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MORE PRAISE FOR Approaching the Qur’án



“Scholars and students interested in the Qur’an are indebted to Michael Sells for his outstanding contribution to a deeper understanding and appreciation of the Holy Book of Islam. His book, with its scholarly introduction, its sensitive English translation of the early Suras, its insightful commentary on them, its analytical study of the auditory and literary aspects of selected Suras, its visually pleasing illustrations from the Arabic text of the Qur’an, and its accompanying [recordings], is a veritable and enriching spiritual experience for everyone seeking a meaningful exposure to the Scripture of Islam.”


ISSA J. BOULLATA, Professor Emeritus, McGill University


“A sensitive and unusually accessible first book on the Qur’an and its function as scripture . . . For the reader who knows little of Islam and Muslim piety, this book opens up many facets of the special role that the Qur’an plays in Muslim life and thought.”


WILLIAM A. GRAHAM, Murray A. Albertson Research Professor of Middle Eastern Studies, Emeritus, and Distinguished Service Professor Emeritus, Harvard University


“. . . unrivalled for its ability to make the thought world and religious presuppositions of the Book accessible to the uninitiated . . . It meets an urgent, plangent need and does so in a clear, jargon-free, and deeply learned language. There is no better introductory book on the Qur’an.”


TODD LAWSON, Associate Professor Emeritus, University of Toronto


“This groundbreaking work goes a very long way to bridging the gap that separates the non-Islamic reader from the Qur’an . . . Highly recommended.”


Library Journal


“The response of my students has been very positive . . . Listening to the [recordings] provoked all kinds of discussion about chant in different religious traditions . . . The transliterations are excellent; students can follow the Arabic text very easily. The Qur’an is a difficult text to teach to students who have no background. Approaching the Qur’án makes it exciting and accessible to them.”


SHAUN MARMON, Associate Professor of Religion, Princeton University


“Flawlessly communicates the religious and literary verities of the Qur’an . . . Both Muslim and non-Muslim audiences, beginners as well as advanced students of Islam, will no doubt appreciate the many innovative facets of this extraordinary book. It is an indispensable aid for all students of religion and Islam.”


EBRAHIM MOOSA, Mirza Family Professor of Islamic Thought and Muslim Societies, University of Notre Dame


“Much more than a translation of the Qur’an. The work is a carefully considered introduction to a religious appreciation of the text from within a scholarly framework. By highlighting issues of the multiple levels upon which the text conveys its meaning to its readers and auditors, Sells manages to overcome the first impression that many people have of the Qur’an being a difficult book.”


ANDREW RIPPIN, Professor Emeritus of Islamic History, University of Victoria


“When a ranking Islamicist brings to his translation a mastery of the English language that equals that of the best poets of our day, the result is certain to be remarkable. And, as here demonstrated, it is. After Michael Sells’ breakthrough rendition of the Qur’an’s earliest chapters, the English-speaking world need never again find that holy text impenetrable.”


HUSTON SMITH, author of the bestselling The World’s Religions
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Note on Transliteration



In the prose commentaries and in the transliterations given underneath the translations, I have used the standard transliterations in which vowels that are held for a double duration are given a macron. Thus “ā” indicates a vowel that is double the length of “a”. This quantitative system is similar to that of classical Greek and Latin, but does not translate directly into the English rhythms based upon a stress accent. Thus, in Arabic poetry and formal measure, the woman’s name Laylā is pronounced with quantitatively lengthened final “a”. However, in much informal speech and especially when used in English, the word is pronounced Láyla, with a stress accent on the “ay”.


It makes no sense, indeed it is counterproductive, to place indications of quantitative vowel length in translations where the verbal rhythm and measure is based upon stress. To the extent such markings would be understood, they would introduce a disruption in the English measure. Thus, throughout the translations, I have used only an acute accent to mark the stress, but have dispensed with formal transliterations. Elsewhere, I use the standard method of macrons for long vowels and dots under consonants that do not exist in English and have no clear parallel.


In areas where the rhythm is important, I use the transliterations to reflect the actual sound of the formal pronunciation, and thus, where a long vowel is elided to a short vowel when followed by certain sounds, I dispense with the macron: compare the first word in ‘alā khayri l-‘amal (to the best work) to the same word in ‘ala l-falāḥ (to prosperity).


With names that have now an accepted and widely known English equivalent, I have also dispensed with transliteration: Muhammad as opposed to Muḥammad.





