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Nearer, My Prophet, to Thee

Samsaddin an-Nawagi’s Supplicatory Poem in
the Metre Mutadarik

Thomas Bauer

Aba “Abdallah Samsaddin Muhammad ibn Hasan ibn ‘Ali an-Nawagi al-Qahiri
a$-Safii, commonly known as Samsaddin an-Nawagi (b. before 788/1386, d.
859/1455) had greater aspirations in his life than just to be known as the author
of one or two anthologies. Instead, he aspired to be acknowledged as an all-
rounder in the field of adab, the theory and practice of linguistics, stylistics, and
literature.! Whereas his works on grammar and lexicography may indeed not be
pioneering achievements, he could demonstrate in his anthologies that he was
an excellent connoisseur of the literature of his time and a fine poet himself.
And, of course, he left a Diwan of his poetry, the last version of which must have
been compiled shortly before his death, since it comprises a poem in praise of
the Prophet from the year 858/1454.

Modern reception has not done him justice. Whereas several of his minor works
on lexicography and poetics have been edited, his most famous anthology, the
Halbat al-kumayt, is still lacking a critical and indexed edition. However, it is acces-
sible at least in two older prints, whereas his Marati al-gizlan, an anthology of the
same importance and one of the major literary achievements of the century, is still
in manuscript (in quite a number of manuscripts, indeed). His other anthologies
fared better, thanks to the untiring effort of Hasan Muhammad ‘Abdalhadi.? The
same ‘Abdalhadi edited the Diwan of an-Nawagi in 1980 as his doctoral thesis. Un-
fortunately, it never found the way into press and is hardly accessible today at all.
Consequently, a large part of the poetical ceuvre of one of the major poets of the
9/15% century still remains inaccessible to a broader public.

Only one part of the Diwan had a different fate: The poems in praise of the
Prophet Muhammad, which constitute the first part of it, have a story of their
own. For a modern observer, these poems that testify to the deep and sincere pi-
ety of their author, seem to be hardly reconcilable with the topics of an-Nawagis
‘best-seller’-anthologies dealing with wine and homoerotic love. In an-Nawagi’s

1" On an-Nawagi and his works see Hasan Muhamad ‘Abdalhadi, Mx allafat Sﬂmmddm
Mubammad ibn Hasan an-Nawasi as- Saﬁ‘z, Amman 2001; Thomas Bauer, “al-Nawaji”,
Joseph E. Lowry, Devin J. Stewart (eds.), Essays in Arabic Literary Biography 1350-1 850,
Wiesbaden 2009, pp. 321-331.

2 See the list of an-Nawagi’s woks and their editions in Bauer, al-Nawaji, pp. 321-322.
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times, which were more tolerant of such ambiguities, this seeming contradiction
did not pose a major problem.?

A poem in praise of the Prophet has a triple nature. First, it is a mundane
poem, a work of art meant to be read and enjoyed by the public for its artistic
qualities. Second, it is a spiritual work, a contemplation of the Prophet and his
deeds, and finally, it is a supplication for his benediction and his intercession.
For an-Nawagi, these poems were not only meant to commemorate the Prophet
and to pray to him, but to enter in direct conversation with him. Such a conver-
sation seemed possible because, as is said in different abadit, the prophets are
alive in their graves in such a way as to be able to perceive prayers directed to
them and so act on behalf of the prayer.* An-Nawagi’s permanent conversation
started in 830/1427. From this year onwards, he composed exactly one poem in
the Prophet’s praise every year and made sure that it was recited immediately to
the Prophet in front of his grave in al-Madinah. In most cases, he asked a person
who went to perform the pilgrimage in the respective year to recite his poem. It
is easily imaginable how excited an-Nawagi was when the Prophet responded in
832/1429. In this year, an acquaintance of a friend of an-Nawagi, who did not
know him personally, had a dream in which the Prophet appeared and asked
him to greet a poet known as an-Nawagi. When an-Nawagi received this mes-
sage, he fell in a state of ecstasy and composed a poem not in his own style, but
a t@’iyyab in the style of the mystic Ibn al-Farid (576-632/1181-1235). In the fol-
lowing year 833/1430 an-Nawagi performed the Hajj himself (it was his second
Hajj) and took the chance not only to recite the poem of this year directly in
front of the Prophet, but also to recite the poems of the past years.

The series of an-Nawagi’s mada’ih nabawiyyah started in 830/1427. After
twenty years, an-Nawagi published the poems composed so far in a work entitled
al-Matali© as-Samsvyyab fi F-mada’ih an-nabawiyyah “Places of Sunrise: Eulogies on
the Prophet”. Yasuf ibn Isma‘il an-Nabhani (d. 1932) included these 20 poems
in his al-Magmi‘ah an-nabbaniyyah thus making them known to a modern audi-
ence. Still after having published al-Matali® as-Samsiyyah, an-Nawagi continued
his series every year until 858/1454, the year before his death. Consequently, the
corpus amounts to 29 poems, to which the Diwan adds a short poem on the oc-
casion of the Prophet’s birthday (mawlidiyyah) in order to yield 30 poems. The
mada’th composed between 850 and 858 did not become part al-Matali® as-
Samsiyyah, neither were they known to an-Nabhani. The editor of al-Matali, who
had edited an-Nawagi’s Diwan before, added these poems in his edition, thus

See in general Thomas Bauer, 4 Culture of Ambiguity, New York 2021.

