�� )*2/�=

 �N6�� 3L-# PK��- +,'JOJ�3g�2� PK��- ¥'?# *
(
 PK��� >6@JO,o= �'�0Á�# �n� µÂ�� i
 >´�� PK�<;= 0cMS��� �n� F�<� $U k>FQJB� �3'JO2<�\�#

L'J�2n�j�S ���!= .  

11. al-ÍajjÁj b. YÙsuf al-ThaqafÐ  
(Umayyad governor of KÙfa, d. 95/714)265 

Type  political khuÔba, delivered to the people of KÙfa, who were 
largely pro-ahl al-bayt and anti-Umayyad, when he arrived 
there in 75/695 as the city’s new governor; probably a full 
khuÔba. 

Features  use of desert imagery such as dry water skins; strong, meta-
phorical language; direct, emphatic address with nÙn al-tawkÐd 
and particles of emphasis; proliferation of oaths; parallel syn-
tax; poetry and QurÞÁn citation; short sentences; military draft 
instructions in final segment. 

“I am a son of the morning, an [intrepid] 

climber of narrow mountain paths,266  

2}�# ��� �$3=� �2,	k� ��S������� �I  
 

                                    
265  Ñafwat 1933 2:288-91, #276; after al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; al-

Mubarrad, al-KÁmil; al-ÓabarÐ, TaÞrÐkh; al-QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ; Ibn Qutayba, 
ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr; al-MasÝÙdÐ, MurÙj al-dhahab; al-ÝAbbÁsÐ, MaÝÁhid al-tanÒÐÒ; Ibn 
al-AthÐr, al-KÁmil; Ibn NubÁta, SarÎ al-ÝUyÙn; Ibn ÝAsÁkir, TaÞrÐkh. In another 
khuÔba delivered three days later, al-HajjÁj addressed his audience again as “people 
of dissension and hypocrisy,” Ñafwat 1933 2:291-2, #277. 

266  Connotes an able man and experienced manager. 
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When I don my turban, you will know 

me.”267 

  
2<�U 2	+,3'J�FM3!28 25�U��%0!�� Fy2m  
  

O people of Kufa. Indeed, by God, I contain 

evil by its [own] scabbard. I shoe it with its 

[own] shoe. I reward it with its like. Indeed, I 

see ambitious eyes, long necks, and heads that 

have ripened, the time for whose plucking has 

arrived. I am the person for it. I am like to see 

blood dripping between turbans and beards. 

[Several verses of poetry].  

 ��U2	 P5�'6�� 2*�	 �S kMk��� J*0%3d2o2� +�,- F��#
 +�,-# PK���0%F= KS��	# PK�3!��F= ��3#Jn3d2	# PK0�3%0]F=

2h P5�F#�/2<�U �(���	# P5��} ��E�4=	 :�E
 +z,-# P��QJ��2/0( �L��d�# 3N�!��3S2	 �( ��G3#���E#
 F>0���%�!�� �= 0a�UD��� H	 �MA,	 +,o\# P�Q�
0d�42�

�M�(�M2<28 
�]z0���#�] .M!~.[  
  

By God—O people of Iraq, O people of dissen- 

sion and hypocrisy and wicked morals—I am 

not one to [be spooked] by the rattling of dry 

water skins. My sides cannot be squeezed to 

test for freshness like the squeezing of figs. 

Verily, I have been examined [like horse’s 

teeth] for maturity, and checked for experi- 

ence—and I have galloped to the final goal 

post. To be sure, the Commander of the Faithful 

[ÝAbd al-Malik b. MarwÁn]—may God prolong 

his life—strewed his quiver in front of him and 

bit down on its shafts—he found me the strong- 

 0��;D��� 2*�	 �S P��M!�� 2*�	 �S F��# +z,-
 ¥ �y2;3!2;�S �U P��gh� uF#��@�U# P��2OD���#
 �;�# P$3��<�� F���%��2<\ k+�
0,�� ���%���S &# PL��D���=
 �N3S�M��# P5=MÃ $� �N3��<J�#Pa�\2` $� �V3EFMJ�

:'34J;�� 5S���� H� . f�}	 P��U�B� ��U	 �L-#
 J�� P�Q2,���3�0� �>�l�!� P0K3S���S �= K2<,��0\ �M2�2, P��a�;=

 P�M0@�6�U �Q�
2��?2	# P�"3'�� ��kM�U	 3+0,�����'2�
 P$2<0O�� i >J<3!2m3#2	 ��%2��2} >6,h P+= >\��U�M2�
 �$���G ><3����G�# Pf��s�� 0�0(��M�U i >J<3!�l2/�m��#

�+2���.  
  

                                    
267  The verse al-HajjÁj quotes is by SuÎaym b. WathÐl al-RiyÁÎÐ. 
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est268 of them in wood, the most solid of them 

in column. Then he shot me at you, for you 

have long been quick to sedition. You have lain 

down in the couches of error. You have walked 

the paths of transgression.  

Indeed, by God, I shall skin you as I would skin 

a rod. I shall strike you as I would strike a flint. 

I shall wrap you up as I would wrap a salama 

tree. I will beat you as I would beat alien cam- 

els. Indeed, you are like “the people of a town 

that was protected, at ease, its sustenance com- 

ing to it lavishly from every place, then it 

showed ingratitude for the favors of God, so 

God made it taste the garments of hunger and 

fear because of what they had been doing.”269 

Indeed, I do not make a promise without carry- 

ing it out. I do not intend [a thing] without fol- 

lowing it through. I do not measure without 

cutting. So beware of me, and beware of these 

intercessors and groups and assemblies, of 

speaking this and that, of “What do you say?” 

and “Where do you [stand] in that?” Indeed, by 

F��# ��U2	h J�7 �I3M2( >6k����M�(2o2�# P��4�!�� �'3]2� >6�,�'
# Pc�#3M2B�2h P5�%2�k@�� ��34�� >6k�
043�

*=«� F���Mx �.Mm >6k�=FMmh# .�262� >6,��-
" $U �QJ(�E �Q�8oS �5�ª%/U �5�U9 N,�\ Z5SM( F*3�2	

 ��Q2(�2`2o2� F�� F>�!�,2oF= 3V�M2O262� |L�6U �*\ ����
0� J��
L3'�!��34�S �',�\ �¤ 0�3'21�# FI3'J�� ". & F��# +,-#

��0�2	 z&-  R>��2	 &# P�N3�2��#z&- &# P�N3�2s3U	 
�N3S�M2� &- ��J�3g2	 . P�a��!2OR��� �n�# �u�z�S�2�

# Pp�3�0(# �&�(# PV���%��# 0V����Ek���#" �U
f';8 "#"­�2`�# ><,	 �>3�0� ".�U2	 k$�%3�0;2<3@2<2� F��# �

 3#	 D�7� F�SM} 
��2h >6�U |*���E �*60� k$���"
�0��@�� i p����~.  

  

                                    
268  Amarr is an elative of mirra, indicating strength and firmness. 
269  QurÞÁn 16:112. 
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God, you shall stay on the path of Truth, or I 

shall bequeath to each man among you some 

preoccupation in his body.  

The Commander of the Faithful has com- 

manded me to give you your pay, and to send 

you to battle your enemy [the AzÁriqa KhÁri- 

jites] with al-Muhallab b. AbÐ Ñufra. I swear by 

God that I shall not find a man who has stayed 

behind after taking his pay by three days but I 

will spill his blood, seize his property, and de- 

molish his house. 

  P>608���0/3�2	 >60��/3�F�F= 3+0,�M�U2	 ��U�B� ��U	 �L-#
�QD��#J	 3L	# F$3= F����QJB� yU P>\D#���� 05�=�E��]�%0� >6

 p����E ���	 & F��= �>@(J	 +,-# PcM�O�? +=	
- |^�S	 05t��= K0��2/�� 0n3g2	 ��!= ����¦z& �N�62O�G 

K2�F�3��U �N3U����# PK2��U �N3
�Q�,2	# PK�U�".  

12.  al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ  
(ascetic preacher of Basra, d. 110/728)270 

Type  excerpt from a sermon of pious counsel, urging zuhd and re- 
flection on death 

Features  direct address; refrain “O son of Adam!”; prescriptive; many 
rhetorical questions, oaths, and exclamations; simple, repetetive 
syntax and vocabulary; syntactical and antithetical parallelism. 

O son of Adam: sell this world of yours in re- 

turn for the hereafter and you will profit in 

both. Do not sell your hereafter for this world, 

or you will lose both. O son of Adam: if you 

see people doing good, compete with them for 

it. If you see them doing evil, do not envy them 

28 C08�M0g�F= 2­����,�" 3yF= P^"9 �$3= �S P�!�Ä �%Q3]�=3M
�!�Ä �Å3M�@�j2<2� ­��,�F= C28�Mg9 3yF
28 &# . �$=�S

 PK�� >Q3@0����2� �1� i ������ �NS	E �`- P^"9
K��� >Q�/F
��28 �� DMk��� i >Q2<S	E �`-# . �a�'����

 �M0g9 >6J<kUJ	 P*S'} ­��� �a�;
��# P*��( ��Q�
�(# P>60<kUJ	 �M0g9 ><,�# P>Uh� P>\E��FÆ IFM3GJ	 

                                    
270  Ñafwat 1933 2:485-7, #459; after al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; Ibn Qu-

tayba, ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha.  
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for it. Residence here is short, and the abode 

there is long. Your community is the last of 

communities, and you are the last of your com- 

munity. The best among you have been quickly 

[taken], so what do you await? Seeing [the 

hereafter] with [your own eyes]? It is as though 

indeed—Far be it! Far be it!—this world has 

gone, along with the one who ornaments one- 

self with it, and deeds remain as collars around 

the necks of the sons of Adam! O what a coun- 

sel it is, if only it would find life in hearts! In- 

deed, by God, there is no community after your 

community, no prophet after your Prophet, and 

no Book after your Book. You drive the people 

forward and the Hour drives you. Indeed, the 

first among you is made to wait so that the last 

among you can catch up with him.271 Whoso-

ever saw MuÎammad—May God bless him—

saw him coming and going without laying  

brick upon brick, or stick upon stick. A banner 
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271  Cf. similar phrase in ÝAlÐ’s khuÔba (al-RaÃÐ, Nahj al-balÁgha, 79, #21)—

Could this be possible influence from ÝAlÐ? Or is it a back projection of al-Íasan’s 
words on ÝAlÐ’s? Or could it be a common sentiment expressed by both? Double at-
tribution appears to be a common problem. For a list of words attributed to both ÝAlÐ 
and al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ, see Mourad 2005, 85-7, who points out that al-SharÐf al-
MurtaÃÁ (al-AmÁlÐ, 1:153) claimed that al-Íasan commonly borrowed from ÝAlÐ, the 
latter being the unanimously acknowledged model [of eloquence]. 
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was raised for him and he strove towards it. So, 

quick, quick! Escape, escape! What are you 

stopping for? You have been come upon, by the 

Lord of the KaÝba! The best among you have 

been quickly [taken], and you, every day, be- 

came more lowly! What do you await? ….. 

O son of Adam! Tread the earth [gently] with 

your foot, for it will soon be your grave. Know 

that you have been using up your lifespan ever 

since you dropped from your mother’s womb. 

May God have mercy on a man who looks and 

reflects, reflects and pays heed, perceives and is 

patient. For many a people perceived but did 

not have patience. Then [their] trepidation took 

away their lives272—they did not obtain what 

they sought, nor did they return to what they 

left behind … 
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272  Lit., their hearts. 
273  Perhaps a word is missing here, conveying the meaning “gently.” 
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13. AbÙ Íamza al-ShÁrÐ  
(KhÁrijite commander, d. ca. 130/748)274 

Type  religio-political speech, threatening the people of Medina, and 
laying out in detail the KhÁrijite view of the historical caliph-
ate—namely, that MuÎammad was the Prophet of Islam, AbÙ 
Bakr and ÝUmar were his rightful successors and righteous ca-
liphs, ÝUthmÁn was good and bad, ÝAlÐ was not good, the 
Umayyads after him stained the name of Islam, the ShiÝites 
were misguided in their doctrine of allegiance to the family of 
the Prophet, whereas the KhÁrijites were the only real Muslims, 
because they prayed, fasted, and gave their lives for God; my 
excerpt. 

Features QurÞÁnic references and vocabulary; direct address,; paral- 
lelism; full sajÝ in some passages; cursing of the Umayyads; 
short sentences; simple syntax; graphic descriptions; rhetorical 
questions; exclamations. 

O people of Medina! Your words about my 

companions have reached me. If I had not been 

aware of the weakness of your opinions, and 

the littleness of your brains, I would have 

taught you a good lesson.  

 P+=�]?h >6J<2��2;�U 3+0�2�2��= �( P5�S�B� 2*�oS
 >60�';� 05��0(# >6FS�	�E 0�3!2sF= µ�M!U & '�#

2h>6�=�"2	 �N3��@3d.  
  

Woe to you! Indeed, the Book was revealed to 

the Messenger of God (God’s blessings upon 

him!), the paths (sunan) were disclosed to him 

in it, the ways (sharÁÞiÝ) were laid out for him in 

it, and what he should do and what he should 

leave was explicated for him in it. He did not  
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274  Ñafwat 1933 2:469-76, #449; after AbÙ al-Faraj, al-AghÁnÐ; Ibn AbÐ al-ÍadÐd, 

SharÎ Nahj al-balÁgha; al-JÁÎiÛ, al-BayÁn wa-l-tabyÐn; Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih, al-ÝIqd al-
farÐd. 
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go forward except by God’s command, and he 

did not desist except by God’s command, until 

God took him back (God’s blessings upon 

him!), after he had discharged all that was in- 

cumbent upon him, after he had taught the 

Muslims the signposts of their religion.  

He did not leave them any doubt in their affair. 

He charged AbÙ Bakr with leading them in 

their ritual prayer, so they charged him with 

their worldly matter[s], when the Messenger of 

God charged him with their religious matter[s]. 

[AbÙ Bakr] acted according to the Book and 

the Practice [of the Prophet] (sunna), fought the 

people who turned away (ahl al-ridda), and 

tucked up his garments in the affair[s] of God, 

until God took him back, the community being 

pleased with him—may he have God’s mercy 

and forgiveness.  
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Then ÝUmar b. al-KhaÔÔÁb [became caliph] after 

him. He followed the path (sÐra) of his compan- 

ion, acted by the Book and the Practice [of the 

Prophet] (sunna), mobilized the armies, settled  
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cantonments, collected taxes, … assembled the 

people in the month of RamaÃÁn,275 …  

Then ÝUthmÁn b. ÝAffÁn [became caliph] after 

him. He followed the path of his two compan- 

ions for six years—although he was less [able] 

than them—then did in the last six years that 

which cancelled the first [six] …  

 kN0G �E��@2� PL�O� �$3= �L�%�� ��!= $U �+0��# >t
PK3��
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3d2	 �¤ FM0g��#2h� DND@�� i…  
  

Then ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib [became caliph]. He did 

not reach the goal, in terms of Truth, and he did 

not raise up a guiding lantern to it. Then he 

went on his way. 

} +=	 �$3= R+�� �+0��# >t D�7� �$0U ��J�3
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Then MuÝÁwiya b. AbÐ SufyÁn [became ca- 

liph]—a man cursed by the Messenger of God 

(God’s blessings upon him!), son of the man 

cursed by him, a dry water skin of the Bedou- 

ins, a remnant of the Confederates (aÎzÁb),276 a 

man whose loyalty was bought by money, a 

man freed [after being imprisoned fighting Is- 

lam]. He spilt sacred blood, made slaves of the  
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275  Refers to the tarÁwÐÎ prayed introduced by ÝUmar, which is prayed by Sunni 

Muslims nightly in RamaÃÁn after the ÝishÁÞ prayer communally, led by an ImÁm. 
276  Reference to the coalition of Arab tribes lead by MuÝÁwiya’s father against 

MuÎammad and the Muslims in the year 5/627; the ensuing battle is known as the 
Battle of the Confederates (al-AÎzÁb) and also as the Battle of the Trench (al-
Khandaq), after the trench dug by the Muslims around Medina to stop enemy forces 
from entering it. 
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servants of God … until he went on his way. 

Curse you him!—May God curse him! 

Then his son YazÐd [became caliph] after him—

YazÐd of the wines, YazÐd of the hawks, YazÐd 

of the leopards, YazÐd of the hunting parties, 

YazÐd of the monkeys, a man licentious of 

stomach, blameworthy of genitals. He contra- 

vened the QurÞÁn, followed the soothsayers, 

took the monkey as a boon-companion, and fol- 

lowed his pleasures, until he died doing that. 

May God curse him, and do countless [bad 

things] to him! 
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Then MarwÁn b. al-Íakam [became caliph], a 

repudiated man, a man cursed by the Messen- 

ger of God (God’s blessings upon him!), son of 

the man cursed by him, a man licentious of  

stomach and genitals. Curse you him and curse 

his forebears! 
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Then the sons of MarwÁn tossed around [the 

caliphate] among them, after him—people of 

the house of accursedness, men repudiated by 

the Messenger of God (God’s blessings upon 

him!), a group of men freed [after being impris- 

oned fighting Islam], who were neither from 
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the Emigrants or Helpers, nor from “the succes- 

sors in the good.” They devoured the property 

of God, and played games with the religion of 

God … (3 pages on the Umayyads omitted). 

As for our brothers, these ShÐÝa—they are not 

our brothers in religion! But I heard God Al- 

mighty say in His Book, “O people, we have 

created you peoples and tribes such that you get 

to know one another.” They are a sect which 

pretends to follow the Book of God, but mani- 

fests falsehood against God … (one page omit- 

ted) … they have charged the people of an Arab 

house with their religion, and they think that 

their allegiance to them absolves them of the 

need to perform good deeds, that it will save  

them from retribution for evil deeds. May God 

fight them! How they do falsify!  
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So which of these sects, O people of Medina, 

will you follow? Which of their denominations 

will you conform to? 

F= ^	 PL3'�!F
�<28 5�S�B� *�	 �S 0��M0O�� �n� Ruo� Du2o
L3#��2<�;28 >QF
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I have heard that you criticize my companions. 

You have said they are youths of tender age and 

harsh Bedouins. Woe to you, O people of Me- 

dina! Were the companions of the Messenger of 
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God (God’s blessings upon him and his prog- 

eny!)—people mentioned in the [Hadith]—

other than youths of tender age? … [My com- 

panions] are youths who have attained the ma- 

turity of the old in their youth, their eyes are 

averted from evil, their feet are heavy [and hold 

back] from the path of wrongdoing, they are 

emaciated by worship, gaunt from night vigils. 

They traded lives that will end tomorrow for 

souls that will never die … (one and a half 

pages omitted) … Alas! Alas! For the loss of 

brothers! God’s mercy upon those bodies! May 

He admit their souls into Paradise! 
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14.  WÁÒil b. ÝAÔÁÞ  
(MuÝtazilite leader, d. 131/748)277 

Type  sermon of pious counsel with MuÝtazilite ideas; my excerpt. 
Features  rÁÞ-less khuÔba; MuÝtazilite ideas of God’s justice, creation ex 

nihilo, and the importance of rationality; extended ubi sunt 
segment with rhetorical questions; syntactical parallelism; pow-
erful animal imagery; graphic descriptions; repetition; QurÞÁnic 
citations. 

Praise be to God! Timeless without [begin- 

ning], eternal without end. Elevated in His  
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277  Ñafwat 1933 2:501-3, #475; after AÎmad MiftÁÎ, MiftÁÎ al-afkÁr. Cf. also 
text and translation of another of his sermons in WÁÒil, WÁÒil ibn ÝAÔÁÞ als Prediger 
und Theologe, 21-37. 
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nearness, near in His elevation. Time does not 

contain Him, Place does not compass Him, the 

protection of His creation does not tire Him. He 

did not create it based on a prior model. Rather, 

he produced it from nothing, and made it even 

(ÝaddalahÙ) while crafting it. He made beautiful  

each thing he created, completed his intent, 

made clear his wisdom, and thus demonstrated 

his divinity. Glory be to God! There is nobody 

who can refute His command; there is nobody 

who can prevent the execution of His decree. 

Every thing humbles itself in the face of His 

greatness. Every thing is subservient in the face 

of his power. His generosity extends to every 

thing. A grain weight does not escape His no- 

tice. He is the all-Seeing, the all-Knowing. I 

bear witness that there is no God but God, One, 

a God whose names are blessed, whose favors 

are great, who is exalted above the characteris- 

tics of every creature, and is disassociated from 

similarity with every crafted thing. Thoughts 

cannot reach Him. Neither intellects nor cogni- 

tive faculties can compass Him. When He is 

disobeyed he forbears. When He is invoked He 
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hears. He accepts repentance from his servants, 

forgives transgressions, and knows what you 

do.  

… (praise of MuÎammad and prayer for him, 

one paragraph omitted) … 

…  
  

I counsel you, servants of God, and myself, to 

be God-fearing (taqwÁ), to act in obedience to 

Him, to avoid disobeying Him. I urge you to do 

what brings you close to Him, what takes you 

near to Him. For piety in fear of God is the best 

provision, and the best end in [the] Returning. 

Let not worldly life distract you with its orna- 

ments and deceptions … (censure of the world 

omitted) … Where are the kings who built Cte-

siphon? And strengthened palaces? And forti-

fied gates? And kept masses of chamber- 

lains? And trained purebred horses? And pos- 

sessed [all] the lands? And made use of inher- 

ited cattle and slaves?—[This world] grabbed 

them along with their carrying litters, it crushed 

them with its breast, it chomped on them with 

its canines! It gave them in exchange for vast 

space, narrow confines; for might, humility; for 
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life, perishing. They went to reside in graves. 

Maggots ate them. They became such that you 

see only their abodes, and you find only their 

signposts. You do not sense [the presence] of 

any one of them. You do not hear a single 

sound from them. So assemble provisions—

May God protect you! The best provision is pi- 

ety, fearing God: “Fear God, O people of intel-

ligence, such that you prosper.”278 May God 

place us, and you, with one who benefits from 

his counsels, and acts for his good fortune and 

felicity … (prayer and QurÞÁnic verses, one 

paragraph omitted).  
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LIBÀS 
DIE ENTLIEHENEN KLEIDER DES ABØ NUWÀS 

Ewald Wagner, Universität Gießen 

Wir haben schon den ÔaylasÁn des Ibn Íarb.1 Jetzt gibt es auch die 
entliehenen Kleider des AbÙ NuwÁs. Der ÔaylasÁn des Ibn Íarb war 
kaputt und veritativ. Kaputte veritative Kleider finden sich bei AbÙ 
NuwÁs auch. Es handelt sich dabei zumeist um zerrissene Hosenbän-
der (tikka) und Schurze (izÁr), weil das Aufknoten dem Liebhaber 
nicht schnell genug ging. Doch davon soll hier nicht die Rede sein. 
Im folgenden geht es um metaphorische Kleider. Das paßt besser zu 
dem Gefeierten. 

Im DÐwÁn des AbÙ NuwÁs kommen knapp fünfhundert Erwäh-
nungen von Kleidern und vom Bekleiden vor. Gut zweihundert da-
von sind veritativ und zweihundert sind metaphorisch. Beim Rest 
handelt es sich um Vergleiche und andere bildliche Ausdrücke. Eine 
genaue Statistik ist schwer möglich, da manche Textilien mehrdeutig 
sind (liÎÁf z.B. „Überwurf“ und „Bettdecke“) und bei einigen Verben 
die Metaphorik stark verblaßt ist (z.B. satara neben „verschleiern“ 
auch „verstecken, behüten“). 

Meine Stellensammlung zu den Kleidermetaphern soll einerseits 
für einen Teilbereich die Metaphorik des AbÙ NuwÁs darstellen, an-
dererseits soll sie auch – vor allen in den Appendizes – einen kleinen 
Beitrag zur Lexikographie liefern, der allerdings umso kleiner aus-
fällt, als die beiden wichtigsten Bekleidungswurzeln ksw und lbs be-
reits im WKAS erschienen sind, wobei auch die metaphorische Ver-
wendung ausgiebig belegt ist.2 Mein Nachtrag kann also nur noch 
zeigen, welche Möglichkeiten von einem einzelnen Dichter genutzt 
wurden. 
                                    

1  van Ess 1979. 
2  WKAS, 1: KÁf, 197b-99b; 201b; 2: LÁm, 125b-27b; 133a-34a; 139b; 140b; 

141b-42b; 143b-44a; 145b; 147b-48a. Weiteres findet man in den kürzeren Stich-
wörtern, in denen die Metaphern nicht gesondert aufgeführt sind. 
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Mit der Metaphorik ergeht es mir nicht viel besser. Die zahlreichen 
Arbeiten von Wolfhart Heinrichs zu diesem Thema lassen einem nicht 
mehr viel übrig. Zwar gilt das Interesse von Heinrichs primär der 
Entwicklung der Terminologie der arabischen Literaturwissenschaft-
ler zur Metapher und anderen rhetorischen Figuren. Da aber die litera-
turwissenschaftliche Terminologie nicht völlig unabhängig von der 
Entwicklung der Literatur ist, zeichnen Heinrichs’ Werke, vor allem 
in ihren Beispielversen, doch auch die Geschichte der Metapher selbst 
nach. Eigentlich alle Typen von Metaphern werden von ihm analy-
siert. So besteht mein Beitrag auch hier in erster Linie in der Konzen-
tration auf einen semantischen Bereich und einen Dichter. 

Da es Heinrichs um Terminologiegeschichte geht, arbeitet er dia-
chron. Das ist bei einem einzelnen Dichter wenig sinnvoll. Ich habe 
deshalb vor allem grammatische Kategorien zugrundegelegt. Um al-
lerdings die Geschichte nicht völlig auf den Kopf zu stellen, beginne 
auch ich mit dem, was Heinrichs die „alte Metapher“3 nennt, zumal 
sie bei AbÙ NuwÁs besonders häufig belegt ist. Sie beruht auf einem 
Gleichnis (tamthÐl)4 und hat somit eine verhältnismäßig komplizierte 
grammatische Struktur. Am Ende steht auch bei mir die „neue Meta-
pher“, die auf einem Vergleich (tashbÐh)5 beruht und grammatisch 
nur aus einem einzigen Wort besteht. Sie kommt bei AbÙ NuwÁs – 
vor allem im Kleiderbereich – noch nicht so oft vor. 

Eine bei AbÙ NuwÁs recht häufig vertretene „alte Metapher“ ist 
dreigliedrig. Sie ist folgendermaßen strukturiert: Eine verbale Be-
kleidungsmetapher generiert ein zugehöriges metaphorisches Objekt 
aus dem Kleiderbereich, von dem dann im Genitiv ein Abstraktum 
auf veritativer Ebene abhängt:6 

1.  fa-lammÁ raÞaytu l-Òabra laysa bi-nÁfiÝÐ * labistu thiyÁba l-jahri  
in amkana l-jahrÙ (3:422, 1).7 
Als ich sah, daß Selbstbeherrschung mir nichts nutzen würde, 
kleidete ich mich mit den Kleidern der Offenheit, wann immer Of-
fenheit möglich war. 

                                    
3  Heinrichs 1977, 1. 
4  Ibid., 7. 
5  Ibid., 13. 
6  Heinrichs 1984, 206-8. 
7  Alle Stellenangaben hinter den Verszitaten beziehen sich auf AbÙ NuwÁs (gest. 

um 814), DÐwÁn. Auf die Bandangabe folgt nach einem Doppelpunkt die Seitenzahl 
und dann nach einem Komma die Zeilenzahl. a bedeutet erster Halbvers und b zwei-
ter Halbvers. 
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2.  labista ridÁÞa l-fakhri fÐ Òulbi Àdamin (1:294, 9a). 
Du bekleidetest dich bereits in den Lenden Adams mit dem Man-
tel des Ruhms. 

3.  muÝaqrabu l-Òudghi malbÙsun ÝawÁriÃuhÙ * jilbÁba Îusnin Ýalayhi 
l-nÙru maÝÔÙfÙ (4:257, 9). 
Einer mit skorpionförmigen Schläfenlocken, einer, dessen Wan-
gen mit einem Gewand von Schönheit bekleidet sind, einer, dem 
das Licht zugetan ist. 

4.  wa-Ýtamma minhu bi-thawbi l-dhulli wa-ltafaÝÁ (2:139, 8b). 
Er „beturbante“ sich durch sie (die Spottgedichte) mit dem Kleid 
der Erniedrigung und hüllte sich (in es) ein. 

5.  muqannaÝatun bi-thawbi l-Îusni tarÝÁ * bi-ghayri takallufin tha-
mara l-qulÙbÐ (4:16, 4). 
(Er ist ein) mit dem Kleid der Schönheit Verschleierter, der ohne 
Mühe die Früchte der Herzen abweidet. 

6.  rakhÒu l-banÁni badÐÝu l-shakli multaÎifun * bi-Îullati l-Îusni yaÎ- 
kÐ mubhija l-ÔÁsÐ (3:193, 6) 
Einer mit zarten Fingern, mit bewundernswerter Figur, gehüllt in 
das Kleid der Schönheit, er gleicht dem, was den Becher erfreut 
(Wein). 

7.  ÎattÁ idhÁ alqÁ qinÁÝa l-ÎayÁ (3:429, 11a). 
Bis er dann den Schleier der Scham abwarf. 

8.  idhÁ ÎaddathtahÙ fa-ksu l-ÎadÐtha l- * ladhÐ ÎaddathtahÙ thawba 
khtiÒÁrÐ! (3:364, 2). 
Wenn du ihm (dem Zechgenossen) etwas erzählst, dann kleide die 
Geschichte, die du erzählst, in das Kleid der Kürze!8 

Labistu thiyÁba l-jahri usw. entsprechen in der Konstruktion völlig 
dem von Heinrichs behandelten AbÙ TammÁm-Zitat lÁ tasqinÐ mÁÞa 
l-malÁmi! „gib mir nicht das Wasser des Tadels zu trinken!“9 In bei-
den Fällen würden geläufige verbale Metaphern saqÁ l-malÁma bzw. 
labisa l-fakhr genügen, um das Gewünschte zum Ausdruck zu brin-
gen, und nicht selten begnügt sich AbÙ NuwÁs auch damit: 

9.  la-qad albasa llÁhu l-karÁmata ummatan (1:135, 10a). 
Gott kleidete eine Gemeinschaft mit Adel. 

10.  tirbÁni qad kusiyÁ l-malÁÎata kullahÁ (4:407, 6a). 
Zwei Gefährten, die mit der ganzen Anmut gekleidet wurden. 

                                    
8  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt – abstrakter 

Genitiv im Appendix A. 
9  Heinrichs 1986, 6. Zu diesem oft zitierten und zumeist getadelten Vers vgl. 

auch Schippers 1981, 257-60. 
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Fälle, bei denen konkrete Kleidungsstücke bereits in der Bedeutung 
des Verbs enthalten sind, kann man von der Semantik her vielleicht 
als Übergang zu den dreigliedrigen Konstruktionen betrachten: 

11.  taÞazzara bi-l-malÁÎati wa-rtadÁhÁ * wa-surbila bi-l-jamÁli wa-
bi-l-kamÁlÐ (4:303, 12). 
Er „beschurzte“ sich mit Anmut und „bemantelte“ sich mit ihr, 
und er wurde mit Schönheit und Vollkommenheit „behemdet“. 

12.  wajhuhÁ bi-l-Îusni muntaqibÙ (4:14, 5b). 
Ihr Gesicht verschleierte sich mit der Schönheit.10 

Häufiger aber noch ergänzt AbÙ NuwÁs wie in den Beispielen 1-8 die 
schwache verbale Metapher mit Substrat („erwerben, besitzen, ver-
leihen“) durch ein substratloses Kleidungsstück und verstärkt da-
durch die Imagination. Allerdings können Kleidermetaphern nicht 
den gleichen Effekt erreichen wie manche andere sustratlose Regen-
tia, die die Dichter den Abstrakta voranstellen und die nicht selten 
eine Belebung der Abstrakta bewirken (qalÙÒ al-Îamd,11 sÁÝid al-
dahr,12 kÁhil al-dahr,13 thaÝlab al-ÒudÙd und kalb al-wiÒÁl,14 anf al-
kibriyÁÞ,15 kaff al-dahr16). Eine solche Belebung ist mit leblosen 
Kleidern nicht möglich; aber immerhin wird der abstrakte Begriff in 
die menschliche Sphäre erhoben, da normalerweise nur Menschen 
Kleider tragen. Belebende Metaphern kommen zwar auch in Versen 
mit Kleidermetaphern vor. Ihre Metaphorik liegt dann aber außerhalb 
des Kleiderbereichs: 

13.  kasathu yadu l-hawÁ thawba l-sulÁlÐ (4:305, 2b). 
(Ein Verliebter,) den die Hand der Liebe mit dem Kleid der Aus-
zehrung bekleidet hat. 

14.  a-wa-mÁ tarÁ aydÐ l-saÎÁÞibi raqqashat * Îulala l-tharÁ bi-badÁÞiÝi 
l-rayÎÁnÐ? (3:338, 5). 
Und siehst du nicht, daß die Hände der Wolken die Kleider der 
Erde mit wundervollem Duftkraut verziert haben? 

Hier ist allerdings der vom Kleid abhängige Genitiv konkret. 

                                    
10  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Bekleidungsverb – abstraktes Objekt im Ap-

pendix B. 
11  Heinrichs 1984, 194. 
12  Ibid., 194. 
13  Ibid., 195. 
14  Ibid., 196. Die beiden Beispiele stammen von AbÙ NuwÁs (5:286, 7). 
15  Ibid., 206. 
16  Ibid., 207. 
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Nach Heinrichs ersetzen die muÎdathÙn häufiger als die Alten in der 
imaginären Genitivmetapher das Abstraktum durch ein Konkretum.17 
Dadurch entstehen oft abenteuerliche Kombinationen wie al-ÝAbbÁs 
b. al-AÎnaf's „Hinterbacken der Tränen“ und „Hälse des Blutes“. AbÙ 
NuwÁs ist hier entschieden vorsichtiger. Er läßt Konkreta nur dann 
folgen, wenn hierdurch identifizierende Genitivmetaphern entstehen. 
Er nimmt damit eine Minderung der Imagination in Kauf: 

15.  kasathÁ l-khamru Îullata zaÝfarÁnÐ (3:329, 5b). 
Der Wein kleidete ihn (den Becher) in ein Safrangewand. 

Hier ist das Kleid mit dem Safran identisch. Diese Identität wird gele-
gentlich noch deutlicher, wenn der Genitiv durch ein min mit Materi-
alangabe ersetzt wird: 

16. nasajtu lahÁ ÝamÁÞima min turÁbin * wa-mÁÞin muÎkamÁtin 
mÙthaqÁtÐ (3:68, 2). 
Ich wob für ihn (den Wein) starke, feste Turbane aus Erde und 
Wasser (den Tonverschluß des Kruges). 

17.  ÎattÁ narÁka wa-qad darraÝtahÙ qumuÒan * mina l-ÒadÐdi makÁna 
l-lÐfi wa-l-karabÐ (2:56, 15). 
Bis wir dich sehen, wie du es (das Holz des Kreuzes) mit Hemden 
aus Eiter bekleidest anstelle von Bast und Blattstrünken. 

Besonders beliebt – nicht nur bei AbÙ NuwÁs – und entsprechend 
matt sind die identifizierenden Genitivmetaphern bei der Beschrei-
bung des Tagesanbruchs: 

18.  wa-kharraqa l-ÒubÎu qamÐÒa l-dujÁ * fa-lÁÎa min jilbÁbihÐ l-fajrÙ 
(4:214, 8). 
Und der Morgen zerriß das Hemd der Finsternis, und die Morgen-
dämmerung erglänzte in ihrem Gewand. 

19.  ÎattÁ afÁqa wa-thawbu l-layli munkhariqun (3:254, 9a) 
Bis er erwachte, als das Kleid der Nacht bereits zerrissen wurde. 

Kein identifizierender, sondern ein attributiver Genitiv18 liegt vor, 
wenn Personen von dem Kleid im Genitiv abhängig sind: 

20.  fa-lbas thiyÁba muwaddiÝin! (4:61, 14a). 
Kleide dich in die Kleider eines „Lebewohl“-Sagenden! (d.h. be-
nimm dich wie...) 
 

                                    
17  Heinrichs 1986, 10-11. 
18  Ibid., 5. 
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21.  lÁbisa sÐmÁ qÁÞilin ÒÁdiqin (4:169, 11a). 
Einen, der sich mit dem Zeichen eines die Wahrheit Sagenden 
kleidet.19 

Etwas anders ist das folgende Beispiel konstruiert:20 

22.  qad labista l-dahra lubsa fatan * akhadha l-ÁdÁba Ýan ghiyarih 
(1:151, 13). 
Du kleidetest dich mit dem Schicksal in der Art eines ritterlichen 
Mannes, der (seine) Lehren aus den Wechselfällen des Schicksals 
zog. 

Fällt in dem dreigliedrigen Schema das Kleidungsstück als Objekt 
fort und wird der bisherige konkrete Genitiv zum Objekt, bleibt nur 
das Verb metaphorisch. Semantisch ändert sich dadurch kaum etwas, 
wie wir das bereits bei den Bekleidungsverben mit abstraktem Ob-
jekt gesehen haben. Ob sich der Garten mit Blumen oder dem Kleid 
der Blumen bekleidet, ist bedeutungsmäßig gleichgültig. Die Bild-
haftigkeit verliert aber stark, da die verbleibende verbale Beklei-
dungsmetapher meist ein fast synonymes Substrat hat: 

23.  kasÁ l-wÁkifu l-ghÁdÐ lahÁ waraqan khuÃrÁ (3:142, 8b). 
(Ein Garten,) den der morgendliche Regen mit grünen Blättern 
bekleidete. 

24.  albisi l-mÁÞa l-mudÁmÁ! (3:428, 16a). 
Bekleide den Wein mit Wasser (mische ihn)! 

25.  wa-salÁjimun kusiyat qawÁdima liqwatin (1:370, 9a). 
Und lange Pfeile, die mit Schwungfedern eines Adlers bekleidet 
sind. 

Bildhafter wird die Metapher auch hier, wenn das Verb des Beklei-
dens ein bestimmtes Kleidungsstück beinhaltet: 

26.  idh kÁna khammÁruhÁ bi-l-qÁri raddÁhÁ (3:22, 13b). 
Weil sein Weinwirt ihn (den Wein) mit Pech „bemantelte“. 

27.  wa-sarbalahÁ lawnan min al-rÁÎi aÎmarÁ (3:161, 5b). 
Und er (der Schenke) „behemdete“ ihn (den Becher) mit der roten 
Farbe des Weins. 

Die Bildhaftigkeit des Ausdrucks wird noch erhöht, wenn er in einen 
größeren Verbund von Bekleidungsmetaphern eingebettet ist (vgl. 
auch Beispiel 11): 
                                    

19  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt – konkreter 
Genitiv im Appendix C. 

20  Vgl. WKAS, 1: LÁm, 126. 
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28.  wa-yÁ ridÁÞa l-bahÁri azzarahÙ * mukallilÙhÙ shuqÁqa nuÝmÁnÁ! 
(5:78, 4). 
Oh Mantel des Frühlings (= der Geliebte), den die ihn Krönenden 
mit Anemonen „beschurzten“! 

Gelegentlich ist das Konkretum, das das Objekt zum Bekleidungs-
verb bildet, wiederum eine Metapher: 

29.  fa-idhÁ ÝalÁhÁ l-mÁÞu albasahÁ * namashan ka-mithli jalÁjili l-
ÎajlÐ (3:235, 13). 
Wenn das Wasser über ihn (den Wein) gerät, bekleidet es ihn mit 
Sommersprossen (Bläschen) wie die Glöckchen am Fußring.21 

Fällt in dem dreigliedrigen Schema das Bekleidungsverb fort,22 bleibt 
eine reine Genitivmetapher übrig. Das Kleid kann hier wiederum ei-
nen abstrakten Genitiv regieren und ist dann substratlos: 

31.  wa-lÁkinnanÐ stashÝartu thawba stikÁnatin (1:282, 10a). 
Aber ich fühlte das Kleid des Elends. 

32.  bÁraka llÁhu li-l-AmÐni wa-abqÁ- * hu wa-abqÁ lahÙ ridÁÞa l-
shabÁbÐ! (1:301, 1). 
Gott segne al-AmÐn und lasse ihn lange leben und bewahre ihm 
den Mantel der Jugend!23 

Identifizierende Genitivmetaphern liegen in folgenden Fällen vor: 

33.  wa-shamsu nahÁrin fÐ qamÐÒi zujÁjÐ (3:413. 1a). 
Manch eine Sonne des Tages (Wein) im Hemde des Glases. 

34.  min sÁbiriyyi l-khubzi barrÁqÐ (2:109, 3b). 
Von dem sÁbirischen Kleid (Kleid aus sehr dünnem Stoff) des 
Brotes, dem glänzenden (wohl: durchsichtigen, es ist vom Brot 
eines Geizhalses die Rede). 
 
 

                                    
21  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Bekleidungsverb – konkretes Objekt im Ap-

pendix D. 
22  In einem Fall wird die Genitivkonstruktion nicht von einem metaphorischen 

Bekleidungsverb regiert, sondern von einem metaphorischen Verb aus einem ande-
ren Bereich: 

 30.  Òababtu ÝalÁ l-amÐri thiyÁba madÎÐ (1:323, 11a). 
  Ich goß über den Emir das Kleid meines Lobes aus. 

Der Halbvers wechselt also in der Metaphorik bzw. metaphorisches Gießen steht für 
wiederum metaphorisches Kleiden oder ein metaphorisches Kleid für metaphori-
sches Wasser. 

23  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Kleidermetapher – abstrakter Genitiv im Ap-
pendix E. 
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Auch hier finden wir die Materialangabe durch min:24 

36.  barÁqiÝuhÁ min saÎÐqi l-ÝabÐri * wa-min yÁsamÐnin wa-sÐsanbarÐ 
(3:165, 9). 
Seine (des Weins) Schleier sind aus zerstoßenen Duftstoffen und 
aus Jasmin und Thymian. 

37.  lahÁ dirÝÁni min qÁrin wa-ÔÐnÐ (3:302, 10b). 
Er (der Wein) hat zwei Hemden aus Pech und Ton (den verpichten 
Krug). 

38.  fa-kaÞannÐ fÐkum ghadan * fÐ thiyÁbin mina l-madar (2:165, 12). 
Und als ob ich unter euch morgen in Kleidern aus Erde (im Gra-
be) wäre. 

Im attributiven Genitiv kann hier ebenfalls eine Person stehen: 

39.  abÝada sirbÁli mriÞin ÝÁlimin * aÒbaÎta fÐ sirbÁli marrÁqÐ (2:108, 
14). 
Weit entfernt von dem Hemd eines Gelehrten gerietest du in das 
Hemd eines vom Glauben Abgefallenen. 

40. qahwatan tatruku l-ÒaÎÐÎa saqÐman * wa-tuÝÐru l-saqÐma thawba l-
ÒaÎÐÎÐ (3:85, 4). 
Einen Wein, der den Gesunden krank werden läßt und dem Kran-
ken das Kleid des Gesunden verleiht. 

Gelegentlich ist hier der Übergang zur veritativen Bedeutung des 
Kleides gleitend: 

41.  ghadÁ fÐ thawbi fattÁnin rabÐbÐ (4:168, 5b). 
Er kam im Kleide eines wohlerzogenen Verführers. 

Vielleicht hatte der Knabe sich besonders verführerisch gekleidet.25 

Nicht selten besteht der metaphorische Ausdruck bei AbÙ NuwÁs nur 
aus dem Bekleidungsverb und dem Kleid als Objekt, also ohne fol-
genden Genitiv: 

42.  min qahwatin jÁÞatka qabla mizÁjihÁ * ÝuÔlan fa-albasahÁ l-mizÁju 
wishÁÎÁ (3:77, 9). 

                                    
24  Aus grammatischen oder metrischen Gründen kann die min-Konstruktion 

auch bei Abstrakta vorkommen: 
 35.  bi-qinÁÝin mina l-shabÁbi ladhÐdhin * lam turaqqiÝhu bi-l-khiÃÁbi l-nisÁÞÙ 

(3:404, 12). 
  Mit einem süßen Schleier der Jugend, den die Frauen noch nicht mit Far-

be ausbessern mußten. 
25  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Kleidermetapher – konkreter Genitiv im Ap-

pendix F. 
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Von einem Wein, der vor dem Mischen nackt zu dir kam, und den 
dann das Mischen mit einer Schärpe bekleidete. 

Man kann diesen metaphorischen Ausdruck so erklären, daß dem 
Dichter zunächst eine „neue“, auf einem Vergleich (tashbÐh) beru-
hende Metapher, wie sie im badÐÝ-Stil der muÎdathÙn immer häufiger 
wurde,26 vorschwebte (Kranz der Bläschen am Glasrand wie eine 
Schärpe), aus der dann die verbale Metapher generiert wurde. Das 
Vergleichsmoment ist offensichtlich auch Íamza al-IÒfahÁnÐ als do-
minant aufgefallen, denn er kommentiert: ay ÒÁra ÝalayhÁ min mizÁ-
jihÁ zabadun ka-l-wishÁÎi. Ähnlich erklärt Íamza folgenden Vers: 

43.  yaqtarÐ l-qawma bi-kaÞsin * tulbisu l-khamra izÁrÁ (3:136, 12). 
Er bewirtet die Leute mit einem Becher, der den Wein mit einem 
Überwurf bekleidet. 

Íamza kommentiert: shabbaha l-kaÞsa bi-l-izÁri li-l-khamri. In fol-
gendem Falle: 

44.  wa-tuballÐ ÝimÁmatÐ l-sawdÁÞÙ (3:404, 15b). 
Und Trübsinn nutzt meinen Turban ab = Trübsinn läßt mich al- 
tern. 

kann man vielleicht besser von einem Gleichnis (tamthÐl) ausgehen, 
wobei, wie in AbÙ DhuÞayb's „der Tod läßt seine Klauen fest eindrin-
gen“27 das Thema28 (Tod bzw. Trübsinn) erhalten bleibt und nicht 
durch eine Genitivkonstruktion in die Metapher einbezogen wird 
(„Löwe des Todes“ und vielleicht „Motten des Trübsinns“).29 

Im Vorangegangen kamen bereits einige Beispiele vor (3; 5; 6; 12; 
19; 21), in denen das Bekleidungsverb durch ein Partizip vertreten 
wurde. Steht das Partizip nun in einem Satz wie: 

45.  wa-l-shaÝru mulbisuhÙ (4:181, 6a). 
Und das Haar bekleidete es (das Gesicht) 

kann man mulbisuhÙ nicht nur als Transformation von yulbisuhÙ auf-
fassen, sondern in ihm auch ein Prädikatsnomen sehen: „das Haar 
war ein es Bekleidendes“ bzw. „sein Bekleidungsstück“. Dann liegt 
in dem Satz das Muster „der Held ist ein Löwe“ für „der Held ist wie 

                                    
26  Heinrichs 1977, 13. 
27  Zu dem Vers vgl. ibid., 6 und Heinrichs 1984, 197. 
28  Bei Heinrichs topic, vgl. Heinrichs 1977, 8, Anm. 18. 
29  Weitere Beispiele zum Schema Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt im Appen- 

dix G. 
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ein Löwe“ („das Haar ist wie sein Bekleidungsstück“) vor. Al- 
JurjÁnÐ30 betrachtet das als Vergleich und nicht als Metapher, aller-
dings als einen Vergleich mit Steigerung (mubÁlagha). Ein solcher 
Vergleich ist nach al-JurjÁnÐ vor allem dann möglich, wenn das Prä-
dikatsnomen (Löwe) auch als Metapher gebraucht werden kann, und 
damit meint er die Metapher, die Heinrichs als „neue Metapher“, die 
auf einem Vergleich beruht, bezeichnet (etwa „der Löwe zieht in den 
Kampf“ bzw. „das Bekleidungsstück bedeckt seine Wangen“). Bei 
AbÙ NuwÁs sind die reinen Nominalsätze nach dem Schema A = Be-
kleidungspartizip nicht sehr häufig.31 Ein weiteres, allerdings in ei-
nen Objektsatz gerücktes Beispiel wäre: 

46.  lammÁ raÞaytu l-layla munshaqqa l-Îujub (2:276, 4a). 
Als ich sah, daß die Nacht zerrissene Schleier hatte. 

Häufiger bildet das Nomen, das durch das Partizip vertreten wird, 
nicht das Subjekt eines Nominalsatzes, sondern steht bereits vorher 
in demselben Vers oder einem vorangehenden. Der Bezug bleibt aber 
klar, so daß al-JurjÁnÐ wohl eher von einem Vergleich als von einer 
Metapher sprechen würde: 

47.  mudaththarun lam yabdu min ÎijÁbihÐ (2:323, 5a) 
Ein Eingehüllter, der nicht aus seinem Schleier hervorkommt. 

Obwohl das Partizip die Nacht in die menschliche Sphäre erhebt, 
steht es doch in einem appositionellem Verhältnis zu dem vorigen 
Vers genannten layl. 

48.  mubarnasi l-hÁmati aw mutawwajÐ (2:228, 9a). 
Eines mit „beburnustem“ Haupt, eines Gekrönten (Falken, der zu-
vor durch ein Farbadjektiv genannt ist). 

Selten geht dem Partizip kein Bezugswort voraus: 

49.  Ýalayhi min manÒÙÎati l-qalÁnisÐ (2:252, 15b). 
Über ihr (der Eichel) befindet sich eine gut genähte Kappe (= Vor-
haut).32 

Hier könnte man bereits von einer „neuen“, auf einem Vergleich be-
ruhende Metapher sprechen ([nicht genannte] Vorhaut wie eine ge-

                                    
30  al-JurjÁnÐ (gest. 1078), AsrÁr, 227ff.; al-JurjÁnÐ, Geheimnisse, 267ff. 
31  Auch außerhalb der Bekleidungssphäre sind sie selten, vgl. Wagner 1965, 392. 
32  Der Vers stammt aus einer Beschreibung des männlichen Gliedes in Form ei-

ner JagdurjÙza auf einen Falken. Legt man den Falken zugrunde, ist die Kappe veri-
tativ. Es handelt sich dann um den burqaÝ oder die kumma, vgl. F. Viré 1960, 1154. 
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nähte Mütze). Wie gesagt, sind diese Partizipien ohne Bezugswort 
bei AbÙ NuwÁs selten. Das gleiche gilt für aus einen genuinen Sub-
stantiv bestehende „neue Kleidermetaphern“.33 

50.  ÎattÁ idhÁ mÁ nshÁma fÐ mulÁÞihÐ (2:278, 3b).  
Bis er (der Hund) in seine Umhänge (= Staub) eindrang.34 

52.  narÁ bayna thintay kasrihÁ jullatan ramkÁ (3:224, 6b). 
Wir erblicken zwischen ihren (der Nacht) beiden Falten ein graues 
Kleid (= Morgengrauen). 

Zumeist sind Kleider nur als Metaphern für Haut, Fell und Federn 
tauglich. Diese Metaphern sind dann wenig ausdrucksvoll und kom-
men nahe an die mißbilligten ausdruckslosen Metaphern heran, die 
al-JurjÁnÐ ghayr mufÐda nennt,35 obwohl es sich hier immerhin noch 
um den Ersatz eines belebten Überzugs durch einen unbelebten han-
delt: 

53.  munaqqaÔin sirbÁluhÙ bi-l-miskÐ (1:420, 10a). 
(Eines Merlin), dessen Hemd (= Federkleid) mit Moschus ge-
punktet ist. 

54.  raqmu dabÁbÐja ÝalÁ athwÁbihÁ (2:286, 2a). 
Die Zeichnung von Brokat ist auf ihren (der Gepardin) Kleidern 
(= Fell). 

55.  khafÐfi l-khamÐÒati wa-l-libdah (2:36, 18b). 
(Eines Adlers) mit dünnem schwarzgeränderten Umhang (= Fe-
derkleid) und schütterer Mähne.36 

56.  hattaka Ýan Îujbi l-ÛibÁ l-qamÐÒÁ (2:273, 7a). 
(Der Hund) riß das Hemd (= Fell) von den Verhüllungen der Ga-
zellen. 

                                    
33  Mit meinem Weg über die Partizipien wollte ich keine historische Entwick- 

lung aufzeigen. Das ist mit dem Material aus dem Werk eines einzelnen Dichters 
ohnehin kaum möglich. Ich wollte nur zeigen, daß es im Bereich der Kleidermeta- 
phern, in dem verbale Metaphern eine bedeutende Rolle spielen, eine Reihe von 
Zwischenstufen zwischen dem verbalen Ausdruck in der „alten Metapher“ und den 
zumeist nur aus einem Substantiv bestehenden „neuen Metaphern“ gibt. 

34  Es handelt sich hier um eine typisch manieristische Metapher der muÎdathÙn, 
bei der der Dichter „nicht die Wirklichkeit, sondern die vorhandene Literatur zum 
Vorwurf“ (Heinrichs 1974, 127) gemacht hat. Verständlich wird die Metapher durch 
die Kenntnis der identifizierenden Genitivmetapher von ÝAdÐ b. al-RiqÁÝ al-ÝÀmilÐ in 
dem Halbvers: 

 51.  yataÝÁwarÁni min al-ghubÁri mulÁÞatan (2:278, 6a). 
  Sie (die beiden Stiere) tauschten einen Umhang aus Staub aus. 
35  Heinrichs 1977, 10, Anm. 20. 
36  Bei libda handelt es sich um eine wirkliche istiÝÁra ghayr mufÐda. 
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Angesichts der dürftigen Ausbeute bei den „neuen Kleidermeta-
phern“ sei darauf hingewiesen, daß auf anderen Gebieten AbÙ NuwÁs 
durchaus von „neuen Metaphern“ Gebrauch macht. Berühmt ist das 
von Heinrichs zitierte und von G. Schoeler in einem gesonderten Ar-
tikel37 behandelte Gedicht, das den Vers enthält: 

57.  yabkÐ wa-yadhrÐ l-durra min narjisin * wa-yalÔimu l-warda bi-
ÝunnÁbÐ (4:15, 7). 
Er (der Mond = die Geliebte) weint und verstreut Perlen (= Trä-
nen) aus Narzissen (= Augen) und schlägt die Rosen (= Wangen) 
mit Jujuben (= Fingerspitzen). 

Auch im Zusammenhang mit Kleidern sind „neue Metaphern“ bei 
AbÙ NuwÁs nicht selten, aber dann sind die Kleider veritativ und das 
Substrat der Metapher steckt in ihnen: 

58.  shamsun tajallat Ýan athwÁbihÐ (3:55, 6b). 
Eine Sonne (=Zechgenosse), die sich zwischen ihren Kleidern 
zeigt. 

59.  wa-aÔlaÝa min azrÁrihÐ qamaran badrÁ (3:141, 5b). 
Er ließ aus seinen Knöpfen einen Vollmond erscheinen. 

60. idhÁ mÁ badat azrÁru jaybi qamÐÒihÐ * taÔallaÝa minhÁ ÒÙratu l-
qamari l-badrÐ (3:151, 11). 
Als die Knöpfe seines Hemdausschnitts sichtbar wurden, da blick-
te aus ihnen die Gestalt eines Vollmondes hervor. 

Zum Schluß noch fünf Beispiele für Personifikationen von Kleidern. 
Hier bleiben die Kleider zumeist veritativ, denn sonst würde es ja 
keinen taÝajjub hervorrufen, daß sie sich wie Menschen benehmen 
bzw. in einem Verwandtschaftverhältnis zu ihnen stehen: 

61.  tabkÐ l-thiyÁbu Ýalayhi muÝwilatan (2:152, 3). 
Die Kleider weinen klagend über ihn. 

62. bakÁ ÝalayhÁ l-dirÝu wa-l-khimÁrÙ * wa-l-qulbu wa-l-khalkhÁlu 
wa-l-siwÁrÙ (5:528, 10). 
Über sie weinen das Hemd, der Schleier, der Armreif, der Fußreif 
und das Armband. 
 

                                    
37  Heinrichs 1977, 48; Schoeler 1978. Im Index zum DÐwÁn des AbÙ NuwÁs ha-

be ich 52 Stellen aus der Sekundärüberlieferung zu Beispiel 57 zusammenstellen 
können. – Auch auf anderen Feldern des badÐÝ-Stils wie der Harmonisierung ganzer 
Metaphernreihen hat sich AbÙ NuwÁs hervorgetan, nicht ohne dabei gelegentlich 
Kritik zu ernten, vgl. dazu Heinrichs 1989. 
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63.  qabÁÞuhÙ yukhbiru Ýan qaddihÐ (4:255, 9a). 
Sein Obergewand berichtet von seiner Gestalt (, weil es so eng an-
liegt). 

64.  ishrab fudÐta ÝalÁniyah * ummu l-tasatturi zÁniyah (3:340, 6). 
Trink – mögest du ausgelöst werden – öffentlich! Die Mutter der 
Verschleierung ist eine Hure. 

Nur einmal benimmt sich ein metaphorisches Kleid wie ein Mensch: 

65.  wa-hamma qamÐÒu l-layli an yatamazzaqÁ (3:222, 6b). 
Das Hemd der Nacht befürchtete, daß es zerrissen würde. 

Vergleicht man die Kleidermetaphern des AbÙ NuwÁs mit den Zu-
sammenstellungen im WKAS unter ksw, lÎf und vor allem unter lbs, 
so wird man feststellen, daß die meisten ihrer Elemente (Verben, 
Kleider, abstrakte oder konkrete Objekte, abstrakte oder konkrete 
Genitive) auch anderweitig belegt sind.38 AbÙ NuwÁs war in seinen 
Kleidermetaphern nicht besonders originell. Dabei ist allerdings zu 
bedenken, daß ein Teil der ohne weiteres datierbaren poetischen 
WKAS-Belege aus der Zeit nach AbÙ NuwÁs stammt. Im übrigen gilt 
der Vorwurf der mangelnden Originalität – so er denn einer ist – na-
türlich auch für andere am Metaphernpool des WKAS beteiligte 
Dichter. Der Grund für die weite Verbreitung der Kleidermetaphern 
ist wohl die Kombination von umfangreicher Anwendbarkeit und 
leichter Bildbarkeit. Die verbalen Bekleidungsmetaphern haben Sub-
strate allgemeinster Bedeutung. „Anziehen“ und „ausziehen“ können 
für „hinzutun“ und „wegtun“ verwendet werden. „Mit etwas beklei-
det sein“ kann für „haben“ stehen. Die Kleidungsstücke sind me-
trisch leicht untereinander austauschbar (libÁs, kisÁÞ, thiyÁb, ridÁÞ, 
izÁr, ÎijÁb, wishÁÎ und auch sutÙr). Wie seine Kollegen hat AbÙ 
NuwÁs die Vielseitigkeit der Kleidermetaphern genutzt, um in Lob-
gedichten seinen Gönnern positive und in Spottgedichten seinen 
Feinden negative Eigenschaften zuzuschreiben, um in Weingedichten 
dem Wein Krüge und Bläschen anzuziehen, um in Wein- und Jagd-
gedichten Nacht und Tag zu schildern, um in Liebesgedichten über 
weiße Haare, Wangenflaum und gelüftete Geheimnisse zu klagen, 

                                    
38  Allerdings meist in anderen Kombinationen. Meinen Versuch, Entsprechungen 

zu den Metaphern des AbÙ NuwÁs im WKAS nachzuweisen, habe ich aufgegeben. 
Genaue Entsprechungen von vollständigen Metaphern sind zu selten, um ein zutref-
fendes Bild von der Menge der Übereinstimmungen von Einzelelementen zu geben. 
Diese aber alle anzuführen, hätte zu weit geführt. 



LIBÀS 

 
287

um im nasÐb den Verfall der Wohnstätten und im Gegensatz dazu in 
Weingedichten die Pracht der Gärten auszumalen, um in Jagdgedich-
ten das Gefieder der Vögel zu beschreiben und vieles mehr. 

Appendizes 

Der folgende Katalog ist sehr knapp gehalten und stark schematisiert. 
In der Reihenfolge, in der die einzelnen Metapherntypen im Aufsatz 
vorkommen, gebe ich weitere Beispiele, wobei ich nur die einzelnen 
Elemente des metaphorischen Ausdrucks in Zitierform anführe. Pas-
sive Konstruktionen des Originals habe ich dabei ins Aktiv umge-
setzt. Der Begriff Objekt ist sehr weit gefaßt. Unter ihm stehen auch 
präpositionale Ausdrücke. Ist in einer Genitivmetapher der Genitiv 
durch ein auf ein zuvor genanntes Nomen bezügliches Pronomen 
vertreten, habe ich das Nomen für das Pronomen eingesetzt. So steht 
lammÁ tabaddÁ l-ÒubÎu min ÎijÁbihÐ (2:187, 3a) unter ÎijÁb – ÒubÎ. 
Auch adverbielle Akkusative habe ich umgesetzt. wa-tasarbala l-
maÝrÙfa dirÝÁ (1:322, 11b) steht unter tasarbala – dirÝ – maÝrÙf. 

Appendix A: Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt – abstrakter Genitiv: 

labisa – thawb – naÝÐm (1:206, 17b); labisa – Ýudhur (kein Kleid) – 
fasÁd (5:230, 9b); albasa – thawb – Ãurr (3:14, 2b); albasa – thawb 
– madhalla + Òaghr (4:64, 4b); albasa – thiyÁb – radÁ (4:196, 2a); 
albasa – thiyÁb – maÎl (1:234, 5b); albasa – libÁs – Ûarf + milÎ 
(5:159, 3); albasa – Îilya – riyab (4:386, 14b); albasa – jilbÁb – 
dhilla (5:84, 7): libÁs (Nomen)39 – thawb – ÒudÙd (4:232, 13b); kasÁ 
– thawb – sawÁd (der Tod die Wangen) (4:202, 7b); kasÁ – thawb – 
dhull (5:512, 1b); kasÁ – ajniÎa (kein Kleid) – Ýamr (der Regen die 
Braut = Wein) (3:421, 2b); kasÁ – shiÝÁr – Îusn (3:136, 10b); kasÁ + 
raddÁ – Îilya + Îulal - jamÁl (4:301, 14); sarbala + azzara + raddÁ – 
thawb – bahja (3:20, 13); tasarbala – thawb – Îusn + ÔÐb (3:51, 2b = 
4:169, 1b); tasarbala – dirÝ – maÝrÙf (3:322, 11b); saÎaba – dhayl – 

                                    
39  Der vollständige Halbvers lautet: 
 66. wa-thawbu ÒudÙdihÐ abadan libÁsÐ. 
  Und das Kleid seiner Abweisung ist ewig mein Gewand. 

Ich habe den Halbvers so eingeordnet, als ob libÁsÐ ein albasu verträte. Man könnte 
in dem Nominalsatz aber vielleicht auch einen als ganzes in die metaphorische Ebe-
ne erhobenen A = B-Vergleich sehen, wobei sich durch die Synonymität von libÁs 
und thawb ein quasi-tautologisches B = B ergäbe. 
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mujÙn (3:165, 5); saÎaba – dhayl – lahw (5:518, 5a); saÎaba – 
dhuyÙl – ÒibÁ (5:218, 10a; ähnlich 5:213, 14a); jarra – ardiya – fakhr 
(3:421, 11b); jarrara – adhyÁl – fusÙq (3:129, 2b); alqÁ – thiyÁb – 
radÁ (3:165, 4a); kashafa – qinÁÝ – ÒibÁ (4:67, 9a); hattaka – sitr – 
ÎayÁ (4:145, 6b). 

Appendix B: Bekleidungsverb – abstraktes Objekt: 

labisa – shabÁb (1:127, 9b); labisa – kibr (1:385, 2b); albasa – niÝam 
(1:280, 14a); kasÁ – shajw (1:158, 1b); kasÁ – bilÁ (4:202, 7a); kasÁ 
– dhuÝr (4:62, 9b); iktasÁ – ÔarÁÞif al-Îusn (4:14, 9a); iktasÁ – Îusn 
al-zukhruf (3:20, 2a); tasarbala – bilÁ (1:325, 3a); taraddÁ – mulk 
(1:128, 2b); taraddÁ – fusÙq (5:39, 9b); irtadÁ – jamÁl (3:234, 3a); 
muntaqib – Îusn (4:14, 5b). 

Appendix C: Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt – konkreter Genitiv: 

albasa – khilÝa - kaÞs40 (3:347, 7a); lÁbis – shiÝÁr – ÎummÁ41 (4:154, 
10); iktasÁ – khilaÝ – yÁniÝ al-zahr (1:328, 5); ghaÔÔÁ – mijwal – layl 
(3:94, 8a); asbala – thawb – dujÁ (4:161, 15a); ishtamala – burd – 
ÛalÁm (3:327, 4a); shammara – miÞzar – nawm (5:288, 9); akhlaqa – 
burdÁn – dÁr (3:402, 13); hataka – sutÙr – dujÁ (3:339, 4a); hataka – 
sutÙr – Ûulam (3:331, 2); farÁ – Îujub – dinÁn (3:116, 7); salaba – 
qinÁÝ – ÔÐn (3:207, 7a); inkashafa – astÁr al-athwÁb – ÛalÁm al-dujÁ 
(3:55, 10); inÎasara – athwÁb – dujÁ (3:339, 4b); ÔawÁ – ÎawÁshÐ  
l-burd – layl (2:289, 10a); mulqin – sudÙl – layl (3:142, 5a); murkhin 
– sudÙl – layl (5:49, 10a); Òabagha – thawb – khamr (3:116, 8a). 

Appendix D: Bekleidungsverb – konkretes Objekt: 

labisa - ÎummÁ (4:154, 10b); albasa – rÐsh (1. Objekt: Pfeile) (1:367, 
9a); albasa – ÝidhÁr (Subjekt: weißes Haar) (3:404, 15a); kasÁ – waÎf 
(1:367, 6a); iktasÁ – zabad (1:144, 14a); iktasÁ – qatÐr (1:196, 8b); 
iktasÁ – jasad (Subjekt: Seele) (4:63, 12a); iktasÁ – rÐsh janÁÎay JaÝ-
far (d.i. JaÝfar b. AbÐ ÓÁlib al-ÓayyÁr) (1:314, 14); taraddÁ – ÎabÁb 
(1:159, 4a); laÎafa – maÝzÁÞ (1. Objekt: die Hufe, die hier durch die 

                                    
40  Die ganze Genitivverbindung khilÝat al-kaÞs ist hier offensichtlich Metapher 

für „Schlaf“. 
41  Auch nicht greifbare Begriffe wie „Fieber“, „Schlaf“, „Tag“, “Nacht“ habe ich 

unter den Konkreta eingeordnet. 



LIBÀS 

 
289

Metapher mijmara ersetzt sind) (1:200, 4a); alÎafa – Ûill (3:31, 15); 
taghaÔÔÁ – Ûill (1:239, 16). 

Appendix E: Kleidermetapher – abstrakter Genitiv: 

libÁs – tuqÁ (1:272, 1b); libÁs – ÔÙl al-baqÁÞ (1:344, 10b); qamÐÒ + ri-
dÁÞ – jamÁl (4:374, 7); ridÁÞ + miÞzar – mulk (1:271, 8). 

Appendix F: Kleidermetapher – konkreter Genitiv: 

thawb – zÐnat al-khamr (3:87, 8a); sarÁwÐl + zunnÁr – khamr (= 
Braut) (3:150, 6); izÁr – layl (3:182, 2b); jilbÁb – layl (3:318, 1a); 
Ôurrat al-jilbÁb – layl (1:419, 3a); Îulal – rabÐÝ (3:260, 11b); liÎÁf – 
ÛalÁm al-layl (5:50, 11); ÎijÁb – shams (1:417, 13a = 2:285, 1); ÎijÁb 
– ÒubÎ (2:187, 3a); ÎijÁb – fuÞÁd (1:418, 7a); naÝlÁn – amÝÁÞ (die Ein-
geweide des Fisches bilden die Schuhe des Wasservogels) 
(2:234,4a). 

Appendix G: Bekleidungsverb – Kleiderobjekt: 

albasa – khuff Íunain (der Wein ließ mich mit leeren Händen daste-
hen) (3:335, 9b); kasÁ – thawb (= Licht; der Morgen die Nacht) (3: 
182, 3b); iktasÁ washya barÙdin takhÁluhÁ Îulalan (= Pflanzen; Sub-
jekt: die Erde) (3:243, 4); multaÎif – thawb amsÁÎ (= Dunkelheit; 
Subjekt: Nacht) (3:92, 12b); murkhin – hudub al-sutÙr (Subjekt: 
Nacht) (2:264, 16b); nÁÔa – wishÁÎ (= Bläschen) (3:116, 10a); kasha-
fa – khidr (den Krug des Weins = Braut öffnen) (3:24, 1a); hataka – 
sitr (= Geheimnis) (3:146, 7b; ähnlich 2:7, 5b; 3:333, 13a; 4:279, 
13b); inhataka – sitr (4:209, 7b); Îasara – qinÁÝ (öffentlich handeln) 
(3:205, 10b; ähnlich 4:4, 11b); arkhÁ – izÁr (desgl.) (4: 67, 9b); sa-
Îaba – dhayl (sich begeben) (2:79, 9a); saÎaba – adhyÁl (desgl.; der 
Wein zum Becher) (3, 220, 11a). 
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MULAMMAÝ 
IN ISLAMIC LITERATURES  

Nargis Virani, The New School for Social Research, New York 

I. Problems of the MulammaÝ’s Definition and  
Its Discussion in Literary Sources; 

II. Is MulammaÝ Translatable as “Macaronic”? 
III. The Purity of the Arabic Language; 

IV. The Arabic Language and the Muslim Dogma  
of the QurÞÁn as God’s Word; 

V. Rhetorical Devices That Lend Themselves  
to Multilingual Compositions 

MulammaÝ as a form of poetic composition is not discussed in the 
earliest Arabic literary critical writings. The following essay, which 
traces the first definitions of mulammaÝÁt in Persophone literatures, 
offers possible reasons for either the complete absence or limited 
discussion of this form by Arabic sources. The essay delineates two 
specific practices that simultaneously contributed to the partial mixing 
of languages whilst inhibiting the full-fledged practice of composing 
mixed-language or macaronic pieces. The high, almost sacred, status 
of Arabic influenced Muslim littérateurs from non-Arabic-speaking 
lands to include Arabic insertions in their non-Arabic compositions 
predominantly to invoke baraka (blessing), as well as to gain linguis-
tic and consequently religious legitimacy among the learned. How-
ever, such insertions were generally restricted to quotations from the 
QurÞÁn, aÎÁdÐth (Prophetic sayings), and well-known proverbs. Any 
other kind of linguistic blend was deemed less than desirable and, at 
best, ignored if not outright condemned. This practice of combining 
languages by including quotes from “high status sources” did not 
qualify as mulammaÝ due to two factors. 

Literary critics had already defined particular tropes that included 
the mingling of languages within the repertoire of acceptable rhetori-



NARGIS VIRANI 292

cal practices and designated such tropes by terms such as taÃmÐn and 
iqtibÁs (see section V). These tropes account for most of the linguis-
tic inclusions within monolingual poetic compositions of Muslim lit-
térateurs. 

In the classical period, literary critics, starting with Persian critics, 
formulated a technical definition of mulammaÝÁt that imposed restric-
tions on the length and form of mixed-language compositions. The 
strict parameters of this definition technically excluded the estab-
lished rhetorical devices (also) used for mixing languages, with the 
result that very few prose or poetic compositions qualified as mulam-
maÝÁt. 

I. Problems of the MulammaÝ’s Definition  
and Its Discussion in Literary Sources 

MulammaÝ as a technical term referring to a form of poetic composi-
tion is notably absent from Arabic dictionaries as well as from the 
discussions of Arab literary critics. It may be that since this form of 
poetic composition dealt with more than one language, the Arab phi-
lologists and critics considered it outside the domain of their literary 
interests and endeavors. However, the greater probability is that due 
to their strictly monoglot disposition, the Arab philologists did not 
deem it worthwhile to study literary productions that were presuma-
bly less than pure or not of considerable linguistic or literary worth. 
Thus, the Arabic works of badÐÝ that recorded innovative and unusual 
uses of rhetorical devices and tropes totally ignore the mulammaÝ.1 
Even modern comparative literary studies undertaken in Arabic do 
not acknowledge the phenomenon.2 That every kind of hybridity and 
                                    

1  Al-JÁÎiÛ (d. 255/868) and Ibn DÁÞÙd al-IÒbahÁnÐ (d. 254/868 or 296/909) docu-
ment early examples of mixed Arabic and Persian compositions (cf. van Gelder 
1998, 549). However, they note the bilingual poetic compositions more as a literary 
curiosity, an expression of the bilingualism of some of the Eastern poets like AbÙ 
NuwÁs (d. 194/810), rather than as a type of poetic composition to merit discussion. 
At this early stage, they are not formally referred to as mulammaÝÁt. Standard works 
on Arabic literary criticism between the tenth and the thirteenth centuries do not dis-
cuss the mulammaÝ form at all. 

2  Medieval and modern Arab critics have, by and large, not been interested in 
undertaking comparative literary studies of Islamic literatures in languages other 
than their own. Íusayn MujÐb al-MiÒrÐ seems to be an exception among contempo-
rary Arab scholars in so far as his interest in the comparative study of Arabic, Per-
sian, and Turkish poetry is concerned. This is apparent from the list of his publica-
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multivocality was frowned upon by the classical Arab literary critics 
in the Islamic East as well as the Islamic West is evident from the 
sarcastic remark of the Cordovan poet and critic Ibn Shuhayd 
(d. 425/1035) concerning other non-classical forms such as the 
strophic muwashshaÎs and zajals.3 James Monroe argues that Ibn 
Shuhayd was referring to these forms when he talked of “verses such 
as greengrocers and butcher chiefs are attracted by.”4 Thus, the ab-
sence of a discussion on mulammaÝ in Arabic literary writings indi-
cates indifference, possibly disdain, for this form. This observation is 
borne out by the fate suffered by the aforementioned strophic bilin-
gual poetic form, the muwashshaÎs, whose presence was completely 
ignored by the literary critical works on Andalusian literature primar-
ily due to their ‘popular’ origins and links. Samuel Stern (d. 1969), 
with several other researchers, has posited that the earliest muwash-
shaÎs originated around mid to late ninth century. However, a discus-
sion of its form and features does not appear until mid twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries, in the works of Ibn BassÁm (d. 542/1147) 
and Ibn SanÁÞ al-Mulk (d. 608/1211).5 As Stern observes: 

These sources for the study of the muwashshaÎ, as compared with 
those available for Andalusian poetry in Arabic in general, are very 
scanty indeed. This is due mainly to the pedantic attitude of the Anda-
lusian authors of the earlier period, who considered the muwashshsaÎ, 
as a half-popular genre, unworthy of inclusion in their anthologies and 
biographical or historical works.6 

The less monoglot Persians acknowledged the mulammaÝ form in 
their writings from the eleventh century onwards. We find the techni-
                                    

tions which include titles such as FÁrsiyyÁt wa-turkiyyÁt, ShamÝ wa-farÁsha, Ward 
wa-bulbul, etc. In his 1986 study he discusses in considerable detail certain forms of 
poetry that exist only among the Persians and the Turks, and not among the Arabs; 
ibid., 8-21. However, he too fails to mention the mulammaÝ form. 

3  The muwashshaÎÁt (sing. muwashshaÎ) is a multi-lined strophic verse poem 
written in classical Arabic or Hebrew. It consists of five stanzas. It was customary to 
open with one or two lines that matched the second part of the poem in rhyme and 
meter. The kharja, called jarcha in Spanish, is the final refrain of a series of a mu-
washshaÎ. The kharjas were in a Romance vernacular, blended with some Arabic 
expressions and words, known as Mozarabic. 

Zajal  is a very traditional form of popular Arabic poetry. It is mostly improvised, 
and comes in the form of a debate between zajjÁla (poets who improvise the zajal). 

4  Ibn BassÁm (d. 541/1147), DhakhÐra, I.1: 120, also cited in Monroe 1976,  
113-25. 

5  Stern 1974, 3-12, 50-51. 
6  Ibid., 3. 
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cal meaning of the term defined for the first time in RÁdÙyÁnÐ’s Tar-
jumÁn al-balÁgha, written between 481-538/1088-1114, and subse-
quently in many Persian literary works. RÁdÙyÁnÐ defines mulammaÝ 
as a poetic composition, such as a qaÒÐda, containing verses in Arabic 
and others in Persian, with the same rhyme and meter but not the 
same meaning. In other words, a repetition of what has already been 
said in one language by way of translation into another language, i.e., 
tarjama, does not qualify as a mulammaÝ.7 The 12th century Persian 
literary critic RashÐd al-DÐn WaÔwÁÔ (d. 572/1177 or 577/1182) in his 
ÍadÁÞiq al-siÎr fÐ daqÁÞiq al-shiÝr repeats RÁdÙyÁnÐ’s definition of the 
mulammaÝ with the additional requirement of the maximum allowable 
length for each portion of the languages used in this kind of a poetic 
composition. This later became the standard definition adopted by 
most dictionaries. Thus, according to WaÔwÁÔ, mulammaÝ is a poetic 
composition that is composed in a mixture of Persian and Arabic. It is 
permissible to have one hemistich in Persian and another hemistich in 
Arabic, or a verse in Persian alternating with a verse in Arabic, or two 
in Persian and two in Arabic, up to ten verses in each language.8  

Two modern Persian dictionaries by ÝAlÐ Akbar Dihkhuda (d. 1955) 
and Francis Joseph Steingass (d. 1903), make note of other meanings 
of mulammaÝ whose feminine and singular form is mulammaÝa and 
plural mulammaÝÁt. It means: 

([A] Horse) of different colors; hence, the Turkish language as being a 
mixture of Arabic, Persian, and Turkish; a poem, the hemistichs or dis-
tichs of which are written in Persian and Arabic alternately, and which 
is allowable as far as ten distichs in each language; bright; gilded; 
plated; electro-plated; a coating of gold and silver; speciousness; im-
position.9 

The following examples from the KashshÁf iÒÔilÁÎÁt al-funÙn by 
MuÎammad ÝAlÐ b. ÝAlÐ al-TahÁnawÐ (d. 1158/1745) also emphasize 
that there be an equal number of verses in Persian and Arabic (up to 
ten) in alternation:  

ÒabÁ bi-gulshan-i aÎbÁb agar hamÐ guzarÐ 
idhÁ laqÐta ÎabÐbÐ fa-qul lahÙ khabarÐ10 

                                    
7  RÁdÙyÁnÐ, TarjumÁn, 107. 
8  WaÔwÁÔ, ÍadÁÞiq, 263. 
9  Steingass 1992, 1310-11. 
10  For mixed language quotes, Arabic, in both the original and translation, will 

henceforth be underlined. 
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O Zephyr, when you blow through the garden of friends, 
if you meet my beloved, do convey to him my news  

(Anonymous) 

bi-nÁdÁnÐ gunah kardam ilÁhÐ  
walÐ dÁnam ke ghaffÁr-i gunÁhÐ 

rajaÝtu ilayka fa-ghfir fÐ dhunÙbÐ 
fa-innÐ tubtu min kulli l-manÁhÐ 11 

O my Lord! Foolishly, I have sinned,  
but I do know that You are [indeed] the Forgiver of sins 

I have returned to you, so forgive my sins, 
for truly, I repent for all my excesses. 

(Anonymous) 

Other notable Persian verbal and nominal compounds related to mu-
lammaÝ are mulammaÝ-sÁz, mulammaÝ-kÁr, mulammaÝ-gar, a “gilder,” 
“plater,” “hypocrite,” “dissembler,” “traitor” and mulammaÝ-kÁri 
shayÔÁnÐ, “one who makes falsehood appear as truth, an imposter.” It 
also means “to make gleam, glitter or flash, to possess a variety of 
shining colors,” thus mulammaÝ shudan means “to become color-
ful.”12 MulammaÝ-i qabÁÞ means “a colorful gown” and dalaq-i mu-
lammaÝ “a patched frock; a frock, which is stitched together from a 
variety of materials of different colors, usually signifying asceticism 
and poverty.” Thus, it became a common term for the cloak of the 
Sufis.13 Edward G. Browne and Clifford E. Bosworth’s translation of 
mulammaÝÁt as “patchwork verses” is probably based on this last 
meaning of dalaq-i mulammaÝ, “a patched frock.”14  

Friedrich Rückert repeats the basic definition of mulammaÝ from 
RÁdÙyÁnÐ and WaÔwÁÔ but makes a distinction between mulammaÝ-i 
makshÙf and mulammaÝ-i maÎjÙb, whereby the former refers to a poem 
in which Persian and Arabic alternate in each hemistich, whereas the 
latter refers to a poem in which Persian and Arabic alternate in each 
verse.15 Rückert draws this distinction based on his source, the Haft 
qulzum, which is the only medieval Muslim source to do so. 

                                    
11  Dihkhuda 1970 XIII:18990. 
12  Ibid. 
13  Ibid. 
14  Browne 1964, I: 467; Bosworth 1990, 495. 
15  Rückert 1874, 184. 
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In Arabic mulammaÝatun means “shining, sparkling,” often refer-
ring to the desert in which a mirage occurs. Manfred Ullmann further 
defines mulammaÝ as “songs in several languages”: yughannÙna bi-l-
Ýarabiyyi wa-yusammÙnahu l-qaula, thumma bi-l-fÁrisiyyi wa-t-
turkiyyi wa-yusammÙnahu l-mulammaÝ. “They sing in Arabic and call 
it qawl, then in Persian and Turkish and call it mulammaÝ.”16 It seems 
that, based on his source, Ibn BaÔÔÙÔa’s TuÎfa, Ullmann has added the 
requirement of singing in a mixed language to the definition of mu-
lammaÝ.17 

None of the medieval Persian literary critics’ definitions pursues 
poetic compositions beyond the bi-lingual Arabic and Persian, to the 
tri-, and quadrilingual poetic compositions that occur beginning in the 
13th century and possibly earlier. ÂiyÁÞ al-DÐn b. al-AthÐr (d. 637/ 
1239) mentions a poem mixing Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Greek, and 
Armenian, with twenty lines in each language.18 ManÒÙr FasÁÞÐ RÁst-
gÁr, a contemporary Persian literary critic, documents a form of poem 
called muthallath combining three languages, viz. Arabic, Persian, 
and ShÐrÁzÐ dialect, in the case of the two examples he cites from 
SaÝdÐ (d. 692/1291) and ÍÁfiÛ (d. 792/1392).19 Most of the late me-
dieval examples of mulammaÝÁt from the Muslim world come from 
beyond the lands of the Arabic and New Persian speaking peoples. 
These are essentially mixed-language compositions by Muslim lit-
térateurs from the Turko-Persian and Indo-Persian world, the former 
Yugoslavia, and the Indonesian Muslim world.20 Amila Buturovic has 
analyzed bi-, tri-, and quadri-lingual lyrics that originated in former  
 

                                    
16  WKAS II: 1434. 
17  Ibn BaÔÔÙÔa (d. 756/1377) II: 371, cited in WKAS II: 1434 and Dozy 1967, 

Supplement II:551. 
18  van Gelder 1998, II: 549 mentions it without providing a source. Whether Ibn 

al-AthÐr calls this poem a mulammaÝ and discusses it is difficult to determine. I have 
not been able to locate the reference in Ibn al-AthÐr’s al-Mathal al-sÁÞir. The refer-
ence is important because these are precisely the same languages that RÙmÐ uses  
for his mulammaÝÁt, so this is presumably an earlier example from a similar region. 
Note also that Ibn al-AthÐr’s example does not adhere to the earlier mentioned  
stipulation of maximally ten verses in each language. 

19  RÁstgÁr 1993, 645 ff.; however Rückert 1874, 189 refers to muthallath as the 
three line stanzaic poem as opposed to murabbaÝ (four lines), mukhammas (five 
lines), etc., without any mention of mixed-language compositions. 

20  I have begun to prepare a catalogue of mulammaÝÁt from different parts of the 
Muslim world. 
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Yugoslavia. They were composed in Bosnian, Ottoman Turkish, Per-
sian and Arabic. Prior to the break-up of this region they formed the 
common cultural heritage of all the inhabitants of Bosnia-
Herzegovina regardless of their religious or ethnic affiliations and re-
flected “the polyvalent character of Ottoman culture and its negotia-
tion of local sensibilities and poetic tastes.”21 

Dihkhuda mentions that a poem in which a few verses or hemis-
tichs are in a language other than the source, or the main, language of 
the poem is called rikhtÁ, meaning “spoiled,” “corrupted,” “hodge-
podge,” by the people of India and Pakistan.22 Both Rückert and 
Garcin de Tassy give examples of two-language combinations, other 
than the standard Arabic/Persian from AmÐr Khusraw (d. 725/1325), 
whose poetic compositions sometimes mixed Persian and HindawÐ. 
However, neither of them refers to these poems as mulammaÝ. 

AmÐr Khusraw was a prolific classical poet associated with the 
royal courts of more than seven rulers of the Delhi Sultanate. He is 
popular in much of North India and Pakistan because of the many 
playful riddles, songs and legends attributed to him. With his enor-
mous literary output and legendary folk personality, Khusraw repre-
sents one of the first (recorded) Indian personages with a truly multi-
cultural, pluralistic identity. He wrote in both Persian and HindawÐ 
and his poetry is still sung today at SÙfÐ shrines throughout Pakistan 
and India.23 

Following is one of Amir Khusraw’s best known ghazals,which 
happens to be a mulammaÝ in Persian and HindawÐ. Not surprisingly, 
it is not found in any of the poet’s DÐwÁns and not documented until 
the eighteenth century. However, it boasts a strong oral transmission 
and attribution to AmÐr Khusraw. In the first couplet, the first hemi- 
 
                                    

21  Buturovic 2000, 73. 
22  Dihkhuda 1970, 13:18990. RikhtÁ is the name by which the Urdu language 

was referred to in early times. The Turko-Persian elite resented the introduction of 
the local language, Hindi, in the Mughal camps even in the seventeenth century. As 
late as early nineteenth century, poetry written in Urdu was called rikhtÁ, “hodge-
podge.” AmÐr Khusraw, called this newly emerging “mixed language” HindawÐ,  
AbÙ-l Fazal (d. 1010 /1602) called it DihlawÐ, and in the Deccan it was called both 
DakhnÐ and HindÐ. When MuÎammad b. Tughlaq (d. 752/1351) made Daulatabad 
the capital of his empire, it was called HindÐ and occasionally GujarÐ (not Gujarati, 
which is a different language). HindÐ was taken to the Deccan first by AlÁÞuddin’s (d. 
716/1316) armies, before MuÎammad b. Tughlaq. 

23  Qureshi 1995, 17-76. 
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stich is in Persian, the second in HindawÐ (underlined), the third again 
in Persian, and the fourth in HindawÐ. In the remaining couplets, the 
first verse is in Persian, the other in HindawÐ. The poem showcases 
AmÐr Khusraw’s mastery over both languages. 

zi-ÎÁl-i miskÐn makun taghÁful 
duraye nayna banÁye batiyan 

ki tÁb-i hijrÁn nadÁram ay jÁn 
na leho kÁhe lagaye chhatiyan 

shabÁn-i hijrÁn darÁz chun zulf 
wa-rÙz-i waslat chun Ýumr kutÁ 

sakhi piyÁ ko jo main na dekhun 
to kaise kÁtun andheri ratiyan 

yakÁyak az dil du chashm-i jadÙ 
bÁshad faribam baburd taskin 

kise pari hai jo jÁ sunÁve 
piyÁre pÐ ko hamÁri batiyan 

chu shamÁ suzan chu zarra Îayran 
hamisheh giryÁn bi-Ýishq-i Án mah  

na nÐnd nayna na ang chaynÁ 
na Áp-Áveh na bhejeh patiyÁn 

ba-haqq-i rÙz-i wisÁl-i dilbar 
ki dÁd marÁ gharÐb Khusraw 

sapet man ke warÁye rÁkhun 
jo jÁye pÁun piyÁ ke khatiyÁn. 

Don’t be heedless of my abject state,  
he rolls his eyes, he makes excuses, 

For I cannot bear this separation,  
why doesn’t he take and embrace me? 

The nights of separation are long like tresses,  
and the days of union short like life, 

Girlfriend, if I don’t see my beloved,  
how can I get through the dark nights? 

All at once, two spellbinding eyes  
ruined my heart’s composure a hundred times, 

Who cares enough to carry  
my words to my beloved? 
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Like a burning candle, like a dazed atom,  
always crying, for the love of that moon, 

No sleep for the eyes, no rest for the limbs,  
he doesn’t come, he doesn’t send letters. 

For the sake of the day of union with  
my beloved who deceived me, Khusraw, 

I will keep myself prepared until  
I can go to my beloved’s abode.24 

II. Is MulammaÝ Translatable as “Macaronic”? 

In the Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature van Gelder defines mulam-
maÝ as “a poem in which more than one language is used” and trans-
lates it as “macaronic” verse without the stipulation of any further 
requirements.25 The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Po-
etics defines macaronic verse as “the mixing of words, sometimes 
whole lines, of more than one language in a poem, most often for 
comic and satiric effect though sometimes (and more recently) with 
serious intent.”26 In Western literatures, the most famous and self-
conscious expression of the macaronic practice in poetry was found 
around the end of the fifteenth and the beginning of the sixteenth 
century. It was definitely so named by Teofilo Folengo (1491-1544) 
after his famous mock-epic Maccaroneae or Opus Macaronicum, 
which was first published in 1517 in Venice followed by several edi-
tions and a French translation. Folengo, whose pseudonym was Mer-
linus Coccanius, was a learned and witty Benedictine monk de-
scended from a noble Mantuan family.27  

Based on Folengo’s work and at his insistence, the form of the 
macaronic was required to be Latin mixed with another language, 
Latin being the source language and the vernacular usually the lan-
guage of the poet in Latinized inflections. Once again, based on the 
content of the Maccaroneae of Folengo, the content of the macaronic 
form was assumed to be necessarily vulgar, bawdy, and obscene.28 

                                    
24  See Sharma 2005, 75, for the English translation and transliteration. 
25  van Gelder 1998 II: 549. 
26  New Princeton Encyclopedia, 730. 
27  Dobson 1880, 87; Morgan 1872, 148-9. On Folengo see also Curtius 1979, 

249, with an example of how the Muses feed him macaroni and polenta! 
28  van Grundy 1906, 21, quoted in Sullivan 1932, x. 
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The form derived its name from the Italian macaroni, the favorite 
pasta dish of the peasants, which, according to Folengo, indicates a 
crude mixture—like that of flour, cheese, and butter in macaroni—
and its burlesque appeal.29  

The history of ‘macaronic’ in Western literatures demonstrates 
that over the course of several centuries, its definition was extended 
to designate mixed-language compositions with or without the re-
quirement of Latin as the source language. A similar phenomenon 
occurs in the context of the definition of ‘mulammaÝ’ within the Is-
lamic literary traditions. It seems to have been amplified to accom-
modate poetic compositions in mixed-language with or without Ara-
bic or Persian as a source language, even though the sources do not 
explicitly acknowledge the fact. However, the issue of whether the 
term mulammaÝ is accurately translatable as “macaronic” remains 
open. With reference to Western literatures, Siegfried Wenzel argued 
for the broadening of the earlier definition of macaronic form, which 
allows only a strictly formalized and limited combination of Latin 
and other vernacular languages in Latinized inflections. Wenzel ar-
gues that the existence of even one word foreign to any source lan-
guage qualifies a poem as macaronic.30 As noted earlier, Islamic lit-
eratures had already developed other rhetorical devices to accommo-
date foreign words, even entire sentences, defining them by technical 
terms other than the mulammaÝ.31 Thus, in order to accurately repre-
sent the phenomenon of what is now referred to as “macaronic” in 
Western literatures, which includes what may be called “macaroni-
cisms” (a one or two foreign-word interference), the term mulammaÝ 
falls short. This is particularly so because technical terms such as 
taÃmÐn, iqtibÁs, and others, represent mixed-language combinations 
and only part of what is understood as macaronic. Therefore, techni-
cally, in contemporary times, the term macaronic has a wider reach 
in Western literatures than mulammaÝÁt in Muslim literatures, unless 
one includes within the definition of mulammaÝ the various rhetorical 
devices that allow mixing of two or more languages. In addition, as 
noted earlier, the predominant content definition of macaronic in 
Western literatures, until recently, was necessarily vulgar, obscene, 

                                    
29  New Princeton Encyclopedia, 730. 
30  Wenzel 1994, 14. 
31  A discussion of these rhetorical devices follows later on in this essay. 
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and ribald, at least as commonly understood.32 However, the various 
mulammaÝÁt documented in this study and RÙmÐ’s mulammaÝÁt in 
particular do not reflect this content requirement of the term maca-
ronic. Although mulammaÝ as defined by the medieval Muslim lit-
térateurs, particularly the Persian critics, falls short of all that the 
macaronic has come to mean, it has now become a standard term in 
Western languages to describe the mulammaÝ form, and, to some ex-
tent, other more standard forms of mixed-language compositions by 
Muslims. Therefore, the current study uses mulammaÝ and ‘maca-
ronic’ interchangeably, though with the aforementioned caveat. 

III. The Purity of the Arabic Language 

A discussion of the purity of the Arabic language is necessary for 
several reasons. First, it is important to acknowledge the “purist” im-
pulse present in all analyses of the Arabic language by Arabs as well 
as those non-Arabs who constituted the upper echelons of Muslim 
societies. The claim that Arabic enjoys a superior status arose in con-
junction with the Muslim dogma of the “inimitability” of the QurÞÁn 
(iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn); it is a recurrent claim that has persisted into modern 
times. Second, one must acknowledge the desire on the part of most 
non-Arab Muslim literary figures to produce some work in Arabic, or 
at least incorporate Arabic into their work, to gain linguistic and reli-
gious legitimacy, as well as to gain baraka, blessing. It is important 
to keep these aspirations in mind when analyzing various mulam-
maÝÁt, particularly those of RÙmÐ, in which references to the status of 
Arabic and Persian are juxtaposed. 

The question of mixing languages for poetic compositions needs, 
first of all, to consider the issue of the purity of any of the languages 
that might be designated as a “source language.” In the case of Islam, 
Arabic, with its theological status as God’s chosen tongue of com-
munication for His last and final revelation to humankind, leaves  
little doubt of its consensual designation as the “source language.” 
Nevertheless, the issue of the “foreign vocabulary” of the QurÞÁn was 
hotly debated in early commentaries. Ironically, Arabic philological 

                                    
32  This requirement has been changing recently even within Western literatures 

as discussed in Virani, 1999, chapter two. However, popular notions of what maca-
ronic stands for are still colored by its vulgar and bawdy content requirement. 
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works, which themselves grew out of the recognition for a need to 
interpret the Revelation, including its difficult and “foreign” words 
after the Prophet’s death, propounded the dogma of the unmitigated 
purity of the Arabic language. Although they would never be referred 
to as such, from the conceptual and linguistic perspectives, the bor-
rowed foreign elements in the QurÞÁn could, arguably, be termed 
“macaronicisms” in accordance with the more general definition of 
the usage of the term “macaronic.”  

IV. The Arabic Language and the Muslim Dogma  
of the QurÞÁn as God’s Word 

It was realized, early on, that the question of the presence of “for-
eign” words and terms in the QurÞÁn had grave implications for the 
issue of “borrowed materials” of religious import and, to a lesser ex-
tent, of cultural import as well. It also had significant consequences 
for the discussion of the “informants” of MuÎammad and the “sour-
ces” of the QurÞÁn. Linguistic and interpretive scholarly studies of 
the QurÞÁn thus had ramifications that went far beyond the linguistic 
realm into matters of doctrine and dogma: the origins of Islam itself, 
the dominant influences that had supposedly shaped MuÎammad’s 
prophetic mission, and by implication, the divine revelation during 
different periods. Such questions bore upon the very foundation and 
nature of revelation and spiritual experience. Opinions on the linguis-
tic purity of the QurÞÁn could not remain dispassionate or distant; they 
were necessarily affected by these extra-linguistic considerations.33 

It is clear that the earliest circles of exegetes fully recognized and 
frankly admitted the existence of foreign words in the QurÞÁn.34 At the 
beginning of his MuÝarrab, MawhÙb b. AÎmad al-JawÁlÐqÐ (d. 539/ 
1144) lists foreign words on the authority of Ibn ÝAbbÁs (d. 68/688) 
and his circle of alleged disciples, such as ÝIkrima (d. 14/636), Ibn 
Jubayr (d. 95/714), MujÁhid (d. 104/723), and ÝAÔÁÞ b. AbÐ RabÁÎ  
(d. 115/747). Tradition credits Ibn ÝAbbÁs and his school with culti- 
vating a special interest in seeking the origin of foreign words in the  
 
                                    

33  Jeffery 1938, 31 n. 4 notes that “the philologers (sic.) did much better in deal-
ing with such foreign words outside the QurÞÁn, i.e., with later borrowings of Islamic 
times” (italics mine). 

34  al-JawÁlÐqÐ, MuÝarrab, 5-14, also discussed by Jeffery 1938, 10ff. 
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QurÞÁn. Al-MuÝarrab recognizes the antiquity of many borrowings and 
exhibits no doctrinal inhibitions in admitting the existence of pre-
Islamic loan words in the vocabulary of the QurÞÁn. Eventually, how-
ever, as the dogma of the uncreatedness of the QurÞÁn and its eternal 
nature was formulated and elaborated, the existence of foreign words 
came to be vehemently denied. Based on a reading of the verse “Ver-
ily we have made it an Arabic QurÞÁn,” the text’s entirely Arabic na-
ture acquired creedal status; to deny it was tantamount to questioning 
God’s word. Al-JawÁlÐqÐ quotes “AbÙ ÝUbayda as given by al-Íasan, 
‘I heard Abu ÝUbayda say that whoever pretends that there is in the 
QurÞÁn anything other than the Arabic tongue has made a serious 
charge against God...’.”35 The fundamental argument of the early 
commentators who denied foreign elements in the QurÞÁn is that the 
text refers to itself as an “Arabic QurÞÁn” in many passages. The 
commentators also emphasize 41:44, “Now had we made it a foreign 
QurÞÁn they would have said, ‘Why are its signs not made plain? Is it 
foreign or Arabic?’”36 This line of argument was primarily based on 
the fact that the Arabs were expected to understand this revelation and 
they could not do so if it were not in Arabic.  

The theologians argued in a similar vein based on their belief that 
the QurÞÁn is the final and perfect divine revelations. That being the 
case, they contended, God would naturally choose to send the final 
revelation in the perfect language. Thus, to imply that Arabic was 
lacking in the necessary religious vocabulary, and that God had to 
borrow Nabatean, Persian, Syriac or Hebrew words to express His 
purpose would be blasphemous. The difficulties encountered by early 
authorities in interpreting certain words in the QurÞÁn were explained 
away by the richness and copiousness of the Arabic language, which 
ordinary mortals could not be expected to master in all its variety.37 
The only exception to this rule, as maintained by al-ShÁfiÝÐ (d. 

                                    
35  al-JawÁlÐqÐ, MuÝarrab, 4 also cited in Jeffery 1938, 5. Jeffery (n. 8) identifies 

AbÙ ÝUbaida MaÝmar b. al-MuthannÁ as the great humanist of the reign of HarÙn al-
RashÐd (d. 195/809). The former was of Judaeo-Persian origin and a student of rare 
words in Arabic. 

36  As Jeffery 1938, 6 n. 6 notes, the last sentence can be variously translated as, 
“Is it a foreign Qur’an and they to whom it is sent Arabs?” or “Is it a foreign Qur’Án 
and he who speaks an Arab?” wa-law jaÝalnÁhu QurÞÁnan aÝjamiyyan, la-qÁlÙ law lÁ 
fuÒÒilat ÁyÁtuhu a-aÝjamiyyun wa-Ýarabiyyun... 

37  al-SuyÙÔÐ, ItqÁn, 315, as quoted by Jeffery 1938, 7. 
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204/820), was the prophet MuÎammad: “None but a prophet thor-
oughly comprehends a language.”38 

The philologists, too, jealously guarded the perfection of the idiom 
they studied and, therefore, were unwilling to accept any ascription of 
deficiency to the Arabic language. When hard pressed to admit the 
presence of foreign words, they produced the coincidence theory, ac-
cording to which Arabic and other tongues happened to use the same 
words for the same things—words which, in the case of Arabic, hap-
pened to be used for the first time in the QurÞÁn. AbÙ JarÐr al-ÓabarÐ 
(d. 310/923) took this position, which is summarized by JalÁl al-DÐn 
al-SuyÙÔÐ (d. 910/1505) in the ItqÁn.39 This position, as Jeffery puts it, 
“is even seriously defended at the present day by the ultra-orthodox in 
spite of the overwhelming weight of the probabilities against such a 
series of coincidences, not to speak of the definite linguistic evidence 
of borrowing on the part of Arabic.”40 The other position claimed in 
cases where the two languages agree is that it is Ethiopic, or Na-
batean, or Syriac, or Persian, which has borrowed from Arabic since 
the latter is the most perfect and richest of all languages. The more 
popular view in this regard was that since the QurÞÁn was sent to the 
Arab people and since it says in 14:4 “We have sent no Prophet save 
in the tongue of his own people that (his message) might be plain to 
them,” the text must be entirely in Arabic. However, since the QurÞÁn 
sums up and completes previous revelations, it is to be expected that 
technical terms of Hebrew, Syriac or other origin that appeared in 
previous revelations be included in this final revelation.41 

According to Jeffery a synthesized account of this issue appears  
in al-SuyÙÔÐ’s ItqÁn (316) and is expounded by the North African 
exegete ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-ThaÝÁlibÐ (d. 872/1468) in his JawÁhir  
(1, 17): 

In my opinion the truth of the matter is this. The QurÞÁn is in plain 
Arabic containing no word which is not Arabic or which cannot be 
understood without the help of some other language. For these (so-
called foreign) words belonged to the language of the ancient Arabs, 

                                    
38  al-ShÁfiÝÐ, RisÁla, 89, as quoted by Jeffery 1938, 8. 
39  Ibid. 
40  Ibid. 
41  “Ibn NaqÐb claimed that one of the khaÒÁÞiÒ, distinguishing characteristics, of 

the QurÞÁn is that, while it was revealed in the tongue of the people to whom it was 
first sent, it also contains much of the tongues of the three great Empires of RÙm, 
Persia, and Abyssinia”; al-SuyÙÔÐ, ItqÁn, 316, as quoted in Jeffery 1938, 9 n. 3. 
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in whose tongue the QurÞÁn was revealed, after they had had contact 
with other languages through commercial affairs and travel in Syria 
and Abyssinia, whereby the Arabs took over foreign words, altering 
some of them by dropping letters or lightening what was heavy in the 
foreign form. Then they used these words in their poetry and conver-
sation so that they became like pure Arabic and were used in literature 
and thus occur in the QurÞÁn. So if any Arab is ignorant about these 
words it is like his ignorance of the genuine elements of some other 
dialect, just as Ibn ÝAbbÁs did not know the meaning of fÁÔir, etc. Thus 
the truth is that these words were foreign, but the Arabs made use of 
them and arabicized them, so from this point of view they are Arabic. 
As for al-ÓabarÐ’s opinion that in these cases the two languages agree 
word for word, it is far-fetched, for one of them is the original and the 
other a derivative as a rule, though we do not absolutely rule out coin-
cidence in a few exceptional cases.42 

When challenged as to how, on this view, the QurÞÁn could be called 
“a plain Arabic QurÞÁn,” its proponents, among them al-SuyÙÔÐ, re-
plied that the presence of a few foreign words no more makes the 
text non-Arabic than the presence of many Arabic words in a Persian 
ode makes the ode non-Persian.43 This last response reveals a fluid 
attitude towards mixing languages, if al-SuyÙÔÐ’s opinion is at all rep-
resentative of contemporary Muslim theological and linguistic views. 
Thus, al-SuyÙÔÐ, along with al-JawÁlÐqÐ and Ibn al-JawzÐ, affirms the 
opinions of both parties to the quarrel. The great philologists were 
right in claiming that there are foreign words in the QurÞÁn, for, in 
regard to their origin, these words are Persian, or Syriac, or Ethiopic. 
However, al-ShÁfiÝÐ and his followers were also right, for since these 
words had been adopted into the Arabic language and polished by the 
tongues of the Arabs, they are indeed Arabic.44  

Al-SuyÙÔÐ gives the longest list of the various languages from 
which the borrowed words in the QurÞÁn may have originated: Ethio-
pic, Persian, Greek, Indian, Syriac, Hebrew, Nabatean, Coptic, Turk-
ish, Negro (zanjiyya), and Berber. Jeffery’s analysis shows that 
Ethiopic, Persian, Greek through Syriac, “Indian” (referring to the 
languages of Southern Arabia), Aramaic (the most copious source of 
QurÞÁnic borrowings), and Hebrew, may indeed have affected the 
QurÞÁnic vocabulary. As for the other languages in the list, he main-
                                    

42  Jeffery 1938, 10. 
43  Ibid., 11. 
44  al-SuyÙÔÐ, ItqÁn, 1961, 318 and al-JawÁlÐqÐ, MuÝarrab, 5, both quoted in Jef-

fery 1938, 11. 



