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Introduction

Based on its endeavor to stimulate creativity and its commitment to
the spread of culture, the vision of King Abdulaziz Center for World
Culture (Ithra) — an Aramco initiative — continues to boost cultural
communication with the world by sponsoring arts, literature, and science.
This endeavor emanates from Ithras deep belief that art and culture can

make individuals and communities stronger and more impactful.

Seeking to present to the public some of the best Arabic and world
productions, Ithra, in collaboration with Aramco’s Al-Qafilah magazine,
has proudly produced this book. It contains a collection of 10 poems called
the Mu‘allaqat (Pre-Islamic Arabic Golden Odes) in both the Arabic and
English languages. This book is intended to educate new generations about
the human, aesthetic, and philosophical values of these ancient poems, and
to share knowledge about their meaning and subject matter, in a manner
accessible to modern readers. This book celebrates the beauty of the Arabic
language by focusing on the culture and history of the Arabian Peninsula,

and the lives of those who inhabited it over 1,000 years ago.

The 10 poems are considered masterpieces of both Arabic and world
literature. These poems comprise the roots of Arabic poetry, which entwine
gracefully with today’s creative writing. That's why the influence of the
Mu‘allaqat still resonates today, in Arabic poetry and literature in general.
These poems bear witness to the ingenuity, originality, and linguistic skills
of the ancient poets, who succeeded in skilfully utilizing language to

express their ideas and feelings.

This book is another contribution by Ithra to preserve Arabic history, while
making it accessible to a new generation of young readers. This achievement
was made possible by a team of Saudi and international scholars and
experts in Arabic literature and poetry, including the translation team who
employed their skills and knowledge to translate these poems into modern
English. The result is this book — a testament to the powerful influence
of these poems, which even after 1,500 years, remain an inspiring example

of creativity and beauty.
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The Mu'allaqat Relived

What are these poetic texts, produced more than 1,500 years ago, and yet
still full of life, stirring our feelings and our imaginations, as if they were
born yesterday? They are the Mu‘allagat, a source of renewed inspiration to
every new generation of readers. In this volume, we are pleased to present
the Mu‘allagat with new commentaries and translations in a manner

accessible to modern readers.

The Mu‘allagat are an inexhaustible river that passes gracefully through
time and place and speaks to us in the present moment. It is also a doorway
for all those keen to experience the beauty of the Arabic language; these ten
ancient odes comprise an Arabic language dictionary, a grammar reference,
and an endless source of enjoyment for those fascinated by the eloquence
of fine verbal art. In addition, these poems are a source for historians and

sociologists and a guide for geographers.

But much more than this, these ancient odes offer a glimpse into the human
experience, penned by those who knew love and war, triumph and tragedy.
They stand witness to an era in which poets expressed their feelings about
the events of the time. In a word, the Mu'allagat are the “human” in all of
their boundless dimensions, a well of meaning and feeling just waiting to

be discovered by the reader.

So, why are the Mu'allagit so revered? Why are they so celebrated in
Arabic culture, and how did they survive throughout the centuries? The
essence of their enduring appeal lies in that they are splendid works of
verbal art—they exploit the aesthetic potential of the Arabic language with
a rare genius. In addition, the Mu‘allaqat’s close connection with the land
and its people is one of the principal reasons that they remain a source of

inspiration for contemporary poets.

The phrase “Poetry Is the Register of the Arabs” perfectly sums up the
importance and high status that poetry retained, and still retains, in Arabic
culture. It mediates between the past and the present and opens a window
to a lost world, documenting the tribes and their history, traditions, values,
environment, battles, losses and accomplishments, social and economic

lives, and marketplaces.

Above all, poetry was the invaluable source of the Arabs’ language, to
both learn and preserve it. The Mu‘allaqat poems have throughout history
been considered among the most brilliant examples of Arabic poetry—
even today they are revered as the crown jewels of Arabic language. The

Mu'‘allagat were the pulse of Arab life that appeared in the form of words.
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Therefore, the Mu'allagat have received great attention from readers and
scholars, past and present. This was not limited to Arab linguists, writers,
critics, and thinkers alone, but also went beyond them to Arabists, non-
Arab scholars who study Arabic culture. This was evident in the translation
of seven Mu'allaqat into English by the British Arabist Sir William Jones (d.

1794), the first translation of these ancient odes into a European language.

Several translations followed, such as the translation of five Mu'allaqat
into German by the German Arabist Néldeke (d. 1930). And efforts to
translate the Mu'‘allaqat into European languages have continued, perhaps
the latest of which was the translation of seven of them into French in
2000 by the French Arabist Pierre Larcher.

Despite the tremendous historical and literary values of these various past
translations, there is still room for new interpretations. The present work
delivers to readers, Arabic-speaking and non- alike, the translation of the
ten Mu'allaqat, in their entirety, along with new Arabic commentaries.
Our intention was to present the translation and commentary of these
foundational texts in a way that makes them accessible to a new generation
of readers, while still serving as a reference work for the more specialized

readers in Arabic and English.

This book intends to be a source of renewed literary beauty for readers
around the world: to make the Mu‘allaqat more relatable to modern Arab
readers and remind them of Arabia’s great heritage, language, and cultural
identity, while at the same time offering non-Arabic readers an opportunity
to experience the rich beauty of the language. Our greatest hope is that you

derive as much joy from reading this book as we did producing it.

Mohammed Ameen Abu AlMakarem
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The Mu'‘allaqat Book: Story, Map, and Contribution

The Mu'allagat (Suspended Odes) are the ten most important Arabic
poems from the pre-Islamic era and the linguistic foundation of Arabic
culture. In the pages that follow, you will see the Mu'allagat presented
in both Arabic and English. Both languages share the joy of interpreting
these timeless texts; the Arabic section provides new commentaries on the
odes, while the English section furnishes original translations. The aim is
to explore their human lessons, celebrate their artistic originality, and listen
carefully to what they reveal about the artists who produced them as well
as those who witnessed their creation. At the same time, they reveal a great
deal about us, the people of the twenty-first century who belong to a rich

variety of cultures and languages.

This project has a story, and I will tell it briefly in this introduction. I will
also attempt to sketch a map for this work so that you can enjoy your

journey through the coming pages.

This project began one beautiful autumn day in 2019 with an invitation
from Saudi Aramco’s AlQafilah Magazine to participate in an advisory
committee whose task was to reintroduce the Mu‘allagat to millennials.
The invitation opened a window to a dream that I thought was nearly
impossible to achieve: to brin g timeless Arabic poetry texts to new
generations regardless of their linguistic and cultural affiliations. Work
on the project began immediately by selecting a team of world experts
in Arabic poetry to accomplish two main goals: write new commentaries
on the Mu‘allagat and produce original translations of them, all preceded
by new introductions and cast in a style that would meet the needs of the
contemporary reader. While making the ancient odes more accessible to
the non-specialist was essential in the decisions that led to the style and
format of this book, we also wanted it to serve as a reference work for the

specialist.

It has been a marvelous journey through time with the Mu‘allaqat, along
with their commentators, critics, and translators throughout history,
and the many fascinating stories surrounding the odes and their poets
in the akhbar books of literary accounts. Likewise, it has been a unique
panoramic tour of the geographic locations across the Arabian Peninsula
that appear in the Mu‘allagat, in both fictional and non-fictional realms,
which the poets celebrate in their endings after having wept over them in

their preludes. The aim of this journey was for the final product to appear
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in a form befitting the unique status of the Mu‘allagat, and I am confident
that what you see now before you does justice to the towering legacy of

these odes.

Each author will have the opportunity to clarify the detailed points of his
or her commentary and translation, so here I will limit my discussion to
the following technical points. Each Mu‘allaqah chapter, whether in its
Arabic commentaries or English translations, begins with an introduction
that provides a background on the poet’s life and poetic status, with an
overview illuminating the most important literary akhbar about him.
After that, we proceed to the poem and the conversation it has inspired
throughout literary history, often by comparing it to texts from other
literatures. Finally, the introduction ends with general observations on the

poem and its enduring message.

In the Arabic section, each poem is divided into parts based on its
distinctive themes. Since the odes appear in many versions in the classical
sources, it was the commentators’ task to either pick one version and adhere
to it, or produce a new, “critical edition” of their own after comparing
various versions from multiple sources. The commentary itself is organized
in such a way as to achieve the two-fold goal of defining obscure words
and furnishing the verses with exegesis and interpretation. While the
latter part, called “Meaning,” comes right below the verses, the former,
called “Language,” appears in an end-note sub-section to the left side of
the page. The Language part often includes contemporary names for the
ancient locations mentioned in the odes, along with some biographical

information about the poems’ characters, human and non-human alike.

Just as the commentary section was essential in achieving the purpose of
this project, so, too, was the translation section, furnished with entirely new
English renderings of the ten Suspended Odes. The English introductions
were not intended to differ from the Arabic ones, particularly in terms of
the factual information they provide. However, they are unique in that
they contextualize the odes more in line with the “horizon of expectations”
that suits the English-speaking reader. They often link the Arabic poems to
texts from Western literatures, which hopefully allows the English reader
more access to these ancient odes. Because the English section comes
without a commentary detailing the author’s reading decisions, such as the

ode’s thematic divisions, the English introductions most often represent a
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reading that precedes the text. This provides a bird’s eye view of the ode
by dividing it into distinct thematic units and allows for a reading of them
in light of the methodological considerations and artistic choices of each
translator. The result is a translation that functions as a commentary and

interpretation of the Arabic text.

In reviewing the texts of this book with the eight colleagues responsible
for content creation in both languages, we were keen on producing a
work that appeals to nonspecialist contemporary readers while meeting
the increasingly challenging reading requirements stipulated by the poems
themselves. This meant diving more and more into the poems in order
to explore their distinctive aesthetics and their undying messages of love,

hope, and perseverance in face of adversity.

These two complementary goals for our project meant, in the end, a full
year of wonderful negotiations over delicate reading matters such as word
choice, including or excluding specific ideas, or coming up with the right
structure. On some occasions, the discussion revolved around finding a
common ground about the interpretation of a particular verse, or a single
word, or even a certain harakah (short vowel) at the end of a word. On
others, the hope was to arrive at a reasonable agreement over the meaning
of a particular phrase between the Arabic commentary and the English
translation. On all occasions, however, the ingenuity of the Mu'allaqat
themselves succeeded in opening up a broad horizon of meanings that led

us to an appropriate compromise path.

The poetic styles of the Mu‘allagat vary greatly, from their vocabulary to
the images their poets create to communicate abstract concepts. Put simply,
they differ in everything, from diction to fiction. Indeed, I'd go further to
say that, sometimes, we are faced with great stylistic variation in the same
Mu'allagah, and perhaps it is this tolerance, or rather acceptance, of stylistic
diversity that had a positive impact on our book and led to our own stylistic
diversity in receiving the poems — both the Arabic commentaries and the
English translations. This book succeeds, within reasonable and acceptable
limits, in leaving enough freedom for commentators and translators to
showcase their distinctive views of the odes, which are reflected in their

equally distinctive writing styles.
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At last, the ten Mu'allagat with their Arabic commentaries and English
translations appear in one volume, cast in a style that is designed to be
as close as possible to today’s nonspecialist readers while still meeting the
needs of the specialist. The Mu‘allagat are immortal works of art, and we
may have been so astonished by these odes and their artists that we had the

courage to aspire to present them anew to a new gcneration.

Still, reading the Mu‘allagat is a humbling experience; it teaches us to
listen carefully in the hope of a reading that we know will never be fully
satisfying or complete. Hence this work is just an invitation, and this is one
of its most important contributions. It invites a new generation, and in a
language highly suitable to them, to enter the theater of the Mu‘allagat and
enjoy the amazing journey. The goal, from the beginning, has been to open
the door, and we are hopeful that the coming days and years will bring us

news of the success of our venture.

A huge project like this deserves to be undertaken by a multitude of
institutes over the course of years. But the hard work and dedication of
all of the people involved have made it possible to deliver, as planned,
in just one year. These people include the content creation team, i.e.,
commentators, translators, reviewers, and editors, along with the project
management team in AlQafilah magazine and King Abdulaziz Center for
World Culture (Ithra), the dynamic cultural initiative from Saudi Aramco
to the world. In such an exceptional moment in the history of humanity
as this year, when once normal daily activities have become threatened or
even life-threatening, this project has come to light to affirm the timeless
message that arts and words, immortal and enduring, outlast the vagaries

of history.

Hatem Alzahrani
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According to most literary accounts of his life, such as
@ al-Isbahant’s Kitab al-Aghani (Book of Songs), the poet
Imru’” al-Qays was the youngest son of Hujr ibn al-Harith
of the powerful southern Arabian tribal group of Kindah,
who had been appointed king of the unruly tribes of the
Band Asad and the Band Ghatafan in Najd, in central
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Arabia. The poet’s mother is said to be Fatimah bint
Rabi‘ah, the sister of Kulayb Wa'il and the poet Muhalhil
ibn Rabi'ah—the protagonists of the celebrated Jahili
forty-year war, or feud, Harb al-BasUs.

The young Imru’ al-Qays’s devotion to poetry, especially
erotic poetry, led to his banishment from his father’s
house. His father instructed his servant Rabi‘ah to put his
son to death and bring back his eyes as evidence that he
had carried out the order.

Taking pity on the boy, Rabi'ah slew an antelope and
brought back its eyes instead. Hujr later repented, and his
son returned to his father’s house. Banished once again,
Imru’ al-Qays took up the life of a profligate, wandering the
desert with a band of companions and devoting himself
to the hunt, wine, gambling, and the entertainment of
singing slave-girls.

Such was his state when the news reached him of the
regicide of his father at the hands of the rebellious Bana
Asad. Exclaiming, “Wine today, business tomorrow!”(ql-
yawm al-khamr, ghadan al-‘amr), he continued carousing
for a week and then swore off his debauchery: “Wine and
women are forbidden to me until | have killed a hundred
of the Banu Asad and cut off the forelocks of a hundred
more.”
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With the aid of other tribes, he proceeded to inflict
heavy casualties on the Bani Asad. Yet, never satisfied,
he spent the remainder of his days seeking further,
excessive vengeance for his slain royal father.

His search for allies led him to the Jewish overlord of
Tayma’, al-Samaw’al, to whom he entrusted his ancestral
coats of armor before making his way to the court of the
Byzantine Emperor Justinian.

Justinian agreed to lend Imru’ al-Qays an army with
which to avenge his father’s murder and regain his
throne, but rumors that the poet had seduced the
Emperor’s daughter prompted Justinian to send Imru’
al-Qays a poisoned robe.

When Imru’ al-Qays donned the royal gift, his body
broke out in sores, earning him the nickname, ‘Dhi al-
Quruh’ (‘covered in sores’).

The condition proved fatal, and legend tells us that the
poet died and lies buried near Ankara (in present-day
Turkey).

Imru’ al-Qays’s death in a foreign land, having failed to
quench his excessive thirst for vengeance and to accede
to his royal father’s throne earned him yet another
sobriquet, ‘al-Malik al-Dillil" (‘the errant king’).
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Some classical critics have suggested that the occasion
for the Mu‘allagah was the episode recounted in lines
10-12, the Day at Darat Juljul. But to me the tying of
the poem to one frivolous erotic episode leaves much
unexplained.

Al-Anbari in his commentary on the Mu‘allagat devotes
much of his introduction to the reports about Imru’ al-
Qays’s unslakable thirst for vengeance. Although he
does not explicitly connect the theme of vengeance to
the poem, this emphasis is suggestive in terms of how
we might read the Mu‘allagah.

Whatever we might know or think we know about the
poem or its circumstances, there is no escaping the fact
that the monumental ode that has been handed down
to us as the ‘Mu‘allagah of Imru’ al-Qays’ stands on its
own as an extraordinary literary achievement.

The same Islamic tradition that immortalized Imru’
al-Qays’s Mu‘allagah as the best poem in the Arabic
language seems also to have been aware that the
poet’s tragic-heroic character—both his untrammeled
and illicit eroticism and his equally untrammeled and
illicit quest for excessive vengeance—embodied the
quintessence of jahl.

Forthe jahl from which the Jahiliyyah takesits nameis not
merely ‘ignorance;, but more precisely the ‘impetuosity;,
‘recklessness; ‘lack of restraint or inhibition’ which are all
too apparent in the biographical lore of Imru’ al-Qays,
but equally, as we shall see, in his Mu‘allagah.

Thus, in addition to the other colorful by-names that the
Arabic Islamic tradition bestowed on Imru’ al-Qays, we
read in Ibn Qutaybah’s Al-Shi‘r wa-al-Shu‘ara’ (Poetry and
Poets) the title,‘Qa’id al-Shu‘ara’ ila al-Nar’ (‘the leader of
poets into Hellfire’).
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The master poem of Imru’ al-Qays ibn Hujr (d. ca. 550 C.E.)
takes pride of place among the Mu‘allagat, the collection
of seven, or ten, ‘Suspended Odes’ or ‘Golden Odes’ of the
pre-Islamic period—the Jahiliyyah or ‘Age of Ignorance,
and is widely considered the premier example of the art
of the qasidah, the preeminent poetic form of the pre-
Islamic tribal warrior aristocracy.

The poet likewise has been considered by scholars
throughout the centuries the master poet of the Arabic
language. The biography of Imru’ al-Qays, like that of
most poets of the pre-Islamic period, straddles legend and
history, and both the legendary and historical elements
are preserved in many variant versions.

Furthermore, and again like most other pre-Islamic Arab
poets, the connection between the poet and the poem
cannot be historically verified. Rather, what has come
down to us is a rich literary cultural tradition that presents
the poem as the work of this tragic, heroic, and in some
respects mythic, persona.
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As the most celebrated gasidah of the Jahiliyyah, and,
indeed, of the Arabic language, Imru’ al-Qays’s Mu‘allagah
both embodies and defines that poetic genre.

It exhibits the required gasidah monorhyme, with the
opening rhymed couplet (tasri) and end-rhyme of each
ling, in the letter ‘I’ and the monometer throughout, in this
case the long and majestic Tawil meter (fa ‘Glun mafa‘ilun
fa‘Glun mafa‘ilun).

In the Arabic original, the single rhyme and meter produce
a distinctive sonority that binds the variety of themes into
a unified and identifiable whole.

The poem presents unique and masterful performances
of the motifs and themes of the gasidah tradition at times
with the utmost delicacy and subtlety, and, at others, with
stunning bursts of energy, as Imru’ al-Qays displays the
extraordinary aesthetic potential of the gasidah form and
its conventions.

In the Mu‘allagah we can identify five major gasidah
themes. The first three fall under the general heading of
the Lyrical Prelude (nasib) that traditionally opens the
gasidah; the last two under the closing theme of Boast
(fakhr).
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I. Stopping at the Ruined Abode
(al-wuqaf ala al-atlal) (lines 1-6)

The poem opens with the two most famous words
in Arabic poetry, gifa nabki: 'Stop and we will weep’
as the forlorn poet bids his companions to stop at the
abandoned campsite, the ‘site of memory’ where his lost
beloved once dwelt.

In fact, Imru’ al-Qays is credited with being the first poet

to make this request, termed al-istigaf (asking to stop),
the most time-honored opening motif of the gasidah
prelude in the Arabic tradition.

To give greater immediacy to the feelings of nostalgia for
the lost past, the poet gives the proper names of places
that stir the memory. Section | falls under the traditional
terminology of nasib talali (ruined abode prelude).

He then describes the remains of the Bedouin camp and
the ravages of time and, finally, recalls the morning of
departure. As he breaks down in tears, his companions
urge him to control himself—to no avail.
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Stop, my friends, and we will weep

over the memory of a loved one
And an abode at the dune’s edge of Siqt al-Liwa3,
between al-Dakhul, then Hawmal,

Then Tudih, then al-Migrat, whose trace
was not effaced
By the two winds weaving over it
from south and north.

You see the droppings of

white antelope
Scattered on its wide grounds and dried-up puddles
like peppercorns.

On the morning when they loaded the camels
to depart, before the tribe’s acacia trees,

[ wept splitting

bitter colocynth.

My friends stopped their mounts there
over me and said:

“Don’t die of grief,

control yourself!”

“There is no cure for me
but pouring tears,
And is there a better place to weep
than the worn traces of a ruined abode?”
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Il. Erotic Encounters (lines 7-43)

In keeping with the profligate reputation of the
legendary persona of Imru’ al-Qays, Section Il features a
disproportionately extended series of erotic encounters
with numerous women where a more standard gasidah
recounts the poet’s affair with one beloved only. These
fall under the theme of nasib ghazali (erotic prelude).

