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INTRODUCTION


The Importance of Arabic Literature


In their Introduction to The Arab World: Forty Years of Change, American anthropologists Elizabeth and Robert Fernea remark that “the people of the Middle East still remain as distant from the American public as they were nearly a half a century ago,” when the authors underwent their first fieldwork experience in southern Iraq. Nowadays, media and film may convey more images of Arabs, yet, as the Ferneas comment, “The very nearness of the television images, presented without explanation or background, accentuates the differences between ‘us’ and ‘them’; they dress differently, look different, and seem to worship a different god.”1 This was in 1997. Since then, benefiting from increased media resources and the intensification of electronic communication, it is easy to presume that the public is now far better served and informed. In fact, unlike the years prior to 9/11, scarcely a day goes by when the public does not hear in the news terms such as “Arabs, Muslims, Iraqis, and Palestinians”, not to mention “Saudis”, “Egyptians,” “Lebanese,” “Jordanians” and “Syrians” and, sometimes, “Gulf Arabs” or “Tunisians,” “Libyans” and “Algerians”. Far more is also heard about Arab immigrants in Europe and America – most often in terms of problems they pose instead of gifts they bring.


There may now be more press reports and books about the Arab world than ever before, but in spite of this sheer volume, scarcely any of the news speaks well of this region or its people, which, in effect, is mostly known for its turmoil and troubles. Until very recently the content of typical coverage was almost entirely about several unending issues: brutal violence – of which Arabs are either perpetrators or victims; political negotiations – virtually always leading to nowhere; excerpts from speeches by Arab leaders – either taken too seriously or dismissed too readily; or the latest reports on the price of oil and the spread of arms. These patterns served to deepen the contours of an entirely negative image of the Arab: not merely as different, alien, mysterious, much less beguiling (as perceived in earlier times); but now as treacherous, dangerous, incorrigible, and tiresome.2 The series of political uprisings in 2011, celebrated by some as the “Arab Spring” or the “New Arab Renaissance” has surely raised hopes, even generated as much admiration as fear in the outside world. Yet the net result – at this time of writing – is an image of an Arab world seething with protests and bloodshed, contention and instability, with democracy and prosperity always around the corner and the question of Western interests always inextricably linked.


Thus, there is every reason to suppose that, in spite of the exciting news, the public today possesses no deeper knowledge of Arabs than before; perhaps less. If anything, the general public may have acquired only an illusion of greater insight and understanding due to the continual coverage of volatile events and the crisp summations of our self-assured pundits. Aside from recognizing that serious problems do persist in that part of the world, we are obliged to question how well current media coverage actually can reveal the full complexity of reality. Pertaining to this anthology, how might an acquaintance with Arabic literature help the reader enter the far more nuanced heart of Arab experience and aspiration? Scholars have long known that if students, workers and citizens want to get beyond stereotypes, there are two essential pathways that have been tested and proven over time. Each path involves displacement, receptivity and sustained engagement.


The first way is the oldest: the path of travel, encounter, making acquaintances, seeing the landscapes and taking stock of how people live their lives – including what they live for, what they fear as well as what they want and need. One must inhabit their world with a disinterested frame of mind to comprehend the rationale behind customs and beliefs that may at first appear alien and feel awkward. This path of learning requires continual involvement in daily life as well as assiduous study of language, culture, religion and history. With patience and persistence, the rewards are usually mutual enrichment and friendship as well as improved means for discussing conflicting viewpoints and interests.


Early Muslims had become aware of these benefits of travel as the empire expanded and contact with other cultures increased. Cartographers, geographers and historians such as al-Masudi (known as the “Herodotus of the Arabs”) al-Bakri, al-Idrisi, Ibn Batuta and Leo Africanus left vivid and valuable accounts of their journeys from Africa to Asia. By the 17th century Christian and Muslim Arabs were venturing to Europe, preceding, in effect, the stream of travellers who would soon move in the reverse direction as Europe was expanding to the East during the 19th century.3 Some of these European pioneers of travel writing and ethnography include Richard Burton, Freya Stark, Gertrude Bell, Charles Doughty, T. E. Lawrence, Carleton Coon and Wilfred Thesiger.


The works of these authors still merit re-reading for their infectious curiosity, vivid portrayals and accurate renditions of life and talk during generations past. They eagerly sought to master the language and to accurately depict the culture. They often expressed respect and admiration for the Arabs, particularly for their physical hardiness, expansive hospitality, nobility of bearing and devotion to honour. Having spent months, if not years, on the ground among Arabs, they were able to skirt stereotypes while conveying the uniqueness of individuals and settings. The convulsive events from the Ottoman Empire through the two World Wars have profoundly reshaped the Middle East and affected how its inhabitants see the world. Yet, the most faithful echo of the many dilemmas, struggles and dislocations of the Arabs over this past century is found in their literature as well as in their private conversations.


Indeed, the second proven path towards understanding the Arabs involves the study of this remarkable literature. Poetry, novels, short stories and plays written in Arabic offer a window, as with other literate civilizations, to what many Arabs across the ages have held to be sacred, admirable, noteworthy or scandalous. Few civilizations have invested the word with as much potency and virtue as have the Arabs. A well-known hadith has it that “underneath the throne of God lie treasures the keys to which are the tongues of poets”. According to Abu Tammam “without high virtues by poetry laid down / No glorious deed by man can be achieved”. Folk tradition as well warns that “for truly the excellence of man resides in two very small parts: the heart and the tongue.”4 Arabic literature offers glimpses of other times and worlds, occasions for reflection on social change and recognition of the perennial values that permeated the spirit of Arab civilization at its height.


Scholars who pioneered the study of Arabic language in the West fashioned translations of the Holy Qur’an, poetry, philosophy and prose narratives beginning with The Thousand and One Nights (commonly known as The Arabian Nights) that are still consulted today. Although translation is a particularly demanding art – especially when traversing two unrelated languages – it is through its painstaking artistry that Arabic literature reveals the deepest thoughts, imaginings and longings of a people otherwise remote from the English-speaking world. The range of Arabic works in translation offers incontrovertible proof of the multi-faceted nature of Arab culture, its sheer inventiveness and its unmistakable resonance with universal themes found in many literatures, Eastern and Western. In reading sound translations of Arabic literature, the outsider enters into companionship with those writers from times near and far who will enrich the experience of the reader and elevate the receptive soul. Indeed, it is through this intersubjective process that cracks inevitably appear in the wall between “Us” and “Them”. We discover that we can achieve, despite differences of word and sect, a deeper understanding.


Richard Burton, R. A. Nicholson, Arthur J. Arberry, Ameen Rihani and Franz Rosenthal are just a few of that first wave of Western translators who brought Arabic literature into awareness in the English-speaking world. Many others of talent have followed in their footsteps including a generation of Arabs who have mastered the English language. Doubtless the West will come to know the Arabs better if we study these distinguished renditions of Arabic literature. As students familiarize themselves with this literature they quickly come to recognize that beneath the exotic veneer, and across the lines that divide, we share many common values and aspirations. Our awareness that many of these earlier and accurate translations are no longer in print was a factor in prompting us to issue a volume that draws from their best work along with that of more recent scholars who have helped expand the availability of Arabic sources in the West.


Our anthology of Arabic literature reveals a world of thought and feeling largely unseen and unheard in the English-speaking world. We include a wideranging selection across virtually all genres of poetry and prose, including works by Christian and Jewish authors who formed an integral part of the culture of the Arab world. These selections will appeal to the student of culture and history as well as to the general reader who seeks acquaintance with gems of Arab thought and expression from classical times to the present.


