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  PREFACE




  Medieval Arab society produced a fabulously, perhaps uniquely rich tradition of poetry which had an important role in defining cultural identity in

  pre-Islamic Arabia and the Muslim world alike. Any summary of the great poets of this tradition contains a handful of steady fixtures: usually Imru’ al-Qays (fl. early sixth

  century); perhaps al-Shanfara (sixth century), Majnun Layla (seventh century), ‘Umar ibn Abi Rabi‘a (d. 712), Abu Tammam (d. 845), al-Mutanabbi (d. 965) ...; and always in any list,

  except one that is unfairly censoring, Abu Nuwas (d. c. 814). His talent was extraordinary and showed in the matchless range and variety of his verse. He mastered most of the genres of

  Arabic poetry; he had an innate dexterity with words and in the formulation of ideas; he respected the spirit of inherited convention without ever being bound by its expression or “false

  compare”; and he was unusually poised in his employment of developing rhetorical devices (which some of his Abbasid peers could exploit excessively).




  Abu Nuwas perfected two Arabic genres: the wine poem and the hunting poem. But he is remembered mainly for the former, with its erotic (often homosexual) elements, and especially for the

  licentiousness associated with it. His wine poetry and erotic poetry were by any standards singularly inventive; and when we add to them the remarkable sting of his invective verse he is not

  unjustly compared to the Earl of Rochester whose venomous yet somehow elegant poetic duels with poets of the court of Charles II are quite the apt measure of Abu Nuwas’s Arabic for the

  Anglophone reader. But there is more than the great Rochester in Abu Nuwas. Reading widely through his poetry one might come to sense that genius shows itself in amazingly similar ways in different

  cultures: there are reminiscences of Keats’s wine “cool’d a long age in the deep delvèd earth” with its “beaded bubbles winking at the brim”;

  Ronsard’s Hymne de Bacchus, with its alloy of pagan and monotheistic elements; Marvel’s seductive To His Coy Mistress; the tricky fluency of Skelton who was “so

  much more than the brilliant eccentric for which we are apt to mistake him”; and there is the Goliardic exuberance of the Carmina Burana alongside the gravity of Donne’s

  Meditations.




  The list, along with the whole comparative exercise, becomes forced the longer it gets. It is naïve and unfair to appear exclusively to measure the achievements of one culture against those

  of another, though part of the delight of humanistic reading is to make connections. In fact, it is just as essential for the non-specialist to be told briefly what Arabic poetry is not. There are

  no extensive narrative poems. No verse dramas. Readers accustomed to, say, The Odyssey, Divina Commedia, Canterbury Tales, Hamlet, Paradise Lost, The Prelude, etc., may well

  believe that in order to be great a poet should compose poems of epic length. Yet Arabic poetry has its own largely unique norms and conventions: of form, meter, subject and the distinct

  collocation of themes. It can, of course, only be judged fully on these terms. The former (rhyme, form, meter, etc.) are largely trapped in the enhanced Arabic of the original poetry; but one can

  endeavor to translate and discuss the essential spirit of the themes. It is hoped that the latter will begin to emerge, according to distinctive genres and relating to the strong literary persona

  of Abu Nuwas, in the course of this introductory work.




  The poems discussed in this book were all written in sustained monorhyme. They were of no fixed length, varying from fragments of two-to-five verses to poems of up to forty verses; each verse

  was divided into two hemistich halves (as I have tried to represent in the format of my translations). Each poem was written in one of a number of quantitative meters based on sustained patterns of

  long and short syllables. Some poems discussed in this book are quoted in full; however, much poetry is excerpted and this is indicated either in the accompanying prose commentary or by the use of

  ellipses (“...”).




