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THOMAS BAUER

Ambivalent Beauty: The beard in classical

Arabic love poetry

Abstract: The growth of a beard meant a drastic change in
status for every male, especially as far as his role in love
relations is concerned. Until the age of eighteen to twenty,
boys were expected to fulfill the role of the “beloved.” The
growth of a beard demanded their abandonment of the
passive role and their entry into the sexual world of the
adult male. Reality, however, not always proved to be so
easy. A love relation between a youth of eighteen years and
an older lover involved a great deal of emotional engage-
ment that could not be so easily given up when the beard
of the beloved started to grow. This conflict is reflected in
epigrams in which the poet excuses himself for not giving
up his love to a youth who has already grown a full beard.
In many other poems, however, the growing beard is de-
picted simply as a feature of beauty. From the beginning of
the 9th century onwards, poets composed beard-epigrams
by the thousands. Our focus will be an anthology by the
Cairene author an-Nawdji (1386—1455) comprising about
five hundred epigrams of this kind.

Introduction

There are not many poems on beards in Euro-
pean literatures. There are, however, thousands
of them in Arabic literature, composed over
more than a thousand years between about 800
and 1850. There are even whole books dedicated
to epigrams about beards. The most famous of
them bears the title Khal" al-‘idhar fi wasf al-
‘idhar “Throwing off all restraint in describing
the sprouting beard”. Its author is the Egyptian

1.  The work was edited in 2010 on the basis of two
manuscripts in which a number of poems are mis-
sing. Therefore, I have also referred to the Munich
manuscript of the work, which is more complete and
often has better readings. I quote in the following
way: Khal® Ed. for the edition, and Khal* Ms. for the
manuscript = ms. Munich cod. ar. 598 (see bibliogra-

poet and anthologist Shams ad-Din an-Nawajt
(c. 788—859/c. 1386—1455).! Mostexamples quoted
in the following are taken from this book, though
I could have tapped dozens of other sources. The
abundance of beard-poems in Arabic deserves
an explanation. I will try to give one under the
following nine headings.

The Beard as a Marker of Age

In Middle Eastern societies, the beard was the
main marker of age for a man. His beard was the
text from which other people could read his age.
His hair was of much less importance. Most of the
time headgear covered it in public anyway. And
when a man lost the hair on his head, his beard
remained. Hair loss, which causes so much worry
to people today, was not a major theme in Arabic
literature. The greying of one’s beard was.?

The state of being bearded marked the two
most important periods of transition in a man’s
life. The growth of a beard signaled the end of
youth and the beginning of adulthood. When the
beard became grey or white (the Arabic word
shayb tends to designate whiteness), it was a
signal that old age had begun.

Both processes—the growth of a beard and
its turning grey—do not happen suddenly but

phy for both). On an-Nawajt, see BAUER 2009.

2. There are a number of Arabic literary texts, mostly
epigrams, on the greying of the beard, on dyeing it
with henna and other beard-related topics. The pres-
ent article, however, will focus entirely on the beard
in love poetry (ghazal).
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take place over a longer period of transition. Age
as measured by the state of one’s beard is thus
highly ambiguous; a fact that Arabic authors ex-
ploited frequently.

The beardless boy or youth is called amrad
(pl. murd). One starts growing a beard at the age of
about 14 to 18 with the growth of the moustache. In
Arabic, the moustache is called sharib “the drin-
ker”. The color of the sprouting moustache was
perceived as akhdar “green”; ikhdarra sharibuhii
“his moustache became green” is the common ex-
pression for the first appearance of the moustache.
The first growth of the moustache is followed by
the sprouting of hair on the cheeks. This is called
‘idhar. Its primary meaning is “cheekpiece (of a
horse’s bridle)”, hence the phrase khal* al-'idhar
“removing the bridle” means “throwing off all
restraint”. The word then became a designation
for the “cheek™ in general, but its use in the sense
of the sprouting beard came to predominate. It is
the most common word for it in our poems, as
shown already by the title of an-Nawajt’s book.
The normal word for the full-grown beard is lilya
(pl. lihan, less frequently /uhan). The verb iltaha
is the normal word for “growing a beard”.3 Unsur-
prisingly, there are many other words for beards
in Arabic, but it might suffice to mention the word
dhaqgan, which both designates the chin and the
hair that grows there.*

