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IBN HAJAR AND THE ARABIC GHAZAL
OF THE MAMLUK AGE

Thomas Bauer
(Miinster)

Introduction

In the 9%/15™ century, as al-Suyut tells us in his biographical dictionary
of the VIPs of the century, seven “shooting stars” were sparkling in the
heaven of poetry in Egypt, for it happened at this time that seven of the most
important poets bore the name Shihab al-Din Ahmad, hence engendering
the word play “the seven Shihab al-Dins” = “the seven shuhub” = “the
seven shooting stars.”’ Today, however, one would need quite a large
telescope to detect even a faint glimmer of these celestial bodies which
had once shone so brightly. Due to the almost complete neglect, or may I
even say, the contempt and disparagement this literary epoch has suffered
from both modern Western and Arab scholars alike, the works of these
poets have yet to be edited or even studied, and none of the seven has been
granted an entry in the Encyclopaedia of Islam or the Encyclopaedia of
Arabic Literature.

There is, however, a single exception. One of these Shihab al-Dins
was none other than Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani, whose fame as the most
ingenious scholar of hadith in post-formative Islam has endured. Yet
most people are quite surprised when they learn that Ibn Hajar was
also a gifted and prolific’ poet, highly esteemed by his contemporaries,
praised by al-Suyiti, and considered a great master of the tawriya by
Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi, who fills many pages of his Khizanat al-adab with
quotations from the work of Ibn Hajar.” The importance that Ibn Hajar
assigned to his own poetic production is shown by the fact that he himself
composed three different recensions of his Diwan, of which at least two

V' al-Suyiiti: Nazm al-Sgyan fi aan al-a%an, ed. Philip K. Hitti. New York 1927, entries

20, 34, 37,39, 42, 43.

Cf. Ibn Hijja al-Hamawl: Khizanat al-adab wa-ghdyat al-arab. 2nd. ed., 2 vols. Beirut
1991, vol. 2, 226-8. — It is quite characteristic for the state of our knowledge about
Mamluk poetry that even the author of the article on Ibn Hajar in the Encyclopaedia of
Arabic Literature does not mention Ibn Hajar’s literary efforts.
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have survived, a larger and a smaller one. We will focus our attention on
the smaller recension, a selection of precisely those of his poems which
Ibn Hajar considered to be especially brilliant as well as exemplary for
their respective genre. Hence, this Diwan shall allow us to construct a
preliminary but representative image of the poetry in the middle period of
the Mamluk Age. ’

The Theme of Love in Ibn Hajar’s Diwan

For his Diwan Ibn Hajar designed a sophisticated plan to present the
material. His arrangement of the poems is based on the number seven. The
poems are organized into seven chapters and each chapter is comprised
of seven poems, yielding a total of 49 poems (if one disregards the
exceptional structure of Chapter Seven). The following chart lists the
chapter headings, the total number of lines in each chapter, the number
of lines dedicated to love poetry, and the percentage of these lines in the
respective chapter:

chapter : lines total | lines about love % love
1 al-Nabawiyyat ‘ 348 126 36
2 al-Mulikiyyat 325 93 29
3 al-Amiriyyat 338 129 38
4 al-Ghazaliyyat 186 186 100
5 al-Arad al-mukhtalifa 309 12 4
6 al-Muwashshahat 147 135 92
7 al-Magqati* 150 106 70
Total 1803 787 43

Chapter Four is dedicated entirely to the ghazaliyyat and it is this chapter
that will naturally attract our main attention. But it would be rash to confine
ourselves exclusively to the ghazal section because this is not the only
chapter that contains love poetry — indeed, the contrary is the case. In fact,
all chapters contain some sort of love poetry. Therefore, in order to obtain
an overview of the different forms of love poetry in the Mamluk age, we
must also take the other chapters into consideration.

3 Cf. my review of Niir ‘Alil Husayn’s edition of Ibn Hajar’s Diwan in: Mamlik Studies

Review 4 (2000), 267-69. All references in this article are to the following edition: Shi-
hab al-Din Abii ‘Amr: Uns al-Hujar fi Abyat Ibn Hajar. Bayriit 1409/1988.
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Chapter One, al-nabawiyyat, is made up of seven poems in praise of
the Prophet, a genre that enjoyed great popularity only from the 7%/13%
century onwards. By the time of Ibn Hajar though, it was considered a
more or less indispensable part of all poetry. Many poems in praise of the
Prophet open with a nasib. It was, however, not easy to decide the degree of
eroticism that could be tolerated within this pious genre. Yisuf al-Nabhani,
the compiler of a famous collection of mada’ih nabawiyya, had originally
intended to leave out all poems that contain descriptions of beautiful girls
and youths; he changed his mind however when he realized this would mean
abandoning some of the most beautiful poems.4 Perhaps even some of the
seven poems by Ibn Hajar (which are completely included in al-Nabhani’s
anthology) might have been subjected to this objection: for example, in
poem no. 3 we find a rather detailed poetic description of a beautiful youth
inlines 13 to 18. But in general, Ibn Hajar’s nasibs to his mada’ih nabawiyya
are unobjectionably chaste. It deserves to be noted, however, that all of his
seven poems in praise of the Prophet start with a nasib that on average takes
up more than a third of the poem.