We hope that readers of this literary heritage will not only come to share our enthusiasm for its noble literature but also come away with an enlarged sense of both the unique genius of Arab civilization and its impact across the ages. And, yes, we confess our additional hope that some curious readers will find themselves initiating personal encounters with Arabs in their own communities and ultimately travelling in these ancient lands to discover for themselves the culture of the Middle East in its current transition. Whichever be the first sally into the extensive reaches of Arab literature we pray that the reader will have a far longer journey, continuously enlightening and invigorating. In the words of Robert Browning: “since Arab lore / Holds the stars’ secret – take one trouble more / And master it!”5


Principles of Selection with Notes on Translation and Transliteration


The problems of producing an anthology on Arabic literature are those that face an anthologiser of any great literary tradition. To the perennial quandary of what to include and what to omit should be added the matter of available and effective translations as well as the criterion of introducing what in many cases will be a new culture to a wide audience with the aim to provide, however imperfectly, a taste of the range and depth of the literature in question. We stand by our own choices; yet readers may wish to consult other anthologies which overlap to a degree but differ in scope and emphasis.6


Choosing from the extant corpus of belles-lettres in the Arabic language poses problems peculiar to this field including questions of classification concerned with the larger issue of Arab identity and more specifically with Arab lineage, language, history and culture. Anthologisers have not infrequently evaded such issues by taking as their baseline pre-Islamic Arabic poetry and the Qur’an then tracing out the various literatures which these earlier sources have inspired – in the diverse languages of the Islamic world such as Arabic, Persian, Turkish and Urdu. Such an approach certainly underlines the pre-eminence of Arabic as the language of the Islamic revelation. However, by its multiple focus, this delimitation sacrifices not only the distinctive qualities of Arabic culture but also obscures the perspective of growth, flowering, decay and rebirth of one of the world’s greatest literatures.


It should be stressed that this anthology is the very first representative sample of all Arabic literature, ancient and modern, in English translation. Most of the principal works and authors have been tackled by at least one gifted translator. By this criterion, a number of items in this collection virtually select themselves. Each item was originally translated either because the translator was fascinated by the subject or for ulterior motives. In both cases the interest of the English-speaking world in Arab culture was the most significant factor and it is perhaps true to say that outside Europe no other culture has so fascinated the English mind.


Every item included that has been taken from another source has been reproduced intact (with individual spelling, orthography, etc.) apart from certain academic footnotes that were felt to be unnecessary in this context. We make no apologies for omitting anything that others may deem essential to include – no anthology can claim to be perfect – and the omissions we have made were all carefully considered. Furthermore, the anthology is inspired not by any racial, nationalistic or religious consideration but by the universal spirit and noble values that lie at the heart of Arabic literature and Arab civilization.


Translating Arabic into English is a notoriously difficult exercise with the gulf between the two languages being as wide as the difference between the climates and geographies of the two areas where English and Arabic developed. Some translators have succeeded in conveying the meaning of Arabic texts by neglecting the aspects of form, rhyme and meter; others are academically worthy at the expense of literary style. Few have combined both merits to produce definitive renderings.


Some Arab writers, especially those who employ highly complex imagery, such as the “Arab Shakespeare”, al-Mutanabbi, have clearly been less well served by translators. Nevertheless, there have been a few creditable attempts such as those given here. It is hoped that future attempts will be more successful. The Holy Qur’an itself is, of course, practically untranslatable into any other language. The English reader must at best either content himself with a literary but distorted version, which would be certainly unacceptable to Muslims, or accept a more workman-like effort, which conveys the literal meaning and inner spirit of the original. The translation represented here comes into the latter category, and is acknowledged by Muslims to be one of the most acceptable English versions so far produced.


The variety of translators represented in this anthology necessarily involves a variety of methods and styles yet may perhaps be regarded as a cross-section of the best English versions of Arabic literature currently available. Excellence is still rare in translation but at least we have come a long way from the infantile “imitations” by the Victorian writer J. D. Carlyle and others. Certainly the best results have been obtained by those translators who are not steeped in the culture and the language of the Arabs but express themselves fluently and lyrically in English.


In this anthology, therefore, the aim is not necessarily to select the best translations but to encompass as wide a spectrum as possible, showing the variety of different approaches and styles of translation over a period of some four hundred years from the 17th century to the present day.


Transliteration of Arabic names and terms has yet to be completely standardized and inevitably varies from one individual to another. The translations reproduced here bear witness to this, and one even has 17th century English spelling. However, certain preferences are noticeably prevalent today: “Qur’an” in place of the traditional English spelling of “Koran”, for example. Names of Arab writers have been spelt in such a way as to evoke in the reader something close to the actual name in Arabic; this should surely be the criterion for all transliteration. Poems which have no titles in the original are titled by the first line of the poem and listed as such in the Table of Contents.


Finally, it must be emphasized that poetry is the outstanding element of Arab culture, perhaps its national art. Its conventions (as in pre-Islamic times) have continued to be very strict especially with regard to subject matter and sequence and until very recently the rhyme was expected to be the same throughout even the longest poems. This extraordinary fact alone is an indication of the richness of the language and indeed the Classical Arabic tongue is surely one of the most outstanding and creative of inventions in the early history of the human race. The potential for continual rhyming combined with an exceptionally refined grammar makes it almost impossible to translate without sacrificing some nuances or departing radically from the style of the original. Therefore, we would be remiss not to encourage our readers to, sooner or later, find their way to the original sources in the Arabic language.


To then clarify what we regard as “Arabic Literature”, we shall now go on to review its scope, subject matter and major themes in the context of formative historical and cultural developments.


Who are the Arabs?


In the 10th century AD (4th century AH) the prose writer al-Tawhidi, a shrewd judge of character with a keen sense of humour, placed the following remarks into the mouth of Ibn al-Muqaffa in Kitab al-Imta ‘wa’l Mu’anasa (The Book of Enjoyment and Good Company):


The Arabs did not have a proper condition to follow as a pattern nor a Book to guide them. They are people of a poor land, deserted from mankind; everyone among them, in his loneliness, has need of his thought, his contemplation, and his mind. They knew their livelihood came from the plants of the earth, so they marked each of them and attributed to each its type, and they knew the benefit that was in the fresh plant and the dry plant, and their growth cycles, and which were suitable for sheep and camels. Then they contemplated time and its succession and rendered it as spring, summer, mid-summer and winter. They knew that their drink was from the heavens, so they invented for them constellations. And they were aware of the changing of time, so they made for it divisions of the year. They needed to spread out on the earth, so they made of the heavenly stars guides for the sections of the earth and its regions, and followed the land by means of them. And they made among themselves something which would prevent them from doing evil and which would make them serious of the beautiful, by which they would avoid baseness and which would spur them on to excellent qualities, even to the extent that a member of their nation, though he be in any remote spot of the earth, describes these excellent qualities, not omitting a thing from his description and he is immoderate in the censure of evil acts and condemns them at length. They do not discourse except in discussion which encourages good deeds, the preservation of the neighbor, the giving away of goods, and the setting up of commendable acts. Every one of them achieves that by his mind and deduces it by his native intelligence and his thought, without learning or becoming well mannered; instead, his natural disposition is well bred and his mind is perceptive. This is why is said they are the most intelligent nation, because of the soundness of natural endowment, correctness of thought, and acuteness of understanding.


Though non-Arabs may be inclined to a less generous appraisal, most will agree that the term “Arab” has acquired such a variety of meanings and connotations that its true definition has become blurred and needs restating.


The Arabs, in common with a number of other ethnic groups, including Hebrews, Babylonians and Phoenicians, trace their lineage back to Noah’s son Shem. These groups are therefore collectively known as “Semites”. Long before the rise of Islam, Arabia was the name given to the Arabian Peninsula. The people who lived there were called Arabs to distinguish them from Persians, Indians, Turks and Chinese. However, some Arab tribes had already established a foothold in regions beyond the Arabian Peninsula: the Kings of Hira in Iraq, the Ghassanids of Huran (the Syrian Desert) and the Taghlibites in Damascus. The Arabs also had contact with the people of Palmyra and Petra.


The coming to power of the Ummayads saw a period of considerable expansion and conquest (see Arab History section below). The hybrid Arabs from outside the Arabian Peninsula assimilated several foreign cultures. However, they assumed superiority over what they termed “A’ajem” (one whose tongue is not Arabic) and married only their own kind, remaining aloof as a ruling class. In the ‘Abbasid era, these class-barriers were dismantled; the A’ajem became Arabised and many married into Arab families. Despite the supremacy of the Caliphate and the predominance of Arab culture in all conquered territories, the “Shu’ubyyah” movement gradually gained ground especially among those of non-Arab descent. This movement extolled the influence of non-Arabs on Arab achievement and challenged the presumed superiority of Arab contributions to Islamic civilization.