In one of his strophic poems, Fakhr ad-Din
Ibn Makanis (745-794/1344—1392) displays his
love for women and men of all ages. The verses
are, of course, licentious and mock social norms.
In doing so, they very vividly portray all stages
of aging that can be read from looking at a per-
son’s beard. The poet starts by mentioning wo-
men, who are not differentiated by their age.
Men, on the other hand, are classified according
to their beards as beardless boys and those who
can grow beards, starting with the tender downy
beard of youth that turns into a black beard until
grey hairs appear among the black. This stage of

3. See, with many examples, WKAS 11, 2, p. 400,
408-417.

4. Other common words for beards or parts of them
are ‘uthniin, sabala, ‘anfaqa, and musal. In a few of
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a beard is called zurziri after the black and white
plumage of the starling (zurzir). The final stage
is the white beard, here compared to camphor:>

oaohll el 25405 (g ANS Ll 2l )
SN (a5 el g (0555505 AN 5 s

I passionately love women who resemble the Houris
of paradise, and beardless boys and men with tender
downy beards,

And also those with black (full-grown) beards, those
with starling-colored ones, and old men with cheeks
the color of camphor.

The Beard as a Marker of Gender

Since medicine and the biological sciences
acquired discursive priority in the fields of sex
and gender, the category of biological sex has
moved to the foreground. In earlier times, both in
the West and in the Middle East, people inhabited
gender categories for which biological sex—
though of primary importance—was just one
variable among others. Most importantly, until
recently biological sex was seen as exclusively
binary in modern societies. Anything that
contradicted the dichotomy of male vs. female
was considered defective. The category of gender
is more ambiguous. It allows for a number of
intermediary phenomena, such as intersex
(khuntha), effeminates (mukhannathim), eunuchs,
hijras, the Afghan bacha posh and the Albanian
virgjinesha, and others. The gender category
of ‘man’ is the focus of all patriarchal gender
projections. It is not a binary category, but a
continuous line from ‘non-man’, through several
degrees of ‘partly man’ to ‘real man’. Age plays
a role. A boy is born with male sex, but he still
has to become a man. The most important sign
of having acquired the status of a ‘real’ man is
growing a full beard.

Acquiring the status of adult male had a number
of social consequences. It even had consequences

an-Nawaji’s epigrams the word nikrish (Persian nik
“beautiful” + rish “beard”) occurs.

5. Khal" Ed 242b = Khal® Ms. 35b (part of a
muwashshah, meter rajaz).
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for love and sexuality. A fully-grown man was
expected to fill the role of active lover. He was
the lover, everyone else the beloved. As far as the
sexual act is concerned, he was the penetrator, who
did not question his male gender role even when he
penetrated other males (sinful though this act may
be). Being penetrated himself (being a ma biin)
would, however, have strongly endangered his
position as a ‘real’ male and moved him further
toward the female pole of the gender continuum.
Again, the modern binary categories of hetero- vs.
homosexuality are not applicable.®

Beard, Love and Sexuality

In the domains of love and sexuality, the
categories of age and gender are crucial.
Gender and age are perhaps the most decisive
determinants of how love relations are perceived.
In Middle Eastern societies this meant (religious
norms notwithstanding) that not only did love
relations between men and women accord with
gender norms, but that this was also the case of
love relations between men and male youths who
were not yet considered ‘men’ in the full gen-
der-sense of the word. As a consequence, ho-
moerotic relations were widely tolerated so long
as the gender difference was maintained, and
homoerotic poetry came to form a large part of
love poetry in Arabic, Persian and other Islami-
cate languages.” Nevertheless, the bulk of these
poems revolve around love relations in which
the gender difference is not strictly maintained,
which is one reason for the obsession with beards
in Arabic love poetry. Even if one assumes an
age difference between the lover and the beloved
in most cases, quite often the beloved seems to
be rather close to the ‘real-man’ end of the scale.