Chapters Two and Three contain examples of Ibn Hajar’s secular
panegyric poetry. Chapter Two, al-muliikiyydt, is dedicated to poems in
praise of the caliph and of several princes, mainly from the Rasiilid dynasty
of Yemen, one of the few Arabic-speaking dynasties of this time whose court
heartily welcomed poets. The dearth of poetry-loving princes in the Mamluk
period was more than compensated by the great number of aydn who were
interested in poetry and often composed poetry themselves on a more or less
professional level. Seven odes on such members of the military and civilian
elite form Chapter Four, fi l-amiriyyat wa-l-sahibiyyat. The formal standards
of panegyric poetry had remained more or less the same since the time of Abii
Tammam and al-Buhturi. The poems are usually bipartite and start with a nasib
that can continue either the tradition of the pre-Islamic nasib or that of the often
homoerotic ghazal in the tradition of Abii Nuwas and other poets from the
early Abbasid period.” Both types are represented in Ibn Hajar’s poems, as the
distinction between both categories had weakened by the onset of the Mamluk
period and motifs from both traditions are often intermingled in a single nasb.

4 Yisuf b. Isma‘l al-Nabhani: al-Majmii‘a al-Nabhaniyya fi I-Mad@ih al-Nabawiyya.
4 vols. Bayrit s.a., vol. 1, 14f. Cf. also the discussion in Ibn Hijja: Khizanat al-Adab,
vol. 1, 36-40.

On this distinction cf. Thomas Bauer: Liebe und Liebesdichtung in der arabischen Welt
des 9. und 10. Jahrhunderts. Wiesbaden 1998, 185-97; and id.: The Arabic Ghazal® For-
mal and thematic aspects of a problematic genre. To appear in: A. Neuwirth, J. Pfeiffer
and B. Sagaster (eds.): The Ghazal as a Genre of World Literature. Wiirzburg (BTS 84).
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There is only one single poem (no. 7 of the muliikiyyat, in praise of the caliph)
in which Ibn Hajar refrains from starting with an amatory prelude. As in the
poems of the first chapter, the nasib takes up about one third of the poem.

The following Fourth Chapter, al-ghazaliyyat, is entirely dedicated to
love poetry. The length of its seven poems ranges from between 12 to 51
lines, clearly surpassing the average of the Mamluk ghazal. In most of these
poems motifs from the nasib and ghazal traditions occur together, though in
most of them an elegiac tone prevails. An interesting combination of both is
presented in the sixth poem. Here seven lines form a kind of introduction in
the vein of the old Arabic nasib. This part (so to say the nasib to a ghazal, if
this formulation would not reduce the term nasib to a formal parameter) is
followed by twelve lines in which the poet describes the lover’s union with
a beautiful youth. Such “visit poems” were quite popular in Abbasid times,
especially with Ibn al-Mu‘tazz, but it seems somewhat surprising to find a
Mamluk scholar of hadith engaged in this genre

There is not much to say about Chapter Five, in which different
subjects such as private correspondence and elegies are presented. Only the
first poem has a short nasib.

Much more .interesting is Chapter Six, the section comprising
muwashshahat. This form of strophic poetry became increasingly popular
during the Mamluk age, eventually even surpassing the ghazal in the garid
metres during the Ottoman period. The content of the muwashshahat is
hardly distinguishable from that of the ghazaliyyat. Both deal almost
exclusively with love and they do so in a more or less identical way.
The style of the muwashshahat seems to be somewhat lighter, making
less use of more elaborate and complex rhetorical devices. Only a single
muwashshah deals with a subject other than love. It is no. 6 in which, after a
nasib, the poet praises the Hanafite chief qadi. This proportion is probably
typical for the Mamluk muwashshah. For although in principle every poetic
subject can be dealt with in the form of a muwashshah, love poetry remains
its proper domain.

Of equal relevance for the study of love poetry is section seven, al-
magqati’, dedicated to epigrams, each of which is comprised by exactly two
lines. These two-line epigrams started their proper career in the 3*/9™ century

6 In: Liebe und Liebesdichtung, 510-2, I called such poems “Besuchsgedichte” because

many of them start with the word zdra or zarat “he/she came to visit me.”

