PDF hosted at the Radboud Repository of the Radboud University
Nijmegen

The following full text is a publisher's version.

For additional information about this publication click this link.
http://hdl.handle.net/2066/44419

Please be advised that this information was generated on 2019-05-24 and may be subject to
change.

ARA 54,4_F1_749_425-465

10/3/07

11:25 AM

Page 425

LOVE POETRY BY ARAB WOMEN
A SURVEY
by
GERT BORG
Nijmegen University
Netherlands Flemish Insitute (Cairo)

Abstract
Poetry by Arab women has often been neglected to a point, that many thought of it
as hardly playing any role at all in the Arabic literary heritage, an exception being preIslamic maràΔì. This contribution tries to assess the importance of medieval love poetry
by women in relation to Bauers far reaching conclusions about male love poetry in his
Liebe und Liebesdichtung, etc. and its outline of Arab medieval “Mentalitätsgeschichte”.
The contribution that female love poetry oﬀers to understand medieval Arab society
is disappointing for two reasons:
1. It is very much inspired by the everyday, almost banal vicissitudes that come with
love;
2. It hardly contains any waßf of the beloved, the means by which the poet(ess) might
have been able to construct the necessary perspective to understand the emotional
implications of love and passion and the intellectual reﬂection on it.

An intriguing feature of Thomas Bauers recent publication, Liebe und
Liebesdichtung in der arabischen Welt1 is the absence of a Conclusion. This
decision has probably been taken with a purpose. It is as if it is left
to the reader to determine wether or not the author succeeded in his
undertaking, which is to present an analysis of late Abbasid love poetry
in order to work out a “Mentalitätsgeschichte” of the Abbasid period.
Nothing less than that.
In his introduction the author creates two opposite ends, the observer
and the observed, in this case, the modern reader and a number of love
poems from the Abbasid period. This opposition is certainly meaningful.

1 Bauer, Th., Liebe und Liebesdichtung in der arabischen Welt, Eine literatur- und mentalitätsgeschichtliche Studie des arabischen ˝azal, Wiesbaden, 1998. Henceforth LLAW.
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Another opposition he creates is that between the “pre-modern” world
and our actuality, be it modern or even post-modern. This opposition
allows the author to address a few fundamental mistakes in the image
“modernity” conveyed of pre-modern Islamic society, by using epithets
as “medieval” or “courtly”. Bauer argues that the use of such adjectives
leads to false conclusions and will blur our understanding of history
signiﬁcantly. One of the examples of misunderstanding he mentions is
the tendency, often observed in Arabic Studies, to assume, that the main
day-to-day concerns of an Arab or a Muslim in that period had to do
with matters of religion.
As one of the factors that underly such misunderstandings Bauer
mentions the problem of communication: all too easily a modern writer
assumes, that the Abbasid poet composed his poem in order to communicate with us, modern readers, whereas Bauer emphasises the obvious
fact that this poet only meant to communicate with certain members
of his own contemporary society. This faulty attitude among modern
readers—Bauer rightly argues that to us an Abbasid poet has nothing
to say—presupposes a kind of universality between concepts that humans
have or create, a universality that Bauer argues against.2
It is far beyond the intentions of this contribution to review Bauers
subtle and well wrought monography and it is not diﬃcult to agree
with many of the author’s observations and comments3. On the other
hand one might be tempted to place a question mark here and there.
It is quite clear, that the procedure of throwing all poetical themes and

2 The problem that Bauer tackles is an intriguing one, especially in the context that
he is writing in, because the corpus of poetry that he tries to analyse and classify—love
poetry—seems to defy cognitive reasoning by its very nature; in modern (post Romantic)
times love poetry seems to be the declared domain of aﬀections, whims and other individual feelings, that defy intellectual description. Somehow we may have come to regard
this domain as emotional, unpredictable and non-intellectual, but at the same time modern culture would make us believe, that the phenomenon of love and its derivative—
love poetry—is universal in form and nature. Bauer denies both:

1. His object (love and love poetry) can be classiﬁed through an intellectual analysis;
2. He rejects claims of universality for cultural-historic, mainly Western notions like
“courtly love” or concepts like “the Middle Ages”.
If we add this to Bauers assumption, mentioned earlier, that essentially a poet from
the Abbasid period had nothing to say to us—a denial of transcultural, time transgressing communication—the very eﬀort of analysing and classifying love poetry and
love’s concepts seems pointless.
3 For a summary see LLAW, pp. 14-17.
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motifs together, everything that a poet of a bygone era had to say, on
a huge universal pile of meanings and concepts that we—moderns—
can understand and appreciate, and to determine that as a means of
communication is grotesque. One might on the other hand wonder
wether the ambition to communicate is so prominent and wether Abbasid
poets with each and every poem tried to communicate at all, even with
their contemporaries. As a child of his time he creates for other children
of his time, but the creative process does not always have to be one
of communication: it cannot be excluded that a poet might feel the
urge to create, invent and convey something brilliant and unique, just
for the sake of it.
And even so: communication has to do with distance and distance
is a relative concept. Some cultural spheres are more distant and outlandish than others, even contemporary ones. And although we should
avoid to overestimate, many or most of the scholars in Arabic studies
know and understand more about Abbasid society than they would
about Ceaucesku’s Bucharest, rave parties or the everyday life of the
modern student.
If we were to apply Bauers proposal of how to deal with this corpus
of poetry to his own work, then the author himself should be considered to have fallen in his own trap, because what else could he have
done than what he actually did: choose and translate (i.e. communicate the meaning of) the poems of his choice and analyse and interpret them from the perspective that he, a “modern”, is interested in.
From a theoretical side it is very useful to take Bauers views into consideration, but if these views were to lead to an undesirable polarization, I would prefer to be found in the universalist camp.
Bauer stresses the relationship of the lyrical in Abbasid love poety to
its social and historical context as deﬁned by a subtle pattern of actions
and reactions, expectations and unexpected turns between the poet and
his client, the consumer of poetry. What Bauer intends to do is to (re)
construct a mentalitätsgechichtliche Entwicklung in this poetry, that mirrors
a wakening awareness in the individual as well as in society. It is a
hazardous undertaking, because one might argue: does the particular
reﬂect the general; does a limited—although in its context important—
human activity in the ﬁeld of elite culture, i.e. the creation of poetry,
reﬂect a major and abstract development like the “Sammelbegriﬀ ”
Mentalitätsgeschichte?
One thing to ensure that his statements are of a general character
is the authors choice for a©rà∂ to ﬁlter the themes and motifs in this
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corpus: poetical categories like madì˙, waßf, ¢abar and lawm are likely to
have been productive in the communicational patterns between poet
and public in that age. These categories as genres may seem unbalanced to a modern reader, but they are well known in contemporary,
indigenous literary theory.
A large number of poems that Bauer discusses are situated in the
realm of the metropolitan, aﬄuent, homosexual or rather paederastic
scene, an exclusive domain of men. It may well be, that many of the
intellectual and “mentality historic” innovations that Bauer detects in
this poetry originate in this context, setting further the boundaries of
the tradition of ˙i[àzì love poetry, but one might wonder wether Bauers
corpus reﬂects the practice of love poetry and a possible development
of accompanying spiritual values in every day life, on household level
urban medieval Arab cities.
If Bauers observation is right—if signiﬁcant changes in mentality and
esthetical/ethical points of view occurred in upper class, late Abbasid
Arab society—then the more trivial utterances are probably voiced by
a complementary part of society: women. These voices may well be of
various natures, associated with the court as well as with the market
place, and they do not necessarily reﬂect deep underlying changes; they
might just as well be ambitious literary compositions as well as marginal poetical utterances that reached us merely by accident.
A great help to enable us to have a closer look at love poetry by
women is the collection edited by aAbd A. (sic) al-Muhannà (Beirut,
Dàr al-Kutub al-aIlmiyya, 1990), the Mua[am al-Nisàh al-Sàairàt fì l-]àhiliyya
wa l-Islàm4, with the promising subtitle ¢u†wa na˙wa mua[am mutakàmil.
As a source this is not a deﬁnitive collection, but it brings together an
impressive number of poems by women from a considerable number
of sources. Alongside it I used some sources that were at hand at this
moment like the Aalàm al-Nisàh by Ka˙˙àla5 and the Balà©àt al-Nisàh by
ˇayfùr6.
For the lack of a critical and complete edition of love poetry by
women, that which is presented here can neither be considered a general
overview of this kind of poetry nor an attempt to contribute to the

Henceforth Mu.
aU. R. Ka˙˙àla, Aalàm al-Nisàh, Damascus, 1959.
6 A˙mad b. Abì ˇàhir ˇayfùr, Balà©àt al-Nisàh, ed. A˙mad al-Alfì, Cairo, 1908; the
new (censored) edition by aAbd al-Óamìd Handàwì, Cairo, 1997.
4
5
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ﬁeld of gender studies; in the best of cases it sets some boundaries to
other generalisations.
A limit to this selection of poems by women is, that I decided to
exclude most of the poems attributed to women in al-Andalus, because
some of these have been studied already7.
Another self imposed limit is the exclusion of innumerable quotations by women on a wide variety of subjects—also on “love”—that
abound in adab-literature (no tautology intended) : to single out poetry
for this contribution has a practical reason (size) but also a more theoretical one. It may be, that short lines of poetry could act as a vehicle for the contents, presented here, as well as (witty) utterances in
prose would, but I think nonetheless, that poetry just demands that bit
more of reﬂection to distinguish it from prose. For that reason one
might expect some more reﬂection underlying these pieces of poetry.
Apart from that, we may argue, that in Arabic culture siar of course
had an added value to it.
Finally: the main body of material presented here consists of poetical utterances by women, not about women. A recent publication, Verse and
the Fair Sex, subtitled Studies in Arabic Poetry and in the Representation of Women
in Arabic Literature 8 limits itself to what it says it will do: the representation
of women in Arabic poetry. This fairly well coincides with my own
view on the contribution of women to Arabic literature at the time this
useful contribution appeared: I felt that after the ]àhiliyya and the
prominent role of women in the ﬁeld of maràΔì, a few poetesses were
accounted for in Sezgin’s Band II of Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums
(pp. 623-625; 704-705), but that that was it: no female contribution to
literature to speak of, at least in a quantitative sense.
The opposite may well be the case: the last decades have seen a
considerable number of sources of female literature being published in
the Arab world. My earlier experience in ferriting out maràΔì, tells me,
that it is worthwhile to leaf through these sources, because a lot of
material is probably still to be found.
First of all it is useful to divide the poems presented here into groups.
To avoid any premature classiﬁcation of these poems along literary

7 See Schippers, A., “The Role of Women in Medieval Andalusian Arabic StoryTelling”, Verse and the Fair Sex (F. de Jong ed.), Utrecht, 1993, pp. 139-152; especially
the bibliographical footnotes on pp. 140-141.
8 See note 6.
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lines, I chose to superimpose an arrangement according to the main
topic of a particular poem, its predominant theme. Within each group
I have tried to work along a rough chronological order, mainly based
on the kind of environment that a particular poem is situated in. If
this is a Bedouin environment the poem will probably be older than
a poem located in an urban or a courtly setting. This is clearly not
the most elegant approach, but ultimately a closer analysis of interrelationship between poems and of possible clues to a relative chronology can only be achieved once we have an idea of how these clues
might look like. The chronology proposed here does not have any ambition of being deﬁnitive.
Love as a Concept
The ﬁrst group of poems that will be considered here might be called
“maxims” (˙ikam); their theme is love but the perspective is philosophical
or reﬂective as opposed to “based on experience”.
I.1
Although divorced by a man she passionately loved, a Bedouin woman
called Umm al-Îa˙˙àk al-Mu˙àribiyya9 says:
1. I see love as indestructable and those who10 loved were not able to destroy it, even
though they were in bygone ages
2. And each and every one of them has felt all of it to be in his heart; they tell that
in their poetry
3. What else is love if not the hearing by an ear11 and a glance (an accidental word
or glance) and negligence by the heart of all that is being said and remembered
4. If it were otherwise, then love would vanish and the one who loves would wear it
down, even if it (love) were made of stone.
1. Arà l-˙ubba là yafnà wa lam yufnihi l-ulà a˙abbù12
2. Wa kulluhumù qad ¢àlahu fì fuhàdihi
3. Wa mà l-˙ubbu illà samau u≈nin wa naΩratun
4. Wa law kàna sayhun ghayru/ahu faniya l-hawà

wa qad kànù aalà sàliﬁ l-dahri
bi-a[maaihi yakùnu ≈àlika fì l-siari
wa ˙annatu qalbin aan ˙adìΔin
wa aan ≈ikri
wa ablàhu13 man yahwà wa law
kàna min ßa¢ri

