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IBN FARIS AND THE ORIGINS
OF THE MAQAMAH REVISITED

Maurice A, Pomerantz and Bilal W. Orfali

Literary history knows perhaps no question more difficult than that of change.' How do
new literary forms emerge and why? Are they products that coalesce slowly over time,
borrowing their elements and attributes from preexisting materials? Or are they trans-
muted and transformed under the intense power of an individual creative intelligence?
Why do these moments of innovation matter in literary history? What is at stake in de-
claring something the first novel, magamah, or sonnet??

Among the many genres of Arabic literature, the question: of the invention of the
magamah has perhaps attracted the most attention. Unlike the qgasidah, the ghazal, and
the risdlah, the magamah was a late arrival among the genres of Arabic literature. Because
of this fact, scholars felt as if through consulting roughly contemporaneous texts, they
could witness the genre in the making. This availability of the evidence made the story of
the magamah’s invention a fertile site of scholarly speculation in the field of premodern
Arabic literature.

The magamah genre thus became an important locus for thinking about issues of
creativity and imitation in premodern Arabic literature during the early part of the last
century. Zaki Mubarak writing in the journal al-Mugtataf was interested in demonstrating
that al-Hamadhani was not in fact the originator of the magamah genre.’ Drawing on a
statement of al-Husri (d. 413/1022) that al-Hamadhani had “imitated” (and potentially
stolen from) a previous lost work of Tbn Durayd (d. 312/924), known as the Forty Sto-
ries (arbain hadith) which in turn had many similar tales to those found in the Sessions
(Amali) of Tbn Durayd’s disciple, al-Qali (d. 356/967), Mubarak seemed poised to dethrone

1. The authors would like to thank Prof. Ramzi Baalbaki and the anonymous reviewer for offering
numerous helpful suggestions and corrections.

2. On these questions and others, see D. Perkins, Is Literary History Possible? (Baltimore, 1992).

3. A.F. L. Beeston, “The Genesis of the Maqamat Genre,” journal of Arabic Literature 2 (1971), 1-12, at
1-2.
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Hamadhani as an innovator. Mubarak was sharply criticized fer this assertion by Mustafa
Sadiq al-Rafi4 in a subsequent issue of the same journal.

While this controversy surrounding al-Hamadhan’s alleged borrowings from lbn
Durayd “has long since died out,” questions of al-Hamadhani's status as an innovator re-
mained of interest to later scholars.® A. F. L. Beeston in 1971 downplayed the fact that the
plotlines of many magdmahs seemed to have been borrowed from other types of majalis
literature. Nonetheless, he sought to define al-Hamadhani’s place as an innovator based
on his use of rhymed prose {saj} and his “frank admission that his stories are fictional”
Through these descriptions of the innovative in al-Hamadhani’s text, Beeston hoped
to discover why al-Hariri had attributed to al-Hamadhani such an important role as an
originator of the form.® Yet, Beeston did not consider why such a question might have
been of interest to al-Hariri. For what sort of readers might al-HarirT’s invocation of his
indebtedness to al-Hamadhani matter?

Claims of originality and theft are valuations of authors, but also point to ways that
critics of the time understood relationships between texts.” In recent years, Jaakko H4-
meen-Anttila and Philip Kennedy have looked beyond the simplistic nature of the ear-
lier debate on originality and borrowing to ask the more interesting question of what
al-Husri could have meant by stating that al-Hamadhani had produced a poetic contra-
faction (mu‘@radah) of the work of Ibn Durayd. What were the similarities that al-FHusrT
noted between Ibn Durayd’s writing and the Magamat of al-Hamadhani?

Hiameen-Anttila explored this possibility by examining the surviving work of Ibn
Durayd, known as “The Description of Rain” (Wasf al matar wa-I-sahab). He concludes that
the two works share numerous similarities and shows the importance of Tbn Durayd’s
work in its own right® Philip Kennedy, in his investigation of an anecdote related by tbn
Durayd involving Abi Nuwas’s finding love on the pilgrimage, found similar cause to
revisit the debate from a new vantage point. Kennedy writes that this “long-drawn-out
narrative of alargely jocular tone that holds us in suspense” possesses “formal and stylis-
tic aspects” that are “redolent of the Magama.” For both scholars, the question is not so
much undermining al-Hamadhani's authorship of the Magamat, but rather as seeing the

4, J. Himeen-Anttila, Magama: A History ofa Genre, 68 (Wiesbaden, 2002).

5. Beeston, “Genesis,” 8-9.

6. Cf.al-Harirl, Magamdt, 11 (Beirut, 1980): dhikr al-magamat allati abda‘aha Badi® al-Zaman.

7. Heinrichs’s work on the concept of sarigah shows well how this term encompasses a whole range
of ideas which we might be more inclined to call intertextuality: W. Heinrichs, “An Evaluation of Sariga,”
Quademi di Studi Arabi 5/6 (1987), 357-68.

8. Hdmeen-Anttila, Magama, 72. He identifies the following lines of similarity: (1) rhymed prose,
(2) isnad, (3) some kind of story, (4) philological interest, (5) ragged but eloguent hero, (6) first-person
narration, (7) travel theme, (8) encounters are standing ones as opposed to sitting learned sessions.

9. P.F. Kennedy, “Love in the Time of Pilgrimage or A Lost Magama of lbn Durayd?,” in The Weaving of
Words: Approaches to Classical Arabic Prose, ed. L. Behzadi and V. Behmardi (Beirut, 2009), 77-99, at 88 and
93.
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_Work as part of a larger development within the circles of adab and grammar from which
al-Hamadhani's work seems to have sprung.

