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GHAZAL AND GRAMMAR:

AL-BĀ�ŪNĪ’S TAḌMĪN ALFIYYAT IBN MĀLIK FĪ L-GHAZAL

Bilal Orfali 

Learning grammar is considered by many the most boring part of studying 

a language, and grammarians are often stereotyped as lacking creativity. 

Arabic grammar and grammarians are no exception. Few would doubt the 

prestige enjoyed by grammar within the Arabic-Islamic civilization and 

that it was considered among the most noble and useful fĳields, but useful-

ness is not a measure of attractiveness or creativeness. After all, in most 

grammatical traditions grammar straddles descriptive and/or prescriptive 

approaches, but does not intend or need to be creative.

The beginnings of Arabic grammar featured a close relation with other 

disciplines such as qirā�āt (Qur�ānic readings), tafsīr (Qur�ānic exegesis), 

mu�jam (lexicography), balāgha (rhetoric), naqd (poetics), fĳiqh (Islamic 

law), and uṣūl al-fĳiqh (principles of Islamic law), and some of these disci-

plines even influenced the development of Arabic grammar. For instance, 

Michael Carter suggests that Sībawayhi’s (d. ca. 180/796) approach in 

al-Kitāb is a legal one. He highlights the similarities between the legal 

and grammatical terminology and suggests that there was a direct influ-

ence from the former.1 Kees Versteegh advocates that in the fĳirst century 

of Islam there were not yet specialized disciplines focusing on only one 

aspect of Qur�ānic studies. He suggests that the close relationship between 

the Kūfan tradition of Arabic grammar and Qur�ānic reading has left its 

mark on the terminology of the Kūfan tradition and in its analysis of lan-

guage.2 The complex relation between Arabic grammar and qirā�āt is fur-

ther discussed by Ramzi Baalbaki who explains that in the 3rd and 4th 

centuries of Islam a sharp distinction evolved between the naḥwiyyīn and 

the qurrā� which manifests itself in the harsh criticism of the qurrā� by the 

naḥwiyyūn.3 Baalbaki, additionally, highlights an important link between 

grammar and balāgha, suggesting that the latter was a result of “the failure 

of the grammarians in interpreting linguistic data primarily in accordance 

1 See Carter (1972, 69–97), (1983, 65–84), (1997, 33–34).
2 See Versteegh (1993), especially 191–206.
3 See Baalbaki (1985).
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with meaning rather than the formal considerations they employed—let 

alone their inability to create a coherent grammatical theory based on 

meaning,” nevertheless, this new discipline of balāgha “has its very roots 

embedded in naḥw.”4 By comparing two key fĳigures of naḥw and balāgha, 

respectively Sībawayhi and al-Jurjānī (d. 471/1078), he brings to light the 

delicate relation between naḥw and balāgha with respect to concept, 

method, and terms, and clarifĳies the undermined contribution of the early 

Arab grammarians to syntactical and stylistic studies.5

Grammar soon distanced itself from these disciplines, and they from it. 

Naturally, it continued to prove useful and remained a basic requirement 

in most disciplines. There were of course some who criticized grammar-

ians and at times ridiculed them, fewer complained about the difffĳiculty 

of their discipline, and still fewer doubted its usefulness or satirized its 

methods and techniques.6 These critical voices were barely audible and 

grammar remained a useful and noble discipline. Nonetheless, except 

perhaps when commenting on the grammarians’ farfetched explanations 

regarding odd grammatical rules, few would use the word “creative” to 

describe Arabic grammar. Creative minds nevertheless had to learn Ara-

bic grammar, for it was an essential requirement in most, if not all, cur-

ricula. In pre-modern Arabic literature, few of these creative minds, after 

becoming established in their disciplines, thought to play with the rigid 

terms and rules of grammar by drawing unexpected links between gram-

mar and other far-flung disciplines.