By the end of the 12th century AD and the demise of the Caliphate in Baghdad, Arab lands had come under the rule of Turkish and Persian families belonging to a variety of Muslim sects. The word “Arab” had now begun to be used only to describe Bedouin tribes of Arab origin. For example, in The Thousand and One Nights, published in the 14th century Egyptian edition, the term is used to designate Bedouins who lived by raiding and pillaging.


During the Ottoman period (1517–1918) the Turks enjoyed absolute ascendancy and for four hundred years the Arabs were treated as second-class citizens in their own homelands. This was followed by a short period of French and British mandates which eventually gave way to independence for several Arab countries. Finally, a League of Arab Nations was born, emphasizing the links that bind all Arabs: geographical proximity, economic and cultural interdependence, and a shared culture and history including the unique common heritage aptly summed up by the poet Abu Tammam:


Blood relationship we may lack,


But literature is our adopted father.


In recent decades nationalistic feeling has spread in varying degrees throughout the newly emancipated countries and newly formed states. Once again the word “Arab” has acquired a different meaning. It no longer refers only to the Bedu or nomadic tribes of Arab origin living in the desert nor exclusively to their descendants of pure Arab origin. The term today defines anyone who lives in an Arab country, speaks the Arabic language, possesses an Arab culture and shares in the common heritage of the Arab nations. The diverse dimensions of Arab identity today may be divided into three main areas: the Arab intellectual heritage, a modern Western heritage and a heritage of varying social ideologies. In other words, the Arabs of today are of mixed blood, interests and ideas, having evolved and integrated with other peoples and cultures.


Arab History


Long before the remarkable growth of Arabic civilization, Arabia itself had been divided into North and South since the earliest recorded times. The people of the North all led primitive, nomadic lives while their southern counterparts in Arabia Felix (Yemen) enjoyed the same kind of opulence that characterized the ancient Greek and Roman civilizations. The two sharply contrasting parts of the Peninsula were separated by an ill-defined but vast stretch of virgin desert. This colossal gap between them was reflected in their respective languages; unlike the North, where the recognizable precursor of Classical Arabic, the language of the Qur’an, was spoken, the Sabaeans of the South had their own dialect of “Himyarite” which subsequently fell into permanent disuse.


These two parts of Arabia experienced an extraordinary reversal of fortunes in the first millennium AD. While the South experienced a steady decline into disorder and backwardness, eventually capitulating to the Abyssinian invaders half a century before the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, the primitive Northerners increasingly began to show a profound sensitivity. The selection of pre-Islamic poetry, entitled Mufaddaliyat, collected by al-Dabbi after the advent of Islam, bears eloquent testimony to this. From the North emerged the man who was to exert the greatest possible influence not only on Arabs but also on the world at large.


In the 6th and early 7th centuries, Arab society was predominantly tribal, like its Northern European and American counterparts; the heroic ideal was embodied in an oral poetry, the purpose of which was to celebrate the bravery of the clan and its chief. The Arabs call this pre-Islamic period the Jahiliyya, or “days of ignorance”; in Europe, during the so-called Dark Ages, civilization was kept alive by Celtic monks living in monasteries on the north-western extremities of the continent. Slowly, the polytheistic tribes were Christianized. The process can be discerned in Anglo-Saxon literature where the old heroic ideals were progressively adapted and put to Christian use. With the Arabs, the move from polytheism to belief in one God involved a complete metamorphosis, not just a change of address. R. W. Southern has compared Islamic civilization of the late 10th century with that of the West during the same period and concluded that the latter was inferior in terms of both its cultural knowledge and material development. The West was predominantly agrarian, feudal and monastic; the Islamic world was urban, its civilization formed around wealthy courts and linked together by superior lines of communication.7


The Prophet Muhammad, of whose early life we know very little indeed, was born around the year 570 AD in Mecca and evidently embarked upon his mission towards the beginning of the 7th century AD. Hitherto his fellow Meccans had practised a very rudimentary form of religion and worshipped a variety of deities. He now enjoined them to worship one God alone, and preached to them from his divine revelations. These are called the “Qur’an” (“recitation” or “discourse”). After twelve years of teaching the word of God in the face of severe contempt and persecution, the Prophet was forced to flee to nearby Medina in 622 AD. Almost immediately the new religion of Islam established itself and within a remarkably short space of time allegiance became widespread. During the decade that followed, which is the first decade of the Islamic calendar, the whole of Arabia was converted to Islam under the inspired and undisputed leadership of the Prophet Muhammad, the “Messenger of God”.


The Prophet died in 632 AD at the age of sixty-two and was succeeded by a series of his companions who took the title of Caliph (Khalifah), which means successor. The first of these was Abū Bakr aṣ-Ṣiddīq (632–634 AD), the Prophet’s father-in-law, followed by `Umar ibn al-Khattāb (634–644 AD), ‘Uthmān ibn ‘Affān (644–656 AD) and ‘Alī ibn Abī Ṭālib (656–661 AD) in turn. The rule of the “Orthodox Caliphate” lasted for twenty-nine years, during which time Persia and Syria were conquered by the Arabs. The new empire, however, was all but torn apart by civil war as both Uthman and Ali were brutally murdered, and the Caliphate passed to the Ummayad family of Damascus in 661 AD. The followers of Ali eventually would initiate a new Islamic “denomination” or sect that become known as Shi’a Islam.


The Ummayad Dynasty (661–750 AD) was distinguished mainly by the achievements of its armies which extended the frontiers of the empire as far as Transoxania and parts of India and Spain. At home there was an increasing tendency to adhere to aristocratic principles; the ruling class paid only lip service to religion and had scant regard for culture. Nevertheless, a number of “sciences” prospered, especially those concerned with elucidation of the Holy Qur’an: theology, history, law and grammar. The growth of free thought was accompanied by restlessness which manifested itself in open dissension and, in 750 AD, the Shi‘ite and Persian Muslims joined forces under the leadership of the ‘Abbasids to overthrow and all but exterminate the Umayyad.


Thus the great ‘Abbasid dynasty (750–1258 AD) was established. It flourished for almost five hundred years, including that splendid period known as the “Golden Age” of Islamic culture. The ‘Abbasid capital was built at Baghdad and the prevailing influence in the Muslim world became Persian. Among the early Caliphs of this period was the celebrated Harun al-Rashid from 786 to 809 AD. There was a steady decline after the death of al-Rashid with power becoming increasingly dispersed in the provinces, and the Caliphate acting as little more than a figurehead. However, the Arabs were indisputably involved in shaping a leading empire of the world comprising the whole of Western Asia and North Africa and parts of Europe (Spain, Sicily and Malta) – notably, the fabled Andalusia – while profiting from lucrative trade relations with Islamic countries from Iran through India.


By the middle of the 13th century AD, corruption and decadence had reached such proportions that the Caliphate retained none of its original dignity and power. The ‘Abbasids were duly unseated by ruthless hordes of Mongol invaders in 1258 AD. From that time onwards the Arab empire ceased to be a unit of any kind and the age was characterized by successive wars. The chief protagonists were the Mamluks of Egypt and the Mongols who laid waste to almost all of Western Asia. In Spain, however, Arab culture continued to prosper independently for another two centuries. Meanwhile the Crusades (1097–1293 AD), begun as a Christian campaign to wrest back the Holy Land from Muslim occupation, brought the first direct contact between East and the West though this conflict diminished soon after the Mongol invasion. This calm paved the way for improved East-West relations.


What had been less of an Arab and more of a Muslim empire was now divided into four separate empires, each of which established itself within a few years of the others. The Safavid kingdom of Persia, founded in 1502 AD, was closely followed by the Mogul empire of India in 1525 AD. In Central Asia, the Uzbeks (after centuries of Arab and Mongol rule) became the dominant tribe of their region; in advance of these, the Ottoman Turks had risen to take Constantinople in 1453 AD and went on to establish their ascendancy in Egypt, Syria and Arabia – the very heart of the Arab world. Thereafter Arabic culture became submerged by a tidal wave of Turkish culture to the extent that even the Arabic language was dropped from official use.