See for example al-Bayhaqi, Hayat al-anbiya@ fi qubiarihim and as-Suyuti, Inba’ al-adkiya’ bi-
bayat al-anbiya’, Cairo n.d. (Maktabat al-Iman).

See poem no. 3 in an-Nawagi, Diwan and al-Matali as-Samsiyyab.
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making them easily accessible today. A tabular overview of the 29 poems plus

the mawlidiyyah is given here:¢

No. Year Mt | Rhyme | X Nabhani Incipit
01 [830/1427 | H |amab | 53 | 4:110-114 Gl il 1l )
02 |831/1428 | B |26 | 87 | 3:146152 | Jdlly.. JgZ 31yiVl, ZA e O
03 |832/1429 | T |ai | 115| 1535543 | gl.. s5id 5 ool L dlitay
04 [833/1430 | H |@ |75 | 1:156-162 ol oot S5 41 5
05 [834/1431 | B | | 57 | 4:288:292 a8 B ol 5okl Ele
06 |835/1432 | B [3r |49 | 2224228 | grE .. gally Jlall o3 &L 32
07 | 836/1433 | T |aviu | 81 | 2:348354 | &blg .. ) &4F Ja b GI OLS
08 |837/1434 | Rm |ay 72 | 4:333-338 5 oy ol dxgl o
09 |838/1435 | B |3 |40 | 1577580 | g Vs gl S5 el o
10 |839/1436 | K |3% | 61 | 2:355359 Igalal ... g Ganly Szastll VY
11 |840/1437 | T |3rz | 65 | 2:219-224 Sef L R 312 Y sdad Sl
12 | 841/1438 | B |3ba | 60 | 1:461-466 il Sy MHM
P
13 [842/1439 | W |adi | 65 | 2:63-67 S ool e s sl 1504
14 |843/1440 | B |30 | 40 | 3:365368 | R, .. 5 e lee 350 Opdl)
15 | 844/1441 | S |ab 48 | 4:292-296 HEH gt Fdi A
16 |845/1442 | B | 3g1 | 53 | 21453457 | Gb.. 3ud) pylall 3aS E 25 Yy
6

Column 1: Number of the poem in the Diwan and in al-Matali* as-Samsiyyab; column 2:

year of the Hajj, for which the poem was composed (the date of the Christian year is the
date of the 1%t of Du I-Higgah); column 3: Metre; column 4: Rhyme (2 = /i, 3 = a/i/u, x
= any consonant); column 5: Number of verses in the Diwan; column 6: Text in al-
Magmii‘ah an-nabbaniyyah; column 7: First hemistich plus final rhyme-word.
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No. Year Mt | Rhyme | X Nabhani Incipit

17 |846/1443 | Mtdk | 367 | 40 | 1:470472 L g ey el
18 |847/1444 | Md |3maz | 70 | 4:114-118 a5 e polth Sl ,,u, Y
19 |848/1445 | K |2m | 66 | 4211217 O3 2 . O9Sall b3 el s
20 | 849/1446 | W | xbi | 56 | 1:466-469 i o i Bl 3115
21 |850/1447 | K |3 | 62 é.‘&\ CJMM 4 ju Syly e
22 |851/1448 | T |axili | 68 Jat o Sy 1 2B YV, )
23 | 852/1449 | W | aymi | 67 328 cpallall A L 3
24 |853/1450 | T |3/ | 53 G5 s Bl fhat) Gy fo

MWy Lasdl) (3T &5 YA Syl
25 |854/1451 | T |3la 29 27 5

PP

26 |855/1451 | B |32 | 77 G35 . s, W d1, & 2
27 | 856/1452 | Sil |an | 54 Sl . Slassy 3l G Lo A Lo
28 |857/1453 | W | hinnah | 67 RSO I PR
29 |858/1454 | B |ali | 64 - e SR el ”J‘G
I3

30 | (mawlid) | K |2m | 7 585 e 13970 sl Hgay EE

This corpus of 29 mada’ih nabawiyyah is a major contribution to the genre. Far
from being uniform, each of the poems has its individual characteristics, be it in
its form, its content, its intertextual references (no. 2 is a mu‘aradah of Kab’s
burdah, no. 3 interacts with Ibn al-Farid’s t@’yyah), or its literary peculiarities. A
special occasion is behind poems no. 3 (the reaction to the Prophet’s greetings in
a dream), no. 12 (gratitude after the end of a plague), 24 (gratitude for recovery
from a severe illness), 25 (praying for relief during a famine) and no. 26 (grati-
tude for an abundant flood of the Nile). The length of the poems ranges be-
tween 29 and 115 lines, while unusual rhymes like -ay (no. 8), -@ (no. 15) or
-hinnah/hunnab (no. 28) vary with common ones. Each poem takes its individual
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stylistic shape, is a literary gem of its own, and would certainly deserve inde-
pendent study. The poem chosen here is one of the shorter ones, and its rhyme -
3bi is quite common. What makes it remarkable, though, is its very uncommon
metre mutadarik, and it is exactly this metre in which the core message of the
poem is to be found. In this respect, it seems quite singular in Arabic literature.

