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NOTES TO THE READER



In transliterating Arabic names and terms, I follow the IJMES system minus macrons and diacritics, with the exception of the glottal stop (left-facing apostrophe) and the ‘ayn (right-facing apostrophe).


With regard to geographical names I use modern usage, but I insert the Arabic transliteration followed in parentheses only when it first appears in the text: i.e., Sfax (Safaqus); Kairouan (al-Qayrawan).


I use Ifriqiya, Maghreb, and North Africa which overlap in meaning in many contexts: Ifriqiya refers to a geographical and political entity from the ninth through the thirteenth centuries; Maghreb is used to designate the linguistic, cultural, and geographical expanse of Arab-Berber North Africa, from southern Morocco to eastern Libya; North Africa refers to what is generally meant in the modern geopolitical lexicon.


My chronology of events in the life of Ibn Hamdis is based on historical references to contemporaneous people and events, the brief notations of poems provided by the presumed editor of the Diwan, and explicit comments by the poet throughout his verses. Since classical Arabic historiography is based on a lunar calendar (Hijri), which alternates between twenty-nine and thirty days per month, it provides dates that do not correspond directly with those in a solar calendar (Gregorian). In translating these dates, I use the dating system of the common era (AD, CE) familiar to my readership. In the process, there may appear to be miscalculations, such as discrepancies between a person’s age in lunar years and solar years; but my goal is to remain as faithful as possible to the original Arabic sources.


Over the past two decades I have published a number of articles on Muslim Sicily, many of which deal specifically with Ibn Hamdis. It is only natural that I draw from them on numerous occasions. I refer the reader to my Bibliography at the end of the manuscript for a listing of these, and other, sources.


In translating Ibn Hamdis’s poetry into English, I tend to remain literal, i.e., as faithful as possible to the original. I do not attempt to recreate meters or rhyming in the English, and I use an asterisk to indicate explanations of obscure language not easily understood in the literal translation. From time to time, I point out examples of punning that enhance the effect of the poem. The informed reader of classical Arabic poetry will detect numerous examples of Ibn Hamdis’s references, borrowings, and other forms of intertextuality with works by the masters of Arabic poetry. Since my primary goal is to extract the autobiographical voice of the poet, I refrain from elaborating on these examples. Ibn Hamdis was a consummate wordsmith known for drawing upon archaic vocabulary, coining new meanings, and crafting unusual or innovative metaphors that at times obscure the intended meaning of the verse. Over the many years of my readings, consultations with highly informed colleagues, and extensive research on medieval Muslim Sicilian history, I have taken, at times, liberties with translation in consideration of the detail of Ibn Hamdis’s life story. Any alternate or erroneous readings of verses are of my own making.


Finally, I rely on modern terminology to express concepts or meanings not in use during the eleventh and twelfth centuries but which nonetheless best express appropriate meanings. I recognize the anachronism therein, and I beg my readers’ indulgence in this regard: i.e., ‘secular humanism,’ ‘pan-Arabism,’ Sicilian ‘nationalism.’
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PREFACE



‘Abd al-Jabbar Ibn Hamdis was born in 1055 in the city of Syracuse, located in the province of Val di Noto, on the island of Sicily and died in 1133, in a locale which remains a matter of historical speculation. At the time of his birth Sicily was reaping the benefits of a century of cultural development after a long period of conquest. As a child he was provided with a traditional Arabo-Islamic education which at that time consisted of the multiple branches of Quranic studies, Arabic grammar and philology, and classical Arabic poetry to which he would dedicate his entire long life of eighty years.


The island of Sicily at that time was also witnessing internal divisions that wreaked havoc on the political unity and social cohesion of the Muslim community. The carving up of the island among local warlords resulted in an easy entrance for the Norman armies which had come by this time to conquer much of the Italian mainland. The capture of the city of Palermo in 1072 under the command of Count Roger I was a watershed moment in the history of medieval Sicily. Six years later, Ibn Hamdis, at the age of twenty-four, packed up his family and bags, and followed the path of many Muslims who had been emigrating from the island since the disintegration of the last Muslim ruling dynasty, the Kalbids, some thirty years prior.