One of these creative minds was the famous Sufĳi and Qur�ānic commen-

tator Abū l-Qāsim �Abd al-Karīm al-Qushayrī (d. 465/1072).7 Al-Qushayrī, 

4 See idem (1991, 89).
5 See idem (1983).
6 After Sībawayhi, the increased interest of grammarians in the formal aspects of struc-

ture and the complexity, arbitrariness, and farfetchedness of their justifĳications of gram-
matical rules led to harsh attacks and ridicule. Ibn Maḍā� (d. 592/1196) is a famous example 
who, in his al-Radd �alā l-nuḥāt, criticized the methods of grammarians in their theory of 
taqdīr and ta�līl, see Radd 78–82. The lexicographer Ibn Fāris (d. 395/1009), satirizes the 
grammarian’s insupportable arguments; his statement “weaker than a grammarian’s argu-
ment” became a popular proverb. See al-Tha�ālibī, Yatīmat al-dahr 3, 403, Ibn Khallikān, 
Wafayāt 1, 119, al-Suyūṭī, Bughya 1, 352. Students of grammar confessed that they often 
understood little or nothing of the lessons of famous grammarians such as al-Māzinī 
(d. 249/863), al-Rummānī (d. 384/994), and al-Fārisī (d. 377/987). See Baalbaki (2008: 267–
278). Ramzi Baalbaki discusses other instances of criticism aimed at grammarians from the 
second century forward. Geert van Gelder analyzes a few poems that grumble against the 
rules imposed by the grammarians, or mock those who need these rules. See his contribu-
tion to this volume. See also Baalbaki (2007: xxxix).

7 For a detailed analysis of al-Qushayrī’s life, education, and legacy see the recent dis-
sertation by Martin Tran Nguyen (2009).
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famous for his Risāla fĳi l-taṣawwuf, wrote two short treatises on “spiritual 

grammars,” the Naḥw al-qulūb al-kabīr and the Naḥw al-qulūb al-ṣaghīr, 

or the “Major” and “Minor” versions of the “Grammar of the Hearts.” 

Al-Qushayrī, who is perhaps the fĳirst to draw a link between grammar 

and Sufĳism, adopts in these two works the format of grammar texts. How-

ever, he uses the grammatical terms fĳiguratively to discuss the principles 

of Sufĳism. The major version of the work consists of sixty sections, while 

the minor version entails only fĳive sections.8 The well-known treatise on 

grammar by the Moroccan Ibn Ājurrūm (d. 723/1323)9 enjoyed a number 

of esoteric commentaries in Sufĳi circles. The oldest surviving work of these 

is al-Risāla al-Maymūniyya fī tawḥīd al-Ājurrūmiyya10 by the Moroccan 

Abū l-Ḥasan �Alī b. Maymūn b. Abī Bakr b. Yūsuf al-Hāshimī al-Ḥasanī 

al-Idrīsī (d. 917/1511) who lived in Damascus.11 Ibn �Ajība (d. 1224/1809)12 is 

another personality who used al-Ājurrūmiyya and the terms and rules of 

Arabic grammar as a gateway to express Sufĳi principles through his com-

mentary Sharḥ al-Ājurrūmiyya.13 At least three other Sufĳi commentaries 

on al-Ājurrūmiyya are mentioned in the primary sources. The fĳirst is by 

the Moroccan Aḥmad Zarrūq (d. 899/1493),14 the second by Muḥammad b. 

Yūsuf (or Yūnus) b. Aḥmad b. al-Sayyid �Alā� al-Dīn al-Dajānī al-Qushāshī 

(d. 1044/1634–5),15 and the third is Sharḥ al-Ājurrūmiyya �alā lisān al-sāda 

 8 See al-Qushayrī, Naḥw al-qulūb, 266, 705–706. See also Tamás Iványi (1996). For a 
presentation and a translation of Naḥw al-qulūb al-ṣaghīr into French, see Francesco 
Chiabotti (2008–2009)—with thanks to the author for drawing my attention to this article.

 9 For a study and a translation of a commentary on this text, see Carter (1981). Interest-
ingly, Ājurrūm is a Berber expression meaning faqīr or ṣūfī, see ibid., 4.