As we will see, its overall structure follows a major tendency of the Mamluk
qasidah. As has already been demonstrated with qasidahs by Ibn Nubatah (686-
768/1287-1366), Mamluk gasidahs seem to follow a different pattern than those
composed by the Abbasid panegyric poets, thus reflecting a trend from a primar-
ily representative to a primarily communicative function of literature:

Abbasid gasidabs are made up of several building blocks, which are clearly separated
from each other, each constituting an independent thematic unit. (...) Ibn Nubatah’s
qasidabs are different. Still, they consist of different building blocks, which I call “the
frame,” mostly zasib and madih. But the boundary between these sections is blurred. In-
stead in the nasib, the poet introduces several themes as well as what I call leitmotifs. The
nasib thus functions as a sort of exposition of the themes and leitmotifs of the gasidab,
whereas the rest of the gasidab is the development, in which this material is subject to con-
tinuous variation and recontextualization.”

In the following, it will be shown that an-Nawagi, a century younger than Ibn
Nubatah, still uses the same scheme to organize his gasidah as his predecessor
did. This makes it even more plausible that poets organized longer poems ac-
cording to the following main structural parameters: (1) The frame organizes the
sequential structure of the gasidab; (2) qasidab-theme(s) dominate the whole of the
qasidah and elucidate and/or illustrate its central idea, and (3) litmotifs permeate
the whole or parts of the gasidah, are constantly recontextualized and interact
with the gasidab-theme(s) and the gasidalh’s central idea. Obviously, this way to
structure a gasidah was not limited to certain poets, but rather typical for the
whole of the period. Our analysis will also show that an-Nawagi’s poetry, so
heavily neglected until now, is comparable indeed in its subtlety and refinement
to that of the great master of the period, Ibn Nubatah.

Samsaddin an-Nawagi composed the poem analysed here for the Hajj of the year
846/1443, in which it was recited in front of the Exalted Prophetic Highness (a/-

7 Thomas Bauer, ““Ayna hadha min al-Mutanabbi!” Toward an Aesthetics of Mamluk Litera-

ture”, in: Mamlik Siudies Review 17 (2013), pp. 5-22, here p. 20. A detailed analysis of a
poem by Ibn Nubatah, in which the function of Rabmen “frame”, Qasidenthemen “qasidah-
themes”, and Leitmotive “leitmotifs” is presented in detail by Thomas Bauer, ““Der Fiirst ist
tot, es lebe der Furst!* Ibn Nubatas Gedicht zur Inthronisation al-Afdals von Hamah
(732/1332)”, in: Ulrich Marzolph (ed.), Orientalistische Studien zu Sprache und Literatur. Fest-
gabe zum 65. Geburisiag von Werner Diem, Wiesbaden 2011, pp. 285-315.



198 THOMAS BAUER

hadrah as-Sarifah an-nabawiyyah) by means of a messenger.? Its frame structure is
quite clear and unsurprising. At first sight, the poem appears to consist of two
major parts plus a connecting passage: (1) an introduction in form of love poetry
(line 1-13), (2) a transition in the form of a short rabil and tapallus (line 14-17),
and (3) the final madih (lines 18-40). However, this first impression of the poem’s
structure as exhibiting a rather conventional tripartite gasidah consisting of nasib,
rahil and madip, does not do justice to its more refined complexity. Whereas the
tripartite structure remains visible, an-Nawagi transcends it in several respects.
First, the initial section is not a nasib, but a gazal.’ Since the time of Abbasid po-
ets like Abu Tammam (d. 232/845), it was quite common to fill the slot of the
nasib with a “modern” gazal in panegyric poems. However, for the genre of po-
ems in praise of the Prophet references to the traditional zasib such as naming
the beloved Mayy or Su‘ad, mentioning places in the Nagd and the Higaz, talk-
ing about the deserted campsite of the beloved or a nightly vision of her (bayal),
are almost indispensable. In an-Nawagi’s corpus of mada’ith nabawiyyah, no. 12 is
the first (but not the last) poem to dispense with these references altogether. His
introductory section is a clear-cut gazal, not a nasib. The final part is not just a
madih but should instead be analysed as two parts, a madih proper and a final
prayer. Therefore, the poem’s outer frame structure can be analysed as a four-
part poem consisting of (1) gazal “introductory love poem” [line 1-13], (2) rahil
and tapallus “journey plus bridge to the addressee” [line 14-17], (3) madib “praise
of the Prophet” [line 18-30], and (4) du‘@ “supplication” [line 31-40].