The Ottoman Empire lasted for four centuries; a period looked upon by Arabs as a “slough of despond”. Its administrators failed to learn the lessons of history and fell into increasingly corrupt and tyrannical ways which largely contributed to their downfall. At the end of the First World War, repercussions were felt by all nations irrespective of their involvement or non-involvement in the hostilities, Ottoman rule was overthrown, and the colonial gap was filled by England and France. The foundations were laid for increased European involvement and influence and ultimately for the emergence of the Arab world of today.8


Arabic Literature


There is perhaps no other literature so closely allied to the history of its people as is that of the Arabs. The monotony of nomadic life, the rise of Islam, the Arab conquests, the imperial luxury of early ‘Abbasids, the interaction and cross fertilization with other civilizations (notably in Spain), the decline and overthrow of the Caliphate, the period of cultural stagnation, the reactions and inspirations owing to the colonial encounter, and the eventual reawakening of the Arab world to form the vibrant independent states of today – these are all faithfully reflected in Arabic literature, the ups and downs of which parallel the fortunes of the Arabs themselves.


In al-Nadim’s Fihrist, written in 988 AD, the author catalogues all known books in Arabic on the subjects of philology, history, poetry, theology, law, philosophy, science, magic, foreign religions, fables and alchemy. This remarkable work, in the words of H. A. R. Gibb:


reveals to us how enormous was the output of Arabic literature in the first three centuries of Islam, and how very little has come down to us. Of many authors we possess only small fragments, and the great majority would otherwise have been completely unknown to us even by name.9


Comparison could be made here with the corpus of Old English literature dating from the same time as the greatest period of Arab culture and also incomplete. But, as suggested above, the West was culturally inferior to the Muslim world during these centuries and the loss of a part of its literature is not as significant. We would need to turn to the 16th and 17th centuries of Western literature and contemplate the effect of being without the majority of works produced in the Renaissance in order to appreciate how posterity’s careless abandon can result in a more random selection than any anthologist’s.


A purist would rightly insist that Arab literature per se – that is, in Arabic and by pure-blooded Arabs – is confined to those centuries immediately before and after the Islamic dispensation. From the so-called “Golden Age” onwards, following the astonishingly far-reaching Arab conquests, there were increasing exchanges of influence and intermingling with other cultures. Literary Arabic became obsolescent after the rise of the Ottoman Empire and it was largely owing to the determination of the small core who kept the language alive (especially in Egypt) that Arabic literature enjoyed a powerful renaissance in the late 19th century.


The Holy Book of Islam has of course held – and continues to hold – primacy of place in Arabic literature. The Qur’an contains several verses referring to the “Arabic Qur’an” and several branches of Arabic writing stemmed from the need to elucidate it. Even the pre-Islamic qasidas gain their pre-eminence in part due to the philological value they bring to this process, particularly since some Qur’anic suras (chapters), notably the early Meccan ones, are phrased in a similar way to them. Nowhere else, perhaps, is the symbiosis between religion and literature so clear-cut as in the culture of the Arabs. For Westerners accustomed to reading the Bible in a variety of translations, this has proven hard to appreciate, even though the influence of the Jewish and Christian scriptures upon the literatures of Europe is challenged only by Classical models. Hellenic, as well as Persian and Indian influences are also discerned in Arabic works, but these cannot be compared to the Qur’an’s role as both exemplar and inspiration.


The most essential point about Arabic literature is that it stems directly from the Holy Qur’an – pre-Islamic poetry notwithstanding. Apart from some 1st century AD graffiti (which hardly counts as literature), we have no evidence of writings in Arabic before the time of the Prophet Muhammad. Illiteracy was widespread and the select few who could read or write learned these arts from teachers outside Arabia. This was, however, no bar to a fundamental appreciation of poetry among the Bedouin nomads. Many individual tribes preserved an oral tradition by the use of rawis, who earned a living purely by memorizing and reciting poetry:


Among the pre-Islamic Arabs, words in themselves seem to have retained something of their ancient and magical power; the man who, by skilful ordering of vivid imagery in taut, rightly nuanced phrases could play upon the emotions of his hearers, was not merely lauded as an artist but venerated as the protector and guarantor of the honour of the tribe and a potent weapon against its enemies.10


The predominant, indeed almost the sole form of poem, was the qasida, a complex type of ode which made constant use of rhyme, the purpose of which was to convey in rich imagery the evocative experience of tribal life. These qasidas were written down in the 8th and 9th centuries AD; scholars of the time realized the importance of preserving the old poetry both for its own merit as the begetter of the developing poetic tradition and for its inestimable value in shedding light on the language of the Holy Qur’an. Some of the suras – particularly the early Meccan ones – are phrased in a manner not unlike the pre-Islamic qasidas rather than the standard form of high-minded expression in Arabic.


As the earliest examples we have of Arabic poetry – the authenticity of the majority having been conclusively established – these odes are especially remarkable for their refinement, one might almost say “perfection”. The themes themselves are simple, desert ones portraying the purely observable. There are no devices such as simile but frequent use of personification and direct association. It is the manner in which these themes are treated and the form in which they appear that reveal a long-established prior tradition:


The technical complexities of the earliest known poems are so highly developed that one can assume poets had been composing and reciting their verses for several centuries previously. Form and style do not spring forth fully armed without generations or even centuries of growth.11


The finest poems of this period appear in collections made after the rise of Islam. Especially worthy of mention are the Mufaddaliyat (compiled by the philologist, al-Mufaddal), the Hamasa of Abu Tammam (emulated, if not matched, by the Hamasa of his pupil, al-Buhturi), the Kitab al-Aghani of ‘Abu’l Faraj al-Isfahani, and, above all, the Mu’allaqat. The last-named collection is made up of seven exquisite odes by as many poets (though another three are sometimes added to make ten in all). These odes, which constitute the most precious literary heritage of pre-Islamic Arabia, were composed by Imru al-Qais, Tarafa, ‘Amr ibn Khultum, Harith, ‘Antara, Zuhair and Labid. These poems and others by their contemporaries form the authentic voice of pre-Islamic life or the Jahiliyya (Days of Ignorance).


In the poetry of the sixth century we hear the Arabic language as it was spoken throughout the length and breadth of Arabia.12


In addition to the abundance of poetry, some prose-tales were also passed on through the rawis, but whereas all the poets’ names are known, the prose belongs in its entirety to the realm of folk tradition. As such, it is of little interest as literature although as early as the 8th century AD folktales from elsewhere were translated into Arabic and given literary form which greatly enhanced their value in the eyes of the scholars (see below, Kalila wa Dimna).


The period immediately preceding the coming of the Prophet Muhammad saw increasing dissatisfaction – particularly among thinking men – with the Bedouin way of life and its attendant superstitions. Small wonder, therefore, that poetry went entirely out of favour when new religious ideals supplanted the inherited values. The practice of writing poetry came virtually to a standstill as converts flocked to the Prophet in their thousands to hear the divine revelation. After his death in 632 AD it became necessary to preserve in written form what had been divinely revealed to the Prophet and which was regarded by believers as the Word of Almighty God. The result was the Holy Qur’an.


The first suras of the Qur’an were collected in 633 AD and these were written down with immense care to ensure that the Divine Word would be reproduced undiluted and unadulterated. Many of them – and more especially the later chapters – must have seemed highly obscure and esoteric to early scholars. Even today, much of the intricate imagery needs detailed explanatory annotation. Several branches of Arabic literature stemmed from the need to elucidate the Qur’an including grammar and lexicography. The Arabic language itself became the sacred language of Islam. The significance of this is hard to appreciate in the predominantly Christian Western world since the Bible is read almost exclusively in modern translation – most impressively in the English rendering known as the King James Version.


Arabic thus became the widespread language it remains to this day (despite the intervening age of depression), its influence moving hand in hand with that of the new religion during the first three centuries of Islam.


The sudden decline of poetry during the Age of the Prophet meant that literary activity was effectively confined to religious writings by the time of his death. Of the very few other works that have come down to us from the period, there is only one poem of any importance: an ode by Ka’b bin Zuhair, son of one of the poets of the Mu’allaqat. This is dedicated to the Prophet himself and describes the beginnings of Islam which makes it a valuable historical document. Despite the fact that early Muslims came to view poetry as “irreligious”, their descendants drew little distinction between religious and secular matters, literary or otherwise, and looked upon everything as a sacred reflection of the will of God.