Imru” al-Qays combines the delicately lyrical, the
playful, and the shockingly erotic in his depictions of his
numerous escapades—all of them illicit and scandalous
and all of them featuring the jealously guarded and
luxuriously pampered maidens and women of the tribal
elite.

As always in the gasidah , all his affairs end in heartbreak
and tears. One sometimes flows into the next, but we
can generally discern separate episodes.

The first (lines 7-9) already features two women,
apparently mothers, Umm al-Huwayrith and Umm
al-Rabab.

The second (lines 10-12), the famous Day at Darat Juljul
is, by contrast, an adolescent frolic.

The third (lines 13-15) is a comical and ribald recounting
of the camel-top (attempted?) seduction of ‘Unayzah as
her howdah (the women’s tented camel-saddle) sways
precariously under the weight of the intruding poet-
lover, threatening to cripple her camel.

Justifiably considered the most obscene lines in classical
Arabic poetry, the fourth episode (lines 16-17) involves
sex with a pregnant women while she is nursing her one-
year-old.
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This flows into a fifth (lines 18-22), a break-up scene with
one Fatimah, presented as an imperious mistress who
rejects her submissive lover.

The sixth and final (lines 23-43), longest, and perhaps
most famous, is the baydat al-khidr (‘egqg’ or fair-skinned
damsel of the women’s tent). Here the poet begins by
recounting how he lures her out of her tent at night
to tryst on a sand-dune’s hollow, but then extends the
passage into one of the most finely wrought 'descriptions
of the beloved’ (wasf al-mahbabah) in Arabic poetry, in
which he enumerates the physical charms of the ideal
beauty of the pre-Islamic tribal aristocracy.

The passage ends with the poet-lover expressing his
inability to grow up and be consoled for his youthful
folly. He remains disconsolate, despite the well-meaning

advice of his friends.
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12.
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[I: Erotic Encounters

Console yourself as once before you did
for Umm Huwayrith
And her neighbor at Mount Ma’sal,
Umm Rabab.

When they rose there wafted from them
a fragrance, redolent
As the East breeze when it bears
the scent of clove.

Then out of ardent love my eyes
sent flowing down my neck
A flood of tears
until they soaked my sword-belt.

And the many days of delight
with the damsels!
And, best of all, the day
at Darat Juljul!

The day I slew my she-camel

for the maidens—
How amazing when they loaded up
her saddle and its gear!

All day the playful maidens

tossed pieces of her meat
And of her fat, like twisted fringes
of white Damascus silk.
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17.
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And how about the day I entered the howdah,
‘Unayzah’s howdah,
And she said, “Damn you! Look what you've done!
I'll have to go on foot!”

She kept on, as the high-sided saddle

lurched to one side,
“You've crippled my camel, Imru’ al-Qays!
Get down!”

So I said to her, “Just keep going

and loosen his reins,
Don’t keep me from a second taste
of your sweet fruit.”

Many a woman, like you, pregnant and nursing,
[ have visited at night
And distracted from her amuleted
one-year-old.

When he cried from behind her, she turned
her upper half toward him,

But the half that was beneath me

did not budge.
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18. Then one day, on the back of a dune,
she rebuffed me,
And swore an oath never
to be broken.

19. O Fatimah! Enough
of this teasing!

And if you have resolved to cut me off,

then do it gently.

20. If something in my character
has hurt you,

Then pull my clothes away from yours—

they’ll slip right off.

21. Were you emboldened to abuse me
because your love is my slayer

And whatever you command my heart to do,

it does?

22. Your eyes do not shed tears
except to pierce
With their two arrows

the pieces of my slaughtered heart.

57
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23. With many a pale and curtained maiden
whose tent none dares approach,
[ took my pleasure,
unhurried.

24. 1stole past guards
to get to her, past clansmen,
Eager, if they could conceal it,
to slay me.

25. When the Pleiades were spread out
across the sky

Like the pleats of a sash with alternating

gold and gems,

26. [ came when she, before the tent curtain,
had shed her clothes for sleep
And was clad in nothing but
an untied shift.

27. She cried, “By God, there’s no way
to dissuade you!
And I don’t see the veil of your error
lifting!”
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28. lled her forth from her tent
and as she walked she trailed
Over our tracks the train of her gown
of figured silk.

29. Then, when we had crossed
the clan’s enclosure
And made our way to a sandy hollow
surrounded by long winding dunes,

30. Idrew her temples toward me, and she
leaned over me
With a slender waist, but full where
her anklets ring.

31. Her skin white, her waist thin,
not full,
Her collarbone shone like
a polished mirror.

32. Like the first inviolate bloom,
white mixed with yellow,
Nurtured on water limpid,
unmuddied.
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33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

63

Now hiding, now baring a cheek

full and smooth,
She guards herself with the glance
of a wild doe at Wajrah with fawn.

Her neck, like the neck

of a white antelope,
[s not overly long when she raises it,
nor lacking in ornament.

A jet-black head of hair

adorns her back,
Full and thick like dates upon
a cluster-laden palm.

Some locks are secured on top,
while others
Stray between the braided
and the loose.

Her waist is as fine as

a twisted bowstring, trim;
Her calf like a papyrus reed,
well-watered, tender.

She takes with fingers smooth, uncalloused,
as if they were
The soft dry worms of Zaby Dune or
the tender twigs of ishil trees.
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39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

65

At nightfall she lights up

the dark
Like the lamp in the night-cell
of a hermit monk.

Late into the morning her bed is fragrant

as though strewn with crumbs of musk,
And she, still in her loose night clothes,
sleeps on ‘til noon.

At one like her the staid man

gazes with ardor
When she stands at her full height between
woman’s gown and maiden'’s shift.

Grown men find consolation for

the follies of their youth,
But my heart refuses solace for
its love for you.

How often did I quarrel

over you
And reject sincere advice that, though reproachful,
was generously given.

sd=ll

s tgas .zl tha
B3kl poldl e ghdioll & ke
el Bl Ml 1
oalsid bl o g5 1ekall
owndi Y 2 @i . Jbll e e
bugll oo lygh @ o8 Bl
el wie cladl Jmi LS
e plds oy Cown dald
DBl ten lgieas e
S RANOA | 49) o
ou delal 8iias dadly Eigiul
&8 JI Lo Wil ol de3ms £33
999 cJszall Guali 0 (1 L0yemd
ouli o9 bpsall duall ol
AU Blell peld 929 cg5l
dpabally el g9 cdilac
o8l WAl .dlg2lly Jomdl tay
nas el rane 1 )ada
i s L degasl
saio né 1550y . aoll 909
Gl 1&gl W S & (douas Jdu K
RGPt N

o lagaio Loy ailie § 0y ©laall 0d o JS5 cdach @
Olyliall 030 pa g s> oo dashouall dnubll yalae \G)
aobol 4z of o Say @S 3 ¢ solaall Goadl Jie Lusé gay 9
& ol 85101 Lgislg Seliglunally ol ool 39ds g I 61l G)

gy daall A5l § dndl Olesdl Juzaisy 45T il
ol va)le 4l 3yme O 5 G Lgin LS 33l dy jos

agunll aagll

FErthoal bl L LA LB 2
Jaoe fhil fAILE  LELidaslalldas i,
Jssep GadsSillels] Ao B gl i )
Jitydlsh e ool ballos bl S LS
RETTIPL I s sudlels,m s ol

oomsll 53018 ¢ 0285 Y S 8lyodl 030 § paud I Jpuolis
s it 0l G LBl W zovdll Lagzs of Ll oy
izl 3339 sl iy $3Il pluanl 48 «Jlll dall>
e bl JSladl Licgy 0355 Y dilgu it & punsdll 550l 8305
J-U1 § ghiie cool) pluas 5o Lols Loluas jLisy Laily
Ol el a1 bl Licg) oas LaS— gy-mall ey cdisle J
ol 1o oY ¢l Jlgb dlaiy o luaall lico Jto
il gy > d o o bl yatuw 83Ul § JLitall

g $9dn Y @il Shall 0do dmg el Ll g0 SIS

.Y

€\

.£Y

.ev

64



Imru’ al-Qays  yurall gpol

9
©)
©
©
9
6
©
©
9
©)
©
©
9
©)
©
©
9
6
©
©
9
©)
©
©
9
6
©
©
9
©)
©
©
9
6
©
©
©

9 elgdec 0Layg Blall 040 (33 e s yeltdl y3om ol
daiigmo 0950 oxoly diiio yg il Cdy G AL
Bls lgios— doleys Lazods J2Y T, Sb abut 0 JLigd
Linle by @il gt 50 vl aic a5y Lo el
OIS O Laga- Jzyll o3 Jog elgio jimall eliiall oy
Lawd G Jatuls cdipdl Lamlls slal 0)lsg g 13] -dal>g
dagss (o 5-il) S| g1 Ll Lroliy LBl (g9 (>

folosdl s | Lgabl

s ol J5 el 9 5o 45T gl 5ol 0S5 il
030 (5943 G-y Jagw 03158 0L {Lic Isl iy o gilguo
o oS Ol o 1o ey sl s Spaia e cBlyoall
Y il flgio dde (daid cgdl e e digagly JIS 2l
01>9 1iog cdigumall pgias e douad § lg 3T udy _aoly

- pgdS o poy=i5 « bl S

v

66



Imru’ al-Qays  yurall gpol

44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

69

Ill. The Dark Night of the Soul (lines 44-48)

Often termed simply a description of the night (wasf al-
layl), Imru’ al-Qays’s renowned night passage depicts the
poet’s spiritual desolation and psychological paralysis as
a seemingly endless night in which time, or emotional
progress, has come to a stand-still, as if the stars were
steeds firmly tethered to immovable boulders, as if
morning will never come.

Many a night like the billowing sea
let down its veils over me

With all kinds of cares

to torment me.

Then I said to it when, like a huge camel,
it stretched out its spine

Then raised its haunches

and heaved its ponderous chest

“0 long night, will you not dispel

to reveal the dawn?
Though the dawning day will be
no better for me!

“0 what a night you are!

as if each of your stars
Were tied to Mount Yadhbul
with a tightly twisted rope.

“And the Pleaides stand in midcourse
motionless,
As if suspended by flaxen cords
from obdurate rocks.”
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IV. The Horse and the Hunt (lines 49-66)

The day breaks dramatically in line 49 with ‘Il went forth
early’(wa-qad aghtadi), as the poet sets out on horseback
for an early morning hunt, in a famous phrase that would
go on to introduce many a hunt poem (tardiyyah) of the
‘Abbasid period.

In this Boast or fakhr theme, the poet-speaker hardly
uses the first person ‘I' or ‘we) but rather describes his
magnificent steed.

The astounding and unrelenting energy and intensity
embodied in the steed is captured in four famous words,
known to every Arab school-child: mikarrin mifarrin
mugbilin mudbirin ma‘an (wheeling, charging, advancing,
retreating all at once) (line 50) and the passage continues
to compare the steed to all that is powerful, potent, and
full of vigor: rain, hard rock, a boiling cauldron, a child’s
whirling toy.

The oryx-hunt itself contains intimations of sacrifice and
ritual as the blood of the game is likened to henna, the
herd to a procession of virgins and to alternating beads
on a noble child’s neck.

The passage ends, as the poetic hunt always does, with
the commensal feast and, finally, the precious steed
tethered all night beneath his master’s watchful eye.

Certainly we are given to understand that the dramatic
psychological shift from the night of paralysis and despair
of Part Ill to the life-affirming vigor and determination
of the horse and hunt of Part IV is meant to convey the
emotional transition of the poem’s protagonist, that is,
the poet. The indirection with which the poet presents
his ‘boast’ renders it all the more effective.
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49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

73

At daybreak I ride forth,

the birds still in their nests,
On a huge steed, sleek and swift,
like a lasso for wild game.

Now wheeling, now charging, advancing, retreating,
all at once,
Like a mighty boulder the torrent has washed
down from the heights.

A dark bay: the saddle pad
slips from its back
Like raindrops rolling
off hard rock.

His gallop, like a downpour,

still bursts forth
When the dragging hoofs of flagging coursers
Kick up dust.

Lean yet full of vigor,

as if his pounding gallop
When he seethes with heat
were a cauldron’s boil.
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54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

75

The slender youth

slips from his back;
The sturdy riders’ robes
fly out behind.

His gallop streams like a boy’s
pebble-on-a string

When he tightly twirls the string with his two hands

then pulls!

He has the flanks of a gazelle,
the ostrich’s two legs,

The wolf’s lope,

the fox-cub’s canter.

Full in the flanks; from behind

a thick tail fills the gap
Between his legs, reaching almost to the ground,
not crooked.

As if, when he heads off, his rump,

hard and smooth, were a stone
On which a bride pounds perfume or
bitter colocynth is crushed.

As if the blood on his throat—

blood of the herd’s frontrunners—
Were henna on an old man’s
combed white hair.
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Then an oryx herd appeared before us
with does like virgins

Circling round a sacred stone

in long-trained gowns.

Then they turned like a string of onyx beads,
alternated black and white,

On the neck of a child

of two noble families.

He took us straight

to the leaders of the herd,
Leaving behind those that lagged
in an unbroken cluster.

One after another he overtook
a buck then a doe,
But still was not awash
with sweat.

Some cooks laid out the meat in strips
to slowly roast on embers;

Others threw it into pots

to quickly boil.

At evening, our glances shied

before this steed:
To whatever part we raised our gaze—
dazzled, it dropped.

All night he remained, with his saddle and bridle

upon him.
All night he stood beneath my eye,
not loose to graze.
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V. Observing the Storm (67-78)

The storm scene comes as something of a surprise, for,
although not unknown in pre-Islamic poetry, this theme
occurs more often in the opening prelude section.

What is further unusual is that the Boast or fakhr theme at
the end of a heroic gasidah most often involves the poet’s
first person’l’ or tribal‘we’ celebrating his own prowess in
the hunt or in battle or the power and authority of his
tribe (see, for example, the Mu‘allagah of Labid).

Often, too, the fakhr will be very graphic in its battle-
details and record the proper names of those for whom
or from whom vengeance is sought (see, for example,
the Mu‘allagah of ‘Antarah).

By contrast, in the majestic storm scene that concludes
the Mu‘allagah of Imru’ al-Qays, the poet presents
himself as merely an observer of a cataclysmic natural
event.

The storm takes on the mythic proportions, like the flood
of the Gilgamesh epic or of Noah, with intimations of
the cosmic or the divine, wreaking destruction (lines 71
and 73), but also bringing new and purified life, as the
fabric-laden bags of the Yemeni trader are understood to
indicate the fresh herbage that springs up after a desert
storm (line 76).

The two closing lines of the Mu‘allagah create an image
of purification and pollution: the effusive and uninhibited
song of the ‘inebriate’ birds suggest spiritual salvation
(line 77) while the bloated corpses of drowned beasts
suggest the mortality of the flesh and its desires (line 78).
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Friend, can you see lightning? Look,
there is a faint gleam,

Like two hands flashing

in the cumulus’ high crown.

[ts flash lights up the sky—or like
the sudden flare of a monk’s lamp
When, tilting it, he soaks

the twisted wick with oil.

[ sat with my companions

between Darij and ‘Udhayb.
How distant was the storm
at which I gazed!

Over Mount Qatan, as I read the signs,

the right flank of its downpour falls,
Over Mount Sitar, then Mount Yadhbul,
falls the left.

By late morning it began pouring down its rain
around Kutayfah,
Overturning the lofty kanahbal-trees
upon their beards.

As the fringes of its rain passed
over Mount Qanan
They drove white-footed goats
down every path.
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In Tayma’ Oasis it did not leave

a single palm trunk standing
Nor a single stronghold but those
of gypsum-plastered stone.

As if Mount Aban in the first rains

of the storm
Were a tribal chieftain wrapped
in a striped cloak.

As if the peak of Mount Mujaymir

in the morning
Ringed with dross left by the torrent
were wool on a spindle.

The storm set down its burden

on the desert of Ghabit
Like a Yemeni merchant alighting with
his fabric-laden bags.

[t was as if the song-birds of the valley
at daybreak

Had drunk a morning draught

of fine spiced wine,

As if the wild beasts drowned at evening
in its remotest reaches

Were wild onions’

plucked-out bulbs.
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The storm scene is so sublime that it admits of any
number of readings.

Is the storm that washes away pollution and leaves the

89

song-bird—the poet—revived and purified a metaphor
for blood vengeance that leaves the avenger relieved
of his burden and pure (ghas/ al-dam bi-al-dam)?—a
suitable, perhaps necessary, closure to a poem of
fakhr? Or has Imru’ al-Qays so abstracted and elevated
his imagery that we can read it, not as the boast of an
individual, but as a universal spiritual message?
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Tarafah is ‘Amr b. al-‘Abd b. Sufyan of Qays b. Tha‘labah,
a branch of the tribe Bakr b. Wa’il. He comes from a
long line of celebrated poets among them al-A‘sha,
both al-Muraqgqish the elder and the younger, and al-
Mutalammis, his maternal uncle who appears in the
accounts on Tarafah’s death. His sister al-Khirniq also
composed poetry. He is often described as the youngest
of the notable poets of his time because he rose to a
respected high rank before he was killed in his early
twenties, at most.

Central to the events of his life are his disputes with
his family. An incident with his brother Ma‘bad, whose
camels were confiscated by another tribe, is often
narrated in the accounts. When Tarafah resorted to
his cousin Malik for help in retrieving the herd, he was
turned down and disappointed.

The various accounts of his life depict him as blindly
loyal to and trusting of his kin even when there is good
reason to be wary. Tarafah hoped for assistance from
‘Amr b. Hind, the Lakhmid ruler, but past injuries and
slights from the young poet had left ‘Amr b. Hind with
a grudge. Nevertheless, ‘Amr promised Tarafah and his
uncle al-Mutalammis support and reward, and sent
them to his deputy in Bahrain, giving each a sealed
letter.

On the way, al-Mutalammis became suspicious and
broke the seal to find out that he was carrying his own
death sentence. Still, Tarafah remained confident that
‘Amr b. Hind could not have possibly betrayed him. He
arrived in Bahrain and met his death. His persona, in the
lore created around it, is that of precocious confident
idealist who is plagued by recurrent disappointments
and bitter self-lament.
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The Poem

97

A degree of skepticism surrounds the authenticity of
Tarafah’s poem. The available versions of the poem
differ in order and content considerably. Moreover, the
fact that the poem corroborates many of the events
from the akhbar about the poet’s life and death hints
at likely interventions or reconstructions of the poem
and the poet’s biography by medieval redactors and
commentators.

The poem opens with an elegiac prelude (verses10-1)
in memory of the beloved Khawlah and her people.
When memory overwhelms the poet and “grief sets
in,” he sets out on the desert journey (44-11), which
consists primarily of a long and detailed description of
his she-camel.

And when grief sets in, quick
I ride off on a swift

lean mare that races

day and night.

Tarafah’s description of his she-camel here has become
iconic in Arabic poetry. Not only does he dissect the
animal in a photographic portrayal of its parts from
all angles, but he also cinematically presents us with
dynamic shots of the she-camel in motion: jolting,
sprinting, retreating, and responding to commands:

She contends with the light-footed
she-camels and strikes

hindleg after foreleg

on the beaten track.
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[..]

She veers to one side,

plunging forward. Her head large
and her shoulders raised into
a lofty structure.

[-..]

Well-tamed, she quickens,

when I wish and slows
when [ wish, fearing the stings
of twisted leather.

[...]

On one like this

[ set out when my companion says:
in this, my life for yours
and yours for mine,

The poet transitions to a boast portraying himself as a
noble, gallant, hedonist, blamed and chastised by his
people for his reckless ways (verses 53-54). Ostracized
and shunned, Tarafah meditates on life’'s pleasures
(verses 58-62), time and mortality (verses 63-68),
and most strikingly, the relationship of self and others.
In verses 69, he mentions the incident with his cous-
in Malik and goes on to oscillate between boasting of
his bravery and loyalty and lamenting his lot in life. At
the heart of Tarafah’s poem is the burning sense of self,
which is always challenged and contorted in its rela-
tionship with others. In his darkest moments, Tarafah
poses the enduringly urgent question: who am I and
what if | were another? (verse 81)

Who we are and who we will become in others’ eyes
after we are gone are both beyond our control. The
poem ends with a bitter surrender to time; to what it
will bring and what it will make of us.

The days will reveal to you

what you know not and news
will come to you from one
you least expect.
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Traces of Khawlah loom

at Burqat Thahmad
like the hints of a tattoo
on the back of a hand.