Mu., p. 299; Balà©àt (1997 ed.), p. 312.
Both spelled al-ulà and al-ùlà; for this variety in spelling see Wright, A Grammar of
the Arabic Language, Cambridge, reprint 1975, I, p. 271C.
11 Balà©àt reads aaynin for u≈nin.
12 Mu. reads u˙ìnù.
13 Balà©àt reads balàhu.
9

10
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From a considerable distance this woman points to the conﬂict
between the inevitability of love and the frustration that goes with it.
The generalisation is made eﬀective by her view of this conﬂict as a
stable factor through all generations.
The idea of the subtle balance of equanimity, threatened by lurking
passion, is brought forward by this unknown Bedouin woman. When
asked about the meaning of love she says14:
I.2
1. The beginning of love is an inclination with which the lover’s mind gets astray until
he faces death as a kind of play
2. It starts with a glance that is thrown or a jesting remark that is sparkled in the heart
like a ﬂame
3. Like a ﬁre it starts with a sparkle, but when it is burning, it will blaze away all the
collected (of the) ﬁrewood
1. Al-˙ubbu awwaluhu maylun tahìmu bihi
2. Yakùnu mabdahuhu min naΩratin aara∂at
3. Ka-l-nàri mabdahuhà min qid˙atin fa-i≈à

nafsu l-mu˙ibbi fa-yalqà l-mawta ka-l-laaibi
aw maz˙atin usailat fì l-qalbi ka-l-lahabi
ta∂arramat a˙raqat musta[maaa l-˙a†abi

Both women mention the accidental look or word that makes people
fall in love, But this second poem oﬀers a much more dynamic description of what happens, once the (innocent?) defenceless victim is being
toppled. As opposed to I.1 this poem sounds much more like a warning
against consuming passion.
One might think, that good judgement, sharp intelligence or proven
courage could well contribute to an eﬀective defense against the threat
to the subtle balance, but history has shown this hope to be false, because
love’s folly will aﬀect even the best in society as in the words of this
woman of Qays15:
I.3
1. There is no intelligent man among people whose opinion is praised, but who then
falls passionately in love, who is not foolish in his love
2. And there is no hero who tasted the hardship of life, but who then falls in love tasting the hardship being in love
1. Wa mà kayyisun fì l-nàsi yu˙madu rahyuhu
2. Wa mà min fatan mà ≈àqa buhsa maaìsatin

14
15

fa-yaw[adu illà wa hwa fì l-˙ubbi a˙maqu
fa-yaasaqu illà ≈àqahà wa hwa yaasaqu

Mu., p. 313; Ibn Qayyim, A¢bàr al-Nisàh, ed. Nizàr Ri∂à, Beirut, 1985, p. 58.
Ibid., p. 327.
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Umm al-Îa˙˙àk is being told, that the pain of unfulﬁlled love can
only be healed by another love aﬀair, by distance and solitude or by
time, the great healer16:
I.4
1. I asked the lovers who have borne the agonies of this love since times long past
2. In these words: what makes love go away after it has settled between the sides and
the chest
3. And they answered: the healing of love is love for someone else, which makes it
come to an end or a long absence in being apart
4. Or despair until the soul forgets after it strived for passion; despair is a help to
endurance
1.
2.
3.
4.

Sahaltu l-mu˙ibbìna lla≈ìna ta˙ammalù
Fa-qultu lahum mà yu≈hibu l-˙ubba baadamà
Fa-qàlù sifàhu l-˙ubbi ˙ubbun yuzìluhu
Awi l-yahsu ˙attà ta≈hala l-nafsu baadamà

tabàrì˙a hà≈à l-˙ubbi min sàliﬁ l-dahri
tabawwaha mà bayna l-[awàni˙i wa l-ßadri
min à¢ara aw nahyun †awìlun aalà ha[ri
ra[at †amaaan wa l-yahsu aawnun aalà l-ßabri

Experience
Once the lovers are united, it may become clear that not all dreams
come true and hardship in their relationship can be their fate, as this
Bedouin woman sighs in her complaint17:
II.1
1. Every day there is enmity and reproach; our time passes on while we are furious
2. If I only knew why I was chosen for this in stead of another being, or is that the
way lovers are?
1. Kulla yawmin qa†ìaatun wa aitàbu
2. Layta siarì ana ¢ußißtu bi-hà≈à

yanqa∂ì dahrunà wa na˙nu18 ©i∂àbu
dùna ≈à l-¢alqi am ka≈à l-a˙bàbu

Note that this woman does not blame the choice of others (i.e. an
arranged wedding) for her plight, but fate, and that she leaves open
the possibility of lovers always ending this way.
But some may have reason to be satisﬁed, looking back on all the
happiness enjoyed in love, like aIsriqa l-Mu˙àribiyya who says in the
best of fa¢r tradition19:

16 Al-Qàlì, al-Amàlì, ed. Dàr al-Kutub al-aIlmiyya, Beirut, s.d., II, 86-87) ; Ka˙˙àla,
Aalàm an-Nisàh, II, pp. 357-358.
17 Mu., p. 338.
18 The text reads N›N.
19 Ibid., p. 180.
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II.2
1. I ran with the other lovers in the arena of passion and I outran them in the contest, though I went (litt.: came) with ease
2. If ever did other lovers dress in the garments of passion or undress themselves (from
them), they were only the clothes I had worn out
3. If ever they drank a cup of love, be it bitter or sweet, what they drank was what I
spilled
1. ]araytu maaa l-aussàqi fì ˙albati l-hawà
2. Fa-mà labisa l-aussàqu min ˙ulali l-hawà
3. Wa là saribù kahsan mina l-˙ubbi murratan

fa-fuqtuhumù sabqan wa [ihtu aalà rislì
wa là ¢alaaù illà l-Δiyàba llatì ublì
wa là ˙ulwatan illà saràbuhum fa∂lì

In the aIqd al-Farìd 20 we ﬁnd this story about two “contesting” slave
girls: a man had married a new wife besides the one he was already
married to. The slave girl of the new wife passed by the door of the
slave girl of the other saying nastily:
II.3
1. The two feet are not equal, the sound foot and the foot that has been aﬀected by
Time so that is has become stiﬀ
1. Wa mà yastawì l-ri[làni ri[lun ßa˙ì˙atun

wa ri[lun ramà fìhà l-zamànu fa-sallat

On another occasion she adds:
1. Nor are the two garments equal, a garment that is worn out and another in the
hands of the sellers, new
1. Wa mà yastawì l-Δawbàni Δawbun bihi l-bilà

wa Δawbun bi-aydì l-bàhiaìna [adìdu

But then the slave girl of the earlier spouse passes by the one of the
new wife citing these verses by Abù Tammàm:
1. Carry around your heart wherever you want in (the ﬁeld of) love, but your heart
will only belong to your ﬁrst love
2. Many a house on earth will a man become familiar with, but his longing will always
be for his ﬁrst dwelling
1. Naqqil fuhàdaka ˙ayΔu sihta mina l-hawà
2. Kam manzilin fì l-ar∂i yahlafuhu l-fatà

mà l-qalbu illà li-l-˙abìbi l-awwali
wa ˙anìnuhu abadan li-awwali manzili

In a most remarkable poem, expressing understanding of male
psychology, Asmàh ßà˙ibat ]aad b. MH]a al-aU≈rì explains to her husband
after her marriage, why she hid her love from him before they
married21:

20 Ibn aAbd Rabbih, al-aIqd al-Farìd, ed. aAbd al-Ma[ìd al-Tar˙ìnì, Beirut, 1983, VII,
p. 110.
21 Mu., p. 15.
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II.4

1. I hid love because I thought you would shy away; I said (to myself) : he is a hero
who wants the distance of a friend
2. In case you would have rejected me or said: It’s just a teenage girl, who is (now)
struck by the distress of love, but she will recover
3. That’s why I kept secret what love was inside me and in my liver and in my heart
of hearts: a distress—you should know—that was strong
1. Katamtu l-hawà innì rahaytuka [àziaan
2. Fa-in ta†ra˙annì aw taqùlu fatiyyatan
3. Fa-warraytu aammà bì wa fì l-kibdi wa l-˙asà

fa-qultu fatan buada l-ßadìqi yurìdu
ya∂ribuhà bar˙u l-hawà fa-taaùdu22
mina l-wa[di bar˙un fa-alamanna sadìdu

The “Romantic” Escape
There is a tension between the inescapable nature of love and the
threat it holds to equanimity. Experience shows, that the outcome of
the initial infatuations may not always be paradise. Furthermore the
whole situation is dominated by the possible doom of boredom and
mutual enmity between partners. The escape from this tension between
(semi) consciousness that love teases and threats and that it pleases and
hurts can be realized by what could be called “the romantic escape”,
the idealisation of the lovers role and his behaviour within the existing or desired relationship.
We ﬁnd the expression of this—almost modern—idealisation of love
in the answer of a girl to her lover’s denial when she had asked for
his permission to visit him when he was in the war against the ›àri[ites
under al-Muhallab23:
III.1
1. A lover is not someone who fears punishment, even if in his love his punishment
would be the Fire
2. On the contrary: a lover is the one whom nothing can repel or make stick to his
dwelling, because in whom he loves is his dwelling
1. Laysa l-mu˙ibbu lla≈ì ya¢sà l-aiqàba wa law
2. Bali l-mu˙ibbu lla≈ì là sayha yamnaauhu

kànat auqùbatuhu fì ilﬁhi l-nàru
aw yastaqirru24 wa man yahwà bihi l-dàru

The ideal lover behaves contrary to the social maarùf, he takes formidable risks because of a “belief” in a higher good. Only against the
background of this courage (or: recklesness) can the subject (here: the

22
23
24

The metre (†awìl) would require: wa/fa-ya∂ribuhà bar˙u l-hawà fa-taaùdu.
Ibid., p. 351.
The text reads tastaqirru.
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poetess) declare that she is willing to take the same risk: throw herself
into the situation for better or for worse.
Most of these poems, except the one connected to the war against
the ›àri[ites, are hard to date, but they seem to be [àhilì or early
Islamic: not only are they attributed to women who bear “old” names,
but some of them also reﬂect a Bedouin state of mind. And though
some can be called “elegant”, their diction does not show the same
playfulness as one expects in poetry of the Abbasid age.
Still these poems reﬂect a more or less “modern” state of mind. The
idea of the individual as a victim to love, which we are probably inclined
to associate with “cheap” modern romanticism, seems not to be absent
from this early period in Arabic litareture. Moreover these poems bear
witness to some extent of individuality in this emotional state of mind:
to point to love as a problem shared with every other individual, even
with the sturdiest of men, expresses a frame of mind that can be called
individualistic.
The “romantic” idea comes to a full expression in the allusion to
recklesness to which love’s folly can lead: ultimately to objectionable
social behaviour by the individual that transgresses accepted borders
and will readily undergo any punishment, even the unreasonable: hell.
Various Aspects of Love
Passion
So falling in love is a threat to the inner equilibrium of the individual. The strain within the individual may be caused by the tension
between passionate desire and doubt wether body and soul will endure
this tension, calculating that the object of desire is a human being and
therefore unpredictable in behaviour and unreliable in relationships.
Probably few will know that Is˙àq al-Mawßilì’s pet name was ]uml.
In this poem the passion, that Zahràh al-Kilàbiyya expresses for him,
reaches extreme dimensions25:
IV.1
1. My passion for ]uml, though I hide it, is like the joy of a sick one in healing after
being seriously ill

25

Ibid., p. 103.
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2. Or like the grief of a woman, bereft of child, when death snatched one of her (children) away or like the longing of someone absent, away from the familiar ones (=
homesickness)
1. Wa[dì bi-[umlin aalà annì u[am[imuhu
2. Aw wa[du Δaklà aßàba l-mawtu wà˙idahà

wa[du l-saqìmi bi-burhin baada idnàﬁ
aw wa[du mu©taribin min bayni ullàﬁ 26

In this poem, compelling, touching for its simplicity Badr al-Tamàm
bint al-Óusayn tries to persuade her lover, using her ardent passion as
an argument27:
IV.2
1. Your beauty among mortals is my excuse and the thought of you keeps me awake
at night
2. If I would forget and if my love for you would not wander my thoughts, then my
love for you would not be real
3. Will your heart not soften, now that you are leaving me, and does it not give in to
the weakened, sleepless patient?
1. ]amàluka bayna l-warà aà≈irì
2. Fa-là ßa˙˙a wudduka lì in salaw(tu)
3. A-mà làna qalbuka yà hà[irì

wa ≈ikruka fì laylatì sàmirì
wa là [àla ˙ubbuka fì ¢à†irì
wa là raqqa li-l-mudnaﬁ l-sàhiri