During the period of the Orthodox Caliphate (632–661 AD), which saw the first steps towards the foundation of a great new empire extending far beyond the borders of Arabia, literature largely conformed to the habits developed in the last years of the Prophet’s life. Activity centred on the writing down of the Holy Qur’an, the authorized recitation of which dated from 646 AD. In the new provinces of Syria and Persia the conquerors and the indigenous population rapidly coalesced and loan words began to creep into Classical Arabic. In Arabia itself the growth of urban communities and the accompanying influx of foreigners brought with it an almost equal threat to the language; but the classicists and philologists waged a determined campaign to counter this trend. Their success was due above all to the publication of the Qur’an as the unimpeachable source of divine teachings, written – as it was revealed – in Arabic.


When the Caliphate passed to the Umayyad of Damascus, the shift of geographical focus brought with it a host of new attitudes and practices – not least in the field of literature. Poetry once again became fashionable and for the first time it was written down as it was being composed. Storytellers and poets thus merged into the new phenomenon of the court poet. Poetry lost its desert flavour (which was almost meaningless to urban dwellers) and was instead tailored to meet the requirements of the court as it had previously been tailored to the needs of the poet’s tribe. Poems of rivalry persisted, though these were considerably more sophisticated than those of the pre-Islamic period. The main thrust, however, was directed into panegyrics singing the praises of the Caliph or other such figures and reflecting the growing affluence and imperial splendour of the age. The sweeping aside of the old desert principles nevertheless had its disadvantages and complications as well.


The passions of the Umayyad age were multiple and conflicting, and the poets shared in the general psychological instability and conflict of principles and parties.13


There was a tendency to nostalgia among the growing populations in the diaspora but in many ways the new status quo rendered the old ideals irrelevant and untenable.


Still, in literary terms the future lay with those who were not afraid of innovation and the most interesting literary development in this period was the independent love-poem, the ghazal, which was more direct in diction and simpler in theme than the old qasida. The poet Jamil (c. 660–701 AD) is credited with its invention, but it was Umar ibn Abi Rabia (644–719 AD) who brought its simple, conversational style to near-perfection. Among their contemporaries the most important poets were al-Akhtal, a Christian (c. 640–710 AD), and the protagonists in Arabic literature’s most celebrated long-standing feud, al-Farazdaq and Jarir (both d. 728 AD).


As for the Arabic tongue, it had (in the eyes of the purists) suffered inevitable adulteration as the area of its use had expanded from the desert to embrace the towns and cities of the great Arab empire and as it came to be spoken by many subject peoples. This kind of purism could be – and was – extended to the discussion of literature. Arabic poetry, it was argued, had been fixed for all time in its pre-Islamic mould; the qasida was the highest form in which it could be composed and pure Bedouin diction alone constituted the language in which it might be expressed. Traditionalism like this may have lost out along with racial snobbery at the passing of the Ummayads but as an attitude of mind it retained its sway in times to come.


It was the succeeding generation, coinciding with the last years of the Ummayads and their overthrow, which saw the first known writing of Arabic prose. The secretary to the last Umayyad Caliphs, Abd al-Hamid al-Katib (d. 750 AD), pioneered the art of letter writing, and his disciple Ibn al-Mucaila (d. 757 AD) produced the first Arabic version, Kalila and Dimna. This translation – far more literary than the original Sanskrit fables of Bidpai on which it is based – became the model for all ensuing Arabic prose styles and became known as “al sahl al-mumtani” (a style which is ingeniously simple yet almost impossible to emulate).


The foundations had now been laid for the “Golden Age”, which was heralded by the new ‘Abbasid rulers from their magnificent capital at Baghdad. After an initial period of adjusting to the change which sent far fewer shockwaves through the empire than had the beginning of the city, whose international trade had begun to flourish, education became all-important as Muslims grew eager to learn the recently evolved sciences. There was a burgeoning of literature, and Classical Arabic achieved its final stage of development during the two centuries that followed.


Apart from its basic conventionality, the chief characteristics of Arabic poetry were by now radically different from those associated with it in pre-Islamic times; the pagan elements had been almost entirely discarded in favour of more original poetry bearing both Persian and Hellenistic influences. With the important discovery of a cheap way to manufacture paper, prose writing also became solidly established as a literary medium. Meanwhile the development of all aspects of Islam – encouraged if not actively pursued by the ‘Abbasid rulers – saw the creation of the two Sahihs (collections of Islamic tradition) known as Hadith (the authenticated accounts of the words and deeds of the Prophet Muhammad), which are second only to the Qur’an in historical importance for Muslims. These were later supplemented by another four Sahihs, to make six in all. The finest and most reliable biography of the Prophet was written at this time by Ibn Ishaq (d. 768 AD) which incorporated verse as well as prose to achieve a strikingly original literary form. It is in the subsequent revision of Ibn Hisham (d. 833 AD), however, that the book has come down to us.


The most popular poetic form of the period was the courtly ghazal – a more refined and artificial version of its Umayyad forerunner – employing dazzlingly virtuosic use of words. Once again its supposed creator, Ibn al-Ahnaf (d. 808 AD), was not a poet of the first order. All poets of the period certainly owed much to the pioneering work of Bashshar ibn Burd (715–783 AD) whose strong individuality set the tone for the verse of the ‘Abbasid period. However, expediency and sycophancy began to creep in as poets strove to please their masters and thereby to ensure that their own bellies would continue to be filled:


The patronage accorded by the ‘Abbasid caliphs, viziers, and governors to poets, whom they employed as encomiasts [eulogists], not only made the panegyric [madih] an especially favourite form of poetical composition but led poets to prostitute their art, and resulted in that false glitter and empty bombast often said to be characteristic of Arabic poetry.14


The epitome of such excess – yet without doubt one of the greatest of all Arab poets – was Abu Nuwas (c. 747–810 AD), the dissolute boon companion of Hārūn al-Rashīd and a passionate extoller of the twin glories of love and wine. His dubious philosophy was offset by the pious and deeply felt poetry of his contemporary Aby’l ‘Atahiya (748–826 AD), which became the standard for Arabic religious poetry in the centuries that followed.


Another factor that was having a detrimental effect on literature at this time – and on poetry in particular – was the ever-growing ascendancy of philology with its pedantic insistence on convention and formalization. However, this did not prevent the emergence of some of Arabic literature’s most outstanding individual writers. Foremost among these was the poet al-Mutanabbi (915–965 AD), a peerless composer of exotic and intricate verse, often referred to as the “Arab Shakespeare”. Another very significant figure was Abu’l ‘Ala al-Ma’arri (973–1058 AD), a blind poet and sage whose free-thinking verse questions the absolutism of any religious tradition. Al-Hamadhani (969–1008 AD) introduced a completely new form of literature called the maqama (lit. “assembly”) in which poetry and prose alternate to achieve a dramatic effect. This form, which is the single most individual feature of Arabic literature, was subsequently perfected by al-Hariri (1054–1122 AD), whose racy muqamat are among the most highly esteemed works in the Arabic language.


Scientific and philosophical writings also flourished under the ‘Abbasids and one of the earliest important figures was Zakariya al-Razi (864–925 AD). A century later Ibn Sina (980–1037 AD) – known to the West as “Avicenna” – wrote what became standard works on medicine and philosophy. His contemporary al-Biruni (973–1051 AD) was equally influential in the field of science, especially astronomy. Historical writing was also well served by al-Tabari (839–924 AD) and the more philosophical al-Mas’udi (d. 956 AD).


In the 2nd century of Islam, a movement inclined to mysticism made an unobtrusive appearance. The group of ascetics who brought it into being were called “Sufis” and the earliest known Sufi writer was the poetess Rabia al-‘Adawiya (d. 801 AD) from Basra. It was in Persia that the movement flowered and indeed the bulk of Sufi literature came to be written in the Persian language. Its importance to Arabic literature became most apparent in the Renaissance in the late 19th century, the Sufi influence being discernible in many of the finest Arabic writings of that time and even up to the present day.