These four macrosections can in turn be divided in 11 easily recognizable sec-
tions that form the inner frame, in which the poem’s proper development takes
place: The gazal comprises the sections [1] to [3], the rapil/tapallus the section
[4], the madih the sections [5] to [8], and the du‘@ the sections [9] to [11]. The
following analysis of the poem moves from section to section, giving its text and
translation and figuring out the gasidab-themes and the leitmotifs that character-
ize the poem as a whole.

In the gazal-part, the poet addresses a beautiful woman in the second person
just as the Prophet will be addressed in the second person in the final prayer
part. The gazal consists of three sections, which 1 call [1] the tagabul-al-arif
section, [2] the beloved’s brightness-section, and [3] the tawgih-section:

an-Nawagl, al-Matali as-Samsiyyab fi Fmada’ih an-nabawiyyah, no. 17, pp. 153-155; an-
Nawagi, Diwan, pp. 86-88; an-Nabhani, al-Magmii‘ab an-nabhaniyyab, 1:470-472. All three
editions, though based on a substantial number of different manuscripts, give a com-
pletely identical text. The only exception is the word wa-ral in line 25, where the Diwan
reads wa-qul, which is almost certainly a mistake.

2 On the difference between both, see Thomas Bauer, “The Arabic ghazal: Formal and the-
matic aspects of a problematic genre”, in: Angelika Neuwirth et al. (eds.), Ghazal as World
Literature II: From a Literary Genre to a Great Tradition, Wiirzburg 2006, pp. 3-13.
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(1] Gazal I: tagahul al-“arif “feigned ignorance”

g =414, 1 NPRCH S JOTR s S P
USSR VIR SR PP UMY PR )\ R
VS . 0T S Y — P el £ su TR
BN WY N L IVt S WY § T B
RICR N S SR .3, *S ¥ PR JET S W

1 Is this the wine of your saliva or is it honey? Are these the pearls of your teeth or

bubbles that rise when wine is mixed with water?

2 Or the stars of your earrings that swim in the firmament'® and set in your cup of

wine?

3 Arethese red anemones on your checks, or are they acacia strap flowers, dyed red

in the blood of your lovers 1!

4 Or are they the roses of your cheek’s shame'? irrigated by the waters of beauty

with which flames intermixed?

5 Is that the parting of your hair on the sides of your head, or is it a horizon em-

broidered with lightning and rainclonds?

The first section of the gazal is characterized by a single stylistic feature. It is
called tagabul al-arif “feigned ignorance”. The speaker is comparing things while
pretending not to know which part of the comparison is the real object.!3 The
use of tagahul al-arif is quite common in poetry, but to extend its use over five
verses is extraordinary and must have a deeper meaning in the poem. We will
later see how the ignorance prevailing in this first section will give way to cer-
tainty towards the end of the poem.

Here and often, the first section of the poems fulfils a function comparable to

the exposition in a sonata. As such, it introduces the leitmotifs of the poem,
which are pointed out quite clearly: There are three plants here (lines 3 and 4),

10

11

12
13

Allusion to Q 21:33 and Q 36:40, where it is said about the sun and the moon: kullun fi fa-
lakin yasbabin.

‘anam designates various species of the mistletoe family such as Plicosepalus acaciae (or
Loranthus acacia, the acacia strap-flower) or Plicosepalus / Loranthus curviflorus with scar-
let blossoms, which are compared to women’s fingers dyed with henna, see Manfred Ull-
mann, “Beitrdge zum Verstindnis der ‘Dichterischen Vergleiche der Andalus-Araber’”, in:
Welt des Orients 9 (1977), pp. 104-124, here pp. 107-108.

U5 = ;s allowed at least in poetry, see Lane 682 a 22-24.

On this stylistic device, see Pierre Cachia, The Arch Rbetorician or The Schemer’s Skimmer,
Wiesbaden 1998, no. 135.
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and we find plants or parts of plants in abundance in the rest of the poem (lines
8,9, 20, 21, 29, and finally in the concluding line no. 40). There is also an abun-
dance of water in the poem. In the first section, we hear about “swimming” in
line 2, and have water and clouds in lines 1 (water-bubbles), 4 (waters), and 5
(clouds). Furthermore, water occurs further in lines 6, 10, 25, and 26. A third
candidate for a leitmotif is fire and light, including shining celestial bodies, which
we find in lines 2 (angum), 4 (lahab) and 5 (barq) in the first section, and later in
lines 6 (bilal), 7 (fagr, subb), 8 (iltahaba), 11 (halah), 27 (niran), 33 (sa‘ir), 38 (Subub).

Since we have water, fire and plants, it is not too daring a hypothesis to suggest
that they represent another, more comprehensive, leitmotif, namely the four ele-
ments.* Plants represent the earth. From line 16 to 19 landscapes and the mineral
gold that is found in the earth substitute the plants and continue the leitmotif.
The air is only peripherally present in the form of scent in lines 8 and 40, but
these are crucial lines in the poem, and they fit neatly into its program. These
leitmotifs permeate the whole of the poem, are constantly varied, and appear in
different contexts. This is shown in the illustration at the end of the article where
the leitmotifs are marked in the text of the poem in colour, whereby blue stands
for water, yellow for fire, green for earth and grey for air. It is certainly no coinci-
dence that the term ‘andasir “elements” appears in line 21 of the poem, its exact
middle!