And in the same vein she says:28
IV.3
1. Your threat precedes your promise and your denial prevents your generosity29
2. Your image visits me in my sleep, but it is thanks to your fantasy, not thanks to
you
3. Why do you not give in to the humility and the meekness of your slave and thus
stick to your promise?
1. Yabdù waaìduka qabla waadik
2. Wa yazùru †ayfuka fì l-karà
3. Lima là tariqqu li-≈ulli aabdik

wa ya˙ùlu manauka dùna rafdik
fa-bi-˙amdi †ayﬁka là bi-˙amdik
wa ¢u∂ùaihi fa-tafì bi-aahdik

When passion turns into helplessness, ﬁrst doubts may occur. But
then, even when forsaken, the poetess would follow her lover. Striking
in the next poem is, that the poetess seems to have overcome all kinds
of shame and does not hesitate to explicitly adress others publicly. The

Note the use of wa[d in four diﬀerent meanings!
Ibid., pp. 28-29 ; Ibn al-Dumyà†ì, al-Mustafàd min ˛ayl Tàrì¢ Ba©dàd, ed. Qayßar
Abù Fara˙, Beirut, 1971 (Tàrì¢ Ba©dàd, p. 19), p. 266. where she is named as bint alÓusayn b. Mu˙ammad b. aAbd al-Wahhàb al-Dabbàs. In Ka˙˙àla, Aalàm, I, p. 121:
“ . . . bint al-Óasan . . .”.
28 Mu., pp. 28-9.
29 This translation of verse 1 was suggested to me by Mr. Haﬁd Bouazza.
26
27
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social position of the poetess—apparently at the Abbasid court—may
on the other hand have been helpful in protecting her against slander.
Umm al-Kiràm (?) bint al-Muataßim bi-llàh says30:
IV.3
1. You folk! Wonder about what the heat of love has provoked:
2. If it were not for him, the moon of darkness would not have come down from its
upper region to the ground
3. He whom I love is enough for me; if he would forsake me, my heart would follow him
1. Yà maasara l-nàsi a-là fa-a[abù
2. Lawlàhu lam yunzal bi-badri l-du[à
3. Óasbì bi-man ahwàhu law annahu

mimmà ¢anathu lawaatu l-˙ubbi
min ufqihi l-aulwiyyi li-l-turbi
fàraqanì tàbaaahu qalbì

Umm al-Îa˙˙àk al-Mu˙àribiyya is subject to serious doubts wether
she will be able to endure her own passion. Starting oﬀ in the best of
a†làl traditions she complains31:
IV.4
1. Oh you rider in the morning towards his aim; hold still that I may tell of some of
the things I feel
2. Never have people suﬀered from passion that encompassed them, or my love for
him was above that which they felt
3. All I want is his pleasure, but how will I endure until the end of time in pleasing
and loving him
1. Yà ayyuhà l-ràkibu l-©àdì li-†iyyatihi
2. Mà aàla[a l-nàsu min wa[din ta∂ammanahum
3. Óasbì ri∂àhu wa annà fì masarratihi

aarri[ abuΔΔaka aan baa∂i lla≈ì a[idu
illà wa wa[dì bihi fawqa lla≈ì wa[adù
wa wuddihi à¢ira l-ayyàmi a[tahidu32

The same theme is expressed by Ràbiaa bint Ismàaìl, though some
degree of despair seems to shine through33:
IV.5
1. My provisions are little; I don’t see them taking me through. Is it for the provisions
I am weeping or for the length of my journey?
2. Are you burning me with ﬁre, oh end of all my wishes? But where is my hope in
you? Where is my love?
1. Wa zàdì qalìlun mà aràhu muballi©ì
2. A-ta˙riqunì bi-l-nàri yà ©àyata l-munà

a-li-l-zàdi abkì am li-†ùli masàfatì
fa-ayna ra[àhì fìka ayna ma˙abbatì

30 Ibid., p. 307; al-Maqqarì, Naf˙ al-ˇìb, ed. Yùsuf al-Say¢ Mu˙ammad al-Biqàaì,
Beirut, 1998, V, p. 103.
31 Mu., pp. 299-300.
32 The text in Mu. reads annì . . . etc. This would yield the following translation: “It
is my fate to content him and that I will strive to please and to love him until the end
of time”.
33 Ibid., p. 92
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And Óasnàh, a [àriya of Ya˙yà b. ›àlid al-Barmakì asks34
IV.6
1. How can there be salvation for me, when I am surrounded by a sea of love which
has no shore
2. The meeting (of lovers) grabs you and you are saved by it (sc. from drowning), or
separation may occur and you sink (to drown)35
1. Wa kayfa man[àya wa qad ˙aﬀa bì
2. Yudrikuka l-waßlu fa-tan[ù bihi

ba˙ru hawan laysa lahu sa††u
aw yaqaau l-ha[ru fa-tan˙a††u

The ambiguity of passion is nicely expressed by ›ayra Umm Îaygham
al-Balawiyya. Passion is all consuming but leaves the lover with an
unsatiable hunger for more, in this case another night of passion36
IV.7
1. A drop of sweet [. . .]37 water that is refused/enjoyed38 from the hands of servants
[and] which I long for is not
2. more pleasant than his mouth; If only you tasted it when the night turns to light
and its stars vanish
3. Would the night of the plain return to us, (a night) for which all nights would be
given, the best and the worst
4. If this night would return likewise then I swear: I will fast on the hot days
1. Fa-mà nu†fatun min màhi [BHMYN] aa≈batun
2. Bi-a†yaba min fìhi law annaka ≈uqtahu
3. Fa-hal laylatu l-ba†˙àhi aàhidatun lanà
4. Fa-in hiya aàdat miΔluhà fa-aliyyatan

tumannaau/tumattaau min aydì l-suqàti
arùmuhà
i≈à laylatun as˙at wa ©àba nu[ùmuhà
fadathà l-layàlì ¢ayruhà wa ≈amìmuhà
aalayya wa ayyàmu l-˙arùri aßùmuhà

The famous Fa∂l al-Sàaira complains about passion when she replies
to a letter:39
IV.8
1. Endurance is failing and emaciation has the better of me; home is near but you are
far away
2. I’m complaining to you or complaining about you, because that is all the tormented
can do

Ibid., p. 55
The text in Mu. reads ma˙yàya and ¢aﬀa but this should be man[àya and ˙aﬀa as
in al-Suyù†ì, al-MustaΩraf min A¢bàr al-]awàrì, ed. A˙mad aAbd al-Fattà˙ Ta (m) màm,
Cairo, s.d., p. 16. This source also gives the correct rhyme-word tan˙a††u in stead of
the hideous tattaaiΩu in Mu.
36 Mu., pp. 81-82.
37 BHMYN is the reading in Mu. Aalàm, I, p. 394 and Balà©à† (1997 edition) have
min màhI NHS a˛BH. The poetess is called ›ayra bint Abì Îay©am al-Balawiyya.
38 Tumattaau is the reading in Mu.; tumannaau in Aalàm and Balà©àt (1997 edition).
39 Mu., p. 210.
34
35
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3. I’m seeking my refuge in my love, exclusive to you (i.e. in you as my only love) to
prevent the one who envies me to have his way by what you do
1. Al-ßabru yanqußu wa l-saqàmu yazìdu
2. Askùka am askù ilayka fa-innahu
3. Innì aaù≈u bi-˙urmatì bika fì l-hawà

wa l-dàru dàniyatun wa anta baaìdu
là yasta†ìau siwàhumà l-ma[hùdu
min an yu†àaa ladayka ﬁyya ˙asùdu

Fa∂l almost sounds modern about the ambiguity of passion in this
passage that she wrote to one of her lovers:40
IV.9
1. Yes, for God’s sake, I am in love with you; will you—let me never lose you!—return
this?
2. In whose heart are you pictured and in whose eye is the image of (actually) seeing
you when you are absent?
3. Have trust in a passion the like of which you show; all the more so because in me
there is sickness to which you are the doctor
1. Naaam wa ilàhì innanì bika ßabbatun
2. Li-man anta minhu fì l-fuhàdi mußawwaru
3. Fa-Δiq bi-wadàdin anta muΩhiru miΔlihi

fa-hal anta yà man là aadimtu muΔìbu
wa fì l-aayni nußbu41 l-aayni ˙ìna ta©ìbu
aalà anna bì suqman wa anta †abìbu

Sometimes the poetess may envisage the most serious of consequences
if she is left behind like in the case of Qurrat al-aAyn al-Muataßimiyya
who asks her lover for forgiveness42:
IV.10
1. Look at me with an eye of forgiveness for my fault and do not leave me in fear of
what happens to me
2. Your spirit and mine are intertwined in unity; how could I leave the one in leaving
whom is my death
1. UnΩur ilayya bi-aayni l-ßaf˙i aan zalalì
2. Rù˙ì wa rù˙uka maqrùnàni fì qaranin

là tatrukanniya min amrì aalà wa[ali
fa-kayfa ah[uru man fì ha[rihi a[alì

In contrast to these ﬁerce poems of passion, we ﬁnd an anonymous
woman, who quietly expresses her love and devotion in these charming words43:
IV.11
1. The best thing you can oﬀer me is sincerity, as long as I live, and (your) love like the
water from clouds, undiluted
2. The last thing for me when I go to sleep is you and you are the ﬁrst thing (for me)
when I rise

40
41
42
43

Ibid.,
Text
Ibid.,
Ibid.,

p. 212.
reads nußba.
p. 214.
p. 314.
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1. Qißàra/uka minnì l-naß˙u mà dumtu ˙ayyatan
2. Wa à¢iru sayhin anta lì ainda marqadì

wa wuddun ka-màhi l-muzni ©ayru masùbi
wa awwalu sayhin anta ainda hubùbì

The Iraqi poetess Suhda bint A˙mad al-Ba©dàdiyya knows how to
use ancient poetic Arabic diction elegantly as a kind of parody to express
her passion and to point at the two inevitable causes of this passion,
stemming from within and from accidental glances of her loved one.
This poem oﬀers many problems of interpretation, mainly by the changing of grammatical persons. I established this line of interpretation, but
cannot exclude other possibilities44:
IV.12
A. The poetess begs her companion to a quiet place and warns him
for the devastating seductional eﬀect of female glances (1-5)
B. She recalls a love aﬀair that she was part of herself (6-8)
C. She succumbs to passion (9-10)
D. The melancholic part: let my love not be forgotten after our goodbye; I suﬀer dearly, but my tears keep me going (11-16)
1. Take me to the place where the soft wind blows and make the two Nuamàn-trees
into your resting place
2. And when the eyes launch the attack of their spell and shoot (their arrows) from
all sides of the fortress of deadly fate
3. Then take care lest your heart be hit by a glance as its bull’s-eye, because the eyelooks are the bane of your heart
4. (the looks) of every slender woman being swayed by the supple joy of youth like a
ben-tree
5. White-skinned women who make jewels superﬂuous ( ©anayna) by their beauty; therefore women are called ©awànì
6. They (the men) live in the (wadi) aAqìq region and move with their passion a heart
that almost ﬂies from pounding
7. I burdened it (viz. my heart) with the weight of love but it could not bear and I
summoned it to be obedient in rejecting it, but it disobeyed me
8. A vanguard ransacked it (stole it) on the “Day of the Two Trees”, a vanguard that
“descended with the whole tribe of ˝a†afàn”
9. How long will my heart indulge in passion and (how long) will my eyes persist with
shedding their tears
10. When his teeth smile with a glistening shine, they urge the tears of the eye to ﬂow
11. You driver of camels, will you ever in your life make an evening journey along the
pastures of the pasturing cattle
12. So that you could remind those who have forgotten how I used to be familiar with
the tribe’s protected territory; what was new of it became worne out by the one
who wore me out