Preface to the 2023 Edition



THIS NEW EDITION INCLUDES a new chapter on and full translation of Sura 53, The Star. Earlier editions included the first twenty-four verses of the Sura. The new chapter includes a complete translation of the Sura, along with an introduction focusing directly on the text itself. Other important questions associated with it, such as the narratives of the Muhammad’s heavenly ascent (Mi‘rāj), the figure of Gabriel (Jibrīl), and the question of the so-called “Satanic Verses,” are taken up in the notes.


I have also rewritten the Selected Further Resources section to reflect the growth in Qur’anic studies since Approaching the Qur’an first appeared in 1999. I have limited the section to English-language resources that might be most useful to readers of this volume. A review of sources in Arabic and other languages as well as English would require a volume in itself.


I wish to offer my appreciation here to Steven Scholl at White Cloud Press for supporting the first publication of Approaching the Qur’an, for his careful design, and for his willingness to include a CD (now audio files) of Qur’anic recitations, which larger publishers had declined. With special appreciation to Novin Doostdar, Jonathan Bentley-Smith, and Oneworld for affording me the opportunity to provide this new edition.





Preface to the 2006 Edition



THE FIRST EDITION OF Approaching the Qur’an: the Early Revelations appeared in 1999. In the summer of 2002, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill selected the book as its annual assignment for incoming students. Students were asked to read it over the summer, listen to the recitations from the audio CD included with the book, and discuss the texts and recitations after arriving in Chapel Hill for orientation. In reaction to the UNC assignment, the Virginia-based Family Policy Network recruited three students (one Jewish, one Protestant, and one Catholic) to join in a lawsuit before the U.S. District Court in Greensboro, North Carolina. The suit charged the university with “infringing upon the religious free exercise of its students and violating the establishment clause of the United States Constitution by forcing incoming freshmen and transfer students to study Islam against their will.”1


The debate in North Carolina escalated into a national and then international furor. “Reading the Qur’an at UNC” became the summer staple of American television and radio talk shows. The issue was featured in network and cable news, on public television and radio, on AM radio stations, in local programs around the country, and in newspapers in Europe, Egypt, Iran, and Indonesia. North Carolina legislators denounced UNC and Islam, demanding legislative control of the curriculum of the university, and threatening to slash the university budget. A well-known columnist referred to Approaching the Qur’an as a bowdlerized “edition” of the Qur’an while a popular television commentator compared it to Hitler’s Mein Kampf.2 The furor continued for months, even after the courts turned down the plaintiff’s request for a legal injunction against the discussions of the book scheduled at UNC.3


What lay behind the controversy? On the local level, the protest reflected long-lasting antipathy in North Carolina against the allegedly leftist university. In 1963, for example, the state legislature convened a secret meeting to ban communists from speaking at UNC Chapel Hill (a measure later struck down by the Supreme Court as unconstitutional). Later, Senator Jesse Helms called for a fence to be placed around both the university and the entire town of Chapel Hill, and for a sign to be placed upon the fence with the word “Zoo.”


Outside of North Carolina, the debate took on larger cultural and geopolitical dimensions. Many assumed, without reading it, that Approaching the Qur’an had labeled Islam “a religion of peace.” The book in fact uses no such generalized labels for Islam or any other religion. The game of “telephone” might offer a clue as to how we can be passionately certain of the contents of a book that we haven’t read. In telephone, participants sit in a circle. One person whispers a message to the person adjoining, who whispers it to the next, until the message passes around to the beginning of the circle. By the time the message reaches the initial whisperer, it is transformed radically. When we hear a message incompletely, we fill in the gaps with what we expect to hear, wish to hear, or fear to hear. In the summer of 2002, “Islam is a religion of peace” was the message read into the book during the most vehement debates.4


If we claim that Islam, Christianity, Judaism, or any other religion is a religion of peace, what are we saying? Are we making a historical judgment that one religion has been shown historically to be more peaceful than others? Are we making a theological judgment that the messages of peace within the sacred texts and models of a tradition outweigh the messages of conflict? Are we making an apocalyptic judgment that one religion or another will be shown at the end of time to have brought true peace? Are we making an interreligious gesture of trust, with those of one religion stating that the acts of violence carried out in the name of another religion do not represent the true message of our neighbor’s religion? Or are we making an apologetic statement that no one of our religion could carry out violence in the name of our tradition, since our religion is a religion of peace, and that, therefore, those accused of the crime were innocent and others were involved. (Using this apologetic logic, some Muslims claimed that the 9/11 attack was not perpetrated by Muslims; some Christian leaders in the Balkans denied the clear evidence of atrocities committed by Christian militias; and some Hindu extremists in India denied the clear role of Hindu extremists in organizing and carrying out mass-killings of unarmed Muslims in the province of Gujarat in the spring of 2003.)