   




   




  The reader may find the following brief glossary of Arabic poetic terms useful:




   




  

    

      Badi‘ the collective term for a number of rhetorical devices developed in the eighth century and characteristic of Abbasid poetry in its heyday




      Ghazal love/erotic poetry




      Hija’ satire, satirical poetry




      Khamriyya a wine poem




      Madih praise poetry




      Marthiya an elegy




      Mu‘allaqa a “suspended ode”, one of seven (some say ten) poems considered paragons of pre-Islamic poetry; according to legend they were

      suspended on the walls of the Ka‘ba in Mecca in recognition of their quality




      Muhdath “Modern” – a term used to describe the poets of the mid-eighth century onwards whose style was influenced by rhetorical

      badi‘; they are distinguished in literary history from the “Ancient” Bedouin poets whose language and style, though greatly admired, were more archaic




      Mujun profane, libertine or dissolute poetry




      Naqida one half of a satirical duel




      Nasib the opening movement of the multi-themed qasida (it is associated with an amatory theme and elegiac mood, and influenced some developments in

      ghazal)




      Qasida multi-themed “ode”, the single most important poetic form from pre-Islamic to modern times




      Tardiyya a hunting poem




      Zuhdiyya an ascetic poem


    


  




   




   




  The following abbreviations are used:




   




  

    

      EAL The Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature




      Diwan the “collected poetry” of Abu Nuwas


    


  




   




  All references to the Diwan are taken from the Wagner/Schoeler critical edition (Wagner edited vols. 1 to 3 and 5; Schoeler edited vol. 4), and are indicated, e.g., as

  follows: D. ii, 45; in rare instances Ghazali’s edition has been used and therefore specified; some references are to the Saqi edition of the libertine/mujun poems:

  al-Nusus al-Muharrama (The Forbidden Poems, abbreviated to FP in source references).
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  “DANGLING LOCKS AND BABEL EYES”




  A Biographical Sketch of Abu Nuwas (c.757–814)




  Background and Origins




  Without a shadow of doubt one of the greatest, most versatile and celebrated of classical Arabic poets was the man known fondly during his lifetime – and ever since

  – by the sobriquet, or Arabic “cognomen”, Abu Nuwas (“He of the Dangling Locks”), a nickname he acquired as a boy or adolescent in Basra in southern Iraq where he grew

  up. His full name was Abu ‘Ali al-Hasan ibn Hani’ al-Hakami, and while to posterity he is simply Abu Nuwas, his friends and contemporaries addressed him just as often as Abu ‘Ali.

  He was born in the province of Ahwaz, in the region of Khuzistan (ancient Elam) in south west Persia circa 757 CE. Puzzlingly this varies as much as 21 years in the

  classical sources; but he was in any case well over fifty years of age by the time of his death in the year 814 or 815, following the death of the caliph Muhammad al-Amin, son of Harun al-Rashid

  (d. 809), in September 813. The consensus is that he was about 59 years of age when he died.




  His Persian mother, Jullaban, was a seamstress of modest background (who may also have worked selling bamboo artifacts) and who apparently never mastered the Arabic language. Her house is said

  to have been a meeting place for singing girls. She was widowed around the time of Abu Nuwas’s birth, but appears at some point to have remarried, as evidenced by a line of satire directed at

  Abu Nuwas by one of his nemeses in his later years in Baghdad (“What is your mother doing with that ‘Abbas?!”). She outlived her son and Abu Nuwas’s paltry estate came into

  her possession upon his death. It is said he bequeathed her as little as 200 dinars – astonishingly little given his eminence as a poet and the rewards that were probably heaped upon him,

  sporadically, during his lifetime. Unlike his mother, Abu Nuwas both mastered and crafted the Arabic language as well as any poet ever has and it provided him with a living, but he was also

  recklessly generous and a hedonist to boot – he suffered materially from the very same impulse that enriched his poetry.




  He probably never knew his father, Hani’ ibn ‘Abd al-Awwal, who had served in the army of the last Umayyad caliph, Marwan II (d. 750); Hani’’s grandfather, al-Sabbah, had

  served Jarrah ibn ‘Abdullah al-Hakami, a clan of the south Arabian tribe of Sa‘d ibn ‘Ashira. This ethnicity is important in that a distinct, quasi-political feature of Abu

  Nuwas’s poetry was his at times pronounced disdain for the northern Arabian tribes. This north-south tribal dichotomy constituted in broad terms a sort of Jets-versus-Sharks enmity in Umayyad

  and early Abbasid political society. Medieval philologists declared pithily that there were three great poets of the “Yemen” (which stands here for the southern group): Imru’

  al-Qays, Hassan ibn Thabit (the “court poet” of Muhammad the Prophet) and Abu Nuwas. Significantly, while it may be that Abu Nuwas acquired his sobriquet simply on account of his

  disheveled appearance, another explanation is that it signals his South Arabian affiliation due to its obvious evocation of the pre-Islamic Yemeni king Dhu Nawas.