The first stop on his long road in exile was in the city of Sfax located on the eastern coast of what is today Tunisia. He remained there long enough to settle his family before setting out to follow his dream of becoming a famous court poet. His first success was realized when he was invited to join the court of al-Mu‘tamid ibn ‘Abbad, king of the petty kingdom (ta’ifa) of Seville. There he remained until 1091 when the Berber Almoravid forces launched their campaigns throughout al-Andalus, and forced al-Mu‘tamid and members of his court into exile. Ibn Hamdis returned to the central North African province of Ifriqiya where he lived the entire second half of his life serving as court poet for the last four Zirid princes.


The standard Arabic historical archive yields very little information about Ibn Hamdis al-Siqilli (the Sicilian). Apart from a handful of entries in biographical dictionaries that list him as a highly skilled and celebrated poet and that cite selections from his verses about Sicily for which he was best known, there are no details on his education nor anything about what he may have written beyond poetry. Nonetheless, Ibn Hamdis survives in memory and in text through his vast collection of poems collated into an anthology (diwan) that contains 370 poems, ranging from long qasida-s to short two-line poems. It is the powerful autobiographical voice that can be heard, especially throughout the praise poems he penned to the powerful men he served, and to the elegies he composed to mourn beloved family members and friends that guides us to the biographical details of his life.


This book taps heavily into the poetry. There are over two dozen poems that I have chosen to help me tell the story of Ibn Hamdis’s extraordinary life, lived in turbulent but ‘interesting’ times. In the early chapters, I cite the poems in full translations (all are mine unless otherwise indicated) in order to give my reader as strong a sense possible of the man and the poem. Ibn Hamdis was conservative in his faithful adherence to the conventions and strictures of classical Arabic poetry, but very much (may I say?) modern in the ways he could manipulate the conventions to display a creative intertextuality and poetic inventiveness to convey meaning and relevance to a whirlwind of contemporaneous political events taking place in a highly dynamic medieval Muslim Mediterranean world. In cases where the poem is lengthy and cited in full translation, I walk my reader through what I see as constituent parts (or movements) of the poem, since they carry with them layers of meaning not immediately apparent to a non-specialist. The sequencing, for example, of an amatory or gnomic preface, followed by a scene of departure or an arduous journey across hostile terrain, and finally a segment of praise or eulogy, follows the conventions set by the pre-Islamic Arabian ode, but bear rich significance to the message or the occasion of the poem. In poems of the later chapters, I choose to forgo full translations, deleting in particular verses that are overly formulaic and repetitive, and I cite those verses in which the autobiographical voice is most clearly audible. In other words, I provide Ibn Hamdis himself many occasions to tell his own story.
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BORN UNDER A BAD SIGN


On a blustery winter Mediterranean night in the mid eleventh century, in the eastern province of the island of Sicily, Ibn al-Thumna engaged in a heated discussion with his wife, Umm Ibrahim. In a fit of rage, he assaulted her, then called out to have her veins bled, leaving her to die. Her son, Ibrahim, being a witness to this, summoned the doctors who arrived in time to save her life. On the following morning, Ibn al-Thumna, nursing a hangover and experiencing feelings of guilt, pleaded for his wife’s forgiveness, making as his excuse his state of intoxication. His wife accepted his apologies. In the weeks to follow, most likely taking advantage of her husband’s lingering state of repentance, she asked his permission to travel to visit her brother, to which he assented.


It just so happened that the island of Sicily by this time had been carved up and was ruled by three petty warlords, one of whom was Umm Ibrahim’s husband, and the second her brother. Ibn al-Thumna, controlled the cities of Syracuse and Catania, along with their adjacent areas, and her brother, ‘Ali ibn Ni‘ma, better known as Ibn al-Hawwas, ruled the central cities and adjacent areas of Castrogiovanni (modern Enna) and Agrigento. The third warlord, ‘Abdallah ibn Mankut, carved out his fiefdom around the cities of Mazara and Trapani located on the western part of the island. The city of Palermo, long the political and military capital of Muslim Sicily, was slowly slipping away from the hands of the last Kalbid princes who had ruled the island since the middle of the tenth century.