NARGIS VIRANI 306

tains that it was more a question of utter non-comprehension coupled 
with the tendency to attribute words to the farthest and the most  
exotic source. Both Jeffery and Ignaz Goldziher seem inclined to  
believe that: 

to attempt to explain all that has been set forth (by these authorities) as 
Hebrew, Syriac, Nabataean, etc. from one’s knowledge of these 
tongues would be undertaking a fruitless task. These languages, like 
the people who spoke them, belong to a grey antiquity, and are merely 
general terms for anything mysterious, esoteric, and ununderstandable, 
and to which belongs everything of whose origin there is no certainty, 
but whose great age is obvious.45 

The above discussion explains how the issue of foreign words in the 
QurÞÁn became a matter of doctrine. Once the creed of the uncreat-
edness of the QurÞÁn (kalÁmu llÁhi ghayru makhlÙq) proclaimed by 
AÎmad Ibn Íanbal (d. 240/855) gained ground through the well-
formulated and well-articulated doctrines of AbÙ l-Íasan b. IsmÁÝÐl 
al-AshÝarÐ (d. 323/935), the status of the QurÞÁn and, with it, that of 
the purity of the Arabic language, commanded uncontested suprem-
acy. Thus, the period of Arab and Arabic hegemony in Islamic litera-
tures began very early. Within the Muslim milieu, it has never been 
possible to discuss the status of Arabic as a language per se as dis-
tinct from it being the language of the QurÞÁn. In fact, the claim that 
critics made to specialization and authoritative knowledge in the 
field of Arabic literary criticism as the over-arching criterion for aes-
thetic judgment was certainly influenced by the whole notion of “au-
thoritative knowledge” and the “authority of specialists,” developed 
in connection with the interpretation of the QurÞÁn.46 Arabic has al-
ways enjoyed privileged status among both the highly educated and 
the less educated, as well as the totally illiterate. The prevailing sense 
of the degree of its superiority was such that even the ShuÝÙbiyya 
movement, which claimed equal status for Arab and non-Arab Mus-
lims, paradoxically felt compelled to adopt Arabic as its tool of ex-
pression to prove the equality, or even relative superiority, of the 
non-Arab peoples through their mastery of the superior language: 
Arabic. Among the varied field in which the ShuÝÙbÐ and his pro-
Arab opponent competed, language and lineage stood out. As H.T. 

                                    
45  Goldziher 1872, 31. 
46  Abu Deeb 1990, 348. 
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Norris notes, “Yet even the most fanatical ShuÝÙbÐ expressed his sen-
timents in the tongue first spoken by the Arabian lizard-eaters he so 
despised.”47 

The above discussion has traced the course of how Arabic, from 
the time of the Muslim revelation, and because of it, gained the status 
of a sacred language whose purity had to be guarded at all costs. 
Therefore, it is understandable that Arab literary critics and philolo-
gists as well as Muslim theologians all frowned upon attempts to 
compromise the purity of Arabic, including experiments such as the 
mulammaÝ and muwashshaÎ forms. Arabic dictionaries and literary 
critical writings may thus have ignored the mulammaÝ form because 
they considered it a “travestying form” that would subvert the ideal 
of the purity of the Arabic language.48 

V. Rhetorical Devices That Lend Themselves  
to Multilingual Compositions 

Macaronic compositions in Western literary traditions developed 
over several centuries, and “macaronic” came to mean any combina-
tion of Latin and vernacular language. Vernacular insertions con-
sisted of a word, sentence, or a verse, or several sentences or verses 
within the larger body of composition in the source language, Latin. 
The themes of such macaronic compositions, as has been recently 
recognized, ranged from hymns and sermons to ribaldry and satire.  

Unlike these Western traditions, Arabic and Persian traditions, 
particularly poetry had, early on, developed various devices through 
which compositions incorporated quotations and insertions from, or 
allusions to, the QurÞÁn, the ÍadÐth, poetry, proverbs, and the like. 
Several modern scholars have elaborated with examples the range of 
rhetorical devices used in Arabic and Persianate poetic traditions.49 
Therefore, we do not need to treat all the common rhetorical devices 
employed by Persian poets. However, I would like to discuss briefly 
those rhetorical devices that offered bilingual and multilingual poets 
the opportunity to blend different languages without having to com-
pose mixed-language poetry according to the strict and limiting for-
                                    

47  Norris 1990, 43. 
48  Bakhtin 1981, 61-8. 
49  See bibliography for works of RÁdÙyÁnÐ, WaÔwÁÔ, Rückert, RÁstgÁr on the 

subject. Also Browne 1914 I: 445-80 and Schimmel 1982 and 1992, 10ff. 
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mal definition of mulammaÝ. I hope to illustrate through examples 
that these devices enabled the poets working within a Muslim milieu 
to introduce foreign language(s), elements, and ideas that may justi-
fiably be called “macaronicisms.” 

Here I am interested in the combination of macaronic verse, that 
is, mulammaÝ, with macaronicisms created through the use of various 
rhetorical devices. I argue elsewhere that the use of both the rhetori-
cal devices and the bi- and trilingual composition creates a more nu-
anced text for the reader when compared to a monolingual text.50 
Such a text, then, liberates the reader from the tyranny of the con-
straints imposed by one language, setting her free to explore the am-
biguity of a multilingual text by filling in the blanks that the various 
rhetorical devices, or foreign language insertions, evoke for a mono-
lingual reader or listener.  

Foremost in the category of the rhetorical devices that allow a 
combination of two or more languages are those that enable writers 
and poets to insert direct quotes from the QurÞÁn, the ÍadÐth, poetry, 
and proverbs. TaÃmÐn, or insertions from religious, ethical, or secular 
literature including ancient poetry, is the summary designation of this 
category to which also belong iqtibÁs, the insertion of verses or 
fragments of verses from the QurÞÁn; irsÁl-i mithÁl (mathal) or 
tamthÐl, insertion of proverbs; and talmÐÎ, allusions rather than direct 
quotes or insertions.51  

As early as the lifetime of the Prophet, the primary status of the 
QurÞÁn was recognized and its use as a proof text to impart legiti-
macy to a particular point of view was widespread. After his death, 
this practice, legitimized as the sunna, or custom, of the Prophet, 
gained more frequency. IqtibÁs is the corresponding poetic device 
whereby poets inserted verses or fragments of verses from the QurÞÁn 
mostly to impart legitimacy to their point of view. Annemarie 
Schimmel’s assumption that every well-educated Muslim would 
generally recognize such insertions is well founded for the medieval 
and even for the pre-modern periods. However, one cannot expect 
the same degree of familiarity from non-Muslim scholars or many 
“secularly well-educated” Muslims in modern and contemporary 
times. As far as the understanding and translation of these insertions 
                                    

50  See my forthcoming monograph tentatively entitled The Macaronic Rumi. 
51  Cf. also the contribution by Bruce Fudge on taÃmÐn in QurÞÁnic exegesis in 

this volume. 
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is concerned, Schimmel’s suggestion that one may treat an entire 
Arabic sentence like a single Persian word regardless of Arabic 
grammar is invaluable. For example “By the Morning Light!” is the 
beginning of SÙra 93, which was often quoted in connection with the 
Prophet’s radiant face, but was also used for the beloved in general. 

rukh-i chÙn wa-l-ÃuÎÁ52 

A face like “By the Morning Light!”  

The incidences of iqtibÁs in Arabic and Persian mystical verse multi-
plied over time and mirrored a phenomenon which Paul Nwyia has 
aptly termed the qoranisation de la mémoire “the quranization of 
memory,” as opposed to the “memorization of the QurÞÁn,” within 
the Muslim milieu, particularly among mystics.53 The prolific use of 
iqtibÁs in poetic compositions, particularly of a mystico-didactic na-
ture, rendered them equivalent to the QurÞÁnic commentaries (tafsÐr) 
written in prose. In such mystico-didactic texts, QurÞÁnic insertions 
were often followed or preceded by explanations and interpretations 
of the verse in poetic form. Some of the poems by MawlÁnÁ RÙmÐ (d. 
671/1273) thus qualify as tafsÐr in poetic form. Following is an ex-
ample of RÙmÐ’s treatment of SÙrat al-AÝlÁ/87 in a short five-verse 
poem (DÐwÁn no. 247), which starts out with the mystic understand-
ing that all of creation is perpetually engaged in the act of praising 
God by saying tasbÐÎ. Thus he says: 

bÁng-i tasbiÎ bishnaw az-bÁlÁ 
pas tu ham sabbiÎi smahu l-aÝlÁ54 

gul u-sunbul charad dilat chun yÁft 
marguzÁrÐ ka akhraja l-marÝÁ55 

yaÝlamu l-jahra naqsh-i Ðn ÁhÙst 
nÁfi mushkÐn-i Ù wa-mÁ yakhfÁ56 

nafas-i ÁhwÁn-i-Ù chu-rasÐd 
rÙÎ-rÁ sÙy-i marguzÁr hadÁ57 

                                    
52  Schimmel 1992, 42. 
53  Nwyia 1970, 1-17. 
54  Q. 87:1, “Glorify the name of your Lord, Most High.” 
55  Q. 87:4. 
56  Q. 87:7 
57  Q. 87:3 
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tishna-rÁ kÐ buwad farÁmÙshÐ 
chun sa-nuqriÞuka fa-lÁ tansa58 

Listen to the cry of glorification from above, 
then you, too, “glorify His name, the most High.” 

Your heart grazes upon the rose and hyacinth,  
since it found the meadow where  
“He brings forth the [green and luscious] pastures.” 

“He knows what is manifest,” is the [outer] form of this gazelle,  
its musk-filled navel “and what is hidden.”  

When the breath of his gazelles reached the soul, 
He “guided” it towards the meadow [of Right Guidance]. 

How can the thirsty one forget? 
Since “We shall make you recite, so that you do not forget!” 59 

The message in the above poem is one of hope and its intent is obvi-
ously didactic. It relies almost totally on the first seven verses of 
SÙra 87, which evoke the reciprocal relationship between God and 
humanity. In RÙmÐ’s understanding, then, it is for humans to praise 
and glorify God. God leads them to “guidance, fresh pastures, and 
constant companionship,” never leaving them to fend for themselves, 
and compensating them for their forgetfulness (ghafla). RÙmÐ con-
jures the image of the thirsty one, who cannot forget his thirst, and 
reminds his readers and listeners that God ensures that humans “do 
not forget” by bestowing constant favors on them as well as by creat-
ing need. The QurÞÁn underscores God’s knowledge of both “the 
manifest” and “the hidden.” RÙmÐ further clarifies this concept of 
God’s omniscience through the image of the (manifest) gazelle and 
its (hidden) musk. His poem poignantly expresses his deep faith in 
God and his understanding of nature as a manifest sign of His abun-
dant gifts. It can be seen as a form of QurÞÁnic tafsÐr that aims at 
practical results: to ensure believers let the message of the QurÞÁn re-
sonate in their daily lives. Many abstract concepts, such as God’s  
 
                                    

58  Q. 87:6. 
59  Following is a translation of the relevant verses from SÙrat al-AÝlÁ/ 87: 1-7: 

“Glorify the name of your Lord, Most High/Who has created and given you propor-
tion/Who has decreed and guided/And who brings forth the (green and luscious) 
pastures/And then made it (but) swarthy stubble/We shall make you recite so you 
shall not forget/Except what God wishes. For it is He who knows what is manifest 
and what is hidden.”  
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omnipotence, omniscience, grace, and care for humanity are ex-
plained at a concrete and practical level through palpable images of 
pastures, gardens, thirst, gazelle and musk.  

The second device, irsÁl-i mithÁl, the insertion of proverbs, both 
Arabic and Persian, is quite common, but sometimes proves difficult 
for the uninitiated to unravel. In poem no. 1015, a mulammaÝ, RÙmÐ 
uses a proverb to play a variation on a recurrent message in his di-
dactic poetry: the obligation to express repeated gratitude for bless-
ings copiously received from God. He maintains, in line with 
QurÞÁnic teaching, that kafara, instead of the commonly understood 
meaning of not believing in God, really means, not acknowledging 
His gifts or “covering them up,” which is the root’s basic meaning. 

ay khurda-i jÁm-i dhÙ l-manan 
tashnÐÝi bÐhÙda mazan 

zÐrÁka fÁza man shakar 
zÐrÁka khÁba man kafar 

O one who has drunk the goblet of the Possessor of Favors, 
don’t reproach in vain. 

For “whoever is grateful wins”;  
For “whoever is ungrateful loses.” 

Scholarly studies of such rhetorical devices as iqtibÁs, irsÁl-i mithÁl 
or tamthÐl, taÃmÐn, and talmÐÎ have tended to adduce only monolin-
gual examples. Most studies thus ignore the ‘macaronisms’ that re-
sult even within the parameters of permissible usage of the various 
rhetorical devices. What is missing is any consideration of the visual, 
aural, and cognitive impact of the insertion of Arabic or other phrases 
in poems composed primarily in Persian, Turkish, Bosnian, Urdu, 
Punjabi, Sindhi, Gujarati, Swahili, Hausa, and others in use among 
Muslims. The use of Arabic taÃmÐn within these compositions is dis-
tinct from that within an all-Arabic composition. First, in a poem 
whose source (i.e., main) language is other than Arabic, an Arabic in-
sertion provides an opportunity to pause, if not to stumble, and then 
reflect on the status, use, and meaning of such an insertion in that 
particular context. In an all-Arabic composition, insertions neither 
stand out nor demand a pause; regardless of their comprehensibility 
to the reader, they are more likely to blend with the rest of the piece. 
Thus, a non-Arabic poem acquires a more complex texture through 
the use of Arabic taÃmÐn than an all-Arabic poem does. Insertions 
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may provoke a moment of reflection, or create blank spaces to be 
skipped over when the reader lacks the linguistic skills required for 
comprehension and translation. 

To the category of direct quotes also belong Ýaqd and Îall, which 
are technically direct quotes whose endings or inflections are ad-
justed in accordance with the requirements of the meter and rhyme of 
the poem.60 For example, all of RÙmÐ’s mulammaÝÁt follow Persian 
meters. 61 One of the chief characteristics of classical Persian poetry 
is its extreme regularity. No variants are permitted. Thus, a mathnawÐ 
may contain thousands and thousands of completely regular lines. 
Arabic rules of prosody, on the other hand, allow variants. RÙmÐ can 
thus take liberties in mixing variants of the same meter in the Arabic 
portion of his poems. Like other poets, he also manipulates the rules 
of Arabic pronunciation, sometimes arbitrarily. For example, the 
QurÞÁn contains the following passage:  

kullu shayÞin hÁlikun 
illÁ wajhah (28:88) 62 

In the verse below, RÙmÐ has shortened hÁlikun to hÁlik, suppressed 
the hamza of illÁ, and restored the ending of wajhah, generally 
dropped in pause, because the meter and rhyme require wajhahÙ. 
That is, he pronounces wajhahÙ as if it were not the final word in the 
verse and hÁlikun as if it were: 

w-az malak ham bÁyadam jastan zi jÙ 
kullu shayÞin hÁlik illÁ wajhahÙ 

and, as an angel, too, I must leap over the river, 
[for] “all things perish except His face.” 63 

The device of tarjumÁn or darj u-tarjuma-i ÁyÁt u-aÎÁdÐth, transla-
tions of QurÞÁnic verses and the traditions of the Prophet, as well as 
proverbs into Persian and other languages, do not technically qualify 
and, therefore, should not be confused with the mulammaÝ form. No-
netheless, “one of the greatest living authorities on RÙmÐ in Persia to-
day, HÁdÐ ÍÁÞirÐ, has shown in an unpublished work that some 6,000 

                                    
60  Heinrichs 1997, 270 defines Ýaqd as the solidification [of prose] as opposed to 

Îall the dissolution [of poetry]. 
61  Virani 1999; for a detailed breakdown of the meters RÙmÐ uses for his mixed 

verse, please refer to the appendices. 
62  Thiesen 1982, 70. 
63  Ibid. 
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verses of RÙmÐ’s DÐwÁn and MathnawÐ are practically direct transla-
tions and renderings of QurÞÁnic passages into Persian poetry.”64 

The device of ishtiqÁq, paronomasia, the use of words which are 
formed out of the same root or which contain the same three Arabic 
root consonants in different sequence, likewise allowed poets to 
combine languages.65 These usually occur in instances where two 
words look as if they were derived from the same root but belong in 
reality to different roots; or in cases where one word is Arabic and 
the other Persian. RÙyat, “your face” and riwÁyat “report,” would 
form, according to Schimmel, such a false ishtiqÁq.66 AmÐr Khusraw 
wrote verses in which certain words yield different meaning[s] in 
Arabic and Persian respectively: 

naqd-i dilÐ ki sikka-i waÎdat nayÁft ast 
Án qalb-rÁ ba-hÐch wilÁyat rawÁj nÐst 

The cast coin of a heart that has not found the stamp of unity, 
such false money has no value in any country. 

Qalb means “counterfeit, false,” especially in connection with 
money, but in Arabic it means “heart,” so that one can also read 
“Such a heart has no value,” especially because he mentions dil, 
“heart” in Persian in the first hemistich. 

As noted earlier, AmÐr Khusraw’s verses occasionally contain 
word play even between Persian and HindawÐ, the colloquial lan-
guage of Delhi. When he asked a beautiful Hindu woman the price of 
one of her hairs, she answers, dur mÙyi! which means in Persian 
“Every hair a pearl!” but in HindawÐ “Get lost!”67  

I went for a stroll by a stream 
And saw a Hindu woman on the water’s edge. 
I asked, “Pretty one, what is the price of your hair?” 
She cried out, “Every hair a pearl [Persian]/Get lost, you lout! [Hin-
dawÐ ].”68 

In certain cases passages can be meaningfully interpreted independ-
ently in more than one language. Such passages demonstrate learned 
playfulness and conscious intention rather than frivolity on the part 
                                    

64  Nasr 1975, 45. 
65  Many of the following examples derive from the discussion of the various 

rhetorical devices in Schimmel 1982 & 1992. 
66  Khusraw, DÐwÁn, no. 1107, cited in Schimmel 1992, 48. 
67  Khusraw, DÐwÁn, no. 271, cited ibid., 49. 
68  Sharma 2005, 80. 
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of their creators. Rückert calls this form mutaÃamminu l-lughatayn, 
“containing two languages.” Most of his examples derive from AmÐr 
Khusraw, who championed this device. Here is another example of a 
Persian-HindawÐ combination: 

dÁrÐm ÁrzÙ ki ÎikÁyat kunÐm bÁt 
lÁla ghulÁm rÙy-i tu Òad barg zÐr-i pÁt 

har barhman ka rÙy-i tu dÐdast ay Òanam 
zunnÁr-rÁ gusist lagad zad ba-rÙy-i lÁt 

We have a wish to relate a story to you: 
Tulip, a slave [compared to] your face, a hundred leaves under your 
feet [leaf]. 

Every Brahman, who sees your face, O idol, 
throws off his girdle, and kicks it on the face of al-LÁt [kick]. 

In this verse, bÁt can mean bÁ tu “with you” (Persian, underlined in 
the quote) or “speech, talk” (HindawÐ, given in brackets). Similarly, 
pÁt can mean, pÁy-i tu, “your feet” (Persian) or pÁt (Sanskrit) from 
pattra, or patra, “leaf.” LÁt in the last verse with the mention of idol, 
Òanam, reminds one of the pre-Islamic goddess al-LÁt; it also means 
“kick” (HindawÐ), which plays on the Persian meaning of lagad, 
“kicking,” as well. 

AmÐr Khusraw also composes the following verse in which three 
different readings, one Persian and two Hindi, are possible: 

guftam ki darÐn khÁna-i mÁmÙn-i tu bÁsham 
guftÁ ki darÐn khana balÁÞist mamÁnÐ 

I said: “In this house I shall remain totally secure.” 
He said: “In this house there is affliction; don’t stay.” (Persian). 

Or: 
He said, “In this house is a cat, don’t stay” [HindawÐ: bilÁÞÐ or bilÁdÐ ]. 

Or: 
He said, “In this house the maternal aunt [wife of one’s mother’s 
brother] spells misery” [HindawÐ: mumÁnÐ ].69 

Thus, as seen above, by a clever formulation of the rhetorical device 
dhÙ l-ruÞyatayn, “double-faced,” one could even change a Persian 
verse, or hemistich, into Arabic by placing the vowel marks differ-
ently as Khusraw does for HindawÐ and Persian.  

                                    
69  All the examples of mutaÃamminu l-lughatayn derive from Rückert 1874, 

187ff. 
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TajnÐs or jinÁs, homonyms, include a very common group of de-
vices. Arabic and Persian words, in Arabic lettering, are often alike 
or look alike, and can easily be combined. In a perfect tajnÐs, or 
tajnÐs-i tÁmm, two words are absolutely identical, e.g., shahr mean-
ing in Persian “town” and in Arabic “month.”70 TajnÐs-i murakkab 
occurs when recurring strings of words sound or look alike, or both, 
but have a completely different meaning in the same or a different 
language, such as the famous beginning of RÙmÐ’s MathnawÐ: 

atash ast Ðn bÁng-i nay u nÐst bÁd  
har ki Ðn Átash nadÁrad nÐst bÁd 

Fire is the call of this flute, not wind! 
Whoever possesses not this fire, may he not be!71 

The pun here is on the word nÐst bÁd, which means, “not wind” in 
one verse but “may he not be” in the next. Other forms of tajnÐs in-
clude tajnÐs-i khaÔÔÐ, an imperfect tajnÐs, where one vowel may differ 
in two words that look otherwise alike such as shÐr, “milk” and shÿr, 
“lion.” TajnÐs-i murakkab yields fascinating results when Arabic and 
Persian words that look and sound alike are used, such as when JÁmÐ 
(d. 902/1492) says: 

tu humÁ-Ð u nÐst Ûill-i humÁ 
juz du zulfat dÁma ÛilluhumÁ 

You are HumÁ (Phoenix), and the shadow of the HumÁ is 
nothing but your two tresses—may their shadow last! 

In the above verse Persian Ûill-i humÁ, “shadow of the Huma” is 
converted in the second hemistich into a frequently used Arabic bles-
sing formula: “May the shadow of both of them last forever!”72 

Edward G. Browne and Clifford E. Bosworth, in their discussion 
of Arabic influences on Persian literature and vice versa, have noted 
that from the second/eighth century onwards many poets and writers 
of Persian origin and writing in Arabic doubtless also knew both the 
literary and spoken early New Persian of the time. Thus, we find po-
ets introducing into their Arabic verses not only common Persian 
words, which had been arabicized early and were thus part of the  
 

                                    
70  Schimmel 1992, 47. 
71  RÙmÐ, MathnawÐ I: 9 also cited in Schimmel 1992, 48. 
72  Schimmel 1992, 48. 



NARGIS VIRANI 316

common Arabic lexical stock, but also other Persian words that would 
be incomprehensible to a non-persophone reader.73 According to 
Bosworth, this trend eventually led to the composition of “macaronic 
poetry with Persian words inserted into the Arabic or with alternate 
verses, of differing meanings, in Arabic and Persian (mulammaÝÁt 
“patchwork verses”).”74 Thus, for example, JÁÎiÛ cites an anonymous 
poet who uses in one hemistich the word mardÁ, “O man!” (Persian), 
and mard, “a youth having downy cheeks” (Arabic).75 Within these 
examples then, we find presupposed a knowledge of the Persian lan-
guage only Persians could be expected to possess. Similarly, in the 
following riddle, AbÙ al-SÁjÐ praises the city of Marw: 

Earth, which in fragrance of ambergris excels, 
a country fair, where cool, sweet waters flow: 
and when the traveler seeks its bounds to leave, 
its very name commands him “not to go.” 

The poet here plays on the two senses of the consonants, mrw, signi-
fying the town of Marw in Arabic, and the negative imperative ma-
raw, “don’t go!” in Persian.76 An Arab reader or listener, unless he 
knew Persian, would miss the point of the verse entirely. 

TanÁsub or murÁÝÁt-i naÛÐr, “the harmony of similar things” is a 
rhetorical figure in which the poet assembles in one bayt (verse) ex-
pressions from one specific sphere of meaning so that they form an 
inseparable unit.77 TanÁsub was a widely used rhetorical device 
among Arab poets. However, the development of this kind of simple 
tanÁsub into ÐhÁm-i tanÁsub, “amphibological congruence,” gave 
non-Arab poets ample opportunities to create verbal plays that 
brought together several linguistic and cultural spheres of meaning 
and experience in their poetry. In the case of ÐhÁm-i tanÁsub the  
deliberate use of a particular expression that has a double meaning 
often puzzled the listener or reader momentarily as to the particular 
meaning the poet intended. Often, of course, it was precisely the 
poet’s intention to produce such an ambiguity. An ingenious example 
is the verse by ÝImÁd-i FaqÐh (d. ca. 552/1157): 

                                    
73  Browne 1914 I: 474; Bosworth 1990, 493.  
74  Bosworth 1990, 494. 
75  Ibid. 
76  Ibid. and Browne 1914 I: 475. 
77  Schimmel 1992, 40. 
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When the heart saw the reflection of your lovely cheek in running  
water 

It became confused and cried out: “MÁhÐ!” 

MÁhÐ means in Persian both “a fish,” as the semantic range implies, 
and “you are the moon!” and in Arabic mÁ hiy(a), “what is this?!”78 

In strophic poetry such as the tarkÐbband, the band that connects a 
Persian or Turkish ghazal into a unit is sometimes in neither of these 
languages but in Arabic. A good example is HÁtif’s mystical tar-
jÐÝband with its recurrent statement that there is no deity save God. 
Another is the great tarjÐÝband by the nineteenth-century Turkish poet 
Ziya Pasha, who describes the unfathomable greatness of the divine 
and the confusing state of the world by using as the band of his Turk-
ish poem the Arabic verse: 

subÎÁna man taÎayyara fÐ ÒunÝihi l-ÝuqÙl 
subÎÁna man bi-qudratihi yaÝjuzu l-fuÎÙl 

Praised be He about whose work intellects are stunned. 
Praised be He concerning by whose power the heroes are incapacitated. 

Poetical thefts, sarÐqÁt-i shiÝrÐ, meant a poet might insert a verse, a 
hemistich, or simply three or four words composed by an earlier po-
et. For a Persian poet to insert “stolen” Arabic lines would not be as 
easy as it would be for an Arab poet. Sometimes the source is ac-
knowledged; at other times, it is simply assumed that the well-read 
reader or listener will recognize and admire the poet’s skill. RÙmÐ in-
serts a phrase lÁ tasÞal from Ibn al-MuÝtazz’s (d. 296/908) famous 
Dayr ÝAbdÙn poem without acknowledging the source: 

kÁna ma kÁna mimmÁ lastu adhkuruhÙ 
Ûunna khayran wa-lÁ tasÞal Ýani l-khabari 

Whatever it was, was, of which I shall not speak. 
Think well of it, and do not ask about the details.  

Ibn al-MuÝtazz composed this verse originally to describe a homo-
erotic encounter with a youthful Christian monk. However, al-
GhazÁlÐ (d. 505/1111), before RÙmÐ, had already used the same 
phrase in his Deliverance from Error to express the ineffability, yet 
complete certainty, of his spiritual experience, thus bringing this im-
age from the sphere of homoerotic love to the spiritual sphere of hu-

                                    
78  Ibid. 
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man-divine love.79 RÙmÐ inserts himself into this mystical tradition 
by saying in one of his mulammaÝÁt:  

That was the garden without fruit,  
that was the treasure without gold 

That was the night of pleasure without sweetmeats and conversation. 
“Don’t ask,” for that is something else.  

(D 2121, 3202-M) 

However, true plagiarism did occur, giving an opportunity for sati-
rists to lampoon their opponents. 

RÙmÐ makes ingenious use of the traditional form of suÞÁl-u-jawÁb, 
“question and answer,” to accommodate dialogues in different lan-
guages. The reader or listener needs to master several languages, be-
cause the questioner asks questions in one language and hears replies 
in a different one; if a third person becomes involved in the dialogue, 
a third language is likely to be incorporated as well. The insertion of a 
divine dialogue or a divine intervention via a QurÞÁnic quotation 
(iqtibÁs) provides an opportunity to include yet another language, in 
this case Arabic. The suÞÁl-u-jawÁb form also allowed poets to impart 
a dramatic character to their poetic compositions. This rhetorical de-
vice combined with the mix of languages in the mulammaÝ form  
allows one to apply Mikhail Bakhtin’s insights about literary travesty 
to RÙmÐ’s mulammaÝÁt. The use of multiple languages not only serves 
to heighten the dramatic effect of this rhetorical device, but also fore-
grounds the ‘travestying’ character of the macaronic form, as Bakhtin 
has demonstrated. Additionally, the switch of language brings alive 
the inherently dialectical nature of dialogue, where one perception of 
truth is contested by another person or voice.80 RÙmÐ often avails 
himself of multilinguality to represent mimetically the dialogic under-
standing and quest for truth, whilst simultaneously undermining the 
prevalent monologic approach. In the following, Rumi resorts in the 
Bakhtinian vein to a dialogic discourse wherein competing notions of 
truth and reality vie with each other through the medium of different 
languages and the different personae of the lover and beloved: 

I said, “Show us the tumult.” 
He said, “Here it is! But you are still in a sack (i.e. the human body). 

                                    
79  al-GhazÁlÐ 1953, 61. 
80  Bakhtin 1981, 275ff. 
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rip off that sack and bring out your head,  
so that you see for yourself that you are already in [the state of] union. 

Don’t drag your feet on the path of the spirit,  
because you’re a phoenix (humÁ) with feather and wings.” 

I said, “The lover looks for a companion?” 
He said, “No, no, if you were to ask me.” 

I said, “You kill innocent people.” 
He said, “That’s how it is! Union is expensive!” 

I asked, “How do I partake of that honey?”  
He said, “A candle wax doesn’t come into being unless you roll it.” 

A few verses later the dialogue continues with the juxtaposition of 
the two languages further heightened: 

I said, “Listen to a secret from this slave (sc. me).” 
He said, “Be quiet, O babbler!” 

I said, “Silence is difficult.”  
He said, “O master of speech, become master of things exalted. 

No one is intimate here (maÎram), [so] cut short your talk 
And God knows better and God is the reader.” (3201-M) 

Another figure, the anaphora, or repetition of one word or expres-
sion, often an exclamation, at the beginning of the line, is often 
found in eulogies, especially in the monorhymed ode, the qaÒÐda, 
where the poet tries to emphasize his topic or describe his patron’s, 
or mamdÙÎ’s, power, beauty, and generosity from various perspec-
tives. It is also found in the chains of oaths that qaÒÐda writers some-
times insert toward the end of their poem, or in the repeated tÁ... 
tÁ...tÁ…, “as long as...,” when they enumerate contrasting pairs, 
which will last “forever (or so they think) in order to wish the patron 
everlasting happiness.”81 RÙmÐ uses the similar device of epiphora to 
introduce another language, for example, in poem no. 1364, a mu-
lammaÝ, alternating between Arabic and Persian with the Arabic 
epiphora taÝÁl, “come.” The combination of the epiphora and the for-
eign language is doubly effective and produces a haunting and last-
ing impression. RÙmÐ seems very conscious of the effect it creates 
without compromising the sincerity of his tone and the plea directed 
to his beloved to return: 

                                    
81  Schimmel 1992, 49. 
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O light in my heart, come! 
The goal of felicity and intention, come!  

You know, our life is in your hands, 
don’t be hard on the worshippers, come! 

O Love, O beloved, 
desist from rejection and obstinacy, come! 

O Solomon, here are hudhuds (hoopoes) for you, 
examine thoroughly, come! 

O preceeding one, from whom preceded 
the truth of love, come! 

Souls clamor from separation, 
fulfill [the promise of] the return, O Place of Return, come! 

Conceal the faults and give generously of the good [bi-l-maÝrÙf, i.e., in 
accordance with the acceptable custom] 
That is the tradition of the generous ones, come! 

What is taÝÁl, [come] in Persian?82 BiyÁ! [come] 
Either you come, or [at least] call out, come! 

If you come, how wonderful will joy and desire be! 
If you don’t come, what a disappointment! Come! 

O happiness of the Arabs, QubÁd83 of the Persians, 
you open my heart with memories, come!  

O my inner being, come! Saying, “You, 
woe to your existence, and may it be [so],” come! 

I circled the country with you,84 O moon, 
who encompassed [both] me and the country, come! 

You are like the sun, when it draws near and moves away, 
O you, who are close to the one far away, come! 

Finally, poets were often able to combine languages through learned 
allusions, especially in Arabic, since it was accepted as the language 
of religious, juridical, philosophical and scientific discourse. Poets 

                                    
82  The Persian-Arabic combination seems to be particularly well thought out in 

this poem, because RÙmÐ shows off his linguistic skills and brings in the controver-
sial topic of Arab and ÝAjam [foreigner]. Over the next three verses RÙmÐ elaborates 
upon the similarities and differences between Arabs and Persians. 

83  QubÁd is the name of a king of Persia (father of AnÙshirwÁn) and of a hero in 
the army of MinÙchihr; see Steingass 1992, 951. 

84  If he intends the dialect usage of this preposition it signifies “with you” rather 
than “in you.” 
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frequently alluded to books with their Arabic titles or pointed out 
those Arabic grammatical terms on which their word plays depended. 
Persian poets inserted well-known incipits of poems into their verse, 
such as qifÁ nabki “Let us stop and weep, O you two companions,” 
from the muÝallaqa of the greatest pre-Islamic Arab poet, ImruÞ al-
Qays. Inclusion of such verses often served as a way of expressing the 
intertexuality of the cumulative tradition of the Arabo-Persian and 
later Turkish and Urdu poetic worlds. Both RÙmÐ and ÍÁfiÛ (d. 792/ 
1392) inserted yÁ ayyuhÁ l-sÁqÐ adir kaÞsan wa-nÁwilhÁ, from the 
DÐwÁn of YazÐd, the second Umayyad caliph (r. 60-4/680-3), in many 
of their Persian poems and mulammaÝÁt. 

The foregoing discussion, which has traced the earliest definitions 
of mulammaÝÁt in Persian literature, has highlighted the presence of 
two specific attitudes that simultaneously contributed to, and inhib-
ited, the practice of composing macaronic pieces. The high, almost 
sacred, status of Arabic encouraged Muslim littérateurs to include 
Arabic insertions into non-Arabic compositions to invoke baraka 
(blessings) as well as to gain legitimacy. However, such insertions 
generally restricted themselves to the QurÞÁn, the aÎÁdÐth, and well-
known proverbs. On the one hand, the Arab and Persian literary crit-
ics confined this practice of mixing languages under the rubric of 
certain permissible rhetorical devices, in particular taÃmÐn. On the 
other hand, they devised a strict technical definition of mulammaÝÁt 
for mixed language compositions, one that excluded the use of these 
rhetorical devices, meaning that very few prose or poetic composi-
tions qualified as mulammaÝÁt. Thus, the proliferation and legitima-
tion of an oral and textual memory, particularly scriptural memory, in 
literary writings hindered a freer use of mixed-language composi-
tions. Against this background, RÙmÐ’s mulammaÝÁt stand out for 
their sheer number and variety. 
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QAÑÏDA 
ITS RECONSTRUCTION IN PERFORMANCE 

Beatrice Gruendler 

L’intangibilité du poétique est une idée “moderne” qu’il 
est temps de bousculer un peu.  
(The intangibility of the poetic is a “modern” idea it is 
time to ruffle a bit.)  
Gérard Genette 1982, 281/1997, 445. 

I. The Audience’s Interaction with Odes.  
1. Reward and applause; 2. Expression of awe; 3. Tears.  

Excursus on the Poet’s Role.  
II. The Poet’s Cuts and Additions.  

1. Emotional effect; 2. Timing; 3. Retort.  
III. Later Editing of QaÒÐdas in Literary Debates.  

1. Suppression; 2. Acceleration; 3. Trimming; 4. Pre-selection.  
IV. Staging QaÒÐdas in AkhbÁr.  

1. Reference; 2. Quotation; 3. Paraphrase.  
V. The Performance of the Compiler.  

1. Dramaturgy; 2. Poetry and reality; 3. Supporting characters;  
4. Reception of trimmed odes.  

VI. Conclusion.  
Appendix A: “Lessons in Patronage” (Translation).  

Appendix B: Synopsis of Versions 

In recent scholarship the classical Arabic ode (qaÒÐda) has gained 
recognition for its multiple identities and inner logic; even medieval 
Arabic poetics has been shown to give sporadic attention to its com-
position as a whole. In this enterprise, the early Abbasid ode with its 
articulated larger forms has rightly received special attention.1 The 
                                    

1  Salient studies (whose bibliographies may be consulted for further literature) 
are Jacobi 1971, Bauer 1992, J. Stetkevych 1993, Sperl 1998, Sperl and Shackle 
1996, Montgomery 1997, Meisami 2003, S. Stetkevych 1993 and 2002, specifically 
on Ibn al-RÙmÐ, Gruendler 1993 and McKinney 2004, and recently on the nasÐb, 
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focus of this article2 is quite the opposite: not whole odes as they are 
preserved in dÐwÁns but rather the “fragmentary” versions in which 
they appear in akhbÁr devoted to “modern” (muÎdath) poets of the 
third/ninth century and collected by Ibn al-JarrÁÎ, Ibn al-MuÝtazz 
(both d. 296/908), AbÙ Bakr al-ÑÙlÐ (d. 335/946), and AbÙ l-Faraj al-
IÒbahÁnÐ (d.c. 363/972). These compilations were designed only sec-
ondarily to record poetry. Ibn al-MuÝtazz stated this in his entry on 
the poet MarwÁn b. AbÐ ÍafÒa the Elder (d.c. 182/798): 

I have mentioned only passages and brilliant verses (fiqaran wa-
ÝuyÙnan). For him who desires people’s poetry in its entirety (ÝalÁ l-
wajh), their dÐwÁns exist, and those of the famous [poets in particular] 
are owned by most. As for those whose poetry is found only among 
the nobles, we will include in our book a good share and ample por-
tion, in order that its benefit to us be more complete....(TSh 47-8).3 

If akhbÁr collections were not meant to duplicate modern poets’ 
dÐwÁns, what then was their purpose? Elsewhere I have proposed two 
motives for their composition. First, akhbÁr championed a controver-
sial new poetic style by documenting its popularity among those sec-
tions of the public that mattered, to wit, the urban upper classes and 
the ruling elite of 3rd/9th century Baghdad and Samarra. Those two 
groups supported the practitioners (muÎdathÙn) of the “new style” 
(badÐ Ý ) both financially and critically and ensured its transmission by 
preparing, copying and memorizing selections of modern poets’ 
dÐwÁns. Second, the collections implied that poetic criticism of this 

                                    

Khankan 2002. For the ode in classical Arabic poetics, see van Gelder 1982, Mei-
sami 2003, 9-13, and recently Hussein 2004. Ironically my discussion below of frag-
mented qaÒÐdas will document an awareness of their wholeness precisely along the 
lines suggested by Meisami (2003:11). In this context, Ibn Qutayba’s description has 
been continuously over-interpreted and misused as a qaÒÐda blueprint; see Jacobi 
1982, Meisami 2003 and Montgomery 2004. 

2  Originally delivered as “The QaÒÐda in Action,” at the 21st UEAI Congress, 
Palermo, September 27-30, 2002. The title plays on the closing line of one of Wolf-
hart Heinrichs’s limericks on occasion of my thesis defense, creating a formal unity 
between literary theory and architecture, “...Deconstruction and construction in one 
household.” I will never be able to repay Wolfhart’s support, mentorship, generous 
criticism, respect for the Arabic sources, openness to accepting new interpretative 
ideas, and above all allowing his students to encounter problems themselves at first. 

3  For abbreviations of primary sources used in this article, see the bibliography. 
Other abbreviations are “S” for an ode’s strophe or introductory part, “AS” for the 
antistrophe or main section, such as praise, lament, or apology, and “MS” for the 
metastrophe or dedication section. The rationale for these terms is given in Gruend- 
ler 2003, 52-9. 
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modern style constituted its own scholarly venture—a new discipline, 
distinct from the philologically-based expertise of older poetry.4 

For the topic at hand, namely the odes’ fragmentation in delivery 
and reception, the akhbÁr narratives on the muÎdathÙn contain a 
wealth of detailed information. The qaÒÐdas that appear in these ac-
counts differ dramatically from the versions recorded in the poets’ 
dÐwÁns. In the long odes these changes are most incisive, for which 
reason they have been selected for discussion here. The akhbÁr 
staged the odes and anchored them within a historical context; thus 
they became part of a larger literary interaction. By the same token, 
the qaÒÐdas themselves were altered.5 The writers of such akhbÁr 
took liberties with the poems in recasting a situation as narrative. In-
stead of faithfully transcribing an entire ode, which might be nearly a 
hundred verses long, they selected only a few lines. These sufficed to 
identify the (often famous) ode and carry the action, which usually 
hinged on an issue expressed in the verse. This judicious editing of 
whole poems interrupted by prose passages, a dramaturgy of sorts, 
drastically abridged the qaÒÐdas. At the same time a khabar included 
an ode within specific details of a scene, such as the poet’s means of 
access to his addressee and the ode’s delivery with the reactions of 
the recipient and other audience members during and after the recital; 
in other words, those elements that constituted the events of the ode’s 
first performance and the accomplishment of its declared poetic act. 
This “staging” connected the shortened ode to the circumstances that 
were expanding around it. 

I will approach these akhbÁr from a dramaturgical perspective. I 
do not have in mind the narrow definition of drama,6 as used in thea-
ter studies, but a broader understanding developed in sociology and  
cultural anthropology as a way to explain the rise and effect of ex-
                                    

4  Even though many philologists who would not discuss modern poetry linguis-
tically or poetically transmitted akhbÁr about it and appreciated it privately; see 
Bonebakker 1971, 87. For material support by the elite, see Gruendler 2005a; for the 
elite’s critical acclaim, see Gruendler, forthcoming; and for the rise of a muÎdath 
poetics, see Gruendler 2005b, 59-88 and Ouyang 1997, 110-12 and 130-46. 

5  This also applies to the editing in the process of written transmission, which 
follows earlier alterations of qaÒÐdas in performance, discussed below. Both stages 
become indistinguishable when the editing is part of the story.  

6  “The choice, organization and arrangement of persons and materials to perform 
a drama, viz., the transposition of a dramatic text which relies on linguistic signs to a 
multimedia performance, which uses diverse sign systems and offers multifarious 
perceptions accordingly”; Kolesch 2004. 
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pectations and demands that govern public behavior, or “the individ-
ual’s presenting an appearance of himself/herself, seeing him-
self/herself with the eyes of others, and reflecting himself/herself in 
the eyes of others.”7 This performative approach has the benefit of 
including the concept of social role and allowing space for non-
verbal phenomena and a variety of media that often suffer from the 
dominance of written culture. It is true that Arabic-Islamic culture 
lacks the proscenium theater as a model for such an analysis, but the 
dramaturgical perspective is applicable to the akhbÁr inasmuch as 
they depict rituals. This term is likewise intended in the broader un-
derstanding derived from cultural studies, as a “scenic performance 
of society,” divorced from the religious sphere and taken as a basis 
for deciphering social and cultural dynamics.8 In this sense ritual 
serves less to transfer information than to build relationships, while 
the actors involved simulate their experience of past emotions rather 
than living the actual history of an emotion or their private feelings.9 
What further justifies the dramaturgical treatment is the fact that po-
etic recitations require an audience for whose exclusive audition they 
are being performed. As in a theater, this audience adopts the double 
role of participating in the unreal world of the emotions the poet en-
acts, as well as in the real world of the poet’s skill, in his (or a trans-
mitter’s) delivery of the poem, and in the poem’s claim to reward.10 

I. The Audience’s Interaction with Odes 

The most frequent situation captured in akhbÁr involves the recita-
tion of a panegyric ode to an addressee, be he a caliph, a governor, an 
aristocrat, or an urban notable. But there the commonalities between 
akhbÁr end. The order of events was not fixed; reward often fol-
lowed the recitation but might precede it.11 If it followed it might  
be offered immediately, sent to the poet’s home that evening, or  
described as on its way (which gave rise to istiÔÁla poems). The  

                                    
7  Ibid., 282a and Hare and Blumberg 1988, 11. 
8  Kolesch 2004 and Tambiah 2002. 
9  Tambiah 2002, 219-21 and 229. 
10  Hare and Blumberg 1988, 47-53. 
11  In a couplet ÝAlÐ b. Jabala al-ÝAkawwak (d. 213/828) acknowledged al-Íasan 

b. Sahl’s rewarding him for his poetry without any prior encounter; Wqa 116 not part 
of a khabar. Cf. ÝAlÐ b. Jabala, ShiÝr, no. 59, based upon Wqa. 
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reward could be material, disbursed either as a one-time prize in gold 
or silver coin, or allocated as a yearly stipend (tied to a yearly recep-
tion); or as a gift of robes, mounts, slaves or other luxury items, 
which the poet might resell. Addressees with discerning taste accom-
panied their awards with rejoinders in their own verse or prose, or 
tailored their non-verbal responses to the text of the panegyric. Fur-
thermore, recipients might volunteer criticism or request that an ode 
be repeated, dictated or partially set to music. In a variation involv-
ing general YazÐd b. Mazyad and Muslim b. al-WalÐd, no meeting oc-
curred; instead the poet circulated his praise in public to attract the 
attention of the addressee who then acknowledged and rewarded him 
by proxy.12 In the following I focus on a third option, in which the 
two distinct processes of recitation and reward merge and the audi-
ence’s response accompanies, interrupts or ends the delivery or re-
places it with an enactment.  

The audience members and the patron in a khabar—more pre-
cisely, the literary characters who correspond to these historical fig-
ures—did not politely await an ode’s conclusion to react to it. Rather, 
they responded viscerally to passages as they were recited, interrupt-
ing the performance with criticism, rewards, cheers, tears or expres-
sions of awe. Such discontinuous or unfinished recitals of odes show 
the space given to sundry audience participation with little regard for 
the complete poetic text. These live performances “in the rough” 
were themselves turned into literature during the multigenerational 
composition, compilation and editing of akhbÁr. They add a parallel 
strand to the taciturn and pristine versions of odes handed down in 
poets’ dÐwÁns (not to mention those textual variants or inconsisten-
cies dÐwÁn editors ironed out). Such interruptions take manifold 
shapes and bring home the fact that poetry, in particular the elaborate 
qaÒÐda, was a powerful living art form with a purpose, and not (only) 
the venerated artifact and ingredient of the educated canon it was to 
become to subsequent centuries. The contemporary success of a 
qaÒÐda depended not on its self-contained artistry but on the coopera-
tion of the hearers and on their attention, their discernment and their 
identification with what the ode said. In accepting or evaluating the 
verse, different hearers played as much of a public role as the poet 

                                    
12  Agh 18:323-4 version d. This khabar is discussed in sections III and V below 

and translated in Appendix A. 
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did, even if some of them, including general YazÐd, needed a little 
coaching. 

I.1. Reward and applause 

Reward interrupts qaÒÐdas in some akhbÁr. At a formal audience 
with poets who had been waiting for entry at his gate, al-RashÐd (r. 
170-93/786-809) listened to many recitations, but trembled with 
pleasure (ihtazza) at one couplet of AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya (d. 211/826), 
“Every tongue within his realm is a pledge for his munificence 
(iÎsÁn).” The caliph took the cue from the poet’s own words and in-
terjected “By God, you have excelled (aÎsanta).” AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya was 
the only one to receive a prize on that day.13 Though the couplet is 
the sole part preserved, AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya most likely presented a 
qaÒÐda, as customary in formal audiences for panegyrists.14 But the 
caliph reacted to one particular image that resonated with his desire 
for self-portrayal and affirmed it by his immediate (verbal and mate-
rial) response.15 

In a gathering of Arab and Persian nobles at the palace of the fa-
mous Arab general and patron of the arts AbÙ Dulaf al-ÝIjlÐ (d. 
226/840-1), AbÙ TammÁm (d. 231/845) recited to him an encomium 
in the presence of the BanÙ ÝIjl. AbÙ Dulaf stopped the recitation at a 
passage (27-30) extolling the ancestral achievements of the clan with 
a fantastic image.  

makÁrimu lajjat fÐ Ýuluwwin kaÞannahÁ 
tuÎÁwilu thaÞran Ýinda baÝÃi l-kawÁkibi [ÔawÐl] 

Noble deeds soaring ever higher as if they were  
trying to take revenge from some star (15:30). 

AbÙ Dulaf praised the verse and exhorted those present, “O clan of 
RabÐÝa, never have you been praised with such poetry! What do you 
offer him who said this?”16 Unprepared but no less enthusiastic, the 
                                    

13  Agh 4:44-5. Cf. AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya, DÐwÁn, 664 no. 280 of appendix, after Agh. 
14  Cf. the audience granted AshjaÝ al-SulamÐ (d.c. 195/811); Awq 75-6.  
15  Al-RashÐd preferred the modern fantastic madÐÎ to the more realistic Umay-

yad style; see Gruendler, forthcoming. 
16  The ÝIjl (together with the ThaÝlaba and the ÍanÐfa b. Lujaym clans) form one 

of the tribes of Bakr b. WÁÞil who, combined with ÝAbd Qays, constitute RabÐÝa, the 
non-MuÃarite branch of the Northern (ÝAdnÁnÐ) Arabs. In the legendary battle of 
DhÙ QÁr (c. 604-11 C.E.) the Bakr b. WÁÞil put to flight other Arabs, such as the 
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nobles followed the host’s invitation by removing their shawls and 
turbans and flinging them at the poet’s feet. AbÙ Dulaf then allowed 
them to retrieve their attire and pledged its value to the poet in hard 
currency. Only then was AbÙ TammÁm asked to resume the recita-
tion. At the end AbÙ Dulaf ordered the poet to receive an additional 
50,000 dirhams, commenting that this (for akhbÁr extraordinary) 
sum still fell short of the ode’s worth.17 

Both interruptions occur at a high point in the qaÒÐda’s antistrophe 
section, which conveys its main purpose of madÐÎ, and both are pro-
voked by particularly striking fantastic images as were en vogue 
among modern poets—AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya explains people’s grateful 
tongues as tokens, and AbÙ TammÁm visualizes the extent of tribal 
glory as quest for revenge in the firmament. Each interruption is a 
distinct mark of appreciation on the part of a caliph and a general re-
spectively, and both are followed by rewards that distinguish one 
poet from the other members of his guild.  

A third example varies this picture. Here AbÙ TammÁm praises the 
vizier Ibn al-ZayyÁt (d. 233/847). As he reaches a four-verse passage 
(21-4) that extolls the vizier’s generosity and protection and casts his 
worthiness in the mock etiology that praising him is a religious duty 
(farÐÃa) whereas praising others a supererogatory act (tanafful), the 
vizier halts the performance. Commending the quality and innova-
tiveness of the praise, he gently admonishes the poet that it will spoil 
for him any lesser madÐÎ, whereas AbÙ TammÁm is cheapening his 
verse by lavishing it on an undeserving subject. AbÙ TammÁm re-
fuses to retract it, saying: “Tied is the tongue of excuse” (lisÁnu l-
Ýudhri maÝqÙl), and resumes the recitation, which the khabar omits, 
to receive 5,000 dirhams. This sum befitted an official and kept clear 
of the 10,000 dirhams customary for caliphal rewards in this period. 
Afterwards the vizier restated his advice in a verse epistle to the poet, 
“Merchandise...is paid highly for only as long as its seller does not 
part with it easily”).18 This interruption conveys a warning that the 
                                    

Taghlib, with their Sasanian allies. The leader of the ÝIjl, ÍanÛala b. ThaÝlaba, was 
instrumental in encouraging the Arabs to fight and commanded the right wing in the 
battle; EI2 I:962-3, II:241, III:1022-3. 

17  AAT 121-44. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn I, no. 15 in 45 vv., 1-13 (S: nasÐb with 
aÔlÁl motif), 14-39 (AS), 40-5 (MS). The khabar selects vv. 1, 7, 14, 19, 21-3, 27-30, 
and 42-3. 

18  AAT 118-20. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn III, no. 128 in 52 verses. The khabar 
selects 1a and 21-4 (AS). 
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high tone of the praise, however excellent in its own terms, overshot 
its goal and elevated a vizier to a hyperbolic register restricted to ca-
liphs. Perhaps Ibn al-ZayyÁt recalled ÝAlÐ b. Jabala al-ÝAkawwak (d. 
213/828) whose nearly blasphemous praises for al-MaÞmÙn’s gener-
als AbÙ Dulaf al-ÝIjlÐ and Íumayd al-ÓÙsÐ (d. 210/825) could not be 
outdone, and he had to desist from praising the caliph himself.19 For 
AbÙ TammÁm the vizier’s warning turned out to be unnecessary; he 
had the greatest success with officials, while caliphs found his intri-
cate style too taxing. But by interrupting the praise and assigning a 
relatively low prize, the vizier dissociated himself from the hyper-
bolic portrayal and avoided overstepping his rank, since the scale of 
public gifts had to reflect the political hierarchy.20 

A dedicatee’s reception of verse was complemented by that of the 
audience members. In AbÙ Dulaf’s case, the attending clansmen 
benefited from the tribal praise and, upon his prompting, naturally 
applauded and rewarded it. The audience might even take the initia-
tive. Upon AbÙ TammÁm’s arrival at the court of ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir 
(r. 214-30/828-45) in Khurasan, the local poets were anxious to listen 
to “the Iraqi.” After he had put them off until the official reception on 
the following day, they interrupted his recitation in the middle of the 
antistrophe and confirmed both ÝAbdallÁh’s worthiness of the praise 
and AbÙ TammÁm’s worthiness of the reward. The (otherwise un-
known) poet al-RiyÁÎÐ even ceded his own reward to the visitor. 
ÝAbdallÁh followed suit, having 1,000 dÐnÁrs sprinkled over AbÙ 

                                    
19  Wqa 113-14. 
20  Viziers, judges and other notables had to keep the sums of their rewards lower 

than those of the caliphs. For instance, the vizier al-FaÃl b. YaÎyÁ rewarded Muslim 
with 80,000 dirhams, at a ratio of a thousand per verse, with the excuse that he could 
not exceed the record award of the same sum by al-RashÐd for MarwÁn the Elder (d. 
182/797) (Agh 18:340-2). Ibn al-MuÝtazz reports the slightly higher sum of 100,000 
dirhams as MarwÁn’s standard fee (rasm) for caliphal odes (TSh 48-51). One reward 
sum by al-RashÐd to AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya for 20,000 dirhams was accompanied by the 
much lower sum of 5,000 dirhams from his vizier al-FaÃl b. al-RabÐÝ (Agh 4:69). 
IsÎÁq b. IbrÁhÐm al-MuÒÝabÐ, the governor of Baghdad, when cashing AbÙ Tam-
mÁm’s cheque given in payment for the Amorium ode, added an unspecified lower 
sum to the caliph’s dirhams, regretting that it had not been issued in dÐnÁrs, which 
would have increased the value twenty-five-fold and allowed him to be more gener-
ous (AAT 143-4 after 223/838). Ibn AbÐ DuÞÁd (d. 240/854) was reprimanded by  
al-Wathiq for rewarding AbÙ TammÁm with 1,000 dÐnÁrs (c. 25,000 dirhams), a 
caliphal prize amount, and the chief judge defended himself as having spent only 
half of this and the poet as deserving it for having extolled al-WÁthiq’s caliphate 
(AAT 144-5). 
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TammÁm, though the poet’s nonchalant response soured their rela-
tionship thereafter.21 Whether audience or dedicatee prompted the re-
spective other party depended on who had the greater familiarity 
with the modern style; in the earlier example, the expert was AbÙ 
Dulaf, an educated adÐb; and above, the experts were the KhurasanÐ 
poets, who were avid to experience the acclaimed AbÙ TammÁm. 

Usually large audiences were not themselves implicated as ad-
dressees, but merely as witnesses. Nevertheless they might partici-
pate by singing along with the recitation, as did the ÝAmr b. TamÐm 
Bedouins in the BaÒrian countryside. They were listening to a per-
formance of a nasÐb by al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ (d. 171-9/787-95)22 and 
joined in at an innovative image of the beloved’s tears, “She signaled 
to me with glances, her tears//like a necklace of silver beads, be-
trayed by the string and scattered” (ashÁrat bi-aÔrÁfin ilayya wa-
damÝuhÁ//ka-naÛmi jumÁnin khÁnahu l-silku fa-ntathar). The reciter 
had secretly slipped in the verse of a contemporary poet unknown to 
them with that of canonized Umayyad luminaries, and the tricked 
Bedouins perceived in al-Sayyid a “natural” (maÔbÙÝ) style they had 
come to miss in their day, and they could not contain their emotions, 
even if their response was a rather artless, popular kind of singing.23 

I.2. Expression of awe 

In contrast with AbÙ Dulaf’s boisterous cheering, other patrons, 
among them al-Íasan b. al-RajÁÝ,24 maintained a more respectful 
manner. He listened to AbÙ TammÁm’s panegyric during a drinking 
session, and when the poet described his struggle against the vicissi-
tudes as days turned black like nights (4), interrupted the recitation 
and cried, “May they no longer be black from this day forth.”  
Moving to the antistrophe, the poet explained the generosity of al-
Íasan (who was known to be stingy) by a mock etiology with natural 

                                    
21  AAT 115-18 and var. AAT 212:1-213:2. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn I, no. 16 in 

44 vv. The khabar reproduces vv. 1(S) and 8-12(AS) in a continuous passage. 
22  Agh 7:232-3. Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 103 in 8 vv. cited after 

Agh. The nasÐb theme with aÔlÁl and morning of separation motifs suggests that the 
passage originally belonged to a qaÒÐda.  

23  TamrÐq is explained variously as the singing of Bedouins or the lower classes; 
Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn 10:341a and b. 

24  Governor of Shiraz under al-MaÝmÙn and al-MuÝtaÒim. See also n. 73. 
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phenomena and equated it with the ongoing poetic offering in an  
antithetical parallelism. 

lÁ tunkirÐ ÝaÔala l-karÐmi mina l-ghinÁ 
fa-l-saylu Îarbun li-l-makÁni l-ÝÁlÐ 

wa-tanaÛÛarÐ khababa l-rikÁbi yanuÒÒuhÁ 
muÎyÐ l-qarÐÃi ilÁ mumÐti l-mÁli [kÁmil] 

Do not blame the noble’s being stripped of wealth: 
the stream is averse to lofty places.  

Look at the trot of the camels, driven to their utmost 
by the reviver of poetry towards the killer of wealth (125:5-6). 

Al-Íasan physically responded to this perfect fit between patron and 
poet by rising and listening to the remainder of the ode standing. The 
poet likewise stood up. More innovative images followed in the ode, 
which the editor al-ÑÙlÐ transcribed to the end: for instance, the im-
age of a virgin with a large dowry for the dedicated ode and its re-
ward (9). After the recitation patron and poet embraced and the gov-
ernor reused the image in his approving comment, “How well you 
conducted these brides [to their grooms].” The poet topped him on 
the figurative level, “By God had they been virgins of paradise, your 
standing up would have been the best fulfillment of their dowries.” 
This conversation inaugurated a windfall of 10,000 dirhams for the 
poet during his two-month stay in Shiraz.25 The patron had immedi-
ately grasped the poet’s strategy of placing them both on a par as 
paragons of generosity and literature, and he hastened to act out their 
compatibility face to face with the poet in word and gesture. Each 
validated the other, using the ode as a script for live performance. 

But even a larger audience could be awed into immediate action 
by poetic images. The fervent anti-Alid stance of the poet ÝAlÐ b. al-
Jahm earned him powerful enemies, notably the ÓÁhirids. They con-
spired to have al-Mutawakkil exile him in 239/853-4 to Khurasan, 
where governor ÓÁhir b. ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir had him exposed naked 
for a whole day on the city gate of al-ShÁdhiyÁkh (Nishabur) before 
the thronging crowd. However, ÝAlÐ’s defiant verse pronounced on 
this occasion, comparing his nakedness to the terrifying bared blade 
of a sword (6), connected with the onlookers. They took him down 

                                    
25  AAT 167-70. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn III, no. 125 in 13 vv., 1-4 (S) and 5-13 

(AS). The khabar reproduces all but verse 3. 
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and showed him respect, overturning the verdict of the authorities, 
just as the poet had inverted his shameful nakedness into an image of 
intimidating awe.26 

I.3. Tears 

Lamentations (which the medieval sources likewise call qaÒÐdas), 
produced visceral reactions of grief. AbÙ TammÁm once expressed 
condolence to ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir for his loss of two young sons on the 
same day.27 In the second verse of the lamentation proper (14), the 
poet deplores the loss of young men of great promise. 

lahfÐ ÝalÁ tilka l-makhÁyili (D: shawÁhidi) fÐhimÁ 
law umhilat ÎattÁ takÙna shamÁÞila [kÁmil] 

Oh, sorrow for those virtues in both of them foretold! 
If only they had been given the time to become character traits! 
(200:14) 

Here the grieving father interrupted the poet. He admired the verse, 
but complained that instead of offering consolation it intensified his 
pain. This reaction AbÙ TammÁm had anticipated, for he proceeded 
with a passage vaunting both the unique intensity of ÝAbdallÁh’s be-
reavement as well as his peerless strength of heart in bearing it (15-
17). The following lines are skipped in the khabar, which continues 
with the penultimate couplet, joined by enjambment. 

shamakhat khilÁluka an yuÞassiyaka mruÞun 
aw an tudhakkara nÁsiyan aw ghÁfilÁ 

illÁ mawÁÝiÛa qÁdahÁ laka samÎatan 
isjÁÎu lubbika sÁmiÝan aw qÁÞilÁ. 

Too lofty are your virtues for anyone to console you 
or remind you, as if [you were] forgetting or uncaring, 

Except for the admonition, freely offered you, 
by the kindness of your own listening or speaking heart (200:23-4). 

                                    
26  TSh 319-20. Cf. ÝAlÐ b. al-Jahm, DÐwÁn, no. 82 in 18 vv. after Agh and al-

ThaÝÁlibÐ, al-MuntaÎal, 266-7, citing vv. 1-2, 6 and 8-17. The khabar in TSh cites 1-
2 and 6, the last containing the sword image. Agh (10:219-20) provides a parallel 
version focused on the conspiring enemies and citing vv. 1-11 and 18 as composed 
after the fact. Ullmann (1995, 119-25) cautions that the event, reported only in Agh, 
may be secondarily derived from the poem. 

27  AAT 217-20. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn IV, no. 200 in 25 vv. 
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At this the bereft father rejoined, “Now you have given me consola-
tion.” He has the qaÒÐda recorded in writing and the poet remuner-
ated. ÝAbdallÁh’s two interruptions show how he responded to a cycle 
of grief and consolation that the lamentation had mapped out. His 
emotions followed the course the poet had paced for him, and he 
yielded to them, confirming both his deepest pain and the regaining 
of self-control. As this addressee steps into the role the poet has cre-
ated for him, the piece of pre-composed literature becomes a work-
ing-through of personal loss. With its interruption, the lamentation il-
lustrates the unique capacity of poetry to prompt human emotion 
more powerfully than if it had been transcribed intact and the father’s 
interjections omitted.  

Two lamentations for the Alids drew similar reactions. They differ 
from the preceding personal laments in that they mourn a dynasty of 
martyrs before a surviving relative, and one of them (by DiÝbil) even 
voices hope for a better future. When the KaysÁnÐ poet al-Sayyid al-
ÍimyarÐ (d. 171-9/787-95) was admitted to recite to the sixth imam, 
JaÝfar b. MuÎammad al-ÑÁdiq (d. 148/765), the women of the house 
listened from behind a curtain. He began with a double exhortation to 
greet the tomb of al-Íusayn (martyred 61/680) and to linger and 
weep there.  

umrur ÝalÁ jadathi l-Íusay- 
ni fa-qul li-aÝÛumihi l-zakiyya 

yÁ aÝÛuman lÁ zilti min 
waÔfÁÞa sÁkibatin rawiyya 

wa-idhÁ mararta bi-qabrihÐ 
fa-aÔil bihÐ waqfa l-maÔiyya 

wa-bki l-muÔahhara li-l-muÔah- 
hari wa-l-muÔahharati l-naqiyya 

ka-bukÁÞi muÝwilatin atat 
yawman li-wÁÎidihÁ l-maniyya [kÁmil majzÙÞ muraffal] 

Pass by the grave of al-Íusayn  
and say to his pure bones, 

“O bones, may you forever be beneath  
a trailing, quenching cloud!” 

When you pass by his tomb,  
prolong the stopping of [your] mount 
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and weep for the pure [son]  
of the pure [father] and the pure lady 

as a wailing mother weeps 
whose single child death has taken. 

Here JaÝfar’s tears well up, screams and cries are heard from inside 
the house, and JaÝfar orders the poet to stop reciting (amarahu bi-l-
imsÁk). Thus concludes the khabar without any mention of reward.28 
The audience never hears the remainder of the ode, which contains, 
according to later sources, a curse on FÁÔima’s attackers, the narrative 
of al-Íusayn’s death, and another exhortation to weep. Both the Alid 
descendant and his household replace the poem’s end with their reac-
tions; they transform the literary description of mourning with an ac-
tual performance that dispenses with the poetic text. As the audience 
adopts the role traced by the verse, the poet likewise steps into a 
role,29 for he was not a follower of JaÝfar but an adherent to the 
KaysÁniyya movement that awaited the return (rajÝa) of MuÎammad 
b. al-Íanafiyya (d. 81/700). This duplicity is pointed out and criti-
cized in the commentary to the khabar. In the actual situation, how-
ever, this is not seen as hypocrisy, as the poet temporarily takes on 
the ideal role of a JaÝfarÐ loyalist. This priority of a publicly-played 
political or moral role over privately held convictions and behavior is 
accepted by JaÝfar and his womenfolk. In two variants of this khabar, 
JaÝfar or the women respectively praise his verse and dismiss the 
charge that the poet’s wine drinking invalidates it—rather to the con-
trary, his greater merit of loving ÝAlÐ is deemed to outweigh his 
smaller sin.30 

                                    
28  Agh 7:234; in variant Agh 7:235-6 an anonymous man recites the ode. Cf. al-

Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 210 in 23 vv. after Agh (vv. 1-2, 7-9) and al-AmÐn 
1381/1961, 12:121-2 (from Agh 7:234) and 12:162-3 (where the whole poem is 
cited in a dÐwÁn on the Alids, assembled by the editor from the ManÁqib Àl AbÐ 
ÓÁlib by the ImÁmÐ theologian Ibn ShahrÁshÙb (d. 588/1192) and other unnamed 
medieval sources; ibid., 12:127.  

29  See the excursus at the end of this section for a discussion of social role.  
30  Agh 7:235-6, Agh 7:245 (in the second variant a different poem is used); al-

Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 108 in 55 verses of which 43-6 are cited in the  
khabar. The lament recurs in Agh 7:266 in a recitation by al-Sayyid to the prophet 
MuÎammad in a dream. At the moment in the poem when al-Sayyid quotes the un-
believers asking the prophet: 

“If you wish, inform us,” they said to him, 
“who holds the ultimate destiny and terror?” (9) 

The prophet cuts the poet short, commenting: 
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A later Alid reacted with equal force. When DiÝbil al-KhuzÁÝÐ 
(148-246/765-860), who relates this event himself as an old man, 
meets the then heir-designate ÝAlÐ al-RiÃÁ (d. 203/818) he is asked to 
recite some of his own verse and performs his famous ode rhyming 
in t, which begins:  

madÁrisu ÁyÁtin khalat min tilÁwatin 
wa-manzilu waÎyin muqfiru l-ÝaraÒÁti [ÔawÐl] 

Obliterated signs that have readers no longer, 
a home of inspiration with courtyards deserted (3).31 

The ode varies the classical aÔlÁl motif by describing tombs not en-
campments, their destruction as wrought by humans not time, and 
their era of habitation as one of fasting and prayer, not amorous ad-
venture (continued in 4-12, which the khabar skips). Turning then ex-
plicitly to the Alids, DiÝbil describes them as scattered in distant 
tombs, but also as death-defying warriors who boast the prophet and 
the QurÞÁn as their singular claims to honor (16-37). Finally the poet 
speaks of his own loyalty, love and compassion for the Alids, and 
their exemplary endurance of injustice and refusal to stoop to its level 
(35-53): 

idhÁ wutirÙ maddÙ ilÁ wÁtirÐhimÙ 
akuffan mina l-awtÁri munqabiÃÁti 

When they suffer brutality, they extend to their tormentors  
hands that shirk brutality (53). 

Here ÝAlÐ breaks into uncontrollable weeping and a servant signals 
the poet to be silent (awmaÞa l-khÁdimu ilayya an askuta). After a 
new start, the reaction recurs at the same line. Only after a third start 
can the poet continue through the rest of the ode, which adds a tone 
                                    

“This is enough.” Then he gestures as if to wash his hands of them and says [con-
firming the verse’s truth], “By God, I did inform them.”  

31  Agh 20:102-3, var. Agh 20:68-9. Cf. DiÝbil b. ÝAlÐ al-KhuzÁÝÐ, DÐwÁn, ed. 
YÙsuf Najm. Beirut 1962, no. 44; vv. 3 and 53 are cited in the khabar. I follow the 
version of YÙsuf Najm, rather than the one by ÝAbd al-ÑÁÎib al-DujaylÐ (al-Najaf 
1382/1962, 85-97) augmented from later Shiite sources to 115 vv., whereas Najm 
limits himself to 69 verses recorded in Muslim b. MaÎmÙd al-ShÐrazÐ’s Jamharat al-
islÁm dhÁt al-nathr wa-l-niÛÁm and, in brackets, 14 verses from both MuÞmin al-
ShabalanjÐ’s NÙr al-abÒÁr fÐ manÁqib Àl Bayt al-NabÐ al-mukhtÁr and YÙsuf b. 
YaÎyÁ al-ÑanÝÁnÐ’s Nasimat al-saÎar fÐ dhikr man tashayyaÝa wa-shaÝar, namely vv. 
1-2, 6-9, 14-15, 21, 51-2, 54-5; cf. DÐwÁn, ed. Najm, 35 n. For easy reference I re-
tain Najm’s numbering but disregard the bracketed verses, which are mostly ana-
phoric epithetical clauses or elaborating paraphrases. 
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of hope for a future Alid imam, God’s righting of the Alids’ suffer- 
ings, and the poet’s declared goal to persuade those unconvinced of 
the Alids’ legitimacy (54-69, especially 56-7, 60, 65-6). ÝAlÐ’s inter- 
ruption precedes the poet’s mention of his own tears on behalf of the 
Alids; he also stops the poem at the pivotal moment of Alid suffering 
before an upswing toward a more positive future—in a way similar 
to that in which ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir had let out his grief at the moment 
in the text when the poet depicted its greatest intensity. ÝAlÐ’s grief, 
however, is dramatized as more devastating, for it takes three starts 
to regain composure, and the part of the ode invoking consolation is 
neither cited nor paraphrased in the khabar. Both listeners (ÝAlÐ al-
RiÃÁ more radically so) alter the process of performance by their ex-
pressions of grief, and both enact the role that the lamentation scripts 
for them. This dramatic takeover of the poetic text differs from the 
reaction of caliph al-MaÞmÙn.32 In this variant of ÝAlÐ’s story, the ca-
liph insists on listening to the same ode (which he already knows) 
from the poet’s own mouth. He also weeps to the point of drenching 
his beard, as the khabar specifies, but is able to listen to it all (fa-
anshadahu iyyÁhÁ ilÁ ÁkhirihÁ wa-l-MaÞmÙnu yabkÐ ÎattÁ akhÃala 
liÎyatahu bi-l-damÝ ). This emotional distance to the text makes the 
caliph’s grief a studied public performance rather than the visceral 
participation manifested by ÝAlÐ al-RiÃÁ.  

Like al-Sayyid above, DiÝbil also performed his role on different 
levels. His devotion to the Alids is borne out by his poetic oeuvre, 
which is exclusively dedicated to ÝAlids and those caliphs who en-
dorsed their legitimacy. But with all his protestations of love and 
loyalty for the Alids, he accepted a reward of jewelry (presumably 
from the households’ women33) and 10,000 of the first dirhams 
struck in ÝAlÐ’s name, which he then resold at a tenfold profit to in-
terested Shiites. This is not to suggest that his ode had less meaning, 
but the demonstration of allegiance and the transaction of praise and 
reward were two compatible dimensions of the public role of an Alid 
panegyrist into which DiÝbil here stepped.  

                                    
32  Agh 20:138-9. The khabar’s dating is uncertain, but if it falls after ÝAlÐ’s sud-

den passing away then the caliph used DiÝbil’s lamentation to include ÝAlÐ along with 
his martyred ancestors and to disavow publicly any involvement in his death. 

33  In var. Agh 20:68-9 an additionally given robe of honor is stolen by Shiites 
and after negotiation restored to the poet in coin (30,000 dirhams) together with one 
sleeve. 
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Excursus on the Poet’s Role 

A study of interaction through qaÒÐdas cannot cannot dispense with 
some brief remarks on a poet’s public role, which was far too sophis-
ticated to fit the narrow moral categories of sincerity or mendacity.34 
Poets and high-ranking patrons understood the difference between 
official role play and privately entertained beliefs and habits, and the 
poet was held responsible primarily for those views he advertised. Of 
this the above-discussed AbÙ l-ÝAtÁÎiya and al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ 
and some of their contemporaries leave behind instructive accounts. 

A poet’s advertised political and religious stance needed not re-
flect the actual truth. The better to perform the praises of the ex-
tremely loyal and protective YazÐd b. ManÒÙr, the maternal uncle of 
al-MahdÐ, AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya falsely claimed the status of a mawlÁ of the 
YemenÐ tribes. After the patron’s death he acknowledged this strategy 
as “something I needed at that time” (dhÁlika shayÞun iÎtajtu ilayhi fÐ 
dhÁlika l-zaman).35 Regarding his religious stance, the poet displayed 
with remarkable dexterity a pious asceticism (zuhd, tanassuk) while 
shunning affiliations with specific theological positions, such as 
those of the MuÝtazilites.36 Al-ManÒÙr showed himself a sophisti-
cated patron in this regard. Laughing with enjoyment about al-Sayyid 
al-ÍimyarÐ’s panegyric describing him as having captured the kings 
of India, China and the Turks, he was unmoved by the accusation of 
the attending judge SawwÁr b. ÝAbdallÁh al-ÝAnbarÐ (d. 157/780)37 
that the poet was “giving with his tongue what is not in his heart...not  
telling you the truth about what is in his heart” namely an allegiance 
not to the caliph but the KaysÁniyya movement.38 But to al-ManÒÙr 
only the poet’s public endorsement mattered. He eschewed discus-
sion of al-Sayyid’s Alid sympathies and defended to the judge the 

                                    
34  For a definition of social role, see Goffman 1959. 
35  Agh 4:34-5. 
36  Asked by a friend of the MuÝtazilite judge AÎmad b. AbÐ DuÞÁd, whether the 

QurÞÁn was created or not, he countered with another question, “Are you asking me 
about God or something else?” (Agh 4:10) only implying that the QurÞÁn is “some-
thing else.” Upon receiving a petition for help from the imprisoned MuÝtazilite Bishr 
b. al-MuÝtamir he sent a couplet advising him to accept his fate; Agh 4:82. 

37  He is the protagonist of al-JÁÎiÛ’s anecdote of the qÁÃÐ and the fly, in which he 
appears as a model of dignity; Pellat 1953, 240 after al-JÁÎiÛ, ÍayawÁn 3:106-7. 

38  His verses together with those of Kuthayyir ÝAzza are the only direct sources 
on the KaysÁniyya; see Halm 1988, 25. Cf. also nn. 28 and 30. 
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poet’s “devotion and pure intention” on a personal level. In the ensu-
ing hostilities between poet and judge, the poet insulted the latter as 
incompetent and as descended from a goat thief, and the judge rigged 
a trial of the poet for alleged theft. The caliph eventually stepped in 
to strip the judge of legal authority over the poet and had the poet 
apologize.39 In the whole affair the caliph was unconcerned with the 
poet’s true religious preferences, while the judge could not tolerate 
what he saw as duplicity. The BaÒran governor ÝUqba b. Salm (r. 
147-51/764-8) likewise passed over the poet’s Alid leanings and jus-
tified rewarding him on account of his companionship and service. 
The governor even reformulated al-Sayyid’s pro-Alid stance as 
praiseworthy “loyalty to those whose right and protection we must 
ensure.” He allowed the poet to respond to a tribal chief’s accusation 
that he had insulted AbÙ Bakr and ÝUmar. Thus the governor toler-
ated al-Sayyid’s endorsement of ÝAlÐ’s legitimacy in return for his ef-
ficacious praises.40 Conversely a poet’s public show of his piety had 
therefore little credibility for religious authorities. A denunciation of 
AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya as a heretic (zindÐq) required an investigation through 
a spy.41 Precisely for its public nature, a poem he was advised to 
compose about his orthodox belief to be passed on to the heresy offi-
cial (ÒÁÎib al-zanÁdiqa) would not have satisfied the purpose.42 

The same understanding of a poet’s public persona governed his 
moral behavior. Caliphs took different stances in what they counte-
nanced (as they themselves differed in doing in private what they 
banned publicly). Thus al-SaffÁÎ tried (in vain) to force AbÙ DulÁma 
to abstain from wine,43 and al-MahdÐ wanted to punish BashshÁr for 
what he saw as a proof of his drinking (a strikingly realistic khamri-
yya).44 Al-ManÒÙr again showed himself savvy in dealing with poets’ 
layered personalities. Appreciating in al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ a prolific 

                                    
39  Agh 7:252-4. In two variants the cause of the hostilities is the judge’s rejection 

of the poet’s testimony; one ends with al-ManÒÙr chastising the judge for upbraiding 
the poet (Agh 7:247-8), the other with his ousting the judge and indemnifying the 
poet with a fief (TSh 33-5). For the praise poem, see al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn, 
no. 187 with 3 verses preserved; for the satire of the judge, ibid., no. 32, based on 
Agh and TSh. 

40  Agh 7:254-5.  
41  Agh 4:37. 
42  Ibid. 
43  TSh 60-1. 
44  Agh 3:258-9. 
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natural talent coupled with an addiction to wine, he agreed to convert 
a 10,000 dirham reward for an ode into a license to drink with impu-
nity. The caliph wrote to the Medinan governor prescribing eighty 
lashes for the poet should he be found intoxicated, and a hundred for 
whoever turned him in.45 JaÝfar al-ÑÁdiq and the women of his 
household (to whom the poet also showed allegiance) gave proof of 
the same insight. When reminded of the poet’s drinking habits, they 
dismissed this private shortcoming as a small evil in comparison with 
a publicly professed love for ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓÁlib; the women defended 
him by saying: “Even if one foot slipped the other one stood firm.”46 
The governor of AhwÁz, SulaymÁn b. ÍabÐb b. al-Muhallab, was 
even more accommodating by providing the wine himself. He no-
ticed the pallor of the poet, who had abstained in his company and 
admitted his state to be due to withdrawal. The governor, who him-
self proscribed wine, ensured his poet’s well-being by ordering two 
hundred amphoras of date wine from Jabal province. His outward 
justification echoed that of the Alids, though personal friendship and 
the fact that he owed to the poet his appointment by al-SaffÁÎ cer-
tainly played a role.47 

The poet’s performance of select beliefs and moral virtues was 
part of a circumscribed salaried function whose details were care-
fully regulated. Poets waited at a specific spot at the gates of caliphs 
and high officials until granted admission.48 In assemblies they occa-
sionally wore special attire, and they had to receive permission be-
fore speaking, even when attacked.49 Some patrons demanded their 
constant company and entertainment at home and on travels. In re- 
turn poets received yearly stipends (jirÁya, waÛÐfa) in addition to oc-
casional prizes and other assistance, and they felt entitled to call 
these in when forgotten.50 This amount of “trouble, exertion and 
watchfulness” required in caliphal service was unbearable for AbÙ  
 

                                    
45  Agh 4:376; for the poet’s addiction, see Agh 4:372-3 and 375. 
46  Agh 7:245; cf. n. 30. 
47  TSh 32-3. For the poet’s request for his appointment in lieu of monetary re-

ward for an ode, see Agh 7:234, al-Sayyid al-ÍimyÁrÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 106, and EI2 
VII:359b. See n. 102 for his releasing the poet from prison after a drinking bout. 

48  Agh 4:77, TSh 60-1. Cf. also Gruendler 2005b. 
49  See for example BashshÁr; Agh 3:160. 
50  Al-RashÐd granted AbÙ l-ÝAtÁÎiya 50,000 dirhams yearly (Agh 4:65-6), al-

MaÝmÙn 20,000 (Agh 4:55-6). 
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DulÁma (d. 161/777) and AbÙ NuwÁs (d. 215/800) who fled palace 
duties to spend their time drinking in taverns with their compan-
ions.51 For AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya, whom al-RashÐd kept close at all times 
except on pilgrimage, the turn to piety and abstention from ghazal 
may have had a similar motive.52 

The poet’s construction of his public role was not without clashes, 
for allegiance to a past caliph could complicate that owed to his suc-
cessor,53 and conflicting loyalties to rival factions, such as Alids and 
Abbasids, posed a risk to al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ. (DiÝbil al-KhuzÁÝÐ 
represents an exception in his satires of the Abbasid caliphs after the 
death of ÝAlÐ al-RiÃÁ.) 

A poet might also overstep his role. This is the case of Muslim, 
who refused payment for not satirizing general YazÐd.54 An affirma-
tive answer to this not uncommon practice of purchasing another 
man’s honor would have given al-RashÐd an occasion for excessive 
generosity. Surprisingly the poet preferred the luxury of his private 
convictions. This was unexpected and embarrassing to the caliph 
who saved face by threatening the poet’s life in the case of renewed 
satire. 

Engaging with a poet’s public persona was of interest to paying 
patrons. It had little effect on the lower authorities (judges or com-
petitors), who exposed duplicities such as the notorious stinginess of 
the pious AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya.55  

II. The Poet’s Cuts and Additions 

Both poet and audience let their actions be guided by the text of the 
ode—but without the ode (literally) dictating the procedure. The ak-
hbÁr cited so far give ample proof of the extent to which an audience  
took public recitation as an opportunity to participate individually or  
 
                                    

51  TSh 60-1 and 202. 
52  Agh 4:65-6. 
53  AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya and IbrÁhÐm al-MawÒilÐ refused a request by al-RashÐd to com-

pose and sing ghazal poetry because of their loyalty and gratitude to the caliph’s 
predecessor MÙsÁ al-HÁdÐ; Agh 4:74-5. 

54  Agh 18:320-3 and Appendix A, version c. 
55  See his refusal to share his wealth (Agh 4:77-78, 97), his eating of bread with 

milk and other modest food, refusing to give alms to his neighbor or to a beggar, and 
the starving to death of his black slave (Agh 4:18-21). 
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as a group. Interruptions of odes and enactments of their scripted 
emotions by the audience show poetry to be a performance art, an 
element which the subsequent and enduring textual authority of 
dÐwÁns tends to veil. This participation of the audience was antici-
pated by poets, who, like AbÙ TammÁm, could respond to it crea-
tively. But poets also took the initiative themselves to adjust an ode 
to the sudden needs of a situation and did not shy away from reduc-
ing it to its parts. (Since the following story will be referred to re-
peatedly in its different versions, the reader is advised to peruse the 
Appendix before proceeding.) 

II.1. Emotional effect 

The first encounter between the avant garde badÐÝ poet Muslim b. al-
WalÐd (d. 208/823) and the general YazÐd b. Mazyad al-ShaybÁnÐ (d. 
185/801) was brought about by al-RashÐd. When the Arab leader fi-
nally crushed a KhÁrijite rebellion that had stymied two previous gen- 
erals, Muslim circulated an ode in praise of him,56 but it was al-
RashÐd who first alerted the general to this. He recited two of the 
verses and scolded the general as aÝrÁbÐ for not knowing the identity 
of their brilliant author. Back at his palace, the general asked his 
chamberlain to identify among the people at the gate the creator of 
the cited couplet. Muslim meanwhile had been tarrying there on the 
chamberlain’s advice until the cash-strapped general would be flush 
again. When Muslim was led before the general, he recited part of 
the ode that the caliph had quoted, choosing, however, not the praise 
but the nasÐb’s morning-of-separation motif. From this passage Mus-
lim selected and juxtaposed two separate couplets on the poet’s 
weeping eyes and the beloved’s piercing glances and promising 
winks that leave the poet heartbroken. Muslim, who had so far vainly 
exerted himself with innovative fantastic madÐÎ in the modern style, 
left aside the qaÒÐda’s main part here and chose instead the emotional 
approach of touching YazÐd with the nasÐb.57 Beyond its psychologi-

                                    
56  Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt VI:328. 
57  Agh 18:319-20 and Appendix A version b. Cf. Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn, no. 1 in 

79 vv. Al-RashÐd cites vv. 40 (with the motif of vultures following the army) and 43 
(on YazÐd’s refraining from perfume). Muslim recites to YazÐd vv. 1-2 and 6-7 from 
the nasÐb. On this poem, see Heinrichs 1994. 
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cal dimension, the nasÐb also offered a more familiar thematic reper-
toire for an unsophisticated patron.58 One recalls the similar choice of 
the rÁwÐ who had touched rural Bedouins with BashshÁr’s (anony-
mously presented) nasÐb.59 Especially with the emotional eye images 
of the nasÐb, Muslim hoped to make the connection his praise had 
failed to establish. He succeeded indeed in prompting the general to 
pawn away an estate and to award him 50,000 dirhams (later restored 
and doubled by al-RashÐd whose spies informed him of what YazÐd 
had done).  

II.2. Timing 

More often, however, it was the nasÐb that fell victim to the cut as the 
poet focused on the official purpose of his ode. Here the timing often 
pressed him to chose the essential over the beautiful. When al-FaÃl b. 
YaÎyÁ was set to depart for the governorship of Khurasan and hosted 
a final reception for panegyrists, Muslim learned of this only when 
the official had already retired to his private drinking majlis. When 
Muslim was admitted to recite his pre-composed ode in praise of al-
FaÃl, he began in the middle with the madÐÎ proper (30). The inebri-
ated FaÃl was moved to rapture, had the ode’s verses (all 80 of them) 
repeated and counted, and rewarded the poet with 1,000 dirhams per 
verse and moreover a slave-girl. The khabar shows precisely how the 
abbreviated presentation does not destroy the poem but rather pre-
sents an edited form of what is then acknowledged in its totality.60 

Time constraints also affected an ode by AshjaÝ al-SulamÐ (d. 
195/811). He went to find the caliph al-RashÐd in his capital of Raqqa 
to present him with praises. The khabar details the young poet’s dire 
finances and his need for a patron to save himself from abject pov-
erty. But the occasion’s solemnity allowed for little room to try his 
luck; the waiting poets were screened and selected ahead of time and  
 

                                    

The khabar is one of five versions (Agh 318-24, see Appendices A-B) on the 
education of general YazÐd b. al-Mazyad in literary patronage further discussed in 
sections III and V; see also n. 123 below.  

58  On him see n. 144. Cf. also nn. 126 and 147. 
59  Agh 7:232-3 and nn. 22-3. 
60  Agh 18:340-2. Cf. Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn, no. 45 in 79 vv. Cited are 30 then 

33-6, 43-4, 50 (all AS). 



BEATRICE GRUENDLER 

 

346

given an appointment at the caliphal residence for one Friday morn-
ing before the noon prayer. They were instructed to recite in the order 
of seniority, which placed the indigent young protagonist at the end. 
The caliph meanwhile was seated at a distance between two rows of 
dignitaries listening attentively to the poets’ recitations. Suspense 
was heightened as the six senior poets took their time. The sun rose 
to the zenith and the prayer call was about to be heard, when AshjaÝ 
finally reached his turn. Lacking the time to present the whole 
qaÒÐda, the young poet faced missing the unique chance of gaining 
his caliph’s ear. In this quandary he decided to cut nasÐb and raÎÐl 
and limited his performance to the praise proper, beginning in mid-
sentence. 

...ilÁ malikin yastaghriqu l-mÁla jÙduhu 
makÁrimuhÙ nathrun wa-maÝrÙfuhÙ sakbu [tawÐl] 

...Towards a king whose magnanimity exhausts wealth, 
whose noble deeds are spread wide, whose kindnesses flows freely. 

The radical cut allowed AshjaÝ to present the entire antistrophe, 
crowned with a cosmic hyperbole of personal understatement in the 
dedication. 

jahadtu wa-lam ablugh ÝulÁka bi-midÎatin 
wa-laysa ÝalÁ man kÁna mujtahidan Ýatbu 

I tried to reach your height with a praise—and failed. 
But he who has struggled meets no blame. 

The poet’s quick reaction benefitted him twofold; the muÎdath style 
of praise with its cosmic hyperboles was known to be to al-RashÐd’s 
taste.61 Moreover the caliph misread AshjaÝ’s haste as a pious desire 
not to miss prayer, and he rewarded him doubly for the halved 
poem.62 

Cutting the nasÐb met with another patron’s approval. ÝUmar b. al-
ÝAlÁÞ the general and companion of al-MahdÐ (r. 158-69/775-85), was 
the object of much praise and once rewarded AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya with the 
outrageous sum of 70,000 dirhams. Other poets questioned such fa-
voritism toward “that Kufan,” and challenged ÝUmar: “What is the 
yardstick for his poetry?” (wa-ayyu shayÞin miqdÁru shiÝrihi?). One 

                                    
61  On al-RashÐd’s taste see n. 15.  
62  Awq 75-6. 
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of the two reasons ÝUmar gave was that AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya did not waste 
time on tashbÐb but proceeded directly to the praise.63  

Another case of a truncated qaÒÐda is reported of al-Sayyid al-
ÍimyarÐ. He had studied ÝAlÐ’s pious miracles (faÃÁÞil) with a trusted 
Kufan traditionist, al-AÝmash (d.c. 148/765),64 and composed poetry 
about their themes (maÝÁnÐ). One day, newly mounted and robed by 
an Alid Kufan amÐr, al-Sayyid went into town claiming that he could 
cite his own poetry on every one of ÝAlÐ’s faÃÁÞil. He challenged peo-
ple to test him, promising his robe and mount to anyone able to fault 
him. Indeed one man caught him unawares with the tale about a ra-
ven saving ÝAlÐ from being bitten by a snake hidden in his shoe (the 
bird snatched the shoe from ÝAlÐ and in midair dropped the snake to 
the ground). On the spur of the moment al-Sayyid cast the tale in 
verse.65 The poet departed with his gifts and added the nasÐb later. 
(Not all of al-Sayyid’s verse on ÝAlÐ need have been in qaÒÐda form).  

Muslim and AshjaÝ shortened pre-composed odes at their initial 
delivery; al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ inversely began to improvise a qaÒÐda 
from its praise part, leaving the beginning temporarily aside. These 
poets did not consider the qaÒÐda form inviolate but subjected it to  
the dictates of the moment and the perceived desire of the audience. 
These temporary performance versions, however, did not displace 
the complete texts; Muslim’s poem was widely cited even before he 
could deliver it in person, and al-Sayyid, having won his wager, still 
felt the need to complete his ode with a nasÐb. 

 

                                    
63  ÝUmar cited as second reason that AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya did not circle around motifs 

but brought them together; Agh 4:39-40. Cf. AbÙ l-ÝAtÁhiya, DÐwÁn, appendix, no. 
191 in 14 vv. based on literary sources. The khabar contains vv. 10-11 (beginning of 
the AS; motif of free men offering their cheeks to his sandals); 13-14 (motif of cam-
els complaining about being loaded with gifts) were set to music and appended by 
AbÙ l-Faraj. ÝUmar had been sent in 141/758 by al-ManÒÙr to join forces with prince 
MuÎammad (the later al-MahdÐ)—then residing in Rayy after having crushed a re-
volt in Khurasan—to campaign in Tabaristan. From 155/772 ÝUmar governed Taba-
ristan and later also Ruyan for both caliphs; EI2 VI:744b, 941a, VIII:650b, al-ÓabarÐ, 
TaÞrÐkh VII:510-11, VIII:149, 166.  

64  SulaymÁn b. MihrÁn, a Kufan traditionist and QurÞÁn reader who followed Ibn 
MaÒÝÙd and Ubayy; EI2 I:431b. 

65  Agh 7:249-50, var. Agh 7:250. Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn no. 24 in 27 
vv. after Agh and later sources. Cited are 16, 18, 20-1, 23-4, 27, stripping the anti-
strophe to its storyline. AbÙ l-Faraj appends the incipit of the nasÐb.  
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II.3. Retort 

Critical feedback could not only interrupt an ode but change it for 
good. When AbÙ TammÁm recited a praise poem to AÎmad b. al-
MuÝtaÒim (the later al-MustaÝÐn, r. 248-52/862-6), the attending phi-
losopher al-KindÐ (185-252/810-66),66 who was the prince’s compan-
ion, stopped the poet at verse 23 to criticize his pedestrian similes, 
“The prince is greater than everything you are comparing him with.” 
The poet had likened AÎmad to ancient Arab figures proverbial for 
courage (ÝAmr b. MaÝdÐkarib), generosity (ÍÁÔim ÓÁÞÐ), and other 
cardinal virtues. AbÙ TammÁm paused and reflected before retorting 
with an improvised couplet in the qaÒÐda’s rhyme and meter. Pre-
tending to accept the criticism, he inverted it to a causal hyperbole 
for the prince’s singularity and bolstered this with an analogy to the 
QurÞÁnic light verse—its religious argument certainly being intended 
as a stab against the philosopher:  

lÁ tunkirÙ ÃarbÐ lahÙ man dÙnahÙ 
mathalan sharÙdan fÐ l-nadÁ wa-l-bÁsi 

fa-llÁhu qad Ãaraba l-aqalla li-nÙrihi 
mathalan min al-mishkÁti wa-l-nibrÁsi [kÁmil] 

Do not blame my using for him someone who is beneath him, 
as a widespread simile for generosity and courage. 

God used for his light as a simile  
the lowest [light] of niche and lantern (81:24-5). 

Prince and philosopher were equally impressed with AbÙ TammÁm’s 
quickness of mind (fiÔna), and AÎmad doubled his prize. The poet 
had both defeated the critical remark in a pseudo-rational manner and 
added a religious defense. His improvised couplet has become part of 
the dÐwÁn version of the qaÒÐda by al-ÑÙlÐ, who transmits this khabar 
and insists on its being the only correct version of the event.67 

 

                                    
66  A companion of al-MaÞmÙn and al-MuÝtaÒim, he dedicated his First Philoso-

phy to the latter’s son AÎmad, the subsequent al-MustaÝÐn, then fell into disfavor un-
der al-Mutawakkil; EI2 V:122-3. 

67  AAT 230:1-232:2. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn II, no. 81 in 34 vv. with var. min 
dÙnihi. The khabar contains vv. 1-2 (S), 22-3 (AS), and 24-5 (inserted improvisa-
tion). 
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III. Later Editing of QaÒÐdas in Literary Debates 

With one exception, examples so far have shown events that affected 
odes at their first recitation before a named dedicatee. Reactions 
tended to concern the odes’ declared purpose of praising or mourn-
ing, and they occurred at no more than one or two points in the text, 
after which the recitation was usually resumed and completed. On 
these occasions the ode, like a theatrical script, invited participation. 
Not all of the ode’s parts were equal in this respect; hyperbolic praise 
or exhortations to weep were most likely to stir the listeners to ac-
tion. Poets themselves cut either the entire nasÐb, or less often the 
ode’s main section or added verses to counter criticism. In all cases, 
however, the passages selected for performance (whether fully re-
produced in the khabar or not) retained their original sequence intact. 
This is different in the next example (a variant of general YazÐd’s les-
son in patronage, discussed in section II.1.), which anticipates the al-
terations typical of the later reception history; an ode is presented di-
rectly to its addressee after first being circulated publicly. Before be-
ing given to the recipient the ode undergoes a transformation, which 
forms the khabar’s main event.68 

When general YazÐd first became the object of Muslim’s praises 
the poet received no acknowledgment and had to wait unrecognized 
outside the general’s palace, wondering whether to abandon his un-
remunerative profession. A transmitter identified only by the nick-
name Baydaq (“chess pawn”) overheard his disheartened soliloquy 
and inquired about his compositions; he asked the poet to recite not a 
qaÒÐda but only a sample of his work (anshidnÐ baÝÃahu). Muslim 
complied with a sample of verses from the antistrophe of his first ode  
and presented these as a cohesive piece. Only four of the lines were 
originally contiguous, four others unconnected. From the resulting 
eight lines, the transmitter selected a mere couplet. Baydaq then re-
quested the poet’s latest composition, and Muslim recited another 
ode to him.69 These verses (including an unspecified portion of the 

                                    
68  Agh 18:323-4 version d. Cf. Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn, no. 1 in 79 vv. Selected 

are 30 (YazÐd’s deadly ferocity), 37, 43-6 (his deadliness in battle, austerity (scent 
motif), simultaneous kindness and frightfulness, and lion-like vigilance), 73 (moun-
tain-like reliability), 79 (his generosity vouched for by the poet). 

69  Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn, no. 6 in 37 vv. Cited are vv. 1 (on the positive khayÁl), 
9 (comparing YazÐd to almighty fate). 
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new poem) Baydaq presented to the general who rewarded the poet 
for both odes with 500 dirhams. But this modest sum did not even 
meet the level of reward customary among urban professionals, and 
Baydaq explained this to the general at a subsequent meeting in 
Raqqa; YazÐd parted with another 500 dirhams, still below his rank 
but just in time to let Muslim retrieve his pawned coat. The khabar 
illustrates the practical transformation of an ode in two steps. An ini-
tial selection by the poet was reviewed and reduced further by a 
rÁwÐ, who altered the qaÒÐda radically to assure its positive recep-
tion—a double editing of sorts. The resulting couplet provides a le-
gitimate parallel for the practical purpose of quick conveyance and 
presentation, that is a text that exists in its own right but does not re-
place the ode from which it derives. Much to the contrary, only the 
couplet allows the ode to secure reception.  

This khabar details a procedure more often tacitly assumed or al-
luded to in majÁlis, when literati debated an already well known 
qaÒÐda. The first performance of an ode was only the beginning of a 
long history of reception. Depending on its fame it might be repeated 
by the poet, the recipient, or the udabÁÞ. Later recitations by amateurs 
and professionals of muÎdath verse shifted the emphasis from a 
poem’s official purpose to its literary dimension and performed more 
invasive alterations as an implied, unacknowledged form of practical 
criticism.  

III.1. Suppression 

When ÝUmÁra b. ÝAqÐl (d.c. 232-47/847-61), the last epigone of the 
archaic style, appeared in Baghdad, he made a perfect umpire for 
AbÙ TammÁm’s verse, which was contested among other things for 
its yoking together archaisms and modern rhethorical figures. The 
prestigious visitor listened to an ode praising general Muhammad b. 
YÙsuf al-ÓÁÞÐ recited in its actual verse order, but in installments. 
Each time the reciter stopped, ÝUmÁra approved and demanded, 
“Give us more of this.” At verses 5-6, he vaunted the poet’s refresh-
ing reinvention of the commonplace complaint of exile as something 
the poet actually desired. 

wa-lÁkinnanÐ lam aÎwi wafran mujammaÝan 
fa-fuztu bihÐ illÁ bi-shamlin mubaddadi 
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wa-lam tuÝÔinÐ l-ayyÁmu nawman musakkanan 
aludhdhu bihi illÁ bi-nawmin musharradi [ÔawÐl] 

But I possess no collected wealth  
to call my own save a scattered assemblage. 

Nor did the days grant me restful slumber 
to savor except for slumber chased (46:5-6). 

Listening thereafter to the next couplet, ÝUmÁra found this theme 
likewise brought to perfection. 

wa-ÔÙlu muqÁmi l-marÞi fÐ l-Îayyi mukhliqun 
li-dÐbÁjatayhi fa-ghtarib tatajaddadi  

fa-innÐ raÞaytu l-shamsa zÐdat maÎabbatan 
ilÁ l-nÁsi idh laysat Ýalayhim bi-sarmadi 

A man’s long lingering in his quarter wears  
on his decorum—travel and renew it! 

I found that the sun is more beloved by people  
for not shining upon them in perpetuity (46:7-8). 

This sample sufficed for ÝUmÁra to designate AbÙ TammÁm as the 
best poet, based on criteria seldom conceded him, such as good 
wording, beautiful motifs, consistent intent, and uniform language 
(jawdat al-lafÛ, Îusn al-maÝÁnÐ, iÔÔirÁd al-murÁd, ittisÁq al-kalÁm).70 
In this literary debate the ode is no longer recited in toto, as done in 
the preceding examples, even if the complete text had been repre-
sented by stage directions. Rather, the critical approach requires the 
highlighting of certain aspects of the qaÒÐda and produces a reduced 
text that stands in for it. ÝUmÁra’s treatment thus cuts the ode down 
to its strophe, but observes the verse order of the excerpt, only inter-
rupting each couplet with commentary. This kind of dropping of an 
entire section will be referred to as “suppression.”71 

                                    
70  AAT 59-61. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn, II, no. 46 in 55 vv. praising MuÎam-

mad b. YÙsuf al-ÓÁÞÐ. The khabar cites vv. 1-4, 5-6 and 7-8 (all S). 
71  This term is adopted as a synonym for Genette’s excision (1982/1997, chap. 

47), i.e. the reduction of a text by “scissor cuts and crossouts” as opposed to conci-
sion (chap. 48), in which a reduced text is entirely reformulated. In the case of 
Abbasid odes, the great majority of editing is done by excision, whether of a single 
large chunk, Genette’s excision, suppression, or of numerous smaller passages 
throughout the work, Genette’s élagage, émondage (“trimming, pruning”), on which 
see below n. 75. 
Another suppression of a qaÒÐda’s part for critical purposes figures in a khabar on 
DiÝbil. He seeks out al-Íasan b. Wahb with a request but is confronted by an uniden-
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III.2. Acceleration 

In another instance ÝUmÁra handled an ode by AbÙ TammÁm more 
freely. While at the home of MuÎammad b. ManÒÙr [b. ZiyÁd FatÁ l-
ÝAskar], ÝUmÁra was reciting his own ode in r in praise of al-WÁthiq 
(r. 227-32/842-7) and the visiting poet AbÙ l-ÝAynÁÞ (d. 280/893) ad-
mired the piece. ÝUmÁra, however, dismissed the praise with the re-
mark that AbÙ TammÁm’s satire of general AfshÐn, executed for high 
treason in 226/841, topped anything achieved in this rhyme and me-
ter (laÎn). To prove his point he asked for a volunteer to recite it. (As 
in the previous khabar, he did not remember AbÙ TammÁm’s ode 
himself but relied on an amateur transmitter.) After hearing the in-
cipit, ÝUmÁra cut the reciter off and had him skip ahead to the “evo-
cation of fire” (dhikr al-nÁr). The reciter obliged, reciting the verses 
that described the fire devouring the crucified corpse of AfshÐn (21-2, 
25, 28) and then jumped further ahead to the mocking description of 
AfshÐn, his co-conspirer MÁzyÁr, and the rebel BÁbak (whom AfshÐn 
had once defeated in 220-2/835-7), hanging on their crosses like sun-
scorched travelers atop meagre mares (47-9, 51). Here ÝUmÁra sus-
pended the recitation without awaiting the ode’s ending and com-
mented that its author “had found what eluded other poets.” This 
confirmed to AbÙ al-ÝAynÁÞ that AbÙ TammÁm was truly the best 
modern poet.72 ÝUmÁra did not intend to discuss the entire ode but 
rather to highlight its unusual fire and crucifixion imagery, and there-
fore had the ode literally “fast-forwarded” to the two respective pas-
sages, which themselves were shortened by several verses. This fo-
cusing on select, largely intact passages is hereafter labeled “accel-
eration.” 

                                    

tified visitor for having disparaged AbÙ TammÁm’s poetry. The man forces DiÝbil to 
listen to a recitation of AbÙ TammÁm’s apology to MÙsÁ b. IbrÁhÐm al-RÁfiqÐ, and 
DiÝbil acknowledges its excellence after the fourth hemistich of the strophe (vv. 1-
10), which he repeats admiringly with the admission, “If he had left me some of his 
poetry, I would have declared him the best poet.” The extreme shortness of the ex-
cerpt that convinced DiÝbil is a dramatic abbreviation, though the dating of the event 
after AbÙ TammÁm’s death certainly softened his former critic; AAT 202:1-10. Cf. 
AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn, II, no. 56 in 38 vv. of which the first couplet is cited in the 
khabar. A longer excerpt of this ode appears in a khabar discussed in section III.3. 

72  AAT 93-6. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn II, no. 72 in 61 vv. The khabar cites vv. 
20-2, 25, 28 (the burning crucified AfshÐn) and 47-9, 51; see Ullmann 1995, 55-68. 
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III.3. Trimming 

Going even further, critics trimmed odes down to motif-size bits of 
one to several lines, which they rearranged into one continuous pas-
sage, even if the chosen lines had been far apart in the original ode. 
An example is the response to another skeptical voice cited by al-
ÑÙlÐ, to wit, the poet, critic and biographer of poets, DiÝbil al-KhuzÁÝÐ 
(whom we have already encountered as an Alid loyalist in section 
I.3.). Unlike ÝUmÁra, DiÝbil had no literary motive for criticizing AbÙ 
TammÁm, since he adhered to the modern style himself and was  
a disciple of Muslim b. al-WalÐd. Rather, he made judgements on  
religio-political and professional grounds. In the presence of al-
Íasan b. RajÁÞ,73 DiÝbil berated AbÙ TammÁm, but the attending poet 
ÝIÒÁba al-JarjarÁÞÐ (fl. 218-227/833-842) countered by reciting to him 
the poet’s praise of general MuÎammad b. YÙsuf al-ThaghrÐ. At verse 
28 DiÝbil surrendered and conceded AbÙ TammÁm’s excellence 
(faÃl), though finding his supporters guilty of exaggeration, whereas 
ÝIÒÁba called DiÝbil simply envious. The reciting ÝIÒÁba took the lib-
erty of selecting four separate verses from the ode and recomposing 
them as a quatrain.74 The first is the opening verse of the praise sec-
tion, or antistrophe, introducing the victorious general, the three oth-
ers striking images describing him. This is both a suppression of the 
nasÐb and a proportionate reduction of the ode’s main section in 
structure and content. The latter procedure is hereafter referred to as 
“trimming”: ÝIÒÁba, a poet in his own right, did not simply cut and 
fast-forward the ode from passage to passage but reconstructed it 
from separate salient images into a four-line “trailer” of highlights.75  

                                    
73  On him see n. 24. 
74  AAT 181-2. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn II, no. 91 in 51 vv. Cited are, after the 

incipit, vv. 20 (beginning of the AS), 22 (stream analogy), 23 (the patron’s dual na-
ture), 28 (his generosity as paradise on earth). 