My companions halted

their mounts above me and said:
Toughen up, don’t let this grief
do you in.

And the departing caravans

of the tribe of Malik appeared
at dawn like ships
sailing the valley of Dadi.

A ship of ‘Adawl or Yemen,

its sailor now floating astray
and now coming back
to course.

Its forepeak

parts the water as it pushes forth
like a child’s hand plowing
through soil.
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In the tribe is a gazelle
dark-eyed, her slender neck reaching

to the Arak fruits, adorned with strings

of chrysolite and pearl.

Oblivious, she loiters

in a lush garden with her peers,
and tugs at the branches of Arak
until they drape her.

Her wine-colored lips smile

revealing teeth like a bloom
sprouting through thepuresands
of a dew drenched dune.

They sparkle

as if sun-kissed and
against her kohl tinted gums,
brighter they shine.

As if the sun has

let down its robes
upon her face, unblemished
and washed in light.
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12.

13.

14.

15.
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But when grief sets in, quick

[ ride off on a swift
lean mare that races
day and night.

Trusty like the planks

of a coffin when I drive her down
aroad striped with tracks
like a cloak.

Stallion-like she sprints

as if she were an ostrich
luring a sleek grey
male.

She contends with the light-footed
she-camels and strikes

hindleg after foreleg

on the beaten track.

She grazes on the twin
hilltops among milk-less peers,
in lush pastures
greened by second rains.
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She jolts at the driver’s call

and guards against the advances
of a dark mud-caked stallion
with her bushy tail.

A tail as if prickled

on its sides with falcon
feathers, pierced deep
into the bone with an awl.

She swings it once

over her flanks and once
over her udders, dry
like empty waterskins.

Built to perfection,

her meaty thighs stand
like the smooth flaps
of a high citadel gate.

Her ribs curl around her barrel,
and the bottom of her neck
is supported by bone
packed on bone.
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21. Asif her armpits are two
caves wrapped in thickets.
Her ribs curve like bows

held together by a sturdy spine.

22. Her forearms open wide
at the elbows and bend
like those of a water carrier
burdened by two heavy pails .

23. Built high like a Byzantine archway
whose builder swore
to raise up brick and mortar
high on both sides.

24. Her chin hair is reddish
and her back-bone stout,
her stride wide
and her forearms lashing.

25. Twisted and flexed out,
her forearms arch like the
weighed down
roof beams.

26. She veers to one side,
plunging forward. Her head large
and her shoulders raised into
a lofty structure.
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The saddle-strap marks

on her sides are smooth and white
like wasteland stones
burnished by coursing water.

These marks intersect

and then diverge,
like the frayed lining
of a tattered shirt.

Her neck is long

and, when she raises it,
like a ship’s bow
emerging out of Dijlah.

Her skull is like an anvil,

its sides welded together
with jutting bones
as sharp as files.

Her cheeks are as smooth

as a Damascene’s parchment
and her lips like tanned
Yemeni leather.
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And her eyes are two mirrors
tucked in the caves
of her sockets like pools
carved in rock.

They shield the dust,

batting like the dark eyes
of an oryx frightened
for her fawn.

And two perked ears

that pick up the sounds of night,
secret whispers
and muffled echoes.

Keen ears and in them

you read her noble lineage
like the ears of a wild oryx
of Hawmal.

An alert throbbing heart,

jittery yet firm
like a great stone in a
cage of rock slabs.
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A slit lip, a pierced nose

and a lofty snout which she points
toward the path
and then sprints.

Well-tamed, she quickens,

when [ wish and slows
when [ wish, fearing the stings
of twisted leather.

If I wished, her head
would level with her back
and she’d floated, forearms

paddling like those of an ostrich.

On one like this

[ set out when my companion says:
in this, my life for yours
and yours for mine,

when the soul swells

in the chest and one could see
danger looming even when
not expecting it.
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When people ask: who

is the valiant one? I feel it is me
they call and I rush neither hesitant
nor sluggish.

When [ waved my whip over her
she rushed forth
as mid-day mirages
fumed over the rocky terrain.

She strutted like a slave-girl
dancing for her master
dragging behind her
the long white train of her robe.
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[ am not one

to hide in highlands
for fear. No! When the people
ask for help, they find me there.

Look for me when

the tribe assembles and you'll find me.
Hunt for me in the taverns
and you will catch.

Come to me and, if you wish,

I'll treat you to a quenching
morning draught, if not
then as you wish.

When the tribe
all comes together,

you will find me at the head
of that lauded noble house.
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49,

50.

51.

52.
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My companions are pure
and they shine like stars.
And among us, a singing girl

in a sheer robe or a saffron tinted gown.

Her neckline is cut low

and, loosely dressed,
her nakedness is soft
to the drinker’s touch.

When we say, “sing,”

she starts a song,
her eyes languid,
without strain.

She sings and her voice

echoes like the moans
of a mother oryx
grieving for a slain fawn.
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Thus, I persisted in pleasure,

drink after drink,
squandering all that I owned,
acquired and inherited.

Until the entire tribe

shunned me and cast
me out, like a tar-smeared
manged camel.

The dust-covered poor
took me in
when the dwellers

of hight tents turned their backs.

0 you who blame me

for diving into battle
and pleasure, pray do tell,
can you make me immortal?

If you cannot ward off

my death then let me
face it with all
that I have.
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w

If it weren’t for three

that make life worth living,
on my life, I wouldn't have
cared if I were to die now.

One is my beating

the nay-sayers to a drink
of deep red that froths
when mixed with water.

And one is my rushing
to the aid of a distressed call
like a wolf startled
on its way to a waterhole.

And one is my shortening

a long rainy day, under
the flaps of a high tent
with my soft plump lover.

Her bracelets and anklets

are as if strung
on smooth and thick
tree-stems.

[ am a generous man

and I drink life to the fullest.
You'll know when we die
which of us dies thirsty.
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[ see the grave of a miser
who hoards his riches

and the grave of the reckless
who squanders his, alike.

All you see
are two mounds of dust

and slabs of silent stone

piled on top.

Death chooses

the noble and the generous
and picks at the most prized
of a miser’s spoil.

[ see life a treasure
that shrinks every night.

What time and days chip away at
will soon be gone.

By your life, death never
misses his mark.

Aloose rope, this life,
its end in death’s hand.
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Why is it so then,
[ and my cousin Malik,

whenever I come close
he draws away?

He blames me

and I don’t know why,
the way Qurt ibn A'bad

disparaged me in front of them all.

He made me despair

of every favor I asked
and bury every hope of it
as if in a deep grave.

All this for no fault

[ committed other than
asking assistance for Ma‘bad
in gathering his lost herd.

[ had hope in our kinship

and, by your fortune,
[ am one to persevere
till the very end.
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74. When called upon in calamity
I rise to defend
and if enemies strive to pain you,
[ strive back.

75. And if they slander you
[ will give them a drink
straight from death's cup.
No time lost on threats.

76. 1was reviled,
scorned, cast out,
and treated as guilty,
without a crime,

77. Had my master
been another,
he would have eased
my pain and granted me hope.

78. But my master
is himself my strangler
whether I thanked and pleaded
or sought to save myself.

79. The cruelty of kin
is more biting and strikes
deeper than a sharp
Indian sword.

145

sdsl|
29 :J_?:)Jl Elge ::)_;‘d\
o0 e (o Ldadasll dsslgll
005N L Heodl@l emdlanll
Giemdlly el g3 BN .da il
B s oy . Jo-dll §
029> gz tpoluadl :hg-all
:)s_odﬁn“’gmLaﬂ &5.«229_@3
dmagdl 133 g o)l Wly e
oSl 5V il wagsall
LA .y Sl s Eaow
o=l Lo 4 39 adall 1 g¥g—
Il B adl (SN L e sl
s G I3 19ha .l
Gl 10ligall LS 1S9
529 edigll 30> o gouaall

gl @ sl o

29 0LVl § Climll 29) go awlisi Vg Lozl d2)b 8y900
sguaball Ol sl $3l 33931 solall yt phidl Yo oo s
SV gl 1ios il e Jgoledl sl g0 Bygall 0igy

il @ Baaiel Lo g 09 coliall 3l 50

wudll gg5 pdb
sl g e 3 &), ks 50 38T Ja sty
S I8 ol o K il e e 1535 8
oshly KE 3y g2 Sy BB 2k
sab Y S S el it g T g 56
st T LB, K Je g 5 B o oS,
ﬁéﬂ‘pw‘éj&e sl Je iolas 1 S (o ;jﬁj

Ll §o daliis Logio ccllo dos ol ddloo § A3 et
OSmes A 0L Lsnpaz agy gl A gl eoxd ol
clacVl Gansi (g disidl by dicg Byl e rolall Jgl
JO 3 agazlgnnd «J=illy Jgalb e ogslang cellay
3yl Jo ooy § 00 g9 38y il o) ca8lo

e cLaslly o giilis

oy 093 cdma deac (ol iz oo il ] A3 352y ol
La 0 izl Beladl Ol Jo cdin G 8oLl of dSas
s e o Sl Eall 509 23 bg §559 sl 0 & U232
58 2545 ol ade Lol sl el s 53182y doc ol OS
Loy d13a 1 & & Tondid e Loy 09E 0 233 L donian Ol disbo

Logiy o)l p0l izl

S dl e 3o Jo o o s @iy o L S0
> WS 5 cdse 0pal § 551> 548 cpulaVl glialy GLiasyl
lalze die Gpasl o) ol cdio 9l LI 0,50 & tuwsdd Sl

GBIl 593 allnd (LY yom il 1 s 2950 iy oS
iy (5 By 31 oy g kS 3 £puaid] & Bylall 2L
8Ll Y cdnlily el agio @895 e L 43V Vsl o bl
el pgalls § LY Lok mabiad ¥ <Y Lsly « ol

all €525 g Elalel puddd cdubill > Lle,y

M

w

Ve
Vo
A'A
A
VA

VA

144



Tarafah ibn al-‘Abd  2iell ( aajbh

80.

81.

82.

83.

147

So let me and my deeds be.
I'll forever be grateful
to you even if my tent is

all the way on mount Darghad.

If God willed, I
could’ve been another:
Qays ibn Khalid
or ‘Amr ibn Marthad

I would have had
all the riches one desires.
Lords and sons of nobles

would have flocked for my favor.

[ am the quick one,

you know well, alert
like a serpent’s
darting head.
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84.

85.

86.

87.
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[ swore never to part

with my double bladed
Indian sword, forever
nestled on my side.

No pruning axe, is this sword
with which I seek victory.
It splits with one strike
no need for a second.

Trustworthy, it doesn’t spare

a target. If someone cried: “easy,’
its holder would answer:
“too late.”

When the enemy rush

to their arms, you'll find me
unyielding with that sword
in my hand.
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88. [Istartled
many a slumbering herd
when [ approached
with my naked blade.

89. An old majestic mare
passed by, rough and thick,
the prized property
of a withered petulant man.

90. He cried, when she fell,
her leg and shank split,
“Don’t you see what
calamity you’ve brought.”

91. “Doyousee
this impetuous drunkard”
He said to his people
“Intent on doing us harm.”

92. But he then told them
“Let him have what he’s taken
but guard the rest of the herd
or he’ll keep on killing.”

93. And so, the maidens enjoyed
the roasted flesh of mother and foal
and servants continued to serve
carved cuts of the prized hump.
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94.

95.

96.
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If I die, mourn me

with what I deserve
and rend your robes in lament
O daughter of Ma‘bad.

Don’t turn me into

a man whose ambitions are less
than mine and who could never
be me or cast my shadow.

Slow to greatness

quick to depravity,
lowly, bullied around
by men.
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97. Ifl were a weakling, a leech,
[ would have feared the enmity
of all men, the loner and the
one with friends.

98. Butmy valor and daring
have driven enemies away
as did my honesty
and my noble name.

99. Iswear by your life,
[ am not one to brood,
neither my day darkens
nor my night extends.

100. Many a times
[ stood resolute in battle
to guard the weak and distressed,
true to my honor and my name.

101. Istood fast
where the bravest fear death,
where shoulders tremble
and panic strikes.

102. Many a yellow gambling arrow,
[ heard crackle in the flame.
My hopes set on it, I entrusted it
to a losing hand.
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and on a day for which
you haven’t yet planned.
05 ol Yl b glug cnlolgall sl alis slisdl s3) oio

Lolpaic asd gl ddoll clall g9y 1o Lalay Loy dalae
olsoll 1Ly smpg elacVl Lin , Sy 565 cplaiSYly g all §
b9 09 Lgfos @haiiy Vg Ll > sy ¥ ol el
s e ol Bygall (e imMl il § pys s (il
st AT gyl y3lanell iy 13Log cdcliog 03153 y5Lumall J]

$ o 3liall 5oiandl Lglloy dmuwlidl <l suall

Y Ul adasll gLl clall ygo Jio Wy-all ddyb 53y
5l o) o> i ao JUo 4] LgiShya 3508 ¢ sl og & 03,5 0
ol pbgiy I Al Bg2all LS Ayl 50 Y Ll € pa
o))l O] - Jatticndlly poldl s cally ool (e Lodg=s
Ao yLal oo 3 JLaVlg 9,8l 59§31 3551
Uglaall Lol 652l9> gy (5 bl S 909 4B 2 )0
Ladasll d 2lgel gl g1, 28 L olzall BLclall iy

=l aall

161 160




AL 0L dsels &85 10 ogiaS>y goptdl belusy T 3uios

Laeody slaiul J] asbny oY1 Ly dlgzs coilnall 5395 §

I Lolisiws case Lals Ot Lo a adw sLYI Gl 5-g

Jlep] Gl of dlgie ol § odin of 093 )Ll aclad
dso 3y pd ple pased 4l lehogw Jo el Ladand oo
I o) 1585 o yiad 9o A adiy oy eslall ucgo e

(Jnlie 095 Ly 42l 13 90 Log lgro L3I sl

douoliny s3I 55V Lol el I Jle a2 d8)b g
J=iy O 13Lag LSV Y85 1909 coluw> 093 ogin ool
oLl i e Joadll dusliioll dalsall 0do slaciel e dd)b
b elia Clloy O 095 eelyy Gt dogay of5) S el ]

.@.J}” :l_v.@yl S




ijgﬁﬁj 2 ‘ 'h@‘%r-JU?ﬁJ

The Canticle of Peace Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma

VAVAVAVAVAY



Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma cnalis dUl NTRITS)]

AVAVAY.
AVAVAY,

The Mu'allaqah of Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma o, d‘ o e} il
The Canticle of Peace Al 83g01

Introduction and Translation by: Kevin Blankinship Sl ads o dile 2569 dodie



169

Just decades before the coming of Islam, two horses
raced each other across a distance of one hundred
bowshot lengths, their owners hoping to claim prize of
one hundred camels if they won. Each racehorse came
from a tribe in the larger confederation of Ghatafan:
the stallion Dahis belonged to the tribe of ‘Abs, and the
mare Ghabra’ to the tribe of Dhubyan.

According to legend, near the end of the race, some
members of Dhubyan ambushed Dahis and spooked
him off course, giving the win to Ghabra’ and sparking a
bitter forty-year conflict known as the War of Dahis and
Ghabra’.

As reported in Book of Songs by Abu al-Faraj al-Isbahani,
the war ended after a Dhubyani fighter named al-Harith
ibn ‘Awf took up a challenge.

A friend bet him that he could not convince Aws ibn
Harithah, whose wife was from the ‘Abs tribe, to give his
daughter in marriage.

Infact, Aws had three daughters, and the first two refused
to wed al-Harith, leaving the youngest, Buhaysah, who
agreed.

However, she would not consummate the marriage until
al-Harith concluded a peace between his own tribe of
Dhubyan and that of Buhaysah's mother, i.e. the tribe of
‘Abs.

This he did, on the condition that the dead be counted
and the side which slew more people pay reparations to
the other.

Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma, author of this Mu‘allagah, was
called“the poet’s poet”by the caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab
He was well to do and therefore did not have to seek
patronage like Tarafah or Imru’ al-Qays.
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The Poem
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As for the poetry itself, the language is simple and
avoids overweening praise, although the eighth-century
philologist al-Asma‘l describes Zuhayr as a “slave to
poetry” (‘abd al-shi'r) because he did not compose
“naturally” but rather slaved away with great care.

Above all, his verses were known, in the words of
Desmond O'Grady, for their “ripe sententious wisdom
and moral earnestness.”

The Mu‘allagah of Zuhayr ibn Abi Sulma celebrates the
peaceful conclusion of the War of Dahis and Ghabra’ and
was written in the poet’s old age to stress the horrors of
war and the virtues of peace.

Today, readers remember Zuhayr best for his “hanging
or suspended ode” Mu‘allagah, one of ten such odes
by ten different poets, each capturing the spirit of pre-
Islamic Arabia and representing the best of its verbal art.
In later centuries, the seven Mu‘allagat were grouped in
a single collection. Their status in Arabic is like that of
Beowulf in English, a foundational work that influenced
later authors for centuries. Children in the Arab world
still memorize them in grade school.

Zuhayr's ode begins with a customary nasib (amatory
prelude, (lines 1-15) with classic images of the ruined
campsite—wild deer, departing women, black cooking
stones (athadfi), a comparison to faded tattoos, and so on.

Next, the poet praises two men sent as brokers between
‘Abs and Dhubyan and mentions the prize of one
hundred camels paid as recompense (lines 16-25).

There follows a description of the fighting and a
memorable portrait of War itself, which the poet
compares to a blazing fire, a grinding millstone, a camel
giving birth to monstrous twins, and a deadly autumn
harvest (lines 26-46).
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The last section is the one best known today (lines 47-
59). A series of nine verses, sounding like a chant since
they all start on the pronoun “whoever” (man), offer
nuggets of wisdom on integrity, courage, kindness,
generosity, the certainty of death, the need for
friendship, and more.

The final four lines are weary but composed: the poet,
having reached his eightieth decade, knows that this life
does not last, but that a person’s legacy of words and
deeds—which betray their true nature—will live on.

Was there a mute stone at Umm Awfa’s home
in Mutathallam’s badlands, and Darraj?

This faded camp of hers in Ragmatayn—
like tattoos drawn, it conjures a mirage

wherein white cows and wild deer do roam
and hungry calves rise out of camouflage.

It's twenty summers since [ came here last
and memory serves me only when I scan

the black stones where she hung her cooking pot,
the tent-gutter not yet obscured by sand.

And when [ recognize her home, I cry:
Good day, dear campsite! Well may you remain.
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8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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Look up, my friend: do you see women there
borne high on litters over Jurthum'’s streams?

They put Qanan’s rough country to the right.

Qanan! Where many foes and friends have stood.

The ladies’ howdahs? draped with cloths and veils
and fringes rosy-red like sappanwood.

The women come to Stuban’s Gorge, then pass
on Qayni camels sleek and full-bodied.

They climb Stban and sit up in the saddle
with coyness like those reared in luxury.

The dyed-wool bits they leave behind are like
some violet nightshade berries still untouched.

At dawn they rose and left in early morn,
plunging into Wadi Rass like hand to mouth.

And when they reached the waters brimming blue,
they struck their tents in place as if to stay:

a joy for gentle eyes, a sight to see,
well worth the heed of those who love beauty.
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Two men from Ghayz ibn Murrah tried for peace
after great bloodshed split the tribes in two.

[ swore upon the Ka‘abah—round which walk
Quraysh and Jurhum, tribes who built it true—

a solemn vow: what fine lords are you two!
whether the thread by one or two is struck.

You've healed ‘Abs and Dhubyan after long strife
and killing-oaths made over Manshim’s musk.

You said: If we make peace that’s broad and firm
through largesse and fair talks, we live secure.

From then on you were in the best position,
far from rebellious pride or sin impure,

you two chiefs, highborn stock of father Ma‘'add—
who makes a prize of glory will be great.

Then they herded your birthright to this folk:
purebred young camels, marked by an ear-slit.

Those hundred beasts did heal the tribal wounds,
making their giver free of any fault.

A redress paid from one tribe to the next,
not spilling even a cupper’s glass of blood.
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You! Take this message to the allies and
Dhubyan: Did you swear every binding vow?

Don'’t keep from God what lies within your souls
thinking you'll hide—God knows what’s hidden low.

Either it's delayed, written down and stored
for Judgment Day, or brought out and chastised.

War is all you’ve ever known and tasted;
it's not a random tale or vague surmise.