6.  During the last decades, scholars have published a
large number of studies on issues of sex and gender.
However, scholars of Islamicate histories and lite-
ratures are only gradually starting to consider their
results. Among the more important studies relevant
to this article are the following: Rowson 1991 (on
the mukhannathiin); SANDERS 1991 (on the khuntha);
EL-RouAYHEB 2005; MassaDp 2007; KrLaupa 2008;
Bauer 2011, p. 268-311; GUGLER 2014 (see also

Given the gender model as exemplified so far,
it would mean that a male-male love relationship
was acceptable so long as the beloved had not yet
grown a mature beard. In turn, the growth of the
beloved’s beard would necessitate the termination
of the love affair. And indeed there are poems
f1 dhamm al-"idhar “against sprouting beards”
that point in this direction, such as the following,
which exploits the double meaning of sharib as
“drinker” and as “moustache”. The speaker used
to drink the beloved’s saliva instead of wine (to
which saliva is often compared). He considered
this drink as permissible, since it does not violate
the Islamic prohibition of wine. After the belo-
ved grew a moustache, however, kissing him was
no longer unproblematic. Therefore, the “mous-
tache” is what prevented him from drinking the
wine-like saliva. Taking into account the secon-
dary meanings of the words, we get the paradoxi-

cal expression: “the drinker prohibited the wine”:

Ay Cim ol AT 4y 5y Bl 355 e S
L3 seddl a5a o ) YD dimy D S g f S

I used to take his saliva as substitute for drinking
wine, but after he grew a beard, I joined those who
keep their distance.

I had always considered this drink specifically to be
permitted until his moustache prohibited [also this kind
of ] the wine (= until the drinker forbade the wine).

Whereas the restraints caused by the beloved’s
beard are a common subject of love poetry, we
hear much less about those caused by the beard
of the lover, the role always adopted by the poet.
But they do exist, and again they are determined
by the beard. This time, it is the grey beard that
ultimately brings about an end to the love affair —
any love affair, since older men are not supposed
to indulge in love affairs but to be patriarchs of

Voss 2014 in the same volume on general issues with
references to further relevant studies).

7. See BAUER 2014a (also of relevance is ArRvAs 2014 in
the same volume, p. 145—163); BAUER 1998; BAUER &
NEUWIRTH (2005); NEUWIRTH (et alii) (2006).

8. Khal Ed. 245a= Khal* Ms. 37a (meter tawil). — Text
follows Khal‘ Ms.; Khal* Ed. reads ujanibuh instead
of yujanibuh.
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their family and content with their wives and
concubines. In general, many homoerotic love
affairs depicted in so many Arabic love poems
may be considered juvenile affairs in which the
lover is not much older than the beloved. When
the phase of siba, the folly of youth, is over, love
is a danger and a malady. An anonymous poet
illustrates a worst-case scenario:’

G‘A.\.ﬁ s t;l.!.;: la REENS) j:\—ﬁj‘ )‘Jé L.!i:;!:t—

The hand of fate has changed us now that I’ve turned
grey and he’s grown a beard.

Darkness has taken the place of the forenoon and the
forenoon has taken the place of darkness.

Whereas a beard (“darkness”) now covers the for-
merly forenoon-like bright face of the beloved, the
dark beard of the lover “is transformed to fore-
noon” itself. In one case, forenoon is a good thing,
darkness a bad one. In the other case, the reverse
is true.

Apologies

Verses bemoaning love affairs that have ended as a
consequence of the beloved’s growing a beard are
the rarest of all in love poems about beards. If my
impression is correct, they are more common in
the early development of homoerotic Arabic love
poetry and almost disappear in later periods. From
the very beginning, poems that I call ‘apologetic
beard epigrams’ or poems that simply celebrate
the beard’s beauty are more common by far.!
The apologetic beard epigram, in which the
poet defends his continued love affair with a
young man who has already grown a beard, has
a history that stretches back to antiquity. In the
“Greek Anthology”, we find a poem by Straton of
Sardis (2™ century CE), in which he apologizes

9. Khal® Ed. 245a = Khal" Ms. 37a (meter majzii’ al-
khaftf).

10. On the sprouting beard in Arabic love poetry
(ghazal) of the 9™ and 10t century, see BAUER 1998.

11.  Greek Anthology, p. 286-287.

12.  An example by Aba Tammam (d. c¢. 232/845) is
quoted in BAUER 1998, p. 271.
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for persisting in his love of a boy whose beard has
already begun to sprout. In Paton’s translation:

“Even though the invading down and the delicate
auburn curls of thy temples have leapt upon thee, that
does not make me shun my beloved, but his beauty is
mine, even if there be a beard and hairs.”!!