75  For this term, see Genette 1982/1997, chap. 47. This reductive technique 
serves the function of what Genette calls digest (ibid., chap. 50), to wit, the substan-
tial reduction and refocusing of a work according to one aspect, except that trim-
ming   differs from digest by resulting from mere subtraction and requiring no re-
wording beyond minor variants. Genette also points to numerous amplifications  
and reductions by authors themselves for a variety of uses and audiences (ibid., 
chap. 56) .  
For the trimming of the Amorium ode to foreground its fantastic imagery, see AAT 
108-14 and AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn I, no. 3 in 71 vv. Quoted are 11-16, 18, 17, 21-3, 
26-9, 32-5, 37, 39-40, 50, 55, 68-70 (all AS); see Gruendler, forthcoming. 
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A poem of apology by AbÙ TammÁm to his patron AbÙ l-MughÐÔh 
MÙsÁ b. IbrÁhÐm al-RÁfiqÐ meets a similar fate but with a different 
agenda on the part of the editor. Al-Mubarrad had been confined to 
the palace of Ibn al-MuÝtazz, when a man from the BanÙ NuÝmÁn 
challenged him to suggest any poet who could have outdone the 
apology. To underscore his case, the NuÝmÁnÐ recited it to the gram-
marian, suppressing the strophe and carving out the poet’s defense 
from the antistrophe to show off its construction. In the recomposed 
version, AbÙ TammÁm first tells about learning of the false accusa-
tion that he had satirized al-RÁfiqÐ (24); then the poet dismisses such 
alleged ingratitude (25, 27-8), and demonstrates with two rhetorical 
questions and a fantastic causal hyperbole the absurdity of the charge 
from the standpoints of both poet (31) and public (32-3). An excuse 
for any unintended offense (38, the ode’s last verse) concludes the 
excerpt. The tight, logical defense created by the streamlining is fur-
ther accentuated by a variant of verse 28, “I am to have disacknowl-
edged (jaÎadtu) so many a favor of yours,” which is stronger than the 
DÐwÁn’s “I am to have forgotten....” The apology’s effect on the lis-
tening grammarian was immediate and total. He admitted that people 
who slighted AbÙ TammÁm were either ignorant of the “discipline of 
poetry and speech” (Ýilm al-shiÝr wa-maÝrifat al-kalÁm) or scholars 
who had not themselves heard and examined (tabaÎÎara) his poetry 
in depth. Al-Mubarrad’s recanting his earlier criticism of AbÙ Tam-
mÁm late in life not only delighted the princely host but proved how 
well a trimmed recitation made a poem’s case.76 

The last two transformations result in radical contractions, or col-
lages, of a praise poem and an apology respectively. They point to-
wards and promote an original without superseding it; in this they 
compare to film previews or demonstration tapes of performing art-
ists. While AbÙ TammÁm’s whole odes led a parallel life in the (lost) 
edition of his DÐwÁn, originally appended by al-ÑÙlÐ to his akhbÁr 
collection (from which many of the present examples derive), the 
trimmed versions acted as hypertext to the odes’ hypotext, to use 
terms coined by Gérard Genette.77 Reduced qaÒÐdas brought out 
those dimensions of imagery or structure that a reciter deemed most 

                                    
76  AAT 202-6. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn, II, no. 56 in 38 verses. The khabar 

cites vv. 1-2 (incipit), 24-5 (24 var. Ûanantuhu), 27-8 (28 var. jaÎadtu), 31-3 (32 var. 
usarbalu), 38. 

77  Genette 1982, 11-17/1997, 5-10. 
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attractive. Herein he was invested creatively beyond merely picking 
out verses; he reorganized them and established links and associa-
tions not present in the original but which amplified those aspects he 
wanted to demonstrate. 

The udabÁÞ performances studied here highlight specific passages 
and skip others but they all recall and acknowledge the odes  
as wholes. Certainly, the reduced versions stand in for the odes under 
situational and conversational constraints that preclude lengthy recit-
als. But there is more to the “less” of poetry. All of the partially sup-
pressed, accelerated or streamlined qaÒÐdas are aimed at skeptical  
listeners, and they are judged by their reciters more apt to make the 
case for the originals than the originals themselves. In other words, 
the shortening makes an ode “more like itself”—akin to a preview 
that sensationalizes, or misrepresents, a film to attract viewers.  
Another effect of this tactic is the ingenious cloaking of the reciter’s 
advocacy in letting a qaÒÐda ostensibly speak for itself. But we know 
with Genette that summaries (which the qaÒÐda samples resemble in 
this respect) belong to the discourse of commentary: “Tell me how 
you summarize and I tell you how you will interpret.”78  

III.4. Pre-Selection 

In at least one instance, an adÐb’s trimming of a qaÒÐda had been pre-
pared ahead of time. The exercise was supposed to demonstrate the 
sustained excellence of AbÙ TammmÁm’s Amorium ode as a whole. 
Al-Íasan b. Wahb made the case, which has been discussed else-
where for its practical endorsement of takhyÐl.79 The khabar’s author 
and eye-witness al-BarbarÐ (d. 294/907)80 is quoted by al-ÑÙlÐ as 
commenting on the adÐb’s perceptive trimming of the ode: “Al-Íasan  
knew by heart most of AbÙ TammÁm’s poetry and apparently made 
selections from each qaÒÐda to memorize (ka’annahu yakhtÁru mina 
l-qaÒÐdati mÁ yaÎfaÛuhu).” Al-BarbarÐ does not explicitly identify the 
abridged Amorium citation as al-Íasan’s work, but he implies that 
abridgement was the courtier’s habit. Indeed the citation of forty of  
 

                                    
78  Ibid., 286/1997, 243. 
79  See n. 75. 
80  AbÙ AÎmad MuÎammad b. MÙsÁ b. ÍammÁd; see Fleischhammer 2004, 95-6. 
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the ode’s seventy-one verses, atypically long in al-ÑÙlÐ’s collected 
akhbÁr on the poet, suggests that he had received the khabar from al-
BarbarÐ in this form.81 

It is likely that trimmed odes existed in written form. One such 
example might be the selection of AbÙ TammÁm’s verse which an 
unidentified member of the BanÙ Nawbakht prepared for ThaÝlab to 
allow him to participate actively in the literary gatherings of the offi-
cial Ibn ThawÁba (d. 277/890). The NawbakhtÐ is quoted as saying, 
“We selected some of it for him and handed it to him (dafaÝnÁhu 
ilayhi).” ThaÝlab’s refusal to take credit for the selection in the face 
of the host’s applause shows that selecting verses presupposed a 
critical expertise of muÎdath poetry he did not want to arrogate to 
himself.82 The khabar leaves open the exact format of the selection, 
but like al-Íasan’s performance above, it might also have consisted 
of trimmed qaÒÐdas. This agrees with KushÁjim’s advice in his hand-
book for boon-companions to the effect that reciting entire qaÒÐdas 
was considered rude in convivial sessions, for it broke the rhythm of 
drinking and conversation.83 All one may conclude is that some ud-
abÁÞ wrote down excerpts of modern qaÒÐdas for private use and oral 
perfomance.84 

The sources for AbÙ TammÁm’s verse in the debates are no pro-
fessional ruwÁt but rather poets or udabÁÞ who thus gave proof of 
their avant garde taste. ÝUmÁra relied on the memory of MuÎammad 
b. YaÎyÁ b. al-Jahm to reproduce the satire on AfshÐn for AbÙ l-
ÝAynÁÞ.85 The reciter of the trimmed apology, identified only as a 
member of the BanÙ NuÝmÁn,86 and the anonymous challenger of 
ÝUmÁra regarding the panegyric of al-ÓÁÞÐ87 were most likely also 
amateur transmitters. Except for the poet ÝIÒÁba al-JarjarÁÞÐ who re-

                                    
81  AAT 114. 
82  AAT 15-16. Al-ÑÙlÐ praises him and al-Mubarrad for such scholarly integrity; 

ibid., 7-9. 
83  KushÁjim, Adab al-nadÐm, 24. Extant early IkhtiyÁrÁt prepared of AbÙ Tam-

mÁm’s odes (e.g., MSS Berlin 7537 and Oxford, Bodl., Marsh. 64/7,1), need to be 
reviewed in this light; cf. GAS II:557. 

84  They thus qualify as notebooks for private use (hypomnemata), as opposed to 
finally redacted authorial works destined for publication (syngrammata); see 
Schoeler 2002, 22. 

85  See n. 72, esp. AAT 94. 
86  See n. 76. 
87  See n. 70. 
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cited for DiÝbil another panegyric of al-ÓÁÞÐ,88 all reciters were ama-
teurs who championed AbÙ TammÁm’s poetry in keeping with the 
fashion of the time. Their generation antedated the formation of 
muÎdath criticism as a discipline but already signaled the attraction 
of a new aesthetic that would give rise to it. It went with the ad hoc 
character of the discourse (itself an accoutrement of elite culture) that 
these early “practical critics,” instead of theorizing, let the qaÒÐdas 
speak for themselves. In this sense the trimmed performances bore 
within themselves the germ of muÎdath poetics.  

IV. Staging QaÒÐdas in AkhbÁr 

If an audience could interrupt an ode, a poet cut or enlarge it         
during its first performance, an adÐb excise it in subsequent literary 
debates, it should come as no surprise that the authors and compilers 
of akhbÁr, who were themselves poets and men of letters, would feel 
no compulsion to retain odes intact.  

A word of caution: in texts that underwent changes by generations 
of unacknowledged authors it is often impossible to distinguish what 
each one contributed. In some cases, however, the existence of vari-
ants helps narrow down the candidates. In two of the five variants of 
general YazÐd’s education, most poetic editing was probably done by 
the original author and guarantor, e.g., al-QaÎdhamÐ in version a (not 
identical with the narrating general, who is unsavvy in literary mat-
ters).89 The akhbÁrÐs Ibn Mihrawayhi in versions c and d and al-
ÝAnazÐ in versions a, b and e each assembled various earlier versions 
and AbÙ l-Faraj ultimately collated these side by side in his chapter on 
Muslim.90 Inversely a later editor could expand a poetic quotation, as 

                                    
88  See n. 74. 
89  In version b (which survives with a different dramaturgy but the same poetic 

selection in TaÞrÐkh BaghdÁd), the author may also be al-QaÎdhamÐ who was other-
wise known as arranger of akhbÁr; cf. n. 143. In version d the literary quality and re-
ception history of the selection makes it the likely product of a professional, either 
the rÁwiya al-Baydaq or the historical person on whom his character is modeled; cf. 
n. 159. For a systematic classification of transmitters, see Günther 2005. 

90  See beginning of section V. On Ibn Mihrawayh and al-ÝAnazÐ, see nn. 140 and 
155. From the viewpoint of writerly contribution I distinguish sources of single akh- 
bÁr from collectors, i.e., professional akhbÁrÐs with attested writings that were used 
in turn (directly or indirectly) by the compilers of the third/ninth and early 
fourth/tenth century. The attempt to identify an original author is in most cases a 



BEATRICE GRUENDLER 

 

358

did al-MarzubÁnÐ in the example of al-BuÎturÐ’s ingratitude. He re-
stored many verses omitted from two qaÒÐdas to a khabar received 
from al-ÑÙlÐ.91 A prudent strategy is to limit interpretation to the last 
two stages of akhbÁr collectors and compilers, whose frequent (if mi-
nor and unacknowledged) interventions show recognizable trends. 

Despite their concise prose, the akhbÁr about udabÁÞ from the pre-
ceding section give clues about the critical stances of those who re-
cited odes (or asked others to do so). More significantly, the critics’ 
way of trimming an ode sheds light on what they desired to show their  
audiences, be it surprising novel imagery, a well-argued defense, or 
the sustained excellence of a long ode. Such judicious reduction has 
revealed itself to be the indirect defense of an ode by its own (best) 
verses. Narrators of akhbÁr on modern poets, who took over the 
practical side of the literary debate between the ancients and mod-
erns, would likewise accelerate the flow of a qaÒÐda to support their 
own attitudes (literary or otherwise). They did not violate their audi-
ence’s expectations but rather conformed to accepted conventions of 
how qaÒÐdas were discussed in gatherings. 

There exist multiple ways of integrating odes into akhbÁr, de-
pending on a book’s general format and scope, the poetry’s currency 
and availability in written form, and the (literary, historical or situ-
ational) aspect of an ode important to the khabar’s events. The scope 
of included quotation varies from a short reference to full citation, 
with many nuances in between.  

IV.1. Reference 

For an ode that was famous and available (mashhÙra, sÁÞira, fÐ aydÐ l-
nÁs, min al-ummuhÁt/al-qalÁÞid), and thus sometimes called kalima,92 

                                    

fruitless exercise, while one stands on firmer ground with the major collectors. See 
Fleischhammer 2004. 

91  See n. 106. 
92  WKAS I:333a. See for example TSh 27-8, Agh 3:190-2 and 231-2, and Bash-

shÁr, DÐwÁn, I:323-40 for his panegyric for MarwÁn II and the Qays ÝAylÁn in 85 
verses, which occasioned his first large reward. Kalima also designates a panegyric 
of al-SaffÁÎ by Sudayf b. MaymÙn (TSh 39-40) and one for the general MaÝn b. 
ZÁÞida by MarwÁn b. AbÐ ÍafÒa the Elder (TSh 46). In medieval sources, lament and 
satire likewise fall under the umbrella of kalima (and qaÒÐda); see for example TSh 
51-2 for a lament of MaÝn b. ZÁÞida by MarwÁn and TSh 62 for a satire of the exe-
cuted AbÙ Muslim by AbÙ DulÁma. 
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authors of akhbÁr contented themselves with citing the half or full 
incipit (maÔlaÝ) in lieu of a title. Ibn al-MuÝtazz used the first option 
for eleven famous qaÒÐdas of AbÙ TammÁm93 and the second for a 
praise of Ibn al-Íanafiyya by al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ.94 Another option 
was to refer to a qaÒÐda by its rhyme letter (qÁfiya). When border 
guards accused the governor of AhwÁz, AbÙ Bujayr b. SimÁk al-
AsadÐ, of Shiite leanings, he had three entire qaÒÐdas by al-Sayyid  
al-ÍimyarÐ recited to them, in order to convince the guards of ÝAlÐ’s 
right to succession. They remained unimpressed and the exasperated 
governor insulted them by calling them asses, followed by the of-
fended al-Sayyid who called them Christians and Jews. The use of 
references by incipit and rhyme letter, placed in the governor’s 
mouth, permitted al-NawfalÐ (d. 204/819)—if he was indeed the kha-
bar’s original author—to narrate the entire event in nine lines.95 

IV.2. Quotation  

Beyond the reference, selections varied, depending on the intention 
of the author. If a poem served to document a statement or event, the 
incipit and the relevant verse(s) were the preferred mode of citation, 
popular with al-ÑÙlÐ, as in the above-discussed khabar of the ÓÁhirid 
governor’s loss of his two sons.96 This procedure may be called 
“topical.” But if the quality of the ode itself was the focus of the plot, 
more verses were kept. This occurred in the khabar where Ibn Harma 
presents three panegyrics to ManÒÙr’s governor of the YamÁma, al-
SarÐ b. ÝAbdallÁh (r. 146-58/764-75). The eye-witness Ibn Zurayq (a 
rÁwiya and companion of al-SaffÁÎ), presented all odes by citing 
passages of at least four verses from strophe and antistrophe respec-
tively. This resembles the acceleration technique (see III.2.) except 
that two major sections, not thematic passages within them, become 

                                    
93  TSh, 284-5. 
94  Ibid., 33. 
95  Agh 7:263. Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyÁrÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 158 in 9 vv. (1-4, S: nasÐb; 

5-9, AS: praise of ÝAlÐ and FaÔima); the nÙniyya no. 189 in 11 vv. (1, S: aÔlÁl motif; 
2-11, AS: the Alids’ right to succession for their bravory at Badr, ÝAlÐ’s designation 
and challenge to AbÙ Bakr’s succession). The “Refuting Ode in r” is probably iden-
tical with no. 65 in 9 vv. (1, S: morning of separation motif with FÁÔima’s tribe; AS: 
2-9: designation of ÝAlÐ); cf. Agh 7:239-40 and 7:240. The DÐwÁn versions are based 
on Agh and al-MarzubÁnÐ’s AkhbÁr al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ. 

96  AAT 217-20; cf. n. 27.  
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the basis of selection.97 With this longer format of citation, the narra-
tor (and likely author) Ibn Zurayq takes six pages to do what al-
NawfalÐ accomplished with a paragraph, though the narrated time of 
several qaÒÐda recitals must have been roughly equivalent.98 Each 
had a different aim: Ibn Zurayq, an acclaimed transmitter and com-
panion of al-ManÒÙr, desired to display the panegyric offering to his 
caliph’s relative and governor, whereas al-NawfalÐ merely wanted to 
document governor AbÙ Bujayr’s intrepid support for the Alids. 

The other end of the spectrum was an ode’s citation in full, diffi-
cult to integrate into the terse early khabar. Exceptions were qaÒÐdas 
composed as dramatic dialogues or epistles that told part of the story. 
AbÙ l-Faraj, for instance, used verses of Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna (d.c. 170-
93/786-809) in this manner. The compiler merged two overlapping 
accounts from al-Mubarrad and AÎmad b. YazÐd al-MuhallabÐ,99 in-
cluding the complete poetry from the latter source. The prose intro-
duction recounts how the poet is stationed with his cousin KhÁlid 
(governor of Jurjan under al-MahdÐ) and then stripped of his military 
stipend and forced to pay back his first month’s salary. Here the cita-
tion of the poet’s satire of his cousin in dramatic dialogue takes over 
the narrative. Following declarations of loyalty to his beloved DunyÁ 
(an alias for his married cousin FÁÔima, 1-3) and his complaint of ex-
ile to a dove (4-6), he addresses KhÁlid to curse and chastise him for 
his misdeeds and threaten him with future satires (which in fact fol-
lowed).100 In a variant the poet awaited the accession of the new ca-
liph al-HÁdÐ to send him a praise poem via a family member em-
ployed in the palace. Within it he explained (ostensibly to fictive fe-
male characters) that one may hold a secret only for limited time (7-
13), then he praises the caliph and begs him to put an end to his 
wretched state (14-21).101  
                                    

97  Agh 4:383-8. Cf. Ibn Harma, DÐwÁn, no. 65 in 12 vv. (1-4, S: nasÐb; 5-12, AS: 
madÐÎ); no. 186 in 11 vv. (1-4, S: nasÐb; 5-11, AS: madÐÎ), no. 34 in 5 vv. (1a, S: 
nasÐb; 2-5, AS: madÐÎ), and no. 41 in 12 vv. (1-4, S: nasÐb, 7-12, AS: madÐÎ). All 
texts are fragments culled from literary sources, and the akhbÁr context allows us to 
identify them as excerpts from odes, especially no. 34, which is explicitly described 
as a long qaÒÐda. 

98  See Genette 1972, 122-44 on narrated time (as opposed to the time of the nar-
rative act; ibid., 228-50). 

99  Important transmitter in Agh mostly from his father and often to al-ÑÙlÐ; see 
Fleischhammer 2005, 80. 

100  Agh 20:55-6. Cf. GhadÐra 1965-6, no. 5 after Agh. 
101  Agh 20:65-6. Cf. GhadÐra 1965-6, no. 39 after Agh. 
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In one variant of al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ’s arrival in AhwÁz, poetry 
likewise takes over the narrative. Rounded up and jailed by the night 
guard after carousing with his brethren, the inebriated poet sent a pe-
tition to the governor AbÙ Bujayr al-MuhallabÐ (who esteemed al-
Sayyid’s poetry), addressed to the governor’s rÁwÐ and including ex-
act instructions for how to present it.102 This dialogical style lends  
itself to story-telling, but in its absence, and in view of the author’s 
desire to include an entire ode, he placed it before a khabar or ap-
pended it without attempting to integrate the two.103  

IV.3. Paraphrase 

Later akhbÁrÐs took even greater liberty in abbreviating and referring 
to odes than did contemporary udabÁÞ. The main difference was in 
the moment of the trimming relative to the performance. The adÐb 
presented the actual shortened version of an ode in the event itself, 
irrespective of whether this reduction was made ad hoc or prepared 
in advance. But akhbÁrÐs often dealt with situations that presupposed 
an ode’s full delivery, especially its first performance, which was a 
standard item in the akhbÁr of poets, since it showed their literary ar-
rival and official recognition. Only at the later fitting of an ode to a 
khabar’s swift pace, did authors tend to replace the suppressed per-
formance text with narrative links or paraphrases, comparable to the 
stage directions in a dramatic text. With or without the incipit as a 
reference, the links variously replaced the entire performance, inter-
nal passages, or the ending. 

Full paraphrase. An entire ode might be replaced by a one-
sentence paraphrase. When al-MaÞmÙn asked DiÝbil to recite his  
praise of ÝAlÐ al-RiÃÁ (d. 203/818), the poet feared this to be a trap to 

                                    
102  Agh: 7:258. Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn no. 109:1-5 (tashbÐb), and 6-10 

(praise and intercession invoked on behalf of love for MuÎammad and ÝAlÐ), and 11-
18 (the poet’s plea). For variants on the poet’s arrival and imprisonment, see Agh 
7:262-3 and 264. 

103  Preceding a khabar is MarwÁn b. AbÐ ÍafÒa’s panegyric of MaÝn b. ZÁÞida in 
45 verses, which Ibn al-MuÝtazz cites for its rarity; TSh 48-51 and MarwÁn b. AbÐ 
ÍafÒa, ShiÝr MarwÁn, no. 55. Appended is Ibn al-ZayyÁt’s panegyric of al-MaÞmÙn 
recalling IbrÁhÐm b. al-MahdÐ’s high treason, which he showed to the pardoned 
prince, threatening to publish it lest he return formerly requisitioned funds. As the 
deal succeeded and Ibn al-ZayyÁt withheld publication until the caliph’s death, the 
poem was doubtless forgotten; Awq 26-30. 
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implicate him for his Alid leanings; but the caliph (who knew the 
poem already) calmed him and said that he simply wished to hear it 
from the poet’s mouth. This entire performance is conveyed in one 
sentence, “He recited the [qaÒÐda] to him until its end.” Since the 
khabar’s author, DiÝbil’s contemporary AÎmad b. ÝAbdallÁh al-ÂabbÐ, 
told it mainly for the sake of poet’s satires of (this and other) caliphs 
after they had shown him lenience and generosity, there was no rea-
son to dwell on the Alid ode. AbÙ l-Faraj had also treated it in other 
akhbÁr of the same chapter (discussed above) and avoided a dupli-
cate citation.104 

Paraphrased middle. If not paraphrasing the entire ode, an akh- 
bÁrÐ might skip beginning and middle passages that contributed noth-
ing to the plot. In Ibn al-ZayyÁt’s conveyance of AbÙ TammÁm’s 
panegyric to al-WÁthiq, al-ÑÙlÐ skipped straight to the poem’s con-
cluding dedication section, which imaginatively describes the poet’s 
oeuvre and effort on behalf of the caliph and prompts a handsome 
reward. Al-ÑÙlÐ indicates this moving ahead by, “The [qaÒÐda] was 
recited to him, and when he reached his words, ‘You received a neck-
lace strung by the tongue in two strands of hidden pearls....’”105 The 
khabar should document the ode’s successful conveyance and recep-
tion. This is achieved with the final section, the metastrophe, which 
is devoted to the patronage relationship, while earlier sections could 
be dispensed with. 

Paraphrased end. Inversely, an ode’s ending could be omitted and 
replaced with prose. Al-ÑÙlÐ illustrates al-BuÎturÐ’s ingratitude to his 
erstwhile supporter, al-MustaÝÐn’s official AÎmad b. al-KhallÁd, after 
this caliph’s ouster by al-ÝMuÝtazz. The poet’s former recitation of a 
panegyric to al-MustaÝÐn is indicated with the cited opening couplet 
and the resumptive phrase “and he continued to the end” (wa-tamma- 
ma l-qaÒÐda). That this dramaturgic abbreviation was by the original 
author’s hand is demonstrated by the variant of al-MarzubÁnÐ, who 
related the khabar on the authority of his teacher, but restored some 

                                    
104  For the ode and the khabar treating it, see nn. 31-2. Al-ÂabbÐ was a transmit-

ter of the kÁtib-poet al-ÝAttÁbÐ and familiar of ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir to whom he relates 
this khabar during a discussion of poetry and adab; Agh 20:135-9. 

105  AAT 207:1-209:9. Cf. AbÙ TammÁm, DÐwÁn III, no. 167 in 48 vv. Cited are 
39-48 (MS), omitting vv. 42 and 47; 40 has the variant ajÁbahÁ. 
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of the cut verses and replaced a circumlocution of another ode with 
the suppressed satirical passage.106 

If the ode’s end mattered for the narrative, citation could be limi- 
ted to the last verse, as occurs in a further khabar on the mistreat-
ment of Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna by his cousin, the governor of Jurjan (see 
preceding section). In each of the khabar’s three versions, a satire by 
Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna begins on a jocular tone but ends by denying his 
cousin any standing or generosity. This shocks the listener (DiÝbil or 
his teacher Muslim) as being too serious and damaging for a member 
of one’s own family, and he regrets having solicited the recitation. 
While the version of AÎmad b. YazÐd al-MuhallabÐ showed the sat-
ire’s progress from jest to earnest by reproducing it entirely,107 the 
version of ÝAlÐ al-Munajjim (d. 275/888)108 (transmitted by Ibn 
ÝAmmÁr, d. 314/926 or 319/931) reduced it to all but the first and last 
verses of the satire, bridging the cut with the sentence, “Muslim 
smiled about his satire of [KhÁlid] until [Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna] went 
through all of it and concluded with his words  

wa-idhÁ taÔÁwalati l-ruÞÙ- 
su fa-ghaÔÔi raÞsaka thumma ÔÁÔih [kÁmil] 

When heads are held high [vying in glory],  
cover you your head and keep it low.109 

“Stop it!” Muslim said to him. “We belong to God, and you have dis-
honored and embarrassed [your cousin]. I had thought you would jest 
and joke until the end of your words, but you concluded [the satire] in 
ugly earnestness and exaggerated in taking it so far with him.” 

                                    
106  AB no. 47. Cf. al-BuÎturÐ, DÐwÁn I, no. 220 in 19 vv. (cited are 1-2) and no. 

71 in 44 vv. (cited are 1a, 29). In the variant al-MarzubÁnÐ restores, in place of the 
resumption phrase, no. 220:5-8 (praise of al-MustaÝÐn) and no. 71:14-20, 24-26, 28 
(satire of al-MustaÝÐn); MuwashshaÎ, 373-5. Al-ÑÙlÐ could be brief since his akhbÁr 
collection prefaced his edition of the poet’s dÐwÁn. Al-MarzubÁnÐ’s book chapter in 
turn focused on the poet’s missteps, which only a fuller quote illustrated. 

107  Agh 20:59-60. Cf. GhadÐra 1965-6, no. 25 after Agh. See also nn. 100-1 on 
this affair. 

108  AbÙ l-Íasan ÝAlÐ b. YaÎyÁ al-Munajjim was an important akhbÁrÐ and author 
of a book on JÁhilÐ and early Islamic poets; see Fihrist 160, GAS II:95. AÎmad b. 
ÝUbaydallÁh b. ÝAmmÁr al-ThaqafÐ was an author of akhbÁr and teacher and infor-
mant of AbÙ l-Faraj for his MaqÁtil and Agh; see Günther 2002, 151 and 
Fleischhammer 2005, 37-8. 

109  Agh 20:59. The third version, based on Ibn Mihrawayh, skips the recitation, 
varies DiÝbil’s response and adds Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna’s gleeful repetition of the perni-
cious last hemistich (ibid., 20:60-1). Cf. GhadÐra 1965-6, 101, no. 25 in 13 vv. after 
Agh, TSh and al-MarzubÁnÐ’s MuÝjam al-shuÝarÁÞ. 
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The two preceding cases show cuts to be an author’s creative choice. 
Al-Munajjim in particular accentuates the point of his account by 
speeding up the poetry’s pace and interrupting it with the listener’s 
reactions. 

In quite a different context it was precisely the complete recitation 
that mattered. Several akhbÁr feature people’s dreams about the 
prophet MuÎammad endorsing odes by al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ on the 
Alid succession by listening to them from beginning to end. “In my 
sleep I saw the prophet with al-Sayyid before him, who recited 
‘Morning arose for [the departure of] FÁÔima’s kin...’ until he had re-
cited it to the end, with the prophet listening.” Another man to whom 
the author al-NawfalÐ related this tale at ÝAlÐ’s tomb in ÓÙs claimed 
to have had the same dream and been converted overnight into an 
Alid supporter.110 In a variant related by AÎmad al-KhaffÁf (alive 
beg. 4th/10th c.), a man not only heard in his dream a full recitation 
of al-Sayyid to the prophet, “He recited it to him in its entirety not 
leaving out a single verse,” but the poem miraculously enabled him 
to recite it afterwards “without stuttering or misspeaking,” although 
he was a poor reciter and known to commit linguistic barbarisms.111  

In the hands of akhbÁrÐs the narrated odes acquired a new exis-
tence, different both from the odes as performed and as recorded and 
collected in dÐwÁns. For the akhbÁrÐs refocused and trimmed them 
down to what they saw as defining contours or required plot ele-
ments. Excised, reconstructed and paraphrased, the voluminous po-
ems turned into lightened, optimized hypertexts. The early narrators 
thus accomplished the double tour de force of encapsulating in one 
of the shortest genres of Arabic prose the longest genre of Arabic po-
etry and continuing the history of the odes’ reception. Yet this was 
not the end of the odes’ transformation; the first authors of akhbÁr 
were followed by collectors who gave those distinct bits of prose a 
compact textual shape, and by compilers who assembled, arranged, 
prefaced, and commented upon the prose accounts.  
                                    

110  Agh 7:239-40, related on the authority of the akhbÁrÐ and author Ibn AbÐ SaÝd 
al-WarrÁq (d. 274/887). Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ, DÐwÁn, no. 65 in 9 vv. (cited is 
1a). See also nn. 28 and 95. 

111  Agh 7:244. Cf. al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ no. 108:1a (see n. 30 on Agh 7:235-6 
and 7:245 for the original performance of this ode). AÎmad is the brother of al-
Íasan al-KhaffÁf, on whom see n. 139. The prophet might of course interrupt the 
poet, as he did to confirm the truth of one verse; see ibid., on Agh 7:266 translated in 
n. 30. 
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V. The Performance of the Compiler 

In the preface of his Encyclopédie, Denis Diderot defends his crea-
tive role as an editor in arranging and presenting the contents of the 
compilation. Jean Jacques Rousseau in his Nouvelle Héloise goes 
further in using his role as unreliable editor to veil the factual or fic-
tional status of the love letters he publishes. This playful misdirec-
tion, or negative performative gesture, as Uwe Wirth labels it, by an 
editor, is no invention of the 18th century.112 Medieval Arab compil-
ers, who worked with a voluminous centuries-old heritage, likewise 
understood their work to be creative. Their historical removal from 
the akhbÁr’s content and oral techniques of transmission gave them 
room for intervention. This freedom applied to the smaller, visible 
part of direct authorial statements as well as to the larger, silent part 
of selecting, editing and arranging extant material.113 

AbÙ l-Faraj’s editorial interventions in his Book of Songs remain 
mostly on the side of Diderot. He contributes introductory essays on 
poet’s vitae, orders akhbÁr and adds occasional comments.114 Other 
interventions are not explicit but manifest themselves through his se-
lection and disposal of texts, notably the clustering of akhbÁr on one 
person or the juxtaposition of different narratives of one event, a 
process that will be further examined below.115  

AbÙ l-Faraj (d. 356/967) precedes the time when works, such as al-
HamadhanÐ’s (d. 398/1008) MaqÁmÁt, Ibn Shuhayd’s (d. 426/1035) 
RisÁlat al-TawÁbiÝ and Ibn Sharaf al-QayrawÁnÐ’s (d. 459/1064) 
MasÁÞil al-intiqÁd, would openly declare their fictional status. None-
theless earlier authors and readers knew well the fictional underbelly 
of alleged accounts about historical personages. To the conventions of 
adab literature belonged for instance the alleviated force of the isnÁd. 
This authentication technique of the legal tradition acquired a lighter 
flavor when applied to adab literature, the genre to which akhbÁr on 
poets belonged. AbÙ l-Faraj lived in the flourishing book culture of 
the fourth/tenth century and used extensive written sources for his 
book of songs. His distance in time and in media technique allowed 

                                    
112  Wirth 2002. 
113  For a definition of “unacknowedged authorship” in this context, see Stefan 

Leder 1998. 
114  Kilpatrick 1997 and 1998, 107-8 and 114. 
115  Kilpatrick 2003, 89-127. 
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him to retool those conventions of oral transmission that no longer re-
flected a reality and had turned into narrative deadwood. Often he 
simply adopted the isnÁd to indicate written sources in a manner akin 
to that of a bibliographical reference.116 Leon Zolondek and Manfred 
Fleischhammer have identified many of his sources as written 
works.117 But the presence of the isnÁd also reminded the reader of 
the conditions of transmission and its potential unreliability and thus 
relieved the compiler from taking responsibility for the facts he pre-
sented. Occasionally the conventions of transmission were manipu-
lated for literary effect, and playfulness lurked behind a straight-laced 
isnÁd, as for example in the story of a man whose dream about an ode 
turned him overnight into a perfect rÁwÐ.118 Thus the ostensibly schol-
arly isnÁd could be turned upside down to show an event’s fictitious-
ness.119 Still, outright fantasy remains rare in AbÙ l-Faraj’s accounts 
on early modern poets, who predate him only by circa one century. 
The tales’ mere verisimilitude to historical reality, i.e., their fictive 
character, is also indicated by larger structures.120 One of these is the 
already mentioned treatment of parallel accounts. Because of the pro-
liferation of oral accounts, editors frequently found several variants of 
one event, which they might group side by side, or even rewrite as 
one narrative. Like al-ÑÙlÐ above (II.3.), the editor could endorse one 
of the texts as most authentic or leave the judgement to the reader. 
With his chronological hindsight an editor who retained alternate pos-
sible plots refracted an event in multiple versions and challenged the 
reader with competing possibilities of how things might have been.  

AbÙ l-Faraj does not give attention to all stories that have oscillat-
ing versions. The three variants of al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ’s imprison-
ment for drinking in AhwÁz are left separate and scattered throughout 
the entry.121 Where he juxtaposes variants, AbÙ l-Faraj uses an order 

                                    
116  Kilpatrick 1989, 115. 
117  Zolondek 1960 and Fleischhammer 1979 and 2004. 
118  See n. 111. 
119  An inverted isnÁd either fades away before the last guarantor or ends with a 

notably untrustworthy one; Kilpatrick 1998, 113, 115, 117. Other isnÁds testify only 
to the wide circulation of an account not its veracity; ibid., 116. 

120  Leder 1998, 50-9. 
121  They all end with his release, in one variant after a poetic petition dispatched 

to the governor’s rÁwÐ. In another the poet asks for the release of all inmates, a re-
quest the governor hastens to fulfill, fearing the sharp-tongued poet will next de-
mand rewards for all of them; Agh 7:258, 262-3, 264. 
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of increasingly complex dramaturgy or decreasing probability; both 
can be found in the chapter on the brigand poet Tawba b. al-
Íumayyir (d. mid-first/mid-seventh century) and his beloved, the 
poet Layla al-Akhyaliyya (d.c. 85/704).122 The reader re-experiences 
the event each time anew with added detail, scenic narration, and 
plot twists, enjoying the contrastive overlay of the subsequent rendi-
tions. In Layla’s two juxtaposed death accounts, AbÙ l-Faraj qualifies 
the second, less realistic but more poetic tale of the lovers’ posthu-
mous reunion as “the true story.” In the varying reports, placed side-
by-side, of YazÐd’s apprenticeship as a patron, AbÙ l-Faraj withholds 
comment and simply presents a collage of texts (translated and tabu-
lated in appendices A and B.). Versions b, c, and d have been consid-
ered earlier for their internal aspects.123 Here their sequential place-
ment will be interpreted as a negotiation among three competing in-
terests of the compiler. Among the five versions, four cover the entire 
episode; a fifth version reproduces a segment and seems appended 
merely for the sake of completeness. The remaining four are ordered 
in such a way as to show (1) developments in the dramaturgy, (2) the 
fit between poetry and reality, and (3) supporting characters. 

V.1. Dramaturgy  

The sequence from first to third account exhibits an increasing art-
fulness in the dramaturgy. The first version (a), after a brief dialogue, 
simply relates most events in a terse first-person voice. The second 
(b) sets the events into four different scenes: three dialogues between 
the general and the caliph, the chamberlain, and the poet respec-
tively, and a fourth dialogue between chamberlain and poet. The 
third version (c) adds a second frame of dialogue reported within the 
first, creating successive levels of telling that gradually reveal them-
selves to the poet from whose perspective the khabar is narrated. In-
terrupted over dinner behind closed doors at his Kufan home by a 
mysterious emissary, he is taken to Baghdad and ushered into general 
YazÐd’s boudoir. The general tells him that he has summoned him as 
                                    

122  For increased dramatic detail (direct speech, character development, verisi-
militude) in three subsequent versions of their last encounter, see Agh 11:194-5; for 
increased fantastic elements (his greeting her from his grave), see her death account; 
Agh 11:228-9. 

123  See nn. 57 (for version b), 54 (version c), and 12 and 68 (version d) 
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the result of a conversation with the caliph. This version adds an 
elaborate description of the poet’s penury and his pawning off of his 
attire to host a friend, a motif that recurs in version d. A second inter-
nal dialogue tells of the subsequent souring of the relationship be-
tween general and poet and the latter’s spurning of the caliph’s at-
tempt at reconciling them. The fourth version (d) substitutes for the 
elaborate structure by focusing on one key scene between transmitter 
and poet featuring a creative contraction of his first ode. 

V.2. Poetry and reality  

The second and third trends compete in AbÙ l-Faraj’s ordering of the 
versions. The second concerns the way in which poetry and reality 
match. To a third/ninth century audience, the public role performed 
by an individual in the patronage game was more important than the 
details of private behavior, and the semantic fit of poetic description 
to reality had been replaced by a more complex relationship between 
an individual and his poetic portrait. General YazÐd offers a startling 
exception to this sophisticated understanding. Of noble ShaybÁnÐ 
Bedouin descent, he adhered to an outdated literary aesthetic. For in-
stance, he criticized Muslim’s verse describing his perpetual readi-
ness as wearing a double shirt of mail (1:41) by saying he would 
have preferred to be described as fighting completely without armor, 
in the way that AÝshÁ Bakr (also AÝshÁ MaymÙn, d.c. 5-9/625-30) de-
picted the South Arabian hero ÝAmr b. MaÝdÐkarib. Muslim corrected 
the general, saying that his own motif was superior because it con-
veyed resolve, whereas AÝshÁ’s motif showed foolishness.124 In an-
other instance of misunderstanding poetry, the general strove to 
match the letter of his panegyric depiction. Three versions include an 
episode of this kind. In the first, it is the caliph who tests the gen-
eral’s perpetual readiness by summoning him at an unusual hour, and 
true to character YazÐd appears in full armor.125 In the third version, 
when the poet praises him as scorning the use of perfume, the gen-
eral, who is engaged with his toilette, removes all utensils and de-
clares, “Muslim has proscribed (Îarrama ÝalaynÁ) perfume to us.” 
                                    

124  Ibn ÝAbdrabbih, ÝIqd VI:165, also cited in Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt VI:334: 
1-11 as commentary to version a; ibid., VI:332-3.  

125  See also a variant in which the YazÐd’s uncle MaÝn b. ZÁÞida tests him in this 
way; Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt VI:333. 
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The incomplete fifth version (e) has him wash off his perfume and 
explain, “I hate to give the lie (karihtu an ukadhdhiba) to the words 
of Muslim b. al-WalÐd.” But AbÙ l-Faraj presents another way of 
honoring one’s madÐÎ than by literally conforming to a physical de-
scription. The character of the caliph in the third version hints al-
ready at such a different attitude when he accuses the general of 
“persisting in his Bedouin habits (aÝrÁbiyya).”126 This term can be 
positive, denoting pure ancient Arab stock, but the caliph uses it in 
the sense of boorishness, censuring the general for his ignorance in 
the etiquette of patronage: a leader of people must be aware of any 
praise about him that is circulated publicly and acknowledge it by a 
reward to the poet. The general, however, is a quick study. In the 
second version, he corrects the oversight and admits his earlier ne-
glectfulness in his apology to the poet. Version four gives full depic-
tion to this different type of truth in the conclusion of the poet’s 
trimmed antistrophe for the transmitter Baydaq, “You proved true 
(Òaddaqta) my thought and others’ thoughts about it.” This refers 
precisely to the general’s successful performance of his duties as a 
patron, not his foreswearing perfume or sleeping in his armor. At the 
moment of the poet’s saying this, the verse still remains a pledge, for 
the general has not yet done so, and his failure to enact the role of  
the generous patron makes Muslim call into question his own per-
formance as a panegyrist. It is not the physical accuracy of the poetry 
that matters but its enactment through patronage. Literal truth has 
been replaced by performance. 

V.3. Supporting characters  

The question of fit between poetry and reality, which is the ordering 
principle from the first to the fourth versions is joined in the fourth by 
another interest, to wit, the creation of a character who serves as in-
termediary between poet and patron. In each of the versions, a differ-
ent personage ensures the poet’s reward. In the first two it is the ca-
liph, though in the second, he does so behind the scenes. In the third it 
is the general, who has the poet identified and summoned. In all but 
the first version, intermediary figures, such as a spy, an agent or a 

                                    
126  Al-RashÐd also calls him an aÝrÁbÐ when appointing him as the third general 

in a row to fight a KhÁrijite-ShaybÁnÐ rebel; ibid., VI:327. 
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chamberlain assist in connecting the panegyrist with his addressee but 
they do so at the bidding of one of the main characters. In the first 
version, in a reversal of hierarchies, the caliph himself assumes the 
role of an intercessor between poet and patron. However, in subse-
quent accounts, a separate character is invested with this function. In 
the second version, a chamberlain appears, but he is a rather obstruct-
ing, negative figure, while the ever-informed caliph choreographs the 
poet’s initial reward, the reprimand of the cash-strapped general for 
not knowing that he has been praised, and the reimbursements of his 
debts. In the third version, a chamberlain travels incognito from 
Baghdad to Kufa to convey a travel allowance to the penniless, terri-
fied poet and bring him to YazÐd. (His identity the narrator reveals 
only halfway through the story after their arrival in the capital.) But 
the chamberlain still acts upon the higher orders of the general, who 
has therewith proved himself a worthy patron. Only in the fourth ver-
sion does the go-between take center stage in the person of the rÁwiya 
Baydaq.127 The initiative is entirely placed in the hands of this profes-
sional transmitter, whose expertise must needs be in modern poetry, 
for Muslim represents this style’s avant garde. Baydaq recognizes the 
despairing poet in the waiting crowd, tests his verse and selects only 
one couplet, which he knows will please the general. Then he conveys 
it and twice collects rewards on behalf of the poet. The rÁwiya’s en-
trée and his familiarity with the patron make the poet’s presence su-
perfluous, and the reward is given without their having to meet. This 
is also the only version in which the caliph makes no appearance; the 
rÁwiya has taken over all of his and the other intermediaries’ func-
tions and integrated them into a new professional role. By placing this 
version last, AbÙ l-Faraj gives the transmitter the greatest weight in 
the poet’s success. The importance and historical reality of this role is 
confirmed by the numerous comparable accounts of such personages 
illustrating this period’s shifting literary taste.128 
 
 

                                    
127  On him see n. 159. 
128  Cf. Ibn MadhÝÙr, rÁwÐ for AbÙ Bujayr, who memorizes al-Sayyid al-Íim- 

yarÐ’s work and to whom the imprisoned poet appeals (Agh 7:258), and Ibn Zurayq, 
rÁwÐ and akhbÁrÐ, who invites Ibn Harma on behalf of the wavering governor of 
YamÁma (Agh 4:383-8). 
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V.4. Reception of trimmed odes 

Returning to the initial question of what happens to qaÒÐdas in this 
process, the variants use mainly one ode (DÐwÁn no. 1), but in drasti-
cally different ways. Due to the multistep nature of the transmission 
process, the ultimate origin of the selections remains uncertain, but 
since both collectors, al-ÝAnazÐ and Ibn Mihrawayh, already assem-
bled differing versions, those versions must have pre-existed. The 
most striking case is version b, in which the character of the poet se-
lects and trims the love prelude down to motifs of weeping and ges-
turing eyes when presenting it to the general in person. This nasÐb 
topic both had emotional appeal and was more familiar to a person of 
conservative taste.129 The selection probably derived from the other-
wise unattested “Wearer of the Two Rags.”130 However, the later re-
ception of the qaÒÐda ignored the nasÐb and turned instead to the 
madÐÎ (as did Ibn KhallikÁn, who cut the nasÐb verses from his repro- 
duction of version b). Of the madÐÎ part, the verses on permanent 
readiness (41) and scorn of perfume (43) gained support in the narra-
tive from the general’s anxiously conforming to them (versions one, 
three and five), but their choice cannot be traced beyond the collec-
tors al-ÝAnazÐ and Ibn Mihrawayh, for their guarantors are not known 
as writers or transmitters of AbÙ l-Faraj. Version four provides the 
reduction of the qaÒÐda that would have the most lasting effect. It 
concentrates on YazÐd as a brave warrior and leader in battle, and is 
attributed in the khabar to the elusive contemporary poetic profes-
sional Baydaq. Whoever the originator may be, this choice influ-
enced subsequent citations of the ode by poetic critics and udabÁÞ, 
such as Ibn al-MuÝtazz, Ibn Qutayba and AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ.131 The 
selections thus targeted specific audiences; the nasÐb was designed to 
mollify a conservative and neglectful patron at a particular occasion, 
after which its purpose was fulfilled and it lost its relevance. Instead 
the portrayal of the military chief became a model in the poetic-
critical tradition. Whether al-Baydaq is fiction or fact, his actions 
forecast the critical reception of Muslim’s most famous ode. While  
 

                                    
129  See nn. 22 and 58.  
130  He is the last-mentioned transmitter in common with the b variant of TaÞrÐkh 

BaghdÁd 14:334. 
131  See n. 160. 
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the trimmed antistrophe preserved the official purpose of Muslim’s 
ode and his role as panegyrist, it disseminated those lines that would 
perdure in the critical tradition. Ibn ÝAbdrabbih accordingly classified 
the first verse (1:30), together with the partial rephrase of the follow-
ing one, among the “best modern analogies for war,”132 and AbÙ 
HilÁl used Baydaq’s (slightly expanded) passage for his chapter on 
human character as the “best modern description of a war hero and 
military leader.”133 

The “fragmented” ode acquired several simultaneous and subse-
quent lives, in which its parts eclipsed the whole. Versions a and c il-
lustrate how an ode’s part in the interaction with the audience is pre-
served and recreated by the narrators, transmitters and compilers of 
akhbÁr, who thus enshrine its contextual, or pragmatic, meaning for 
subsequent audiences. 

Versions b and d exemplify exactly how contemporary courtiers 
optimized qaÒÐdas by turning them into trimmed “hypertexts” that 
promoted and defended the longer originals. This process occurred in 
encounters with an adverse reigning aesthetic, such as the conserva-
tive taste of general YazÐd. Narrators and compilers of akhbÁr most 
clearly demonstrate the editing of qaÒÐdas and the selecting of their 
verses to be a creative process. AbÙ l-Faraj’s interventions as a com-
piler are perhaps best studied in this still much neglected terrain134 
and his final placement of version d highlights the importance he 
places upon the courtier critic. Baydaq is shown discovering Muslim, 
the later paragon of the muÎdath style, and soliciting and choosing a 
couplet (most certainly including either of vv. 43 and 73 also figuring 
in versions a-c) that effectively ensures his first reception. The first 
contact with a patron is indeed a salient topic in akhbÁr and much 
reported by compilers.135 But AbÙ l-Faraj’s version d gives the liter-
ary impresario, rÁwiya, and connoisseur of badÐ Ý a literary face; he 
has him ensure the breakthrough of the key representative of modern 
poetry with (what later becomes) his most famous ode. The “Baydaq 
version” lays the ground for the subsequent reception of this ode in  
 

                                    
132  Ibn ÝAbdrabbih, ÝIqd I:78. Also cited is Muslim, DÐwÁn, no. 20:34, 59 for 

DÁwÙd b. YazÐd al-MuhallabÐ. 
133  al-ÝAskarÐ, DÐwÁn al-maÝÁnÐ, I:278-9. Cf. also ibid., II:811 for verse 37b. 
134  But see Franz 2004 on historical akhbÁr. 
135  See Gruendler 2005b. 
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later adab works. The last in the line of Baydaq’s successors to turn  
attention to the ode is this volume’s honoree Wolfhart Heinrichs, who 
demonstrates its richness in innovative tropes in the terms of medie-
val poetic criticism, which he carefully reconstructs and by which he 
brings the debate about them up to the present.136 

VI. Conclusion 

The akhbÁr on modern poets show that from the earliest moment of 
performance whole odes were broken up by their authors and audi-
ences, and later by critics and compilers. At a first chronological 
stage, those transformations resulted from the enactment of the odes, 
then from the dynamics of literary debate, and finally from the ge-
neric constraints of prose narratives that turned the events themselves 
into literature. Freed from the original performance context, the hy-
pertexts traveled lightly and kept alive the memory of the entire odes 
which, for the major poets at least, remained available in their col-
lected dÐwÁns. In this sense, the fragmentation of the qaÒÐda became 
a creative reconstruction. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                    
136  Heinrichs (1994, 243-5 and nn. 24-5) identifies the istiÝÁra (tamthÐl-based 

metaphor without substratum) with twenty-four instances as the salient badÐÝ figure 
of the ode, and it is also given prominence in Baydaq’s version, where it occurs five 
times in seven verses (45 [twice], 47, 73, 79). 
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Appendix A 
“A Lesson in Patronage” (Translation) 

Version a  
(Agh 18:318-19/19:34-35)137 

IsnÁd: al-ÑayrafÐ (d. 325/937)138 and al-KhaffÁf (alive beg. 4th/10th 
c.)139 < al-ÝAnazÐ (d. 290/903)140 < QaÝnab b. al-MuÎarrar141 and Ibn 
al-NaÔÔÁÎ (d. 252/866)142 < al-QaÎdhamÐ (d. 222/837)143 < general 
YazÐd b. Mazyad (d. 185/801):144 

Al-RashÐd sent for me at an unusual time for [him to summon] someone like 
me, so I met him wearing my armor and prepared to handle anything if he 
were to require it. When he saw me he laughed at me and then said, “O 
YazÐd, tell me who is the one who said about you 

                                    
137  Double references to Agh indicate the Beirut (DÁr al-ThaqÁfa) edition, fol-

lowed by the Cairo (DÁr al-Kutub) edition. The version is reproduced from Agh by 
Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt 6:332-3. 

138  MuÎammad b. ÝImrÁn al-ÑayrafÐ is a frequent direct informant of AbÙ l-Faraj, 
and recensor of the work of al-ÝAnazÐ (on him, see note after the next); Fleischham-
mer 2004, 62. Note that depending on the aspect of his activity highlighted, a collec-
tor of a given khabar is also a “guarantor” in respect to his source and an “infor-
mant” in respect to his subsequent transmitter or compiler; see Günther 2005. 

139  Al-Íasan b. ÝAlÐ al-KhaffÁf is the most frequently cited informant of AbÙ l-
Faraj; ibid., 46-7. 

140  AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-Íasan b. ÝUlayl al-ÝAnazÐ was an akhbÁrÐ, adÐb and philologist. 
He composed the AkhbÁr al-AÝshÁ, and AbÙ l-Faraj cites him repeatedly via the re-
cension of al-ÑayrafÐ (see the note before the previous); GAS I:374, Zolondek 1960, 
218, Fleischhammer 1979, no. 44 and 2004, 86. 

141  QaÝnab b. al-MuÎarrar (following the spelling by al-DhahabÐ vs. al-MuÎriz in 
the Agh editions) was a BaÒran transmitter and guarantor of the informants of AbÙ l-
Faraj; Fleischhammer 2004, 101. 

142  MuÎammad b. SÁliÎ b. al-NattÁÎ was an akhbÁrÐ, genealogist and author of 
KitÁb al-Dawla, the first book on the Abbasid caliphate; Fleischhammer, 98.] 

143  Al-WalÐd b. HishÁm al-QaÎdhamÐ from BaÒra wrote the AkhbÁr manÛÙma on 
Qays b. al-DharÐÎ. He is likely the author and original source of the khabar, though 
Ibn al-NaÔÔÁÎ, the next transmitter in the chain and likewise author of akhbÁr, may 
have revised it; ibid., 130. 

144  AbÙ KhÁlid YazÐd b. Mazyad b. ZÁÞida al-ShaybÁnÐ (d. 185/801) served the 
Abbasid caliphs from al-RashÐd to al-AmÐn as general, quelling rebellions, and from 
the end of the 2nd/8th century (183/799) as governor of AzarbayjÁn, Arran, Armenia 
and the eastern Caucasus. A celebrated hero and Arab noble, he patronized Muslim 
b. al-WalÐd, who dedicated four panegyrics to him (Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn nos. 1, 6, 
10, 46) as well as poems of advice (139), satires (49?, 96) and laments (18, 103); see 
EI2 VII:694a, Muslim b. al-WalÐd, SharÎ DÐwÁn, 31-3, Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt, 
VI:327-42, al-ZiriklÐ, AÝlÁm VIII:188. 



QAÑÏDA 

 

 

375

tarÁhu fÐ l-amni fÐ dirÝin muÃÁfaÝatin 
lÁ yaÞmanu l-dahra an yudÝÁ ÝalÁ Ýajali 

ÒÁfÐ l-ÝiyÁni ÔamÙÎu l-Ýayni himmatuhu 
fakku l-ÝunÁti wa-asru l-fÁtiki l-khaÔili 

lillÁhi min HÁshimin fÐ arÃihi jabalun 
wa-anta wa-bnuka ruknÁ dhÁlika l-jabali [basÐÔ] 

You see him safe in a double shirt of mail 
— never safe from suddenly being summoned (1:41).145 

With a clear gaze and avid eye, his zeal 
is to free sufferers and bind the sinning evildoer (1:42).146 

How excellent is HÁshim [as] a mountain on his earth, 
and you and your son are the foundations of that mountain (1:73).”147 

“I do not know him, O Commander of the Faithful.” 
“What a disgraceful leader of people you are, praised with poetry of this 

caliber, but you do not know the author!” 
The poetry had reached the Commander of the Faithful and he had learned 

it and given a prize to the poet, who was Muslim b. al-WalÐd. So I departed 
and summoned [Muslim], gave him a gift, and kept him close to me. 

Version b 
(Agh 18:319-20/19:35-6)148 

IsnÁd: same as version a up to the collector al-ÝAnazÐ149 < father of 
AbÙ ÝAbdallÁh AÎmad b. MuÎammad b. SulaymÁn al-ÍanafÐ “Wearer 
of the Two Rags” (DhÙ l-Hidmayn): 

 

                                    
145  Selected as one of the best verses from this ode by Ibn al-MuÝtazz; TSh 236. 
146  Verse only contained in the Cairo edition. 
147  The occasion of this ode was YazÐd’s final crushing of the KhÁrijite revolt by 

his fellow-tribesman al-WalÐd b. ÓarÐf al-ShaybÁnÐ in 178-9/794-5 after two prior 
campaigns against him had failed; cf. Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt VI:328. Cf. n. 68.  

148  Cf. the b variant in al-KhaÔÐb al-BaghdÁdÐ (d. 463/1071), TaÞrÐkh BaghdÁd 
14:334-5 and reproduced without the nasÐb verses by Ibn KhallikÁn, WafayÁt VI:331 
(from MuÎammad b. al-QÁsim al-AnbÁrÐ, d. 328/940 via al-Hasan b. ÝAbdallÁh al-
RabaÝÐ). The TaÞrÐkh’s variant reduces the role of the chamberlain by replacing him 
with the general in the dialogue. 

149  Al-ÝAnazÐ gave this khabar the final shape, as his guarantor DhÙ l-Hidmayn 
is cited in TaÞrÐkh BahgdÁd for a slightly different version, which, however, contains 
the same verses. 
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YazÐd b. Mazyad entered al-RashÐd’s presence and the latter said to him,  
“O YazÐd, who is the one who says about you 

lÁ yaÝbaqu l-ÔÐbu khaddayhÐ wa-mafriqahÙ 
wa-lÁ yumassiÎu Ýaynayhi mina l-kuÎuli 

qad Ýawwada l-Ôayra ÝÁdÁtin wathiqna bihÁ 
fa-hunna yatbaÝnahu fÐ kulli murtaÎali 

No perfume pervades his cheeks and the part of his hair, 
nor does he daub his eyes with antimony (1:43). 

He gave birds [i.e. vultures] habits that they trust. 
So they trail him in every campaign (1:40).”150 

“I do not know the author, O Commander of the Faithful.” 
“How can poetry of this caliber be composed about you without your 

knowing the author!” 
Mortified, YazÐd departed, and when he arrived home he summoned his 

chamberlain. 
“Which poet is at the gate?” 
“Muslim b. al-WalÐd,” the chamberlain responded. 
“How could you keep him from me and not inform me of his where-

abouts?” 
“I informed him that you are in dire straits and have nothing to give to 

him, but I asked him to hold off and stay for a few days until you151 will 
have come into money.” 

YazÐd scolded him and said, “Bring him to me.” 
The chamberlain brought him inside and Muslim recited to YazÐd the 

verses 

ujrirtu Îabla khalÐÝin fÐ l-ÒibÁ ghazili 
wa-shammarat himamu l-ÝudhdhÁli fÐ ÝadhalÐ (D: l-Ýadhali ) 

radda (D: hÁja) l-bukÁÞa ÝalÁ l-Ýayni l-ÔamÙÎi hawan 
mufarraqun bayna tawdÐÝin wa-muÎtamali 

a-mÁ kafÁ l-bayna an urmÁ bi-ashumihÐ 
ÎattÁ ramÁnÐ bi-laÎÛi l-aÝyuni l-nujuli 

mimmÁ janat (D: janÁ) lÐ wa-in kÁnat munan Òadaqat 
ÒabÁbatan khulasu l-taslÐmi bi-l-muqali152 

The rope of one lost in love and stricken was loosed for me, 
and accusers tightened their resolve to accuse me (1:1). 

                                    
150  Selected as one of the best verses from this ode by Ibn al-MuÝtazz; TSh 236. 
151  Var. “until he [the general] will have come into money”; Beirut edition. 
152  Var. janÁ in DÐwÁn. 



QAÑÏDA 

 

 

377

Tears were brought again (D: roused) to longing eyes,  
[by a passion] divided between taking leave from loved ones  
and mounting them [on their camels] (1:2).153 

Is it not enough that separation hits me with its arrows  
that I should be hit anew with the glances of large eyes? (1:6) 

What brought me pangs of love—even if it was a hope come true— 
were glimpses of farewell from her pupils (1:7).154 

“We have ordered you to receive 50,000 dirhams,” the general said to Mus-
lim, “take them and forgive me.”  

The chamberlain came out to Muslim. 
“The general ordered me to mortgage one of his estates for a loan of 

100,000 dirhams, 50,000 for you and 50,000 for his own expenses,” he said, 
and disbursed the amount to the poet. The caliph’s informant wrote about 
this to al-RashÐd, who ordered YazÐd to receive 200,000 dirhams with the 
stipulation to “pay back the 50,000 dirhams the poet took, give him the 
same sum once again, and use the other 100,000 for your own expenses.” 
YazÐd redeemed his estate and gave Muslim another 50,000. 

Version c  
(Agh 18:320-3/19:36-9) 

IsnÁd: al-Íasan b. ÝAlÐ al-KhaffÁf < Ibn Mihrawayh (d.c. 275/888)155 
< ÝAlÐ b. ÝUbayd al-KÙfÐ and ÝAlÐ b. al-Íasan < ÝAlÐ b. ÝAmr < Mus-
lim b. al-WalÐd, known as “Slain by the Beauties”: 

One day I was sitting in a tailor’s shop opposite my home when I saw 
someone knocking at my door. I went to meet him and he revealed himself 

                                    
153  The khabar skips vv. 3-5 (on the unreciprocated nature of the love, the poet’s 

refusal to be consoled, and his guarding of the secret) to continue the theme of the 
eye with vv. 6-7. 

How can there be consolation for a heart gone mad that raves  
about the owner of a heart not touched with madness (1:3). 
Resignation was barred on the day of separation  
by cascading tears that washed over cascading tears (1:4). 
Were it not for dissimulating the tears of my eyes, 
secrets would be divulged about me that are neither seen nor fathomed (1:5). 

154  The quotation ends before the nasÐb transitions with a blame of fate (1:8-9) to 
a boast of past love conquests (1:10-15). 

155  MuÎammad b. al-QÁsim b. Mihrawayh was probably the author of multiple 
works, one of them about poets. Direct informants of AbÙ l-Faraj frequently cite him 
as guarantor. Since none of his guarantors are known as writers or transmitters, he 
probably gave the khabar its written form, GAS II:95, Zolondek 1960, 219 and 224, 
Fleischhammer 1979, no. 74 and 2004, 96-7.  
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to be a friend from Kufa, who had arrived from Qumm. I was glad to see 
him but felt as if I had been slapped in the face because I did not have a sin-
gle dirham to spend on him. So I rose and greeted him and escorted him 
into my house. Then I took a pair of fancy dress boots I owned and handed 
them to my maidservant. I wrote an accompanying note to one of my ac-
quaintances in the market, asking him to sell them on my behalf and pur-
chase meat and bread for an amount I named. The servant went and re-
turned, my acquaintance having bought for her what I had specified to him. 
He had sold the boots for all of nine dirhams, as if she had brought them to 
him all but brand new. 

My guest and I sat down to cook. I asked a neighbor to give us a carafe of 
date wine, which he sent to me. I asked the servant to lock the door for fear 
an intruder might arrive and partake in our repast, so I and he would have 
sustenance until he departed. Thus we were sitting and cooking, when 
someone knocked on the door, and I said to my servant, “See who it is.” She 
peered through a crack in the door and saw a man with [a commander’s] 
black garb, turban, and belt, accompanied by a squire. She described his ap-
pearance to me, and I had a bad feeling about him156 but then I recovered 
my sangfroid and thought, “I am not a reprobate and the authorities have 
nothing on me.” So I opened the door and stepped out. He dismounted from 
his beast. “Are you Muslim b. al-WalÐd?” 

“Yes.” 
“How do I know who you are?” 
“He who pointed out my residence to you will confirm to you who I am.” 

He turned to his aide, “Go to the tailor and ask about him.” He went to in-
quire on my behalf and affirmed “Yes, he is Muslim b. al-WalÐd.” The new-
comer took out a letter for me from his boot. “This is the letter of YazÐd b. 
Mazyad to me, and I am to break its seal only after meeting you.” The letter 
read, “When you meet Muslim b. al-WalÐd disburse to him these 10,000 
dirhams that I have provided so they may be deposited in his house, and 
disburse to him another 3,000 dirhams for the expenses of his travel to us.” 
I took the three and the ten and entered my home in the man’s company. We 
consumed the meal and I added more food and wine and bought fruit. I was 
in an expansive mood and offered my guest dirhams to present to the mem-
bers of his household and began to pack. Then I traveled in the emissary’s 
company until we reached Raqqa and the gate of al-YazÐd. The man entered; 
it became apparent that he was one of the general’s chamberlains. He found 
YazÐd in the bath, came out again and sat with me for a while. Later the 
chamberlain was informed that YazÐd had left the bath and sent me inside to 
him. YazÐd was seated upon a chair, with a female attendant behind him 
holding the cover of a mirror, while YazÐd himself held mirror and comb, 
combing his beard. 

“O Muslim,” he said to me, “what has kept you from coming to me?” 
“O amÐr, it was dire straits,” I answered. 

                                    
156  Var. amrÐ “my affair” in the Beirut edition. 
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“Recite for me,” he said and I recited to him my ode in praise of him: 

ujrirtu Îabla khalÐÝin fÐ l-ÒibÁ ghazili 
wa-shammarat himamu l-ÝudhdhÁli fÐ ÝadhalÐ 

The rope of one lost in love and stricken was loosed for me, 
and accusers tightened their resolve to accuse me (1:1). 

And when I reached my verse 

lÁ yaÝbaqu l-ÔÐbu khaddayhi wa-mafriqahÙ 
wa-lÁ yumassiÎu Ýaynayhi mina l-kuÎuli 

No perfume pervades his cheeks and the part of his hair, 
nor does he daub his eyes with antimony (1:43). 

He replaced the mirror in its cover and said to the maidservant, “Leave, for 
Muslim has proscribed perfume to us.” When I had completed the ode he 
said, “O Muslim, do you know what impelled me to send for you?” 

“No, by God, I do not.” 
“Several nights ago I was with al-RashÐd, massaging his feet, when he said 

to me, ‘O YazÐd, who is the one who said about you 

salla l-khalÐfatu sayfan min BanÐ MaÔarin 
yamÃÐ fa-yakhtarimu (D: yakhtariqu) l-ajsÁda wa-l-hÁma 

ka-l-dahri lÁ yanthanÐ ÝammÁ yahummu bihÐ 
qad awsaÝa l-nÁsa inÝÁman wa-irghÁma 

The caliph drew a sword from among the BanÙ MaÔar  
that cuts and rends (D: pierces) bodies and skulls (6:8). 

Like fate he does not swerve from what (D: whom) he pursues, 
having engulfed people in his grace and force.’ (6:9) 

I said, ‘No, by God, I was not aware.’ The caliph retorted, ‘God be praised, 
you are stuck in your Bedouin habits (aÝrÁbiyya). Poetry of this caliber is 
composed about you, and you do not know its author!’ So I inquired about 
the author and heard it was you. Rise, so I may lead you inside to the Com-
mander of the Faithful.” Thereupon he stood up and entered al-RashÐd’s 
presence. Soon thereafter admission was granted and I was ushered in. I ap-
peared before al-RashÐd and recited to him [all] the poetry I had composed 
about him and he ordered me to receive 200,000 dirhams. When I pro-
ceeded to YazÐd, he in turn ordered me to receive 190,000 remarking, “I am 
not permitted to grant you the same that the Commander of the Faithful has 
granted you.” But he accorded me fiefs whose yield amounted to 200,000 
dirhams. 



BEATRICE GRUENDLER 

 

380

Muslim went on to say: Thereafter he did something to make me angry 
and I satirized him.157 The general complained about me to al-RashÐd who 
summoned me and said, “Will you sell me the honor of YazÐd?” 

“Yes, O Commander of the Faithful.” 
“For how much?” 
“For a round loaf of bread.” The caliph became so furious that I feared for 

my life. 
“I was prepared to purchase it from you for a handsome price, but by no 

means will I do this, for I have known YazÐd’s munificence towards you,158 
may I be disowned by my father! By God, should I hear at any future time, 
by God, that you have satirized YazÐd, I will pull your tongue from your 
jaws.” So I never mentioned YazÐd again for good or for ill. 

Version d 
(Agh 18:323-4/19:39-41) 

IsnÁd: al-KhaffÁf < Ibn Mihrawayh < MuÎammad b. ÝAbdallÁh al-
YaÝqÙbÐ < the rÁwiya al-Baydaq159 from NiÒÐbÐn: 

I entered the palace of YazÐd b. Mazyad one day when it was thronged with 
people, and among the unknown people there was a young man sitting 
whom YazÐd did not yet know. He was none other than Muslim b. al-WalÐd. 

“I cannot find it in my soul to compose poetry ever again,” he said to me. 
“Why not?” I asked. 
“I praised this man with poetry of a kind he has never been praised with, 

but I find no one to convey it to him.” 
“Recite some of it for me!” 
He recited to me 

mÙfin ÝalÁ muhajin fÐ yawmi dhÐ rahajin 
kaÞannahu ajalun yaÒÝÁ ilÁ amali (1:30) 

yaqrÐ (D: yaksÙ) l-suyÙfa nufÙsa (D: dimÁÞa) l-nÁkithÐna bihÐ 
wa-yajÝalu l-rÙsa (D: l-hÁma) tÐjÁna l-qanÁ l-dhubuli (1:37) 

lÁ yaÝbaqu l-ÔÐbu khaddayhi wa-mafriqahÙ 
wa-lÁ yumassiÎu Ýaynayhi mina l-kuÎuli (1:43) 

idhÁ ntaÃÁ sayfahu kÁnat masÁlikuhÙ 
masÁlika l-mawti fÐ l-ajsÁmi (D: l-abdÁni) wa-l-qulali (1:44) 

                                    
157  Cf. Agh 18:331-2 and Muslim, SharÎ DÐwÁn no. 49; Agh 18:336-7 and SharÎ 

DÐwÁn no. 96. 
158  The general paid Muslim a salary (jirÁya) and awarded him a yearly prize 

(jÁÞizat thawÁb); see Agh 18:337-8. 
159  The nickname signifies “chess pawn” (baydhaq, baydaq; Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn 

10:14a), or “hawk” (baydaq). Baydaq may have given the khabar its first oral shape. 
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wa-in khalat bi-ÎadÐthi l-nafsi fikratuhÙ 
ÝÁsha (D: Îayya) l-rajÁÞu wa-mÁta l-khawfu min wajali (1:45) 

ka-l-laythi in hijtahu fa-l-mawtu rÁÎatuhÙ 
lÁ yastarÐÎu ilÁ l-ayyÁmi wa-l-duwali (1:46) 

lillÁhi min HÁshimin fÐ arÃihi jabalun 
wa-anta wa-bnuka ruknÁ dhÁlika l-jabali (1:73) 

Òaddaqta ÛannÐ wa-Òaddaqta l-ÛunÙna bihÐ 
wa-ÎaÔÔa jÙduka Ýaqda l-raÎli Ýan jamalÐ (1:79).160 

Looming over the hearts on a day of battle dust 
as if he were death in hot pursuit of hope (1:30). 

He serves to the swords the souls of traitors 
(D: He dresses the swords in the blood of traitors) 
and crowns pliant lances with human heads (1:37). 

No perfume pervades his cheeks and the part of his hair, 
nor does he daub his eyes with antimony (1:43). 

When he draws his sword, its pathways are 
the pathways of death through bodies and crowns of heads (1:44). 

When his thoughts converse with his soul in solitude, 
hope lives and fear perishes from fright (1:45). 

Like a lion, when you rouse him only death brings him rest. 
He is not lulled by days and turns of fate (1:46). 

How excellent is HÁshim as a mountain on his earth, 
and you and your son are the foundations of that mountain (1:73). 

Thus you proved true what I and others thought of him, 
and your munificence untied the bundle from my camel (1:79). 

Baydaq continued: I selected two of these verses and then said, “Recite to 
me what else you have about him.” 

                                    
160  Of these eight verses, four (italicized) coincide with Ibn al-MuÝtazz’s selec-

tion of seven “best verses” from this qaÒÐda (1:30, 35, 37, 40-1, 73, 79; TSh 235-6). 
Two further verses selected by Ibn al-MuÝtazz are identical with those cited by al-
RashÐd in versions a (41) and b (40); see nn. 145, 150. Ibn Qutayba essentially re-
produces Ibn al-MuÝtazz’s selection, adding two verses (31, 36) ShiÝr, ed. de Goeje, 
530. AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ also expands on the core of Ibn al-MuÝtazz (italicized) in 
his selection exemplifying the “best modern poetry on the description of a coura-
geous hero and military leader (20, 64, 25, 30, 31, 37, 38, 40, 44, 52-4, 71, 73). Ibn 
KhallikÁn produces his own selection (vv. 64, 22-3, 29, 31, 35, 37-9, 41) repeating 
only two lines from Ibn al-MuÝtazz, but following AbÙ HilÁl’s reordering of v. 64; 
WafayÁt VI:332. All authors restrict themselves to the madÐÎ, and all but Ibn Khal-
likÁn retain from Baydaq’s version the focus on passage 35-46 and the addition of 
vv. 30 and 73. 
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He recited to me another ode, beginning 

Ôayfa l-khayÁli ÎamidnÁ minka ilmÁma 
dÁwayta suqman wa-qad hayyajta asqÁma [basÐÔ] 

Specter of fantasy, we praise your brief visit, 
you healed one illness only after causing us many more (6:1). 

In it he says 

ka-l-dahri lÁ yanthanÐ ÝammÁ yahummu bihÐ 
qad awsaÝa l-nÁsa inÝÁman wa-irghÁma 

Like fate he does not swerve from what (D: whom) he pursues, 
having engulfed people in his grace and force (6:9) 

[Baydaq] continued: I recited these verses to YazÐd b. Mazyad and he or-
dered Muslim to receive 500 dirhams. Later I mentioned Muslim in Raqqa 
and said to YazÐd, “For this poet who praised you so highly, you limit your-
self to a mere 500 dirhams,” and the general sent him another 500 dirhams.  

[Baydaq] continued: Muslim told me, “The sum arrived after I had 
pawned my cloak in full [and shaming] view of my friends; and I highly ap-
preciated it.” 

Version e  
(Agh 18:324/19:41) 

IsnÁd: al-ÑayrafÐ < al-ÝAnazÐ < Muhammad b. Badr al-ÝIjlÐ < IbrÁhÐm 
b. SÁlim < AbÙ FirÝawn, mawlÁ of YazÐd b. Mazyad: 

One day YazÐd rode to al-RashÐd having splashed himself with perfume. Be-
fore long he returned, called for a bowl and washed off the perfume. “I hate 
to give the lie,” he said, “to the words of Muslim b. al-WalÐd 

lÁ yaÝbaqu l-ÔÐbu khaddayhi wa-mafriqahÙ 
wa-lÁ yumassiÎu Ýaynayhi mina l-kuÎuli 

No perfume pervades his cheeks and the part of his hair, 
nor does he daub his eyes with antimony (1:40).” 
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QAÑÏDA GHAZALIYYA–KHAMRIYYA:  
TWO LYRICAL POEMS BY ÍÀZIM AL-QARÓÀJANNÏ  

(d. 684/1285) 

Geert Jan van Gelder, University of Oxford 

The thirteenth-century poet ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ is one of the most 
original literary critics in the history of Arabic literature. At the time 
when I wrote my doctoral thesis on medieval Arabic poetics,1 I be-
came aware that he stood out in giving ample attention to the structure 
of the poem as a whole and the coherence of its parts, in his poetics 
entitled MinhÁj al-bulaghÁÞ wa-sirÁj al-udabÁÞ (Path of the Eloquent 
and Lamp for the Lettered), in which he attempted a unique synthesis 
of traditional Arabic criticism with Aristotelian poetics. At the time I 
was greatly helped by two excellent German monographs on ÍÁzim’s 
poetics, by Wolfhart Heinrichs and Gregor Schoeler.2 Both books in-
corporated translations of chapters of the MinhÁj al-bulaghÁÞ. Years 
ago I decided to do my bit and translate (into English) some further 
chapters, those directly relevant to the topic of my first book (MinhÁj, 
Part Three, chapters Three and Four, 287-324). It would have been  
fitting if for this occasion I could have turned my long-neglected 
hand-written draft, a quarter-century old by now, into a contribution 
dedicated to Wolfhart Heinrichs, the great master of the history of 
Arabic literary theory, and a dear friend. Alas, a full translation, prop-
erly annotated, would have been far too long for the present collec-
tion; I hope to turn to it on another occasion. 

                                    
1  Published as Geert Jan van Gelder (1982), Beyond the Line: Classical Arabic 

Literary Critics on the Coherence and Unity of the Poem, Leiden. 
2  Wolfhart Heinrichs (1969), Arabische Dichtung und griechische Poetik: ÍÁzim 

al-QarÔÁÊannÐs Grundlegung der Poetik mit Hilfe aristotelischer Begriffe, Beirut; 
Gregor Schoeler (1975), Einige Grundprobleme der autochthonen und der aristo-
telischen arabischen Literaturtheorie: ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁÊannÐ’s Kapitel über die Ziel-
setzungen der Dichtung und die in ihm dargelegten Gedanken, Wiesbaden. 



QAÑÏDA GHAZALIYYA–KHAMRIYYA 

 
391

Nevertheless, I decided to stick with ÍÁzim. He would have 
thought of himself, above all, as a poet, not a literary theorist, and he 
was certainly famous as a poet in his time. Originally, as his name 
betrays, from Cartagena in Spain, he was forced by the Christian 
conquests to emigrate.3 Much of his poetry is devoted to the rulers of 
the ÍafÒid dynasty of North Africa, in present-day Tunisia and part 
of Algeria. His most famous poem is an extremely long panegyric, 
all of whose 1,006 verses rhyme in the long vowel –Á (an ending 
called alif maqÒÙra in Arabic,4 from which the poem derives its 
name: al-MaqÒÙra). In modern scholarship his poetry has received 
less attention than his poetics.5 In his poetry ÍÁzim does not display 
the same originality as he does in his poetics, but his collected works 
contain some good specimens. In one respect we ought to be glad that  
ÍÁzim the theorist is not too much in evidence in his poetry: his 
prose is ponderous, difficult and scholarly, with long sentences, and 
far from elegant. Apart from their style, however, there are some in-
dications that his poetics and his poetry are in harmony, which can-
not always be said of Arabic literary critics who were also poets. 

The poems presented here together with a translation and with a 
short analysis are two of the three pieces by ÍÁzim of some length 
that are wholly devoted to lyrical themes.6 It looks as if they are 

                                    
3  On his life and his works, see Wolfhart Heinrichs (1998), “ÍÁzim al-

QarÔÁjannÐ,” in: Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey (eds.), Encyclopedia of Arabic 
Literature, 2 vols., London, 280-1, with more references. 

4  I take this opportunity to point at the odd misunderstanding prevalent among 
western Arabists and even found in some reference works, as if alif maqÒÙra re-
ferred only to the ending –Á when spelled with the letter yÁÞ. This is incorrect, for the 
term is also used when the ending is spelled with alif; it is to be distinguished from 
the ending with alif mamdÙda, i.e. –ÁÞ (with final hamza). 

5  To my knowledge, three relatively long poems have been published in English 
prose translations, see James T. Monroe (1974), Hispano-Arabic Poetry: A Student 
Anthology, Berkeley, 322-31, Geert Jan van Gelder (1979), “Critic and Craftsman: 
al-QarÔÁjannÐ and the Structure of the Poem,” Journal of Arabic Literature 10: 26-48 
(see 45-8), Julie Scott Meisami (1997), “ImruÞ al-Qays Praises the Prophet,” in: Issa 
J. Boullata and Terri DeYoung (eds.), Tradition and Modernity in Arabic Literature, 
Fayetteville, Arkansas, 223-45 (see 226-31). On the relationship of his poetry and 
his poetics, see also Geert Jan van Gelder (in press), “The Lamp and Its Mirror Im-
age: ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ’s Poetry in the Light of his Path of the Eloquent and Lamp 
of the Lettered,’” in: idem and Marlé Hammond (eds.), TakhyÐl: The Imaginary in 
Classical Arabic Poetics, vol. 2: Studies. 

6  The third is the Bacchic poem with the rare rhyme –ÛÐ (DÐwÁn, ed. Belkhodja, 
161-2). There is also one lengthy religious poem (ibid., 188-93, of 166 verses, most 
of which begin with subÎÁna... .) and one didactic poem (ibid., 223-33, in 219 lines 
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complete, not having lost a panegyric or other continuation. Al-
though the esteemed recipient of this Festschrift may frown at com-
promising, to some extent, scholarly exactness for the sake of a liter-
ary rendering, I have used an iambic pentameter, not eschewing a 
somewhat old-fashioned diction at times. The rhyme and the many 
cases of assonance and paronomasia of the original had to be sacri-
ficed, although at times alliteration or punning has been used to 
compensate for this. I have stayed as close as possible to the original: 
I do not approve of modernizing paraphrase, or presenting medieval 
Arabic verse in the guise of modernist or post-modernist poetry. In 
the belief that it is not a wholly vain attempt to translate poetry as 
poetry, which may be appreciated, it is hoped, by those who do not 
know Arabic, I have provided some notes that are obviously super-
fluous to specialists, for which I ask their indulgence.7 

I. 

Sources: ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ (d. 684/1285) (1972), QaÒÁÞid wa-
muqaÔÔaÝÁt, ed. MuÎammad al-ÍabÐb b. al-Kh½ja (Belkhodja), Tunis, 
105-6 (henceforward indicated as B); DÐwÁn (1964), ed. ÝUthmÁn al-
KaÝÝÁk, Beirut, 28-30 (indicated as K); see also al-MaqqarÐ (d. 
1041/1632) (1939), AzhÁr al-riyÁÃ fÐ akhbÁr al-QÁÃÐ ÝIyÁÃ, Cairo, 
III: 173-6. 

ÍÁzim is said to have made this poem as an emulation (ÝÁraÃa 
bihÐ) of a famous ode by Ibn ÝAmmÁr (d. 479/1086) which begins 
with Adiri l-zujÁjata fa-l-nasÐmu qadi nbarÁ (“Pass ‘round the glass, 
for the gentle breeze has begun to blow”),8 even though it does not 
adopt its rhyme (the meter is the same); ÍÁzim has chosen a rather 
uncommon rhyme. Moreover, Ibn ÝAmmÁr’s poem, after a short lyri-
cal introduction of six lines, is a panegyric for al-MuÝtaÃid (r. 461-
84/1069-91), king of Seville, whereas ÍÁzim only includes lyrical 
                                    

on grammar (naÎw) in basÐÔ metre, not an urjÙza). All the other poems are either 
short or a mixture of lyrical themes combined with madÐÎ or tahniÞa. 

7  For my views on translation, see also Geert Jan van Gelder (2006), “An Ex-
periment with Beeston, LabÐd and BaššÁr: On Translating Classical Arabic Verse,” 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 36: 7-15. 

8  See al-FatÎ b. KhÁqÁn (d. 529/1134) (1283 A.H.), QalÁÞid al-ÝiqyÁn, Bulaq,  
96-7 (37 vss.); al-MaqqarÐ (1855-61), NafÎ al-ÔÐb, ed. R. Dozy et al., Leiden, I:  
434-5; Ibn BassÁm (d. 542/1147) (1975-9), al-DhakhÐra fÐ maÎÁsin ahl al-jazÐra, ed. 
IÎsÁn ÝAbbÁs II, 1: 382-3 (19 vss.), etc.; with a translation in Monroe 1974, 188-93. 
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themes, with some echoes of Ibn ÝAmmÁr’s introduction. Throughout 
the poem, the beloved is described in grammatically masculine 
terms. The somewhat effeminate descriptions (see lines 7, 15-18) do 
not necessarily exclude that the poet is thinking of a boy. However, 
when in lines 22-7 the poet uses the old Bedouin motif of the parting 
of the beloved, carried on camel-back with the tribe, this strongly 
suggests a girl. The poem, in its fusion of urban and desert motifs, 
seems to fuse the male and female genders too. The meter is al-
kÁmil, which may be represented as SSLSL SSLSL SSLSL / SSLSL 
SSLSL SSLSL, where S and L stand for short and long syllables, re-
spectively; SS may be replaced by L. 

 adiri l-mudÁmata fa-l-nasÐmu muÞarrijÙ 
wa-l-rawÃu marqÙmu l-burÙdi mudabbajÙ 

1 Pass round the wine,9 the gentle breeze smells sweet, 
the garden is adorned with patterned cloaks, 

 The earth, in beauty’s mantles clothed, is like 
a young, full-breasted girl, showing her charms, 

 And on the river,10 when its coat11 is pleased 
to meet the breeze, the waves are billowing, 

 The early evening, with its golden rays, 
embroidering its surface with brocade. 

5 The wind’s hands want to rob the clothes it wears, 
thus with their weaving adding to its charm. 

 Therefore be pleased to drink glasses12 of wine, 
its light, no, fire,13 blazing liquidly.14 

 Get drunk, be tipsy from your sweetheart’s glance, 
or from the wine, mixed from his dark red lips, 

                                    
9  B al-mudÁma; K al-zujÁja, ‘the glass.’ 
10  B nahr; K nahy, “pond.” 
11  The word is voweled in the edition as miÝÔaf  (“coat”), which is likely to be 

correct (cf. the following verse with its sartorial imagery); but a pun is probably  
intended with maÝÔif (“neck, bending of the body” and here possibly “bend in the  
river”). 

12  B li-shurbi kuÞÙsi rÁÎin, K li-shurbika kaÞsa rÁÎin “your drinking a glass of  
wine.” 

13  B nÙruhÁ bal nÁruhÁ, K nawruhÁ bal badruhÁ  “its blossom, no, its full 
moon.” 

14  Literally, “blazing in its water”; the water is either the liquid of the wine itself 
or the water with which it is customarily mixed. 
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 And listen to the lute’s tunes that invite 
a carefree heart to love, inciting it; 

 The lowest and the highest strings that help 
the second and the third, treading the scales: 

10 The man whose heart will not be stirred by this, 
his heart will never once be moved or stirred. 

 So answer it: for Time has called, as if 
with speech,15 for company,16 dispelling cares. 

 Things lifeless are enraptured, dumb ones speak 
distinctly, happy, singing from delight. 

 Shall lifeless things be gladder than who lives 
whereas the living have more need of joy? 

 The only Life is that which you enjoy, 
as when a black-eyed fawn hands you the glass, 

15 One who has heavy haunches that delight 
you, and a firm but slight and slender waist. 

 Thus, if you see the locks, the forehead white, 
the cheeks of him that seem to be on fire, 

 You know for sure those three, with what below 
weighs heavily down or sways in waves, are these: 

 A night upon a dawn, on a full moon, upon 
a branch, carried upon a quivering dune.17 

 A glass and a beloved, with his glance 
enticing towards love the carefree heart: 

20 My heart, friend, has not sobered up from love 
of two things that between them yield desires. 

 I’d give my soul for that gazelle, who sets 
alight the blazing fire within my ribs. 

 I shouted to his cameleer, the day  
he left, the loaded camels urged with song: 

                                    
15  Literally, “it has called with the tongues/languages of its circumstance”; the 

expression “tongue/language of circumstance” (lisÁn al-ÎÁl) is used for the meta-
phorical “speech” of telling situations and significant objects. 

16  B uns, K amn “security, peace.” 
17  The metaphors (or, according to many traditional Arabic critics rather similes, 

tashbÐhÁt, with the primum comparationis omitted) stand for black hair above a shin-
ing forehead, above a bright face, on a slender upper body, on heavy buttocks. 
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 Stop, cameleer, a soul I’d bid farewell 
inside a howdah held, not in my breast! 

 And when we halted, while on camel-back 
there was a radiant moon with crescent crowned,18 

25 I shouted at them, Tell that moon of yours, 
whose light will guide the caravan at night, 

 That he revives the sick with glance or word, 
and slakes the raging thirst that burns in breasts! 

 They said, We fear he’ll scorch your heart yet more! 
I answered them, Let scorching love-pains scorch! 

 I cried and made the others cry, until 
our tears were mixed together, sea with sea. 

 When they had gone, I now unlocked the door 
of hope for us, then barred it yet again, 

30 And said, My soul, be patient, for a dawn 
of nearness may yet break in absence's night: 

 Look out for joy from grievous Time,19 for Time 
moves on from opposite to opposite. 

 Keep hoping for relief from every grief: 
all worries, in due course, will be relieved. 

* 

Medieval critics would have called this poem a qaÒÐda, though not 
with the meaning modern scholars attach to it, namely a polythe-
matic poem consisting of a mostly lyrical introduction, possibly fol-
lowed by descriptions implying a journey, and a concluding section 
which may deal with any, often wholly unrelated, matter. The present 
poem could also be said to have more than one theme, since it is 
about wine and love; but the two are so obviously integrated that it 
does not seem proper to speak of a polythematic or composite poem 
(qaÒÐda murakkabat al-aghrÁÃ, as ÍÁzim would call it).20 Such inte-
gration of wine and love is very common in Arabic poetry since the 
time of the pre-Islamic al-AÝshÁ (d. ca. 7/629) and especially, of 
course, AbÙ NuwÁs (d. ca. 198/813) in early Abbasid times. 
                                    

18  Perhaps referring to the beloved with radiant face and bright forehead. 
19  B dahrin shajÁ, K dahrin dajÁ, “gloomy Time.” 
20  MinhÁj al-bulaghÁÞ, 303. 
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The first five lines of the poem, which could be termed a “section”  
or faÒl (to use another term used by ÍÁzim the critic)21 provide the 
setting: a garden scene, strongly unified by a profusion of sartorial 
imagery, found in every line (cloaks, mantles, clothed, coat, embroi-
dering, brocade, clothes, weaving). Wine is introduced in the first 
line, and an erotic element appears in the animating imagery in the 
following lines that speak of a young full-breasted girl and of the 
robbing of clothes. A faÒl containing poetic imagery, ÍÁzim argues in 
his MinhÁj, is often effectively rounded off by a more rhetorical, 
maxim-like statement. Line 6 does this by offering a provisional con-
clusion: the particle fa-, “therefore,” followed by an imperative re-
introducing the Bacchic theme, closely associated with the erotic 
theme and accompanied with music, which often completes the trin-
ity of hedonism. Just as line 6 is both a conclusion and a beginning, 
so do lines 10-11 conclude the present section and start a new one, 
by means of a general statement (“The man …” meaning “any man”) 
followed by another fa- with imperative. This introduces a rhetorical 
passage that serves to justify the invitation to indulge in pleasure. Its 
argument that even lifeless things are enraptured and animated, and 
that animate beings should therefore not lag behind, is a rhetorical ut-
terance that is the counterpart of the poetic imagery of lines 1-6: a 
neat illustration of ÍÁzim’s own recommendation of alternating in a 
poem utterances that are poetic (shiÝrÐ) and which evoke the imagina-
tion (mukhayyil) with statements that are rhetorical (khaÔÁbÐ) or per-
suasive (iqnÁÝÐ). The conclusion, line 14, recommends love and 
drinking as the one and only life worth living. This, in turn, triggers a 
description of the beloved (lines 15-19), again concluded (lines 20-1) 
by stressing the close link between the “two things,” erotic love and 
love of wine. 

At this point, however, the tone changes. The address to the friend 
(line 20) reminds us by means of a play on words (ÒÁÎi “friend,” 
ÒÁÎin “sober”) that it is time to sober up, even though the poet will 
not hear of it. The heart that is ablaze (line 21) makes it clear that the 
timeless scene of the first part of the poem—it is not explicitly set  
either in the past or in the future—is in fact no longer present. The 
beloved has gone, as is explained by the following apostrophe to the 
                                    

21  ÍÁzim’s concept of the faÒl has been taken up and applied to older Arabic po-
etry in a recent article by Ali Hussein (2004), “Classical and Modern Approaches in 
Dividing the Old Arabic Poem,” Journal of Arabic Literature 35: 297-328. 
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camel-driver (line 22). We are back with the old Bedouin motif of the 
departing of the beloved and her clan, which used to be found at, or 
near, the beginning of a polythematic qaÒÐda. Seas of tears (line 28) 
now replace glasses of wine and garden brooks. The final section 
(lines 29-32) leaves a shimmer of hope: Time or Fate is fickle and 
things may take a good turn. The expected rhetorical closure consists 
not of one but two lines that could both serve as a maxim or wise 
saying (though in a context hardly compatible with religion), thus 
emphatically closing not only the section but the poem as a whole. 
We must conclude that not only is the poem well-crafted and care-
fully structured, it also seems that, for once, poetics and poetry go 
hand in hand. 

II. 

Sources: QaÒÁÞid wa-muqaÔÔaÝÁt (Belkhodja), 209-11, DÐwÁn (al-
KaÝÝÁk), 117-18 (with some textual variants that generally look infe-
rior and will not be considered here). In the latter edition, lines 14-22 
are missing, and Belkhodja’s poem no. 51 is joined to this poem, as if 
they formed one ode. One could understand that a copyist or redactor 
believed that poem no. 50 was the nasÐb or lyrical introduction of the 
following one, which has the same meter and rhyme. Nonetheless, as 
Belkhodja argues convincingly, this is unlikely, for the present poem 
seems to form a complete piece, and poem no. 51 opens with what 
seems to be a proper opening line, with internal rhyme (BushrÁ bi-
bayÝati mawlÁnÁ bni mawlÁnÁ / fa-kam ayÁdin bihÁ l-RaÎmÁnu 
awlÁnÁ). Moreover, it contains a congratulation, and it was custom-
ary not to introduce congratulatory poems with a lyrical prelude, 
unlike odes of a more general panegyric character. The present poem 
uses many conventional motifs of love poetry, including the stock 
personages of the reproacher and the spy. The beloved is here unam-
biguously female. The meter is al-basÐÔ (NNSL NSL LLSL SSL / NNSL 
NSL LLSL LL, where N is a position taken by either a short or a long 
syllable).22 
                                    

22  Again, I take the opportunity to mention a common misunderstanding: many 
handbooks and discussions on Arabic metrics state or suggest that the third and sev-
enth feet of the basÐÔ meter may be SLSL as well as LLSL. This idea is no doubt in-
spired by a longing for symmetry and may be traced back as far as al-KhalÐl in the 
eighth century. But, to my knowledge, SLSL in this position is virtually absent from 
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 YÁ Ûabyata l-rabrabi l-ÎÁlÐ sawÁlifuhÙ 
man qallada l-Îalya ÁrÁman wa-ghizlÁnÁ 

1 Gazelle with jewels on its temples! Who 
has put these jewels on the herd’s gazelles?23 

 Full moon’s full sister—save that moons when full 
will not be safe from waning, as you are: 

 Far be it that your glance be called a fawn’s, 
when, drowsy, it is turned towards the herd;24 

 Or that your smile should be compared to flowers, 
when lush and fresh with fallen dew at dawn: 

5 A mouth in which sweet water has formed gems, 
appearing as moist pearls and coral drops.25 

 I never thought, before you, I would see 
a moon adorned with stars and meteors.26 

 Your beauty’s sovereignty, having subdued 
all lovers’ hearts, will not be disobeyed. 

 Would that these eyes that gaze, bewitching us, 
would love us just as we’re in love with them!  

 You who reproach me for my love, please stop, 
I’ll not stop short of Ghaylan’s mark in love.27 

10 We, sons of Love, won’t listen to reproof 
and to reproachers won’t incline our ears. 

 Since we’re in love, reproach cannot invade 
our ears; if it were heard we would be hurt.28 

                                    

classical Arabic poetry, with the odd exception of the famous mystic Ibn al-ÝArabÐ 
(d. 638/1240), in whose DÐwÁn it is very frequent. 

23  Perhaps two different kinds of animals are meant by ghizlÁn (gazelles) and 
ÁrÁm (white antelopes or white gazelles). The line illustrates a figure much favored 
for openings: tajÁhul al-ÝÁrif (feigned ignorance): the poet pretends not to know that 
his bejeweled beloved is a girl rather than a beautiful gazelle. 

24  A languid, drowsy look is considered sexy in the beloved; cf. line 32. 
25  Sweet water: literally, “the sweet water of saliva” (the beloved’s saliva is very 

often described in erotic poetry as being sweet and cool). The word marjÁn means 
either pearls or coral; see Q. 55:22 (where, like here, it is linked with luÞluÞ “pearls”) 
and 55:58 (where it is linked with rubies); the girl’s pearly teeth and coral gums are 
being described. 

26  Apparently meaning a bright face adorned with starry eyes. 
27  GhaylÁn b. ÝUqba, known as DhÙ l-Rumma (d. ca. 117/735), last of the great 

desert poets, was famous for his love of Mayya. 
28  A feeble attempt to render the paronomasia of ÁdhÁna (ears) and ÁdhÁnÁ (hurt 

us). 
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 How could you blame a love whose clear excuse 
is the beloved’s face, like Joseph’s fair?29 

 Gazelle that grazes on his sweethearts’ hearts,30  
 not oxeye or wild jasmine in the steppe; 

 Or rather a wild oryx cow who, for 
her pillow, likes an ardent lover’s heart. 

15 Her glances, whether she is pleased or cross, 
at times revive and kill at other times. 

 May God keep near the days and times we spent  
together, joined in constant union. 

 So often close to her! When I think back, 
yearning, my eye-wells31 stream with copious tears. 

 These good old days: whenever I, by chance, 
remember them, it adds new griefs to old. 

 The day we met, fearing the cunning of 
the spy who always kept an eye on us, 

20 Our souls spoke secretly, with lowered eyes: 
the eye conveyed the secrets of our talk. 

 During our rendezvous, our stopping place, 
our closeness, our soft whisperings, our plaint, 

 I asked her for a date, a meeting soon, 
and she gave me good tidings: Now’s the time! 

 She let me know we were to meet at night 
and I awaited eagerly our tryst. 

 At last, night’s darkness hiding every shape, 
a man unable to discern a man, 

25 I went to where she lived, seen by the Star,32 
�I almost thought the Star knew jealousy� 

 

                                    
29  Joseph, son of Jacob, was a paragon of male beauty (see e.g. the twelfth SÙra 

of the QurÞÁn). 
30  Literally, “grazes on the seeds/grains of hearts (yartaÝÐ Îabba l-qulÙb),” with a 

pun since the singular Îabbat al-qalb can mean “darling, sweetheart.” 
31  ÝuyÙn al-Ýayn: the word Ýayn means both “eye” and “well.” 
32  The singular najm “star” can also mean “constellation, asterism” and conven-

tionally, in poetry, stands for the cluster of stars known as the Pleiades. 
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 And spent the night unveiling a full moon, 
plucked apples, granates in her garden fair.33 

 At last, when bracelet’s coolness had announced 
the face of morn, kindling the heart with fire,34 

 She bent to bid farewell, her words o’erwhelmed 
by tears, unable to articulate. 

 Embracing brought our bodies close and joined 
them as the gentle winds twist twig round twig. 

30 Ah what a night; how short it was in time, 
but in its charm, how spacious and how wide! 

 As soon as the horizon’s face was wrapped 
in darkness, I perceived morn’s naked face.35 

 O you who with a drowsy eye keeps me 
awake, and makes me drunk with drunken glance: 

 Your glance, inebriated constantly, 
forever will inebriate me, too. 

 You spend the night in calm and blessed sleep: 
how many eyes will you have kept awake! 

35 Hard-hearted and soft-bodied one: I wish 
your hard parts with your soft parts were not joined. 

 Do what you want, be with me or break off: 
but losing you I’ll never be consoled. 

* 

Again, we have a qaÒÐda, but this time it is a monothematic one 
(basÐÔat al-aghrÁÃ in ÍÁzim’s terminology). The theme is ghazal, or 
love poetry.36 The bucolic opening passage, in which the beloved is 

                                    
33  Apples and pomegranates conventionally stand for cheeks and breasts. 
34  ÍÁzim apparently liked the motif of the cold bracelet late at night, announcing 

dawn, for he used it on two other occasions (in his MaqÒÙra, vs. 696, and poem 46, 
vs. 15, pp. 54 and 200 in Belkhodja’s edition). 

35  B reads mÁ alÎafat awjuha l-ÁfÁqi ghayhabahÁ; I believe sense and syntax re-
quire reading mÁ ulÎifat awjuhu l-ÁfÁqi ghayhabahÁ. 

36  Numerous modern scholars would call the poem “a ghazal.” In traditional 
Arabic critical language, however, unlike Persian and Ottoman (or German, with its 
Ghasel) ghazal is a generic term denoting a theme, not a poem, more or less analo-
gous to rithÁÞ, “elegy (as a theme),” as distinct from marthiya “elegy, elegiac poem.” 
Thus the present poem should properly be called a qaÒÐdat ghazal or a qaÒÐda 
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addressed (lines 1-8) expertly strings together a number of familiar 
motifs, employing familiar figures of speech,37 such as “feigned ig-
norance” (tajÁhul al-ÝÁrif) in line 1, where the poet pretends not to 
know that his beautiful beloved is a gazelle, “differentiation” (tafrÐq) 
in line 2, where she is compared to a full moon but immediately de-
clared superior, and so on. The direct address ends in line 8, an ex-
clamation that could be considered the rhetorical utterance conclud-
ing a section. The following section also begins with an apostrophe 
(line 9), this time to the familiar “reproacher,” and it introduces a 
brief justification of the poet’s love, soon taking the form of a de-
scription of the beloved (lines 12-15), again in bucolic vein (gazelle, 
oryx cow), echoing the opening line. A prayer (line 16) is a suitable 
conclusion of the section (it is recommended as such by ÍÁzim in his 
poetics). 

The same line also provides the turning point in the poem, the 
change from what seems to be the present (suggested by line 1 and 
what follows) to what appears to be the real state of affairs: all is 
past. Just as the first poem, the second ends with a nasÐb-like passage 
of elegiac reminiscing. It is suggested that the lovers met often (line 
17: “So often …”), although only two meetings are referred to in 
what follows, one in the daytime when a secret meeting was arranged 
and the other the following night in which the lovers appear to have 
gone somewhat further than merely exchanging whispered words and 
stealthy glances. The narrative is concluded with an exclamation 
(“Ah, what a night”) and a reflection on the night’s shortness (lines 
30-1). The poem’s final section (lines 32-6) brings us back to the 
present, but this time it is no longer pleasant but sad. It echoes the 
beginning of the poem by being an apostrophe to the beloved, who is  
 
                                    

ghazaliyya, not “a ghazal.” One could also speak of “a muÞannatha” (a love poem on 
a woman), compare e.g. Íamza’s redaction of the DÐwÁn of AbÙ NuwÁs, with chap-
ters containing muÞannathÁt and mudhakkarÁt. Admittedly, the “Persian” use of 
ghazal (with a plural aghzÁl) was adopted by later Arab critics, already in ÍÁzim’s 
time; see, e.g., ÂiyÁÞ al-DÐn Ibn al-AthÐr (d. 637/1239) (1959-n.d.), al-Mathal al-
sÁÞir, ed. AÎmad al-ÍÙfÐ and BadawÐ ÓabÁna, Cairo, III: 104, “wa-hÁdhÁ min al-
aghzÁl al-Îulwa al-rÁÞiqa.” 

37  For a useful brief survey, see W.P. Heinrichs, “Rhetorical Figures,” in: Mei-
sami and Starkey 1998 II: 656-62; for more details and examples, see al-NÁbulsÐ (d. 
1143/1731) (1998), The Arch Rhetorician, or The Schemer’s Skimmer: A Handbook 
of Late Arabic BadÐÝ Drawn from ÝAbd al-GhanÐ an-NÁbulsÐ’s [sic] NafaÎÁt al-AzhÁr 
ÝalÁ NasamÁt al-AsÎÁr, summarized and systematized by Pierre Cachia, Wiesbaden. 
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now addressed as being aloof and hard-hearted, even though she 
seems to have been willing enough before and loath to part. The cru-
elty of the beloved is demanded by the conventions of the genre and 
serves as a contrast with the constancy of the lover, which is asserted 
in the closing line. 

There is no point in speculating whether ÍÁzim wrote these po-
ems to vent his innermost feelings, referring to a real love, a real be-
loved and events that really took place, or whether they are “merely” 
exercises in beautifully crafting traditional themes and motifs (or a 
combination of these two things, which is by no means unthinkable). 
The poems can stand by themselves and speak for themselves. 