For a large section of American society, the Qur’an as it is experienced in Islamic communities worldwide, that is, the Qur’an in Arabic recitation, has been a closed book. To the extent that we have “heard” the Qur’an, it has most often been through lead-in sound tracks to news reports of violence in the Middle East or terrorism worldwide. Critics of UNC pointed to the CD of Arabic Qur’an recitations with particular concern, accusing the university of forcing students to listen to Islamic “spells.” Though the Qur’an recitations are not considered spells within the Islamic tradition (quite to the contrary), it is within the recited Arabic Qur’an that Islam has cherished the authenticity, beauty, and authority of its sacred text. Approaching the Qur’an aims to guide the non-Arabic reader into the sacred text in its recited form, the form in which Muslims around the world, regardless of their native language, hear and experience the Qur’an. The UNC controversy reflected the shock that comes when a paradigm is broken; regardless of what the reader and hearer may think of Islam in general as a religion or civilization, the book, its critics seem to allege, allows the non-Muslim to understand a small part of what makes the Qur’an sacred to those who venerate its message. For those who wish to present the Qur’an exclusively through the question of war and violence, such a glimpse into other realms of Qur’anic meaning was unwelcome indeed.


I have taken the opportunity provided by this new edition to add a substantial new section of translation and discussion, The Sura of the Compassionate (al-Raḥmān). This Sura dates from the early Meccan period, like most of those translated in the book, but represents a different phase of prophetic utterance. It holds a very special place within Islamic devotion and literature (according to one tradition, it is the one Sura in the Qur’an that only God, its author, can recite in a manner adequate to its beauty and depth of meaning). The Compassionate has also encountered long polemic by Western missionary and colonial critics over the sensual and erotic imagery within Qur’anic paradise, a controversy that continues to the present day. In this new addition, I present a new English reading of the text, a commentary on its central features, and a brief discussion of the continuing debate over Qur’anic understandings of paradise.


Endnotes


1. Unfortunately, the Family Policy Network’s press release, cited in previous editions of this book, is no longer available to view online. The FPN describes itself as “a socially-conservative Christian organization that works to inform Christians and confront the culture on the important moral issues of the day.” The Alabama-based American Family Association Center for Law & Policy provided legal help in pursuing the lawsuit. For a journalistic account of the affair, see: “A Timely Subject—and a Sore One: UNC Draws Fire, Lawsuit for Assigning Book on Islam,” The Washington Post, Alan Cooperman, Front Page (A01), August 7, 2002. I offered my own thoughts on the controversy in various venues, including Michael Sells, “Understanding, Not Indoctrination,” Op Ed, Washington Post, August 8, 2002, and in “Interview with Michael Sells,” The Religion & Ethics Newsweekly, August 21, 2002. On September 5, 2002, I spoke at the University of North Carolina on Approaching the Qur’an and the UNC controversy: the ninety-minute event was recorded on video and shown in full on CSPAN2, “Book Events,” Sunday, September 8, 2002.


2. William Buckley, “Aren’t We Owed an Apology,” National Review, August 16, 2002. Bill O’Reilly compared the “book” to Mein Kampf indirectly on his Fox News Impact segment, Fox Cable News, July 10, 2002. The text of O’Reilly’s remark leaves the identity of the “it” he compared to Mein Kampf ambiguous: by my reading, Approaching the Qur’an is meant, but others have interpreted “it” as a reference to the Qur’an itself. Later in the discussion O’Reilly argued that just as Mein Kampf was the book of our enemies in WW2, the Qur’an was the book of our enemies today.


3. After the court ruling on August 15, 2002, allowing the discussions to proceed at the university, the FPN declared the opt-out assignment a victory while UNC responded that no student had ever been coerced into completing the summer reading assignment. University representatives responded in turn by saying the opt-out faction was consistent with all its summer reading assignments in the past and that the university had never coerced any student to read or discuss the section. Few students took advantage of the opt-out option. The last legal appeal of the plaintiffs to the lawsuit was turned down in 2004. For the UNC–Qur’an case and its constitutional and legal implications, see Christopher Buck, “Discovering,” in Andrew Rippin (ed.), The Blackwell Companion to the Qur’an (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 18–35.