In Arabic poems from the early 9" century, the
line of argument is similar: Despite the beloved’s
beard, he is still beautiful and loveable.” Very
soon, however, argumentation becomes much
more sophisticated and the “despite” transforms
into a “because of”. Now it is precisely the beard
that makes the beloved attractive and loveable.
The beard is compared to objects that have a posi-
tive or neutral connotation such as perfumes like
ambergris, ghaliya (“galia moschata”) and musk
(all of them black in color); flowers like violets and
myrtle; the night; the spots on the moon; writing
and certain letters that are similar in form; ants;
embroidery; polo mallets, and so forth.!* In com-
bination with images for other traits of beauty, the
poet is able to show that the beard is at least a ne-
cessary accessory or even an amplifier of beauty.
The stylistic device of husn at-ta'lil “phantastic
etiology” is the perfect instrument for such an
argument. For a millennium, thousands of poems
like this were composed, mostly in the form of
two-line epigrams. Often the first line mentions
those who censure or blame the lover for his rela-
tionship whereas the second line gives the vindi-
cation. Here two examples may suffice.

Abit I-Faraj Ibn Hind@’s (d. 420/1029) starting
point is the common comparison of a beautiful
person with a gazelle (ghazdal), under which cate-
gory—not altogether correct from a strict zoologi-
cal point of view— the musk deer also falls. The
musk ‘gazelle’ produces musk; the black beard
is compared to musk. Hence the argument of the
poet: If the beloved is a gazelle, it is only natural
for him to produce musk:'"

13.  See the lists in BAUER 1998, p. 263265, 275.

14.  Khal' Ed. 240a = Khal* Ms. 32b (meter mukhalla’ al-
basit). Note the jinas (speech units—mostly words—of’
equal or similar sound and/or script with different mea-
nings) between ‘ibtum and ghibtum in the first line.
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Jleall ge aiaey alie Wilis aall el 5ile
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They blamed him after he got a beard, but I replied:
In blaming, you lose sight of beauty!

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

In an epigram by Husam al-Mahallt (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 resemble embers,
and his mole—an omnipresent feature of beauty'
—is likened to ambergris burnt as incense:'

File @l le Eul8a 080 Al Euie 08 Chyga e 48
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They said to me: “Hair encroaches upon the cheeks
of the one whom you love.” “This is no disgrace for
him,” said L.

“His beard is the smoke that rose from the ambergris of
his mole when it was burnt in the embers of his 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 hide 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 (niira) or shaving.
When Abt Tammam (d. c¢. 232/845) learnt
that his beloved ‘Abdallah had depilated his

15.  See TaLiB 2013.

16.  Anonymous in Khal " Ed. 230a= Khal * Ms. 18b (meter
khaftf); for the poet Husam b. Ghuzzi al-Mahallt see
SAFADL, al-Wafi, vol. 11, p. 349, where the epigram is
also quoted.

17.  See BAUER 1998, p. 174—184; niira is mentioned on
p. 182.

18.  Anonymous in Khal‘ Ed. 243a = Khal* Ms. 35b (me-
ter tawil), attributed to al-Wada'1 in SAFADY, al-Waft
vol. 22, p. 202. — The text follows Khal" Ms.; Khal

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

Half a millennium later, al-Wada'1(d. 716/1316)
appears more tolerant. In an apologetic epigram, he
justifies his love for a “plucker” by word play. If
the word natif, written n-a-t-f, “plucker” is written
backwards, it yields f-t-a-n = fattan “enchanting,

charming, seducing™'$

Bl 6330 G ) leels Gapdall Guels Lads Euslial
, sl [_gl’a?l\ 5
O\38 3h Led) phue Culds Canls 33 434 (e (34l 150

I fell in love with a tender gazelle with a drowsy
glance until the hair (of the beard) appeared — love
takes many forms!'”

People said: “Snap out of your love for him! He is
a plucker! (natif)” “You’ve inverted (the word),” 1
replied. “He is charming (fattan)!”

Depilating is not a permanent solution, however.
When the beard grows too dense, shaving (halg)
is the last resort, as we learn from the following
anonymous epigram. Its punchline hinges on the
homonymy of the word mizsa, which can mean
both “razor blade” and “Moses”:?’

Slaa asle JUaial s dwmjlas Ulay ) Caiiy J1) e
ASlay
A Y o shd e (634 dlia g (358 L sk LS

He kept on plucking basil from his cheeks until, when
it became too abundant, he started to shave it off.