10 MS. Jāmi�at al-Malik Su�ūd 3635 of this work carries the title of Kitāb Naḥw al-qalb 
sharḥ al-Ājurrūmiyya. Among the other surviving manuscripts of this work in Morocco 
are MSS. al-Maktaba al-Waṭaniyya li-l-Mamlaka al-Maghribiyya 95 F, 505-D, and 1680-D and 
in Egypt, MS. Dār al-Kutub 23130-D. For a critical edition of the text, see A. Al-Ghazlani 
(1997–1998) cited after Chiabotti (2008–2009: 390).

11 See al-Ghazzī, al-Kawākib 1: 271; al-Bābānī, Hadiyya 1, 741; Kaḥḥāla (1993: 2, 537); 
al-Ziriklī (2002: 5, 27); Brockelmann, Geschichte II, 123, SII, 153.

12 See J. L. Michon (1986: III, 696a–697a).
13 Ibn �Ajība’s commentary entails two levels, grammatical and esoteric, the second 

has been extracted by �Abd al-Qāhir al-Kūhanī (also spelled al-Kūhīnī) and has been 
published in several editions under diffferent titles, see bibliography. The full text of Ibn 
�Ajība has been published under “Sharḥ al-futūḥāt al-quddūsiyya fī sharḥ al-muqaddima 
al-Ājurrūmiyya,” in a collection of Ibn �Ajība’s works entitled Kitāb Sharḥ ṣalāt al-quṭb Bin 
Mashīsh. Excerpts of this sharḥ are translated by J. L. Michon (1990).

14 See on him, Ali Fahmi Khushaim (1976) and Scott Kugle (2006). For his commentary 
on al-Ājurrūmiyya, see Khushaim (1976: 69).

15 See al-Muḥibbī 3, 281–282 and al-Bābānī 2, 278. His name is given as Muḥammad b. 
Yūsuf in al-Muḥibbī and al-Bābānī, but Muḥammad b. Yūnus is used by al-Muḥibbī 1, 343 
and al-Ziriklī (2002: 1, 239) in the entry on his son Aḥmad b. Muḥammad (d. 1071/1661).
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al-ṣūfĳiyya by the Ḥanafī jurist Abū l-Maḥāsin Muḥammad b. Khalīl b. 

Ibrāhīm al-Ṭarābulusī al-Qāwuqjī (d. 1305/1888).16

Poetry is another area where these ingenious links with grammar can 

be observed, particularly through a rhetorical technique termed taḍmīn. 

The term taḍmīn, however, refers to a number of practices in Arabic lit-

erature, so it might be useful to outline the nuances of the term before 

embarking upon its relevance to the links between poetry and grammar. 

In two detailed studies of this term, Amidu Sanni, highlighted its three 

main implications.17 He designated by “grammatical taḍmīn,” often trans-

lated as “enjambment,” the “over-running of lines of a given poem;” the 

relationship between the lines in such cases is either syntactic or seman-

tic.18 For Sanni, “rhetorical taḍmīn” refers to the cases where the poet or 

prose writer, “deliberately quotes, with or without indication, from poems 

or statements by others.” Sanni added a third use of the term in the area 

of scriptural interpretation that means “implication,” quoting al-Rummānī 

who defĳined it as occurring “when a ma�nā “motif ” which lies within the 

utterance can be elicited without the need to mention any adjective or 

noun which may be considered to express that idea.”19

It is the rhetorical taḍmīn that is relevant to our discussion. Sanni 

detailed the history of this use of the term beginning with its introduc-

tion by Ibn al-Mu�tazz (d. 296/908) in his Kitāb al-Badī�. Sanni elucidated 

the related terms given by the Arab critics such as tamthīl and tamath-

thul (citation), iqtibās (quotation), ijtilāb (injection), istilḥāq (annexation), 

di�āma (propping up), iṣṭirāf (expropriation), ihtidām (lit. demolition, that 

is, cannibalization), istizāda (supplementation), iḥāla (insinuation), ishāra 

(allusion), rafw (padding), istishhād (illustrative citation), ḥall (prosifĳica-

tion), and naẓm (versifĳication).20

Poems that surveyed rules of Arabic grammar, as in most of the disci-

plines of the Arabic-Islamic civilization, were popular. Among the most 

successful were Mulḥat al-i�rāb by al-Ḥarīrī (d. 516/1122) and the Alfĳiyya 

by Ibn Mālik (d. 672/1274). The popularity of these poems in traditional 

and modern curricula continues to the modern period, so it is no surprise 

16 See al-Bābānī 2, 387–388 and al-Ziriklī (2002: 6, 118).
17 My summary of the implications of taḍmīn is based on Amidu Sanni (1989 and 1998). 