On the history of the Arabic epigram cf, Geert Jan van Gelder: Pointed and Well-round-
ed: Arabic Encomiastic and Elegiac Epigrams. In: Orientalia Lovaniensia Periodica 26
(1995), 101-40.
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and reached the absolute peak of their popularity in the Mamluk age when
many a book was dedicated exclusively to the collection of such epigrams.8
It is therefore not surprising that Ibn Hajar included a chapter of epigrams
in his Diwan, even at the expense of violating his principle of arrangement,
since seven epigrams would be an all too meagre number to make up a
whole chapter. Ibn Hajar thus decided that ten epigrams would equal one
qasida. Consequently the chapter is comprised of, at least in theory, seventy
epigrams. ’ The main subject of these epigrams is again love. Fifty-three of its
75 epigrams can be reckoned as belonging to the ghazal genre. In these two-
liners, topics characteristic for the ghazal are presented in an epigrammatic,
pointed form. Among them we find epigrams on young men whose names or
professions are used for a play on words or some similar point. These poems
represent the Arabic counterpart to the Persian and Turkish shahrashiub genre.
Considering the stylistic predilections of the Mamluk era, it is not surprising
that the point of many of these epigrams is formed by a tawriya. The tawriya,
a form of double entendre, was considered by the Mamluk poets to be the
most noble and exalted stylistic device, and Mamluk /iterati were proud of
the fact that their age surpassed the previous periods of Arabic literature in the
art of the zawriya.”” In the translations appended I have marked the tawriyas
by underlining one of the meanings the poet alluded to and giving the other
in italics. In the following example, the last word can either be interpreted as
a form of the noun shafatun “lip” or the verb shafa “to heal” (p. 340):

oL..waJAJL; L:«u,c\jJLw
ek | Y 8 e ded

They asked about one who is passionately in love with a
moon radiant with splendour:

“Did his beloved’s eyes cause him sickness?” — “No,” I
responded, “his lips / they healed him!”

Summing up, we can see that a total of 43% of the lines in Ibn Hajar’s
Diwan deal with love. Love is thus a topic (gharad) of first-rate importance
in this Diwan. Even more lines are dedicated to the subject of love than

8 The most widespread collection of ghazal epigrams was the Marati® al-Ghizlan f

I-Hisdn min al-Ghilman by Ibn Hajar’s comtemporary Shams al-Din Muhammad
al-Nawiji (788-859/1386-1455). This anthology, in which many of Ibn Hajar’s
epigrams are cited, is extant in many manuscripts but still awaits edition.

As a matter of fact, it is comprised of 75, for whatever reason.

10 Cf. S.A. Bonebakker: Some Early Definition of the Tawriya and Safadi’s Fadd al-Xitam
‘an at-Tawriya wa-"I-Istixdam. The Hague et al. 1966.
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to that of praise. If my impression of Mamluk poetry proves correct, it
may even be possible to generalize this observation. Whatever the case,
it is certain that love poetry played a dominant role in Mamluk literature
and that in comparison to the preceding periods of Arabic literature its
importance had increased. If we take into account the stylistic and formal
plurality in which love poetry manifests itself during Ibn Hajar’s time, it is
perhaps no exaggeration to even state that the Mamluk age was the “Golden
Age” of Arabic love poetry.

The arrangement of Ibn Hajar’s Diwan can also give us some hint as to
the perception of the ghazal genre in this epoch. It is generally assumed that
the Arabic ghazal is defined by its content, whereas the Persian and Turkish
ghazal is defined mainly by its form. Whereas this is certainly true in general,
I have argued elsewhere that it is not appropriate to entirely neglect formal
criteria when defining the Arabic ghazal."' As Ibn Hajar’s Diwan shows,
the theme of love is not identical with the ghazal genre, although Arabic
terminology permitted no distinction to be made between both usages.
If Ibn Hajar had been asked about the main topic of his introductions to
panegyric odes, his muwashshahat, and most of his epigrams, he would
have called it ghazal — what else could he have called it? Furthermore, the
ghazal was perceived as a distinct poetic genre, as is shown by the fact
that Ibn Hajar included a separate chapter in his Diwan comprising of his
ghazaliyyat. Obviously the poems that could be assigned to this chapter had
to fulfil certain formal requirements, such as being in the traditional qasida
form (i.e. non-strophic poetry), as being longer than epigrams, and as not
forming to the first part of a polythematic ode. As far as the themes and
motifs of love poetry are concerned, there is hardly any distinction between
those used for introducing panegyric qasidas and those used in independent
ghazal poems. The distinction between the nasib tradition and the ghazal
tradition that is still very apparent in Abbasid times plays a minor role in
the Mamluk era.

Ibn Hajar’s “Red Sea Ghazal”

After this general survey it may be instructive to have a closer look at
an individual ghazal poem. Of course it is not possible to find a single
poem that contains everything characteristic of the Mamluk ghazal. On
the contrary, the poem chosen here displays several features that are rather

11 Cf. note 5 above.
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untypical, such as its extraordinary length and its polythematic structure.
Nevertheless, it contains some traits that give this poem a distinctly Mamluk
flavour, allowing us to recognize that the Mamluk ghazal is not simply, as
it may sometimes seem to be at a brief glance, an unoriginal imitation of
the Abbasid ghazal. The selected poem is no. 7 in the ghazaliyyat-section
of Ibn Hajar’s Diwan. Due to the circumstances of its composition and the
basic situation portrayed in it, I will call it Ibn Hajar’s “Red Sea ghazal.”
Text and translation are given in an appendix to this article.