It 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-[-‘ishqu and
Jfa-qultu “kusihi instead of fa-quitu ‘akastum.

19.  Allusion to a saying attributed to Socrates: al- ‘ishqu
Juniinun wa-huwa alwanun ka-ma anna [-juniina
alwanun “Love is a kind of madness and has many
forms just as madness has many forms”, see SARRAJ,
Masari', p. 70, and see WKAS 11, 3 1861 a.

20. Khal' Ed. 244b = Khal* Ms. 36b (meter basif). — Va-
riant readings in Khal“ Ms.: stahala nabatan instead
of statala ‘alayhi; mada instead of mada; wa-miisa
instead of fa-miisa.
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Acclaim

The author of Khal" al-‘idhar was not only an
extraordinarily successful anthologist, but also
a first-rank poet himself. Therefore, it is high
time to turn our attention to one of an-NawajT’s
own poems. In the epigram that shall serve as
an example, the poet combines two time-ho-
nored comparisons (cheek = rose; beard = sweet
basil) to form a mura at an-nazir “harmonious
choice of images™: A fence of basil protects the
rose garden. However, the protection is of no
avail:?!

Flesil o3 iags Ganali ligia Allal) 340 35 zidw
Flasal) EaA s Tall Jlad) Ja Akl5as 34l G,y

He fenced the rose-garden of his cheek with basil to
protect it, and my heart became agitated.

And so I set forth and kissed his cheek a thousand
times right away so that I broke through the fence.

In this epigram, there is no apology whatsoever.
The sprouting beard is just another feature that
increases the beauty of the beloved. Despite what
we have seen of the dhamm al-‘idhar “dispraise
of the sprouting beard” theme and attempts to
get rid of one’s beard, the overwhelming majo-
rity of poems about youths and their beards give
a positive image of the beloved’s beard. The poet
may vindicate his love for a youth whose beard is
sprouting, or he may simply praise the perfection
the beard lends to the beloved’s beauty. This is
also true for love poems that do not focus on the
subject of the beard. If the beard is mentioned in
these poems, it is among other features of beauty
and charm, but never in a negative tone.
Whereas one gets the impression that the
appreciation of the beloved’s beard even increases
over the centuries, early representatives of Arabic
homoerotic love poetry like Abi Tammam alrea-
dy praised the beard. The famous jurisprudent and

21.  Khal® Ed. 225a= Khal  Ms. 9a (meter sart’); see also
BAUER 2009, p. 329.

22.  Anonymous in Khal " Ed. 233b= Khal * Ms. 20b (meter
basit). This famous epigram is quoted often in the
contextofthestory of Ibn Dawiid’sdeathinconsequence
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author of a book about love (and legendary lover
himself) Ibn Dawud az-Zahiri (255-297/868-910)
is one of them. In the following epigram, (dark)
beard and (white) cheek are combined in the

image of “ants on ivory”:??

gﬁ ged sz‘ JL.J 9 1A ‘51 gﬁ Eo J&.:.u.“ sj‘ j).L.?
’ ‘sal..u:j\ 43 JL
gle o oo Jlad (eilS aumjle (548 culpad ) Ly

Look at the magic in his glances and at the darkness
in his languid eyes!

And look at the hairs upon his cheek: ‘tis as if ants
creep across ivory.

The author of the next epigram is Jamal ad-
Din Ibn Nubata (686—768/1287—-1366), the most
highly acclaimed poet of the Mamluk period.
The poet introduces a reluctant beloved, who
is adorable even when he mistreats his lover. In
line two, the punchline, the beard is mentioned
as the only feature of beauty without any hint
of apology. As often, it is compared with script.
Khatt, the Arabic word for “script”, even became
the ordinary Persian word for the downy beard.
Ibn Nubata, however, is not only talking about
script in general, but he also can read the text.
The beard’s script on the beloved’s cheek, as it
turns out, is nothing but the first part of the mo-
notheistic Islamic creed substituting “beautiful
creature” for “God”. A daring play on religious
images, as this may seem almost blasphemous to
many modern readers, but was quite common in
Ibn Nubata’s time:?3

osliza Hanad Gla C)la.’c 3 ﬁﬂue jj;ﬂ Jay Je
32 Y zale ¥ O Mgl alin g (358 Huual) (58 03

There is a gazelle from the desert sands — a willow
twig hard to harvest (majna); if it wrongs you (jana),
it tastes sweet.