When the seemingly forgiving wife, whom some sources name as Maymuna, arrived at her brother’s castle, she wasted little time in revealing to him what had transpired between her and her husband. In a furious and indignant reaction, Ibn al-Hawwas refused to allow his sister to return to her husband. After repeated messages inquiring about his wife’s delay and receiving no replies, Ibn al-Thumna assembled a militia. Ibn al-Thumna by now was emerging as the most powerful of the three warlords, having gained a vast amount of territory and even having his name pronounced at Friday sermons in the cathedral mosque in Palermo. With confidence and the flexed muscle of his own militia, he set out along with his troops and surrounded the main fortress in Castrogiovanni. Its powerful occupant, Ibn al-Hawwas, responded with an attack with his own militia and succeeded not only in breaking Ibn al-Thumna’s blockade but chasing him and whoever survived of his forces all the way back to Catania.


Having suffered the loss of many of his soldiers, Ibn al-Thumna, in an act of desperation and what would eventually amount to treason, resorted to the ultimate folly of seeking the assistance of the Norman battalions that had recently been making inroads on the island and were at this time camping on the outskirts of the city of Mileto, in the northeast corner of the island. The Normans, having set their sights on Sicily for some time, were only too willing to come to his aid. In 1052, they marched with the forces of Ibn al-Thumna and surrounded the castle of Castrogiovanni. This time, Ibn al-Hawwas was unable to put up much of a resistance.


THE KALBIDS OF SICILY


The island of Sicily since the last decades of the tenth century had been reaping the fruits of the Muslim conquest of the island that began in the second decade of the ninth century. The dynasty of the Banu Kalb, or the Kalbids, achieved a significant degree of autonomous rule in Sicily by the mid tenth century. The Kalbids had been active players in the Maghreb since Umayyad times of the eighth century, in both administrative and military roles. Although they lost much of their influence during the Banu al-Aghab (Aghlabids) reign of Ifriqiya (801–909), they re-emerged when the Fatimids came to power in 909. They supported the early Fatimid caliphs and were rewarded for their loyalty and military prowess with appointments as governors, judges, and provincial tax collectors throughout the island. Their influence and power increased there, especially after the Fatimids moved their headquarters to Egypt (972), leaving their [central] North African territories in the hands of loyal but rivalling factions.


Abu al-Futuh Yusuf ibn ‘Abdallah al-Kalbi, nicknamed Thiqat al-Dawla (Trust of the Realm), was appointed governor of Sicily by the Fatimid caliph in Egypt, al-‘Aziz, and ruled the island from 989–998. The medieval Arab historians are in agreement that Yusuf’s reign represented a high point in the history of Muslim Sicily. During his time, the Sicilian jihad, the project to conquer, colonize, and Islamicize the island with all the adornments of Muslim culture and civilization, was back on track after bouts on internal dissent and rebellion, and the island was prospering from political stability, economic prosperity, and the reaping of the first harvests of an indigenous ‘Sicilian’ Arab-Muslim cultural production. The borders were relatively secured against any Byzantine or other external interferences, and more and more Christian towns, especially in the northeast corner of the island, were submitting to Islamic dominance and rule.


But the daggers of Fate, that oft-cited villain of classical Arabic poetry, were flashed onto the island when Yusuf was smitten with a stroke that left half of his body paralyzed. Unable to continue to rule, he appointed his oldest son, Ja‘far, to replace him. The son continued to rule in the same vein of the father until his own brother ‘Ali, the second son of Yusuf, rebelled against him with the collaboration of Berber and black slave factions of the army. Ja‘far responded by dispatching his militias and succeeded in killing many of the rebelling soldiers. In the course of the battle, ‘Ali was captured, taken prisoner, and executed a mere week after the rebellion erupted. The enraged Ja‘far rounded up as many Berber soldiers he could seize and exiled them to North Africa, and he had as many of the slave corps he could find executed.