See also Adrian Gully (1997) and the primary and secondary literature provided by these 
two authors.

18 Other related terms, each indicating a diffferent concept, are ta�līq lafẓī, ta�līq naẓmī, 
ta�līq ma�nawī, ighrām, and al-silsila. See Sanni (1998: 3–4).

19 See al-Rummānī, al-Nukat 70, reference and translation quoted from Sanni (1998: 17).
20 Sanni (1998: 7–17).
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that scholars and poets drew heavily from these two texts in their taḍmīn 

games. These two poems belong to the genre of “educational poetry” (shi�r 

ta�līmī), so they lack the artistic aspect of poetry, if even considered poetry. 

However, their rigidness and popularity made them ideal for such poeti-

cal games. By employing the grammatical rules and the peculiar exam-

ples of these rules in an unexpected context, the poets demonstrated an 

extra ordinary talent and entertained their educated audiences, who were 

familiar with the original stifff context and took pleasure in its abuse.

These taḍmīn poems, though difffĳicult, were not rare, as is apparent in 

the primary sources and extant manuscripts. Al-Ṣafadī mentions that his 

polymath contemporary al-qāḍī �Umar b. Muẓafffar b. �Umar Zayn al-Dīn 

b. al-Wardī al-Ma�ārrī (d. 749/1349) incorporated hemistiches from Mulḥat 

al-i�rāb of al-Ḥarīrī in sixty-six lines of poetry.21 Similarly, the poet Ibn 

Nubāta al-Mīṣrī praised Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 756/1355) with seventy-fĳive 

lines, the second hemistich of each is from Mulḥat al-i�rāb which Taqī al-Dīn’s 

son, Tāj al-Dīn al-Subkī (d. 771/1370) included in his Ṭabaqāt al-shāfĳi�iyya 

al-kubrā.22 Aḥmad b. al-Maqqarī al-Tilmisānī (d. 1041/1631) included in his 

voluminous Nafḥ al-ṭīb min ghuṣn al-Andalus al-raṭīb a brotherly corre-

spondence that reached him after he had moved east sent by one of his 

western friends, al-shaykh Muḥammad b. Yūsuf al-Marrākushī al-Tāmilī. 

Al-Marrākushī23 attached to his letter a separate pamphlet containing a 

forty-two line panegyric urjūza in which the second hemistich of each line 

after an introduction of seven lines is a quotation from Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik.24 

The Mauritanian jurist al-Nābigha al-Ghallāwī (d. 1245/1829) eulogizes his 

teacher Aḥmad b. al-�Āqil al-Dīmānī (d. 1244/1827) with a long urjūza in 

which the second hemistich of its lines, after the three introductory lines, 

is taken from Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik.25 Al-Nābigha probably borrowed the idea 

from his maternal uncle, �Abdallāh b. al-Faqīh al-Ṭālib Aḥmad b. al-Ḥājj 

al-Muṣṭafā al-Ghallāwī (d. 1208/1793) whose poem Manẓūma fĳi-l-Madīḥ 

21 See al-Ṣafadī, A�yān al-�aṣr, 3, 681, 686 and Ibn al-Wardī’s biography in idem, al-Wāfī 
23, 141fff where the all sixty-six lines are inlcluded in 149–152. See also Dīwān Ibn al-Wardī.

22 See al-Subkī, Ṭabaqāt 9, 300–307 and the Ibn Nubāta, Dīwān, 582–585.
23 See his biography in al-Muḥibbī, Khulāṣa 4, 271–272; Ibn Ma�ṣūm, Sulāfa, 604–606; 

Kaḥḥāla (1993: 12, 138).
24 The correspondence and the urjūza can be found in al-Maqqarī, Nafḥ 2, 470–478 

and a selection of eighteen lines from the urjūza is cited by Ibn Ma�ṣūm, Sulāfa, 605–606, 
al-Muḥibbī, Khulāṣā 4, 271.