Beauty has written on his cheeks: “I bear witness:
There is no beautiful creature but he”.

of love, see for example SARRAJ, Masari, p. 69;
attributed to al-Khubzaruzzi (d. ¢. 327/938) in SART
AR-RAFFA, al-Muhibb, vol. 1, p. 48. — In the first
hemistich, Khal * Ed. reads min instead of /1.

23.  Khal' Ed. 226b = Khal  Ms. 12b (meter munsarih).
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To sum up, it is obvious that in Arabic poetry
written between 800 and 1850 CE by far most
references to the beard of a beloved are in praise
of the beard. Poetry can thus confirm the general
observation that the ideal beloved in the societies
that produced classical Arabic poetry was older
than the beloved in antique Greek societies, whose
poets never praised their beloved’s beards. Arabic
poets mentioning beloveds of the age of fifteen
obviously boast of their youthfulness.?* Beard epi-
grams foster the impression that an age of fifteen
was considered the lower end for starting a love
affair and that in most cases the age of the younger
partner in most love relations was between sixteen
and the early twenties. This is corroborated by the
fact that the moustache (sharib) is the subject of
only comparatively few poems, whereas the beard
on the cheeks (‘idhar), which starts to grow some
time later than the moustache, is clearly the focus
of Arabic beard epigrams.

which deals with the features of beauty of lovable
persons, bears the headline /7 madh al-‘idhar wa-
dhammihi “on praise and dispraise of the sprou-
ting beard”.>> The chapter comprises 26 poems in
praise of the beard and nine in its dispraise.
Skipping almost five hundred years, we ar-
rive at an-Nawaji, who not only dedicated a large
chapter of his anthology Marati‘ al-ghizlan “The
Gagzelles’ Pastures” to the beard topic but was pro-
bably the first to treat the subject in a volume of
its own, the Khal ' al- ‘idhar. This book comprises
515 beard epigrams in the Munich manuscript.
Whereas in as-SarT’s chapter 74% of the poems
were already in praise of the beard, the share of
pro-beard epigrams rises to 88% with an-Nawajt,
whereas the proportion of poems about “dispraise
of sprouting beards and similar” drops to less than
10%. The following chart gives the titles of the
three chapters in an-Nawaji’s book; the pages in
the edition of the Khal  al-‘idhar and the folio
numbers in the Munich manuscript; and the num-

Collections ber of epigrams in the Munich manuscript:
. p. in Khal " Ed. / fol. > Epigrams in
Chapter title in Khal Ms. Khal Ms.
fimadh al-"idhar “in praise of the sprouting beard” 220242/ 1b-35b 454
[T madh an-nutafa’ wa-I-hulaga’ ““in praise of those who pluck and | 242-243 / 35b-36a 11
shave (their hair)”
frdhamm al-"idhar wa-ma ft ma'ndhu “in dispraise of the sprouting | 243-247 / 36a-40a 50
beards and similar topics”

Once established as a feature of beauty, the sprou-
ting beard was not only a standard topic of love
poetry; littérateurs even started to grant this topic
a chapter of its own in anthologies of love poetry
(ghazal). The 10"-century poet as-Sarf ar-Raffa’
(d. ¢. 362/972) is the author of an anthology in
four parts entitled al-Muhibb wa-I-mahbiib wa-
l-mashmim wa-I-mashritb “The lover and the
beloved, what can be smelled and what can be
drunk™. Part one and two are dedicated to love
poetry, part three to flowers and gardens, part four
to wine poetry. The third chapter of the first part,

24. See BAUER 1998, p. 170 with n. 63.

25.  SART AR-RAFFX, al-Muhibb, vol.1, p. 41-58.

26. See ‘ABD AL-HADI 2001, p. 78, where eleven manus-
cripts are mentioned.

The popularity of the Khal® is attested by
the comparatively large number of manuscripts
preserved.?® Small wonder that a book of such
popularity found its emulators. Perhaps the most
important is Badr ad-D1n Muhammad ibn Yasuf
ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Minhaji, who died around
960/1553%7 and authored an anthology that
bears a title clearly reminiscent of an-Nawaji’s:
Bast al-a'dhar ‘an hubb al-"idhar “Presenting
excuses for the love of the beard”. The book is
still in manuscript and deserves further study.?3