MUSLIM SICILY UNRAVELING


The army, now thinned out and consisting mainly of ‘Sicilian’ soldiers, that is, professional men of war who were sons and grandsons of the first generations of Muslim warriors and settlers, became emboldened, and they soon flexed their muscle by dethroning Ja‘far. What had been the legacy of his father Yusuf in uniting Sicilian Muslims and bringing peace and prosperity to the island was at this time being torn asunder. Ja‘far had fallen out of favor with his subjects for his heavy-handed rule, the arrogance he directed toward his brothers, his contempt for regional and religious leaders and, above all, his overbearing tax policies that turned large segments of the population against him. The year was 1019 when Ja‘far was escorted out to public trial to face the charges against him. The elderly and incapacitated father, Yusuf, then appeared, carried on a stretcher, to plead on his son’s behalf. Our chroniclers described how the masses cried out their sympathy and affection for their infirm former ruler, and then complained bitterly of his son’s abuses of power. A despondent and contrite Yusuf consented to their request to remove him, and soon thereafter the paralyzed father and disgraced son gathered much of their massive fortune and departed to the safety and protection of their Fatimid patrons in Egypt.


Yusuf’s third son, Ahmad ibn Yusuf al-Akhal, so-called for his dark complexion, quite possibly being the son of an African mother, was acclaimed as the new governor, testament to the continuous staunch loyalty the Sicilians harbored for the house of Yusuf, and he ruled them for the next seventeen years. Perhaps in a burst of religious zeal, or merely to divert attention from the smoldering residue of the recent domestic disturbances, or possibly in his quest to refill his coffers with badly needed funds to be gained by the spoils of war, al-Akhal resumed an aggressive jihad campaign, launching attacks against Christian towns in Calabria and Puglia on the Italian mainland, looting and taking prisoners, and even pillaging Sicilian towns whose loyalties he held in suspicion.


Al-Akhal’s strategies of ruling a once-again fractious Sicilian population, however, proved in the long run to be disastrous. By the time he assumed power, the deepest cleavage in the island’s population was no longer the Arab/Berber divide, but one between what the Arab historians came to designate as ‘Sicilian’ versus ‘North African.’ The Sicilians were those people, Arab and Berber alike, who conquered and settled this island, bringing Arabic and Islam onto as much of it as they could. As scions, sons and daughters, of the early generations of mujahidun, they were landowners, farmers or urban dwellers, military or civilian, who came to consider Sicily their homeland. The North Africans were relative newcomers, hundreds, if not thousands, mainly from the Kutama and Sanhaja Berber tribes of the central Maghreb, who arrived on the island during Fatimid rule as military recruits—or perhaps as political exiles— in search of opportunities for a better life. But Sicily was only so big and its resources so vast, and the opportunities available to the earlier Muslim arrivals were no longer as abundant to the newcomers. To many of the locals, they must have been seen as ‘foreign,’ even though they were Muslims. But their military might was still very much needed to repel Muslim Sicily’s external enemies, increasing steadily especially on its northern borders.


Taking advantage of this growing rift, al-Akhal summoned the leaders of the ‘Sicilian’ population and proposed to them that he rid the island of these ‘North Africans.’ Much to his surprise, no doubt, they refused, saying that these people were by now related to them through marriage. He dismissed them, and then summoned the leaders of the North Africans with the same proposal. This time, having nothing to lose and much to gain, they agreed. Al-Akhal then ordered that their possessions be protected, and that stiff taxes be imposed on the Sicilians. As expected, all hell broke loose.


The chaos that followed on the island was of grave concern to al-Mu‘izz ibn Badis (r. 1017–1062), the autonomous Zirid governor of Ifriqiya. Since the departure of the Fatimids to Egypt, the Sanhaja Berber Zirid family gained control over much of the central Maghreb, and to reinforce their own influence, they resumed Ifriqiya’s active interest and intervention into Sicilian affairs. So when a group of Sicilians sailed to the Zirid headquarters in Mahdia (al-Mahdiyya) for their assistance against the al-Akhal government, al-Mu‘izz responded with a heavily manned and armed flotilla commanded by his own son. When it arrived at the al-Khalisa, the citadel near the port in Palermo, the Zirids, witnessing the chaos and divisions, departed soon thereafter, and in the ensuing mayhem al-Akhal was killed. Neither the good intentions of the Zirid Court nor the acclamation of Hasan al-Simsam, Yusuf’s fourth son, as governor of Sicily, could salvage the deterioration of Muslim Sicily.