  The Persian origins of Abu Nuwas’s mother, Jullaban, has been significant in discussions about the poet’s cultural sympathies. Yet the question of whether or not Abu Nuwas was an

  Arab or Persian poet at heart, is misplaced. He doubtless considered himself overwhelmingly to be an Arab poet – one firmly set within the Arab tradition; he was simply influenced in

  a relatively minor key by elements of a Persian ambience, as manifested in his celebrations of Nawruz and in the use of Persian vocabulary and names that pepper some fragments of his verse. Though

  in early Abbasid society there was an important and vociferous pro-Persian movement of literary figures, Abu Nuwas himself was anything but consistent and probably abhorred the complacency of any

  trenchant cultural, theological or political view. He could, for example, make fun of Muhra, the mother of his beloved Janan, for her métier as a procuress and tie that to her

  incompetence in Arabic exhibited partly in her use of Persian words – he was caricaturing her for a kind of lewd déformation professionelle. In sum, he simply had a more

  ethnically diverse background than some of his contemporaries in the Baghdad circle of the early ninth century.




  Education




  In his early childhood Abu Nuwas followed his mother to Basra in lower Iraq where he attended Qur’an school. Ahwaz held little promise for a family whose breadwinner had

  just died, and the move to Basra was doubtless motivated by a quest for livelihood, if not fortune. It was a cultural heartland. Abu Nuwas became a Hafiz (i.e., he memorized the Qur’an) at a

  young age; indeed his deep knowledge of the Scripture would manifest itself consistently in the linguistic tissue of his later poetry. His youthful good looks and innate charisma attracted the

  attention of the Kufan poet, Abu Usama Waliba ibn al-Hubab al-Asadi (d. 170/786). The latter was a handsome blond and blue-eyed man of Persian extraction who took Abu Nuwas to Kufa as a young

  apprentice.




  The influence upon Abu Nuwas exerted by this light-spirited and nigh-delinquent poet should not be understated; there are many lasting traces of the impact he had upon the young poet, especially

  in his more iconoclastic mood. Waliba’s poetry is homoerotic, licentious, skilled and eloquent, yet light of diction, and it is particularly in his facetious treatment of the Devil as a topos

  that he clearly left his mark on Abu Nuwas, who made much of this theme in his later years as a Bacchic poet. According to one tradition the Devil (Ar. Iblis from Gk. diabolos) played a

  concrete role in the relationship between Waliba and his pupil: Iblis appeared to Waliba in a dream and said of Abu Nuwas: “I will lead astray the Community of Muhammad with this youth of

  yours; I will not be satisfied until I sow love for him in the hearts of all hypocrites and lovers on account of his sweet and pleasant verse.”




  By all accounts Waliba intuitively recognized in Abu Nuwas his talent as a poet and encouraged him toward this vocation. But it is also clear that Waliba was attracted sexually to the young

  Hakamite and may have had erotic relations with him. Whether or not this predisposed Abu Nuwas to visit this behavior upon others when he was older can only be mooted, but certainly Abu

  Nuwas’s relationships with adolescent boys when he had matured as a man seem to mirror his own experience with Waliba.




  On the evening of their first encounter, one tradition has it, the two men drank together and ate. When Abu Nuwas removed his clothes, Waliba beheld his corporal beauty and kissed his behind at

  which point the young man farted in his face. Waliba cursed him for being so vulgar but Abu Nuwas retorted confidently with a maxim: “What reward can there be for the one who kisses ass

  except a fart!” The exchange is rude and trifling but it is of some significance in that Abu Nuwas is so often recorded as outwitting his associates. He was willing to heed advice, though,

  and this is nowhere more evident than in his relationship with the other man who had a profound effect on his poetic formation: Khalaf al-Ahmar (d. 796).