Appendix: Arabic texts 

Poem I  

   �Y�E��������������U �>�@����������������� 25�������������U��JB� FE0"2	 
  

�±k=�����������U 0"#������������� �^'����������(MU �e#M������������#
  

  �����������G�]�U �"#M������������= )5@�����������=& eEh�#|$  
  

   Y������������<8 X��������������\ +������������ �������������o6�
  

   H- K����������JO2/3!0U ©�����������8E� �����������zB MQ�������������#  
  

   Y�'�����������%<U K������������=�
�� >�@�������������� ��������������;J�
  

 ��S K0��!�������~ �u��l3@�������!= J*�������?h� +@������%  
  

±�=������������S# K�]�O�����������? +������������~�'�S �p������������=	
  

(5)
@����<\� �����U �J�@����8 �SM������ u�����S	 ^#M����8#  
  

 ±@��������3�8 +��������� ���������¤ �p�3@���������d ����������S�<�
  

   �E', |©�E F��'�������\ .3M���������� 3�8E������������������  
  

±�'������������<S �������������Q��U i ���������������E�, *������������=
  

    K������2<3

d	 $�������U 0È������7 c'3��������= 3MJ6������G�#  
  

   Y����������3%J8 ����������%2� $��������0U |M��������Ë F�o��������\ #	
  

   ̄ ���������z/8 Z"'����������� V����������%�, H- 3y���������b�#  
  

  ±������������QJ8# :'���������w� H- �+�����������1� ������������(
  

   ,���U L��0!3@������������S XM�����������SF�# q>������������=������������p���  
  

 YE������������������<8 K�����������������J8�;
} ������������������������U#
  

(10)  ����������%� �n���������� K����������
��( ±�����������Q�S ¨ $���������U  
  

 ±��������������QU# )­�M������������� K�������������U ��������������;��
  

      K������0��d F$�@�������o= :"�������, �������;� 3�������F�o�  
  

 Y�M������������OU ^'%Q�������������� XM�������������" Fr������������,JÌ�
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    X>�������l�	 ��4��������	# XV�"��������%�� 3N�������=FM}  
  

 Y��������QS |E#M��������G $�������U �
�������?	# ��������pd�M2�
  

  pc�M�@�����������U �"�����������%�� k+����������7� *Js�����������O���	  
  

   Y�'�����������3d	 K������������U a��M@������������� R+�����������7�#
  

  �������U# K������= �N������%0!, �������U &- ��������!�� �������U  
  

 K�������� ­�������}��  ±��������3"	 X+������3
2� ��o������6�� 
  

(15)     X��"3M���������U X�3"FE K���������U C��������(#M�S $��������¸  
  

  ±�U3���������U |E�4�������<g� #` XM34��������g# )*�������3
��
  

    Zc�M������������J��# Zc�M������������J/� �VM������������A, �`��������������  
  

   ±�o����������<8 3V�����������= K�����������U Z5]O4�����������#
  

    ������������x �����������U# �$����������Q2t�t L	 �N����������3�;S	  
  

   Y'������������%<S #	 �"�������������3��S �������������Q0<· $������������U
  

      
������� |E������= 
������� |�
������? 
������� )*�������  
  

  K������������%· |$4����������Jx Y�M����������3��E X�������������\
  

    K����������A]�= z*����������AS .'����������
�# �o����������\  
  

  YE�<3@���������S :'��������w� H- �+���������1� �����������(
  

(20)    :'����� $����� |©�4����= ¯�����( �����U F©�����? �����S  
  

  ±<�<@����������J8 
������������JB� �%Q������������= �ª�����������~
  

   +!J���������m	 i un��������� �+�������3
A�� µ�������l3Q�¤#  
  

   ±�����������S# �Q�
����������S '��������3��# z*��������� ���������(
  

       :�'��������� �^'������S K0@�������0� �u0"�������d �N������S"�, 
 

:����������3]J8 �r���������!��#Y����������3]J8 ���������S�/B�# 
  

   �5���������l3Q�U 3I�"�#J	 u"����������7� ����������QS	 3����������(  
  

  Y"3'��������� �,�'���������� L#" ������������d ���������(
  

  �Q������������������d	 i# ������������������O(�'8 ����������������zB  
  

 X����������������U XM�������������%(�=���������������Y�'�������������<U f�Q
  

(25)   un������������ �>\E�����������
� �'�����������'( >QJ<S"�����������,  
  

   Í3����������J8# �.����������\M�� uM3@���������28 K���0s���������=
  

       Z5��������AO� #	 Z5��������A]�= 2*����������!�� +���������3]�S  
  

 p������������x +���������O�/J8 ±�o���������<S �����������27� i 
  

   ��������pl�& C��������
��( ��������S�S ���������Î �'���������(  
  

 ±�����������!��8 �±��'������������� �'����������z��g >QJ<
�o�����������
  

  $�����U z*������ 
�����<d �N�6
<�����G�# �N������6=#  
  

  Y��������������3%�S |M������������]
= XM������������¹ ��������������8�M�
��
  

      
��������JB� �.�������= >��������!= �<�������	 �N�������;=#   E	 �pE'��������}# �pE'��������} ������������= ���������U���������0��8±
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(30)    :'������ 
@���!� uMF
���3?� +@���O, ����S f'���(	# 
 

�
4������������=  ±�
������������<S �������������QJ��� |.3M������������J( ©
  

  �l�������~ |M��������" $�������U �a��M@��������� F���������(�M2<�  
  

YM��������³ ��s��������� zZ���������m $��������U �M�������������
  

     Z�E���������} ®>��������� z*��������\ 25���������3MJ� kYM��������8#  
  

  YRM�����������O8 L������������U��� i �>������������ z*�����������6��
 

Poem II 

  �KJO��'�������G ¥��������7� F.�M�������=kM�� 25��������3
2� ��������S  
  

 ���������,&3�0x# ���������pU�E9 �+����������27� ����������z�( $���������U
  

  �<�������� FE3�������= 25;�;������~ �������S# 3N�������0U	 '������� �>  
  

�,�4���������;J, �><���������� �E#����������= 0N��������3�0U	 ���������%\
  

 Zo��������~�E H- :���������3!�S L	 0C�������0A3]2�0� �������~�d  
  

 �,�����������3G�# .3MD@����������� �'���������Ï �N���������zO2�28 �`-
  

  |M�������������2� H- :�������������3!�S L	 0C0U�@�����������<=&#  
  

 �����������,��S�E z*�����������/�� 0Ç�;@����������= ������������x �`-
  

(5)  K������= F.�������m�M�� Jf�@���������G �M��3'�������l28 XM�������t  
  

 �}E �p����������� ���������= 
�������<d ��������,��3M�U# ��������p

  

   |M������%( H- '������,E	 L	 0C�������
( �N��������0g �������U  
  

�,�
3Q������������~# �pM�����������3�J� ������������p%J_	 Z��������������;U
  

 K�����<��/= N�����,�" n�����U C0�@������d �L�/������G  
  

    �,��34������0� F'������3�8 ¨ :'������w� F*�������	 �.'�������(
  

 �,M�]3@�������2<� '�������,M8 µ��������� �L'��������!�� �N���������  
  

    ��������,�'3Q28 �$��'�������´ $�������Ï ��������%\ N�������,�\
  

�N@�� 3M04�(	 :'w� i ¥`�� �S �pM�4;U :E	  
  

 ������������,�3�2x F#�o�����������~ $������������ :'�����������w� i
  

(10)  |f2n�������� H- +�34������J, & D�������J7� �������= �������z,-  
  

 ����������������,�`9 f�zn����������������!�� H- J*����������������%J, &#
  

�S ¨#���������0� ��!U�@���������U i ����������3%0� n���������U 3±  
  

  ���������������,�`9 �L�` � Í# '���������������# )f�n����������������
  

K0;������~�� �E�n�������� ��
�������? fJn������3!8 ��������6�  
  

    ������,�= ������( F$@�����J7� �+O�����G'��� K�����Q�# i
  

    &# .'������;�� k�������d +�����!8MS �������x X¯������  
  

  ������������,���2�# Zc�����������U3'�¤ �pE�M������������� 
������������3MS
  

  �Q�������
Fl3!�S r��������� |E�'��������? �c��������Q�U *�������= &   ������������,��M�d L������������\ |�������������( ������������RG'8 &-
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(15) 3N
0s������x L-# 
������2m3M28 �`- )Ð�������]0� �������w  
  

  �����������,��d	# �����������,��d	 *����������<;8# +����������3]J8
  

  �5�����������������?�'U ���������������pU�S	 J�� ���������������0!3
�S &  
  

  ����������( �Q����������3?'= ����������,�U�	# �������������3!/(
  

  �����w �N������d �����U Z"'����Q� $����U �����¶ ¥ >����\  
  

 ����������,�<3Q28 0����������!�� �L'����������� 3Nz�Q<���������G� &-
  

   3N]��������G ��������%z�\ Z��������Q� 0���@�������\ &#  
  

 �,�l��������~	 L�l��������~h� H- V"�� ��M��������\0
 ̀ 

    pc��������S�6U ����������O0g ��������(# ���������3�;<�� ��������zB  
  

   ������,��3MS z*������ ������( un������� �������(M�� $�����U
  

(20)�@�����JO,	 0È�����]��� M3@�����6= 
���������28 N�����z����  
  

    ��������,�'3l2, FE�M������G	 $������� .FM������3!J8 ��������!��#
  

 ����������������0O0(3'U# �����������������(�8 Ff���������������0g i#  
  

 �,�'�6���������������~# ��������������������8# ����������������=3MJ(#
  

   ����������p=º;U *���������?'�� ������������3'U �QJ<�o���������G  
  

   ���������,9 ���������( N��������('�� �Lo��������= ��8M����������
�
  

  �,�������������'U *�������������� Lo����������= ��<����������%��	#  
  

  �����������,���;J� �V�����������;�0U �����������p
;8MU �N������������A�
  

��j������� 
����Og	 J*�������� �`- 
����<dK�����
�Q3�2x   
  

  �,�@�������,- �L�@�������,«� M4�������3
�S $�������6S >���������
  

(25)  �;�UM���������S �>l������������# ����������Q2���U �N������������#  
  

   �������,�M3�2x �>l��������� �$������J�	 �V3�������06� 
������<d
  

�<À �N����������F
������������p���<À E�����������
�� ������������p���  
  

  �������,��U�E# �������pd�zOJ8 $@������J7� 5������m3#E $������U
  

 K���������<!��2/= ����������,�
,	 ��
4����������� �`- 
���������<d  
  

   ��������,��0, ���������;�� 
\`o�������� E�'�@�������� �"3M�������=
  

 �Q����������
���S �yU�������������# ���"�'����������J8 N������������U  
  

   ��������,��3
08 y�/@�������8 ��������� ^��������6�� 
���������
  

 �%Qk%2m#��3��4����������j~ ��J,�����������!<�� 
����������,"	  
  

 �,�4��������x	 L�4��������xh�= F>��������G�'��� k����������
  

(30)���M�4��������(	 L��������\ ��������U �5���������� ��������w ����������  
  

   �,���������3��U $@�������J7� i �Q�]�@���������	# ���������<(#
  

  �
�Q3�2x 0��������� � �K��������#	 3N������2O0]��J	 �������U�������Q  
  

 
������<d   �������,�S3M�� ��
R4�������� �������Q�� �N���������
8
  



GEERT JAN VAN GELDER 406

  |$������G�# u` K������U Z�3M�����2/= ¥ �pMFQ3@������U ������S  
  

�,�M�6���������G K���������U ZÈ��������]�= ¥ �pM063@���������U#
  

 �p����������<�U RC��������2O�S & C��������JA7 L���������\ L-  
  

   �,�'3������������2, �C�����������O,	 & K������������U �,o������������
  

  Z5�����������" i FL���������O�h� �>����������, 3N��������F
28 L-#  
  

����������,�O�	 �V3MQ���������G	 >���������6� |>����������!, i#
  

(35) �+����0G�( �����S ̈ C����<�� 0������/0!�� �$3�����2� F������;��  
  

     �����,& un������ C�����U �@����2( �����( �����¤ L�M�����;�S
  

�5�����!2}�;U #	 �&������?F# �Nª�����~ �������\ 3$�����\  
  

    �,�'�������G �M��������� �������}J	 C������� �N@�������
  

 
 
 



QIÓÓA 
ARABIC CATS* 

John Huehnergard, Harvard University 

bass, biss; ÌaydaÝ; ÌayÔal; dimm(a), dumm, dam(m);  
sinnawr; Ãaywan; qiÔÔ(a); al-mÁÞiÞa (also al-mÁÞiyya);  

hirr; har(i)s 

It is a great pleasure to dedicate this note to Wolfhart Heinrichs, Ara-
bist par excellence, fellow Semitist, wise colleague, good friend, and 
lover of cats. 

While a common word for ‘dog’ appears in nearly all of the Se-
mitic languages, allowing us to reconstruct a Proto-Semitic word 
*kalb-, there is no pan-Semitic word for ‘cat’; instead, a variety of 
terms is attested. The situation is similar in Indo-European, where 
again a word for ‘dog’ may be reconstructed, but not a word for 
‘cat.’1 The absence of common Semitic and common Indo-European 
words for ‘cat’ undoubtedly reflects the fact that the cat was domesti-
cated much later than the dog, long after common Semitic and com-
mon Indo-European had begun to split into their descendant bran-
ches. 

It is generally agreed that the cat was first domesticated in Egypt, 
some four thousand years ago,2 and that the domestic cat, Felis silve-
stris catus,3 descended from the African wildcat, F. s. lybica, which 
is still found in much of Africa (except in rainforest regions) and 

                                    
*  I wish to thank M. Lionel Bender, Frank M. Cross, Charles Häberl, Jo Ann 

Hackett, Leonid Kogan, Patrick Taylor, Wheeler M. Thackston, and Ofra Tirosh-
Becker for their kind help and advice. 

1  See, e.g., Hommel 1879, 315; Buck 1949, 178–82. 
2  See Malek 1993, Sunquist and Sunquist 2002, 101. 
3  The taxonomy of small cats is much debated, and is well beyond my expertise; 

other designations of the domestic cat in recent scientific literature include Felis ca-
tus and F. domestica. 
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parts of the Middle East.4 The domestic cat spread beyond Egypt on-
ly many centuries later, around the turn of the era.5 

A number of recent finds in Cyprus of cat skeletons associated 
with human burials has led to the suggestion that the cat may have 
been tamed there as long as 9,500 years ago.6 This suggestion has 
been disputed.7 Even if it proves to be correct, however, it may be an 
isolated phenomenon; domesticated cats do not seem to appear else-
where until several millennia later. 

Not only is there a variety of words for ‘cat’ in the Semitic lan-
guages, there is a large number of terms in Arabic alone, as illus-
trated by the following delightful story found in Annemarie Schim- 
mel’s Die orientalische Katze:8 

Ein Beduine erjagte eine Katze und wußte nicht, was das war. Da traf 
er einen Mann, der fragte: »Was ist das für ein sinnawr?« Und er traf 
einen anderen, der fragte: »Was ist das für ein hirr?« Und dann traf er 
einen, der fragte: »Was ist das für ein qiÔÔ?« Und er traf wider einen 
anderen, der fragte: »Was ist das für ein Ãaywan?« Und der nächste 
fragte ihn: »Was ist das für eine ÌaydaÝ?« Und der nächste, den er traf, 
fragte: »Was ist das für ein ÌayÔal?« Und der nächste, den er traf, frag-
te: »Was ist das für ein dam?« 

Da dachte der Beduine bei sich: »Ich will hingehen und sie verkaufen; 
vielleicht hat mir Gott einen großen Gewinn durch sich zugedacht!« 
Als er zum Markt kam, fragte man ihn: »Wieviel kostet die?« Er sag-
te: »Hundert!« Das sagten sie: »Die ist einen halben Dirham wert!« 
Da warf der Beduine die Katze weg und rief: »Gott verfluche sie—so 
viele Namen und so wenig Wert!« 

In what follows we consider the possible sources and etymologies of 
these, and several other, Arabic words for ‘cat.’ The words are pre-
sented in (Arabic) alphabetical order. 
                                    

4  Kitchener 1991, 51; Sunquist and Sunquist 2002, 93; World Conservation Un-
ion 1996. 

5  Zeuner 1963, ch. 16; Sunquist and Sunquist 2002, 102. 
6  Vigne et al. 2004; see also Pickrell 2004. 
7  Rothwell 2004. 
8  Schimmel 1983, 17–8. (I have harmonized the transcription of the Arabic 

words with the system used elsewhere in this study.) Still more forms glossed ‘felis,’ 
in addition to those considered in the present note, are listed by Freytag 1830–37: 
bÁzibÁzi (and variants, 1.171b), muÌÁdiš/muÌaddiš (1.465b), ÌizbÁz (1.482a), rubya 
(2.117a), azram (2.235b), šubruma (2.389b), šanÒar (‘animal feli simile’; 2.456a), 
qayÝam (3.477a), hazij (4.389b); Freytag also lists a pair of words for ‘kitten,’ darÒ/ 
dirÒ (2.23a) and šibriq (2.389a). To these many terms Viré 1997 adds also qalaÔi and 
nuwwa. 
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bass, biss 

These forms, attested in a number of Arabic dialects for both ‘cat’ 
and ‘sound made to a cat,’9 are found elsewhere in Semitic only in 
Amharic bis(s) and Tigrinya bäs/b�s ‘sound made to shoo away 
cats.’10 They are similar, of course, to English puss (also in other 
Germanic languages11) and to Berber mušš (found also in Moroccan 
Arabic),12 all of which are probably onomatopoetic imitations of fe-
line hissing.13 It is likely that colloquial words for ‘cat’ such as Syr-
ian b(u)sayn and Iraqi bazzÙn(a) (and similar forms in a few other 
dialects) belong here as well. 

ÌaydaÝ 

This form is noted by several lexica,14 and is one of the words for 
‘cat’ mentioned in the story quoted above. It does not have any Se-
mitic cognates with a similar meaning, and presumably is a deriva-
tive of ÌadaÝa ‘to hide, deceive.’ The word also denotes ‘wolf (that 
acts deceitfully),’ a person ‘in whose love no affection, no confi-
dence is placed,’ and ‘mirage,’15 and stories of the guileful and thiev-
ing nature of cats abound.16 The fayÝal pattern, probably with a di-
minutive (and pejorative?) nuance,17 is also found in ÌayÔal, immedi-
ately following, and the word qayÝam, another term for ‘cat’ listed by 
Freytag under a verb qaÝama ‘to call, cry’ (of a cat).18 
 
 
 

                                    
9  E.g., Egyptian (Hinds and Badawi 1986, 74), Yemeni (Piamenta 1991, 1:30); 

see also Freytag 1830–37, 1:119b: bass ‘Felis domestica.’ 
10  Kane 1990, 895; Kane 2000, 1138. 
11  See, e.g., Skeat 1910, 488. 
12  See, e.g., Cortade 1967, 96; Dallet 1985, 42; Dray 1998, 102; for Moroccan 

Arabic, see Harrell et al. 1966, 88. 
13  Note also perhaps the name of the Egyptian cat-goddess, Bastet (cf. Zeuner 

1963, 390). 
14  E.g., Freytag 1830–37, 1:466a; Lane 1863–93, 710c; see also Viré 1997. 
15  Lane 1863–93 710c. 
16  See, e.g., Schimmel 1983, 27–35. 
17  See Fleisch 1990, 1:353 §77h. As noted by Barth (1894, 54 §38; see also p. 

169 §116), the fayÝal pattern is at best rarely attested elsewhere in Semitic. 
18  Freytag 1830–37, 3:477a. Note also Ãaywan, on which see further below. 
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ÌayÔal 

This word is glossed by Freytag and Kazimirski as both ‘cat’ and 
‘dog.’19 It seems reasonable to associate the word with the verb ÌaÔi-
la ‘to prattle, talk nonsense’ and its adjective ÌaÔil ‘garrulous, fool-
ish,’ although a form with the first radical voiced, ÈayÔal, is also re-
corded.20 One also wonders whether the word is connected with 
Mishnaic (and later) Hebrew ÎÁtûl and Jewish Aramaic ÎtûlÁ, despite 
the non-emphatic medial -t- of those forms.21 All of these may have 
been influenced by medieval Latin cat(t)ulus ‘kitten,’ i.e., small 
cat(t)us.22 

dimm(a), dumm, dam(m) 

These forms are associated especially with Yemeni Arabic,23 and are 
in all likelihood loans from Ethio-Semitic; note G�Ý�z d�mmat, Am-
haric d�mmät, Tigre and Tigrinya d�mmu, all ‘cat.’ It seems likely 
that the latter forms, in turn, are loans from Cushitic. Militarev and 
Kogan, following Hommel and others, suggest that Akkadian dumÁ-
mu, a late and rare word for a type of wild animal, denotes a wild cat, 
and is thus also related to the Ethiopian forms.24 Akkadian dumÁmu 
does appear in a lexical list immediately following mindinu ‘ti-
ger(?)’;25 but that does not necessarily indicate that dumÁmu is a fe-
line rather than some other sort of predatory or otherwise dangerous 
animal.26 Further, the pattern of the Akkadian word is at variance 
with the Ethiopian and Arabic forms. 

                                    
19  Freytag 1830–37, 1:502a; Kazimirski 1860, 1:596a. 
20  Freytag 1830–37, 3:283b; Kazimirski 1860, 2:481a. 
21  A different derivation of these forms was suggested by Levy (1876–89, 

2:127a), who compared Arabic ÌatÙl ‘deceiving, one who outwits’; cf. the discus-
sion of ÌaydaÝ just above. 

22  See Du Cange 1937–38, 2:231–2; Latham 1975–, 2:302. In earlier Latin, the 
word catulus denotes ‘a young dog,’ ‘dog (of any age),’ and also ‘the young of any 
land animal’ and ‘the young of other creatures’ (Glare 1982, 286b); this form may 
have common Indo-European roots: Pokorny reconstructs *kat- ‘Junge werfen; Tier-
junges’ (Pokorny 2002, 1:534). 

23  See Piamenta 1991, 1:156. 
24  Militarev and Kogan 2005, 102; cf. Hommel 1879, 319. 
25  Landsberger 1934, 84; 1962, 12, lines 75–6. 
26  Note the cautious gloss ‘(a wild animal)’ in Gelb et al. 1956–, D 179a, vs. 

‘cheetah’ in von Soden 1965–81, 175b. 
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sinnawr 

The unusual fiÝÝawl pattern of this, the most common term for ‘cat,’ is 
also found in a couple other animal names, Ýijjawl ‘young calf’ and 
ÌinnawÒ ‘piglet,’ which suggest that the pattern may be an old di-
minutive, as noted by Fraenkel (1886: 112).27 The pattern was pre-
sumably applied to an earlier form sun(n)Ár, also rarely attested.28 
The latter in turn was borrowed from an Aramaic source. Several ea-
stern Aramaic dialects, namely, Syriac,29 Babylonian Jewish Ara-
maic,30 and Mandaic,31 have a form šun(n)ÁrÁ ‘cat.’32 This form is a 
metathetic variant of šurÁnÁ, which is also attested in Babylonian 
Aramaic.33 The latter first appears in the consonantal writing šrn in 
the eighth-century BCE Aramaic inscription from Sefire, where it 
probably denotes a local wildcat;34 it occurs in a curse formula 
alongside other animals that frequent abandoned sites: 

wthwy Þrpd tl l[rbq Òy w]Òby wšÝl wÞrnb wšrn wÒdh w[  ] wÝqh  

‘May Arpad become a tell for [the habitation of the Òî,] the gazelle, the 
fox, the hare, the wildcat, the owl, [...], and the magpie!’35 

                                    
27  The unusual pattern also makes it obvious that the Modern South Arabian 

words for ‘cat’—MehrÐ s�nnáwr�t (Johnstone 1987, 351), ÍarÒÙÒÐ senn½reh (Johns-
tone 1977, 112), JibbÁlÐ sínórt (Johnstone 1981, 231)—are borrowed from Arabic. 

28  Fraenkel 1886, 112; Viré 1997. Note also the transcription “sooner mousch” 
recorded as the name of the African wildcat in “Arabic: Sahara region” in World 
Conservation Union 1996. 

29  Brockelmann 1928, 791b; the feminine is šnÁrtÁ (ibid.; Payne Smith 1879–
1901, 4246). Payne Smith also cites a masc. form šÁnurÁ (4243), as well as forms 
with initial s, sannur(t)Á (2680), the latter presumably borrowed back from, or at 
least influenced by, Arabic. 

30  Sokoloff 2002, 1121b; note also the feminine forms šunÁrtÁ (ibid.) and šinurtÁ 
(ibid. 1137b). 

31  Drower and Macuch 1963, 455; the female cat is šinarta. The modern Man-
daic forms in the dialect of Khoramshahr are similar: Charles Häberl, who is prepar-
ing a grammatical study of that dialect, kindly informs me (p.c.) that his informant, 
Mr. Nasser Sobbi, says šenartÁ for ‘cat’ and šenÁrÁ for ‘male cat.’ 

32  A rare Arabic biform that mimics the Aramaic exactly, šunÁrÁ(y), is also at-
tested in the al-QÁmÙs al-muÎÐÔ by al-FÐrÙzÁbÁdÐ, according to Hommel 1879, 314, 
Fraenkel 1886, 112. 

33  Sokoloff 2002, 1125a. Syriac also attests a rare form šurnÁ (Payne Smith 
1879–1901, 4107; Brockelmann 1928, 809a). 

34  Greenfield 1966, 98–100. 
35  Fitzmyer 1995, 44–7, 90. 
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We may note, in passing, that animal names seem to be subject to 
metathesis rather frequently;36 sometimes, undoubtedly, this due to 
taboo-deformation. The Aramaic šurÁnÁ is related to the earliest-
attested Semitic word for ‘(wild)cat,’ Akkadian šurÁnum, which ap-
pears already in an Old Babylonian text from the time of Hammurapi 
(early 18th century B.C.E.), in which one person says he has pro-
vided another person with ‘ten birds, two turtles, (and) one 
šurÁnum,’37 the last perhaps for its pelt.38 Still earlier, in Old Ak-
kadian texts of the third millennium, šurÁnum is attested as a per-
sonal name.39 The šurÁnu(m) also appears in a number of first-
millennium omen texts; a few examples:40 

šumma šurÁnu ina bÐt amÐli ibki  
‘if a cat cries in a man’s house’ 

lumun šurÁni ša ina bÐt amÐli innamru  
‘evil of a cat that is seen in a man’s house’ 

šumma šurÁnu pâšu iptÿ-ma kÐ/itti amÐli idabbub  
‘if a cat opens its mouth to speak like/with a man’ 

Unfortunately it is not possible to determine whether the Akkadian 
and Aramaic terms are cognate, thus reflecting an early common 
Semitic term, or whether, as seems more likely, the Aramaic is bor-
rowed from the Akkadian.41 

 

                                    
36  Militarev and Kogan 2005, xlix–lii. 
37  Scheil 1918. 
38  Note the following equation in a Sumerian–Akkadian lexical text: kuš sa-a = 

mašak šurÁni ‘cat hide’; see Salonen 1976, 264. The Sumerian for ‘cat,’ as here, is 
sa-a (earlier su-a); for attestations of ‘cat’ in Sumerian literature, search “su-a” at the 
Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature (http://etcsl.orinst.ox.ac.uk/). 

39  Gelb et al. 1956–, Š/3 339–40. 
40  Cited from Gelb et al. 1956–, Š/3 340a. These examples, and others, do not 

support the claim of Heimpel (1980) that the šurÁnu could be a domestic cat as well 
as a wildcat. 

41  If Akkadian šurÁnum derives from an earlier *sur- with the common Semitic 
nominal ending -Án, perhaps we should consider the possibility that the Akkadian is 
cognate with the West Semitic forms such as Arabic hirr and Ethio-Semitic *hurr-, 
on which see further below. This would, admittedly, be a very rare instance of a con-
tent word showing the change of Proto-Semitic *s to West Semitic *h that is known 
from a number of grammatical forms, such as the third person pronouns (e.g., 3ms 
Proto-Semitic *suÞa > Akkadian šÙ, West Semitic *huÞa, etc.) and the causative stem 
marker; see Voigt 1987. 
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Ãaywan 

The word Ãaywan, though sometimes glossed simply ‘cat,’42 is more 
properly ‘wildcat.’43 The Arabic dictionaries derive it, as another 
fayÝal form,44 from a root ÃÁna (Ù) ‘to have numerous offspring.’ 
Militarev and Kogan, however, following a number of dictionaries of 
Biblical Hebrew,45 compare Ãaywan with Hebrew Òî, which denotes 
some type of wild animal, and propose very tentatively that both may 
derive from a common Semitic form *�ayw-.46 If so, the Arabic word 
exhibits, historically at least, a faÝlan pattern. However, as Mili-
tarev—Kogan note, the reconstruction is “highly uncertain” because 
the meaning of the Hebrew word is not clear. 

qiÔÔ(a) 

Dialectally qaÔÔ and quÔÔ are also attested. These are connected with 
Syriac qaÔÔÁ/qaÔÔu47 and unavoidably, it seems, with Greek ������, 
����� and Latin cat(t)us, catta from the early centuries C.E. (the lat-
ter replacing feles when the domestic cat was introduced into Rome), 
and the wide array of similar forms in European languages.48 The 
word qiÔÔ was considered a borrowing already by some of the Arab 
lexicographers.49 Because of the likely Egyptian origin of the domes-
tic cat, the source of all of these terms has sometimes been sought in 
a language of Africa, though this was clearly not Egyptian itself, 
where no analogous form is attested; rather ‘cat’ in Egyptian was the 
imitative form miw, Coptic emou.50 When an African origin is moo- 
ted, the reference is usually to “Nubian kadÐs” and sometimes also to 

                                    
42  E.g., Freytag 1830–37, 3.33a; Kazimirski 1860, 2:46a; Lane 1863–93, 1810–

1; and the story quoted above from Schimmel 1983. 
43  Specifically ‘male wildcat’ according to Hommel 1879, 317. 
44  See above, under ÌaydaÝ. 
45  See, e.g., Brown, Driver and Briggs 1907, 850. 
46  Militarev and Kogan 2005, 290 No. 224. 
47  Brockelmann 1928, 656–7. 
48  An extensive list of European words appears in the etymology section s.v. 

‘cat’ in the Oxford English Dictionary. 
49  Freytag 1830–37, 3:462b; Hommel 1879, 315 with n. 2; Fraenkel 1886, 113. 
50  Crum 1939, 55b; other Coptic words for ‘cat’ are klÿ, šau (ibid. 102a, 601a). 
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“Berber kaddiska.”51 But the African forms cited are a poor phonetic 
match for the Arabic and Syriac; further, M. L. Bender, an authority 
on Nilo-Saharan, writes that Nubian kadÐs is “an obvious loan from 
Arabic.”52 Finally, since the domestic cat was largely confined to 
Egypt until it began to be imported into Rome at the beginning of the 
common era, there is no compelling reason to look to languages such 
as Nubian for the origin of the Semitic and Indo-European words.53 It 
is equally likely that the forms might derive from an ancient Ger-
manic word, imported into Latin and thence to Greek and to Syriac 
and Arabic.54 

The i-vowel of standard Arabic qiÔÔ, as opposed to Syriac qa-
ÔÔÁ/qaÔÔu and the Latin and Greek forms with a, may be due to as-
similation to the pattern fiÝl that is used for many animal names,55 as 
also with hirr, below.56 It is noteworthy that the form qaÔÔ is found in 
Syrian Arabic,57 perhaps still reflecting the Aramaic (Syriac) vocali-
zation. 

al-mÁÞiÞa (also al-mÁÞiyya) 

This obviously has the form a participle of the onomatopoetic verb 
mÁÞa ‘to mew.’58 Perhaps, however, it also reflects a vestige of the 
ancient Egyptian word for ‘cat,’ miw. 

                                    
51  E.g., Onions 1966, 151; Barnhart 1988, 149. The often-cited Nubian form 

kadÐs may have been taken from Murray 1923, 88. I have not been able to locate 
kaddiska in a Berber dictionary. 

52  M. Lionel Bender, in an email of 28 October 2005; he also notes that his files 
on Nilo-Saharan languages show, for ‘cat,’ “either (a) no word given or (b) a loan 
from Arabic, Oromo (usually adurre) or other dominant language.” 

53  This is also the opinion of Prof. Bender, ibid. 
54  Note the proposal of Kluge and Mitzka 1963, 357–8: “Das späte Auftreten im 

Latein, die Art der Verbreitung und die Mannigfaltigkeit der germ. Bildungen (s. Ka-
ter, Kitze) lassen germ. Ursprung erwägen.” The Arabic/Syriac forms are not noted 
there, however. See also Hehn 1885, 350–1 and 492–3, n. 83. 

55  W.P. Heinrichs apud Fox 2003, 144. 
56  Cf. the interesting Arabic plural qatusin, borrowed directly from catus, dis-

cussed by Tirosh-Becker 1990, esp. 50–2. A similar form derived directly from the 
Latin is Syriac qaÔ(Ô)ustÁ, glossed sinnawr ÒaÈÐra (cited in Payne Smith 1879–1901, 
3572; Brockelmann 1928, 657a). 

57  Stowasser and Ani 1964, 36b. 
58  See, e.g., Freytag 1830–37, 4:218b. 
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hirr 

Arabic hirr has a cognate in the rare Syriac harrÁrtÁ ‘cat.’59 Similar 
forms are found in Ethio-Semitic, namely, Amharic w�rr(o) ‘kitten, 
sound to call a cat’60 and Gafat urrä ‘cat,’ and in Cushitic in Somali 
(h)urri ‘cat.’61 Syriac and Arabic also share a verbal root h-r-r : Syriac 
har(r) is ‘to yelp (of a dog); to quarrel, fight,’ while Arabic harra is ‘to 
growl (of a dog), purr (of a cat).’ It is difficult to decide whether the 
substantive denoting ‘cat’ or the verbal root is primary, or, indeed, if 
they were originally related at all. It seems possible that the verbal root 
is denominative, originally in the sense ‘act like a cat’ (and hence, in 
Syriac, also ‘to spat, fight’), in which case the Arabic and Ethiopian 
nouns denoting ‘cat,’ and perhaps the related words denoting ‘sound of 
a cat’ (e.g., Syriac hrÁrÁ, Arabic harÐr) are simply onomatopoetic, 
mimicking the sound of purring.62 The Syriac harrÁrtÁ, however, has 
the appearance of a deverbal form, perhaps reshaped by folk-
etymology as the feminine of the adjective harrÁr ‘quarrelsome, con-
tentious,’ itself obviously derived from the verb har(r) in the meaning 
‘to quarrel.’ Further, the Arabic form, like qiÔÔ, shows the pattern fiÝl 
that is frequent in animal names. The Ethio-Semitic and Somali forms 
of ‘cat’ may be thus be closer to the original, viz., *hurr-.63 

The form hÁrÙn ‘(tom)cat’ (Syrian and other dialects) may be re-
lated to hirr, although it is difficult to account for the form and its 
derivation. Militarev and Kogan (2005, 11) tentatively associate 
hÁrÙn with Akkadian mÐrÁnu ‘puppy, cub,’ Ugaritic inr ‘dog,’ and 
Amharic anär ‘wildcat,’ all of which, they suggest, may derive from 
an early Semitic form *ÞVnar- or *ÞVran-. 

har(i)s 

This word seems to have no cognates of similar meaning elsewhere 
in Semitic. In view of the fact that haris, and hurÁs and harrÁs, also 

                                    
59  Brockelmann 1928, 183; see also Payne Smith 1879–1901, 1047. 
60  See Kane 1990, 1500. Compare also wärr ‘sound for calling animals’ (ibid.). 
61  Leslau 1979, 3:328. Also noted in Cohen 1970–, 1(5):459. 
62  So also Hommel 1879, 316; Fraenkel 1886, 113. 
63  See also above, n. 41, for a tentative suggestion that these forms may ulti-

mately be related to Akkadian šurÁnum and its loan-descendants in other Semitic 
languages. 
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denote ‘lion impétueux, rapace, vorace,’ the word may be derived 
from the verb harasa ‘manger quelque chose avec avidité; battre, pi-
ler avec force’ (also harisa ‘être très vorace, glouton’), which, at  
least in the meaning ‘beat, crush,’ has cognates in Hebrew hÁras and 
Tigre haršä,64 although it is at least possible that the meaning ‘de-
vour’ is denominative, indicating the action of a feeding lion. In the 
latter case, har(i)s may simply be an otherwise unaffiliated word for 
a type of wildcat.65 
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I. Introduction 

Modern Arab culture stands in a much-debated relationship with the 
trappings of modernity. It is therefore not surprising that modern 
Arabic literature should boast a relatively large number of time-travel 
stories. More than any other genre of fiction, time-travel stories—
that is, stories in which a character travels physically from one 
clearly defined period of history to another—foreground historical 
change and our perception of it. In a 1998 article, I offered a tentative 
overview of the genre as it exists in Arabic.2 Since then, many more 
examples, including films and plays, have come to my attention. In a 
forthcoming monograph on time travel as a literary device, I hope to 
present these works along with their counterparts in other literary 
traditions in a comparative and historical context. The present essay 
offers a preview based on one line of inquiry: the antecedents of 

                                    
1  This essay is dedicated to Wolfhart Heinrichs, who has both practiced and en-

couraged the comparative study of literary traditions; and who, despite personifying 
the most rigorous standards of philological inquiry, has with characteristic good hu-
mor indulged explorations of non-canonical topics, of which time travel is undoubt-
edly an example. 

2  Cooperson 1998. 
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MuÎammad al-MuwayliÎÐ’s (1858?-1930) ÍadÐth ÝÏsÁ b. HishÁm, the 
first time-travel story in Arabic. 

Al-MuwayliÎÐ’s ÍadÐth was first published in serial form begin-
ning in 1898 under the title Fatra min al-zaman. It tells the story of 
the BÁshÁ, a Mamluk-era military official who returns to life during 
the British Mandate and wanders around Egypt getting into trouble. 
In a 1944 study, Saadeddine Ben Cheneb suggested that the ÍadÐth 
may have been inspired by two works by Edmond About: L’homme à 
l’oreille cassée, about a man roused from suspended animation; and 
Le fellah, about a Frenchman’s visit to Egypt.3 In another 1944 study, 
Henri Pérès found parallels to the ÍadÐth in the wave of social-
reformist publications that appeared in Egypt beginning in 1880.4 He 
also supplied a long list of antecedents for the idea of raising a char-
acter from the dead and using him as a protagonist. Some of these 
antecedents are classical Arabic, such as the Qur’Ánic sleepers in the 
cave and al-MaÝarrÐ’s RisÁlat al-GhufrÁn; while others, including 
About’s story, are European or American.5  

The most recent contribution to the search for al-MuwayliÎÐ’s an-
tecedents is that of Roger Allen, who, following a suggestion he 
credits to Nadia Farag, proposes that the Egyptian journalist’s imme-
diate inspiration was a book by Constantin-François Volney (1757-
1820) called Les ruines. Volney’s work, first published in 1791, be-
gins with a visit to the ruins of Palmyra, where the narrator converses 
with an apparition. The ÍadÐth, similarly, begins with a visit to a 
graveyard, where a specter rises from the tomb to interrupt the narra-
tor’s meditations. Resurrection is of course commonly discussed in 
religious contexts, and Arabic biographies abound with visions of the 
dead; but the number of verbal parallels between Les ruines and the 

                                    
3  Ben Cheneb 1944; cf. Allen 31. 
4  Pérès 1944. The episodes of Fatra min al-zaman began appearing in 1898 (Al-

len 1992: 32) before being published in book form in 1907. Pérès, however, knows 
only the latter date, meaning that some of his suggested influences drew on the 
ÍadÐth instead of the other way around. The earlier date also explains the fact (as-
tonishing to Pérès) that ÍÁfiÛ IbrÁhÐm’s LayÁlÐ SaÔÐÎ (1907), like the ÍadÐth, has a 
resurrected protagonist. 

5  Pérès also notes that MuÎammad’s father IbrÁhÐm al-MuwayliÎÐ published a se-
rial entitled ÍadÐth MÙsÁ b. ÝIÒÁm. Judging from the title and from the one install-
ment he was able to see, Pérès suggests that the father’s work may have inspired the 
son’s. In 1954, Gottfried Widmer clarified this last problem by publishing a German 
translation of several episodes of the ÍadÐth MÙsÁ b. ÝIÒÁm, which turns out not to 
contain any resurrected characters (Widmer 1954: 78-81). 
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ÍadÐth tends to confirm Allen’s suggestion that al-MuwayliÎÐ read 
Les ruines either in French or in Arabic translation (under the title 
ÀthÁr al-umam, by ShÁkir Shuqayr, d. 1896) and used it as a model.6 

The present article will not pursue the matter of influence, which, 
given the available state of the evidence, probably cannot be pursued 
any further than it has been. Rather, this essay will address the 
broader question of shared themes, particularly those that recur in 
stories about time travel and other kinds of displacement. One such 
theme is that of the specter. Time-travel stories are full of spectral 
creatures, no doubt because such creatures provided a familiar way 
of representing the novel idea of displacement in time. In Charles 
Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843), the miserly protagonist meets 
four spirits and in two cases accompanies one of them to a time not 
his own. During these visits to the past and to the future, the miserly 
Scrooge becomes something like a ghost, since he cannot be heard or 
seen. In their Communist Manifesto (1848), Marx and Engels call 
Communism a specter (Gespenst). This is a ghostly creature of a dif-
ferent kind, since it can be heard and seen; indeed “all the powers of 
old Europe have entered into a holy alliance” to drive it away.7 But 
the Gespenst does resemble the ghostly Scrooge in one respect. It is a 
disembodied representative of another time, in this case the future—
or, more exactly, the future as it will be after the triumph of social-
ism, a triumph which in some passages seems inevitable and in oth-
ers contingent upon whether the reader—like Scrooge—can effect a 
change of heart. (Like many time-travel writers, Marx and Engels 
tend to fudge the matter of free will and predestination.)  

In Volney’s Ruines, the apparition is the omniscient spirit of His-
tory. In one long monologue after another, it explains why civiliza-
tions rise and fall. It knows everything, but cannot do anything but 
talk. Al-MuwayliÎÐ’s BÁshÁ, by contrast, is resurrected but not disem-
bodied, and can interact—usually painfully—with the world around 
him. Far from being omniscient, he is unaware of the changes that 
have taken place in Egypt since his death, and suffers one indignity 
after another in the strange new world of 1898. He is, in other words, 
a figure ripped out of a real history, as opposed to Volney’s apparition, 
who is transhistorical. Unlike Volney’s creation, furthermore, the 
                                    

6  Allen 1992: 28-30. 
7  http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ 

ch01.htm. 
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BÁshÁ is no mere expository device. Rather, he accompanies the nar-
rator through a densely described social world where his misadven-
tures serve as a pretext for satirizing contemporary institutions. In this 
respect, the Arabic work revives a kind of time-travel literature that 
antedates Volney: namely, the tradition of the uchronic traveler that 
goes back to the founder of the genre, Louis-Sébastien Mercier.  

II. The First Time Traveler: Louis-Sébastien Mercier 

Nineteen years before the Bastille was toppled by the French Revolu-
tion, a novel published in Amsterdam predicted that earthshaking 
event. The novel, mysteriously entitled L’An 2440, begins with a 
conversation between the anonymous narrator and an English guest 
who is outraged at the “monstrous inequality of fortunes” on display 
in Paris. The Englishman observes that wealthy citizens become so 
by defrauding the public under color of law while the poor spend 
their lives in backbreaking toil only to perish in destitution. The gov-
ernment, he adds, does nothing more than bankroll the follies of 
kings, starve the peasants, and declare war upon other states as rapa-
cious and corrupt as itself. After delivering his diatribe, the English-
man departs and the narrator goes to bed, where (for reasons left un-
explained) he remains fast asleep for the next 669 years.  

When he wakes, the narrator finds that the Paris so deplored by 
the Englishman has vanished. In its place stands a new city where the 
streets are broad and properly aligned; the traffic moves in opposing 
lanes and proceeds in an orderly manner through the intersections. 
Though lively and animated, the citizens are well mannered: none 
shout abuse or threaten to crush him with their carriages. Eventually 
the narrator learns that the Paris he knows has vanished long ago and 
been replaced by a community of reason, virtue, and shared prosper-
ity. The king, a benevolent monarch who rules by consultation, en-
joys strolling among his subjects and stopping to chat with trades-
men. The laws are few enough to fit onto a single sheet of paper and 
simple enough to be understood by every citizen. Crime is rare, and a 
cause for public mourning. A similar reign of virtue extends over the 
world: Europe’s former colonies have been liberated by an African, 
whose monument graces a public square in Paris.  

Awed by these developments, the narrator travels to Versailles to 
view the relics of his own century, but finds nothing but ruins. Amid 
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the debris, he sees “an old man sitting upon the capital of a column.” 
The old man launches into a bitter lament against the extravagance of 
kings, who plundered their nations to raise monuments to their pride, 
and concludes as follows (in the language of Hooper’s 1799 English 
translation): 

“O, may these ruins cry aloud to all sovereigns; that they who abuse a 
momentary power, only discover their weakness to future genera-
tions.”—At these words, he shed a flood of tears, and turned his eyes 
to heaven with a mournful, repenting look. Why do you weep? I said. 

…He raised his voice and said: “Oh, how wretched is my fate! Know 
that I am Lewis XIV, who built this rueful palace… O, that I had but 
known!”8 

Suddenly the narrator is bitten by an asp, and wakes to find himself 
still in bed in 1771. Realizing that his glorious new world was only a 
dream, he rebukes the friend who has just pinched him awake:  

Ah, what an injury hast thou done me! Thou hast snatched me from a 
dream, whose sweet illusions were to me more desirable than the im-
portunate light of truth. How pleasing was the deceit! Would that I 
were plunged in it for the remainder of my days! But alas! I am again 
surrounded by that frightful chaos from which I thought myself deliv-
ered.9  

In L’An 2440, then, we find two specters. One is the narrator, who 
awakens to find himself in the future. Since he has no real business 
being there, he is an uncanny sort of creature, at least from the point 
of view of the temporal natives. The other is the ghost of Louis XIV, 
who is brought to life in order to denounce the follies of his time. He 
and the narrator are literally the spirits of their age—over-literal an-
ticipations of the Hegelian Geist. There is, nevertheless, a difference 
between them. The king is the ghost of a man who is dead in the nar-
rator’s native time. Like his descendant, Morley’s ghost in Dickens’ 
Carol, he cannot atone for the crimes he has committed, and so can 
express only remorse. The narrator, on the other hand, can return to a 
time when he is still alive and work to bring the jubilee. In this re-
spect, he resembles his descendants: Scrooge and the sympathetic 
reader of the Communist Manifesto. 

                                    
8  Mercier 1795: 360. 
9  Ibid., 1795: 3. 
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The author of L’An 2440, Louis-Sébastien Mercier (1740-1814), 
was in his own day known as an intermittently successful playwright; 
today he is most familiar to historians as a rabblerousing journalist of 
the Revolutionary era.10 His L’An 2440 is the first novel in which a 
character travels physically from one defined moment in history to 
another. 11 Though banned in France, it was reprinted in several edi-
tions, translated into four languages, and widely imitated by genera-
tions of writers in Europe and elsewhere.12 Postulating, as it does, a 
world where the suffering of man has been abolished by enlightened 
government, it stands in the tradition of such works as More’s Utopia 
(1516), Campanella’s City of the Sun (1623), and Bacon’s The New 
Atlantis (1626). Unlike his predecessors, however, Mercier placed 
his ideal society not in some remote geographical location but at a 
specific date in the future.  

This “passage from utopia to uchronia”13—that is, the construction 
of a utopia that stands at a historical rather than a spatial distance—
reflects the convergence of a number of factors. The first was the ap-
pearance of alternatives to cyclical and apocalyptic notions of his-
tory. In 1687, Isaac Newton had proposed an “absolute, true, and 
mathematical time,” which by nature flows “equally without relation 
to anything external.”14 Rather than circling back on itself or ending 
with a bang, time was now understood as an infinite series of num-
bered slots extending into the future and the past. Of these slots, 
Mercier may have chosen 2440 precisely because it lacked any nu-
merological or apocalyptic significance.15 The meaning of absolute 
time did not really sink home until the nineteenth century, with its 
ubiquitous clocks and its standardization of global time zones. But 
the eighteenth-century Enlightenment seized on the idea because it 
dovetailed with the new idea of gradual and cumulative change, 
whether in the natural world or in human society.  

                                    
10  On Mercier’s life, see Monselet 1876: 43-83; Béclard 1903; Bonnet 1995:  

465-83. 
11  One story in his Songes philosophiques, first published in 1768, anticipates 

the time-travel device by having the narrator flash forward to the Last Judgement 
(Mercier 1788: 41-64). 

12  Wilkie 1986. 
13  Baczko 1978: 155-66; Mercier, ed. Trousson 1971, introduction; Trousson 

1999: 161-62; Hudde and Kuon 1988. 
14  Cited in Kern 1983:11. 
15  Alkon 1987: 122-3. 
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In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the discovery of the 
New World and the voyages of exploration had brought Europeans 
into contact with people who appeared to be at a different stage of 
development.16 In 1750, Jacques Turgot (1727-81) argued that such 
“savages” could become civilized: after all, Europeans had once been 
savages themselves. By the same token, Europe itself had the poten-
tial to scale new heights of achievement. Turgot’s vision of history, 
along with that of Mercier’s contemporary Condorcet (1743-94), 
amounted to “reasoned demonstrations that the utopia of progress 
was either inevitable or at least highly probable.”17 As a result, it was 
no longer necessary to seek utopia on a desert island. In this regard, 
the most immediate influence on Mercier was his older contempo-
rary Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78), who preached the natural vir-
tue and the eventual perfectibility of man.18  

Mercier’s projection of utopia into the future also made sense in 
another way. His predecessors had placed their ideal societies on dis-
tant continents or even on other planets. By his time, however, cartog-
raphy and astronomy had filled in many of the blanks: the New World 
had already been mapped, and the moon was now visible through a 
telescope.19 Of course, putting utopia in the future still required put-
ting it somewhere; and behind Mercier’s choice of France there ap-
pears to be a nationalist impulse that would have been quite foreign to 
his predecessors. His aim may have been “to waken the masses as-
lumber in their misery and ignorance, and to demonstrate for their 
emulation the coming triumph of universal reason and happiness,”20 
but, in an anticipation of French revolutionary ideology, he hoped that 
France would reach perfection first and then export it to other nations.  

For all these reasons, it is not surprising that Mercier should have 
written a uchronia (and indeed he was not the first to do so).21 But 
why time travel? Why not simply describe Paris as he imagined it 
might be in the year 2440? The answer seems to be that he was reluc-
tant to dispense with one of the most felicitious conventions of the 
                                    

16  Fabian 1983: 1-35. I thank Carol Bardenstein for this reference. 
17  Manuel and Manuel 1979: 459; cf. Baczko 1978: 153ff. 
18  Béclard 1905: 83-149. 
19  Alkon 1987: 11-114, 117-20. 
20  Ibid., 40. 
21  A handful of “future histories” had already been written in England, although 

Mercier does not seem to have known about them; see Alkon 1987: 17-44; 112-14; 
92-111.  
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utopian genre: the presence of a displaced observer. Traditionally, 
utopists had adopted the rhetoric of the travelogue, relying on narra-
tors who could express surprise at the practices of the natives, elicit 
explanations, and return to report to their countrymen. In L’An 2440, 
there are two displaced observers: the scandalized English visitor to 
Paris, and the awestruck traveler to the future. Like older utopist tra-
velers, the latter undertakes a long journey and arrives in a strange 
community whose many virtues are gradually revealed to him. Unli-
ke his predecessors, however, he feels remarkably at home in utopia. 
For one thing, he is in Paris rather than in the South Pacific or on the 
moon. For another, the world he finds is precisely the one he and his 
contemporaries have already imagined as the ideal human commu-
nity. At the end, he returns to fulfill the typical duties of the utopist 
narrator: he leaves paradise (expelled, appropriately enough, by a 
snake) and returns to report to his countrymen how unreasonable 
their social arrangements appear by comparison.  

Because of his reluctance to renounce the advantages of the tradi-
tional displaced observer, Mercier was forced to invent time travel. 
Of course, his narrator does not really travel through time—he 
merely dreams that he does. By modern standards, this is a very ti-
mid sort of time travel. Yet anything more radical would have ex-
ceeded the capacities of the age. If modern readers accept the idea of 
voyaging back and forth through time on demand, they do so only by 
virtue of repeated exposure to a literary convention. And they do so 
even though a moment’s thought can usually explode any of the 
pseudo-scientific rationales offered for fictional time travel. Except 
for occasional hard-core science fiction novels, most new offerings 
in the genre no longer bother with explanations of the impossible 
(impossible, at least, given our inability to harness infinite energy, 
travel at the speed of light, or survive passage through a worm hole).22 
For Mercier, physical impossibilities of this sort were still inconceiv-
able. Fortunately, his age had an equally useful type of absurdity: 
protracted sleep, a device with a long and distinguished history in 
European folklore. 

During his dream, Mercier’s narrator believes himself to be in a 
real place. When he awakens, he looks on 1771 in horrified disbelief. 

                                    
22  For details see Nahin 1993 and Davies 2001. I thank Jay Phelan for this refer-

ence. 
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For the first time, he is able to see his own present as “frightful 
chaos.” He has learned the causes and the remedies for all the ills of 
his age, but he has also learned that centuries will pass before the 
remedies are adopted. His once-familiar world now seems an age of 
irremediable barbarism, destined to be tossed into the junkyard of hi-
story. In his essay on the historical novel, Georg Lukács calls the abi-
lity to recognize historical forces at work while immersed in their ef-
fects “a sense of the present as history.”23 In time-travel novels, this 
historicity of the present is experienced directly by one of the charac-
ters. Such experiences are often the most compelling element of the 
uchronist novel, far more so than the detailed descriptions of the va-
rious authors’ ideal societies. Mercier’s future is not very convincing 
(for example, the Parisians of 2440 still ride carriages), but his idea 
of what future generations would think of 1770 is arguably very close 
to the mark. For him, as for us, the past—his present—has become a 
foreign country.24  

L’An 2440 proved memorable less for its intrinsic merit than be-
cause of what in retrospect seemed its strikingly prophetic character. 
For it did not require seven hundred years, or even seventy, for 
Mercier’s initial predictions of sudden and momentous change to 
come true. When in 1789 Louis XVI summoned the Estates General 
to convene in Paris, the representatives of the Third Estate echoed 
many of Mercier’s demands, including the abolition of gaming hou-
ses, lotteries, and boulevard theaters.25 On July 14, the Parisians 
stormed and later razed the Bastille, a monument which in Mercier’s 
2440 had long before been demolished.26 The cancellation of monas-
tic vows and the emptying of the abbeys had also been prefigured in 
L’An 2440, where Mercier imagines that one day monks, freed of the 
obligation to remain in cloister, would "issue forth in crowds, with 
the highest demonstrations of joy.”27 At the end of 1789, he declared 
that his dream was close to becoming a reality, six and a half centu-
ries in advance of his expectations.28 

                                    
23  Lukács 1965: 19-88. I thank Stuart Semmel for drawing this argument to my 

attention. 
24  On this theme, see Lowenthal 1985. 
25  Schama 1989: 322. 
26  Mercier 1795: 32. 
27  Ibid.: 88. 
28  Mercier, 1789: 3.  
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If Mercier’s narrator may fairly be called the discoverer of 
uchronia, Mercier himself may be called the discoverer of dyschro-
nia. That is, he was arguably the first person to find himself living in 
a bad future: not simply in a bad time, but in a time that was bad be-
cause of its divergence from the ideal collective future that he had 
imagined. Eager to build the new utopia, he had agreed to serve as a 
delegate to the National Assembly. He also founded a newspaper, the 
Annales patriotiques et littéraires, whose early issues are full of 
breathless descriptions of revolutionary triumphs. But he was disillu-
sioned by the events of late 1792 and early 1793: the September 
massacres, the execution of Louis Capet, the bread riots, the attacks 
on the press, and the collapse of the revolutionary government into 
warring factions. In June 1793, he was arrested and imprisoned after 
signing a protest against the condemnation of the Girondist deputies. 
He remained in confinement for a year, fully expecting to be exe-
cuted at any moment. On one occasion, he was led to the guillotine 
and lashed to the plank, only to be sent back to his cell. He was fi-
nally released after the counter-coup of Thermidor, which purged the 
Jacobins and ended the Terror.29 

In later years, Mercier continued to claim credit for having fore-
seen the Revolution. In the preface to the 1799 edition of L’An 2440, 
he wrote: “I hereby reprint a dream that announced and prepared the 
way for the French Revolution.” He remained fascinated by the fu-
ture, and insisted that history was bunk. “Let us exert as much effort 
to organize tomorrow as we do in our vain attempts to know the past, 
which is nothing but a ghost and an illusion.”30 In his later years, he 
devoted himself to physiognomy and Swedenborgian mysticism, 
publishing a Satire contre les astronomes (1803), and five years later 
a 300-page “refutation” of Copernicus and Newton. His biographer 
Monselet not implausibly suggests that his revolutionary experience 
must have “damaged some of the fibers in his brain.”31 “In his last 
days,” wrote one observer, “one could hardly look at him without 
laughing.” Dressed in worn, unfashionable, and ill-fitting clothes, he 
made regular appearances in a café in the Marais until his death in 
1814.32  

                                    
29  Monselet 1876: 62-3; Schama 1989: 669-70.  
30  Béclard 1905: 86. 
31  Monselet 1876: 67. 
32  Charles Nodier, cited in Rufi 1995: 21-2. 
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III. Time-Traveling Ghosts: Genius and Lumen 

Twelve years after the publication of Mercier’s L’An 2440, Constan-
tin-François Chassebeuf, better known as Volney, set off on a three-
year voyage to Egypt and the Levant. The son of a provincial bour-
geois, Volney had hoped to study Hebrew and Arabic in Paris. Dis-
appointed in the quality of instruction, he took up medicine instead. 
Then, an unexpected windfall allowed him to continue his language 
studies by traveling abroad. His journey took him to Alexandria, 
Cairo, Damietta, Jaffa, Acre, Tyre, Sidon, Beirut, Tripoli, Antakia, 
Aleppo, Palmyra, Damascus, and Jerusalem. In the mid-eighteenth 
century, such a journey was a wild leap into the unknown; and the 
travel account he published after his return to France in 1787 made 
him a celebrity. His biographer, Jean Sibenaler, speculates that the 
windfall that made the trip possible was actually a government grant 
given in return for a commitment to collect military intelligence. In-
deed, Volney’s account offers remarkably detailed descriptions of the 
fortifications of Alexandria and other eastern Mediterranean ports—
descriptions which were still useful two decades later when Napo-
leon launched his invasion of Egypt.33  

In addition to his travelogue, Volney published a second book af-
ter his return to France: Les ruines, a thinly fictionalized meditation 
on history. Struck during his visit to Palmyra by the transitoriness of 
human achievement, the narrator protests the severity of God’s 
treatment of man. A specter called “the Genius” then rises from the 
ruins to rebuke him for his stupidity. Man, the Genius explains, is re-
sponsible for himself. Prompted by the narrator’s questions, the Gen-
ius explains the reasons for the rise and fall of civilizations and out-
lines a program for human self-improvement.34 To drive the lesson 
home, he gives the narrator a look at the congress at which the na-
tions of the world will one day assemble to settle their differences. 
Such scenes, like the visit to Palmyra, involve the narrator in a sort 
of time travel by bringing him face to face with a historical moment 
different than his own.35 Although he can only observe that moment, 
and in that sense is not a proper time traveler, he does have access—
in the person of the Genius—to one of history’s first time machines. 
                                    

33  Sibenaler 1992. 
34  Volney 1796: 13 and passim; Allen 1992: 28-30. 
35  Volney 1796: 111. 
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Instead of waiting to fall asleep for centuries, the Volneian time trav-
eler need only apprentice himself to a creature that can traverse the 
centuries at will. 

In the period preceding the invention of the real time machine—
first by the Spanish diplomat and playwright Enrique Gaspar in 
1887,36 and a year later by H.G. Wells37—Volney’s time-traveling 
specter was put to work, most notably by the French astronomer and 
popular-science writer Camille Flammarion (1842-1925). Flam-
marion does not appear to have gotten the specter directly from Vol-
ney but rather from a book called Consolations in Travel, or the Last 
Days of a Philosopher (1829), by the English chemist Humphry Da-
vy (1778-1829). Flammarion describes Davy’s phantom as follows: 

Sir Humphry Davy raconte que se trouvant un soir au clair de lune, as-
sis sur les ruines du Colisée à Rome, il fut enveloppé comme d’une 
fleuve de lumière, entendit des sons mélodieux analogues à ceux 
d’une harpe, et s’endormit dans une sorte d’extase pendant laquelle un 
Esprit lui montra successivement les différentes époques de l’humani- 
té depuis les sauvages de l’âge de pierre jusqu’aux brillantes produc-
tions de la civilisation moderne. En même temps que l’ésprit lui mon-
tra ces spectacles et même l’état actuel d’habitation de plusieurs pla-
nètes de notre système, il lui expliqua à haute voix l’histoire de l’hu- 
manité terrestre et celle des autres humanités des sphères voisines.38  

Davy makes explicit what was only implied by Mercier’s passage 
through Newtonian time: namely, the possibility of seeing “the differ-
ent ages of humanity one after another, from the savages of the stone 
age to the brilliant products of modern civilization.” Beyond that, 
however, his “spirit” is essentially identical to Volney’s: it serves as 
the producer of a sound-and-light show, staging exotic scenes and 
providing appropriate commentary. These attributes were not enough 
for Flammarion, who in his novel Lumen (1865) gave the specter 
powers that would make Albert Einstein proud. The novel’s title char-
acter, a recently deceased scientist, explains that after the soul leaves 
the body, it can travel through space at the speed of thought. Lumen 
describes watching the Earth (spirits can also see across immense dis-
tances) from a planet circling a distant star. Because of the distance 
between the Earth and the star, he sees the Earth as it existed 72 years 

                                    
36  Gaspar 1887. I thank Lorraine Pratt for this reference. 
37  Wells 1888. 
38  Flammarion 1865: 187. 
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ago, in 1793. Launching himself toward the Earth at the speed of 
light, he watches the events of history—including his own life—
unfold at an accelerated pace. Then, moving away from the Earth, he 
watches history run backwards. Steam engines and telegraph lines  
disappear, Napoleon falls and rises, the splendor of Versailles is re-
stored, and so on back through medieval and ancient history. He wit-
nesses the burning of Rome and the crucifixion, the fall and rise of 
ancient civilizations, the gradual disappearance of human life, and the 
reunification of the earth and the sun. 

In Lumen we find the spectacular presentation of history told from 
the spirit’s point of view. Now we know how and why a spirit of the 
type first imagined by Volney is able to travel at will through space 
and time. We are also told what it feels like to visit scenes where one 
never imagined that one had any right to be. When, for example, he 
visits the Paris of seventy-two years before, Lumen calls it “another 
world.”39 The sight of his childhood self, far from being comforting 
and familiar, is uncanny. Looking down from space upon his six-
year-old self, with his lacy collar and crumpled cuffs, he remarks: 
“Ah! jamais, non, jamais, dans mes soixante et douze ans d’existence 
terrestre... parmi tous les événements, toutes les surprises, tous les 
hasards de la vie, jamais je n’ai éprouvé pareille commotion à celle 
dont je fus traversé, lorsque dans cet enfant je reconnus...moi-
même!”40 This scene represents a compaction of Mercier’s encounter 
with Louis XIV. In L’An 2440, the narrator meets a sort of double: a 
fellow representative of the bad old days. In Lumen, he literally 
meets himself.  

Because he is a disembodied spirit, Lumen is able to visit himself 
at intervals. Somewhat in the manner of Molière’s bourgeois, who 
one day discovers that he has spent his life speaking in prose, he real-
izes that he has spent his life living through history: “Tout en suivant 
ma propre personne, dans mon marriage, mes entreprises, ma vie de 
relation, mes voyages, mes études, etc., j’assistais au developpement 
de l’histoire contemporaine.”41 The non-spectral self participates in 
history without knowing it; the spectral self stands outside of history 
and thereby knows what the corporeal self does not. It is, further-
more, only by virtue of being observed by the time-traveling spirit 
                                    

39  Ibid., 22-3. 
40  Ibid., 37-8. 
41  Ibid., 42. 
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that the temporal self can represent a particular period of time and 
thus a particular stage of historical development. In other words, the 
specter is a metaphor for that sense of history whereby one has a 
sense not only of the present as history but also of oneself as present 
in history. In a proper time-travel novel, one can achieve this effect 
simply by moving the protagonist physically to another time. The 
multiplication of selves, and the realizations that follow from it, can 
thus be achieved without the use of specters and apparitions. Cer-
tainly, being pulled out of one’s native time makes one more repre-
sentative of one’s native time than one can ever be while one is in it. 
Indeed, it is likely that, without resort to some form of temporal dis-
placement—if only in the form of a spectral tour of history—the act 
of representing a historical period would be impossible. 

IV. A Spectral Traveler: al-ÓahÔÁwÐ 

In the real world of the nineteenth century, there were, of course, 
ways of approximating a spectral tour through time and space. You 
could, for example, visit a panorama, “which is a place where you 
can look and see the city you wish to imagine,” including, for exam-
ple, Cairo, where “you seem to be on the minaret of SulÔÁn Íasan, 
with Rumayla and the rest of the city below you”; a cosmorama, 
“which contains the image of one country and then another,” or a 
uranorama, “which contains the image of the largest celestial sphere 
and all it contains.” Most memorably, one could attend the theater, 
“where imitations of past events are played out”:  

Should [the players] wish to imitate, for example, a sultan and his 
deeds, they arrange the stage in the manner of a palace, and make an 
image of him, and recite his poems...If they wish to play the Shah of 
the Persians, they dress a player in the clothes of the Shah and bring 
him out and seat him on a chair, and so forth. These spectacles can be 
used to represent anything that exists, even Moses parting the sea, 
with the water rippling and resembling the sea in every respect.42  

The descriptions are those of RifÁÝa RÁfiÝ al-ÓahÔÁwÐ (1801-73), the 
Egyptian who led a delegation of students to France, where he spent 
five years, from 1826 to 1831. He does not describe these spectacles 
as glimpses of past worlds, as indeed in many cases they seem not to 
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have been. Of his examples, only the parting of the Red Sea is “his-
torical”; the others—Cairo, a sultan, the Shah—were evidently con-
temporary. These particular spectacles may have caught his attention 
because they were examples of “Eastern” or “Islamic” civilization de-
tached from their native environment and placed before the gaze of 
French audiences. To a certain extent, then, they resembled al-ÓahÔÁ- 
wÐ himself.  

Yet the situation is actually more complicated than this comparison 
would suggest. Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ had been sent to France in order to ob-
serve the French, not to be observed himself. Most of his account, ac-
cordingly, is taken up with his comments on the history, manners, cus-
toms, sciences, and government of France.43 Occasionally, however, 
he mentions incidents in which he himself becomes the spectacle, as 
when he is accosted in the street by a drunkard who calls him a 
Turk.44 Despite the paucity of references to such incidents, it is clear 
that his experience abroad enabled him to observe himself with a cer-
tain detachment. Describing his first meal in France, for example, he 
conveys—through his detailed account of the unfamiliar vessels, 
utensils, and table manners—what seems to have been a sudden reali-
zation that eating with one’s hand out of a common dish is not the 
only way to eat, and might indeed seem unsanitary to a Frenchman.45 

Given the complexities of observation and self-observation that 
characterize al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s account, one finds emblematic significance 
in the description, given at the beginning of the book, of his first en-
counter with a full length-mirror. He and his companions have just 
entered a café in Marseilles: 

When I first entered the café, and for some time afterwards, I thought 
it was a long, extended enclosure, because of the large number of peo-
ple it appeared to contain. Whenever a group entered or left, a similar 
group seemed to enter from the other sides of the glassed-in space, 
with everyone appearing multiple times, whether walking, sitting, and 
standing. I only realized it was an enclosed space when I saw our own 
images in the mirror, and understood that [the multiple images] were a 
property of the glass.46  

                                    
43  Among these comments is one to the effect that Paris is “Heaven for women, 

Purgatory for men, and Hell for horses” (ibid., 100), an aphorism quoted from Mer-
cier’s Tableau de Paris (1998: 31). 

44  al-ÓahÔÁwÐ 2002: 136-7. 
45  Ibid., 66. 
46  Ibid., 68. 
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Evidently, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ cannot immediately distinguish between 
Frenchmen and their reflections. He can, however, recognize the im-
age of himself, which is so out of place in a Marseilles café that it 
breaks the spell and allows him to orient himself within a space 
whose special property it is to generate spectacles. Like Mercier’s 
narrator, who meets the ghost of Louis XIV and shortly thereafter 
wakes from his dream, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ catches sight of his own image 
and suddenly understands himself as someone out of place. Writ 
large, this process is essentially the same as the one that allows him 
to diagnose “the East” as backward vis-à-vis “the West.” This diag-
nosis requires him to play two roles. In one sense, he is the represen-
tative of a civilization whose chief glory lies in the past: “In the time 
of the Abbasid caliphs, we were the most civilized, prosperous, flour-
ishing, and respendent of countries.”47 At the same time, he is the 
transhistorical observer of the spectacle of history, and thus qualified 
to make recommendations to the East about how to catch up. In other 
words, he is both himself and Volney’s Genius. 

To help them reclaim their vanished glory, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ exhorts his 
countrymen to acquire the sciences of the French and thus to enable 
the good old days to come again. In the meantime, he has to put up 
with the harangues of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, who rebukes the Egyptian 
delegation for slacking off:  

We have received your monthly reports and the schedules where the 
period of your study is recorded, but the schedules that cover the last 
three months are garbled, such that we have been unable to determine 
what you have learned in that period, despite your being in Paris, the 
wellspring of arts and sciences. Judging from the little you have ac-
complished during this interval, you have little enthusiasm for learn-
ing, and this realization causes us great distress... 48 

Not only are al-ÓahÔÁwÐ and his colleagues forced to play catch-up to 
all of Western civilization, they must also suffer the rebukes of a 
sovereign who has evidently internalized an important component of 
the post-Newtonian sense of time, namely, the idea of efficiency—
that is, of measuring work in terms of the amount of it performed 
over a specified period of time. Whether with respect to history or 
with respect to MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s expectations, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ suffers 
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from a décalage, that is, a gap between where (or when) he is and 
where (or when) he is supposed to be. In this respect, he may be the 
likeliest antecedent of al-MuwayliÎÐ’s BÁshÁ. 

V. Stumbling into the Future: Robida and de Tocqueville 

Al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s allusions to the difficulties of getting along in a new and 
unfamiliar place remind us that all travelers, no matter how seriously 
they may take themselves or their mission, will inevitably make fools 
of themselves because of their ignorance of local manners and cus-
toms. Similarly, time travelers, despite the high seriousness of the 
utopist project that spawned them, persistently skirt the edge of com-
edy. For the first hundred years of time-travel writing, authors largely 
managed to keep a straight face. By the end of the nineteenth century, 
however, a few time-travel writers were letting the comic possibilities 
run riot. In the United States, Mark Twain lampooned the medieval 
romanticism of William Morris by sending a modern man back in 
time to King Arthur’s court. In France, the illustrator and futurist Al-
bert Robida (1848-1926) knowingly or otherwise did just the oppo-
site: in his comic sketch “Jadis chez aujourd’hui” (1892), he brings 
people from the past forward into the present. 

The hero of Robida’s tale is Célestin Marjolet, a scientist who 
turns to supernatural inquiries when he can no longer afford the 
equipment needed for conventional experiments. On the premise that 
the past never disappears but is somehow stored in the present, like 
“le son emmagasiné dans le phonographe,”49 he manages to build a 
time machine, which he tests by bringing Louis XIV and his court 
from the seventeenth century into the present. The king and his resur-
rected courtiers mistake the people of the 1890s for uncouth and 
poorly dressed provincials. Leaving the palace of Versailles, the time 
travelers are stupified by the sight of bicycles and omnibuses. In Pa-
ris, they gape at such spectacles as women’s clothing and the Eiffel 
Tower. The king’s ministers blame each other for initiating these 
changes without his approval. After a demonstration of the telephone 
and the phonograph, the ministers try to use the telephone to issue 
orders to the provinces, and Mme de Sevigny records a message to 
her daughter saying that she will phone her from now on. Finally, 
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Marjolet invites the king and his courtiers to board a balloon. Unfor-
tunately, the balloon’s tether breaks and the time travelers, along with 
Marjolet, vanish into the sky. 

Robida’s story illustrates the extent to which the conventions of 
the time-travel story had been naturalized. A century after Mercier, 
readers had become accustomed to characters who move back and 
forth along the time line. Louis and his court are not specters, and 
there is nothing eerie about them. On the contrary, their insistence on 
explaining everything in seventeenth-century terms makes them lu-
dicrous. At the same time, the very fact that they do try to understand 
what has happened—and never question that all of it is somehow be-
ing staged for their benefit—confers upon them a sort of pathetic 
dignity. In this respect, Louis and his court resemble al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, who 
a half-century before had also visited the France of the future, no 
doubt considering himself—and being considered—a sort of jadis 
chez aujourd’hui. In another respect—the bruising of their aristo-
cratic sensibilities at the hands of their enlightened children—they 
resemble al-MuwayliÎÐ’s BÁshÁ, the resurrected nobleman who 
greets the manners and customs of the late nineteenth century with a 
mixture of astonishment and indignation. 

That these attitudes were not confined to literature—much less to 
something as rarefied as “science fiction”—is evident from their 
crystallization of a sensibility whose origins can be traced back not 
only to Mercier’s post-Revolutionary hangover but also to another, 
equally archetypal French experience of visiting the future: Alexis de 
Tocqueville’s 1831 tour of the United States. For de Tocqueville, post-
revolutionary America offered an opportunity to play the role of 
Mercier’s voyager in time. The chronokinetic character of his trip to 
America follows naturally from his vision of history, according to 
which societies progress gradually but irresistibly toward democracy. 
In 1831, the great revolution is not yet complete, but “its results ad-
mit of no comparison with anything the world has before witnessed.” 
The nation that best exemplifies the coming order is the United 
States, where “equality of condition” has spread further than any-
where else. Because the collapse of social distinctions is already un-
derway in Europe, a visit to the United States amounts to a visit to 
the future.50  
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Like Mercier’s narrator, and Mercier himself, de Tocqueville finds 
the experience of historical change profoundly unsettling. At home, 
he says, the old order is visibly slipping away. Saddled with the relics 
of a history it has destroyed but not replaced, Europe is lurching for-
ward with the whip of history at her back. Having studied the past 
and (by the time he wrote his account) glimpsed the future, de Toc-
queville at least understands what is going on, but his compatriots do 
not. Yet his superior understanding makes their pain and bewilder-
ment no easier to contemplate. In America, meanwhile, a new gen-
eration is being born into blissful ignorance of the burden of history. 
Instead of being torn between the past and the present, new Ameri-
cans belong wholly to the future. “No man on the earth can as yet af-
firm, absolutely and generally, that the new state of the world is a 
better one, but it is already easy to perceive that [it] is different.”51 

Among the people he deems representative of the future, de Toc-
queville finds much to admire and a few things to regret. He is fa-
vorably impressed by the “general equality of condition in America.” 
Extremes of wealth and poverty still exist, but the principle of innate 
equality encourages every man to believe he can better his lot. “Great 
wealth tends to disappear, the number of small fortunes to increase; 
desires and gratifications are multiplied, but extraordinary prosperity 
and irremediable penury are alike unknown.” Conceding that such a 
society is “more just,” he is nevertheless dismayed by the progres-
sive leveling of nearly everything. While few Americans are notori-
ously vicious, ignorant, or coarse, equally few are conspicuously vir-
tuous, learned, or refined. “When I survey the countless multitude of 
beings, shaped in each others’ likeness, amid whom nothing rises and 
nothing falls, the sight of such universal uniformity saddens and 
chills me and I am tempted to regret that state of society which has 
ceased to be.”52 

In many passages, de Tocqueville—unlike his time-traveling 
counterparts—confesses his attachment to the vanishing world that 
formed him. In America, “where the privileges of birth never existed 
and where riches confer no particular right on their possessors,” a 
French retainer of the old school would be as incomprehensible as a 
Roman slave or a medieval serf. This change in sensibilities is to be 
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applauded, or at least accepted as inevitable. But de Tocqueville’s 
concession to the historical process is tempered by melancholy. With 
their frank and natural manner, Americans will never know servility. 
By the same token, they will never know nobility either. In pre-
Revolutionary France, one could still be moved by the sight of “a 
numerous and powerful class of men whose every outward action 
seemed constantly to be dictated by a natural elevation of thought 
and feeling.” However, the democratic Revolution has broken the 
chain of social reproduction. It is not that Americans have rejected 
“urbanity of manners.” Rather, they have never heard of it. “It is to 
their minds as if such things had never been.”53  

For all his sentimental allegiance to the old order, de Tocqueville 
himself does not appear to have been incomprehensible to his Ameri-
can hosts. Even so, his figurative displacement in time can make him 
into a kind of apparition. This spectral quality is most evident in his 
account of a visit to a pioneer cabin in the wilderness—to the cutting 
edge of the future, so to speak—where the wildness of the place dis-
turbs him less than the sense that he is a stranger in the Americans’ 
world. As he approaches the cabin, the children bolt and the dogs 
growl—just as they will do when Washington Irving’s Rip Van Win-
kle reappears in his ancestral village after an absence of twenty 
years. Similarly unsettling is the indifference displayed by his rustic 
host. Having asked a few questions about “what was going on in the 
world,” he falls silent “as if he were tired of the noise and importu-
nity of mankind.” Like the denizens of Mercier’s future, the Ameri-
can pioneer cares little for the vanished past his visitor represents. 

In some ways, of course, the pioneer’s world is a recognizable ex-
tension of de Tocqueville’s own. Though immured in primeval soli-
tude, his American host appears to have spent “his earlier years… in 
the midst of civilized society” and his wife displays “a lingering taste 
for dress.” But the resemblances only heighten the nearly nightmar-
ish sense of difference. The healthy and boisterous children, upon 
whom the careworn mother gazes “with mingled melancholy and joy, 
“are true children of the wilderness.” One wonders what they will 
make of the Bible and the volumes of Milton and Shakespeare that 
de Tocqueville notices inside the cabin. Placed side by side with the 
family’s rifle, deerskin, and eagle plumes, even these familiar relics 
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only emphasize the gulf between the ages. In this context, de Toc-
queville’s description of the mother and children seems to apply 
equally to the relationship between the old world and the new: “To 
look at her strength and her languor, one might imagine that the life 
she has given them has exhausted her own, and still she does not re-
gret what they have cost her.”54 

By hauling the Sun King’s court unceremoniously into the future, 
Robida confirms—albeit in a crude and overblown way—de Toc-
queville’s claim that the representatives of an aristocratic order have 
no place in the modern world. Unlike de Tocqueville, Robida tries to 
play the situation for laughs. Yet there is something cruel and 
strained about his laughter, as when his protagonist explains to the 
king’s chef that in the modern world, live animals are fed into ma-
chines and banquet-ready dishes emerge. As if the telephone, the 
phonograph, and the balloon were not impressive enough, Marjolet 
must lie to impress his visitor, who achieves a certain dignity by re-
plying that the machines are all very well but he prefers his little 
oven. For the embittered narrator of L’An 2440, the sooner one made 
it to the future the better. For Volney and Flammarion, one might see 
the future while nevertheless keeping one foot in the past—a past 
that, thanks to spectral time-travel technology, could always be revis-
ited. It fell to de Tocqueville to explain that the headlong rush to uto-
pia entailed an irretrievable loss. In the brave new world, survivors 
from the ancien régime can barely escape being figures of fun. 

VI. The Doubled Self: al-MuwayliÎÐ and al-ÓahÔÁwÐ 

As the preceding sections have shown, the constitutive ideas of Al-
MuwayliÎÐ’s ÍadÐth --spectral visitation, temporal displacement, and 
the use of one historical order as the basis for criticizing another—
were well-established tropes in the late nineteeth century, and likely 
to be familiar to anyone who could read French. Al-MuwayliÎÐ could 
read not only French and Arabic, but also Italian, and probably Ot-
toman Turkish and English as well. I have not been able to determine 
whether he knew the work of Mercier, Volney, Flammarion, or Ro-
bida, or indeed whether the evidence exists to make such a determi-
nation. In all probability, he was familiar with al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s account 
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of his stay in France. What is clear, in any event, is that the ÍadÐth 
partakes of the same approaches to temporal and historical displace-
ment as its predecessors and contemporaries. To say this is not, how-
ever, to diminish the work in any way, especially since it uses these 
themes in ways that are altogether unanticipated. 

MuÎammad al-MuwayliÎÐ was born around 1858 to a family of 
silk merchants originally from Arabia. He was home-schooled in 
Arabic by an Azharite shaykh and in French by the director of the 
state academy of foreign languages before taking a position in the 
Ministry of Justice. In the aftermath of the ÝUrÁbÐ revolt of 1882, he 
was sentenced to death for distributing lithograph copies of a letter 
written by his father Ibrahim exhorting the Egyptians to stand firm 
against the British. When the death sentence was commuted to one of 
exile, he left Egypt and traveled to join his father in Europe, where 
he remained for three years. In Paris he befriended the younger Alex-
andre Dumas and helped JamÁl al-DÐn al-AfghÁnÐ edit an Arabic 
newspaper. After his return to Egypt in 1887, he was appointed to a 
provincial administrative post but resigned to devote himself to writ-
ing. On November 17, 1898, his father’s newspaper MiÒbÁÎ al-sharq 
carried the first installment of his time-travel story, ÍadÐth ÝÏsÁ b. 
HishÁm.55  

In one of his letters to the religious reformer and political activist 
JamÁl al-DÐn al-AfghÁnÐ (1839-97), al-MuwayliÎÐ discusses the fate 
of Islam in the modern world. Imagine, he says, a childless widow 
who has despaired of happiness and seeks solace only in death. When 
she looks into a mirror, she realizes that she is beautiful, and “her 
morbid imaginings vanish and her sorrow takes flight.” This, says al-
MuwayliÎÐ, is what has happened to Islam, which had lost its great 
men and fallen into despair, but then “looked into the mirror of the 
Caliph’s favor toward [al-AfghÁnÐ]... and saw the world in all its 
splendor, and faith in all its grandeur.”56 In other words, Islam must 
confront a simulacrum of itself in order to understand itself. Perhaps it 
should replay al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s encounter with the mirror: that is, to learn 
from its sudden encounter with its own image the nature of the con-
fined space in which it finds itself. Alternatively it might replay Lu-
men’s spectral encounter with his six-year-old self, an incident that 

                                    
55  This sketch follows RÁmitsh 1980: 91-103. 
56  Ibid., 306-7. 
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seems to have restored a sense of unexplored possibilities. Whatever 
the nature of the confrontation, it is striking that the image of the mir-
ror should recur in so many of the iconic productions of the so-called 
literary revival of the late 19th and early 20th centuries: MirÞÁt al-ÝÁlam, 
“Mirror of the World,” the title of IbrÁhÐm al-MuwayliÎÐ’s maqÁmÁt; 
and MirÞÁt al-sharq or “Mirror of the East,” the title of the newspaper 
MuÎammad al-MuwayliÎÐ co-edited with al-AfghÁnÐ. 

In a second letter to al-AfghÁnÐ, al-MuwayliÎÐ uses another spec-
tral metaphor, this one reminiscent of the title character of Flam-
marion’s Lumen. Two things, he says, never cease to amaze him: the 
earth’s revolution around the sun and al-AfghÁnÐ’s tireless voyaging 
across the earth. Indeed, the earth itself seems too small to contain 
him; he belongs in the heavens. “I swear that if the stars were think-
ing creatures, they would weave a ladder of starlight and descend 
from their stations in order to bear you aloft, like a necklace at their 
throats, to the utmost extreme of glory and the highest pinnacle of 
greatness.”57 In other words, al-AfghÁnÐ should be allowed to tran-
scend the mortal coil altogether and join the celestial intelligences 
who observe the earth from their lofty post in outer space, just as 
Flammarion’s Lumen is able to do after his death. 

Given his penchant for spectral metaphors, we should not be sur-
prised to find that al-MuwayliÎÐ uses a ghost to open his ÍadÐth ÝÏsÁ 
b. HishÁm. The work begins with the narrator’s meditations on the 
evanescence of human achievement: 

...I lay asleep and dreaming, and saw a graveyard by moonglow 
gleaming; so bright was the night, that one could thread pearls by the 
light, or catch sight of dust-motes streaming. Gravely I roamed 
through the graveyard alone; and as I trod upon the marker-stones, I 
bethought myself of man: his petty glory and his foolish pride, his 
vanity and his pompous stride, his self-indulgence and his self-
conceit, while the grave-shaft yawns beneath his feet. He lifts his nose 
as if the tip could pierce the skies, but his arrogance crumbles when he 
dies; and his nose, once held aloft with pride in his worldly hoard, 
blocks up a crack in his coffin-board. Thus wrapped in thought and 
contemplation, I pursued my pensive perambulation... 

And then the specter appears: 

...Suddenly from behind me came a convulsion that stunned me. I 
turned in fear at that sound of thunder, to find that one of the tombs 

                                    
57  Ibid., 305. 
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had split asunder; and from it came a man tall and fine of head, with a 
kingly bearing that inspired dread...58  

The apparition turns out to be a military commander, AÎmad BÁshÁ 
al-ManiklÐ, who distinguished himself in the Syrian and Crimean 
campaigns and was appointed Minister of War in 1862.59 The time 
elapsed between his death and his resurrection by al-MuwayliÎÐ 
would seem to be some two decades. Like Mercier’s time traveler, 
the BÁshÁ has slept through a major social upheaval. The most im-
portant single event would be the ÝUrÁbÐ revolt of 1882 and its after-
math, although a great many other changes, including cultural and 
linguistic shifts, have taken place while he was asleep. His guide 
through this not-so-brave new world is the narrator, ÝIsÁ b. HishÁm, a 
thinly disguised surrogate for the author. 

At first the BÁshÁ does not realize what has happened to him. He 
does not believe that a password is no longer necessary to re-enter 
the city or that the houses in Cairo are now known by numbers rather 
than by the names of their residents. A relic of the time when the 
military elite ruled with casual brutality, the BÁshÁ strikes a persis-
tent donkey-driver and gets himself arrested. He spends some time in 
a police lock-up and is later convicted of assault. With ÝIsÁ’s help, he 
secures the services of a lawyer and is acquitted on appeal. In need of 
funds, he tries unsuccessfully to reclaim his ancestral home and gain 
access to his familial endowment. Throughout these misadventures, 
he delivers eloquent speeches in Arabic and Turkish protesting the 
lack of proper respect for his person and the dismal state of Egypt in 
general. After the conclusion of his various lawsuits, the BÁshÁ re-
cedes in importance as a character, serving as a pretext for ÝIsÁ to 
visit and comment on contemporary institutions. Although the he re-
mains a speaking voice in the latter part of the work, his role is 
largely taken over by the ÝUmda, a provincial rustic who is equally 
prone to disastrous mishaps in his encounters with modernity.  

Unlike most of its French counterparts, the ÍadÐth does not in-
volve a trip by the narrator to the past or the future. Instead, like Ro-
bida’s “Jadis chez aujourd’hui,” it brings a personage from the past 
into the author’s present. As an apparition raised from the dead, the 
                                    

58  MuwayliÎÐ 1330/1912: 6-10 (my translation). An accurate and well-annotated 
translation appears in Allen 1992. Here I have preferred to reproduce the rhyming 
prose of the original. 

59  RÁmitsh 1980: 400-1. 
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BÁshÁ can trace his lineage back to the spectral creations of Mercier, 
Volney, Davy, and Flammarion, although, as Pérès notes, he is not a 
very good ghost: “Un ressuscité peut-it manger, boire, dormir, com-
paraître en justice, courir de lieux de plaisir en lieux de plaisir, faire 
des excursions, contracter une maladie et en réchapper, s’embarquer 
pour aller visiter l’Exposition Universelle de 1900 et revenir au 
Caire? Voilà qui ne préoccupe nullement l’auteur.”60 Despite, then, 
being a more complex and interesting figure than his bloodless 
predecessors, he is (as Lewis Carroll would call him) a mere device. 
At first glance, he might be read as a metaphor for the Egypt of 
1898: a bumbling relic bewildered by modernity. But the story al-
ready contains many Egyptians native to 1898, including the narra-
tor. Therefore, the BÁshÁ must serve another (not necessarily exclu-
sive) purpose. One might then guess that he represents Egypt’s recent 
and relatively glorious past and that his misadventures in the 1890’s 
are meant as a critique of that period, not his own.  

As it happens, both readings can be sustained. Unlike any of its 
French predecessors, the ÍadÐth places past and present in a relation-
ship of dialogue that valorizes neither, at least not for long. In the fol-
lowing passage, for example, the BÁshÁ draws on his memories of a 
more dignified age to point out the sad state of Egyptian affairs in 
1898. After he sees a drunken member of the judiciary fall off his bi-
cycle, the BÁshÁ exclaims:  

If only I could go back to where I came from! … What kind of a judge 
can this be, if such is his appearance, and such his entourage, in full 
view of the common people! How can one rule a people without a 
grand and prepossessing appearance, an impressive array of bailiffs, 
and a splendid cavalcade? In my day, no judge or ruler would ride out 
without an entourage of servants and retainers, with soldiers and riders 
parading before him...61 

Soon afterwards, the tables are turned. When the BÁshÁ reminds his 
friends that he was a rich man in his own time, his lawyer puts him in 
his place: 

Yes, we know that you princes and potentates spent your lives piling 
up the goods of this world…You wrung coins from widows and wid-
owers, and tore food from the mouths of babes and orphans...If only 
your children and grandchildren had atoned for the blood you 

                                    
60  Pérès 1944: 116. 
61  MuwayliÎÐ 1330/1912: 73. 
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squeezed from Egypt by spending their inheritance among Egyptians 
and thus returning to the people some of what was theirs to begin 
with! Instead, all of it has gone to foreigners and strangers, as if God 
had first sent the Mamluks to loot the country and starve its people, 
then sent you to pillage what the Mamluks had stolen, and finally sent 
your descendants to steal it from you—so that foreigners can now en-
joy it full view of Egyptians who are more deserving than they of a lit-
tle of it, at least... 62 

Al-MuwayliÎÐ’s extended dialogue between past and present, of 
which the preceding is but one of many examples, admits the decline 
of Egyptian prestige since the days of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ. At the same 
time, it identifies the shortsighted policies of the BÁshÁ’s day as the 
cause of the decline. In this connection, the resurrection-device 
works more effectively than the voice-over device beloved of Volney, 
Davy, and Flammarion. Rather than deliver expository monologues, 
the BÁshÁ accurately embodies (in the story-world, at any rate) the 
manners and morals of the people of his time. In some instances,  
those manners and morals inspire admiration and respect; in others, 
outrage and scorn. Instead of comparing a complex present to a banal 
utopia of his own devising, al-MuwayliÎÐ compares it to an equally 
complex past.  

The ÍadÐth may well owe a debt to Volney’s Les ruines for the ap- 
pearance of the specter, although, as we have seen, there were several 
other works where such a specter might have been found. More im-
portant, however, than the question of influence is the unique recon-
figuration of well-known themes and devices. Like Mercier’s L’An 
2440, the ÍadÐth uses temporal displacement to defamiliarize the 
present and thus to foreground its absurdities. Unlike any of its 
French counterparts, however, the ÍadÐth uses time travel to juxta-
pose two orders of history and satirize both of them. In this respect, it 
is both formally and thematically irreducible to any of the sub-types 
of time-travel writing practiced in French in the eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. The BÁshÁ resembles his spectral antecedents 
by mere fact of being a sort of ghost, but the similarity ends there. In 
the French tradition, his closest relatives are Mercier’s bewildered 
visitor to the future and the seventeenth-century courtiers of the roi 
soleil brought to the present by Robida.  

                                    
62  Ibid., 81-2. 
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In the Arabic tradition, the BÁshÁ has a closer relative, one whose 
real-life experience may have influenced, consciously or otherwise, 
al-MuwayliÎÐ’s characterization: the awestruck, indignant, and elo-
quent observer RifÁÝa RÁfiÝ al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, who, like his fictional coun-
terpart, undergoes a relatively short—though still disconcerting—
translocation. Watching the BÁshÁ make his way through the strange 
new world of 1898 is quite a bit like watching al-ÓahÔÁwÐ learning 
his way about Paris. Admittedly, the two cases are different because 
the ÍadÐth relies on two figures, a traveler and an observer-narrator, 
while al-ÓahÔÁwÐ’s travel account relies on only one. Yet the latter 
account is again more complex than it may seem. To achieve its bal-
ance between defamiliarization and instruction, the narrative requires 
two figures: a young al-ÓahÔÁwÐ to travel to France and an older one 
to describe the voyage. When, for example, al-ÓahÔÁwÐ reports that 
he did not at first understand the words of French songs,63 there are 
two selves: the self who does not understand the words, and another 
self who—having learned French—can describe the experience of 
not understanding them. Just as the mirror produces a second, spec-
tral self, certain experiences both produce and require a doubling of 
the self. Among these experiences is time travel, which as we have 
seen is no more and no less than a technique for narrating the pas-
sage of the self into modernity.  
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REFERENCES TO WOMEN IN DREAM  

INTERPRETATION AND ASTROLOGY TRANSFERRED  
FROM GRAECO-ROMAN ANTIQUITY AND  

MEDIEVAL ISLAM TO BYZANTIUM:  
SOME PROBLEMS AND CONSIDERATIONS1 

Maria Mavroudi, Princeton University 

The study of civilizations with a “classical” tradition is bound to re-
veal certain analogies between them, both in the way these civiliza-
tions approached their own past and in the way modern scholarship 
has dealt with them and their use of their older heritage. Among such 
civilizations, the combined study of medieval Islam and Byzantium 
can be particularly illuminating, since the medieval Arabic civiliza-
tion is heir to a double “classical” tradition: its own, and that of 
Graeco-Roman antiquity, to which its contemporary Byzantine civi-
lization was also heir. An important problem that modern scholars 
have discussed in connection with both the Greek and the Arabic 
Middle Ages is whether, when, and how, the existence of a “canon” 
of authors helped maintain intellectual continuity and a higher stan-
dard of civilization, or became a hurdle inhibiting this civilization’s 
forward mobility. The present essay offers certain small-scale con-
siderations fitting into this larger topic. Though it focuses on Byzan-
tine texts, it is hoped that, for the reasons just outlined, some of its 
observations and conclusions can be usefully applied to the study of 

                                    
1 Offered to Wolfhart Heinrichs with gratitude and fondness for the endless intel-

lectual stimulation that his classes and discussions have always provided, his kind-
ness, generosity, and patience in training and mentoring an “outsider” to the field of 
Arabic philology, and the immense erudition, curiosity, insight, and sense of humor 
with which he approaches not only the Semitic world but also things ancient, medie-
val, and modern Greek. I have always counted my blessings for being his student, 
and know I will continue to do so in years to come. 
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medieval Arabic texts on divination and in this way help us under-
stand classical Arabic humanities in their own terms.  

Modern scholars have used with great profit texts on divination as 
a source for the social history of Graeco-Roman antiquity. In his His-
tory of Western Astrology, Jim Tester provides a fascinating two-page 
discussion of such issues as the social definition of mental disease, 
the social evaluation of heterosexual and homosexual relations, slav-
ery, and anxiety about the dangers of travel and the varieties of vio-
lent death, all based on chapters from Ptolemy’s astrological work, 
the Tetrabiblos.2 Outside the field of strictly ancient history, Michel 
Foucault begins his Care of the Self (the third and last volume of his 
History of Sexuality) with a close reading of chapters on dreaming 
about having sex from Artemidoros’ treatise on dream interpretation. 
By comparison, Byzantinists and Arabists have barely sought to an-
swer similar questions based on texts on divination, and some rea-
sons for this neglect can be pointed out. The most obvious one is the 
relative inaccessibility of these texts. In the Greek case, they tend to 
survive in late Byzantine and post-Byzantine manuscripts written in 
dense and difficult hands and remain to a large degree partially or 
completely unpublished. As for Arabic texts on divination, they have 
generally been neglected because the modern study of Islamic sci-
ence has mostly focused on the “rational,” rather than the “pseudo” 
sciences.  

A second reason is the degree to which modern scholars under-
stand ancient, Byzantine, and medieval Arabic texts as representing 
their contemporary reality or as repeating received tradition. For ex-
ample, based on evidence from within their treatises, we know that 
both Ptolemy and Artemidoros lived in the second century C.E.,3 the 
first in Egypt and the second in Asia Minor, though it is evident that 
the latter traveled widely throughout the Roman empire. To a modern 
scholar’s mind, there is no doubt that each of these authors reflects 
the intellectual and social conditions of the second century directly, 

                                    
2 Tester 1987, 79-80. 
3 For the date of Ptolemy, see the introduction by Robbins in Ptolemy (1940), vi-

ii. The most recent edition of the Tetrabiblos (under the title Apotelesmatika) is Pto-
lemy (1998); discussion of the work’s title ibid., xxxvi-xxxix. For the date of Arte-
midoros, see the references collected in Artremidoros (1963), xxiv. For a recent 
summary of the discussions aiming to date and place Artemidoros, see the introduc-
tion to Artemidoros (2002), 9-10. 
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and not through a distorting mirror.4 Artemidoros, in particular, 
though he acknowledges his debt to an earlier tradition on dream in-
terpretation, insists on his own critical intervention regarding the 
older material: he states that he recorded only what was still valid, 
and corrected what was inaccurate based on field work, firsthand ob-
servation, and practical experience.  

The problem of the interplay between contemporary reality and 
received tradition, so clearly resolved for Artemidoros, must be 
counted as a reason for the neglect of Byzantine texts on divination 
as a source for social history, one that involves what Byzantinists un-
derstand as representative of Byzantine science and scientific prac-
tice, whether “rational” or “pseudo-science” (to use a distinction that 
is more current among modern scholars than among the Byzantines 
themselves). The history of Byzantine science is generally viewed as 
adhering to ancient authorities for its most important concepts, a 
phenomenon that modern scholars understand as intellectual subser-
vience and blame for Byzantine science’s lack of “originality,” “in-
novation,” and, ultimately, “progress.”5 However, as Ihor Šev¦enko 
recently explained for Byzantine literature,6 evaluating Byzantine 
cultural achievement by applying the criteria of originality and inno-
vation is beside the point, because Byzantine intellectuals did not use 
these criteria as a measure in evaluating the success of their own in-
tellectual endeavors. Ancient authorities did play a role in Byzantine 
scientific discussions and training; the Byzantine scientific manu-
scripts that preserve ancient treatises, in excerpts or in their entirety, 
and the quotation of ancient texts by Byzantine authors indicate as 
much. But how much of the activity of Byzantine scientists is an ex-
ercise in antiquarianism, and how much is it active engagement with  
 

                                    
4 I am referring to the famous and influential essay by C. Mango (1975), “Byzan-

tine Literature as a Distorting Mirror”; it argues that highbrow Byzantine literature is 
written in a dead language that creates a certain distance between the author and the 
subject discussed; the result is a lack of specificity (i.e. Byzantine texts are generally 
deprived of markers that would betray the time and place of their production) and a 
dichotomy between literature and a changing reality, which, according to Mango 
(ibid., 17) is one of the salient features of Byzantine culture in general.  

5 Regarding Byzantine medicine in particular, see the recent summary evaluating 
Byzantine medical practice (where the issue of lack of originality and innovation is 
still brought up as a negative aspect of Byzantine medicine) by Bennett 2000, 279-91. 

6 Šev¦enko 2001, 57.  
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the scientific problems of their day? Due to century-old develop-
ments in the field of classical philology, the student of antiquity is 
used to considering the texts written by ancient authors as stable, in 
spite of the multiple permutations of ancient technical treatises evi-
dent in medieval Greek manuscripts. Classical philology has de- 
vised a system of careful comparison and logical deduction in order 
to enable modern scholars to bypass the mistakes and changes that 
medieval scribes introduced to ancient texts and arrive as closely as 
possible to what came out of the pen of the ancient author. However, 
texts on divination belong to a larger category of technical treatises 
that were subject to far greater scribal intervention than the various 
ancient literary classics for which the editorial criteria of classical 
scholarship were developed.7 Byzantine scribes, who were often 
copying technical treatises for their personal use, tended to excerpt, 
rephrase, and incorporate their own comments on ancient texts, prac-
tices which account for the fragmentary state in which some of the 
ancient technical authors survive, to the frustration of classical schol-
ars. Similar scribal practices were already current in antiquity, as 
some comments by at least two second-century authors, Galen and 
Artemidoros, indicate.8 What has not been fully realized and cer-
tainly not exploited enough by Byzantinists is that much of the his-
tory of Byzantine science, including divination, can be gleaned from 
exactly the same characteristics of Byzantine manuscripts containing 
technical treatises that may cause a classical scholar’s frustration. 
Further proof of the active engagement of Byzantine scientists with 
the problems of their day and their desire not to limit themselves to 
what they had received from antiquity are the Byzantine translations 
of Arabic scientific texts from Arabic, Latin, and Persian, from the  
tenth century until the end of the Byzantine period.9 It is hoped that 

                                    
7 See Beck 1961, 425-510; also the comments in Mavroudi 2002, 91-2. 
8 Galen complains that scribes have mistreated his works by adding, subtracting, 

or changing the text; see Galen (d. ca. 200 C.E.), XIX De libris propriis 8, 1-12, 2; 
for a French translation of the Greek text, see Moraux 1985,153. In the final para-
graph in Book II of his Oneirokritika, Artemidoros requests of those who will hold 
his treatise in their hands not to add or remove passages and consider that the god 
Apollo is guardian of the work’s integrity; see Artemidoros (1963), 203; Artemidoros 
(2002), 204 (with further comments).  

9 For a discussion of Byzantine translations from Arabic into Greek, mainly until 
the tenth century, see Mavroudi 2002, 392-429; for the later period, see Mavroudi in 
press A. 
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the role of these translations for the history of Byzantine science will 
come into sharper focus as more of them are published.10 But, for the 
social historian who would attempt to use scientific texts, not only 
those produced, but also those used by the Byzantines, the ancient 
and the Arabic material pose the following problem: there is evi-
dently a great difference between the social reality of ancient and 
medieval times; and Christian Byzantium and Medieval Islam did 
subscribe to different social practices. Is it true then that Byzantine 
scribes and practitioners of the applied sciences considered it worth 
their while to copy, study, and evidently rely on, texts applicable to 
situations indeed divorced from Byzantine reality?  

For Arabists, the degree to which texts reflect reality versus re-
ceived tradition is a less acute and somewhat different problem than 
for Byzantinists. Part of the explanation for the discrepancy is, of 
course, the fact that Byzantine texts and manuscripts have been heav-
ily used as a warehouse for the recovery of ancient Greek material, 
while Arabic texts and manuscripts have served the same goal less 
frequently.11 The effort to retrieve ancient material from medieval 
manuscripts implies a modern expectation that medieval scribes and 
scholars would have done no more than simply copy and rehash an-
cient authorities; the advantage of operating under this assumption is 
that it facilitates the process of salvaging “pure” ancient material 
from the medieval sources. Since Arabists rarely have the luxury of a 
critical edition at their disposal, they resort to manuscripts more fre-
quently than Classicists or Byzantinists and as a result tend to be 
more attuned to problems of textual criticism and the intersection be-
tween written and oral tradition.12 For this practical reason, as well as 
a host of theoretical considerations, it has been easier for Arabists  
 
                                    

10 A major step forward is the publication of the “Corpus des astronomes byzant-
ins” under the directorship of A. Tihon since 1983; nine volumes have appeared to 
date. For the scope of the project, see the introduction by Tihon in N. Gregoras (d. 
ca. 1360), Calcul, 7-8; also Tihon 1981 and Browning 1981, 3-64. 

11 For example, see the debate on whether or not the ninth-century Arabic trans-
lation of Artemidoros (known to us from a single Arabic manuscript of the thirteenth 
or fourteenth century) could be of value for a critcal edition of the Greek text. Ro-
senthal (1965) argued that the Arabic translation is practically useless for textual cri-
ticism; however, other scholars have repeatedly used the Arabic text in order to 
emend the Greek; see Pack 1967, Pack 1976, Browne 1984, Browne 1990, Breen 
1988, Bowersock 1995, 145-7.  

12 For a discussion, see Humphreys 1991, 34-6.  
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than for Byzantinists to identify and discuss the “originality” of the 
civilization they are studying. Regarding medieval Arabic technical 
treatises, the question whether isolated authors (or even the body of 
this literature as a whole) reflect “original” thinking based on real 
practical experience or tradition received from a revered authority 
cannot be addressed without reference to the Greek texts translated 
into Arabic in the course of the 9th and 10th centuries. Modern sur-
veys of medieval Arabic technical literature emphasize its indebted-
ness to ancient Greek (that is, “Western”) sources and, in spite of fo-
cusing on instances demonstrating its “originality,” tend to interpret 
them as the result of isolated ingenious individuals whose writings 
did not resonate widely in the Islamic world.13 Taking exception to 
this line of thinking, Dimitri Gutas has recently asserted that the 
Greek-to-Arabic translation movement was inspired not by a rap-
prochement with Greek ideas but by the Abbasid emulation of Ira-
nian (therefore “Eastern”) political ideology; and that its most impor-
tant result was not the translations themselves, but the ideas and 
works generated as a consequence.14 This thesis removes the implica-
tion that the Arabic-Islamic civilization is culturally dependent on or 
indebted to the West.15 Evidently, a major difference between the 
Byzantinist and Arabist discussion of “originality” is that, for Byzan-
tinists, the problem never becomes one of juxtaposing the “foreign” 
with the “indigenous,” although the existence of Byzantine transla-
tions of Arabic texts into Greek could generate such a consideration.  

Technical literature and within it texts on divination can be very 
telling about social attitudes. They inform us what their authors (and 
by implication the society around them) considered ideal about its 
male and female members in terms of outward appearance, moral 
standards, sexual behavior, and attitudes towards money and material 
possessions (though not necessarily in that order). They also include 
deviations from the ideal norm that evidently did occur within the 
same society. Further, they allow us to conclude whether the clientele  
 

                                    
13 See, for example, Ullmann (1978, 64-71) on the movement of the blood and 

the contribution of Ibn al-NafÐs; anatomy and the understanding of the skull’s bone 
structure by ÝAbd al-LaÔÐf.  

14 Gutas 1998. 
15 For a more detailed discussion of this thesis and its implications, see Mavroudi 

2006.  
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expected to request a diviner’s services is male or female (though 
sometimes, given the types of questions asked, the sex of the inquirer 
is immaterial). In my attempt to discuss this information I will con-
centrate on examples regarding women taken from a limited number 
of treatises on divination, dealing with only two of its many facets, 
dream interpretation and astrology. These represent an arbitrary se-
lection from among several possibilities, chosen mainly for their 
availability and accessibility due to their publication; the ability to 
date them to a given century; and finally, the advantage of knowing 
something about their sources, knowledge necessary for navigating 
the complexity of the issues just outlined. 