Amid such chaos, the three warlords mentioned above seized the moment and rose to power. And, it was during these hard times, roughly in the year 1055, when Ibn Hamdis was born.


BORN IN SYRACUSE, BECOMING A POET


Abu Muhammad ‘Abd al-Jabbar ibn Abu Bakr ibn Muhammad Ibn Hamdis was born in the city of Syracuse (in the southeast province of Noto) in 1055 to a family of the Azdi tribe, who emigrated from the Arabian Peninsula to Syria and then crossed over to North Africa at the end of the first Islamic century. His father, Abu Bakr, and his grandfather Muhammad, were most likely the descendants of military commanders who, by the time of his birth, had settled as landed gentry in the southeast corner of the island. The first generations of mujahidun coming to Sicily began to arrive from North Africa, more precisely from the central province of Ifriqiya (today consisting of all of Tunisia, eastern Algeria and western Libya). The ‘conquest’ of Sicily was the project of the Aghlabid dynasty who ruled Ifriqiya from 801 to 909. They were granted rulership of these recently conquered lands by the ‘Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, in part due to their military successes, and in part due to the difficulties the ‘Abbasids would face in governing such a distant province. Baghdad’s recognition of their ‘autonomy’ extracted an annual sum of 40,000 dinars and continuous pledges of allegiance to the ‘Abbasid caliphate.


In 827, Ziyadat-Allah I, the third Aghlabid prince (emir), launched a full-scale invasion against Byzantine Sicily with all the pomp and pageantry of an Islamic jihad, not so much as an act of religious duty than a political solution to the many social, political, and economic problems he was facing at home. On a June morning in 827, the commander of the Aghlabid fleet, Asad ibn al-Furat, stood at the port of Sousse (Susa) on the eastern ‘sahil’ of what is today’s east coast of Tunisia. A scholar of Islamic law and a recently appointed chief judge of the city of Kairouan (al-Qayrawan), Asad was named to command the invasion that would eventually lead to the Arab Islamic colonization of Sicily. He addressed his soldiers and the thousands of spectators who had gathered to witness the spectacle in Quranic terms. Ziyadat-Allah’s army was ethnically and professionally diverse; it consisted of Arabs and Berbers, Persians, and Africans; and it included professional soldiers (senior officers and recruits), slaves, medics, and religious scholars, preachers and teachers alike. The copious classical Arabic biographical literature unfortunately leaves us no clue as to where we may trace Ibn Hamdis’s origins among these first arrivals. We have no idea whether his grandfather or father pursued professional careers or scholarly ones.


‘Abd al-Jabbar Ibn Hamdis nonetheless remains today as the best-known figure from the Arabo-Muslim period of medieval Sicily. Perhaps the Norman court geographer, Abu ‘Abdallah Muhammad al-Idrisi (c. 1100–1165), author of the famous Book of Roger, shares equal fame in the eyes of many. Ibn Hamdis carries relatively scant personal information in medieval Arabic biographical literature. There is no mention of his education, teachers, or students, nor is there much on the details of his personal or professional life other than brief citations of his poetry with short commentaries. He is cited in numerous later sources but, again, most of the entries are brief. Ibn Hamdis’s fame rests solely on his extant diwan that contains 370 pieces (amounting to well over six thousand verses), ranging from two-line poems to full-length qasida- s (odes) as long as 80 lines, as previously mentioned. The survival of this diwan, as opposed to the much shorter one of his compatriot, Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali al-Bilanubi, and the hundreds of fragments of poetry by Arab Sicilian poets that survived in larger anthologies, has bestowed on Ibn Hamdis enduring fame and unique literary stature in both classical Arabic literature and in Muslim Sicilian history. The sheer size of the diwan attests to his long and prolific career. The diversity of its genres, panegyric (madih), elegy (ritha’), love poem (ghazal), devotional poem (zuhdiyya), wine song (khamriyya), and description (wasf) underscores his artistic versatility. The preponderance of the panegyric, from his earlier days at the ‘Abbadid court in Seville to his twilight years at the Zirid court at Mahdia, calls attention to a career intrinsically tied to and financially and professionally dependent upon the political whims and winds of his time.