The later part of the ‘Abbasid period is known as the “Silver Age” of Arabic literature and the most notable figure apart from al-Harrir is the great religious and philosophical writer, al-Ghazzali (1059–1111 AD). Despite his controversial propagation of Sufi mysticism as a complement to orthodox theology, he remains the most widely read author of religious writings in Islam. He was particularly severe in his castigation of other philosophers. After his death a leading Andalusian writer, Ibn Rushd (Averroes) (1126–1198 AD), sprang vigorously to the defence of pure philosophy in direct contradiction to al-Ghazzali. A variety of factors – the sway of non-Arabic speaking rulers uninterested in the patronage of poets and writers in Arabic, the stranglehold of the philologists and legalistic-minded theologians, and the emergence of Persian literature – all combined to serve notice of the termination of Medieval Arabic culture.


By the 11th century the focus of cultural activity among Arabs had shifted to Spain where a parallel development had taken place during the “Golden Age” centered on Baghdad. Andalusia (as the Arabs called it) provided a sure strong-hold for the Arab empire in Europe. The Arabs remained masters of most of the Spanish mainland from the Umayyad invasion of 711 AD until their defeat and expulsion in 1492 AD. Despite being regarded with some contempt by their Near Eastern counterparts, the Arabs of Andalusia produced a glorious civilization of their own. It was not until the 11th century AD that their unique achievements became fully established; but Andalusian culture influenced European civilization to an extent that has yet to be fully appreciated.


Andalusian poetry is distinguished mainly by its emphasis on the beauties of nature, employing a floral delicacy as opposed to the geometric formality of the East. Two new forms of poetry were introduced by the Andalusians: the zajal and the muwashshah, both strophic verse-forms reminiscent of the ballad. The finest exponent of the latter was Ibn Zaydun (1003–1070 AD) and other leading poets included the “Troubadour”, Ibn Quzzman (c. 1090–1095 AD). The rise to power of the latter was greatly instrumental in establishing literature as a central feature of Andalusian culture.


Prose writing also prospered in Andalusia. One of the foremost Arab travel writers, Ibn Jubayr (1145–1217 AD), came from Valencia. The most eminent of all Andalusian literary figures, however, is Ibn Hazm (994–1064 AD), whose Tawq al-Hamama (The Dove’s Neck-Ring) is a remarkably perceptive account of the psychology of love and lovers. He was also a noted theologian with progressive ideas about the oneness of religion and the unity underlying all religious faith.


While literature continued to find expression in all its forms in Andalusia, the later period was dominated by the mystics Ibn Arabi (1165–1240 AD) and Ibnu’l Farid (1181–1235 AD) as well as (in the century after their deaths) the versatile Ibn al-Khatib (1313–1375 AD). The Mongol invasion of 1258, however, was the beginning of a barren period in the history of Arabic literature. Classical Arabic gave way to a low colloquial form of the language, which diverged to the extent that today the two basic forms of Arabic have very little in common. The Mamluks of Egypt (who made Cairo the capital of the Arab world from the 13th century AD onwards) had scarcely more interest in literature than the Mongols (who nevertheless proceeded to adopt the religion of the vanquished). Indeed only one poet of any significance, al-Busiri (1212–1296 AD), emerged under their ascendancy.


In other parts of the Arab East poetry faded altogether, and historical and geographical writings came to the forefront of literature. Ibn Khallikan (1211–1282 AD) produced one of the finest biographical dictionaries ever compiled. Meanwhile in the Maghrib, the Arab name for the conquered lands to the west in North Africa (from whence derives the term, “Moor”), two further illustrious figures were to appear before the eclipse of Arab domination: Ibn Battuta (1304–1377 AD), a traveller–geographer from Tangiers, and the historiographer Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406 AD) of Tunis. The latter is still regarded as a historian–philosopher of the greatest significance whose approach to history and style of writing remain unique in world literature.


It was approximately at this time that two of the great legendary works of Arabic literature were given their final form. The Romance of Antar, probably written by more than one author around the time of the Crusades, is an idealization of the virtues of chivalry and other deeply held Bedouin principles. It has one of the seven poets of the Mu’allaqat as its hero – though the depiction appears to be far from accurate – and is the first literary indication in over six centuries of Islam of a yearning for the old desert life. More celebrated still is The Thousand and One Nights, which for the vast majority of Europeans represents the sum total of their knowledge of Arabic literature. It first appeared in Arabic by this full title during the Mamluk dynasty in Egypt. Not a singular work of a specific author, it is, rather, the culmination of an evolving collection of highly suspenseful and colourful stories originating from many cultures of the Middle East and South Asia. Woven together through a clever system of embedded literary frames, these tales are spun by the beautiful Scheherazade to entertain the Caliph night after night in hopes of achieving a stay of execution. The humorous turns and fantastical motifs resemble later collections of folktales such as The Decameron and The Canterbury Tales, which at the time, as now, appealed more to common folk and less to common decency. Though The Thousand and One Nights are regarded by many Arabs as vulgar and lacking in literary merit, selections continue to be cleansed and abridged to the delight of children who grow up with these kinds of images of the Arab East.


The ascendancy of the Ottomans coincided with a period in which Arabic literature was almost totally lost from view. The Holy Qur’an remained almost the sole official publication in Arabic and business was conducted in Turkish. However, the Turkish language never had the kind of influence exerted by the Arabic language centuries earlier. So when the time came for Arabic literature and other forms of Arab culture to be resuscitated in the 19th century, long neglect proved no obstacle.


It was Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798 that provided the impetus for the Arab Renaissance. This significant event brought a stultified world suddenly up to date and breathed the air of Western Civilization into the virtual corpse of the Ottoman-dominated Near East. Anti-feudal movements and liberation organisations began to rise up in earnest thereafter as the decrepitude of the Ottoman Empire was laid bare for all to see. One man who was instrumental in encouraging this awareness and urging drastic remedies was Abdul-Rahman al-Kawakibi (1849–1903). Before him was al-Tahtawi, who was the first to be influenced by Western culture. Al-Kawakibi was a fervent Arab nationalist, a fearless denouncer of tyranny and a true champion of orthodox religion. The best example of his writings is his symposium on the destiny of Islam, Umm al-Qura (Mother of Communities).


European influence became increasingly evident at this time. It is not surprising that many of the pioneering figures of the literary renaissance came from Lebanon, traditionally the crossroad between East and West. Beirut was the focus of scholarly activity and attempts were made to revive the classical models such as maqama. Perhaps the most telling contribution to the modern movement was that made by Lebanese immigrant (Mahjar) writers in America, especially for the new ground they broke in the art of the prose poem and the essay. The three main figures, who also wrote significant works in English, were Christians with a strong disposition towards reconciliation with Islam: Gibran Kahlil Gibran (1883–1931), Ameen Rihani (1876–1940) and Mikhail Naimy (1889–1988). These three have continued to exercise a powerful influence on Arab writers up to the present day.


In the Muslim world, the Renaissance first flowered in Egypt, which produced a poet and dramatist in Ahmad Shawqi (1868–1932). As a poet he was matched – possibly even bettered – by his contemporaries Hafiz Ibrahim (1871–1932) and Khalil Mutran (1872–1949). Early attempts at the novel in Arabic were made by Jirji Zaidan (1861–1914) and this form has since found an outstanding exponent in Naguib Mahfouz (1911–2006). Special types of novel-writing have also been introduced to Arabic literature during the 20th century, the most important and original of these being al-Ayyam (The Days), an autobiographical novel written in 1926 by Taha Hussein (1889–1973). Prose drama meanwhile developed in the hands of Tewfiq al-Hakim (1898–1986) and the Arabic short story – especially that with a comic flavor – was successfully introduced by Mahmud Taymur (1894–1974).


Since the Second World War a number of different literary movements have sprung up all over the Arab world as well as among the diaspora communities of both South and North America and other parts of the world. No longer can Arabic literature be considered homogenous as it was in the centuries following the Islamic dispensation; nor has it the “borrowed” flavour of the period following the Arab conquests up to the present. Rather, it is the sum of the national literatures of the various Arab countries, all of which have their own distinctive characteristics. Nevertheless, there is an awareness of common identity among Arabs and nowhere is this more strongly reflected than in their poetry.