Tbn Faris, al-Hamadhani, and the Magamat

In this article, which further broadens this field of inquiry, we explore an older claim
about the magamah, namely, that the form was first created by the teacher of al-
Hamadhani, AbT I-Husayn Ahmad [bn Faris ibn Zakariyya ibn Muhammad ibn Habib al-
Razi{(d. 395/1005). We do so by considering a rare fragment of Ibn Faris’s lost work, Qasas
al-nahdr wa-samar al-layl. As we will argue, this work appears to share much with the
magqdma genre. It is not to be confused with Ibn Faris’s al-Layl wa-l-nahar.'°

The hypothesis of Tbn Faris’s role in the origins of the magamah wredates the de-
bate surrounding Ibn Durayd. jurji Zaydan (d. 1914) posited a prominent role for Ibn
Faris, imagining that al-Hamadhani had borrowed his prose style from his teacher.™
More recently, Hadl Hasan Hammudi’s book, al-Magamat min bn Faris ila Badi® al-Zaman
al-Hamadhani, revived this theory, arguing for Thn Faris’s influetice and supposed prece-
dence in the authorship of the Magamat."?

The importance of Ibn Faris in the career of his student was already underscored
by his closest contemporaries. Al-Tha‘aliei {d. 429/1037) states that Ibn Faris had been
the teacher of al-Hamadhani prior to the latter’s departure from the city in 380/990."*
AlTha‘@libi emphasizes the close relationship between the teacher and his student,

10. tbn Faris, al Laytwa-l-nahar, ed. Hamid Khaffaf (Beirut, 1993).

11. See H. H. Hamm{di, Al-Maqamat min Ibn Faris ila Badt’ al-Zamén al-Hamadhéni (Beirut, 1982), 26.

12. Hammidi, 26, Hammudi bases his claims for Ibn Faris’s influence on Hamadhani on seven main
pieces of evidence:

(1) The four hundred Magamat that al-Hamadhani boasts to have authored must have been begun
at the majlis of bn Faris.

(2) Al-Hamadhani praised lbn Faris in his letters.

(3) Al-Hamadhani was proud of his knowledge of tbn Faris’s works, such as the Mujmal al-lughah his
memory of which became a topic in his debate with AbT Bakr al-Khwarazmi. He also imitated Ibn Faris's
otherbooks such as the Qasas al nahar wa-samar al-layl and his Amali.

(4) Al-Hamadhani followed 1bn Faris's style in his poetry, and adopted several of Ibn Faris’s critical
ideas in his maqdmahs. Moreover, al-Hamadhani would gloss his magamdt sometirmes, which indicates
his reliance on the same lexicographical methods as tbn Faris, such as the use of poetry to elucidate the
meaning of rare words.

(5) Ibn Faris had become famous as a teller of tales (gasas, hikayat, raq@iq).

(6) Al-Tha<libi describes Ibn Faris as combining the mastery of a scholar with the zarf of poets and
epistolographers, comparing him with notable literary figures.

{7) He argues that the character of Is ibn Hisham is a representation of al-Hamadhani’s teacher,
Alimad ibn Faris, in name, experiences, and qualities.

13. Al-Tha‘@libi, Yatimat al-dahr fi mahdsin ahl al-asr, ed. M. M. ‘Abd al-IHamid (Cairo, 1956), iv, 257.
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stating that he “took all that he [viz. Ahmad Thn Faris] possessed—he exhausted his
knowledge and dried up his ocean.”**

The two men also wrote letters to one another over the course of their lives."” More-
over, there were even some premodern readers who did believe Ibn Faris to have played
a role in the creation of the magamah. As Orfali and Pomerantz note, MS Aya Sofya 4283

(692/1225) contains the following introduction:

These magamdt were dictated by the teacher Abi I-Fadl Ahmad ibn al-Husayn
al-Hamadhani in Nishdpiir and he mentioned that he had composed them to
e uttered in the voice of Abl |-Fath al-Iskandari and to have been related by
fsa ibn Hishdm, whereas others have mentioned that they were composed
by Abd l-Husayn Ibn Faris and the report concerning this has become widely
known. (hadhihi al-maqamat amlahd al-ustadh Abi -Fadl Almad ibn al-FHusayn al-
Hamadhani bi-Nisabar wa-dhakara annahu ansha’aha ‘ala lisan Abil-Fath al-Iskandari
wa-rawdha ‘an ‘Isa ibn Hisham wa-dhakara ghayruhu annaha min insha@ Abi -Husayn
Ahmad Ibn Faris wa-tawatara al-khabar bi-dhalik).*¢

This introduction suggests that the claim that Tbn Faris was in fact the author of the
Magamat appears to have been entertained by some scholars in the centuries immedi-
ately following its circulation and revived in the early twentieth century.

Tbn Faris as an Adib in the Fourth/Tenth Century

The reason for modern scholars” reluctance to attend to lbn Faris’s importance in the
genesis of the magameh may relate to the survival of his work. Tbn Faris has been known
predominantly as the author of major works on the Arabic language, such as Magdayis al-
lughah and al-Mujmal fi I-lughah'” and his al-Sahibi fi figh al-lughah, dedicated to the Buyid
vizier al-Sahib ibn ‘Abbad and a major contribution to Arabic philology.’®

Tbn Faris's interests went beyond the realm of language into adab. Al-Thalibi de-
scribes him as if he were not only a lexicographer, but rather a major adib.’ He also pre-

14. Al-Thataliby, iv, 257; Hémeen-Anttila, Magama, 21, notes the connection between the teacher and
student stating “If we believe ath-Tha‘alibi, the polymath Ibn Faris taught everything he knew to al-
Hamadhani. Knewing the emintence of ibn Faris, though, this statement falls into the category of hyper-
bolic praise, not hard fact.”

15. Hdmeen-Anttila, Magama, 21, who is rightly cautious about what one can deduce from the surviv-
ing evidence.

16. B. Orfali and M. Pomerantz, “Assembling an Author: On the Making of Al-Hamadhant's Magamat,”
in Concepts of Authorship in Pre-Modern Arabic Texts, 107-27, ed. L. Behzadi and J. Himeen-Anttila (Bam-
berg, 2016), 120.