However, above and beyond the size and condition of the diwan, and its uniqueness in the literary history of Muslim Sicily, Ibn Hamdis’s poetry scintillates in its power to capture the historical moment, when the politics, culture, aesthetics, and states of mind and emotions are brought to light through his particular vision of the world. If rearranged chronologically, Ibn Hamdis’s diwan could be read, as I have argued elsewhere, as a ‘diary in verse’ in which the intimate details of his life and his emotional stances toward the people and events that shaped it give voice to those precarious and unpredictable times in which he lived. In fact, an attempted chronology of Ibn Hamdis’s life experiences has been as much a subject of modern scholarly inquiry as has been his poetic oeuvre: curious, given the fact that so little of his life has been recorded in the conventional sources of the Arabic archive, biographical dictionaries, anthologies, and adab (belles-lettrist) writings. Yet the bits and pieces of historical information in his poetry, allusions to actual events, descriptions of real people and places, pieced together, create an archive from which we can tell his life story.


The year in which Ibn Hamdis was born coincided with the ongoing fragmentation of the island and the usurpation of power by the three petty warlords mentioned above, as well as the initial military successes of the Normans on the island. The combination of both of these, as we have seen and will see again, was responsible for waves of evacuation of especially the island’s Muslim elite. Despite the political deterioration, ironically, it was also a period when Muslim Sicilians were reaping the benefits of previous generations’ economic and material development as well as scholarly and artistic production.


EDUCATION IN AN EARLY JIHADI FRONTIER


We can safely assume that Ibn Hamdis was provided with a ‘conventional’ Muslim education. Given the fact that he was male (and most likely the oldest or only son), and that he hailed from a family of comfortable means, he studied in a primary school where he learned reading and writing, scriptures (Quran and hadith) and Arabic grammar and philology. In the absence of any normative biographical information accorded to scholars and men of high culture (poets included) in the classical Arabic period, one can also imagine the broad strokes of the intellectual landscape in which Ibn Hamdis was raised. His own diwan, a vast encyclopedia of historical, linguistic, and philological knowledge, and an immensely rich terrain of poetic intertextuality and inventiveness, had to come from somewhere.


Much of the genius in Ziyadat-Allah’s decision to launch a jihad against Byzantine Sicily lay in his inclusion of religious scholars among the combatants. Not only did it reinforce the legitimacy and sanctity of what at the time was deemed by many of the Qayrawani jurists (‘ulama’) to be a violation of a cease-fire treaty that was still in effect between the Aghlabids of Ifriqiya and the Byzantine government of Sicily, it was very much a tactical investment in a project that had long-term possibilities. Any conquered land, by force or by submission, would need to be settled quickly, and mosques, schools, courts, and residences would need to be built, not only for the retired soldiers and their families, but for the newly converted as well. The composition of such a diverse invading army would and did serve this purpose.


The first century of the Sicilian jihad was, as expected, spent on military operations. Most of the manpower and resources were directed onto the battlefield. The heavy resistance from both local Christian Sicilian populations, supported by local monasteries and the papacy, as well as from their Byzantine occupiers, required extensive and relentless efforts on the part of the invading forces, not to mention a constant flow of reinforcements (soldiers and weapons) from Ifriqiya. It is in this first century when the co-dependence of North Africa and Sicily takes deep root and, as we have seen, it endured throughout Muslim Sicilian history, right up to and including the Zirid princes’ last attempts to salvage the island from the Norman conquest two hundred years after their first landing. This relationship was one not only of a political/military nature, but also a religious and intellectual/cultural one as well.