4. For an annotated and updated bibliography and “mediography” of some seventy articles and media events surrounding the UNC–Qur’an debate see http://home.uchicago.edu/~msells/resources/UNCQuranMediography.
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Approaching the Qur’án



ONE AFTERNOON IN CAIRO, I found myself in an unusual situation. The streets of this noisy, bustling city were suddenly strangely quiet, yet the cafes were crowded with people clustered around televisions. For special events—the death of a great figure, an important soccer game—one might expect to find people in cafes following the event on television. What had drawn people from the streets into the cafes today was the appearance of one of Egypt’s popular Qur’an reciters. When I returned to my hotel, the lobby was filled with men, some of them Egyptian Christians, watching and listening to the televised recitation with intense interest.


Such appreciation for the recited Qur’an stimulates a diversity of explanations. To devout Muslims, the recited Qur’an is the word of God revealed to the prophet Muhammad; its divine origin accounts for its hold over the listener. Some anti-Islamic missionaries attribute the extraordinary power and beauty of the Qur’an to a Jinni or even Satan. A Marxist revolutionary from an Islamic background, who was highly critical of all religion, insisted that the genius of the Qur’an resulted from Muhammad’s alleged madness and resultant close contact with the unconscious. In Middle Eastern societies, what unites these opinions and seems beyond dispute is the fact that the recited Qur’an is a distinctively compelling example of verbal expression.


The Qur’an itself offers an explanation for its unusual effect on its audience. In seventh-century Arabia, a man named Muhammad began reciting what he said were revelations to him from God.1 These revelations referred to themselves as the Qur’an. They present Muhammad as a prophet in the line of prophets stretching back from Jesus to Moses and Abraham. The Qur’an recounts the stories of earlier prophets with descriptions of their miracles: the marvels of Moses before Pharoah and Jesus bringing dead creatures back to life, for example. When a listener challenged Muhammad to prove he was a prophet by performing a miracle, the Qur’anic answer was that the Qur’an itself was the miracle. If anyone could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was a human creation and Muhammad a false prophet. If, however, no one else could produce anything like it, then the Qur’an was clearly beyond the capacity of a human being, and Muhammad was not its author but simply its messenger. Although poets and others have taken up the Qur’anic challenge, including the famous and beloved poet nicknamed al-Mutannabi (the “Would-Be Prophet”), within Islam the Qur’an has been generally recognized as inimitable.


Most of the world’s Muslims, including the majority of those who live outside the Arab world, learn the Qur’an in Arabic. For them, the sense of some extraordinary power and beauty in its language is readily recognized. Generations of Qur’anic commentators have tried to account for the compelling nature of the composition, articulation, or voice of the Qur’an in Arabic, but the fact that there was something special about it was assumed. It was apparent from the love of people for the Qur’anic voice; from the intertwining of the Qur’anic allusions and rhythms in the rich fabric of art, literature, and music; from the way the Qur’an is recited at great occasions and in the most humble circumstances of daily life; and from the devotion people put into learning to recite it correctly in Arabic. The sound of Qur’anic recitation can move people to tears, from ‘Umar, the powerful second Caliph of Islam, to the average farmer, villager, or townsman of today, including those who may not be particularly observant or religious in temperament.


Yet for Westerners who do not read or speak Arabic, the effort to get even a basic glimpse of what the Qur’an is about has proved frustrating. The Qur’an is not arranged in chronological order or narrative pattern. Indeed, the passages associated with the very first revelations given to Muhammad, those learned first by Muslims when they study the Qur’an in Arabic, are placed at the very end of the written Qur’an. After a short prayer, the written Qur’an begins with the longest and one of the most complex chapters, one from Muhammad’s later career, which engages the full array of legal, historical, polemical, and religious issues in a fashion bewildering for the reader not immersed in the history and law of early Islam. For those familiar with the Bible, it would be as if the second page opened with a combination of the legal discussions in Leviticus, the historical polemic in the book of Judges, and apocalyptic allusions from Revelation, with the various topics mixed in together and beginning in mid-topic.2