44 Ibid., pp. 141-142; al-Suyù†ì, Nuzhat al-]ulasàh, ed. aAbd al-La†ìf aÀsùr, Cairo, s.d.,
pp. 55-56
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13. I remembered the agitation45 of our farewell and my eye loosened the bridle to forever crying
14. I did not fear the thirst of fate when it occurred to me since I had the equal of
a ﬂowing stream (of tears) with me
15. If starvation touches me, its leather bucket will oﬀer me food or when thirst torments me, it will spill water and quench my thirst
16. When the swords talk to their sheaths, its words will be deep red by it
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Mil bì ilà ma[rà l-nasìmi l-aànì
Wa i≈à l-auyùnu sananna ©àrata si˙rihà
Fa-˙faΩ fuhàdaka an yußàba bi-naΩratin
Min kulli [àhilati l-wisà˙i yahuzzuhà
Bì∂un ©anìna bi-˙usnihinna aani l-˙ulà
Sakanù l-aaqìqa wa ˙arrakù bi-©uràmihim
Óammaltuhu Δiqla l-hawàhi fa-lam yu†iq
Salabathu yawma l-daw˙atayni †alìaatun
Óattàma tufri†u fì l-ßabàbati a∂luaì
Wa i≈à tabassama Δa©ru barqin mun[idin
Yà ˙àdiya l-nukràni hal laka rawaatun
Fa-tu≈akkira l-nàsìna aahdì bi-l-˙imà
Wa ≈akartu maydàna l-wadàai fa-arsalat
Lam a¢sa min Ωamahi l-˙awàdiΔi i≈ aarat
In massanì sa©abun qarànì ©arbuhu
Wa i≈à l-suyùfu ta˙addaΔat li-[ufùnihà

wa [aal maqìlaka daw˙atay nuamàni
wa ramayna aan ˙ißni l-manùni [awàni
aara∂an fa-àfatu qalbika l-aaynàni
mari˙u l-sabàbi l-ladni hazza l-bàni
wa li-≈àka asmàhu l-nisàhi ©awàni
qalban yakàdu ya†ìru bi-l-¢afaqàni
fa-a†aatuhu fì †ar˙ihi wa aaßànì
nazalat bi-hà≈à l-˙ayyi min ˝a†afàni
wa tuli˙˙u min aabaràtihà a[fànì
a©rà dumùaa l-aayni bi-l-hamalàni
bi-l-aumri ainda masàri˙i l-ruayàni
fa-[adìduhu ablàhu man ablànì
aaynì ilà amadi l-bukàhi ainànì
wa maaì naΩìru l-[adwali l-rayyàni
aw qallanì Ωamahun FRY fa-saqànì
fa-˙adìΔuhà minhu bi-a˙mara qànì

These are the images that this poetess is using: her heart is moved
by her lovers passion (6b), a conquest she compares with a raid by the
tribe of ˝a†afàn (8), unbearable passion that can only be quenched by
tears (9 and 13-14), every time she meets her lover (10).
The following peculiar story may show, that sometimes uncompromising passion could lead someone to end up in the wrong place: Sarì
l-Saqa†ì, the mystic (d. in Baghdad 253/867) tells this tory about a slave girl
he heard in prison, chained with her hands to her neck, saying:46
IV.13
1. My hand is chained to my neck, though it neither deceived nor stole
2. Within me there is a heart, that I feel is burning
1. Tu©allu yadì ilà aunuqì
2. Wa bayna [awàni˙ì kabidun

wa mà ¢ànat wa mà saraqat
u˙issu bihà qadi ˙taraqat

When he asked about her, he learned that she was insane and was
locked up for treatment (˙ubisat laaallahà taßlu˙). But when she heard this
she said smiling:

I vocalise maydàn as a maßdar of màda, though it should be mayadàn. The reading
maydàn/mìdàn seems pointless here.
46 Mu., pp. 343-344; al-Ibsìhì, al-Musta†raf, Beirut, Muhassasat aIzz al-Dìn, 1991, pp. 253-4.
45
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IV.14

1. Oh you people, it is not that I have gone mad, but I am drunk while my heart is
sober
2. Why did you chain my hand though I committed no greater crime than for my
shame exposing myself in my love for him
3. I am dazzled by the love for a loved one from whose door I do not seek to be leaving
4. Someone who loves a master and contents himself with that, bears no blame
1.
2.
3.
4.

Maasara l-nàsi mà [unintu wa làkin
Lim ©alaltum yadì wa lam àti ≈anban
Ana maftùnatun bi-˙ubbi ˙abìbin
Mà aalà man a˙abba mawlà l-mawàlì

ana sakrànatun wa qalbiya ßà˙ì
©ayra hatkì fì ˙ubbihi wa fti∂à˙ì
lastu ab©ì aan bàbihi min barà˙i
wa rta∂àhu li-nafsihi min [unà˙i

The reason why her master had her locked up in prison was, that
he had bought her as a singer, but that she used to weep a lot which
kept the whole household awake. When al-Saqa†ì asked how all this
came about, her master told that she sang this song to her own lute
play:
IV.15
1. Be sure that I have never broken a bond and that I have never made murky a love
after it has been clear
2. I have ﬁlled my ﬂanks and my heart with love so how can I be consoled, you cause
of my comfort, and be at ease
3. Oh you whose like of a master I do not have, do you think you could be pleased
to have me as a slave at your door?
1. Wa ˙aqqika là naqa∂tu l-dahra aahdà
2. Malahtu [awàni˙ì wa l-qalba wa[dà
3. Fa-yà man laysa lì mawlan siwàhu

wa là kaddartu baada l-ßafwi waddà
fa-kayfa aqirru yà sakanì wa ahdà47
turàka ra∂ìtanì bi-l-bàbi aabdà

al-Saqa†ì then oﬀers to buy her, but lacks the money to pay the
price. When she hears this she says:
IV.16
1.
2.
3.
4.

I have been enduring until I can no longer bear my love for you anymore
I could not bear anymore being chained and cuﬀed and contempted by you
My plight was not hidden for you, oh you my heart’s wish and my treasure
You could have freed me from slavery and could have payed my bail today

1.
2.
3.
4.

Qad taßabbartu48 ilà an
Îàqa min ©allì wa qaydì
Laysa yu¢fà aanka amrì
Anta qad tuatiqu riqqì

47
48

For ahdahu.
Mu., p. 344 reads tabaßßartu.

aìla min ˙ubbika ßabrì
wa mtihànì minka ßadrì
yà munà qalbì wa ≈u¢rì
wa tafukku l-yawma asrì
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As stories go she is of course set free by her master, but the story
ends unhappily: she meets her former master again during the †awàf
in Mekka. Her heart breaks and she dies, as does her former master
of course. The two are buried in the same grave, according to al-Saqa†ì
who is a witness to all this.
The whole story may well be ﬁction, but it illustrates the deadly
eﬀect that unanswered passion may have, according to contemporary
imagination.
Vulnerability and Fear of Betrayal
Lovers (probably especially women) were in a vulnerable position.
One of the dangers they faced was, that their true feelings would become
exposed in society, even by their own carelessness. This was all the
more dangerous in case the lover left you for another, as in this case
where Umm al-aAlàh says:49
V.1
1. Woe, when I let my love for you subsist and took no other lover so that the love
in me for you was evident
2. I talked about you openly amidst people until my opennes damaged me, woe to
those I was open to
3. You were like the shade of a branch: while it shaded me and it delighted me, lo!,
it was shaken by storms
4. So it became someone else’s and its shadows turned around, away from me and it
left me with the glow of the heat (or: gossip)
1.
2.
3.
4.

A-lahfa abì lammà adamtu laka l-hawà
Wa [àhartu fìka l-nàsa ˙attà a∂arra bì
Fa-kunta ka-fayhi l-©ußni baynà yuΩillunì
Fa-ßàra li-©ayrì wa stadàrat Ωilàluhu

wa aßfaytu ˙attà l-wa[du bì laka Ωàhiru
mu[àharatì yà way˙a fìman u[àhiru
wa yua[ibunì i≈ zaazaaathu l-aaàßiru
siwàya wa ¢allànì wa laf˙a l-hawà[iri 50

But of course the lover who left could expose the intimate relationship, as a kind of added damage, so to speak, after separation. Umayma
imrahat b. al-Damìna found herself in this unpleasant situation, after
being blamed by her husband:51
V.2
1. You have broken your promise to me and you have made those who used to blame
(me) because of you, take malicious pleasure in me
2. You have put me in the open for the people and then you left me alone for them
(to see) as a target to be aimed at, while you were safe
49
50
51

Ibid., p. 301; al-Qàlì, al-Amàlì, ed. M. al-Aßmaaì, Beirut, s.d., II, p. 293.
A case of iqwàh.
Mu., p. 23.
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3. If words could hurt the body, then on my body the wounds from the words of
blamers would be openly visible
1. Wa anta lla≈ì a¢laftanì mà waaadtanì
2. Wa abraztanì li-l-nàsi Δumma taraktanì
3. Fa-law kàna qawlun yaklumu l-[isma qad badà

wa asmatta bì man kàna fìka yalùmu
lahum ©ara∂an urmà wa anta salìmu
bi-[ismiya min qawli l-wusàti kulùmu

From this short poem by (Ma[nùn’s) Laylà l-aÀmiriyya it seems that
women were in this respect in a more vulnerable position than men:52
V.3
1. Never was Ma[nùn in a a state or I was like he was
2. But he disclosed the secret of our love, whereas I dwindled away in secret
1. Lam yakuni l-ma[nùnu fì ˙àlatin il
2. Làkinnahu bà˙a bi-sirri l-hawà

là wa qad kuntu kamà kànà
wa innanì qad ≈ubtu kitmànà

And in the same vein:
V.4
1. The fool of aÀmir speaks openly about his love, but I hid it and so died of passion
2. When on Judgement Day it is proclaimed: “Who has died from love?”, then I will
be the only one to step forward.
1. Bà˙a ma[nùnu aÀmirin bi-hawàhu
2. Fa-i≈à kàna fì l-qiyàmati nùdì

wa katamtu l-hawà fa-muttu bi-wa[dì
man qatìlu l-hawà taqaddamtu wa˙dì

Another example of how damaging the openness of one of the lovers
can be is this poem by Sàmir:53
V.5
1. By God, you breaker of bonds, in whom can we have trust among the people we
love (our lovers) after you?!
2. Woe! Would that you had never mentioned my name, when lovers mention the ones
they love
3. Would that I had not been blinded by a well educated secretary, a reﬁned and intelligent dandy
4. With that tongue of yours you were (“carrying me around”?)54 for a while, without
me knowing that it was just ﬂattering
1.
2.
3.
4.

Bi-llàhi yà nàqi∂a l-auhùdi bi-man
Wà sawhatà mà sta[abta lì abadan
Là ©arranì kàtibun lahu adabun
Kunta bi≈àka l-lisàni mu˙tamilì (?)

baadaka min ahli wuddinà naΔiqu
in ≈akara l-aàsiqùna man aasiqù
wa là Ωarìfun muha≈≈abun labiqu
dahran wa lam adri annahu malaqu

Ibid., p. 233.
Al-Suyù†ì, MustaΩraf, p. 28
54 The text in the MustaΩraf reads mu˙talimì, but that reading does not yield any meaningful sense. I am reluctant to propose the reading mu˙tamilì.
52
53
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Conflicts with Others
So on the one hand a lover faces a psychologal crisis, being torn by
passion and its ensuing eﬀect of uncertainty, on the other the mere
fact of participating in a love aﬀair, especially when the identity of the
beloved is publicly known, causes a complicated social reaction: the
phenomenon of the wàsùn, the reproachers or blamers. It is diﬃcult to
ascertain what the role of these individuals may have been in the reality of social context. In early riΔàh blamers often trigger the reaction of
wailing, expressed by the marΔiya itself. They are the ﬁctional or nonﬁctional, maybe even ritual impetus for the poetess to transgress the
limit set by ßabr, acknowledging the legitimacy to enumerate the qualities of the deceased. For medieval Arabic society a socio-anthropological
approach may well yield a number of valuable theories concerning
function, origin and context of these wàsùn in the context of love poetry,
but that is beyond the scope and purpose of this contribution. It may
well be, that the wàsùn are a ﬁction, serving to underline the vulnerability of the love-sick, but at the same time they might function as a
trigger to aggravate the agonising dilemma between equilibrium and
folly and the impossibility of retreat. In this sense they would act
as the threshold after which the victim of love can consider him/herself to
be beyond shame and salvation: the truth has come out in the open.
The complaint by Suadà l-Asadiyya sounds very realistic. Her anguish
is caused by both internal and external circumstances:55
VI.1
1. My beloved! Do not hurry that you may understand my reasoning: I have had
enough of the torment and strain inside of me
2. Of the tears that torture me and of the sighing by which (?) my soul almost became
liquid of passion
3. You overwhelmed my soul in broad daylight whilst I could not bear to have a conﬂict
with (?) my family, neither in earnest nor in jest
4. They will not prevent me from dying by saying tomorrow [that it was] from fear
of this shame that I am in a grave alone
5. Do not forget to go there and then touch my resting place and we will (together)
complain about the torment I bore
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Óabìbiya là taa[al li-tafhama ˙u[[atì
Wa min aabaràtin taatarìnì wa zafratin
˝alabta aalà nafsì [ihàran wa lam u†iq
Wa lan yamnaaùnì an amùta bi-zaamihim
Fa-là tansa an tahtì hunàka fa-taltamis

55

Mu., p. 122.

kafàniya mà bì min balàhin wa min [ahdi
takàdu lahà nafsì tasìlu mina l-wa[di
¢ilàfan aalà ahlì bi-hazlin wa là [iddi
©adan ¢awfa hà≈à l-aàri fì [adaΔin wa˙dì
makànì fa-naskù mà ta˙ammaltu min [ahdi
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When the love aﬀair is over it can become all the more painful to
fall victim to the wàsùn as we can see in this poem by ›ayra Umm
Îay©am al-Balawiyya56. She had fallen in love with her nephew, but
was kept away from him by her family. She seems to be saying, that
love will survive, though it may be hidden for a while.
VI. 2
1. I kept away from you; As soon as I did so, those stealthy looks would start gloating over us
2. Let the blamers not be joyful about the separation; it may be, that the lover’s absence
becomes long, while the heart stays honest (true)
3. The morning of separation between both lovers will come, but love is with the heart,
its sides folded over it
1. Ha[artuka lammà an ha[artuka aßba˙at
2. Fa-là yafra˙i l-wàsùna bi-l-ha[ri wa rubbamà
3. Wa ta©dù l-nawà bayna l-mu˙ibbayni wa l-hawà

binà summatan tilka l-auyùnu l-kawàsi˙u
a†àla l-mu˙ibbu l-ha[ra wa l-[aybu nàßi˙u
maaa l-qalbi ma†wiyyun aalayhi l-[awàni˙u57

The lover that has been lost can become a threat too, because the
intimacy once shared could now be disclosed. Umm al-Îa˙˙àk alMu˙àribiyya said when she started to forget her lover from the Banù
l-Îibàb58:
VI.3
1. I had found comfort for the love of the Îibàbì for a while, but all the follies of an
ignorant one were to return
2. A soul’s friend said: I am concerned about you. By my life’s sake you are right: we
are both cause for concern
3. But the one who deserves most concern is he who does not oﬀer faith nor keep the
secrets after he has gone
4. Woe that you destroyed my love; if only my heart had not seduced the one that it
could not take revenge on
1.
2.
3.
4.