One of the recent trends has been towards the development of free verse led by the Iraqi poets Badr Shakr al-Sayyab, Abd al-Wahhab al-Bayati and Nazik al-Malaika. Some of the Palestinian poets such as Mahmud Darwish have produced verse that powerfully expresses the anguish of homelessness. The European influence, meanwhile, continues; the works of Garcia Lorca, Sartre and T. S. Eliot (especially The Wasteland) find many an echo in post-war Arab literature. The spectacular blossoming of Arab women writers during this period, such as Salma al-Jayyusi, May Rihani and Fudwa Tuqan, have opened new vistas of expression and insight. The Left is also increasingly finding a voice causing the dividing line between literature and political writing to become more and more blurred. Despite this, the result is far from negative, for the poetry and prose of today’s Arab world is as strong and vibrant as it was in the Golden Age.15


Indeed, at this very moment, nearly unparalleled in ferment and experimentation, we anticipate that literary developments ahead will become more diverse in form, more global in influence and more open to interpretation.


.
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The Mu’allaqat



ODE OF IMRU AL-QAIS


Stay!—let us weep at the remembrance of our beloved, at the sight of the station where her tent was raised, by the edge of yon bending sands between Dahul and Haumel,


“Tudam and Mikra; a station, the marks of which are not wholly effaced, though the south wind and the north have woven the twisted sand.”


Thus I spoke, when my companions stopped their coursers by my side, and said: “Perish not through dispair: only be patient.”


“A profusion of tears,” answered I, “is my sole relief; but what avails it to shed them over the remains of a deserted mansion?”


“Thy condition,” they replied, “is not more painful than when thou leftest Howaira, before thy present passion, and her neighbor Rebaba on the hills of Masel.”


“Yes,” I rejoined, “when those two damsels departed, musk was diffused from their robes, as the eastern gale sheds the scent of the clove-gillyflowers:


“Then gushed the tears from my eyes, through excess of regret, and flowed down my neck, till my sword-belt was drenched in the stream.”


“Yet hast thou passed many days in sweet converse with the fair: but none so sweet as the day which thou spentest by the pool of Daratjuljul.”


On that day I killed my camel, to give the virgins a feast; and, oh how strange was it that they should carry his trappings and furniture!


The damsels continued till evening helping one another to the roasted flesh, and to the delicate fat, like the fringe of white silk finely woven.


On that happy day I entered the carriage, the carriage of Onaiza, who said: “Wo to thee! Thou wilt compel me to travel on foot.”


She added (while the vehicle was bent aside with our weight), “O Amriolkais, descend, or my beast also will be killed!”


I answered: “Proceed, and loosen his rein; nor withhold from me the fruits of thy love, which again and again may be tasted with rapture.


“Many a fair one like thee—though not, like thee, a virgin—have I visited by night; and many a lovely mother have I diverted from the care of her yearling infant, adorned with amulets:


“When the suckling behind her cried, she turned round to him with half her body; but half of it, pressed beneath my embrace, was not turned from me.”


Delightful, too, was the day when Fatima first rejected me on the summit of yon sand-hill, and took an oath, which she declared inviolable.


“O Fatima!” said I, “away with so much coyness; and if thou hadst resolved to abandon me, yet at last relent!


“If indeed my disposition and manners are unpleasing to thee, rend at once the mantle of my heart, that it may be detached from thy love.


“Art thou so haughty, because my passion for thee destroys me; and because whatever thou commandest my heart performs?


“Thou weepest; yet thy tears flow merely to wound my heart with the shafts of thine eyes—my heart, already broken to pieces and agonizing.”


Besides thee, with many a spotless virgin, whose tent had not yet been frequented, have I held soft dalliance at perfect leisure.


To visit one of them, I passed the guards of her bower, and a hostile tribe, who would have been eager to proclaim my death.


It was the hour when the Pleiads appeared in the firmament, like the folds of a silken sash variously decked with gems.


I approached: she stood expecting me by the curtain; and, as if she was preparing for sleep, had put off all her vesture but her night-dress.


She said: “By Him who created me,” and gave me her lovely hand, “I am unable to refuse thee; for I perceive that the blindness of thy passion is not to be removed.”


Then I rose with her; and as we walked she drew over our footsteps the train of her pictured robe.


Soon as we had passed the habitations of her tribe, and come to the bosom of the vale, surrounded with hillocks of spiry sand,


I gently drew her towards me by her curled locks, and she softly inclined to my embrace; – her waist was gracefully slender, but sweetly swelled the part encircled with ornaments of gold.


Delicate was her shape; fair her skin; and her body well proportioned: her bosom was as smooth as a mirror,


Or, like the pure egg of an ostrich, of a yellowish tint blended with white, and nourished by a stream of wholesome water not yet disturbed.


She turned aside, and displayed her soft cheek: she gave a timid glance with languishing eyes, like those of a roe in the groves of Wegera looking tenderly at her young.


Her neck was like that of a milk-white hind, but, when she raised it, exceeded not the justest symmetry; nor was the neck of my beloved so unadorned.


Her long coal-black hair decorated her back, thick and diffused, like bunches of dates clustering on the palm-tree.


Her locks were elegantly turned above her head; and the riband which bound them was lost in her tresses, part braided, part disheveled.


She discovered a waist taper as a well-twisted cord; and a leg both as white and as smooth as the stem of a young palm, or a fresh reed, bending over the rivulet.


When she sleeps at noon, her bed is besprinkled with musk: she puts on her robe of undress, but leaves the apron to her handmaids.


She dispenses gifts with small, delicate fingers, sweetly glowing at their tips, like the white and crimson worm of Dabia, or dentrifices made of eselwood.


The brightness of her face illumines the veil of night, like the evening taper of a recluse hermit.


Or a girl like her, a girl of a moderate height, between those who wear a frock and those who wear a gown, the most bashful man must look with an enamoured eye.


The blind passions of men for common objects of affection are soon dispersed; but from the love of thee my heart cannot be released.


O how oft have I rejected the admonitions of a morose adviser, vehement in censuring my passion for thee; nor have I been moved by his reproaches!


Often has the night drawn her skirts around me, like the billows of the ocean, to make trial of my fortitude in a variety of cares;


And I said to her, when she seemed to extend her sides, to drag on her unwieldy length, and to advance slowly with her breast:


“Dispel thy gloom, O tedious night! That the morn may rise; although my sorrows are such, that the morning-light will not give more comfort than thy shades.


“O hideous night! – a night in which the stars are prevented from rising, as if they were bound to a solid cliff with strong cables!”


Often, too, have I risen at early dawn, while the birds were yet in their nests, and mounted a hunter with smooth short hair, of a full height, and so fleet as to make captive the beasts of the forest;


Ready in turning, quick in pursuing, bold in advancing, firm in backing; and performing the whole with the strength and swiftness of a vast rock which a torrent has pushed from its lofty base;


A bright bay steed, from whose polished back the trappings slide, as drops of rain glide hastily down the slippery marble.


Even in his weakest state he seems to boil while he runs; and the sound which he makes in his rage is like that of a bubbling cauldron.


When other horses that swim through the air are languid and kick the dust, he rushes on like a flood, and strikes the hard earth with a firm hoof.


He makes the light youth slide from his seat, and violently shakes the skirts of a heavier and more stubborn rider;


Rapid as the pierced wood in the hands of a playful child, which he whirls quickly round with a well-fastened cord.


He has the loins of an antelope, and the thighs of an ostrich; he trots like a wolf, and gallops like a young fox.


Firm are his haunches; and when his hinder parts are turned towards you, he fills the space between his legs with a long thick tail, which touches not the ground and inclines not to either side.


His back, when he stands in his stall, resembles the smooth stone on which perfumes are mixed for a bride, or the seeds of coloquintenda are bruised.


The blood of the swift game, which remains on his neck, is like the crimson juice of hinna on gray flowing locks.