This volume is an attempt to approach the Qur’an in two senses. First, in the translations and commentary I have tried to bring across some sense of that particular combination of majesty and intimacy that makes the Qur’anic voice distinctive. Second, I have sought to allow the reader who is unfamiliar with the details of Islamic history to approach the Qur’an in a way that allows an appreciation of its distinctive literary character. The selections presented here are the short, hymnic chapters or Suras associated with the first revelations to Muhammad, most of which appear at the end of the written text and are commonly reached only by the most resolute reader. These short Suras are the sections learned first by Muslims in their study of the Arabic Qur’an. They also comprise the verses most often memorized, quoted, and recited. They contain some of the most powerful prophetic and revelatory passages in religious history. And they offer the vision of a meaningful and just life that anchors the religion of one-fifth of the world’s inhabitants.


These passages involve relatively little of the historical, political, and legal detail present in the Suras associated with Muhammad’s later career, after he became the leader of a young Islamic state. In this sense they are the Suras that speak most directly to every human being, regardless of religious confession or cultural background. As opposed to the Suras of the later period with their distinctive long verses, these early Suras are characterized by a hymnic quality, condensed and powerful imagery, and a sweeping lyricism. Opposite each Sura in this volume, you will find a short commentary that explores some of its subtleties and context. An annotated index at the end of the introduction explains key Qur’anic concepts and gives the Arabic terms and the English translations used for them in this volume. The purpose of this introduction is to clarify the cultural and historical matrix in which the Qur’an came to exist, the central themes and qualities of the hymnic Suras, and the manner in which the Qur’an is experienced and taken to heart within Islamic societies.


Since the Qur’an first became known in medieval Europe, it has been involved in the struggle between Christian Europe and Islam that culminated in the crusades and continued through the period of colonial rule and beyond. In recent centuries Europeans and Americans commonly assumed that the Qur’an was composed or fabricated by Muhammad; they referred to Islam as “Muhammadanism.” Muslims view the term “Muhammadan” as profoundly misleading; contemporary scholars point out that it is invalid, since it implies that Muslims worship Muhammad in the way Christians worship Christ. If there is any analogue to Christ in Islam, as the “word of God” and the guide to the just life, it is not Muhammad but the Qur’an itself.


In the past few decades, non-Muslim scholars of Islam have adopted a less polemical approach. The Suras are attributed, in a more theologically neutral fashion, to the Qur’an as a text, rather than to whomever the interpreter considered the true author. Such attributions, now also common for the Bible, allow for a text to be discussed without constant and tendentious assumptions about its authorship. Even so, scholarly controversies continue. Thus, while most scholars treat the Qur’an as a text that was revealed or created in the time of Muhammad, a revisionist school views it as an oral tradition that may have extended beyond the lifetime of any single individual.3


The purpose of this book is neither to refute nor to promote the Qur’anic message. Rather, the goal is to allow those who do not have access to the Qur’an in its recited, Arabic form to encounter one of the most influential texts in human history in a manner that is accessible. These Suras contain the essential worldview of the Qur’an concerning the meaning of life and the possibility of justice—the two interconnected themes that are at the heart of Islamic thought. This volume is devoted to these early Qur’anic revelations.


Muhammad, the Qur’an, and the Poets


According to traditional accounts, Muhammad was born in the year 570 C.E. in the trading town of Mecca, situated in a barren valley in central Arabia. Muhammad’s father died before his birth. His mother died soon after. His grandfather, who had been appointed his guardian, also died while Muhammad was still a boy. He then came under the guardianship of an uncle. The Qur’an suggests that Muhammad’s consciousness was deeply influenced by his experience of being orphaned in a society in which status, security, and life itself depended upon family connections.


Muhammad married Khadija, a prosperous widow and independent businesswoman who, along with her husband, was to exercise an enormous impact on world history. Muhammad had also taken to meditating in a cave in the rocky hills above Mecca and, around the year 610 C.E., he experienced his prophetic vision and first revelation. The vision is described in elliptic and allusive language (Sura 53). The first auditory revelation is believed to have been the Qur’anic words (Sura 96): “Recite in the name of your lord who created . . . ” The term Qur’ān, given to the revelations Muhammad would convey, is related to the Arabic word for “recite.” It might be translated as the Recitation.