When you cast it from your lands, it's disgraced,
but when you kindle it, it blazes fire

then grinds you like a millstone on its pad,
giving birth twice a year to twins of ire

and bearing cursed boys all like Ahmar
of ‘Ad, then gives milk and then weans them off.

War’s harvest yields what Iraq’s towns do not
with all their silver and measured foodstuffs.

Tell this to a tribe lodged where they guard
from harm when dark nights bring trouble and woe.

They’re big-hearted—no spiteful man can win,
nor do they give up outlaws to their foes.

Like camels did they pasture, then came down
to drink at pools gushing weapons and blood;

they dragged each other to their several deaths,
then went to graze on dire and noxious weeds.
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He kept a secret purpose in his heart,
nor telling them nor setting off headlong,

but said, I'll reach my goal, then will fight off
my foe with a thousand horses at my back.

He charged and did not wait to strike the tents

where Death, the vulture's mother, laid its pack.

He’s like a well-armed lion, fierce in war
with lush mane and claws that are never blunt,

daring and swift to vengeance when attacked,
returning hurt wherever it confronts.
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44. Yeton your life, their spears did not spill blood
of Ibn Nahik nor of Muthallam’s slain,

45. nor did they share in Nawfal’s blood or in
Wahab's slaughter nor in Muhazzam’s ruin.

46. |saw them redress each death with a thousand

paid in blood wit, and then a thousand more.
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47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.
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Who spurns the blunted lance they gave in peace

must kneel to sharpened blades atop their spears.

Who keeps his word is blameless, and who sets
his heart on grace’s comfort should not fear.

Who fears the way Death might come—yet it comes

even if he mounts a stairway to the sky.

Who holds back wealth and aid from his own folk,
will soon find he’s dispensed with and reviled.

Who always makes others ride upon him
and doesn't stop doing it, will have regrets.

Who fares abroad thinks enemies are friends,
who values not himself, gets no respect.

Who doesn't shield his cistern sees it smashed,
who hesitates to strike, himself is beat.

Who eases not another’s heart in life
is crushed by fangs and trod by camel feet.

Who makes goodness a shield will boost his honor,
who doesn’t guard from insult is defamed.
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57.

58.

59.
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I'm tired of life’s burdens—who lives to be
eighty years old, believe me, feels the same.

['ve seen the Fates stomp like a camel blind:

whoever they strike dies, who they miss grows old.

A man’s nature, whatever it may be
though he thinks he can hide it, will be told.

Today and yesterday, | know them well
but I'm blind for tomorrow and can’t behold.
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The Mu‘allagah of Labid ibn Rabi‘ah is one of the longest
and most majestic of the Mu‘allagat and one of the most
elegant examplars, due to its clarity and purity of form,
of the three-part classical Arabic gasidah.

Labid himself is notable among the poets of the
Mu‘allagat, not only for his extraordinarily long life (he
was counted among the mu‘ammarin, those granted
long life), but especially because he converted to Islam
and lived well into the Islamic period.

As with other poets of this period, what is preserved
of his life in the literary compendia bridges literary
legend and history, in his case, Islamic history. His
poetry, especially his Mu‘allagah, and life thus provide
a compelling example of how Arab Islamic culture
experienced and expressed the cultural transformation
from the Jahiliyyah to Islam.

As our Arab-Islamic tradition tells us, Labid ibn Rabi‘ah
al-‘Amiri was born in 560 CE to a branch of the ‘Amir ibn
Sa‘sa‘ah. A poet and knight of the Jahili tribal aristocracy,
he converted to Islam with a delegation of his tribe to
the Prophet in Medina in the year 9/630.

During the caliphate of ‘Umar he settled in Kufa where
he died in 40-42/660-662. Due to this long life, Labid is
counted among the master-poets of the Jahiliyyah, but
also among the Mukhadramdn, that is the poets who
bridge the Jahiliyyah and Islam.

However, in Labid’s case, all his significant poetry is
attributed to his pre-Islamic period and he is said to have
foresworn poetry upon his conversion to Islam.

In the Arabic literary tradition Labid’s life and poetry
presentand are presented as a moral bridge between the
Jahiliyyah and Islam. Of moral qualities, Labid exhibits
especially generosity, a virtue no doubt inherited from
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his father, Rabi‘ah, whose unbounded magnanimity
won him the sobriquet “Rabi* al-Mugqtirin” (Springtime
of the Destitute). The survival of this Jahili virtue and its
transformation into an Islamic one is nowhere so well
expressed as in the anecdote recorded in the classical
Arabic sources, such as Al-Shi‘r wa-al-Shu‘ara’ (149) and
Kitab al-Aghani (16:5730).

They relate that still during the Jahiliyyah, Labid swore
an oath that whenever the East Wind (Saba) blew, he
would slaughter camels to feed the poor. Even after his
conversion to Islam he honored this vow.

One day, when Labid, now reduced to poverty, was living
in Kufa, the East Wind blew. So, Walid ibn ‘Ugbah, the
Umayyad governor, mounted the minbar of the mosque,
delivered his sermon, and said to the worshippers,
“Your kinsman Labid ibn Rabi‘ah swore an oath in the
Jahiliyyah to feed the people whenever the East Wind
blows, and today is one of those days when the East
Wind is blowing, so help your brother! | will be the first
to do so” Then he descended from the minbar and sent
Labid one hundred she-camels. Others followed, and
thus Labid’s oath was fulfilled.

This anecdote demonstrates the transformation of the
Jahili form of camel-sacrifice for the destitute, that is
putting up a slaughter-camel for maysir gambling (see
his Mu‘allagah lines 73-77), which was forbidden by
Islam, to Islamically sanctioned forms of giving alms to
the poor. Another celebrated anecdote offers, in a parallel
manner, a way to look at Jahili poetry as having provided
in pre-Islamic times the moral guidance now embodied
in the Quran. In other words, pre-Islamic poetry is not so
much condemned as abrogated and replaced. Although
several lines and poems are said to be “the only line” or
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“only poem” from after his conversion, it is most often
stressed that Labid ceased composing poetry after his
conversion to Islam. Al-Shi'r wa-al-Shu‘ara’ (149) and
Kitab al-Aghani (16:5729), among other sources, report
that the Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab once wrote to the
governor of Kufa, al-Mughirah ibn Shu‘bah, asking to
hear some poetry of the Islamic period from the poets of
the region. So al-Mughirah asked Labid to recite.

“Of what has been forgiven [i.e., Jahili]?” the poet asked.
“No, of what you have composed since the coming of
Islam,” al-Mughirah replied. Labid left, wrote down Sirat
al-Bagarah on a sheet of parchment, and then returned
with it, saying, “God has given me this in place of poetry.”

The Mu‘allagah of Labid is essentially a gasidat al-fakhr,
that is an ode that boasts or celebrates the virtues and
glorious deeds of the poet himself and of his tribe. Labid
has done this in such a way that his poem has become
the embodiment of the moral and ethical values of the
tribal warrior aristocracy of the Jahiliyyah in their noblest
expression. He does not address himself to particular
inter-tribal disputes and rivalries, and therefore lacks
the heated passions and recklessness that define “jahl”
Instead, although he speaks with exuberance, the tone
of his Mu‘allagah is one of dignity, self-assurance, and
authority that pervades even the lyrical sections of the
poem.

Labid’s Mu‘allagah exhibits the three-part gasidah
structure with an elegant balance of the parts: the
elegiac prelude (nasib), lines 1-21; the journey section
(rahil), lines 22-54; and the personal and tribal boast
(fakhr), lines 55-88.
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The poem opens with a description of the
ruined encampment (nasib talali), understood
to be that of the tribe of a long-lost mistress.
It is significant in terms of the tone of Labid’s
Mu‘allagah that rather than engaging the
theme of the turbulent passions of the
abandoned lover (nasib ghazali), he calls up the
profound nostalgia and contemplative mood
that the ruins—the physical embodiment of
the irrevocable passage of time, the changing
of seasons, and the generations of new life in
the gazelle and ostrich herds—evoke, even as
human life has disappeared.

The permanence of the ruined traces, an
emblem of mortality, carved ever deeper by
annual rains, is likened to pens re-writing worn
and ancient texts, or to a tattooer sprinkling
lamp-black until the tattooed image appears
(lines1-12).

The second major nasib themeis that of the poet
recalling the departure of the women of the
tribe (among them the poet’s beloved) (za'n).
Here the poet reenacts his separation from the
beloved as he pictures in his mind’s eye the
caravan of women in their howdahs gradually
disappearing into the desert landscape until
they arrive at last in distant lands (lines 12-19).
The mood Labid creates is one of deep loss and
melancholy. The poet then signals his cutting
of bonds with the irrevocable past and moving
forward toward new possibilities through the
image of mounting an energetic she-camel
who will propel him forward—geographically,
temporally, and, above all, emotionally (lines
20-22).
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2. The Desert Crossing (rahil):

)
¢
¢

The central transitional passage of the gasidah is the
poet’s desert crossing mounted on his noble and
indefatigable camel-mare. Her instinctual sense of
direction, sturdy physique, and unflagging energy serve
as allegories of the poet’s own sense of purpose and
determination.

In keeping with the emotionally controlled tone of
the poem, Labid does not offer a gruesome physical
description of the hardships of the journey, but rather,
through indirection, he expresses his own inner struggle
and his camel-mare’s physical struggle through extended
similes in which he compares his she-camel first to a
pregnant she-ass struggling through the changing
seasons and climes with her mate until she reaches water
(lines 25-35); and then an oryx cow whose calf has been
slain by wolves, and who, after suffering through a cold
and rainy night, summons her determination to fight off
a party of hunters and their hounds (lines 36-52).

Itis such courage and determination that allows the poet
to attend his “own heart’s needs,” tying and breaking
societal bonds to preserve his honor and dignity (lines
54-56).

3. The Boast of the Warrior and His Tribe (fakhn):

The boast opens with a rhetorical question, “O don't
you know...?" that sets the tone of the fakhr as one of
self-defense rather than vain braggadocio. We should
understand that, after the poet’s sense of loss and despair
in the Prelude, and hard-one sense of determination in
the Desert Crossing, that the boast has a strong element
of self-defense and the building of self-esteem, as well
as serving as an exercise in the presentation of self and
tribe to others. In sharp contrast to the poet’s nostalgic
despair, then lone determination, in the preceding
sections, the poet is now an exhilarated participant in
the communal life of the warrior aristocracy of his tribe.
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Two essential principles are at work: 1) that the price

of belonging and participation is the willingness to

sacrifice for the group, whether of one’s wealth or of

one’s life and limb; and 2) that the virtues of generosity

and valor that this sacrifice entails, gain for the poet-
~ warrior both status and authority in his tribe.

Thus in the self-boast the poet celebrates first his paying
dearly for fine wine for himself and his comrades (the
warriors of his tribe) to spend a convivial night in “wine,
women, and song” (lines 57-61).

He describes his defense of his tribe with a certain
indirection, not boasting of his own valor, but rather of
the splendid mare on which he goes to battle (lines 63-
69). After declaring the authority he is accorded among
the tribes (lines 70-72), his final boast is of providing the
slaughter-camel over which the men will gamble with
their maysir arrows as a means for providing food for
the starving guests and refugees, indigent women and
orphans, in times of hardship (lines 73-77).

In the first passage of the boast (lines 57-77) the poet
speaks in the first person singular, that is, the subject
is his place in his tribe. Having secured his personal
status, he then turns in the second passage (78-88),
the concluding passage of the poem, to declare, and
thereby pay homage and allegiance to, the unrivalled
authority of his tribe.

Itisinthis section above all that we see the enumeration
of the virtues of the tribal warrior aristocracy of the
Jahiliyyah, virtues that will inform as well the Islamic
understanding of legitimate authority: the might of
the tribe consists not of brute force, but of power
justly employed to defend and secure men’s rights and
due. Munificence toward the needy is the necessary
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moral corollary of the power to defeat and plunder
one’s enemies. Furthermore, they have an inherited
ancestral law and have been empowered over others
not by brute usurpation, but rather by the will of a
“sovereign”/"Sovereign” who has apportioned to them
~ the largest share not merely of wealth and power, but
of virtue. The “high-roofed edifice” of line 85 should be
understood more metaphorically than literally, as the
God-given honor and authority of the tribe.

At the closure of the poem (lines 86-88) Labid switches
to the objectivizing third person “they” to proclaim the
warrior class of his tribe as its defenders in war and
peace, the protectors of the refugees and indigent, and,
above all, as a band whose might derives from their
unwavering group loyalty and devotion.

Labid has thus achieved in the three-step trajectory of
his poem a moral and emotional transformation from
a sense of loss, despair, and passivity before the forces
of nature, time, and mortality, to a compelling vision
of sacrifice for and belonging to a powerful, virtuous,
authoritative, divinely chosen, and deeply committed
tribal warrior aristocracy.

It is not difficult to see how the transformation achieved
in Labid’s Mu‘allagah could be understood, like the life
story of Labid, as an allegory of the transformation of
Arab society from the Jahiliyyah to Islam.
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Part I: Prelude (nasib)

Theme I: The Abandoned Campsite Where the Beloved's

Tribe once Dwelt

1. Effaced are the abodes,
brief encampments and long-settled ones;
At Mina the wilderness has claimed
Mount Ghawl and Mount Rijam.

2. And the torrent channels of Wadi Rayyan,
their tracings are laid bare,
Preserved as surely as inscriptions are
preserved in rock.

3. Their grounds are now dung-darkened patches
over which, since they were peopled,

Years have elapsed, the profane and sacred months

all passed away.

4. They were watered by the rain
the spring stars bring:
Upon them rained the thunderclouds,
downpour and drizzle,

5. And every night-faring cloud,
each early morning horizon-darkener,
And evening cloud
with resounding rumble.

6. The ayhuqgan thrust up its shoots and
on the two sides of the valley
Gazelles and ostriches
have borne their young.

7.  Wide-eyed oryx cows, newly-calved,
stand above their newborns, motionless,
While on the plain the yearlings,
in clusters, caper.
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10.

11.

223

The torrents have exposed the ruins,

as if they were
Writings whose texts pens have
inscribed anew

Or as if they were tattoo marks

that emerge
As the tattooer re-applies lampblack to
patterns needle-pricked on hands.

Then I stopped and questioned them,
but how do we question
Mute immortals whose speech
is indistinct.

Stripped bare where once a tribe had dwelt

and then one morn departed;
The trench around the tents now lay abandoned
and the plugs of thumam grass that filled the holes.

o ae dcfdl oiia (1)
Loley bVl Jwadi Ul
dlme dl DLl dduaiss
Jlhse—idl duadis clolieg
HLaadl dluadiy ¢ B>y J—>
Lol 5335 alayg >9—> dl
cdly Syl aie "ze JBII"
solue dlgt dm Olaitg
el 3Nk 533 e sl
095 Uslglly 5t Bygall a3
aly DYl Uas § yss of

olang die LaS dlzall

el Laylb] § g Of Joy ool Busle 90 Jfass
(il LadsS yguaiall JLowall b Ly 30 0Ll 658
Slgadl L) 31 65 e pgad o gl Olalaoll sy o

Sl lgtals sy

oLuall o Log e olzyg Jst oo dial Jg2i ptis>gll o Lo
S0 Y pall Laud 33z oL Jor Jal Byl 355
Luwgalne S Lgls cdlal Hlus ey & wils Lail iy

a8 5 oo Lgiauds

03850 ¢ ale asy Lole dsaall dolgels ¢03] olopll &) «_asd
Jhens o 1 0L 33T Jaads ¢ g of JLaall Lasd J25 g1
Jole pod 0Ll 550 d Ll aslbgg dshall o)l 89
a5 G 2l I« Jslse Ilid Joy camgVl sl
Ta5-5 S sT bl S iy il Gl Lol Lo
S Ol asy 00 JS § 03 331 5l ye2y2S5 Lola)g
Czil Lgally slsilly sLaSy <0300 095 Joo5 sl oz
had g dealy Laadl wish el @olgdl ol e Lallab

ol il § Lual

6323 Uilol 5120 Joy e 88 B Y d sl (598 5
Sl LT e s 5585 Joo e aSl Lo @duié Jgeal
e 1 Lo 53 dally gl Sy alowo Lgil oo
Ol 0 d898 539 did By¥l )y 8 xal Ay of eLgbghas

LLSIL Be 10ye oLSIL HLWI €t Tasd S cdasy dUs)
& ¥ OB 0] waSluall G5-8 LUSIL 809 Bl G9-8
Lo 1o 1Ll of e Jsl Ss allgsdl all 0o delus
Tayd alnell 1o Jsimy Lo 509 "JMIYI el dyi]

-0l Ldlely 1)l syl gyl oo Taslog

222



Labid ibn Rabr'ah o) g 2

Theme II: The Departure of the Women of the Clan

12. The clanswomen departing stirred your longing
when they loaded up their gear,
Then climbed inside their howdah frames

with creaking tents,

13. Each howdah’s wooden frame
was shaded by a double woolen carpet
And covered by fine veil

and figured drape.

14. In clusters the women departed, as if the howdahs bore
the oryx cows of Tudih
And the white does of Wajrah, tenderly inclining

over their young.

15. They were urged on, and the mirage
dissolved them ‘til they were like
The windings of the riverbed of Bishah

with its tamarisks and boulders.

16. What then do you remember of Nawar
when she has gone away,
And her bonds, both firm and frayed,

are cut asunder?

17. A Murrite woman who alit in Fayd
and then dwelt near the people of Hijaz—
How could you ever hope

to meet with her again?
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18. To the east of Tayyi”’s two mountains she alit
or on Muhajjar’s Mount,
Then the land of Fardah contained her,

then its nearby Mount Rijam.
19. Then in Suwa’iq, if she headed toward the Yemen,
so that by now

She is most likely in Wihaf al-Qahr

or in Tilham.
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Part Il: The Poet’s Departure and Desert Crossing (rahil)

Theme I|: The Poet Departs on his Camel-Mare

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.
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Cut off your love from one

whose bond is wavering,
For the best binder of affection’s bond
is he who cuts it.

Be generous to him who treats you well,
but only the cutting of bonds remains
When affection falters
and its foundation fails.

And depart on a camel-mare jaded by journeys
that have reduced her to a remnant,

‘Til she is emaciate

of loins and hump.

Even when her flesh has dwindled

and she is exhausted
And, after great fatigue, her leathern shoe straps
are cut through,

Still she is as nimble in the reins
as if she were a rose-hued cloud,
Rain-emptied, running with the south wind,

sprightly.
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Theme II: The Poet Compares his Camel-Mare to a
Pregnant Wild Ass

25. Oris she like a she-ass, teats milk-swollen,
pregnant by a white-bellied stallion

That is gaunt from repelling rivals,

biting them and kicking.

26. Much scratched and bitten, he leads her up
the hump-backed hills,
Perplexed by his pregnant mate’s

recalcitrance and cravings.

27.  Above the jagged heights of Thalabiit he scouts
the empty lookout posts,
Fearful of hunters hid behind

the piles of stone.

28.  Until, when Jumada passed and winter’s six months
of grazing on lush herbage,
While avoiding water-holes,

came to an end,

29. The two mates made a resolution,
twisted tight—
For the success of resolve lies in firmness—

to head for water.
30. Then the dry blades of buhma grass
pricked at her pasterns,

And the summer wind picked up

in passing gusts and fiery blasts.
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31. Backand forth the asses tugged a train
of stirred-up dust
Whose shadows rose like smoke

when the tinder is lit,

32. Then fanned by the north wind,
then mixed with the ‘arfaj tree’s green wood,
Like the smoke of a mighty blaze

with leaping flames.

33. Then he kept on and drove her on before him,
for it was his custom,
When she strayed or lagged behind,

to drive her on ahead.

34. He flung her in the direction

of the stream

And they cut through to a brimming spring

grown thick with reeds,

35. Enclosed on all sides
by stands of canes
That shaded it with fallen stalks
and stalks still standing.
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Theme lll: The Poet Compares his Camel-Mare to an
Oryx Cow Bereft of her Calf

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

237

I[s my camel mare like this or is she like the oryx cow,
her calf the wild beasts’ prey,
Who, though the lead cow was her guide,
had lagged behind the herd,

A snub-nosed cow bereft of calf,

who amid the stony tracts between the dunes
Does not leave off
her roaming and her lowing

For a calf half-weaned and white,
its limbs torn back and forth
By ashen wolves,
impatient, hungry.

They chanced upon it unawares
and struck—
Fate’s arrows never
miss their mark.

She spent the night beneath a cloud

that shed an unremitting rain
And let a ceaseless downpour fall
upon the dense-grown dunes.