Nostalgia and City Panegyric

Ibn Hajar’s poem is one of the longest ghazals I am aware of. With its
51 lines it is considerably longer than even most of his polythematic
panegyric odes. Whereas ghazals of 20 to 25 lines are quite common, 51
lines are exceptional for a ghazal in all periods of Arabic literature. If it
were a Persian or Turkish poem, its length would have disqualified it from
even being called a ghazal. What is even more striking is the fact that this
ghazal is a polythematic poem. Three sections are discernible which can
respectively be called “city panegyric” (1-14), “travel account” (15-36),
and “general tashawwug” (37-51). All three sections are unified by a single
situation: the poet undertakes a sea voyage taking him from his home in
Cairo to the Hijaz. On this journey he expresses his love and his yearning
for all that he loves and has now left behind.

With its melancholy, its longing for a distant place and past love affairs
the mood of this first section is reminiscent of that of a traditional nasib.
As is the case with poem no. 6 of the ghazal section, one is again tempted
to speak of a nasib introducing a ghazal. The beloved of the first part is
Egypt, the poet’s homeland. The literary motif of the “longing for one’s
homeland” (al hanin ila l-awtdan) is well attested in all periods of Arabic
literature.”” One should note, however, that Ibn Hajar shared the exuberant
interest of his contemporaries in the genre praising the Prophet. In this
genre it became customary to direct the hanin ild I-awtan not at one’s own
homeland, but to express one’s longing for the Holy Cities in the Hijaz. It
is thus not without irony that the poet, who happens to be on a journey to
the Hijaz, expresses his longing for the country that he has just left behind.
His yearning goes, so to say, in the wrong direction, and we are hence

12 Cf. the contributions by Wadad al-Qadi, Kathrin Miiller, Susanne Enderwitz, and Yum-
na el-Id in: A. Neuwirth et al. (eds.): Myths, Historical Archetypes and Symbolic Fig-
ures in Arabic Literature. Beirut 1999, 3-84.
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prepared for a confrontation with the dark side of pilgrimage. This is not
the only case in which life’s inconsistencies are raised as a subject in this
poem. After all, despite its often light and witty character, the ghazal was
reckoned among the earnest genres (al- ]zddzyyat) not among the jocular
ones (al- hazlzyyat)

Egypt is treated in these lines in the manner of a 01ty panegyric (or, as
we should perhaps say in this case, country panegyric), a genre still awaiting
further study * This city panegyric serves here to introduce the general theme
of travel. Furthermore, its motifs are imbued with images and formulations
of the ghazal. Already the “moons” mentioned in line 1, which will make
their more obvious appearance in line 10 (ahbabi), call to mind the beloved
(mentioned in the plural). In line 2, the poet seeks “union” (wasl) with the
beloved, in this case Egypt. Wine (hinted at in line 3) and a garden establish
the appropriate environment for the amorous encounters of lines 12-14.
While Egypt itself seems to put the beloved at the poet’s disposal in these
lines, they nonetheless outstrip Egypt’s fragrance (line 6) and her natural
beauties. The beloved themselves are depicted in a way typical of the (mostly
homoerotic) ghazals of the Abbasid and Mamluk age. They are not identical
with the single beloved of the rest of the poem, who is the poet’s wife and
could by no means be portrayed in this way. But this description gives the
poet the possibility to compose at least a few somewhat erotic lines, which
create a necessary counterbalance within this unusually pensive ghazal.

The image of Egypt in this passage is that of undisturbed harmony.
Egypt is the unattainable beloved, a utopian place where there is harmony
between man, culture, poetry and nature: man is represented by the
lyrical first person and the inhabitants of this country (line 7); culture is
represented by the Qur’an (lines 2 and 5); poetry is alluded to in the name
of the poet Bashshar (line 1); and nature is described in several places. In
several respects, Egypt takes the place of the Najd, which is the classical
ob]ect of nostalgia in the Arabic nas'b or of the Hijaz in madih nabawi
and mystical poetry.

13 Cf. the structure of Ibn Stdiin’s Nuzhat al-Nufiis wa-Mudhik al-Abis, in: Arnoud Vrol-
ijk: Bringing a Laugh to a Scowling Face. Leiden 1998, in which the ghazal poems are
assorted to the first section (al-jiddiyyat).

Some notes can be found in Geert Jan van Gelder: Kufa vs. Basra: The Literary Debate.
In: Asiatische Studien 50 (1996), 338-62; in the same vol. on p. 290 the partial transla-
tion of an ode on Damascus by the present author.