Taaazzaytu aan ˙ubbì l-∂ibàbiyyi ˙iqbatan
Yaqùlu ¢alìlu l-nafsi anti murìbatun
Wa aryabunà man là yuhaddì amànatan
A-lahfan bi-mà ∂ayyaata wuddì wa mà hafà

wa kullu aamàyà [àhilin sataΔùbù
kilànà la-aamrì qad ßadaqta/i murìbù
wa là ya˙faΩu l-asràra ˙ìna ya©ìbù
fuhàdì bi-man lam yadri kayfa yuΔìbù

The legendary passionate love aﬀair between ]amìl and BuΔayna
may have been famous ﬁction, but the following poem suggests that it

56 Ibid., pp. 81-82. The same poem is attributed to ›ulayba l-›a∂ariyya, ibid., p. 74
See also al-Qàlì, al-Amàlì, II, p. 83.
57 Alternative reading is maaa l-qalbi i≈ tu†wà aalayhi l-[awàni˙u.
58 Ka˙˙àla, Aalàm, II, 358; al-Qàlì, al-Amàlì, II, p. 87.
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had some dark sides as well. What happened exactly is not very clear,
but whatever it was, it caused BuΔayna to say:59
VI.4
1. My people threatened to kill me and to kill him. I said: kill me but free him from
his crime
2. And after killing me do not make pain follow him: he has been hurt enough from
the vehemence of the love he met
1. Tawaaaadanì qawmì bi-qatlì wa qatlihi
2. Wa là tutbiaùhu baada qatlì a≈iyyatan

fa-qultu qtulùnì wa a¢ri[ùhu60 mina l-≈anbi
kafà bi-lla≈ì yalqàhu min siddati l-˙ubbi

The “blamers” were apparently in a powerful position. Reading the
story of ›adì[a bint A˙mad b. KulΔùm al-Muaàriﬁyya and her lover
Abù Marwàn aAbd al-Malik b. Ziyàdat Allàh it is not clear how these
characters actually succeeded, but they managed to keep the lovers
apart. The poetess still calls on her lover to persevere:61
VI.5
1. They made us split up, but when we came together, they tore us apart by lies and
false accusations
2. What they do to us today is in my opinion like what the devil does to mankind
3. Woe for you; even worse: woe against you if you go away Abû Marwàn
1. Farraqà baynanà falammà [tamaanà
2. Mà arà ﬁalahum binà l-yawma illà
3. Lahfa nafsì aalayka bal lahfa nafsì

mazzaqùnà bi-l-zùri wa l-buhtàni
miΔla ﬁali l-say†àni bi-l-insàni
minka in binta yà Abà Marwàni

This caution for the “blamers” is meaningful, because all too easily
society despised a woman as being loose; see for instance what Umm
Óammàda l-Hamdàniyya puts in the mouth of a woman advising her62:
VI.6
1. I complained to her about love, but she said: you lied to me; do I not see the strong
men “dressed” in what they got from you?
2. Take it easy: that passion and love may not wear out your bones lest they become
visible
3. And lest whispering from the blame of love will aﬀect you and your bones will
become mute so that they will not be able to answer the Caller63

Mu., p. 27.
The context clearly indicates this reading, but it violates the metre.
61 Ibid., pp. 66-67; Suyù†ì, Nuzha, p. 50.
62 Mu., p. 291.
63 This may well be an allusion to Q. 50, 41-2: wa stamia yawma yunàdì l-munàdì . . .
≈àlika yawmu l-¢urù[i.
59
60
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1. Sakawtu ilayhà l-˙ubba qàlat ka≈abtanì
2. Ruwaydaki ˙attà yabtalì l-sawqu wa l-hawà
3. Wa yah¢u≈aki l-waswàsu min lawaati l-hawà

a-lastu arà l-a[làda minki kawàsiyà
aiΩàmaki ˙attà yarta[iana bawàdiyà
wa ta¢rasa ˙attà là tu[ìba l-munàdiyà

Even later in al-Andalus the wàsùn still seem to have had their role
in love aﬀairs, like we can conclude from this poem by Muh[a bint
aAbd al-Razzàq al-˝arnà†iyya with a ﬁerce attack on the blamers64
VI.7
1. When the blamers have rejected anything except our separation, when they will not
have any revenge with me nor you
2. And (when) they have let loose on our ears every possible attack and (when) my
protectors and helpers have become small in number
3. Then I will drive them away from your eyes, from my tears and my breath with
the sword, with ﬂood and with ﬁre
1. Wa lammà abà l-wàsùna illà ﬁràqanà
2. Wa sannà aalà asmàainà kulla ©àratin
3. ˝azawtuhumù min muqlatayka wa admuaì

wa mà lahumù aindì wa aindaka min Δàri
wa qalla ˙umàtì ainda ≈àka wa anßàrì
wa min nafasì bi-l-sayﬁ wa l-sayli wa l-nàri

Absence
Absence of the beloved is of course an omnipresent theme in love
poetry. One of the most striking poems by a woman on the theme of
separation, at least for its beginning, is probably this mixed up text
that is attributed to two poetesses: al-›ansàh bint al-Tay˙àn and Umm
›àlid al-›aΔaamiyya:65
The ﬁrst version has 7 vss., all rhyming in—àmi. Two vss. rhyming
in -àmu, that are attributed to the same poetess, are integrated in the
version of Umm ›àlid, causing iqwàh. Vs. 5 in the version by al-›ansàh
is missing in Umm ›àlid’s, whereas the latter has an extra verse (vs. 7 of
8 vss.) that has a rhyme in -àmi, but which does not ﬁt the theme of
this poem. This leaves us with the following poem by al-›ansàh bint
al-Tay˙àn:
VII.1
1. Has someone made a vow to kill me if the eye sees the shining of a bright cloud
in the valley, the valley of the Tihàma
2. May a pouring raincloud not cease, wandering about, one that is led to the people
of ˝a∂à by its rein
3. That ]a˙was may drink from it and that he may see its lightning with the eyes of
a white headed hawk from the North

Mu., pp. 243-244; al-Maqqarì, Naf˙ al-ˇìb, V, p. 206.
See Mu., pp. 76 (taken from Balà©àt, p. 194) and 291-292 (taken from al-Qàlì,
al-Amàlì, II, p. 10).
64
65
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4. Myself and my people (in return) for ]a˙was, his words and his teeth that shine
from the toothbrush!
5. Ah! My love for the ›afà[ì ]a˙was emaciated my body (away from me) so it is a
worn-out garment of leanness
6. I swear that I love ]a˙was as much as aAfràh loved b. Óizàm66
7. I’m exactly like her except that I am urging myself towards the moment of Death
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

A-munta≈arun qatlì ini l-aaynu ànasat
Fa-là zàla munhallun mina l-©ayΔi ràhi˙un
Li-yasraba minhu ]a˙wasun wa yasìmuhu68
Bi-nafsì wa ahlì ]a˙wasun wa kalàmuhu
A-là inna wa[dì bi-l-›afà[iyyi ]a˙wasin
Wa uqsimu innì qad wa[adtu bi-]a˙wasin
Wa mà ana illà miΔluhà ©ayra annanì

sanà bàriqin bi-l-©awri ©awri Tihàmi
yuqàdu ilà ahli l-˝a∂à67 bi-zimàmi
bi-aaynay qu†àmiyyin a©arra sahàmì
wa anyàbuhu l-làhì [alà bi-basàmi
barà l-[isma minnì fa-hwa ni∂wu saqàmi
ka-mà wa[adat aAfràhu bi-bni Óizàmi
muha[[ilatun nafsì li-waqti ˙imàmi

A poem by Barra l-aAdawiyya reﬂects a Bedouin spirit in its qaßìdalike opening. The ﬁrst hemistich of the last verse echoes the traditional
ending of a marΔiya:69
VII.2
1. You two, friends of mine, when you go up and down the country in which my soul
fell in love, remember me then
2. And do not stop doing that if someone there blames me in spite of the rage of the
reproachers, if you both excuse me
3. My heart is emaciated after long steadfastness; the stories of Ya˙yà turn my tresses
to grey
4. I will guard for Ya˙yà my love as long as the east wind blows, even if they would
purposely cut my tongue for it
1.
2.
3.
4.

›alìlayya in aßaadtumà aw haba†tumà
Wa là tadaaà in làmanì Δamma làhimun
Fa-qad saﬀa qalbì baada †ùli ta[alludin
Sa-araà li-Ya˙yà l-wudda mà habbati l-ßabà

bilàdan hawà nafsì bihà fa-≈kuràniyà
aalà su¢u†i l-wàsìna in taa≈uràniyà
a˙àdìΔu min Ya˙yà tusìbu l-nawàßiyà70
wa in qa†aaù fì ≈àka aamdan lisàniyà

Although the next poem by the wife of Yazìd b. Sinàn starts with the
characteristic themes and diction of the marΔiya71, which would suggest

66 The data Mu. gives lead to some chaos: the aAfràh that al-›ansàh is referring to
here is identiﬁed as Bint Muhàßir b. Màlik (d. 50 A.H.), well known for her love for
aUrwa b. Óizàm. Elsewhere (Mu., p. 182) we ﬁnd aAfràh bint aAqqàl (?) al-aU≈riyya who
belonged to (ßà˙iba) aUrwa b. Óizàm (d. 28 A.H.). If we exclude the possibility that
al-›ansàh is referring to the future, we could hardly call her a sàaira min sawàair al-]àhiliyya
as Mu. does.
67 The text in Mu. reads al-Qa∂à.
68 The text in Mu. reads yashummuhu
69 Mu., pp. 30-1; Balà©àt (1908-edition), p. 199.
70 The rhyme word is faulty: the other verses consistently rhyme in -àniyà whereas
this one has -àßiyà.
71 In a way this is a ﬁne blend of the beginnings of three maràΔì: Hind bint Óu≈ayfa
(ta†àwala laylì li-l-humùmi . . .), Suadà bint al-Samardal ( . . . wa abìtu laylì kullahu là ah[aau)
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a pre-Islamic date, the poetess apparently was a contemporary of aAbd
al-Malik b. Marwàn, the ﬁfth Umayyad caliph (d. 705/86)72. This poem
illustrates the passion caused by separation.
VII.3
1. This night is long, my eye is loosing tears, my grief is keeping me awake and my
heart is full of pain
2. In the dark I am bearing out the night and pasture its stars and my heart is suﬀering
in the dark, full of fear73
3. When from among them (viz. the stars) a bright star is missing, I notice while it is
setting with my own eyes another one while it is rising
4. When I remember what was between us I ﬁnd my heart breaking from passion
5. Every lover thinks of his beloved; hoping and craving for a meeting with the other
each day
6. Oh You, Owner of the Throne, relieve the passion you seen in me, because You
are the One to guard my interests and Who listens
7. I have called upon You in happiness and grief for a sickness that burns between my ribs
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Ta†àwala hà≈à l-laylu fa-l-aaynu tadmaau
Fa-bittu uqàsì l-layla araà nu[ùmahu
I≈à ©àba aanhà kawkabun fì ma©ìbihi
I≈àmà ta≈akkartu lladì kàna baynanà
Wa kullu ˙abìbin ≈àkirun li-˙abìbihi
Fa-≈à l-aarsi farri[ mà tarà min ßabàbatì
Daaawtuka fì l-sarràhi wa l-∂urri daawatan

wa arraqanì ˙uznì fa-qalbì muwa[[aau
wa bàta fuhàdì aàniyan yatafazzaau
lama˙tu bi-aaynì à¢aran ˙ìna ya†laau
wa[adtu fuhàdì li-l-hawà yataqa††aau
yura[[ì liqàhu kulla yawmin wa ya†maau
fa-anta lla≈ì taraà umùrì wa tasmaau
aalà aillatin bayna l-saràsìﬁ tal≈aau