I will start with books on dream interpretation and compare the 
second-century treatise by Artemidoros (also referring to elements of 
Foucault’s discussion on the same text) with two Byzantine works: 
the so-called Oneirocriticon of Achmet,16 a tenth-century book on 
dream interpretation compiled on the basis of at least two, and possi-
bly three, different Arabic dreambooks (kutub fÐ taÝbÐr al-ruÞyÁ), at the 
same time adapting the Muslim interpretations for Christian readers 
of Greek; and the dreambook of emperor Manuel II Paleologos (r. 
1391-1425).17 The Oneirocriticon of Achmet and Artemidoros share a 
number of similar interpretations, but these ended up in the medieval 
Greek text in a round-about manner. Artemidoros was translated from 
Greek into Arabic in the ninth century and was widely used as a  
 

                                    
16 Achmet (pseudo-, d. ca. tenth century), Oneirocriticon.  
17 Manuel Paleologos (d. 1425), Oneirocritÿs Manuÿl tou Palaiologou, ed. Delat-

te. Modern scholars have expressed doubts about emperor Manuel’s authorship of 
this work because the rest of his surviving literary production is more “high-brow” 
in its content and linguistic register. The fragmentary state of the dreambook’s ma-
nuscript tradition indicates that the surviving text might be a version considerably 
removed from the original; see Mavroudi 2002, 142. The title of the work is not par-
ticularly helpful in illuminating this problem: the genitive case in Oneirocritÿs Ma-
nuÿl tou Palaiologou can be understood as “dreambook for” or “dreambook by Ma-
nuel Paleologos”; see also the arguments in Calofonos 1990, 454. However, there 
can be no doubt that this dreambook, even if not written by Manuel, was produced 
and used in Byzantine courtly circles, especially as it mentions names and incidents 
in the lives of known Byzantine aristocrats; for example, the dreambook tells us that 
Alexios Apokaukos was warned in a dream about the imminent unexpected death of 
his son-in-law (chapter 11, ed. Delatte 514, 10-18); the circumstances of this death 
(without the dream) are described by Kantakouzenos (d. 1354), Historiarum 3.71, 
ed. Schopen, 435 and can be dated to the year 1343 (seven years earlier than Manu-
el’s birth in 1350).  
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source by Arabic authors on dream interpretation whose works, in 
their turn, became the source for the Oneirocriticon.18 Manuel Pa-
leologos, on the other hand, seems to have relied directly on the 
Greek Artemidoros for all elements that the two have in common.19 

Artemidoros addressed the first three of the five books constitut-
ing his treatise to his friend Cassius Maximus, whom modern schol-
ars have identified as the distinguished orator Maximus of Tyre; the 
remaining two he addressed to his own son by the same name, Ar-
temidoros, evidently a professional dream interpreter like his father, 
who was advised to keep their content to himself in order to have a 
comparative advantage over his colleagues and professional rivals. 
The identity of the dedicatees notwithstanding, the average client that 
Artemidoros’ father had in mind was, as Foucault already pointed 
out,20 male and relatively well off (that is, he owned a household, 
slaves, and a business). However, Artemidoros (and every dream in-
terpreter in his tradition, including the medieval Arab dream inter-
preters, the author of the Oneirocriticon of Achmet and Freud him-
self) emphasizes that the correct interpretation of a dream is com-
pletely dependent on the sex and social position of a dreamer;21 
therefore, the dreams of women, as well as those of the immensely 
rich, the excessively poor, and slaves, are also recorded, even if only 
occasionally and as an aside.  

The same can be said of the average dreamer in medieval Arabic 
dreambooks (including the early 11th c. work by al-DÐnawarÐ ad-

                                    
18 For references to modern literature on the Arabic translation of Artemidorus 

and a summary of the conclusions by contemporary scholars, see Mavroudi 2002, 
135-42; also Lamoreaux 2002, 47-51. For a detailed discussion of the connections 
between Artemidoros, Arabic dream interpretation, and the Oneirocriticon, see Ma-
vroudi 2002. 

19 To cite but a few examples pertinent to women: Manuel’s chapter on wells, 
cisterns, and vessels (Manuel, ed. Delatte, 512) interprets these dream symbols as 
women; the same is done in Artemidoros i.66 (wells), ii.27 (cisterns), i.66 (vessels). 
Manuel interprets partridges as women (ed. Delatte, 513, 19), as in Artemidoros 
ii.46. Manuel interprets apples and peaches as an amorous affair (ed. Delatte, 514); 
this is similar to Artemidoros i.73. Manuel interprets an oil lamp (kandÿla) as a wo-
man (ed. Delatte, 519, 27); similarly Artemidoros i.74.  

20 Foucault 1992, 7. For a summary of Foucault’s discussion and a comparison 
with medieval Arabic books on dream interpretation, see Mavroudi in press B. 

21 On the importance of knowing the identity of the dreamer for ancient, Byzan-
tine, and medieval Arabic dream interpretation, see Mavroudi 2002, 151-6. On the 
importance of knowing the identity of the dreamer for both Artemidoros and Freud, 
see Artemidoros (2002), 39-40; and Chrysanthopoulos 2005, 175-6. 
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dressed to the reigning caliph)22 and in their Byzantine offspring, the 
Oneirocriticon of Achmet (even though this compilation, based on 
material translated from Arabic into Greek, was likely commissioned 
by a tenth-century Byzantine emperor).23 The dreambook of Manuel 
Paleologos, significantly shorter than Artemidoros and the Oneiro-
criticon, also addressed a primarily male dreamer (a female dreamer 
is mentioned only twice),24 though its target audience seems to be 
members of the aristocracy resident in Constantinople: in other 
words, a much more limited social stratum than the other dream-
books.25 

Artemidoros, toward the end of his book one, gives a series of 
chapters on sexual intercourse that Foucault used to great advantage 
in order to dissect second-century attitudes towards sex.26 Briefly, 
explicitly, matter-of-factly (the way a good technical manual is ex-
pected to do) and without passing moral judgement, Artemidoros 
discusses dreaming of heterosexual or homosexual intercourse and 
other forms of sexual encounter with a wide array of partners, includ-
ing spouses, prostitutes, other known and unknown men and women 
(either dead or alive), male and female slaves, one’s children, one’s 
siblings, one’s mother, and animals. Artemidoros organizes these 
chapters according to what he considers as natural and licit, illicit, 
and unnatural, and makes it clear that he only condones the mission-
ary position.27 

Ptolemy, Artemidoros’ contemporary, covers some of the same 
ground in a chapter of his Tetrabiblos titled “On partnerships” (peri 
synarmog½n, book 4, ch. 5). In the first two thirds of this chapter 
Ptolemy explains how to cast astrological predictions regarding pro-
spective partners in the legal institution of marriage (which he calls 
“nomimous symbi½seis”). In Tester’s words, “the virtues of a good 
                                    

22 al-DÐnawarÐ, AbÙ SaÝÐd (or SaÝd) NaÒr b. YaÝqÙb (d. ca. 1020 C.E.), KitÁb al-
QÁdirÐ fÐ l-taÝbÐr; see the discussion of this author by Lamoreaux 2002, 59-64. 

23 See Mavroudi 2002, 59-62. 
24 Chapter 32, on a woman ornamenting herself (Manuel, ed. Delatte, 520); chap-

ter 39, on being pregnant (ibid., 522), though the indefinite pronoun “tis” could be 
applied to both a man and a woman dreamer. 

25 Cf. chapter 6, ed. Delatte 512, 8-11; chapter 8, ibid. 512, 27-28 (visiting the 
imperial palace); chapter 27, ibid. 518, 15 ff. (visiting the church of Hagia Sophia in 
Constantinople); ibid. 519, 6-15 (receiving orders or honors from an imperial or aris-
tocratic person); etc. 

26 Foucault 1992, 3-36. 
27 Artemidoros i.78-80. 
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wife are dignity, industriousness, and managerial ability; it is a bonus 
if Venus makes her also beautiful and charming, or Mercury bestows 
intelligence. Husbands should also be dignified and industrious, and 
practical; the corresponding bonus is to be neat and handsome. And 
thrift is a virtue in both husband and wife.”28 In the last third of the 
same chapter Ptolemy envisages the possibility of a man having in-
cestuous intercourse (synerchesthai) with his mother, maternal aunt, 
stepmother, daughter, daughter’s sister, or daughter-in-law, and of a 
woman doing the same with male relatives of the equivalent degree. 
Male and female homosexuality and bisexuality are also discussed, 
though definitely not condoned. Sex with a social inferior, a slave, or 
a foreigner is clearly disapproved of. The ideal sexual behavior, ac-
cording to Ptolemy, is for men to be “cleanly and decorous in love 
and [...] aim only at its natural use” or at least be “easily roused and 
passionate, [but be], however, continent, hold themselves in check, 
and avoid unseemliness,”29 though men who are “cautious, hesitant, 
and frigid”30 do not make the cut; for women the ideal is to be “tem-
perate and pure in love,” or at least “easily aroused and full of desire, 
but generally cautious, hesitant, and avoiding turpitude.”31 Effemi-
nate men, eunuchs, sterile women and “women without passages” 
(atrÿtoi) are lumped together in one group; men who have lost their 
genitals (apokopoi) and lesbians (tribades) are together in another.32 

Compared with Artemidoros and Ptolemy, Byzantine texts on 
dream interpretation and astrology are more reticent, though they do 
not, of course, completely shrink from treating topics considered ta-
boo by a strict Christian moralist. The topic of sexual intercourse in 
the Oneirocriticon of Achmet is discussed not in a separate section as 
in Artemidoros, but in two lengthy chapters titled “On women ac-
cording to the Indians” and “On women according to the Persians 
and Egyptians.”33 Sexual intercourse is also occasionally mentioned 
in chapters that have nothing to do with women, such as in the two 
chapters on dreaming of “the dead, and death, and burial”;34 or the 
                                    

28 Tester 1987, 79. 
29 Ptolemy (d. second century C.E.), Tetrabiblos, ed. Robbins, 405. The English 

translation quoted here is the one by Robbins. 
30 Ibid., 405. 
31 Ibid., 407. 
32 Ibid., 404. 
33 Chapters 127 and 128, Drexl 76, 10-82, 8. 
34 Chapter 131, Drexl 85, 26-86, 2; 88, 23-4. 
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two on bestiality;35 or in the chapter titled “On faith, according to the 
Egyptians,” that includes dreaming about having intercourse with the 
Pharaoh.36 In the two chapters of the Oneirocriticon on women, sex 
is an important, though not the only, activity connected with them. 
These two chapters discuss women in order of social importance: 
older women first, younger next, and then prostitutes and concu-
bines. Occasionally men and children (though not necessarily in a 
sexual context) appear in the two chapters on women. One’s lawful 
wedded wife is discussed in the same paragraph as prostitutes and 
concubines, though she does receive more attention further in the 
chapter as mother of the dreamer’s children, or as someone whom 
the husband adorns, or at least clothes (Drexl 81, 8 ff.). A fornicating 
wife and a fallen virgin daughter are also mentioned (Drexl 80, 24-
81,2). Dreaming of having sex with one’s mother and sister is briefly 
interpreted (Drexl 81, 3-4). Homosexual sex with a young man or a 
eunuch is a possibility, though it is best not to be caught (Drexl 79, 1-
4); another possibility is finding out that a woman one is having in-
tercourse with has male, instead of female, genitals (Drexl 77, 20-
24). Maxims summarizing the relation between husband and wife are 
offered a few pages apart. They are seemingly contradictory, but to 
this day anyone familiar with Mediterranean societies knows that 
both of them can be true at the same time: “A woman is a man’s 
power and authority” (Drexl 74, 8: Hÿ gynÿ tou andros dynamis kai 
exousia esti); and “and the head of the woman is the man” (Drexl 81, 
14-15: Kephalÿ gar tÿs gynaikos ho anÿr), a statement lifted almost 
word-for-word from St. Paul (1 Corinthians, 11:3: kephalÿ de gynai-
kos ho anÿr). It is significant to point out that the neighboring chap-
ters in the Oneirocriticon discuss flirtation and matchmaking, as well 
as the wedding party, vaguely linking the sexual with the legal and 
ceremonial aspects of marriage (a logic that the Oneirocriticon 
clearly inherited from its Arabic sources).37 Unlike this arrangement, 
Artemidoros discusses intercourse in the context of a series of chap-
ters on things that make life pleasant and are connected with evening 
symposia: food, perfumes, dancing, singing, wearing a wreath, copu-
lating, sleeping; end of Book One. Women and matrimony belong to 

                                    
35 Chapters 133 and 134, Drexl 89, 12-90, 5. 
36 Chapter 14, Drexl 11, 24-6. The reason for this peculiar placement is discussed 

in Mavroudi 2002, 147. 
37 See Mavroudi in press B. 
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a totally different part of the work. The aristocratic dreambook of 
Manuel Paleologos is less clearly arranged, at least in the version that 
we have it, so no conclusions can be drawn from the position of 
chapters relevant to women;38 in addition, it contains no explicit ref-
erence to sexual intercourse. Sexual desire (implicitly heterosexual) 
is discussed as a generally pleasant experience, though acting on the 
impulse of and fulfilling this desire is a folly; especially in women, 
but also in men, it is synonymous with moral destruction.39  

In all three Greek dreambooks vessels, wet cavities or cavities 
holding water, beds and bedding, stools and, generally, objects on 
which one sits or mounts are, as a rule, interpreted as women. This, 
of course, does not qualify Artemidoros and the Byzantine authors as 
pre-Freudians; it only demonstrates the degree to which Freud him-
self was influenced by the symbolic language developed by his 
predecessors, and especially Artemidoros, whom he mentions explic-
itly in his Interpretation of Dreams.40 The inferior social position of 
women with regard to men is reflected in the fact that a woman 

                                    
38 Manuel’s Oneirokritÿs survives in two MSS: Paris. gr. 2419, on which Delat-

te’s edition of the text is based; and Leidensis Voss. 49, where the sequence of chap-
ters is different than the one in the Paris MS; see the comments in Mavroudi 2002, 
142. 

39 For example: “Apples and peaches are interpreted as an amorous affair. But for 
the prudent (s½phronas) they can indicate the pleasure and delight derived from so-
mething else that is desirable, or an attraction (kinÿsin) even in their case, resulting 
from a chance narration of the said amorous affair” (Manuel, ed. Delatte 514, 29-
515, 3); “Rose bushes indicate women who are desirable (gynaikas er½tikas) and 
whose joy is infectuous through their words alone, not by way of their deeds” (ibid. 
515, 14-16); “an oil lamp (kandÿla) is interpreted as a woman; if it is extinguished, 
the woman is either going to die or lose her virtue (s½phrosynÿn); if a virgin lives in 
the house and the oil lamp is extinguished by a flying bird, the virgin will be corrup-
ted by a stranger, because the light of the oil lamp represents the lit torch (lampada) 
of her soul” (ibid., 519, 23-8); “if someone dreams that he lost his broad-brimmed 
hat, if he is still a virgin he will lose what constitutes his virtue (to tÿs s½phrosynÿs 
eidos autou) and will fall into debauchery (akolasia)” (ibid., 521, 9-14). Cf. also kis-
sing the child of a woman who is not one’s wife (ibid., 522). The English translation 
of Manuel’s text by Oberhelman (included in the bibliography) was unavailable to 
me; the above translations are my own. 

40 Older scholarship in the twentieth century had observed the similarities be- 
tween Artemidoros, Freud, and Jung and interpreted them not as the result of Freud’s 
and Jung’s direct knowledge of Artemidoros, but as elements of modern “truth” that 
Artemidoros managed to approach, even if imperfectly, eighteen centuries ago; see, 
for example, Bender 1965, 355-69. For a critique of this teleological approach, see 
Price 1986, 3-37; see also the discussion in the introduction to Artemidoros 2002, 
40-1. 
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wearing male clothes and holding male paraphernalia, such as arms, 
is generally interpreted positively; however, if a woman carries out 
exclusively male tasks that would make her the focus of public atten-
tion, such as the duties of a priest, it signifies a scandalous divorce 
and/or public ridicule, the implicit social expectation evidently being 
that a decent woman keeps away from the public eye.41 A man wear-
ing female clothing and carrying out female tasks is considered in-
auspicious.42 It is also significant that in all three Greek dreambooks, 
from the ancient to the Late Byzantine, the interpretation of genitals 
pertains exclusively to the male pudenda, with the sole exception of 
Artemidoros, who mentions female genitals in passing twice, and 
even then they occur in the dreams of men.43 

Predictably, given the Oneirocriticon’s textual derivation from 
Arabic sources, the content and organization of Arabic dreambooks 
on the topic of women is closest to the equivalent chapters of this 
Byzantine work than to Artemidoros;44 yet, since Artemidoros is di-
rectly or indirectly at the background of both the medieval Arabic 
and Byzantine Greek manuals, there is considerable overlap in the 
ancient, Byzantine Greek, and medieval Arabic attitudes towards 
women. Undoubtedly, the experience of sexuality and gender was 
very different in the Graeco-Roman, Byzantine, and Islamic world. 
At the same time, dreambooks from all three civilizations consis-
tently convey the importance of male dominance and sexual penetra-
tion, and a different degree of social acceptance reserved for the ac-

                                    
41 Chapter 11, Drexl 7, 11-12; chapter 139, Drexl 92, 1-7. For an analysis of this 

last instance in the context of Arabic dreambooks, see Mavroudi 2002, 298-9. 
42 For men and women wearing each other’s clothes, see chapter 266, Drexl 218, 

1-24. For men carrying out female tasks, see chapter 262, Drexl 215, 20-216, 6. 
43 A man dreamt that his wife lifted her dress and showed her genitals to him, a 

gesture indicating contempt and signifying the troubles that she brought upon her 
husband (Artemidoros iv.44); for a man, dreaming that he was completely transfor-
med into a woman has the same significance as dreaming that he only had female 
genitals, or clothes, or shoes, or ornaments (ibid., iv.83). 

44 For an extensive presentation of the portrayal of women in two medieval Ara-
bic dreambooks based on the chapters on birds and humans, see Lutfi 2005. The au-
thor draws her observations from the fifteenth-century manual by Ibn ShÁhÐn and the 
Muntakhab al-kalÁm fÐ tafsÐr al-aÎlÁm attributed to Ibn SÐrÐn, in fact a work by AbÙ 
ÝAlÐ al-Íusayn b. Íasan b. IbrÁhÐm al-KhalÐlÐ al-DÁrÐ that was written some time bet-
ween the early eleventh century and 1214; for further clarifications and bibliography 
on this author, see Mavroudi 2002, 27-8. For a considerably shorter discussion of 
women in Arabic dreambooks and comparisons with Artemidoros, see Mavroudi in 
press B. 
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tive and passive role in male homosexuality, which can partly ex-
plain why and how it became possible for both the Byzantine and the 
Islamic civilizations to appropriate not only Artemidoros, but also a 
large body of Graeco-Roman medical and other technical literature.45 

If we now turn to astrology, compared with Ptolemy, Byzantine 
astrologers also appear to be more reticent (though not exactly prud-
ish) and divide their attention differently. To pick an example at ran-
dom, John Kamateros’ twelfth-century political verses titled Ei-
sag½gÿ kata meros astronomias dia stichou (“Partial Introduction to 
astrology through verse,” evidently a mnemonic device to help comit 
to memory condensed and elementary astrological principles) and 
dedicated to emperor Manuel I Komnenos (r. 1143-80), include four 
different chapters titled “On marriage” (Peri gamou), a term very dif-
ferent from Ptolemy’s title “On partnerships (Peri synarmog½n).46 
The first three of these chapters (vv. 1789-1814;47 2559-90; 2591-
2614), each approximately 25-30 verses long, concentrate exclu-
sively on what a man would want to know about his future wife that 
could make marrying her pleasant, difficult, or impossible; besides 
contracting a good and socially and financially advantageous mar-
riage, there is talk of wives who do not love their husbands, plot 
against and cheat on them, and in the end desert them (1789-92); 
wives who are arrogant, prone to anger, disobedient and disrespect-
ful, sometimes calling names, beating, or pulling their husband’s hair 
(1797-1801); there is talk of “having” a slave or a concubine and 
marrying a virgin or a widow (1802-8). Particular attention is de-
voted to the couple’s prospect of having children, the possibility of 
divorce and of the woman presenting herself and passing as a virgin, 

                                    
45 For a summary of the attitude on gender evident in Byzantine books on dream 

interpretation, see Oberhelman 1997, a study that does not spell out the textual con-
nection between Artemidoros, the Oneirocriticon, and Islamic manuals on dream in-
terpretation, yet is useful for its broad discussion, abundant references to secondary 
literature, and appendix with translations from the Byzantine sources. On gender in 
Arabic dreambooks, see Lutfi 2005. 

46 Kamateros, Eisag½gÿ astronomias, ed. L. Weigl. The earlier sources of each 
section in Kamateros’ work are noted by Weigl in the critical apparatus to this edition. 

47 The source of this section of Kamateros’ work is Maximus, Peri katarch½n, 
though not the Homeric hexameters directly, but most likely the Byzantine prose pa-
raphrase “a”, ed. Radici Colace 1988 (on the basis of several manuscripts); earlier 
edition only from MS Laurent. gr. 28.34 by Ludwig 1877, 79-96. The prose pa-
raphrase “a” is, in terms of both structure and vocabulary, particularly close to Ka-
materos’ text in this chapter. 
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though she is not one (2614). Kamateros’ fourth chapter on marriage 
(2615-2727), significantly longer than the other three at 112 verses, 
pays some attention to eliciting from the stars information that the 
bride would wish to have, but again the main point of view espoused 
is that of the groom. Successful and unsuccessful childbearing and 
rearing, as well as negatively evaluated sexual appetites of the part-
ners are mentioned (the woman can be “polykoinos kai sichantos,” 
i.e. “sleeping with many men and disgusting” and the man a homo-
sexual, “arsenokoitÿs”). It is also possible to cheat on one’s spouse 
with a boy. But the main preoccupation of this chapter seems to be 
the legal and financial consequences of marriage, including the trans-
fer of the bride’s dowry and divorce.  

The issue of the differencies and analogies between Ptolemy and 
Kamateros (who wrote yet another treatise on astrology in classiciz-
ing language and is known to have used ancient astrological au-
thors)48 is too complicated to be discussed here. One might be ready 
to recognize in John Kamateros’ predictions preoccupations that can 
be understood as particularly fitting for the bourgeois and the urban 
aristocrats of the Comnenian era, in other words Kamateros’ expected 
clientele.49 At the same time, one cannot fail to notice that even today 
somebody contemplating marriage (or a long-term relationship for 
that matter) might consider it advantageous to have in advance the 
same type of information regarding a prospective partner.  

The question of whether the situations discussed in texts on divina-
tion correspond to Byzantine reality becomes especially interesting in 
the case of translations from Arabic into Greek and, as far as women 
in particular are concerned, the treatment of polygamy, an institution 

                                    
48 Among Kamateros’ sources one can count the aforementioned Maximus, aut-

hor of the Peri katarch½n, an astrologer alive between the second and the fourth cen-
tury (it is unclear whether Maximus the astrologer is the same as Maximus of Ephe-
sus, the neoplatonist philosopher and teacher of Julian the Apostate); Hephaistion of 
Thebes, a fourth-century epitomist of earlier astrological authors, including Ptolemy; 
John the Lydian, a sixth-century bureaucrat at the court of Justinian; and the sev- 
enth-century astrologer Rhetorios of Egypt. For references to studies discussing 
Kamateros’ sources, see Kazhdan 1991.  

49 It would be easier to imagine Kamateros’ clientele if his own identity could be 
ascertained; this task is made difficult by the fact that the name Kamateros is quite 
common. John Kamateros is usually identified with the imperial bureaucrat who be-
came archbishop of Bulgaria ca. 1183 and/or the rhetorician by the same name who 
wrote an address to the emperor ca. 1186; see Kazhdan 1991. On Kamateros, see al-
so Radici Colace 1988, 29-30. 
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known in the Islamic world, where up to four legal wives are allowed, 
but not practiced as such in Christian Byzantium. I will focus on two 
texts, the aforementioned Oneirocriticon of Achmet and, for astrology, 
the Greek translation of AbÙ MaÝshar’s On the Revolution of the Na-
tivities (Peri tÿs t½n et½n enallagÿs),50 prepared, like the Oneirocriti-
con, in the tenth century, and chosen for discussion here because it is 
the only one among several such astrological translations to have re-
ceived a critical edition of its full text.51 Polygamous relations are 
mentioned in both Greek texts, and are immediately detectable by 
anyone familiar with this Islamic institution; this seems to be the rea-
son why references to polygamy are generally left out (along with a 
lot of other material) of the Oneirocriticon’s abridgement that sur-
vives in an eleventh-century Greek manuscript.52 In the full version of 
the Oneirocriticon, references to polygamy are not limited to the 
chapters attributed to the “Persians” and “Egyptians” (which openly 
advertise that they contain “pagan” material), but also extend to the 
chapters attributed to the “Indians” (chapters that generally set forth a 
number of overtly and recognizably Christian interpretations).53 AbÙ 
MaÝshar’s On the Revolution of the Nativities does not make distinc-
tions concerning the provenience of its material in its chapter titles, 
though it explicitly states that it incorporates Indian (in this case 
Hindu, not Christian) methods.54 In order to review a sample of how 

                                    
50 On AbÙ MaÝshar, see Sezgin 1979, 139-51 and 328-9; for a list of his works 

and an identification of the Arabic originals with the surviving Byzantine transla- 
tions into Greek, see Pingree 1970. 

51 AbÙ MaÝshar 1968, ed. Pingree. This edition comprises the tenth-century By-
zantine translation of the first five books (from among the originally eight or nine) 
of AbÙ MaÝshar’s work titled KitÁb TaÎÁwÐl sinÐ al-mawÁlÐd; see Pingree 1970, 37, 
no. 19. On the thirteenth-century Latin translation of the Greek version and its 
sixteenth-century printed edition, see AbÙ MaÝshar 1968, ed. Pingree, vi. For a brief 
discussion on how Islamic religious terms were rendered from Arabic into Greek in 
the Byzantine translation, see Mavroudi 2002, 252-4.  

52 See Mavroudi 2002, 92-8. 
53 E.g., chapter 68, Drexl 43, 13-24. On the purportedly Persian, Egyptian, and 

Indian sources of the Oneirocriticon, as well as the “pagan” attitudes registered in its 
Persian and Egyptian chapters and the Christian point of view espoused in its chap-
ters labeled as “Indian,” see Mavroudi 2002, 41-62.  

54 AbÙ MaÝshar, ed. Pingree, 170, 6-180, 11; ibid., 12, 6-7 mentions the use of as-
trology by the Babylonians, Persians, Indians, and Egyptians. Throughout the body 
of his work, AbÙ MaÝshar refers to Indian and Persian sources; these designations do 
not belong to a realm between reality and literary phantasy, as in the case of the On-
eirocriticon, but are applied to genuine such material.  
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its references to polygamy read (at least in its Greek rendering, since 
the Arabic text remains unpublished), it is advantageous to focus on 
the chapter explaining the astrological influence of planet Venus when 
it is dominant (chronokrat½r) and subject to no malignant influence 
(akak½tos), because this planet is understood as bestowing a predomi-
nantly feminine influence when present in a nativity (ed. Pingree, 96, 
18 ff.): “When Venus is dominant [...] ‹the person under its influence› 
will be in good cheer (en euphrosynÿ) and ‹will enjoy› amusements, 
listening to music, having intercourse, wearing clothes, and using per-
fume; he will be in the company of friends, will make additional 
friends, marry a woman (syzeuchthÿsetai gynaiki) and adorn himself 
(chrÿsetai kall½pismois).” Under the influence of Venus and Mercury 
together, he will “welcome amusements and delights (paidias kai 
hÿdonas) and his children and women will multiply. He will also be in 
the company of educated and beautiful women, and will merrily oc-
cupy himself with them and with adornment [...].” Under the com-
bined influence of Venus and the Moon (a doubly feminine influ-
ence), “he will enjoy himself with his own and other women, and 
might even fall in love with boys and take part in amusements.” De-
pending on the position of the Moon in relation to Venus, “his wealth 
will increase but he will be grieved because of women and pleasures.” 
Alternatively, “he will be loved by many and will do well financially; 
but again he will be grieved because of marriage and women,55 will 
have intercourse (synousiasei) with women of humble birth, and will 
do well as far as his mother is concerned.” Or “he may be grieved be-
cause of women and children,” or “he will be cheerful and easy to 
amuse and will struggle for women besides his own (agonisthÿsetai 
peri allotrias gynaikas), disdaining and neglecting his own women.” 

As mentioned earlier, passages such as these immediately speak 
volumes about the Arabic provenience of the text to anyone familiar 
with the institutional structure and culture of Islamic societies, and 
especially to anyone already aware that this is indeed a translation 
from the Arabic language. But does this render the results of the as-
trological influences expounded in this chapter useless in the context 
of Byzantine society? Though in Byzantium only one legal marriage 
was recognized, the institution of concubinage (pallakeia or agra-
                                    

55 In Greek: lypÿthÿsetai dia gamon kai gynaikas; no definite article or possessi-
ve pronoun, grammatical markers that could serve as allusions to a monogamous si-
tuation, are provided in the Greek text. 
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phos gamos), a stable sexual relationship, often between a married 
man and a woman of lower status, did exist.56 Roman law considered 
it legal, though Byzantine emperors and jurists from the early to the 
late Byzantine period adopted changing policies regarding concu-
bines and their offspring, recognizing their rights to a varying degree. 
However, the continuous mention of the phenomenon in legislation, 
either to forbid it or to delineate its legal implications, is certain 
proof that it never ceased to exist, if not always as a valid legal cate-
gory, at least as a constant social reality, achieving, no doubt, varying 
degrees of social recognition depending on the social status of the 
parties involved, regardless of what strictly legal sources decreed 
about its validity in any given century. Specifically in the environ-
ment of the imperial court, it is well known from the narrative 
sources that Byzantine emperors time and again used their illegiti-
mate children to contract marriage alliances for diplomatic purposes. 
So in reality a Byzantine man could have more than one woman. The 
language of astrological and divinatory treatises was often deliber-
ately opaque for more than one reason (much like the language of di-
viners today). Through its vagueness, it allowed for a number of dif-
ferent yet similar situations to be described under the same rubric 
and therefore eased the transfer of the translated treatises from the 
Muslim cultural and institutional context to the Christian one.  

The same qualities in the language of ancient Greek treatises on 
divination must have made it possible for their predictions still to 
make sense in the changed institutional, societal, religious, and legal 
reality of the medieval period. The texts’ continuous ability to func-
tion practically even within the context of Byzantine society, and not 
their antiquarian pedigree, must have been the reason why Byzantine 
practitioners of dream interpretation, astrology, and other forms of 
divination, returned to ancient texts time and again, in order to study 
and excerpt them, and even use them as sources for their own com-
positions. The same reasoning can help explain the continued pres-
ence of excerpts from Artemidoros and al-DÐnawarÐ in later Arabic 
literature on dream interpretation, as well as the constant recourse to 
AbÙ MaÝshar’s authority by astrologers writing or practicing in Ara-
bic a few or even several centuries later.  

                                    
56 Herrin and Kazhdan 1991. 
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TAÂMÏN 
THE NOTION OF “IMPLICATION”  
ACCORDING TO AL-RUMMÀNÏ 

Bruce Fudge, Ohio State University 

I. Extant Manuscript Fragments of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr;  
II. Features of the Content of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr;  

II.1. The Notion of TaÃmÐn in al-RummÁnÐ’s Nukat and TafsÐr 

ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ al-RummÁnÐ (d. 384/994) was a MuÝtazilÐ grammarian 
whose major extant work is al-Nukat fÐ iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn, a treatise on 
QurÞÁnic stylistics and an early elaboration of the doctrine of the Mus-
lim scripture’s “inimitability” (or “incapacitation”). Al-Nukat was sig-
nificant for several reasons, one being the formulation of metaphor 
involving a transfer between a basic, original meaning and a new us-
age of a word based on a similarity.1 “For the first time,” in the words 
of Wolfhart Heinrichs, “we come upon the characteristic terms ‘basic, 
or proper, meaning’ (aÒl al-lugha) and ‘transference’ (naql) which be-
came prominent and almost ubiquitous with later authors.”2 This the-
ory of metaphor is one of several ways in which al-RummÁnÐ, 
throughout his writings, explores and emphasizes the semantic ranges 
of words and expressions. 

Among the rhetorical features comprising the QurÞÁn’s eloquence 
(balÁgha) in al-Nukat is one al-RummÁnÐ calls taÃmÐn. Literally “in-
clusion” or “insertion,” it is commonly used to indicate poetic en-
jambment or the poet’s insertion of another’s words into his verse. In 
some instances it was used for the incorporation of QurÞÁnic verses or  
 

                                    
1  al-RummÁnÐ, Nukat, 79. On his other works, see GAS VIII: 112-4; GAS IX: 

111-13. 
2  Heinrichs 1977, 40. 
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references, while other scholars of grammar and rhetoric used it to 
explain certain semantic changes.3 Al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn is some-
thing quite different, more a property of language than a rhetorical 
device. In al-Nukat he defines taÃmÐn in speech as “the occurrence of 
a meaning contained within [the speech] without the mention of any 
noun or adjective that can be taken to express it” (ÎuÒÙlu maÝnan fÐhi 
min ghayri dhikrin lahu bi-smin aw Òifatin hiya ÝibÁratun Ýanhu). 
There are, he says, different types of “inclusion,” one of which is 
unique to divine speech, and he claims to have explored this for every 
verse of the QurÞÁn in a work entitled al-JÁmiÝ li-Ýilm al-QurÞÁn. 4 
Some modern discussions of taÃmÐn have considered the theory pro-
posed by al-RummÁnÐ, and in doing do have had to rely on al-Nukat.5 
His QurÞÁn commentary (tafsÐr), which goes by several titles (includ-
ing al-JÁmiÝ , mentioned above), has been neglected. What follows is 
an examination of an extant MS fragment of that commentary. The 
first part is a general discussion of the MS; the second is an explora-
tion of what it may tell us about al-RummÁnÐ’s concept of taÃmÐn.  

I. Extant Manuscript Fragments of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr 

The MuÝtazilism of ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ was nothing unusual for his time; in 
fact that affiliation was quite common among scholars of language in 
the Iraq of the fourth/tenth century. Al-RummÁnÐ, however, was re-
garded with suspicion not for his theological views but for his 
strange views on language and the often convoluted ways in which 
he expressed them. Chief among the complaints was the apparent use 
of logical and philosophical ideas in grammar. As YÁqÙt (d. 626/ 
1229) reports: “He mixed his discussion of grammar with logic such 
that AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-FÁrisÐ (d. 371/981) said, ‘If grammar is as al-Rum- 
mÁnÐ says, then we know nothing of it, and if grammar is as we say, 
then he knows nothing of it.’”6 One of his extant works, the KitÁb al-
ÍudÙd fÐ l-naÎw, a short work on grammatical terms, demonstrates 
al-RummÁnÐ’s divergent conception of many basic features of Arabic 

                                    
3  See van Gelder 2000; Sanni, 1998, Gully, 1997. 
4  al-RummÁnÐ, Nukat, 102-4. 
5  The best discussion of al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn, which does make use of his other 

works, is that of Carter (1984), 228-30. 
6  YÁqÙt, MuÝjam al-udabÁÞ, XIV: 74-5. 
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grammatical theory.7 Whatever his idiosyncrasies, however, there is 
nothing to suggest that he was considered beyond the boundaries of 
acceptable orthodoxy; on the contrary, he was very much a member 
of the contemporary intellectual milieu of Baghdad, and counted 
among his teachers and students some of the most important figures 
of the time.  

Although he is best known today for al-Nukat fÐ iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn, in 
the biographical dictionaries pride of place seems to go to his tafsÐr.8 
This QurÞÁn commentary goes by slightly varying titles: K. TafsÐr al-
QurÞÁn al-majÐd,9 al-JÁmiÝ fÐ Ýilm al-QurÞÁn,10 or simply al-TafsÐr 11 or 
al-TafsÐr al-KabÐr12 and al-RummÁnÐ himself, in al-Nukat, referred to 
it as “al-JÁmiÝ li-Ýilm al-QurÞÁn.”13 but in no source is there more than 
one such work listed. However, in 1963, MÁzin MubÁrak published a 
useful work on al-RummÁnÐ as a grammarian. There he listed two 
separate works, one a tafsÐr, the other with Ýilm in the title, a work on 
qurÞÁnic philology.14 This listing of two titles subsequently found its 
way into the Encyclopaedia of Islam and elsewhere.15 It is, I think, 
clearly an error that has no basis in the sources, and seems to have 
been provoked by the idea that Ýilm al-QurÞÁn in the title suggests 
something broader than tafsÐr. The most appropriate conclusion is 
that of Sezgin, who sensibly lists it as “al-ÉÁmiÝ fi Ýilm (oder tafsÐr) 
al-QurÞÁn.”16 

Al-RummÁnÐ’s QurÝÁn commentary has not been published and is 
not known to have survived in its entirety. There are five existing 
fragments thought to be from RummÁnÐ’s tafsÐr.17 Each covers a dif-
ferent portion of the qurÞÁnic text. Of the five, one said to contain the 
tenth section of the tafsÐr is in Tashkent, and I have no further infor-

                                    
7  See al-RummÁnÐ, ÍudÙd, and examples in Carter 1984. The ÍudÙd has been 

translated with numerous suggested emendations and very useful indices arranged 
by root in Troupeau 1985 and 1983.  

8  The tafsÐr is singled out by Ibn al-AnbÁrÐ (d. 577/1181), Nuzhat al-alibbÁÞ, 318, 
and in Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ (d. 840/1437), ÓabaqÁt al-muÝtazila, 110. 

9  YÁqÙt, MuÝjam al-udabÁÞ, XIV: 75. 
10  Ibn al-QifÔÐ (d. 646/1248), InbÁh al-ruwÁt II: 295. 
11  al-SuyÙÔÐ (d. 911/1505), Bughyat al-wuÝÁt II: 181.  
12  Ibn TaghrÐbirdÐ (d. 874/1470), al-NujÙm al-zÁhira, Cairo, IV:168.  
13  al-RummÁnÐ, Nukat, 103. 
14  MubÁrak 1974, 56, 94-99. 
15  Flanagan 1995, 614. 
16  GAS VIII: 112. 
17  Ibid., 112-13, 270. 



TAÂMÏN 

 
471

mation on it. A second exists in Cairo, in the KhizÁna TaymÙriyya 
(tafsÐr 201), bearing the title TafsÐr juzÞ ÝÁmm. A third is from Jerusa-
lem (Masjid al-AqÒÁ 29), available on microfilm in Cairo (MaÝhad al-
makhÔÙÔÁt, Microfilm Collection 18), covering the twelfth section of 
the tafsÐr. More will be said about the Cairo and Jerusalem MSS be-
low. A fourth is owned by the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris (arabe 
6523), treating the seventh part. An apparently recent discovery is the 
existence of a fifth fragment, in the British Library, which I have not 
been able to investigate.18 

The Jerusalem and Cairo MSS have been studied, or at least pe-
rused, by a handful of Middle Eastern scholars, none of whom were 
able to look at the Paris fragment. For my part, I have seen only the 
Bibliothèque Nationale MS, which was put to good use by Daniel 
Gimaret in his attempted reconstruction of AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ’s (d. 
303/915) tafsÐr, but to the best of my knowledge has been otherwise 
ignored.19 

BN arabe 6523 consists of 190 folios in generally legible, pointed 
naskh. The title appears only as “TafsÐr al-RummÁnÐ” and “TafsÐr al-
QurÞÁn lil-RummÁnÐ.” An ownership statement claims that it was ac-
quired in Aleppo in the year 700/1300-1. It is the seventh part (juzÞ) 
of the TafsÐr, covering the qurÞÁnic text from Q. 3:55 (idh qÁla llÁhu 
yÁ ÝÏsÁ bna Maryama innÐ mutawaffÐka) to Q. 4:11 (yÙÒÐkumu llÁhu fÐ 
awlÁdikum lil-dhakari). 

Al-RummÁnÐ presents his exegetical material in dialectal form, that 
is, each point is discussed in a loose question-and-answer format (yu-
qÁlu….wa-l-jawÁb…). There are no isnÁds. Names of very familiar 
early exegetes appear, such as Ibn ÝAbbÁs, MujÁhid, al-SuddÐ, QatÁda 
and Ibn Jurayj. Another frequent name is a MuÝtazilÐ figure of a later 
generation: AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ. There is some treatment of variant 
readings of the QurÞÁnic text, but usually this is related to a grammati-
cal point, and not presented merely for the sake of preserving the cor-
rect reading, as one finds in other commentaries. Occasions of revela-
tions are given frequently, inserted into the question-and-answer 
framework, introduced by the phrase, “Was this verse sent down for a 
[particular] reason?” 

                                    
18  I am informed that it may be found in Arabic Manuscripts in the British  

Library (Leiden: IDC Publishers, 2002), which to date I have not seen. 
19  Gimaret 1994. Cook 2000, 201, referred to the MS for al-RummÁnÐ’s verdict 

on Q. 3:104.  
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As we would expect from a MuÝtazilÐ grammarian, the vast major-
ity is devoted to theological and philological topics. In terms of the-
ology, not every verse of the QurÞÁn is directly relevant to MuÝtazilÐ 
doctrine. The main or predominant dogma, occurring with the great-
est frequency, is the justice of God, and to a lesser degree, the denial 
of anthropomorphic interpretations (although al-RummÁnÐ does not 
always address these issues20). 

Al-RummÁnÐ’s QurÞÁnic exegesis is of interest (like all of his writ-
ings) for its illumination of the intersections of grammar, language 
and MuÝtazilism in the fourth/tenth century. However, it is also impor-
tant for its place in the history of scriptural interpretation in Islam, es-
pecially for our knowledge of MuÝtazilÐ approaches to the QurÞÁn and 
for ImÁmÐ ShÐÝÐ exegesis, which was shaped significantly by MuÝtazilÐ 
commentaries. It has been variously claimed, for instance, that al-
RummÁnÐ’s tafsÐr was the basis for the KashshÁf of al-ZamakhsharÐ 
(d. 538/1144) as well as the TibyÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-QurÞÁn of AbÙ JaÝfar al-
ÓÙsÐ (d. 459/1067), the great ImÁmÐ scholar. If al-RummÁnÐ’s own 
commentary did not achieve the fame and longevity of these and oth-
ers, it nonetheless played a formative role in later tradition, which has 
preserved many of his exegetical opinions, and it is worthwhile to 
consider that role. 

The claim that al-RummÁnÐ’s tafsÐr formed the basis for the much 
better known MuÝtazilÐ commentary of al-ZamakhsharÐ, al-KashshÁf, 
has been based on the MS of the TaymÙriyya collection in Cairo, the 
tafsÐr juzÞ Ýamm attributed to al-RummÁnÐ. Passages of this work cor-
respond very closely to the KashshÁf, and this has led several scholars 
to suspect that al-ZamakhsharÐ made extensive use of al-RummÁnÐ’s 
commentary.21 That there is a connection between the TaymÙriyya 
MS and the KashshÁf seems beyond doubt, to judge from the snippets 
reproduced in the secondary sources. What these snippets also reveal, 
however, is that it is highly improbable that the attribution to al-
RummÁnÐ is correct, and although some have accepted it, most have 
been suspicious of the attribution.22  

                                    
20  For example, the “hand of God” [Q. 3:73] goes unaddressed in the TafsÐr,  

ff. 23a-24b. 
21  Makram 1970 is the most unambiguous, accusing al-ZamakhsharÐ of uncon-

scionable plagiarism. 
22  Al-JuwaynÐ, Manhaj, 85-9 and Makram 1970 accept the attribution, although 

the former expresses some reserve. More skeptical are Mubarak 1974, 97-9 and al-
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The TaymÙriyya MS demonstrates a lack of MuÝtazilÐ content and 
a reliance on ÎadÐth that we would not expect from al-RummÁnÐ. An-
other, even more decisive reason for rejecting the attribution be-
comes evident when one looks at the Jerusalem microfilm. The form 
and content of the microfilm fragment, again to judge from the snip-
pets in the modern secondary sources, are perfectly consonant with 
that of the Paris MS, and both of those fit what we know of al-
RummÁnÐ’s tafsÐr from its citation in other sources. Further, these 
two fragments bear little direct resemblance to al-ZamakhsharÐ’s 
KashshÁf.  

The alleged connection between al-RummÁnÐ and al-ZamakhsharÐ 
may be in part a matter of association. The field of “MuÝtazilÐ tafsÐr” 
is a small one, dominated by the KashshÁf, but one name that appears 
consistently alongside al-ZamakhsharÐ’s, as a perpetrator of this dan-
gerous practice, is that of ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ al-RummÁnÐ.23 It would seem 
that it was this association, rather than direct dependence, that lay be-
hind the remark of the historian Ibn TaghrÐbirdÐ (d. 874/1470), that al-
RummÁnÐ wrote a tafsÐr that was very valuable despite its frank 
MuÝtazilism, and that “al-ZamakhsharÐ followed his path and ex-
ceeded him” (salaka l-ZamakhsharÐ sabÐlahu wa-zÁda Ýalayhi).24 
Given the lack of direct evidence, one should not assume that “salaka 
… sabÐlahu” indicates anything more than composing a tafsÐr with a 
MuÝtazilÐ orientation. 

This is not to deny that there may be some reliance by al-
ZamakhsharÐ on the exegesis of al-RummÁnÐ, but the efforts neces-
sary to establish such a connection have not been made. A compari-
son of the two works is complicated by the fact that the KashshÁf is a 
very different type of tafsÐr, not least in its being considerably shorter 
and not aiming to present an encyclopedic commentary on the 
QurÞÁnic verses. Also, the KashshÁf is so distinctive in its own style; 
it is not readily apparent how the equally distinctive thought of al-
RummÁnÐ might be manifest in some tangible way. At least one mod-
ern scholar, MurtaÃÁ Àyat AllÁh-ZÁdah al-ShÐrÁzÐ, has claimed that 

                                    

ShÐrÁzÐ 1977 (324). All of these include citations from the MS in question. GAS 
VIII: 270, also called it an error, but did not elaborate. 

23  E.g., al-SuyÙÔÐ, ÓabaqÁt al-mufassirÐn, 10. 
24  Ibn TaghrÐbirdÐ, al-NujÙm al-zÁhira IV: 168, and taken up by GALS I: 175, 

“Sein al-�ÁmiÝ fÐ tafsÐr al-qorÞÁn wurde seiner muÝtazilitischen Tendenz wegen von 
az-ZamaÌšarÐ benutzt und erweitert.” 
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al-ZamakhsharÐ made extensive use of al-RummÁnÐ on linguistic and 
theological matters, but presented them in “simple and elegant style.” 
He bases this judgment on a comparison of the KashshÁf with al-
ÓÙsÐ’s TibyÁn, the latter thought to depend heavily on al-RummÁnÐ.25 
The claim is certainly worth consideration, but would require a more 
sustained investigation than al-ShÐrÁzÐ provides.  

The view that AbÙ JaÝfar al-ÓÙsÐ relied heavily on al-RummÁnÐ in 
composing the ImÁmÐ commentary al-TibyÁn brings us to MS arabe 
6523 of the Bibliothèque Nationale. Daniel Gimaret is the only 
scholar, as far as I am aware, to have made significant use of the Paris 
manuscript, and he was seeking only to reconstruct the lost tafsÐr of 
the early MuÝtazilÐ AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ. He extracted all references to 
al-JubbÁÞÐ’s exegetical opinions from later, mostly MuÝtazilÐ and 
ImÁmÐ works such as that of al-ÓÙsÐ, al-ÍÁkim al-JishumÐ (d. 
494/1101), al-ÓabrisÐ (d. 548/1153), al-SharÐf al-MurtaÃÁ (d. 436/ 
1044), and Ibn ÓÁwÙs (d. 664/1266). In doing so, Gimaret made the 
discovery, which he voiced in strangely vehement terms, that the con-
tent of al-ÓÙsÐ’s TibyÁn corresponded to that of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr 
(“…ce commentaire [al-TibyÁn] n’est en grande partie qu’un plagiat 
pur et simple de celui de ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ al-RummÁnÐ…”). Gimaret did 
admit that the “plagiarism” was not consistent, and that al-ÓÙsÐ had 
added other material, and in some areas, was quite different.26 

Gimaret is correct in that al-ÓÙsÐ’s tafsÐr is virtually identical to 
that of al-RummÁnÐ for this section (Q. 3:55 to 4:11). Al-ÓÙsÐ (barely)  
disguises the question-and-answer format, abbreviates some discus-
sions, uses different terminology and naturally includes specifically 
ImÁmÐ material, but there can be no doubt that he was basing his 
commentary on al-RummÁnÐ’s text. 

There is nothing so unusual about this. Another of Gimaret’s main 
sources for his reconstruction and the other major work of ImÁmÐ 
exegesis, al-ÓabrisÐ’s MajmaÝ al-bayÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn, is simi-
larly composed almost entirely of passages from al-ÓÙsÐ’s TibyÁn and 
al-TahdhÐb fÐ l-tafsÐr of al-ÍÁkim al-JishumÐ. Such borrowing was 
clearly quite commonplace and unobjectionable. Moreover, al-ÓÙsÐ 
announced in the introduction to the TibyÁn that of the commentaries 
including a variety of exegetical material from a range of Islamic sci-

                                    
25  ShÐrÁzÐ 1977, 326-32. 
26  Gimaret 1994, 24. 
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ences, “the most proper” are those of MuÎammad b. BaÎr AbÙ Mus-
lim al-IÒfahÁnÐ (d. 322/934) and ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ al-RummÁnÐ.27  

As Gimaret admitted, the “plagiarism” was not constant, and one 
of the most interesting differences is that despite the nearly identical 
texts, al-ÓÙsÐ occasionally refers to the opinion of al-RummÁnÐ. That 
is, it appears al-ÓÙsÐ was able to distinguish between a common pool 
of exegetical material and statements that could be attributed specifi-
cally to ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ himself. A similar situation obtained with al-
JubbÁÞÐ’s lost tafsÐr. It is not readily apparent from Gimaret’s recon-
struction, but in the Arabic texts one can usually tell the difference 
between an interpretation of JubbÁÞÐ himself, and his support or ap-
proval of someone else’s gloss, so clearly the lost tafsÐr of al-JubbÁÞÐ 
resembled in composition the one of al-RummÁnÐ in that it was com-
posed only in part of “original” material attributable directly to the 
author of the commentary. (This is not, of course, to deny the role of 
the exegete in selecting, organizing and editing the contents.) 

Another indication that there are two types of content is terminol-
ogy. Al-RummÁnÐ in his grammatical works used a number of idio-
syncratic grammatical terms. These do not appear consistently 
throughout the tafsÐr fragment, indicating that some of the exegetical 
material did not originate with al-RummÁnÐ. But if the nature of the 
composition of this tafsÐr is less than clear, it nonetheless does not 
seem to be unusual. Ibn al-NadÐm in the Fihrist says that most of 
what al-RummÁnÐ wrote was taken down by dictation,28 and perhaps 
this was a significant factor in the composition of the TafsÐr, though 
it is difficult to attain any measure of certainty here. 

II. Features of the Content of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr 

Turning to the contents of al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr, one finds, as ex-
pected in a commentary from a MuÝtazilÐ grammarian, a deep interest 
in language. Now, obviously the majority of QurÞÁn commentaries 
display an appreciation for questions of language. The MuÝtazilÐ ap-

                                    
27  al-ÓÙsÐ, TibyÁn I: 1-2. AbÙ Muslim al-IÒfahÁnÐ was an important MuÝtazilÐ  

figure of his day; his tafsÐr has not survived but as with al-JubbÁÞÐ and al-RummÁnÐ, 
his opinions are found throughout later texts. See GALS I: 334-5; Madelung 1982, 
340-1. 

28  Ibn al-NadÐm (d. 385/995 or 388/998), al-Fihrist, 69 (wa-aktharu mÁ yuÒanni-
fuhu yuÞkhadhu Ýanhu imlÁÞan). 
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preciation shows itself in a concern with the origins and nature of 
speech.29 There are three main areas or themes: (1) the designation of 
names, the potential variation of the meanings of names and, to a 
lesser degree here, the relation of names to the things named; (2) the 
treatment of speech as a human action, not a divine act; and thus (3), 
logic and rationalization of the rules governing human speech, and 
apparently governing God’s speech and actions as well.  

That al-RummÁnÐ’s TafsÐr displays these qualities and addresses 
these themes one could probably guess without having seen the MS. 
More useful, and more difficult, is to describe how these tendencies 
appear in the commentary itself. The following remarks are an at-
tempt to give some idea of the contents in the context of what we 
might call MuÝtazilÐ philology. Al-RummÁnÐ is said to have described 
his QurÞÁn commentary as “a garden from which one may gather 
such fruits as one desires.”30 I cannot describe all the different fruit 
samples growing in al-RummÁnÐ’s exegetical garden, but I will make 
some general observations before moving to the topic of taÃmÐn. 

The individual. Among the notable features of the TafsÐr is that the 
point of view or frame of reference is the individual, by which I 
mean that al-RummÁnÐ’s comments on the QurÞÁnic verses deal with 
the import of God’s word from the perspective of the individual 
reader/auditor or believer. References abound to what goes on inside 
hearts and minds. This contrasts with the tafsÐr tradition at large, 
which pays greater attention to the Muslim umma in general or to the 
MuÎammadan context of the revelation (asbÁb al-nuzÙl, prophetic 
history or other forms of transmitted knowledge). These elements 
(prophetic history, consciousness of the umma) are of course present 
in al-RummÁnÐ, but they occupy a subordinate place. 

Choice. A constant refrain in these folios, and one related to the 
focus on the individual believer, is the matter of one’s choices, the 
intellect’s choices, in determining the correct path to the truth. “The 
intellect is the path of knowledge,” he says in various formulations, 
and knowledge is the way to the truth.31 Similarly, those who have 
gone astray, the unbelievers, have not followed the given indications, 
or in some instances, have consciously suppressed them. The consis-

                                    
29  See on this topic, ÝAbbÁs 1971, 66-8; Versteegh 1977, 149-61; Versteegh 

1997, esp. 127-39, and, on al-RummÁnÐ’s own interests in these areas, Carter 1984. 
30  Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ, ÓabaqÁt al-muÝtazila, 110. 
31  See, for example, his commentary on Q. 3:63, 64, esp. 65, 73, etc. 
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tent terms are dalla / yadullu and dalÁla recurring throughout, indi-
cating the need for some kind of intellectual exertion, some process 
of inference.32 The TafsÐr expresses a familiar theme of MuÝtazilÐ 
exegesis: the reliance on transmitted materials is frowned upon; 
those who do this are like the ass carrying books.33  

Rhetorical effect. Another, related, way in which al-RummÁnÐ 
treats the individual is his analysis of rhetorical effects. In his treatise 
on iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn, he defined eloquence (balÁgha) as “the convey-
ance of meaning to the heart in the most beautiful verbal form” (ÐÒÁlu 
l-maÝnÁ ilÁ l-qalbi fÐ aÎsani ÒÙratin mina l-lafÛ).34 This emphasis on 
the form (ÒÙra) in which meaning is conveyed is quite evident in the 
tafsÐr. For example, at Q. 3:159 he discusses cases in which a particle 
such as lÁm has been inserted for unclear reasons. There are two lev-
els of explanation here. On the one hand, it may be for emphasis 
(tawkÐd or taÞkÐd); in a line of poetry it may be for metrical reasons. 
These reasons are not quite enough for al-RummÁnÐ; these devices, 
he says, “are all in the service of making stronger the meaning in the 
heart.” 35 Similarly, he often discusses words and their semantic sig-
nifications in terms of their effects on the nafs of the auditor.36 This is 
especially important because it reveals a very active view of seman-
tic range, one that is quite clearly based on a deep attachment to con-
ventionalism of designation in language, whereby utterances may 
take on differing significations according to a variety of circum-
stances, including the level of the individual speaker. 

II.1. The Notion of  TaÃmÐn in al-RummÁnÐ’s Nukat and TafsÐr 

But one of al-RummÁnÐ’s most interesting and original propositions 
was his notion of taÃmÐn. This term was most commonly used to indi-
cate poetic enjambment or more precisely, the occasion in which the 
meaning or signification of a verse is made apparent only in the suc-
ceeding line or lines. Amidu Sanni calls this feature, which may be 
syntactic or semantic, “grammatical taÃmÐn,” to be distinguished from 

                                    
32  See on Q. 3:61, 65, 77, etc. 
33  Nukat on Q. 62:5. 
34  Nukat, 75. On al-RummÁnÐ’s use of the term ÒÙra, see Tüske 1995, 253-5.  
35  On Q. 3:159, see al-RummÁnÐ, TafsÐr, f. 127b. See also al-ÓÙsÐ, TibyÁn III:31. 
36  E.g., ÛuhÙr al-maÝnÁ fÐ l-nafs (TafsÐr, f. 7b); ÎuÃÙr al-maÝnÁ fÐ l-nafs (TafsÐr,  

f. 9a), etc. 
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two other types. The second he labels “rhetorical taÃmÐn,” which is 
the insertion of quotations (from others’ poetry or prose, or the 
Qur’Án), and the third, “hermeneutical taÃmÐn,” or, “entailment,”37 
which has also been translated as “implicitness.”38 This last type was 
the topic of much discussion among grammarians and rhetoricians. 
Adrian Gully calls it “implication of meaning,” and while it could 
take a variety of forms, it basically consisted of a word (usually a 
verb) taking on the meaning of another. One of the most common 
types is a verb becoming transitive by the use of a preposition that 
does not usually have that effect. The varieties of “implication of 
meaning” share qualities with other concepts such as restoration (taq- 
dÐr), suppression (iÃmÁr), elision (Îadhf), and metonymy (kinÁya). It 
is interesting that many examples of this taÃmÐn are found in the 
QurÞÁn, and at least in part it may have been devised to deal with 
QurÞÁnic anomalies.39 Al-RummÁnÐ would not use taÃmÐn for such 
examples, as seen in his treatment of the preposition ilÁ in Q. 4:2, wa-
lÁ taÞkulÙ amwÁlahum ilÁ amwÁlikum. Here the meaning of ilÁ (usu-
ally “to” or expressing an end or limit of space or time) should be un-
derstood as maÝa (“with”), and this is taqdÐr (restoration) as opposed 
to taÃmÐn.40 

However, there is a particular kind of this “implication” whose 
origins lie solely (as far as we know) with al-RummÁnÐ, and which is 
associated in a very important way with God’s language in the 
QurÞÁn. There are, as we shall see, fundamental differences between 
the “implication” of al-RummÁnÐ and that of others: Michael Carter 
called al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn “the most original and potentially the 
most fruitful (or dangerous)” of the ideas put forth in the Nukat.41  

For most grammarians and literary theorists, taÃmÐn is a rhetorical 
device. For al-RummÁnÐ it is a property of language. There is an as-
pect of taÃmÐn which is unique to God’s speech, as we shall see, but 
the term is also applicable to the language of mortals. In one of his 
grammatical works, the ÍudÙd, he discusses “the indication by 
                                    

37  Sanni 1998. 
38  al-Jemaey 1987, 75-6, 171-3. 
39  Gully 1997, passim. Gully’s useful article, which does not mention al-Rum- 

mÁnÐ, concentrates on grammarians and rhetoricians; interestingly, Gully and Sanni 
(1998) have almost no sources in common. 

40  al-RummÁnÐ, TafsÐr, f. 175b. The same explanation, including the term taqdÐr, 
occurs in al-ÓÙsÐ, TibyÁn III: 101, and in al-RummÁnÐ’s own MaÝÁnÐ l-ÎurÙf, 115. 

41  Carter 1984, 228. 
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speech of what is elided: indication of implication exacts a meaning 
that is not mentioned but which one understands to be present” 
(dalÁlatu taÃmÐnin taqtaÃÐ maÝnan mÁ lam yudhkar mimmÁ taqdÐruhu 
an yudhkara). This is followed by both QurÞÁnic and mundane exam-
ples, such as And they say, ‘Be Jews or Christians and you shall be 
guided’ Q. 2:135. Implied here in the words be Jews or Christians 
(kÙnÙ hÙdan aw naÒÁrÁ) is the meaning “Follow Judaism or Christi-
anity.”42 Not a very satisfactory discussion, but these ideas are elabo-
rated in the chapter on taÃmÐn in al-Nukat, best translated in full:43 

“Implication” in speech is the occurrence of a meaning contained 
within [the speech] without the mention of any noun or adjective that 
can be taken to express it” (ÎuÒÙlu maÝnan fÐhi min ghayri dhikrin lahu 
bi-smin aw Òifatin hiya ÝibÁratun Ýanhu). Implication is of two types. 
[1] One is indicated by the formal context of speech (dalÁlat al-
ikhbÁr); [2] the other is indicated by analogy (dalÁlat al-qiyÁs).  

[1] The first type is like your mentioning that something is “created” 
(muÎdath). This indicates the existence of a “creator” (muÎdith) by 
way of the formal context. There is implication in both terms, al-
though it is clearer in the manner we have explained. Likewise in the 
way of [different terms for] “broken” (maksÙr wa-munkasir) or 
“fallen” (sÁqiÔ [wa-]musqaÔ). 

[This type of] implication is of two sorts: 

1.1. Implication required by structure (tÙjibuhu l-binyatu); and 

1.2. Implication required by the meaning of an expression [i] that 
would not be sound without it [the implied meaning], or [ii] that is 
customarily attached to it.  

[1.1] As for that required by the same structure: the adjective “known” 
(maÝlÙm) indicates that there must be “one who knows” (ÝÁlim). Like-
wise one who is honored (mukram) [requires “one who honors”  
(mukrim)].  

[1.2.1] As for [the implication] that is required by the meaning of an 
expression that would not be sound without it, it is as the adjective 
“killer” (qÁtil) indicates “one killed” (maqtÙl), insofar as the idea of a 
“killer” does not make sense without “one killed,” which is indicated 
by implication.44  

                                    
42  al-RummÁnÐ, al-ÍudÙd, 48-9, with a slightly different version on 47. See also 

the indices of Troupeau 1983 and 1985, s.v., Ã-m-n, for other instances where mean-
ing or function is “implied.” 

43  al-RummÁnÐ, al-Nukat, 102-4. I have drawn on the paraphrase from Carter 
1984, 228-9, and the unpublished translation of al-Jemaey 1987, 171-3. 

44  Ka-l-Òifati bi-qÁtilin yadullu ÝalÁ maqtÙlin min Îaythu lÁ yaÒiÎÎu maÝahu 
maÝnÁ qÁtilin wa-lÁ maqtÙlin fa-huwa ÝalÁ dalÁlati l-taÃmÐn. Al-Jemaey translates, 
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[1.2.2.] As for the implication that is required by the meaning of an 
expression by way of customary usage, it is like your words, “a kurr 
[unit of measure] for sixty.” The meaning here is “for sixty dÐnÁrs.” 
That is an example of something elided whose meaning is implied in 
speech by way of customary usage.  

All implication is a form of brevity (ÐjÁz) that does not require detail, 
for it is indicated by formal context in people’s speech. 

[2] As for the implication indicated by analogy, it is specifically a 
form of brevity (ÐjÁz) in the speech of God, because no possible aspect 
of [semantic] indication can escape Him. His displaying of any aspect 
necessitates that He has indicated all possible aspects. This is not the 
case with other speakers’ use of an expression, because there may be 
attributed to them some other meaning by way of analogy, without ex-
cluding the possibility that they had intended a conventional designa-
tion and without corruption of the normal expression.45 

Each QurÞanic verse has an implication not conveyed by noun or ad-
jective. Among them is In the name of God, the Compassionate, the 
Merciful, which implies the instruction to begin one’s affairs by asking 
for a blessing and by glorifying God through the mention of His name, 
and that it is among the practices of religion and a mark of the Mus-
lims, and that it is a declaration of worship and an acknowledgment of 
the most supreme grace, and that it is a refuge for the fearful, and a 
support for the seeker.  

After [commenting on] each verse of the QurÞÁn, we have explained 
[its implied meanings] in the book al-JÁmiÝ li-Ýilm al-QurÞÁn. 

The single example of QurÞÁnic taÃmÐn here, that of the basmala, is 
quite intriguing, although the treatment of the topic overall is gener-
ally terse and at times rather difficult. Al-RummÁnÐ gives the reader 
more in the Nukat’s subsequent chapter on “distinctness of expres-
sion” (bayÁn), in which he repeats the example of qÁtil indicating a 
maqtÙl as an example of structural taÃmÐn, and I shall discuss that 
section below. First, though, one would like to turn immediately to 
the TafsÐr and ask if al-RummÁnÐ actually did explain the “implica-
tion” of each verse and how he did so. 

                                    

“…since qÁtil is meaningless without a maqtÙl, although neither a “killer” nor a 
“killed one” may exist. This type of explicitness occurs semantically” (al-Jemaey 
1987, 172). A simplified version is found in al-SijilmÁsÐ’s (d. 704/1304) al-ManzaÝ 
al-badÐÝ: …min Îaythu lÁ yaÒiÎÎu maÝnÁ qÁtilin wa-lÁ maqtÙlin illÁ bih (216).  

45  Wa-laysa ka-dhÁlika sabÐlu ghayrihi mina l-mutakallimÐna bi-tilka l-ÝibÁrati 
liÞannahu qad tudhhabu ilayhi dalÁlatuhÁ min jihati l-qiyÁsi wa-lÁ yukhrijuhu 
dhÁlika Ýan an yakÙna qad qaÒada bihÁ l-ibÁnata ÝammÁ wuÃiÝat lahu fÐ l-lughati min 
ghayri an yulÎiqahu fasÁdun fÐ l-ÝibÁra. 
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Looking at the Paris MS of the TafsÐr, one finds that he indeed 
concludes the commentary on each verse with a sentence invariably 
beginning “and the verse implicitly contains / contains the implica-
tion …” (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu…). These “implications” are 
independent from the glosses that precede them, although there is 
naturally some overlap. From more than one hundred and fifty 
verses, there is obviously a range of material; here follow transla-
tions of a variety of implications. 

Q. 3:58  

This we recite to thee of signs and wise remembrance. 

[al-RummÁnÐ, TafsÐr f. 7b] The verse implicitly contains the clear ex-
pression of the benefit of reciting the circumstances of the prophets 
and past nations, for the lessons therein, and for the reminder thereby 
of the wisdom and reason. 

(wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu l-bayÁna Ýan fÁÞidati l-tilÁwati li-aÎwÁli 
l-anbiyÁÞi maÝa umamihÁ l-khÁliyati limÁ fÐ dhÁlika mina l-Ýibrati wa-fÐ 
l-tadhkÐri bihi mina l-Îikma). 

Q. 3:74 

He singles out for His mercy whom He will; God is of bounty abound-
ing 

[f. 25b] The verse contains the implication that it is possible that [God]  
grants favour to some of His servants that He does not grant to the re-
mainder of them. This is because that which is beneficial can take 
various forms, and because wisdom has its subtleties, without any 
constraints on its power (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu annahu yajÙzu 
an y[u]nÝima ÝalÁ baÝÃi ÝibÁdihi bimÁ lÁ y[u]nÝimu bihi ÝalÁ sÁ[Þ]irihim 
limÁ fÐ dhÁlika min wujÙhi l-maÒlaÎati wa-laÔÐfi l-Îikmati dÙna ÃÐqi l-
maqdura).  

Q. 3:77 

Those that sell God’s covenant, and their oaths, for a little price, there 
shall be no share for them in the world to come; God shall not speak 
to them nor look at them on the Resurrection Day, neither will He pu-
rify them; and for them awaits a painful chastisement. 

[f. 29b] The verse implicitly contains the threat, against the breaking 
of God’s covenant, of a variety of punishments such as forbidding the 
share of the bounties and preventing their being looked upon with 
mercy or the favor of purification, and the execution of painful chas-
tisement in the fire of Hell (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu l-waÝÐda ÝalÁ  
naqÃi Ýahdi llÁhi Ýazza wa-jalla bi-anwÁÝi l-ÝuqÙbati min ÎirmÁni l-
naÒÐbi mina l-khayrÁti wa-manÝi l-naÛari ilayhim bi-raÎmatin aw nayli 
l-tazkiyati wa-ÐqÁÝi l-ÝadhÁbi l-alÐmi fÐ nÁri l-jaÎÐm).  
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Q. 3:86 

Whoso desires a religion other than Islam, it shall not be accepted of 
him; in the next world he shall be among the losers. 

[f.41a] The verse contains the implication that every religion other 
than Islam is false, and one who belongs to it, shall be a loser in the 
next world (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu anna kulla dÐnin ghayri 
islÁmin bÁÔilun wa-anna ÒÁhibahu fÐ l-Ákhirati khÁsir). 

Q. 3:88 

[Their recompense is that there shall rest on them the curse of God 
and of the angels and of men, altogether,] therein dwelling forever; 
their chastisement shall not be lightened for them; neither will they be 
reprieved. 

[f. 44b] The verse implicitly contains clear expression of the eternity 
of the curse of the unbelievers, without lightening of the punishment 
or granting of respite in order to return to God (wa-qad taÃammanati 
l-Áyatu l-bayÁna Ýan khulÙdi l-kuffÁri fÐ l-laÝnati min ghayri takhfÐfin 
lil-ÝuqÙbati wa-lÁ imhÁlin lil-inÁba). 

Q. 3:94 

Whoso forges falsehood against God after that, those are the evildo-
ers. 

[f. 91b] The verse implicitly contains the threat, against lying to God, 
of being labeled an evildoer, by way of condemnation, because anyone 
deserving of condemnation is among the people of the threat (wa-qad 
taÃammanati l-Áyatu l-waÝÐda fÐ l-kadhibi ÝalÁ llÁhi bi-iÔlÁqi Òifati 
ÛÁlimin ÝalÁ jihati l-dhammi li-anna kulla mustaÎiqqin lil-dhammi fa-
huwa min ahli l-waÝÐd).  

Q. 3:131 

And fear the fire prepared for the unbelievers 

[f. 95b] The verse implicitly contains a warning of the fire that God 
has prepared for him who conceals His graces, that they are deserving 
of it for their sins of usury and the like, that they should not delude 
themselves that the punishment is for the unbelievers and no others 
from among the sinful (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu l-taÎdhÐra mina 
l-nÁri allatÐ aÝaddahÁ llÁhu jalla thanÁÞuhu liman kafara niÝamahu an 
yastaÎiqqÙhÁ bi-maÝÁÒÐhi min akli l-ribÁ wa-naÎwihi li-allÁ yaghtarrÙ 
bi-anna l-ÝadhÁba innamÁ huwa lil-kÁfirÐna dÙna ghayrihim mina l-
ÝÁÒÐn).  

Q. 3:138 

This is a clear expression for mankind, and a guidance, and an admo-
nition for those who are god-fearing. 
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[f. 104a] The verse implicitly contains the identification of the path of 
guidance along with the clear expression that invites what is proper 
and rails against shameful acts, along with the lesson to be learned 
(wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu taÝrÐfa ÔarÐqi l-hudÁ bimÁ fÐhi mina l-
bayÁn alladhÐ yadÝÙ ilÁ l-ÒawÁbi wa-yazjuru Ýan qabÐÎi l-afÝÁli bimÁ 
fÐhi mina l-ittiÝÁÛ). 

Q. 3:149 

O you who believe, if you obey the unbelievers, they will turn you on 
your heels, and you will turn about, as losers. 

[f. 116a] The verse contains a warning of the wiles of the unbelievers, 
for what they invite of error that they disguise and the falsehood they 
forge, with the despair that will follow and the punishment of the fire 
that will be bestowed (wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu l-taÎdhÐra min 
kaydi l-kÁfirÐna fÐmÁ yadÝÙna ilayhi mina l-ÃalÁli lladhÐ yumawwi-
hÙnahu wa-l-bÁÔili lladhÐ yuzawwirÙnahu bimÁ yuÝqibu mina l-
khusrÁni wa-yÙrithu min ÝadhÁbi l-nÁr).  

Q. 4:11 

God charges you, concerning your children: to the male the like of the 
portion of two females, and if they be women above two, then for them 
two-thirds of what he leaves, but if she be one then to her a half; and 
to his parents to each one of the two a sixth of what he leaves, if he 
has children; but if he has no children and his heirs are his parents, a 
third to his mother, or, if he has brothers, to his mother a sixth, after 
any bequest he may bequeath, or any debt. Your fathers and your sons 
– you know not which out of them is nearer in profit to you. So God 
apportions; surely God is All-knowing, All-wise. 

The verse implicitly specifies the inheritance of the offspring who is a 
parent, to individuals and to the group, following [the payment of] the 
bequest and the debt, in order that people deal with it in the apportion-
ing of the legacy according to current benefit and future recompense 
(wa-qad taÃammanati l-Áyatu mÐrÁtha l-waladi al-wÁlidi ÝalÁ l-ifrÁdi 
wa-l-jamÝi min baÝdi l-waÒiyyati wa-l-dayni li-yaÝmala l-nÁsu bihi fÐ 
qismati l-tarikati limÁ fÐhi mina l-maÒlaÎati l-ÝÁjilati wa-l-mathÙ[bati] 
l-Ájila). 

The method here is indeed consistent with the concept sketched in 
al-Nukat. From the QurÞÁnic wording al-RummÁnÐ produces a mean-
ing or an understanding not found directly in the words or expres-
sions of the verse. The resulting implications are not as numerous as 
in his example of the basmala given above, in which he gave at least 
four and perhaps as many as eight different “implications.” However, 
in each case he succeeds in clarifying or classifying a message that is 
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inherent in the verse but not stated explicitly (although on occasion, 
as with Q. 3:86 above, it amounts to little more than a paraphrase.) 

As al-Jemaey put it, the hallmark of al-RummÁnÐ’s work is the 
idea that there remains “some meaning unexpressed at the verbal-
literal level,”46 and thus al-RummÁnÐ demonstrates scriptural taÃmÐn 
in two ways. He provides additional information regarding the verse, 
usually but not always relating to theological dogma. In addition, he 
provides a kind of semantic qualification regarding its intended pur-
pose. For example, on People of the Book! Why do you dispute con-
cerning Abraham? The Torah was not sent down, neither the Gospel, 
but after him. What, have you no reason? (Q. 3:65), al-RummÁnÐ 
claims that the verse “implicitly contains decisive proof against the 
claims of the Jews and the Christians that Abraham followed their 
way (kÁna ÝalÁ sharÐÝatihim), because the Torah and the Gospel came 
only a long time after [Abraham].”47 On one level, there is some elu-
cidation here of the contents of the verse, that Jews and Christians 
claim Abraham as one of their own. On another level, he gives the 
verse its rhetorical purpose: it is to decisively disprove their claims 
about Abraham. These two elements, the clarification and the de-
scription of rhetorical effect, are found consistently throughout the 
commentary.  

There is a notable repetition in the terms al-RummÁnÐ applies to 
his implications. One may sort the most prominent into a few catego-
ries: admonition (inkÁr, taqrÐÝ, tawbÐkh), warning (taÎdhÐr, waÝÐd), 
exhortation (waÝd, ÎaÃÃ, targhÐb fÐ), and argumentation (Îujja). Thus, 
in addition to the information provided by the verse and that carried 
by way of taÃmÐn, al-RummÁnÐ informs of the function, or speech 
act, of its utterance on the reader/auditor, which is of course the basis 
of his elaboration of eloquence (“the conveyance of the meaning to 
the heart”) in his Nukat.48  

The reader of al-RummÁnÐ will find here familiar ground, for the 
terminology and methodology recall another chapter of the Nukat, 
that on “distinctness of expression” (bayÁn) in which he expands the 
above-given categorization of taÃmÐn. This bayÁn is not limited to 
that which can be expressed by noun or adjective; it may also be 
found in the arrangement (taÞlÐf), where for example, “the servant of 
                                    

46  al-Jemaey 1987, 58. 
47  al-RummÁnÐ, TafsÐr, f. 15a. 
48  al-RummÁnÐ, Nukat, 75. 
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Zayd” (ghulÁmu Zaydin) indicates ownership but does not mention it 
explicitly. It may also be found in the derivation of forms (dalÁlat al-
ishtiqÁq). For example, implied (muÃamman) in the word “killer” 
(qÁtil) are the words “killed” and “killing” (maqtÙl, qatl). This latter 
example was used earlier in his definition of semantic taÃmÐn; both 
indicate that language contains a surplus of significations that are not 
given verbal expression. The existence of one “killed” or the act of 
“killing” is basic informational meaning. Slightly further along, al-
RummÁnÐ presents the rhetorical classification of the types of dis-
course involved:49  

They left how many gardens and fountains, sown fields, and how noble 
a station [Q. 44:26-7]. This is an example of extraordinary distinct ex-
pression, imposing a warning (al-taÎdhÐr) against the self-delusion 
that there will be granted a delay. 

Surely the Day of Decision shall be their appointed time, all together 
[Q. 44:40] and Surely the godfearing shall be in a station secure [Q. 
44:51]. This is of the most beautiful examples of the promise and the 
threat (al-waÝd wa-l-waÝÐd).  

And he has struck for us a similitude and forgotten his creation; he 
says, ‘Who shall quicken the bones when they are decayed?’ Say, ‘He 
shall quicken them, who originated them the first time; He knows all 
creation’ [Q. 36:78-9]. This is the most eloquent possible expression 
of argumentation (ÎijÁj). 

Other examples are deemed “the most intense possible expression of 
censure (taqrÐÝ)” [Q. 43:5]; “the greatest possible causing of grief and 
regret (taÎsÐr)” [Q. 43:39]; “the most evident sign of [divine] justice 
(Ýadl)” [Q. 6:28]. Other key terms here are deterrence (tanfÐr), in-
citement (targhÐb) and debasement (idhlÁl). Although this list is 
short, most of these terms reoccur, some more than once: taÎdhÐr, 
waÝÐd, tanfÐr, taqrÐÝ, taÎsÐr and ÎijÁj.50  

These descriptions of bayÁn are, of course, the same terms al-
RummÁnÐ uses in the taÃmÐn sections of his TafsÐr. The “implied” 
meanings of the QurÞÁn are also those that serve to demonstrate its 
distinction of expression. What seems to interest al-RummÁnÐ is less 
the grammatical or morphological features than the semantic range 

                                    
49  Ibid., 107. 
50  Ibid., 108-9. 
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of QurÞÁnic expression along with its effectiveness in conveying a 
particular rhetorical effect, or act of speech.51  

In the context of the tafsÐr genre this type of comment on scrip-
tural verses is independent of other Islamic sciences that invariably 
inform exegesis. Al-RummÁnÐ’s evocation of QurÞÁnic implication is 
not backed by a scientific tradition in the way of most commentarial 
activity. It is a kind of speculation whose bases lack the certainty and 
the acceptance of other interpretational activity. It is perfectly under-
standable and its logic is clear, but it is al-RummÁnÐ’s own logic, not 
that of the community.  

Michael Carter, having stressed the importance of this doctrine of 
taÃmÐn in the Nukat, suggests that it was intended as the means “to 
create a systematic justification for taÞwÐl on the grand scale,” and 
that al-RummÁnÐ’s choice of method was “an outright rejection of the 
authority of exegesis bilÁ kayf.”52 I think that the TafsÐr supports this 
judgment, although with the caveat, which Carter already suggested, 
that despite the different method, the conclusions often did not differ 
substantially from much “orthodox” commentary. This is, though, a 
common feature of the genre, in which method and procedure are at 
least as important as conclusions.  

While some of al-RummÁnÐ’s ideas on metaphor and QurÞÁnic sty-
listics were influential, his “implication,” unsurprisingly, was not 
warmly embraced. While al-ÓÙsÐ borrowed liberally from al-RummÁ- 
nÐ’s TafsÐr, he did not make use of the taÃmÐn sections, and the con-
cept had limited influence in subsequent generations of exegetes and 
literary theorists. Analysis of other forms of “implication of meaning” 
continued but these treated taÃmÐn as a device with a decidedly in-
formational function and not as a property of language. Among both 
grammarians and literary theorists, there was a tendency to see taÃmÐn 
in strictly formal terms, with a minimal semantic import.53  

                                    
51  These types of utterances come surprisingly close to John Searle’s direct and 

indirect speech acts; see his Speech Acts (1969). Implication as part of a speech act 
has been discussed by Paul Grice, who calls it “implicature” and explains it as “the 
various kinds of calculations by which we make sense of what we hear”; see Grice 
1975, esp. 49-58. 

52  Carter 1984, 228, 230. 
53  Sanni’s “grammatical” and “rhetorical” taÃmÐn are formal in nature (Sanni 

1998), while most of the example discussed by Gully (1997) have a more prominent 
semantic component. 



TAÂMÏN 

 
487

Al-BÁqillÁnÐ (d. 403/1013) includes an abbreviated version of the 
Nukat’s chapter on taÃmÐn in his important work on the inimitability 
of the QurÞÁn.54 This section was reproduced by al-SuyÙÔÐ (d. 
911/1506) in two of his works, al-ItqÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn and MuÝta-
rak al-aqrÁn fÐ iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn,55 although he gives the source only as 
al-BÁqillÁnÐ. But in these works al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn is but one of a 
variety of concepts featured under that term. 

The intervening centuries had seen al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn appear 
in the works of two theorists from the Western regions of the Islamic 
world. These were al-QÁsim al-SijilmÁsÐ (d. 704.1304) in al-ManzaÝ 
al-badÐÝ and Ibn al-BannÁÞ al-MarrakushÐ (d. 721/1321) in al-RawÃ 
al-murÐÝ. It is unlikely a coincidence that these two authors were in-
fluenced by Greek philosophy and logic.56 Of these two, al-SijilmÁsÐ 
cites al-RummÁnÐ by name and includes the different kinds of taÃmÐn 
in his discussion, 57 while Ibn al-BannÁÞ defines taÃmÐn in a manner 
similar to al-RummÁnÐ; but he does not mention ÝAlÐ b. ÝÏsÁ specifi-
cally and seems to be providing an independent example of that the-
ory’s application: 58 

It (taÃmÐn) is the meanings (maÝÁnÐ) that are taken from what is under-
stood of the words and their rational indication, rather than what is ut-
tered. Some of the meanings of the utterance will be indicated by ut-
terance (bi-malfÙÛihi), others by understanding (bi-mafhÙmihi), and 
others by intellectual discernment (bi-maÝqÙlihi), such as His words to 
the male the like of the portion of two females [Q. 4:11]. The utterance 
indicates that the portion of the male is equivalent to the portion of 
two females. It is understood from it (yufhamu minhu) that the portion 
of the two females is to be shared equally, for the sake of separation. It 
is rationally discerned that the male receives the likes of two shares of 
the females, and to the female one half the share of the male. 

Obviously, this resembles the formal taÃmÐn of al-Nukat (types 1.- 2. 
above) in which the implication is required for the expression to re-
tain its meaning (1.1.1., above], although Ibn al-BannÁÞ uses very dif-
ferent (and vague) categories. Al-RummÁnÐ’s comment on this verse 

                                    
54  al-BÁqillÁnÐ, IÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn, 412-4. Although al-BÁqillÁnÐ cited, in abbreviated 

form, much of al-Nukat, al-RummÁnÐ is not identified but referred to only as baÝÃu 
ahli l-adabi wa-l-kalÁm (396) 

55  al-SuyÙÔÐ, ItqÁn II: 817, 919; al-SuyÙÔÐ, MuÝtarak I: 304. 
56  Smyth 2006, 411-2. 
57  al-SijilmÁsÐ, al-ManzaÝ al-badÐÝ, 215-7. 
58  Ibn al-BannÁÞ, al-RawÃ al-murÐÝ, 134. 
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(Q. 4: 11) was given above, and the key difference is the moral mes-
sage underlying the verse: “…in order that people deal with it in the 
apportioning of the legacy according to current benefit and future 
recompense.”  

The version of Ibn al-BannÁÞ, which uses only the informational 
taÃmÐn, may be compared with a much later explanation found in the 
ÓirÁz al-majÁlis of ShihÁb al-DÐn al-KhafÁjÐ (d. 1069/1659). Here this 
particular form of implication is but one (and a minor one at that) of 
the many types of grammatical and rhetorical taÃmÐn, but it is very 
close in spirit to that of al-RummÁnÐ. Al-KhafÁjÐ writes that “the utter-
ance is used according to its original meaning … but there follows 
another meaning related to it, but not used itself, neither explicitly 
mentioned nor by way of restoration from another utterance, nor is it 
metonymy or suppression” (ghayra an yustaÝmala fÐhi dhÁlika l-lafÛu 
aw yuqaddara lahu lafÛun Ákharu fa-lÁ yakÙnu mina l-kinÁyati wa-lÁ 
l-iÃmÁr). The literal meaning (al-ÎaqÐqa) is retained, but there is an-
other, related meaning or idea that takes precedence and which is 
conveyed by the way of its presentation (ÝarÃ). The first example is 
“you have wronged me, so you will know [that]” (ÁdhaytanÐ fa-
sataÝrifu). The implied meaning here is a “threat” (tahdÐd). The sec-
ond is “Surely Zayd is standing” (inna Zaydan qÁÞimun), in which the 
implied meaning is a “retort to the addressee” (inkÁru l-mukhÁÔabi).59 
The use of tahdÐd and inkÁr here is closest to the taÃmÐn of al-
RummÁnÐ, in that it goes beyond the purely informational to the effect 
of its conveyance or presentation on the auditor.  

Al-RummÁnÐ’s implication differs from these others in several im-
portant ways. First, it is based firmly on the semantic. Al-RummÁnÐ’s 
attempt to distinguish between structural and semantic indications of 
taÃmÐn is more theoretical than tangible, as seen by his use of virtu-
ally identical examples to illustrate each.60 Other grammarians and 
theorists, though, saw “implication of meaning” as having much more 
formal characteristics, either by classifying shifts of verbal meaning 
and function according to the use of prepositions, or by classifying 
taÃmÐn alongside apparently similar rhetorical features such as eli-
sion, suppression, reconstruction, figurative language, etc. Like these 
features, implication (especially with respect to the QurÞÁn) is a strat-
                                    

59  al-KhafÁjÐ, ÓirÁz al-majÁlis, 25. 
60  The examples using the active and passive participles, translated above, from 

al-RummÁnÐ, Nukat, 102-3.  
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egy: it is used to explain a feature found in speech or in a text. It is 
applied in certain discrete instances of grammatical or syntactic pecu-
liarity. While al-RummÁnÐ too intended an “implication of meaning,” 
it was for him a quality inherent in language, not something applica-
ble to isolated cases. 

Second, there is the matter of God. While many of the examples 
of this taÃmÐn are drawn from the QurÞÁn, the grammarians and 
rhetoricians did not consider it to be unique to divine speech. Al-
RummÁnÐ, though, states that there is a kind of taÃmÐn that is found 
only in the word of God. Because God must be aware of any and all 
potential aspects (wujÙh al-dalÁla) of His words, each of these pos-
sible significations must be indicated. The distinction between divine 
and human speech, then, rests on the speaker’s awareness of the pos-
sible interpretations of His or her words. (Al-KhafÁjÐ refers to inten-
tion or design,61 but al-RummÁnÐ does not.) It is clear from al-
RummÁnÐ’s comments in the ÍudÙd, as well as from other gram-
marians’ remarks, that the QurÞÁn also manifests the other type of 
taÃmÐn, that common to human speech. The creation of the divine 
category, though, is remarkable in its audacity, for it amounts to 
flinging wide the doors of taÞwÐl. It appears to open up a potentially 
vast range of interpretation without providing sufficient critical tools 
for establishing the soundness of exegetical claims. If God is aware 
of all possible aspects, and each then seems to have legitimacy, how 
then to differentiate between them, and how to determine the limits 
of what al-RummÁnÐ call wujÙh al-dalÁla?  

It is all the more surprising (or reassuring?) then, coming to the 
final point, that the meanings al-RummÁnÐ found implied in the 
QurÞÁn were of a limited distribution. MuÝtazilism and his own logic 
aside, there is little that is radical or problematic. The most striking 
feature is the moral, if not moralizing, vocabulary that is used to de-
scribe the “implications of meaning.” The terms repeated throughout 
(indicating admonition, warning, proof, exhortation) are those which 
demonstrate the “beauty of the distinctiveness of expression” (Îusn 
al-bayÁn) of the QurÞÁn, according to al-RummÁnÐ in the Nukat.  

Although one would not want to deny the radical nature of al-
RummÁnÐ’s thought, his potentially dangerous hermeneutics and his 
fondness for shifting semantic ranges appear to be effectively held in 

                                    
61  al-KhafÁjÐ, ÓirÁz al-majÁlis, 25. 
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check by his fidelity to a limited number of moral tropes. (Of course, 
it is possible to see the moral vocabulary as mere cover for his more 
subversive designs, but this would be a strained interpretation: all 
evidence suggests that al-RummÁnÐ was definitely not one to disguise 
his true intentions or to mask his differences of opinion.) At the same 
time, the paraenesis of the QurÞÁn is supported on al-RummÁnÐ’s own 
rational and logical grounds.  

One should consider al-RummÁnÐ’s taÃmÐn, then, in terms of both 
theory and practice. On the theoretical level, his definition and dis-
cussion in the Nukat and elsewhere illustrate and support his rigorous 
if idiosyncratic logic, his understanding of the semantic levels of 
words and expressions, and what might be called an overall willing-
ness to depart from tradition. Various scholars have mentioned his 
labored, often pedantic insistence on maintaining logical structures 
of his own devising.62 These features are seen throughout al-RummÁ- 
nÐ’s extant works.  

But he was equally consistent on the practical level, and one finds 
that when he applies his principle of taÃmÐn to the QurÞÁn, he in-
variably evokes one of a number of familiar modes: usually exhorta-
tion or admonition as a means inherent in the speech acts’ form; at 
the very least a comment on the moral implications of the informa-
tion conveyed in the verse. Here the “implied meanings” of the 
QurÞÁn have the same function as the other rhetorical components of 
eloquence such as “distinctness of expression” (bayÁn). In practical 
terms, taÃmÐn and the other elements of eloquence serve to express 
these QurÞÁnic lessons.  

That al-RummÁnÐ saw the paraenetic nature of the scripture as 
paramount is clear from his writing, and it appears as well in the bio-
graphical data. It is reported that he was asked, “Every book has an 
epitome (tarjama), so what is the epitome of the Book of God?” Al-
RummÁnÐ replied, “This is a Message to be delivered to mankind that 
they may be warned about it (hÁdhÁ balÁghun lil-nÁsi wa-li-yundharÙ 
bih) [Q. 14:52].”63 The implication of this response is manifest in his 
TafsÐr and elsewhere: that the QurÞÁn is foremost a set of clear mes-
sages, and it is the purpose of its eloquence, including the special 

                                    
62  Sanni 1998, 18; Carter 1984, 219-20, 230-1; Neuwirth 1983, 177.  
63  YÁqÙt, MuÝjam al-udabÁÞ XIV: 76; al-SuyÙÔÐ, Bughyat al-wuÝÁt II: 319. 
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quality of divine taÃmÐn, to convey these messages to the heart in a 
form that is both beautiful and persuasive. 
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TAHÀDÏ 
GIFTS, DEBTS, AND COUNTER-GIFTS  

IN THE ANCIENT ZOROASTRIAN RITUAL 

Prods Oktor Skjærvø, Harvard University 

I. The Avestan Ritual; II. Debts and Payments; III. The Ultimate Gifts;  
IV. The Exchange Value of Ahura MazdÁ’s Counter-gift 

The ancient Iranian religion, Zoroastrianism or Mazdaism, is known 
primarily from a collection of texts referred to as the Avesta. This 
collection contains a miscellany of orally transmitted texts—hymns 
to various gods and other ritual texts—that were committed to writ-
ing only toward the end of the Sasanian era, not long before the Arab 
conquest of Iran. The texts were composed orally, most probably ca. 
1500-600 BCE, in the northeast of the Iranian-speaking territories, in 
the area of the modern Central Asian republics, Afghanistan, and 
eastern Iran. These oral compositions were at some stage memorized 
and then transmitted in unchangeable form for a long time after the 
languages in which they were composed had ceased being spoken or 
even understood by those who recited and heard them.1 

The texts as known from extant manuscripts (from the 13th cen-
tury CE and later) are composed in two forms of Old Iranian, one 
older and one later, which are therefore referred to as Old and Young 

                                    
1  See the overview in P. O. Skjærvø (2003-4), “The Antiquity of Old Avestan,” 

NÁme-ye IrÁn-e BÁstÁn. The International Journal of Ancient Iranian Studies 
3/2:15-41. Throughout the generations, as the Avestan languages were no longer 
spoken and understood, explanations of the texts must have been made in local  
languages. By Sasanian times, this tradition had resulted in a Middle Persian (Pah-
lavi) “translation” with glosses and commentary (the so-called zand), which, in  
certain manuscripts, follows each unit (sentence, part of sentence) of the Avestan 
text. See Skjærvø (1999), “Avestan Quotations in Old Persian?” in: S. Shaked and A. 
Netzer (eds.), Irano-Judaica IV, Jerusalem, 8-9. 
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Avestan. The Old Avestan texts, which are the focus of this discus-
sion, comprise six hymns of different length, similar in form and 
contents to the Old Indic Rigveda.2 Five of them are referred to in the 
Young Avesta as “the five GÁ�Ás [= songs] of Zarathustra” (Yasna 
57.8)3 and the sixth, which in the tradition is divided into seven sec-
tions (hÁitis), is referred to as the Yasna hapta®hÁiti, “the sacrifice 
(yasna)4 in seven sections (hÁiti).”5 All six are ritual texts that must 
have accompanied sacrifices (rituals) whose purpose was to renew 
the existence of either the new day or the new year with their light, 

                                    
2  The Old Avestan texts form the central part of the Yasna, the text that accom-

panies the morning ritual (yasna). In modern editions, it is divided into 72 sections, 
Yasna 1-72. The Old Avestan texts are Yasna 28-41, 43-51, 53, the Young Avestan 
texts the rest. Among other Avestan texts are the Videvdad, a mythical-ritual text 
dealing with pollution and cleansing; the Yašts, hyms to individual deities (e.g., 
Mi�ra); and the Xorde Avesta, the Zoroastrian “prayer book.” The GÁ�Ás are metri-
cal poems composed in a compact elliptical and allusive style, while the Yasna 
hapta�hÁiti (Yasna 35-41) is in simpler non-metrical strophic form. All six have 
similar thematic structures, see, e.g., Skjærvø (1996), “The Literature of the Most 
Ancient Iranians,” in: S. J. H. Manekshaw and P. R. Ichaporia (eds.), Proceedings of 
the Second North American Gatha Conference. Houston, Texas, 1996, 230-231. The 
much simpler Young Avestan texts are mostly composed in an octosyllabic meter. 
On the literary structure of the Yašts, see Skjærvø (1994), “Hymnic Composition in 
the Avesta,” Die Sprache 36:199-243; on the Videvdad, see Skjærvø (2006), “The 
Videvdad: Its Ritual-Mythical Significance,” in V. S. Curtis and S. Stewart, eds., The 
Age of the Parthians. The Idea of Iran, 2, London and New York, 105-41. 

3  The “historical Zarathustra” is a left-over from pre-20th century Western histo-
rical thinking that all or most local traditions, including the Biblical and old Iranian 
ones, reflect actual history, beginning with the Creation and the Flood. While these 
early Biblical events are no longer seriously considered for historical reality, among 
Iranists, the earliest Iranian texts are still thought to detail real history, though not 
necessarily the later texts. There is, however, no objective basis for Zarathustra’s 
historicity, nor is there any advantage in postulating it, as individual scholars will re-
construct the missing history differently. According to the Avesta itself, the sacred 
GÁ�Ás originated in the “world of thought” with Ahura MazdÁ and were first uttered 
there by the deity Sraosha (Yasna 57.8) and were then uttered by Zarathustra in the 
“world of the living” (Yasna 9.1). 

4  Note that the term sacrifice is used here without the necessary implication of 
immolation of a sacrificial victim; rather it is used to denote ritual offerings to gods 
and other entitites in the divine world. See, e.g., J. Henninger (1987), “Sacrifice,” in: 
M. Eliade (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Religion, vol. 12, London, 544-557, esp. the 
definitions pp. 544-545. 

5  Recent editions and translations include H. Humbach (1991), The GÁthÁs of 
Zarathustra and the Other Old Avestan Texts, 2 vols., Heidelberg; H. Humbach and 
P. Ichaporia (1994), The Heritage of Zarathushtra: A New Translation of his GÁthÁs, 
Heidelberg; J. Narten (1986), Der Yasna Hapta®hÁiti, Wiesbaden. All the transla- 
tions in this article are my own.  



TAHÀDÏ 495

warmth, and fecundity after periods of darkness and infertility. These 
texts are therefore expressions of the relationship between man and 
god and the role of men and gods in the functioning of the world. As 
in other ancient religions, this relationship is one of mutual depend-
ency, in which each of the two parties needs the other for the world 
to go on as desired.6  

I am pleased to offer this study to Wolfhart Heinrichs, who con-
ducted the search that brought me to Harvard and whose expertise, 
collegiality, and friendship I have enjoyed for many years.  

I. The Avestan Ritual 

The guardians of the cosmic order (Avestan a�a)7 are the supreme 
deity Ahura MazdÁ, “the all-knowing (ruling) Lord,”8 and the other 
deities allied with him, as well as the humans who offer him sacri-
fices (mazdaiiasna). The agents of chaos are the deities and other 
evil beings who reject Ahura MazdÁ’s supremacy, among them the 
“Lie,” the cosmic deception that misinforms about the true nature of 
the world; the “old gods,” the daÿuuas; and the humans who offer 
them sacrifices (daÿuuaiiasna). The two groups have been in conflict 
from before the world was made and will remain so until evil is per-
manently defeated and undone.  

In the Zoroastrian world scheme, as represented in the Avesta, 
man in general and the poet-sacrificer (Dichterpriester) in particular 
must make a choice between which of the two sides in the universal 
conflict he wants to be on. The act of choosing plays a crucial role in 
the texts, as in the following Young Avestan text, often referred to as 
the Zoroastrian “profession of faith,” the FrauuarÁnÿ: 

                                    
6  See also P. O. Skjærvø (2005), “The Achaemenids and the Avesta,” in: Vesta 

Sarkhosh Curtis and Sarah Stewart (eds.), Birth of the Persian Empire, London and 
New York, 54-9. 

7  For a survey of opinions on the meaning of this word and arguments for the 
meaning “(cosmic, ritual, etc.) order,” as opposed to “truth,” see P. O. Skjærvø 
(2003a), “Truth and Deception in Ancient Iran,” in: F. Vajifdar and C. Cereti (eds.), 
Jamshid Soroush Soroushian Commemorative Volume, vol. II: Àtaš-e dorun – The 
Fire Within, 1st Books Library, 383-434. 

8  On the meaning of these epithets, see P. O. Skjærvø (2002a), “Ahura MazdÁ 
and Àrmaiti, Heaven and Earth, in the Old Avesta,” in: J. P. Brereton and S. W. Ja-
mison (eds.), Indic and Iranian Studies in Honor of Stanley Insler on His Sixty-Fifth 
Birthday (Journal of the American Oriental Society 122/2), 399-410. 
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Yasna 11.19-12.1 

staomÐ a��m nÁismÐ daÿuu½  
frauuarÁnÿ mazdaiiasn½ zara�uštriš vÐdaÿuu½ ahura.�kaÿš½  
staotÁ am��an	m sp�
tan	m yaštÁ am��an	m sp�
tan	m 

I (herewith) praise order. I scorn the old gods.9 
I shall (now) make my choice to be someone who sacrifices to Ahura  
    MazdÁ in the tradition of Zarathustra,  
discarding the old gods and choosing Ahura (MazdÁ) as my *guide,10 
a praiser of the Life-giving Immortal (gods),  
a sacrificer to the Life-giving Immortal (gods). 

Once he has taken sides, man and god become linked by bonds of 
mutual possession,11 but the poet-sacrificer is not yet assured of suc-
cess. His sacrifice must travel up to the deities in the world of 
thought in competition with those of rival poet-sacrificers,12 and the 
outcome of the ritual and the competition determines the rewards for 
gods and men, good and bad, as established by Ahura MazdÁ at the 
beginning of the world: 

Yasna 43.5 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á, 2nd GÁ�Á) 

sp�
t�m a� ��Á mazdÁ m�
hÐ ahurÁ 
hiia� ��Á a®h�uš z	�½i dar�s�m pauruuÐm 
hiia� då �iiao�anÁ mÐμdauu	n yÁcÁ ux�Á 
ak�m akÁi va®vhÐm a�Ðm va®haoÿ  

Thus, I (now) think you as life-giving,13 O all-knowing Lord, 
as I have seen you at the engendering of the new existence, when you 
   established, 
 

                                    
9  On this terminology, see P. O. Skjærvø (2002b), “Praise and Blame in the 

Avesta. The Poet-Sacrificer and His Duties,” in Studies in Honour of Shaul Shaked, 
vol. 1 (Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 26), Jerusalem, 29-67. 

10  An asterisk (*) marks more or less conjectural translations. Parentheses con-
tain additions to make the text legible and to enhance grammatical features not in 
English.  

11  See Skjærvø 2005, 57-59. 
12  See P. O. Skjærvø (2001), “Rivals and Bad Poets: The Poet’s Complaint in the 

Old Avesta,” in: M. G. Schmidt and W. Bisang, eds., Philologica et Linguistica. His-
toria, Pluralitas, Universitas. Festschrift für Helmut Humbach zum 80. Geburtstag 
am 4. Dezember 2001, Trier, 351-76. 

13  The root spÁ-/sÙ-/sau- (Old Indic �vÁ-/�Ù-/�av-) denotes “swelling,” i.e., in re-
ligious contexts, “swell with the juices of fecundity and life,” hence my translations: 
sp�
ta- “life-giving,” sauua-, sauuah- “life-giving strength,” and sÙra- “rich in life-
giving strength,” causative verb sÁuuaiia- “to make swell with life-giving strength” 
and its future participle saošiia
t- “revitalizer.” 
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for the first (time), actions as fee-earning, as well as (the words) to be  
    uttered, 
(and established) a bad (fee/existence) for the bad (but) a good reward  
    for the good.14 

This scenario is not, however, simply a matter of do ut des, that is, 
since I give, you should also give. Rather, the mutual gift-giving, the 
gift exchange, is a part of a universal “deal” (uruuÁta-) obtaining be-
tween Ahura MazdÁ and his followers and constitutes an unending 
series of quid pro quo or do et das in mutual indebtedness between 
god and his creatures, starting and ending with Ahura MazdÁ’s cos-
mogonical and eschatological sacrifices.15  

The uruuÁtas, the mutual agreements, or deals, between gods and 
men, are one kind of rules that regulate the relationship between the 
poet-sacrificer and the divine world (adjective uruua�a “someone 
who abides by the deals,” not simply an “ally,” as often translated). 
The others are the dÁtas, the established rules, “laws,” sets of rules 
for the functioning of the ordered cosmos in general, notably the 
natural cycles and social relationships (adjective dÁ�a), the mi�ras, 
pacts or contracts between men, as well as the prototypes in the di-
vine world (ratus, adjective �r���a), to which all things in the human 
world must conform. 

Once the poet-sacrificer in particular, but also man in general, has 
chosen his sides and is performing his part of the “deal” with the 
gods, he expects Ahura MazdÁ and the other divine beings to be on 
his side, as well, to perform their part of the deal with him, and to 
grant him his heart’s desire : 

Yasna 28.10 (AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á, 1st GÁ�Á) 

a� y�
g a�Áa�cÁ v½istÁ va®h�ušcÁ dÁ��
g mana®h½ 
�r����
g mazdÁ ahurÁ aÿibii½ p�r�nÁ ÁpanÁiš kÁm�m 

Thus, those whom you know (to be) on the side of order and good  
    thought, following the established rules, 
(and so) according to the models—fill for them, O all-knowing Lord,  
    with attainments (their) wish! [or: I shall fill for them ...] 

According to this deal, the poet-sacrificer will— most importantly—
produce, by his hymns of praise, for Ahura MazdÁ the royal com-
                                    

14  That is, for the one of bad/good thought, speech, acts.  
15  See P. O. Skjærvø (2006), “The Avestan Yasna: Ritual and Myth,” in: Religious 

Texts in Iranian Languages. Symposium held in Copenhagen May Month 2002, Det 
Kongelige Danske Videnskabernes Selskab, Copenhagen, 53-80. 
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mand (xša�ra) and, by the sacrificial food, the sustenance needed to 
invigorate the divine sphere and its inhabitants. Finally, in order for 
the new, re-ordered, cosmos to be born as a full-grown new living 
being (ahu), the new existence, he offers up himself and his commu-
nity, their “life breaths and bones,” to serve as the substance of life of 
the newly ordered cosmos that god is about to engender (see be-
low).16 

In return, Ahura MazdÁ is to bring about the rebirth and revitaliza-
tion of the cosmic order and the stabilization of his daughter Àrmaiti, 
the Earth, that is, the return of the sun, which represents the cosmic 
order, together with peace and well-being on earth.17 This return of 
order and life will supply the material world and its inhabitants with 
well-being, provided by the fecundity of the earth and living beings, 
as well as absence of illness and untimely death and freedom from 
war and destruction. Because of the resulting abundance of livestock, 
it also guarantees that the poet-sacrificer will be paid a handsome fee 
(cf. Yasna 46.19, below).18  

Thus, Ahura MazdÁ and the poet-sacrificer constitute the two 
points of the ritual-mythical universe between and around which ev-
erything else is arranged. In this bipolar structure of relations between  
the divine and human worlds, each has his assigned job, and, until 
the job is done, the two remain in mutual debt.19 Thus, the job is part 
of the elaborate system of gift exchange (Avestan maga)20 found in 

                                    
16  I do not know in what form the offering of bones and life breath was made. 

Probably, it did not, at this time, involve a realistic sacrifice of the sacrificer or of 
any of his parts, such as blood, as, for instance in the Mayan royal sacrifices, which 
were also celebrated to produce the new day. Rather, I assume that some of the items 
offered to the deity represented his bones and life breath, although I am unable to 
identify them at present.  

17  Skjærvø 2002a, 407-408. 
18  Presumably by the patron, that is, the person who pays for the sacrifice. On 

this individual, who is conspicuously absent from the Old Avestan surface text, at 
least, see Hintze (2004), “‘Do ut des’: Patterns of Exchange in Zoroastrianism,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 14:31-40. Hintze finds the patron among the in-
dividuals named in the GÁ�Ás, whose historical reality she postulates, as well as that 
of Zarathustra, both of which I reject.  

19  On the role of the debt in ancient Indic religion, see, e.g., Ch. Malamoud 
(1989), Cuire le monde: Rite et pensée dans l’Inde ancienne, Paris, chap. 5: “La thé-
ologie de la dette dans le brahmanisme.” 