15 Cf. Jaroslav Stetkevych: The Zephyrs of Najd. Chicago 1993.

14
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Marital Bliss and Maritime Forlornness

The city panegyric ends with a transition (line 15) that leads into an
illustration of the poet’s pitiful state, trapped on a vessel amidst the tyrannic
ocean. The passage that follows, extending to line 36, is what I would call a
travel account. It starts with six lines which form perhaps the most original
part of the whole poem, a description of the ship on which the poet travels. 1
In this paragraph the poet displays a distinct sense of humour and irony;
nonetheless there is a serious background. The description is cast in the
form of a riddle and made up of a series of conceits based on the equation
of the ship with a mount or, as in the last line of the series, with a house.
The images that are obtained by means of metaphor are subsequently tested
for their congruence with the real word. This test reveals a discrepancy
between both. The result is a paradox that in turn leads the attention of the
listener back onto the path of its linguistic construction. This technique was
developed in the 3%/9™ century and extensively used in the ghazal by poets
like Tbn al-Mu‘tazz (d. 296/908) and al-Wa’wa’ (d. c. 370/980).17 Although
still widely used in Mamluk times, this device was not developed further into
an overall basis of poetry, as in the case of the “Indian style” of the Persian
ghazal. Instead, it was relegated to secondary status in Arabic Mamluk
poetry by the tawriya. In the passage in question, one of the paradoxes is
obtained by a tawriya, not a metaphor. In line 18 the poet makes use of
the double meaning of the word jariya, which may mean either “ship” or
“slave girl.” By taking for granted the wrong meaning “slave girl,” the poet
obtains the paradox that for her part this slave girl enslaves everybody who
“penetrates” her (another tawriya, since tabattana has a different meaning
if it is related to the meaning “ship” or to the meaning “slave girl”).

It is perhaps no coincidence that this line stands out in terms of its
subject as well as its stylistic basis. The subject of untamed and dangerous
sexuality that is presented here by means of a linguistic ambiguity gives a
clueto the role of the ship in this ghazal. Obviously the ship is the counter-
image to the beloved, who turns out to be the poet’s wife. The ship and
the sea embody everything that is outside the bonds of society. Even the
regularities of everyday experience are suspended. The mount is quicker

16 The subject was not entirely new. Already in pre-Islamic times the poet Bishr ibn Abi

Khazim had complained about his maritime experiences. This poem and other pre- and
early Islamic descriptions of seafaring are discussed in detail by James E. Montgomery:
The Vagaries of the Qasidah. E. J. W. Gibb Memorial Trust 1997, 166-208. I do not
think, however, that Ibn Hajar alludes to these poems.

17" Cf. Bauer, Liebe und Liebesdichtung, 134fF.
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on rugged than on flat ground (line 17) and it makes the traveller immobile
while it is constantly on the move (line 21). No wonder then that it is not
the object of love. It has only sexuality to offer, a sexuality that is either
devouring (line 18) or ambiguous, as line 19 shows. An Arab reader could
hardly have overlooked the sexual connotation of the pair of opposites
“back” vs. “belly” that had already been introduced into Arabic literature
by al-Jahiz."* Whereas the paradox of this line is once more based on a
metaphor, in line 20 the poet again reverts to a different device. It is called
ta’kid al-dhamm bi-ma yushbih al-madh, “blame in the disguise of praise.”
There is no good in this ship, he says, save that her passengers are driven
by fear and despair to read the Qur’an and to pray. Praying and studying the
Qur’an is a good thing, but the way it is obtained is not good at all. But we
realize that even negative phenomena may have a positive result. And, what
is even more important, the poet introduces here another central subject of
this ghazal. It is the striving to overcome the dangers and vagaries of life
through cultural activity.

Now, after the poet has taken us with him on the ship, he describes a
sleepless night he spends on board, a night full of yearning and despair. The
passage starts with a reference to the theme of resorting to cultural activities
again (line 22), gradually moves from the expression of loneliness and pain
to the affirmation of sincere love and ends with a remarkable final passage,
one which forms a clear counterpoint to the equally remarkable passage
with which it started. This concluding section runs from lines 33 to 36. In
these four lines the poet expresses his tender feelings in a very simple style.
He asks the wind to deliver his greetings to the beloved and to assure her of
his lasting love. This is not unusual. What is really unusual however is line
35, where the poet asks the wind to bring greetings to his beloved, adding
“but don’t tell her anything about my illness, my lasting sleeplessness, and
my permanently running tears, lest this may cause her pain.” Obviously the
poet is afraid that even from such a long distance his wife’s calm may be
disturbed. She is still, after all, in Egypt, the realm of harmony as it was
depicted in the first part of the poem.

A statement like this is contrary to what lovers normally do in ghazal
poetry. Usually they are very keen to inform the beloved about their pain
as a lover.” But in these cases the beloved is almost always a person whose
favour has still to be won or to be regained, whereas in this poem the

18 Cf. al-Jahiz: Risala i Tafdil al-Zahr ‘ald I-Batn, trans. William M. Hutchins: Nine Es-
says of al-Jahiz. New York et al. 1988. 167-73.

19 Cf. the theme of “accusation” in Bauer: Liebe und Liebesdichtung, 426-54.
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beloved is obviously the poet’s own wife, as we can detect from both this
line and line 33. What we therefore have in this poem is a scene of marital
bliss, an expression of the mutual love of a married couple.

Alove poem on the poet’s own wife is a rare find amongst Arabic, (and
perhaps even more so) Persian and Turkish ghazals. It is conceivable that
in the case of Ibn Hajar this may be due to the fact that he was a religious
scholar. This though is obviously not the case. In most of his other poems,
the young men and women who are depicted as the object of love do not
differ at all from those of other poets; nor is his love poetry more chaste and
spiritual than that of his more worldly colleagues. The fact that Ibn Hajar
makes his own wife the subject of a poem reflects rather a general tendency
of Mamluk literature to deal with more private and personal matters than
was the wont of the centuries before.