The Qur’anic revelations present Muhammad as the “messenger” (rasūl) of God, the culmination in a line going back through many prophets found also in the Bible (Jesus, Moses, and Abraham) and through others known only in the Arabian tradition. At first, Muhammad was dismissed with contempt and mockery. Gradually, however, he built a small circle of followers, including Khadija and his cousin ‘Ali. The revelations believed to be the earliest were embraced by a small group of people in a region considered a no-man’s land by the leaders of the great empires of the day (Roman, Persian, and Ethiopian). Within the span of a few decades, these revelations became the core of a major world religion and an international civilization extending from what is now Spain to Afghanistan; within a couple of centuries, that faith extended all the way to China.


When Muhammad began reciting the verses translated here, Arabia was a vast empty space on the geopolitical map, a region little known and of little concern to the three major civilizations that surrounded it. To the north and west was the Byzantine Roman empire; to the northeast the Sassanian Persian empire; and to the southeast the Abyssinian-Yemenite civilization. Each of these empires had satellite Arab tribes more or less under its political and cultural influence. Each had ancient Arab cities associated with it: the Nabataean cities of Petra in the North, the Yemenite civilizations of Sheba and the Ma’rib dam in the south, and the kingdom of al-Hira in what is now Iraq, which was the capital of the Persian-leaning Arab tribes.


In the center of this world, at the blank spot on the geopolitical map, were the bedouin. Over centuries they had developed a way of life adapted to the brutal conditions of the desert. The bedouin herded sheep and goats and developed sciences of horse and camel breeding. The sparsity of desert vegetation forced the tribes into continual migration and into a situation of negotiation, rivalry, and frequent warfare over valued pasture grounds. Yet, despite the physical impoverishment of bedouin life, the bedouin were viewed as the authentic bearers of culture. Even the townsmen of Mecca looked to the bedouin as the personification of Arab values (the word ‘arab originally meant a pastoral nomad), and Muhammad himself was sent out to live with the family of his wet nurse in order to be educated in bedouin cultural values.


At the time Muhammad was reciting the first Qur’anic revelations to a skeptical audience in the town of Mecca, several developments were leading to a transformation of Arabia’s place in the world. One was a technological revolution. Sometime around the period of Muhammad’s life, the bedouin developed a new kind of camel saddle that allowed their camels to carry previously unimagined weight. Camels, which had been used largely for milk and transport of individuals and small loads, became the center of a transportation revolution. Within a hundred years, the Hellenistic and Roman worlds of transport and commerce, based on donkey carts and the upkeep of roads, were replaced by camel caravans. And the bedouin in Arabia, who had been traders with and raiders of the established civilizations, were to control the vehicle of trade and commerce in the Western world: the dromedary camel.4


Parallel to the technological revolution was a cultural and linguistic transformation. Muhammad recited to an audience that had developed one of the most finely honed and scrutinizing tastes in the history of expressive speech. This love for language had been associated with the prophetic utterances of pre-Islamic seers (kāhins) and especially with the poets (shā‘irs) of Arabia who had developed, over unknown centuries of oral tradition, a poetic heritage that, along with the Qur’an, was to become the wellspring for the new Arabic-Islamic civilizations. Indeed, when Muhammad first began reciting verses of particular power and beauty, some called him a poet. A Qur’anic revelation made a distinction: poets speak out of desire and do not understand what they are saying, while a prophet speaks what is revealed to him by God (Sura 26).


Every year, at pilgrimage sites around Arabia, tribes gathered for religious observances, trade, and poetry contests. One of the major sites was Mecca, with its ancient shrine, the Ka‘ba, an empty, square enclosure with a black rock embedded in one wall. The pilgrimage rituals in Mecca included the circumambulation of the Ka‘ba (the ritual circling of the shrine), as well as the “stations” of pilgrimage around the precinct of Mecca itself that made up the larger ritual known as the ḥajj. As tribes came to Mecca during the “sacred months,” all warfare and blood feuds were forbidden. During this period trade fairs and poetry contests were held outside of Mecca in a place known as known as ‘Ukāẓ. According to legend, the seven most admired poems were embroidered in gold on rare black cloth and suspended from the walls of the Ka‘ba. These “Hanging Odes” (Mu‘allaqāt) served as the epitome of pre-Islamic bedouin cultural values and verbal expression.