A slave girl uttered this poem, that was overheard by Abù Bakr (alÍiddìq)74:
VII.4
1. I loved him from even before the breaking of the amulets of my childhood, because
he walks proudly, bending like a soft reed
2. As if the light of the full moon is a habit to his face: he is one of the Banù Hàsim
and ascends high in their nobility
1. Wa aasiqtuhu min qabli qa†ai tamàhimì
2. Wa kahanna nùra l-badri sunnatu wa[hihi 75

mutamàyisan miΔla l-qa∂ìbi l-nàaimi
yanmì wa yaßaadu fì ≈uhàbati hàsimi

Abù Bakr then asks her about the identity of her beloved and she
answers:

and al-›ansàh (innì ariqtu fa-bittu l-layla sàhiratan . . . . araà l-nu[ùma wa mà kulliftu riayatahà),
Borg, Mit Poesie vertreibe ich den Kummer meines Herzens, Eine Studie zur altarabischen Trauerklage
der Frau (MPKH), pp. 128-9.
72 Mu., pp. 110-111 and 333.
73 The text reads yatafarraau (“is falling to pieces”), but I do not trust this reading.
More probably: yatafazzaau.
74 Ibid., p. 350; Ibn Qayyim al-]awziyya, A¢bàr al-Nisàh, pp. 219-220.
75 The text in Mu. reads wa[hi; in A¢bàr al-Nisàh: wa[hihi.
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VII.5
1. I am the one with whose heart passion plays and who weeps for the love of Mu˙ammad
b. al-Qàsim
1. Wa ana llatì laaiba l-©aràmu bi-qalbihà fa-bakat bi-˙ubbi mu˙ammadi bni l-qàsimi

Subsequently he buys her and urges Mu˙ammad b. al-Qàsim
b. ]aafar b. Abì ˇàlib to marry her with this woman-unfriendly remark:
Hàhulàhi ﬁtan al-ri[àl: fa-kam màta bi-hinna karìm wa aa†iba aalayhinna salìm
(“These are the real trials of men: many a noble one did die by them,
and many a safe one “became ruined”).
In his MustaΩraf 76 al-Suyù†ì mentions Taymàh, a slave girl of Abù
l-aAbbàs ›uzayma b. ›àzim al-Nahsalì, who wrote to her master while
he was travelling in Syria:
VII.6
1. May Taymàh be the ransom of the evil that you beware of
Because you are her heart, her ears and her eyesight
2. Now that you have travelled, you left me distress
and with it there is for me no purpose left in pleasure
3. Did you remember your bond with me in you absence as much
as sorrow, distress and worry have emaciated me?
1. Tafdìka taymàhu min sùhin tu˙à≈iruh
2. La-in ra˙alta laqad abqayta lì ˙azanan
3. Fa-hal ta≈akkarta aahdì fì l-ma©ìbi kamà

fa-anta muh[atuhà wa l-samau wa l-baßaru
lam yabqa lì maaahu fì la≈≈atin wa†aru
qad saﬀanì l-hammu wa l-a˙zànu wa l-ﬁkaru

Separation can cause the one who stays behind to become the target either of blame or of the arrows of sorrow, like in this poem by
aArìb al-Mahmùniyya, said to be of Barmakì origin77. When her lover,
whom she married in secret, was sent far away on an errand by alMutawakkil:
VII.7
1. My beloved has gone, despite of me, not with my agreement
2. I have mistakenly left the one for whom I have not met a substitute
3. For his absence from my sight I have become a shooting mark in my life
1. Ammà l-˙abìbu fa-qad ma∂à
2. A¢†ahtu fì tarkì li-man
3. Li-buadihi aan nàΩirì

76
77

bi-l-ra©mi minnì là l-ri∂à
lam alqa minhu aiwa∂à
ßirtu bi-aaysì ©ara∂à

Al-Suyù†ì, MustaΩraf, p. 12
Ibid., p. 175; al-Ißfahànì, A©ànì (Dàr Íàdir), pp. 21, 72.
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Fa∂l al-Sàaira however sees through the nicety of words. When her
beloved says he will be travelling, she answers:78
VII.8
1. You lie to me about love, if you now shake your hand before travelling: the hand
of separation with the hand of endurance and strength
2. Do not mention love and passion: if your soul would really have been struck with
passion, it would endure the distance as well79
1. Ka≈≈abtanì l-wudda in ßàfa˙ta murta˙ilan
2. Là ta≈kuranna l-hawà wa l-sawqa law fu[iaat

kaﬀa l-ﬁràqi bi-kaﬃ l-ßabri wa l-[aldi
bi-l-sawqi nafsuka la-taßbir aalà l-buadi

In the next example separation has become a loss that the poetess
believes to be insurmountable: Óabs, a mawlàt of al-A˙naf, starts a dialogue
with her house—mirabile dictu—and the camel driver, who assisted the
leaving party. She says:80
VII.9
1. They went away with my heart and left distress behind, the horse-riders, and they
left the land deserted
2. Oh You, house, is my beloved still within or did he leave? Where is the one inside
you who was a resting place for me?
3. The house answered weeping: Alas! I have become a home to gazelles
4. I called on their camel driver as the party had already left: stay and tie the camels
down
5. He answered while his tears were ﬂowing: Who is the victim of this separation? I
said: I am!
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Sàrù bi-qalbì wa awdaaù sa[anà
Yà dàru fìka l-˙abìbu am Ωaaanà
A[àbati l-dàru wa hya bàkiyatun
Nàdaytu ˙àdiyahum wa qad ra˙ala
A[àbanì wa l-dumùau [àriyatun

ahlu l-ma†àyà wa aw˙asù l-wa†anà
ayna lla≈ì fìka kàna lì sakanà
wà ˙arabà ßirtu li-l-Ωibà wa†anà
l-rakbu aqìmà wa aaqilà81l-budunà
man ≈à qatìlu l-ﬁràqi qultu anà

Óafßa bint al-Óà[[ al-Rakùniyya from Granada uses this playful
poem to make her beloved hurry to her82:

Mu., p. 208.
There is a diﬃcult problem of interpretation here: the text readslaw fu[iaat bi-lsawqi nafsuka law taßbir aalà l-buadi. In translation: “if only your soul would be struck by
passion, if only you/your soul would endure the distance”. With this translation Fa∂l
would wish for her lover to be really in love (which is consistent with verse 1) and
make her self dependent on her lover’s endurance, which she evidently does not want
to express. For these reasons I prefer to read la-taßbir as an apodosis. The metre (basì†)
allows this reading.
80 Suyù†ì, MustaΩraf, p. 16.
81 The metre calls for a hamzat qa†a.
82 Mu., p. 55; al-Maqqarì, Naf˙ al-ˇìb, V, pp. 109-10.
78
79
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VII.10
1. I visit you or you visit me, because my heart always bends to what you desire
2. My teeth are a sweet and cool waterwell and the my locks are an extensive shade
3. I hope that you will be thirsty and struck by sunlight when the resting place delivers
me to you
4. Hurry with your answer because it is not nice to reject BuΔayna, oh ]amìl
1.
2.
3.
4.

Azùruka am tazùru fa-inna qalbì
Fa-Δa©rì mawridun aa≈bun zulàlun
Wa qad ammaltu an taΩmà wa ta∂˙à
Fa-aa[[il bi-l-[awàbi fa-mà [amìlun

ilà mà tastahì abadan yamìlu
wa farau ≈uhàbatì Ωillun Ωalìlu
i≈à wàfà ilayka biya l-maqìlu
ibàhuka aan BuΔaynata yà ]amìlu

Memory
Absence and separation lead to cherished memories. So for instance
this poem by the early Islamic poetess ›awla bint Ôàbit al-Anßàriyya,
the sister of Óassàn, who composed this poem on aAmmàra b. al-Walìd
b. al-Mu©ìra with whom she was in love83. The poem has a qaßìda-like
beginning and—like some other love poems—shows features that we
know from maràΔì, e.g. the ≈ayl and “negative praise”—i.e. praise with
negations of bad qualities—in 4b and 5b. It seems to be a love poem,
though, and not a marΔiya, according to the introduction: wa qàlat tusabbibu fìh:
VIII.1
1. You both my friends, my sleeplesness has hit me, my eye has not slept, not even a
little
2. My drink is not easy to swallow and I do not complain to anyone about what I feel
(is in me)
3. How can you taunt me for a man, easy going, with whom my heart rejoices
4. His looks are like the shine of a full moon; he is not a coward nor diﬃcult to
approach84
5. Belonging to the tribe of Àl Mu©ìra, not weak, nor a coward or a liar
6. My eye saw him one day and afterward it never saw another
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Yà ¢alìlayya nàbanì sahadì
Fa-saràbì mà usì©a wa mà
Kayfa tal˙ùnì aalà ra[ulin
MiΔlu ∂awhi l-badri ßùratuhu
Min banì Àli l-Mu©ìrati là
NaΩarat yawman fa-là naΩarat

lam tanam aaynì wa lam takadi
astakì mà bì ilà a˙adi
ànisin talta≈≈uhu kabidì
laysa bi-l-zummayli wa l-nakidi
¢àmilin niksin wa là [a˙idi
baadahu aaynì ilà a˙adi

Mu., p. 80.
The text is grammatically faulty with: laysa bi-l-zummaylati l-nakidi. I suggest to read:
laysa bi-l-zummayli wa l-nakidi comp. I. Goldziher, “Bemerkungen zur arabischen
Trauerpoesie”, WZKM, XVI (1902), p. 309.
83
84
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The memory of a pleasant moment is expressed by ›ayra Umm
Îay©am who apparently was on the brink of giving in to passion85:
VIII.2
1. We found ourselves suddenly behind the clan; we were no longer amongst them nor
were we mixed up with the enemies
2. And at night two sweet smelling cloaks of happiness shielded us from the dew and
ripe that fell from the night
3. By mentioning God’s name we drove away from us our youthful folly when our
hearts were pounding inside us
4. We went away from the intention of purity but maybe we quenched the thirst of
our souls by just sipping
1.
2.
3.
4.