17. Tbn Féris, MuSjam maqayis al-lughah, ed.<A. M. Hartin (Cairo, 1972); ton Faris, Mujmal al-lughah, ed.
H. H. Hammadi (Kuwait, 1985).

18. Tbn Faris, al-Sahibi fi figh al-lughah wa-sunan al-‘Arab fi kalamiha (Cairo, 1977).

19. 1bn Faris is compared to Ibn Lankak (d.ca 360/970) in Baghdad; Ibn Khalawayh (d. 370/980) in
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serves in his Yatimat al-dahr the text of a risalah of Ton Faris in which hedefendsthe literary
production of the poets’ of his own time.” The occasion for the authorship of the letter
is the defense of a certain Abl I-Hasan Muhammad ibn “Al1 al-Tjli who was attacked for
attempting to assemble a Hamdsah of contemporary poets. Writing directly to his critic,
ibn Faris firstassails the logic of the attack—why should imitation {mu‘aradah) be possible
in fields like figh and nahw and in many of the other technical disciplines (sind‘@t) but not
in poetry? Ibn Faris then supplies numerous examples demonstrating the excellence of
contemporary poets, which well illustrate his capacious knowledge of the poetic works of
the age. Al-Tha‘alibi includes this letter in the entry on tbn Faris, likely because it accords
well with al-Tha“alibi’s central aim of compiling an anthology of contemporary poets.

In addition to his forays into poetic criticism, Ibn Firis also authored independent
works of adab. His Kitabal-Layl wa-I-nahar is a debate {mufakharah), which Ton Faris alleg-
edly composed extemporaneously (irtijal) at the request of a young man from the prov-
ince of Jibal in Western Iran. The debate relies upon the use of logical proofs, poetry,
anecdotes of the Arabs, and quotations from the Qurian, following roughly the pattern
established by al-Jahiz for such works.?!

Ibn Faris’s Kitab Qasas al-nahar wa-samar al-layl

Given the great speculation on Ibn Faris's possible relationship to the origins of al-
Hamadhant's Magamat, an important piece of evidence regarding this relationship has
not yet been discussed in modern scholarship: Ibn Faris's camposition of literary stories
which he termed gasas and samar.

An excerpt that is identified as part of Ibn Faris’s Kitab Qasas al-nahar wa-samar al-layl
is preserved in Leipzig, Vollers 870. The manuscript is part of the Rifa‘iyya collection 354
f. 89v.* This passage has long been known to Western scholars, having been first men-
tioned in an article by H. Thorbecke in 1875.% The manuscript is a majmi‘ah that contains
various works, among which are:

1. An index of the masmu‘at of Abli Husayn ‘Ali ibn Husayn ibn AyyTb ibn
al-Bazzaz (d. 492/1098)

2. A letter of Muhammad ibn Ali Ibn Abi Saqr al-Wasiti (d. 498/1104)

al-Sham; 1bn Allaf (d.318/930) in Fars; and Abl Bakr al-Kbwarazmi (d. 383/993) in Khurasan. Only
Tbr. Khalawayh stands out as a grammarian and lexicographer. Whereas 1bn Lankak, Tbn ¢Allaf and al-
Khwarazmi were known as either poets, or prose writers.

20. Al-Tha‘alibi, Yatimat al-dahr, iv, 401-5.

21. lbn Faris, al-Layl wa-l-nahar.

22. On this collection, see B. Liebrenz, Die Rifa‘iya aus Damaskus: Eine Privatbibliothek im Osmanischen
Syrien und ihr kulturelles Umfeld (Leiden, 2016).

23. H. Thorbecke, “Al-A%4’s Lobgedicht auf Muhammad,” Morgenlindische Forschungen 8 (1975), 233~
60,at 242.
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3. A poem of ‘Urwah ibn al-Ward al-‘Absi, compiled and related by Abu
Yusuf Ya‘qib ibn Ishaq al-sikkit (d. 243/857)

4. An urjiizah of Bashshar ibn Burd (d. 167/783)

5. Kitab al-Mugtadab by Tbn Jinni {d. 392/1002)

6. Text of the Burdah by al-Bisiri (d. ca. 694/1294)

7. Qasidat Banat Su‘ad of Ka‘b ibn Zuhayr (d. first/seventh c.).

8. Kitdb al-Mugni® fi al-nahw by Muhammad ibn Salih possibly composed
ca. 240/854.%

9. Kitab Qasas al-nahdr wa-samar al-layl composed Wy Tbn Faris (d.
395/1004)

10. Poems and stories relating to Abli Dahbal al-Jumahi (d. ca. 125/743)

11. ‘Abd al-Baqi al-Baghdadi’s {d. 390/999-1000) Commentary on the
Khutbah of tbn Qutaybah'’s (d. 276,/889) Adab al-katib.

The Kitab Qasas al-nahdr wa-samar al-layl contains the poem of al-A‘sha Maymn ibn Qays
(d. after 6297) which is entitled al-qasidah al-nabawiyyah.

Translation

Sa‘id ibn ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Hassan ibn Thabit said:

[al-]A%sha of Qays came after the Prophet had made the hijrah and he
praised the Prophet with the following ode:

1. Was it niot pain that made your eyes shut at night, while you were
sleepless like a man bitten by a snake?

2. But that was not because you were in love with women, for you had
forgotten the friendship of Mahdad.”

3. Rather, 1 see fate coming like a traitor who corrupts whatever my
hands set straight.

4. Youth and old age, poverty and wealth! My God, how tickle is fate!

24. Possibly this persen is identical with Abli ‘Abd Allah Muhammad ibn $alih al-Nattah al-Basri. See
F. Omar, “ibn al-Nattah,” £12.
25. Al-Isfahani, Kitab al Aghani (Cairo, 1970), ix, 125, states that Mahdad is the name of al-A‘sha’s

beloved.