27.  GAL II 295, S II 406.
28. El Escoreal Ms. arabe 448.
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Special Beards

A few poems are notable for describing beards
that were considered unusual or developed in
an unusual way. The following poem by Zayn
ad-Din Ibn al-Kharrat (d. 840/1436) deals with
a beard that started to grow in a seemingly
ordinary way, but after a while stopped growing
further. This phenomenon needed a poetic expla-
nation, and the well-known images of the ants of
the beard, the grain of the mole and the fire of
the cheeks provide him with the necessary ingre-
dients to construct a phantastic etiology:>’
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The beard stopped growing on his cheeks as if
something had hindered it from creeping forward:

When ants tried to carry away the grain of his mole,
the fire of his cheeks stung them and they withdrew.

In the Middle East, a blond beard is no doubt
uncommon. The polymath as-Safadt (696—764/
1297-1363) composed an epigram on a youth
growing a blond beard. The epigram falls into
the category of apologetic epigrams. This time,
however, it is not the fact of the beloved growing
a beard but the blondness of the beard that seems
to need some sort of justification:3"
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The herbs of the sprouting beard on the cheeks of a
blond youth say: Oh you, who love him, his blond-
ness is no wonder.

Isn’t the paper of his cheek a ruby? Then how else
can beauty write upon it if not in gold?

All poems quoted in this article with the excep-
tion of the first belong to the genre of love poetry

29.  Khal' Ed. 231b = Khal* Ms. 20b (meter kamil).

30. Khal Ed. 225b = Khal* Ms. 11a (meter kamil).

31.  See BAUER 2014b. Epigrams dealing with beards are
treated on p. 162 and on p. 175.

32. Khal' Ed. 242a = Khal* Ms. 34b-35a (meter kamil).
The poet is Baha'addin Muhammad ibn Rustam ibn
Muhammad ibn Abt I-Fadl al-Halabi, known as Ibn

THOMAS BAUER

(ghazal). The first one and the next one we will cite
represent the mujiin genre that comprises poems in
which the poet boasts of violating social, legal or
religious norms, indulges in sexual explicitness or
ironically reports about embarrassing mishaps.’!
In confessing one’s love for a bearded person, the
thickness of the beard is what determines the dif-
ference between a ghazal and a mujin poem. As
long as the beard is not yet fully developed, the
poem may count as a ghazal poem. Confessing
one’s love for a densely bearded man and thus
one’s transgression of social norms, instead, would
make it a mujian poem. In the following epigram
by Ibn an-Nahhas (71/13t ¢.), the beloved is not
only a man with a densely grown black beard, but
grey hairs are already appearing and the beard has
reached the zurziri “starling-like” phase. Notwith-
standing its confession of a violation of social
norms, the poem echoes exactly the ordinary
apologetic beard epigram in its structure and line
of argument. It starts with the accusations of the
censurers, which are rejected in the following line
and refuted with an argument based on mura at
an-nazir, “harmonious choice of images”. If the
beard, the white hairs in it and the bright cheek
yield something as beautiful as night, stars and
morning, there can be nothing blameworthy in it:3?

pagadlsd & i aJla Q005 (A a8 Ahgaa 15lE
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“Your beloved is starting to turn grey,” they said.
“How long will you carry on being madly in love
with him?”

“Chill out!” I replied, “Only now has his beauty been
perfected, and the stupidity of his censurer become
clear.”

“His cheek is a morning, the herbage of his beard a
night, its stars are his grey hairs.”

an-Nahhas. The only source about him seems to be
IBN AL-QAdT, Durrat al-hijal, p. 3-5. The epigram is
quoted on p. 4. The date 684h., which the editor of
Khal " gives for Ibn an-Nahhas’s death (n. 392) is the
date of an ijdza, not the date of his death.
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The Ottoman Beard

Whereas our knowledge of Arabic literature of the
Ayyubid and Mamluk period (6™ to 9t/12t" to 15t
century) is insufficient, that of the Ottoman period
is virtually unstudied. It is obvious, however, that
beard poems in the vein of the preceding periods
were composed in substantial numbers. Badr ad-
Din al-Minhaji’s anthology of beard epigrams,
which dates from the beginning of the Ottoman
rule over the Arab lands, has already been men-
tioned. Two poems from the late Ottoman period
may conclude this paper.