WaΔabnà ¢ilàfa l-˙ayyi là na˙nu minhumù
Wa bitnà yaqìnà sàqi†a l-†alli wa l-nadà
Na≈ùdu bi-≈ikri llàhi aannà mina l-ßabà
Wa naßduru aan amri l-aafàﬁ wa rubbamà

wa là na˙nu bi-l-aadàhi mu¢tali†àni
mina l-layli burdà yumnatin aa†iràni
i≈à kàna qalbànà binà ya[ifàni
naqaanà ©alìla l-nafsi bi-l-rasafàni

In some cases like the one of this woman of the Banù aÀmir b.
Íaaßaaa the memory of a pleasant time can become something she would
rather forget86
VIII.3
1. May rain and water pour down over days that aﬀected us with passion, coming from
where the dry winds sometimes come
2. They (the winds) appear to us arising from the passes of mount Îumr87 as if their
foremost parts are higher than oak trees (?)
3. A dry wind in which my body takes pleasure when it blows like a wind from
Óa∂ramawt that oﬀers88 musk and sweet smells
4. O you dear traveller by night in weakness, that aﬀected us between al-˛iràaayn89
and al-A¢ràb (?) who was it (that travelled) (?)
5. I imagined him to be a king—o this beloved image!—belonging to mankind or to
the jinn’s
6. What do you remember from the Yamani land without remembering the one who
was in ]awzàn90 that night?!
7. Willingly I cheat myself (to refrain) from remembering you, like the sober one cheats
the drunk
1. Saqyan wa raayan li-ayyàmin tusawwiqunàmin ˙ayΔu tahtì riyà˙u l-hayﬁ a˙yànà
2. Tabdù lanà min Δanàyà l-∂umri †àliaatan kahanna aalàmahà [allalna sì[ànà

85
86
87

Mu., p. 82.
Ibid., p. 336.
Yàqùt, Mua[am al-Buldàn, Beirut, 1990, III, p. 527: [abal yu≈kar maaa Îàhin fì bilàd

Qays.
88 Hunà does not make much sense here. Yàqùt, Mua[am al-Buldàn, Beirut, 1990, III,
p. 5 reads hafà, which does not help. Maybe read hanà as a mu¢aﬀaf -form for hanaha.
89 See Yàqùt, loc. cit.
90 ]awzàn is a qarya fì mi¢làf (province) Bu (?) adàn in Yaman: Yàqùt, Mua[am alBuldàn, II, p. 211.
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Hayfun yala≈≈u lahà [ismì i≈à nasamat ka-l-˙a∂ramiyyi hanà miskan wa ray˙ànà
Yà ˙abba≈à †àriqun wahnan alamma binà
bayna l-≈iràaayni wa l-a¢ràbi man kànà
Sabbahtu lì màlikan yà ˙abba≈à sabhan immà mina l-insi aw mà kàna [inànà
Mà≈à tu≈akkiru min ar∂in yamàniyyatin wa là tu≈akkiru man amsà bi-[awzànà
aAmdan u¢àdiau nafsì aan ta≈akkurikum kamà yu¢àdiau ßà˙ì l-aaqli sukrànà

A sad [àriya remarks91:
VIII.4
1. We were like a couple of Qa†à birds in a desert area, living a carefree life, wonderful, pleasant and without sorrow
2. They were hit by the fortune of time and driven apart; I have never seen anything
more lonesome than someone on his own
1. Wa kunnà ka-zaw[in min qa†an fì mafàzatin
2. Aßàbahumà raybu l-zamàni fa-ufridàwa

ladà ¢af∂i aaysin mua[ibin mùniqin ra©di
lam ara sayhan qa††u aw aw˙asa min fardi

A [àriya who was sold by her master because of her insubmissiveness wrote to him from afar92
VIII.5
1. Verily if your far away heart burns, then my heart is cracking up
2. By the Lord of heaven, you must know, my master, in me there is desire for you
3. Find yourself comfort93 over “us” with what you ﬁnd in us, even if we are emaciated by passion
4. My soul is warm for you (i.e. it is burning me), passionate, and my eye is weeping,
shedding tears (i.e. spending coolness)
5. Our death is in the hand of fates (?) as is our life close to each other (?) and my
return94
6. O fates, wherever you, my master, may be, my heart is now submissive to him (i.e. you)
7. So, peace be upon you from me, as long as the sun rises
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

La-in kawà qalbuka l-sasùau
Wa bì wa rabbi l-samàhi fa-alam
Iaziz aalaynà bimà tulàqì
Fa-l-nafsu ˙arrà aalayka walhà
Fa-mawtunà fì yadi l-Δanàhì
Wa ˙ayΔamà kunta yà manàyà
Ôumma aalayka l-salàmu minnì

fa-l-qalbu minnì bihi ßudùau
ilayka yà sayyidì nuzùau
fìnà wa in saﬀanà l-walùau
wa l-aaynu aabrà lahà dumùau
wa aaysunà l-qurbu (?) wa l-ru[ùau
fa-l-qalbu minnì bihi ¢usùau
mà kàna samsuhà †u/alùau

Rejection of the Candidate
If the poetess would reject a candidate for his looks or out of pure
contempt, then that of course is a fatal disgrace. In such a case we

91
92
93
94

Mu., p. 345.
Ibid., pp. 349-50.
I read iaziz (I) instead of aaziz (IV).
Probably a hysteron proteron.
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would be close to the genre of hi[àh-poetry. There are however factors
by which the theme of rejection may still be closely associated with
love poetry, so for instance in a case of the unability of the poetess to
marry for external reasons like the negative view of her family towards
the candidate. And of course rejection may even be part of the game
of love as such.
These are a few examples of classic hi[àh. Umm ]aafar bint aAlì
l-Hàsimiyya had been having a relationship with a nephew of hers.
After this ended Íàli˙ b. Mu˙ammad b. Ismàaìl al-Hàsimì proposed to
her. He was rejected, so he said to her in anger:95
IX.1
1. You, pain in my heart, eyesore that you are
2. You slush of vomit in diarrhea, you waste of a fool
3. Are you, people, ordering me to marry her? Then where, where is my right hand?!
(sc. to swear that I won’t)
4. Her husband was by her behaviour in a thicket of horns (instead of only wearing
two)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Yà sawßatun fì fuhàdì
Yà qayyatun fì sulà˙in
A-tahmurùnì bi-tazwì[ihà
Wa zaw[uhà kàna minhà

wa yà qa≈an fì [ufùnì
yà fa∂lata l-mahfûni
fa-ayna ayna yamìnì
fì ©ay∂atin min qurùni

Umm ]aafar answers saying:
IX.2
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Make your anger turn away from us: for me you are no equal party
You possess neither earthly things nor religion (decency?)
You [health of . . . . .], you diarrhea of a fat bellied man
I have given him the slave as a mate96 with all his sturdy stick
You want my possessions with a weak mind and persevering stupidity

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Ar[ia bi-©ayΩika aannà
Wa lasta ßà˙iba dunyà
Yà ßi˙˙ata . . .97
Aa†aytuhu [?] l-aabda baalan
Tarùmu milkì bi-aaqlin

fa-lasta lì bi-qarìni
wa lasta ßà˙iba dìni
yà sal˙ata l-mab†ùni
bi-kulli aùdin matìni
wàhin wa ˙umqin ˙arùni

If the correct way of getting married implies, that the partners would
not have had an opportunity to meet and to get to know each other,

Mu., pp. 288-289; Balà©àt, pp. 209 (1997 edition), 114-115 (1908 edition).
The text has ma†iyyatuhu l-aabdu, which results in a faulty metre. Just as a playful
suggestion: aa†aytuhu l-aabda.
97 Text broken.
95
96
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then the wedding and consummation could sometimes become a bitter disappointment, like these two women apparently experienced:
aUßayma bint Zayd al-Nahdiyya98
IX.3
1. They say aUßayma did not touch/take her dowry as if the one who gave to aUsayma
jewelry was (only) playing
2. If they would experience what I have been through they would shrug behind me
and no-one would strive for that dowry
3. As if the winds from Saaìd b. Sàlim are the winds of a stretch of land on which the
hyena’s have pissed
4. If from that (land), bounty would be given, I would be locked away during the nights
as long as someone who wishes things calls upon God99
1.
2.
3.
4.

Yaqùlùna lam tah¢u≈ außaymatu mahrahà
Wa law màrasù mà kuntu fìhi la-u˙ri[ù
Ka-anna riyà˙an min saaìdi bni sàlimi
Fa-in unﬁlat minhu fa-innì ˙abìsatun

kahanna lla≈ì ya˙lì außaymata làaibu
waràhì wa lam ya†lub ilà l-mahri †àlibu
riyà˙u †ibbatin bàlat aalayhà l-Δaaàlibu
†iwàla l-layàlì mà daaà llàha rà©ibu

And aAmra bint al-Nuamàn b. Basìr al-Anßàriyya said bitchily when
al-ÓàriΔ b. ›àlid proposed to her100
IX.4
1. The old men and the young of Damaskus are dearer to me than the men from the
Ói[àz
2. They have a stench like the stench from the armpits of goats, impossible for musk
and frankinsence to get rid of
1. Kuhùlu Dimasqin wa subbànuhà
2. Lahum ≈afarun ka-ßunàni l-tuyù

a˙abbu ilayya mina l-]àliyah
si aayà aalà l-miski wa l-©àliyah

The Andalusian poetess Nazhùn is merciless in her rejection of an
ugly man who proposed to her:101
IX.5
1. Bring an excuse for me (to get away) from an ill-tempered lover, stupid in his advice
and his behaviour
2. He desires a meeting (with me) with something that, would he come to desire a slap
in the face for it, he would not be striken for it (i.e.: that does not even deserve a
slap in the face)
3. With a head that needs plastering (litt: putty102) and a face that needs a veil

Ibid., p. 181; Balà©àt, p. 203 (1997 edition) ; p. 109 (1908 edition).
It is interesting to observe, how images of riΔàh are incorporated: on the topos of
“. . . for ever and ever” see Borg, MPKH, pp. 171-3.
100 Mu., p. 193.
101 Ibid., p. 251.
102 So in Dozy, R., Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes: putty, kit (“mastic”).
98
99
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safìhi l-isàrati wa l-manzaai
yarûmu bihi l-ßafaa lam yußfaai
wa wa[hin faqìrin ilà burquai

In the case of Umm Íarìa (al-Íarì˙) al-Kindiyya the problem that
she and the rest of her family seem to have with her husband is more
of a psychological kind103:
IX.6
1. It is as if the house on the day you are in it is a pit over us, ﬁlled with smoke
2. If only you were on the ship of the Banì aIbàd, deported ; we wouldn’t see you and
you wouldn’t see us
3. If only you were away in India, away from us, [and would that we had a friend so
that he would treat us gently (?)
4. If the gifts from him would stop (?), I would be given them hundredfold (?) he would
scold us (?) ]
1.
2.
3.
4.

Kahanna l-dàra yawma takùnu fìhà
Fa-laytaka fì safìni banì aibàdi/a (?)
Wa laytaka ©àhibun bi-l-hindi aannà
Wa law anna l-nu≈ùra takuﬀu minhu

aalaynà ˙ufratun mulihat du¢ànà
†arìdan là naràka wa là tarànà
[wa layta lanà ßadìqan fa-qtanànà
la-qad ahdaytuhà (uhdìtuhà?) mihatan ha[ànà]

Danànìr was much more subtle and diplomatic when she rejected
Abù l-SaaΔàhs proposal in these words:104
IX.7
1. Abù l-SaaΔàh has a hidden love in which there is no power (to resist) for the accused
(i.e. me)
2. Oh heart hold back from him and oh you whom love follies: sit down and (then)
stand up (to leave?)
3. Adequate words reached me from him; the media of lovers are words
4. A hunter that is trusted by his gazelles like gazelles of the Holy Places (where hunting is
prohibited?)
5. If you (really) are in love, then pray to God that your wishes be fulﬁlled, Abù l-SaaΔàh,
and fast
6. If God is merciful, He will sort out your appointment on the Day of the Gathering
in the garden of eternal life (Paradise)105
7. Where I will meet you (when you will be) as a fullgrown youthful boy in whom all
good things have become perfect
1. Li-Abì l-SaaΔàhi ˙ubbun kàminun
2. Yà fuhàdì fa-zda[ir aanhu wa yà

laysa fìhi nah∂atun li-l-muttahim
aabaΔa l-˙ubbi bihi fa-qaud wa qum

103 Mu., p. 298. See for this woman also al-›a†ìb: Sar˙ Dìwàn al-Óamàsa li-Abì Tammàm,
Beirut, s.d., II, pp. 201-2 and Balà©à† (1997 edition), p. 213. Vss. 3b and 4 are hard
to interpret.
104 Mu., pp. 88-9.
105 This poem is not easy to understand. The damage in my edition of verse 6 does
not help. I read lamma. This verse might well be a pun on the name of Abù l-SaaΔàh:
“lamma llàhu saaΔahu”, “may God repair the disorder of his aﬀairs”.
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Zàranì minhu kalàmun ßàhibun
Íàhidun tahmanuhu ©azlànuhu
Íalli in a˙babta an tua†à l-munà
Lima mìaàduka yawma l-˙asari fì
ÓayΔu alqàka ©ulàman yàﬁaan
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wa wasìlàtu l-mu˙ibbìna l-kalim
miΔla mà tahmanu ©azlànu l-˙aram
yà Abà l-SaaΔàhi li-llàhi wa ßum
[annati l-¢uldi ini llàhu ra˙im
nàsihan qad kamilat fìhi l-niaam

An anonymous woman ridicules her husband at his weakest spot:
impotence106
IX.8
1. Abù Íàli˙ loves to fuck, but his dick does not obeye him
2. He has taken out the “avarice” from its “plentiful partner”107 and it turned out to
be beyond hope
3. If only he had in his ass what I have in my pussy! If only another man than he
would take me in his possession
1. Yu˙ibbu l-nikà˙a Abù Íàli˙in
2. Wa qad amsaka l-bu¢la min kaﬃhi
3. Fa-yà layta mà fì ˙irì fì stihi

wa laysa yu†àwiauhu ayruh
fa-aßba˙a là yurta[à ¢ayruh
wa mallakanì ra[ulun ©ayruh

Another story about an impotent man runs like this:108
IX.9
Abù l-Baydàh, an impotent, wanted to marry two women. When the
clan assured him, that one was enough for him, he insisted. They
agreed to let him marry one and evaluate things after a week. If not
satisﬁed he could marry another then. They picked for him a bedouin
woman and after a week they asked him how he had been on the ﬁrst
day. “Fantastic” he replied. “And on the third?” they asked. “Don’t
ask me!”. His wife then replied from behind the curtain:
1.
2.
2.
4.
5.