Tbn Faris and the Origins of the Magamah Revisited

5. 1spent ray life gathering possessions as a child, youth and man; both
when my hair turned white and as a beardless boy.

6. 1 tired out the swift she-camels that raced from Najir {in the
Hadramawt) to Sarkhad {in ‘Iraq).

7. Don’t ask after me. How many a questioner tries to find out about al-
Atsha by praising him,

8. 0 you who wish to know where my camel is headed, know that it has
an appointment among the people of Yathrib.

9. She has two guardians, the North Star that does not set, and the Calf-
star, when she travels by night.

10. In: the heat of the day, she is like the chameleon whose neck is fixed
facing the sun, yet she remains light of foot.

11. She moved her two hind legs striving for speed. She draws out her
fore legs with flexibility, without stiffness.

12. You will hear no complaint from me of exhaustion, and you will not
rest until you reach Muhammad.

13. Whenever you set down your camel at the door of the sons of Hashim,
you find relief, and encounter the generosity from their many excellent
qualities.

14. There is a Prophet who sees that which you do not. His fame, by my
life, spreads throughout the lands high and low.

15. His giving of gifts never ceases. He is a generous man whose gift to-
day does not preventanother tomorrow,

16. Is it true that you did not hear the admonitions of Muhammad the
Prophet of God when he delivered his message to the people and they
bore witness to his prophethood?

17. Should you pass away without piety’s provision you will meet after
your death one who had stored up good works.

18. And you will regret that you were not like him, and that you did not
prepare the way that he had prepared.

19. So stay away from the corpses, and do not go near them. Don’t take
an iron arrow shaft and spill animal blood to drink it.

20. Do not set up idols, and do not revere seeking a benefit. Worship God
who is your Lord.
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21. Do not ridicule @ poor man who has tasted misfortune. Do not imag-
ine that a man lives forever.

22. Pray in the evenings and in the mornings. Do not praise Satan, but
God.

23. Do not approach your neighbor for she is not licit for you. Either
marry her or keep far away.

He reported;

Al-Atsha approached Mecca, and he said, “Where is this young man
from the sons of Hashim who accompanies the wind?"*

They said, “What do you want with him, Abii Basir?”

He said, “1 want to praise him, gain the benefit of his truth, and enter
into his religion.”

The people said, “By God, if the curses of Hassan [ibn Thabit] and al-
Asha are united with one another our reputations will be completely
destroyed!”

Abii Jahl said, “I will deal with this fellow.”

So he went to him and said, “O AbiBasir, this man declares adultery and
wine-drinking unlawful, and yet you can’t do without these two things.

Do you wish us to give you some reward, so that your trip will not have
been in vain, and so that you return this year, that you might see what
happens and act accordingty?

His [Abi Jahl’s] aim in [saying] that was for him to return where he
might die [before the year was over], because he was elderly.

He said, “Yes”

So he was generous and gave him several youthful she-camels and
he rode back on them. When he reached the region of the valley of
Manfihah [the poet’s home] his mount tread on him. His bones were

broken, and he died. God then revealed concerning Abt Jahl [Q Furgan

25:55] “The disbeliever is ever a disbeliever against his Lord.”

26. This seems to be a reference to the increasing fame of prophet.

bn Faris and the Origins of the Magamah Revisited 103

Different Recensions of the Poem and Tale
Text of the Poem

This poem of al-A‘sha Maymin ibn Qays was first discussed by Thorbecke on the basis of
MS Leiden 287 ff. 5v-8r.” The poem was included in the the Diwan sh'r al-A‘sha Maymin
ibn Qays ibn Jandal compiled by Abt I-‘Abbas Tha‘lab (d. 291/904) upon which Rudolf Gey-
er’s edition is based, and was thus included in the poet’s diwan edited by Geyer in the
main on the basis of an Escorial MS. copied in 661/1262.% Geyer stated that his prede-
cessors Casiri and Derenbourg believed the commentary belonged to the famed Tha‘lab
himself. Geyer, however, after further study, concluded that the commentary did not be-
long to the time of Tha‘lab and instead proposed that the author of the commentary in
the manuscript was an Andalusi scholar active at the end of the third/ninth-beginning
of the fourth/tenth centuries.?

As for the authenticity of this poem in praise of the Prophet, W. Caskel in the EI2
makes no mention of al-‘Asha’s panegyric, presumably counting it among the “verse
which is not authentic” in the first part of the poet’s diwdn. By contrast, Régis Blachere,
while not fully committing to the reality of al-A‘sha’s visit to Mecca, nonetheless cites it
as a possibility.®

Did You Not Shut Your Eyes?

All of the different versions of this tale agree that al-A‘sha went to Medina with the
intention of visiting the Prophet. The gasidah opens in verses 1-2 with a nasib in which
the famed lover recounts his despair at the loss of his beloved. He then turns in vv. 3-5
to decry fate, which has determined the course of his life. The travels and exploits of the
poet mentioned in vv. 5-6 become the prehistory of his visit to Yathrib.

The arrival of al-A‘sha is similar to that of a Jahili poet at the court of an earthly king, Af-
tera short rahil section in which al-Asha praises his mount for its travel through the heat of
day anditscarryingon through the night, the poet describes hisarrival at the Bant Hashim.,
Verses 13 and 15 frame the Prophet’s excellence in terms of his worldly gifts and generosity,
emphasizing that al-A%sha has come seeking to gain a reward for his ode of praise.

The poet however acknowledges the difference between the Prophet and an earthly
king, for the poet announces that the Prophet’s fame has been spreading beyond Medina,

27. Thorbecke, “Al-A%4’s Lobgedicht,” 242.

28. Al-A‘sha, Gedichte von Abd Bastr Maimtin ibn Qais al-A3a, nebst Sammlungen von Stiicken anderer Dich-
ter des gleichen Beinamens, ed. R. Geyer (London, 1928), xvil. In our edition, we relied on al-A‘sha, Diwan
al-A‘sha al-Kabir, ed. M. M. Husayn (Beirut, 1972).