The a‘yan of Mamluk society, the scholars, gadis and civil servants,
had taken over the role of the primary addressee of poetry from the princes
and generals. They composed panegyric odes to each other of the most
prestigious kind, commemorated each other’s death in their elegies and
elevated what was once only occasional poetry, undemanding artistically,
such as congratulatory poems or poems accompanying presents, to the level
of works of art. As a result, the Mamluk era became a period of Arabic
literature in which life and poetry were perhaps more intimately intertwined
than at any other time. In this context it is not surprising to find a poet who
composes a sophisticated poem about his longings for his own wife and
publishes it in his Diwan.

The Ambiguities of Life and Language

Finally, let us take a brief look at the last section of the poem, starting at
line 37. It is a very general expression of the pangs of unfulfilled love. The
beloved here is not necessarily identical with that of the middle section.
One of the functions of this section is to create a counterbalance to the first
section, the city panegyric, which it matches almost exactly in length, thus
providing the poem with a symmetrical structure. Further, this section adds
a number of tawri jas to the poem. Altogether at least 16 lines of the poem
contain a tawriya. Nearly half of them are to be found in this last section,
which we can thus consider to be more or less made up of tawriyas. Whereas
we find nearly all comparisons in the first section (lines 1, 2, 12, 29),

20 Cf. lines 1,7, 8, 18, 22, 26, 28, 30f,, 36, 382, 39, 40, 43, 44, 47, 50, 51.
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the middle section is dominated by the metaphor and the last by the
tawriya. The distribution of semantic stylistic devices thus corresponds to
their historical development, but also forms a line of gradually increasing
ambiguity. » '

Western and Arab scholars alike often regarded the tawriya as a nice
but superficial intellectual game. Perhaps a poem like the present one can
show that there is more to this game and can give us a hint of the deeper
meaning of the tawriya in the Mamluk age. Ibn Hajar’s poem is a ghazal,
but it is not only a poem about love: it also deals with loss, loneliness,
anxiety, uncertainty, and the feeling of being a stranger in an alien and
unpredictable world. However, Ibn Hajar was a scholar and like almost all
poets of this period he had trained as a religious scholar, a fact that certainly
accounts for the popularity of the tawriya in this age. As a scholar, there
was one fixed point in his life, namely scholarship, i.e. reading, studying,
writing, composing poetry, in sum, all manner of creatively handling
language which pursued the aim of detecting and interpreting the divine
law governing this world. This is alluded to several times in the poem.
Besides the numerous references to Qur’an and Hadith, to historical figures
and to literature in general (as in line 38, from which we can conceive that
poetry is more reliable than reality), I will only point out line 22, where
the poet declares that books are his only comfort. But even this final and
sole comfort is something ambiguous, for books cannot provide absolute
certainty as language itself is ambiguous. The poet shows us this in this
very line, in which the word asfir can either be read as the plural of safar
“journey” or as the plural of sifr “book.” And this ambiguity is demonstrated
amply by the many other tawriyas in this poem.

The famous poet and writer Ibn Hijja al-Hamawi, Ibn Hajar’s
contemporary and admirer, advises everybody to study the fawriya carefully
and quotes a statement from al-Zamakhshari: an understanding of the
Qur’an and hadith can help a great deal in mastering the tawriya because
all these texts are governed by the same law of ambiguity.” The tawriya is
therefore nothing other than the human imitation of the ambiguity inherent
to the divine revelation itself. Man will never succeed in giving a definite
interpretation of it, will never get beyond a certain level of probability and
will never be in the possession of absolute certainty. Therefore, our poet’s
hope to overcome the uncertainty of the world and the forlornness of the
stranger by taking refuge in the world of learning is denounced by the text

21 Cf. Tbn Hijja: Khizdnat al-Adab, vol. 2, 40.
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itself, by the ambiguity of its own words. Thus we can understand why the
poem ends with two lines of despair and hopelessness, two lines which
we can only hope that his wife never read. In these lines the poet declares
that all his endeavours to find security have been in vain and, of course,
he expresses this with five tawriyas. Every tawriya has a second meaning
pertaining to an overall field of economy.

Since ambiguity and uncertainty are necessarily inherent to the texts
themselves, thereby reflecting the basic condition of our life in this world,
even the study of texts and the reading of books cannot provide the comfort
the poet was seeking. The harmony that was first projected into an ideal
image of Egypt, but was lost by setting out for a journey, is not regained.
Though the structure of the poem is conspicuously symmetrical, the poem
does not end where it started. The initial harmony, which already was of a
utopian kind, cannot be restored. The poem thus undergoes a development
that can be illustrated by the following chart:

1 city panegyric (14 lines): harmony established

2 sea journey (21 lines)

2.1 ship — [negative]: temptation, harmony disturbed
2.2 poet — [transition]: attempt to find harmony in culture

2.3 wife — [positive]: harmony must not be disturbed

3 tawriya passage (15 lines): harmony challenged

In the end, there remains only a last refuge, and this is to accept the divinely
ordered ambiguity of life and to celebrate it in one’s own creative play with
words. For the poets in the Mamluk age with their scholarly training, the
play with words must have been more than a mere play. It must have been
a reflection of their own perception of the condition of man in this world.
And it is, I think, easy to understand now that no other style could have
matched better Ibn Hajar’s desire to express the strangeness of men in this
world, which is the final message of this ghazal.