All through the night, whose stars

were veiled by clouds,
Uninterrupted raindrops fell
on her spine’s track.

She took shelter beneath the branches

of a contorted tree
Set apart upon the edges of the dunes
whose drift-sands slope
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43. And in the first watch of the night
her lustrous face
Gleamed like the diver’s pearl],
its string drawn forth,

44. Until, when the dark dispelled
and dawn shone forth,
Her hoofs slipped on the early morning’s
rain-soaked earth.

45. Bewildered, she wandered to and fro
among the sandy tracts of “Alij
For seven full nights coupled
with their days

46. Until, hope’s stores exhausted,
and udder, once milk-swollen,
Neither from suckling nor weaning
now gone dry,

47. She heard the buzz of human voices
—she could not tell from where—

That filled her with alarm—

for men to her meant death.

48. So she rushed forth,
fearing for head and tail
Dangers from in front
and from behind,

49. Until, when the hunters, despairing
of their bow and arrow,
Set on her their rawhide-collared,
flop-eared hounds.
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50.

51.

52.

241

The hounds overtook her

and she returned their charge
With a horn like a Samhari spear
in point and shaft

To ward them off—

for she knew
If she did not repel them
she would die.

'Fetch' was first to fall,

smeared all in blood,
Then 'Blackie' was left for dead
where he had charged.
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Part IlI: The Poet’s Boast (fakhr)
Theme I: The Poet Buys Wine for the Drinking Party

53.  On such a she-camel when the sun’s shimmerings
dance in full forenoon light,
And the hillocks don the cloaks
of the mirage

54. attend my own heart’s needs,
not neglecting them for fear
That others will think ill of me
or rebukers blame me.

55.  For did Nawar not know
that I am both
He who ties the knots in ropes
and he who cuts them?

56. He who leaves a place
that does not please him,
Unless his own soul’s fate
overtakes him there?

57.  And don’t you know how many a night
mild in its weather,
Delightful in its sport
and in its revelry,

58. Ispentas its convivial, and rushed
to many a merchant’s banner
When it was raised
and the price of wine was high?

59. Ipaid a dear price for a well-aged wine,
in a darkened wineskin
Or in a pitch-lined jug, ladled into cups,
its seal broken.

60. And many a morning draught of a pure wine
and a slave girl with a lute,

Plucking with her thumb
on its taut strings,
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Theme II: The Poet’s Battle-Mare

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.
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My first cup [ downed before the cock
could crow in daybreak,

To take a second when

its sleepers woke.

And many a bitter morn of wind and cold
I curbed,
When its reins were in the hand
of the north wind,

[ defended the tribe, my battle gear borne
by a winning courser,

Her reins my sash when I

went forth at dawn.

Then I mounted a lookout post

on a narrow, wind-blown peak
Whose dust rose to the banners
of the foe.

Until when daylight dipped its hand into
the all-concealing night

And darkness veiled the crotches of

each mountain pass,

To the plain I descended and my mare
held erect her neck

Like the date palm’s stripped trunk at which

the picker’s courage fails.

[ spurred her to a speed

fit for the ostrich chase,
Until when she was heated through
and her bones were nimble,

Her light leathern saddle slipped,
sweat flowed from her neck,

And her saddle girth

was soaked with froth,

She coursed, head held high and thrusting
in the bridle, racing headlong
Like a thirsting dove to water when
her flock beats urgent wings.
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Theme llI: The Poet’s Authority and Generosity among
the Tribes

70. And in many a chief’s domed tent,
where unknown strangers sojourn
In hope of favor
and of displeasure fear,

71. There were men, burly-necked, lionlike,
braced for revenge,
Planting their feet in the ground
like the Jinn of Badi.

72. Their false claims I denied,
their due rights recognized,
And no nobleman among them could vaunt
his glory over me.

73. And many a gambling-camel],
its death I called for
By the fate-sealing arrows whose shafts
look all alike,

74. Summoning the arrows to gamble for a she-camel,
barren or with foal,
Whose meat we will bestow on all whom we
have granted refuge.

75. Then for the guest and for the foreign refugee
itis as if
They had descended to Tabalah Valley,
a lowland ever green.

76. Every indigent woman, emaciated, rag-clad,
like a starved she-camel hobbled at her master’s grave,
Seeks the refuge
of my tents.

77. When winter’s winds wail back and forth
her orphans plunge

Into streams of flowing gravy which
my clan crowns with meat.
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Theme 1V: The Poet’s Tribe: Its Authority, Might,
Generosity, and Loyalty

78.  When tribal councils gather
there is always one of us
Who contends in grave affairs
and shoulders them,

79. A divider of spoils who gives
each clan its due,
Demanding their rights for the worthy,
the rights of the worthless refusing.

80. Out of superior virtue, he is munificent
and with his bounty succors;
Openhanded, and yet, a winner and plunderer of all
that he desires,

81. From a clan whose fathers set for them
their law —
For each tribe has its leader
and its law.

82. Their honor is not sullied, their deeds
not without issue,
For their judgment is not swayed
by passion’s flights.

83. He built for us a high-roofed
edifice,
To which the tribesmen mount,
both youths and full-grown men.

84. Be then content, O enemy, with what the sovereign
allotted you,

For virtues were allotted us
by him who knows them.
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88.
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When trusts were apportioned

to the tribes,
The apportioner allotted us
the greatest share.

They are the first to act
when the tribe is stricken;
In war, its horsemen;
in disputes, its arbiters.

They are a springtime

to those that seek refuge
And to indigent women, their food stores exhausted,
when the year stretches long.

They form a band so tight that none of them
impedes it out of envy,

Nor, out of treachery,

leans toward the foe.
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One day, after a bit too much wine, the 6th century King
‘Amr ibn Hind asked his retinue, “Do you know of any
Arab whose mother would stick up her nose at waiting
on my mother?”

(King ‘Amr was so proud of his mother that he preferred
to be called “Son of Hind” by her name than after his
father, as was the custom).

A courtier spoke up and said, “I do—Layla, mother of
‘Amr ibn Kulthim!” Astonished, the king asked why.

“Because her father was the warrior poet al-Muhalhil,
her husband is the great KulthGim, and her son ‘Amr has
been the chief of his tribe, Taghlib, since he was fifteen.”

The king, curious to test this rumor, summoned lbn
Kulthim and his mother Layla to dinner.

After the main meal, the king called for dessert, and his
mother Hind said to Layla, “Hand me that dish.” Layla
replied, “If you want it, then get it yourself”

Again Hind asked for the dish, insisting that Layla do
as she was told. This insult was more than Layla could
bear, and she cried to her son, “Taghlib, help!” Following
the rules of hospitality, all weapons had been put away
before dinner.

Only the king's own sword was in reach, and Ibn Kulthim
seized it and cut off King ‘Amr’s head with one stroke.
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The story of the regicide probably has little basis in
reality. Ibn Kulthm left no diwan or even rudimentary
details ofhis life.

What little we know comes from his Mu‘allagah,
including the link between it and two other Mu‘allagah
poets: al-Harith ibn Hillizah, with whom lbn Kulthdm
met for tribal disputations, and Tarafah ibn al-‘Abd, who
was murdered by King ‘Amr.

But these are the best-known anecdotes about Ibn
Kulthim, and they impart something of the intrigue,
the pride of kinship, and the shifting fortunes that
characterized his epoch.

So does another, probably spurious story about how he
slowly took his own life by quaffing too much wine—a
fitting end given that it was excess drink which first made
King ‘Amr curious to test the resolve of Ibn Kulthiim and
his mother Layla.
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Speaking of alcohol, Ibn Kulthiim’s Mu‘allagah begins,
according to Sir William Jones, “with a strain perfectly
Anacreontic”

The poet celebrates wine and women, describing each
as part of the ideal warrior’s zeal for both combat and
pleasure (lines 1-17), then turns to a very long boast
(fakhr) in which he recalls past victories in war (lines 18-
26) and paints a vivid picture of battle tactics, weapons,
and the fear felt by opponents (lines 27-43).

There follows a section addressed directly to King
‘Amr—"on what account,” the poet asks, “should we be
slaves?” He brags about the glorious deeds of ancestors
like the warrior-poet Muhalhil and his brother Kulayb ibn
Rabi‘ah (lines 44- 55).

The poet extends his boasting beyond war to include
generosity and just rule, while not stinting on further
description of armor and horses (lines 56-72).

He describes his own tribe of Taghlib as protectors of the
weak and destroyers of the enemy (lines 73-81), and, in a
section that stands out among the mu‘allagat, he glories
in the tribe’s strong women, who chastise their men for
shirking their duties (lines 82-89).

Thelast four lines leave an unequivocal threat forany who
dare cross the poet and his tribe, making for a felicitous
end to a poem that is arrogant, full of rhetorical flourish,
and, in the words of James Montgomery, “frenetic to the
point of demagogism.”’
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Get on up with your bowl, girl! Bring a drink
and don’t spare us from Andarina’s wines,

sparkling wines, as if dyed with saffron pale
when they’re mixed, our largesse can’t be confined!

[t turns the lovestruck man from his lust
after he’s drunk, then back to calm constraint.

See the pinchfist? When the cup passes by
he quickly holds his riches in disdain.

The Fates will surely take us by surprise—
they’'ve been foretold for us, and we for them.
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Lady. Stop a while before you leave
so you and I can tell the truth in sum

about a vile day of blows and thrusts

that cooled your cousin’s eyes—they say they’ve won.

Stop, lady, and we’ll ask if you dropped by
only to leave again or hurt a friend.

She’ll show you—if you find her secretly
And while she’s safe from peeking, hateful foes—

arms like a long-necked, snowy camel cow
that fed in sandy tracts and fields of stone

and two soft breasts, white like an ivory bowl
kept safeguarded from any wandering hands

and two thighs with a body smooth and long,
her rump toiling beneath a weight so grand.

My youth! I reminisced with longing when
[ saw her camels driven here by night

and when I saw Yamama’sh towns appear
shining like blades held by men off to fight.

My grief’s worse than a camel cow who’s lost
her calf, so she returns back crying doomed,

or a widow, grey-haired, whose terrible luck
has left nine sons, not one of them untombed.

That's fate—today, tomorrow, and thereafter
are pledged to destinies we do not know.
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Father of Hind, don’t rush it! Give us time
and we will tell you that it’s truly so—

how we hoist up white banners to the fray
then bring them back all crimson-soaked with blood;

we'll tell of glory days splendid and long
when we defied the king and wouldn’t budge.

We’'ll talk of many tribal chiefs who're crowned
with glory’s crown, guarding all those who seek—

we Kkilled those chiefs, their horses left nearby
with one hoof bent, the reins looped on their necks.

The dogs of the tribe snarled at us, and yet
we stripped our rival’s weapons off like thorns.
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When we turn the mill of war onto a clan,
in that encounter they are crushed like bones.

That millstone’s cushion reaches east of Salma
and all of Quda‘ah makes the grain it grinds:

it’s true, loathing upon loathing is spread
against you, showing us your hidden blights.

We claim this glory, as father Ma‘ad knows,
and guard it with our spears till all behold.

If tent-poles of the tribe are fallen in
on furnishings, we shelter their abode.

Longtime we’ve fought their rivals back and back
and bear them all the burdens that they load.

When foes stand far away, we launch our spears;

and when they get up close, we strike with swords.

By tawny spears from Khatt, supple and long
or white, refulgent sabers lifted high—

with these we split the heads of warriors true
and slit their necks just like grass with a scythe.

You might think that the heroes’ skulls were just
a camel’s freight that’s cast upon the rocks;

we hack their heads off without mercy and
they can’t tell how to deal with our attacks.
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It's like our swords, flashing between us all,
were ribbons tossed about in child’s play,

or like our clothes and theirs had all been smeared
and dyed with purple pigment on that day.

When they grow all afraid to charge the foe
because they shrink from what might come to pass,

we dig in like Mount Rahwah, razor-keen,
and march out to the front in awful mass

with boys who think it best to die in war
and greybeards battle-hardened long ago:

a match for all the hosts of men together,
wagering all their sons against our own.

Upon the day we worry they shall die,
we charge and strike, our loins all girt with steel,

but on the day we do not fear for them,
our legions meet in council to appeal,

led by the chiefs of Jusham ibn Bakr
with whom we march all over, rough or flat.
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On what account, ‘Amr ibn Hind,
should we be slaves to your little king-brats?

On what account, ‘Amr ibn Hind,
do you feed us to blamers and throw shade?

Threaten us and frighten us—but wait!
Since when were we your mother’s serving maids?

Mark well: before your time, our spears refused
to ease their cruelty on our rushing foes;

our spears, which when they’re bit by other blades,
shove back just like a stubborn camel does.

A stiff camel! When bent, the spear snaps back

and clank it strikes the straightener’s neck and head.

Have you been told that Jusham ibn Bakr
fell short in ancient battles or had fled?
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We claim the pride of ‘Algamah ibn Sayf
whose courage won us glory’s manor hall,

and I, Muhalhil’s heir and better still:
Zuhayr, a treasure cherished here by all.

[ claim ‘Attab and Kulthim both together
by whom we gained the noblemen’s bequest,

and Dhi I-Burah whose story you've been told,
in whom we and all refugees find rest,

and Bold Kulayb before him, one of us—
what glory is there that we didn’t take?

When we twist up our rivals like a camel,
we either break the knot or snap the neck.

We shall be found the firmest in our duty
and truest to the vow that has been made,

and we who, the day war-fires burned Khazaz,
helped our tribe more than the others did,
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and we, who helped by keeping to Dhii Arata
till all our milch-herds had to eat dry shoots,

and we, who justly rule obedient folk,
and we, who justly punish when they revolt,

and we, who cast aside what roils us,
and we, who take the pleasant things we find.

We held the right flank in the mighty clash,
while on the left our brothers stood combined.

Fiercely those brothers fought the foes who came,
and no less so did we our rivals meet.

Our brothers brought back spoils and captives too
and we led kings with chains around their feet.
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So watch out, Bant Bakr! Take your guard—
haven’t you figured out yet who we are?

Do you not know that both your troops and ours
did thrust their swords and shoot bolts in the air?

Helmets we wore, and shields of camel skin
Yemeni-made, and blades both curved and straight

and all manner of glossy coats of mail
puckered with dimpled folds above the waist

which, if those champions took them off one day
would show their rusty skin as if from wear,

like the shimmering coats of mail were a pond
rippled by zephyrs blowing here and there

Our crop-haired steeds do march on frightful days:
we've known them since the time that they were won,

bestowed upon us by our fathers true
and which we’ll give, when we die, to our sons.

Now, all the tribes of Ma‘add surely know
when we pitched camp down in the valley-flats

that we are guardians in the famine years
and benefactors to all those who ask,

and that we stop those who attack near us
whenever blades of steel do quit their sheaths.

We are their staunch defenders when we can
and cruel slayers whenever we're besieged!

We drink the purest water, even as
the others always gulp the murky moss!
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Go ask Banii al-Tammah and Du‘mi too
about our case: What do you think of us?

You came our way and stayed with us as guests.
Swiftly we met you, lest you put us down.

Well we received you just before the dawn
and greet you with a giant grinding stone—

that millstone’s cushion reaches east of Najd
and all of Quda‘ah makes the grain to press!

Fair noble ladies follow us in war,
them do we shield from insult or duress,

litter-borne maids from Jusham ibn Bakr

who finely mix good breeding and good deeds.

They and their husbands struck a solemn vow
that if those ladies met with signal squads

they’d plunder coats of mail and polished blades
and captives clapped together with a chain.
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When those ladies go out, they go with calm
and strolling in their walk like drunken men.

They feed our horses but say, You are not
our husbands if you don’t keep us from harm!

If we defend them not, then let us die!
nor let us remain after they are gone.

Nothing will guard them like cutting our foes
with cuts that send forearms flying like dolls.

Though kings are cruel to their own nation-folk
we won't let cruelty slip between our walls.

Let no one act the fool on us or else
we’ll top those foolish folk in all their folly.

The world and all therein belong to us
and when we storm, we storm with awful fury,

like tyrants though we haven’t yet oppressed,

but soon we'll start to drive with rods and whips.

We filled the sea until it held no more
then filled it up some more, with all our ships.
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Before the dawn of [slam in the 7th century CE, the Ara-
bian Peninsula was rife with turmoil. From the outside,
the “great powers” of Rome and Persia fought for dom-
inance; from the inside, Bedouin tribes struggled over
territory and resources. Against this tumultuous back-
drop, elite fighters on horseback created a warring cul-
ture of manly virtue, murii’ah, marked by love of hon-
or and driven by a lust for glory, plunder, revenge, and
tribal loyalty. As one scholar put it, “war was effectively

areligion.”

This combative ethos is preserved in poetry, the most
celebrated art form in Arabic. Perhaps the best-known
war poems are by ‘Antarah ibn Shaddad, the son of an
Ethiopian slave woman and who fought in the War of
Dahis between his own clan of ‘Abs and their rivals,
Dhubyan. Most of his poems deal with this conflict or
with the virtues of martial life. As a young man, ‘An-
tarah fell in love with his cousin, ‘Ablah, but couldn’t
marry her due to his slave status until after he’d proven
himself in combat. According to legend, his poetry and
courage both so impressed ‘Ablah's mother that she fi-

nally gave consent to marry her daughter.

Today, readers remember ‘Antarah best for his “hang-
ing or suspended ode” Mu‘allagah, which in its own
way captures the spirit of pre-Islamic Arabia like the
other Mu‘allagat poets. In ‘Antarah’s case, a second,
anonymous epic poem called Sirat ‘Antar would later

secure his legacy.
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The Poem

301

In the words of Sir William Jones, ‘Antarah’s “chief ob-
ject in his [Mu‘allagah] poem was to blazon his own
exploits and achievements.” Written as a qasidah, the
elite genre of classical Arabic poetry, the ode is framed
as a journey that unfolds along a highly conventional
structure, with innovations on a theme. The poet be-
gins by reminiscing at the abandoned desert camp of
his lover, ‘Ablah , imagining her and the day that she left
(lines 1-25). This calls the poet back to the present, and
he turns his attention to his camel, describing it using
a flood of images (lines 26-39); animal description is
common in pre-Islamic poetry, but it can be monoto-
nous or jarring to modern readers.

He then addresses ‘Ablah directly (line 40), and, for
the second half of the poem, demands that she praise
him and his merits—generosity (lines 41-45), horse-
manship (lines 50-51, 74-79), protection of comrades
in war (lines 69-72), and so on. Battle and boasting are
on full display, with graphic descriptions to rival those
of Homer’s Iliad. The final lines (80-85) probably refer
to a real skirmish, in which ‘Antarah, having already
routed three enemies (lines 47-63), claims to have
killed a man named Damdam, the father of two of his
opponents. The poem ends on the stark image of this
Damdam’s body left in the desert for the hyenas to pick
apart, a fitting symbol of the horrors of war.
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Now, have the poets left a rip unsewn?

And did you see her old haunts, overgrown?

Oh tell me, ‘Ablah’s home! here in Jiwa’;

good day, peace and good will to ‘Ablah's home.

Right there I propped my camel like a fort

and scratched the itch to pause before [ roam.

One time, Ablah had settled in Jiwa’

and we in Hazn, Samman, Mutathallam.

Long live you scars of sand, left long ago;
vacant after ‘Ablah, Mother of Haytham.

She joined our foes, who stun with lion’s roar;

hunting you is hard now, Makhram'’s daughter.

By chance, I loved her while I killed her kin,

no idle boast—I swear—from all the slaughter.
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You've settled in my heart (make no mistake)

where loved and honored folk can settle in.

But can we find you in ‘Unayzatayn

when we’re far off in Ghaylam for the spring?

When you resolved to leave, it must have been

when they packed up the mounts, in dark of night.

One thing upset me: pack camels distressed

and crunching prickly poppy near the site,

and milch-cows two and forty, black as all

araven’s hidden, ancillary plumes.
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She cages you at once with ivory teeth,
sweet to the kiss, a pleasure to consume,

She wafts her scent, a merchant’s balmy musk
that reaches you before her smiling gaze

or virgin fields that rainfall coaxes forth;
the land is sparsely dunged and hardly grazed,

where weeping clouds have kissed it all with drops
and silver coinlike pools that flash and gleam

deluging and decanting every night,
the water runs in one unbroken stream.

Look here: a fly sits singing endlessly,
squeaking like a drunk who wails in tune

and scratching leg on leg—out comes its chirp!
a one-armed man bent over the flintstone.
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32. then my camel knelt at Rida”s waters, groaning

as if kneeling on deep, husky reed flutes;

33. and sweat syrupy thick, like molten pitch
that’s used by smiths to heat the sides of pots,

34. flows down its neck—this riding cow, born free,

highstepping, big as a bite-scarred stud.
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38.