Muslim Sicilian scholars make their first appearance in late-tenth- and early eleventh-century biographical dictionaries. They are, in the main, men who resemble closely their counterparts in the ‘motherland’ of Ifriqiya, and who are primarily trained in the Maliki school of [Sunni] Islamic law. These first generation ‘Sicilian’ scholars were specialists in the Quranic sciences (exegesis, recitations, etc.), Prophetic hadith, jurisprudence, and Arabic language and philology. Their genealogies span a wide range of nisba-s, i.e., indications of origin, being sons of families who traced their roots to various parts of the Islamic world, most often from areas of the wider North Africa (al-maghrib) but also from cities and towns in greater Syria and Mesopotamia (al-mashriq), or to various tribes, Arab as well as Berber.


The inclusion of religious scholars and teachers in the jihad’s invading army would extend well into the first century with a constant flow of appointments, political, military, juridical, and scholarly, made directly from the rulership in Ifriqiya. To a great degree the development of religious, social, and scholarly (read: civil) institutions in Sicily was a carbon copy of what was happening across the sea. The triumph of the Maliki jurists over their Hanafi Sunni rivals was replicated in Sicily by way of Maliki trained scholars who migrated to Sicily as teachers, judges, and chaplains, and who taught Maliki authored and sanctioned texts. In the course of time, the gradual development of urban centers (beginning with Palermo), the settlement of retired mujahidun, and the birth of new generations who opted for scholarly and not military careers, broadened the scope of intellectual activity and production.


By the late-tenth and early to middle decades of the eleventh century, Muslim Sicilian Arabic bio-bibliography advanced in ways that reflected developments taking place not only in the major centers of the wider Maghreb (including al-Andalus), but in the Islamic East as well. This advancement in Sicilian Muslim intellectual life was, in sum, based on a number of factors; the development of urban centers and their institutions of learning; the gradual evolution of Muslim Sicilian society from an exclusively military or ‘ghazi’ one to a more diverse (read: civil) one with citizens pursuing careers in education, trade, the arts and crafts; and greater exposure to external influences, from academic study-abroad (rihla), to commerce, and pilgrimage to Mecca.



THE RISE OF AN INDIGENOUS MUSLIM-SICILIAN CULTURE



Scholars and scholarship from Baghdad, Damascus, and Cairo flashed on the Sicilian radar screen, providing texts to study and models to emulate. Islamic law as an intellectual discipline expanded out into its various branches, Sufism was on the rise, and works of adab (belles-lettres) and other genres of expository writing were flourishing. Poetry, a key sub-field in the study of Arabic philology, had become as much a field of linguistic and philological inquiry as it was a popularly practiced art form. The massive treasure trove of jahili (pre-Islamic) poetry and the rise of the badi‘ (rhetorical embellishment) style, favored by many of the ‘modernist’ poets of the early ‘Abbasid period, continued to inspire Sicilian poets to emulate ‘the classics’ and to create their own indigenous Sicilian Arabic verse. A new generation of rising Sicilian poets, like their Andalusian counterparts, relished their mastery of the poetic canons and strove to compete with the poetic giants of the Arab east.


In his own times, Ibn Hamdis would have knowledge of and indeed access to some of the most outstanding literary and linguistic scholars of the greater Maghreb, Sicily included. The archive has preserved for us sketches of some of the most eminent among them. I cite them not with any attempt to draw connections between them and Ibn Hamdis, but to sketch a picture of Sicilian scholarly production at the time:


Abu Bakr Ibn al-Birr (d. 1068) was specialist in grammar who authored texts on grammar and lexicography. He studied in the Arab East and settled in Sicily. We know that when he was expelled from Mazara for his excessive drinking, he made his way to the more liberal and cosmopolitan climate of Palermo; Abu ‘Ali Hasan Ibn Rashiq (d. 1071), literary scholar from Kairouan and poet at the court of the Zirid prince, al-Mu‘izz Ibn Badis, was the author of the highly influential Kitab al-‘Umda, an encyclopedia of sorts for classical Arabic poetry and poetics. He fled to Sicily (for reasons unknown) where he spent the last years of his life; ‘Umar ibn Khalaf Ibn Makki (d. 1107) was a scholar of Quran and hadith who came to specialize in Arabic grammar and dialectology. His unique Tathqif al-lisan fi Talqih al-Janan (Educating the Tongue and Cultivating the Heart), a book on Sicilian Arabic, including idioms, provincialisms, and common linguistic errors made by the general public, is a remarkable example of how much Arabic linguistic studies in Sicily advanced beyond classical Quranic philology; ‘Ali ibn Ja‘far Ibn al-Qatta‘ (d. 1122) was a student of Ibn al-Birr and is best remembered for a massive encyclopedia he composed on Sicilian poets and poetry; and last, ‘Abd al-Rahman Ibn al-Fahham (d. 1122) combined all the best of Arabic philology, delving into the complexities of Quranic morphology and syntax. Unlike Ibn Hamdis, who dedicated himself solely to poetry, all of these scholars, it should be noted, composed their own verses in addition to their ‘academic’ writings. But like Ibn Hamdis, most of them left Sicily at the time of the Norman invasions and settled in either Ifriqiya, al-Andalus, or Egypt.


POETRY IN MUSLIM SICILY, FROM PHILOLOGY TO ART AND POLITICS


The sketches above comprise a small but illuminating picture of literary-cultural life in Muslim Sicily at the time of its political deterioration. Beyond the biographies of these men of high scholarly achievement lies a gallery of personalities of high culture or high social standing who composed poetry, as professionals or dilettantes. The Arab Sicilian archive yields literally dozens of names of Sicilians from various walks of life who tried their hand at composing verse. Unfortunately, their work survives only in fragments cited in later anthologies as examples of their best work. These would-be poets were in the main scholars of Islamic theology and law, philologists and grammarians, writers of polite prose (udaba’), and in some cases merchants, high-ranking soldiers, and bureaucrats, and even princes from the ruling family.


Poetry, as both an academic discipline and a cultural phenomenon, was widely composed, practiced, and performed during Muslim Sicily’s ‘golden age’ under the Kalbid dynasty. The growth and florescence of a Kalbid court produced a corps of highly literate functionaries with a command of literary Arabic needed to serve the government’s needs. The drafting of official documents, royal edicts, diplomatics, legal rulings, commercial, and other kinds of treaties and transactions required opening secretarial schools (diwan insha’) that would train scribes and other secretarial staff to compose Arabic at its highest register. After the Quran, classical Arabic poetry served as something of a collective textbook to educate these students by exposing them to all the best of Arabic vocabulary, grammar, and stylistics. At a time and place when rhetorical embellishment (badi‘) was in vogue, no better models of high literacy were found than in the poetic canons that provided examples of the many figures of speech, punning, metaphor, simile, alliteration, etc., all the de rigueur tools for a cultivated scribe or bureaucrat.


The culture of the medieval Mediterranean Court, whether Arabic Muslim, Greek Byzantine, or Latin West, as elsewhere in the Muslim East for that matter, extended beyond the quotidian workings of government offices and extended well into the evenings of male-bonding and professional and social (read: political) networking. The hunting lodges and pleasure palaces of the ruling elite, as well as of men of high social or military standing, served as sites for usually nocturnal entertainment where ‘wine, women, and song’ were celebrated in the company of professional court poets. Handsomely paid and fiercely competitive, these ‘hired hands’ used their poetic skills and talents to lavish praise on a powerful patron. Their poetry required inventiveness, often improvisation, and a credibility that suited the occasion. Whether celebrating a military victory (or disguising a military defeat), or extending congratulations on a holiday or the circumcision of a son, toasting a ruler or patron in verse required not only profound knowledge and command of the classical Arabic panegyric tradition, but the ability to persuade the recipient of praise as well as the members of his entourage of the sincerity and credibility of the poem. Arabic poetry, after all, was a widespread cultural phenomenon and a public affair, and very often with potential political bite. Both the composition and the performance of an Arabic panegyric were most effective at festive occasions on which large audiences with highly refined poetic tastes and expectations gathered.


Ibn Hamdis composed a short, ten-line poem in the form of a wine song (khamriyya) in which he describes a physical setting that captures the atmosphere and mood of male bonding on one such occasion. In it he incorporates many of the favorite images and tropes that had come to create the climate of nocturnal court culture:
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