20  See M. Molé (1963), Culte, mythe et cosmologie dans l’Iran ancien, Paris, 
156-164; H. P. Schmidt (1991), “Gathic maga and Vedic maghá,” in: K. R. Cama 
Oriental Institute International Congress Proceedings (5th to 8th January, 1989), 
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both ancient and modern societies and which has been identified and 
well studied for instance in the Greek and Old Indic literatures, but 
also in the wider Indo-European context.21  

The ritual, with its acts and words, therefore represents the poet-
sacrificer’s and, through him, his entire community’s, supreme gift to 
Ahura MazdÁ and the other gods. By the deals determining the gift 
and counter-gift, the poet-sacrificer and Ahura MazdÁ become mutu-
ally indebted friends (friia) and guest-friends (asti),22 and Ahura 
MazdÁ, the friend and host, is therefore obliged to provide a counter-
gift that matches the gift of his friends, the poet-sacrificer and his 
community: 

Yasna 43.14 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

hiia� nÁ friiÁi vaÿd�mn½ isuuÁ daidÐ� 
maibii½ mazdÁ tauuÁ raf�n½ frÁxšn�n�m 

That which a man *obtains (and is) in possession of, may he give (it)  
    to a friend. 
(So give) to me, O all-knowing one, your23 support (and) foreknowl- 
    edge (of the result)... 

Yasna 46.2 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

vaÿdÁ ta� yÁ ahmÐ mazdÁ anaÿš½ 
mÁ kamnafšuuÁ hiia�cÁ kamnÁnÁ ahmÐ 
g�r�z½i t½i Á Ð� auuaÿnÁ ahurÁ 
raf��r�m caguuå hiia� frii½ friiÁi daidÐ� 
Áxs½ va®h�uš a�Á ÐštÐm mana®h½ 

 

                                    

Bombay, 220-239; and Hintze 2004 (with references). On the Avestan vocabulary 
for various types of rewards, see also A. Hintze (2000), ‘Lohn’ im Indoiranischen, 
Wiesbaden. 

21  The classic work on gift-giving and the sacrifice as a gift-exchange is M. 
Mauss (1923–24), Essai sur le don. Forme et raison de l’échange dans les sociétés 
archaïques, Année Sociologique, 2nd series, 1; repr. in Sociologie et anthropologie, 
Paris, 1950; transl. by W. D. Halls (1990), The Gift: The Form and Reason for Ex-
change in Archaic Societies, New York and London. A more recent work, containing 
a critical assessment of Mauss, is M. Godelier (1996), L’énigme du don. Paris; Eng. 
transl. N. Scott (1999), The Enigma of the Gift, Chicago. On the Indo-European vo-
cabulary for the mechanisms of the excange of commodities, including gifts and 
counter-gifts, see E. Benveniste (1969), Le vocabulaire des institutions indo-
européennes, Paris, vol. 1.  

22  On this Indo-European-type guest-friendship, see Benveniste 1969, 94-100. 
23  Note that tauuÁ, here presumably “your,” is also a verb “be able” used toge-

ther with isa- in Yasna 50.11, below.  
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I know the reason why I am weak, O all-knowing one: 
(it is) because of my lack of cattle and because I have few men. 
I am complaining to you: look hither at it, O Lord, 
at (the kind of) support that a friend, having *offered (it), may give to  
    (his) friend! 
You (now) look hither (down) through order (or: because of (its) or- 
    der) at the *ritual of (my) good thought! 

In most cases, god’s counter-gift is contingent upon his pleasure in 
and acknowledgement of the poet-sacrificer’s performance in the rit-
ual.24 Thus, in return for all that the sacrifice gives him, god gives the 
poet-sacrificer what he needs and desires, and, once found deserving, 
he will be welcomed in god’s house as a guest-friend: 

Yasna 31.22 (AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

ci�rÁ Ð hudå
hÿ ya��nÁ vaÿd�mnÁi mana®hÁ 
vohÙ huu½ xša�rÁ a��m vaca®hÁ �iiao�anÁcÁ haptÐ 
huu½ t½i mazdÁ ahurÁ vÁzišt½ a®haitÐ astiš  

They (are) brilliant for the giver of good gifts who finds by (his)  
    *effort, by (his) thought 
good (things). He there is (here and now), by (his) command,  
    *strengthening order, by (his) speech and action.  
He there, O all-knowing Lord, will be your most invigorating guest- 
    friend.  

The poet-sacrificer’s gifts are material or immaterial, although the 
latter are, of course, no less real than the former. Both are elements 
of his conception of total reality. The immaterial offerings consist of 
the mental and verbal parts of the ritual, first and foremost the poet-
sacrificer’s good thought and everything produced by it: the perfectly 
ordered sacrifice; the songs and hymns of praise, which announce 
god’s fame and thereby strengthen him and the divine realm; and the 
material objects offered up in sacrifice, the libations and food stuff, 
which also serve to re-invigorate god and the divine powers and 
place them in command of the universe.  

Since the entire universe was originally made and ordered by 
Ahura MazdÁ in a divine sacrifice, all these objects, as well as all 
human knowledge, including that of the mysteries of the sacrifice 
and the cosmos, were originally given to men by him. Once made by 
Ahura MazdÁ, the ingredients of the sacrifice were brought down to 

                                    
24  See Hintze 2004, 35-36, on the verb xšnu-.  



TAHÀDÏ 501

earth by Zarathustra,25 and, in every sacrifice, the poet-sacrificers, 
like Zarathustra, consecrate and return to Ahura MazdÁ what he gave 
to the world to use, but which, in fact, still belongs to him, as ex-
pressed in the Yasna hapta®hÁiti: 

Yasna 39.4 

ya�Á tÙ Ð ahura.mazdÁ m�
ghÁcÁ vaocascÁ dåscÁ var�šcÁ yÁ vohÙ  
a�Á t½i dad�mahÐ a�Á cÐšmahÐ. 
a�Á ��Á Áiš yazamaidÿ a�Á n�ma�iiÁmahÐ  
a�Á išÙidiiÁmahÐ ��Á mazdÁ ahurÁ 

In the same way that you, O all-knowing Lord, have thought them and  
    spoken, established and performed what (are) good (thoughts, etc.), 
in that way we are giving (them) to you, in that way we are assigning  
    (them to you). 
in that way we are bending down (to you with them), 
in that way we are repaying you (with them), O all-knowing Lord. 

Thus, all these objects, which originated with Ahura MazdÁ and so 
are sacred, are returned to him, in one form or another, during the 
sacrifice, and, by their going back and forth between the divine and 
human spheres as gifts and counter-gifts, they confer upon these two 
spheres all the benefits of the gift exchange. Failure to match a gift 
by a gift of equal or greater value would nullify the relationship and 
allow the forces of chaos to replace the forces of order, either tempo-
rarily or, in the worst case, permanently. The theme of mutual gifts 
and rewards therefore constitutes the pragmatic axis, not only of the 
Old Avestan poems, but of the poet-sacrificer’s conceptual universe. 

Some of the gifts offered to Ahura MazdÁ have puzzled scholars 
in the past, because of a failure to realize that the Old Iranian god de- 
pends on his creatures to support him to stay in power and, in par-
ticular, to return to life and health or wholeness after periods of dark-
ness and decay (cf. Yasna 34.1, below).26 Thus, in the Old Avestan 
sacrifice, objects are offered to Ahura MazdÁ that he already has: 

 
 

                                    
25  See P. O. Skjærvø (2003b), “Zarathustra: First Poet-Sacrificer,” in: S. Adhami 

(ed.), PaitimÁna: Essays in Iranian, Indian, and Indo-European Studies in Honor of 
Hanns-Peter Schmidt, Costa Mesa, Calif., 157-94. 

26  Cf. Videvdad 22.1-2, where Ahura MazdÁ asks the “life-giving poetic thought” 
(m	�r½ sp�
t½), one of the entities that help the sun rise and move across the sky, to 
heal him from the 99,999 illnesses the Evil Spirit inflicted upon him.  
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Yasna 35.5 (Yasna hapta®hÁiti) 

huxša�r½.t�mÁi bÁ a� xša�r�m ahma� hiia� aibÐ  
dad�mahicÁ cišmahicÁ huu	mahicÁ  
hiia� mazdÁi ahurÁi a�ÁicÁ vahištÁi 

Indeed, (it is) for one with best command (that)—to the extent we  
    can— 
we are (now) establishing, assigning, and generating (royal) com- 
    mand, 
when (we establish, etc., it) for the all-knowing Lord and for best or- 
    der.  

Similarly, although god has given in the past, he is asked to give 
again, although the gift has not necessarily been squandered: 

Yasna 43.2 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

a�cÁ ahmÁi vÐspan	m vahišt�m  
xvÁ�r½iiÁ nÁ xvÁ�r�m daidÐtÁ. 

And, thus, (you now give) to this one (i.e., me) the best of all (things): 
may a man receive well-being (even if already) in well-being! 

This process is probably an expression of the cyclical nature of the 
sacrifice, the fact that it is not taking place for the first time: Ahura 
MazdÁ has already received the command before, the sacrificer has 
already been blessed with Ahura MazdÁ’s gifts before. There is pre-
sumably also the idea that Ahura MazdÁ can never be completely de-
prived of his powers or, at least, it would not be appropriate for hu-
mans to suggest he might have been.  

The poet-sacrificer approved by Ahura MazdÁ is also the one who 
knows what was, is, and will be, knowledge imparted to him by 
Ahura MazdÁ:  

Yasna 51.8 (Sp�
tÁmaniiÙ gÁ�Á, 3rd GÁ�Á) 

a� zÐ t½i vaxšiiÁ mazdÁ vÐdušÿ zÐ nÁ mruiiÁ� 

For thus I shall tell you, O all-knowing one — for a man may tell the 
one who (already) knows... 

This also puts him in eternal obligation to god to return this gift of 
divine knowledge and its products to him who gave it to him in the 
first place, which he does by recounting in his hymns the primordial 
divine acts and the divine cosmic order of the world. 

The sacrifice is therefore conceived as a great offering of gifts to 
Ahura MazdÁ and the other gods together with their creations. Its 
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purpose and function is to support the gods and especially Ahura 
MazdÁ in sustaining and maintaining the ordered cosmos. Moreover, 
the sacrifice performed by humans reproduces Ahura MazdÁ’s pri-
meval sacrifice, by which he established the ordered cosmos, and its 
aim is the revitalization of this cosmos, now constantly under attack 
by the forces of darkness and destruction.27 

Thus, the sacrifice and other rituals are the poet-sacrificer’s con-
tribution to the cosmic struggle between good and evil, for either of 
which he has to take sides. The partisans of order, the “sustainers of 
order,” will side with Ahura MazdÁ and everything he stands for: 
truth, peace, fertility, etc., while the partisans of evil, those “pos-
sessed by the Lie,” by advocating and supporting the other side, con-
tribute to all that is bad: lies, strife and war, sickness and death, both 
in the world of living beings and in that of thought. 

The textual references to gift-giving in the Old Avesta and the ba-
sic technical vocabulary are by now well known, as are their parallels 
in Old Indic poetry, especially the Rigveda.28 In the rest of this con-
tribution, I shall therefore focus on some special aspects of the Old 
Avestan gift exchange that have not yet, as far as I know, been no-
ticed or described. 

II. Debts and Payments 

In this situation of mutual dependence and obligation, when, accord-
ing to the established rules and deals, each part fulfills its obligations 
in the form of an exchange of gifts, then each of them is also put 
back in debt, and each expects to be paid back. Thus, current debts 
when paid in turn generate new ones. Mutual gift-giving, in fact, 
does not necessarily cancel a debt, more often it establishes or 
strengthens mutual indebtedness. This is what keeps the divine and 
human gifts going back and forth between heaven and earth. If it 

                                    
27  See Skjærvø 2006. 
28  See, e.g., A. B. Keith (1925), The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and 

Upanishads, 2 vols., Cambridge, Mass, vol. 1, 259 (citing Rigveda 1.54.9, 3.36.3, 9, 
7.32.6, 10.49.1): “...where the sacrificer is promised wealth both temporal and in the 
world to come in return for his sacrifice, and his gifts to the priests, and where the 
gods are invoked to delight themselves with the offering and to reward their votaries 
... this theory of the sacrifice and its result as an exchange of gifts, of strength for 
strength, is the fundamental fact of the whole Vedic religion.” 
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were not so, obviously the cosmos would come to a standstill (as it 
will after the final sacrifice has been performed). 

The simplest way of matching the divine gifts is to return pre-
cisely what was given. This is what we see, for instance, in the fol-
lowing passage from the Yasna hapta®hÁiti: 

Yasna 35.9-10 

imÁ Á� ux�Á vacå ahura.mazdÁ ... frauuaocÁmÁ 
a�Áa�cÁ hacÁ va®h�ušcÁ mana®h½ va®h�ušcÁ xša�rÁ� 
staotÁiš ��Á� ahurÁ staot½ibii½ aibÐ ux�Á ��Á� ux�½ibii½ yasnÁ ��Á�  
    yasn½ibii½ 

Thus, these words to be uttered, O all-knowing Lord, we will (now) 
proclaim ... 
in accordance with order and good thought and good command— 
be it through praises, O Lord, for (your) praises, be it through an utter- 
    ance for (your) utterances, be it through a sacrifice for (your) sacri- 
    fices. 

The human sacrificer will always remain one behind, however, and 
in eternal debt to the deity.29 but he can try and match god’s gift by 
increasing his own numbers: 

Yasna 34.1 (AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

yÁ �iiao�anÁ yÁ vaca®hÁ yÁ yasnÁ am�r�tatÁt�m 
a��mcÁ taibii½ då®hÁ mazdÁ xša�r�mcÁ hauruuatÁt½ 
aÿš	m t½i ahurÁ �hmÁ pourut�mÁiš dastÿ 

The action, speech, and sacrifice through which you now receive  
    deathlessness  
as well as order for yourself, O all-knowing one, and the command of  
    wholeness —  
(the foremost share) of these is being given to you, O Lord, by us  
    (gathered here) in greatest numbers. 

The Avestan terms for debt and paying one’s debts are apparently išud 
and išÙidiia-.30 The meaning of these words is not unambiguously 
evident in the texts themselves, but the Sasanian exegetes thought that 

                                    
29  Godelier 1999, 185 (= 1996, 257): “From the outset mankind is therefore in-

debted to the powers that fashioned man and bequeathed him the world he lives in, 
and this debt is ineffaceable. No counter-gift can measure up, be its equivalent, there 
is none that can efface it.” 

30  See J. Kellens (1974), Les noms-racines de l’Avesta, Wiesbaden, 18-21  
(where all the attestations of Rigvedic iÒudhya- are cited); Narten 1986, 159-163 
(Kellens and Narten prefer the interpretation as “strengthening”). 
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this was about debts when they rendered the texts into Middle Persian 
(Pahlavi), giving as the equivalents of the Avestan terms Pahlavi 
ÁbÁm, “debt, loan” and ÁbÁmÿn- “put in debt.”31 Since their interpre-
tation makes perfect sense and agrees with Old Indic conccepts, we 
have no good reason to doubt them in this particular case. Whether 
išÙidiia- means “repay a debt” or “place in debt” is unclear; it could 
also, perhaps, mean “place in situation of mutual indebtedness.” 

Repayment of debts is stressed repeatedly in the Yasna hap-
ta®hÁiti, which is a hymn in praise of Ahura MazdÁ’s gifts to the 
world:  

Yasna 36.5 

n�ma�iiÁmahÐ išÙidiiÁmahÐ ��Á mazdÁ ahurÁ  
vÐspÁiš ��Á humatÁiš vÐspÁiš hÙxtÁiš vÐspÁiš huuar�štÁiš pairi 
    jasÁmaidÿ 

We are bending down (to you), we are repaying you, O all-knowing  
    Lord,32 
we are circumambulating you with all thoughts well thought (by us),  
with all words well spoken, with all actions well done . 

Yasna 38.4 

yÁ v� va®vhÐš ahur½ mazdå nÁm	n dadÁ� va®hudå hiia� vå dadÁ�  
tÁiš vå yazamaidÿ tÁiš frii	nmahÐ tÁiš n�ma�iiÁmahÐ tÁiš išÙidiiÁmahÐ 

Those names, which the all-knowing Lord establishes for you (all), O  
    good (waters), 
when he establishes you (all) as givers of good things, 
with those we are sacrificing to you (all), with those we are making  
    (you our) friends, 
with those we are bending down (to you), with those we are repaying  
    (you). 

Yasna 39.4 (see below) 

a�Á išÙidiiÁmahÐ ��Á mazdÁ ahurÁ 

in that way we are repaying you (with them), O all-knowing Lord.33 

                                    
31  The Pahlavi renderings of the Avestan texts as a whole, however, are of little 

help for their understanding, as the intended syntax of the Pahlavi versions is often 
quite unclear.  

32  As an example, the Pahlavi of this clause is u-m ÁbÁmÿnÿ t½ ohrmazd kÙ-m 
ÁbÁm pad t½ bawÁd “and you, Ohrmazd, make me indebted, i.e., my debt will be to 
you.” 

33  Remarkably, in the exegesis on the Yasna hapta®hÁiti in the Bag nask of book 
9 of the Pahlavi Dÿnkard (9.57.23), the term Á-tÁn is found, which is a legal term 
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References to debts are found twice in the AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á (Yasna 
28-34), first, in the section where the poet-sacrificer asks Ahura 
MazdÁ about the origin and functioning of the world and, second, in 
the conclusion to this GÁ�Á, where he asks Ahura MazdÁ to give him 
the counter-gifts he deserves for his own gifts to the god: 

Yasna 31.14 

tÁ ��Á p�r�sÁ ahurÁ yÁ zÐ ÁitÐ j�
ghaticÁ  
yå išud½ dad�
tÿ dÁ�ran	m hacÁ a�Áun½  
yåscÁ mazdÁ dr�guu½.d�bii½ ya�Á tå a®h�n h�
k�r�tÁ hiia� 

I ask you here and now, O Lord, about those (things, namely, those)  
    that are now coming and (those that) shall come:  
the repayments in gifts that shall be given on the part of the sustainer  
    of order 
and (those), O all-knowing one, that shall be given on the part of those  
    possessed by the Lie—how those shall be when (totalled) in the  
    *account/record. 

In the conclusion of this GÁ�Á, the poet sacrificer asks Ahura MazdÁ 
one last time what he would like to receive in order for him to give 
rewards in return, as well as how to convey the gifts up to him: 

Yasna 34.12 

ka� t½i rÁzar� ka� vašÐ ka� vÁ stÙt½ ka� vÁ yasnahiiÁ 
srÙidiiÁi mazdÁ frÁuuaocÁ yÁ vÐdÁiiÁ� a�Ðš rÁšn	m 
sÐšÁ nå a�Á pa�½ va®h�uš xvaÿt�
g mana®h½ 

What (is) a straight *utterance for you? What do you want: What of  
    praise or what of sacrifice? 
Say forth (to us that word) for it to be heard, O all-knowing one, on  
    account of which he may distribute the rewards for (my) straight  
    *utterances.34 
Teach us the paths through order,35 the ones easy to go on (for one) of  
    good thought.  

                                    

meaning “solvent,” i.e., able to pay a debt. Unfortunately, it is at present unclear 
precisely to what part of the Yasna hapta®hÁiti this refers, but it is clearly related to 
the use of ÁbÁm.  

34  Cf. Yašt 13.157 “let them bring songs of praise and straight *utterances (stao-
mÁca rÁzar�ca) to Ahura MazdÁ, who has set (all things) in place.”  

35  That is, either through the sun-lit spaces of “order” or easy to go on because of 
the order of the ritual. See Skjærvø 2003a, 409-11. 



TAHÀDÏ 507

He then recalls the successes of his predecessors, the former “revital-
izers,” the saošiia
ts, that is, the successful poet-sacrificers, whose 
gifts have already contributed to the regeneration of the world: 

Yasna 34.13 

t�m aduuÁn�m ahurÁ y�m m½i mraoš va®h�uš mana®h½ 
daÿnå saošiia
t	m yÁ hÙ.k�r�tÁ a�ÁcÐ� uruuÁxša� 
hiia� ciuuištÁ hudåbii½ mÐμd�m mazdÁ yehiiÁ tÙ da�r�m 

(Teach us) that road36 which you, O Lord, told me (is that) of good  
    thought, 
the well-made one along which the vision-souls (daÿnÁ)37 of the revi- 
    talizers strode, precisely (the one) through order,  
(toward) the fee which was (first) assigned to those of good gifts (and)  
    whose depository you (are), O all-knowing one.  

He then reminds the gods that he deserves a reward for the supreme 
sacrifice of himself (see below): 

Yasna 34.14 

ta� zÐ mazdÁ vairÐm astuuaitÿ uštÁnÁi dÁtÁ 
va®h�uš �iiao�anÁ mana®h½ ... 

For, O all-knowing one, you all shall give to (my) life breath together  
    with (my) bones that well-deserved (fee) 
on account of the action of my good thought... 

Finally, he expresses the hope that his counter-gifts have had the ex-
pected result and that they are superior to those of his rivals, so that 
Ahura MazdÁ will make him the winner in the competition: 

Yasna 34.15 

mazdÁ a� m½i vahištÁ srauuåscÁ �iiao�anÁcÁ vaocÁ  
tÁ tÙ vohÙ mana®hÁ a�ÁcÁ išud�m stÙt½  

O all-knowing one, thus say my poems conferring fame (and my) ac- 
    tions (are) the best!  
(Say), you, (that my) repayment (in the form) of praises (is best) on  
    account of that good thought (of mine) and the order (of my ritual). 

                                    
36  Cf., e.g., Videvdad 2.10 “Then Yima went forth toward the lights, at noon, on 

the path (a��an�m) of the sun.”  
37  The daÿnÁ is what sees in the beyond and is the guide for the sacrifice on its 

way up to god. 



PRODS OKTOR SKJÆRVØ 508

The following Young Avestan passage, uttered toward the end of the 
yasna ceremony, insists on the same elements of guest-friendship, 
indebtedness, and gift-giving: 

Yasna 65.9 

ku�ra tå frii½ bauu	n ku�ra tå išud½ bauu	n ku�ra tå rÁtaii½ bauu	n 
y	 ahur½ mazda zara�uštrÁi frÁuuauuaca  
frÁ zara�uštr½ gaÿ�Ábii½ astuuaitibii½ 

Where shall those friendships38 be? Where shall those repayments be? 
Where shall those gifts be?— 
(all the words) which Ahura MazdÁ pronounced to Zarathustra 
and Zarathustra to living beings with bones.  

Pahlavi: 

¦iy½n pad awÿšÁn kunišn ka ½h kunÿm franÁft bawÿm kÙ-mÁn dÁrišn  
    bÿ kerd hÁd 
¦iy½n pad awÿšÁn ½h kunÿm Á-mÁn ÁbÁm bawÁd kÙ-mÁn tarsagÁhÐh  
    andar yazdÁn ÿd½n kerd ÿstÁd kÙ yazdÁn pad Án pÁdÁšn nÿkÐh abar  
    ½ amÁh ÿd½n Áward ÿstÁd kÙ-mÁn andar yazdÁn ÁbÁm hÁd. abarg  
    guft hÁd har kas andar yazdÁn ÁbÁm 
¦iy½n pad awÿšÁn yazišn ½h kunÿm Á-mÁn rÁdÐh bawÁd kÙ-mÁn tis  
    dÁd bawÁd  
kÿ ohrmazd frÁz guft ½ zardušt 
ud zardušt frÁz guft andar gÿhÁn Ð ast½mand 

How should one act toward them? — When we act in the appropriate  
    manner, we become *promoted, i.e., we will have provided support. 
When we act toward them in the appropriate manner, then we will  
    have a debt, i.e., we will have shown such respect to the gods that  
    the gods, as counter-gift, will have have conferred goodness upon us,  
    so that we will be in debt to the gods. Abarg says: Everybody is in  
    debt to the gods. 
When we perform a sacrifice to them in the appropriate manner, then 
we will experience generosity, i.e, something will be given to us, 
(that) which Ohrmazd said forth to Zarathustra 
and Zarathustra said forth in the world of the living with bones.39  

The accumulation of the debts was apparently counted—as still to-
day—on a monthly basis:40 
                                    

38  I.e., with the gods.  
39  The underlined text directly renders the Avestan, the rest are glosses and com-

mentary. 
40  Cf. the Pahlavi MÁh niyÁyišn 3.4: “15 (days) when the moon waxes, 15 when 

the moon wanes. [Commentary:] For 15 days it receives the good deeds of beings in 
the world of the living and recompense and counter-gifts (mizd ud pÁdÁšn) from those 
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Yasna 48.2 

vaocÁ m½i yÁ tuu�m vÐduuå ahurÁ  
parÁ hiia� mÁ yÁ m�
g p�r��Á jimaitÐ  
ka� a�auuÁ mazdÁ v�
gha� dr�guua
t�m  
hÁ zÐ a®h�uš va®vhÐ vistÁ Ák�r�itiš 

Tell me (now) those things which you, O Lord, know, 
before the *debts,41 which (are those) of the moon, come to me (for  
    settling ?): 
Shall, O all-knowing one, the sustainer of order overcome the one  
    possessed by the Lie? 
For that (is what has been) found (to be) the good *record(er) of (this)  
    existence.42 

Thus, as the moon measures out the months and years, into which the 
cyclical existence is divided, the balance of good and bad deeds, that 
is, also the number of individuals belonging to one or the other 
group, will determine which side will win in the cosmic competition. 

The divine counter-gift matches or, rather, surpasses the poet-
sacrificer’s ritual gift in exchange value (vasnÁ, see below), since 
god’s power is so much greater than that of the poet-sacrificer and 
the size of the universe so much greater than the sacrificial area. This 
seems to be expressed in the continuation of Yasna 65 (cf. above): 

Yasna 65.13-14 

ima� mÿ Áp½ dÁiiata ... 
ya�ca ahmÁ� asti mazii½ ya�ca ahmÁ� asti va
h½ 
ya�ca ahmÁ� asti sraii½  
ya�ca ahmÁ� asti par½.ar�jastar�m 
ta� n½ dÁiiata yÙμ�m yazata a�auuan½ 
xšaiiamana isÁna mošuca ÁsuiiÁca 
ha�ra ana gÁ��iia vaca 
hai�iiÁ var�št	m hiia� vasnÁ f�raš½.t�m�m 

 

                                    

in the world of thought; and for 15 days it delivers the good deeds to the beings in 
the world of thought and the recompense and return-gifts to those in the world of the 
living,” etc. 

41  Rather than taking p�r��a- from par- “fill,” I prefer deriving it from par- 
“promise, commit oneself to,” from which are derived words meaning “debt” in sev- 
eral Iranian languages (e.g., Pahlavi pÁr “debt,” purdag “indebted”). I would not like 
to exclude a pun on “full” moon (YAv. p�r�n½.mÁh), however.  

42  For the connection of “moon” and Ák�r�iti- cf. OInd. �k�ti- in Rigveda 10.85.5 
“The moon is the *record(er) of the years.” 
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Give me this, O waters, 
Both whatever there is greater than this and whatever there is better  
    than this, 
and whatever there is more beautiful than this 
and whatever there is much more valuable43 than this, 
that give us, you, O you who sustain order, O you worthy of sacrifice, 
being in command and having possession (of it), both soon and with  
    speed 
at the same time as this word of the Gâthâs: 
“On account of (my) true (action/utterance) may what is most full of  
    life-giving juices in exchange value be produced!” (from Yasna 
50.11) 

III. The Ultimate Gifts 

To fulfill the ultimate purpose of the sacrice, the rebirth of the cos-
mos, something more is needed than songs and food offerings, how-
ever. To produce life, the constituents of life are needed. For Ahura 
MazdÁ to engender the new life, the sacrificer has to return to Ahura 
MazdÁ his own life, which Ahura MazdÁ gave him in the first 
place.44 This aspect of the gift-exchange has not been focused on, yet 
it is as clearly stated as the ordinary exchange of praise and rewards: 

Yasna 31.11 (AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á; cf. Yasna 39.4, cited below) 

hiia� n� mazdÁ pauruuÐm gaÿ�åscÁ taš½ daÿnåscÁ 
��Á mana®hÁ xratÙšcÁ hiia� astuua
t�m dadå uštan�m 

When, O all-knowing one, you for the first time fashioned for us (our)  
    *living parts and vision-souls 
by your thought, as well as (our) guiding thoughts, when you would  
    place (in us) life breath45 with bones ... 

                                    
43  Av. ar�ja- “be valuable, be worth” is etymologically the same as Greek alphoi 

in Odyssey 15.450-53 cited below.  
44  See also S. Lévi (1898), La doctrine du sacrifice dans les Brâhmanas, Paris; 

2nd ed., Paris, 1966, 130-132, on the human sacrifice according to the Old Indic 
BrÁhma
a texts.  

45  I assume uštÁna is from *ušta “invigorated, instilled with life force” + Hna- 
“breath,” with *ušta- from the root vaz- (see on Old Persian *vazar/n, below) from 
Indo-European *we�- in vigor, vegetal, etc. See P. O. Skjærvø (2005), “Poetic and 
Cosmic Weaving in Ancient Iran. Reflections on Avestan vahma and Yasna 34.2,” in: 
D. Haug and E. Welo (eds.), Hapta¦ahaptÁitiš. Festschrift for Fridrik Thordarson, 
Oslo, 268, footnote 4. 
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The life breath and bones that were given by god in the beginning 
need to be re-given by both god and men to produce the new micro- 
and macro-cosmos. When we make god praiseworthy, etc., god gives 
us life and bones: 

Yasna 41.3 (Yasna hapta®hÁiti) 

humÁÐm ��Á ÐμÐm yazat�m a�a®hÁcim dad�maidÿ  
a�Á tÙ n� gaiiascÁ ast�
tåscÁ �iiå ub½ii½ a®huu½  
hÁt	m hudÁst�mÁ 

We regard you as having good *creative power, as worthy of  
    *prayers, worthy of sacrifices, as being with order. 
And so may you be our life and boniness in both existences, 
O (you) who give the best gifts among those who are. 

And the sacrificer gives his bones and life force in return for lifespan 
or the fee promised by Zarathustra: 

Yasna 43.16 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

a� ahurÁ huu½ maniiÙm zara�uštr½  
v�r�
tÿ mazdÁ yastÿ cišcÁ sp�ništ½ 
astuua� a��m �iiÁ� uštÁnÁ aoj½®huua� 
xv�
g dar�s½i xša�r½i �iiÁ� Ármaitiš 
a�Ðm �iiao�anÁiš vohÙ daidÐ� mana®hÁ 

Thus, he there, Zarathustra, O Lord, prefers your spirit/inspiration 
whichever, O all-knowing one, (is) most life-giving for you. 
May order have bones (and) have strength with life breath! 
May Àrmaiti (the Earth) be in (your) command (and) in full) sight of  
    the sun!  
May she by (her) actions [or: on account of (my) actions] give (me  
    my) reward for (my) good thought! 

Yasna 46.18 (UštauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

y� maibiiÁ yaoš ahmÁi ascÐ� vahištÁ 
ma�iiå išt½iš vohÙ c½iš�m mana®hÁ 

He who (assigns) to me (the best things) of a (full) lifespan, to him,  
    (as) the best (things)  
of my ritual, I have (now) assigned by/with (my) good thought even  
    my bones. 

Yasna 51.15 (Sp�
tÁmaniiÙ gÁ�Á) 

hiia� mÐμd�m zara�uštr½ magauuabii½ c½išt parÁ  
gar½ d�mÁnÿ ahur½ mazdå jasa� paouruii½  
tÁ v� vohÙ mana®hÁ a�ÁicÁ sauuÁiš c�uuÐšÐ 
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The fee which Zarathustra assigned before to the masters of the gift  
    exchange, 
in the House of Song, the all-knowing Lord comes forward (with it as)  
    the first (in line). 
On account of that (fee) I have assigned myself by/with (my) good  
    thought with life-giving strengths to you (all) and to order. 

In fact, the current ritual act follows the prototypical act of Zarathus-
tra, with whom the poet-sacrificer of the Old Avesta identifies him-
self: 

Yasna 33.14 (AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á) 

a� rÁt	m zara�uštr½ tanuuascÐt xva�iiå uštan�m 
dadÁitÐ pauruuatÁt�m mana®hascÁ va®h�uš mazdÁi 
�iiao�anahiiÁ a�Á yÁcÁ ux�a�iiÁcÁ s�raoš�m xša�r�mcÁ 

Thus, Zarathustra is giving as gift the life breath of his own body 
as the foremost share (of his sacrifice) and (the gift) of (his) good  
    thought to the all-knowing one,  
as well as what (is the foremost share) of his action through order 
(and that) of (his) utterance: (his) readiness to listen and the (royal)  
    command (generated for the all-knowing Lord by his sacrifice).46  

Moreover, the participants in the sacrifice join the sacrificer in offer-
ing themselves as counter-gifts for god’s primordial gifts to the 
world: 

Yasna 37.1-2 (Yasna hapta®hÁiti) 

i�Á Á� yazamaidÿ ahur�m mazd	m 
y� g	mcÁ a��mcÁ dÁ� 
apascÁ dÁ� uruuaråscÁ va®vhÐš 
raocåscÁ dÁ� bÙmÐmcÁ vÐspÁcÁ vohÙ 
ahiiÁ xša�rÁcÁ maz�nÁcÁ hauuapa®hÁišcÁ 

Thus, in this manner we are sacrificing to the all-knowing Lord, 
who set (in place) both the cow and the order,  
(who) set (in place) both the good waters and the plants, 
(who) set (in place) the (heavenly) lights, the earth, and all good  
    (things in between), 
by his command and greatness and artistries. 

Yasna 37.2-3 

t�m a� yasnan	m pauruuatÁtÁ yazamaidÿ 
y½i g�uš hacÁ šiiei
tÐ 

                                    
46  See Skjærvø, 2002a, 400-4.  
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t�m a� ÁhÙriiÁ nÁm�nÐ 
mazdÁ varÁ sp�
t½.t�mÁ yazamaidÿ 
t�m ahmÁkÁiš azd�bÐšcÁ uštÁnÁišcÁ yazamaidÿ 

Thus, to him we are sacrificing with the foremost (share) of the sacri- 
    fices 
(of these) who dwell (here) on the side of the cow. 
Thus, up to him we offer up in sacrifice (his) lordly names: 
O all-knowing one, O *bridegroom, O most “life-giving one”! 
To him we are offering (them) up in sacrifice (together) with our  
    bones and life breath. 

IV. The Exchange Value of Ahura MazdÁ’s Counter-gift 

In the Old Avesta, the term for the (proper) exchange value, the value 
of the exchange gift, is vasna-,47 from Indo-European *wesno/ 
*wosno.48 Let us briefly review the comparative evidence.  

Young Avestan vasna is clearly “price”:  

Videvdad 16.14 

y½ nÁirikaiiå ... vohunauuaitiiå 
pauruu½.vasna �iiao�na tanÙm iri�iiÁ�  

whoever mingles his body in “action” at a pre(arranged/paid) price 
(vasna) with a woman in menses ...  

In the Rigveda, vasná- clearly means “value” of goods offered in ex-
change, cf.: 

Rigveda 4.24.9 

He has offered something of lesser value (vasnám) for something  
    (worth) more (bh�yasÁ). 
Unsold (ávikrÐto), I (Indra) was happy as I went back. 
He did not redeem (arirecÐd) the lesser (value) for something (worth)  
    more. 

The verb vasnayá- probably means “demand the exchange value for 
(haggle over the price?),” hence “ransom” (Rigveda 6.47.21 in un-
                                    

47  The possibility that the word is identical with OInd. vasná “price, value” was 
mentioned by Humbach 1991, II, 115; in Humbach and Ichaporia 1994, it is simply 
translated as “value.” A. Hintze (1998), in her review of this book in Journal of the 
Royal Asiatic Society 10, 245 wondered what “selling price” could possibly mean 
and refer to in this context. Neither the Avestan nor the Rigvedic term is discussed in 
Hintze 2000 or 2004. 

48  See Benveniste 1969, 129-31.  
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clear context), and the adjective vásnya seems to mean “offered in 
exchange”: 

Rigveda 10.34.3 

I find nothing to appreciate (bhógam) in the gambler, like an old horse 
offered in exchange. 

Such also seems to be the original meaning of Latin vÿnum dare/ire 
“sell/be sold,” literally give/go as exchange value” (e.g., into servi-
tude) and Greek ônon d½-. The meaning of the Greek word is clear in 
several Homeric passages, where we again see how the whole proc-
ess is linked to the notion of guest-friendship: 

Iliad 21.40-42 

For at that time he sold (epérasse) him (Lukaon) into well-built Lem- 
    nos, 
carrying him on (his) ships, and the son of Iason (= Euenos) gave ex- 
    change value (ônon édoke; for him). 
From there a guest-friend (kseínos) released (elúsato) him, but he gave  
    a lot!  

Odyssey 15.450-53 

There is a child of my noble master ...  
Him I would bring on board, and he would be worth (álphoi)49 for you  
    an enormous exchange value (muríon ônon)  
wherever you might take him for sale (perásÿte) among men of other  
    speech.  

The strophes that conclude GÁ�Ás 1-3, which all contain vasnÁ, are 
therefore evidently prayers to Ahura MazdÁ that he now should give 
a counter-gift whose exchange value at least matches that of the gifts 
offered by the poet-sacrificers and his group of worshippers, but, 
preferably, exceeds this value. In fact, what Ahura MazdÁ is asked to 
do is to regenerate the ordered cosmos, the sun-lit world of the liv-
ing, swelling with the juices of fecundity and life (fraša),50 and so 
deliver it from its captivity by the powers of chaos, of darkness and 
death.  

                                    
49  See ibid. 
50  Since one of the goals of the sacrifice is to make order “full of swelling” (Yas-

na 51.21: a��m sp�nuua�), I assume fraša- (if connected with OInd. p�kÒ- and if this 
is “liquid strengthening” of some sort) means “full of the juices of life and vitality.” 
See the elaborate and exhaustive discussion in Narten 1986, 199-203. 
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In Yasna 34.15, the concluding strophe of the AhunauuaitÐ gÁ�Á 
(see Yasna 34.14, above), we find accumulated all the elements of the 
sacrificial gift-exhange. The poet-sacrificer’s sacrifices and praises, 
cast in perfect form by his good thought, confer fame and so also the 
royal command on Ahura MazdÁ. In this way he has repaid his previ-
ous debt to the god, and the god must now repay his new debt to the 
world by regenerating it: 

Yasna 34.15 

mazdÁ a� m½i vahištÁ srauuåscÁ �iiao�anÁcÁ vaocÁ  
tÁ tÙ vohÙ mana®hÁ a�ÁcÁ išud�m stÙt½  
xšmÁkÁ xša�rÁ ahurÁ f�raš�m vasnÁ hai�ii�m då ahÙm 

O all-knowing one, thus say my poems conferring fame (and my) ac- 
    tions (are) the best!  
(Say), you, (that my) repayment (in the form) of praises (is best) on  
    account of that good thought (of mine) and the order (of my ritual). 
You (now) establish by your (plur.) command, O Lord, this existence  
    as full of life-giving juices in matching value, the true one.  

Yasna 46.19, the concluding strophe of the UštauuaitÐ GÁ�Á (cf. 
Yasna 46.18), incorporates the elements of both Yasna 34.14 and 15: 

Yasna 46.19 

y� m½i a�Á� hai�Ðm hacÁ var�šaitÐ 
zara�uštrÁi hiia� vasnÁ f�raš½.t�m�m 
ahmÁi mÐμd�m han�
tÿ parÁhÙm 
man�.vistÁiš ma� vÐspÁiš gÁuuÁ azÐ 
tÁcÐ� m½i s	s tuu�m mazdÁ vaÿdišt½ 

He who shall (now) produce for me the true new existence in accor- 
    dance with order  
[or: He who shall produce the true new existence on account of my  
    order, (the one) which (he produced)] 
for Zarathustra, the one which is the most full of life-giving juices in  
    matching value, 
(shall produce it?) for this one (= me), who earns (it as his) fee, a  
    higher new existence:  
a bull and a cow together with all (things to be) found in/by (one’s)  
    thought. 
You, O all-knowing one, appear to me as the one who finds (for me)  
    most often just those (things). 

In Yasna 50.10-11, the concluding strophes of the Sp�
tÁmaniiÙ 
gÁ�Á, it is stated explicitly what the counter-gift should be, namely 
the heavenly light, the sun, and the light of the new day: 
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Yasna 50.10 

a� yÁ var�šÁ yÁcÁ pairi.Áiš �iiao�anÁ 
yÁcÁ vohÙ cašm	m ar�ja� mana®hÁ 
raocå xv�
g asn	m uxšÁ aÿuruš 
xšmÁkÁi a�Á vahmÁi mazdÁ ahurÁ 

Thus, (the actions) that I shall now perform, both those that you have  
    wished for 
and those that, on account of (our?) good thought, are worth (our) eyes  
    (? are 
the bringing back of) the lights of the sun. The bull of the days is the  
    *impeller 
for the hymn to you (plur.) through order, O all-knowing Lord. 

Yasna 50.11 

a� v� staotÁ aojÁi mazdÁ a®hÁcÁ 
yauua� a�Á tauuÁcÁ isÁicÁ 
dÁtÁ a®h�uš ar�da� vohÙ mana®hÁ 
hai�iiÁ var�št	m hiia� vasnÁ fraš½.t�m�m 

Thus, I shall declare myself your (plur.) praiser, O all-knowing one,  
    and I shall be— 
to the extent I by the order (of my ritual) can and am able— 
the establisher of the new existence *successfully by (my) good  
    thought! 
On account of (my) true (action/utterance) may what is most full of  
    life-giving juices in matching value be produced!  

The Pahlavi commentary on the last line also emphasizes rewards 
and counter-gifts: 

¦iy½n ÁškÁrag warzÐdÁrÁn ÿd-išÁn kÿ kÁmag frÁztom kÙ-šÁn abÁyist 
wÿš kÙ kerd Á-šÁn mizd pÁdÁšn dahÿd ½ man-iz kÿ zardušt ham dahÿd 
½ man-iz kÿ z½d ham 

As it is evident to those who perform it (bring it about), this which is 
their foremost wish, i.e., (when) that which they deserve is more than 
(what is) done, then give them their fee (and/as) counter-gift (pÁdÁšn); 
give it to me too, who am Zarathustra, and to me, the sacrificer.51  

                                    
51  In the Avesta, including the GÁ�Ás, and the Pahlavi literature, Zarathustra is 

the mythical first sacrificer, soldier, and farmer, fighter of evil and promoter of peace 
and fertility in the world of living beings. The current sacrificer will be successful 
only if he imitates Zarathustra perfectly, which may imply being reborn in the per-
sona of Zarathustra during the ritual. See Skjærvø (2003), “Zarathustra: First Poet-
Sacrificer,” in: S. Adhami (ed.), PaitimÁna. Essays in Iranian, Indian, and Indo-
European Studies in Honor of Hanns-Peter Schmidt, Costa Mesa, 157-94. 
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The formula with vasnÁ is not found in the conclusions of the 
Vohuxša�rÁ and Vahišt½išti, the 4th and 5th GÁ�Ás (Yasna 51.22 and 
Yasna 54.1), where Ahura MazdÁ’s gifts are probably already on their 
way, but the Pahlavi version of Yasna 51.22 insists on “fee (and/as) 
counter-gift,” and, in Yasna 54.1, where the world has been healed, 
only the fee is mentioned:  

Yasna 51.22 

yehiiÁ m½i a�Á� hacÁ vahišt�m yesnÿ paitÐ 
vaÿdÁ mazdå ahur½ ... 

He who knows the best (thing that is in store) for me in accordance 
with order in return for (my) sacrifice to him, (is) the all-knowing 
Lord. 

Pahlavi 

½y kÿ az ahlÁyÐh abÁgÐh pahlom kÙ az yazdÁn Án pahlom man yazišn  
    abar 
ÁgÁh Ohrmazd mizd ud pÁdÁšn 

He whose company is the best from (among the things of) order, i.e.,  
    he is the best among the gods, to him I should sacrifice. 
Ohrmazd is aware (i.e., of) the fee and counter-gift. 

Yasna 54.1 

Á airii�mÁ išii½ raf��rÁi ja
tÙ 
n�r�biiascÁ nÁiribiiascÁ zara�uštrahÿ 
va®h�uš raf��rÁi mana®h½ yÁ daÿnÁ vairÐm hanÁ� mÐμd�m 
a�ahiiÁ yÁsÁ a�Ðm y	m išii	m ahur½ masatÁ mazdå 

Let speedy Airiiaman [god of healing] come here to provide support 
for (our) men and women, to provide the support  
of Zarathustra’s good thought, by which (his) vision-soul may gain a  
    well-deserved fee. 
[Or: for support / for Zarathustra’s men and women, / for support for 
    (his/my) good thought, by which ...] 
I am now asking for the reward of order, which the all-knowing Lord  
    shall *deem worthy of being sped (hither). 

Traditionally, Avestan vasnÁ has been equated with Old Persian 
vašnÁ in the expression vašnÁ auramazdÁha and been derived from 
the verb vas- “wish.”52 It has been translated variously as “by the will 

                                    
52  In my opinion, Old Persian vašnÁ is the instrumental(-ablative) of vazar/n 

“greatness,” also seen in vaz�rka “great.” The root is again *we�-, which signifies 
“invigorate,” etc., and Old Persian vaz�rka, used predominantly about AhuramazdÁ, 
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of” or “by the grace of” (Ahura MazdÁ). The latter term, which is 
borrowed from Christian terminology, is obviously inappropriate for 
the Avestan scenario. The term “grace” normally implies a benevo-
lent action on the part of god to the benefit of mankind although un-
deserving of it, while the Avestan poet-sacrificer is rewarded pre-
cisely because he has fulfilled god’s purpose and so is deserving. 
Similarly, “by the will/wish of” implies some arbitrariness on the 
part of the deity, that, no matter what has happened, god makes his 
own decision and simply wills the outcome. Again, this is counter to 
the chain of events that we observe in the Avesta.  

Moreover, in later Zoroastrian thought, Ahura MazdÁ’s will does 
precisely not enter into the decisions to be made in the universal con-
flict between good and evil to solve an existing conflict. It is true that 
what he did was according to his “wish” (kÁm), but Ahura MazdÁ’s 
deployment of his omnipotence does not depend upon his will. In 
fact, confronted with the question of why Ahura MazdÁ did not use 
his omnipotence to overcome evil then and there, Sasanian Zoroas-
trians responded that Ahura MazdÁ does not think that which is im-
possible, nor does he wish it: 

Bundahišn 1.57 

ohrmazd Án tis nÿ menÿd Ð-š kardan nÿ tuwÁn 
ganÁg mÿn½y Án Ð-š nÿ tuwÁn kardan menÿd ud padist-iz abar barÿd 

Ohrmazd does not think that which he is not able to do,  
(while) the Foul Spirit thinks what he is not able to do and even insists  
    on doing it. 

Škand-gumÁnÐg-wizÁr 

¦iy½n tuwÁn sÁmÁn½mand ½w½n-iz aziš kÁm  
¦ÿ frazÁnag ud kÁm Ð frazÁnag harw ½ Án Ð šÁyÿd bÙdan 
u-š kÁm ½ Án Ð nÿ šÁyÿd nÿ widerÿd  
¦ÿ har Án kÁmÿd Ð šÁyÿd sazÿd bÙdan 

In the same way that what is possible is circumscribed, so too is (his)  
    wish to do it, 
for (god) is wise, and the wish of the wise is entirely toward that  
    which can be. 

                                    

may originally have been close in function to Avestan sp�
ta. The change in mea-
ning would be similar to that of Old Indic �Ùra, “rich in life-giving strength,” ap-
plied specifically to Indra in his cosmogonic activities, but later simply “heroic, 
strong.”  
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And no wish toward that which can not occurs to him,  
for he wishes all that which can be (and) which it is proper that it  
    should be.53 

The “ethical” veil drawn over the Old Avestan religion and ascribed 
to the assumed reform of Zarathustra is a Western invention.54 The 
religion we observe in the Avesta when we accept the meaning of the 
words (and the mythical realities they express) and do not arbitrarily 
assign modern ethical qualities to them is one based on social 
mechanisms,55 the rules obtaining between rulers and the ruled, 
where good rulers need to be strengthened by the praise and gratitude 
of those ruled and in turn show their gratitude by maintaining the 
well-being of their subjects.56  

Yasna 48.5 (Sp�
tÁmaniiÙ gÁ�Á) 

huxša�rÁ xš�
t	m mÁ n� duš�.xša�rÁ xš�
tÁ 
va®huiiå cist½iš �iiao�anÁiš Ármaitÿ 
yaoμdå ma�iiå aipÐ z	��m vahištÁ 
gauu½i v�r�ziiÁt	m t	m n� xvar��Ái fšuii½ 

Let (now) those of good command be in command! Let not those of  
    bad command (now) command us! 
By the actions of (my/your?) good *insight, O Àrmaiti (= the Earth), 
you make mortal women ritually pure after birth. May the best  
    (things) 
be produced for the cow! You keep tending her for food for us! 

Yasna 48.6 

hÁ zÐ n� *š½i��mÁ hÁ n� utaiiÙitÐm 
dÁ� t�uuÐšÐm va®h�uš mana®h½ b�r�x�ÿ 

                                    
53  After P. J. de Menasce (1945), Škand-gumÁnÐk vi¦Ár: La solution décisive des 

doutes: Texte pazand-pehlevi transcrit, traduit et commenté, Fribourg en Suisse, pp. 
38-39. 

54  See, for instance, Hintze’s (2004, 44) conclusion: “... the exchange taking pla-
ce on the spiritual, ethical level ... The spiritual exhange pattern is what we may con-
sider as Zarathustra’s own and new message.”  

55  Note the use of the terms lašno and palašno (Pahlavi dÁšn and pÁdÁšn) “gift 
and counter-gift” in the Medieval Bactrian documents for payment and what is being 
paid for. The term lašno-palašno-b½stigo “sales contract” means literally “document 
about gifts and counter-gifts.” 

56  Cf. Malamoud 1989, 116: “Mais s’agissant du �g-Veda, texte fondamentale-
ment et presque exclusivement religieux, produit d’une société où les notions éco-
nomiques, sociales et juridiques n’étaient pas vraiment dégagées de la sphère des re-
présentations religieuses...” 
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a� a�iiÁi a�Á mazdå uruuarå vaxša� 
ahur½ a®h�uš z	�½i pauruiiehiiÁ 

For she (= Àrmaiti) (has given) us *wealth, she (has given) us *tissue- 
    connectedness. 
She has given (us) *solidity (of body)—you, O (Àrmaiti), the  
    *esteemed one of (my) good thought! 
Thus, for her the all-knowing one, in accordence with order, shall  
    (now) make plants grow, 
he, the Lord, at the (re)birth of the first existence. 

When we approach the Old Avestan texts as ancient ritual texts, 
rather than as the obscure teachings of the Prophet Zarathustra, what 
emerges is a well-known type of archaic human interaction with the 
divine. The gods need the humans and the humans need the gods for 
goodness to overcome evil so that life may go on in an acceptable 
fashion.57 The relationship between the two spheres is the common 
one of the guest-friendship, which is maintained through the unend-
ing cycle of mutual gift-giving. 
 
 

                                    
57  M. Biardeau and Ch. Malamoud (1996), Le sacrifice dans l’Inde ancienne, 

Louvain and Paris, 24: “Si les hommes ne sacrifient pas, les dieux s’affaiblissent et 
ne peuvent donner la prospérité au monde terrestre.” 
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IF WISHES WERE…:  

NOTES ON WISHING IN ISLAMIC TEXTS 

Aron Zysow, Princeton University 

“You’re a man, Father. You probably can’t always 
control what you wish.” 
“But I must try,” the priest said. “I am not just a man. 
I am a man of God.” 
Robert B. Parker, Thin Air, 1995. 

I. Introduction 
II. Wishing as a Speech Act 

III. Wishing in Islamic Theology 
IV. Wishing in the Exegesis of the QurÞÁn 

V. Wishing in Islamic Law 
VI. Theological and Moral Opposition to Wishing 

VII. Wishing in Modern Writers 
VIII. Summary 

I. Introduction 

The undoubtedly universal human practice of making wishes could 
not fail to attract the attention of Muslim thinkers and scholars. For 
one thing, both the QurÞÁn and ÎadÐth make mention of wishing and 
address the appropriateness of making certain wishes. Moreover, in 
the particle layta, the Arabic language possesses a grammatical de-
vice specifically suited for making wishes.1 Wishing thus has a small 
                                    

1  On the syntax of layta, see W. Wright, A Grammar of the Arabic Language, 3rd 
ed., Cambridge, 1967, 1:290, 2:82-3, where a derivation from the verb raÞayta is 
suggested; see further H. L. Fleischer, Kleinere Schriften, Leipzig, 1885-8, 1:468. 
On the acceptability of the usage of layta with two accusatives, which this derivation 
seeks to explain, see AbÙ ÍayyÁn, Manhaj al-sÁlik, ed. S. Glazer, New Haven, 1947, 
72; the chapter on inna and its “sisters” has been separately edited and translated in-
to German by A. Bergter, Hildesheim, 1988, 28-9, trans. 54-6. Wishes can, of cour-
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but distinct place in the exegesis of the QurÞÁn and ÎadÐth and in 
Arabic philology. Interest in wishing was not, however, limited to 
these disciplines. Theologians, jurists, ascetics, and mystics also had 
something to say. Not surprisingly the evidence in the available lit-
erature for the discussion of wishing is uneven, and the earliest pe-
riod is, as one might expect, the least amenable to probing. Nonethe-
less enough exists to warrant an overview. These notes do not pur-
port to represent more than a survey of some salient features of the 
treatment of wishing in Islamic literature.2 

II. Wishing as a Speech Act 

One obvious starting point is the nature of wishing: how is wishing 
to be categorized? One common answer, not in itself very revealing, 
is that wishing is a speech act in the sense made familiar by the Ox-
ford philosopher J. L. Austin (d. 1960).3 In fact, wishing already ap-
pears in one of the earliest lists of speech acts that has come down to 
us, that of the grammarian al-Akhfash al-AwsaÔ (d. 215/830), a stu-
dent of SÐbawayh (d. 180/796). Al-Akhfash reportedly identified six 
speech acts (aqsÁm al-kalÁm): statement (khabar), question (istikh- 
bÁr), command (amr), prohibition (nahy), interjection (nidÁÞ), and 

                                    

se, be expressed other than by use of layta: for example, with law, hal, hallÁ, allÁ, 
lawlÁ, lawmÁ (al-SakkÁkÐ, MiftÁÎ al-ÝulÙm, ed. NaÝÐm ZarzÙr, Beirut, 1407/1987, 
307, trans. Udo Gerald Simon in Mittelalterliche arabische Sprachbetrachtung zwi-
schen Grammatik und Rhetorik, Heidelberg, 1993, 316), and laÝalla (al-KhaÔÐb al-
QazwÐnÐ, TalkhÐÒ al-MiftÁÎ, in ShurÙÎ al-TalkhÐÒ, Beirut, n.d., 2:245), as well as per-
fects used as optatives (duÝÁÞ) and with such verbs as aÎabba, wadda, and tamannÁ. 

2  An important omission from the material covered is poetry and more generally 
literary texts. Suggestive remarks on the role of speech act theory in the study of 
Arabic praise poetry can be found in Beatrice Gruendler, “ÝAbbÁsid Praise Poetry  
in Light of Dramatic Discourse and Speech Act Theory,” in Beatrice Gruendler and 
Verena Klemm, eds., Understanding Near Eastern Literatures: A Spectrum of Inter-
disciplinary Approaches, Wiesbaden, 2000, 157-69, esp. 161-2, and in her Medieval 
Arabic Praise Poetry, Ibn al-RÙmÐ and the Patron’s Redemption, London, 2003,  
27-9, 36-9. 

3  The study of speech acts now forms a central part of the linguistic discipline of 
pragmatics. For a survey of the by now extensive work on speech acts, including 
questions of taxonomy, see Jerrold Sadock’s chapter “Speech Acts” in Laurence  
R. Horn and Gregory Ward, eds., The Handbook of Pragmatics, Malden, MA, 2004, 
53-73. Ancient and medieval categorizations of speech acts, including wishing, are 
treated in Gabriel Nuchelmans, Theories of the Proposition, Amsterdam, 1973, 63, 
97-100, 147. 
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wishing (tamannÐ). His contemporary and another student of SÐba-
wayh, QuÔrub (d. 206/821), is said to have identified four: statement, 
question, demand (Ôalab), and interjection.4 These lists should not 
mislead us. Even a cursory examination of SÐbawayh’s al-KitÁb is 
enough to show that he and his predecessors, including his teacher 
al-KhalÐl b. AÎmad (d. 175/791-2), were already familiar with wish-
ing as a speech act that might be performed by means of a number of 
locutions, not solely by the use of layta. In such cases the utterance 
was said to have acquired the force of a wish (fÐ maÝnÁ l-tamannÐ, 
ÝalÁ l-tamannÐ).5 Having acquired the force of the speech act of wish-
ing, an expression might then exhibit the syntax characteristic of 
wishing, for example, the use of the subjunctive after fa-. 6 The pos-
sibility of such an acquired force as a wish was not in principle  
disputed even when there was disagreement as to its syntactic impli-
cations. 

The early recognition of wishing as a distinct speech act is all the 
more noteworthy when we take into consideration that, according to 
the Andalusian philologist al-BaÔalyawsÐ (d. 521/1127), the majority 
of BaÒran grammarians in his day had come to hold that the number 
of speech act types (maÝÁnÐ l-kalÁm) in Arabic was beyond enumera-
tion.7 One might even venture to say that the identification of wish-
ing as a speech act was inevitable given the available Arabic vocabu- 
 

                                    
4  al-ZajjÁjÐ, TafsÐr RisÁlat Adab al-kuttÁb, ed. ÝAbd al-FattÁÎ SalÐm, Cairo, 1993, 

111-2; al-SuyÙÔÐ, HamÝ al-hawÁmiÝ, ed. ÝAbd al-SalÁm MuÎammad HÁrÙn and ÝAbd 
al-ÝÀl SÁlim Mukarram, Kuwait, 1394/1975, 1:34. 

5  al-KitÁb, ed. H. Derenbourg, Paris, 1881, 1:314, trans. Jahn, Berlin, 1900, vol. 
2, part 1:71-2. The discussion of sentence types in early grammar in Rafael Talmon, 
Eighth-Century Iraqi Grammar, Winona Lake, IN, 2003, 275-6, does not shed light 
on our topic. 

6  On a dispute between SÐbawayh and al-Mubarrad on the implications for syn-
tax of a locution that admittedly had acquired the force of a wish, see Ibn WallÁd, 
KitÁb al-IntiÒÁr, edited in Monique Bernards, Changing Traditions, Leiden, 1997, 
99-101; cf. al-Mubarrad, KitÁb al-MuqtaÃab, ed. MuÎammad ÝAbd al-KhÁliq 
ÝUÃayma, Cairo, 1388, 4:382-6. 

7  Al-IqtiÃÁb fÐ sharÎ Adab al-kuttÁb, ed. MuÒÔafÁ al-SaqqÁ and ÍÁmid ÝAbd al-
MajÐd, Cairo, 1981, 1:58. Richard Frank identifies the expression maÝÁnÐ l-kalÁm as 
that of the grammarians, aqsÁm al-kalÁm as that of the theologians, “Meanings are 
Spoken of in Many Ways: The Earlier Arab Grammarians, Le Muséon (78) 1981, 
269, n. 29, reprinted in Richard M. Frank, Philosophy, Theology and Mysticism in 
Medieval Islam: Texts and Studies on the Development and History of KalÁm, vol. 1, 
ed. Dimitri Gutas, Ashgate, 2005  
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lary. When in a QurÞÁnic passage (19:23), Mary says, “Would that I 
had died before this, and had become a thing utterly forgotten” (yÁ-
laytanÐ mittu qabla hÁdhÁ wa-kuntu nasyan mansiyyÁ), what could 
be more natural than for a commentator to report that she had made a 
wish (tamannat)?8 

Although wishing seems to have been identified as a type of 
speech act as far back as our knowledge of Arabic philology goes, de-
termining its place in a taxonomy of speech acts was another matter 
entirely. It seems that substantial stability in the classification of 
speech acts, wishing among them, was ultimately reached only in the 
wake of the widespread influence of the rhetorical third part of MiftÁÎ 
al-ÝulÙm of al-SakkÁkÐ (d. 626/1229) and its popularization in the 
abridgement of al-KhaÔÐb al-QazwÐnÐ (d. 739/1338) with its many 
commentaries. Both these authors employ a dichotomy of speech acts 
with truth-value and those that are not so evaluable. The former are 
statements (khabar). For the latter al-SakkÁkÐ uses the term Ôalab 
(demand) and al-QazwÐnÐ inshÁÞ (peformative), the label that has be-
come standard.9 For al-SakkÁkÐ the five subcategories of Ôalab that he 
enumerates—wish, question, command, prohibition, and interjec-
tion—play the role of basic speech act types from which other speech 
act types can be generated (tawlÐd), whereas al-QazwÐnÐ, who refers to 
many performative subcategories (anwÁÝ), blurs al-SakkÁkÐ’s line be-
tween basic and generated speech acts.10 

While both the dichotomy of khabar and Ôalab/inshÁÞ and the clas-
sification of wishing under the latter might appear intuitively obvious, 
these intuitions were not shared by many of the theorists who pre-
ceded al-SakkÁkÐ. A list of speech act types that apparently was popu-
lar for a time among philologists has four classes—command, ques-
tion, statement, and petition (raghba)—as does another list that en-
joyed authority among legal theorists—command, prohibition, state-

                                    
8  For example, Ibn ÝÀdil, al-LubÁb fÐ ÝulÙm al-KitÁb, ed. ÝAbd al-MawjÙd et al., 

Beirut, 1419/1998, 13:41. The labeling of a speech act introduced by layta as a wish 
is already found in the QurÞÁn (28: 79, 82). This does not, of course, exclude the use 
of other verbs to report wishes, e.g. yaddaÝÙna in Q. 36:57 according to some exe-
getes (Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar al-wajÐz, Beirut, 1423/2003, 1067). 

9  On this distinction see Pierre Larcher, “Quand, en arabe, on parlait de 
l’arabe…(II). Essai sur la catégorie inšÁÞ (vs. khabar),” Arabica 38 (1991), 246-73. 

10  al-SakkÁkÐ, MiftÁÎ al-ÝulÙm, 164-5, 302-7; trans. Simon, 65-8, 309-17;  
al-QazwÐnÐ, TalkhÐÒ al-MiftÁÎ, 1:163-5, 2:234-8. 
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ment, and question.11 In the case of the legal theorists we can readily 
grasp that they were more interested in commands and prohibitions 
than in statements, an interest reflected in their approach to speech act 
classification. And there is no obvious reason at all for them to have 
been interested in wishes.12 

In an unusually full discussion of the question of the classification 
of speech acts, the ShÁfiÝÐ jurist and AshÝarÐ theologian ImÁm al-
Íaramayn al-JuwaynÐ (d. 478/1085) gives legal theorists the credit 
for classifying speech acts in the first place, a task they undertook for 
their own purposes in distinction to the classification of parts of 
speech (noun, verb, and particle) produced by the grammarians. Ac-
cording to al-JuwaynÐ. The fourfold classification of the early legal 
theorists—command, prohibition, statement, and question—was ex-
panded upon by later legal theorists, who among other new elements 
added wishing. Rejecting some criticisms of this expanded list made 
by another AshÝarÐ ShÁfiÝÐ, AbÙ IsÎÁq al-IsfarÁyÐnÐ (d. 418/1027), al-
JuwaynÐ proposes his own new fourfold classification: demand, sta-
tement, question, and intimation (tanbÐh). Wishing is to be put under 
the new heading of tanbÐh. TanbÐh can be a speech act directed at 
others as in the case of interjection or at oneself as in the case of 
wishing.13 Al-JuwaynÐ’s list was given great currency by Fakhr al-
DÐn al-RÁzÐ (d. 606/1210), who adopted it in his major work on legal 
theory al-MaÎÒÙl. In this list, the primary division is between speech 

                                    
11  The former list is that given by Ibn Qutayba (d. 270/889), al-BaÔalyawsÐ,  

al-IqtiÃÁb, 58-9; the speech act types in this list are identified as the four daÝÁÞim  
al-kalÁm in a gloss to AbÙ IbrÁhÐm al-FÁrÁbÐ (d. 350/961-2), DÐwÁn al-adab, ed. 
AÎmad MukhtÁr ÝUmar, Cairo, 1394/1974, 1:73 n. 4. 

12  Some copies of ImÁm al-Íaramayn al-JuwaynÐ’s al-WaraqÁt omitted mention 
of wishing, inviting and swearing (Ibn QÁwÁn, al-TaÎqÐqÁt fÐ sharÎ al-WaraqÁt, ed. 
SaÝd b. ÝAbd AllÁh b. Íusayn al-SharÐf, Amman, 1419/1999, 158: e.g., the text in al-
MÁrdÐnÐ, al-Anjum al-zÁhirÁt, ed. ÝAbd al-KarÐm b. ÝAlÐ b. MuÎammad al-Namla, 
Riyad, 1416/1996, 109. Such speech acts were not germane to legal theory (Ibn al-
FirkÁÎ, SharÎ al-WaraqÁt, ed. MuÎammad Íasan IsmÁÝÐl, Beirut, 1424/2003, 28). 

13  al-BurhÁn fÐ uÒÙl al-fiqh, ed. ÝAbd al-ÝAÛÐm al-DÐb, al-ManÒÙra, 1420/1999,1: 
146-8. Al-JawÁlÐqÐ (d. 540/1145), SharÎ Adab al-kÁtib, ed. MuÒÔafa ÑÁdiq al-RÁfiÝÐ, 
Cairo, 1350, 38, similarly presents wishing as an addition to the same four-fold clas-
sification, which he attributes to al-awÁÞil. In his early work al-MankhÙl min taÝliqÁt 
al-uÒÙl, al-JuwaynÐ’s student al-GhazzÁlÐ (d. 505/1111) limits al-tanbÐh to nidÁÞ, 
while adding a fifth class taraddud, which includes wishing and anticipating. He 
does, however, admit the possibility of reducing the classes to tanbÐh and khabar, 
the taraddud category falling under tanbÐh in a sense (ed. MuÎammad Íasan HÐtÙ, 
Damascus, n.d., 102). 
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acts that constitute demands, those of primary interest to the legal 
theorists, and those that do not. Among the latter are statements and 
also the speech acts classed under tanbÐh, a term that al-RÁzÐ explains 
as having been introduced simply to provide a label for wishing and 
anticipating (al-tarajjÐ) and other such speech acts.14 

It was only with the MÁlikÐ AshÝarÐ Ibn al-ÍÁjib (d. 646/1249) that 
the khabar/inshÁÞ dichotomy was adopted in Islamic legal theory.15 
Ibn al-ÍÁjib distinguished between statements and speech acts not 
truth-evaluable. The latter, he noted, are termed inshÁÞ and tanbÐh. 
The inshÁÞ/tanbÐh category included the speech acts such as com-
mand and prohibition that al-JuwaynÐ had classified as demands, as 
well as questions and the speech acts, including wishes, that al-
JuwaynÐ had included under the category of tanbÐh. In Ibn al-ÍÁjib’s 
terminology the label tanbÐh  functions as a synonym for inshÁÞ.16  

It took somewhat longer to win over the philologists to the new 
khabar/inshÁÞ dichotomy. The renowned grammarian Ibn HishÁm (d. 
761/1360) continued to present in his writings a classification of 
speech acts as demands, statements, and performatives (inshÁÞ), the 
latter in the narrower sense of performatives like the formulas for of-
fer and acceptance biÝtu and ishtaraytu (I [hereby] sell and I [hereby] 
buy) used by parties contracting a sale. But this classification, which 
he labels as “well known” (mashhÙr), he came to reject. According 
to Ibn HishÁm, the sound view was that statement and performative 
(in the wider sense) formed a dichotomy. This was the opinion of the 
leading scholars (muÎaqqiqÙn).17 

 

                                    
14  al-MaÎÒÙl fÐ Ýilm uÒÙl al-fiqh, Beirut, 1408/1988, 1:82. 
15  The khabar/inshÁÞ dichotomy is already taken as standard and discussed  

at great length by another MÁlikÐ AshÝarÐ, al-QarÁfÐ (d. 684/1285), KitÁb al-FurÙq, 
ed. MuÎammad AÎmad al-SarrÁj and ÝAlÐ JumÝa MuÎammad, Cairo, 1421/2001, 1: 
92-150. 

16  MukhtaÒar al-MuntahÁ, BulÁq, 1316, reprinted Beirut, 1403/1983, 2:45. The 
commentator al-TaftÁzÁnÐ (margin 2:49) notes that Ibn al-ÍÁjib’s terminology is not 
standard and also not a borrowing from logic as al-ÏjÐ states. The terminology of the 
logicians is discussed by Ibn al-ÍÁjib’s commentator al-RahÙnÐ (d. 774/1372), TuÎ- 
fat al-masÞÙl fÐ sharÎ MukhtaÒar MuntahÁ al-sÙl, ed. al-HÁdÐ b. al-Íusayn al-Shu- 
baylÐ, Dubai, 1422/2002, 2:309. On the influence of Ibn al-ÍÁjib’s terminology on 
the ÍanbalÐs Ibn MufliÎ (d. 884/1479) and al-MardÁwÐ (d. 885/1480), see al-
MardÁwÐ, al-TaÎbÐr sharÎ al-TaÎrÐr, ed. ÝAbd AllÁh al-JibrÐn et al., Riyad, 2000, 
4:1709. 

17  SharÎ al-LamÎa al-badriyya, ed. HÁdi Nahr, Baghdad, 1397/1977, 1:232-3.  
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The ultimate adoption throughout Islamic thought of the kha-
bar/inshÁÞ  dichotomy as the basis for classifying speech acts was 
most likely encouraged by the increasing interest in logic.18 The role 
of al-GhazzÁlÐ (d. 505/1111) in attempting to encourage the study of 
logic is well known. His example of prefacing his work of legal the-
ory al-MustaÒfÁ with an introductory section on logic was followed 
by others, most importantly by Ibn al-ÍÁjib, whose MukhtaÒar al-
MuntahÁ enjoyed unparalleled popularity. Thus even legal theory, in 
which a classification of speech acts on another principle was firmly 
rooted, eventually adopted the point of view natural to the logician, 
whose main interest was in the deductive preservation of truth. 

Although the ascendancy of a dichotomous classification of 
speech acts based on their assessability as true or false was the out-
come of a long process, the categorization of the various speech acts 
as truth-evaluable was an early concern. This is evident from the dis-
pute over whether or not wishes were statements.19 This dispute is 
noted by the philologist Ibn FÁris (d. 395/1004), who explains that 
some philologists (ahl al-Ýarabiyya) regarded wishes as tantamount 
to negative statements. “Would that I had wealth” (layta lÐ mÁlan) 
amounts to an admission that one has no wealth (laysa lÐ mÁl). Oth-
ers argued that if wishes were statements, truth and falsehood should 
be imputable to those who utter them.20 

There is evidence to suggest that the view that wishes were state-
ments was dominant for a time.21 The grammarian al-ZajjÁjÐ (d. 337/ 
949) thus informs us that QuÔrub’s fourfold classification of speech 
acts was of greater scope than might initially appear, for it included 
command and prohibition under demand, and wishing under state-

                                    
18  A dichotomy of speech acts into khabar and Ôalab, the latter including wishes, 

can already be found in Ibn Wahb, al-BurhÁn fÐ wujÙh al-bayÁn, ed. AÎmad MaÔlÙb 
and KhadÐja al-ÍadÐthÐ, Baghdad, 1387/1967, 112-3. The text was written after 
335/946-7. 

19  The dispute primarily concerns wishes expressed with layta. The topic is dealt 
with briefly by Richard Frank (“Meanings are Spoken of in Many Ways,” 269-70,  
n. 30) 

20  Ibn FÁris, al-ÑÁÎibÐ, ed. AÎmad Ñaqr, Cairo, 1977, 304, cited by al-ZarkashÐ, 
al-BurhÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn, ed. MuÎammad AbÙ l-FaÃl IbrÁhÐm, Cairo, 1376/1957, 
1:322. An implied negation in wishes is urged by al-FarrÁÞ (Naphtali Kinberg, A 
Lexicon of al-FarrÁÞs Terminology in his QurÞÁn Commentary, Leiden, 1996, 779). 

21  al-QarÁfÐ, KitÁb al-FurÙq, 1:101, inaccurately asserts that there was always a 
consensus on the classification of wishes under inshÁÞ . 
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ment.22 Adverting to the four-fold classification (command, prohibi-
tion, statement, and question) popular among legal theorists, the 
ShÁfiÝÐ AshÝarÐ ÝAbd al-QÁhir al-BaghdÁdÐ (d. 429/1037), who attrib-
utes this list to the students of rhetoric (aÒÎÁb al-maÝÁnÐ), tells us that 
they understood wishing to fall under statement.23 The information 
from these sources is likely to be reliable. Given the early recognition 
of wishes as speech acts, it is difficult to conceive that any plausible 
scheme of speech acts could entirely fail to take them into account.  

In addition to the analysis of wishes as negative statements men-
tioned by Ibn FÁris, other considerations may have motivated the 
classification of wishes as statements. One is the common use of an 
explicit performative verb for making wishes. One finds wishes intro-
duced by the imperfect and perfect first person singular of tamannÁ 
(atamannÁ and tamannaytu) as well as by the perfect of wadda with 
and without la- for oaths (wadidtu, la-wadidtu).24 The analysis of 
wishing as an utterance essentially conveyed by a verb whether ex-
pressed or not is, in fact, common among the grammarians.25 On their 
face, wishes so formulated do appear to be making statements. 

A second consideration may have been the appeal of reducing all, 
or as many as possible, speech acts to statements. Al-JuwaynÐ criti-
cizes this tendency on the part of al-IsfarÁyÐnÐ, according to whom 
regretting (talahhuf), wishing, and anticipating were all forms of sta-
tement. In each case the speaker was making a statement to the effect 

                                    
22  al-ZajjÁjÐ, TafsÐr RisÁlat Adab al-kuttÁb, 112. There is a fuller discussion by 

al-ZajjÁjÐ in his IsthiqÁq asmÁÞ AllÁh, ed. ÝAbd al-Íusayn al-MubÁrak, Najaf, 
1394/1974, 294-5, cited by Richard Frank from a DÁr al-Kutub manuscript (“Mean-
ings are Spoken of in Many Ways,” 269 n. 30), according to which QuÔrub and those 
who followed him explained that wishes, as reports about the mind (ÃamÐr) of the 
speaker, ordinarily inaccessible to others, were usually not subject to affirmation or 
denial. But if the hearer knew of the speaker’s aversion (karÁhiyya) to what he had 
wished for (for example, in a wish to be ill), he was justified in labeling the wish as 
false. 

23  al-BaghdÁdi, UÒÙl al-dÐn, Istanbul, 1346/1928, 215. 
24  On the absence of qad after la as characteristic of “state verbs,” see Naphtali 

Kinberg, Studies in the Linguistic Structure of Classical Arabic, ed. L. Kinberg and 
K. Versteegh, Leiden, 2001, 28 n. 20, 123-4. The corpus of wishes in Ibn AbÐ  
l-DunyÁ, KitÁb al-MutamannÐn, ed. MuÎammad Khayr RamaÃÁn YÙsuf, Beirut, 
1418/1997, has appoximately seventy-six instances of wishes introduced by wadidtu 
as opposed to forty-six introduced by layta (numbers culled from fihris al-aqwÁl  
wa-l-akhbÁr, 98-107). 

25  E.g., Ibn al-KhashshÁb, al-Murtajal, ed. ÝAlÐ Íaydar, Damascus, 1397/1972, 
179. 
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that his mind (nafs) was in the state designated by the utterance in 
question. “But this is not sound (sadÐd),” al-JuwaynÐ argued, “since 
on this interpretation (taÞwÐl) there is no utterance (kalÁm) that might 
not fall under statement. For it could be said that one commanding is 
making a statement about the demand being made by means of the 
command to bring about the action, and something similar could be 
said about prohibition.”26  

The position that in making a wish one is making a statement sub-
ject to assessment as true or false requires facts to which the state-
ment can correspond or fail to correspond.27 Putting aside the argu-
ment that wishes are disguised negations, the most obvious candidate 
for the truth-maker of wishes is an inner state of wishful thinking. 
The uttered wish would then simply report on the existence of that 
state. Al-JuwaynÐ rejected the reduction of his tanbÐh utterances to 
truth-evaluable statements, because while they may inform us of the 
mental state of the speaker, they apparently do not describe that state 
but rather express it.28 According to this account, the existence of the 
mental state is not the content of the speech act of wishing, although 
it may be a condition for the sincere utterance of a wish. These re-
flections bring us to a consideration of the conditions for the proper 
utterance of a wish (its felicity conditions, to use Austin’s terminol-
ogy). Assuming that wishes are speech acts, and leaving aside the 
question of their possible truth or falsity, what more can be said to 
characterize them? 

In general, the early grammatical literature is remarkably silent on 
this question. In the early works of grammar layta is typically identi-
fied as a particle of wishing, but no further details on wishing are 

                                    
26  al-JuwaynÐ, al-BurhÁn, 1:197. Cf. R. M. Frank, “Al-UstÁdh AbÙ IsÎÁq : An 

ÝAqÐda Together with Selected Fragments,” MIDEO 19 (1989), 191, on al-IsfarÁ- 
yÐnÐ’s reduction of speech to khabar. A reduction of all speech acts to statements is, 
in fact, attributed to the grammarian ÝUbayd AllÁh b. AÎmad al-FazÁrÐ (d. 381/991) 
(al-JawÁlÐqÐ, SharÎ Adab al-kÁtib, 38-9). On al-FazÁrÐ, see al-SuyÙÔÐ, Bughyat al-
wuÝÁt, ed. MuÎammad AbÙ l-FaÃl IbrÁhÐm, Cairo, 1384/1968, 2:126; KaÎÎÁla, 
MuÝjam al-muÞallifÐn, Damascus, 1381/1961, 6:237. 

27  On the question of whether wishes are expressive or descriptive see Friedrich 
Waismann, The Principles of Linguistic Philosophy, ed. Rom Harré, Basingstoke, 
1997, 289. 

28  al-JuwaynÐ’s MÁlikÐ commentator al-MÁzarÐ (d. 536/1141) still argues that 
wishes can be construed as statements that report the mental state of the speaker 
(iÝrÁb ÝammÁ fÐ l-nafs) (ÏÃÁÎ al-maÎÒÙl min BurhÁn al-uÒÙl, ed. ÝAmmÁr al-ÓÁlibÐ, 
Beirut, 2001, 163). 
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provided.29 It appears that wishes were too familiar to require analy-
sis, at least outside of particular contentious contexts. That some dis-
cussion of the nature of wishing did occur is, however, beyond  
doubt. This is evidenced by Ibn FÁris’s mention of the interpretation 
of the wish as a negative statement in connection with the assessabil-
ity of wishes as true or false. Early definitions of the wish seem to 
have been proposed in connection with the exegesis of Q. 22:52, a 
key verse in the highly sensitive matter of the so-called “Satanic ver-
ses.” These definitions point in the direction that was to be taken by 
later discussions of the nature of wishing. Analysis of wishing would 
come to focus on its accompanying mental act or state, one primarily 
characterized either by the nature of its object, what is wished for, or 
by its distinct conative quality. In the classical literature of rhetoric 
the inner act of wishing is typically discussed in terms of both its ob-
ject and its conative character. 

According to ThaÝlab (d. 291/903-4) a wish is “a suggestion of the 
mind concerning what can be and what cannot be” (ÎadÐth al-nafs bi-
mÁ yakÙnu wa-bimÁ lÁ yakÙnu).30 Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933), on the 
other hand, offered an overtly etymological derivation of the term 
tamannÐ. “I wished for something, that is, I determined it [in my 
mind] and wanted that it happen to me, from al-manÁ in the sense of 
a determination (tamannaytu al-shayÞa ay qaddartuhÙ wa-aÎbabtu an 
yaÒÐra ilayya min al-manÁ wa-huwa al-qadar).”31 Both definitions  
 

                                    
29  For example, ÝAbd AllÁh b. ÝAlÐ al-ÑaymarÐ, al-TabÒira wa-l-tadhkira, ed. 

FatÎÐ AÎmad MuÒÔafÁ ÝAlÐ al-DÐn, Damascus, 1402/1982, 1:205. 
30  Ibn ManÛÙr, LisÁn al-Ýarab, Cairo, n.d., 6:4283; al-ZabÐdÐ, TÁj al-ÝarÙs, ed. 

ÝAlÐ ShÐrÐ, Beirut, 1414/1994, 20:201. On ÎadÐth al-nafs, see Josef van Ess, Die Erk-
enntnislehre des ÝAÃudaddÐn al-ÏcÐ, Wiesbaden, 1966, 240-1, to whose references 
may be added Dozy, Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, Leiden, 1881, reprinted 
Beirut, 1968, 1:259; al-QÁÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, MutashÁbih al-QurÞÁn, ed. ÝAdnÁn 
MuÎammad ZarzÙr, Cairo, 1969, 1:125; al-QushayrÐ, al-RisÁla al-Qushayriyya, 
BulÁq, 1284, 56. TamannÐ as a form of ÎadÐth al-nafs is also reported on the author-
ity of ThaÝlab’s Kufan predecessors al-KisÁÞÐ (d. 189/805) and his student al-FarrÁÞ 
(d. 207/822) (al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, Cairo, 1387/1967, reprinted 
Tehran, n.d., 12:85 on Q. 22:52. Al-QurÔubÐ attributes the same notion to a tafsÐr 
transmitted by ÝAlÐ b. AbÐ ÓalÎa (d. 143/760-1) (on him see al-MizzÐ, TahdhÐb al-
kamÁl fÐ asmÁÞ al-rijÁl, ed. BashshÁr ÝAwwÁd MaÝrÙf, Beirut, 1418/1998, 6:262-3) 
and known to AÎmad b. Íanbal in an Egyptian copy). 

31  LisÁn al-Ýarab, 6:4283; TÁj al-ÝarÙs, 20:201. The etymological derivation from 
al-many in the sense of taqdÐr is developed by al-RÁghib al-IÒfahÁnÐ, MuÝjam mu-
fradÁt alfÁÛ al-QurÞÁn, ed. NadÐm MarÝashlÐ, Beirut, 1392/1972, 496. 
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present wishing as an essentially mental act, although they differ as 
to what characterizes this mental act. For ThaÝlab it is the modality of 
the object of the wish: it may even be something impossible. For Ibn 
Durayd it is the conative dimension, the wanting, that distinguishes 
wishes. 

Once the grammarians do come to advert, however briefly, to the 
nature of wishing, it is the example of al-ThaÝlab that they persis-
tently follow. Wishes, characteristically introduced by layta, are dis-
tinguished from anticipations, characteristically introduced by 
laÝalla, in terms of their respective objects.32 Thus Ibn ÝAqÐl (d. 
769/1367) in his classic commentary on al-Alfiyya of Ibn MÁlik (d. 
672/1274), explains that “the difference between anticipating and 
wishing is that wishing can be for what is possible (al-mumkin), for 
example ‘would that Zayd were standing up’ and for what is not pos-
sible, for example ‘would that my youth might one day return,’ 
whereas anticipating can only be for what is possible, so that you 
cannot say Ýperhaps (laÝalla) one day my youth will return.’”33 This 
explanation, however, can hardly claim to provide an adequate dis-
tinction between the two speech acts, since it fails to indicate how 
wishes for what is possible differ from anticipations.34 An attempt to 
remedy this defect would be to specify that one anticipates what is 
proximately possible (al-mumkin al-qarÐb) and wishes for what is 
only remotely possible (al-mumkin al-baÝÐd).35 A further refinement  
 

                                    
32  al-GhazzÁlÐ, IÎyÁÞ ÝulÙm al-dÐn, Cairo, 1387/1968, 4:177 contrasts hoping with 

wishing, in that in wishing the means to attainment (asbÁb) are neither known to  
exist nor not to exist, whereas hoping requires known means. In both cases there is 
some expectation (intiÛÁr). The distinction between wishes and invitations (ÝarÃ) is 
discussed in al-AÎmadnagarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-ÝulÙm, Hyderabad, Deccan, reprinted Beirut, 
1395/1975, 1:350.  

33  Ed. Fr. Dieterici, Leipzig, 1851, 90; this is the definition cited in Lane,  
Arabic-English Lexicon, London, 1893, reprinted Beirut, 1968, 8:3025. Along the 
same lines Ibn HishÁm in his MughnÐ al-labÐb (Cairo, 1305, 2:69) notes that layta is 
predominantly used for what is impossible, less frequently for what is possible.  
Al-JÁmÐ (d. 898/1492), al-FawÁÞid al-ÃiyÁÞiyya sharÎ KÁfiyat Ibn al-ÍÁjib, ed. 
UsÁma ÓÁhÁ al-RifÁÝÐ, Baghdad, 1983, reprinted Istanbul, n.d., 2:350, repeats the 
standard explanation.  

34  On the overlap of wishing and hoping, see MuÎammad b. MuÎammad al-
TanÙkhÐ (d. 748/1347), al-AqÒÁ al-qarÐb fÐ Ýilm al-bayÁn, Cairo, 1327, 7-8, cited by 
BahÁÞ al-DÐn al-SubkÐ (d. 763/1363), ÝArÙs al-afrÁÎ in ShurÙÎ al-TalkhÐÒ, 2:240-1. 

35  al-IÒfahÁnÐ, al-KÁshif Ýan al-MaÎÒÙl, ed. ÝAbd al-MawjÙd and MuÝawwaÃ,  
Beirut, 1998, 2:59. 
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would be to add that the sense of possibility used to define wishes 
excludes necessity. One cannot properly wish for something that is 
necessary, for example, “would that tomorrow might come.”36 

Such distinctions between wishing and anticipating based on the 
nature of their objects were categorically rejected by the grammarian 
RaÃÐ al-DÐn al-AstarÁbÁdhÐ (d. ca. 686/1287). In his commentary on 
Ibn al-ÍÁjib’s work on syntax al-KÁfiya, al-AstarÁbÁdhÐ insisted that 
wishing and anticipating differed in their essence (mÁhiyya) and not 
merely in the one dimension on which the commonly accepted ac-
count focused. The essence of wishing according to him is “wanting 
(maÎabba) the happening of something whether you expect (tan-
taÛiru) and await (tartaqibu) its happening or not, whereas anticipat-
ing is awaiting something which you have no confidence will hap-
pen. Hence one does not say ‘perhaps the sun will set.’” “Hoping (al-
ÔamaÝ) and apprehension (al-ishfÁq),” he went on to say, “both fall 
under awaiting. Hoping is awaiting something wanted (maÎbÙb), for 
example ‘perhaps you will make me a gift,’ whereas apprehension is 
awaiting something unwelcome (makrÙh), for example, ‘perhaps you 
will die right now.’”37 

Like that of Ibn Durayd before him, al-AstarÁbÁdhÐ’s explanation 
of the difference between wishing and anticipating characterizes wish- 

                                    
36  al-Íasan b. QÁsim al-MurÁdÐ, al-JanÁ al-dÁnÐ fÐ ÎurÙf al-maÝÁnÐ, ed. Fakhr  

al-DÐn QabÁwa and MuÎammad NadÐm FÁÃil, Aleppo, 1393/1973, 491-2. 
37  SharÎ al-KÁfiya, Beirut, n.d., 2:346. Note that maÎabba is commonly  

regarded as a form of willing (J. R. T. M. Peters, God’s Created Speech, Leiden, 
1976, 220; Ibn FÙrak, Mujarrad maqÁlÁt al-shaykh AbÐ l-Íasan al-AshÝarÐ, ed.  
D. Gimaret, Beirut, 1986, 45. For the view that maÎabba applies only to the future 
unlike mawadda and wishing, see NÙr al-DÐn b. NiÝmat al-DÐn al-JazÁÞirÐ, FurÙq  
al-lughÁt, ed. MuÎammad RiÃwÁn al-DÁya, Tehran, 1415, 82. The ZaydÐ imam  
al-MuÞayyad YaÎyÁ b. Íamza (d. 745/1344), however, defines wishing as “the aspi-
ration for something wanted in the future” (tawaqquÝu amrin maÎbÙbin fÐ l-mus- 
taqbal) (KitÁb al-ÓirÁz, Beirut, n.d., 3:291). The definition of wishing as directed  
to the future is not uncommon in the exegesis of Q. 4:32: Ibn al-ÝArabÐ, AÎkÁm al-
QurÞÁn, ed. ÝAlÐ MuÎammad al-BijÁwÐ, Cairo, 1972, 1:412, omitting bi-l-mÁÃÐ in line 
17 as in al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:162; al-ShawkÁnÐ, FatÎ al-qadÐr, 
ed. ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn ÝUmayra, al-ManÒÙra, 1415/1994, 1:547, and al-ÑÁwÐ, ÍÁshiya 
ÝalÁ tafsÐr al-JalÁlayn, ed. MuÎammad ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-MarÝashlÐ, Beirut, 1419/ 
1999, 2:27. The definition of wishing as a future-directed form of willing (irÁda) in 
all of these commentaries appears to reflect the influence of AshÝarÐ theology, as dis-
cussed below. The restriction of wishing to the future is asserted without argument 
by al-QarÁfÐ, KitÁb al-FurÙq, 1:189. The lexicographer Majd al-DÐn al-FÐrÙzÁbÁdÐ 
(d. 817/1414-5) defines tamannÁhu as arÁdahÙ (al-QÁmÙs al-muÎÐÔ, Beirut, 
1406/1986, 1721). 
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ing in positive terms, as “wanting” the occurrence of something. The 
rhetorical tradition going back to al-SakkÁkÐ begins with a negative 
definition of wishing. Wishing does not require that its object be  
possible, nor does it admit of the expectation (tawaqquÝ) or hope 
(ÔamaÝiyya) that its object will occur. Wishing is defined negatively 
by reference to anticipating, the object of which must be possible and 
where expectation and awaiting are in place.38 This means that the 
only positive element in wishing is its character as a “demand” (Ôa-
lab). The commentators need repeatedly to remind their readers and 
themselves that despite the negative formulation of the nature of 
wishing in relation to anticipating, as a demand wishing is entirely 
distinct from anticipating, which is not a demand.39 Unfortunately al-
SakkÁkÐ is not very forthcoming in telling us what constitutes a de-
mand, inasmuch as he regards it to be too well known to merit defini-
tion.40 The only thing clear for al-SakkÁkÐ seems that a demand is a 
speech act. 

While some commentators dispute whether demanding is an ap-
propriate classification for wishing, others, notably al-TaftÁzÁnÐ (d. 
793/1390), draw upon al-AstarÁbÁdhÐ for a more positive characteri-
zation of wishing within the colorless class of demands.41 Al-
TaftÁzÁnÐ thus defines wishing as “the demand for the occurrence of 
something by way of wanting (ÝalÁ sabÐl al-maÎabba).”42 Despite in-
corporating this reference to the mental state of the one making a 
wish, al-TaftÁzÁnÐ clearly indicates that he continues to regard the 
discussion of wishing as primarily directed at utterances, either in the 

                                    
38  TaqÐ al-DÐn al-SubkÐ (d. 756/1355) already noted that “absence of expecta-

tion” was the common denominator of the examples of wishing adduced by  
al-SakkÁkÐ (quoted by his son BahÁÞ al-DÐn al-SubkÐ, ÝArÙs al-afrÁÎ, 2:238). 

39  E.g., ÍÁshiyat al-DasÙqÐ on al-TaftÁzÁnÐ’s commentary on MukhtaÒar al-
MiftÁÎ, in ShurÙÎ al-TalkhÐÒ, 2:239 bottom; Ibn YaÝqÙb al-MaghribÐ, MawÁhib  
al-fattÁÎ in ShurÙÎ al-TalkhÐÒ, 2:245, but cf. 2:238. 

40  MiftÁÎ al-ÝulÙm, 302, trans. Simon, 309; cf. 165, trans. 68,  
41  On the view that would exclude wishing from Ôalab, see al-SubkÐ, ÝArÙs al-

afrÁÎ, 2:240 (prefering the tanbÐh classification of al-RÁzÐ and his followers), cited 
by al-SuyÙÔÐ, al-ItqÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn, ed. MuÎammad AbÙ l-FaÃl IbrÁhÐm, Cairo, 
1387/1967, 3:244, cited in turn by al-TahÁnawÐ, KashshÁf IÒÔilÁÎÁt al-funÙn wa-l-
ÝulÙm, ed. RafÐq al-ÝAjam, Beirut, 1996, 1:509, ÍÁshiyat al-DasÙqÐ, 2:238. Al-QarÁfÐ, 
al-IÎkÁm fÐ tamyÐz al-fatÁwÁ Ýan al-aÎkÁm, ed. ÝAbd al-FattÁÎ AbÙ Ghudda, Aleppo, 
1416/1995, 62, places wishes and hopes in the second rank (al-rutba al-thÁniya) of 
Ôalab after commands and prohibitions. 

42  TalkhÐÒ al-MiftÁÎ, 2:238. 
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sense of the act of uttering or, more significantly for the study of rhe-
toric, in the sense of the products of such acts.43 

Al-SharÐf al-JurjÁnÐ (d. 816/1413) entirely departs from this posi-
tion. In seeking to identify the proper sense of wishing, he introduces 
a series of distinctions. In the utterance of “Would that Zayd might 
stand,” one can immediately distinguish between the relation in the 
mind that predicates standing of Zayd (nisbat al-qiyÁm ilÁ Zayd fÐ l-
nafs) and the mental attitude (hayÞa nafsÁniyya) that attaches to this 
relation of predication and prevents it from bearing the qualities of 
truth and falsehood. One can further distinguish the performative ut-
terance constituted by the words spoken, the meaning of that utter-
ance, the production (ilqÁÞ) of the utterance, and the origination (in-
shÁÞ) of the mental attitude. From among all these distinct elements, 
al-JurjÁnÐ argues, it is to the mental attitude itself that wishing corre-
sponds.44  

Once wishing was identified with a mental state, the question of 
the possible truth-value of wishing could be more precisely articu-
lated. The late commentator al-DasÙqÐ (d. 1230/1815), who assumes 
the correctness of the results of an analysis like al-JurjÁnÐ’s, writes 
that layta was adopted for wishing itself, which is the mental state 
(al-ÎÁla al-qalbiyya), that is, the mental demand (al-Ôalab al-qalbÐ): 

Thus from an utterance of ‘Would that I had property (layta lÐ mÁlan)’ 
one can gather (ustufÐda) that the speaker has wished for the existence 
of property, but this is not a statement (ikhbÁr) of the wish when you 
say “I wish” (atamannÁ) and so forth. Otherwise layta would be a sen-
tence (jumla), whereas it is actually a particle by which the predicative 
relation in the utterance is rendered performative so as not to bear truth 
and falsehood and to convey (tufÐd) that the speaker is demanding [the 
realization of] that relation. Hence one cannot say to the speaker of our 
utterance ‘Would that I had property so as to make the Pilgrimage’ that 
he is speaking truthfully or falsely in predicating existence to the prop-
erty, for he is wishing that relation, not stating its realization in external 
reality. Nonetheless [layta], in consideration of what it was adopted for, 
does imply (mustalzima) a statement, namely, that the speaker does 
wish for that relation [to be realized]. For this reason it is said that a 
performative implies a statement.45 

                                    
43  KitÁb al-MuÔawwal, Qumm, 1409, 224. 
44  ÍÁshiya on KitÁb al-MuÔawwal, 224.  
45  ÍÁshiyat al-DasÙqÐ, 2:238. This passage coincides virtually verbatim with the 

explanation in Ibn YaÝqÙb al-MaghribÐ (d. 1128/1716), MawÁhib al-fattÁÎ, 2:238-9. 
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III. Wishing in Islamic Theology 

Although the Arabic rhetorical literature came to see in wishing pri-
marily an inner conative act or state, an important segment of Mus-
lim theologians insisted that wishing was exclusively a speech act.46 
They vehemently denied the existence of any inner act or state of 
wishing. The definition of wishing purely as a speech act can be 
found in a number of works written within a BaÒran MuÝtazilÐ fra-
mework. Thus the Twelver ShÐÝÐ QuÔb al-DÐn al-NÐsÁbÙrÐ (6th/12th 
cent.) in his valuable book of definitions defines wishing as “one’s 
saying with respect to what has occurred ‘Would that it had not oc-
curred’ and with respect to what has not occurred ‘Would that it had 
occurred.’ Others say it is an act of the heart (fiÝl min afÝÁl al-qulÙb), 
but the correct view is what I have told you.”47 Virtually the same 
formulation can be found in other writings.48 

A somewhat fuller account is furnished by the Twelver ShÐÝÐ 
QurÞÁnic exegete al-ÓabrisÐ (d. 548/1154), who provides the addi-
tional information that “AbÙ HÁshim [al-JubbÁÞÐ] (d. 321/933) stated 
in one of his writings that wishing is an accident (maÝnÁ) of the heart. 
Those who hold this view claim that wishing is not in the nature of 
appetite (shahwa) nor of will (irÁda). For will cannot attach except to 
what can occur and appetite, like will, cannot attach to what has al-
ready occurred, whereas wishing can attach to what has occurred. The 
philologists (ahl al-lugha) have, in fact, mentioned wishing as among 
the kinds of speech (aqsÁm al-kalÁm).”49 A final crucial bit of infor-

                                    

Cf. the attribution in ÎadÐth of wishing to the heart (al-NawawÐ, ÑaÎÐÎ Muslim bi-
SharÎ al-NawawÐ, Cairo, n.d., 16: 206). 

46  Such distinctions are not foreign to modern discussions of wishing. The lin-
guist Anna Wierzbicka, in her valuable discussion of wishing in English Speech Act 
Verbs, Sydney, 1987, 227, recognizes that the verb “wish” can be used for a mental 
act as well as for a speech act. The philosopher Mark Platts regards wishing as an 
expression of desire “under certain specific circumstances, of which the most central 
is that in which the agent believes it beyond his capacities to realize the object of his 
desire” (Moral Realities: An Essay in Philosophical Psychology, London, 1991, 43). 
But he admits that “the phenomenon to be accounted for is a messy one.” 

47  al-ÍudÙd, ed. MaÎmÙd YazdÐ, Qumm, 1414, 51. 
48  AbÙ JaÝfar al-ÓÙsÐ, al-Muqaddima fÐ l-kalÁm, ed. M. T. DÁnish’pazhÙh, in 

ChahÁr farhangnÁma-i kalÁmi, n.p, n.d., 201, offprint from al-DhikrÁ al-alfiyya li-l-
Shaykh al-ÓÙsÐ, Mashhad, 1972, vol. 2.; AbÙ JaÝfar al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-
QurÞÁn, Najaf, 1376/1957, 1:357 on Q. 2:94). 

49  MajmaÝ al-bayÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-QurÞÁn, ed. HÁshim al-RasÙlÐ al-MaÎallÁtÐ, Beirut, 
1406/1986, 3:53 on Q. 4:32. 
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mation is added by the Yemeni ZaydÐ ImÁm al-MahdÐ Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ 
(d. 840/1437), who contrasts the accepted MuÝtazilÐ view, which fol-
lows AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ (d. 303/915), that wishing is a speech act, 
with the view of the NajjÁriyya and other determinists (mujbira) that 
wishing is “willing what cannot occur (irÁdat mÁ lÁ yaÎÒulu).”50 

Both the position on wishing espoused by AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ and 
that attributed to his son AbÙ HÁshim emerged in the context of anti-
determinist arguments. Enough of the pertinent dialectic survives for 
at least a broad reconstruction of the debate. The heart of the dispute 
was the nature and scope of the divine attribute of will. The MuÝta-
zilÐs were engaged on the one hand in attacking the doctrine of God’s 
will held by determinists such as the NajjÁriyya and on the other in 
defending their own position on God’s will against the critiques of 
the determinists. In responding to the arguments of the determinists, 
MuÝtazilÐ theologians took the analysis of wishing beyond that of the 
philologists to whose authority they appealed.51 The argumentation 
throughout assumes that God is above making wishes.52 Thus any 
doctrine that can be shown to imply God’s wishing must be rejected. 

In one line of argument the MuÝtazila attacked the doctrine of the 
NajjÁriyya, the followers of al-Íusayn b. MuÎammad al-NajjÁr (first 
half 3rd/9th cent.), that God wills by His essence and that of the fol-
lowers of al-AshÝarÐ (d. 324/935) and al-MÁturÐdÐ (d. 333/944), who 
held that God wills by virtue of an eternal attribute of will.53 The 
MuÝtazila urged that on either of these accounts of God’s will, it 
should attach to every possible object of willing, even to such objects 
as are incompatible. The determinist positions thus implied self-
destructive chaos in God’s actions. To counter this argument, the de-

                                    
50  RiyÁÃat al-afhÁm fÐ laÔÐf al-kalÁm, in Muqaddimat KitÁb al-BaÎr al-zakhkhÁr, 

ed. al-JirÁfÐ, Cairo, 1366/1948, reprinted ÑanÝÁÞ, 1409/1988, 141. 
51  I refer only to the nature of wishing itself. The rhetorical literature is obvi-

ously far richer in its examination of how wishes may be expressed. 
52  See TafsÐr AbÐ l-QÁsim al-KaÝbÐ al-BalkhÐ, ed. KhiÃr MuÎammad NabÁ, Bei-

rut, 1428/2007, 253 on Q. 16:90 (this is a modern collection of citations); al-RÁghib 
al-IÒfahÁnÐ, al-IÝtiqÁdÁt, ed. ShamrÁn al-ÝIjlÐ, Beirut, 1988, 174-5; Ibn ÍamdÁn, Ni-
hÁyat al-mubtadiÞÐn fÐ uÒÙl al-dÐn, ed. NaÒr b. ÑaÝÙd b. ÝAbd AllÁh al-SalÁma, Riyad, 
1425/2004, 24. 

53  The motivation for al-NajjÁr’s doctrine on God’s will is discussed by AbÙ l-
MuÝÐn al-NasafÐ, TabÒirat al-adilla, ed. Claude Salamé, Damascus, 1990, 1:378. AbÙ 
HÁshim is reported to have responded to an anti-MuÝtazilÐ argument on God’s will of 
al-NajjÁr’s student MuÎammad b. ÝÏsÁ al-BurghÙth (d. 240 or 241/855 or 856) (al-
QÁÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, al-MughnÐ, ed. Georges Anawati, Cairo, 1362/1962, 6/2:197). 
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terminists appealed to God’s knowledge. God’s foreknowledge of 
how the world will be eliminates some possible objects of willing 
and prevents the unacceptable consequence of self-destructive chaos 
in God’s actions.54 They rejected the possibility that God could will 
what He knew would not occur. To will what will not occur is wish-
ing, and wishing is impossible in the case of God.55 The MuÝtazilÐ re-
sponse was to insist that wishing was not willing, thus preserving 
their objection to the determinist positions, since wishing, agreed to 
be inapplicable to God, was not at issue. 

In the second line of MuÝtazilÐ anti-determinist argument, the MuÝ-
tazila were called upon to defend their doctrine that God wills the 
acts that He has commanded, even when He knows that in some  
cases His commands will not be obeyed. The determinists argued 
that insofar as God wills what He knows will not occur, He is wish-
ing, a consequence unacceptable to all, including the MuÝtazila.56 
Once again the MuÝtazila countered that willing was distinct from 
wishing.57 

                                    
54  al-MughnÐ, 6/2: 124. ÝAbd al-JabbÁr focuses his attack on the position of the 

NajjÁriya as does MÁnkdÐm SheshdÐv (d. 425/1034), SharÎ al-UÒÙl al-khamsa, ed. 
ÝAbd al-KarÐm ÝUthmÁn, Cairo, 1384/1965, 440-47. But the same issues could be 
raised by and against the AshÝarÐs (al-ShahrastÁnÐ, NihÁyat al-aqdÁm, ed. Alfred 
Guillaume, London, 1934, 249-50 [Arabic], 87 [trans.]). That ÝAbd al-JabbÁr dis-
cussed wishing was already briefly noted by George Hourani, Islamic Rationalism: 
The Ethics of ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, Oxford, 1971, 85,88, and J. R. T. M. Peters, God’s 
Created Speech, 221. 

55  al-MughnÐ, 6/2:127. 
56  al-AshÝarÐ, KitÁb al-LumaÝ, ed. Richard J. McCarthy, Beirut, 1953, 30 (Ara-

bic), 42 (trans.); Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, Cairo, 1357/1938, 10:80 on 
Q. 4:32. This argument was attributed to AbÙ ÍanÐfa (al-BayÁÃÐ, al-UÒÙl al-munÐfa, 
ed. Ïlyas Çelebi, Ankara, 1420/2000, 76, cited in al-MÁturÐdÐ, KitÁb al-TawÎÐd, ed. 
Topaloºlu and Aruçi, Ankara, 1423/2003, 483 n. 3). In the version given by al-
BayÁÃÐ the opponent is said to render God wishing and regretting (mutamanniyan 
mutaÎassiran), which amounts to unbelief (kufr). A different version of AbÙ 
ÍanÐfa’s argument, in which the opponent is said to render God ignorant, was famil-
iar to Central Asian ÍanafÐ theologians including al-MÁturÐdÐ (KitÁb al-TawÎÐd, 483, 
ed. Fathalla Kholeif, Beirut, 1970, 303-4; al-NasafÐ, TabÒirat al-adilla, 2:705 (who 
has al-MuÝtazila in place of al-Qadariyya as in al-MÁturÐdÐ, his source); al-ÑÁbÙnÐ, 
KitÁb al-BidÁya min al-KifÁya, ed. Fathalla Kholeif, Cairo, 1969, 123. In his IshÁrat 
al-marÁm, ed. YÙsuf ÝAbd al-RazzÁq, Cairo, 1368/1949,304-7, al-BayÁÃÐ incorpo-
rates this version in his comments. Al-MÁturÐdÐ’s own version of the argument from 
wishing is found in KitÁb al-TawÎÐd, 467, ed. Kholeif, 293. 

57  This still leaves open the possibility of the non-literal use of “willing” for 
“wishing” (cf. al-KarÁjikÐ (d. 449/1057-8), Kanz al-fawÁÞid, Tabriz, 1322, 28). AbÙ 
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For the BaÒran MuÝtazila the crucial point was to insist that certain 
cases of willing did not constitute wishing: God’s willing incompati-
ble objects and His willing acts of obedience that He knows will not 
occur. Willing of the former sort, they argued, followed from deter-
minist doctrine and could not be avoided by claiming that it was not 
willing in the strict sense but only wishing. Willing of the latter sort 
they defended against the determinist argument that this amounted to 
the attribution of wishing to God. 