39.

40.

41.
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How often did I drink wine in the heat
that seared into the coins I'd spent for draft,

from a tawny glass handpainted with lines,
paired with a jug that’s sealed and on my left.

And when I drink, well, I recklessly spend
my substance and give my honor unasked;

then when I'm sober; I still don’t hold back
my gifts, as you know from my noble cast.
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48. How many bristling foes shunned by all warriors,

nor quick to flee nor apt to yield in fear,
49. have my hands blessed with lunges quick and light

from a well-tempered, tall and strong-backed spear,
50. asIland two-edged gashes with a thud

that in the night makes hungry wolves advance.
51. [Isplit both mail and frock with my great pike—

even the best are not safe from my lance!—
52. then leave him carrion for beasts to dine,

all of him, from his head down to his wrists.

53. And tight-linked armor did I rip with sword
from off the standard bearer in their midst.

54. He was lavish! Deft hands at dice in winter,
he wrecked the pub’s supply and closed the inn.

55. When he saw me come down to take his life,
he flashed his teeth—only not in a grin.

56. Irammed him with my lance, then overtook
him with a shiny, keen-edged Indian blade;

57. midday I saw him caked with blood, as if
his head and hands with indigo were stained.

58. Aborn hero, like a Meru tree in clothes;
reared strong in leather boots, an only boy.
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60.

61.

62.
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0 fawn, why can’t I hunt you, but they can?
I wished to God that I could chase this doe.

[ sent my handmaid to her: Go and find
what news of her, then tell me. Don’t you wait!

She said: I saw the foes were off their guard

and the fawn’s there to have if you shoot straight,

then turned like a snub-nosed gazelle would turn,
with spotted lip, offering its tender throat.
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[ was warned: ‘Amr didn’t care for my gifts,
which carelessness can sink a giver’s heart.

Well did I keep my uncle’s words at morn
as his lips curled back from clear white teeth,

grimacing in pangs of death, which true heroes
do not deplore except with muffled breath.

My battlemates pressed me into the pikes:
though trapped, I held on fast and didn’t run.

When in the battle’s dust | heard the cry
of Murra go up; and Rabi‘a’s sons

with Muhallim they strove below their banner,
while death itself stood near Muhallim's flag,

[ knew that meeting them would bring a clash
so strong, it could drive a bird from her eggs.
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Sometime in the middle of the 6th century AD, the
mighty Arabian tribes of Bakr and Taghlib were, like so
many other tribes, at war with each other.

To restrain the violence, ‘Amr ibn Hind, son of a powerful
king, took 100 hostages from each side and made them
go with him on military raids.

One day, according to reports, all the hostages from
Taghlib died in a deadly sandstorm, which outraged
Taghlib’s leaders and led to demands for recompense.

King ‘Amr gathered envoys from Bakr and Taghlib for
disputations and truce making. Each tribe’s spokesman
gave his speech as an ode recited before the king, thus
entering them in the canon of pre-Islamic poets.

The representative from Taghlib was ‘Amr ibn Kultham,
author of one of the other ten Mu‘allagat; for Bakr, the
spokesman was al-Harith ibn Hillizah, author of the
present poem.

We know less about al-Harith than any other Mu‘allagah
poet. Accounts differ on the details of his disputation
with ‘Amr ibn Kulthdm. In one retelling, King ‘Amr takes
80 hostages, not 100, and they die in battle rather than a
blazing desert simoom.

All versions have al-Harith, already in his hundredth year
and stricken with leprosy, composing his Mu‘allagah on
the spot.

Because his skin was spotted with disease, al-Harith
recited from behind a veil, but he so impressed the king
that he had the veil removed and said, “Let him come
nearer, let him come nearer” As to the poem itself, many
have rejected al-Harith's Mu‘allagah as inferior.
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Premodern Arab critics like al-Marzubani and Aba ‘Amr
al-Shaybani say that the poet omitted words or let the
rhyme pattern break down, although Ibn Qutaybah
excused al-Harith for this on the grounds that it was
composed and recited on the spot.

It is true that the poem, in the words of A. J. Arberry, “is
almost unadorned with those wild natural descriptions
of beast and bird and tree, which make the chief charm
of the others” Still, it remains a compelling record of
classical Arabic literature and culture.

al-Harith opens with the conventional amatory prelude
(nasib) as a compliment to ‘Amr’s queen, Asma’ (lines
1-8), followed by a brief camel description (lines 9-15).

But the bulk of the poem stands, in the words of James
Montgomery, as a “masterly piece of oratory, alternating
encomium and braggadocio, chronicle and paraenesis,
transforming the gasida into a poetic annals of Bakr and
Taghlib."

The poet calls out those who slander his people, vaunting
his own tribe and demanding resolution through a
council (lines 15-31).

He then gives details about the brave deeds of Bakr,
mentioning the return of Mundhir Ill, who in Ibn al-
Kalbi's report is the king who mediates between Bakr
and Taghlib rather than ‘Amr ibn Hind (lines 32-40).
There follows a litany of crimes against Taghlib by other
individuals and tribes, always with the refrain, “Are their
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crimes on us?” (a-‘alayna jarra) (lines 41-65).

The poet then appeals to ‘Amr as a just king who
recognizes Bakr's many acts of good service and their
bravery in battle (lines 66-83).

While it can be difficult to hold together the many
obscure places and events to which al-Harith refers, the
main thrust is clear: that Bakr should not be blamed for
the many calamities endured by Taghlib.
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Asma’ called out: Now, soon [ will depart!
How many lodgers bored me with their stay

after Asma’ had left from Shamma’s dunes
and then at Khalsa’, near her hideaway,

then at Muhayyat, then Sifah, then the heights
of Dhiil-Fitaq and ‘Adhib, then Wafa’,

the gardens of Qata, and then the vales
of Shurbub and Shu‘batan and Abla’.

I see no more the girl I dwelt with there.
[ madly weep, but that brings only shame.

Before your eyes, Hind lit the fire at night
and then the highlands coaxed it to a flame;

she kindled it near ‘Aqiq and Shakhsan,
bright as the noonday sun, with aloeswood.

I saw it from far off in old Khazaz,
but how distant its warmth from where you stood!
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9. When sorrow comes, and swift escape makes off
with camp dwellers—in those times I rely

10. on a quick camel, tall like an ostrich
who mothers her chicks in the desert dry;

11. an ostrich, frightened by a hunter’s step,
past mid-afternoon as the night draws near.

12. You see back where this bird has stepped and strode—

a dustcloud, little sand-specks there and here,

13. and footprints, then more footprints falling close

that soon the wasteland all but hides from view.

14. On this cow, [ romp in the noonday heat

while others, care-worn, are like blind camels too.
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15. News came about Aragim’s tribe, and what

we heard troubled us, causing worry and grief:

16. our brothers Araqim have gone too far,
harassing us and offering no relief,

17. confusing guilty and guiltless in our ranks—
as if innocence helps us not a bit!

18. They claim that those who drive the wild asses
are clients to us, and we their respite.

19. Araqim planned by night, and with the dawn
they rose and filled the air with cries and yells,

20. some calling, some responding, all mixed in
with neighing horses and foaming camels.
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28.

29.
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31.
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Hey big mouth! You who spin your web of lies
to ‘Amr—you think these fibs will last a day?

Do not suppose your smears will stick to us!
You're not the first to slander in this way.

We’'re here despite the hatreds that we faced,
upheld by noble birth and strength unswayed.

Times past, our frantic shouts have daubed the eyes
of people blind with envy, scorn, and pride.

Fate batters us, as if stoning a black
mountain, its peak with clouds disguised,

shored up against misfortune, not reduced
by destiny’s unceasing hammer thuds.

Whatever ill designs you have, commit
them to us, and let tribal councils judge.

If you search Milhah and Saqib where we fought,
you'll find the dead, avenged and unavenged;

or probe deep—which people take pains to do—

then you’ll find sickness, while we're on the mend.

But if you quit your slander, then we’ll be
just like a man who shuts his mote-filled eyes.

If you refuse our questions, who can then
claim to be higher than us, high as the sky?
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Don’t you know of days when people were sacked
and raided, every quarter filled with screams?

[t was then we drove our camels from Bahrayn
till they were stopped at the seawater's foam.

then swerved upon Tamim until the month

of truce, with Murr’s daughters to serve us well.

The mighty stayed no more in smooth terrain
nor did escape give profit to the frail,

nor could it rescue those who fled in fright
to seek the mountain head or rocky tract.

sdsl|
2o dgs cohlall § Mgt

102y s (LLS) \omdy
Al 5 ymdly eyl 0
Labaiall L Jai O Gl
adsdl e ddlaoll dd sl
Sradl Loz e dieyg leg =l
-l mdsdl Jolw Jgbo e
Vg CugSIl dgs Jonis W89
L 8Lyl yad dlgag calndlly
529 (Lo iyl dShoo) ]
A [ yelid] dlud Slue a
eyl cla 2l oy o gl
pgle Lol & sl Je ko
Lide Loymwo 5Vl Lils 2\igys
B e R
cglonidl 233l bl elal
IV EX WS (R P | IRW W)
cppll 2 el ez O
oy sl Gl 2 JS\eall
02 byl ¢ Jo> 2aghe (Lsull
12y cslrgdl Hlaadl Wil

Al

lg—ouiy Of Jl s Eyladl gcay sl elesyl Lo xoaal
e Pl Jeitall ol i G ady3u9 « Swl] agilas
oSl ol 3 ad il ¢ s 331 ol il 4SSy
lsLdy o 0lg etz by cdilxiio g ¢ solall o<
Tdagd (y09 dio Bl at ro it Joo co9,3y Ol ogelzsd

o9l DM Q‘l—ﬁeﬁ 2ol s o

25— gl s 55y cdogd Byl Giliel Jlhe §
Wl i dsbo Oy agouans dagaall o gallies
008 ¢_ppogas BLaiy pdgedg pladdl g s Gl
oty &3 Jomiy ges 4V fdaas Goan of syl e

Aega Sy o-dsyg cdnid

v dagad 1y Sio cdagd gl s § eyladl g8 Lo
AT 08 ] Gz x> D90 ol e Sl gy
Jo 0o g SUS g8y el Elrog cgidly il
Os-barg <yl s Y] Lgass cadgy Ms c adgac J oyl
Y 59 ¢ pdeld Ogany «ogllzy 09Iiiad ool s
dLiy 1o dagurs 0309 csgum _poguas pohcl Ggfio ¥ oy S
el gludl lin o) s sy a5y eyl Ly s
w3 (oLl ST agunSly cdagd o jlyiul iy gl

Sl wlsae e o2)SS

Lol ezl 5 8yUlg eedsiawdl L (o purd gl Balsil
L a9 ¢ puadl Goas Gl edpwgydll IS Gl L oo
O eyl 8y 32l § a=lgll Cdndll 698 (g SIS cdialS
¢ pgiohS lg-ib a3y adg ¢ agograz lgngy o 898l 030 JS 2o
cd=0 o9l ailly cdsual Jgudy Jod> 948 d30)l o (o9
¢ planW Gidass Vg eJdd! Jods ¥ edaloul &I3 d Sl wlidl

AL Lgione § pudy ol Loyl § Lgiss

>«
>«

>«
>«
>«
>«
>«

| > |

366



Al-Harith ibn Hillizah 6j_Lo gy ¢jlall

“ cloidl el gy 3l “

37. We reigned till Mundhir ibn Ma’ al-Sam&’ sd=ll el s Le &jx 2 Es S U S LSles vy
returned as king to rule and take it back. 5= tlamull Ao o yiall N ) I
g 9yac Al Wlg W 5iall 3 23, L;Jl—:'f’" £ = @l Sl gy YA
Il 1i2g] cdios ol 2 5 3 2 NN AN T
38. He, the lord who saw the battle day s — ke LSl Ly L s — Y A5, C-Lsa\ s e
oSIl iy il L ilsall §
of Hiyarayn, that true and awful test; ol s Led "elaudl
Basadll § 0953 (=9 )9r—0 . . )
39. he, a king and the bravest mortal—there LS poud ¥ Gy S o=yl sl (G ¢ agShal 1glas ¢ 1 §gu Sl o w )
is none like him who’d hope to the best. g el )3Tl b oy pgdy Lo ._adas e ed caid oo gyac 39 celomudl clo

o B0l 03 g8 LI Gy N
215U Lglolis a8 slg 8YI" LAl IS s dae U] 322 (o gyee ghawl 830 &yl

Loeidlly &bl omdl ycly e Suall cllally ¢ ol audl 548 ¢yiell 0adlg e
20\ gy ol 20y y . i
b byt Oyl sl oo sy O 288 oLl Jol <G> e giVohug 5 5 5les el

dld Sty 9 dmag yiall iy Y 3| yakholl diu> § 639> 450 Hlund
A e bl gladl eyl ) )
a6l 1 SN s

eliel il g Tae Sdaig >l ddaizy ¥ Lo Jaizy il ddoyall Jooy a0
188 (daganll jo oW Yoz sy eyl 855 & aLlin O oo ] Lg) sty ¥ oLl
0e>9 el ygol & Laks 0 ad) .83 § as dlis pudy
02 93as 5353 @518 £500el) gwlead | Sl o J] yladl iy

cdozy I )Wl sicy ¢ oSl ddgimes 1o

 paillyy d5Linall Msl> sy Uys 4ids 3 959 cyladl 0
oozl Laolall slol Ladasgs gyl UL <Lsglly

369 368




Al-Harith ibn Hillizah 6j_Lo gy ¢jlall

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49,

50.

51.

371

So stop this folly and aggression now!
Your blindness has in it a kind of plague.

Recall the oath at Dhiil-Majaz! and how
we made a promise there and struck a pledge,

against betrayal and hostility—
can whims alone rub out what’s in the scrolls?

Know well! that you and we, touching the terms
made on the day of truce, are both equal.

Are Kindah’s misdeeds on us if they raid
your cattle? And then must we pay the fine?

Or Hanifah’s crimes? Or what the famine years
have done to make Muharib flee decline?

Or Bant ‘Atiq’s sins? For those who broke
the truce, their wars are not on our account.

Or ‘Ibad’s trespasses—are they on us
like burdens on the backs of camel mounts?

Or Quda‘ah’s offenses, when there is
no mark against us for their many scandals?

These sword-hacked soldiers are not ours, nor still
is Qays nor al-Hadd&’, nor yet is Jandal.

[s Iyad’s crime on us? as once was said
to Tism, “Your tribe-brother’s a rebel now”?

False conflict! Oppression! Just like gazelles
slaughtered instead of sheep, to make a vow.
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Eighty men from Tamim—who in their hands

had spears with points that held a fate much worse—

did not leave Banu Rizah in the wilds
of Nita' with so much as breath to curse.

They hacked them all to pieces, then returned
with spoils enough to mute the drivers’ cries;

and then came for their own camels again,
but neither black nor white camels would ride,

so the men left from there with shattered backs
and no water could cool their raging chase.

Then came a band of horseman with Ghallaq
riding against you, without mercy or grace.

Each Taghlabi they slew, his blood was left
unpunished, while his death was seen by Ruin.

Just like the pains brought on by Mundhir’s blitz—

are they like saying, “Are we shepherds to Hind’s son?”

When he pitched Maysiin’s tent in al-‘Alat,
and ‘Awsa’ was the nearest home of theirs,

the poor and pinched of every tribe came out
to him, like eagles flapping in the air.

He gave them dates and water—Allah’s law
prevails, and gathers wretches with their like.

When in conceit you wished they’d come to blows,
and cocky pride did drive them out to strike,

then no surprise they fell upon you there,
while in mirage and morn-light they did hang.
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You spiteful man! Lying on us to'Amr—
will you ever stop this phony harangue?

A just king, ‘Amr, best of all who walk
on earth—his virtues outstrip any praise;

of Iram’s stock, he’s famed among the jinn,
and even all his rivals stand amazed!

Three times he’s seen the signs of our good deeds,
and every time the proof did speak for us.

One of these signs was east in Shaqiqa
when every tribe came bearing its colors

round Qays, all armor-clad and with a chief
of Karaz and a white stone of renown,

and a band of noble champions who are stopped
only by thrusts that pierce down to the bone.

We struck their brows so hard, the gore flowed out
like water spurting from a drinking-skin.

We drove them to the boulders of Thahlan,
all in a heap and with gushing thigh-veins,

and did God knows what to them, all without
recompense for the blood of those destroyed.

Then we fought Hujr, son of Umm Qatam,
with his Persian phalanx in green arrayed,
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a lion in the fight, tawny and sly,
yet kind as the spring rain in years of lack.

We loosed the shackles from Imru’ al-Qays
after long years of bondage and attack,

and forced the lord of Ghassan to repay
for Mundhir’s sake, when boundless blood was shed,

and with nine princes we did ransom them,
noble princes whose costly spoils were had.

And with Jawn from the tribe of Bani Aws,
came soldiers swooping in like eagles’ flight.

We didn’t flinch under the dust-cloud when
they turned, as fires of war waxed hot and bright.

‘Amr, son of Umm Anas, is like our son
or near-kinsmen after the wedding meal;

such kinship must bring fealty from the tribe,
and vast meadows of favor and goodwill.
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Al-A‘sha is al-Mayman b. Qays al-Bakri known as al-A‘sha
al-Kabir (the great or the first) to distinguish him from
other poets with the same nickname.

A‘'sha means dim-sighted, an affliction from which the
poet suffered, causing him to eventually lose his sight
entirely near the end of his life.

He is also known by the epithet, Sanndjat al-'‘Arab.
Sanndja is a reference to musical instruments, drum-
like or string instruments, which he often mentioned in
his poetry. He is one of the greatest poets of the Arabic
tradition. He lived to witness the advent of Islam but did
not convert.

Al-A‘sha's Mu‘allagah is a poem about visions of the
self: the self in solitude, the self in pleasure, the self in
the company of others, the self in disappointment, the
self at war in all of its forms, and the self in confrontation
with time.

As the Arabic commentator Adi AlHerbish notes, it is
profoundly apt that the poet struggled with his dimming
sight when he is said to have composed the poem.

He accounts for this loss of sight in the poem through
vivid and extremely nuanced imagery. He also
compensates for it with deep insights into the self and
its changing seasons.

Al-A‘sha composed his poem upon a dispute over blood
vengeance between his tribe and their kin. The poet is
enraged by Yazid of Bani Shayban’s interference and
accuses him of stoking the fires of war and egging others
against the poet’s tribe.
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389

However, before arriving at the moment of confrontation
with the adversaries, the poet journeys through phases
of the self just as he journeys through theritual landscape
of the gasidah from the opening elegiac stance (1-32),
to the desert journey (33-44) and finally arriving at the
moment of boast (45-64).

However, these section divisions are not clear-cut, for
al-A'sha delays and disrupts what we think of as the
archetypal structure through beautiful personal and
meditative sections.
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The Poem

391

The poem opens with a nasib (1-32) an amatory elegi-
ac prelude, in which the poet laments his beloved Hu-
rayrah’sdeparture.

However, he soon adopts a sarcastic tone, which allows
him to expand and vary on the amatory prelude, com-
ment on and undermine it as happens in comical scenes
of not just a love triangle, but a big seven-way knot of
misdirected affection in line 18:

Each longing for another, delirious and stricken
approaching and retreating,
confounding and crazed

The prelude of al-A'sha’s poem is expanded and his tran-
sition to the journey is delayed with a meditation on his
dimming sight (19-20 ), followed by compensation for
the onset of old age with a recollection of youth and
recklessness (22-32).

In line 33, he dissociates from the beloved and recol-
lection of the past, setting off on a journey in “a barren
land...where only the jinn hum in its desolate corners”

The journey section is also interrupted by an unconven-
tional scene (36-43) in which the poet and his drunk
companions track a rain cloud in a place called Durna.

They spot the rain cloud drift over the landscape and
then overwhelm it with rain. And thus, the poem transi-
tions to the moment of confrontation in the last section,
the boast (44-64). The poet leaves his old self, licks his
wounds in love, and stands for the honor of his tribe.

To Yazid of Bani Shayban,
this word: Stop eating your heart out
AbU Thabayt!