25 See al-Shinqīṭī, al-Wasīṭ, 90–91. 
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in which he quotes hemistiches from Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik may no longer 

be extant.26

The above survey, though certainly not comprehensive, demonstrates 

that the practice of composing panegyrics and elegies containing exten-

sive quotations from poems of grammar was not atypical. The poet in such 

cases, perhaps to preserve the entertaining aspect of these literary produc-

tions, tries to keep the length of the poem reasonable. Among these gram-

matical taḍmīn attempts one stands out, not only because of its extensive 

length and its early attempt to use Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik in taḍmīn, but also 

because it tackles yet another unanticipated genre-ghazal (love poetry).

The story starts with the love poetry or the nasīb prelude in Ibn Nubāta’s 

taḍmīn of Mulḥat al-i�rāb in which he praises Taqī al-Dīn al-Subkī. This 

love poetry seems to have attracted the attention of a certain personal-

ity who asked Ibrāhim al-Bā�ūnī (d. 870/1465) to compose a ghazal poem 

that incorporates quotations from Mulḥat al-i�rāb. Al-Bā�ūnī happily car-

ried out this task and composed a poem worthy of his talent. When this 

poem circulated, the audience recalled Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik and questioned 

the possibility of incorporating its difffĳicult lines in ghazal; the major-

ity deemed the task not viable regardless of the excellent and talented 

minds who tried. Al-Bā�ūnī could not tolerate the underestimation and 

rose to the challenge composing a lengthy poem of 773 lines in which 

he tells the story of its composition (1–28) and begins with ghazal and 

mujūn (licentious poetry) (29–576) without a clear distinction between 

them, then moves to madīḥ (panegyric poetry) (577–771) praising the qāḍī 

Najm al-Dīn Ibn Ḥijjī al-Shāfĳi�ī (d. 830/1426),27 and concludes with two 

lines (772–773) addressing the audience asking them to correct the faults 

they fĳind rather than censuring him for these faults.

The poem is the oldest identifĳied attempt to use Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik in 

taḍmīn and, as far as I was able to determine, is the only extant taḍmīn 

poem that combines grammar and ghazal. The poet, in a venture to prove 

his talent, strives to incorporate as many lines of the Alfĳiyya as possible; 

this however impacted the poem negatively since the hemistiches of a 

few lines clearly lack harmony. The poet nevertheless succeeds in proving 

to his skeptic audience his poetic skill and the viability of subsuming the 

26 See al-Bartalli ̄al-Walāti,̄ Fatḥ, 172. An attempt to incorporate Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik in a 
moral and wa�ẓ context was tried in the modern period by Shaykh Ja�far b. Muḥammad 
Bāqir al-Tustarī (d. 1335/1916), a selection of this attempt is given in Muḥsin al-Amīn (1983: 
4, 117–118).

27 Al-Najm Abū l-Futūḥ �Umar b. Ḥijjī b. Mūsā b. Aḥmad b. Sa�d al-Sa�dī al-Dimashqī 
al-Shāfĳi�ī, see his biography in al-Sakhāwī, al-Ḍaw� 6, 78–79.
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intransigent lines of Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik in an alluring context such as love 

and licentious poetry.

The above discussion briefly tries to shed light on several forgotten 

links between Arabic grammar and other disciplines in pre-modern Ara-

bic literature such as Sufĳism and diffferent genres of Arabic poetry. These 

attempts gave rise to new hybrid genres in classical Arabic literature such 

as the genres of naḥw al-qulūb (grammar of the hearts), and the merging of 

poems treating Arabic grammar with other topics in Arabic poetry. These 

bypassed links are essential to understanding the complex relationship 

between grammar and these disciplines, the value of grammar in classical 

Muslim education, and more relevant to the subject of this volume and 

the scholarship of its honoree, the centrality of Arabic grammar to Arabic 

culture. The remaining part of this paper presents an edition of the Arabic 

text of Taḍmin Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik fī l-ghazal, but before this some informa-

tion about the author of the work is in order. 