Abù l-Baydàha jumped into the pitfall (“lasso”)
Until he was led into a nice house/tent
In it was a gazel, well playing coyness, frightened
He worked on it until his sweat ﬂowed continuously
The key was broken and the lock remained closed

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Kàna Abù l-Baydàha yanzù fì l-wahaq
Óattà i≈à ud¢ila fì baytin aniq
Fìhi ©azàlun ˙asanu l-dalli ¢ariq
Màrasahu ˙attà i≈à rfa∂∂a l-aaraq
Inkasara l-miftà˙u wa nsadda l-©alaq

Balà©àt (1908 edition), p. 115.
I can think of at least three other interpretations of this passage. The reading
“umsika” would double that number.
108 Ibn aAbd Rabbih, aIqd, VII, p. 154.
106
107

ARA 54,4_F1_749_425-465

10/3/07

11:25 AM

460

Page 460

gert borg

A woman might not only reject someone who proposed to her, but
also a husband regretting to have separated from her, like in this case
al-aUryàn b. al-Aswad when he asked his divorced wife to consider
returning. She wrote:109
IX.10
1. If you are in need of something then ask something else in stead, because the gazelle
that you lost is occupied
1. In kunta ≈à ˙à[atin fa-†lub lahà badalan

inna l-©azàla lla≈ì ∂ayyaata mas©ùlu

But her husband wrote:
1. She who has occupations, let Allah protect her, we have been enjoying her and the
bond is still present
2. We have just discovered a new side of reappraising her: because in the nights and
in the ensuing days there is length (i.e.: they are boring)
1. Man kàna ≈à su©ulin fa-llàhu yaklahuhu
2. Wa qad qa∂aynà mina sti†ràﬁhi †arafan

wa qad lahawnà bihi wa l-˙ablu mawßùlu
wa fì l-layàlì wa fì ayyàmihà †ùlu

Regret and Separation
Umm ›àlid al-›aΔaamiyya110
X.1
1. O Soul that has been led by love, if you now strive to evade (him), then certainly
something awful has led you astray
2. So turn away from him, because something has come in between: he has been distracted by a relationship of old, other than the one with you
1. Ayyatuhà l-nafsu llatì qàdahà l-hawà
2. Fa-tanßarifì aanhu fa-qad ˙ìla dùnahu

amàlaka in rumti l-ßudùda aazìmu111
wa alhàhu waßlun min siwàki qadìmu

One of the judges in al-Bahnasà had to handle a case of divorce in
which the husband did not agree. The wife would not let herself be
persuaded and said:112
X.2
1. When al-Allìd (?) started to violate his bond with me and wanted the cloth of “togetherness” to be torn
2. I left him and freed my hand from his and I read to me and to him the verse: “But
if they [both] separate . . .”113

Ibid., VII, p. 133.
Mu., p. 292.
111 The metre is †awìl, but the ﬁrst short in the aa[uz is missing.
112 Ibid., p. 327; al-Suyù†ì, Nuzha, p. 97.
113 A case of iqtibàs. Arberry’s translation of Sùra 4, 129: “But if they separate, God
will enrich each of them of His plenty; God is All-embracing, All-wise”.
109
110
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wa aràda Δawba l-waßli an yatamazzaqà
wa talawtu lì wa lahu “wa in yatafarraqà”

In this case of separation the woman nicely tricks her husband:114
X.3
A man from Kùfa was sent on a mission (∂uriba l-ba aΔ). He went
away to Azarbaijan and led a [àriya and a horse with him although
he was married to his niece. He wrote to her in order to make her
jealous:
1. Tell “Umm al-Banìn” that we have nothing to wish for; beardless heroes see to our
wishes
2. As far away (from you) as “the two “mankib”-stars” (sc. one in Orion, the other in
Pegasus) when they pass, while the far away “bay∂àh” star is like it is adorned with
a string of pearls (?)
3. The ﬁrst because of the battles with the enemy, the second for my own sake when
the army retreats
1. A-là abli©ù Umma l-Banìna bi-annanà
2. Baaìdu manà†i l-mankibayni i≈à [arà
3. Fa-hà≈à li-ayyàmi l-aaduwwi wa hà≈ihi

©anìnà wa a©natnà l-©a†àrifatu l-murdu
wa bay∂àhu ka-l-timΔàli zayyanahà l-aiqdu
l-˙à[ati nafsì ˙ìna yanßarifu l-[undu

When his letter had reached her and she ﬁnished reading it, she
said: “Boy, give me the ink pot!” and she wrote in reply:
1. Return his greeting to him115 and tell him: beardless heroes see to our wishes, so
breathe your last breath!
2. By his grace the caliph left them to stay, the young men as reservists in the army,
and sent your lot to battle
3. When I want, a strong boy sees to my wishes116 and I undo him from rose water
4. And if a young man from among them wants to stretch out his hand to a soft belly
or curved buttocks
5. And if you are not attending to the needs of your people, then we will attend to
them far, far away
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

A-là aqrihi minnì l-salàma wa qul lahu
Bi-˙amdi amìri l-muhminìna aqarrahum
I≈à sihtu ©annànì ©ulàmun mura[[alun
Wa in sàha minhum nàsihun madda kaﬃhi
Fa-mà kuntumù taq∂awna min ˙a[i ahlikum

aunìnà bi-ﬁtyatin ©a†àrifatin murdi117
sabàban wa a©zakum ¢awàlifa fì l-[undi
wa nàzaatuhu min màhi muataßari l-wardi
ilà kabidin malsàha aw kafalin nahdi
suhùdan qa∂aynàhà aalà l-nahyi wa l-buadi

After reading her letter the man returned home with his horse and
his [àriya, and he asked his wife wether she had really done what she
said. She answered that she didn’t. The man then left her his [àriya as
a present and returned on his mission.
Ibn aAbd Rabbihi, aIqd, VII, p. 114.
Unreadable and diﬃcult to ﬁt to the metre.
116 Or: “sings to me”.
117 The ﬁrst line is taken from the Kitàb al-Ma˙àsin wa l-A∂dàd (pseudo-]à˙iz), ed.
van Vloten, Leiden, 1898, p. 229.
114
115

ARA 54,4_F1_749_425-465

10/3/07

11:25 AM

Page 462

gert borg

462
All in One

There is one woman—relatively unknown—from whom we still have
a number of love poems and in whose love poems many of the aforementioned themes occur: Umm al-Îa˙˙àk al-Mu˙àribiyya118
Passion
XI.1
1. Oh you rider in the morning towards his aim; hold still that I may tell some of the
things I feel

etc. See IV.4
XI.2
1. The healing from love is kissing and embracing and the rubbing of belly against
belly
2. And such heavy moving (in and out), that tears get in the eyes and the groping of
shoulders and horns (?)
1. Sifàhu l-˙ubbi taqbìlun wa ∂ammun
2. Wa rahzun tahmulu l-aaynàni minhu

wa [arrun bi-l-bu†ùni aalà l-bu†ùni
wa a¢≈un bi-l-manàkibi wa l-qurùni

Separation and regret
XI.3
1. May (for him) after (he left) me any gift by a free woman among mankind be untrustworthy nor a noble neighbour that lives close by
2. With him I was like ˛ù l-Kalb (The Dog Owner) who did not stop to fatten his
dog until its eyes became weak and it assaulted him
3. When the only thing he oﬀered was stupidity, I did not ﬁnd the like of him whose
eye would burn my ﬂesh to the point of overcooking
1. Là yahmunan baadì aa†iyyatu ˙urratin
2. Wa kuntu wa iyyàhu ka-≈ì l-kalbi lam yazal
3. Fa-lammà abà illà l-˙amàqata lam a[id

On love as a concept
XI.4
1. I see love as indestructable . . .

etc. See I.1

118

Mu., pp. 299-300.

mina l-nàsi aw [àrun karìmun yu[àwiruh
yusamminuhu ˙attà smadarra yusàwiruh
lahu miΔla mà yakwì fa-yun∂i[a nàΩiruh
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To love and to regret . . .
XI.5
1. I had found comfort for the love of the Îibàbì for a while, but all the follies of an
ignorant one were to return . . . etc. (See VI.3)

Conclusion
Any conclusion drawn from the small amount of material presented
here must be preliminary. But also preliminary conclusions may have
a value of their own.
Maybe we should start by assessing what we did not ﬁnd in these
love poems by women: the most prominent phenomenon that is absent
are lengthy descriptions in the waßf or madì˙, descriptions of the beloved,
of men (or women). Where Bauer is able to extract an extensive catalogue of waßf elements from the poetry he discusses, they are scarce
here, limited to the following passages:
IV.2: a general reference to beauty: [amàluka . . .
IV.9: a general reference to the lovers “mental picture”
IV.12 vs. 10 and VII.1 vs. 4: white teeth
VII.3 s. 3: metaphoric use of “star”
VII.4 and VIII.1: elegant walk and remarkable face to emphasize the
nobility of the beloved
XI.3 (last verse): the (former) lover’s burning look
Another thing that is missing is what I would call “the broad outlook”, generalisations of emotions, or aﬀections attributed to the condition humaine. The nearest these women take us to such a theme or
expression is in a few general remarks about the nature of love: I.1,
I.2 and I.3. In II.2 the poetess touches lightly on a general outlook,
but only in hindsight when evaluating her own love career.
Another instance where a poetess seems to break through to a wider
perspective is in III.1: she creates the image of the ideal heroic uncompromising lover whom no obstacle will turn away from his beloved.
But then again she says so in a concrete situation, in which she feels
turned down by her lover in her request to visit him.
Bauer witnesses enough expressions of this relationship between love
and the condition humaine to justify the very purpose of his monography:
to discuss the Mentalitätsgeschichte of the late Abbasid era. The same
cannot possibly be done on the basis of the poems that are being
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presented here, neither for the late Abbasid nor for any other era. It
might however be necessary to make an exception for love poetry by
women in al-Andalus: developments there often turn out to be diﬀerent
from those in the heartlands of Arab/Islamic culture.
To typify the presented poems we might turn to Hempfers Gattungstheorie,
a classical work on poetic kinds. In its last chapter (“Zusammenfassende
Thesen”, pp. 221-8) the author presents some useful clues as to how
genres can be deﬁned.
If we follow his lead the ﬁrst question would be: can we consider
the presented texts as a group? Three remarks have to be made:
1. The texts are only homogeneous in a limited sense: there common
theme is love and some of its implications, but they are ascribed to
women in varying historical and social circumstances.
2. It has already been indicated, that the chosen texts are a corpus for
a preliminary survey; they are not the total corpus that can be found.
3. The texts above have never been presented as a collection, as an
interconnected group, neither in the Arab Middle Ages nor recently:
the juxtaposition is ours and it does not follow unequivocal criteria.
If we would superimpose a “Sammelbegriﬀ ”, a collective deﬁnition, on
these poems it would probably be “functional poetry with lyrical inclinations”, because they are almost without exception connected to concrete occasions. In this sense they are occassional poetry.
It is debatable wether these poems would coincide with a historical
category that occurred in Medieval Arabic genre deﬁnition. After excluding categories like waßf and madì˙ as we did, the only category that
could be considered is ©azal/tasbìb (love) poetry, but one might argue,
that with the variety of love’s implications that these poems present,
they are thematically not “stable” enough to bring them under this category alone.
It is diﬃcult to typify these poems in terms of communicational situations (“Sprechsituationen”), either performative or informative, because
as far as they are communicational, most of them are intended as “oneto-one” messages, from one sender (the poetess) to one reciever (the
beloved). To subdivide further into primary and secundary modi
(“Schreibweisen”) like narrative, dramatical, comical or satirical is even
more complicated, because it would mean that we need to have at
least a clear understanding of the sender’s and reciever’s intentions and
moods. And decisive to determine these intentions and moods are the
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texts themselves (to a lesser extent the context), so that here too we
would ﬁnd ourselves in a vicious circle.
These considerations would lead us to believe that the poems presented here can hardly be considered a genre in the normal sense of
the word. Neither can most of the women, whose poems we have been
discussing here, be considered poetesses in the sense that they produced
a number of poems collected in a dìwàn, let alone that poetry made
up most of their daily activities as is the case with the laureate poets
of medieval Arab culture. Their poems can hardly be understood as
anything else than occasional (or maybe: situational) poetry, which leaves
us with a tantalising question: why were they collected and transmitted at all? Perhaps their only value was and is, that for a reader (now
and then) they are highly recognisable as a reﬂection of the vicissitudes
of love, phenomena that still provide enough material to ﬁll 24 hour
schedules of three TV pop stations on my local cable network.