  Returning to Basra from Kufa still an adolescent, Abu Nuwas became a disciple of this eminent transmitter and forger of early poetry. Khalaf is connected in Arabic literary history with the

  fabrication of a number of early poems, including conceivably – the issue has never been settled – the superb Lamiyyat al-‘Arab (“The L-Poem of the Arabs”)

  attributed to al-Shanfara al-Azdi (fl. sixth century). While Waliba was quintessentially a poet of his time, and one of the so-called “Dissolutes of Kufa,” Khalaf was a

  philological master of the great tradition of ancient bedouin poetry and had both the authority and innate skill to round Abu Nuwas’s poetic education.




  If Abu Nuwas was to become the quintessential “Modern” (Ar. muhdath) poet of the early Abbasid efflorescence, yet he was bred certainly from the pre-Islamic tradition which

  he came to refashion. In this connection, it is essential to understand the often layered textual allusions of his verse which Khalaf was at least in part responsible for nurturing. This is the

  basic point to be gleaned from the most famous and quasi-legendary incident in their relationship. When the young Abu Nuwas asked Khalaf for permission to compose poetry of his own (somewhat

  disingenuously, as he doubtless already had), he was told: “Only once you have learnt by heart a thousand ancient poems”. Abu Nuwas disappeared for a while then returned, announcing

  that he had memorized the requisite amount. He recited them out aloud over several days and then reiterated his initial request. But Khalaf now insisted that his pupil forget all the poems which he

  had just learnt. After a period of seclusion in a monastery Abu Nuwas forgot the poems and was finally authorized to compose. The incident smacks of the imaginary in the terms that it is

  related and it probably simply marks the formal induction of Abu Nuwas as a poet at the hands of Khalaf. However, it also helps one to appreciate the fact that in his mature years Abu Nuwas never

  aped the ancient corpus; rather he would be subliminally affected by it.




  The ninth-century literary critic, poet and caliph-for-one-day, Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, attested with authority to Abu Nuwas’s sound understanding of fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence),

  acquired young: he was conversant with fundamental legal opinions and their technicalities; some of this can be sensed in his verse. In addition to his profound knowledge of prophetic traditions

  (Hadith) he was proficient in particular scriptural issues, such as the complex subject of how some Qur’anic verses can qualify or supersede (abrogate) others. He studied Qur’an

  recitation with Abu Muhammad Ya‘qub ibn Ishaq al-Hadrami, responsible for one of the ten recognized early recitations of the Scripture; Ya‘qub even declared that his pupil was the best

  reciter of the Qur’an in Basra, despite, we might note, the adolescent’s lisp (he couldn’t roll his r’s) but perhaps because of his husky voice. All the above bespeaks

  further the thorough education he received in Basra. While Khalaf al-Ahmar must certainly have instructed him in tribal lore, it was Abu ‘Ubayda Ma‘mar ibn al-Muthanna (d. 824) in

  particular who would have filled out his knowledge of the pre-Islamic tribal “Battle Days.” Abu ‘Ubayda was the greatest repository of this significant corpus of knowledge in

  early Abbasid times and remains the principal source for the extant corpus of this literature. In the rivalry between Abu ‘Ubayda and al-Asma‘i, another illustrious philologist and

  anthologist of poetry, Abu Nuwas sided naturally with Abu ‘Ubayda.




  This did not prevent him ridiculing his tutor by writing graffiti on the pillar of a mosque alluding to the fact that the latter enjoyed sex with boys: “God bless Lot and his tribe [of

  sodomites]; say, Amen! O Abu ‘Ubayda! At over seventy you are the last of them ...!” A burlesque scene survives in apocrypha of Abu ‘Ubayda, bereft of all dignity, holding his

  catamite upon his shoulders, demanding that the writings be erased – no doubt, to the scornful mirth of those who sat and watched. The boy had trouble erasing all elements of the verse and

  the word “Lot” remained visible, at which Abu ‘Ubayda remarked tetchily that this was the one word they were trying to “flee from” – “erase it

  quickly!” he insisted. But Abu ‘Ubayda was neither devoid of humor nor gravity, and his opinion that Abu Nuwas was for the “Modern poets” (al-muhdathun) what

  Imru’ al-Qays was for the Ancients carries weight. Such a judgment could surely only be made once Abu Nuwas had reached a maturity in his art; the contact between Abu ‘Ubayda and Abu

  Nuwas must have been on some level – intellectually – a lasting one, and there was no persistent rancor between the two men.