Ibrāhīm b. Aḥmad al-Bā�ūnī (d. 870/1465)28

His full name in the sources is Ibrāhīm b. Aḥmad b. Nāṣir b. Khalīfa b. 

Faraj al-Maqdisī al-Nāṣirī al-Bā�ūnī al-Dimashqī al-Ṣāliḥī. The manuscript 

of Taḍmīn Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik fī l-Ghazal has the nisba of al-Ḥalabī, but 

he does not seem to have been associated with the city of Aleppo. He 

was born in Ṣafad in 777/1376 where he spent his early years studying the 

Qur�ān and some religious texts under the tutelage of al-Shihāb Ḥasan 

b. Ḥasan al-Farghānī. He moved to Damascus around puberty where he 

studied fĳiqh under al-Sharīf al-Ghazzī and was a companion of al-Nūr 

al-Anbārī who further taught him fĳiqh and the sciences of Arabic lan-

guage and literature. He then moved around 804/1401 to Egypt where 

he studied with al-Kamāl al-Damīrī, al-�Irāqī, and al-Haythamī. A few 

years later he returned to Damascus and studied with his father, Aḥmad 

b. Nāṣir al-Bā�ūnī, al-Jamāl b. al-Shrā�iḥī, al-Taqī Ṣāliḥ b. Khalīl b. Sālim, 

�Ā�isha bint Ibn �Abd al-Hādī, and al-Shams Abū �Abdallāh Muḥammad b. 

Muḥammad. He gave the Friday sermons in the Umayyad mosque then 

headed the Bāsiṭiyya Khānqāh where he taught his students. Sources 

ascribe a number of literary works to him, such as the Mukhtaṣar Sharḥ 

al-Ṣiḥāḥ of al-Jawharī, a Dīwan of sermons and letters, and another dīwān 

28 See his full biography in ibid. 1, 26–29; al-Shawkānī, al-Badr 1, 12; al-Suyūṭī, Naẓm, 
13–14; al-Tūnkī (1344: 3, 63–64); al-Ziriklī (2002: 1, 30); Kaḥḥāla (1993: 1, 13).
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of poetry entitled al-Ghayth al-hātin fī waṣf al-�idhār al-fātin. He died on 

24 Rabī� al-Awwal 870/1465 in his house in al-Bāsiṭiyya and was buried in 

the cemetery at the foot of the Qāsyūn Mountain.

Taḍmīn Alfiyyat Ibn Mālik fī l-ghazal

MS. Kongelige Bibliotek Cod. Arab. 188 under the title Taḍmīn Alfĳiyyat Ibn 

Mālik fī l-ghazal was bought in 1763 in Cairo by the Danish philologist 

Frederik Christian von Haven (d. 1763), a member of the Carsten Niebuhr 

expedition 1761–1767. The manuscript consists of fĳifty-one folios, the fĳirst 

folio lists the name of the author as Ibrāhīm b. Aḥmad al-Ḥalabī who must 

be Ibrāhīm b. Aḥmad al-Bā�ūni based on the biography of the latter in 

al-Sakhāwī’s al-Ḍaw� al-lāmi�. Al-Sakhāwī relates on the authority of Ibn 

Qāḍī Shuhba that the latter was received by al-Bā�ūnī in his house in the 

presence of al-Najm Ibn Ḥijjī, where al-Bā�ūnī read his taḍmīn of Alfĳiyyat 

Ibn Mālik in which he praised Ibn Ḥijjī.29

To make the text manageable for the reader, I have numbered the verses 

of the Arabic text. To facilitate easy reference to Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik, I have 

used bold letters to highlight the quoted hemistich or line from Alfĳiyyat 

Ibn Mālik and referred at the end of each line to the corresponding line in 

Ramzi Baalbaki’s edition of Sharḥ Ibn �Aqīl �alā Alfĳiyyat Ibn Mālik.

29 Al-Sakhāwī, al-Ḍaw� 1, 26.
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