The poets, the bearers of the values, were the most dangerous and obdurate opponents of the prophet Muhammad. At some point Muhammad found a circle of poets to support him as well, and the ancient poetic tradition then became a central part of the struggle. One of the most important figures in the Arabia of Muhammad’s time was the poet Ka‘b bin Zuhayr. As the son of Zuhayr (author of one of the celebrated “Hanging Odes”) and a great poet in his own right, Ka‘b was viewed within bedouin society as a cultural authority. His opposition to Muhammad continued until it became clear that Muhammad’s political and cultural authority could no longer be challenged. By the standards of tribal code, as the spokesman for the losing side, Ka‘b was in grave danger. In a famous episode, Ka‘b went to the prophet Muhammad, offered his allegiance, and presented a poem in honor of the prophet. Muhammad then gave Ka‘b his mantle (burda), and the poem has since been known as the burda or Mantle Ode. This transaction, as much as anything in early Islamic history, symbolizes the passing of the old order, the rejection of some of its values, and the transformation of other values into the new Islamic worldview. Even so, the tradition begun with pre-Islamic poetry continued to develop through the history of Arabic literature, even as it played an important role within Persian, Ottoman Turkish, Urdu, and the other literatures of Islam.


The odes (qasīdas) were constructed with three major sections: the remembrance of the lost beloved, the quest, and the boast. This poetry was heroic in values, lyrical in form, and dramatic in idiom. Remembrance of the beloved was based upon the broken relationship between lovers and beloveds. Love affairs begun when the bedouin tribes met at the fairs would be broken off as the tribes separated to pursue the year-long effort to find pasture grounds. The abandoned ruins of the beloved’s campsite became the quintessential symbol of the former union with the beloved and her current absence, and the generative symbol for the entire poem. The poet might also remember the stations of the beloved’s journey away from him, and list them with ritual solemnity, as if they were the stations of a pilgrimage. The memory of the beloved, finally, would lead to a reverie, with a lyrical evocation of spring, of the oasis, of animals at peace—in other words, of a lost garden symbolic of the lost beloved.


The quest or “night journey” began when the poet broke out of his reverie and set off alone across the desert on a camel mare. These desert journey scenes involved an almost surreal evocation of the heat of the desert day; the terror of the night; the hunger, deprivation, and disorientation of the journey; and a confrontation with mortality—without consolation of an afterlife. The wearing away of the poet’s self was often symbolized by the emaciation of the camel mare. Other desert animals—such as the oryx, onager, and ostrich—were depicted with a complex symbolic depth and poetic texture.


The final section, the boast, featured the reintegration of the poet into his tribe and the singing of the tribal values of generosity, courage in war, and the willingness to stand before death unflinchingly. The boast often was based on a poetic evocation of the sacrifice of the bedouin’s camel and distribution of the meat to all the members of the tribe. The prime value was heroic generosity. The generous hero, the Karīm, was one who was willing to spend his fortune on a night’s feast, to sacrifice his camel mare (symbolic of the self) for the tribe. Indeed, the camel sacrifice became the most important ritual and heroic moment in pre-Islamic Arabia. The Karīm also was willing to give his life in battle. Yet the celebration of the heroic ethos in the battle sections of the poems often revealed a tragic undertone. Even as the heroism was proclaimed, intimations arose of the tragedy of intertribal warfare and its open-ended cycle of killing and vengeance. Intuited within the deeper symbolism, verbal resonances, and intense imagery of the poem was the tragic effacement of the boundary of kin and non-kin, self and enemy. The killing of an enemy in battle (however heroically celebrated) led to an intimation of the fragility of kin boundaries (and boundaries between self and other) and the futility of a warfare that would end with the decimation of both tribes.


These odes are believed to have been composed, performed, and transmitted in an oral tradition similar to that of the jazz song or the Homeric epic, with each performance of a piece tailored, timed, and in part improvised to the audience. Gradually, the extraordinarily vivid images of the odes were configured in differing modes: comic, tragic, elegiac, ironic, and heroic. The development of these expressive modes led to the formation and discovery of a common nation. Different tribes speaking different dialects developed a common poetic language that expressed the range of human sentiment within shared cultural values and sensibilities. The notion of the Arab, as a name for the tribes speaking the Arabic language—not just in a lexical sense but in this more profound sense of common cultural bonds and expression—was being developed, even as the tragic element within the tribal heroic ethos was expressed and understood more deeply. The discovery of a common cultural bond among the tribes and an intimation of the tragic element in their cycles of warfare were culminating at the time the young man from Mecca heard what he understood to be revelations of God.5
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