29. al-A%sha, Gedichte, xix.

30. R. Blachére, Histoire de la littérature arabe: des Origines & la fin du X V¢ siécle de J.-C. (Paris, 1964), 322.
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whereas verse 16 chastises the polytheists from Quraysh for not heeding the Prophet’s
admonitions.

Rather than praise or boasting, the concluding verses of the poem {(vv. 18-23) contain
alist that loosely echoes certain prohibitions found in the Qur’an. The poet warns others
to follow the Prophet’s new religious strictures. He explicitly outlaws idolatry and pagan
religious practices {vv. 19, 20) and encourages prayer in the evenings and mornings (v. 22).

The themes present in this poem are recognizable within the broader paradigms of
the early Islamic qasidah poem as identified by Suzanne Stetkevych in numerous works,
such as the “lyric-elegiac prelude,” the “self-abasement of the journey,” and the sections
of “praise.”** What is of particular interest in the poem is the poet’s insistence, in vv. 7-8,
on answering the questioners who wonder about his destination. The poem is ina sense
a message to them to stop asking him about his purposes and instead acknowledge the
supremacy of the Prophet’s message, over even his own poetry.

Akhbar concerning al-A‘sha’s Visit to Medina

The akhbar surrounding al-A shd’s visit to Medina, while they echo themes found in this
poem, also occasionally subvert them. In the following section we will discuss the rela-
tionship of the poem to the akhbar and attempt to place the particuiar khabar of Ton Faris
within this larger tradition of storytelling.

Jbn Hisham (d. 213/828 or 218/833 )

The account of al-Asha’s visit, as found in the Sirah of Ibn Hisham, frames the poet’s en-
counter with the polytheists as the central drama of the poem.* The polytheists from
Quraysh are the presumed targets of the poet’s religious commands and prohibitions
found in v. 19 and thereafter. The account in the main turns on the fact that the al-A%sha,
while an exemplar of piety in his promotion of prohibitions against gambling and fornica-
tion, says nothing about wine in the poem. This proves his undoing, as the poet returns to
his home (thelocation of which is unnamed) in order to drinkand dies prior to conversion.

The implicit claim is that the polytheists of Quraysh play upon the well-known weak-
ness of the poet al-A%sha for drink. It is al-A‘sha’s own desire for wine that proves to be
his undoing. He effectively trades the earthly pleasure of a year of wine-drinking, for his
eternal salvation. Unable to shake off his own habits and desires, al-A‘shd makes a very
poor wager (discussed below) and passes away without the provisions of piety.

31. S.P. Stetkevych, The Mantle Odes: Arabic Praise Poems to the Prophet Muhammad (Bloomington, 2010), 12.
32 IbnHisham, akSirah d-nabawiyyah, vol. 2, ed. F, Wiistenfeld (Gottingen, 1860), ii, 255-56 (= The Life
of Muhammad, trans. A. Guillaume (Karachi, 1955 [2001]), 725.
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Tbn Qutaybah (d. 276/889)

ibn Qutaybah in his Kitab al-Skir wa-l-shu‘ar@ relates a version of al-A‘shd’s visit that,
while similiar to that found in the Sirah of Ibn Hisham, examines several new themes.
First, the time of the visit for this version is definitively the “truce of al-Hudaybiyyah,”
which happened in Dhii al-Qa‘dah 6/March 628.*° Rather than a member of the tribe of
Quraysh, he meets Abti Sufyan.

Although the story turns on the Prophet’s prohibition of wine-drinking, fornication,
and gambling, the poet’s desire for wine is not what undermines his visit to the Prophet
as it was in Ibn Hisham’s account. For each of these former pagan habits, al-A‘sha de-
scribes in this story how he no longer desires them. In the case of fornication, the im-
plication is that he has become older—as the text of the poem suggests. Similarly, in the
case of gambling and wine-drinking he will find substitutes in the new religion.

Al-A%sha’s wager, and his eventual downfall, are not the products of his own desires
and habits, as much as they are a result of deliberate scheming on the part of the Quraysh
to silence him. In this account, Abt Sufyan is the voice of the powerful Meccans who
are cognizant that if a fine poet were to turn against their cause, it would lead to their
eventual downfall, He therefore offers the poet a wager, stating that “There is a truce
right now between us and him [the Prophet]. Why don’t you go back this year and take
back with you 100 reddish camels. If he proves victorious after the truce, then you can go
to him. If we win, you have received a reward to offset the difficulty of your trip.” Once
again, this is a bad choice by the poet al-A‘sha who is thrown to the ground by his mount
the moment he returns to his home in al-Yamamah.

Al-1sfahini (d. 356/967)

The version of the tale found in Kitab al-Aghani is related on the authority of ‘Umar ibn
Shabbah (d. 262/878), who was well known for his akhbdr on poets and the history of
Medina,** and Hisham ibn al-Qasim al-Ghanawi (d. 7) who is described by al-1sfahani as
an expert on al-A‘sha.’®

In contrast to the previous two accounts, al-Isfahani’s account underscores al-A‘sha’s
role as a praise poet. The story begins with the arrival of the poet al-A‘sha in Mecca. The
poem, “Did you not shut your eyes?” is referenced, and then Quraysh mention the fact
that al-A‘sha was famous as the “Singer of the Arabs.”

33. Seethe excerpt from Ibn Kathir below which explains the logic of this dating with respect to the
prohibition on wine.