Section [1] thus introduces the poem in the form of a sweet gazal and intro-
duces the poem’s leitmotif, which can be identified as the four elements of water,
fire, earth (represented by plants), and, peripherally, air (represented by scent,
only appearing in the third section). The whole section is held together and de-
rives much of its literary charm through the use of the stylistic device of tagahul
al-arif over the surprising length of five verses.

[2] Gazal II: The beloved’s brightness

et e e GV B TR
By e s =l gl By v
K e EFa e sfi——mpl o Ji Wy,

6  Brightly shines the crescent moon of your forehead, but how ofien do the clouds of
your hair conceal it!

14 On the four elements in philosophy and theology, see Catarina Belo, “Elements”, in: EI3
(online). Still, the story of the elements in adab and sufism remains untold.
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7 The Bilal of your mole watches awaiting and looking out for the daybreak to
come with the morning of your teeth.'>

8  And the incense wood disseminates its scent of ambergris, your cheeks burning
upon it.

The questions of section [1], “is it x or y?” are now replaced by declarative sen-
tences in a simple subject — predicate structure, which continue the description
of the beloved, especially of her brightness. Again, the elements water (clouds in
line 6) and fire (burning cheeks in line 8; in the form of light: moonshine in line
6, daybreak and morning in line 7) are conspicuously present, and they are
joined now by the element air represented by scent in line 8, in which incense
wood, a plant, represents the earth. In this way, three of the four elements are
present in a single line. Line 8 is also the first line after the initial one, in which
the division between the two hemistichs forms a clear syntactical break. This is
an obvious section marker, a feature corroborated by line 9, which is the first in
which the beloved is addressed directly (ya giblata husnin), a clear signal for the
onset of a new section. This “change from first, second, or third person to one of
the others intended to reawaken interest and revive attention!® is called /tifat in
Arabic stylistics. It is often used to mark the onset of a new text paragraph. In
the present poem, it is used in this function again in lines 14, 25 and 31.

[3] Gazal III: tawgih-section

Sha AL abld L gl NP NS RS- TR ] N
S-S 17 S S— G jp—F iz oy A .
< bt ~gl— s e 3 €5
St T O J—e S o sty yy
Lo HA blod i mA s oli Na hind gy

9 Ob kiblah of beauty, the twigs bend down submissively to your body’s curuves.

10 Seas of passion, agitated by the calamities caused by your avoidance, surge at the
side of your hard-heartedness.

11 In the balo of your face a circle assembles the meanings of your beanty.

15 Bilal ibn Rabah was the first muezzin. He is compared with the mole since he, as muezzin,
took a prominent position, and since Bilal was of Abyssinian origin and hence of black
colour.

16 Cachia, The Arch Rbetorician, no. 143, p. 106.
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12 And the body of the lovelorn lover suffers maladies and fatigues for which no
reason can be found.

13 But by tearing bis intestines, you have also cut off bis passion with the sword of
your glances!

The section starting with line 9, the third and last section of the gazal, is remark-
able and unusual in its own right. Just like Gazal I, it is characterized by a single
stylistic device. This time it is the figure called tawgib, that is, a series of technical
terms belonging to the same field, but not used in their technical meaning, but
in their meaning in everyday language.!” Here, the terms are taken from the se-
mantic field of metrics: line 10: ‘arid “prosody”, babr (bubir) “metre”, da’irah
(dawda’ir) “circle” (that forms the deep structure from which the different metres
can be derived according to the Halilian system), line 11 da’irah again, line 12:
%lal and zihaf (terms describing the transformational rules to recast the ideal form
of the metre into its actual surface structure), sabab “cord” (the name of one of
the basic units of a verse), line 13: tagti® “scanning”, and mugtadab “cut off,
short” (name of a certain metre). 7awgih using the terminology of metrics is
quite common in this period. However, it is hardly ever extended over more
than one, or at most two lines. Here, the section comprises four whole verses
and eight different terms pertaining to this field. Another point is remarkable,
too. Other poems using metrical fawgih mostly concentrate on the names of the
different metres. Metres like tawil “long”, basit “plain®, bafif “light” or madid “ex-
tended” lend themselves easily to fawgih because these words have a clear and
widely usable everyday meaning. Here, instead, the only name of a metre is
mugqtadab, which is hardly ever used in such a context elsewhere and is the name
of a metre that is also hardly ever used by poets. The prominence of the word
muqtadab is underlined by the word gudub “twigs”, derived from the same root
and used as rhyme word in line 9 and again in line 29, and ‘@dab, another word
for “twigs”, at the end of the poem. The prominence of this word and the overall
length of the section are an obvious signal to the reader, and far more than mere
wordplay. We will come back to this later.

The many metrical terms leave little room for the leitmotifs. Nevertheless, three
of them are present in this section: The earth (in the form of the twigs, line 9), the
waler (the “sees” = “metres” in line 10), and the /ight (the “halo” in line 11).