  Abu Nuwas not only studied but also taught prophetic traditions (Hadith), and among his own pupils were said to be the great polymath al-Jahiz (d. 869) and the distinguished jurist

  al-Shafi‘i (d. 820). Two traditions are transmitted by him with chains of transmission going back to the Prophet. Al-Dhahabi (d. 1348) in his Mizan, and no doubt other authors,

  judged that Abu Nuwas was essentially unworthy of transmitting Hadith due to his dissolute and immoral character. It is certainly the case that Abu Nuwas could be contemptuous of the protocols of

  this religious literature in his poetry; in one 10-line piece, apparently composed in Basra, he parodied the chains of transmission that provide the very authenticity of prophetic deeds and

  sayings. The story goes: Abu Nuwas attended the salon in Basra of ‘Abd al-Wahid ibn Ziyad to which students of Hadith thronged for instruction. Each pupil was allowed to ask three questions

  before departing and when Abu Nuwas’s turn came he simply recited the following poem: “We have transmitted on the authority of Sa‘id from ‘Ubada/from Zurara ibn Baqi that

  Sa‘d ibn ‘Ubada / said: ‘Whosoever screws his lover will gain happiness from him; / but if he dies of doting fondness he will gain the recompense equal to reciting the Shahada

  (Muslim testimony of God’s unity) ...’ ” This scurrilous poem, among other details, goes on to give prominence to Jarada, a pander of Basra whose name shares the rhyme scheme of

  the poem with the respected transmitters of Hadith alluded to transparently, though distorted by concoction, in the first two lines.




  Love for Janan




  It was during his early life in Basra that Abu Nuwas fell for the only woman he is deemed truly to have loved – Janan. She was the slave-girl of the family of al-Wahhab

  ibn ‘Abd al-Majid al-Thaqafi, a tutor of the eminent religious scholars Ahmad ibn Hanbal and al-Shafi‘i. Janan was exquisitely beautiful, intelligent and learned in Arab lore

  (akhbar) and poetry. It may be that Abu Nuwas already enjoyed a reputation as a homosexual by the time he first set eyes upon her, for it is said that he caused surprise among the

  companions who witnessed his enrapture at the sight of her. It has even been suggested, with only the vaguest evidence, that Janan herself was a lesbian. The relationship between the two was, in

  any case, complicated and characterized by oscillations between attraction and antipathy expressed in animated poetic exchanges. Abu Nuwas’s poems about her circulated in Basra, according to

  tradition, before they ever met, and this at least supports the view that he had already enjoyed a reputation as a poet before this affair. The poet’s continued rhapsodies of love met with

  her disdain, and when it reached him that she had cursed these indiscretions his response was: “Your curse has come to my ears. Curse then all you will. Does not my name thus pass through

  your lips?! What more could I ask for?” In a clever conceit he continues: “I have conjectured about you in so many different ways, for is not Knowledge of the Unseen the exclusive

  province of God?” Even she, the point is, cannot predict the success or failure of his courtship, since only God has knowledge of the future.




  When Janan declared her solemn intention of performing the pilgrimage to Mecca, Abu Nuwas determined to accompany her. Piety apparently had no initial part to play in his performance of this

  rite, though it is related that once he was in Mecca, having donned the garbs of ritual purity, people flocked around him to listen to the pious verse he had composed for the occasion. More famous

  is the following story about this visit (told by an authority of some repute): “We made the pilgrimage the same year as Abu Nuwas, and we all gathered together to perform the circumambulation

  of the Ka‘ba. He stepped out in front of me and I saw him following a woman round, though I didn’t yet know who she was. I then progressed to the Black Stone and beheld the woman

  kissing the stone and there he was kissing it alongside her in such a way that their cheeks touched. I said to myself, ‘He is the most perverse of people!’ Then I realized this was

  Janan. When they had departed, I met up with him and told him, ‘You wretch! Does not even this holy site bring you to your senses!’ He answered that I was a fool to think that I would

  have crossed so many deserts and desolate tracts for any other reason!” Abu Nuwas then recited his poem about this encounter, verses redolent of the character and antics of the philandering

  ‘Umar ibn Abi Rabi‘ a century earlier; he only lightly minced words: “We did at the Mosque what the pious were not doing.”