Stop taking jabs at our noble roots
that nothing can mar
as long as burdened mounts moan.
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On Reading and translating al-A‘sha:

While translating al-A‘sha's Mu‘allagah, | put myself in con-
versation with existing translation. My goal was to benefit
from them but also to go in a different direction when pos-
sible and as the original poem allows it.

| have adopted the three-line stanza, the tercet, instead of
the couplet or the quatrain adopted by previous transla-
tors. Itis true that the poem’s meter, al-Basit, is a long meter
but here al-A'sha's tone is at times playful and at times sar-
castic, and thus | thought the shorter stanza is more fitting.

The tercet also creates a different rhythm for the poem in
English, distinguishing it from the available translations. It
is an abrupt stanza, which allows for the change in tone and
mood, the shift from meandering to rage, which occurs lat-
er in the poem.

One example of the variance in tone | was aiming for exists
in the very first line. | decided to delay “Bid Hurayrah fare-
well” to the end of the tercet, thus making it the punchline
of the stanza, a position of emphasis equivalent to but vary-
ing from all the openings adopted by other translations. |
tried throughout the translation to recreate that effect of
emphatically ending the stanzas where possible.

| have always been intrigued by al-A‘sha’s use of the word
rajulu (man) in the opening line. To me, it rings as a timeless,
intimate, and urgent self-address. It also carries al-A‘sha's
signature sarcastic tone, especially in accounting for the
shortcomings and victories of the self.

However, the sarcasm develops as the poem progresses
into a profoundly devastating realization of responsibility
and its consequences, and with it, ayyuha al-rajulu acquires
a tragic tone in retrospect.

The self-address, which was earlier playful and merry, takes
on an urgent and tragic tone after the poem completes
its circle. In the scene of wine and song, the self-address
“ayyuha al-rajulu” takes on the air of boast and then turns
meditative in the mesmerizing scene at Durna where the
poet and his companions, in their drunkenness and blurred
vision, track the lightning cloud as it hovers and sweeps
over the landscape, taking us from one season of life into
another.
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AlHerbish captures the movement of the poem when he
labels it as a poem of peace and war. It is a poem that dallies
and meanders, indulges and exalts in itself, and then arrives
with force at a sobering moment, the moment of responsi-
bility and its consequences.

However, peace and war are not opposites in the poem,
but rather the first flows into the other as a drifting white
cloud turns dark and starts thundering. The days of youth
and abandon remain a resonant undertone punctuating
the sobriety of the moment of war.

The mature righteously enraged persona cannot but be
read in light of its past carefree self. And thus, the poet tri-
umphs in his ability to capture the self as it reflects upon
its seasons and stands witness to its own losses, turns, and
trails. And, at the core of the poem'’s ability to capture the
movement of time is the Durna section.

So I said to my drunk companions in Durna:
“Track it with me. Look!” And what can
the drunk see?

It continued to target these abodes
with its waters, until it drove the cattle
and herds out.

The dim-sighted poet calls upon his drunken companions
to witness how the sky and land change and with them
how time, with it the self, take on different forms.

And they do...The companions follow the lighting cloud as
it scans over the landscape and finally overwhelms it with
rain just as the poet promises to overwhelm his enemies
and drive them out when the fire of war blazes.

The tracking of the lightening cloud serves as an ingenious
transition from one season of life to the other, from peace
to war. And thus, al-A‘sha leaves us with a deeply resonant
question that transcends its moment; an invitation to con-
template the self as it contends with time and is constant-
ly reshaped by it. And so, ayyuha al-rajulu, as you think of
yourself, “Look! And what can you see?”
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1. The caravan is departing,
and man, if you can bear it,
bid Hurayrah farewell.

2. Her face glows, her hair flows,
and her smile glints. She walks in grace,
a gazelle tiptoeing over soft soil.

3. To her neighbor’s she walks
like a cloud floating,
neither heavy nor rushed.

4. You can hear her bracelets tinkle
when she retreats like the wind
rustling through acacia beads.

5. Sheis not one her neighbors avoid.
You will find her aloof
not eager for their chatter.

6. She rises to meet them listless,
if she didn’t push herself, she’d
be held back.

7. She spends an hour with a friend,
but soon tires and returns, her full hips
and behind quivering.

8. Her shoulders wide, her waist not even there.

When this beauty walks towards you
you’d think she might break in two.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
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Nothing is sweeter than to lie with her
on a cloudy morning,
a pleasure not for the uncouth.

Her hips round and her arms slender,
she treads softly as if on heals
of thorns.

The scent of musk trails her when she rises,
the air of roses and lilies,
from her sleeves, overflows.

No garden lush and verdant
on a difficult hillside, quenched
by heavy relentless rain,

where the sun flirts with
bright bobbing blossoms
wrapped in cloaks of green,

is ever more fragrant or overwhelming
in beauty than she in the early
evening light.
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15. I fell for her and she for a man
other than me and for yet another woman
that man fell.

16. And still another whom he didn’t want,
fell for him, and she, that other,
had a cousin mad in love for her.

17. And yet another, whom I didn’t fancy,
fell for me and thus all tangled up
in love we all wasted and pined.

18. Each longing for another, delirious and stricken
approaching and retreating,
confounding and crazed.

19. Hurayrah shunned me without a word.
Oblivious, that Umm Khulayd,
of the promises she had made.

20. Didn’t she see me, an old dim-sighted man,
afflicted by treacherous Fate
and by Time, the senile and precarious.

21. When I came visiting,

Hurayra said: “woe to you
and woe to me because of you”
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27. We Kkick back sharing sweet words
and a tangy wine that flowed from
a moist clay jug.

28. After a round or two it overwhelms them
and they only come
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to ask for more.

29. A Saqji, agile and quick, serves it,
running back and forth with his shirt
tucked in.
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And when the singing girl, lounging,
sings a tune, you'd think the ‘ud speaking
to the Persian harp.

How many a beauty trailing her silk gown
and many a girl lifting the heavy wine flask
on her curvy hips

have I enjoyed in the midst of all this
and the more one indulges, the more
pleasure and love.

And many a barren land
like the back of a shield where only the jinn hum
in its desolate corners.

Only the persistent and unrushed
dare venture on its treacherous terrain
in the heat.

Yet, | have crossed it on a travel-worn,
gaunt, and swift mare whose well-parted elbows
easily show.
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Do you see that cloud I've been tracking,
as if the lightning lines its edges with
flaming sparks?

[t looms with more clouds rising behind it.

Its dense center stretches, enveloped by the unceasing

downpour.

[ spotted it and nothing could distract me
neither occupation nor pleasure
in a cup.

So I said to my drunk companions in Durna:
“Track it with me. Look!” And what can
the drunk see?

They said there over Numar, then Khal,
it has drenched them both.
Then Asjadiyyah and Abla’ then Rijal.

[t rose over the slopes of Khanzir
then its Burga then pushed on over Watr
and Hubal,

Until it overwhelmed with water
the grouse gardens and the lush slopes of Ghinah
beyond their fill.

[t continued to target these abodes
with its waters, until it drove the cattle
and herds out.

sdsll

2ol Lidyimo bloww Aop\s
Gls Ol 2Bly L4 )l
P Y L wg e culbw
N
ik o blsl 1g-de
o> 1 .clo 25 1)\
-Shsll dlgs § 0,8 apd .yl
el b0l 2\gaunii lg,S o tNghah
AWg dsdrwslly IS\ dasg
02939 J=g gy snSg
alge 1 LiSg L)\
0= o Hld S doladl §
dgilaud 325 oty 2L § Laso
3y b 1ot Y g
$3ly oo 3yl Lol § e
N Gy 10BN s A
dag> $oly § Suag cod Sl
tdsszewall s o< Yo
oy ol 1Al by
s-hy .d g8 Jlais OB 8 oo
00 Ol)8 cdapsll oo o g
Slabl Lo 1 =30 Ll (g,
Okl i 1y 0ol o
Ol i Jlooh tyaypS>ddp
1350 Lelsdall oly 2539
gLzl Al gy i34l
Laass. Ol 3985 o\ LS
Laoge Aoy . de Jc
o= gy 2loylly HLhadl
RUIPEN VU 1| BRUESHRETE WAL
“Jyl 3=

3 Lo 0llsyll pass cawa (W)
) saogell lio

4b.0.u~0 &l_)>)“ Ul.: :6‘0" ls_,.x
Jbd Syle dio duzdls

sy Glaegll Sy JLS (1)
Jisiz ol agb ooly g8

Jo>9 E,_nmo‘)ll i JLs (o)
Ol leil 0a859 sl
8380 o llag Gyl (0 ByamS

o)l oe Glaegll i (W)
=l i3> dbe g sl
bl & yas Brase ghed Ol

) =i § Layss

$ =l Al e g (W)
U= g9 o= 0B ol
2=l J=es Ols J5LE

oo Vg pasladl

(v

b5 g9y 9

Jadnatl- 35Uk dagliulole g, ol
Jezt Ll e S B T pglas 5y 55 50,4
J«ﬁ‘ Yy K GBI, A e e el sk
J«”u)u‘fw CeSylyerd 08y (38 3 A G
Jsb Ve hm ol Lol JUb1 13 5LE 1,06
byl Bls s Aot g g e b
Sy e 5 W oy 2L 22 5
Jagly 33 L Gold Bys ot el UL

@S9 83330 aS> e Lalgy dds Je 41 gacVl 5 a8
opany e Gy caizdy dblis gole oo Iblg s 5 Siug )y 451
UJ'“-Q-"‘” Ybayl d=o Ly yp QT Jl):lﬁ )ldceYl Goviws S

0 by Gl iVl gz S (L3 ) Jas Lo
& Os-slally hadl bzl g i ool Gyl lgarin of diless
1 sieeV 55 Loy dalodl & Lail_ogunmy JLab cLgmi go Jyios
B §a,8 dljs(\fég:-ﬂ 08 Bl bgla & Lgdl 09,31 JLsg

e Jolal = il § duasls B by 55 eyl & ! sl Lgl)

(W)

Ay 1S g b 63 ngy ks 1l i Liogias
Ol JALS el Cs ¢ §ly=ll dglouw 3 030409 Lg=dge
iyl § s2eeY OB Lay )50l polsme 50355 Emg cdxeg
Lot a8 ST S0y Ol 0 50l Juibe § 5o § Olads I

BSyaidl Lgilgs> a sl 8 Srhg

8 alow 30e3 By it O Glhrsdl @ Ladad 05y Jo )
Y el aSLadl § dsgell dagmio oo Juuiy o Sdoled| Lol

68w Buclaall gl (a il 0clos Blg ducs e

1

YV

YA

Ya

L€\

&Y

&Y

410



1,2l s 08T s Ladie wdgn of gVl shi dads Lyl
e Az o3 elal Ll §Jatll Cyltdl ey i Ss lgar s
Uiz g8 0 AUl ddlns 48955 Vg poe gy Y sl
(lows Ol e dilodl Lgishal g1 5 SWYI A e gV
529 «ls 53l o _ngiuo sl 509 ¢ agildl g3l 548
= § Lpasy J31ang Grdy 55 09 dlovnd! Jai g3l

L) pa> Y el Vo ddase LG >

29 Jssdl gy LS ste¥l golid dloudl s s o
Jl Laust oo ediasdl (oLl digae (o> @i Gblie § (65
G 0Lasasy oy Hled 3ly &8 elallads Jl Lasgiz 109 (LS 1
sldadly o8 &S Sl ool Lo 659 < oSl dii (639
s i oLl _aciis Jouai O Ul Jgaadly elalls s ol saally

Ol 3985 & Vot Juwdl gtia 1Ty

) § Ll stec¥l Elzzig Y] 0ol )l § o saall s Lo
oo AST i i g1 dsBll slocdl el Gl e (yd
(353 A8 VI cdyazmewsdl (JLS by lad dicw ol

)l oS Uadll oy ¢l

LiSoVlg oyl e Jdid -1ym il e &y 8igsi Lyl
o-bglly Ll So Lghadls ugai § )7

B3] § sucn LT b Bruadl gss Jo




al-A'sha al-Qaysi  (uudll (el

44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

49,

415

To Yazid of Bani Shayban,
this word: Stop eating your heart out
Abi Thubayt!

Stop taking jabs at our noble roots
that nothing can mar

as long as burdened mounts moan.

You egg Mas‘ud’s kin and brothers against us.
When we meet, you throw a spark

and retreat.

You are like a mountain goat butting
against a rock to split it: the rock unharmed,
yet the horn cracked.

[ know you well and know that
when war blazes nothing can be hoped from you
but forsaking.

You feed the rage of Dhi al-Jaddayn’s sons
our spears but when you have to face them

you withdraw.
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No don’t retreat when you have fed this fire.
You will soon be pleading and seeking
refuge from its scorch.

Ask the sons of Asad of us, for they know well
that you will soon receive wonderous news

of our deeds.

And ask the tribes of Qushayr, Abdullah
and Rabi‘ah, all. Let them tell you
what we can do.

No matter how mighty and impetuous,
will fight them when the day comes
and crush them.

There were among the people of Kahf
When they fought and the Jashiriyyah
arbiters and contenders.
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55. By the life of the one
to whom camels plod and horned
butting cattle are led,

56. if you were to Kill a chief who
didn’t stand in your way, we’ll kill one of yours,

his equal.

57. When you are afflicted by us on the battle day,
you'll find that we are not ones to turn away
from the tribe’s blood right.

58. You will not desist and nothing but
a stabbing onslaught will stay the
transgressor’s hand.

59. Until the chief of your tribe
collapses and lies only protected

by failing bereft women,
60. struck by an Indian sword

that got him or by a Khattian spear
straight and supple.
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You claimed that we wouldn’t fight you
Lo! We are for the likes of you
killers.

We are the riders at high noon
on the day of al-‘Ayn, near Futaymabh,

no wavering, no turning back.

If you mount for the battle,
that is what we do and if you say on foot,

then we are the ones to dismount.

We will stab a chief in the hollow
of his thigh and a champion’s blood, unavenged,
on our spears will spill.
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Al-Nabighah al-Dhubyani (active 570-600 CE) was one
of the most renowned court poets of the Jahiliyyah,
composing odes of praise at both the Lakhmid and
Ghassanid royal courts.

His most celebrated poem, included in many of
the Mu‘allagah collections, is his poem of apology
(i'tidhariyyah) presented to the Lakhmid king al-Nu‘man
ibn al-Mundhir Abl Qabus (r. 580-602) at his capital in
al-Hirah in Iraqg.

As with other pre-Islamic poets, the materials that have
come down to us concerning al-Nabighah—and thus
the composition of this poem—straddle history and
legend.

From a purely political-historical vantage point, the
Mu‘allagah reads as the exiled poet’s defense or apology
for words—political intrigue?—against the king that,
the poet claims, were falsely attributed to him by his
enemies. The context provided by the literary lore is
much more specific, and lively.

The Arabic literary tradition assigns this poem to the
period when al-Nabighah was the poet laureate and
boon companion (nadim) of King al-Nu‘man.

The most widely accepted explanation for al-Nabighah’s
flightfrom the court of al-Nu‘man to that of his Ghassanid
rivals in Syria revolves around al-Nu‘man beautiful and
promiscuous wife, al-Mutajarridah.

It alleges that the poet composed verses that include
an erotic description of the king’s wife so explicit as
to suggest—or rather confirm—a sexual relationship
between the two.
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According to one version of events, recounted in al-
Isbahani’s Kitab al-Aghani (Book of Songs) on the
authority of such illustrious scholars as lbn Sallam al-
Jumahi, AbU ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’, and lbn Qutaybah:

The reason that al-Nabighah fled from al-Nu‘man
was this: One day he and the poet al-Munakhkhal... al-
Yashkuriwere sitting before the king. Now al-Nu‘man was
misshapen, leprous, and ugly, whereas al-Munakhkhal...
was one of the most handsome of the Arabs, and al-
Mutajarridah, al-Nu‘man’s wife, had had her eye on him.

Indeed, the Arabs used to say that al-Nu‘man’s two
sons by her were actually al-Munakhkhal’s. Then al-
Nu‘man said to al-Nabighah: “O Abld Umamah, describe
al-Mutajarridah in your poetry.” So he composed his
gasidah in which he described her: her abdomen,
her buttocks, and her private parts. This roused al-
Munakhkhal’s jealousy, so he said to al-Nu‘man, “No one
could compose such a poem unless he had tried her!”
Al-Nu‘man took this to heart and when news of this
reached al-Nabighah, he feared for his life and fled to the
Ghassanids. (11:3799-800)

Al-Nabighah’s notorious poem describing the king's wife,
his daliyyah that opens ‘Are you leaving Mayyah'’s people
tonight or on the morrow?’ (a-min ‘ali Mayyata ra’ihun
‘aw mughtadi), was thus the occasion for the poet’s flight,
under a death threat, from the Lakhmid court at al-Hirah
and his taking refuge at the rival Ghassanid court of ‘Amr
ibn al-Harith at Jabiyah.

It was apparently there that al-Nabighah composed his
three celebrated poems of apology (i‘tidhariyyat) to his
erstwhile patron al-Nu‘man, and the third of these, the
Mu‘allagah, that ultimately succeeded in procuring the
king’s forgiveness and the poet’s reinstatement in the
Lakhmid court.

Muhammad Abda  al-Fadl
lbrahim, ed. Diwan al-
Nabighah al-Dhubyani. 3rd
ed. Cairo: Dar al-Ma'arif,
1990. Pp. 14-28.

al-A'lam al-Shantamari,
Yasuf ibn Sulayman ibn 'lsa.
Ash'ar al-Shu'ara’ al-Sittah
al-Jahiliyyin. Ed. and cmt.
Muhammad 'Abd al-Mun'im
al-Khafaji. 3rd ed. 2 vols.
Cairo: 'Abd al-Majid Hamad
Hanafi, 1382/1963. 1:188-
197.

al-Khatib  Aba  Zakariyya
Yahya ibn 'All al- Tibrizi.
Sharh al-Qasa'id al-Ashr. Ed.
'Abd al-Salam al-Hafi. Beirut:
Dar al-Kutub al-'llmiyyah,
1405/1985. Pp. 512-534.
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Al-Nu‘man's reception of al-Nabighah’s poem of apology
is recounted by none other than the future poet of the
Prophet Muhammad, Hassan ibn Thabit.

Kitab al-Aghani records that Hassan was vying for a
position at the court of al-Nu‘man when, much to his
chagrin, al-Nabighah, under the protection of two Fazari
tribesmen, returned and presented his poem of apology
to the king.

Hassan's hopes were dashed, and he declared: “I
begrudged al-Nabighah three things, and | don't
know which | envied the most: al-Nu‘man bringing
him close again after his estrangement, sitting up at
night conversing with him, and listening to him, or the
excellence of his poetry, or the hundred pure-bred royal
camels that the king bestowed on him.” (3814-11:3813).

The Poem as Rhetorical Strategy

In his poetic masterpiece, al-Nabighah has achieved a
perfect union of rhetorical strategy and poetic structure.
Given the poet's precarious situation—whether we
read it as the result of merely political or also sexual
intrigue—the performative or purposive aspect of al-
Nabighah's poem of apology—to reestablish relations
between al-Nabighah and al-Nu‘man and to negotiate
the poet’s reentry into the king’s court—determines the
poet’s rhetorical strategy. In this respect the gasidah
constitutes a ritual of (re)incorporation.

XLHEL



The Qasidah Structure

Al-Nabighah executes his rhetorical strategy through his
employ of the full traditional three-part structure of the
classical Arabic courtly ode of praise (gasidat al-madh):
(1) The poem opens with an elegiac prelude (nasib
talali), lines 1-6, that features the conventional theme of
the poet stopping at the ruins (atlal) of the abandoned
encampment of the poet’s former mistress, here named
Mayyah, and his nostalgic reminiscence of its habitation
and desertion.

(2) There follows the desert journey (rahil) section,
lines 7-20, in which the poet describes the mount that
will carry him to his patron, the sturdy and determined
she-camel, which, again according to convention, he
compares at length to an oryx bull attacked by a hunter
and his hounds.

(3) The poem concludes with a praise (madih) section,
lines 21-49, in which the patron, al-Nu‘man, is compared
with Solomon (Arabic, Sulayman) (lines 21-26); praised
for his generosity and discernment (lines 27-36); asked
for forgiveness (lines 37-43); and finally compared to
the mighty river Euphrates (lines 44-47), before the poet
presents his closing plea (lines 48-49).

The Poetic Strategy

Beneath the surface structure of the three-part gasidah,
we find the poet carefully selecting and calibrating of the
traditional themes and motifs to construct an argument
that has both affective and political force.




I. The Desolate Campsite of the Lost Beloved (nasib)

435

0 abode of Mayyah on rise and slope!
It lies abandoned,

And so long a time

has passed it by!