Having surveyed the theological background, we can now turn to 
the analyses of wishing that emerged from these debates. Whereas 
AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ, except in one of his writings, took the view that 
wishing was a speech act, AbÙ HÁshim recognized a mental state of 
wishing that was, however, entirely distinct from willing.58 AbÙ 
ÝAlÐ’s view became the mainstream BaÒran MuÝtazilÐ position.59 For 

                                    

ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ in fact interpreted yurÐdÙna in Q. 5:37 as yatamannawna (al-ÓabrisÐ, 
MajmaÝ al-bayÁn, 3:238-9).  

58  Ibn Mattawayh (d. 469/1076), al-Tadhkira fÐ aÎkÁm al-jawÁhir wa-l-aÝrÁÃ, ed. 
SÁmÐ NaÒr LuÔf and FayÒal Budayr ÝAwn, Cairo, 1975, 383. AbÙ HÁshim enunciated 
the position attributed to him in his al-JÁmiÝ al-ÒaghÐr (Anon., SharÎ al-Tadhkira, 
Facsimile Edition of Mahdavi Codex 514, introduction and indices by Sabine 
Schmidtke, Tehran, 2006, 61a. (my thanks to Dr. Alnoor Dhanani for making this 
text available to me some years ago). AbÙ ÝAlÐ held the same position in some cop- 
ies of his JawÁbÁt al-KhurÁsÁniyyÐn, but not in his other writings (al-Tadhkira, 383, 
cf. al-MughnÐ, 6/2:37 [where the title of AbÙ ÝAlÐ’s work is given as JawÁb al-
KhurÁsÁniyyÐn and no mention is made of variant copies]). For AbÙ HÁshim wishing 
was thus a “kind unto itself” (jins bi-raÞsihÐ), whereas for AbÙ ÝAlÐ it was “of the 
kind ‘speech’” (min jins al-qawl) (Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ, DÁmigh al-awhÁm fÐ sharÎ  
RiyÁÃat al-afhÁm, British Library Or. 3807, f. 196a). 

59  It is identified as the view of the majority of theologians by al-ÓabrisÐ  
(MajmaÝ al-bayÁn, 1:208 on Q. 2:94. The leading BaghdÁdÐ MuÝtazilÐ AbÙ l-QÁsim 
al-KaÝbÐ (d. 319/931) defined wishing as a “particular form of willing attaching only 
to what does not exist” (irÁdatun makhÒÙÒatun lÁ tataÝallaqu illÁ bi-maÝdÙm) (Ibn al-
MurtÁÃÁ, DÁmigh al-awhÁm, f. 196a); this is one of the definitions given without at-
tribution by NashwÁn al-ÍimyarÐ, Shams al-ÝulÙm, ed. Husayn b. ÝAbd AllÁh al-
ÝAmrÐ et al., Beirut, 1420/1999, 9:6394. See also al-MÁturÐdÐ, KitÁb al-TawÎÐd, 477, 
ed. Kholeif, 300, according to whom al-KaÝbÐ identifies the willing of IblÐs with 
wishing. The disadvantage of AbÙ HÁshim’s opinion on wishing was that it could be 
used by opponents of the MuÝtazila, such as the AshÝarÐs, in their arguments in favor 
of an uncreated QurÞÁn constituted by God’s “inner speech” (kalÁm al-nafs). To fore-
stall these arguments the MuÝtazila denied the existence of any such inner speech for 
humans as well as for God. Cf. Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, 383. AbÙ HÁshim was 
in any case perceived by AshÝarÐs as having conceded the existence of inner speech 
with his doctrine on khawÁÔir (ImÁm al-Íaramayn al-JuwaynÐ, al-IrshÁd, ed. 
MuÎammad YÙsuf MÙsÁ and ÝAlÐ ÝAbd al-MunÝim ÝAbd al-ÍamÐd, Cairo, 1369/ 
1950, 104). 
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AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ wishing was a speech act characterized by (1) the 
utterance of an expression such as “Would that it had been so” or 
“Would that it had not been so” accompanied by (2) the belief (iÝti-
qÁd) that the speaker would have gained some benefit (naf Ý) had it 
indeed been so or avoided some harm (Ãarar) had it not been so and 
by (3) the intention (qaÒd) to make the utterance.60 The element of 
will enters into the analysis in the requirement that the utterance be 
intentionally made, but there is no inner act or state to which the ut-
terance corresponds. 

AbÙ HÁshim reportedly argued that the psychological state of wis-
hing was as accessible to introspection as the state of willing.61 No 
precise characterization on his part of this inner state of wishing is 
reported, other than that it “corresponded to an uttered wish in its at-
tachment to the object wished.”62 We do, however, have a definition 
of wishing as a mental state from AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ (d. after 
395/1005), who contrasts his definition with that of AbÙ ÝAlÐ. AbÙ 
HilÁl defines wishing as “a mental accident (maÝnÁ fÐ l-nafs) that oc-
curs upon the non-occurrence of an act in the occurrence of which 
the wisher had some benefit or in the cessation of which some harm, 
whether this act is in the future or the past.”63 This definition in terms 
of benefit and harm recalls the cognitive condition that AbÙ ÝAlÐ had 
set on the speech act of wishing, and may reflect the doctrine of AbÙ 
HÁshim, whom, however, AbÙ HilÁl does not mention.64  

                                    
60  Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, 383; Anon, SharÎ al-Tadhkira, f. 61a; wishing is 

labeled qawl ÝalÁ waÒf in al-QaÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, al-MughnÐ, 6/2:37. 
61  Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ, DÁmigh al-awhÁm, f. 196a. This opinion and the AshÝarÐ opin-

ion that wishing is a form of willing favor the universality of wishing, as against the 
view that it is merely a speech act, which may or may not be provided for by the re-
sources of a given language.  

62  al-QÁÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, al-MughnÐ, 6/2:37 (yuÔÁbiqu fÐ taÝalluqihÐ bi-l-muta- 
mannÁ hÁdhÁ al-qawl). 

63  AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ, al-FurÙq al-lughawiyya, ed. BÁsil MuÎammad ÝUyÙn al-
SÙd, Beirut, 1421/2000, 140 (al-tamannÐ maÝnÁ fÐ l-nafs yaqaÝu Ýinda fawt fiÝl kÁna li-
l-mutamannÐ fÐ wuqÙÝihÐ nafÝ aw fÐ zawÁlihÐ Ãarar mustaqbalan kÁna dhÁlika l-fiÝl aw 
mÁÃiyan). The considerable significance of AbÙ HilÁl’s work for the study of theol-
ogy does not seem to have been adequately exploited. 

64  According to AbÙ HilÁl, AbÙ ÝAlÐ held that wishing is uttering “Would that the 
matter had been so,” but in one place stated that wishing was this utterance together 
with the representation of its meaning in the mind (wa-iÃmÁru maÝnÁhu fÐ l-qalb),  
a doctrine he also attributes to AbÙ HÁshim’s rival AbÙ Bakr Ibn al-IkhshÐdh  
(d. 326/936) (AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ, al-FurÙq al-lughawiyya, 141). It is not clear 
whether the second opinion he attributes to AbÙ ÝAlÐ is a formulation of the condi-
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The definition of wishing in terms of willing that both AbÙ ÝAlÐ 
and AbÙ HÁshim opposed was that of al-ÝAshÝarÐ among others.65 For 
al-AshÝarÐ, wishing was a variety of willing characterized as “willing 
what one does not know will occur or believes will probably not oc-
cur.”66 As such wishing is “a mark of the inferiority (naqÒ) of the one 
so willing, his incapacity (Ýajz) and inadequacy in attaining what is 
willed.” 67 For this reason wishing is impossible in the case of God.68 

Although the definition of wishing as a form of willing was adop-
ted by al-AshÝarÐ himself, it was eventually abandoned by his later 
followers. Still supported by Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ, it was contrasted 
by the ShÁfiÝÐ AshÝarÐ Sayf al-DÐn al-ÀmidÐ (d. 631/1233) with the 
opinion of the best AshÝarÐ and MuÝtazilÐ theologians that wishing was 
not a form of willing.69 The arguments against identifying wishing 
with willing, of which al-ÀmidÐ gives three, were simply too compel-
ling to leave any room for doubt. After examining three opinions on 

                                    

tions for the speech act of wishing or whether it states the other opinion attributed to 
him in the MuÝtazilÐ sources, in which he recognized an inner state of wishing as did 
AbÙ HÁshim. If the latter is the case, then even when recognizing an inner state cor-
responding to wishing, AbÙ ÝAlÐ may have regarded it as not amounting to wishing 
without the utterance. AbÙ HÁshim, on the other hand, may have treated the mental 
state of wishing as complete even when not articulated.  

65  al-MÁturÐdÐ recognizes a use of “will” (mashÐÞa/irÁda) for wishing (KitÁb al-
TawÎÐd, 468, ed. Kholeif, 294); this passage is cited in al-NasafÐ, TabÒirat al-adilla, 
2:291-2. 

66  Ibn FÙrak, Mujarrad, 45. The formulation in Mujarrad, 75, is significantly 
different in that it takes wishing to be “willing what one knows will not occur or be-
lieves will probably not occur.” The former definition is supported by Mujarrad, 16, 
which states that “a living being cannot possibly will what it does not know without 
that willing amounting to wishing.” The latter is found in al-RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 
10:80 (irÁdatu mÁ yaÝlamu aw yaÛunnu annahÙ lÁ yakÙnu) on Q. 4:39. Ibn FÙrak 
himself defines wishing as willing, the object of which one does not know will occur 
or not occur (al-irÁdatu allatÐ lÁ yaÝlamu anna murÁdahÁ yaqaÝu aw lÁ yaqaÝu) 
(KitÁb al-ÍudÙd fÐ l-uÒÙl, ed. MuÎammad al-SulaymÁnÐ, Beirut, 1999, 101). Sayf al-
DÐn al-ÀmidÐ, AbkÁr al-afkÁr, ed. AÎmad MuÎammad al-MahdÐ, Cairo, 2002, 1:301, 
has the definition irÁdatu mÁ Ýalima annahÙ lÁ yaqaÝu aw shakka fÐ wuqÙÝihÐ, and a 
virtually identical formula was known to al-NasafÐ, TabÒirat al-adilla, 2:692, who 
explains that willing what one does not know will occur is weakness (ÃuÝf), willing 
what one has doubt will occur is ignorance (jahl). I read the verbs of these defini-
tions as active against my own intuition and the vocalization of the editors on the ba-
sis of qalbihÐ (variant ÛannihÐ) in Mujarrad, 75, where the pronoun has no explicit 
antecedent (Mujarrad, 45, has al-qalb). 

67  Ibn FÙrak, Mujarrad, 75 
68  Ibid., 45. 
69  Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 10:80 on Q. 4:32; al-ÀmidÐ, AbkÁr al-

afkÁr, 1:302. 
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the nature of wishing, all of which he maintains were held at one time 
by AbÙ HÁshim: that it is a speech act, that it is a form of belief, that it 
is regret (al-talahhuf wa-l-taÞassuf), al-ÀmidÐ concludes that it can be 
none of these. Beyond that he is not prepared to go, claiming that 
there is no need for a definition (taÎdÐd). The important point was to 
establish that wishing is not willing. Al-ÀmidÐ’s conclusion was 
summarized and adopted in the widely studied al-MawÁqif of ÝAÃud 
al-DÐn al-ÏjÐ (d. 756/1355).70 The AshÝarÐs had evidently come to find 
other responses to the anti-determinist arguments of the MuÝtazila 
than those that required taking wishing to be a form of willing. 

The differences between wishing and willing pointed to by al-
ÀmidÐ were, in fact, those noted by the MuÝtazilÐ critics of the deter-
minist identification of wishing with willing. Among the differences 
mentioned by al-QÁÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr (d. 415/1025) is that wishing 
unlike willing can attach to what is past (al-mÁÃÐ) and to the non-
existence of something (bi-an lÁ yakÙna), but not to what already ex-
ists (al-mawjÙd). Unlike willing, wishing exercises no effect (taÞthÐr) 
on its object.71 A further difference is that one can will what is harm-
ful but not wish it.72 

IV. Wishing in the Exegesis of the QurÞÁn 

From the rarefied, not to say arid, inquiries of the philologists and 
theologians, we now turn to the more animated discussions of the in-
terpreters of the QurÞÁn. Of the QurÞÁnic passages bearing on the sub-
ject of wishing, several are of particular importance in raising the ve-
ry issues that engaged the philologists and theologians and in exhibit-
ing them in a new light. It will emerge that the interpretation of these 
verses raised significant obstacles to the consistency with which phi-
lological and theological positions were upheld. 

An obvious starting point for an examination of wishing in the 
context of QurÞÁnic commentary is Q. 2:94-6.73 In these verses the 
Jews of the Prophet’s time, who rejected his message and insisted on  
 
                                    

70  KitÁb al-MawÁqif, ed. ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn ÝUmayra, Beirut, 1417/1997, 2: 
109-10. 

71  ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, al-MughnÐ, 6/2:37. 
72  Ibn Mattawayh, al-Tadhkira, 383. 
73  The parallel verse Q. 62:6 raises the same issues. 
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their own special standing with God, are challenged to stand behind 
their claims, and a prediction is made that they will never do so. 
“Say: ‘If an afterlife with God is to be for you alone, to the exclusion 
of all other people, then wish for death (fa-tamannawi l-mawt), if 
what you say is true.’ But never will they wish for it, because [they 
are aware] of what their hands have sent ahead [in this world]; and 
God has full knowledge of the evildoers.”74 

The standard interpretation of these verses understands the Jews 
to have been challenged by MuÎammad, as instructed by God, to 
wish for their own death. A wish of this sort would demonstrate that 
they were fully confident of the truth of the special standing with 
God that they claimed. The QurÞÁn accurately predicts that the Jews 
will not make a wish of this sort. This prediction is among the mira-
cles confirming MuÎammad’s prophetic office.75 

The discussion by the ÍanafÐ MuÝtazilÐ al-ZamakhsharÐ (d. 
538/1144) of the nature of the wish for their own death that the Jews 
were called upon to make was highly influential. In answer to the 
question of how can one know that the Jews never, in fact, did wish 
for death as MuÎammad challenged them to do, al-ZamakhsharÐ sta-
tes that had they made such a wish it would have been widely re-
ported, given the many opponents of Islam who would have been 
only too happy to narrate this fact. Al-ZamakhsharÐ then addresses a 
further question: inasmuch as wishing is one of the acts of the heart 
(aÝmÁl al-qulÙb) and is thus a private matter (sirr), how can one 
know that the Jews did not in fact wish to die?  

I answer: Wishing is not an act of the heart but a person’s uttering with 
his tongue: “Would that I had such.” When one utters this, it is said 
that he has made a wish, and layta is an expression for wishing. It is  
 

                                    
74  The translations of the QurÞÁn here and elsewhere are taken from The Message 

of the QurÞÁn, translated and explained by Muhammad Asad, Gibraltar, 1980, with 
such modifications as suit the present context. 

75  The miracle is particularly significant as QurÞÁnic, cf. Ibn Íazm, al-MuÎallÁ, 
Beirut, n.d., 1:8; al-KarÁjikÐ, Kanz al-fawÁÞid, 77. Less common, but well attested, is 
the interpretation that the Jews were challenged to wish death upon their Muslim 
opponents in mutual execration (mubÁhala). This interpretation avoids some of the 
psychological obscurities raised by the notion of wishing for one’s own death. It is 
given prominence in a number of Twelver ShÐÝite commentaries and was favored by 
Ibn KathÐr, TafsÐr al-QurÞÁn al-ÝaÛÐm among the SunnÐs, ed. SÁmÐ b. MuÎammad al-
SalÁma, Riyad, 1418/1997, 1:332, in reliance on an interpretation attributed to Ibn 
ÝAbbÁs.  
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impossible that the challenge [to the Jews] concerns what is in the 
mind and heart.76 Furthermore, if wishing were a matter of the heart 
and they did make a wish, they would have said that “We have wished 
for death in our hearts.” But it has not been reported that they said 
this. If you respond that they did not say this because they knew that 
they would not be believed, I reply: How many things have been  
related of them in their arguments with the Muslims in the way of fab-
rications against God and the distortion of His scripture and so forth in 
which they knew that they would not be believed. They had no other 
inducement for what they did other than unvarnished lying, and yet 
they paid no heed. So why would they possibly refrain from saying 
that wishing is an act of the heart and we have performed it, in addi-
tion to the possibility that they might be telling the truth in what they 
reported of what was in their minds. A man reports that he has faith 
and is believed despite the possibility that he may be lying, since it is 
a private matter to which no one has access.77 

Al-ZamakhsharÐ’s extended discussion is directed at upholding the 
miraculous quality of the prediction made in the QurÞÁn that the Jews 
will not wish for their death. His immediate aim is to establish that 
there is no evidence that they ever responded to this challenge, for 
had they done so, it would be widely known. 

The notion that the wishing called for from the Jews must have 
been a verbal act was by no means original with al-ZamakhsharÐ. It is, 
in fact, already attributed to the leading early exegete Ibn ÝAbbÁs (d. 
68/687).78 Even AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskarÐ, who takes wishing to be a men-
tal state, acknowledges that the wishing called for by Q. 2:94 must be 
an utterance (qawl, lafÛ). He is constrained to admit that Arabic 
speakers (ahl al-lisÁn) take an utterance introduced by layta as a wish 
without regard to what is in the speaker’s mind. To challenge the Jews 
to make a wish to die in their hearts would be absurd, since everyone 
knows that a challenge turning on what is in the heart is within every-
one’s capacity to take up. To meet such a challenge the Jews would 
merely have had to claim that they had, in fact, wished to die in their 

                                    
76  This passage is borrowed by al-KhaÔÐb al-ShirbÐnÐ (d. 977/1570), who relies 

heavily on al-ZamakhsharÐ in his interpretation of Q. 2:94 in his TafsÐr, ed. IbrÁhÐm 
Shams al-DÐn, Beirut, 1425/2004, 1: 90. Al-ShirbÐnÐ’s comment is cited, but inaccu-
rately rendered, by Michael Carter, Arabic Linguistics, Amsterdam, 1981, 229. 

77  al-KashshÁf Ýan ÎaqÁÞiq al-tanzÐl, ed. W. Nassau Lees, Calcutta, 1856, 1:91. 
78  al-ÓabarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-bayÁn, Cairo, 1388/1968, 1:426. Al-ÓabarÐ himself inter-

prets “wish” in the verse to mean “Long for it and will it!” (tashahhawhu wa-
arÐdÙhu), that is, as demanding an inner act. 
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heart. Such a claim could not be disproved and would go no distance 
in establishing which of the disputants was in the right.79  

Al-ZamakhsharÐ’s originality, if any, lies in his argument that the 
miraculous quality of the QurÞÁnic prediction stands even on the mis-
taken view that wishing is an act of the heart. For then why is there 
no report of their having responded in any way at all to the challenge 
so construed? This line of argument is foreign to AbÙ HilÁl, whose 
focus is on the rationality of the challenge at the time it was made. 

AbÙ HilÁl readily admits that the label wishing is commonly ap-
plied to certain utterances without regard for the existence of the men-
tal state that he regards as true wishing. Not all QurÞÁn commentators 
were as forthright. Among these is Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ. In his large 
commentary on the QurÞÁn, al-RÁzÐ makes a number of inconsistent 
statements concerning wishing. In his comments on Q. 4:32, in AshÝarÐ  
fashion, al-RÁzÐ defines wishing as a form of willing. He takes an en-
tirely different position in his discussion of Q. 2:94. There he re-
sponds to a series of six critical queries that he has posed. The fifth of 
these suggests that the Jews properly abstained from responding to a 
challenge that was framed in the ambiguous language of wishing. 
Wishing, according to the query, is ambiguous (mushtarak) between a 
mental state and an utterance expressing that state. Al-RÁzÐ denies that 
there is any ambiguity: “Wishing in the language of the Arabs is un-
known except with reference to what is apparent [in speech] just as 
‘making a statement’ is unknown except for what is apparent in 
speech. What corresponds to this in the heart is not referred to with 
this name.”80 The AshÝarÐ definition of wishing as a form of willing 
survived in QurÞÁnic commentaries for centuries after al-RÁzÐ and 
long after it had been given up by AshÝarÐ theologians such as al-
ÀmidÐ, and the exegesis of Q. 2:94 continued to draw commentators 
into inconsistency whether openly acknowledged or not. 

The nature of the utterance that the Jews were challenged to make 
presents a problem even for the view that wishing is a speech act. It 
would seem to have been sufficient, as al-ZamakhsharÐ suggests, for  
 

                                    
79  AbÙ HilÁl al-ÝAskari, al-FurÙq al-lughawiyya, 141. 
80  al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 3, 190-1; al-RÁzÐ’s discussion was used by Ibn ÝÀdil, al-

LubÁb, 2:297, without attribution. One could, of course, argue that al-RÁzÐ distin-
guishes between an everyday sense of wishing as speech and a technical theological 
sense as willing, but there is no evidence in his commentary of such a distinction. 
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the Jews simply to have made an empty verbal wish in order for 
them to have met MuÎammad’s challenge. The question of what kept  
them from doing so receives various answers. But apart from this, 
one can question whether had they done so, they would have prop-
erly be said to have made a wish. Some commentators clearly formu-
late the challenge to the Jews as including both an inner element of 
willing and the appropriate utterance. One of these is the Andalusian 
exegete Ibn ÝAÔiyya (d. 542/1148), who paraphrases the QurÞÁnic im-
perative “wish” (tamannaw) as “will it with your hearts and ask for 
it” (arÐdÙhu bi-qulÙbikum wa-sÞalÙhu). He contrasts this interpreta-
tion with that attributed to Ibn ÝAbbÁs, according to whom all that 
was required was the asking even without the mental element.81  

The view that what was at issue in the QurÞÁnic challenge to the 
Jews was more than a merely mental wish follows directly from the 
context of a public debate assumed by the traditional interpretation.82 
The Yemeni al-ShawkÁnÐ (d. 1250/1834) regards wishing as a form 
of willing directed to the future.83 But with respect to Q. 2:94 he in-
sists that the only sense of wishing appropriate to the polemical con-
text is that of “a verbal utterance together with its meaning, not the 
mere occurrence of this meaning to the mind and the inclination of 
the soul to it.” The miracle is that the Jews, despite their history of 
making aggressive, albeit unfounded, claims against God and His 
followers, in this instance departed from their custom. This was be-
cause they had somehow come to know that had they made a wish to 
die, they would, in fact, have died.84 

Germane to the question of whether wishes are truth-evaluable is Q. 
6:27, which depicts the reaction after death of the unbelievers: “If thou 
could but see [them] when they will be made to stand before the fire 
and will say, ‘Oh, would that we were brought back [to life] and not 
give the lie to the signs of our Lord and be believers.’ ” The difficulty 
is that the next verse appears to label the unbelievers who have made  
 
                                    

81  Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 113. 
82  This is so whether the Jews were challenged to wish death upon themselves or 

upon their Muslim opponents. 
83  FatÎ al-qadÐr, 1:547. In this definition as elsewhere al-ShawkÁnÐ’s commen-

tary shows the influence of al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 2:33.  
84  FatÎ al-qadÐr, 1:179. Al-ShawkÁnÐ also admits the possibility that God di-

rectly intervened to keep the Jews from wishing (li-l-Òarf min AllÁh), cf. al-QurÔubÐ, 
al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 2:33.  
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this wish as liars (kÁdhibÙn), an obvious problem for those who regard 
wishes as performative utterances that are not truth-evaluable.85 One 
solution is to read verse 27 so as to limit the scope of the wish to the 
first verb after layta: what the unbelievers wish is to be brought back 
to life, a wish they follow by a statement that they will then not give 
the lie and will be believers. Such an interpretation finds support in 
variant readings of the QurÞÁnic text. One can also claim that the label 
of liars does not look back to their wish. A different approach is taken 
by al-ZamakhsharÐ, whose interpretation here also proved to be influ-
ential. He argued that the wish of verse 27 implies a promise (Ýida) and 
so could be labeled false, “just as when a man says ‘Would that God 
grant me wealth so that I might do well by you and recompense you 
for your favors.’ The man who makes this wish falls under the cate-
gory of promising (fÐ maÝnÁ l-wÁÝid), and so were he to be granted 
property and not do well by his friend and not recompense him, he can 
be labeled a liar, for he said ‘If God grants me property, I will recom-
pense you for having done well by me.’” 86 

The interpretation of Q. 22:52 appears to have presented a prob-
lem for the common BaÒran MuÝtazilÐ view that wishing was a 
speech act. This verse, key to the story of the so-called Satanic verses,  
states: “Yet whenever We sent forth any apostle or prophet before  
 
                                    

85  A wish, whether realized or not, is not truth-evaluable (al-QÁÃÐ ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, 
TanzÐh al-QurÞÁn Ýan al-maÔÁÝin, Beirut, n.d, 129; Ibn ShahrÁshÙb, MutashÁbih al-
QurÞÁn, Tabriz, 1328, 1:127). 

86  al-KashshÁf, 1:399 (cited in al-SubkÐ, ÝArÙs al-afrÁÎ, 2:245-6), followed by al-
RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 12:191 (al-RÁzÐ finds in the wish an implicit statement that 
one wills the object of the wish); al-KaÝbÐ also regarded the wish as amounting to a 
statement about the resolve (Ýazm) of the unbelievers to become believers if they  
were brought back (al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 4:119), an interpretation consistent with his 
view that wishing is a special form of willing. In keeping with his position that there 
can be no lying in the hereafter, al-KaÝbÐ held that although the unbelievers were sin-
cere when they made their wish, its object was unrealizable and thus false (criticized 
by al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 4:119; cf. D. Gimaret, Une lecture muÝtazilite du coran, Lou-
vain-Paris, 1994, 297-8, on AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ’s denial of the possibility of lying in 
the hereafter). Al-KaÝbÐ apparently further held that wishes could not be made for 
what was known to be impossible. He thus argued that the unbelievers did not have 
full knowledge that their being brought back was inconsistent with the finality of 
their punishment in hell. AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ by contrast found no problem in the un-
believers wishing for what they knew to be impossible (al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 4:116). 
Al-SharÐf al-MurtaÃÁ suggested the possibility that the lying of the unbelievers is fi-
gurative, in that that their wishes were disappointed (AmÁlÐ al-MurtaÃÁ, ed. MuÎ-
ammad AbÙ l-FaÃl IbrÁhÐm, Beirut, 1387/1967, 2:273). 



TAMANNÏ  

 
547

you, and he was wishing (tamannÁ), Satan would cast into his wish 
(umniyyatihÐ), but God renders void whatever Satan may cast….” 
The classical commentaries commonly give two possible senses for 
tamannÁ in this verse: its ordinary meaning of wishing and the less 
well attested meaning of reciting. We can further distinguish between 
the purely philological preference for the sense of wishing and the 
theological. Some commentators, including al-ZamakhsharÐ, favor 
the sense of wishing but locate the Satanic interference in the 
Prophet’s recitation of the QurÞÁn: Satan took advantage of the 
Prophet’s wish to win over his pagan opponents and interfered with 
his recitation.87 By contrast another group of commentators, includ-
ing Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ and al-BayÃÁwÐ (d. 685/1286), develop a 
theologically more defensible account of the background of the 
verse, one in which there is no Satanic interference in any QurÞÁnic 
recitation but exclusively in the Prophet’s wishing.88 The Twelver 
ShÐÝÐ al-SharÐf al-MurtaÃÁ (d. 436/1045) also offers this interpretation 
but merely as an alternative to a theologically acceptable interpreta-
tion of tamannÁ in the sense of reciting: the Satanic interference is 
the distortion of the meaning of the recitation by its human listen-
ers.89 

What is common to these different interpretations is that they all 
take wishing to refer to a mental not a verbal act. In connection with 
the interpretation of Q. 22:52, even those like al-ZamakhsharÐ who 
otherwise follow the BaÒran MuÝtazilÐ view that wishing is a speech 
act take wishing to refer to an inner act.90 Since one can imagine Sa- 
 
                                    

87  al-ZamakhsharÐ, al-KashshÁf, 2:911; Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 1317. 
88  al-RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 23:53, al-BayÃÁwÐ, AnwÁr al-tanzÐl, ed. H. O. Flei-

scher, Leipzig, 1846, 636-7. Among modern translators this interpretation has been 
followed by Maulana Muhammad, The Holy QurÞÁn, Lahore, 1917 (reprinted  
Columbus, Ohio, 1991), 658, Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Holy QurÞan, Lahore, 1934 
(reprinted Elmhurst, N.Y., 1987), 865; Muhammad Asad, The Message of the 
QurÞÁn, 514. 

89  al-SharÐf al-MurtaÃÁ, TanzÐh al-anbiyÁÞ, Beirut, 1409/1989, 152-3, summa-
rized in al-ÓabrisÐ, MajmaÝ al-bayÁn, 7:122-3, followed by Ibn ShahrÁshÙb, Mu-
tashÁbih al-QurÞÁn, 2:4-5. 

90  al-ZamakhsharÐ, al-KashshÁf, 2:911 (fÐ nafsihÐ), following an interpretation  
attributed to Ibn ÝAbbÁs (al-ThaÝlabÐ, al-Kashf wa-l-bayÁn Ýan tafsÐr al-QurÞÁn, ed. 
AbÙ MuÎammad Ibn ÝÀshÙr, Beirut, 1422/2002, 7:29). The MuÝtazilÐ exegete AbÙ 
Muslim al-IÒfahÁnÐ (d. 322/934) invoked the notion of wishing of the heart (tamannÐ 
al-qalb) in the interpretation of Q. 2:78 (cited by AbÙ ÍayyÁn, al-BaÎr al-muÎÐÔ, 
Beirut, n.d., 1:276).  
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tanic interference with a prophet’s verbally formulated wishes, the 
absence of interpretations to this effect requires some explanation.91 
Apparently the interpretation of tamannÁ as recitation, that is, a ver-
bal utterance, came to relegate the alternative sense of wishing to an 
entirely inner act.92 Yet taking the wishing as unexpressed presented 
the difficulty that the trial (fitna) of those in whose hearts is disease 
(Q. 22:53) occasioned by Satan’s interference would appear to re-
quire a verbal or other overt expression as its source.93 

V. Wishing in Islamic Law 

Any attempt to survey the legal and moral dimension of wishing in 
Islamic thought encounters several obstacles. The first is the absence 
of an agreed-upon concept of wishing. There is thus no consistent 
treatment of wishing over the centuries. What we find is that writers, 
with a particular kind of wishing in mind, approached the subject 
from diverse vantage points. Many moralists, for example, focused 
on wishing as an element of envy (Îasad). A second important obsta-
cle to the study of wishing is its failure to develop into a significant 
legal category.94 For this reason the meager discussions of wishing 

                                    
91  The umniyyatihÐ of Q. 22:52 is rendered as “formulation” by Richard Bell, 

The QurÞÁn, Edinburgh, 1937, 1:322, cf. Regis Blachère, Le Coran, Paris, 1966, 364 
(“formulaient”). Both Bell and Blachère, however, see the reference as to revela-
tions, not ordinary wishes. 

92  Theologically, any Satanic interference with the Prophet’s non-QurÞÁnic utter-
ances, including his expressed wishes, might cast doubt on the integrity of the 
QurÞÁnic text. 

93  Cf. Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 1317 (it is undisputed that the trial followed 
upon audible words). Al-RÁzÐ addresses this difficulty by suggesting that the Pro- 
phet’s preoccupation with his Satanically inspired wishes would lead him to distrac-
tion in his external acts, and that this, not the inner wishes, would occasion the trial 
of the unbelievers (al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 23:54). 

94  A discussion of wishing within the larger category of envy is sometimes 
treated as complementary to law in the narrow sense. See, for example, Ibn al-
MurtaÃÁ, al-Takmila li-l-aÎkÁm wa-l-taÒfiya min bawÁÔin al-ÁthÁm, in al-BaÎr al-
zakhkhÁr, 5:497; see also separate ed. by ÝAbd AllÁh b. ÍammÙd al-ÝIzzÐ, ÑaÝda, 
1422/2002, 68, undoubtedly the model for AÎmad b. IsmÁÝÐl al-ÝUlufÐ (d. 1282/ 
1865), al-MukhtaÒar al-mufÐd, ÑaÝda, 1421/2000, 92-3, which, however, has a more 
elaborate analysis of the possible contents of wishes. The failure of wishing to find  
a fixed place in Islamic law does not mean that jurists were not willing to consider 
arcane questions on wishing: for example, what is the status of someone who wishes 
to be a prophet (al-ÍalÐmÐ, KitÁb al-MinhÁj fÐ shuÝab al-ÐmÁn, ed. ÍilmÐ MuÎammad 
Fawda, Damascus, 1399/1979, 3:106). 
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from the legal point of view have to be gleaned mainly from non-
legal texts such as commentaries on the QurÞÁn and ÎadÐth. These 
discussions are largely constructed upon prohibitions in the QurÞÁn  
and ÎadÐth of wishes for particular objects. The less prominent posi-
tive dimension of wishing is supported by wishes attributed to Mu-
Îammad and other authorities. 

The most important passage addressing the practice of wishing is 
the prohibition found in Q. 4:32: “Do not wish (wa-lÁ tatamannaw) 
for the bounties which God has bestowed more abundantly on some 
of you than on others.…” The occasion (sabab) for the revelation of 
this prohibition is commonly said to have been the wish made to the 
Prophet by some women for equal treatment with men in the distribu-
tion of decedents’ estates and in participation in raids on the enemy.95 
The continuation of the verse corroborates the connection of the reve-
lation to issues of gender: “Men shall have a benefit from what they 
earn, and women shall have a benefit from what they earn.” The verse 
concludes by enjoining “Ask, therefore, God [to give you] out of His 
bounty: behold, God has indeed full knowledge of everything.” 

In accordance with the principle that the legislative scope of the 
verse is determined by its wording not its occasion, the verse was un-
derstood to deal generally with wishing to have what others have. But 
precisely what this means was not free from doubt.96 In one interpre-

                                    
95  Some accounts have the women wishing that they were men so as to enjoy 

these privileges. Other accounts have the men also wishing for the privileges of 
women. 

96  The majority view is that whatever the verse does condemn is prohibited. Ac-
cording to al-FarrÁÞ, the wishing condemned by the verse is merely discouraged, not 
prohibited (al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 5:184). The IbÁÃÐ commentator AÔÔafayyish (d. 1332/ 
1914) spells out the range of things falling under the prohibition (property, marriage, 
offspring, status, health, learning, acquired and inborn talents) (TaysÐr al-tafsÐr li-l-
QurÞÁn al-karÐm, Muscat, 1981-94, 2:311). The common view is that the prohibition, 
as indicated by its occasion, extends beyond mundane matters to distinctions based 
on religion (Ibn KathÐr, TafsÐr, 2:287; cf. the view of al-Muhallab [d. 433/1041-2] 
that it is limited to the things of this world [al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 
5:163]). A religiously motivated wish that another be deprived of some benefit is not 
reprehensible: for example, the wish that a sinner be deprived of the means to sin, 
since the wisher in this case does not envy the other’s advantage (Ibn Íajar al-
HaytamÐ, al-ZawÁjir Ýan iqtirÁf al-kabÁÞir, Cairo, 1400/1980, 78). According to Ibn 
ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 429, followed by Ibn Juzayy, al-TashÐl li-ÝulÙm al-tanzÐl (ed. 
MuÎammad SÁlim HÁshim, Beirut, 1415/1995, 1:187), wishing to contravene any 
rule of the SharÐÝa falls under the prohibition of Q. 4:32. It is interesting to note that 
AbÙ al-QÁsim al-KaÝbÐ justified the Prophet’s wish to be in a position to marry 
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tation the verse condemns envying others for what they have, with  
envy commonly defined as wishing for others to lose something they 
have so that the wisher or another may acquire it.97 Envy is under-
stood on the basis of other texts to constitute a major sin (kabÐra).98 It 
is condemned as tending to rancor (tabÁghuÃ) or as the mark of a base 
nature.99 The question then arises whether the QurÞÁnic prohibition 
extends to wishing for the kind of thing another has without wishing 
for him to lose it. A wish of this sort is termed an “unenvious or  
generous emulation” (ghibÔa, munÁfasa).100 The majority view is that 
such emulation is not blameworthy. 

While the main interest of the QurÞÁnic commentators is in the re-
lation of this key verse to envy, other issues that the verse raises are 
                                    

Zayd’s beautiful wife as an unobjectionable characteristic of human nature (TafsÐr, 
278, on Q. 33:37) 

97  al-ÑÁwÐ, ÍÁshiya, 2:27. On the possibility of envy leading to killing, see al-
BiqÁÝÐ (d. 885/1480), cited in MuÎammad ÝAbduh and MuÎammad RashÐd RiÃÁ, Taf-
sÐr al-QurÞÁn al-karÐm (TafsÐr al-ManÁr), ed. IbrÁhÐm Shams al-DÐn, Beirut, 
1420/1999, 2:47. 

98  al-HaytamÐ, al-ZawÁjir, 78. It should be noted that the sin lies in envying a 
fellow Muslim (cf. al-ÍalÐmÐ, KitÁb al-MinhÁj, 3:103). 

99  AÔÔafayyish, TaysÐr al-tafsÐr, 2:311; al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 5:184 (min danÁyÁ al-
akhlÁq). According to a ÎadÐth, envy is characteristic of the hypocrite (munÁfiq), un-
envious emulation (ghibÔa) of the believer (al-HaytamÐ, al-ZawÁjir, 78). 

100  I adopt the renderings of Lane in his Arabic-English Lexicon, 6:2226, 
8:2826. Al-BukhÁrÐ uses the term ightibÁÔ (BÁb al-ightibÁÔ fÐ l-Ýilm wa-l-Îikma in 
KitÁb al-ÝIlm of his al-ÑaÎÐÎ). The permissibility of ghibÔa was attributed to the 
Prophet in the form of a ÎadÐth (al-ZamakhsharÐ, al-KashshÁf, 2:1066, cf. Ibn Íajar 
al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ, al-KÁfÐ al-shÁf fÐ takhrÐj aÎÁdÐth al-KashshÁf, Beirut, 1418/1997, 
1:215). It was also derived from the wording of Q. 4:32 “Ask, therefore, God [to give  
you] out of His bounty” (al-ÓaÎÁwÐ, SharÎ Mushkil al-ÁthÁr, ed. ShuÝayb al-ArnÁÞÙÔ, 
Beirut, 1415/1994, 1:402; for other interpretations of this wording in the direction of 
purely religious concerns, al-ÓabarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-bayÁn, Cairo, 1388/1968, 5:49). On the 
other hand, al-ÂaÎÎÁk (d. 105/723) cited Q. 28:79 (where the wish is for the like of 
what QÁrÙn has) to show that it was not permitted for a Muslim to wish for what an-
other had (al-ThaÝlabÐ, al-Kashf wa-l-bayÁn, 3:300). Al-ÍÁrith al-MuÎÁsibÐ (d. 243/ 
857), al-RiÝÁya li-ÎuqÙq AllÁh, ed. ÝAbd al-QÁdir AÎmad ÝAÔÁ, Cairo, 1390/1970, 
570, uses the term munÁfasa for all forms of envy that are not prohibited. Al-RÁghib 
al-IÒfahÁnÐ (d. 502/1108) requires for munÁfasa some positive steps (saÝy) to obtain 
what one wishes beyond simple ghibÔa (KitÁb al-DharÐÝa ilÁ makÁrim al-akhlÁq, ed. 
ÓÁhÁ ÝAbd al-RaÞÙf SaÝd, Cairo, 1393/1973, 182).  According to the physician SaÝÐd 
b. Hibat AllÁh al-BaghdÁdÐ (d. 495/1101), the difference between ÎaÒad and ghibÔa 
is that in the former the person envied merits what he has, whereas in the latter he 
does not (al-ÍudÙd wa-l-furÙq, ed. GhulÁm ÝAlÐ al-YaÝqÙbÐ, Beirut, 1416/1995, 79-
80. Al-ÍakÐm al-TirmidhÐ, al-FurÙq wa-manÝ al-tarÁduf, ed. MuÎammad IbrÁhÐm al-
JuyÙshÐ, ÝAbidÐn, 1419/1998, 253 confines ghibÔa to wishes for religious attainments 
and condemns as ignorance wishes for wordly success like that of others. 
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not entirely neglected. Thus the wishing prohibited by the verse is 
understood to amount to a rejection of the way God has bestowed 
His benefits.101 Wishing for what has not fallen to one’s lot is prof-
itless.102 To al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ (d. 110/728) the thought is ascribed 
that the fulfillment of a wish for someone else’s property might in 
fact lead to the wisher’s ruin.103 The same point was developed by 
the MuÝtazilÐ al-KaÝbÐ (d. 319/931), according to whom God always 
acts in the way most advantageous (aÒlaÎ) for His creatures. To wish 
to change God’s disposition of things amounted to wishing for what 
was not most advantageous and in fact might prove to be disadvanta-
geous (mafsada).104 

Commentators commonly read the prohibition of Q. 4:32 in light 
of clear cases where the Prophet made various unrealizable wishes, 
such as for his uncle AbÙ ÓÁlib to become a believer,105 and, in fact, 
came to see the QurÞÁnic prohibition as providing the essential crite-
rion for distinguishing between acceptable and unacceptable wishes. 
All wishes not involving envy were in principle permitted.106 The ba-
sic law on wishing could thus be summed up by the MÁlikÐ jurist 
AÎmad b. MuÎammad al-ÑÁwÐ (d. 1241/1825) as providing that wi-
shes tainted by envy were prohibited, wishes amounting to unenvious 
emulation with respect to pious deeds were recommended, and wi- 
shes simply to obtain wealth were permitted.107  

This simple but essentially adequate statement of the law pertain-
ing to wishes must, however, be supplemented by provisions in the 
ÎadÐth that concern wishes to die (tamannÐ al-mawt). A number of 
traditions report that the Prophet instructed that one should not wish 

                                    
101  al-ShawkÁnÐ, FatÎ al-qadÐr, 1:547. 
102  Ibn KathÐr, TafsÐr, 2:287. 
103  al-ÓabarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-bayÁn, 10:47. 
104  al-ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 5:184. 
105  al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:163. Among the wishes reported 

of the Prophet is the wish he expressed to Gabriel that the direction of prayer be 
changed from that of the Jews (al-WÁÎidÐ, al-WajÐz fÐ tafsÐr al-KitÁb al-ÝazÐz, ed. 
ÑafwÁn ÝAdnÁn DÁwÙdÐ, Damascus, 1415/1995, 1:136 on Q. 2:144). 

106  al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:163, who develops Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-
MuÎarrar, 429; al-KiyÁ al-HarrÁs, AÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, ed. MÙsÁ MuÎammad ÝAlÐ and 
ÝIzzat ÝAlÐ ÝÏd ÝAÔiyya, Beirut, 1424/2004, 1:198 (there is no prohibition against even 
unrealizable wishes to achieve learning or power since no envy is involved). 

107  al-ÑÁwÐ, ÍÁshiya, 2:27. A more highly developed and broader discussion, in-
cluding instances of wishing that are obligatory, appears in al-MuÎÁsibÐ, al-RiÝÁya, 
572-74. 
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to die.108 While some versions place no condition on this injunction, 
others make reference to wishes for death as a response to affliction 
(Ãurr).109 Taken together, the traditions indicate that the affliction in-
tended is affliction in body or property, that is, a wordly affliction. 
The predominant view is thus that to wish for death as a result of 
some worldly affliction is discouraged (makrÙh).110 Some versions of 
the tradition add that as long as a believer is alive he inevitably ac-
cumulates good deeds. This has been taken to explain the prohibi-
tion.111 But other explanations are possible: such wishes are prof-
itless since the time when death occurs is ordained by God, and such 
wishes evidence dissatisfaction with what God has ordained.112 By 
contrast, wishes for death prompted by a fear that one’s faith may be 
put to the test (li-khawf al-fitna fÐ l-dÐn) are permitted.113 This reli-

                                    
108  The interplay between this prohibition of wishing for death and the QurÞÁnic 

challenge to the Jews to wish for death is fully developed in the texts and worthy of 
a separate study. An important element in the treatment of the topic is the attempt on 
the part of Muslim scholars to provide psychologically plausible interpretations of 
the phenomenon of wishing for one’s own death in various circumstances. Thus, for 
example, the obvious disinclination of Muslims to wish for their own death despite 
their faith suggests that the Jews might be expected to be equally averse to such  
a wish (cf. al-MÁturÐdÐ, TaÞwÐlÁt al-QurÞÁn, ed. Ahmet Vanlioºlu, Istanbul, 2005, 
1:181 with note 10 from the commentary of ÝAlÁÞ al-DÐn al-SamarqandÐ). Some writ-
ers, however, found no difficulty in wishing for one’s own death (e.g., the ÍanbalÐ 
Ibn al-ZÁghÙnÐ (d. 527/1132), al-ÏÃÁÎ fÐ uÒÙl al-dÐn, ed. ÝIÒÁm al-Sayyid MaÎmÙd, 
Riyad, 1424/2003, 512). 

109  Many of the relevant traditions are collected in Ibn al-ÑiddÐq al-GhumÁrÐ, 
QamÝ al-ashrÁr Ýan jarÐmat al-intiÎÁr, published with his KitÁb al-ArbaÝÐn al-ghu- 
mÁriyya fÐ shukr al-niÝam, n.p., n.d., 90-8. MuÎammad b. ÝAbd al-WahhÁb, AÎkÁm 
tamannÐ al-mawt, ed. ÝAbd al-RahmÁn b. MuÎammad al-SadÎÁn and ÝAbd AllÁh b. 
ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-JibrÐn, n.p., n.d., begins with a few of these traditions (3-5) but 
otherwise collects traditions on death in general. The attribution of this work to Ibn 
ÝAbd al-WahhÁb has been disputed by ÑÁliÎ b. FawzÁn Àl FawzÁn, IbÔÁl nisbat kitÁb 
AÎkÁm tamannÐ al-mawt, Mecca, 1410/1990, who reproduces a retraction by the edi-
tors of the work (p. 30). 

110  WalÐ al-DÐn al-ÝIrÁqÐ, KitÁb ÓarÎ al-tathrÐb fÐ sharÎ al-TaqrÐb, Aleppo, n.d., 
3:253, cites his father’s claim that interpretation of the Prophet’s prohibition as im-
porting karÁha rests on consensus, but he questions this in light of Ibn ÝAbd al-
Barr’s explicit statement that wishing for death is prohibited. A minority denied that 
such wishes were discouraged (al-FaqÐh YÙsuf, TafsÐr al-thamarÁt al-yÁniÝa, ÑaÝda, 
1423/2002, 5:377). On the wish for death when passing a grave as an eschatological 
sign, see al-ÝIrÁqÐ, ÓarÎ al-tathrÐb, 3:258-61. 

111  al-ÝIrÁqÐ, ÓarÎ al-tathrÐb, 3:355. 
112  Ibid., 3:357. 
113  Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 1021 on Q. 12:101. According to Ibn ÝAllÁn, KitÁb 

al-FutÙÎÁt al-rabbÁniyya ÝalÁ l-AdhkÁr al-nawawiyya, n.p., n.d., 4:81, such wishes 
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gious justification was invoked to explain wishes for death on the 
part of pious individuals, including the prophet Joseph and Mary as 
reported in the QurÞÁn (12:101 and 19:23). 114 A further ÎadÐth-based 
exception to the rule against wishing for death is the wish for mar-
tyrdom (tamannÐ al-shahÁda).115 This is to be distinguished from 
simply wishing to encounter the enemy (tamannÐ liqÁÞ al-Ýaduww), 
which was discouraged by the Prophet.116 

The foregoing legal guidelines on wishing represent a middle-of-
the-road evaluation of wishing in relation to both morality and theol-
ogy. According to the common legal opinion, the appropriateness of 
most wishes is gauged by a moral standard: wishes are permitted un-
less they evince envy in the narrow sense. The major exception to this 
principle concerns wishes for death, to which a theological standard is 
applied: wishes to die are as a general rule not permitted because they 
reject God’s determination of the span of life and its incidents. An ex-
ception is made when the wish for death amounts to a wish to uphold 
God’s religion and thus to fulfill the purpose of life. The rules for 
wishing are thus framed in terms of rather narrow considerations. 

Readily identified are other evaluations of wishes that turn on dif-
ferent considerations and in some cases exhibit a more consistent  
application of a moral or theological standard. Thus on the question 
of the permissibility of non-envious wishes to have what someone 
else has, there is a minority opinion prohibiting such wishes. Fakhr 

                                    

are, in fact, recommended (yundabu), not merely permitted. Al-ÝIrÁqÐ mentions wish-
ing for death out of longing for God and the Prophet as also permitted (ÓarÎ al-tath- 
rÐb, 3:257). 

114  al-ÝIrÁqÐ, ÓarÎ al-tathrÐb, 3:252-3; al-QurÔubÐ, al-Tadhkira fÐ aÎwÁl al-mawtÁ 
wa-umÙr al-Ákhira, ed. AÎmad ÍijÁzÐ al-SaqqÁ, Cairo, 1406/1980, 12-13. On Joseph 
as the first to ask to die on the spot as claimed by QatÁda (d. 118/736) and the ques-
tion of the applicable law, see Ibn KathÐr, TafsÐr, 4:414 on Q. 12:101. The explana- 
tion of Mary’s wish is usually but not always couched in terms of the applicable  
Islamic law, and a religious motivation is identified (ÝAbd al-JabbÁr, TanzÐh al-
QurÞÁn, 247; Ibn ShahrÁshÙb, MutashÁbih al-QurÞÁn, 1:256; al-ÍakÐm al-TirmidhÐ, 
al-FurÙq, 305). 

115  Ibn Íajar al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ, FatÎ al-bÁrÐ sharÎ ÑaÎÐÎ al-BukhÁrÐ, Riyad, 
1421/2000, 13:267-8. Wishing for martyrdom is a recommended act (Ibn ÝAllÁn, al-
FutÙÎÁt al-rabbÁniyya, 4:81). 

116  On the distinction between wishing for martyrdom and wishing to encounter 
the enemy, see MuÎammad b. IsmÁÝÐl al-ÑanÝÁnÐ, al-ÝUdda, ed. ÝAlÐ b. MuÎammad 
al-HindÐ, Cairo, 3:500-1. Some extended this prohibition to all trials (makÁrih)  
where one might fail (al-QÁÃÐ ÝIyÁÃ, IkmÁl al-muÝlim bi-fawÁÞid Muslim, ed. YaÎyÁ  
IsmÁÝÐl, al-ManÒÙra, 1419/1998, 6:43). 
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al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ in his commentary on Q. 4:32, identifies this as the 
view of the best authorities (muÎaqqiqÙn). To receive what one 
wishes for may in fact prove harmful to one’s faith and a detriment in 
life (mafsada fÐ ÎaqqihÐ fÐ l-dÐn wa-maÃarra Ýalayhi fÐ l-dunyÁ).117 In 
his comment on the same verse, al-ShawkÁnÐ takes the position that 
the general language of the verse prohibits wishing for anything in 
which some have been favored over others (mÁ waqaÝa bihÐ l-tafÃÐl), 
for this amounts to dissatisfaction with God’s allocation.118 

On the question of wishes for death the Yemeni ZaydÐ jurist YÙsuf 
b. AÎmad (d. 832/1429), known as al-FaqÐh YÙsuf, gives three fur-
ther opinions in addition to the common legal doctrine.119 One view, 
which he attributes to al-ÍÁkim al-JishumÐ (d. 494/1101), is that such 
wishes are permitted where death can be known to be for the best 
(maÒlaÎa). A second view, which he attributes to the Companion AbÙ 
l-DardÁÞ (d. 32/653), is that wishing for death is unconditionally per-
mitted.120 Death is best for both believers and unbelievers as indi-
cated by the QurÞÁn: “And that which is with God is best for the vir-
tuous (3:198)”; “We give them [the unbelievers] reign only to let 
them grow in sinfulness (3:178).” The third view, that of al-QÁÃÐ 
ÝAbd al-JabbÁr and al-ZamakhsharÐ, is that those who are confident 
of their place in heaven are permitted to wish for death. 

AbÙ ÝAlÐ al-JubbÁÞÐ and his followers are sometimes misleadingly 
reported to have regarded it as not permitted to wish for martyr-
dom.121 In fact AbÙ ÝAlÐ regarded it as not permitted to wish to be kil-
led by the unbelievers, since their act of killing was an act in support 
of unbelief. To wish for the unbelievers to kill amounted to wishing 
for the victory of unbelief. What was permitted was to wish to die in 

                                    
117  al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 10:81-2. 
118  FatÎ al-qadÐr, 1:547. 
119  al-ThamarÁt al-yÁniÝa, 1:171-4. 
120  See also al-ÓabarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-bayÁn, 4:218 on Q. 3:199; Ibn KathÐr, TafsÐr, 

2:192-3 (naming also SufyÁn al-ThawrÐ (d. 161/778) as taking this view) on  
Q. 3:198; al-SuyÙÔÐ, al-Durr al-manthÙr, Beirut, 1421/2000, 2:392 on Q. 3:178. 

121  al-SaksakÐ, al-BurhÁn fÐ maÝrifat ÝaqÁÞid ahl al-adyÁn, ed. BassÁm ÝAlÐ 
SalÁma al-ÝAmÙsh, al-ZarqÁÞ, 1408/1988, 51 (what is obligatory according to the 
JubbÁÝÐtes is Îubb al-Òabr ÝalÁ l-jirÁÎ); AbÙ MuÎammad al-YamanÐ, ÝAqÁÞid al-tha- 
lÁth wa-l-sabÝÐn firqa, ed. MuÎammad b. ÝAbd AllÁh ZarbÁn al-GhÁmidÐ, Medina, 
1414, 1:327; ÝAlÐ b. MuÎammad b. ÝAbd AllÁh al-FakhrÐ, TalkhÐÒ al-bayÁn fÐ dhikr 
firaq ahl al-adyÁn, ed. RashÐd al-Bandar, London, 1415/1994, 85. These heresi-
ographical works are all of Yemeni origin.  
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battle against the unbelievers; death itself, being an act of God, was 
distinct from the unbelievers’ act of killing.122 

VI. Theological and Moral Opposition to Wishing 

Just as there was no single shared understanding of the nature of 
wishing, there was no common position on the value, if any, to be 
accorded the common human practice of wishing. What we find is a 
spectrum of opinions that focus on one or another dimension of 
wishing. The state of the evidence sometimes makes it difficult to 
identify the reported positions with a specific authority or circle, and 
for the early period we are often left with the task of attempting to 
reconstruct a coherent point of view from scattered, sometimes ap-
parently inconsistent reports.  

The most important source for the practice of wishing in the early 
period is KitÁb al-MutamannÐn of Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ (d. 281/894).123 
Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ’s short work is, however, no more than a compila-
tion of traditions and sayings without any marked effort at thematic 
organization. Quite different is the other important source for the ear-
ly period, al-ÑaÎÐÎ of al-BukhÁrÐ (d. 256/870), which includes a 
“Book of Wishing” (KitÁb al-TamannÐ), unique in the standard SunnÐ 
compilations of ÎadÐth.124 While al-BukhÁrÐ’s collection of materials 
is far narrower than that of Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ, it provides a precious 
glimpse into a further dimension of wishing in Islamic thought. 

                                    
122  al-RÁghib al-IÒfahÁnÐ, TafsÐr, ed. ÝÀdil b. ÝAlÐ al-ShidÐ, 1424/2003, 2:890-1 on 

Q. 3:143; the same position is taken by the Twelver ShÐÝÐ al-SharÐf al-RaÃÐ, ÍaqÁÞiq 
al-taÞwÐl, ed. MuÎammad RiÃÁ Àl KÁshif al-GhiÔÁÞ, Beirut, 1406/1986, 5:256-7. Al-
ÓÙsÐ, al-TibyÁn, 3:5, supports the view, apparently that attributed by al-SaksakÐ to 
the JubbÁÞÐtes, that martyrdom involves al-Òabr ÝalÁ l-jihÁd ilÁ an yaqtulÙhu). NiÛÁm 
al-DÐn al-NÐsÁbÙrÐ, TafsÐr gharÁÞib al-QurÞÁn, ed. ZakariyyÁ ÝUmayrÁt, Beirut, 1996, 
2:269, attributes al-JubbÁÞÐ’s doctrine to the leading scholars and contrasts it with 
that of the AshÝarÐs. The issue in any case concerned the precise object of one’s wish 
when one wished for martyrdom, not the nature of wishing, since it was equally pro-
hibited for one to will the unbelievers to kill him. 

123  For example, the practice of invitations to make a wish, directed at individu-
als and groups (Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ, KitÁb al-MutamannÐn, 35, 38). Such invitations 
might, of course, be refused (52). 

124  al-BukhÁrÐ’s al-Adab al-mufrad contains a short section on mÁ yukrahu min 
al-tamannÐ, which includes a ÎadÐth in which the Prophet warns against wishing, for 
one does not know what one may be given (FaÃl AllÁh al-JÐlÁnÐ, FaÃl AllÁh al-Òamad  
fÐ tawÃÐÎ al-Adab al-mufrad, ÍimÒ, n.d., 2:337). 
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The obvious difficulty presented by al-BukhÁrÐ’s KitÁb al-Taman- 
nÐ is that it includes material without any immediately obvious bear-
ing on wishing.125 In addition to adducing traditions on wishing for 
martyrdom, death, and encountering the enemy, al-BukhÁrÐ also in-
cludes traditions in which the Prophet utters affirmative and negative 
counterfactual conditions introduced by law and lawlÁ respectively. 
For example, the seventh chapter in KitÁb al-TamannÐ is headed “A 
man’s saying: ‘If not for God (lawlÁ AllÁh), we would not have been 
rightly guided,’” while the ninth chapter is devoted to the permissible 
uses of law (bÁb mÁ yajÙzu min al-laww).126 There is, in fact, no rea-
son to doubt that al-BukhÁrÐ understood wishing to include the use of 
such counterfactual utterances. This is made clear by the rubrics of 
his second and fifth chapters, which explicitly apply the label ta-
mannÐ to such expressions. Equally, there is no reason to think that 
this expansive use of the term “wishing” was original with al-BukhÁ- 
rÐ. It appears rather that al-BukhÁrÐ was responding to theologically 
motivated hostility to any and all expressions with counterfactual 
significance, i.e., wishes in the broad sense.127 Such expressions were 
theologically offensive in that they appeared to reject God’s prede-
termination of everything that occurs.128 Given predetermination, to 
invoke what might have been or might not have been was out of 
place. Al-BukhÁrÐ sought to demonstrate from the QurÞÁn and ÎadÐth 

                                    
125  This difficulty was even, somewhat surprisingly, perceived in connection 

with the very first tradition that al-BukhÁrÐ cites (al-KirmÁnÐ, ÑaÎÐÎ al-BukhÁrÐ maÝa 
sharÎ al-KirmÁnÐ, Cairo, 1381/1962, 25:3). 

126  On the doubling of the wÁw in al-laww, see Ibn Íajar al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ, FatÎ 
bÁrÐ, 13:277-8,280.  

127  It may be significant that al-BukhÁrÐ’s KitÁb al-TamannÐ begins with tradi-
tions on wishes for martyrdom. Presumably the permissibility of such wishes was 
universally endorsed. Cf. al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:163 (the first 
tradition in al-BukhÁrÐ’s KitÁb al-TamannÐ points to tamannÐ al-khayr wa-afÝÁl-birr 
wa-l-raghba fÐhÁ). Some of the cognitive and emotional dimensions of counterfac-
tual thinking are treated in a recent collection of papers, David R. Mandel, Denis J. 
Hilton, and Patrizia Catellani, eds., The Psychology of Counterfactual Thinking, 
London, 2005. 

128  Cf. AbÙ ÓÁlib al-MakkÐ (d. 386/996), QÙt al-qulÙb fÐ muÝÁmalat al-maÎbÙb 
wa-waÒf ÔarÐq al-murÐd ilÁ maqÁm al-tawÎÐd,, Cairo, 1893, reprinted Cairo, n.d., 
2:36, trans. Richard Gramlich, Die Nahrung der Herzen, Stuttgart, 1992-5, 2:396-7: 
were the enlightened, from whose hearts the veil has been lifted, to be granted what-
ever they wished, they would prefer God’s decree. The passage refers to Q. 53:24-5 
as a rebuke by God of wishing and to Q. 23:71 as indicating the ruinous conse-
quences for heaven and earth were they to be governed by human wishes. 
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that a blanket prohibition of wishing was not warranted. His com-
mentators are fully aware of the theological significance of the topic, 
but unfortunately they make no reference to specific circles in which 
general hostility to wishing was current.129 

Al-BukhÁrÐ’s treatment of wishes represents a mild endorsement 
of their role in Islamic life. Its very moderation apparently created an 
ambiguity surrounding the overall purpose of his work, which we 
find subject to quite inconsistent interpretations. On the one hand, 
Ibn BaÔÔÁl (d. 449/1057), an Andalusian MÁlikÐ commentator of al-
BukhÁrÐ’s al-ÑaÎÐÎ, finds in KitÁb al-TamannÐ encouragement to 
wish for good deeds even when one knows they are unattainable, for 
wishes of this sort evince a noble ambition.130 By way of contrast, 
another Andalusian MÁlikÐ, al-QÁÃÐ AbÙ Bakr Ibn al-ÝArabÐ (d. 
543/1148) commends al-BukhÁrÐ for recognizing the rationale for 
God’s prohibition of wishes, as distractions from reality, and for de-
voting a book of his ÎadÐth collection to the topic.131 

The notion that wishing represents a radically destructive human 
inclination can be supported from such verses as Q. 4:119, which has 
Satan swearing that he will lead humans astray and inspire them with 
wishes (la-umanniyannahum). This verse, according to Fakhr al-DÐn 
al-RÁzÐ, “suggests that Satan has no more effective device for leading 
people astray than putting wishes into their hearts.” Wishes put hu-
mans under the sway of greed and hope. In their greed they can eas-
ily come to violate God’s law and to injure their fellows. In their 
hope they forget the world to come and become enmeshed in the af-
fairs of this world.132 
                                    

129  E.g., Ibn Íajar al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ, FatÎ al-bÁrÐ, 13:282-3, where it is clearly rec-
ognized that al-BukhÁrÐ is presenting evidence against a blanket rejection of the use 
of law. Cf. the statement attributed to al-ShÁfiÝÐ (d. 204/820), “If not that we would 
sin in wishing, we would wish that such and such” (Ibn Íajar al-ÝAsqalÁnÐ, FatÎ al-
bÁrÐ, 13:271), a statement interpreted, however, to refer not to all wishes but only to 
those that lead to envy. Earlier al-ShaÝbÐ (d. 103/721) reportedly taught that one 
ought not say of what had already taken place “law lam yakun” (al-KhaÔÐb al-
BaghdÁdÐ, KitÁb al-FaqÐh wa-l-mutafaqqih, ed. ÝÀdil b. YÙsuf al-ÝAzzÁzÐ, Dammam, 
1417/1996, 1:461. 

130  Ibn BaÔÔÁl, SharÎ ÑaÎÐÎ al-BukhÁrÐ, ed. AbÙ TamÐm YÁsir b. IbrÁhÐm, Riyad, 
2000, 10:286-8. 

131  al-QÁÃÐ Ibn al-ÝArabÐ, AÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 1:412 (omitting al-mÁÃÐ after bi-l-
bÁl as in al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:162). 

132  al-RÁzÐ, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr, 11:48. Ibn ÝAÔiyya, al-MuÎarrar, 482, comments 
on the range of wishes Satan has at his disposal to suit every disposition and every 
circumstance (adopted by al-QurÔubÐ, al-JÁmiÝ li-aÎkÁm al-QurÞÁn, 5:389).  
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The ascetic tradition (zuhd) came to distance itself from wishing 
in its various forms. Needless to say, the ascetics held in contempt 
the conventional wishes for wealth and power.133 But their contempt 
equally extended to wishes to attain heaven. Such wishes bred spiri-
tual laziness to the extent that those who entertained such wishes re-
lied upon them and not on right conduct. Al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ is thus 
reported to have said: “They wished and they wished, and then when 
it was too late, they exerted themselves.”134 Ironically, when faced 
with their end, ordinary Muslims would, in fact, wish to be like the 
ascetics.135 

Wishing for death represented a special case. The ascetics saw life 
as the setting in which one might gain or lose one’s place in heaven. 
With death there was no longer any hope of gaining the merit to enter 
heaven if one had not already done so. Wishing for death was appro-
priate only for those who knew that they were assured of a place in 
heaven.136 The extent to which wishing for death was the province of 
a spiritual elite is evidenced by the claim that the prophet Joseph was 
the first person to wish for death. 

Quite distinct from wishing for death was wishing for obliteration 
as an escape from the intolerable uncertainty of not knowing if one 
was doing enough to gain a heavenly seat.137 This was sometimes ex-
pressed as a wish never to have been created at all, but also as a wish 
to have been created in some nonhuman form. Wishes of the latter 
sort are sometimes couched in extravagant language such as the wish 
attributed to KaÝb al-AÎbÁr (d. 32/652): “I wish that I was my family’s 
ram, and that they had slaughtered me and cooked me and eaten 
me.”138 Wishes for obliteration are also found in the form of wishes to 

                                    
133  One thus finds “counter-wishes” expressing the ascetics’ low esteem for the 

riches of this world (Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ, KitÁb al-MutamannÐn, 52-3). 
134  Ibid., 60. 
135  Ibid., 90-1. 
136  This principle is expressed in a Prophetic tradition reported by al-Íasan al-

BaÒrÐ (ibid., 78). 
137  Of an entirely different character is the heroic self-sacrificial wish of Zayd b. 

ÝAlÐ (d. 122/740) reported in AbÙ l-Faraj al-IÒbahÁnÐ, MaqÁtil al-ÔÁlibiyyÐn, ed. AÎ-
mad Ñaqr, Cairo, 1368/1949, 129: “I wish that my hand might be joined to the Pleia-
des and that I might fall to earth or wherever and shatter to pieces that God might re-
concile the nation of MuÎammad” (cited in Zayd b. ÝAlÐ, al-MajmÙÝ al-ÎadÐthÐ wa-l-
fiqhÐ, ed. ÝAbd AllÁh b. ÍammÙd al-ÝIzzÐ, AmmÁn, 1422/2002, 9, 45). 

138  Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ, KitÁb al-MutamannÐn, 34-5; cf. AbÙ ÝUbayda’s wish to be 
his family’s ram and for them to sip the broth prepared from his flesh (30). 
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die and be reduced to nothing. These echo the language of the QurÞÁn 
(19:23) when it reports the wish of Mary in the throes of giving birth 
to Jesus: “Oh, would that I had died before this, and had become a 
thing forgotten, utterly forgotten (nasyan mansiyyÁ).” Al-Íasan al-
BaÒrÐ is said to have labeled one who wished for obliteration as better 
informed about God than one who hoped for God’s mercy.139 Wishes 
for obliteration were attributed to such leading figures as AbÙ Bakr, 
ÝUmar, and ÝÀÞisha.140 

It is likely that this broad rejection of wishing is the background 
for traditions that promise the believer a virtually unlimited power of 
attaining wishes in the afterlife. “The lowest rank of one of you in 
heaven will be that it will be said to him ÝMake a wish,’ and he then 
wishes and wishes. And then it is said: ‘Have you made a wish?’ He 
answers, ‘Yes.’ Then it is said: ÝYou will have what you wished for 
and as much again.’”141 In the matter of wishes as elsewhere, Mus-
lims will have in heaven what has been denied them on earth.142 

Religious scruples concerning wishes undoubtedly also explain 
the development of the idiom of “wishing from God” (tamannÁ ÝalÁ 
AllÁh) that we find throughout the texts.143 The addition of God’s 
                                    

139  Ibid., 37. 
140  Ibid., 26 (AbÙ Bakr), ÝUmar (26-7), ÝÀÞisha (32-4). Such wishes were under-

stood to bespeak a commendable humility by Ibn BaÔÔÁl (SharÎ ÑaÎÐÎ al-BukhÁrÐ, 
287-8). The Twelver ShÐÝÐ al-Shaykh al-MufÐd (d. 413/1023) cited these utterances of 
AbÙ Bakr and ÝUmar as evidence that they had no knowledge of having been prom-
ised heaven, as the SunnÐs alleged, and contrasted their fear of what awaited them 
with ÝAlÐ’s calm (al-IfÒÁÎ, in MuÒannafÁt al-Shaykh al-MufÐd, Qumm, 1413, 8:73). 

141  This tradition from Ibn Íanbal’s Musnad and others like it are cited in 
AÎmad b. ÝAbd AllÁh al-BÁtilÐ, al-TamannÐ, Riyad, 1424/2003, 107-8. My transla-
tion, like the original, leaves open the identity of the speaker in heaven. God  
is sometimes depicted as calling for a wish to be made (tamannÁ Ýalayya, Ibn AbÐ  
l-DunyÁ, KitÁb al-MutamannÐn, 20, where the wish to return to earth and die a mar-
tyr’s death a second time cannot be granted). 

142  One of the traditions cited in al-BÁtilÐ, al-TamannÐ, 107, grants the believer 
what he has wished for and the entire world ten-fold (Ýasharat aÃÝÁf al-dunyÁ). 

143  The formula appears, in fact, in a tradition from al-DÁrimÐ cited by al-BÁtilÐ, 
al-TamannÐ, 107. Its modern equivalent seems to be tamannÁ min AllÁh, recently 
heard in a radio interview. TamannÁ ÝalÁ AllÁh also appears in a negative sense of 
vain wishing for unearned salvation. In this distinctly religious usage the object of 
the wish is understood to be something like God’s forgiveness or heaven itself (Ibn 
MufliÎ, al-ÀdÁb al-sharÝiyya, ed. ShuÝayb al-ArnÁÞÙÔ, Beirut, 1417/1996, 1:163; cf. 
the explanation in ÝAbd al-RaÞÙf al-MunÁwÐ, FayÃ al-qadÐr sharÎ al-JÁmiÝ al-ÒaghÐr, 
Beirut, 1391/1972, 5: 67 [tamannÁ ÝalÁ AllÁh al-amÁnÐ]). AbÙ ÓÁlib al-MakkÐ reports 
that, according to some scholars, whoever thinks that he will enter heaven without 
works (Ýamal) is a wisher (mutamannÐ), whoever thinks that he will enter it by means 



ARON ZYSOW 560

name as the granter of wishes gave the practice of wishing a religious 
color. It is possible that this expression, used for even the most mun-
dane wishes, ultimately derives its authority from Q. 4:32 (“Ask, the-
refore, God [to give you] out of His bounty),” understood to offer an 
alternative to the envious wishing condemned in the same verse.144 
Once wishing was directed at God, it was even encouraged, since 
there was no limit to God’s bounty.145 

The negative attitude toward wishing that we find among the early 
ascetics survived into later times in various forms. We have already 
had occasion to note the condemnation of even apparently harmless 
wishes on the part of the AshÝarÐs al-QÁÃÐ Ibn al-ÝArabÐ and Fakhr al-
DÐn al-RÁzÐ. Their objection to the practice appears to reflect in part 
an intellectualist rejection of wishes as a useless distraction from 
pursuing what is in one’s rational interest.146 The ÚÁhirÐ Ibn Íazm 
(d. 456/1064) similarly offers a prudent argument against selfish 
wishes for events such as an increase in the price of grain. Such  
wishes will not change the course of events but merely disturb one’s 
peace of mind and bring punishment for wishing what will harm oth-
ers. One should instead wish for what will benefit the public, for this 
will merit reward and lead to ease of mind.147 

                                    

of works is a drudge (mutaÝannÐ) (QÙt al-qulÙb, 1:100, 104, trans. Gramlich, 1:342, 
352); cf. the interpretation of the ÎadÐth of ÝUthmÁn (mÁ taÝannaytu wa-lÁ taman-
naytu) in Ibn al-AthÐr, al-NihÁya fÐ gharÐb al-ÎadÐth wa-l-athar, ed. al-AtharÐ, Jedda, 
1421, 885). TamannÁ alone acquired in some circles the sense of making an unsub-
stantiated claim in a debate. It appears with this meaning throughout al-Shaykh al-
MufÐd, al-IfsÁÎ, e.g. 8:73. 

144  On asking God as an antidote to the human frailty of wishing, see the 
Twelver ShÐÝÐ commentary of al-MashhadÐ, TafsÐr Kanz al-daqÁÞiq, Qum, 1414, 
2:435. The tradition from ÝAlÐ there cited is found in a number of variants, envy 
(Îasad) being more common in these than wishing (e.g. AbÙ l-Layth al-SamarqandÐ, 
TanbÐh al-ghÁfilÐn, ed. ÝAbd al-ÝAzÐz MuÎammad al-WakÐl, Jedda, 1400/1980, 
1:189). MuÎammad b. SÐrÐn (d. 110/729) is reported to have directed those he heard 
yatamannÁ fÐ l-dunyÁ to something better, namely, asking God (al-SuyÙÔÐ, al-Durr 
al-manthÙr, 5:508), advice that he claimed to follow himself (Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ, KitÁb  
al-MutamannÐn, 47). 

145  Thus the tradition idhÁ tamannÁ aÎadukum fa-l-yukthir fa-innamÁ yasÞalu 
rabbahÙ (cited and discussed in relation to Q. 4:32 by AbÙ ÝUbayd al-QÁsim b. 
SallÁm (d. 224/838), GharÐb al-ÎadÐth, Hyderabad, Deccan, 1384/1965, 2:14-5. 

146  See, however, Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ’s confession of his disenchantment with 
the pleasures of this world and his longing for death, al-TafsÐr al-kabÐr (18:221) on 
Q. 12:101. 

147  KitÁb al-AkhlÁq wa-l-siyar, ed. Eva Riyad, Uppsala, 1980, 66, trans. Muham- 
mad AbÙ Layla, In Pursuit of Virtue, London, 1411/1990, 127-8. 
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A far more poetic depiction of the state of one addicted to wishing 
comes from Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), who in his Ma-
dÁrij al-sÁlikÐn speaks of “riding on the ocean of wishes” (rukÙb ba-
Îr al-tamannÐ) as one of the traits that ruin the heart: “The ocean of 
wishes has no shore. It is the ocean that the penniless (mafÁlÐs) of the  
world ride, for, as has been said, wishes are the capital of the penni-
less, and the stock of its riders are the promises of Satan and impos-
sible and false fantasies. The waves of vain wishes and empty fanta-
sies ceaselessly play with their rider as dogs play with a carcass.”148 
The wishes that Ibn al-Qayyim condemns are those that evince a  
base soul: wishes for power, travel, wealth, women and attractive 
boys. By contrast, the wishes of those with a lofty ambition (ÒÁÎib 
al-himma al-ÝÁliya) focus on knowledge and faith and such acts as 
bring them close to God and lead them to His presence. Such wishes 
are “faith, light and wisdom.” Ibn al-Qayyim does not reject the 
practice of wishing as such but only its baser manifestations. His  
position toward wishes is thus reminiscent of that of Ibn BaÔÔÁl, who 
also lauded the lofty spiritual qualities that might be found in the 
most unrealistic wishes. 

To some extent the scruples that al-BukhÁrÐ addressed and that lo-
cated wishing in the theologically suspect realm of the counterfactual 
survive in KitÁb al-TawÎÐd of MuÎammad Ibn ÝAbd al-WahhÁb (d. 
1206/1792), which contains a short chapter on the theologically im-
proper use of law.149 In this chapter Ibn ÝAbd al-WahhÁb adduces two 
QurÞÁnic verses: 3:154 and 3:168, in which the hypocrites in the  
wake of the battle of UÎud show their imperfect faith by utterances 
that suggest that not all those who died in the battle on the Muslim 
side need have died. Ibn ÝAbd al-WahhÁb also cites a tradition from 
al-ÑaÎÐÎ of Muslim (d. 261/875) in which the Prophet encourages 

                                    
148  Beirut, 1419/1999, 1:346. In his KitÁb al-RÙÎ, Hyderabad, Deccan, 1357, 

298-301, Ibn al-Qayyim develops some of the same themes but more consistently 
contrasts wishes, which breed spiritual laziness, with hopes (rajÁÞ) (cf. al-ÍakÐm al-
TirmidhÐ, al-FurÙq, 148-151; al-QushayrÐ, al-RisÁla al-Qushayriyya, 82). Some 
wishes, in fact, disguise themselves as hopes. 

149  ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn b. MuÎammad b. ÝAbd al-WahhÁb, FatÎ al-majÐd li-sharÎ 
KitÁb al-TawÎÐd, Riyad, 1420/1999, 445-51. The chapter bears the heading bÁb mÁ 
jÁÞa fÐ l-laww, which the commentator, the grandson of the author (d. 1285/1869), 
glosses with the words: ay min al-nahy Ýanhu Ýinda l-umÙr al-makrÙha. 
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concern for what is useful and condemns the use of law as opening 
the way for Satan to do his work.150 

VII. Wishing in Modern Writers 

Muslim writers in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have con-
tinued to be interested in wishing. While they have sometimes sim-
ply taken over earlier discussions on the subject, they have also to 
one degree or another looked at the phenomenon of wishing in light 
of issues that have emerged with new urgency in modern times, is-
sues such as the weakness of the Muslim world vis-à-vis the West, 
the distribution of wealth among the social classes, and the relation 
of the sexes. Examples of the place of wishing in modern Muslim 
thought can readily be gleaned from the exegesis of the QurÞÁnic pas-
sages with which we have already become familiar. A particularly 
noteworthy recent development is the publication of books that aim 
at presenting organized accounts of the place of wishing in Islamic 
law as guidance for believers. 

The commentary TafsÐr al-ManÁr of the reformers MuÎammad 
ÝAbduh (d. 1323/1905) and his disciple MuÎammad RashÐd RiÃÁ  
(d. 1354/1935) stands out for the attention it gives to wishing as a 
force in human development. The wishing of interest to ÝAbduh and 
RiÃÁ is not verbal but mental. A forceful reassertion of wishing as an 
inner state can be found in their interpretation of Q. 2:94-6. This in-
terpretation sharply breaks with the notion that there was a miracle in 
the failure of the Jews to meet the challenge posed by MuÎammad. 
The actual point of the verse is understood to be entirely moral. It 
challenges the Jews to look into their own hearts and take the true 
measure of the sincerity of their claims to a special relation with 
God. If their claims were really the expression of an unshakable con-
viction, they would, in fact, wish for death. There is no prediction in 
Q. 2:95 that the Jews will not utter a wish, for the QurÞÁn is not urg-
ing against them that by some miracle they will be unable to move 
their tongues. Rather the QurÞÁn clearly states that they will not wish 
for death “because of what their hands have sent ahead in this 
world,” that is, they will not wish for death because they know that 

                                    
150  On the reconciliation of the tradition with the Prophet’s own practice, see al-

NawawÐ, ÑaÎÐÎ Muslim bi-SharÎ al-NawawÐ, Cairo, n.d., 16:216. 
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they are sinners who merit God’s punishment. The lesson that the 
Qur’Án teaches is universal and fully applicable to Muslims. True 
faith will express itself in word and deed. Muslims, too, need to look 
into their hearts and take the measure of their claim to certainty in 
their belief in God and in the discharge of their obligations to him.151 

Like al-ÓabarÐ (d. 335/946) centuries earlier, ÝAbduh felt called 
upon to challenge the interpretation attributed to Ibn ÝAbbÁs that 
wishing is merely asking and demanding (al-suÞÁl wa-l-Ôalab).152  
According to ÝAbduh, the correct definition of wishing is “the delight 
of the mind in, and its anticipation of, a thing that it wants and desires  
to attain.” Echoing al-ÓabarÐ, he claims that Ibn ÝAbbÁs’s definition 
is not attested on the authority of any other Arab. Perhaps, he sug-
gests, Ibn ÝAbbÁs explained wishing in terms of what is typically  
associated with it, demanding by word or deed or both. Expanding 
on his teacher’s observation, RiÃÁ acknowledges that Ibn ÝAbbÁs’s 
interpretation, as explained by ÝAbduh, adequately addresses the 
problems that can be raised against taking wishing to be purely inter-
nal. But ÝAbduh’s own interpretation of wishing in terms of its true 
nature (ÎaqÐqa) meets every objection. 

RiÃÁ’s interpretation of the prohibition of wishing for what others 
have in Q. 4:32 leads him to an extended discussion on the inesti- 
mable value of wishing where wishing is appropriate.153 Addressing 
the question of how there can be a prohibition of wishing at all given 
that wishing is involuntary, RiÃÁ vehemently rejects this premise, 
which he attributes to those who have not developed self-control.154 
For such persons it is true that wishes assail them as dreams assail 
the sleeper. But Muslims are expected to develop their willpower to 
the point that they can appropriately direct their wishes away from 
what belongs to others and cannot be theirs. RiÃÁ calls upon them to 
dwell instead on such lofty topics as the rise and fall of civilizations 
and the relation of this world to the next and to act in accordance 

                                    
151  TafsÐr al-ManÁr, 1:318. Cf. AÎmad MuÒÔafÁ al-MarÁghÐ (d. 1371/1952), 

TafsÐr al-MarÁghÐ, Cairo, 1365/1948, 1:465, who also takes the message of measur-
ing one’s faith by one’s readiness to act for it as applicable to Muslims.  

152  al-ÓabarÐ, JÁmiÝ al-bayÁn, 1:426 (not known in this meaning in Arabic; al-
ÓabarÐ then offers an explanation of what Ibn ÝAbbÁs may have meant). 

153  TafsÐr al-ManÁr, 5:47-52. 
154  Ibn al-JawzÐ (d. 597/1201) did, in fact, regard responsibility for envy as ex-

tending to words and deeds but not thoughts (Ñayd al-khÁÔir, ed. Àdam AbÙ Su-
nayna, AmmÁn, 1987, 428, trans. Daniel Reig, La pensée vigile, Paris, 1986, 294). 
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with their reflections. He sees in the QurÞÁnic verse a call to each 
Muslim to strive to develop to the fullest his or her own God-given 
potential and not let it go to waste in the vain hope of enjoying the 
fruits of the labor of others. Both men and women must devote them-
selves to productive labor, each sex within its own sphere.155 RiÃÁ 
contrasts the spirit of independence in thought and action of the West 
with the sorry state of the Muslims, who have fallen from their for-
mer greatness to vassaldom. The message of the verse is that they 
can regain their rightful place if they realize and develop what lies 
within them. 

In his commentary FÐ ÛilÁl al-QurÞÁn, Sayyid QuÔb (d. 1387/1967) 
takes a strikingly negative view of wishing as entirely unproductive. In 
his comments on Q. 4:32 he defines wishing as “a powerless negative 
aspiration (al-taÔalluÝ al-ÝÁjiz al-salbÐ) that does not prompt any effort 
or endeavor.” He contrasts wishes with genuine desire (raghba) that 
leads to productivity, growth and well-being. QuÔb understands the 
verse to be directed to the have-nots in society. They are counseled to 
look to productive labor to improve their circumstances, not to empty 
wishes. Only those who work for it merit the bounty of God.156 

The leading Twelver ShÐÝÐ QurÞÁn commentator of the twentieth 
century, al-ÝAllÁma MuÎammad Íusayn al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ (d. 1402/1981), 
incorporates both new and old elements in the discussions of wishing 
in his al-MÐzÁn. In one place he defines wishing as “a person’s utter-
ing: ‘Would that such and such were such and such’ (layta kÁdhÁ 
kÁna kÁdhÁ).”157 He goes on to state, “It appears that calling the utter-
ance wishing is a case of labeling the expression with the label of  
the meaning (min bÁbi tawÒÐfi l-lafÛi bi-Òifati l-maÝnÁ), for wishing is 
actually the origination of a sort of intention (taÝalluq) in the mind, 
analogous to the intention of love, toward what the mind regards as 

                                    
155  ÝAbduh sees the verses as directing women away from their shared role with 

men in all affairs, characteristic of Islam in its infancy, to activities at home more 
appropriate to their gender (TafsÐr al-ManÁr, 5:48). 

156  FÐ ÛilÁl al-QurÞÁn, Cairo, n.d., 5:12. Because QuÔb takes Q. 2:94 to refer to a 
mutual cursing between the Jews and Muslims, he does not address the nature of the 
wish the Jews were called upon to make (FÐ ÛilÁl al-QurÞÁn, 1:107). Although he 
does interpret Q. 22:52 as referring to the Prophet’s wishing for the success of Islam, 
he readily slips into using the—for him positive—term “desire” in writing of the 
Prophet’s “human desires” (al-raghabÁt al-bashariyya). 

157  On al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ’s life and thought, see now Reza Hajatpour, Iranische Geist- 
lichkeit zwischen Utopie und Realismus, Wiesbaden, 2002, 160-179. 
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impossible or difficult to obtain, whether this intention is expressed in 
words or not.”158 In keeping with this definition, al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ under-
stands, like ÝAbduh and RiÃÁ, that the challenge to the Jews in Q. 2:94 
was for them to evidence the natural consequence (lÁzim fiÔrÐ) of their 
belief. Given the choice between the hardships of this world and the 
comfort of the next, their response, if not for their past bad actions, 
should have been immediate. The natural wish would display itself in 
the mind, tongue, and limbs (janÁnan wa-lisÁnan wa-arkÁnan).159 

Al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ departs from the conventional interpretation of  
Q. 4:32 in that he finds in the prohibition of wishing for what others 
have merely a guiding prohibition (nahy irshÁdÐ), not an authoritative 
prohibition (nahy mawlawÐ). The QurÞÁnic prohibition is not meant to 
institute an independent rule of law against envy but rather to safe-
guard the body of existing Islamic rules that regulate the respective 
entitlements of men and women. Wishing by members of one gender 
to enjoy the legal privileges enjoyed by the other can grow into envy 
and eventually into action that can be disastrous for society.160  

In his discussion of Q. 22:52 al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ addresses both senses 
of tamannÁ mentioned in the classical commentaries: that of wishing 
and that of reciting. His treatment of the verse is conservative, to the 
point that, ignoring his earlier definition of wishing in connection 
with Q. 4:32, he falls back on the ancient definition of wishing in 
terms of its alleged etymology. To wish is to determine (taqdÐr) in 
one’s mind what one wants whether it is possible or impossible. The 
imagined form in the mind from which one derives pleasure is the 
wish (umniyya). If the verse means that the Prophet entertained a 
wish in his heart (tamannÐ al-qalb), that wish was for the success of 
his religion. The Satanic interference was to prevent the reception of 
his message. If the verse refers to the Prophet’s recitation, then the 
Satanic interference was once again the prevention of its reception by 
raising doubts in the minds of those who heard the Prophet. 

Two recent books by Saudi Arabian scholars provide broad treat-
ments of the place that wishing should hold in the life of Muslims. 

                                    
158  al-MÐzÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-QurÞÁn, Beirut, n.d., 4:336, on Q. 4:32. 
159  Ibid., 1:227. 
160  Ibid., 4:336. On the terminology nahy irshÁdÐ and mawlawÐ, see MuÎammad 

Íusayn MukhtÁrÐ, Farhang-i IÒÔilÁÎÁt-i uÒÙlÐ, Qum, 1419, 254-5. The sanction for 
the breach of the nahy irshÁdÐ in this case would be the breakdown of the social or-
der, not divine punishment for breach of a nahy mawlawÐ. 
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Both authors begin from the recognition of wishing as an inevitable 
human inclination. The earlier of these two books, al-TamannÐ by 
ÝAbd al-SalÁm b. Barjas b. NÁÒir Àl ÝAbd al-KarÐm (d. 1425/2004), 
focuses on the distinction between praiseworthy and condemnable 
wishes.161 The former category is larger than one might anticipate, 
chiefly because the author employs an expansive notion of wishing, 
which includes a variety of mental states including resolve (Ýazm).162 
This broad notion of wishing permits the author to adopt a generally 
favorable position on wishing. The second work is al-TamannÐ fÐ l-
KitÁb wa-l-Sunna: anwÁÝuhÙ wa-aÎkÁmuhÙ by AÎmad b. ÝAbd AllÁh 
al-BÁtilÐ (b. 1384/1964-5). This book, as its title might suggest, is  
richer than its predecessor in its treatment of the material on wishing 
in the QurÞÁn and traditions and correspondingly less narrowly legal-
istic in its aim. It, too, takes a broader view on the scope of wishing 
than the one of this paper. Al-BÁtilÐ’s work has as one of its stated 
objectives to remind its readers, enmeshed as many of them are in 
worldly wishes, to turn their attention toward “wishes relating to the 
world to come for which they will be rewarded and which bind them 
to God and the sunna of His Prophet.”163 Although al-BÁtilÐ explicitly 
sees his book as following in the line of the writings on wishing of 
Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ and al-BukhÁrÐ, it is perhaps more pertinent to re-
gard his work and that of Àl ÝAbd al-KarÐm as examples of a discern-
able tendency on the part of Muslim scholars to examine the stand-
point of Islam on the widest possible range of contemporary con-
cerns. The fact that both authors saw fit to adopt broader notions of 
wishing than found in the classical sources only corroborates the ob-
servation that the topic of wishing was never extensively developed 
within Islamic law. 

VIII. Summary 

Wishing was recognized as a distinct speech act from the very begin-
nings of Arabic philology. It was a matter of some centuries, how-
ever, before general agreement was reached that wishes, at least 

                                    
161  Riyad, 1413. 
162  The failure to discriminate among these unfortunately vitiates the legal  

analysis. 
163  al-BÁtilÐ, al-TamannÐ, 4.  
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those expressed with laysa, were not truth-evaluable and were to be 
classed as performatives in the dichotomous categorization of speech 
acts either as statements or performatives that became standard. The 
analysis of wishes by rhetoricians led them to identify an inner act of 
wishing as fundamental, a position also held by some theologians, 
including many AshÝarÐs, who regarded wishing as a form of willing. 
The BaÒran MuÝtazilÐs, responding to determinist arguments, insisted 
that wishing was essentially a speech act. Although these philological 
and theological disputes are reflected in QurÞÁnic commentaries, 
exegetical pressures of various sorts worked against a consistent 
treatment of wishes in these works. Despite objections on the part of 
some early Muslims to wishes and to counterfactual utterances in 
general, Islamic law came to validate a broad range of wishes, but no 
substantial body of law on wishing was ever developed. The negative 
and positive evaluations of wishing discernable in medieval sources 
continue to be found in modern writings, even as the context for such 
evaluations has significantly changed. 
 
 
 



ZARÀFA 
ENCOUNTERS WITH THE GIRAFFE,  

FROM PARIS TO THE MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC WORLD 

Remke Kruk, University of Leiden 

I . Introduction; II. A Choice Gift for Rulers; III. Looks and Origin. 

I. Introduction 

On a cold Christmas Day in Paris in 2004, we decided to go and visit 
the Jardin des Plantes. Having recently read Michael Allin’s Zarafa, 
the entertaining account of how a giraffe, christened Zarafa by Allin, 
traveled from Sennar (a town on the White Nile ca. 150 miles south 
of Khartum) to Paris in 1827, we wanted to see the place were the 
animal was housed until its death in 1845. The giraffe had been a 
present from the Egyptian ruler MuÎammad ÝAlÐ to King Charles X. 

Naturally, not only the zoo, which no longer houses giraffes, but 
also the impressive buildings of the Jardin des Plantes, was closed on 
Christmas Day. No chance even to see a giraffe’s skeleton. Attracted 
by cheerful noises coming from a corner of the park, however, we 
suddenly found ourselves face to face with something that looked like 
giraffes: a carrousel with exotic animals, giraffes among them, with 
children riding on their backs. But were the animals really giraffes? 
We were not sure. In fact, they looked like a mixture of animals: 
okapi (a kind of giraffe), deer, and panther. “They must be deer, look 
at their antlers,” said my companion. This did not convince me, be-
cause I remembered JÁÎiÛ (d. 255/868-9), who says in his Book  
on Animals that the hooves and horns of the giraffe are like those of 
the deer. This confusion was maybe the best proof that giraffes were 
intended, for since time immemorial the giraffe has been interpreted 
as the result of successive mating of different animals and cross-
breeds.  
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Our visit, even though we had to make do with wooden giraffes, 
connected us to a long line of visitors who had come to see giraffes in 
the Jardin des Plantes, starting with the arrival of “Zarafa” in 1827. 
Among those visitors were at least two nineteenth-century travelers 
from Arab lands who mentioned the giraffe in their travel accounts. 
One was the Egyptian scholar RifÁÝa al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, who, in 1826, de-
parted from Egypt and study in Paris; the other was the Moroccan 
scholar MuÎammad al-ÑaffÁr, who, then about thirty-five years old, 
traveled to France in December 1845 as part of a delegation sent by 
the Moroccan sultan Mulay ÝAbd ar-RaÎmÁn (1822-59). 

Al-ÑaffÁr’s role in the delegation was that of secretary to the sul-
tan’s envoy, ÝAbd al-QÁdir MuÎammad AshÝÁsh. Al-ÑaffÁr returned to 
Morocco in the spring of 1846 and used the summer to record his ex-
periences. For this, he made extensive use of ÓaÎÔawÐ’s account of his 
stay in Paris, TakhlÐÒ al-ibrÐz fÐ talkhÐÒ BÁrÐz, which he often cites, or 
rather copies.  

ÓahÔÁwÐ, in his chapter devoted to the high level of the sciences 
and crafts in France, speaks extensively about the Jardin des Plantes 
and the wonderfully useful combination of reference works, museum 
collections and living specimens that it has to offer to the scientist as 
well as to the general public. In this context, he also briefly makes 
mention of “the giraffe from Sennar,” without giving further details 
as to its origin or appearance.1 

Among al-ÑaffÁr’s many interesting experiences was also a visit to 
the Jardin des Plantes. The Jardin had benefited from the Moroccan 
diplomatic mission because among the presents which were offered to 
the French king there were a number of North African animals: a lion, 
two ostriches, three gazelles, and a special kind of Barbary sheep.2 
These animals were destined for the Jardin des Plantes, to be added to 
its collection of exotic animals. Whether al-ÑaffÁr’s visit to the Jardin 
had anything to do with this gift we do not know. He does not men-
tion these animals in his enthusiastic account, which includes, among 
other things, a description of the giraffe. 

The giraffe which al-ÑaffÁr saw, however, cannot have been 
Zarafa: Zarafa died in 1845, and al-SaffÁr did not arrive in Paris until  
the beginning of 1846. The animal that he saw (or, at least, described) 

                                    
1  ÓahÔÁwÐ, TakhlÐÒ, 262. 
2  Miller 1992, 26-7. 
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must have been a second giraffe, a gift from Clot Bey, MuÎammad 
ÝAlÐ’s physician, which in 1839 was sent to keep Zarafa company.3  

Al-ÑaffÁr’s passage on the giraffe is interesting for several rea-
sons. One of these is that it is an intriguing mixture of traditional 
Arabic lore and direct observation. The passage treats the character-
istics and habits of the giraffe, and connects remarks about its pecu-
liar appearance to the strange story that the animal was a mixture of 
species. This idea was widely spread in the Arabic tradition. Al-
ÑaffÁr’s comment on this is that the idea that giraffes originated from 
the successive mating of a number of different animals is nonsense, 
and that they are a species of their own. 

The latter in particular may strike the reader as a pleasantly  
rational view, the view of a man on the threshold of modernity. As 
such it would fit in well with the nature of al-ÑaffÁr’s visit to France. 
But is that view justified? In the following, I will give an overview—
without any claim at exhaustiveness—of the role that the giraffe 
played in medieval Arabic culture: how it was appreciated, how it 
was described in natural history works and adab literature in general, 
and the strange theories that circulated about its procreation. Apart 
from supplementing what is said about the giraffe in the Encyclopae-
dia of Islam (Viré 2002), this may also help us to evaluate al-ÑaffÁr’s 
account of the giraffe. 

I. A Choice Gift for Rulers 

The possibility cannot, of course, be excluded that al-ÑaffÁr had seen 
a giraffe once before, for giraffes were transported far and wide, a 
practice known even in antiquity. Allin tells us that Julius Caesar 
brought a giraffe to Italy in 46 BCE,4 which finally was offered up to 
be killed by lions in one of the spectacles staged for the benefit of the 
Roman people. Many more giraffes are reported to have suffered a 
similar fate in the centuries that followed. 

The interest in the giraffe (zarÁfa or zurÁfa) that we encounter in 
medieval Arabic sources is, fortunately, of a different nature. Giraffes  
were certainly able to draw huge crowds, but not to see them  
killed. They were even such a beloved spectacle that an artificial gi-

                                    
3  Allin 1999, 195. 
4  Ibid., 96-7. 
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raffe, together with an artificial elephant, was made to parade through 
the streets of Baghdad during festivities in the year 488/1095, as we 
can read in Ibn al-JawzÐ’s MuntaÛam.5 Animal spectacles of the type 
favoured by the Romans, however, were not part of Arab culture. 
When giraffes were killed, it was not for fun but for their meat and 
skins, or in order to capture their young. Medieval Arabic sources 
mention that in regions where they were abundant, such as Nubia, gi-
raffes were killed for their meat and for their skins. QazwÐnÐ (d. 
682/1283-4), for instance, tells us in his ÀthÁr al-bilÁd about TakrÙr, 
by which often West-Africa in general is meant: “One says that there 
are many giraffes there, which they herd away (yajlabÙnahÁ ) and 
slaughter like cows,”6 and YÁqÙt (d. 626/1228-9), in his MuÝjam al-
buldÁn, speaks about the giraffe trade in his entry on al-Jubb, a well 
in the land of the Berbers. Noteworthy is that he specifically mentions 
giraffe skins, which the Persians, he says, use to make shoes. 7 

Giraffe meat is not likely to have become an export product, so it 
would have been only Muslims in the area where the giraffe lived who 
bothered about the lawfulness of eating it. Naturally, the point was not 
overlooked by Muslim jurists, always fond of casuistry. Herbert Eisen-
stein reports that the giraffe was sometimes considered as a beast  
of prey, and as such, forbidden as food.8 The giraffe’s ambiguous posi-
tion has to do with the strange views that circulated about its origin.  
If one took it to be a crossbreed with a beast of prey as one of its pro-
genitors, one would have to consider it unlawful as food. The views  
of the different law schools, however, vary on this point. DamÐrÐ 
(d. 808/1405-6) discusses the opinions of the jurists in the entry on the 
giraffe in his al-ÍayawÁn al-kubrÁ and raises interesting points, which 
we must leave aside here.9 The outcome is that JÁÎiÛ’s rejection of the 
crossbreed theory, about which we will speak later, greatly helped to 
sway the opinion of many jurists towards declaring the giraffe to be a 
grazing animal, and accordingly, its meat a lawful food.  

Where Arabic sources speak about the giraffe trade, it is often 
without specification, as when (pseudo)-JÁÎiÛ in al-TabaÒÒur bi-l-

                                    
5  Ibn al-JawzÐ, MuntaÛam XVII: 16. 
6  QazwÐnÐ, ÀthÁr, 17. 
7  YÁqÙt, MuÝjam II:100. 
8  Eisenstein 1991, 16-17. 
9  DamÐrÐ, ÍayÁt II: 5-7; trans. Jayakar 1908, II(1): 8-10. 
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tijÁra mentions it among things imported from Yemen,10 as does 
MasÝÙdÐ (d. 345/956-7) in his TanbÐh.11 

In a number of these cases the trade must have been in live gi-
raffes, and these definitely were not transported for their meat and 
skins. They were a rare and costly commodity, appreciated for other 
reasons. Their amazing appearance made them a coveted asset for 
animal collections. Exotic animals were frequently included in gifts 
sent to kings and sultans. The reports in medieval Arabic chronicles 
about these presents make fascinating reading. In the year 674/1275, 
for instance, a completely unexpected delegation arrived at the court 
of Sultan Baybars (r. 658-76/1260-77) with a gift including an ele-
phant and a rhinoceros.12 This must have presented some practical 
difficulties. Fifteenth-century chroniclers mention a Stable of the Gi-
raffe in the Cairo cemetery: “MuÎammad al-ShafÐ was buried within 
the gate of the QarÁfa Cemetary, next to the Stable of the Giraffe, at 
what was formerly the turba of ÝUmar al-KurdÐ”,13 but a rhinoceros 
must have presented quite different problems.  

Many rulers or other important people in the Islamic world are 
known to have had private zoos or to have kept at least some exotic 
animals. Eisenstein gives an overview.14 The zoo that existed at the 
Cairo Citadel in Mamluk days was a source of wonder to foreign 
visitors,15 who sometimes included notes on it in their travel ac-
counts. An example is Pierre Belon, who visited the Citadel in 
1547.16 He calls the animal zurnapa, which is his rendering of 
zurÁfa. He presents a detailed and fairly accurate description of the 
animal, including a drawing, but like all the Arabic sources, he stum-
bles at the giraffe’s gait. According to him, the giraffe puts its fore-
legs forward simultaneously, a variation not yet encountered in the 
Arabic accounts.17 

                                    
10  JÁÎiÛ, TabaÒÒur, 27; see also Pellat 1954, 159. 
11  MasÝÙdÐ, Avertissement, 36. 
12  NuwayrÐ, NihÁya XXX: 221. 
13  SakhÁwÐ, ÂawÞ X: 123, no. 496. 
14  Eisenstein 1991, 213-4. 
15  For reports of European travelers about the collection, see Keimer 1949,  

123, n. 3. 
16  Belon, 1970, 118a-b. 
17  I regret that I did not have the opportunity for an extensive comparison of me-

dieval travel accounts in order to check whether Belon’s account is original or cop-
ied from an earlier source, as is so often the case in this type of literature. 
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The n in Pierre Belon’s rendering zurnapa for zurafa very likely 
goes back to a misreading of the u, n and u being practically indis-
cernible in medieval handwriting. We can see it in the editions of the 
travel account of Johannes Schiltberger, who traveled extensively in 
the Middle East between 1394 and 1427, and who mentions the gi-
raffe among the animals of India, together with the elephant. The edi-
tion of 185918 speaks of surnafa; that of 1885, made from a different 
MS, has suruafa.19 

Belon’s traveling companion Pierre Gilles d’Alby, as well as André  
Thevet, another Frenchman traveling in their company, report that 
they saw three giraffes at the Citadel. The collection of animals there 
must have been quite amazing, including even seals and a rhinoceros, 
according to Thevet’s travel account.20 

A remark in QalqashandÐ’s (d. 821/1418) ÑubÎ offering veterinary 
details about the giraffe indicates a long-standing experience with 
captive giraffes in Egypt: old animals have black teeth, young ones 
white. Among the diseases that giraffes may suffer from is kalab, a 
sort of madness, similar to rabies in dogs; it is a fatal illness. They 
may also suffer from angina and gout.21 

Captive giraffes in Egypt must often have been animals in transit, 
for giraffes made wonderful and prestigious presents for kings and 
rulers. Allin’s Zarafa, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ’s present to Charles X, forms 
part of a long tradition. Allin’s account, however, brings into focus 
what the old sources neglect to tell; the enormous difficulty of cap-
turing and transporting the giraffes and keeping them alive. The gi-
raffes were mostly young, because younger ones could be handled 
comparatively easily; and they doubtless suffered greatly. For every 
giraffe that made it to its final destination, many more must have 
died. The Parisian giraffe is a case in point: Zarafa and another baby 
giraffe, two months old, were, at the order of MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, cap-
tured 200 miles south of Sennar. The mother giraffes were killed and 
yielded four camel loads of meat.22 

Once the baby giraffes had been captured, there came the risky 
process of getting them to settle down and making them accept food. 

                                    
18  J. Schiltberger 1859, 103. 
19  H. Schiltberger 1885, 61. 
20  Keimer 1949, 123 n. 3. 
21  QalqashandÐ, ÑubÎ II: 39.   
22  Allin, 68. 
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This was traditionally attempted with cow’s milk, as we can see in a 
report found in various Mamluk chroniclers, among them MaqrÐzÐ (d. 
845/1441-2). In his SulÙk li-maÝrifat duwal al-mulÙk he mentions 
among the remarkable events of the year 1271 the birth of a giraffe in 
QalÝat al-Jabal, the Citadel fortress. This giraffe was fed with cow’s 
milk. It was clearly a very exceptional event, on the same scale as the 
other remarkable occurrence mentioned: “In the same year, a woman 
in Damascus brought forth in one go seven boys and four girls. She 
was four months and ten days pregnant. They all died, but the mother 
lived.”23 

The two baby giraffes in Allin’s account were also made to accept 
cow’s milk. Once the feeding problem was solved, transport could 
start. The little giraffes were loaded on camels and brought to Sennar. 
From there, Allin guesses, they were probably transported further by 
felucca to Khartum, and maybe even all the way to Cairo. By then 
they were eight months old and needed twenty-five gallons of milk a 
day. Of course the milk had to be fresh, which meant that cows had 
to be transported along with the giraffes, even on the ship which took 
Zarafa to Marseille, and then Paris. Zarafa walked all the way, 550 
miles, meekly following the milk cows walking in front. It took them 
41 days, a quite impressive daily average. Zarafa wore a specially 
made rain coat, and stabling was ordered along the way, which often 
meant that roofs had to be raised.  

Zarafa’s guards, Hassan and Athir, so we hear, came with her all 
the way from Sennar to Paris. Hassan was especially well equipped 
for the task, because he had already accompanied another giraffe sent 
as a present from MuÎammad ÝAlÐ to the Ottoman sultan on the occa-
sion of the circumcision of one of his sons. Regrettably, that poor  
giraffe did not make it to Constantinople because her Turkish guards 
were careless about feeding her, neglecting to give her milk,24 con-
firming how essential the cow’s milk was. 

All this is something to keep in mind when we read the reports in 
medieval Arabic sources about the giraffes presented to sultans, and 
the lofty qaÒÐdas prompted by these remarkable presents. 