[4] Transition (rabil and tapallus)
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17" See Cachia, The Arch Rbetorician, no. 67.
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14 The tears (lingering) over bis lower eyelid were made to flow as the horses gal-
loped away in an amble/ in the meter pabab.'®

15 (Tears) resembling the necklaces of sacrificial animals; a quest urges them on,
and pleasure contends with them [or: pulls them back and forth].

16 They passed through the deserts but suffered neither fatigue nor strain there —

17 To wvisit the Hima [or: protected land)] of the chosen-one, of him whose message
all the noble-bred confirm.

Section [4] forms a transition from the separation from the beloved to the Hajj
caravan that moves to the Prophet, who is introduced as the mubtar “chosen
one” in line 17, which can be considered the fapallus line that introduces the
mamdith, the person that is praised in a panegyric poem, and thus leads to the
madih section.

In the first verse of this section (no. 14), an-Nawagi takes up the fawgih on me-
tres from the previous section by using the terms rakd al-hayl and habab, both al-
ternative designations of the metre mutadarik.'® Mentioned in this rather indirect
way, the metre mutadarik is put into direct contrast to the metre mugtadab, with
which the preceding verse 13 ends.

Corresponding to the subject of terrestrial movement in travelling to the
Prophet, this section is an earth-section. The earth is represented here through
landscapes (“deserts” in line 16 and the Hima in line 17). There is no water (the
only thing flowing are tears), no fire, and no air.

[5] Praise I: The Prophet’s roots
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18 Obviously related to a similar ma%a (with camels instead of horses) used by al-Mutanabbi,
see GJ. van Gelder, “Camels on Eyelids and the Bafflement of an Emperor: a line of al-
Mutanabbi “translated” into Greek”, in: Proceedings of the XIlth Congress of the International
Comparative Literature Association. Spaces and Boundaries, Miinchen 1988, 3:446-451.

19 See Mohammed Ben Cheneb, “Mutadarik?, in: EI2, 7:759.
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18 The leader, the choice one,*® chosen from among the nobles of the elite of Ki-
nanah.

19 The mine and the pure gold of excellence, while gold is the essence of his sub-
stance.

20 His root is originally noble so that (his) lineage adorns itself with bis origin.

21 The qualities of his nature are pure and his personal merit further purifies his
roots.

The first section of the madih concentrates on the subject of the Prophet’s roots.
In this section, the central gasidah-theme of the poem becomes prominent,
which was already present before, but less visible. It is the theme of “the high”
and “the low” and the movement and interaction between them.

In order to trace this gasidah-theme, let us return to Gazal I and II. In these
sections, representatives of the four elements interact with each other mostly in
the form of a downward movement. Clouds or lofty celestial bodies descend or
send something down: In line 2 they disappear in the wine-cup; in line 3 blood
comes down on the cheeks of the beloved, in lines 4, 5 and 6 water comes down
and clouds get in the way for those looking upward. Still in line 9, the twigs
bend down, but now the downward movement comes to a halt. Instead, circles
appear, and both the beloved and the tormented lover become self-contained
entities, unable to move towards or away from the other or even to communi-
cate. Finally, in line 13 with the crucial word mugtadab “cut off”, all movement
stops.

To recommence movement, a different object must be chosen. It is none
other than the Prophet. This is done in section [4], the rahil and tapallus-section.
Here, the movement is horizontal and a very concrete one, leading right away
from the beloved via deserts to the Prophet. The last word of this section, nugub
“the noble-bred”, sets the tone for the following section, the roots of the Prophet-
section, where corresponding words are asraf “the noble”, fadl “excellence”, ka-
ruma “to be noble” and hasab “nobility”. Now the movement is an upward one,
aiming towards the loftiness and highness of the Prophet.

In the meantime, what happened to the four elements? In fact, they already al-
most stopped interacting with each another in the tawgib-section and became re-
duced to the earth in the rapil-section so as to not interact with each other again.
Instead, they are transformed and experience development. Gold that is found in
the depths of the earth comes to light and is refined in the Prophet (line 19),
roots grow high and are purified through him (lines 20-21). In line 21, in the ex-
act middle of the poem, the ‘anasir “elements” are explicitly mentioned as being
“pure” in the Prophet’s nature.

P Vo e e .
20" See Lane, Dictionary p. 1704 a: Mohammad is said to be ailf o &M 5320 and sllaiad [Le.
God’s choice one, or elect, or favourite, of his creatures).
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[6] Praise II: The Prophet’s nearness to God
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22 God granted him His nearness and honoured him therewith — a nearness from

which all ranks depend!
23 He (~the Prophet-) rose to the presence of the holiness of God’s elevated rank,

reaching stations where all doubts vanish.