  He was once reprimanded by a judge in Basra, who hadn’t at first recognized him, for talking openly to a woman in the street. The lady in question was a messenger for Janan and when Abu

  Nuwas justified his encounter in verse, the judge suddenly realized with whom he was dealing and vowed never to bother him again for fear of being satirized. Yet again we sense that Abu Nuwas was

  already established locally during the time of this affair, but it is hard properly to gauge the nature of the actual relationship; some traditions tell us that Abu Nuwas moved to Baghdad soon

  after it ended with a heavy heart, others that it was he who was largely responsible for its demise having refused to accede to Janan’s conditions when offered her hand by her mistress

  – that he give up sleeping with boys. He moved to Baghdad in 786 CE, around the time of Harun al-Rashid’s accession, probably not so much heartbroken as to

  promote his literary vocation. There, over four decades, he spent his halcyon days as well as some of his darkest moments.




  The Move to Baghdad




  In Baghdad success as a poet depended essentially on patronage, and we know something of his dealings with the various “maecenic” figures of the day. At the center

  of this was the caliphal court, but just as important were the Barmecides and their literary entourage, and other patrons, notably the family of al-Fadl ibn al-Rabi‘ whom Abu Nuwas embraced

  (or vice versa) when acceptance into the Barmecide circle was thwarted. He expressed exasperation at the stuffiness of the atmosphere at court, where one could only speak when spoken to. Here he

  felt the “hot embers of impatience” and would long for his friends, his style cramped by the stately protocols of comportment. It is certainly true that his finer poems reflect antics

  among friends and cup-companions when released from the behavioral strictures of court life; this attitude would only change, seemingly, during the reign of the caliph al-Amin whom he attended more

  as companion than subject.




  The Barmecide family were renowned for their generous patronage, yet the poet’s initial attempts to benefit from it were unsuccessful. The poet’s greatest obstacle in this respect

  was Aban ibn ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Lahiqi (d. 815–816), a poet who controlled the purse-strings of Barmecide patronage, rewarding poets according to his judgment of their worth. He

  appears to have feared Abu Nuwas as a rival, and belittled him in particular in 795 when al-Fadl ibn Yahya al-Barmaki returned from Khurasan where he had been posted as governor; Aban stood in

  judgment of the eulogies composed for al-Fadl on the occasion and rewarded Abu Nuwas’s poem with a meager – and insulting – two dinars. Abu Nuwas slapped Aban in the face and

  accused him of having stolen his own mother’s earnings, intimating that she made her living as a prostitute. Al-Fadl, amused by the incident, gave instructions that Aban “patch it

  up” with Abu Nuwas. No such truce survives in his verse: Abu Nuwas wrote a number of satires upon Aban, suggesting in one that his mother (with whom he appears to have been fixated) had

  confused letters when she gave him his name: she had meant to call him Atan, which in Arabic means a donkey. Aban wrote a poem of self-praise which he had sent to al-Fadl ibn Yahya; Abu Nuwas

  parodied this poem stingingly, ending his riposte to it with what became a proverbial line: “What I have said about you is authentic and eternal, while your words will be blown away by the

  wind.” Aban offered Abu Nuwas a fortune to suppress this satire, but was told simply to grin and bear the stigma.




  While the tension between these two poets appears never to have abated, Abu Nuwas did preserve some contact with the Barmecides. A mournful line in praise of al-Fadl ibn Yahya suggests he still

  had dealings with the Barmecides shortly before their downfall (“... though you have been visibly humbled, yet I have not betrayed my love for you”). Fragments of poetry survive in

  which he laments their terrible debacle in 803 in which many of them died. Indeed, he took a poor view of one Isma‘il ibn Sabih who took over one of their high administrative functions having

  served them as their secretary and, adding insult to injury, divulged some of their secrets in the process. The poet’s retribution for this betrayal was to write a lewd poem about

  Isma‘il’s son Muhammad – thus satisfying two desires at once.




  The success Abu Nuwas achieved with Harun al-Rashid, relatively paltry though it was, was probably due not to the Barmecide family but the intercession of the Al Nawbakht already after the fall

  of the former in 803 and once al-Fadl ibn al-Rabi‘ had become the caliph’s chief minister. Some sources suggest that the caliph shut the poet out completely, but had Abu Nuwas received

  no recognition from al-Rashid it is unlikely that he would have elegized him upon his death in 809.