Ibn Hajar’s poem has a structure reminiscent of that of the polythematic
qasida. Nevertheless, it is clearly recognizable as a ghazal, even if we
disregard the author’s own assignment. The poem’s immediate subject is
love. This theme remains visible in all its different sections, so that there
is no need to modify the definition of the ghazal as principally being a
monothematic poem about love. Behind the theme of love we notice,
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however, a profound preoccupation with existential questions concerning
one’s own life. In pre- and early Islamic times poets such as Labid, Zuhayr,
or Ka‘b would have dealt with such a subject in fakhr poems. This genre
had ceased to play any role in the Mamluk period. Instead, the ghazal had
opened itself to the treatment of private and personal matters of the most
different kinds. With its personal subject and the virtuoso employment of -
the zawriya this poem shows two typical features of Mamluk poetry. At the

same time, it is an excellent example of how the ghazal genre possessed a

capability for development and its versatility. Furthermore, this poem shows

that the Mamluk age is certainly not the least interesting period of Arabic .
literature and may encourage further studies in this fascinating field.
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When will the horizon of Egypt be disclosed again by my moons?
When will I transmit again the traditions of the bringer of glad tidings
/ Bashshar about reunion?3 )

And when will I read the verses of union from the leaves of faces in
which the seal imprints / complete recitation of kisses resemble the
‘ushr-marks.? ‘

And out of the joy of reunion sway as if I were drunk without having
received the benefit from the cups of a wine merchant?

To Egypt, oh yearning for Egypt and its people, a yearning like that of
a man struck by excessive love who did not opt for separation.

Oh my loneliness, oh Egypt, oh what a country you are! The creator
himself has brought the glad tidings that he who enters it will enjoy
security.3¢ )

Oh country where the north wind’s soft breezes blow, from which the
nose can smell a perfumer’s jar!

Despite all envy the faultfinders can find nothing to reprove / no
means to kindle the fire of reprove, and yet the flint of bounty strikes
bright flames in the hands of its inhabitants.

When the faultfinders vie in glory with Egypt, the cutting sword of
the Nile rises and defeats all boasters / shatters all pottery with the
Nilometer of truth.

Egypt, pasture of my pleasures, delight of my youth, my first
homeland, my last desire, : '

Abode of those who I love, pleasure ground of my eyeballs, place
where my moons rise and my thoughts set.

There I put on the garment of amusements dissolutely, while my
excuses fulfilled their duty to stripe me off all restraint.

How many a gazelle resembling a rising sun did I have there
that seized my spirit when it turned its face and when it began to
shine,?’

34

35

36
37

In the excellent commentary by Shihab al-Din Abii ‘Amr in his Uns al-Hujar fi Abyat
Ibn Hajar the reader can find a comprehensive treatment of the rhetoric devices in this
poem. In general, I will not repeat his notes here.

The mention of the ‘ushr marks, which mark every tenth of the Qur’an, and the words
ay and subf (metris causa for subuf ) suggest that the word khatm is also a tawriya that
went unnoticed by Abit ‘Amr. Khatm (or khatma) is the term for the recitation of the
entire Qur’an or a collection of hadith. Ibn Hajar composed one of his odes in praise of
the Prophet on the occasion of a khatm of the Sahih of al-Bukhari.

Allusion to Q 12/99: udkhulii Misra in sh@a lahu Gminina.
Note the laff wa-nashr: iltifit refers to ghazal, isfir to ghazala “rising sun.”
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And many a moon who, by the light of his face, made the full moon
‘wane and darken after it had been full and bright.

As he bends to and fro, his fragrance spreads to us. Thus he derides the
twigs and disparages the flowers.

Oh my beloved! After I have left you, I have been set on fire on the sea
while you stay amidst meads and rivers.

Distance has afflicted me to such a degree that I even ride a mount
about which one can only report by telling the most strange nightly
tales.

When she approaches the smooth land, she slows down her course, but
when the billows surge, she speeds up in rugged ground.

A slave gitl / ship is she, but whosoever penetrates her / enters her
belly is made her slave, be he a slave or a free man!

Though people — now listen to my amazing stories! — travel in her
belly, she moves along quickly on her back!3®

There is no good in her save that he who boards her will be a confidant
of the Qur’an and a persevering prayer.

But the strangest thing I can relate is that I am an immobile traveller
whose home is constantly on the move!

On my journey I could not find a companion apart from writings.
Thereby I removed my anxiety by means of books / journeys.

I spent the night (sleepless) as a conversation partner of the horizon
and imagined you to be its stars until I started to fall in love with my
nightly entertainers.