24 And bebeld Him truly with his own eyes, as the veils were lifted to cast a glance
at his majesty.

In section [5] The Prophet’s roots, the upward movement achieves its aim in the
person of Muhammad. In section [6], the upward movement will reach the ut-
most possible goal, God. An-Nawagi was not one of those mystics who believed
that man can already attain union with God in this world. For him, this was the
prerogative of the Prophet. The Prophet’s nearness to God is the subject of lines
22 to 24. Muhammad is honoured by God’s gurb “nearness”, he “rose” (sama) to
his presence and could even see him and communicate with him. It goes with-
out saying that the four elements of God’s creation do not play any role in these
heavenly realms. God is the creator of the elements but cannot be described and
characterized through them.

[7] Praise III: The Prophet’s generosity
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25 Tell about the seas of his generosity and take from the abundance that his hands
spend without being perplexed.

26 For how many a river have his hands made to flow copiously, so that the clonds
were put to shame by its profusion!

Water, one of the four elements, reappears powerfully in this section madip 111, but
it is transformed to a hypernatural state. The Prophet’s sea causes perplexity, and
his river puts the clouds to shame. In the same way as the water is no longer the
same water as it was in the lines before, the movement is no longer the same. It
changes its direction again and becomes a downward movement a second time.
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But this downward movement is different to the downward movement from the
beginning because it is not an interaction between profane elements, but it is a

bounty that descends from the Prophet down to us.

[8] Praise IV: The Prophet’s miracles
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27 When he was born, the Persians’ holy fire died out and had no flame anymore.

28 For him (Chosroe’s) Iwan was split, its people perished and were struck with ter-
ror.

29 Trees hastened to him, and, while in bis right hand, sticks put forth leaves.

30 In the report about the cave, too, is a tiding; scriptures that bespeak it have been
sent dotwn.
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The transformation continues in section [8] madih IV dedicated to the Prophet’s
miracles. Compared to other poems in praise of the Prophet, the section is rather

short, comprising only four lines. They complete the transformation-tableau

of

the preceding lines, in which we heard about the transformation of water. In line

27, it is the fire that is transformed by being extinguished. The earth takes part

n

this transformation as well: Buildings made from clay are equally destroyed, even
subterranean caves end up as the subject of messages conveyed from high to low,

and plants move to the Prophet and are transformed by him.

[9] Prayer I: Supplication
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31 Ob best of God’s creatures, ob you whose prophethood made the Arabs gain ele-
vated rank,

32 Grant me your favor on the day of resurrection when I shall fear perdition!
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33 And protect from the glow of the flames of bell a servant who seeks to establish a
link to you by praising you.

The last macrosection of the poem is a prayer directed from the poet to the
Prophet. Necessarily, the movement expressed in a prayer is an upward move-
ment again, this time with an intention, namely the intention to be granted the
Prophet’s intercession before God.

The first part of the prayer, section [9] supplication, answers section [3], the
tawgib-section, in which the poet addresses his beloved. Section [3] starts with
the words ya giblata I-husni “oh kiblah of beauty!”. However, the invocation of
this giblah was to no avail and did not help avoid calamities, maladies and fa-
tigue. Line 31 is the only other line starting with the vocative particle ya, but
now the addressee changes: ya afdala balgi llah. 1t is the Prophet, and only he can
grant hope and protection on the day of judgement, protection, among others,
from the fire of hell.

[10] Prayer II: Doxology
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34 For you are the intercessor for all people, you are the one who they ask, you are
the one who they destre.

35 You are their refuge if misfortune encompasses them and their needs overwhelm
them.

36 No rank is high enough to reach your highness or to grasp your true nature.

37 Speeches increase in eloquence when they tell of the marvelousness of your good
deeds in rhymed prose.

38 The brightly-shining stars wish — for glory — they were (verses) composed to depict
your qualities.

The central part of the prayer is a doxology, a hymn of praise, addressed to the
Prophet. It answers the very first section of the poem, the tagahul al-arif section.
There, the poet did not know what to make of the beloved. By using the particle
am “or” five times, he amply demonstrates his confusion and perplexity. Now, in
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lines 34 to 38, doubt has given way to certainty. Contrary to the beloved, the na-
ture of the Prophet is unambiguous. Clear-cut statements about who the Prophet
is are introduced four times by anta, twice enforced by the particle la: fa-la-anta
“verily, you are ...”. He is the intercessor and the refuge in a seemingly hopeless
situation like that described in the tawgib-section. In order to find a way out,
people have to reach out for him, which is a difficult task, since “no stairs are
long enough to reach him” (line 36). The act of watching out, following, reach-
ing out, trying on the one hand to grasp and that of arriving and being rewarded
and granted on the other hand is the central notion that is behind the upward,
downward and horizontal movements that permeate the poem. Here it is again
an upward movement, not only of people and prayers, but also of prose and po-
etry which gain rank and glory by being addressed to the Prophet. Even the stars,
here mentioned for the last time, seek transformation into verses.

[11] Prayer III: Blessing
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39 May your Lord’s blessings be upon you, aeon after aecon,

40 So long as the gentle breeze of your scent wafis over the moringa trees making
their twigs sway.

The poem ends with two lines in which the poet asks God’s blessings for the
Prophet. Finally, the elements are reconciled by the Prophet. Breezes impreg-
nated with his scent (in an analogy to the beloved’s scent in line 8) move the
twigs of moringa trees and transform the violent image of the burning scent of
the beloved into a very peaceful image.