The giraffe which MuÎammad ÝAlÐ sent to Constantinople also 
had precursors recorded in Arabic literature. MarwazÐ (fl. first half 

                                    
23  MaqrÐzÐ, Histoire, I(2) : 106-7. 
24  Allin 1999, 73. 
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sixth/twelfth century), the court physician of the Seljuq sultan Malik-
shÁh (r. 465-85/1072-92), quotes in his Book on the Natures of Ani-
mals a passage from Timotheus of Gaza’s animal book, dating from 
the fifth century CE. Timotheus describes how a giraffe passed 
through Gaza (MarwazÐ, K. ÓabÁÞiÝ al-ÎayawÁn, MS UCLA, Ar. 52, 
151a8-15): 

There came to us a man from India, a messenger of the king of India, 
with two giraffes, covered with cloths and harnessed with many bri-
dles and nose straps, that he wanted to bring to the king of Constan-
tinople. He came to our house, and I was full of amazement about 
what I saw of their nature and shape. They had the stature of a camel 
in height, a skin like that of the panther, long forelegs, a prominent 
breast and a slender neck. Their head was like that of a camel, and so 
was their mouth. Their teeth were like those of a cow, and their tails 
were the size of a gazelle’s. A rider (sawwÁd) sat upon them,25 and 
they walked by pushing forward their right foreleg and then their left 
foreleg and then their left hind leg (In the two London MSS, BM 
Delhi Ar. 1449 f. 136b11 and BM Add. 21102 f. 90b14: “legs”).”  

The original Greek text quoted here by MarwazÐ, Timotheus of 
Gaza’s book on animals, is lost. Only a late Byzantine paraphrase 
from the eleventh century exists, plus a number of quotations in 
Syriac and Arabic texts.26 The text on the giraffe found in the para-
phrase translated by  F.S. Bodenheimer and A. Rabinowitz (1949), is 
much shorter than MarwazÐ’s quotation but contains the added re-
mark of the paraphrast, making two points:27 

1.  The giraffe is an Indian animal; and it is born from the intercourse 
of different animals. 

2.  A man dealing in Indian products (or: “a man (coming) from In-
dia” according to Bodenheimer and Rabinowitz’s note) and hail-
ing from Ayla28 passed through Gaza, bringing two giraffes and 
an elephant to the Emperor Anastasius (r. 491-518 CE). 

                                    
25 After this article was submitted, Dr. Philip Rance (Berlin), who studied Greek 

Timotheus fragments not included in my own research, has on the basis of a Greek 
parallel come up with the very plausible suggestion that this passage, which is rather 
unclear in Arabic, might be taken to mean: “(Their tails) being black at the tips”. He 
will discuss this in a forthcoming article, and kindly gave me permission to include 
the reference here. 

26  See Kruk 2001. 
27  Bodenheimer and Rabinowitz 1949, 31. 
28  Bodenheimer and Rabinowitz, n. 5, explain that this was Aelisios, the biblical 

Elath, near today’s Aqaba. 
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To this, the paraphrast adds the following remark: “This was seen in 
our times too: for also to the Emperor (Constantine) Monomachus (r. 
1041-54 CE) were these two animals (i.e. giraffe and elephant) 
brought from India. They were at each opportunity in the theatre of 
Constantinople shown to the people as a marvel.”  

Two giraffes, a rider, and they were supposed to come from India. 
The connection to India, also repeatedly found in Arabic sources, is 
curious. Apparently this idea was prominent in people’s minds, al-
though others knew perfectly well that the animal came from East 
Africa. In this context, it is noteworthy that TawÎÐdÐ, in the chapter 
on animals in his ImtÁÝ, has a passage on the giraffe which is a paral-
lel to MarwazÐ’s sequel of the Timotheus quotation, but has “Abys-
sinia” where Marwazi speaks of India: (MarwazÐ’s text) “They live in 
a region (a16) of India (TawÎÐdÐ: Abyssinia)29 where there is little 
water, and when they are thirsty they gather together and walk 
around and look for (a17) a well from which they all drink, and then 
they go away.” (MarwazÐ, K. ÓabÁÞiÝ al-ÎayawÁn, MS UCLA Ar. 52, 
151a15-17).  

The somewhat vague “India” may even become a more specific 
place in the same direction, such as in DimashqÐ’s (d. 727/1326-7) 
Nukhbat al-dahr, where it is said that the giraffe lives on Ceylon.30 To 
the confusion further contributed the fact that some authors, such as 
Buzurg b. ShahriyÁr (fl. 4th/10th century) in his ÝAjÁÞib al-Hind speak 
about a huge and ferocious animal, the zarÁfa, that lives on the island 
LÁmirÐ.31 It is an enormous animal, and people avoid walking during 
the night out of fear of it, for it only appears during the night. This 
zarÁfa, as P.A. van der Lith and Marcel Devic point out, is a transcrip-
tion of sarabha, the Indian name for this fabulous animal.32 

The exact whereabouts of the giraffe’s country of origin may also 
have been obscured by the trade routes from Africa and India. Re-
garding the occurrence of Ayla in the passage from the Timotheus 
paraphrase mentioned above, Bodenheimer points out that in Byzan-
tine times Ayla was the main harbour for trade with India as well as 

                                    
29  Kopf 1956, App. III: 458: “The giraffe is found only in the country of the 

Abessynians.” Cf. the edition by AÎmad AmÐn et al., Beirut-ÑaydÁ, 1953, II: 104. 
30  DimashqÐ, Cosmographie,160; trans. Mehren, Manuel, 112. 
31  Buzurg, ÝAjÁÞib, 125. 
32  Ibid., 97. 
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Ethiopia.33 The fact that giraffe and elephant, most likely the fairly 
easily tamed Indian elephant, were often combined as gifts to foreign 
rulers may further have contributed to the confusion about the gi-
raffe’s original habitat.  

The confusion about Yemen as the giraffe’s country of origin may 
have a similar background: the fact that some of the ports of call on 
the way from East Africa to the Arab and Byzantine countries were 
situated in Yemen gave birth to the notion that giraffes originated 
from Yemen.34 

As the paraphrast of Timotheus’ text availed himself of the oppor-
tunity to include a personal observation, MarwazÐ, in his entry on the 
giraffe quoting Timotheus, likewise adds a personal account, namely 
his studies of the giraffe in Isfahan, when the vizier NizÁm al-Mulk 
ordered him to observe the animal, “an excellent specimen of its 
kind” that had been brought to Sultan MalikshÁh in 474/1081-2. He 
states that he could see no resemblance between the giraffe’s skin 
pattern and that of the panther, contrary to what is said in most of the 
Arabic natural history books. MarwazÐ’s giraffe most probably be-
longed to the northernmost variety, the reticulata, which has a very 
regular, net-shaped pattern and lives (or at least lived) in Nubia and 
Ethiopia. Varieties from southern regions of Africa show irregular 
vine leaf- or star shaped patterns, which are more similar to a pan-
ther’s skin. It is difficult to imagine, though, that live specimens from 
these regions were ever transported to the Middle East.  

Like MuÎammad ÝAlÐ, Mamluk sultans considered giraffes to be 
appropriate presents for foreign rulers. During the years-long pre-
liminaries to the conclusion, in 1489, of a commercial treaty between 
the MamlÙk sultan QÁÞitbÁy and the Republic of Florence, QÁÞitbÁy 
sent a royal gift to Lorenzo de Medici which included, among many 
other exotic things and curious animals, a giraffe. The animal made a 
big impression, and is repeatedly mentioned in Italian sources.35 

                                    
33  Bodenheimer and Rabinowitz 1949, 31, n. 5; For the overland travel routes 

from Hadhramaut and Jemen to Syria, see also Sprenger 1864, repr. 1962, map 16. 
34  See, for instance, Pseudo-JÁÎiÛ (TabaÒÒur, 27) who mentions that giraffes 

were brought from Yemen, and ThaÝÁlibÐ (ThimÁr, 535): “One of the special things 
of Yemen is the giraffe, just as the rhinoceros is one of the special things of India.” 
QalqashandÐ  (ÑubÎ II: 38) says that they come from Nubia and Yemen; elsewhere 
(ibid. V: 275) he mentions zarÁrÐf  as animals typical for Nubia. For more refer-
ences, see also Miquel, 1975, II: 182-3 and index. 

35  Wansbrough 1965, 40. 
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Quatremère, in his extensive and useful footnote on the presence 
of giraffes in the Arab world,36 gives further instances of giraffes re-
ceived and sent by Mamluk sultans. In some of these cases elephants 
were also included, for instance in the gift sent in 795/1392 by the 
prince of Dahlak, an island between Yemen and Ethiopia, to Egypt. 
Most prominent in Quatremère's list is Baybars, who is reported to 
have sent a giraffe to the German emperor in 660/1261, and in 
661/1262 several giraffes to Berke, Khan of the Qipcaks.  

In addition to this we may mention a giraffe sent in 666/1267 to 
Tatar country, specifically to the chief al-AnbrÙr. The report tells  
that the messengers did not have to wait at all to be admitted, but 
were received straight away because al-AnbrÙr was greatly interested 
in their mission.37 We may suspect that the giraffe had something to 
do with this. 

Quatremère also mentions that the treaty concluded in 674/1275 
by Baybars with the king of Nubia stipulated the obligation of a 
yearly delivery of giraffes, in addition to other animals and slaves. 
This, as we can read in NuwayrÐ, had been an established practice 
since the first raids into Nubia in early Islam. Four hundred slaves 
and one giraffe are mentioned as a yearly tribute. The Abbasid caliph 
al-MahdÐ demanded a yearly tribute of 360 slaves and one giraffe, 
NuwayrÐ tells us on the authority of BalÁdhurÐ (d. 279/892).38 

MasÝÙdÐ in his MurÙj notes how widespread and ancient the prac-
tice of sending giraffes as royal presents was: “The giraffe (…) was 
conducted to their (i.e., the Persians’) king from the land of Nubia, as 
it was brought to the kings of the Arabs, to previous Abbasid caliphs, 
and to the governors of Egypt.”39 

The sultans of the Maghrib also received giraffes: there is a fasci-
nating report in Ibn KhaldÙn’s Histoire des Berbères. In 762/1360 a 
giraffe arrived in Fes, part of a present sent by the sultan of Mali to 
the Marinid sultan of Morocco. The gift was intended for Sultan AbÙ 
l-Íasan ÝAlÐ (r. 732-49/1331-48), but unfortunately he had passed 
away before the present arrived. The affair was most complicated,  
 

                                    
36  MaqrÐzÐ, Histoire, I(2): 106 n. 128. I have traced some of the references to the 

printed editions and included them in this article. 
37  NuwayrÐ, NihÁya XXX: 56. 
38  Ibid. XXX: 338-9. 
39  MasÝÙdi, Prairies III : 3-4. 
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because this was in fact an answer to a present sent by AbÙ l-Íasan 
to the Malinese ruler MansÁ SulaymÁn, who, however, had also died 
before the present arrived. The arrival of the giraffe created an enor-
mous sensation. It was brought outside the city for people to see, and 
huge crowds assembled, people climbing on hills and even on each 
other’s shoulders to get a glimpse of the “curious looking, enormous 
creature, that resembled various animals.”40 

An intriguing reference to the presence of a giraffe at a North Af-
rican court is found in an account involving the philosopher Ibn 
Rushd and his fall from favour with the Almohad ruler YaÝqÙb. The 
more elaborate version of the story is reported by al-DhahabÐ, in his 
Siyar aÝlÁm al-nubalÁÞ.41 Al-DhahabÐ tells how Ibn Rushd inadver-
tently remarked that he had seen a giraffe belonging to “the king of 
the Berbers”. This way of referring to the king was taken by some 
people (in the version of Ibn SaÝÐd al-MaghribÐ: by the ruler himself) 
as an insult, and it instigated them to question Ibn Rushd’s orthodoxy 
with the ruler by showing him, in Ibn Rushd’s handwriting, a remark 
about the veneration of the planet Venus. This led to Ibn Rushd’s 
banishment. In the other version, the sultan directly reacts to the un-
intended slur by having Ibn Rushd publicly humiliated and subse-
quently banished. 

I have not come across reports about giraffes sent as gifts by 
Maghribine rulers. Possibly only the Egyptian sultans could afford 
such presents, because they had lines of supply that were short and 
efficient enough to warrant a continuous import of these animals. 

As indicated earlier, the arrival of the remarkable animal was 
sometimes celebrated by poets. An example is the qaÒÐda Ibn RashÐq 
al-QayrawÁnÐ (d. 456/1064) composed at the occasion of a giraffe 
presented to his royal master. He includes it, together with a short 
poem in mutaqÁrib on the same subject, in his ÝUmda fÐ maÎÁsin al-
shiÝr wa-ÁdÁbihÁ.42 More instances of poems on giraffes can be 
found in NuwayrÐ (d. 733/1332).43 But he does not mention the occa-
sions of these poems, except in one case: the poet ÝUmÁra al-YamanÐ  
(executed 569/1174) is reported to have written his poem in order to 

                                    
40  Ibn Khaldun, Berbères II: 459. 
41  al-DhahabÐ,  Siyar XXI: 317. 
42  Ibn RÁshiq, ÝUmda, 1064-6. 
43  NuwayrÐ, NihÁya IX: 319-22.   
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describe a giraffe that he had seen depicted, among other images, on 
the walls of a house.  

* 

Let us return to al-ÑaffÁr’s description of the giraffe in the Jardin des 
Plantes. The translator’s footnote connects the account to QazwÐnÐ’s 
entry on the giraffe in his ÝAjÁÞib al-makhlÙqÁt, which was still a 
common natural history reference work in al-ÑaffÁr’s day. More re-
search would be needed to see whether it was actually that widely 
read in early nineteenth-century Morocco. Be that as it may, a sub-
stantial part of al-ÑaffÁr’s description certainly overlaps with 
QazwÐnÐ’s, but then QazwÐnÐ himself, like many of his fellow ency-
clopedists, heavily depended on older sources. Al-ÑaffÁr thus may 
have obtained his knowledge from earlier books. 

In order to compare al-ÑaffÁr’s observations against the traditional 
Arabic lore on the giraffe, a brief overview is opportune. I do not in-
tend to be exhaustive, but rather give a selective and (I hope) suffi-
cient view of what was said and believed about the giraffe. JÁÎiÛ with 
his ÍayawÁn and MasÝÙdÐ’ with his MurÙj al-dhahab form the start-
ing point. The later encyclopedic works depend almost exclusively 
on these sources, and need not be quoted in full. 

II. Looks and Origin 

Most noteworthy for the modern reader is al-ÑaffÁr’s critical obser-
vation: “They say that it is the offspring of three animals: the wild 
she-camel, the wild cow, and the hyena. The hyena mated with the 
she-camel, producing a male, and this male mated with the cow, pro-
ducing a giraffe. But,” he continues, “the truth is that this is a com-
pletely separate creature, having both male and female gender, like 
all other living things.”44 

The word zarÁfa means “group” in Arabic, and many authors con-
nect the Arabic name of the giraffe to the fact that it practically 
represents a group of animals, namely those whose successive  
mating produced it. DamÐrÐ, quoting, as he says, Ibn KhallikÁn’s (d. 
681/1282) biography of the poet al-AkhbÁrÐ, states: “The hyena 
                                    

44  Miller 1992, 139-40. 
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mounts the she-camel, which then begets an animal between a she-
camel and a hyena; if the offspring is a male animal, it mounts the 
cow, which then begets the giraffe. This occurs in Abyssinia, and on 
account of what is mentioned above, it is called zarÁfa, which origi-
nally means a collection; and because this animal is the product of 
several animals, it is thus called.”45 

The sources differ in their presentation of the animals involved in 
creating the giraffe. Camel and cow are fairly standard, but for the 
hyena the panther is often substituted. Ibn Qutayba (d. 282/889-90) 
even once translates ushturgÁvpalang as “between a camel and a rhi-
noceros”.46 A textual corruption? He continues, anyway, with the 
more usual account involving a hyena. The hyena was chosen for its 
sloping back, a characteristic that it has in common with the giraffe, 
whereas the panther was suggested for its spotted skin. A complica-
tion is that the Persian word palang, which is part of the Persian 
word for giraffe, ushturgÁvpalang “camel-cow-panther,” is repeat-
edly taken to mean hyena as well. Another complication is the exis-
tence of two species of hyena, the spotted and the striped.  

Al-ÑaffÁr’s skepticism regarding the giraffe as a crossbreed is in 
line with the author most often quoted in Arabic texts dealing with 
the giraffe, namely JÁÎiÛ. He expounds on the giraffe and the strange 
ideas regarding its origin in his ÍayawÁn, and since his views were 
so influential in Arab-Islamic culture, I summarize them here: 

Its Persian name is ushturgÁvpalang. Ushtur means camel (baÝÐr), gÁv 
means cow, and palang hyena (ÃabuÝ)... Persians often give that sort of 
names to animals on the basis of their similarity to other animals. 
They call the ostrich, for instance, ushturmurgh, camel-bird (I, 152: 
and the buffalo gÁvmÁsh, cow-goat). This does not mean for us that 
the ostrich is a crossbreed of camel and bird.... But people ventured to 
come up with the following story to explain the Persian name of the 
giraffe and giving it a composite nature: the male hyena (dhaykh) in 
those countries happens upon a female wild camel and mounts her. If 
she produces young, the young will be something between a camel 
and a hyena. If the young is female and is mounted by a wild bull, the 
result is a giraffe. The same happens if the young is male and mounts 
a wild cow (mahÁ, which is more often used for the oryx antelope). 
Some people absolutely deny the possibility that a female giraffe 
could be impregnated by a male giraffe: they say that every giraffe on 

                                    
45  DamÐrÐ, ÍayÁt I (1): 8. 
46  Ibn Qutayba, ÝUyÙn II: 83.  
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earth is brought forth in the way they have thought up, and they claim 
that this is well known in Abyssinia and the outskirts of Yemen. Oth-
ers say that it is not true that crossbreeds do not procreate... People of 
this kind corrupt science and do not care about books. What leads 
them astray is the large number of followers that are eager to hear 
strange and curious things. If only these people received some sound 
information together with these curious stories, much corruption in 
books could be avoided (ÍayawÁn I:143-4). 

The giraffe is one of the animals noted for their amazing composition, 
like the peacock, the pheasant and the ostrich (V:151). 

Elsewhere occurs an enumeration of animals “that have nothing but 
beauty” such as the peacock, the pheasant, and the giraffe, which has 
as its only asset its elegant appearance and its strange way of pro-
creation (nitÁj) (VII: 38-9).47  

The giraffe only occurs in Nubia. The Persians call it ushturgÁv- 
palang, which is like saying camel-cow-panther, for ushtur means 
camel (baÝÐr), gÁv means cow (baqar), and palang means panther 
(namir). They say that the giraffe is the young of a female panther and 
a camel. If they just suggested that a camel could mount a hyena 
(ÃabuÝ) or a some animal with hooves it would not be unlikely, for 
mating between such animals occurs. Only they would have done bet-
ter in that case to make it a male panther and a female camel, for that 
would have been easier to imagine. But not every male that mounts a 
female also impregnates her. Many men have sex with beasts out of 
sheer lust, and herdsmen are well known to have sex with sheep and 
goats. But no impregnation results from that (VII: 241-3). 

One should imagine the various problems involved in producing such 
a crossbreed: first, the unlikely event that a male beast (i.e. a grazing 
animal, dÁbba) should feel lust for a female beast of prey (sabuÝ), and 
one of the fiercest at that. Secondly, that it is unlikely that this beast of 
prey should conceive from the union. And thirdly: even if this should 
happen, there is the problem that the young of a camel would not fit 
into the womb of a panther. They may say that the panthers there are 
very big and the camels small, and that after all the young of Bactrian 
camels fit into the wombs of Arabian camels, so why would this not 
be possible in the case of [male] camel and female panther? 

                                    
47  In HÁrÙn’s edition, this passage falls under the heading of “animals that are 

muÎammaq,” and this may have suggested that the giraffe was considered foolish in 
Arab-Islamic culture (see for instance Viré 2002). However only the animals men-
tioned directly at the beginning of the chapter are thought foolish, others are noted 
for one or two very specific characteristics, such as the elephant and the parrot for 
their cleverness. 
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Then they say that in the upper regions of Nubia numerous beasts of 
prey, wild animals and beasts come together in the heat of summer at 
watering places and mate with each other, and what is impregnated is 
impregnated, and what comes to nothing comes to nothing. Animals in 
all forms, shapes and sizes come forth from this, and the giraffe is one 
of them. 

The giraffe has the muzzle of a camel, the skin of a panther, the 
hooves and horns of a deer (ayyil, which also means mountain goat), 
the tail of a gazelle, and the teeth of a cow. If this should be taken to 
imply that its mother is a camel that successively was mounted by a 
panther, a gazelle and a deer, that would be wholly nonsensical. 

The giraffe has long hind legs (sic) that are bent backwards. Its hind 
legs have no knee joints, as opposed to its forelegs, which have knee 
joints, like in all grazing animals. Some say: the spots on the giraffe’s 
skin are not like those of the panther (namir) at all; he looks more like 
the tiger (babr). So the panther is not more entitled to this than the 
cheetah (fahd). 

Although JÁÎiÛ traces the story of the giraffe’s strange origin to con-
clusions drawn from its Persian name, the Byzantine paraphrase of 
the Timotheus of Gaza quoted earlier shows that the idea goes back 
to the Greek tradition, if we may trust Timotheus’ paraphrast: “It is 
born from the intercourse of different animals”.48 A more extensive 
Timotheus quotation, however, is preserved in QazwÐnÐ’s entry on the 
zarÁfa, which I translate here. I am using the Cairo edition of the  
ÝAjÁÞib al-makhlÙqÁt, printed in the margin of DamÐrÐ’s ÍayÁt al-
ÎayawÁn al-kubrÁ (Cairo 1348/1963, II: 204) with a few emenda-
tions based on the parallel in Ibn al-AthÐr’s (fl. probably first half of 
8th/14th century)49 TuÎfat al-gharÁÞib, MS Berlin, Ar. 6163, f. 236b:  

Giraffe. Its head is like the head of the camel, its horns like the horns 
of a cow, its skin like the panther, its legs like the camel, and its 
hooves like the cow. It has a very long neck, long forelegs and short 
hind legs. It most of all resembles the camel. Its skin is very similar to 
that of the cow (Ibn al-AthÐr: panther), and its tail is like the tail of a 
gazelle. They say that the giraffe is brought forth by the Abyssinian 
she-camel, the wild cow and the hyena. This means that the hyena in 
the land of Abyssinia mates with the she-camel, which results in an 
animal that is something in between a camel and a hyena. If the young  
 

                                    
48  Bodenheimer and Rabinowitz 1949, 31. See also n. 26. 
49  He is not to be confused with one of the famous three brothers carrying this 

name. 
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is male and meets a wild cow, the result is a giraffe. ÓihmÁn (Ibn al-
Athir: ÓÐmÁn, i.e. Timotheus) the Sage reported that in the direction of 
the South, close to the equator, animals of various kinds come together 
in the summer at watering places because they are very thirsty, and 
then sometimes animals mate with animals from other species, which 
results in animals such as the giraffe and the simÝ (Ibn al-AthÐr: sabuÝ. 
The simÝ is a crossbreed of male hyena and female wolf, tr.) and the 
ÝisbÁr (crossbreed of male wolf and female hyena, tr.) and similar 
creatures.50 

The same is told in QazwÐnÐ’s ÀthÁr al-bilÁd.51 There, the last part of 
the Timotheus quotation runs as follows:  

... which results in animals such as the giraffe, for it comes forth from 
the Abyssinian camel, the wild cow and the hyena. This happens be-
cause the hyena mounts the Abyssinian camel, and the result is curi- 
ous looking offspring... The giraffe is one of the amazing creatures 
whose only assets are its elegant appearance and its strange way of 
procreation. 52 

JaÎiÛ’s scepticism did not survive at the hands of later authors, me-
dieval or modern. MasÝÙdÐ, as will be seen below, arranges his in-
formation on the giraffe in such a way that the opinion the giraffe is 
not a crossbreed but a separate species is not credited to JÁÎiÛ, but to 
unspecified “other people.” Richard Foltz, in a recent book on ani-
mals in the Islamic tradition, even gives the impression that JÁÎiÛ ad-
vocated the “mixture” idea.53  

MasÝÙdÐ says about the giraffe:  

(Prairies III, 3-5): “The beast known as giraffe is very common in the 
region of the Zanj, although it generally lives in Nubia, and not in any 
other (sic) part of Abyssinia. People disagree as to the procreation 
(nitÁj) of this kind of animal known as giraffe: some people think that 
it originated from a camel, while others think that a camel and a pan- 
 

                                    
50  In Alma Giese’s translation of this passage in QazwÐnÐ (1986, 199-200), the 

name of Timotheus is given as TaimÁth. 
51  QazwÐnÐ, AthÁr, 12-13. 
52  The textual tradition of Timotheus of Gaza’s animal book is closely tied up 

with that of the pseudo-Aristotelian NaÝt (or NuÝÙt) al-ÎayawÁn, a very influential 
text in Middle Eastern animal lore. The Tunisian MS of the NaÝt (MS Tunis BN 
16385, fol. 16a-17a) is one of the few MS belonging to this tradition which has a 
passage on the giraffe. I have translated the (very corrupted) passage in Kruk, forth-
coming. 

53  Foltz 2006, 15. 
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ther have come together and that the giraffe is the result of that union.  
Others think that it is a species all by itself, just like the horse, the 
donkey and the cow, and that it is not a case like the mule, which 
comes forth from a horse and a donkey. The giraffe is called in Persian 
ushturgÁv. It was conducted to their (i.e. the Persians') king from the 
land of Nubia, as it was later offered to the kings of the Arabs, previ-
ous Abbasids caliphs, and the governors of Egypt. This animal has a 
very long neck and forelegs and hind legs that are much shorter and 
lack knee joints. Only the forelegs have knee joints. 

JÁÎiÛ, upon discussing the giraffe in his Book on Animals, speaks at 
length about its procreation: in the upper regions of Nubia numerous 
beasts of prey, wild animals and beasts come together in the heat of 
summer at watering places and mate with each other, and what is im-
pregnated is impregnated, and what comes to nothing comes to noth-
ing. Animals in all forms, shapes and sizes come forth from this, and 
the giraffe is one of them. The giraffe has cloven hooves, and it is a 
beast whose back slopes backwards, so that its back connects to its 
hindquarters. This is because of its short hind legs. People have said 
many things of the kind just mentioned about the origin of the giraffe, 
such as that the panthers in Nubia are of huge size, while the camels 
are very small with short legs. 

Continuing, he refers to Aristotle:  

Many things are told about the giraffe, and the author of the Logic (i.e. 
Aristotle) has mentioned in his great book about animals and the uses 
of their parts and other things about all the other animals. We have 
mentioned the necessary information about that in our book Questions 
and Experiences. 

Aristotle, however, did not include the giraffe in his zoological 
works. Most likely MasÝÙdÐ here confuses the traditions of Aristote-
lian zoology and the pseudo-Aristotelian NaÝt/NuÝÙt al-ÎayawÁn. This 
is supported by MasÝÙdÐ’s reference to “the uses of its parts”. For al-
though most zoological works do not mention any medical uses 
(manÁfiÝ) of the giraffe, or even, like MarwazÐ (MS UCLA , Ar. 52, 
151a) explicitly discount them, the entry on the giraffe in the Tuni-
sian MS of the NaÝt/NuÝÙt includes a short passage on the manÁfiÝ: 
MS Tunis BN 16385, fol. 17a says that eating giraffe increases heat 
and irascibility, and that its meat is very cold and dry because it is 
composed from two different natures.  

Finally, MasÝÙdÐ adds something on the giraffe’s character:  

Remarkable aspects of the giraffe’s behaviour are its gentleness and 
affection for its people [ahlihÁ; Barbier translates “sa famille”; but I 
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think that what is meant are her human keepers]. As with the elephant, 
there are among the giraffes both wild and tame, domesticated speci-
mens. 

As we see, MasÝudÐ’s account of the giraffe strongly depends on JÁÎiÛ, 
even where he does not specify it. He adds a few details of his own: 
that giraffes were sent to kings from Sassanid times on, and that the 
giraffe is a very gentle creature. This pattern recurs in most of the 
later literature: the information provided on the giraffe usually goes 
back to JÁÎiÛ, whether directly or not. Authors may or may not agree 
with the “mixture” theory and occasionally add unspectacular snip-
pets. Curiously, they come up with all sorts of theories about the gi-
raffe’s walk, except for the correct one: the giraffe has an ambling 
gait, advancing simultaneously the two legs that are on the same side. 
This sort of information typically becomes corrupted in the manu-
script tradition, as does the mating position of hedgehogs: there, too, 
multifarious combinations are found, but not the correct one.  

Two examples suffice to illustrate this. The Mamluk-era DimashqÐ 
reports in his cosmography, where the giraffe is said to live on Cey-
lon:54 

The giraffe lives there. It is an amazing creature. It has the neck of a 
camel, the skin of a panther and a deer (ayyil), the horns of a gazelle, 
the teeth of a cow, the head of a camel and the back of a dbk.55 It has 
very long forelegs and a very long neck; together they are ten cubits 
long. Its hind legs are very short and have no knee joints, but the fore-
legs have them, just like in other grazing animals. When it eats from 
what is on the ground its neck is shorter than its forelegs. It is his habit 
to put forward first its right foreleg and its left hind leg, unlike other 
quadrupeds. It is in its nature to be sweet and loving, and friendly to-
wards its people. It ruminates and voids globular dung. 

The only elements that we have not encountered before is the meas-
ured length of the forelegs and neck; the problem it has reaching the 
ground; that it ruminates and produces globular dung, demonstrating 
that it is a real grazer. DimashqÐ, however, is not at all unique in 
mentioning those things, as we can see below, and also in DamÐrÐ.  

As a sample from the later encyclopedists, I give the entry on the 
giraffe in the MabÁhij (sometimes read ManÁhij) al-fikar by the 

                                    
54  DimashqÐ , Cosmographie, 160; trans. Mehren, Manuel, 112. 
55  Mehren, obviously reading dÐk, translates: coq, rooster. Most likely the text 

should read dhaykh, male hyena. 
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roughly contemporary al-WaÔwÁÔ (d. 718/1318), who largely repro-
duces the zoological information from Ibn AbÐ l-ÍawÁfir’s (d. 701-
1301) BadÁÞiÝ al-akwÁn, as does Ibn al-AthÐr in his TuÎfat al-
gharÁÞib. There is, however, no entry on the giraffe in the work of 
Ibn AbÐ l-ÍawÁfir.56 Ibn al-AthÐr (fl. probably in the first half of the 
14th century)57 who clearly thought that a zoological survey without 
information on the giraffe was incomplete, solved this problem by 
taking over QazwÐnÐ’s entry on the giraffe. I have not found a direct 
source of al-WaÔwÁÔ’s entry, but he notes mainly familiar material. I 
translate his text as it appears in the facsimile edition (1990, 82-3; 
and not 2000, 257-8):  

About the natures of the giraffe. In the language of the Bedouins gi-
raffe means collectivity, because the characteristics of many animals 
are joined in it: the neck of the camel, the skin of the panther, the 
horns of the gazelle, the teeth of the cow, the head of the deer. For that 
reason one of the naturalists says that it is generated among animals. 
He says that the cause of this is that wild animals and grazing beasts 
(dawÁbb) come together in the heat of summer at watering places and 
mate, and what is fertilized is fertilized, and what comes to no avail 
comes to no avail. Sometimes a female animal mates with various 
animals and the seminal fluids (miyahuhÁ ) mix, which results in crea-
tures of different appearance, color and form. The Persians call the 
camel ushturgÁvpalang, i.e., “camel-cow-hyena”. This agrees with 
what you saw the Arabs say about the existence of various composite 
animals. JÁÎiÛ is not (sic) surprised about what they say, and calls it 
the utmost stupidity, something that cannot derive from someone 
knowledgeable, because God Most High creates what He wills and as 
He wills, and it is a separate kind of animal like the horse and the 
donkey. This is confirmed by the fact that it begets its like, something 
that has been observed. It has long forelegs, a very long neck, and no 
knees. But it has knees in its forelegs like all other grazing animals. 
When it eats what is on the ground it spreads its legs because its neck  
is shorter than its forelegs. It walks by putting forward its right foreleg 
and left hind leg, as opposed to other quadrupeds. They all put for-
ward [simultaneously] their right foreleg and their right hind leg. It is 
by nature sweet and loving, and man tames it. It ruminates and voids 
globular dung. 

                                    
56  See also n. 50. 
57  Ullmann (1972), 37-38. The name “Ibn al-AthÐr” is given in the Berlin MS, 

Ahlwardt Ar. 6163. Nothing is known about this author; Ullmann usually refers to 
him as pseudo-Ibn al-AthÐr. 
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Only two points have not been encountered before: the idea of a two-
stepped crossbreed production of the giraffe is replaced by the idea 
that the seminal fluids of various sexual partners mix and produce a 
mixed animal, and that the giraffe has to spread its forelegs in order 
to reach the ground. Both items are included in DamÐrÐ, the second 
one on the authority of QazwÐnÐ, of which he evidently used a differ-
ent recension than the one quoted earlier, which lacks this item. 
DamÐrÐ quotes QazwÐnÐ’s ÝAjÁÞib as follows: “As God knew that it 
would derive its sustenance from trees, He has created its forelegs 
longer than the hind ones, to enable it to graze easily with them”.58 
The connection of the long neck to the feeding on trees seems to be a 
new element here, but it is a familiar bit of giraffe lore already found 
in Ibn al-FaqÐh al-HamadhÁnÐ’s (fl. 3rd/9th century) BuldÁn. A textual 
corruption, however, has made al-shajar appear as al-baÎr, the sea, 
in de Goeje’s edition of 1885.59  

Among the Mamluk-era authors, DamÐrÐ’s entry subsumes all the 
information on the giraffe’s natural characteristics that we have seen 
above, plus his own specific interests, such as legal issues and dream 
interpretation; dreams about giraffes, according to him, rarely bode 
well.  

One last giraffe entry deserves special mention, namely that in the 
Persian Pierpont Morgan MS of the ManÁfiÝ al-ÎayawÁn, famous for 
its illustrations. This passage is somewhat of a Fremdkörper in Is-
lamic giraffe lore. It describes the habit of the young of the giraffe to 
hang from its mother's womb during pregnancy in order to graze, a 
story more often told about the rhinoceros.60 

The giraffe’s many fascinating aspects could not fail to catch pub-
lic imagination and enter the realm of popular fiction, like so many 
elements of the ÝajÁÞib literature. In Arabic popular sÐra, heroes are re-
peatedly confronted by enemies mounted on giraffes. Alexander, in 
SÐrat al-Iskandar, encounters a rider mounted on an animal which has  

hooves like the cloven hooves of a cow. It had an onager's body, and 
the tail of a gazelle. It had the leap of a camel and its head looked like 
a horse's head with gazelle's horns. Its forelegs were taller than its 
hind legs. The saddle was stuffed on the rear side more than on the 

                                    
58  DamÐrÐ, ÍayÁt, II: 6; tr. Jayakar  II(1): 8. 
59  Ibn al-FaqÐh, BuldÁn,77. 
60  New York, Pierpont Morgan Library MS 500. Prof. Anna Contadini kindly 

placed a copy of the relevant entry, ff. 15b-16a, at my disposal. 
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front side, for the animal's back was sloped because of the different 
length of the legs.61 

In the SÐrat ÝAntara ibn ShaddÁd, ÝAntar, too, meets a redoubtable gi-
raffe rider, named al-KhaÔÐf, during his expedition to the land of the 
Blacks: 

Al-KhÁÔif only used to enter battle seated on a giraffe. He had col-
lected a couple, male and female, and they gave birth in his realm. He 
began to ride their offspring and to combat knights. No horse could 
look at the giraffe. It shyed and bolted from the battlefield.62 

This returns us to the far more harmless giraffe riders of our Christ-
mas day, and to the Jardin des Plantes where the nineteenth century 
Arab travelers looked at the giraffes, noting down—at least in al-
Ñaffar’s case—their impressions:  

They also have a giraffe there. It is an animal with a wondrous shape. 
His forelegs are longer than his hind legs, and if you place something 
on the ground for him to eat, he will seize it with his forelegs. He is 
gentle and has a handsome appearance: his neck is long, like a camel’s, 
but even longer; his head is elongated, like a horse’s, but even nar-
rower; on his forehead are two short hornlike things, except that they 
are of flesh and hair, like cut-off ears. His tail begins like the tail of a 
cow, but becomes hairy at the end. His coat is beautiful; it is not one 
color, but spotted both white and red. The giraffe is clean—you will not 
see the marks of dung on his hind parts—and his nature is tender, kind 
and affectionate. A person can feed it by hand and it will come up close 
to eat, and if he turns his back it will not kick or harm him. They say 
that it is the offspring of three animals: the wild she-camel, the wild 
cow, and the hyena. The hyena mated with the she camel, producing a 
male, and this male mated with the cow, which produced a giraffe. But 
the truth is that this is a completely separate creature, having both male 
and female, like all other living things.63 

Apart from reporting and rejecting the mixture theory the passages 
owes nothing to traditional Arab-Islamic giraffe lore. Al-ÑaffÁr 
watched closely, if not always accurately, and recorded what he saw. 
He thus proves true his image of an intellectual on the threshold of 
modernity, eager to learn from personal observation instead of de-
pending solely on book learning.64 

                                    
61  Aerts (also: Doufikar-Aerts) 2003, 279, English edition forthcoming. 
62  Norris 1980, 151. 
63  Miller 1992, 139-40. 
64  Ibid., 57. 
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aÔlal (poetic motif) 338 
Atlantic 151 
Austin, J.L. 522, 529 
avant garde 370; see also muÎdathÙn 
Averroes see Ibn Rushd 
Avesta(n) 493, 504, 517, 519; Old ~ 

493-4, 501, 503, 512, 519-20; ~ ritual 
498; Young ~ 493-5, 508, 513 

Aybak (character in SÐrat al-Malik Bay-
bars) 25, 34 

Ayla 575-6 
ayyÁm 191-2 
ÝayyÁr 20-3, 26-8, 32, 35 
ayyil 583 
Ayyubid(s) 162 
AzÝar 22, 29 
AzhÁr al-riyÁÃ fÐ akhbÁr al-QÁÃÐ ÝIyÁÃ 

392 
AzraqÐ 192 
 
BÁbak 352 
babr 583 
Bacon (Francis) 424 
Bactria(n) 70; ~ camel 582 
BadÁÞiÝ al-akwÁn 587 
badÐÝ style 282, 292, 326, 372 
Baghdad 29-32, 35, 37, 155, 159, 203, 

340, 370, 470, 571, 528, 
BahrÁm-ballad 74-5 
baÝÐr 581-2 
al-BaghdÁdÐ, ÝAbd al-QÁhir 528 
al-BaÝÐth al-MujÁshiÝÐ 192 
Bakhtin, Mikhail 318 
BÁkir al-KÙfÐ 30 
al-BalÁdhurÐ 185, 478 
balÁgha: 40, 42-3, 58-9, 60-1, 178, 182, 

477; Ýilm al-~ 42, 61 
BalÁghat al-nisÁÞ 185 
Balkans 151 
Balkh 75, 91 
band (tarkÐbband, tarjÐÝband) 317 
BanÙ see under tribal name 
BanÙ HilÁl 27, 155 
baqar 582 
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al-BÁqillÁnÐ xxxi, 185, 487 
baraka 291, 301 
al-BarbarÐ (transmitter) 355 
barzakh 101, 107, 115 
Basel 146 
BÁshÁ 420-2, 435-6, 442-5 
BashshÁr 341, 345 
basÐÔ 397 
basmala 85-6, 483 
Basra 29-30, 69, 76, 155, 157, 206-7, 

256, 333, 341; see also grammarians, 
MuÝtazila 

bass 409 
Bastille 422, 427 
BasÙs 192-3 
al-BaÔalyawsÐ 523 
al-BÁtilÐ, AÎmad b. ÝAbdallÁh 566 
battaglia (compositions) 144 
al-BaÔÔÁl 22, 27-8, 33-4, 38 
bayÁn (clarity) 480, 484, 490; Îusn al-~ 

489 
al-Bayan wa-l-tabyÐn 176, 184, 204 
Baybars (character in SÐrat al-Malik 

Baybars) 25, 28, 34-5; (historical) 
572, 578 

Baydaq 349-50, 369, 370-3, 380-4 
al-BayÃÁwÐ 547 
bayt 127 
Becker, C. H. 194 
Beirut 429 
Belkhoja see MuÎammad b. al-Kh½ja 
Belon, Pierre 572-3 
Ben Cheneb, Saadeddine 420 
Bender, M.L. 414 
Benedictine(s) 299 
Berber(s) 155, 409, 571; ~ language 305 
Berke (Khan of Qipcaks) 578 
Bern 146-7 
bi- (preposition) 62-7 
BihrÙz 22 
bilÁ kayf 486 
BilÁd al-ShÁm 162; see also Syria 
biss 409 
Bodenheimer, F.S. 575-6 
Boggess, W.F. 58 
book culture 365 
Book of Songs see AghÁnÐ 
Bosnia-Herzegovina 297 
Bosnian 311 
Bosworth, Clifford Edmund 295, 315 
Browne, Edward G. 295, 315 

Buddha 89-90 
Buddhist(s) 71-2 
al-BuÎturÐ 358, 362 
Bukhara 68, 71, 73 
al-BukhÁrÐ (muÎaddith) 555-7, 560. 566 
al-BuldÁn 588 
al-BurhÁn fi wujÙh al-bayÁn 185, 204 
Buturovic, Amila 296 
Buzurg b. ShahriyÁr 576 
Byzantine(s), Byzantium 23, 27, 30, 33, 

37, 152-5, 189, 575-7, 447-51, 458-9, 
461-4, 582; ~ empire 152; ~ science 
449-50; ~ texts, manuscripts 451, 
459; ~ scribes 450-1 

 
Cain 106 
Cairo 30, 31, 43, 149, 155, 429, 432, 

433, 443, 470; ~ Citadel 512-14; see 
also FusÔÁÔ-MiÒr, MiÒr al-QÁhira 

Campanella, Tommaso 424 
Care of Self 448 
Carroll, Lewis 443 
Cartagena 391 
Carter, Michael 478, 486 
Caspian 152 
cat(s) 407-16 
†elebi, Evliya 140 
Charles X 568, 573 
China 151, 153, 340 
Chinese culture …; ~ language 73 
Christian(s) 359, 391, 462, 464; (in the 

QurÞÁn) 479, 484 
Christianity 99 
A Christmas Carol 421, 423, 442 
City of the Sun 424 
Clot Bey 570 
criticism see literary theory, poetics 
Coccanius, Merlinus see Folengo  
commentary see sharÎ, tafsÐr  
Commentary of the Rhetoric (of Aris-

totle) by al-FÁrÁbÐ see khaÔÁba 
The Communist Manifesto 421, 423 
comparison see tamthÐl, tashbÐh 
compilers see editors 
Condorcet 525 
Consolations in Travel 430 
Constantine Monomachus (Byzantine 

emperor) 576 
Constantinople 30, 574 
Copernicus, Nicholas 428 
Coptic 305, 413  
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Cordova 111 
Cowell, Dustin 4, 6, 16 
credulitas 162 
Crusade(s): first ~ 159 third 159 
Crusader(s) 140, 147, 149, 156, 162 
Ctesiphon 217 
Cushitic 410, 415 
Cyprus 408  
 
DaÝÁÞim al-IslÁm 185 
al-ÂabbÐ, AÎmad b. ÝAbdallÁh 362 
ÃabuÝ 581-2 
daff (instrument) 131 
Daghfal b. ÍanÛala 192 
Dahlak 578 
Dähne, Stephan 178 
dalÁla (exegetical) 477, 479; (legal) 

174; (linguistic) 485, 489; wujÙh al-~ 
489 

dalÐl (al-khiÔÁb) 171-2 
DalÐla the Crafty 29, 30, 31, 32, 35-7 
dam(m) 410 
Damascus 24, 149, 162, 429 
Damietta 429 
al-DamÐrÐ, MuÎammad b. MÙsÁ 571, 

580, 583, 588 
al-DÁmiriyya 30 
DarÐ 70, 72, 74-5, 77; see also Persian, 

Iranian 
al-DasÙqÐ 534 
dÁtas (Zoroastrian laws) 161 
Davy, Humphry 430, 443, 444 
dawla 161 
dawr (musical) 127 
Dayr ÝAbdÙn 317 
Ãaywan 413 
Delhi Sultanate 297 
Deliverance from Error see al-Munqidh 

min al-ÃalÁl 
Demosthenes 190 
Devic, Marcel 576 
al-DhahabÐ 579 
DhÁt al-DawÁhÐ 37 
DhÁt al-Himma see FÁÔima DhÁt al-

Himma; SÐrat DhÁt al-Himma 
dhawq 109 
dhimma 152 
DhÙ QÁr 193 
DiÝbil 336, 338, 343, 353, 361, 363 
Dichterpriester see poet-sacrificer 
Dickens, Charles 421, 423 

dictation see imlÁÞ 
Didascalia in rhetoricam Aristotelis 40, 

42, 44-5, 57, 60 
Diderot, Denis 365 
Dihkhuda, AlÐ Akbar 294, 297 
al-DimashqÐ, Shams al-DÐn MuÎammad 

576, 586 
dimm(a) 410 
dÐnÁr(s) 332 
al-DÐnawarÐ 454, 464 
dirham(s) 331, 334, 339, 342, 345-6, 

350, 377-9, 382, 384 
discourse see khiÔÁb 
DÐvÁn-i AmÐr Khusraw 297 
DÐvÁn-i Shams (JalÁl al-DÐn RÙmÐ) 309, 

313 
divination 453: Arabic ~ 448 
dÐwÁn(s) 326, 344, 348, 354, 364, 373 
DÐwÁn AbÐ NuwÁs 274 
DÐwÁn AbÐ TammÁm 354 
DÐwÁn ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ  
DiyÁb b. GhÁnim 27 
Diyarbekr 37 
do ut des 497 
dream books, dream interpretation: Ara-

bic ~ see taÝbÐr al-ruÞyÁ; Greek, Byz-
antine ~ 447, 449, 453-4, 456, 458-9, 
464 

Dumas, Alexandre (fils) 440 
dumm 410 
DustÙr maÝÁlim al-Îikam 185 
 
editors, compilers, medieval Arabic 327, 

329, 349, 365, 372 
Egypt, Egyptian 154-6, 158, 162-3, 269, 

407-8, 413-14, 420-1, 429, 440, 442-
4, 448, 456-7, 462, 578; Ancient ~an 
413-4 

Einstein, Albert 430 
Eisag½gÿ kata meros astronomias dia 

stichou 460 
Eisenstein, Herbert 571 
elephant 572, 575-7 
eloquentia 60 
Encyclopaedia of Islam 470, 570 
Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature 299 
Encyclopédie 364 
Engels, Friedrich 421 
English 409 
endogamy 152, 161 
epidemic 156 
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epiphora 319 
Ethiopia, Ethiopic 304-5, 577-8 
Ethio-Semitic 415 
Euphratus 152 
Europe 140; southern ~ 148; western ~ 

148, 159-60, 163; ~an music 146 
Eve 120 
exegesis see tafsÐr  
 
faÝÝala (verbal form) 63 
faÃÁÞil 347 
al-FaÃl b. YaÎyÁ 345 
fahd 583 
fahm 50n 
faÎwÁ (al-khiÔÁb) 166, 171-2 
Fakhr al-DÐn al-RÁzÐ 525-6, 540, 544, 

547, 553-4, 557, 560 
famine 156 
fanfare 145 
al-FaqÐh YÙsuf 554 
farÝ 173 
al-FÁrÁbÐ, AbÙ NaÒr 40-2, 47-8, 50, 53-7, 

127, 129-31, 133-6, 139-41, 146, 183 
Farag, Nadia 420 
al-FÁrisÐ, AbÙ ÝAlÐ 469 
fasÁÎa 60 
fÁÒila (musical meter) 131, 134 
faÒl (poetic section) 396 
FÁÔima (bt. MuÎammad) 201, 215, 218, 

231, 245, 337, 364 
FÁÔima bt. al-MuthannÁ 111 
FÁÔima, cousin of Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna 360 
FÁÔima DhÁt al-Himma 25, 27-8, 33 
FÁÔimid(s) 155, 185, 202, 207-8 
Le fellah 420 
Fes 111, 578 
FÐ ÛilÁl al-QurÞÁn 564 
al-Fihrist 182, 475 
fiqh 173, 175, 185, 202; see also uÒÙl al-

fiqh 
Firdausi 25 
FÐrÙz-e MashriqÐ 79-80 
Flammarion, Camille 430, 439, 441, 

443-4 
Flanders 160 
Fleischhammer, Manfred 366 
Florence 577 
Folengo, Teofilo alias Merlinus Coc-

canius 299 
Foltz, Richard 584 
Forster, E.M. 24 

Foucault, Michel 448, 453-4 
Fraenkel, Siegmund 411 
France, French: ~ music 140-1, 143-4, 

146, 560  
François I 139, 144 
Frank(s) 156 
Freud, Siegmund 454, 458 
Freytag, G.W. 409-10 
Frolov, Dmitry 81 
FusÔÁÔ-MiÒr 157; see also Cairo 
al-FutÙÎÁt al-makkiyya 100, 103 
futuwwa 22 
 
Gafat 415 
GALex see Greek and Arabic Lexicon 
GarshÁp hymn 74 
Gaspar, Enrique 430 
GÁ�as (of Zarathustra) 494, 506, 510, 

512, 514-15 
gÁv (Pers. cow) 581 
gÁvmÁsh (Pers. buffalo) 581 
Gaza 575 
G�Þ�z 410 
Genette, Gérard 325, 353n, 351n, 354-5 
Georgia 151 
Germany, German: ~ emperor 578 
al-GhaÃbÁn 21 
gharÐb 106 
GhaylÁn b. ÝUqba, DhÙ l-Rumma 398 
ghazal 297, 317, 400  
al-GhazÁlÐ 166, 173, 317, 527 
ghinÁÞ 127-8 
Ghurar al-Îikam 185 
Giese, Alma xxxv-vi, 584n 
gift exchange, gift giving (in Zoroastrian 

ritual) 497, 501, 509, 520 
Gimaret, Daniel 474-5 
Goeje, M.J. de 588 
Goldziher, Ignaz 306 
Gospel 484 
grammar, grammatical theory, Arabic 

469-70, 472, 475-8, 488 
grammarian(s), Arabic 470, 486; Bas-

rian ~ 523 
Greco-Roman antiquity 447-8, 459-60 
Greek(s) 25, 176, 189-90, 221, 448; ~ 

empire 152; ~ language and literature 
63-6, 177, 194, 220, 296, 305, 413-
14, 499, 514; ~ texts, manuscripts 
450-3, 462, 464; see also Byzantine 

Greek and Arabic Lexicon 63 
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Grice, Paul 486n 
Grignaschi, Mario 42-3, 58, 60 
Gruendler, Beatrice 522n 
Guadalquivir 152 
Gujarati 311 
Gully, Adrian 478 
Gutas, Dimitri 452 
La guerre 144 
 
Îadath 175 
ÎaÃÃ (exegetical) 484 
Îadhf (linguistic) 478 
al-HÁdÐ 360 
ÎadÐth 161, 171, 185-86, 209, 291, 307-

8, 321, 473, 521-2, 549, 551, 553, 
555-7 

ÍadÐth ÝÏsÁ b. HishÁm 420-1, 439-45 
ÍÁfiÛ 296, 321 
ÍafÒid(s) 391 
Haft qulzum 295 
ÍÁÞirÐ, HÁdÐ 312 
Îajj organization 150 
al-ÍajjÁj 216, 219, 232, 252, 253 
ÎakÐm 59 
al-ÍÁkim al-JishumÐ 474, 554 
ÎalÐbÁt plurals 5, 7, 8, 11-12, 15, 17-8 
Halldén, Philip 178 
Hamadan 70 
al-HamadhÁnÐ 365 
Hammurapi 412 
Íamza al-IÒfahÁnÐ 282 
ÍanbalÐs, Íanbalism 166-8, 171-3, 203 
HÁniÞ b. QubayÒa 193 
ÍaqÁÞiq al-siÎr fÐ daqÁÞiq al-shiÝr 294 
ÎaqÐqa (literal meaning) 488 
Îaqq 116, 124-6 
Îaraka (musical meter) 134 
Harim b. QuÔba al-FazÁrÐ 193 
ÍÁrith (character in SÐrat DhÁt al-

Himma) 33 
al-ÍÁrith (jinnÐ) 106 
al-ÍÁrith (king) 24 
har(i)s 415-6 
HÁrÙn see al-RashÐd 
Harvard University 495 
al-Íasan b. RajÁÞ 333-4, 353 
al-Íasan b. Wahb 355-6 
al-Íasan al-BaÒrÐ 201, 212, 217, 288, 

551, 558-9 
Íasan ShumÁn 29-30 
HÁshim 191, 193, 195-7, 225, 375, 381 

ÍassÁn b. ThÁbit 7n 
ÍÁtim ÓÁÞÐ 348 
ÍaÔÔÐn 162 
Hausa 311 
al-ÍayawÁn (by al-JÁÎiÛ), 568, 571, 

580-2, 585 
ÍayÁt al-ÎayawÁn al-kubrÁ (by al-

DamÐrÐ) 583 
ÌaydaÝ 
ÌayÔal 
hazaj: (musical meter) 131; (Persian 

meter) 68, 78-80; (Arabic meter) 128 
ÍÁzim al-QarÔÁjannÐ 390-2, 395-6, 400-

2 
Hebrew 303, 305-6, 410, 413, 416, 429 
Heinrichs, Wolfhart 62n, 99, 127n, 166, 

176n, 275-6, 278, 283, 285, 326n, 
373, 390, 392, 407, 419n, 447n, 468n, 
495 

Hellenistic empire 152 
Hermann the German 42, 58 
HindawÐ 297-8, 313-14 
Hindu 313, 462 
hijÁÞ 286, 363 
Hira 23 
hirr 415 
History of the Berbers 578 
History of Western Astrology 448 
HomÁÞÐ 93, 95 
Homer 21, 190 
L’homme à l’oreille cassée 420 
Hommel, Fritz 410 
homoeroticism 317 
homosexuality 455, 457, 460 
Homs (ÍimÒ) 162 
al-ÍudÙd fÐ l-naÎw 469, 478 
Îujja, ÎijÁj (exegetical) 484-5, 489 
ÎukÙma 59 
Íumayd al-ÓÙsÐ 332 
al-Íusayn b. ÝAlÐ 186, 201, 245, 248, 

250, 336-7 
hybridity see literature 
hyperbole 94, 332 
hypertext 372 
 
Iblis 99-100, 104, 106-7, 116-25; see 

also Satan 
Ibn ÝAbbÁs, ÝAbdallÁh 207, 302, 305, 

470, 545, 563 
Ibn ÝAbd Rabbih 185, 202, 204, 221, 

372 
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Ibn ÝAbd al-WahhÁb, MuÎammad 561 
Ibn AbÐ l-DunyÁ 555, 566 
Ibn AbÐ l-ÍadÐd 184 
Ibn AbÐ l-ÍawÁfir 587 
Ibn AbÐ Óahir ÓayfÙr 185 
Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna 360 
Ibn ÝAmmÁr (transmitter) 363 
Ibn ÝAmmÁr (poet) 392 
Ibn ÝAqÐl 165-75, 531 
Ibn al-ÝArabÐ, AbÙ Bakr al-QÁÃÐ 557, 

560 
Ibn al-ÝArabÐ, MuÎyÐ l-DÐn 99-126 
Ibn AÝtham al-KÙfÐ 185 
Ibn al-AthÐr, ÂiyÁÞ al-DÐn 296 
Ibn al-AthÐr, ÝIzz al-DÐn 185 
Ibn al-AthÐr (author of TuÎfat al-

gharÁÞib) 583, 587 
Ibn ÝAÔiyya 545 
Ibn al-ÝAÔÔÁr al-DimashqÐ 186, 202 
Ibn al-BannÁÞ al-MarrÁkushÐ 487-8 
Ibn BassÁm 293 
Ibn BaÔÔÁl 556, 561 
Ibn BaÔÔÙÔa 296 
Ibn Durayd 530-2 
Ibn al-FaqÐh al-HamadhÁnÐ 588 
Ibn FÁris 527-8, 530 
Ibn al-ÍÁjib 526-7, 532 
Ibn Íanbal 306 
Ibn Íarb 274 
Ibn Harma 359 
Ibn Íazm 560 
Ibn HishÁm (grammarian) 526 
Ibn HishÁm (sÐra author) 185  
Ibn al-JarrÁÎ 326 
Ibn al-JawzÐ 203, 305, 571 
Ibn Jubayr (exegete) 302 
Ibn Jurayj 471 
Ibn KhaldÙn 207, 578 
Ibn KhallikÁn 580 
Ibn MÁlik 531 
Ibn ManÛÙr 181-3 
Ibn Mihrawayh, MuÎammad b. al-

QÁsim 357, 377n, 380, 383 
Ibn Mufarrigh 75 
Ibn al-MuqaffaÝ72 
Ibn al-MurtaÃÁ 536 
Ibn al-MuÝtazz 317, 326, 362, 372 
Ibn al-NadÐm 182, 475 
Ibn al-NaÔÔÁÎ, MuÎammad b. ÑÁliÎ 

(transmitter) 374n 
Ibn NubÁta 202 

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 561 
Ibn Qutayba 185, 591, 370; Pseudo-~ 

185 
Ibn RashÐq al-QayrawÁnÐ 579 
Ibn RiÃwÁn 41 
Ibn Rushd 42, 58-9, 579 
Ibn SaÝd 185, 208 
Ibn SaÝÐd al-MaghribÐ 579 
Ibn SanÁÞ al-Mulk 293 
Ibn Sharaf al-QayrawÁnÐ 365 
Ibn Shuhayd 293, 365 
Ibn TaghribirdÐ 473 
Ibn ÓÁwÙs 474 
Ibn Taymiyya 124 
Ibn ThawÁba 356 
Ibn ÓumlÙs 43 
Ibn ÓÙlÙn, AÎmad 30-1 
Ibn al-ZayyÁt, MuÎammad b. ÝAbd al-

Malik 331-2, 362 
Ibn Zurayq (rÁwiya) 359-60 
IbrÁhÐm al-MawÒilÐ 128 
IbrÐza 37 
Ýida (linguistic) 546 
idhlÁl (exegetical) 485 
iÃmÁr (linguistic) 478 
IfrÐqiyÁ 155 
IÎsÁÞ al-ÝulÙm, MaqÁla fÐ 43, 58 
ÐjÁz 480 
iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn 185, 301, 477 
ÝIjl (tribe) 330 
ÝIkrima 302 
ilÎÁd 124 
Iliad 21, 25 
Ýilla 172-73 
al-Ýilm al-ilÁhÐ 109 
ilÒÁq 62 
ilzÁq 66 
ÝImÁd-i FaqÐh 316 
imam 336, 339 
imÁma 103 
imlÁÞ 473 
implication see taÃmÐn 
ÝImrÁn b. ÝIÒÁm 192 
ÝImrÁn b. ÍiÔÔÁn 192 
ImruÞ al-Qays 219 
al-ImtÁÝ wa-l-muÞÁnasa 576 
incipit see maÔlaÝ 
India 297, 340, 573, 575; king of ~ 575; 

North ~ 297 
Indian(s) 176, 189, 221, 462; ~ culture 

153; ~ language 305; see also elephant 
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Indic, Old ~ 494, 499, 505 
Indo-European 407, 414, 499, 513 
Indonesia 296; see also Islam 
Indo-Persian literature 296; see also lit-

erature, multilingual 
inimitability see iÝjÁz 
inkÁr (exegetical) 484, 488-9 
al-insÁn 100-1 
inshÁÞ (chancery prose) 178; (performa-

tive) 524, 526-7 
intercourse 456-7, 461, 463 
Interpretation of Dreams 458 
ÐqÁÝ 127-9 
al-ÝÐqÁÝÁt 132 
al-Iqd al-fariÃ 185, 204 
iqÔÁÝ 154, 156 
iqtibÁs 299-300, 308-9, 311, 318 
iqtiÒÁd 148 
ÝIÒÁba al-JarjarÁÞÐ 353, 356 
Isfahan 70 
al-IsfarÁyÐnÐ, AbÙ IsÎÁq 525, 528 
istiÔÁla poem 328 
irÁda 535-6 
Iraq 69, 72, 155,  
Iran, Iranian: eastern ~ 72, 493; ~ lan-

guages 493-4; Old ~ 501; ~ political 
ideology 452; ~ religion 493; see also 
Persian 

irsÁl-i mithÁl (mathal, tamthÐl) 308, 311 
Irving, Washington 438 
ÝisbÁr 584 
al-IÒfahÁnÐ see AbÙ l-Faraj  
IÒhÁq b. IbrÁhÐm al-KÁtib 181-2, 185, 

204, 209 
IsÎÁq al-MawÒilÐ 128-9 
ishfÁq 532 
ishtiqÁq (rhetorical figure) 313 
IsmaÝÐlÐs 28; see also Shiites 
Istanbul 139-40 
istiÝÁna 62 
Islam: ~ic East 293; ~ic literatures 291, 

306; medieval ~ 447, 451, 459, 463; 
~ic West 293; ~ic world 158, 452, 
464; see also littérateur 

isnÁd 365-6 
istikhbÁr (speech act) 522 
istisqÁÞ 191, 198 
Italy 139, 160 
Italian(s) 162-3, 577; ~ music 577 
al-ItqÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn 304, 487 
iÝtimÁd (musical meter) 131 

izÁr (loincloth) 274, 286 
izdiwÁj 205, 211 
 
Jabal (province) 342 
Jabal al-AkhÃar (Libya) 152 
“Jadis chez aujoud’hui” 435 
JaÝfar al-BarmakÐ 30, 37 
JaÝfar al-ÑÁdiq 186, 336-7, 342 
Jaffa 429 
al-JÁÎiÛ 176, 182, 184, 192, 197, 199, 

200, 202, 204, 209, 211, 221, 316, 
568. 571, 580-1, 583-6; Pseudo-~ 571 

jÁhiliyya 194-5, 197, 201, 229, 235, 242 
jamÝ al-kathra 2 
jamÝ al-qilla 2, 6n, 13n, 18 
jamÝ taksÐr 2 
JamÁl al-DÐn al-AfghÁnÐ 440-1 
Jamharat amthÁl al-Ýarab 185 
Jamharat khuÔab al-Ýarab 186 
al-JÁmiÝ li-Ýilm al-QurÞÁn 469-70, 480 
Janequin, Clément 144 
Jardin des Plantes (Paris) 568-9, 580 
jasad 108 
JawÁhir al-ÎiÒÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-QurÞÁn 304 
al-JawÁlÐqÐ, MawhÙb b. AÎmad 302-3, 

305 
JazÐra 155 
Jean Jacques Rousseau 365 
Jeffery, Arthur 304, 306 
el-Jemaey, Awad Muaiwed 484 
Jerusalem 429, 471 
Jew(s) 36, 359; (in the QurÞÁn) 479, 484, 

541-3, 545, 562, 565  
jihÁd 27 
jinÁs see tajnÐs 
jinn 99-113, 125 
jins (musical meter) 127 
jirÁya see stipend 
al-JishumÐ see al-ÍÁkim  
jism 108 
Joseph (prophet) 90, 399, 553 
al-Jubb 571 
al-JubbÁÞÐ, AbÙ ÝAlÐ 471, 474-5, 536, 

538-40, 554 
al-JubbÁÞÐ, AbÙ HÁshim 535-6, 538-41 
jÙd 118 
Julius Caesar 570 
jumÝa prayer 150 
Jundaba 27 
Jurjan 360, 363 
al-JurjÁnÐ, ÝAbd al-QÁhir 182, 283-4 
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al-JurjÁnÐ, ÝAlÐ b. MuÎammad al-SharÐf 
534 

jurisprudence see fiqh 
JuwÁn 33-4, 38 
al-JuwaynÐ, ImÁm al-Íaramayn 166, 

525, 528-9 
 
KaÝb al-AÎbÁr 558 
KaÝb b. Luwayy 195 
KaÝba 191, 195, 198, 212, 226, 258 
al-KaÝbÐ 551 
kaffÁra 173 
al-KÁfÐ 185 
al-KÁfiya 532 
kalab 573 
kalÁm (linguistic) 529; (philosophical) 

58; (theological) 166; aqsÁm al-~ 
522, 535 

kalima (poem) 358 
Kamateros, John 460-1 
kÁmil (Arabic meter) 
al-KÁmil 185 
Kark½y 79 
al-KashshÁf (al-ZamakhsharÐ) 472-4 
KashshÁf iÒtilÁÎÁt al-funÙn 294 
Kastner, Georges 146 
KaysÁniyya 336, 340 
Kazimirski, A. 410 
khabar (account) see akhbÁr; (speech 

act) 522, 524, 526-7 
KhadÐla 196, 207, 226 
al-KhafÁjÐ, ShihÁb al-DÐn al-MiÒrÐ 488-9 
al-KhaffÁf, AÎmad 364 
al-KhaffÁf, al-Íasan b. ÝAlÐ 374n, 377, 

380 
khafÐf (musical meter) 127, 130, 134-5, 

1139; (poetic meter, Persian) 78, 80 
KhÁlid b. al-WalÐd 200 
KhÁlid, cousin of Ibn AbÐ ÝUyayna 360, 

362-3 
al-KhalÐl b. AÎmad 68, 78-9, 85, 96 
khamr 174, 278, 282, 289, 320 
khamriyya 286 
khamsa (Persian literary genre) 78 
khÁn (commercial) 150 
khÁnqah 150 
kharÁj 152, 154, 162 
KharijÐ(s) , 200, 203, 259, 344 
Khartum 568, 574 
khaÒÐÒa 174 
khaÔÁba (oratory, rhetoric) 43, 58-9, 60-1 

al-KhaÔÁba 183; SharÎ al-~ 41, 54, 178-
80, 182-4  

khaÔÐb 181, 183, 191-2, 202, 208, 222 
al-KhaÔÐb al-QazwÐnÐ 524 
al-KhaÔÐf (fictional character) 589 
khiÔÁb 165-9, 171-3, 175 
khiÔÁb AllÁh 169 
khiÔÁba (office of the preacher) 183-4 
KhudhrÙf 21 
Khurasan(Ð) 70, 77, 332-4, 345 
Khusraw, AmÐr 297-8, 313-14 
al-KhuÔab wa-l-mawÁÝiÛ 185 
KhwÁrazm 70 
khuÔba 176-267 
Khuzistan 69 
KilÁb 27 
kinÁya (linguistic) 478 
al-KindÐ, AbÙ YÙsuf 129, 348 
KisrÁ 193 
KitÁb... see under title 
KitÁb al-MutamannÐn 555 
KitÁb SÐbawayh 523 
kitÁba 221 
Kogan, Leonid 410, 413, 415 
koine, Persian 72 
Kufa 69, 346, 367, 370, 378 
kufr 124 
kuhhÁn 177, 191, 193-4, 214, 225; see 

also ZabrÁÞ 
al-KulaynÐ 185 
Kumayt b. Zayd 192 
Kurds 155 
KushÁjim 356 
kusÙf 191, 198 
 
la- (ethical dative marker) 7 
laÝalla 531 
lafÛ (linguistic) 477, 487-8 
Lane, Edward William 62, 181 
Lasso, Orlando di 143 
al-LÁt 314 
Latin 161, 190, 299-300, 307, 410, 413-

14, 450, 514; (combined with other 
languages) 299-300 

Layla al-Akhyaliyya 367 
layta 521, 523, 527-8, 534, 542-3, 564 
lesbian 456 
Levant 16, 429 
libÁs 274, 286 
Libya 152 
liÎÁf (coat, cover) 274 
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lisÁn 168; ~ al-ÎÁl 394n 
literature: Arabic-Persian ~ 294, 296-7, 

301, 309-12, 314-19; Arabic-Persian-
Turkish ~ 294, 296-7; bilingual ~ 
292-3; hybrid, multilingual ~ 296-7, 
300-1, 317-18; Persian-HindawÐ 297-
8, 313-14; study of ~ 275; see also 
macaronic, mulammaÝ, poetry, qaÒÐda 

literary critcism, literary theory: Arabic 
292-3, 306-7, 390-1, 395, 486; Per-
sian ~ 296; see also poetics  

littérateur, Muslim 291, 292, 296, 321  
Lith, P.A van der 576 
Lord, Albert 221 
Lorenzo de Medici 577 
Louis XIV (the Sun King) 423, 431, 

434-6, 439, 444 
Louis XVI (Louis Capet) 427-8 
Lucifer 99; see also Iblis, Satan 
Lukács, Georg 427 
Lumen, Lumen 430-1, 441 
Lyons, M.C. 21-3, 27-8, 33-5 
lyrical poetry 69 
 
maÝÁnÐ see maÝnÁ 
maÝÁnÐ al-kalÁm (speech act types) 523 
al-MaÝÁrif 185 
al-MaÝarrÐ 420 
MabÁhij al-fikar 586 
al-mabdaÞ wa l-maÝÁd 100 
macaronic 299-300, 302, 307; see also 

mulammaÝ 
Maccaroneae (Opus Macaronicum) 299 
MadÁÞin 72; see also Ctesiphon 
MadÁrij al-sÁlikÐn 561 
madÐÎ, mamdÙÎ 319, 331, 344-5, 371 
madrasa 150 
maÝdÙlÁt (musical meter) 131 
maga 498; see also Avestan 
Maghrib 578 
mahÁ 581 
maÎabba 532 
al-MahdÐ (Abbasid caliph) 220, 341, 

346, 360, 578 
MaÎmÙd b. ÝAbd al-ÝAzÐz al-MaraghÐ 

see al-MaraghÐ 
al-MaÎsÙl fÐÝilm uÒÙl al-fiqh 525 
mÁÞiÞa, mÁÞiyya 414 
majlis, majÁlis 345, 350 
MajmaÝ al-amthÁl 185 
MajmaÝ al-bayÁn fÐ ÝulÙm al-QurÞÁn 474 

Makdisi, George 165-6 
makhlaÒ verse 77 
malÁk see angel 
Mali 578-9 
malik 150, 161 
MÁlik b. Anas 185 
al-Malik Baybars see SÐrat al-Malik 

Baybars 
MalikshÁh 575, 577 
Mamluk(s) 154, 162, 420, 444, 572, 

574, 577, 585 
al-MaÞmÙn 332, 339-40, 361 
al-MaÞmÙn al-ÍÁrithÐ 195, 215, 218 
maÝnÁ, maÝÁnÐ (linguistic) 173, 477, 487, 

564; (poetic themes, motifs) 347; Ýilm 
al-~ 106; ~ al-khiÔÁb 171, 173; asÎÁb 
al-~ (rhetoric) 528; ÒÙrat al-~ 477 

manÁfiÝ 585 
ManÁfiÝ al-ÎayawÁn 588 
Mandaic 411 
Manicheans 71 
MansÁ SulaymÁn (ruler of Mali) 579 
al-ManÒÙr 340-1, 359-60 
ManÒÙr FasÁÞÐ RÁstgÁr 296 
Mantua 299 
Manuel I Komnenos 460-1 
Manuel II Paleologos 453, 455, 458 
al-ManzaÝ al-badÐÝ 487 
maqÁma 178, 441 
al-MaqqarÐ 392 
al-MaqrÐzÐ 574 
al-MaqÒÙra 391 
al-MarÁghÐ, ÝAbd al-QÁdir 142 
Marignano, battle of 144 
mÁrij 104 
Marinid(s) 578 
Marjolet, Célestin 435-6, 439 
Marseille 433-4, 574 
Marv, Marw 70, 73, 316 
MarwÁn (Umayyad caliph) 210, 254, 

262 
MarwÁn b. AbÐ ÍafÒa 326 
al-MarwazÐ, Sharaf al-ZamÁn ÓÁhir 574-

7, 585 
Marx, Karl 421 
Mary 524, 553, 559 
al-MarzubÁnÐ 358, 362 
MasÁÞil al-intiqÁd 365 
maÒlaÎa 554 
MasrÙr 30 
al-MasÝÙdÐ 185, 572, 578, 580, 584-6 
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maÔbÙÝ (poetic style) 333 
mathal see amthÁl, irsÁl-i mithÁl 
mathnavÐ 77 
MathnavÐ-i maÝnavÐ 313 
maÔlaÝ 321, 359, 361, 385 
al-MÁturÐdÐ 536 
al-MawÁlÐd 73 
al-MawÁqif 541 
Maximus of Tyre, Cassius 454 
al-MaydÁnÐ 185 
Mazdaism 493 
MaÛlÙm 27 
MÁzyÁr 352 
Mecca 195, 198-9, 213, 223, 227, 229 
Medina 188, 192, 197-8, 201, 210, 215, 

259, 263 
Mediterranean 148-9, 154, 158, 144; ea-

stern ~ 148-9; south-eastern ~ 148-9 
Mercier, Louis-Sébastien 422-31, 434, 

436-9, 442-5 
Mercury 456, 463 
metaphor 274-7, 279, 281-4, 285, 486; 

genitive ~ 278, 288; new (tashbÐh-
based) ~ 275, 283, 285; old (tamthÐl-
based) ~ 275; verbal ~ 282; ~ with 
substratum 277 

meter: Arabic ~ see ÝarÙÃ, basÐÔ, hazaj, 
khafÐf etc.; New Persian ~ 78, 90, 93  

mÐdÁn 149 
Middle Commentary (on Aristotle) by 

Averroes 59-60 
Middle East 573 
Middle Persian see Pahlavi 
Milano 145 
Militarev, Alexander 410, 413, 415 
Milton, John 438 
MinhÁj al-bulaghÁÞ 390, 396 
al-MinqarÐ 185 
miÝrÁj 100-1 
MirÞÁt al-ÝÁlam 441 
MirÞÁt al-sharq 441 
MiÒbÁÎ al-Sharq 440 
MiÒr al-QÁhira 155 see also Cairo, Fu-

sÔÁÔ-MiÒr 
miÒrÁÝ 127 
mÐzÁn 124 
al-MÐzÁn 564 
Molière 431 
Monomachus see Constantine 
monopoly 155 
Monroe, James 221 

Monselet, Charles 428 
More, Thomas 424 
Morocco, Moroccan 578, 580; ~-

Hebrew music 143 
Morris, William 435 
Moses 110, 167, 185, 211 
al-MuÝarrab 302-3 
MuÝÁwiya 187, 196, 208, 210, 237, 248-

9, 261 
mubÁlagha see hyperbole 
al-Mubarrad 185, 354, 360 
mufrad (philosophical) 47 
Muhallab, BanÙ see SulaymÁn b. ÍabÐb, 

AÎmad b. YazÐd, AbÙ Bujayr 
MuÎammad (the prophet) 100, 106-7, 

111, 113, 115-16, 124-5, 166-8, 186-
8, 191-2, 195-6, 198-200, 206-11, 
213, 215-6, 220, 226-7, 229-33, 236-
7, 245-7, 249, 257, 259, 266, 302, 
304, 364, 542, 547, 556, 562, 565 

MuÎammad b. ÝAbdallÁh al-YaÝqÙbÐ 380 
MuÎammad b. ÝAbd al-ÍamÐd al-

LÁdhiqÐ 134 
MuÎammad b. Badr al-ÝIjlÐ 382 
MuÎammad b. al-Íanafiyya 337, 359 
MuÎammad b. al-Kh½ja (Belkhoja) 392, 

397 
MuÎammad b. ManÒÙr FatÁ l-ÝAskar 

352 
MuÎammad b. YÙsuf al-ThaghrÐ al-ÓÁÞÐ 

350, 353, 356-7 
MuÎammad ÝAlÐ (khedive) 434, 444, 

568, 573-4 
muÎdath(Ùn) 278, 326-7, 346, 350, 356-

8, 372; ~ criticism 357 
MujÁhid b. Jabr 302, 470 
MuÝjam al-buldÁn 571 
mujbira (determinists) 536 
al-MukhtÁr al-ThaqafÐ 201 
MukhtarÐ 93, 95, 97-8 
MukhtaÒar al-MuntahÁ 527 
mulÁbasa 62 
mulammaÝ 291-301, 307-8, 311, 316, 

318, 321; definition of ~ 292-9; see 
also macaronic 

munÁfara 191, 193-4, 197, 215, 225 
Munajjim, BanÙ see ÝAlÐ 
al-Munqidh min al-ÃalÁl 317 
al-MunÔaÛam 571 
murÁÝat al-naÛÐr 316 
MurÙj al-dhahab 578, 580 
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al-MusabbiÎÐ 155 
muÒÁÎaba 62 
Musaylima 197 
mushrik(s) see shirk 
al-MÙsiqÐ al-kabÐr 132, 138 
Muslim(s) 21, 33, 35, 37, 123-4, 129, 

174-5, 179, 183, 188, 192, 194, 206-
8, 215, 259-60, 291-2, 295-6, 300-2, 
305-11, 321, 453, 464, 476, 543, 553, 
558, 561-7, 571; ~ countries 157; 
non-Arab ~ 306 

Muslim (muÎaddith) 561 
Muslim b. al-WalÐd 329, 344, 347, 349-

50, 353, 357, 363, 368-9, 371-2, 374-
80, 382-5 

al-MustaÝÐn 348, 362 
al-MustanÒir (Fatimid caliph) 158 
al-MustaÒfÁ 527 
al-MuÝtaÃid 392 
mutashÁbih 170 
mutaqÁrib (Arabic meter) 579; (Persian 

meter) 78, 96 
MuÝtarak al-aqrÁn fÐ iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn 487 
al-Mutawakkil 334 
mutawassiÔ (musical meter) 130, 135, 

139 
al-MuÝtazila, MuÝtazilÐ(s) 186, 201, 296, 

469, 472-7, 489, 536-8, 540-1; Basran 
535, 546-7, 567 

mutual debt, indebtedness (in Zoroas-
trian ritual) 497, 503 

mutual gifts see gift exchange 
muwaÎÎid see tawÎÐd 
muwashshaÎ 293 
al-MuwaÔÔaÞ 185 
al-MuwayliÎÐ, IbrÁhÐm 440-1 
al-MuwayliÎÐ, MuÎammad 419-21, 435-

6, 439-45 
muwÁzana 212, 246 
muzdawija 77 
 
Nabatean 303-6; see also Aramaic 
al-NÁbigha al-DhubyÁnÐ 7n 
nabÐdh 76, 93-4, 174 
naf Ý (theological) 539 
nÁfila 174 
nafÐr 145 
nagham 127 
al-NaÎÎÁs, AbÙ JaÝfar 185 
Nahj al-balÁgha 184 
nahy (speech act) 522, 565 

NajjÁÎ 27 
al-NajjÁr, al-Íusayn b. MuÎammad 536 
NajjÁriyya 536 
namir 582 
Napoleon 431 
naql 62-3 
naqra, naqarÁt 130, 142, 144-6 
naqÒ (theological) 540 
nasÐb 287, 344-7, 349, 353, 371, 397, 

401 
NaÒÐbÐn 107 
NaÒr b. SayyÁr 192 
NaÝt (NuÝÙt) al-ÎayawÁn 585 
NawbahÁr 72 
Nawbakht, BanÙ 356 
al-NawfalÐ 359-60 
The New Atlantis 424 
Negro see Zanj 
Newton, Isaac 424 
nidÁÞ (speech act) 215, 522 
nigÁh-dÁr (metronome) 131 
Nile 152 
Nilo-Saharan 414 
Nishapur 334 
nitÁj (zoological) 584 
NiÛÁm al-Mulk 577 
NiÛÁmÐ 78 
NiÛÁmiyya 203 
nomads 155-6; semi-~ 155-6 
Norris, H.T. 306 
Noth, Albrecht 179 
Nouvelle Héloise 365 
Nubia(n) 413-14, 577-8, 582-5 
al-Nukat fi iÝjÁz al-QurÞÁn 468-70, 477-

80, 483-4, 486-7, 489 
Nukhbat al-dahr fÐ ÝajÁÞib al-barr wa-l-

baÎr 576 
al-NuÝmÁn (epic character) 24 
al-NuÝmÁn b. al-Mundhir 191, 193, 214 
NuÝmÁn, BanÙ 354, 356 
NÙr al-DÐn (Zangid) 163 
al-NuwayrÐ 578-9 
Nwyia, Paul 309 
 
occasions of revelation see asbÁb al-

nuzÙl  
Occident 148-9, 156-9, 161, 163-4; 

Christian ~ 163; Muslim ~ 152; ~al 
empires 152 

odes see qaÒÐda 
Odysseus 21, 26 
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Odyssey 21, 514 
Ohrmazd see Ahura MazdÁ 
On the Revolution of the Nativities 462 
Oneirocriticon of Achmet 453-9, 462 
orality, oral tradition 178, 187, 221, 451 
oratio 48-9 
oration see khuÔba 
oratoria 40-5, 58-1 
Orchésographie 134 
Orient 148-9, 156, 158-61, 163 Arab ~ 

148, 162-4; Muslim ~ 144, 158, 164 
~al empires 152 

Ottomans 140-1, 151, 297, 574 
 
Pahlavi 72-4, 55; ~ commentary 516; ~ 

metrics 88; see also Parthian, Sasanian 
Pakistan 297 
palang 581 
Palmyra 420, 429 
panegyric poetry, Arabic 69, 70, 72, 340, 

391-2; New Persian (DarÐ) ~ 70, 72; 
see also madÐÎ, qaÒÐda 

parallelism 98, 177, 182, 205, 211-3, 
216, 222-3, 225, 231, 236-7, 239, 
256, 264; see also izdiwÁj 

Paris 139, 422, 425-7, 429, 463, 434, 
440, 445, 471, 568-9, 572-4 

Parker, Robert B. 521 
paronomasia 205, 212, 345, 392 see also 

jinÁs 
Parry, Milman 221 
Parthian language 73; ~ Arsacid empire 

152; see also Iranian, Persian, Sa-
sanian 

Pérès, Henri 420, 443 
performance 325, 342, 344, 373 
Peri tÿs t½n et½n enallegÿs see On the 

Revolution of the Nativities 
Pÿr½z I 70 
Persia(n) 23, 30, 69, 176-7, 189, 221, 

293, 312, 316, 456, 462, 571; ~ em-
pire 152; ~ language 69-70, 295-6, 
298-300, 303-5, 309, 311, 313-16, 
450, 582-3; ~ literature 291, 294, 307, 
321; ~ music 141; Old ~ 517; ~ no-
bles 330; ~ poetry 68, 72, 74, 76, 312; 
~ prosody 78, 81, 84, 92-3; see also 
Achaemenid, Ýajam, DarÐ, Iranian, lit-
erature: bilingual, Pahlavi, Parthian, 
Sasanian 

personification 285 

Pharaoh 457 
philology: Arabic ~ 292, 301-2, 305, 

472, 476, 522, 524, 527, 566-7; clas-
sical ~ 450 

poetics: Aristotelian ~ 390; medieval 
Arabic ~ 390, 396; see also literary 
criticism  

poet-sacrificer 495-50, 504, 506-7, 509 
popular literature 293 
praise qaÒÐda see madÐÎ, panegyric po-

etry, qaÒÐda 
Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and 

Poetics 299 
Prophet see MuÎammad 
prosody see Persian 
proverbs see amthÁl 
Ptolemy 448, 456, 460-1 
public expenses 161 
Punjabi 311 
 
QÁf 30 
al-QÁÃÐ AbÙ l-FaÔh al-ÀmidÐ 185 
al-QÁÃÐ al-FÁÃil 202 
al-QÁÃÐ al-NuÝmÁn 185 
al-QÁÃÐ al-QuÃÁÝÐ 185 
qaÃÐb 127 
qÁfiya 359 
al-QaÎdhamÐ, al-WalÐd b. HishÁm 357, 

374n  
QÁÞitbay 577 
QalÝat al-Jabal see Cairo Citadel 
al-QÁlÐ 185 
al-QalqashandÐ 185, 210, 573 
QaÝnab b. al-MuÎarrar 347n 
al-QaÝqÁÝ b. Shawr 192 
QarÁfa 157, 572 
Qarmatians 155 
qasam 62 
QaÒÁÞid wa-muqaÔÔaÝÁt ÍÁzim al-

QartÁjannÐ 397 
qaÒd (theological) 539 
qaÒÐda: Arabic ~ 319, 325-7, 329-30, 

332-3, 335-8, 340, 344, 346-60, 362, 
371-3; ~ basÐÔat al-aghrÁÃ 400; bilin-
gual ~ 294; early Abbasid ~ 325; ~ 
murakkaba 395; Persian ~ 74, 96-7; 
polythematic ~ 397; praise ~ 93, 98 

qÁÒÒ 203 
qawÁsim 110 
qawl (linguistic) 543; (philosophical) 58 
QatÁda 471 
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Qays b. Zuhayr 196 
Qays b. Zuhayr b. JadhÐma (epic charac-

ter) 24 
al-QazwÐnÐ, ZakariyyÁÞ b. MuÎammad 

571, 580, 583-4, 587-8 
QifÁ nabki 
Qipcak(s) 598 
qiÔÔ(a) 407, 413-14 
qiyÁs 166, 171, 173, 183, 479 
quatrain see rubÁÝÐ 
Quatremère, Henri 578 
QubayÒa b. ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn 203 
quid pro quo 497 
Qumm 378 
QurÞÁn 63, 65, 70-1, 73, 79, 99-106, 

108-9, 112-3, 116-8, 120-3, 125, 161, 
166-71, 188-9, 197-8, 219-20, 301, 
303-6, 308, 420, 488-92, 474-8, 480-
6, 488-90, 521-2, 524, 530, 540, 542-
9, 551, 553-4, 556-7, 559, 562, 564-7; 
Ýilm al-~ 470; ~ paraphrase 68; ~ic 
stylistics 486; translation of ~ 70; see 
also iÝjÁz, SÙra, tafsÐr 

QurÞÁn-e Quds 70 
Quraysh 193, 195-7, 213, 226-7, 229-

30, 238 
Quss b. SÁÝida 192, 195, 206, 211, 213, 

215, 218, 219, 223 
Qutayba b. Muslim 70, 77 
QuÔb al-DÐn al-ShÐrÁzÐ 142 
QuÔb al-DÐn al-NÐsabÙrÐ 535 
QuÔrub 523, 527 
 
RabÐÝa (tribe) 330 
RabÐÝa b. Umayya b. Khalaf 209 
Rabinowitz, A. 575 
al-RÁdÙyÁnÐ 294-5 
al-RÁfiqÐ, AbÙ l-MughÐth MÙsÁ b. 

IbrÁhÐm 354 
raghba (speech act) 524 
raÎÐl 346 
rajaz (poetic meter) 90, 128, 184 
ramal (musical meter) 127-8, 130, 133 
Raqqa 345 
al-RashÐd (caliph) 23, 27, 30, 221, 330, 

343-5, 376-7, 379-80, 382, 384 
al-RawÃ al-murÐÝ 487 
rawÐ (rhyme letter) 73 
rÁwÐ, rÁwiya (transmitter) 344, 356, 

359, 361, 366, 370, 372, 380 
rethoria 52, 56 

rethorica 40-3, 48, 59-61 
rhetoric 469, 485, 528 
Rhetoric (Aristotle) 183, 190; see also 

KhaÔÁba 
rhetorical figure(s) 275, 291-2, 307, 

321, 478; see also specific figures 
rhinoceros 572 
rhyme, Persian 73-4, 76, 90; see also 

Persian prosody, qÁfiya 
RiÃÁ, RashÐd 562-3, 565 
riddle (literary) 297 
Rigveda 494, 503, 513-14 
rikhtÁ (linguistic) 297 
Rip van Winkle 438 
risÁla (epistle) 177-8, 182, 209, 212 
RisÁlat al-GhufrÁn 420 
RisÁlat al-TawÁbiÝ wa-l-zawÁbiÝ 365 
RÐtÙriqÁ ay al-KhaÔÁba 59 
Robida, Albert 435-6, 439, 444 
Roman(s) empire 152, 448; ~ law 464; ~ 

people 570 
romance, courtly 78 
Rome 413-14, 431 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques 365, 425 
rubÁÝÐ (quatrain) 87, 91, 94, 96 
RÙdakÐ 78, 93-8 
rÙÎ 102, 105 see also angel 
Les ruines 420-1, 429, 444 
RÙmÐ, MawlÁnÁ 301, 309-10, 312, 317-

19, 321 
al-RummÁnÐ, ÝAlÐ b. IsÁ 468-98, 480, 

483-90 
Ruwayshid b. RamÐÃ 219 
 
sabab (musical meter) 134 
sababiyya 62 
SaÝdÐ 296 
al-SaffÁÎ 27, 341-2, 359 
al-ÑaffÁr, MuÎammad 569, 580-1, 589 
ÑaffÁrids 72, 79 
ÑafÐ al-DÐn al-UrmawÐ see al-UrmawÐ 
Ñafwat, AÎmad ZakÐ 186, 196 
SaÎbÁn WÁÞil 200 
al-ÑahÐÎ (al-BukhÁrÐ) 555, 557 
al-ÑaÎÐÎ (Muslim) 561 
Sahl b. ÝAbdallÁh 118-9 
ÑaÎÒaÎ 27 
sajÝ 177, 182, 191, 194, 205-6, 211-4, 

218, 223, 225-7, 229, 231, 236-7, 
239, 250, 259 see also kuhhÁn 

SajÁÎ 197 
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al-SakkÁkÐ 524, 533 
ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn (Ayyubid) 163 
ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn (epic character) 34 
ÑalÁÎ al-DÐn al-KalbÐ 31 
ÑÁliÎ b. al-RammÁÎ 29-30 
ÑÁliÎ al-SarrÁj 30 
Saljuq(s) see Seljuq(s) 
Samarqand 70, 73, 77 
Samarra 155 
sar-band 128 
sarÐÝ: musical meter 134; poetic meter, 

Persian 80; 
al-SarÐÝ b. ÝAbdallÁh 359 
sariqÁt-i shiÝrÐ 317 
ÑaÝÒaÝa b. SÙÎÁn 195 
Sasanian(s) 69, 152-3, 493, 518, 585; ~ 

empire 152; ~ exegetes 504; see also 
Pahlavi 

satan, Satan 99-104, 111-12, 114-7, 120-
2, 125, 557, 561; see also Iblis 

satire see hijÁÞ 
al-ÑÁwÐ, AÎmad b. MuÎammad 155 
Òawt (musical) 127 
SawwÁr b. ÝAbdallÁh al-ÝAnbarÐ 340 
al-ÑayrafÐ, MuÎammad b. ÝImrÁn 374n, 

382 
al-Sayyid al-ÍimyarÐ 333, 336, 339, 

341, 343, 346, 359, 361, 364-5 
Sayyid QuÔb 564 
Schiltberger, Johannes 573 
Schimmel, Annemarie 308-9, 408 
Schoeler, Gregor 221, 285, 390 
Scrooge, Ebenezer 421, 423 
Searle, John 486n 
Seljuk(s), Seljuq(s) 156, 203, 575 
Semitic 407-10, 412-15 
Sennar 568, 573 
Serjeant, R. B. 179 
sermo 44-5, 49, 58 
Šev¦enko, Ihor 449 
de Sevigny 435 
Seville 392 
al-ShÁdhiyÁkh 334 
al-ShafÐ, MuÎammad 572 
al-ShafiÝÐ 303-4 
ShÁfiÝÐs 166, 172-3 
ShÁh Bandar 36 
ShÁhnÁma 25 
shahwa 535 
Shakespeare 438 
ShammÁsh 33 

Shams-i Qays 93, 95-6 
SharÎ al-KhaÔÁba see al-KhaÔÁba 
al-SharÐf al-JurjÁnÐ see al-JurjÁnÐ 
al-SharÐf al-MurtaÃÁ 185, 474, 547 
al-SharÐf al-RaÃÐ 184, 196 
shÁÔir 22 
al-ShawkÁnÐ 545, 554 
ShaybÁn, BanÙ 368 
ShaybÙb 20-2, 28 
al-shayÔÁn 99 see also satan 
ShÐÝa, Shiites 71, 196, 263, 359; Twelver 

~ 564  
shibh 174 
ShiÎa 22, 28-9, 34-5, 38 
Shiites see ShÐÝa 
Shiraz 334 
al-ShÐrÁzÐ, QuÔb al-DÐn see QuÔb al-DÐn 
al-ShÐrÁzÐ, MurtaÃÁ Àyat AllÁh-ZÁdah 

473 
shirk 117, 121-3 
Shuqayr, ShÁkir 421 
shuÝÙbiyya 221, 306 
SÐbawayh 7n, 15, 62, 94, 522-3 
Sibenaler, Jean 429 
Sidon 429 
al-SijilmÁsÐ, al-QÁsim 487 
Sijistan, Sistan 70, 75 
simÝ 584 
sÐmiyÁÞ 109 
al-ÑinÁÝatayn 185 
Sindhi 311 
singularium (philosophical) 47 
sinnawr 411-12 
sÐra (popular epic) 22, 28, 32, 34, 37, 

588 
SÐrat AmÐr Íamza 22 
SÐrat ÝAntar, SÐrat ÝAntara b. ShaddÁd 

20-24, 589 
SÐrat BanÐ HilÁl 22 
SÐrat (al-Malik) (al-ÚÁhir) Baybars 22, 

25, 28, 30, 33-5 
SÐrat DhÁt al-Himma 22, 27, 30, 33 
SÐrat FÐrÙz ShÁh 22 
SÐrat al-Iskandar 588 
SirhindÐ, AÎmad 124 
Siyar aÝlÁm al-nubalÁÞ 579 
SiyÁvush 71 
slaves 455 
Sodom and Gomorrha 90 
Sogdia 91 
Solomon 105, 211 
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Spain, Muslim see al-Andalus 
speech acts 522-4 
Speech Acts 486n 
St. Paul 457 
state pension 161 
Steingass, Francis Joseph 294 
Stern, Samuel 293 
stipend (of poets) 342 
suÞÁl-u-javÁb 318 
ÑubÎ al-aÝshÁ 185, 573 
al-SuddÐ (QurÞÁn commentator) 471 
ÑÙfÐ(s), Sufism 100, 295, 297 
SuÎaym b. WathÐl al-RiyÁÎÐ 219 
SulaymÁn b. al-ÍabÐb b. al-Muhallab 342 
SulaymÁn, QÁnÙnÐ, the Magnificent (Ot-

toman sultan) 140 
al-ÑÙlÐ, AbÙ Bakr 326, 348, 353-4, 356, 

359, 362, 366 
al-SulÙk li-maÝrifat duwal al-mulÙk 574 
sunna, sunnic 167, 308 
SÙra 85 
SÙrat al-AÝlÁ 309 
SÙrat al-ÂÙÎÁ 309 
SÙrat al-RaÝd 76 
al-SuyÙÔÐ 304, 487 
Swahili 311 
Swiss, Switzerland 140, 145-6 
synousiasei see intercourse 
Syria 28, 154, 169, 162-3; northern ~ 

155; see also BilÁd al-ShÁm 
Syriac 303-6, 411, 413-15, 575 
 
taÝajjub (poetics) 285 
taÝalluq (intention) 564 
ÓabÁÞiÝ al-ÎayawÁn 575-6 
al-ÓabarÐ 185, 203, 238, 304-5, 563 
al-TabaÒÒur bi-l-tijÁra 571 
ÔabÐÝa 102 
taÝbÐr al-ruÞyÁ 447, 453-4, 459, 464; see 

also dream interpretation 
al-ÓabÁÔabÁÞÐ, MuÎammad Íusayn al-

ÝAllÁma 564-5 
Tabourot, Jehan see Thoinot Arbeau 
al-ÓabrisÐ 474, 535 
taÝdiya 62-3 
taÃmÐn (implication) 468-9, 477-91; 

grammatical ~ 477, 488; hermeneuti-
cal ~ 478, 484; rhetorical ~ 478, 488; 
types of ~ 477-8 

taÃmÐn (insertion) 292, 300, 308, 311, 
321 

tafrÐq (rhetorical figure) 401 
tafsÐr 302, 309-10, 469-73, 475-7, 486, 

550, 567; ImÁmÐ ShÐÝÐ 472, 474 
TafsÐr al-manÁr 562 
TafsÐr al-RummÁnÐ 475-6, 480-3, 485-6, 

490 
al-TaftÁzÁnÐ 533 
tahÁdÐ 493; see also gift exchange 
al-TahÁnawÐ, MuÎammad ÝAlÐ b. ÝAlÐ 

294 
al-TahdhÐb fÐ l-tafsÐr 474 
taÎdhÐr (exegetical) 484-5, 489 
tahdÐd (exegetical) 488 
ÓÁhir b. ÝAbdallÁh b. ÓÁhir 334 
ÓÁhirids 72, 334 
taÎmÐd 182, 191, 197-8, 205-7, 213, 

226, 229, 245 
taÎqÐr 10 
taÎqÐq 125 
taÎsÐr (exegetical) 485 
al-ÓahÔÁwÐ, RifÁÝa 432-6, 439-40, 445, 

569 
tajÁhul al-ÝÁrif 401 
tajnÐs 315  
TakhlÐÒ al-ibrÐz fÐ talkhÐÒ BÁrÐz 569 
takhÒÐÒ 173, 236 
takhyÐl (poetic) 355 
takrÁr 205, 211 
Ôalab (speech act) 523-4, 534, 563 
talahhuf (speech act) 528, 541 
taÞlÐf (linguistic) 484; (musical) 127 
taÝlÐl 62 
talmÐÎ 308 
ÔamaÝ, ÔamaÝiyya 532-3 
tamannÐ (speech act) 521, 523, 547-8, 

556, 565 
al-TamannÐ (al-BukhÁrÐ) 555-7 
al-TamannÐ (Àl ÝAbd al-KarÐm) 566 
al-TamannÐ fÐ l-KitÁb wa-l-Sunna 566 
tamaththul 102 
TamÐm 192, 214 
TamÐm al-DÁrÐ 210 
tamlÐÎ 10 
tamthÐl 275, 282; see also irsÁl-i mithÁl 
tan, tannan (musical meter) 130-45 
tanÁsub see murÁÝat al-naÛÐr 
tanbÐh (speech act) 525, 529 
al-TanbÐh wa-l-ishrÁf 572, 585 
tanfÐr (exegetical) 485 
taqdÐr (linguistic) 478, 565  
taqrÐÝ (exegetical) 484-5 
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tarajjÐ (speech act) 526 
tarannum 128, 141 
tarantella 144 
Ôardiyya 286 
targhÐb (exegetical) 484-5 
TaÞrÐkh BaghdÁd 383 
ÓÁriq b. ZiyÁd 200, 216, 250 
tarjama (epitome) 490 
tarjumÁn (rhetorical figure) 312 
TarjumÁn al-balÁgha 294 
taÒawwur 50n 
tashbÐh 275, 282 
Tashkent 470 
tashyÐrÁt (musical meter) 131 
taÒdÐq 50n 
Tassy, Garcin de 297 
Tatar(s) 578 
tawaqquÝ 533 
Tawba b. al-Íumayyir 367 
tawbÐkh (exegetical) 484 
tawÃÐ Ý 168 
tawÎÐd 116-8, 121-3 
al-TawÎÐd 561 
al-TawÎÐdÐ 576 
taÝwÐd 63 
taÞwÐl (exegetical) 489; (linguistic) 529 
tawkÐd, taÞkÐd 477 
tawqÐf 168 
tayammum 172-3 
ÔaylasÁn 274 
ÓaymÁth see Timotheus of Gaza 
taÝÛÐm 10 
Tester, Jim 448, 455 
Tetrabiblos 448, 455 
ThaÝÁlibÐ, ÝAbd al-RaÎmÁn (exegete) 

304 
ThÁbit b. Qays 192 
ThaÝlab 356, 530 
thaman 63 
thaqÐl (musical meter) 127, 130-2, 134-

6, 139 
thaÞr 192 
Thevet, André 573 
Thousand and One Nights 30-2, 37 
Thucydides 190 
ÔibÁq 205, 212  
Tiberias 30 
al-TibyÁn fÐ tafsÐr al-Qur ÞÁn 472, 474 
Tigre 410-6 
Tigrinya 410 
ÓihmÁn, ÓÐmÁn see Timotheus of Gaza 

tikka 274 
Timotheus of Gaza 575-7, 583-4 
ÓirimmÁÎ b. ÍakÐm 192 
Todorov, T. 23 
Torah 484 
de Tocqueville, Alexis 435-9 
translation 452; Arabic into Greek ~ 

450, 452, 455, 461-3; Greek into Ara-
bic ~ 63-6, 189-90, 452-3; Latin,  
Persian into Greek ~ 450; Parthian to 
Arabic ~ 73 

transmitter see rÁwÐ 
Tripoli 429 
tropes see rhetorical figures 
TuÎfat al-gharÁÞib (Ibn al-AthÐr) 583, 

589 
TuÎfat al-nuÛÛÁr fÐ gharÁÞib al-amÒÁr 

(Ibn BaÔÔÙÔa) 296 
Tunis 27 
Tunisia 391 
Turco-Persian literature 296; see also li-

terature: multilingual 
Turgot, Jacques 425 
Turk(s), Turkish 156, 340, 574: ~ lan-

guage 294, 305, 311, 442; ~ literature 
296, 317; ~ music 141 

Turkey 139-40 
Turkoman(s) 156 
al-ÓÙsÐ, AbÙ JaÝfar MuÎammad 472, 

474, 486 
Twain, Mark 435 
Tyre 429 
 
ÝUbaydallÁh b. Íusayn b. ThaÝlab see al-

BaÔÔÁl 
ÝÙd (instrument) 130 
udabÁÞ see adÐb 
Ugaritic 415 
Ullmann, Manfred 77, 296 
ÝUmar (third caliph) 186, 216, 341, 559 
ÝUmar (epic character) 22 
ÝUmar b. al-ÝAlÁÞ (general) 346 
ÝUmar al-KurdÐ 572 
ÝUmar al-NuÝmÁn 37 
ÝUmÁra b. ÝAqÐl 350-3, 356 
ÝUmÁra al-YamanÐ 579 
Umayyads 27, 178, 196, 200, 202, 208, 

259, 263 
al-ÝUmda fÐ maÎÁsin al-shiÝr wa-ÁdÁbihi 

579 
ÝUmdat al-kÁtib 185 
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umma, Muslim 476 
United States 435-6 
ÝUqba (epic character) 33-4, 38 
ÝUqba b. Salm 341 
al-ÝUrÁbÐ 440, 442 
Urdu 311 
al-UrmawÐ, ÑafÐ al-DÐn 133, 142 
uruuÁtas 497 
ushtur 581-2. 584 
ushturgÁv, ushturgÁvpalang 581, 584 
ushturmurgh 581 
uÒÙl al-fiqh 165-6 
Utas, Bo 78 
ÝUthmÁn (epic character) 22, 28, 34 
utterance, poetic (shiÝrÐ) 396, evocative 

(mukhayyil) 369; rhetorical (khaÔÁbÐ) 
369; persuasive (iqnÁÝÐ) 396 

utopia 424-6, 428, 444 
ÝUyÙn al-akhbÁr 185 
 
Venus 456, 463 
Versailles 422, 431, 435 
vocative see nidÁÞ 
Volney, Constantin-François 420 
 
waÝd (exegetical) 484-5, 489 
al-WÁÃiÎ fÐ uÒÙl al-fiqh 197-8 
WafayÁt al-aÝyÁn 383 
waÎdat al-wujÙd 123-5 
waÝÐd (exegetical) 484-5 
WakÐÝ b. AbÐ SÙd 77 
WalÐd I 70 
waqf 150 
al-WÁqidÐ 185 
waraÝ 108 
WÁÒil b. ÝAÔÁÞ 186, 201, 217, 264 
al-WÁthiq 27, 362 
watid (musical meter) 134 
al-WaÔwÁÔ, RashÐd al-DÐn 294-5, 587 
waÝÛ 190-1, 203 
waÛÐfa see stipend 
Wehr, Hans 183 
Wells, H.G. 430 
Wensinck, A.J. 194 
Wenzel, Siegfried 300 
Wirth, Uwe 365 
WKAS 274, 286 
Wright, W. 3, 15, 62 
wujÙd 123-5 
 

YamÁma 359 
YaÝqÙb b. YÙsuf I (Almohad ruler) 579  
YÁqÙt al-RÙmÐ 469, 571 
Yasna(s) 494, 496-7, 499-501, 504-513, 

515-17, 519; ~ haptan®hÁiti 494, 501-
2, 504-5, 511-12 

YazÐd (Umayyad caliph) 215, 245, 247, 
262 

YazÐd b. al-ManÒÙr 340 
YazÐd b. Mazyad al-ShaybÁnÐ 344, 349-

50, 357, 367-8, 370-2, 374, 376-80, 
382-5 

Yemen 151-2, 340, 577-8, 582 
Yugoslavia 296-7 
YÙsuf b. AÎmad see al-FaqÐh YÙsuf 
 
ZabrÁÞ 216, 218 
zajal 293 
al-ZajjÁjÐ 527 
ÚÁlim 33 
al-ZamakhsharÐ 195, 202, 472-4, 542-3, 

544, 646-7, 554 
zaman (musical meter) 130 
Zanj, zanjiyya 155, 305, 584 
ZarÁfa (by Allin) 569-70, 573 
zarÁfa 568, 576, 580-1, 583 
Zarathustra 494, 501, 508, 511-12, 517, 

519-20 
Ûarfiyya 62 
Zayd b. ÝAlÐ 201 
Zayd b. Jundub 192 
Zaynab (bt. ÝAlÐ) 201, 215, 245, 
Zaynab (epic character) 30 
zÁhid see zuhd 
ÛihÁr 174 
zindÐq 341 
ZiyÁd b. AbÐhi 200, 206, 238-9  
Zolondek, Leon 366 
Zoroastrian(s) 69, 71, 518; ~ praises 

507; ~ ritual 493; ~ world scheme 
495, 511 

Zoroastrianism 493 
Zuhayr b. JadhÐma 24 
zuhd 108-9, 558 
ZuÔÔ 155 
zuhhÁd see zuhd 
Zwettler, Michael 221 
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