34. See ““‘Umar b. Shabha Ei2.

35, The latter is mentioned in R. Blachére, “Un probléme d'histoire littéraire: A%3 Maymiin et son
ceuvre,” Arabica 10 (1963), 23-55, 27, n. 4, without any further information.
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This version attempts to harmonize the two stories summarized above. His debate
with AbT Sufyan is similar to the version portrayed by Ibn Qutaybah, with the addition
of the Quranic prohibition of usury. Wine, however, is not dropped altogether. Rather, it
seems that al-Asha’s fame as a poet of wine is revived, and he is portrayed as wanting to
return home to drink some wine that he has hidden away.*

The story ends in al-Isfahani with reference to poet’s death at the famed location of
Q& al-Manfuhah which was the poet’s home,

1bn Faris

Ibn Faris’s version in the Qusas al-nahdr wa-samar al-layl relates the account on the author-
ity of 5a%id ibn ‘Abd al-Rabiman ibn Hassan ibn Thabit, the grandson of the Prophet’s poet,
Hassan ibn Thabit (d. ca 54/673). it includes the text of the poem, “Did you not shut your
eyes?” The text differs in several marked ways from the texts we have mentioned above.
For instance, the opening statement of al-A‘sha “Where is that young man from the Banti
Hashim who has accompanied the wind?” seems to mimic the mode of address that a
poet like al-Asha might use. His next clause then contains a parallel in rhyme (ma‘riifihi;
dinihi). In his version, like that of al-Isfahani, the Meccan polytheists, as a group, are wor-
ried about the possible influence of al-A‘sha’s blame poetry, especially if it is conjoined
with that of Hassan ibn Thabit. They are worried in particular about their own personal
honor (arddand). Abai Jahl comes to the rescue of the threatened polytheists by acting in
the role of the leader of the Quraysh as Abt Sufyan does in Ibn Qutaybah’s version. Un-
like the situation in that story, bn Faris porirays the Meccans as being alarmed at the
possibility of being cursed by the poet al-Asha.

AbG Jahl is here more manipulative than Abu Sufyan. For he tells al-Asha about the
Prophet’s prohibitions of fornication and wine drinking arid then states on al-A‘sha’s be-
half that he “cannot do without these two things” (id sabra laka ‘anhuma). In some ways,
this emphasizes the scheming of Abu Jahl,and minimizes the sense produced in previous
versions, that al-A‘sha had made a strategic choice to forgo meeting the Prophet.

The Quranic quotation ending this section (igtibas) is Q Furqan 25:55 “The disbe-
liever is ever a helper against his Lord”(kdana al-kafir ‘ala rabbihi zahiran). Commentators
have often understood this verse to refer explicitly to Abi Jahl, as an assistant to Satan.*”
Its invocation here works to underscore the fact that the agency in this account largely
belongs to Abii jahl. He is carrying out a plan to which the poet al-Asha unwittingly fails
victim; al-A‘sha accepts the reward that is offered to him and returns unquestioningly. In
Ton Faris’s account, the powerful voice of the poet is silenced by the even more powerful
forces of belief and unbelief which he had yet to personally experience.

36. See P.F. Kennedy, The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry: Abii Nuwds and the Literary Tradition (Ox-
ferd, 2001), 245-61.
37. See al-Tabarf, Tafsir al-Tabari: Jami al-baydn ‘an ta’wil dy al-Quran (Riyadh, 2003), xiv, 478.
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Conclusion

Like his predecessor Ibn Durayd, 1bn Faris had interests that went beyond the fields of
lexicography and grammar and seem to have included a real engagement with edab. As
the title Qasas al-nahdr wa-samar al-layl suggests, Ibn Faris was interested in the telling of
amusing stories in versions that were, like the magamah, interesting both for their con-
tent and for their exemplarity in the art of storytelling,

Tbn Faris, as al-Hamadhani would later do, makes use of & commonly known story.
Outwardly the tale offers some resemblances to Magamat of al-Hamadhani. The theme
of the magamah is travel, the main protagonist is a poet, The plot of this story seems,
moreover, to turn on wit and deception, and the power of words. Both of these themes
are prominent in the Magamat of al-Hamadhani,

On the level of style, too, we can see some affinities to the Hamadhanian magamah.
tbn Faris’s gissah or samar, is prosimetric, mixing poetry and prose. Furthermore, it makes
a measured use of saj‘, a feature that is typical of Ibn Faris’s writing and similar to the
later usage of al-Hamadhani. Finally, dialogue is an important feature of this tale.

While itwould be a great stretch to say that IbnFaris was influential in the formation
of the magamah, the little that survives from his workwould indicate his imparting a rich
education in adab to his student al-Hamadhani. Such influence from {bn Faris compels us
to ask an important and surprisingly often overlooked question about the very literari-
ness of the mag@mah. Do we presuppose that the magamah, because of its status in later
accounts of literary history, was at the time of its origination a form associated more with
the adib rather than the ahl al-lughah? Moreover, what did premodern claims about the
authorship of the magamat by such figures as Ibn Durayd and Ibn Faris lend to the text?
Were these claims about authorship and origin attempts to lend authority to the linguis-
tic knowledge found therein?

While we are no closer to answering these questions than the earlier twentieth-
century preoccupations with authorship, changing the focus on what authorship and
originality meant for the fourth/tenth century is perhaps long overdue. How did readers
estimate the value of the magamat of al-Hamadhani? Did they value originality in literary
history as much as we do? It is our hope that researching the fragments that remain may
awaken us not only to the power of literary history to shape writers, but bring us closer
to the way that writers viewed the works of others as well as their own.
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Appendix: Translations of the Bifferent Versions of the Tale

Ibn Hishdm (d. 213/828 or 218/833)

The story is told on the authority of Khallad ibn Qurrah ibn Khalid al-
Sadtsi and other shaykhs of the tribe of Bakr ibn W2’il who are among
the ahl al-4lm. He reports that Asha Bani Qays ibn Tha‘labah ibn Sa‘b ibn
‘All ibn Bakr ibn W#’il went out to see the Prophet, and he recited the
following poem in praise of him.

[“Did You Not Shut Your Eyes?”]

When he arrived in Mecca, or in its vicinity, one of the polytheists from
Quraysh went out to meet him, and he asked him why he was there. So
he told him that he had come in order to see the Prophet of God, and to
convert to Islam.