  Panegyric poems were written also for al-Amin and survive from the period when the latter was still only heir to the caliphate. These poems are less formal than both the status of the patron and

  tenor of the genre normally required, a fact which bespeaks the friendship and bonhomie between the two men. There may even have been a more charged affection between them, as evidenced by the

  following, clearly amorous lines: “I am in love but cannot say with whom; I fear him who fears no one!/When I think about my love for him, I feel for my head and wonder if it is still

  attached to my body!” (D. iv, 195) It is assumed these verses refer to al-Amin; if they do, Abu Nuwas was probably right to be coyer in this instance than he usually was in such

  matters.




  His staunchest patrons in Baghdad were the Nawbakht family, in particular the four sons of Abu Sahl ibn Nawbakht: ‘Abdallah, al-Fadl, Sulayman and Isma‘il, and the latter’s own

  son, al-Hasan. Anecdotes survive of their friendship: they drank together and the poet was rewarded financially as well as, on one occasion, with a slave-girl bought for him by Sulayman. Given that

  the Nawbakht family was largely responsible for the survival of Abu Nuwas’s poetry after his death, it is puzzling that only one panegyric devoted to them survives as against a number of

  biting satires.




  The most significant contact he had in Baghdad was with a welter of poets. He had various dealings in Baghdad with most of the great bards of the day, by turns amicable and hostile. The list of

  these relations reads like a Who’s Who of the poetic luminaries at the turn of the ninth century: al-Husayn ibn al-Dahhak (some of whose Bacchic poetry appears to have been ascribed to Abu

  Nuwas); Muslim ibn al-Walid; Abu al-‘Atahiya, who wrote homiletic poetry chiefly and was jealously proprietorial of the genre; and al-‘Abbas ibn al-Ahnaf, a courtly love lyricist and

  favorite of Harun al-Rashid in this respect.




  Like the work of most poets Abu Nuwas’s oeuvre was not biographical, except perhaps in a topical way. However, his migration to the Abbasid capital was marked in real terms by a

  khamriyya (or wine poem) in which the pleasures of life in Baghdad, or some outlying monastery, are set up as a consoling imaginary against the lost – “pious” –

  youth of his Basran days. The poem is a descriptive fantasia anchored in one central feature to the poet’s biography and must have been written some time after his move: “The

  prayer-place is now effaced [as are my old haunts], the sand dunes of the two market places of Mirbad and Labab – /Faded is the mosque which [once] brought together noble qualities and

  religion, faded too are al-Sihan and al-Rahab./Abodes where I spent my youth until greyness appeared in my side-whiskers,/Amongst young men like swords, shaken by the bloom of youth, and adorned

  with good manners./Then Time brought its afflictions .../Qatrabbul is now my spring residence, and in the villages around al-Karkh I spend my summer – my mother now is the

  grape-vine.”1 (D. iii, 29–31) The poem emerges further into the present in a detailed Bacchic vignette: a Christian monastic context

  is suggested by the relief carved on golden goblets of wine: “Vessels smooth and sleek, engraved with depictions of priests and crucifixes,/Reciting their Gospel, whilst above them lay a

  heaven of wine,/Like pearls, scattered about by the hands of virgins taken by a playful mood.” (D. iii, 34–35) It is the “playful mood” that really marks this poem,

  and bespeaks most clearly the underlying poetic inspiration and temper. Here the archetypical move (of the ancient and traditional ode) from decadent youth to respectable and forbearing present is

  overturned, allowing simultaneously some real nostalgia for Basra to be felt. The poem may not depict Baghdad – it quite clearly doesn’t – however, it is a choice product

  of the extended Baghdadi period of the poet’s life. It is in this period that Abu Nuwas matured as a poet, and this is nowhere better glimpsed than in the complexity of his lyric verse, both

  bacchic and erotic, that dates in bulk from this period. The khamriyya which Abu Nuwas mastered and perfected as a genre in the Abbasid capital allows one to situate the man best of all as

  a poet, absorbing and transforming a whole tradition, and as a person more generally who, in some minimal measure at the very least, was also reacting to his environment.
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