He bears us speedily to a herd of wild cattle, in which the heifers are fair as the virgins in black trailing robes, who dance round the idol Dewaar:


They turn their backs, and appear like the variegated shells of Yemen on the neck of a youth distinguished in his tribe for a multitude of noble kinsmen.


He soon brings us up to the foremost of the beasts, and leaves the rest far behind; nor has the herd time to disperse itself.


He runs from wild bulls to wild heifers, and overpowers them in a single heat, without being bathed, or even moistened with sweat.


Then the busy cook dresses the game, roasting part, baking part on hot stones, and quickly boiling the rest in a vessel of iron.


In the evening we depart; and when the beholder’s eye ascends to the head of my hunter, and then descends to his feet, it is unable at once to take in all his beauties.


His trappings and girths are still upon him: he stands erect before me, not yet loosed for pasture.


O friend, seest thou the lightning, whose flashes resemble the quick glance of two hands, amid clouds raised above clouds?


The fire of it gleams like the lamps of a hermit, when the oil poured on them shakes the cord by which they are suspended.


I sit gazing at it, while my companions stand between Daaridge and Odhaib; but far distant is the cloud on which my eyes are fixed.


Its right side seems to pour its rain on the hills of Katan, and its left on the mountains of Sitaar and Yadbul.


It continues to discharge its waters over Cotaifa till the rushing torrent lays prostrate the groves of canahbel-trees.


It passes over mount Kenaan, which it deluges in its course, and forces the wild goats to descend from every cliff.


On mount Taima it leaves not one trunk of a palm tree, nor a single edifice, which is not built with well-cemented stone.


Mount Tebeir stands in the heights of the flood, like a venerable chief wrapped in a striped mantle.


The summit of Mogaimir, covered with the rubbish which the torrent has rolled down, looks in the morning like the top of a spindle encircled with wool.


The cloud unloads its freight on the desert of Ghabeit, like a merchant of Yemen alighting with his bales of rich apparel.


The small birds of the valley warble at day break, as if they had taken their early draught of generous wine mixed with spice.


The beasts of the wood, drowned in the floods of night, float, like roots of wild onions, at the distant edge of the lake.


 


Translated by Sir William Jones1



ODE OF LABID


Gone are they the lost camps, light flittings, long sojournings in Miná, in Gháula, Rijám left how desolate.


Lost are they. Rayyán lies lorn with its white torrent beds, scored in lines like writings left by the flood water.


Tent-floors smooth, forsaken, bare of all that dwelt in them, years how long, the war-months, months too of peace-pleasures.


Spots made sweet with Spring-rains fresh-spilled from the Zodiac, showers from clouds down-shaken, wind-wracks and thunder-clouds;


Clouds how wild of night-time, clouds of the dawn darkening, clouds of the red sunset, – all speak the name of her.


Here, in green thorn-thickets, does bring forth how fearlessly; here the ostrich-troops come, here too the antelopes.


Wild cows, with their wild calf-sucklings, standing over them, while their weanlings wander wide in the bare valleys.


Clean-swept lie their hearth-stones, white as a new manuscript writ with texts fresh-graven, penned by the cataracts,


Scored with lines and circles, limned with rings and blazonings, as one paints a maid’s cheek point-lined in indigo.


All amazed I stood there. How should I make questionings? Dumb the rocks around me, silent the precipice.


Voices lost, where these dwelt who at dawn abandoning tent and thorn-bush fencing fled to the wilderness.


Now thy sad heart acheth, grieveth loud remembering girls how closely howdahed, awned with what canopies.


Every howdah curtained, lined with gauze embroideries, figured with festoons hung red from the pole of it.


Trooped they there the maid-folk, wild white cows of Túdiha, ay, or does of Wújra, long-necked, or their fawns with them,


Fled as the mirage flees, fills the vale of Bíshata, fills the tree-clad wádies, íthel and rock-mazes.


What of her, Nowára, thy lost love, who fled from thee, every heart-link sundered, close loop and free fetter!


Hers the Mórra camp-fires lit how far in Fáïda, in Hejáz what marches! How shalt thou win to her?


Eastward move they marching, to Muhájjer wandering camped in Tái, in Férda, ay in Rukhám of it.


Southward on to Yémen, to Sowéyk their sojournings, to Wahéf el Kahri, ay, and Tilkhám of it.


Man, have done! Forget her, – one too far to comfort thee! Who would his love garner first let him sunder it.


Shed the love that fails thee. Strong be thou, and break with her. Keep thy gifts for friendship, freed from thy wilderment.


Mount thee on thy nága. Travel-trained and hard she is, low her back with leanness, lessened with hump of her;


Shrunk her sides and wasted, jaded with long journeyings, spare as her hide shoe-straps frayed by her road-faring.


Light she to her halter, to thy hand that guideth her, as a red cloud southwards loosed from its rain-burden.


Nay a fair wild-ass she; at her side the white-flanked one, he the scarred assstallion, bitten and struck for her.


Climbed they two the hill-top, he the bite-scarred ass-tyrant her new mood resenting, being in foal to him.


On the crags high posted watched he from Thálabut all the plain to guard her, ambushes laid for her.


Six months of Jumáda wandered have they waterless, browsing the moist herbage, he her high sentinel.


Till returned their thirsting, need of the far water clefts, all their will to win there speeding them waterwards.


What though with heels wounded, still the hot wind driveth them, as a furnace burning, fire-scorched the breath of it.


In their trail a dust-cloud, like a smoke it wavereth, like a fire new-lighted, kindling the flame of it,


Flame fanned by the North-wind, green wood mixed with dry fuel, smoke aloft high curling. So is the dust of them.


He, when her pace slackened, pushed her still in front of him. Nay, she might not falter, tyrant he urged her on,


Till they reached the streamlet, plunged and slaked their thirst in it, a spring welling over, crest-high the reeds of it;


All its banks a cane-brake, thick with stems o’ershadowing; bent are some, some standing, night-deep the shade of them.


Say is this her likeness? Or a wild cow wolf-raided of her sweet calf loitering, she is the van of them.


She, the short-nosed, missed it. Lows she now unendingly, roams the rocks, the sand-drifts, mourning and bellowing,


Lows in rage beholding that white shape, the limbs of it, dragged by the grey wolf-cubs, – who shall their hunger stay?


Theirs the chance to seize it, hers the short forgetfulness. Death is no mean archer. Mark how his arrows hit.


Stopped she then at night-fall, while the rain in long furrows scored the bushgrown hill-slopes, ceaseless the drip of it,


Dripped on her dark back-line, poured abroad abundantly: not a star the heaven showed, cloud-hung the pall of it;


One tree all her shelter, standing broad-branched, separate at the sand-hills’ edge-line, steep-set the sides of them.


She, the white cow, shone there through the dark night luminous, like a pearl of deep-seas, freed from the string of it.


Thus till morn, till day-dawn folded back night’s canopy; then she fled bewildered, sliding the feet of her,


Fled through the rain lakelets, to the pool of Suwáyada, all a seven nights’ fasting twinned with the days of them,


Till despaired she wholly, till her udder milk-stricken shrank, so full to feed him suckling or weaning him.


Voices now she hears near, human tones, they startle her, though to her eye naught is: Man! He, the bane of her!


Seeketh a safe issue, the forenoon through listening, now in front, behind now, fearing her enemy.


And they failed, the archers. Loosed they then to deal with her fine-trained hounds, the lop-eared, slender the sides of them.


These outran her lightly. Turned she swift her horns on them, like twin spears of Sámhar, sharp-set the points of them.


Well she knew her danger, knew if her fence failed with them hers must be the red death. Hence her wrath’s strategy.


And she slew Kasábi, foremost hound of all of them, stretched the brach in blood there, ay, and Sukhám of them.


Thus is she, my nága. When at noon the plains quiver and the hills dance sunsteeped, cloaked in the heat-tremors,


Ride I and my deeds do, nor forbear from wantoning, lest the fools should shame me, blame me the fault-finders.


Do not thou misprize me, thou Nowára. One am I binder of all love-knots, ay, and love’s surrender;


One who when love fails him, wails not long but flies from it; one whom one alone holds, hard death the hinderer.


What dost thou of mirth know, glorious nights, ah, how many—cold nor heat might mar them—spent in good company?
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