He said to him, “O Abt Basir, he prohibits fornication!”

He said, “That’s something I really do not want.”

He said to him, “O Ab{i Basir, he has declared wine unlawful
He said to him, “Now that is something 1 still yearn for! I will go away
and drink for an entire year, then I will come back and convert.” So he
left, but he died that year, and did not reach the Prophet of God.*

[n

Ibn Qutaybah (d. 276/889)

They say that he [viz. al-Asha] went out seeking the Prophet during the
truce of Hudaybiyyah.

So Abl Sufyan ibn Harb asked him where he was going and he said, “I
am seeking Muhammad.”

AbQ Sufyan said, “He is the one who makes wine-drinking, fornication,
and gambling illicit.”

Hesaid, “As for fornication, it left me, [ didn’t leave it, As for wine, I have
had as much of it as [ desire, and gambling, well perhaps I'll find some
substitute for it.”

He said, “May I propose a better alternative for you?”

He said, “What is it?”

He said, “There is a truce right now between us and him [the Prophet],
why don’t you go back this year and take back with you 100 reddish cam-
els. If he proves victorious after the truce, then you go to him. If we win,
you have received a reward to offset the difficulty of your trip.”

He said, “It is fine with me.”

38. 1bn Hisham, al-Sirah al-nabawiyyah, ii, 255-56 {(trans. Guillaume, 725).
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So Abt sufyan went with him to his home and gathered around his fam-
ily members, saying, “Oh people of Quraysh! This is Asha Qays. You
know about his poetry; if he were to go to the Prophet, he would turn all
the Arabs against us by his verse. So they gathered one hundred reddish
she-camels, and he left. When he arrived niear al-Yamamah, his mount
cast him down to the ground and killed him.*

Al-Isfahdni (d. 356/967)

We cite Habib ibn Nasr al-Muhallabi and Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-
Jawharil, who cite “Umar ibn Shabbah, who cites Hisham ibn al-Qasim
al-Ghanawi (who was an expert concerning al-A‘sha), who says that [al-
A%sha] came to the Prophet and he praised him with the poem which
begins “Did you not shut your eyes?” And news of his approach came to
the Quraysh who watched him on his path.

They said, “He is the ‘Singer of the Arabs!’” Anyone he praises immedi-
ately is raised in esteem.”

So when he came to them, they said to him, “What do you wish Aba
1-Basir?”

He said [p. 126] “1 wish to visit this friend of yours so that I might con-
vert to Islam.”

They said, “He prohibits the orifices and makes them illicit, and all the
other things that you do and suppose to be right.”

He said, “What are they?”

Abl Sufyan ibn Harb said, “Fornication.”

Al-A‘sha said, “Fornication left me, and I didn't leave it. Then what?”
He said, “Gambling.”

He said, “Perhaps if I meet him, I will obtain a substitute for gambling.
Then what?”

They said, “Usury.”

He said, “I didn’t seek loans or offer them. Then what?”

He said, “Wine.”

He said, “Alas! I will return to a small stash in a holiowed-out rock, so
that I can drinkit.”

Ab Sufyan said to him: “Shouldrr’t there be something good out of what
you strived for?”

He said, “What is it?”

Abu Sufyan said, “Between us and him [the Prophet] there is a truce. So
you take 100 camels, and return to your land and your former ways. And

39. 1bn Qutaybah, al-Shi wa-l-shu‘ar@ (Beirut, 1964), i, 178
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you should see how our affair works itself out. If we are victorious over
him, you have taken a substitute, and if he is victorious, you can come
to him.”

He said, “I don’t dislike that.”

So Ab{i sufyan said, “Oh people of Quraysh, this is al-A‘shal By God, were
he to have come to Muhammad and followed him, he would have stirred
up the flames of the Arabs against you with his verse. So gather up 100
camels for him.” And they did it.

So he took them and set off for his land. When he reached the valley of
al-Manfthah fal-Asha’s home)], his mount cast him to the ground and
killed him.®

tbn ‘Asakir {d. 571/1176 )

The Tarikh Madinat Dimashq quotes the version from the Kitab al-Aghani, citing ‘Umar ibn
Shabbah, with lines added from the subsequent khabar in the Kitab al-Aghani."*

bn Kathir (d. 774/1373)

ibn Kathir reproduces the text of Ibn Hisham and the entirety of the poem. He adds the
following: This is how Ibn Hisham has related the story here [in the sira of the Prophet],
but he took many exceptions to Muhammad ibn Ishaq and this was one of the occasions
that ibn Hisham took exception. Wine was prohibited in Medina after the battle with the
Banti al-Nadir as will be seen below. So it seems evident that the intention of al-A‘sha to
come over to the religion of Islam was after the Hijra.

In his poetry, the verse:

Oh you who wish to know where my camel is headed, know that it has
an appointment among the people of Yathrib.

indicates this. It would have been more appropriate and fitting for Ion Hisham to delay
the mention of this story until after the Hijra and not mention it here. God knows best.
Al-Suhayli said: This is a mistake committed by Ibn Hisham and those who follow him.
For the people are in agreement that the prohibition on wine was not revealed after the
battle of Uhud in Medina. He [viz. al-Subayli] had said that it was Abii Jahl ibn Hisham in
the house of ‘Utbah ibn Rabi‘ah who spoke to al-A‘sha. But Aba “‘Ubaydah said that it was
rather ‘Amir ibn al-Tufayl in the bildd al-Qays, when he was approaching to the Prophet,

40. Al-Isfahani, Kitdb al-Aghani, ix, 125-26.
41. 1bn ‘Asakir, Tarikh madinat Dimashg (Beirut, 1995), Ixi, 328-29; and al-Tsfahani, Kitab al-Aghani, ix,
126.
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[Al-Suhayli] said: And his statement [viz. al-A%ha’s] “Then I will come to him and con-
vert” would not have removed him from his unbelief (kufrihi).*

Al-Baghdadi (d. 1093/1682)
[He begins by repeating the report of fbn Qutaybah]

Muharmmad ibn Habib, the commentator on the diwan of al-A%sha, states

that: Upon the appearance of the Prophet, al-A‘sha set out, until he

reached Mecca. He heard scriptures recited, so he decided to stay with

‘Utbah ibn Rabi‘ah. Abi jahl heard of this, so he came to him with a
roup of young men frora Quraysh. He gave him a gift and then asked

why he had come,

He said, “I have come to see Muhammad. For I have heard his mission

predicted in books, and in order that I might see what he says and to

what he calls people.”