[ stopped there in the evening

to question it;
[t could not answer, for in the vernal camp
no one remained—

Nothing but tethering pegs

that I made out only slowly
And the tent trench, like a trough
newly dug in the hard ground.

A slave-girl had repaired

the caved-in sides
Packing down the moist dirt
with her hoe.

She cleared the blocked

drain channel
Until it reached the tent’s two curtains
and the piled-up gear.

By evening, the abode lay empty,

by evening, its people had packed up and left;
Time overtook it
as it overtook Lubad.
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437

In the nasib (lines 1-6), the lyrical and nostalgic evocation
of the ruins and the irretrievable past expresses with
great subtlety the poet’s recognition of his own loss,
failure, and despair as he sets the stage to submit to the
king and throw himself at his mercy.

In line 6 the poet names Lubad, the last of the seven
vultures whose life-spans measured out the lifetime of
the pre-Islamic sage, Lugman ibn ‘Ad.

In doing so he evokes the old Arab adage, Time outlasted
Lubad’ (Tal al-'abad ‘ala Lubad), that is, the passage of
times obliterates everything.

Here, it seems, the poet also intimates that, whatever his
mistake was, it is now irrevocably in the past.
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II. Setting out by She-Camel on a Journey to the
King (rahil)
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The medial and transitional rahil section (lines 7-19)
presents the journey by she-camel to the patron’s court
as a psychological transformation from the sense of
loss and despair of the nasib to a sense of purpose and
direction embodied in the robust and energetic she-
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In the comparison of his she-camel to the Oryx bull that
fights off the hunter and his hounds, we can detect the
fierce determination of the poet himself to overcome
the difficulties that beset him, and also the sense of
danger—that the poet, in returning to the court of al-
Nu‘man, is risking his life.
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At high noon, when we passed by al-]alil,

where the panic grass grows,
It seemed as if my saddle were mounted
on a lone and cautious bull

From the oryx of Wajrah,
with black-spotted legs, as though painted,
And a belly slender and gleaming
like a sword polisher’s matchless blade.

At night in the rising of Orion

a rain cloud overtook him,
And over him the north wind
drove freezing hail.

The voice of the hunter calling his hounds
alarmed him,
So he stood awake through the night,
beset by fear and bitter cold.

When the hunter set
his hounds on him,
The bull kicked violently
with sharp-hoofed, hard-sinewed feet.

‘Slim’, when the hunter

sicced him on the bull,
Lunged like a brave warrior
thrusting his spear.
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18.
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Then the bull pierced the hound beneath the shoulder
with his horn,

And drove it through, like a farrier

lancing a camel’s abscessed leg.

The horn protruding
from the dog’s side

Looked like a meat-skewer that drinkers forgot

on the fire.

The dog kept chewing at the horn’s protruding tip,
contracted in pain
And biting at the hard, blood-blackened,
unbent horn.

When ‘Shredder’ saw his comrade
killed on the spot,
And no means of bloodwite
or revenge,

The dog said to himself:

[ have lost my taste for meat:
My friend is dead;
the hunt is over.
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1. Arrival at the Court of King Nu‘man Praise (madih)
and Apology (itidhar)

20. This she-camel
conveys me to Nu‘'man,
Whose beneficence to mankind,
both kin and stranger,
is unsurpassed.

21. Iseeno one among the people
who resembles him
—And [ make no exception
from among the tribes—

22. Except for Solomon,
when Allah said to him:
Take charge of my creatures
and restrain them from sin.

23. And subdue the Jinn,
for I have allowed them
To build you the palace of Tadmur
With stone slabs and marble columns.

24. So, whoever obeys you,
reward his obedience
In due measure and guide him
on righteousness’ path.

25. And whoever defies you,
chastise him with a chastisement
That will deter the evildoer—
but do not harbor rancor,

26. Except toward him who is your equal
or whom you outstrip
Only as a winning steed outstrips
the runner-up.
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28.

29.

30.

31.
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[ see no one more generous

in bestowing a gift,
Followed by more gifts and sweeter,
ungrudgingly given. He is:

The giver of a hundred

bulky she-camels,
Fattened on the Sa‘dan leaves of Tudih,
with thick and matted fur,

And white camels with wide-set legs,
already broken in,
On which fine new Hiran saddles
have been strapped,

And slave girls kicking up the trains

of trailing mantles,
Like desert gazelles pampered
by cool shade in midday heat.

And steeds that gallop briskly

in their reins
Like a flock of birds fleeing
a cloudburst of hail.

The poet’s arrival at the court of al-Nu‘man marks the
poem’s arrival at the madih (praise) section (lines 20-
49). The madih cannot be dismissed as mere ‘praise;
much less flattery, but rather it is a finely wrought rite of
submission and apology in which elements of praise are
carefully honed to achieve the poet’s purpose.

By praising the king’s generosity—whether to kinsman
or stranger (line 20), whether in pure-bred camels
(al-Nu‘man had his private breed, known as ‘Asafir al-
Nu‘man, Nu‘man's sleek steeds, or delicate slave-girls
(lines 27-31)—the poet is enforcing the moral precept
that it is through magnanimity, not cruelty, that the
powerful achieve immortal renown.
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Be discerning in your judgment

like the keen-eyed girl of the tribe:
When she looked at a flock of doves
hastening to drink at a drying puddle.

As they flew between two mountain-sides

she followed them with eyes,
Not red, inflamed, or lined with kohl,
but clear as glass.

She said: If only we had

these doves
And half again their number
together with our single dove!

So they counted

and found them as she had counted
Ninety-nine,
no more, no less.

Together with her dove

that made a hundred—
She had counted them quickly
to precisely that number.

In comparing the king with Solomon, the prototypical
ancient Near Eastern magician-king (lines 21-26), the
poet is also challenging al-Nu‘man to measure up to and
obey Allah’s admonitions to Solomon: especially, ‘Do not
persist in anger.

In bidding the king to follow the example of the keen-
eyed Cassandra-like Zarga’ al-Yamamah in her visual
discernment (lines 32-36), he is calling upon al-Nu‘man
to exercise moral discernment in passing judgment on
the poet.
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38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

451

No—I swear by the life of Him whose Ka‘ba
[ have stroked
And by the blood I have spilled
on stone altars,

And by the Protector of the birds
who seek refuge in the sanctuary,
Unharmed by the riders of Mecca

between the spring of Ghayl and Sa‘ad thicket—

[ never said an evil word

of those reported to you!
If I did, let my hand wither
till I cannot raise my whip!

[t was nothing but the calumny of enemies,
for which I suffered;

Their lies were like a stab

that pierced my liver.

[ was told Abtu Qabiis

has threatened me—
And no one can withstand the lion
when it roars.

Don’t rush to judge me! May all the tribes
be your ransom,

And all my increase

both of herds and progeny!

Don’t throw at me the full weight

of your unequaled might,
Even though my foes should rally
to support you,
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44,

45,

46.

47.

48.

49,
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Not even the Euphrates,

when the winds blow over it,
‘Til its waves cast up foam
on its two banks,

And every wadi pours rushing into it,

overflowing and tumultuous,
Sweeping down heaps of thorny carob bush
and broken boughs,

And the terrified sailor clings

to the rudder,
Weak from exhaustion
and soaked in sweat,

Not even the Euphrates is more generous
than he is in bestowing gifts,
Nor does a gift today preclude
a gift tomorrow.

This is my praise:
[ hope that it sounds good to you,

But—May you never be cursed—I have alluded

to no recompense.

For it is an apology:

If it has done no good,
Its author has at last
run out of luck.

It is only at this point (lines 37-43)—when al-Nu‘man's
carrying out his death-threat against the cowering,
submissive poet would negate all the virtues that the
poet has just ascribed to him—that the poet throws
himself on the king’s mercy.

The final comparison of al-Nu'man to the mighty
Euphrates at flood-season (lines 44-47) once more
confirms the king’s might, but also directs him how to
use it.
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Just as the mighty river brings both destruction and
fertility, the king too has power over life and death.

The poet then ingeniously pivots from destruction to
generosity (line 47), before presenting his final plea
(lines 48-49). In closing, al-Nabighah steps back from
the praise poem of lines 1-47, as if to formally present
his poem to the king. Although it consists of praise that
the poet hopes the king will find worthy—that is, worthy
of the customary prize patrons award a great poem, al-
Nabighah insists that he has not presented it for material
recompense. Rather, as he concludes in the final line
(49), it is an apology. All that he is asking for is the king’s
forgiveness. Otherwise, for the poet, all is lost.

The poet’s poetic performance of submission, praise,
and plea for forgiveness leaves the king little choice: he
can kill the poet and thereby undo all his praise, or he
can forgive the poet and thereby confirm for all time his
embodiment of the model virtues of divinely appointed
kingship that al-Nabighah's poem has set forth.

The immortality of al-Nabighah's poem of apology, as
witnessed by its inclusion in the Mu‘allagat, thus derives
from the lyrical-elegiac delicacy of its nasib; the rahil’s
majestic and powerful imagery of the oryx bull’s fighting
for its life as an expression of the she-camel’'s—but also
the poet’s own—sense of purpose and determination;
and the morally compelling vision of the virtues of
the just and divinely sanctioned ruler: might, moral
discernment, generosity, and mercy.

It is not surprising then that we find much the same
poetic structure and themes of the gasidah employed
in the same rhetorical strategy in Ka‘'b ibn Zuhayr’s
celebrated poem of submission and apology to the
Prophet Muhammad, Banat Su‘ad (Su‘ad Has Departed).
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To belong to the generation before Imru’ al-Qays is to be
old indeed. The figure of ‘Abid ibn al-Abras is defined by
his seniority, always in the shadow of the “Errant King”
who died young. Consequently, ‘Abid is most ancient of
the poets assembled here.

His patronym, “Son of al-Abras,” is not well understood.
Abras is a word for someone who suffers from a skin
disease, whether scabies, vitiligo, or Hansen’s disease
(which is the meaning of abras in the Qur'an). It is also
an epithet of the moon, due to its pale color. In any case,
‘Abid’s father is an unknown person, scarcely mentioned
in his poems, nor appearing in legends of the poet’s life.

Of the poet’s youth, we are mostly told that it was in the
remote past. Grey hair and the nearness of death are
frequent themes in his verse, taken up with the mordant
humor that is ‘Abid’s signature.

But there is a tale of how he was initiated into poetry, and
it goes like this. Mawiyyah and her brother ‘Abid were
leading goats to water when their way was barred by

a man from the clan of Malik ibn Tha‘labah. He refused
them access to the water, and mocked ‘Abid in verse,
calling him “son of an abras” for perhaps the first time.
The young ‘Abid raised his hand to the sky and said:
“God, allow me a response to this man who wrongs me
in deed and word!” Then, in his sleep, he was visited by
a figure with a ball of hair, who forced it into his mouth
and told him: “Stand up!” ‘Abid did so, and out of his
mouth came a rhyming couplet in dispraise of Malik ibn
Tha'labah. It was his first utterance in verse.
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Two main events are commemorated in ‘Abid’s poems.
One is the killing of Hujr ibn al-Harith by a detachment
from the tribe of Asad, who were ‘Abid’s tribe. Hujr was
the father of Imru’ al-Qays, and preceded him on the
throne of Kinda. The two poets are linked in other ways,
including the tradition of a riddle-contest between
them, and a poem attributed to Imru’ al-Qays that is an
undisguised pastiche of ‘Abid’s Mu‘allagah. As for Asad’s
aggression against the father of Imru’ al-Qays, it was
famously avenged, but in that heroic legend ‘Abid does
not figure.

The other event is the seeming annihilation of ‘Abid’s
clan of Sa‘d ibn Tha‘labah, and their dispersal from the
West Arabian uplands they called home. The details are
hazy, and ‘Abid never names those responsible, but early
commentary suggests that the action was carried out by
the northern tribal federation of Ghassan (and that Imru’
al-Qays had nothing to do with it).

For this reason, ‘Abid’s Mu‘allagah stands out against the
other nine, which begin with amatory preludes. ‘Abid’s
prelude is an elegy for the fallen, and there is nothing
amatory about it. The places named in his nasib are the
onetime abodes of his extinct community.
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Single verses of the poem appeared in manuscript before
the poem was recorded in its entirety. Its first verse was
the only one that Muhammad ibn Sallam al-Jumahi of
Basra (d. 232/845) could attest for ‘Abid in his Rankings of
the Master Poets, saying: “The fame of ‘Abid ibn al-Abras
is great and ancient, but his work is in a disordered state,
and has all but vanished. | know just this one verse of
his.”

Some time before this, its climactic final verse was
quoted in the first dictionary of the Arabic language,
which is the Book of the Letter ‘Ayn brought to completion
by Layth ibn al-Muzaffar (d. ca. 187/803). And there is a
report that the poet al-Hutay’ah (who died during the
caliphate of Mu‘awiyah, r. 41-60/661-680) was asked:
“Who is the most poetic person who ever lived?” In
answer, he recited verse 18—one of ‘Abid’s monotheist
admonitions—and said: “The poet who composed this
line”

Around the time of Ibn Sallam’s death, the poems of
‘Abid were gathered with commentary by an unknown
scholar in Kufa. In this collection, the Mu‘allagah of
‘Abid is number one, and within the canon of classical
Arabic poetry it is a rarity in its inadherence to a fixed
metrical pattern. Scholars are in disagreement whether
to call it a shortened form of basit, or outright rajaz. In
manuscript, one would expect irregularities of meter to
be smoothed away by correction-minded copyists over
the years, but these irregularities seem to have been
retained as features of the poem’s early provenance, as if
it spoke from a period when the norms of Arabic poetry
had not yet stabilized.
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Questions of the poem’s authenticity are beside the
point. There is no poem attributed to ‘Abid that can be
soundly authenticated. One in particular that editors flag
is his poem rhymed in sad. It includes a nine-verse boast
of ‘Abid’s ability as a poet and performer, which he likens
to the agility of a fish (meter: wafir):

Ask the poets: Have they swum the seas
of poetry and braved its depths like I have?

In versecraft solemn and satiric,
my tongue is nimbler than a fish under

the water, expertly plying the surging billow
of the sea whose billows are in violent commotion.

Whether in pursuit or flight, the fish’s sides
flash brilliantly with every whip of its tail,

dodging along a slippery path while its spawn
take shelter amid the pallid rubble of the sea.

For “daughters of water;” life is over when you take them
out of their slippery element—but no sooner

does a hand try to seize one than the fish
dodges, no matter how quick the grab,

with a whip and a skip and a viscous getaway. The fish
of the sea is black in color with streaks of pallor,

the sea’s own very black hue, and its scales are knit
together like slick armor of glimmering chain.

Elsewhere in pre-Islamic poetry, there is no description
quite like this. Does that indicate it was pawned onto
‘Abid by a latter-day rhapsode? | don’t see why it should.
Early Arabic poets were perfectly capable of representing
underwater scenes (as when Musayyab ibn ‘Alas
and others describe the pearl divers of Bahrain). One
might even see a parallel between the watery element
described here and the airy element of the eagle
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described in ‘Abid’s Mu‘allagah, and conclude that the
poet was gifted with a visionary talent for representing
non-terrestrial life.

The Mu‘allagah is divided into three sections. These are,
in the classical terms of Arabic poetry criticism, nasib (1-
11), hikma (12-26), and rahil (27-48).

As discussed above, ‘Abid’s prelude is more in the
spirit of elegy (ritha’) than amatory dalliance (ghazal).
All the same, it has the form and content of nasib. The
abandoned halting-stations of the tribe are named and
wept over, and the poet’s tears are variously described.
No individuals are named, nor are any groups of people,
and in that sense it is not truly ritha’.

The wise sayings of the hikma section are in three short
suites on the following themes: Transience of Capital and
Land Tenure (12-17), Monotheist Admonitions (18-20),
and the Wisdom of the Weak and the Stranger (21-25).

The monotheist verses are athetized by some. Others
find them integral to the poem. While verse 18's assertion
that “one who asks of God is never failed” seems out of
character, the other admonitions are compatible with
the resolute fatalism pervading ‘Abid’s oeuvre.

The Wisdom of the Weak and the Stranger is the ethical
heart of the poem. Its message to marginalized people is
one of hope. It extends no promises, only the possibility
that skilled people might yet be outmaneuvered, and the
weak might find a way to thrive. For the skilled and the
strong, it is a gentle threat. ‘Abid’s advice for the stranger
to lend a hand is high morality and clever pragmatism
at the same time. In ethical terms, it is the inverse of line
57 of Zuhayr's Mu‘allagah, which declares the stranger
incapable of telling friend from foe (as translated by
Kevin Blankinship):
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Who fares abroad thinks enemies are friends,
who values not himself, gets no respect.

As if in answer, ‘Abid reminds us that blood ties are
as transient as anything else, and that newcomers
can establish themselves by being useful. Here again
there is a double message. To those who presume on
ties of kinship, clan and tribe, it is a warning, but to
the immigrant, and to anyone estranged from their
community of origin, it gives encouragement. Then, in
verse 26, the wisdom section closes with a pessimistic
bang.

The travel section is in two pieces, first for ‘Abid’s camel
(27-33) and then his horse (34-48). The latter attracts all
the attention, but the camel description is finely done. It
is standard to liken the poet’s camel to some herd animal
of the wild, and ‘Abid would be forgiven a prolonged
simile. Instead, he raps out two short, fast ones before
moving on to the horse and its comparison to the
mightiest hunter of the sky, which is the eagle. And with
a narration of the eagle’s kill the poem concludes.
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1. Malhib is empty of its people.
Al-Qutabiyyat, too, and al-Dhantiib

2. and Rakis, and Thu‘aylibat
and Dhat Firqayn and al-Qalib

3. and ‘Ardah, and the back of Mount Hibirr
where not a single one of them remains,

4. their places taken by wild beasts,
their land unmade by what has come to pass,

5. aland bequeathed unto destruction
and pillaged of the folk who dwelt there

6. and were slain, or otherwise died out.
To live to show grey hair is a disgrace,

7. you, whose eyes drip with tears
like a water-skin whose seams are

8. coming apart, or like a rushing freshet
coursing in a gully down a hill,

9. or like the brook that branches from the wadi
whose bed is roiled by the surge,

10. or like the fleet canal that parts the shadow
of the canopy of a palmy grove.
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But these are kids’ games. How can you play?
How, when you are menaced by gray hair?

For lands to be abandoned
is nothing new, nor cause for wonder,

any more than if the valley empties of its people
whenever drought and famine grip the land.

Whoever enjoys bounty is stripped of it.
Whoever holds out hope is sore deceived.

Whoever possesses capital bequeaths it.
Whoever gloats on spoils is despoiled.

Whoever makes a journey might yet come back from it,
but for the dead there is no coming back.
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22. A man who cannot learn from fate cannot be taught by people,
not even if they take him by the scruff.

23. What are hearts but inborn tempers?
How many hate their former friends?
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25. In favor of alliance with a stranger from afar,
nearby relations are sometimes severed.
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[ do remember fear along the paths I beat
through arid waste to stagnant waters

with pigeon feathers at their rims,
where fear of drinking set the heart aflutter.

Onward from them in the morning,
my companion was a stout trotter.

Her backbone nice and smooth, her withers like a dune,
my camel was the wild ass’s equal.

Her tooth of seven years had been supplanted.
She was no four-year-old, nor an aged mare,

but like a pied wild ass at the head of his herd
with the battle scars to prove it,

or like the oryx bull who crops the flowers
combed by the North Wind, so was my camel.

That was ages ago. In memory, I also see
myself atop a horse, a swift mare long-bodied

without defect in her structure,
her forelock parted by her face.

Smooth as oil she ran, with slackened neck veins,
a lithe one with a supple frame,
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coasting like an eagle on the hunt, into whose nest
the prey lands heart downward.

High upon a landmark, the eagle roosts in open sky,

her vigil like a wizened mourner’s,

until the frosty dawn comes
and ice crystals flake from her feathers.

Then, across the barren waste,
she spots a speedy fox.

She shakes her limbs and feathers
before her launch.

The fox hears, and jerks his tail, overcome
with fear as of a wolf.

She launches at speed, and aims for him
along a gliding path.

The fox shrinks low and out of view,
eyes to the sky with the white part showing.

She flips the fox and lays him out below her
and makes him feel the anguish of the prey.

In her grip, the prey goes limp. She hurls it down
for rocky ground to gash it.

She bears it up again. Aloft,
she gives the fox a twist and drops it.

The fox cries! The eagle’s claws are in his side.
There is no escape. His chest is punctured.
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