I parted with the breath and the teeth of my beloved. Therefore
night’s darkness had no end, since I have lost my daybreak and my
dawn.

My eye wept tears and blood and sleep, and after they all had been
consumed completely, it wept its sight for you.*

How dark / tyrannical has the world become in my eyes since / though
those in charge of my passion / torment are far away: the reprovers and
my moons!

I put on night’s garment out of grief (over the impossibility) to meet
you — how had I to drag the trail of tears!

38

39

Due to its protruding form, the lower, submerged part of the ship is considered to be its
back. Therefore, the ship is an inversion of a camel.

Niir al-‘ayn, the “light of the eye” (cf. German “Augenlicht”) is the eyesight. I did not

imitate this image in the translation. The rhetoric device is called mushdkala, cf. Abii
‘Amr’s commentary.
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Ever since I have lost you, I don’t have anybody in my mind apart
from you. Therefore, your being removed from my eyes engenders the
removal of my thoughts / elision of elipsis.

You are the desire of my soul, the guideline of my insight, the
lightening of my eyesight, the relief of my distress.

You took lodgings in my heart, which is the habitation / ‘Ammar of my
love for you, but then you set fire to the guest house!

So do not unjustly seek by your parting to kill the heart / Ammar,
for we know that it is the wont of those who seck injustice to kill
‘Ammar! : '

Maybe, though, there is no shame in separation, since I have always
known you as a person who could never tolerate anything shameful.
Oh ye wind’s breezes, by God, bring my greetings to my spirit that
dwells in my home! v

And ask her the favour to grant my eyes her vision in my dreams so
that her nightly apparition may attain a pleasant union with me!

But don’t tell her anything about my illness, my lasting sleeplessness,
and my everflowing tears, lest this may cause her pain,

And say to her that I will immovably- stick to my love for her, even if [
have not come to an end with the hardships of travel yet.*!

I departed without heart, without sociability and without the sweetness
of sleep, since she is my intimacy and towards her are dedicated all my
thoughts.

I think of a house that is filled by the scent of her perfume. Therefore,
in reading poetry I find my pleasure if I come across laurel and bay-
tree. :

But who is satified with traces after having had the real thing? And
who will even bring me tidings from the beloved of my heart?

If she whose beauty is the passion of my heart has gone far away /
become one of the Muhajirun, my tears will come to my aid / be my
Ansar. .

It is sad enough that there is no helper besides weeping to soften my
sorrows and to conceal my secrets.

40

41

‘Ammar ibn Yasir was a companion of the Prophet. “A notable prophecy attributed to
Muhammad concerns the death of ‘“Ammar at the hand of the ‘rebel band,” which he
condemns to Hell” (H. Reckendorf in: EP:Encyclopaedia of Islam? , 1, 448b).

Abil ‘Amr points to a tawriya in the word mugim, which may also mean “staying at the
same place” (as opposite to “travelling”; cf. line 21). T did not mark this in the text since
it is already reflected in the word “immoveably.”
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The reason why passionate lovers shed tears is that in their ignorance
they try to remove the hand of grief with their glances from the heart.

I conceal my passion from those who censure and envy me, but my
manifestation of steadfastness does not bear any resemblance to my
concealment / something that would bring me joy. )

I have been afflicted with love for one who does not know the extent
of my desire for him — oh my grief, after departure, for the abode / him
who knows!*

I smile, but if you could see what happens inside me, you would notice
in me a fire with a whirlwind.*

Many a friend whose equanimity had been disturbed by departure
— not everyone who endures separation is a patient endurer —

Used to ask: Shall I conceal my anguish or reveal it? What is the state
of the firestick of endurance? And I answered: Conceal it! / It has
taken fire!*

I have been beguiled by one who urged me to part. Here I am now,
plunged into an affair the outcome of which I do not know:

A confederate of grief, one whose tears have been set free, a friend of
sorrows, a captive of my lonely contemplations.

I spent my whole life with the endeavour to attain / for the receipt of
union, but I did not gain a hundredth of what I had hoped for.

(I gained nothing) but grief that has settled down / has been assigned
fo me in my heart and steady / a set pension of tears that have been
set free / exempted (from taxes) after my separation from you and are
running / are my salary.®

42

43
44

45

“He who knows” (ad-dari) should, of course, be spelt with final y&’. But this is irrel-
evant in the case of a tawriya.

Q 2/266: fa-asabaha i‘sarun fihi narun fa-htaraqat.

Contrary to Abii ‘Amr, I would consider the device in this line an istikhdam, not a
tawriya proper, since both meanings of wari are actually needed.

If I correctly understand al-Nébulusi’s notes on the fawjih (cf. Pierre Cachia, The Arch
Rhetorician or The Schemer's Skimimer, Wiesbaden 1998, no. 67), Ibn Hajar’s lines
present several tawriyas and not a tawjih, since the lines give a correct meaning even if
we suppose the technical meanings of the words to be intended. This is also Abi ‘Ali’s
analysis. I am not so sure, however, as far as line 2 is concerned.