So Abi Jahl said, “He has outlawed adultery.”

Al-A‘sha said, “I've gotten old, so I have no more need for adultery””

Ab Jahl said, “He has prohibited you from drinking wine.”

He said, “What does he declare lawful?”

So they started to tell him the worst things they could about the Proph-

et. And they said, “Can you recite to us some of your poetry about him?”

So he recited, “Did You Not Shut Your Eyes.” It is an excellent poem con-

sisting of 24 verses.®

When he recited it to them, they said, “When this man praises someore,

he certainly elevates his stature, and when this man curses someone,

he really lowers it. Who among us can turn him away from doing this?”

Abt Jahl said to al-A‘sha, “As for you, were you to recite to him this

[gasidah] he wouldn'’t accept it.”

They remained with him for a long time on account of his distress, until

they had turned him away and he left suddenly** until he reached al-

Yarnamah. He remained there for a while until he died.

1bn Da’ib and others report that al-A‘sha went out desiring to meet the

Prophet, and recited poetry, until such a time that he was on the road,

and his mount threw him, and killed him. When the verses of his poem

were recited:

42. lbn Kathir, al-Bidayah wa-l-nihdyah, ed. ‘A. ibn ‘A. Turki (Giza, 1997), iv, 250-54.
43. The version cited by Tbn Faris only contains 23 verses,
44. Reading min fawrihi “suddenly,” instead of min fawratihi “out of his anger.”
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I pledged that 1 would not inherit from a distant relative®
Whenever you set down your camel at the door of the Bant Hashim,
you find relief, and encounter generosity from their many excellent
qualities.*

the Prophet said, “He was almost saved.”*’

45. The meaning of the word kalalah relates to Q Nisa’ 4:176 and Q Nisa’ 4:12b. On the long history of
exegesis of this term, see D. S. Powers, Muhammad is not the Father of any of Your Men (Philadelphia, 2008),
xi ff.

46. Reading fawadil for fawdsil.

47. Al-Baghdadi, Khizanat al-adab wa-lubb lubab lisan al-‘Arab, ed. ‘A. M. Harln, i, 177-78.
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THE PHILOSOPHER AS LITTERATEUR:
AL-TAWHIDI AND HIS PREDECESSORS

Everett K. Rowson

Among the many and varied epithets bestowed on Abl Hayyan al-Tawhidi (d. 414/1023)
by his biographers, perhaps the most apposite is that describing him as “the philosopher
of the littérateurs and the littérateur of the philosophers”* To be sure, he was also, ac-
cording to Yaait, “a shaykh among the Siifis,” as well as “the investigator {muhaqqiq) of
the kaldm and the mutakallim of the investigators, the leader of the eloquent, and 2 pil-
lar of the Banti Sasan.” Such listings of multiple areas of competence and activity are a
cliché in biographical dictionaries, and were intended to emphasize the versatility and
polymathy of their subjects.” But it is clear from al-Tawhidi’s works themselves that he
was not only a writer proficient in the distinct fields of falsafah and adab {and Stfism
and kalam), but also someone whose adab struck the udaba as falsafah, and whose falsafah
struck the faldsifah as adab. In such works as the al-Imta wa-I-mwanasah, which describes
his evening conversations with the wazir [bn Sa‘dan, and especially the Mugdbasat, which
records philosophical discussions and opinions in the circle of his mentor Abli Sulayman
al-Sijistant, he presented basic philosophical ideas in a form familiar and congenial to the
udab@, thus straddling two realms of discourse and potentially appealing to two distin-

This article [reprinted with permission from Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte der arabisch-islamischen Wissenschaf-
ten 6 (1990), 50~92—Eds] is a revised version of a paper read at a conference held at Harvard University
in May 1988 under the auspices of Harvard’s Committee on Medieval Studies.

1. “Faylasuf al-udaba’ wa-adib al-faldsifah,” according to Yaqut (Irshad al-arib [MuSam al-udab@’], ed. A.F.
Rifa‘i [Cairo, 1936-38), xv, 5), who apparently borrowed the phrase from Muhammad ibn al-Habbariyyah
(d. 504/1110); see Ibn Hajar al-*Asqalani, Lisan al-mizan (Beirut, 1971), vii, 40 ff., and J. Kraemer, Human-
ism in the Renaissance of Islam (Leiden, 1986), 220 and n. 31.

2. For example, Abii Bakr al-Tamimi is called “al-muqri’ al-adib al-fagih al-muhaddith al-dayyin al-zahid
al-wari¢ al-thigah al-imam bil-haqiqah” by ‘Abd al-Ghafir al-Farisi (al-Siyaq li-Ta’rikh Naysabir, facsirile ed.
in R. Frye, The Histories of Nisahpur [Cambridge, Mass., 1965}, second MS, fel. 24b~25a); and Abii [-‘Abbas
al-Jarmaqi was a “katib faylasiif muhandis sha%ir” according to al-Tha‘alibi (Yatimat al-dahr, ed. M. M. ‘Abd
al-Hamid [Cairo, 1956], iv, 341). Note also YaqGt's description of Ibn Durayd (d. 321/933) as “ash‘ar al-
wlama’ wa-adam al-shu‘ara® (Irshad, xviii, 129).
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