The author of the first poem is judge and
mufti ‘Abdallatif Fathallah, who died in Beirut in
1260/1844. In its three lines, the epigram combines
sun, moon, stars and clouds. There is no apology
for the beard. Instead, the beard is presented as an
indispensable prerequisite to perceive the beauty
of the beloved, whose sun-like face would other-
wise hinder people from looking at him:33
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May I be made the ransom of a sprouting beard that

settled on the cheeks of one who — being a sun — is
superior to the stars and moon.

If it weren’t for his beard, our eyes could not look at
his face with its radiant beauty.

Just like the sun, which our glances could never look
at were it not for the fine clouds that surround it.

The last example is not a love poem, but a
commemoration of the beginning of beard
growth. Thus it demonstrates the social im-
portance of the beard, and the vitality of tra-
ditional ghazal images of it until as late as the
middle of the 19" century. Its author is the
famous and influential Christian poet and scho-
lar Nasif al-Yaziji (1214—1287/1800—1871), who

33.  FATHALLAH, Diwan, vol. 1, p. 451 (no. 510, meter basiy).
34. BAUER 2003.

was also famous for his mastery of the chrono-
gram, a stylistic device very popular during the
Ottoman period. Chronograms make use of the
fact that every letter of the Arabic alphabet has
a numerical value, too. It is the chronogram-
mist’s task to find an expression fitting to the
event to commemorate. At the same time, the
sum of the numerical values of every letter of
this expression must yield the year in which the
event took place.3* People commissioned poets
like ‘Abdallattf Fathallah or Nasif al-Yaziji to
compose chrono-epigrams on occasions like the
death of a relative, the return from pilgrimage,
the completion of a building, the birth of a child,
or a wedding. Another such occasion was the
growth of a beard. ‘Abdallatif Fathallah wrote
thirteen epigrams on this topic, al-Yaziji four.?’
In the first line of the following epigram,
Shaykh Nasif starts with the image of the bright
cheek that is compared to the moon, whereas
the beard supplies the night in which the moon
rises. The second line presents another image
common in (apologetic and non-apologetic)
love epigrams. In these epigrams, poets reinter-
pret the beloved’s beard as being ants that creep
along the beloved’s cheeks in order to taste the
honey of his saliva. Yaziji’s epigram is not a love
poem. Nevertheless, he heavily draws on the the-
mes and imagery of traditional homoerotic love
poetry. The main difference is that whereas the
beloved’s “honey” is most often his saliva, here
it is the honey of his eloquence (a subject treated
sometimes in love poetry as well, anyway).
Now the chronogram comes in. The second
hemistich of the second verse starts with the
word arrikh “Note the date!”. It is the signal to
indicate that the sum of the numerical values of
the following letters yields the date to be com-
memorated. In this case, it is the phrase yahimu
‘alayhi namlu ‘idhart “the ants of a beard swarm
around it”. In Arabic script, the phrase is written
with the following fifteen letters: y-h-w-m-"-I-y-
h-n-m-[-"-dh-"-r. Taking the numerical values of
these letters, which is 10 for y, 8 for / etc., we get

35. Ibid.. p.514.



140

the following calculation: 10 + 8 + 6 + 40 + 70 +
30+10+5+50+40+30+70+700+ 1+
200 = 1270. As a result, we learn that the year
in which al-Husayn’s beard started to grow on
his cheeks was the year 1270 a.H. (equivalent to
1853-1854 CE):3¢
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Husayn reveals to us his beard, so say to him: “The
moon rises at night.”

We perceive the honey of eloquence in your mouth—
note the date!—and the ants of a beard swarm around it.

‘Abdallattf Fathallah and Shaykh Nastf are among
the last notable poets of Arabic beard poetry. From
the middle of the 19" century onwards, élites in
the Middle East increasingly adopted the values
of Western societies, among them the belief that
love and sexuality should be restricted to hetero-
sexual monogamy. Intellectuals started to eye the
long tradition of Arabic homoerotic poetry with
suspicion, and it came to an end around 1850. The
end of homoerotic poetry also meant the end of
Arabic beard poetry after more than a thousand
years. But that is a different story.’’
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introduced by the following editorial:
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