So far, we have addressed the structure of the poem, its themes and leitmotifs,
but we still miss its central point. As already indicated, this is to be found in
prosody and poetry. Let us return to the fawgih-section, an unusually long tawgih
based on the terminology of metrics. No listener can fail to see the signal it
sends: Look at the metre, and you will find the clue to the poem! The only me-
tre, however, that is mentioned by its conventional name, is mugtadab (in line
13), a metre that is almost never used. The word mugtadab is a rhyme word and
the last word in the whole section, thus occupying a very prominent position.
Perhaps it was even the reason why an-Nawagi chose & as rhyming consonant for
this poem. Further, the word mugtadab is reinforced by two further occurrences
of the word gudub in lines 9 and 29. But why mugtadab? Its meaning is “cut off”,
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and this is a concise formulation of the poet’s situation: He is cut off from love,
from any help and any hope.

Where is a way out of this situation? It is to be found in another metre, a me-
tre which is at least as rarely used as mugtadab, a metre which is even called al-
garib “the strange one” in treatises about prosody, and this metre is mutadarik. 1t
is not mentioned in the poem by its conventional name, but it is not only the
metre the poem stands in but is also indicated by the alternative though rarely
used designations rakd al-hayl and pabab. In the nine-volume anthology ar-
Tadkirah al-hamdiuntyyah, for example, there is not a single verse either in
mugqtadab nor in mutadarik, and 1 never came across a mutadarik poem of any
length.2! As it seems, mutadarik is not regarded as a very poetic metre, and an-
Nawagi had to pay the price to struggle with a metre that does not lend itself eas-
ily to smoothly running verses.

The verb tadiraka means “to reach” as in Quran 68:49: lawla an tadarakahi
ni‘matun min rabbibhi “Had not a gracious favour from his Lord reached him”. It
also means “to follow one after the other, to continue without interruption”. It is
the act of tadaraka in all its meanings that gives a meaning to all the movements
in the poem and opens the way out from being mugtadab “cut off”: The poet fol-
lows the Prophet and tries to reach him, the Prophet reaches God and lets in
turn his protection and God’s nimah “favour” reach his followers. The act of be-
ing mutadarik saves them from being mugtadab. The poet’s personal way of fol-
lowing the Prophet is pronounced in line 33, again a prominent line at the end
of a subsection: The poet deserves salvation because he is a servant who seeks to
establish a link to the Prophet through praise (‘abdan li-madibika yantasibi). As we
know, an-Nawagi sent a poem to the Prophet every year, this one being number
17 of the series. An-Nawagi let one poem follow the other, another meaning of
tadaraka. Thanks to the Prophet, they increase in eloquence and glory so that
even stars want to be transformed into poems, as we learn in lines 37 to 38.

To sum up the message of the poem: We live in a world of confusion and
doubt and are trapped in our passions and helpless in our suffering, in short: we
are muqtadab, “cut off” from help and salvation. The way out is a way that lets us
reach (tadaraka) the Prophet and thereby brings us nearer to God. In it, we let
the world and the elements from which it is created behind us, set out for pil-
grimage, and send our prayers to God and his Prophet. The poet’s very own way
to reach the Prophet (tadaraka) is by composing poems uninterruptedly (fada-
raka), so that through the Prophet God’s favours reach (tadaraka) his followers.

A close reading of the poem reveals a subtle interplay between leitmotifs and
qasidab-themes that enfolds itself in the frame of 11 sections as part of four mac-
rosections. The leitmotif of the four elements (‘anasir) presents man as trapped in
the material world. Only God is exalted above it, but the Prophet has the power

21 Ibn Hamdin, at-Tadkirah al-hamdiniyyah, ed. Thsan ‘Abbas and Bakr ‘Abbas, 9 vols. + in-
dex, Beirut 1996.
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to transform it. As the gasidah-theme of “movement” demonstrates, the down-
ward or stagnant movement in the transient world can be transcended by a
movement towards the Prophet, who is the medium to overcome this earthly
limitation and to transform it to an upward movement towards God, who him-
self in turn sends down his blessing on the prayer. The second gasidah theme is
“metre”, to which section [3] is dedicated. This section closes with the word
muqtadab, the name of a seldomly used metre. At the same time, the theme of
“metre” is tacitly present throughout the whole of the poem, which uses the ex-
tremely rare, outlandish and rather unpoetic metre mutadarik. These two metres,
mugqtadab and mutadarik, put the central idea of the poem in words: The act of
being mutadarik “reaching out for the prophet” saves them from being mugtadab
“cut off” from help and intercession.

Far beyond exhausting the poem’s full complexity, what has been said here
may present a strong argument that it is indeed an extraordinary poem, a perfect
synthesis of sublime artistry and devote piety. It is subtle and complex, carefully
structured with all its motifs and themes sophisticatedly intertwined, and it is the
only poem known to me in which its metre gives the central clue to its meaning.
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