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Ambivalent Beauty: The beard in classical Arabic 16ve poetry 135 
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They blamed him after he got a heard, but I replied: 
In blaming, you lose sight ofbeauty! 

This is a deer (ghazat) so it should come as no sur­
prise that a deer would produce musk. 

In an epigram by I;Iusäm al-MaliallI ( d. 629/ 
1231-1232) two additional features of the beloved's 
beauty and their objects of comparison cooperate 
in order to produce a phantastic etiology. The red 
blushing cheeks of the beloved re-semble embers, 
and his mole-an omnipresent feature of beauty15 

-is likened to ambergris burnt as incense:16 
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They said to me: "Hair encro�ches upon the cheeks 
of the one whom you love." "This is no disgrace for 
him," said I. 

"His beard is the smoke that rose from the ambergris of 
his mole when it·was burnt in the embers ofhis cheek."· 

Countermeasures 

Given the fact that a less-than-thick beard was 
considered a young man's adornment, it is har-

„ dly surprising that · we only very rarely read 
about young men who try to llide their beard 
growth. Occasionally authors write about 
coquettish youths who try to prolong their 
appeal to men by manipulating their beard. 
Sources mention either depilation by plucking 
and using a depilatory paste (nüra) or shaving. 
When Abü Tammäm (d. c. 232/845) learnt 
that his beloved 'Abdalläh had depilated his 

15. See TALIB 2013.
16. Anonymous in Khal' Ed. 230a = Khal' Ms. 18b (meter

kha;if); for the poet I;Iusäm b. GhuzzI al-Mal)allI see
SAFADI, al-Wäfi, vol. 11, p. 349, where the epigram is
also quoted.

17. See BAUER 1998, p. 174-184; nüra is mentioned on
p. 182.

18. Anonymous in Khal' Ed. 243a = Khal' Ms. 35b (me­
ter tawil), attributed to al-Wadä'I in SAFADI, al-Wäfi
vol. 22, p. 202. - The text fol19ws Khal' Ms.; Khal'

skin by plucking and using nüra in order to find 
a new lover, he became enraged and composed a 
number of cynical poems that give a rare insight 
into a failed love affair from the early 9th cen-
tury.17 

Halfa millennium later, al-Wadä'I(d. 716/1316) 
appears more tolerant. In an apologetic epigram, he 
justifies his love for a "plucker" by word play. If 
the word nätif, written n-ä-t1, "plucker" is written 
backwards, it yields f t-ä-n = fattän "enchanting, 
charming, seducing":18 
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I fell in love with a tender gazelle with a drowsy 
glance until the hair ( of the beard) appeared - love 
takes many forms! 19 

People said: "Snap out of your love for him! He is 
a plucker! (nätif)" "You've inverted (the word)," I 
replied. "He is charming (fattän)!"

Depilating �s not a permanent solution, however. 
When the beard grows too dense, shaving (balq) 

is the last resort, as we learn from the following 
anonymous epigram. Its pimchline hinges 011 the 
homonymy of the word müsä, which can meari 
both "razor blade" and "Moses":20 
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He kept on plucking basil from his cheeks until, when 
it became too. abundant, he started to shave it off. 

lt is as though Mount Sinai rises on his face all the 
time. Therefore Moses (= the razor) will never leave it. 

Ed. reads wa-sh-shawqu instead of wa-l-'ishqu and 
fa-qultu 'kusühü instead of fa-qultu 'akastum.

19. Allusion to a saying attributed to Socrates: al-'ishqu.
junünun wa-huwa alwänun ka�mä anna l-junüna
alwänun "Love is a kind of madness and has many
forms just as madness has many forms", see SARRÄJ,
Mm;äri ', p. 70, and see WKAS II, 3 1861 a.

20. Khal' Ed. 244b = Khal' Ms. 36b (nieter basff). - Va­
riant readings in Khal' Ms.: stal;täla nabätan instead
of statäla 'alayhi; maef,ä instead of madä; wa-müsä
instead of fa-müsä.
















